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BeautyTamesTheBeast

"WhataboutmyheartRandall?Whataboutmyfuckingheart?"

Epilogue

Iwakeupsweatingandpanting,it'sbeenthesamedream everydaysinceIwas8yearsold.The

memoryisstillfreshinmymindandmyheartisstillbroken.

HowdoIfightsomethingIdonotknow?HowdoIfightafaceIhaveneverseen?

It'sbeenahardknocklifesincemyparentsdiedinthehandsofrobberswhobrokeintoour

housewhileweweresleeping.

Iwaswokenupbyaloudbangonlytofindmymotherstandingbymybedside,Iwillnever

forgetthehorrifiedlookonherface.

"Hideinsidethewardrobe,behindtheclothes.Nomatterwhathappens,donotcomeout."

Sheinstructsasshewhispers.

"What'sgoingonmama?"Iwhisperbackbutshepushesmeinsidebehindapileofhungcoats.

"Iloveyoumybaby."

Shesaysbeforeclosingthedoor.IwanttotellherIlovehertoo,butsomeonebudgesintomy

room,heragonizingscreamsringinmymind.Itsoundslikesomeoneisdraggingherout.

There'snoise,itsoundslikemenarguing,Icanheardad'svoice.

Myfatherhasalwaysbeenastrongman,notoncehaveIseenhisweaksideandrightnowit

breaksmyhearttohearhispleasashepleadsformymother'slife.

"No,please.Donottouchmywife,I'lldoanything."He'scrying,Ican'thelpbutcrytoo.

Mymotherisscreamingherlungsout,she'sbeggingthem tostopbutitseemslikeherscreams

arefallingondeafears.

Idon'tknowwhattheyaredoingtoherbuttheyarehurtingherandmyfather'scriesaregetting

louder.He'sweepingnow,he'shelpless.Iftherewasanythinghecoulddotohelpher,hewould.

ThatisthetypeofmanIknowhim tobe,hewilldoanythingpossibletoprotecthisfamily.

LikeacowardI'm hidinginherelikemylifedependsonit,there'snootherway,Iam onlybuta

child.

There'sthisdeafeningsound,it'sabang.Ihearfourofthem,Ican'thearmyfather'scries

anymore,onlymymother.She'swailingandscreaming,it'sheartwrenchingandIcan'ttakeit

anymore.Ihearanotherbangthenshestops,there'sadeafeningsilenceforafewseconds



beforeIhearfootsteps.Ilistencarefullytilltheyfadeaway,IthinktheyaregonebutI'm notsure.

Ineedmyparents,Ineedtobeinmyfather'sarms.Whyaretheynotcomingforme?

Whyaretheyquiet?Anythingwilldo,ascream,ashout.Eventhoseheartbreakingcrieswilldo,

atleastI'llknowtheyarestillalive.

"Amarayoucan'tbeserious,you'redaydreamingagain?"That'smycousinNombulelo,Icall

herLelo.Shedoesn'tunderstandmysituation,thatI'm depressedandsometimeslosetrackof

reality.SheknowsmystorybutsaysIwassoyoung,Ishouldhaveatleastgottenoveritbynow.

Shecanbeinsensitivesometimes.

"You'veburntthepapagain,thatwomanwillhaveyourhead."She'stalkingabouthermother.

Aftermyparentswerebrutallykilled,myauntandherhusbandtookmein.Ican'tsaythey

didtheirdutiesofbeingparentstome,theyaretheworst.InfactIhatethem,moreespecially

myuncle.Iswearthatmanhasaspecialplacereservedforhim inthepitsofhellifnotatthe

devil'srighthandside.Hehasdoneunspeakablethingstome,thingsachildshouldnevergo

through.

"SorryLelo,Izonedoutabitthere."Sherollshereyes,onedaythey'llfalloff.Wehaveatight

relationshiplikerealsisters,she'stheonlythingthatkeepsmegoing.

"Youneedtostopthatorelsepeoplewillthinkyou'recrazy."Shesays.Leloisloudandhappy

andfreeandbeautiful.She'slightskinned,hasdreadlocksthattouchhershoulder.Herparents

loveherlikeshe'sthebestthinginthisworld,theygivehereverythingshewants.

"Donottellme,youburntmyfoodagain?"Myheartsinkstothepitofmystomachatthe

soundofthatvoice,that'stheeviluncleImentioned.

Hegetshomefrom workaroundthistime,beforeIfinishcooking.Leloisnotallowedto

help,apparentlyIshouldbegratefulthatIhavearoofabovemyhead.TheleastIcoulddois

cook,cleanandbeonstandbywhentheyneedsomething.

"Lelogotoyourroom."Hedemands.

"Dadit'smyfaultI..."Lelotriestoexplainbuthecutsheroff.

"Isaidgotoyourroom man."Hebooms,Leloflinchesandrunsoutofthekitchen.

Iwantedtotellhernottoleavemealonewiththismonster,butshe'safraidofhim asmuchasI

am ifnotmore.

He'sglaringatme,Iknowthatlook.Iknowwhathe'sthinkingandI'm disgustedbythesightof

him.Hetakesasteptowardsmeandmyheartdrops,Iwanttorunoutofthiskitchenandnever

lookbackbuthe'llcatchmebeforeImakeittothedoor.

He'sstillmovingtowardsme,Imoveback.Idon'twanthim touchingme,mystomachturns

eachtimehedoes.BeforeIknowithehasmetrappedagainstthewall,tearsfailmeandican't

stopthem.Hesmellslikeabreweryandit'snauseating.Ihateeverythingaboutthisman



standingbeforeme,hisvoice,hislustfuleyes.

"Pleasedon't."I'm pleadingformyinnocence.

Hegrins.

"IlikeitwhenyousaypleaseAmara,itturnsmeon."Hesaysandchillsgothroughmyspine.

He'sbreathingdownmyneck,Iwould'vekilledhim bynowifIhadthestrength.

Myauntdoesn'tknowwhatherhusbandhasbeendoingtome,shemightbesuspectingitbutI

thinkshe'safraidtoconfronthim.HegrabsmybreastandIfreeze,Iwanttoscream buthehits

mewhenIdo.

"YouareoneluckywomanAmara."Hesays.

I'm agirlyoufreak.

"Ihavefoundtheperfectoneforyou.Tomorrowisgoingtobeagoodday."Hestepsback,

laughsandwalksawaywhistling.

Idon'tknowwhatthatwasaboutandIdoubtIwanttoknow.

Tobecontinued...



1.

AMARA*

“WakeupAmara.”Iopenmyeyestothesoundofmyuncle’swhisper,he’sontopofme,his

handstrappingmeonbothsides.Myheartstartsracingatthesightofhim,hisheavybodyfeels

liketortureontopmeandhisbreathisnauseating.

Uncle:“Wakeupprincess,Timetogo.”HesmirksbutIdon’tunderstandwhathemeansbythat

andIdon’tunderstandwhyheisontopofmebutIknowhehasbadintentions,healwaysdoes.

Me:“Uncleplease,Ican’tbreathe.”Icry,buthedoesn’tseem tocare.

Thismanisbig,asinfatandrightnowhispotbellyiscrushingmylungs.

Uncle:“Youhavebiggerthingstoworryaboutthanmecrushingyou.”Hewhispers.

IwishIhadsleptinLelo’sroom,heforbidfrom itbeforewewenttobed.Nooneeverargues

withhim inthishousenotevenmyaunt,hetoldmetomakemyselfcomfortableonthecouch.

ThiswashisplanIguess.Herunshisfilthyhandonmythigh,fearengulfsmeinstantly.

Me:“Uncleplease.”

Uncle:“Whyareyouwearingthis,Iwanttofeelyourskin.”

Hewhispersashegrabsthegarmentofmynightwearandtearsgushoutofmyeyes.

Me:“Pleasestop.”

Uncle:“Relax,Iwon’tdoanythingtoyou.RememberAmara,you’remypreciousegg,onecrack

andmydreamswillcomecrushingdown.Youaremytickettoabetterlife.”

He’salwaysbeensayingthattome,from themomenttheytookmein.

Hepullsmeupwithhim anddragsmebythealreadyopendoor.

Me:“Wherearewegoing?”

Uncle:“Wouldn’tyouliketoknow?.”

MyauntandLeloaresleepingintheirrooms,theyhavenocluewhat’sgoingonrightnow.

Me:“Le…”Hecoversmymouthdeprivingmeachancetoscream.

Uncle:“Don’tyoudare,orIwillkillyouandeveryoneinthishouse.YouknowI’m verymuch

capableofitAmara,Ihavenothingtolose.”

Theregoesmychance.

I’m notsurewhattimeitisbutit’sstilldarkoutside,I’m wearingathickonesie,atleastit’s

protectingmefrom thisnightbreeze.Wegetintohiscar,Ihavenoideawheretheroadleadsto

butitseemsfarandIhavebeencryingfrom themomentweleftthehouse.Maybetodaymy

prayerswillbeanswered,maybetodayGodwillhavemercyonme.



It’sbeenthirtyminutes,heparksthecaratwhatlookslikeanabandonedbuilding.Thestreets

areempty,there’snosignofhumansonlythepresenceofstreetlightsandsoundsofowls

hooting.Themoonisupinthesky,andthestarsareplasteredarounditinalloftheirglory.

Twomenapproachhim themomenthestepsout,mysixthsensetellsmetorunbut,wherewill

Igo?Idon’tknowwhereIam.

Man1:“Isthisher?”

Myworldshakesfrom beneathme.

Uncle:“Yesboss.”Hesoundslikeanidiotrightnow.

Man1:“Whyissheinthecar?”

Myuncleopensthedoorandpullsmeout,ascream escapesmymouthrewardingmeaslap

from him.Istaggerbackandalmostfallbut,oneofthemencatchme,hepushesmetotheside

beforeslappingmyuncleacrosshisface.

Man1:“Youidiot,thisispreciouscargo.”

Thismanwhohasbeendoingmostofthetalkinglooksmixedrace,hehasaBritishaccent.The

otheroneisblack,hehasn’tsaidaword.

Uncle:“Sorryboss.”

Hesoundslikehe’ssuckinguptothem butmostlythere’sfearinhisvoice.Atthispoint,Ihave

figuredoutwhatishappening.I’m only18,mylifehasn’tbegunyet.

Me:“Iwanttogouncleplease,I’llbehaveIpromise.”

TheyignoremelikeI’m nothere.

Man1:“Ihopeyouhavebeentakingcareofherorelsethebosswillhangyou.”

Uncle:“I’m amanofmywordboss.”

Theblackmanhandshim abag,myunclesmileslikeanidiotasheclingstothebigheavyblack

bag.Ihaveacluewhat’sinit,Ihatehim somuchthatIwanttoseehim dead.

“Let’sgosweetheart.”

Themixedraceguysaysashegrabsmyhand,Iyankeditaway.TheplanistorunasfarasI

can,Ifeelapairofhugearmssnakearoundmywaist,whiskingmeup.Iscream likemylife

dependsonit,whichitdoes.

“Wheredoyouthinkyou’regoingsweetheart?”Heburieshisfaceonthecrookofmyneckashe

saysthat,hesmellsstronglyofalcoholandnicotine.

It’sthemixedraceguy,Ican’tseehisfacebecausehe’sholdingmefrom behind.

I’m kickingandscreamingwhilehetakesmetotheblackSUVwithtintedwindows,myuncleis

gone.IheardhiscardriveoffwhenIattemptedtorun,heisacowardandIcursehim.Thisday



willcomebacktohaunthim,karmawillsoonhaveitswaywithhim.

Iloseallhopewhenheputsmeincarandshutsthedoor,theblackguyisalreadyonthedriver’s

seat.Thesecondmanissittingwithmeattheback,Iscream whenthecarstartsmoving.My

mindtellsmetheywillletmegoifIkeepthisup,there’snothingmoreannoyingtomenthana

screamingwoman.

“Shit,canyoushutherup?”

Theblackmanbooms.

Man1:“Whatdoyouwantmetodo?”

Man2:“Idon’tknow,slaphersenselessorsomething.”

That’senoughtoshutmeup,I’m cuddleduplikeawetdog.Mybodyrefusestolistentome,I

can’tstopitfrom tremblingandmylipsfrom quivering.

Man1:“I’llgofor‘something’.I’m notreadytomeetGodyet,I’m stillenjoyingmylifeonearth.

Scarwillmutatethehandthatstrokeher.”

Man2:“ForgetmeetingGodbruh,youdefinitelyearnedyourselfaplaceinhell,rightnexttothe

devil.YouontherightsideandScar,well,he’llprobablyshareasitwithhim.”Helaughs.

Gosh!Whoarethesepeople?Whatdoyoutheywantfrom me?Whathasmyuncledonetome?



2*

RANDALL*

*Athishouse*

It's4am andIhaven'theardanythingfrom StylesandNkomo,theyaremytrustedallies.They

betterhaveagoodexplanationastowhat'skeepingthem.

Styleswalksinthelivingroom justasI'm abouttodialhisnumber.

Me:"MustyoualwayskeepmewaitingStyles?"Ihatebeingkeptwaiting,timeismoneyandI

hatelosingmoney.

Styles:"SorryRandy,thatfatpigwaslate."

Me:"Didhedeliver?"

Styles:"Likehehadachoice,ifgolddiggerwasaperson,hewouldbeit."

Me:"Howisshe?"

Styles:"Shakenbut,she'lllive.Areyousurethisisagoodidea?Wewentagainstourbiggest

enemyandhewon'ttakeitlyingdown."

Me:"Thatoldbastarddoesn'tscareme,he'sacockroach."

Styles:"Let'snotforgetthathehasanarmybehindhim."

Me:"Anarmyofflies."

Stylesislikeabrothertome,I'veknownhim sinceIcametogracethestreetsofJoburgfrom

Ghana.

Hetaughtmehowtosurviveoutthere,Iwasaboyrunningawayfrom mydestinyasIhadother

plansformylife.WesharedaflatinHillbrow,Ihadlittlemoneyfrom backhomeandonceitran

outwehadtohustle.Thehustlinginvolvedstealing,lying,manipulationandafewtimesinand

outofjail.

Hereweareyearslater,Imustsaythehustlehaspaidoffprettywell.

Styles:"Youknowit'snottoolatetobackdown?"

He'sstartingtopissmeoff.

Me:"Don'ttellmewhattodoStyles,Iam notachild.YouthinkIdidn'tthinkthisthrough?"

Isnapathim,heraiseshishandsinsurrender.

Idon'tgetwhyhehastobelikethis.Ihaven'tmadeitthisfarbybeingapussyandrunningto

hideeachtimeanenemyarose.Ihatecowards,IhatebullshitandmostlyIhateliars.



NTOMBI*(Amara'saunt.)

Backatthehouse.

Ntombi:"UthiwenzeniMoses?"(Whatdidyoudo?)

Hefrownsatthesoundofmeyellingathim.

Moses:"Yeyyeyuyang'raselaNtombimaan."(You'reannoyingme.)

Ntombi:"Ngiyak'rasela?Ngiyak'raselaMoses?Yousoldmybrother'schildandyou'retellingme

ukuthingiyak'rasela?God!!!Seemylife.WhathaveImarried?Uyinjamosesyezwa?"(You'rea

dog.)

Moses:"Uthini?"(Whatdidyousay?)

Hestandsupfuming.

Ntombi:"Ididn'tstutter."

Moses:"HeeeNtombingathiuyang'khohlwa.Sesiyajwayelanamanje?"(Youseem tobe

forgettingwhoIam.We'redisrespectingeachothernow?)

Ntombi:"YaziungcolileMoses."(You'resick)

Moses:"Yeymfazi!!!Ngizo..."(HeyWoman!!!Iwill...)

Hethreatens,pointinghisforefingeratme.

Ntombi:"Uzoyenzani?Youwanttohitme?Hitmethen,ng'shayeMoses,ng'shaye."(Whatwill

youdo?)

I'm allupinhisface,screamingathim.HeslapsmesohardIfallonthecouch.Ididn'tthinkhe

wouldactuallydoit,thismanhasneverlaidahandonme.

Ntombi:"Haaa!Moses,youhitme?"

Moses:"Youaskedforit,nexttimeyouspeaktomelikeyourspeakingtoyouruselessfather,I

willkillyouNtombisiyezwana."(Understand?)

Ntombi:"IwantmynieceMoses,Godwillpunishyou."Iscream athim.

Moses:"Yeahyeah,ok'salayowe'reeatingthismoneytogether.Idon'tknowwhatyourproblem

is,youneverlikedher.Nowyou'reactingliketheworld'sgreatestaunt."

Thismanisheartless,yes,Ididn'tlikeAmarathatmuch.But,Idon'thateher.She'sstillmy

brother'schild.



Ntombi:"Youhaveacoldheart."

Moses:"Andbecauseofthiscoldheart,I'm amillionaire.Angithiuthand'amapie?Iwillbuyyou

allthepiesyouwant,you'lleattoyourheart'scontent."(Youlikepiesright)

Helaughsashesitsbackdownandgoesbacktocountingthemoney.

Ntombi:"You'resogreedyformoneyMosesthatyouhaveforgottenthedealyoumadewith

Mkhize.Youowehim yourlife,howwillyouexplainthatgirl'sdisappearance?"

Moses:"IwilldealwithMkhizerelax."

Ntombi:"Andhowwillyoudothatwhenyoucan'tevenspeaktohim withouttrembling?Iswear

Mosesthatmanbetternotcomeformydaughter.Iswearngizofunduk'loyajustforyou."(Iwill

learnblackmagic)

Heignoresme,thelookonhisfacesayshedoesn'tcare.Themoneyhasconsumedhim.How

willIexplainthistomysiblings?



3*

AMARA*

I'vescreamed,criedandpleadedbutnoonehascometomyrescue.It'sbeenforeversince

thosemenlockedmeinthisroom,it'sabigroom bigenoughtobeseparatedintotwo

bedrooms.

There'sasinglebedatthecornerwithoneblanketandapillow,asmalltableandachaironthe

otherfarcorner.Theroom haswhitetiling,it'swallsarewhitetoo.There'sthiscoldbreezethat

hasmyteethshattering,IthinktheA.C.ison.

Iprayedmyselftosleeplastnightorthismorningrather,itwasstilldarkwhenwegothere.I

couldhardlyseethehouseoutsideduetothedarkness,therewerenostreetlights.Themen

hadtouseatorchjustsoweseewhereourfeetwereleadingus.

Iliterallywalkedinherewiththem,allhopewaslostanywayandtherewasnouseinfighting

them,Ihadacceptedmyfate.

AwaveofdisappointmentwelcomedmethemomentIopenedmyeyesthismorning.Ihave

beenstandingbythesmallwindowsince,there'snothingoutsidebutthicktrees.

Noroad,justadenseforestlookingplace.IknowI'm atthetopfloorbecauseI'm lookingdown

atthecreepyscenery.Idontknowwhatmydestinationis.WhatIknowisthatI'm terrifiedoutof

mywits.

Ihearfootstepstreadingtowardstheroom andmyheartjumpstomythroat.Theystopatthe

whitedoor,it'squietforawhilebeforethedoorknobturnsandthedooropensslowly.I'm still

standingbythewindow,mybodytremblingandmymindconfused.

Atalldarkskinnedmanwalksin,he'swearingallblack.Hashishandstuckedinhispockets,

he'slookingatmeashe'sstandingonthedoorway.

Ican'ttellhisfacialexpressionit'scompletelyblank.Iscanthedoorthenhim thenthedoor

again.

MaybeifIrun,Icanescapehim.He'sbigandI'm likeamousecomparedtohim although,I'm a

size34.

Ithinkhejustreadmymindbecausehisfacewelcomesasmirk,heflipshisfootbackanduses

ittopushthedoorclosed.He'sdaunting,theblackclotheshe'swearingseem toaddpowerto

thedarkaurahoveringoverhim.Hisdemeanorhasmeshakingwithfear.

HeamblestowardsmeandallIcandoiswatch,Ican'tmove,mylegshaverejectedme.My

mindcan'tseem tocommunicatewiththem.

Him:"Doyouneedanything?"Hesoundsarrogant.



Silence.

Him:"Water,food,abathmaybe."

Silence.

Him:"IfIwereyou,I'dgetverycomfortable."

Hisfacebecomeshardashisgazeonmeintensifies.

Me:"Whatdoyouwantfrom me?"

IhavesomanyquestionsandIdon'tknowwheretobegin,I'm moreafraidthatifIsaythewrong

thing,itwillbetheendofme.

Him:"There'llbetimeforquestionslater."Hisfaceloosensup.

Me:"PleaseIwanttogohome."

Him:"Whathome?Whereyou'renotwanted?ThisisyournewhomeAmara,likeIsaid,get

comfortable."

Hescowlsatme.

Me:"Please."

Heshakeshishead,I'm alreadyintears.Hesmirksagainwhiletakingafewstepstowardsme

andtowersoverme.Hisdarkauraheavierthanitwaswhenhewalkedin.Icanhearmyheart

thuddingagainstmychest.

Itrytomovebuthe'stoofast,hetrapsmeonthewall.Iwanttoscream butthestrengthtodo

soisnothere.Hesmellsofexpensiveperfumeandnicotineandhe'stoocloseforcomfort.I

wanttogetawayfrom him.

Thissuddenlyfeelslikedejavuasmymindtakesmeback,remindingmeofwhatmyunclehad

beendoingtome.

Me:"Pleasedon'thurtme."Icry.

Him:"ThosetearsaremyweaknessAmara,maybeifyoustopsheddingthem Imightmove

away.YouhavenoideahowlongIhavebeenitchingtotouchyouandfeelyou."

Hewhispers,buryinghisfaceonmyshoulderandplantsawetkisswhilerunninghishanddown

myarm.Ipushhim offbuthe'stoostrong.

Him:"Relax,Iwon'tdoanythingtoyou."

Hewhispersinmyearwhilebitingmyearlobe.Istifleascream,hiswordisnotdefinite.

HowdoItrustthewordsofamanwhohaskeptmelockedup?

Him:"You'refuelingmewiththosesobs,youknowthat?"

Hewhispers,ithitsmewhathemeansbythatandIsmashmyhandagainstmymouthtryingto



suppressthecriesthatwillgetmeintotrouble.There'saknockatthedoorbut,itdoesn'tstop

him from grazingkissesdownmyjawlinetothecurvesofmyneck,I'm disgustedbyallofthis.

Thedoorcreaksopenandthatmixedracemanwalksin.

"Aword."Themixedraceguysays.

Thisonehuffsseeminglyannoyedandstops,hetakesastepback.Hiseyesarefixatedonme,I

stillcan'treadtheexpressiononhisface.

Him:"WhatisitStyles?"Hesayssoftly.

TheStylesguylooksatmethenathim.

Styles:"There'strouble."Helooksunsettled.

Him:"I'llbebackprincess."Hewinks,turns,thenfollowsStylesout.

InasecondI'm onthefloorweeping.

Tobecontinued...



4*

RANDALL*

Me:“Whatthehellissoimportantthatyouhavetodragmeoutofthere?”

Isnapathim aswetoddletomyoffice.

Styles:“SorryRandy,themeetingdidn’tgoasplanned.TheRussiansaredemanding…”

Me:Demandingwhatnow?Wesealedthedealyesterday.”

Styles:“YouknowhowVladimirandMikhailcanbe,theywantmoregirls.”

Me:“Howmany?”

Styles:“Fifty.”

Me:“Nothappening.”

Styles:“WehavetodeliverRandy,theyareourbiggestclients.”

Me:“Nothappening,weagreedon20.YouknowtherulesStyles,Iwillnotbetoldwhattodoby

thosebloodytwins.”

Styles:“Thosebloodytwinscanfuckyouup.”

Me:“Notinthislifetime.”

Heshakeshishead.

Styles:“Ihopeyourarrogancedoesn’tgetuskilledoneday.”

Me:“I’m notarrogant,Ijustdon’ttakebullshitfrom people.Youshouldtryitsometime.”He

chuckles.

Styles:“Welleitherway,youneedtosortthisoutorwe’lllosealotofmoney.”

Thedooropensandoneoftheguardswalksin.

IlovemyspaceandIlikepeoplewhorespectthat.TodayisagooddayorelseIwouldhaveput

abulletthroughhisskullforwalkingintomyofficewithoutknocking.

Me:“Hey,isthisyourmother’shouse?”Igivehim anintimidatinglook,hedropshishead

immediately,seeminglyashamedofhislackofmannerism

Him:“No,sorryboss.”

Idiot.

Me:“Nexttimeyoupullthisstunt,youwon’tmakeitoutsidethisdoor.”

Stylesshakeshishead,Iknowhedisapprovesofmyattitudebutit’swhoIam andI’m not



willingtochangeforanyone.

Me:“Speak.”Isaytotheguard.

Him:“Mkhizeishere.”

Styles:“Whyam Inotsurprised?Thiswasboundtohappen,Ididn’tthinkitwouldbethissoon.”

Stylesisallaboutpeace,meditatingandshit,hehatesviolence.Justdon’tsteponhistoes

becausewhenheretaliates,youwouldwishthegroundcouldopenupandswallowyou.

I’veseenhisdarkheartbeforeandwhatitdoestohim.Itwaswhenhislittlesisterwaskilledby

someloansharkheowedmoney.Hewentforhim gunsblazing.Hetookouthiswholefamily,

eventhedogs.Burntthem aliveonebyoneandmadetheguywatchashisfamilywasengulfed

inflames.

Thememoryisstillfreshinmymind,sometimesIcanstillsmelltheburntbodiesandIget

nightmaresaboutthatnight.

Wedoalmosteverythingtogether,knoweachother’sdeepestdarkestsecrets.

Asfortheloanshark,Stylessaidbecausehisheartisascoldasice,he’llripitoutandputitin

hotwatersoitmelts.Ithoughthewasbluffinguntiltheguy’sagonizingscreamsfilledtheroom,

hethrewtheheartinakettleofboilingwater,leavingittoboiltillitstopped.

Icouldn’teatforaweekafterwitnessingthatscene.

Therewasnoemotiononhisface,itwasblank.Hiseyeswerecoldlikehe’dlosttouchwith

reality.

TillthisdayIdon’tknowwhatwasonhismindandIdon’tplanonfindingout.SometimesI’m

afraidthathewillturnbacktothatperson,it’sdefinitelysomethingI’m notlookingforwardto

seeing.

Styleshatesthatsideofhim,hemademepromisethatifIseeanysignsthathe’sturning,I

shoulddoanythingtostophim evenendinghislife.ThatissomethingIcannotbringmyselfto

do.

NOMBULELO*

Ihaveafeelingthatmyparentsarehidingsomethingfrom me,nooneiswillingtotellmewhere

mycousinis.IheardtheirargumentthismorningbutIcouldn’thearexactlywhatitwasabout,

apparentlydaddidsomethingmom disapprovesof.IonlyhopeithasnothingtodowithAmara,

Iknowhehatesherforwhateverreasonbutsheisstillhisniece.

“What’swrongwithyou?You’vebeenoutofitsinceyougothere.”

ThisisZuma,myboyfriend.

We’vebeendatingforoverayear,Zumaisnotthatfortunate,he’shadithardinlife.He’s



currentlytakingcareofhissickmotherwholivesinLimpopo,hehasafoodstandatNoordtaxi

rankwherehesellsfruitsandvegetables.

Myparentsdon’tknowabouthim,they’dkillmeiftheyfindout.Hissocialstatusissomething

theywouldn’tapproveof.I’vebeenvisitinghim inhisshackdailyafterschool,sometimesI

wouldskipschoolorsleepoverinpretenceofasleepoveratafriend’shouse.

Me:“I’vebeenthinkingaboutAmara,shewentmissing.”Iexplainmyabsentmind.

Zuma:“Whatdoyoumeanmissing?Noonejustgoesmissingnje,somethingmusthave

happenedtoher.Shedoesn’thavefamilyoutthere,soshewouldn’tjustgo.”

Thismanofmineiswise,oneofthethingsthatmademefallforhim.

Me:“Mypointexactly,Ithinkmyparentsknowwheresheis.Iheardthem arguingthismorning.”

Zuma:“That’sstrange,whatcouldtheypossiblydotoher?Unless…”

HehasthatlookandIknowhe’sputtwoandtwotogetherbut…

Me:“What?”

Zuma:“Unlesstheysoldher.”

Yohhai,andIthoughthewaswise.HefrownsatmeasIrollonthebedlaughingmyheadoff.

Zuma:“Okay,that’senoughnow.”

Helooksoffendedbut,Ican’thelpit.It’stoofunny.Whatdomyparentsknowabouttrafficking?

Theyareordinarycitizens.

Me:“I’m sorry.”

I’m tryingtostoplaughingbutmymindkeepsreplayingwhathesaidandit’sfunniereachtime.

Zuma:“I’llbeoutsidewhileyouentertainyourself.”Heclickshistongueashegetsup.

Me:“I’m sorry,babydon’tgo.”

Isaythroughmylaugh,he’stoosensitiveforaguy.Igrabhisarm,tryingtostophim from

walkingawaybutmylaughisnothelping.Heyankshishand,sideeyesmeandclickshis

tongue.

I’m leftsmilingnowasI’m tryinghardtocontrolmysensations.

RANDALL*

Wewalkouttothelivingroom whereMkhizeiswaitingforus,he’sstandingandhe’snotalone.

Thisbastardcomestomyhousewithhiszombies,heprobablythinksshitwillgodown.Noton

myaccount,nottillIblowthewhistle.Hedoesn’tscaremeonebit.

Me:“I’m beginningtolikeyouoldman,atleastyouknowIhateitwhentrespasserssitonmy



whitesofas.

Mkhize:“CutthecrapScar,Ithinkyouhavewhatbelongstome.”

Hiscoldtonedoesn’tmoveme.

Me:“Youthink?ReallyMkhize?Maybeyoushouldconsiderretiring,youknow.Spendsome

qualitytimewithyourgrandkids,grandpaisstartingtoloseit.”

Heclencheshisteethandapuckerformsbetweenhiseyebrows.

Mkhize:“You’reapieceoftrashScar,stopclowningaround.”

Me:“Maybeyoushouldgetyourfactsstraightbeforecomingtomyhouseandaccusingmeof

thingsIknownothingof.Didyoudoyourhomeworkgrandpa?”

Ismirkathim.IknowI’m pissinghim offandthat’stheplan,Ilikeseeinghisbloodpressure

escalate.

Mkhize:“Don’tplaygameswithmeOkolie.”

Hebarks.

Me:“Idon’tplaygamesMkhizeandwhenIdo,Idon’tplaynice.”

Oneofhisguardsstepsforwardwhiletakingoutagun.There’sfiveofthem includingMkhize

againstmeandStyles.

Stylescackles,Ijoinhim.

Me:“Please,pointthatthingatme.Iwanttoseesomething.”

ThelookonmyfacesaysI’m notkidding.

HeswallowshardandstepsbacktohispositionafterMkhizegiveshim anod.

Mkhize:“Idon’thavealldayOkolie,bringbackwhat’smineandnoonewillgethurt.”

Ilaughathisstatement.

Me:“Unlessyouaretalkingaboutthe100kIoweyou,then…”Ishrugmyshoulders.

StyleshandsmeabagfullofmoneyandIthrowitatMkhize.

Me:“Fetch.”Ihissandoneofhiszombiespicksthebagup.

Styles:“Anangryoldman?Nowthat’ssomethingyoudon’tseeeveryday.”

Mkhizeclickshistongue,givingStylesablacklook.

Mkhize:“Don’tinsultmeOkolie,Idon’ttakethem easily.”

Dropsofsweathaveformedonhisforehead,itwon’tendwellifheexplodes.Ifpushcomesto

shove,Iam stillcomingoutofthisalive.Nooneistakingwhatbelongstome.Iclaimedithence,

itismine.Itakeafewstepstowardshim butStylesputshishandout,stoppingmefrom going



anyfurther.

Me:“Well,Idon’ttakethreatseasilygrandpa.Youdon’ttreadonmyterritoryandthrow

demandslikeyouownthisplace.LikeIsaid,Idon’tplaynice.”

Heshakeshishead.

Mkhize:“Thisisnotover,I’m comingbackforwhat’smine.”

Me:“Youcan’tclaim whatyouneverhadmsunu.”

Hechucklesbeforewalkingoutwithhisgorillas.

Ineedadrink…bloodyidiot.Whothehelldoeshethinkheis?

Aglassofwhiskeyalwayscalmsme,Stylespourshimselfonetoo.Helooksagitated.

Sincewhenisheafraidofthatcockroach?Iglareathim andheshrugsbeforesettlingdownon

thecouch.Imakemyselfcomfortableontheoppositecouch.

Me:“Andthen?”

Hebetterhaveagoodexplanationforthatfoolishfacehe’swearing.

Styles:“ThatbastardmeansbusinessScar,awarwiththeMkhizesissomethingyoudon’twant.

Hisbrothersarejustasfuckedupashim.”

Me:“I’m readyforanythingStyles,ifitmeansIgettokeepwhatbelongstome.”

Styles:“Whydon’tyoujustgivehim whathewants?”

I’m gettingtiredofStyles’cowardice.

Me:“I’m goingtopretendyoudidnotsaythattome.”

Nx!

Styles:“ButRandy…”

Me:“WheredidyouloseyourballsStyles?”

Isnapathim.

Styles:“FuckyouRandall.”Hefrowns.

Me:“No,fuckyouStyles.Ifyou’reacowardthendon’tdragmeintoit,I’m notweakandIwillnot

bowdowntothatbaboon.I’vebeeninthisgamefortoolong,IknowwhatI’m doing.”

Styles:“She’snotworthitman.”

Youknowwhat?Nx!

Me:“Ifyoudon’twantmetoblowyourbrainsoff,thenshutthefuckup.”

I’m donetalking,noonehasasayinthismatterbutme.



Tobecontinued...
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NOMBULELO*

Everton(Herfather’splace.)*

Martha:<<Sithisangomangihlabeleamadlozi,

ngobamina,hayiziyang’bhedela.>>>

Thesearemymother’sfriendsMarthaandTebogo,theyarecompletelydrunk.Theyaredancing

andsingingtoBrendaFassie’ssong,completelymessingitup.Eachiscarryingtwobottlesof

bear.Aretheynotashamed?Andonthestreetsofallplaces?

There’speopletakingvideosandpicturesofthem whilelaughing.

Tebogo:<<<Awubhekebabamba’ama-lotto,

Abanye,babamb’um’china>>>

Shejumpsinwiththatline,herfingerdirectedatmyhouse.Theseoldwomenthough.Martha

seesmeandgrabsmyarm.

Martha:“Nombulelo,come,come.”

Shestumbles,almostfallingonme,Iquicklyslidetotheside.Shesmellslikeabrewery.

Martha:“Yourfatherisablessertoday.Lookatus,sihappy,sigrand,kumnandi,futh’asina

stress.Dololoproblems,dololostress.”(Wearehappy,lifeisniceandwe’restressfree.)

Saysthewomanwhowasjustsingingtoasongthattalksabouthavingproblemsinlife.

Sheburps,loudlyso.

Tebogolaughsather.

Me:“Sis’Martha,whathappened?”

Martha:“Callmemam’Martha.Tellme,howdoesMosesfeelabouttakingasecondwife?”

Didshejust…

Okay…MaybeI’m hearingthings.

Martha:“Wenamganeaw’funiukus’joinernoNtombi?Youcanbethethirdwife.”(Don’tyou

wanttojoinusmyfriend?)

Tebogo:“Cha,cha,chachomie.Ngiyabonga,uMosesus’dudlamaan.Hyisvet.Howwillhe

satisfymeinbed?Cabanganje,whenhestartseatinghismoney,uzobeushadeitumbledryer

Martha.”(Nothankyoumyfriend,Mosesistoofat.He’sstillgoingtogainmoreweight.)



Martha:“Ohooo,uzoz’bona.MinaI’llbesinging<<<Versaceonthefloor,takeitoff,takeitofffor

me>>>(Suityourself)

Shesingsofftunewhiletwistingherhips,theyshouldbesuedforbeingofftuneandfor

messingupthesongstoo.Plus,jailtimeforthoseterribledancemoves.

Whyam Ientertainingthis?

Ihaveseenandheardenoughtotraumatizememywholelife.

STYLES*

Houghton(Randall’shouse)*

Nkomohasfinallyliveduptohisname,hemessedupwiththatstunthepulled.Randallisgoing

tokillhim,IhaveknownRandallalmostallmylifeandIhaveneverseenhim loseitlikethat.

Whowould’vethoughtthecoldheartedRandallwouldhaveasoftspotforawoman?

I’dbedamned.

Thegirlisunknowinglymeltinghisicyheart.

Ihopeallofthisisworthalltheenemieswe’vegained.

Randall:“Whereisthatasshole?”

Heshoutsashemarchesdownthestairs,noteRandalldoesnotshout.Althoughruthless,heis

calm andsoftspoken.Thisconfirmsmysuspicions,he’scatchingfeelingswhichissomething

hewouldneveradmitto.

Me:“He’sonhiswaytothehospital.”

Randall:“Whydidyoulethim go?”

Herumbles.

Me:“Don’tbitemyheadoffScar,Ihadtodosomething.Youalmostkilledtheguy.”

Randall:“ThatwasthefuckingplanStyles,thatbastarddeservestobeburntalive.”

HiswordsremindmeofadreadfulpastI’veworkedsohardtoforget,henoticesthelookonmy

face.

Randall:“I’m sorrybruh,Ididn’t…”

Me:“It’sokay,don’tstressaboutit.”

Iwalkouttothebackyardwithaglassofwhiskeyinhandandsitononeofthecouchesoutside,

hefollowsme.



There’sabigingroundpoolsurroundedbyhardwooddecks,theinteriorhereisthatofalounge.

It’sacomfortablesetting,thankstotheglasswallssurroundingthishouseyoucanseethe

insidefrom here.Randallhasatasteofroyaltywhenitcomestobuyingahouseandinterior

decorations.Livingbigishismotto,hedoesn’tdocheap.

Isometimesteasehim abouthowthisroyaltythatrunsinhisbloodwillleavehim bankruptif

thatisatallpossible,hemightbeaspenderbutheusesmoneywisely.

Anyway,ifyouwanttogetalongwithRandallUzeOkolie.Donot,Irepeat,donotmentionthe

wordroyalty.

Randall:“Yougood?”

Hesitsashelooksatmewithworry,he’sabouttogomushyonme.

Idecidenottoanswerhim becauseIdon’tknowtheanswertothat.

Me:“Howisshe?”

Heclencheshisfist.

Randall:“Idon’tknow,Ican’tthinkstraightman.Ineedtogetoutofthishouse,Ikeepseeing

him ontopofher.It’sdrivingmecrazy.”

Me:“Maybeyoushould,I’llkeepaneyeonher.Theguardsareheretoo…”

Myphoneringscuttingmeoff,it’sKhethukuthula.Theonlywomaninmylife.

Khethu:“Stylesyouhavetocomehome,youruncleishereagain.He’sdrunkandbangingonthe

door,I’vebeentellinghim togoawaybuthewon’tbudge.He’scalledmebyeverypossible

racistnameIcanthinkof.”

She’ssoundsfearful.

Me:“I’m onmyway.”

Icutthecall.

Randall:“Julius?”

Me:“Thatbastardprobablywantsmoneyagain.”

Randall:“Don’tyouthinkyoushouldstopgiftinghim withmoneyandtakehim torehab?”

Me:“Andwhereisthefuninthat?Mywholeplanofgettinghim addictedtodrugsandalcohol

willbeinvain.”

Randall:“Yeahbuthe’sajunkienow,he’slosteverythingincludinghiswifeandkids.Isn’tthat

enoughpunishment?”

Me:“Nope,I’m stillhavingfunUze.”

Randall:“Fuckyou,don’tcallmethat.”



Ilaughathim.

DidImentionnottocallhim byhisnativenameaswell?It’sconnectedtothatroyaltyshittoo.

Me:“It’syourname?Embraceit.”

Ipathisback.

Randall:“No,it’smyfather’srepressionoverme.”

Ishakemyhead.

Me:“Ihavetogoman,ifyouneedabreatherthendoso.Wedon’twantyoulosingitandscaring

thatpoorgirlagain,she’sbeenthroughenough.”

Randall:“Ihearyou.”

Me:“Andstayawayfrom Cow,IknowyouRandall.You’vealreadyplannedhisdeathinthatsick

mindofyours.”

Hedoesn’tsayanythingandIknowhewon’tlistentome.

NOMBULELO*

Everton*

IthoughtIwasintroublebecauseitwaslateandIjustgothome,onlytofindmyparentstoo

stressedtocareaboutmywhereabouts.Thehouseisamess,there’semptybeerbottles

scatteredeverywhere,dirtydishesalloverthekitchen.

Mom shouldknowI’m notgoingtocleanthismess,it’snotlikeIwasinvitedtothepartyanyway.

So,thisiswhereMarthaandTebogo’sfunbegan?

Wheredidthesepeoplegetthemoneytothrowapartyandmakealcoholrainlikemanna?

Dadispassedoutonthecouch,itlookslikehe’sabouttofalloff.

Thismanthough…HowmanytimesdoIhavetotellhim he’stoobigtosleeponthecouch?

I’m notwakinghim uptoday,ifhefalls,hefalls.

Me:“Mama,what’sgoingon?”

She’sbeensittingonthefloor,drinkingbeerfrom thebottle.

Sincewhendoesshedrinklikethisanyway?ShouldItellheraboutherminionswhoare

completelydrunkoutsideandhavingapartyfortwo?

Ntombi:“OurlivesareoverLelo,wearefinishedmychild.Yourfatherhasruinedus.”

She’sbeenrepeatingthesewordslikeshe’sinatrance,shehasn’texplainedfurther.I’lltalkto



them tomorrowwhentheyaresoberandnormal.

I’m stillnotcleaningthismess.

Besides,Ihavebiggerproblemstoworryabout.I’m pregnant,Idon’tknowhowithappened.

ZumaandIhavebeenverycareful,weusedprotectionallthetime.Mom istoosoftbutmy

father,aaii.Thatoldmanisgoingtokillme,ifnotthrowmeoutofthehouseandwhenhe’s

donewithme,I’llcringeatthethoughtofhavingsex.

He’salwaysbeensingingpraisesabouthowproudheisofmeandthatIwillbetheonetomake

him arespectablemaninthecommunity.Myfatherhasanextremelyhighcaseof‘abantu

bazothini’(whatwillpeoplesay)syndromeandit’skillinghim.

IhavetotellZumaaboutthispregnancy,I’m notsureifIwantitbutit’salsoevidenceofourlove.

Ifit’saboy,he’lllooklikehim althoughZumaisnotthemosthandsomemanontheplanetbut

he’smyZumaandIlovehim.

Ifit’sagirl,shewilllooklikeme.Ionlyhopetheywon’tinherittheirfather’sbighead.

Ialreadyseeafuturetogetherwithhim,withouttheshackobviouslybecausethere’snowayI’m

raisingmykidsinaoneroom kitchen/bedroom/sittingroom.

Me:<<<Weneedtotalk.>>>

Itexthim,herepliesimmediately.HeknowsIhatebeingbluetickedandforsomeoddreason,

he’salwaysonline.

Zuma:<<<I’m listening.>>>

Me:<<<Inperson,it’simportant.>>>

Zuma:<<<Whateveritis,Ididn’tmeanit.>>>

It’sphraseslikethesethatmakemethinkhe’suptonogood.

Zuma:<<<Ihavetogobuystockinthemorning,youcancomearoundabitafter12pm.>>>

Me:<<<Sure.>>>

SuddenlyI’m nervous.

KHETHU*

Bryanston,(Styles’house)*

IloveStyleswitheverybitofmebutIam tiredofhavingtodealwithhisuncle,thismancomes

tothehousebangingonthedoorwheneverhefeelslikeit.Idon’tknowhowhe’sabletoopen

thegate,he’sslylikethat.I’m sittingonthecouchwaitingforStyles,it’sbeentoolongandthe

shouting,bangingandsingingofthatdrunkmanhasmehighlyfrustrated.



Doesn’thegettired?

Styles:“WhatareyoudoinghereJulius?”

Oh,great!Finally,he’shere.

Julius:“Styles,myboytjie.”

Heshouts,hisvoiceisnaturallyloud,Ithink.

JuliusisAfrikaans,hehasthisdeepAfrikaansaccent.HehatesthefactthatI’m datinghis

brother’sson,apparentlyI’m tooblackforhim.Whateverthatmeans,thatmanisasracistas

theycome.

Irushtostandbythedoor,Iwillnotopenitjustincaseheplanstoattack.SometimesJulius

looksatmelikehewantstomurderme.

Styles:“GetoutofmypropertyJulius.”

Julius:“Isthisthewaytospeaktoyourfather?”

Hesoundssowasted.

Styles:“Youarenotmyfather.”

Icanheartheangerinhistone.

Julius:“Heysonnie,yourfatherdeniedyouandbecauseI’m hisbrother,thatmeansI’m theonly

pa’youhave.”(Father)

IknowStylesislividrightnow,butthankfullyhe’salwaysbeencalm sohe’llhandlethiswell.

Styles:“You’retestingmypatienceJulius.”

MaybeIspoketoosoon.

Julius:“Okay,okay.I’m gone,givemeahundredthere.Ihaven’thadanythingtoeatindays.”

Samestoryallthetime.

Styles:“WhyshouldIgiveyoumymoney?”

Julius:“Comeon,don’tbelikethatStylesie.”

Styles:“Don’tcallmethat.”

Julius:“I’llstopifyougivemehundredbucks.”

There’ssilenceforafewsecondsbeforeJuliusstartslaughing,Styleshasprobablygivenhim

themoney.

Styles:“Here,nowgo.”

Hegrunts.



Julius:“Daarsy.I’llbebackStylesie.Yeses!You’restingyman.”(Thereyougo.)

He’sungratefullikethat,thedooropens.OureyesmeetandI’m inhisarmsinasecond.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Hecaressesmycheek,Inod.

Me:“Can’tyoudosomethingabouthim cominghere?”

Iaskasheleadsmetothecouch,Isitbesidehim.

Styles:“WespokeaboutthisKhethu.”

Me:“Iknowbaby,but…LookIcanspeaktomyfather.”

Myfatherisapolicecommissioner.

Styles:“YouknowIhatethis‘daddycanI’mode,Idon’tneedhishelp.”

He’sinsultingme.Nx!

Styles:“I’m notweakKhethu,Iwilldealwiththismyway.”

FouryearsofmylifeIhavebeenwiththismanandtilltodayIstruggletogetusedtohismood

swings,theychangeliketheweather.Stylesisunpredictable,youneverknowwhathe’sthinking

orwhathemightdonext.

Ihaven’texperiencedhisangeryet,somethingtellsmehe’sbottlingitupandoneday…

Justoneday…

Ionlyhopeitnevercomes.

Tobecontinued>>>
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RANDALL*

Atthehospital*

I’m atthehospital,thatidiotdeclaredwarwithmewhenhelethislustcontrolhim.Stylesmust

notknowmeifhethinksIwillsitidleandletthisslide.

There’ssomeoneguardingthedoor,IknowStyleshasahandinthis.HestopsmeasIpasshim

andattempttoopenthedoor.

Him:“You’renotallowedtogoinsir.”

Me:“Excuseme,doyouknowwhoIam?”

He’sblockingthedoornow.

Him:“Iknowwhoyouare,that’swhyIcan’tletyouin.”

Me:“Iwanttoseeyoustopme.”

HestandsstillasItrytowalkpasthim,thisfoolhasadeathwish.

Me:“Iwillcrushyouboy,getthefuckoutofmyway.”

Him:“IrespectyouScarbutMr.Sishigavemestrictinstructionsnottoletyouin.”

Hesoundslikehe’spleadingwhichIdon’treallycareabout,he’spissingmeoffrightnow.My

phoneringsjustasIam aboutreadytopushhim aside…

Perfecttiming.

Me:“WhattheactualfuckStyles?”

Styles:“GetoutofthereRandy.”

HowdidheknowI’m atthehospital?

Me:“ThisisbetweenmeandNkomo,youhavenothingtodowiththisStyles.”

Styles:“Ihaveeverythingtodowithit,you’remybrotherandIwillnotwatchyoudosomething

youwilllivetoregret.”

Me:“WhatIwilllivetoregretisnotkillinghim whenIshouldhave.”

Styles:“Wehavebeenthroughalotwithhim Randy,youcan’tjustkillhim likethat.You’llhate

yourselfandIrefusetoletthathappen.”

Me:“Thatbastardmeansnothingtome,IwillnotbeokaytillIseehislifelessbody.”



Styles:“That’snotyoutalkingbutScarandIknowhe’sangryandwantsrevengebutyouhaveto

takecontrolRandall,thinkthisthrough.”

Me:“Iam notachildStyles,donotreprimandme.Comehellorhighwaters,Nkomoisgoing

down.”

Styleslikespressingmybuttonsandhe’sbloodypressingthewrongonerightnow.

Styles:“Justsoyouknow,thatguardistrained.He’sreadytoriskhislife,youarenotgoingin

thereUze.”

Nx!

Me:“Fuckyou.”

Hechuckles.

Styles:“Don’tworry,KhethuisonitrightafterIdropthisphonecall.”

Idiot…

Me:“ShebetterfuckyoubacktoyoursensesbecauseIam notbackingdownfrom this.”

Helaughsanddropsthecall.

AMARA*

Randall’shouse.*

ThatRandallguysaidgetcomfortableandthat’swhatIhavedone,Ineededalongbathafter

notbathingfortwodays.Ithelpedmerelax,theclosetissobigandfullofnewclothes.My

tasteandsizeactually,it’slikeallofthiswasplanned.There’severythinginit,from dresses,

jeans,tracksuitsandsockstosleepwear.

KnowinghowthishouseisfloodedwithmenwhoseplansformeIknownothingof,Ioptedfora

tracksuit.Ihavetohidemybody,I’velostalotofweightinjustthesetwodays.Ihavebags

undermyeyes,I’m drained,weakandmyspiritisdown.

Thebedroom isbiggerthantheroom Iwaslockedin,it’swarm,hasaproperbedwithbedding

andpillows,whiteandTurkishblueincolour.

Twowoodenchairsareplacedoneachsideofthewindow,yes,there’sanormalbigwindow

drapedwithaturquoisecurtain.There’sasmalltableandtwochairsinthemiddleoftheroom.

Whoeverdecoratedthisroom hadthewordcomfyinmind.

There’saslidingdoorleadingtoabalcony,abeautifulgardenwithlollipoptreesanddifferent

kindsofflowersasthestarcastofthatbreathtakinggarden.Thegardenermustlovehiswork.

Icanseethehighwayfrom thisview.It’sveryfarfrom here,thatitwouldtakemethewholeday



toprobablygetthere.

Ididthinkofjumpingoutthebalconyandrunningoutthatdoorbuttheyarealllocked.So,I’ve

beenstandingbytheslidingdoor,staringatthecars.It’stheonlythingthatlooksrealtome

rightnow.

There’saknock,thenanelderlywomanprobablyinherearlyfiftieswalksin.Idon’tknowwhy

sheknocked,thedoorwasbloodylocked.

Shesmilesthemomentoureyesmeet,Idon’thaveitinmetoreturnit.

Her:“Hi,youlookrefreshed.”

ShehasaNigerianaccent,Idon’tanswerher.I’m stillstandingbythewindow,myarmsfolded

acrossmychest.Sheputsthetrayofwarm food,withaglassofjuiceonthetableandlooksat

me.

Her:“Wordofadvicemygirl,youneedtostopthinkingalot.Itwillonlymakeyousick.Listento

Mr.Okolie.Heonlywantswhat’sbestforyou.”

Nx!AndBarakObamaismyfather.

ImightbenaïvebutI’m notstupid.

Me:“Bykeepingmelockedupagainstmywill?”

Shelooksatme,beforedraggingherfeetoutthedoor.Ihearherlockit,I’m notgoingtoeatthat

stupidfood.Iwillstarvemyselftillmybodygivesuponme,Iwouldratherdiethanbehere.

RANDALL*

AtsomeapartmentinRandburg.*

AfterthatphonecallwithStylesIdecidedtogoblowoffsomesteam,thestupidguardis

stubborn.Idon’tknowhowStylesknewIwasatthehospital,thefactthathe’sunpredictable

freaksmeout.

Withhim,youhavetotreadcarefully.Oneslipupandyou’refucked,hecanbeasickbastard

whenprovoked.

AtleastI’m comfortedbythefactthathewouldtakeabulletformeandIwoulddothesamefor

him.

I’m ataplaceIshouldn’tberightnow,lookingatthissexywomanstandingbeforeme.

SomehowIalwaysfindmyselfherewhenI’m angryandfeellikeI’m abouttoexplode,she’snot

theonlyone.

I“puffandpass”sotheydon’tcatchfeelings.



Thisonehasbeenaroundforawhile,she’sabitofahard-core,whichisgoodformebecause

shewon’tbecatchingfeelingsanytimesoon.IwouldbelyingifIsayIknowhername,Idon’t

allowthem totalktome,kissingisnotallowedandtheyarenotallowedtounclothemeeither.

Wedowhatwedoandgoourseparateways.Icannameawholelotofthingswe’vedoneinthis

apartment.

Thatgazeinhereyessaysshewantsme,she’salwaysreadytoserviceme.

I’vebeensittingonthisbedcontemplatingwithmyself,there’sthisthingforcingmetoleavebut

Iwillnotbecontrolled,Iam myownperson.

ShelooksrestlessandirritatedasIkeepherwaiting.

Her:“I…”

Me:“Don’ttalktome.”

JustwhenIthoughtshe’shard-core,shetriestobreaktherules.Shebetternotbefeelingme.

Me:“Strip.”

Icommandandshestripsnakedwithaseductivesmiledancingonherface,Ifeelrather

annoyedbyit.

Amaraoccupiesmymindandthatforcesmetotrysomethingdifferent,justsoIcangetherout

ofmymind.Ipullthewomantomeandravenouslykissher.Shesmilesthroughthekiss,her

armsarehookedaroundmyneck.

Ican’tbelieveI’m breakingmyownrules.

Likeafreshmemory,Amara’ssweetinnocentfaceflashesbeforemecompellingmetostop,I

pushtheladyawayasIstaggerbackabit.Shefrowns.

Her:“Areyouokay?”

Iguessshethinkstherulesareoffthetable,Itakeherinmyarmsagain.There’snofeelingin

thiskiss,it’sdryandmeaningless.Ipushhertolieonthebedandshesmileswidely,I’m trying

byallmeansnottothinkaboutAmaraandmaybeafterthisshe’llbeoutofmymind.

Igetinbetweenherlegsandbeginplantingkissesalloverherbody.

Her:“OhRandy.”

ThesoundofhervoiceisruiningthemomentsoIcoverhermouthstoppingherfrom speaking.

IseeAmara’sfaceagainandthistimeitcompelsmetostop,Ijumpfrom thebedandrushout

ofthere.

Tobecontinued…
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Randall*

I’m beingtailed,InoticedtheblackcarwhenIenteredMalibongweDR.

Idecidednottodrivehomejusttoseeiftheidiotwasreallyonmytail.HereIam awhilelater

stilldrivingaround,Iknowit’sthatbaboonMkhize.He’ssooldnowthathemakessuch

mistakes.

Styles:“Foraprince,yourtimingsucks.”

He’sbreathingheavily,theidiotishavingsex.Iknowhealwaysanswersmycallsonthesecond

ring,buthecouldhavejustignoredit.

I’m anunderstandingperson.

Me:“Forsomeonewhodoesn’tbelieveinmarriage,you’resurehavingyourwaywithDladla’s

daughter.Don’ttellmeyou’restillatitSishi.Letmeremindyouincaseyou’veforgotten,her

fatherisapolicecommissioner.”

Styles:“WhatdoyouwantRandall?I’m busy.”

Hesnaps,Ilaughathim.

Me:“There’samonkeytailingme.”

Styles:“Mkhize?”

“Babygetoffthephone.”

Khethucomplains,shesoundsfrustrated.

Styles:“I’llcallyoubackjustnow.”

Me:“Really?Areyouthatfast?”

Helaughsanddropsthecall.I’m stillbeingfollowed,soIslowdownjusttopasstime.

NormallyIwouldknowwhattodoinasituationlikethisbut,sinceAmara,Ihavetothinktwice

beforeacting.IfIdrivetomyhousewherethere’sguards,Icouldberiskingherlife.Mkhizeis

afterherwithredeyesandIknowwhatthefuckeriscapableof.

IoweAmaramylife,sheismynumberonepriority.Iwillfightanyonetoprotecther,Iwilleven

fightherifthatmeansshe’ssafe.

Ihadtotakeherbyforce,I’dratherhaveherthinkshewasboughtthanletthatsicksonofa

bitchMkhizetakeher.Ihadanoptionto,eithertellheraboutheruncle’seviltacticsandaskher

tocomewithme.WhichsoundsextremelyinsaneconsideringthatI’m astrangerorIcouldhave

killedMkhize,butthatwouldmeananunendingwarwithhisfamily.



AMARA*

Ijumpuptothesoundofgunshots,itsoundslikeawaroutthereandIcan’tseem tomakeout

what’sreallygoingon.Arethesepeoplefightingeachother?Am Iindanger?

Iknowthehouseissurroundedbybodyguards,theladywhobroughtmefoodtoldmethis.She

saidIwon’tbeabletoescapewithoutbeingseenso,Imightaswellacceptmyfate.

Whatkindofawomanisshe?

Doesn’tshehavekids?

Ithoughtshewouldhavemercyonmeandhelpmeescapeso,whenIhintedaboutfleeingshe

blurtedoutthesewordstome.IcantellshecaresaboutthisRandallguy.

IdecidetopeepthroughthewindowmaybeI’llcatchaglimpseofwhat’shappeningbutthere’s

nothing,itlookssopeacefulfrom thisview,Iruntowardstheslidingdoortoseeifthere’salso

anythingthere.

ThemomentIpeek,Iseethistallscarylookingwhiteman,heseesmeandabonechillingsmirk

formsonhismouth.Iduckbutit’stoolate,notlaterthanasecondIhearscreamsofawoman.

“Chestanzae?”(Whichroom isit?)

Alouddeepmalevoiceshoutsinaforeignlanguage,itsoundslikehe’soutsidemydoor.

MysixthsenseworksovertimetellingmeIshouldhideunderthebed,there’smorevoices.I

can’treallymakeoutwhattheyaresayingbutIknowtheyarehereformeandtheirintentions

arenotgood.

IfIwerefrom arichpowerfulfamilyIwouldthinktheyareheretorescueme…

Thedoorswingsopen.

“Deveesserequi.”(Shemustbeinhere.)

Thesamevoicesays,there’stwoofthem.Icanonlyseetheirfeet.

“NoncenessunoquiFranco.”(There’snoonehereFranco)

Theotherguysays,IhavefiguredoutthattheyarespeakingItalian.But,whatcouldthey

possiblywantfrom me?

There’sanuncomfortablesilenceforawhilebeforeIfeelsomeonesnatchmyleg,Iscream as

theydragmefrom underthebed.It’stheguyIsawoutside,hegivesmethesamesmirk.

“Ohcara,eunabellezza.”(Ohdear,she’sabeauty.”

Hedigshisfingersdeepintomycheeksashesaysthat,it’spainfulbuttolerable.



Ihaven’tsaidanythingyet,fearhasmadememute.HegagsmymouthbeforeIcouldscream.

RANDALL*

Stylescallsback.

Me:“Letmecallyouback,I’vegotguests.”

I’m surrounded,there’stwocarsbehindmeandanSUVinfront.MkhizestepsoutoftheSUV

withhisbrotherMusaandson,Idon’tknowwhichonebecausethedickheadhassomanyof

them.Theyarearmed.

Ijumpoutofthecar,IhavelittleScaronmyhand,loadedandreadyforaction.Theyhavetheir

gunsdrawnoutaswell.

Me:“Damn!WrongdaytopissmeoffMkhize.”

Mkhize:“Gooddaytodiethough?”

Ilaugh,he’sanidiotifhethinkshecanactuallykillme.

Me:“Webothknowifyouwantedtokillme,youwouldhavepulledthattriggeralready.Youcan’t

killmeMkhize,eveninyourwildestfantasies.”

Mkhize:“YouthinkI’m afraidofyou?”

Me:“Iknowyou’reafraidofme.”

Musa:“BafoDubulalenja.”(Brother,shootthisbastard)

Me:“Ihighlydoubtthat’sagoodidea.Mydeathwillhaveyourfamilycursedforgenerationsto

come,evenyourgreat,greatgrandchildrenwillpayforit.Tellhim ‘bafo’tellyourilliteratebrother

whatkillinganOkoliewilldotoyourfamily.”

IsaylookingatMkhize,there’sabitoffearreflectingonhisface.

Musa:“You’rebluffing.”

Me:“Really?Trustme,youdon’twanttofindoutifI’m bluffingornot.Ohand…Ialsohavea

brother.Thedifferencewithmineisthathecanturnintoafuckingpsychowhogoesaround

killinganyonewhowasinvolvedinkillinghisdearone.Theproblem withthatis,childrenalso

fallvictim tohisfury.Hewipesouttheentiregenerationandleavesnostoneunturned.”

MkhizeknowsexactlywhatI’m talkingabout,hebecomesuneasyatthesoundofmywords.

Mkhize:“You’renothingwithoutthatboy.”

Hedeclares,asmuchasStylesactslikeacoward.Peopletrembleatthementionofhim,heis

verymuchknownandfearedinthedarkworldandwhathecanbecapableof.



Me:“Aren’tIjustlucky.”

Ismirk.

Son:“Baba,whyareyouwastingyourtimetalkingtohim.He’sobviouslylyingtous,we’rethe

Mkhizes.Thereisnothingwecan’tdo.”

Me:“Aww,daddybroughtboyboytowork.What?Wasthecrècheclosedtoday?”

Son:“Ungang’jwayelikabiwena,Uzofakab’hlungu.”(Don’tpissmeoff,you’lldieapainful

death.)

Thislittleboyisfunny,hegotmelaughingoutloud.AlthoughI’m Ghanaian,Icanspeakall

elevenlanguages.

Me:“ControlyourpuppyMkhize.”

Mkhize:“Awumewena.”(Wait.)

Heshoutsathim

Mkhize:“IgotwhatIwanted.Ourjobhereisdone.”

Hewinksatme.

Hehasthatsmilethatsays,Ihavejustdefeatedyou.

Thenitclicks…Ohshit.

Me:“Youfuckingbastard.”

Iroarandrushtothecar,leavinghim laughing.Ihaveafewmissedcallsfrom Styles,hecalls

justasIdialhisnumber.

Styles:“Shit!Ithoughttheyhadyou.”

Me:“TheyhaveAmara,I’vejustbeenfuckedbruh.ThebastardwasstallingmejustsoIdon’tgo

tothehouse,heplannedthisStyles.HowdidInotseeit?”

IexplainasIspeedoff.

Styles:“Whereareyou?”

Me:“Drivinghome,Ihavetogettoher.”

Styles:“No,theyprobablyleftthehousealready.Listenratherdothis,takethefreewayto

Soweto.”

Ihearshufflinginthebackground.

Me:“ReallyStyles?Agoosechase?”

Styles:“Iputatrackeronher.”

Me:“What?”



SeewhyIsayhe’sunpredictable.

Styles:“Thedayyousentmetobuyherclothes,Ithoughtittobeagoodideatoputtrackerson

them.Youknow,justincase.”

Me:“They’llprobablyfigurethatoneout.”

Styles:“There’soneortwoonherteethaswell.”

Me:“DoIwanttoknowhowyoupulledthatoneoff?”

Styles:“Itwasinhertoothbrush,it’slikeamagnet.So,whenshewasbrushingherteeth,itstuck

tooneofthem.Theywon’tbeabletotracethisone,it’sassmallasaspeckofdust.Plus,the

liquidinhermouthworksasashield,itblocksouteverytypeofmachinetheycouldpossibly

usetotracetrackers.”

Okay…Thisistoomuchtograspinonego.

I’m notsureIknowStylesatall,Iknowhe’sintellectbut…This…

IguessIhavebeenunderestimatinghim allthiswhile.

Styles:“ThecarisheadedtowardsNasrec,theyareprobablytakinghertoKliptown.”

Me:“There’stinshacksthere,itwillbehardtofindher?”

Styles:“Plus,hegrewupthere,that’shisterritory.IftheymakeitthereScar,you’llnevergether

back.”

Me:“Styles,IwillfacethedevilifIhaveto.Amaraissleepingathometonight,Iwillturnthat

townupsidedownjusttofindher.”

Styles:“Relax,let’snotgetcarriedaway.Weneedtomakesurethattheydon’tmakeitto

Kliptown.”

Idon’tunderstandhowhecanbesocalm insituationslikethese.

Me:“Iseethecar,it’soneofMkhize’scars.”

Styles:“Don’tmakeanymovesScar,IjustpassedGoldreefCity.We’llcornerthem atthebridge.”

Me:“Butwhatifshe’sinthecar?Icangetherout.”

Styles:“Yourstubbornnesswillonlymessthingsup,Ihaveawomanwaitingformeathome

Randall.She’sexpectingmetowalkthroughthedoortonightandIwill,andyouhaveadaughter

lasttimeIchecked.Let’snotberationalokay?”

He’sright,ItendtooverreactwhenI’m underpressure.

Me:“NooneisdyingtodayStyles,we’remakingitoutalivewithAmara.”

Amara*



Tothinkthegagwasn’tenough,theyputablackclothovermyheadwhenwegottothecar.

Timehassloweddownforme,secondsfeellikeminutes.Minutesfeellikehours.

Idon’tknowwhatiswhatanymore.

AllI’m thinkinginmyheadisthatI’m abouttodie,thisisit.

ThisishowmylifeisgoingtoendIwillnotbeabletosaygoodbyetomyauntandLelo,she’s

mybestfriend.Weweresupposedtoexperiencesomanythingstogether.

Wehaditallplannedout,shewouldfinishherstudies,getajobandhelppayformystudies,

thenmovetoCapeTownpermanently.Iwasgoingtobehermaidofhonourandshewouldbe

mine.

OurhusbandswouldbebestfriendsandwewouldhavedatenightseveryFriday,gotosoccer

matchesonweekends,onlybecausetheylovesoccerbutSundayswouldbelongtomeandher.

Orkidswouldgotothesameschoolandwe’dhaveplaydatesforthem,allofthisisnothingbut

adream now,onethatwillnevercometopass.

IfanyonetoldmethatonedayIwouldbeinsuchapredicament,Iwouldhavelaughedintheir

face.

There’sprobablyfourmeninthiscar,Ihaveheardfourdifferentvoices,threesoundforeignand

onesoundsSouthAfrican.

There’saphoneringing.

“Bafo”

Listens***

“We’reonourway”

Listens***

“Don’tworrywe’renotbeingfollowed”

Listens****

“Thatfoolhasnochancebafo”

Listens****

“Ihearyou,theweddingwillbetonight.Everythingisready.Bythetimehefindsher,shewillbe

Mrs.Mkhize.”

Helaughs,myheartdropstothedepthsofmystomachandapulsatingheatgoesthroughmy

entirebody.Iprayheisnottalkingaboutme.



Tobecontinued...
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Ataxialmosthitsme,Ilurchthecartothesidealmosthittinganotheroneinfrontofme.I

managetogaincontrolofmycar.Thetaxihootsfollowedbythedrivershowingmethemiddle

finger.It’sagoodthingI’m drivinganSUVorelsetheywouldhavecrashedme.

Soonafter,almostallthetaxisaresoundingthehorn.ItfeelslikeI’m atBreeduringmorning

rushhour.

Whyistheresomanytaxishere?Ican’tseethecaranymore,therearetaxisblockingit.Infact,

theyareallovertheroad.Mycaristheonlycarhere.

Styles:“What’sgoingon?What’sthatnoise?”

I’m stillonthephonewithStyles.

Me:“Isthereataxistriketoday?”

Styles:“NotthatIknowof,why?”

Me:“Alllanesarefulloftaxis,there’smorecoming.I’m theonlyonewithacarhereandI’velost

Mkhize’scar.”

Styles:“Shit!!!”

Me:“It’shistaxis,theyareallwrittenMkhizetaxiassociation.”

Thatsonofagun,hecarefullyplannedallofthis.

Styles:“I’dbedamned,theoldmanstillhaswhatittakes.”

Hesniggers.

Me:“ThisisanambushStyles.”

Styles:“Atleastweknowtheywon’tkillyou,heknowswhatwillhappenifanythingwereto

happentoyou.”

Suddenly,allfourlanesarefulloftaxisandnoneofthem aremoving.

Me:“I’m surrounded,there’satrafficjam.Ican’tmoveforwardorback,there’snowayoutbruh.”

Styles:“Dammit!Heknewweweregoingtofollowhim,thisisaperfectlythoughtoutplan.I

haveafeelingheisn’tworkingalone,Mkhizeissmartbutnotthatsmart.”

Hegoesquietforawhile,Iknowhe’shavingamomentwithhisbrain.

Styles:“Franco,thatItaliansonofabitch.MkhizeteamedupwiththeItalians.”



Me:“Italiansornot,nooneisstoppingme.I’m goingtohavetostartshooting.”

Styles:“No,theymightbearmed.Thesearetaxidriversremember,they’lltakeyoudownwithout

athoughttoit.”

Me:“WhatthefuckdoyouwantmetodoStyles?Camphereandhopeforthebest?”

I’m soriledbythiswholething,I’m alwaysastepaheadMkhize.That’swhyIwasabletotake

Amarawithouthim knowingaboutit.HowdidIletthishappen?

Styles:“Ihaveaplan.”

Me:“Whatisit?”

Styles:“I’dratheryouseeit.”

Me:“Unlessyoucanflyandgetmeoutofhere,Idon’tseeanotherwayout.”

Styles:“Hey!ChiefSegunOkolie’sson.Youneedtocalm down,thatgirlhasyourmindin

shambles.WearedealingwiththeItaliansremember,theyaretheelephantsandMkhizeisan

antcomparedtothem.”

Heretorts.

Hecanbedisrespectfulwhenhewantsto.Thenagain,he’sright.

Mkhizealonewouldn’thavesucceededintakingAmara.That’showtightsecuritywasatmy

house.

I’m alreadypissedoffbyallofthissoImightaswell.

Isighheavilyinfrustration.

Me:“Whereareyounow?”

Styles:“ApproachingBarataxirank,theychangedthecourse.Thecarisheadedtowards

Pimville,ifmyplanworks.We’llbeabletoambushthem beforetheyreachGraceBibleChurch.”

Me:“ThisbetterworkStyles.”

Styles:“Well,ifyoukeeptalkingtomeinsteadoflettingmecutthecallso,Icanwork.Thisplan

mightbackfire.Iftheyreachhishometown,it’stheendoftheroadforusandthebeginningof

Amara’snightmare.”

Heremindsmeofaheartthrobbingtruth.

Me:“NotifIhaveanythingtodowithit.”

Styles:“I’llcallyouback.”

Hedropsthecall,timeisnotonourside.

NOMBULELO*



IjustfinishedpostingafewpicturesofAmaraonallmysocialmediaaccounts,askingfor

peopletocontactmeiftheyhaveseenherorhelplookforherifpossible.Iplantogotothe

policestationtomorrowtoreporthermissing,the78hourperiodhaspassed.

Iwishshehadaphone,butshewasn’tallowedtohaveone.NowthatIthinkaboutit,dadhas

alwaysbeenawfultoher.

Icomeacrossanothermissingperson’spost.

It’sagirlsayingshe’slookingforherbigbrotherwhowentmissing16yearsago.Apparentlyhe

was18yearsoldwhenhelefthomeandtheyhaven’tseenhim since,myheartbreaks.Iwould

hatethattohappenwithAmara.

It’sstartingtogetdarkoutside,mom passedoutonthefloor.Ittookforevertogethertowake

upandgotobed,talkaboutdrinkingyoursorrowsaway.Asfordad,he’ssnoringhislifeaway

onthecouch.AtleastIwon’thavetocook,I’lljusthavebreadandtea.

Whatkindofpartydoesn’thavefood?Thefridgeispackedwithalcohol.

Iam somovingoutonceIstartworking.

IfinallygottheinternshipatthehospitalandIstartthedayaftertomorrow.IguessIhavenever

beenthatintelligent,mymarksdidn’tallowmetostudymedicinesobeinganursewasthe

closestIcouldgettobeingadoctor.I’llworkmywayup.

RANDALL*

It’snowdarkoutside,someofthesedrivershavefallenasleep.Iseetheyareverycomfortable,

bloodyidiots.IhopewhateverStylesisplanningworks,he’stakinglongthough.

Unexpectedly,policeandambulancesirensresonate,theyaretryingtopassthroughthis

congestedtraffic.Iwouldliketoseethem trytopassthroughthesestubborntaxidrivers.

Stylescallsback.

Styles:“Doyouseeit?”

Wait!What?

Me:“Thisisallyou?”

I’m impressed.

Styles:“Thereshouldbeaboutsixpolicecarsandfourambulancesplus,twopolicehelicopters.

You’llseehowthedriverswillstartpanicking.Idoubttheywanttospendthenightinjail.”

Ihearandseethehelicoptersapproaching,theflashlightsareon.Thismanneverseizesto



amazeme.

Me:“Okay,Iseeallofthisbutwhatifthepolicestartaskingquestions?Wedon’thavetimefor

that.”

Styles:“Thosearenotrealcopsman,welloneofthem is.Heowesmeso,Ihadtocollectonthe

favour.”

There’smovement.

Judgingbythelooksofthesetwofuckersonbothmysides,theyareterrified.

Me:“It’sworking,thebloodycowardsaremoving.Shityou’reagodbruh.”

Hechuckles.

Styles:“Don’tsingmypraisesyet,let’sgetyourgirlhomefirst.ThenyoucanbuymethatSUV

MaseratiLevante.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“Ibegooo,seeyourlife.”

Hecackles.

Styles:“Anotherthing,ImanagedtosetuparoadblockonChrisHaniroadjusttostallthem.

Thishasboughtussometimeandthefunpartaboutthisis,theywon’tsuspectathing.Thisis

SouthAfrica,roadblocksarecommon.

He’shavingmorefunthanIam,hislaughstestifyofthat.

Me:MaybeyoudodeservethatSUV.”

Iletthatglideoutamusedly,causinghim tobreakoutinlaughter.

Styles:“Inthatcaselet’sdothisshit.”

Oncethetaxisbegindrivingaway,Isteponit,speedingat160.

AMARA*

Breathinghasbecomelikeachallengeunderthismask.I’m exhaustedandthewilltofight

refusestograntmeaccess,leavingmewithonlyachoicetobefrail.Ihavefinallycometothe

conclusionthatit’stheendforme.

Thecarisstillmoving,it’sasmoothride.So,Ipresumewe’reonthetarroad.

Thesemensoundjollyandabitdrunk,theyarehavingalittlepartyinhere.WhileI’m tieduplike

awildanimal,mybackhasbeguntohurtasI’vebeenlayingonthesamepositionforwhathas

seemedlikeaneternity.



Mywristsandanklesareburningduetotheropestightlybindingme.

ThecarsuddenlyhurtlesthrowingmeagainstwhatIthinkisthefrontseat,itscreechesand

stops.Anungentlegripforcefullyliftsmefrom thefloorandputsmebacktothepositionIwas

in.

Themensoundangryandcussesfillthecar.

“Fuck,howdidtheyfindus?”

TheSouthAfricanguyshouts.

“It’sonlytwoofthem,wecantakethem down.”

ThemanwiththeItalianaccentdeclares,hesoundssosureofhimself.Ihavenocluewhothey

aretalkingabout.

“Don’tunderminethosefuckersFranco,thetwoofthem aremoredangerousthantenmen.

They’llfuckusupifwearenotcareful.”

TheSouthAfricanguyrespondsinafitofrage,hesoundsmorefrustratedthantheItalians.

“Idon’tfuckingcare,Ineverlose.Capire?”(Understand)

Francoshoutsback,Icansensefearandpanicintheirvoicesnow.

Iheargunshots,theyaresoloudthatmyearsbegintohurt.Thesefoolshavestartedshooting

atwhoeverisafterthem,there’smoregunshots.Theseonessoundabitfar.Ihearawindow

smashingandglasseshittingtheground.

“Shit,Matteo!!!TheyfuckingkilledMatteo.”

OneoftheItaliansshouts,Ithinkoneofthem hasbeentakendown.

“Thisisnotworthit,fanculo.”(Fuckit)

Francogroans,Ihearthedooropenandapairofheavyfootstepsrunningfrom us.There’sthis

coldwindembracingmybody.

“Franco,youcan’tleave.Youguyscan’tleavemehear.”

TheSouthAfricanguyroars.

“Fanabla.”(Gotohell)

FrancoshoutsasIhearanotherpairoffeetleavingus,itmustbetheotheraccomplice.Iguess

takingoneofthem downprovedthattheydon’tknowwhotheyaredealingwith.

Ithinkit’sjustmeandtheguyfrom mzansi,thecarisswiftlyfilledwithsoundsofpanicandhis

heavybreathingandprofanesescapinghismouthoccasionally.Iffearhadavoice,thenitwould

soundlikethis.

Hekeepsshootingrecklesslywithoutstopping.Eachbulletsoundisaccompaniedbya

cowardlyscream from him.



Theotherteam hasn’tstoppedshooting,theyarefightingbackjustashard.Aloudgroan

escapesthisman’smouth,beforeaheavyobjectfallsontopofme.Iscream whiletryingto

shrugitoffofmebutthegagrejectsthelevelofmyscreams,lettingmegrumbleinsteadand

theobjectistooheavythatmysmallbodyhasnochanceagainstit.

Itfeelslikeabodyandit’snotmoving,thethoughtofadeadpersononmeisasscaryasdeath.

“Amara!!!Amara!!!”

Ihearhisvoice,it’shim.Randallishereandhe’sdesperatelycallingouttome.Iwanttoscream

andsayI’m herebutI’m tiedupandlimitedbythisgagonmymouth.Theclothovermyheadis

blockingmyvisionandthere’sadeadmanontopofme,I’m inahelplessposition.

IgiveuptryingtomovebutI’m stillgroaningloudly.

Ihearthesoundofthebackdooropeningandastrongwindwelcomesme.Theheavybodyis

removedfrom mefollowedbyaloudthumpandapairoflargehandsgrabmyupperarms,

sittingmeup.Icanhearthepersonwheezing,evidencethattheyundoubtedlyrantothecar,

theyhaven’tsaidanythingyet.

“Amara.”

Hissoftwhispersticklemyearsandmyheartstopsabitatthesoundofhisfretfulvoice.

Ifeelhim pulltheclothfrom myheadandthisbrightlightblindsmyeyesforasecond,before

hisfaceappearsthroughthatsamelight.Ifeelsobadforbeinggladtoseehim.Helooksatme

withaconcernedexpressionbutalso,there’srageinhiseyes.

Heuntanglesthegagfrom mymouth,cutstheropesbindingme,withapocketknife.Allthis

whileI’m leeringathim,hopingandprayingthatthisisnotadream.I’m afraidtoevenblinklest,

it’sallinmyimagination.

Hepullsmeintohisarms,claspingthem aroundme.Ifeelsosmallinhishugearms,somehow

itfeelslikethesafestplaceintheworldandthere’snowhereIwouldratherbe.

HowelsewouldIfeelthough?Ihavebeenthroughhellandbackinthehoursthatpassed.

Overwhelmed,Ifindmyselfholdinghim backasIsnuggleagainsthisneck.Therivercontaining

mytearsisdry.Moreover,Idonothavethestrengthtocry.

Randall:“I’m here,you’resafenow.”

Hewhispersagainstmyear,assuringmeofwhatIalreadyfeel.Strangely,Ibelievehim andmy

heartslipsintocomfort.

Hepullsback,looksintomyeyesasheburiesmycheeksintothepalmsofhishands.Hiswarm

handsfeellikevelvetonmyskin.

Randall:“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Anothersoftmurmureludeshismouthbeforeitreachesmyears,Ican’thelpbutnoticethe

gentlelookinhiseyes.It’salmostasifImattertohim andhecaresgenuinelyforme.



It’sbeenalongdayandI’m probablyhallucinating.

Thefear,thehunger,thepainandexhaustionconsumeme,causingmetopassout.

Tobecontinued...
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WemanagedtoambushthecarastheyapproachedMaponyamall,that’swhenallthechaos

began.Pedestrianswereinjuredandpossiblytraumatized.Carsweredestroyed,leavingthe

driversandpassengerswoundedandinnocentliveslost.

Atthatmoment,Ididn’tcareaboutanything.AllIcouldthinkofwasgettingAmaraoutofthat

caralive,shewasallthatmattered.

Idon’tknowthepainoflosingsomeonecloseandIhaveneverfeltanythingstrongtowards

anyoneasIhavebuiltwallsaroundmyheartinthepastyears.EventhewallsofJerichowere

notstrongerthanthese,guardingmyheart.

But,forsomereason,thethoughtoffindingAmaradeadinthatcarkilledme.That’swhenthe

wallsofmyheartcamecrushingdown.

Ialmostwentcrazycallingouthernameandshewasn’tresponding.Ineverwanttofeelthat

wayagain.

Wedidn’tknowhowmanypeoplewereinthecar,Francoandhisstoogeranlikecowards.

Thatwasminustwopeople.

AndIthoughthewastough.Coward!!!

Thecartheywerein,isplasteredwithbulletholes.So,Ididn’tknowifAmarawashit.AllIhadto

holdontowashopethatshe’sokay.

Awaveofreliefwashedovermewhenherbigbrowneyesmetmine,theywereburstingwith

fear.

Heresheis,inmyarms.Ican’tlookanywhereelsebut,atherimpeccableguilelessface.Ialso

can’thelpbutfeellikeshitforeverythingIhaveputherthroughsince,Ihavecometoknowher.

Stylesgotusanothercar,I’m doneaskingmyselfhowhedoesallthesethings.Hehasamind

nohumancanevercrack.

IopttositatthebackwithanunconsciousAmarawhilehedrivesushome,herheadisresting

onmylapandmyhandisonherback,slowlycreatinggentlecircles.

Me:“Thiswholemessisfuckedup.”

Imurmurreferringtothemuddlewejustleftbehind.

Styles:“Yeahandit’sagoodthingImanagedtowipeoutallthesurveillancefootagefrom every

angle.”



Me:“Whataboutthewitnesses?”

Styles:“Nothingafewhundreds,won’tsolve.Somewillbetootraumatizedtospeakaboutit.”

Me:“Yes,butthere’srubberneckswholikecapturingeverythingoncamera.”Styles:“OhScar,

youknowsometimesithurtstoseehowyoustilldon’tknowme.Idon’tknowIfIshouldbe

offendedornot.”

Helaughs…Nx!

Hiswindowisslightlyopenandthewindisviolentlykissingmyface,Amaramustbecold.At

leastshe’swearingatracksuit,Ipullthehoodofherjacketoverherhead,coveringthesideof

herface.

Me:“Closethewindow,thebreezeistoostrong.”

HedoesasIaskandturnstheheateron.

Styles:“Issheokay?”

Me:“She’salive,we’llfindouttherestwhenshewakesup.”

Styles:“IcalledMbusowhenyouwenttogetAmarainthecarandaskedhim togotothehouse.

You’llfindhim waitingforyouthere.”

Mbusoisadoctor,wegrewupinthesamecircle.Hewasn’taboutthehustle,homeboywanted

tomakehisfatherproudandbeingadoctorwasadream hisfatherhadforhim.

Me:“Thanksman.”

Styles:“AsIwassaying.Isetupavirus,ifanyoneattemptstouploadanythingforthenext

sevendays,theirphoneswillcrash.Itdoesn’tmatterwhatthepostis.”

Me:“Idon’twanttoinsultyoubyaskinghowthatispossible,Ialreadyfeelstupid.”

Heletsoutaproudlaugh.

Styles:“Youknowhowpeopleliketohashtageverythingorelseitdoesn’ttrend.So,thathash

tagitselfwillcompletelycrushwhateverdeviceisusedtouploadthefootage,rejectingthe

uploadintheprocess.Whetheritbeastatus,video,orpicture.Evenvoicenotesarenotsafe

from it.Andwordsthathaveanythingtodowithwhathappenedthere,willalsoberejected,with

orwithoutthehashtag.”

I’m utterlydumbstruckbyallofthis,thisfriendofmineshouldworkfortheC.I.Aorsomething.

Hecan’tletsuchtalentgotowaste.

Me:“Sothisgoesforthewholecountry?”

Styles:“Sincewedon’tknowwhowitnessedthecrimescene,therewasnootherway.”

Me:“Well,youcouldhavejustsetupGautengalone.”

Styles:“Idon’ttakechancesRandy.Ifapostfrom EuropetakessecondstoreachSouthAfrica,



imaginehowlongapostfrom JohannesburgtoLimpopowilltake.”

Me:“Ihearyoubut,whatifsomeonewaslivestreaming?”

Styles:“Okay,nowI’m offended.”

HelaughsandIshakemyhead.Thisfoolwillmakemewanttogobacktoschool.

Me:“You’reanidiot.”

Iteasehim ashecontinuestolaugh.

Me:“Willyouexplainorlaughthenightaway?”

Helaughslouder.

Styles:“Okayso,aswewereapproachingthosemonkeys.Iactivatedtheelectromagnetic

radiationfrom thisdevice.”

Hehandsmeasmallremotelookingthingy,ithastwobuttons,oneredandonegreen.Ihaveno

ideawhattheheckI’m lookingat.

Styles:“Theyareradiowaves,theirwavelengthcanbeanywherefrom shorterthanagrainof

ricetolongerthanthediameteroftheearth.Theytravelatthespeedoflightinvacuum.The

positionofanelectromagneticwavewiththeelectromagneticspectrum canbecharacterized

byeitheritsfrequencyofoscillation-.”

I’m surprisedhethinksI’m interestedinknowingthedetailsofhowitworks.

He’scrackingmybrain,IthinkI’m gettingaheadache.

Me:“Englishplease.”

Isnapcuttinghim off,helaughs.

Styles:“Okay,sorry.Iwon’texplainthephysicspartofitbecauseIknowyouwillshootme.”

Me:“DamnrightIwill.”

Iclown.

Styles:“Thosewavesinterruptedthestreaming,alsocausingthedevicetocrash.”

Me:“Nooneissafefrom thatbrainofyours.”

Styles:“Theymuststoplikingthings,maybeI’lltakeitdownanotch.”

ThenhesaysI’m thearrogantone.

Me:“IguessI’m stayingawayfrom socialmediaforthenextsevendays.”

Ijoke.

Styles:“You’renotevenonsocialmedia.Speakingofthat,Ifeanyiisatitagain.Sheopeneda

fewpages,samepicturesaslasttime.”



ThisisthepastIdreadtalkingabout.IfIweretoeraseitpermanently,Iwould.

Me:“Thatgirlwillbemydownfall,thelastthingIwantisforthatoldmantofindme.”

Styles:“Don’tworry,Itookcareofit.Amara’scousinpostedapictureofhertoo,she’sasking

peopletohelpfindher.”

That’snothingtoworryabout,hisphonerings.It’sconnectedtotheBluetooth.

Styles:“It’sKhethu.”

Herevealsasheacceptsthecall.

Styles:“Hey.”

Khethu:“WhereareyouStyles?It’safter9pm andI’m waitingherelikeanidiot,youdidn’tbother

tocallmeandexplainwhyyou’renothomeatthistime.”

Style:“Relaxwillyou,I’m withRandy.”

Khethu:“Well,youshouldhavecalledandtoldmethat.Whatwassohardaboutit?”

Styles:“ThisisnotthetimeKhethu.”

Khethu:“WhenisthetimeStyles?DoIhavetobegyoutocommunicatewithme?Fouryearsof

mylife,Igaveittoyouinhopesthatonedayyou’llbethemanIhadbeenprayingfor.”

Styles:“Isaidthisisnotthetimewoman.”

Khethu:“Styles-”

Styles:“Fuck,don’tIcomehometoyoueverynightandsleepbyyourside?Idon’tknowwhat

thefuckyouwantfrom me,you’regrillingmeKhethuandI’m gettingfrustrated.I’m notgoingto

contributetoyourfoulmood.”

Hedropsthecall,knowingKhethushewillshouttillsunrise.That’sthewomanshehasbecome

overtheyears,Ithinkshewantsmoreintherelationshipandthismanheredoesn’tbelievein

marriage.Helovesherbutwillnevermarryheroranyoneforthatmatter.

Me:“Thatwashectic.”

Styles:“Idon’twanttotalkaboutit.”

Histonehaschangednow,trustKhethutoruinhismood.Iknowwhentoshutup.

WeeventuallyarriveinHoughton,Stylespullsintothedriveway.

Me:“Justsoyouknow,I’m goingbacktoschool.Youbloodymademefeeluneducated.”

Iproclaim asIcarefullytakeAmaraoutofthecar.

Iamusehim,Isee.Heshakeshisheadsniggering.

Styles:“Iwouldcomeinbut,IhaveacrazywomanIneedtoputtoorderathome.”



Ifrownathisproclamationandhelaughswhilegettingintothecar.

Idon’twaitforhim todriveoff.

IcarryAmarauptoherroom.Youcan’ttellthatawarhadbrokenoutinthishouse,everything

seemstobeinitsplace.Thereareafewguardswhowereinjuredbutthankfully,noonedied.

STYLES*

Ididn’twanttogiveanythingoutinfrontofRandybutI’m gettingpiquedbyKhethu’sderogatory

manner.

SomehowshehasconvincedherselfthatI’m seeingotherwomenandhavenointerestinher

anymore.Ilovethatwoman,GodknowsIloveherbuthertantrumsareunattractive.

Thehouselightsarestillon,myhouseisnothingcomparedtoRandall’smansion.

It’sabeautifulhousethough,afivebedroomeddoublestory.Thefrontwoodendoubledoor

leadsyoutothefoyerthemomentyoustepin,wherethere’sanimperialstaircase.Youareled

totheloungeasyouturnrightandcouldalsoseethekitchenfrom thelounge.It’sanopenfloor

plan,IlikeblackandgreysoIwentforthesecoloursintermsofinteriordecors.

I’vebeenlivingwithKhethufortwoyearsnow,shemovedinwithmewhensheturned27.Her

fatherwasagainstitbutthatgirlcansurelyputupafight,sheisthedaughterofapolice

commissionerafterall.

I’m welcomedbyasplashofcoldwateronmyfaceasIclosethedoorshut.

Me:“Whatthefuck?”

IhollerattheangrylookingKhethustandingbeforemewithanemptyjugonherhand,shehas

theotherhandonherhip.

Me:“Whatthehellisyourproblem?”

Shedoesn’tanswermebutwalksawaymakingherwaytothekitchen.Thisisthesecondstrike

ofdisrespecttodayandI’m abouttoburst.Imarchbehindherandgrabherarm,forcingherto

facemejustassheplacesthejugonthekitchencounter.

Me:“Really?Coldwater?”

Khethu:“WouldyouratherIusedhotwater?”

Sheshouts,yankingherarm away.

Me:“ArewebeingchildishKhethu?”

Isnapather,I’m beginningtolosemycool.

Khethu:“Childish?Now,I’m theonewhoischildishStyles?Ungazong’nyelawena.”(You’re



shittingme)

Ichucklecoldly.

I’m standingherelisteningandwatchingthisgirlbeinginsolent.Idon’tknowhowmuchIcan

takeofthis.

Me:“Whatthefuckdidyoujustsaytome?”

Irumblethroughgreetedteethroughlyseizingherarm again,causinghertoflinch.

Khethu:“Don’tusethatlanguagewithme,Iam notoneofyourfriendsStyles.”

Theimpudenceofthiswomanisgettingoutofhand.Iclaspthegriponherarm asherwords

arousemoreangerinme.

Shefrownsatmeasshetriestosnatchitawaybutmyclenchistootight.I’m glaringintoher

eyes,there’sabitoffearinthem.Iwanttostopbutmyragewon’tletme.

Me:“Iam gettingtiredofyourshitKhethu,nowyou’regoingtotellmewhatyourproblem isor

gosleepthisstinkingattitudeoff.”

Idemand,shecanseethatI’m notkidding.NotoncehaveIlaidafingeronherbutrightnow

she’sprovokingme.

Khethu:“Now,youwanttotalk?Youdidn’tseem interestedwhenyouwerewithyourfriend.”

Me:“IsthisaboutRandall?Youhaveaproblem withhim?”

Ieventuallylethergo,shestepsbackasshesendsherotherhandtorubthediscomfortfrom

herarm.

Khethu:“Youspendmoretimewithhim thanyoudowithme,I’m yourgirlfriendStylesnothim.I

giveyoupleasurethewholenight,nothim.”

Idon’tknowwhathappenedbutIlostit,thenextthingshe’sonthefloorrubbingherhandonher

rightcheek.

Myheartbreaksseeingherlikethis.Iwanttoapologiseandpromiseheritwillneverhappen

againbutmyragedeniesmethewilltodoso.

Insteadofhelpingherupandcomfortingher,Iwalkaway.I’m soenragedIneedtocooloff

beforeIdotheunthinkable.Ihatemyselfforputtingmyhandonher.Khethuhasbeenagood

womantomeanddoesn’tdeservethis.IlostitwhenshespokeaboutRandallinthatmanner,

thatmanismybrother.

Iwouldn’tbeheretodayifitweren’tforhim.HekeptmesanewhenIwaslosingmymindafter

mysister’spassing,hehasprovedtometimeandagainthathehasmybackandhisloyaltylies

withme.Nowthat’sabondnoonecanbreak,notevenKhethuherself.RandallandIarenot

bloodrelatedbutourbondgoesbeyondblood,Iwillnottolerateanydisrespecttowardshim.



RANDALL*

I’vebeenwatchingMbusocheckonAmara,forsomereasonIam veryanxious.Heaskedmeto

leavetheroom butIdeclined,Iwillnotleaveheralone,notafterwhathappenedtoday.

Me:“Howisshe?”

IenquireasIcoverherwithasoftthrow.

He’sdoneandpackinghismedicalbag.

Mbuso:“She’sweakanddehydrated.”

Me:“Sherefusestoeatordrinkanyliquids.”

Mbuso:“YouneedtomakesuresheeatsRandyorherheartwillgiveuponher,leadingtodeath.”

Irefusetolettheworddeathbeassociatedwithhername.Thisangersmeawholelot.

Me:“Iwon’tletanythinghappentoher.”

Hechuckles.Idon’tseeanythingfunnyaboutthis.

Mbuso:“You’renotGod.”

Heraisesaneyebrow.

Me:“ButIcanmakethingshappen.”

Mbuso:“I’m okaywithnotknowingwhatthosethingsare.Whathappenedwithheranyway?”

Me:“Asknoquestions,hearnolies.”

Helaughs.He’sforeverlaughing,likeStyles.

Mbuso:“Makesureshegetsalltherestsheneeds.But,whenshewakesup,youneedtofeed

herRandy.Convinceherifyouhaveto.”

Me:“Iwill,letmewalkyouout.”

Ileadhim towardsthedoor.

Mbuso:“Takeiteasywithher,don’ttryanythingthatwilltraumatizethepoorgirl.Itmightsend

herintoshock.Ithinkkeepingyourdistancefrom herwillhelpherfornow.”

Maybemyearsareclogged.

DidIhearright?

Me:“Don’ttellmewhattodoMbuso.”

Nowayam Istayingawayfrom her.Whodoeshethinkheis?

Mbuso:“Asadoctor,IsaydoasIsayandyouwillthankmelater.”



Me:“Yeahthat’stheproblem withyoudoctors.Youthinkyou’rethegodsofallwisdom.”

IannounceasIwalkhim downthestairs.

Mbuso:“Iseeyou’restillconceited.”

Me:“No,Ihatebeingtoldwhattodo.”

Myfathertrieditonceandfailedgrimly.

Mbuso:“I’m theonewiththeprofessionhere,Iknowwhatmypatientsneed.”

Me:“Firstly,I’m notyourfather.Idon’tneedyoutoimpressmewithyourdoctorskillsand

secondly,Amaraisnotyouranything.You’rejusthelpingoutafriend,youdon’twantmetostart

namingthethingsIhavedoneforyou,right?Iwouldhatetostartcollectingonthefavours

Mbuso.Itwon’tendwell.”

Heraiseshiseyebrows,hecan’tbelieveI’m talkingtohim likethis.

Idon’tcare,IhadashittydayandthisisthelastthingIneedrightnow.

Me:“I’m sureyoustillrememberhowtoopenthedoorright?”

Hesmirks,thisoneisnoteasilyoffended.Hedoesn’ttakethingstoheart.

Mbuso:“Randall?”

Helaughs.

Me:“Please,makesureyouclosemydooraswell.I’llcallyouwhenIneedyouandnexttime

leaveyouropinionsinyourhouseoraskdaddytopreservethem foryou.”

Mbuso:“Youarrogantbastard.”

Hecackles.

Me:“Yeah,bye.”

Ileavehim halfwaydownthestairsandwalkbackuptoAmara,I’dratherbewithherthan

entertaingarbage.

Ihatenonsense.

She’ssleepingpeacefully,she’slostsomuchweightandshelookscompletelydifferentfrom

thedayshewasbroughthere.Istillcan’tbelieveshe’shereinmyroom,onmybed.Ihadtogive

upthisroom soshegetsallthecomfortshedeservesbut,Iwon’tbestayingawayfortoolong.

Thisiswhereshebelongs,withme.

AsItakeherhandintomineandsitontheedgeofthebed,Ifighttheurgetoliebesideherand

cageherinmyarms.

MymindtakesmebacktoafewhoursbackwhenIheldherinmyarms.Itwasthemostblissful

thingever,itfeltsoright.



TodayIutteredsomethingtoher,somethingIhaveneversaidorfelttowardsawoman.Icalled

hermyqueen,thankfully,itwasinAkan.AlanguageIplantoteachheroncesheblendsin,I

can’twaitforhertolookatmewithdifferenteyes.Rightnowthegazeinhereyesbreakmy

heartmakingmefeellikeshitwhileatit.

I’m notaverypatientperson,Itendtosaywhatisonmymindorinmyheart.Butwithher,Ihave

beentryingasIdon’twanttooverwhelm herwithwhatmyheartholds.

Tobecontinued...
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STYLES*

It’sbeenanhoursincethefight,Ihadtogolookforher.

Iknewshewouldbeinourbedroom,shelovesthisroom.It’swhereshefeelsthemost

comfortable,she’sstandinginfrontofthebiglongmirror,twistinghernaturalhair.

Shedoesthateverynightbeforebed,shesaysherhairissocoursethatitbecomesamission

togetittolistentoherinthemorning.I’veseenthestressitcausesher.It’sfunnyand

sometimesIteasehersayingsheshouldjustcutifoffandgobald.That’shercrown,youdon’t

messwiththequeen’scrown.

She’salreadyinhersleepwear,Iguessshe’shadhershower.

Ipotterbehindherandwrapmyarmsaroundherwaist,lettingmyhandssettleonherstomach.

Wemakeeyecontactinthemirror.Iburymyfaceonthecurveofherneckandplaceaclammy

kiss,whileimpishlybitingherneck.Sheshiesaway,thecolourofhercheeksgivingawayher

blush.

Me:“I’m sorry.”

Iwhisperinherearandshepouts.

Thishasbecomeanorm inthisrelationship,itstartswithher,losinghercoolandtalkingshit

andendswithmeapologizingforwhatIdon’tknow.

IknowonedayIwillgettiredofpacifyingher.

Khethu:“Metoo.”

Me:“Youtoowhat?”

Ibitehernecksoftlyandshegiggles,placingherhandsonmine.

Khethu:“I’m sorrytoo,Ididn’tmeantospeaktoyouinthatmanner.I’m scaredthatI’llloseyou

tosomeoneelseStyles.”

Me:“YouaretheonlyoneformeKhethu,I’m notgoinganywhere.”

Sheturnsaroundtofacemeatthesoundofmyassurance.

Khethu:“But,whatifonedayyouwakeupwithachangeofheart?We’renotmarriedStyles,I

can’tclaim youasmyown.”

Me:“NotthatagainKhethu.”

Itoddletotheoneseatercouchthat’sfacingthebedandsit,Ihatethisconversation.She

knowsittoobutshehasatendencytobringitup.



Khethu:“I’m sousedtobeingsomeoneyouloveandIdon’twantthattochange.”

Me:“Anditwon’tchangebaby,you’llalwaysbethatsomeoneforme.Marriedornot.”

We’vehadthisconversationbefore,eachtimeIkeepanticipatingthatsheunderstands.

Khethu:“We’realreadylivingtogetherStyles.Whatdifferencewillitmakeifwesealitwitha

marriagecertificate?”

Me:“Exactly,whatdifferencewillitmake?”

Khethu:“YouknowwhatImean.”

Shesitsonthebedfacingme,hereyesholdingbacktears.

Khethu:“IwanttobelongtosomeoneStyles.”

Me:“Youdobelongtosomeone,me.”

Khethu:“Forasmartmanyousureare-”

Shestopsatthesightofmysternlook,sheshiftsuncomfortablyasIstandonmyfeet.My

glowerdirectedtoher.

Me:“KhethukuthulaDladla,Iloveyou.God,IhaveneverlovedanyonethewayIhavelovedyou.

But,disrespectmeagainandIwillthrowthatloveinthetrash.Iwillwipeyououtofmyheartso

fastitwillleaveyourheadspinning.Ifyourfatherletsyouspeaktohim likethat,don’tthinkIwill

aswell.IhavebloodytoleratedyourbitchinessbecauseIloveyoubutI’m aboutthiscloseto

snappingandonceIsnap,there’snoturningback.”

She’slookingupatme,herlowerlipisquivering.Ihavejustinstilledfearinher.

Khethu:“I’m sorryStyles.”

Hervoicebreaks,shedropshereyesasshamevisitsher.

Me:“Sinceyou’realwaysfuckingup,Isuggestyousavethatsorry.Youonlyhave,butafewof

them left.”

Iproclaim beforeturningtowalkout.

Khethu:“StylesIapologize.”

Sheshoutsafterme,butI’m donetalkingtoher.Ishutthedoor.

Idetestimpudence.

NOMBULELO*

Ihavebeenlisteningtomyparentsarguingfortwohoursnow.Whendadwokeupfrom the

couch,hewentlookingformom.Shewasstillasleepbuthedidn’tcare,hisefforttowakeher



upwasfailingsohepushedheroffthebedandshefellwithathud.Therewasconfusiononher

faceforamomentbeforehermindregisteredwhatwashappening.Theybeganbarkingateach

other,Icouldn’tstanditsoIwalkedout.Theyhavebeenateachother’sthroatssince.

Ican’ttellwhattheargumentisaboutbecausetheyarebothfightingtobeheard,butIhavea

clueithassomethingtodowithwhathappenedtoday.

I’m sureMarthacanhearthem nextdoor,andshe’sprobablyhavingsecondthoughtsabout

beingmyfather’ssecondwife.

That’showcloseherhouseis,MarthalivesaloneinaoneroomedRDPhouse.Actuallyallthese

housesaregovernmenthouses,weareoneofthepeoplewhowerefortunateenoughtoextend

thehouse.Twobedroomswereadded,abathroom withatoiletandakitchen.Theoriginalroom

becamethesittingroom.

ThisallhappenedayearafterAmaramovedinwithus,atthebackofmymindIalwaysknew

thattheyusedherinheritance.Sheneversawacent,shewasonlyallowedtostudytillgrade12

andbecameahousehelpwhileIwassenttostudyfurther.

Iscurryoutofmyroom atthesoundofabottlebreaking,theirbedroom isrightnexttomine.

Dadissittingonthefloorwithhishandpressedonhishead,hisfaceiscoveredinbloodand

there’sbrokenpiecesofglassaroundhim.

Me:“Mama,whathaveyoudone?”

Iscream ather,she’sstandingafewfeetfrom him,carryingherhandsonherhead.Icansee

herbodyshakingfrom here,andtearshavetakenoverheralmostwrinkledface.She’s

overcomebyfearandguilt.

Ntombi:“Moses,Mosesuright?”(Areyouokay?)

Hervoicerefusestosupportherwordsasitbreaks.

Dadlooksoutofit,Iruntohim aftergrabbingashirtfrom thewashingbasket.Iuseittopress

thewoundonhishead,hegroansinpain.

Me:“Callanambulancemama.”

Iinstructherinpanic.

Ntombi:“NgizoyichazakanjanilendabaLelo?They’llsendmetojail.”(HowwillIexplainthis?)

Shestartscryingandit’ssoannoying.Myfatherisbadlyinjured,he’slosingalotofbloodand

allshecaresaboutisherself.

Me:“Wouldyouratherhedieskee?Ifhediesmamathenyoushouldstartworryingabout

spendinglifeinjail,butrightnowweneedtohelphim.Iam notlosingmyfather.”

Ichastiseherwhileshoutingbutitseemslikeshe’snothere,allshe’sdoingiscrywhile

watchinghim.Shedropstoherknees,weepinglikesomeonejustdied.

Ntombi:“NgiyaxolisaMoses…NgixolelebabakaLelo.”(I’m sorryMoses,forgivemeLelo’s



father.)

ShewailslouderandIam brownedoffbythesightbeforeme.

Thisoldwomanisdrivingmecrazy.Iwillneverforgiveherifanythingbadhappenstomyfather.

Isprintbacktomyroom togetmyphone,Ihavetodoeverythingbymyselfinthishouse.

SometimesitfeelslikeIlivewithtwoteenagerswhorefusetogrowup,Istandwithmydecision

tomoveout.We’llseehowtheyputupwitheachotherwithoutanysupervision.

RANDALL*

“Uzeyouneedtoeatandgotobed,youcan’tsitherethewholenight.”

ThisisChioma,she’stheonlyoneallowedtocallmebythisnativenamethatIdetest.Actually

sheinsisted,shesaidshewillnotcallmebyaEuropeannamebecauseI’m African.AtfirstI

neverusedtorespondwhenshewouldutteritbutgotusedtoitastimewentby.

Shelivesintheouthousejustoutsidethismansion.Ithastwobedrooms,abathroom kitchen

andlivingroom.IaskedhertomoveintothemansiontemporarilywhenIbroughtAmarahere,I

neededhertotakecareofher.

ChiomaisNigerian,she’sbeenaroundforaslongasIcanremember.Shelivedinthesameflat

withmeandStylesinHillbrow.Therewasaboutsixpeoplesharingthatoneflat.Itwasvery

crowdedandstuffy,andtheonlyprivacyyouwouldhavewaswhenyou’reinthetoilet.

Sheusedtocookforus,washourclothesandsometimescleantheroom wesleptin.Iknew

shewasagenuinepersonwhensherefusedpaymentforhergooddeeds,shesaidbecausewe

arelikeherchildren.Wegaveherthesenseofbeingamotherassheneverhadchildrenofher

own.

Sowhenmylifeturnedaround,Itookherin.Sheisaboutthesameageasmymother,onlythree

yearsolder.

Me:“I’m notleavingheralonema.”

Chioma:“NothingwillhappentoherUze.”

Me:“Stoptryingtoconvincemebecauseitwillnotwork.”

Istandmyground,IrespectherbutI’m notlisteningtoherwhenitcomestothis.

Shesighsheavily.

Chioma:“Okay,I’llleavethefoodherejustincaseyouchangeyourmind.”

Shesqueezesmyshoulderbeforewalkingout.

I’m stillholdingAmara’shand,IwanthertoknowthatI’m hereandIdon’tplanonleavingher



side.

Myphonerings,itsaysprivatenumber.Amarastirsabitatthesoundofthisloudringtone,darn

it!Ishouldhaveputitonsilent.

Curiositycompelsmetoanswer,Inevergetprivatecalls.So,maybethisissomethingIwould

wanttohear.

Idashoutthedoorquietlyclosingit.

Me:“Speak.”

Igiveoutanattitudejustincaseit’ssomefuckerwhothinksI’m theirfriend.

“Notevena‘goodevening’toanoldfriend.”

Iguessedright…

ThisItalianidiotthinksIhavetimetoentertainhim.

Me:“AndIthoughtyouranandhidunderarock.Youshouldn’thavecomeoutFranco,unless

youhaveadeathwish.”

Franco:“IwantyoutoknowI’m ontoyouOkolie,youkilledmycousinMatteo.”

Hegroans,hethinkshecanintimidatemewithhisuglyvoice.

Me:“Youhadmywoman,anyonewhotouchesherdies.Idon’tmakeexceptionswhenitcomes

toher.”

Franco:“ThecoldheartedOkolieboyfinallyhasaweakness,Ishouldhaveslitherthroatjustto

makeyousuffer.PityI’m onlybeinginformednow.”

Helaughs.

Me:“IwillkillyouforsayingthatFranco.”

Franco:“I’m aghost,youcan’ttouchme.”

There’sanassertioninhisvoice,hereallydoesthinkthathe’suntouchable.

Me:“TellmeagainFranco.What’syourdeal?”

Iwouldliketohearthisone…

StylesandIusedtoworkcloselywithFranco’sfather,itwasagoodrespectfulbusiness

relationship.But,thisfoolhatedhisfatherandso,hekilledhim.

Hetookoverthefamilybusiness,createdenemiesforhimselfintheunderworld.LikeIsaid,he

thinkshe’suntouchablehence,callshimselfGhost.Unfortunatelyforhim,nooneseemstobe

acknowledgingthisnameasweallcontinuetocallhim Franco.He’satoddlerinabigman’s

shoes.

Me:“Whyareyoudoingthis?”



Franco:“Justtopissyouoff.”

DidInotsayhe’satoddler?

Me:“Ibegtodiffer.You’resuckingdicknowFranco?Wow,you’resuckingMkhize’sdeformed

dick?”

Ilaugh,Iknowthiswillsendhim onahightripofrage.

Franco:“VaffanculoOkolie.”(FuckyouOkolie)

Hegrumbles.

Me:“I’llpass,Ipreferwomen,thanks.”

Ithrowawisecrack.

Franco:“Seifottutamentemortopezzodimerda.”(You’refuckingdeadyoupieceofshit.)

Me:“SognareèbelloavolteragazzoFranco.”(DreamingisnicesometimesFrancoboy.)

Iriposte.

Franco:“I’m comingforyouOkolie,youandthatlittlebeautyyouhavethere.”

Hisextortionsdon’tmoveme.

Me:“I’llsliceyoubeforeyoueventouchher.”

He’spissingmeoffbythreateningAmara,Ican’thearawordagainsther.Helaughsatmy

comeback.

Franco:“IwillpayamilliontoseeyourfacewhenIhandhertoMkhize.”

Me:“ThisisSouthAfricayoufuck,you’reinmyturf.Eventhatoldgeezerwon’tbeabletosave

youfrom me.”

Thisisonemistakehemakes,hethinksbecausehisfatherwasfeared,thesamewillapplyfor

him.

Franco:“I’m notafraidofadogwithnoteeth.”

Heinsultsme.

Thenerveofthisasshole.

Me:“Ohbut,thisdoghastransformedintoabeastandhe’sgotvenomousfangs.”

Franco:“Youimpassivebastard,Iwilldestroythatunflinchingattitude.”

Me:“I’m pleasedyouknowmeverywellFranco,I’m notintimidatedbyanything.”

Franco:“You’regoingtopayOkolie.”

Ithinkhe’soutofinsults,hesoundsdefeated.



Me:“Wordofadvice,neverstartsomethingyoucan’tfinishfool.HavefunplayingwithMkhize’s

oldwrinkledballs.”

Iaccompanymysallywithasubduedchortlebeforedroppingthecall.

IthinkI’vebeentoocomfortable,peoplethinktheycanjumpovermyhead.Mkhizedaredto

challengemebycomingtomyhouseandtakingwhat’smine,nowthisidiotthinksIhavetime

forgames.Ineedtochangemode,Ican’taffordtobesoftorelseI’llloseAmara.

Tobecontinued…



12*

AMARA*

Iwakeupfrom adeepslumberfeelingwearyandsluggish,Iturnmyheadtoseehim holdingmy

hand.Hisheadrestingontheedgeofthebedwhilehesitsonthefloor.

Iletmyeyesscantheroom andmyheartshattersattherealizationthatI’m stillinthisprison.

Themorninglightisshiningthroughthewindow,almostmakingthisenormousroom looklike

heaven.Thecurtainsareextensivelyopenandonewindowisslightlyopenenoughtoletairin.

Ilookbackatthedauntingmanwhostillhasmyhandinthegripofhiswarm hand,there’sa

strangefeelingIcan’tignorethatconvincesmethatthisiswhereIbelong.Rightbesidehim.

Ican’tshakethisfeelingandIhateitbecauseitiscontradictingwithmymind.

Whyishehereanyway?

Hepretendstocareformebutrefusestoreleaseme.

Isawhiseyeslastnight,theyspeakataleofpassion.NeverhaveIseenalookofloveinone’s

eyesastheonehehadonwhileleeringatme,itmademefeellikeIwaswortheverybeautiful

thinginthisworld.

Ifthismanholdssomuchaffectionforastrangerhedoesnotknow,whydoeshisactionsnot

botherthatIam beingkeptagainstmywill?

Helookslikeanangelwhilesleeping.Thedarkauraandthearrogancearenotvisibleatthe

presentmoment,healmostseemslikeanormalhumanbeing.

Likehefeelsmewatchinghim,heopenshisheavy-liddedeyes.Asmugsmiledashestohis

mouthcommandingmetorapidlylookaway.

TothinkIwasalmostfooledbytheinnocenceofasleepingbeast.

Randall:“Welcomeback.”

Hissmokyvoicefillsmyearsmakingmeshiver.

He’sstillholdingmyhandandIhavenocluewhyIhaven’tclaimeditback,however,hereleases

itjustasmymindisconveyingamessagetomyhandtoletgo.

Randall:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Hesitsontheedgeofthebedfacingme,hisgazeintensifying.Iwanttolookawaybuthiseyes

arespellbinding.It’stoolatetopushmyheadbackashereacheshishandtotouchmy

forehead,checkingmytemperature.

Randall:“You’reburningup.”



Idon’tknowhowtorespondtothat,andthelookofunmitigatedadmirationinhiseyesisnot

helpingatall.

I’m planningonnotspeakingtohim atall.

Yes,thisiswhatIwantbutchancesare,Iwillendupsayingsomethingtohim.

Randall:“Amara,Ineedtoknowifyou’reokayafterlastnight.”

Lastnightfeelslikeadream,oneIdonotwanttorelive.I’m stillmystifiedbytheeventsthat

happenedandImightnothavesaidthisoutloudbutI’m gratefulthathesavedme.

Me:“Thankyouforsavingme.”

Myunfaithfulmouthblurtsthatoutunexpectedlyandagainstmywish.Hisupperlipcurlsbefore

asidesmileformsonhismouth.

Thisdoesn’tchangeanything,Istillwanttogobackhome.Iwanttoseemyfamily,beingkept

herehasmadewonderifIwilleverseethem again.DotheymissmeornoticethatI’m not

around.Iknowmyunclewilllieaboutmywhereabouts,thatgreedyevilbastard.

Whatdidmyauntseeinhim anyway?

Me:“Whenwillyouletmego?Iwanttoseemyfamily,Iwanttogohome.”

I’m takingchanceshere.

Randall:“ThisisyourhomenowAmara.”

Me:“Whyareyoukeepingmehere?Idon’twanttobehereandthepoliceareprobablylooking

forme.I’m surethere’spicturesofmesplashedalloversocialmedia.Prettysoonthisplacewill

beswampedwithpolice.”

Theplanistotaponhisfearabit,hopefullyitworksandheletsmego.

Hefurrowshisbrowslightlytiltinghisheadtothesideandnotasecondafter,ahaughtylaugh

escapeshismouth.

Randall:“Whichpolice?Princess,ifwe’retalkingaboutSouthAfricanpolicethenI’m sorry,

you’restuckhere.Letmejusteaseyourmindabitbecauseyouseem tobestressingalot,no

oneislookingforyouAmaranotasingleperson.Takemyadvicewillyou?Andgetcomfortable.”

Hestrokesmycheekashecomplacentlystatesaheartbreakingtruth.I’veseencaseslikethis,

wherewomengomissingandarefounddeadinasecludedarea.

Ifeeleveryboneinmegocold.

Me:“Areyougoingtokillme?”

Sayingittormentsme.

Helooksoffendedbythisquestion,Icouldbewrong.InthetwodaysIhaveknownthisman,I

havecometotheconclusionthathe’stwodifferentpeople.Ihopehe’snotoneofthosewitha



splitpersonalityotherwisemylifeisindanger.

Randall:“Idon’tblameyouforthinkingthat,butifIwantedyoudead,youwouldn’tbehereright

now.”

Hiswordsarebonechilling.

Me:“Whyareyoukeepingmeherethen?”

Randall:“ToprotectyouAmara.”

Hesaysitsensitivelyasifmebeingprotectedmeanstheworldtohim.

Me:“From what?Youdon’tevenknowme.”

Randall:“You’llfindoutsoonenough.”

Idon’ttrusthim buthesoundsassuring.

Me:“Okaybut…please,canIseemycousin,justonce?Iwon’tmakeascene,Ipromise.Iwon’t

evenhintthatI’m beingkepthereagainstmywill.”

Randall:“Youneedtoeat.”

Hepronounces,completelyignoringmyrequest.

Me:“Please,justonemeetingwithher.I’lltellherthatwe’veknowneachotherforalongtime

andwehavefalleninloveandwanttobetogetherand,thereasonIdidn’ttellthem aboutyou

wasbecauseIwasafraidthey’dneveracceptyou.”

Iprattleon,itsoundsperfectinmyheadandI’m convinceditwillwork.IfhecareslikeIthinkhe

does,thenbytheendofthisday.IwillbetalkingtoLelo.

Randall:“Yourbodyisweak,itneedsnutrients.Forhowlongdoyouplanonstarvingyourself?”

Really?

IshegoingtoignoremelikeI’m speakinggibberish?

Ifeellikecrap…Beingignoredisnotanicefeeling.

Me:“Whyareyoudoingthis?”

Iscream athim astearsstreakmyface,Ican’tcomprehendwhyhe’sdoingthistome.

Hefrowns,notoncehasheraisedhisvoiceatme.

Randall:"Youneedtocalm downAmara,yourbodyisstillweak.Eatfirstthen,youcantakeout

allyourfrustrationsonme,whenyourstomachisfull.”

Thearroganceofthisman,Igiveupandmydisloyaltearshavebetrayedme.Thatadmirationhe

hadinhiseyesfeelsancientastheynowwelcomeacoldstare,Imadehim angrybyinsisting.

Randall:“There’syourfood,I’llgetsomeonetowarm itforyou.”Hegesturestomyrightside,I

turntoseeaplateofoatmeal.



Me:“I’m nothungry.”

Ilie,I’m ravenous.

Randall:“Hungryornot,you’regoingtoeat.”

Heaffirmsbeforewalkingout.

Iknowhe’snotkidding.

NOMBULELO*

DadwasadmittedlastnightatSebokengHospital,Ihadtolietothenursesandsayhewas

robbedwhilewalkinghomefrom work.Mom hasn’tstoppedcryingsince,I’llbelyingifIsayI

feelsorryforher.Iwishtheguiltconsumesherwholebeingbecauseshebroughtthisupon

herself.

Whatwasshethinkingwhenshethrewabeerbottleatherhusband?

I’m nervousaboutthemeetingwithZuma,Ihopehetakesthenewswell.Youneverknowwith

thatgender,mybiggestfearishim denyinghisbaby.

Ifindhim outsidehangingclothesontheline,there’sanabandonedplateofhalfeatenpapand

kidneybeansonabenchclosetothedoor.

Heseesmeandsmiles,that’smyweaknessrightthere.

Me:“Zuzu.”

Thisnamebeganwithmeteasinghim,hehateditfirstbutIguessitgrewonhim.

Zuma:“You’reearly.”

Heannouncesashecontinueshanginghisclothes.

Me:“Itwasn’thardgettingataxi.”

Isitonthebench,accompanyingthedirtyplateoffood.Zumaisnotthetypeofmanwhowould

attackyouwithahugorakisswhenheseesyou,evenourgoodbyesaredry,unlessIinitiatethe

firstmove.Iwon’ttouchonthesextopicbecause…

Sigh!

Ilovehim andI’m here.

TheloveIfeelforhim overrideseverylack.

Zuma:“So,whatdidyouwanttotalkabout?”

Hedoesn’twastetime.



Me:“Pleasecomesitwithme.”

Hestopswhathe’sdoing,peekssidewaysatmewithaconcernedexpression.

Zuma:“WhatisitLelo?”

I’m notsureIlikethetoneofhisvoice.

Whyishesuddenlysoserious?Ihaven’tbrokenthenewstohim yet.

Hefoldshisarmsacrosshischest,intentlylookingatme.

Me:“I’m pregnant.”

It’sbettertogetitoffmychestthanbeataroundthebush,whichwillonlymakememore

anxious.

Zuma:“What?”

Theshockinhisvoice.

Hisfacedoesn’thidetheshockedexpressionaswellandhelooksabittroubled.

Me:“I’m preg-”

Zuma:“Iheardyou.Congratulations,Iguess.”

Heshrugs.

Hisnextwordshavemyeyeswideninginshock.

Zuma:“Who’sthefather?DoIknowhim?”

Really?

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?You’retheonlymanIhaveeversleptwith.ZumaIgaveyoumy

virginity.”

I’m onmyfeetnow,panickingandthisfoollooksascoolasacucumber.

Zuma:“WhereistheproofofthatNombulelo?Selfienyana?Imeanthat’swhatyouwomendo,

right?Youcaptureeverythingoncamera.”

Myheartbreaksintoamillionpiecesatthesoundofhistaunts.Isowanttoslaphim rightnow.

Me:“Zuma?Sothisisyousayingallofthistome?”

Mymindstillcan’tgraspwhatishappeningandwhatI’m hearing.

Zuma:“Yes,it’sme.LalelalaNombulelo,allthegirlsIhavesleptwithnevercametome

claimingthattheyarepregnant.AndwenawhatareyoutryingtodoLelo?Youthinkyou’re

cleverneh?Youwanttotrapmewithababy?HereIwasthinkingyouweresmart.”(Listenhere.)

Me:“FusekiZuma,fusekiyezwa?Youbloodyshit,Ican’tbelieveIgavemyselftoabastardlike

you.”(PissoffZuma)



Ishout,helooksatmelikehewantstostranglemebutIknowhewon’tdaretouchme,not

whenthere’ssomanypeopleonthestreets.

Zuma:“Bastardisthatthinginyourwomb.HambalaNombulelo,gofindthemanwhomade

youpregnant.”(Go.)

Ihatehim.

HowdidIfallinlovewithhim?

Theremust’vebeenredflags.HowdidImissthem?

Zuma:“Isaidgetoutofmyhouse.”

Heshouts,grabbingmyarm andbeginstodragmetowardsthegate.Zumaisbreakingmy

heart,can’theseethat?

Peoplearewatchingandnoonedarestostopthismanwho’smanhandlingadefenceless

woman.

Hethrowsmeonthegroundandlocksthegate,leavingmecrying.

KHETHU*

It’safternoonandIstillhaven’theardfrom Styles,helefthomelastnightaftertheargument.I

can’tcallhim becausemystupidphonecrashedwhenIattemptedtopostapictureofuson

socialmedia.ThiswasafirstbecauseI’m notonetoadvertisemylifeinpublicbutsomething

tellsmethatI’m nottheonlyoneinhislifeandifthereisawhoreoutthere,sheshouldknow

thatheistaken.

Styleshasneverspentthenightawayfrom homebeforeanditbreaksmyheartthathewould

dothistome.IknowImessedupandpissedhim offbutIwillnottoleratethiskindoftreatment

from him.

Icouldn’tstandbeinginthehouseanymore,timeseemedtoslowdownwhilewaitingforhim.I

emailedmyfatheraskingtomeetup,Ineedtospeaktosomeonewhowilllistentome.

Althoughstrict,heismybestfriend.

Ican’tsaythesamethingaboutmymotherwhojustwantstocontrolmylife,shehatesStyles

withapassion.Ifitwereuptoher,Iwouldmarrythepresident’sson.

Inherownwords,Icandobetterthanthis.

Mymotherwasraisedwithasilverspooninhermouth.Shegoteverythingshewantedandthat

gavehertheimpressionthattheworldrevolvesaroundher,whichisludacris.Myfatherwasin

thepoliceacademywhentheyfirstmet,accordingtohim itwasloveatfirstsiteIdon’tknow

abouther.Issheevencapableofloving,allshecaresaboutisherbusinessesandsealingthe

nextdeal.



DadsaidIwouldfindhim atMandelasquare,helovesthecoffeefrom Mugg&Bean.That’s

whereweusuallyhaveourdates.

IwalkinandI’m immediatelyapproachedbyawaitress,shegivesmetheusualcustomersmile

andasksifIwantatable.Iscanmyeyesaroundandspotmydadsittingatatableatthefar

endcorneroftherestaurant.Heseesmeandwaves,he’ssmilingandalreadyIfeellike

everythingwillbeokay.ItellthewaitressI’m goodandtoddletomyfather,he’salreadyonhis

feetasIapproach.

Dad:“Angel.”

Hegivesmeabriefhugbeforewesettledown,he’salreadyorderedcoffeeforus.

Me:“Lookatyou,you’regainingweight.IsNobayenifinallygrantingyouadivorce?”

HehatesitwhenIspeakillofhiswifebutstilllaughswhenImakesuchjokes.Idon’ttrustthat

woman,she’sneverhomeandwhensheis,she’sgrumpyandstartsafightwithdadjustsoshe

canhaveanexcusetoleave.

Dad:“That’syourmotherKhethu.”

Irollmyeyes,Ireallydon’tcare.IfsherecognizedmeasherdaughtermaybeIwouldshow

respecttowardsher.

Dad:“Speakingofher,she’sbeenaskingaboutyou.Whenareyoucomingtothehouse?”

Me:“RemembershesaidaslongasI’m stillwithStyles,Ishouldn’tsetfootinherhouseandI

don’tplanonleavinghim dad.”

Hisfacechangestothatofannoyance,he’salsonotafanofStylesbuttolerateshim formy

sake.

Dad:“Istillcan’tbelieveyouchoseamanoveryourownmother.”

He’sstarting.

Me:“MaybeIwould’vechosenherifshechosemewhenshebroughtmeintothisworld,you

practicallyraisedmealonedad.”

Dad:“Thatdoesn’tchangethefactthatshe’syourmother,youneedtorespecther.”

Me:“NobayeniDladladoesn’tdeservetobecalledamother,shedoesn’tevendeservetobe

yourwife.Dadyoudon’tdeservetobetreatedlikethis,shedoesn’trespectyouand-”

Dad:“Enough,Iam notgoingtodiscussmymarriagewithyoukhethu.You’reachildandyou

wouldn’tunderstand.I’m notgoingtohearanythingagainstyourmother.”

Me:“Sorry.”

Imumbleafterrollingmyeyes.

Dad:“Howiseverythingwithyou?”



Ican’ttellhim afterbashinghim abouthiswife,he’llcallmeahypocrite.

Me:“Nothing,Imissedyouthat’sall.”

Dad:“Maybeyoushouldcomehomemoreoften.”

We’rebacktothat…

Dad:“Yourmotherishostingherfamilynextweek,youshouldcome.Yourgrandfatherwillbe

there.”

Ilovemygrandparentsbuttheyarejudgementalliketheirdaughterso,I’llpass.

Me:“Dad,I’llexplodeifIhearmoreof...{{{Whenareyougettingmarriedkhethu?Youshould

leavethatgoodfornothingboykhethu…You’refrom awellofffamily,youshouldmarryaman

ofyourstature.}}}That’sthesongtheyarealwayssinging.”

Helaughs.

Dad:“Iwentthroughthesamethingwithyourmotheryouknow,herparentshatedme.Itwas

onlywhenyouwerebornthattheyfinallystartedtoacceptme.Herfatherwasforeverthreating

toendmylifebutmyloveforherwasstubborn."

Me:“Wassheworththefight?”

Hefrownsatmeandshakeshisheaddisapprovingofmyattitudetowardsmymother.

Dad:“Shewasandshestillis,Ican’tseemylifewithoutthatwoman.It’scompletelyblank.”

Okay…andtheysaywomenarefragile.

Tobecontinued...
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RANDALL*

MyfragileAmara,she’sstrongerthanshelooks.IhateseeingherintearsbutIhaveneverseen

anythingmoreattractiveinmylife.Hertearyeyesswirledwithherfightingspiritmakemelose

mymind,makingmewanttotasteherbut,Icanneverhaveherwithoutherconsent.

Ican’taffordtolosecontrolwithher,Iwantherheartaswellnotjustherbody.Thesightofher

tearsarousedsomethinginmeandallIcouldthinkaboutwastakingherinmyarmsand

makingherminehence,IhadtorushoutoftherebeforeIcoulddosomethingIwouldregret.

Ihavebecomeentirelyaddictedtohertoapointthat,notbeingbyhersidemakesmefeellike

myworldisfallingapart.Ihaveaneedforher,oneIcannotcontrolanymoreanddistancing

myselffrom herwillbeforthebestbutitwillbelikejumpinginfrontofamovingtrain.That

optionisoutofthetable,Iwilljusthavetofightthisurge.Ilovebeinginhercompany.

Iknowsheseesmeasaheartlessmonsteranditwillbedifficulttoconvinceherotherwisebut,

onedayherheartwillknowmeandacceptme.

Whenmyeyeshadthepleasuretobeholdherbeauty,IknewIwouldneverresttillshewasmine.

ItwastwoweeksbackinAucklandPark,whenshebumpedintomealmostfallingandIheldher

handpreventingthefallfrom happening,herlushlipswhisperedthewordsorry,accompanied

byasoftlaughbuthereyesonlytookaglimpseofmebarelynoticingmypresence.

Iwascaptivatedasmyeyesstuckonherbeauty,herinnocenceandkindnessilluminatingfrom

theinside.

Ihaven’tbeenatpeacesince,Ihadtoknowwhoshewasandthat’swhenIfoundoutabout

Mkhize,herpastandthelifeshehadbeenaccustomedto.Atfirst,itwasaboutsavingherfrom

thosebastardsbutIhavegrownselfishandneedythatherfreedom hascomelast.

NowshewantsleavemeandthatissomethingIcannotallow.Imightaswellsurrendermyself

tomyenemiesandletitbetheendofitall.

Me:“Ithoughtyousaidyouweregoingtoputhertoorder.”

IremindStylesofthewordshespokelastnight.Helookslikeshit,hesayshecametothe

officearound5am.HewantedtoavoidanotherfightwithKhethu.

I’m watchinghim stresseat,it’sanorm andhehatesitbut…

There’sliterallyeverythingonthistable,from pizza,donuts,burgers.You’dswearhe’spregnant,

it’sagoodthinghehasafastmetabolism orelsehe’dbeobese.Peopleinthecafeteriahave

beenstaringfrom themomentthefoodwasbroughttous.Stylesdoesn’tcare,he’seatinglike

it’stheendoftheworld.



Styles:“ThatwastheplanbutwhenIsawherface,Imelted.”

Ilaughathim buthe’snotlaughing.

Me:“Evenaftershebaptizedyouwithwater.”

Styles:“Worse,youdon’tknowhowmuchittookformenottotakeherinmyarmsandhaveher

allnight.Heraggressivenessdoesthingstomeman.”

Icackleathisconfession.

Me:“Yousee,ItoldyounottogoforaDladla.Theyknowpeople,whoknowpeople,whoknow

goodwitchdoctors.TheverybestinAfrica,lookatyou.You’relikeawoman,thenextthing

you’llbewalkingdowntheaislewhileshewaitsforyouatthealtar.Ihavetosaythough,the

thoughtofyouinweddingdressistraumatizing,nowIhavetounthinkthat.”

Ilaugh.

Styles:“GoflyakiteRandall,you’retalkingrubbish.It’sagoodthingyou’regoingbacktoschool.”

Hescoffsashetakesabigbiteofhisburger.

Nx!

Me:“Ontherealman,youshouldmarryher.Khethuhasbeenaroundthrougheverything,she

knowsaboutmostofyourshenanigansandshe’sstillhere.Ifitweresomeoneelsetheywould

haverantodaddyandsnitched.”

Styles:“WhatismarriageRandall?”

Hequestionsmewhilesippinghismilkshake.

Ifyouwanttogetonhisnervesmentionmarriage.

Me:“Commitment,givinghertherighttoeverypartofyou.It’sthewayonesaysIneedyouand

loveyouenoughtospendforeverwithyou.”

Didthatjustcomeoutofmymouth?Damn…

Stylesfreezeswiththestrawstillinhismouth,hisfacehasturnedpalelikehe’sjustseena

ghost.Believeme,I’m shockedaswell.

Heturnsheadsashehowlsinlaughter,he’salaugherbutneverthisloud.

Isitback,sippingonmycoffee,I’m goingtogivehim timetohimselftillhe’sdonebeinganidiot.

Styles:“Wait,whatdidyoudotomyfriend?”

Me:“Thatwasn’tme,thatwasAmara’sheartspeaking.”

Honestly…

Helooksatmescepticallybeforeanotherlaugheruptsfrom hismouth.

Styles:“So,you’refinallyadmittingthatyouloveher?”



Me:“Whoah,holdit.Don’tletthatmilkshakegettoyourbrain,you’respewingshitnow.”

Hefrowns…

Loveisastrongword.

Styles:“Howwouldyouknowwhatlovefeelslikewhenyou’venevertastedit?AskmeIknow,

youhaveallthesymptoms.You’relove-sickRandallOkolie.”

Imulloverhiswords.CoulditbethatIhavecometoloveher?

AlltheseemotionsIfeeltowardsher,beingsensitivewithherandcravingtobearoundher.Are

theyreallysignsoflove?

Me:“Saysthemanwhoisstresseatingbecauseofadisagreementwithhiswoman.”

Iretort,hechuckles.

Styles:“Yeaheish.”

Hecan’tstopeating.

Me:“WeneedtodealwithMkhizeman,webothknowhe’snotgoingtotakethislyingdown.”

Styles:“Andnowthathe’sworkingwithFranco,he’smoredangerousthanbefore.”

Me:“Thatbastard.Iknowhe’splanningsomething,hissilenceprovesitorelsehewould’ve

roaredbynow.”

Styles:“Oh,he’sroaringalright,it’sjustamatteroftimetillwehearhim.Ihopehegetsaheart

attackwhileatit.”

Wouldn’tthatmakeourjobeasier?

Styles:“YouknowwhenyoucametomesayingIshouldlookintothisgirl,Ithoughtokay.But,

whenyousaidyouwantedtosaveherfrom Mkhize,Iknewyouwerelosingit.Dude,justone

glimpseofherhadyourunningaroundlikeaheadlesschicken.Andnowlookatus,fightinga

taxibosstokeephersafeandtryingnottogetuskilledintheprocess.I’m goingonvacation

onceallofthisisover.”

Helikesexaggerating.

Me:“Ineverwould’veforgavemyselfifIsatbackandlethim takeher,nowIlivetoprotecther.

There’snoturningbackStyles,wetookastepandyouknowwedon’tlookbackonceit’sdone.”

Styles:“Iforesawthisdayyouknow?ThedaywhentheheartofRandallUzeOkoliewouldmelt

andwhoknewsuchaninnocentfrailgirlwillbetheonetotakethecredit.Remindmetothank

heroneday,okay?

Heenjoysmockingme,I’llletitslidebecausehe’sstupidandfragileatthemoment.

KHETHU*



Iwaveatmyfatherashepullsoutoftheparkinglot,beforegettingintomycar.Hegavemehis

phonetouseinthemeantime,IdecidetocallStylesbeforedrivingbackhome.

Somethingtellsmetodriveandcallhim whenIgethome,Iturntheignitiononandseea

shadowfrom thecornerofmine.Iturninstantlytoseeamanwatchingme,he’saboutthe

averageheight.

Hegesturesmetoopenthewindow,itlookslikehewantstoasksomething.Ohwell,hedoesn’t

lookharmless.So,Irollthewindowjustenoughforhim nottograbme.

Him:“AreyoukhethukuthulaDladla?”

Heasksinagratingvoice.

I’m shakenbyhisquestion.Howdoesheknowmyname?BecauseI’m prettysureIhavenever

seenhim before.

Me:“Who’sasking?”

Beingadaughterofacophastaughtmetobevigilantandquicktothinking,Ialreadysmellarat.

Him:“Ihaveamessageforthatcolouredboyfriendofyours.”

HeannouncesandnowthathementionedStyles,I’m morecurious.Couldhebetheboyfriendof

thewhorehe’smessingwith?

Me:“Styles?Howdoyouknowhim?”

Thisissonotme,Idon’tentertainstrangemenatamall’sparkinglot.

Him:“Idon’t,mybossdoes.Tellhim Mkhizesaysnexttimehewon’tmiss.”

Healreadyhasagunpointedatmeashesaysthisandshootsafterhisannouncement.I

scream,whilemybodygoesintoshock,stoppingmefrom ducking.Thesoundofagunshotand

glassshatteringpiercemyears.

BeforeIknowit,mycarissurroundedbypeoplefussingovermeandaskingifI’m okay.Iunable

torespond,I’m awhimperingmess.Themanisgone,hemusthaveran.

Everythinghappenedsofast.MymindtellsmethatIshouldbecoveredinbloodorfeelingpain,

Istartinspectingmyself.I’m okay,shakenbutokay.Heaimedforthedashboard.

“Here,drinksomewater.Itwillhelpeasetheshock.”

Somerandom guysays,offeringmeabottleofwater.Idon’twantwater,Iwanttogohomebut

Itakeiteitherway.

Him:“Doyouwantmetocallsomeone?Youcan’tdriveinthisstate?”

Stylesisthefirstpersonthatcomestomind.

Ishakemyhead.



Me:“I’m okaythanks.”

Him:“Areyousure?MaybeIcandriveyoutothehospital.”

Hepersists.

Me:“I’m finereally.”

Ismilegratefully.

NOMBULELO*

Ididn’tknowheartbreakwouldbethispainful,mychesthurtsanditfeelslikeIcan’tbreathe.

Zumahasshownmeadifferentsidetohim Ididn’tknowexisted.I’m only19,howwillIexplain

thistomyfather?HowwillItellhim thatthefatherofmybabyrefusestoacknowledgeit?

I’vebeenwalkingforawhilenowandIdon’tknowwhereI’m goingbutI’m goingsomewherefar,

Iwanttowalkoffthisheartache.

Acarhurtlestowardsmecausingmetofallflatonmybutt,itstopsrightinfrontofme.That

wasaclosecall,amanjumpsoutandrushestome,panicking.

Him:“Areyouokay?”

Hehelpsmeup,IsnatchmyhandawayafterI’m steady.

Inod,Iwanttochidehim forhisrecklessdrivingbutI’m innomoodtotalk.

Him:“Youmustwatchwhereyou’regoingsisi.Ifyouhaveadeathwish,thenpleaseleaveus

innocentpeopleoutofit.”

Hecracksandclickshistongue.

BeingoverwhelmedbyeverythingIbreakintoaloudsob,it’sthestress,theheartbreakandthe

tremorofalmostbeinghitbyacar.

Hefrownswhilehishandfliestohisbeardandherubsit,suddenlytheconfidencehehadwhen

shoutingatmehasgonewiththewind.Onlypanicholdsthelookonhisface.

Him:“Ohshit,lookI’m sorry.Ididn’tmeantoshout.Nowstopcrying.”

Idon’twanttostopcrying.Iwanttocryitallout,iteasesthepain.

Ishakemyheadandcontinuesobbing.

Him:“Hey,Icangiveyoualiftifyoulike.Wheredoyoulive?”

Nowayam Igettinginthatcar.

Ishakemyhead.



“Nombulelo?Whyareyoucrying?”

IraisemytearyeyestomeetTebogo,whatisshedoinginthispartoftown.

Him:“Ohgreat,youknowher?”

Hesoundsrelieved.

Tebogo:“Whatdidyoudotoherwena?I’m goingtocallthepolice.”

Shethreatens,I’m stillcryingandIwanttostop.

WhatwillIsaytomymotherwhenshefindsoutIwascryinginpublic,infrontofastrangeman?

Him:“IswearIdidn’tdoanything.”

Heraiseshishandsindefence.

Him:“Shesuddenlyjumpedinfrontofmycar.”

Heexplainshisversion.

Tebogo:“Heee!!!Youhitherwithacar?”

Shescreamsandtheguylooksaroundlikehe’safraidsomeonemighthaveheard.

Him:“No,no.She’sokay,youcancheckheryourself.”

Ialmostfeelsorryforhim,you’dthinkhetriedtoabductmethewayTebogoisinterrogatinghim.

Thehandonherwaistandthefoottapingisdrawingattention,nottomentionherhighpitched

voice.

Me:“I’m finesisTebogo.”

Iassureher,tryingtostopmytears.

Him:“See?She’sfine,Ihavetogo.”

HeturnstoleavebutTebogograbshisshirtpullinghim towardsher,heflinches,confusion

fillinghisface.

Him:“Hey.”

Tebogo:“You’renotgoinganywhere.Whodoyouthinkwilldropushomehuh?Thischildis

traumatized.Doesshelooklikeshecanwalktoyou?”

Him:“Look,I’m inahurry.Icangiveyoutaxifare.”

Tebogo:“No,you’regoingtotakeushome.ComeLelo,thismanthinkshecantakechances.”

Sheclickshertonguewhilemakingherwaytothecar,sheopensthepassengerdoorandsits.

Herhandsarefoldedacrossherchest,IthinkTebogojustneededafreeridehome.Shesawa

chanceandtookit,she’sdramaticlikethat.

Themanlooksbotheredbuthestillstretcheshishandout,gesturingmetogetinthecar.Ijump



atthebackandslipintorawsilence,mymindflashesbacktoZuma.

Tobecontinued…



14*

KHETHU*

“Baby.”

Hecomesrushingtomealmostbumpingintoanurse,hedoesn’tstoptoapologize.Hiseyes

areonmeandhe’spanickyandangry,hetakesmeinhisarmstightlyholdingme.I’m guessing

hedoesn’tseethistalldispleasedmaninasuitstandingbythebed,Iholdhim backbutwith

onlyonehand.Ithinkmyfatherisalreadyfeelinguncomfortable.

Me:“Styles.”

Itrytowarnhim buthe’snotlettinggo,hisbodyclenchesandIcanfeelittrembling.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Heinspectsme,hishandscuppingmycheeks.Inodtryingtopushbackmyemotions.My

fatherclearshisthroat,that’swhenStyleslooksupanddrawsback.Hesuddenlylooks

uncomfortable,thestorywiththem isthattheydon’tgetalongwell.Puttingthem inaroom

togetherislikestartingafire.Iwatchthem astheyglareateachother,waitingforoneofthem

tosaysomething.ItseemslikeI’m goingtowaitmywholelifehere,InudgeStyles.

Styles:“Mr.Dladla.”

He’sgreetinghim bytheway,myfatherscowls.He’sangry,hegavemealongspeechwhenhe

gothere.IhaddecidedtodrivetothehospitaljustincaseIneededtreatmentandhewasthe

firstpersonIcalled.Accordingtohim,Styleswassupposedtobetheretoprotectme.

Me:“Dad.”

IwhineasIsituponthebed.

Thisisnotimetobeimpolite,what’swrongwiththisoldman?

Dad:“I’m goingtosaythisstraightSishi,mydaughteriscominghomewithme.”

He’snotasking.

Doeshethinkthisisthepolicestationwherehedemandsandthingshappen?

IlookatStyleswho’sfrowningnow,andtheworstpartaboutthisisthat,hehasrammedhis

handsintohispockets,lookingatmyfatherlikehewantstotakeawayhisfavouritetoy.

It’ssodisrespectful.

Styles:“Khethuiscominghomewithmesir.”

He’salsonotasking.



Dad:“Don’tmesswithmeboy,Iwillputyoubehindbarssofastyourheadwillspin.”

Styles:“MrDladla,thisoldtrickdoesnotfazeme.I’m notachildtobethreatenedbytimeout,

I’m agrownmanwho’sfullycapableoftakingcareofhiswoman.”

Thattimehelefthiswomanaloneathomelastnight.

I’m confused,noneofmyexeshaveneverstooduptomyfatherlikethis.Blackmendon’tdo

thatright?Theyknowtheimportanceofrespectingyourpartner’sfatherbecauselikeitornot,

myfatherhasthefinalsayastowhetherIwillspendmylifewiththismanornot.Isitbecause

he’snotplanningonmarryingme?Heknowsthereisnochanceoflobolanegotiations,that’s

whyhe’sbeinginsolenttowardsmyfather.

Dad:“Yourwoman?”

Hehuffs.

Dad:“WhathaveyoudonetomakeheryourwomanSishi?Sharingsheetswithmydaughter

doesnotgiveyoutherighttoclaim herasyourown.Icanendthislittlefairytaleofyourswitha

snapofafinger.”

Styles:“Withallduerespectsir.”

Okay,he’sdefinitelyabouttosaysomethingdisrespectful.

Styles:“Idon’ttakekindlytothreats,soIwouldappreciateitifyouwouldwithdrawfrom that

andlikeIsaid,Ihavebeentakingcareofthiswomanfortwoyearsnow.From whereI’m

standing,I’m doinghellofagoodjob.”

MaybeIshouldgobacktodatingblackmen,myfatherdoesn’ttakekindlytothreatsaswell.

“IsthiswhatyouhavechosenforyourselfBridgette?”

Weallturntothesoundoftheangryvoice,it’sNobayeni.She’sstandingbythecurtain,looking

poshasusual.ThisisthethingwithNobayeniDladla,she’snotthejeans,sweatpantstype.

Evenathome,Idoubtshe’severcomfortableinthoseformalclothesbutwithherit’sallabout

lookingthepart.Whateverthatis.Bridgetteismysecondname,sheprefersitoverKhethu.

IwasnamedaftermygrandmotherwhopassedawaythedaybeforeIwasborn.Mymother

lovedherdearly,sheraisedherandhersiblingswhiletheirparentswerebusyfillingtheirbank

accountsandshoweredthem withmoneyandgiftstocompensate.Prettymuchwhatshe’s

donewithme,onlyInevergotgiftstomakeupforherabsenceinmylife.

Nobayeniamblesintheroom andstandsnexttomyfather,don’texpectakissorhug.This

relationshipisasdryasleavesinwinter,shelooksdisgustedbythesightofStyleswho’snotat

allintimidatedbyher.

Nobayeni:“Isthisthetypeofmenyouattract?Whodisrespectyourfather?”

She’sonetotalk.

Me:“Iam mymother’sdaughterafterall.”



Mycomebackwillgetmeintrouble,sheraisesherhandtoslapmebutStylesshieldsme

standinginfrontofme,Icanonlyseehisback.Theriseandfallofhisshouldersdemonstrating

theextentofhisanger.

AMARA*

There’saknockonthedoor,IsituponthebedasIseeChiomaemergefrom behindthedoor.

Sofaronlytwopeopleenterthisroom,ChiomaandRandall.Ialwaysknowwho’sabouttoenter

whentheycome,Randalldoesn’tknock.HebudgesinasifI’m hiswifewhileChiomaknocks

everysingletime.

Shehasbroughtfood,itsmellssonice.Mystomachgrowlsatthemouth-wateringsmellofit.

Sheplacesthetrayonthetableandlooksatmewithasmile.

Chioma:“Imadesupperearlytodayseeingthatyoudidn’thavebreakfastandlunch.Comeeat.”

Shepointsatthetable,I’m tempted.Maybeit’stimeIabortmission,starvingmyselfisnot

workinginmyfavour.Randall’swarningthismorningfrightenedme,Iknowhewilldo

somethingbadifIcontinuewiththishungerstrike.Ialsoknowthathe’scapableofanything,I

meanlookwhereIam.

Slowly,Iclimboutofbed.Themomentmyfeettouchthefloor,Ifeellight-headed.Istagger

backabitandfallonthebed.ChiomarushestohelpbutIraisemyhandstoppingher.

Me:“I’m fine.”

Shestepsback.

Chioma:“Sit,I’llbringthefoodtoyou.”

Me:“No,I’vebeenlyingonthisbedfortoolong.Mybodyisnumb,Ineedtostretch.”

Chioma:“Letmewalkyoutherethen.”

Me:“Iwillmanagethankyou.”

Shesighs,ifshewantstohelpthensheshouldgetmeoutofhere.IbracemyselfasIpullmy

bodyupandtoiltowardsthetable.She’sslowlywalkingbehindme,shethinksI’llfall.

Thatwasn’tsobad…IthinktomyselfasIsitdownonthechair.Ican’thidetheconfusiononmy

faceasIlookatthefoodbeforeme.Whatexactlyam Ilookingat?

Chioma:“Thisischickennoodlesoup,youneedtoeatthatfirstsoyoudon’tgetstomach

crampsfrom theheavymeal.”

There’smorecarrotsthanchickeninthisthing.

Chioma:“AndthisisJollofrice,it’saNigeriandish.You’llloveit.”



Sheshootsmeawarm smile,itremindsmeofmymother.Hermemoryisstillfreshinmymind,

Iwishshewasstillhere,Iwouldn’tbeinthisplace.

Chioma:“Eatyoursoupbeforeitgetscold.”

Igrabaspoonandtakeascoop,it’snotbadbutI’m notfinishingit.

Me:“Sitwithme.”

Iofferbut,sheshakesherhead.

Chioma:“I’m notallowed.”

Shereveals.

Me:“Bywho?Isitthatman?”

Ican’tbringmyselftolethisnamerolloutofmytongue.

Chioma:“Myjobistomakesureyou’reokayandwellfed.”

Me:“Tellmeabouthim.Whatkindofapersonishe?”

IknowwhatI’m doing?

SheseemsshockedthatI’m interestedinknowingaboutRandall.

Chioma:“Randallisagoodman,hecaresaboutyou.”

Ididn’taskthat.

Ileavethesouphalfeatenandstartdigginginontherice,it’sediblealthoughI’m notarice

person.

Me:“Ineedsomeair.”

Iproclaim betweenscoopsofrice.

Chioma:“I’llopentheslidingdoorbutIwillhavetocloseitbeforeIleave.”

Me:“Thatwon’tmakeadifference,I’m suffocatinginthisroom.”

Chioma:“Youcanstandonthebalcony.”

Thiswomanisnothearingme.

Me:“IwasthinkingmaybeIcantakeawalkoutsideinthegarden,it’sbeautifulandIwantto

exploreit.ItwouldbeniceifIcouldsmellthetreesandtheflowers.”

Chioma:“Ican’tletyououtmygirl.”

Me:“Please,Ifeellikeaprisonerinhere.I’llgocrazyifIdon’tletmyfeettastethegrass,pretty

pleaseChioma.Youhavenoideahowitfeelstobelockedupinhere,notknowingwhatwill

happentoyounext.Wakingupinthemorningthinkingtodayisyourlast,Ionlyhavemyscary

thoughtstokeepmecompany.”



Ididn’tpreparethisspeechbutitseemstobegoingwell.

Chioma:“Randallwillneverhurtyou.”

Notconvinced.

Me:“That’swhatyousaybut,isthisnothurtingme?He’salreadykeptmefrom civilization,at

leastletmeminglewiththebirdsoutside.You’llcomewithme,Iwon’ttryanythingIpromise.”

Shepondersuponit,Ithinkmypowertopersuadepeoplehascomeouttoplay.Shepressesher

lipstogetherbeforenodding.

Chioma:“Okaybut,heshouldn’tfindoutaboutthisorhe’llkillme.He’llbehomeintwohoursso

weshouldbequick,we’llwalkaroundthencomeback.”

Me:“Thankyou.”

Ismileatherandshereturnsitwhileshakingherheadnervously.

NKOMO*

Me:“Whenam Igettingoutofhere?”

Iquestionthenursewhoisbusydoingherrounds.

Her:“Wehavetowaitforthedoctorsir.”

Sherespondswithoutlookingatme.

Me:“Iwanttogohome,callwhoeverthatdoctoris.”

Sheturnstolookatmethenrollshereyes.

Her:“We’reheretoworkbhuti,nottakeordersfrom patients.”

Me:“Hey,don’tfuckinggivemeanattitude.I’llmessupthatuglyhairstyle,nowgocallthe

bloodydoctor.”

She’sterrifiedbymysuddenburstofanger,withfearinhereyesshedartsoutoftheroom.

I’m lefttoponderuponmystupidity.

It’snotlikemetobesocareless,Iletmylustgetthebestofme.I’vebeenfeelinglikeshitsince

Iwokeup,I’m notevenangrythathebeatmeup.I’m mostlyangryatmyself,Randallhasdone

somuchforme.Heonceriskedhislifeformine,wehadbecomebrothersandIbetrayedhim

likethat.IknewbetterthantomesswithScar.

Iknowwhathe’scapableof,it’samiraclethatI’m stillalive,thankstoStyles.Hecametosee

meyesterday,saidIshouldlaylowforawhilebecauseScarisbayingformyblood.Knowing

him,he’shadmyobituaryprinted.Ican’truntomyfatheraswearenotongoodterms.



Theysaywhenyouspeakofthedevilheappears.

Me:“Whatthehellareyoudoinghere?”

Hehuffsashewalkstowardsme,usingthewalkingcaneashisthirdleg.Talkaboutdrama,the

manisperfectlyhealthybuthasbeenusingthatcaneforaslongasI’veknownhim.Heonce

saiditmakeshim feelpowerfulanditwillmakepeoplerespecthim,hethinksthisisamovie.

Thisiswhathappenswhenmoneygetsintoyourhead.

Him:“Lookatyou,cowardlylyingthere.Don’ttellmethatboymessedyouuplikethis.Iknew

thisfriendshipwastoxic.”

He’sstillcondescendingasalways.

Me:“Getout.”

Ishout,thesightofhim makesmegag.

Him:“Calm downson,Icametoseehowbaditis.Youshouldn’tletthatidiotbossyouaround,

stopbeingweakson.”

That’sthethingwithScar,he’salwaysbeentheleaderofthecrew.Hisslynessand

possessivenessgavehim thatrole.He’smorelikeanAlphamale,he’sbold,aggressiveand

unshrinking.Nothingmovesthatman,hecankillyourightafterlaughingwithyouandgoon

abouthisbusinesslikenothinghappened.HehasdonethingsthatleftStylesandIquestioning

oursanity.Randallwillliterallydinewiththedevilandacceptaninvitetotourhellafter.

Eventhisoldmanhasunderestimatedhim,moneycanbuyyoueverythingbutitcan’tbuythe

kindofspiritRandallhas.

Me:“Youdon’tknowanythingaboutmeandyouhavenorighttobehere.”

Him:“You’restilldisrespectfulIsee,Ithoughttimeawayfrom yourfamilywillteachyou

manners.Yourmothermustbeturninginhergrave.”

Me:“Theverysamegraveyouputherin.”

Hescowlsatmyaccusation.

Him:“Youwillnotspeaktomelikethatboy,I’m yourfather.”

Heroars.

Me:“Youseizedtobemyfatherthedayyouplottedtokillmymother.”

Ishootback.

Him:“You’remotherwasaslutwhosleptwitheverymanthatwavedather,I’m surprisedshe

didn’tmakeamoveonhersons.”

Sonofabitch.

Ijumpathim buthepinsmebackdownwithonehand.



Him:“Iwillfinishwhatthatboystarted,don’tdaremeson.”

Myangerhasmegaspingforair.Howdareheinsultmymother’smemory?

Me:“Ihateyou.”

Ihiss,heseesthefullextentofmyhatredreflectinginmyeyes.ForasecondIseeatwitchof

hurtbuthequicklybrushesitaway,heartlessbastard.

Him:“Okay…Nowsleepmfanawam’,Iwillcomeseeyouagain.Ubabauyakuthandayezwa?”

(Myboy)(Yourfatherlovesyou,okay)

Hemocksmeashesmirkswhilepattingmyhead,thismanisconfidenttothepointof

impudenceandIam disgustedbyit.

Me:“Hambauyofa.”(Goanddie)

Hereleasesascornfullaughandwalksoutwithit.

Ishouldhavegrabbedthatbloodywalkingstickandstabbedhim withit.Ihatehim.

OnlyScarcanhelpmebringhim downbutchancesofthathappeningareslim,afterwhatIhave

done.

Tobecontinued…
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Dad:“Khethuisthisthewaytospeaktoyourmother?”

Helecturesme,ItrytopushStylestothesideashe’sblockingmyviewbuthedoesn’tmove.

HowdoIspeaktomyparentsnowandthismanofminecanbestubbornasamull,itcomes

naturalalongwithhisrudeness.

Nobayeni:“Whatisthisthugdoinghere?”

Ihearmymother’sdisembodiedvoice,herrudenessmakesyouwanttosmackheracrossher

face.

Styles:“Youcaninsultmeallyouwant,ifitmakesyoufeelbetteraboutyourselfbut,neverlaya

handonthiswoman.”

Hedeclaressternly.

Nobayeni:“Really?Hewantstohitmenow.YouseeBridgette?Youseetheshameyouhave

broughtus?Doyouthinkthislittleflingyoutwohavewilllast?”

Me:“Styles,baby,pleasemove.”

Itrytopushhim asidebutit’slikeI’m strugglingwithatree.

Sigh!!!

Styles:“Sheshouldstepbackfirst.”

Hestates,Icantellhe’sglaringatmymother.

Ittakesheralmostawhiletomoveback,Stylescanbeveryintimidating.Evenmyfatherdoesn’t

standachanceagainsthim.

Nobayenilookslikeshe’sabouttoexplode,hereyelasheshaven’tstoppedflapping.Shedoes

thatwhenshe’sextremelyangry.Ionlyhopeshedoesn’ttakeitoutonmyfather,it’sahabitof

hers.

Me:“Mom-”

Itrytospeakbutshecutsmeoff.

Nobayeni:“Neo,arrestthisboy.”

Me:“Forwhat?”

Ishout,Iexpectedthisfrom her.

Nobayeni:“Hethreatenedme,youallheardthat.”



Me:“Nohedidn’t.”

I’m shouting,Idon’tknowwhybutI’m shouting.

IlookatStylesandhe’snotdisturbedbyallofthis,he’sbacktostickinghishandsinhis

pockets.There’saknotonhisforeheadandI’m failingtograspthelookonhisface,IwishI

knewwhathe’sthinking.Thisfamilydramawillcostmetheloveofmylife.

Whatnormalpersoncanenduresuchtauntsandinsults?

Dad:“Don’tbeabsurdNobayeni,Ishouldarresthim onwhatgrounds?”

Nobayeni:“Threateningadefencelesswoman.”

Khethu:“Reallymom?Ithoughtyouwerethesmartoneinthefamily.”

Iriposte,Stylessideeyesme.

Hedoesn’tlikewhatIsaidandIdon’tcare,Iwillnotletmymotherthinkshecancontrolour

lives.

Dad:“Khethukuthula?Watchhowyouspeaktomywife.”

Thismanthough.

Nobayeni:“Youknowwhat?Letusendthisnow.Bridgette,it’seitheryou’recominghomewith

usorthisboygoestojail.”

Styles:“IthinkI’vehadenoughofyoucallingmeboy.Mrs.DladlaIrespectyouasKhethu’s

motherbutIwillnotwagmytaillikeadog,atyourbehest.”

Nobayeni:"Youcallthisrespect?”

Shegiveshim adirtylook.

I’m done.

Nobayeni:“Idon’texpectmuchfrom youanyway,you’reanorphan.Therewasnoonetoteach

yourespectandmanners.”

IthinkNobayenijustpressedtheredbutton.Shetouchedonthewrongtopic.

Styles:“Baby,getyourbag.We’releaving.”

Heinstructs.Idon’tknowwhattodonow,mydadislookingatmewithpaininhiseyes.He

wantstosaysomethingbutNobayeniwearsthepantsinthathousehold,Iguesshe’swaiting

forhercommand.

IwanttogowithStyles,Ibelongwithhim butIdon’twanttoleavemyfatherlikethis.Asfor

Nobayeni,shecangojump.

Styles:“Whyareyoustillsitting?Isaidlet’sgo.”

He’ssocalm butIknowhisragehasbeenawakenedandthesoonerwegetoutofhere,the



better.Orelse,Styleswilldefinitelyattackadefencelesswoman.Ican’thavehim spendthe

nightinjail,Iwon’tbeabletotakeit.Thethoughtofhim behindbarsisunbearable.

Igrabmybagashetakesmyhandintohisandbeginsleadingmeout.

Nobayeni:“Bridgette,ifyoufollowthatboyIwilldisownyouandthistimeitwillbeforgood.”

Thisisallsheknows,threats.

Istopatmytracks,lettinggoofStyles’hand.Heglancesatmeashefrowns,heseesmy

discomposureandfears.

Iwanttocrynow,Ican’tlivewithoutStylesandIcan’tlivewithoutmyfathereither.Hesighs,

looksatmyfather.Ithinkthey’recommunicatingbecausedadgiveshim anassuringlook,he’s

backtoluggingmetowardsthedoor.

NOMBULELO*

Me:“Baba?”

Heslowlyturnshisheadtolookatme,he’slyingonthecouch.Ididn’tthinkhewasgoingtobe

dischargedtoday.

Irushtohim whilehesitsupandhughim,I’m intearsasallmyemotionsengulfme.

Moses:“I’m okaymychild,youdon’thavetocry.”

I’m notcryingbecauseofthatbutbecauseI’m inpainandbeinginmyfather’sarmsmakesme

moreemotional,Iwanthim toprotectmeandassuremethateverythingwillbeokay.

Me:“DadImessedup,mylifeisover.”

Iadmitsheepishly.

Moses:“What’swrongLelo?Whatdidyoudo?”

Me:“I’m pregnant.”

Ididn’tmeantosaythat,Iwasthinkingitthenitcameout.Mymindandmouthconspired

againstme,heslowlyunwrapshisarmsfrom mebutIdon’tletgo.Idon’tknowwhathe’lldo

nextandIfearthelookofdisappointmentinhisface.

Moses:“Lelo?”

Me:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantodad.Itjusthappened…”

I’m stillholdingontohim andIcanfeelhischestbrisklymovingupanddown.

Moses:“LetgoNombulelo.”

Hecommands,Icantellbythesoundofhisvoicethathe’sangry.



Me:“I’m sorrydaddy,I’m sorry.”

Icrylouder.Hestandsupwithmyarmsaroundhisplumpwaist.

Moses:“Ntombi!!!Ntombi!!!”

Heshoutsformymother.NowI’m morethanterrified,I’m dementedandbawlinglouderthan

before.

Thisoldmanisgoingtokillme.

Mymothercomesrunningfrom thekitchen.

Ntombi:“YiniMo-”

Shestopsassheseesmewailinginmyfather’sarms.

Moses:“Getyourdaughteroffofmenow.”

Heorders,angervisibleinhisvoice.

Ntombi:“What’sgoingonNombulelo?”

There’sfearinhervoice,itmustbebecauseofthestateIam in.

Me:“I’m sorrydad,pleaseunderstand.”

Ntombi:"Leloletgoofyourfather.”

Sheshouts.

Me:“No,he’sgoingtohitme.”

Iprotest.

Ntombi:“Whywouldhehityou?Whatdidyoudo?”

She’sstandingbehindmenow,Idon’tanswer.Mytearshavetakenover.

Ntombi:“Nombulelostopthiscrazinessandletgoofyourfather.”

Mymothershoutswhilegrabbingmywaistandstartspullingmeback,Ifinallyletgo.Ifeelahot

sensationonmycheekresultinginmeseeingstarsandI’m onthefloorinasplitsecond,my

cheekisonfire.

Ntombi:“Moses,whatareyoudoing?”

Sheshoutsathim.

Moses:“Thulawena.”(Shutup)

Heroars.

Ilookupatmyfatherwho’sonhisfeetnow,Ihaveneverseenthatlookbefore.Ireallymessed

upandhewillneverforgiveme.



AMARA*

Itfeelssogoodtobeoutside,thesunisalmostsettingandI’vebeentrailingitasitfeelsgood

onmyskin.Thegardenismorebeautifulfrom thisviewbutthisisnotwhyI’m here.Ihave

inspectedmysurroundings,therearenoguardsonthissideofthehouse.We’vebeenstrolling

forawhilenowandChiomalooksanxious.

Chioma:“Weshouldgobacknow,it’sgettinglate.”

Me:“Okay.”

Idon’twanthertosuspectanything.

IsmashherheadwitharockIpickedupawhileago,shefallsandpassesout.Ican’tescape

thisfeelingofguiltythat’sstingingme,I’m comfortedbythefactthatIdidn’tbashherheadhard.

Sheshouldbeawakewithinthenext10minutes,Iwillbegonebythen.

Me:“I’m sorryChioma.”

Iwhispertoherassheliesunconsciousontheground.

Thisismychance,justafewmorestepsandI’m outofhere.

Ifinallymakeitoutthegatewithoutanyoneseeingme,butwheredoIgo?

Ican’tseethemainroadfrom here,it’sliterallyaforest.Themainroadisprobablyontheother

sideofthehouseandIcan’tgothere.Iwillbeseen,allofthiswillbeinvain.Icanprobablywalk

aroundthisforest,Idoubtthere’swildanimals,consideringthatahousewasbuilthere.

Ifindmyselfpavingthroughbushes,itfeelslikeit’sbeenawhilesinceIstartedthisjourney.I

can’thelpbutfeelthatIhavebeenwalkingincirclesandit’sgettingdark.

MaybeIshouldn’thaveleftthehouse,Iam terrifiedofthedarkandnotoncedidthiscrossmy

mindwhenIwasplanningmyescape.Itrudgeon,desperatetobefreeagain.Ifluckisonmy

sideIwillmakeittothemainroadbeforeitgetstoodark.AtthispointIcan’trelyonfate,see

whereithasbroughtme.Ifitgetsitswaytoday,Iwillendupbackinthatbeast’shouse.

MyheartjerkswhenIhearfootstepstrailingtowardsme,I’m confusedatfirstasIcan’ttellif

theyarehumanoranimal.Idecidetohidebehindsometree,it’sthickenoughtohideme.

Problem is,Ican’tstopwheezingoutoffearoftheunknown.

MythoughtsareconstantlyrunningaroundRandallforsomereason,IkeepwonderingifIwill

everseehim again.WillImakeithomeorwillIbedevouredbysomewildanimal?

Willhebetroubledwhenhefindsmybody?Well,whateverwillbeleftofit.

Willheblamehimselfformydeath?

Thefootstepsaregettingcloser,IholdmybreathasIpreparefortheworst.I’m startingtohate



thisfatething,it’smessingwithmyhead.

SuddenlyIloseallsensestostayalive.Whatislifeanyway?Ithasneverclaimedmenordoesit

wantme.So,whyshouldIfightforit?

Ishriekatthesoundofabranchcrackingbehindme.Whateveritis,isbehindme.Iscream as

someonegrabsmywaistfrom behind,alargehandcoversmymouthandmybreathiscaught

inmythroat.Iseem torecognizetheholdbut,tooterrifiedtorecallit.Hereleasesmymouth

andIcontinuetostruggleintheirgrip,fightingformylifebuthe’sholdingonfordearlife.Iknow

it’samanbecausethesearmsfeelbigwrappedaroundmywaistandI’m powerlessagainsthim.

“Normalpeopledon’ttakestrollsinthebushesmehemma,wehaveparksforthat.”(Myqueen.)

Hisfiercevoicepricklesmyears,asenseofreliefripplesthroughmeatthesoundofit,

somehowIam ecstaticthatit’shim.Althoughhehasn’tconcealedthelevelofhisinfuriation

from me.Ifallnumbinhisarms,I’m tiredandgivingintothisbeastseemslikemyonlyoption.

Heturnsmearoundwithoutlettinggo,hisfaceisvisiblebutIcan’tseehiseyesduetothe

darknesshoveringaroundus.Ifeelthem stabbingmethoughandit’sintense.Hisdarkaurais

weighingmedown,there’sthisheavypresencethat’ssurroundinghim andit’sscaringtheliving

daylightsoutofme.Isenserageanddisappointmentfrom him.

Randall:“Whatisthisprincess?Whereareyouoffto?Whydoyouwanttogoawayfrom me?”

Heaskssoftlybuthisthreateningvoicegiveshim awayasitpaintspicturesofhiswrath.

Hetightensthegriponmywaist,mybosom ispressedagainsthischestashe’slookingdown

atme.Unabletotaketheheavypresencecomingfrom him,Idropmyheadbutheuseshis

forefingertobringmyfaceup,forcingmetolookathim.Hisfaceistooclosetomine,Icanfeel

hiswarm breathtastingeveryinchofmyskin.Ithasthesmellofnicotineagain,thistimeit’s

mingledwithabitofmint.

Randall:“Youcan’trunawayfrom meAmara,Iwillalwaysfindyou.”

Hewhispers,buryinghisfaceonmyneckandsniffsit.

Me:“Please.”

Iwhimper,Idon’tknowwhythisplealeakedfrom mymouth.

Hedoesn’trespondtoitbutpicksmeupwitheaseasifIweighnothingandbeginstreading

throughthebushes,usinghisbacktoshieldmefrom thedanglingbranches.Ikeepmyhandsto

myselfandstiffenmybody.Ihaven’ttriedtofighthim sincehewhiskedmeup,Idon’thavethe

strengthtodoso.Mymindisconfused,andmyheartisheavy.

Weenterthroughthefrontgate,theguardsareallovertheyard.Thereseemstobemoreof

them now,bythelooksontheirfaces,theyareintrouble.Thismancarryingmedoesn’teven

turntolookatthem,hisgazeisfixedtowherehe’sgoing.Hekicksthedooropenasoneofthe

guardsattempttoopenit.Ifinallycatchaglimpseofhisfaceinthelightashewalksusupthe

stairs,he’slivid.



Mybodybeginstotrembleoutoffear,Idon’tknowwhathe’sgoingtodotome.Hekicksthe

bedroom dooropen,marchesinandrejectsmybodyonthebed.Isitwhilescootingbacktothe

headofthebed,thelookinhiseyessayshe’sgoingtoattackme.Hesneersbutcoldlyandmy

bodyshiversatthesightofthatevilsmirk.

Heturnsandwalksout,lockingthedoorafterbangingit.

Tobecontinued...
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RANDALL*

ThisisthesecondtimeIhavecomeclosetolosingAmara,ifIdidn’tcomehomeearlyand

foundChiomapassedoutandputtwoandtwotogether.Iwouldbespeakingadifferentstory.

Thatgirlistestingmypatience,Idon’twanttolosemycoolwithherbut,whatshedidisstupid

anddangerous.Iam beyondmadandmighthavetopunishherforthat.ThankfullyChiomaisn’t

badlyinjured,it’sjustasmallbumpjustaboveherneck.Mbusoistakinghercareofherinher

bedroom,Ihopeshe’sawakebecauseIneedtoknowhowAmaramanagedtoleavethehouse.

IwalkinjustasMbusohandsheraglassofwater,she’sprobablytakingherpills.

Me:“Good,you’reawake.”

Isaymakingmywaytowardsthem,shelooksatmewithfearinhereyes.

Me:“Mbuso,thankyou.Please,leaveus.”

IseeChiomatremble,Idon’tknowwhybecauseIwon’tdoanythingtoher.

Mbusolooksatherthenatme,henoticeswhat’sgoingon.

Mbuso:“Youneedtocalm downRandall,letherrecoverfirst.”

Me:“Isaidthankyou,nowleave.”

Isnap.

Mbuso:“Randallyoucan’ttreatpeoplelikeyouownthem.”

Me:“Youknowthisthingofyoutellingmewhattodoisgettingold,you’repissingmeoff

Mbuso.”

Mbuso:“I’m tryingtohelphereman.”

Thenerveofthisfool.

Me:“WhatIdoinmyhousehasnothingtodowithyou,getthefuckoutofherebeforeIthrow

youout.”

He’spushingme.

Helooksdefeated,sighsthenwalksout.ChiomasitsupandshegulpsasIgiveheranintense

glare.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Chioma:“I’m sorryUze,I-”



Me:“WillyoutellmewhathappenedorshouldIgoaskAmaraandbelieveme,shewon’tlikemy

interrogation.”

Iknowshehasdevelopedasoftspotforher,she’sbeenbuggingmeaboutlettinghergo.She’s

cluelessaboutwhat’sreallygoingon.

Chioma:“I’m sorry.”

She’scrying,IknowIshouldn’tbedoingthisbutrightnowthisistheonlywayI’llpacifymy

anger.”

Me:“Yes,you’resorrybutIwanttoknowwhathappened.”

Chioma:“Shesaidshewantedtotakeawalkinthegarden.”

Me:“Andyouagreedbecause?”

Chioma:“Idon’tknowI-”

Me:“IwantanswersChioma,Idon’tknowisnotananswer.”

Chioma:“I’m sorry.”

Me:“Willyoustopsayingthat?”

Iyellandsheflinches.

Chioma:“Shesaidshecouldn’tbreatheinthatroom and.”

Me:“Inthatbigassroom?”

Shelooksatmethencontinues.

Chioma:“Shepromisedthatshewouldn’ttryanythingandIbelievedher,she’ssoinnocentthat

shesoundedconvincing.”

Me:“You’rerightaboutthatChioma,sheisinnocentandnaïve.Shedoesn’tknowwhat’sgoing

onaroundher,that’swhyshe’shere.Exposingheroutsidewascarelessandstupid.Doyouhave

anyideawhatyou’vedone?IfIdidn’tfindher,doyouknowwhatwould’vehappenedtoher?”

Sheshakesherheadwhilewipinghertears.

Me:“ThatgirlisyourresponsibilitywhenI’m notaroundandifanythinghappenstoherwhileI’m

nothere,youwillknowmeChioma.Doyouhearme?”

Chioma:“I’m sorryUze.”

Iclenchmyeyes,Ihatethatword.

Me:“AmarawillbesorryonceI’m donewithher.”

Ithreatenbeforemarchingout.



AMARA*

I’vebeenlayingonthebedcryingmysorrowsout,asoundofheavyfootstepstrampingtowards

theroom catchmyattention.Iknowit’shim,suddenlymyheartstartsbeatingfast.Fearknocks

andit’salreadyinbeforeIcouldrejectit.

ThedoorfliesopenandRandallstormsintotheroom,trudgingtowardsmeandragevisibleon

hisface.I’m onmyfeetinaninstant,myheartracingtoitsfullspeed.

Hiscoldangryeyesarefixatedonme.Idon’tknowwhathe’sabouttodobutthisbeastis

scaringme.Iscream asheflipsthebedwithnoeffortatall.Iwatchitasitfallstothefloor.He

lookslikehe’sabouttoexplode,heturnstolookatmewithascowlonhisfaceandbegins

saunteringtowardsme.Imovebacktillmybackcollidesagainstthewall.Mybodyistrembling

andIcan’tstopit.Hetowersoverme,bothhishandscagingmeonthewall.

Randall:“Whydoyoulikepissingmeoffprincess?”

Hegrunts.

Idon’trespond,hiseyesarelookingdeepintomysoul,shreddingmeapartanditalmostfeels

likeeverypartofmeisexposedtohim,eventhemosthiddenparts.Iwanttodropmyeyesbut

theirtoostubborntoadheretomycommand.Instead,theywouldratherstareintothescary

eyesofthebeast.

Randall:“Ithinkyouenjoypressingmybuttons.Youloveseeingmeangrydon’tyou?”

Hisvoicequaverswithrage,he’ssoscaryrightnow.Afraidofwhathemightdo,Ishakemy

headvigorously.

Randall:“Youbetterlistenandtakenotes,pullthatstuntagainandIwillhaveyouflyingto

Europe.I’m notkiddingAmara,tryme.”

Hethreatensinadeadpanvoice.There’sasuddenknockatthedoor,someoneisstruggling

withthehandle.Itseemstobelocked,Idon’trememberhim lockingit.

“Uzeopenthedoor.”

It’sChioma,she’sbangingonthedoor.Hervoiceislacedwithfearasitfranticallycallsoutto

Randall.

Ihavefinallydroppedmygazebuthiseyesseem tobestubborn,theyrefusetoletgoofme.I’m

stilldetainedbyhishandsandthewarmthofhisbreaththat’sinvadingmyface.Heappearsto

beunbotheredbythecriesoftheelderlywoman.

Chioma:“Uzeopenthisdoorrightnow.”

Herdemandforcesmetolookupintohiseyes,hewouldreallybeamonsterifheignoresthat

desperatecry.Iseeatwitchinhiseyes.Hepullsbackslowly,hiseyesstillexploringme.

Randall:“You’rejoiningmefordinner,thisishowit’sgoingtobefrom nowon.Iwon’tkeepyou



lockedupanymore.Bythewaymehemma,thereisnoescapinganymoreandI’m sureyou

wouldn’twanttochallengeme.”(Myqueen)

Heturnstowalkaway,Chiomaisstillcausingdramaatthedoor.

Me:“Ididn’tknowhatingsomeonecouldcomesoeasy.”

Hestopsandittakeshim aminutetoturnback.Helooksatmeintently,hedoesn’tlook

botheredbymydeclaration.

Randall:“Don’tworryprincess,we’lldefinitelydosomethingaboutthathatred.”

Thearrogance…

HepopsthedooropenandChiomajerks,takingastepback.She’sstandingtherelookingall

workedup,shescanshereyesintheroom.There’sreliefinhereyesastheymeetmine,Randall

passesheranddisappearsintothecorridor.

NOMBULELO*

We’reoutsideandthewholeneighbourhoodhascomeouttowatch,myfatherhasbeengoing

inandoutofthehousetakingmyclothesandthrowingthem outside.Ikeepfollowinghim

scream cryingandbegginghim tostop,hedoesn’twantmeinhishouseanymore.Thisisthe

verysamemanwhowantedtoberespectedinthecommunity,nowhe’sshowcasingourlivesin

public.

Igrabhisarm ashethrowsoutthelastofmyclothes.

Me:“Daddyplease…”

Iscream crybutheyankshishandaway.

Moses:“ThisiswhatyoudotomeNombulelo,afterworkingmyassofftoputyouina

prominentschool.”

Ican’tspeak,allIdoiscry.

Moses:“Whatthehellareyoualllookingat?Don’tyouhavebetterthingstodowithyour

miserablelives?Nithand’indabazabantu.That’swhynihluphekazinja.”(You’retoonosy,that’s

whyyou’relivinginpoverty.)

Heroarsatthecrowd,somelaughwhileothersgasp.

Me:“DaddyI’m sorry,please.WherewillIgoifyouthrowmeout?”

Idroptomykneesinfrontofhim,helooksdownatme.Thelookinhiseyesbreaksmyheart

morethanhisactions.

Moses:“Idon’tcarewhereyougo,aslongasyou’renotinmyhouse.”



Ntombi:“Moses,don’tdothisplease.”

Mymotherisbehindhim weeping,hehadsaidhewillkickheroutifshetriestostophim.

Moses:“ShutupwenaNtombi.”

Heyellsatherbeforeturningtome.

Moses:“Wenaufilekimi,Idon’thaveachild.Ntombi,lookatthewomanyouhavebecome.

You’rebarrenNtombi,youcan’tsayyouhavegivenbirthusholento.”(You’redeadtome…

Referringtothis.)

Heshattersmysoulwithhiswords.Mymothercarriesherarmsonherheadandscreams

beforewailinglikeIhavejustdied.MyownmotherismourningmewhileI’m stillalive.

Myfatherismeanttoprotectme,andthreatenthatidiotZuma.Isn’tthatwhatfathersdo?They

goalloutfortheirdaughters.

Moses:“IfIeverseeyouinmypremises,IwillkillyouandthenkillmyselfbecauseIrefusetogo

tojailforauselessthinglikeyou.”

Heshouts,turnsandgrabsmymother’sarm.Hedragshercryingintothehouse,leavingmeto

gathermythingswithtearsbullyingme.

Martha:“Hayi,uMosesuyenzaniinganejesu?(WhatisMosesdoingtothischild?)

“Izoyaphinkosiyam’.(Wherewillshego?)

Someoldwomanjumpsin.There’swhispersfrom thecrowd,Ican’tmakeoutwhattheyare

saying.

I’m lookingatthem,hopingoneofthem willoffermeaplacetostayatleastforthenight.These

peoplemightaswellhaveraisedme,Igrewuparoundthem.Theyallgivemepitifullooks

beforeeachonegoesintotheirrespectablehomes,lockingthedoorsbehindthem.

Idon’tunderstandwhat’sgoingon?Howdidmylifetakesuchadrasticturn?WherewillIgoin

thisnight?

I’m leftwithoneoption.

STYLES*

Khethuisnotokay.I’velostcountofthenumberoftimesIhavestolenglancesatherfrom the

timewepulledoutofthehospitalparkinglot.Myhearthasbeenracingsinceshecalledand

toldmewhathappened.HowcanIbesocareless?IwassocaughtupinprotectingAmarathat

Icompletelyforgotaboutmybaby.Mkhizehasmessedwiththewrongman,firstIwilldealwith

thebaboonwhoshotather.

Khethuwalksaheadofmeaswemakeourwaytothehouse,Irushtoopenthedoorforher.



Shehasn’tlookedatmesincewegotinthecarandtheridewassilentwhichwasodd,oursilent

momentsareneverthatawkward.

Me:“Doyouneedanything?”

Iaskasshesitsbackonthecouch,shedoesn’tlookatmebutsighsinfrustration.Ihateseeing

herlikethis.Iambletoherandsitbesideher.

Me:“Baby-”

Khethu:“WheredidyousleeplastnightStyles?”

What?

Me:“Isleptintheguestroom.”

Khethu:“Don’tlietomeStyles,youweren’therewhenIwokeupthismorning.”

Me:“BecauseIleftthehouseearlierthanusual.”

Khethu:“Stylesyou’relyingtome.”

Me:“Baby,what’sgoingon?Whatisthis?”

Khethu:“Iwanttoknowwhereyouwerelastnight.Whodidyougoandsee?”

Iseewhereshe’sgoingwiththis.

Me:“I’m notcheatingonyouifthat’swhatyou’rethinking.”

Shelooksatmeandcackles.

Khethu:“Ididn’tsaythatyou’recheatingonme.”

Me:“Youwereimplyingit.”

Isnapandshegoesquietforawhile,Itakeherhandintomine.

Me:“Baby,lookatme.”

Sheraiseshereyes.

Me:“Iloveyou,Iwouldneverlookatanotherwoman.You’remykhethu,myonlyeye.”

Shegiggles.

Khethu:“Onlyeye?”

Me:“Yes,meaningyouaretheonlyoneformeandI’m sorryforbeinganass.”IexplainasIlean

overher,shesmiles,hereyesshyingawayfrom me.It’samazinghowaftersomanyyearsof

beingtogetherIstillmakeherblush,andit’sstillthemostperfectsightI’veeverseen.Mylips

softlybrushherslongenoughtobreatheherin.

Me:“You’reokay?”



Iwhisperagainstherlips.

Khethu:“I’m okay.”

ShewhispersbackandIdon’tgivehertimetobreatheasIcaptureherlipsintomine,everykiss

withherfeelslikethefirst.SheisabreathoffreshairandIknowIdon’tneedmarriagetoprove

howmuchIloveher,Iwishshewouldunderstandthat.Ipullbackfinishingthekisswithapack

onhernose,herplum cheekshaveturnedashadeofpink.

Khethu:“Baby,aboutwhathappenedatthehospital-”

Me:“Idon’twanttotalkaboutthat,there’ssomethingIneedtoaskyou.”

Itakemyphoneandshowherapicture.

Me:“Themanthatshotatyou,isithim?”

Herfacegivesitawayashorrorisevidentinhereyes.

Khethu:“Yes.”

Hervoicebreaks.

Me:“KhethuIwantyoutolistentome.”

ImakesureIglanceintohereyesasItakehercheeksintomyhands,sheneedstoseehow

seriousIam aboutthis.

Me:“Noonewilleverthreatenyouagain,notaslongasIam alive.”

Shenods.

Me:“I’m goingtogooutforabit.”

Khethu:“Nobaby,letitgo.”

That’sthething,Ican’tletitgo.Iwon’tbeokayifIignorethis.

Me:“Don’tworry,I’m justgoingtoseeRandall.”

SheknowsI’m lyinghence,thetearsinhereyes.

Khethu:"Don’tdothisStyles.Whatifsomethinghappenstoyou?Whatwillbecomeofme?”

Me:“Nothingwillhappentome,ItoldyouI’m justgoingtoseeRandall.”

Shefollowsmetothedoor.

khethu:“I’m comingwithyou.”

Me:“No!ItoldyouI’llbeback,didn’tI?”

Khethu:“ButStyles.”

Me:“GotobedKhethu.”



Iinstructanddashoutthedoor,leavinghercallingouttome.Khethudoesn’tunderstand,

MkhizecrossedalllimitstodayandIwillnotsitbackandputmyfeetup.

Tobecontinued...
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NOMBULELO*

Lifeshouldreallycomewithamanual,thisshitishard.Ifsomeonehadtoldmethatgrowingup

wouldbethishard,Iwouldhaveaskedtoremainachildforever.NotsolongagoIwasonmy

fathershoulderashespunmearoundlikeIwasaslightasafeather,thelookinhiseyes

promisedprotectionfrom allthebadthingslifehadtothrowatme.

Lookatmenow,Iam alone,walkinginthedarkwithnowheretogo.Noonetocall,maybeI

shouldendit.HowdoIliveafterallofthis?IwishAmarawashere,atleastIwouldn’tbealone.

MyemotionsshutdownandtheonlythingIcanthinkofisendingmylife,Ifindmyselfstanding

inthemiddleoftheroadwithmyluggageandgarbage.

Ishutmyeyesandwaitforwhateverwillcometorunmeover,itwillbebetterifIdon’tseeit

coming.

ThatwayIwillwakeupinheaven,well,that’swhatIhope.I’vebeenagoodgirlandIloveGod,

surelyHecan’trejectmeaswell.

Suddenly,I’m notsosureaboutthisplotofmine.Iam notbraveenoughtotakemyownlife,I

admitthatI’m acoward.It’stoolatetomovebecauseIhearacar,thedriverwon’tseemeas

I’m wearingallblack.Icanseethelightpiercingthroughthedarknessofmyvision,Iclenchmy

eyesandpreparefortheworst.

Ihearitscreechandthelighthasbecomebrighter,itwillbeoveranysecondnow.Iwaitforthe

inevitable,there’snogoingbacknow.

Okay,I’m stillstanding.

Whyhasn’tithitmeyet?Ihearthesoundofacardooropen.

Whatthehellisthis?Evendeathrejectsme?

“Hey,areyoucrazy?”

Iopenmyeyestothethunderousmalevoicebarkingatme.I’m unabletomakeouthisfacedue

tothebrightlights.Hisvoicesoundsfamiliarthough,hemarchesuptome.IstepbackasI

detectangerinhisbodylanguage.

Him:“Areyoutryingtokillyourselfandgetme_”

Hestopsasherecognizesme,it’sthatguywhoalmosthitmewithacarearlieron.

Him:“Wow!!!”

Hechucklesannoyinglyso.



Him:“You’vegottobekiddingme,it’syouagain.”

Hesoundsshockedandbewildered.

Him:“Isitanorm foryoutojumpintospeedingcarsoryouhaveadeathwishorsomething.”

Me:“Ihaveadeathwish.”

Irespondcoldly.

Hefrowns,I’m confusingtheguy.

Him:“Doyouneedhelp?”

Me:“Ifyouwouldrunmeoverwithacar.Thatwouldbegreat.”

I’m notplaying.Myfaceiscold,myemotionsaretuckedawaysomewhereandmytoneisas

coldasacorpse.

Him:“Sisi,Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingonwithyoubut,deathisneverananswer.”

Me:“Itistome.”

Him:“Thinkofyourfamily.Thepaintheywillgothroughwhen-”

Me:“Idon’thaveafamily.”

Icuthim off.Hereleasesadefeatedsigh.

Him:“What’syourname?”

Hetakesastepcloser.

Me:“Lelo.”

Idon’tknowwhyI’m tellinghim mynamebecauseIwillbedeadsoon.Maybehe’llbetheonly

oneatmyfuneralsincemyfamilyhasdisownedmeandprobablymymother,that’sifmyfather

allowsher.

Him:“Lelo,nicetomeetyou.I’m Mbuso.”

HeintroduceshimselfandI’m leastinterestedinwhoheis.

Mbuso:“It’scoldouthere,shallwegetinthecar?”

Ifollowhim anyway,ifheturnsouttobesomepsychoserialkillerthenhoorayforme.Istruggle

abittoclimbintohisSUV,It’swarm inside.

Mbuso:“Areyouwarm?”

Inod.

Mbuso:“Youseem likeanicegirlLelo.”

Idon’tseeapointtothis.



Mbuso:“Lifeisneverwhatwewantittobebut,thatdoesn’tmeanweshouldsuccumbtoits

afflictions.I’m prettysureyou’restrongerthanthisLelo,youshouldn’tgiveintothosevoices

whisperinginsideyourhead.Theyutterpurenonsense,itsliesandifyou’renotcarefulyou’ll

giveintoit.”

Istillcannotseehispoint.

Me:“DoyouhaveanyideawhatIhavebeenthroughinthepastfewhours?Mylifetookamajor

U-turnstraightintotraffic.There’snootherwayoutformebuttojumpandIhaveacceptedmy

fate.”

Mbuso:“Thiscan’tbeyourfinaldestinationLelo,you-”

Me:“ListenifIneededasermon,Iwould’vegonetochurch.PleasesparemethelectureI’m

okay.”

Isnapathim.Doeshereallyhavetofrustratemelikethis?Hegoesquietforawhile,he’s

lookingatmeandIlookaway.

There’sanurgetoclickmytonguebutIcan’taffordtoberudenotwhenI’m inhiscar.

Mbuso:“Isthereanywhereyoucangoto?Icandropyou.”

Me:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantosnap.Nowyou’rerushingtogetridofme.”

Mbuso:“No,that’snotit.IhaveaplanetocatchintwohoursandIwouldn’twanttomissit.”

Me:“Isitanorm foryoutogoarounddroppingpeopleoff.”

Ijoke,showingalittlelazysmile.Hechuckles.

Mbuso:“Sofar,it’sonlybeenyou.Ihopenexttimewemeetitwon’tbeunderdire

circumstances.”

IshrugmyshouldersasIhavenoanswerforthat,Idon’tknowiftheywillbeanexttime.Istill

havetoponderuponhispreaching.

Mbuso:“Well?”

Hesnapsmeback.IrecalltheoptionIhadwhenIlefthome,IhopeIwon’tlivetoregretit.

Me:“Yeah.”

Ifthisislifethen,I’m good.

RANDALL*

TosayIfeellikecrapisanunderstatement,thethingisIlostit.Icouldn’tcomprehendthe

thoughtofAmaraleavingthisplace.Thatwouldonlymeanthatshewouldbeawayfrom me,

whichisanightmare.



WhatwillIdowiththisaddictionIhave?Theneedtobearoundher,whatwillIdowhenitgrows

andshe’snowheretobefound?IhadtorebukehersosheseeshowseriousIam aboutthis.I

can’thonestlytellherthetruthaboutwhat’sgoingon,thisistoprotectherandIhaveafeeling

thatshewon’tbelievemeifIdotellher.

IhaveheardStylescomplainabouthowKhethutakesforevertogetready,it’satraitthat

womenhave.I’vebeenwaitingforAmaratocomedownstairsfordinner,Iwonderwhat’s

keepingher.Chiomahadsaidfiveminutes,Iguessfiveminutestowomenisprobablyanhour

orforeveriftheyfeellikeit.

IaskedChiomatohelphergetready,sheshouldmakeherlookgood.IsaidtoherthatIwantto

bespeechlesswhenIseeher,maybedressingupwillmakeherfeelabitbetter.Ihatethatshe

stressesalotbut,onedayshewillcometounderstandwhyIdidwhatIdidandhopefullyshe

willthankme.

Growingimpatient,Igetuptogocheckonher,Istopatthesightofherwalkingdownthestairs.

Myheartdoessomethingthere,Idon’tknowwhatitisandIwon’tdwellonit.Herheadisbowed,

shewalkslikeshedoesn’twanttobeherebutshe’llgetusedtoit.

Iknewredwillblendwellwithherhazelnutskincolour,I’m completelyspeechlessasIwatchher

treaddownthoselongstairs.IwanthertogettomealreadysoIcanseeherfrom acloserange,

henceImeetherhalfway.HerscentmeetsmebeforeIgettoher.

Shedoesn’tlookupatme,I’m temptedtoholdherinmyarmsbutIdon’twanttoalarm her.It’s

badenoughthatIletherseethatsideofmetoday.ItiltmyheadasIleanover,lettingmyeyes

followhers.Sheraiseshersadpaleeyesthatrevealthestressandtraumashe’sbeengoing

through.TheurgetoembracehergrowsbutI’m abletorestrainmyself.

Me:“Mehemma.”

There’snoemotioninhereyes,ithurtsmetoseeherlikethis.Iwanttoreleasehersoshecan

gorestbutI’m tooselfishforthat,Iwanttospendtimewithher.Shehasbecomelikeadrugto

meandIneedmydoseofenergybeforethenightisover.

Iwanttotellhershe’sbeautifulbutsomethinginmerefusesmeaccess,itmustbethisstupid

iceboxthat’swrestlingwithmyheart.Ifindmyselfsniffingherneck,leavingtrailsofwetkisses.

Herbodystartstremblingandshebuildsabridgebetweenuswithherhands,shewantsmeto

stop.WithgreatdifficultyIpullback,nowIseepanichastakenoverhereyes.Ionlyhopeshe

doesn’tstartcryingbecausehertearsaremyweakness,Iwillloseitandfinallymakehermine.

AriskIhopeIwillnottake,she’stoofragileanddelicate.

Me:“MypreciousAmara,shallwesit.”

Ireachoutmyhand,shelooksatit.Hereyessayshe’scontemplating,shetakesitreluctantly.

ThishappensallthetimewhenI’m aroundher,somethingseemstotakeoverandIcan’tcontrol

whatIsaytoher.

IfeellikeakingasIholdherhand,it’swarmthonmyskinisunexplainable.Ileadhertothe

table,pullasitforherandsitrightnexttoher,Irefusetoletdistancehavethismoment.It’smy



momentandI’m notlettinggo.

NTOMBI*

Me:“Ican’tbelieveyoudidthisMoses.Myonlychild?”

Moses:“Whatchild?Youdon’thaveachildNtombi,she’sdead.”

Me:“Youcan’tabandonyourowndaughterMoses,Godwillpunishyou.”

Moses:“Ifyouwanttomakefuneralarrangementssoyoucangetoverthis,thenfinewewilldo

it.Thewholeshebang,wecanevenhaveatombstonedoneforher.Wehavethemoneynow.”

Ican’tbelievehejustsaidthat,he’ssittingonthecoucheatinglikehislifedependsonitwhile

hischildisoutthereinthecold.Whatkindofademonisthis?Imarriedthedevil.

Me:“Moses?Veleyouwanttomakemeachildlesswoman?”

Iyellathim but,hedoesn’tseem botheredashecontinuestakingbitesofhismeat.

Moses:“YouareachildlesswomanNtombi,weshouldhavehadaboy.Iknewhavingagirlwas

goingtobringmeshame,lookatmenow.Ishouldhaveranwhenthetimewasright,Iwouldn’t

bethishumiliated.NoweveryoneknowsthatIhadawhoreofadaughter.”

Hecontinueswithhismouthfullwhiletakingmorefoodintohismouth.Thispigspeaksofmy

daughterinpasttense,hereallyhasdeclaredherdead.I’m baffledbyallofthis.Isthisman

awareofwhathe’ssayingorhashelosthismind?MaybeIhithim toohardwiththatbottle.I

shouldhavekilledhim,thesightofhim makesmenauseas.Ican’tstandhim rightnow.

Ntombi:“Idon’tknowwhattosaytoyouanymoreMoses,butknowthis.MyGodsees

everything.”

Moses:“Oh?Ngempela?Likehowyouhitmeontheheadwithabeerbottle?Ihaven’tforgotten

whatyoudidwenaNtombi,andoneofthesedaysI’m tellingyou.Youwillpayforthis,uyabona

thisscaronmyheadwillremindmeofthekindofwomanyouare.Ungang’bulalaphelawena.I

havetosleepwithmyeyesopennowbecauseIdon’ttrustyou.”(Really?Youarecapableof

killingme.)

Disgustingevilbastard.

Iclickmytongueandwalktothekitchen.

Moses:“Yeah,hambavele.”(Go)

Hisvoicefollowsmetothekitchen.

RANDALL*



Amarahasn’teatenmuch,Ihavebeenconversingwithmyself.Allshedoesisnodorshakeher

headandI’m remindedofthewordssheutteredtomebeforeIleftherroom earlier.It’snota

nicefeelingknowingthatshehatesme.Iwilldealwiththatintime,whatmattersatthemoment

isthatshe’sherewithme.Althoughhereyesrefusetomeetmine.

Myphoneringsdisturbingmefrom thisperfectmoment,ifitwereinmypocketIwould’ve

ignoredit.ButseeingthecallerID,itcouldbeimportant.

Me:“Olivia?”

ThiswomangetsonmynervessometimesbutIhavetotolerateherforthesakeofmy

daughter.

Olivia:“Randallpleasecome,it’sJoseph.He’stryingtodrownLiya.”

Shesoundsfrantic,forasecondit’shardtobelievewhatshejustsaid.Butknowingthatjunkie

boyfriendofhers.Itoldhertokeephim awayfrom child.

Me:“Ican’tstophim Randall,he’slockedupinthebathroom withherandIcan’tgetin.”

IjumpupstartlingaquietAmara.

Me:“IswearOlivia,ifthatsonofabitchhurtsmydaughter,Iwillfuckingkillyou.”

Olivia:“Josephopenthedoor,don’thurtmybabyplease.”

Shescreamsinthebackground,there’saloudbangingaswell.

Me:“Olivia!!!”

IshoutbutallIhearishersobsandpleas.

Amaraislookingatme,confusionwrittenalloverherface.

Me:“Chioma!!!”

Sherushesdownatmycall.

Me:“Takecareofher,Ihavetogoout.”

Idon’tgiveherachancetorespondasIrushoutofthehouse.I’m goingtokillOlivia,she’s

stupid.She’salwaysbeenstupidandIcursethedayImether.

Oliviawasaonenightstand,Iwasdrunkandonethingledtoanother.Fiveyearslater,she

comestomewithababyclaimingthatshe’smine.OfcourseIdidn’tbelieveher,theDNA

provedherwordstobetrue.Shedeniedmethewholefiveyearsofmydaughter’slife,whenI

wantedtotakeLiyanatolivewithmeshedeclinedandthreatenedtodisappearwithmy

princess.Oliviaiswhite,andIwonderedwhyshewouldgiveourdaughteraZuluname.She

explainedabouthowshewasdatingthisblackguyforfouryears,hewaspossessive.Whenshe

foundoutshewaspregnant,hewasalreadyinherlifeandthedatesdidn’taddup.Shehadno

choicebuttopresentmybabytohim ashis.Heleftherwhenhefoundout,tilltodayitangers



methatanothermanraisedmychildwhileIwasdeprivedthechance.Thatwomanisevil.It’s

fouryearslaterandI’m stillworkingongettingLiyanahome.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

Itdidn’ttakelongformetogettoPretoriaEast.Forsomeonewhogoesaroundthreatening

peopleMkhizesureiscomfortable,theoldmanisnotvigilant.Icancounttheguardsoutsidein

justonehand.

Iusemylaptoptodisengagetheelectricgate,thealarm system andsecuritycameras.Walking

intherewillbeaseasyasslidingintoaslayqueen’sDM’s.

Mygunisreadyandloaded,Ionlyneedone.Igrabmybackpack,Ithinkwe’regoingtohavea

partyinthere.

Ienterthegatewithsuchease,someguyinblackcomesrunningtowardsmeandIshoothim

ontheheadwithasilencer,hefallsdead.Thehouseisnotfarfrom thegate,Ispotanother

guardwalkingbackandforthatthefrontdoor.

Ithinkofusingthebackentrancebuttakingoutthatfoolaswellwilldomegood.Idon’twantto

bedisturbedonceI’m intherewithMkhize.

Itiptoebehindhim,heclearlycannotdetectanything.ThisisverycarelessofMkhize,hiring

immaturestoguardhisfamily.Itaphim ontheshoulder,heturns.Helooksstartledand

immediatelyreachesforhisgunbutIshoothim ontheheadaswell.

Iflifewasthiseasy,wouldn’twebeonefuckeduphumanity.

Thedoorisnotlocked,I’m inthehouse.There’snooneinsight,theloungeisemptybutthe

lightsareon.Ihearhummingcomingfrom behindme,Icanrecognizethatscratchythroatfrom

anywhere.

Hehashisheaddippedinthefridge,he’swearinghisnightgown.Ileanagainstthekitchen

counterwaitingforhim tocomeout.Hestopsasifhefeelsmypresenceandpeeksbehindthe

opendoor.Ismirkathim ashefrownsuponseeingme.

Me:“Hiiii.”

Ihum.

Mkhize:“Shit.”

HegruntsandturnsinanattempttorunbutI’m behindhim inajiffy,mygunpokinghislower

back.

Me:“RelaxMkhulu,you’llpassoutifyouoverworkyourself.”

Itaunthim.

Mkhize:“Howdidyougetinhere?”



Me:“Doesn’tmatter,whatmattersisthatI’m here.Youcalledmedidn’tyouMkhize?Ibelieve

youleftamessagewithyourerrandboy.”

Mkhize:“You’remakingamistakeSishi.”

Me:“Notfrom whereI’m standing.”

Mkhize:“Myfamilyishere,canwedothissomewhereelse?”

Me:“Don’tbeaspoileroldman,yousummonedmeandsoIcameouttoplay.Itwon’tbefun

withoutthemightyMkhizesthough.”

Mkhize:“Don’tdothisboy,itwon’tendwell.”

Me:“Youstartedit,neverstartafireyoucan’tputoutmkhulu.”

Alittleboyabouttenyearsofagecomesrushingintothekitchen,Ihidemygunjustintime.He

stopsatthesightofme.

Him:“Baba,ubanilo?”(Whoisthisdad?)

Me:“Helloboyboy.”

Igreet,heslowlyraiseshishandandwaves.

Mkhize:"Woza“kubabamfanawam’”(Cometoyourfathermyson.)

Iseewhathe’stryingtodo.

Me:“Don’tevendare,sendhim away.”

Mkhize:“Mfanawam…”(Myson-)

HethinksIwon’tdoanythingtohim infrontofhisson.Islipmygunoutandpressitonhis

lowerback.

Me:“DaremeMkhize.NowsendthisboyawayorI’llstartservingbulletslikecandyatabirthday

party.Wewouldn’twantabloodbathnowwouldwe?Icanalreadyseetheheadlines…<<<Taxi

bossandfamilykilledexecutionstyle>>>orbetteryet…<<<Taxibosskillsfamilythenturnsthe

gunonhimself>>>Iwillmakeitagruesomedeaththatthepresidentwilldeclarethisdaya

publicholidayinhonouroftheMkhizemassacre.YouknowIcanmakeithappen”

HeknowsI’m notplaying.

Mkhize:“Hambauyolalamfanawami.”(Gotobedmyson)

Me:“Goodnightboyboy.”

Igrinattheboyashewalksaway.

Me:“Awesome,we’realonenow.JustwhatIwanted.”

Mkhize:“Whatdoyouwantfrom meSishi?”

Me:“Ijustwanttotalkthat’sall.Here’stheplan,we’regoingtowalkoutofthishousewithout



anyonenoticing.”

Mkhize:“Wherearewegoing?”

Me:“Downmemorylane.”

Mkhize:“I’m notgoinganywherewithyounja.”(Dog.)

Me:“Idon’tspeaknegativemkhulu.WhenIsaywearegoingthen,wearegoing.Nowmove.”

Ipokehim withthegunbuthestiffenshisbody.

Mkhize:“IsaidI’m notgoinganywherewithyou.”

Heresistsmakingmeangry.

Me:“Okay,letmegoseeifboyboywantstoaccompanydaddy.”

Mkhize:“Okay,okay…”

Ismirkatashebeginsmovingtowardsthebackdoor.

“Baba,inganeithi-”

Awomanyoungenoughtobehisdaughtercomesrunningandscreamsassheseesme

pointingagunathim.Iknowshe’shiswifebecausethebastardonlyhassons.

Mkhize:“Thula.”(Shutup.)

Hesnapsatherandshecovershermouth.

Me:“Great,themorethemerrier.Hi.”

Ismileatherbutshedoesn’treturnit.

Me:“Okay,Iseemkhulu’ssourfacehasrubbedinonhiswife.Soit’struewhattheysay,a

marriedcoupleeventuallystartslookingalike.Inthiscaseyouabductedeachother’spersonas.

Come,joinus.”

Sheshakesherhead,hereyesalmostpoppingoutofhereyesockets.

Mkhize:“ThisisbetweenmeandyouSishi,leaveheroutofthis.”

Me:“Relax,Ijustwanttointroducemyselfthat’sall.Thisiswifeynumber?”

IwaitforananswerwhileglaringatthesweatingMkhize,ifeyescouldkillIwouldbedeadright

now.

Me:“HelpmeoutMkhize,I’m crackingmybrainhere.”

Hedoesn’trespondbutcontinuestowearthedeadlystare.

Me:“Okay,I’lldothehonoursthen.”

IgestureMkhizetomovetowardshiswife,andinstructthem tostandwiththeirbackagainst



thewall.

Me:“Youmustbewifenumber4?”

Sheshedstearsassheclenchesonhisarm,hedoesn’tholdherback.Itappearsthathis

frustrationswon’tlethim comforther.

Me:“No?Okay3?Whatever,you’rewifenumbersomething.Damn,youlikethem youngdon’t

youMkhize?Yougreedybastard,tothinkyoustillwanttoaddtoyourcollection.”

Ijumponthekitchen-Islandtosit.

Me:“Canhestillgetitup?Unlessyou’remarriedtothemoneyandnothim,it’seasiertobare

anythingwhenmoneyisinvolved.Am Irightwifey?Takeiteasywiththeoldman,wewouldn’t

wanthim gettingaheartattack.Pleaseinform yoursisterwivesaswell.”

Her:“Pleasestop.”

Shepleadsastearsstreakherface.IwouldliketosayI’m movedbutIleftmyemotionsat

home.

Me:“Don’tworrythisisafriendlyvisit.”

Mkhize:“UnyileSishi.”(You’reinshit.)

Hegroans,aloudlaugheruptsfrom mymouthcausinghiswifetoscream infright.

Me:“Ah!He’sacomedian.Boredom mustnotknowthisaddress,withamanlikehim,youallare

alwaysentertained.Well,sincewe’reonthetopicofentertainment.Let’scallthewholefamily

outtopartyshallwe?”

Mkhizeclencheshisjaw.

Mkhize:“Leavemyfamilyoutofthisboy,youwillregretthisIpromise.”

Me:“Shutupandmove.”

Ileadthem totheleavingroom.

NOMBULELO*

Mbusodroppedmeatthegate,Itoldhim hecangoI’llbefine.Besides,thestreetsarestill

occupiedwithpeople.Inoticethatthelightisstillon,thisbetternotbackfireorI’llbesleeping

onthestreetstonight.

Iknocktwice,thedoorswingsopenatmysecondattempttoknock.Helooksshockedandnot

happytomesee.

Me:“HiZuzu.”



Zuma:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Me:“Ididn’thaveanywhereelsetogo,myfatherthrewmeoutofthehouse.”

Zuma:“Andyouthoughtitbesttocomehere?”

He’sblockingthedoorwayandlookingatmelikeIam somemonsterwhocametocollecthis

soul.

Me:“PleaseZuma,it’slateandyou’remyonlyhope.”

Heglaresatmeasifconsideringmyrequest.

Zuma:“Eish,Nombulelo.Don’tyouhaveauntsorcousinsaroundhere?”

Me:“YouknowIdon’tZuma,Iam beggingyouforthesakeofourbaby.”

MaybeIshouldn’thavesaidthat,hisfacechangestothatofdisgust.

Zuma:“Hey,hey.Don’ttellmethatshitwenamaan.”

Heshoutswhilepointinghisforefingeratme.

Me:“Okay,forthesakeofwhatweonceshared.IknowyoulovemeZuma,Istillmattertoyou.”

Therewasonceatimewhenhewasprotectiveofme,Imissthosedays.

Zuma:“YoucanstayforthenightbutIwantyougoneinthemorning.”

Youwouldthinkmyheartisn’tbrokenalready,Idigmynailsintothepalm ofmyhandtryingto

stopmyselffrom sheddingatear.Butlikeeverythingelseinmylifethisalsodisappointsmeas

atearslipsdownmycheek,Isendmyhandtoquicklywipeitoffbeforeheseesit.Iwouldhate

tohavehim thinkIam aweakling.

Zuma:“Areyougoingtostandthereandcryorcomein?”

Ileerathim gratefullyashepavesawayformetoenter.It’salmosthardtobelievethatthisis

thesamemanIwaslaughingwithjustafewdaysago,hewaskind,compassionateand

sensitive.Now,Idon’trecognizewhat’sbeforemeandit’spainfultothinkIhavelosthim.How

doIgetmyZuzuback?Thesamemanwhopromisedtomarrymewhenhislifegetsontrack.I

wishIknewhisreasonforhishostilitytowardsme.

Zuma:“Sinceit’scoldyoucan’tsleeponthefloorsowe’llhavetosharethebed.”

Myheartjiltstomychest.Irememberatimewhenweusedtosharethisverysamebedlovingly.

Nowit’sjustgoingtobetwopeoplewhoonlytolerateeachotherbecausethereisnootherway.

RANDALL*

Boksburgistoofarfrom thenorth,Oliviaandherstubbornnessthough.Ionceofferedtobuy



herahouseinRivoniajustsomydaughtercanbeclosetomebutsherefused.Talkingabout

howshecan’tleavethehousesheinheritedfrom herparents,andsomethingaboutmemories

andvalue.Ididn’tcaremuchtolistenfurtherasherinsistencefrustratedme.

MyphoneringswhileI’m stilldrivingorspeedingrather,somethingmustbewrongifKhethuis

callingme.

Me:“MissK?”

Wearenotbestoffriendsbutwetolerateeachother,shemakesStyleshappyandI’m grateful

toherforthat.

Khethu:“Randall,youhavetostopStyles.Hewentaftersomeguy,nowhe’snotansweringhis

phone.Ididn’tlikethelookonhisfacewhenheleft.”

She’snotmakingsense.

Me:“WhatdoyoumeanStyleswentaftersomeguy?Whatguy?”

Khethu:“Iwasattackedatthemallthisafternoon,themansaidhewassentbyhisboss,Mkhize

Ithink…”

Ohshit!!!

Me:“DidStylessaywherehe’sgoing?”

Khethu:“No,heshowedmeapictureofthatmanonthephoneaskingifIrecognizedhim.Then,

heleft.Hesaidhewascomingtomeetyou.ButIknewhewaslying,pleasefindhim Randall.”

Me:“Don’tworry,Iwill.Stylesisasmartman.He’ssmarterthanallofuscombined,hewouldn’t

doanythingthatwouldputhislifeindanger.”

Khethu:“Ijustwanthim homeRandall.”

Shesnorts.

Me:“Don’tworry,I’llgethim tocallyou.”

Khethu:“Thanks.”

Shedropsthecall.

IfindOliviawaitingoutside,thegateisalreadyopensoIdrivein.sherunstomeasIpullover,

shelookslikeamess.Shehasacutlip,aswolleneyeandafivefingerprintonhercheek.

Olivia:“HurryRandy,he’sinside.”

ShefollowsmeasIrushbeforeher,weenterthroughthekitchen.Myheartdropstomy

stomachatthegrislydiscoveryasweturnleftintothebathroom.Istaggerabitasmylegsfail

meinresponsetowhatmyeyesseebutrefusetobelieve.

Thedooriswideopen,Josephissittingonthefloorhugginghiskneestohischest.He’s

rockinghimselfbackandforthashewatchesLiyanawho’slyinglifelessonthecoldtiledfloor.



Oliviascreamsatthesight,IpullmyselftogetherandrushtoLiyana.FirstthingIdoisfeelher

pulse.It’sthere,faintbutthere’shope.OliviarushesinandstartsperformingCPRonher,

everythingaroundmestopsasIwatchmylittlegirl’sminiaturebodyhangontolifebyathread.

I’m notevensureifshe’sstrongenoughtofightorsheunderstandswhat’sgoingon.She’sonly

achildandknowsnothing.

Joseph:“Itriedtosaveher,Itriedtobringherback.”

He’scryingashesaysthis.Iloseitandattackhim.

Olivia:“Randallstop.”

ShescreamsbutI’m consumedbyangerandIcan’tstopasIreleaseallmywrathonhim.He

doesn’ttrytofightback,buttakeseveryblowIthrowathim.

Olivia:“Randall,she’sawake.She’sawake.”

Thosewordsareenoughtostopme,IturntoseeherinOlivia’sarmscoughingandspittinga

smallamountofwaterthatwasblockingherlungs.IrushtoherabandoningabloodiedJoseph

andtakeherinmyarms.

Olivia:“Randallhe’sdead,youkilledhim.”

SheshoutsasIrushtowardsthedoor.

Me:“HebetterbedeadorIwillfinishhim off.”

Tobecontinued…
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Me:“Getyourfamilydownhere.”

IinstructMkhizeaswereachthelivingroom andmotionforthem tositonthecouch.Idon’t

wanttodothisbutheforcedmyhand,IoncesworethatIwillnevergobacktothis.

Mkhize:“I’m warningyouSishi,leavemyfamilyoutofoursquabbles.Thishasnothingtodo

withthem.”

Ismirkathim.

Me:“Yougotthem involvedinthiswhenyouthreatenedtokillmywoman,youinvitedhertothe

partysoit’sonlyfairIinviteyourfamily.Atoothforatoothright?”

Hiswifehasn’tstoppedcrying.

Me:“MaMkhizewouldyoukindlydousthehonourofbringingthefamilydownhere.Yoursister

wivesandthekids,let’shaveChristmasinJuneshallwe?”

Shelooksstraightatmewithoutblinking.

Me:“She’safeistyoneIsee.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“WillyoudoitorshouldIuseforce?”

Iinquireinacoldtone,sheblinksafewtimesbeforeattemptingtostandup.

Mkhize:“Hlalaphansiwena.”(Sitdown.)

Mkhizegrowlsather,shesitsbackdown.Idon’tmisstheconfusionmockingherface,she

doesn’tknowwhotolistento.

Me:“Oooohhhh,mkhulu.I’m worriedaboutthatheartofyoursyouknow.”

Mkhize:“You’reacowardSishi,you’repowerfulatthismomentbecauseofthatpistolinyour

hand.”

Me:“Idon’tknowaboutthatbutifyousayso.Nowarewecallingthefamilyornot,timeisnot

onmyside.”

Theyglareatmewithnoresponseandthatjustaggravatesmefurther.

Me:“OhFamily.Comeout,comeoutwhereveryouare.”

Ishout,loudenoughformyvoicetoreachupstairs,Mkhizelookslikehe’sreadytojumpatme

butIknowhe’snotthatstupidbecauseonemistakeandhe’sagoner.



Mkhize:“ImisjudgedyouSishi,youarecrazierthanthatOkolieboy.”

Me:“No,thisisjustaslaponthewristcomparedtowhathe’lldotoyouifyoufighthim.Imight

aswellconveythemessagesinceI’m here,stayawayfrom Amara.”

Hesmirksatmecoldly,thesonofabitch.Thelookonhisfacesayshewon’tgiveuphisevil

plans.

Ireturnthesmirkbeforeturningontheradioandblastthevolume,somesongIdon’tcareabout

isplaying.I’llmakehim wishhenevermetme.IshouldtakeavideoforRandallsohesees

Mkhize’shelplessface,it’spriceless.

IsitonthecoffeetablefacingMkhizeandhislittlewife,Iguessshe’sgrowntiredofcrying

becausehertearshavedriedup.InawhiletheMkhizeclancomesrushingdownthestairs,the

frustrationontheirfacesisevident.

IshootMkhizeasidelookandwinkathim asIstandup,helooksterrified.I’m guessinghe

knowsit’sabouttogodown.

Me:“Welcomefamily,thepartywasstartingtogetboringwithoutyou.Guesswhat?It’s

ChristmasandSantahascomebearinggifts.”

Iwavethegunaround,theyscream astheyallscurryinonecorner.Thewomenshieldthe

children,MkhizechargestowardsmebutIpushhim backandhefallsonthecouch.

Me:“Comecloser.”

Iinstructthem.

Withfearseemingtoparalyzethem,theytoddletothecouchSqueezingeachotheronthefive

seater.Someofthekidssitonthefloorrightinfrontoftheelders,Iwantthem whereIcan

clearlyseethem withouthavingtoturn.

MkhizehasthreemorewivesandIlosecountofthenumberofchildreninmyattempttocount

them.

Me:“SomanykidsKhabazela?What?Areyoubuildinganation?YouwanttobeAbraham hey,

fatherofnations.”

Oneofhisoldersonsgiggles,probably17yearsofage.Mkhizesideeyeshim causinghim to

clearhisthroat.

Me:“Ilikethisone.”

Iannouncepointingattheboywho’snowbitinghisnails,Mkhizeclickshistongue.Senseless

fool,evenhiskidsareafraidofhim.

Me:“Whowantstohearastory?”

Iproposetothefamily.

Me:“It’sagreatone,you’llloveit.”



Ipushthecoffeetablebacktoaccommodatemylonglegs,Ineedtobecomfortableforthis.

Mkhize:“Whatareyouplayingatboy?”

Me:“You’llfindout.”

HeclencheshisjawasIgrinathim.

OnceuponatimetherewasamanbythenameofBangizweMkhize,hewasajunkieandwould

stealfrom hismotherjusttogethisnextfix.OnedayBangizwedecidedtoslaughterhispoor

vulnerablemother,hetattooedherbodywithmultiplestabwounds.”

MKhize:“Sishi!!!”

Heroarswhileshiftingunnervinglyonthecouch,hemovestotheedgeoftheseatalmostready

tostand.

Ichuckleathisshockedface.

Me:“HowmanystabwoundswerethereMkhulu?Iforgot.”

Hechargesatme,Ishootathim betweenhisfeetandeveryonescreams.Notlongafter,the

houseisfilledwithsoundsofweeping.Thisfamilyisgettingonmynerves.

Me:“Everybodypleaseshutup?”

Theysupresstheircriesexceptforthesmallchildren.

Me:“Ifyourhusbandmovesagain,Iwillbloweveryone’sbrainsoff.Iwasstilltellingastoryand

Ihatebeinginterrupted.”

Mkhize:“PleaseSishi,you’reagoodman.Don’tturnintoOkolie,he’sapsychobutnotyou-”

Me:“OhstopkissingmyassMkhize,it’sdisturbing.”

Icuthim off.

Mkhize:“NgiyakucelaSishi,don’ttellthem aboutthat.Youaretraumatizingmyfamily,ingan’

zami.Howwilltheylookatmeafterthis?RatherkillmeSishi.Ngibulaleonce.”(I’m begging

you…mychildren…ratherkillme)

Hepleads,IwouldlovetosaythatIfeelsorryforhim butdamn,I’m enjoyingthis.

Me:“Oh!Howthemightyhavefallen.”

Hestartedafirebutcan’tstandtheheat.

Me:“DeathwillbeaneasyescapeforyouMkhize.Don’tstress,Ihavebetterplansforyou.You

aregoingtoloveit.”

Ideclarewithaslygrin.

“Mfanawam’ayilungilelentooyenzayo.Usasemncanendodana,Uyamaziunkulunkulupho?

(Thisisnotrightmyboy,youarestillyoung.DoyouknowGod?)



I’m guessingthismustbethefirstwife,shelooksolderthantheotherthreeandshe’sseated

rightnexttoherhusband.

Me:“Lalelalasalukazi.Iam notyourboy,andbeforeyoutrytoeducatemeaboutGod.Rather

startwithyourhusband,unlessyouknowaboutallofhisevildeeds.Nizoshayazi.”(Listenhere

oldwoman…Youwillburn.)

Theylookshockedbymyretort,somethingtellsmetheywerenotexpectingmetospeakZulu.

Me:“Tellmegogo,whathappenedtoyoursisterwife?Youknowtheonewhocameafteryou?

Shewasyourbloodsisterrightandyouhatedherbecauseyouhadtoshareahusband?”

Hereyesexpandinhorror.BythelookonMkhize’sface,heknowswhat’scoming.

Me:“So,youhelpedthisfoolishthingyoucallahusbandtocoveruphermurder.Hekilledhis

wifeandyoudugthegraveandputherin.Imean,youmightaswellhave.”

Her:“Hayiii,hayiii.”

Shescreamsinagonyandcoversherearsasshecan’tbearthetruth.Funnythingaboutthe

truth,it’sthemostpurethingbutcandestroylives.

Theotherwivesburstintosobsatthementionofthehorrificnews.

Me:“Howdoyousleepatnight?”

Mkhize:“Ung’funaniwemfanandini?”(Whatdoyouwantfrom meboy?)

Heyells.

Me:“Mkhulus,I’m justgettingstarted.Phola,mkhulu,pholababa.”(RelaxOldman)

Icantellthekidshavehadenough,theycan’tstandbeinghereanymore.Twoofthem aretoo

youngtounderstandwhat’sgoingon,astheysitontheirmother’slapssuckingtheirfingers.

Theolderoneshavekilledmewiththeirglares.

Me:“Thepartyisoverfamily,Ihavegivenoutgifts.Now,Santahastogobackbuthe’staking

daddywith.”

Mkhize:“I’m notgoinganywherewithyou.”

Heroars,startlingthechildren.Theyoungeronesresumetheircryingsessions.I’m gettinga

headache.

Eitherway,IlaughatMkhize’sriposte,whilediggingforsomethinginmypocket.

Me:“You’refunnyMkhulu,TrevorNoahhasgotcompetitionherehey.”

Heclickshistongueshootingmeadeadlystare.

Me:“YouseethisMkhize?Thiswillhelpthem sleeppeacefully.”

Iholdupaglasstubewithblueliquidinside.



Hejerksup,shockvisibleonhisface.

Me:“Thisismybestdiscoverysofar,youseethischemicalislethal.Justonecrack,thenpoof,

it’sbyebyefamily.”

Mkhize:“Yoh!!!Ungenzanilomfana?”(Whatisthisboydoingtome?)

Me:“Unfortunately,thisisforthewivesandkids”

Mkhize:“StopplayingthesegamesSishi,youdon’tknowwhatyou’redoing.”

Helookslikeacrazypersonrightnow,thisisexactlywhatIwanted.Forhim tolosehismind.

Me:“Idon’tplay‘house’Mkhize,youinvitedmetocomeplaysohereIam.Thisisagrown

man’ssportbutyou’reboringmetodeath.”

Iinform him asItaketwogasmasksfrom mybackpack,Ihandittohim.Hetakesithesitantly.

Mkhize:“Whatisthisfor?”

Me:“You’reoldenough,figureitout.”

Ihavewastedenoughtime,helooksatitlikeit’sgoingtoswallowhim alive.

Me:“PutitonOldman.ShouldIguideyouthrougheverything?”

Hehesitatesabitbut,grudginglywearsitwithoutathoughttoit.

Me:“Sorryfamily,itlookslikethemanofthehousehaschosenhimselfoveryou.Itwasnice

knowingyouall.”

Ilookatthem asconfusionproclaimswarwiththem,theyhaven’tgraspedwhat’sreally

happeningandwhyIhavethischemicalinmyhand.

Istrapmymaskonbeforesmashingtheglasstubeonthefloorandsmokeemergesfrom the

bluechemical.Thehouseisfilledwithagonizingscreamsasthefamilystandsupinattemptsto

runbutareknockedoutbeforetheycouldtakeanotherstep.Itdiesoutalmostimmediately,

Mkhizefallsonhiskneesandweepslikeachild.Ismirkathim asIremovemygasmask.

Me:“Removethatthing,youlookridiculous.”

Hetakesitoff,withhisheadstillbowed,hisshouldersconvulsingashecriessilently.Iam not

donewiththisidiot.Heisgoingtowishhenevermetme.

RANDALL*

Oliviafollowedmeoutofthehouseleavingherboyfriendbehind,Idon’tknowaboutthestate

he’sinandIdon’tcare.ItwasareliefwhenIsawherrushoutofthehouse,itwouldhurtLiyana

ifsheweretofindoutthathermotherchoseamanoverher.Oliviahasn’tstoppedcryingsince

LiyanawasrushedintotheER.Iseethedoctorapproachingandmeethim halfway,hespeaks



beforeIcouldaskanything.

“Yourdaughterisfinesir,youbroughtherinjustintime.It’sagoodthingyouperformedCPRon

herorelse-”

Thedoctorinformsus.

Beinginthiswaitingroom andnotknowingwhat’shappeninghasbeenuttertorture.

Me:“Iwanttoseeher.”

Icuthim off,I’m notinterestedinhearingthenegatives.

Doctor:“Sure,youcanbothseeher.”

Heinformsbeforehewalksaway,I’m abouttolosemycoolandmypatiencehasalreadybeen

testedtoday.Ifthiswomanfollowsmeinthatroom,Iwillkillher.

Shemoveswithmeforcingmetostop.

Me:“WhereareyougoingOlivia?”

Olivia:“Randallplease.”

Me:“WasthissomesickplanofyoursOlivia?Youandthatbastardplannedtokillmydaughter.”

Olivia:“What?No.Howcouldyouaskmethat?”

Me:“Youliedthatthedoorwaslocked,itwasbloodyopenOlivia.Areyoufuckingtryingto

collectonherinsurance?”

Olivia:“OhcomeonRandall,youwatchtoomuchTV.”

Igrabherhandandshewincesinpain.

Me:“Don’tfuckingtellmeshitwoman.Areyouthatdesperateforthenextfixthatyouwould

sacrificeyourdaughter’slife?”

Olivia:“You’reinsultingmeRandall.”

Me:“Ihaven’tevenbeguntoinsultyou.”

Olivia:“Randallletgo,you’rehurtingme.”

Shesnatchesherhandaway.

Olivia:“Iam notadrugaddict.”

Me:“I’m takingmychildOlivia,Idon’tcarewhathappenstoyou.Liyanaistheonlyreasonyou’re

stillstandinghereafterthatshityoupulled.Ifyoudaretrytofightme,Iwillexposeyou.Andyou

willneverseethatgirlagain.”

Todayhasbeenhectic,firstAmaraescapesandnowmylittlegirlislyinginahospitalbed.

EverythingisoverwhelmingandIknowexactlywhatwillappeaseme,theplanistorushhome

andcatchaglimpseofher.OnlyshecanbringmethepeaceIneed,justbeinginherpresence.



Thisiswhatmymindhasbeendoinglately,gettinglostinthoughtsofAmara.Sheconsumes

everyfibreofmybeingandthere’snothingIcandotostopit.

Olivia:“Randall!!!”

Olivianudgesmeandmyspiritdropsatthesightofher.

Me:“What?”

Olivia:“What’swrongwithyou?Youzonedout?”

Me:“MaybeIdon’twantyoutalkingtome.”

Isnap.

Olivia:“Well,whetheryouwanttospeaktomeornot.Please,lookwhereyou’redriving.”

Me:“I’m doingyouafavourbydroppingyouhome,soshutupanddon’ttellmehowtodrive.”

Sherollshereyesatme.

Olivia:“Whattimewillyougotothehospitaltomorrow?SoIknowwhentobeready.”

Shecannotbeserious.

Me:“You’lldriveyourselftothehospitalOlivia.”

Olivia:“MycarbrokedownRandallandIcan’taffordtofixit.”

Me:“Well,maybeifyoudidn’tgivethemoneyIsendyoutothatloserboyfriendofyours,you

wouldn’tbeinthisdilemma.”

Olivia:“Thatisnotfair.”

Me:“Lifeisnotfair,lookatme.Ihavetotolerateyoumywholelifebecauseofmydaughter.”

Me:“Youknowshe’smydaughtertoo,ithurtsmewhenyourefertoherasonlyyours.”

Ilookatherbrieflybeforetakingmyeyesbacktotheroad.Thethingswedointhisworld.Ican’t

believeIhadachildwiththiswoman.

I’m savedbyKhethu’sphonecall.

ShewillwanttoknowifIhavespokentoStyles,Ihavenoanswersforherrightnow.Iknow

she’sagitatedbut,IhavetospeaktoStylesfirst.

Olivia:“Won’tyouanswerthat?”

IignoreherasIdriveon.

Olivia:“Isitoneofyourgirlfriends?Troubleinparadise?”

Me:“WhyareyoutalkingtomeOlivia?Youarenotoutofthewoodsyet.”

It’sagoodthingwearehere.Iparkatthegateandwaitforhertogetout.



Olivia:“Thanks,I’llseeyoutomorrow?”

Whyisshestillinmycar?

Me:“Iwantthatidiotinjailbytomorrowmorning,Idon’tcarehowyoudoit.Andyouknow

betterthantochallengemeOlivia.Nowgetoutofmycar.”

IcallStylesasIpulloutanddriveoff.

Styles:“Randy”

Hesoundshappy.

Me:“Whereareyou?”

Styles:“TakingadrivewithMkhize.”

Me:“WhatareyoudoingStyles?”

Styles:“Havingfun.”

Me:“I’m notkiddingStyles,abortmissionnow.Thisisnothowwedothings.”

Styles:“SorryRandall,thesheepissailing.Thereisnoturningbacknow,tellhim Mkhize.”

Mkhize:“Thisdemonkilledmyfamily,hefuckingkilledmyfamily.”

Mkhizeshouts,hissorrowfilledvoicepenetratingthroughthephone.

Styles:“Hey,lesstalkingandmoredrivingmkhulu.”

HisvoicesoundssocoldthatIfindithardtorecognizehim.

Me:“WhathaveyoudoneStyles?”

Myvoicealmostcomesoutasawhisper,Ihearhim laughinglikeit’sfunny.

Me:“Styleswhathaveyoudoneman?Ithoughtyouweredonewiththatlife.Wedon’tkill

innocentpeopleStyles.”

Styles:“There’snothinginnocentaboutthisbaboonRandall.”

Me:“Hisfamilybruh,hisfamilywasinnocent.Dammit!Whathaveyoudone?”

Ishout,I’m moreafraidthanangry.

Italmostfeelslikeadream.No,Stylescouldn’thaveunravelled.HowdidInotseethiscoming?

Thisisfuckedup.

Tobecontinued…



20*

RANDALL*

I’m atalossforwords,honestly.Howam Igoingtofixthis?HowwillIbringmyfriendback

from thisdarknesshehasfalleninto?Itwasn’teasylasttimeandI’m notsureifhewill

essentiallycomeback.

IfeelapangofguiltasitdawnsonmethatIam responsibleforallofthis,myobsessionfor

Amarahasbirthedterribleresults.MaybeIshouldn’thavepursuedmydesire.

Me:“Styles,Iwantyoutomeetmeatmyhousenow.Weneedtofindawayforward.”

Styles:“AndyousayI’m thesensitiveone.RelaxRandall.”

Thisishisattempttopissmeoff.

Me:“Afterwhatyoudid,youaretellingmetorelax?”

Styles:“Theyarenotdead.”

Heshouts.

Wait!What?

Mkhize:“Whatdidyousay?”

Heaskssceptically.

Styles:“Yes,Mkhize.Yourfamilyisverymuchalive.”

HesoundsreassuringthatIalmostbelievehim,butIdon’ttrustthestatehe’sin.

Mkhize:“Buthow?Isawthem.”

Me:“ThisisnotimeforjokesStyles.”

Iyelp,nettledbyhisdrystupidjokes.

Styles:“YouknowmeRandall,Ipromisednevertogobacktothatperson.ThatIwouldfighthim

witheverythinginme.Ididn’tgotoMkhize’shousewiththeintenttokillhisfamily.”

Mkhize:“Butthesmoke,theycollapsedallofthem.”

Styles:“YouknowIdidn’thavetheprivilegetogotoprominentschools,Iwenttoaschoolin

Joburg.CenturionCollegeinJoubertPark,everheardofit?Anyway,therewereposters

plasteredaroundtheschool.Witheveryturnyou’dberemindedthat‘schooliscool,stayat

school’Iadhered.That’swhyI’vegotbrains.”

TrustStylestogoofftrackatatimelikethis.Whatthehellisheonaboutnow?”



Me:“Gettothepointman.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“ThechemicalIusedisnotlethal,itjustputthem tosleepthat’sall.AndlistenMkhize,

you’lllovethispart.Theywon’trememberanythingthattookplacetonight.They’reprobably

awakebynow,allofthiswasdonetotormentyou.Besides,yourkidsaresoadorable?”

Helaughs.

I’m done,I’m speechless.

IjustwanttogohomeandbewithmysweetAmara.

Mkhize:“YouareevilSishi.”

Me:“AresureStyles?Idon’tknowwithyouanymore.”

Styles:“Mkhizecallthem ifyoulike.”

There’sabitofsilencebeforeIhearMkhizegasp,it’soverpoweredbyexcitement.He’sactually

havingaconversationwithhiswife,I’m notafanoftheguyandIloathehim.But,Iwouldn’twish

deathuponhisfamily.It’snottheirfaultthattheyhavehim astheirleader.

Styles:“SeeItoldyou.”

Me:“Youneedprayersbruh,youareonefuckedupfool.”

Helaughs,thisidiotislaughingaftermessingwithourmindslikethat.

Me:“So,whereareyoutakinghim?”

Styles:“Don’tworryaboutitRandy,MkhizeandIaregoingtohavesomefun.”

Me:“Styles,gohometoKhethu.She’sworriedsick.”

Styles:“Khethuisfine.”

Hedropsthecalldenyingmeachancetospeaksomesenseintohim further.Withinabatofan

eye,Iam submergedbyawavepent-upfrustrations.Thisfriendofminehasmanagedtomake

meangry,confused,annoyedandrelievedwithinaspaceoflessthan10minutes.

StylesSishihasalwaysbeenthevoiceofreasonwhileIwastheonewhoblewthingsoutof

proportion,actedwithoutthinkingandhavemydesiresdevourme.IguessIwouldreactthe

sameifAmarahadcomethisclosetobeingkilled.Butnevertheless,Iam disgruntledwiththe

wayhehasdealtwiththings.It’scarelessofhim togointowaralone,Mkhize’sbrotherswill

raisehelloncetheyfindoutaboutthisandpeacewillceasetoexistforusasanunendingwar

willemergefrom thisdispute.

IoptedtodrivetoPretoriafrom themomentStylescitedthatMkhize’sfamilyisstillalive,Ihave

toseeformyself.NormallyIwouldsendsomeonebutifyouwantthingsdoneright,youhaveto

dothem yourself.



Igettheretofindthegateclosed,itwon’tbeeasytogetin.Plus,it’salmostmidnight,an

inappropriatetimetoknockintosomeone’shome.Thelightsareonthough.Thatshouldbe

something.

Idecidetoringtheintercom.Imustnotbethinkingstraightbut,Iwon’tbeabletorestifmy

uncertaintiesarenotcleared.

“Yebo.”

Avoiceofayoungmanechoesthroughthespeaker.

Me:“Hi.Isyourfatherhome?”

Him:“No,he’snotaroundatthemoment.Whoisthis?”

Shouldhebeaskinganadultthat?

Me:“Afriend.”

Icringeatthethought.

“Who’scallingatthistimeofthenight?”

Afemalevoiceshoutsinthebackground.

That’smycue.

Styles,yousonofabitch.

Ihavetosay,I’m enthralledbythewayhismindworks.

STYLES*

Me:“Mommywe’rehome.”

Ishoutaswewalkthroughthekitchendoor.Mkhizewantedtoturnbackwhenhenoticedwe

wereheadedtoKliptown,Icouldalsotellbythelookonhisfacethathehadnoideawhatsoever

aboutthedestination.

Me:“Doyourecognizethisplace?Itsmommy’shouse,althoughit’sabitunrecognizabledueto

theblackdust,crumbledwallsandcharredfurniture.ThatboyBangizwewasfuckedup.Can

youimaginehetriedtohideevidencebyburningthehousedown?Imanagedtofixthelights

though.”

Hedoesn’tsayanythingashehashiseyesscanninghissurroundings.

Me:“Ihaveasurpriseforyou,let’smovetothelivingroom shallwe?”

Ipushhim ashedragshisfeet,Ihaveneverseenthismansodefencelessbefore.

Hegaspsandreelsbacktothepointofalmostfalling,beholdingthescenebeforehim.He



stiflesasobthat’sstoppedbyhishandsmashingagainsthismouth.

Me:“Ithoughtitwouldbeniceifwewentdownmemorylane.So,Igatheredpicturesofyouand

mommyandwell,plasteringthem onthewallwasn’tmyidea.I’dliketotakethecreditforthis

workthough.”

Mkhize:“Whydidyoubringmehere?”

Hisvoicebreaks,IseethepainIwashopingtoinflictinhim.It’sthereandnowIseethat

everythingIdidwasworthit.

Me:“Itoldyou,ablasttothepast.Nowmoveandsitonthatchair.”

Istraphishandsandlegsonametalchair,it’samazingthethingsyoucandowhenyouhavea

guninyourhand.Hiseyeshaven’tstoppedscanningthepicturesonthewall,heappearstobe

tormentedbyhispastdemons.

Thisiswhywearehere,thismomentrighthere.Thatlookinhiseyes.Iwanthim toremember

thisfortherestofhislife.

Mkhize:“AwungaziSishi,Iknowpeoplewhowillmakeyourlifeanightmare.”(Youare

underestimatingme.)

HethreatensasIfinishbindinghim,hischestybreathingverifyinghisexhaustionduetothe

eventsthathadtakenplaceinthelastfewhours.

Me:“Youmeanthosewitchdoctorsyoudancewithatnight?I’m notafraidofthem.Allofthat

mumbojumboisinthestateofthemind,everheardofthelawofattraction?Youattractwhat

youthinkaboutthemost.MarawhyMkhize?Whydidyouhavetorubmeoffthewrongway?I

hatethispersonIhavebecome.”

Helooksuncomfortableandsquirmsonhischair.

Me:“Ihavetogo,seeing,youdon’thaveanswersforme.Yougettolive,it’syourluckyday

Mkhize.Youshouldbuskonthesebeautifulpictureswhilewewaitforthesuntocomeup.It

wasfunwhileitlasted.”

Mkhize:“Areyoulettingmelive,justlikethat?”

Me:“Unlessyoupreferotherwise?”

Mkhize:“You’reacowardafterall.”

Hiswordshavemeraisemyeyebrowsinamazement.

Me:“Wow,youstillgotballsafterwhatyouwentthroughtoday?Ithoughtyoulostthem along

withyourdignitywhenyouweptlikeababy.”

Mkhize:“Youdoknowyouriskeditallbybringingmehere,IownthisplaceSishi.Youwon’t

makeittilldawn,yourbodywillbelayingonthestreetsbymorning.”

Thisoldgeezerhasmanagedtocrackmeuptoday,he’scertainlyafunnyman.Iwalkaround



him slowly.

Me:“MyreasonforsteppingintoyourterritoryMkhizewastoshowyouthatIam daunting.Ask

thatnephewofyoursyousenttodoyourdirtywork,that’sifhe’sstillalive.”

Mkhize:“Whatdidyoudotohim?”

Me:“Ideliveredhim tohisenemiesonasilverplatter,they’lldowithhim whattheyseefit.”

Mkhize:“YoubetterrunboyandmakesureIdon’tfindyou.”

Me:“Goodnightmkhulu,andyoucanscream allyoulike.Noonewillcometoyourrescue,you

mightgetluckyinthemorningthough.”

RANDALL*

“WherehaveyoubeenUze?”

I’m shockedbyChioma’squestionandwhyisshestillawakeatthistimeofthenight.

Me:“Whyareyousittinginthedark?”

Chioma:“Iwaswaitingforyou.”

Shegetsupfrom thecouchandtoddlestowardsme,Idon’tunderstandthepurposeofher

wantingknowaboutmywhereabouts.

Me:“What’sgoingonChioma?IsitAmara?Didsomethinghappentoher?”

Ican’tevenletmyselfentertainthoughtsofherbeinghurt.

Chioma:“She’sfine.”

Sheaffirms,lookingupatme.

Me:“Okaythen,whatisthis?Whyareyouquestioningme?Sincewhendoyouaskaboutmy

whereabouts?”

Chioma:“Sinceyoubroughtthatpoorinnocentgirlintothishouseandaskedmetolookafter

her.”

Me:“YourpointisChioma?”

Chioma:“You’reneveraround,AmaraishardworkUze-”

Me:“Ifyouhaveaproblem withher,thenyou’rewelcometoleave.”

Shefurrowsherbrows,Iseeatwingeofhurtinhereyes.

IhaveknownthiswomanlongerthanAmarabutiftheworstcomestotheworst,Iam choosing

Amaraovereverything.



Chioma:“Idon’thaveaproblem withherit’sjust-”

Me:“Ithoughtasmuch.GoodnightChioma.”

Ican’tbecominghometosuchnonsense,hereyesfollowmeasIwalkpasther.Sheknows

betterthantosayonemorewordandchallengeme,Idon’tunderstandwhythesudden

complaining.Isitbecauseherlifewasriskedtoday?

IopenthedoortoAmara’sbedroom barelyacrackandpeepinside,onlythesidelampison.

ChiomahadmentionedthatAmararevealedherphobiaofthedark.Ifindmyselfdrawntoher

asIambleinside.

Thishasbeenonmylistofthingstodo,watchinghersleep.It’stheonlythingthatmakessense

tomeatthispointintimeotherwise,myworldisspinningatafastpaceandIhateitwhenI

havenocontroloverthingsaroundme.

Thisdollbeforemehaschangedmylifeinmorewaysthanone.Shefeelslikethisisacursebut,

IseeitasablessingandIlongforthedayshewillacceptmeandeverythingIcomewith.

Lookingathernow,IknowIam readytoloseitallandIknowthereissomuchtolosebutalso,

there’ssomuchmoretogain

KHETHU*

Ihearthescrapofakeyinthelock,it’shim.Iknowbyhowheturnsthekeyandhowheshuts

thedoor.Irecognizethesoundofhisfootsteps.IcanhonestlysaythatIcanrecognizehim with

myeyesclosed,ifthatmakessenseatall.

Idecidetomeethim halfwayandnotwaitforhim inthebedroom likeIusuallydo,it’sinthewee

hoursofthemorningandIhaven’tsleptawinkatall.Worryandfearkeptmecompanyfrom the

timehewalkedoutofthehouse.

Iapproachtoseehim standingatthebottom ofthestairs,hisheadbowedandhisarm

stretchedoutashishandholdsontothestairrail.HeraiseshisheadasIbegintoslowlyguide

myfeetdownthestairs,Idon’tlikewhatIsee.Helooksbroken,andtheimageofthisshatters

myheart.Heflicksasmilethatflashesonandofflikelightningonastormynight.Hegivesme

apeculiarlookasoureyesmeetlevellyandinstantly,Iknowthatsomethingiswrong.He

must’vedonesomethingthathenowregrets,Ishouldhavefollowedhim.

Me:“Baby.”

Itakehischeeksintothepalmsofmyhandsandmybodyshiversatthecoldnessofhischeeks,

itmustbefreezingoutside.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Apuckergrowsbetweenhiseyebrows,followedbyaheadshake.Ipullhim tome,runmyhand

onhisheadandfeelhim shiveragainstme.Heburieshisfaceonmychestandreleasesa



heavysigh,hiswarm breathslithersonmybust.

Heraiseshisheadtogazeintomyeyes,givingmearegrettedlookofpain.Ican’thelpbutwant

tocarryhisburden.IhaveknownthismanforfouryearsandnotoncehaveIseenhim thislow.

WhatisitthatStyleshasdone?

WillIhavethepoliceknockingatmydoortomorrowmorning?Callmeinsanebut,Iwillprotect

him witheverythingIhave,Iam notabouttoletalltheyearsspentwithhim gotowaste.

HislustfuleyesscanmylipsbeforehewhisperswordsIneversawcoming.

Styles:“MakemefeelbetterKhethu,makemefeelhumanagain.”

Heleansclosertomyfaceashesaysthisstrangerequestthatleavesmefrightenedthan

scared.SurelysomethingdidhappenbutIcan’tentertainthatrightnow,heneedsmyattention

andIwillnotdeprivehim ofthat.

BeforeIknowit,ourlipsmeetandwearecaughtinthisinsatiablekissthatleavesusyearning

formore.Hepullsout,looksintomyeyesasifaskingorsearchingforassurance.I’m stumped

astowhy,becausewehavedonethissomanytimes.

Itakehislipsintomine,thisismesayingIbelongtoyouandyoudon’thavetofeelthiswayas

longasIam around.Iwanttofilltheholethatwaspunchedinsideofhim,theshallowhole

that’svisibleeachtimeIglanceintohiseyes.

Hescoopsmeupintohisarmsandwalksusupstairs.ThisisStylesSishi,themanwhodoesn’t

believeinhavingsexanywhereinthehousebutthebedroom.Hisreasonsare,itwouldbe

awkwardtoseeourguestsseatedonthesamecouchwesharedourmostsacredmoments.

Thesameexcusegoesforotherroomsinthehouse.Ithinkit’stimeIbanpeoplefrom coming

tomyhouse.

Heputsmedownaswenearthebed,Idropmygazebecausehiseyesaresearchingme.It’sa

lookIhaveneverseenbefore,onethatmakesmeshyawayfrom hisgaze.Hetiltsmychinwith

hishandthencupsmycheekandbeforeIknowit,ourlipsaredancingeffortlesslyinone

harmony.Wetaketimetokiss,feelandexploreeachother.

Ihaveseenhim withouthisshirtbeforebuttoday,helooksdifferent,daunting,almostasifI’m

lookingataperfectstranger.Hetakesastepback,hispervertedgazewillingmetosubmitbut

alsowantingtoshyawayasitpenetratestothedepthsofmysoul.

Styles:“Willyouletmelead?”

Ifrownatthequestionthathasputmeinabefuddledstate.

Styles:“LetmeloveyouKhethu.”

Mybodyshuddersathisrequestthatleavesmegasping.Isthisarhetoricalrequest?Healready

lovesme,helovedmefrom themomenthesawme.He’sbeenlovingmeeverydaysince.



Tobecontinued…



21*

KHETHU*

Styles:“Undressformebaby,Iwanttoseeyou.Iwanttorelivethismomentforever.”

Thisisafirst,he’sneveraskedmetostripforhim andhe’snevercaredtostopandadmiremy

bodylikehesayshewantstodo.

Besides,it’snotlikehehasneverseenmenakedbefore,Istopmyselffrom shootinghim a

strangestare.

Me:“Styles,I’m notthe24yearoldyoumetyearsagoanymore.Ihaveputonweight,my

stomachisnottightanymore.Ihavestretchmarks,celluliteandflabsthereandthere.I’velet

myselfgo.

Styles:“Undressformebaby,Iwanttoseeyou.Iwanttorelivethismomentforever.”

Thisisafirst,he’sneveraskedmetostripforhim andhe’snevercaredtostopandadmiremy

bodylikehesayshewantstodo.

Besides,it’snotlikehehasneverseenmenakedbefore,Istopmyselffrom shootinghim a

strangestare.

Me:“Styles,I’m notthe24yearoldyoumetyearsagoanymore.Ihaveputonweight,my

stomachisnottightanymore.Ihavestretchmarks,celluliteandflabsthereandthere.I’velet

myselfgoStyles.”

MyinsecuritiesspeakoutloudandIdon’tknowwhyI’m tellinghim thisbutmaybeI’m hoping

thathewillforgetaboutwantingtoseemynakedbody,Idon’tevenlookatmyselfnakedinthe

mirror.

Iseeatwitchofdisappointmentinhiseyes,hehatesitwhenI’m insecure.Hetakesmyhand

andpullsmeintohisarmsastheycirclearoundme,Iseemyworthinhiseyesastheygaze

downatme.

Styles:“It’syoubaby,IstillseeyouthewayIsawyouthefirsttimeIlaidmyeyesonyou.Only,

youaremorematurednowandit’sdarnhellattractive.”

Me:“Butbaby-”

Imightspoilthemoodwithmybigmouth,hishandcradlesmyface.



Styles:“Iloveeveryinchofyou,thelovehandlesyoucomplainabout,thestretchmarksand

whateverelse.It’sallapartofyou.It’swhatmakesyou,youandbabyIwouldn’thaveitany

otherway.”

Myheartisalreadydancingonmychest,itfeelslikeit’sabouttoburst.Mydressslipseasily

from mybodytothefloorasIpullitoff,hehasgivenmethisconfidenceandI’m notlettingitgo.

I’m leftwithmyundergarments,thankfullyIavoidedwearingthosecomfortablegrannypanties

today.Myspiritmusthavepredictedthismoment,hisjawdropswhilehiseyesscanmywhole

bodymakingmenervous.

Styles:“Iam goingtocherishthismomentforever.”

Itcomesoutasawhisperasifflabbergastedbywhathe’sbeholding,Ithinkhe’sexaggeratingif

youaskme.Iseethatlookagaininhiseyes,thelookthatsaysI’m worthit.Mybodyquiversas

goose-bumpsteaseeveryinchofmyskin.

Heplaceshishandsonmyhipsandpullsmetohim whilehiseyesadoreeverypartofmybody,

hetouchesandkissesthemostsensitivepartsofmybody.Henibblesonmybrastrap,

graduallypullingitdowntomyshoulderwithhisteethandteasesmyshoulderwithwetkisses.

Styles:“You’reagoddess.”

HelooksintomyeyesashedeclaresandInoticehowhiseyeshaveturnedfrom lustto

desperationandhelplessness.Iknowthathe’spretendingbecauseheisthestrongestmanI

knowbut,IappreciatehisgestureofwantingtomakemefeellikeIam neededandI’m ontopof

theworld.

Hekissesmeagain,slowandopen-mouthed,hisarmslooparoundmecradlingmyback.Ifeel

him gripthehookofmybraandunhooksit,henibblesandbitesthecrookofmyneckinthe

processandundoubtedlyleavingahickey.I’m lettinghim leadlikeheasked,itiswhathewants.

I’m accommodatinghim withtouchesandkisses.

Hegrazeshislipsfrom myneckdowntomychestmakingmykneesshake.Heburieshisface

onmybreast,sniffsandlooksupatmewithasillysmileonhisfacethatleavesmeblushing.

Hehasafetishformybreast,hesaysit’shismostfavouritepartofmybody.Hekissesmy

bosom beforetakingmynipplesintohismouthoneatatime,lickingandsuckingthem.Ishiver

atthepleasureashismouthclaimsmyskin.Hislipsmovetomine,he’skissingmeagain.

Withhisbodyagainstmine,IfeelmyfeetswaybackwardsasifI’m floating.Heleansoverme

andinajiffyI’m onthebedlyingonmyback.Hislipsleavemymouthandfindtheirwaythrough

mybody,leavingtrailsofwetkisseslikeapassionatepaintertellinghislovestorywithhis

canvas.



Hishandslidesbetweenmylegsbeforehepositionshimself,Iclenchmyfingersonhisbackas

hepusheshimselfin.

Theoccasionalkisses,hereandthere.Thefeelofhiswarm skinonmine.Theglancesoflovein

hiseyes,hiswarm breathdancingonmyskinandhissoftmoansechoinginmyears.Theyhave

myworldupsidedown,placingmeoncloudnine.Thesaying‘IfeellikeI’m ontopoftheworld’

hascometoitsfullmanifestationasthisGreekgodworshipsmybodywithhishands,hislips

andhisbody.Leavingmeonthevergeoftears.

HefeelsgoodinsidemeandIlovehim morethanIdidsecondsago.Hegrabsapillowand

placesitundermybum andthrustsinanupwardmotion.

Ican’thelpbutcryatthebeautyofhisdeepthruststhathavemefeelinglikeI’m losingmymind.

Hecatchesaglimpseofmytearyeyesandstops,whichIwishhedidn’t.Idon’twantthis

perfectmomenttakenfrom me,Idon’twantittostop.

Helooksworried.

Styles:“Areyouokay?Am Ihurtingyou?”

No,you’reperfect.

Ishakemyheadnonetheless,Ican’tgetanythingoutofmymouth.Heclaimsmylips,feasting

onthem.

Hegoeson,everythrustandstrokeassuringmethatanuntaintedpleasureisyettocome.I

sendmyhandstohisbuttockspullinghim againstme,mybreathingescalatingandthesound

ofmymoansfillingthissacredroom.HeconsumesmywholebeingasIfeelmysoulsurgeto

connectwithhis.

Ifeelthisglorioussensationlikeelectricitygushthroughmywholebody.

IknowinstantlywhenStyleshashittheG-spotso,Itightenmyselfaroundhim andridethis

pleasurablewave.WitheverythrustIlosecontrolofallmysenses.Mybodyshuddersunderhim

inthisgloriousmoment,hekissesmeandit’sperfect.Iblareouthisname,I’m pantinglikeI

havejustrunamarathon.Ifeelsomethingwarm glideinsidemeashereleasesinsideme.

Heburieshisfaceonthecurveofmyneck,hisheavybreathinginmyearsoundingsexiereach

second.



Styles:“Thankyou.”

Hewhispersandthatforcesasmileonmyface.Ilovethisman.

Iswear,ifthisisnotproofthatGodlovesmethenIdon’tknowwhatis.

***

I’m wokenupbymygrowlingstomach,thehungerisstartingtohurtnowanditfeelslikemy

stomachisonfire.IrefusedfoodagainyesterdayandIhardlyateanythingatdinnerwith

Randall.IwasgladthoughwhenhesaidI’dbehavingdinneroutsidethisroom,thiswillgiveme

achancetoscanmysurroundingsandprobablyfindawayout.

ItrytogetuptogetsomewatersincethedoorisforeverlockedandIcan’tgotothekitchen.I

can’tmove,there’stheselargearmsaroundmeandimmediatelyIknowit’shim,he’ssleeping

behindme.HowdidInotfeelthis?Andwhyishere?

Itfeelssostrangetohaveamanholdmelikethis,Ihaveneverbeeninthisstateinmylife

before.WitheffortIstruggleinhisarmstryingtoloosemyselfbuthetightensthegrip.He

nuzzleshisfaceonmyneckandkissesme,mybodyrespondsbytrembling.

Randall:“HowdoesitfeelwhenIdothisprincess?”

Hewhispersinmyearashenibblesonit,Ishiverinembarrassment.

Me:“Please…”

Iplead,I’m alreadyemotional.Ican’tperceivewhat’sgoingonandwhyheisdoingthis?Itfeels

differentthough,it’snotlikewhenmyuncletouchesme.Withhim,Ialwaysfeltdisgustedbut

withRandall,itfeelsrightandIhatemyselfforitbecausethisistheverysamebeastwho

boughtmefrom myuncle.

Heturnsmearound,he’sontopofmebeforeIcanblink.MyheartracesasIfeelhisweighton

meandmybodystiffens.He’slookingdownatmeandhiseyesaresmiling.Iquicklylookaway.

Hecupsmycheekwithhishandgentlycaressingit.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

MyvoicefailstosupportmywordsasIaskthisquestion,hesmirks.

Randall:“IsitnotclearwhatI’m doingmehemma?”(Myqueen.)

Me:“Please,letmego.”

Myeyesstillrefusetomeethisgaze.

Randall:“IhaveaneedforyouAmara.DoyouknowhowlongIhavebeencravingtoholdyou

likethis?”

Hemoveshisfingeralongmylipsandthatfrissonofembarrassmenttugsatmeagain.



Randall:“CanItastethem?”

Hisvoiceispleading.IclenchmyeyesasItrembleunderhistouch.

He’stooclose,socloseIcanhearthesoundofhisheartthrobbingagainsthischest.Ifthis

room didn’tholdontothepurestillnessofthemorning,I’dthinkhedoesn’tpossessaheart.

Randall:“ThisisallIcanthinkabout,mymindcan’tseem tothinkofanythingbutyourplump

lips.”

Hewhispersashetakesmychin,makingmefacehim.

Hebrusheshislipsagainstmine,Ican’tstopmybodyfrom trembling.Myemotionsareallover

theplaceandIdon’tknowwhat’sgoingon.Iwanthim tostopbutIdon’twanthim tostopand

thisbringsunsolicitedtearstomyeyes.

ThedoorflipsopenandIknowit’sChioma,awaveofembarrassmentteasesmeandIwantto

hideandneverrevealmyshamefulface.Youwouldthinkthismanwouldmovebutnotonly

hasn’themovedaninch,hiseyesarestillexploringmyfacialfeatures.Theycan’tseem toleave

mylips,Ibridgehim tryingtopushhim butitfeelslikeI’m pushingastandingwall.

Chioma:“Uze.”

There’sshockandchastisementinhertone,butwhyisn’themovingthough.He’sstillstaring,

I’veneverbeencaughtinsuchanuncomfortablesituation.

Chioma:“Uze?”

Shetriesonemoretime,it’salmostlikehedoesn’thearher,likeit’sjustthetwoofus.Thisman

isinsane.

Me:“Please,getoffme.”

Ipleadwithmyeyesaswell,hesighs,tiltshisheadtothesideanddipsitonmynecknestling

hisface.Ishiveratthewarmthofhisbreathonmyskin.

Hegetsupfrom mefinallyandI’m soembarrassedthatIcan’tevenlookathim andChiomaso,

Ikeepmyeyesoutsidethewindow.Ihearhisheavyfootstepsfaringawayfrom meandaflood

ofreliefripplesthroughme.

NOMBULELO*

Zumawasn’tinthehousewhenIwokeupthismorning,sothatgavemetimetobathandclean

upthisplace.Idon’tknowhowheliveslikeapig.

HewalksinjustasIpourwaterinapot.

Me:“Hey,I’m makingporridge,wouldyoulikesome?”



Hescansmybody,lookingatmelikeI’m disgusting,Idropmygazebecausethisbreaksmy

alreadybrokenheart.Imissthelookofloveinhiseyes.

Hesaunterstowardsthebedandstartspickingoutclothesoutofaroyalbluetrunkclosetothe

bed,that’swherehekeepshiscleanclotheswhilethedirtyonesarekeptinabucketnexttoit.

Zuma:“Whattimeareyouleaving?Ineedtogototherank.It’srushhourandIwon’tsellmuchif

Igettherelaterthaneight.”

Ilookathim ashecontinuestostabmyheartwithhiswordsandcoldtone.

Me:“IthoughtyouwerelettingmestaytillIfindmyfeet.”

Hestopsandgivesmealookthatleavesmefeelingstupid.

Zuma:“Haibo!Yousaidyouwantedaplacetocrashforthenight.”

Me:“Iknowbut,Idon’thaveanywheretogoZuma.”

Zuma:“Manjeminangingenaphi?”(Howisthatmyproblem?)

Me:“Zuma?”

Whathappenedtohim?

Zuma:“WhatNombulelo?Ungangibhorituu.”(Don’tboremeplease.)

Igasp,it’sgoingtotakemeforevertoacceptthis.

Zuma:“Askies,Eish.”(Excuseme)

Hehissesashepushesmesohecouldpasstogettotheothersideoftheroom.

Me:“Zuma,whyusoveleyee?”(Whyareyoubeinglikethis?)

Hefrownsatme.

Zuma:“IwasokayNombulelotillwenaforsomereasondecidedtofallpregnant.Youdidn’t

eventhinkaboutme,uselfishNombulelo,uselfishmaan.”(You’reselfish.)

Me:“Idecidedtofallpregnant?Zumadoyouhearyourself?You’renotmakingsense,mistakes

happen.I’m notperfect,Iwasboundtomessupatsomepoint.Wenayouwereexpectingmeto

beasubmissivegirlfriendwhichIbloodywasZuma.Iwasloyaltoyouandlovedyou,Igaveyou

everything.Wenanjewathathauthandolwam’walulaxazalikeitmeantnothingtoyou.Whois

selfishhereZuma?”(Youtookmyloveandthrewitaway.)

Hisfacechangestothatofangerandannoyance.

Zuma:“Ungazong’tshelaamasimbawenaLelo.Whatthefuckdoyouknowaboutlove?Ifyou

lovedme,youweregoingtotakecontraceptives.But,youthoughtitbesttotrickmewitha

baby.”(Don’ttellmeshit.)

Me:“Oh,soyouagreethatthechildisyours?”



Zuma:“Idon’tagreetoshit,I’m donewithyou.Allofyou.”

Helooksatmytummyashestatesthelastpart.

Zuma:“IwantyougoneandIneverwanttoseeyouagain.”

HiswordsevokesomuchangerinmethatIwanttoburnhim withthewaterthat’sboilinginthe

pot.Iam temptedtopickthispotupandthrowitathisdisgustingface.HowdidIcometolove

thisidiot?

Me:“FuckyouZuma.Wheredoyougetofftellingmeallthatshit?Howdareyouforcemetobe

okaywithallofthis?I’m stressedaswell,youthinkbeingpregnantatayoungageisfun?You

havenorighttosaythosethingstome,IthoughtyoulovedmeZuma.”

Helaughsasifit’sfunny.

Zuma:“UthandoNombulelo?Howstupidcanyoube?JustbecauseImadeyouscream my

namewhileIwasinsideyou,itgaveyoutheimpressionthatIloveyou?”(Love?)

Hefinisheswithamockinglaugh,Ilookattheboilingpotofwater,thenbackathim.

Gosh,theurgeisthere.

Me:“Youtoldmeyoulovedme.”

Zuma:“Thosethreesimplewords?Please,Icanevensaythem tothecockroachesIsharethis

room with.”

Me:“Youbastard,Ihateyou.”

Hegrinsatme,IhaveneverseenevilinmylifebutifitexiststhenI’m staringatitrightnowor

elseheisagoodactor.

Zuma:“Ah!Thatword,that’stherightwordtouse.Thefeelingismutualsisiwam’.”(Mysister.)

Ithurtsmorethathejustreferredtomeashissister,itmeanshedoesn’tseemeasawoman

anymore.Imanagetofightbackmytears.

Me:“FuckyouZuma,fuckyouandyourmatchboxofahouse.”

Zuma:“AtleastIhaveahouse.”

Heretorts,amusedly.

Me:“Uyinjayezwa?”(You’reabastard.)

Hegrowlsinangerashechargesatme,I’m notshakenbecauseIknowhewon’thitme.Hehas

neverlaidahandonmebefore.

Zuma:“ListenhereNombulelo,Iam gettingtiredofyourshit.TalktomelikethatagainandIwill

-”

Me:“WhatwillyoudoZuma?Whatwillyoudo?”



ThattimeI’m onhisfacepokinghisheadwithmyforefinger.

Zuma:“I’m warningyouNombulelo.”

Heshovesmyhandaway,hisgazepiercingatme.Idon’tknowwhatcameovermebutIcan’t

controlmyanger,somehowprovokinghim makesmefeelbetter.It’seasingthepaininmyheart.

Me:“DoyourworstZuma.”

Ishoutmylungsout,resultinginhim chucklingcoldly.Hestepsbackasheshakeshishead,

defeatdeclaringhim aloser.

Me:“Ithoughtasmuch.”

Mybodyistremblingfrom fear,it’snotlikemetotakesuchrisks.Beingboldenoughtostand

uptothisfool.Ileavehim speechlessasIturntogetacontainerofmealiemealfrom thetop

cupboard.It’stoohighandmyheightdoesn’tsupportme.

AsIturntogetachairsoIcanclimb,Ifindhim glaringatmeemotionlessly.Irollmyeyesat

him andclickmytonguebeforecontinuingwithmycooking.Iclimbonthechairandreachmy

handstograbthecontainerbutastrongvigoroushandwrenchesmytop,throwingmeonthe

floorwithaloudthud.Ihearsomethingcrackasmybodycollideswiththehardbase.

BeforeIcouldspeak,hesmasheshisfootonmystomachfollowedbymultipleones,atthis

pointmyhandsareonmylowertorsoasIshieldmywombfrom thisbeating.Ieventually

scream ashestraddlesmeandthrowspunchesatmyface,Isendmyhandstomyfaceto

coverupbutheshrugsthem awayandcontinuesboxingme.Mybodyhasbecomenumb,my

visionblursandIdon’tfeelthepainanymoreasitfeelslikeI’m driftingtoafarawayplace.After

he’ssatisfiedwithhisanimosity,hestops,standsandlooksovermewithragebutalsoapang

ofregretonhisface.Hisfacethenturnstopanicbeforehecowardlyrunsoutleavingmein

agony,myheavyeyesfinallyclose.

Tobecontinued...



22*

RANDALL*

ItfeltsogoodtoholdAmarainmyarmsallnight.

Lastnightwhilewatchinghersleep,Icouldn’tfighttheurgetoclimbintobedwithherand

envelopherinmyarms.Igaveintomydesireanditwasthebestfeelingever.

Igottofeelherskintoday,shetrembledundermytouchandIknewitwasn’tfrom fear.Her

breastsfelt,sogoodpressedagainstmychest.Thekisswasn’tplanned,themomentwas

presented.ThetemptationoverpoweredmeandIsurrendered.I’m scarednowbecause,

althoughitwasamerebrush,thelongingtotasteherlipsfullyhasgrown.Iwanttoknowhow

they’dfeelastheyminglewithmineleadingusintoaperfectsublimekiss.

I’m terrifiedofbeinggreedyforherandwantingmorethanshecanoffer.WhatifIlosecontrol

overthisobsession?

IhardlynoticedChiomawhenshewalkedintotheroom,shealwaysknocksandIdon’tknow

whatgotintoher.Irefusetoletanythingcomebetweenmeandmyqueen.Ihadtoleavemy

ownroom justtoaccommodateher.

Iwaslosingmymindanywayandhadtogetoutandcooloff.

Amarahasn’tbeentothissideofthehouse,Ithinkshewouldlovethepoolalthoughit’swinter,

thesunisstillwarm inthemornings.

ItsuddenlydawnsonmethatIhaven’tspokentoStylesyet,Iknowhe’sokay.Idon’tknowabout

Mkhize,hisancestorsareprobablythrowinghim awelcomingparty.

Styles:“Howareyouawakesoearlyinthemorning?”

Hissleepyvoicecausesmetofrown,it’s10am.

Me:“BecauseI’m notanightwalker,likesomeoneIknow.”

Styles:“It’stooearlyforyourlamejokesRandall,Ihaven’thadbreakfastyet.”

Me:“Getyourassupandcometomyhouse,weneedtotalkaboutyouknowwho.”

Styles:“What?”

Hesoundsconfused.

Me:“Don’tmakemesayitoverthephone.”

Styles:“IstillhaveafewthingsIneedtodobut,I’llbethere.”

Me:“Areyouokaythough?”



Styles:“I’m talkingtoyouaren’tI?”

Me:“Smugmuch?”

Helaughs.

Me:“Wecandrivetogethertothehospitalafter.”

Styles:What’satthehospital?”

Me:“Liyana,shewasalmostdrownedbyOlivia’sboyfriend.”

Styles:“Pleasetellmeyouputabulletthroughhishead.”

Hesoundsangry.

Me:“Hello?Who’sthis?MayIspeaktoStylesplease?”

Imockhim,heclickshistongue.

Styles:“LayoffthejokesUze,you’renotfunnyman.”

Ilaughathisannoyedtone.

Me:“ItisyouStyles,IthoughtI’dlostyouforasecondthere.YouknowhowIrecognizedyou?

You’restillassensitiveasshit.”

Styles:“DidyoucalltopissmeoffRandallbecauseit’sworking.”

Ilaughathim…

Helaughsanddropsthephone.

Therudeness.

STYLES*

“Baby,won’tyoucomealready?”

Khethuyellsfrom downstairs,hervoiceisspikedwithimpatience.

Me:“I’m coming.”

Wakingupthismorningwasastruggle,I’m stillshakenbywhatIdidlastnight.Itliterally

drainedthelifeoutofme,seeingthefearIinstilledonMkhize’sfamily.Ididn’tcareabout

anythingwhileIwasthere,Iwasdrivenbyrevengeandwrathbuteverythinghitmewhiledriving

backhome.Thelookontheirfaces,theircriesandscreams.

DidIevermentionthatKhethukuthulaDladlaisabreathoffreshair?Iwouldcrumblewithout

her.



“IfthemountainwillnotcometoMuhammad,thenMuhammadmustgotothemountain.”

Iturntokhethu’svoice,she’sstandinginthedoorwaycarryingatrayoffood.

Me:“Babyyoudidn’thavetobringituphere,I’m almostdone.Iwasjustfixingthebed.”

Sheputsthefoodonthetable.

Khethu:“Iwantedto.”

Shetreadstomewithagentlesmileonherface,myarmsgoaroundherwaistasshelooksup

atme.Ileanin,somyforeheadpressesagainsthers.Sheslidesherhandsdownmyspine

pullingmeclosertillthere’snospaceleftbetweenus.Ourlipsfamiliarisewitheachother,I

shiverashertonguepressesagainsttheseam ofmylips.Shetastesofcoffee,shecan’tstart

herdaywithoutacuportwo.

Sheplungeshertongueinmymouthanditpushesagainstmine.Herkissesarepromising,they

arefrom theheartandtheytellmethatIam lovedbyher.Iloveitwhenshetakescharge.

Ifeelhersmileagainstmymouth,compellingmetosmileback.

Khethu:“Thankyou.”

Awhisperdischargesfrom hermouth.

Me:“Forwhat?”

Khethu:“Lovingme.”

HowcanInotlovesuchawoman?

Khethu:“Iinvitedmyfatherfordinnerthisevening.”

Sheintroduces,Ipullawayfrom her.SheknowsIcannevergetalongwithherparents.

Khethu:“Styles?”

Me:“WhywouldyoudothatKhethuwithouttellingme?”

Khethu:“HewantstoknowhowIam since,youknow.”

Me:“So,I’m supposedtoshareatablewithyourfatherandpretendthatwelikeeachother?”

Khethu:“Please,formysake.”

Sheflashesmeacutesmileasshefluttersherlashes.Herhandsareonherbackandshe

swaysbackandforthlikeachildsulkingforcandy.

Howcanyousaynotothat?

Me:“Canthoseeyesgetanybigger?”

Shefluttersherlashesagain.

Me:“Fine,I’lltrytobeonmybestbehaviourtoo.”



Shebeamsbeforeshriekingwithlaughterandthrowingherarmsaroundme,Ichuckleather.

Me:“I’m bringingmygunjustincase.”

Thelookonherfaceispriceless.

Me:“I’m kiddingbaby.”

Ipeckherlipsandshesmileswidely.

Khethu:“Iknowyouare.”

NTOMBI*

“WeNtombivula.”(Open)

Eish!!!

ThatsoundslikemyelderbrotherMhambi,he’sbangingonmydoor.Thenerveofthatman.He

musthaveheardaboutAmarabeingmissing,Ihopehedidn’tbringhisnosywifePetunia.That

womantalkstoomuchthatit’snervewrecking,shecomplainsaboutalmosteverything.

Great!She’shere.

HerfaceisthefirstthingIseewhenIopenthedoorandanangryMhambirightbesideher.

Me:“Mhambi?”

Mhambi:“Ntombi?WhatisthisIhearaboutAmarabeingmissing?Whereismybrother’schild

Ntombifuthi.”

Hemakeshimselfcomfortableonmysofaashedisrespectfullyaskmethis.Petuniaistheone

luggingtheirbags,shedropsthem onthefloorandwithanattitudemarchestomykitchen.She

betternottouchmythings,myeyesareengrossedonherasI’m morethankeentofindouthow

shecanstillbesoarrogantevenaftersomanyyears.

Mhambi:“WhereisMoses?”

Me:“He’sbathing.”

Idon’twanttotalktohim.JustlikePetunia,Mhambiistwiceasarrogantandrude.

Mhambi:“WhyareyoustillstandingthereNtombifuthi?Ididn’tcomehereforavacation.Call

yourhusband.”

Yetyourwifeisinmykitchenpreparingafeastforyou.Ihearaplateshatterandruntothe

kitchen,thisoldwitchhasdroppedthreeofmyexpensiveplates.

Me:“Petunia,myplates.”

Ishoutather,sherollshereyes.



Petunia:“Askies.”(Sorry.)

Shedoesn’tlosetheattitude.

Me:“ThoseweremyChristmasplates.Whosaidyoumustusethem anyway?”

Petunia:“YohNtombi,youcan’texpectmetoservemyhusbandonthoseoldcrackedplates.

Yoh,maybeforMoseshayiuMhambiwami.”(NotmyMhambi.)

IthinkI’m goingtolosemymind.BreatheNtombi,breathe.

DammitI’m gettingold,evencontrollingmybreathingisbecominghard.

Me:“Forhowlongareyoustayinganyway?”

Shefrowns.

Petunia:“Youdon’twantusinyourhouseNtombi?”

Shesaysasshepourstwocupsofriceinapotofboilingwater.ThesepeoplethinkIhave

money.

Me:“I’m justasking.”

Petunia:“Maybetwoweeks.”

Shemumbles…

“WhatareyoutryingtotellmeMoses?”

WehearMhambishoutbeforeIcouldspeak,Irushbacktothelivingroom.Petuniadoesn’t

bother,theyprobablyplannedthisambush.

MhambiisonhisfeetwhileMosesisseatedonacouchoppositehim,lookingunbotheredby

Mhambi’sdemeanour.

Mhambi:“Ntombi,whatisthisIhear?”

I’m confused,Idon’tknowwhatMosesmighthavesaidtohim.

Moses:“Amaraisnotasinnocentasyoupeoplethink.Thatgirlusedtogallivantthesestreets

withmen,youcangoknockingoneverydoorMhambiandtheywilltellyouthesamething.

EveryboyinEvertonhastastedthatgirl,she’saloosecannon.Shefellpregnantandranaway

withthefather.”

IfeelsomethingstingmyheartandIdropbackonthecouch.Mosesislying,hecouldhave

thoughtofabetterliebutnottarnishthatgirl’simage.

Mhambiturnshisgazetome,helooksasshockedasIam butourreasonsdiffer.

Mhambi:“Ntombi?Isthistrue?Isyourhusbandtellingthetruth?”

HowdoIanswerthat?

HowdoIbetraymylatebrotherlikethat?



Moses:“Yes,it’strue.Ntombifindsithardtospeakaboutitbecauseithurtsher.”

Petunia:“Thatisalie.”

Petuniashoutsasshemarchesfrom thekitchen.

Petuniaisthosethickshortaunties,theonesyouwouldn’twanttomesswith.She’sinhermid-

50’s.

She’sloudandveryconfident.She’sMhambi’sonlywife,therewereotherwomeninhislife.

Theygavehim children,boyswhilePetuniaborehim girls.Hislongingforaboychilddrove

Mhambioutsideofthemarriagebutthewomenneverdaredtostay,thiswomanwouldrather

burnmybrotheralivethanhavehim takeasecondwife.

Petunia:“AmangalawoMoses.”(It’salllies.)

Moses:“Haibo!Andthen,lona?Thishasnothingtodowithyou,you’rejustanin-law.”(Thisone)

Petunia:“You’realsoanin-lawMoses.”

Moses:“Petunia,bukauNtombi.Notoncehasmywiferaisedheropinionsincethemenstarted

talking.Wenaucabang’ukuthiuwubani?Mhambi,khuzandoda.Hainiyaziukukhethashame,

uhlazololu.Awomanwhodisputeswithmen?”(LookatNtombi)(Whodoyouthinkyouare?)

(Chastiseher)(Youknowhowtochoosethem,suchanembarrassment)

Petunia:“Yeyi!!!Ung’hlanyisiwenaMoses.Youwilltelluswhatyoudidtothatchild.”(Don’tpiss

meoff.)

Moses:“Ang’suMhambiminaPetunia,esamiisandlasiyasebenza.”(I’m notyourhusband,Iwill

hityou.)

Mhambi:“WhydoIfeelthatyourtalksareofsomeonewhoistryingtohidesomething?You’re

attackingmywifebecauseyoudon’twantustoseethroughyourlies.”

Moses:“HauMhambi,inmyownhouse.Okay,Isee.Sothisisthereasonyoucametomyhouse,

todowngrademeandinsultme.Allthewayfrom KZN,nizonyelaminaemziniwami.”(Youcame

todisrespectmeinmyhouse.)

Iam soembarrassedbyMoses,hedeservesanOscarforhisacting.Butmybrothercansee

rightthroughhim,Ihopehedoesn’tthrowthem out.Itwillbetheendofme,Mosesisnot

ashamedtoactstupidinfrontofpeople.

Mhambi:“Ntombiareyougoingtokeepquietwhileyourhusbandspeakstoyourelderbrother

likethis?”

Idon’tknowwhatMhambiwantsfrom me,it’snotlikehedoesn’tknowhowMosescanbe.

Moses:“Whatdoyouwanthertodo?Ntombiismywife,soshe’sboundtotakemyside.”

Lordletthisbickeringcometoanendplease.

Petunia:“Itdoesn’tmatterifNtombispeaksornot.Shecansitonthatsofaforeverifshelikes,



ok’salayoyoupeopleknowwhereAmaraisandwewantherbackorIwillhaveyouarrested.”

MosesburstsoutinascornfullaughmakingMhambiandPetuniaglanceateachotherin

confusion.

Ialsocan’tcomprehendhisreasonforlaughing.

Moses:“Hawusukalawena,amabhodoayashaekhishiniPetunia.”(Getoutofhere.Thefoodis

burninginthekitchen.)

Heseemstobetickledbyhisretort.

Me:“Mosesplease,can’twe-”

Moses:“WhosaidyoucanspeakNtombi?Uyabonanjengizamaukukhuzausis’Petuniabut

youwanttobedifficultnawe.Kantiabafazibanjanihee?”(YoucanseethatI’m tryingto

reprimandPetunia.What’swrongwithwomen?)

Mhambi:“IwantyoutolistentomeMoses,Iam notleavingthishouseuntilIseeAmara.”

Moses:“VeleveleMhambi,Whatdoyouwantfrom Amara?Youwanttotakeherasyoursecond

wife?IsPetuniatoooldforyounow?”

There’saloudgaspintheroom andMhambifallsbackonthesofaasshocknumbshisbody.

Moseshascrossedlimitsinhislifebutthissurpassesallofthem,hehasadirtymind.

Petuniashakesherheadanddefeated,shegoesbacktothekitchen.Mhambiisleftspeechless,

hisfaceisexpressionless.Ithinkheisbeyondembarrassed,hefoldshim armsacrosshis

chestwhileas,Idragmyselftothebedroom.I’m goingtohide,maybefortherestofmylifeif

possible.Ican’tdealwiththis,Moseswillsendmeintoanearlygrave.

Tobecontinued…



23*

NOMBULELO*

“Hey,welcomeback.”

IwakeuptoseemyfriendKoketsointheroom,IscanmysurroundingsandrealizethatI’m at

thehospital.EverythingcomesbacklikeawaveandIburstintoaloudsob,mybodyisinpain.

Thenithitsme,mybaby.Zumakickedmeonmystomach.MyhandsglidetomystomachasI

prayandhopethatmybabyisokay.It’stheonlythingIhaveofhim,theonlyevidenceIhaveof

theloveweonceshared.

Me:“Mybaby,mybaby.”

Koketsolooksshocked,shedoesn’tknowwhattodo.

Ididn’ttellherIwaspregnant.

She’smybestfriend,wemetingradeoneandhavebeeninseparablesince.Shelivesin

Sebokengwithherparentsandtwobrothers.

Kokesto:“I’llgetthenurse.”

Sherunsoutoftheward,callingoutforthenurse.Thethoughtoflosingmybabyhurtsmore

thanthephysicalpainthathasengulfedmybody.

Me:“Mybaby,nurseplease,tellmemybabyisokay.”

IcryasIseehercalmlywalkinwithKoketsonotfarbehind.

Nurse:“Relaxsisi,yourbabyisokay.”

Buthe…

Isawhim,Ifeltthepainfulkicksonmystomachashestompedonmewithclearlyanattempt

tokillmybaby.

Nurse:“Apparentlythebatteringdidn’taffectthebaby.It’samiracle.”

IguessI’m notascursedasIthought.

Koketso:“Ididn’tknowyouwerepregnantLelo.Whydidn’tyoutellme?”

Shelooksratherhurtbythis,whichisstrange.Cometothinkofit,Ihaven’tseenherinamonth.

EachtimeIwouldaskthatwemeet,shecameupwithexcuses.Itcametoapointofher

ignoringmymessagesandcalls.

Me:“Iwasgoingtotellyou,ifyoutookmycalls.”

Koketso:“Who’sthefather?”



Me:“WhoelsewoulditbeKoketso?It’sZuma’sbabyhau.”

Whyisshebeinglikethis?Idon’tlikethewayshe’slookingatme.Hereyesfollowthenurse

whojustwalkedoutbeforesheturnstomewithafrownonherface.

Koketso:“That’simpossibleLelo,Zumawouldnevergetyoupregnant.”

Whatthehelldidshejustsaytome?

Me:“Askies?”(Excuseme?)

Koketso:“IsaidZumawillnever-”

Me:“WellhedidKoketso,Iam pregnantwithZuma’schild.Whatisyourproblem?”

Koketso:“Myproblem isyouLelo,youthinkyouarebetterthaneveryone.”

Me:“Koketso,whereisthiscomingfrom?Idon’tunderstandwhyyouarebeinghostiletowards

meandwhydidyousayZumawillnevergetmepregnant?Howdoyougettosaythesethings

tomewhenIdon’tsharesuchprivatethingswithyou?”

Sherollshereyesandfoldsherarms.

Koketso:“Hetoldmethathewillneverreleaseinsideyou.”

Myworldcrumblesatthesoundofherwords.

What’shappening?

Me:“Idon’tunderstand,whywouldZumabetellingyousuchthings?Whywouldheshareour

mostintimatemomentswithyou?Koketso,what’sgoingon?”

Myvoiceisdemandingnow,shelookslikeshedoesn’tcarethatshe’shurtingme.

Cometothinkofit…

Me:“Areyoutheonewhobroughtmehere?”

Koketso:“Yes.”

She’ssnobbishandIwanttowipethefloorwithherfaceasIhavefiguredoutwhatisreally

goingonbut,Iwanttohearhersayit.

Me:“Whatwereyoudoingathishouse?Howdoyouknowwherehelives?”

Koketso:“Ohenough,Zumaismyboyfriendokay.Helovesme,wenanjeyouwerejusthisside

dish.Whodoyouthinkhasbeenkeepinghim warm atnightwhileyouhadtorunbackhome

becauseofyourstupidcurfew?Hewasgoingtodumpyoueventually,thiswasboundtohappen

Lelo.Lethim go,letthepoorguylivehislifeinpeace.”

Sothisiswhatlifehasinstoreforme,painandagony?

Me:“Koketsoyou’resupposedtobemyfriend,wegrewuptogether.Wesharedbathstogether,I

wasthereforyouwhenyourparentsalmostdivorced.Youwouldasktosleepatmyhouse



becauseyoucouldn’tstandtheirbickering.YouthrowallthatawayforadickKoketso,fuck

there’ssomanymeninthiscountry.Whywouldyougoformine?”

TosayIam hurtisanunderstatement.

Koketso:“Isaw,IlikedandItook.SorrythathethinksI’m hotterthanyou.”

Me:“It’snotevenaboutthatyoustupidbitch,youplayedme.YouandZumaplayedme,Ican’t

believeIdidn’tseethiscoming.Thesocialdistancing,theblueticks,allofitwasbecauseofhim.

Becauseyouwerefuckingmymanbehindmyback?”

Koketso:“Yohhaikee,I’m gettingtiredofthis.IhopeyougetwellsoonLeloandthatyoufind

thefatherofyourbaby.”

Me:“Getoutofmyroom s’febe.”(Bitch)

koketso:“That’srichcomingfrom agirlwhodoesn’tknowwhothefatherofherchildis,stop

claimingsisi.Leavemymanalone,orelseI’llburnthatuglyfaceofyourswithacid.Remember

howIcastratedmyunclewhomolestedmeforyears?Iam capableofanythingLelo,trymeand

Iwillshowyou.”

Me:“Getout.”

Ihateher,Ihatemylife.

Sherollshereyesandleavesmecrying.

HowisitthatIam aloneintheworld?AmonthagoIwashappy,Iwaslovedandmyfuturewas

lookingbright.

AMARA*

Chioma:“Hey,Ibroughtyouanextrablanket.”

Chiomadeclaresasshewalksin,funnysheknockedthistime.Whatwashardforhertodothat

inthemorning?Iam stillverymuchembarrassed,Icanstillfeelhislipsonmine.Mybody

shiversoccasionallyasmymindtakesmeback,andthewordsheutteredtomestillringinmy

mind.

Me:“Idon’tneedit.”

Irespondwithoutlookingather,thisspotbythewindowhasbecomemyfavouritespot.I

somehowfeelatpeacewhenlookingatnatureoutside,thebrightgreenleaveshavestartedto

turnorange.It’sbeautifultolookatandthebirdsflyingfreelyoutside,Iwishtobelikethem.

Apparently,breakfastisstillbroughttotheroom whileI’m forcedtohavedinnerwithRandall.

Chioma:“Don’tbesilly,it’swinter.Youwillfreezetodeath.”



Thedarkanddrydaysofwinterareapproaching,thenightsaremuchcolderandlonger.

Me:“There’saheaterintheroom.”

Iturntolookather,she’sstandingnexttothebedclenchingonathickgreywinterblanket.

Chioma:“Iknowbut,thetemperaturesdropatnight.”

Shespreadstheblanketoutonthebed.

Me:“I’m sorryforwhatIdid.”

Iam soashamed.

Chioma:“It’sokay,Iunderstandyourreasons.”

Shedoesn’tlookatmeso,I’m notsureifitreallyisokay.

Me:“Chioma,whatismehemma?”

Thishasbeenonmymindsincemorning.

Shelooksatmeandsmiles.

Chioma:“It’sAkanformyqueen,it’sawidelyspokenlanguageinGhana.”

Me:“He’sGhanaian?”

Chioma:“Yes.”

Awaveofsilencepassesthroughtheroom creatingaratheruncomfortableatmosphere.

Me:“Whydoeshewanttokillme?”

Chioma:“Who?”

Shemovescloserasshegivesmeanintriguinglook.

Me:“Him,Ithinkhewantstokillme.Hewantstotorturemefirstbeforehekillsme.”

IrevealwhatIsuspecttobethetruth.

Chioma:“Randallwillneverhurtyou,he’snotlikethat.NotmyUze.”

Me:“SadlyChioma,behindaveilofnormalcyliesapassionformurder.Ihaveseenhis

outbursts,thewayhelooksatmewhenhe’sangry.Thatmanwantsmedead.”

“Whowantsyoudead?”

IjerkupatthesoundofRandall’sinquisitivevoice,Iturntoseehim standingrightbehindme.

There’sapuckerbetweenhiseyebrowsandIam confusedastowhetherhe’supsetorhurt,his

faceismysteriousatthismoment.

Randall:“Whowantsyoudeadprincess?”

Hewhispersashebendsoverbringinghisfacetomine.There’ssomethingabouthiseyesthat



forceyoutoleerintothem,Imovemyheadtothesidewhenhisnosealmosttouchesmine.

Hecontinuesanyway,slightlypressinghisforeheadonthesideofmyface.Ishutmyeyesand

hopethatthisendsnow,Chiomaishereandthisisasembarrassingasthismorning’sevents.I

hearhim sniffasifbreathingmeinbeforesomethingcoldandsofttugsatmycheek,instantlyI

knowit’shislips.Irecognizethem from thatdaytheyclaimedmyneckandthismorningeven

thoughitwasforameremoment.

Ishiverandjumptomyfeet.

Ilookuponlytofindhim staringbackatme,Heramshishandsintoispocketsandrightthen,

thedauntingimageappearsmakinghim lookalmostlikeagiant.

Randal:“ForhowlongwillyoudwellonthisabsurdfantasythatIam afteryourlife?Youarenot

goingtodie,Igowhereyougo.Evenifdeathhappenstocome,we’llembraceittogether.”

Mybloodrunscoldashiswordsdeclaremeweakandoverpowered.Ilookawayfrom him,

tryingtocontrolmyracingheart.

Randall:“Stopfightingthismehemma.”(Myqueen)

Me:“Don’tcallmethat.”

Isnapathim,helooksshockedbymyriposte.Hefrowns,turnshisgazetolookatChiomawho

hasn’tsaidanythingsincehewalkedin.Heknowsthatonlyshecouldtellmethemeaning,

Chiomadropsherheadshamefully.

Randalllooksbackatmeandsmirks,withoutaword,heturnsandsauntersoutoftheroom.

Leavingmewinded.

Ihadbeenholdingmybreath.

Chioma:“Areyouokay?”

InodasIgrabaglassofwaterandgulpitdowninonego.

Me:“Whyishelikethat?”

Chioma:“Ican’tanswerthatforyoubut,you’llfigureitoutoneday.”

Me:“Well,Idon’tplanonstayingforthatlong.”

Chioma:“HewillneverletyougoAmara,Randallnevergoesbackonhisword.”

Me:“IwillleavethisplaceChioma,onewayoranother.”

ThereisanotherwayandRandallmightbeallthatbutthistime,hewon’tbeabletodoanything

aboutit.Iwillgoawayfrom him foreverandhe’llbeleftwithnochoicebuttowatchmeasI

leavehim.

Tobecontinued…





24*

RANDALL*

Ileavetheroom tobefollowedbyChiomaasIapproachthebottom ofthestairs.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Chioma:“There’ssomethingyouneedtoknow.”

Me:“I’m listening.”

Shefollowsmetothefoyer.

Chioma:“Amarasaidsomethingthatmademethinkshe’lltrytoescapeagain.”

Me:“It’sallinhermind,she’snotgoinganywhere.”

Chioma:“ThatgirlissmartUzeandshe’sadamantonleavingthisplace.”

IstopasIturnedtoher,I’m metbyherworriedexpression.

Me:“Smartornot,shewon’tslipoutofmyhandsthistime.”

Chioma:“Somethingtellsmethatshe’splanningsomething,IhaveabadfeelingaboutthisUze.”

Me:“Whatcouldshepossiblybeplanning?AmaraisnotgoinganywhereChioma,Iwillsmellher

beforeshestepsoutofthedoor.”

Iassureher,myphonesringsassheopenshermouthtospeak.

Me:“Excuseme,Ihavetotakethis.”

Shenodsandwalksaway.

Me:“Oliviawhatdoyouwant?”

She’sbeenblowingmyphonesincemorning.

Olivia:“Youneedtocometothehospital,Liyanaisaskingforyou.”

Me:“I’llbetherelater.”

Olivia:“Thedoctorsaidwecantakeherhometoday.”

Me:“Iknow,Iwasatthehospitalthismorning.”

Olivia:“Whydidn’tyoutellme?”

Me:“Ihavebetterthingstodowithmytimethanrunafteryou.”

Olivia:“Areyoustillupsetaboutlastnight?ReallyRandall?Josephisinjail,andLiyaisalive.



Whyareyoustillgrumpy?”

Me:“HowdoesitfeeltobestupidOlivia?Doyouexpectmetocongratulateyouforputtingmy

daughter’slifeindanger?Iwillneverforgiveyouforwhatyoudid.”

Olivia:“Liyanaismybaby,Iwillneverdoanythingtoher.”

Isshekiddingme?

Me:“GoodbyeOlivia.”

Olivia:“Wait,areyoucoming?”

Me:“DidInotsayI’llbethere.”

Olivia:“Well,youneedtocomenowRandall.Yourdaughterneedsyou.”

Me:“Don’tevertellmewhattodo.”

Shesighsdeeply.

Olivia:“Look,I’m justworriedaboutourchild.Idon’twanthertobedisappointedbyyounot

beinghere.”

Me:“HaveIeverdisappointedherbefore?”

Whatthehellisshetryingtodo?

Olivia:“ThencomeRandall”

Shecracksandthatjustaggravatesme.

Me:“OliviaIsaidIwillcome,mustIdropeverythingatyourcall?”

Olivia:“YoushoulddropeverythingforLiya.”

Sheshouts.

Me:“Iam notJoseph,youdonotgettospeaktomelikethat.”

HowdidithappenthatIhadtocrosspathswithherofallpeople.

Olivia:“Whatissoimportantthatyourdaughterhastocomesecond?”

Me:“Howdareyoutalktomelikethat?”

Iyapather.

Me:“WhyareyousobentonannoyingmeOlivia?”

Olivia:“I’m justworriedaboutLiya,shewantstoseeyouRandall.”

Me:“Idon’tneedparentingadvicefrom you,donotcallmyphoneifyouhavenothingbetterto

saytome.”

I’m donewiththatwoman.Thenerveshehastochallengeme,andimplythatIdonotcare



aboutmychild.IwilltakeLiyanafrom herandshewon’tbeabletodoanythingaboutit.

IdecidetogocheckonAmarabeforeIleavethehouse,whatChiomasaiddidn’tsitinwellwith

me.Whatcouldshebeplanning?Iwouldhateforhertotryanythingthatwillgetherintotrouble

withme,nothingcankeepherawayfrom me,notevenher.

IwalkintohersleepingpeacefullyandwalkbackoutsoIdon’tdisturbher.

STYLES*

Me:“Iswearbaby,dragmetoanotherstoreandIwillleaveyouhere.”

We’vebeenatitforhoursnow.

Khethu:“Onlyyouwouldsaythatandyoushouldn’t,onewouldthinkthisisyourfirsttimeina

relationship.”

Me:“Explain.”

Khethu:“Allmenhateshoppingbutinsteadofvoicingitout,theybarethetorturebutyouMr.

Sishi,speakwithoutacareintheworld.”

Shesaysasshepullsmeintoanotherclothingstore.

IswearitwillbeamiracleifI’m seenatamallagainwithKhethu.

Me:“Iam notallmen.”

Khethu:“Mypointexactly.Whatdoyouthinkaboutthisskirt?”

Whyam Ihereagain?

Sheholdsitup,lookingatmelikemyopinionmatterstoher.

Me:“It’saskirt.”

Ishrug.

Khethu:“Iknowyoudon’twanttobeherebutalittleenthusiasm wouldbenice.”

Me:“Baby,Idon’tdoshopping.AndwhydoIfeellikethisisapunishment?DidIdosomething

wrong?”

Khethu:“Spendingtimewithmeisapunishment?”

Sheseemsabithurtbythat.

Me:“Ididn’tsaythat.”

Sheturnstoputitbackontheshelf,andshriekswhenanoddlookingmanbumpsintoher.I

grabholdofherhandpreventingherfrom fallingwhile,theidiotcontinuesonasifnothing



happened.

Me:“Hey.”

HepacesonasIcallouttohim.

Khethu:“Stylesdon’t.”

Shesaysbutit’stoolate,I’m alreadyaftertheguy.Thestoreiscrowdedandhe’sdodging

peoplewhiletryingtoescapefrom me,heincreaseshisstepanddisappearsintothecrowd

walkinginandoutofthedoor.Ipavethroughthem tillI’m outsidethestore,there’snowayIwill

spothim inthiscrowdedmall.

Shit!Khethu.

Ithinktomyselfandhurrybackinside,Ifindherfrozenwhileleeringdownatsomepieceof

paper.ShelooksupandI’m metbyherglossyeyesbeingbulliedbytears.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Sheextendsherhand,givingmethepieceofnote.

Itreads<<<Occhioperocchio>>>(Aneyeforaneye)

Franco,I’dbedamned.

Khetho:“WhatisthisStyles?Areyoubackintothatlife?”

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout?”

Iknowexactlywhatshe’stalkingabout.

Khethu:“Wow.”

Me:“Canwegohomeplease.”

Khethu:“I’m notgoinganywherewithyouuntilyoutellmewhat’sgoingon?Whatdoesthis

mean?”

Me:“Whatmakesyouthinkthisisforme?Youpickeditupfrom thefloordidn’tyou?Itcould

belongtoanyone.”

Khethu:“I’m notstupidStyles,thatmanwhoranintomedroppedthisnote.Youwentafterhim

forareasonandIdemandtoknowwhat.”

Herattitudeisbeginningtoshowandpeoplearestaring.

Me:“I’m nothavinganargumentwithyouinpublic.”

Khethu:“Theredoesn’thavetobeanargument,justtellmethetruth.Wheredidyougolast

nightStyles?Whatisitthatyoudid,thatbrokeyousomuch?Didyoukillpeople?Randallsent

youtokillsomeonedidn’the?Iknowhe’sacriminaland…”

Ichuckleindisbelief.Khethuwillneverchange,Idon’tknowhowIletherimpudencegetthisfar.



Nowshethinksshecanspeaktomeanywayshelikes.

Istuffmyhandinmypocketandcomeoutwiththecarkeys,Ithrowthem atherandwalkaway.

I’m doneentertainingherimpudenceandattitude.

NKOMO*

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Ididn’tthinkIwouldfindRandallsittingcomfortablyinmyhouse,he’sevenhelpedhimselfwith

mywhiskey.

Randall:“Ithoughtyoumightwantsomeonetowelcomeyouhome,there’snothingworsethan

cominghometoanemptyhouse,don’tyouthink?”

I’m standinginthedoorway,thedoorisstillopen.Onemovefrom him andIwillbeableto

escape.

Me:“Howdidyougetinhere?”

Randall:“Doesitmatter?”

Hegetsupandamblestowardsme,hiseyesareliketheeyesofahunterwho’sjustspottedhis

nextprey.Iseerageandfuryinthem.Styleswarnedmetostayclear,RandallOkoliedoesn’t

forgetnordoesheforgive.

Randall:“Youlookbetter.”

Ishrug.

Randall:“TellmeNkomo,howdoyoureallyfeelconsideringthatyouwerehospitalized?”

He’sloopingaroundmeashesaysthis,IfeelhisheavypresenceandIhatetoadmitthatit’snot

anicefeeling.Iflinchatthesoundofthebangingdoor.

Hestopsatmysilence-tiltshisheadtotheside,scowlsbeforeagutknottingslygrinembraces

hisface.

Randall:“Areyoureally,goingtoletmerepeatmyself?”

Hewhispersghostly,mymindiscirclingaroundthedoorbuthewillkillmebeforeImakeitout.

Me:“I’m okay.”

Thistimemyjawisclenchedasangerhasconsumedme,Ihatethatheimpartsfearinme.I

grewupwiththisman,wewereinthesamecalibre.So,thefactthathedominatedusstill

puzzlesme.

Randall:“You’reokay?”



Henodsafewtimes.Idon’tseeRandallanymorebutScar,themercilessbastard.

Randall:“DoyouthinkAmaraisokay,afterwhatyoudidtoher?”

IgulpasIdidnotexpecthim toaskmethat,mysilenceappearstobefuellinghisanger.

Randall:“DoyouwantmetomakeyoutalkNkomo?”

Me:“GetoutofhereScar.”

Ihavetodismisshim beforeheputsabulletthroughmyhead.Hethrowsmeasmugsmile.

Randall:“What’swrongNkomo?You’resweating.”

Andmyheartispalpitatingagainstmychest,Icanalmostfeelitsthudinmythroat.Iflingmy

handtowipethedribsofsweatloiteringonmyforehead.

Me:“Look,I’m sorryaboutwhatIdid,okay?Idon’tknowwhatcameoverme...”

Randall:“Youstillhaven’tansweredme.HowdoyouthinkAmaraisdoing?”

Hefoldshisarmsacrosshischest,apuckergrowsbetweenhiseyebrows.Thismeanshe’s

growingimpatient.

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Itakeastepbacktowardsthedoor.

Hestaresdaggersatme.

Randall:“Youdon’tknow?”

Randallissoft-spokenbutthatshouldnotbemistakenformodesty.Inside,heisaroaringlion

andthat’sthemostnerve-rackingthingabouthim.

Randall:“Iam sodisappointedinyouNkomo.Youhaveprovedthatyouareyourfather’sson.”

Me:“Iam nothinglikethatmonster.”

Ibarkathim andheraiseshiseyebrowsdisbelievingly.

Randall:“Iam notconvinced.”

Heturnsaroundandsauntersabouttheloungebeforepouringhimselfanotherglassofwhiskey.

Ihadanopportunitytostrikehim from thebackbutthatwouldbesuicide.

Me:“Icanhelpyoutakehim down.”

IhaveonlyhissideviewasIwatchhim raisetheglasswiththegoldenliquid-stirsabit,takesa

sip,thenlooksatmebeforedrawinghiseyesbacktotheglass.Heindulgesonanothersip.

Randall:“WhatmakesyouthinkIcan’tdoitmyself?”

Me:“Iknowyoucanbut,youhavesomethingvaluabletoprotectandIcangetyouwhatyou

want.Hewantsmebackhome,I’llapproachhim inthepretextthatI’m cominghome.”



Heturnstome,withtheglassstillinhand,heplungestheotherhandintohispocket.Knowing

Scar,anythingcancomeoutofthatpocket.

Randall:“I’m notstupidNkomo,Iknowthatuselessfatherofyourswillnotallowyoubackinto

hishome.Hedoesn’tgiveashitaboutyou,Ihaveseenit.”

Me:“Well,youdidn’tseehim whenhecametovisitmeatthehospital.”

Hesmirks,somethingtellsmeheknowsaboutthatvisit.

Randall:“Continue.”

Me:“Heseemeddesperateformetocomeback,Ithinkhewantsmetohelphim destroyyou.”

Hechuckles.

Randall:“Isee.”

Iclearmythroat.

Howintimidatingcanthismanget?

Me:“IcanhelpScar.”

Randall:“Don’tcallmethat.”

Hescoffssoftlyyetwithsomuchauthority.

Itakeastepbackasheamblestowardsme,Ihavetostopactinglikeacoward.Thismanfeeds

onfear,he’sprobablyhavingatimeofhislife.Hereachesformycheekandplaceshishand

rightbelowmyear,hiscoldeyesarepiercingdeepintomysoul.Anythingcanhappennow,I

couldlosemylifeintheblinkofaneye.

Randall:“Don’tgoanywhereNkomo.I’m watchingyou.”

Helightlyslapsmycheekthreetimes,it’spainfulbutItakeit.Hehandsmetheglassof

unfinishedwhiskey.

Randall:“That’sgoodstuff.”

Hecompliments.

Andwiththat,hewalksout

Shit!

Tobecontinued…
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AMARA*

IfeelsomeonenudgemeasI’m lostinastackofworries.

Chioma:“Youdidn’trespondwhenIknocked.What’swrong?”

That’sarhetoricalquestion.

Me:“I’m tiredofbeinghere,I’m tiredofbeinglockedup.Ican’tstanditanymoreChioma.”

Iprotest.

Shesighsasshegrabsachairandsitsoppositeme,webothlookoutsidethewindow,withno

wordssaid.Justthewinterafternoonsunpouringthroughthewindowandkissingmyskin.This

room,theatmosphereandthesceneryoutsidemightbeperfectforsomeonewhoactually

wantstobehere.But,forakeptpersonlikeme,it’saprisonadornedwithbeautifulornaments.

MyheartmisseshomeandtheonesIcallmyown,Imisshavingthesenseofbelonging.But,I

am surroundedbyfacesmyheartdoesnotrecognizeandtheonlythingIcanthinkofis

escaping.

Chioma:“Won’tyougivehim achance?Hewantstotakecareofyou.”

I’m joltedbackbyherquestion.

Me:“Whatgavehim theimpressionthatIneedtobetakencareof?Howdoesheknowme

anyway?”

Chioma:“Itoldyou,therearethingsthatonlyhecantellyou.”

Me:“Buthe’snotsayinganything,hedoesn’ttellmewhyI’m here.Allhedoesislookatmewith

lustifnotrage,heisnothingbutabeast.”

Chioma:“ThatisnottrueAmara.”

Me:“WhatisthetruthChioma?”

Chioma:“Ican’tsay.”

Me:“Idon’tknowwhyIevenbothertalkingtoyou,he’syourbossright?So,clearly,youareloyal

tohim.”

Chioma:“Icareaboutyoutoo.”

Ihuffatherwords.

Me:“Youdon’tknowmeenoughtocareforme.WhatIsayreallydoesn’tmatterbecauseI’m a

strangertoyou.”



Chioma:“Okay,tellmeonethingthatRandallhasdonethathasstoodoutforyou.”

Whatissheonabout?Shelooksatme,eagerlywaitingformyanswer.Idon’tknowwhattosay,

Ihaven’tbeenaroundhim longenoughtonoticethethingshedoes.

Butthereisoneortwo.

Chioma:“Well?”

Me:“Hesavedmefrom thisguywhowantedto…”

Ican’tbringmyselftosayingit,mybloodboilswhenIthinkthatIwasalmostraped.

Chioma:“Didyouseeabeastwhenhesavedyou.”

Me:“Whenhewasattackinghim yesbut..”

ShouldIreallybesayinggoodthingsabouthim?Thesamemanwhohaskeptmeprisoner.

Chioma:“Butwhat?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,I’m overwhelmedbyeverythingandIdon’tknowanythinganymore.I’m notin

aspacewhereIcantrustpeopleandasfarasRandallgoes,Idon’tseehim assomeonewho

wantstoprotectmebut,amonster.”

Shedoesn’tlookhappywithmyresponse.

Wefallintoanotherepisodeofsilence.

RANDALL*

StylespullsupjustasIdrivein.

Styles:“Idon’tlikethatlookonyourface.”

HedeclaresasIapproachhim,wewalktogetherintothehouse.

Me:“Whatlook?”

Styles:“Thatlook,youreyesarecold.DidAmaratrytoescapeagain?”

Me:“Shewouldn’tdare.

Styles:“Thenwhatisit?Youareplanningsomethingandit’sdark.”

Me:“IwenttoseeNkomo.”

Styles:“What?Pleasetellmeyoudidn’tkillhim.Itoldthathalfwittogointohiding.”

Me:“Youknow,sometimesIwonderwhereyourloyaltylies.”

Styles:“Well,stopwonderingbecauseIam here.Thatshouldtellyousomething.”



Hefollowsmetothekitchenandstopsattheentrance.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Helooksspooked.

Styles:“Whatarewedoinghere?”

Me:“Togetsomethingtoeat,I’m hungry.”

Styles:“Ihaveneverseenyouinthekitchenbefore,bruh,canyouevenboilwater?”

Ishootacoldstareathim.

Styles:“No,seriously.Aprincedoesnotmakehisownfood.Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifyou

brainwashedChiomaintodoingourchoresbackthen.”

Me:“MaybeIfeltsorryforyousince,youdideverythingbyyourself.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Shit!Thatusedtopissmeoff.Youwereonelazymotherfucker.”

Me:“Stopplayingandtakeasit.”

Heraiseshishandsdefensivelyashelaughsbeforeamblingtoachair.

Me:“Wouldyoulikesomething?”

Styles:“IfIwantsomethingtoeat,Iwillmakeitmyself.Idon’twanttodieoffoodpoisoning.”

Igivehim themiddlefingerandheshakeshishead.

Styles:“So,whatdidyoudowithhisbody?”

Me:“He’sstillalive,fornow.Hewantstohelpinbringingdownhisfather.”

Styles:“I’m notsurprised,hehatesthatfucker.”

Me:“Iknowbutremember,healwayshaddaddyissues.Whatistosaythat,hewon’tturnonus

atthelastminute?”

Styles:“Thereisapossibility.”

Isettleoppositehim withaplateofcheesesandwich,hefrownsatmyfood.

Me:“Saveit.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“LookwhatIhave.”

Heshowsmeachip,thesizeofamicrosim.Igivehim aninquisitivelook.

Styles:“Thisisachip,allwehavetodoisinsertthisinMkhize’sphone.Itwillgiveusaccessto

hisemails,textmessagesandwe’llbeabletorecordeverycallhemakes.”



Me:“But,howarewegoingtodothat?It’snotlikehe’llhandoverhisphonetouswithasmile.”

Styles:“Ihaveaplanandit’salreadyinprogress.”

Hesmiles.

Ihaveheardthatlinebeforeandheneverdisappoints.

Styles:“Hisfirstwifeissickso,Mkhizehashiredalive-innursetolookafterher.That’swhere

Kazicomesin.”

Me:“Kazi?”

Styles:“SisikaziShezi,sheworkshandinhandwithMbuso.”

Me:“It’sblank,sorry.”

Styles:“Fuck!Bruh,youoncetappedher.”

It’seitherhe’scrazyorI’m losingmymemory.

Me:“Ihavenocluewhosheis.”

HelaughsandI’m irkedbyallofthis.

Styles:“YouareamanwhoreRandallOkolie.Howmanygirlshaveyoufuckedandcan’trecall

theirnames?”

Me:“Idon’tasknames.What’sthepointifIwillneverseethem again?”

Styles:“LikeIsaid,manwhore.”

Me:“CallmeamanwhoreagainandIwillshovethissandwichdownyourthroat.”

Helaughswhilepassingmeapieceofpaper.

Me:“What’sthis?”

Styles:“YourfriendFranco,he’sstilladamantonteamingupwithMkhize.”

Me:“Whydidyousparehislifeanyway?”

Styles:“Deathisaneasywayoutforthatbaboon,weneedtomakehim sufferfirst.”

Me:“Isay,wetakethem downonceandforall.”

Styles:“HencetheplanIorchestrated.Thisisgoingtobefun,wearegoingtoattackwhenthey

leastexpectit.YouknowMkhizeactuallygrinnedwhenIwarnedhim tostayawayfrom Amara.”

Me:“It’ssolikehim,thatsmugbastard.Letthem comeatmewitheverythingtheygot,Iwill

fightthem tilldeath.”

Styles:“Only,itwillbetheirdeath.”

Me:“You’redamnright.”



Styles:“Letthegamesbegin.”

Hechucklesasherubshishandstogether.

Hisphonerings,helooksatitandrejectsthecall.

Me:“Won’tyoutakethat?”

Styles:“AndhavehertalktomelikeI’m herfriend.”

Me:“Youareherfriend.”

Apainedexpressionshadowshisface.

Styles:“I’m hermanbeforethat.DoInotatleastdeserveherrespect?”

Me:“Whatdidshedo?”

Styles:“Idon’twanttogetintoitreally.”

Hedismisses,Idon’tknowwhyIstillbotherasking.Heneverdisclosesmuchabouthis

relationship.

KHETHU*

Stylesiscompletelyignoringmycalls,Ican’tbelievehe’sdoingthistomeagain.Nobayenihas

beenjudgingmesincetheygothere,Idon’tknowwhydadbroughtheralongandhedidn’ttell

methatshewascoming.

Nobayeni:“Forhowlongwillthatboymakeuswait?”

She’sbeensippingonwinesincetheygotheretwohoursago,Ithinkshe’sdrunknow.Sheeven

tookoffherhillsandstretchedherfeetoutonmywhitecouch.

Myfatherkeepsstealingglancesather.

Me:“HisnameisStylesmom.”

Nobayeni:“Hisnameisnotimportant.”

Shetossesherhandlikeit’snothing.

Riledbyherinsolence,Ilookatmyfather.Heshakeshishead,gesturingthatIshouldn’t

respond.

Nobayeni:“Thisishumiliating,justthisonetimeyourfathermanagestoconvincemetogive

thatboyachanceandhedoesthis.”

I’m honestlybeingoffendedhereandI’m aboutreadytosnap,there’sawayshesaysthese

insultsthatturnseveryknotinme.Howisthiswomanmymother?



Dad:“Willyoucalm downNobayeni?Stylesknowsthatwearehere,he’sprobablyonhisway.”

Nobayeni:“YouarejustlikeyourdaughterDladla,naïve.”

Shepointsanaccusatoryfingerinhisdirection.

Me:“Don’tspeaktomyfatherlikethat.”

Shefrownsatmebeforerollinghereyes.

Nobayeni:“Bridgette,Iam yourmother.Ibroughtyouintothisworld,speaktomelikethatagain

andIwilltakeyouout.”

Shesnapslookingslightlymiffed.

Me:“That’stheonlythingyoucontributedintobeingamother,bringingmeintothisworld.”

Noyabeni:“Whatiswrongwiththischild?Whotaughtyoutospeaktogrown-upslikethis?”

Shetargetsatmeasshesaysthis.Nobayenimightbeclassybutshehasawildsideandit’s

notanicesighttowatch.

Nobayeni:“Dladla,isthishowyouraisedher?”

Me:“Atleastheraisedme.WhataboutyouNobayeni?Youhavedonenothingforme.”

Dad:“Khethu?”

Nobayeni:“No,letherspeakherheartoutDladla.Thisisherhouseright?Shecanclimbonthe

roofifshewantstoandtellthewholeworldwhatshethinksofme.”

Me:“That’sexactlywhatIwanttodo,telltheworldhowbadofamotheryouare.Nobayeni

Dladla,thegreatrespectedbusinesswomansucksatbeingamother.”

ThisisthefirsttimeI’m cryinginfrontofherbecauseofthis,Iwasfilledwithsomuchanger

beforebutnow,it’spainandnegligencethat’stargetingatmyheartandit’sunbearable.

Me:“Irememberwhenyoudidn’tcometomysixteenthbirthday.Iwaitedtillmidnightforyouto

comehome.Dadkepttellingmetogotobedbut,Ineededtoseeyou,Ineededtohearyouwish

meahappybirthday.

Thememoryofyoustumblinginthehousedrunkislikeafreshwoundthatwon’theal,the

disgustedlookyougaveme.ButbecauseIwasachildandcouldn’tseethehateinyoureyes.I

rantoyouandthrewmyselfinyourarmsbutyoupushedmeandIfell,hittingmybodyagainst

thestairrail.Istillhavethemarkofyourhatredmother.”

Istretchmyhandouttoshowherthescaronmyelbow,shedoesn’tlooklikeshecares.She’s

pouringanotherglassofwine,thebottleisalmosthalfempty.

Me:“Iaskedyouthatnightwhyyoudidn’tmakeittomypartyandyoutoldmetomyfacethatI

shouldn’thavebeenborn.”

Dad:“Nobayeni?”



Hegruntsinashockedtone,Iturntohim.MytearsarehavingtheirwayonmyfaceandIcan’t

stopthem from cascadingdownmycheeks.

Me:“Yes,dad.Yourwifehere,saidthatIwasamistake.Shetoldmehowmuchshehatesme

andIshouldneverexpecthertobeamotherfiguretome.”

Nobayeni:“That’senoughBridgette.”

Shedemands,wewatchherasshepoursherselfanotherglassofwine.Completelyemptying

theglass.

Me:“YousaidIshouldspeakmyheartoutbecauseI’m inmyhouse,letmespeakmyheartout

Nobayeni.Letmetellmyfatherhowmuchyouhatehisdaughterandhowyoudidn’twantto

haveanymorechildrenafterme.”

Nobayeni:“Bridgette,Isaidthat’senough.”

She’sglaringatmewiththesamehatredshehadthatnight,Iwillneverforgetthoseeyes.

Me:“Dad,shetoldmethatshetiedhertubesaftershehadme,sheconfessedeverythingtome

thatnight.YouweredrunkNobayeni,Iwasjustachildbut,youputthisburdenonme.Iwas

desperateforyoumother,Iwasdesperateforyourlovebut,yourejectedmeandonlygaveme

hatred.

Nobayeni:“ShutupBridgette,shutup.”

Sheshouts,throwingherglassatme.Iduckandithitsmyfatheronhisarm,luckily.

Nobayeni:“Youdemonchild,Ishouldhavekilledyoubeforeyouwereborn.”

Dad:“Nobayeni?”

HeshoutsthrowinghishandatherandbeforeIknowit,mymotherisonthecouchwithher

headbowedandherhandrockinghercheek.

Dad:“ItoldyouthatIwillprotectthischildwitheverythingIhave,youwillnotdothisNobayeni.

Nottomydaughter.”

Heyellsather,sheraisesherhead.Myheartstopsassheglowersatmewithadeadlystare,

shescreamsandchargesatme.Inasecondshehaschunksofmyhairinthegripofherhands,

pullingandshouting.TheonlythingIcandoisscream andtrytogetheroffme.”

Nobayeni:“Ihateyou.”

Sheproclaimsatthetopofherlungswhilefightingme.

Tobecontinued…
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AMARA*

Me:“I’m okayChioma,youdon’thavetohelpme.”

Chioma:“Iwastoldtohelpyou.”

We’reinthewalk-inclosetandshe’spickingoutadressformebutIdon’twanttowearadress,

Idon’twanttodressupforanything.

Me:“Iwillmanage,youcango.”

Shenods,Iwatchherasshewalksout.Iturntolookatmyselfinthemirror.Myweightisstill

down,myeyesareattainingtheirnormalcolour.ButIstilldon’tfeelfineandnodressormake

upinthisworldwilltakeawaythissadnessthathastakenovermyheart.Iwillwalkoutinthese

tracksuits,theyaretheonlythingcomfortingmerightnow.IfnotthememoriesIhaveofLelo.

SometimesIwakeupfeelinglikeIam forgettingherfaceandforcemyselftoremember.

Iwalkoutofthedressingroom tofindRandallstandinginthedoorway,dressedinblack.I’m yet

toseehim inadifferentcolour.Lookingathim now,Irealizethathehasahabitoffoldinghis

armsacrosshischestandscowling.Tendernessisonlybut,aguestonhissternface.

HisgazestabsatmeandI’m forcedtolowermine.

Randall:“Whyaren’tyouready?”

Hequeries.

Irunmyeyestohim withaseriousexpressionandshrugmyshoulders.

Randall:“Amara?”

Hisvoicedemandsananswer.

Me:“Iam.”

Iwhisper,henods.

Randall:“Shallwe?”

IfrownasIam stumpedbyhisquestion.

Randall:“Icametogetyou,let’sgo.”

Iam nottakingthathandhejuststretchedouttome.

Itoddletohim,hesmilesasIapproach.Iwanttopassbuthe’sblockingtheway.Helikes

lookingintomyeyesalot,Idropmygaze.

Randall:“Howhasyourdaybeen?”



Isheseriouslyaskingmethis?

Me:“Terrible.”

Irespondalmostimmediately,pointingouttheobvious.Iseeaglintofworryinhiseyes.

Hetakesmyhand,Iwanttosnatchitawayfrom him buthisgripistoostrong.Mybodyshivers

athistouch,I’m notcomfortablewiththisfeelingthat’swashingoverme.Itryonceagainto

claim myhandbackfrom him but,herefusestoletgo,havingmegiveup.Wewalkdownthe

stairstothediningroom.Thefoodisalreadyonthetable,alittletoomuchfortwopeople.

KHETHU*

Dad:“Nobayenilethergo.”

Myfatheristryingtopullherawayfrom me,I’m cryingandIdon’tunderstandhowmyown

motherwouldattackmelikethis.

Whatisshethinking?

What’sgoingthroughhermind?

Ourvoicesarewrestlingeachotheraswecompeteinascreamingcontest.

Dad:“Nobayenistop,stop.”

Itappearsthathecan’tpullheraway,withouthurtingmeintheprocessashergripistoostrong.

Ifeelafewstrandsofmyhairbeingpluckedout.

Nobayeni:“IhateyouBridgette,youcursedchild.”

Shescreamswhilepullingmyhair,I’m strugglingtogethergripoffofmewhile,myfatheris

alsofailingdismally.

Gosh!Iprayit’sthealcoholtalkingandnother.

Outofnowhere,aduosofstronghandsclenchmywaistandswiftlybut,gentlypullmeback.

Nobayenireleasesherstrongholdandslowlydrawsback,hereyesareamplifiedasshelooks

overmyhead.Theriseandfallofherchestandbreathlessness,displayingfatiguefrom the

attack.Thegentlehandsarestillonmywaist,IturntoseeStyles.Thelookonhisfaceis

terrifying,helookslikeheisreadytokillsomeone.HisblackstareisfixedonNobayeni.

I’m somadathim that,Ican’tevencryonhischest.Iwanttocryandscream allthesepainful

emotionsoutbut,I’m alsoashamedthatmymotherandIturnedhishouseintoawrestlingring.

HowdoIexplainthisfightandhowIletitgothisfar?

Myfatherissittingonthecouch,lookingwhitewashed.Hishandsaresupportinghisheadashe

hasitbowedinshame,Iknowhowhefeels.Idon’tknowifStyleswilleverlookathim thesame



orasamanwhocan’tkeephishouseincheck.

Styles:“Getoutofmyhouse.”

Hedemandsinafirm voice.Ihaveneverseenthissideofhim.

Nobayeni:“Bridgette…”

Iseeanotherinsultscoming.

Styles:“Don’tevendaresayonemorewordtoher.”

Hecutsheroff.

HereIam,standinginfrontofStyles.HishandsarestillgriptonmywaistandIknowhe’snot

abouttoletgo.Icanfeelthem trembling,that’showangryheis.I’m lookingatmymotherwith

thesamehatredshe’sshowinginhereyes.Iwishforthistobeadream,Iwantittobenothing

butadream.

IhopedandprayedthatmaybeonedayNobayeniwillseeachildinme,shewillfinallyseeme

asthebabyshecarriedforninemonthsandshowermewiththeloveIwasdeprivedof.

Styles:“Mr.Dladla,please,takeyourwifeoutofmyhouse.Idonotwanttocomeacrossas

disrespectfulbut,ifneedbe,IwillprotectKhethu.Itdoesn’tmatterwhatIhavetodoorwhat

boundariesIhavetocross.”

Hestatesinadarkthreateningtone.

Hiswordshavemeintears,tobelovedandprotectedlikethiscanonlybeablessing.

Nobayeni:“Whatisthis?Dladla,willyouletthisboy…”

Styles:“Getthehelloutofmyhouse.”

Histhunderousroarfillstheroom,IflinchwhileNobayenistepsback,lookingalarmed.My

fatherwalksuptomewithapainfulexpression,caressesmyfaceandkissesmyforehead.

Dad:“I’m sorryangel.”

Idon’tknowwhattosaytohim so,Idon’trespond.HelooksatStylesremorsefully.

Dad:“I’m sorryaboutallofthisSishi,don’tholditagainstanyone.It’sonlyfamilysquabbles.”

Iwishthatwasallitwas.

Nobayenicackles,myfatherturnstoher,grabsherarm anddragshertowardsthedoor.

Nobayeni:“Dladla,letgoofme.DoyouknowwhoIam?Letgoofme,now.”

She’sscreamingathim buthedoesn’ttakeheedtoherashecontinuestohaulheroutside.I

shoveStyles’handsoff,theminutetheyclosethedoor.Nowthatit’sjustustwo,Iwanttocry

andletitalloutbut,Iwon’t.Seeingthroughme,hepullsmeintohisarmsbutIpushhim away

andrunupstairstothebedroom.



AMARA*

Randallissittingtoocloseforcomfort,heliterallypulledhischairclosertomine.Myhearthas

beenracingsinceandIdon’tunderstandit,he’sstaringandI’m strugglingtogetanyfoodinto

mymouth.

Todaywe’redinningintheindoorpatio,it’sbeautifulImustsay.Theroom iswalledwithfaux

bricks,ithasavintagetouchtoit.Thedarkmahoganychairsareadornedwiththickgreyand

whitestripedcushions,there’sawoodentableinfrontofus.Bigenoughtoaccommodatesix

people.Atiled-stone,wood-burningfireplaceistheprimefocusofthispatio.

Iwatchasthesparkshopabout,teasingthewoodthat’srevolvingintoashadeofblack.The

flamesspringinanupsurgeandreductionmotion,ineagernesstoaccomplishthegoalon

whichitisseton.

There’sabigglasswallfacingus,youcanseethepalecoldmoonbeamingdownonablanket

ofgreengrassinthegarden.Glancingatthebeautifulscene,Ifeelanincredibleintense

sensationofwarmth.Italmostassuresmethatit’sgoingtobeokay,Iwillbeokay.

Randall:“Won’tyoueat?”

Hisvoicefillsmyears,haulingmeoutofthisfantasticalworldIjustbuiltformyself.

Me:“Iam.”

Whyam Ieventalkingtohim?

Randall:“OnedayyouwillunderstandwhyI’m doingallofthis.”

Heexplainsuponseeingmygloomyface.

Me:“Ican’tpossiblyseeagoodjustificationforhumantrafficking.”

Heglowersatmeashisgazeintensifies.

Randall:“HumanTrafficking?”

It’salmostasifhedoesn’tbelievewhatjustcameoutofmymouth.

Me:“Myunclesoldmetoyouright?”

Itossthatinwithouthesitation.

Hestaresatmewithbroodingeyesastheybecomehardandmelancholy,heblinksonceafter

whatseemslikeaminute.Heclearshisthroat,sendinghishandtopullanipofhisearlobe.He

slouchesforwardasifleaningovertome,bringinghisfacetomine.ForamomentIthinkhe’s

goingtokissmebuthepusheshischairbackwithhislegs,standsstraightandleersdownat

me.



Ilookaway,Ican’tlookintothosepainedeyes.Imadehim likethat,somethingIsaidbeckoned

sadnessintohissoul.Ifeelapangofguiltflowthroughme.

Randall:“JustsoyouknowAmara,nothingisasitseems.Youshouldponderonthatwhenyou

gotobed.”

Hedropsthatandturnstowalkaway,leavingmestumpedbyhisriposte.

“Randall.”

Atallwhitewomanwithredhaircomesrunningin,shethrowsherpetitebodyathim andburst

intoashowysob.Hishandsgoupinanattempttoholdherbutdoesn’t.

Her:“He’sgoneRandall,Josephisdead.”

Shewails.

NOMBULELO*

Theladynexttomehasnotstoppedcryingsinceshewokeup,thenursestriedtocalm her

downbutsherefusestostop.Apparently,herhusbandbeatheruponlybecausesheaskedhim

whyhedidn’tsleepathomefortwonights.Isthiswhatmarriageislike?Zumaseemedso

sweetandkind,hewascompassionate.Iwasconvincedthathewouldn’thurtafly,buthe

turnedouttobeawolfinsheep’sclothing.

Nurse:“Haibosisi,it’senoughnow.Uraselaabanyeabantwana.”(You’remakingnoise.)

Thenursechastisesher,sheliesdownonthebedandpullsthebedsheetup,coveringherhead

andcontinuessnivelling.I’m alsogettingannoyedbyhercryingandtothinksherefusesto

presschargesagainsthim.

Idon’tblameherthough,loveisignorantandselfless.Idon’tthinkIwillbelayingcharges

againstZuma.

Nurse:“Yohhai,thiswoman.”

Shelooksatmewhileshakingherhead.

Nurse:“Whataboutyousisi?”

I’m notsurewhatshewants.

Me:“Whataboutme?”

Nurse:“Areyougoingtolaychargesagainstthemanwhodidthistoyou?”

Ihavethoughtaboutitandtheanswerisno,hemightbeabastardbutIcan’tseehim injail.I

won’tforgivemyselfifthathappens.

Ishrugmyshouldersandshecackles.



Nurse:“What’swrongwithyou?”

Ifshewereinmyshoesshewouldknowwhat’swrongwithme.

Me:“Trywalkingamileinmyshoesthen,askmethatquestionagain.”

Nurse:“Hayi,ngiyabonga.Iwouldneverletamandothistome,justthinkaboutit.Nexttime,he

willkillyou.Whichshoeswillyoubewalkingonwhenyou’relyingdeadinacoffin?”(No,thank

you.)

Sheleavesmewiththosewords.

AMARA*

Her:“Therewasariotinjailandhewasstabbed,he’sdeadRandall.”

Shecontinueswailingassheclenchesonhim fordearlife,Ifeelapinchofanuncomfortable

sensation.Randallturnshisheadtolookatmewithascowlonhisfaceandwhilestillgawking

atmeheflingshishandstoherupperarmsandgentlypullsherfrom him.

Ittakesawhileforhertoeventuallyletgo,shehasthisconfusedlookonherfacebut,italso

showsthatmaybeshecrossedboundaries.

Randalltakesastepback,foldshisarmsacrosshischestasheoglesatthecryingwoman.

Randall:“Olivia,surelyyoucannotcomecryingtomeforthatbastard.”

Hestatesinasoftbutcoldtone.

Olivia:“MyheartisbrokenRandall,andthisisallyouhavetosaytome?”

Hervoiceislacedwithhurt.

Randall:“YouandIhavenorelation,nonewhatsoever.I’m notyourfriendOliviaoryouranything,

theonlythingthatwehaveincommonisLiya.”

Olivia:“Whyareyousocruel?”

Shescreamsathim.

Heseemstobeangeredbyheroutburst.

Randall:“Funny,youshouldsaythat,whenyouandthatsonofabitchalmostkilledmy

daughter.”

Ididn’tknowhehadachild,Iwonderwherehiswifeisorifheismarried.Ihaven’tseenaring

onhisfinger.

Olivia:“Whyareyoutalkingtomelikethis?”

Shefinallyacknowledgesmypresenceintheroom ashereyesruntome,Idon’tunderstandthe



lookonherfaceandIcan’texplainit.

Olivia:“Isitbecauseofher?”

Sheswingsherhandmydirection.

Randall:“WhyareyouinmyhouseOlivia?”

Olivia:“DoesLiyaknowabouther?”

Randall:“Howdareyouquestionme?”

Olivia:“I’m askingforLiya,Randall.Iwillnotletyoubring…”

Randall:“Finishit,IdareyoutofinishthatlineOlivia.”

Hereyespopopen,theyhavedriedup.Youcan’tsaythatshewascryingawhileago,onlythe

pinchofhernosestandwitnesstothatasithasturnedpink.”

Randall:“Getoutofmyhouse.”

Hedemands.

Olivia:“Mydaughterishere.”

Shemustbehiswifeorex,bythelooksofit.

Randall:“Andthisisherhomenow,ItoldyouthatLiyawillbestayingwithmenow.Youarenot

tosetfootinmyhouseOlivia,ifyouwanttoseeLiyaIwillbringhertoyou.”

Olivia:“Youcan’tdothistomeRandall,Iwillfightyouincourt.”

Randall:“DaremeOlivia.”

Olivia:“Youwanther,tobeamothertomychild.”

Sheglaresatme.

Iam cluelessastowhatshe’stalkingabout.

Randall:“Don’ttalkabouther,don’tevenlookather.”

Olivia:“Randall,whathasgottenintoyou?Thisisnotyou.”

Randall:“Youdon’tknowme.I’m notgoingtostandhereandentertainyourbullshit,leavemy

house.”

Olivia:“Liyastillneedsme,I’m notgoinganywhere.”

Shefoldsherarmsacrossherchestshowcasinganattitude.

Randall:“DoIhavetoputitinwritingthatyouareadangertomychildOlivia?Youalmosttook

mydaughterawayfrom me,andthatissomethingIwillneverforgive.Nowgetthehelloutof

myhouse,you’repissingmeoff.”



He’ssoftspokenbutstillholdstheanger.Oliviaglaresatmethenbackathim.

Olivia:“ThisisnotoverRandall,I’m comingbackformychild.”

Randall:“Yeah,getout.”

Shescurriesout.

Ihaven’tmovedaninchasI’m leftmystifiedbywhatjusthappened,Ihaveseenadifferentside

toRandalltoday.

HelooksatmeandIlookaway,maybeIshould’vewalkedoutwhentheystartedquarrellingbut

Iam notallowedtomovewithouthim sayingso.

Randall:“Shallwego?”

Igetupandwalkbeforehim,hiseyesarestabbingmefrom thebackasIfeelhim watchingme.

Tobecontinued…



27*

NTOMBI*

IfindMosesinthelivingroom,carryingaplasticjugfilledwithbrownishliquid.He’schanting

wordsIcan’tmakeout.

Me:“Moses,whatareyoudoing?”

He’sstartledasheswivelsandalmostdropsthejug.

Moses:“Eish,Ntombimaan.Ufunani?”(Whatdoyouwant?)

Hewhispers,seeminglyannoyed.Iunderstandthereasonbehindhim whisperingbecause

MhambiandPetuniaaresleepinginLelo’sbedroom.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Imovecloserandgrabthejugasheattemptstopullaway,helooksnervousandhe’sstartingto

sweat.Isniffthejug,itsmellslikemuti(traditionalmedicine.)

Me:“Please,tellmethisisnotwhatIthinkitis.”

Moses:“Hey,givemethatwena.”

Hesnatchesitandclickshistongue.

Moses:“Whatareyoudoinghereanyway?Youaresupposedtobesleeping.”

Me:“Andyouthoughtitwouldgiveyouachancetopracticewitchcraft,whilewearesleeping?”

Thisangersmeawholelot,Idon’tknowwhathisintentionsare.Idon’ttrusthim anymoresince,

hesoldmynieceoff.

Moses:“Nx!Ungazobhedawena,witchcraftyani?”(Don’tberidiculous.)

Me:“Then,whatareyoudoingMoses?”

Iraisemyvoiceandhesmasheshishandonmymouthinattemptstoshutmeup.

HerunshiseyestowardsLelo’sroom.

Moses:“Youwillwakethem up.”

HewhispersbeforeIpushhishandaway.

Me:“Theyhavetowakeupvele.Whatyou’redoingisevilMoses.”

Moses:“Ntombimaan,lalela.Thisistowearoffevilspirits.”(Listen)

Heexplainsanditsoundscrazy.



Me:“Whatevilspirits?”

Moses:“IwenttoseeS’godi,hetold…”

He’sstillwhispering.

Me:“Thesangoma?”

Moses:“Yes,hetoldmethatMhambiandPetuniacameherewithbadintensions.”

Me:“Ini?”(What?)

Idon’tbelieveit.

Moses:“Yes,theytookthisAmarasituationasanopportunitytocometomyhouse.Ourhouse

s’thandwasam’andkillus.”

NowIknowhe’slying,heturnsintoasweetpersonwhenhelies.

Me:“Never,notmybrother.”

Moses:“Lalelawena,theywantthishouseandourmoney.Theplanistokillusandtakeover,

oncewearedead.Iam notgoingtoletthathappen.”(Listen.)

Me:“Moses,aren’tyouashamedoflying.Uphilangamanganje,that’sallyouknow.”(You’re

alwayslying.)

Moses:“Ohoo!Ifyoudon’twanttobeprotectedthen,it’sfine.Bazokwenzaumkhovuwena,

kodwaqhubeka.Mina,Iwillprotectmyselfandmyhome.”(Theywillturnyouintoazombie,but

continue.)

Me:“IwillnotletyoudothisinmyhouseMoses,ifthiswasthetruththenwhydidn’tyoutake

mealongwithyoutoseeS’godi?”

Moses:“Itjusthappenednje,IwaspassingbyhishouseandIdecidedtogogreethim.That’s

whenhetoldmeallofthis.”

Yeahright…

Me:“Moses,ang’dlalinawe.Don’tsprinklethatthinginmyhouse.Sincewhendowedosuch

things?”(I’m notplayingwithyou.)

Moses:“Sinceourlivesturnedupsidedown.LookatLelo,shefellpregnantanddisgracedus.I

wasforcedtodisownmyonlychild.YouthinkIdidthatbecauseIwantedto?Itwasnota

coincidence?TheyobviouslydidsomethingNtombi,theyturnedmeintothiscoldheartedman.I

refusetofallvictim towitchcraft.YourfamilyisevilNtombi.Doyoureallythinktheyare

sleepinginthere?Ibetyou,ifwegointothatroom wewon’tfindanyone.Theyarenightwalkers

thosetwo,bayathakathalabantu.”(Thosepeoplepractisewitchcraft.)

Nx!

I’m leftspeechless,henceIwalkbacktothebedroom.



STYLES*

Thiswholethingismessedup,IwasshockedtofindKhethu’smotherattackingherwhileshe

wastryingtopullofffrom hergrip.Howdoesamotherhateherchildlikethat?Isawthehatred

inhereyesandit’ssickening.

SomethingisamissandIintendtofindoutwhat.Thisguy’snumberisonspeeddial,hecanget

mewhatIwant.

“Bozzayamabozza.”(Bossofthebosses)

He’salwayshighspirited,thisisNeo.HeownsanITcompanyinPretoria,westudiedphysical

andbiologicalsciencestogether.Idon’tknowhowhetooktheITroute,Iguessphysicswastoo

hardforhim.

Me:“LetRandallhearyousaythat.”

Helaughs.

Neo:“Ahbozza.Howisogadoing?”

Thisidiotandthattimehe’susingaNigerianaccent.

Randallhateditwhenhecalledhim that.

Me:“Lethim hearyousaythataswell.”

Neo:“Eish,entlekStylos,isdiemanokay?He’stooseriousformylikingman.”(ActuallyStyles,

isthatmanokay?)

Hecomplains.

Randalldoesn’tgelwellwithhim,hefindshim tooforwardandannoying.Whichheis.

Me:“Hey,Ididn’tcallyoutotalkaboutRandall.Ihaveajobforyou.”

Neo:“SpeaktomeStylos,thumamina.”(Sendme.)

Hehumsinahigh-pitchedvoice.

Me:“IneedinformationonNobayeniDladla,formerlyknownasMdluli.”

Neo:“You’reamastermindStylos,youcanfindlegotlolamagouwabarekeStuartlittleamong

thoseratsinAlex.Whyubatlagorekechunnespaanse?Don’ttellmeyou’relosingyourtouch

bozza.Itmeansthere’snohopefortherestofusmoes,I’m notreadytoretirenna.”(Stuartlittle

themouse.)(Whydoyouwantmetodothisjob?)

Me:“FuckoffNeo,whydoyoulikeoff-ramping?”(Goingoff-topic)

Helaughs.



Neo:“HadeStylos,energyyakaekocloudninevandag.Ekisbaiegelukkig.”(SorryStyles,my

energyisoncloudninetoday.I’m veryhappy.)

Me:“Yourenergyisalwaysfuckingtoohigh,youbetternotbeondrugsntwana.”(Boy)

Neo:“Me?NeverStylos,mymotherisaChristian.Dievroucanprayintongues,shewillspot

thatdemonfrom adistance.Youknow,speakingofdemons.Youshouldbringoga,soshe

praysforhim.Ipromiseyou,hewillbelaughinglikeanidiotonceshe’sdonewithhim.”(The

woman.)

Me:“Uyinjantwana.Maybeyoushouldcallmewhenyou’vedecidedtogrowup.”(You’rea

bastardboy)

Neo:“Eish,askiesbozza.Youknowthisisasickness,Ican’tcontrol.Itendtoblabber,Iwas

borntalkingyouknow.Mymothersays…”(Sorryboss.)

Me:“Shutthefuckup.”

Nx!

Me:“JustgetmethatinfoNeo,Iwantitbeforeyougotobed.”

Neo:“Aah,olatajy.I’m alreadyinbedStylos.”(You’relate.)

Ineedstrengthforthis.

Me:“Areyouevenlisteningtome?”

Neo:“Sho,shongamla.”(Yes,boss.)

Me:“Youaredrainingbruh.”

Helaughs.

Neo:“Butwait,Dladla?KeyenamaO’ladywagaKhethumoes?”(She’sKhethu’smother?)

Me:“Yeah.”

Neo:“Shit!Whatdidshedo?”

Me:“Let’sjustsay,I’m abouttoturnherworldupsidedown.”

Hegoesintoanotherrolloflaughter.

Neo:“GoeasyonherStylos,kemamazaliwagago.”(She’syourmother-in-law)

Me:“GetonitNeo.”

Neo:“Sho,shobozza.”(Yesboss.)

Hesings.

Neo:“Keazwakajozibekeelatelang.PleasetellChiomatoprepareegusi,soup,pepesoupand

thatricetheyalwayseatinthemovies.Theonewithonebigpieceofchicken.Jollofrice,yes.I

wanttofeellikeachiefhee,ChiefNeoChukwudoroUgezu.”(I’m comingtoJoburgnextweek.)



Sigh.

Whyam Istilllisteningtohim blabberon?

Me:“Chukwuwhat?”

Neo:“ChukwudoroUgezu,myNigerianname.ItseemslikeanyonecanbeachiefinNigeria,soI

mightjustbelucky.Youshouldthinkofonetoo,Icanhelpyou.IknowalotofNigeriannames.”

Istopmyselffrom laughingbecausehewillthinkthatIam contributingtohiscraziness.

Me:“Tostartoff,it’speppersoupandtellChiomayourself.Iam notyourerrandboy.”

HelaughsbeforeIdropthecall,Neocangoonthewholeday.

NobayeniDladla,holdontoyourseat,therideisabouttogetbumpy.

RANDALL*

ThisisnotthewayIwantedAmaratofindoutaboutLiyana.

Now,I’m watchingherasshe’sperchedonthebed.Herheadisbowedandherfingersare

keepingherhandcompanyasshesqueezesthem inagitation.

Iknowshe’swaitingformetoleavesoshecansleep,butIcan’t.Myfeetarefrozen,Ican’t

seem towalkoutofthisroom.Somethingdeeperthanmeisdrawingmetoher,allIcanthinkof

nowisbeinginherpresence.EvenifIkeepmydistancefrom her,aslongasmyeyescanstill

seeher.

Amara:“Iwouldliketogetsomesleep.”

Hersoftvoicemakesmyheartdance,shehardlysaysawordtomeandthisrighthere,means

everythingtome.

Me:“I’m notstoppingyou.”

Sheraisesherhead,lookingratheralarmed.Ismirkatherandshedropshereyes.

Amara:“Ican’tsleepwhileyou’reinhere.”

Me:“Whynot?”

Hereyesshootupagain,thistime,annoyancefillhereyes.

Me:“Ilikethismehemma.You,talkingtome.”(MyQueen)

IintroduceasIwaddletowardsher,shescootsawayfrom mewhenIsitnexther.Igrabholdof

herhandasshetriestostand,shefallsonmychestandswiftlymovesback.Shecan’tgofar

becausemyarm iscircledaroundherwaist.Iam mesmerisedbyhersweetscent.

Me:“Whereareyougoingprincess?Ijustwanttoseeyoufrom acloserange.”



Ipullherclosertome,theplanistoshutthisspacebetweenus.

Shelooksanxious,Itakehercheekintothepalm ofmyhand.Itfeelslikeshebelongshere,in

myarmsandIknowshedoes.

Howdidthiswomanchangemylifeintheblinkofaneye?

Me:“Don’tworrymehemma,Iwon’ttouchyouwithoutyourpermission.”(Myqueen.)

IdeclareasIpushmyforeheadagainsthers,herlowerlipisquiveringandI’m temptedtotake

herlipsintomine.Ifeelherbodytrembleagainstmine.Shehasherwristpressedagainstmy

chest,hereffortstocreateahedgebetweenus.Ihatethat,anythingthatwouldthreatenme

gettingclosertoher.

Me:“Tellmeprincess.Howlongwillyoustarvemeofyou?HowlongdoIhavetoendurethis

suffering?”

Iwhisperinherear,herbodyshiversandIholdhercloser.She’sfidgeting.

Amara:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Hervoicehalts,IwouldhatetoseehercrybutIcan’tseem tomoveawayfrom her.

Me:“IcraveforyouAmara,Iwanttofeelyourskinonmine.IwanttotasteyourlipsandIlong

toseeyousmilingbackatme.”

Iblurtoutmydesiresandselfishnesswhilelookingintohereyes.

Amara:“Iam notyourstohaveandIwillneverbeyourstokeep.”

Herresistanceonlymakesmewanthermore.

Me:“Letmebethejudgeofthat.”

Amara:“Please,letmebe.”

Hereyespleadonherbehalf,andIhavenochoicebuttograntherwish.

STYLES*

Ican’tstandtoseeKhethucry.

Me:“Baby.”

She’sunderabedcover,herwholebodycompletelycovered.Ipositionmyselfontheedgeof

thebed.

Me:“Khethu,comeoutofthere?”

Shecontinuescryingwithoutaword,thisbreaksmyheart.



Me:“Won’tyouletmeholdyou?”

Khethu:“No.”

Shewhimpers.

Me:“Areyousure?”

She’squietforawhile…

Khethu:“IwantyoutoholdmeStyles.”

Me:“Then,comeoutofthere.”

Khethu:“No,I’m embarrassed.”

Shevoicesout.

Me:“Ofwhat?”

Khethu:“Everything,I’m sorrywedisrespectedyourhouse.”

Me:“Youdon’thavetoapologizemylove,I’m worriedaboutyou.Ican’timaginehowyoumust

befeelingrightnow.”

Khethu:“Iwanttodie.”

Shecries.

Herwordshavemepullthebedcoveroffastheymakemeangry,shesitsuprapidlyandlooks

atme.Herpain-filledeyes,turnedintoacircusoftears.

Me:“Don’teversaythattomeagain.Doyouhearme?”

Shenods,suddenlyshockedbymyretort.

Me:“Everythingwillbeokay,Iwillfixthisokay?”

IassureherasIcradlehercheekinmyhand,shenods.

Me:“Nowstopcrying,itdoesn’tsuityou.You’reoneoftheuglycriers.”

ShelaughsandhidesherfaceonmychestasIpullherintomyarms.Ipressmychinonthetop

ofherhead,whiledrawingcirclesonherback.

Me:“Youwillbeokaymylove,you’llsee.”

Tobecontinued...



28*

AMARA*

Idon’tknowwhatRandallmeantbythewordshespokeandmymindwastoooccupiedto

actuallydwellonthat.Ihavesetmyplaninmotion.I’m leavingthisplace,although,thewayI

havechosenisnotidealbut,thereisnootherwayout.Thisplaceisahovel,Ijustwanttofade

awayintooblivion,whereIwillceasetoexist.Then,we’llseehowpowerfulRandallthinksheis.

Everythingisthoughtofandready,therewereafewbedsheetsIfoundsomewhereinthecloset.

Ihadtiedthem together,makingaropeandIfoundtheperfectspottodowhatIneedtodo.

There’saclothingrailinthecloset,it’slongenough.ItietheropeImadeontherail,standona

chairandputthenooseovermyhead.

Iam terrifiedtodeathbut,thereisnowayoutofthis.

Onlydeathcansetmefree.Ihaveneverthoughtofdyingorhowdeathwouldsummonme,

neitherhaveIlookedintolifeafterdeath.

WherewillIgowhenmysoulleavesmybody?Willitbetheendofmeor,isthereaplaceIgoto.

WillIfindmyparentswaitingforme?

Thethoughtofseeingthem againmakesthisallworthit.

ThisismorepainfulthanIthought,itwassupposedtobeeasy,painlessandquick.It’stoolate

toturnbacknow,I’vekickedthechairtotheside.Mylegsaredanglingfrom theground.Idon’t

strugglewiththeropebecause,Iwantittobepainless.But,I’m foolingmyself.

Tearsgushoutofmyeyesas,Ifeellifebeingsuckedoutofme,theroom becomesvagueandit

feelslikeit’sclosinginonme.Ifeeladeepfade-away.Randall’sfaceflashesbeforeme.

Idon’tknowwhybut,Idon’tthinkhe’sthelastpersonIwanttoseebeforeIdie.Myjumbled

braincanonlyentertainthoughtsofhim intheselastmoments,thesoundofhisvoice.Hisarm

onmywaist,thefeelofhishandonmycheekandthatbrush.Thatgentlesoftbrushonmylips,

thatmademybodyshiverwithpleasure.IwasashamedthatIwouldfeellikethatwiththisman

thatIdonotknow.

Ihearthesoundofthedoorbeingkickedopen,IrememberIhadlockeditfrom theinside.

“AMARA!!!”

Hispanickyvoicebooms,Ihearhisheavyfeetrunningtowardsthecloset.Icouldbe

hallucinatingormybrainisshuttingdownbut,forasecondasIdriftaway,Ilongtoseehisface

beforeIgoaway.

Mywishisgrantedashedashesintothedressingroom,hisfaceisblurredandimmediately,my



soulisjoltedaway.

NOMBULELO*

Nurse:“I’m sorrysisi,wecan’tkeepyouhereforanothernight.Weneedthebed.”

Me:“Pleasenurse,trytounderstandmysituation.Ihavenowhereelsetogo.”

Sheseemslikeanursepersonhence,I’m pleadingwithherthatsheletsmestayonemoreday

tillImakeaplan.

Nurse:“Thisisnotahotel,therearepatientswhoneedthebed.”

Me:“Iam beggingyousisi,I’m pregnantandVaalisnotasafeplaceforayoungwomanlikeme.

Idon’thaveanyone.”

Nurse:“I’m sorry,Ican’taffordtolosemyjob.Please,comesignthedischargepapers.”

Mytearsarenotbeingfairrightnow.

Whatam Igoingtodo?

MaybeifIgobackhometheywillletmein,likethesaying‘Sleeponit’.

Hopefullymyfatherhassleptonitandhasrealizedhismistakesasafather,maybethistimehe

willprotectmelikehewasmeantto.Ican’tlivelikeanorphanwhenbothmyparentsarestill

alive.

MybagisatZuma’splace.HowwillItakeitwithoutseeinghim?

Thethoughtofseeinghim againmakesmyskincrawl,tothinkthathe’stheonlyloveIhaveever

knownandwasthebestloveIhadevertasted.Zumahadbroughtjoyuponmylife,hefilledit

withdreamsandhehadbecomemysafehaven.ItrustedhewillcatchmewhenIfallbut,he

hadnointentionstocatchme.

Ineverknewthatsuchpainexisted.Ihadbeenafool,buildingallmyhopesaroundhim.

AsImulloverthewordsofthenursefrom lastnight,Iwanttoflyawayandneverlookbackbut,

Zumahastakenmywingswithhim.Hepluckedthem outwithnocareatallanditscaresmeto

thinkthatIwouldgoback.Betrayalanddishonesty,thisiswherehedwellsnow.Thesehave

becomeclosesttohisheartandheseemstolovethem morethanheeverlovedme.Hehas

becomeastrangerwithaheartofice.MaybeIneverreallyknewhim but,whydoIwanthim

morethanIdidbefore?IwantmywingsbackandIyearntoflyagain,Ican’tstandtheground.I

wanttobewhereheputmewhenhelookedatmewithloveinhiseyes,rightupintheskyandI

hatemyselfforseeingahumanbehindthatevilveil.

NTOMBI*



Petuniahasmademykitchenhers,shehaspreparedafullbreakfastforherhusband.Moses

andMhambiareinthelivingroom,nooneistalkingtoanyone.MosesiswatchingTVand

laughinglikehedoesn’tcare,it’samockinglaugh.Onethatsays,thisismyhouse.

IletPetuniaservethem,shefeelsimportantwhenshe’sincharge.Beingahousewifeisher

specialityandshelovesit.

Mhambi:“MywifeandIhavebeentalking.”

Moseschucklesandsipstealoudly,hedoesn’tevenlookatMhambi.Hiseyesarestillgluedon

theTV.

Mhambi:“Wehavetofindmybrother’schildbyallmeansandthere’sonlyonewaytodothat.”

Me:“Whatisit?”

Mhambi:“Aseer.”

Moseschokesonhisfood,wewatchhim ashecoughs.Spittingwhateverisinhismouthonthe

floor.

Me:“Moses?Yini?”(What’swrong?)

Irubhisback,hepushesmyhandaway.

Moses:"Ang’zwangaMhambi,utheni?”(Ididn’thearwhatyousaid.)

Petunia:“Youheardhim wellMoses.”

Moses:“Habe!!!Ngabengiyalingwayini?Youwanttobringawitchintomyhouse?”(Am Ibeing

tested?)

Heshouts.

Mhambi:“SheisnotawitchMoses,she’sasangomaandaprophet.”

Moses:“AyikholentoMhambi.”(Thereisnosuchthing)

Me:“Mosesplease,listentothem atleast.”

Heshakeshisheadbut,listensanyway.

Mhambi:“ShewilltelluswhathappenedtoAmaraandwheresheis.”

Moses:“Amasimbak’phelalawo.Nginibhekileninanobabili.Youwanttobringbadspiritsinto

myhouse.Ang’shongoNtombi,ang’shongo?”(That’sbullshit)(Iam watchingyouboth.)(Didn’tI

tellyouNtombi?)

Mhambi:“IhabangelaniMoses?”(Whyareyouexaggerating?)

Me:“Mosesplease,don’tdothis.LetMhambiexplain.”

Moses:“Soyouwantmetosithereandlistentothisnonsense?Angekeshame.”(Never)



Hetakeshisplateandgetsup.

Moses:“Ican’teveneatinpeaceinmyownhouse.Whatkindofnonsenseisthis?Huhahh

Mhambi,huhahhmaan.”(NoMhambi.)

Hecomplainsashemakeshiswaytothekitchen.

Petunialooksshockedbyhisreactiontowardsthewholeissue,I’m baffledaswell.It’sstrange

howheisagainstconsultingaseerwhilehewasbusysprinklingmuti(traditionalmedicine)last

night.Itrustmybrotherandwearegoingtoseethatwoman.

KHETHU*

Thishasalwaysbeenadream ofmine,beingwokenupwithkisseslikethis.Andonlybythis

beautifultoplessmanontopofme,hesmilesthemomentmyeyesmeethis.

Styles:“Hi.”

Me:“Hi.”

Honestly,fouryearslaterandI’m stillblushing.

Me:“You’reanearlybirdtoday.”

Styles:“Youweresnoring,sothatcontributedtomylackofsleep.”

Heteases.

Me:“Idonotsnore.”

Iprotest,defensively.

Styles:“Iknewyouwouldn’tbelievemeso,Irecordedyou.”

What?Igaspinshockandamusement.

Me:“Youdidn’t?”



Styles:“Icanplayitrightnow.”

Hesays,reachingforhisphone.

Me:“Styles,don’tevenhumour.”

IlaughasIslaphishand,hesmilesandputsthephonebackonthebedsidetable.

Styles:“I’m kiddingbaby.”

Hescansmylipsashesaysthat,Ilovehowhelooksatmelikeit’sthefirsttime.

Me:“Whatareyoulookingat?”

Iaskinasofttone,myheartisalreadythuddingagainstmychest.I’m prettysurehecanfeelit

ashe’sontopofme.

Styles:“Myonlyeye.”

Ilaugh,heholdsthisseriousface.Hisfingershavebeenmassagingmyhair.

Me:“You’restickingtothat?”

Styles:“Yes,onlythisway,youwillalwaysknowthatIwillneverfathom tolookatanother

woman.”

Myheartleapsinhearingthosewords,Idon’tknowwhatIdidrighttohavehim lovemelikethis.

But,whateveritis,issureworkinginmyfavour.

Hislipspressagainstmineandinasecond,wearelostineachotherashekissesmelikeit’s

thelasttime.Hishandautomaticallyrunstomythighs,Ifeelitslitheritswayup.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

IwhisperasI’m almostoutofbreath.Hisfaceholdsagentlefrown.



Styles:“Havingmybreakfast.”

TrustStylestosaythat.

Styles:“And,it’sagoodthingyousleptnaked.Lessworkforme.”

Lordhelpme…

HeuttersandIfrownsmileathisstupidity.

Hedoesn’tgivemeachancetorespondbut,takesmylipsintohisagain.I’m notabouttoargue

withhim,notwhenhe’skissingmelikethis.Hepullsback,looksatmeandflashesaghostly

smile,I’m toonervoustosmileback.Heusesthetipofhisindexfingertotracetheedgesofmy

uppermouthbeforesubstitutingitwiththetipofhistongue,thistimeonlytracingtheendsof

myupperlip.

AticklishfeelingripplesthroughmeandIshiverwithdesire.Hekissesmylipsplayfullyoverand

over,hisotherhandhasn’tleftmyheadashegentlymassagesmyscalp.I’m alreadyturnedon

byallthesestimulations,Igiggleatthefeelofhiswarm tonguebehindmyear.Hebitesmy

earlobebeforenibblingonit.

Me:“Styles.”

Mydrymouthrejectsmyvoiceasitpushesout,emittingasagratingsound.

Hewhisperssexythingsandwhathewantstodotomewhileblowingmildlyinmyear.

Me:“IloveyouStyles.”

Imurmursoftlyintohisear.Withmyhandsgentlyfondlingupanddownhisspine,Ibrowsethe

insideofhisearwiththetipofmytongue,beforecapturinghisearlobecasuallybetweenmy

teeth.Ifeelhim shiveragainstme,heraiseshisheadandhislust-filledeyessmileatme.At

thispoint,myarousalisbuiltupandI’m aswetasalake.

Heplantstrailsofwetkissesupanddownmynecktracinghiswaydowntomychest.His

tongueexploresmycollarbone,playingaroundthegougethatlinksitwithmyneck.Inthe

meanwhile,hetrailshisindexfingerdownmyshoulderinacircularmotion.Hismouthoptsfor

thatspotonmyshoulderandbeforeIknowithe’sfoundhiswaytomybosom,hisfavourite



placeasIknowit.

He’snibblingandsuckingonmynipples,mybodyshiversasitfeelslikethesensationshave

doubled.Helooksatmewithamischievoussmile,biteshislowerlipbeforemutteringsoftly.

Styles:“Iwanttotasteyou.”

Allofthatcombineddrivemecrazy.Hegetsup,pullsmybodytotheedgeofthebed.Hegoes

onhisknees,plungeshistongueinsidemeandIyelpasmyhipsbuckuptohismouth.He

presseshishandonmystomach,keepingmerootedwhile,lunginghistongueinandoutofme.

Myloudmoansfilltheroom asIclingonthebedsheet,hemoveshistongueout,leersatme

andsmirks.

Styles:“Youtastesogood.”

Ismile,timidly.

Hisfingerservesasasubstituteforhistongue,asheplungesitinsideme.Iam declared

powerlessinthissensationalmoment-mysensesgoontimeout,asheaddsanotherfinger,

movingthem aroundmyclitorisinatwistingmotion.Ifeelapulsingticklishhotwavefrom

betweenmylegsmovingtomyfingertipsandmytoes.AsquealfloodsoutofmymouthasI

orgasm andI’m flatteredbyanothersneerfrom him whenmyeyesmeethis.Ifindmyself

smilingwhileshakingmyheadathiscraziness.

Tobecontinued…



29*

NOMBULELO*

Thetaxidropsmerightatmyfather’sgate,I’m notsureifhe’shome.Cometothinkofit,Idon’t

knowwhathedoes.Hedoesn’thavenormalworkinghours,he’sathomemore,thanhe’sat

work.Thedoorisnotlocked,itmeanssomeoneisathome.

Me:“Mama.”

Idon’tknowwhyI’m callingouttoherbecauseshe’susuallyatworkaroundthistime.Noone

answers,Ishouldbetremblingwithfear,sincetheeventsthathappenedlasttimeIwashere.

But,Ifeelathome.

Iam sohungry,hopefullythere’sfoodleftfrom thismorning.Ileftthehospitalaround9am and

it’salmost12pm now.There’sscrambledeggsleftinapan,thiswilldowithbread.Mymother

must’veleftthehouseinahurry,shealwayscleansherkitchenbeforegoingout.

Itrollaroundthehouse,asIwaitforthemicrowavetocountdown.

Theirbedroom isempty,good,becausethere’ssomethingIneedjustincasethingsdon’tgo

accordingtoplan,Iwillneedprotection.

Imakeacupofrooibostea.But,thesmellofeggsisgettingtome.Ican’tseem tostomachthe

food,Iforcethesournessdownandcontinueeating.Halfwaydone,Ifeelarushofbilesurgeup

mystomach,asthenauseaclawsatmythroat.Imakeittothebathroom intimeandmyheadis

dippedinthetoiletbowlinasecond.

Mystomachcontractsviolentlyaschunksofpartiallydigestedbreadspewoutofme

continually,Iheaveafewtimestillonlyaclearliquidcomesout.Myabrasivethroatdrownsin

sorenessandI’m disgustedbythefoulsmellandnauseatingimagebeforeme.Itforcesmeto

heaveagainbut,nothingcomesout.Iswiftlyshutthetoiletbowlandflushbeforepushingmy

weakbodytowardsthesinktorinsethebittertasteinmymouth.

“Whenyou’redone,ngicelaungiphumelekwam’.”(Pleasegetoutofmyhouse.)

Iturnfrantically,tomeetmyfather’ssullenface.He’sstandingatthedoorwayandhelooks

disgustedbyme.

Me:“Dad?”

Mytearsseekattentionimmediately,withoutawarning.

Moses:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Me:“Dad…”

Moses:“Wholetyouin?”



Me:“Thedoorwasopendadso…”

Moses:“So,youbrokeintomyhouseNombulelo?”

Me:“Ididn’tbreakindad…”

Moses:“Ngempela?Hereyouarestandinginfrontofme.Itoldyounevertosetfootinmy

houseagainandyougoagainstmyword.”(Really?)

Me:“Dad,Ididn’tgoagai…”

Moses:“Thula!!!I’m stilltalking.Ngiyalubekanaweuyalubeka?Ang’zwaninengane

engalawulekimina.”(You’requarrellingwithme.)(Idon’tlikeunrulykids)

Heshouts.

Moses:“Nombulelo?Doyouknowthepainyouhavecausedme?Ungihlambalazile

emphakathini.AbantubaphuzaitiyengamiNombulelo.Ibelievedinyou,Ithoughtyouwere

goingtoputmeonthemap.”(Youembarrassedmeinthecommunity,peopletalkaboutme

behindmyback.)

Moses:“Whydidyoudothis?Whydidyouhavetogoandsleeparoundlikeaprostitute?Whatis

itthatyourmotherandIdidn’tgiveyouNombulelo?Youhadeverything.”

Idon’thaveanswersforhim.HowdoItellmyfatherthat,hislittlegirlfellinloveandgaveinto

temptationsanddesires?

Moses:“Ngikhulumanawe,ng’phendule.”(I’m talkingtoyou,answerme.)

HebarksandIwinceashisvoicecatchesmeoffguard.

Me:“ButyousaidIshouldkeepquiet.”

IknowIshouldn’thavesaidthat.

Moses:“YaziLelo,inqodoawunazo.That’swhyyou’reinthissituation,Iam notgoingtosupport

anotherman’schild.AndIcan’tlookpastyourmistakes,youdraggedmynamedownthedrain.”

(Youdon’tthink.)

Me:“I’m sorrydad,pleaseforgiveme.”

Moses:“Youarenotmydaughteranymoreremember?You’redeadNombulelo,youhaveno

placewiththeliving.Soyou’rewastingyourtimewithyoursobstoriesandfakeapologies.”

Doesthisfatherhearhimself?

Me:“Daddyplease,Ihavenowheretogo.Zumahas…”

Hisdeepenshisgazeonme.

Moses:“Isthathisname?”

Inod.



Moses:“Didhedothistoyou?”

Inodandmytearsmockme.

Moses:“Didyoureporthim?”

IshakemyheadasIdropmygaze.Ican’tstandthewayhe’slookingatmerightnow.Ihave

disappointedhim andbrokehisheart.

Moses:“Pleasego.”

Ileerathim,dazedbyhisrequest.

Me:“Daddy.”

Moses:“Idon’twanttodragyououtNombuleloso,itwouldbebetterifyouleaveonyourown

accord.

Me:“Butwheream Isupposedtogodad,Idon’thaveaplacetosleep.”

Moses:“Iwould’vecaredifyouweremydaughterbut,rightnow,Idon’tknowthiswoman

standingbeforeme.”

So,Ihavebeenrelegatedfrom hislittlegirltoawoman.Iwassupposedtobehislittlegirl

forever.

Me:“Daddy,you’rebreakingmyheart.”

IdeclareasIwipemytears.

Moses:“MyheartisbrokentooNombulelo.I’m notgoingtoaskyouagain,leavemyhouse.”

HedemandsandIknowhe’sdeadserious,thelookonhisfaceprovesit.

Me:“Daddyit’sme,youpreciousLelo.”

Iremindhim ofwhatheusedtocallmeasIplodtowardshim,Iseeaglintofguiltyinhiseyes.

Maybethislittlegirlmodeisworkingonhim afterall,ithastoorelseI’llbeoutonthestreets.

Hegrabsholdofmyhandandbeginstodragmeoutside,hepushesmeoutthedoorandlooks

atmewithpaininhiseyesbefore,shuttingthedooronmyface.Ibreakdownrightthere,

wailingformyfatherandthelovehepromisedme.Theworldwillswallowmewithouthis

fortification,Iwon’tmakeitoutthere.Whywon’tyouseemyheartdaddy?Whywon’tyoushelter

me?

AMARA*

ItseemsIam fatedtobehere,deathhasfailedme.ItempteditanditrejectedmebeforeI

couldevenembraceit.Iwasreadytoclaim itasmyownbut,Iwasrepulsivetoitasitspewed

meoutlikebittergourd.TearsglideonthesideofmyfaceasIapprehendthatRandallwill



alwayswinoverme,hispoisestandsthatevendeathbowsdowntohim.

“Hi.Howareyoufeeling?”

Thedoctorsmilesatme,Ihaveneverseenhim before.Thefactthathe’shereprovesthathe

worksforRandall,orIwould’vebeentakentothehospital.Mythroatispainfulso,Ican’tspeak.

Heseesmerubbingmythroatandhandsmeaglassofwaterwithastraw.Hehelpsmeto

drink…

“AMARA!!!!”

Ademonicgrowlechoesfrom thecorridorandshiversrunsthroughme.Iscream andjump

from thebedasweakasIam,whenhescurriesintotheroom chargingatme.Helooksscary,I

haveseenhisangrysidesbut,thisonetakesthecup.He’swheezingandonlyangerresideson

hisface.

MybackhitsthewallandIstifleascream,knowinghehascorneredme.OnemoveandI’m

dead,ifIsmart,Iwillstandstill.Hepusheshisbodyagainstminecompletelycrowdingmy

space.HegripsmyupperarmsandIwinceinpainandfright,hiseyeslookliketheycouldkill.

Theyareheavyandstony.

Randall:“So,youdecidedtoconsultdeath,thinkingitwillpaveawayforyourescape?”

Hegrowls.

Doctor:“Randall,whatareyoudoing?”

Randall:“StayoutofthisMbuso.”

Heroarswhilestillvacantlyglaringatme,myeyesareonhisastheywillingmetoogleinto

them.

Mbuso:“Randallthisiswrong,she’snotstrongyet.”

Randall:“IswearMbuso,ifyoudon’tfuckinggetoutofhere…”

Hethreatens,Ican’tseeMbusoashe’sstandingbehindRandallbut,hesoundsfearful,notas

terrifiedasIam though.

Mybodyhasn’tstoppedpalpitatingwithhorrorwhile,mytearsarepaintingmyfacewithcolours

offearandgriefandheisnotbothered.Hisangerhasconsumedhim,ithastakenfullcontrolof

hisemotions.Iseeitinhiseyes,Ifeelitinhisheavybreathingasitemanatesinandoutofhis

nostrils,smashingagainstmyface.

Mbuso:“NoRandall…”

Hestandsgroundandthat’swheneverythinggoesdownhill,asRandallswivelsandchargesat

him likearagingbullthat’sbeingtauntedwitharedflag.Mbusostaggersback,hisfeetleading

him towardsthedoor.Randallpusheshim outwithsuchforcethathestumblestoapointof

almostfalling.

Hebangsthedoorclosedandlocksitbeforepreyingonmeagainbut,thistimehesaunters



towardsme.MymindisatsixesandsevensasIfailtoapprehendthemotivebehindhiswrath.I

coowithfrightasItrytoruntowardsthebathroom andhegrabsme,hisarm ringingmywaist.

Hepinsmeagainsthisbody,tighteningthegriponmywaist.He’slookingdownatmeandI

don’thavethefortetolowermyhead,it’sthathypnoticlookthat’sgotmeinthisshameful

stance.ThatevenifIwantto,Ican’tgetawayfrom him.Hederivesapowerfuldarkauraandit

hasnumbedeveryboneinmybody.

Randall:“Don’tchallengemeAmara,thebeastinmeisnottamed.You’restandingonitstailand

youwon’tlikemygrowl.”

Myhearthitsrockbottom athiswords.

Iknewhewasabeastbut,thisisbeyondme.Iam petrifiedbut,lookingintohisstagnanteyes,I

seeatwitchofanguish.

Igaspwhenmybackhitsagainstthewall.Idon’tknowhowwemovedbut,hisbodyispushing

againstmine.Myheartfeelslikeit’sabouttojumpoutofmychest.

Randall:“Howdareyounotlistentome?”

Hegrumblesthroughgreetedteeth,Ican’tpushhim away,norcanIaskhim tostop.I’m

boundedbyhiseyes-hisarms,hisbodyandhiswordsoffury.Ican’thelpbutnoticethis

elephantintheroom ashescansmylipswiththatfrownonhisface.Hecupsmycheekinthe

palm ofhishand,mylipsquiverasIpredictwhatisabouttohappen.

Randall:“Dammit,youdrivemecrazyAmara.”

Mymindgoesonvacationwhenhesmasheshislipsagainstmine,asiftryingtoflattenand

abolishmymouth.Idon’trespondtoit,insteadtrytopushhim back.Butit’sfutile,I’m atoddler

strugglingtopushatrain.

He’sstrong.Mykneesweaken,ashepusheshistonguethroughmyclenchedteeth,likeit’s

desperatelysearchingformine.IttriumphsovermystubbornnessandIfindmyselfkissinghim

back,itfeelslikeIam frozeninamomentintime.

Iswear,Icanhearhisheartracingasifit’scompetingwithmine.Ifeelmyfeetleavetheground,

onlytorealizehehaswinchedmeup.IgrabholdofhisshoulderssoIdon’tfall.Hisarm is

supportingmyback,whilehishandcradlesmycheek.Myfeettouchthegroundashepullsback

from thekiss,leavingmebreathlessandmywobblykneesfailtosupportmylegs.Hestillhas

meinhisarmsashe’sleeringdownatme.Ican’tlookathim,awaveofembarrassmenthas

engulfedme.

Randall:“TrythatstuntagainAmaraandIwillbringyoubackfrom thedead.Idon’tknowhow

but,IwilldoitsohelpmeGodandyouwillbesorryyouwentagainstme.”

Hemumblesinadarkthreateningtonewhilehisforeheadispressedagainstmine.Hereleases

mefrom hisclutch,stepsbackwithasmirkonhisfaceandwalksout.Mybodyslipstothefloor

asItrytobalancemybreathing.

Whatthehelljusthappened?



Ifellweakinhisarms.HowwillIlookathim nowwithoutfeelingawkward?Andthatangerhe

portrayedissomewhatstrange.

ItbafflesmeastowhyRandallgoesabsolutelymadaboutmyattemptstoescape,theyseem to

bringoutthebeastinhim.Inhishumandays,you’dwonderwhatliesbehindthatnormal

unsmilingface.Andtheblackclothingthatseem tomatchhisdemeanour,theyconcludethat

hewouldbeanawfullyscarymantolove.Inmyconclusion,lovingthismanwouldbelikeloving

ademon.

NTOMBI*

IhadnochoicebuttogoagainstMosesandbringtheseertothehouse,maybewhenhesees

herhewillunderstandthatweneedhelp.ImightnothavebeenagoodparenttoAmarabut,I

oweittomylatebrothertobringherbackhomeandMoseswillneverwillinglytellmewhotook

her.

Me:“Youcantakeasit,IwillgocallMoses.”

Iinstructtheseer,MhambiandPetunialeadhertothelivingroom whileIgofetchMoses.He’s

probablysleepingbecauseIknowthathedidn’tgotoworktoday.

Myguessisright,he’ssnoringlikehislifeisperfect.

Me:“Moseswakeup.”

Inudgehim andheopenshiseyesimmediately.

Moses:“Whathappened?”

Herubshiseyesashesitsup.

Me:“There’savisitor,pleasecometothelivingroom.”

Moses:“AaiiNtombi.Sothisiswhyyouwokemeup?”

Hequeries,lookingratherannoyed.

Me:“Eish!Mosesplease,don’tbedifficult.Comeandhearwhatshehastosay.”

Moses:“WhoisthisimportantpersonthatIhadtobedisturbedfrom mysleep?”

Me:“You’llsee.”

Heclickshistonguebut,getsoutofbedanywayandfollowsmeouttothelivingroom.He

stopsatthedoorasheseesthewomandressedinAfricantraditionalclothes,weareall

startledasalaugheruptsfrom hismouth.

Me:“Moses?”

Moses:“Don’tmindmemkami,IthinkI’m losingmymind.Ntombi,awungitshele.Istherea



sangomasittingonmycouchrightnoworam Istillsleepingandthisisabaddream?”(Mywife.)

(Ntombitellme.)

Me:“Hau,Moses?Whatkindofaquestionisthat?”

Thismanhastoomuchdramaforanoldman.

Moses:“Hai,ngiyabuzanje.Ngempela,ngempelamywordmeansnothinginthishouseangithi?

Mhambiisnowthemanofthishouse?SizwangoMhambimanje?Kukhalaesakheis’cathulo?”

(I’m justasking.)(Honestly)(Right.)(Mhambisetstherulesnow,heisthemanofthishouse?)

Mhambi:“Moses,wearetryingtohelpAmara.”

Moses:“AAiiqhubekani.Akunankinga.”(Continue,there’snoproblem.)

Whatjusthappened?

There’snowayhecanagreejustlikethat.”

Me:“Areyousure?”

Ihavetodoublecheck.Youneverknowwiththisman.

Moses:“Yes,sitdown.Iwillgoandmaketeaforeveryone.”

Me:“No,I’lldoit.Yousit.”

He’sactingstrange.

Moses:“No,no.Ntombi,Iwilldoit.”

HegesturesmetositandIhavenochoicebuttodoso.MhambiandPetuniadon’tseewhatI

see,thatmanisuptonogood.

Tobecontinued…



30*

RANDALL*

ChiomaopensthedoorforStyles,Icalledhim over.Ineedsomeonetotalktoafterwhat

happened.

HesmilesuponseeingChioma.

Styles:“Wow,it’sfreezingoutside.”

Heannouncesasherubshishandstogether.

Styles:“Ma?”

Chioma:“Styles,howareyou?Areweplayinghideandseek?Idon’tseeyouaroundanymore.”

Hechuckleswhilemakinghiswayin,I’m standinginthefoyerwaitingfortheirsalutationtobe

over.

Styles:“I’m alwaysherema,thisisbasicallymysecondhome.You’retheonewho’shiding.”

Chiomalaughs.

Chioma:“Ishouldcookforyouoneofthesedays,bringKhethuwith.Imisshertoo.”

Styles:“Thatwillbegreatandthatremindsme,Neosaidhe’scomingovernextweek.Hewants

youtopreparealltheNigeriandishesforhim.”

Okay,thisistakinglongerthanIanticipated.

Chiomalaughsandshakesherhead.

Chioma:“Hedecraze.”(He’scrazy.)

Stylessniggersatherretort.

Styles:“ExactlywhatItoldhim.”

Me:“Chioma,pleasecheckonLiya.”

Shelooksatmewithasmile.

Chioma:“Sure…Itwasniceseeingyouagainmyson.”

Styles:“Likewisema.”

HeamblestowardsmeassoonasChiomawalksaway.

Styles:“IcameassoonasIcould.Youlooklikeshit.”

Me:“Ifeellikeshit.IthinkI’m losingmymindman.”



Iproclaim whileleadingustotheloungearea.There’saguardwhowalksoutasweenter.I

stridetothebarareatopourussomewhiskey,Ineedsomethingstifftocalm down.

Styles:“Yousmelllikeachimney,don’ttellmeyou’restillstresssmoking.”

HespeaksoutasIhandhim aglassandpositonmyselfontheoppositecouch.

Me:“AndwhodiedandmadeyouChiefSegunOkolie?”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Ican’tbelievesheattemptedsuicide.Howisshe?”

Me:“Aliveandindeepshit.”

Styles:“Whatisthatsupposedtomean?”

Me:“I’m goingtopunishher.”

Heglowersatme.

Styles:“Don’tberidiculousRandall,youofallpeopleshouldunderstandwhatshe’sgoing

through.”

Me:“No,whatAmaradidisstupidandselfish.Sheneedstoaccountforhermistakes.”

Styles:“DoyouhearyourselfRandall?Thatgirlhasbeenthroughenough.”

Me:“Don’tyouthinkIknowthatStyles?But,itdoesn’tgiveherthereasontotakeherownlife.

Fuck!IalmostlostmymindwhenIfoundherhanging…”

Ican’tevensayit.

Me:“Idon’tthinkIwillevergetthatvisionoutofmyhead.Ihaveneverbeenscaredofanything

inmylifeStylesbut,whatIsawtodaykilledme.”

Styles:“Icanonlyimagine.”

Me:“Iwon’tbeokaytillIpunishher.”

Styles:“NoRandall,youwillnotexposeScartothatgirl.She’stoofragile.”

Me:“YouwillnottellmewhattodointhismatterStyles,Ihavedecided.”

Styles:“I’m sorryRandybut,Iwon’tallowyou.”

Heargues.Heneverdisputeswithme.

Me:“Sincewhendoyoucareabouther?”

Styles:“It’syou,I’m lookingoutforyouRandall.Iknowyouwillhateyourselfafterthis.”

Me:“Iam notaweaklingStyles.”

Styles:“Noonesaidyouarebut,Iknowyoulovethatgirleventhoughyoudenyit.Shelivesin



youandyouhaven’tacknowledgedityet.”

Me:“Don’tberidiculous.Myheartleapsabitatthesightofherandyoudiagnoseitaslove.You

knowIhaveneverbeenaboutthatlife.”

Styles:“IwouldassumethatScaristheonewho’sindenialandnotRandall.”

Me:“Thatdoesnotevenmakesense.”

Thisthingofhim splittingmeintotwoislameandimprudent.

Styles:“Itdoestome.Look,IsuggestyoutalktoAmaraandexplainthewholesituationtoher.

Tellherwhyshe’shere,tellheraboutMosesandMkhize.”

Ihavethoughtofthatbut…

Me:“Amaradoesn’tseemeashuman,shewon’tbelieveanywordthatcomesoutofmymouth.”

Styles:“Tryher,shemightsurpriseyou.”

Me:“Thenagain,Idon’twanthertolikemebecauseIsavedherfrom thosemenbut,forwhoI

reallyam.”

Styles:“WouldthatbetheoldRandallortheonewhobelongstoAmaranow.”

Me:“Fuckoff.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Haveyourealizedthatwitheverywordyousay,youdeclareyourloveforher?Butyet,

youinsistthatitisnotlove.”

HowcanIagreetosomethingIam notfamiliarwith?

NTOMBI*

Moseshasbeeninthekitchenfortoolong,wecan’tcommencewithouthim.Ihopehedidn’tgo

backtosleep.

Petunia:“UphiuNombulelo?”(WhereisNombulelo?)

TrustPetuniatoraisethisconversation,Ihavebeenavoidingitsincetheycamehere.

Mhambi:“Haibo!!!inganekamalumebandla.Ididn’trealizethatwedidn’tseeherizolothe

wholeday.Ithoughtshewasatschoolbut,shewasn’thomethismorning.”(Myniece)

(Yesterday)

Petunia:“We’vebeencaughtuponfindingAmarathatwefailedtorecognizeherabsence.Iphi

inganeNtombi?”(Whereisthechild?)

Thewaythesetwogoon,youwouldswearthatLeloandAmaraaretheirchildren.HowdoI



evenbegintotellthem thatMosesthrewhisdaughteroutofthehouse?

Ourfocusiscapturedbytheseer’sloudgroansandburping.

Seer:“Iphiinganesisi?”(Whereisthechild?)

Great!

AsifPetuniaandMhambiaskingmethatwasn’tenough,nowImustanswertoher.She’llknow

whenI’m lying.

Seer:“Youneedtobringherhome,there’sa…”

Mosesdashesintothelivingroom,he’scarryingapotofsteamingwaterandhe’sheaded

towardstheseer.Wealljumpupscreamingwhilesherunstowardsthedoorscreamingout

loud.

Me:“Moses!!!”

Ishout.

Petunia:“OhJesu!!!”(Jesus)

Shescreams.

Moses:“Voetsek,phumakwami.”(Pissoff,getoutofmyhouse.”

Heattemptstosplashtheboilingwateronherandshestaggersbackscreaming.

Me:“Moses,wenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Seer:“Petunia,Isthiswhatyoucalledmeherefor?

Mhambi:“Moses,ungayenzilento.Uzozisola.”“(Don’tdothat,you’llregretit.)

Moses:“Yeyi,ningijwayelakabinina.Ngifunalomthakathiaphumeapheleemziniwam’manje.”

(Iwantthiswitchoutofmyhouse,now.)

Seer:“Ubizabaningo‘mthakathi?”(Whoareyoucallingawitch?)

Moses:“Habe!!!Usasela?”(You’restillhere.)

Heshouts,he’sbeenshoutingandhe’snotabouttostop.

Petunia:“Thismaniscrazy,thisisinsane.”

Moses:“VelengiyahlanyaPetunia.YouwanttoseehowcrazyIam?”(YesI’m crazy.)

Hesplashesthewaterontheseer’sfeetandshejerksupandrunsoutthedoor.Mosesrushes

out,Ithinktomakesureshegoesoutofthegate.Wefollowbehind.

Seer:“Uzonyawena,libambelingashoni.”(Youwillregretthis.)

Sheshoutsasshemarchesoutthegate.



Moses:“Nawe,libambelingashonimthakathi.”(Youtoo,youwitch)

Heshoutsback,weareleftstunned.

Moses:“Nx!Ngilangani.OnemoremoveMhambiandyouwillleavemyhouse.”(Ihavehadit

withyoupeople.)

Heclickshistongue,spillsthewateronthegrassandwalksbackintothehouse.Asusual

peoplearewatchingthisdrama,wearenowknownas‘that’family.

AMARA*

Chioma:“HowcanyoubesostupidandselfishAmara?”

Chiomayellsasshewalksintotheroom,shedecidednottoknocktoday.Isitupfrom thebed.

Me:“Pleaseloweryourvoice,myheadisaching.”

Idisclose,whilemassagingmyhead.

Chioma:“Itshouldhurt.Whatthehelldidyouexpect?”

She’sstillshoutingandshe’sstandingbeforemewithherhandsonherhips.Ifrownather

angryfaceasIfailtounderstandwhyshe’sactinguplikethis.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyouthinkIdidbut,Idon’tlikeyourtoneChioma.”

Chioma:“You’reachildAmaraandIwillchastiseyoulikeone.”

Ididn’tknowshecouldbethisstrict.

Me:“WhatdidIdo?”

Herfrowngrows.

Chioma:“Wow!So,youdon’tseeanythingwrongwithtryingtotakeyourownlife?”

Oh!!!

Whyisshemakingabigdealoutofthis?IfsheknewwhatIam goingthrough,shewouldn’tbe

judgingmelikethis.

Me:“WhatwouldyouhavemedoChioma?”

Chioma:“DoyouhearyourselfAmara?”

Me:“Yes,IwanttodieChioma.It’stheonlywayIwillbefreefrom thisplace.Idon’twanttobe

here.”

Shestaresatmeforawhileasifsearchingforsomethinginme.



Chioma:“So,you’rereadytoleavehim.”

Idon’tknowwhatshe’sgettingat.

Me:“Who?”

Chioma:“Randall,you’rereadytowalkawayandforgetthatheexist.”

Me:“IfIsayyes,willheletmego?”

Chioma:“Whyareyouaccustomedtoplayinggames?”

Me:“Thisisnotagame,thisismylife.Ididn’tasktobehereChioma.Whyisitabouthim,when

I’m theonewhowaswronged?”

HerremarksaboutRandallarebefuddling,herwordsarevagueasshe’snotclearonspecifics.

Chioma:“IhopeyouunderstandwhatyouhavedonebecauseUzewillnotletthispass.”

Herwordsshakethegroundunderneathme.Ihaveseenwhatheiscapableof,anditscaresme

tothinkIwillbepunishedforthis.Sheleavesmetomymisery,mymindgoesbacktothinking

abouthim.‘Nothingisasitseems’,thesearethewordsheheldlastnight.Whatcoulditbe?

Whyam Ibeingkeptinthedark?

RANDALL*

Styles:“Ifyou’regoingtodrinkthatmuch,stayawayfrom Amara.Youmightscareherwithyour

drunkeneyes.”

HevoicesoutasIpouranotherglassofwhiskey.

HowcanInotdrink,thisistheonlythingthatiskeepingmesanerightnow.Mymindisallover

theplace,there’sthisthingthat’spushingagainstmyheartandI’m tryingsohardtofightit.But,

itseemsIam losingtoit.

KissingAmarawasnotplannedatall,IhadpromisedthatIwillnevertouchherwithouther

permission.Havingherclosetomelikethat,feelingherheartbeatagainstmychest.

Thefearinhereyes,hertremblinglips.IknewIhadtotastethem orelseIwouldregretitifI

didn’t.Rightinthatverymoment,Ifeltlikeatravellerlostinadesertwithnowaterorfoodto

keepmealive.

Ineededtobreathe,Iwantedtoliveandonlysheheldthebreathmysoulwasyearningfor.I

knewthatIwassuregoingtodieifIdidn’ttastehertemptinglipsandnow,whatIwasafraidof

hashappened.Myaddictionforherhasreacheditsmaximum.

ImightdenyittoStylesandcanneversayitoutloudbut,myheartcannotdenywhatitwants

anditiscallingoutforAmara.



Me:“YouknowIfindyoursenseofhumourrathertasteless.”

Helaughs,I’m usedtohiscrudejokes.ThisiswhathedoeswhenhesensesthatI’m flustered,

it’shiswaytotryandmakemefeelbetter.

WhatabrotherhehasbeentomeandIcannotaskforbetter.

Styles:“Youfindeverythingtasteless.Youknow,IwastalkingtoNeo,apparentlyhewantshis

mothertoprayforyou.”

IdoubtthisissomethingIwanttoentertain.

Me:“Whatfor?”

Styles:“Youhaveademon.”

Helaughs,Idon’tfinditfunnyatall.

Me:“Thatidiotisstillalive?”

He’sanuisance,honestly.

Styles:“Yeahandhe’scomingtoJoburgnextweek.”

Me:“That’sifhisbabymamaletshim,thatwomanhashim tiedaroundherwaist.”

Styles:“Iwonderhowhestilltalkstoomuch,Ithoughthewouldberestrainedbynow.”

Theraucoussoundofaringingphonedrawsourattention.

Styles:“Wow.It’shim.”

HegivesmealookIcannotmakeout.

Styles:“Mentionthedevil...”

Ichuckleattheinsidejoke.

Me:“Andhewillappear.”

Hesneersashetakesthecall.

Styles:“Neo.”

Heputshim onloudspeaker.

Neo:“Awe,awengamla,orengbozza.”(Howareyou,boss?)

Styles:“You’relate,Neo.”

Neo:“Sorrybozza,eish.Mamazalacameoutcleanso,Ihadtodigdeeper.Withthisone.Ihadto

putmyITskillsontheshelf.Andgo1950’sonit.Youknowbeforetherewastheinternetand

shit.So,mybrother’sfriend’sfriendhelpedmewiththisone.Iemailedeverythingtoyou.”

Styles:“Great,I’llhavealookatit.”



Neo:“So,bonusnyanaStylos?Akerewearedealinglemamazalamo,soeishdiespaanisnie

pap‘nvleisnie.”(HowaboutabonusStyles)(Thisjobisnoteasy,sinceyou’reinvestigating

yourmother-in-law.)

Isawthiscoming.Thisclownwillneverchange.

Styles:“Hey,don’tpracticeyourtsotsionmetwana.Bonusyamasimba.”(Youwantabonusfor

what?)

Neo:“Aiibophelobotatamaan,mothoareozamalifemo.Anyway.DidyougiveChiomamy

message?”(Lifeishard.)

He’scomplaining,nothingwearenotusedto.

Me:“WhatdoyouwantwithChioma?”

Ijumpin.

Neo:“Ahh!Oga?Howfar?”(Boss,howiseverything?)

Idon’tknowwhatgavehim theideathatI’m Nigerian,thisfoolistoomuch.

Me:“Fuckyou.Whoisoga?”

Neo:“Ahh,ahh!Oga,wetindeyhappen?Youtoodeytearhead.”(Boss,what’sgoingon?Youare

tooshort-tempered.)

Styles:“Herewego.”

Helaughsashesaysthis.

Neo:“Weitsiubatlaspeitiorbrook-lux.Eish,butyourwahalaistoobigoga.Ithinkstaminawill

helpyou,Idon’tknowifyouwillfinditatcheckers.Butbadirekisamodispazashop,Iwillbring

itwithmewhenIcomenextweek.Butyouwillhavetopayme.Threetofourhoursinthetoilet

andyouwillcomeoutholy,youwillevenopenupachurch.PastorUzeOkolie.”(Youneed

anema,butyourproblem istoobigforthatboss.)(Theysellstaminaatthetuckshops.)

Whatthehellisheonabout?

Me:“Theonewhoneedshelphereisyous’dididi.Whydoesyourmotherleaveyoubehindwhen

shegoestochurch?”(Fool.)

Styleslaughs.

Styles:“YouneedJesusntwana,thatdemoninyouwillgetyoukilled.”(Boy.)

Neolaughs,hedoesn’tseem tobeoffended.

Me:“Doyouknowyou’reafathernow?Sothiscrazinessyouhavegoingontheremuststop.”

Neo:“Isabi.”(Iknow.)

Stylesventsinlaughter.



I’m defeatedandwherethehelldidhelearnNigerianpidgin?

Neo:“Imustgo,Ihaveworktodo.Thepamperswon’tbuythemselves.Idon’tknowwhatIwas

thinkingwhenIwasmakingababywiththatcrazywoman,kestakileleyenanoe.”(Diapers.)

(I’m stuckwithhernow.)

Stylescan’tstoplaughingwhileIcan’twaitforthiscalltobeover.

Styles:“Yourcrazyassattractedhercrazyass.”

Neo:“Eish,Stylos.Nowthatyouputitthatway.Thethingswedoforsex,neveragain.I’m done,

IwilljoinpastorUzeandbeabishop.”

Me:“Styles,areyougoingtocutthiscallorshouldIdothehonours?”

Neo:“Relaxoga,ahah.”

Me:“Youfuckingidiot,rememberyou’recomingherenextweek.Youwilltellmetomyfacewho

ogais.”

Hestartslaughingliketheidiotheis.

Neo:“Randy!Bozzayadibozza.”(Bossofthebosses.)

Stylesisseriouslyentertainedbyallofthisandencouragingit.Igetupandleavethem totheir

idiocy.

Tobecontinued…



31*

NTOMBI*

“WeNtombi.”

Ihavesucceededinavoidingthesewomantillnow,Iam tooashamedtofacethem.Howwill

theylookatmeasawomanafterIstoodbackwhilemyhusbandthrewmydaughteroutofthe

house?Whatbreaksmethemostisthat,Ihaven’tspokentoLelosince?Idon’thavethegutsto

callher,IknowIwillbreakdownatthesoundofhervoice.

HowwillIexplaintomybabythatIhavefailedherasamother?Ibroughtherintothisworld

onlytoturnmybackonher,onlytochooseamanoverher.Herloveformeisgenuineandpure

andIcan’tsaythesameforMoses.

Hemightwakeuponedayanddecidetoleaveme.OnlythenwillIbepushedtomakeamends

withLelo.

Istophalfwaytothedoorandwalkuptothem,theyarestandingatthegate.Readyforgossip.

Martha:“YohNtombi,yourhouseisfallingapart.”

TellmesomethingIdon’tknow.

Tebogo:“Yousee,thisislikeanepisodeofgenerations,ngishophelatheoldonewithabo

NtsikinaboKarabo.”(Imean)

Martha:“Yoh,uyakhumbulaTebogo?Thatwasrealdrama,morelikewhat’shappeninginyour

homeNtombi.FirstthatgirlAmandagoesmissing…”(Youremember?)

Tebogo:“Huhwena,it’sAmara.”(you)

Martha:“Kantiakufani?ShealwaysrespondedwhenIcalledherAmandamoes.Hayi,niyawa

khethaamagamaNtombi.”(Isitnotthesame?)(ThenamesyougiveyourkidsNtombi.)

Normally,Iwouldhavesaidsomething.Idon’thaveitinmetodisputeoverthisnonsense.

Tebogo:“MosesisdestroyingyourhomeNtombi,rememberItoldyoulongagothatheisdodgy?

Nowlookwhereyouare.”

Me:“Whatdoyoupeoplewantfrom me?”

Martha:“Haibo!Youpeople?”

Tebogo:“Wehaven’tseenyouinawhilehauNtombi,let’sgotomyhousesowecancatchup.”

Iknowtheywanttobuskonmyproblems.

Wolfsinsheep’sclothing.



Me:“AndwhywouldIdothat?”

Tebogo:“Arewenotfriendsnow?”

Icackleatherquestion.

Me:“FriendsTebogo?Myfriendswould’vehavestoodbymewhenmyhusbandwasthrowing

mychildoutofmyhouse.IexpectedyoupeopletoatleasttakeherinuntilImakeaplan.”

Martha:“ButNtombi,youknowmyhouseissmall.Wherewasshegoingtosleep?AndIdon’t

haveajob,Icanhardlyfeedmyself.”

Me:“It’snotlikeyourhouseisthesizeofatoiletMarthaandIwasgoingtogiveyoumoneyfor

food.”

Martha:“WhataboutMoses?HewasgoingtokillusforaccommodatingNombulelo.”

Me:“WhatdoyouhavetodowithMosesMartha?Heisnothingtoyouso,whywouldhe

questionyou?”

Tebogo:“WhereisNombulelo?”

Me:“IwouldtellyouifIknew,Ionlyhopethatboytookherin.Thethoughtofmybabybeing

homelessbreaksmyheart.”

That’sit,IwillhavetotellMhambithetruth.Evenifitcostsmemymarriagethen,sobeit.

NOMBULELO*

Ican’tbelieveIhavefoundmyselfbackhere,I’m justgoingaroundincircleslikealostsoul.Ina

wayIam,Ihavenothinginthisworld,Ihavenoone.Iam likethewavesofthesea,goingback

andforthwithnodirectionorpurpose.Apartformyfather’shouse,thisiswhatIknow.

Thisplacewasonceashelterforme,IcameandwentasIpleased.Ithasconvertedintoa

graveandthelasttimeIwashere,Isucceededinjumpingoverthesixfeetholeandcheated

death.

Whoistoknowthat,thistimeIwillfalltomydemise?

Ithinkitwouldbebetter,IgrabmybagandleavebeforeZumacomesback,hewilldefinitely

takemylifethistimearound.Hekeepsakeyinsideaplantthat’sbehindthehouse.

Theplacelooksclean,likeawoman’stouchsweptthroughherandI’m convincedthatitwas

Koketso.Thatdesperatethirstybitch,shewillgetwhat’scomingtoher.

IfreezeasIbumpintohim atthedoor,he’slookingdownatme.I’m frightenedoutofmywits

but,Ihavesomanyquestionsforhim.

Whatwentwrong?WhatisitthatIwasn’tdoingright?Howdidyourloveformeturninto



animosityandcruelty?Howdoyouexpectmetogoonwithoutyou?

Justonelookfrom you,onelookofloveinyoureyesandIwillforgiveyou,Iwillthrowallthis

painaway.Youdon’thavetosayanything,Iwilltakeyoubacklikenothinghappened.

Theraw,heartbreakingwordsthatcannotbeunspoken,thosehavebeenimprintedinmysoul

but,justonelookfrom youandIwillloveyoulikeIhaveneverlovedbefore.

Theseareonlyinmymindanditfailstocollaboratewithmymouthandarticulatethem.But,I

needhim toknowallofthis.Heshattersmyheartwiththeunsympatheticlookonhisface,my

hopeisgone.Iam strippednakedofthislittlefaithIhad.

Zuma:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Hisvoicestillholdsaboxoficeashiswordscomeoutascoldasamid-winter’snight.

Myheartcan’tkeepstill,it’salmostsuffocating.Itfeelslikeatruckisstandingonmychest.Itis

saidthatGodisloveright?But,whydoesthislovehurtlikehell?Doesithavetofeellikea

thousanddeaths?

Me:“Icametogetmybag.”

Iexplainmyreasonforinvadinghisprivacythatoncebelongedtous.Wewereoneperson,

travellingatthesamespeedbuthehaschosentoleavemebehindandthepathI’m journeying

oniseerie.Ithasleftmeunsighted,Ican’tseewhereIam goingnordoIknowifIwillgetthere.

Zuma:“Areyoustealingfrom meNombulelo?”

Heinterrogates,thehatredinhiseyeshaskilledme.

Me:“HowcanIpossiblystealfrom youZuzu?”

Hefrowns.

Me:“I…ImeanZuma.”

Icorrectmyself,sheepishly.

Iwalkpasthim withease.Foramoment,I’m thinkinghewon’tfollowmebut,Icanhearhis

footstepstreadingbehindme.Ishriekashegrabsmyarm.

RANDALL*

MaybeStylesisright,maybeIshouldtellAmarathetruth.Theproblem isthatshehatesme

henceshewon’tbelievewhateverItellher.

Watchinghersleepbringsmepeace,ithasdonewhatthewhiskeyfailedtodo.Myheartfeels

lighterandbreathingseemslikeawalkinthepark,suddenly.Thisisinsane,itcan’tpossiblybe

real.



It’sbeenawhilesinceIcameintotheroom andshehasbeensleepingsince,Ifoughtand

wrestledwithmytenaciousheartthatwassokeeninconvincingmetotakeherinmyarms.

Hereyeslidsflutterafewtimesbeforehereyespopopen,shejerksupuponseeingme

standingatherbedside.

Me:“Hey,careful.”

Shefrowns,hereyesarefilledwithsorrow.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Sheshrugshershoulderswithoutlookingatme.

Me:“There’ssomethingyouneedtoknow.Willyoucomewithme?”

Shegogglesatmewithaninquisitivelook.

Amara:“I’m notgoinganywherewithyou.”

Herstubbornnessweakensmebut,atthesametimeirksme,makingmewanttouseforceto

gethertolistentome.But,Ican’tbringmyselftodothatasmyownhearthasdeclaredwar

withme.Ineverlosetoanythingbutatthispoint,Iseem tobepowerlessagainstthisforce.

Me:“Amara…”

Iam interruptedbyaknock,Ihatebeingdisturbed.Whoeveritisbetterhaveagoodexplanation.

“Boss.”

It’saguard.Isauntertothedoorandopenit,helooksdistraught.

Me:“What?”

Isnapathim.

Him:“There’sacrowdoutsidethegate,itappearstobeastrike.”

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Him:“Theyareworkers,mostofthem areinuniformswithyourlogisticscompanynameonit.”

Me:“Well,movethem.WhatthehelldoIpayyoufor?”

Him:“Wetriedboss,buttheystartedthrowingrocksoverthegate.”

Me:“Youpeopleareincompetent,Idon’tknowwhyyou’restillherewhenIdoeverythingmyself.

Whothehellrecommendedyouanyway?”

IturntoAmara,she’sstaringintospace.Ihatetoseeherlostlikethat.

Me:“Amara.”

Shelooksupatmewithablankexpression.



Me:“I’llbeback.”

Shedoesn’tcare,Ileadtheguardoutandlockthedoorbehindme.ItpainsmethatIhaveto

keepherlockedupintherebut,thereisnootherwaytokeephersafe.

Me:“Stayhereandguardthisdoor.”

Henods.

Irushdownthestairs,takingtwostepsatatime.

Itsoundslikethere’sanuprisingoutside,thereistoomuchrackettoupsettheentire

neighbourhood.Ipasstwoguardsthatwereinstructednevertoleavethedooratallcost.

There’safewamblingaboutintheyardandfourmoreatthegate,twoofthem areengrossed

onthecrowd.

Ispottheoddoscillationoftheprotestors,somethingdoesn’tseem right.Theirundulation

seemsoutofplace,likeacoordinatedpiece.Ialsotakenoticeofthelogoontheiruniforms.It’s

imprintedatthebackinboldletters.TheoriginalonehastwoRs,eachfacingtheotherside,

almostmakingitappearasabutterfly.

IspotFranco’sminioninthecrowdandreachformygun.That’swheneverythingfallsapart.All

fourguardsaretakendownatthesametimewithsilencersasIdidn’thearanygunshotsandI

can’ttellwhoshotthem.Thetroopsdisarrayasawarcrybreaksoutwhile,chargingtowards

thehugeblacksteelgate.

Theyareattemptingtobreakitdownwhilesomeareclimbingit.

Irunforcoverbehindoneofthetreesthatservesasadrivewayaisle,ateargasisthrownover

thegateandthere’ssmokebeforeIcouldcallforbackup.Afewmoreguardscomerunning,

theyarearmed.Oneofthem getsshotonhischestandIopenfire,theguardsdothesamebut,

wecan’tseeanything.

Wemightaswellbefightingghosts.

There’stoomuchsmokeanditseemstobeexpanding.

There’saloudclunkasthegatedropstothefloor,thesmokeseemstobeclearingabitandI

seethemenrunastheyarereadytoattack.

Rightnow,IcanonlythinkofAmara.Ihavetogettoher,thankfullymoreguardshavecomeout

toplay.Thiswillgivemeachancetorunbackinthehouse,IknowLiyanaissafebecauseit’s

Amaratheyareafter.

KHETHU*

Honestly,wehaven’tgoneoutjustthetwoofusinawhileandIwashappywhenStyles

proposedthatwedressupandgooutfordinner.



It’swinterbut,Ifeltlikewearingshortsthinkingwewillbeindoorsanditwon’tbethatcold.The

problem isthat,Ikeeppullingthem downandhe’sbeenstealingglancesatme.

Hehasn’tsaidanythingyetbut,Iknowit’scoming.

ThestaresI’m gettingfrom theoppositessexisuncomfortable,Ihavelostcountofthenumber

ofmenwhohavestrippedmewiththeirdisgustinglustfuleyes.Stylesdetectedittoo,he’sbeen

wearingthisgloweronhisfacesince.

Styles:“Whydidyouwearthem ifyou’llkeeppullingthem down?”

Ahh,thereisit.

Me:“Don’tstartwithmeStyles.”

I’m alreadydiscontentedwiththisweatherandthebloodystares.

Styles:“I’m justsaying,nowlookhowuncomfortableyouare.Clearly,youarestrugglingwith

thoseshorts.”

Ithinkhe’splanningongettingonmynervesandit’sworking.

Icontinueplodding,asIchoosenottodignifyhisstupidcommentwithariposte.

Styles:“Shortswithtightsyesbut,havingallthesebaboonsstaringatyou,hellno.”

Didhejustsaytights?

Actuallytheentireremarkisstupid.Ilookawayandrollmyeyes.Heseesithence,hegrabsmy

arm andpullsmeclosertohim.

Styles:“Youshouldteachmehowthat’sdone.Iwanttorollmyeyesatyouaswellso,youknow

howitfeels.”

Herejoinderswithamiffedtone.

Hisattitudeisannoyingsometimesandcanbeunattractive.Tearsfillmyeyesbut,Imanageto

blinkthem away.Ican’ttwigwhyI’m suddenlysoemotional,it’ssounlikemetotearupovera

trivialmatter.

Styles:“IknowImessedupyesterdayattheshopandIhavebeenmoodylately.Iwantedto

makeituptoyoubytakingyouout,Icouldn’tbuyyouagift.Youhaveeverythingbesides,you

arenoteasilyimpressedbymaterialthingsandIdidn’tknowhowelsetomakeituptoyou.”

Anengagementringwouldhavesufficed.

Styles:“Iknow,Icanbeanasssometimesbutbaby,havingthosemenstareatyoulikethatis

tortureforme.”

NowImuststrokehisego?

Sigh!

Me:“Andyou’reactuallybehavedhey,orelseyouwould’vecauseddrama.”



Ithrowinajoke,thisismetryingtolightenupthemood.

Styles:“It’snotfunnyKhethu.”

I’m temptedtorollmyeyesagainbut,Ipushitaway.It’sagoodthingwe’realmostoutofthe

mall,I’m donewithhissulkingandwhining.Can’tawomanwanttofeelgoodwithoutsomebig

babygrumblingaboutit?Wewalkoutandthisstrongicywindsmashesagainstme,pushingme

backalittle.Stylesrapidlysnakeshisarm aroundmywaistandpullsmeclosertohim right

afterputtinghiscoatoverme.

Ilookupathim andhe’sstillsulking.

Me:“Andthen?”

Apuckergrowsbetweenhiseyebrowsashecontinuesleadingustothecar.

Idecidetolethim be,I’m innomoodtostrokeanego.

Tobecontinued…
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NOMBULELO*

Me:“Zumaletgoofmyhand,you’rehurtingme.”

Ishoutathim asIyankmyhandfrom hishold.

Zuma:“You’reathiefnowNombulelo?”

Hesnapsatme.

Whyishesoangry?

Me:“WhatthehellareyouravingonaboutZuma?WhatcanIpossiblystealfrom you?Youhave

nothing.”

Hecackles,scornfully.

Zuma:“Notfrom whereI’m standing.You’retheonewhoseemstobedownandout.”

Thisiswhathasbecomeofthisman.Hespewsnothingbuttrash.

Me:“Koketsotaughtyouwellhey,youhaveafoulmouthnowZuma.”

Hiseyeswidenasbigasasaucer,heblinksafewtimesasiftryingtoconcealasecretfrom his

eyes.Hebecomesnervousanddrawsbackabit.

Zuma:“Ukhulumangani?”(Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Hestumers.

Me:“Don’tactdump,Iknowwhatyouandmysocalledfriendhavebeendoingbehindmyback.

Thatwhorecouldn’tkeepherbigmouthshut,sheventedeverythingout.Howyoutwohave

beenmakingafooloutofme.KoketsoofallpeopleZuma?Wereyouthatdesperate?”

Zuma:“Hai,she’slying.Iwouldneverlookatherlikethat,futhishe’snotmytype.”

Thefactthathe’srefutingithurtsevenmore.

Me:“What’sthepointofdenyingit,you’vedumpedmeright?So,youmightaswellcomeout

andsayit.”

Zuma:“Hayisuka.GivemethatbagLelo,Iwanttosearchit.”

Hesaysashegrabsit.I’m notabouttobedisrespectedlikethisso,Itightenmygriponit.

Me:“Zumawenzani?Letgoofmybag.”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Wetugandpullandhe’snotabouttoletgo.HowcanhethinkIstolefrom him?



Me:“Zumamaan.”

Iscream but,ithasnoeffectonhim.He’ssoadamantonsearchingmybag.

Zuma:“UyibullfightermanjeLelo?Uhlanyakanjevele?”(You’reafighternowLelo?Isthishow

crazyyouget?)

Itrytopushhim awaybut,hisstubbornnessisoverpoweringme.Mydignityisatstakehence,I

refusetobetaintedlikeI’m nothing.Eventually,hereleasesandIfall,hittingthefloorwitha

thud.Ascream escapesmymouthasmybuttcollideswiththehardconcreteground.

“Aren’tyouashamedoffightingawoman?”

Ihearafamiliarvoice,it’sMbuso.

I’m beingliftedupfrom thegroundbeforeIcouldturntoseehisface.Hestandsinfrontofme

afterI’m steady.

RANDALL*

IHopeStyleshasseentheSOStextIsenthim.

LiyanacomesrunningtomethemomentIenterthehouse,followedbychioma.

Liyana:“Papa.”

Iwhiskherupasshestretchesoutherarms.

Liyana:“I’m scaredpapa.”

Me:“It’sokayprincess.”

Chioma:“Uze,what’sgoingon?”

Me:“TakeLiyaandgotothebasement,don’tcomeoutnomatterwhat.”

Liyana:“Nopapa.”

ShecriesasItrytoputherdown.

Me:“Liya,youneedtogowithChioma.IwillbebackIpromise.”

Liya:“But,I’m scared.Whatifyoudon’tcomeback?”

Me:“HaveIeverliedtoyou.”

SheshakesherheadandIplaceherdown.

Me:“Good,nowgowithChioma,okay?”

Chioma:“WhataboutAmara?”



Hence,I’m tryingtogettoher.

IsighasIscanmysurroundings,there’snotasingleguardinthishouse.I’m disappointed

becauseoneofthem wassupposedtobelookingafterLiyana.

Me:“There’sadoorinthebasement,rememberit?”

Shenods.

Me:“Youneedtogetinthereandlockit.Itcanonlyunlockfrom theinsideso,noonewillbe

abletogetin.Don’topenitChioma,lestyouheremyvoiceorStyles.”

Chioma:“WhatdoyoumeanorStyles?Uze,youbettercomebackforthischild.”

Sheexclaimswhileholdingalookofworryinhereyes,Ilookatmybabywhohasn’tstopped

shadingtears.

Me:“Iwillalwayscomebackforher.Nowgo.”

Liyanawrapsherarmsaroundmylowertorsoasshescreams,there’sstillacommotionoutside.

IfIdelayanyfurther,theirliveswillbeindangerandIwon’tbeabletosaveAmara.

Me:“Liyana,gowithChioma.”

Liyana:“Daabi.”(No)

ShescreamsandIknowsheisscaredbut,thisisnotimetopacifyher.

Me:“Chiomatakeherawayplease.”

Ipleadwithher,tuggingascreamingLiyanaawayfrom me,Chiomatakesherhandandlugsher

away.Myheartbreaksassheyelpsforme.

Iheargunshotscomingfrom upstairsandAmara’sear-splittingscream.

NTOMBI*

Moseshasn’tstoppedcomplaining,Mhambihasgivenuptryingtomakehim seereasonand

mysister-in-lawisgivingherselftherapyinmykitchen,cookingupastorm.Idon’tknowfor

whatandI’m surprisedMoseshasn’tsaidanythingaboutherwastingawayhisfood,he

complainsabouteverythingevenhowthetoiletshouldbeflushed.

Moses:“Ineedsomeair.”

Heintroducesasheputsonajacket.

Me:“Whereareyougoing?”

Ifollowhim towardsthedoor.

Moses:“Ngithe,Ineedsomeair.”(Isaid)



Me:“Moses,youcan’tjustleavelikethat.Weneedtotalkaboutthisissueathand.”

Moses:“DidIsayI’m notcomingback?And,Iam donetalking.”

Me:“WhodidyoutalktoMoses?Youwerescoldinguslikewearekids,youdidn’tgiveusa

chancetoletonewordout.”

Moses:“Ngiyak’celaNtombi.Ungang’borituu.Youpeoplearesuffocatingme,Ican’tbreathein

myownhouse.”(Please,don’tboreme.)

HelooksatMhambiwhoiswashed-outonthecouch,there’snoemotiononhisfacebutthatof

defeat.

Moses:“Youbroughtyourbrothertomyhouse,sohecandisrespectme.IsthiswhatIdeserve

asyourhusbandNtombi?”

Hecomplains.Ihonestlydon’tknowwhatMoseswantsfrom me,Ican’tbepartofhisevil

endeavours.

Me:“Youknowthatisnottrue.”

Heclickshistongue,putsonhiscapandopensthedoor.

Me:“Mosesungahambi.”(Don’tgo.)

Icallafterhim but,hedoesn’theedmyplea.

Mhambi:“Ntombihayi,wozauzohlalaphansi.Lethim go.”(Comeandsitdown.)

Iclosethedooranddoastold.

Mhambi:“LalelaNtombi,kusasalokhu,wearegoingtoseeanotherseer.Iheardthere’saman

bythenameofS’godiaroundhere,apparentlyhe’spowerful.”(Listen,tomorrow)

Me:“Whataboutthatlady?WewrongedherMhambi,weneedtoapologize.”

Mhambi:“Andwewillbut,IdoubtshewillwanttohelpusafterwhatMosesdid.We’llgosee

S’goditomorrow,don’ttellhim anything.IfMosesdidanythingtothatchild,hewillhavetoface

theconsequences.”

Iagree,thingswillfallapartifIcontinuetoletMosestakethewheel.

Me:“Okay,Ihearyou.”

Mhambi:“Jonaswillbeheretomorrowmorning,Itoldhim abouteverything.”

Jonasisourbrother,helivesinMpumalanga.Hasconstructioncompany,it’snotoutthereyet

but,itputsfoodonthetable.

He’snotmarriedanddoesn’thavechildren.Hisreasonisthat,theworldisadarkabode,where

nohumandeservestoliveandhewouldneverbringasoultotheworldsotheycouldsurfer.

He’sdeeplikethat.



HeistwoyearsolderthanMhambiandcanbecrazywhenhewantsto.Mosesdoesn’tlikehim

becauseonlyhecanstanduptohim,andMhambiistoosoftcomparedtoJonas.Theonlytime

JonasandMosesgetalongiswhentheyaredrunk,becausethat’stheonlythingtheyhavein

common.

Maybeit’sagoodthinghecomesalthough,thathusbandofminewon’tbehappyaboutit.

Mhambi:“There’ssomethingtheseersaidthathasbeenbotheringme.”

Igivehim aquizzicallook.

Mhambi:“WhathappenedtoNombulelo?”

Ididn’texpecthim toaskmethat.

Mhambi:“AndIwantthetruthNtombi.Whereismyniece?”

Me:“UMosesumxoshile.”(Mosesthrewherout.)

“Ini?”(What?)

Iturntothesoundofherdazedvoice,she’swalkinginfrom thekitchenwhilewipingherhands

withanapronwrappedaroundher.

Petunia:“IthiuyadlalaNtombi.”(Tellmeyou’rekidding.)

Mhambi:“Thatmanhaslosthismind.”

Petunia:“Whydidhedothat?WhatishappeninginthishouseNtombi?”

Ihavenochoicebuttotellthem thetruth,theyareboundtofindoutanyway.”

Me:“UNombuleloukhulelweandMosesthrewheroutwhenhefoundout.”(Nombulelois

pregnant.)

Mhambishakeshishead.

Mhambi:“Thatdoesn’tgivehim therighttodowhathedid.Whoisshesupposedtoturntoif

herfatherabandonsher?”

Petunia:“Andyouletithappen?”

Me:“YouknowhowMosescanbe,oncehe’smadeuphismind,thereisnoturningback.

Petunia:“Ok’salayoNtombi,youwatchedherasshewasbeingchasedoutofherfather’shouse

anddidnothing.Whatkindofamotherareyou?Howdoyouletyourdaughtersleeponthe

streetswhileyou’retossingandturningcomfortablyinyourbed?”(Still)

She’sshoutingnow.

Sigh!

Me:“Don’tjudgemePetunia,okay?”Youdon’tknowwhatIhavebeenthrough,youhavenoidea

howIfeel.LeloismybabyandIwaspowerlessagainstMoses,Icouldn’thelpherevenifI



wantedto.”

Petunia:“Haisuka,arealmotherwouldhavefollowedherchild.Youarenodifferentfrom

MoseswenaNtombi.Niyafanamaan,nx.(You’rethesameasMoses.)

Sheshoutsasshemakesherwaybacktothekitchen.

OnedaywhenIlosemymind,Petuniawilldefinitelybethecauseofit.

Mhambi:“Wearebringingmyniecehome,Idon’tcarewhatMosessays.Orelsewearetaking

herwithusbacktoPongola.”

Thelookonhisfacehasmefeelinglikeafailure.

NOMBULELO*

Mbuso:“Areyouokay?”

Inodwhiledustingmyself,hepicksmybagfrom thegroundandhandsittome.Ifinditstrange

thatheseemstocreepupeverywhereIam,thisisthethirdtimewehavemetandrightherein

Vaal.

Mbuso:“Howaboutyoupickonsomebodyyourownsize?”

HewarnsZumawithamenacingtone.

Zuma:“Andthen?Iphuma’philenyoni?”(Who’sthisidiot?)

Heretorts,frowningathim.

Mbuso:“Ubizabaningenyoniwenamgodoyi?”(Whoareyoucallinganidiot,youbastard?)

HetauntsashechargesatZuma,Igrabhisarm pullinghim back.

Me:“He’snotworthitMbuso.”

Zumalaughsbut,it’snotahappyone.He’snarkedbyMbuso’sretort.

Zuma:“Iseeyoufinallyfoundthefatherofthatbastardchildyou’recarrying,congratsndoda,

it’sapityyou’llbestuckwithherforever.”(Man.)

Mbusogazesatme,Ican’treadhisexpressionbut,eitherwaytheglareinhiseyesforcesmeto

lookawaymortified.

Whowouldn’tbeashamedofthis?Tohavethemanyouloverejectyouandyourbaby.

Mbuso:“Sorrytodisappointyoumfanabut,thisisblessingsonblessings.”(Boy.)

Hedeclaresasheplaceshishandovermyshoulderandpullmeclosetohim.Zumalaughslike

Mbusojustcrackedajoke,thisprovestomethathedoesn’ttakemeserious.



Zuma:“Whateverrocksyourboat.”

Heridiculeswithastupidgrinaccompanyinghisface.

Mbuso:“Youknowthesaying‘youdon’tknowwhatyouhavetillit’sgone’?Thatdaywillcome

foryouandwhenyourealizewhatyou’velost,don’tevendaretrytolookforherorIwillbutcher

you.Iwillstartwiththatsmalldickofyours.”

Zumasniggersandit’sbreakingmeallovertoseehowhedoesn’tcareaboutme.

Zuma:“Lelodoesn’tseem tothinkthatit’ssmall,angishoLelo?”(RightLelo?)

Hesmirks,whileheleersatmewithapervertedlook.Iclenchmyeyesashiswordsshattermy

heartintoamillionpieces.

Mbuso:“Uyisilimasaani.Impiloyiviliandivililiyajika.”(You’reanidiotboy,lifeislikeawheel.

Soonerorlateritwillcomearoundtowhereyoustartedagain.)

Mbusotakesmybagandhandandleadsmetowardsthegate,Ilumberbesidehim asZuma’s

wordshaveleftmefeelingnumb.HehasevokedthisangerinsidemeandIcan’tletitgo.

Zuma:“Enjoymyleftovers.”

Heshoutsafterusandthat’swhenIloseit–Istop,dropmybagandpulloutthepistolItook

from myfather’sdresser.Mbusoseesitanddrawsbackinfright.

Mbuso:“Lelo?”

Hegulps.

Zumaismytarget,theneuroticlookonhisfaceseemstonudgeatmeperfectly.Iwanthim to

beafraidofme,Iwanthim tosufferthewayhehasmademesuffer.Iwanthim tocrythesame

painfultearsIcriedandIwanthim toregreteveryterriblethinghehasdonetome.Iwanthim to

begforhislife,likeIpleadedformybaby’s.

Tobecontinued…



33*

RANDALL*

ThemanIhadinstructedtoguardAmara’sroom islyinginapoolofbloodatthetopofthe

stairs.Myheartisthuddingsohardagainstmychestthatit’sbeginningtohurt.

ThethoughtoffindingAmaradeadinthereisscarierthananythingIhaveeverknown.Ijump

overthedeadmanandtreadtowardstheroom,Ihavetobequietjustincaseshe’snotalone.

“Nonrenderlodifficileperme,caro,nonmorderò.”(Don’tmakethishardformedear,Iwon’t

bite.)

Bastard!

It’sFranco’sgofer,Iam goingtokillhim.

IhearAmarasnivelling.

Ipeepthroughtheopendoor,Icanseehisbackandhe’sdressedinallblack.Amaraisthrowing

pillowsathim andhe’sdodgingthem whilelaughingasifhe’senjoyingeverysecondofit.She

seesmeandstops,hereyespleadforhelp,there’sabitofreliefinthem aswell.

Iplaceafingeronmylip,motioningthatshedoesn’tsayawordasIaim mygunattheman.

Thefearfullookinhereyesgivesherawayandinresultstothat,theminionswivels.Ipullthe

trigger,notgivinghim achancetoaim hisgun.HedropsdeadrightinfrontofAmara,she

screamsandstaggersbackwhilecoveringherearswithherhands.

Irushinandenfoldherinmyarms,atfirstshedoesn’tholdmebackbuteventually,Ifeelher

smallarmswraparoundmybroadshoulders.Sheistremblinglikealeaf,Iholdhertighterwhile

turningusaroundinefforttoshieldherfrom thecorpsebeforeher.

Amara:“Youkilledhim.”

Shestateswithanunsteadyvoice.

Me:“OneofushadtodieandIwasfaster.”

Iexpresswhathappenstobethetruth.Shetriestopulloutofmyhold,stiffeningherbodybut,I

refusetoletgoasIseeFrancoandMusastepinfollowedbytwoarmedgoonsalsoinblack

clothing.Theyguardthedoorwhile,thosetwosmugmonkeysambleinthebedroom.

MusaisMkhize’slapdog,hedesperatelywantstobelikehisbrotherandMkhizeknowsit.

Hence,hemakeshim doallhisdirtywork,knowingthatwhentheworstcomestotheworst.

Musawilltakethefall,whilehewalksfree.

Iburymyfaceonthecrookofherneckandplaceasoftkiss,herbodyloosens.

IknowwhichplacestotouchtomakehermeltandsheisnotawareofthepowerIhaveoverher.



Thisisthewrongtimeformyfeelingstobeseekingattentionbut,Ican’thelpit.Iseemore

momentslikethisone,herinmyarms,surrenderingherselftome.

Myheartflicksatthethought.

Me:“Amara,Ineedyoutolistentome.Youaregoingtobetakenawaybut,Ineedyoutostay

calm.”

Iwhisperinherearandshereleasesagasp.

Me:“Don’ttrytoputupafight,theywon’thurtyou.”

Franco:“Shouldwegiveyoutwospaceorareyoudone?”

Hemocks.

AmaraquailsatthesoundofFranco’svoiceassherecognizesit.Herarmsclencharoundme,I

feelherhandsclingontomyshirt.

IshootFrancoadeadlystare,inasecondnow,Amarawillbeexposedtotheirmalevolentfaces.

IfIcould,Iwouldholdherlikethisforever,justtoprotectherfrom thedarknessthisworldhas

tooffer.

Me:“Don’ttrustthesemenoranyone.Whatevertheywillsaytoyouisalie,donotlistentothem.

Theywilltrytowinyourtrustbut,it’sallafaçadetogetyoutodowhattheywant.”

She’scryingnow,fearhasengulfedher.Irubherback,hopingthatitwillstopherbodyfrom

shuddering.

Musa:“Haibo!Kwanele.”(That’senough.)

Musagruntsashehurtlestowardsus.HetriestograbAmarabytheshoulderandIsendmyleg

forwardwithaforce,kickinghim rightonhisstomach.Hefallsbut,getsbackupalmost

immediately.

Amaracan’tseeanythingasshehasherbackagainstthedoorbutshe’swhimperingnow.She

cansensethedangerintheroom.Shehasn’tsaidanything,hercriesgiveatestimonyofher

terror.

Musatriestochargeatmeagain,andisstoppedbyFrancowho’sgrinningatme.Thestupid

lookonhisfacesayshehasdeclaredhimselfvictorious.

Me:“Iwillfindyoumehemma,nomatterwhat.Youbelongwithme.”(Myqueen.)

Iassureher.

Francodrawsouthisgunasheapproachesus,hegrabsAmara’shand.Shescreamsasshe

holdsontightlytome.

Me:“Don’ttouchheryoubastard.”

Irumble.



Helaughs,showingmehisgunandsnatchesminefrom me.

Franco:“ÈfinitaOkolie.”(It’soverOkolie.)

HegrowlswhilepullingascreamingAmarafrom myhold.Itdoesn’ttakelongforMusatohit

mewithagunonmyheadandI’m thrownonthefloorwithasingleknock.Amarareleases

anotherscream,Ilookupatherandthetearsinhereyesevokethatdarkforceinsideme.

Me:“SeimortoFranco.”(You’redeadFranco.)

Andthisisapromise.

IpullmyselfupasFrancolaughsatmythreat.

Franco:“You’reafunnymanOkolie.”

Musa:“Deadmendon’tcrackjokes.”

Musasaysashepointsagunatme,thesefuckerswereinstructedtokillme.

Amara:“No,pleasedon’tkillhim.”

ShepleadsformysoulwhilestrugglinginFranco’shandsandI’m astoundedbyhercries.Now,

I’m moreeagertosaveher.

Franco:“Aww!Wouldyoulookatthat,JulietispleadingforthelifeofherbelovedRomeo.I

fuckinghateShakesSpear.”

Hederideswithanunemotionaltone.

Me:“IwillfindyouAmara,don’tforgetthat.”

FrancoandMusalaugh.

Franco:“Killhim.”

HeinstructsMusawhostillhasagunpointedatme,Ican’tstandAmara’scriesofagony.The

tearsthatkisshereyeslids,astheypushtoswayonherplumpcheeks,exposingthesecretsof

herheart.Icanbearanythingbut,notasingleteardropinhereyes.

Me:“I’m sorrymehemma.”(Myqueen)

Shescream criesandthat’swhenMusapullsthetrigger,piercingmychestwithabullet.Iheara

fade-awayofthenextthreegunshotscollaboratedwithAmara’sheartwrenchingscreamsandI

blackout.

NOMBULELO*

Zuma’swordshaveleftmefeelingdesolateandbereft,thisgnawingloveIhaveforhim has

birthedthismomentrighthere.IhavepushedoutMbuso’svoicethat’sdesperatelytryingto



convincemetodropthegun,Zumaisbeforemetremblinglikeafool.

Ilovethismaninfrontofmebut,myhateforhim isasstrongasmylove.Noonehaseverhurt

methewayhehas,Iam abrokensoulbecauseofhim andnowI’m standinginfrontofhim like

awreckingball.Iwilldestroyanyonewhostandsinmyway.

Zuma:“Lelo,wenzani?Whatisthis?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Heraiseshishandsinsurrender.

Me:“ThisiswhatyouhaveplantedZuma.Youknowthesaying‘youreapwhatyousow?It’s

timetoreapyoubastard.”

Zuma:“Lelo,pleasebaby.Ngiyakucelas’thandwasam’bekis’bhamuphansi.”(I’m beggingyou

mylove,putthegundown.”

Nowheknowshowtobecivil?

Bloodyhypocrite.

Me:“Don’tfuckingcallmethat.YaziZuma,Ilovedyou.Bengikuthand’ukufaandwhatdidyou

do?Youdestroyedme,yourippedmeapartandtookawayeverypartofme.Youkilledme

Zuma.”(YouknowIlovedyoubeyondanything.)

Iscream,drawingattentionfrom bystanders.Idon’tcarewhathappenstomerightnow,Iwant

thisfooltoknowwhathehasdoneandhowIfeel.

Zuma:“I’m sorryLelo,ngiyaxolisas’thandwasam’.Idon’tknowwhatcameoverme,itwasthe

devil.”

Thisangersme,everywordcomingoutofthatlyingmouthofhis.

Me:“ThedevilZuma?Youidiot,lookatyou.Evenatdeath’sdooryoustillrefusetotake

responsibilityofyourmistakes.Iwanttoknowwhyyouhavedestroyedme,Iwanttoknowwhy

youbetrayedmewhenIlovedyou.”

Mbuso:“Lelo,putthegundown.Weshouldtalklikecivilizedpeople.”

Me:“NowthatIhaveaguninmyhand,wehavetobecivil?Whataboutwhenthismanwas

rippingmyheartoutofmychest?Noonedaredtocrycivil,everyaccusatoryfingerwaspointed

atme,asifImademyselfpregnant.MyownfatherchasedmeoutofhishouselikeImeant

nothingtohim.IcamecryingtoyouZuma,onlyforyoutousemeasapunchingbag.Am Ithat

worthlessthatyouhadtobehostiletowardsme?”

Zuma:“Nobaby,youareworthit.Youarewortheverything…”

Me:“Shutup,stoplyingtomeyoupieceofshit.”

Iscream athim andhedrawsback,hiseyeskeeprunningbackandforthtothegunthen,tomy

face.

Mbuso:“Lelo….”



Me:“Mbuso,Idon’twanttohurtyou.Onemorewordfrom youandthisgunwillgooff.”

Iwarnhim andhetakesafewstepsback,Zumadropshishandsandattemptstochargeatme.

Me:“Keepthoseuselesshandsupandifyoumoveonemoretime,yourmotherwillburyyou

nextweek.”

Ibarkandheraisesthem rapidly.

I’m emotionlessatthemomentandit’sallhisfaultthatmyhearthasbecomeprotectiveofme,

cagingmefrom allemotionsthattrytoengulfme.

Zuma:“Lelo,let’sgotalkinsideplease.You’llgetintrouble,someonemightcallthepolice.”

Me:“LookatmeZuma.DoIlooklikeIcareaboutanythingrightnow?Youbrokemeand

emptiedme.Iwantyoutofixme.”

Zuma:“Lelo,comeon.HowdoIevendothat?’

Me:“Idon’tknow,figureitout.Iwantmysoulback,Iwantyoutoputmyheartbacktogether

again.WhatyoudidisinhumaneZuma,it’sevil.”

Iyellathim.

Zuma:“AndIsaidI’m sorryokay,Ididn’tmeananyofitLelo.Iwasafraidokay.Ipanickedwhen

youtoldmethatyou’repregnant,Ifeltbetrayed.”

Me:“Whatthehelldoesthatevenmean?YouthinkIdidn’tpanic?Ihadtogothrougheverything

alone.”

Zuma:“Iknow,I’m sorrybaby.Please,don’tdothis,don’truinyourlife.Thinkofthebaby.”

Me:“WhatbabyZuma?BecauseaccordingtoyouI’m carryingabastard.”

Zuma:“It’smeLelo,yourZuzu.Please,mybabylowerthatthing.”

Goodhe’spleadingbut,he’snotsayingwhatIwanttohear.

Me:“IhateyouZuma,Ihateeverythingaboutyou.”

I’m lying,IhatehowmuchIlovehim.

Zuma:“Andit’smyfault,Itakefullresponsibilityofthat.”

Me:“TheonlyresponsibilityIwantyoutotakeisofthisbabygrowinginsideme,youneedto

manupZuma.”

Zuma:“Iwill,Ipromise.Iwilltakecareofyouandourbaby.”

Me:“Yourpromisesmeannothingtome,you’renothingbutaliar.Givemeonegoodreasonwhy

Ishouldn’tpullthistrigger.”

Zuma:“You’renotamurderer.”

Me:“Notgoodenough.”



Idon’tknowhowbut,Mbusograbsmefrom behind,andsnatchesthegunfrom me.Ilookatmy

shakyhandsasIsinkinhisarmsbawling.

Mbuso:“I’vegotyou,it’sokay.”

Heassuresmebut,itdoesn’tfeelokay.Zumawalksuptome,withadistraughtexpression.

Zuma:“Ireallyam sorryLelo.”

That’sallhehastosay,sorry?Ishouldhavepulledthebloodytrigger.

Iwatchhim ashewalksbacktothehouse.

MOSES*

Ican’tbelievethatIam surroundedbysenselesspeople,Ntombi’sfamilyisabunchofstupid

idiots.Iftheythinktheycanchallengeme,theyhaveanotherthingcoming.Iwillshowthem

whatIam madeof.IhadtoleavethathouseorIwouldhavelostmymind.

Thisismyhideaway,myhomeawayfrom home.Thistavern,Jaftamyoldfriendintroducedit

tomeyearsback,IwasstrugglingtogetajobwhileNtombiworkedasanurse.Myegowas

bruised,havingbeingfedbyawoman.ShebecamethemanofthehousewhileIwasahouse

husband,Iwouldcleanandcookandwaitforhertocomehomefrom work.

Itcametoapointwheremyfriendsstartedmockingme,callingmenamesandthatIleta

womandominateme.Thisalonegavemesleeplessnightsandtheonlywaytocopewastoturn

toabottleandboydiditcomfortme,itcomfortedmeinwaysNtombinevercould.

Butthatalsoledmetogreed,Isoldmysoultotherootofallevil,theloveofmoney.Gambling

wastheeasiestwaytoattainmoney,luckwasonmysideforthefirstthreetries,butthefourth

timeIlosteverything.Thinkingitwasn’tagooddayItriedagain,onlytolosemanytimesafter

that.

Itstoppedbeingaboutjustthemoneybut,chasingthatfeelingofwinning.

ThatiswhenImetMkhize,Jaftaintroducedhim tome.IneededmoneytogambleandNtombi’s

purseswerenotofgreathelpanymore,shestoppedcarryingcash.ThatwomanthinksI’m

stupid,IwillshowheronedaywhatI’m madeof.

Mkhizelentmeagreatamountofmoney,myeyescouldn’tbelievewhatwasbeforeme.Iguess

Iwasn’tthinkingstraightbecauseIgambleditallandMkhizewantedtokillmebecauseI

couldn’tpayhim back,that’swhenmylightbulbwhenon.Knowingthathehadmanywivesand

likedthem young,Ishowedhim Amara.Shewasgoingtobemyticketoutofthisdebt,hefellfor

heratfirstglance.

Hisplanwastotakeherwhenshe’s18but,thingstookagreatturnformewhenIwas

approachedbythesemenwhohadaninterestinAmara.Theywouldn’ttellmehowtheyknew



her,orwhattheywantedwithher.

Alltheydidwasoffermemoneyandnothingsmellssoheavenlylikeastackofbanknotes.I

gaveinandagreed,besides,Iwasn’tgaininganythingwithMkhizealthoughIowedhim.Now,

I’m indeeptroubleandhavetothinkofawaytopaythatoldfool.

Icouldbeoutofthehook,asIhaven’tseenhim lately.

Ntombidoesn’tknowthatIspendmostofmymoneyatthetavern.Shereallydoesn’thaveto

knowaboutit,it’snotlikeit’sherbusiness.HerjobistobeawifetomeandjumpwhenIsay

jump.

Ievengotmyselfsomeonetoloveontheside,IloveNtombiit’snotaliebut,sheisnotthe

samewomanImarriedyearsagoandmyloveforheriskindofdilutednow.Shedoesn’thave

thatfireanymore.

TherearedayswhenIstopmyselffrom stranglinghertodeath,dayswhensherubsmeoffthe

wrongway.

Mashotohereisdifferent,shegivesmepeace.Sheisabreathoffreshair.Ihavethoughtof

takingherasmysecondwife.But,Ntombiwouldkillherbeforeshecansay‘Ido’andIwould

probablybediggingmyowngraveaswell.

Me:“Uyabonabrawami,thisisthelife.”(Yousee,myfriend.)

Jafta:“Ungashofuthi.Sithiisingisi,youcannevergetenoughofagoodthing.”(Youcansaythat

again.)(There’sanEnglishsaying.)

Iknowhe’saskingformorebeers,thishasbeenaneverydaythingsinceIbecameamillionrand

rich.Mycircleoffriendshasincreased,wedrinkourselvessillyalmosteverynight.It’sagood

thingIcanhandlemybeerorNtombiwouldgivemeanearfull.

Jafta:“Wesis’Brenda,somile.Fillupthetablesiswam’.(Wearestillthirsty.)

Jaftahasnolimit.IfheknewhowIgotthismoneyhe’senjoying,willthosebeersgodownthe

samewaytheydonow.

Mashoto:“HuhahJafta,youwanttofinishmyman’smoney.”

Jafta:“Kykhierskat.Ditisbaielate,otherwomenareathomewarmingupthebedfortheir

husbandswhoareoutdrinking.Sowena,angaziufunanila”(Lookheresweetie,it’sverylate.)(I

don’tknowwhatyouwanthere.)

He’sdrunk,hetalksshitwhenhe’swasted.

Mashoto:“HeehJafta,heehJafta.Singaphaphelanituu.”(Don’tbesmartwithme.)

Me:“AwungitsheleJafta,uzodlaimaliyamikuzekubenini.”(TellmeJafta,howlongdoyou

planonspendingmymoney?)

Jafta:“HaiboMosesbrawam’khohlwalokho.As’phuzeninabutshwala.”(Moses,myfriend.

Forgetthat.Here’sthealcohol,letusdrink.)



HestatesashegrabsabottleofbeerafterBrendaplacesthem onthetable.

Me:“Uzofele‘tshwalenindoda.”(Youwilldieofalcohol.)

Themusicsuddenlystopsandthisfeelslikedéjàvu,asIseeMkhizewalkinginthetavern,now

I’m convincedthatIwillneverbeatpeacetillIpaymydebt.

Noonedarestosayaword,Mkhizeisfearedinthisplace.Mykneesbeginshakingasterror

engulfsme,Iknowhim tobeacoldheartedbastard.Ihaveseenhim killpeoplewhoowedhim

money,hemademewatchjustsoIknowwhatwillhappentomewhenIfailtopayhim.

Mkhize:“Wenja,forsomeonewhoisindeepshit,you’resurehavinghellofagoodtime.”

(Bastard.)

Islowlypushmyselfupashestandsinfrontofme.

Me:“Mkhize?Iwasgoingtocallyouand…”

Mkhize:“DidIsayspeak?”

Heshouts,Ishakemyheadno.

Mkhize:“Youowemes’dudla,don’tthinkIhaveforgottenaboutit.”

Me:“Iknowyouhaven’t…”

Oneofhismenthrowsapunchatme,IstumblebackandalmostfallonMashoto.Shescreams

asshegetsupfrom thechair.Jaftahasmoved,Ican’tseewhereheisnow.Somefriendheis.

Coward.

Mkhize:“WhenItalk,youlisten.Siyezwana?”(Doyouunderstand?)

Me:“Yebo.”

Ican’texpresshowembarrassedIam,everyoneiswatchingmetremblingbeforethisman.At

leasttheyarealldrunk,chancesofthem rememberingthisepisodearezerotonothing.

Mkhize:“Lalelakes’phukuphuku.YouandIaregoingtotakealongdrive,Ihaveasurprisefor

you.ThisisonlytoremindyouthatIcandowhateverIwantandangihlulwayiluthomina.”

(Listenyouidiot.)(There’snothingIcannotdo.)

Thisisit,thesearemylastmomentsonearth.Iknowhe’sgoingtokillme,Mkhizedoesn’tjust

takedriveswithyou.Nooneevercomesbackalivefrom thoserides.

Me:“Mkhizengiyakucelakhabazela,Iwillfindherandbr…”(I’m beggingyou.)

Ireceiveanotherpunchfrom thesameguy,thistimehethrowsinakickthemomentIfall.I’m

thinkinghe’sgoingtostopbuthedoesn’t,he’shavinghiswayonmybody.Punchingandkicking

memercilessly,IraisemyeyestolookatMashoto.She’ssobbingwhile,franticallywatchingthe

wholething.

I’m soashamedthatIwanttodigaholeandhide.Everyoneinthisplaceknowsthatiftheydare



utterasingleword,Mkhizewillshootthem withoutathoughttoit.

Mkhize:“Stop.”

Heinstructstheman,hepullsbackwithagrinonhisface.IthinkIbrokearib,it’sgettinghard

tobreatheandmybodyfeelslikeit’sonfire.

Mkhize:“Indabaawulalelis’dudla.WhenIsay,youdon’topenyourstinkingmouthwhenIspeak,

Imeanit.Now,howaboutwegoforthatride.”(Thethingisyoudon’tlisten.)

Thesmirkonhisfacesendschillsdownmyspine.I’m agoner,Iwilldielikeadog.Twobuff

men,grabmyarmsanddragmeoutlikeasackofpotatoes.

Tobecontinued…
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SomethinggashedinsidemewhenthatmanshotRandallandIcan’tseem tofigureoutwhatit

is,thelasttimeIfeltsomuchpainwaswhenIsawmyparentslyingdeadintheirownblood.

ItfeltlikeIwaspleadingfortheirliveswhenIimplored,thattheyspareRandall’slife

WeareinawhiteJeep,drivingonthefourlanehighwayandallhopeislost.

Ican’tbelievethatIwatchedhim die.I’m stillonthismissionoftryingtocatchmybreath,Ifeel

suffocatedandIcan’tstopwonderingwhyseeinghim dietookeverybreathinsideme.

Mybrainkeepsreplayingthatscene,RandallbeingshotandIbeingtakenaway.Itsoundsso

unreal,likesomebodyscripteditforme.

Theskiesturnedblacklikeaperfectstorm wascoming,whenwesteppedoutofthehouseand

itstartedraininggreatlyasweenteredthecar.

Ifinditabitoddbecause,weareinthemiddleofJuneandstormsareinfrequentatthistimeof

theyear.

Therearethreepassengersinthisvehicle,includingme.IrememberthisFrancoguy,hemakes

myskincrawl.I’m sittingwithhim atthebackwhiletheotherguyisdriving.Francohasn’tsaid

anythingsincewegotinthecar,hehasaguninhishandandthat’sathreatonitsown.The

driverthough,hasn’tstoppedplayingloudmusicandsingingatthetopofhislungs,heappears

tobeonehappybastard.

Franco:“Turndownthatshit.”

Hewoofsathim seeminglyfrustrated-thedriverlaughs,tiltshisheadtotheback,thenturns

thevolumedown.

Him:“Won’tyouletmecelebrate?Ihaveavengedmybrother’sdeath.Okoliekilledmybrother

thatnightandIhavebeenbayingforhisbloodeversince.”

Hedeclares,hemustbetalkingaboutthenightIwaskidnapped.

Therewasonlyoneblackmaninthatcarandhewasshotdead,Ican’tsayitwasRandallwho

killedhim because,Iwasblindfolded.It’sadifferentstorytoday,asiftheyperceivedthatIwill

notputupafight.

Franco:“Mybrother’sdeathhasbeenavengedtoobut,youdon’tseemesingingoutloudlikea

lunatic,turnthatmusicoffcompletely.It’sbloodygivingmeaheadache.

Him:“Whatiswrongwithyou?Youseem jumpyandspookedout.”

Franco:“Ithinkwefuckedupman.”



Hesoundshorrified,liketheydidagreatblunder.

Him:“Idon’tgetit.”

Franco:“You’restupid,that’swhy.Mkhizespecificallywarnedusnottokillthatidiot,youdon’t

killanOkolieman.Shit!Myhearthasn’tstoppedbeatinghardsinceyoupulledthetrigger.

Somethingdoesn’tfeelright,somethingdarkiscoming.”

AsobslipsoutofmymouthasIam remindedthatRandallisdead,Francoturnshisheadand

glaresatmewithaslygrinonhisface.

He’ssweatingandlookskindofnervous.

Him:“That’sallamyth.Whatishe?God?Thatdumpheadisonhiswaytohellandwe’ll

continuewithlifeasitis,nothingbadisgoingtohappen.

ThedriverlaughsoutloudaggravatingFranco,afrownisbornonhisface.

Franco:“Didn’tyourbrothertellyouwhathappenswhenyoukillanOkolie?”

Him:“Hedidbut,Idon’tbelievethatshit.Don’tbeapussyFranco.Wehaveachievedwhatmy

brotherfailedtodo,wekilledthatbastard.He’llbeproudofmewhenItellhim howItook

Okolie’slifeandtherewasnothinghecoulddoaboutit.”

Franco:“ThisiswhyIsaidyou’restupid,youfool.”

Francobarksandrightafterthat,lightningstrikesinfrontoftheJeep.Causingittoswerveout

ofcontrol,whilethedriverfightstogaincontrolofitbut,isfailingandmybodyisknocked

forwardandsideways.

Acarthat’stravellingatahighspeedclangsintoours,flippingtheJeepover.Itscreechesonits

back,onthehardtarroad.

Myheadsmashesagainstthewindowandtheloudglassresonates,myarmsandlegsare

flounderinginadesperatesearchofsomethingtoholdonto,andstopthemuddledmovement

ofmybody.

Thesceneoftheaccidentisfilledwithdeafeningviolentbangofmetals,asifitishappening

rightinsidemyhead,thesmellofburnttiresandburningvehiclesistoointenseforwords.

Mymusclesfeelliketheywerebeingseverelysmashedbyabluntobject,asmybodyispinned

againstthecowlofthecar.Icantastethecopperybloodfloodinginmymouth,IseeFranco

withmyblurredvisionasmyheadfeelslikeeverythinginsideitisstagnant.

Thetormentingpainistheonlythingthathasmedriftinginandoutofconsciousness,it’s

keepingmeawake,pullingmefrom thisgreatneedtosleep.InthemeanwhileIhearhisvoice

fadeaway,asIslipintoaslurpingdarkness.

STYLES*



Khethu:“OhmyGodStyles.Whathappenedhere?”

IhadnochoicebuttobringKhethuwithme,therewasnotimetotakeherbackhome.Sheis

horrifiedbythesceneaswedrivethroughthecollapsedgateoftheOkolieresidence,thereare

deadbodiesscatteredeverywhere.Somemenarealiveandtheyaretryingtopickthemselves

up.

Itlookslikeawarhadbrokenoutinthisplace,thebloodybastardsleftustocleanupthemess.

IhavenoideahowRandallisdoing,hebetterbeokay.Itriedtocallhim,hisnumbersentme

straighttovoicemail.

Khethu:“Styles?”

ShetapsmyshoulderandI’m joltedbacktowhatmymindwastryingtoprotectmefrom,this

grislyscene.IcanonlypraythatRandallandLiyanaareokay,that’stheonlypowerIhaveatthis

moment.

Ipulluponthedriveway,jumpoutofthecarandscurryinthehouse,leavingKhethubehind.It’s

rainingcatsanddogsoutside,therewasnowarningofhailstormstonightorrainatall.So,this

suddenchangeoftheweatherissomewhatpeculiar.

Thesceneinthehouseisdifferentfrom theoneoutside,it’sspotless.Istartwiththelounge

andotherroomsdownstairs,beforeheadingupstairstocheckthebedrooms.Thedeafening

silencecrackstheminusculehopeIhaveoffindingthem alive,nooneisansweringtomy

desperatecallasIshoutouttheirnames.

Liyana’sroom isthefirstoneinthecorridor,it’sempty.IrushoutandI’m metbyKhethuatthe

topofthestairs,shescreamswhenshetramplesonadeadbodyandfallsontopofit.Ihelpher

upswiftly,thedisturbedlookonherfacehasgrown.Ican’tmollifyherrightnow,sheneedsto

bestrong.Ineedhertobestrongforme.

Khethu:“Styles,what’sgoingon?WhereisRandall?”

Me:“Alive,hopefully.”

IstateandhopeasIsauntertowardsthebedroom Amarauses,myheartisinneedofgreat

attentionasithasn’tstoppeddrummingagainstmychest.

Khethugrabsmyarm,followingbehindme.Ireelback,aghastbyRandall’sbloodiedbodyonthe

floor.Khethureleasesagasp,shehooksherhandsonmyarm andburiesherfaceonmy

shoulder.

Gradually,Imoveawayfrom her.Makingmywayintotheroom,thereisnosignofAmara.They

tookherandRandallmusthavefoughttosaveher…

ThefirstthingIdoistofeelhispulse,myheartstopsasIfeelapulsationonhisneck.

Khethu:“Ishe…”



Shestopsandheavesasigh,Ifeelhergentlehandonmyshoulder.Ididn’trealizeIwascrying,

thesearenotonlytearsofsorrowbut,joyaswell.Mybrotherlives.

Me:“He’salive.”

Iinform her,mywordscomfortingme.

Shebreathesasighofrelief.

Me:“I’dbedamned.”

AcackleglidesoutofmymouthwhenIriphisshirtopen.

Khethu:“He’swearingavest.”

SheconfirmswhatIalreadyknow.

Me:“Luckysonofabitch,he’scheateddeathonceagain.”

Iproclaim,gladly.

Youcan’ttakethisGhanaianPrincedown,theyhavetriedandfailedbleakly.

Hehasafleshwoundonhisleftshoulder,abulletholeonhisupperthighandtwobulletsare

stuckonthebulletproofvestorelsehewould’vebeenagoner.

Me:“Helpmegethim onthebed.”

Khethu:“Shouldn’twecallanambulance?”

Me:“Andsaywhat?”

Khethu:“HelostalotofbloodStyles,heneedsmedicaltreatment.”

Me:“Andthat,hewillget.”

Khethu:“How?You’renotadoctor.”

Me:“Khethu,helpmegethim onthebed.”

Iinstruct,firmly.

Khethu:“ButStyles...”

Me:“Areyougoingtohelpmeornot?There’snotimetowasteKhethu.”

ShelooksatmeasIshootherasternlook,shebendsandgrabshislegswhileIlifthisupper

bodyandweplacehim onthebed.

Khethu:“ShouldIcallanambulance?”

SheaskssoftlywhilelookingatRandall.

Me:“Getmeabowlwithhotwater,somegerm disinfectantsandacloth,Ineedtocleanhis

wounds.”



IpaynoheedtoherquestionasIunstrapRandall’sbulletproofvest.

Khethu:“Stylesyou’reputtinghislifeatrisk,you’renotadoctorandhavenoexperience.”

Shit!!!

Me:“WillyougetmethefuckingwaterorshouldIdoitmyself.”

Ishoutandshecringes.

Khethu:“Don’tever,speaktomelikethatagain.”

Sheretorts.IknowI’m inthewrongbut,Iam frustratedandsheisaddingtoit.

Me:“I’m sorry.LookIwillexplaineverythinglaterokay.Wecan’ttakeRandalltothehospital,

theywillhaveusopenacase.

Khethu:“Myfatherwillhelpus,we’llexplainwhathappenedandhewillfindwhoeverdidthisto

him.”

Me:“Don’tbestupidKhethu.DidyouhappentoseethosedeadbodiesoutsideorwasIseeing

things?Youarenottotellyourfatheraboutanyofthis,doyouunderstand?”

Sheleersatme,hermouthnotpromisingasinglewordfrom her.

Me:“Khethu,Isaiddoyouunderstand?”

Isnapandshenods.Khethuisastrongwoman,notoncehassheshedatearduetothisgrim

discovery.

Me:“IalmostforgotLiyanaandchioma,theyareprobablyinthebasement.Ineedyoutogoand

getthem.”

Khethu:“Howdoyouknowthat?”

Me:“Ifthisisyourplantomakemelosemymind,sweetheart,it’sworking.You’rebloody

pissingmeoffrightnowKhethu.Mustyoubedifficult?”

Khethu:“Styles.”

Mynamewhooshesoutofhermouth,asifsheisastoundedbytheharshtoneI’m addressing

herwith.

Me:“Ineedyoutoworkwithmehere,please.GoandgetLiyanaandChiomaoutofthat

basement,theymustbeterrified.MakesureLiyanadoesn’tcomehereandifsheaskswhere

herfatheris,makeupsomething.”

Khethu:“Likewhat?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,butitshouldbeconvincing.IwilltakecareofRandall.There’sanoldrusted

irondoorinthere,turnleftafteryoutakethestairs.Youwon’tmissit,thelightswitchisonthe

left,rightafteryoutakethatturn.”

Khethu:“Okay.”



Me:“Thankyou.”

Shehurriesoutofthebedroom,leavingmetocallMbuso.

NOMBULELO*

Mbuso:“Comein.”

Mbusooffers,ashegestureswithhishandstretchedout.Iwalkinslowlyandimmediatelyscan

mysurroundings.It’sabachelorapartment,onthethirdfloor.Theentranceleadsyoutothe

livingroom,afiveseaterroyalbluecornercouchissituatedinthemiddleoftheroom,witha

fewmustardcushionsdeckedonitscorners.

Whatanoddcolourcombination.

A32inchflatscreentelevisionposes,facingthecouchandthetwoshelfTVstand,holdsafew

booksandwhatappearstobeoldvideocassettetapes.There’saSonyVCRvideocassette

playerjustonthebottom shelfandaDSTVdecodernexttoit.

Thelightgreywallsareornamentedwithafewfamilypictures,mostlyit’sofhim andtwogirls

youngerthanhim.Theyhavethesamefacialfeatureswithslightdifferences,abigpicture

framewithanelderlylookingcoupletakesthespotlightinthisroom.

It’sonthewallrightabovethecouch,it’sthefirstthingyouseewhenyouwalkintothe

apartment.Ifnotthoseblindingcolourfulcouchcushions.

Thetinykitchenisblendedwiththelivingroom but,standsaloneonthefarendcorner,justa

fewstepsfrom thedoor.Asingledoorstainlesssteelfridgeinhabitsthatsmallspaceand

portableredkitchencabinetswithstainlesssteelappliances.It’saprettykitchenforabachelor.

Therearestairswithmaybetenstepsleadingupstairs.That’sallthereistothispartofthefloor.

Mbuso:“Makeyourselfathome.”

Heleadsmetothecouch,Itakeasit,itdoesn’tfeellikehomeandmybodylanguagesnitches

onme.

Mbuso:“RelaxLelo.”

Hisfriendlysmilegreetsme,Ican’tbelieveIam trustingacompletestrangerwithmylife.

Mbuso:“Youcanstayhere,untilwefigureawayforward.”

Me:“Idon’twanttoimpose.”

Mbuso:“IfIthoughtso,thenIwouldn’thavebroughtyouhere.”

Me:“Look,IwasplanningongoingtomyuncleinPongolaso…”

Mbuso:“Thebundus?”(Theruralareas?)



Inod.

Me:“Ineedabreakfrom Gautenganyway.”

Mbuso:“Really?”

Hesitsnexttomeandlooksatme,Idropmygaze.He’sthattypethatleersdeepintoyoureyes

whenspeakingtoyou,itkindofgetsuncomfortable.

Mbuso:“Youcan’tpossiblytellmethatyou’rereadytogoandshareahousewithchickensand

goats.”

Hesayssmiling,Ilaugh.

Me:“There’snothingwrongwiththat.”

Mbuso:“Yesbut,youdon’tlooklikethetype.Imeantheneighboursmightthinkyouwere

kidnappedorsomething,iftheyseeyouthere.Yousimplywillnotblendin.”

Me:“That’sinsane,givemeaweekandIwilllooklikeIwasbredthere.”

Hislaughfillstheroom,it’ssoothingandcomforting.MaybeInoticebecause,heisthefirst

persontotreatmewithkindnesssinceIbeganmypathonthisdarkroad.Ineedafriendlyface

rightnoworIwillcrack.

Mbuso:“Iam yettoseethatdayalthough,Idoubtitwillcome.”

Me:“You’reanicepersonMbusoandIdon’twanttotakeadvantageofyourkindness.”

Mbuso:“Don’tbesilly.Ifthat’sthecasethen,letme,takeadvantageofmykindness.”

Hesmiles.

Thisishis…argh!I’velostcountofthenumberofsmileshisfacehasaccepted,sincewewere

inthecaronourwayhere.WeareinRandburg,intheestatesofWindsoreast.It’sanice

compartment,well-guardedandveryprivate.

Mbuso:“Besides,whowillfeedyourcravingsinthemiddleofthenight?”

MyheartleapsasI’m remindedonceagainthat,Ihaveahumangrowinginsideme.Whatwill

becomeofmybaby?HowwillIexplainhisfather’sabsenceinhislife?

Mbuso:“And,Idoubtyouruncleknowsanythingaboutpregnancyfoodcravings.Hewill

probablytellyoutodownitwithsugarwaterorsomething.”

Heexpressesasheseesmygloomymoodtakeovermybody,I’m abletoletoutalaughinthe

midstofit.

Mbuso:“IwantyoutobefreeLeloandtrynottostresstoomuch,youhavesomeonetothink

aboutnow.It’snotjustyouanymore.”

He’sright,Iwouldhatetolosemybaby.

Me:“Idon’tknowhowtothankyouMbuso,honestly,Ihavenowords.”



Mbuso:“Justtrytobehappy,thatwillbeenoughforme.”

Hedeclares.

Mbuso:“Okay.So,there’stwobedroomsinthisflat.Unfortunatelywewillhavetosharea

bathroom.I’lltrytobeascleanasIcansince,there’saladynowinthehouse.”

Hearticulateswhenthemomentturnstheawkwarddirection.

Mbuso:“Yousawthekitchenright?Iusuallydogroceriesonceaweek.Thefridgeiskindof

emptyrightnowbut,there’sleftoverpizzafrom lastnightwhich,Ialsohad…for…breakfast.”

Hesendshishandbehindhisneckandrubsit,asifashamedofhisconfession.

Irespondwithasmile.

Mbuso:“I’lltrynottolivelikeatroll.”

Hemakesagoofyfaceasheassuresme,itticklesmylaughbone.

Me:“Thankyou,I’lldothewashingandcleaningsince,Ican’tpayyourightnow.”

Mbuso:“Then,I’llbeinsultedifyoudothat.Iwantyoutobemyroommate,notmyhousehelp.

Thereissomeonewhocomestocleantwiceaweek,yourjobhereistorelaxandtakecareof

littleGokuthere.”

Ohhellno!!!

Me:“Irebukethat.”

Helaughsoutloud.

Mbuso:“Why?It’sanicenameforababy.”

Me:“No,youcan’tcallhim that.ThesenamesgrowandIwillnothavemybabynamedafter

somecrazyanimaefarmer,whofightsvillainsforaliving.”

Hestaresamusedlyatme,beforebreakingintolaughter.

Mbuso:“Iseeyou’reinformed.”

Hestateswhilehismouthholdsachuckle.

Me:“YesandIstandagainstit.”

Herollsintoanotherpathoflaughter.

Mbuso:“Youwillfinditcuteoneday,whenyou’reholdinghim inyourarms.”

Me:“Isthisyoutryingtoconvincemetoconsiderthisname?”

Henods,gleamingatmeandIshakemyhead.

Hisphonerings,takingusawayfrom thispendantdebateandhisfacehaschanged.That

friendlysmileisgonewiththewind,he’sholdingafrownandfurrowedbrows.



Hegesturestobeexcusedashegetsupandstandsafewfeetawayfrom me.

Mbuso:“Styles?***What?***I’m onmyway.”

Hedropsthecallasheturnstome.I’m temptedtoaskifeverythingisokay,ashistonegivesan

alarmingmessage.But,Idon’twanttopry.

Mbuso:“Ihavetogo,yourbedroom istheoneontheright.Everythingyouwillneedisthere

exceptforatoothbrushthough,I’llpassbythegarageandgetyouone.I’m sureyouwon’tmiss

thebathroom.It’sonthefarendcornerrightafteryourroom.I’llgrabsometakeoutsonmyway

back,inthemeantime,youcanfeastonthatleftoverpizza.”

Hisfacesayshe’snotsureaboutthestalepizza.

Hemakesaface,havingmelaughwithdelight.

Me:“Maybenot?”

Mbuso:“Yeah,hey.”

Hishandfliestothebackofhisneckagain,rubbingittimidly.

Mbuso:“There’scerealandmilk.”

Heelects.

Me:“I’m notreallyhungry,I’llwaitforyou.”

Ilie,mystomachisgrumbling.Ihaven’thadanythingtoeatsinceIthrewupthismorning.

Mbuso:“Hey,likeIsaid.Makeyourselfathome.”

Heleavesmewiththat,Iguessmyluckhasn’trunoutyet.

Tobecontinued…
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SomethinggashedinsidemewhenthatmanshotRandallandIcan’tseem tofigureoutwhatit

is,thelasttimeIfeltsomuchpainwaswhenIsawmyparentslyingdeadintheirownblood.

ItfeltlikeIwaspleadingfortheirliveswhenIimplored,thattheyspareRandall’slife

WeareinawhiteJeep,drivingonthefourlanehighwayandallhopeislost.

Ican’tbelievethatIwatchedhim die.I’m stillonthismissionoftryingtocatchmybreath,Ifeel

suffocatedandIcan’tstopwonderingwhyseeinghim dietookeverybreathinsideme.

Mybrainkeepsreplayingthatscene,RandallbeingshotandIbeingtakenaway.Itsoundsso

unreal,likesomebodyscripteditforme.

Theskiesturnedblacklikeaperfectstorm wascoming,whenwesteppedoutofthehouseand

itstartedraininggreatlyasweenteredthecar.

Ifinditabitoddbecause,weareinthemiddleofJuneandstormsareinfrequentatthistimeof

theyear.

Therearethreepassengersinthisvehicle,includingme.IrememberthisFrancoguy,hemakes

myskincrawl.I’m sittingwithhim atthebackwhiletheotherguyisdriving.Francohasn’tsaid

anythingsincewegotinthecar,hehasaguninhishandandthat’sathreatonitsown.The

driverthough,hasn’tstoppedplayingloudmusicandsingingatthetopofhislungs,heappears

tobeonehappybastard.

Franco:“Turndownthatshit.”

Hewoofsathim seeminglyfrustrated-thedriverlaughs,tiltshisheadtotheback,thenturns

thevolumedown.

Him:“Won’tyouletmecelebrate?Ihaveavengedmybrother’sdeath.Okoliekilledmybrother

thatnightandIhavebeenbayingforhisbloodeversince.”

Hedeclares,hemustbetalkingaboutthenightIwaskidnapped.

Therewasonlyoneblackmaninthatcarandhewasshotdead,Ican’tsayitwasRandallwho

killedhim because,Iwasblindfolded.It’sadifferentstorytoday,asiftheyperceivedthatIwill

notputupafight.

Franco:“Mybrother’sdeathhasbeenavengedtoobut,youdon’tseemesingingoutloudlikea

lunatic,turnthatmusicoffcompletely.It’sbloodygivingmeaheadache.

Him:“Whatiswrongwithyou?Youseem jumpyandspookedout.”

Franco:“Ithinkwefuckedupman.”



Hesoundshorrified,liketheydidagreatblunder.

Him:“Idon’tgetit.”

Franco:“You’restupid,that’swhy.Mkhizespecificallywarnedusnottokillthatidiot,youdon’t

killanOkolieman.Shit!Myhearthasn’tstoppedbeatinghardsinceyoupulledthetrigger.

Somethingdoesn’tfeelright,somethingdarkiscoming.”

AsobslipsoutofmymouthasIam remindedthatRandallisdead,Francoturnshisheadand

glaresatmewithaslygrinonhisface.

He’ssweatingandlookskindofnervous.

Him:“That’sallamyth.Whatishe?God?Thatdumpheadisonhiswaytohellandwe’ll

continuewithlifeasitis,nothingbadisgoingtohappen.

ThedriverlaughsoutloudaggravatingFranco,afrownisbornonhisface.

Franco:“Didn’tyourbrothertellyouwhathappenswhenyoukillanOkolie?”

Him:“Hedidbut,Idon’tbelievethatshit.Don’tbeapussyFranco.Wehaveachievedwhatmy

brotherfailedtodo,wekilledthatbastard.He’llbeproudofmewhenItellhim howItook

Okolie’slifeandtherewasnothinghecoulddoaboutit.”

Franco:“ThisiswhyIsaidyou’restupid,youfool.”

Francobarksandrightafterthat,lightningstrikesinfrontoftheJeep.Causingittoswerveout

ofcontrol,whilethedriverfightstogaincontrolofitbut,isfailingandmybodyisknocked

forwardandsideways.

Acarthat’stravellingatahighspeedclangsintoours,flippingtheJeepover.Itscreechesonits

back,onthehardtarroad.

Myheadsmashesagainstthewindowandtheloudglassresonates,myarmsandlegsare

flounderinginadesperatesearchofsomethingtoholdonto,andstopthemuddledmovement

ofmybody.

Thesceneoftheaccidentisfilledwithdeafeningviolentbangofmetals,asifitishappening

rightinsidemyhead,thesmellofburnttiresandburningvehiclesistoointenseforwords.

Mymusclesfeelliketheywerebeingseverelysmashedbyabluntobject,asmybodyispinned

againstthecowlofthecar.Icantastethecopperybloodfloodinginmymouth,IseeFranco

withmyblurredvisionasmyheadfeelslikeeverythinginsideitisstagnant.

Thetormentingpainistheonlythingthathasmedriftinginandoutofconsciousness,it’s

keepingmeawake,pullingmefrom thisgreatneedtosleep.InthemeanwhileIhearhisvoice

fadeaway,asIslipintoaslurpingdarkness.

STYLES*



Khethu:“OhmyGodStyles.Whathappenedhere?”

IhadnochoicebuttobringKhethuwithme,therewasnotimetotakeherbackhome.Sheis

horrifiedbythesceneaswedrivethroughthecollapsedgateoftheOkolieresidence,thereare

deadbodiesscatteredeverywhere.Somemenarealiveandtheyaretryingtopickthemselves

up.

Itlookslikeawarhadbrokenoutinthisplace,thebloodybastardsleftustocleanupthemess.

IhavenoideahowRandallisdoing,hebetterbeokay.Itriedtocallhim,hisnumbersentme

straighttovoicemail.

Khethu:“Styles?”

ShetapsmyshoulderandI’m joltedbacktowhatmymindwastryingtoprotectmefrom,this

grislyscene.IcanonlypraythatRandallandLiyanaareokay,that’stheonlypowerIhaveatthis

moment.

Ipulluponthedriveway,jumpoutofthecarandscurryinthehouse,leavingKhethubehind.It’s

rainingcatsanddogsoutside,therewasnowarningofhailstormstonightorrainatall.So,this

suddenchangeoftheweatherissomewhatpeculiar.

Thesceneinthehouseisdifferentfrom theoneoutside,it’sspotless.Istartwiththelounge

andotherroomsdownstairs,beforeheadingupstairstocheckthebedrooms.Thedeafening

silencecrackstheminusculehopeIhaveoffindingthem alive,nooneisansweringtomy

desperatecallasIshoutouttheirnames.

Liyana’sroom isthefirstoneinthecorridor,it’sempty.IrushoutandI’m metbyKhethuatthe

topofthestairs,shescreamswhenshetramplesonadeadbodyandfallsontopofit.Ihelpher

upswiftly,thedisturbedlookonherfacehasgrown.Ican’tmollifyherrightnow,sheneedsto

bestrong.Ineedhertobestrongforme.

Khethu:“Styles,what’sgoingon?WhereisRandall?”

Me:“Alive,hopefully.”

IstateandhopeasIsauntertowardsthebedroom Amarauses,myheartisinneedofgreat

attentionasithasn’tstoppeddrummingagainstmychest.

Khethugrabsmyarm,followingbehindme.Ireelback,aghastbyRandall’sbloodiedbodyonthe

floor.Khethureleasesagasp,shehooksherhandsonmyarm andburiesherfaceonmy

shoulder.

Gradually,Imoveawayfrom her.Makingmywayintotheroom,thereisnosignofAmara.They

tookherandRandallmusthavefoughttosaveher…

ThefirstthingIdoistofeelhispulse,myheartstopsasIfeelapulsationonhisneck.

Khethu:“Ishe…”



Shestopsandheavesasigh,Ifeelhergentlehandonmyshoulder.Ididn’trealizeIwascrying,

thesearenotonlytearsofsorrowbut,joyaswell.Mybrotherlives.

Me:“He’salive.”

Iinform her,mywordscomfortingme.

Shebreathesasighofrelief.

Me:“I’dbedamned.”

AcackleglidesoutofmymouthwhenIriphisshirtopen.

Khethu:“He’swearingavest.”

SheconfirmswhatIalreadyknow.

Me:“Luckysonofabitch,he’scheateddeathonceagain.”

Iproclaim,gladly.

Youcan’ttakethisGhanaianPrincedown,theyhavetriedandfailedbleakly.

Hehasafleshwoundonhisleftshoulder,abulletholeonhisupperthighandtwobulletsare

stuckonthebulletproofvestorelsehewould’vebeenagoner.

Me:“Helpmegethim onthebed.”

Khethu:“Shouldn’twecallanambulance?”

Me:“Andsaywhat?”

Khethu:“HelostalotofbloodStyles,heneedsmedicaltreatment.”

Me:“Andthat,hewillget.”

Khethu:“How?You’renotadoctor.”

Me:“Khethu,helpmegethim onthebed.”

Iinstruct,firmly.

Khethu:“ButStyles...”

Me:“Areyougoingtohelpmeornot?There’snotimetowasteKhethu.”

ShelooksatmeasIshootherasternlook,shebendsandgrabshislegswhileIlifthisupper

bodyandweplacehim onthebed.

Khethu:“ShouldIcallanambulance?”

SheaskssoftlywhilelookingatRandall.

Me:“Getmeabowlwithhotwater,somegerm disinfectantsandacloth,Ineedtocleanhis

wounds.”



IpaynoheedtoherquestionasIunstrapRandall’sbulletproofvest.

Khethu:“Stylesyou’reputtinghislifeatrisk,you’renotadoctorandhavenoexperience.”

Shit!!!

Me:“WillyougetmethefuckingwaterorshouldIdoitmyself.”

Ishoutandshecringes.

Khethu:“Don’tever,speaktomelikethatagain.”

Sheretorts.IknowI’m inthewrongbut,Iam frustratedandsheisaddingtoit.

Me:“I’m sorry.LookIwillexplaineverythinglaterokay.Wecan’ttakeRandalltothehospital,

theywillhaveusopenacase.

Khethu:“Myfatherwillhelpus,we’llexplainwhathappenedandhewillfindwhoeverdidthisto

him.”

Me:“Don’tbestupidKhethu.DidyouhappentoseethosedeadbodiesoutsideorwasIseeing

things?Youarenottotellyourfatheraboutanyofthis,doyouunderstand?”

Sheleersatme,hermouthnotpromisingasinglewordfrom her.

Me:“Khethu,Isaiddoyouunderstand?”

Isnapandshenods.Khethuisastrongwoman,notoncehassheshedatearduetothisgrim

discovery.

Me:“IalmostforgotLiyanaandchioma,theyareprobablyinthebasement.Ineedyoutogoand

getthem.”

Khethu:“Howdoyouknowthat?”

Me:“Ifthisisyourplantomakemelosemymind,sweetheart,it’sworking.You’rebloody

pissingmeoffrightnowKhethu.Mustyoubedifficult?”

Khethu:“Styles.”

Mynamewhooshesoutofhermouth,asifsheisastoundedbytheharshtoneI’m addressing

herwith.

Me:“Ineedyoutoworkwithmehere,please.GoandgetLiyanaandChiomaoutofthat

basement,theymustbeterrified.MakesureLiyanadoesn’tcomehereandifsheaskswhere

herfatheris,makeupsomething.”

Khethu:“Likewhat?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,butitshouldbeconvincing.IwilltakecareofRandall.There’sanoldrusted

irondoorinthere,turnleftafteryoutakethestairs.Youwon’tmissit,thelightswitchisonthe

left,rightafteryoutakethatturn.”

Khethu:“Okay.”



Me:“Thankyou.”

Shehurriesoutofthebedroom,leavingmetocallMbuso.

NOMBULELO*

Mbuso:“Comein.”

Mbusooffers,ashegestureswithhishandstretchedout.Iwalkinslowlyandimmediatelyscan

mysurroundings.It’sabachelorapartment,onthethirdfloor.Theentranceleadsyoutothe

livingroom,afiveseaterroyalbluecornercouchissituatedinthemiddleoftheroom,witha

fewmustardcushionsdeckedonitscorners.

Whatanoddcolourcombination.

A32inchflatscreentelevisionposes,facingthecouchandthetwoshelfTVstand,holdsafew

booksandwhatappearstobeoldvideocassettetapes.There’saSonyVCRvideocassette

playerjustonthebottom shelfandaDSTVdecodernexttoit.

Thelightgreywallsareornamentedwithafewfamilypictures,mostlyit’sofhim andtwogirls

youngerthanhim.Theyhavethesamefacialfeatureswithslightdifferences,abigpicture

framewithanelderlylookingcoupletakesthespotlightinthisroom.

It’sonthewallrightabovethecouch,it’sthefirstthingyouseewhenyouwalkintothe

apartment.Ifnotthoseblindingcolourfulcouchcushions.

Thetinykitchenisblendedwiththelivingroom but,standsaloneonthefarendcorner,justa

fewstepsfrom thedoor.Asingledoorstainlesssteelfridgeinhabitsthatsmallspaceand

portableredkitchencabinetswithstainlesssteelappliances.It’saprettykitchenforabachelor.

Therearestairswithmaybetenstepsleadingupstairs.That’sallthereistothispartofthefloor.

Mbuso:“Makeyourselfathome.”

Heleadsmetothecouch,Itakeasit,itdoesn’tfeellikehomeandmybodylanguagesnitches

onme.

Mbuso:“RelaxLelo.”

Hisfriendlysmilegreetsme,Ican’tbelieveIam trustingacompletestrangerwithmylife.

Mbuso:“Youcanstayhere,untilwefigureawayforward.”

Me:“Idon’twanttoimpose.”

Mbuso:“IfIthoughtso,thenIwouldn’thavebroughtyouhere.”

Me:“Look,IwasplanningongoingtomyuncleinPongolaso…”

Mbuso:“Thebundus?”(Theruralareas?)



Inod.

Me:“Ineedabreakfrom Gautenganyway.”

Mbuso:“Really?”

Hesitsnexttomeandlooksatme,Idropmygaze.He’sthattypethatleersdeepintoyoureyes

whenspeakingtoyou,itkindofgetsuncomfortable.

Mbuso:“Youcan’tpossiblytellmethatyou’rereadytogoandshareahousewithchickensand

goats.”

Hesayssmiling,Ilaugh.

Me:“There’snothingwrongwiththat.”

Mbuso:“Yesbut,youdon’tlooklikethetype.Imeantheneighboursmightthinkyouwere

kidnappedorsomething,iftheyseeyouthere.Yousimplywillnotblendin.”

Me:“That’sinsane,givemeaweekandIwilllooklikeIwasbredthere.”

Hislaughfillstheroom,it’ssoothingandcomforting.MaybeInoticebecause,heisthefirst

persontotreatmewithkindnesssinceIbeganmypathonthisdarkroad.Ineedafriendlyface

rightnoworIwillcrack.

Mbuso:“Iam yettoseethatdayalthough,Idoubtitwillcome.”

Me:“You’reanicepersonMbusoandIdon’twanttotakeadvantageofyourkindness.”

Mbuso:“Don’tbesilly.Ifthat’sthecasethen,letme,takeadvantageofmykindness.”

Hesmiles.

Thisishis…argh!I’velostcountofthenumberofsmileshisfacehasaccepted,sincewewere

inthecaronourwayhere.WeareinRandburg,intheestatesofWindsoreast.It’sanice

compartment,well-guardedandveryprivate.

Mbuso:“Besides,whowillfeedyourcravingsinthemiddleofthenight?”

MyheartleapsasI’m remindedonceagainthat,Ihaveahumangrowinginsideme.Whatwill

becomeofmybaby?HowwillIexplainhisfather’sabsenceinhislife?

Mbuso:“And,Idoubtyouruncleknowsanythingaboutpregnancyfoodcravings.Hewill

probablytellyoutodownitwithsugarwaterorsomething.”

Heexpressesasheseesmygloomymoodtakeovermybody,I’m abletoletoutalaughinthe

midstofit.

Mbuso:“IwantyoutobefreeLeloandtrynottostresstoomuch,youhavesomeonetothink

aboutnow.It’snotjustyouanymore.”

He’sright,Iwouldhatetolosemybaby.

Me:“Idon’tknowhowtothankyouMbuso,honestly,Ihavenowords.”



Mbuso:“Justtrytobehappy,thatwillbeenoughforme.”

Hedeclares.

Mbuso:“Okay.So,there’stwobedroomsinthisflat.Unfortunatelywewillhavetosharea

bathroom.I’lltrytobeascleanasIcansince,there’saladynowinthehouse.”

Hearticulateswhenthemomentturnstheawkwarddirection.

Mbuso:“Yousawthekitchenright?Iusuallydogroceriesonceaweek.Thefridgeiskindof

emptyrightnowbut,there’sleftoverpizzafrom lastnightwhich,Ialsohad…for…breakfast.”

Hesendshishandbehindhisneckandrubsit,asifashamedofhisconfession.

Irespondwithasmile.

Mbuso:“I’lltrynottolivelikeatroll.”

Hemakesagoofyfaceasheassuresme,itticklesmylaughbone.

Me:“Thankyou,I’lldothewashingandcleaningsince,Ican’tpayyourightnow.”

Mbuso:“Then,I’llbeinsultedifyoudothat.Iwantyoutobemyroommate,notmyhousehelp.

Thereissomeonewhocomestocleantwiceaweek,yourjobhereistorelaxandtakecareof

littleGokuthere.”

Ohhellno!!!

Me:“Irebukethat.”

Helaughsoutloud.

Mbuso:“Why?It’sanicenameforababy.”

Me:“No,youcan’tcallhim that.ThesenamesgrowandIwillnothavemybabynamedafter

somecrazyanimaefarmer,whofightsvillainsforaliving.”

Hestaresamusedlyatme,beforebreakingintolaughter.

Mbuso:“Iseeyou’reinformed.”

Hestateswhilehismouthholdsachuckle.

Me:“YesandIstandagainstit.”

Herollsintoanotherpathoflaughter.

Mbuso:“Youwillfinditcuteoneday,whenyou’reholdinghim inyourarms.”

Me:“Isthisyoutryingtoconvincemetoconsiderthisname?”

Henods,gleamingatmeandIshakemyhead.

Hisphonerings,takingusawayfrom thispendantdebateandhisfacehaschanged.That

friendlysmileisgonewiththewind,he’sholdingafrownandfurrowedbrows.



Hegesturestobeexcusedashegetsupandstandsafewfeetawayfrom me.

Mbuso:“Styles?***What?***I’m onmyway.”

Hedropsthecallasheturnstome.I’m temptedtoaskifeverythingisokay,ashistonegivesan

alarmingmessage.But,Idon’twanttopry.

Mbuso:“Ihavetogo,yourbedroom istheoneontheright.Everythingyouwillneedisthere

exceptforatoothbrushthough,I’llpassbythegarageandgetyouone.I’m sureyouwon’tmiss

thebathroom.It’sonthefarendcornerrightafteryourroom.I’llgrabsometakeoutsonmyway

back,inthemeantime,youcanfeastonthatleftoverpizza.”

Hisfacesayshe’snotsureaboutthestalepizza.

Hemakesaface,havingmelaughwithdelight.

Me:“Maybenot?”

Mbuso:“Yeah,hey.”

Hishandfliestothebackofhisneckagain,rubbingittimidly.

Mbuso:“There’scerealandmilk.”

Heelects.

Me:“I’m notreallyhungry,I’llwaitforyou.”

Ilie,mystomachisgrumbling.Ihaven’thadanythingtoeatsinceIthrewupthismorning.

Mbuso:“Hey,likeIsaid.Makeyourselfathome.”

Heleavesmewiththat,Iguessmyluckhasn’trunoutyet.

Tobecontinued…



35*

STYLES*

Mbusoslogsinthebedroom lookingflushedandflustered,hiseyesaretearyandredandhis

clothesaresoggy.

Heflingshishand,sendingitagainstthewallashetriestogainbalance.

Me:“Whathappenedtoyou?”

Heglaresatme,eyeswideopen.

Mbuso:“Whathappenedtome?Whathappenedoutthere?”

Oh,Isee.

Me:“Youwerenotsupposedtoseethat,Itoldthoseboystocleanupfast.”

Mbuso:“Styles,there’samassacreoutthere.”

Me:“We’lltalkaboutthatlater,Randallneedsyourhelp.”

Hefrownsatme,itlookasifhe’sgoingtothrowup.

Me:“WhatthehellMbuso?”

Hewelcomesasourface,heavesafewtimesbeforerunningtothebathroom.Ihearthesound

ofretchingaboutthreetimes.

Ithoughtthisguyisadoctor.

Thedoorfliesopenandhestepsout,hisfaceispaleanddrippingsweatandtears.Hesniffsa

fewtimes,swipeshisnosewithhisbackhand,whilewalkingtowardsthebed.

IleeratRandall,unconscious.HowisMbusogoingtohelphim,whenheislikethis?Maybe

callinghim wasabadidea.

Me:“Areyounotadoctorman?Don’tyouseedeadbodieseveryday?Youshouldbeusedtoit

bynow.”

Herollshiseyesandignoresme.

Okay…

He’sabitsensitiverightnowso,Idecidetolethim be.

Mbuso:“Ithoughtyouguysweredonewiththatlife.”

Heexpresseswhathisfrailmindisclearlyentertaining,asheinspectsRandall’swounds.Thisis

abadtimetobejudgingus.



Me:“Nah,notreally.It’stoomuchfunthatwethrewaparty,justsowecouldkilleveryone.I’m

sorryyoudidn’tgetaninvitation.”

Nx!

Hegrimaces,shootingmeadisgustedlook.

Mbuso:“Hahaha,funny.”

Theregoeshiseyesagain.

Me:“Istheresomethingyouwouldliketotellme,Mbuso?”

Hisattitudeisgettingtomenow,helooksatmeandclearshisthroat.

Mbuso:“No…no.”

Hestumersandshrugshisshoulders.

Me:“DoyoureallythinkRandallwouldputhischild’slifeatstake?Anyonecanseethatthey

wereambushed,Idon’tunderstandhowyoucanbeadoctorandstillbestupid.Nowplease,

helphim.Hehaslostalotofblood.”

Mbuso:“Well,Idon’tunderstandhowyouandRandalltakejoyininsultingpeople,youseem to

haveajoyrideasfarasmycareerisconcerned.Iam notsorrythatItookadifferentpathinlife,

whileyoutwowereheadedtheoppositedirection.”

Whatthehelldidhejustsay?

Me:“FuckyouMbuso,thisisnotimetobewearingyourMr.Perfectcoat.Youdon’twantto

makememadman,shutthehellupanddoyourjob.”

Mbuso:“Youneedtostepout.”

Me:“Why?”

Mbuso:“BecauseIcan’tworkwhileyou’rehere.”

Me:“Yeah,I’veheardthatlinebefore.Youdoctorsactlikeyouhavesomekindofsuperpower

thatshouldn’tbeexposedtothehumaneye.Don’tworry,Iwon’tstealyourgift,I’lljuststand

there.YoupretendthatIam nothereandgofullforce.WhatIam notgoingtodoisleavemy

brotheralone.”

Mbuso:“Youknowyoursenseofhumouriscoldanddry.”

Heshakeshishead,thesceneoutsidemusthavegottohim prettybad.Idon’tcareanyway,I

needRandalltorecover.

Me:“Whatwillbecoldanddryisyourdeadbody,ifRandalldies.HebettermakeitMbuso,Iam

notplayingwithyou.”

Hehuffs.

Mbuso:“Iknowmyjobthankyou.”



Me:“Hence,you’rehere.”

Iretortcoldly.

Mbusoisafriendbut,wearenotthatclose.Reasonbeing,hethinkshe’sperfect.RandallandI

arecriminalsasfarashe’sconcerned,hewasprivilegedtohaveeverythingwhilesomeofus

hadtohustletogettowhereweare.

Mbuso:“IwillneedanIVdrip,anoxygenmaskand…”

Me:“Thosearebeingdeliveredaswespeakanddon’taskmehow.”

Heshootsmeajudgementalglare,Ididsaythat,hethinkshewalksonwater.

NTOMBI*

Me:“Mhambingiyakucelatuu,hambauyofunauMoses.”(Please,golookforMoses.)

ThisismythirdpleaandIthinkIhaveannoyedhim enough.Moses’phoneisonvoicemail.

WhenIcalledhim atfirst,awomananswered.ItriedagainthinkingIhaddialledthewrong

numberanditsentmestraighttovoicemail.

Mhambirefusestogolookforhim,Iknowhemightbearound.Somethingisnotright,Icanfeel

it.

Me:“Mhambikhuluma.”(Saysomething.)

Heisnotacknowledgingmerightnow,hiseyesaregluedtotheTVscreenandIam sitting

oppositehim andPetunia.Theyseem tobeenjoyingtheshowthat’splaying,becausetheyare

notbotheredaboutmyhusband’swhereabouts.

Petunia:“HayiNtombi.Isicefengesani?UtheuMoses,hewantstobreathe.So,whydoyouwant

tobotherhim?”(Whyareyoubeinganuisance?Mosessaid.)

IwillswitchoffthebloodyTVifshecontinuestospeaktomelikethis.Thisstupidshowthey

areengrossedonisthereasonMhambiwon’tgetup.

Petunia:“Andthen?”

SheasksasIstandinfrontoftheTV.

Me:“MyhusbandisoutthereandIdon’tknowifheisaliveornotandninaaresittingonhis

sofa,watchinghisTVasifeverythingisokay.”(You.)

Myangerisevident,Iwillnottoleratethisinmyhouse.Petunialaughsoutloudwhileclapping

herhands,herfacesuddenlyturnscold.

Petunia:“BakuloyilewenaNtombi.”(Youarebewitched.)

Shepredicts.



Mhambigivesmeadisappointedlookandshakeshishead.

Me:“Askies?”(Excuseme?)

Petunia:“Askiesyokunuka.You’rehereworriedsickaboutthatselfishheartlessman,whileyou

don’tevenknowwhereyourchildis.Youhaveabigproblem sisi.”

Me:“Mhambi?Areyoulisteningtohowshe’stalkingtome?”

Mhambi:“ManjeminangenzeniNtombi?Petuniaisonlystatingthetruth,Idon’tunderstand

howyoucanworryaboutMoseswhenLeloandAmaraaremissing.NotoncehaveIseenyou

cryoverthosegirls,Moseshasbeengoneforonlyafewhoursandyouwanttoflipeveryrockin

thistown.”(Whatdoyouwantmetodo?)

Me:“Mhambiyou’realsojudgingme,yoursister?”

Mhambi:“OffenseistakenNtombinotgiven,deepdownyouknowwhatyou’redoingiswrong

andnothingwillevergorightinthishouseaslongasyoufollowMoses.”

Me:“UMosesungumyeniwam’,Ihavetoabidebyhisrules.”(He’smyhusband.)

Petunia:“Hehehe!!!Athiabidebyhisrules.”

Shecacklesasshegetsup.

Petunia:“Wena,awuyaziimpilo.OnedayNtombi,oneday.”(YouwillregretthisNtombi.)

Iwilltakethat,asathreat.

Petunia:“SalanaleTVyakho.Nx!”(YoucanstayherewithyourTV.)

Sheclickshertongueandleaves,Mhambifollowsher.Ifeellikeanidiotrightnow.

MOSES*

Myvisionwasvaguebut,ifIremembercorrectly,therewasasignthatsaidJohannesburg.I

thoughtwewereheadedthere,IthoughtMkhizewastakingmetotherankwherehewilltorture

mebeforekillingme.But,weareinWinchesternow.I’m beingdraggedinsideahousebytwo

guards,everythinginmybodyisthrobbingandIknowI’m atdeath’sdoor.

TheguardsrecklesslyletmegoandmybodytumblesrightinfrontofMkhize’sfeet,he’ssitting

onachairinanofficeroom.Hislegiscrossedovertheotherandhe’sholdingawalkingcane.

I’m onmyknees,lookingupathim.Strangehowhealwaysbringsmetomyknees.

Mkhize:“I’m sureyou’reaskingyourselfwhatyou’redoinghere.”

Heholdsthisproudlookonhisfacelike,heisabouttoannouncesomethingbig.

I’m notabouttotalkbecauseofthethrashingIreceivedbackatthetavern.”



Mkhize:“Well,Moses.Ihavefinallytakenwhatbelongstome.”

Ican’tgraspwhathe’stalkingabout.

Mkhize:“ConsiderthisasaspecialinvitationtotheMkhizewedding.”

Hechuckles,scornfully.

Me:“Awedding?”

I’m confused.

Mkhize:“Yes.I’m gettingmarriedandguesswhothebrideis.”

Helaughs,Ithinkheenjoysthesoundofhislaugh.

Me:“DoIknowher?”

Mkhize:“Arghs’dudla.Forsomeonewhowassmartenoughtoattainhimselfamillionrand,you

cannotbeaskingthatstupidquestion.It’syourniece,rememberher?Theoneyousoldtothose

boys,Ifinallygotherback.You’reluckywenja,youknowIhadabulletwithyournameonit.”

(Bastard.)

Ican’tbelievewhathe’stellingme.HowdidhemanagetotakeAmarafrom thosemen?

Me:“Whereisshe?WhereisAmara?”

Iwanttoseeformyself.

Mkhize:“WhyMoses?Youwanttolustafterheragain?”

Hegetsupasheasksmethis,myeyeswiden.Whywouldheaskmesuchaquestion?

Mkhize:“Oh,don’tlooksurpriseds’dudla.Iknowwhatyouhavebeendoingtoherandyouare

goingtopayforit.”

Me:“Mkhize,ngiyakucela.I’m sorry,Idon’tknowwhatgotintome.”(Please.)

Mkhize:“Youdon’tknowwhatgotintoyou?Youdaredtolayyourfilthyhandsonmyproperty

Moses.”

Hechuckles,coldly.

Me:“I’m sorryMkhize,khabazela.YouhaveAmaranowandhowwillshefeelwhenshefindsout

thatherhusbandkilledheruncle.”

Hestrikesmeontheheadwithhiscane,itsendsmecrashingonmyside.

Mkhize:“Don’ttalkshitmgodoyi.YouareluckythatIam givingyouafewdaystolive,youwill

payforbetrayingmeMoses.”(Bastard.)

Hegesturesthetwomentohelpmeup,theydoascommanded,placingmebackonmyknees.

Hesquatsbeforeme,grabsmebythecollarofmyshirt.

Mkhize:“Thisiswhatisgoingtohappen,youaregoingtoacceptmoneyforilobola.Then,you



aregoingtowalkAmaradowntheaislebeforewalkingtoyourdeath.Yourlifeisinthepalm of

myhandsnowMosesandthereisnothingyoucandoaboutit.”

Hiswordssendchillsdownmyspine,Ihadmadeadealwiththedevilandnowhehascometo

collect.

Me:“Itdoesn’thavetocometothisMkhize.Look,IknowthatAmarawillneveragreetomarry

you.HowaboutIconvinceherinexchangeformylife?”

Helaughsashestandsup.

Mkhize:“Thatgirlhasnochoicenow,shewillmarrymewhethershewantstoornot.Youarein

nopositiontolaydowndemandss’dudla,I’m inchargehere.Youwillstayhereuntilthedayof

thewedding.”

Me:“Butmywife,she’llbeworriedMkhizengiyakucela.”(Please.)

Mkhize:“Whoisreallythewifeinthathouse?Youorher?Becauseyousoundlikeawomanright

now.”

HeinsultsmeandthereisnothingIcandoaboutit,Iam powerlessagainstthisman.

Mkhize:“Don’tworry,theywon’tmissyouandwhatwillbethepointofgoingbackhomeifyou

willbedeadinthreedays.”

Me:“Threedays?”

Mkhize:“Yes,theweddingisinthreedays.”

Oneofhismenscurriesintotheroom,heholdsanimperativelookonhisface.

Mkhize:“Kwenzenjani?”(Whathappened?)

Him:“There’sbeenanaccidentboss.”

STYLES*

Khethu:“Baby,Nkomoisheretoseeyou.”

Sheannouncesasshehurriesintothebedroom.

Khethu:“Howishe?”

SheinquireswhilelookingatRandall,hehasn’tblinkedorshownanysignsthathe’sclose.Ihate

seeinghim likethis,Mkhizehasignitedafirehewon’tbeabletoextinguish.

Mbuso:“Hewillbefine.”

Me:“HowisLiya?”

Khethu:“She’ssleepingwithChioma,shewantedtoseeherfatherthough.”



Me:“Well,heisherfather.”

Ican’timaginehowshemustbefeeling.

Khethu:“IthinkweshouldcallOliviatocomeandgether.”

Me:“Nothappening.”

Khethu:“SheneedshermotherStyles,RandallisinabadstaterightnowandLiyanawillwake

uptomorrowmorning,wantingtoseehim.Whatwillyousaytoher?”

Itmakessensebut,Iam notlettingthatwomananywherenearLiyana.

Me:“LiyaisnotgoinganywhereKhethu,sheisstayinghere,whereherfatheris.”

Idecreefirmly,starringatRandall.

Khethu:“IwasjustgivingasuggestionStyles.”

IturnbacktoKhethu,alreadygrouching.Hertearyeyesglaringatme.Idon’thavetimeforthis.

Khethu:“IshereallygoingtobeokayMbuso?”

Mbuso:“Helostalotofbloodbut,hewillpullthrough.He’safighter.”

Hechuckles.Ithoughthehatedus.

Khethu:“Thatisarelief.”

Shestateswhileleeringatme.Thelookonherfacesays,sheknowsIwillneverbethesameif

somethingweretohappentoRandall.

Me:“Excuseme.”

Iambleout,leavingthem glancingatRandall,asifwaitingforhim toopenhiseyes.

TherewasnootheroptionbuttocallNkomoover,Randallwouldhavevotedagainstit.My

handsaretiedatthispointandwecanuseallthehelpwecanget.MkhizetookAmarawiththe

intentthathewillnotloseheragain,itmeanstheywillbewatchinguslikehawks.

IfindNkomointhelounge,he’ssittingonacouchandhasadrinkinhishand.

Hejerksupasheseesmeapproaching.

Nkomo:“Whyam Ihere?”

Heisnotwastingtime.

Impressive.

Me:“Relax,Randallisinjuredandhedoesn’tknowthatyou’rehere.”

Iseehisbodyeaseabit,ashereleasesasilentsighofrelief.

Nkomo:“Whathappened?”



Me:“Hewasambushed,byMkhize’smen.TheytookAmaraandleftRandalltodie.”

Nkomo:“Okaybut,whyam Ihere?”

Me:“Youowehim NkomoandIam collectingonhisbehalf.Iknowhewouldn’tlikethisbut,we

needyourhelp.”

Hechuckles.

Nkomo:“Nowonderthestorm outside,thegreatStylesSishihasbeenhumbled.Youneverask

forhelp.”

Iwouldlaughifitwerefunnybut,Iam innomoodforjokes.

Me:“Mybrotherislyingupstairs,wounded.IfIhadnotgottenthemessagehesentme,he

wouldhavebledtodeath.Doyouknowhowmuchthataggravatesme?Ican’tthinkofanything

elsebuttoseeMkhizebegformercywhileItorturehim.”

Thebastarddidn’tlearnhislessonthelasttime.

Nkomo:“But,Randallhatesme,hewillneveracceptmyhelp.”

Me:“Hereallydoesn’thaveanoptionnow.”

Nkomo:“Whatdoyouneedmetodo?”

Me:“First,Iwantyoutoassuremethatyouareinthisahundredpercent,thereisnoturning

backafterthisNkomoandifyoubetrayus,Iwillkillyou.”

Nkomo:“Iwouldn’tdream ofit.”

Me:“Youhaveahistoryofyourwordsnotmatchingyouractions.”

Nkomo:“IwanttohelpStyles,maybethiswillhelpgetbackmyfriendshipwithRandy.”

Me:“Ihighlydoubtbut,ifthatmotivatesyou,gowithit.”

Hefrownsatme.

Me:“IwillfillyouupontheplanonceRandallregainsconsciousness,itwon’tbehardtofind

them.”

Nkomo:“TheyareinPretoria,obvious.”

Me:“It’sagoodthingyou’renotasoldier,youwouldn’thavemadeit.Ineedyouputyou’reA

gameonNkomo,pleaseusethatbrainofyours.”

Nkomo:“DishingoutinsultsIsee.”

TodayIam surroundedbysensitivepeople.

Me:“I’m notgoingtobenursinganyone,thisiswarandIneedwokepeoplebymyside.Mkhize

isnotstupidenoughtotakeAmaratohishouse.”

Nkomo:“Okay.But,howdoyouknowwheretheyare?”



Me:“YouwillonlyknowwhatIfeelyoushouldknow.”

Iam nottakinganyrisks.

Nkomo:“Whereisthetrust?”

Me:“Idon’ttrustyouNkomo.FirstlybecauseyoubetrayedRandallwithoutthinkingtwiceabout

it,you’reasnake.Servantsdonotdinewithroyalty.Secondly,thatmonkey’sbloodrunsinyour

veins.”

Itouchedanervethere,helookslikeheisabouttoexplode.

Nkomo:“Iam nothim.”

Me:“Relaxspot.Iknowbut,Iam yettoseeadropofkindnessintheMkhizefamily.Including

you,asyouhaveprovedtousthatyouarenothingbutshit.”

Nkomo:“DoyouandScarrealisethatarroganceisnotpower.”

Hegrowls,Ican’tgrasphissuddenanger.Thetruthisonepainfulbastard.

Me:“Ohsuckitup,thisisnotadaycare.Ifyou’regoingtobesensitiveallthetime,thentakea

hike.”

IdeclareasItoiltothebararea,Ineedastiffdrink.Thisfoolisgettingonmynerves.

Nkomo:“Wow.”

Really?

Ichosetopretendhedidnotsaythat.Iturntohim scowlingatme,he’splacedhimselfonthe

arm ofthecouch.Probablydrainedbymyhonesty.

Me:“Bytheway,youwillbeanorphanafterallthis,becauseIam goingtokillyourfatherand

anyonewhogetsinmyway.Mkhizeisgoingtopay.”

Hegulpsandshiftsuncomfortablyonhisseat.

Tobecontinued…
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KHETHU*

StylesseemsdifferentsincewegottoRandall’shouse,Idon’tknowhim tobelikethis.He

snapsatmeateverychancehegets,heissomewhataloof.IknowheregardsRandallashis

brotherbut,heshouldthinkabouthimselfaswell.Ihopehedoesn’tcloseoffcompletely

becauseIfeelhim driftingawayfrom meeverysecondhesitsonRandall’sbedside.

Ihadtocookforeveryoneinthehouse,NkomowillbestayingheretillRandallregains

consciousnessanddecidesifhewantshim here.Mbusoisalsostayingthenight,hedidn’twant

toandStylesbeingStylesforcedhim andhehadnochoicebuttoagree.

Thismanandgettinghisway,Iwonderwhypeopletrembleatthesightofhim.Ionlyhopeheis

notbacktohisoldways,Ilovehim but,IdoubtIwillbeabletostaywithhim.Irefusetolivemy

lifeinfearofwhatif.

Hestillhasn’texplainedtheblood-bathwefoundoutside.Iwillhavetoforceitoutofhim,which

willbeataskbecauseitseemslikehedoesn’twantanyonenearhim.

IfindStylesinRandall’sbedroom,he’ssittingathisbedsideandhasaknotonhisforehead,as

he’slostindeepthought.

Me:“Baby.”

Isnaphim backtoreality,heblinksonceandflashesafeignsmileashelooksatme.

Me:“Here,youneedtoeat.”

Ihandhim aplateofwarm food,heoglesatitandshakeshishead.

Me:“Youneedtoeat.”

Styles:“Ihavemuchmorepressingthingstoworryaboutthanfillingmystomach.”

Me:“ThereisnothingwecandoforRandallrightnow,excepttowaitandyoushouldeatinthe

meantime.”

Ipress.

Styles:“I’m nothungrybaby.”

Hisstubbornnessfrustratesmesometimes.Notwantingtopushhim anyfurther,Iplacethe

plateonthebedsidetable.

HesighsasIbrushhisheadandsitonhislap.Iencirclemyarmsaroundhisneckandpressmy

foreheadagainsthim.I’m waitingforhim toholdmebackbut,nothing.Itstingsalittleasthe

realizationofwhatIwasafraidofhitsmelikeasplashofwater.He’sdriftingawayfrom meand

Ineedtopullhim back.



Me:“Baby.”

Iwhisperwithmyeyesclosed,heisnotsayinganythingandithurtsevenmore.

Me:“IneedyoutobeokayStyles,don’tdriftintothatdarkpit.”

HesighsandIcanfeelhisburdenandhispain.

Ipressmylipsonhis,inashortsweetkissandonlythen,doIfeelhisarmsenfoldaroundme.

Heburieshisheadonmyneckandwedwellinthatpostureforawhile,welcomingthesilence.

Irunmyhandonhisheadandheshivers,thisismywayofcomfortinghim andassuringhim

thatIam here.

“Styles.”

WearebroughtbackbyMbuso’svoice,heisstandingatthedoorwithanawkwardlookonhis

face.

Mbuso:“Sorry.”

Stylesgetsup,liftingmeupwithhim andgentlyplacesmenexttohim.

Style:“Whatisit?”

Helooksalarmed,Idon’tknowwhyhe’sexpectingbadnews.MbusosaidRandallisgoingtobe

okay.

Mbuso:“Neoishere,Icouldn’tlethim cometothebedroom because…”

Neo:“Askiesdokotela.”(Excusemedoctor.)

Hedoesn’tfinishspeakingbecauseNeopusheshim tothesideashedashesintotheroom.

Neo:“Unahanahorennaketlamamelawena.Lehorelejoanglenabongaka.DitismyOga

hawu.Utlamonaleditwangtwangtsahao.Yeykusemzansila,youwilltwangtheremoCuba

whereyoulearntthisdoctorism ofyoursnxa.”

(DoyouthinkIwilllistentoyou?What’swrongwithyoudoctors?Thisismyboss.Youthinkyou

willcomeherewithyourhighclassEnglish,thisisSouthAfrica.YouwillpracticethisEnglishof

yoursinCubawhereyoustudiedtobeadoctor.)

Ialmostforgothe’saclown,Ican’thelpbutsmile.Styleslooksabitrelaxednowwithaghostly

smileonhisface.Mbusoclickshistongue.

Mbuso:“You’restillcrazyevennowNeo?”

Neo:“NyuarestillnwazyNyeo,nxa.Wacontinualentwintwitsahao.Haitwana,udlisi‘team.

LookatStyloshere,he’swhiteandblackbutyoudon’thearhim arentwintwi.Hoetsahalangka

uenamara?”

(You’restillcrazyNeo.YoucontinuespeakingthatEnglishofyours.You’reembarrassingus

man.What’swrongwithyou?)



Mbuso:“Voetseksaani.”(Pissoffman.)

Excited,Neojumpsup,joltshisfisttowardsMbusowhojustglaresatitwithoutanypromising

movement.

Neo:“Nouoabuasaan’,thisiswhatIwanttohear.Barengkasizulu,eish?Uhlukanenobulungu.”

(Yousee.)(WhatdotheysayinIsizulu?Stoptryingtobewhite.)

Hejustbutcheredmylanguage.

Mbuso:“Uyinjaboy.”(You’reabastard.)

Neo’ssmilegrows,heseemstobeenjoyingwhathe’shearingfrom Mbuso.

Neo“Sho,shontwana.Lewenauhond.”(Yes,boy.You’reabastardtoo.)

Styles:“IthoughtyouwouldleaveyourcrazypersonainPretoria.”

Stylessaysashesmilesathim,itfeelsgoodtoseehim smile.Hehasn’tdonethatsincewegot

here.

Neo:“Persona?Stylos?Keotsepilekakanaandwenauyang’phoxa,Ijustpraisedyouinfrontof

dokotelamo.Andwenauyang’phikantwana.”(ItrustedyouStylesandyoudisappointme.)(I

praisedyouinfrontofthedoctorandyoudenyme.)

Styles:“Whatthehellareyoutalkingaboutnow?”

Neo:“Persona?”

HesaysitwithanEnglishaccent.

Neo:“Watisdit?Oabona,youmuststophangingaroundwiththischeeseboy.Otlaliupgrader

tomacoconuts.”(Whatisthat?Hewillturnyouintoacoconut.)

Styles:“You’recrazytwana.”

Neo:“You’respeakingmylanguagenowbecauseKeatsebatwana.”(Iknowthewordtwana.)

Cansomeonehavesomuchenergy?Hehasn’tnoticedmeuntilnow,ashegooglesatmewitha

sillysmile.

Neo:“Awuisiphalaphalasentombi,awusukamadoda.Mylady,howareyou?”

(Comeonnow,suchabeautifulwoman.)

Hisaccenthassuddenlychanged,hesoundspoliteandposhnow.

Hetakesmyhandinanattempttokissitbut,Stylesshrugshishandaway.

Styles:“IwillburnthosebiglipsNeo.”

Hethreatens,Neosmiles.

Neo:“Eish,Pholabozza.Uuptighttoomuchmaan.I’m allowedtoappreciateubuhlebentombi.”

(Relaxboss,youaretoouptight.)(Thebeautyofawoman.)



Hesmilesatme,I’m notsureIknowhowIfeelaboutthis.

Neo:“Ainojealousdown,Joburgwomenarebeautiful.WenaStylosleOgamo,thunderfireyou.

YouletmemovetoPretoria,knowingverywellthattherearebeautifulgirlsmoJozi.Aiino

maan,keahana.Entlekwhathappenedtothebrocodevele?Lenaletla’ng’bodisa.”(Stylesand

theboss.)(Irefuse.)(Youtwowouldkillme.)

Mbuso:“Youknowwecandiagnoseyouwithamentalillness?You’renotnormalntwana.”(Boy.)

HeturnstolookatMbuso,thenbackatmeandStyleswhileholdingafrownonhisface.

Neo:“Orengo?Goretheonlythingekeutloilekentwanafela.”(Whatishesaying?Theonly

thingIheardisntwana.{Boy})

Ilaugh.

Neo:“Us’kangboradokotela.”(Don’tboremedoctor.)

Styles:“Okaythat’senough.”

Stylesdismisses.

Mbuso:“Please,don’tmakenoise.Randallneedshisrest.”

MbusolookspiquedbyNeo’sforwardness,IthinkithassomethingtodowithStylesforcing

him tosleepover.

Neo:“No,youshouldgorest.Gravityegobontsadiflamestwana.You’retalkingshitnow.It’s

pastyourbedtime.”(Youmustbesleepy.)

Heretorts,ItrynottolaughbecauseMbusoisalreadyoffended.

Styles:“AreyouheretoseeRandallorarguewithMbuso?”

HeturnstolookatRandallandhisfacesuddenlybecomesserious.

Neo:“Chai.Whatkindofnonsenseisthis?Chineke.”(God.)

Hesnapshisfingersonce.Youwouldthinkhewouldbeseriousatatimelikethis.

Neo:“Haishame,is’aram senkosi.KemangachunnedaaidingStylos?”(Poorsoul.Whodid

thistohim?)

Thereisaworriedexpressiononhisface,butIcan’tseem totakehim serious.It’samission,

especiallynotwiththetoneheisusing.

Styles:“Mkhize.”

Neo:“Daaigrootman?Aimanoatsebakemgijimidaaiman?”(ThatOldman?Youknowhe’sa

zombie?)

Styles:“What’sthat?”

Neo:“MgijimiStylos,MpiyakhekoIsibaya.Liyenaanaletaxiboss.”(From Isibaya,hewasalso



ataxiboss.)

Mbuso:“WhatdoesthathavetodowithMkhize?”

Neo:“Nwyenywenywenywe,tsamaya…uyo…robala…dokotela.Hau,sikgoasahausiya

khenyamaan.”(Gotobeddoctor,yourEnglishisboring.)

Styles:“Neo.”

Hestopshim butthisisNeo,youcanneverfilterhismouth.Neouncensored.

Neo:“Eishbozza,wehavetofindastrongsangomatohelpoga.Wemuststrengthenhim

becauseMkhizeotlamonkaamoetsemgijimi.”(Mkhizewillturnhim intoazombie.)

Me:“Neo,areyouokay?Doyouneedanything,foodorsomethingtodrink?”

Ihavetostopthis.

Hesmilesatmewidely.

Neo:“Ah,nkosazana.Whatdidyouhaveinmind?”

Iopttobrushoutwhatmymindistryingtotellme.

Styles:“FuckyouNeo,utlonyantwana.”(Youwillbesorry.)

Stylesbarksathim andNeolaughs.

Neo:“Haibobozzayaka,highhighiyakhuphuka.Youwanttojoinogathere,ebilethere’senough

space.”(Myboss,yourbloodpressurewillrise.)

Styles:“I’m notplayingNeo,thisismywoman.Watchyourmouth.”

Neo:“Ekhetniksgedoennie.Jaivekehoreonahanakadinthotsatloftlof.LetlolimalaStylos,

highhighhaenachomie,haikhethi.”(Ididn’tdoanything.Theproblem isthatyouarethinking

aboutsexualthings,you’llgethurtStyles.Bloodpressuredoesn’thavefavourites.)

Mbuso:“I’m notgoingtostandforthis,clearlythisguyiscrazy.”

Mbusosaysashemarchesout,he’ssensitivetoday.He’seasilyoffended,maybeNeorubshim

offthewrongway.

Neo:“Oabona?”(Yousee?)

Hepointsatthedoorwithhishand.

Neo:“Kemention-atloftlofyenaoavaya.Utshabatloftlofbarieo.”(Imentionsexandheruns,

thatidiotisafraidofsex.)

Khethu:“Iwillgetyousomethingtoeat.”

Hewearsthatpolitesmileagain.

Neo:“Yebonkosazana.”(Yes,mylady.)



Stylesgiveshim acoldstare,beforeclickinghistongue.

Neo:“Eish,Ogamadoda.Ebilehasemotsoanelenthoena,enkareutlojumperare‘who’soga?’

Mkhizeutlonyeladaaimoorskont.Ketlamobontsam’ae.Otlautloaekaoacha,wemustdeal

withhim traditionallybozza.That’shislanguage,thatmadafukha.”

(Mybossguys)(Thisdoesn’tsuithim,itlookslikehe’lljumpupandsay‘who’soga?’Mkhizewill

besorry.)(Iwillteachhim alesson,thatmotherfucker.)

Neoistoomuchforme,Ican’tseem tograsphowhecanholdsuchaseriousfacewhile

spewingsuchwordsfrom hismouth.

Styles:“Wedon’tneedthatNeo.WhatMkhizeneedsistorturebeforewesendhim tothe

afterlife.Hisdeathwillbesogrislythatevenhellwillrejecthim.”

Shiversripplethroughmeatthesoundofhiscoldwords,Stylesjustconfirmedmybiggestfear.

Theyarebackintothatlifeofcrime.

Neo:“Leaveittomebozza,Ketsebasangomatseblind.Infact,baloibatopsStylos.Ketsho

theonesbaflayakanaliti.Mkhizeutlonyela,batlamovurvaya.”(Iknowgoodwitchdoctors/

traditionalist.Witchesactually,theonesthatflywithaneedle.Mkhizewillbesorry

Styles:“Neo,youknowRandallisnotaboutthatlife.Ifyouwanttopisshim offthencontinue

withyourstupidplans.”

Neo:“Joang?WhataboutthethingserelibonamodimovinitsakoNigeria?Wadlalawena

Stylos,Ogaotsebaboloifirsthand.Mmotse.”(Buthow?)(WeseeinNigerianmovies.You’re

notseriousStyles,bossknowswitchcraftfirsthand.Askhim)

HesayspointingatRandall,Mbusowasright.Thismanneedstobediagnosedsohecanbe

treated.

And,hestillthinksNigeriaandGhanaarethesame.

Me:“Neo,please.Comewithmetothekitchenso,Icangiveyousomethingtoeat.”

Thesmileagain.

Neo:“Ndlovukazi,youcangivemeanythingtoeat.Lebhekaminangedwa,Iwillevenaskfor

seconds.”(Myqueen.Evenalovepotion.)

Hehasmegigglingathiswords,Stylesfrownsatme.

Styles:“DidItellyouthatIhaveagunandIknowhowtoshootpeople?”

Stylesthreatens,Neoisnotfazed.Hethrowshisheadback,alaugheruptingfrom hismouth.

Thatwasloud,IglanceatRandallwhoissleepingpeacefully.

IfindStyleslookingathim aswell,asIturntohim,heflashesaquicksmilethatdisappearslike

itwasneverthere.Cravingtofeelhislipsonmine,Ishiftcloserandleanuptokisshim.

Neo:“Gosharp,ketsoerekeresemarayohechesa.”(I’m holdingacandlebut,it’shot.)



Hedeclares,Imufflealaugh.AsIwalkoutoftheroom,hefollowsbehindmeleavingStyles

alone.

NOMBULELO*

There’saknockonthedoor,itmustbethedeliveryman.Mbusoorderedthefood,hehadcalled

mesayinghewon’tbebacktilltomorrow.Foramomentthere,Ithoughtheoptedtosleepover

athisgirlfriend’shouse.IfeltsobadthatIwasreadytoleavethenextmorning,itwasuntilhe

toldmethatafriendissickandhehastotakecareofthem.

HedidnotgivemuchdetailandIdidn’tcaretoaskanyfurther.Itisnoneofmybusinessanyway.

TomorrowIhavetogotothehospitalandseeifIstillhavethatinternjob.Imissedafewdays,I

wassocaughtupinmymiserythatIforgottoreporttowork.

Beingindoorscanbesuffocating,especiallywhenyouhavesomuchonyourmind.Youonly

haveyourdisconcertingthoughtstokeepyoucompany.Itfeelslikethesewallsareclosinginon

meyet,Ihavebeenhereforonlyafewhours.

Thefoodisnotthatbad,althoughIwouldpreferanythingbut,pizza.Ifwisheswerehorses,

beggarswouldride.Beingpickyisnotanoption.

Myphonerings.

Whatdoesshewant?NotoncehasshecalledmesinceIwasthrownoutofmyfather’shouse.

I’m evenforgettingthesoundofhervoice,Ithinkofnotansweringbut,sheismymother.

Me:“Hello.”

Imakeitapointthatshetakesnoteofmycoldtone.

Ntombi:“Ohmybaby.Unjanisthandwasam?”(Howareyoumylove?)

Me:“Whatisitmom?”

I’m notgoingtopretendwithher.

Ntombi:“Lelo,whereareyou?”

Isshebeingseriousrightnow?

Me:“Idon’thavetimeforchitchatmom,tellmewhatyouwant.”

Shebreaksintoasob,normallyIwouldfeelsorryforher.

Ntombi:“OhLelo,yourfatherismissing.”

Wow.

Iwasafooltothinkshelovedme.



Me:“Areyoukiddingmerightnowmom?”

Ntombi:“NoLelo,I’m serious.Helefthereafewhoursagoand…”

Me:“YouhavegottobekiddingmeNtombi.Doyouknowwhereyourdaughteris?Doyouknow

whatshehasbeenthrough?NotoncehaveyoucalledmetoaskifIwasokay,ifIhadaplaceto

laymyheadonorifIhadeaten.Andtheonlytimeyourememberthatyouhaveadaughteris

whenyourhusbandgoesmissingjustforafewhours.”

IcannotexpresstheamountofangerIam feeling.

Ntombi:“Nombulelohle…”

Me:“Youpeopledisownedmeremember,Ihavenothingtodowithyouanymore.”

Ntombi:“Lelo…”

Idropthecallbeforeshecanspeakanyfurther.ThispainhereexceedstheoneZumadrilledin

meAm Ithatbadofapersonthatevenmyownmotherrejectsmelikethis?ItfeelslikeI’m

drowningandthereisnoonetopullmeup.HowdoIdealwiththesedemonssurroundingme?

Ican’tfightbackthetearsanymoreso,Iburstintotears,releasingeverythingout.Sobsturninto

wails,whichturnintoscreamsofanguish.Iwantittostop,Iwantthepaintostop.

Me:“God,ifyou’retheretakeitallaway.”

Iscream itallout.

HowcanIsufferlikethiswhenmyGodisalive?Ican’tcarrythisburdenanymore,it’sheavier

thanitshouldbe.Ifthisisatest,thenIhavefailed.

Tobecontinued...
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NOMBULELO*

I’m wokenupfrom adeepslumberbyaloudknockonthedoor,myheadfeelsheavy.Itmustbe

from thecryingmarathonIhadlastnight.

Idragmyselfoutofbedandtrudgeoutofmyroom.

“Mbusoopenthisdoor.”

Awoman’svoicesoundsfrom theothersideofthedoor.Iopenitandmeetamiddleaged

womanwhofrownsatthesightofme.

Her:“Whoareyouandwhereismyson?”

Shepushesmetotheside,forcingherselfinsidetheapartment.Iletherbesinceshe

mentionedthatsheisamothertotheownerofthisplace.Thelooksheisgivingmemakesme

uncomfortableinalltypesofways.I’m wearingat-shirtthatcoversmeuptomykneesandI

cannotcomprehendwhysheislookingatmelikeI’m aprostitute.

Her:“Iaskedyouaquestionntombazane.”(Girl.)

Me:“MynameisLelomaandMbusois…”

HowdoIsaythis?MbusoandIarenotexactlyfriends.

Her:“Youmustbethemaid.”

SheconcludesandIdon’thaveitinmetoargue.

We’llletherthinkthatfornow.

Her:“Gomakemesometea,blackwithtwoteaspoonsofsugar.”

Okay…Wearegivingordersalready.

Me:“YeboMa.”

Shescowlsandsquintshereyesatme.

Her:“Iam notyourmother,I’m Mrs.Xabatoyou.”

Shecorrectsmewithanattitude,sheiswaydifferentfrom Mbuso.Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifshe

istheaunt.

Me:“Sorry.”

Myhormonesarealsoknockingtooandshewillknowmeoncetheymanifest.Iwatchheras



shetreadstothecouchandthrowsherselfonit,shegrabstheTVremoteandstartschannel

searching.

Her:“Whatareyouwaitingfor?Isaidgomakemesometea.”

Shecommands,rudely.

IturnandrollmyeyesasIlugmyfeettothekitchen.

Her:“Isawthat,nx!”

Sheshoutsafterme.

Gosh…

Mbusobettercomebackearly,Idonothavethestrengthtodealwiththiswomansoearlyinthe

morning.

STYLES*

ThetrackerIputonAmarasaysthatshe’satBarahospital,somethingdoesn’taddup.Why

wouldshebeatthehospital?

IspentthenightinRandall’sroom waitingforhim towakeup,Iwantedtobeherewhenhe

openshiseyes.Mbusoconfirmedthatheisokayandshouldbeawakebynow,hecan’texplain

though,whyhehasnotopenedhiseyesyet.

“IsitsafetosaythatyourattachmenttoRandallisstrange?”

Nkomosaysashewalksintotheroom,heiscarryingtwocupsofcoffeeandhandsmeone.

Iam notgoingtodrinkthat.

Itakeitanywayandplaceitonthetable,hetakesasitbesideme.

Me:“Iwillnotdignifyyourquestionwithananswer.”

Nkomo:“Youhavebeenonthatlaptopsincelastnight.”

Hegurgles,Idon’tknowwhy.

Nkomo:“Anyluckwithfindingher?”

Me:“IthinkIhavesomething,itcouldbeatrapthough.”

Neo:“WhathappenedtoyouStylos?Thiswasyourthing,bamonkilejoangdaaicheriehaone

oleteng?”(HowdidtheytakeAmarawhileyou’rehere?)

Neovoicesout,hejustwalkedinandhe’snotalone.

Me:“What’sgoingon?”



Iinquire,lookingattheelderlywomanheiswith.Sheiswearingalongwhiterobwithawhite

headwrap.

Neo:“KeMaSontoo,sheisaprophet.Itoldyougoreketsebabatho.”(ItoldyouIknowpeople.)

Me:“Neo,whatisshedoinghere?”

Neo:“BozzaohlokamithandazoStylos,MaSontowillhelphim.”

Nkomo:“Hecouldberightyouknow,hisinjurieswerenotthatbad.Heshouldbeawakebynow.”

IthinkthatIam surroundedbyclowns,it’stimeslikethesewhenImissmybrother.He’sthe

onlyreasonablepersonIknow.

Her:“Whoisthisman?”

SheasksassheglancesatRandall.

Neo:“KeUzeMaSonto.”(It’sUze.)

Her:“Imean,whereishefrom?Heisnotsupposedtobehere.”

Ohshit!!!

Neo:“Ogaisfrom Ghana.”

Me:“Thedoctoradvisedthatweshouldn’tcrowdRandallso,Neoitwouldbebestthatyoushow

herout.”

Thisismetryingtogetridofher.

Shelooksatme,hereyesaresearchingmysoul.Noonehasevercompelledmetodropmy

gazebut,thereissomethingpowerfulaboutthiswoman.Ican’tputmymindtoit,it’slikeshe

knowseverybadthingIhaveeverdoneinmylife.Shejustdugintomydeepestdarkestsecrets.

Her:“Stophidingthingsfrom meSiyabonga.”

Shedeclares,havingmegulpinfear.Howthehelldoessheknowthatname?Nooneknows

aboutit,notevenRandall.It’sahiddenpastthatshouldstayhidden.

Feardoesn’tknowme.Whoisthiswomanthathasfearchallengeme?Neohasthisregretful

lookinhiseyes,Iam goingtofuckhim upforthis.

Neo:“MaSonto,webroughtyouhereforoga.Notbozza.”

Her:“Neo,thisisbiggerthanme.Thismanneedstogobackhome,hispeoplearesearchingfor

him.Hewaschosenbeforehisbirthtoleadhispeople,nothinghasgonerightbackhomesince

hisdeparture.Ifhecontinuestoignorehiscallinghewilldie.”

Me:“Thisisinsane.Whatyouaresayingdoesn’tmakesense,it’sLudacris.”

Neo:“Eish,bozzaaskies.Kopasekeoaboasekgoasedeep.MaSontohaautloe.”(Please

don’tspeakdeepEnglish,MaSontodoesn’tunderstandwhatyouaresaying.)



Me:“Fuckthisshitokay.DidInottellyounottodothisNeo?IspecificallytoldyouthatIwill

handleeverything.”

Neo:“NoStylosmaan,oangdisappoint-a.PleaseshowrespectkoMaSonto.Phelashe’sa

prophet,herGodwillstrikeyouwithlightning.Don’tsayIdidn’ttellyoubozza.”(You’re

disappointingmeStyles.)

Nkomo:“Look,IknowIhavenosaywhenitcomestoRandallbut…”

Me:“Thenshutthefuckup.”

Ibarkathim,heraiseshishandsindefence.

Her:“Youareusingyourangerasanescapefrom thetruth,youcan’tprotecthim forever

Siyabonga.”

Ihatethatname.

Me:“Don’tcallmethat.”

Sheshakesherhead,asshecloseshereyes.

Her:“Icanseehissoul,hisgrandfatherrefusestolethim go.”

Shestartsgroaningandfallsonherknees,it’ssofastthatwedon’thavetimetocatchher.Her

bodyconvulseswhile,shemummerswordswecan’tmakeout.

Neo:“BloodofJesus.”

Heexpressesloudlyasherunstohidebehindme.

Neo:“MaSonto.”

Thefearinhisvoicegiveshim away.Ican’tputintowordswhatishappeninghere,I’m justas

shockedasNeo.Nkomothough,doesn’tseem fazed,hekneelsinfrontofMaSonto.

Neo:“Oetsangbarisee?Nkomontwana,sekeoachunnadaaiding.Utlakhautheka.Kelintho

tsabodemonitse.”(Nkomodon’tdothat,you’llgethurt.Thesearedemonicthings.)

Nkomo:“Guys,Iknowwhatisgoingon,myfamilyisverytraditional.Igrewuparoundthese

things,MaSontoismanifesting.Aspirithascomeforthanditwantstospeak.”

Me:“Don’tplayusNkomo,it’snotfunny.”

Nkomo:“Thisisreal,shewillremaininthispositionuntilwespeaktothespirit.Itwillnotdepart

untilitsayswhatitwants.Getonyourkneesnow.”

Heexplainsandrequests.

Neograbsmyarm andIpullitaway.

Neo:“OahlanyaNkomosaani,I’m notgoinganywherenearher.”(YouarecrazyNkomo.)

Nkomo:“Youtooarejustwastingtime.”



Masontostartsgroaningagainwhileherbodyshudders.

Neo:“No,kesharp,Iwillsitnexttoogathere.Youtwocontinue,I’llwatchfrom adistance.

DemonsandIarenotfriends,it’salongstory.”

Heexplainswhilemovingtowardsthebedandsitsontopofit.

Nkomo:“Whoareyou?”

NkomosaystoMaSonto.

Shelaughsbuthervoicesoundsdeepandthick,forasecondthereIthinkamalespirithas

takenoverher.Thenagain,thisisallcrazyandunreal.

Her:“OkolieOkolie.”

Thedeepvoiceechoesintheroom beforealaughevadeshermouth,myheartstops.Okolie

Okolieishisgrandfather,butIknowhim tobealive.

Neo:“Stylos.”

Neonudgesme.

Whendidhegetbehindme?

Neo:“KetlocheckerKhethukakichineng,sekeoawaraka‘naneh.”(I’m goingtocheckon

Khethuinthekitchen.Don’tworryaboutme.)

Hewhispers.

Igrabhishandandpullhim down,hefallsonhisbutt.

Hebroughtthiswomanhere,sohemustswallowthepill.

Neo:“Stylosuntseuetsangntwana,I’m comingbackrelexa.MaybeMaSontowillwant

somethingtoeatafterthis.”(WhatareyoudoingStyles?relax.)

Me:“YouarenotgoinganywhereNeo.”

Neo:“Eish,wenabozza.Youwillkillmeoneday.Iwillhauntstruu.”

Nkomo:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Her:“Thatismygrandsononthatbed.”

Nkomo:“Whoisyourgrandson?”

Her:“UzeOkolie.”

Shelaughs.

Her:“HeisaKing,hissouliswithhispeoplenow.Itwasappointedtohim from hismother’s

wombthathewillbealeaderbutheranfrom hisresponsibilities.Mysoulhasnotbeenatrest

sinceItookmylastbreath.Ihavebeensearchingtirelesslyforhim andnowthatIhavefound

him Iwillnotlethim go.”



Neo:“Hayibozza,whenIsaidketsebabaloi,Ididn’tmeanthis.Thisishighergradewitchcraft

maan.NnakebatlahotsamaeaStylos.Ifhecantakeoga’ssoulwhileheisstillalive,imagine

horenaoltaleetsaeng”(Iknowwitchcraftbutthisoneisupgraded,IwanttogoStyles.

Imaginewhathewilldotous.)

Noneofthismakessense.

Me:“Randallisnotdead,hisheartisstillbeating.Howcanhissoulbewithyou?”

Her:“Hissouliswithme,heneedstomakeadecisionandhehastochoosewiselyorIwillnot

lethim go.”

Thisangersmegreatly.

Nkomo:“Okay,wehearyou.But,howdowebringhim back?”

Her:“Hisfatherhastocomehere,hewillknowwhattodo.”

Me:“Thatwillnothappen,Iwillnotallowit.”

Nkomo:“Styles…”

Me:“NoNkomo,Randallwantsnothingtodowiththosepeople.”

Her:“Ifheremainsinthisstate,hewillneverbefreefrom me.Thestorm willnotcease,itwill

raineverydayuntilwhatshouldbeclearediscleared.”

IhearNeogaspinshockbehindme.

Neo:“OabonanoeStylos,oabona.Thisisnotnormalman,soyoumeantherainoutsidewas…

Aiiinomaan.Whatsortofwitchcraftisthis?Stylosaretsamaeantwana,retloheleNkomole

mkuluoaOga.Oabonahorehe’susedtothis.”(YouseeStyles?Let’sgoStyles,Nkomowill

handlehim.)

Idon’tcarewhatishappening,IwillnotallowthatmananywherenearRandall.Thereisa

reasonhelefthisfamily.

NTOMBI*

WewalkthroughthegateatS’godi’shouse,heinstructsustoremoveourshoesbeforeentering

hishut.Thisoldmanhasarondavelinhisbackyard,it’snotweirdbecauseheisknownasa

witchdoctoraroundVaal.Therearespeculations,thatheismorethanahealer.Thehutisabit

darkinside,itlookslikeyourtypicaltraditionalshed.Theroom isornamentedwithmedicine-

filledbottles,weirdlookingsculpturesthatsendchillsdownyourspine.Thisisit,thereisno

turningbacknow.

WeassembleonatraditionalZulumat(icansi),PetuniaandIshareonewhileMhambiisgivena

newspapertositon.



S’godithrowshisbones,hegruntsafewtimes.

S’godi:“Vumanibo.”

Us:“Siyavuma.”

Wechorus.

Ifeelaquiveringsensationinsidemyabdomen,andmychestistightening.Ican’tcomprehend

thereasonbehindit,there’sthisfearthathasengulfedmeandIcan’tshakeitoff.Sgodiraises

hisheadandhiseyesfallonme,myheartstopsasthelookinhiseyesincreasesthefearthat

hasclaimedme.

S’godi:“Yourhusbandknowswhyyourchildissuffering.”

Mystomachknotsinresponsetohisannouncement.

Petunia:“Bengazi.”(Iknewit.)

Nx!

She’stooforward.

S’godi:“Wesisi.Tellyourhusbandtoconfesswhathedidtothatchildandwherehetookher.If

thetruthisnotrevealed,inganeyakhoayisozeyabanokuthula.Amadloziathukuthelengenxa

yendlelayonkeintoephethwengayo.”(Yourchildwillneverbeatpeace,theancestorsareangry

becauseofthewayeverythingwashandled.”

Me:“Angiqondi.”(Idon’tunderstand.)

Petunia:“UshoukuthiniukuthiawuqondiNtombi,Kucacenje?”(Whatdoyoumeanyoudon’t

understandNtombi?It’sclear.)

S’godi:“Ngikhulumile,thereisnothingelseIcandoforyou.Thisisallthathasbeenrevealedto

me.”(Ihavespoken.)

IglanceatMhambi,hissilencescaresme.IwishIknewwhatisrunningthroughhismind.

Amarameantsomuchtohim,sheresemblesourlatebrotherandMhambifeltaconnection

withhim wheneverhewasaroundAmara.Nowhehasnothingtoholdonto,nothingbut

picturesthatarefrozenintime.Animagethatwillremainthat,animage.

KHETHU*

Liyanaisdifficulttoday,shehasn’tstoppedaskingforherfather.Idon’tknowwhattotellher

anymore,Stylesspecificallytoldmetokeepherawayfrom Randall’sroom.CallingOliviawould

bebest,onlysheknowshowtocomfortherchild.IkindoffeelsorryforChiomatoo.Playingher

grannyroletoLiyana,sheappearstobedrainedandbleak.SheunderstandsthatRandallwillbe

okaybut,thereisabitofdoubttuggingather.



SheexclaimedthatifRandallisokaythen,whyishenotawakeyet.

Liyana:“AuntyKhethu,yousaidpapawillbebacklaterright?”

Ishouldhavecomeupwithadifferentexcuse.HowwillIexplainwhyheisnotbackfrom where

hesupposedlywent?

Inod,asIfillherbowlwithanotherscoopoficecream.Chiomaadvisedmeagainstitbecause

it’swinter.Idon’thaveanyotheroption,thisistheonlythingthat,cancomposethistenyearold

girl.Iam outofideasandherfetishforicecream ismymostfavouritethingatthemoment.

Liyana:“It’slaternow.Canwegoseeifhe’sback?”

Myheartbreaksasshelooksupatmewithherinnocentcinnamoneyes.Lyingtokidsalways

backfires,thisisproofrighthere.

Me:“Sweetie,he’snotbackyet.YouknowhowIknowthat?”

Sheshakesherhead,hereyesfillingwithtears.

Me:“Becausewhenhecomesback,thefirstthinghewilldoislookforyou.”

Shepushesthebowltotheside.

Me:“Won’tyoueatyouricecream Liya.”

Sheshakesherheadandateardropsfrom hereye.

Liyana:“Idon’twantitanymore,Iwantmypapa.”

Shesobs.Idon’tknowhowtopacifyheranymore.There’sanincomingcallonmyphone,it’smy

father.Liyana’seyeslightup,theyfollowmyhandgrabbingthephonefrom thekitchencounter.

Me:“Hello.”

Liyana:“Isithim.”

Shesmileswidely,Ifeelbadforhavingtobreakherlittleheart.Shejoltsfrom thechairandruns

offwhenIshakemyheadno.

Randall,youbetterwakeup.

Dad:“Khethu,whereisSishi?”

Thetoneonhisvoiceisnotsociable.

Me:“He’sarounddad.Whathappened?”

Ihopehehasn’tfoundoutaboutStyle’sshenanigans.

Dad:“Gethim tocallme,it’surgent.”

Me:“Icanpassthemessagetohim,he’skindofbusylately.”

Dad:“No,justtellhim tocallme.”



HedismissesmebeforedroppingthecallandI’m leftperplexed.Whatcouldhepossiblywant

from Styles?

Now,IhavetofindLiyana.

Tobecontinued…



38*

MOSES*

Mkhizeleftthisplacescreaminglikeamonkey,Ihatethatman.ItturnsoutthecarAmarawas

incrashed,Ican’tsaythatIam worriedabouther.Honestly,Ineverreallylookedatherasmy

niece,noneofNtombi’sfamilymatterstomeandIcan’tstandherbrothers.EspeciallyMhambi

andJonas,theygetonmynerves.

I’m stuckinthisroom andthereisnowayout,there’sabounceroutsidethedoor.Hewasgiven

strictinstructionsnottoopenthedoor,thebloodyidiotsdidn’tevenattendtomywounds.

WhenIescapefrom thisplace,IwillhavetogobacktoS’godiforstrongermuti(traditional

medicine).Theonehegavemelasttimeforprotectionseemstobewearingoff.Ihavetomake

itoutofherealive.

Mkhizeisfullofit,hewantsmetowalkthatstupiddumbgirldowntheaisle.Ifitwasn’tformy

greedformoney,IwouldhavetakenAmaraasmywife.IhadthoughtofitwhenNtombicame

homewithher,thenightherparentswerekilled.

TheplanwastodisposeofNtombionceNombulelomovedoutandtakeAmaraasmywife,but

greedgottome.NowI’m stuckwithascrawnywoman.Howshemanagedtolosesomuch

weightovertheyears,puzzlesme.ShefailstogainevenaninchandIhavetoendurethatfor

therestofmylife.

Mashotomakesupforitinallwaysthanone,herfullfigure,herthickthighsandmyfavouriteis

herflabbystomach.Ilovehowitfeelsagainstme,andIlovehowshetakescareofme.Ican’t

saythesameaboutNtombi,I’m tiredanddrainedbyherfamilydrama.Iblamethem forthelack

oflovethatIfeeltowardsher,theyhavedestroyedmymarriage.

NOMBULELO*

“Haibogirly!Areyoustillwashingthoseclothes?Howlongdoesittaketodothewashing?”

Youheardright.SheismakingmewashMbuso’sclothes,withmyhands.ItbeatsmewhyI

haven’ttoldherwhoIam,Ihaveafeelingshewon’tbelievemeevenifIdo.

Me:“Kodwama,thewashingmachinewouldhavebeenfaster.”(But.)

I’m bendingoverthebathtub,scrubbinghisjeans.Shethrewthem atme,sayingtheywere

greasyandhadtoughstains.Isthishowwomenwhoaremarriedtotallbigbonedhusbands

feelwhenhandwashingtheirclothes.Thisispuretorture.

Her:“Uyakhononda?Utheufunaumsebenzi,Sebenzakegirl.”(Areyoucomplaining?Yousaid



youwantedajob,youmustworknow.)

Sheclickshertonguebeforewalkingoutofthebathroom,IheartheTV.She’swatchingthe

news,thisgivesmetimetoruntomyroom andcallMbuso.Imustinform him thathismotheris

here,andisonapowertrip.

Heisnotansweringhisphone,Iwillnotdialhisnumberagain.Iam notabouttogoall‘girlfriend’

onhim.ImightaswellgofinishtheworkIwasappointedto.

DoIreallylooklikeahousekeeper?Orishismotheroneofthosewomenwhoenjoyrepression?

MyphoneringsasIwalkintothebathroom,it’shim.

Mbuso:“I’m sorry,IwasdrivingsoIcouldn’ttakeyourcall.Areyouokay?”

Me:“Iam,there’sawomanhere.Ithinkshe’syourmother.”

Hesighs,Ithinkhe’sfrustrated.

Mbuso:“Whyisshethere?”

Howam Isupposedtoknow?

Me:“Shedidn’ttellme.”

Mbuso:“No,Ijustthoughtoutloud.”

Weird.

Mbuso:“I’m outside,Iwillseeyoujustnow.”

Whydidhecallmeifhewasjustoutside?Ihearvoicesdownstairs,he’sinthehouse.NowI

don’tknowifIshouldcontinuewiththisorleaveit,IstillhavetogotoSebokengHospital.

“Lelo,leaveallofthatplease.”

Iturntohisvoice.Whendidhegethere?Ididn’thearhim walkupthestairs?Itmustbebecause

oftheloudscrubbingofthejeans.

That’sright,I’m usingabrush.

She’salsohereandlookspissed.

Her:“HaiboMbuso,it’sherjobandthisishowjeansarewashedanyway.”

Mbuso:“Ma,Leloisnotahousekeeper.She’smyfriend.”

Heexplains,gentlyso.

Her:“Ohh,ngempela?”(Isit?)

ShelooksatmelikeIam coveredinfaeces,heropinionofmedoesn’tmatteranyway.Idon’t

knowher.

Mbuso:“Yesmom.”



Her:“Hayikee,minaIthoughtshewasthehiredhelp.Shelooksthepartthoughso,youcan’t

blamemeforassuming.”

Sheisstillholdingthatlook,asshearticulateswhatshethinksofme.

Mbuso:“Lelo,I’m sorryforallofthis.”

Her:“Mbuso,Ididn’tknowthatfriendsoftheoppositesexlivetogether.IstheresomethingI

shouldknow?”

IhopesheisnotthinkingwhatIthinksheis.

Mbuso:“I’m helpingoutafriendma.Am Inotallowedtodothat?”

Thisisgettingawkward.

Her:“Afriendwithbenefits,that’swhatyouyoungsterscallitright?Howcanyoubesocareless

Mbuso?Ingabeuyazaziizifo?You’readoctorforgoodness’sake.”(Areyounotawareof

diseases?”

Sheseemsconvincedbyherassumptions,Ineedaplacetohide.TosayIam highlyoffendedis

anunderstatement.

Mbusohuffs,riledbyhismother’spredictions.

Mbuso:“Ma,youareembarrassingmyfriend.Thisisthetwentyfirstcentury,amananda

womancanbefriendswithoutitmeaninganything.IfIwashelpingaguyfriend,youwouldn’tbe

likethis.”

Her:“Hayisuka.It’snotthesameandyouknowit.”

Mbuso:“Doesdadknowthatyou’rehere?”

Sherollshereyesandclickshertongue.

Her:“Ihavealifemychild.ShouldIbestrappedonyourfather’sbackallthetime?Ungazo

bhedawena.”(Don’tberidiculous.)

Sheripostes.

MbusogesturesthatIshouldwalkout,hismotherwalksawayfirst.

Mbuso:“Pleasedon’tmindher,oldageisnotkindtoher.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“Whydoyouhavesuchheavyjeans?”

Iteaseandheintroducesalaugh.

Inoticethathedoesthisthingofrubbingthebackofhisneck,itcouldbeduetonervousness.

Mbuso:“Hey,thosearethemostcomfortablejeans.”

Me:“Andheavy.”



Anotherlaugh.

Mbuso:“Hence,thewashingmachine.”

Headdsasheleadsmeoutofthebathroom.

Mbuso:“Haveyouhadbreakfastyet?”

Me:“Yes,yourmilkisoffbytheway.”

Mbuso:“Yeah,thethingis,I’m neverhome.Don’ttellmeyouatecerealwithstalemilk.”

Me:“Water.”

Iconfess,aswetoilsluggishlydownthestairs.Hismotherisbacktowatchingthenews.She

givesmealookIcannotunderstand.

Mbuso:“Tellmeyou’rejoking.”

Me:“Itwasn’tbad.”

Ilie.Icouldn’tfinishitso,Idisposedofit.

Mbuso:“Noway,I’m takingyououtforbreakfast.”

Me:“Ican’t,Ihavetogotothehospital.”

Mbuso:“Why?Isitthebaby?”

Me:“No,IhavetocheckifIstillhaveajob.”

Mbuso:“Youworkatthehospital?Whichone?”

Me:“Sebokengandno,Idon’tworkthereyet.Iwasacceptedasaninterninnursingandwas

meanttoreporttoworkafewdaysback.I’m notsureifIstillhavethejob.”

Iexplainmysadboringstory.

Mbuso:“Iworkatthehospitaltoo,I’m adoctor.”

Mrs.Xabadidmentionthat.

Me:“That’snicebut,shouldn’tyoubelivinginsomenicebighouseorsomething?Whyan

apartment?”

Hestopshalfwaydownthestairsandturnstolookatme.Judgingbythelookonhisface,I

thinkhedoesn’twanthismothertohearwhathehastosay.

Mbuso:“Iworkforaprivatepractice,it’snotreallymakingmuchbut,Ilovemyjob.”

Hiswhispersconfirm mysuspicions.

Me:“Okay.”

Iwhisperback.



Mbuso:“Icanhelpyouwiththatinternjob,youknow.”

Me:“Well,nowthatyoutoldmeyou’readoctor,yesIknow.But,youhavedoneenoughforme

andIwanttodothismyself.Ihavetolearntostandonmyowntwofeet.Ihavebeenliving

undermyfather’swingmywholelifethat,Ididn’thavetimetolearnhowtoberesponsible.This

ismychance,thanksfortheofferthough.”

Heshrugsandsmiles.

Mbuso:“I’m stilltakingyououtforbreakfast.”

Heinsistsashecontinuesdownthedownstairs.

Me:“I’m okay.Iswear.”

Mbuso:“Well,youmightbeokaybut,notGoku.”

Ifrownathisretort.

Me:“Jesusfixthis.”

Helaughs.

Her:“Didn’tyourparentsteachyounottotakeGod’snameinvain?”

Thisismycue,Ican’ttolerateheranymore.

I’m readytoleave,myhandisalreadygriptonthedoorhandle.

Mbuso:“Maasambe.”(Let’sgo.)

Her:“Gowhere?”

She’sconfused.

Mbuso:“I’m takingyoubackhomeMa,therewon’tbeanyoneheretolookafteryou.”

Idoubtshe’sreadytoleave.

Her:“Iam notgoinganywhere.”

Mbuso:“You’rewrong,Iam takingyouhome.Look,Idon’tmindyouvisitingmebut,nowisnota

goodtime.”

Am Itheonlyonewhoisnoticingthisbigelephantintheroom?Ihopeshedoesn’tthinkI’m the

reasonheistakingherbackhome.

Shegivesmeherfamouslookagain.

Her:“Mbuso,Iwasplanningonstayingforatleastaweek.”

Mbuso:“Isthatso?Whereareyourbagsthen?”

Shefoldsherarmsacrossherchest.



Her:“Yourfatherwillbringthem.”

Shestuttersassheexplainsherabsentluggage.

Mbuso:“I’m notbuyingitma.”

That’sarespectfulwayoftellinganadultthattheyarelying.

Mbuso:“Iknowthatoldmancannotstayawayfrom you.Hewon’tletyousleepoverhere,let

alonestayaweek.”

Shesighs…

Theirrelationshipisadmirable,youcantellthatMbusohassomuchrespectforhismother.

STYLES*

MaSontoshuddersafewtimesbeforeshecomesbacktohersenses.AfterwhatIhavejust

seen,Istillfindithardtobelieveit.Suchthingscannotbereal,inmyopinion,Randallwould

ratherdiethanhavehisfathercomehere.I’m atacrossroadandwhateverIdecide,Ihopehe

willcometoforgiveme.

Neo:“MaSonto?Keuenaeo?Isthedemongone?”(Isthatyou?)

Howam Ifriendswiththisman?

MaSontoisstilltryingtogatherherselfup,NkomoglaresatNeolikeheiscrazy.Neoshrugshis

shoulders,respondingtotheunpleasantlook.

Neo:“Heeh!MntwanakaMkhize,nisibonisanientlekheh?Ntwekeengmaraguys?”(Mkhize’s

son.Whatareyoushowingus?Whatisthis?)

Hesaysashebringshimselfup,Nkomoisleftspeechless.HehelpsMaSontoupandthat’s

whenLiyanarushesintotheroom,hereyesfindherfatherfirst.Sherunstohim andjumpson

thebed.

Neo:“Eishsaan.”

Neoexpressesashecarrieshishandsonhishead.

Iknowwhathemeans,thisismessedup.

Liyana:“Papa,wakeup.”

Thetoneonhervoiceshowsthatshedoesn’tknowwhat’sgoingon,althoughtheoxygenmask

anddripspeakvolumes.

Me:“Liya.”

Iambletoher,shedoesn’tlookatme.



Liyana:“Wakeuppapa.”

Sheshrugshim vigorously,italmostseemslikeRandallwillopenhiseyesandsmileather.

Me:“Liyacomewithme.”

Liyana:“No.”

ShescreamswhenItrytotakeher.

MaSonto:“Leavethechild.”

Sheinstructs,Idon’tlikethewayshe’slookingather.

Liyana:“Papawakeup.Whyareyounotmoving?Yousaidyouwillcomebackforme.Why

didn’tyoucomeback?”

Hermindhasconveyedthemessageastowhatisreallyhappening.

That’sit.

Ican’ttakethisanymore,Itakeherinmyarmsandshescreams,throwingatantrum.

Liyana:“No,IwantmyfatheruncleStyles.Tellhim towakeupplease.”

It’sgettinghardertocarryherasshe’skickingandfightingme.

Nkomo:“Styles,Ithinkyoushouldletherbe.”

Iputherbackonthebedandshelaysherheadonhischestcrying,myheartbreaksseeingher

likethis.Khethustreaksin,shemakesagestureofapologywhensheseesthechagrinedlook

onmyface.Thisissocarelessofher,Chiomadashesinafterher.TheloudshrieksofLiyana

musthavebroughtherhere.

Chioma:“Liya,comewithme.”

LiyanaallowsChiomatotakeher,Khethufollowsthem astheywalkout.

Me:“Ithinkeveryoneshouldleavetheroom now.”

Ihaveheardenough.

MaSonto:“Siyabonga,thatchildshouldbetakentoherfather’sland.Ican’tseeherfuture,

kunethunzielimnyamaelisibekelekonke.”(There’sadarkshadowthat’scloudingeverything.)

Hereshegoesagain.

Neo:“MaSontooqalahape?Thatdemonwillcomebackmoes,asseblieftuu,that’senough

boporofetavandag.”(You’restartingagain?Please,that’senoughpropheciesfortoday.)

IneverthoughtIwouldseeadaywhensomethingsensiblewouldcomeoutofhismouth.

Me:“IagreewithNeo,please.”

Ipleadwithherinhopesthatshewillunderstand.



MaSonto:“AwukwaziukubalekelaiqinisoSiyabonga.Iam tellingyouallofthisbecauseyouare

likeasecondfathertothatchild.Herfeetneedtokissthesoilwhereherfatherwasborn.Ifyou

cannottakehertherenow,shisaizinkuni,uthatheumlothauwusebenziseemzimbeniwakhe

izinsukuezintathu.Shemustdrinkitalso,mixasmallamountinwarm waterandgiveher,doit

forthreedays.Thiswillprotectherfrom thedarkshadowthatfollowsher.”(Youcan’trunaway

from thetruth.)(Burnwood,taketheashesandapplyitonherbodyforthreedays.)

Idon’tbelieveinthesethingsandIwillnotbedoingwhatsheisinstructing,maybeChioma

mightunderstandbut,nothingwillbedonetoLiyanainherfather’sabsence.

Neo:“MaSonto,Obuakameritielefifinou?Thisistoomuch,Liyanakengwanamaan.Entlek

hoetsahalangmoGhana?”(Youaretalkingaboutdarkshadowsnow?Liyanaisachild.What’s

goingoninGhana?)

Nkomo:“IadvisethatyoutakethisseriousStyles.”

Me:“YouarethelastpersonIshouldbegettingadvicefrom Nkomo,nothingwillbedonetothat

childuntilherfatherregainsconsciousness.”

Nkomo:“Dowhatyoumustbut,don’tsayyouwerenotwarned.”

Me:“Everyonegetoutnow,youtooNeo.Don’teverpullthisstuntagain.”

Hefrownsatmyfingerpointingathim.

Neo:“UlakangolaniStylos?Don’tsayIneverdidanythingforyou,thisismycutofflimit.Doyou

knowhowharditistofindaprophet?IhadtogotoHillbrowtocheckthoseflyersonthestreets.

Heebozza,jyvegvirdielewe.”

(WhyareyouangryStyles?Youfightforlife.)

He’sdrivellingonaboutthingsthatdonotmakesense.

MaSonto:“NeoUmsebenziwamiuphelile,theywilldecidewhattodonext.”(Myjobhereis

done.)

Sheannounces.

Neo:“AiiMaSontolewena,warningnyanahoreutloetelameea.Yazimothooafeela.Onsharte

salstopman,nieMaSonto,niemaan.”(MaSontoyoudon’twarnusthatyou’regoingtovisitthe

spirits,youjustfall.)

Shelaughsasshefindshisstupidityfunny.Nkomolooksdefeated,Idon’tblamehim.Maybewe

needNeo’svibrantpersonalityrightnow,everythingseemssodarkandgloomy.

MaSonto:“Siyabonga.”

Istopmyselffrom shoutingather.Whydoesshefeelthatshehastherighttocallmebythat

name?

Neo:“EntlekkemangSiyabonga?EsaleureSiyabonga.StyloskelekgoaMaSonto.Haatsebe

lethokabodarkie.”(WhoisSiyabonga?Youkeepsayingthatname.Stylesiswhite,hedoesn’t



knowanythingaboutblacks.)

Nkomo:“HayiNeo!Mustyoulovebeingthecentreofattention?”

Neoscowlsathim,shakeshisheadandlaughs.

Neo:“Nkomo,keatsebahorentateoahaukemoloi,maraungangiphapheli.Ngiphethe

umaSontonou.WenaleMkhizeletlonyelasaan.”(Iknowyourfatherisapowerfulwizard,but

don’ttestme.IhaveMaSontobymysidenow.YouandMkhizewillshityourselves.)

Nkomo:“YouareluckyIrespectMaSonto,onedayNeo.”

Neo:“EetsangonedayNkomo?Hai,leratahobastaring.Pholantwana,tellhim Stylos.”(What

aboutoneday?Youactlikeyouarebetterthanme.Relaxboy.)

Nkomochargesathim andherunstowardsthedoor,heislikeachild.

Neo:“MaSontoasambe,honalemademonimona.TheMkhizeshavecomeouttoplay.”

Heshoutsfrom thedoor,MaSontoturnstome.

MaSonto:“Yourfriendwillnevergivemeachancetospeak,youneedtocomeseeme.There

arethingsIcan’tsaytoyouinfrontofthem.”

IwouldsayIam dazedbyherwordsbut,Icannotforcemyselftobelieveinthingsthatdonot

makesensetome.

Neo:“MaSonto,usenyanakoeahauleena.Hewillnevercometoseeyou,he’sascientist.He

doesn’tbelieveinisiko.”(You’rewastingyourtimewithhim.)(Tradition.)

Neoisright,sheiswastinghertime.Shesmilesatme.

MaSonto:“Thereissomuchyoudon’tknowSiyabonga,onedayyouwilllookforme.”

SheturnsandIwatchherasshewalksaway,leavingmymindmuddled.

Neo:“Nkomontwana,keatlahond.”(Nkomoboy,I’m comingdog.)

HeyellswithastraightfacebeforefollowingMaSontoout,Nkomogivesnoreactiontohim.

Tobecontinued…



39*

NTOMBI*

Noonehassaidanythingsincewecamebackfrom S’godi’shouse,Ithinkweareallafraidto

confrontthetruth.AtleastIknowIam,IdoubtIhaveitinmetoquestionMoses.Petuniawent

straighttothekitchen,she’scookingagain.HowmuchdoesMhambieatanyway?

Now,I’m startingtothinksheiscookingforherselfandusesmybrotherasanescapegoat.

Thismorningshemadehim breakfastwithfoureggsandsixslicesofbread,tothinkMhambi

willsaysomething.No,heatetohisheart’scontent.I’m onlyanursenotadoctor,thesepeople

mustleavemyhousebeforetheysuckmedry.

Petunia:“WeNtombi,Iforgottotellyou.Thebraaipackisfinished,Ineedmoneyso,Icangoto

themallandbuymore.”

Shestridesintomyroom withoutknockingandsaysthistome.HowdoIdealwiththiswoman?

It’sapityshe’smybrother’swife.

Me:“IbraaipackiphelilePetuniangobayouarealwayscookingupastorm asifit’sChristmas.”

(It’sfinishedbecause…)

Petunia:“You’recomplainingforfood?HaaawukahleNtombi.”(Stopit.)

Me:“Incaseyouhaven’tnoticedPetunia,Iam theonlypersonbringingmoneyintothehouse.

Mosesdoesnothingtohelpme,it’sbadenoughnowthatIhavefourmouthstofeed,plus

Jonaswhoisontheway.”

Ihavebeenwantingtosaythis,Moseshashiddenthatmoneyhegotfrom sellingAmaraoff.I

haven’tseenacentofit.Iknowheisnotabouttospenditonme.

Petunia:“Ntombi,ifyoudon’twantusinyourhouse,sayitandwewillleave.”

Sheshouts,IthinkshewantsMhambitohearus.

Me:“Ifyoucontinuetoputwordsinmymouth,maybeImightjustsayit.Thinkwhateveryou

wantPetunia,thefactofthematterisanginayoimali.”(Idon’thavemoney.)

Petunia:“ManjeuzodlaniuMhambi?”(WhatwillMhambieat?)

Partofmebelievesthat’sallshecaresabout,feedingherhusband.

Me:“I’m notbotheredaboutthat,izintozimbisisi,wenaokukhathalelayoyibraaipack.”(Things

arebadandallyoucareaboutisabraaipack.)

Petunia:“Yeyi,umyeniwamiuyenaengimkhathalelayo.YouknowMhambidoesn’teatredmeat.”

(MyhusbandistheoneIcareabout.)

SheshoutsandIhavehaditwithher.



Me:“Whataboutmyhusband?Idon’tevenknowifheisstillalive,hlukananamipansiPetunia.

Allyoueverthinkaboutisfood,youhaven’tleftmykitchensinceyoucamehere.Ican’tmakea

cupofteawithoutyoucrowdingmyspace,haiPetunia.Askyourhusbandtobuildyouakitchen

andstayoutofmine.Nxa!”(Leavemealone.)

Ishoutback,Ihavetotellherwhathasbeeneatingmeup.

Petunia:“UkhulumanamikanjaloNtombi?”(Youaretalkingtomelikethat?)

Iguesssheistheonlyonewhoisallowedtoraisehervoice.

Shetreadstowardsme,pointingherfinger.IseeaslapcomingandItakeastepback.

Petunia:“Ntombi,ngitheukhulumanamikanjalo?”(Isaidareyoutalkingtomelikethat.)

Shegrabsthefringeofmyjerseyandpullsmeclosertoher.

Me:“Petunialeavemealone.”

Iyell.ThetruthisthatIam afraidofher,shecouldbeatmetoapulpifI’m notcarefulwithmy

wordsandMhambiwouldprobablycheerheron.

Petunia:“WhothehelldoyouthinkyouarewenaNtombi?Ukhohlwaukuthingingubani.”(You’re

forgettingwhoIam?)

Me:“NgidedelePetunia.”(Letmego.)

Iscream asItrytomoveawayfrom herbut,hergripistootight.

Petunia:“Ngizokukhombisaabantunamuhla,youwilllearnhowtorespectpeople.”(Iwillshow

youwhatIam madeoftoday.)

Shethrowsmetothefloor,straddlesmeandstartsslappingmerepeatedly.AllI’m abletodois

scream andtrytopushheroffme,everyslapburnsmycheeks.

“Petuniawenzani?”

That’sMhambihe’spullinghiswifeoffofmeandsomeoneishelpingmeup.Mybraincomes

backtoitssensesandIseeJonas.

Jonas:“Mntasenguwelo?Ileaveforafewmonthsandyouturnintoawrestler?”

He’scrazy.

Am ItheonlyonewhocanseethatPetuniaissickinthehead?

AMARA*

ThelastthingIrememberistheaccident,Idon’tknowwhathappenednext.Everythingisblank.

I’m inahospitalroom andthereisthisoldmanstandingonmybedside.Heisstaringatmeand



Ifinditweird.

Him:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Isenseabitofconcerninhisvoice.

Him:“Nodifyouareokayandraiseyourhandifyou’renot.”

Whyishesayingthat?It’snotlikeIhavelostmyvoice,I’m notsayinganythingbecauseIdon’t

knowhim.Mythroatthough,feelsdry,adropofwaterwouldbenice.Ilickmylips,wipingout

theevidenceofdehydration.

Thepainswampingmybody,makesmedesiredeathsobad.

Him:“ShouldIcalladoctor?”

Ilookaway,heisastrangerandIhaven’thadmuchluckwithstrangerslately.

Hedrawsadeepshudderingbreathe.

Ifeelaprickofresentmenttowardsanyonewhohasevercalledmefamily.Whatisfamily

anyway?Whatislove?

Allthesethingsareafaçadethatfatethrowsatusso,weacceptthisappallingthingwecalllife.

Iam evenashamedthatGodseesmeinthisdarkworld.

Whyarewegivenpeopletolovewithoutlimits,iftheywillbetakenawayfrom us?

Suchcrueltytodelicatefragilehearts,humansaremeanttobehandledwithcare.But,hereIam,

beingthrownaroundbylifeasifIwillnotbreak.Deathisalsonotlivinguptoitspurpose,ithas

provedtomethatisafeebleenemy.

“Ohdeathwhereisyoursting?Youhavebeendeclaredpowerless,youhavebecomeamockery

andasham.Ichallengeyouonthisdaythatyoutakemeasyourown,iflifecontinuesto

rediculeme.Icannotbeprecludedbylifeandyou.”

“Whatdidyousay?”

Iturntotheoldmanashebawlsatme.Ifailtounderstandwhatheistalkingabout?

Him:“Areyoutestingdeath?”

Hebarks,soundingannoyed.

DidIsaythatoutloud?

Mymindhasdoneitagain,conspiringagainstmewithmymouth.

Him:“Whatthehellisyourproblem?Doyouknowhowluckyyouaretobealive?”

Idon’tfeellucky.

Him:“Whatsanepersonwouldwishdeathuponthemselves?”

Hecontinuesbarking,annoyingthehelloutofme.Ihavenowordsforhim andIdon’tcarewhy



heishereorwhoheis.Thenursedartsintotheroom,shedoesn’tlookhappy.

Nurse:“Sir,pleasekeepitdown.Thisisahospital,therearemanypatientshere.”

Shecoospolitely.

Iam actuallynottheonlyoneinthiswardandthisoldmaniscausingascene.

Him:“Hayisuka.”

Herugshishandatherandlooksatmeasheisreadytosaysomething.Hiseyesbuckfora

minuteandwithanangrylookheturnsandwalksaway.

Nurse:“Areyouokay?”

Herwarm smilefillsherface.Inod.

Iam notokaythough.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Iknowwhathappened,atleastIthinkknowbut,Ineedtohearitfrom someonewhoisstable.

Nurse:“Youwereinacaraccident?Amanbroughtyouhere?Don’tyourememberanything?”

Me:“Thememoryisvague.Whoisthatoldman?”

Myquestionseemstosurpriseherassheshootsmeadumbfoundedlook.

Nurse:“Ishenotyourfather?”

Me:“No,Ihaveneverseenhim inmylife.”

Sheshrugs.

Myworldmightbecollidingbut,Iknowthatstrangersarenotpermittedtoseepatients.

Me:“MayIpleaseuseyourphone.”

IneedtocallLeloandinform herofmywhereabouts.

Nurse:“Sorrysisibut,it’sagainsttherules.”

Me:“Okay,wherecanIfindone?”

Shegivesanimpressionthatsheisnotcomfortablewiththisconversation,sheturnstolookat

theentrancethen,backatme.Ifindherdemeanourquietstrange,youwouldthinkthatIam in

bondageagainandunderstrictwatch.

Sheshrugsbeforestreakingoutoftheward,leavingmeconfoundedandhurt.

Overwhelmedbylife’sendeavours,Ifeelapenetratingdesolation.It’smashingmysoul,not

promisingabettertomorrow.

MyheartsplintersasthethoughtofRandallcomestomind,it’sstillsohardtobelievethatheis



gone.Itallfeelslikeadream,Icanstillseethelookonhisfacebeforehewasshot.Foronly

thatgivenmoment,IfeltlikeImatteredandmaybesomeonewouldfightforme.

Inhislastmoments,heonlycaredaboutmeandmysafety,Iwonderwhatitisabouthim that

hisdemisemakesmefeellikeIcan’tbreathe.

Iguessmyhateforhim shroudedmymindandnow,allIwantistoseehisface.Justonemore

time,maybemyquestionswillbeanswered.Maybemyuncertaintieswillbecleared.Andmaybe

thisdarkholeinsidemewillbefilled.

STYLES*

Ididn’twanttoleavethehouse,lestRandallwakesup.Khethu’sfathercanbedifficult,hethinks

hecancontrolmelikehecontrolsthosecockroacheswhoworkforhim.HeinsistedthatImeet

him atthepolicestation,itgotmethinkingthoughthat,maybemypasthascomebacktohaunt

me.Thenagain,it’simpossiblebecauseRandallandIalwayscleanup.

AfterwefindAmaraandMkhizehasbeendealtwith,wehavetostepawayfrom thislife,leaving

thehouseeverydayandnotknowingifyouwillcomebackbecausethereisabulletoutthere

withyournameonit.

I’m sittinginMr.Dladla’soffice,hesummonsmethenmakesmewait.

“Sishi.”

Heuttersashewalksinandclosesthedoorbehindhim,Istandandstretchmyhandouttohim.

Hescrutinizesit-huffs,thenwalksaroundthesmallwoodentableleavingmehanging.Thisis

proofthatwewillneverbefriendsandtheonlythingwehaveincommonisKhethu.

Iturntohim ashedrawsouta.23calibergun,heloadsitandplacesitonthetable,thebarrel

facingmydirection.Twocanplaythatgamebut,Iwillnotgivein.

Hegesturesmetotakeasit,Iglareathiscoldface.Ican’tfigureouthisfacialexpression,

exceptfortheglowerhe’saddressingmewith.

Leisurelyandwithmyeyesgluedonhim,Isettleonthemetalstool.Hetakeshistimebut,

ultimatelysits.

Dladla:“Howismydaughter?”

Hecouldhaveaskedmethisoverthephoneorcalledherrather.

Me:“Youspoketoherthismorning,youshouldknowhowsheis.”

Hiseyesshootupinshock.

Dladla:“Ihavealwaysfoundyourarroganceappalling.Itstillbafflesmeastowhatmydaughter

sawinyou.”



Ihuffandhefrownsatme.

Me:“Whyam Iherecommissioner?”

He’sstillwearingthescowlonhisface.

Dladla:“WhatdoyouwantwithmywifeSishi?”

Me:“I’m notsureIfollow.”

Dladla:“You’reasmartmanSishi,surely,youcannotstallthisconversation.Webothhave

thingstodo,right?So,gettothepointandtellmewhatyouwantwithmywife.”

Iam notintimidatedbyhim atall,ifthat’swhathethinks.

Me:“Mr.Dladla,youaretheonewhoseemstobestallingthisconversation.IhavenoideawhyI

am hereandfrom whatIhaveconcluded,youwanttoplaytheguessinggame.”

Dladla:“Don’tplaysmartwithmeboy,IneverlikedyouandIneverwill.”

Me:“Yourpoint?”

Dladla:“MypointisthatIdonotlikeyouformydaughter.”

Me:“Youcouldhavetoldmethisoverthephone.Whydidyouhavetocallmehere?”

Hesniggerscoldly.

Dladla:“IhearyouhavebeensnoopingaroundSishi.”

Me:“Enlightenme.”

Hestabsatmewithablackstare,reachesouthishandandlugstheguntowardshim.His

forefingerisonthetriggerandhiseyesarestillonme,myunshrinkingattitudeappearstobe

pissinghim off.

Dladla:“Youblatantbastard.”

Hegrunts.

ThiswaterandoilrelationshipisprobablywhatmakesmewantKhethuevenmore,Iwillprove

toDladlathatIam goodenoughforhisdaughter.

Me:“Commissioner,whenyourdaughtertoldmethat,youwanttoseeme.Sheforgotto

mentionthatyouwillbedishingoutinsults.Am Ithatbadofaperson?”

Hisforeheadcreases.

Me:“Carefulwiththatfurrow,youmighteventuallyhaveapermanentsurprisedlook.”

Istate,I’m tiredofhisattitude.Heraisesthegun,pointingitatme.Ihaveagoodmindtowalk

outofhere.

Dladla:“YouknowIcanshootyourightnowandcryself-defence?YouareinmygroundsSishi,

anythingispossible?”



Me:“ThisisgettingboringMr.Dladla.Whyam Ihere?”

Iinquirenotshowingfearorhesitationinthefaceofdanger,heplacesthegunbackonthe

table.

Dladla:“Iwantalltheinformationyougatheredonmywife.”

Me:“Thatisnotgoingtohappen.”

HemustbecrazyifhethinksIwilldothat.

Dladla:“DoyouknowhowmuchitwilldestroyKhethuifthetruthweretocomeout.”

Me:“Iam notcareless,Khethuwillneverfindoutaboutthis.”

Dladla:“Whydidyougoaroundsnooping?”

Me:“Onereasononly,toprotectthewomanIlove.”

Dladla:“Havingthetruthrightunderhernose,isprotectingher?”

Me:“LikeIsaidMr.Dladla,Iam notcareless.Unlessyourwifecracksandspillsthebeans.”

Iexclaim.

Dladla:“Iwillneverallowthattohappen.”

Me:“Good.”

IpushthechairbackasIgetup.

Me:“Iguesswearedonehere.”

Ipredictandwalkout,notgivinghim achancetoinsultmeanyfurther.

Tobecontinued…



40*

STYLES*

Neo:“Bozzauhokae?Otsamailenakoetelele,youknowyoushouldneverleaveabeautiful

womanlikeKhethualonehonalebathobatsoanangleNkomo.”(Whereareyou?Youhave

beengonefortoolong.)(WhentherearepeoplelikeNkomo.)

I’m theonewhocalledhim but,hedoesn’tgivemeachancetospeak.

Me:“Youmeanpeoplelikeyou.”

Neo:“Stylos,u’skaechunnadaaiding.Ketsoanalebrotheroahau,angekengikudleithende.)

(Don’tdothatStyles,Iam likeyourbrother.Iwillneversnatchyourwomanfrom you.”

Ibelievehim but,heisstillstupid.

Me:“IfIam likeyourbrotherthen,Khethuisyoursister.”

Iflinchathishigh-pitchedvoice.

Neo:“Thedevilisaliar,abomination.Stylosnomaan.Ujoangmarahee!”(What’swrongwith

you?)

Me:“Iam watchingyouNeo,stayawayfrom Khethu.IwillcallInnocentiaandtellherwhat

you’redoing?”

Neo:“Eish,whyotlamehahoinvolv-abathobabangbozza.”(Whymustyouinvolveother

people?)

Ilaugh.

Me:“Meetmeattherankinfifteenminutes.”

Neo:“Whichrankbozza?Usuhambaamaranknou?”(You’regoingtoranksnow?)

Me:“I’m goingtocheckthatlead,Imightneedbackup.BringNkomowith.”

Neo:“Eish,areyousurehorerekats’epalereteeaMkhize?(Areyousurewecantrusthim?

Me:“NkomocouldbeouronlyhopeNeo,heisMkhize’ssonafterall.Iknowthehospitalis

heavilyguardedso,itwon’tbeeasytogetinthere.”

Neo:“Thatmakessensebozzamara,Ithinkyoushouldcheckthecoastfirst,wecan’tjust

attackoutoftheblue.”

Me:“Iknow,thatsonofabitchMkhizehasprovedtobesmart.”

Neo:“Mkhizeisnotassmartashewantsustothink,sekaoamofacredit.It’sthatItalianshit

headFranco.Yesis,Istillcan’tbelievethathemanagedtogetintooga’shouse.”(Don’tgivehim



credit.)

Me:“IsmellaratNeo,thishasOlivia’sfingerprintsallover.”

Neo:“Butwhywouldshedothat?”

Me:“Revenge.”

Neo:“Eish!Basadibamakgoa.”(Whitewomen.)

Me:“Areyoudonewiththattask?”

Neo:“Thecamerashavebeeninstalledallaroundthehousebozza.”

Me:“Good,I’vegottogo,I’m atthehospitalnow.”

Neo:“Don’tgoinStylos,thatmonkeywillkillyou.”

Me:“Ihaveaplan,relax.Besides,Ican’twaitforyou.Neoyoutalktoomuch,you’resupposedto

beherealreadybut…”

Neo:“Eish!WhenIhearthatslogan,onkgopotsa007.Are,Ihaveaplan.”(Youremindmeof

JamesBond.)

Hemimicsmyvoice.

Neo:“Fillmeinbozza.”

Me:Let’sjustsay,Iknowsomeonewhoworksatasnakepark.”

Ichortleatmyplan.

Neo:“Ebeubatlahoreketlemoo?KegrandStylos,nnahaketle,Nkomootlatla.I’m sureore

tloaetselinthotseo.Taimalahaekemoloimoes.”(Thenyouwantmetocomethere?I’m okay,

Nkomowillcome.Heisusedtothem.Hisfatherisawitch.)

Me:“Fine,tellhim tomeetmeattherank.Wena,justwatchoverRandallokay.”

Neo:“Uabuanou.”(Nowyou’retalking.)

HestartslaughingandIcan’tfindareasonbehindhisstupidgiggle.

Me:“Sharethejoke.”

Neo:“Eybozzaus’kakwataneh.Kenekenahanahoremmeoahaudroopedyouatbirth.Phela

wenaoahlanya.You’reapsychoStylos,Linohabozza?Aiikebosatanebozza.”(Don’tbeangry

boss,Iwasthinkingthatyourmotherdroppedyouatbirth.Youarecrazy,dealingwithsnakes.

That’ssatanicboss.)

Hegibbers.

Neotendstojabberthatsometimeshecrossesthelimit,thisisasensitivetopicandIwillnot

engageinit.



KHETHU*

I’m sittingonthekitchencounterwatchingChiomapreparesupper,Liyanaissleepinginher

room.Poorchild,shecrieseverytimeshewakesup.It’ssadthatshehastogothroughthis,

Stylesforbidmefrom callingOlivia.

Me:“YourfoodsmellsniceChioma.”

Shegivesmeawarm smile.

Chioma:“Neorequestedit,hesaidhewantstoeatlikeachief.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“Hesaidthat?”

Shenods,smilingstill.

Me:“Whyam Inotsurprised?Heissomethingelse.”

Chioma:“Tellmeaboutit.”

ThereissomethingIhavebeenmeaningtoaskherandit’sbotheringme.

Me:“Chioma?”

Chioma:“You’rewonderingaboutthatwomanthatwashere?”

Shepredicts.

Me:“Howdidyouknow?”

Chioma:“Ican’tstopthinkingabouthertooandwhyshewasbroughthere.”

Me:“DoyouthinkRandall’sissueisspiritual?”

Sheclosesthepotandturnstofaceme,thelookofworryapparentonherface.

Chioma:“Itcrossedmymindandit’spossible,Randallisverymysterious.Iwouldn’tsaythatI

trulyknowhim,hehasalwaysbeenclosed.SameasStyles,theyletmeknowwhattheyfeltI

neededtoknow.”

Me:“SomethingisdefinitelyupChioma,didyouseehowthatwomanwaslookingatLiyana?”

Itmademyheartdrop,sheleeredatherasifshewasindangerorsomething.

Chioma:“IdidandIdidn’tlikeit,wehavetogoseeherandfindoutwhatisreallygoingon?

Thesemenwillnevertellusanythingandwecan’treallygrillthem,astheyareengrossedon

findingAmara.”

Shesmashesherhandonhermouth,sealingitasifanabominationescapedoutofit.

Me:“Who?”



Sheswiftlyturnsandopensthesteamingpot,hereyeshidingfrom me.Thiswomancannot

maskasecret,evenifshewantedto.

Me:“WhoisAmaraChioma?”

Chioma:“DidIsayAmara?”

Shequestionswithoutlookingatme.

Chioma:“IwasthinkingaboutthisshowthatIwaswatchingtoday.”

She’slyingtome.

Me:“Chioma,yousaidtheyarelookingforAmara.Whoissheandwhyaretheylookingforher?”

“IfIknewtherewerebeautifulwomeninthiskitchen,Iwouldhavecomeherealongtimeago.

Whoeversaidmendonotbelonginthekitchenisafool.”

WeturntoNeo’sloudvoice,hesmilesandyoucan’thelpbutsmileback.Hissmileis

contagious.

Neo:“Ndlovukazi,lewenamama.”(Queenandyoutooma.)

Hegreets,asheapproaches.Werespondwithbeams.HetakesmyhandandkissesitandIlet

him because…it’sNeo.

Neo:“HowistheQueendoing?Stylosotlohetseolemong?Cabanganje,bannababangba

dom maan.”(Stylesleftyoualone?Imagine,somemenarestupid.)

ThisisthepartwhereIshouldbeoffendedbut,thewayhesaysitissofunnyso,Ilaugh.

Me:“Iwillmakesuretopassonthemessagetohim.”

Hechortles.

Neo:“Yeah,mojoetse.Hakemotsabe.Youseeifyouweremywoman,Iwouldcarryyouonmy

headandtakeyoueverywhereIgo.”(Tellhim,I’m notafraidofhim.)

Thereisdefinitelynothingwrongwithwhathejustsaid,atleastI’llpretendthatit’snormal.

Me:“Whyam Ibeingcarriedonyourhead,ifImayask?”

Hisfacelightsup.

Neo:“Isthatevenaquestion?You’reabeautifulwoman,Imustshowyouofftotheworld.Mara

Styles,keDracula,otsamaeaaleonesetlaelase.”(Stylesisalwaystravellingalone,thatfool.)

ChiomanudgesmeasIthrowmyheadbackandlaugh,Ican’thelpit.Neoisanidiotandit’s

amusing.

Chioma:“Willyousaythatinhisface?”

Hepuckersatherquestion.

Neo:“Ahahmama,Ialmostforgotyou’rehere.”



Shesmilesandrollshereyes.Neokissesheronthecheekandpullsherintoashorthug,he

opensherpotsoneatatimeashedipshisheadin,sniffinginthearoma.

Chioma:“Hey,peoplearegoingtoeatthat.”

Sheslapshishandsandhetitters.

Neo:“Mama,hungerdeytearmybelle.Iwanchop.”(I’m hungry,Iwanttoeat.”

HesaysinaNigerianaccent,I’m completelylost.

Chioma:“Naso?”(Isthatso?)

Neo:“Yesmama.”

Chioma:“Youwantmyfoodbut,youdidn’tgreetme.”

Neo:“Ahahmama,howna?”(Howareyou?)

Chioma:“Iam notyourfriendNeo,greetmewithrespect.”

Neo:“Mamawetinwahalana?Notinspoil?”(Whatistheproblem?Alliswell?)

Chiomashakesherheadanddecidingtoignorehim,shetakesallherfocusbackonthepots.

That’sNeo,hecanbedrainingsometimes.

Neo:“Maaamaaa.”

Hehums…

Chiomaissulking,thisishowtheyare.

Me:“Neo,whoisAmara?”

Mymindkeepsponderingaroundthatnameandthisismychancetoaskplus,I’m killingtwo

birdswithonestonebysavingchiomafrom hisnagging.Orelse,hewillneverstoptalking.

Neo:“Whatisthat?Kemotho?”(Isitaperson?)

Hefrownsatmeashesays,Icanalmostbelievethathedoesn’tknowwhatIam talkingabout.

Thenagain,Iknowthattheydon’thidethingsfrom eachother.

Me:“SomethingisgoingoninthishouseNeoandIwanttoknowwhat.”

Neo:“S’momondiyasikaStylos,omotlehaholohoreokastress-a.”(Styles’beautifullady,you’re

tooprettytobestressing.)

Me:“Neo…”

Myphoneringstakingmeawayfrom thisunresolvedconversation.

Me:“Dad?”

IgreetasIanswer.



Dad:“Yourgrandfatherhasbeenarrested.”

Ijerkfrom thekitchencounter,shockwrittenonmyface.It’simpossible,thatmanwillneverdo

anythingwrong.

NOMBULELO*

Me:“Ididn’tthinkthatmissingafewdayswouldbeaproblem.”

IexpresstoMbusoaswewalkoutofthehospital,wecamehereafterhavingbreakfast.I

actuallyoptedforLina’sfatcakes,noonemakesthem likeshedoes.Iusedtobuythem every

dayonmywaytoschool,Amarawasalsoafan.Wewouldwakeupat6am,justtobeontime

forthefreshestones,thengoourseparatewaysafter.

AmarawouldgobackhomewhileItookataxitoschool,beingtherewithMbusobroughtback

somanymemories.IhavebeensocaughtupinmyproblemsthatIforgotabouther,thereisno

newsonsocialmediaaboutthepostIuploaded.Imisshersomuchithurts.

Mbuso:“It’snottheendoftheworld,therearesomanyinternshipsonline.Iwillhelpyoulook

forthem.”

Me:“Iguessbut…”

Thesightbeforemeblocksmywordsfrom departingfrom mymouth,myfeetfailmeasthey

refusetomove.Ilosemymindattherealizationthatit’sreallyhappeningandit’sover.

Mbusostops.

Mbuso:“Whathappened?”

Me:“Zuma.”

Igaspthewordsout.

Histurnshishead.

It’sZuma,he’swithKoketsoandtheylookhappy.Myheartsuddenlyfeelsheavyandit’sgetting

hardtobreathe.Itwashardtobelievethattheywereactuallyanitem whensheconfessedbut,

nowthatIseethem.IthurtsmoreandIcan’ttakeit.

HowdaretheylaughwhileIam insomuchpain?

Thatshouldbemeholdinghishand,itshouldbemelaughingathisstupidlamejokes.Nother,

shedoesn’tevendeserveapinchofhappiness.

Mbuso:“Let’sgo.”

Hesaysbut,Ican’tmove.Myfeetarenumb,Iwanttoscream andshoutandcussatthem.I

hatemyselfrightnow,Ihatemyselfforlovinghim thewayIdoandallowinghim tohurtme.



Mbuso:“Lelo?”

Hebringsmyattentionbackwhenheprodsme.

Mbuso:“Don’tdothistoyourself,heisnotworthit.”

Hetriestoassuremebut,Iam notconvinced,Iam lookingatamanIlovemakeanother

womansmile.

Me:“ThisisnotfairMbuso,shedoesn’tdeservethatsmileonherface.”

Myeyesarestillgriptonthem.

Mbuso:“No,theydonotdeserveyouLelo.Thereallosersherearethem andnotyou.”

Me:“Ifthatisthecase,thenwhyam Ihurtinglikethis?WhydoIfeelliketheloser?”

Iletmytearsparadeonmyface,Iwantcry.Itistheonlythingthatmakesmefeelbetter.

Mbuso:“Lelolookatme.”

Ican’tlookanywhereelsebutatthem astheyapproachus,theyseeme.Koketsosmirkswhile

Zumahasthisshockedexpression.Mbusotakesmycheeksintothepalm ofhishandsand

turnsmyfacetohim,hiseyesholdanannoyedappearance.

Mbuso:“YouarestrongerthanthisNombulelo.”

Heswipeshisthumbsovermycheeks,removingtheevidenceofmypain.

Mbuso:“Youwillnotcryinfrontofthoseidiots,you’restrongerthanthisLelo,Ihaveseenit.You

willbethebiggerpersonandnotgivethem thesatisfactionofseeingyouhurt.Youhearme?”

Iwanttosayyesbut,Iwouldbelying,Idon’tevenfeelstrong.Ifeellikeafailure,Ifeelstupid

andworthless.

“Aren’twecosy?”

Itrytoturnmyheadtolookathim,Ihavebeenwaitingforhim togetherebut,Mbusostillhas

hishandsburiedonmycheeks.He’slookingintomyeyes,asifwaitingforassurance.Igivehim

thenodhewantedandassoonashelet’sgo,IswiftlyturnandmyeyesmeetZuma’s.

TheyarestilltheeyesofastrangerasIfailtorecognizethem.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL*

Ihaveheardpeopletalkaboutbeingstuckinabaddream andnomatterhowmuchyoutry,

wakingupbecomesamission.Thisisthecasewithme,IcancountthestepsIhavedrilled

aroundthisplacewithmyfeet.Ihavebeencirclingthisbigmountain,eachtimethinkingIwill

reachmydestinationbut,eventuallyfindmyselfinthesameplaceIstarted.

Therearethickbigtreesattendingtoit,asifshieldingit.

I’m stuckinthedeadofnight,Ithinkit’sbeenafewdaysI’m notsurebut,itfeelslikeaneternity.

Thesunrefusestoshowitsgloryasifitistooshytoshine,onlythestarsgleam sobrightly,

coveringthedim skylikeablanketthatstretchestotheendsoftheearth.Thereissomanyof

them thatIhavekeptmyselfbusytryingtocountthem.

Thecrescentmoonshinessobrightlyinthenightskylikeit’stryingtoshowoff.

Mymindcan’tfathom thebeautythatisbeforemebut,Ican’tignorethisvoidthatkeepsdrilling

intomysoul.Myearsarefilledwithcriesofawoman,Ifailtorecognizehervoicebut,myheart

crackswitheveryyelpthatfillsmyears.

Iwanttohelpherbut,Ican’tseem tofindher.Itispuretorment,onethathasmysoulshattered.

“Uze!Uze!Uze!”

Ijerktothebonechillingwhisperofamalevoicecallingoutmynativename.

Me:“Whoisthere?”

Ishout,thisisnotthefirsttimeIhaveheardthisvoicecallingouttome.Whoeveritis,theyare

toocowardlytoshowthemselves.

“Uze!Uze!Uze!”

Iftheirplanistoimpartfearinme,thenitisworking.

Me:“Please,showyourself.Whoareyouandwhatdoyouwantfrom me?”

IshoutasloudasIcouldinhopesthathewillanswer,suddenlyastrongwindthrowsmeonthe

floor.Droppingmeonmyknees,itdiesoutinjiffyasifitwasneverthere.

Me:“Please,ifyou’rethere,showyourself.”

Ipleadwiththeunknownandwaitforaresponse.

It’sgone.Iam leftaloneagaininthedusk,thepiercingsilenceseeksmycompanyandIam

forcedtoindulgeinit.



STYLES*

Iarriveatthehospital,IknowMkhize’scarsnow.Therearethreeofthem parkedoutsideanda

caravan,ithashislogoonthewindshield.Oneminuteyouthinkheissmart,thenhegoesand

makessuchmistakes.It’sagoodthingtheyareoblivioustoAmara’strackers,thismakesmy

jobeasier.

Ican’tseeanyofthegoonsoutside,bigbuffmeninblack,guardingapublichospitalwouldlook

suspicious.

I’dbedamned,hisbraindoesworkafterall.

IreceiveacalljustasI’m abouttojumpoutofthecar,it’sNkomo.Hemustbehere.

Me:“Whereareyou?”

Nkomo:“Aeroton.”

Me:“Meetmeatthehospital,I’m goingin.”

Nkomo:“What’stheplanStyles?”

Me:“Idon’thavetimetofillyouin.”

Nkomo:“Neotoldmeaboutit.Whatareyougoingtodowithasnake?”

Me:“Whosaidit’sasnake?”

Nkomo:“I’m notsureIfollow?”

Me:“Youdon’thaveto.”

Nkomo:“Styles,youcan’tdothat.It’sgovernmentproperty,youwillgetintrouble.”

Hesnapsinapanickingtone.

Me:“IknowwhatI’m doingrelax.”

Nkomo:“PeoplewilldieStyles,doyouevenknowifthosesnakesarepoisonousornot?Thisis

astupidplan.”

Me:“Idon’tseeyoucomingupwithanything,letmedowhatIhaveto.”

Imadeamistakebycallingthisidiot.

Nkomo:“Whataboutallthosepeopleinthehospital?Youthinkthosesnakeswilltellthem apart

from Mkhize’sgoons?”

Me:“Dude,calm down.Yousoundlikeanaggingwife,jeez.Itwilljustbeonthatwardandnot

thewholebloodyhospital.”

Nkomo:“So,thewardsheisinhasrobots?”



Me:“I’llputthem tosleeponceIhaveAmarawithme.”

Nkomo:“Thatdoesn’tevenmakesense,you’reeducatedStylesbut,youdidn’tthinkthis

through.”

Heshouts,Iwillletitslide.

Me:“Nkomo,youshouldknowmebynowthat,Ineverdoanythingwithoutthinkingitthrough.

Myplotsalwaysincludeastart,middleandend.Thisoneiswellthoughtof.”

Whyam Ievenexplainingthistohim?Hissenselessbrainwon’tevenbeabletograspit.

Nkomo:“Howmanysnakesarewetalkingsinceyouaresosureofyourself?”

Hisannoyingvoiceisgettingonmynervesnow.

Me:“Fiftytosixty,thekeeperwasalittlevagueonspecifics.”

Nkomo:“What?Howthehellareyougoingtoputsixtysnakestosleep?Howwillyouevenstop

them from slitheringaroundthehospital?”

Hecontinuestoyell.

Me:“Willyoustopshoutingatme?Iam notstupidNkomo,ItoldyouIknowwhatIam doing.If

youfeellikeyoucan’tdothisthen,gobackhome.”

Ireturnthebark.

Nkomo:“I’m almostthereso,Imightaswell.Atleast,tellmehowyouaregoingtoputthem to

sleepandwhat’stheuseofthem anyway?”

Myplansfortodaydidnotincludebeinginterrogatedbythisfoolwhile,I’m parkedoutsidethe

hospital.

Me:“There’sthischemicalIhadmadeatthelab,askdaddydearest,hewilltellyouwhatitdoes.”

Icontinuetoexplain.

Nkomo:“What?”

Iknewthathewouldn’tunderstand.

Me:“Timeisnotonmyside,Ihavetogetinthere.IhopeIwillfindyouwaitingformewhenI

comeout.IneedagetawaycarjustincaseI’m beingfollowed.”

Iexplainandhopeheisinthis.

Nkomo:“Whatever.Thisstupidplanofyoursbetterwork.”

Hedropsthecall.

Idonothavetimetodwellonhim,Ican’tlosefocusnow.Iputonacapandthehoodofmy

jacket,theywon’tseemecoming.



AMARA*

Thisoldmanisbackbut,heisnotalone,Francoiswithhim.Theslightbruisesonhisfacegive

evidencethathewasinanaccident.Hegivesmeanauseatingsmugasmyeyesmeethis.My

worldshakesasIcomprehendwhatishappening,Francotookmefrom Randallandnowheis

herewiththisoldman.Theylookcosy,likeoldfriends.

FearconsumesmeandIgraspthat,IactuallyfeltsafewithRandall,healwaysgavean

impressionofsomeonewhowasbentonprotectingme.Icannotsaythesameaboutthese

men,theirlookssendchillsthrougheveryboneinmybody.

IclosemyeyesasIsearchforRandallinmythoughts,maybeIwillfeelsafe.Hisfaceissureto

soothemebut,nothingcomestomindexceptthatinsatiablestolenkissthathadmeweakin

theknees.

Thewayhesuckedonmylowerlipwhilemybodypressedagainsthis,asifitweretheonly

thingwecoulddo,thefeelofhiswarm tonguecrudelyblendingwithmine.Thesoftmoanhe

stifledthroughthekiss,confirmingthathewasenjoyingme.Itleftmewantingmoreand

thinkinghowhewouldfeelinsideme,howhisskinwouldfeelonmineandhowhishandswould

worshipeveryinchofmybody.

Howdidmymindblockallthisout?HowdidImissallofthis?

WasIsobentonhatinghim that,Ifailedtoseewhatwasbeingshowntomeinaform ofa

beast?

ThatisoneriddleIwouldneverhavebeenabletocrack.

Now,Iwillneverknowwhatitisabouthim thathasallthesemysteriousfeelingscomeatme

likeaflood.

Suddenly,thisdeepneedtotastehislipsagainnudgesatme.Thesethoughtsabouthim bring

methepeaceIwasseeking.

“Amara?”

Iopenmyeyestoseethemanwhojustjoltedmeoutofmyfantasy,Icanonlyshownothingbut,

angertowardsthesetwoanimals.

Him:“What’swrongwithyou?”

Iglareathim andFrancowhoisstillholdingthesmugonhisface.

Franco:“Itappearsthatprincessisdaydreaming.”

Hemocksmeashesmirks,coldly.

Theoldmanlooksathim withdeadeyes.

Me:“Whatdoyoupeoplewantfrom me?”



Francochortles.

Franco:“Wouldn’tyouliketoknow?”

Me:“Ihavenothingtodowithyou,pleaseletmego.”

Iseem toamuseFrancobecauseherupturesintoalaughter.

Him:“And,wherewouldyougoAmara?Youhavenoone,yourunclesoldyoutothatevilman

andwesavedyoufrom him.”

Hedeclares,tryingtoconvinceme.I’m notstupid,IheardwhatFrancoandthatothermanwere

saying.Iknowtheyhavebadintentionstowardsme.

Me:“Whatdoyoumeanyousavedme?”

Iaskanyway.

Him:“RandallandhisfriendStylesareintohumantrafficking,theytargetyoungandinnocent

girlslikeyouandsellthem tothehighestbidder.FrancoandIbeingagainstitandknowinghow

coldheartedtheyare,wesavedyou.”

Heexplainsandjustifieshismaliciousdeeds.

Me:“Thatisalie.Youdon’tknowmeso,whywouldyouwanttosaveme?”

Him:“Yourfatherwasmyclosestfriend,Iwantedtotakeyouinaftertheirdeathbutyouraunt

andunclerefused.Theyhidyoufrom meAmara,Iwaswillingtogiveyouthebesteducation.

Haveyoueverwonderedwhytheydidn’tallowyoutostudyfurther?Whytheirchildgot

everythingwhileyouhadtosettleforherleftovers?Theonlyreasontheykeptyouwasbecause

ofyourinheritance,yourfatherleftyouagreatamountofmoneyandthehouse.Mosessoldit

andusedthemoneyforhisownselfishneeds.”

HesoundssoconvincingthatIalmostbelievehim.

Me:“HowdoIknowthatyou’retellingthetruth?Youcouldbelyingtome.”

HelooksatFrancowhoisnowleaningagainstthewallwithasmuglookonhisface,forawhile

there,Ithinkheisgoingtolaugh.Francopusheshishandintohispocketandcomesoutwitha

photograph,hehandsittotheoldmanwhogivesittome.

IfearwhatIam beholding,it’sapictureofmyfather.HeisexactlyhowIrememberhim-

averageheight,baldheadandhisroundchubbyface.Hewasmyteddybear,Ididn’t

comprehendhowmuchImissedhim tillnow.Myheartbreaksandcravesforhislove,hishugs

hewouldsmouldermyeightyearoldbodyin.

Him:“That’sme,nexttohim.”

Hesays,asifdesperatetoconvinceme.Iraisemyeyestoscanhisface,thenbackatthe

picture.Itishim andyoucanseetheirclosenessinthispictureasmyfatherhashishand

restingonthisman’sshoulder.



I’m confused,Idon’tknowwhattothinkanymore.ItrytoholdontoRandall’swords“Don’ttrust

thesemen,whatevertheysayisalie.”

Iam surroundedbylies.

ThatkisswithRandall,it’ssomethingthatcannotbedeniedevenifIwantedtobecausesofar,it

isthetruestthingtome.

KHETHU*

Me:“Dad,whathappened?”

HemeetsmehalfwayasIapproachhim andleadsmetohisoffice.

Dad:“Yourgrandfatherhasbeenaccusedofrapinga16yearoldgirl.”

Whathesaystomecrumblesmyworld.Notmygrandfather.HeisthemostuntaintedpersonI

know.

Me:“No,thatisaliedad.”

Idebate.

Dad:“Idoubtit.”

Me:“Whatareyousaying?Dadyouknowhewillneverdothat.”

Iraisemyvoiceathim.

Dad:“Khethu,Isawthegirl.Shewasshakenandshewouldn’tstopcrying.Youcan’tfake

somethinglikethat.”

Me:“Well,maybeshe’smistaken.Maybeitwassomeoneelseandshe’sputtingtheblameon

him.”

HelooksatmelikeIam losingmymind,maybeIam.

Dad:“Thatisstupidandyouknowit.YouareawomanKhethu,youshouldknowthatnowoman

canfakesuchtremor.”

Heisrightbut…

Me:“OhmyGod,hemustbebroken.HonourableJudgeAsandaMdluliarrestedforrape?Doyou

knowwhatthatwilldotohim andhiscareer?No,Irefusetobelievethat.Hecannotbecapable

ofrape.Thatmanisanangel,helovespeople.Idon’tknowanyoneascompassionateashim.”

Heoffersalookthatsayshebelievestheaccusations.

Me:“Dadno,heisyourfather-in-law.Youknowhim betterthanthis.”

Iwhimperinsobsandhepullsmeintohisarms.



Mymotherwalksin,herfacedisplayingablanklook.

Nobayeni:“So,it’strue?”

Dadpullsmeoutofhisarms,turnstomymotherandnods.TheyexchangealookIcannot

makeout.

Nobayeni:“Maybethatbastardwillfinallyrotinjail.”

Shestatescoolly.

Me:“Whyareyousoheartless?He’syourfather.”

Iyellather.

ThelasttimeIsawherwaswhenwehadthatfight.

Nobayeni:“He’sarapist,asick-spinelesspaedophilewhodeservestorotinjailfortherestof

hislife.”

Sheshoutsback.

Me:“I’m notsurprisedthatyouwouldsaythis,youdon’tcareaboutanyonebutyourself.”

Dad:“Lelo,thisisnotthetime.”

Nobayeni:“You’reachildBridgette,youdon’tknowanything.”

Me:“Iknowthatmygrandfatherisinnocent,heisnotyouNobayeni.You’recapableofanything,

youdon’tdeserveafatherlikehim.”

Shecacklesscornfully,takingdelightinmydeclaration.

Nobayeni:“Thisisthemostsensiblethingyouhavesaidtomesofar,youareright.Ideserve

better.”

Me:“Oneday,karmawillvisityouandyouwillbesorry.”

Nobayeni:“Whyisthischildsodisrespectful?Iam notyourfriendBridgette,incaseyouhaven’t

noticed.Iwillputyouinyourplacerightnow,daremeyoustupidchild.”

Shepokesmyheadwithherforefingerwhileshoutingatme,Ishrugitawayandshegrumbles.

Myfatherstandsasabridgebetweenus.

Dad:“Iam notgoingtoallowthisinmyplaceofwork.Don’tyoutwohaveanyshameatall?

Bickeringwitheachotherlikeanimals?”

Hegrunts.

Nobayeni:“TeachyourdaughtersomerespectDladla,orIwill.”

Ihateher.

Me:“Iwanttoseemygrandfather.”



Dad:“Idon’tthinkthatisagoodidea.”

Me:“Why?”

Nobayenihuffs,Icantellthatsheishidingsomething.

Dad:“Ithinkyoushouldgohome,Iwilltakeyoutoseehim whenthetimeisright.”

Whatthehelldoesthatevenmean?

Me:“DadIwanttoseehim,I’m notgoinganywheretillIseemygrandfather.Idon’twanthim

thinkingthatIhavealsoabandonedhim likesomepeople.”

Nobayenishootsmeadeadlyglareandclickshertongue,Irollmyeyesather.

MyfatherknowsIcanbestubbornandIwillnotbackdown.HefollowsmeoutasImakemy

waytowardstheholdingcells,Idon’tcaretocheckifNobayeniistaggingalong.

Tobecontinued…



42*

STYLES*

Kgotsoiswaitingformeattheentrance,hehasthepackagewithhim.

Kgotso:“Monna.”(Man.)

Hegreets.

Me:“Howmany?”

kgotso:“Sixty.”

LikeIpredicted.

Me:“Alllethal?”

Kgotso:“Everysingleoneofthem.”

Me:“Good.Let’sgo.”

Kgotsoisdressedasamaintenanceguyandbecauseofthat,wepassthroughreception

withoutanyhassles.Wetakethestairstothefourthfloor,Igesturethathestopsaswereach

there.Icheckthecoastandtherearefourguardsontheentirefloor,theyaredressedinnormal

clothing.Onewouldthinkthattheyarejustordinarycitizensbut,IknowMkhize’sminions,they

looklikebouncersandthatgiveshim away.

Iturntokgotsowho’sawaitingmycommand.

Me:“Iwilltellyouwhentoreleasethem.”

Helooksworriedandedgy.

Kgotso:“Areyousurethesubstancewillputthem tosleep?”

Heprobes,perspirationrunningdownhisforehead,showingthemagnitudeofhisagitation.

Me:“Yes,IjustneedtocauseacommotionthengetwhatIwant.”

Henods,whiledabbinghisforeheadwithhiscoat-sleeve.

Me:“Wouldyourelax?You’llfuckupifyou’resojumpy.Here,putthisinyourear.”

Ihandhim aNanowirelessearpiece.

Me:“Waitformycall.”

Ipullthecapalittlelowertomyfaceandleisurelywalkdownthepassage,Imakesurenotto

makeeyecontactwiththegoons.FrancowalksoutofthechamberI’m headedto,helooksat

meandItrynottolookcynicalashewalkstowardsmeandkeepsaguardedgazeonme.



Heslowlywalkspastwhileglaringatme,ifherecognizesmethenmyplanwillberuined.I

breatheasighofreliefwhenhefinallywalkspast.JustafewmorestepsandIwillbein

Amara’sroom,that’swhenIwillgivekgotsothegoahead.Oncethesnakesareout,theparty

starts.Thoselittledevilswillbeagreatdistraction.

“HEY!!!”

Shit!That’sFranco.Iignorehim andkeeponwalking,IpulloutagunasIprepareforthe

inevitable.

“Hey,Styles.”

Francoshoutsagain,ifIcontinuewalking,thesonofabitchmightshootmefrom behind.

MkhizewalksoutofAmara’sroom justasI’m abouttoturn,herecognisesmeandhurriesback

in.Iguessmydisguiseisnotthatgood.

Me:“Now.”

Iwhisperthroughtheearpiecebeforeturningandopeningfire,takingtwogofersout.Irunfor

coverdodgingFranco’sbullets,there’schaoseverywhere.Peoplearerunningandscreaming,

thisiswhatgetsblackpeoplekilled.Insteadofrunningforcover,theyscattereverywhere.

Franco:“Stylesyou’redeadanyway,youmightaswellcomeout.”

Heyells.

I’m insidearoom andtherearefivepatientsgatheredinacorner,theylookdistraughtasthey

glanceatmewithfearintheireyes.Itrytomovebut,I’m stoppedbythisexcruciatingpainon

myabdomen.Isendmyhandtoinspect,andflinchasthepainreactstothetouchofmyfingers.

Ifeelawarm thickslimyliquidandrealizethatI’vebeenhit.

NOMBULELO*

Wearestandingintheparkinglot,ZumaandKoketsoarestillholdinghandsanditstings.

Mbuso:“Itwouldbebestifyouwalkaway,wedon’twanttostarttrouble.”

Mbusomakesthefirstmove,IdoubtIwasgoingtosayanything.Iwasreadytocryforhim and

askhim ifheenjoyshurtingme.

Zumachortles,respondingtoMbuso’sdemands.

Zuma:“Lelo,inyoniyakhoiyakukhulumelamanje?”(Thisbirdspeaksforyounow?)

IthinkIwillcryanyminutenow,myeyesarestuckonhim andIcan’tseem togetawordoutof

mymouth.

Mbuso:“Lelo,let’sgo.”



Icanhearhisvoicebutit’sfar,myeyesrefusetoleaveZuma’sface.It’slikeIam stuckandhave

forgottenhowtomove.He’sleeringdownatmeashesmirksfollowedbyawink.Bastard,he’s

enjoyingseeingmelikethis.

Koketso:“Babylet’sgo.”

Herrilingvoicegivesmyeyesbackthepowertheywereseeking,theyfallonherfaceandIlose

it.ThenextthingIknowmyhandissplashingagainstherskeletalface,sheletsgoofZuma’s

handasascream soarsoutofhermouth.Shereturnstheslapjustashard,andIstumbleback

alittleandgainmybalance.

Controlledbymyemotions,Ijumponher,pullingheruglywigoffandexposinghershorthair.

Shetightlyseizesmydreads,Icouldfeelthestrandsofmyhairsnappingonmysculp.Iscream,

flailingmyhandsandlettingthem hitwherevertheylandonherbody.

Everythinghappenedsofastthattheboyswerebemused,theydidn’thavetimetoact.

Zuma:“Whatthehellisyourproblem?”

Heshoutsatmeashesnatchesmyarm,pullingmeawayfrom Koketso,Mbusopullsmefrom

him andstandsbetweenus.

Mbuso:“Don’tcrossyourlimitsboy.”

HethreatensandZumalaughs,derisively.

Zuma:“Orwhat?YouthinkI’m scaredofyoucheeseboy?”

Heasks,inaninsultingmanner.IgawpatKoketsonexttoZumaasshefixesherwig.

Iam solividrightnowthat,Ican’teventhinkstraight.There’ssomuchangerplasteredonher

facebut,shecannotbeasangryasIam.

Koketso:“You’regoingtopayforthiswenas’febe.”(Youbitch.)

Shethreatensassheshootsmeanevilstare,I’m notthrownbyheremptythreats.

Me:“Is’febenguweKoketso.Howdareyoudothistome?Youwantedtoeatfrom atableyou

werenotinvitedtoso,youthoughtitbesttolurkbehindmybackandstealfrom me.Uzonya

wena.”(Youwillgetwhat’scomingtoyou.)

Ireturnthethreat.

Koketso:“Ngizokutrapa,Iseeyoudidn’tfeelanythingwhenZumahityou,youwantmore

akere?”(Iwilltrashyou.)

Sheyells,remindingmeofapainfulmemory.Mbusomildlyshovesmebehindhim asIattempt

tojumponheragain.

Mbuso:“Controlyourpestboy,uzolimala.”(Shewillgethurt.)

He’sstillstandingrightinfrontofhim,Ican’tseehisfacebutonlyZuma’s.He’sscowlingat

Mbuso.



Koketso:“Whoareyoucallingapestwenas’lima?”(Youidiot.)

Shescreamsherinsultathim,Mbusodoesn’tevenacknowledgeherpresence.

Zuma:“Awumekancanewena.”(Wait.)

Hereprimandsherandsheclickshertongue.

Mbuso:“IthinkIdidn’tmentionthisthelasttime,stayawayfrom Nombulelo.Whenyouseeher,

walktheotherway.Don’tevenletthethoughtofherenterthatemptyheadofyours,pretendshe

doesn’texist.”

Whatthehellishedoing?

ThisisnotwhatIwant,maybeit’snotbut,I’m notreadyforZumatoforgetaboutme.

Zuma:“Orwhat?”

He’sasboldasbrass.Thisishowhe’salwaysbeen,stubborn,arrogantandegocentric.

Mbuso:“Iknowpeoplentwanaandbelieveme,youwouldn’twantthem toknowyou.”

Hegrowls,inadeadpanvoice.

Ihavenocluewhathemeansbythisbut,hiswordsaredisturbing.

IseeZumagulpandthatundauntedattitudehewasflauntingisgone.

Heclickshistongue,givesmeawarninglookthatassuresmethat,thisisnotthelastIseeof

him.Zumaisnotonetobethreatenedandletsitgo,IknowhewillwanttohurtMbuso.

Mbusoturnstomeassoonastheywalkaway,he’swearingafrownofdistressandlooks

offended.

Mbuso:“Ihavetobesomewhereso,Iwilldropyouoffathome.”

Hespeaks,serious-faced.

Me:“Mbuso,thatfight…”

Mbuso:“Youdon’thavetoexplainanything.”

But,Iwanttoexplain.

Me:“Thatwasnotme,Iswear.It’sjustthat,whenIheardhercallhim baby,Ilostit.”

Ijustifymyviolentactions.

Iknow,Idon’towehim anexplanation.Ijustwanthim toknowthatIdon’twalkaround

randomlyattackingpeople.

Mbuso:“Leloit’sokay,honestly.Iunderstandwhereyouarecomingfrom.”

Inod.



Mbuso:“Shallwego?OrelseIwillbelate.”

Hesaysashefixesmydreads,Inod.

Wewalkquietlytothecar,thisisawkward.

NTOMBI*

JonasandMhambihavesatusdown,petuniaisnexttoherhusband.While,Iam sitting

oppositethem,Mhambilooksverydisappointedinme.Iknowforafactthatheblamesmefor

thisfight,hethinkshiswifeisperfect.

Jonas:“You’refightingyoureldersnowNtonto?”

ThatquestionisinconsequentialandIfailtoapprehendwhyhewouldwanttoaskmeandnot

her,she’stheonewhowent‘ChrisBrown’onme.

Me:“Beforeyouaskmetrivialthings.Hasanyoneevenbotheredtotryandfindoutwheremy

husbandis?”

Petunia:“Yeyeni.”

Shecacklesloudly,assheclapsonce.

Jonas:“Petu,Iknowyouloveattentionbut,waitforNtombitofinish.”

Sherollshereyesathim.

Jonas:“Mhambi,khuzamfowethu.”(Apprehendhermybrother.)

Hegivesherthatfirm glarethat,makesyouwithdrawfrom whateveryouwanttosay.Jonasis

strictlikethatbut,hecanalsobeaclownwhenhewants.

Mhambiwillnotdisputewithhisbrother,thisishowmuchherespectshisopinion.

Jonas:“Ntonto,wearelistening.”

Me:“BhutiJonas,myhusbandhasbeenmissingsinceizoloanduMhambidoesn’twanttohelp

lookforhim,instead,hejustsitsandletsPetuniadowhatevershepleasesinmyhouse.Huhah

minangikhatheleBhuti,Ican’thandleeverythingalone.”(I’m tiredbrother.)

Iexplainmytroublesinanticipationthat,Jonaswillpityme,puthishateasideandhelplookfor

Moses.

Petunia:“Ntombiisselfish...”

Jonasraisesahandandsheshutsherbigmouth.

Jonas:“Petuwait,Iwanttohearwhatshehastosay.Ntombimustexplaintomewhymykids



arenotathome.”

Petuniaisreadytorollhereyesbut,sherefrainsfrom it.

Thisismychancetointroducemytearstohim.

Jonas:“IsittrueNtontothatyouletthatgoodfornothingmanoustmychildoutofthehouse?

AndwhereisAmara?”

Thelookinhiseyescommandsanswers.

Me:“Itriedbhuti,youknowhowMosescanbe.”

Iwhine,crying.

Mhambi:“EnoughwithyourexcusesNtombi,tellJonasthewholetruth.Tellhim howyoulost

AmaraandhowMosesbanishedNombulelofrom thehousewhile,youstoodthereand

watched.”

Heshoutsasheshiftstotheedgeofthecouch,Mhambihasn’tbeenthisangrysincetheycame

here.Itappearsheislosinghispatienceorlostitrather.MaybeIshouldtellthem thetruth

aboutAmara.WhatifMosesdoesn’tcomeback?And,Iam protectingsomeonewhois

probablyouttherespendinghismoneywithotherwomen.

Jonas:“Ntonto,Uzokhulumanomacha?”(Willyouspeakornot?)

Hegrunts.

SuddenlyIseemyfatherinhim,heistheexactreplicaofVusamazulu.Thatmanimplanted

patriarchyinmybrothers,Jonasadaptedtoitwhile,Mhambishowednointerestinbecoming

themanmyfatherwas.

Me:“Ngiyaxolisabhuti,I’m powerlesswhenitcomestoMoses.Please,ItriedtoprotectAmara.

Itookherinasmyownandlovedherbut,Moseshadevilplansforher.”(I’m sorrybrother.)

Theirfaceschangeastheylookatmeinanticipation,youwouldthinktheyknowwhatIam

abouttosay.Iheaveasighasmyheartisbeatinghardagainstmychest,thisrevelationwill

changeeverything.Itwillchangehowtheyseemeastheirlittlesister.Ican’ttaketheir

condemnatorystaresso,I’m forcedtodropmygazeinshame.

Me:“Moses…gaveAmara…away.”

Ittakeseverythinginmetospilloutthisconfession.

Petunia:“Ini?”(What?)

Herloudvoicefillstheroom

Jonas:“Whatdidyousay?”

HeroarsandMhambichortles,infuriated.

Jonas:“Khuluma!!!”(Speak.)



Herumblesashechargesatme,IscreechasIjoltfrom myseat.Mhambiisalsoonhisfeet,he

knowswhatJonasiscapableof.Heisnotafraidtoputanyoneintheirplace,Ihavebeena

victim ofhishardhandbeforeandIrefusetoletthathappenagain.

Myfeetleadmebackbut,Ican’tseem toescapeJonasashekeepsmovingcloserwithevery

moveImake.

Jonas:“NtombiKhuluma,whatdidMosesdowiththatchild?”(Speak.)

Mytearsseekfullattention,Ican’tcontrolthem.IknowifIletthesedreadfulwordsrolloutof

mytongueJonaswillnothesitatetohitme.

Me:“Ngiyaxolisabhuti,Ididn’tknowwhatMoseswasplanning.Heconfessedeverythingtome

afterhecamehomethatdayandhadabagfullofmoney.”(I’m sorrybrother.)

Petunia:“Hayi,ohJehova.Sixolelebaba.”(Godforgiveus.)

Shescreamsasshecarriesherhandsonherhead,alittledramaticifyouaskme.

Mhambi:“Abagofmoney?”

Hebarks,shockmarkedonhisface.

Jonas:“Ntombi,uthewenaMosesgaveheraway.Isikhwamasemalisingenaphimanje?”(Why

areyoumentioningabagofmoney?)

HeknowswhatImeant,hisfacesaysit.Hejustwantsmetosayitagain.

Istaggerback,myeyeswidenedinfearofwhatmybrotherwilldoandtearsstreakingmyface.

Me:“Jonas,MhambiIswear.Bengingazingecebolakhe.NgifungaamathunakaNkosiyabo

kanyenoFikile.Iwillneverdoanythingtohurttheirchild.”(Ididn’tknowanythingabouthisplans.

IswearonNkosiyaboandFikile’sgraves.)

JonasslapsmesohardItumbletothefloor.

Jonas:“Ungalingeubandakanyeumfowethukulokhu.Theyhavenothingtodowithyourevil

waysNtombi.”(Don’tyoudareinvolvemybrotherinthis?)

Heroars,ashepointsanaccusatoryfingeratmeandgrabsmyhand,pullingmebackup.

Jonas:“WhatdidyoutwodotoAmaraNtombi?Wheredidthemoneycomefrom?Youbetter

thinkbeforeyouanswerorIswear,Iwillcallthepolice.

I’m weepingnowandmytearsrefusetopleadJonasonmybehalf,heisnotfallingforthem.

Tobecontinued…





43*

STYLES*

Twoblackfemalenursesruninscreaming,theyseemestandingwithmybackagainstthewall

andaguninmyhand,theyattempttorunbackout.

Me:“Hey,hey.”

Itargetthegunatthem andtheystop.Iffearcouldspeak,itwouldbecallingouttothem.

Me:“Comehere.”

Theyglanceateachotherthenbackatme,withtheireyespoppedoutandshaketheirheadsin

unison.

Me:“Isaidcomehere.”

Oneofthem startscrying.

Nurse:“Pleasesir,pleasedon’tkillus.”

Shepleadsanditfrustratesmetothecoreplus,theagonizingburningpainonmywoundadds

tomyfrustrations.Mylegslosetheircapabilitytostandasthelossofsomuchbloodhasmade

meweak,Iletmybodyslidedowntothefloor.Thegunisstillaimedatthesetwohorrified

ladies.

Me:“Shutupandcomehere.”

Theylumbertowardsmeatmystrictdemand.

Me:“Ineedtocleanupthiswound,getmesomeantisepticsandbandages.”

Iinstruct,shenodsswiftlyandmarchestothecabinets.

Me:“What’syourname?”

Nurse:“Sethu.”

Shestutters,hereyesglisteningwithtears.

Me:“Sethu,don’tbeafraid.Iwon’thurtyou,youseethemenoutthere?”

Shenods.

Me:“Theyareverydangerousmen,nowIneedyourhelp,okay?”

Shenodsagain.

Me:“Ineedyoutopeekoutthereandtellmewhatyousee.”



Sethu:“Whatiftheyseeme?Theywillkillme.”

Me:“Theywon’tseeyou,Ican’tmoveduetothispain.You’remyonlyhopenowSethu,ifthose

mengethere,theywillkilleveryoneinthisroom.Doyouunderstand?”

Sherunshereyestothegroupofpeoplegatheredatthecornerthen,backatme.Shetrails

them tomytorsoandasoftfrownbuildsuponherface,sheattemptstoliftmytopupandI

pressmyhandonit.Thereissomuchbloodoozingthroughthegunwoundandleakingdown

myjeans.

Sethu:“Iwanttoseeifit’sinfected.”

Herlipsquiverasshevalidatesherinquisitive.

Me:“It’safreshwound.”

Itcan’tbeinfectedyet,mybodythoughissweltering.MyvisionisalittleblurredandIfeellight-

headed.Ican’treallysayIseeagoodendingtothis.

Sethu:“It’sadeepwound,youneedtogettreatedoryouwillgointoshockanddie.”

Ifrownatherprediction,funnyit’showIfeelrightnow.Iclampmyteethattheburningand

stingingsensation,dribsofsweatareoccasionallyfallingfrom myface.Sherunstoanearby

drawerandcomesbackwithabandageandstartswipingmysweat.Theothernursehurries

backwiththemedicalkitandIgesturethatshehelpsme.

Me:“Sethu,Ineedyoutopeekoutthereandtellmewhatyousee.”

“Boss,let’sgetoutofhere.Jojohasbeenbittenbyablackmamba.”

Oneofthegoonsshoutsfrantically,Sethukeepsheralarmedeyesonme.

Franco:“Nooneisfuckinggoinganywhere,killthem ifyouhaveto.”

Francoshoutsandit’sfollowedbymultiplegunshots,Kgotsowillhavetoforgivemeforthe

deadsnakes.

Theturmoilandcommotionhasdieddown,thewardmustbeempty.

Franco:“Stylesyousicksonofabitch,I’m goingtokillthesesnakesandyournext.”

Me:“IwouldbecarefulifIwereyouFranco.You’reinthepresenceoftheworld’sdeadliest

snake,theycanbeveryaggressivewhenthreatened.”

Iyellback,hedoesn’trespond.Ionlyheargunshotsnow.Thenursedressingmywoundis

fidgety,herhandsaretremblingandtearsflowingdownhercheeks.Iwinceatthestingofthe

antiseptic.

Me:“Willyourelax?You’reanurseforgoodness’ssake.”

Ibarkatherduetotheagonizingpain,sheshrieks.Dammit!

Sethu:“Leborelax,it’sokay.”



Sethucomfortsherandshenods,wipeshertearsandcontinues.

Me:“Pleasecheckandtellmewhatyousee.”

Shedipsherheadthroughthedoor.

Sethu:“There’sawhiteman,he’saloneandhe’scomingthisway.”

Sheexplains.

Me:“Isthatall?”

Sethu:“Besidesthesnakesslitheringaround,yesthat’sall.”

Me:“Don’tyouhavesomethingstrongforthepain?”

IaskLebo,Ican’tbarethepainanymore.Shenodsandrunsbacktothemedicinecabinet.My

phonerings,ItmustbeNkomo,tookhim longenough.

Me:“Pleasegetmyphoneforme.”

Sethuramsherhandinmyleftpocketandcomesoutwithmyphone,sheswipestheflashing

greenbuttonandplacesitonmyear.

Nkomo:“WhatthehellishappeningStyles?Peoplearegatheredoutside,sayingthere’sa

shootoutinthereandsnakesallaroundthehospital.Therearenewsanchorseverywhere.Do

yourealisewhatthismeans?Thepolicewillbehereanyminutenow.”

Nkomoistoonegativeformyliking.

Me:“Iwillprobablybedeadbythetimetheygethere.”

Ilaugh.

Nkomo:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Me:“Iwashit,Francoisonestepawayfrom mebut,that’snotaproblem.Iwon’tgodown

withoutafight,I’m takingthatfuckerwithme.”

Nkomo:“No,youcannotdie,rememberwhyyou’rethere.”

HeremindsmewhyI’m doingthis,Ican’tfailRandall.IhavetogetAmara.

Me:“YouneedtogethereNkomo,ifyoufindmepassedout.Doanythingtobringmebackokay?

StylesSishiisnotgoingoutlikeacoward.”

Nkomo:“I’m coming.”

ImotionthatSethudropsthecall.

Me:“There’saglasstubeinmypocket,pleasetakeitout.”

ShedoesasIsay.

Me:“Iwantyoutothrowthisoutthedoorwithforce,makesureyousmashitagainstthewall.



Then,shutthedoorimmediately.”

Hereyeswiden.

Sethu:“Whatisit?Isitabomb?Ican’tdoit.”

Me:“Thosesnakesouttherewillsoongethere,ifyouwanttobesafethen,youwilldoasIsay.”

Shegulps,hesitantlygetsupandthrowstheglassout,Ihearitbreak.

Sheshutsthedoorandsquatsinfrontofme,herhandsareshakingwithfear.

Franco:“Funculo!!!Whatis…”(Fuck.)

Hisvoicediminishes,thesmokehasknockedhim out.

Me:“IfIpassout,Iwantyoutouseadefibrillatortobringmeback.”

I’m losingmystrengthwitheverywordIutter,thankfullyFrancohasbeendealtwith.

Sethu:“I’m notadoctorsir,Imightevenlosemyjob.”

Shepanics.

Me:“Iwillmakesurethatdoesn’thappen,rememberwhatIsaidSethu.Thosemenare

dangerousandI’m theonlyonewhocanstopthem.”

Shenodsbut,thereissomuchdoubtwrittenonherface.Ifeelmyselfdriftingintoadeepsleep

but,themissionathandkeepsbringingmeback.IdoubtIwilllastlong.

AMARA*

Theoldmancomesrunningbackin,hedrawsoutagunandpeopleinthewardstartscreaming

andrunningforcover,immediatelytherearesoundsofgunshotsoutsidetheroom.Itrytoget

mypainfulbodyoutofbedbut,hegrabsmyarm,stoppingmefrom moving.

Him:“Youneedtocomewithme.”

Hecommandsfrantically,Isnatchmyarm from him.

Me:“Iam notgoinganywherewithyou.”

Him:“Amarathisisforyourowngood,themenItoldyouaboutarehere.Theywanttotakeyou

away.”

Randallinstantlyfillsmymindbut,Iknowitcan’tbehim becauseIwatchedhim die.

Me:“Iam notgoinganywherewithyou,Idon’tevenknowyou.”

Him:“Itoldyouthatyourfatherwasmyfriend,mygoalistoprotectyou.”



Thetoneofhisvoicesaysthatheislosinghispatience.

Me:“Idon’tbelieveyou,Iwastoldaboutyourlies.Justbecauseyoushowedmeaphotograph

ofyoustandingnexttomyfather,doesn’tmeanthatIcantrustyouwithmylife.”

Hegrabsmyarm again,thistimepullingmeoffthebed.

Me:“You’rehurtingme.”

Iyelpinpain,buthedoesn’theedtomycrynordoesherecognizethefactthatIam injuredand

insomuchpain.

Myheadspinsandmykneesarewobblyasmyfeethittheground.Ialmostfall,hecatchesme

andthrowsmeacoat.

Him:“Wearthis.”

IputitonasslowasIcan,everylimbinmybodyhurtswitheverymove.

Ilookatthedoctorwhoishidingunderabed,hisfaceisthatofhorror.Iunderstandthisman

hasagunbut,alittlehelpwilldo.

Helugsmetowardsthedoor,someonepushesitopenandhelurchesback.

Styleslimpsinandaimshisgunattheoldmanwhohookshisarmsaroundmyneckandpulls

meinfrontofhim,usingmeasashield.

Styles:“Hidingbehindawomanmkhulu?Shame.”

Hemockswithasmirkonhisface.Helooksweakandpale,hishandsandclothesarecovered

inbloodandIswearhewouldfallanysecondnow.

Him:“YouarenomatchformeSishi,lookatyou?Youcan’tevenstandstraight.”

Styles:“YoushouldknowbynowthatInevergodownwithoutafight,handheroverMkhize.”

Hecommandswithgreatauthority,thisMkhizemanlaughs.

Mkhize:“YoumustbestupidifyouthinkIwilldothat,Amaraiscomingwithme.Whatwillyou

dowithheranyway,Okolieisdead.SheisnousetoyouandIknowsheisn’tyourtype.”

Styleshasalittlesmugsmileonhisface,IwishIknewthereasonbehindit.

Iam disgustedbythewordscomingoutofMkhize’smouth,myheartthudsagainstmychestas

Iam remindedofRandall’sdeath.Thethoughtofnotseeinghim againissuffocating.

Styles:“AsyoucanseeMkhize,Idon’thavemuchtime.OnethingIknowisthatIam notleaving

thisplacewithoutthisgirl.So,arewegoingtodothistheeasywayorthehardway?”

Mkhize:“YoumustbelosingyourmindifyouthinkIam intimidatedbyyourthreatsSishi,you

havelost,giveitup.”

IseeFrancoleisurelywalkinwithagunpointedatStyles.



Franco:“Dropitdickhead.”

“Youdropitdimwit.”

It’sNkomo,hepresseshisgunonFranco’shead.Iam dumbfoundedthatheisstillaround,I

haven’tseenhim sincetheattackandInevercaredtoaskhowhewasdoing.

Styles:“Howdidyouescapethesmokeyoushithead?Youshouldhaveyourmemorywipedout.”

StylesgrowlsandFrancoistickledbyhiswordsasaconceitedlaughevadeshismouth.

Franco:“YouarenottheonlyonewithbrainsStyles.”

Mkhize:“Francoshootthisidiot.”

Mkhizecommands,I’m standingherebaffledbyeverythingthatishappening.Havingagun

pointedatyouandnotknowingiftodayyouwillbreathemylast.Italmostfeelslikeamovie,

anytimenowsomeonewillsaycut.ThisMkhizewaslyingtomeallalong,Randallwasright.

Nkomo:“Iwouldn’tdothatifIwereyou.”

Mkhize:“YouareadisgracetothefamilyNkomo.Howlongwillyoubethisboy’slapdog?”

Nkomo:“Youdonotgettotalktomeyoubastard.”

Hegrowls,Isensealottensionbetweenthem.

Styles:“Thisisnotimeforafamilyreunion,Iam losingmypatienceoldman.”

Me:“Please,letmego.”

Ipleadbut,mycryfallsondeafears.

Mkhize:“DropthegunSishi.”

Styleshasthissmuglookofvictory,Idon’tunderstanditbut,heknowsheiswalkingoutofhere

triumphant.

Mkhizeburstsoutinafitoflaughterwhichleaveseveryoneconfused.

Mkhize:“Youpeoplearestupid.DoyoureallythinkthatIwillgiveherupsoeasily?Ihavewaited

forthismomentandnowthatIhaveher,I’m notbackingdownSishi.Mybrotherdiedtryingto

bringhertome,hisdeathwillnotbeinvain.”

Ididn’tknowthedriverdied,FrancoescapedwithafewscratchesandIthoughtthesamething

happenedwithhim.

Styles:“Yourbrother’sdeathisnotthelastofitMkhize,theOkoliesareravingmad.Theyseek

revengefortheirson.Youseethisrainoutside?It’sevidenceoftheirwrath.”

Itisstillrainingoutside,Iheardsomenursescomplainingabouttherain.Somesayingtheir

townshipsareasdryasadesertwhile,somesaiditwashardforthem toleavethehousedueto

thefloodedstreets.



Franco:“YouAfricanshavetojustifyeverythingwithtradition,that’sbullshit.Arethesnakesa

partofyourvoodoopractisesaswell?Canyoubelievethisfuckerreleasedsnakesalloverthe

hospital?”

Hestates,questionsandrevealsashepokeshisgunonStyles’head,Stylesgrowlsandshoots

him acoldstare.NkomodoesthesamethingtoFranco.

Nkomo:“Yey,yey,mgodoyi.Shutyourpiehole.”(Bastard.)

Franco:“Fuckyou.”

Hegrowls.

Mkhize:“YouknowmeSishi,Iwillnotvacillatebetweenkillingherandwalkingoutofherewith

her.Ihavenothingtolose.”

HethreatensandIknowit’sover,Stylesclampshisjaw.Ithinkheknowsthereisnootherway

out,helooksatmeandIseeregretonhisface.

Styles:“Sorry.”

Hesignsthewordswithhismouth.

NTOMBI*

Theroom issilentandonlymysobsareheard,everyoneislookingatme,waitingformy

explanation.Itpainsmetothinkthatthiswillbreaktheirhearts.

Jonas:“Don’tforcemyhandagainsiswam’Iam losingmypatience.”

Heroarsashegrabsmyarmsandshakesmevigorously.

Me:“Okay,okay.”

Iscream cryandheletsgo.

Me:“Jonasplease,listentomebhutiwam’Ihadnopartinthis.Ididn’tknowMoseswas

planningtosellAmaratosomemen.HeonlyexplainedwhenIaskedhim wherehegotsomuch

moneyfrom.”

Petunia:“OhNkosiyami.”(OhmyGod.)

Shescreams,buryingherfaceinherhands.Mhambidropsdownonhiskneesandsobsquietly

andJonasisgobsmacked,shockisevidentonhisface.Hischestisrisingandfallingunderhist

-shirtwhilehelooksatmelikeIkilledsomeone.

Jonas:“Iwashopingyouwouldsaysomethingelsebut,this?Aiungiphoxilemtakababa.”(You

havedisappointedmemysister.)

Me:“NgiyaxolisabhutiJonas.”(I’m sorrybrotherJonas.)



Jonas:“Uxolisaamasimba,Iam ashamedthatwesharethesamefatherNtombi.”

Hebarksatme,allIcandoiscryandithurtsthatMhambiissobbingaswell.Iknowhim tobe

strongandveryprivate,Ihaveneverseenhim cry.

Me:“Mhambi,ungakhali.Ngiyaxolisabhuti,ngicelauxolo.”(Pleasedon’tcryMhambi,I’m sorry.

Pleaseforgiveme.)

Ibeseechintears.

Petuniarushestomeandslapsmeacrossmyface,Ididn’tseeitcoming.Itevokessomuch

angerinmethatItrytojumpatherbut,Jonaspushesmeback,throwingmeonthefloor.Ilook

upathim likeachildwhoisbeingscoldedbyherfather,thehateinhiseyespiercesthroughmy

soul.

Jonas:“YouaregoingtopayforthisNtombi,asforMoses,Iwillshowhim howpeopleare

treated.”

Hiswordssendawaveofpaininmyheart,Ikneelbeforehim.

Me:“Bhuti,IknowMoseshasdonestupidthingsinhislifeandmadesomanymistakesbut,

pleasesparehim.Itwasamistakebhuti.”

IknowJonas,hewillhaveMoseskilled.Petuniacacklesloudly.

Petunia:“Yohhayi,yifilim le.Ican’tbelievemyears,Ntombiareyouseriouslypleadingforthe

lifeofMoses?AftereverythinghehasdoneNtombi?”(Thisisascenefrom amovie.)

Me:“Youwon’tunderstandPetuniabecauseyourlifeisperfect.”

SheisalwaysquicktojudgemeandIhateher.

Jonas:“ShutupNtombi,shutup.Youarestilldisrespectfulafterwhatyouhavedone?Iwilldeal

withMoseshowIpleaseandyoubetternotsayanythingtohim orIswearNtombi,Iwilldisown

you.Iwillmakesurethewholefamilywilldisownyou,uzosalanoMoseswakho.That’sifhewill

stickaroundbecauseIdon’tseethismarriagemovingforward.”(Moseswillbetheonlyone

you’llbeleftwith.)

Mhambi:“Jonas,wehavetodosomething.Wehavetobringourchildhome,Ican’teven

imaginewhatsheisgoingthrough.Whattheyaredoingtoher.”

Hebreaksintoanothersob,Petuniatoddlestohim andstartspattinghisshoulder.

Jonas:“Don’tworryMhambi,onceIam donewithMoses,hewillcometouswillinglyand

confesseverything.

Hedeclareswhileglaringatme,IseetheseriousnessinhisfaceandIam afraidformy

husband.IunderstandthatwhathedidiswrongandheshouldbepunishedbutMosesisnaïve.

Heisnotasharmfulastheyperceivehim tobe.



Tobecontinued....



44*

RANDALL*

“Uzewakeup.”

Iopenmyeyestomeetmygrandfather’sface.Whatishedoinghere?

Me:“Nana?”(Grandfather.)

Hehelpsmeupandwalkstositaroundabonfire,itwasn’therebefore.

Okolie:“ComeJoinme.”

HewaveshishandandIdoastold.

Me:“What’sgoingon?”

Ihaveneverbeenthisconfusedinmylife.

Okolie:“YouarewhereyoubelongnowUze.”

Me:“Idon’tunderstand,nanaIhavebeenstuckinthisisolatedplaceformonthsnow,ifnota

year.Iwanttogohome.”

Thisdarkplacehasmefeelinggloomyandalone.

Okolie:“It’sonlybeenafewdaysUze.”

Hesays,thereisnosenseofemergencyinhisvoice.

Howisthatevenpossible?CouldIhavecalculatedwrong?

Me:“What?”

Okolie:“Thisisthespiritrealm,adayfeelslikeaneternityhere.”

Me:“Okay,Ihearyou.But,whyam Ihere?”

Okolie:“ItoldyouUze,thisiswhereyoubelong.”

Me:“AreyousayingthatI’m dead?”

Okolie:“No,yoursoulisbeingkepthere.YourancestorsareangryUze.Youranfrom your

responsibilities,leavingturmoilandanguishbehind.Yourpeopleneedyou.”

Me:“Iam nottheonlysonofOkolie,Uzomaisolderthanme.Heshouldbeappointedmonarch.”

Okolie:“UzomadoesnothavetheOkoliebloodrunninginhisveins.”

HerevealsasecretandIam shockedatthisrevelation.



Me:“How?Doesagyaknow?”(Father?)

Okolie:“Heknows,onlythekidsarekeptinthedark.Yourfatherisonhiswaytoyourhouse

Uze.”

HeuttersandIcan’tacceptthis.

Me:“Idon’twanthim inmyhousenana.”(Grandfather.)

Okolie:“Youhavenochoice,ifhedoesn’tgetthereyouwilldie.”

Me:“Iwouldratherdiethen.”

Okolie:“Andspendalleternitywonderingaroundthismountain,likealostspirit?”

Hejusthadtopaintit.

Me:“Idon’twantthatmananywherenearme.”

Okolie:“ThinkofthepeopleyouleftbehindUze,theywillperishwithoutyou.Youaretherope

thatholdsthem alltogether.”

MymindimmediatelyremindsmeofafamiliarfaceIhavebeentryingsohardtorecall.

Me:“Amara.”

Iwhisperhernameout.

Okolie:“YouwentaboutitthewrongwayUze.”

Me:“Iwastryingtoprotecther.”

Okolie:“Andyourheartpulledyoutoher,youloveher.”

Me:“Ididn’tsaythat.”

Okolie:“Youdon’thavetosayit,yourheartspeaksforyou.”

Heisexaggeratingit.

Me:“Theytookhernana.HowdoIsaveher?”

Okolie:“Don’tworry,shewillbefine.”

Me:“Thatdoesn’tcomfortme.”

Hetitters.

Okolie:“Iknowbut,calm yourheart.It’snewtothishence,yousuckatusingit.”

Hemustfindhimselffunny.

Okolie:“Youhavealwaysbeenimmunetofeelings,that’swhyitwassoeasyforyoutoleave

yourfamilybehind.”

Me:“Ifeltsuffocatedbythem,theyexpectedtoomuchfrom me.AgyatreatedmelikeIwasa



robot,hewantedmetobeperfect.”(Father.)

Okolie:“Hewaswrongonhispart,thingsaredifferentnowUze.Youdon’thavetorunanymore.”

Me:“Whatdoyoumeanthingsaredifferent?”

Okolie:“Thatgirlbrokedownthewallsyoubuilt,sheisyourchosenone.”

Me:“IwouldthinkthatyouandStylesaretwins,yousoundlikehim rightnow.”

Helaughs.

Okolie:“Youaretheonlyoneoblivioustowhatishappeningaroundyou,openyourheartand

stopfightingyourfeelings.Yes,youcanrulethekingdom but,itwon’tbepossiblewithouther.

YouwillbeadespondentKingandeventuallyrunawaylikeyoudidyearsago.Thatishowyou

willspendyourlife,runningaway.Happinesswillneverfindyou,nomatterhowmuchyouwish

forit.Yourwisheswillfallondeafears.”

I’m notsureIknowhowIfeelabouthiswords,thethoughtofbeingwithoutAmarais

suffocating.WhywouldIbewithouther?Iwillneverletheroutofmysight,notevendeathwill

takeherfrom me.

Okolie:“Youwouldkillyourselfjusttoprovetodeaththatitcannotdefeatyou?”

Hestatesasifhereadmymind.

Me:“What?”

Okolie:“Youhavealwaysgottenwhatyouwantandyourstubbornnessknowsnobounds,but

rememberUze.Don’tmistakeyouregoforyourheart,itwillbeyourdownfall.”

HedeclaresandI’m leftperplexedbyhiswords.

Me:“Whyareyouhere?”

Okolie:“Onlyyourfathercanbringyouback,remembertolistentoyourheart.”

Hegetsupandwalksawaywithoutturningback.Hecompletelyignoredmyquestion.

KHETHU*

“I’m sorrybut,youcannotseejudgeMdluli.Hehasbeentransferredtothemaximum prison.”

Thepoliceofficer’swordsshockme.

Me:“What?”

Dad:“Onwhosecommand?”

Myfatherjumpsin.



Police:“TheministerofPolicesir,hegavestrictcommandsthatthejudgeshouldbetransferred

withimmediateeffectandundernocircumstancesshouldhebeallowedtomeetwithanyone.”

Me:“Thatisinsane,itdoesn’tevenmakesense.Hehasn’tbeenprovenguiltyyet,thatmeanshe

isinnocent.”

IshoutandturnheadsaseveryoneatthestationglareatmelikeIam losingmymind.Factof

thematteris,Iam losingmymind.

Dad:“RelaxKhethu,wewillfixthis.”

IspotNobayenisittingonachairwithherarmsfoldedacrossherchestandasmugsmile

keepinghercompany.Shegetsup,assheseesmemarchingtoher.

Me:“Youdidthis,didn’tyou?Youpulledsomestringsandgotmygrandfathertransferred.”

Shecackles.

Nobayeni:“OhBridgette,IwishIcouldtakethecredit.Imustcommendwhoeverdidthisthough.

Imean,evenIdon’thavesuchcontacts,consideringallthemoneyIhave.”

Me:“Youarelying.”

Ishout,Ican’tstop.Iam solivid.

Nobayeni:“DoIhaveareasontolie?I’m gladI’m nottheonlyonewhoseeshim forthemonster

heis.”

Shelaughsandthatjustsendsmetothefinallimit.

Me:“Whatthehellisyourproblem?”

Iyell,asIchargeatherandmyfatherpullsmeback.

Dad:“That’sit,I’m done.Youtwoarepissingmeoffnow.”

Heproclaimswithauthority.

Me:“But,dad...”

Dad:“GohomeKhethu,IwillseewhatIcandoregardingyourgrandfather.I’llcallyouwhenI

hearsomething.”

Nobayeni:“Yeah,gohomeBridgette.Youhavenobusinessbeinghere.”

Thiswitch.

Me:“Hewillneedalawyer,I’m goingtocallMbongeni.”

Nobayeni:“That‘legalwise’lawyerwillnotgethim outofthismess,trustme,heisdoomed.”

Shesayswithsomuchprideandarrogance.

Dad:“Gokhethu.”



Khethu:“Someonewillhavetocallugogoandtellher.”

Dad:“Yourmotherwill.”

Nobayenirollshereyeswhilesheholdsaconceitedattitude.IhavetogetoutofherebeforeI

attackher.

AMARA*

Mkhizemovesinthedirectionofthedoor,hisarm isstilltightlyhookedaroundmyneckanda

gunpressedonmytemple.FrancopushesNkomotowardsStylesandhebumpsonhim.Styles

wincesinpainandpushesNkomoaway.Theybothstillhavetheirgunsdrawnout,weexitthe

doorenteringthecorridor.

Stylesisfollowingus,hisblackstareisfixedonMkhizewhileNkomokeepshisonFranco.

Styleskeepsstealingglancesatme,asifassuringmethatit’sgoingtobeokay,Idon’tknowifI

cantrustthatrightnow.

Hiscrimsonbloodisleavingtrailsofhisbigfootprintsbehind.I’m stunnedbyhowheisstill

alive,hislipsarepalewhiteandhecan’twalkwithoutholdingontothewall.Nkomonoticeshis

weaknessandmovesclosertohelphim but,Stylespusheshim off.

We’rearemovingbackwards,facingStylesandNkomo.Francoisworkingasashield,asheis

toilingbackwardsinfrontofus.Hisgunreadyforanything.Isteponsomethingsquishyand

slimy,Ican’tlookdownbecauseofthegunpressedonmyhead.

Aswemovemoresteps,Iseethem.Snakesbut,theyaren’tmoving.Theylookrealthoughand

theyfeltrealundermyfeet,Iscream asIsteponmore.Myheartisracingfastandinmywildest

imaginationIcan’timaginewhytherearesnakesatthehospital?

Styles:“RelaxAmara,it’sokay.”

Heguaranteesme.Howdoesheknowthatit’sokay?

Nkomo:“Thatguyissupposedtocollectthem beforetheycome-to,wherethehellishe?”

NkomodeclaresoglingatStyleslikehe’scrazy,Stylesdoesn’tsayanything.Hiseyesare

engrossedonthesetwomenwhoareluringmeaway.

Mkhize:“YouareathreattohumanitySishi,Ishouldreportyoutotheauthorities.”

Stylessmirksathim.

Styles:“ThenyoushouldknowthatIwillnotletgoeasilymkhulu,dammit!Ishould’vekilledyou

lasttime.”

Hegrunts.

Mkhize:“Youwon’tmakeitoutofthishospitalalive,you’readeadmanwalkingSishi.”



Franco:“YourstubbornnessissomethingtoadmireStyles,atleastyouwillgodownwitha

bang.”

Helaughsoutloud.

Nkomo:“Areyoueveninthiscountrylegallyyoupieceofshit?Styles,Ithinkweshouldcall

immigration.Someonehasoverstayedtheirvisit.”

NkomosuggestswhichaggravatesFranco,heshootsbetweenNkomo’sfeetandIscream at

theloudpiercingsoundofagunshot.Nkomojumpsupinfrightbut,escapesunharmed.

Mkhize:“Watchityoubastard,that’smysonyou’reshootingat.”

Mkhizegrowlsathim.

Franco:“Heshouldn’tbehereifhecan’ttakeabullet.”

Francolaughs,he’senjoyingthis.

Nkomo:“FuckyouFranco.”

Hegrowls.

Amancomesrunningtowardsusasweapproachtheelevator,hewidenshiseyesuponseeing

thegunsandstops.

Him:“Styles?”

Hisvoiceshakes.

Styles:“YoucantakeyourbabiesnowKgotso,welostafewbut,youwilllive.”

Stylessayswithoutlookingathim,hehasn’tremovedhiseyesoffofMkhizeandhisgunisstill

drawnout.

Hisvoicethough,givesawaythatheisweak.Iwanttoscream andaskforhelpbut,noonewill

darecometomyrescue.

MKhizepressesabuttonanditdoesn’ttakeasecondforthelifttoopen,twopolicemenarein

there.Mkhizeshootsthem bothastheyaim theirgunsatus,theyfalltotheirdeath.Franco

laughs,thisisallajoketohim.

Iscream asIam horrifiedbywhathejustdid,thelastpersonIsawkillamanwasRandall.He

wastryingtoprotectmebut,whatjustificationdoesMkhizehaveforkillingtheseinnocentcops.

MybodyistremblingwithfearandIam insomuchagonytotopitoff,I’m whimperingintears.

Styles:“Youneedtocalm downAmara,you’renotrecoveredyet.”

Me:“Pleasehelpme.”

Ipleadwithtearsstreamingdownmyface.

Styles:“Iwillgetyouback,Ipromise.”



Heassuresme,onlydoubtisplayingaroundmeatthispointandIdon’tseemyselfsurviving

this.Mkhizepushesusintotheelevatoranditdawnsonmethatthisistheend,oncethisdoor

closes,Iam donefor.

IwasbetteroffwithRandall,althoughImadeitmymissiontoescapeeveryday.Hehadthis

thingofmakingmefeelsafejustbybeingaroundme,Ihatedmyselfthattimeforenjoyinghis

presencebut,nowIrealisethatitisallIwanted.AndIneeditrightnow,Ineedtofeelsafe.Then

again,heisgone.HeleftmetofightbattlesIam notstrongenoughtoface.

Francoistrailingslowlytotheentrance.He’sstillaimingatNkomoandStyles.

Styles:“Howaboutalittlegifttoremembermeby?”

StylessaysasFrancopressesthe1stbuttonandthedoorstartsclosing.Stylesshoots,piercing

Francoonhisthigh.Hescreamsasthebulletsendshim onthefloor,thereisnotimetoreact.

Thedoorisshutandwe’removing.

Franco:“Fuckingshit.”

Heroarswhileclaspingonhisleg.

Tobecontinued…



45*

STYLES*

Nkomo:“Yougothim.”

Hedeclareswithasmuglook.

Me:“Thatdoesn’tchange…thefact…that…IletMkhizewalkaway…withAmara.”

Mybodyfailsmewiththesewords,NkomocatchesmebeforeIhittheground.

Nkomo:“Weneedtogetyoutreated.”

Hehelpsmetositonthefloor.

Kgotso:“Shitman,youneversaidanythingaboutpeoplebeingshotandkilled.”

Me:“Get…yoursnakes…andgetout…ofhere.”

Nkomo:“Ithinkweshouldgetoutofhere,thisplacemustbesurroundedwiththepoliceforce

andit’sbadenoughthatMkhizehaskilledtwoofthem.Iftheyfindushere,theywillpinitonus.”

Kgotso:“Thismanneedsahospitalmonnaandyou’reinit.”(Man.)

Kgotsogiveshistwocents.

Nkomo:“Hey,getyourbloodysnakesandgetofhere.Thishasnothingtodowithyou.”

Nkomoshoutsathim,Kgotsoraiseshishandsindefenceandmovesback.

IturntomyleftandseeSethurunningtous,she’stryinghardnottotrampleonthesnakes

whilewearingasourface.

Nkomo:“Here’sanurse,maybeshecanhelpus.”

Sethu:“Sir,there’saprivateroom onthefifthfloor,I’m prettysurethepolicewon’tlookthere.

Thatwardwasn’tevacuated.”

Shesaysasshetakesinquickbreaths.

Nkomo:“Whywouldyouwanttohelpus?What’sinitforyou?”

SethuisfrightenedbyNkomo’soutburst,shedrawsbackabitasshewelcomesalookoffear.

Me:“It’s…okay…lether…helpus.”

Mythroatfeelsdrierwitheverybreath,myvisionblursandIfeelIcan’tholdonanymore.

Nkomo:“Bringastretcherthen.”

Nkomocommandswithacoldtone,Idon’tgetwhyheisbeingmeantoher.Sethulooksatme



andIgiveherthegoahead,sherunsbacktothedirectionshecamefrom.

Kgotsoisalmostdonecollectinghisdevils,hedoesn’tlookhappyaboutthedeadones,ashe

looksatthem displeasedandshakeshishead.

Nkomo:“Whydidn’tyoutellMkhizeRandallisalive?”

Me:“Hedoesn’tneedtoknowthat,lethim assumeotherwiseandthinkhehaswon.Thiswill

giveustimetoplanournextmove.”

Nkomo:“Butthereisnotime,Ispoketomybrotherearlier.Hetoldmethat,thatoldfoolis

gettingmarriedinthreedays.Hehasobviouslyplannedthewedding.”

Honestly,Ididn’tthinkitwouldbethissoon.Randallhastowakeupbeforeit’stoolate.

Me:“Iswear,Iwillblowhishouseupwithhisfamilyinit,ifIhaveto.MkhizewillnothaveAmara,

Iswearitonmymother’sgrave.”

Nkomobecomesuneasyatmywords,Iknowheloveshissiblingsbut,Ihaveafamilyofmy

owntoprotect.

KHETHU*

Styles’habitofnotansweringhisphoneisannoying,Ihateit.Itsthingslikethesethatbringout

myinsecurities.Whatam Isupposedtothinkwhenhegoesanddoesthis?

IcalledMbongeniandhesaidtomeetupinhisoffice,he’sacriminallawyer,heworksforone

ofSouthAfrica’sbiggestlawfirmsandifIknowanyonewhocanhelpmygrandfatherthen,it’s

definitelyhim.Mbongeniisafamilyfriend,wegrewuptogethersinceprimaryschool.

TheirofficesaresituatedinSandtonRivonia.

It’safter6pm so,hissecretaryisnotatherdesk.

Iknockinhisofficeonce,beforelettingmyselfin,heissittingonachairandthereisawoman

sittingonhislapandtheirkissing.Itlooksheated,theystopatmyexpenseastheyturnto

glanceatme.Embarrassed,Iswiftlyoffermyapologiesandwalkbackout.Dammit,thiswill

teachmetoknocknexttime.

I’m stillstandingatthedoorwhenheopensitwithasmileonhisface,maybeIshouldhave

movedtosomecorner.

Mbongeni:“KhethukuthulaDladla?”

Hechortles.

Me:“Hi.”

Ifeelmycheeksheatup,IcannotcomprehendthelevelofmortificationIfeelrightnow.



Me:“I’m sorry,Ishouldn’thave…”

Mbongeni:“Ishouldbesorry,thisisaplaceofworkandIshouldn’thave…”

Me:“Iwon’ttellifyoudon’t.”

Helaughs.

Mbongeni:“Mylifesaver.WhatwouldIdowithoutyou?”

Heteasesasheplaceshishandonhischestwithasmile,Ilaughathisfailedattemptto

actuallycrackajoke.Weturntosomeoneclearingtheirthroat,it’shisgirlfriendorwhatever.

She’sprettyImustsay,dressedformally,shecouldbeonetheemployeesinthisplace.

Shescanshereyesallthroughmybodywithanunpleasantlookonherfacebefore,turningto

him.

Her:“Babe,I’m goinghome,seeingthatwewererudelyinterrupted.”

Shemumbles,givingmethelookagain.

Mbongeni:“Khensani,thisismylong-timefriendKhethu.”

Heintroducesashesmilesatme,Ismileatherbut,sherespondsbyrollinghereyes.

Okay!Iguesssheisnotafanofhim havingfemalefriends,whichIcompletelyunderstand.

Mbongeni:“Khethu,thisis…”

Hepausesandglancesather,shefrownsandstepsawayfrom him,foldingherarmsacross

herchestintheprocess.

Khensani:“Hisgirlfriend.”

Shethrowsthewordsoutofhermouthwithanattitude,Ihonestlyfeltthat.Thegirlismarking

herspotandit’sjustifiable,Mbongeniisalooker.Athirtyyearoldsuccessfullawyer,he’stall,

caramelskinnedandabachelor.So,agirl’sgottodowhatagirl’sgottodo.

Khensani:“Mr.Nong,I’m goinghome.So,youknowwheretofindmewhenyoufinallydecide

whichspotIholdinyourlife.”

Shedeclaresandwalksawaywithoutacknowledgingmypresenceatall.

I’m okay.

MbongenishakeshisheadandindicatesthatIgoin,heclosesthedoorbehindhim.It’sanice

littleofficewithasmalltableandachair,afewbooksontheshelfsandhisgraduationpictures

onthewall.

NTOMBI*



I’m lyinginmybedwhenJonasknocks,thedoorisopenso,hewalksin.

Jonas:“Aword?”

Isitupasheapproachesthebed,hestandswithhishandsfoldedacrosshischest.Thelookon

hisfacestillbreaksme.

Jonas:“IwasaskingaroundifanyonehasseenMoses,itwasn’thardbecauseyourhusbandis

knownaroundhere.Thankstothatmillionhescoredhimself.”

Heclencheshisjaw.

Jonas:“Hewaslastseenatthetavern,that’sallIcouldget.Bythelooksofit,peoplewere

afraidtogiveoutmoreinformation.But,wewillfindhim.”

Me:“Thankyoubhuti.”

Jonas:“No,noNtombi.Iam notdoingthisforyou,it’sformynieceAmara.Moseshastocome

andaccountforhisevildeeds,IwantyoutoknowthatIwillenjoytorturinghim andthebest

partaboutthisisthat,Iwillnotevenliftafinger.”

Thelookonhisfacesendsshiversdownmyspine,mymindisunawareofwhatheisplanning.I

canneverfigureJonasout,heistoomysteriousitcanbeannoyingsometimes.

Me:“Bhuti,Iknowyouloveme.Iam yourlittlesister.Rememberhowyouraisedmewhenour

parentspassedon?Yougavemeawayonmyweddingdayand…”

Jonas:“Shutup.”

Hehowls.

Jonas:“Emotionalblackmailwillnotworkonme,youhavekilledthatloveIhadforyouNtombi

withyourstupidity.TomorrowIam goingtofindNombuleloandIwillbringherhome,Ihate

nonsenseNtombiandIwillnottolerateit.”

Heclickshistongue,givesmeablacklookandwalksawaybangingthedoorbehindhim.Ihave

criedariversincemyconfession,Ididn’tthinkwhatMosesdidwasthatbad,tilltoday.Ican’t

shakethisvastamountofguiltthattauntsme,Ifeelliketheworld’sbiggestidiotforcoveringup

forMoses.Still,Ican’tshakethisloveIfeelforhim,heismyhusbandafterall.

KHETHU*

Mbongeni:“Sowhatbringsyoutomyofficelateatnight?”

Me:“I’m sorrybut,Icouldn’twaittilltomorrow.Tatahasbeenarrestedforrape.”

Sayingthesewordsmakesitseem realandIcan’tevenfathom him doingsomethingsohorrible.

Mbongeni:“What?”



JusttheexpressionIexpected,heisshocked.

Me:“Iknow,right?It’sinsane,hewillneverdosuchathing.”

Mbongeni:“ThisiscrazyKhethu.”

Me:“Tellmeaboutit,Ineedyoutorepresenthim incourt.”

Mbongeni:“Me,representjudgeMdluli?Wow,Idon’tknow.Thisishuge.Whatabouthislawyer

Mr.Crawford?Heisthebestandhasneverlostacase.”

Me:“You’reclosertohomeMboso,thepossibilityofuswinningthiscaseishigh.”

Hewelcomesastupidsmileonhisface,Ifrownathim.

Me:“What?”

Mbongeni:“YoujustcalledmeMbo.”

Hissmilegrowsashesaysthis.

Isthisniggablushing?

Me:“So,it’snothingnew.”

Mbongeni:“Iknowbut,it’sbeenawhilesinceIheardyoucallmethat.It’smusictomyears.”

Hechortlescausingmetorollmyeyes.

Mbongeni:“And,it’sbeenawhilesinceIhaveseenyourollyoureyeslikethat.”

Heacceptsanotherchuckle,hisplantomakemesmileisworking.

Mbongeni:“Whyhaveyoubeenhidingyourselfanyway?Ihaven’tseenyousincethatboyyou’re

dating.”

Now,we’regettingtoopersonal.

Me:“Heisnotaboy,Itakeoffenceinthat,justsoyouknow.”

Mbongeni:“Youstilldefendhim,wow.Somethingsneverchangehey.”

Helaughs,hethinksit’sfunny.

Me:“Iwillalwaysdefendhim,heisthemanIlove.”

Hissmilevanisheswithmywords,andhetakesalookofannoyance.

Mbongeni:“Doeshemakeyouhappy?”

Whyisheaskingmethis?

Me:“Yes.”

HemustknowandIhopeIsoundconvincing.



Mbongeni:“I’m notconvinced.Irememberhowyou’vealwayswantedtobeawife,ahousewife

tobeexact.”

Helaughsandshakeshisheadatthelaststatement.Iwasyoungandstupid.

Mbongeni:“Idon’tseearingonyourfinger.”

Hefinishes.

Me:“IneversaidIwantedtobeawife.”

IdenywhatIknowtobenothingbutthetruth.

Mbongeni:“Please,youcouldn’tstopravingaboutit.Yougotmedreamingthere,youknow?”

HeintroducesatopicIam notsureIwanttogetinto.

Me:“Dreaming?”

Mycuriositywillbethedeathofme.

Mbongeni:“Alifewithyou.”

Gosh!

MaybeIshouldn’thaveasked.

Me:“WewerekidsMbo…”

Hesmiles.

Me:“Mbo…nge…ni.”

Hissmileturnsintoalaugh.

Mbongeni:“Fairenoughbut,youdidgivemeachanceonce,tillthat…”

Iraisemyeyebrowsathim andherephrases.

Mbongeni:“TillStingscameandtookyoufrom me.”

Iam beingmocked,maybeMr.Crawfordwould’vebeenidealforthiscase.

Me:“Willyouevergethisnameright?Ifeelinsultedyouknow?HisnameisStylesSishiandhe

lovesmelikeIhaveneverbeenlovedinmylife.HemakesmehappyMbongeniandIwould

appreciateitifwedropthistopic,Ihatetalkingabouthim behindhisback.”

Ivoiceoutandaflashofhumiliationtargetshim asitshowsonhisface.

Mbongeni:“SorryMaDladla,IhopeIdidn’tcrossmylimits.”

He’sstillholdingontothatnamehedubbedmewith.

Me:“CanwetalkaboutTata’scaseplease,hewastransferredtoamaximum prison.Isthat

evenpossible”



Mbongeni:“NotthatIknowof,heisinnocenttillprovenguilty.”

Me:“Isthereanythingwecandotogethim outonbail,atleast?Theofficersaidnooneis

allowedtomeetwithhim.IhaveafeelingNobayeniisbehindthis.”

Mbongeni:“Youtwoarestillatdaggersdrawn?Whenwillyoucallatruce?”

Me:“Notanytimesoon,ifshehasanythingtodowithit.”

Mbongeni:“Youshouldtry,maybeshewillopenup.”

Iam nothereforthatevilwoman.

Me:“CanwegetTataoutornot?”

Mymoodhaschanged,suddenlyIdon’twanttobehere.

Mbongeni:“IwillseewhatIcando.TodayisaThursdayso,Iwillspeaktothejudgetomorrow.

Ifhedoesn’tgetbail,hewillhavetospendtheweekendinjail.”

Me:“HeishonourableJudgeMdluli,hisnamewillspeakforhim.”

Hetittersandshakeshishead.

Mbongeni:“That’snothowthelawworks.”

Me:“Itrustyou.”

Thisismesayingdon’tdisappointme.Hehasn’tstoppedflashingasmilesince,hesawme.I

getupasIgetreadytoleave.

Mbongeni:“I’llwalkyouout.”

Heoffersgettingupfrom hisseat.

Me:“Youdon’thaveto.”

Mbongeni:“Iwasonmywayhomeanyway.”

Ishrugmyshoulders.Weholdaconversationaswetoiloutofthebuildingtotheparkinglot,he

opensanumbrellawhilewewalk.Therearemanycarshereandpeoplehavedepartedtotheir

respectablehomes.

Mbongeni:“Thisrainisstrangedon’tyouthink?”

Normally,conversationsabouttheweatherconveyanawkwardmomentbetweentwopeople

but,thisweatherisactuallystrange.

Me:“Itis,Godmustbeangryaboutsomething.”

Iletthatout.

Mbongeni:“Someoneupthereisdefinitelyfurious,Ihaven’tseenthismuchrainsincecyclone

IDAIin2019.Thatwasahecticone,Ididn’tthinkIwouldmakeityouknow.”



Me:“That’soverexaggerated.”

Ilaughandhechortles.

Me:“Thisisme.”

Imumbleaswereachmycar,heinstantlypullsmeintoatighthug.Mystifiedbythissuddenact,

Idon’tholdhim back.Heletsgograduallyandbrusheshislipsonmycheek,hiseyesmeetmine

andatwitchofguiltmocksme.Itakeafewstepsback,sendingmyeyeseverywherebut,his

direction.

Me:“Bye.”

ThisisallIam goingtosaytohim,thisfriendshipthingcanneverwork.Mbongenistillhas

expectationsandIcan’tliveuptothem,Ibelongtoanotherman.

HewatchesmeasIpulloutoftheparkinglotanddriveoff.

Tobecontinued…



46*

AMARA*

“AMARA!!!”

Ijoltupfrom mysleepatthesoundofmynamebeingwhisperedinmyear,itsoundslike

Randall’svoice.Icanstillhearitechoinginmyeardrum,Ifindmyselftearingupasmemoriesof

him fillmymind.

Ican’tseem togetoverhisdeath,ithurtssobadandIdon’tunderstandit.Whyam Ifeelinglike

this?Whyam IunabletograspforaireachtimeIthinkofhim?Whatisthispowerthatheholds

overmeevenfrom thegrave?

WillIeverbeabletoforgethim?

Ihaven’thadthenightmareaboutmyparent’sdeathsinceIcametoRandall’shouse,Ithinkonly

hegavemethepeaceIneededhence,thedreamscouldn’thauntmeanymore.

Theneedtoseehim againisgreaterthanme,Iam losingmysanityatthis.

NowIam stuckwiththisoldman,withnoonetohelpme.

Stylesdidn’tlookpromising,hisconditionwassobad.

TherewasaQuantum waitingforuswhenwegotoutofthehospital,wewentoutthroughthe

groundparking.Therewerefourmeninsideandalldressedinblack.

Francowasdroppedatanearbyhospital,hewasbleedingprofusely.

We’reinPretorianow.Iam beingkeptinabedroom,Ididn’tseeanyoneinthehousewhenwe

came.Ifeellikeaprisoneragain,maybethisisreallymyfateandIshouldstartacceptingit.

Lifewillneverbekindtome.

Theambianceinthisroom isdark.I’m lyingonadoublebed,ithascaramelandtortillabedding.

Thecurtainsareplainpeachandthereisabigwardrobenexttodoorthatprobablyleadstothe

bathroom,Idon’twanttobehere.

IwassedatedandIhavebeendriftinginandoutofconsciousness,thereisanursehere.She

saidhernameisKazi,sheisyoung.Probablyaround25,maybeshecanhelpmeescapethis

place.Shecouldunderstandmystory,consideringthatsheisawoman.

Thedooropens,it’sher.

Kazi:“Hi,you’reawake?Howareyoufeeling?”

Me:“Iwanttogohome.”

IwillnotstretchthisandIdon’twanttohaveameaninglessconversation.



Sheholdsalookofguiltonherface.

Kazi:“I’m sorry,thereisnothingIcando.Iam justanemployeehere.”

Shestates.

Me:“Butyoucanhelpmeescaperight,theywon’thavetoknow.”

Kazi:“EvenifIdo,youwon’tgoveryfar.Youwerebadlyinjured,yourbodyisstillveryweak.”

Me:“YesandIshouldbeinthehospital,nothere.Thatmantookmebyforceandbroughtme

here.”

Itearupatthethoughtofbeingkidnappedagain.Whoeveriswritingmylifestoryneedstoedit

it,thescriptiswrong.

Kazi:“I’m sorrysisi,IwishIcanhelp.”

Shemummers,leeringatmelikeshepitiesme.Shehandsmeatissuetowipemytears,Idon’t

takeit.Idon’tneedatissue,Ineedtogetoutofhere.

Kazi:“Look,Iknowsomeonewhomighthelpyou.He’sgoodatthingslikethis,I’llhaveaword

withhim.But,I’m notpromisinganything.”

Inod,wipingmystubborntears.

Me:“Canyoucallhim now?”

Iplead,shefrownsatmebeforeshakingherhead.

Kazi:“YoubetterthankGodforthatinnocentfaceofyours,orelseIwouldn’triskmylifelikethis.

Mr.Mkhizewillkillme,he’saverydangerousmanandwillnothesitatetoputabulletthrough

myhead.”

ShetellsmeataleIexperiencedfirst-hand.

Me:“Iknow,Isawhim killtwomentoday.Hehasnoconsciousatall.”

Kazi:“So,youknowwhatmighthappenifhefindsout?”

InodandI’m notfazed,ifdeathcomesthenitwillcome.Ihavenothingtoliveforanyway.

Shetakesoutherphoneandfiddlesonitbeforeplacingitonherear,shewaitsawhilebefore

tryingagain.

Iam glancingatherwithanticipation,IhavebuiltthishopeinmyheartasIseemyselfoutof

thisplace.

Kazi:“He’snotanswering.”

Sheannounces,breakingthatlittlehopeIhad.

KHETHU*



Imissmyhome,IhavetospeaktoStylesandconvincehim thatwegobackhome.Hecan

alwayscomebackthenextmorningtocheckonRandall,thisisnotourplace.

IfindNeosittingonthecouchwithLiyanaonhislap,she’sfiddlingonhisphonewhilehe’salso

irregularlyscrolling.

Asweetlittlegiggleescapeshermouthinresponsetoastatementheuttered.Iwonderwhathe

saidtothepoorchild,hecanneverbeseriousevenifhewantedto.

Chiomaisseatedonatwoseatercouch,hereyesareengrossedonthenewschannel.

Me“Whereiseveryone?”

Byeveryone,ImeanStyles.

Igaintheirattentionastheyallturntheirheadsandglareatme.

Chioma:“It’sjustus,MbusoisupstairswithUze.”

That’sodd.

Stylesleftheresayinghe’sgoingtomeetupwithmyfatherandheisnotbackyet.

Me:“DidStylescomebackbyanychance?”

Ienquireandhopeshewillsayyes,Ican’tthinkwhathecouldpossiblybedoingwhereverheis

andatthistimeofthenight.

Chioma;“No.”

Neo,iskeepinghimselfbusywithLiyana.Iknowheisavoidingme.

Me:“Neo?’

Itoddletositnexttohim,Liyanalooksatmeandgoesbacktowhateversheisdoingonthe

phone.

Neo:“Ndlovukazi?”(Queen?)

Heutterswithoutlookingatme.

Me:“WhereisStyles?”

Neo:“YouknowIshouldbeoffended,youcomehereandthefirstthingyoudoisaskforthat

foolStyles.NotoncehaveyouaskedifIwasokay.ShouldIbelookingforanotherwoman?”

ThefactthathejustspokeEnglishwithoutmixingitwithvernacularprovesthat,heknows

whereheis.

Me:“Neo,notnow.Iam notinthemood.WhereisStyles?”

Idemandandhebettertellme,ifheknowswhat’sgoodforhim.



Neo:“Idon’tknow,asyoucanseeIhavebeenherethewholedaywithChiomaandTinkerbell.”

Heticklesherashesaysthis,shelaughswhileshruggingherbody,hereyesarestillonthe

phone.

Liyana:“Iam notTinkerbelluncleNeo.”

Shelaughsitout.

Neo:“You’reaprincesssoyes,youareTinkerbell.”

Hesaysticklingheragain,thistimeshedoesn’tlaughasmuch.

Liyana:“You’resillyuncleNeo,Tinkerbellisafairy,notaprincess.”

Shecorrectshim andhesniggers.

Neo:“Samethingnana.”

Me:“WillsomeonetellmewhereStylesis.”

Idemand,IfeellikeanidiotasIam beingignored.

Mbusorunsdownthestairs,hegesturesagreetingandIclickasmilewhichdoesn’tstayonmy

mouth.

Mbuso:“What’sgoingon?”

Me:“MaybeyoucouldtellmewhereStylesis.”

HefrownsandIknowthathedoesn’thaveaclue.

Mbuso:“IwouldtellyouifIknew,Ihavetogo.PleasekeepaneyeonRandall."

Neo:“Ogaojoangcheeseboy?"(Howisboss,cheeseboy?)

Mbusohuffs.

Mbuso:“Stillthesame.”

Herespondswithabitofanattitude,thesetwoareneveringoodterms.

Neo:“Aweawecheeseboy."

HesaysandMbusoshakeshisheadbidsusgoodbyeandleaves.

Chioma:“OhmyGod,look.”

Sheyells,gettingourattentionandturnsupthevolume.It’sthenewsandtherewasashootout

atBarahospital.

MOSES*



IwasbroughttoPretoriabyMkhize’sgoons,Ithinkweareinhishouse,itlookslikeafamily

homeandit’sbig.Iwouldhonestlygetlostheretryingtofindmywaytoacertainroom.

Nowwe’rewaitingforhim inhisoffice,I’m beingguardedbytwomen.

Howthemightyhavefallen,lookatmebeingcontrolledlikeapuppet.Moses,seeyourlifeand

whatyouhavebecome.

Thedooropensandhewalksinfirstwithhiscaneashisthirdleg,followedbyanothertall

bouncer.Thetwowhoareguardingthedoormaintaintheirpositions,whilethisonewalks

behindhim.

Mkhize:“You’resittingcomfortablyonachairIboughtwithmymoneymgodoyi?Animals

belongonthefloor,rightnexttotheirmaster’sfeet.”(bastard.)

Heproclaimsashegivesmeadirtylook.

Mkhize:“Usahleliwenja?Sukumaman!!!”(You’restillsittingdog?Getup.)

Ijerkupalmosttrippingonmyownfeet,helaughsmockinglyandsitsonhishighchair,facing

me.

Mkhize:“Howdareyoustandinmypresencemgodoyi?”(Bastard.)

HegrowlsandIdroptomyknees,anothermockinglaughentertainshim.

Mkhize:“OhSdudla,it’sclearnowwhyyou’reunemployed.Udom man,yeses.Iwouldhavegiven

youajobatthetaxirank,justtowashthetaxisbut,youremptybrainwon’tbeabletofindits

waythroughthat.LookatyouSdudla,you’reanembarrassmenttousmen.Isaidanimals

belongonthefloor,rightnexttotheirmaster’sfeet.”(You’redull.)

HesaysandIlookathisfeet.Life,whatisthisyouareshowingme?

Mkhize:“NgekengiphindeSdudla.”(Iwon'trepeatmyself.)

Hethreatens.Igetupandattempttowalktohim,heraiseshishand,gesturingthatIstop.

Mkhize:“Animalsdon’thavetwolegs,Iam yettoseeone.Iwantyoutocrawltomelikethe

goodmgodoyiyouare.”(dog)

Tofacesuchhumiliationasaman.

WhatwillNtombiandMashotosaywhentheyhearaboutthis?

Hesitantly,Idroptomykneesandbegincrawling.

Mkhize:“Stop.”

HesaysafterIhavetakentwosteps.

Mkhize:“Iwantyoutohangyourtongueout,you'readogright?Andalldogswalkaroundwith

theirtonguesout.”

Theguardslaughatmyexpense.IlookupatMkhize,Iam notdoingthis.Myegohasbeen



bruisedenoughalready.Mkhizefrownsatme.

Mkhize:“Sdudla,anginasoisikhathi.”(Idon'thavetime.)

Hegrunts.

Ihavenochoicebuttosagmytongueout,Icrawltowardshim.

Mkhize:“Wait.”

Hestopsmeagain.

Ifearwhatheisabouttoasknext.

Mkhize:“Iwantyoutobark,dogsbarkright?”

Hisgoonscan’tstoplaughing,Mkhizehasthiscoldlookonhisface.Iseethehatehehasfor

me.

Mkhize:“Khonkothawenja!!!”(barkdog)

HeshoutsandIstartbarkingwhilecrawlingtohim.

Mkhize:“Stop,youbarkandhangyourtongueout.Andsmilewhileyou’reit.”

Hedemands,whichisfollowedbyanotherrolloflaughterfrom thesebloodygoons.Howthe

helldoesheexpectmetodothat?

Me:“KodwaMkhize?”(But.)

Mkhize:“Voetsek!!!”

Heroars.

Mkhize:“Dogsdon’tspeak,haibonayiimihlola.Wherehaveyouseenadogthatspeaks?”

(Abomination.)

Hemocksandmydignityhasgonedownthedrain.

Mkhize:“NowdoasIsay.”

Hedemands,IfollowhiscommandsasIcrawl,bark,hangmytongueoutandtrytosmileallin

one.Theguardslaughasiftheyarewatchingacomedyshow,Ifinallygettohim andhesmirks.

Mkhize:“That’sagoodboy,Iwasstartingtothinkyouareincompetent.Sheltersfordogsdonot

adoptuselessdogs,Iwasgoingtoexecuteyou.Now,sit.”

Hepointsnexttohisfeet,Isitfacingthedoor.Hepatsmyhead,slowly.

Mkhize:“Ungangicameliwenja.”(Don’tpeeonmedog.)

Iam brokenbeyondreason.

Mkhize:“Now,listen.Mybridehascome,sheissomewhereinthishouse.Unfortunately,the

weddinghastobepostponed.Mybeautyisnotfeelingwell,butnextweekend,umshadolento.”



(Therewillbeawedding.)

HeisobviouslytalkingaboutAmara,hisobsessionoverheriscrazy.

Mkhize:“Youwillstillgiveheraway,likeweagreed.”

Wedidn’tagreetoanything.Nx!

Mkhize:“Whensheisbetter,Iwantyoutoconvinceherthatthismarriagewillbegoodforher,

okay?NofunnybusinessSdudla.”

Hepatsmyhead.

Amarawillnottrustme,notwhenIsoldher.MaybeIcanusethisopportunitytoconvinceherto

pleadthisevilmanformylife.

Mkhize:“You’reagooddogaren’tyou?”

Hecontinuestopatmyhead,thistimetappinghisfingersoneatatime.

Mkhize:“HowdodogsrespondSika?”

Heasksthisidiotnexttohim.

Sika:“Theybarkbaba.”

Herespondswithadeepthroatyvoice.

Mkhize:“Then,whyisthisonenotbarking?”

Sika:“Mhlawumbeuyisimungulu.”(Maybeheisdumb.)

TheyburstoutinlaughterexceptforMkhize,Ilookupathim andhehasthishaughtysmirkon

hisface.

Mkhize:“Unlessyoureallyaredumbmgodoyi,Iwantyoutorespond.Ihatebeingignored,it

makesmewanttokill.”

Hestatesinahostiletone.

Mkhize:“Letmerephrase,you’reagooddogaren’tyou?”

Ibarkonceandtheylaugh.

Mhkize:“You’realazydog.Onebarknje?HaiSdudla,twonyanaatleast?Orthree?Yes,giveme

threegoodbarksanddon’tmakemeaskagainbecauseIcandothisthewholeday.”

Heaffirms.

Ibracemyself,Ihavelostmyself-respectso,Imightaswell.Ibarkloudlythreetimes,sending

thebloodyfoolsonanothertripoflaughter.

Tobecontinued…





47*

NOMBULELO*

Mbusocamehomewithgroceries,hesaidhe’scookingtoday.Iwantedtoprotest,considering

thathelivesoncerealanddrypizza.I’m sittingonakitchenbarstoolwhilewatchinghim dohis

magic,forlackofabetterwordbecauseIhavenocluewhatwillcomeoutofthosepots.

Ifindmyselfadmiringhim inanapronashemovesaboutinthekitchen,Iam awomanandmy

eyeswonderwhenIseeoneofGod’sshowoffs.Thewayhislegsmoveinthosetightjeans,

theydon’tlookheavyfrom thisview.Thefurrowonhisforeheadwhenheisfocussed,andthe

littlevictorydancehedoesaftertastinghisfood,thinkinghenailedit.

Heturns,catchesmestaringandsmirks.Itmakesmeshiver.

Ilookawayandclearmythroat.

Mbuso:“Shouldn’tyoubemakingthegravy?”

TheamusementinhisvoiceislouderthanthenoiseofthemorningtrafficinJoburg.

Me:“No,yousaidyou’reapro.Letmenotgetintheway.”

Iriposte,tryingtogetmyeyestobehaveso,Istoplookinglikeanidiot.

Mbuso:“ThrowingmeunderthebusIsee?”

Helaughs.

Me:“YouofferedMr.XabaandIdonotinvolvemyselfinpeople’smatters.Iletthem dowhat

theywanttodo.”

Hesmiles,sendshishandbehindhisneckandrubsit.

Mbuso:“Wow,Miss…”

Henarrowshiseyesatme.

Me:“Mngoma.”

Mbuso:“MissMngoma,you’resomethingelsearen’tyou?Now,IknowwhonottocallwhenI

needtohideabody.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“Justknowmynumberwillalwaysbeonvoicemail.”

Mbuso:“Appreciatetheheadsup,samegoesforyou.”

Me:“I’m gladwe’reonthesamepage.”



Hesneerswhile,asIlaugh.Heturnstoopenthefridge,dipshisheadandcomesoutwithajug

offreshlookingmangojuice.

Me:“Youknow,I’m stillinthedarkaboutwhat’sonthemenu,Isawyouthrowinginsomesticks

andyouhaven’tstoppedstirring.”

Hefrownsatmewhilepouringthejuiceinaglass.

Mbuso:“Hahaha,funny.”

Me:“I’m hungry,thesmellismakingmymouthwater.”

Iconfess.

Mbuso:“I’m almostdone,justhavetoletthemeatballssimmer.Youaregoingtolovethis.”

Me:“Spaghettiandmeatballs?I’m notafan,I’m moreofapaptypeofgirl.”

HehandsmetheglassandIsmileathiskindness.

Mbuso:“Waittillyoutastemyfood,noonecookslikeme.”

Helooksimpressedwithhimself.

Me:“Conceitedaren’twe?”

Hetitters.

Mbuso:“So,howoldareyou?”

Heasksashesipsonaglassofwine,that’sright,Igettohavethicksweetjuicewhileheenjoys

arealdrink.

Me:“Nineteen.”

Hechokesonhisdrinkandlooksatmewitheyeswideopen.

Iam confusedbythehorrificlookonhisface.

Me:“What?”

Mbuso:“You’resoyoung.”

Hegaspsoutwhathisbraincontained.

Me:“Youngadult.”

Icorrecthim.

Mbuso:“Yeahbut,Ican’tbelieveyouhavebeenthroughsomuchatsuchayoungage.”

Ican’tbelieveiteither.

Me:“LiferejectedmeatanearlyageIguess.”

Ishrug,hetoddlestomeandleansoverthecounterfacingme.



Mbuso:“Don’tsayitlikethat.”

Hereprimandsme.

Me:“Howoldareyou?”

Idecidenottoponderuponmysadness.

Mbuso:“Thirtythree.”

Herevealswithouthesitation.

Me:“You’resurelytreatingthatthirtythreeprettywellhey.”

Idon’tknowwherethatcamefrom andit’stoolatetotakeitback.

Hesmirks,havingmerollmyeyes.Thesilencewelcomesanelephantintheroom,tooawkward.

Mbusoclearshisthroatandamblesbacktothestove.

Mbuso:“Ithinkit’sdone.”

Hepredictsonhiswaythere,Iwatchhim asheopensthelidanddipshisnosein.Hegrabsa

spoon,tastesthefoodandtheregoesthatdanceagain.IgiggleatwhatIam observing.

Itdoesn’ttakelongforMbusotodishup,we’reseatedtogethernowandthefoodsmellsdivine.

There’sthisbottleofwineonthetablethathasmynameonitbut,Icannotindulgebecauseof

thisbigheadgrowinginsideme.

MbusolooksatmeinquisitivelyasItastethefood,Iclosemyeyesatthemouth-watering

sensationinmymouthanddoalittledance.Ipopthem openwhenIhearhim breatheasighof

relief.

KHETHU*

Newsanchor:ITISSAIDTHATTHEREWASASHOOTOUTATCHRISHANIBARAGWANATH

HOSPITALTODAY.THEWITNESSESSAYTHEGUNSHOTSBEGANAROUND4PM,TWOPOLICE

OFFICERSWEREKILLEDINTHELINEOFDUTYANDNOSUSPECTSWEREFOUNDATTHE

SCENEOFTHECRIME!!!

Me:“WhydoIhaveafeelingthatthishasStyles’namewrittenonit.”

NeolaughsasifIcrackedajoke.

Neo:“Yohhainahanangoana,Styloskelehlanya.OtsebaengkashootouttsoahoSoweto.

Kusekasilapha,diepleketsabodarkie.Whatdoesheknowaboutterrorism?You’regivinghim

toomuchcreditnow.Iknowkemothooahaumarayoh,kantileratoleso?Reajuthanafela?Hai

keaetsabatloftlof.”



(Imaginebabe,Stylesisanidiot.Whatdoesheknowaboutshootoutsfrom Soweto?That’sthe

townshipandblackpeoplelivethere.Iknowthatheisyourmanbut,wow.Islovelikethis?We

misleadeachother?Irespectsex.)

Me:“ThereisachildhereNeo,watchwhatyousay.”

Neo:“Haautloelethooe.”(Shecan’thearanything.)

Liyana:“WhatistloftlofuncleNeo?”(Whatissex?)

Sheasksasshelooksathim,thisisexactlywhatIwasafraidof.

Neo:“Kekgogonana,eealoma.”(It’saroachbabyanditbites.)

Me:“Neo?”

Isnapathim.

Neo:“Thechildasked,keetseng.There’snothingwronginteachingheraboutthebirdsandthe

bees.”(WhatshouldIdo?)

Iam defeated,Ican’t,really.

Liyana:“Birdsandbees,that’ssexright?”

OhLord.Whatishappeninghere?

Neocovershermouthwithhishand.

Neo:“Kengoanaoamangoe?Someonemustcomegettheirchild.Chiomatakethischildto

bedtuu,reutloalinthomona.”(Whosechildisthis?Wearehearingthingshere.)

Hesayslookingshocked.

Chiomaisjustsittingtherewatchingthenewsasifherlonglosthusbandissettoappear.

Howdoesshenotfindthisappalling?

Me:“Liya,wheredidyouhearthatwordfrom?”

Liyana:“UncleJoseph,Iwasinmyroom andIheardmommyscreaming.So,Irantocheckand

sawhim ontopofheronthecouch.WhenIcriedandbeggedhim tostop,hesaidtheyare

havingsexandit’snormalforadults.Helockedmeoutsideafterthatandsaidhewillletmein

whenheisdonemakingmommyhappy.”

Chioma:“What?”

Now,shedecidestoengage.

IalsocannotbelievewhatIam hearing.

Neo:“KemangJosefa?Utlanyela,masipaaehae.”(WhoisJoseph?Hewillregretthis.)

Heissoangryrightnowandit’skindofstrangebecauseNeoisalwaysthisjollyperson.Itakea

confusedLiyanafrom hislapandcarryherinmyarms.Chiomaisonherfeetgawkingatus.



Neoisnowpacingupanddown,Ithinkhe’stryingtocalm himself.He’smumblingwordsI

cannotmakeout.

Chioma:“Liyababy.Whatdoyoumeanhelockedyououtside?”

Shetakesherfrom me.

Liyana:“HesaidImuststayoutsideuntilhe’sdonemakingmommyhappyandthatIwon’thear

thingsthatIam notsupposedtohear.”

Whyisshemakingthechildrepeatherself?

Me:“Chioma,takehertobedplease.”

Neo:“Wait.”

Hetakesafewstepstothem.

Neo:“Nana,diduncleJosephevertouchyouwhereheisnotsupposedto?”

Shelooksconfusedbut,shakesherheadanyway.

Ididn’tknowNeowasthisprotectiveofthischild,Iknowhe’smoreclosetoStylesthanRandall.

ItcouldbethatRandalldoesn’tentertainhisclowningmoments.

Neo:“Okay,goodnightnana.”

Hebrushesherhead,Chiomawalksawaywithherinherarms.

Me:“OhmyGodNeo.Whathavetheydonetothischild?”

Neo:“HaketsebeNdlovukazimarabatlanyela.”(Idon’tknowqueenbut,theywillpayforthis.)

Me:“WehavetotellRandall.”

Neo:“No,ogaotlahlanya,otlababhodisa.”(Bosswillgocrazy,hewillkillthem.)

“WhoisRandallkilling?”

WeturntoNkomo’svoice,he’ssoakingwetandhisclothesarebloodied.

SETHU*

Mr.MkhizeaskedthatIwatchoverhisfriend,hesaidhewillpaymeforovertime.Heisbeing

keptinaprivateroom andIdon’tknowhowMr.Mkhizegotadoctortotreathim.Hewastaken

tosurgeryandthebulletwasremoved.EverythingwasdoneprivatelyandIknowtheyarehiding

somethingbut,ithasnothingtodowithme.

Hisrecoverythough,lookspromising.

Ihavebeenwatchingoverhim since.



Iturntothesoundofthedooropening,Lebofrownsatme.

Lebo:“You’vegottobekiddingme,you’restillhere?”

Me:“Am Isupposedtobesomewhereelse?”

Lebo:“Yes,home.Weweretoldtogohome,remember?”

Ifrownather,failingtocomprehendwhysheissoworkedup.

Me:“EverythinghaspassedLebo,attheendofthedaywehaveworktodo.”

Lebo:“Argh,Idon’tunderstandhowyouagreedtohelpthisman.WealmostdiedSethu.”

Sherollshereyes.

Me:“Foranursewhohelpedhim,yousuresoundhostile.”

Lebo:“Maybeifhedidn’thaveaguninhishandIwouldhavehelpedhim wholeheartedly,he’s

nothingbutacriminal.”

Me:“Hecanhearyou,youknow?”

Lebo:“Idon’tcare.Whatiswrongwithyou?Whydoyousuddenlycareaboutthisstranger?”

Me:“UnlikeyouLebo,thisisnotjustajob,I’m passionateabouthelpingpeople.Yes,what

happenedtodaywastraumatic.But,weshouldn’tgoaroundjudgingpeoplewithoutknowing

fullywhytheydowhattheydo.”

Shelaughsoutloud,notmindingthesleepingpatient.

Lebo:“MotherTeresa,you’recrazyifyouthinkthismanisagoodpersonafterwhatyousaw.”

Sheexpresses,IknowLebotobenegativeandherattitudetowardsthismandoesn’tsurprise

me.

Me:“WhenwillyoustartseeingpeopleaspeopleLebo?Noteverymanislikeyourfather.”

Shegaspsinshockatmyproclamation.

Thisisasensitivetopicforher,Lebo’sfatherisadrunkardwhophysicallyabuseshermother

andsometimesturnshishandonherandhersiblings.

Meandmybigmouth…

Me:“Sorry,Ididn’t…”

Lebo:“VoetsekSethu,Voetsekyezwa?”(PissoffSethu.)

Shecussesfuriouslyandstormsoutoftheroom.

FRANCO*



Ijumpupfrom thehospitalbedasIfeelahardslaponmycheek.Theroom isempty,it’sjust

me.

Me:“Whoisthere?”

Ishout,asIfranticallyinspectmysurroundings.It’sdeadquiet,maybeIhadadream whichfelt

real.So,Ilieonmyback.

Thelightflickersonce,Idon’tpayheedtoit.Thesebloodyhospitals,it’stimeIgobacktoItaly.

Myjobhereisdoneanyway,Okolieisdeadbut,firstIneedtodealwithStyles.Ifheisnotdead,I

willkillhim.

AcoldshiverripplesthroughmeandIshudderonce,myheartstartsthuddingheavilyagainst

mychest,Icouldliterallyhearit.

Itfeelslikeit’sabouttosnapoutofmyribcage.SuddenlyIfeelaheavynegativepresencein

theroom andagreatfeelingoffearengulfsmetothepointthat,mystomachturns,thereis

someoneintheroom.Icanfeelitalthough,Ican’tseethem.

It’salmostliketheyareclosetomyface,staringrightintomyeyes.

Me:“Whoisthere?”

Ishoutagain,myvoicetremblingasitgivesoutmypanic.

Thishastobeadream,Ishouldwakeupanyminutenow.Thelightflickerstwicebefore

completelygoingoff,leavingmeinthedark.

Withfearlaughingatme,Isitupandshoutforthenursebut,myvoicewon’tcomeout.There

arewordsbut,noaudio.Ifeelsomeoneswooshpastmeandtrytogetupbut,Ican’tmove.My

feetaren’tworking,theyareparalyzed.Idon’tunderstand,theywereokayafewminutesago.

ThenIseeit,ashadowonthedoor.Iyelpinfearandmybodyistrembling.Itmustbeademon,

itraisesapointedfingeratme.Iwanttoscream but,myvoiceisgone.

Myspiritfights,whileIam lyingonthisdamnbed,defenceless.SuddenlyIfeelsomethingpull

thebedsheetandatightgripclutchesonmyneck,itdeprivesmeofairandIfailtofightagainst

it.Ican’tevenstifleascream asIam beingstrangledbyaforceIcannotsee.

“Sirwakeup.”

Ijumptothevoiceofafemalenurse,I’m wheezingandpanickingasIam strugglingtobreathe

while,tryingtogetupfrom thebed.

Her:“Sir,youwillripthestichesopenifyoukeepmovinglikethis.”

Shepinsmedown.

Me:“There…is…somethinghere.”

Shefrownsatmydeclaration.



Her:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Idon’tfuckingknowokay?Thisbloodyroom ishaunted,Iwanttobetransferrednow.”

Iyellandshelaughs.

Her:“Areyouondrugssir?Becausetheyarenotallowedinhere.”

ShelooksatmelikeI’m ajunkie.

Me:“Whatthefuckareyoutalkingaboutyoustupidbitch?I’m tellingyouthatthisroom is

haunted,IdemandatransferrightnoworIwillsuethisbloodyhospitalandeveryoneinit.”

Shetiltsherheadbackwithanattitudeandalaughflaresoutofhermouth.Shemarchestothe

doorstilllaughingandopensit.

Her:“WeMpumi,wozauzobona.”(Mpumi,comeandsee.)

Good,she’scallingthedoctor.I’m confusedwhenanothernursewalksin,wearingacurious

expression.

Her:“Hesaysthishospitalishaunted.”

Theychorusinlaughter.

Her:“Cabangachomie.”(Imaginemyfriend.)

“Sirwedon’tcondonedrugshere.”

ThesecondnursestatesandIam angeredbytheirattitudetowardsthis.

Me:“DoyoufuckingknowwhoIam?Iwillhaveyourjobs.”

Her:“Ohplease,goahead.It’snotlikewe’rehappyhere.Yohamadrugsngiyawasabachomie.”

(I'm scaredofdrugsmyfriend.)

Thepiercinglaughterfillstheroom havingmefeellikeanidiot.Maybeitreallywasadream,orI

am losingmymind.

Tobecontinued…



48*

KHETHU*

Me:“Whathappenedtoyou?”

Nkomo:“Therainhappened,shititgetsworseatnight.”

Me:“Andtheblood?”

Neo:“NkosazanaukamobotsajoangnthoeoutsebahorekwaMkhizebapractis-adirituals.

Thewitchcraftinthatfamilywillmakeyoumoveintoachurchanduphelelebarutifeela.”(How

canyouaskhim that?KnowingthattheMkhizespracticerituals.)(Andlivewithpastors.)

Me:“Don’tbesillyNeo.”

Neo:“Silly?Don’tcallmewhenyoucan’tsleepatnightbecauseobatlahotsebakabopheloba

bonabehindcloseddoors.Keengkhomo?Oneontseonwamadi?”(Youwanttoknowabout

theirsecretlives.Whatisitcow?Wereyoudrinkingblood?”

Nkomo:“Otlonyelasaani.”(Youwillshityourself.)

NkomoretortsannoyedbyNeo’sforwardness.Iwon’tlie,it’sgettingonmynervesrightnow.

Neo:“BathatheNkomos.”(Showthem Nkomo.)

Me:“NotnowNeo,Iswearonemorewordfrom youandIwillloseit.”

Ishoutathim andheisnotdazedatall.

Neo:“Yohmoshebelle.IkeepsayingthatStylesleogaarenotgoodcompany,everyoneis

grumpynow.Whodowetalktointhishouse?Iam goingtositwithUze,atleastorobetseso,I

won’thavetofacehisdarkattitude.(Lookather.)(He’ssleeping.)

Hesaysashestartsstrollingaway,heexchangesaglancewithNkomoandIjustknow

somethingwassaid.

Me:“Whatwasthat?”

Nkomo:“What?”

Iknowhewillnotgivemeananswer.

Me:“WhereisStyles?”

Nkomo:“Businesstrip.There’ssomethinghehastotakecareofso,hewon’tbecominghome.”

Imustbehearingthings.

Me:“That’sit,I’m done.Iwillnottoleratethisanymore.”



Nkomo:“Whatdoyoumean?ItoldyouStyleshasbusinesstotakecareof.”

Heislyingtome.

Me:“Stopcoveringupforhim Nkomo,Stylesisnothingbutaliar.He’swithanotherwomanisn’t

he?”

Nkomo:“That’salittleabsurddon’tyouthink?”

Iwillshowhim absurd.

Me:“Whenyourfriendhashadallthefunanddecidesit’stimetogrowup,tellhim heknows

wheretofindme.”

Iturntowalkbut,heclutchesmyarm andIyankitfrom him.

Nkomo:“It’snotwhatyou’rethinking,Iswear.Styleswouldneverdothattoyou.”

Me:“Thenwherethehellis?Iknowthereisnobusinesstrip,sincewhendoeshegoon

businesstrips?I’m notstayingonemoresecondinthisplace,thatmanisungrateful.Ifollowed

him herebecausehisfriendneededhim,IhavebeentakingcareofthingsinthishouseNkomo

andthisishowStylesthanksme.Iam donewithhim.”

IyellatadefeatedlookingNkomo.

“Nevermakeamistakeofdisrespectingyourmanlikethat.”

IturntoChioma’svoice,she’strudgingdownthestairs.

Me:“Excuseme?”

Chioma:“Youheardme,hewillmeetsomeonewhorespectshim.Respectisabigdealtomen

Khethu,Iam tellingyouthisbecauseyouarelikeadaughtertome.Justasheislikemyson.”

Me:“Styleswillneverleaveme.”

Irollmyeyesather.

Chioma:“That’sanothermistakewomenmake,youwalkalloverhim thinkinghewillneverleave

youbecausehelovesyou.Youarenottheonlywomantosaythisandhavetheirmenleave

them.Evenhusbandshaveseparatedfrom theirwivesbecauseoflackofrespectintheunion.”

Me:“Soyouwantmetosubmittohim,andlethim dowhateverhewantswhile,Isitbackand

cheerhim on?ThatispatriarchyandIwillnotbowdowntoit.”

Chioma:“Ididn’tsaythatKhethu,youarenotlisteningtome.Rememberthat,nothingbindsyou

tothatman,anyonecantakehim.”

Me:“Iwillnothavefouryearsofmylifegodownthedrain,Iam notlosingStylestoanywoman

andIrefusetolethim dowhateverhewants.”

NkomohasgonequietandIhaveafeelingheisnotabouttosayanything.

Chioma:“Peoplecryoverseventotenyearsofwastedtimeinrelationships,womenareleftto



besinglemothersandwivesdivorcees.Thisistherealworldmychild,wecan’tclaim things.

Nothingisevertrulyyoursandbytherateyou’regoing,Styleswillsoongettiredofyour

impudence,itwilldrainhim.Althoughitwillbehardforhim toleaveyou,anotherwomanwill

givehim thatstrengthandthefinalpush.”

Me:“WhydoesthissoundlikeacurseChioma?”

Nkomo:“It’snotKhethu,sheisshowingyouthelightasanelderwithlifeexperience.”

Ithoughthewasstayingoutofthis,spoketoosoon.

Me:“Whatexperience?AsfarasIknowChiomahasneverbeenmarriedso,Idon’tneedadvice

from awomanwhohasneverhadamantokeep.”

Myresponsebreaksher,astearsswellupinhereyes,instantlyIregretmywordsoffury.Like

thestrongwomanIknowhertobe,shefightsthem back.

Chioma:“It'sokaymychild,justheedmyadvice.Idon’twantyoutobeheartbroken.”

Shepatsmycheekandwalksbackupstairs.

NkomolooksatmelikeIam theworld’smeanestperson.

Nkomo:“Wow!”

AMARA*

Kazi:“Iwastoldtostayinherewithyouthewholenight,justincaseyoumightneedsomething.”

Shesaysasshepreparesanaerospacebed,it’scomfortingtoknowthatIwon’tbealoneinthis

creepyroom.

Me:“DoyoupossiblyhaveaclueastowhyMkhizetookme?”

Shepausesandlooksatme,Iseepityinhereyes.

Me:“Well?”

Kazi:“Iheardoneofhiswivessayingthat,therewillbeaweddingafterthefuneral.”

God!Pleasetellmeshe’snotsayingwhatIthinksheis.

Me:“Wedding?”

Iwhisperthewordsout.

Kazi:“HisbrotherdiedandthefuneralwillbethisSundayandafewdaysafterthefuneral,there

willbeawedding.YourweddingAmara.”

Myheartstops.



Me:“What?No,Ican’tgetmarried.Towho?Ishemarryingmeofftosomeone?”

Kazi:“Unfortunately,he’sthegroom.”

Shesaysitoccasionallylikeit’snotabigdeal.Iwouldratherdiethanbemarriedtothatoldman.

Oliviawalksintheroom stoppingmefrom respondingtothatawfulnews.She’swearinga

proudlookonherface,Iam surprisedtoseeherhere.

Olivia:“Ifitisn’tthefutureMrs.Mkhize.”

Shetaunts.

Ican’tcomprehendwhysheishereandwhythesmuglook.IlookatKaziwhoturnsawayand

continuesfixingherplaceofsleep.

Me:“You’reOliviaright?Randall’s…”

Olivia:“Themotherofhischild,theonlywomanwhoshouldbeinhislife.”

Sheplodstothebedandsitsontheedge,shestartstrailingherfingersinoscillationonmyarm.

HeractionspromptanunsettlingsensationasIglareatherwithajumbledlook.

Me:“What’sgoingon?”

Olivia:“I’m thereasonyou’rehere.YouknowwhenIsawyouinRandall’shousethatday,Iknew

thatIhadtogetridofyou.

IhatecompetitionAmaraandhavingbeentheonlywomaninhislife,Icouldn’tstandthathis

eyeswerewondering.Thatmanhasalwaysbeenstonecoldbut,Isawthewarmthinhiseyes

thatdayandhowhedefendedyou.

Hewantedyoutotakemyplaceinmydaughter’slife,Ican’thavethat.That’swhenImetI

Franco,Idon’tknowhowhefoundmebut,ourpathsmet.Itoldhim aboutRandallandhe

introducedmetoMkhizeandtherestishistory.”

Shelaughs,IrunmyeyestoKaziwhoisnowglancingatus.Shelooksshocked.

Kazi:“Randall?RandallOkolie?”

Oliviaturnstoherandgivesheradirtylook.

Olivia:“YouknowmyRandall?”

Okay.

Kazi:“Yes,yes,Iknowhim.He’sfriendswithStyles,I’vemethim acoupleoftimes.”

Ican’tbelievewhatIam hearing,allthiswhileIwastalkingtoherandsheknewRandall.

Kazi:“Amara,howdoyouknowRandall?”

Olivia:“Yes,Amara,tellushowyouknowRandall.”

Ifrownather,Iwillnotrespondtothisnonsense.



Me:“So,it’syourfaultthatMkhize’sbrotherkilledRandall?”

Herjawdropsasshegasps.

Olivia:“Randallisnotdead.”

Shedeniesbut,doubtdeclaresherstupid.

Me:“Iwasthere,thatmanfiredmultiplebulletsandhe…Isawhim…take…hislast…”

Ahugelumpbuildsuponmythroatasthememoryofhisdeadbodyflashesinmymind,it’stoo

latetoholdmytearsback.

Olivia:“Thatisalie,Randallcan’tbedead.Iwould’veknown,someonewould’vetoldme.My

daughterisinthathouse,theywould’vecalledmetocomforther.”

Idon’tcarewhatshethinkssheknows,Randalldiedbecauseofher.

Me:“KarmawillvisityouOlivia,youandthoseevilmenFrancoandMkhize.”

Shegetsupandfuriouslymarchesoutoftheroom.

Kazi:“Ican’tbelieveRandallisdead.”

Shesays,softly.

NKOMO*

Whatthehellisgoingon?There’ssomeoneknockingdownstairsasiftheyownthishouse.The

ownerofthehouseisunconsciousasfarasIknow.

Icheckthetimeonmyphoneandit’safter2am.Whocoulditbelateatnight?

IrundownstairstofindNeo,KhethuandChioma.

Neo:“Nkomo,ntanteoahaookantle.Tsenakelinakotseobademonibahaebasarobala.”

(Yourfatherisoutside,thesearethetimeswhenhisdemonsdon’tsleep.)

It’s2am.

Whoblabberssomuchintheearlyhoursofthemorning?

Me:“Willyoustopandopenthedoor?”

Thebangingisgettinglouder.

Neo:“Whynna?Babatlauena.”(Whyme?It’syoutheywant.)

Me:“Youarestupid,youknowthat?”

Khethu:“Cansomeoneopenthedoorplease?”



Isaunterandopenitbarelyacrack,twodarkskinnedmenleeratme.Ispotanotherbehind

them,he’scarryinganumbrella,shelteringthem from theheavyrain.

OneofthemenpushesthedoorwideopenbeforeIcouldaskwhotheyareandwhattheywant.

Me:“Excuseme?Whoareyou?Youcan’tjustbudgeintopeople’shouseslikethis.”

Neo:“Kemangkhomo?”(Whoisitcow?)

Heyellsfrom thestairs.

Theystepinandtheguywiththeumbrellaremainsoutsideandshutsthedoor,Ifindallthisvery

strange.

ThesetwoaredressedinNigeriantraditionalclothing,ifIam notmistaken.NowthatIlookat

them underthelight,oneisolder.ProbablyaroundSixtyandtheothercouldbethirtyfive.What

bafflesmeisthat,theybothlooklikeRandall.

“Whereismyson?”

Theoldermanasks,Neoandthecrewtoddletous.TheyalsolookasbewilderedasIam.

Neo:“Kemango?Ehntante,entlekutsoakae?ThisisMzansi,wedon’tgoaroundrekokotanje

inpeople’shousesbosiu.Batlauchesa.”(Whoisthis?Sir,wheredoyoucomefrom?)

(Knocking.)(Theywillburnyou.)

Theoldmanshootshim onecoldlookandIimmediatelyseeRandall.

Me:“Ohshit.”

Iexpress,hefrownsatme.

“Isthishowpeoplearegreetedinthiscountry?”

Him again.

Neo:“Entlek…”

Me:“Neo,Iwouldn’tifIwereyou.ThisisRandall’sfatherandIpresumeyou’rehisbrother?”

Iprobe,lookingattheyoungman.Henodshisheadhaughtily,wow.NowIseewhereRandall

getshisdemeanourfrom.

Neo:“Oh!!Nnai,you’rewelcome.”(Elder.)

Heextendsahandbut,Mr.Okoliedoesnotacknowledgeit.

Mr.Okolie:“IfIam notmistaken,mysonliveshere.Mycontactsledmetothisplace.”

Hiscontactshesays.

HowcomehewasabletofindRandallthistimearound,he’sbeenhidinghiswholelife.Ifindit

strangeandIdonotcaretoask.

Me:“Pleasecomeinsir.”



Ileadthem tothelounge.

Me:“Pleasesit.”

Mr.Okolie:“Takemetomyson.”

IlookatNeoheshrugs,heseemshumbledsuddenly.

Me:“Followme.”

Theyfollowmeupthestairs,trustNeototrailbehindus.ChiomaandKhethuremain.

Tobecontinued…



49*

NOMBULELO*

Ikeeptossingandturning,I’m unabletosleepbut,italsofeelslikeI’m sleepingandhavinga

baddream.Thereisawomanoutsidethewindow,thecurtainisdrawnbut,Icanseeher.Ican’t

makeoutherface,herbodythough,Ihaveseenhersomewhere.

Mymindcan’tgraspwhere.Shekeepspacingupanddownasiftryingtofigureoutawayto

comein,myroom ispitchblackandIsuddenlyfeeluneasy.

IshouldgetupandcallMbuso,maybehewillchaseheraway.

Forastrangereasonmybodyfeelsheavyandittakesforeverandallthestrengthinmetoget

outofbed,Iclomptowardsthedoorthemomentmylegshitthefloor.Itgetshardertomove

witheverysecondandIendupdraggingmyfeetasiftheyhavelostitsfeeling.

Me:“Mbuso.”

IchokeasIstiflehisname,myvoiceboxisblockedbysomethingIcan’texplain.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Imuffleagainandthetightnessonmythroatgrows.Ifinallygettothedoorbut,toopenit

becomesamission.Ifeelaneedtopeekthroughthekeyholeso,Islouchaimingmyeyeonthe

spot.Iseethatwomanagain,she’soutsidemydoornow.Mybodybecomesheavyuponseeing

her,Ifeelaforceweighingmedown.

Itrytoscream but,nothing.Allthereis,ispiercingsilence.

Her:“Iwantthatbabyinyourwomb,giveittome.”

Shewhispersinavoicethatdoesn’tsoundhuman,sheflashesasmilethatsendsshiversdown

myspine.

Me:“Mmmhh,mmmhhh,mmmhhh.”

ThisistheonlysoundIam abletogetout,asIpushtospeakandcalloutforhelp.ThenI

remember,thereispowerinthisnameandonlyHecangetmeoutofthissituation.

Me:“Jesus.”

Itcomesoutasawhisperatfirstbut,atleastIam abletospeaknow.

Me:“Jesus,Jesus.”

Ifinallyscream andsurgefrom mydream likesomeonewokemeup.Ibrowsethroughtheroom

while,wheezingforairandmyheartracingfast,I’m relievedthatitwasreallyadream.

ThenextthingIknow,Ihearaknockonthedoor,thepersonknocksagainandopensasI’m



abouttoinvitethem in.

Mbuso:“Lelo?”

Hepeeksthrough.

Mbuso:“Areyouokay,Iheardyouscreaming.”

Inod.

Me:“Ihadabaddream.”

Itfeltsoreal.

Mbuso:“Youneedsomecompany?”

Herephrasesasheseesmyblankstare.

Mbuso:“Idon’tmeanitlikethat…Sinceyouhadanightmareyou’reprobablyfeelingscared.”

Iam actually.

Me:“Whattimeisit?”

Mbuso:“Alittleafter2am.”

Me:“IdoubtIwillbeabletosleepafterthatdream,I’llgoandwatchTVforawhile.”

Mbuso:“I’llkeepyoucompany,Ican’tsleepeither.Maybe,youcantellmeaboutthatdream

overacupoftea.”

Ishrugandfollowhim out.

RANDALL*

Ifeelmybodyrestingonasoftsurface,it’sdarkandIcan’tseeanything.Icanhearconversant

voices,exchangingdialog.TheyspeakalanguageIam familiarwiththough,itishardto

understandwhattheyaresaying.

Abruptly,anunfamiliarstrongsmellfillsmynostrils,compellingmetosneeze.

“Uze.”

ThedeepervoicesaysandIcan’tshakethefeeling,Ihaveheardthisvoicebefore.Mynostrils

itch,promptinganothersneeze.Islowlyopenmyeyestobemetbyabrightlightso,Ishutthem

swiftly.

“Uze,openyoureyes.”

Thevoiceagain.



Onemoretry,IrubawaytheirritationonmyeyesasIfullyopenthem onlytoseeafigureofa

familiarman.Myfather,SegunOkolie,standingoverthebed.Heflashesasoftbut,distantsmile.

Segun:“Uze,myson.”

Ishould’vestayedasleep,I’m suddenlyremindedofmygrandfather’swords.Istilldon’twant

thismananywherenearme.

“Randy?”

Ravenisalsohere,he’sgrownsinceIlastsawhim.

Me:“Shit,youlooklikeanoldman.”

Helaughsatmyretort.

Raven:“Oldman?Isee,amonkeyislaughingathismirrorreflection.”

Heripostes.

Me:“You’rehere?”

Raven:“I’m here.”

Themomentbecomesemotional,heleansoverandtakesmeinahug.Weholditforawhile

beforepullingaway.

Me:“Youknowyoucouldhavewaitedformetositup,I’m notaninvalid.Icanstillmove.”

Raven:“Thatslingonyourshouldertellsadifferentstory.”

Hesmiles.

Segun:“Willmypresencebeignored?”

Ihavenothingtosaytohim.

Segun:“Uze?”

Me:“Don’tcallmethat.”

Isnap.Ravenpatshisshoulderwhenhedrawsback.

Raven:“Father,hejustwokeup.Let’snotsuffocatehim.”

Segun:“Suffocatehim?IhavewaitedsixteenyearstoseemysonandyoutellmeI'm

suffocatinghim.WhatdidyouthinkUze?Thatyouwillrunawayforever?”

Raven:“Fatherplease.”

Segun:“Uzoma,wait.Ihavetosaythis,heisamanright?Hewilltakeitlikeaman.Sixteen

yearsUze,sixteenyearsIprayedandlongedforthisday.ThereweredayswhenIwouldprayfor

youtohaveaneardeathexperiencejustso,Iwillbeledtoyou.”

Whatthehelldoesthatevenmean?



Me:“Youwisheddeathuponme?”

Segun:“Notdeathbut,this.Onlythisrainwouldleadmetoyou,andIeagerlywaitedforit.”

Me:“Raven,pleasetellyourfatherthatIam tiredandwouldliketogetsomerest.”

Ravensighs,theybothknowmystubbornnesshasalifeofitsown.

Segun:“Uze…”

Me:“Andplease,tellhim torefrainfrom callingmethat.”

Segun:“Whatiswrongwithyouson?”

Raven:“Father,that’senough.”

Segun:“Don’ttellmewhattodo.”

Me:“Leavemyroom,Ravenpleasestay.”

IfhethinksIwillentertainhim,thenIam nothisson.Icanbetwiceasstubborn.

Segun:“We’lltalkinthemorning.”

Heannouncesandwalksout.

Raven:“Doyoubelievethiswholesagaabouttherain?”

Hepullsachairtosit.

Me:“That’samyth.”

Raven:“Idoubt,Idon’thearitanymore.It’sbeenrainingcrazysincewegotherefrom Ghana

yesterday.”

Me:“Howdidyoufindme?”

Raven:“Hesaidnanatoldhim inadream wheretolocateyou.”(Grandfather.)

Me:“Thisistoomuchtograspandwhywouldnanaspeaktohim inadream whenhecould

have….”

Raven:“He’sdeadRandy,hediedayearafteryouleft.Hemysteriouslyfellsick,doctorscouldn’t

explainwhatwaswrongwithhim.”

No,that’swhyhedidn’ttellmewhyhewasthere.

Me:“I’m sorryIwasn’tthere.”

Raven:“Enoughaboutthat,we’lltalkinthemorning.Youneedtogetsomesleep.”

Me:“Whattimeisit?”

Raven:“Witchhour.”

Hechortles,thedoorswingsopenandNeodipshisheadin.Hesmilesasheseesmeandlets



himselfin.

Neo:“Hee,theresurrectedone,Mr.Diehard.wenaleStylos,sameWhatsAppgroupneh.You

werevacationingwiththeghosts?Wasitthatniceyoudidn’twanttocomebacktous?”

Ican’thelpbutsmileathisstupidity,IneverthoughtIwouldsaythisbut,it’sgoodtoseehim.

ChiomaandKhethufollowbehind,Stylesmustbehereaswell.Iperusemyeyesonthedoor,

waitingforhim tostridein.

Khethu:“He’snothere,he’sonabusinesstrip.”

Sheexplainsasshenoticesmyrestlessness,it’sfollowedbyaheavyeyeroll.Somethingisup.

Whatbusinesstrip?

IglanceatNeoandheblinksonce,Stylesbetterbeokay.Ican'tevenaskanyofthem about

Amara.

MKHIZE*

“Wakeup.”

Aghostlywhisperticklesmyearscausingmetoarousefrom adeepslumber.MaSibiyais

sleepingsoundlybesideme,Iturntothewindowandnoticethattheslidingdoorleadingtothe

balconyiswideopenasthewindisvigorouslyblowingthecurtain.

Me:“Thiswomanleftthedooropen.”

Imummertomyself,therainhasstopped.It’sstillcloudythough,Ishutthedoorandfixthe

curtains.

NowIcansleep.

“Wakeup.”

Ihearanotherwhisperandignoreit,itmustbebecauseIam sosleepyhence,I'm startingto

hearthings.

“WAKEUP!!!”

Anauthoritativevoiceboomsinmyearasifreprimandingmeforsleeping.

Ijumpinfright,MaSibiyadidn’thearit.She’sstillsnoringasifthere’snotomorrow.

Me:“MaSibiya.”

Inudgeher,shedoesn’tmove.

Me:“MaSibiya,vukamaan.”(Wakeup.)

Shetossesandturnstheotherway,continueswithhersnores.



Dammit,Iknowthiswomantobealightsleeper.What’swrongwithhertoday?

Icouldbehallucinating,Ineedtosleepitoff.Iclosemyeyesandfeelmyselffallingintoanice

deepslumber.

“WAKEUP!!!”

Thesamecommandingvoicejoltsmefrom thesleepandaglassshattersasifsomeonethrew

itagainstthewall.Iturntomyleft,therearepiecesofglassonthefloor.

Me:“Whoisthere?”

Silence.

Me:“Showyourselfyoucoward?”

Silence.

Thiswomandoesn’twakeupafterallthis,whatthehelliswrongwithher.

Me:“Vukamfazi.”(Wakeupwoman)

Ishoutnudgingher,shetossesagainbut,doesn’twakeup.Ioptnottowakeheragain.Howwill

Iexplainthis?ShewillthinkI’m goingcrazy.

Igetoffthebed,takeincense(impepha)from thedrawerandburnit,thesmokehoversaround

theroom.NowIwillsleeplikeababy,thoseevilspiritshavenochanceagainstthis.

“WAKEUP!!!”

Me:“Shit!!!”

Iscream asIjumpfrom thebed,sweatingandbreathless.It’slightoutside.Thisshithappened

thewholenight,Ididn’tsleepawink.MaSibiyaturns,openshereyesandsitsup.

MaSibiya:“Goodmorningbaba.”

Me:“Nxa.”

Ifuriouslygetoffthebedandleavetheroom.

Tobecontinued…



50*

MBUSO*

I’m wokenupbymyphoneringingandanswerwithoutcheckingthecallerId.

Me:“Yes.”

“Hey,weneedyouhere.”

It’sNkomo.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Igetupfrom thefloor,Leloissleepingonthecouch.Wemust’vefallenasleepwhilewatching

TV.

Me:“IsRandallokay?”

Nkomo:“He’sverymuchokay.He’sawakeandhisfatherishere.”

Me:“Okay,givemeanhour.”

Nkomo:“Anotherthing,somethinghappenedtoStylesandIneedyoutotellRandallthenews.

Hedoesn’ttrustmeandIknowhewillthrowmeoutthemomentheseesmeinhishouse.”

Me:“WhathappenedtoStyles?And,whycan’tyouaskNeototellhim.”

Nkomo:“Neoisaclown,he’snotthebestpersontobreakthenews.IwillfillyouinaboutStyles

whenyougethere.

Me:“Okay.”

LeloopenshereyesjustasIbidNkomogoodbye.Sheswipesthebackofhandoverhermouth

andhidesaway.

Me:“Toolate,Isawyourcrustyface.”

Shegiggles.

Lelo:“Youdon’tlookanybetter.”

Shethrowsbackassheglancesatme.

Me:“Didyousleepwell?”

Shesitsupandstretchesherbodywhile,yawning.

Lelo:“Ididthanks.”

Me:“Good,becausethatscream scaredme.Honestly,Iwasafraidtogobacktosleep.Who



screamslikethatanyway?”

Theattempttomakeherlaughworks.

Lelo:“Liar.”

Me:“WouldIlietoyou?”

Isingthewords,causinghertolaugh.

Me:“I’m makingbreakfast.”

Lelo:“Don’tgetmewrong,you’reagoodcookandIenjoyedlastnight’ssupperbut,Idon’tthink

Spaghettiandmeatballsareidealforbreakfast.”

Ifrownathersally.

Me:“Hey,Iboughtgroceriesyesterdayremember?Ifyouthinksupperwasnice,youhaven’t

tastedmyFrenchtoast.”

Lelo:“Really?”

Me:“Yes,nowgoandtakeabath.Youhaveaninterviewat12pm.”

Lelo:“NoIdon’t.”

Iforgottotellher.

Me:“Ispoketoadoctorfriendofmine,sheworksatthathospitalyoulovesodearly.”

Sherollshereyes,smiling.

Me:“So,youmissycouldbeemployedbytheendoftoday.”

Lelo:“OhmyGod,Mbuso,thankyousomuch.Ioweyoualot.”

Me:“Yeah,yeah.Nowgoandtakethatbath.”

Shelaughsandhurriesupstairs.

AMARA*

Mkhizeamblesintotheroom andshutsthedoor,Idon’tlikethelookonhisface.

Myheartstartsracing.

Ifhetriesanything,Iwon’tbeabletoescapeasIam stuckonthisbed.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Mkhize:“You’regoingtobemywifeAmara,soonwe’llbesharingabedandthisverybedroom.

I’m allowedtobehere.”



Heamblestomeandforthelifeofme,Iwanttoscream.

Hesitsontheedgeofthebedandstartsstrokingmybraids,Iam disgustedbyhistouch,it’s

nauseating.

Me:“Don’ttouchme.”

Ishakemyhead.

Mkhize:“Mytouchwillbeallyou’regettingafterthewedding.So,whynotstartnow?”

Me:“Please,Idon’twantthis.Idon’twanttobehere.”

Mkhize:“Iknowbut,thisplacewillgrowonyou.

Me:“Whyareyoudoingthis?”

Ifeelmytearsbuildup,Iwillnotcryinfrontofhim.Ichastisemyself,ifIwanttomakeitoutof

here,Ihavetoremainstrong.

Mkhize:“Youruncleowesme,hecouldn’tpaymeandyouweretheonlypricelessthinghehad.”

Me:“Sothestoryaboutknowingmyfatherwasalie.”

Helaughs.

Mkhize:“Ah,Zulu.Thatmanwasweakandhetrustedpeopletoomuch,Iknewitwasgoingto

behisdownfall.Iknewhim prettywell,wewerebestoffriendsandstartedataxibusiness

together.”

Me:“Youhadhim killed?Itwasyouwhokilledmyparents?”

Helaughs.

Mkhize:“Oh,Amara.Ididn’tsaythat,it’swrongtogoaroundassumingthings.”

Hegetsup,leavingmeconfused.

RANDALL*

Ravenjoinsmeonthebalcony,IhavebeensittingheresinceIwokeup.Thesunisoutinallof

itsglory.IhardlysleptlastnightthinkingaboutAmara,thisroom remindsmeofher.Herscent

stillhoversaround,andIfeelsuffocatedthatsheisn’twithme.

Me:“Bro.”

Hesmiles.

Ravels:“Itfeelsgoodtohearyoucallmethat.”

Iforgothowmushyheis.



Ireplywithadistantsmile.

Raven:“What’swrong?Somethingisbotheringyou?”

Heasksasheseesthroughme.

Me:“Someonewastakenfrom me.”

Raven:“Andthatsomeoneholdsyourheart?”

Iscowlathisquestion.

Me:“AllIknowis,itfeelslikesomethingheavyissittingonmychest.Iwasspoiled,Igotso

usedtobeingaroundher.Now,shefeelslikeadistantmemory.”

Raven:“Shefellforanotherman?”

Me:“There’ssomuchIneedtofillyouon.”

Raven:“I’m allears.”

IneedtospeaktoStylesfirstbeforeairingouteverythingtoRaven,Ihaven’tseenhim inyears.

Heprobablyventseverythingtothatoldman,myfatherisagodasfarasRavenisconcerned.I

willnottrustblindly,he’smybrotherbut,thatalsomeansnothing.Bloodisnotalwaysthicker

thanwater.

Me:“Whereisthatman?”

Hesneers.

Raven:“Thatmanisyourfather.”

Me:“Please,you’remakingmeuncomfortable.”

Helaughs.

Raven:“Youcan’trunawayfrom him Uze.”

He’samusedbyhimself.

Me:“FuckoffUzoma.”

Raven:“Shit,Ihatethatname.”

Me:“Tellmeaboutit.”

Raven:“Youneedtospeaktohim,youknowhewillneverletanyonetakeoverthethrone.You

werechosenheirapparent,youcan’tescapefrom yourbirthright.”

HedivesintoaconversationIdespise.

Me:“Ifyou’reonhissidesomuch,whydon’tyoutakeoverfrom him?”

Raven:“Youknowthat’snothowitworks.”



Me:“Maybeyoushouldjoinyourfatherwhereverheisbecauseyou’restartingtogetonmy

nerves.”

Hechortles,Idon’tseewhat’sfunnyaboutwhatIsaid.

Raven:“You’restillarrogantIseeandtheangerinyourheartrefusestodepartfrom you.”

Me:“Rav,notnowbro.”

Raven:“ThenwhenRandy?Fatherisnotwillingtostayinthecountryforlong,hehas

responsibilitiesbackhome.”

Me:“Thenheshouldgohome.What’sstoppinghim?Ihavemyownshittodealwith.”

Isnapathim.

“Papa.”

Liyana’ssweetvoicedragsusawayfrom thisgnawingsubject,Ravengrabsherandputsheron

hislap,asshejumpstothrowherselfinmyarms.Shefrownsathim.

Raven:“Hi,princess.”

Shedoesn’tlookhappy.

Raven:“DammitRandy,she’sthesplittingimageofyou.”

Me:“ShouldIbeworried?”

Helaughs.

Raven:“Well,shemightlooklikeyoubut,sheisbeautiful.”

Hetauntsme,Liyanashufflesasshetriestogetoff.

Raven:“Yourfatherisstillinpainprincessso,becarefulwiththathug.”

Shestillthrowsherselfatme.

Me:“Howareyoumybaby?”

Liyana:“Fine.”

Sherespondsplayingwiththeshouldersling,supportingmyarm.

Liyana:“Isitpainful.”

Me:“Alittle.”

Liyana:“Whathappenedpapa?”

Me:“Ifell.”

Ilie.

Liyana:“Isthatwhyyouweresleeping?Ithoughtyouhaddiedandwenttoheaven.”



IlookatRaven,apuckerhasgrownbetweenhiseyebrowsshowcasingconcern.

Me:“RememberwhatIsaidprincess,Iwillalwayscomebackforyouandpapaalwayskeepshis

promises.”

Shenodsandrestsherheadonmychest.

Raven:“I’m stillwaitingformyintroduction.”

Me:“Youstilllovebeingthecentreofattention?”

Raven:“Iam myfather’sson.”

HelaughsandIrecallmygrandfather’swords.Ravenworshipsmyfather,itwillbreakhim ifthe

truthweretocomeout.

Me:“Funnyhowwelookmorelikemotherthanwedohim.”

Ithrowajokein,tobrushoffthisawkwardmoment.

Raven:“Ilookmorelikemotherwhileyouarethatoldman’stwin.”

Me:“Irefuse.”

LookingatRavennow,Iseethathedoesn’thaveasingletintofmyfather'sfeatures.It’sagood

thinghim andIlookalikeorelsehewould’venoticedhowheisdifferentfrom alltheOkolie

children.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

IhaveneverbeensoclosetodeathbeforeandwhatIwentthroughhasmademeseelifeina

differentlight.Nkomoprovedhimselfloyal,IcanonlyhopeRandallwillseethataswell.

Sethuwalksinasthedooropens,hereyeswidenwhentheyfallonme.I’m guessing,she

thoughtIwouldn’tbeawakesosoon.

Sethu:“Goodmorningsir.”

Shedropshergaze,losingtothestaringcontest.

Me:“Hi.”

Sethu:“Ididn’tthinkyouwouldcomebacktoussosoon.”

Sheexpressesasshetoddlestowardsthebedandstartsfixingthesheets.

Me:“Iwasn’tfightingaloneso,Icouldn’tdisappointthosewhowerecountingonme.”

Shestopsandglancesatme,Ican’treallymakeoutthelookinhereyes.

Sethu:“Youareluckytohavepeoplebyyourside,thatthingisrare.”

Me:“YouhelpedmealottooandIdon’tknowhowtothankyou.”

Hereyesmustlovewhateverisonthefloor.

Me:“Sethu.”

Sheraisesthem.

Me:“Youareararebreedyouknowthat?Iwouldn’tbealiveifitweren’tforyou.”

Theretheygototheflooragainandaslightsmileflashesonherface,herhandfliestoher

mouthandinagitationstartsbitingthenailonherpinkyfinger.

I’m probablymakingherjumpy.

Sethu:“It’snothingsir,Iwasdoingmyjob.”

Sheexpresseswhileindulgingonhernail,it’skindofaweirdthingtoobserve.

Me:“Trustingamanwithaguninhishandandabulletholeonhisstomachwhilethere’sa

shootingthat,clearlyisbravery.Ifyourjobtitlerequiresthatthen,damnIrespectnurses.”

Shegigglesandcontinuesonhernailbitingvoyage.

Me:“DoImakeyounervousSethu?”



Sheglancesatmeandshakesherheadnervously.

Me:“Youseem toenjoybitingonthatnail,careful,youmighteatyourwholefinger.”

Sherapidlyremovesitandhidesherhandinthepocketsofherscrubs.

Sethu:“I’m sorry,I’m just…”

Me:“Nervous?”

Sheturnsandchecksonthedrip,myassumptionsareconfirmed.

Me:“Hasanyonecometoseeme?”

Ishoulddiverttheconversation,thepoorgirlisuncomfortable.

Sethu:“Nosir.”

Me:“Ineedtogohome.”

Sheturnsback,hereyesareonmebut,theyalsokeeprunningeverywhere.

Sethu:“Youcan’t,youjusthadsurgery.”

Me:“Iwillhealathome,mybrotherneedsme.”

ShegrabsmyhandasItrytopullouttheneedlestuckinmyveins,Ifrownather.

Sethu:“Ifanythinghappenstoyou,Iwillbeblamedsir.Mr.Mkhizesaidtolookafteryou.Your

lifeisinmyhandsrightnowandIcan’tletyouleavethishospital.Please,don’t.”

Shepleads,asasmallcreaseformsbetweenhereyebrows,hertiredeyesstandingin

agreementwithherwords.Iglanceatherhandonmine,withthesamefrownonmyfaceand

sheletsgo.

Me:“Wereyouworkingthegraveshift?”

Shenods.

Me:“Shouldn’tyoubeathomesleeping?”

Sethu:“IwillgoafterMr.Mkhizehascomesir.”

Me:“CallmeStyles,youmakemefeeloldwhenyoucallmesir.Surely,Idon’tlookthatold.”

Shefightsasmile.

Sethu:“Mr.Styles,Iwillgoandcallthedoctor.”

Me:“Okay,MissSethu.”

Hereyeswidenatmyresponse.

Me:“Youarebeingformalso,it’sfairthatIreturnthecourtesy.”

Shetriestofightanothersmilebut,failsdismally.



Sethu:“I’m sorrysir…ImeanStyles.”

Sheshiesawayasmynameleaveshermouthandhurriesoutthedoor.

RANDALL*

IhavebeentryingtocallStylesbut,hisnumberringsunanswered.Ravenandmyfatherwent

backtothehoteltofreshenupbecausetheydidn’tbringtheirluggage,eveniftheydid,I

wouldn’tallowhim tostayinmyhouse.Neosauntersintomyroom,hishabitofnotknocking

willpissmeoffoneday.

Neo:“Bozza,ugrandmara?”(Areyouokay?)

Hesettlesonachairbesideme.

Me:“DoIlookokayNeo?”

Neo:“Iknowhoreleoatlaleolelebelenkilemothooahau,butwewillgetherback.Don’tworry

bozza.”(Thatuglyfooltookyourperson.)

HowcanInotworrywhenAmaraisalonewiththatpig?

Me:“You’redamnrightIwillgetherback,Mkhizewillpayforwhathedid.”

Neo:“Keautloabozza.Entlektellmeabouttherain.ThatthingonlyhappensonTV,ziyawae

Ghananeh.”(Ihearyou,boss.)(It’sfallinginGhana.)

I’m notgoingtoentertainhiscraziness.

Me:“HaveyouspokentoStyles?Didhesaywhattimehe’llbehere?”

Neo:“Bozza,Styloseyy…”(Boss,Styleshey.)

Me:“What?”

Thelookonhisfacesaysit’sbad.

Neo:“Eish,StylosoneanahanahorekeRabobibut,theyshowedhim flames.”(Stylesthought

hewasSpidermanbut,theydealtwithhim.)

HeprattlesonandIfailtopiecehiswordstogether.

Me:“WillsomeonetellmewherethefuckisStylesandwhydoesmyhousereekofaMkhize?”

Iask,uponseeingNkomowalkin,thenervehehastobeunderthesameroofasme.

Nkomo:“That’sfairandIdeserveit.”

Me:“YougotgutsMkhize.”



Hescowlsatme.

Nkomo:“Don’tcallmethat.”

Me:“Youcannotdenywhatyouare.”

Igrabmycrutchanduseittostandup,Neograbsmyhandsotohelp.

Me:“Don’t.”

Istophim andhepullsaway.

Neo:“Uze,what’swrong?Whysomuchangerbozza?”(Boss.)

Me:“FuckoffNeo,getthefuckoutofmyface.Doyouknowwhatthissonofabitchdid?”

Irumble,hestepsback.

Nkomo:“Stylescalledmehere.”

Ichortleatthisdisclosure.

Me:“Hewouldn’tdothat,heknowshowmuchIdespisethegroundyouwalkon.”

Nkomo:“Randall…”

Me:“SurelyNkomo,youdonotthinkIhaveforgivenyourlittlestunt?”

Nkomo:“That’sinthepastRandall…”

Me:“Thepast?Youbetrayedmeyoupieceofshit,Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifyoubroughtFranco

heretotakeAmara.”

Neo:“Bozza…”

Me:“StayoutofthisNeo,ithasnothingtodowithyou.”

Nkomo:“ItwasamistakeRandall,Itoldyou.”

Heraiseshisvoice,he’sluckyI’m injured.

Me:“Itwasn’tamistake,it’sclearlywhoyouare.It’sinyourblood.Okay,let’ssayStylesdidask

youforhelp.Whatistosay,youwillnotturnonhim whenyou’reputonthespot?”

Nkomo:“Iwouldneverdothat,IdespiseMkhizejustasmuchasyoudo,ifnotmore.”

Ihuff.

Me:“LetmeremindyouNkomo,StylescanbeapsychowhenprovokedandMkhizehasa

tendencyofrubbinghim offthewrongway.Hecan’tstop,it’salmostlikehe’sobsessedand

knowingStyles,hewillpunishMkhize’skin,justtoseetheoldmansuffer.Areyouwillingto

stickaroundforthat?”

Hegulps,thisstatementismakinghim uncomfortable.



Me:“That’sright,thinkaboutit.WillyoustandbackwhileStylestorturesyoursiblings?Thatold

manisagoodfather,Ihavetogivehim that.Hemighthavekilledyourmotherbut,damnhe

lovesyouandwouldtakeabulletforyou.So,whoknows?Wemightjustuseyouasbait.”

Neo:“Shit,ogayou’rescaringmenow.Harejikelanibozza,senasewrong.”(Bosswedon’tturn

ourbacksoneachother,thisiswrong.)

Me:"Tellthattothisbastard,hedoesn'tknowwhatloyaltyis."

Neo:"Forgiveandforgetbozza."(Boss.)

Ishoothim acoldstare.

Hemovesback,hishandsraised,apologetically.

NTOMBI*

WearehavinglatebreakfastinfrontoftheTV,there’saknockatthedoor.Petuniagetsupto

open.Atallfullfiguredwomanwalksin,sheliterallypushesPetuniaaside,assheletsherself

intomyhouse.

Petunia:“Haibosisi?Kwenzakalaniegoli?”(What’shappeninginJohannesburg?)

Me:“Andthen,ungubaniwena?”(Whoareyou?)

ShefrownsatmeandIcouldswear,Isawherrollhereyes.

Her:“Sanibonani.”(Greetings.)

ShegreetsMhambiandJonaswithrespect.

Jonas:“Whoareyou?”

Jonasdoesnotlookhappy.

Mashoto:“MynameisMashoto.

Jonas:“Okaythatdoesn’texplainwhyyoujustthrewyourselfinhere.”

Petunia:“Futhisiyadla,uyadelelawenangane.”(Weareeating,youhavenorespectchild.)

Me:“Ngicelaungiphumelekwamiwesisi.”(Pleasegetoutofmyhouse.)

IshoutasIgetuponmyfeet,shegivesmethedirtylookagain.

Petunia:“Haibo!Phumantombazane.”(Getoutgirl.)

Mhambi:“Petuniawait,there’sareasonwhysheishere.”

Jonas:“Kumeleashokeisizathosakhe.Willyoustandtherethewholedayandnotsay

anything.”(Shemuststateherreason.)



Heraiseshisvoice.

Mhambi:“Khulumantombazane,ufunani?”(Speakgirl.Whatdoyouwant?)

Mashoto:“Iam Moses’wifeandI’m pregnantwithhisbaby.”

ShedropsabombthatspinsmyworldandthrowsmeonthefloorasIfaint.

NOMBULELO*

Mbusodroppedmeatthehospital,hesaidhe’llfetchmewhenIam done.Ihadtodecline,I’m

usedtotakingtaxisandIdon’twanttobetobespoiled.Heprobablyhasthingstodoanyway.

ItreadtotheofficewherehesaidI’dfindthedoctor.

“Comein.”

Afemininevoiceyellsfrom theothersideofthedoor,Iopenitandwalkintofindanelegant

youngblackwoman,dressedinawhitedoctor’scoat.Sheraiseshereyebrows,Idon’tseea

smilecomingoutofthathaughtyface.

Me:“Goodday.”

Her:“Yes.”

ShesayslookingatmelikeIbathedinmud,beforecominghere.

Me:“MbusoXabasentmehere.”

Ifeelawkwardstandingbythedoor.Willsheeveroffermeaseat?

Her:“DoctorXaba?”

Inod.

Her:“Mmmmhhh,so,you’retheintern?”

Idon’tknowifshe’saskingortellingme.

Idon’trespond.

Her:“Areyoujustgoingtostandthereorsit?Yourcontractisready,youjustneedtosignit.”

Ialreadyfeelintimidatedbyher,thelookshe’sgivingmeisn’thelpingatall.Itoddletothechair

andsettledown.She’sglaringatmeandit’saheavyglare.

Me:“Yourname?”

Sheinquireswithanattitude,asshehandsmethecontract,ithasfourpagessoIdon’treadit.

Me:“Willyounotinterviewmefirst?”



Her:“Thecontractisinfrontofyouthat,clearlystatesyouwon’tbeinterviewed.”

Someonewokeuponthewrongsideofthebedtoday.

Her:“Signonthefirstpageandinitialtherest.”

Idoasshesays.

Her:“Istilldon’thaveyourname.”

ThattimeIseeitwrittenonthecontract.

Me:“Nombulelo.”

Itellheranyway.

Her:“Iseeso,whatdidyoudoforMbusotogetyouthisjob?”

Me:“Excuseme?”

Her:“Hedidn’ttellyou?You’renotaninternsisi,youstartworktomorrowasanurse.Hespoke

tothehigherpowers,surelyyoumusthavedonesomething.Youscratchmyback,Iscratch

yourstypeofthing?”

Iam shockedbyherassumptions.

Me:“Iam notthattypeofapersondoctor,Mbusoismyfriend.”

Now,Icansayitwithconfidence.

Shecackles.

Her:“Yeah,sureheis.Idoubtitthough,you’renotthetypeofpersonhehangsaroundwith.

Believeme,Ihavemethisfriends.You’remoreofakasitypeofgirlwhileMbusois...well,you’ve

seenhim right.”

Shespewsthewordsoutwithsomuchattitudeandagrinclicksonhermouth.

Me:“Mbusotoldmethatyou’readoctor,Ididn’tknowyourjobentailsjudgingpeopleaswell.”

Shefrownsatmyretort,Islidethepaperstoher.

Me:“Thankyouforyourtimedoctor,Iwillreportforworktomorrowmorning.”

Irejoinderandleave.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL*

ThefactthatNkomoisthinkingaboutthisanddoesn’thaveananswerforme,showsthat,

whenpushcomestoshove,hewillbetrayus.

Me:“Getthefuckoutofmyhousenow.”

Icommand.

Nkomo:“Idon’twanttobehereeither,StyleswantedhelpwhenyouwereshotandAmarawas

taken.”

Me:“Don’tfuckingsayhernameyoupieceofshit.”

Neo:“Ogapleasenow,biko.Let’scalm down.”(Please.)

Me:“Neo,youdon’twanttopissmeoff,believeme.”

Neo:“Iknowyou’reangrybut,thiswillnotsolveanythinganditcertainlywillnotbringAmara

back.Youtwohavetoputasideyourdifferencesandworktogether.Stylosisoutofthegame

andwecan’tfaceMkhizelimpinglikethis,hewill…”

Me:“Wait.WhatdoyoumeanStylesisoutofthegame?”

Nkomo:“HewasshotwhenhewenttorescueAmaraatthehospital.”

Whatam Ihearing?

Me:“Amaraisinthehospital?Whyissheinthehospital?”

TheygoquietonmeandIam losingit.

Me:“Iaskedyouaquestion?WhythefuckisAmarainthehospital?”

Nkomo:“Theyhadanaccidentthatsamenight,Musadidn’tmakeitandFrancoescapedwitha

fewscratches.”

Me:“Idon’tcareaboutthosetwofuckers,IwanttoknowifAmaraisokayandwhereismy

brother?”

Neo:“MkhizetookherUze,Stylostriedhisbest.Itoldhim nottogoalone,vele,whogoestowar

alone?Nahanabozza,Styloseneenalelinoha.Bomablackmamba,anacondadaar.That,shit

headFrancoshothim andMkhizewalkedawaywithAmara?”(Heunleashedadenofsnakes.)

MyheadspinsasIfailtoapprehendwhatNeoistellingme,Isitbackonthechair.

Nkomo:“YouwerenotthereNeo.”

Neo:“Keatseba,Istilltellitbetterthanyou.”(Iknow.)



Me:“Pleasetellmehe’salive.”

Myheartdropsatthethoughtofhim lyingdeadinacoffin.

Nkomo:“Heis,he’satBara.”

Me:“Neo,takemetohim.”

Neo:“ShoshoUze.”(OkayUze.)

Me:“CallmeUzeagain.”

Hesmiles.

Me:“No,callmeUzeagain.”

Helaughsashescratcheshishead.

Neo:“Sorrybozza.”(Boss.)

Mbusowalksin,Iguessmyroom belongstothepublicnow.

Neo:“Wedon’tneedyounowdokotela,ungaphindelaemuva.”(Youcangobacknowdoctor.)

Mbuso:"I’m nothereforyou.”

Nkomo:“Whileyou’rehere,maybeyoushouldcheckonNeo’sbrain.Heneedstreatment.”

Mbuso:“Thisoneisbeyondhelp.”

Neo:“It’sokay,I’m usedtohavinghaters.Uze,let’sgo.”

Nkomo:“I’m comingwith.”

Whyam Itoleratinghim?

Mbuso:“Whereiseveryonegoing?”

Neo:“ToseeStylosatthehospital.”

Mbuso:“Randallcan’tgoanywhere,youjustwokeup.Youneedtotakeiteasy.”

Me:“IfyouknowIwillnotlistentoyou.Whydoyoubother?”

Hechuckles.

Mbuso:“Yep,thisistheRandallIknow,rudeasfuck.”

Neo:“IthinkIhaveheardenoughswearingtoday,youguysaretoxic.”

Me:“Canwegoplease.”

Mbuso:“I’m comingtoo.”

WithgreatdifficultyImanagetomakeitdownthestairs,Chiomaseesmefrom thekitchenand

marchestome.



Me:“Iam goingout,ifmyfathercomesaroundmakesurehedoesn’tmeetLiyana.Ravenis

informed,Idon’twanthim toseeheryet.”

Chioma:“WhyUze?”

Me:“It’sfamilymattersChioma,justkeepmydaughterawayfrom thatman.”

Chioma:“Isheadangertoher.”

Me:“What’swiththecuriosity?Can’tyoudoasIsay?Ihavesomuchtodealwithrightnow,will

youhelpmewiththisatleast.”

Chioma:“Sorry,I’lldothat.”

Me:“Thankyou,thatwasn’thardnowwasit?”

NTOMBI*

Thishomewreckerwasmadetosit,Idon’tknowwhyJonashasn’tthrownheroutofthehouse.

Petuniapouredcoldwateronmyface,thisishowIwaswokenupandIhavebeencryingsince.

Jonas:“Whatdidyousayyournamewasagain?”

Mashoto:“MashotoMugwena.

Mhambi:“Didn’tyourparentsteachyouanyrespectMashoto?Isthiswhatisdoneinthe

Mugwenafamily,youwalkinpeople’shouseswithoutbeinginvitedin?”

Mashoto:“Ngiyaxolisabababut,thisismyhousetoo.Mosesismyhusband.”

Sheretortsrudely,withherheadbowedstill.

Me:“Uyahlanya,Mosesismarriedtomeandonlymesisi.”(You’recrazy.)

Iyellatherwhiletryingtofighttheurgetoattackher.

Mhambi:“Ntombiawumetuu.”(Ntombiwait.)

Jonas:“Awushosisi,whatbringsyouherereally?”(Tellus.)

Mashoto:“Moseshasbeenpayinglobolaininstalmentforthepastsixmonths,yesterdaymy

fathercalledmeandtoldmethatithasbeenpaidinfull.”

Petunialaughsoutloud.

Petunia:“Ayikholento,ntombazane?You’resayingyourlobolawaspaidininstalments?This

hastobeajoke.”(Thereisnosuchthing.)

Jonas:“Mosesiscapableofanything.”

Mashoto:“Ihavealetterfrom myfatherexplainingeverything,he’sinVendaandhecouldn’t



cometojoburgduetomymotherbeingsick.”

Shetakesoutawhiteenvelopfrom herbag.

Jonas:“Suchdisrespectwesisi.Listenhere,youhaveapproachedthewrongpeople,wearehis

in-laws.Youseethiswoman.”

Hepointsatme,sheknowsmealright.Thedisgustedlookonherfacesaysso.

Jonas:“ThisisMoses’wife,theyhavebeenmarriedforfifteenyears.Youcomehereandclaim

thatyouaremarriedtoMosesandarecarryinghischildwithoutanyproofandthismanyou

seek,isnotheretoconfirm yourallegations.”

Mashoto:“Ihearyoubababut…”

Jonas:“Angiyenaubabawakho.Isuggestyouleave,IwilltellMosesyouwereherewhenhe

getsbackfrom whereverheis.Asfornow,wecannotentertainyou.”(Iam notyourfather.)

Mashoto:“I’m notgoinganywhere,thisismyhusband’shouse.”

Petunia:“Haibontombazane,hamba.”(Leavegirl.)

I’m tonguetied.

Mhambi:“Ntombazane,gohomebecausethiswillnotendwell.Callyourfatherorwritehim a

letterorwhateveritisthatyoupeopledoandlethim knowthatheneedstospeaktothe

Mngomafamily.Wehavenothingtodowiththat.”(Girl.)

Shefoldsherarmsacrossherchestandsitsback,gesturingthatshe’snotmoving.Ifeelevery

inchofmeburningwithrage,Igrababutterknifeonthetableandtargether.Shescreamsand

runsoutthedoor.

Me:“I’llkillyouifyoucomebackhereagain.”

Ishoutwithrage.

Mashoto:“I’llcomeback,MosesismyhusbandwhetheryoulikeitornotandIwillproveit.”

Sheyellsbeforewalkingaway.IseeMarthapeekingthroughthefence,sheseesmeandwaves

withasmileonherface.Iknowshetakesjoyinseeingmehurt,Irollmyeyesatherandshut

thedoor.

JonasandMhambiarestillseatedasifnothinghappened,Petuniaisfinishingupherfood.They

havenocareintheworldaboutwhatwasjustrevealed.

Me:“IknowyouguyshateMosesbut,Iam yoursisterandwejustfoundoutthatmyhusband

gotanotherwomanpregnant.Whyareyounotalarmed?Youshouldbegoingcrazy.”

Petunia:“NotonlydidhegetherpregnantNtombi,hemarriedheraswell.”

Shesayssmirking,asshegulpsonaglassofjuice.

Whyisthismakingherhappy?



Me:“Bhuti?”(Brother.)

Jonas:“IheardyouNtombi,letuswaitforMosestocomeback.Hisfamilywillhavetobe

informedaboutthismatter.It’shisjobtodothat,Iwillnotinvolvemyselfintheirmatters.”

Defeatedandhurt,Ithrowmyselfonthecouch.

Mhambi:“Ithinkit’stimewegetthepoliceinvolvedinthis,Moseshasbeengonefortoolong.”

Jonas:“Doyouknowhowmanymissingpersons’filesarestackedupatthepolicestation?It

willtakeforevertofindhim.IknowhowtobringMosesback.”

Mhambi:“WhatdoyoumeanJonas?Whatdoyouhaveupyoursleeve?”

Jonas:“Let’sjustsay,ourdearlatebrotherwillbringMosesbackhome.”

Helaughs,Iam scaredtoevenaskwhathemeansbythat.

STYLES*

Ihearvoicesoutsidemydoor,Neo’svoiceistheloudest.DoIevenhavethestrengthforhim?

MyjawliterallydropswhenmyeyesfallonRandall.Neo,NkomoandMbusoarefollowing

behindhim.

Randall:“Youstubbornbastard,youescapedfrom theclutchesofdeath.”

Hesmiles,Ilaughathiscomment.

Me:“You’rethestubbornone,deathhadyoubytheneckbut,lookatyoustandinghere.”

Helaughs.

Neo:“Awww,Ijustlovehappyreunions.Youtwoaretoocuteman.”

Iwillhavetoendurehisfoolishness,Iguess.

Me:“YouscaredmeRandy,IthoughtyouweredeadwhenIfoundyou.Iswear,Ineverwantto

feellikethatagain."

Randallchortles.

Randall:“Ithinkthatbulletdidanumberonyou.Whatthehellareyousayingtome?”

Ilaughathisstupidretortandwinceinpain.

Me:“I’m justhappythatmybrotherisaliveandwell.”

Hesighs.

Randall:“Metoo.”



Neo:“Okay,reshebelledaysofourlivesnow.BoBradyleJohnBlack,youcancutitoutnow.”

MbusolaughswhileNkomoshakeshishead.

Me:“You’restillstupid.”

Nkomo:“Styles,youwereoutforaday,somethingswillneverchange.”

Neoglaresathim.

Mbuso:“Youlookbetter,forsomeonewhoalmostdied.”

Me:“Ifeelbetter.”

Neo:“Whathappenedtothesnakes?EntlekStylos,whatwereyouthinkingvele?Iheardyouhad

peopleinwheelchairsrunning.You’reamiracleworker,theyshouldpayyouforthis.”

HowcanInotlaughatthis?IseeMbusostrugglingwithhislaughwhile,Nkomoislaughing

freely.Randalllooksdefeated,itmustbethewholeAmarasituation.

Nkomo:“Ntwana,whydoyoukeepchangingthestory?You’lllendusinjailwena.”(Boy.)(You.)

Neo:“That’swhatyoutoldmeNkomo,sekeoahana.”(Don’tdenyit.)

Me:“Ineedalaptop,there’snotimetowaste.MkhizeplansonmarryingAmarainthreedays.”

Iintroduce,leeringatadistressedRandall.Hescowls,hearingmyannouncement.Hewillnever

beatpeaceuntilhehasAmarabyhisside.

Randall:“Thatsonofabitch.”

Hegrowlsashesettlesdownonachair.

Mbuso:“Iknowsomeonewhoworkshere,Icanborrowtheirlaptop.”

Nkomo:“Theweddinghasbeenpostponed,myuncle’sfuneralwillbethisweekend.So,the

weddingissettobenextSaturday.”

Nkomoreveals.

Randall:“Howdoyouknowallofthis?”

Iseethehatredhehasforhim inhiseyes,NkomowillnevergainRandall’strust,nomatterwhat

hedoes.

Nkomo:“Mybrother.”

Randallsniggerscoldly.

Randall:“Istillsaywecan’ttrusthim Styles,Idon’tknowhowyoubroughthim intomyhouse.”

Neo:“Istillsayforgiveandforgetbozza.”(Boss.)

Neojumpsin,Randalldoesn’tpayheedtohisremark.



Me:“IhadnootherchoiceRandy,alothashappened.Ihadtothinkfast,ifIwasn’tshot,Amara

wouldbewithyou.”

Randall:“WehavetogetherStyles,it’sbeentoolong.I’m losingmymindhere.”

Nkomo:“WewillgetherbackRandall.”

He’sreallytryingtoreachoutbutRandallwillnothaveit.

Me:“He’sright,Mbusogetmethatlaptop.Ineedtotraceher,Mkhizelikesambushingpeople

right?It’stimetogivehim atasteofhisownmedicine.”

Neo:“OabonaStylos,joaleuabua.Dokotelasicelailaptop.”(YouseeStyles,nowyou’retalking.

Canwepleasehavethelaptopdoctor?)

Mbusosauntersoutoftheroom.

MKHIZE*

Francocomeslimpingintomyoffice,helookslikehell.

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?Areyouondrugs?”

Franco:“Iswearifsomeoneasksmethatagain,Iwillputabulletthroughtheirhead.”

Me:“Franco,youlooklikeadrugaddict.Howelsewouldyouexplainthispaniconyourface?

Aren’tyousupposedtobeinthehospital?”

Hewipeshissweataway.

Franco:“Youhavetohelpmeman,there’sanoldmanandhe’sfollowingme.Icouldn’tstayin

thathospitalanymore,it’shaunted.Whateverwasinthatroom,keepsfollowingme.Ihadto

changehotelroomsthreetimes,Idon’tknowwhattodoanymore.Hewon’tleavemealoneand

hewon’tletmesleep.”

Me:“You’redefinitelyondrugs.”

Hegrabsthecollarofmyshirt,rageandterrorwrittenonhissweatyface.

Franco:“Iam notonfuckingdrugsman,thereissomethingoutthereandit’saftermylife.”

Ipushhim offofme.

Me:“Ithinkyoushouldgohome.”

Hefreezesashiseyeswidenlikehe’sseeingaghost.

Franco:“Doyouhearthat?”

Hesaysandturnstowardsthedoor.



Franco:“It’scoming,dosomethingplease.Makeitstop.”

Maybethereissomething,heisengulfedbyfearandthatissomethingonecannotfake.

Franco:“Whatthehelldoyouwantfrom me?Getthefuckoutofhere.”

Heshoutswhileglancingatthedoor.

Or,maybeheisseeingthings.Thereisnoonethere.

Hestaggersbackandfallsonhisbutt,ascream escapeshismouthashecovershisfacewith

hishands.

Franco:“No,leavemealone.Leavemealone.”

Hescreams,Iam standingheremystifiedbyeverything.

Me:“Franco?”

Ishout.Hedoesn’trespondbutcontinuesscreamingandcursingasifIam notintheroom.

Franco:“Getawayfrom meyoudevil.”

Hescreams,suddenlyIfeelaheavypresencehoveringabout,intheroom.Chillsrunthroughmy

body.

Me:“Whoareyou?Getoutofmyhouse,youhavenobusinesshere.”

Iexpress,fearistuggingatmeaswell,ittakesawhileforwhateveritistodepart.Francolooks

upatme,hisbodyquivering.Ihaveneverseenhim soafraidbefore.

Franco:“He’sgonebut,hewillcomeback,healwayscomesback.”

Heexpresses.

Whatthehelljusthappened?

Tobecontinued…



53*

AMARA*

Iam sofrustrated,IhatethatIam hereandIhatethatIam stuckonthisbed.Thisroom is

suffocatingmeandIam losingmywitstryingtograspforair.

Kazi:“Amara.”

Kaziwhispersasshedashesintotheroom,shehasthisexcitedlookonherface.Ileerather

bouncingtowardsme,shehandsmeaphone.

Kazi:“Someonewantstospeaktoyou,bequickI’llwatchoutforthedoor.”

Shesaysinanemergencytone,Idon’tunderstandastowhowouldwanttospeaktome.

Me:“Whoisit?”

Kazi:“Justtakeit.”

Shepushesitinmyhand,gesturesthatIshouldspeakandhurriestoguardthedoor.

Me:“Hello.”

“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

MyheartthudssohardagainstmychestthatitfeelslikeI’m abouttohaveaheartattack.It

can’tbe,no,unlessitwasallanact.

Randall:“Amara?Hello?”

IhearpanicinhisvoiceasIgosilent,I’m tooshockedtospeak.

Randall:“Hello?”

Me:“Randall?”

It’shisturntogoquiet.

Randall:“Pleasesaythatagain.”

Hepleads,almostsoundingemotional.

Randall:“YousaidmynameandGod,itsoundedsogoodcomingfrom yourmouth.Pleasesay

itagainmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Iam overwhelmedbythesoundofhisvoice,Randallisalive.Heisalive,Ifeelmyemotionsbuild

upintoapowerfulsurge.Theyengulfmewithinaminiscule.

Kazilooksatmewithworry.



Randall:“Amara,Iwillgetyououtofthere.Remembermypromise,youbelongwithmeandIam

comingforyou.”

Heassuresmewhenhefindsareasonbehindmysuddenburstoftears.

Me:“You’realive?”

Ifinallysay.

Randall:“I’m here.”

Thethoughtmakesmetearupagain,Ididn’tthinkIwouldhearhisvoiceagain.

Me:“Randall,thismansayshe…”

Randall:“Iknow,don’tworry,Iwillgetyououtofthere.Don’ttryanythingasyet,Mkhizeis

dangerousandhewon’thesitatetokillyouifyoupisshim off.”

Me:“I’m tired.”

Iconfessmyweariness.

Randall:“YouhavebeenthroughsomuchAmarawhenallofthisisover,Ipromise,Iwillgive

younothingbutpeace.You’regoingtobeokay”

Hesays,Icanonlyshedtearsatthesoundofhisvoice.Kazijerksinshockandrunstome,she

grabsthephonefrom myhand.I’m takenbyheractasIlookupather,thenIhearvoicesfrom

outsidethedoor.Shequicklyhidesthephoneinherpocketandkeepsherselfbusyasshe

checksmytemperatureandpulse.ThedooropensandMkhizewalksin,hetakesafewsteps

towardusandstopsfarenough.

Mkhize:“Nurse.”

Kaziturnstogawkathim.

Kazi:“Yes,sir.”

Mkhize:“Howisshe?”

Kazi:“She’sgettingbetter.”

Irollmyeyes.

Doesheevencare?Thisseemstobemoreaboutfulfillinghissickdesires.

Mkhize:“Goodbecausewehaveaweddingnextweekend.”

Igagatthethought,Iwouldliterally,ratherdie.

Mkhize:“Thehousewillbecrowdedfrom tonight,familymembersarecomingformybrother’s

funeral.TomorrowIwantyoutostaywithAmara,nooneelseshouldenterthisroom.”

Kazi:“Yessir.”

Helooksatmebeforewalkingout.



Kazi:“Thatoldmanmakesmyskincrawl.”

Sheshiversasshedeclares.

Me:“HowdidyougettoRandall?”

Ihavebeenmeaningtoask.

Kazi:“Well,StylessentmeheretospyonMkhize.Thiswasbeforeyouwerekidnapped.

RememberhowIcouldn’tgetaholdofhim?”

Me:“Yes,Styleswasshot.ThelasttimeIsawhim,hewasn’tlookinggood.So,Ikindoffigured

thatmaybehedied.”

Kazi:“Well,he’sverymuchalive.HeactuallycalledmewhileIwasinthekitchenandsaid

Randallneededtospeaktoyou,Iwasshocked.”

Me:“Yeah,Ican’tbelievehe’salive.NowI’m moreeagertoleavethisplace,Iwanttoseehim.”

Iconfesswhatmyheartholds,shesmiles.

Kazi:“Youwill,soon.Fornow,youjusthavetoendurethisprison.”

Isigh,assheremindsmeofmycurrentsituation.

NOMBULELO*

Mymooddroppedsincetheinterview,Ihavetriedtothinkpositivebut,thedoctorreallygotto

me.Ioptedtocleanthehouse,Ineedtokeepbusy.Itwilldefinitelyhelpmeforget,Imiss

Amarasomuch.Wewouldbelaughingthiswholethingoff,IwouldevenforgetwhyIwasupset.

MbusowalksinjustasIfinishcleaningthelounge,helookssurprised,probablybecausehe

saidnottocleanthehouse.

Itossmyselfonthecouchandheaveasighofexhaustion.

Mbuso:“Andthen?”

Ishrugmyshoulders.

Me:“Aren’tyousupposedtobeatwork?”

Mbuso:“I’m onalunchbreak,Iwantedtocheckonyouandhearhowtheinterviewwent.You

werenotansweringyourphone.”

Me:“It’sonthechargerupstairs.”



Mbuso:“Okay.Whyareyoucleaning?”

Me:“Toclearmyhead.”

Mbuso:“Didn’tyougetthejob?”

Hesettlesnexttome.

Me:“YoumeanthejobIgotbeforeIevensignedthecontract?”

Mbuso:“Isthatwhyyou’reblue?”

Me:“CanIaskyousomething?”

Henods.

Me:“Whatdoyouthinkofme?”

Hiseyesbuck,Icaughthim offguardwiththisone.

Mbuso:“Whereisthiscomingfrom?”

Me:“Justathought.”

Heclearshisthroatandshiftsonhisseat.

Me:“ForgetIasked.”

Iproclaim andattempttogetup,hegrabsmyarm gently,pullingmebackdown.

Okay.

He’slookingintomyeyesandIshouldbelookingawayrightaboutnow.

Idon’t.

Mbuso:“Whereisthiscomingfrom Lelo?DidNamhlasaysomething?”

Me:“That’shername?”

Hefurrowshiseyebrows.

Mbuso:“Shesaidsomething,didn’tshe?”

Me:“IsaidforgetitMbuso,it’snotimportant.Itendtooverthink,it’smybiggesttrait.”

Itrytogetupbut,hegrabsmyhandagainandpullsmetohim.Ifallonhischestandhe

smasheshislipsonmine,beforeIcouldscootawayfrom him.I’m tooshockedtoreturnthe

kissbut,he’snotstopping.Iam compelledtoreturnitashistongueplungesintomymouth,

causingmetomoan.

Mycheeksareburiedonhispalms,Ifindmyselfleaningbackonthecouchashegentlypushes

againstme.Hishandleavesmycheekandhedipsitundermyt-shirt.Ifeelatinglingfeelingon

mystomachwhenhiswarm handleisurelyslidesup,makingitswaytomybust.Thekiss

deepensandIknowifIletitcontinue,itwillescalatetosomethinghemightregret.He’s



probablydoingmeafavour.

Iseizehishandthemomenthegrabsmybreastandpushitawaywhile,tryingtopulloutfrom

thekiss.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Imuffleagainsthislips,hepullsbackandlooksatme.He’safewinchesfrom myface,Ican

feelhiswarm breathfanningmyface.Aghostlysmiledancesonhismouth.

Mbuso:“This,iswhatIthinkofyou.”

Hepecksmylipsafterthatsoftwhisperthathasmeshivering.

Mbuso:“You’reabeautifulwomanLelo,don’teverletanyotherwomanconvinceyouotherwise.

Banomona.”(Theyarejealous.)

Hefinishes,havingmegiggle.

Ibelievehim though,thelookinhiseyessaysIshould.HisweightisstillonmeandI’m notlying

whenIsayitfeelsright.HiseyesscanmylipsandIforeseeanotherkisscoming.My

predictionscometopass,ashetakesmylipsagainsendingmeonanotherrollofexcitement.

TheonlylipsIhaveevertastedwereZuma’sandthisfeelsdifferent.Inaniceway,different.

Mbuso:“Ihavebeenwantingtodothisforawhilenow.”

Ishyawayathisremark.

Mbuso:“AndIwanttodothiseveryday,ifyoupermitme.Ipromisetoneverstopkissingyou.”

Hisstatementthrowsmeintoastageoflaughter.

Me:“Whichshowdidyougetthislinefrom?”

Hetitters.

Mbuso:“Hey,Iusedtobeapoetbackincollege.IbelieveIstillhaveit.”

Me:“Well,Mr.Poet.Yourlineneedspolishing,it’stoosoapy.”

Helaughsbeforehewelcomesaseriouslook.

Mbuso:“Iknowyou’reafraidLelobecauseofwhatyouhavebeenthrough,Ihaveseenthefear

inyoureyes.I’venoticedhowyouwouldzoneoutanddriftintonothingness.”

Hegetsupandpullsmewithhim,Imakemyselfcomfortableafterpullingmyt-shirtdown.

Mbuso:“Iknowthatit’stoosoonforyoutojumpintoanotherrelationshipbut,Iwanttobethat

personyoucancounton.Iwanttobetheonethattakesyourpainaway,ifyouwouldletme.”

Iblinkinattempttofightmytears.

Me:“Okay,thisoneisdefinitelyfrom amovie.”

Icrackajoke,helaughs.



Mbuso:“Willyouletme?”

He’snotlettingthisgo.

Iwantto,Ifindhim veryattractiveandIam drawntohim.Ihavewonderedhowitwouldbelike

tobelovedbyapersonlikeMbusobut,myheartyearnsfortheloveoftheonewhobrokeme.

Inod,Ideservetobehappy.

Hesmiles,genuinelyandpullsmeintoanotherinsatiablekiss.

STYLES*

Me:“Issheokay?”

Randall:“Ithinkso,wegotdisconnected.Wehavetogetherout.”

Me:“Youknowitmighttakeusawhileright?I’llspeaktoKazi,wehavetofindawaytostallthe

wedding.”

Randall:“Ifanyonecandoit,thenit’syou.”NeoNkomoandMbusoleftawhileago,Randall

refusestoleavemyside.

Me:“Mkhizethinksyou’redeadyouknowthatright?”

Randall:“Isn’tthatgoodnews?Ican’twaittoseehisfacewhenheseesme.”

Me:“Thiswarisweighingmedownnow,Ithinkit’stimeIfinallystartafamily.”

Randall:“Afamily?This,from amanwhodoesn’tbelieveinmarriagenordoeshewantkids?

Francoshould’veshotyousooner,thisisgreatman.”

Helaughsashemocksme.

Me:“Neardeathexperiencescanhaveahugeimpactonyourlife.”

Randall:“BelievemeIknow,Mr.Okolieisinthecountry.”

Hediscloses.

Me:“Oh!Ihopeyoutwodidn’thaveawrestlingmatch.”

Helaughs.

Randall:“No,Ithinkhecomesinpeace.There’ssomethingInevertoldyouStyles,I’m married.”

Hesaysitlikeit’snotshocking.

Me:“What?”



Iam perplexed,hehaulsasigh,asheroughlybrusheshishead.

Randall:“Yeah,traditionally.IwokeuponedayandwastoldthatI’m ahusbandtosomeoneI

havenevermet,Iwaseighteen.Apparently,whoeverwilltakeoverfrom thethrone,awifeis

chosenforhim.Ihavealwaysknownthisgrowingupbut,wasagainstit.FatherknewIdidn’t

wantit,mymotherwasagainstitaswell.Wecametoanagreementthatwewillnolonger

practicethiscustom,Idon’tknowwhatclickedinmyfather’shead.”

Me:“Hemarriedyouoff?”

Henodssadly.

Me:“Wait,Idon’tunderstand.Howdidyougetmarriedwithoutbeingpresentatthewedding?”

Myquestiontickleshim.

Randall:“There’ssomeritualtheydowiththegirl’sfamily,ifyourchildisabsentyourfathercan

giveconsentonyourbehalf.”

Me:“So,itwasatraditionalwedding?”

Randall:“Ifyoucanputitthatway,that’sthenightIdecidedtorun.IknewIwouldneverbefree

from hiscontrol,hewouldalwaysmakedecisionsforme.That’swhyIhatedbeingreminded

thatI’m royalty,itbroughtbackallthosememories.IlookeduptothatmanStyles,wewere

inseparableandleavingmyfamilybrokeme.Myfather’sbetrayalhasmademethepersonIam,

Ihavebottledthisupmywholelife.”

Iseeapangofhurtinhiseyes,Randallhasneverbeenthisemotionalbefore.

Me:“What’sgoingtohappennow?”

Randall:“Whydoyouthinkhe’shere?Hewantsmeback,nooneelsecantakeoverthethrone

butme.”

Me:“Yourbrothercanstepinonyourbehalf.”

Randall:“He’snotmyfather’sson,althoughheisrecognizedasone,theywantanOkolieblood.”

Me:“Randall,youneedtospeaktohim,tellhim howyoufeel.NowIseethereasonbehindyour

brokenness.”

Hefrowns.

Randall:“Brokenness?”

Me:“Yes,lackoftrustinpeople.Thewraththat’sholdingyoucaptivateandshuttingpeopleout.

Allthesearetheemotionsyoufeeltowardsyourfatherhence,youreflectthem onotherpeople.

Bottlingthingsuponlybreaksyoubruh.”

Hesmilesalittleashecarefullyscansme,Ilaughathisstupidity.

Randall:“DoctorSishi?”



Hetaunts,Iknowwhathe’sgettingat.

Randall:“Irespecthospitals,wow,you’reapsychologistnow.”

Me:“Hey,youknowI’m right.ThinkaboutitRandy,ifyouwantAmarainyourlifeyouhaveto

healforher.YourwrathwillcometoplayonceinawhileandAmarawillgettiredofitandleave

you.”

Randall:“Thankyouforpaintingthepicture.”

Hehatesthethoughtofbeingwithouther,Iknowhim toowell.

Me:“Peoplejudgeyoufrom adistancebecausetheydon’treallyknowyoubut,Iknowyou’renot

thatbad.”

Randall:“Frankly,Icouldn’tcarelesswhatpeoplethinkofme.”

Truebut…

Me:“Iknowbut,weneedpeople.NooneisalonerinthisworldandyoubeingdrawntoAmara

provesit.SpeakingofAmara,youneedtodivorcethatwomanwhoeversheis.”

Ilaughcausinghim toshakehisheadindistress.

Randall:“Divorce?Abloodcovenantwasmadebetweenus,rememberIsaidawifeischosen

foryouatbirth.That’swhentheycallapriestwhoperformstheritual,twoinnocentinfantswho

havenocluewhatisbeingdonetothem.Ifthat’snotwitchcraftthen,Idon’tknow.Onlyapriest

canbreakthatcovenant,ifthegirl’sfamilydeclines.Theyrequestareplacement,ithastobe

someonewhoisaftermeorbeforeme.”

Me:“InyourcaseRaven?”

Helaughsasifit’sajoke.

Randall:“Helovesmyfatherbut,hewouldneveragreetothis.Ravencanalsobestubborn.”

Me:“Helovesyoutoo,maybehejustmight…”

Hepondersuponitashestaresintospace.

Randall:“Ican’tbewithoutAmarabruh,Idon’tseemyselfwithanyoneelsebuther.”

Hisconfessionshocksme.

Me:“Andwhendidwedecidethis?Youhavealwaysbeendenyingthatyouloveher.”

Randall:“Youarenottheonlyonewithaneardeathexperience.”

Ilaugh.

Randall:“Thatnightwhentheytookher,thefearinhereyesandwhenshepleadedformylife.

SomethingpoppedandIknew.”

Me:“ThankGod,Iwasbeginningtoworry.”



Hesnickers.

Me:“Ittookusbeingshottoviewlifefrom adifferentperspective.”

“YouwereshotStyles?”

Shit!Khethu.

She’sstandingatthedoor,herhandsfoldedacrossherchest.

Tobecontinued…
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IwentbacktoRandall’shouse,hemightnotwantmeherebut,Iam notabortingmission.Iwill

seethisthrough,itcouldalsobemychancetoavengemymother’sdeath.

IwalkintofindChiomaarguingwithOliviainthekitchen.

Me:“What’sgoingon?”

Olivia:“Iwanttoseemychildandthiswomanwillnotletme.”

Iknowhertobenothingbut,disrespectfulandrude.Shethinkstheworldoweshersomething.

Chioma:“Sheisnotallowedanywherenearthechild.”

Olivia:“She’smydaughter,Ihaveeveryrighttoseeher.Nowthatherfatherisgone,I’m theonly

parentshehas.”

Stylescouldberight,maybeOliviaisthemole,tellingherthetruthwouldberisky.

Me:“Ithinkit’sbetterifyouleave.”

Shelaughs.

Olivia:“Who’sgoingtomakeme?Icangetyoupeoplearrestedforkidnappingachild.”

Iforgottomentionthatshecanbecrazytoo,Ihavetothinkfast.

Me:“Liyanaisnothere,hergrandmothertookher.”

Shescowlsandmakesaface.SheknowsnothingaboutRandall’slife,thisshouldwork.

Olivia:“Whatgrandmother?Ihaven’tmetanyofRandall’srelatives.”

Imanagetocauseconfusioninherhead,Ishouldpolishitnow.

Me:“Whenhisfamilyheardofhisdeath,theycameandtookLiyana.”

Olivia:“Wheredidtheytakemybaby?Ihavetogetherback,shecan’tlivewithstrangers.”

Done…

Me:“Idon’tknowbut,Ipromisetofindoutforyou.”

Olivia:“HowcouldRandalldothistome?”

Chioma:“WhatdidRandalldoOlivia?”

Olivia:“Hetookmybabyfrom meandthengetshimselfkilled.”



Me:“WhotoldyouRandallwaskilled?Hecould’vediedinhissleeporhadaheartattack.Where

didyouhearthenewsfrom?Nooneelseknowsbutus.”

Shebecomesrestlessandclearsherthroat.

Olivia:“Ihavetogo.”

Sheannouncesandpouncesoutthedoor,leavingChiomaandIstunned.

Chioma:“ThatwomanhasexposedLiyatosomedisgustingthings.”

Shestates,shelookspeevedbythethoughtofOlivia.

Me:“Whatdisgustingthings?”

Shehuffs.

Chioma:“AskNeo,he’lltellyou.”

NOMBULELO*

Me:“Areyounotgoingbacktowork?”

We’vebeensittingonthecouchsharingeverythingthereistoknowabouteachother.Mbusois

lyingdownwithhisfeetstretchedoutandhisheadrestingonmythighs,hishandskeep

themselvesoccupiedwiththestrandsofmydreads.

Mbuso:“WhywouldIwanttogobacktothatboringplacewhenIcanspendtimewithmy

girlfriend?”

Ismileathim.

Me:“Yousaidgirlfriend.”

Mbuso:“Yes,you’remygirlfriend.”

Me:“Ilikethesoundofthat,boyfriend.”

Ileanoverandpeckhislips,hedeepensthekisswhenItrytopullout.Ifeelmyheartbanging

againstmychestwitheverymove.

Mbuso:“Iam notgoingtogettiredofthis.”

Hearticulateswithasmileonhisface.

Me:“Yeahright,Iwillmakesuretoremindyou,whenIhaveforgottenhowyourkissestastelike.”

Mywordshavehim snickering,IhavecometoknowthatMbusoisalaugherandit’skindof

therapeutic.Hehasanunquestionablepositivedemeanour,itmakesmewanttobearoundhim

allthetime.



Mbuso:“Iwillnotgiveyouachancetocomplain.”

Me:“Mmmhhh?”

Mbuso:“I’m takingyououtonadatetonightbytheway.”

Me:“Okay,that’ssudden.”

Mbuso:“Notreally,Ihavewastedenoughtime.”

Me:“Meaning?”

Mbuso:“Accordingtomycalculations,we’resupposedtohavesexafterthreedates.So,we’re

goingouttonightandtwicetomorrow.”

Thisisfunny,hesmileswhenIguffawandstartslaughingaswell,asIstruggletocontrol

myself.

Me:“Ithinkyou’reinthewrongprofession,youshouldtakeupcomedyreally.”

I’m beingsarcasticandhegetsitashesniggers.Itakehislefthandtoinspecthisfifthfinger,

wantingtoknowthestorybehindhim losinghalfofhisnail.

Me:“Whathappenedhere?”

Hechortles.

Mbuso:“Ialmostforgotaboutthis,itwassuchalongtimeago.Iwasarebelliouschildwho

didn’tlistentohismotherwhenshesaiddon’tplaywithscissors.”

Me:“And,youcutyourfinger?”

Mbuso:“Iwastryingtofixmybike,thatplandidn’tgowell.”

Helaughs,there’saloudknockatthedoor.Hefrownsseeminglyannoyedbyit.

Mbuso:“Theownerofthehouseishere,weshouldevacuate.”

Hepunsashegetsup,Ilaughinresponsetoit.

Mbuso:“Seriously,whoknockslikethat?”

Me:“Thelandlord.”

Irespondwithalaugh,heopensthedoor.Atallmaninablacksuitandavintagecapstandsat

thedoor,hegrimacesatMbusothemomenthiseyesfallonhim.

Mbuso:“Baba?”

MbusoturnstomeandIjumpfrom myseat.

STYLES*



Me:“Baby.”

Shefrowns.

Khethu:“Don’tbabymeStyles.Whatisgoingon?Whoshotyou?”

Me:“Howdidyouknowwheretofindme?”

Shewalksin.

Khethu:“IfollowedRandallandtheguys,Iheardthem talkingaboutyouinhisroom.”

Randall:“Youwereeavesdropping?”

PrivacyiseverythingtoRandall,heappearstoberiledbyKhethu’scurtness.

Khethu:“Iwaspassingthat’swhenIheardNkomotellingyouthatStyleswasshot.Ican’t

believeyoukeptthisfrom me.”

Me:“Ididn’twantyoutoworry.”

Khethu:“Iwasworriedstill.What’sgoingStyles?FirstRandywasshot,thenyou?Areyoutwo

backinthatlifeagain?”

ThisiswhatIwastryingtoavoidandhergivingmeaspeechaboutbeingabetterpersonand

livingbythelaw.

Me:“No,youknowweleftthatlifealongtimeago.”

Ilie,shewillneverunderstand.

Khethu:“Randall,IknowStyleswillnevertellmethetruth.”

Randall:“StyleswillneverlietoyouKhethu.”

Khethu:“Heislyingtomerightnow.IsthisaboutAmara?Isshethereasonwhyyoutwoarein

thissituation?”

Randallglancesatme,Ialsodon’tknowhowsheknowsabouther.So,Ishrugmyshoulders.

KhethuwillgocrazyifshefindsoutthatRandallwaskeepingagirlagainstherwish.Shemight

crackandprobablytellherfather.

Me:“Baby…”

Khethu:“BeforeyousayanythingStyles,justknowthatifyoulietome.Iwillfindoutthetruth.”

Wehavedonesuchagreatjobinhidingthisfrom hersofar.

Randall:“WhotoldyouaboutAmara?”

Khethu:“Itdoesn’tmatter.Apparently,youtwoarelookingforher.Whoisshe?”

Randall:“She’smygirlfriend.”



Thatwasfast,heoglesatme,gesturingwithhiseyesthathe’sgotthis.

Randall:“Wehadalittlefightandsheleftinafitofrage,sheturnedoffherphoneandnoone

knowswheresheis.”

Ithinkshebelievesit.

Khethu:“YouhaveagirlfriendRandall?”

Randall:“Youknowme,Iliketokeepmylifeprivate.”

Hereyeslockwithmineandinasecondtheyareteary.

Khethu:“Aww,mypoorbaby.”

Sheswoopstomeandcradlesmeinahug,IwidenmyeyesatRandallandheshrugshis

shoulders.HelooksasconfusedasIam.

Khethu:“LookatyouStyles,Idon’tlikeseeingyoulikethis.Doesithurt?”

Shecupsmycheeks.

Me:“I’m okaybaby.”

Shepressesherlipsonmine,thekisslingersontillRandallclearshisthroat.

Randall:“Ifyoutwowantmetotakepictures,Idon’tmind.Ijustdidn’tbringmyphonethough.”

Khethu:“Funny.”

Randall:“Watchingtwopeoplekiss?There’snothingfunnyaboutthat.”

Hejoshers,causingmetochortle,Khethuacceptsasmile.

Khethu:“Youstillhaven’ttoldmeaboutthebloodbathwefoundatRandall’shouseandwhyyou

twowereshot.Clearlyyouguysareatwarwithsomeoneoutthere.”

Shewon’tletthisslide,IhearRandallreleaseasighofdefeat.

Me:“Therearesomethingsyoushouldn’tknowKhethu,foryourownprotection.Iwouldn’tbe

abletotakeit,ifanythingweretohappentoyou.”

Khethu:“Sothereissomething?”

Randall:“Whodoesn’thaveenemies?We’rebusinessmenandit’snormalthatwehaverivals

whowanttotakeusdown.”

Shedoesn’tlookconvinced.

Randall:“Youworrytoomuch,relax.You’restressingStylesout,lookathim.Poorbaby.”

Shegigglesandpecksmylipsbeforetakingalookofworry.

Khethu:“Tatahasbeenarrested,hewastransferredtoprison.Theywon’tletusseehim.”



I’m notsurprisedbythat.

Me:“Oh!”

Herfrownsaysshedidn’texpectthisreactionfrom me.

Khethu:“Isthatit?Oh?MygrandfatherhasbeenarrestedStyles.Won’tyouaskwhyorhowhe

is?”

Me:“Whywashearrested?”

Shesighs.

Khethu:“Rape.Canyoubelievethat?It’sjustimpossible,tataistoomuchofagoodperson

Styles.Peopleloveandrespecthim,hewouldneverdosuchaheinousact.”

Me:“Baby,maybeweshouldletthecourtdecidethat.”

Shereleasesanincredulousgasp.

Khethu:“Areyousayinghe’sguilty?”

Me:“Ididn’tsaythat,peopleareneverwhowethinktheyare.Youthinkyouknowsomeoneonly,

tofindoutthattheywerelivingadoublelife,snakesarerealbabyand…”

Khethu:“Ican’tbelieveyouStyles,youjustcalledmygrandfatherasnake.Youthinkhedidit,

youthinkherapedthatgirl.”

Tearsfillupinhereyesassheglancesatmewithnothingbutdisappointment.

Me:“Khethu.”

Itakeherhandandsheyanksitaway.

Me:“I’m juststatingmyopinionI’m notconvictinghim so,itreallydoesn’tmatterwhatIthink,

doesit?”

Khethu:“Itdoestome,Ineedyoutosupportmeinthis.”

Me:“AndIdo,wholeheartedly.Iwouldn’twantyoutobehurtoranything,youknowIwilldo

anythingtoprotectyoumylove.”

Shesoftensup,thenodshegivesmeprovesit.

Khethu:“Iwanttoseehim,dadhasbeentryingbut,noluck.Howdotheytransferhim toa

maximum prisonStyles?Can’tyoudosomething?”

She’saskingfortheimpossible.

Me:“WhatcanIdo?”

Khethu:“Youknowpeopleright?Useyourconnectionsandletmemeetwithhim.”

Thenmyplanswillbeinvain,thatbastardbelongsinprison.



Me:“Idon’tknowKhethu,Ithinkweshouldwaitforhisbailhearing.Ifit’sprohibitedtomeet

withhim then,weshouldn’triskit.”

Khethu:“So,youdon’twanttohelpme?”

Shestepsbackasshepouts.

Me:“Baby.”

Khethu:“Fine,I’llaskMbongenitohelpme.I’m surehewon’teventhinktwiceaboutit.”

Thisisherwayofprovokingme.

Me:“Whereisthatcomingfrom Khethu?”

Khethu:“I’m justsayingStyles,mymandoesn’twanttohelpme.Iwillasksomeoneelsethen.”

Sheismakingmeangryrightnow,Randallclearshisthroat.Theturnofthisconversationis

makinghim uncomfortable.

Me:“AreyoutryingtopissmeoffKhethu?”

Randall:“Styles,Ithinkyoushouldconsider.”

Me:“Iwanttoknowwhysheisbringingthatmanintothis?”

khethu:“Iaskedhim torepresenttata,heagreed.”

Me:“Okay,Isee.Whyaskmeforhelpthenifyouhavefoundsomeonetohelpyou?”

Silence.

Me:“We’remutenowKhethu?”

Khethu:“IwasjustsayingStyles.Babylook,Iknowhim okay?Heisnotarapist,hecan’tbe.”

Me:“Noonesaidhewas,Iwasonlystatingthatweshouldletthecourtprovehisinnocence.

HowMbongenidivedintothisconversationbeatsme.Usingemotionalblackmailischildish,you

know?”

Khethu:“Sorry.”

Shefoldsherarmsacrossherchestandputsastropon,Ican’tseeherupset.

Me:“IwillseewhatIcando.”

Shesnapsabigsmile,hermoodfluctuatinglikeachameleonchangingcolour.

Khethu:“Thankyoubaby.”

Shetattoosmyfacewithkisses,IcanonlyhopethatIwon’tlivetoregretthis.HavingJudge

Mdluliarrestedwastheonlywayhecouldbestopped.



Tobecontinued…
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IdecidedtotailOliviaaftersheleftthehouse,somethingabouthermademeverysuspicious.I

wasprovenrightwhenIsawherdriveuptomyfather’shouse.TothinkAmaraisinthathouse,I

havealwaysknownOliviatobeslybut,shehasoutdoneherselfthistime.

IaskedmybrotherZwelethutomeetoutside,IknowMkhizeisathomeandheisthelast

personIwanttosee.

JustasItrytocallZwelethu,hecomesrunningfrom thegate.

Zwe:“Sorry,maneededhelpwithsomething.”

Me:“Yeahright,you’restillfollowingheraroundatthisage.Umdalandoda.”(You’reoldman.)

Hetittersatmyresponse.

Zwe:“I’m onlytwentyone,givemeabreak.Istillneedmymother’sloveandhercooking.”

Hesmileswidely,revealingallhisgrownmanteeth.He’scrazy.

Me:“Ifeelsorryforthewomanyouwillmarry.”

Zwe:“Whywouldyoufeelsorryfortheluckiestwomanintheworld?”

Hisquestionticklesmylaughbone.

Me:“UyazithandamtwanakamaSibiya.”(MaSiyiba’schild,youloveyourself.)

Helaughs.

Zwe:“NgiyindodanakaMkhize.”(Iam thesonofMkhize.)

Hesaysitproudly,ifonlyheknew.

Me:“Thatisnothingtobeproudof.”

Isquelchinannoyance.

Zwe:“Kunganiungamxoleliuyihlo?I’m surehe’ssorryaboutwhateverhedid.”(Whydon’tyou

forgiveyourfather?)

Me:“Anginababa.”(Idon’thaveafather.)

Zwelethuisalwayspushingmetowardsthatman.HowcanIloveamanwhokilledmymother?

Zwe:“Bhuti…”(Brother.)

Me:“I’m nothereforthatZwe,theweddingisnextweekandIwantaccesstothehouse.”



Zwe:“It’syourfather’shouse,youcangoinandoutasyouwish.”

Zwelethuhasnoclueaboutwhatisgoingonaroundhim.

Me:“ZweyouknowIcan’t,Ihaven’tbeenhereinyears.Ifyourfatherseesmehere,hewill

suspectsomething.”

Zwe:“What’supwiththisweddinganyway?”

Me:“Thelessyouknow,thebetter.”

Zwe:“Yourfatherisstilltakingmorewivesathisage,imaliihlanyisaabantumadoda.”(Money

drivespeoplecrazy.)

Heshakeshisheadsmiling.

Me:“Uyihlolowo,he’sgreedylikethat.Willyoubeabletogetmeinthere?”(That’syourfather.)

Zwe:“UmasaiditwillbeaprivateweddingonlyfamilyandyouknowhowbigtheMkhizesare,

weareanationonitsown.”

Thisboyisfullofjokes,I’m gladthatheisahappychild,despitehavingashittyfatherlike

Mkhize.

Zwe:“I’llseewhatIcando,youshouldcomeseethefamily.Someofthem willbearriving

tonight.”

TrustMkhizetogetmarriedafterburyinghisbrother,hisbrotherscan’tbehappyaboutthis.

Me:“I’m okay,I’llseeyouatthefuneralthough.”

Hefailstohidethedisappointedlookonhisface.

KHETHU*

I’m putinawaitingroom,mygrandfatherwalksin,accompaniedbythewarden.

Myheartbreaksatthesightofhim,helooksbrokenanddistressed.Hisbodyisslouchingashe

walkstowardsme,asifdefeatandshameareheavilyseatedonhisshoulders.He’swearing

formalpantsandhiscrispyblueshirthangsoverhistrousers,theprim andproperjudgeMdluli

hasbeendegraded.He’snotthestrongmanI’veknownhim tobe,ifmygrandmotherwereto

seehim rightnow,shewoulddie.

Me:“Tata.”

Ipullhim inahug.

Asanda:“Mybaby.”

Warden:“Notouchingallowedsir.”



Headdresseswithrespect,wepulloutandsit.

Me:“Unjani?”(Howareyou?)

Asanda:“Angikhonondi.Unjaniugogowakho?”(I’m notcomplaining.Howisyourgrandmother?)

Me:“Ihaven’tspokentohertata.”

Asanda:“Idon’twanthertofindoutaboutthis.”

Me:“Howwillwekeepitfrom her?It’salloverthenews.”

Hesighsandbrusheshisbaldhead.

Asanda:“IdoubtshewillbelievewhatsheseesonTV,shewillwanttoaskmemyself.”

Thetrustmygrandmotherhasonhim putsasmileonhisfacebut,it’saheartbreakingone.

Asanda:“Ugogowakhouyedwa.Won’tyoustaywithheruntilthisblowsover?”(Your

grandmotherisalone.)

Hepleads.

Me:“Sure,I’lldothat.”

ThenIremember,Stylesisinjured.Healsoneedsme,Ican’tdisappointmygrandfatherthough.

Me:“Tata?Whyaretheysayingyoudidthis?”

Hedropshisgaze.

Asanda:“IwishIknewmychild,everythingwillbeokay.Ipromise.”

Theconfidenceinhisvoicethatmadehim whoheis,hasabandonedhim.

Me:“Howdoyouknow?Youweretransferredtothisplacewithoutbeingconvicted,someoneis

outtheretogetyou.”

Hechortleslightly.

Asanda:“YouwatchtoomuchTVmybaby.”

Me:“Howelsedoweexplainthis?”

Asanda:“Idon’tknowKhethu,thiswillblowoff.Youshouldn’tworryaboutme,Iwillbeokay.

Justtakecareofyourgrandmother,thisisnotgoodforherhealth.”

Me:“Iwill.”

Warden:“Yourtimeisup.”

Me:“Bestrongtata,Iwillgetyouout.Mbongeniisworkingonit.”

Itseemshedoesn’thavehopeinMbongeni,orhe’slosthopeinthiscaseingeneral.

Asanda:“Takecareofyourselfmybaby,Iloveyou,don’teverforgetthat.”



Me:“Tata?”

Whydoesitsoundlikehe’ssayinggoodbye.

Me:“Tatawewillgetyououtofhere,Mbongeniisworkingonit.Please,don’tlosehope.”

Hecupsmycheek.

Asanda:“Umtsheleugogowakhoukuthingiyamthanda.”(TellyourgrandmotherthatIloveher.)

Me:“Ngizomtshela.Iwillalsotellherthatyouwillbehomesoon.”(Iwilltellher.)

Warden:“Sir,yourtimeisup.Let’sgo.”

Wegetupandhehugsmelikeit’sthelasttime,Ifeelhim shovesomethingintomypocket.

Asanda:“Givethislettertoyourgrandmother,itexplainseverything.”

Hewhispersintomyearandpullsoutofthehug,Idon’tlikethelookonhisface.IcryasIwatch

him walkaway.

MBUSO*

Thisisratherawkward,weareseatedonthecouchandnooneissayinganything.Myfather’s

eyeskeeprunningfrom metoLelowhoissittingrightbesideme.

Me:“Wouldyoulikeanythingtodrinkbaba?”

Xaba:“CanIspeaktoyouinprivate.”

Ifindthisrudeandjudgingbythelookonhisface,heisnotfondofthiswomansittingbeside

me.

Lelo:“I’llgotomyroom.”

Sheofferswhilestandingup.

Xaba:“Youlivehere?”

Theshockonhisface.

Lelolooksatme,shedoesn’tknowhowtoanswerhim.

Me:“Yes,she’srentingtheextrabedroom.”

Shit!Thismanisintimidating.ThankfullyLeloisunderstanding.

Withascowlonhisface,hewatchesherwhileshewalksupthestairstillsheisoutofsight.

Xaba:“Yintombiyakho?”(Issheyourgirlfriend?)

Thismanthough,Ican’thideawayfrom this.



Me:“Yebobaba.”(Yesdad.)

Hisfrowngrows.

Xaba:“Mmhh!Ngiyabona.”(Isee.)

Hegoesquietforawhile,lostinthought.

Xaba:“UNomasontoyena?”(WhataboutNomasonto?)

Me:“Wenzenibaba?”(Whatabouther?)

Xaba:“Angiyonaintangayakho,uzokhulumanamingenhlonipho.Siyezwana?”(I’m notyour

friend,youwilladdressmewithrespect.Areweclear?)

Lelo’spresenceinthishousehasputhim inafoulmood.

Me:“Yebobaba.”(Yes,dad.)

Xaba:“Mbuso?”

Me:“Baba?”(Dad?)

Xaba:“HowwillyouexplainallofthistoNomasonto,herfatheralreadyhashopesthatyoutwo

willonedaygetmarried.”

Me:“Ican’tmarryherbaba,youhaveseenhowspoiledsheis.Allshetalksaboutisshopping

andthenexttriptoEurope,wehavenothingincommon.”

Heknows,he’sseenherandhowcluelesssheis.

Xaba:“Doyoulovethisgirl?”

Toosoonforthatbut…

Me:“Iwouldliketobelieveso.”

Iknowsheholdsaspecialplaceinmyheart.

Xaba:“I’m notgoingtogetinvolvedinthisMbuso,youhavemadeyourbedandyouwillhaveto

lieonit.IknowNomasonto’sfatherwillnottakethislyingdown.”

Me:“Iwillhandlethem don’tworry.”

Hefrowns,hedoesn’ttrustme.Thismanstillseesmeasachild.

RANDALL*

Neocametofetchmeatthehospital,hehasn’tstoppedtalkingsincewegotinthecar.Ihave

givenupcomplaining,hejustdoesn’tcareatall.Iseetheroyalguardsoutsideaswepullin,I‘m

notsurprised.



Neo:“Thekingishere.”

HetellsmewhatIalreadyknow.

Me:“Idon’twanttofacehim rightnow.”

Isigh.

Neo:“Entlek,jaivekeeng?”(What’stheproblem?)

Me:“It’salongstory,I’lltellyouaboutit.”

Neo:“Whenbozza?Iwanttohearitnow.”

Me:“Asyoucansee,wehavevisitors.”

Neo:“Ai,s’felani.”(Whyarewesuffering?)

Wemakeourwaytothehouse,Ravenandmyfatherareinthelounge.Chiomaisservingthem

drinks.

Me:“Neo,pleaseexcuseus.”

Neo:“Awe,I’m surethere’sjollofriceleftinthekitchen.Chiomaismybigpieceofmeatthere?

YouknowIdon’tplaywithmyfood.”

Chiomasmiles,sheseemsskittish.

Neowalksawayblabbering.

Segun:“YouhaveadaughterUze?”

HeintroducesasIapproachthem,Chiomalooksatme.Shewantstoexplain.What’stheuse?

Thetruthisout.

Igesturethatsheleavesusalone.

Segun:“YouwentandhadachildUze?”

Herepeatshimself,IsettleonaoneseaterrightoppositeRaven.

Me:“Iam ofage,asfarasIknow.”

Theangeronhisfaceisevident.

Segun:“Whataboutyourwife?”

Me:“Whatwife?”

Segun:“You’remarried,incaseyouhaveforgotten.”

Iwillneverseepeace.

Me:“Donottellmethat.”

Igrunt.



Raven:“Randyhearhim out.”

Me:“Rav,unlessyouknowhowitfeelstobemarriedoffwithoutyourconsent.Shutup.”

Ichastisehim,hesitsbackandcrosseshislegovertheotherwhilecarefullyscrutinizingme.

Me:“IwaswrongedfatherandnotoncehaveIheardyousayyou’resorry.”

Segun:“SorryforwhatUze?Forfollowingtradition?”

Me:“Tradition,Iwantednothingtodowith.”

Heshakeshisheadindisapproval.

Segun:“Youcan’trunfrom yourdestinyUze.”

Styles’wordsreplayinmymind.

Ihavetospeaktomyfatherandonlyheknowsthepriestwhoperformedtheceremony.

Me:“Ihaveaproposition,Iwilltakeoverfrom youifyoubreakthiscovenantandletmechoose

myownwife.”

Segun:“Istheresomeone?”

Heraiseshisbrowsashequestionsme,hisfacialexpressionsaystheanswerisalreadyno.

Me:“YesfatherandIwouldliketomarryher.”

Hepausesforawhileashebroodsovermywords,Ravenglancesatme,helooksnervous.

Segun:“Uze?Youcan’taskmetoabandonourcustoms,ourpeopleexpectustolivebythe

book.Thisishowit’sbeendone,thesamethinghappenedwithyourmotherandme.Your

grandparentsandtheirparents.”

Isighheavily,he’snotlisteningtome.

Me:“Clearly,Iam wastingmytime.FatherIjusttoldyouthatIam willingtotakeupthethrone,

just,letmemarrythewomanIwant.Breakthiscovenantandsetmefree.”

Segun:“I’m sorryson,it’snotinmypowertodoso.”

Me:“You’retheking.”

Ishekiddingmerightnow?

Me:“Truebut,theeldershaveasayinthisaswell.”

Raven:“Fatheritisyouwhotakesthefinaldecision.Can’tyoucompromiseforyourson?”

Ravenjumpsintomyrescue.

Raven:“Wouldyouratherloseyoursonoverthiswifewedonotknowof?”

Thisshouldgivehim somethingtothinkabout.



Segun:“Ihavespoken,thiswillnotbediscussedagain.Uzeyouneedtoprepare,wewillbe

leavingforGhanaintwoweeks.”

Hecommandsandwalksawaydeprivingmeachancetodispute,andIam expectedtofollow

hiscommandsjustlikethat?IrefusetobewithoutAmara,notevenSegunOkoliewillkeepme

awayfrom her.

Me:“DidyouseethatRav?ThatisthereasonIran,itwillbeacolddayinhellbeforeIletthat

mancontrolme.”

Raven:“I’m sorrybro.”

Me:“SpeaktoyourfatherRavenorhewillneverseemeagain.”

Tobecontinued…



56*

*NOTFORSENSITIVEREADERS*

MKHIZE*

TodayweburymyyoungerbrotherMusa,thisdayisgloomy.MyhouseisfullofpeopleIdon’t

know,hisfriendsandcolleagues.

Imustsay,mysleephasbeenpeacefulforthepasttwonights,Ican’tsaythesameabout

Franco.He’sbeencallingmenonestop,sayingthere’ssomeoneinhishotelroom,Idon’tknow

whathelptogethim.Hedoesn’tbelieveintraditionalhealing,hewilljusthavetogotochurch.

Peoplearegatheredinthelivingroom,therewillbeabodyviewingbeforewedeparttothe

cemetery.

Theunclesareinformedtoopenthecoffin,theroom fallsintopanicandhorrorwhenthecoffin

isflippedopen.It’sempty,Musa’sbodyisnotthere.

Me:“Mthunzi,kwenzakalani?Siphiisidumbusomfowethu?”(What’sgoingonMthunzi?Whereis

mybrother’sbody?”

Iaskmybrotherwhoisstandingnexttome.

Mthunzi:“Angazi.”(Idon’tknow.)

Me:“Ngabeucabangaukuthibenzeiphuthae-mortuary?”(Doyouthinktheymadeamistakeat

mortuary?)

Wehearascream from upstairs,MthunzifollowsmeasIruntocheck.ItsoundslikeMaDlamini,

she’sstillblaringwhenwegettothetopofthestairs.

Thescream iscomingfrom myyoungestson’sroom,wescurryin.Myancestorshavenot

preparedmeforthis,theyhavefailedme.Iam traumatisedbywhatwesee,Mthunzireleasesa

disbelievinggasp.

Musa’sbodyislyingonthebed,rightnexttomytwelveyearoldsonLunga.Myheartracesfast

thatIstruggletobreathe,MaDlaminiistooshockedtotakeLunga.Irushtothebedandscoop

him up,carefulnottotouchMusa’sbody.IrealisethatLungaisstiffasIholdhim inmyarms.

Inasecond,mybrothershaveoccupiedthebedroom,somearescreamingwiththeirhandson

theirheads.Somehavefallenontheirknees,theireyespoppedoutoftheirsocketsasshock

andhorroriswrittenontheirfaces.Onlythestrongonesapproachthebody,theycoveritup

withacloth.Thisisanabomination,IstillhaveastiffLungainmyarmsandIcan’tgraspwhy

myprecioussonisnotbreathing.



He’snotmoving.

Me:“Lunga,mfanawami,vulaamehlo.”(Lungamyson,openyoureyes.)

Idon’twanttothinktheworst,MaDlaminiiswailingrightbesideme,assheglancesatherson.

Herface,carryinghorrorandpain.

Mthunzi:“Yinibafo?Kwenzenjani?”(What’swrongbrother?)

Me:“Lungavukaboy,boy.Ubabaukhonamanje,vukaMkhizeomncane.”(WakeupLunga,dad

isherenow.WakeuplittleMkhize.)

Myhearthasn’tstoppedbeatingfastandIfeelitbreakinginpieces.

MaDlamini:“Hayi,indodanayami.”(No,myson.)

Shescreams,carryingherhandsonherhead.

Iplacehim downandperform CPRonhim tonoavail,theroom fallsintoloudcriesof

lamentation.Mysonisdead,it’sunexplainableandIcan’tseem tocomprehendwhatthecourse

ofitmightbe.Ifallbackonmybutt,mywateryeyestransfixedonmyson'slifelessbody.

MaDlamininoticesmydefeat,shescowlsatme.

MaDlamini:“Babawenzani?ULungausalele,mvuse.”(Whatareyoudoingmyhusband?Lunga

isstillsleeping,wakehim up.)

Shepleadsasshescreamsatme,Ishakemyheadindefeat.

Me:“UsishiyileMaDlamini.Usishiyileumfanawethu.”(He’sgone,ourboyisgone.”

IholdmytearsbackasIbreakthisnewstoher.

MaDlamini:“Hayi,hayi.Nkulunkulungenzeniukuthiuzongijezisakanjena?”(GodwhathaveI

donethatyouwillpunishmelikethis?)

Shescreamslikesheislosinghermind,mybrotherMsizitriestoholdherbut,she’sunsettled.

Msizi:“Sisincese.”(Sorry,sis.)

Hegivesup.

Mthunzi:“Bafohhayikanjena.Wenzenibafo?”(Notlikethis.Whathaveyoudonebrother?)

I’m swampedbysomuchangerthatIcan’tevenspeak,I’m onlyabletoglareatmyson's

minusculebody.Helookssopeaceful,itseemslikehewillopenhiseyes.

Msizi:“Ukhulumanganibafo?”(Whatareyoutalkingaboutbrother?)

Mthunzi:“Ngamtshelaukuthiakahlukanenalomfana.Bhekamanje,bhekakwenzekeni.”(Itold

him tostayawayfrom thatboy,lookwhathashappenednow.)

Onlynowithitsme,everythingthathasbeenhappening,isbecauseofRandall’sdeath.Ikilled

anOkolieandbroughtthisturmoiluponmyfamily.Ispilledtheirbloodandthiscursewillfollow

meandmygenerationtocome.IhadwarnedMusaandFranco,Itoldthem nottotouchan



Okolie.Howam Igoingtofixthisnow?

Funani:“Ushoukuthikungenxayalokho?”(Doyoumeanit’sbecauseofthat?)

Mthunzi:“Yinienyeokungabayiyo?”(Whatelsecoulditbe?)

Theydebateagainstthemselves,thecommotioninthisroom isgivingmeaheadache.

MaDlaminihasn’tstoppedwailing,MaSibiyawalksintotheroom withZwelethu.Shegrasps

whathashappenedandimmediatelytakesasheetandcoversLunga,MaDlaminiscreams

louderassheseeshersoncoveredwithacloth.

Zwelethu:“Mamawenzani,nguLungalo?”(Whatareyoudoingmom?ThisisLunga.)

Theshockandpaininhisvoicebreaksmyheart.

MaSibiya:“UhambileuLungawethumfanawami.”(OurLungaisgonemyboy.)

Zwelethu:“NoLungano.”

HeyellsashedropstohiskneesinfrontofLunga’sbodyandcriesoutloud.Hiscriesevokeso

muchpainineveryone'sheartsandtheroom fallsintoloudsobsandsniffs,it'sreal,mysonis

dead.MaDlamini’scriesturnintolaughs,weallglanceatherinastonishment.She’slaughing

withtearsstreamingdownherface.

Funani:“Manje?”(Andnow?)

Funanivoices,baffledbyhersuddenoutburst.

MaDlaminisitsflatonthefloor,herlegsstretchedforwardandmultipleloudcackleseruptfrom

hermouth.Ittakesawhileforeveryoneintheroom torealisethatshehaslosthermind.

MaSibiya:“MaDlaminiasambeuyophumulakancane.”(Let’sgo,soyoucanrestalittle.)

MaDlamini:“Ungangibambi.”(Don’ttouchme.)

Shescreamsatherinangerbeforetakingthatroadoflaughteragain.Thisisbeyondme,Iam

theeldestofmyfivebrothersandIhavefailedthem.Theyareglaringatmewithsomuch

hatredintheireyes,it’sbadenoughthatMusadiedonmywatch.

Zwelethugetsupenragedandrunsoutthedoor,nooneissaneenoughtorunafterhim.There

aretwodeadbodiesinthisroom andarespectablewomanwhohaslosthermind,duetoher

son’sdemise.ThesoundofmourningislouderthananythingIhaveeverheard,nowmythree

wivesaretryingtocalm MaDlaminibut,sheishavingnoneofit.

AMARA*

Thereissomuchlamentationinthishouse,itfirstbeganwithawoman’sscreams.Mkhize’s

brothermusthavebeenlovedsomuch,Kaziwenttocheckwhatishappening.Althoughshe

wastoldnottoleavetheroom,she’sadaredevil.Thedoorswingsopen,shestridesin,herhand



isonherchestandshe’sbug-eyed.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Kazi:“Lungajustdied.”

Shesaysincredulously.

Me:“Lunga?”

Ihavenocluewhoheis.

Kazi:“He’sMkhize’sson,hewasonlytwelveandhislifehadbarelystarted.”

Sheresponds,Ithinkshehadbuiltafriendshipwiththisboy.

Me:“OhmyGod.Whathappened?”

Shesitsonthebed,facingme.

Kazi:“I’m notsureaboutthedetails,Zwelethutoldmethis.Poorboy,heranoutofthehouse

furious.Ihopehedoesn’tdoanythingstupid.”

Ican’tevencomprehendwhathismothermustbefeeling.

Me:“I’m sureheneedstimealone.”

Shenodsandweslideintoawaveofsilence.

Kazi:“Oh,Iforgottotellyou.Randalltexted,hesaidhewillcallsoonandIshouldmakesure

thatI’m aroundyouwhenhedoes.”

Myheartjumpstomythroatatthementionofhisname,feelingheatthreateningmycheeks,I

lookaway.

Kazi:“You’reblushing?”

SheteasesandIrollmyeyesather.

Me:“NoI’m not.”

Imutter.

Kazi:“You’recute.”

Shelaughs,herphoneringsandIinstantlybecomeapprehensive.Shesmiles,swipesthegreen

buttonandhandsmethephone.

Kazi:“Khulumanomuntuwakho.”(Speaktoyourperson.)

Shelaughsandamblestothedoor,I’m suddenlydumbstruck.Ihaven’tspokentohim sincethat

dayhecalled.

Randall:“Hello?”



Myheartdoesthatthingagain.

Me:“Randall.”

Randall:“Mehemma.Howareyou?”(Myqueen.)

Me:“Idon’tknow,itfeelslikeIwillneverleavethisplace.”

Hesighs.

Randall:“Icanonlyimaginehowyoufeel,ifIcould,Iwouldliterallywalkinthereandtakeyou

withme.ThatmanisdangerousAmaraandwehavetotreadcarefully,Ican’tbecarelesswith

you.Hemighthurtyou,seeingthathe’sbeingdefeated.”

Me:“Iunderstand.Whydidn’tyoucallyesterday?”

Idon’tknowhowthatescapedmymouth.

Randall:“Youwerewaitingformycall?”

Hesoundsconfused,thelasttimewewereinthesameroom together.Iwantednothingtodo

withhim but,nowallIwantishim.

I’m sureaboutonethingthough,Imisshearinghisvoice.

Randall:“Ipromiseyouthatthistimenextweek,youwillbewithmeandIwillneverletyouleave

myside.”

Me:“Can’tyoucomesoonerRandall?”

Randall:“Amara?Didthatmantouchyou?Iswear,Iwill…”

Me:“No,”

IthinkIsentoffthewrongmessagewhenIpleadedformyrescue.

Hebreathesoutasighofrelief.

Randall:“Iwillmakeright,everybadthingIdidtoyou,we’regoingtostartoverandIwillgive

youthebestofme.Youwon’teverhavetoshedatearagainmehemma,aslongasIam with

you.”(Myqueen.)

Ifeelagreatundulationofshiversgothroughmybodyashispromisegivesmehope.

Me:“Whenwillyoucome?”

Ican’twaitanylonger,theneedtoseehim isoutgrowingme.

Randall:“LikeIsaid,weneedtotreadcarefully.Soonmehemma,don’tgrowweary.”(Myqueen.)

Me:“Okay.”

Ihavenothingelsetosay,Idon’twanttonag.

Randall:“Doyouknowthisisthemostwehavesaidtoeachothersincewemet.”



He’sdeclares.

Wedidn’tnecessarilymeet,Iwasbroughttohim.

Me:“Itis.”

Nowthathesaysit.

Randall:“Ican’twaittohaveyouwithmeAmara,nothingseemsrightwithoutyou.”

HepourshisheartoutandIwanttodothesamebut,I’m tooenthralledbyalltheseemotions.I

ogleatKazi,shewinksatme.

Me:“Ican’twaittoo.”

Kazi:“Hurryupgirl,someonemightwalkin.”

Shewarns.

Me:“Ihavetogonowbeforehecomesback.”

Hegoesquietforaminute.

Randall:“Thiswillendsoon,Ipromise.Thatmanwillneverlayhiseyesonyouagain.”

Hegrunts,hismooddeviatesasmywordsmakehim disconsolateandIcanunderstandwhy.

Me:“Bye.”

Imuttersadly.

Randall:“Notbye,seeyousoonmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Thephonegoesdead,hedidn’tevenhesitatetodropit.

KHETHU*

SinceStylesisatthehospital,Imovedinwithmygrandmother.Ihaven’tgivenhertheletteryet,

I’m afraidthatitscontentsmightharm herhealth.MbongeniadvisedmethatIshouldgiveitto

her,itmightbesomethingimportant.Iaskedhim tocomeoverjustincaseImightneedhelp

withconsolingher.HegotherethirtyminutesagoandIstillhaven’tdoneit.

MygrandmotherknowsaboutTata’sarrestbut,she’snotinformedaboutthefullstory.She

probablythinkshewasspeedingorsomething,thankGodshedoesn’twatchTV.

We’resittinginthelivingroom,chattingthedayaway.

Granny:“You’renotworkingtodayMbo?”

Mbongeni:“Ngiyasebenzagogo,Ijustwantedtovisityou.Imissedmybeautifulgrandmother.

Doestataknowhowluckyheistobemarriedtoabeautifulwomanlikeyou?”



Shelaughs.

Granny:“UngadlalingamiwenaMbongeni.”(Don’tplaywithme.)

She’sblushing,Ididn’tknowoldpeopleblush.

Mbongeni:“Hawu,angidlaligogo,iqinisonjena.”(I’m notplayinggrandmother,it’sthetruth.)

MbongenilooksatmeandgesturesthatIshouldgoahead.

Me:“Gogo?”(Grandmother.)

Ihandherthewhiteenvelope,shetakesit.

Granny:“Yinilena?”(What’sthis?)

Me:“Yincwadi,evelakutata.”(It’saletterfrom grandfather.)

Gogo:“Ohmychild,angisenawoamehlo.Howam Igoingtoreadthis?”(Ican’tseeclearly

anymore.)

Shegrabsherreadingglassesandputsthem on,MbongeniandIwatchherasshetakesher

timetosearcheachword.SheisaneducatedwomanandI’m prettysureshecanstillseewith

thoseglasseson.

I’m sounsettled,Ican’twaittofindoutwhatiswrittenthere.

Me:“Whatdoesitsay?”

Iaskanxiously,MbongenilooksatmeandIrollmyeyesathim.Mygrandmother’sface

changestosadnessandtearsstreakdownherface.Igetupalmostimmediately,thiscalm

womanwillnotrevealanything.ShetriestosnatchtheletterasIgrabitfrom herhold.

Granny:“OhKhethumychild,don’treadthatplease.”

Shepleadsinadefeatedtone,Ileeratherthenbackattheletter.

Me:“Whygogo?”

Granny:“Ngiyacelanganeyami.”(Pleasemychild.)

Shebeseeches,carryingalookofworry.

Thismakesmemorecurious.Whatiswritteninthisletterthathasherdistressedlikethis?

Mama

FirstlyIwanttothankyouforbeingthebestpartneranymancaneveraskfor.Mybestdays

werespentbyyourside,youlovedmeandgavemetherespectandpositionIdeservedasyour

husband.Idisgracedyoumkamiandfailedyouinmorewaysthanone.



Ihaveademon,Itriedtofightitbut,thisevillivesinmeandit’sattachedtoeverycellinmy

body.PleasepleadNobayeniforme,askhertoforgiveme.Shelistenstoyou,Ihavesinned

againsther,againstyouandagainstGod.Ididthemostdespicablethingafathercandotohis

child.Ihurtourbaby.ShewasonlyeighteenwhenIoverpoweredher.

Khethukuthulaistheresultofthatmonstrousact,askhertoforgivemeaswell.Bythetimeyou

getthisletter,Iwillbewithmyancestors,it’stimeIoverpowerthisdemonandtheonlywayisto

endmylife.

Also,Icannotfacetheworldafterthisscandal.

Iam tooshamedmkami,ngixolelesthandwasami.Uhambolwamiluphelelalapha.Angisakwazi

ukuqhubekaphambili.

(Forgivememylove,myjourneyendshere,Icannotcontinueforward.)

Baba.

Itfeelslikeavolcanojusteruptedaroundme,myheadspinsasItrytograspeverythingIjust

read.Iglanceatmygrandmother,herheadisbowed.Ican’treallytellwhatshe’sfeeling,Irun

myeyestoMbongeniwho’sfrowningatmeinconfusion.Ireadtheletteragain,maybeIreadit

wrong.Everywordisstillthesame.

No,thiscannotbepossible,thisexplainsNobayeni’shatredtowardsme.It’shisfaultthatIgrew

upwithoutmymother.Istaggerbackasmykneesgiveuponmeandthrowmeonthefloor.

Mbongenirushestome,hetriestohelpmeupbut,Ipushhim off.

Granny:“Thethelelanganeyami,finditinyourhearttoforgiveyourfather.”(Forgivemychild.)

Didshejustsaymyfather?

Iam livinginadream,someonehastowakemeup.Iam tooshockedandangrytoshedtears.

Thedooropens,Nobayeniandmyfatherwalkin.Heseesmeonthefloorwiththisletterinmy

handandflashestome.

Dad:“Khethu?Whathappened?”

Hesquatsbeforemeandgrabstheletter,ashesuspectsthereasonbehindmyshock,Istudy

hisfacewhilehereadsit.Heknew,it’swrittenalloverhisface.Hecarriesalookofpitywhenhe

raiseshiseyestoglanceatme.

Dad:“I’m sorryangel,youwerenotsupposedtofindoutthisway.”

OnlynowIfeelmytearsbuildup,heenfoldsmeinhisarmsasIsoblikeachild.

Hisvoiceaggravatesmerightnow,thesepeoplehaveliedtomemywholelife.Nooneeven

caredtotellmethetruth,Ipushmyfatherawayandbringmyselfupfrom thefloor.



Me:“Whydidn’tyoutellme?”

Iaskhim,hecan’tlookintomyeyes.

Me:“Youliedtomedad,youallliedtome.Ihavebeenlivingalieallmylife.”

Nobayeni:“What’sgoingon?”

Mbongeni:“Ican’tsay,somethinginthatletterhasmadeugogoandKhethuveryupset.”

Mbongeniexplains.

Nobayeni:“Aletterfrom who?”

Shesnatchesthepieceofnotefrom myfatherandreadsit,thereisnoexpressiononherface,

onlycoldness.ShecarriessomuchhateinherheartandIknowshewillneverforgivehim.

Shegoesquietforawhilebeforeclickinghertongue,I’m thinkingshewillconsolemebut,her

eyeshaven’ttastedmeyet.Sheistryingsohardtoavoidlookingatme.

Sheseatsnexttograndmotherwholookslikeshehasgivenuponlife.Iknowhowmuchshe

respectedmygrandfather,sheliterallyworshipedthegroundhewalkedon.Thesepeoplehave

beenmarriedforoverfortyyears.

Nobayeni:“Mom I’m sorrythatyourhusbandwasacoward,hefeltthatsuicidewastheonlyway

out,insteadofowninguptohismistakes.”

Whatisshesaying?Ilookatmyfather.

Dad:“Tatawasfoundhanginginhiscellthismorning.”

Myheartdrops.

Me:“Dad?”

Iwhisperthewordsout.

Dad:“I’m sorryKhethu,I’m sorryforeverythingangel.”

Itdoesn’tmakeitanybetter,mytearstakeadvantageofthissituationastheyparadedownmy

cheeks.HowdoIbegintomournforthemanwhoviolatedmymother?Also,howdoIforgetthe

lovehehasshownmemywholelife?

Iwhizztomygrandmother’sside,shelooksemotionless.One,wouldthinkthatsheexpected

this.

Me:“Gogo?”(Grandmother)

Sheturnsandlooksintomytearyeyes,herhandfliestomycheekandshegentlycupsit.

Granny:“You’reastrongwomanKhethu,youwillovercomeallofthis.”

Hertenacioustearsonlydecidetoshowupnow.Iwipethem away.

Granny:“Iam tiredmychild,takemetomyroom.Ineedtorest,wewilltalkwhenIwakeup.”



Shedeclaressoftly,myheartbreaks,seeingherlikethis.

Tobecontinued…

57*

NOMBULELO*

Thismanwantsmetohavedinnerwithhim andhisparents,it’stoosoonifyouaskme.Isaw

Namhlaagainandit’sdecided,thewomanhatesme.Mbusoexplainedthattheyoncehada

thing,sheclearlystillhasfeelingsforhim.IpityherthoughbecauseIam notwalkingawayfrom

thisman,Ican’trememberthelasttimeIwasthishappy.

Iam abletogothroughadaywithoutthinkingaboutZuma,Imightstillbebrokenandhavetrust

issuesbut,Mbusoishelpingmeheal.Workhasbeenhecticbut,Iloveit.IfAmarawashere,she

wouldbeproudofme.

IjustfinishedmyroundsandI’m readytogo,hesaidhe’sfetchingmeafterwork.

He’snothereyetso,Iwaitforhim outside.

“Nombulelo?”

Me:“MalumeJonas?”(Uncle.)

Iam shockedtoseehim here,hetakesmeintoahug.

Jonas:“You’rehidinghere?”

Me:“Ijuststartedworkinghere.”

Jonas:“Lelo,yousufferedwhileyourfatherisalive.Whydidn’tyoucallme?Iwould’vecometo

you.”

Me:“Idon’tknowmalume,Iwasoverwhelmedbyeverything.Ididn’tknowmyfatherwouldturn

onmelikethat.”

Jonas:“YourfatherwaswrongLelo,Iwanttoapologiseonhisbehalf.”

Ihavenoanswerforthat,Iam anorphanasfarasIknow.

Jonas:“Wheredoyoulive?Comehome,wewilltakecareofyou.”

Ican’tgohome,notwhenIhavestartedtoheal.Iwillberemindedofmyfather’shatred,Iknow

uncleJonaswillforcehim totakemebackbut,hewillneverlookatmewithloveagain.Every

dayIwillberemindedofhishatred.



Me:“Ican’t,myfatherbannedmefrom thehouse.”

Jonas:“IknowallofthatLelo,likeIsaid,Iam herenow.Iwillprotectyou.”

Ifindmyselfintears,Iwishmyfatherwaslikehim.HowIlongtohearhim saythesewordsto

me.

Jonas:“YourfatherismissingLelo,nooneknowswhereheis.Ithinkheranawayfrom his

responsibilities.”

Me:“Mom calledmeoncetotellmethis.”

Ishownointerestinthismatter.

Jonas:“Youcancomehomenow.”

Iknowthisiscomingfrom agoodplace.

Me:“YouhavenoideahowmuchIwantedtohearmyfatherutterthesewordsmalume.I

yearnedforthem somuchthat,it’sallIthoughtabout.Iam findingmyselfnowmalume,Ihavea

jobandI’m pregnant.AnewlifeawaitsmeandIneedtostandonmyowntwofeet,ifIcome

home,IwillonlystressallthetimebecauseIknowthatIam notwantedthere.”

Jonas:“Lelo,Ihavebeensearchingforyou.Won’tyouatleastcomehomeformysake?

MhambiandPetuniaarealsothere.”

Me:“Malumeplease,don’tforceme.Iwillvisithome,Ipromise.OnlywhenIam readythough,

myheartisstilltonetopieces.”

Iexplaininhopesthathewon’tcontinuetopush.

Jonas:“Iunderstand,I’m gladthatIfoundyou.”

Me:“Metoo.Howismaholdingup?”

Heshakeshishead.

Jonas:“ThingsarebadLelo,thingsarereallybad.”

ThingsgotbadwhenAmarawentmissing.

Me:“AndAmara?Didshetellyouabouther?She’smissingmalumeandnooneknowswhere

sheis.”

Helooksdistraught.

Jonas:“Thereisnonewsyetbut,wewillfindher.Trynottoworryokay.”

Inod,Ihopesheisnotdead.

IseeMbuso’scarpullup,Lord,Ihopehedoesn’tcomehere.UncleJonasisveryoldfashioned,

hewillflip.Hewon’tcaretoaskwhoheis,thefactthatIam beingfetchedbyamanisenough

forhim tospeculatethatheismylover.



IfIwasn’tinthesituationIam innow,hewould’vesaidsomethingaboutmegettingpregnantat

ayoungage.

Me:“Ihavetogomalume,myUberishere.”

Heturnshisheadtotheparkinglot,Iwon’tevenpointoutthecarandIhopehewalksawayfirst.

ThankGodMbusoissittinginthecar,he’slookingatuscuriously.He’saquickthinker,Ilike

that.

Jonas:“Okaymychild,dotakecareofyourself.”

Me:“Iwillmalume.”

Jonas:“Won’tyoutakemynumber?”

Hereachesouthishand,hewantsmyphone.Ifiddleinmybag,andhandittohim.Hetypesin

thenumber,bidsmegoodbyeandwalksaway.Imarchtothecar,themomentheisoutofsight.

STYLES*

Sethuhasbeenkeepingmecompany,Iwould’vediedofboredom inthishospital.Shecomesto

checkonmealmostallthetimeandI’m worriedthatmaybe,she’sneglectingherworkjustto

takecareofme.

Sethu:“I’m tellingyou,mymotheristhefunniestpersonIknow.Thisonetimemysistercomes

homecryingbecauseherboyfriendcheatedonher.ShesaidandIquote‘hepromisedme

heavenandearth,’mymotherrespondedbysayingUbaniowabonaenikezwaizulunohlaba.”

(Whohaveyouseenbeinggivenheavenandearth?)

Sheventsintolaughter,Ican’thelpbutlaughalong.

Me:“NowI’m convinced,sheisfunny.”

Sethu:“Itoldyou.”

Sheshakesherheadwhileponderingonsomethingonlysheknows.

Me:“Yourmotherseemslikeafunpersontobearound.”

Sethu:“Sheisbut,canbeannoyingsometimes.Youknowwhattheysay,noonecangetonyour

nerveslikeyourmotherandthepersonyou’redating.Youmusthavenoticeditright?”

Shelaughsatherownwords.

Me:“Iwoulddoanythingtohavemymotherannoyme.”

Sethu:“Ifyourmotherisnotannoyingthen,youarelucky.”

Me:“Iwouldn’tknow.”



Suddenlyherbusyeyespauseonmine,she’stryingtofigureoutwhatImeantbythisstatement.

Sethu:“Oh!Whydoyousayso?”

Sherevealshercuriosity.

Me:“Mymotherdied.”

Sethu:“Iam sosorry.”

Me:“It’sokay,itwasalongtimeago.Iwasfour,shediedgivingbirthtomysister.”

Idon’tknowwhyIam openinguptoher,IfeellikeIcantellheranything.

Sethu:“Youweresoyoung.”

Me:“AtleastIhadmemoriesofherfacebut,mysisternevergottomeether.Herfatherwas

aroundthough,heplayedbothrolesinherlifeandmadesureshedidn’tlackanything.”

Sethu:“Herfather?”

Me:“Yes,unfortunatelymyfatherranawayfrom hisresponsibilitiesbeforeIwasevenborn.”

Itstillhurtstotalkaboutthis,rejectionisnotanicefeeling.Evenatthisage,Icraveforthelove

ofbothparents.

Sethu:“I’m sorry.”

Shegivesanimpressionthatshedoesn’tknowwhattosay.

Me:“Mystepfatherdiedafewyearslater,weweretakentoanorphanage.Somehow,wewere

neverseparated.ShewasmyreasonforbreathingandIwoulddoanythingtoprotecther.”

Sethu:“Youwentthroughsomuch,Ican’timaginemylifewithoutmyparents.”

Me:“That’slife,everyonegoesthroughtrialsandtribulationsandonlythestrongestsurvive.”

Sethu:“Whereisyoursister?Ihaven’tseenherhereyet.”

Maybeit’stimewedropthis,reminiscingonthepastwillonlyevokethepainIhavehiddenaway.

Me:“Tellmeaboutyourparents.Doyoustilllivewiththem?Wherearethey?”

Herfacelightsup.

Sethu:“No,Ilivealone.MyparentsliveinMeredalewithmytwoyoungersisters,therearefour

ofus.Mymothergracedmyfather’shomewithfourgirls.”

Shegigglesatthethought.

Me:“Thatmustbetoughforhim,surroundedbyfivewomen.”

Iteaseandshethrowsherheadbacklaughing,it’sacutelaugh.

Sethu:“Webullyhim,youknowhowus,womencanbe.”



Shejokes,smiling.

Me:“Thepoweryouholdovermen?Yes,Ihaveexperiencedit.”

Iretortcausinghertogiggleshylyatmyresponse.

Sethu:“Well,myfatherisaprincipalandmymotherisateacher.They’vebeenmarriedfor17

years.”

Me:“That’sadmirable.”

Sethu:“Itis,Idon’tthinkthereisamanouttherewholoveshiswifethewaymyfatherlovesthat

woman.She’sluckyandsheknows.”

Iseetheloveshehasinhereyesforthem.

Me:“Yousaidtherearefourofyou?”

Shenods.

Sethu:“Ihaveaneldersister,uheavenandearth.”

Shelaughs,it’sadorablethatshefindsherselfamusing.

Sethu:“That’swhatwecallherathome,she’sthirtyandlivesinPortElizabeth.Ifollowed,five

yearslater.Myparentstookabreakforsixteenyears,itwasjustustwotilltheydecidedthat,

theywerenotcompleteandneededtwomorebrats.”

Sethuisreallyfunny,shetalksalottoo.ShecameacrossasshywhenIfirstmether,nowshe

can’tstoptalking.Hershynesstendstoseekattentiononceinawhile.

Me:“Sothebratsaretwins?”

Shelaughs.

Sethu:“No,theyaretwoyearsapart.Timewasnotonmymother'sside,menopausewas

knocking.”

Ithinkshespeakswithoutthinkingorisitbecauseshe’sanurseandisusedtobeingaround

peopleandconversingwiththem.ShecovershermouthwhenIlaughatherstatement.

Sethu:“I’m sorry,Italktoomuchdon’tI?AndI’m revealingmorethanIshould.”

Shewearsasoftlittlefrown.

Me:“Notatall,youareabreathoffreshairSethu.”

TheshynessIspokeof,pushesthrough.

Webothturntothedooratthesoundofsomeoneclearingtheirthroat,Randallstands

embracingaconfusedlookonhisface.

Sethujumpsupfrom thechairasifshewasn’tsupposedtobesitting,herfacefallsandher

fingerfliestohermouth.



Randall:“Isitsafetocomein?”

Bastard…

NormallyIwouldlaughbut,thepoorgirllooksnervous.

Sethu:“Ihaveworktodo,excusemeMr.Styles.”

Sheannouncesandpouncesoutthedoor,RandallgivesmealookandIknowhe’sabouttosay

something.

NOMBULELO*

Mbuso:“Hellochubbycheeks.”

HegreetsasIjumpinthecarandpecksmylips,ifIwasalreadyshowingIwouldbeoffended.

He’sluckyIhaven’tgainedbabyweightyet.

Me:“NowI’m chubbycheeks?”

Mbuso:“Thecutestchubbycheeks,Ijustwanttosqueezethem.”

Hesaysflinginghishandtomycheek,Ishrugitoffandsulk.

Mbuso:“It’sworsewhenyou’resulking,haveyouseenanythingsocuteinyourlife?”

HealwaysgoesanextramiletomakemesmileandI’m gleaminglikeafoolrightnow.

Mbuso:“Yoh!!!Magwinya.”(Fatcakes.)

HeexpressesandIlaughathisidiocy.

Mbuso:“Now,theworldseemsalotlighter.”

Hedeclares,glancingatmewithalookonlyhecanexplain.IonlyknowthatIfeelamplified

whenheleersatmelikethat.

Me:“Canwegonow,TrevorNoah?”

Irollmyeyesathim asIriposte.

Hechortlesandstartsthecar.

Mbuso:“Whowasthat?”

Me:“Myuncle,hewantsmetocomehome.”

Hegivesmeabrieflook.

Mbuso:“And?”

Me:“I’m notready.”



Heseemsabitrelieved.

Mbuso:“YouknowIwillsupportanydecisionyoumake,right?”

AndIam gratefulforthat.

Me:“Yesandthankyou,foreverything.”

Mypolitenesscauseshim tofrown.

Mbuso:“Itfeelsweirdwhenyouthankme,IdowhatIdobecauseIcareaboutyouandIwant

youtobehappy.

Me:“IknowandI’m gladthatweshareeverything.”

Heclearshisthroat.

Mbuso:“Now,thatyoutouchedonthatsubject.Thereissomethingyouneedtoknow.”

Thisdoesn’tsoundgood.

Me:“I’m allears.”

Mbuso:“There’sanex.”

Ididn’tseethiscoming.

Me:“Namhla?”

Hemakesaface.

Mbuso:“No,hernameisNomasonto.Weactuallydatedbackincollege,itwasalongterm

relationship.Wethoughtitwouldlastandwell,sheknewmyparents,Iknewhers.Itcametoa

pointwheretheythoughtweweregoingtogetmarriedbut,webothwanteddifferentthingsin

lifeso,wewentourseparateways.”

Idon’tknowwhyhe’stellingmethis,I’m uncomfortable.

Mbuso:“Wepartedonagoodnotebut,shehadatendencyofcomingbackandaskingthatwe

tryagain.Sheevenwenttotheextentofaskingherfathertospeaktomyfather.”

Ismellpsycho.

Me:“That’salittleextreme.”

Mbuso:“Iknow,Iam completelyoverher.Ourparentsthougharestillinthatrelationship,they

willeventuallygetoverit,hopefully.Myfatherisseeingthelight,hejustneedstopulltheothers

withhim.AsforNomasonto,sheneedshelp.”

Me:“Okay,shouldItakethisasawarningthattherewillalwaysbeacrazyex?”

Hegivesmethatbriefglanceagain,Iam stilltryingtofigureoutwhatitmeans.

Mbuso:“Iwon’tletheranywherenearyou.”



It’snotlikewe’realwaystogether.

Me:“Iknow,Ihopetherewon’tbeanyconflicts.”

Mbuso:“Iheardmom sayshemovedtoCapeTown,therewon’tbeanyconflicts.ThisiswhyI

wantyoutomeettheparentsasthewomaninmylife,dadaccepteditthatday.Itwasn’twhole

heartedlybut,hewantsmetobehappy.Mom stillneedsalittlework,she’snotfondoftheway

datingisconductedwithinourgeneration.”

Iprayshe’snotamonsterin-law,Ihonestlydonothavethestrengthforbattles.

Me:“CanwepassbyShoprite,Iwantfish.”

Enoughaboutthecrazyex.

Mbuso:“Fish?Youwanttohavefishforsupper.”

Me:“Iwanttohavefishnowthat,friedonefrom Shoprite.”

Mbuso:“Okay,GokuhasstarteddemandingIsee.”

Heteases.

Me:“Mbuso,youwillfeelmywrathifmychildisbeingteasedatschoolbecausehisfathercalls

him Goku.”

Helooksatmeintentlyashestopsatatrafficlight,Ismashmyhandagainstmymouth.

WhatthehelldidIjustsay?

Me:“I’m sorry.”

Imumble,withoutlookingathim.

Hechortlesafteralongsilentmoment.

Mbuso:“Gokuwillbethemostpopularkidinschool,justbecausehisnameisGoku.”

Helaughs,I’m gladhebrushedofftheawkwardness.

RANDALL*

Me:“You’reabreathoffreshair?”

Hefrownsatme.

Styles:“Don’t.”

Hewarns,Iwanttolaughbut,Icurbit.

Me:“Mr.Styles?”



Hesighsdeeply.

WhatdidIjustwalkinto?

Styles:“Randy,don’t.”

Me:“Hey,youshouldbethankingmethatIwalkedinandnot‘SherlockHolmes’Khethu.That

girlshould’vebeenadetective,workingrightalongherfather.”

Helaughsatmysuggestion.

Styles:“That’smygirlyou’retalkingabout.”

Ipositionmyselfonthechair.

Me:“ShouldIsithereorisMissSethucomingbackMr.Styles?”

Iclown,hechortles,givingmeawarninglook.

Styles:“FuckyouUze.”

Me:“FuckyoutooMr.Styles.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Cuthersomeslack,thegirlisshyokay.”

Hespeaksforher,Ismellsomethingfishyhere.

Me:“What’sthedealwithyoutwo?”

Styles:“Idonotknowwhatyou’retalkingabouthence,Iam notjustifyingyourquestionwithan

answer.”

Herespondsbrushingmeoff,thisisthesameStyleswhodidn’tsharehislifewithanyone

before.Heck,IwasalsokeptinthedarkabouttheproblemshehadwithKhethu.It’sagood

thingIseethroughhim.

Me:“Mdluligavein.”

Iintroducethesadnews,apuckergrowsbetweenhiseyebrows.

Styles:“JustwhatIwashopingfor,thebastardwasn’tasstrongashemadetheworldbelieve.”

Me:“Irespectedthatman,tillyoutoldmewhathedidtoKhethu’smom andthoselittlegirlshe

molested.Hedidn’tcomeacrossasapaedophile.”

Styles:“It’snotliketheywalkaroundwithbannerswrittenpaedophile,hewillpayforhissinsin

hell.Ihopethefireishotenough.Thenumberofgirlswhosufferedinhishandsishugeman,I

can’tevenimaginewhattheyaregoingthrough.”

Me:“Howdidheevengetthem tosweartosilence?”

Styles:“Probablythreatenedtokillthem ortheirparents,youknowhowinnocentkidsare.They

believeanythinganadultsays.Thatbastard,hewasafamousjudgeso,heusedhisfameto



lurethem withthepretextofachildren’sshow,amodellingcareerandsomesinging

competitionwherethewinnerwalksawaywithagreatamountofmoney.There’sastudio

wherehefulfilledhissickdesires,hewouldtakeadvantageofthem andthendropthem off

wherehepickedthem orwhereverhefeltwasokay.”

Stylesisclearlyangeredbyallthis.

Me:“Howdidyoufindoutanyway?”

Styles:“Neodidmostofthework,Ipolishedit.WhenIfoundoutthatMdluliisKhethu’sfather,I

knewtherehadtobesomethingelseso,Idugdeeper.Whatsickbastardwouldrapehisown

child?Youwouldthinkwhatshewentthroughwasn’tenough,shefellpregnantandbythetime

shefoundout,itwastoolatetoabortthebaby.

Shewasforcedtolivewiththereminderofwhatherfatherdidtoher.

I’m notbashingKhethuatall,she’sanamazingwoman.ButRandy,thetraumaNobayenimust

havegonethrough,shecouldn’ttellanyoneaboutitandshehadtositatthesametablewith

him everynightandpretendthateverythingwasokay.Meanwhile,shewasdyinginside,she

couldn’treporttherape.Now,Iunderstandheranger.

Shehadnoone,Mdlulihadallthemoneyintheworldbut,didn’tthinkhischildneededtoseea

psychologist.Nobayeniisavictim inallofthis,sheneedshelp.Dladlahasdoneagreatjobin

keepinghersaneorshewould’vehavecrackedlongago.”

Me:“WhataboutKhethu?Rememberthiswasaboutprotectingherfrom thetruth.”

Styles:“ProtectingKhethuwasthesameashandingthosegirlsovertothatevilman.Henever

would’vestopped,thiswastheonlywayout.”

Me:“Howdidyougethim transferredtoamaximum prison?”

Hechuckles.

Styles:“Uze,I’m apeople’sperson.Imakefriendswhileyou’renotbotheredtoevensmileat

anyone.”

Me:“So,I’m supposedtolaughatthat?”

He’sanidiot,it’sprovenwhenhelaughsatmycomeback.

Styles:“Toansweryourquestion,let’sjustsaytheministerandIareacquaintances.”

Me:“YouknowKhethuwillneedyoumorethanevernow?”

Hesighs.

Styles:“Ididn’tmeantohurther,somethinghadtobedone.Icouldn’tletthosegirlssufferany

longer,theirhealingwillbeginnowthathe’sgone.”

Me:“Anythingdoneinregardstothat?”

Styles:“Yes,Ihadaladyfriendofminetakeoverthiscase.She’sasocialworker,shewillvisit



thefamiliesandprobablygetthegirlstotalk.”

Me:“Letmeguess,youhadsomethingtodowiththeonewhocameforth?”

Styles:“Hermotherworksatthelogistics,shehadsaidsomethingabouthowherdaughteris

alwayslockedupinherroom.Shewasabubbly,talkativegirl,tillonedayherdemeanour

changed,shestartedtalkinglessandsocialdistancedherselffrom thefamily.

Hermarksdroppedandshepushedallherfriendsaway.

Herdressingchanged,shewouldonlywearclothesthatcoveredupherbody.That’swhenthe

motherdecidedtoconfrontherbut,shewouldburstintotearseachtime.ThistimeIalready

knewaboutMdluliandtheskeletonsinhiscloset.Ispoketotheladyfriend,wewenttotheir

houseandthat’swhenthelittlegirlcameout,aftermuchreassurancethough.

Randall,youshouldhaveseenherwhenshesawme.Poorthingwastremblinglikealeaf,she

burstintotearsandhidbehindhermotherwhoexplainedthatanymalepresencefreaksherout.

Ihadtowaitinthecarandbelieveitornot,IwassoclosetogoingtoMdluli’shouseandputa

bulletthroughhishead.MyloveforKhethucloggedme.”

Myskinisfilledwithgoosebumpsatthementionofthis,myheartbreaksforthelittlegirl.I’m a

fathermyselfandwouldliterallykillformydaughter,Ican’tevenimagineanythinglikethis

happeningtoher.Thethoughtofitkillsme.

Me:“Ican’tfathom whatshemustbegoingthrough.”

Styles:“She’sgettinghelpandsowilltheothergirls,ifthere’sanythingIcandotostopthese

paedophilesandmolesters,Iwoulddoit.Ihadasisteronceandwould’veprotectedherfrom

suchmenwithmylife.Andthere’sourbeautifulLiyana,Iswearthere’sabulletinmydrawerfor

anyfuckerwhowillmesswithher.”

Heexpressesthroughgreetedteeth,Liyanaisluckytohavetwofathers.

Me:“WhydoyouthinkIhadJosephkilledinprison?Hetouchedherman,somethingdiedinme

thatnightIfoundherlyingonthefloornakedandthatsonofabitchwasjustwatchingherlikeit

wasnormal.”

Heclampshisteethinanger.

Styles:“Factsbruh,ifyoudidn’tdoit,Iwould’ve.”

Me:“Thosegirlsneedsomeonetostandupforthem andI’m gladyou’retakingastand,Iknew

youshould’vebeenadoctor.See,nooneknowsyoulikeIdo.”

Helaughsbut,thereissadnessinit.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Styles:“KhethumustbehurtingrightnowandIam stuckinthisbed.”

Me:“You’regoinghometomorrowandspeakingofgoinghome,weneedtostartwiththeplan

ofgettingAmaraoutofthere.”



Styles:“Yeah,Ihaveaplan.”

Thissayingofhiswillnevergrowold.

Randall:“Yes,Mr.Styles.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Pissoff.”

Tobecontinued…



58*

MKHIZE*

Icouldn’tproceedwiththefuneral,Ilostallmystrength.Mybrotherstookover,theyallwent

andIwasleftbehindwithmysorrows.Ihavebeendrinkingmyselfsillyinmyoffice,hopingthe

painwillgoaway.

There’saknock,Sikawalksin.

Me:“Ufunani?”(Whatdoyouwant?)

Sika:“Baba,thatmanishereagain.Helookscrazierthanbefore.”

Franco,Iam goingtokillhim.Thisisallhisfault.

Me:“Thatbastard,tellhim to…”

FrancopushesintheofficebeforeIcouldfinishmysentence.He’sroughlooking,dirtyand

unshaven.Thesamefearheheldthatdaystilllurksaroundhim.Sikapositionshimselfatthe

door,he’sreadyforanythingjustincaseFrancotriessomethingstupid.

Fanco:“Mkhize,Ihavelosteverything.Mymoneyandmybusiness.Mypeoplehaveturned

againstme,thosefuckerssayI’m crazyandvotedmeoutofthebusiness.Ibuiltthem,thisis

myfather’sbusinessbut,theyhadthenervetoturnagainstme.”

Hetalesinafranticmanner,Idetestthesightofhim rightnow.

Me:“WhatareyoudoinghereFranco?”

Franco:“Youhavetohelpmeplease,IneedmoneyMkhize.AtleastifIgobacktoItaly,Ican

startoverfrom there,thisoldmanstillfollowsme.Ihavetriedallchurches,IeventriedBuddah.

Helpmeplease,dothosetraditionalthingsyoudo.”

Hepleadsdesperately.

Me:“Nowyouwanttraditionalhelp?WhenIoffereditbefore,youinsultedmycustomsFranco.”

Franco:“Shit.”

Hescreams.

Franco:“Look,Iwasn’tinmyrightstateofmind.Iknownowthatthere’snowayout,Ineedhelp

andmoney.”

Me:“Franco,you’restupidyouknowthat?”

Hefrownsatmydeclaration.

Me:“WhatdidIsaywhenyouwenttogetthatgirl?DidInotfuckingsaydon’ttouchtheOkolie



boy?Donotevenputasinglescratchonhim?But,no.Youwantedtodothingsyourway

becauseyou’reanidiot.”

Ishoutathim,helooksbaffledbywhatIam tellinghim.

Franco:“What’sgoingonMkhize?Whatdoesthatdeadfoolhaveanythingtodowiththis?”

Me:“ItoldyoudammitthatyoudonotkillanOkoliebut,Isenttwoboystodoagrownman’sjob.

YoufailedFrancoandthismistakeorwhateveryoucallitwillhauntyouuntilyourdeath.Myso…”

Ican’tbringmyselftosayingit,Isighasrealityhitsmeagain.

Me:“Mysonisdead,hediedamysteriousdeath.”

Franco:“Okay,Istilldon’tbelieveinthisMkhize.Itcan’tbetrue,that’sallmumbojumbo.”

Heretortsignorantly.

Me:“Ifthisisnotrealthentheoldmanhauntingyouisnotreal.Getthefuckoutofmyoffice,ifI

everseeyourfacehereagain,Iwillkillyou.”

Iyellathim.

Franco:“Youcan’tdothistomeman,Iputmyownlifeatriskbyhelpingyou.Okoliecould’ve

killedmebut,IriskedmylifeforyouMkhize.Youowememan,yougotwhatyouwantedsopay

up.”

Hescratcheshisheadroughly,asheyellsatthetopofhislungs.Hehasclearlylostit,Ihavea

goodmindtoputabulletthroughhishead.Itishisignorancethathasledmetothissituation,

he’sthereasonIhavelostmyson.

Me:“Idon’toweyoushitFranco,Ican’tstressthesameaboutyou.Youowememyson’slife,a

lifeforaliferight?”

Franco:“Youknowwhat,Idon’tneedyouokay?FuckyouMkhizeandgotohellalongwithyour

fuckingson.”

Me:“Whatdidyousaytome?”

Igrabmygunfrom thetableandaim itathim.

Franco:“Isaidfuckyouandfuckyourson.Vaiall’infernoMkhize.”(Gotohell.)

Heclearlyhasadeathwish.

Franco:“You’renotgoingtoshootme,youdon’thaveitinyou.Thisiswhyyousendpeopleto

doyourdirtywork,you’renotmenenough.Youhidebehindyourmoneyandthetaxibossstatus,

that’swhatpeoplefear,notyou.”

Me:“Fearthis,youbastard.”

Ipullthetriggerandshoothim betweentheheadandasinglebullettakeshim downashis

bloodsplattersallovermyfloor.



Me:“Sika,khiphalenja.”(Takethisdogoutofhere.)

Sika:“Yebobaba.”(Yessir.)

KHETHU*

Nobayeniissittingonthecouchlikeshedoesn’tcare,shestillhasn’tlookedatmeandIam

brokenbythatfact.Ijustfoundoutthatmygrandfatherisalsomyfather,myfatherisnotmy

realfatherandmymotherismysister.Thethoughtofitissickening,Idon’tunderstandhowI

am stillsaneafterthisrevelation.

Mbongeniisstillhere,Iwishhedidn’thavetoseeanyofthis.Iam soembarrassedthatIhavea

dysfunctionalfamily.

Dad:“Here.”

Hehandsmeacupofcoffee.

Me:“Idon’twantcoffee,Iwantanswersdad.ShouldIevencallyouthat?”

Iyellathim asIpushhishand,thecupfallsandbreaksintopieces.

Dad:“Khethu,Ithinkweshouldtalkaboutthisathome.”

Hesays.

Me:“Whathome?Idon’thaveahome,Iwaschasedoutbymymotherorsister.Idon’tknow

whattocallher.”

Ivent.

Nobayeni:“Bridgette!!!”

Shescreams,that’swhenhercoldeyesfinallynoticeme.

Dad:“Khethu,thisisnottherighttime.Yourgrandfatherjustdied,wehavetorespecthishome.”

Hegivesmeadisappointedlook.

Me:“Tellmedad.HowlongwasIgoingtobekeptinthedarkaboutmytrueidentity?Isthiswhy

Nobayenihatesme?Iremindherofmygrandfather’sshame.”

Nobayeni:“Dladlayoubetterspeaktoyourdaughterrightnowor…”

Me:“OrwhatNobayeni?Whatwillyoudo?Haven’tyoudoneenough?Youshouldhaveaborted

me,Iwould’veratherdiedthantofacethishumiliation.”

Iyell,Ican’tstop.ThisangeriseatingmeupinsideandIhavetoventitalloutontheones

responsible.

Nobayeni:“MaybeIshould’veabortedyouandsparedmyselfthehumiliationofhavinga



daughterlikeyou.”

Sheshoutsback.

Me:“IhateyouNobayeni.”

Iscream atherasherwordsbreakmecausingmetolashoutinanger,Mbongenitriestotake

myhandandIyankitaway.Iknowheisabouttoreprimandme,Iam notinthemoodtobetold

whattodo.

Nobayeni:“ThefeelingismutualBridgette.”

Sheripostescoldly.

Granny:“Khethunganeyami.”(Mychild.)

Iturntothesoundofmygrandmother’sfrailvoice,she’sslowlytoilingtowardsme.

Granny:“Pleaseironthisshirt.Yourgrandfatherwillwearittoworktomorrow,thisishis

favouriteshirt.IrememberwhenIcamehomewithit,hehatedit.Iknewthatonedayitwillbe

oneofhispricedpossessionsbecauseit'sthefirstgiftIevergothim.”

Shehandsmeavintagepitchcollaredshirt,weallleeratherbaffled.

Me:“Gogo,utatau…”

Granny:“Helpmetothecouchmychild,myfeetarekillingme.”

ShestretchesoutherhandtomeandItakeitreluctantlyandleadhertothecouch.

Shesitsbackandsighsdeeply.

Me:“Areyouokaygogo?”(Grandmother.)

Granny:"Yebonganeyami,don’tforgettoironyourgrandfather’sshirt.Hewillbeupsetwhenhe

findsitnotironed.”

Shestatessoftly.

Me:“Yebogogo.Ngikwenzeleitiye?Awubukekiulungile.”(ShouldImakeyousometea?You

don'tlookokay.)

Granny:“Ayinganeyami,kuyashisangiright.Nobayenimtwanawami,khululainhliziyoyakho.

Igcweleulaka,khululainhliziyoyakhos’thandwasami.Awuhlaliwedwakulomhlaba,udinga

abantu.Godworksthroughpeoplemychild.Howwillyouhealifyoudon’tletanyonein?”(No,

I’m okay.It’shot.Nobayenimychild,releaseyourheart,It’sfullofanger.Youdon’tlivealonein

thisworld,youneedpeople.)

Nobayenirollshereyes.Idon’tlikethewaymygrandmotherisspeaking.

Me:“Gogo,areyouokay?”

Shegiggles.



Granny:“Khethu,youkeepaskingmeifI’m okay.Whywouldn’tIbe?Ngifunaukulalakancane.”(I

wanttosleepalittle.)

But,shejustwokeup.

Granny:“Pleasewakemeupwhenyourgrandfathercomesbackfrom work,don’tforgettoiron

hisshirtandleavehisfoodinthepot.Iwilldishupforhim.Shedeclares.

Me:“Gogo,akesihambekancaneukuzeutholeumoyaomusha.”(Let’stakeawalkabit,soyou

cangetfreshair.)

Isuggest,sheshakesherheadasshepatsmythigh.

Granny:“Cha,ngikhathele.”(No,I’m tired.)

Sheshutshereyeswhiledeclaring.

Iglanceatmyfather,hehasthesameworriedlook.Nobayeniseemstosuspectsomethingas

well.Iwatchmygrandmotherattentivelyandshedoesn’tlookokay.

Me:“Dad.”

Ipanic,herushestoherandfeelsherpulse.

ThistimeI’m heaving,I’m strugglingtobreathe,itfeelslikeatruckissittingonmychest.

Hestepsback,hisheadbowedandsighs.

Dad:“I’m sorry.”

Hewhispersunderhisbreath.

Aloudscream evadesfrom mymouth,MbongenicatchesmeintohisarmsasIstaggerback

almostfallingonthefloor.

Mbongeni:“I’vegotyou.”

Iwailinhisarms.

Nobayeni:“Dladlawhatisit?”

Dad:“She’sgoneNobayeni.”

Nobayeni:“What?Dladlayou’retoooldforjokes,don’tyouthink?”

Shesays,whileshestridestothecouchwheremygrandmotherisandnudgesher.

Nobayeni:“Mom.”

Dad:“She’sdeadNobayeni,I’m sorry.”

Hedeclaresashepullsherbackbut,shefightshim.

Nobayeni:“NoDladla,don’ttouchme.Mymotherisnotweaklikethat,shecan’tjustdie.”



Hervoicebreaksasheremotionstakeoverher.Myfatherhugsherfrom behindandhepulls

herawayfrom mygrandmother.

Sheletsoutapainfulheartwrenchingcry,IfeelaneedtocomfortherasIhaveneverseenmy

mothersoemotionalbefore.But,Iam tooweaktomove.Howcansomuchheartachehappen

inaday?

Me:“Ican’tbreathe,MboIcan’tbreathe.”

IexpressasIpullawayfrom hisarms.

Myfatherlooksatme,Iknowhe’sworriedbut,hecan’tleavehishystericalwife.

Mbongenicupsmycheeks.

Mbongeni:“Khethu,youneedtocalm down.You’rehavingapanicattack,Ineedyoutobreathe

okay.Followmylead.”

Ifollowhisleadashecountsmybreathing.

Mbongeniwhisksmeupinhisarms,themomentI’m steadyandtakesmetoaguestbedroom.I

didn’twanttoleavemygrandmother’ssidebutalso,Ican’tstandtoseeherlikethat.

NKOMO*

ZwelethucalledmecryingandIhadtofetchhim andbringhim tomyhouseasIcouldn’ttake

him toRandall’s.Hehasn’ttoldmewhattheproblem is,it’slatenowandIknowthathismother

isworriedsick.

HehasnotstoppedplayingvideogamessinceIbroughthim home,herefusestoeat.Histears

areoccasionallyfallingfrom hiseyesandhehasgivenupwipingthem.

Me:“YouneedtoeatZwe.”

Hedoesn’trespond,hiseyesareengrossedontheTVscreen.

Me:“Zwe?”

Silence.

Thisisenough.

IturnofftheTV,hesitsbackandfoldshisarmsacrosshischest,Isitbesidehim.

Me:“WhatisitZwe?Didsomethinghappenathome?”

Henodsandmufflesacry.

Me:“WillyoutellmeorshouldIkeepasking?”

Zwe:“It’sLunga,he…he…”



HefallsintoapainfulcryandIfailtounderstandwhathashappenedthathasupsethim.Ihold

him inmyarmsandlethim cryitout.

Me:“Zwe,maisprobablyworriedsickaboutyou.Yourphonehasbeenoff,don’tyouthinkyou

shouldinform herofyourwhereabouts?”

Zwe:“Iwill.”

Hestateswithanabrasivethroat.

Me:“Talkmebafo.WhathappenedtoLunga?”(Brother.)

Zwe:“He’sdeadbhuti.”(Brother.)

Me:“What?”

Thisnewsisearthshattering.

Me:“How?”

Heshrugs.

Zwe:“Ididn’task,Iranoutofthehouse.”

Me:“Youknowyouhavetogohomeright?”

Zwe:“Ican’tgobacktherebhutiplease,letmestayherewithyou.”

Me:“Fine,youcanstaybut,youhavetocallmaandletherknowthatyou’reokay.”

Zwe:“Iwill.”

Ihavetofindoutwhathappenedtomybrother.

RANDALL*

Segunwillnotleavemealone,it’sfunnyhowIalwaysfindthismaninmyhouse.Weshouldjust

agreetodisagree.

Me:“YouknowRaven,youshouldchoosewhereyourloyaltylies.Withmeorwithyourfather.”

IstateasIjointhem inthepatio,thewaySegunhasmadehimselfcomfortable,you’dswearhe

supportsmecompletely.

Raven:“IfIam forcedtopicksides,Imightaswellsplitmyselfintotwo.”

Heretorts.

Segun:“Don’tberidiculousUze.”

Hegrimacesatme.



Me:“Ohfather,howIwishyouwoulddoawaywiththatname.Itisareminderthatyouwill

alwayshavetheupperhand,eveninyourdeath,Iknowyouwillneverletthisbe.”

Segun:“YouspeakofmydeathwhileIstandbeforeyouUze?Isthiswhatyouwishforyour

father?”

Me:“HowcanIwishsomethingIhavenevertasted?Ihavebeengonefrom youfortoolongso,

whetheryouliveorperish.Itwillmakenodifferencetome.”

Hescowlsandshiftstotheedgeofhisseat.

Segun:“Iseethislifeyouhavechosenhastaughtyouimpudence,therewasatimeyounever

talkedbackatme.YouobeyedeverywordIgavewithnocomplaintswhatsoever.”

Thisisexactlywhathewants,arobothecancontrol.

Me:“Likeyousaidfather,therewasatimeandIwasaboythen,Iam amannow.I’m capableto

thinkformyselfandmakemyowndecisions.”

Segun:“YetyourwordsproveotherwiseUze,youclaim tobeamanbutyouhavechosenalife

ofcrime.ReallyUze?Bloodmoney?Isthishowyouhavebuiltyourlife?”

IleeratRaven,heshrugsandclearshisthroat.

Me:“Isthereanythingyoucandowithyourtimefatherbut,investigateme?”

Segun:“IdidwellbyinvestigatingyouUze,lookatthemessyouhavemadewithyourlife.You

weresafeundermywingbut,likeastupidlittleboyyouranthinkingyouwouldmakeitout

there.”

Me:“FatherdonotreprimandmeasifIam achild,Idonottakelightlytoinsults.”

Isnapathim,hegetsuponhisfeetasheacceptsalookofrage.

Segun:“Listentoyou,speakingtoyourfatherasifheisyourmate.Igaveyoueverythingson,

youhadallthemoneyintheworldUze.Whysettleforthislife?”

Me:“Donotcallmethat,father.”

Thisishim sayingIcontrolyou,notoncehasheevercalledmebymyfirstname.

Segun:“IwillcallyouwhateverIwant,youaremyson.Igaveyouthisbloodyname,youwillnot

tellmewhattodo.Doyouhearmeboy?”

Heshouts,Ravengetsup,hewantstojumpinbut,heisafraidofstandinguptothisman.

Ineedtocontrolmyself,mymotherwillkillmewhenshefindsoutthatIraisedmyvoiceather

husbandevenworse,theking.

Me:“WhyareyouinmyhouseFather?”

Iaskcalmly.

Segun:“IsthiswhatyouhavebecomeUzeOkolie?Acriminalwithnorespectandhasnoregard



forhumanlife?Whatdidn’tIgiveyouson?Whatmadeyousuccumbtothiskindoflife?Don’t

youfearthegods?”

Ilaughathisquestion.

Me:“Thegods?ThisiswhyIran,youpushingthingsdownmythroat.Thestupidwifeyou’re

obsessedabout,customsandyourrepression.Iwantedtobefreeandbemyownperson,I

wantedtodothingsinmyownterms.Withnoonetodictatemylife,youdon’tknowhow

peacefulIhavebeenliving.Ineveraskedtobeaprince,Idon’twanttotakeoverfrom youifI

havetojumpatyoureverycommand.Irefusetobeyoufather.AskRaven,heisafterallyour

shadow.NooffenseRav.”

Raven:“Nonetakenbro.”

Heraiseshishandswithasmirk.

Istaggerbackalittleasahotsensationkissesmycheek,damn,thisoldmanisstillstrong.I

didn’tseethatslapcoming.

Segun:“IwillkillyoubeforeIletyoudisrespectmelikethat,youhear?”

Heshouts.

Raven:“Father,whathaveyoudone?Youjusthityourownson.”

Ravenisshockedatthis,notoncehasthismaneverlaidafingeronanyofhischildren.He

mightbehardandstrictbut,corporalpunishmentisnotsomethinghepractised.

Me:“Father,Iwantyoutolistentomeandlistenwell.Ihavefoundloveformyself,Iam goingto

bringherandyouwillblessus.OtherwiseIam notSegunOkolie’sson,ifyouthinkyou’rehard

headedthen,youdonotknowme.”

Segun:“Areyouthreatingmeboy?”

Hescowlsatme.

Me:“HowcanIthreatenmyownfather?Iam juststating.Iwillnotlivemylifewithoutthis

woman,ifitmeansIhavetodiefightingtobewithherthen,itshallbedone.”

Segun:“Whoisthisjezebelthathas…”

Me:“SEGUN!!!”

Iyellathim asIgrabhim byhisshirt,Ravenisbetweenusinflash.He’spullingmeawayfrom

him but,myhandsholdatightgrip.

Raven:“Randall,Liyaishere,letgoofhim.”

Hewhispers.Iturntomybabywho’sglancingatuswithfearinhereyes,Ipullbackswiftlyand

hurrytotakeherinmyarms.

Segun:“Uze.”



HecallsmeasIattempttowalkaway,Istopandturntohim.

Segun:“Iwouldliketomeether,sheispartofyouandIcannotdenyher.”

ThismandoesnotknowwherehestandsandIam notsureIwanthim anywherenearmychild.

IleeratLiyanawhohasherarmshookedaroundmyneck,Ican’treallyhideherfrom him

forever.”

Me:“Princess,Iwantyoutomeetsomeone.”

Iintroduce.

Liyana:“Whoisitpapa?Isitthemanwhohityou?Idon’twanttomeethim.”

Shesawallofthat?Ihateexposingmychildtosuchthings.

Me:“Ithinkyoushouldmeethim,heisnotabadperson.”

Liyana:“Buthehityoupapa.”

Shecaressesmythrobbingcheek,Ismileather.

Me:“Yousee,justasyouaremydaughterandIcanchastiseyou,heismyfatherandhe’s

allowedtorebukemeifIam wrong.”

Liyana:“Still,hehityou.Youneverhitmepapa.”

SheisanOkoliealright,herstubbornnesstestifiesforher.

Raven:“Princess,won’tyoulethim explainswhyhedidwhathedid?”

Ravenspeaks,he’salwaysjumpingtomyrescue.Liyanapondersuponit,thennodsonce.

Iputherdownandmyfatheramblestoherandtakesherupinhisarms.

IhopeIdonotlivetoregretthis.

Hesitsdownwithheronhislap,Liyanalookscomfortable.

Segun:“DoyouknowwhoIam princess?”

Sheshakesherhead.

Segun:“Iam yournana.”(Grandfather.)

Hesays.

Liyana:“Grandfather?”

Henodswithanemotionalsmileonhisface.

Liyana:“Youaremypapa’sargya.”(Father.)

Heshootsmeaproudlook,it’sclearhedidn’texpecttohertoknowthatword.

Segun:“Yes,I’m aking,yourpapaisaprinceandyoumyloveareaprinc…”



Me:“Okay,that’senough.”

Itakeherfrom him,Liyanadoesn’tknowanythingaboutthisroyalty.OnlyIwilltellherwhenI

feelthetimeisright,SegunisagreatmanipulatorandIcannottrusthim atthismoment.

Tobecontinued…

59*

RANDALL*

Stylesisbeingdischargedtoday,finallywecangetonwiththisplan.IneedAmarawithme.

It’saMondayafternoon,rightafter12pm.Ihavetobeatthehospitalaround2pm.

Me:“Chioma.”

IshoutforherasIsaunterdownthestairs,shehurriestomefrom thekitchen.

Chioma:“Uze?”

Me:“WhereisLiya,Ican’tfindheranywhere.”

Chioma:“She’sinthepatiowithNeo.”

There’saknockatthedoor,shehurriestoopen.

Nkomomarchesinlookingflustered,IthoughtItoldhim toleavemyhouse.

Me:“Whatthehellareyoudoinghere?”

Nkomo:“Whatdidyoutomybrotheryoubastard?”

Hegroanswhilewalkingtowardsthestairs,Imeethim halfway.

Me:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Nkomo:“YoukilledmybrotherScar.”

Me:“Don’tcallmethat.”

Nkomo:“WhatshouldIcallyou?Itiswhoyouare.Aheartlessbastardwhokillsinnocent

children.”

Ihavenoideawhathe’stalkingabout.

Me:“Nkomo,ifyoucametomyhousetoinsultme.RatherleavebeforeIhurtyou.”

Nkomo:“Tellmewhyyoudidit.Whatdidthatinnocentboydotoyou?”



Me:“Whatthefuckareyoutalkingabout?Willyoustandthereandcrylikeabitchorexplain

yourself?”

Nkomo:“Mylittlebrotherdiedsuddenly,yesterday,nooneknowshowhisdeathcameabout.I

knowitwasyouRandall,youmanagedtogetintothathouseandkillhim.Iknowhowyour

bloodymindworks,you’resicklikethat.”

Hegruntsatme,Ihuff.

Me:“Don’tyouthinkifIhadfoundmywayintoMkhize’shouse,theonlythingIwould’vedone

wastogetAmara?Idon’tplaygamesNkomo,allIcareaboutrightnowisgettingAmaraoutof

there.Iwouldappreciateit,ifyouwouldnotcometomyhouseandfuckingtellmeshit.”

Heglaresatmeforawhile.

Me:“Look,Idon’tlikeyouandIdoubtIeverwill.But,IhaveachildNkomoandIwouldnever

thinkofhurtinganyone’schild.Cometothinkofit,Iwarnedyourfatherbefore.Youdonot

challengetheOkolies,Iguesshetookmeforafoolandnowhe’spayingforit.Ifanyoneistobe

blamedhere,it’sthatoldmanofyours.Hebroughtthisuponyourfamily,foroldtime’ssakeI

am sorryforyourloss.”

IguessIshouldknowhowhefeels,IwouldbreakifIweretolosemybrothers.

Nkomosighs,stepsbackandsettlesonachair.Heburieshisfaceinhishands.

“I’dbedamned,UzeOkolieknowshowtoapologise.”

Onlyonepersonisfondofsayingthesewords.AsmileflashesonmyfaceasIturntomeet

Styles,he’sstandinginthefoyerwithSethu.Hishandisoverhershoulderashe’sunableto

standonhisown.

Me:“Howdidyougethere?Ithoughtyouwillbedischargedatthree.”

IutterwithexcitementasIsauntertohim andtakeoverfrom Sethu.

Styles:“Iwassickofthatplace,Icouldn’twaitanymore.”

HeexplainswhileIleadhim tothecouch,hesitsbackandsighssoftly.

Me:“So,youaskedMissSethutoaccompanyyou?WhathappenedtoUber?Youcould’vecalled

measwell.”

Iwhispertohim.

Styles:“Shehasacarandofferedtotakemeso,Iagreed.”

HeturnstothedoorwhereSethuisstillstandingwithherheadbowedandherhandsfidgeting

witheachother.

Styles:“Sethu,comein.Thisfoolmaylookscarybut,hedoesn’tbite.”

Heteases,NkomofollowsbehindwhileChiomastridesbacktothekitchen.



Me:“Youforgottoleaveyourdryjokesatthehospital.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“WhowillmakeyoulaughifIhaddonethat,Iknowyoufindmefunny.”

Heripostewithapinchofsarcasm,Ichortle,Icannotexpresshowcrazythisfoolis.

Nkomo:“Youlookbetterman.”

Nkomostates.

Styles:“I’m surprisedyoutwohaven’tkilledeachother,I’m expectingheavythunderstorms

tonight.”

Anotherdryjoke,Nkomochortles.

Sethu:“Ihavetogobacknow,myshiftisnotoveryet.”

Me:“Oh,you’reallowedtoleaveworkpremisesduringworkinghours?Thatmustbenice.”

Stylesshootsmeacoldstare,Ismirkathim.

Sethu:“It’smylunchbreaksir.”

Sheexplains,shylydroppinghergaze.

Me:“No,callmeMr.Randall.Siristooformal,you’reMr.Styles’friendandthatmakesyoumy

friend.RightStyles?”

Hissharpgazepiercesme,Ichortleinresponse.

Me:“I’m kiddingSethu,I’m justtryingtogetyoutorelax.Youaretooedgy.”

Iexpress.

Nkomo:“Wehaven’tbeenformallyintroduced,I’m Nkomo.”

Hereacheshishandouttoher,sheshakesit.Stylesexchangesaglancewithme,Iknowhe

doesn’ttrustNkomoaswell

Sethu:“Sethu.”

Sheintroducesshylybeforeclaimingherhandback.

Styles:“Nkomo,keepyoureyestoyourself.”

Hewarns,yeahIsawthatlooktoo.

Styles:“Sethudoesn’tdofuckboysandshe’snotattractedtocowsaswell.”

Hestates.WhydoIsenseapangofjealousy?

Nkomo:“Randywasright,youshould’veleftyourdryjokesatthehospital.”

Styles:“Ohbut,I’m notjoking.I’m deadseriousNkomo,keepawayfrom her.”



IclearmythroatwhileglancingatStyles,healmostrollshiseyesthere.

Styles:“ThankyouSethu.”

Sethu:“Noproblem sir.”

Shestatesassheglancesathim,there’sastrangeeyeglarebetweenthem thatcausesmeto

clearmythroatagain.

Shebidsusgoodbyeandleaves.

Me:"Well,nowthatthedistractionisoutoftheway.Let’sgettobusiness.”

Stylesclickshistongue.

Styles:“You’reafoolUze.”

Me:“YouneedtobecarefulStyles,Idon’tseeKhethubeingcomfortablewiththisnewfound

friendship.”

Styles:“Whateveryou’reimplyingisallinyourhead.”

Nkomo:“WhatishetalkingaboutStyles?”

Me:“Whyareyoustillhere?”

IquestionNkomowhoglaresatmeblankly.

“Ameetingwithoutme,ouchIam hurt.”

Neostateswalkingin,handinhandwithLiyanawhoscurriestoStylesuponseeinghim.

Liyana:“UncleStyles.”

Shechirpsandengulfshim inahug,hetittersandshowersherwithkissesalloverherface.Her

gigglesfilltheroom,Inoticethatherclothesareallmuddy.

Me:“Neo,really?Mud?”

Neo:“Thechildwantedtobuildmudcastles,shameonyouUze.Youhavenevertakenthechild

tothebeach.”

Me:“Princess,gotoChiomasoshecangetyoucleanedup.”

Liyana:“But,IwanttostaywithuncleStyles.”

Shepouts,Stylesdoesn’tseem tomindthathe’snowcoveredinmud.

Me:“Liya?”

Igiveherasternlook.

Styles:“I’llbeherewhenyou’redoneprincess,Ipromise.”

Liyana:“Okay.”



Shejumpsdownfrom hislapandclompstothekitchen.

Neo:“Stylos,youshouldgetyourselfcleanedup.”

Herewego.

Stylesdoesn’tacknowledgehim,helooksdistraught.

AMARA*

EverydayIwakeupthinkingtodayisthedayRandallwillcomeforme,andeverydayendswith

medisappointed.Mkhizehasn’tcometomyroom,thankfully.Kazisayshelookslikehell,Idon’t

feelsorryforhim atall.Kazinevertalksaboutthefamilywithme,sheknowsitmakesme

uncomfortableandIwouldrathernothearwhattheMkhizesareupto.

Ihavehealedwell,I’m abletomoveabouttheroom.IhavealsobeenseeinglessofKazi,Ithink

shewastoldnotattendtomeasmuch.

I’m standingbythewindowasIhearthedoorcrackopen,IturntomeetMkhize’sdisconsolate

face.

Mkhize:“Ihaveasurpriseforyoumybride.”

Hesmirks.

Mkhize:“Won’tyouaskmewhatitis?Youdon’tevenlookeagertoknow.”

HepronounceswhenIdon’trespond.

Mkhize:“Fine,peoplesayI’m acruelbastardbut,Ibegtodiffer.YouaregoingtolovewhatI

haveforyou.”

Hismouthformsaslygrin.

Shouldn’tthismanbemourninghischild?

Hemovestothesideanddeclares.

Mkhize:“NgenaSdudla.”

Hecommands,myjawdropswhenIseemyuncletreadin.Hisheadisbowedinshameandhe

looksdifferent.He’slostabitofweight,hisfaceisgrubby,itlookslikehehasn’thadabathin

days.Mkhizetightlypresseshistwofingersonhisnostrils,indicatingthatthere’safoulsmell.

Mkhize:“SorryaboutthatAmara,mydoghasn’thadhisbathyet.Butdon’tworry,hewon’tcome

nearyoubecauseheknowsIwillkillhim.”

Hedeclares,Iam disgustedbythesetwomen.Myuncleisnodifferentfrom Mkhize.

Mkhize:“Happyfamilyreunion,don’tbelongsdudla.I’lljustbeoutsidewhileyoutwocatchup.”



Hechortlesbeforeploddingoutandshutsthedoorbehindhim,IrealisethatIam stillterrifiedof

thisman.Ihavenothingbut,terriblememoriesofhim.

Me:“Areyouheretotakemehome?”

Ibreakthesilence,seeingthathe’ssheepish.

Heraiseshislassitudeeyesandfearteasesme,thosearethesameeyesthatalwayslookedat

melustfully.Todaythereisnolifeinthem.

Moses:“Amarayouhavetohelpme.”

Hepleads,desperationclearinhisvoice.

Moses:“ThatmanisevilAmara.”

Me:“Birdsofthesamefeatherflocktogether.”

Ithrowthatin.

Moses:“IknowIdidyouwrongmychildandI’m sorry.”

Me:“Iam notyourchild,youdecidedthatthedayyoumolestedme.”

Thethoughtmakesmeemotionalbut,Iwillnotcryinfrontofhim.Irefusetogivehim the

gratificationofseeingmecry.

Moses:“Amara,I’m amanandwhatIdidtoyouisnotnew.Mostmendoit,wegiveintothe

lustofthefleshandhurtthepeoplewelove.It’syourjobtounderstandandforgiveus.”

Ican’tbelievethosewordsjustlefthismouth,thefactthathe’sjustifyinghisactionsis

appalling.

Me:“YouaremorerevoltingthanIthought,you’reinhumane.Iam ashamedthatmyfamilyhas

toberelatedtoamonsterlikeyou.”

Iyellathim astearsgushdownmyface.

Moses:“Amaralistentomeokay,I’m sorry,Idon’tknowwherethatcamefrom.Lookatme

Amara,thatmanisalsokeepingmecaptive.Hebroughtmeheretoconvinceyoutomarryhim,

hewillkillmeafterthewedding.But,Ineedyoutobeghim formylifeplease.”

Iam nottouchedbyhispleasatall.

Me:“Iwillnotdothat,Ihavenothingtodowithyouandthatman.”

Moses:“Whatiswrongwithyoustupidchild?Doyoulikeseeingmelikethis,huh?Thinkofyour

aunt,shehasn’tseenmeindaysAmara.Shemustbeworriedsickaboutme.”

Me:“Youarethemostselfishpersononthefaceoftheearth,youdon’tcareaboutanyonebut

yourself.NotoncehaveyouaskedmeifIwasokay.”

Hiscoldlaughsendsshiversdownmyspine,ifevilhadanamethenMoseswouldbeit.



Moses:“Amara?Sothisisyou?Youhaveavoicenowandyoucanstanduptome?Inever

thoughtIwouldlivetoseethisday.Tellme,whoisit?Whoisthefoolthatgaveyouthis

courage?BecauseIknowit’snotMkhizethat,fooldoesn’thaveitinhim tosatisfyayoungfresh

girllikeyou.”

Heexclaims,rubbinghischinandhiseyeslustfullystabbingme.Isuddenlyfeelaneedtocover

up.Ifoldmyarmsacrossmychestandtakeastepback,asIlookawayfrom thatperverted

gaze.

Me:“Getout.”

Myvoicequaverswithrage,Kazirushesinandstopsatthedooratthesightofthisdisgusting

manbeforeme.

Moses:“Whoareyou?Can’tyouseewearestilltalking?Getout.”

Hebellowsather,sheyelpsinfrightbut,doesn’tmoveaninch.

Moses:“Isaidgetoutofhere.”

Herepeats,Kaziwillnotmoveaslongasshestillseesthisfearinmyeyes.

Kazi:“Sir,Idon’tknowwhoyouarebut,Isuggestyouleavethisroom becauseyoudonotknow

whoyou’remessingwith.”

Shethreatenshim,Ihavenoideawhatshemeansbut,sheisdeadserious.

Moses:“Amara,yiphelalakholeli?”(Isthisyourcockroach?)

Hemocks,hiseyesscrutinizingeveryinchofher.Kaziisnotdaunted,shestandsgroundtill

Mkhizefliesintotheroom.

Mkhize:“Kwenzakalanila?”(What’sgoingonhere?)

Hecamebackwearinganangrylook.

Moses:“Siqedileukukhulumababa.”(Wearedonetalkingsir.)

Mosesflasheshim abigsmile.

Mkhize:“Voetsek,ngubaniubabawakho?”(Whoisyourfather?)

Heroars,Mosesdropshishead.Thatarrogancehehadisgone,likeitwasneverthere.

Moses:“Ngiyaxolisa.”(I’m sorry.)

Mkhize:“Ngiyaxolisabani?”(I’m sorrywho?)

Moseslooksatme,he’swearingacrownofshamenow.Hedropshisgaze,IneverthoughtI

wouldseetheday.

Moses:“Ngiyaxolisankosi.”(I’m sorrymaster.)

Mkhize:“Ididn’thearyou,sayitlouder.”



Mkhizegrunts,thisisweirdImustsay.

Mosesheavesasigh.

Moses:“Ngiyaxolisankosi.”(I’m sorrymaster.)

Hebellows.

Whateverishappeninghere,hedeservesitandIam notgoingtopleadforhislife.Myauntwill

bebetteroffwithouthim anyway.

Mkhize:“Asambesdudla,Ihopemybridewilltaketoconsiderationwhatyousaid.”(Let’sgo.)

HestatesleadingMosesout,IdroptomykneesasIam finallyabletobreathe.Kazirushesto

meandhelpsmetoachair.

Kazi:“Areyouokay?”

Ishakemyheadpositively.

Kazi:“Whoisthatman?Somethingabouthim isnotrighthey.”

Me:“Myuncle.”

Kazi:“Youruncle?”

Shesaysitlikesheknowshim,Icanonlywonderwhatisbehindthelookonherface.

RANDALL*

Styles:“IneedtogoseeKhethu.”

Heexplainsthereasonbehindhismelancholymood.

Me:“Haveyouspokentoher?”

Styles:“She’snottakingmycalls,Ileftmultiplemissedcallsbut,shehasn’trespondedtoany

offthem.”

Hestateslowly.

Neo:“Whathappenedtoherissadgents,lifeisnoone’sfriend.Imaginefindingoutyourlifeis

notwhatyouthoughtitwasthen,losethemostimportantpeopleinyourlife.Khethuisastrong

womangents.”

He’sright.

Styles:“IhaveafeelingsheisshuttingmeoutandIwanttobethereforher.”

Me:“YoucanStyles,she’sprobablytoostressedtospeak.”



Styles:“Thatisthesamewomanwholiterallysharedeverythingwithme.”

Hefailstohidethesadnessinhisvoice.

Neo:“Marabozza,youneedtounderstand.ThatoldfoolMdlulihunghimself,thebastardknew

hiswifewassickandhisdeathcouldcauseherhealthtodeteriorate.Howselfishcanaperson

behee?Youknowwhat,IfeelKhethu’spain.”

Hesniffs,weglareathim,tryingtofindamotivationbehindhistears.

Me:“AreyoucryingNeo?”

Hesendshishandtohisfaceandswipesitonceoverhiseyes.

Nkomo:“Thisgrownassmaniscrying?”

Hestateswithabaffledlookonhisface.

Neo:“Voetsek,I’m notcrying.Youmorskont.”

Heretorts,thebreakingofhisvoiceproveshim aliar.

Neo:“Imissmymothergents.”

Hesniffsashegetsupfrom hisseat,oureyesfollowhismovement.

Neo:“I’m goingtocallmymother.”

Hedeclares,sniffingawaytothekitchen,Nkomocan’tcontrolhimself.Heblaresinlaughter,I

turntoStyleswhoiswrestlingwithhisownhilarity.

Me:“Whatthehelljusthappened?”

IenquireasIam stillconfoundedbyNeo’semotionalepisode.

Styles:“Neohasfeelingsafterall,Ithoughttheguywasonlyaclown,literally.”

Asilentmomenttakesovertheroom aswemulloverthepasteventsandtheeffectstheyhad

onourlovedones.

Nkomo:“There’ssomethingyouguysshouldknow.”

Nkomointroduces.

Nkomo:“TheambushandAmarabeingtakenwasallOlivia.”

Hespewsthewordsout,leavingmedazed.

Me:“Howdoyouknow?”

Nkomo:“ShewasherewhenyouwereatthehospitalwithStyles,apparentlyshefoundout

aboutyourdeathandcametogetLiyana.Ifollowedherwhensheleftthehouseonlyforherto

leadmetoMkhize’shouseso,Iputtwoandtwotogether.”

Me:“Iam goingtokillthatwoman.”



Irumble,jumpinguptomyfeet.

Styles:“YouarenotgoinganywhereRandy,notnow.”

Hepronouncessternly.

Me:“WhatthehellStyles?SheisthereasonAmaraisnotwithmeandyouexpectmetoletit

go.”

Styles:“Ididn’tsayletitgoman,justdon’tdoanythingirrationalnow.YouheardwhatNkomo

said,she’sworkingwithMkhize.OnemistakeandyouwillputAmara’slifeinjeopardy.”

Iunderstandwhathe’ssayingbut,OliviaistestingmeandIswearshewillpayforthis.Isee

ChiomamarchingtotheloungewithNeofollowingbehind,he’stryingtostopher.But,sheisnot

havingit,somethinghasupsethergreatly.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Ienquirethesecondshestopsinfrontofme.

Chioma:“Uze,Ifeelbadforkeepingthisfrom you,asLiyana’sfatheryouhaveeveryrightto

knowthetruth.”

SheisscaringmerightnowandIdonotscareeasily.

Me:“WhattruthChioma?”

Neo:“Eish.”

Hescratcheshisheadinfrustration.

Me:“Whatthehellisgoingon?”

Chioma:“Liyanawasexposedtosomethingnochildshouldeverhavetosee.”

Me:“WhatwasLiyanaexposedto?”

Sheappearstobetooafraidtospeak.

Me:“Neo,whatisChiomatalkingabout?Whatwasmybabyexposedto?”

Neo:“EishChiomaisputtingmeonthespotnow.Thisthingwilldriveyoucrazybozza.”(Boss.)

Idon’tgetwhytheywouldintroducethistomeonlytostallit,theyaredrivingmeinsaneright

now.

Me:“Neo,I’m alreadygoingcrazy.Whatthehellhappenedtomybaby?”

Irumble.

Neo:“OliviaandJosephexposedLiyanatotheirsexualscenes.”

Me:“Whatdidyousay?”

Styles:“NeopleasetellmeIheardwrong.”



Stylesgruntsashepullshimselfup.

Chioma:“Liyatolduseverything,howshewalkedinonthem inthelivingroom andJoseph

explainedtothechildwhattheyweredoing.”

IfeelmyheadspinningatthesoundofChioma’swords.

Styles:“Whatdoesthatmean?Youpeoplearenotmakingsense.”

Neo:“HowelseshouldweexplainitStylos?Thechildsawthosetwohavingsexandnotoneof

them wasashamed,insteadthatfoolJosephlockedheroutside,aftertellingthechildthathe

needstofinishwhathestarted.”

Thisishowitfeelswhenpeoplepokeyou.

Igrabmykeysfrom thetableandhurtletowardsthedoor.

Styles:“Randallwhereareyougoing?”

Heshoutsafterme.

Me:“IhaveanitchandI’m goingtoscratchit.”

Iyellback.

Iheartheirfeettreadingbehindme,noonewillstopme.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL*

I’m drivingfullspeedtoBoksburg,IswitchedoffmyhumanitywhenNeoexplainedtomewhat

Liyanawassubjectedto.Myphonesrings,it’sStyles.

Iknowhewillwanttostopme,healwaysdoesthis.

Iansweranyway.

Styles:“YouwillturnthatcararoundRandallandcomebackhome.”

Hedemands.

Me:"Thatisnothappening.”

Styles:“Randall,sheisthemotherofyourchild.DoyouwantLiyanatogrowupwithouta

mother?”

Me:“LiyanadeservesbetterthanOlivia.”

Styles:“YoumeanAmara?”

Me:“Youdamnright.”

Styles:“IknowyouloveAmaraRandallbut,shecanneverbeLiyana’srealmother.Whatwillyou

tellthechildwhensheasksabouther?”

Dammit.

Me:“Styles,isthisyourwayoftryingtotalkmeoutofthis?”

Styles:“YouknowI’m tellingthetruth,though.”

Anditannoysmesometimes,thefactthathecantalkmeoutofthings.

Me:“WhatdoIdowiththisrageinsidemeStyles?Ineedtofeedit.”

Styles:“Fornow?Nothing.GobackhometoLiyana,sheneedsyou.Remember,Oliviathinks

you’redead.Approachingherlikethiswillalarm Mkhize,rightnowhisguardisdown.Weare

talkingaboutyourAmaraRandy,let’ssaveherfirstthen,wewilldealwithOlivia.”

ThismanneedstoshutupbeforeIchangeImind.

Me:“Mustyoualwaysbethatvoiceofreason?Can’tyoubeontheotherteam foronce?”

Styles:“Someonehastobeonthegoodside.”

Ifindmyselfpullingupatthegate,thehouselightsareon.



Me:“Toolate,I’m here.”

Styles:“WhatthehellRandall,turnthatcararound.”

Me:“Relax,I’lljusthavealittlefun.Iwon’tkillher,OliviawillbegmetokillheronceI’m done.As

forherrunningtoMkhize,that’sawishshewillneverget.Iwillimprisonherinherownhouse.”

Styles:“Whatareyougoingtodotoher?”

Me:“Styles,arealmanneverkissesandtell.”

Hesighsatmyresponse.

Styles:“Randall…”

Icutthecallbeforehespeaksfurther,thatangelsideofhim miffsmeattimes.I’m goingto

needbackuphere,Iknowwhotocall.

“Umkhontoomkhuluowanqobaizithazakheezinamandla.”(Thegreatspearthatconqueredhis

strongestenemies.)

Thismanisalwaysextreme,thisishowheanswershisphone.

Me:“Mkhonto,bringtwoofyourbestguys.Iwillsendyouthelocation.”

Mkhonto:“Whoisthefoolthathasdughisowngrave?I’m cravingafuneral.WhenlastdidIeat

sevencolours?”

I’llsayitagain,heisextra.

Me:“Sorrytodisappointyouman,youwon’tbefeedingyourcravingthistime.”

Mkhonto:“Eish,ngamla.You’reanenemyofprogressyazi.”(Boss.Youknow.)

Hereturns.

Me:“GivemeyourbestMkhonto,Idon’twantratswho’llmessupmyplans.”

Mkhonto:“Uphethweyimingamla.”(Igotyou,boss.)

Iknowhedoes.

Thegateisnotlockedasalways,Itreadinandknock.

Thedoorcracksopen,hereyeswideninshockandherjawdropsatthesightofme.Igreether

withasmirk.

Olivia:“Randall?”

Shealmostchokesmynameout.

Me:“What’swrongOlivia?Youlooklikeyou’veseenaghost?”

ItauntasIamblein,sheplodsback,hergazestillonme.Iusemylegtoshutthedoor,whileI

toiltowardsher.



STYLES*

Ididn’texpectthisfoolMbongenitoopenthedoor,IhadtogotoKhethu.Icouldn’tsleep

withoutseeingher.Hisfacechangeswhenheseesme.

Mbongeni:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Thenerve.

Me:“Icametoseemywoman.Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Mbongeni:“Khethuissleeping.”

Me:“Iwilljoinherthen.”

HeblocksthedoorasItrytowalkin.

Me:“Ifyouwantmetowalkoveryourdeadbodythat,canbeeasilyarranged.”

Hehuffs.

Mbongeni:“Youarenothingbut,awhitecollarcriminal,youandthat,what’shisface?You

commitwhitecollarcrimesandthatistheonlyreasonyouarenotlockedupinprisonwhere

youbelong.”

Hehasthenervetotauntme.

Me:“Idon’tlikeyourfaceboy,nowmovebeforeIrearrangeit.”

Mbongeni:“Iam notafraidofyou.”

Me:“Whothefuckdoyouthinkyouare?Khethudoesn’tneedyouhere,ifmymemoryservesme

right.Sheleftyouforme,nowgrowapairandgetthehelloutofhere.”

Mbongeni:“OnedayKhethuwillseeyouforthetrashyoureallyare.”

Me:“Wow,Trash?Fancy.Getthefuckoutofmyway.”

Ipushhim asideandhepushesme.Thataloneisenoughformetoretaliate,Ipunchhim and

myblowsendshim crashingonthefloor.

Hedirectshishandtohismouthandwipesoutthebloodthathaspaintedhislips.

Me:“Idon’tfightlittleboys,Iputthem inacorner.Now,godoyourtimeoutmfana.”(Boy.)

Nobayenicomesrunning.

Nobayeni:“Whathaveyoudone?”

Shehelpshim up.



Me:“I’m heretoseeKhethu.”

Nobayeni:“You’renotwelcomehere,getout.”

Shesnapsatme,Iunderstandherangerbut,I’m notgoinganywhere.

Mbongeni:“Thismanjustassaultedme,arresthim commissioner.”

HesnitcheswhenDladlastrollsintotheroom.

Dladla:“Styles?”

Heglancesatme,themanlooksbroken.

Me:“I’m heretoseeKhethu.”

Dladla:“Khethuisinherroom.”

Hepointsitout.

Mbongeni:“Commissioner,Iwanttopresscharges.Thiscriminalassaultedme.”

Hecrieslikeababy.

Dladla:“Ididn’tseeanythingMbongeni,ifyouwanttopresschargesyouknowwherethestation

is.Mychildisintherehurtingandyou’rehereactinglikeahormonalteenager.”

Mbongeniglaresatme,hecan’tbelieveDladlaiscensuringhim.Ismirkathisstupidity.

Nobayeni:“Noonerespectsmymother’shouse.”

Shewhingeswhilewalkingaway.

Nobayeniwalkingaway?That’safirst.

Dladla:“GoaheadSishi,she’sbeenwaitingforyou.”

Me:“Thankyou.”

It’snothardtofindKhethu’sroom.Thehouseisasinglestoryhouse,it’sbigalright,her

grandmotherapparentlywasn’tfondofstairs.So,Mdlulibuiltherthisfamilyhome.Thisis

whereKhethumostlygrewup,she’salwaysbeentheonlychild.Nobayeniwastoobrokento

mothermorekids,shefailedtomotherKhethuandhavingmorechildrenwouldhavebeentoxic

forherandthechildren.

Iguessshedidwellbytyinghertubes.

IopenthedoortoKhethu'sbedroom,she’scurledupinaballonherbed.Herpuffyredeyesfall

onmeandmypresenceseemstoconjurethepain,asaheartbreakingsobgustoutofher

mouth.Myheartbreaksashercriesfillmyears,Iscrambleonthebedandtakeherinmyarms.

Shedescendsinmyencirclementandholdsontomelikeshe’safraidoflettinggo,assheyowls

onmychest.

Me:“I’m herenow,I’m heremylove.”



Iassureher.Howdoyoucomfortsomeonewhohaslostlovedones?

NOMBULELO*

Mbusobroughtpizzahome,IswearthiseccentricfetishhehasforPizzaissuperfluous.He

shoulddoawaywithit,foradoctor,heeatsunhealthy.

We’rewatchingamovieonthecouch,whilehe’shavingaloveaffairwithslicesofpizza.The

onlythingIcanstomachatthemomentisthisfishIbought,Idon’tthinkIhavetastedanything

sodivine.

Ifeelhisgazestabbingmefrom thesideofmyface,Iturnandfindhim glaringatmyfood.

Me:“Youcanaskifyouwantsome.There’smorewherethiscamefrom.”

Mbuso:“I’m okaythanks.”

Me:“Okay.Whyareyoustaringthen?”

Mbuso:“Isthatallyou’regoingtohave?”

Hemakesaface.

Me:“It’sbetterthanthatpizzayou’restuffingyourfacewith.”

Mbuso:“Notfrom thisview,fishface.”

Heboosandhasmelaughing.

Me:“CallmefishfaceagainandIwillshovethisfishbonedownyourthroat.”

Ithreatenwiththeboneinhand,Mbusogurglesandraiseshishandsinsurrender.

Mbuso:“Ilikethisyouknow?”

Heblurtsoutafterreceivingaseriouslook,Ismilewaitingforhim toexplainhisrandomness.

Mbuso:“You,us.Ilikehowyou’renotuptightandarefree-spirited.Youmakeamanwantto

sendcowstoyourfather.”

Hespews,Iseehim holdingalaughbut,mineisdisrespectful.Itsurgesoutofmymouthonly

forittobecontagiousasMbusodivesintoatrundleoflaughter.

Me:“YouarethecheesiestpersonIhaveevermet.”

Mbuso:“And,whosaiddoctorswereserioussnortybrats?”

Igiggleathisquestion.

Me:“That’stheattitudeyouallcarry.”



Mbuso:“Wesavelivesforaliving,we’retherealsuperheroes.Letuswalkonwater,please.”

He’sfunny.I’m stillbaffledbythethoughtthatthismanismine,heliterallysawmeandwanted

me.Mbusoisnotfrom awealthyfamily,hisparentsarepensionerswhoworkedhardtoput

theirchildthroughmedicalschool.Hence,thesmallapartmentandnotworkingatalarge

hospital.Heisashumbledastheycome.

Me:“Nooneisstoppingyou.”

Hiseyesscanmylips,heleansoverandpecksthem.There’sthatthingthatsaysIwantmore

so,Istraddlehim andcagehislipswithmine.Hishandsgripmywaistashedeepensthekiss,

hepullsbackandmakesaface.

Mbuso:“Youtastelikefish.”

Don’tIknowthissaga?Ilaughandcovermymouth,Itotallyforgotaboutthestubbornsmell

andtasteoffish.

Mbuso:“TellGoku,I’m nothappywithhisfoodcravings.”

Me:“I’llpassonthemessage.”

Hesniggersbeforepullingmebackintoanotherdeepkiss.

Mbuso:“Gosh,Iwantyousobad.”

Hisdeclarationsendsasurgeofshiversdownmyspine,I’m lostinhiskissesinajiffy.Icircle

myarmsaroundhisneckashistongueinmymouthdropsmybodyintoapoolofheat.Withhis

handsonmywaist,helaysmedownonthecouchwithoutbreakingthekiss,hishandtravelsup

from mystomachtofindthattreasurehehadbeensearchingforwhenwefirstkissed.He’s

triumphantinattainingit,I’m wearingabra.Hestops,raiseshisheavy-liddedeyestogoggleat

me.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

Me:“I’m sorryIwasn’ttherewhenyouneededme.”

Herheadisrestingonmychest,shehasstoppedcryingbut,herbodyistrembling.Ithought

holdingherinmyarmswillmakeitstop,sheistooshakenandIfeellikeafailure.

Khethu:“You’reherenow.”

Sherespondswithalowhuskytone.

Me:“AndIwillalwaysbehere.”

Ipressmylipsonthetopofherhead.

Me:“Howisyourmotherholdingup?”

Shemustbetakingithard.

Khethu:“Idon’tknow,Idon’tthinkitmatterstomehowsheis.ThatwomanhatesmeStyles,

evenafterfindingoutthetruth,she’sstillhostiletowardsme.Isitmyfaultthatmygrandfather

rapedher?”

She’sbecomingemotionalagain.

Me:“Baby,don’t.Idon’twantyougettingupset,youknowIcan’tseetearsinyoureyes.”

Khethu:“Whyam IinsomuchpainStyles?WhatwrongdidIdotodeservesuchpunishment?”

Me:“YouareagoodwomanKhethukuthulaDladla,don’teverdoubtthat.And,you’renotalone

inthis.I’m here,yourparentsarehere.”

Sheraisesherhead–tearswellupinherpuffyredeyes,herlowerlipquivers.Shescrunches

herjaw,asiftoholdbackthetearsthreateninghereyes.

Me:“Baby,no.”

Iwhispersoftlyandsheburstintoinconsolabletears,Ipullherbackintomyarms.

Khethu:“I’m sorryStyles,thisisalltoomuchtotakein.”

Shesaysthroughhersnuffles.

Me:“Don’tdothistoyourselfbaby,please.”

There’saknockatthedoor,Dladlawalksin.

Dladla:“Iwouldlikeamomentwithmydaughterplease.”



Khethulooksupathim withafrownonherface.

Khethu:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Shesniffs.

Dladla:“Iwanttomakesureyou’reokayangel.”

Khethu:“I’m fine.”

Sheswipesherhandoverhereyes,wipingawayhertears.

Dladla:“Iwasthinkingwecouldtakeawalkinthegarden,you’vebeenlockedupinthisroom for

hours.”

He’stryingtoreachouttoher.

Khethu:“I’m finedad,please.”

Itdoesn’tseem likeDladlaisabouttogiveuponhisdaughter.MaybeIshouldgivethem space,

Ijumpoffthebed.

Khethu:“Whereareyougoing?”

Shefrownsatme.

Me:“Givingyouspace.”

Khethu:“Idon’twantyoutogoStyles.”

Okay,IlookatDladla.Hescansmewithanintrusivelookonhisface.

Dladla:“Whathappenedtoyou?Youlookpale.”

IfhefindsoutIwasshot,hewillwanttoplaypoliceofficer.

Me:“I’m fine.”

Actually,Ishould’verestedabit.Mybodyisnotstrongenoughyet.HeturnstoKhethu.

Dladla:“Angel,I’llmakethatspecialcoffeeyoulike.”

Khethu:“Idon’twantanything.”

Thisisgoingtobealongroad.

WhenKhethushutsdown,shepusheseveryoneaway.Ihopethiswillnotaffectourrelationship

inthelongrun.

Me:“He’stryingKhethu,won’tyoumeethim halfway?”

Iaddmyopinion,shehateswhatIjustsaid.Herfacedoesn’thideheremotionsprettywell.

Khethu:“Styles,ifIwantcoffee,Iwillmakeitmyself.”

Sheretorts,Dladlalookshurt.



Dladla:“Okayangel,Iwillbehereifyouneedanything.”

Heslouchestopeckherforeheadbut,shetiltsherheadtotheside.

He’shurtbyhergesture,hesauntersoutoftheroom andclosesthedoor.

Me:“Yourfatherishurtingtoo,youknow?”

Khethu:“Hehasbeenlyingtomemywholelife.”

Me:“Onlytoprotectyoufrom thetruth,thiswould’vehurtyouanywayKhethuandthisiswhat

hewastryingtoavoid.”

Ican’tletherfindoutthatIknew,itwilltakeourrelationshiptoapointofnoreturn.

Khethu:“Youdon’tthinkIdeservedtoknowwhymyownmotherhatedme,Ispentmylifetrying

togethertolovemeStyles.ClearlyIwasthefool,itwasnevergoingtohappenbecauseI

remindherofapainfulpast.”

Me:“Let’snottalkaboutitanymore,it’sonlymakingyouupset.”

Khethu:“PromiseyouwillneverlietomeStyles.”

Shelooksintomyeyes,assheasksfortheimpossible.HowcanImakeapromiseIcan’tkeep.

Isettlebackonthebedandtakeherhandinmine,Isendittomymouthandplantakissonher

palm.

Me:“YouknowI’m notperfectright?”

Khethu:“Iknow,Ialsoknowyouwillneverhurtmeintentionally.”

True.

Me:“Iwillneverdream ofhurtingyoubaby.Iloveyou.”

Khethu:“Iloveyou.”

Ipeckherlips.

Khethu:“Won’tyouholdme?”

Icradleherinmyarms,assherestsherheadonmychest,wefallintosilence.

RANDALL*

Olivia:“Ithoughtyouweredead.”

Shedeclareswhilemovingback.

Me:“Justlikethat?Olivia,youmustthinklittleofme.Iam sodisappointedinyou.”



Shesquealsasherbackhitsagainstthewall,Ihavehercornered.

Iclenchmyhandonherneckandsqueezetight,deprivingherofbreath.Shegrabsmyhandas

shefranticallytriestopullaway.

Me:“Youwantedtoseemywrathright?Youwantedtoseethispersonstandingbeforeyou?I

toldyounottotestmeOlivia.”

Sofar,Iam calm,despitethisfuryinsideme.

Hereyespopoutandherfaceturnsblue.She’ssmotheringandIseem tolikewhatIsee.Ilet

hergo,shefallsdown,coughscrudelyandwheezeswhilerubbingawaythepainonherneck.

Olivia:“WhatthehellareyoudoingRandall?Youalmostkilledme.”

Shecoughsoutthewords.

Me:“Ihaven’tstartedwithyouyet.”

Hereyeswideninshock.

Olivia:“WhatdidIdo?”

Me:“It’swhatyoudidn’tdo,youfailedtoprotectyourchildfrom thatfool,Joseph.”

Olivia:“WhatdidLiyatellyou?She’slying.”

Shestumers.

Me:“Howdoyouknowshelied,ifyoudon’tknowwhatshetoldme?”

Silence.

Me:“I’m listening.”

Isaycalmly.

Olivia:“Well,whateveritis.Shelied,LiyaliesalotRandall.Sheevengotintroubleatschool

becauseofthat.”

Me:“That’senough,Iwillnothereanotherwordagainstmychild.”

Olivia:“It’strueRandall.”

Me:“EnoughwiththegamesOlivia.”

Igrabherhandandpullherup.

Me:“Iwanttohearyoupleadforyourlife.”

Olivia:“Randyplease,I’m sorry.”

sheimploresassheseestheseriousnessonmyface.

Me:“Takeoffyourclothes.”



Mycommandhasherfrowninginconfusion.

Olivia:“What?”

Me:“Youheardme.”

Olivia:“Randyplease.”

Me:“Isaid…take…off…yourclothes.”

Igrowl,shescreamsandheedsmycommand.She’sleftinherundergarments,Igrabherhand

andlughertothekitchen.Ipushthekitchenchairtoher.

Me:“Sit.”

Sheoglesatmeinshockbut,sitsanyway.

Me:“TellmeOlivia.Doyouknowhowdrowningfeelslike?”

Sheshakesherhead.

Me:“Wouldyouliketoexperienceit?”

Ishootheraslygrin.

Olivia:“PleaseRandall,I’m sorry.Yes,I’m abadmotherbut,Ilovemybaby.”

Me:“ShutupOlivia.Whatdoyouknowaboutlove?”

Olivia:“I’m sorry,IwashighanditneverhappenedagainIpromise.”

Shefinallyrevealsthetruth.

Me:“Now,you’reacceptingthatyou’reajunkieandyouexposedLiyatoshit.”

Sheshakesherhead.

Olivia:“I’m onlyhuman,Iwastempted.”

Shejustifieshermaliciousacts.

Me:“Tempted?Isee.”

Iopenthepantryandfinda5litrebucket,Ifillitwithcoldwaterandice.Iplaceitonthekitchen

table.Allthiswhile,sheiswatchingmymovementsinsuspense.ShehasnocluewhatIhavein

storeforher.

Ifindaclothinoneofthecabinets,it’sbigenoughso,itwilldo.

Olivia:“WhatareyougoingtodowiththoseRandall?”

Hervoicequiverswithfear.

Me:“Drowninglessons,youneedthem,right?”

Sheopenshermouthtospeakbut,nothingcomesout.Tearswellupinhereyes,sheknowsI’m



notplaying.

There’saknockatthekitchendoorthat,mustbeMkhonto’smen.

Me:“Comein.”

IsingwhilegrinningataterrifiedOlivia.Twobigmenwalkin.

Me:“Justintime,there’sahosepipeoutside,plugitonthetapandbringithere.”

Iinstructoneofthem,henodsandamblesout.

Me:“Placethisoverherhead.”

Acommand,totheotherguyasIhandhim thetowel.

Olivia:“Randallplease,thinkofLiyana.Don’tdothis.”

Hervoiceisstartingtoannoyme.

Me:“IsthishowLiyanapleadedwhenyourboyfriendwasdrowningher?”

Thetowelisplacedoverherhead,Isetatimerto30seconds,grabthebucketofwaterandpour

itoverherheadwhilethisguyholdsherdown.

She’sretchingandflailingherarms.Thetimerstops,Iremovethetowel.Iwatchherasshe

desperatelytriestocatchherbreath.

Me:“Howistheexperience?”

Shestiflesasob.

Olivia:“Please,nomore.”

Me:“But,youhaven’tansweredmeOlivia.IsthishowmybabypleadedforherlifewhenJoseph

wasdrowningher?”

Olivia:“Idon’tknowRandall,Idon’tknow.”

Me:“YouaredisgustingOlivia.Youexposedyourchildtothingsshe’snotmeanttosee.Why

wouldyoubesoheartlesstowardsyourownfleshandblood?”

Olivia:“Iwasanidiot,Ifailedherasamother.Josephwantedtoexplore,he…”

Me:“Don’ttellmethatshit.”

Olivia:“I’m sorry.”

Me:“Youknowwhat?Youarenotworthit,ifyouwerenotLiyana’smotheryouwouldbedead.”

Theguycomesbackwiththehosepipe.

Me:“Leavethat,Iwantyoutopullouteverytelephonecableinthishouse.Ifthere’sWi-Fi

disconnectit.Thiswomanisnottoleavethishouse,Idon’twantanyloopholes.Youwillguard

thisplacetillItellyouotherwiseandburnthosephonesalongwithhers.”



“Yes,boss.”

Theoneguyrespondsandtheyscatteraroundthehouseatmycommand.

Me:“Goputonsomeclothes.”

Shejumpsandscurriesbacktothelivingroom,Ifollowbehind.She’sdoneinnotime.

Olivia:“You’renotgoingtokillme?”

Sheappearstobethrilledbythethought.

Me:“Luckyforyou,Liyananeedsyou.But,youarestillgoingtopayforwhatyouandJosephdid.

IalsoknowthatyouworkedalongwithMkhizeandFranco,Amaraisnotwithmebecauseof

you.”

Herjawdrops.

Me:“Whathappened?YouthoughtIwouldneverfindout?Iwillalwaysbeastepaheadofyou

Olivia,nowyouwillbelockedupinthishouse.”

Olivia:“Youcan’tdothatRandall.”

Me:“Watchme,Iknowyoudon’thaveanyone.Josephwastheonlythingyouhadinlifeso,no

onewillbevisitingyou.IfyouthinkMkhizewillcometoyourrescuethen,youhaveanother

thingcoming.Thatoldgeezerisbusynursinghisbrokenheart.IfyoutryanythingOlivia,those

menwillkillyou.Youwon’tmakeittothegate.”

Olivia:“Ifyouletmego,IwillgetyouAmara.Iwillbringhertoyou,Ipromise.”

“Doneboss,there’sonlyonetelephoneandnoWi-Fi.”

Oneofthemenstatesastheymarchbacktothekitchen.

Me:“Good,gettoyourpositions.”

Theynodandwalkout.

Olivia:“Randall,youcan’tleavemealonewiththosemen.”

Me:“Thisistomakesurethatyoudon’tleavethehousebecauseIam notdonewithyou,don’t

worry,theywon’tbotheryou.Aslongasyoubehave.”

Hereyesscream hatred.

Olivia:“You’reamonsterRandall,Iregretevermeetingyou.”

Ichortleatherwords,ifonlysheknew.

Me:“OhOlivia,Ilikethesoundofthat.Buthey,whatcanwedo?Yousawabeastandcouldn’t

controlyourhormones.Look,wherewearetoday.”

Olivia:“Ihateyou.”

JustwhatIwanted.



Me:“Pleasesayitagain,Ihaveneverheardasweetersoundthanthis.”

Sherollshereyesinfrustration.

Me:“Okay,Ishouldgetgoing.Tillwemeetagainbabymama.”

Ipathercheek,sheshrugsmyhandawaywithadisgustedlookonherface.Thisismycue,

thoughIam notsatisfiedwithwhatIhavedone.Thiswrathstillburnsinme,Stylesjusthadto

behimself.Iwould’vedealtwithOliviamyownway,Iam sickofherthinkingshecangetaway

withanythingonlybecausesheisthemotherofmychild.Onemoreslipupfrom herandIwill

haveherreunitedwithJoseph.

NOMBULELO*

Mbuso:“IwanttofeelyourskinonmineLelo,Iwanttomakelovetoyou.”

Ithinkhe’saskingforapproval,thisisafirstforme.

Ismile,gesturingmyconsent.Heperksmylipsbeforeremovingmyt-shirt,hetakesoffhisand

smirksatme.Heburieshisheadonthecurveofmyneckasheplantswetkissesthat,leavemy

bodycoveredingoodbumps.

Iraisemyupperbodyatthefeelofhishandonmyback,allowinghim tounstrapmybra.It

loosensinoneclipandIgaspasIseeitflyacrosstheroom.Notwastinganytime,hishand

reachesforthattreasureithadbeenlongingfor.Ishiveratthefeelofishandrubbingand

squeezingmybreast,whilehislipskeepmyfaceentertainedwithwetkisses.

Hescrapeshislipsonmyneck,kissing,bitingandblowingsoftbreaths.Iam helplessunder

him,thereisnoturningbacknow.Hismouthfindsitswaytomylipsagainandhistongue

plummetsintomymouth,inadesperatesearchformine.Myheartflutters,Ihaveneverbeen

kissedlikethisbefore.Ididn’tevenknowsuchkissesexisted,Mbusohasbuiltthisdeepneedin

meandIwantmoreofhim witheverytouch.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Iintone.

Ialmostcannotrecognizehim withthosesmalleyes.



MbusogetsupandIbashfullywatchhim removehisjeans,hiseyesareonmebuttheykeep

wonderingabout.He’sdoneinajiffyandjumpstomyjeans,Iseehim gulpashenoticesIhave

nounderwearon.He’stimidlystaringdownthere,I’m thinkinghewillgetoverwhatheisseeing.

But,he’snotmoving.I’m lyingonmyback,onthisbluecouchlikeathanksgivingturkeythat’s

readytobeputintheoven.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Isnaphim outofwhereverhewas,heblinks.Good,he’sstillalive.

He’sontopofmeagain,there’salookbetweenusandIhavenocluewhatisbeingsaid.The

momentisratherawkward,hewantstokissmeagain,Iseeitinhiseyes.

Whyishenotdoingitthen?

Thenakednessbetweenusseemstohavemadehim nervous,youwouldthinkheisavirgin.

Thisisthesamemanwhowaskissingmedefiantlyawhileago.Maybe,Ishouldmakethefirst

move,thisstaringcontestwillnottakemetomydestination.

Ourteethcollide,aswebothreachforthatkiss.Ipullback,sametimeashim,hefrownssoftly.

WhatthehellMbuso?

Whathappenedtothatboldnessyouheldafewsecondsago?

Thismanisbeginningtoannoyme,hebetterridthatawkwardlookonhisface.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Ihopehehasagoodanswerforthis,heclearshisthroatandhiseyesbuck.

Mbuso:“Sorry,I’m justnervous.”

Hemutters,clearinghisthroat.Iwanttorollmyeyessobadrightnow.

Me:“Maybeweshouldstop.”



Iwearmyirritationonmyface.

Mbuso:“No…Iwanttodothis.”

Inarrowmyeyesathim,hisweightisonmeandhiswarm breathishittingmyface.Thiscannot

beinvain.

Me:“DoImakeyounervous?”

Thethroatagain.

Iwilltakethatasayes.

Me:“Iwanttodothis,IwanttobeyoursMbuso.”

Someonehastotakeastand.

Mywordsseem togivehim theconfidencehehadlost.

Hetakesmylipsprisoneragain,noteethshatteringthistime.Hegrazeshislipsdowntomy

chest,hiswarm breathwhiffingmyskinandheslowlylicksmynipples,Ishiverasheslurpsmy

nipple.While,hiswarm manlyroughhandhassettledformythighs.

He’stouchingmeinalltherightplaces,myhandplaysapartinrubbinghishead,he’sbackupin

ajiffy,leavingkisseshereandthere.Iglidemyhandsuponbothsidesofhischest.Running

them downtohislowertorso,hischocolatebrownskingleams,Icouldalmostlickit.

Me:“Youbelookinglikeasnack.”

Itease,withanaughtysmile,hechortlesandgrinsatme.Itastehislips,theinsatiablekiss

buildsanelectrifyingsensationallovermybody.

I’m wetandreadyforhim,Iopenmylegswider,givinghim accesstomymostsacredpart.Igrit

myhandsonhisbackasheslipsin.Ifeelstreamsofsensualpleasurerunthroughmybodyas

hethrustsinandoutofme,nowI’m convincedthathewasbeinganidiot.



I’m moaningandhe’sgroaning,it’sanexperiencelikenoother.

NoothermanhaseverenteredmebesidesZumaandthisfeelsjustright,it’slikeheknowshow

Iwanttobetouchedandkissed.Thesoftwhispersinmyear,Idon’tknowwhathe’ssaying

but…babyyes…

Ifeelanadrenalinlight-headedrushtomyheadandathrobbingfrom betweenmylegs.It

gushesthroughmywholebody,buildingadeepphysicalrelief,likescreaming.Idigmynailson

hisbackasItakeinthisstartlingfeelingthathasmepowerlessandscreamingformore.

Imoanlouder,asIreachmydestination,whilehegroansinmyear.Hepullsoutandfallsback

ontheothersideofthecouch,theroom isfilledwiththesoundofourheavybreathing.

Me:“Thatwassomething.”

Iutterbetweendeepbreaths,Mbusoraiseshisheadandlooksatmewithadistantsmile.

Mbuso:“Itwas?”

He’slookingforassurance.Iknowhewasamazing.

Me:“Itwas.”

Irespond,blushingly.Asillysmileembraceshisface.

Me:“Istillcan’tbelieveImakeyounervous.”

Hetitters.

Mbuso:“Made.Pasttense,itwon’thappenagain.”

Me:“Ok’salayoandI’m notconvincedthatitwon’thappenagain.”(Still.)

Iteaseandgiggleashejumpsonme.

Mbuso:“Let’sdoitagain.”



Heproposes,hisdissipatedeyesstabbingatmevoraciously.

Me:“Justtoprovemewrong?”

Mbuso:“Maybe.”

Hesmilesandstealsmylips.

Tobecontinued…
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KHETHU*

Ican’treallygetasecondwithStyles,withoutRandalljumpingin.Hehasbeenonthatphone

callforawhilenowandIam gettingfrustrated.I’m lyingonmybackonthebed,waitingforhim

tofinishthephonecall.

He’sleaningagainstthebedheadboard,hislegbentandtheotherstretchedout.

Styles:“Pleasetellmeyoudidn’tdoit.”

{Listens.}

Styles:“Well,I’m gladyouchangedyourmind.”

{Listens.}

Styles:“No,I’m sleepingover.Khethuneedsme.”

Irollmyeyes.

Styles:“Surebro,makesureLiyaisokay.”

Igivehim amiffedlook,hebidshim goodbyeanddropsthecall.

Me:“WasthatRandall?”

Iknowitwashim.

Styles:“Yes.”

Me:“Hecan’tgoadaywithouttalkingtoyou,hey.”

Hefurrowshisbrowswhilejudgingmewithhiseyes.

Styles:“RandallisgoingthroughsomethingKhethu.”

Me:“I’m alsogoingthroughsomethingStyles.”

Styles:“Iknow,that’swhyI’m here.”

Me:“It’snotenoughifyouspendmostofthetimetalkingtohim.”

Styles:“Canwenotgothere,please.”

Me:“WhateverStyles.”

Hegrimaces,hedoesn’tlikemywords.

Styles:“What’stheproblem?”



Me:“Nothing.”

Styles:“DoyouknowRandallcaresaboutyouright?”

Irollmyeyes.

Styles:“Idon’tgetyourissuewithhim,he’snotabadperson.”

This,righthereiswhatIhate,StylesalwaysstandingupforRandall.

Me:“Yeahsurehe’snot.”

Ihuff.

Styles:“I’m stillwaitingforthepartwhereyoutellmewhatyourproblem withRandallis.”

DoeshenotseewhatIsee?

Me:“Exceptforthefactthathebossesoveryou.Nothing.”

Hisfacechangesashesneersatme.

Styles:“Wheredidyougetthatideafrom?”

Me:“Iseeit.”

Styles:“You’reseeingthings.”

Hepullsback,thisiswhatpiquesme.HismoodchangeswhenItrytowarnhim abouthisfriend.

Me:“I’m not,Styles.WhenRandallcalls,youjump.Whenhesayscome,youruntohim withouta

thoughttoit.YouforgeteverythingaroundyouandRandallbecomestheonlythingthat

matters.”

Iletitallout.

Styles:“Ifyouhadsiblings,youwouldunderstand.”

Hereactsthroughgnashedteeth,he’supset.

Me:“You’renotrelatedtoRandallStyles,youdon’thavetolethim controlyou.”

Styles:“Iam relatedtohim,he’smybrother.YouknowIhadnoonewhenImetRandall,hewas

theonlypersonwhoactuallystayedwheneveryoneleft.EvenmysisterleftmeKhethu,Randall

wasthere.IhadconvincedmyselfthatIwascursedandgaveuponlifebut,hestayed.Youhave

noideawhatwehavebeenthroughtogether.”

Me:“So,hefeelslikeyouowehim?That’slow.”

Styles:“Wow!I’m nothavingthisconversationwithyouKhethu.”

Me:“Well,toughStyles,we’regoingtohavethisconversationbecauseIam tiredofcompeting

withyourfriend.Iam mourningandgoingthroughshitbut,Ican’tevenhaveallofyou.For,how

longmustwesplityouintotwo?”



Styles:“Notlongenoughifyoukeepthisattitude,Iam tiredofthisKhethu.You’reseeingthings

andmakingupyourownconclusions,Idon’twanttofightwithyou.You’reinpain,can’tI

supportyouinpeace?ThislittleobsessionyouhaveoverRandallmuststop,it’sunattractive.”

Hesnapsatme,therewasatimeIsaid,I’m yettoexperiencehiswrathandIthinkit’sreflecting

inhiseyesrightnow.Hegetsupandplodstowardsthedoor.

Me:“Styleswait.”

Heturnstome,Ipout.

Me:“I’m sorry,Iwon’tbringhim upanymore.”

Heleansbackagainstthedoorandreleasesalongsighofexhaustion.

Styles:“I’m goingtogetsomeair.”

Me:“I’m tiredofbeinginthisroom.Canwegooutforsomeairtogether?”

Styles:“Wheredoyouwanttogo?”

Me:“Anywherebut,here.”

Hereacheshishandouttome,Ijumpfrom thebedandtakeit.

RANDALL*

Dayslater.

Todayisthedayweexecuteourplan.Myhouseistoocrowdedso,wearegatheredatStyles’

house.Khethuisnothome,sheisathergrandmother’shouse.ThefuneralwasonWednesday,

sheistakingeverythingbad.

Shehasbecomethisangrypersonandrefusestospeaktosomeone,Styleshasgivenuptrying.

Heseemsdrainedaswell,he’snottheStylesIknow.Ithinktheyarehavingproblems,Styles

hasn’trevealedmuch.

Justthatshewatcheshim likeahawk,callshim nonestopwhenhe’snothomeandstarts

unnecessaryfights.We’regatheredinthelounge.

MymindismuddledasInoticescratchmarksonhisarm.

Me:“Didyougetacat?”

Ipry,heisnotacatperson.Hefrownsatme,confusionteasinghim foramomentthere,before

hefiguresoutthereasonformyinquiry.

Styles:“No.”

Hesaysashepullsdownthesleevesofhist-shirt,thoselooklikenailmarks.



Me:“Whathappenedtoyourarm then?”

Styles:“Imusthavescratchedmyselforsomething,Idon’tknowRandall.”

Hisvoicesaysstopgrillingme,Iwon’tcontinuebut,IknowKhethudidthistohim.

Neo:“Whatareyoutwowhisperingabout?”

Me:“Who’swhispering?”

Neo:“UenaleStylos.”(YouandStyles.)

Styles:“Canwegetstarted?”

Iforgottomentionthathe’sbeengrumpy.

NeolooksatmeandpointsatStyleswithhiseyebrows,Ishrug.Ihavenoexplanationforhis

moodswings.

Styles:“Thisiswhat’sgoingtohappen.Therewillbeapoliceraid,Ihavethewholeswartteam

onstandby.”

Neo:“Swartteam Stylos?Ihaveafamilyntwana,mmewakaobatlahoreketroue.Thatold

womanwantsadaughterin-law.HowwillIgiveheronewhenI’m lockedupinjail?”(Mymother

wantsmetogetmarried.”

Styles:“Whywouldyougotojail?”

Neo:“BathobaohabanthateStylos,youwon’tbelievetheencountersIhavehadwiththem.”

(Thosepeopledon’tlikeme.)

Nkomo:“Neo,I’m prettysurethosearen’trealcops.”

Styles:“Theyare.”

Me:“Isthatagoodideaman?”

Stylesandhisdealings,Iknowhehasconnectionsbut,wehavetobecarefulaboutthis.

Styles:“Youguyshaven’tlistenedtomyplanyet.”

Neo:“It’senoughthatyousaidswartteam,itcan’tbegood.”

Me:“IagreewithNeo,we’regoingafterMkhize.It’snotgoingtobeaprettyscene,peoplewill

endupdead.”

Styles:“Willyoupleaselisten.”

Heraiseshisvoice,wegivehim theattentionheseeks.

Styles:“Randy,rememberthatguywhohookedusupwiththepolicecarsandhelicopters.”

Me:“Yeah.”

Styles:“He’sabigoneatthestation.Hegotusthewholeswartteam,theyaregoingtoraid



Mkhize’shouse.”

Nkomo:“Raid?”

Styles:“Yes,adrugraid.”

Neo:“Letmegetthisstraight,youplanteddrugskwaMkhize?Nkomo,didyouhearthat?”

Neothough.

Styles:“Damn!Ishould’vedonethat.”

Me:“Sotherearenodrugs?”

Styles:“Theplanoftheswartteam istodistractthem whilewegoinandgetAmara.”

Nkomo:“Cool,thatsoundsgood.”

Neo:“Manaslongasthosepeoplestayoutofmyway,thenI’m in.”

Nkomo:“What’supwithyouandthemeninblue?”

Neo:“Ihavefoundmyselfonthewrongsideofthelawplentyoftimes.WheredoyouthinkIgot

moneytobuildthatlittlebusinessIhave?Thisistherealworldman,onahanahoreHarriet

Khozaoratahobadrugqueen?Cleanmoneydoesn’tcomeeasy.”(DoyouthinkHarrietKhoza

lovesbeingadrugqueen?)

He’sright.

Me:“Nooneisperfectinthisroom,weallhaveourflaws.”

Neo:“Bozza,I’m anangelcomparedtoyouandStylos.”

Me:“YoutalktoomuchNeo.”

Hehuffs.

Stylesspreadsamapoutonthetable.

Neo:“Stylos,amapmara?You’relosingyourtouch.Whathappenedtotechnology?”

Styles:"Neoshutyourassup.”

Hechuckles.

Neo:“Desperatetimescallfordesperatemeasures,babolelasena.”(Theymeanthis.)

Stylessighsbeforehecontinuestodrawonthemap,weglanceinsuspense.

Styles:“Thisisthemaptohishouse,we’regoingtoenterthroughthewestwing.Thereare

abouttwentyguardsthere.”

Neo:“Twentyguardsandfourofus?Thisisadeathchase.”

Nkomo:“NotonlyaretheretwentyguardsNeo,there’sarmedtaxidriversaswell.”



Me:“Wecangethelp,Mkhontocanbringhiscrew.”

Isuggest.

Styles:“No,wecan’ttrustanyone.”

Nkomo:“Wecantakethem down,we’vedonethisbefore.”

Styles:“He’sright.Amaraisbeingkeptintheeastwing,there’sthesamenumberofguards.

Twoofthem areguardingherdoor,Kaziwillbewaitingforusthere.Shewilldealwiththem.”

Neo:“Joang?”(How?)

Styles:“Sheknowswhattodo.”

Neolaughs.

Neo:“Aithatothergender.”

Nkomochuckles,he’sbeginningtofindNeoamusing.

Me:“I’llgetAmara.”

Ioffer.

Styles:“NoRandy,you’retooemotionallyinvolvedinthis,youmightriskit.”

Me:“I’m gettingAmara,Styles.”

Ipush,sternly.Heglancesatmeforawhile,thenshrugs.

Styles:“Okay.We’llgoinseparatecars,wecan’triskridingtogether.Itwilllooksuspicious.”

Neo:“WithNkomointhecar,yes,itwilllooksuspicious.”

Nkomo:“Uyinjantwana.”(You’readog.)

Styles:“Guyslisten,wehavetobesmartaboutthis.Randall,afteryougetAmara,usetheback

door.Therewillbeacarandadriverwaitingforyou,I’m prettysureMkhizewillbeafteryou.

Me:“Gotit.”

Neo:“Nnaketlaetsaeng?”(WhatwillIdo?)

Styles:“We’llbeonstandbyjustincaseourcoverisblown,that’swhenthepartywillbegin.”

Hesniggers.

Neo:“Can’tIbeinthecarwaitingforUzeandhisMiss?”

Styles:“No.”

Neo:“Umuntuuyafamoesnamhlanje.I’m goingtocallmymotherso,shecanleadmetothe

salvationprayer.IfIdieatleastI’llgotoheaven.”(I’m goingtodietoday.)

Hemumblesashegetsup,Nkomolaughs.



MOSES*

<<<Thulathul,thulababa,thulasana.>>>(Keepquietmychild.Keepquietmybaby.)

<<<Thul’ubabuzofika,ekuseni.>>>(Bequiet,daddywillbehomebydawn.)

Ihavebeenhearingthissongforthepastfewdays,IthinkI’m losingmymindduetobeing

lockeduphere.Atfirstitsoundedlikeitwasinmyheadbut,itgetsrealwitheachpassingday.I

mustbelosingmymindhonestly.Whowouldn’t,afterbeingincarceratedinaroom assmallas

atoilet?Mybedroom isbiggerthanthisdump.

There’sasinglemetalbedandablanket,thebastarddidn’tgivemeapillowtorestmyheadat

night,Ihavetousemyarm.TheygavemeabuckettousewhenIneedtogo.Mkhizesaidwhy

shouldIlivelikeakingwhenI’m goingtodiesoon?Thatmanhassomuchhatredinhisheart,

hehasnocompassion.AttimesIwonderhowhewasabletofindwivesforhimself,nohuman

wouldwanttoassociatethemselveswithsuchanevilman.

Ishutmyearstryingtoclogthesong,it’sgettinglouder.

Wait!Thatvoice,Iknowthatvoice.

<<<Thulathul,thulababa,thulasana.>>>(Keepquietmychild,keepquietmybaby.)

<<<Thul’ubabuzofika,ekuseni.>>>(Bequiet,daddywillbehomebydawn.)

No,Irecognizethisvoice.Ihavehearditsomewhere.Whydoesitinstilfearinme?Igetupfrom

thebedasthesinginggetslouder,Ithinkthere’ssomeoneintheroom withme.Icanfeeltheir

presence,thesingingturnsintosniffs.

Me:“Hayyi!!!”

Iscream andjerkbackasamalefigureappearsnexttome,he’ssittingonthefloor.Hisbackis

againstthewallandhisheadisbowed,likehe’sinagony.Hispresencealoneisenoughtomake

mybodyshudderinfear,dripsofsweatinstantlyfallfrom myface.

Me:“Ungubaniwena?”(Whoareyou?)

Iforcemyvoiceoutanditbreaksasitleavesmymouth.

“Inganeyamiiyakhala,mthulise.”(Mychildiscrying,pacifyher.)

Hesnivelswithabrokenheart.

Iknowthatvoice,mymindfailstorecallwhereIhaveheardit.

Me:“Ungubani?”(Whoareyou?)

ThisistheonlythingIcansay,I’m toopetrifiedtoconversewiththiscelestialbeing.



HeraiseshisheadandIscream infrightandtumbleonthefloorwhenmyeyesrecognizethe

familiarface.

Me:“Hayyi,Vusamazulu?Hayyi,ufilewena,ufile.”(No,you’redead.)

Iscream.

Zulu:“InganeyamiiyakhalaMoses,mthulise.”(MychildiscryingMoses,pacifyher.)

Me:“Hayyi,is’poki,hayyi,hayyi.Sizani,sizani.”(No,aghost.Help,help.)

Zulu:<<<Thulathul,thulababa,thulasana.>>>(Keepquietmychild,keepquietmybaby.)

<<<Thul’ubabuzofika,ekuseni.>>>(Bequiet,daddywillbehomeinthemorning.)

Hesingsashedropshisheadandvanisheslikehewasneverthere,Isquawkandeverything

blacksout.

Tobecontinued…
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NTOMBI*

“Jonasuthiwenzeni?”(Whatdidyoudo?)

IshoutasItreadbehindhim,hecametomyroom anddroppedabombonmethathewentto

seesomeonewhocastaspellonMoses.Heisnotevenashamedoftellingmethis.

Hestopsandturnsfuriously,thelookinhiseyeshasmestaggeringbackinfear.

Jonas:“UthiJonaskubaniwena?UsuyadelelaNtombineh?”(WhoareyoucallingJonas?You’re

disrespectfulnow?)

Me:“HowwillIrespectsomeonewhodoesn’trespectmyhome?”

Ishout,helaughsandturnstoproceedwithhiswalk.

Me:“Jonasngikhulumanawe?Wenzenikumyeniwami?”(I’m talkingtoyouJonas.Whatdidyou

dotomyhusband?)

Iscream behindhim,wegettothelivingarea,thisiswhenhestopstogivemetheattentionI

want.

Jonas:“UngizwileNtombi,thatuselesshusbandofyourswillpayforallhisevildeeds.

UzohlanyauMoses,uzozulazulaemigwaqweni,ememezaizonozakhe.UyabonayonkeleVaal?

TheywillknowhowevilMosesis,NginguJonaskayionemina,uphunyukabamphethe.”(Moses

willlosehismind,hewillroam aroundthestreetsconfessinghissins.AllofVaalwillknow

aboutit.Noonemesseswithme.)

Ican’tbelievemybrotherhasdonethistome.

Me:“Jonas,ngiyakucelabhutiwami,reversethecurseplease.Mosesismyhusband,

ngizoyitholaphienyeindoda.Lookatme,I’m damagedgoods.Whowilllovemelikethis?”

(Pleasemybrother.WherewillIgetanotherman?)

Jonas:“Eyy!Wazewangiphoxawesisi,vukaNtombi.Impiloakuyonaindoda.”(Youhave

disappointedmesister,wakeup.Lifeisnotallaboutaman.)

Me:“Jonasungayenzilentongiyakucela.”(Pleasedon’tdothis.)

Jonas:“It’sdoneNtombi,uVusamazuluuzodealernayeuMoses.”(Vusamazuluwilldealwith

Moses.)

Me:“Hayyibhuti.”(Nobrother.)

IwailasIseeMhambiwalkinthehousewithPetunia.

Mhambi:“Manje?”(Andthen?)



Irushtohim.

Me:“Mhambi,ubhut’JonasuphazamisaumphefumulowakaNkosiyabo.”(Jonasisdisturbing

Nkosiyabo’ssoul.)

Mhambi:“Haibo!Kanjani?”(How?)

Jonas:“BengishiloMhambiukuthiuZuluuzodealernoMoses.Sesifikileisikhathimfowethu,

oShengebazoyilwalempi.”(ItoldyouMhambithat,ZuluwilldealwithMoses,thetimehas

comeforourancestorstofightourbattles.)

Me:“Doyouhearhim Mhambi?Ubuthakathilobu.”(Thisiswitchcraft.)

Mhambi:“HayiNtombi,yiceboelihleleli.Umyeniwakhousihlulile.NkosiyaboVusamazulu

Buthelezi,ilweleindodakaziyakho.LwelaigazilakhoShenge,Sokwalisa,Phungashe,Mnyamana

kaNgqengelele!Mnandingamondi!Wen’owadliwa‘zindlovukazizamlobolela!Ninazinyawo

ezimahhele,enaganis’izintombinanganyenangambili.AngekeuzeusiphoxeZulu,buyisa

indodakaziyakhoekhaya.”

(No,Ntombi.Thisisagoodidea,yourhusbandhasdefeatedus.NkosiyaboVusamazulu

Buthelezi,fightforyourdaughter.Fightforyourblood.)(Clanspraises.)(Youwillnever

disappointusZulu,bringyourdaughterhome.)

Iscream andcarrymyhandsonmyhead,myheartbreaksforMoses.EvenMhambihasturned

hisbackonme.

Jonas:“Makubenjalo.”(Letithappen.)

Me:“Mhambiwenzani?WenzaniMhambi.”(Mhambiwhatareyoudoing?)

Iyell,theyglareatme,asifIam crazy.

Theydon’tcareaboutthesetearsstreamingdownmyface.WhodoIturntowheneveryonehas

turnedagainstme?

Petunia:“ThulaNtombi,okok’qalayouarenotaButheleziwena.Usuyingxenyeyomndeniwakwa

Mngoma.That’swhyyoudon’tcareaboutAmara,ubusyMosesthis,Mosesthat.

UzokungwcabayedwaloyoMosesndini.”(ShutupNtombi,firstly,youarenotaButhelezi.

Moseswillburyyoualone.)

Shescreamsatmeandthataggravatesme.

Me:“UkhulumanganiwenaPetunia.Justbecauseyou’remarriedtomybrother,doesn’tmean

youcancomeherewithyourtwocents.You’reanon-factorPetunia,youdon’taddvaluetothis

family.Youcouldn’tevengiveubhutiizinganezesilisa.Umuziwakhougcweleizintombizodwa,

kuyafananokuthiuyinyumbawena.”(WhyareyoutalkingPetunia?Youfailedtogivemybrother

malechildren,youarelikeabarrenwoman.)

Iyelpbackatherwithsomuchrage,Idon’tcarewhatanyonethinksanymore.

Jonasslapsmeacrossmyface,hisslapsendsmetothefloor.



Ilookupathim,thisisthesecondtimehehaslaidhisfilthyhandsonme.

Jonas:“NgizokubulalawenaNtombi,yezwa?Qhubekangalokuhlanyakwakho,Iwillnotallow

youtodisrespectmybrotherinmypresence.Mhambiisquietandsoftbut,Iwillnottolerate

yourbullshit.”(IwillkillyouNtombi,youhear?Carryonwithyourcraziness.)

Me:“UyangishayaJonas.”(YouhitmeJonas?)

Jonas:“UyaqhubekanokungibizaJonas?UhlanyiswayiniNotmbi?Tellusso,wecangetyou

help.”(Youcontinuetocallmebymyname?What’smakingyouloseyourmind?)

Me:“Ngicelaniphumekwami,nonke.”(Getoutofmyhouseallofyou.)

IhowlasIbringmyselfupfrom thefloor.

Jonas:“WenanoMosesniyasikweleta,wearenotgoinganywhereuntilAmarawalksthrough

thatdoor.”(YouandMosesoweus.)

Me:“Nifunaukubonaubuthakathi?Ngizonikhombisaubuthakathi.”(Youwanttoseewitchcraft?I

willshowyouwitchcraft.

Jonashasdonehisworst,Iam nolongerafraidofhisnextmove.

Istorm outofthehouseandbangthedoorbehindme.

STYLES*

Mymoodhasgottenbetter,spendingtimewiththeseidiotshashelped.Theyliterallypushmy

troublesaside.Theplanison,wearewaitingfornighttimethen,westrike.Wearestillhanging

inthelounge,conversingandreminiscingonoldtimes.Ican’tbelieveIgrewupwiththeseidiots.

Neo:“Stylos,doyourememberthatsugarmamayoudated.”

WhatislifewithoutNeo?

Nkomo:“Whosayssugarmamaanymore,it’sbless-er.”

Nkomocorrectshim.

Neo:“Blesseryaniwena,thatwomanwasjustoldwithnomoney.Whatdidsheblessyouwith

Stylos?”(Whatbless-er?)

Hefrownsatme,Ishakemyhead.Heexpectsmetoanswerthat?

Randall:“Monthlygroceries,20rands,ifhewaslucky,50rands.”

Randall’sresponseearnshim asternlookfrom me,he’ssupposedtobeonmyside.Neois

abouttogrillme,hecan’tbreathewithoutdoingit.

Neo:“Yoh,Stylos.Unoledesperateneh.”(YouweredesperateStyles.)



Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyoupeoplearetalkingabout.”

Ideny.

Neo:“SuchafreshmemorymaraStylos,wenaleUzelivedinHillbrow.Rememberthatold

womanComfortman?”(YouandUze.)

Nkomo:“Neo,areyousureitwasStylesandnotyou?I’m surprisedthatyourememberher

nameyet,itwasalongtimeago.”

Randall:“Pleaseaskhim,Ialsowanttoknow.”

I’m gladtoseethatRandallisstartingtowarm uptoNkomo.

Neorollshiseyes,literally.Hisbabymamamustbebehindthis.

Neo:“Kemubiso?Pheladimagrizabenebaratalegoa.”(Uglylikethis?Theoldwomenloved

thiswhiteman.)

Nkomocracksup.

Nkomo:“IthoughtIwastheonlyonewhosawyourugliness,honestlyntwanaIdidn’tknowhow

totellyou.”

Neo:“Ok’salayohakeofetiseoena,eeyytheMkhizesareuglygents.”(I’m notasuglyasyou.)

Nkomoclickshistongue,it’sgoodnottoarguewithNeo,hedeliverspainfulcomebacks.

RandallchucklesatNeo’sresponse,thisisafirst.

Me:“Iwasaplayerbackthen,butKhethucameandtamedme.”

Randall:“Morelikeputyouonaleash.”

Whateverhemeansbythat,Ichoosenottotakeittoheart.Khethuisstrong-willedbut,that

tendstogetintoherheadanditclasheswithherinsecurities.Imisshersomuch,Imissthe

KhethuIfellinlovewith.TheKhethuIknewbeforehergrandparentsdied,theKhethuIknew

beforehertrueidentitywasrevealed.

IfeellikeIlivewithaNobayeniinmyhouse,it’sonlybeenafewdaysandshehasturnedinto

thisangrypersonIcannotrecognize.

Shefightsmeateverychanceshegets,ifthereisnothingtofightabout,shewillfindsomething.

Ican’tsharethiswithRandalloranyone.HowdoItellmybrotherthatmywomanputsher

handsonmeandIcannotbringmyselftorestrainher?Ilethergetawaywithit,maybethisis

herwayofdealingwithherpain.

Neo:“Stylos,tellushowyoufoughtComfort’shusband?Ihearthatoldmanthrewmean

punches.”

Iwillneverheartheendofthis.

Me:“Whotoldyouthat?”



HelooksatRandallwhoclearshisthroatwithaghostlysmileonhisface.

Me:“Hey,sheliedaboutbeingmarriedokay.Idon’tknowwhatgotintome,sleepingwithan

olderwoman.Eish,thatoldmanalmostdislocatedmyjaw,sometimesIcanstillfeelthepain.I

neverlookedatanolderwomanfrom thatday.”

Thesefoolsarelaughingatme,Randallacceptsalowchortle.Hebetternotlaughoutloud.

Neo:“Mr.Casanova,Mr.Lover-lover.”

Neohums.

Me:“Iwasinmyearlytwenties,don’tbehardonme.”

Neo:“Eyy!But,youlivedStylos.Someofusmadebabieswiththefirstwomanwebanged.

Tshidiudom gents,yoh.Ihavenevermetawomanasstupidasher.”(Tshidiisdumb.)

Heexpresses,hisfacialexpressionisthefunniest.

Nkomo:“Udom vele,anywomanwhoopensherlegsforyouhastobedumb.”(Sheisdumb.)

NeoandNkomo’slove-haterelationshipwillnevergrowold.

Neo:“Nkomo,us'kangtesterntwana.IknowIT,you’llwakeupamarriedmaninthemorning,

aan‘nouvroue.”(Don’ttestmeNkomo.)(Toanoldwoman.)

NkomolooksatmeandInodtryingtosupressmylaugh.

Neo:“EreaskiesbhutiNeoandIwillhavemercyonyou.Anyway,Iwillbedoingyouafavour,

seeingthatyourfatherwantstobeJacobZuma.Idoubttherearewomanleftoutthere.Eish!I

should’vemadeamoveonKhethu,beforeStylosshowedhisuglyass.Nooffencebozzabut,I

am morehandsomethanyou.”

Hesmirksatme.

Randall:“OnlyStyles,canhandleKhethu.Neo,respecther.She’staken,knowyourlimitsman.”

Randallphrasesasheshiftstotheedgeofthecouch.He’sseatedonaoneseater,sippingona

glassofWhiskey.Iknowhim tosmokehissorrowsawaybut,rightnowheisonhisthirdglass.

Thereisnosignofhim beingtipsythough,wekeeplosinghim tonothingnessashezonesout.

Me:“ThankyouRandy.StoplookingatmywomanwenaNeo.”

Neo:“NwankyouNwandy.”(ThankyouRandy.)

Heimitatesmeinamockingway.

Nkomo:“Idon’tknowwhichblackmagicwillrestrainyouNeo,Igiveup.”

Neo:“Stylos,Uze,youhearditfrom thehorse’smouth.BayaloyakwaMkhize.”(Theypractice

blackmagicattheMkhizes.)

Nkomoisofficiallydrained,thelookonhisfacesayshe’sdefeated.IleeratRandall,hekeeps

checkingthetimeonhiswristwatch.He’srestlessandIknowthereasonbehindthat.



Me:“Ifthatwatchcouldspeak,itwouldtellyoutostopstaring.”

Ithrowthatin,heraiseshiseyestoogleatme.

Randall:“Ithinkit’sbroken,timeisnotmoving.”

Welaughathim.

Me:“Don’tworryRandy,youwillbewithAmaratonight.”

Heworriestoomuch.

Neo:“LovehumblesmenlikeUze,theworldiscomingtoanend.”

Randall:“Yourworldwillcometoanendifyoudon’tshutup.”

NkomosnickersandNeogiveshim ablacklookinreturn.

Neo:“Utsehaeng?”(Whatareyoulaughingat?)

TheatmospherechangeswhenthefrontdooropensandKethuwalksin.sheglaresatus.

Neo:“Ndlovukazi.Yazingibonaumuntuumangibonawena.”(Queen,IseeahumanwhenIsee

you.)

TrustNeotobethefirsttoopenhisbigmouth.

Shedoesn’tacknowledgehispresence,hereyesaregluedonme.

Neo:“Andthen?”

HewhisperstoRandallwhodoesn’trespond.

Me:“Baby,Ididn’tknowyouwerecomingtoday.Youshould’vecalledme,tofetchyou.”

Shedoesn’tsayanythingbut,treadsuptheupstairs.Iwon’tlie,Iam embarrassedbyher

impudence.Sheisnotafanofthesemenbut,greetingwouldn’thavekilledher.

IknowIshouldfollowherbythelookshegaveme.

Me:“Sorryguys,shemusthavehadabadday,youknowhowhardthingshavebeenforher

lately.”

Ijustifyherinsolence.Theydon’trespondbut,stareatme.Ican’treallytellwhatNeoand

Nkomoarethinkingbut,Randall’sglarescreamspity.

IgetupandfollowKhethu.

MyspiritdropsasItrampupthestairs,IknowsheisupsetandIwillhavetopacifyher.

NOMBULELO*



I’m wokenupbyMbuso,Idon’tknowwhenIfellasleep.Ihavebeensleepingalotlately.Ifrown

athim,seeingthathe’salldressedup.

Mbuso:“Wakeupchubbycheeks.”

Me:“You’reonlywakingmeupnow?YoubathedandgotdressedwhileIwassleeping,you

should’vewokenmeup.”

Mbuso:“Anddisturbyoursnoringsession?Idon’tthinkso.”

Me:“Idon’tsnore.”

Igasp.

Mbuso:“AndI’m notadoctor.”

Hesniggers,havingmerollmyeyesathim.

Me:“Whereareyougoing?”

IqueryasIsitupfrom thebed,weshareabednow.Ifeellikethingsaremovingtoofastandno

matterhowIwanttoslowdown,Ican’t.Iam atmyhappiestandIhavebecomeaddictedtoit.

Mbuso:“Ihavetogotowork,there’sanemergency.”

Me:“Okay,I’llgobacktosleepthen.Iwon’tcookbytheway.”

Mbuso:“That’sallright,I’llbringpizza.”

Thethoughtofpizzamakesmegag.

Me:“WhatshouldIcook?PaporRice?”

Helaughs.

Mbuso:“Youshouldtakeawalkorsomething.Don’tsleepyourlifeaway,you’llfallasleepwhen

givingbirth.”

Hisstatementthrowsmeintoarolloflaughter.

Me:“That’sisnotpossible,doc.”

Mbuso:“Asazi.”(Wedon’tknow.)

Me:“Bringmethatfish,please.”

Hemakesthatfaceagain.

Mbuso:“Howabouttinnedfish?Youcaneatitwithpap,thatthingcannotbehealthyforGoku.”

Me:“It’sallhewantsandhe’sincontrol,notme.”

Mbuso:“IthinkIshouldreferyoutoadietician.”

Me:“Letmeguess,doctorfriend?”



Henods.

Me:“Female?”

Hesendshishandbehindhisneckandrubsitwhilesnickeringlikeanidiot.

Mbuso:“Well,yes.”

Thischangesmymood.

Me:“Mmmhhh,anotherNamhla?”

Hesitsnexttome.

Mbuso:“No,notanotherNamhla.”

Irollmyeyes.

Mbuso:“Arewejealous?”

Nonsense.

Me:“Mina?Jealousofwho?HaveyouseenmeMbuso?”

Hethrowshisheadbackandlaughslikeakid.

Mbuso:“Yes,Ihaveseenyou.Iseeyouandmyeyeslikewhattheysee.”

Hegivesmeanaughtysmileasherunshishandonmythigh,hedipshisheadonthearcofmy

neck,leavingtrailsofkisses.

Me:“Aren’tyougoingtowork?”

Mbuso:“I’llbequick.”

Hecontinueskissingmynecktrailingdowntomycollarbone,Ishiverathiswetkisses.

Me:“Mbusoyou’llbelate.”

MychestisrisingandfallingasIhavebecomebreathless.

Mbuso:“Twominutes.”

Hewhispers,Ipushhim offofme.Hisfacewelcomesaconfusedfrown.

Me:“Twominuteswithwho?”

He’sstillconfusedasheraiseshiseyebrows.

Mbuso:“Okaythreeminutes.”

He’sstupid.

Me:“Iwillnotputoutforyou,gotowork.”

Hetittersbeforetakinginalaugh.



Mbuso:“But,Iwon’tbeabletofocus.Ifapatientdies,itwillbeonyou.”

DidIsayhe’sstupid?Isayitagain,Mbusoisstupid.

Icheerhisstupidityon,asIfailtosupressmylaugh.

Me:“Mbuso,gotowork.”

Hechuckles,pecksmylipsandgetsup.

Me:“Listen.”

Heturnstome.

Me:“Comebackearly.”

Igestureasecret,hegrinsimpishly.Jogsbacktomeandsmasheshislipsonmine,thekiss

leavesmewithhotflashes.

Mbuso:“Thesurgerywilltakethreeminutes.”

Heclowns,he’sfunny.Iwatchhim ashewalksoutthedoor.

Tobecontinued…



64*

NTOMBI*

Thehousehasbeenquietsincethatincidentwithmybrothers,JonasandMhambiwentout,I

havenoideawheretheyare.Petuniaisinmykitchenasusual,Ithinkshehasgainedweight

sincetheycamehere.

Withtherateshe’sgoing,shewon’tfitinherclothesbythetimetheyleavemyhouse.I’m lying

onthecouchwatchingTV,Ineedtogetmymindoffofthingsandsofarthisistheonlyway.

Someoneknocksatthedoor,Iam toolazytogetup.

Me:“Petu,Ngicelauvuleumyango.”(Pleaseopenthedoor.)

Ishouttoher,Icanheartheloudsoundofdishes.

There’snoresponsefrom her,she’sstillangry.

Idragmybodyupandtreadtowardsthedoor.I’m alreadyfrustratedbytheloudknockingand

Petunia’snoiseinthekitchen.

Me:“Haibo,don’tbreakmydishes.”

Iyell,shedoesn’trespondbut,thenoisegetslouder.Irollmyeyes,crackthedooropenand

hereisMartha,standingonmydoorstep.

Me:“Ufunani?”(Whatdoyouwant?)

Martha:“HawuNtombi.CanIcomein?”

Shepushesherwayin,beforeIcouldinviteher.

Me:“UfunaniMartha?”(Whatdoyouwant?)

Martha:“Icametocheckonyouhawu.Unjanichomieyami?”(Howareyoumyfriend?)

Shesitsonmysofa,grabstheTVremoteandstartschannelsearching.

Me:“Marthawhatisthis?”

I’m confusedbyhersuddenvisit.

Martha:“HlalapansiweNtombi,sixoxe.”(SitdownNtombiandlet’schat.)

Seeingthatsheisnotgoinganywhere,Isitnexttoher.

Martha:“Howiseveryone?”

Okay.



Me:“Whyareyouaskingmethis?”

Thisisveryodd.

Martha:“Am Inotlikefamily?”

No,you’renot.

Me:“Martha,Idon’thavetimetoentertainyou.”

Martha:“HowisLelo,Ntombi?Whydoesn’tshevisityou?”

Me:“Haibo,youknowwhy.”

Martha:“Hayyi,ngiyabuzanje.Howisherbaby?Isitgrowing?”(I’m justasking.)

WhyisshebeingRandom?

Me:“Martha,Idon’tknowwhyyouareinmyhouseandwhyyou’rebringingLeloup.Your

suddenvisitnjeisstrange.”

Martha:“KantiwhyusoNtombi?AwunginikingishoneOros.Mythroatisdryyazi.”(Whyareyou

likethis?Youwon’tevengivemeaglassofOros.)

Thiswomanisannoyingme,Petuniastrollsintotheroom.TheyexchangelookswithMartha,

thesetwohavenevermetbeforebut,itlooksliketheyhateeachother.

Petunia:“Ntombi,unesivakashi?”(Youhaveavisitor?)

ShegivesMarthaadirtylook.

Martha:”Isivakashila,nguwe.”(Thevisitorisyou.)

Petunia:“Haibo!Awuhlalilawenanje.”(Youdon’tlivehere.)

Me:“Doyoutwoknoweachother?”

Theykeepquietforawhile,Petuniaclickshertongueandwalksbacktothekitchen.

Martha:“Lomfazi.Ngiyam’zonda,ngiyam’zonda.”(Ihatethatwoman.)

Sheexpressesinahighpitchedvoice.

Howcanshehatesomeoneshehasnevermet?

Me:“HowdoyouknowPetunia?”

Shehidesherfaceawayfrom me.

Martha:“Idon’tknowher.”

Me:“But,yousaidyouhateher.”

Martha:“DidIsaythat?Imeantshehasanannoyingface.”

Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingonandwhyMarthaislyingaboutknowingPetunia.



Martha:“LetmegoNtombi,Ihavetocookbeforeloadshedding.Youknowwearenotsafein

thisplace,ifit’snotelectricity,it’sthewater.That’sthepricewepayforbeingpoor.”

IrefuseandIreject.

Me:“Martha,ifyouwanttospeakpovertyintoyourlife,donotinvolvemeinit.I’m notsuffering,

myhusbandhasmoney.”

Shebetterknow.

Shelaughsoutloud.

Martha:“YiphiindodaNtombi?Everyoneknowsthatheismissing,asaziifhe’smissingorhe

ranawaywithanotherwoman.”(Whichhusband?)

She’ssayingthistomeinmyhouse.

Me:“HambaMartha,leavemyhouse.”(Go.)

Martha:“Don’tworry,Iwasleavinganyway.”

Shegetsup,Ifollowhertothedoor.Shestops,turnstome.

Martha:“TellNombulelotocallmeorgivemehernumbers.”

She’shonestlyactingweird.

Me:“UyifunaniinganeyamiMartha?”(Whatdoyouwantfrom mychild?)

Martha:“LeloislikemychildNtombi,Ijustwanttoknowifsheisokay.”

Me:“She’sfine.ByeMartha.”

Ishutthedooronherface.

Whatonearthdidshewant?

STYLES*

IfindKhethusittingonthebed,she’swaitingforme.Herdemeanouristhatofanger.Shelooks

upatmeasIclosedoor,Iam notupforthis.

Me:“Whatwasthatabout?”

Khethu:“WhataretheydoinghereStyles?”

Herewego.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyoumeanbythat.”

Khethu:“YourfriendsarealloverthehouseStyles,thenextthingtheywillexpectmetocookfor



them.”

Me:“Nooneexpectsyoutocookforthem Khethu.”

Khethu:“IfIdon’tcook,theywilljudgemeandsayI’m abadwomanbecauseIdon’tcookformy

manandhisfriends.”

Me:“Whatthehell?”

Khethu:“YouknowI’m rightStyles.”

Me:“No,Idon’t.”

Khethu:“So,you’resayingI’m makingthingsup,you’recallingmecrazy.”

Me:“Don’tputwordsinmymouthKhethu.”

Khethu:‘Whatever,Iwantyourfriendsoutofthehouse,it’sgettinglate,I’m tiredandIhavea

headache.”

ThisiswhatIhavetoputupwitheveryday.

Me:“Theyarenotgoinganywhere,Idon’tknowwhatyourproblem isKhethubut,youcan’t

comehereandmakedemandslikethat.Yousaidyouwillbeatyourgrandmother’shousefora

week…”

Shejerksupfrom thebed,herfacecarryingnothingbut,rage.

Khethu:“Oh!Youdon’twantmeinyourhouseanymore?Isthatit?Wouldyouratherlivewith

thosegangsters?”

Shecutsme,beforeIfinishandshoutswhileatit.

Me:“Donotraiseyourvoiceatme,Iam notachild.”

Isnapather.

Khethu:“IwillraisemyvoiceatyouStyles.Whathappenedtoyou?Thisisnotyou,youarenot

thetypeofpersonthathangswithagroupofpeople.Youdon’tsitidleinthehouse,entertaining

yourselfwithalcoholandmeaninglessconversations,lookwhattheyhaveturnedyouinto.”

Sheshouts,Ihavelethergetawaywithshoutingatme.

Me:“Whatthefuckiswrongyou?”

Khethu:“Whatiswrongwithmeisthat,Ihavetakenabackseatinyourlife,Iwashomealone

Styles.Doyouknowthat?Iexpectedyoutocomeandbewithme,that’swhyIcamebackhere.I

didn’tknowyourattentionwasalreadytakenbyRandall.”

Me:“It’salwaysaboutRandall,isn’tit?”

Khethu:“Yes,youmadeitabouthim.IfRandallwasawoman,youwouldcheatonmewithhim

andnotbesorryaboutit.ThisishowdeepheisinourlivesandfranklyI’m gettingtiredofhim.”



Thiswomanislosinghermind,Idon’tknowwhenshebecameobsessivebut,it’snotacute

sight.

Me:“KHETHU!!!”

Iraisemyhandinanattempttoslapherbut,herterrifiedfacestopsmeasshewincesbeforeI

couldtouchher.Isighdeeplyandstepback,it’sonlybeenoncethatIhavelaidahandonher

andIhatedmyselfforit.

Whydoesshehavetobelikethis?Ican’teventellanyoneaboutitlest,theyseemeasaman

whocan’tkeephishomeintact.

Me:“YouarenotthewomanIfellinlovewith,youhavebecomethisbitterpersonwho

complainsabouteverythingandeveryone.Iam tiredofthisshitKhethu.”

Ithrowthesewordsinherface,sherollshereyesatme.Clearlymywordsmeannothingtoher.

Me:“Youknowwhat?I’m glad,Ididn’tmarryyou,Iwouldhavesubjectedmyselftoalifeof

imprisonment.”

Herjawdropsatmywords.

Dazed,sheoglesherbigeyesatme.

I’m notstayingforthis,we’realwaysgoingaroundincircles.Talkingaboutthesamething,it

appearsthatshedoesn’twanttheargumentstoend.

Me:“I’m done,youwantusoutofthehouseright?Wewillleavethehouse,youcanstayhere

alonesinceyouenjoyyourowncompany.”

Istridetowardsthedoor,beforeImakeitthere,somethingwhacksmyhead.Idropmyheadto

seeashoe,shejustthrewoneofherheelsatme.

Me:“Whatthe…”

Shescurriestomeandbeginsthrowingpunchesandslapsonmyfaceandchest.Iholdher,

constrainingherhandsbut,she’ssoadamantinreleasingherangeronme.

Me:“Khethustop.”

Isnap.

Khethu:“IhateyouStyles,Ihateyou.”

Shescreamswhilefightingme,shepushesmeagainstthewallandcontinueswithherpunches,

Idon’tknowwhereshegetsthestrengthfrom.Ifinallypushherback,shescreamsandtargets

meagain.Khethuissoadamantinwantingtoimpartpainonme,it’snotthepunchesthathurt

but-heractions,herwordsandherinsolence.

Herbodygivesupasshelosesstrength.Shefinallydrawsback,theriseandfallofherchest

visibleunderhershirt.Itakeasteptowardsher,Iwanttoholdher.Ididn’tmeantopushher.

Khethu:“You’reanidiot.Howdareyousaythistome?Ifyouneverwantedtomarryme.Whydid



youletmefallforyou?”

Shescreamswhileswayingherhandsaround.Thisisnotnormal,Khethuisbattlingdemons

andIhavetohelpher.Herattitudeisjustifiable,Ihavetogiveherallmysupport.Sheisthough,

makingithardformebecauseshepushesmeawaywhenItry.AsdrainedandtiredasIam,it

hurtsmetoseeherlikethis.

Me:“Baby.”

Itakeherhandandsheyanksitaway,herangerisstillincontrol.

Khethu:“Don’tbabyme,Igaveyoueverything.Allofme,fouryearsofmylifeStylesandthisis

howyouthankme?”

She’scrying,Ihateseeingherintears.

Me:“Khethu,I’m sorry.Ididn’tmeanwhatIsaid,youknowIloveyou,right?”

Shehuffs.

Khethu:“Youhaveafunnywayofshowingit.”

Ishouldavoidgettingherupset.

Me:“Listen,theguysandIhadameeting.Wewereinthemiddleofitwhenyouwalkedinand

sinceyouneedspace,we’llgofinishitatRandall’shouse.”

Iintroduce,Idoubtshelikestheidea.Shefuriouslymarchestothedoor,locksitandputsthe

keyinherbust.

Khethu:“RandallagainStyles,really?Whyareyouobsessedoverhim?”

I’m done.

Me:“Youknowwhat,givenachoicetochoose,IwouldchooseRandalloveryou.Youknowwhy

Khethu?Herespectsme,hetreatsmelikeI’m human.Allthoseguysinthelivingroom,giveme

thepeacethatyoufailtogive.Allyoudoisnagandit’sexhausting.Dammit,Iam tryinghere.I

wanttoloveyouandtakecareofyouandyou’renotlettingme.Youhavebuiltthiswallaround

youandbyGodKhethu,Ihopebythetimeyoudecidetobreakitdown,itwon’tbetoolate

becauseIam tiredofbeingontheothersideofthewall.”

Tothinkshewouldunderstand,no.Shecacklesandclapsonce.

Khethu:“OhStyles,ifyoueverchooseRandalloranyoneoverme.Iwillkillmyself.”

Me:“Youwouldn’tdare.”

Khethu:“Tryme,thisrelationshipisforeverStyles.Tilldeathdouspart,marriedornot.Noone

willreapfrom whereIhavesown.”

Me:“WhoareyouandwhatdidyoudotomyKhethu?”

Khethu:“YourKhethuisstillhere,she’sjusttiredofyourbullshit.”



Sheutters.

RANDALL*

Khethuissoloud,theonlyvoicewecanhearishers.Shehasbeenatitforawhilenow.Styles

issoftspokenhence,Khethumistakesthatforweakness.

Ithinkit’stimeIintervene,beforetheykilleachother.Ican’tbelievethisisthesameKhethuwho

wasquietandkind,shehadamouthalrightbut,shehadlimitstoo.

Now,shespeakstoStylesanywayshelikes.Ihaveafeelingthatsheabuseshim physical,

Styleswillnotspeakout.Hehasanimagetouphold,hewon’tbethefirstmantobeavictim of

domesticviolence.

Therearemenouttherewhocan’tputtheirhandsonawoman,Stylesisoneofthem.Khethu

clearlyknowsthathence,shetakesadvantageofthatanddoeswhatevershepleaseswithhim.

Nkomo:“Maybeweshouldgivethem space,thishasbecomeuncomfortable.”

Iwishtheydidn’thavetohearthis,Ihatewhatishappeningtomybrother.

Neo:“From whatIam hearing,Khethuistheloudest.She’sbreathingfireandfrom whatIhave

seenonthoseserialkillerdocumentaries,thewomanendsupkillingthemaninafitofrageand

criesself-defenceandyouknowwhatsocietywilldo?Wewillbelieveherbecausesheisa

woman.Menarealreadypaintedasmonstersbecauseofthemenwhofallunderthesaying

‘menaretrash’.Goodornot,wearedemonsintheeyesoftheworld.Ifsomethinghappensto

Stylos,bozza,hisnamewillbedraggeddownandburiedwithhim.WhiletheworldcallsKhethu

aheroforfightingforherself.”

Neohasneverspokensomuchsenseinhislife,nowayam Igoingtoletanythinghappentomy

brother.

Me:“I’m goingtostopthis.”

IannounceasIgetup.

Neo:“WhoisgoingtosaveAmarawhenKhethucutsyourheadoff?”

Ipraisedhim toosoon.

Nkomo:“IthinkRandyshouldintervene,clearlythisisnotstopping.”

Neo:“Don’tsayIdidn’ttellyou.Passmetheremote,IthinkChiefsisplayingtoday.”

It’srightinfrontofhim.Iignorehim andscurryupthestairs.

Styles:“Khethugivemethekeynow.”

Khethu:“NoStyles,wewillstayinthisroom togetheryou’renotgoinganywhere.”



Styles:“Isaidgivemethekey,openthisdamndoor.”

Itappearsshehaslockedthem inside,maybeIshouldbreakitdown.Stylescannotlivelikethis,

Ican’tletthishappentohim.Hedeservesbetter.

Iknocktwiceandtheygoquiet.

Me:“Styles.”

IhearKhethuletoutamockingcackle.

Styles:“WhatisitRandall?”

Me:“Areyouguysokay?”

Khethu:“We’refineRandall,leaveusalone.”

Khethuyellsinannoyance,I’m notleavinghim inthere.

Me:“Stylesopenthedoor.”

Styles:“Randallwe’restillbusy,I’llbedowninawhile.”

Iknowhedoesn’twantmetoseethepaininhiseyes,ifIcould,Iwouldripoutthelovehehas

forKhethuinhisheart.Thiswomanhasproventobetoxic.

Me:“Styles,it’seitheryouopenthedoororIwillbreakitdownandyouknowIwill.”

Khethu:“ThisiswhatIwassayingStyles,hewon’tleaveusalone.”

Igrabthedoorhandleandtwistit,Iam gettingStylesoutofthere.

Styles:“Randyrelax,I’llopenthedoor.”

Hesoundsannoyed.

Khethu:“Styles?”

Styles:“Givemethekey.”

Hedemands,ittakesawhileforhim toopen.Heimmediatelydropshiseyesthemomentthey

meetmine,hisfaceisflushedandpaintedwithscratches.

Khethuissittingonthebedwithherarmsfoldedacrossherchest,shelooksveryupset.

Me:“Let’sgo.”

Styles:“Youguysgoahead,I’llmeetyouatthehouse.”

Hemustbeinsane,ifhethinksIwillleavehim alonewiththiscrazywoman.

Me:“I’m notleavingthishousewithoutyouStyles.”

Styles:“Randall,IsaidIwillmeetyouatthehouse.”

Me:“And,IsaidI’m notleaving.”



Hesighs,turnstolookatKhethu.Idon’tlikethelookshe’sgivinghim rightnow.

Styles:“Let’sgo.”

Hewalkspastme,Khethulookssurprised.Shewantstostophim but,myfirm lookpreventsher

from doingso.IfollowStyles,wemanagetomakeitoutofthehouse.

Me:“Iforgotmyphone.”

Neo:“Hurry,kelapile.Iwanttoeatbeforewego.”(I’m hungry.)

Iscurrybacktothehouse,theplanistotalktoKhethu.Iwanttoknowwhatherproblem is,Isee

herrunningdownthestairsasIwalkin.Sheprobablythoughtthat,shewillstopStyles.

Me:“AreyoulookingforStyles?”

Sheglaresatmewithoutanswering.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’replayingatKhethubut,Stylesisagoodman.Hedoesn’tdeserve

whatyouaredoingtohim.”

Shecackles.

Khethu:“Thisisironic,Ihavealwaysknownthatyouarethethirdpersoninthisrelationship.”

Me:“Ifeelsorryforyou.Whendidyoubecomethisperson?”

Shecrossesherarmsoverherchestandscowls.

Khethu:“DidStylessendyoubackhere?”

Sheraiseshereyebrows,theimpudence.

Me:“You’repathetic,youknowthat?”

Sherollshereyes.

Khethu:“NoRandall,Idonotknowthat.But,Iknowthatthreeisacrowd.Youneedtobuttout

ofourrelationship.”

Shedeclaresfoully.

Me:“Listenherewoman,ifIfindoutthatyou’reabusingthatman.Iwillfuckyouup.Theonly

reasonStylesletsyougetawaywitheverythingisbecausehelovesyou,mybrotherdeserves

better.”

Shefrownsatmyfinger,pointedather.

Khethu:“Oh,please.Whatdoyouknow?This,from amanwhodoesn’tknowhowtolovea

woman.Forhowlongwillyouhideunderthatbrothertitle?Iknowthat,youjustwanttocontrol

Stylesandhavehim doallyourdirtywork.”

Me:“Whatdidyousay?”

Shehuffs.



Khethu:“I’m notafraidofyouRandall,yourthreatsdon’tfazeme.Myfatherisapolice

commissioner.Remember,Iknowaboutallyourshenanigans.IfyoucontinuelikethisRandall,I

willsinglikeabird.”

Herwordshavemechucklingindisbelief.

Me:“Listenheresisi,Iam notStyles.Youwillnottalktomelikethat,continuewithyourshitand

notevenyourfatherwillstopmefrom teachingyourespect.”

Shecackles,thiswomanhassurelychanged.Thisundauntedattitudehasheronahighhorse,I

willbringhercrashingdown.

Khethu:“Please,getoutofmyhouse.”

Shedemandswithsomucharrogance,Ismirk,asItoiltowardsher.Shetakesonestepback,

fearteasingherabitthere.

Me:“Oh,Khethukuthula.WhatsadnessIseeuponyou.Icanonlyhopethat,youwillheedmy

words.I’m anicepersonKhethubut,IcanbeabeastwhenIwanttoandtrustme,youdonot

wanttoseethatsideofme.Touchmybrotherandwe’regoingshoppingforyourcoffin.”

Shestepsback,hereyespoppedoutandgulpsinfear.

Me:“Onemorething,Stylesdoesn’thavetoknowaboutthisdiscussion.Youarealready

steppingonhisdignity,wedon’twantyoucrushingitanyfurther.Ihopewewon’thavethis

conversationagain.”

Ilikethefearinhereyes,ifonlysheknewhowIfeedonit.Iambleout,leavingthedooropen.

Tobecontinued…
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MKHIZE*

Thisfoolfainted,apparentlytheguardsaidheheardhim scream andwhenhecametocheck,

Moseswaslyingflatonthefloor.Iusetheoldtricktowakehim up…Coldwater.

Me:“Wakeupsdudla.”

Hejumpsasthewatersplashesoverhisface.

Moses:“Vusamazulu.”

Hescreamswhilebrowsingtheroom,helookslikehehasseenaghost.

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?”

Moses:“Mkhize,getmeoutofthisroom please.Vusamazuluwashere.”

Hepleadsashegrabsmyleg,Ipushhim offandhefallsback.

Me:“Areyoucrazy?Zuluisdead.”

Iremindhim.

Moses:“Isawhim,hewashere.”

Me:“Arghshame,solitaryconfinementisabitch.Lookatyousdudla,youarelosingyourmind.”

“Baba.”(Boss.)

Sikashoutsashedashesin.

Me:“Yini?”(Whatisit?)

Sika:“Thepolicearehere.”

Me:“Amapoyisa?”(Thepolice?)

Sika:“Theysaidtheyhaveasearchwarrant.”

ThispuzzlesmebecauseIhavebeencarefulwiththesethings,Ihaveratswhoworkwiththe

police.

Me:“SomethingisupSika.I’m goingtofindoutwhatthisisallabout.”

Moses:“Mkhizeplease,don’tleavemeinhere.”

Hepleads,coward.

Me:“Let’sgoSika,lockthedoorbehindyou.”



Ihavebetterthingstoworryabout.

AMARA*

Thedooriskickedopenandmyheartjumpstomythroat,asafamiliarfiguretowersoverme

andswiftlybut,graduallypushesmeagainstthewall.IlookupatthefaceIhadmissedso

muchandmymindcannotcomprehend,howhecouldbestandingbeforeme.

Ihadbeenrestlesslywaitingforthisdaythatitseemssounrealrightnow.Iraisemyhandto

hisface,lettingmyfingerssoftlytraileveryinchofhisskin.Asoftfrowntakesoverhisfacial

expression.

Me:“Randall?”

IalmostcannotrecognisemyvoiceasIwhisperthenamethathasbeenmyhopeforthepast

days.

Hiseyesbecomewatery,heblinksonce,tryingtoholdbackthetears.

Randall:“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hewhisperssoftly.

Thisnamehasneverdoneanythingtomebefore,todayithasmefeelingoverwhelmedand

weakintheknees.

HegrabsmywaistandIshiverathiscoldhandsonmyskin.He’sglancingintomyeyes,he

scansmylipsbefore,ravenouslyclaimingthem.I’m caughtoffguard…Atfirstit’saweird

feelingbut,I’m knockedintomysensesbymyheart.ThesearetheverylipsIhadbeenlonging

for.

Ifeelatinglinginmystomachandarushofbloodinmyveinsmakingmehotduetohiskiss

andhishandsinsidemytop,gentlycirclingonmyskin.

Aweirdsensationrunsthroughmybodyashepusheshistongueinmymouth.

Atthispoint,mybreathingisracingatthesameratewithmyheart.

Icanfeelmybodytremblingathistouch,ashekissesmewithoutgivingmeachanceto

breathe.

Hefreesmylipsleavingmepantingandmychestheaving.

Iflinchatthesuddensoundofgunshots,Randalltakesmyhandandlugsmeoutsidethe

bedroom.ItisonlynowthatInoticetheguninhishand,Ididn’tseehim pullitout.

We’remarchingdownalongcorridor,he’swalkingfastandIhavetojogoccasionallyasmy

smallfeetfailtokeepupwithhispace.



Ihaven’tseenKazitoday,itcouldbeherdayoff.

Amanwithagunapproachesfrom thecorner,Randalltakeshim downwithoneshot.Helooks

atmeasiftocheckifIam okay,heleadsmetowardsabackdoor.

Thegunshotsseem tobecomingfrom behindus,Ihavenoideawhatisgoingon.I‘m terrified

tomywits,Ihaven’thadmuchlucklately.Icouldbeshotfrom thebackatthisescape,my

biggestfearisdying.Before,Icouldlookdeathintheeyeandmockitbut,nowthatIhavefound

thispersonwhocouldpossiblybemyreasonforliving,deathhasbecomeanenemy.

Wetreaddownthemetalstairs,Ilookathishandholdingmine.

Iam followingthismanwhoisluggingmetoaplaceIdonotknow,heappearstobeunflinching.

Howcanhebecalm atatimelikethis?Anothermanapproachesrunningupthestairs,he

shootsatus.Randallpushesmetothesideasheshootsthisman,Ifallonmybuttandgrabthe

stairrailingforbalance.

Themantumblesdownthestairs,he’sdead.Randalltakesmyhand,bringsmeandinspectsme

forinjuries.

Randall:“Areyoualright?”

Me:“Canyoustopkillingpeople.”

Hefrownsatmeandcontinuesdraggingmedownthestairs.Weexitthroughsomebrowndoor

anditleadsustoabackyard.

It’snighttimeandthisareaissurroundedbybrightlights,thegunshotssoundlouderfrom here,

it’salmostdeafening.Twomendressedinpoliceuniform arestandingatthegate,oneofthem

spotsusandnudgeshispartner.Theyapproachus,wemeethalfway.

ItregistersinmymindthatIhavebeenrescuedandwillbesentbacktomyfamily.

“Randall?”

Randallfrownsandnods.

Whyishenothidingthisgun?

“We’rewithStyles,thecarisready.”

Thecopcontinues.

Randallnodsagain,hehasn’tletgoofmyhand.Wefollowthepolicementhroughasmallgate.

“OKOLIE!!!”

WeallturntothesoundofMkhize’sroars,heopensfireandsodothecops.Randallpullsme

behindawall.

Oneofthemenisshot,Ican’tseewherebut,he’sstillalive.

“Go,Iwillholdhim back.”



Hegroansashe’slyingontheground,Mkhizeisstillshooting.Hecan’tseeusthough,we

followtheothercoptoapolicecar.Hegetsinthedriver'sseat,RandallandIjumpintheback,

andwespeedoff.

Iturnbacktosee,Mkhizeshootthepolicemanweleftbehind,multipletimeswithoutremorse,

twomorebigmenjoinhim,theyjumpintoacarthat’sparkedonthesideoftheroad.Theyare

followingus.

IturntolookatRandall,he’salsoseeingwhatIsee.

Randall:“Don’tworry,itwillbeoversoon.”

Heassuresme.

Randall:“Stepitupman.”

Hecommandsthecop,henods.

“Theycouldcatchup,thiscarisnotthatfast.”

Themanresponds.

Ican’tseem totwigwhatisgoingon,ifthesemenarepoliceofficers.Whereisthebackup?

Eveninmybefuddledstate,Ihavequalmsaboutthissituation.

Randall:“Shit!WhereisStyles?”

Randallgrowls.

“Welefthim behind,it’sawarzoneoutthere.”

Iscream andduckasabulletpiercesthroughtherearwindshield.Randallplaceshishandon

myback,shieldingmyupperbodywhichlandsonhislap.

Randall:“StaydownAmara.”

Thecarbeginslurchingoutofcontrol,Iraisemyheadtoseethecopslantedovertothe

passenger’sside.Thebulletwentthroughhishead,Iscream andsmashmyhandagainstmy

mouth,silencingmyself.

Randall:“Staydown,I’m goingtotakeoverthewheel."

Hejumpsovertothedriver’sside,pushesthedeadbodytothepassenger’sside.Heopensthe

dooranduseshisfoottopushhim out,thatisahumanbeinghejustabandonedthere.

Hespeedsoff,therearestillgunshotscomingfrom behindus.Mkhizeandhismenarestill

shooting.

KHETHU*



IhavelostmycoolcallingStyles,heisnottakingmycalls.Sinceheleftthehousewithhis

friends,it’spast10pm,he’susuallyathomearoundthistime.Ihavebeenbadtohim lately,I

reallydon’tknowwhat’swrongwithme.

Iseem tohavethisurgetofightwithhim,andIam stillbaffledbythefactthathetoleratesmy

shit.

IfearlosingStylestosomeoneelse,Ifearlosinghim toRandall.Heseemstolovehim more

thanme,IknowheregardsRandallashisbrother.Ijusthatethebondtheyhave,Randallisa

badboy.Hehidesbehindhismoneyandhiscalmnessbut,Iseethroughhim.Iknowwhatthey

usedtodo,howtheymademoneyforaliving.

Drugdealings,smugglinggunsandRhinopoaching,tonameafew.Whentheyopenedthe

logisticscompany,Stylespromisedthathewillnevergobacktothelifeofcrime.Ican’treally

trustthat,IhaveafeelingthatsomethingbigisgoingonatRandall’shouseandStylesisapart

ofit.Ican’ttellhim anythingashealwaystakeshisside,hecan’thearawordagainstRandall.

IdislikethatanditjustmakesmehateRandall.

Myphonerings,itmustbeStyles.

Gosh!

Whatdoeshewant?

Me:“Mbongeni.”

Mbongeni:“Youdon’tsoundhappytohearfrom me.”

Whyishecallingmeatthistimeofthenight?

Me:“Doyouknowwhattimeitis?IhaveamanMbongeni,youcan’tbecallingmeatthistime.”

Mbongeni:“Sorry,Iwantedtocheckuponyou.Iwasatgogo’shouseandyourfathersaidyou

wentbacktoStina’shouse.”

Iknowhepretendsnottoknowhisname.

Me:“Styles,hisnameisStylesandyes,Iwentback.”

Mbongeni:“WhyareyouwiththatmanKhethu?Heisnotgoodforyou.”

Thismanisaddinguptomyfrustrations.

Me:“I’m waitingforaphonecallMbongeni,sorryIcan’tchat.”

Mbongeni:“CanIatleasttakeyououtforcoffeetomorrow?”

Me:“WhereisyourgirlfriendMbo?Idoubtsheisokaywithyoucallingmeatthistimeofthe

night.”

Mbongeni:“We’renotserious.”

Me:“Thatisnotwhatitlookedliketome.”



Mbongeni:“Weagreedon,nostringsattached,Ihaven’treallybeeninaseriousrelationship

sinceyouleftme.”

Canhegetoverthatalready?

Me:“Look,Ihavetogo.Styleswillcallmeandfindthephonebusy.”

Mbongeni:“Ishenothome?IfIwasyourman,Iwouldbehomewithyourightnow.”

Mbongeniisdrainingme.

Me:“GoodbyeMbongeni.”

Mbongeni:“Okay,I’llcallyouregardingourcoffeedate.”

Idropthecall,Iam notgoinganywherewithhim.

WherethehellisStyles?Whyhasn’thecalledmeyet?

RANDALL*

Mkhizeisstilltailingus,hehasseizedfire.Thatoldmanjustwon’tgiveup,hewon’taccept

defeat.HeisnotgettingAmara,nowthatIhaveher,Iwillnotletheroutofmysight.

She’slyingonthebackseatofthecar,Isawfearinhereyes.I’m surprisedthoughbyher

strength,sheseemsdifferent.

SheisnotthefragileAmarathatStylesbroughttomyhousethatnight,Iam gladinaway.You

canimaginehowastoundedIwaswhenshetouchedmyfaceandreturnedmykiss.Shedidn’t

pushmeawaythistime,atfirstitfeltsurrealasIfailedtograspwhatwasgoingon.

Styleshadgivenordersaccordingtohisplan,getAmaraandgetout.

TheplanwentoutthewindowwhenIsawher,everythingfellaway.Itwasjustmeandher.My

heartdancedtothesoundofhervoicecallingouttome,mynamerollingoutofhermouth,only

mademewanttotasteherlips,itwasallmymindcouldoccupy.

Now,Icanbarelythinkstraightafterthatkiss.

Me:“Takethis,don’tgetup.Press4andtheputthephoneonspeakerwhenStylesanswers.”

Iholdherthephone,hisnumberisonspeeddial.

Styles:“Randall.”

Heanswersimmediately,Icanheargunshotsinthebackground.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Hechuckles.



Styles:“I’m talkingtoyouaren’tI?”

Me:“Mkhizeisafterus,yourmenaredown.”

Ideliverthesadnews.

Styles:“Whereareyouguys?”

Me:“We’reheadedforthehighway,thisisriskyStyles.Thatmonkeywilldrawusattention,and

we’redrivingapolicecar.”

Styles:“Iwantyoutotakealeftbeforetheofframp.There’sabridgethere,youwon’tmissit.

Therewillbeabouttenbusesparkedinatriangularmotion.”

Me:“Styles,wewon’thavetimetogetoutofthecarandhideinsideabus.”

Styles:“Youwon’thavetogetoutofthecar,youkeepdrivingandwe’llmeetattheagreed

location.Therewillbeachopper,ifIam notthereinfifteenminutes,youtwoshouldleave.The

guysandIwillmakeaplan.”

Me:“Iam notleavingwithoutyouStyles.”

Styles:“YourstubbornnessRandywillgetuskilled.”

Me:“Styles,Iam serious.”

Styles:“Well,soam I.GetAmarahome,she’sbeenthroughsomuch.”

Dammit,heknowshowtogettome.

Me:“YoubettermakeitoutofthereStylesorIwillcometohellandgetyoumyself.”

Hechortles,hedoesn’ttakemeserious.

Styles:“Hellisnotreadyformebro,IstillhaveMkhizetodealwith.”

IfIknowStyles,hewon’tgethimselfkilled.

Styles:“So,youturnleftatthebridge,thedriversknowaboutyourarrival.Theyarearmedjustin

case,mkhulutriessomething.Theyknowwhichcaryou’redrivingbut,justtobesure,hootthree

times.TheywillmakeawayforyouandblockMkhize’scar.Themomentheapproaches,they

willblasttheheadlights,there’saguyonstandbywithaspotlightaswell.Thiswillgiveyou

timetoescape.”

Hefinishes.

Me:“Whendidyouthinkofthis?”

Hesighs.

Styles:“Youstilldon’tknowmeRandy,I’m seriouslygoingtodisownyou.”

Stylesgoesquietforawhile,wehearmoregunshotsinthebackground.Ithinkhe’sina

shootoutwithsomeone.



Me:“Stylesareyouthere?”

IbrieflylookbackatAmara,shelooksshakenasherhandistremblinginfear.

Me:“Givemethephonemehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Shehandsittome.

Me:“We’llbeoutofthissoon.”

Ieaseherworriesinhopesthatshewilltakecomfortinmywords.

Me:“Styles?”

Ihopeheisokay.

Styles:“Randy.”

Hesoundsoutofbreath.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Ileerthroughtherearviewmirror,Mkhizeisstillbehindus.Thathard-headedbastard.

Styles:“Yeah,thisisthemostfunIhavehadinmonths.Whydidn’tyoutellmethatgunshooting

istherapeutic?It’sevenbetterwhenyouhitthetarget.”

Me:“P.I.Cman.”(PassengerInCar.)

Amarawillthinkustobemonsterswhoenjoykillingpeople.

Styles:“Sorry.”

Hesnickers.

Me:“You’resickyouknowthat,youshouldgopaintballing.That’swhatnormalpeopledo.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“YoushouldseeNeoman,runningaroundlikeaheadlesschicken.Thatmanisacoward

but,heducksbulletslikeapro.Deathischasinghim buthey,themanisfast.Hewantstolive.”

Helaughsuncontrollably.

Me:“Whereishe?”

Styles:“Idon’tknow,Isawhim runtoNkomoawhileago.He’susinghim asashield.”

Thishasmelaughing,IcanalmostseeNeo.

Me:“Neo,bettercomebackalive.”

Styles:“Hewill,don’tworry.”

Me:“Mkhontowillbetherewithhismen.”



Iknowhesaidhedoesn’ttrusthim,Ido.Mkhontoisloyalonlyifyou’reloyaltohim.

Styles:“Good,weneedmoremen.”

Okay…

Me:“Iseethebridge.”

Styles:“HowfarisMkhize?”

Ileerthroughtherearviewmirror.

Me:“Notthatfar,I’m surprisedhehasn’topenedfire.”

Styles:“Therearecamerasonthatroad.Shit,I’llcallyoubackRandy.”

Hedropsthecallaftergrunting.

Me:“Amara,areyouokay?”

She’stooquiet.

Amara:“Yes.”

Shewhisperssoftly.

Me:“Iknowyou’rescaredbut,nothingwillhappentoyou.Thatmanwon’tgettoyou.”

Shedoesn’trespond,IturnthecarleftlikeStyleshadsaid.Ican’tseeMkhize’scaranymore,it

takesawhiletillIseethebuses.Theyareblockingtheroad,Ihootthreetimes,thefirstfourin

frontmove.Theyopenasmallapath,enoughforthecartopass.Theyclosethepaththe

momentweareinthearch.

Me:“Youcansitupmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Shegetsup,Icanseeherthroughthemirror.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Shenods.

Therearenocarsonthissideoftheroad.

Tobecontinued…
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NKOMO*

Iknewthereweregoingtobealotofmeninthisyard,notthismuchthough.Ihavebeen

runningaroundshootingatpeople,Stylesdoesitsoflawlesslylikeit’savideogame.Ihaven’t

seenMkhizeanywhere,hemusthavegoneafterRandall.Thatbastardisdisgusting,chasing

afterayounggirl.Weneedbackuporelsewearenotmakingitoutofhere.

Ihaven’tseenmyfamily,Mkhize’sbrothersarenotinsightaswell.Theymusthaveturnedon

him whenLungadied,theyallknewabouttheOkoliecurse.Myfatherisjusttoostubbornto

listentoanyone.

“Nkomo.”

IturntoseeNeoruntome,I’m hidingbehindabeam.Theshootingisstillgoingon,it’sagood

thingtheswartteam left.Thiswoulddefinitelybeonthe8pm news.

Neocrashesontopofmeassoonashegetstome.

Neo:“Yohntwana,gwanyiwamo.”(It’sbad,hereboy.)

He’sheavingandhelooksterrified.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

HeoglesatmelikeIcussedathim.

Neo:“DoIlikeokaytoyouNkomo?Ikilledtwopeopletodayntwana,Ihaveneverkilledanyone

inmylife.Noteventhoseannoyingfliesatmymother’shouse,todayIkilledawholehuman.”

Hesoundsfrantic.

Me:“Relax,you’llgetoverit.”

Neo:“Getoverwhat?Thisisthesameassellingmysoultothedevil,ohmodimo.I’m goingto

hell,Iwon’tsurviveinhellNkomo.Thedevilwillmakemehisplaytoy,I’m toohandsomeforhell

nna.”(Oh,God.)

Thedrama.

Me:“Calm downNeo.”

Neo:“YohModimo.”(God.)

Hescreamswhenabullethitsthetopofthisstructurewe'releaningon,shieldingbehindme.I

turntoseeamanshootingatus,Iopenfireandtakehim downwithtwobullets.I’m surprised

theneighbourshaven’tcalledthepolice.

Neo:“Ithinkweshouldsurrender,Stylosisoutthereplayingwithbulletslikeit’snewyear’seve.



DaimanwillgetuskilledNkomo.Hakebatlehoshoanna.Let’ssurrender.”(Idon’twanttodie.)

Hegabblesonpanicky,Igrabhisshirtandpullhim backashegetsupwithhishandsraised.

Thisfoolwillgethimselfkilled.

Me:“You’regoingtogetuskilled.Whatthehellisyourproblem?”

Neo:“Ntwana,whetherwesurrenderornot.Wearedyingtoday.”

Neoissuchacoward,Ihaveneverseensomuchfearinone’seyesbefore.

Me:“Idon’tknowaboutyoubut,Iam walkingoutofthisalive.”

Neo:“Nkomontwana,borrowmeyourphoneIwanttocallmymotherandtellherIloveher.

MinefellwhenIwasduckingbullets.”

Henudgesme.

Me:“Neomanstop.”

Ispotamansneakinguponus,he’sonNeo’sside.Hecan’tseehim becausehe’soccupied

withhisblabbering.

Me:“Neowatchout.”

Ihowl,asthemanaimsthegunathim,Neoturnsrapidlyandshootshim.Thatwasagoodone.

Neo:“Yourshit,nyamao.”

Heyellsattheman.

Okay…He’spanicking.

Neo:“Nna,Ididn’tsignupforthisman.IfIdon’tmakeit,findKhensaniandtellherIloveher.”

Me:“Who’sKhensani?”

Igivehim aconfusedlook.

Neo:“She’sthisbeautifulgirlwholivesnextdoormyhouse,Icallherthunderthighs.”

Hesmiles.

Me:“DoesKhensaniknowthatyouexist?”

Hemopesatme.

Neo:“Shewill,onceyoutellheraboutme.TellherIdiedahero.”

Icanonlyshakemyheadathisabsurdity.

IseeStylesrunningpastthegate,hisbodyishunchedashe’sduckingbullets.He’sshooting

everywhereandanywherehittingthetargetsateveryaim.

Howthehellishesogoodatthis?



WhileNeoandIarehidinglikecowards.

Neo:“tjeer,cavaStylosntwana.KeChuckNorris.”(LookatStyles,he’slikeChuckNorris.)

Heexpressesindisbelief.

Stylesseesusandfrowns,I’m sureheisprobablywonderingwhywearehiding.

Neo:“AiStylos,thisishisdailybreadmoes.”

Hecontinues,Icanonlysquathereinshame.Weneedtogetbackinthegame.Peopledrop

deadwhereeverStylespasses,he’slikeabloodyplague.

He’sreallyhandlinghisgunwell,Iwouldn’twanttocrosshispath.

Weturnourheadsaswehearaloudhoot,twoQuantumsdrivein.Therearemeninside,some

arepeekingoutthewindowswithdifferenttypesofgunsdrawnout.

Neo:“Yoh,Yoh,Yoh.Haimadoda,sataneoangmpatlavandag.Keakoliheleng,thisiswhat

happenswhenyou’resurroundedbyZulumen.”(Thedevilwantsmetoday,I’m goingtohell.)

I’m choosingtoignorehim,MkhontojumpsoutoftheQuantum.Hehasawholeteam withhim

whostartshootingthemomenttheirfeethittheconcreteground.Randallmusthavecalledhim.

Helooksatmeandsmirks.

Me:“Now,thefunbegins.”

IdeclareasIjumpupandbeginshooting,leavingNeoleaningagainstthebeam.

MOSES*

I’m walkingdownthedarkemptystreetsofthissuburbancommunity,therearenotmuchcars

passingby.I’m tryingtohitchhike,nooneisstoppingforme.TheyprobablythinkI’m crazy

anyway-adirtyblackman,walkingdownthestreetsofarichneighbourhood,tryingtocatcha

ride.

Homeisfarfrom here,Idon’tknowwheretownis.Pretoriaisnewtome,ifithappensthatIget

tothetown.Iwillhavetobegformoneyso,Icantakeataxihome.Sameapplies,whenIgetto

joburg.

MosesMngoma,youhavemoneystackedupsomewhereinyourhousebut,youhavebeen

degradedtoabeggar.What’stheworstthatcouldhappennow?

ThatevilmanMkhize,trampledonmydignity.Ileftitsomewhereinhishouse.WhenIgethome,

IwilltakemymoneyandIwillrun.Mkhizewillkillmeifhefindsme.

Thankfullyforthestreetlights,Idon’thavetowalkinthedark.



Imanagedtoescapethathovelwhenoneoftheguardsbroughtmefood,Ioverpoweredhim

andtookadvantageofthecommotionoutsidetoescape.OnmywayoutIspottedAmara,with

somefooldraggingher.Idon’tknowifshewasbeingrescuedorwhat.

WhydoIfeellikesomeoneisfollowingme?

Iturnaround,there’snoone.

Thequietnessofthenightsuddenlyseemsscary,thehairsonthebackofmyneckstand.Isend

myhandtorubofftheunsettlingfeelingandpickupmypace.Outoftheblue,mybodyis

swelteringanddribsofsweatleakdowntomyeyes,itsbitternessblindsmecausingmetorub

myeyes,briskly.It’sinthemiddleofwinter.IcannotexplainwhyI’m sweatingandburning.

Ihearapairoffootprintstreadbehindme,I’m tooterrifiedtoturnandinspect,notknowing

whatIwillsee.Idoublemysteps,walkingfasterthanInormallywould.Thefootstepspickupas

well,atthistimemyt-shirtisdampfrom myperspiration.

ShouldIturnandsee?

Ifitwereaperson,theywouldhavesaidsomethingbynow.Theonlysoundsresonatingaremy

deepbreaths,thefootstepsandmyheartrobustly,thuddingagainstmychest.Fearisdensely

hoveringabout,asifitwereteasingme.

Iscream asIfeelacoldhandgrabmyarm,forcingmeswivel.There’snoone,thedim streets

areempty,Ican’thearthegunshotsanymore.Imustbefarfrom Mkhize’shouse.

Whograbbedmyarm though?

Iturntotrekfasterthistime,mykneesarewobblyandIfeelaneedtostopandtakeabreakbut,

Iam toohorrified.Mystomachisinknots,duetothefearthathasengulfedme,causingmeto

releasegas.Irubmyhandsatthediscomfortonmybelly.

<<<Thulathul,thulababa,thulasana.>>>(Keepquietmychild,keepquietmybaby.)

<<<Thul’ubabuzofika,ekuseni.>>>(Bequiet,daddywillbehomeinthemorning.)

Me:“Hayyi.”(No.)

He’sback,Vusamazuluisback.

“Moses,Moses.”

Hewhispersmynamewithaghostlyvoice.

Ifeelasphyxiatedbythehorrorthathascomeuponme,somethingiscompellingmetoturn.I

swingaroundpivotingonmyheel.

Me:“Zu…Zulu.”

MyvoiceshakesasIgasphisnameinfear,he’sstandingbeforemewithhisheadbowed.I

can’tseehisface,theonlythingIseearedropsofbloodfallingfrom hisfacetothetopofhis

shoes.



Zulu:“Indodakaziyamiilahlekile,indodakaziyamiilahlekile.Indodakaziyamiilahlekile.”(My

daughterismissing.)

Hewhispersthesewordsrepeatedly,thisisallaboutAmara.EvenwhenIhavegottenridofher,

shewon’tletmebeinpeace.Iopenmymouthtospeak,Ican’tgetawordout.Mythroatis

cloggedbyfear.

Zulu:“Buyisaindodakaziyamiekhaya.”(Takemydaughterbackhome.)

HiswhispersarebonechillingandIcan’tgrasphowIam standingbeforeaghost.

Me:“Ng…ngiyeke…angisiye…owakubulala.”(Leavemealone,Iam nottheonewhokilledyou.)

HeraiseshisfaceandIscream attheghastlyview,bloodisoozingoutofhiseyes.He’scrying

bloodtearsashisfaceholdsalookofagony.

Me:“Hayyi…Zulu…hayyi.”(NoZulu,no.)

Iscream,tryingtomovebut,myfeetarestucktotheground.Heslowlytiltshisheadtotheside,

hisbloodshoteyesglaringatme.

Zulu:“Indodakaziyamiilahlekile,busiyaindodakaziyamiekhaya.”(Mydaughterismissing,bring

mydaughterbackhome.)

Heechoeslikeabrokenrecord,Ipressmypalmsonmyearsandclenchmyeyesashisvoice

tormentsme.Suddenly,itgoesquiet.

Gradually,Iopenmyeyestoseenoonebeforeme.He’sgone.Thetrailsofbloodaregone,I’m

leftquestioningmysanity.Ifeelasogginessonmypants,onlytorealisethatIhavewetmyself.

STYLES*

Thatwasahecticbattlewehadbackthere,I’m gladwemadeitoutalive.Alotofpeopledied,

Mkhontocamethroughwithhispeople.NkomodrovehomewithNeo,Itoldhim togotohis

houseashispresencewillalarm Amara.

It’srightafter2am,Ihavesomanymissedcallsfrom Khethu.Iwastoobusytoattendtothem,I

hopeshewillunderstandbut,IknowthatIam foolingmyself.Thatworddoesn’texistinher

vocabularyanymore.

Inoticesmokecomingfrom myhouse,asIturnonmystreet.

There’safire,myhouseisonfire.

Godno,Khethuisthere.

Waitingforthegatetoopenistakinglongerthanusual,asmyimpatiencehasgrown.



Idashoutofthecarandnoticethatthesmokeiscomingfrom behindthehouse.Irushthere,

onlytofindKhethustandinginfrontofabigfire,shehasabottleofgasolineinherhandanda

boxofmatches.Thinkingshewantstojumpin,Irushtoherandpullheraway.

Me:“Baby,areyouokay?”

Icradlehercheeksinthepalm ofmyhands,she’sbeencrying.Hereyesarered.

Khethu:“WherehaveyoubeenStyles?”

Me:“IwaswithRandall.”

Herfacechanges.

Khethu:“Isthatwhyyouwerenotansweringyourphone?”

Hercalmnessisscaringme.

Me:“Myphonewasinthecar,I’m sorrybaby.YouknewIwascomingback,that’snoreasonto

wanttojumpinthefire.”

Shepushesmeaway,afrownbuildinguponherface.

Khethu:“Ohno,thatfireisnotforme.”

Shestatescoldly.

Me:“Whatwereyoudoingthen?”

Nowthatshementionedit,itdoesn’tsmelllikewoodburningthere.

Khethu:“AllyourclothesareinthatfireStyles,Iam notgoingtotakeyourshit.”

Thebombshedropsleavesmeastounded.

Me:“What?”

Iprobablyheardwrong.

Khethu:“Yes,Iburntallyourclothes.”

Shesaysitsocalmlyasifit’sanormalthingtodo.

Khethu:“Youknowthatirking,aggravatingfeelingwhenyoucallsomeoneandtheydon’t

answertheirphone.Thatfeelingstings,Styles.AllIcouldthinkaboutwasthatyou’reprobably

fuckingsomebitch,whileIwaitforyouathomelikeastupid,clueless,submissivehousewife.I

wantedtoburnyoubut,Iloveyoutoomuchso,Ioptedforyourclothes.”

Sheexplainsherinsanitywithablankexpressiononherface.

Me:“Khethu?”

Isayinagasp.

Khethu:“Hayisuka.”(Getouthere.)



Shepushesme,makingwayforhertopassandwalksawayleavingmebewildered.Ihaveto

getoutofhere,I’m aboutthisclosetoretaliating.Thenagain,shemightburnmyhousedownif

Ileave.Ihavenochoicebut,togointhathouseandfaceherdemons.

RANDALL*

Wefinallymadeithomesafe,Ihaven’theardfrom Stylesyet.Ihavetocallhim onceAmarahas

settledin.Thehouseisdark,Iopenthedoorandleadherin.She’stoddlingandscanningher

surroundings,asifthisisherfirsttimehere.Ireachforthelightswitchonthewall,closetothe

door.Sheturnstolookatmeassheholdsalookofconfusion.

Me:“Whatisitmehemma?”(Myqueen.)

Sheshakesherhead.

Me:“SomethingisonyourmindAmara.Won’tyoutellmewhatitis?”

Amara:“I’m justafraidthatIwillwakeuptomorrowonlytofindthat,thisisalladream.”

Shestatesshyly,Ismirkatherfears.

Me:“Thisisnotadream,you’rehere.”

Itakeherhand,shelooksatit,thenatme.

Amara:“Whatifhecomesback?Hewasabletogettomeinthishouse.”

Iunderstandherworries.

Me:“Thatwillnothappenagainmehemma,you’rebackwithmeandIam notlettingyougo.

Thisisthebeginningofeverything,anewlifeforusAmara.Iwillwipeawayallyourtears,Iam

notperfectbut,Iwilltrytobethebestpersonforyou.”

Iintertwinemyfingerswithhersandcarefullyexamineherexpression,Ithoughtshewouldbe

uncomfortableatthis.

Amara:“Thankyouforsavingme.”

Iflashherasimper,shedoesn’treallyhavetothankme.

Me:“Doyouneedtotakeabath?”

Sheshakeshead.

Me:“Letmetakeyoutobedthen.It’salmostdawn.”

Withherhandinmine,Ileadherupthestairs.Isneeratthethoughtthat,sheletsmeholdher

hand,thiscouldmeanthatsheisbeginningtotrustme.

Wegettothebedroom.



Me:“Willyoubeokay?”

Sheraiseshereyestoleeratmeandnodsreluctantly,beforeturningtolooktowardsthebed.It

hitsmethat,thelasttimeshewashere,Ikilledamaninherpresence,rightinthisroom.

Me:“Maybeadifferentroom willdo.”

Isuggestandleadherout,beforesheresponds.

Theroom iscomfortableandhaseverything,herfacialexpressionconfirmsthatshewillbe

okay.Iwatchherasshetoddlestothebedandsits.

Ican’tbringmyselftoleavingheralone,she’slookingatmeandtheneedtobewithhergrows.

HowdoIwalkoutnow?

Myphonebeeps,it’samessagefrom Styles.

Styles:{Homesafe,talktomorrow.}

Me:{Myhousearound12pm.}

IraisemyheadtolookatAmara.

Me:“CanIaskyousomethingmehemma?”(Myqueen.)

Amara:“Yes.”

Shewhisperssoftly,Iseeabitofshynessinher.

Isauntertoher,shedropshergazeasmystabbinggawpholdshereyes.

Me:“CanIholdyou.”

Hereyesrushup,sheleersatme.Theworstthingrightnowwouldbeforhertorejectme.

Patienceisnofriendofmine,Iwon’tbeabletosleepwithoutherbymyside.

Shedoesn’tsayanythingbut,crawlsonthebedandliesdown.Idon’tknowifthisisayes,Iam

willingtotakeachancethough.Ikickoffmyshoesandascendonthebed,Icageherinmy

arms.She’sabitstiffso,knowingherweakness,Iburymyfaceonthecrookofherneckand

plantasoftkiss.SheloosensupandinawhileIhearhersoftsnores.

STYLES*

Weneverhavevisitorssleepoverso,theguestbedroomshavenobedding.Idread,havingtogo

intomybedroom togetablanket,I’m notgoingtosleepinthesameroom asKhethu.

Iwalkintofindherlayingonthebed,she’sinhersleepwear.ShesitsupandwatchesmeasI

saunterin.Igrabtheextrablanketonthebedwithoutmakinganyeyecontact.



Khethu:“Whereareyougoing?”

Me:“Theguestroom.”

Khethu:“You’veneversleptintheguestroom before.”

Me:“There’safirsttimeforeverything.”

Khethu:“Styles,youarenotleavingmealoneinthisroom.”

Me:“Iam notsleepinginthesameroom withyourcrazyass.”

Itoiltowardsthedoor,sherunsbeforemeandlocksthedooragain.

Me:“WhatthefuckKhethu?Thisagain?”

Shesnatchestheblanketfrom meandtossesitonthebed.

Khethu:“Iam notgoingtosleepaloneinourbedStyles.Whywouldyouwanttodothistome?

Isthereanotherwoman?”

Me:“Ifthisiscandidcamerathen,thejokeisonme.Igiveup.”

Istate,asIbrowsaroundtheroom.

Khethu:“It’snotfunnyStyles.”

Shesnaps.

Me:“Iftherewasanotherwoman,Iwouldbewithherrightnow.Ican’tbecominghometothis.

You’redrivingmecrazyKhethu,onewouldthinkyou’repossessed.Whatiswrongwithyou?”

Khethu:“Nothingiswrongwithme.”

Shefrownsinthat.

Me:“There’snothingwrongwithyou?Youburntallmyclothesandyousaythere’snothing

wrongwithyou.”

Khethu:“Youcompelledmetodoit,inawayit’syourfault.Whatmancomeshometohis

womanat2am?IfyoubehaveStyles,Iwillalsobehave.”

Ihonestlyhavenowordsforthis.

Me:“Iam behavedKhethu,you’retheonewhoislosinghermindhere.”

Sheraisesherhandtoslapme,Iblockitbeforeitreachesmycheek.Shewidenshereyesatme

beforeacceptingafrown.

Shegrabsmylefthandanddipsherteethinmythumbjoint,Ifeelthem sinkinasItrytopullher

headaway.

Me:“Khethustopit.”

Iyell,asthepainshootsthroughmywholearm,Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifshecomesbackwitha



pieceofflesh.Ifinallypushheroff,she’sheavingasshelooksatmewithrage.Iinspectmy

handthat,nowhasprintsofherteeth,Ineedtoputthisinice.

Me:“Youneedhelpkhethu.”

Khethu:“IrefusetobetreatedliketrashStyles.DoInotdeserveyourrespect?”

Suchhypocrisy.

Me:“It’s2inthemorningandyouhavetheenergytofight?”

Khethu:“I’m notfightingStyles,Iam standingupformyrights.”

Whatthehelldoesshemean?

Me:“Whatrights?WhatisitthatI’m doingwrong?”

Khethu:“Myrightsasyourwoman.Youdon’ttreatmerightStyles,youhaveadoptedthis

dominantbehaviour.”

Shescreams,Idon’thavethestrengthtoargueback.

Me:“Givemethekey,Iam tiredandIwanttogotobed.”

SheFrownsatmeandrollshereyesintheprocess.

Khethu:“Theonlybedyouwillbesleepingon,isthisone.”

Shestates,pointingatthebed.Thekeyisbackinherbustagain,shetoddlestobedandgets

underthecovers.I’m leftstandinginthemiddleoftheroom,flabbergasted.

Whyam Inotabletoputhertoorder?

IhatethatIlovehersomuch.

Khethu:“Willyoustandthereallnightorcometobed?And,pleaseswitchoffthelight,it’stoo

bright.”

Sheasksandcommandsassheraisesherhead,nowayam Isleepingonthatbedwithher.

Igrabtheextrablanket,spreaditonthefloor,dropthepillowandliedown.She’swatchingme

withadisgustedlook,asIdothis.

Tobecontinued…



67*

Aweeklater.

NOMBULELO*

“Iwantthatbabyinyourwomb,giveittome.”

Me:“Mbuso!!!”

Ijumpupscreamingfrom thebed,wakingMbusoupaswell.

Mbuso:“What’swrong?”

Heputshishandonmyback.

Me:“Ihadthatdream again.”

Myheartisbeatingfastandmykneesareweak,thishappenseverynightnow.Ikeepdreaming

ofthatwoman,sayingshewantsmybaby.

Mbuso:“WehavetodosomethingLelo,havingthesamedream repeatedlycannotbegood.”

Me:“Ineedwater.”

Hereachestohissideofthebedandgetsmeaglass.MbusoandIhavebeensharingabed

since,hewasrightaboutthenervousnessnothappeningagain.

Me:“Thanks.”

Igulpitdowninonego.

Mbuso:“Whatdoyouthinkthiscouldbe?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,ifIdid,Iwould’vefoundasolution.”

Mbuso:“Maybeyoushouldseesomeoneaboutit.”

Me:“Asangoma?”(Atraditionalhealer?)

Mbuso:“Whoeveryou’recomfortablewith.”

Thiscouldbespiritual,maybeIshouldconsiderit.

Me:“There’ssomethingIcan’tshakeoff,thiswomantormentingmydreams.IthinkIhaveseen

hersomewhere.”

Mbuso:“Sheshowsherfacenow?”

Me:“No,herfaceisalwayshidden.Herbodythough,MbusoIhaveseenherbeforebut,Ican’t

putthepuzzletogether.”



Mbuso:“Ihaveafriendwhoknowssomeone,thewomanisaprophet.Wecangoseeher.”

Me:“Iguessit’stimeIfindclarification.”

IhopeZumahasnothingtodowiththis,hewasintomuti(traditionalmedicine.)Hesaidhis

mothertoldhim that,90%ofpeopleuseitandwhenyoudon’t,alltheirbadluckfallsonyou.I

thoughtittobeabsurd.

Mbuso:“Yeah,Idon’twantanythingbadtohappentoyouandGoku.”

Ismileandrollmyeyes.

Me:“Eythatname.IfIwantedtodateaJapanese,Iwouldhave,youknow?”

Helaughs.

Mbuso:“Huh!!!Poorguy,hewouldn’thavebeenabletohandleastrong,phenomenalblack

woman.”

Ididn’tknowthisishowhethinksofme.

Me:“Youarearomantic,youknowthat?”

Hegrins.

Mbuso:“Isaidtherightwordsandearnedmeatitleastheworld’smostromanticman.”

Hetapshisshoulder,Ilaughathim.

Me:“Relax,don’tgetcarriedaway.I’m notdone.”

Hefrowns.

Me:“Youarearomantic,youjustdon’tshowitoften.It’shiddenbut,Ilikeyouthewayyouare.”

Mbuso:“Thankyouforburstingmybubble.”

Hepouts.

Me:“Iwouldn’tchangeathingaboutyou,you’reperfect.”

Thatsmileonhisface...

Mbuso:“Ididn’thearthat,sayitagain.”

IrollmyeyesasIsmileathissilliness.

Me:“You’reperfect.”

Hestandsonthebedashejumpswithexcitement.

Mbuso:“Youhearthatworld?MywomanthinksI’m perfect.”

Heannouncesloudly,ifitwasn’tinweehoursofthemorning,theneighbourswouldbeknocking

onourdoor.



Me:“Mbuso,youdorealizethat,it’sinthemiddleofthenight,right?”

Hekneelsinfrontofme,hiseyessmilingatme.

Mbuso:“Idon’tcare,peoplemustknowthatIam theluckiestmanalive.”

AsideIdon’tseeoftenashe’salwaysclowning.

Me:“You’resweet.”

Mbuso:“Iknowright?”

Hepecksmylips.

Thishappinessscaresme,italmostfeelslikeitwillbesnatchedawayfrom melikeeverythingI

helddear.Idon’tknowwhatIwoulddoifIweretolosethisman,I’m notpreparedforit.

STYLES*

IwakeupwithKhethustraddlingmeandplantingkissesonmybody,shesmileswhenmyeyes

meethers.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Khethu:“Kissingmyman.”

Shesmilesandpecksmylipswhiletryingtotakeoffmyt-shirt.

Me:“I’m notinthemood.”

Itrytopushheroff,sheclenchesherlegsaroundmywaist.

Khethu:“ComeonStyles,Ineedyou.Whatdoyouwantmetodowithmyself?”

Shetattooskissesallovermyfaceandgentlybitesmyear,usuallythiswouldmakemeweak

andIwouldgiveintoher.TodayIam repulsedbyherkisses.

Me:“Isaid,I’m notinthemood.”

Ipushheroffharderthistimeandshefallstohersideofthebed,Iquicklygetupandputonat-

shirt.

Khethu:“Now,you’renotmanenoughtomakelovetoyourwoman?Youcan’tgetitupanymore

Styles?”

Herwordsbreakmeandaggravatemeatthesametime.Igripherarm,pullingheroffthebed,

shecrushesonmychest.She’sglaringupatmewithasmuglookonherface.

Me:“Howdareyousaythattome?Ihavetoleratedyournonsenselongenough.”



Igrate.

Khethu:“WhatwillyoudoStyles?Hitme?Doit,hitmeStyles.RememberI’m awoman,the

momentIrunoutofthishouseandscream GenderBasedViolence.Peoplewillcometomy

rescue,atthispoint,thewholecountryisagainstyou.Therearetrendsgoingon,onsocial

media,I’m sureyou’veseenthem.‘Howaboutifyouseeawomanabused,beatthatnigga

challenge.’NoonewillbelieveamanoverawomanthankstotheGBVcampaign.”

Ipushheroff.

Me:“You’resick.”

Igrabmyphoneandmarchoutoftheroom.

Khethu:“WhereareyougoingStyles?”

ShestridesaftermeasIscurrydownthestairs.Igrabthecarkeysfrom thekitchencounter,

shetriestotakethem from mebut,isunsuccessful.

Khethu:“Styles!!!”

Shescreamsatme,IignoreherasItreadoutside.Mycarisparkedinthedriveway.

Khethu:“Stylesdon’tgo.”

Shescreams,asIplodtothecar.Shepicksupastoneandthrowsitatme.Iduckandithitsthe

carwindow,she’sonmyfacebythetimeIbringmyselfup.Shecatchesmeoffguardand

tacklesme,pushingmeontheground.Shestraddlesmeasshethrowspunchafterpunchon

myface.Myhandsareonherwaist,tryingtopullheroffofme.

Khethu:“YouaretrashStylesSishi.”

Shescreamsrepeatedly.

Imanagetoliftherupandshovehertotheside.Sheripsoffthesleeveofhertop,itbeatsme

whereshegotthestrengthfrom.Shestartspushingmeagainstthecarandboxingmewithher

tinyhands.

Khethu:“Genderbasedviolence.Help,genderbasedviolence.”

Shescreamsherlungsout,whilethrowingherselfatme,makingitlooklikeI’m attackingher.

Me:“Khethustop.”

Irestrainherhands,inhopesthatshewillcalm downbut,thisjustmakesherscream even

louder.

Khethu:“Genderbasedviolence.”

Shecarriesonwiththisrepetition.

Iseeacouplefrom acrossthestreetmarchoutoftheirhouse.Thisisbadforme,theywill

believeherwords,theonlythingistogetoutofhere.



“Hey,whatareyoudoing?”

Themanyells,asheruntous.

IshoveKhethutotheside,gentlyandjumpinthecar.Herfacesaysshecan’tbelievethatI’m

leaving.MyphoneringsasIdriveaway.IcheckthecallerId,hopingit’snother.

It’sSethu,we’veactuallybeentalkingalmosteverydaynow.Wehavehungoutacoupleof

times,sheisafunpersontobearound.

Me:“Nurse.”

Shegiggles.

Sethu:“Ijustthoughtofyouandhadtocall.”

Shestates,thisisnew.She’snotusuallythisbold.

Me:“It’sgoodtoknowthatsomeoneoutthere,isthinkingofme.”

Shegiggles.

Sethu:“CanItellyousomething?Pleasedon’tlaughorthinkI’m weird.”

Me:“I’m allears.”

Sethu:“Whilerunningmyrounds,Ifeltthisneedtoprayforyou.”

That’salsonew.

Me:“Okay.”

HowdoIrespondtothis?

Sethu:“AreyouokayMr.Styles?Somethingisnotright.”

Me:“I’m fine.”

Ilie,I’m actuallydyinginside.Mypridewon’tletmespeakout.

Sethu:“Okay,youknowyoucantalktome,right?Mypastor’sfavouritesayingis‘aproblem

sharedisaproblem solved.”

Thesoundofhervoiceholdsasmile.

Me:“You’reachurchgirl?”

Ididn’tknow,shelaughs.

Sethu:“Ifthat’sathing,yes,IgotochurchonSundayswhenI’m notworking.Youshouldcome

with,sometime.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“I’m notreallyachurchperson,GodwouldliterallysendSt.Michaeltostopmefrom



enteringthosedoors.”

Ithinkshewouldlaughbut…

Sethu:“GodisnotarespecterofpersonsMr.Styles.Heacceptsusallwithourflawsand

mistakes.Hewantsyoujustthewayyouare.”

Thisisgettinguncomfortableforme.

Me:“IsthisafreesermonorshouldItitheafterthis?”

Ijokeandthistimeshelaughs.

Sethu:“You’refunny.”

Speakingtoher,IrealizethatIhaveforgottenaboutmytroubles.Myheartfeelsabitlighterand

thereseemstobeatadbitofhopethateverythingwillbeokay.

Me:“ThankyouforthecallSethu.”

Imeanit.

Sethu:“Noproblem,I’m hereifyouwanttotalkandI’m prayingforyou.”

Thismeansalotalthough,Iam notabeliever.

Me:“Thankyou.”

Sethu:“Bye.”

Icutthecallandmyphoneringsagain,it’sKhethu.Iputitonsilent,Iam donewithher.

RANDALL*

Styleslookslikehell,thatwomanhasfinallymanagedtodraghim down.It’sbeenovertendays

andKhethuisstillatit,sherefusestogethelp.Stylesspendsmostofhistimeinmyhouse,if

he’snothere,he’swithSethu.Theirfriendshiphasblossomed,hisfacelightsupwhensheis

broughtup.

HetellsmeastoryabouthowKhethuattackedhim atarestaurant.

Styles:“Idecidedthatwegoout,maybespendingtimetogetherwaswhatweneed.”

{FLASHBACK}

Thewaitresstakesourorders,thistimeInoticethatherattitudehaschanged,shekeeps

shootingdaggersatmeandeyeingthepoorlady.Thewaitressgivesmethefriendlycustomer

smileandwalksoff.



khethu:“Whatwasthat?”

I’m alreadytakenabackbyherconduct.

Me:“What?”

Isenseanargument,Iknowhowherfacelookswhenshe’sabouttostart.Shehasbecome

contentious.

Khethu:“YouwerelookingatherStyles.Isshepretty?Youthinkshe’spretty,right?”

Me:“Pleasedon’tstart.”

Khethu:“I’m notstartinganything,youstarteditbyundressingthewaitresswithyoureyes.”

Isighheavily.

Me:“Khethuyou’reseeingthings,we’reinpublic,donotstartanargumentwithme.”

Khethu:“Whydon’twecallheroverso,youcantellherhowbeautifulsheis.Whoknows,maybe

youcangoshagherinthetoilets?”

Iclenchmyjawatherwords.

Me:“Don’tfuckingtalktomelikethat.”

Igrowlather,sherespondswithagrin.

Khethu:“That’sthetruth,you’reclearlyanaspiringmanwhorelikeyourfriendRandall.”

Shespewsoutthewords,I’m nothurtbyherinsolenceanymore.Itnowaggravatesme.

Me:“GotohellKhethu,I’m outofhere.”

Igetup,shejumpsandpushesmebackontheseat.Shehasthiscoldemotionlessexpression.

Khethu:“You’renotgoinganywhere,we’regoingtositdownandeatlikeweplanned.”

She’ssayingthiswhilethrowingslapsatme,Ishieldthem withmyhands.Peoplearewatching,

somearetakingvideosandpictures.Thisiswhenthemanagercomesandaskshertoleavethe

eatery.She’sadamantandrefusestoleave,Iwalkedoutanddrivehome,leavingherscreaming

myname.

{ENDOFFLASHBACK}

Styles:“I’m tiredRandy,peoplekeepempoweringourwomenbut,whocomestotalktousabout

regainingourdignityandlendsalisteningear.”

He’sfinallyopeninguptome,afterbeingindenialforsolong.

Ifoundhim waitingformeinthebackyard,IhavetogiveittoStyles.Onewouldturntoalcohol

ordrugsjusttonumbthepainyet,heremainedwhoheis.



Styles:“Idon’tknowthatwomaninmyhouse,she’smanipulativeandabusive.Shedragsme

downateverychanceshegets,Ihaven’tbeenabletotouchheryouknowandthathas

frustratedhersomuch.ShewouldinsultmymanhoodtoapointwhereIgiveinandsleepwith

her,andbelievemewhenIsay,Ifeellikeshitafter.”

I’m goingtokillthatwoman,Ihadnoideaithadcomethisfar.

Styles:“Menhavebeensexuallyabusedinconflicts,it’snotcompletelyouttherebecauseit’sa

hiddenissue.It’snotlikeIcan’tfightback,Iguessmyloveforherhasledmehere.Iletherget

awaywitheverything.”

Me:“It’snotloveanymorebruh,it’spity.Youfeellikeyouoweher,youhavebeentogetherfor

overfouryearsandlettinggoofalongterm relationshipisnoteasy.”

Hesighs,ashepondersuponmywords.

Styles:“YouknowIletherdowhatevershewantsbecauseIthoughtsheneededtohealfrom

losinghergrandparentsbut,itdidn’tstop.Shestartedwithpinchingmeeveninpublic.Itturned

toscratches,thenoutburstofangerandescalatedtopunchesandslaps.Shewouldattackme

forspeakingtoafemaleandassumethatIam sleepingwiththatperson.Ican’tevensleepin

theguestroom becauseshelocksthedoorandwhenI’m abletogetout,shefollowsmethere.

Statisticssupportthefactthatwomenmakeupthemajorityofvictimsofgenderbased

violencebut,whataboutmenandboyswhoarealsovictims?”

Me:“ThisisenoughStyles,youcannotliveinbondage.Khethumustgo.”

Styles:“WherewillshegoRandy?I’m allsheknows.”

Me:“StylesI’m notkiddingman,getthatwomanoutofyourhouseorIwilldoit.Shewon’tbe

thefirstwomantobedumpedafteralongterm relationship.Khethuisoldenoughtobeheld

accountableforheractions,youbothconsentedtothisrelationshipandyoudon’towehershit.”

Styles:“KhethuisbrokenRandall,Ineedtohelpher.”

Me:“Youseethis,righthere?This,istheholdshehasonyou.She’sgotyoubythehookandshe

knowsit,StylesIam notgoingtoburyyou.Doyouhearme?Shewilleventuallykillyou,you

knowthatright?”

He’snotsayinganything.

Me:“Okay,youwanttotalkstatistics?Let’stalkstatistics,Styles.You’renotthefirstmantobe

avictim ofdomesticviolence,40%ofmenarevictimsofgenderbasedviolenceandmenare

morelikelytobekilledduringencounters.IfyoudonotsendKhethuaway,shewillkillyou.I

knowasamanit’shardtospeakout,peoplewilllaughinyourfaceandsayyou’renotman

enough.Whydoyouletyourwomanwearthepantsinthehouse?Theywillcallyouallsortof

names.Theyspeakfrom adistancebecausetheyarenotinyoursituation.It’snotbecause

you’reweakbut,you’rearealman.Theoneswhomockyoufornothittingawoman,theyare

halfmen.It’sthem whom womenshouldbeafraidofbecauseiftableswereturned,clearlythey

wouldturntoviolence.I’m notgoingtoliebruh,theworldneedsmoremenlikeyou,you’rea

protectorandIam fuckingproudofyou.”



Atearfallsfrom hiseye,hewipesitoffswiftly.

Styles:“MyspiritisbrokenRandall,Istayawakeeverynightthinkingofwaystokillmyself.I

havefallenintodepression,Ilostmyself-respectandmydignity.Thatwomanhasleftme

feelingpowerlessandempty.”

Me:“Wewillgetyouhelp.”

Styles:“No,Idon’twantanyoneknowingaboutthis.PromisemeRandall,youwillnottella

singlesoul,notevenNeoandNkomo.”

Me:“Iwillnevertodothattoyou,we’rebrothersandI’vegotyou.CanIaskyouforsomething

though?”

Hescowlsatme.

Me:“Please,letmegetthatdemonoutofyourhouse,onceI’m donewithher…”

Styles:“No,Iknowhowyoudealwithpeople.Iam donewithKhethu,Iwillsendherbacktoher

father.”

Me:“Khethuisadisgracetowomen,therearewomanwhoaresufferingoutthereinthehands

ofmonsters.”

Styles:“Canyoubelieveshe’susingtheGBVcampaignasherdefence.”

Me:“Thatislow,I’m stillwaitingforpermissiontodealwithher.”

Heshakeshishead.

Styles:“Iknowhowyoudealwithpeople,lookwhatyou’vedonewithOlivia.Youhavekepther

prisonerinherownhouse.”

Me:“I’m notdonewithheryet.”

Styles:“Iknow.HowisAmara?”

Myfavouritethingtotalkabout.

Styles:“Ican’tbelieveyouhaveawomaninyourbed,nowomanhasevergracedyourbed.”

Me:“Wearebacktobeingidiots?Thanksforthememo.”

Hemightlaughbut,Icanseethepaininhiseyes.

Me:“Amaraisokay,she’ssettlingin.Ifearthatshemightwanttoseeherfamily.”

Styles:“Hasshebroughtitup?”

Me:“No,Iknowshe’sthinkingaboutitthough.”

Styles:“Doyouthinkmaybeyoushouldtakeherthere?”

Badidea.



Me:“No,thatbaboonMkhizeisstilloutthereandthatsonofabitchMoses.”

Styles:“Mkhizeisasslyasafox.Hewon’tshowhimselfanytimesoon,he’sashamed.Helosta

battle,hiswifehasgonecrazyandhisbrothershaveturnedagainsthim.Hedoesn’thavethe

couragetoshowhisfacebut,Iknowhewillbebackforrevenge.”

Me:“Can’twejustkillhim?”

Styles:“Thatsonofabitchhasescapeddeathmanytimes,hisancestorsarewithhim.”

Thatmeansnothing.

Me:“Ithinkit’stimeweturnthetables,lethim bewithhisancestors.I’m tiredofseeinghisugly

face.”

Hechortlesandshakeshishead.

Styles:“Youneedtocontrolthathungerthat,manstillhastosuffer.Iwanteveryoneheholds

deartoturnagainsthim,includinghisfamily.FamilymeansalottoMkhize,younoticedhowhe

couldn’tdealwithNkomoturningagainsthim.Oncehe’sallalone,weattack.Wetakehis

businessandleavehim withnothing.IwanttoseeMkhizewashingtaxisattherank,Iwantto

seehim begformoney.Iam goingtoturnthatmanintoahobo.”

Me:“Ilikethesoundofthat.So,youwanttotakeoverhisbusiness?”

Styles:“WhatwillIdowithataxibusiness?Iknowaguy,KennethMkhize.Heownstaxis,heis

oneruthlesssonofagun.”

Me:“Great!AnotherMkhizeman?”

Hechortles.

Styles:“Theyarenotrelated,Kennethwouldreallylovethisgift.”

Me:“Isee.Whoishe?”

Styles:“Youdon’twanttoknowhim,trustme.”

Helaughs.

Idon’tknowwhatthatmeansbut,IknowthatMkhizedeserveseverythingthat’scomingtohim.

Tobecontinued…



68*

RANDALL*

ThingswithAmaraaregoingokay,wearetakingitonestepatatime.Shehasawkward

momentswhichItrytobrushoff,she’sabitshyaroundme.But,shewillgetahangofit.Ilike

seeingherbeingfreearoundthehouse,it’sdifferentbecausethistime,she’snotlockedupina

room.

Speakingofaroom,myobsessionoverherhasbroughtmetoherbedroom everynight.The

longingtoholdherinmyarmsisalwaysgreaterthanme.

Iseeherploddingdownthefoyer,she’sheadedupstairs.

Isneakupbehindherandcornerheragainstthewall,shestiflesayelp.Hermindwas

somewhereelse.

Me:“It’sjustme.”

Isaysoftly.

Thiszombiemodeofhersworriesme.

Amara:“Youscaredme.”

Shesighs.

Me:“Youshouldstopthinkingalot,yourbrainwillburst.”

Sheforcesasmile.

Iam notgoingtoaskwhattheproblem isbecauseIcan’tfixitatthemoment.But,Icanassure

herthat,shewillseeherfamilyoneday.

Me:“Youknowwhyyoucan’tseethem right?”

Shenods.

Me:“Whatdoyouwant,mehemma?TellmeandIwillgiveittoyou.”(Myqueen.)

Sheshakesherhead.

Amara:“Nothing,thefactthatI’m herewithyouisenough.”

Ismirkatheranswer,Ididn’texpecthertosaythis.Thereismorethough,hereyessayit.

Shesilentlyglancesatme,Ican’ttellwhatshe’sthinking.Iwishshewouldtellmewhatison

hermind.BeingthisclosetoherIam overcomebytheurgetokissher.Sheseesme

scrutinizingherlips,Icirclemyhandonherwaistandpullherclosetome,shuttingthespace

betweenus.Herhandsfallonmyupperarms,she’sdiffidentlyglancingupatme.



Me:“You’reminetokeep,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

ShecloseshereyesandbitesherlowerlipwhenIleanovertotakeherlipsintomine.Herbody

tremblesundermytouch,asIsuckonherlips.IsmirkthroughthekisswhenIrealizethat,she’s

notlettingmein.So,Inipherlowerlip,shestiflesamoanandI’m in.Mytonguefindshersand

inamomentwearelostinthisunquenchablekiss.

“Getaroom.”

AmaraflinchesandpullsbackatthesoundofRaven’svoice,thismanhasbadtiming.

Iturnaroundandhereheis,inmyfoyerwithagrinonhisface.

Igrowlathim,helaughsinreturn.

Me:“Ithinkit’stimeIgetadog,forunwantedvisitors.”

Helaughsandtoddlestous.

Raven:“So,thisisthewomanwhohaskeptmybrotherinexile?”

Hethinkshe’sfunny,Amarasmiles.

Raventakesherhandandkissesit,Idon’tknowwhyheshouldpracticehiscourtesyonother

people’swomen.Amarastillholdsawelcomingsmile.

Raven:“RavenOkolie,thehandsomebrother.”

Heintroduces.

Raven:“YoumustbeAmara?”

Amara:“Yes,pleasuretomeetyouRaven.”

Raven:“Thepleasureismine.Iknowmybrotherisuglybut,youdon’thavetodohim afavour.

We’dunderstandifyouleavehim,thinkofthekids.Or,isittheirproblem?”

Shelaughs.

Amara:“It’stheirproblem.”

Sherespondswithalaugh,assheglancesatme,Ishakemyhead.Raveniscrazy.

Me:“IfIremembercorrectly,Iboughtanaxelastweek.Itwillslicethroughthathandnicely,

keepholdingherhandRav.Iwilldothehonoursofremovingit.”

Ideclare,theybothlaugh.

Amara:“Whowillgreetmelikethisifyoucutoffhishand?”

Ismirkather.

Me:“I’m here,aren’tI?Youdon’tneedhisoldbrittlehand.”

ShelaughswhileRavenchortles.



Raven:“You’reahater.”

Me:“Now,thatyoutwohavemet.Ravenplease,letyourfeetleadyoubackwhereyoucame

from,wewereinthemiddleofsomething.”

IwinkatAmara,sheshiesawayfrom mewhile,tryingtosupressasmile.

Raven:“Please,stop.I’m stillintheroom andI’m notgoinganywhere.”

Hemakesaface.

Amara:“I’m goingtofindChioma.”

Me:“ThanksalotRaven.Whyareyouinmyhouse,again?”

Helaughs.

Raven:“ItwasnicemeetingyouAmara.”

Amara:“Likewise.”

Sherespondsasshebeamsatmereticently.Iwatchherwalkupthestairstillshe’soutofsight.

Raven:“Tieheraroundyourwaist,whydon’tyou?”

Hemocksme.

Me:“Pissoff.”

Hesneersandfollowsmetothepatio.

Me:“Whereisyourfather?”

IinquireasIpositionmyselfonachair.

Raven:“He’snotbackyet.Grandmaissick,Randall,she’sbeensickforawhilenow.The

doctorshadgivenhersixmonthstolive,she’sstillholdingon.Shesaysshewillnotjoinher

husbanduntilsheseesyou.”

Me:“Idon’tbelieveit.”

Raven:“Why?”

Hefrowns.

Me:“Raven,thatmanwilldoanythingformetogobacktoGhana.Heck,he’llevenfakehisown

death.”

Raven:“But,it’strueRandy.”

Me:“Really?Whereisshe?”

Raven:“She’satsomehospitalinAccra.”

Me:“Haveyoubeentheretoseeher?”



Raven:“Notreally,fathersaidsomethingaboutherbeingunderquarantine.”

Hisfaceholdsdeepexpressionsofconfusion.

Me:“Irestmycase.”

Raven:“Whywouldhelieabouthismotherlikethis?”

Me:“Becauseheisasicknarcissist,whotakesprideindominatingoverpeople.I’m sorryRav

but,yourfatherismessedup.Tellhim tostayawayfrom meandheshouldstayinGhana.”

Raven:“Whataboutyourcalling?”

Me:“Whatcalling?FunnyhownanasaidAmaraismychosenonebut,yourfatherkeeps

pushinghisbridedownmythroat.Iam tiredRaven,Idon’twanttofighthim.”

Heshakeshishead,hedisagreeswithme.Ifitwerehim inmyshoes,hewouldadherethatold

man’scommands.

Raven:“Ithinkyouandfatherneedtocometoaconclusion,Idon’twanthim tobedisappointed

Randy.Everythinghe’severdoneisforhiskids,theleastwecandoisbeopenmindedabout

this.”

Hisstatementhasmesniggeringindisbelief.

Me:“Ifyou’regoingtotellmethatshit,thenstayawayfrom me.”

Raven:“Uze.”

Hegasps.

Me:“Youareyourfather’sson,Iseehehastaughtyouwell.”

Raven:“Willyoureallysitthereandinsultme?Iam yourelderbrother.”

Me:“I’m notinsultingyouUzoma,Iam juststatingthetruth.Doyouknow,yousoundlikehim

rightnow?Iwouldthinkheclonedhimselfbeforeleaving.”

Hetitters.

Raven:“Youarestubbornasshit.”

Me:“Ilearntfrom thebesthence,fatherandIcannevergetalong.”

Hesighsdeeplyashesitsbackonthechair.

Raven:“Igiveup.”

Me:“Thankyou.”

NTOMBI*



Mybrothersthoughttheyhadtheupperhand,Iwillshowthem thatIcandojustasmuch.

IcalledMoses’sunclesover,Itoldthem everythingthatJonasandMhambihavedonetotheir

son.Jonas’faceispricelessrightnow,hewasshockedwhenZakhele,Moses’brotherand

Ndumisohisunclewalkedthroughthedoorearlythismorning.Theyhavebeengoingbackand

forthaboutthisissue,Idon’tcarehowtheycometoaconclusion.Iwantmyhusbandfoundand

homesafe.

Thislivingroom,suddenlyseemssmallerwitheveryoneinit.Petunia,likethegoodwifesheis,

isinmykitchenworkinghardtoimpressthesepeople.WhenMosesisfoundIwantthem outof

myhouse.

Zakhele:“Thisisatoughissue.Howarewegoingtosolveit?”

ThisonelikesspeakingEnglish,he’sthemiddlechild.Mosesisthefirstbornandtheyhavea

sister,wholivessomewhereinthiscountry.Wearenotbestoffriendsso,Idon’tbotherabout

her.

Jonas:“Theonlywaytosolvethis,isforMosestocomeandatoneforhissins.Yourbrother

hassinnedagainstmyfamily,hesoldourchild.”

Jonashasasmartmouth.

Zakhele:“I’m surethereisanexplanationforthis,yousaythatourbrideistheonewhotoldyou

this?Moseswasnotaroundtospeakforhimself,Ntombimusthaveexaggeratedthingsabit.”

Jonas:“Awukahlewena.Abit?Yourbrothertraffickedourchild,finishandklaar.”(Holdon.)

Idon’tknowwhyuncleNdumisoisquiet,he’sbeendrinkingthatbeersincetheysatdown.

Jonasofferedthem alcohol,heknowsoncetheyaredrunk,itwillbeeasytogetthroughtothem.

Me:“Traffickedbhuti?Haibo,ihaba?”(You’reexaggeratingit.)

Hegivesmeacoldlook.

Mhambi:“UfunanilaNtombi?You’resupposedtobeinthekitchen,helpingPetuniacook.”(What

areyoudoinghereNtombi?)

Me:“I’m standinginformyhusband,Iknowbadthingswillbesaidabouthim inhisabsence.I

am heretomakesurethatdoesn’thappen.”

IrespondwhileglaringatJonas,heshakeshisheadindisbelief.

Jonas:“Uyabonale,yinkingayakhoNtombi.Youthinkyoucanstandupagainstmewena?”(You

see,thisisyourproblem.)

Me:“Bhuti,youputacurseonmyhusband.Doyouexpectmetolaughaboutthat?”

Zakhele:“Idon’tblameNtombiforstandingupforherhusband,itisherdutyashiswifetofight

hisbattles.”

Mhambi“Heyi,amasimbalawo.Uthiudadewethuasekeleudoti?”(That’sbullshit.You’resaying



mysistershouldsupportshit?)

Njabulo:“Baba,asilwi.Yehlisaumoya.”(Calm down,wearenotfighting.)

Now,hedecidestospeak.

Jonas:“Lalelanila,theonlyreasonyoupeoplearestillcalm aboutthis,isbecausewe

threatenedtogetMosesarrested.”(Listenhere.)

He’sright,theywerelividwhentheygothere.TillJonastoldthem hewillopenacaseagainst

Moses,onlythen,didtheywanttospeakinacivilizedmanner.Itissafetosaythatmybrothers

havebecomemybiggestenemies.

UncleNjabuloandZakhelehavedroppedtheirheadsinshame.Theirvisitissupposedtobe

workinginmyfavour,I’m startingtothinkImadeamistake.

Njabulo:“Kukhonaindlelaesingalungisisangayolendaba.”(Thereisawaywecanfixthis.)

Mhambi:“Qhubeka.”(Continue.)

Njabulo:“Wecanasktheancestorstofindherforus.”

Jonas:“Who’sancestors?”

Hegrimacesatthem.

Zakhele:“Yourancestorsbecausesheisofyourblood.”

Jonas:“Shame,myancestorsarebusy.Iam notgoingtodisturbthem overnonsense.”

Zakhele:“Pleasebafo,let’stalklikemen.Surelyyoucannotletmybrothersufferlikethis.My

fathermustbeturninginhisgrave,Moseswashisfavouritechild.”

Jonas:“Lethim turn,hemustturninhisgraze.Hissonhasbecomeadisgrace.Imarriedmy

sistertoyourfamily,thinkingyouwillprotecther.Lookwhatyouhaveturnedherinto,a‘yes

woman’.SheagreeswitheverythingMosesdoes,shethinkstheworldofthatman.Howdoyou

thinkthatmakesusfeel?”

Heissodramatic.

Me:“Bhutiplease,don’tspeakaboutmeasifIam notintheroom.”

Jonas:“Ntombi,ngicelasingaxabanitu.Iknowyouwantusoutofyourhouseandwewillgo

onceourchildhascomehome.”(Let’snotargueplease.)

Zakhele:“Bafo,onbehalfofmybrother,wewouldliketoapologiseforwhathashappenedto

yourfamily.Iam askingthatweworktogetherinthis,let’shelpeachother.”

Mhambi:“AiJonas,labantuangathiabasizwa.”(Thesepeoplearenotlisteningtous.)

Wearedisturbedbyaloudknockatthedoor.Thishouseisalwaysbusy.

Igetuptoopen.



Me:“Tebogo?Ufunani?”(Whatdoyouwant?)

She’swheezing.

Tebogo:“Ntombi,hurry.Mosesisoutsidehe’stalkingtohimselfandchasingpeople.”

STYLES*

Iregretgoingbackhome,Khethubeganbarkingatme,themomentIsteppedintothehouse.I

foundhersittingonthecouchlikeshewaswaitingforsomething.

We’vebeenatitsinceandIhavemadeadecision,thisisnotthelifeIwant.

Me:“It’sover,Iwantyououtofthehousebymorning.”

Khethu:“I’m notgoinganywhere.”

Me:“Oh,yesyouare.”

Khethu:“Iwillkillmyself.”

Thisoldtrick.

Me:“Goahead,theworldwouldbeamuchbetterplace.”

Herjawdrops.

Khethu:“Styles,youdon’tmeanthat.”

Ifonlysheknew.

Me:“Imeaneveryword,you’reabusiveKhethuandit’ssickening.”

Khethu:“I’m sorryStyles,lookI’llchange.I’llbebetterforyou,forus.”

Sheplacesherhandsonmychest,Ipushthem off.

Me:“ThereisnousanymoreKhethu,it’stoolatetofixanything.”

Khethu:“Don’tyoulovemeanymore?”

She’scrying,hertearsdon’tdoanythingtomeanymore.ShecancrymeariverandIwillnotbe

thrown.

Me:“No,Idon’t.Youtookyourloveback,literallyrippeditoutofmyheart.AllthatIhaveforyou

nowispity.”

Khethu:“Stylesyoucan’tdothistome.”

Shescreamswithtearsstreakingdownherface.

Me:“Watchme.”



Shegrabsacushionandthrowsitatme,Icatchitandtossitbackonthecouch.

Khethu:“IwilltellDaddyeverythingIknowaboutyouandRandall,IswearStyles.Don’tdareme.”

Me:“IdareyouKhethu,goahead.Itwillbelikesinginghim alullaby,Dladlawon’tbeabletodo

anything.YouthinkI’m ascientistforshow?Nobaby,Ihavetheworldinthepalm ofmyhand.I

havetoleratedyourbullshitlongenough.IfeltsorryforyouKhethubecauseofwhatyou’vebeen

through.And,youusedthattodestroyme.LookatmeKhethukuthula.Youkilledme,Ican’twalk

inpublicwithoutfeelinglikepeoplearejudgingmeandcanseemyshameandmydownfall.I

can’twalkwithmyheadheldhighbecauseofyou.”

Iyellather.

Khethu:“I’m sorryStyles,please.Youcan’tleaveme,I’lldiewithoutyou.”

Me:“That’snotmyproblem anymore.”

Shegrabsherhairandscreams.

Khethu:“Styles,youcan’tdothistome.”

Watchingherpaceupanddownthelivingroom likeacrazyperson,provestomethatshe

needshelp.Shefuriouslymarchestothekitchen,thisdoesn’tlookgood.Istaggerback,asshe

runsbackwithabreadknifeinherhand,shetargetsme.Igrabherhandandpullitawayfrom

her.

Khethu:“Ihateyou.”

Sheyells,I’m usedtohearingthesewords.

Me:“I’m goingout,don’twaitup.I’m notcominghometonightandIwantyououtofmyhouse

bymorning.”

Iannouncefirmly,andtoddletothedoor.

Khethu:“Stylesdon’tleavemeplease,don’tleaveme.”

Shescream cries,asshedropstoherknees,theoldStyleswouldturnandembraceherinhis

arms.But,shekilledhim.Ishutthedoorbehindmeanddashtomycar,Icanhearhercries

from here.IwillhavetocallDladla,comfortingherishisjobnow.

NTOMBI*

EveryoneranoutofthehousetoseewhatTebogowastalkingabout,wefindMosesonthe

streetschasingpeople.He’sscreamingatthem,tryingtohighfivethem andlaughingatthem.I

almostcan’trecognizehim,he’sdirty,unshavenandhe’slostalotofweight.Myheartbreaks

intoathousandpieces,IglanceatJonasandMhambiwhohaveslygrinsontheirfaces.Petunia

isalsohere,she’soglingatMosesinwonder,herhandspastedonherhipsandherjawdropped.



NjabuloandZakhelelookdefeated,IguessIcalledthem late.Myhusbandhaslosthismind.

Me:“OhMosesNkosiyami.”(MyGod.)

Iexclaim intears.

Moses:“Isoldher,IsoldAmara.”

Hekeepsgrabbingpeople’shandswhileconfessinghisiniquities.Somescream,whileothers

pushhim.

Me:“Jonasisthiswhatyouwanted?Youwantedtoembarrassmelikethis?Now,I’m goingto

bealaughingstockinthiswholeneighbourhood.Myenemiesarerejoicing,theyhavewaitedfor

thisdayandmydearbrotherhasmadeitpossibleforthem.”

Iyellathim,hefrownsatmelikeI’m crazy.

Jonas:“ThisisnothingNtombi,buka.”(Watch.)

Hehasnocareatall,Istandonthestreetshelplesswhilemyhusbandisbeinglaughedat.I

spotMarthaacrossthestreet,she’slaughingdelightfully.IhavenocluewhatIhavedoneto

thatwoman,herhatredformeseemstorundeep.

Moses:“IsoldAmara,ngim’thengisile.”(Isoldher.)

Helaughsoutloudasifhe’sbeingtickled.

Moses:“IsoldAmara.”

Heturnsitintoasongashebreaksintoadance.Thisisembarrassing.

Imarchtohim andgrabhishand,hefrownsatme,confusionbuildinguponhisface.There’sa

terriblefoulsmellcomingfrom him.

WhathappenedtoyouMoses?

Me:“Moses,asambe.”(Let’sgo.)

Moses:“Ntombi?”

Hesayssoftly,leeringatmelikehe’srecallingsomething.

Moses:“Ntombi,IsoldAmaraformoney.We’rerichNtombi,don’ttellanyoneokay.”

Hewhispersandpresseshisforefingeronhislips.

Moses:“Sshhh.”

Hedoesthedanceagainandstops,peoplearelaughingandtakingvideos.

Mosesburstintoanotherepisodeofcrazylaughter,itdiminishesinaflash.Hetransfixeshis

gazenexttome,forawhilethere,itseemslikehe’sseeingsomeone.It’sjustme,nooneis

braveenoughtocomeclosetohim.Notevenhisbrotheranduncle.

Moses:“Zulu,ula?”(Zuluyou’rehere?)



Iturntomyside,there’snoonehere.

Moses:“Zulungiyithengisileindodakaziyakho.”(Zulu,Isoldyourdaughter.)

Hecontinueswithhisdance,afterexpressingloudly.

Iam finished.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

IfindmyselfparkedoutsideSethu’sbuilding,thisiswhereIwasled.Idon’tknowwhetherby

angerormyheart.Atthismomentitappearsthat,onlythiswomancangivemethepeaceI

need.Ihavebeenhereonce,todropheroff.

Itaketheelevatortothesecondfloor,afewmorestepsbringmeinfrontofherdoor.Flat

number23,IhopeIgotitright.

Iknocktwice,thereisnoanswer.Maybethiswasabadidea,Icannotberunningtoanother

womanforcomfort.

Myfeetleadmedownthepassage,asIsaunterbacktotheelevator,Ihavetogetoutofhere.

“Mr.Styles.”

HersweetvoicenumbsmybodyandIcannotwalkfurtherso,Iturn.Shesmilesatmeandthis

iswhenithitsme.ThatpeacefullookonherfaceiswhatIcameherefor.Itreadbacktoher,

she’sholdingtheburglardoor,whilestandinginthedoorway.Hereyesdropwhenmygaze

refusestoleaveherface.

Me:“Hi.”

Isoftlygreet,sheraiseshereyesandthere,isthatsmile.

Sethu:“Hi.”

We’restandingherewithnowordssaid,onlyglancingateachother.She’sthefirsttogivein.

Sethu:“Wouldyouliketocomein.”

Inod,respondingtoherquestion.

Shestepsasidetoletmeinbut,Igesturethatshegoesinfirst.Itreadafterherandsheturnsto

closethedoorbeforeleadingmetothelivingroom.Thecorridorissmall,itonlytakesafew

stepstogettothelivingarea.

Sethu:“CanIgetyouanythingtodrink?”

Ishakemyhead,negatively.

Sethu:“Okay,youcanhaveasit.”

Shepointstoatwoseaterredcouch,there’sasmalltableinthemiddleoftheroom andaone

seaterbluecouch.It’sacolourfulspace.

Me:“We’reyoubusy?IhopeIdidn’tinterruptanything.”



IaskandsaywhenIseeamoviethathasbeenpaused.

Sethu:“Iwasboredso,Iwastryingtopushtime.Idon’treallyhavemuchfriends,thisiswhatI

doinmysparetime.”

Inod,asItakeasit.Shesettlesatthefarendcornerofthecouch.

Me:“Whatmovieisit?”

Hersmilefillsherface.

Sethu:“50firstdates,it’sachickflick.I’m ahugefan,Iactuallybingeonchickflicks.Theyare

verytherapeutic,youshouldtryit.”

ThisiswhatIlike,hertalkativenessandhowsheissounawareofit.

Me:“Watchpeoplefallinandoutoflovewhileplayinghardtogetwitheachother,notmyidea

oftherapy.Thestorylineisalwayspredictable,youcantellfrom themomenttheysayhitoeach

otherthatthesetwowilleitherenduptogetherornot.”

Shelaughsandthatjustticklesmyheart,theheavinessIfeltwhenIdrovehereisperishing.

Sethu:“Okay,nowyou’respoilingitforme.”

Me:“It’struethough.Letmeguess,50firstdates,thegirlhasashort-term memoryloss.She

can’trememberanythingthathappenedthedaybefore,soeverymorningtheguyhastowoo

heragain.Hewinsherattheendandtheysailawayonaboatandlivehappilyeverafter.”

Shefallsbackonthecouchlaughing,Icanonlysithereandwatchwithasmileonmyface.Can

anythingeverbesopeaceful?

Sethu:“Youhavewatcheditright?”

Me:“Idon’twatchTV,I’dratherreadabookorinventsomething.”

Shesmilesgently,wehavethatquietmomentthatalwaysseemstosneakuponus.

Sethu:“So,whatbringsyouhere?It’snoteverydayIam gracedwithyourpresence”

Me:“Ialsodon’tknow,Iwasdrivingandfoundmyselfhere.”

Themomentagain,sheclearsherthroatasshelooksawayfrom me.

Sethu:“Okay,sinceyou’renotfondofwatchingTV.Howaboutsomemusic?”

Me:“No,don’tstopthemovieonmyaccount.Maybeit’stimeIbecomehumananddowhat

humansdo.”

Thelaughembracesheragain,shefindsmestaringandstops.

Me:“Areyoualwaysthishappy?”

Shesmiles.

Sethu:“lifeishardenough,wecan’tbegrumpyallthetime.”



Me:“Well,yourpresenceishealing.YougivemesomuchpeaceSethu,itcouldbebecause

you’reanurse.”

Ithrowthatin,toridtheawkwardness.

Shegiggles.

Me:“You’resoadorablewhenyoulaugh,you’realikeakitten.Mylittlekitten.”

Shedropshereyesandthatnailbitinghabitvisitsheragain,ashercheeksflush.

Ishiftclosertoherandremovethehandfrom hermouth,sherapidlylooksupatme.

Me:“Ithoughtthatpinkyfingerhaslostitstaste.”

Iutter,stillholdingherhandinmine,shesmiles.

Sethu:“Forceofhabit.”

Shedeclares.

Me:“Doyoudothatwitheveryone,orisitjustme?”

I’m notgettingananswer,Itakeherchinandbringherfaceup.Herbrowneyesshylyleeratme.

Ibringmyfaceclosetohers,shecloseshereyesandherlipsform anO,invitingmetokissher.

Ismirkatthisdelectablegesture,Itaketimetostudyherfaceasshehashereyesclosed.

ThisiswhatIwant,thisiswhatIwouldwanttocomehometoeverynight.Sheeventuallyopens

hereyestofindmestaring,theshynessteasesheragain.Shedropsherheadblushingly,Ibring

itupyetagain.

Me:“Sethu,I’m astraightforwardperson.Iwanttokissyousobadrightnowbut,Idon’twantto

takeadvantageofyou.YouknowthatIwasseeingsomeoneright?”

Shenods,seeminglylookingsad.

Me:“Iwasinatoxicrelationship,Icouldn’tleavebecauseIhadbeenwithherforalongtime.I

thoughtIowedittoher,tofightforusbut,Iwasonlyfoolingmyself.Rememberthatdaywe

met?”

Shelooksupatmeandnods.

Sethu:“ThedayyouplayedJamesBond?”

Shelaughs,havingmesniggerinreturn.

Me:“Somethingaboutyoucapturedme,Ididn’tknowitthenbut,asIgottoknowyou,itstarted

revealingitself.Iwouldlookforyouineverythingandeveryone,Iwouldhearyoursweetlaughter

inpubliconlytoturnandbedisappointed.Thisismesayingthat,youarethatmissingpiecein

mylifeSethu,there’sthisvoidinmethatonlyyoucanfill.IknowthisbecauseIfeelcomplete

whenI’m withyou.”

Sethu:“Styles,Idon’tknowwhattosay.”



Me:“Sayyouwillbemine,Iwantyoutobemykitten.WillyoubemykittenSethu?”

Tearsdropfrom hereyes,shebrushesthem awayandsniffs.I’m lookingather,waitingforan

answer.Idon’tknowwhatIwilldoifshedeniesme,afterpouringmyheartoutlikethis.

Sethu:“ThelastrelationshipIwasin,Iwashurtrealbad.IpromisedmyselfthatIwillneverleta

manhurtmelikethatagain.”

Icanseethepainsheholdsinhereyes,shemusthavebeenreallyhurtbythisperson.

Me:“Whatdidhedotoyou?”

Herfacetakesasoftfrown.

Sethu:“Ifoundhim inbedwithLebo,inthisveryhouse.Theywerehavingsexonmybed,he

wasn’tevensorry.HesaidIlackedsomethingthatLebohad,Iwasn’topenminded,Iguess.”

Me:“Wait!Lebo,yournursefriend?”

Shenods.

Me:“Youtwoarestillfriends?”

I’m puzzledbythisfact.

Sethu:“She’sactuallymycousin,Ican’treallydisownfamily,canI?”

Onwhichplanetdoesthisgirllive?

Me:“ToxicistoxicSethu,familyornot.Doyourealizethatyou’reinthecompanyofasnakeand

itwon’tbelongtillitbitesyouagain?”

Shesighs.

Sethu:“Mymom saidIshouldforgiveher,sheishersister’schild.Shesaidmistakeshappen

andthatyoucanneverturnagainstyourblood,youneverknowwhatlifemightbringyou

tomorrow.”

Theonemistakeparentsmake.

Me:“That’sbullshit,nooffencetoyourmom.Sethu,parentsarenotalwaysright.Wisdom isnot

one’sage,justbecausesomeoneisolder,itdoesnotmeanthattheyknowbetter.Childrenhave

foundthemselvesindiresituationsbecauseofthedecisionsmadebytheirparents,thinking

theyknowbetter.IfIwereyou,IwoulddoawaywithLebo.I’m notsayinghateher,justdistance

yourselffrom her.”

Shemullsuponmywordsasshebitesherlowerlip,I’m temptedtotastethem.

Sethu:“Iwillthinkaboutit,sheisnotabadpersonthough.”

Me:“Howdoyoudothat?Howdoyouseegoodineveryone?”

Sheshrugs.



Me:“You’reagoodwomanSethu,ifyouletmein.IpromisethatIwilltakecareofyourheart.”

Sethu:“You’reawonderfulmanStyles,youhaveakindheartbut,Ithinkyouneedtohealbefore

youjumpintoanotherrelationship.”

Thatstings…

Me:“Heal?”

Sethu:“Yes,youneedtogetoverherfirst.I’m notgoingtobearebound.Icanbeafriend

though,I’llbeherewheneveryouneedme.”

Me:“I’lltakethat,fornow.”

Shegiggles.

Me:“Youwon’tgiveuponmeright?”

IknowIhavealongwaytogo.

Sethu:“I’vegotyou.”

Ilikethesoundofthat.

Me:“Inthatcase,playallthechickflickmoviesyougot.They’retherapeutic,right?”

Shelaughsandnods.

NOMBULELO*

It’smylunchbreak,I’m standinginthecorridorswithmycolleagueBrendaandwe’reaboutto

gooutforlunch.She’shasn’tclockedoutyet.

Me:“Tenminuteshaspassedalready,hurry,I’m hungry.”

She’ssigningsomepapersthatweremeanttobesubmittedbeforelunch.

Brenda:“Relaxsana,thewayyou’regoingon,onewouldthinkthatyou’repregnant.”

Iam pregnant…Idon’ttellherthat,though.

Me:“Hey,I’m hungryBrenda,hau.”

Namhla:“Askiessisi.”(Excuseme.)

BrendaandIturntolookather,she’speekingthroughherofficedoor.

Namhla:“Cometomyoffice.”

Shedemands,shestillholdsthatattitude.IlookatBrendawho’salsoannoyedbythis.

Me:“Isshecallingmeoryou?”



IaskBrenda,sheshrugshershouldersandrollshereyes.

Namhla:“Thenewcomer.”

Shestatespointingatmebeforegoingbacktoheroffice.

Ohnoshedidn’t…

Brendarollshereyesagain.

Brenda:“Namhlaissuchabitch.”

Shestates.

Me:“What’sherproblem anyway?”

Brenda:“Thedoctortitlehasherflyinghigh,shefuckingthinksshe’sbetterthaneveryone

aroundhere.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“DidyoujustsaytheFword?”

Brenda:“Don’tyousayit?”

Me:“It’snotimprintedonmytongue,ittendstocomeoutwhenI’m extremelyangry.”

Shelaughs.

Brenda:“Oh,youinnocentsoul.Howoldareyou?”

Me:“Really,Brenda?”

Myquestionamusesher.

Brenda:“I’m kidding,youshouldgoseewhatthatbitchwants.”

Ilikethisgirl,Brendajustturned35.Sheliesaboutheragethoughandtellspeoplethatshe’s

twentyone.She’sfunny,shesaystheworldisyours.Youcanbewhateveryouwanttobe.

Me:“I’m alreadybored.Whatcanshepossiblywant?”

Brenda:“Gofindout,inthemeantime,I’m goingtoorderfishandchips.”

Me:“Okay,I’llmeetyouthere.”

Shenods.IwalkinNamhla’sofficetofindhersittingbackonherchair.Shegivesmeher

famousstare.

Namhla:“Youdidn’tknock.”

Me:“Thedoorwasopen.”

Namhla:“Thatdoesn’tgiveyoutherighttojustbudgeinhere.”

Me:“Youcalledmehere.”



Shescabsmybodyfrom toptobottom,Iam notbotheredbythat.Shetakesherwalletfrom the

table,pullsouta100randnoteandreachesoutherhandtome.

Namhla:“Getmeacupofcoffeeandsomesnacks.”

Wow.

Me:“Excuseme?”

Namhla:“Isaid…”

Me:“Iheardwhatyousaiddoctor,Idonotrunerrandsforyou.”

Namhla:“What’syournameagain?”

Ifeellikesmackingthatsmugoffherface.

Me:“Lelo.”

Namhla:“Yeah.I’m abusydoctor,okay?Ihavelivestosaves.”

Me:“That’smyproblem because?”

Namhla:“Yourrudenessisnotcute.”

Me:“I’m nottryingtobecutedoctor.”

Shegrimacesatme.

Namhla“IwonderwhatMbusohasseeninawomanlikeyou.”

Me:“Holditrighttheresisi,youknownothingaboutme.Iwouldappreciateit,ifyoukeepoutof

myprivatelife.”

Namhla:“Mmmhhh,unomlomoneh?”(Youhaveasmartmouth.)

Me:“Arewedonedoctor?It’smylunchbreakandIneedtoeat.”

Shedoesn’trespond,insteadglaresatme.Thatlookisdeadly.

Namhla:“Doyouknow,youarenotqualifiedtobeafulltimenurse.You’reonlyherebecauseof

Mbuso,otherwiseyouwouldbemoppingfloors.”

Thiswoman…

Shehasprobablyseenmyageandthinksshecanspeaktomelikethis.

Me:“DoctoruyamfunauMbuso?”(DoyouwantMbuso?)

Hereyesbuckandherjawdrops.Ibombedherwiththisone.

Me:“No,I’m justasking.Youcan’tinsultme,withoutmentioninghim.Icameheretowork,not

toquarreloveraman.IfMbusowantsyou,hewillapproachyou.Asforme,leavemeoutofthis.

Iam notabouttofightoveramanwitha29yearoldwoman.Umdaladoctor,actyourage.”

(You’reold.)



Namhla:“Howdareyouspeaktomelikethis?Iwillhaveyoureported.”

Shegrowls,Idon’tcare.She’snotmyboss.

Me:“Goahead,you’retheoneharassingme.Thisisagovernmenthospital,notyourprivate

practice.Ifyouwantanassistant,hireone.I’m notinterested.”

Sheclickshertongueandrollshereyesatme,Irollminebackbeforewalkingout.Icrushinto

BrendathesecondIexitthedoor,shealmostfallsbut,regainsherbalance.

Brenda:“Damnsana.”(Friend.)

Me:“We’reyoulisteningin?”

Shelaughsandapplaudsme.

Brenda:“Youputherinherplace.Thatbitchwillneveropenherbigmouthagain.”

Me:“She’sfullofshit.”

Ionlyrealizenowthat,shehasmademeupset.

Brenda:“Sheisyenashame,soveleyou’redatingDoctorMbuso?”

Igiveheraquestioninglook.Howdoessheknowhim?

Brenda:“Heusuallyhelpsoutatthishospitalwhenit’sbusy.”

Me:“Oh,anddocthinksshehassomeholdoverhim.Idon’tevenwanttoknowwhattheyhad

together.”

Brendalaughs,I’m notsurprisedbyherapproachonNamhla.Thatwomanlooksdownon

everyoneinthisplace.

Brenda:“Let’sgoeat,Iwanttoheareverything.”

Shelaughsasshetakesmyhand.

AMARA*

It’sbeenaweeksinceIwasrescued.Ican’treallysay,howlifeislikewithRandall.Iknow

thoughthat,Ienjoybeingaroundhim,hewon’tleavemyside.Heobsessesovereverything,I

haveneverhadsomeonecareformelikethis.

SometimesIfeelhim watchingme,onlytoturnandfindhim glancing,Inoticedhowhedoesn’t

smilemuch.

He’sfunnytoobut,hedoesn’tknowit.

ThisonetimeIlaughedatsomethinghesaid,hehadthisshockedlookonhisface.Then,went

ontoaskifhehadsaidsomethingwrong.That,wasmorehilariousthanthejoke.



IwasintroducedtoLiyana,she’sasweetheart.SheandChiomaareinseparable,Liyanafollows

hereverywhere.ItoldRandallaboutseeingOliviaatMkhize’shouse,hedidn’tsayanything.

Ihavegottenusedtolivinghere,Istillhavethisdesiretoseemyfamily.I’m yettobringitup,

somehowIfeellikeitisasensitivetopicbecauseofhowourpathsmet.

HedidexplainwhyIcan’tseethem now.

IswearChiomawatchesmoretelevisionthananyoneIhaveevermet.Liyanaiswithher,she’s

slantingbackonthecouch,lookingbored.Shegivesmealazysmile,asIwalkintotheliving

room.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Isettlenexttoher,sheshiftsclosetomeandplacesherheadonmyshoulder.

Liyana:“Chichiwon’tletmewatchcartoonsMara.”

ShecallsmeMara.

Chioma:“You’reonlyallowedthirtyminutesofTV,yourtimeisup.”

Me:“I’m surewecancompromise.”

Chiomalooksatmeandshakesherhead,youcan’ttakeherawayfrom hershows.

Idon’tknowwhatshe’swatchingbut,IdoubtLiyanashouldbeseeinganyofthis.Itlookslikea

Telenovelaaboutsomedrugcartel.Ican’tsayanythinglest,shethinksIwanttocontrolthings.

Missyissulkingherebesideme.

Liyana:“Mommyhasthatwhitepowdertoo,sheputsitinmydinner.”

Thechilddropsabomb,ChiomaturnstoherimmediatelywhileI’m stilltryingtograspwhatshe

justsaid.

“What?”

WejerkupatthesoundofRandall’svoice.Hisfaceiscarryingdaggers,Ihaveseenthatlook

before.ThatdaywhenIattemptedtokillmyself,herushestoLiyanaandkneelsbeforeher.

Randall:“Whatdidyousayprincess?”

Thischildknowsnothing,herfaceissoinnocent.

Liyana:“ThatpowderonTV,mommyhasit.Ihaveseenherputitinhernosetoo.”

Sherepeats,Randalllooksscaryrightnow.

Randall:“Yousaidsomethingelse,thatsheputsitinyourfood?”

Shenodsinnocently,assheplayswiththesleevesofherjersey.Ithinkhe’sscaringher.

Liyana:“Whatisitpapa?Mommydidn’ttellmewhatitwas,sheonlysaid,itwillhelpmesleep.

Isitmedicine?”



I’m watchingRandall’sexpression,hisrageintensifies.Hedropshishead,hidinghisfacefrom

thechild.

Me:“Liya,areyousureitwasn’tsaltorsugar?”

Sheshakesherhead,assheleersupatme.

Liyana:“Itdidn’ttastelikeit.”

Me:“Didsheonlyputitinyourfood?”

Liyana:“Yesbut,sheanduncleJosephputitintheirnose.”

Shedeclares,Randallraiseshishead.Iseethetearsthathavewelledupinhiseyes.Ifeelan

uneasinessinmyheart,somehowIdon’tlikethosetears.Iplacemyhandonhisshoulderand

herunshiseyestome.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Iwhisper,hedropshiseyes.TakesLiyanaintohisarmsandsitsflatonthefloor.Shecarries

thisconfusedlook,asshecan’tgraspwhatiswrongwithherfather.

Randall:“Liya?”

Hecallsouttoher,herheadisrestingonhischest.

Liyana:“Yes,papa.”

Randall:“I’m sorryIcouldn’tprotectyou,myprincess,I’m sorryIwasn’ttheretokeepyousafe.”

Heexpressesemotionally,Liyanatriestomoveoutofhisarmsbut,he’snotlettinggo.

Liyana:“Papammhhmmhh.”

He’sholdingheralittletootight.

Ithinkhe’scrying,Ican’tseehisface.

IleeratChioma,shehasturnedofftheTV.She’salsowatchingthem,Liyanalooksscared,she

doesn’tunderstandwhat’swrongwithherfather.

Me:“Randy,you’rescaringher.”

Iplacemyhandonhisshoulderagain.Hepullsheroutofhisarms,kisseshercheek.

Randall:“GotoChiomaprincess.”

Sheskipstoher,Randallturnstome.Aknotstandsonhisforehead,forthefirsttimehiseyes

arenotlookingstraightatme.

Randall:“I’m goingoutforawhile.Willyoubeokay?”

Inod,Ican’tstophim from goingoutbut,Ihavemisgivingsaboutthisoutingofhis.Herises

from thefloor,Igetupaswellandtailhim ashemoseystothedoor.



Heturnstome,hiseyesareconcealingsomething.

Me:“Areyouokay.”

Ineedtoknowthis.

Apuckergrowsbetweenhiseyebrows,beforehismouthacceptsasneer,heleansoverand

brushesmycheekwithhislips.HischeekfallsonmineandIhearhim breatheasighof

lassitude.

Randall:“I’llbeokay.”

Hestatessoftlyandrushesoutofthedoorwithoutmeetingmyeyes.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL*

Mytearsareblindingmyvision,wipingthem hasprovenfutile.Ihadtorushoutofthehouse,I

didn’twantAmaratoseemeintears.Thereisatighteningonmychestthatmakesmewantto

scream,thisrageissuffocatingme.

Dammit!!!

IhavetocallStyles,maybehissanitywillcalm medown.Liyana’swordskeepreplayinginmy

mind,theyaretormentingme.I’m drivingonthefourlanehighway,headedtoBoksburg.

I’m losingmymindatthethoughtofLiyanabeingfeddrugs,therewereneversigns.UnlessI

wastoobusytonoticethem.

Aloudhonkjoltsmebackfrom thepainfulmemorylane.Ilurchthecartotheside,asIdodgea

bigtruckandparkonthesideoftheroad.Myheartisvigorouslythuddingagainstmychest.The

driverstickshishandoutandshowsmethemiddlefinger.

Thatwasacloseone.

IspeeddialStyles,heanswersimmediately.Heneverdisappointsmewiththis.

Styles:“Wait,pauseit.”

Hesoundshappy.

Me:“Pausewhat?”

Styles:“I’m nottalkingtoyou.”

Me:“OliviafedLiyanadrugs.”

Iintroduce.

Styles:“What?”

Me:“I’m goingtokillher.”

Styles:“Randall?”

Me:“ThereasonIam tellingyouthisisbecauseyou’remybrotherandIdon’twantyouthinking

theworstofme,whenyoufindoutwhatIhavedone.”

Styles:“Holdon.”

Ihearshufflinginthebackground.

Styles:“Randy.”



Me:“Whereareyou?”

Styles:“Sethu’s,Ihadtogooutsideforprivacy.Randall,Ithinkyoushouldgetherarrested.Ifear

youmighthateyourselfforkillingthemotherofyourchild.”

Ishouldn’thavecalledhim.

Me:“WhenthatloansharkkilledAsaandyouwentforhiswholefamily.DidIobjectStyles?”

Styles:“That’snotthesameRandy,thatbastardmeantnothingtome.”

Me:Oliviameansnothingtome,IwassoreadytogiveitallupandforgettheoldRandallfor

Amara.”

Styles:“YoumeanScar?”

Me:“HewantsbloodandIhavetofeedhim.”

Styles:“Randydon’t,youwillhateyourselfafterthis.”

Hehasgonecrazy.

Me:“No,you’renotstoppingmethistimeStyles.Unlessyouhaveanotherwaytopacifythis

anger.”

Hesighs.

Styles:“Idon’tlikethisruthlesssideofyou.”

Me:“Peopleaskforit.HaveyouseenLiyanaStyles?She’sababy.IleteverythingOliviadidto

mychildslidebut,notthistime.”

Styles:“Icanonlyhopethatyouwon’tlivetoregretthis.”

Me:“ByeStyles.”

Icutthecall,hiswordsalwaysgetmethinking.

Maybetodayisnotherdaytodiehowever,Iwillmakeherwishfordeath.

MbusomighthavewhatIneedtomakeOliviasuffer.

Mbuso:“Randall?”

Thisishowheanswersmycalls.

Me:“IknowI’m notyourfavouriteperson,atleastsoundhappytohearfrom me.”

Hechortles.

Mbuso:“Callsfrom youarenotalwayspleasant.”

Me:“It’sgoodtoknowyouunderstandmesowell.”

Mbuso:“Whoshotyouthistime?”



Me:“You’reafunnydoctor,nice.”

Mbuso:“Yet,Iwaitforthedayyouwilllaughatmyjokes.”

Isneerathissally.

Me:“IneedadefibrillatorA.S.A.Pandanadrenalin.”

Mbuso:“Why?You’renotadoctor.”

Me:“Areyougoingtohelpmeornot?”

Mbuso:“RandyIdon’twanttogetintotroubleplease.”

Me:“Troublewithwho?Mbusoyou…nevermind.”

Idropthecall,I’m askingthewrongperson.

Me:{YouwantyourpreciousOliviaalive,haveadefibrillatorandanadrenalindeliveredather

house.}

ItextStyles.

NTOMBI*

There’sacommotioninthelivingroom,mybrothersarearguingwithuncleNjabuloandZakhele.

SeeingthestateMosesisin,madethem angry.Uncledemandstheypayacowforthedamage

theydidtoMoses.JonasandMhambiarenothavingit.

Me:“Eish!Mosesstopsplashingmewithwater.”

I’m bathinghim,Ifinallymanagedtogethim inthehouse.Hehasn’tstoppedsingingandtalking

toNkosiyabo.Idon’tknowifhe’sreallyhere,maybelosinghismindhasmadehim hallucinate.

Moses:“Ntombiwearerich.”

Hesplasheswateronmyfaceashesaysthis.

Me:“Mosesman.”

Helooksatmeandlaughs.

Me:“Sukuma.”(Getup.)

Iinstructhim,asIholdhim agown.

Moses:“Eyy,sizothini.BathisisukumeZulu,nalamanziaseyabanda.”(WhatcanwesayZulu,

theywantustogetupandthiswateriscold.)

Irollmyeyes,I’m tiredofthis.



Iwrapthegownaroundhim,wepassthelivingroom onourwaytothebedroom.Petunia

cacklesloudly.

Petunia:“Yeahneh,yimpiloyasegolile.Ngiyayivuma.”(Thisisthejoburglife.)

Moses:“Jonas,akekhouAmara.Ngiyithengisileleyangane.IsoldyournieceJonas.”(Amarais

nothere,Isoldher.)

Helaughsasheclapshishands,Jonasclickshistongueinreturn.Mosesattentivelyglaresat

Mhambi,asifsearchinghim.

Moses:“Mhambi,usasela?Uhambaninikantiwena.MywifeandIwanttoenjoyourmoneyin

peace.”(Mhambi,you’restillhere?Whenareyouleaving?)

Canheshutupalready?He’smakingthingsworse.

Me:“Mosesthula.”(Keepquiet.)

Jonasshakeshishead.

Jonas:“Thisshouldbealessontoallevilpeopleoutthere,impiloakuyonaintoyokudlala.The

biblesayswhatgoesaroundcomesbackaround.”(Lifeisnottobeplayedwith.)

Whichbibleishereading?

Zakhele:“Areyouinsultingusbafo?”

Jonas:“No,I’m tellingthetruth.”

Petunia:“Chabhuti.Itsaysthereisnopeaceforthewicked.”

Petuniaandherbigmouth,Ihateher.

Jonas:“Yesthat.Moseswillneverseepeace,untilAmaraisbackhome.”

Heinsists.

Moses:“IsoldAmara,she’snotcomingback.”

Hesings,Ismashmyhandonhismouthtosilencehim.Iam tiredofhearinghim chantthese

words.

Me:“TomorrowIam takingmyhusbandtoseeS’godi,hewillfixhim.BhutiJonas,youarenot

theonlyonewhocanconsult.WhenMosesisbetter,hewilldealwithallofyou.”

Jonaslaughs.

Jonas:“YenzaokubonayoNtombi.”(Dowhatyouseefit.)

Mhambi:“Uyadlalalo?DoyouknowtheButheleziswena?Ithinkyouhaveforgottenwhich

familyyouwerebornin.Asidlali,siyanyathela.”(Wedon’tplay.)

Petunia:“Ntombiawusho?Iphiinganeyakho?Didyoutellyourin-lawsthatyouandyour

husbandoustedyouronlychildoutofthishouse?”(Tellme,whereisyourchild?)



Zakhele:“What?Ntombi?YousaidLelofoundajobandmovedoutsoshecanbecloserto

work.”

Heraiseshisvoiceatme,Petunialaughsoutloudandclapsherhands.

IclickmytongueandleadMosestoourbedroom.

Iwishhecanstopsinging.

STYLES*

SpendingthedaywithSethuwasjustwhatIneeded,shereallyisabreathoffreshair.Ihaven’t

feltatpeaceinawhile.

WhoneedstherapywhenIhaveher?IhavefacedenoughhumiliationwithKhethuandI’m glad

thatIfinallyendedthingswithher,Ihavenoregretsaboutmydecision.Though,Ifeelsorryfor

her.Shehasbeenapartofmylifeforalongtime,Ihadgottenusedtoher.

I’m drivingtoahotel,Iwould’vegonetoRandall’shousebut,Idon’twanttocrowdhisspace.

Amaraneedstimetoadjust.

Istillcan’tbelievewhatOliviadid,IwouldkillforLiyanaandIknowOliviahastopayforwhat

shedid.But,thegirlwillneedhermotheroneday.

Judgingfrom thetextRandallsent,itseemshehasthoughttwiceaboutkillingher,hehas

somethinginthatsickmindofhisthough.Iknowheisgoingtotortureher.

Myphonerings,it’sDladla.IhopehehasdonewhatIaskedhim to.

Me:“Dladla.”

Igreet.

Dladla:“WhathaveyoudonetomydaughterSishi?”

Thesoundofhisvoiceisnotwelcoming.

Me:“Whatdidshetellyou?”

Dladla:“Youaskedhertoleaveyourhouse.”

Me:“Idid.”

Dladla:“Willyouexplainwhathappenedorwearyourarroganceonyoursleeve?”

Me:“YourdaughterneedshelpDladla.”

Dladla:“Areyousayingshe’scrazy?”

Me:“Howeveryouwanttoputit.”



Hehuffs,Icansenseangerinhisvoice.Khethumusthavecookedupsomestory.

Dladla:“IneverlikedyouSishi.”

Me:“TellmesomethingIdon’tknow.”

Dladla:“YouusedKhethuandnowthatyou’redonewithher,youthrowherawaylikeshe’ssome

pieceoftrash.”

Thismanisclearlyinthedark.

Me:“Noonehaseverlovedthatwoman,thewayIlovedher.Marriedornot,Khethuwasmylife.”

Dladla:“Was?You’reatypicalmanSishi.Whathappenedtothatlove,then?”

Me:“WhatdidKhethutellyouexactlyDladla?Imean,itdoesn’tmatterwhatIsay,youhave

alreadydecidedthatIam toblameforthisfailedrelationship.”

Dladla:“Shehasnoreasontolietome.”

Thisisawasteoftime.

Me:“Okay,inthatcase,Ihavenothingelsetosaytoyou.”

Dladla:“Ifanythinghappenstomydaughter,Iam comingforyou.”

Me:“Okay.”

Dladla:“You’reapieceofshit,youthat?”

Me:“GetyourdaughteroutofmyhouseDladla.Iwantnothingtodowithher,sitKhethudown

andaskherwhatreallyhappened.Getherhelpbeforesheunravelsandstopassumingthings.”

Dladla:“Fine,Iwilltalktoher.IfIfindoutthatyouhavebeenabusingher,Iwillputyoubehind

barsandthrowawaythekey.”

Me:“We’redonehere.”

Ihangup,Khethuhasbeencallingmesince.Thereisapartofmethat,wantstoknowhowshe

isdoing.But,answeringhercallswillbeliketakingtenstepsback.

NOMBULELO*

BrendalivesintheCBD,shetakestaxis.So,Idecidedtotakeataxihome.ItextedMbusoand

toldhim nottofetchme,herepliedwith‘okay’.Idon’tknowwhathemeantbythat,Idecidednot

todwellonit.

Brenda:“Areyouworkingtomorrow?”

Me:“No.”



Brenda:“Canweexchange?Ineedadayoff.”

Me:“Nope.”

Sherollshereyesasshejumpsintohertaxi.

Me:“Bye.”

IwaveasIwalkpast,taxistoRandburgareonthethirdlane.

“Nombulelo.”

Dammit,Iknowthatvoice.It’sMartha,Iignoreherandpickupmypace.

“NombuleloMngoma,Iknowit’syou.”

Shit!!!

Istopandturntofindhermarchingtowardsme.

Whatdoesshewant?

Ifeignasmile.

Me:“Mam Martha.”

Sheputsherhandonmyshoulderasshestopsbeforeme.

Martha:“Yohngikhathelenganeyami.Myfeetarekillingme,Ijustcamefrom thehospital.My

poorfeetareswollen,Ican’tevensleepatnight.”(I’m tiredmychild.)

Imovebackalittle,gesturingthat,sheremovesherhandfrom me.

I’m alsotired.

Me:“Oh,askies.”(Sorry.)

Martha:“Didyouhearthatyourfatherisbackhomeandhehaslosthismind?”

Me:“What?”

Iknowhewasmissing.

Martha:“Ifeelsorryforyourmother,theshameshemustbegoingthrough.”

Ihavetogoseehim,heismyfatherandhestillholdsaspecialplaceinmyheart.

Me:“Mam Martha,Ihavetogo.There’sonetaxileft.”

Idon’thavetimeforneighbourhoodgossipsandknowingMartha,sheneverstops.

Martha:“Ohokay,kodwawenaunjani?Howisyourbaby?”(Howareyou?)

Sheslouchesandplacesherhandonmybelly,Ifeelaneedtodriftback.Sherisesandlooksat

mebut,notdirectly.



Me:“I’m okaymam Martha,youknowIhavebeenhavingastrangedream,aboutawoman

comingtome,sayingshewantsmybaby.”

Martha:“I’m sureit’sjustadream Lelo.Youshoulddrinkwarm milkbeforegoingtobed,itwill

helpyousleeppeacefully.”

Sheutterswhile,tryingsohardtoavoidlookingintomyeyes.

Me:“Idoubtit’sjustadream,itkeepsrepeatingitself.Thereisobviouslysomethinghere.”

Hereyesmeetmineandsheinstantlydropsthem andwalksawaywithoutsayingaword.

AsIwatchher,Irealisethatherbodystructureisthatofthewomaninmydreams.Icouldbe

seeingthingsthough.

Ijumpinthetaxi,I’m thelastoneinso,wemove.

Suddenly,Ifeelmyheadspinning,andadiscomfortinmybelly.Itsuffocatesmeabit.Icracka

windowopen,justenoughforsomeair,knowingpeoplewillcomplainaboutthewind.

IrestmyheadonthewindowasItrytobreathe.

“Urightsisi?”(Areyouokay?)

Aladynexttomeenquires.Inod.

I’m lying,I’m notokay.ItfeelslikeIwillpassoutanytime.

“Youdon’tlookfine,you’resweating.Here,drinksomewater.”

Shehandsmeawaterbottle,Idon’twanttoseem weirdso,Itakeit.I’m notgoingtodrinkit

though,I’m pregnantandtheworldisanevilplace.

Ifiddleformyphoneinmybag,IneedtocallMbuso.

Me:“Areyouhome?”

Iaskwhenheanswers.

Mbuso:“Yes.Whereareyou?”

Me:“Inataxi.Pleasemeetmeatthegate,I’m notokay.”

Mbuso:“Whathappened?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,Ithinkit’ssomethingIate.”

Mbuso:“Okay,you'llfindmethere.”

IfeelcreepedoutaftermeetingupwithMartha,Ican’tshakethefeelingthatshe’sthewomanin

mydreams.

Tobecontinued…





71*

OLIVIA*

Istillcan’tbelievethatRandallputmeunderlockdowninmyhouse,therearemenguardingthe

houseandthathasmadeithardformetoescape.

RandallsaidheisnotdonewithmeandIfearwhathemighthaveinmind.I’m lockedupinmy

bedroom,beingsurroundedbystrangemenIdonotknowisscary.Ijumpfrom thebedwhenI

hearthedoorshut,whoeverisinmyhousejustbangedthedoor.

Me:“Whoisthere?Whatdoyouwantinmyhouse?Randallsaidyou’renotallowedtoenter.”

Iyell,Idonottrustthem atall.

“NotevenmeOlivia?Ithoughtyoumightneedtoseeafamiliarface.”

Randallspeaksfrom theothersideofthedoor,thisismychancetopleadhim,toletmego.I

openthedoorandfallonmykneesinfrontofhim,Ihopehefallsformytears.

Me:“Randall,I’m sorry.Pleaseforgiveme,Ihavelearntmylesson.Letmemakeupformy

mistakes,Iwillbeabettermothertoourbaby.”

Icry,grippingonhisleg.

He’snotsayinganything,itfeelslikeforever.

Me:“Randall?”

Ican’tcomprehendwhyhe’ssoquiet.Ifeelaheavypresencewhichcompelsmetolookup.I

meethisslygrin,itsendsshiversdownmyspine.Ibringmyselfupfrom thefloor.Helooks

scary,he’sholdingasuperiorconfidencegesture.Straightpose,andhishandsonhisback.

Me:“WhyareyoubackRandall?”

Hetiltshisheadtothesideashisgringrows.

Randall:“Youdidn’tthinkIwouldabandonyounow,didyou?I’m sorryItooktoolong.”

Me:“Idon’tlikethelookonyourface.”

Heisscaringme.

Randall:“Whatlook?”

Hebringshishandsforward,revealingarope.

Me:“Whatareyoudoingwiththat?”

Randall:“Howdidthosedrowninglessonsgothelasttime?Iforgottoask.”



Me:“Randy?”

Randall:“Ineedtoknowifwe’remakingprogress.”

HehassomethinguphissleeveandIcan’tpossiblemakeoutwhatitcouldbe,hisfaceand

demeanourarecalm,hespeakswithasofttoneasifhavingaconversationwithafriend.

I’m donefeigningtears,realonesshowupandparadeonmyface.

Hetakesupalookofconfusion.

Randall:‘Whathappened?Whyareyoucrying?”

Heinterrogates,softly.

Me:“WhatareyougoingtodowiththatropeRandall?”

Icry.

Randall:“Oh,Olivia.Whydoyouwantmetokeeprepeatingmyself?Itoldyou,drowninglessons

orbreathinglessonsrather.Youneedtopassthem thistime,okay?We’regoingtotrya

differenttechnique,nothardbut,abitcomplicated.”

Heutters.Ithinkofrunningbut,wherewillIgo?Thehouseisheavilyguarded.

Me:“RandyI..”

Randall:“Who’sRandy?I’m Randalltoyou,we’renotfriends.”

Thedooropensandoneofthemenwalkin,carryingasmallbox.

“Boss,yourpackagehasarrived.”

Heannounceswhilestandingbehindhim,Randalltiltshisheadtothesidetoleerattheman.He

slowlyturnstomeandsmirks.

Randall:“Perfect,wecanbegin.”

Hehandshim therope,themantakesitandtiesitintoanoose.Ithitsmenow,hewantsto

hangme.

Iturnandrun,headedtothekitchen.Ifeelanarm roughlycirclearoundmywaistandpullme

back.IlookuptoseeRandall.

Randall:“ClassisnotoverOlivia,Idon’trememberdismissingyoueither.Whereareyougoing?”

Hewhisperssoftly.IthinkIwouldbelessafraidifheshoutsatmeandifhe’sangershowedon

hisface.Thisquietnessofhis,isthescariestthingIhaveeverseen.

Me:“Please,don’tkillme.”

Ipleadashelugsmebacktothelivingroom.

Randall:"Whosaidanythingaboutkilling?Iam notgoingtokillyou.”



Iglareathim ashestandswithhishandsinhispockets.Themaninstructedtotietheropeis

donewithhistask.

Me:“Then,whatistheropefor?”

Randall:“Illustrations.”

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Hegrins.

Randall:“Ilovethisteacher,studentrelationship.YouaskandIanswer.”

Coldunsettlingchillsrushthroughme,athisanswer.

Irunmyeyesbacktothemanwhohastiedtheropeoverthewoodenbeam ontheceilingand

placedachairunderit.

Me:“Randallplease,tellmewhatIdid,soIcanaskforforgiveness.”

Icry,Ican’tstop.

Randall:“WhatyoudidcannotbeforgivenOlivia?”

He’sstartingtoannoymewithhiscalm demeanour.

Me:“Randall,Ihavebeenlockeduphere,Ididn’tdoanything.”

Iyell.HelooksatmelikeIam losingmymind.

Randall:“Ohreally?Whataboutfeedingdrugstoa10yearold?”

OhGosh!Ididn’tthinkLiyanawouldknowwhatitwas.

Randall:“Whathappened?Youcan’tspeaknow?”

Isigh.

Me:“WhydoyoukeeplisteningtoLiyaRandall?She’sachild,shedoesn’tknowhowtospeak

thetruth.”

Hisexpressionchanges,onlynowhisragetakesoverhisface.

Randall:“Don’tfuckwithmeOlivia.Childrenonlyspeakthetruth,Liyanaisten.Shedoesn’t

knowthedifferencebetweenrightandwrong.”

Me:“Liyanaisaproblem child,you’llseeforyourself.”

Hegrimacesatme.

Randall:“Woman,youbetterstoplying.You’reonlypissingmeoff.”

Me:“I’m notlying.”

Ibellowathim.



Randall:‘FuckyouOlivia.Notoncehasthatchildaskedforyou.Whyisthat?Childrenare

closesttotheirmothers,theydon’tgoadaywithoutwantingthem.Liya’sstoryisdifferent,I

thoughtitwasbecauseChiomafilledthatvoidbut,no.Shehasnoconnectionwithyou,you

fuckingabusedmybaby.”

Hegritshisteeth,hiseyesredandfulloffury.

Me:“I’m sorryRandall,I’m sorry.”

Randall:“Thepersonyoushouldbeapologisingto,isnothere.Iswear,Iwillmakesurethatshe

forgetsyoueverexisted.Iwillwipeouteverymemoryshehasofyou.”

Me:“Youcan’tdothat,Imotheredher.She’smybaby.”

Iyellathim.

Randall:“Please,don’tdisgracerealmothersoutthere.You,claimingtobeamotheris

blasphemy.”

Heglancesatthemanguardingtheropeandnods,Idon’tknowwhatthatmeans.Theman

marchestowardsme,Itrytorunbut,hegrabsmeandpinsmeagainstthewall.Iscream ashe

bindsmyhandsfrom theback.Heturnsmebackaroundanddragsmetothetraptheyhave

laidforme.

Me:“RandallI’m sorry.”

Iscream,hisfaceisimpassive.Themanliftsmeupandplacesmeonthechair,Iwigglemy

bodyandhecatchesmeasIfall.

Randall:“WecandothisthewholenightOlivia,Igottime.”

Hesmirksatme,ashedeliverswithadeadpanvoice.

Me:“Please,I’m sorry.”

Iplead.

Me:“Idon’twanttodie.”

Themanputsmeuponthechairagainandplacesthenooseovermyneck.

I’m desperatelystaringatRandall,cryingmyeyesout.

Me:“Randyplease,don’tdothis.Yousaidyouwon’tkillme.”

HeignoresmelikeIam notevenhere.

Hetakestheboxfrom thetable,ripsitopenandpullsoutadefibrillatorandanadrenalin.I

watchinhorrorasmymindcannotgraspwhatheplanstodowiththose.Helooksatthisman

whoisconstrainingmeonthischairandnods.ThemanpushesthechairandIdangleintheair,

asthenooseclenchesaroundmyneck.

Ifeelpressureinmythroatandmyeyesbegintowater,Iam overtakenbythedesperateurgeto



breath.Inawhile,Itastesomethingextremelysourinmymouth.Suddenly,iffeelslikeamatch

hasbeenlitinthemiddleofmychestandthefiregrows.Ifeelmylungsstartingtoclose.

Igulpandgaspforbreath,myheadspinsasItrygaspingforair.Thefastrateofmyheartslows

inbeat.Ifeellifeslippingaway,asmysightstartstocloseinonme.

Thisisit.Thisistheendofme.

Islipintodarkness.

NOMBULELO*

I’m curledup,halfnakedonthetiledfloorinthelivingroom.Mybodyisswelteringandmy

wombfeelslike,it’sbeingslicedwitharazorblade.I’vebeentossingandturning,Mbusohas

losthope.Hesayshecan’tseeanythingwrongwithmeandIcan’ttakeanypillsduetobeing

pregnant.

Atfirst,IthoughtIwashavingamiscarriagebut,I’m notbleeding.

Me:“Mbuso!!!”

Iscream,asIfeelanexcruciatingpaininmywomb,hecomesrunningwithabucketofwater

andatowel.He’sbeencoolingmybodywithacoldtowel,notoncehaveIshedatear.Thepain

istoomuchthatmytearshavefailedme.

Mbuso:“What’swrong?”

Heasks,hiseyesarewidenedinfear.

Me:“Ithurts.”

Iyellthewordsout.

Hekneelsinfrontofme,wringsthetowelandstartstappingmybody.Ishrughishandawayas

thecoldnessintensifiesthepain.

Me:“Wait,Mbusothere’ssomethinginthisroom.”

Hecarriesaconfusedlook.

Me:“Canyouhearthat?It’sababycrying.”

Mbuso:“Lelothere’snothing.Ican’thearanything.”

Me:“Listenman.”

Icanhearitloudandclear,it’sintheroom anditscriesareagonizing.

Mbuso:“Lelo,there’snothing.”



Me:“Howcanyounothearit?Unless?OhGod,I‘m losingmymind.”

Iexpressinfear,hewipesthedribsofsweatonmyforehead.Ishrughishandagain.

Me:“Getittostop.”

Iscream asIcovermyears,hedoesn’tknowwhattodo.Iseeitonhisface,he’spanicking.

Me:“AAHHH!!!”

Iscream,asanotherpainslicesovermywomb.

Me:“Mybaby,Ican’tlosemybaby.”

Mbuso:“Calm downLelo,please.”

Me:“Whyareyounotdoinganything?”

Mbuso:“Whatdoyouwantmetodo?”

Heyellsback,lookingdefeated.

Me:“Makethatbabysoundstop,it’stormentingme.”

Ishoutandclenchmyarmsaroundmystomach,thepainistoomuch.Icannotlosethisbaby,I

havegrowntoloveit.Isendmyhandsbackonmyears,tryingtoclogthecryingbabysound.

Me:“Makeitstopplease.”

Iplead,myhandskeepgoingbackandforthbetweenmystomachandmyears.Mbusopresses

hispalmsonmyearsasIgrabmystomach,thepainfeelslikestrongperiodpains,onlya

hundredtimesworse.

Mbuso:“Lelo,tellmewhattodo.Ican’tstandthisanymore.”

Helookshelpless.

Me:“DoyoubelieveinGod?”

Henodsswiftly.

Me:“Thenprayforme.”

Iscream.

Hehasalightbulbmoment.

Mbuso:“Mymother,shegoestochurch.”

Heexpressesasherushestogethisphoneonthekitchencounter.

Me:“Mbuso,there’ssomethinginthisroom.”

Iyell.ThisheavypresenceisthesameastheoneIfeltinmydreams.Onlythistimeitfeels

morerealthananything,hekneelsbeforemeashedialsanumber.Hehasputthephoneon



loudspeaker.

Mom:“Mbuso?”

Shesoundswideawake.

Mbuso:“Mom,there’ssomethingwrongwithLelo.She’sinpainandshe’shearingthings.Ithink

she’sunderaspiritualattack.”

Heexplainsinapanickytone.

Mom:“So,whatdoyouwantmetodo?”

Iclenchmyteethandgroanasanotherexcruciatingpainhitsme.

Mbuso:“Pleaseprayforher.”

Mom:“Doyouknowwhattimeitis,Mbuso?”

Mbuso:“Mom,she’spregnantandshe’sbeendreamingofawomanaskingforherbaby.”

Thisishowwebreakthenews,sheisnotgoingtolikethis.

Mom:“Ini?Mbuso,uyahlanya?Sowuhambaumithisawena?”(Areyoucrazy?So,nowyougo

aroundplantingbabies.)

Sheraiseshervoice,thisistheleastofmyworriesrightnow.

Me:“God,makeitstop.Pleasemakethatsoundstop.Ican’ttakeitanymore.”

Ihowlinagony,tossingandturningonthecoldfloor.Thiscryofababyseemstobegetting

louderanditintensifiesthepaininmywomb.Ihaveneverhadanabortionbut,Iam surethisis

howitfeelslike.It’sasifsomeoneispullingthefetusout.

Mbuso:“Mom please,notnow.Ineedyou,thereissomethinginthishouseandIcanfeelittoo.”

Hepleadsdesperately,ashelooksatmepitifully.

Mom:“Okay,putthephoneonspeaker.”

Mbuso:“It’sonspeaker.”

Mom:“Sisi,wearegoingtopray.Ineedyoutoopenyourheartandreceivethisprayer,youhave

tobelievewithallyourheartandhavenodoubts.Theenemyfeedsonfearanditsenseswhen

you’redrenchedinfear.”

Sheexplains.

ChillsripplethroughmewhenIperceivethat,thereissomeoneoutthere,whoisreallyaftermy

baby.

Inodvigorously,asIclenchmyeyesduetothepainonmybelly.Godplease,letmybabybe

okay.

Mbuso:“Sheagreesmom.”



Hespeaksonmybehalf.

Mom:“Joinhandsandplaceyourhandonherwomb,weneedtostandinagreement.”

Hetakesmyhandandplacestheotheronmystomach,Irestmyhandontopofhis.

Mom:“FatherwecomebeforeYouinthenameofYourSon,JesusChrist.WethankYouLord

thatyouareableandthereisnothingimpossiblewithyou.

WhoelsecanweturntobutYou,theauthorandthefinisherofourfaith?FatherIbringyour

belovedNombulelo,beforeYou.FightforherLord.Yourwordsays‘Ihavegivenyouauthorityto

trampleunderserpentsandscorpionsandallofthepoweroftheenemyandnothingshallby

anymeanshurtyou.’RightnowinthenameofJesusChristandwiththisauthorityYouhave

bestoweduponusLord,Icomeagainsteveryworksofdarkness.Ispeakdeathoverevery

poweroftheenemy,Ideclareitpowerlessandnullandvoid.Youevilandfoulspirit,Icommand

you,rightnowtolooseyourgripoverthischildandgobacktothepitsofhellwhereyoucame

from.Youhavenorightoverherandherchild,looseandletgointhenameofJesus.Nombulelo

IcoveryouwiththebloodofJesus,Ispeaklifeoveryouandyourbaby.Youshallliveandnot

die,inthenameofJesus.WethankyouLordthatitisdone,inJesus’namewepray.Amen.”

Mbuso:“Amen.”

Hedeclareswhileanxiouslylookingatme,thesoundofthebabycryingstoppedwhenshe

startedcommandingandtheheavypresenceseized.Thepainisstillherebut,it’sbearable.I

canbreathenow.

Mbuso:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Heinquiresashesitsmeup.

Mom:“Howisshe?”

Me:“Thankyoumama,thepainissubsiding.”

Mbuso:“Andthebabycrying?Canyoustillhearit?”

Me:“No,it’sgone.”

Mom:“Mbuso,takeaglassofwater.Prayoveritandsprinklethewaterineveryroom.Dothis,

beforeyougotobed.”

Mbusohelpsmetothecouch,whilehismothergivesinstructions,hesettlesnexttome.

Mbuso:“Okay.”

Mom:“Comeandseemetomorrownentombiyakho.”(Withyourgirlfriend.)

Weexchangeglances,hesuddenlylooksnervous.

Mbuso:“Yesmom.”

Mom:“AiMbuso,nihambanijolanani.”(Yougoarounddatingwhoever.)



Mbusochortles,itmustbeajoke.Iacceptasmile.

Mom:“Nilalekahle.”(Goodnight.)

Mbuso:“Goodnightmom.”

Me:“Thankyouagain,mama.”

Shehangsup.

Mbuso:“Youshouldtakeabath,beforegoingtobed.”

Igivehim aweaksmile.

Me:“Whatthehellwasthat?”

Mbuso:“Idon’tknowandIdon’tknowwhatyouwerehearingbut,Ifeltsomethinginthishouse.”

Me:“Wehavetoseekhelp,Iam notlosingmybabyMbuso.”

Mbuso:“Youwon’t,Gokuisnotgoinganywhere.Tomorrowafterseeingmom,we’llgoseethat

prophet.”

Inod,thenIremember.

Me:“IthinkIsawhertoday,thewomaninmydreams.She’smymother’sfriend.”

Hewelcomesaconfusedexpression.

Mbuso:“Areyousure?”

Me:“Yeah,shecouldn’tlookmestraightintheeye.Ifeltstrangewhenshetouchedmybelly,

that’swhentheuneasinessbegan.”

Mbuso:“ReallyLelo?Thebumpisnotevenvisibleyetandyouletpeopletouchyourstomach.It

didn’tcrossyourmindthatmaybesomethingisup?”

Me:“Shecaughtmeoffguardthatwitch.Ihopeshe’sburningwhereversheis.”

Mbuso:“Whatcanshepossiblywantfrom you?”

Me:“Beatsme.”

Hesighs.

Mbuso:“Gobath,whileIsprinklethewater.Yousmelllikesweat.”

Me:“Onlynowyounotice.”

Hesniggers.

RANDALL*



Oliviaisbroughtdownandlaidonthefloor,herfacehasturnedintoasickeningcolour.Icheck

herpulse,there’snothing.Shehasgoneintocardiacarrest.

Me:“Passmethedefibrillator.”

Iinstructtheguard,heleersatmeinconfusion.

Me:“Thatmachineonthetable.”

Henodsandrushestogetit,hehandsitme.

Iturnitonbypressingthegreenbutton,Ipeeloffthestickypadsandattachthem oneachside

ofherchest,aftertearinghershirtoff.ImovebackasIwaitforthedefibrillatortoshockher,it

sendsamessagethattheshockhasbeendelivered.Therearenosignsoflifeso,Irepeatthe

process.

Herchestexpandsalittleasherbreathisbroughtbackintoherbody.She’sweakandunableto

openhereyesfully.

“What’sthatforboss?”

Theguardenquires,asheobservesmepreparetheadrenalin.

Me:“Thisismymagicwand,thisbabyrightherewillre-directbloodtowardsherheartandher

lungs.Itwillgetherbloodpumpingandgiveoxygentoherbrain.Themomentitreachesher

heart,theheartwillrushoxygenatedbloodtohermuscles.”

IexplainwhileIinjecttheadrenalinintoherveins.

“So,you’rebringingherbacktolife?”

Hisvoiceiscoveredinshock.

Me:“Yes,thisisthecherryontop,Iwillmakethiswomantastedeathandjustassheembraces

it,Iwillbringherbacktolife.”

“Eishsaan.”(Man.)

Heexpressesindisbelief.

Wide-eyed,Oliviajoltsuprightwithagasp.Sheinstantlygripsmyhand,hereyesareenflamed.

Me:“Welcomeback.”

Olivia:“PleaseRandall.”

Shecries,graspingtheplanIhaveforher.

Me:“Youwanttogoagain?That’stheplananyway.”

Sheshakesherheadcrying.

Olivia:“Don’t,please,ratherkillmeonce.”

Ipushheroffofme.



Me:“I’m sorrytobethebarrierofbadnewsOliviabut,deathwillneverfindyou.Notanytime

soonanyway,youwilllookforit.Youwillcraveforitandwhenyoutasteit,Iwilljoltyoubackto

life.Thankstothislittlepartnerofminehere.”

Iholdupthedefibrillator,sheglaresatitwithhereyespoppedout.

Me:“Technologyisabitch,isn’tit?”

Olivia:“You’reevil.”

Shescreamsinmyface.

Me:“Keeptheinsultscoming,theywon’tchangeyoursituation.”

Igetupandambletowardsthedoor.

Me:“OhbythewayOlivia,sinceyoulikedrugssomuch.Myfriendhere,willsupplyyouwithas

muchasyoulike.”

Herjawdrops,IthinkIjustbroughtChristmasrightatherdoorstep.

Ileerattheguardandhenods.

Me:“Methamphetamineandcocaine,thesearethedeadliest.Whichonedidyoufeedmybaby?”

Shedropsherheadinshame.

Me:“Okay,picturethisOlivia.Cardiacdamage-elevatedheartrate,convulsion,strokeandeven

aheartattack.Thesetwodrugsarethedevilhimself.”

Olivia:“Iwon’ttakethem.”

Me:“Youdon’thaveachoice,really.Thisgentlemanwillpumpthem inyoursystem.”

Sheshakesherheadindisagreement.

Olivia:“Iwillkillmyself.”

Me:“Great,Iknewyouwouldlovethegameoflifeanddeath.”

Olivia:“Havemercyonmeplease,letmeatoneformysins.”

Me:“I’llseeyounexttime,weneedtocontinuewithourlessons.”

Shescream cries,asIexitthedoor.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

72*

AMARA*

Ijerkupfrom mysleepasifIhadforgottensomething,onlytorealizethat,Ifellasleepwaiting

forRandall.Hisbedsideisempty,IleerattheclockonthebedsidetableasIturnontheside

lamp.It’s3:30am.

Maybehe’ssleepinginhisroom,Istillcan’tbringmyselfintoenteringthatroom.Icanstillsee

thatman’sdeadbodylyingonthefloor.

AsIjumpoffthebed,Iseehim.He’ssittinginthebalcony.

It’scoldoutside.Whyishesittingthere?

Itoddlethereandopenthedoor,heturns.He’ssmoking,Ihaveneverseenhim smokebefore

but,Ihavesmeltthenicotineonhim.Hepressesthecigaretteontheashtray.Iwatchitasthe

smokediesdown.

Me:“Randall.”

Hegetsup,he’swearingthatusualfrownonhisface.Hetakesmyhandintohisandpullsmeto

him.Thestrongsmellofnicotinehitsmynostrils,it’safamiliarsmellbut,Ihaveneversmeltit

sostronglybefore.Todayit’snauseating.

I’m abletoconquerthestomach-turningfeelingasIrestmyheadonhischest,Icanhearthe

beatingofhisheart.It’sforcefullypoundingagainsthischest.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

ThisthingwithLiyanamusthavehithim hard,Ihavenoticedhowhetreatsherlikesomething

thatwouldcrackthemomentitdrops.Heissosensitivewithher.

Imoveoutofhisarms,whenhedoesn’trespond.

Hedoesn’tlookdirectlyatmebut,takesasitandpullsmetositonhislap.Iputmyarm over

hisshoulders,ashislargearmscirclearoundmywaist,heburieshisheadonmychestandwe

sittherewithnowordssaid.

It’scoldouthere,thisbodyheatisnothelping.Wemightaswellbesittinginthefreezer.Iwant

totellhim but,Isensehe’semotionalandprobably,thishelpshim.Hiscoldhandsglideunder

mynightwearandtheysettleonmystomach,histouchalwaysmakesmeshiver.Hereachesup

tokissmyneckandgrazeshislipsdowntomycollarbone,heplantsafewsoftkissesthere.

Idon’tknowwhathe’sthinkingorwhathewants,butthisgesturehasmybodytrembling.



Ilookathim andheraiseshisheadtogazeatmeraptly.Hepullsmyfacecloserandhislips

brushonmine.Notateaserbut,passionateanddemandingwhatheknowstobehis.I’m

alreadylostinhisembrace.Mysensesareonvacationatthispoint,asmybrainhasshutthem

down,compellingmenottothinkstraight.

Thismanisnottalkative,Ihavecometofindthathespeakswithhisheart.Thisslowandsoft

kissisfullofpromises,hewantsthisandIhaveneverfeltmorewantedinmylife,thanatthis

moment.

Randall:“Amara.”

Hewhispersslowly,eachletterlingeringunderhisbreathasiftosavorthemoment.Inuzzlehis

cheekonmyhandandwebreakapartforair,Ishiftfrom hislapashegetsup.IthinkIknow

whathiseyesaresayingtome,hetakesmyhandandleisurelyleadsmebackintothebedroom.

Ibarelyhavetimetoreact,beforeheramshislipsonmine,havingmegasp,asthebreathfrom

mylungsascends.

Igulp,whilewatchinghim stripoffhist-shirt,hishandsdroptomyhipsandhepullsmetohim

andmypalmsfallonhisbarechest.

Hesnuggleshisfaceonmyneck,droppingwetkissesandleadshislipstomine,Ilockmy

handsaroundhisneck,feeblypullinghim down.Hehasmeinthatheatedkissinasecond.

Gently,hepushesagainstme.I’m lyingonthebed,onmybackinaninstant,withtheweightof

hisbodytenderlyholdingmedown.

I’m overwhelmedbyhisinsatiableappetite,ashishandsmapeverypartofme.Histongue

pushesagainsttheridgeofmylips,sinkingitswayintomymouth.He’sgrindingonmeleisurely

andmymindcompletelyshutsoffasIlosemysanity.Arushofwarmthfillsmyheadand

spreadsthroughmybodyinaminiature.Itrailmyfingersupanddownhisspineinacircular

motion,

Icannotrecallatimewhenhekissedmewithouthistongueclaimingmine.

Hiskissisnotscriptedlikethoseoftelenovelasbut,drenchedinitsownsizzlingpassion.Ittells

hisstorythat,thisiswhoheis,imperfect.Heisnotarobotoraduplicateofthoseromantic

idols.

Hislipsdepartfrom mine,leavingitsmemorybehindandanumbnessfrom thatravenouskiss.

Insolittletimethishasbecomemyobsession,Icanhardlybreathewhenheisaroundme.

Ishiverathissmirkandmyeyesshyawayfrom hisintensegaze.Iraisemyhandsashestrips

offmyclothing,leavingmebare,withjustanundergarmenton.Thisisasightthathasonly

beenexposedtomeandhavinghim leeringatmewiththoseheavy-liddedeyes,causesmeto

glidemyarm overmybust.It’sthatlookandthatsmirkonhisfacethat,hasbirthedthissudden

shyness.Hetakesmyhandaway,revealingmybreasts.

AshudderhitsmewhenhegoesontobitemyneckandIyapinpainandpleasure.

Randall:“Didyoulikethat,mehemma?”(Myqueen.)



HewhispersandIshiveratthesatisfyingwaveofchills,rushingthroughmybody.

Hegrazeshislipsdowntomybust,mybodytremblesuncontrollablyunderhim,ashiswarm

breathfansmychestandthewarmthofhistonguetastemybreast.Hesluggishlylicksmy

breastandIgrabhisshoulderwhimperinginpleasure,Iam notpreparedforthis,Isearchforthe

urgetopushawaybut,can’tfindit.

Me:“Randall.”

Iwhisper,atthefeelofhishandonmyhip.Igulpashegripsmyunderwearslowly,pushingit

down.I’m completelyexposed,Iraisemyheadtoseehim tracehislipsdowntomybelly.He

graduallycircleshiswarm tonguearoundmybellybuttonandIfeelaticklishsensationinmy

stomach.Heraiseshiseyesandgivesmeasmirkbefore,continuingtodrawthewetcircles

aroundmybellybutton.MyheadfallsbackandIam declaredpowerless.

Hegentlyinsertsafingerinsideme,Iwinceinpainpressingmythighstogether.Iraisemyhead

tomeetthesoftscowlonhisface,thelustfullookinhiseyescompelmetodropmyheadback.

Hecontinuestogentlypushhisfingerinsideme,Iclenchmyeyesattheuncomfortablefeeling

whichvanishesthemomenthebeginsjoltinghisfingerinandoutofme.Withhisotherhandhe

rubsmyabdomen.

Helightlybitesandnibblestheskinonmystomachbeforehepresseshistongueinmybelly

button.Ilosemymindinthiseuphoricsensationandthetoecurlingexperience,ashemoves

hisfingeraroundandaddsanotherone.Ibitemylowerlipbeforealoudmoanescapesmy

mouthashisthrustsincrease.

Herubshishandaroundmybellybuttonlikehe’smassagingme,I’m arousedbythismotion

andIfeelmyabdominalmusclescontract.

Myorgasm engulfsme,forcingascream toeruptfrom mymouth,myvisiondimsabitdueto

somuchpleasure.Iraisemyheadtolookupathim andfindhim staringwithasmirkembracing

hisface.Hebringshimselfupandtakesmeintoanwolfykiss

MBUSO*

Istrideintothebedroom,tomeetLelosittingup.Shesmilesasoureyesmeet.

Me:“You’restillalive?”

Itease,settlingontheedgeofthebedandsherespondswithasmile.

Thiswomangavemesuchafrightlastnight,Ihaveneverfeltsohelplessinmylife.

Lelo:“I’m stillalive.”



Me:“Ey,Generationshadnothingonyou,idramasisi.”(Youweresodramatic.)

Sheshakesherhead,smiling.

Lelo:“I’m stillcreepedoutyouknow.Howcanpeoplebesoevil?”

Me:“It’ssad.Didyousleepwellthough?”

Shesmiles,genuinely.

Lelo:“Likeababy.”

Me:“We’llgotothehospital,beforegoingtomymom’s.Thenlater,we’llgoseetheprophet.”

Lelo:“Whythehospital?I’m fine.”

Me:“IjustwanttoseeifGokuisstillcravingfriedfish.”

Shedropsintolaughter.

Lelo:“Youhavedefeatedmewiththisname.”

Me:“Itoldyou,I'm stickingtoit.”

Lelo:“Luckyme.”

Sheripostes,assherollshereyes.

Me:“YouknowifIwaspaidathousandeachtimeyourolledyoureyes,Iwouldbearichmanby

now.”

Ispewthewordsout,causinghertolaugh.

Lelo:“It’sbetterthanswearing,don’tyouthink?”

Thisgirlthough.

Me:“Iwouldn’tknow,ontherealthough.I’m gladyou’reokay,yougavemeafrightlastnight.

WhatwasIgoingtosaytoyourparentsifsomethinghadhappenedtoyou?”

Herfacechangestothatofsadness.

Lelo:“Believeme,myparentshavebetterthingstoworryabout.”

Idon’tlikethat,itneedstochange.

Me:“Givethem time,theywillcomearoundeventually.”

Shenods.

Lelo:“Letmebathso,wegetgoing.DoyouthinkIshouldbringsomethingforyourmom?”

Me:“Like?”

Lelo:“Idon’tknow,wine?That’swhattheydoonTVright.”



Me:“It’snotdatemyfamily,shejustwantstotalk.”

Myretorthasherlaughingoutloud.

Lelo:“Hopefully,Idoubtshe’llbethrilledtoknowthatyourgirlfriendispregnantwithanother

man’schild.”

Knowingmymom,shemightwanttodismissthisrelationship.

Me:“We’readults,shehasnosayinthis.”

Lelo:“DoyouknowAfricanmoms?Theycanbeaspecialkindofcrazywhenitcomestotheir

belovedsons.”

True.

Mymom canbealittletoocontrollingandobsessivesometimes.

Lelo:“Lelo0andNomasonto1.”

Shemocks.

Me:“YoumeanLelo100andNomasontominuszero.”

Irefusetoletherdrownoverthis,shesmilesandleansovertopeckmylips.

Lelo:“Thankyouforbeingmycrutch.”

Me:“Ouch!!!Acrutch,really?ThisiswhatIhavebecome?”

Shelaughs.

Lelo:“You’remysupporterhau,andIappreciateeverythingyoudoforme.”

We’regettingdeep.

Me:“And,Iwillcontinuetodomore,ifyoukeepthosechubbycheeks.”

Sherollshereyes.

Me:“And,ifyoustoprollingthoseeyes.”

Lelo:“Ai,let’sleaveitthen.”

Shejumpsoffthebedwithagiggle.

Me:“It’sgoingtohappenyouknow?”

Iutterasshestepsoutofthebedroom.

Lelo:“Never.”

Shehollersback.Imightbesmitten.



STYLES*

It’smiddayandhopefullyKethuisgone,Dladlahadsaidhewasgoingtofetchher.Ihopehedid.

Khethuleftthegatewideopen,shewasprobablyangry.Idon’tblameherthough,IthinkIwas

ratherhardonher.

Iduckasabrickhitsthewindshieldofmycar,joltingmebacktoreality.

Me:“Whatthehell?”

IcusswhenmyeyesfallonKhethu,she’sstandinginfrontofthecarwithabaseballbatinher

hand.She’sstillwearingyesterday’sclothes,jeansandashirt.Herhairisallmessedup.All

thoughhardtomaintain,thiswomanhasalwayskepthercrownneat.Idon’tknowwhatison

hermindbut,Idon’tlikethelookinhereyes.

Whyisshestillhere?

Sheswingsthebat,hittingthebonnetofthecar.Sherunstomysideandsmashesthewindow,

leavingabigcrack.

Khethu:“GetoutofthecarStyles.”

Shescreams,asshebashesmycarwiththebat,thewindshieldreceivestwomoreblows.The

bonnetisdented,shehascompletelydestroyedit.

Me:“Whatthehellareyoudoing?”

Ihowlather,shecan’thearmeduetoherscreams.

Khethu:“Youthinkyoucanusemeandthrowmeawaylikethat?”

Sheyellsbashingthecaroncemore.SuddenlyIhearaloudscreechingsoundofacar.It

lurchesinfullspeedasitparksinfrontofmine,it’sRandallandNeoiswithhim.Hefuriously

dashesoutofthecarandchargestowardsKhethu,fearisvisibleinhereyesasshestaggers

back.KnowingRandallhe’snotgoingtohavemercyonher.

Hesnatchesthebaseballbatfrom herandtossesittotheside,myjawdropswhenonehard

slapsendsKhethuflying.ThatlookonRandall’sface,IsawitthedayheattackedNkomofor

assaultingAmara.

Hechargesheragain,shescootsback,usingherhandsandlegs.Ihaveneverseensuchfearin

hereyes,KhethuwincesinpainasRandallgrabsherbythehairandbeginsdraggingher

towardsthehouse.Shehasherhandsgriptonhiswrist,tryingtogethim offofher.Atthis

pointI’m outsidethecar,standingnexttoNeowhohashishandsonhisheadandwatchingthis

unfoldwithwonderandshock.

Neo:“Stylos,ogaotlobhodisamedieahao.Mostope.”(Bosswillkillyourgirlfriend,stophim.)



It’smidday,theneighboursareatworkandthestreetsareempty.Theseneighboursaretoo

nosy,someonemightbewatchingthroughthewindow.

Itpuzzlesmethat,Khethuisnotscreaming,onlysilentcriesleavehermouth.

Me:“Randy?”

Iyell,rushingafterthem,helugshertothebackyard.

Me:“Randallstop.”

Icommand.

Hepaysnoheedtome,Khethuisintearsandbloodisleakingfrom hermouth,from thatslap

hegaveher.Hepullsherupandsendsanotherslapontheothercheekanditthrowsherdown.

Ijumpinfrontofhim whenheattemptstograbherhairagain.

Me:“Areyoucrazy?She’sawoman,youcouldgetarrested.”

Idon’tlikethelookinhiseyes,hegrimacesatmeandgrowls.

Me:“Wouldyoucalm downRandall?”

IlookatKhethuwhoisonthefloorwithherheadbowed,she’ssnivelling.Iwouldthinkshe

wouldbebowlinghereyesoutafterthoseslaps.

Randallpushesmeasideagainandattemptstograbher,Neojumpsonhim andpullshim back.

Randall:“Getoffme.”

Hegroans,ashepushesNeo.

Randall:“Nexttimeyoudaredothattomybrother,Iwillkillyou.”

Hequietlygruntsatherbefore,marchingtothehouse.

Me:“Neofollowhim,IwilltakecareofKhethu.”

Neo:“AreyousureStylos?”

Itdoesn’tlooklikehetrustsher.

Me:“Justgo.”

Neo:“Ifyoudieatthehandsofawoman,Iwillnotbecomingtoyourfuneral.Yourobituarywill

beenoughformetopaymylastrespects.”

HestateswhileglaringatKhethu,Ithoughthehadacrushonher.

Me:“Neo…”

Neo:“Hai!!LewenaStylos,oratanalelehlanya?PhelaTshidioso.”(You’redatingacrazy

woman,Tshidiisalsolikethis.)



Heretortswhile,IhelpKhethugetup.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Shedoesn’trespond,onlyhertearsspeakforher.Neoisgivingheraweirdlookwhilehe

scrutinizesherfrom headtotoe.

Neo:“So,beautifulgirlsarecrazyvele?NnaIwon’tdieforabeautifulgirl,Stylos.”

SometimesIforgetthatheneverstops.

Khethu:“PissoffNeo.”

Sheshoutsathim.

Okay…

Neo:“Yoh,askies.SharpStylos.”(Sorry,byeStyles.)

Hehurriesintothehouse.

Shepushesmeoffthemomenthe’soutofsight.

Khethu:“YouseewhatyourfrienddidtomeStyles.”

Sheyells.

Me:“WhataboutwhatyoudidKhethu?Whatthehellwasthat?”

Shewearsafrown.

Khethu:“Youdidn’tsleepathomeandyouwerenottakingmycalls.Whatdidyouexpectmeto

do?”

Thisgirlhaslosthermind.

Me:“Seriously?Whatpartofit’sover,don’tyouunderstand?”

Khethu:“Idon’tbelieveyouStyles,youlovemetoomuchtoletmego.”

Me:“Khethu,Idon’twantyouanymore,youneedtogobackhome.”

Khethu:“Iknowyou’reangryStylesandImessedupbut,wecanfixthis.Wecanfixus,please.”

Shepastesherhandonmychestandleansuptopeckmylips,Ishiftbackbeforeherlipscould

brushmine.

Me:“Thiscannotbefixedanymore,therewasatimewhenIpleadedwithyouKhethuthatwefix

us.Iwasdesperateandneededyoubut,youweretooselfishtounderstand.”

Khethu:“Stylesplease…”

Shewrapsherarmsaroundmywaist.

“Getyourfilthyhandsoffofhim.”



Randallgruntsfrom behind,Iturntomeethisscowledface.He’sstandingwithhishands

rammedinhispockets.Khethuquicklypullsawayandstepsback.

Me:“Randall,I’vegotthis.”

Heamblestowardsus.

Randall:“That’snotwhatitlookslike,from whereI’m standing.”

Me:“Iam notachild.”

Randall:“Iam stillolderthanyouso,thatmeansIcanchastiseyouifyou’retreadingonthe

wrongpath.”

Hecanbeannoyingsometimes.

Khethu:“YouseeStyles?ThisiswhatIwastalkingabout,hewantsyoutobehisrobot.”

Thisdoesn’tevenmakesense.

Randallglowersather.

Randall:“Youneedtogetyourshitandgetoutofthishouse.”

Khethu:“I’m notgoinganywhere.”

Me:“Randy,I’vegotthis.”

Randall:“Sisi,let’sgo.IwanttoseeyoupackandIwillpersonallyseeyouout.”

Thismancanbesostubborn.

Me:“Randallwouldyoustop.”

Whyishesoangry?

Randall:“IfIletthisgo,thiswomanwillwakeupinyourbedtomorrowmorning.Sheusedtobe

yourweakness,remember?Khethuknowswhichbuttonstopress,togetyoutodowhatshe

wants.Whoknows,shemightevenstabyouinyoursleep.”

Heexpresses,Khethuseemstooafraidtospeak.Idon’tunderstand,she’sneverbeenthisquiet

inRandall’spresence.

Neo:“Isitsafetocomeout?”

Hepeeksthroughthedoor,Khethurollshereyes.

Randall:“Hey,let’sgo.”

Hegrabsherarm andlugsherintothehouse,Isighandfollowthem in.Randallcanbeso

stubborn.

Tobecontinued…
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NOMBULELO*

Mbuso’smothercanpray,Ihavetogiveherthat.But,thewomanisnotkind.Youwouldthink,

therearetwodifferentpeople.Thelooksheisgivingmerightnow,ifIcouldhide,Iwould.We’re

inthesittingroom,Mbusoissittingbesideme,he’sholdingmyhandandIdon’tknowwhy.Iam

alreadyuncomfortablewithhismother,glaringatmelikeIwanttotakeawayherfavouritetoy.

Mom:“Isthereareasontoholdhands?Sheisnotgoinganywhere,unfortunately.”

Idon’tknowwhatshemeansbythat.

Mbuso:“This,isfinemom.”

Heretorts,Itrypullingmyhandbut,hisgripistoostrong.

I’m experiencinghisstubbornnessforthefirsttime.

Mom:“Mmhhh,awushoMbuso.Whatistherush?Whydidyougetherpregnant?”(Tellme.)

Straighttothepoint,Isee.

Mbuso:“Mom thisisbetweenLeloandI,it’sourprivatematter.”

Mom:“Yourprivatematter?Isthishowyoutalktomenow?”

Hedidn’tsayanythingwrong.

Me:“Mama,hedidn’tmeanitlike…”

Mom:“Iwasn’ttalkingtoyountombazane.”(Girl.)

Okay…

Mbuso:“Maybeweshouldgo,seeingthatwearenotwantedhere.”

Hesuggests.IhopeMbusodoesn’tcausedrama,Idon’twanttobethatgirlfriend,theonewho

hasbeefwithherboyfriend’smother.Mylifeiscomplicatedenough.

Hegetsup,pullingmewithhim.Istiffenmybody,I’m notgoinganywhere.Hemustspeaktohis

mother.

Mbuso:“Lelo,let’sgo.”

Me:“Yourmotherisnotdone,Mbuso.”

Ipleadwithmyeyes,hefrowns,sighsandsitsbackdown.

Mom:“Mbuso,youarebeingcontrolledbyawomannow.”



Maybeweshouldgo.

Mbuso:“Mom,willyoustop,please?Yousaidyouwantedtoseeus,right?We’reherenow.”

I’m alsoannoyedbyher.

Shecacklesandclapsonce,Ihavenoideawhatthatmotionmeans.Shedoesn’tlikeme,

though.

Mom:“IspoketoZodwa,she’saprophetessatmychurch.Itoldheraboutyourissueandasked

hertocomeover.”

That’sniceofher,maybeshe’snotsobad.

Me:“Siyabongama.”(Thankyou.)

Shescrutinizesme,beforerollinghereyes.

Mom:“I’m doingthisformyson,Idon’twantyourdemonsfollowinghim.”

ShesaysIhavedemons.

Wow.

Mbuso:“Mom enoughwiththeinsults,please.”

Mom:“Ngiyashonje.”(I’m justsaying.)

“Koko,koko.”(Knock,knock.)

Awomanshoutsfrom thekitchen.

Mom:“NgenaZodwa.”(ComeinZodwa.)

Sheshoutsback.

Anaverageheight,chubbywomanwalksin,shehasachurchoutfiton.Adressthatcoversher

kneesandaheadwrap.

ShesitsnexttoMbuso’smom.

Zodwa:“Sanibonani.”(Greetings)

Shegreetsandwereturnthesalutation.

Mom:“Zodwa,thisisher.”

Thiswomandoesnotwastetime.Zodwaglancesatmewithafrown,shesighsandshakesher

head.Mbusolooksatme,he’sworriedandI’m terrified,clearlythiswomanisseeingsomething.

Zodwa:“Okay,letmegettoit.Ihaveaprayermeetingtogetto.”

Sheannounces,asshestandsandwalkstome.

Zodwa:“Guqasisi.”(Kneel)



Ikneelonthecarpet,Mbusomovesthecoffeetabletomakespace.

Zodwaputsherhandonmyheadandpraysintongues.Whenshe’sdone,sheinstructsthat,Isit,

asshegoesbacktoherseat.

Zodwa:“Iseeawoman,shelivesamongyou.Youknowhertobekindbut,shehidesbehindthat

kindness.Thiswomanisjealousofyourmother,shewantsherlife.She’sthereasonthefather

ofyourchildturnedagainstyou.”

Great,nowMbuso’smom knowsthat,thebabyisnothis.I’m afraidtoevenraisemyhead,

knowingherlookwillsendmetoanearlygrave.

Zodwa:“Unesichithosisi,herplanisthat,nothingshouldgowellforyou.Nomatterwhatyoudo.

Mbusowillalsoeventuallyturnonyou,notbecausehewantstobut,it’sthatcursethathas

beencastuponyou.Thefatherofyourchildlovesyou,hehadplanstomarryyou.Shesawthat

andcursedyourrelationship.”(Youhaveacurse.)

IlosemysanitytowhatI’m hearing,IlookatMbuso.Heisnotahappypersonrightnow,hisjaw

isclampedandhe’sglaringatZodwa.

Me:“Whoisshe?Whyisshedoingthistome?”

Zodwa:“Icannotgivehernamebut,Icandescribeher.She’stall,bigbonedandisalways

wearingthesamedoekonherhead.Thatwomanisforeveraskingaboutyourwellbeing,she

visitsyourmotherinthepretextoffriendshipwhile,shewantstoseeifhercurseisworking.”

Me:“But,whatdoesshewantfrom me?Whydoesshehateme?”

She’sdefinitelydescribingMartha.

Zodwa:“It’snotyoushehates,it’syourmother.Sheknowsthatseeingyousufferwillbreakyour

mother’sheart.You,prosperingmeans,yourmotherwillprosperaswell.”

Idon’tunderstand.

Me:“But,why?”

Zodwa:“Mydear,youwouldbesurprisedbywhatjealousymakespeopledo.Itisafterall,one

ofthesevendeadlysins.Thiswomanhasnothing,nochildren,nohusband.Shewantsyour

mothertobelikeher,andshewillstopatnothingtomakeithappen.Rightnowthereisawarat

home,youareawayfrom homebecauseofher.Yourfatherbeingthepersonthatheis,isallher

doing.”

Me:“Howdowefixthis?”

Zodwa:“Iwillneedtospeaktoyourparentsfirst,fornowthisisallIwasshown.Maybemore

willberevealedwhenIseeyourparents.”

Me:“Whataboutthedreams,there’sawomanin...”

Zodwa:“That’sher,shewantsyourbaby.Shewantstoturnitintoazombie.Thebabywillgive

herthepowersheneedstofinallydestroyyourfamily,shewillcontroleverythinginthathouse.



From financestodecisionmaking,everythingwillfallapart.”

Thisistoomuchtotakein,Mbusolooksspooked.

Zodwa:“Ineedyoutogetawhitecloth,bringittomeandIwillprayforit.Putitonyourpillow

whenyougotobedorwrapitaroundyourbelly.Shewon’tbeabletogettoyou.”

Me:“Okay.”

Zodwa:“Mbusowillneedtobecleansedaswell,youtwohaveconnectedthroughintimacy.This

cursefollowshim,hislifewilleventuallyspiraloutofcontrol.”

Mom:“KanjanimanjeZodwa?”(How?)

Zodwa:“LikeIsaid,theirsoulsconnectedwhentheyslepttogether.”

Mom:“So,mysonisunderacurse?Mbuso,uyabonaukuthiwenzeni?”(Lookwhatyou’vedone.)

Sheraiseshervoice.

Mbuso:“WhatdidIdo?Ican’tchoosewhotolovemom,Leloishereandshe’snotgoing

anywhere.”

Didhesaylove?

Mom:"Whataboutthefatherofherchild?"

Mbuso:"Whatabouthim?"

Mom:"Youcan'traiseanotherman'schild."

Mbuso:"AsfarasIknow,LeloisexpectingmychildandIwillnothavethisconversationwith

you."

Iglanceathim andIam comfortedbythelookonhisfacethatsays,hewillhelpmethrough

this.

Mom:“Asazi.”(Idon’tknowanymore.)

Thisisoneunhappywoman.

NTOMBI*

TothinkS’godiwasgoingtohelpme,thatwizardprovedtobeuseless.Hesaidthere’snothing

hecandotohelpMoses,onlythepersonwhocastthecursecanreverseit.Moseswillneverbe

freefrom NkosiyaboanduntilAmaraisfound,hewillnotgainhissanity.HowcanJonasbeso

evil?NowIunderstandwhyhelaughedwhenIannouncedthat,IwasgoingtotakeMosestoa

healer.



Walkingdownthestreetswithhim issodifficult,hekeepschasingpeople.Theyrunandhe

stopsandlaughsatthem,hepicksupsomelittlekidonthestreet,who’sabout5or6yearsold

andstartsspinninghim.

Moses:“Helloboy,boy.Hello,mubiza.Mfanakababa,umfanakababawena.”(Daddy’sboy,you

aredaddy’sboy.)

Heplayswithhim,thelittlekidlookspuzzled.

Me:“Moses,puthim down.”

Icommand.

Moses:“Ntombi,awuboniifananamilengane?Yinganeyamile.Ngasho,kuSusanukuthi

ngeyamilengane,yenawaphika,athiyinganeyakaJafta.Cabanganje,Jaftacan’thavechildren,

he’sinfertile.”(ItoldSusanthat,thisismychild.Shedenieditandsaidhe’sJafta’schild.

Imagine.)

Thisjustmakesmesoangry,ifitwerenotfortheloveIhaveforhim.Iwould’vekilledhim.

Me:“Yehlisalenganemaan.”(Putthechilddown.)

Moses:“Bye,byeboy,boy.Ubabauzokubonayezwa?”(Dadwillseeyoulater.)

Heputshim downandtheboyscurriesawaytohishouse.

IhaveheardpeoplesaySusan’schildlookslikeMoses,IguessIdidn’twanttobelieveithence,I

brushedthem off.Nowthathe’smentionedit,theresemblanceisgreat.

Idon’tknowhowlongIwillbeabletoholdontothisman.

Jonas:“Ahhsenibuyile?”(You’reback.)

Heexpressesaswewalkthroughthedoor.

Moses:“Jonas,yaziumangibonawena,inhliziyoyamiiyajabulamaan.Awushos’bali,

uzongithengelaniniingudu?”(MyheartjumpswhenIseeyou.Tellme,whenwillyoubuymea

bottleofbeer?)

Hesaysashethrowshimselfonthecouch,hisbrotherandunclearestillhere.Icanseehow

thishurtsthem.MhambiiswatchingTV,him andPetuniaarecharacters.She’sobsessedwith

mykitchen,whileMhambican’tstopwatchingmyTV.

Jonas:“You’restillcrazyMoses?Ithoughtyourwifesaidshewillfixyou.”

Helaughs,asheleersatme.

Me:“S’godican’thelpme,athionlyyoucanreversethiscurseorAmara’sreturn.”

Helaughs,he’senjoyingthis.

Moses:“Ssshh,uZuluuyakhuluma.”(Zuluistalking.)

He’sstaringattheemptyspacebesidehim.



Weallglanceathim,thisisnolongershocking.

Moses:“Ohh,ushouAmaraZulu?”(YoumeanAmara?)

Heburstsintolaughter.

Moses:“Hayimadoda,leyangane.Ubengibambakamnandi,theproblem isthatherhandswere

tooshakymaan,shit.Ihatedhowshecriedalot,‘nywenyweuncleplease,stop.Don’tdothis,I

don’twant,stop.Nywenywe.Yohbekungathingingam’bulala.Kodwahayi,uMosesomcane

yena,hayishame.Ubeyifunaleyanganekodwake,ngebhadilami,wayelokhuewa,whenI

wantedtopenetrateher,angazikanjani.Mangithingiyifakaemlomeni,yoh,yoh,yohimemeze

ingane.”

(Thatchildguys,sheusedtotouchmeinaniceway.)(Ifeltlikekillingher,Iwasarousedbyher.

But,Icouldn’tgetitup.Idon’tknowwhy.WhenItriedtoputitinhermouth,shewouldscream.)

Thereisadeadlysilenceintheroom,evenPetuniawhocamefrom thekitchenlooksshocked.

Sheusuallyscreamswhenabombisdropped,todaysheistonguetied.Jonashashisjaw

clenched,Mhambiholdsanimpassiveexpression.Moses’brotherandunclecarrydisappointed

looks,Iwouldn’tbesurprisediftheywalkoutonhim.

Ihavealwaysbeenafraidthisdaywouldcome,Moseshaskilledme.PetuniaandIscream

whenJonasjumpsonMosesandpuncheshim ashestraddleshim.

Me:“Jonasleavehim.”

Iscream,Ican’tgetanycloser.He’stooviolent.

HekeepsthrowingpunchesatadefencelessMoses,themanismentallydisturbed.Hecan’t

defendhimself.

Me:“Zakhele,helphim please.Jonasisgoingtokillhim.”

Zakhelelooksaway.

Iwon’tevenbotherwithNjabulo,he’swasted.Thesemenarecalmlysittingdown,whilemy

husbandisbeingbeaten.

Me:“Mhambipleasestophim,please.”

Iplead,Mhambiwalksaway.

Icarrymyhandsonmyhead,feelingdefeated.ZakhelefinallygetsupandpullsJonasback.

Jonas:“Ngiyeke,ngizoyibulalalenja.”(Leaveme,Iwillkillthisbastard.)

Hefailstopushhim away,ZakheleisbigbonedcomparedtoJonas.

Theroom eruptswithscreamsandgaspswhenMhambimarchesbackwithagunaimedat

Moses,I’m infrontofhim inaflash.Moseslooksconfused.Hedoesn’tseem toknowwhatis

goingon.

Me:“Mhambiwenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)



Iscream athim,hisfaceissocold.IfImovefrom MosesMhambiwillkillhim.

Mhambi:“MoveNtombi.”

Hegrunts.

Me:“No,you’regoingtokillmyhusband.”

Mhambi:“NtombiIsaidmoveorIwillgothroughyou.”

Me:“Mhambingiyakucela.Hedidn’tmeananyofthis.”(Please.)

Iplead.

Petunia:“Ntombiubuwazi?”(Youknew?)

Ican’tmisstheshockinhervoice,sheshouldn’teventalktome.

Jonas:“IsittrueNtombi?YouknewMoseswasmolestingAmara?”

Hisvoiceiscoatedwithpain,IdropmyheadinshameandPetuniascreams.Dammit…

Whyisshealwaysscreaming?

Mhambi:“Ntombi?Nganekababa?Wenzeni,wenzeniNtombi?”(Whathaveyoudonemysister?)

Onlynow,hisfacebecomesemotional.

Jonas:“KhulumaNtombi?YouknewMoseswasmolestingthatchild?”

Hehowlsatme,ashegrabsmyarmsandshakesme.

Me:“Yebo,yebobengazi.”(Yes,Iknew.)

Iscream outloud,everyonegaspsinastonishment.

Myfamoustearsparadedownmycheeks,Ihavenoneedforthem anymore,astheyalwaysfail

me.Therewasonceatimewhentheywouldpleadforme.

Me:“Ihavealwaysknownthathehasawonderingeye,Iendureditaslongas,hedidn’tcheaton

meandifhedid,itwasbetterthatIdidn’tknow.ThischangedwhenwehadNombulelo,Ialways

wonderedwhyheneverwantedtochangeherdiapers.Hewouldwalkoutoftheroom whenI

undressher,ortakeatowelandcoverher.Ithoughthewasbeingprotectiveasamansince,the

rateofsexualviolenceinthiscountryisamongthehighestintheworld.But,asshegrewup,he

wouldlookatherinastrangeway.Ididn’tunderstandit,tillIliterallysawhiseyesturnlustful.

Myworldshatteredthat,myhusbandwouldundressatenyearold,hisownchildwithhiseyes.”

Petuniaisintears,themenareglaringatmewithshock.I’m am stillshieldingmyweakened

husbandfrom Mhambi’sgun.SinceIhavestartedthis,Imightaswellfinishit.

Me:“Iwasafraidthatoneday,hewillforgethisfatherlyloveandgiveintohisdesires.Iknew

aboutAmara.”

Petunia:“Ntombiyouknew?”



Me:“YesandformeitwasbetterbecauseLelowassafe.Isawhim onedaymasturbatingwhile

watchingAmaratakeabath,that’swhenIfoundout.Shewasfourteenbut,Ihadmysuspicions

beforethat.Youcan’timaginehowshockedIwasbut,thatmeantmyLelowassafe.”

Jonas:“Ntombi.Howcouldyou?”

Hequeriessoftly,Iseedefeatcoveringhim.

Me:“HowcouldIwhatJonas?HowcouldIprotectmydaughter?Ifgivenachance,Iwoulddoit

again.”

Petuniarushestomeandslapsme,IfallbackonMoseswhopushesmeoffofhim.HowdoI

neverseeherslapscoming?Thiswitchwillpayonedayforeachone.I’m surprisedMoses

hasn’tsaidaword.

Mhambi:“IsthiswhyyoutookAmara?Youdidn’twantustotakeherbecauseofthisNtombi?

Yousaiditwillbebetter,ifshegrowsupinJoburgwherethere’sbetteropportunitiesandthat

Nombuleloneededafriend.Kantiyouwantedtofeedyourhusband’ssickdesires.”

Heyellsatme,Mhambineverraiseshisvoice.Thatgunonhishandlookslikeit’sabouttogo

off,theangerhisfaceholdsisscary.

Me:“I’m sorry,Ihadtoprotectmychild.”

Petunia:“Whatchild?Theverysamehusbandyou’reprotecting,threwherout.Moseshas

alwaysbeentrashNtombiandyouhavealwayscheeredhim on,usaqhubeka.”(Youcontinueto

cheerhim on.)

Mhambi:“Nomore,thisendsherenow.”

Hescreamsbeforeagungoesoff.

KHETHU*

Randallcalledmyfatherover,hemadesurethatallmybagsarepacked.Ihatehim,hewillpay

forthisoneday.

Randall:“Idon’tunderstandwhyyouseekanswersfrom Styles,yourdaughterholdseverything

thatyouneedtoknow.”

Hespeakswithsomucharrogance,myfatherwasn’tevenofferedaseatoraglassofwater.

We’reallstandinginthelivingroom,throwingwordsateachother.

Dad:“Whoareyou?Whatpartdidyouplayinthisrelationship?”

Randall:“Doesitmatter?”

Idon’tknowwhyhethinkshecanstanduptomyfatherandthosehandsinhispocketsscream

disrespect.



Dad:“Itmattersalright,Iwillsquashyouboy.Noonehurtsmychild,Icanarrestyoufor

assaultingawoman.”

Randall:“Byallmeans,goahead.”

Styles:“Dladla,wedon’twantanytrouble.”

Randall:“Styles,thesepeoplearenothingtoyouanymore.Youdon’thavetotaketheirshit.”

Dad:“There’stwoofyouSishibut,thisoneisworse.Ididn’tknowtheystillmakeyourkind.

You’refullofshitboy.”

Hemocks.

Randalll:“Styles.Isthiswhatyouhadtoputupwithforfouryears?Bullshitfrom fatherand

daughter?”

Styles:“Randyno.”

Me:“Thatisnotfair,IhavebeenagoodwomantoStyles.Igavehim mywholelife.”

Randall:“NoonehasdisputedthatKhethu,it’swhatyouhavebecomethatwedonotcondone.”

Dad:“Whatthehellisthatsupposedtomean?”

HemovesclosertoRandallwhoisnotatalldaunted,tosayIhatethismanwouldbean

understatement.Styleswouldbewithmeifitweren’tforhim.

Randall:“Commissioner,I’m prettysureyouhaveseentheredflags.Yourdaughterisobsessed

withthismanandwekeeptellingyou.I’m notsureifthathasregisteringinyourhead,yet.

Everyonehasseenit,surely,yourfatherlylovecannotblindyoulikethat.”

Me:“He’slyingdad,it’sbecauseofhim thatStylesandIhavebrokenup.Hemanipulatedhim

andturnedhim againstme.”

Randallsniggers,asheglaresatme.

Styles:“StoplyingKhethu.Whenwillyouownuptoyourmistakes?”

Me:“WhatmistakesStyles?AllIeverdidwasloveyou,forfouryearsIputupwithyou.Istayed

andcompromised,evenwhenyoudidn’twanttomarryme.”

Randall:“Oh,herewego.”

Me:“Ifitweren’tforRandall,wewouldbefixingthings.Randalliscontrollingyou,that’swhyyou

treatmelikethis.”

Styles:“YouseethisDladla,thisiswhyIcan’tdothisanymore.Yourchildhasnorespectfor

me.”

Dad:“Respectisearnedboy,nottaken.”

IseeRandall’sfacechange.



Randall:“That’sit,getyourdaughterandleavenow.”

Hecommands.

Dad:“Youdon’tgettospeaktomelikethat.”

Randall:“Canwenotplayhouse,commissioner?Takeyourdaughterandgetout.”

Me:“Styles?Willyoulethim speaktomyfatherlikethis?Igaveyoufouryearsofmylifeand…”

Randall:“Thisisgettingboring,sisitakeyourfouryearsandleavemybrother’shouse.”

Ilookatdad,he’sdefeated.

Me:“Daddy?”

Dad:“Let’sgoangel.”

Hedeclares.

Me:“No,daddy.Iam notleavingStyles,he’smylife.”

Dad:“Khethuthere’snothingwecandonow,let’sgoandstopembarrassingyourself.”

Hetakesmyhand,Iyankitawayinstead.

Me:“No,Iam notgoinganywherewithyou.”

Dad:“Khethustop!!!”

Heyells.

Dad:“Youhavehumiliatedmeenough,nowgetyourselfinthecar.”

Thismanhasneveryelledatmelikethis.

IlookatStyles,hiseyesarecold.Thesparkhehadbefore,isnolongerpresent,henowlooksat

mewiththeeyesofastranger.Ilovethisman,Ican’tleavewithouthim.Thethoughtofbeing

withouthim killsme.

Me:“Styles.”

Idroponmykneesbeforehim,hestepsback.

Neo:“AimissK,noman.Whereisyourdignitymaan?You’reembarrassingyourself,comeon,

haveself-respect.”

Neocomplains,ashewalksinfrom thekitchen,Ishoothim ablacklook.

Styles:“khethugetup.”

Me:“Baby,lookatme.It’sme,youronlyeye,remember?YoulovemeStyles,weloveeachother.”

Iscream,whenIfeelsomeoneclutchmyarm andpullmeup.It’sRandall,he’sdraggingme

towardsthedoor.



Me:“Letmego.”

Ishout.

Helugsmeoutside,dadfollowsbehindhim withmyluggage.

Itrytorunbackinbut,Randallblocksthedoor.

Me:“Styles,babyplease.Don’tdothistome.”

Ipeekin,cryingouttoStyles,heturnsaway.

Me:“IwillkillmyselfStyles,mydeathwillbeonyou.”

Randallshutsthedooronmyface.Howdarehe?”

Ibangthedoorandtrytoopenit,hehaslockeditfrom theinside.

Me:“Stylesplease,openthisdoor.”

Dad:“Khethustop,let’sgo.”

HegrabsmyhandandIyankit.

Dad:“Iwilltreatyoulikeachildifyouinsistonactinglikeone.YouknowIhaveneverlaidahand

onyouKhethubut,youareforcingmerightnow.”

Me:“Idon’tcare,killmeifyouhaveto.Iam notleavingStyles.”

Iyellathim.

Hedoesn’tunderstandmyfeelings,noonedoes.

Dad:“Kethukuthula,let’sgo.”

Hecommands,Iknowthatvoice,he’sangry.

Me:“Stylesopenthedoorplease.”

IcryasIbangonthedoor,myfathergrabsmyhandanddragsmetothecarscreaming.

Me:“Letmego,dadplease,letmego.Youdon’tunderstand,Ineedhim.”

Heopensthepassengerdoor,shovesmeinsideandclosesit.Iopenthedoor,hegivesmea

sternlookandpushesitshut.

Dad:“OpenthatdoorKhethuandIwillbeatyourassuponthisstreet.”

Histhreatsforcemetoremain,myheartisbreakingandIcan’tbreathe.HowwillIleavewithout

theloveofmylife?OhGod!HowwillIendurewakingupwithouthim nexttome?

Tobecontinued…
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MKHIZE*

MaSibiya:“Baba,umaDlaminiakaphilile.Kuzofaneleatholeusizo.”(MaDlaminiisnotwell,she

willhavetogethelp.)

Me:“Usizo,ninanikhonanje?”(Help,whenyouguysarehere?”

MaSibiya:“Useyasihlulababa,wetriedkodwahayi.”(Shehasbecomedifficult.)

Me:“MaSibiya,inkingaikuphi?Ngobaanisebenzi,you’realwayssittingathome,gossipingthe

wholeday.UmaDlaminingumnewenu,kuzomelenim’nakelele.”(MaDlaminiisyoursister-wife,

youhavetolookafterher.”

MaSibiyahasbecomeanuisance,shecomestomyofficeeverydaytotellmethesamething.

MaDlamini’ssituationhasworsened,shethrowstantrums.Shehitshersister-wivesand

sometimes,wewouldwakewithloudmusicplaying,tofindherdancingandcookingupastorm

inthekitchen.Herreasonwouldbethat,it’sChristmas.Ithascometoapointwherewelockher

upinherroom,whenwegotobed.

Me:“MaSibiya,youaretheeldestandIexpectbetterfrom you.MaDlaminiwillgethelp,don’t

worrythingswillgobacktonormalsoon.”

MaSibiya:“Wenababauhleziuthisoon,kodwaayifikileyosoon.”(You’realwayssayingsoon

andit’snothappening.)

She’ssulking.

Me:“WeMaSibiya,ngicelauphumela.Phuma,Idon’twanttoseeyouinmyofficeagainunless,

you’rebringingmefood.Nxa.”(Pleasegetout.)

Ihowlather,shefrownsandmarchesoutwithherlipspouted.

Thesewomanwilldrivemecrazy.

“Baba.”

Sikasaysashewalksin.

Sika:“Mkhontoishere.”

Me:“Lethim in.”

Hehesitates,hehassomethinginhismind.

Me:“Ufun’ukuthini?”(Whatdoyouwanttosay?)

Sika:“Ingabeyiceboelihlelelobaba?MessingwithScarisdangerous,lookwhathappenedto

LungaandMaDlamini.”(Isthisagoodidea?)



Me:“Ingakhonjengifunaukuphindisela.Myboydiedbut,Okolieisstillalive.ThistimeIwillgo

towarwiththeMkhizes,myancestorswillnotfailmethistimearound.”(That’swhyIwant

revenge.)

Sika:“Ingabelithiniicebolakhobaba?”(Whatisyourplan?)

Me:“IwillhaveOkolie’schild,Iwillraiseherinmyownway.Iwanttoturnherintoakilling

machine,Iwillinstilsomuchhatredinherheartforherfather.Iwillmakeherbelievehesoldher

tome.SithiisiZulu‘sigoqesisasemanzi.Thatlittlegirlwillbemyrevenge,shewillkillherown

father.ThenIwanttosee,iftheOkoliecursewillfalluponher.Won’tthatbeacherryontop,

killingtwobirdswithonestone?”(There’sasayinginZulu‘folditwhileit’sstillwet.)

Sika:“Lihleicebolakhobaba,kodwakee,uMkhontoangim’thembi.”(Yourplanisgoodbut,I

don’ttrustMkhonto.)

Me:“Mkhontolovesmoney,hegrewupintheslumps.Thoseidiotswilldoanythingformoney,

showhim athousandrandandhewillgocrazy.”

Hechortles.

Sika:“Leyanganeyona?Theytookherbaba.”(Whataboutthatgirl?)

Me:“Ungakhathazekingaloyo,IstillhavemydogMoses.Hecanrunbut,hecan’thide.Moses

owesmeandonewayortheother,hewillpaymeback.Evenifitmeans,Ihavetotakehis

daughter,Iwilldoit.”(Don’tworryabouther.)

Helaughs.

Sika:“Eyybaba,youlikethem youngneh.”

Me:“Uyabonaumuziwamiugcweleizalukazi,ngisafunaukuphilaminaSika.”(Myhouseisfullof

oldwomen,Istillwanttoenjoylife.)

Helaughs.

Sika:“Haikee,letmecallthisfool.”

HeopensthedoorandgesturesthatMkhontocomesin.

Igetupashestridesin.ThisbastardhasnotheardwhatIhavetosaybut,he’salreadygrumpy.

Me:“UMkhontoomkhulu,owanqobaizithazakheezinamandla.”(Thegreatspearthatconquered

hisstrongestenemies.)

Hefrownsatmyfriendlyface.

Mkhonto:“Yimilo.”(That’sme.)

Hegroans,ashescowlsatme.Sikadoesn’tlikethis.

Me:“Hlalapansinsizwa.”(Sitdownman.)

Mkhonto:“Angihlalinezithazami.”(Idonotdwellwithmyenemies.)



Me:“Haibo!Kusekelaninisiyizitha?”(Since,whenareweenemies?)

Mkhonto:“UfunaniMkhize?”(Whatdoyouwant?)

Me:“Okay,letmegettothepoint.There’sacockroachthatwon’tleavemyhouse,Ineedyouto

squashitforme.”

Mkhonto:“Wenauhlulwayini?”(Whycan’tyoudoit?)

Me:“Icandoit,kodwangiyaziukuthiwenaungayenzaumsebenziongcono.”(Iknowyouwilldo

abetterjob.)

Hestaresforawhileasifmullinguponmywords.

Mkhonto:“Igama?”(Name?)

I’m gettingthroughtohim.

Me:“Scar.”

Hisfrowngrows.

Mkhonto:“Okolie?”

Me:“Yes.”

HesmirksandIknowit’sdone.

Me:“Ngifunaindodakaziyakhe.”(Iwanthisdaughter.)

Iintroducemyplan.

Me:“IknowabouttheOkoliecurse.Youcannotshedtheirblood,sotherewon’tbeanyblood-

shed.Iwantthatchildinmyhouse.”

Mkhonto:“AngisebenzimahalaMkhulu.”(Idon’tworkforfree.)

Iknewit.

Me:“Sika?”

Hegrabsabagofmoneyfrom underthetableandplacesitontop.

Me:“Ngiyaziukuthilolululimilwakho.”(Iknowthisisyourlanguage.)

Hecrumpleshiseyebrows.

Mkhonto:“Ngiyabona,futhiinukakamnandi.”(Iseeanditsmellsnice.)

Me:“Ibale.”(Countit.)

MKhonto:“Awuthingiyodlaamathambowenqoda.”(Letmegothinkaboutitfirst.)

Ididn’texpectthis,IleeratSikawhoraiseshiseyesbrowsinreturn.

Me:“Don’ttakelong.”



Henodsandturnstowalk.

Mkhonto:“Awusukeendlenimfana.”(Getoutofthewayboy.)

HegrowlsatSikawho'sstandingatthedoor,Mkhontoisasscaryashesounds.Helookslike

thetypeyouwouldrunawayfrom whenyoumeethim onthestreets.Sikamoves,lookinglike

he’sreadytofight.Mkhontoturnstolookatme.

Mkhonto:“Ngizolinyathelaiphelalakho.”(Iwillsquashyourcockroach.)

Hedeclaresbeforewalkingaway.

Sika:“Nja,nxa.”(Dog.)

Ilaughathim,he’sintimidatedbyMkhonto.

AMARA*

Randallwasn’tinbedwhenIwokeupthismorning.IwasgladinawaybecauseIwasalittle

embarrassedaboutwhathappenedbetweenus.Ididn’tknowhowIwouldfacehim this

morning,itwasallIcouldthinkabout,asIlaidonhischestlastnight.

TothinkIwantedmoreandIthoughthewouldgofurther,Iwasalittledisappointed.That’s

whentheshamewasbuilt,wantingmoreofhim.Ihaveneverwantedanythingsobadinmylife.

It’sgettinglatenowandhe’snothomeyet,Ihavebeenstretchingmyneckatthesoundofevery

dooropeningoradoorbell.

Icanonlyentertainthoughtsofhim,IfindmyselfbitingmylipswhenIthinkaboutthattoe

curlingexperience.

Chioma:“YouhavegrownrestlesswaitingforUze.”

I’m sittingwithChiomainthelivingroom,she’sbingingagain.Liyanaissleepinginherroom,

Randallhasn’tseenhersinceyesterday,Ihopehe’snotavoidingher.

Me:“I’m notwaitingforhim.”

Ilie.

“Whoareyounotwaitingfor?”

Iturntomeethisface,closeenoughtofeelhisbreathonmyface.Hesuddenlycagesmeon

thecouch,hiseyesperusingmylips.Igulpasmyheartthudsagainstmychest,Ilookaway

whileheleansclosertomyface,thetipofhisnosetouchingmine.Thisisawkward,Chiomais

stillsittingrightacrossme.

Me:“Randall,Chiomaishere.”

Iwhisper.



Randall:“It’sjustus,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hestates,hislustygazestabbingme.Itiltmyheadtotheside,tofindChiomagone.

Icanbarelytakemyeyesoffofhis,ashecrawlsonthecouch,adjustinghimselfonme.He

burrowshisfaceonthecurveofmyneckandbeginsbitingandkissingit,anunwelcomedmoan

escapesmymouth,asanupsurgeofheatrushesinmybody.Isupportmyselfwithmyelbows,

ashisbodygentlypressesagainstmine,pushingmedown.Myeffortsarefruitless,whenmy

backcrashesonthecouch,declaringRandallvictorious.

I’m heavingandbreathless,ashecarriesontobiteandsuckonmyneckandIcanhardlythink

straightduetothissuddenaction.

Me:“Randall?”

Iwhisper,tryingtocatchmybreath.

Randall:“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hewhispersback,beforehebitesmyearlobe,andcontinuestoplantkissesonthemost

sensitivepartsofmyneck.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Mybreathlessnesshasmefeelingmortified.

Randall:“Iwantyou,Amara.”

HewhispersintomyearandIfeelatintofwarm moistashelicksit.

Hebringshisfacetomineandtakesmylowerlipwithhisteeth,gentlybitingit,Ifeelhim smirk

atthisscenewhileheslowlypullsmylip.Mybodyshuddersandhetakesmylipsprisoner,not

givingmeachancetoprotest.Histonguefindsmineinajiffy,ashegreedilykissesme,likehe’s

beencravingforit.Ididsaythisismyobsession,Icanonlybreatheinthismoment.

Myheartbeatquickensalongwithmypulse,mybloodpressurerises.Ifeelathrobbingonmy

clitorisandasuddenwetness.Theshudderingofmybodyintensifieswhenheslipshishand

undermyshirt,leadingittowardsmybreastandsoftlygrabsit.

“ThisisnothowIimaginedmeetingmybrotheraftersomanyyears.”

Afemalesvoicepullsusoutofthisheatedmoment.IpressmyhandonRandall’schest,asItry

togethim offme.He’snotmovinginstead,nuzzleshisfaceonmyneckandsighsdeeply.His

handisstillrestingonmybreast,likehedoesn’twanttoletgoofthismoment.

Me:“Randall,there’ssomeone.”

Icanonlywhisper,asitfeelslikesomethinghascloggedmythroat.

Hepresseshislipsonmyneckandtheylingeron.Nowmybodytremblesfrom the

embarrassmentofhavinghim ontopofmewithsomeonestandingintheroom.

Whoevertheyare,clearstheirthroat.



Me:“Randy.”

Anotherdesperatewhisper,hegroansandmovesfrom me,pullingmeupwithhim.Hedoesnot

looklikeahappyman,Ifinditabitfunny.

Weturntoseeayounggirl,probablyinherlateteenyears.Shestandswithherhandspastedon

herhipsandagentlysmileonherface.

“But,carryonandpretendIam notintheroom.I’lljuststandhereandwatch,thisisbetterthan

Nollywood.”

Shelaughs.

Randall:“So,thisisthetypeofthingyouwatchonTV?DoesmotherknowthisorshouldItell

her?”

Hepusheshishandsinthepocketofhisjeans,ashequestions.

“Shewatchesitwithme,infact,she’stheonewhogotmeaddicted.”

Randall:“Well,maybeIshouldsendyoutoboardingschool.”

“Toolate,yourfatherbeatyoutoit.”

Sheresponds,Istandbesidehim confused,withathuddingheartandmybloodpressure

slowingdown.ThehotflashesarestillthreateningmeandIcanonlythinkofhiding.Theyare

havingastrangeconversationandIcan’tmakeoutwhatit’sreallyabout.

Randall:“Ifeanyi?”

Hermouthformsawidesmile.

Ife:“Intheflesh.”

Herushestoher,putshishandsonherwaistandswoopsherup.Hetwirlsheraroundasshe

giggleslikeachild,Ihaveseenhim dothiswithLiyana.Heplacesherdownandpullsherintoan

emotionalhug,Ihearhersniff,softly.

Ife:“Whatkindofabrotherareyou,leavinghissisterbehind?”

Sheexpresses,whileholdingontohim.

Randall:“Itwasn’tmyintentiontohurtyou.”

Ife:“Wellyoudidbut,that’sallinthepast.”

Shepullsoutandwipeshertears.

Ife:“Iknowyou’rehappytoseemebrotherbut,controlyouremotions.”

Shelaughsthroughhertears,Randallshakeshishead.Iam yet,toseehim laughorsmile

genuinely.

Randall:"You’restillforward,Isee.LasttimeIsawyou,youwerestillsuckingyourthumband



trailingbehindmotherwithyourgriponherskirt.”

Shegiggles.

Ife:“Ihavegrown.”

Shetwirlsforhim.

Randall:“And,youlooklikeyourmother.”

Ife:“Onlyprettier.”

Randall:“Iwon’ttellifyoudon’t.”

Shelaughs.

Ife:“Mylipsaresealed,thatwomanhassnowwhitetendencies.Shewon’tleavethemirror

alone.”

Randall:“Ithoughtshewouldgrowoutofit.”

Ife:“That’sMrs.Okolieforyou.”

Hereyesfallonmeandshesmiles.

Ife:“Who’sthat?”

Shemovesawayfrom him andmarchestome.

Ife:“Hi.”

Sheextendsherhand,she’sabubblyone.

Ife:“IfeanyiOkolie.YoucancallmeIfe,ifyoulike.Iam Randy’sfirstlove.”

Sheintroduces.

Me:“Amara,Iguess,I’m hissecondlove.”

Thatjustslippedoutofmymouth,IrunmyeyesatRandallandhesimpers,lookingself-

satisfied.

Ife:“You’recute.”

Shestates,smiling.

Ife:“Didyouhearthatbrother?Myplaceinyourlifeissecured.”

Randallwalksuptous,scowlingsoftly.

Randall:“We’lljustletyoubelievethat.”

Heteasesandshelaughs,afterrollinghereyes.

Wesettledownonthecouch,shesitsnexttoRandallwithherarm aroundhisandherheadon

hisshoulder.I’m onthefarendofthecouch,hestretcheshishandtotakemineandshiftsto



meabit.

Randall:“Howdidyougethere?”

Ife:“Icamewithargya,he’satthehotelwith...”(Father.)

Shepauses,raisesherheadtoleeratme.Isensethatshewantstosaysomethingbut,notin

mypresence.

InoticethatRandall’sfacialexpressionhaschanged.

Randall:“Amara,thisisthebabyofthefamily.”

Ife:“I’m notababy.”

Randall:“Shehasasmartmouth,don’tmindher.Ifyoufeellikeyou’reannoyedbyher

talkativenessplease,dotellher,orshewillneverstop.”

Icanonlylaughathiswords.

NOMBULELO*

Theridehomewasquiet,there’sthisawkwardnessbetweenus.Thisisafirst,thismantalksa

lot.IguessitmustbewhattheprophetesssaidaboutZuma,Inoticedhowhisfacechanged

whenshementionedhim.

HewentupstairsandIhavebeenstandinginthekitchen,tryingtogathermythoughts.Iam still

baffledbyeverythingandIcan’tgrasphowallofthisishappeningtome.ThefactthatMbuso

couldbecursedbecauseofme,doesn’tsitwellwithme.

“Whateveryou’remaking,Iwouldlikesometoo.”

IturntoMbuso’svoiceandIrealizethat,I’m holdingaloafofbread.

Me:“Breadandfishpaste?”

Hefrowns.

Mbuso:“I’llwaitforsupperthanks.”

Hewalksuptomeashesaysthis,Iwanttolaughbut,myheartisheavy.Hestopsbeforeme.

Mbuso:“Idon’tcarewhattheprophetesssaid,Iam notlettingyougoLeloandnooneistaking

youawayfrom me.”

Iknowwherethisiscomingfrom.

Me:“Byanyone,youmeanZuma?”

Heglaresatme.



Mbuso:“Imeananyone.”

Me:“Mbuso,Iwillnevergobacktohim.Idon’tcareifhedidallofthatwillinglyorunderacurse,

I’m herewithyou.ThisiswhereIwanttobe.”

Iassurehim.

Mbuso:“Itbetterbe.”

He’sgoingbacktotheMbusoIknow.

Mbuso:“Or,Iwillfindthatwitchandaskhertoteachmeblackmagicso,Icanmakethatfool

disappear.”

And,he’sback.

Me:“Nah,badjoke.”

Mbuso:“Really?”

Hemakesaface.

Inod,smiling.

Mbuso:“Dammit,justwhenIthoughtIwasgettingbetter.IwasreadytojoinTrevorNoah.”

Ilaugh,thisistheMbusoIknow.Hewelcomesaseriouslook.

Mbuso:“WewillfightthistogetherLelo,Ipromise.Wewillfightthiscurseandwhoeverthis

womanis.”

Ibelievehim.

Me:“And,yourmother.”

Hesighsandsloucheshisbody,hishandsdanglinginair.Ican’thelpbut,laugh.

Mbuso:“I’m alreadydrained.”

Hemocks.

Me:“Mbuso,sheknowsthatyou’renotthefatherofthebaby.”

Hetakesmyhandintohis.

Mbuso:“WhoeversaidGokuisnotmysonisaliar.Idon’twanttohearthesewordscomeoutof

yourmouthLelo.Ihavecommittedmyselftoyouandeverythingyoucomewith,Gokuwillnot

knowthatIam nothisfatheruntilheisofage.”

Deep.

Me:“Youspeakofforever?”

Isayitinaform ofaquestionjustincase,I’m beingtooforward.



Mbuso:“Youthinkthisisagame?Girlyougotmehooked.”

Ilaughathisretort.

Me:“MbusoXaba,youareonecrazyman.”

Mbuso:“Ihavebeencalledmanythingsinlife,thisisnotnew.”

Heclowns.

Mbuso:“YouknowI’vegotyouright?”

Inod,wehardlyeverhavetheseseriousmoments.

Mbuso:“Comehere.”

Heenfoldsmeinhisarms.Wehavealongwaytogo.

Tobecontinued…



75*

NTOMBI*

Someonecalledthepoliceuponhearingagunshot,IsuspectthatgossiperMartha.Shealways

hasherheadovermyfence.Ican’tbelievemybrothershotatme.Ifhehadmovedhishandan

inch,thebulletwould’vehitme.Jonasisoutsidetalkingtothepolice,Iwishhewouldstandup

forme,thewayhedoesforMhambi.

Mhambi’sgunisregistered,JonasexplainedthatitwentoffwhenMhambiwascleaningit.

Maybeanightinjailwilldohim good.Mosesissleeping,inourroom.Eveninhissleephekeeps

chantinghissinsandcallingouttoNkosiyabo,IthinkIshouldcallupontheButheleziancestors

andaskthem topardonmyhusband.IknowMosesisnotperfectbut,thatmanismyhusband.

Me:“Mhambi,tomorrowmorningIwantyouandPetuniaoutofmyhouse.”

Petuniacacklesloudly.

Petunia:“WearenotleavingNtombi,khohlwasisi.Angim’boniminauAmarala.”(Forgetit,I

don’tseeAmarahere.)

Me:“Idon’tcarePetunia,Leavemyhouse.WhenyourdarlingAmaracomesback,Iwillsendher

toyou.”

Mhambithinkshecanshootatmeandgetawaywithit?

Mhambi:“Ntombi,ngiyakuthandasisi,kodwauzofakabuhlunguwena.Ialreadyseeyourend

andit’snotgood.”(Iloveyoumysisterbut,youwilldieapainfuldeath.)

Me:“Mhambiyou’recursingme?”

Mhambi:“Iam notcursingyouNtombi,thisisthetruth.YouwillpayforwhatyouandMoses

did.”

Hypocrite.

Me:“WhataboutwhatyoudidMhambi?”

Petunia:“Whatdidhedo?”

Me:“Healmostkilledmeandthatisacrime.Ihaveagoodmindtogooutthereandtellthe

policethetruth.”

Mhambi:“You’readisgracetothefamily.”

Hesnapsatme.

Zakhele:"Let'scalm down,fightinglikethiswillnotsolveanything.What’sdoneisdone.What

weneedtodonowiscomeupwithasolution,Mosescannotremaininthisposition.”



Njabulo:“NgivumelananoZakhele,ingakhobengikhulumanomfowethunamhlanje.Wehave

decidedtotakeMosesbacktoKZN,thereisamantherewhowillhelphim.”(Iagreewith

Zakhele.Iwastalkingtomybrothertoday.)

UncleNjabulohassaidsomethingsensibleforonce,heisusefulafterall.

Me:“That’sagoodidea.”

Jonas:“No,it’snot.”

Hedeclares,asheclosesthedoorshutandplodstoaseat..

Jonas:“NiyamthandaloMoseswenu.Thismanisnotgoinganywhere.”(YoulovethisMosesof

yours.)

Zakhele:“Youcan’tstopus.”

Jonas:“Youthink?”

Me:“Bhutiyiniinkingayakhovele?”(What’syourproblem brother?)

Jonas:“Ungazongibuzaudoti,wenaNtombi.”(Don’taskmeshit.)

Petunia:“Ntombiyoucan’tseewhat’shappeninghere?Youarestandingupforanabuser.”

Me:“NoPetunia,Iam standingupformyhusband.MinanoMoses,siyofas’lahlane.My

husbandwillbeokay.”(Tilldeathdousapart.)

Jonas:“Kantiumendouso?Mhambi,anisangitsheli?”(Whydidn’tyoutellmethatmarriageis

likethis?)

Mhambi:“ChaJonas,udlisiwelomuntu.AyikholendabayakhenoMoses.”(Shewasgivenalove

portion.Thisisinsane.)

Moses:“AkadlisiweuNtombiMhambi.AngazingoPetu,Petu,ngobahayiuyalithandaIkishilami.

Thewaytoaman’sheartisthroughhisstomachandPetuislivinguptoit,inmykitchen,

cookingmyfood.HowmuchdoyoueatMhambi?”(Shewasn’tfedaloveportion,Idon’tknow

aboutPetuniawhoshelovesmykitchen.)

Whendidhewakeup?Thenagain,heneversleepsforhours.

Jonas:“Yohangeke,Zakhelekhuzanibo.”(Warnhim.)

MosessettlesnexttoNjabulo.

Moses:“Jonasbuka.”(Look.)

Heshowshim thescaronhisforehead,Jonasfrownsathim.

Moses:“Ntombididthistome.Yohunamandlalomfazi,yimbokodo.Ungamboniezacile.She’s

abullfighterthisone.”(Thiswomanisstrong,she’sarock.Don’tlethersmallbodyfoolyou.)

Petunia:“Kwasukalokhu.”(Herewego.)



Me:“Moses,let’sgotobed.”

Moses:“ChaNtombi,I’m tellingmyin-lawsaboutyouhau.”(No.)

Hedismissesme.

Moses:“Mhambiawusho,uPetuukewakubekaisandla?”(HasPetuniaeverhityou?)

Mhambi:“Idon’thavetimeforthis.”

Heclickshistongue,getsupandwalkstohisroom.

Moses:“Ohho.NgizoxoxelawenakeJonas.It’simportantthatyouknowthetypeofawoman

yoursisteris.UNtombilo,engam’lobolangenkomoeziyiseven.KodwaJonas,uzocelaisibaya

sonke?Lalelaphela,lomfaziuyadelela.AkangiboniuNtombi.”(I’lltellJonasthestory.Ipaida

bridepriceofsevencowsandNtombiisdisrespectful.)

Thisfool…

Youwouldthinkhewasgivenatruthserum.

Jonas:“Ntombi?”

Me:“Yinibhuti.Thisisyourdoing,dealwithit.”(Whatbrother?)

Moses:“Malum’uNjabulo.It’sagoodthingthatyou’rehere,ukhonaumuntuesengim’bonile.

IsphalaphalaseNtombi.UMashotowami,eeyy,lowamfazi.Youshouldseeherwhenshewalks,

kunyakazaumhlaba.”(Ihavefoundabeautifulwoman,myMashoto.Theearthshakeswhenshe

walks.)

Mosesdoesnotrespectme.Howdarehedothistome?

HaveInotbeenembarrassedenough?

Me:“ungijwayelakabiwenaMoses.Uzonyayezwa?”(You’redisrespectingmeMoses.)

Ishoutathim.

Njabulo:“Habe!Makoti.”(Really?Myin-law?)

Me:“Hayimalume,ngikhatheleminangoMoses.AllhedoesischeatonmeandIhavetoputup

withit.”(I’m tiredofMoses.)

Moses:“Uyabonamalume,ngishiloukuthiuNtombiuyadelela.”(IdidsaythatNtombiis

disrespectful.)

Me:“BringMashototothishouseandIwillkillher,trymeMoses,tryme.”

Ishout.

Jonas:“UMashotowenzeniNtombi?It’syourhusbandwhocan’tseem tokeephispantsdown.”

Petunia:“AthiukhathelengoMoses.”(Shesays,she’stiredofMoses.)

Shecackles.



Petunia:“But,youcontinuetoprotecthim.DowelooklikefoolstoyouNtombi?Youseem tobe

enjoyingthis,you’rebusyhidingbehindMoses’potbelly,playingtheperfectwife.”

Me:“AtleastIstandupformyhusband.”

Petunia:“Please,ngiyakucela.Stopusingthattitle,youmightaswelltakeadogfrom thestreets

andcallityourhusband.AwushadilewenaNtombi,marriageisabeautifulthingandIdon’t

knowwhattocallthisthingyouhavewithMoses.”(You’renotmarried.)

Me:“YourtruecolourskeeprevealingthemselvesPetunia,youareanevilwoman.”

Petunia:“Uthini?”(Whatdidyousay?)

Sheshoutsatme.

Me:“Youheardme.”

Iretort.

Zakhele:“Thisisbeyondme,Idon’tknowanymore.”

IgrabMoseshand.

Me:“Asambewena.”(Let’sgo.)

Helaughsashegetsup,wedeparttoourroom.

RANDALL*

IknewAmarawasminetohavethemomentIlaideyesonher,myneedforherhasgrownafter

lastnight.Iwantedtoconquerherbodyandfinallymakeherminetoclaim but,shewasfeeble,

asshetrembledinmyarms.

Icouldn’texposehertomyhugeframe,soIoptedforadifferentform ofpleasure.Iwantherto

getusedtothefeeling,shemightappearstrongbut,IstillseeherasmyfragileAmara.

IhadtoleaveearlythismorningbecauseIknewthatIwouldstruggletokeepawayfrom her.I

couldhardlysleepawinklastnight,tryingtofighttheurgetotakeherintomyarms.Iwas

wronginthinkingthat,herkisseswereenough.Theygivemelife.But,Iam convincedthatthere

isathirstinmesodeepthat,itcanonlybequenchedbyoursoulsconnecting.

IcouldhardlycontrolmyselfwhenIsawher,asIwalkedthroughthedoor,everythingaroundme

fellawayandshewasallIcouldsee.

Theurgetohaveherintensified,IbecameselfishasIpushedtofeedtheneedthat,Ihavefor

her.Iam selfishwithher,Ionlywanthertomyself.

Thefactthat,shesometimesdriftsawayintothoughtsofherfamily,evokesakindofjealousyI

haveneverknown.



Iwanthertoyearnforme,toneedmeandletmeloveherthewayIwould.

Myfatherbeingbackfrom Ghanaisnotagoodthing,Iwishhewould’vestayedthere.Hewill

causenothingbut,conflictformeandAmara.Idon’twanttofighthim but,ifpushcomesto

shove,Iwillfightforwhatisrightfullymine.Ican’tcomprehendwhyheinsistsonpushingthis

womanonme,Iwillnotgiveintohisways.

Ravenjustcame,we’reseatedinthebackyardwithIfe.IoptedforthisplaceasIdon’twant

Amaratooverhearourconversation.

Me:“Thatmanneverlistens.”

Theyjusttoldmethathebroughthisbridewith.

Ife:“Argyahasdefeatedmother.Whoareyou?”(Father.)

Me:“Hisson,hebetternotmessthingsupforme.”

Raven:“Don’tyouwanttomeether,atleast?”

Ravenhasissues,honestly.

Me:“Isthiswhyyoucametomyhouse?”

Raven:“I’m justaskingRandy,IknowIwouldwanttomeetmysupposedwife.”

MytrustforRavenisbeginningtowaver,hegivesthatmantoomuchcredit.

Me:“No,Rav.Idon’twanttomeether.Iwantnothingtodowithher,Iwilleliminateanythingthat

threatensmyrelationshipwithAmara.”

Ife:“Whywouldyouevenaskhim that,Raven?Thisisthesamereasonheleftus,youwanthim

torunagain?”

Hermoodhaschanged.

Me:“Therewon’tbeanyrunningthistimeIfe,Iwillstandground.DaysofSegun,controllingme,

fellaway16yearsago.”

Ife:“Theremustbeanotherwayforyoutakeupthethroneandnotbewiththatwoman.”

Herwordsgetmethinking.

Me:“Findthepriestwhoperformedtheritualandhavehim breakthecovenant.”

Raven:“Wherewillwefindhim?Nooneknowshim,exceptforfather.”

Me:“NanasaidsomethingtomewhenIwasinacomma,onlyAmarawillhelpmerule.That,

withouther,Iwilllosemyselfandnothingwillgorightforme.”

Ife:“Amaraisforyoubrother,clearlythegodsgavehertoyou.Idon’tunderstandwhyargyais

sohunguponthatwoman.”(Father.)

Whocaneverunderstandthethingshedoes?Heisadictatorafterallanddoesn’tcareabout



anyone’sopinion.

Ife:“Tellmebrother.HowdidyoucourtAmara?”

Me:“Court?”

Ife:“Gosh!Don’ttellme,youdon’tknowthatawomanhastobepursuedbeforeyouclaim her.

Howdidyoutwoenduptogether?”

Me:“It’snoneofyourbusiness.”

Ife:“Brothercomeon,pleasetellme.Iwantallthedetails,Iwanttoknowhowromanticmy

brotheris.”

Ravenlaughs.

Ifetalkstoomuch.

Raven:"UzeandRomance?That’slikewaterandoil.”

Iferollshereyes.

Ife:“Ohplease,noteveryoneislikeyou.Besides,hegrewuphereandIhearSouthAfricanmen

areromantic.”

Idoubtthisisarightconversationtohavewithaseventeenyearold.

Me:“Whatmen?AreyoulookingatmennowIfe?”

Sherollshereyes.

Ife:“Arghbrotherplease,Iam ateenagerandmyhormonesareactive.Shootmeforbeing

human.”

Raven:“Myfriendshutup.Whathormones?Idon’tblameyou,Iblameyourmother.These

telenovelasaregettingintoyourhead.”

Hesnapsatherinannoyance.

Me:“Pleasetellmefathersentyoutoaconvent.”

Ife:“Whywouldhedothat?It’sbadenoughthatIwassenttoaboardingschool.”

Shepouts.

Me:“Rav,talktoyoursister.”

Ife:“Please,Iam okay.”

Shecomplains.

Ife:“Ican’tsaythesameaboutyou.Youknowagirlisnotyoursuntilyouactuallywooherand

expressyourundyingloveforher,otherwiseyouaresinglebrother.”

Me:“Idon’tknowthislanguageyouspeakIfe.WhatIknowisthatAmaraismine,pursuedor



not.”

Ife:“Argh,Ifeelsorryforher.Imagineaguyclaimingyoutobehis,andhedidn’tevenworkto

getyou.That’sboring.”

Me:“Boringisthatmouthofyoursthat,won’tkeepshut.”

“Uze,youhaveavisitor.”

IturntoChioma’svoice,toseeMkhontostandingnexttoher.

Whyishere?”

Me:“Excuseme.”

Raven:“Iseverythingokay?”

NotthatIwouldtellhim ifitweren’t,he’smyfather’sstooge.

HavingnoanswerforRaven,IwalkuptoMkhonto.

Me:“You,inmyhousecannotbegood.”

Mkhonto:“Aword?”

Me:“Thisway.”

Hefollowsmetothepatio.

Mkhonto:“Mkhizeapproachedmetoday.”

Heintroducesaswegetthere.

Me:“Isee.”

Mkhonto:“Hewantstobringyoudown.”

I’m notsurprised.

Me:“And,hewantsyoutodoit?”

Mkhonto:“Yes,he’safterthelittlemiss.Idon’tknowwhathe’splanningbut,itseemsbig.”

JustwhenIthoughttheoldmanhadgrowntired.

Me:“Thatsonofabitch,hebetternotbeeyeingmychild.Iwillpluckhiseyesout.”

Mkhonto:“Idoubthewantstomakeherhiswife.”

Me:“Explain.”

Mkhonto:“Ioverheardhim saythat,hewillmakeherakillingmachine,shewillbetheonetokill

you.”

Me:“Bloodycoward.Whataboutyou?”



Hefrowns.

Mkhonto:“Whataboutme?”

Me:“Mkhizeobviouslypromisedtopayyouhandsomely,webothknowyouneedthemoney.

Whysnitch?”

Mkhonto:“Let’sjustsayI’m notafanofsnakes,Idon’ttrusthim.”

Me:“Isee.”

Mkhonto:“I’m seriousScar,Iwillnottakethisdeal.Icameheretowarnyou,thatoldmanis

hungryforrevenge.Isawitinhiseyesandhewilldoanythingtotasteit.”

He’sright,IcanneverunderestimateMkhize.

Me:“Thanksfortheheadsup,Iwon’tforgetthis.”

Mkhonto:“Shosho.”

Heturnsandbeginstowalkaway.

Me:“Youwon’tnameyourprice?”

Hestopsandlooksatme.

Mkhonto:“JustloyaltyScar,Iknowoneday,Iwillneedafavourfrom you.”

Me:“Fairenough.”

Henodsandcontinuestowalkaway,IhavetocallStyles.

KHETHU*

Me:“Whatarewedoinghere?”

Myfatherjustpulledupoutsidehishouse.Ican’tgobackintothathouse,consideringthewayI

left.NobayeniandIhadahugefightaboutStylesandpainfulwordsweresaid,wordsthatcan

neverbetakenback.Now,Iam backhereanditisembarrassingforme.Ihavefailedtokeepa

manandNobayeniwillthrowherfavouritewordsinmyface,‘Itoldyouso’.

Dad:“Thisisyourhouseangel.”

Me:“No,thisisNobayeni’shouse.”

Dad:“Don’tyouthinkit’stimeyoutwomakethingsright?SheisyourmotherKhethu.”

Me:“Idon’twantanythingtodowithherandIam notgoinginthathouse.”

Hesighs.



Dad:“KhethuIam tired,okay?Idon’tknowwhatyouwantfrom me,I’m tryingtohelpyouhere.”

Me:“Ifyouwanttohelpmedadthen,givememyStylesback.”

Myheartisshatteredandnooneunderstandsit.

Dad:“Hedoesn’twantyouanymore.”

Me:“Don’ttellmethatdad,helovesme,Iknowhedoes.We’regoingthrougharoughpatch,it

happens.Norelationshipisperfect.”

Thereisstillthishopeinsidemethat,Styleswillcomebacktome.

Dad:“Khethu,ifthatmanlovesyou,hewouldn’thavethrownyououtofhishouse.”

Me:“Stylesdidn’tthrowmeout,itwasRandall.Thisisallhisfault.”

Isitbackandfoldmyarmsacrossmychest,Icanfeelhisgazeonme.

Dad:“I’vehadenough,getoutofthecar.”

Hecommands,firmly.

Me:“Isaid,Iam notgoinginthathouse.TakemebacktoStyles.”

Hejumpsoutofthecar,rushestomysideandpullsmeout,afteropeningthedoor.

Me:“Dadno,letmego.”

“You’reback?”

Nobayeniuttersassheappearsthroughthegaragedoor.Irollmyeyesather.

Me:“Dad,canIhaveyourcarkeys.”

Ineedtogetoutofhere.

Dad:“Why?”

Me:“Justgivemethekeys.”

Iraisemyvoiceathim,Nobayenichortles.

Dad:“Whydoyouhavetobesodifficult?LetmehelpyouKhethu.”

Ishekiddingme?

Me:“Idon’tneedhelpdad,theonlythingIneedrightnowisStyles.”

Dad:“Wouldyoustop?Iam tiredofhearingthatname.”

Nobayeni:“WhathashappenedtoyouBridgette?Youarenotthesamepersonthatleftthis

houseyearsago,it’sasiflifehasdealtwithyou.”

Whoisshe,totalk?



Me:“YouhappenedtomeNobayeni,youdidthistome.Youbrokemewithyourlackoflove,you

treatedmelikeIwastheworstthingthathaseverhappenedtoyou.”

Nobayeni:“Thisisrich,you’reblamingmeforyourfailures.”

Me:“Iam blamingyou,Ihavetrustissuesbecauseofyou.IhavealwaysbeenafraidthatStyles

willleavemeandbecauseofthat,Icouldn’tbethebestforhim.Icouldn’tlovehim thewayhe

deservedtobeloved.”

Nobayeni:“Oh,Bridgette.Youareyourfather’schild,hewasahypocritetoo,youknow?Thought

hewasbetterthaneveryoneandhedamnedwalkedittoo.”

Dad:“KHETHU!!!”

Heshouts,ashecatchesNobayeni,afterIhavepunchedher.She’sholdinghereye,while

glaringatme.Ithappenedsofast,herwordsmademesoangry.

Dad:“Whathaveyoudone?Whatthehelliswrongwithyou?”

Heyells.

Me:“Youpeoplearewhat’swrongwithme,IhateyouandIdon’tneedyou.”

Ishoutbeforegrabbingmybagfrom thecar.I’m gettingoutofhere.

Nobayeni:“That’sright,run.It’sallyoueverdoanyway.”

Sheyellsafterme,asIwalkaway.

Dad:“Khethucomeback,don’tleavelikethis.”

Me:“Iam donedad.”

Iyellback.

Tobecontinued…



76*

STYLES*

Me:“WhenareyougoingbacktoPretoria?”

Neohasmovedin,hedidn’taskmeifhecould.Theguycamewithabagandchoseabedroom

forhimself.

Neo:“Youdon’twantmeanymore?”

Me:“Idon’twantyou?”

Ifrownathim,hegivesmeastrangelook.

Neo:“AiStylos,siesman.Thethingsyouentertaininthatmindofyours.Itshouldbeillegal.

Anyway,Ican’tgotoUze’shouse.ThewholeofGhanaisthere,hisfatherisscaryyouknow.”

Heexplainshisreasonforbeinginmyhouse.

Me:“So,youthoughtitbesttocomeandtakeovermykitchen.”

He’scookingpap,ortryingtorather.Idon’tknowifitshouldsmelllikethis.

Neo:“Khethuisgone,otherwisethiskitchenwillbeabandoned.”

Heremindsme,Ican’tthinkaboutherrightnow.Sheisasensitivetopic.

Iclearmythroat.

Me:“Listen,I’m goingoutforawhile.”

Neo:“ToseeUze?”

Me:“MylifedoesnotrevolvearoundRandall.”

Hechuckles.

Neo:“Whotoldyouthat?WenaleUzengamathenolimi.YouknowKhethuwaskindofrightin

way,bybeingjealousofyourfriendship.Youtwocan’tstayawayfrom eachother.”(Youand

Randallareinseparable.)

Hedoesn’tknowwhatKethuandIhavebeengoingthrough.

Me:“Youshouldlearntoshutupsometimes,Neo,ithelps.Gohikingorsomething.”

Neo:“Dinthotsamakgoa?IfIwanttotakeawalk,I’llwalktothetaxirank.WhymustIrisk

bophelobakabywalkingupahillfullofrocks?”(Thosethingsareforwhitepeople.)(Mylife.)

Igiveup.



Me:“I’m out,don’tburnmyhousedown.”

Neo:“WhoareyougoingtoseeStylos?”

Me:“Goodbye,Neo.”

Helaughs.

Itdoesn’ttakelongtogettothesouth,it’saSaturdayandthere’slesscarsontheroad.

Somethingkeepsleadingmetothiswomanandwhateveritis,iswaybeyondme.Iwon’ttryto

fightit,thisiswhatIwant.Iwanttofeelaliveagain.

Iseeher,she'sstandingwithLebo.Shecan’tseemeso,Isneakupbehindher.

Me:“Hey.”

Iwhispersoftlyinherear,sheswivelsandImeetherwideeyes.Shesighs,inrelief.

Me:“DidIscareyou?”

Shesmilesandshakesherhead.

Lebo:“Sethu,we’restillbusy.Canyouentertainyourvisitorlater?”

Sethu:“I’llbewithyounow,youcangoahead.”

Leborollshereyesbefore,walkingoff.

Sethu:“WhatareyoudoinghereMr.Styles?”

Me:“IthoughtIshouldcomeseeyou.”

Sethu:“I’m atworkso,Ican’treallychat.”

Me:“Iknowbut,yourshiftstartsat5pm,right?”

Shenods.

Me:“Great,thatgivesustime.”

Sheacceptsaconfusedlook.

Sethu:“Timeforwhat?”

Me:“Iwanttotakeyousomewhere.”

Sethu:“Ican’tgoanywhereatthemoment,Idon’twanttobelateforwork.”

Me:“Youwon’t,Ipromise.”

Shehesitates,herexpressionsaysshe’skeen.

Sethu:“Okay.”

Shesmiles,IthinkIcangetusedtothissmile.



Me:“Let’sgo.”

Sethu:“Letmeinform Lebo,shewillbeupsetifIdon’ttellherthatI’m goingout.”

Me:“Shewon’tevennoticethatyou’regone.”

Itakeherhand,sheleersatit,thenbackatme.

Me:“MayIplease,holdyourhandMissSethu?”

Shedropshergazereticently,Iwilltakethisasayes.

Sethu:“Wherearewegoing?”

Shedigs,aswegetinthecar.

Me:“Foxstreet.”

Sethu:“InJoburg?”

Me:“Yousoundsurprised.”

IgiveherabrieflookasIpulloutfrom theparkinglot.

Sethu:“Ididn’tthinkwewouldbegoingthatfar.”

Sheresponds,anxiously.

Me:“It’snotfar,it’sjust10minutesawayfrom here.”

Shereleasesaworriedsigh.

Sethu:“What’sthere?”

Me:“Food,there’saplacecalledMadGiant,theyhavethebestburgers.You’lllovethem.”

Shegiggles.

Me:“Okay,didIjustscoremeapoint?”

Shegigglesagain.

Sethu:“Sayfoodagainandyou’llscoreyourselfanotherpoint.”

Thisactuallymakesmelaugh.

Me:“So,you’reafoodie?”

Sethu:“Whoisn’t?Thereissomethingintimateaboutone’srelationshipwithfood,forget

painting,poetryorwriting.Foodisart.”

Ileerathertofindhersmiling,there’sapassiononherfaceasifshetalksaboutherfirstlove.

Me:“Youmustreallylovefood,then.”

Sethu:“Iactuallywantedtobeachefbut,mydadsaidit’snotsomethingIcouldleantowards,



careerwise.Ididn’tknowwhatelsetodoandnursingwasthenextinterestingthingIcouldfind.

Iloveittoobut,culinaryismyfirstlove.”

Me:“MaybeonedayI’llgettotasteyourfood.”

Shegiggles,shedoesalotofthose.

Sethu:“Maybe.”

Me:“We’rehere.”

Iannounce,asItakeaturnintotheparkinglot.Itdoesn’ttakeuslongtogetourfood,wesettle

inside.Iknewshewouldloveit,thelittlesmileonherfacesaysit.Ihaveneverseenanyoneso

happywheneating,it’sabeautifulsighttobehold.Shestopsasshefindsmewatchingher,her

gazedrops.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Sethu:“You’restaring.”

Herdeclarationhasmesneering.

Me:“Iwasn’tstaringatyoubut,yourfood.Iwanttotasteit.”

Iexpresssoftly,hereyesshootuptoleeratme.Iknewthiswouldgetherattention.

Sethu:“Idon’tsharemyfood.”

Sherespondsnervously,assheraisesherhandtohermouthinattemptstolickoffthesource

thathasglazedthetipsofherfingers.Igrabherhandtostopher,hergazerisesagainto

encountermyintenseglance.Thistimehereyesarecoatedwithintroversion.

Me:“Letmedothehonours.”

Ioffer,myvoicecarryingasofttone.

Ibringherthumbtomymouthbeforeshecouldprotest,wantingtoseeherreaction,Ikeepmy

gazeonher.Shedrawsadeepshudderingbreath,asIsuckonherthumb,thiscausesmeto

smirk.Thisact,leavesalenientfrownonherface.Shehasfallenundermyhypnoticgaze,as

shefailstolookaway.Usually,hereyeswouldbeallovertheplacebynow.Iclearmythroat,

sheblinksandleisurelypullsherhandaway.

Me:“It’snotbad.”

Iexpress.Herfifthfingerseeksrefugebetweentheseamsofherlips,shewillnevergetover

thishabitofbitinghernail.

Ifrownathershyness.

Me:“MissSethu,I’m completelysurethat,thefoodtastesbetterthanthatnail.”

Iwin,asasmileflashesonherface.

Sethu:“I’m suddenlyfull.”



Me:“Okay,we’llgettakeaway?”

Sheagreeswithanod,Ilikehershynatureandherinnocence.

AMARA*

Iflinchwhenapairoflargearmstightlygripmywaistandturnmearound.Ilookuptosee

Randall’sspellbindingeyes.

Me:"Randall?”

Randall:“Areyouhidingfrom me?”

Hebringshisfaceclosertomineasheinquires,Ishakemyhead.Myheartisalreadypalpitating.

Ilookforawayoutofhisembracebut,can’tfindany,ashehasmecagedinhisarms.We’rein

thekitchenandanyonecanwalkin.

Me:“Iwas…goingtomakesomethingtoeat.Areyouhungry?”

Iannouncebetweenmybreaths,tryingtomovemyfaceawayfrom his.

Heclutchesmycheekswithhisfingers,tiltsmyheadtothesideandcaressestheareaaround

myneckbeforeburyinghisfaceonit.Hedoesn’tsayanythingbut,nibblesonmyneck.

Me:“Randall.”

Igaspouthisname,ashisgriponmywaisttightens.

Randall:“I’m hungryforyou,Amara.”

Henibbles,licksandblowsonthenapeofmyneck.

Ifmyheartdidn’tflatteratthesightofhim.Iwouldthinkhim tobeapervert,hehasan

insatiableappetiteandcan’tkeephishandstohimself.

Ifeelmyfeetleavethefloor,onlytoapprehendthat,hehasslightlyliftedmeup.Igasp,ashe

pinsmeagainstthewallandsmasheshislipsonmine,hiskissisgentlebut,firm.Myfeettaste

thegroundagain,beforehepresseshisbodyagainstmine.

Hestrayshiskissestomyneck,earsandcheeks.Thetipsofhisfingersglidedownmyarm and

findtheirwaytomypelvicbone.Thesensationofhiswarm breathandhislipsonmyskin,send

meonajourney,Iam unabletoreturnfrom.Icanbarelyholdstill,asIgetarousedbythis,ithas

mecravingforhim morethananything.

Randall:“IhaveaneedforyouAmara,Iwanttotasteeveryinchofyourbody.”

Hedeclaresinundertone,ashedominatesoverme.Mybreathinghasgoneonapathofitsown,



withhis,rushingbehind.Mykneeswobble,ashisstrongarm tightlygripsaroundmywaist.

Imanagetotapbacktoreality,whenIfeelhishandsinkthroughthewaistofmypants.Thisis

risky,thereisachildinthehouse.Igetaquickescapefrom hishungryclutches,andtrudge

towardsthesink,whiletryingsohardtopullmyselftogether.It’ssuddenlyhotinhereandIneed

tocatchmybreath.

Randall:“Youcan’tescapefrom meforever,youknow?”

Hedeclaresunderhisbreath,Iturntofindhim smirkingatmewhile,standingwithhishands

rammedinhispockets.Inaflash,Ihavemyheaddippedinthefridge,asifsearchingfor

something.I’m tryingtostopmyselffrom blushing.

Me:“Wouldyoulikesomethingtoeat?”

Ifindawayoutofthisembarrassingsituation,hedoesn’trespond.

Okay…

He’sprobablynothungry.

Randall:“Tellmeaboutthiscourtship?”

Heintroduces,Iglanceathim ashecarriesaninquisitivelook.

Me:“Courtship?”

Iclosethefridge,andleanagainstthesink,facinghim.

Randall:“Yes,apparentlywomenwanttobecourtedbefore,theybelongtosomeone.”

Ismileathim.Howdoeshenotknowthis?

Me:“Haveyounevercourtedawomanbefore?”

Hedoesn’tsayanythingbut,ratherstaresatme.IthinkI’m supposedtoguesshisanswer.

Me:“Courtshipiswhenyouseektheaffectionsofawoman,takeheroutondates.”

Randall:“Likecoffee?”

Heisclueless.

Me:“Yes,ordinner.Surpriseherwithgifts,itdoesn’thavetobeextreme.Womenlikethe

simplestthingsinlife,likeflowers,aboxofchocolates.Atext,outoftheordinary.Itletsus

knowthat,youhaven’tforgottenourexistence.Also,wekeeparespectfuldistancewithlittle

intimacyornoneatall.”

Hescowls.

Randall:“Whocameupwiththisnonsense?HowwillIgoadaywithouttouchingyou?”

Ilaughathisstatement.

Me:“Well,it’showthingsare.”



Randall:“Okay,basically,thisisallaboutgettingattentionright?”

Me:“Inawaybut,it’snotasbadasyoumakeitsound.It’snicetofeelwantedbysomeone

special,asenseofbelonging.”

Randall:“Can’tIjusttellyouthatIwantyou?Thatshouldbeenough.”

He’sfunny.

Me:“Youarenotschooledinthis,areyou?”

Hewalksuptome,sendshishandonmywaistandpullsmetohim.Icrushonhischest,I’m

afraidtolookupathim.

Randall:“Shouldn’tthisbeenough?Theburningdesirewehaveforeachother?”

Hesayssoftly,myheartisgettingtooexcited.IdoubtIwanttotakethattripagain,IknowIwill

failtocontrolmyselfthistime.

Me:“Itshouldbut,thisrelationshipthingiscomplicated.”

Randall:“Wewilluncomplicatedit.”

Ileerupathim,asagiggleswooshesoutofmymouth.Now,Ican’tlookaway.Hisenthralling

gazehasnumbedme.

Randall:“Idon’tknowwhenyoubecameimportanttomeAmarabut,IknowIwanttobewith

you.Ihavebeenlongingforthis,Ihavebeensearchingforyou.”

NotamanofmanywordsandIcertainlydidnotexpectthis,Idon’tknowwhattosay.He’s

alwaysspokenofhisfeelingsinaninsatiablewayandthisgentlenessisnew.

Randall:“Won’tyouteachmehowtoloveyou,mehemma?Iwanttodothisright.”(Myqueen.)

Icuddlehischeeksinmyhands,asheleanshisfaceclosertomine.IthinkIwanttotastehis

kisses,again.

“Don’tyouguyshavearoom?Youcantakemine.”

Weturnathercall.

Randall:“Whydoyouhavearoom inmyhouse?”

Ife:“Itismybrother’shouse,Ioughttohaveone.”

Randall:“YourtimingIfeanyi…”

He’smiffed.

Ife:“Isperfectright?”

Shegrinsathim.ItrytopulloutofRandall’sarmsbut,he’snotlettinggo.

Randall:“Please,followyourfather.”



Shegiggles.

Ife:“Ibegjo,I’m tiredofthatface.I’vebeenlookingatitmywholelife.”

Shestridesinandpullsmeawayfrom him,hetakesupafrown.

Ife:“Amara,don’tletthismanfoolyou.Hehastoworktogetyou,givehim ahardtime.Make

him beg,trustme,you’llthankmelater.”

Randall:“Thisiswhattheymeanwhentheysaythedevilcomestodestroy.”

Shestickshertongueoutathim.

Randall:“WhyareyouinmyhousedaughterofSegun?”

Ife:“Uze’sfatherishere,hewantstoseeyou.”

Randallglancesatme,asheholdsagloomyexpression.

Randall:“I’llbethere.”

ShenodsandIthinkthegloweronhisfacehasherwalkingaway.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Hesighs,heavily.

Randall:“Iwantyoutomeetmyfather.”

Me:“Okay.”

Hedoesn’tseem happy.

Randall:“Whateverhesays,don’ttakeittoheart.He’soldandthataffectshisbrain.”

Ishouldbelaughingatthisbut,Idon’t.Isuddenlyfeelagnawingpaininmystomach.

Me:“ShouldIbeworried?”

Heshakeshisheadwithafrownthat,seemspermanent.

NOMBULELO*

Ihavebeendelayingtocallmyuncle,Ineedtoannouncemyarrivalbeforegoingthere.

Mbuso:“Willyoutakeadayofftomorrow?”

Me:“Yes,Iwanttodothisandgetitoverwith.”



Mbuso:“Icantalktothesupervisorifyoulike.”

Me:“No,youhavedoneenoughforme.Idon’twantpeoplethinkingthatIgetspecialtreatment.”

Mbuso:“Specialtreatmentisforspecialpeopleandyou,chubbycheeksarespecial.”

Hedeclares,asheturnsfrom thebathroom mirrortoglanceatme.I’m sittingontheedgeofthe

bathtub,watchinghim shavehisbeard.Hecalledmeinheretoaskmethis,thismancouldn’t

waittofinishandcometothelivingroom.

Me:“You’resweetnessseemstobegrowinglately,takeitdownanotch.Wedon’twantpeople

thinkingIgaveyouloveportion.”

Helaughs.

Mbuso:“Never,thosethingsdon’tworkonme.Mymotherisaprayerwarrior.”

Heretortswithirony.

Me:“Thatsheis.”

Andapain.

Mbuso:“Whattimedoesyourunclegotobed?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,why?”

Hisquestionputsafrownonmyface.

Mbuso:“Youhaven’tcalledhim yet.”

Isigh.

Me:“Letmedoitnow.”

Mbuso:“Puthim onspeaker,justincaseIneedtodefendmybaby.”

He’scrazy,Ilookathismirrorreflectionaswewaitformyuncletoanswer.Heappearsanxious

whileleeringatme.

Jonas:“Nombulelo.”

Me:“Malume,unjani?”(Howareyou?)

Jonas:“Yimpilonganeyami.Ngabeyonkeintoiright?”(It’slife.Iseverythingokay?)

Me:“Notreallymalume,Ineedtocomeandseeyoutomorrow.Actaullyumanobaba.”(Mom

anddad.)

Jonas:“Yourfatherisnotwellatthemoment.”

Heconfesses.

Me:“Iknowbut,thisisimportant.Please,letmom know.”



Jonas:“Iwill.”

Me:“Ngiyabongamalume.”(Thankyouuncle.)

Jonas:“Okaymychild,Iwillseeyouthen.Bye.”

Me:“Bye.”

Ihangup.

Mbuso:“Thatwentwell.”

Me:“Itdid.I’m notlookingforwardtotomorrow,Idreadgoingtothathouse.ThememoriesI

haveofthatplacearenotpleasant.”

Mbuso:“Icancomewith,ifyoulike.”

Hechuckles,asheslumpsovertowashhisface,he’ssilly.

Me:“Ifyouwanttobeavictim ofmyuncle’sbeltthen,yes.”

Helaughs.

Mbuso:“You’regoingtobefine,you’llsee.”

Hetakesmyhandandleadsmeoutofthebathroom.

Me:“Ihopeso.”

Wetrampdownthestairs.

Mbuso:“Ifyourfathertriesanything,rememberthatGokuisasupersaiyan.”

Me:“Ohgosh!!!NgafangoGoku.”(MustIsufferwiththisname?)

Ilaugh,andhepullsmeintohisarms.

Mbuso:“Thiswasmyplan,Imissedyourlaughtoday.”

Ifrownathiscasualness.

Me:“Okay.”

Hechuckles.

Mbuso:“YoulooksomuchbetterwhenyoulaughandIlikeit.”

Me:“Thanks…Iguess.You’rebeingweird.”

Apuckergrowsbetweenhiseyebrows,ashetightenshisarmsaroundme.

Mbuso:“Oho,I’m tryingtoberomantichere.Idon’twantyoutostartcomplainingand

comparingmetoAzwindini,myactingisbad,youknow.”

I’m thrownintoastageoflaughter.



Mbuso:“I’m serious.”

I’m done,andfinallydeclaringhim crazy.Idon’tknowwhybut,thewayhe’sholdingmeis

seriouslyturningmeonrightnow.Hiseyessurfmylips,we’rethinkingthesamething.Heleans

downandtakesovermylips,hishandsaretightlygriptonmywaist.IstandonmytoesasIloop

myarmsoverhisneck,somewhatdrawinghim down.

Tobecontinued…



77*

RANDALL*

IwalkintotheloungewithAmaratrailingbesideme,SegunisseatedonthecouchwithLiyana

onhislap.HegrimacesuponseeingAmara.Liyanajumpsfrom hislapandskipstowardsme,I

catchherandscoopherup.

Liyana:“Papa,nanasaidhewilltakemetoGhanatomeetmygrandmother.”(Grandfather.)

Herintroductiondoesn’tsitwellwithme.

Isendmygazetohim,he’sglaringatme.

Me:“Ife,pleasetakeLiyawithyou.”

Liyana:“But,Iwanttositwithnana.”(Grandfather.)

Ife:“Liya,let’sgogetsomeicecream.We’llbringnanasome,too.”(Grandfather.)

IplaceherdownandshescurriesawaybeforeIfe.

Me:“Father,Iwouldappreciateitifyouwouldstopfillingmydaughter’sheadwithnonsense.”

Iwarnhim,hedoesn’tseem fazed.

Segun:“Whoisthemaidenwithyou?”

He’sheldthisquestionfrom themomentwewalkedin,IglanceatAmarawho’sholdingalook

ofworry.ShemightstillbedwellinguponthewordsIintroduced,beforeweleftthekitchen.

Me:“ThisisAmara,sheistheoneIhavebeentellingyouabout.”

Itakeherhandintominetorealizethathersistrembling.Myfatherapprovingherwouldmeana

lottome.

Hescowlsatmyreply.

Segun:“Youdidnotmentionanywomantome.”

Herejoindersrudelyandliesintheprocess.

Me:“Beforewehavethisconversation,bearinmindthatwearealladultsandIwillnottolerate

anydisrespecttowardsAmara.”

Segun:“AreyouchastisingmeUze?”

Iguessmyrequestfellondeafears.

Me:“Father,Ineedyoutorespectmyhomeandthepeopleinit.That’sallIask,pleasesit.”



Hehesitatesbeforesettlingdown,Amarapositionsherselfnexttome.

Segun:“Uze,thereissomeoneyouneedtomeet.”

Isawthiscoming,Amaracannotknowaboutthatwoman.WehavebarelystartedandIcan’t

loseher.

Me:“Thistopicisoffthetablefather,canwepleasenotbringpeoplethatarenothereintothis

conversation.”

Segun:“Howdoyouexpectmetoignoresomethingthatisthere?”

Hegrowls,he’squicktoanger.

Me:“Theonlythingthatexistsformeatthismomentisthiswomanrighthere,Idon’tknow

anythingelse,buther.”

Segun:“Uze,yousurelycannotdenyyourdestiny.”

He’sbeingadamant.

Me:“Father,IhaveintroducedAmaratoyou.Notoncehaveyouacknowledgedherpresence.”

Segun:“IhavenotcomeforthatUze.WhoisthisAmarayouspeakof?From whichbloodlineis

shefrom?”

Amara:“Buthelezisir.I’m from theButheleziclan.”

Heranswerputsafrownonhisface,Itakeherhandintomineandthisappearstoaggravate

Segun.

Segun:“Whogaveyoupermissiontospeak?”

Helashesoutather.

Me:“SegunOkolie,mindwhoyou’respeakingto?’’

Ireturnthelash,asIpullAmaraupwithme.

Segun:“Mysubjectsdonotaddressmeunlessgivenpermission.”

Hisstubbornnesstakesover.

Me:“Howdareyou?Getthehelloutofmyhouse.”

Igrowlathim andheshootsupfrom theseatashisfaceshowsnothingbutrage.

Amara:“Randall?”

Shegaspsinshock.

Segun:“Uze,Idon’tcarehowoldyouthinkyouare.Iam stillyourfather,youdonottalktome

likethat.”

Me:“Youarenothingbut,adictator.”



Hesighsdeeply.

Segun:“Listentomeson,Icamehereinpeace.Yourbride…”

Me:“Don’tsayit,don’tevensayit,orIswearIwillforgetthatyourbloodrunsinmyveins.”

Ihowlathim.

Amara:“Randy.”

Shenudgesmyhandasshewhispersmyname,Iseethefearshehasforthisman.Thisis

SegunOkolie,hecanbeintimidating.Hence,Ravenbowsdowntohim.

Segun:“Nochildofminehaseverspokentomeinthismanner.”

Ifemarchesintotheroom,angerplasteredonherface.

Ife:“Amara,comewithme.”

Shetakesherhandandleadsherawayaftergivingmyfatheranunpleasantlook.

Me:“Ionlyaskedyouforonesimplethingandyoucouldn’tgiveittome.”

Segun:“HowdoIgivetheimpossibleUze.”

Me:“WhatissoimpossibleaboutrespectingAmara?”

Segun:“WhoisshethatIhavetorespecther?”

Heshouts.

Me:“She’stheonlywomanwhoholdsmyheartandfathermarkthis.Todayisthelastdayyou

evergettotalktoherinmanner.ThisisnotGhana,youdonotcalltheshotshere.”

Segun:“YouaremysonandyouwilldowhateverItellyou,IbroughtRuthtomeetyouandshe’s

outsideinthecar.”

Hedaredtobringherinmypremises.

Me:“Youdidwhat?”

Segun:“MeetherUze,you…”

Me:“Getheroutofhere.”

Igrowl.

Segun:“Iwillnotdothat,thatgirlisyourwifeUze…”

Hesnaps.

Me:“Don’ttellmethatshit,getoutofmyhouse.”

“Randall!!!”

I’m aboutthisclosetodisowningRaven,Iswearhegetsonmynerveseachtimehestandsup



forthisman.

Raven:“Youseem tobeforgettingthatthisisyourfather,youcannotspeaktohim likethis.”

Wow.

Me:“Raven,stayoutofthis.”

Raven:“HowcanIsitbackwhileyoudisrespectourfather?”

Hesaunterstowardsmeandstandsrightbeforeme,hisexpressionsayshewantstofightme.

Me:“GetoutofmyfaceRaven.”

Raven:“SomeoneneedstoknocksomesenseintoyouRandall,youhavegoneoverboard.”

Me:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Raven:“Bro,youranfrom home.From yourresponsibilities,youdisobeyedyourfatherand

chosetobeaprodigalson.”

Me:“Ichosetobefree,Raven.”

Raven:“No,youchosetobeselfish.Doyouknowhowitfelttoliveunderyourshadow?

EverythingIdid,Iwascomparedtoyou.‘IfUzewashere,hewouldhavedonethis.Uzedoesn’t

speaktomelikethis.Uzedoesitbetterthanyou.’Thishasbeenmylifeforthepastsixteen

yearsRandall,Icouldneverbebetterintheeyesofeveryone.Iwasovershadowedbyyourghost,

fatherdoesnotseeme.Allhecaresaboutisyou.”

Heconfessesinanger.

Me:“Youblamemeforallthat?”

Raven:“Yes,IblameyouUze.Youdon’tcareaboutanyonebutyourself.”

Me:“Maybeyoushould’vedonebetterRav,donotdragmeintoyourproblems.Iwasliving

peacefullyuntilyoupeoplecame.”

Segun:“Iam donewithyourstubbornnessUze,Ruthisyourwifeand…”

Igrabhim bythescruffofhisshirt.

Me:“Saythattomeonemoretime,sayitfather.Idareyou.”

Igrowlathim,Ravenpushesmebackbut,mygriponSegunstands.

Raven:“ThisisinsaneUze,letgoofhim now.”

Me:“Yourfatherkeepsspewingshit,warnhim Raven.Ihavenowife,thewomanoutthere

meansnothingtome.”

Segun:“Itdoesn’tmatterwhatyousay,youtwoarebondedbyblood.”

Thisisnotworthit,thisoldmanisnotdauntedandhestandsbyhisdecision.



Ravenfinallymanagestopushmeaway,Ipushhim backandhestaggers.

Me:“IstheresomethingIneedtoknowUzoma?Didyouslitherinmyhouseoryoucameasa

brother?”

Heclencheshisteethwhileglaringatme,providingnoanswertomyquestion.

Segun:“Thisangerofyourswillnotgetyouanywhere.”

Me:“Youseem tobeconcealingasecretSegun.Whatisitthatyouhavedone?Whyareyouso

bentonmebeingwiththiswomanIhavenevermet?”

Segun:“Idon’tknowwhatyouaretalkingabout.”

Me:“Really?Youreyesspeakadifferentstory,Ihopeyoudidnotsellmysoulforyourevil

desires.”

Segun:“Uze,Iam yourfather.”

Me:“Thatdoesnotmeananythingifyourefusetoactthepart.Youdidsomethingallthose

yearsagoandyou’reafraidthatifIdon’ttakethiswoman,somethingwillhappentoyou.Iwill

notplaythisgamewithyouSegun,leavemyhouse.”

Segun:“YouwillregretthisUze,Ipromiseyouanddon’tthinkIam lettingthisgo.Onedayyou

willcomebeggingandIwillbewaitingforyou.”

Ichortleathisresponse.

Me:“GetoutofmyhouseandRaven,followhim.”

Hegivesmeablacklookbefore,hefuriouslymarchesout.Ravenfollowsbehindhim,IguessI

am onmyownnow.

KHETHU*

Thesmelloffreshcoffeeticklesmynostrils,slowlypullingmeoutofadeepslumber.I

rememberthisscent.It’sbeenlongsincehe’smadeitforme.HeknowsthatIcan’tstartmyday

withoutit,IsmileasIopenmyeyes.

Me:“Styles,you…”

MymouthrejectsmywordsatthesightofMbongeni,he’sholdingacupofcoffee.

Dammit…

ForamomentIwasbackhomewithStyles.

Mbongeni:“Sorryit’sjustme.”

Hesmiles,Ibringmybodyup.



Me:“Whattimeisit?”

Mbongeni:“Nine,Imadeyoucoffeejustthewayyoulikeit.”

Heholdsmethecup,Itakeitandplaceitonsideofthebed.YesterdayIcalledMbongenitoget

me,Ineededafriend.Someonewhowilllistenandnotjudgeme.Iknowhewantstobemore

thanfriendsandsleepingoverhasprobablygivenhim thewrongimpression.

Me:“I’m sorryItookoveryourbedlastnight.”

Hesmiles.

Mbongeni:“Youdon’thearmecomplaining.Howdidyousleep?”

Me:“Okay,Iguess.Whereismyphone?”

Ifiddleonthesheetsinsearchforit.

Mbongeni:“Idon’tknow,itmustbeunderyourpilloworsomething.”

Me:“It’snothere.”

IjumpoffthebedasIgrabthepillow,IpanicwhenIdon’tfindit.Istripthebed,tossing

everythingonthefloor.

Mbongeni:“Khethucalm down.”

Whyishetellingmethis?

Me:“Ican’tfindmybloodyphonedammit.”

Ifeelatighteningonmychest,mybreathingquickens.Whatifit’soffandStylesiscallingme?

HewillthinkthatIdon’twanttospeaktohim?

Me:“No,no,no.”

Ikneelbythefootofthebed,asIpeekunderneathit.

MyanxietygrowswhenIfindnothing.

Mbongeni:“What’sgoingonKhethu?”

Me:“Ican’tfindmyphoneMbo,helpmefinditplease.”

Mbongeni:“It’sobviouslysomewhereinthehouse,relax.”

Me:“Don’ttellmetorelax,Stylesmustbecallingme.He’sprobablyworriedsick.”

Hefollowsme,asImarchoutofthebedroom tothelivingroom.

Mbongeni:“Khethuyoucan’tdothistoyourself,thisisnotokay.”

Me:“What’snotokay?Ijustwantmyphone,willyouhelpmelookforitornot?”

Mbongeni:“There’syourphonethere,onthekitchencounter.”



Iturntowardsthekichen,myheartrelaxes,asIseeit.MbongeniwatchesmeasIrushtograbit.

Therearenomessagesfrom Styles,theonlythingitholdsareendlessmessagesfrom my

fatherandmissedcalls,thisbreaksme.

IraisemyeyestoleeratMbongeni,Idon’tknowwhatthatlookmeansandIdon’tcare.

Mbongeni:“Youdeservebetteryouknow.”

Irollmyeyes.

Me:“StylesisthebetterthatIdeserve.”

Mbongeni:“Howcanyoustillwanthim afterhowhetreatedyou?”

Me:“Youdon’tknowanythingMbongeni,IcametoyoubecauseIneededafriend.”

Mbongeni:“And,Iam tryingtobethatfriendKhethu,thatmanhasalwaysbeenaloser.Honestly,

Isawthisdaycoming.”

Me:“Please,notnow.”

Iutter,asItreadbacktothebedroom togetmybag.

Mbongeni:"Whereareyougoing?”

Me:“Why?Youwanttokeeptabsonme?”

Mbongeni:“It’sstillearlyKhethuandyouhaven’thadanythingtoeat.”

Me:“I’m nothungry.”

Istrolloutafterputtingonmyshoes,Mbongenikeepstrailingbehindmeandit’sgetting

annoying.

Mbongeni:“Khethuplease,don’tgo.”

Me:“Thankyouforeverything.”

Ipaceoutofthedoor,leavinghim standingthere.

AMARA*

Me:“Chioma.”

IcallasIplodintothekitchen,she’spreparingbreakfast.

Chioma:“You’reupearly.”

Me:“WhereisRandall?”



Chioma:“Heleftearlythismorning,hesaidsomethingaboutameeting.Hedidn’tgivedetails.”

Sheexplains.

Me:“Ishealwayslikethis?”

Sheshootsmeaquestioninglook.

Me:“Hedoesn’tcommunicate,Ithinkhe’scluelesswhenitcomestorelationships.”

Shesmiles.

Chioma:“Idon’treallyknowmuchabouthisprivatelifeorhowhe’slikewhenhe’swithagirl.

Thethingwithhim isthathe’smysterious,it’shardtoreadhim.”

Ifeboltsintothekitchen,singingatthetopofherlungs.Chiomafrownsatherandshelaughs.

Chioma:“Noteveryoneisamorningperson,Ife.”

Ife:“Ithinkeveryoneshouldupgradetothat.”

Shegreetsmewithasmile,Ireturnit.

Ife:“Whereisbrother?”

She’saskingmebytheway.

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Ife:“Howcanyounotknowwhereyourmanis?Girl,youmusttrackhim down,knowhisevery

move.Howmanystepshetakesaday,howmanydropsofwaterhedrinksandmost

importantly,howmanywomenhetalksto.Trustme,peoplearethirstyoutthereandtheywant

todrinkfrom yourcup.”

Thishasmelaughing,Ifeiswaydifferentfrom Randall.Sheisoutthere,whilehe’sreserved,

Ravenisamixtureofboth.

Chioma:“Howoldareyouagain?”

Chiomacan’tbelievewhatshejustsaidthat.

Ife:“Seventeenandlovingit.”

Shesmileswidely,Chiomashakesherheadandcontinueswithhercooking.

Amara:“You’rehappythismorning,consideringwhathappenedyesterday.”

ThisishowIchoosetointroducethetopic,Ineedtoknowwhatthedramawasabout.

Ife:“LifeistooshorttotakeSegunOkolieserious.”

Shepullsachairandsits,Ipositionmyselfoppositeher.

Me:“Whatwasthatabout?”



Herfacechangestothatofconcern.

Ife:“Brotherdidn’ttellyou?”

Hewould’veifhespokemuch.

Me:“No,thelasttimeIsawhim waswhenyoupulledmeaway.”

Shesighs.

Ife:“Idon’tknowthen,waitforhim tocomeback,hewillexplain.”

Sheishidingsomething.

Ife:“MybrotherneedsDr.Love.”

Shestatesrandomly.

Me:“Whyisthat?”

Ife:“Hesucksatthislovething,Ibet,youfeellikeyou’redatingaZombie.He’stooserious,he

doesn’treporthiscomingsandgoings.Heiscluelesswhenitcomestorelationships.”

Me:“AndyouthinkDr.Lovewillfixhim.”

Ife:“Withasnapofafinger.”

Ilaugh.

Howcanonehavesomuchenergy?

Ife:“Whathashebeendoingallthistime?He’s34forcryingoutloud.”

Chioma:“YoushouldstartactingyourageIfeanyi,yoursmartmouthwillgetyouintotrouble.

Uzeisyourelderbrother,watchwhatyousayabouthim.”

Chiomareprimandsher,Idoubtshemeantanyharm.

Me:“IsLiyanastillsleeping?”

Idecidetochangethetopic,Ifedoesn’tseem tolikebeingreproached.

Chioma:“I’llgocheck.”

ShestrollsoutandIferollshereyes.

Ife:“Oldpeopleareboring.”

ShedeclaresasshetoddlestoopenChioma’spots,herfacelightsupinseeingthecontentsof

it.IcanonlysithereandwonderwhereRandallmightbe.Theargumenthehadwithhisfather

hasmeworried,itseemstheyareatlonger-headswitheachotheraboutsomethingdeep.

NOMBULELO*



Ntombi:“Lelo?”

Iwashopingshewon’tbetheonetoopenthedoor.

Me:“Himom.”

There’sanawkwardmomentbeforeshetakesmeintoanembrace.

Ntombi:“Comein”

Shepavesawayforme,thisisafullhouse.ThefirstpersonIseeismyfather,he’ssittingon

thecouchandhelooksoutofit,ashe’sstaringintospace.Ithurtstoseehim likethisandI

wanttoembracehim so,heknowsthathe’snotalone.

Jonas:“UngakhaliLelo,yourfatherwillbeokay.Lifeisnotalwayskind.”(Don’tcry.)

HestateswhenIwipemytears.

Mhambi:“Ohmychild,howareyou”

Ishakehishandwithasmile.

Me:“I’m fineMalume.”(Uncle.)

AuntPetuniahugsme,Iproceedtositnexttomyfather.IknowheisthelastpersonIwantedto

seebut,nowthatIseehim.Myheartbreaksforhim.

Me:“Whathappenedtohim mom?”

Shehuffs.

Ntombi:“Askyouruncle,hetellsthestorybetter.”

Okay.

Thereistensioninthisroom.

Jonas:“Don’tstressthechildNtombi.”

Petunia:“Lelo,mychild.Wouldyoulikesomethingtoeatordrink?”

Mymotherfrownsather,Ihavenoideawhat’sgoinghere,itseemsbigthough.

Ntombi:“UNombulelongeyamiingane,Iwillmakehersomethingtoeat.”(She’smychild.)

IseeuncleJonasshakehisheadindisapproval.

Me:“I’m finemom.”

Whatthehellisgoingon?

Moses:“Nombulelo?Ntombi,whereismybaby?”

Heseemstobebacktohissenses.



Me:“I’m herebaba.”

Heturnstome,hiseyesfillupwithtears,ashecradlesmycheeks.

Moses:“Mybaby,youcameback?Ubabauyaxolisa,ngiyaxolisasthandwasami.”(Dadissorry,

I’m sorrymylove.)

Tearscascadedownhischeeks,Ifailtocomprehendwhyheisemotional.LasttimeIwashere

heoustedmeoutlikeImeantnothingtohim.

Me:“Baba?”(Dad?)

Mytearsfailmeaswell.

Moses:“Ubabauzokusaecrèche,yezwa?AndIwillfetchyou,thenwe’llgoandbuyicecream.”

(Dadwilltakeyoutocrèche.)

Hiswordsprovethatheisnotatallnormal.

Mhambi:“Nombulelosukalapho.”(Movefrom there.)

Idon’tunderstandhisrequest.

Me:“Yindabamalume?”(Whyuncle?)

Moses:“HayiMhambi,umonangowani?Nombuleloismychild,youleftyoursbackinthebush.”

(WhyareyoujealousMhambi?)

Jonas:“Mhambirelax,thisisnotthetime.”

Ntombi:“Lelo,yousaidthere’ssomethingimportantyouneedtoshare.”

Shegetstoit.

Me:“Yes,Ihavebeenhavingdreamsofawomanaskingformybaby.”

MyfatherrestshisheadonmyshoulderasIintroduce,hestartshummingalullaby.

Me:“ThedreamshappeneverynightandsoIdecidedtoseeaprophetandshetoldmethat

there’sawomanwhoisafteryou,mom.”

Ntombi:“Mina?”Shelooksshocked.

Me:“Yes,shewantstoseeyourdownfall.She’sthereasonbehindyoursuffering.”

TheylistenattentivelyasInarratethesaga.

Petunia:“IthinkIknowwhoitis.”

Alleyesfallonheratherdeclaration.

Ntombi:“Tellus.”

Petunia:“YourfriendNtombi,theonewhoisalwayshere.”



ShemeansMartha,Tebogoishardlyeverhere.

Me:“That’swhatIguessedtoo.”

Ntombi:“Martha?”

Petunia:“Yes,Ioncesawherjumpoverthefenceinthemiddleofthenight.”

Huh!!!

Ntombi:“Yoh,yoh,yoh.Petunia,wenabowuyaphingalesosikhathi?Uyavukanawekanti?”

(Wherewereyougoingatthistimeofthenight?Areyoualsoawitch?”

Mymotherlooksshockedwhile,asPetuniaispiquedbyherassumptions.

Petunia:“Ntombi,justsoyouknow.Iseethings,Ihaveathirdeye.”

Ntombi:“IlihlolesithathuPetunia,hayisuka,ungazodlalangathiwena.”(Athirdeye,please.

You’rekiddingus.)

Shelaughs,Iseethetensionbetweenthesetwo.Theyhaveneverbeenbestoffriendsbut,

peacewaskeptamongthem.

Jonas:“Ntombilalelatuu.”(Listen.)

Ntombi:“ListentowhatBhutiJonas?Petuniajustconfessedthatshe’sawitchandshegoeson

tosaythatMarthaistheoneaftermylife.”

Mhambi:“Petuniaisright,shehasagiftofseeingthesupernatural.”

Mymotheracceptsafrown.

Ntombi:“IsthatwhyMarthasaidshehatesyou?”

Petunia:“Yes,it'sbecauseIsawher.Actually,shecomeshereeverynightandturnsbackwhen

shefindsmeawake.Thatwomanwillnotgiveup.”

Jonas:“Nombulelo,goaheadandtellherthatwewouldliketoseeher.”

Me:“Okay,maybeshewillhelpdadaswell.”

Heshakeshishead.

Jonas:“Yourfatherwillgethelpsomewhereelse,don’tworryaboutanything.Wewillfixthis

andyourbabywillbefine.”

Ntombi:“WhywouldMarthadothistome?WhatdidIeverdotoher?”

Shesoundsextremelyhurt.Theyhavebeenfriendsforaverylongtime.

Tobecontinued…





78*

STYLES*

There'saknockatthedoor.

Neo:“I’llgetit.”

Heofferstoopen.

Me:“No,I’llgetit.”

Irushtowardsthedoorbut,hebeatsmetoit.

Me:“Don’topenmydoorshirtless,Neo.”

Neo:“Toolate.”

Hegrinsasheswingsitwideopen.Randallwalksin,heraiseshisbrowsasheglaresatNeo.

Neo:“Someonedidn’tgetitallthismorning.”

Randall:“What’supwithyou?”

Hescowlsathisappearance.

Neo:“What’supwithyou?”

Randallshakeshisheadandglancesatme.

Me:“Youlooklikeyou’vebeenhitbyatruck.”

Randall:“I’vebeenhitbyreality.”

Me:“Whathappened?”

Neo:“DidInotsayit?Youtwoarealwaystogether,IthinkI’m alsogettingjealous.Am Ithe

otherfriend,theirrelevantone?”

Me:“Really?”

Neo:“KeabotsaStylos.Ogayenaoheartbrokenandthefirstpersonhethinksaboutisyou.”(I’m

justasking.)

Randall:“Whoisheartbroken?”

Helaughsashestepsbackfrom Randall.

Me:“Let’sgotothekitchen,Iwasgoingtomakesomethingtoeat.”



Neogrins.

Neo:“Yes,yes.I’m goingtoenjoylivinghere.”

Heexpressesinexcitement.

Me:“Don’tgetusedtoit,I’m inagoodmoodtoday.”

Neo:“Isitthatladyyouwenttoseeyesterday?”

He’stooforward.

Randall:“Who?”

Heasksinquisitivelyashesitsonahighchair.

Neo:“Styloshadadatelastnight,hecamehomelate.”

Randallfrownsathim.

Randall:“Okay,you’redating?”

Heshootsmeaconcernedlook.

Me:“Itwasn’tadate,IwenttoseeSethu.Wewentoutforanearlysupper.”

Randall:“So,itwasadate?”

Me:“Iwillnotanswerthat.”

Neo:“Wabona,secretsbozza.There’sonlyoneexplanation,bayajola.”(He’skeepingsecrets.

Theyaredating.)

He’sdigginginmyfridge.

Me:“Neo,stayoutofmybusiness.”

Randall:“TakeiteasyStyles,youjusthadyourheartbroken.”

Hetendstoworrytoomuch.

Me:“IknowwhatI’m doingRandy,IfeelalivewhenI’m aroundher.”

Neo:“Alive?OamorataStylos?”(Youloveher?)

Hequestions,beforegulpingdownmilkfrom thecontainer,Ican’tfindthestrengthtostophim.

Randall:“IseewhereNeoisgoingwiththis,hemightnotsayitdirectlybecausehe’sstupid.

Khethujustmovedout,youneedtimetoyourself.Youcan’tseeksolacefrom anotherwoman.

Reboundsarelikethis.Theyfeelgreat,becausethatpersonwashesawaythepaininyourheart.

Theymakeyoufeellikeeverythingisokayandonceyou’rehealed,you’llleavethepoorgirl

heartbroken.”

Me:“Iwillneverdothattoher,she’stooprecious.”



Neo:“Precious?”

Hecackles.

Me:“Whatisthatsupposedtomean?”

Neo:“Nothingbozza.”(Boss.)

Heshakeshishead.

Me:“Spititout,now.”

Neo:“Ifyousayyoucareaboutthisgirl,thenIsuggestyoukeepyourdistancefrom herStylos.I

havebeenareboundbeforeanditneverendswell.Yoh,Ilovedthatgirl.Shewentbacktothat

foolafterImendedherbrokenheart.”

Randall:“Youwentin,knowing?”

Neo:“Iwaskeptinthedark,womenareevilkeaujoetsa.”(I’m tellingyou.)

ThisisadifferentNeo.

Me:“BelievemewhenIsaySethuisdifferent,IknowwhatI’m doing.Iwon’tjumpinalakefullof

crocodiles.”

Neo:“Hai,ratherjumponce,becausewomen...EntlekwenawhyurataboSethuleboKhethu?

Thisalmostseemslikeyou’rereplacingKhethuforSethu.”(WhydoyoulikethenamesKhethu

andSethu.)

Randall:“ThatwasprobablybychanceNeo.”

Me:“Itwas,Sethuisdifferent.She’sfragileandinnocentandshespeakstomelikeIactually

matter.”

Neo:“Uskakhautangwanaoabathontwana.”(Don’thurtthepoorchild.)

Me:“Neo,am Ithatbad?”

Helaughs.

Neo:“Aretse.”(Wedon’tknow.)

Randall:“Ihopeyouknowwhatyou’redoingStyles.”

RandallhasbecometoosensitivesincetheKhethuissue.

Me:“IknowwhatI’m doing,Iwillprotectherfrom myheart.”

Randall:“IwishIhadtheconfidencetosaythesameaboutAmara.”

Me:“Why?IsitMkhizeagain?”

Randall:“Segun,hebroughtthatwomanwithhim.”

Iwasafraidthisdaywouldcome.



Me:“Letmekillher.”

Hescowlsatmeasheswipeshishandoverhishead.

Randall:“Whatdidyousay?”

Neo:“Mr.Peacemaker?Keuenao?”(Isthisyou?)

Iknowit’sshockingbut,it’snotthatbad.

Styles:“Youwouldkillformeright?Letmekillher.”

Randallsmirks.

Randall:“Musictomyears.”

Neo:“Noman,wehaven’thadbreakfastyetandyouwanttokillpeople.”

Randall:“Iliketheideabut,I’lldoit.Ican’tletyoukillforme.”

Heoffers.

Me:“Hearmyplanfirst,itwon’tbeanordinarydeath.”

Theylookconfused,Ihavetosettledownforthis.

Me:“Shewilldieofanunknownvirus.”

Neo:“Corona?”

Me:“No,thisonewilleatawayherflesh.”

Randall:“HowStyles?”

Me:“HaveyouseensomeonewithLeprosyorboils?Wearegoingtogiveherthebestofboth.

Thesymptomswillbethatofleprosy,blisters,weightlossandpainfuljoints.Thedifferenceis

that,thereisnocureforthisvirus,it’sabacteriathatwilleatherupfrom theinside.Itwillcrush

allherorganstilltheyshutdown,thedoctorswon’tevenfindanything.”

Neo:“StylosyouneedJesuswena.”

Randall:“Iliketheplanthough.”

Neo:“Nooga,thisiswahala.UneulekaemaobaneStylos?BecauseIswearyouweredinning

withthedevilandnotSethu.”(Thisisaproblem boss.WherewereyouyesterdayStyles?)

Me:“FunnyNeo.”

Neo:“NoStylosman,seriously.Youaresick.”

Me:“I’m notsick,Ijustcomeupwithplans.Whileyoutalktoomuch.”

Hesniggers.

Randall:“WhataboutSegun?Heissoobsessedoverthatwoman.”



Me:“SegunmustgobacktoGhana,youknowIdon’ttouchfamilyright?Neocandealwithhim.”

Neo:“Obatlannakebhodisetaimayaoga.Never,Irefuse.Iseethedevilgaveyouamessage,

tellhim youdidn’tfindme.”(YouwantmetokillRandall’sfather?)

Randall:“Neowouldyoustopbeingdramatic?”

Me:“Yeahrelax,youjusthavetoblockhim from enteringthecountry.”

Neo:“Oh!UabuanouStylos.”(Now,you’retalking.”

Iknewhewouldlovethis.

Me:“Youneedtochangetheexpirydateonhisvisa,Ifewillgetushispassport.Oncehe

reachesGhana,weblockhim from enteringthecountry.Wewipehim offthesystem

completely.”

Randall:“But,he’llbeabletoapplyforanothervisa.”

Me:“Weblockeverything,birthcertificateandIdnumber.MrSegunwillbecomeaprisonerin

hisowncountry.”

Randall:“So,we’recompletelywipinghim off?”

Me:“Notreally,hejustwon’tbeabletoapplyfortraveldocuments.”

Neo:“Okay,I’m goodwithITbut,notthatgood.”

Me:“I’llguideyoudon’tworry.Ihatethatman,nooffenceRandy.”

Randall:“Nonetaken.ThatmanisholdingadeepsecretStyles,Ineedtoknowwhatitis.”

Me:“Gotit.”

Randall:“Let’sdoit,thenwecandealwithMkhize.”

Me:“LeaveMkhizetomeRandy,youconcentrateonAmara.”

Hesmirks.

NOMBULELO*

UncleJonasofferedtodropmeoffathome,leavingmyfatherwashard.Istillcannotseem to

grasphisstate,heislikeachildandwouldoccasionallylosetouchwithreality.Ihaveafeeling

somethingbigishappeninginthathouse.

Me:“Thankyoufordroppingmeoff.”

Hejustpulledupatthecomplexgate.



Idon’twanthim todriveinlest,heseesMbuso.

Jonas:“Willyouwalkfrom here?Idon’tminddrivingin.”

Me:“I’m finereallybesides,Ineedthewalk.”

Jonas:“Okay,letmegetgoingthen.”

Me:“Okay.”

Ijumpoutofthecarafterbidinghim goodbye.

He’snotdrivingaway.He’swatchingme,letmewalkfasterso,heleaves.

Iscream whenIfeelatightgripencirclearoundmywaistfrom theback.

“Hey,it’sme.”

Mbuso…

Gosh!

Me:“Whatareyoudoingsneakinguponmelikethat?Myuncleishere.”

Iwhisperinhopesthathewillletgo.

Mbuso:“Whereandwhyarewewhispering?”

Hewhispersback.

Me:“Behindyou.”

Jonas:“Yeyiwenamfana,wenzani?”(Whatareyoudoingboy?)

Mbuso:“Shit!”

Hecussesinaghostlytone.

Mbusopullsawayfrom meinflashandswivelstomyuncle.Thismanwasnotmeanttosee

this.

Mbuso:“Unjanibaba.”(Howareyousir?)

Asoundofnervousnesscovershisvoice.

Jonas:“Angiyenaubabawakho.”(Iam notyourfather.)

Heretortswithatemper.

Me:“Uncle,thisismyfriendMbuso.”

Jonas:“Mbusofrom where?DoyoulivewiththisboyLelo?”

He’sdisappointed.

Mbusoglancesatme.



Me:“Wedon’tlivetogether,weshareaflat.”

Myturntolie,thismanwilldragmebacktomyfather’shouseifhefindsoutwe’reina

relationship.

Mbusostealsaglancefrom me,Ihopeheunderstands.

Jonas:“Isitjustthetwoofyou?Leloyoucan’tbelivingwithaboy,thesethingsdon’tknowhow

tocontroltheirhormones.”

Iam nottryingtohearanyofthat.

Me:“No,there’sanothergirl.It’sjustthethreeofus.”

Hesquintshiseyes,hedoesn’tbelieveme.I’m badatlying,Mbusoshouldcomeupwith

somethingtoo.Inudgehim,heslightlyshrugshisshoulders.

Jonas:“Whereisthisgirl?Iwanttoseeher.”

Nothingpreparedmeforthis.

Mbuso:“She’satworkbaba.”

Great,hisbrainstillworks.UnclefrownsatMbuso,thepoorguyisnervousenough.

Jonas:“Whereisthefatherofyourchild?Isitthisfool?”

Iknewit…

Thismanistoosmartforme.

Me:“Malume?”(Uncle?)

Jonas:“Ungizwile.”(Youheardme.)

WhatdoIsay?IalreadyliedaboutMbusonotbeingmypartnerandIam notabouttomention

thatidiotZuma,hedoesn’tdeservethistitle.

Jonas:“I’m waiting.”

Me:“Idon’twanttotalkaboutit.”

Imummerundermybreath.

Jonas:“Angizwanga.”(Ididn’thearyou.)

Me:“IsaidIdon’twanttotalkaboutit.”

Isay,loudenoughforhim tohear.

He’snothappy.

Jonas:“Whatdoesthatmean?Iwanttoknowwhothefatherofthatbabyis.”

Heinsists.



Mbuso:“Baba...”

Uncle’sraisedhand,preventsMbusofrom speakinganyfurther.

Jonas:“Iam nottalkingtoyou,boy.Yousaidyou’reroommates,right?”

Mbusonods,we’reinadilemma.Apositionwherewecan’tsayorgestureanythingbut,Mbuso

isnodding.

Thismanthough.

Ineedagreatescape,uncleJonaswillnotletthisgo.

Jonas:“Whyareyoustillherethen?Go.”

No,no.Hecan’tleavemetofacehim alone,Ishiftabitclosertohim,motioningthathebetter

notmoveaninch.

Jonas:“Whatareyoudoing?”

He’stoosuspiciousformyliking.

Me:“Nothing.”

Whereismymannafrom heaven?Thismanisstressingmeout.

Hisphonerings.

Thereitis,Iam saved.

MbusoandIexchangeglances,he’salsowonderingwhythisoldmanisnotansweringhis

phone.Instead,he’sglaringatuslikewe’llrunthemomentheblinks.

Me:“Malumeyourphoneisringing.”

Hefrownsatusbeforeattendingtohiscalls,itseemstobeimportant.

Jonas:“IhavetogoLelo,I’m notdonewithyou.”

Me:“Uhambekahlemalume.”(Goodbyeuncle.)

HegivesMbusoanuncomfortablelook,Iliterallyfeltit.

Wedon’twaitforhim but,inunisonturnandbegintreadingtowardsthegate.

Mbuso:“So,whenIcometopaylobola.Willhebepresent?”

Thehintsthismangiveslately,Ilovehowheseesafuturewithme.

Me:“Frontrowsit,he’llbetheoneleadingeverything.”

Mbuso:“Dammit,Idon’tseehim givingyouaway.”

He’sstillnervous.

Mbuso:“Doyouthinkhe’sstillthere?Ihaveafeelinghe’swatchingus,Ifeelhiseyesstabbing



me.”

Iturntocheck.

Mbuso:“No,don’tlook.”

Hewhispers.

Iknewhewasscaredofhim backtherebut,hey,thismanisterrified.

Me:“Malume.”

Icallout.

Mbusoswivelstofindnoone.HelaughswhenIburstoutlaughing.

Mbuso:“Thisisnotgood,I’m adoctorbut,Ican’tstopmyselffrom gettingaheartattack.”

Me:“Sorry.”

Iexpressinamusement.

Mbuso:“Youruncleissomethingelse.”

Hedeclareswithagentlesmile.

Isitpossibleforonetobesohappy?Sometimesitfeelslikeadream andIwillwakeupto

reality.

Me:“Iloveyou.”

Irememberdayswhenmymotherwouldreprimandmeformyforwardness,Ishould’velistened.

Lookwhereithasgottenmetoandthisawkwardlookonhisfaceisnothelpingatall.

Iwalkon,duetohissilence,leavinghim behind.Idon’tknowifIcaughthim offguardorhe

doesn’tfeelthesame.

Ifeellikeanidiot.

AMARA*

Liyanacomesrunningtomeandhandsmeasunflower,Ismileather.

Me:“What’sthisfor?”

Shegigglesandpointsbehindme,IturntofindRandallwatchingme.

Me:“ThankyouLiya.”

Shegigglesandrunsoff.

IturnbacktoRandallwhoisamblingtowardsme.



Me:“What’sthisfor?”

Randall:“I’m courtingyou,yousaidit’sthesimplethingsthatcount,right?”

Me:“Thankyou.”

Hekeepsanintensegazeonme.

Randall:“There’ssomethingIneedtotellyou,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

I’m notsureifIshouldthinkseriousofthismatter,hisexpressionhasn’tchanged.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Randall:“Let’ssit.”

Hepullsmedownnexttohim.

Randall:“Ihaven’ttoldyoumuchaboutmyself.”

Actuallyhehasn’ttoldmeanythingabouthimself,Idon’trespondbut,waitforhim tocontinue.

Randall:“Thatmanyousawyesterdayismyfather,SegunOkolie.”

Ifiguredthatoneout.

Randall:“ThisisapastIdon’tliketotalkaboutbut,Ican’tkeepthisfrom you.Iwasborninto

royalty,beingthesecondsonofmyfather.From birth,Iwaschosentotakeoverfrom him.It

hasbeenforgenerationsthat,theonewhoisheirapparent,awifeischosenforhim.Ihave

alwaysbeenagainstitandmyfatherunderstood.WeagreedthatIwouldchoosemyownwife.

Segunbeinghimselfdecidedtogoagainstmeandmarriedmeoff.”

Hiswordsshaketheearthfrom beneathme.

Me:“I’m notsureIfollow.”

Heclearshisthroat,asheshufflesonhisseat.

Randall:“Idon’tknowhowitwasdonebut,withthehelpofatraditionalist,myfatherperformed

amarriageritualwhere,Iwasmarriedofftosomewoman.”

Me:“Youhaveawife?

Hefrowns.

Randall:“No,Idon’thaveawife.”

Hesquelchesbetweenhisteeth,attestingthisasensitivetopic.

Me:“Butyoujustsaid.”

Randall:“Iknow,Idon’tknowwhathappenedthatday.Iwasn’tthereAmara.Myfamilybelieves

incustomsandtraditions,it’sbeenpracticedforcenturies.Whatmyfatherdidisafirstthough,

forsomereasonheisdesperateformetoacceptthisperson.Idon’tmindtakingoverfrom him,

ifIhavetodoitwiththeonemyheartchose.Icouldn’tkeepyouinthedark.”



Heexplains.

Mymindisblank,Ihavenowordsatall.

Randall:“Saysomething.”

Hiseyessearchforanswersinmine.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhattosay.”

Icanfeelatwitchofhurtinmyheart.

Me:“Whatdoesthismeanforus?”

Ihavegottenusedtohim insolittletime.WillIbeabletobeawayfrom him?

Randall:“NothingwillchangeAmara,I’m notlettingyougo.”

Hedeclareswithasoberedexpression.

Me:“Isthatwhyyourfatherwassayingthosethingstome?”

Randall:“Yeah,he’snotlettingthisgo.”

Me:“But,Idon’tunderstand.You’remarried?”

Mymindisbufferingmefrom thisinformation.

Randall:“Iam notmarried,likeIsaid.Iwasn’tpresentwhenthisritualtookplace.”

Allofthisdrainsme.

Randall:“Ineedyoutotrustme,Iwillfixthis.”

Me:“How?Randall,you’remarried.”

I’m stilltryingtograspthiswholethinghence,therepetition.

Randall:“Stopsayingthatplease.”

Hegrunts,ashegivesmeasharplook.Heappearstobefrustratedbythis.

Randall:“Iwouldratherwetalkaboutsomethingelse.”

Hestates,studyingmyface.Mybloodchurnsasheleanshisfaceclosertomine,Iscootaway,

onlyforhim topullmebacktohim.

Me:“Can’tyouthinkofanythingelsebut,this?Youranimallustcontrolsyou.”

Imumbleashislipsmeanderovermyface,hesniggers.

Randall:“Iam fascinatedbyyouAmara.”

Hegivesareasonforhispervertedrandom acts,ashetrailsthetipsofhisfingersonmycheek.



Tobecontinued…



79*

SETHU*

WhenIfirstmetMr.Styles,Ihadnoideathatwewouldbethisclose.Mylifehaschangedsince

hecame,IlookforwardtothenextdaybecauseIgettoseehim.Ihaven’tdisclosedmy

brokennesstohim,it’sbeenoverayearsincethebetrayalandIcan’tseem togetoverit.

EachtimeIseeLebo,theimageofherandNtokozonakedinmybedflashesoverme.Idon’t

knowifIshouldhateherforwhatshedid,mymotherhasforcedmetooverlookhermistakes.I

trustthatwoman’sjudgement,sheismymotherandshewillneverdoanythingtohurtme.

Although,itseemsshelovesLebomore.

TherearetimeswhenIwouldcatchLeboglaringatme,herlookscanbebonechilling.

Lebolovesthespotlight,shefallssickwhennoonegivesherattention.Ithinksheisconvinced

thatlifeisacompetition,choosingthesamecareerwasn’tbychance.Shewasstudyingbeauty

therapyandthemomentnewsgotoutthatIwasstudyingNursing,shedroppedhercourseand

cametonursing.

IrememberwhenIboughtmycar,somethingsmalltogetmefrom AtoB.Hercommentwas

that,shecandobetter.Afewmonthslatershewentandgotherselfabiggercar.

ThesamehappenedwithNtokozo,only,shedidn’tgetsomeoneelse.Shewentforhim,after

monthsoftryingtoconvincemethathewasbadforme.Shewouldtellmestoriesabouthow

shesawhim withsomegirlandhowNtokozowouldmakepassesather.Herinputputastrain

inourrelationship,NtokozoandIwereoneachother’sthroatsallthetime.

Peaceceasedtoexistinourrelationship,itcametoapointwherehewouldlayahandonme.

OneslapbecametwoandbeforeIknewit,hewouldhavehiswaywithme.Iwouldleavehim

onlytogobackwhenhecomespleading.Theabusedidn’tstop,IstayedbecauseIlovedhim.

Sleepingwithmycousinwasthefinalstraw,Ileftandneverlookedback.

Lebo:“Whatthehellareyoudoing?”

Shebudgesintomyhouse,Iam usedtothis.Lebohardlyeverknocks,therearedayswhenshe

wouldsleepoverwithoutasking.Ican’treallyprotestbecauseshe’sfamily.

Me:“WhatdidIdo?”

Lebo:“WiththatmanSethu.Isawyouleavewithhim.”

Oh,that.

Me:“He’smyfriend,so?”



Amockinglaughescapeshermouth.

Lebo:“You’vegottobekiddingme.Surelyyoucan’tbethisstupid,amanlikehim doesnot

befriendgirlslikeyou.”

Me:“Girlslikeme?”

Sherollshereyes,it’sherfavouritethingtodo.

Lebo:“Yeah.YouknowwhatImean.”

Me:“NoLebo,Idon’tknowwhatyoumean,pleaseexplain.”

Lebo:“Youdon’thavetobedramaticaboutthisSethu,Iam justlookingoutforyou.”

Sheripostesasshescansmybodywithhereyes.

Me:“Idon’tneedyoulookingoutforme,I’vegotthis.”

Lebo:“That’snotwhatitlookslike,maybeIshouldtellauntthat,you’reentertainingmeninyour

house.”

Thisisher,thisisthetypeofpersonsheis.

Me:“Whatisyourproblem withhim?Hedidn’tdoanythingtoyou?”

Sheisusedtocallingtheshots.

Lebo:“I’m tryingtolookoutforyouSethu,Iknowhownaïveyoucanbe.Youthinkeveryonehas

ahalo.”

Me:“Like,howIthoughtyouhadahalo,beforeyousleptwithmyboyfriend.”

Sherollshereyesatme.

Lebo:“Thatwasamistake.”

Shemumblesasshethrowsherselfonmycouch.

Me:“Okayso,youslippedandfellonhisdickmorethanonce?”

Ireturnrudely.

Lebo:“Hey,youdon’thavetospeaktomelikethat.And,whymustyoudwellonthepastSethu?

Geez,getoveritalready.”

Shespitsthewordsoutasshefoldsherarms.Leboisarrogantandcondescending,she’s

inconsiderateandthinkstheworldofherself.

Me:“Iwasabouttogotobed,Ihadalongnight.Pleaseleave.”

Shetiltsherheadslightlytothesideandnarrowshereyesatme.

Lebo:“Ngempela?You’rethrowingmeoutofyourplace?”(Really?)



Me:“I’m notthrowingyouout,I’m simplyaskingyoutoleavebecauseI’m tiredandIneedto

sleep.”

Shegivesmeanunpleasantstarebeforeclickinghertongue.Shejumpsup,Idrawbackwhen

shefuriouslytreadstowardsme.She’sknowntobeviolent.

Lebo:“Wena,uzonya.Thatlowlifewilldestroyyou,watch.”(Youwillregretthis.)

Shebangsmydooronherwayout.

AMARA*

IthoughtIwasokaybut,nowit’sbeginningtocutsodeep.ThethoughtofRandallbelongingto

someoneelsesuffocatesme,Iknowhesayshewantsnothingtodowithher.Am Iwrong

though,towanthim tobelongtomealone?

Hisfathercarrieshatredinhiseyesandthatisenoughtoknowthathisblessingswillnever

dwellamongus.Whatpathwillwetakewhenherefusestoacceptme?Wecan’tgoastray,I

woulddefinitelylosemyway.

Randall:“Amara,Amara.”

Iblinkatthesoundofhisvoicecallingme,ashewaveshishandtosnapmeout.

Randall:“I’vebeentalkingtoyou,youdriftedaway.”

Me:“Sorry.Whatwasthat?”

Wehaven'tleftthelounge.

Randall:“You’relostinthought.”

Hegivesmeasternlookashereachesformyhand.

Ife:“Brotherhurryit’sLiyana.”

Ifescurriesdownthestairs,.

Randall:“What’swrongwithLiya?”

Ife:“She’shavingaseizure,Idon’tknowwhathappened.”

Sheexplains.

Randall:“What?”

Randalljumpsupandscuttlesupthestairs,takingtwostepsatatime.



Werushafterhim.

Randall:“Liya!”

Hehowlsdashingintoherroom,hertinybodyisconvulsingonthefloorandhermouthis

forming.

Randall:“Liyana.”

Me:“Whathappened?”

Ife:“Idon’tknow,weweresitting,thenshejustfelland...”

Hersobstakeoverherwords.

Randall:“Callanambulance.”

Heinstructs,strangehowpanicisnotvisibleonhim.Thiscalm demeanourofhisscaresme

sometimes.

Iferunsoutoftheroom,Ithinktogetherphone.RandallgentlyturnsLiyaontoonesidewhile

holdingherhead.

Randall:“Passmethepillow.”

Ioblige,hecushionsherheadwithit.

Me:“What’swrongwithher?”

Iasktheobvious.

Randall:“Idon’tknow,thishasneverhappenedbefore.”

Chiomalurchesintotheroom andimmediatelyfallsintoapanicmode.

Randall:“Dammit.”

Hegrowlsseeingthathismethodisfailing,astheseizuresincrease.

Me:“Randall,tellmewhattodo.”

Chioma:“Whatishappeningtoher?”

Shequeries,Randalllookshelpless.

Randall:“WhereisIfe?”

Hepaysnoattentiontoourinterrogation.Ifehasbeengonefortoolong,sheshouldbebackby

now.Ibumpintoher,asIstarttofleetowardsthedoor.

Ife:“Brother,agyawantstospeaktoyou.Ibroughtbasil,hesaidtomakehersniffit.”(Father.)

Hepeekssidewaysather,withamiffedexpression.

Randall:“Didyoucallanambulance?”



Heblatantlyignoresherannouncement.

Ife:“AgyacalledbeforeIcoulddoit,hewantstospeaktoyou.HecanhelpLiya.Pleasegiveher

thisbrother.”(Father.)

Randallhesitates,Iknowhe’sabouttoprotest.

Randall:“Chioma,callanambulance.”

Shefiddlesforherphoneathiscommand.

Ife:“Brother…”

Itakethebasilfrom Ife,usemyfingerstosquashitandbreakitintopieces,releasingthearoma.

IknowRandallisatdaggers-drawnwithhisfatherbut,thisisnotthetimetobeselfish.

Withmyeyespleadingonbehalfofthischildwho’scaughtupbetweenthesetwomen,Ireach

outmyhandtoRandall,heneedstoputhisstubbornnessasideandthinkofLiyana.

Hegrimacesatmeasifchidingme.

Me:“Pleasetakeit,doitforLiya.”

Ibeseech,desperately.

Reluctantly,hesnatchesit.Wewatch,ashewavesitoverhernostrils,itdoesn’ttakelongfor

theseizuretoslowdown.She’sfinallyabletobreatheonherown.

Randall:“Princess.”

Hesitsherup,beforescoopingherupinhisarmsandlaysheronthebed.

Randall:“Areyouokay?”

Shenodsslowly,fatigueshowingonherface.

STYLES*

TheplantodestroyMkhizeisinmotion,IcalledKennethover.LikeNeo,Kennethisanoldfriend.

NeohasbeendistantsinceKennethgothere,hecan’tbelievehowtheguyhaschanged.

Me:“Neo,youneedtostopstaring.You’remakingthemanuncomfortable.”

Neo:“Stylos,Idon’tunderstandthefriendsyoukeep.Youlikedevilworshippers,neh?”

IthinkKennethheardhim.Idon’tknowabouthim beingadevilworshiperbut,Iknowheispart

ofabrotherhood.Ihavenoideawhatisbeingdonethere,thechurchorgatheringrather,isat

night.



Me:“Stop.”

Neo:“IthinkI’m theonlynormalfriendyouhave,leUzeisalmostlikethisone.”

Hecontinues,hisprattlingwillgethim introubleoneday.

Kennethcanheareverything,thescowlonhisfacesayshe’snotthrilled.

Me:“You’reembarrassingme.”

Neo:“Kennethntwana,oreng?It’sbeenlong,you’vechangedhey.”(Howareyou?)

Now,he’ssmiling.IthoughtKennethcreepedhim out.

Kenneth:“You’restillthesame.”

Herefusestoreturnthesmile,Idoubtheknowshowto.

Neo:“Yeah,blackdon’tcrackntwana.”(Boy.)

It’stimeIwrapthisup.

Neo:“DoyouknowNkomo,he’salsoaMkhize.”

Thenagain,Neowillnotgivemeachance.Kennethshakeshishead,negatively.

Neo:“Youshouldmeethim,maybeyou’llseearesemblance.”

Kenneth:“IwouldknowifMkhizewasmyfather.”

Neo:“Oh,kannete?Joang?”(Really?How?)

Kenneth:“Myfatherdied,Ikilledhim.”

Hedelivershisriposteinadeadpanvoice.Neogulps,that’senoughtoshuthim up.

Kenneth:“Styles,I’llhearfrom you.”

Me:“Sure,I’llcallyou.”

Neo:“ShoshoKenny.”

BadmoveNeo,hedetestsbeingcalledthat.

Kenneth:“YoushouldcometomychurchNeo,you’llloveit.”

HissmirkshutsNeoup,Ihaveneverseenhim speechlessbefore.It’skindoffunny.

Me:“Iwillmakesuretodrophim off,yousaidit’sat12am right?”

Neo:“Huh?”

Hiseyespopopen.

Kenneth:“Onthedot.”

Neo’sfaceispricelessrightnow.



Neo:“Stylos,IknowIcanbeapainintheassmarantwana,uskaichunnadaiding.Thatmanis

adevilworshipperandyoujustacceptedaninvitationtohischurch.Youknowtheytakethese

thingsseriousright?”(Don’tthat.)

HecomplainsasIshutthedoor.

Me:“Relax,hewaskidding.”

Neo:“Oh,okay.But,ishereallyinacult.”

Hedigs.

Me:"Maybe.”

Heshakeshishead.

Neo:“Eh,eh,Stylos.Bonalehlanyalahao.”(Lookatyourcrazygirlfriend.)

Iturntowherehe’spointing,toseeKhethupeekingthroughthekitchenwindow.

Me:“Whatthehellisshedoinghere?”

Imarchtowardsthekitchen,shesmilesandwaves,assheseesmeapproaching.

Neo:“ErengnumberyakoSterkfontein?”(What’sSterkfontein’snumber?)

Hepullsouthisphone,Igivehim awarninglook.

KhethusmileswidelyasIopenthewindow.Iwon’topenthedoorforherlest,sheseesitasan

invite.

Khethu:“Hi.”

Ifeelapangofhurtasmyeyesscanherbody,hereyesfallheavywithexhaustion,shelooks

drainedandnotinherrightstate.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Khethu:“CanIpleasecomein?”

Me:“Howdidyougetthroughthegate?”

Khethu:“Iusedmykeys.Won’tyouletmein?”

Thesmilestillremains.

Me:“GohomeKhethu.”

Hereyeswaterinresponsetomyrequest.

Khethu:“Ihadafightwithmymother,Ican’tgobackthere.”

Idon’tthinkIcanstandthis.WhathaveIdonetothiswoman?

Khethu:“Rememberhowyouusedtomakemefeelbetterwhenshewouldfightme,you



protectedme.ImissthatStyles,Imissyou.”

Tearsshowupandstridedownhercheeks,shedoesn’tbothertowipethem.

Iknowhowhurtshewouldbe,afterNobayenihashadherwaywithher,Icanalmostfeelthe

painthathasglossedhereyes.

Me:“Youcancomein,I’llcallyourfather.”

Neo:“Heeh!Comeinwhere?Sheisnotenteringthishouse.”

Neoprotests,Iforgothewasstandinghere.

Me:“Neo,sheneedshelp.”

Neo:“Helpeaeng,shemustgotoherfather’shouseforhelp.”(Helpforwhat?)

Khethu:“Neo,thisisnotyourhouse.Whyareyouhereanyway?”

Sheargues.

Neo:“Uenaubatlaengmona.”(Whatdoyouwanthere?)

Choosingtoignorehim,Itoiltowardstheexitdoor.Herunsaftermeandblocksmyway.

Me:“Whatthehelliswrongwithyou?”

Ihaveneverseenhim soangry.

Neo:“Nothing,marasomethingisdefinitelywrongwithyou.IrespectyouStylosbut,ifyouopen

forlehlanyaeoIwill…’’(Thatcrazyperson.)

Me:“Whatwillyoudo?”

Iaskfirmly.Hescratcheshisheadnervously.

Neo:“Eishsaan!IwillcallUze,hewon’thesitatetoputheroutandIhopeheteachesyoua

lessontoo.Youdeserveabeatingforbeingblindedbyher.”

Khethu:“Styles,open.”

Sheknocksonthewindow,Itwistmyheadtoogleather.She’sdesperate,I’m caughtbetween

arockandahardplace.”

Neoisseriouswiththisthreat.

Khethu:“Stylesopen.”

Shehasgrownrestless.

Neo:“Yeytsamaea,harenahoubulela.”(Getoutofhere,we’renotopening.)

Heyells.

Khethu:“Stylesbaby,openplease.”



Neo:“KetlafonelaUzenou.”(IwillcallUzenow.)

Me:“You’refullofshit.”

Neo:“Yeah,ok’salayo,hanahokena.”(She’sstillnotgettingin.)

IopttowalkawaybeforeIgiveintothisweaknessIhaveforher.

Khethu:“Styles,whereareyougoing?”

Sheshoutsafterme.

Neo:“Stylesyaeng,stylesyaeng?Tsamaeasisihareubatlemona.”(StopcallingStyles,go,we

don’twantyouhere.)

Thewayhegoeson,Iwouldthinkheknowsabouttheabuse.

Tobecontinued…



80*

NOMBULELO*

Mbusoissomethingelse,thisisthesecondtimeheisbeingawkwardwithme.Firstitwas

whenwemadeloveforthefirsttime,nowthis.Iexpressmyfeelingsforhim andhegoes

zombieonme.

Me:“Mbuso?”

He’sinthekitchen,Idon’tknowwhathe’smaking.Ihaveafeelinghe’savoidingme.

Mbuso:“Yes.”

Hedoesn’ttwirltolookatme,thiscompelsmetoreleaseasigh.

Me:“Iloveyou.”

Iexpress,thisoughttogethisattention.Hestopsandfinallyacknowledgesme.

Me:“Won’tyousaysomething?”

Hedoesthatthingwhenhe’snervous,flingshishandbehindhisneckandrubsit.Iwatchhim

ashestrollstome,hetakesmyhand.

Mbuso:“IheardwhatyousaidLelo.Doyoumeanitthough?”

Whatisheaskingme?

Me:“Iwouldn’thavesaiditifIdidn’t.”

Mbuso:“You’reastrongwomanLelo,it’soneofthethingsIadmireaboutyou.I’m notsure

though,ifyouareoverhim…”

Me:“Really?”

Idrawmyhandaway,Ishould’veknownthis.

Me:“YouthinkI’m stillhunguponZuma?”

Mbuso:“Nothungupbut,Leloyourwoundsweresodeep.Inursedthem remember.”

Me:“YesandIam healed.MbusoIwouldn’tsaysomethingIdon’tmean.”

Mbuso:“Ijustwantyoutobesureaboutthis,theheartisafragileorgan.”

Me:“Don’tplaydoctorwithmeMbuso.Whatistheproblem here?IsitbecauseIsaiditfirst?”

Ipullbackfrom him.

Mbuso:“Youknowit’snot.”



Me:“Thenwhatisit?”

He’snotprovidingmewithananswer.

Me:“Wow.”

Iam soclosetoclickingmytongue,he’sannoyingme.

Histightgriponmyarm stopsmefrom walkingaway,Iwriggleforfreedom,heprovestobe

stronger.

Mbuso:“Don’twalkawayplease,letmeexplain.”

Hefreesmyhandfrom hisclutch,IstepbackasIcrossmyarms.Thisbetterbegood.

Mbuso:“Thatdaywhenyouwerereadytokillthatman,IsawhowdeephecutyouandIknewit

willtakeawhileforyoutogetoverhim.Ithasn’tbeenlong…”

Me:“Areyousayingit’simpossibletolovesomeoneinasmallspaceoftime?”

Mbuso:“No.”

Me:“Whatareyousayingthen,Mbuso?”

I’m gettingfrustrated.

Mbuso:“LoveisabeautifulthingLeloandIknowit’swhatIfeelforyou.”

Me:“Whatistheproblem then?You’retalkingMbusobut,you’renotmakingsense.”

Heopenshismouthtospeakandisstoppedbyhisphoneringing.

Me:“Pleasedon’tanswerit.”

Iwantclarity,hecan'tleavemehanging.

HechecksthecallerIdandsighs.

Mbuso:“I’m sorry,Ihavetotakethis.”

Iwatchhim asheanswersthecall,Iwanttowalkawaybut,Ineedtoknowaboutthisthinghe

keepsinhisheart.

Mbuso:“Whatisit?”

<Listens>

Mbuso:“Can’tyoutakehertothehospital?”

<Listen>

Hehuffs.

Mbuso:“Trustyoutogivesuchareply.”

Iam growingimpatient.



Mbuso:“Relax,I’m onmyway.Youknowitstimeyouacceptthatyouarenothingwithoutme.”

Hechucklesbeforehangingup.

Me:“You’releaving?”

Mbuso:“Ihaveahousecall.CanwefinishthiswhenIgetback?”

Me:“Go.”

Mbuso:“Iwon’tbelong.”

Ishrugmyshouldersandtoddletositonthecouch.

Mbuso:“Lelo.”

Hewantstosaysomething.

Me:“HambaMbuso.”(Go.)

Hesighsasheletshisfeetguidehim out.

AMARA*

Liyanaaisbetternow,she’ssittingonherbedwithherheadrestingonRandall’schest.Randall

refusestospeaktohisfather,hedoesn’twanttohearanything.Iplantoconvincehim,his

fatherseemstoknowsomethingaboutLiyana'ssuddenseizure.WeknowLiyanatobeas

healthyasahorse.

Me:“Howdidyourfatherknowthatbasilleaveswillwork?”

IaskasIsettleonthebedoppositehim.

Randall:“Beatsme.”

Heshowslackofinterest.

Me:“Don’tyouthinkyoushouldspeaktohim.”

Itakehishand,hekeepshisgazetransfixedonme,ashisfingersfondlydanceonmine.

Randall:“Idoubt,Iwanttohearwhathehastosay.”

Me:“Whatifit’saboutLiya?Itcouldbeimportant.”

Heacceptsafrown,I’m probablyannoyinghim.

Me:“Beforeyousayanything,thinkaboutitplease.”

Hesighs.Hedrawshishandaway,Icanstillfeelthetrailofhisfingersonmine.

Imightbepushinghim todosomethinghedoesn’twant.



Thismanneedstolearnhowtocommunicatethough.

Ifeplodsintheroom,holdingupaphone.Thegirllookssapped.

Ife:“Brother,SegunOkolieisgoingtomakemyheadexplode.IswearI’m thisclosetoturning

offmyphone,he’sinterruptingmylivestream.”

Shecomplains,holdingoutthephonetoRandall.He’snottakingit,insteadcontinuestocaress

Liya’sback.She’sfallingasleep.

Ife:“Thisisadisaster,thesetwomenwanttoseemedead.BrotherIcannotbestressinglike

this,I’llagefast.”

Ismileatherinnocence,Randallstillholdsapuckeredbrow.

Randall:“DropthecallIfeanyi.”

Hedemandssternly.

Shecarriesanirkedlook,beforerollinghereyesathim,he’snotmovedatall.

Idon’tknowifIshouldintervene.Seeinghowherbrotherisunwavering,Ifeplacesthephoneon

herear.

Ife:“Yourhighness,theprincerefusestospeaktoyou.PleaseIbeg,leavemyphonealone.I

havealifeagyaandyou’redisturbingme.”(Father.)

Sheexpresseswithanoteofsarcasm,dropsthecall,oglesatRandallandrollshereyesbefore,

walkingout.Hedoesn’tseem tocareatall.

Me:“Randall,mayIpleasehaveawordwithyourstubbornness?”

Ijest.

Withonebrowcurved,hestudiesmyfeatures.Ishyawayfrom hisintensegaze.

Randall:“Ilikeitwhenyousaymyname.”

Hisprominentsmirktakesoverhismouth,Iam tryingtoholdaseriousconversationandhe

choosestotakeadifferentroute.

“Guys.”

Mbusosauntersin,Igetupfrom thebedtogivehim space.

Randall:“Yousurelytookyourtime.”

Mbuso:“ItshowsIdidn’tflyhere,I’m human.”

HiscomebackhasRandallsniggering.

Mbuso:“Howisshe?”

Me:“She’shasn’tsaidanythingyet.”



Randall:“Sheseemstobeokaythough,shedoesn’thaveatemperature.”

RandallgentlylaysLiyana'sheadonthepillowandgivesspaceforMbusotodohisjob.

Watchinghim workremindsmeofLelo,shelovesmedicine.

Me:“MycousinLelowantedtobeadoctor,Iremembergrowingup,howshewouldplaydoctor

withherdolls.”

Iexclaim,asIfailtoholdbackmythoughts.

Mbuso:“Wait!DidyousayLelo?”

Heleersatmewithhiseyespoppedout.

Me:“Yes,youknowher?”

HeglaresatRandall,theyexchangelooks.

Me:“DoyouknowNombulelo?”

Ipryasmyimpatiencegrows,maybethiscouldbemychanceofseeingherwithoutgoingtomy

house.MaybeMbusocanbringhertome,MkhizemusthavenoknowledgeofNombulelohence,

hehasnoreasontohaveherfollowed.

Mbuso:“No…MyLelois…Nompumelelo.”

Hestammersandpopsmybubblewithhisresponse.

Randall:“Howisshe,Mbuso?”

Heinquires,aboutLiyana.

Mbuso:“Ihonestlydon’tseeanythingwrongwithher,maybeyoushouldtakehertothehospital

justtobesure.”

Randall:“Areyoudoubtingyourskillsthere,doc?NeverthoughtIwouldseetheday.”

Hederides,havingMbusochuckleinreaction.

Mbuso:“I’m thebestyougotbut,asecondopinionwouldbegood.”

Randall:“Ahh!Thereitis,youcan’treallyletgoofthatego.”

Hechortles.

Mbuso:“WhatcanIsay,Iam ablessing.”

Heretortsashewrapsup,leavingRandallspeechless.Thetwohaveaweirdfriendship,ifI

couldcallitthat.

Mbuso:“Lethersleepfornow,there’snothingwrongwithher.”

Me:“Howdoweexplainthefits?”

Mbuso:“Hence,Isaidgetasecondopinion.Haveyouthoughtthat,maybethiscouldbe



spiritual?”

Randall:“Spiritualhow?”

Hehasalreadydecidedthathedoesn’tlikethisconversation.

Mbuso:“Youknow,ancestorsandstuff.”

Randall:“Whendidyouupgradetobeingatraditionalist?”

Mbuso:“ThethingsI’veheardandseen,thepastfewdaystappedmebacktomyroots.”

Heilluminates,Randallisnotokaywiththis.

Randall:“That’sgoodforyou,notforme.I’m keepingmydaughterawayfrom thosethings.”

Mbuso:“Iunderstandbut,youknowsometimeschildrenpayfortheirparent’smistakes.”

Randall:“WhatareyouimplyingMbuso?”

Hegrunts.

Hedidsaythat,he’snotfondoftraditionandcustoms.

Mbuso:“I’m justshadinglight,thinkaboutit.I’lltakemyleave.”

ChiomawalksinasRandallleadsMbusoout.

Chioma:“Issheokay?”

Me:“Yes.”

Chioma:“It’sstrangehowthissuddenlyjusthappened,there’ssomethinggoingonhere.”

Shevoices.

Me:“Mbusomentionedthatitcouldbespiritual.”

Chioma:“It’spossible.”

Me:“Well,whateveritis.Randallwillfixit,hehasto.”

Shesmilesatme.

Chioma:“Youhavegrownfondofhim?”

Okay.

Me:“He’sbecomeveryimportanttome.”

Chioma:“I’m glad,youbothdeservetobehappy.”

Me:“Iguess.”

“Amara.”

Ileeroverashisvoicecallsouttome,he’sstandingatthedoorway.



Randall:“Comewithme.”

Me:“You’llstaywithLiyana?”

Shenods,smiling.IfollowRandalltoourbedroom.

Randall:“Ihavesomethingforyou.”

Hestateswhenwegetthere.

Ismileathisannouncement,asheramshishandinhispocket.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Hecomesoutwiththispieceofchompchocolateandhandsittome.

Me:“Chomp?”

ThisiswhyhepulledmeoutofLiyana’sroom.Wow...

Randall:“Itdoesn’thavetobebigright?”

Ilaughathissweetgesture.

Me:“Iknowthisisn’tyouridea,whodoIgivecreditto?”

Helaughs,forthefirsttime,helaughs.

Randall:“Liya,shesaidaflowershouldcomewithchocolate.”

Me:“She’ssweet.”

Randall:“Yourlipsaresweet.”

Heuttersashe’sdrawnbackintothatworldoflust,thismanandhiswolfishnature.HowdoI

evenquenchit?

Hegracefullycatchesmebythewaist,pullingmetohim andIcollidewithhischest.

Randall:“CanItastethem?”

Momentarily,hedropshisgazetomymouthandtakeshistimetoleanovermyface.

I’m deniedachancetorefusehim whenhekissesme.

SETHU*

Irushtothesittingareaatthesoundofmyphoneringing,it’smymother.

Me:“Mom.”

Igreet.



Mom:“Whatisthis,IhearSethu?”

Me:“What?”

Mom:“You’regallivantingwithsomedrugdealer.Howcanyoubesocareless?”

ThisscreamsLebo,shelieslikethis.

Me:“Letmeguess,Lebotoldyouthisright?”

Mom:“Doesitmatter?You’renotevengoingtodenyitSethu?”

Me:“Ididn’tdoanythingwrongmom,Leboislying.RememberhowsheliedaboutNtokozo.”

Mom:“Whywouldshelietome?”

Shealwaystakesherside.

Me:“Idon’tknow.Whydoyouchoosetobelieveheroverme?”

Mom:“Don’tstartSethu,youknowInevertakesides.”

Me:“That’snothowitseemstome,youbelieveeverywordthatcomesoutofhermouth.”

Mom:“Youalsodidn’tdenytheaccusation.”

Me:“Ihavetogetreadyforwork.”

Mom:“Yourfathersaysyoushouldcomehomenextweek,hewantstospeaktoyou.”

Idon’twanttoknowwhathewants.

Me:“Ican’tmakeit,Ihavework.”

Mom:“You’lltakeadayoff.”

I’m notshockedbyhersuggestion.

Me:“Ican’ttakeadayoffmom,I’vetakentoomuchofthose.”

Shesighs.

Mom:“Onemorewillnothurt.”

Shewillneverunderstand.

Me:“IwillseewhatIcando,bye.”

Ihangupbeforeshespeaksfurther,Lebowentandranhermouth.Shetwistedthewholething,

IhavenoticedhowshedespisesStyles.Iwillnotheedheradvice,Styleshascometobe

importanttomeinthissmallspaceoftime.

IthinkheneedsafriendasmuchasIdo.Hemightnotsayitbut,Ihavenoticedhowhurtheis.

Hedoesn’thavethatpoisehehadwhenIfirstsawhim,heappearstobebrokenandIam willing

tohelphim throughwhateverhe’sgoingthrough.Iftableswereturned,Iam undeniably



confidentthat,hewilldothesame.

NOMBULELO*

Me:“Mbuso,youforgotyourkeyag…”

There’satallblackmanonmydoorstep,IthoughtitwasMbuso.He’sbeengonefortoolong,

maybemyimpatienceisdraggingthetime.

“SawubonaNkosazana.”(Greetingslady.)

Hegreetswithasmile.

Me:“Hello.”

“IsMbusoaround?”

Me:“He’snot,sorry.”

Hestaresforawhile,thisisuncomfortable.

“IsitokayifIwaitforhim?Ican’tgetaholdofhim.”

Hisquestionhasmescowling.

Me:“Youcan,outside.”

Hesmiles.

“Okay,you’rebeingcautiousandthat’swise.Theworldisasickplace.”

Whyishestilltalkingtome?Idon’trespond,I’m tryingtobepolitebutmyrudenessisknocking.

“Ngiyabonga,I’lltryhisnumberagain.”(Thankyou.)

Heutters,holdingontothatsmile.

Me:“Dothat.”

Ipushthedoorclose,somethingisjammingit.Isendmyeyestoinspect,thisstrangeris

blockingitwithhisfoot.Ilookupathim andhehasthissmirkonhisface,hethinksthisis

amusing.

Me:“CanIhelpyoubhuti?”

Hegrins.

“Bhuti?”(Brother?)

Inarrowmyeyesathim.

“Iwasn’ttoldIhaveasisteroutthere,asfarasIknow,myfatherhassons.Thisdefinitelycalls



forafamilymeeting.”

Thestupidsmileonhisfacesays,he’stryingtocrackajoke.Idon’tknowthismanandIdon’t

knowwhyhethinkshecanconversatewithme.ThisisSouthAfrica,I’m alreadyatriskby

standingherewithhim.

Me:“Bhuti,Mbusoisnotaroundatthemoment.Please,I’lllethim knowyouwerehere.”

Hechortles.

“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantomakeyouuncomfortable.It’sjustnoteverydaythat,Icomeacrossa

prettylady.”

Heexpresseswithalowtone.

Ishe?No…He’snotflirtingwithme,right?

Iam officiallyuncomfortable.

Me:“Goodbye,bhuti.”(Brother.)

Hegrinswidely.

Ishutthedooronhisface,Iam notonetoentertainstrangemen.

Tobecontinued…



81*

AMARA*

Ife:“Whatdidyousayhegaveyou?”

Thewordsswirlswithamusementwhileshegivesmeaninquisitivelook.

Randallissomethingelse,heisdefinitelydifferentandthat’swhatmakeshim special.Ihave

cometolikeeverythingabouthim,includingthatpermanentpuckerbetweenhiseyebrows.

Thereisabitofinnocenceinhim anditcomesoutwhenhe’scourtingme,he’slikealittlekid

whohasnocluehowtowooagirl.

Ifefoundmesmilingtomyselfinthelivingroom andhercuriositytookover.She’sseatedon

thecouchacrossme,oglingatmeasifI’m abouttonarratethegreateststoryevertold.

Ife:“He’shopeless,Igiveup.”

Shethrowsherhandsupindefeat.

Me:“It’syourfault.”

Ife:“WhatdidIdo?”

Me:“Youputtheseideasinhishead,nowhe’stryingtoohard.”

Ialmostfeelforhim,myheartisalreadyhisandIdon’tmindifhepursuesmeornot.

Ife:“Trustme,youwillthankme,thelastthingyouwantistobemarriedtoamanwhoisnot

romantic.”

Me:“Randallisromantic.”

Idefendhim,shemakesaface.

Ife:“Yeahright,tellmeoneromanticthinghe’sdone.”

Icanthinkofmany.

Ife:“Anddon’ttellmeaboutthosestolenkisses,themomentswherehecornersandthesweet

nothingshewhispersinyourear.”

That'sactuallytherouteIwastaking.

Shewavesherhandatthis.Issheevenallowedtoobserveherbrotherlikethis?

Ife:“Thatisnotromance,it’shim beinghotblooded.”

Shedoesn’tgivemeachancetodefendRandall.

Me:“Okay,that’senough.”



Shelaughs.

Ife:“It’struethough.”

Sheprotestinamusement.

Me:“Youdoknowthisisyourbrotherwe’retalkingaboutright?”

Ife:“And,we’rebothgirlsso,thisconversationisnotgoinganywhere.”

She’ssmart.

Ife:“CanIseeit?”

Shecan’tstoplaughing,Ipulloutthechocolatefrom mypocketandshegrabsitwithasmile

plasteredonherface.

Ife:“Keepit,thiswillbeanicestorytotellyourkidsoneday.”

MyheartjumpsinexcitementatthethoughtofhavingRandall’skids,Ihaven’tthoughtthatfar

yetandIdon’tknowifhedreamsofbeingafatheroneday.

Me:“Isthatevenpossible,itwillhavemouldsbythen.”

Ife:“Itdoesn’tmatter,peoplekeepdeadrosesforyears.”

Sheexpresses.

SheburstintolaughterwhensheseesRandallwalkintothelounge,theconfusedlookonhis

faceishumorous.

Randall:“Whatarewelaughingat?”

Heinquiresashesitsbesideme.

Ife:“Chomp,brother?”

Sheaddsmorelifetoherlaugh.Randallglancesatme,hisfacecarryingalenientfrown.He

doesn’tfindthisfunnyatall.

Randall:“Youlaughatanythingso,I’m notsurprisedthatyouwouldfindthisfunny.”

Ife:“But,itisfunnybrother,Ineedtotweetthis.”

Herphoneisalwaysonherhand.

Randall:“So,youtalkaboutmewhenI’m notaround?Ilikethat.”

Hequestionswhilegivingmeaseductivesmile,Ishiftbackasheleanscloser.

Me:“No,Idon’t.”

Iprotest,hedoesn’tbelievemeashechortles.Hishandgoesaroundmywaistandhepullsme

closer.Hegentlybitesmyearlobe,hiswarm breathonmyskinhasmeshiveringand

embarrassmentwashesoverme.



Randallhasnotiming.ItiltmyheadtoglanceatIfe,she’sengrossedonherphone,thankfully.

Thisgivesmeachancetoreprimandhim.

Randall:“Iwanttokissyourightnow,Ican'tbreathe.”

Hewhisperssoftlyinmyear,andtheshuddertargetsmeagain.Thismancan’tcontrolhimself.

Iusemyhandstobuildabridgebetweenus,it’suncomfortableenoughthatIfeishere.He’snot

backingdownashecontinuestopresshisbodyonmine.

Me:“Randall.”

Myvoicehasgivenintohim.He’snotstoppingbut,continuestoshowermewithkisses.My

heartthumpsagainstmychest,ashenuzzleshisheadonmyneckandplacesalingeringkiss

onthespacebetweenmyneckandcollarbone.Heknowswheremyweaknessis.Hemildly

blowsonthesamespotandhisbreathhittingagainstmychestdeclaresmepowerless.

IclutchmyhandonhislapasIheaveforbreathe.

Me:“Ife…ishere.”

Mystupidvoicegivesmeawayasittellshim thatIam turnedonbythisact.

Ife:“Seriously,ifIhavetoseeyoutwokissingagain,Iwillhangmyself.Ihaveseenenoughfor

theday.”

Ipullawayfrom histightgripinajiff,IdropmygazeasIfeelmycheeksburnup.Ineedaplace

tohide.

Randall:“Thisiswhathappenswhenyoumoveintosomeone’shomewithouttheirpermission.”

Heretorts,nothidinghispiquedtone.Ifegiggles.

Ife:“Ihavetogiveittoyoubrother,youaretheclingiestmanIknow.”

Randall:“YouknowclingymenIfeanyi?”

Thisisfunny,shetakesdeepbreathsinsearchoftranquillity.

Ife:“Wow,onecan’tsayanythinginthishousewithoutherwordsbeingtwisted.Brother,youdo

knowthatIwillstartdatingsoon,right?”

Randall:“NotifIhaveanythingtodowithit.”

Ife:“Iknewit,Iknewit.Youwanttokillmeabi?”(Right?)

Me:“You’lldieifyoudon’tdate?”

Ife:“Ofembarrassment,yes.Iam thisclosetobeinganInstagram influencer.Thatisonetough

jobtohave,Ineedamantocompletetheimage.”

Sheexplains,muchtoRandall’sannoyance.

Randall:“Willyoushutup?WhenareyougoingbacktoGhanaanyway?”



Ife:“Notanytimesoon.”

SpeakingofGhana.

Me:“Randall.”

Heturnshisgazetome.

Me:“I’vebeenthinking,maybeIshouldhaveatalkwithhim.”

Randall:“Who?”

IfeanyigivesmealookIcannotmakeoutbut,IthinksheknowswhoI’m talkingabout.

Me:“Yourfather.”

Randall:“No.”

Me:“Maybe,Icangetthroughtohim.”

Ife:“Forgetit,noonecangetthroughtothatoldman.Hiswifestandsdefeatedtilltoday,one

personyoucangetthroughtoisthatwomantheycallRuth.”

Randall:“Ifeanyi.”

Hechidesher.

Ife:“It’sjustasuggestionbrotherandshe’sinthecountryso…”

Me:“She’shere?”

Randallheavesadeepsighofinfuriation.

Randall:“Yesandyouarestayingawayfrom her.”

Hecommandsfirmly,Ihavenoticedhowthisissuebringsouthisbeastlyside.

Me:“Ithinkit’sagoodidea.”

Hethinksit’sstupid.

Randall:“Wellit’snot,youdon’tknowherAmara.Whatifshewastaughttobeterritorial?Ihave

afeeling,shegrewupintheclutchesofSegun.Thiscouldberisky.”

Me:“Youcouldcomewith.”

Idon’tknowwhyI’m insistingsomuch,whatIknowisthat,I’m afraidImightlosehim oneday.

Ife:“Iagreewithbrother,thiscouldputyourlifeatrisk.AgyaandRuth’sparentswouldhave

dinnerpartiesatthehouse,theyareclose.Youwouldswearshe’shisdaughter,mom hasnever

beenfondofher,though.Possibilitiesare,she’sarobotwhoagreestoeverythinghesays.”

Me:“Howdowefixitthen?”

Hescrutinisesme,searchingforananswerastowhyI’m pushingthis.



Randall:“WhoareyouandwhathaveyoudonetomyfragileAmara?”

Idon’tknowwhathemeansbythis.

Me:“I’m seriousRandall.”

Ife:“She’sworriedBrother,Iwouldbetoo.Ruthisluckyshehastofaceyou.Iwouldknockall

herteethout.”

Shepullsafaceatthisdeclaration.

Me:“IhaveafeelingRuthwasconvincedthatyouareinthisaswell.Sheprobablythinksyou

regardherasyourwife.”

HehateswhatIjustsaid,thefurrowedbrowtestifiesofit.

Ifehuffs.

Ife:“HaveyoumetRuth?YouseeBarbieandRuth?Putthem inthesameroom andtheywill

matchperfectly.Thatgirlwastaughttowalk,talkandfloatlikeaprincess.Shecan’tseewhere

she’sgoingbecausehernosegoesbeforeher,she’sconceited.”

Shespeaksofherwithsomuchresentment.

Randall:“IneedyoutostopworryingAmara,Itoldyou,Iwillfixthis.”

Ilookdownindefeat,heraisesmyheadtogivemeanassuringglance.Itendtoworrytoomuch.

Randall:“I’vegotthis,youhavetotrustme.”

Hispiercinggazeassuresme.

Ife:“Don’tworry,Segunwillonedaygrowtiredoffighting.Ican’tbelieveRavenisstilltrailing

behindhim,grovelling.Heisshameless.”

Shegracesuswithhereyerollingmoment.

Randall:“Ravenisyourbrotherandwedon’tbasheachother.”

Ife:“I’m justsayingbrother,itmakesmesoangry.”

Shegrumbles.

Randall:“Youwilltalktohim,ifyoufeelthathehasdoneyouwrong.MyquarrelswithRaven

havenothingtodowithyouIfe.”

Hechidesherfirmly.Ihavenoticedsomethingabouther,shehatesdiscipline.

Ife:“Whatever.”

“HowcomeIdidn’tgetaninvitetothefamilymeeting?”

Styles’voicecatchesourattention,he’swithamanaboutthesameageashim.Hecarriesa

friendlyfaceandapermanentsmile.



Randall:“Ididn’tknowyouwerecomingover.”

“Stylosmissesyouoga,Iwasliterallydraggedoutofthehouse.”

Hisgivesanexplanationinasarcastictone.

Styles:“Neoisexaggerating.”

Stylesdenies.

Ife:“Whoisthis?”

IfejumpsinassheoglesatStyles.Idon’tknowwhenshegottohim but,she’sstandingbefore

him,shamelesslycheckinghim out.Stylessmilesather.

Styles:“IfeanyiOkolie,wefinallymeet.”

Herjawdrops.

Ife:“Youknowmyname?Heknowsmyname.”

Theexcitementinhertoneisloud,Styleschuckles.

Styles:“OfcourseIknowyourname.You’rethegirlwhogavemeahardtimeonsocialmedia,

younevergaveuppostingyourbrother.”

Shegasps.

Ife:“Thatwasyou?You’retheonewhoblockedmypages?”

Hesmiles.

Randall:“Icouldn’triskyourfatherfindingme.”

Ife:“Mmhh,amanwithbrains,Ilike.”

ShereachesoutherhandtoStylesassheshootshim seductivesmile.Am Itheonlyonewho

canseethatthischildisflirtingwiththisman?Stylesshakesherhand.

Styles:“It’sfinallynicetomeetyou.”

Randall:“Stylesislikeabrothertome,meaningthathe’syourbrothertooandyouwilladdress

him asbrother.”

Yeah!Hesawthattoo.

Ife:“What?Noway,I’m notdoingthat.There’sareasonGoddidnotmakeussiblings.Please

brother,let’snotmesswithGod’swill.”

Herripostehasmelaughing.

Randall:“Whatisyourproblem?Iwillpluckthoseeyesoutifyoukeepglaringathim likethat.”

Ife:“Brotherplease,letmeappreciateGod’screation.”



Shepersist,Ifeistheepitomeofteenager.Herhormonesareonanotherlevel.

Stylesshouldbeuncomfortablebut,he’snot.He’sactuallyblushing,Idon’tblamehim.Who

wouldn’tblushwhenbeingcomplimented?

Neo:“Letthesisterappreciate,brotherahah.”

I’m guessinghelikesclowning.

Randall:“ThisisNeo.”

Neo:“I’m thehandsomeone.”

Hestretchesouthishandtome,Ithinkhewillshakeitbut,kissesitinstead.

Neo:“Wefinallymeet,thewomanwhohasmeltedtheheartofUzeOkolie.”

Ismileathissalutation.

Me:“NicetomeetyouNeo.”

Randall:“Neo,letgoofthathand.”

Neo:“I’m waitingformehemmatotellme.”(Myqueen.)

Styles:“WrongmoveNeo,ImighthavetolerateditwithKhethubut,Uzeisadifferentstory.His

jealousyrunsdeep.”

Stylesstateswhilelaughing.

Neo:“Aimehemma,didyouhearthat?Ifanythinghappenstome,Uzedidit.”(Myqueen.)

He’sfunny.

Randall:“Styles,yousureknowhowtospoilsomeone’sday.Whydidyoubringhim?”

Styleslaughs.

Styles:“Howareyou?”

Me:“Fine,thelasttimeIsawyou,youwereplayinghero.”

Hechortles.

Styles:“Don’tremindme.”

KHETHU*

IwassoclosetogettingbackwithStyles,Isawhowithurthim toseemeintears.Ifitweren’t

forNeo,Iwouldbewithhim now.Whydoeshekeepthefriendshehas?Theydon’tsupporthim

andthedecisionshemakes.Timeandtimehehaschosenthem overme,Ihavealwayscome



secondinhislife.Irefusetoletgoofhim,Stylesismineandnoonewillkeepusapart.

IfindmyselfbackatMbongeni’splace,thisisbetterthanbeingsurroundedbymyparent’s

negativity.Idon’tneedthatkindofstress.

“Hey.”

Igreetwhenheopensthedoor,he’snotsurprisedthatIcameback.

Mbongeni:“Comein.”

HepavesawayformeasIstridein.

Mbongeni:“Iwasabouttoeat,wouldyouliketojoinme?”

Me:“I’m nothungry.”

Mbongeni:“What’swrongKhethu?”

Heseesthepaininmyeyes.

Me:“IthurtsMbo,I’m insomuchpainandIcan’ttakeitanymore.”

MytearsfailmeasIburstintoapainfulsob.

Hepullsmeintoatightembraceandlikemyemotionscouldsensethat,I’m beingcomforted,

theyengulfme.

Mbongeni:“Everythingwillbeokay,Ipromise.”

Me:“How?Ijustwantthingstogobacktothewaytheywere.IwantmyStylesback.”

Ijerkoutofhisarms.

Me:“Noonetoldmeheartbreakwouldhurtthismuch,Ican’tbreatheMbongeni.Ifeellike

there’ssomethingstuckonmychest,myheartisheavy.”

Mbongeni:“Khethu,don’tdothistoyourselfplease.”

Me:“PleasehelpmeMbo,helpmegethim back.”

Mbongeni:“HowwillIdothatKhethu?Youknowwedon’tseeeyetoeye,youneedtoforget

him.”

Me:“You’reaskingmefortheimpossible.”

Ithoughthewouldmakemefeelbetter.

Mbongeni:“Itispossible,youneedtoputyourselffirstandforgetabouthim.It’stheonlyway

youwillbeabletoheal,yourheartisbrokenanditwantshim but,youneedtotakecontrol.Don’t

beaslavetoheartache.”

ThisisnotwhatIwanttohear.

Me:“Whydon’tyouunderstandmeStyles?”



Aknotbuildsuponhisforehead.”

Me:“I’m sorry,ImeantMbongeni?”

Hesighsdeeply.

Mbongeni:“Iwillhelpyougetthroughthis,you’renotalone.Icanassureyouthat.”

Hetakesmebackintohisarms.

NOMBULELO*

“Lelo,wakeup.”

IopenmyeyestothesoundofMbuso’svoice.

Hesmiles.

Mbuso:“IswearIwillnevergetusedtoyourcrustyface.”

Hemocks,ashetakestheremotetoturnofftheTV.

Me:“You’reback?Therewassomeoneherelookingforyou.”

Isay,bringingmyselftoasittingposition,whileleeringupathim.

Mbuso:“Who?”

Me:“Ididn’task,hewascreepingmeout.”

Mbuso:“Oh.”

Heacceptsamomentofsilence,I’m donewiththeserandom awkwardmoments.Weshouldbe

pastthatstagealready.

Me:“Ididn’tcook,Iwastired.”

Mbuso:“That’salright,Ibroughtfood.”

Me:“Okay.”

Mbuso:“CanIaskyousomething?”

Heseemsnervous,Igesturethathecontinues.

Mbuso:“Whatwasyourcousin’sname?Theonewhowentmissing,younevertoldmeher

name.”

Whendidwegethere?

Me:“Amara,why?”



Mbuso:“Nothing,I’m justasking.Havetheyfoundheryet?”

HeknowsIwould’vetoldhim,Italkabouthermorethananything.

Me:“Nope.”

Thesilentmomentagain.

Me:“Mbuso…”

Mbuso:“Lelo,I’m sorryforbeingajerk.”

Hedropsnexttome.

Me:“Hey,I’m offended.That’smymanyou’recallingajerk.”

Hesmiles.

Mbuso:“Youmeansomuchtome,althoughImightnotsayitmuchoften.Idon’twanttorush

this.”

Me:“Toolate,wehadsexandI’m pregnant.”

Helaughs,genuinely.

Mbuso:“Damn,arewethatfarin?Ididn’trealiseit.”

Hejests,Ilovehowhemakesmelaugh.IlovethismanandIwishhecouldseehowhe’sinmy

heart.

Mbuso:“Iloveyou,IknowIloveyoubecauseyouareallIthinkabout.Youmakemelaughand

bringoutthebestinme.You’reliterallytheonlyonewholaughsatmystupidity.Yougetmy

lamejokesandIlovethatlittlesparkinyoureyeswhenyoulookatme.Dammit,it’sthebest

feelingintheworld.You’reconstantlyonmymindandyou’retheonlywomanwhohaswanted

meforme.”

Istifleasob,thesearetearsofjoy.

Mbuso:“You’recrying?ThisiswhyIdidn’twanttotellyouthatIloveyou,Iknewyouweregoing

tocry.”

Eveninseriousmoments,hemustcrackajoke.

Ijabhisshoulder.

Mbuso:“Ouch.”

Herubsthepainaway.

Mbuso:“SomepeoplegetkissesafterexpressingtheirloveandIgetapainfulblow.”

Heclowns,Ican’thelpbut,laugh.

Me:“Sorry.”



Icradlehischeeksintomypalms,hiseyesremainonmine.

Me:“Thankyouforlovingme,Ipromisetotryandbethebestforyou.”

Heshakeshisheadindisapproval.

Mbuso:“YouarethebestformeLeloandIdon’twantyoutotryandbesomethingyou’renot.I

doubtIwouldlikeyou,ifyouweresomeoneelse,Ilikethisversionofyou.”

Hethrowsinajestattheend.

Me:“IloveyouXaba.”

Mbuso:“And,Iloveyou,mychubbycheeks.”

Hesqueezesmycheekscausingmetolaugh,thisisbeforehecapturesmylipsandwefallinto

aninsatiablekiss.Suddenlythekissfeelsdifferent,ithasmyheartthuddingagainstmychest

andmyveinspulsatingbriskly.

Mbuso:“Shoo,nowthat,that’soutoftheway.Icanbreatheandeatwithoutmystomach

turning.”

Hestatesashejumpsfrom thecouch.

I’m sellinghim.Ican’t…

Me:“Really?You’vegottobekiddingme.”

Mbuso:“Hey,Iwasholdingmybreaththewholetime.”

Heconfesseswhileploddingtothekitchen.Iglidebehindhim andI’m stoppedbythearomaof

pizzaasitticklesmynostrils,thismanwantstokillme.Anuncomfortablequeasyfeeling

nudgesatme,thebathroom istoofarandIwon’tmakeit.Nauseascrabblesatmythroat,Itry

toforcethebiledownbut,itsubduesme.

Mbuso:“Lelo?”

Imakeittothekitchensinkandlurchforwardasmystomachcontractsviolently,forcing

everythingout.IspotMbusowiththecornerofmyeye,he’sstandingbesideme.Igentlypush

him off.Hecan’tseethis,it’srevolting.Hepersistonstaying.

Heopensthetapwatertowashouttherepulsivechunksoffoodthathassplatteredinthesink,

whilerubbingmyback.Thepungentstenchplundersmynostrils,forcingmetoretchrepeatedly

till,onlyclearliquidevadesfrom mymouth.Mythroatburnsfrom thestomachacid,Iwashmy

mouthandgurgle.

Mbuso:“Heredrinkthis.”

Heholdsoutaglassofwater,Iglanceathim asIwipemytearyeyes.

Thewatereasesthediscomfortinmythroat.

Mbuso:“Youokay?”



Me:“Yeah.”

Mbuso:“It’sthepizza,right?”

Idon’tgethisobsessionwiththatgreasyfood.

Me:“CanIopenthedoor,thesmellisstillhoveringabout.”

Ipleadatthefeelofmystomachturningagain.

Mbuso:“I’lldoit,comesit.”

Heleadsmetoacouch,beforeglidingtoopenthedoor.Heturnstomeandsmileslikeanidiot,

Idon’tknowwhyhe’ssmilingbutithasmelaughing.He’scuteandstupidandI’m inlove.

Tobecontinued…



82*

RANDALL*

Neo:“What’sforsupper?ImissChioma’scooking.”

Neoexclaimsasweenterthepatio.

Me:“Idon’tknow,youcangoandaskher.”

Neo:“No,I’lllethersurpriseme.Thefoodtastesbetterlikethat.”

Wesettledownonthechairs,whileStylesthrowswoodintothefireplace.

Neo:“Youseem distantoga,what’swrong?”

Styles:“Inoticedtoo.”

Me:“ItsLiya,herconditionworriesme.”

Styles:“IcalledDoctorLawsonafteryousentmethetext,you’rescheduledfor12pm tomorrow.”

Heannouncesashesettlesdown.

Me:“IfMbusosayshecan’tseeanythingthen,Idoubthewill.”

Iprotest,Idon’twantmychildtobeprickedwithneedlesandpumpedwithmedication.Liyana

hasbeenthroughenough.

Neo:“Yeah,dokotelaoatsebadinthotsahae.”(Thedoctorknowshisstuff.)

Me:“Mbusothinksitcouldbespiritual.”

Iintroduce,thishasbeenonmymind.

Neo:“It’spossible,remembermaSonto,Stylos?”

Narked,Stylesscratcheshishead.He’salsonotafan.

Styles:“ShesaidLiyaneedstogotoGhanathat,there’sadarkcloudfollowingherandthisonly

putsherlifeindanger.”

Heexplainsashedigsintomymemory.

Me:“Youtoldmethat,Idoubtit’sthecase.TheOkoliesprotecttheirown,theydonotimplant

fearorharm.Iftheyhaveamessage,theyfindwaystogetitthrough.”

ThisiswhatIknow.

Styles:“YoushouldlookatotheralternativesRandall.Whatexplainsthissuddenseizure?Is

thereahistoryofepilepsyinyourfamily?”



Me:“Notatall,somehowSegunknewwhatwashappeningtoLiya.”

Thisbugsme.

Neo:“Likeavision?”

Me:“Ifyouwanttoputitlikethat.”

Neo:“Uze,whatifthisishiswayofgettingtoyou?”

Thismangetswisereveryday.

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?Youthinkhedidsomethingtomychild?”

Styles:“It’spossible,youroldmanwantsyoubackinGhana,byhookorcrookandheis

desperate.Hewilldoanythingtogetyouthere,evenhurthisgrandchild.From whatyouhave

toldmeabouthim,hedoesn’thaveabackbone.”

IseewhereStylesisgoingwiththis.

Me:“Ifthat’strueStyles,thenIwillkillhim.”

Neo:“There’saproblem there,killinghim wouldbedeadlytoyouandyourfamily.”

NeoseemstobegrowingupandIam likingthenewversionofhim.

Styles:“MaybeyoushouldspeaktomaSonto.”

Me:“Tradition,Styles?”

Neo:“Whynot?YoubelievethattheOkolieancestorsprotectyou,isthisnotthesameas

believingintraditionalhealing?”

Me:“IthoughtIwasbeginningtolikethematuredyoubut,Ichangemymindnow.”

Helaughs.

Neo:“Ihavealwaysbeenmaturedbozza,youtwowantedmetoactdifferentnje.”

Hedefendshimself.

Styles:“Yeahright,youcan’tbematuredevenifIpaidyouamillion.”

Stylesretorts,Isenseabitoftensionbetweenthem.

Neo:“Firstly,haunamillioneoso,thatstatementisoff.”(Youdon’thavethatmillion.)

I'm provenright,StylesisbotheredaboutsomethingandNeohasthisIdon’tcareattitude.

Me:“Okay,spititoutyoutwo.Ithasn’tbeenaweeksinceyoumovedintogetherandyou’re

alreadyhavingacouple’squarrel.”

Stylesgivesmeanirkedlook,hefindsmysarcasm ratherdry.

Neo:“Stylosoangkoatelebozza,becauseIchasedthatcrazygirlaway.”(Stylesisupsetwith



me.)

Neoexplains.

Me:“Khethu?”

Iknewshewouldcomebackbut,notthissoon.

Neo:“Shecametothehousethismorning.AreStylesI’m youronlyeye,openforme.Nahana.

KabonahoreStylosmo,mongoleahaeatetebela.Uze,nnahakedlalintwana.Ihadtoactfast.”

(Imagine.Isawthathiskneeswereweak.Idon’tplay.)

Styles:“Neo,Itoldyoutokeepyourmouthshut.”

Hegrowlsathim.

Neo:“Heehbozza,Uzemustknow.”(Noboss.)

Me:“Styles,youcan’tdothattoyourself.Khethuisadangertoyou,youneedtostayaway.”

HehatesthatI’m censuringhim but,whenStylesfallsinlove,hefallshard.IknowKhethustill

holdsaspecialplaceinhisheart.

Styles:“Thatwomanwasonceeverythingtome,Ican’tabandonherwhenshe’sgoingthrough

something.”

Hestates,he’sseriousaboutthis.

Neo:“ItriedogaandI’m tired,speaktoyourfriendtuu.”(Boss.)

Hewaveshishand,dismissingthesubject.

Me:“Styles,I’m notgoingtogiveyoualecture,you’reagrownassmanandIwillnotrunafter

you.Butknowthis,ifthatwomandarestohurtyou.IswearStyles,Iwillmakeherpayandnot

evenyou,willstopme.”

Hegrimacesatmeashetiltshisheadtotheside,Ifindhisactsinscrutable.AfterwhatKhethu

didtohim,heshouldwantnothingtodowithher.

Styles:“We’renothereforthat,yousaidMbusoisdatingAmara’ssister.”

Iglareathim,Iknowthatlook.HewillgiveintoKhethu’scries.

Neo:“Dokotelaoajola?”(Thedoctorisinarelationship?”

Whyisheshocked?

Me:“Ithinkso,thelookonhisfacesaidit.”

Neo:“Yahneh,homonatemo.”(It’snicehere.)

Styles:“It’snotreallyabigdealiftheyaredating,Amarawon’tleaveyou.”

I’m notreallysureaboutthat,Amarahasn’ttrulyexpressedherfeelings.



Me:“AmaracravestoseeherfamilyagainandI’m afraidthatifshemeetsupwithhercousin,

shewillconvincehertogobackhome.Iwon’tbeabletoprotectherwhenshe’sfarfrom me.

Mkhizeisasickbastardwhopreysonyoungwomen,hefoughttogettoAmara.Heliterally

tookherfrom undermynose,shewon’tbesafeinthathouse.”

Styles:“You’reright,weneedtodealwithMkhizefirst.SpeaktoMbusoandtellhim tokeephis

mouthshut.”

Neo:“Dokotelaoajolavele?”(Thedoctorisreallyinarelationship?)

Hestilldwellsonthat.Ican’t,withNeo.

NTOMBI*

Idon’tknowwhattodowithMosesanymore,hisconditionisdeteriorating.Hesleepsless,if

notmore.Hewouldgoadayortwowithoutsleepingatall,Petuniadoesn’twanttohelpmewith

him.Ihadtotakeleavefrom work,soIcanlookafterhim fulltime.Hisbrotherandunclewent

backhome,withapromisethattheywillcomeback.Idoubt,though.

IhardlytakeMosesoutforwalks,hestillchasespeopleandenjoysitwhentheyrunfrom him.

He’slikeapuppythatwantstoplayallthetime.

Moses:“Zuluistellingmetogofindhischild.”

Nkosiyabohaskilledme,hewillnotleavemyhusbandinpeace.

Me:“UthiniMoses?”(WhatareyousayingMoses?)

Istillentertainthisnonsense.He’sseatedonthefloorentertaininghimselfwithGodknows

what.

Moses:“HesaysImustgofindhischild,NtombiawutsheleuZuluukuthiasiyifunileyanganela.”

(Tellhim thatwedon’twantthatchildhere.)

Thisisdraining,IhadtotakeMosestoourroom becauseJonaswascomplainingabouthis

guffawing.Hedidthistomyhusbandandstillwhines.Ihavelosthope.Wherewillwebeginto

lookforAmara?

Moses:“HayiZulu,hayi.Ikingayakhoukuthiawulaleli?NgiyakutshelaukuthiuAmaraasim’funi

la.”(Yourproblem isthatyoudon’tlisten,Itoldyouthatwedon’twantAmarahere.)

Hescreamsashecovershisears.

Me:“Moses,yini?”(Whatisit?)

Moses:“Ntombi,tshelauZulumaan,tellhim Idon’twanttobringthatchildinmyhouse.”(Tell

Zulu.)

He’sangry,Ihaven’tseenhim thisupsetsincehe’slosthismind.



“Ntombi,what’swrong?”

Petuniarunsinmyroom asifit’shers.

Ntombi:“UfunaniPetunia?”(WhatdoyouwantPetunia?)

Iyellather.

Petunia:“IheardMosesscream.”

Sincewhendoesshecareaboutmyhusband?

Me:“So?”

Iwantheroutofmyroom.

Petunia:“HaiboNtombi!WhatwronghaveIcommitted?”

Thisonlymakesmesoangry,it’stheirfaultthatmyhusbandhaslosthismind.Nkosiyabowon’t

leavehim inpeace,IhopeMoseswillrecoverfrom thishorrificexperienceorhewillneverbe

thesameagain.

Me:“Petuniavoetsek.”(Pissoff.)

Hereyespopopen.

Petunia:“Ntombiuyangithuka?”(You’reswearingatme?)

Shegaspsinshock.

Moses:“YeahvoetsekPetunia,wenanoMhambi,voetsekaniemziniwami.”(Yes,pissoff

Petunia.YouandMhambimustleavemyhouse.)

Me:“Umzilwe,umyeniwami.”(Youheardmyhusband.)

Igiveherapatronisingglare.

Petunia:“Hayike,wenanalomyeniwakho,nizoqina.Wearenotgoinganywhere.”(Youandyour

husbandwillbestrong.)

Me:“Getoutofmyroom Petunia.”

Ishout,seeingherstandingtheremakesmewanttogag.Howdidthesepeopleentermyhouse?

Everythingwentdownhillwhentheyshowedup.Moseswouldn’tbeinthissituation.

Moses:“Zulunawehayi.Isicefengesanisbali.”(Whyareyoubeinganuisancebrotherin-law?”

Heyells.

Me:“Petuniaphuma.”(Getout.)

Ishoutather,thisshouldbeenoughtogetheroutofmyroom.Sheclickshertongueasshe

strollsout.

Moses:“Zuluangifuni,I’m notgoingtolookforher.”



He’sannoyingmerightnow.

Me:“Thulanawemaan.”(Keepquiet.)

Isnapathim.For,howlongdoIhavetoendurethis?I’m notabadperson,Idon’tdeservethis.

Marthaistoblameforthisdarkcloudovermyfamily.IwillshowherwhatIam madeof,she

likesbeingawitch,right?

Iwillshowherwhatwedotowitchesinthisplace.

SETHU*

LeboandIhavebeenarguingintheparkinglot,shestoppedmewhenIjumpedoutofthecar.I

thinkshewaswaitingforme.

Lebo:“Ihadtotellaunt,maybeshewillknocksomesenseintoyou.”

Sheraiseshervoice,Icanneverhaveanormalconversationwithher.

Me:“Youdidn’thavetotellheranythingandyoulied,youmadeupastoryaboutStylesbeinga

drugdealer.”

Shehuffs,itstatesthatshecaresnothingaboutme.Ican’trecalladaywhenLeborespected

meandmyfriends.

Lebo:“Itwastheonlywaytheycouldtakethisserious.”

Herreasoningisstupidbut,thisisLebo.Shethinksherselftobewise.

Me:“Whydoyouwantmetostayawayfrom Styles?Whydoyouhatehim somuch?”

Isearch,Ican’tfindabetterreasonforherbitterness.Ifitwereuptoher,Iwouldbelockedupin

aboxawayfrom humanity.

Lebo:“Please,Idon’tevenknowtheguy.”

Hereyesflicker,Iknowthislookprettywell.

Me:“Exactly,youdon’tknowhim yet,youhavemadeupyourmindthatheisabadperson.”

Lebo:“Madeupmymind?Youwerethereduringtheshootoutandwhyishenotinjail?”

Sheshouts,hervoicehastobelouderthanmineanyway.It’sthewayshewantsit,it’sbad

enoughthatshehasahigh-pitchedvoice.HowdoIcompetewiththat?

Me:“Don’tbelikethatLebo,youhavenoideawhatwashappeningthatday.”

Iretort,suddenlyafraidofwhatherconnivingmindisentertaining.

Lebo:“IknowwhatIsawandIheardthere’saninvestigationgoingon.IfIgotothepolice

stationandtellthem whatIknow…”



Heardfrom who?Unlessshe’sbeenstalkinghim.She’scapableofanything,Iwouldn’tbe

surprisedifLeboisthesnakewhogaveEvetheforbiddenfruit.

Me:“Youwouldn’tdare.”

Lebo:“Tryme.”

Thecoldcurtnessinhertoneshakesme.

Me:“DoitLeboandyouwillsee.”

Iknowhowtostandupformyself,Ijustwantpeacetoreigninthisdysfunctionalfamily.

Lebo:“WhatwillyoudoSethu?I’m notafraidofyou,Iwillreportthatthug.Hebelongsinjail.”

But,thenagain.Shewillnotletpeaceembraceus.

ShepushesonwantingtogetStylesarrested.

Me:“Youstaythehellawayfrom Styles,youhearme?”

IdidnotfightforNtokozo,hehadcrushedmysoulandbrokemystrengthwhileatitbut,Iwill

fightforStyles.Cousindearestwillnotharm him.IfIhavetopushagainstherdemons,thenso

beit.

Shecacklesassheclapsonce.

Lebo:“You’redefendinghim now?IslittleMissSethucatchingfeelings?”

Shemocksme,thisissochildish.

Idon’thavetimeforthis.Iwillnotentertainher,Iswiveltowalkawaybutsherushesafterme

andblocksmyfootpath.

Imovetothesideandshemoveswithme,shehasthissmugonherfaceandIwanttowipeit

offbut,Irefusetostooptoherlevel.

Me:“LetmepassLebo.”

Idemandsternly,I’m notaviolentperson.She’sprovokingme,Istillrefusetodebasemyself.I

am betterthanthis.

Lebo:“We’renotdone.”

“Ithinkyouare.”

Whendidhegethere?

Iforgothesaidhewascoming,Leborollshereyesandfuriouslyslithersaway.Whowould’ve

thought?ThefearlessLeboisdeterred.

Styles:“Youcannotletherspeaktoyoulikethat.”

Helooksdownatmeafteramblingtowardsme.Recognizingtheworryinhistone,Ibecome

defensive.Hehastoomuchonhisplate,Iwouldn’twanthim tostressaboutme.



Me:“Icanhandleher.”

Styles:“Iknowbut,you’relettingherbullyyou.Youshouldn’ttakeshitfrom her.”

Me:“Mr.Styles,let’snottalkaboutherplease.Mydayhasgonedownthedrain.”

Idismisshim,curtly.Lebosureknowshowtocrushone’sspirit.

Styles:“Howaboutwedosomethingaboutthat?”

Heofferssmilingdownatme,I’m cluelessastowhathe’splanning.Heismysteriousafterall.

Hisexpressionsarecapped,hehidesthem well.

Me:“I’m notinthemoodforanythingMr.Styles.”

Styles:“Iwillnottakethat,you’reworkingthegraveshiftandmelancholyisnotagoodfriendto

keep,thenightislong.”

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Styles:“Please,letmemakeyourdaybetter.Iwanttotakecareofyoukitten.”

Myheartisforward,Idon’tknowwhyit’sjumpinglikethis.Itbetternotgetmeintrouble.

Me:“Whatdoyouhaveinmind?”

HowcanIsaynowhenhe’slookingatmelikethis?Heacceptsagentlesmile,it’scontagious

asIreturnit.

Styles:“Whereisyourcar?”

Itwistmyheadbacktopointatit.

Styles:“Givemethekeys,I’lldrive.”

Me:“Whydon’twetakeyours?Ionlyhaveenoughfueltogetmebackhome,patrolisnotkind

thesedays.”

Helaughs,I’venoticedhowhelaughsatmyjokes.I’m notthefunniestpersontowalktheface

oftheearth.Ntokozowouldliterallytellmetostopitandgrowup.

Styles:“We’llfillupontheway.”

Hetakesmyhandandleadsmetomycar,thisisahabithehasadapted.Andhehasn’tstopped

holdingmyhand,I’m notcomplaining.Thisishopethat,therearekindpeoplewhoresideinthis

world.

Tobecontinued…
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SETHU*

Wegettoourdestination,Ithoughtweweregoingtoanothereatery.I’m surprisedthathehas

broughtmetoadogshelter,thismanisfullofsurprises.Iwatchhim inwonderashejumpsout

ofthecar,he’snotgoingtoexplainwhywearehere.Ifollowbehindandwaitforhim ashe

stridestome.

Me:“Dogshelter?”

Hesmiles.

Styles:“Ihearpetsaretherapeutic,theycanreducestress,anxietyanddepression.You’re

feelingdownso,thiswillhelpandgetthis,italsoeasesloneliness.”

Me:“Loneliness?I’m notlonely.HowcanIbe,whenyou’rewithme?”

Ileerupathim asIdeclare,hesmilesandcircleshishandonmywaist.Hepullsmeintohim,

myhandsfallonhischest.

Styles:“I’m notusuallyattractedtoshortgirlsbut,youdoitforme.You’recuteandadorable.”

Didhejustsaycuteandadorable?

Iwillletthisslide.

Me:“Idon’tthinkIappreciatebeingcalledshort,I’m theaverageheight.Thenormalheight,

whileyoudecidedthatGodneededtogoalittlehigher.”

Helaughs,beforethere’saquietmoment.Westillgetmanyofthose,hiseyesfindmylipsandI

am temptedtotastehis.Thiscouldbeamistake.Heprobablyhasn’tgottenoverthewoman

thatheonceloved.IhavebeenhurtbeforeandIwillnotsetmyselfupforanother

disappointment.

Ipullawayfrom hisarms,lasttimeIcheckedwewerefriends.

Me:“Okay,Ihopeyouwon’tmakemegetadog,I’m terrifiedofdogs.”

Istateasweglidetotowardstheentrance.

Helaughsatmystatement.

Idon’tneedpettherapy,hislaughismorethanenough.

Styles:“Why?Dogsarecute.”

Me:“Likeyousaid,I’m shortandshortgirlscan’trun.I’llbeintroubleifthedogchasesme.”

Hisheadfallsback,asheindulgesonanotherrolloflaughter.



We’reapproachedbyaguydressedinuniform,wholeadsustothecages.Igettopatafew

puppies,onlyones,Ithinkwon’tbiteme.Stylesisright,theyaretherapeutic.Ihavemyown

demonsI’m fightingandhehasnocluehowmuchthismeanstome,therearetimeswhenIfeel

likegivingup.

Mr.StylesremindsmeofhowGodworksthroughpeople,hemustbetheonesenttoguideme.

Thisjustprovestomethat,whenGodshowsup,heshowsoff.Noonehaseverbeensogentle

andkindtome.AfterNtokozo,Icouldn’tletanymanin.Iwasterrifiedofmenandthoughtthey

wereallmonsterswhowereouttogetme.

HowIletthisonein,isamystery.Maybeitcouldbethat,wearebothbrokenandinneedofa

friend.

Styles:“Caretoshareyourthoughts?”

Hesnapshisfingerswhenhenoticesmestaringintospace,we’reseatedataneateryinPark

Town.IwillbelateforworkifIkeepfollowinghim.

Me:“Iwasthinking,howluckyIam tohavea…”

Styles:“Pleasedon’tsayfriend.”

Hecutsmeashepredictsmywords.

Styles:“Youcan’tcomebackfrom that.”

Me:“HowdidyouknowwhatIwasgoingtosay?”

Styles:“IsawitcomingandIwillnotletyoufriendzoneme.”

Ididn’trealizethat’swhatIwasabouttodo.

Me:“Whatdowecallthisthen?”

Styles:“It’suntitledatthemomentandI’m comfortablewithit.”

I’m okaywithittoo,aslongashe’shere.

Styles:“What’syourdealbreakerinarelationship?”

Thisisratherrandom.

Me:“Well,cheating.I’m notgoodatsharing.”

Styles:“That’sit?”

Me:“There’smorebut,Ican’tthinkofanythingrightnow.Ihaven’treallythoughtaboutdating,

I’m tryingtostaysingleso,Icanfindmyself.”

DidIjustrevealthat?

Theinquisitivelookonhisfacesayshe’sabouttoaskwhyI’m onapathtoself-discovery.

Styles:“Whatledyoutothispath?”



Isaidit.

Me:“Theex,hetooksomethingfrom me,somethingIcannevergetback.”

Itstillfeelslikeyesterdaywhenthishappened,thereisnogettingoverit.

Styles:“Whatdidhedo?Wasitthecheating?”

I’m notreadytosharethedetails.

Me:“No,maybe.”

Styles:“Youcantalktomeaboutit,youknowthatright?”

AndthisiswhatIappreciateabouthim.

Me:“Ido.”

Styles:“Thisseemsdeep,didyougethelp?”

Me:“YouknowAfricanParents,theywilltellyouthattherapyisforwhitepeopleandweshould

sleepitoff.”

IthinkI’m becomingemotional.

Styles:“Yeahbut,thatiswrong.Youneedtospeaktosomeoneaboutyourproblems.”

Me:“MymotherusedtosaytakeyourproblemstoGodandgotosleep.ThisishowIwasable

tostorethem away.”

Styles:“Won’tyoutellmewhatitis,Iwanttohelpyou.Iwanttoremovethatpaininyoureyes.”

Thismakesmemoreemotional.Ishakemyhead,maybeonedayIwillopenuptohim.Thisis

thefirsttimeIam givenaplatform tosharemypainandtheurgeistherebut,IknowthatIwill

breakdown.Fornow,thememoryisbetterhidden.

Me:“Lookatthetime,I’m goingtobelate.”

IinspectmyphoneasIutter,hedoesn’trespondbut,leersatme.Idon’tknowwhathe’s

thinking.

Ibringmyselfupfrom thechair,thisiswhenhemoves.

Styles:“Whenisyourbirthday?”

Hequeriesashetakesmyhand,leadingmeoutside.

Me:“Octoberthird,why?”

Styles:“I’m gettingyouapuppy.”

Hellno.

Me:“Wherewillthatpuppystay?Iknowitdefinitelywon’tbeinmyhouse.”



Helaughs.

Styles:“We’llseeaboutthat,whenyoufallinlovewithit.”

Me:“Idoubtthatwillhappen.”

Idreadgoingbacktowork,Leboisthereandshe’sthelastpersonIwanttosee.

AMARA*

IfindIfeinherroom,she’slayingonthebedwithherfeetup,whilelisteningtoBobMarley.I

didn’texpectthishonestly,thisisnotthetypeofmusicheragegrouplistensto.

Me:“Youhavegreattaste.”

Sheraisesherheadatthesoundofmyvoice.

Ife:“Hey,Ididn’tseeyouthere.”

Me:“CanIcomein?”

Ife:“Sure.”

Istrideinandsitmyselfontheedgeofherbed.

Me:“So,BobMarley?”

Shegiggles.

Ife:“Iam yet,tohearamusicianwithsuchpureharmony,hissongsareclean.There’snovulgar,

nothingthatwillbringmeintoadepressionmode.”

Peoplecansurpriseyou.

Me:“Wow,I’m impressed.”

Ife:“YouthoughtIwasintotrapmusic?”

Me:“Iwon’tlie.”

Shelaughs.

Ife:“Whereisbrother?I’m surprisedheletyououtofhissight.Youtwoaretoomuch,really.”

Ifetalksalot,shealwayshassomethingtosay.

Me:“Hewentout,Ineedtoaskyousomething.”

Ife:“I’m allears.”

Thisisit,Ihavetovoiceoutmyworries.



Me:“IneedtomeetupwithRuth.”

Iintroduce,hermouthfliesopen.

Ife:“Doyouhaveadeathwish?Brotherwillkillyou,Iknowyou’rehisweakness.Ihaveseenit

but,don’tusethattoyouradvantage.”

Ihaven’tsaidmuchandshehasalreadyconcluded.

Me:“Ife,thisistheonlyway,yousaidityourselfthat,Icanactuallygetthroughtoher.”

Ife:“Yesbut,he’sagainstit.Youwanttodothiswithouthisknowledgeright?”

Inod.

Surprisingly,thisistormentingme.Ican’tgetitoutofmymind,Randallisroyalty,it’shisdestiny

andhecan’tdenyit.

Ife:“I’m sorrybut,Ican’tletyoudothat.”

Me:“Ifeplease,notknowingwhat’sgoingonistorture.”

Iplead,desperately.

Ife:“Igetwhereyou’recomingfrom AmaraandIcompletelyunderstandbut,brotherforbidit.”

Shereleasesaheavysigh.

Ife:“You’reafraidoflosinghim,aren’tyou?”

Ihaveneverbeenafraidofanythinginmylife.

Me:“There’sabigpossibilitythatoneday,hewillagreetoyourfather’sdemands.”

Sheshakesherhead,thedisappointedlookonherface,hasmedroppingmygaze.

Ife:“Yousee,thisiswhyyoutwoneedtodate.Gothroughthecourtshipstage,gettoknoweach

other.Amara,whatyou’retellingmenow,provesthatyoudon’tknowhim atall.Brotherstands

upforwhathebelievesin.Hedoesn’tfollow,he’saleader.Myfathermighttryeverytrickinthe

booktogethim todowhathewantsbut,brotherwillnotbend.”

Me:“Ihearyou,Idon’tknowhowtostopworrying.It’sallIthinkaboutIfe.”

Ife:“ListentoBobMarleyandstopattractingnegativeenergy.”

Ilaughatherretort.

Me:“Idon’twanttoloseRandall”

Ife:“Youwon’tnow,stopworrying.You’reonlytormentingyourself.”

She’sright.

There’sasuddenknockonthedoor,Randallisback.



Ife:“Yes.”

Sheyells,myheartstartshammering.I’m suddenlynervousandeagertoseehisface.Itall

comescrushingdownwhenRavenstepsin,helookswearyandangerresidesonhisface.He

brieflyglaresatme,beforeturninghiseyestohissister,I’m notcertainaboutthescowlonhis

facethat,hasmefeelinglikeIhavedonesomethingwrong.

Raven:“WhereisUze?”

He’supset,hisvoicesnitchesonhim.

Ife:“Wearenotrobotsbrother,surelyyouwon’tdieifyougreetus.”

Hegrimacesather,he’snothereforchitchat.Ifailtofindthefriendlyfaceheisknownfor.

Raven:“WhereisUze?”

Herepeats,completelyshuttingherout.

Ife:“You’rehisbrother,youshouldknowwhereheis.”

Raven:“Ifeanyi,don’tpissmeoff,fatherwantstospeaktohim.Whyhashenotbeentakinghis

calls?”

Iferollshereyes.

Ife:“Idon’tknowRaven,youshouldaskhim that.”

Me:“Ithinkhewenttoseeafriendorsomethinglikethat.”

Hiseyesfinallyfallonmebut,it’snotacordialmien.

Ife:“Whatthehellisyourproblem Raven?”

Raven:“What?”

Hegrowls.

Ife:“Amaraistalkingtoyou,there’snoreasonforyoutoberude.”

Raven:“Please,Idonotentertainpeasants.”

Wow.

Ididn’texpectthisfrom him,Ravenofallpeople.HelovesRandall,hewas,forthisrelationship.

Whathashappenednow?Whyishecallingmenames?

Ifejumpsfrom thebed.

Ife:“WhatdidyousayUzoma?”

Shetoddlestowardshim,she’supset.

Raven:“WhosesideareyouonIfeanyi?Haveyouseenyourfatherandhowmiserableheis?”



Ifecackles,I’m onmyfeetnowasIfelookslikeshe’sabouttoattackherbrother.

Ife:“SideRaven?Thisisnotabouttakingsides,thisisaboutrightandwrong.Mybrotherisnota

puppet,hewillnotbecontrolledbySegun.”

Raven:“Watchyourmouthlittlegirl,thatisyourfatheryou’readdressingbyname.”

Hesnapsather,ashemovesfrom thedoorway,treadingtowardsher.Thisdoesnotlookgood.

Ife:“Iwishhewasn’tmyfather,canonebesounluckytobefatheredbySegunOkolie?Andyou,

Raven.Youhavealwaysbeenhisshadowbut,Ineverthoughtyouwouldturnonyourbrother.”

Sheraiseshervoice,hiswordshaveevokedacertainangerinher.

Raven:“LikeIsaid,you’reachildIfeandyouwillnotunderstandanything.”

Ife:“Iam notachild,Iseewhatishappening.YouthinkIhaven’tseenbrother’spain,ithurtshim

thathisbrotherandfatherdonotsupporthim.”

MaybeIshouldintervene,thisargumentisgettingheated.

Me:“Ife…”

Raven:“Youstayoutofthis,it’sbecauseofyouthat,Uzerefusestoseereason.”

Okay,Ishouldhavekeptmymouthshut.

Ife:“Don’tspeaktoherlikethat,youseem toforgetwhosehouseyou’rein.”

Raven:“Listen,Iam notfazedbyyourthreatsIfeanyi,Ihavetoleratedyourtonelongenough.I’m

yourelderbrother,youneedtoshowrespect.”

Ife:“Well,youneedtoactlikeanelderbrother.”

Sheyellsathim.

Raven:“Ifeanyi,speaktomelikethatagainandIwillsmackyoubacktoyourmother’s

compound.”

Heyellsbackashechargesather.Fearplasteredonherface,shetakesafewstepsback.

Ifeisaudacious,she’safighterlikeRandall.Heresheis,standingupagainstherbrother.Ifailto

findamotivebehindRaven’sblatantbehaviour,itcouldbethathisfatherhasgottentohim.

Justyesterday,hewasonRandall’sside.IfearthatSeguncouldhavethesameeffecton

Randall,heappearstobegoodatbrainwashingpeople.

Ife:“Getoutofhere,Raven,leave.”

Shepointstothedoorassheyellsathim.

Raven:“Iwillbeback,tellthatbrotherofyoursthathisdaysofdisrespectingmyfatherareover.

Iwillnotsitandwatchmyfatherdrowninsorrowsbecausehissonrefusestosubmit.”

Hegrowlsatherbeforestormingout,withoutasmuchacknowledgingme.



Me:“Ife.”

She’stryingtocalm herselfdownasshecountsherbreaths.

Ife:“Ihatehim.”

Me:“Youdon’tmeanthat.”

Sheturnstolookatme.

Ife:“OhIdo,youdon’tknowthethingstheyhavedonewithfather.ThosepeopleareevilAmara,

Iheardthingsinthathouse.Thingsyouwouldbeshockedtohear,theythinkI’m inthedark.”

She’sscaringmerightnow.Whatcouldshepossiblybetalkingabout?

Me:“WhatthingsIfe?”

Iprobablyshouldn’tbeprying.

Shesighsandwalkstositonherbed,myeyeswatchhermovementsasIwaitforananswer.

Ife:“Ican’ttellyou,itwillonlyputyourlifeindanger.”

Sheraiseshereyestolookatme.

Ife:“Please,don’ttellbrotherwhatIsaid.”

Shepleads,thisseemsdeep.

Me:“Iwon’t.”

IthoughtIwasworriedbutnow,mymindismuddled.Thisisbiggerthanme.

WillRandallandIeverhavepeace?

MBUSO*

TrustRandalltoexpectmetojumpwhenhebarks,IhadtoleaveLeloaloneathomeashe

commandedthatwemeet.He’swaitingformeatacoffeeshop,he’sseatedinsidewithawhite

coffeemugbeforehim.

Theplaceisnotcrowded,it’sapeacefulspace.IshouldbringLelohere,somewhereawayfrom

therabbleinRandburgandSebokeng.Sheneedstodistress,she’sgoingthroughsomuch.

RandallseesmeandgivesmeasmuglookasIapproach.

Me:“Youknowyoushouldstopcommandingmearound,Ihavealife.”

Icomplain,asIgettohim.

Randall:“Well,you’rehere,Ifyouhadaproblem,youwouldn’thavebotheredtocome.”



Thesmug,IthinkIknowwhatthisisabout.HegesturesthatIsit,Isettledownoppositehim.

Randall:“Coffee?”

Me:“Idon’twanttospoilmyappetite,Lelocooked.”

Ithrowthatin,knowingthathe’sputtwoandtwotogether.Hesneersatme.

Randall:“So,it’strue?”

Me:“Yes.”

Randall:“Whatareyouplanningtoachievewiththis?”

Randalldoesn’tsurprisemeanymore.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyoumeanbythatandbeforeyousum upyourownconclusions,Ididn’t

knowtheywererelatedwhenImether.”

Randall:“Now,youknow.”

Idon’ttrustthelookonhisface.

Me:“I’m notsurewhatyou’retryingtosay.”

Heslouchesover,placeshisarmsonthetableandoglesintomyeyes.Intimidated?Yes.

There’sawayhelooksatyouthatmakesyoufeelsmall.

Randall:“Mbuso,Idon’twantthatgirlknowingAmara’swhereabouts.”

Me:“Areyouaskingmetokeepasecretfrom her?”

Hesmirks.

Randall:“I’m notaskingMbuso,I’m tellingyou.”

Me:“IfIsayno?”

Hesitsbackandscrutinizesmeunderanintensegaze,ithasmefrowningasI’m strugglingto

readhisexpression.

Randall:“Idoubtthat’ssomethingyouwouldliketoknow.”

Sonofabitch.

Me:“Ican’tlietoher,wejuststartedsomethinggreat.Youshouldunderstandsinceyouhave

falleninlove,yourself.”

Randall:“Don’ttellmeshit,Mbuso.Idon’twanttobethereasonyourfling,doesn’tmakeittosix

months.”

Me:“Areyouthreateningme,Randall?”

Heshakeshisheadindenial,thesmugbastard.He’sdishingoutthreats.



Hedropshiseyesonthetable,IseeanA4brownenvelop.

Randall:“Goahead,indulge.”

Heplaceshispalm onitandslidesitacrossthetable.

Me:“What’sinthis?”

Randall:“Openit.”

Hesays.

MycuriositycontrolsmeasIflipitopen,thecontentsshakemyworld.It’spicturesof

Nomasonto,she’swithalittleboyabouttheageofthree.Idon’tunderstandwhyhe’sshowing

methis.Couldthisbe?Iraisemyeyestohim.

Canhegetridofthatsmirkonhisface?

Me:“Whatthehellisthis?”

Randall:“That’syourcollegesweetheart,youdon’trememberher?”

Me:“Don’tplaygameswithmeRandall.Whyareyoushowingmethesepictures?WhatdoI

havetodowithherandthiskid?”

Randall:“Iknowit’snotmyplacetotellyoubut,congratulations.You’reabigbrother.”

Everythingaroundmecollapses.Whatdoeshemeanbybigbrother?

Me:“Wheredidyougetthis?”

Randall:“Ihavemyways.”

Me:“Wouldyoustopandtellmewhereyougotthis.”

Randall:“WhathelpwillthatdoMbuso?Daddyhadanaffairwithyourmissandababycameout

ofthat.Iknowmommyisfragileandherheartwillnotsurvivethisnews.”

Me:“Youwouldn’tdare.”

Hescowlsatme.

Randall:“Idon’tplay,whenitcomestoAmara,tellinghercousinaboutthiswillonlybring

trouble.Youknowwhatshewilldo?Shewillleaveyoubecauseyouliedtoher,thepoorgirlhas

beenthroughenoughalready.Acheatingabusiveex,doyouthinkshewillstaywithaliar?”

Me:“HowdoIknowthatthechildismyfather’s?Itcouldbeanyone’s.”

Randall:“Youmissedapaperthere,rightbetweenthosetwophotographs.That’stheDNAtest,

it’samatch.ThelittlemanisaXaba,Iwasshockedtooyouknow.Whowould’vethoughtthat

Mr.Xabawould…”

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Icuthim off,Irespectmyfatherandknowingsuchabouthim,makesmeseehim differently



Randallsneersatme,heenjoystorturingpeople.

Randall:“Now,we’rereachingacompromise.KeepyourmouthshutaboutAmaratillIknow

she’ssafe.”

Hecommands.

Me:“DoneandI’m keepingthese.”

Randall:“Suityourselfbut,ifmommydearestfindsthem,whateverhappenstoherwillbeon

you.”

Me:“Thatisformetoworryabout.”

Ican’tletithappen,shewilldie.Iknowmyfatherhasawonderingeye,he’shadaffairsbefore.I

can’tgraspwhyhewouldgoformyformerlover,mymotherwon’tsurvivethis.Shelovesthat

man,herwholeworldisbuiltaroundhim.

Randall:“Okay,onemorething.There’smorewherethatcamefrom,justincaseyoudecideto

changeyourmind.”

Bastard.

Me:“WhyareyoudoingthisRandall?”

Randall:“Iwouldn’thavedoneit,ifyoudidn’tfallforAmara’scousin.You’reanhonestman

Mbusoandyoucan’tlietosaveyourlife.Amaraandmydaughter’slivesareindanger,aslong

asMkhizeisoutthere,Ineedtodealwithhim first.Then,yourgirlfriendcanhavethefamily

reunionshe’sbeendreamingof.”

Me:“Youknow,whatlyingtoherwilldotous?”

Whyam Iaskinghim this,hedoesn’tcare.

Randall:“I’m sureyoucanmakeherseereason,shemightbeangryadayortwobut,she’ll

comearound.”

Hedoesn’tknowwhathe’stalkingabout,Lelowillnevertrustmeagain.

Randall:“Ihavetogo,thiswasnice.Weshoulddoitagain,likeoldpals.”

Heexclaimsbeforestridingaway.Ineedtospeaktomyfather,thatoldshamelessbastard.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

Igethomearound9pm tofindNeoonthecouch,lyingonhisback.Hehasawettoweloverhis

faceandlikealways,he’st-shirtless.Ibangthedoorshut,togethisattention.Hejumpsupin

fright,terrorplasteredonhisface.Heeaseswhenheseesme,standingbeforehim.

Me:“IthinkImightstopcominghome,ifthisiswhatIwillfind.”

Hereleasesadeepsighasheliesbackdown,ittellsmethatsomethingisnotokay.Neois

alwaysjolly,nothingcanbringhim down.Youliterallyhavetoworkhardforit.

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?”

Neo:“EishStylos,Tshidiwantstokeepmychildawayfrom me.”

Hiswordshavemyeyeswideninginshock,Neoloveshischild.Hewoulddieforthatlittleboy.

Me:“Shecan’tdothat.”

Neo:“Shecan,she’sthemother.”

Hestatesinasad,lowtone.

Me:“Whydoesshewanttodothis?”

Hehuffsasheremovesthetowelfrom hisface,he’sbeencrying.Hiseyesarered.

Neo:“Mosadioubatlachelete.”(Thatwomanwantsmoney.)

Me:“Neo,youhavetopaymaintenance,Ididn’tthinkyouwouldbethisirresponsible.”

Neo:“IpaypapgeldeverymonthwithoutfailStylos,Iworkmyassoffformyson.Ido

everythingforhim,maraTshidiubatlamore.”(Ipaymaintenance,butTshidiwantsmore.)

Me:“Idon’tunderstandNeo,shecan’tdothistoyou.”

Thenagain,Tshidiisascrazyastheyget.Sheonceoverdosedthechildwithcoughmedicine

justtogetNeo’sattention,shecalledhim inthemiddleofthenight,sayingthebabywassick.

Neo:“There’snothingIcandoStylos,IhavetogotoPretoriainthemorning.Shesaidthat,she’s

takinghim tohermotherinP.E.Tshidiutlonyelakeaujoetsa.ThisisnotthefirsttimeStylos.

Tellme,howdoIdealwiththis?Iam tiredofhavingtobeghertoseemyson.Didshemake

thatchildalone?Ihaveneverseenawomangetherselfpregnant,marawithTshidianythingis

possible.”(Tshidiwillpay,I’m tellingyou.)

Attheendoftheday,heisstillNeo.Hispersonalityissomethingelse.

Ihavetohindermyselffrom laughing.



Me:“Youcanfightforcustody,provethatsheisnotagoodmother.Thecourtwillruleinyour

favour.”

Herubshisheadashemullsovermywords.Ibringmyselfdownonaoneseater,Iwishthere

wasawaytohelphim.

Neo:“That’sagoodideabut,mychildneedshismother.Idon’twanthim togrowupwithouther

Stylos.IgrewupwithoutafatherandIknowhowitfeelstocravefortheotherhalf.Idon’twant

mysontogothroughthat.”

Iknowverywellwhathe’stalkingabout.Igrewupwithoutbothparents.

Me:“Giveherthemoneythen,there’snootherway.”

Neo:“Yoh,tenstinaeverymonth.WherewillIgetthatkindofmoney?”(Tenthousand.)

Ialmostchokeonmyspitashementionsthis.

Me:“Thatwomanhaslosthermind.”

Neo:“Shelosthermindalongtimeago,haketsebehorenekeetsanghakerobolaleeena.I

musthavebeendrunkthatdaybecausehakemoshebanou,IaskmyselfdidIreallytakeoff

myclothesforthatfool.AitloftlofemonatiStylosbutithasitsconsequences.”(Idon’tknow

whatIwasdoingwhenIsleptwithher.)(WhenIlookathernow.)(SexisniceStyles.)

Ihaveheardmorethanenough,mypoorears.

Me:“FuckyouNeo,you’rerevealingtoomuchman.”

Hechucklesashelooksatme.

Neo:“HauStylos,we’rebothadultshere.”

Heretorts,withaconfusedlook.Hereallydoesn’tseeanythingwrongwithwhathejustsaid.

Me:“Iwillletthisslidebecauseyou’resad.”

Heliesbackonthecouch.

Neo:“Eish,bophelobakabofedile.”(Mylifeisover.)

He’sexaggeratingitabit.

Me:“YourlifeisnotoverNeo.”

Neo:“ItisStylos,tenstina?WherewillIgetthat?Mycompanybarelymakesenough.”(Ten

thousand.)

Me:“MaybeIcanhelp.”

Heswiftlyjumpsandscowlsatme.

Neo:“That’swhyKhethuislikethat,it’sthatstupidsoftheartofyours.”

Insults?Really?



Me:“I’m offeringmyhelpandyoutrashmyheart?”

Neo:“No,notatall.Stylos,youwanttogiveTshiditenthousand.Thatwomanhasaboyfriend.

Doyouknowwhattheywilldowiththatmoney?It’snotforthebaby,it’sforherandthatugly

pig.”

Me:“Iwasn’tgoingtogivehermoney,maybecometoanagreementwithher.Tshidimusthave

adarkpastNeo.There’ssomethingwecanuseagainsther,surely.”

Hefrownsatthesoundofmywords,I’m notcertainifhelikestheidea.

Neo:“I’llhavealookintoit,Istillhavetogoandstopher,from takingmysonaway.”

Me:“Dothat,youhaverightsoverhim ashisfather,asmuchasshedoes.”

Neodoesn’tdeserveanyofthis,ifTshididoesn’tfalter,Iwillhavetotakemattersintomyown

hands.

Neo:“WheredidyougoStylos?Ididn’tcook,youknowIcanonlymakepapandI’m tiredof

eatingamasibecausewenayoucomehomewithafullstomach.Youdon'tbothertobringme

food.”(Sourmilk.)

He’sbacktohiscrazyself.

RANDALL*

Iwalkintheroom tofindAmaraseatedonthebed,she’salreadyinhernightwear.Herface

carriesaghostofasmileassheglancesupatme.

Me:“Hey.”

Amara:“You’reback?”

Me:“Canwetalk?”

Iplacemyselfbeforeher.

Me:“Tellmehowyoufeelaboutnotseeingyourfamily?”

Amara:“Well,Ithinkaboutthem everyday,especiallyLelo.ShewasmybestfriendandIcan’t

expresshowmuchImissher.”

Thisprovesmeright,shecravestoseethem again.

Me:“Youraunt?Tellmeabouther.”

Mysuddeninterestinherfamily,hasherfrowninginconfusion.

Amara:“Auntwashardlyathome,she’sanurse.ItwasmostlyLeloandIandmyuncle.Imiss

hertoothough,she’stheclosestthingIhavetoamother.AreyousureIcan’tmeetupwith



them?”

Thedesperationinhervoiceworriesme.

Me:“Youwillseethem soon,Mkhizeisaverysmartman.Wecannotunderestimatehim,he’s

verydevious.”

HowdoItellherthat,I’m beingselfishwithher?Amaradoesn’texpressherselfmuch,her

shynessstillholdspoweroverher.I’m notsureaboutherfeelingstowardsme.

Me:“Amara,thisisafirstformeyou,know?”

Amara:“What?”

Me:“Thisthing.”

Shefrownsatme,I’m clearlynotmakingsense.HowdoIsaythis?

Me:“MyheartfeelsthingsIam notfamiliarwith.”

Amara:“Likelove?”

Ididn’texpecthertosaythis,Ihavealwaysswayedawayfrom thistopicwhenStyleswould

bringitup.Todayitisstaringatmeinthefaceandthereisnoescapingit.

Amara:“Youseem tobecluelessastowhatloveisMr.Okolie,you’redifferent.Youexpress

yourselfphysicallywhile,normalpeopleusewords.”

Shespeaksinasoftvoice.

Amara:“Loveismorethanjustbeinginterestedinsomeonephysically,it’sanemotional

attachment.Lelowasdatingthisguy,shespokeabouthim allthetime.SomedaysIwouldfall

asleepwhile,sherecitesherdaytodaylifewithhim.Therewasthissparkinhereyes,whenshe

mentionedhisname.Shelovedhim.Iwasoblivioustothefeelingandtheworditself.Iknewit

from herandshewouldtellmethatloveistwosided,youbothneedtobeontheboatandshare

thestirringwheel.Youcan’tbetoodemandingandyouneedtounderstandthatyourpartner

hadalifebeforeyoucameandaskingthem togiveitupisselfish.”

IsighasIseeherpoint,myselfishnesscontrolsme.

Me:“IguessIam selfish,Iam selfishwithyouAmara.Itbothersmethat,whenyoumeetthem

youwillforgetaboutme.”

IutterasIjustifymygreed,shetakesmyhandintohers.

Amara:“HowcanIforgettheonepersonwhohaschangedmylife?Isitevenpossibleformeto

forgettheonewhohasmyheart?”

WhenIfirstsawAmara,shegavetheimpressionofadelicateandfrailsoul.Imusthave

misjudgedher,hertrueselfleavesmeindisbeliefeachtimeitisrevealed.

Iam takenbyherconfession,whileas,Ican’tbringmyselftoexpressmyfeelings.Iscootcloser

toher,terminatingthedistancebetweenus.



Amara:“Wejustspokeaboutthis.”

Shegiggles.

Me:“Ican’thelpit,youdothingstome.”

Myresponse,asIpullheralittlecloser.

“Areyouguysdressed?CanIcomein?”

Ife’svoicestopsmeasI’m abouttoclaim Amara’slips,Irunmyeyestoherandshehasthis

smileonherface.

Me:“You’resmiling?Thegirlhasbadtiming.”

Shetwitters.

Amara:“Shecallsitperfecttiminginherworld,andweare,inIfe’sworld.”

Ishakemyheadatherwords.

Ife:“Areyoudressedyet?I’m tiredofcoveringmyeyes.”

Herstupidstatementisaccompaniedbyagiggle,thischildrefusestoseemehappy.Iturnto

glanceather,she’sstandingatthedoorwithherhandoverhereyes,Ihaveneverseensuch

crazinessinmylife.There’sabitofmymotherinherandsomehowherpresenceinthishouse

easesmyheart.

Me:“Myfriendremovethathand,youdecraze.”(Areyoucrazy?)

Sherapidlyremovesitandherjawdropsinstantly.

Ife:“Brother?Youcanspeakpidgin?”

TheshockinhervoicehasAmaralaughing,Ifetoddles,asoftlaughescapinghermouthwith

everystepshetakes.

Me:“Neotaughtme.”

Thatmanspeakspidginlikeit’shissecondlanguage,heissmartlikethat.

Ife:“Neoisthatcuteguyright?”

She’sstarting.

Me:“Iwillnotjustifyyourstupidquestionwithananswer.”

Sherollshereyes.

Amara:“Yes,Neoisthecuteone.”

Amarajumpsinwithanamusedtone,shesmilesandshrugshershoulderswhenIglanceather.

Amara:“Ifesaidit,notme,Iwasjust…”



Ife:“No,youdidn’tsayanythingwrongAmara.Brotherneedstoknowthat,wearewomen,we

see,weappreciateandifpossible,wetouch.”

Shestates.

Howdoessheholdahappynoteallthetime?IwishIwasfree-spiritedasher,withnocarein

theworld.

Me:“Well,youbothneedtoknowthatwhenyoutouch,youwillloseyourfingersandifpossible

yourlife.”

Theylaugh.

Ife:“Wewilldiehappywomenthen.”

ShouldIbeworriedaboutherraginghormones,Segunandmotheraretoofocusedwiththeir

lives.Itmakesmewonderiftheyraisedthischildright,Ihopetheydidn’tneglecther.Ifeanyiis

goodathidingheremotions.Shehidesbehindthatbubblypersonality.Iknowonethingthough,

Iwillprotectherwithmylife.

Ife:“Though,IpreferStyles.Ishould’vecometothecountrysooner.Hecanbemyinstabae,I

willdresshim and…”

Me:“Hey,Iwillstitchthatmouthtogetherandyouwillneversayanotherwordagain.”

Hermouthfliesopen,beforeshesmashesherhandonit.AmaraisencouragingIfe’scraziness

withherlaughter.IjerkupwhenAmarascreamsanddashestowardsIfe.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Amara:“There’ssomethingonthebed.”

Sherespondsinpanic.

Ifepeeksoverandgasps.

Ife:“Brother,somethingismovingunderthesheets.”

Theybothlookalarmed,Itakeaglanceandseeit.Screamseruptfrom theirmouthswhenIpull

thesheets,revealingagreensnake.

Me:“Stepback.”

IinstructasItossthesheetbackonthebed,tocoverthesnake.

Ife:“Howdidasnakegethere?”

Amara:“I’vebeensittingonthatbedforoverthirtyminutes.”

Sheproclaimsinagasp,assheclingsontoIfe.

Me:“Whowashere?”

Theyglareateachother,wordsunspokenbuttheireyessayenough.



Me:“Someonewashere.Whowasit?”

Ife:“Ravenbut,Idoubtheenteredtheroom.”

Me:“Whatdidhewant?”

Theyexchangetheglanceagain.

Ife:“Hesaidagyawantstoseeyou.”(Father.)

Iknowtheyareconcealingsomethingfrom me.

Me:“Amara,tellmewhatRavenwanted.”

Sheopenshermouthtospeakbut,Ifenudgesher.

Me:“IsawthatIfeanyi.Look,there’sasnakeinthisroom andsomeoneputithere.”

Thisisaguestroom andRavendoesn’tknowthatIsharearoom withAmara.Itcouldbethat

Segunsenthim.Iknowmybrother,hewillneverdothistome.

Ife:“Brother,Ravenwasangry.Hesaidalotofthingsandthatyouneedtostopstressinghis

father.Apparently,heblamesAmaraforyourbehaviourtowardsagya.”(Father.)

Me:“Youguysgetoutofhere,Iwilltakecareofthis.”

Iwatchthem astheyturntowalkaway.

Me:“Amara.”

Sheswivels.

Isauntertoherandframehercheekswithmypalms.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Amara:“Yes,I’m fine.Youshouldbecareful.”

Ipeckherlipsbeforegesturingthat,theyleave.It’stimeIpaySegunavisit.

MBUSO*

Insomniahasdecidedtopaymeavisittonight,mymindisdisarrayed.Myfather’sdisgusting

actsarekeepingmyheadbusy.

Leloissleepingpeacefulnexttome,youwouldswearthatshehasnocareintheworld.These

trialswe’regoingthroughcannotbeinvain,somethinghastopayoff.Ihopewewillmakeittill

theend.Zodwa’swordshaven’tleftme.ShesaidIwillleaveLelooneday,itseemsimpossible

from thisview.HowcanIleavetheonlypersonwhomakesmefeelalive?

ThefactthatZumaloveshermakesmybloodboil,hecan’thaveloveinhisheartforthis



woman,notafterwhathedidtoher.IswearIwillprotectherfrom him.

WearesettoseeZodwainthreedays,thiswillbebeforeshemeetsLelo’sfamily.Iturnto

glanceatLeloasshetossesandturnsonthebed,itappearsthatshe’shavingabaddream.

Me:“Lelo.”

Inudgeher,shestops.Itmustbeover,Iturntoswitchonthebedsidelamp.IthinkI’m not

seeingclearly,herbodyisvibrating.It’stoosubtletoseeso,Izoom inalittlecloser.Acrease

formsonhersweatyforeheadasshereleaseslightmoans.She’sfightingsomethinginher

dream.

Me:“Lelowakeup.”

Ishrugherharderthistime,insteadshetossesandturns.Itcan’tbethatwomanagain,Ihave

haditwithher.

Lelo:“Mbuso!!!”

Sheshoutsasshejerksupfrom thebed.

Me:“I’m hereLelo.”

Irubherbackatthisdeclaration.Herbreathingquickensandfeartakesoverherface,tears

threatenhereyes.Hermindistellinghersomethinganditdoesn’tlookgood.

Lelo:“Mbuso,turnonthelight.It’stoodark,Ican’tseeanything.”

Herdisembodiedvoiceswooshesthroughmyears,causingconfusioninmymind.

Me:“Lelo,thelightison.”

Lelo:“Whyisitdarkthen?Mbuso,whyisitdark?”

Hervoicesquaversinterrorandshock,thiscan’tbe.Ikneelbeforeher,tearstorrentdownher

cheeks,revealingthelevelofherfear.Herquickbreathesheighten,sheflailsherarmsinsearch

ofme.Itakethem astheyfindmyface,thisinducesherpanic.Shegraspsthathereyesight

haslefther.

Lelo:“Mbuso.”

Shecries.

Mbuso:“Lelocalm down,Ineedyoutocalm.”

Lelo:“Ican’tseeanythingMbuso.Whycan’tIseeanything?”

Herfingersdesperatelyfallonhereyes,vigorouslyrubbingthem.Igrabherhandstostopher.

Me:“Lelocalm downplease.”

Iraisemyvoice.I’m alsoterrifiedbut,Ican’tloseitnow,notwhensheneedsme.

Shetakesitdownabitbut,panicstillclaimsherface.



Me:“Closeyoureyesformelove.”

Sheshakesherhead,Iframeherfaceinmyhands.

Me:“IneedyoutoworkwithmeLelo,I’m here.”

Sheslowlyclosesthem,Idoacountdownfrom five.

Me:“Openthem.”

Lordletthiswork,anxiouslyIglanceather,hopingforthebest.

Lelo:“Ican’tseeanything,Ican’tsee,Mbuso.”

Shecriesloudlythistime.

Me:“Okay,listen.I’m goingtogetmybagso,Icancheckyoureyes,okay?”

Herhandfindsmineasshegripsit,sheshakesherhead.

Me:“Lelo,Iknowyou’rescared.Iwon’tleavetheroom,it’sinthewardrobe.Itwillonlytakea

second.”

Shegraduallyletsgo,shehasn’tstoppedcrying.Igrabtheslitlampandrushbacktoher,she

findsmyhandagainashefeelsthebedmoving.Thiswomanisstrong,anyonewouldbegoing

crazyatthisrevelation.

Me:“Okay,I’m goingtoinspectyoureyes.”

Shenods,whilesheswipesherhandoverherface,wipingthetearsthathavetakenoverher

plumpcheeks.I’m notaneyedoctorbut,Iseenothingwrongwithhereyes.Theyareperfectly

fine,hersuddenblindnesscomesasashock.

Lelo:“Mbuso?Whatisit?”

Herimpatiencespeaksoutinalowdesperatetone.

Me:“Uhh…There’snothingwrong,withyoureyes.”

Ispewoutthewords,anxietytargetsheragain.

Lelo:“Then,whatiswrongwithme?”

Me:“Idon’tknowLelo.”

Lelo:“Mbusoyou’rethedoctor,dosomething.”

Shescream criesassheshakesmyhand,myheartbreaksforher.Thiscouldbethatwoman,

there’snootherexplanation.

Me:“Lelo,wehavetogotothehospital.”

Lelo:“WhatwilltheydoformethereMbuso,yousaidmyeyesareperfectlyfine.”

Me:“WeneedtocallZodwa.”



Ioffer.

Ifmypredictionsarerightthen,ZodwawillhelpLelo.

Lelo:“Youthinkit’sher,shedidthistome?”

Isensepainandhurtinhervoice.

Me:“I’m thinkingoutofthebox.”

Shestiflessobsastearscontinuetostreakdownherface.

Lelo:“It’snotfairMbuso.WhatdidIdotothatwoman?Wetrustadultsbecausetheyaremeant

tolookafterus.Whatdowedowhentheyturnonuslikethis?IgrewupinherpresenceMbuso.

Whyisshesobentonhurtingme?”

Hercriesleaveme,feelingweak.Iwanttoprotectherfrom allthebadthingsthisworldhasto

offer.

Me:“ThiswillpassLelo,ifitisacurse,youwillbefine.Ipromise,Iwillfightthisbattlewithyou,

love.”

Iassureher,pullingherintomyarms.Myphonerings,LeloholdsontomewhenItrytograbit.

Hercrieshaveoccupiedthisbedroom,iftherewasawaytomakeherstopIwould.

Me:“Lelo,letmegetthephone.”

Idon’tknowifit’smysixthsensebut,somethingurgesmetoanswerthecall.

Shebreaksoutofthehugslowly,herhandthough,refusestoletgoofmine.

Thingsaregettingstrangerbythemoment.

Me:“It’smam Zodwa.”

IannounceasIanswerandputheronspeaker,Leloacceptsarestlessexpression.

Me:“Mam’Zodwa?”

Zodwa:“Mbuso,whathashappenedtothatchild?Iheardavoicetellingmetowakeupandpray

forher.”

Shestates,LelolooksasshockedasIam.

Mbuso:“Mam ‘Zodwa,Lelohaslosthereyesight.”

Zodwa:“Whereisshe?”

Me:“She’shere.”

Myeyesarekeptonher,Ihatethefearandpainthathasengulfedher.

Zodwa:“Lelo,mychild.Youarenotalone,someoneupthereislookingafteryou.Youwillcome

outvictorious,yourenemieswillnotdanceonyourgravebecauseyouwillliveandnotdie.

Shamewillnotknowyoumychild,itwillembraceonlyyourenemies.Takeheartthat,youare



notalone,someoneisfightingforyou.”

Zodwa’swordsbringherintoariveroftears,Itakeherhandinmine.

Me:“Whatshouldwedomam’Zodwa?Leloisterrified,pleasehelpus.”

Lelo:“Mbuso,myeyesareonfire,myeyesareburning.”

Shescreams,whilerubbinghereyes.

Zodwa:“Theenemyisfighting,theyknowthatyouareawareofthetruth.”

Lelo:“Mbusohelpme,please.”

Shescreams.

Dammit!!!Igrabtheglassofwateronthebedsideandbegintosplashitoverhereyes.

Zodwa:“Mbusodidyoubuythewhitecloth?”

Me:“Yes.”

Zodwa:“Takeitnowandplaceitoverherhead,Iwillprayforher.”

Ijumpandrushtothedrawer,myheartbreakseachtimeLelo’spainfulcriesfillmyears.She’s

lyingonthebednow,herhandspressedonhereyes,tossingandturning.Zodwaproceedsto

comfortherwithherwords.

IsitupasobbingLeloandplacetheclothoverherhead.

Me:“I’m donemam’Zodwa.”

Lelo:“Mbuso.”

Mynamedesperatelyescapeshermouthinapainfulsob.

Me:“It’sgoingtobeokayLelo,you’regoingtobeokay.”

Idon’tknowifitwillbeokay,myhopehasbeshatteredbyherheartwrenchingcries.

ComfortingherisallIcando.Asadoctor,IhavenevercometoapositionwhereIfeltuseless.

Zodwa:“Placebothyourhandsonherhead,Iwillpraynow.”

Idoasshesays,theurgetoholdLeloinmyarmshasescalated.Ineedhertobeokay.Howcan

onegothroughsomuchinlife?Isthisthepriceshehastopayforherparents?Whatabouther

innocence?

Sheisonlyachildwhoisstilldiscoveringherself.Iwillmakesureshedoesn’tshedanytears

afterallofthisisover.

WeagreewithZodwawhenshe’sdone.

Zodwa:“Youcanremovetheclothbut,placeitonherpillowwhenshesleeps.Howareyour

eyesLelo?”



Lelo:“There’sanirritationbut,thefireisgone.”

Sherespondsinahuskytoneashervoicetriestorecoverfrom thatgruellingcryingmarathon.

Zodwa:“Youwon’tregainyoursightnow,itcouldbeinthemorning.Ifyouwakeuplikethis,

cometomefirstthing.Don’twonderaboutbut,cometomefirst.”

Me:“Okay,butwillshebeokay.”

Iglanceatherasshesniffsaway,calmnessappearstobetakingoverher.

Zodwa:“Shewillbefine,theenemyhasbeenmovedoutoftheway,shehasgrowntired.Lelo

willsleeppeacefully,allofthiswillbeoversoon.”

Myhopeisrestoredwiththesewords,ItakeLelo’shandintomine.

Me:“Thankyoumam’Zodwa.”

Lelofailstogetawordout.

Zodwa:“I’m expectingyouinthemorning,don’tdragthisanylonger.Thisiswarandyouwill

conquer.”

Me:“Thankyouma.”

IhangupandpullLeloinmyarms,sheclapsmyt-shirtassherestsherheadonmychest.

Me:“Youwillbeokay,Ipromise.”

Iintendtokeepthispromise.

Tobecontinued…



85*

MBUSO*

Myeyesslowlyopenandinstantlymeetthegloriousmorninglight,thecurtainsaredrawnand

Leloisstandingbythewindow.Icanonlyseeherback,myheartdropsasyesterday’sevents

flashinmyhead.

Ipraythatshehasgainedhersightback,Igetoutofbedandtrailtowardsher.Sheflinches

whenIholdherfrom behind,myhandssettleonherstomach.Inuzzlemyfaceonthecrookof

herneck.

Me:“MorningGoku’smom.”

Sheplacesherhandsonmineandreleasesadeepsigh.

Lelo:“Hey,didthelightwakeyou?I’m sorry.Iwantedtoembraceit,Ican’tgetenoughofit.”

Ijerkfrom theembraceandgraduallyturnhertofaceme,shesmileswithtearsinhereyesas

hereyesmeetmine.Ihaveneverseenamorepeacefulsightinmylife.

Me:“Youcansee?”

Shenods,hersmilewideningasmoretearsofjoygushoutofhereyes.

Lelo:“Icanseeyourface.”

Shetracestheedgesofmyfacewithherfingers.

Lelo:“Ididn’tthinkIwouldseethisannoyingfaceagain.”

Ilaughatherstatement,sheletsherfingersplayaroundmyears.

Lelo:“Andthesebigears."

Sheticklesmylaughbone.

Lelo:"IthoughtIwouldneverseemyson’sfaceMbuso.”

Isendmyhandtoherfacetowipehertearsaway.

Me:“Stopcryingnow,youreyeswillcomplain.Theyhavebeenthroughenoughalready.”

Shelaughs.

Me:“I’m gladyou’reokay,youscaredmeLelo.Youcan’tdothattoagrownassman,Iwilldie

beforemytime.”

Sheplacesherhandonmymouthasascowltakesoverherface,sheshakesherhead.

Lelo:“Don’tsaythat,please.Terriblethingshavebeenhappening,wecan’tjokelikethat.”



Me:“Sorry.Howareyoufeelingthough?”

Shesighs.

Lelo:“Tiredanddrained.”

Itshowsonherface.

Me:“Thiswillbeoversoon.”

Lelo:“Yeah.Didyousleepwell?”

Sheworriesaboutme,whileshe’stheonesuffering.

Me:“Idid,Iseeyou’vebathed.”

Lelo:“Iwokeupveryearlytoday.”

Me:“Okay,letmegetready.”

Lelo:“I’llmakesomethingtoeatwhileyoubath.”

Me:“Wecanhavelastnight’sleftovers,you’retired.Youshouldn’tbeslavinginthekitchen.”

Shefrownsinresponse.

Lelo:“Youandleftovers,I’m goingtomakebreakfast.”

Me:“Justsoyouknow,leftoversarethebest.”

Shemakesaface.

Lelo:“Noteveryonewillagreewithyou.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“Okay,kissmebeforeIgo.”

Shefrownsandpullsback.

Lelo:“Kisswho?”

Me:“Themanwholovesyou.”

SheshakesherheadasIpoutmylips.

Lelo:“Themanwholovesmeshouldbrushhisteethfirst,I’vebeenholdingmybreathsinceyou

turnedmearound.”

Ilaughatherretort.

Me:“Thisisthesamewomanwhocan’tgetenoughofmykisses,I’m goingonstrike.Idon’t

wanttohearanycomplaints.”

Lelo:“Whatarewestrikingfor?”



Me:“NokissingbecauseIhavebeentold,Ihavemorningbreath,Iwantanapologyandkisses

everymorningwhenIwakeup.”

Shelaughs.

Lelo:“Hayistrikeondoctor.Maybeonedayyourcrieswillbeheard.”

Shemocks.

Me:“Lelo,I’m notenteringthatbathroom untilIgetmygoodmorningkiss.”

Sheblowsmeakiss.

Lelo:“Hambogezake.”(Gobaththen.)

Shehasmelaughing.

Me:“Fine,I’m stillstriking.”

Lelo:“Okaymba.”(Apeck.)

Me:“Mba?”(Apeck.)

Icomplain.

Lelo:“Ngikunikaisandla,ufunaingaloyonke,habe.”(Igiveyouahand,youwantthewholearm.)

Thiswomanthough.

Me:“Okay,mba.”(Apeck.)

sheleansclosertopeckmylips,Ipullherintoadeepkiss.

Lelo:“Mmmhhmmhh.”

Shemoansasshefightstopushmeback,notgivingallherstrengthonthis,letsmeknowthat

shewantsitasmuch.

Me:“Iloveyou.”

IexpressasIpullawayfrom thekiss.

Lelo:“YoucheatedMbuso,nowIwillgoonstrike.”

Me:“Iwouldliketoseeyoutry.”

Ipeckherlipsbeforetreadingtowardsthedoor.

Lelo:“Mbuso.”

Istopandswivel.

Lelo:“Iloveyou.”

Me:“Iknow,whowouldn'tlovemeanyway?”



Sherollshereyesatme,beforeItoiloutofthebedroom.

STYLES*

“I’m coming.”

Hervoiceresoundsfrom theothersideofthedoor,myheartledmetoherdoorstepagain.The

urgetoseeheragainwasgreat,Icouldn’tfightitanymore.Ismileasthedoorfliesopenand

shestandsbeforeme.

Sethu:“You’rehere.”

Me:“Ibroughtbreakfast,Iholdupabrownpaperbagwithmuffinsinside.

Shesmilesandpavesawayformetogetin.

Me:“Ihopeyouhavecoffee,Idon’tdowellwithteabags.”

Iannounce,shegiggles.

Sethu:“Ihavecoffee.”

Ifollowhertothekitchen,thekettleisonandthere’sacuponthecounter.

Sethu:“Iwasabouttomakesometea,yourtimingisperfect.”

Me:“Youjustgohome?”

Shenods.

Sethu:“Ican’tsleepwithoutacupoftea.”

Afactrevealed.

Me:“Itakehalfateaspoon.”

Isay,whenshegrabsacupforme.

Sethu:“Whatdidyoubring?”

Shetakesthepaperbagfrom thecounterandopensit.Shedipsherheadandasmileembraces

herfaceasshesniffsin,thearoma.

Sethu:“Blueberrymuffins?Myfavourite.”

Shestates,beforemovingtopourtheboilingwaterinthecup.

Weplodtothelivingroom withourfood.

Me:“Howwaswork?Didthetherapywork?”



Shegiggles.

Sethu:“Itwasokay,Ithinkthetherapyworked.”

Me:“I’m glad.Whenisyourdayoff?”

Sethu:“Todayactually,whydoyouask?”

Me:“BecauseIwanttospendthedaywithyou.”

Sethu:“Iwon’tbegoodcompany,I’llprobablybesleepingthewholetime.”

Me:“Idon’tmind,aslongasI’m herewithyou.”

Shesmiles.

Sethu:“It’sstrangehowwemetandtodayyou’resittinginmylivingroom.”

Me:“Yeah,itfeelslikealongtimeago.”

Irespondwithasmile,shereturnsit.

Sethu:“I’m gladyou’rehere,Mr.Styles.”

Me:“I’m gladI’m herewithyou,MissSethu.”

Shedropshergazeasmyeyesremainonher,Icanonlysmirkatherinnocence.Weare

disturbedbyasuddenknockatthedoor,shetakesupasoftfrown.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Shesighs.

Sethu:“Iknowthatknock,there’sonlyonepersonwhoknockslikesheownsthisplace.”

IgiveheraquestioninglookasIwaitforherexplanation.

Sethu:“Mydearcousin.”

Shesaysasshegetsup.

Me:“Shouldn’tshebehomesleeping?”

Sethu:“Shelivesinaflatoppositethisone.”

Sherollshereyesatthis,somethingisupwiththisgirl.IsitbackonthesofaasSethutoilsto

openthedoor.

Lebo:“Ileftmylunchboxtheotherday.”

Icanhearherfrom here.

Sethu:“No,youdidn’t.”

Lebo:“Idid,thepurpleTupperware.”



Sethu:“Idoubtbut,Iwilllookforitandbringittoyou.”

Lebo:“Mmhh,okay.CanIusethetoilet?”

Sethu:“YoujustleftyourplaceLebo.”

Lebo:“So,Ineedtousethetoiletnow.Whyareyoublockingthedoorway,anyway?Whoareyou

with?”

Hervoicehasbecomedefensiveandhostile.

Sethu:“GoodbyeLebo.”

Lebo:“Hellno,Iwanttoseewhoyou’rehidinginthere.”

Sethu:“Pleasemoveyourfootfrom thedoor.”

Shepleads,soundingmiffed.

Lebo:“No,Iwanttoseewhoisinthere.”

MaybeIshouldindulgehersinceshe’ssopersistent,Igetupandambletowardstheexit.Bug-

eyed,herjawdropsuponseeingme.IstandbehindSethuandwrapmyarm aroundherwaist,I

placeakissonthetopofherhead.

Me:“Everythingokay,Kitten?”

Shedoesn’tsayanythingforawhilebeforesheanswersinawhisper.

Sethu:“Yes,Lebowasjustleaving.”

Me:“Okay,yourteaisgettingcold.”

ThisistopissLebomore,Idon’tunderstandherbullyingthisinnocentsoul.Herdaysare

numbered.

Lebo:“Sethu?”

Shesaysinagasp,almostunabletograspwhatshe’sseeing.

Lebo:“Youwentagainstyourownmotherand…”

Ishutthedooronherface,stoppingherfrom speakinganyfurther.

Sethujerksoutofmyholdandturnstoleerupatme.

Sethu:“Whathaveyoudone?Shewillrunandtellmyparents.”

Thefearinhereyesisvisible.

Me:“So?You’retwentyfiveSethu,you’reallowedtohaveamaninyourlife.”

Lebo:“Sethuopenthedoornow,you’reactinglikeabitchyouknowthat?You’resellingbody

Sethu?Auntwillbedisappointedinyou,Sethuopen.”



Sheyells,furiouslyasshebangsthedoor.

Sethu:“YouseeStyles?Thisisbad,thisisbad.”

Iseethepanicinhereyes.

Me:“RelaxSethu,youneedtoputyourfootdownandstandupagainstthatbully,okay?Iwant

youtoopenthatdoorandtellhertogetlostbeforeIdragherout.Sheturnstoopenthedoor,

Leboisstillstandinghere.Herfaceholdsanangrylook.

Lebo:“UsuyafebaSe…”(you'reaprostitutenow?)

Shedoesn’tfinishwithherrudewordsasSethulapsheracrosstheface,sheholdshercheekin

disbelief.

Lebo:“Sethu?”

Leboisfindingithardtobelievewhatjusthappened.

Sethu:“Don’tevercallmeaprostituteagain,I’m donewithyouLebo.IthoughtIwouldneversay

thisbut,Iam cuttingtieswithyou.You’retoxic,youandIarenolongerrelated.”

Sethuremainscalm although,angerisvisibleinhertone.

Lebo:“There’snosuchthing,I’m yourcousinSethuwhetheryoulikeitornot.Youcanneverget

ridofme.”

Herwordsprovethatshe’sself-centred.

Sethu:“YesIcanandIjustdid.Don’tcometomyhouseanymore,don’tcallme.Whenyousee

meatwork,turntheotherdirection.Iam donewithyou,makingmefeellikeIam worthless.”

Inhaveneverbeensoproudinmylife.

Leborollshereyes.

Lebo:“Whendidyoubecomesobold?Isitthedick?It’sbeentoolongsinceyouhaditandjust

onetasteSethu,yougrowwings.”

Shesendsacontemptuouslaugh.

Thislittlebitch,Ihavetostopmyselffrom slappingheracrosstheface.Idon’twanttoscare

Sethu,she’sbeenthroughenoughwiththatpeaceofshitNtokozo.

Me:“Getoutofhere.”

Isnapather,sherespondswithablacklook.

Sethu:“You’redeadtomeLebo.”

Lebo:“Youcan’tdothat,Iwilltellaunteverything.”

Sethu:“Goahead,Idon’tcareanymore.”

I’m temptedtobangthisdoorshutbut,Sethuneedstospeakhermind.



Lebo:“Youthinkthismanwillloveyou?Hewilldropyoulikeahotpotatoe,you’renotlovable

Sethu.”

Sheyellsinherface.

Me:“Hey,fuckoff.”

Igrowlather,sheraiseshereyestoglareatme.Iseeatintoffearonherface,her

stubbornnessrubsmeoffthewrongway.

Sethu:“IfeelsorryforyouLebo,you’remiserable,that’swhyyou’resoobsessedwithmylife.

WhatIdoisnotyourbusiness,youstaythehellawayfrom me.”

Lebo:“Sethuyou’retalkingtome…”

That’sit,I’m done.Ishutthedooronherface,Sethuturnstoglanceatme.

Ishrugmyshoulders.

Me:“Sorry,hervoicewasannoyingme.”

Shegiggles,Ididn’tthinkshewasthisstrong.

Sethu:“Thatactuallyfeltgood,tellingheroff.Ihavedreamtofthisday.”

Ismileatherconfession.

Me:“I’m proudofyou,youdidgood.”

I’m rewardedwithasmileformywords.

Sethu:“Nowthat,that’sdone.Letusfinishourbreakfast.”

Shestatesasshetoddlesbacktothelivingroom.

Me:“Ineedanothercup,Ihatelukewarm tea.”

Myproclamationhasherlaughing,Lebodoesn’thavethecouragetoknockagain.Shebetter

walkaway,IthinkIshouldpayheralittlevisit.IknowshewillnotstopharassingSethu.

AMARA*

Icangetusedtothis,wakingupwithhim nexttome.HadIimaginedthisbefore?Well,my

circumstancesdidnotallowme.Ifailedtoimaginelifebeyondthewallsofmyuncle’shouse,

beyondhisdepravedlustandassault.Fatekeptmeincarceratedinallofthatandmademe

believethat,thatwasalltherewastolife.

Peopledefinitelymeetindifferentways,ourmeetingwasn’tnormalnorblissful.

It’snotaperfectstorytoboastaboutbut,itsturnsbroughtaboutthismomentrighthere.Tosay

I’m grateful,wouldnotbeenough.



He’slyingonhisback,hisonehandsupportinghisheadandtheothersomewherebetweenthe

sheets.

Iplacemyhandonhischestafterscootingclosertohim,asIinspecthisfacialfeatures.

Ismiletomyselfatthepermanentpuckeronhisforehead,hefrownsalotandnow,itwon’t

departfrom him.Asifhefeelsmewatchinghim,hiseyesslowlybut,surelyopen.Icanonly

smileathim ashisgazehasme,shyingawaylikealovestruckteenager.

Randall:“Isthiswhatagoodmorninglookslike?”

Hisfirstwords.

Ifrownathim ashisquestionleavesmeinawaveofconfusion.Hegrabsmyarm andpullsme

tohim,thesechestcollidingmomentshappenfrequently,I'velostcount.

Randall:“Ihavealwayswonderedwhat’sgoodaboutamorningwhenpeoplewouldutterthose

words,I’vethoughtthem tobestupidreally.Now,Iseewhattheymeant,theymust’vehave

experiencedsuchmomentsintheirlives.Towakeupbesideawomanwhoholdsyourheart.”

Thatwasamouthfull,he’slearning.Prettysoonhewillbeexpressinghimselfverballyandnot

justwithphysicaltouch.

Me:“Didyourecitethoseinyourdreams?”

Hisbrowcurvesasifprobingforananswertomysarcasticquestion.

Me:“Youseem tobepoeticthismorningmyprince.”

Hesmiles,literally.

TodayI’m inthepresenceofadifferentRandall.

Randall:“Saythatagain.”

Me:“What?”

Randall:“Prince,yousaidI’m your...”

Thestupidsmileonhisfaceremains.

Me:“Ihavedoneenoughegostrokingfortheday,IthinkI’llretirefornow.”

Hechortleslowly.

Randall:“Egohuh?”

Hebringshisfaceclosertomineasifwantingtokissme,heburiesmycheekinhishand.

Me:“Yes,ego…Youseem tobeself-assuredthismorning.”

TodenythatI’m losingitwiththesegesturesofhis,wouldbestupidofme.

Randall:“Yougivemethatconfidencemehemma.”(Myqueen.)



Hiseyesabandonthejokerinhim astheyacceptadeepappearance.

Randall:“Besides,whoelsetostrokethisegoyouspeakof,ifnotyou?”

Hesmirks,bitinghislowerlip.Thedeepstareisgone,onlyalustfulgazeclaimshiseyes.

Me:“Weshouldgetup,I’m hungry.”

Igulpashisclosenesshasmenervous.Mypalmsaresweating,myheartispalpitating.My

breathingisonafastlanetogod-knowswhere,thetipofhisnosetouchesminebeforehislips

brushagainstmine.

Randall:“I’m hungrytoo.”

Hedeclaresagainstmylips,seductively.

Randall:“Letmetasteyou,mehemma.”(Myqueen)

Hewhisperssoftly,beforecapturingmylips.

Caughtupinthemoment,Ifindmyselfmoaningsoftlytohiswolfishkiss.Mychestisagainst

his,ashe’stightlyholdingme.Canakissbesodeepthatitleavesmeemotional?

Hesupportsmybackasheflipsusoverwithoutbreakingthemomnet,hisweightholdsme

down.Ourtonguesduel,creatingaharmonyinthisheatedkiss.Hishandgoesinsearchof

somethingundermyt-shirt,itglidesupandinsplitamomentmybreastiscuppedinthepalm

ofhishand.Hislipsleaveminetoexplorepartsofmyface,theygrazemychinandsettleonthe

curveofmyneck.Thisismyweakspot,itleavesmykneeswobblyandmybloodpressurerising.

Randall:“Iwanttoworshipeveryinchofyou.Tellmehowthisfeels,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hewhispersashelightlycaressesmybreastandnipples.

Randall:“Iwanttotouchyouright,coachme.”

Hisvoiceandwarm breathticklingmyearhasmeshudderingwithpleasure.

HowdoIgiveareplytohisstatementwhenhe’sleftmebreathless?Isinkmyhandsunderhist-

shirtbeforetheycreateariseandfallonhisbareback.

There’sasuddenknockatthedoor,Iwaitforhim tostopbut,hedoesn’t.

Me:“Randall,there’saknock.”

Iwhisper,fightingtocatchmybreath,heignoresmeashecontinueswithadesperateneedto

reachhisgoal.

Whoeverisoutthere,isnotleaving.

Me:“Randall.”

Heenticesmeinanotheravidkiss,asifsilencingme.

“Papa,openthedoor.”



Hestops,raiseshisheadtoglanceatmewithhalf-liddedeyes.

Randall:“That’sit,everyoneismovingoutofthishouse.”

He’spiqued,Icanonlysmileathiscraziness.

Tobecontinued…



86*

STYLES*

I’m attherightplace,thedoorswingsopenaftertwoknocks.Herphysicaldemeanourandher

bodylanguagetellme,shewasn’texpectingtoseemehere.

Me:“Hi,Lebo.”

Ismileather,she’sholdsontoafrown.

Me:“CanIcomein?”

Lebo:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Sheasks,eachtimeImeether,she’salwaysfeistyandrude.Now,shestandshumbledbefore

me.

Me:“There’snoprivacyinthiscorridor,won’tyouletmein.”

Ismilewarmly,thecreasesonherforeheadlineupandthefrowndisappears.

Shemakeswayformetoenter,Istrideinandsheshutsthedoor.

Islapheracrossthefacejustassheturns,shescreamswhileshefalls.

Me:“That,isforcallingSethuaprostitute.”

Shelooksupatme,herhandpastedonhercheek.

Me:“Sorry,Idon’tusuallydothis.Myhandwasitchingso,Ineededtoscratchit.Thanksforthe

help.”

Shegetsupwhilegivingmeacoldlook.

Me:“What’swrongLebo?You’realwaysblabbering,youcan’tspeaknow?”

Sheshakesherheadashereyesreceiveafloodoftears.

Me:“Stayawayfrom Sethu,thatslapshegaveyouwillbenothingcomparedtowhatIwilldoto

you."

Lebo:“Howdareyou…”

Shebarksthewordsout.

Me:“Youcanstillspeak?Wow.SotellmeLebo,howmuchdidthatcarouttherecost?Surely

nursingdoesn’tpaythatmuch.”

Lebo:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”



Angerhastakenoverhervoice.

Me:“No,relax.That’syourproblem,youalwayswanttotalk.Won’tyoulistenforonce?Today

weturnthetables,Ispeakandyoulisten.”

Shewipeshertearsasshetriestolookdaunted.

Lebo:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Ididsayshe’sstubborn.

Me:“Let’sseewhatwehave,it’sprintedinmymind.Theillegalabortionsoperatedatthe

hospital,sellingnewbornbabiesandpresentingthemotherswithdeadones.Thelistisendless,

IthinkI’m forgettingsomethingelse.”

Ihaveneverseenfearembraceone,sobeautifully.

Me:“RemindmeLebo,somethingaboutworkingalongwithGreenPasturesburials.”

Herjawdrops,ifhereyescouldgowider,theywould.

Me:“It’scomingtome.”

ItiltmyheadtothesideasIshootheraslygrin,shestiflesasobandcovershermouthwithher

hand.

Me:“Yes,Iremembernow.ThatoldbastardCelepaysyoutogethim deadbodiesforhis

funeralparlourandyouplayGodwithpeople’slives,youdecidetheirfate.Iam shockedreally,

whowould’vethought?Youlooklikethegirlnextdoor,soinnocent.Whatwillyourmotherthink

whenshefindsoutthat,herlittlegirlkillspeopleandsellsbabiesforaliving?”

Lebo:“That’sallalie,you’retryingtoscareme.”

Shehowls,hervoicequaverswithfear.

Me:“Oh,isit?Celeisinpolicecustodyaswespeak,heconfessedeverything.”

Shegaspsinshock.

Lebo:“Please,don’treportme.Idon’twanttogotojail.”

Now,sheconfesses.

Me:“Youdeserveapunishmentworsethanjail,alsoitwouldbeaninsulttodeathifyouwere

killed.Whatisityouweresayingtheotherday?I’llgethim arrested?Theonewhowillbegoing

tojailhereisyou.”

Lebo:“I’llsnitchonyou,I’lltellthepoliceeverythingIknowaboutyou.”

Sheyells,she’ssodramatic.

Me:“Whatisitthatyouknowaboutme?Dotell.”

Lebo:“Theshootingatthehospital,thesnakesandthetwopolicemenwhowerekilled.”



Me:“Whatshooting?Asfaraseveryoneisconcerned,therewasnoshooting.Thepolice

officersdiedduringadrugraidinAlex.Wereyounotinformed?”

She’stonguetied.

Lebo:“Sethuisdamagedgoods,nomancaneverlookather.Hasshetoldyouaboutthescars

onherbody?Nomancanbarethatrevoltingsight.”

JustwhenIthinkshewillstop,Igrabherneckandpinheragainstthewall.

Iclutchmyhandonherthroat.Thiscomesasashocktoher,hereyesarewidened.Shegrabs

mywrist,tryingtoloosenthetightgrip.

Me:“Listentomeyoustupidbitch,onemorewordagainstthatgirl.Isweartogod,Iwillkillyou.”

Shestrugglesagainstmyhand,Iletgoandshedropstothefloor.

Lebo:“I’m notscaredofyou.”

Shecoughsoutthewords,I’m actuallyimpressedbyherfightingspirit.

Me:“IfIwereyou,Iwouldbescaredofme.”

There’saknockatthedoor,sheglaresatmeandscreams.

Lebo:“Help,he’stryingtokillme.Helpmeplease.”

Me:“Ah,stopwiththedrama,I’m actuallyexpectingaguest.”

Shegasps.

IopenthedoorforMphoja,he’sadetectiveandanacquaintance.

Me:“Perfecttimingskhulu.”

Hechuckles.

Mphoja:“Well,youleavemenochoiceSishi.”

Hewalksin.

Mphoja:“Isthisher?”

HeasksuponseeingLebo.

Me:“Yep,it’stimewelettheskeletonsoutofthecloset.Makesuresherotsinjail,ifshecomes

out,Iwillkillhermyself.”

Mphoja:“Done.”

Me:“Doyourjobskhulu.”

Mphoja:“Yey,moveousie.”(Sister.)

Hegrabsherinanattempttohandcuffher,shepusheshim offbut,hemanagestorestrainher.



Lebo:“No,please.Ididn’tdoanything,I’m innocent.”

Shescreamsasshe’sbeinghandcuffed.

Lebo:“PleaseStyles,don’tdothis.Sethuwillhateyouwhenshefindsoutwhatyoudidtoher

cousin.”

Me:“Takethetrashoutman.”

Mphojadragsheroutscreamingandpleading.

NOBAYENI*

Successisnothingwhenyoudon’thaveyourlovedoneswithyou.Iam verymuchawareof

whatIhavedonetoBridgette,theneglectshehadtoendureallherlife.Iknowshecravesfora

mother’sloveandIwanttogiveittoherbut,Ican’tlookatherwithoutseeingmyfather

assaultingme.ThishasbirthedthehatredIhaveforher.

Dladlahasbeenagoodman,heacceptedmychildandlovedhermorethanIcould.HowdoI

helpBridgette,whenIhavemyowndemonstoface?

TherewasatimewhenIwasmadlyinlovewithDladlabut,Iwastoobrokentogivemyselfto

someonecompletely.

Me:“Dladla.”

He’sinthekitchencooking.

Dladla:“I’m makingKhethu’sfavourite.”

Shehasn’tcomehomeyet.

Me:“Isee,haveyouspokentoherthough?”

Dladla:“No,atleastshe’swithMbongeni”

Hedrawsadeepsigh.

Dladla:“Ineedyoutospeaktoher.”

Me:“Whyme?”

Dladla:“You’rehermotherNobaandsheneedsyourightnow.”

Ifindithardtobelievehiswords,IdoubtsheandIwillevermakepeace.

Me:“AfterwhatshedidtomeDladla,Idon’tthinkit’swisethatIapproachher.”

Hewalksuptome,takesmyhandandleadsmetoachair.Hesettlesoppositeme,Dladlaisa

gentlesoul.Ihavebeentoocaughtupinmywarsthat,Ifailedtoappreciatehim.



Dladla:“It’stimeNoba,it’stimeforyoutostopfightingthisandembraceyourchild.Ihaveseen

howyoupushherawaywithyourwordsandactionsbut,deepdownyouwanttomotherher.”

Heisright,Ican’tseem toletherinandIblamemyselfforherlifespiralling.

Me:“It’snoteasyDladla,I’m broken.Iwilljustdragherdownwithme.”

Dladla:“Thenwegetyoubothhelp,youneverhealedaftertheassault.Youbottledeverything

insideandyourragefelluponyourchild,it’sbeentoolong,it’stimetoletgo.Khethuneedsyou,

Ican’thelpher.”

HowdoIfixwhatIhavebroken?WheredoIevenbegin?

RANDALL*

IthinkIspendmostofmytimewithStylesthanIdoathome,hecalledmeoveranditsounded

urgent.

Me:“Styles.”

Styles:“Justintime.”

Me:“Timeforwhat?”

Hesmilesandmakeswayformetoenter,there’samanseatedonthecouch.He’saboutthe

sameageasus,hisdarkclothesseem tomatchhisdemeanourandhisfaceisunwelcoming.

IturntoStylesasheshutsthedoor.

Me:“Arewehavingaparty?”

Styleschuckles,themangetsupandcarrieshishandsonhisback.

Styles:“Randall,meetKennethMkhize.”

Okay,thisisthegreatKennethI’vebeenhearingabout.

Kenneth:“JustKenneth.”

Herespondswithadarktone,Idon’tliketheaurahoveringaroundhim.

Styles:“Yes,sorry.ThisismybrotherRandallOkolie,theoneItoldyouabout.”

Inoticeatwitchinhiseyesatthementionofmyname.

Me:“JustRandall.”

Irespond.

Kenneth:“Isee.”



Styles:“Let’ssit.”

Me:“IhaveameetingwithRavenandSegun,canwemakethisquick?Whateveritis.”

Kennethclearshisthroataswesit,heseemstobeabituncomfortable.

Me:“IseverythingokayMkhize?”

Hescowlsatme.

Kenneth:“LikeIsaid,justKenneth.”

Me:“Mybad,Kenneth.Youseem edgy.”

Stylesclearshisthroat,Iglanceathim andheshakeshishead.

Kenneth:“Styles,whyam Ihere?”

Heseemstooeagertoleave.

Styles:“Okay,letmenotbeataroundthebush,tellmeaboutSegunOkolie.”

HesayswhileglaringatKennethwhogiveshim adeepfrown.

Kenneth:“Whoisthat?”

Styles:“ComeonKenneth,let’snotplaygames.”

Kenneth:“Nooneisplayinggameshere.”

Stylesisontosomething,henevertellsmehisplans,hejustdragsmeintothem.

Me:“You,seem tobeplayinggamesMkhize.”

Iopttoplayalong,Itrustthisbastardofmine.

Kenneth:“Whothefuckisthisidiot?”

Hegruntsatme,thereissomethingheknowsaboutSegun.

Styles:“Don’tmindhim please,he’srudelikethat.”

Kenneth:“Well,Iknowhowtodealwithrudepeople.”

Isneerathiswords,ifthisfuckerhasanythingtodowithmyfamily.Hebetterspeakuporso

helpmeGod.

Me:“ListenhereMkhize…”

Styles:“Randy,noteverythingisanambush.Relax,Kennethismyfriendjustasyouare.”

Me:“Nonsense.”

Kenneth:“Watchyourbackboy.”

Hethreatens,I’m fazed.



Me:“Styles,speaktoyourfriend.”

Styles:“Gosh,canwepleasehaveanormalconversationhere.”

Kenneth:“Whyareyoupokingasnakeinahole,Styles?Itwillbiteyou.”

Thereitis.

Me:“So,youdoknowSegunOkolie?Thisnamehasmadeyouuncomfortablefrom themoment

itwasmentioned.”

Kenneth:“Youpeopledon’tknowwhatyou’remessingwith.”

Me:“Whatorwho?”

Kenneth:“Ishouldtakemyleave.”

HegetsupalongwithStyles.

Me:“Don’tleaveonmyaccount.”

Istate.

Whyisherunningaway?

Styles:“Kenneth,I’m sorry.Ididn’tmeantomakeyouuncomfortable.”

Kenneth:“WhosaidIwasuncomfortable?Yourfriendherestinks,Idon’tlikehisstench.”

Hegrowlsatme,there’sadarkpresencethatseem toaccompanythisbastard.

Me:“Thefeeling’smutual,Mkhize.”

Iripostewhilegettingup,hegrimacesatme.Hisblackstaredoesn’tshakeme.

Kenneth:“Mkhizesepoes.”(Mkhizeisyourass.)

Hisrejoinderhasmesnickering.

Styles:“Growupguysplease,thisisnotanicesight.”

Stylesjumpsin.

Styles:“We’llbeworkingtogetherinbringingMkhizedownandyoutwoarealreadythrowing

daggersateachother.”

Me:“I’m notworkingwiththisasshole.”

Igrunt,Kennethhuffs.

Kenneth:“You’replayingwithfireboy,watchyourmouth.”

Hesaunterstowardsme.

Me:“YouwatchyourmouthMkhize.”



Iknowthisnameaggravateshim.

Styles:“AreyoutwodonewithyourlittleromanceorshouldIgetyouaroom?”

Ihuffathisquestion.

Wheredidhegetthisidiot?

Kenneth:“I’m outofhere.”

Heamblesoutandleavesthedoorwideopen,Stylesmovestocloseit.

Styles:“WhatthehellRandall?Thatmanisinacult.Doyouknowwhattheydothere?”

He’sfreakingout.

Me:“Idon’tcare,keephim awayfrom me.”

Helaughscoldlyashepositionshimselfdown.

Me:“WhywereyouaskingaboutSegun?Whatdoeshehavetodowithhim?”

Stlyes:“IthinkSegunandravenarepartofthatcult,I’m notsureyet.Apparentlythe

headquartersareinGhana.”

Me:“Acult?”

Styles:“Thatoldmaniscapableofanything,youshouldknowthatbynow.”

True.

Me:“TherewasasnakeinAmara’sbedlastnight,IthinkRavenputitthere.”

Thinkingaboutitmakesmesoangryalloveragain.

Styles:“I’m notsurprisedhey,thosetwoareevil.”

Me:“ItdefinitelysuitsSegunnotRaven.He’smybrotherStyles.”

Styles:“Blooddoesnotmakeyoufamily,youlearntthatthehardwaywithSegunyearsago.The

bastardisstillafteryou,hewillneverrest.Nowthatweknowwhathe’supto,weneedtofind

hismotivebehind,wantingtouniteyouwiththatwoman.”

Me:“Icouldjustkillhim youknow.”

Theurgeisthere.

Styles:“Itwon’tbeeasy,it’sadifferentstorywithRuth.Thevirusisready,it’sjustcravingfora

host.”

Hechuckles,hetakesprideinhisinventions.

Me:“Thatwasquick.”

Styles:“Youknowme,Idon’twastetime.”



Me:“Howwillshebeexposedtoit?”

Styles:“That’sthetrickypart,Ithoughtapairofearingswilldo.Themomentshewearsthem,

theviruswillspreadtoherears.Itonlysurvivesinwarm placesandthespreadwilltakeabouta

fewminutes.”

Ishouldbeterrifiedofthisman.You’dthinkhe’sweakwhenKhethuisinvolvedandthenhe

goesanddoessomethinglikethis.

Me:“Howwillshegettheearrings?”

Styles:“Youarenotgoingtolikethis.”

Idon’tlikethelook,he’sgivingme.

Styles:“Well,sincesheishereforyouRandy,Ithoughtmaybe…”

Isawthiscoming.

Me:“Forgetit,Iam notgoinganywherenearher.”

Styles:“It’stheonlywayRandall.”

Me:“TherehastobeanotherwayStyles,Iwantnothingtodowithher.”

Styles:“IknowandIgetyoubruhbut,wecan’taskIfe.Youknowwomen,shewilltrythem on.”

Me:“Ifeisout,she’stooinnocent.”

Styles:“Mypointexactly,soyouwillapproachherwithagift.I’m prettysureshehasn’tbeen

toldhowyoureallyfeelaboutthisarrangement,shewillbeecstatic.She’llprobablyevenwear

them everyday.”

Hesniggers.

Isitokaythathe’senjoyingthis?

Me:“Idon’tknowStyles,Idon’twanttoseeherface.”

Styles:“Whatshouldwedothen?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,you’rethegenius,thinkofsomething.”

Hegrowls,I’m annoyinghim.

Styles:“Yourstubbornnessstinks.”

Hehisses.

Styles:“HowisitgoingwithIfegettingthepassport?”

Me:“Shedoesn’twanttoseehim,wehavetothinkofsomethingelse.”

Styles:“Don’tworry,I’llmakeaplan.Neoisoccupiedatthemoment.”



Heintroduces.

Me:“Isheokay?”

Styles:“Tshidiwantstokeephim awayfrom hisson,shewantsmoney.”

Me:“I’m notsurprised,thatgirlisinsane.”

Styles:“Yeah,Neoisstrong.Hewillfindawayout,hebetterorhewillneverbethesameifhe

losesthatboy.”

Thisisthehonesttruth,Neolivesforthatboy.

Me:“Iknow,he’ssmart.Hewillthinkofsomething.”

Styles:“AlthoughIhaveplanBjustincasehis,doesn’tworkout.”

Hestateswithagrin.

Me:“Doesn’tthatbrainofyoursevergettired?”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Thatwouldbetheendofme.”

Iactuallybelievethattoo,thisisStyles.It’swhoheisandit’swhathedoesbest.

Tobecontinued…



87*

MBUSO*

We’redrivinghomefrom Zodwa’shouse,shegaveLeloholywaterandprayedoverthewhite

cloth.Shesaidtouseitforthetimebeing.

Me:“I’lldropyouoffathome,Ineedtomeetupwithmyfather.”

Ipresentmystorytoher,Lelohasbeentooquietsincewegotinthecar.

Lelo:“Okay.”

Igiveherabrieflook.

Me:“Doyouwanttotalkaboutit?”

Shesighsheavily,she’shardlyeversad.

Lelo:“I’m worriedaboutmybaby.”

Me:“He’sfine,youhavenothingtoworryabout.”

Thesighagain.

Lelo:“Idon’tknowMbuso,somuchhasbeenhappening.YouknowmyproblemsbeganwhenI

fellpregnant.FirstAmarawentmissing,Zumaturnedouttobetrashandnowthis.”

Ihateitwhenshementionsthatidiot’sname.

Me:“TrynottothinksomuchLelo,stressisnotgoodforthebaby.”

Lelo:“Ican’thelpit,Mbusowhatifmysoniscursed?”

Isenseworryinhertone.

Me:“Don’tsaythatplease,mam’Zodwaexplainedwhyallofthisishappening.There’sawicked

womanoutthere,whodoesn’twanttoseeyouhappy.Shewillbedealtwith,shewillpayforall

herevildeeds.”

IhateitwhenLelostresseslikethis.Itakeherhandintominewhiletryingtofocusontheroad,

sheglancesatmeandflashesaquicksmile.

Me:“YouknowGokuwillhavegreyhairwhenhe’sborn?”

Thisoughttogetherattention.

Lelo:“What?”

Herbrowsriseasherfacetakesupaconfusedexpression.



Me:“Yes,you’llgivebirthtoanoldman.Whatdotheycallthem?Soncle,ababywholookslike

anoldman.”(Son/uncle.)

Shegaspsinshock,tearsfillupinhereyes.Wrongtimetocrackajoke,she’ssensitiveatthe

moment.

Lelo:“Didmam’Zodwatellyouthis?”

Me:“No,I’m kidding.Iwasjusttryingtomakeyoulaugh.”

Sheclencheshereyesandbreathesdeeply.

Me:“I’m sorry,Ididn’t…”

Lelo:“It’sokay,mymindisoccupiedthatitfailedtoacceptyourbiltongjoke.”

Okay.

Controllingmylaughhasbecomeamission,shelooksatmewithasweetsmileonherface.

Usuallyshe’dlaughalongwithme,todayshecanonlystretchasmile.I’lltakeanythingshe

gives,ifitmeansherheartisgratifiedatthispresentmoment.

Me:“Aremyjokesthatdry?”

Shenods.

Lelo:“Sodry.”

Sheclowns.

Me:“Okay,I’llstop.”

Lelo:“No,no.Theymightbedrybut,theygetmethroughtheday.”

Me:“Isee,inthatcase,begme.”

Shemakesaface.

Lelo:“I’m sorry,what?”

Me:“Begmetokeepthem comingorI’llstop.”

Lelo:“Shame,Ihavealreadynursedthatbigheadofyours.IfIkeepthisup,itwillsurelyexplode.”

Shestatesinasarcastictone,swayingheraway,from herproblemsworked.Herfacenolonger

holdsafrown.

Lelo:“Mbusowatchout?”

Shescreams,there’saloudscreechingsoundasIlurchthecartotheside,shirkingtheman

who’scrossingthestreet.Imanagetogaincontrolofitandparkonthesideoftheroad.

Me:“Leloareyouokay?”

She’smyfirstthought,shenodswhiletryingtocatchherbreath.



Lelo:“I’m fine,areyouokay?”

Me:“Yeah,whoisthatidiot?”

Sheshrugshershoulders,IdashoutofthecartocheckifIdidn’thitanyone.

I’m beingtestedhere.

“Whatthehellweretryingtodo?”

Itwistmyheadbacktothecar,LeloisfrozenIdon’tknowifshe’sshockedorafraidbut,her

eyesareamplified.Theyareengrossedonthisidiot.Wehadtobumpintohim today,ofalldays.

Zuma:“Wereyoutryingtokillme?Thisistheproblem withpeoplethathavecars,youthinkthe

roadbelongstoyou.”

He’syellingandIfailtofindthereasonbehindthat.Themanisnotinjuredatall.

Me:“Look,I’m sorry.Ididn’tseeyouthere.”

Zuma:“Sorry?Ishouldreportyouforrecklessdriving.”

Whyishepushingthis?Myeyeskeepgoingbackandforth,from him toLelo.Shehasn’t

removedhereyesfrom him,Ican’tseem tograspwhatthismeans.Zodwa’swordsfloodmy

mindandawaveofworryrushesoverme.Isshestillaffectedbyhim?Hedoesn’tdeservethose

tearsfloodinginhereyes,thefactthatshe’scryingforhim cutsdeep.Thisoneistoobusy

focusedoncomplainingthathecan’tseeLelointhecar.

Me:“Look,IsaidI’m sorry,excuseme.”

Zuma:“Wait,Iknowyoufrom somewhere.”

HespeaksasIstarttowalkaway,Iwashopingthathewouldn’trecognizeme.

Zuma:“You’re…”

Likehefiguredoutsomethingheturnshisheadtothecar,hismouthformsagrinashiseyes

findLelo.She’ssniveringnow.

Whydoessheallowhim toseeherintears?Hewilltakejoyinthem.

Zuma:“Nombulelo?”

Me:“Youstayawayfrom her.”

Idemand,Iknowthatlook.Mostidiotshavethem,he’sabouttoapproachherandapologisefor

hisstupidity.

Zuma:“Nombulelo.”

Herushestohersideofthecar,sheturnsherheadtolookathim.

Whyissheentertaininghim?

Thismanwasonceherweakness,Isawhowshecriedforhim.



Me:“Hey,getawayfrom her.”

IyellasIrushtohim,Iam readytofightforher.

Zuma:“Lelo,howareyou?I’vebeenlookingforyou.Canwetalk,sthandwasam’?”(Mylove.)

Mybiggestfearjustcametopass,thisiswhenIwishwehadn’tmetZodwa.Lelowasbetteroff

thinkingthismanhatedher,nowsheknowshehasloveforherinhisheart.

Me:“Pissoffman.”

Ipushhim andhepushesmeback.

Zuma:“Watchitcheeseboy,that’smywomaninthere.”

Me:“Sheisnothingtoyou,youbastard.”

Zuma:“Whoareyou?”

Hebarksatme.

Me:“ThemaninherlifenowandIwillprotectherfrom thelikesofyou.Youwillnever,ever

comenearheraslongasI’m around.”

Lelo:“Mbusolet’sgo.”

Whendidshegetoutofthecar?”

She’sstillintears.

Zuma:“Lelo,canwetalkbabyplease?TalktoyourZuzu,sthandwasami.”(Mylove.)

Ican’tstandtohearhim callherthat,Iturntowalkbacktothecar.Hehurriesafterme,headed

forLelo.Shestandsfrozen,tearsstreakingherfaceandwide-eyed.Herbodyistrembling,I

can’ttellifit’sfrom fearorhistouch.

Zuma:“Lelo,areyouokay?I’m sorry,I’m sorryforeverythingIdidtoyou.”

Hepleadswhileleeringintohereyes.Whyisshenotpullingawayfrom him?Sheshouldbe

disgustedbyhistouch,thismanistherealembodimentoftrash.

Ihaveneveracceptedsuchangerbefore.

Ipushhim awayfrom her,followedbyablowthatsendshim crashingonthefloor.

Me:“Howdareyoutouchher?”

Ihowl.

Lelo:“Mbuso?”

ShescreamsasitsuddenlyregisterstoherwhatIhavedone,she’ssquattingbeforehim in

flash,inspectinghiswoundedlip.Myhearthasneverfeltsuchpainbefore,Ineversawthis

coming.



Lelo:“Areyouokay?”

Henodswhilecoldlyglaringatme,shehelpshim up.

Me:“Lelo,whatisthis?”

Lelo:“Youdidn’thavetohithim.”

Hereyesabandonmeasshesaysthis,it’sasifhe’sallshecouldseeandIhaveceasedtoexist

inherworld.

Zuma:“I’m finesthandwasami.”(Mylove.)

Me:“Willyoustopcallingherthat?”

Isnap,Ican’tloseher,especiallynottothisidiot.Howdoesshestillcareforhim afterwhathe

didtoher?

Me:“Lelolet’sgo.”

Zuma:“Please,givemeachancetoexplain.Ihaven’tbeenabletosleepLelo,IwenttoEverton

insearchforyoubut,youruncleswerethere.Icouldn’tgetinthehouse,Ijustneedoneminute.”

Hepleads,Icanhearthedesperationinhistone.That’sit,Iwillnotstandforthis.Irushtoher

andgrabherhand,shedoesn’tprotestasIlughertowardsthecar.Iopenthedoorforherand

waitforhertogetin,sheturnsbackathim andanotherstingtargetsmyheart,

Itoldher,ItoldLelothatshehasn’thealedyet.Thisismyfault,Itookthingstoofast.I

expressedmyselftoosoon.Icouldn’twaittohaveherthat,Ipushedrealityoutthewindowand

nowI’m facingtheconsequencesofmyactions.Onedayeverythingseemsperfectandthenext

itallcomescrashingbeforeyou.

Thisisgoingtobealongdrivebackhome.

STYLES*

Me:“Hey,IcameassoonasIcould.”

We’reatBarahospital,Sethucalledmesayinghermotherwasbroughttothehospital.Ihadto

dropeverythingandrushtoher.

Sethu:“Mom isnotokay,shehadapanicattack.”

IseehermotherisasdramaticasLebo.

Me:“Why?”

Sethu:“ShewaswithmyauntwhenshereceivedacallthatLebohasbeenarrested.Canyou

believeLebohasbeenarrested?”



Me:“Notreally,itsuitsherthough.”

Shegasps.

Me:“I’m sorry,isthereanythingIcando?”

Sethu:“You’rehere,it’smorethanenough.”

Me:“Haveyouheardanythingsinceyoubroughtherhere.”

Sethu:“No,myfatherisontheway.Hewasatworkwhenweheardthenews.”

Ifinditstrangethathermotherwouldbethishurtbyherniece’sarrested.

Me:“WhataboutLebo’smom?”

Sheturnstopointatawomanwho’sseatedonabench,shecouldbeinherlatefifties.Shehas

acalm poise,you’dswearthatherdaughterisnotcaughtupinsomeshit.

Me:“That’sLebo’smother?”

Shenods.

Me:“DoessheknowaboutLebo?”

Sethu:“Yes.”

Imightbereadingtoomuchintothisbut,thesetwowomenareconcealingasecret.Howisshe

calm whileSethu’smothersuffersanattackuponhearingthenews?

Me:“Okay,isitwiseformetobehere?”

Sethu:“Idon’tunderstand?”

Me:“Yousaidyourfatherisonhisway.”

Shebitesherpinkyfinger,Ihaven’tseenthatinawhile.Itakeherhandandsheglancesupat

me,Ismileathershyness.Shewillneverletgoofthistrait,IdoubtIwanthertochange.

Me:“DidItellyouhowmuchIlikeyou?”

Shetakesasoftfrownduetomyrandom question.

Me:“Ilikeyoualot,youhavenoidea,youaresuchgreatcompanyandIenjoytalkingtoyou.”

Shesmilesanddropshergaze.

“Sethu?”

Thefirm femininevoice,compelshertopullherhandawayfrom meandswivel.

Sethu:“Aunty.”

Aunt:“Whoisthisyoungman?”

Sethu:“Aunty?”



I’m standingnexttoSethu,toocloseifImightaddandthisisprobablysendingthewrong

messagetothewoman.Sethuseemstohaveacertainfearforherelders,itcouldberespect,

I’m notquitesure.Icanhearherbreathingquicken,confirmingherfears.

Aunt:“Themannexttoyou,hewasholdingyourhand.Ishemysonin-law?”

IthinkI’m goingtolikeaunty.

Sethu:“No,auntyhe’smyfriend.”

Iwillpretendthatshedidn’tsaythatword.

Herauntsmilesatme.

Aunt:“Isthatwhatit’scallednow?Inmydaysitwascalledarelationship.”

Sethudropshergazereticently.

Aunt:“Youngman,youhavemydaughterblushing.What’sthestory?”

She’scarriesawarm welcomingsmile,she’sofficiallymyfavourite.

Me:“There'sastorybrewingbut,shewon’tadmittoanythingauntybecauseshe’sshy.”

Sethulooksupatme,shesmileswhenIwinkather.

Aunty:“Iknowher,she’sveryshy.Mychilddeservestobehappy,treatherrightmyson.”

Me:“Iwillaunty.”

IdeclareasItakeSethu’shand,shetriestopullitaway.Mygripstands.

Sethu:“Aunty,it’snotlikethat.”

Aunty:“ImightbeoldSethubut,Iseethesethings.”

Sethu:“I’m goingtowalkhim out.”

Aunty:“Okay,gowellyoungman.”

Me:“Iwillaunty.”

Sethu:“Whatwasthat?”

Sheasksaswewalkaway.

Me:“Thetruth.”

Sethu:“No,youliedtomyaunt.”

Me:“CanIholdyourhand?I’m usedtoholdingyourhandwhilewewalk.”

Idecidetomoveawayfrom thistopic.

Ireachforherhand,shehidesitfrom me.



Me:“Don’tbeshykitten.”

Shelaughs.

Sethu:“Areyouteamingupwithmyaunttomockme?”

Me:“Iwouldn’tdothat.”

Sethu:“Thatwomanisfunnythough,she’sdifferentfrom mymother.Don’tgetmewrongIlove

mymotherbut,she’salwayspointingoutmymistakes.Ithinksheexpectsmetobeperfectand

forgetsthatI’m human.”

Me:“Sheprobablywantsthebestforyou.”

Shehuffs.

Sethu:“IwishIsawitlikethatbut,that’snotthemessageshebringsacross.Auntyisdifferent,

she’salwaysencouragingme.”

Me:“Youseem tobefondofher”

Sethu:“Iam,she’smorelikeamothertome.”

Ireachouttotakeherhand,shedoesn’tobjectbut,asmilepassesthroughherface.IthinkI’m

winningherheart.

Me:“Haveyoubeencampingbefore?”

Sethu:“No.”

Me:“Iwanttakeyoucamping.”

Itakeherotherhandaswestopattheexitdoor.

Sethu:“Inthewoods?”

Hertonehasmelaughing.

Me:“What’swrongwiththewoods?”

Sethu:“You’reaskingablackperson,what’swrongwiththewoods?”

Me:“Hey,it’sapeacefulplace.You’resurroundedbynatureandeverythingelsefallsaway,ifyou

thoughtpuppiesweretherapeutic,waittillyougettothewoods.”

Sethu:“I’dchoosepuppiesanytime.”

Shestatesinasarcastictone.

Me:“You’remissingoutyouknow.”

Sethu:“It’sfine,letmemissout.”

Shehasmelaughing,thisispeacerighthere.Iam sickoftryingtopretendthatIcanlive

withouther,ifIcouldtellherwhat’sinmyheart,Iwoulddoitwithoutanyhesitation.Her



shynessderidesherasmydeepgazestabshereyes.

Sethu:“Thankyouforbeinghere.”

Sheproclaimsbashfully,atthispointIam temptedtoholdher.Iincirclemyarmsaroundher,

pullingherintoabear-hug.Ittakesawhileforhertoholdmeback,Ismileasherarmshook

aroundmyneck.ThisisthefirsttimeIholdherlikethisanddamn,itfeelssogood.Everything

aroundmefadesawayandonlysheexistinthismoment.Nothingelsemattersbut,havingher

inmyarms.

Ifeelaforcefulgripasshe’sbeingpulledawayfrom me,Ilookuptoseeamiddleagedmen.He

looksangryashell,Sethuisterrifiedasshe’sbeinghauledawaybythisman.

Me:“Hey,whatareyoudoing?”

Hestopsandshootsmeastabbinggaze.

Him:“Youstaythehellawayfrom mydaughter.”

Hegrowlswhilepointingatmewithhisforefinger.Thisisherfather?Whatiswrongwiththis

family?Thisgirlisoldenough,sheisnotachild.Whyaretheysoprotectiveofher.

Sethu:“Dadplease,you’rehurtingme.”

Hehasatightgriponherupperarm.

Him:“I’m notgoingtotalktoyounow,wewilltalkathome.Yourmotherislyingonahospital

bedandyou’rebusyhuggingstrangemeninhospitalcorridors.”

Hesnapsather,sheflinchesashetightensthegriponherarm.

Thesepeopleareobsessedoverthisgirl,thereisnoquestionthat,Sethu’slifeisloadedwith

riddles.Digginginherprivacywouldbewrongofme,Iwanthertocompletelytrustmeand

hopefullyonedayshewillopenup.

Me:“Siryou’rehurtingher.”

Hescowls.

Him:“Stayawayfrom mydaughter.”

Hedemandsashelugsheraway,sheoglesatmeandgesturesthatshe’ssorry.Ican’tstay

away,Iam moreeagernow,tohaveherinmylifeandthisfamilywillhandhertome.

RANDALL*

Ioptedthatwemeetatarestaurantthanatmyhouse,IplantoconfrontRavenabouthis

suddenchangeofcharacter.Itworriesmethathe’snotonmyside.

Iseehim walkinginwithSegun,Ravenbesideshim asifSegunisamagnetthatpullshim closer.



Icanhardlyrecognizehim,thisoldmaniscontrollingmybrotherandIwillhavetorescuehim

from hisclutches,SegunknowsRaven’sweaknessandhe,himselfisthat.Surelyanarcissist

likehim can’tcareaboutsomeonewhoisnothisblood.

IwillhavetoaskmotherhowRavenwasbroughtabout.

Iriseupastheyapproachmytable.

Me:“Brother.”

Henods,nothisusualgreeting.Idon’tblamehim but,thisoldmanbesidehim.

Segun:“YouareatoughmantoreachUze,youbannedmefrom yourhouseandrefusetomeet

withme.”

He’salwayscrabby.

Me:“We’reherenowfather,let’sgettoit.Ihavethingstodo.”

Isit,theyfollowafter.

Me:“I’m notgoingtostretchthis.Whatwasyourgoalwhenyouplantedthesnakeinmyhouse?”

Ravendropshisgaze,Iwillnotblamehim forthis.

Segun:“WhatareyoutryingtosayUze?WhendidIcometoyourhouse?”

Hewilldenyit,it'sagiven.

Me:“YousentmybrothertomyhousetodoyourdirtyworkSegun.”

Raven:“IsthiswhatyouthinkofmeUze?”

Me:“Idon’tblameyouRaven,fatherhasbrainwashedyou.”

Raven:“AreyousayingIcan’tthinkformyself?”

Me:“I’m clearlysayingthatfatherisusingyou,you’remybrotherRav.Wegrewuptogether,I

don’tknowyoutobethistypeofaperson.”

Raven:“PeoplechangeUze,youleftandIhadtogrowup,thatmeantchange.”

Segun:“Uze,thisisnotwhywewantedtomeet.”

Me:“Whyam Iherethen?”

Segun:“Yourgrandmotherhaspassedaway,surelyyoucan’tmissherfuneral.”

Thiscan’tbetrue.

Me:“You’relying.”

Segun:“Wecangetyourmotheronvideocallnow,ifyoudon’tbelieveme.”

IlookatRaven,hiseyesarered.He’sbeencrying.



Raven:“It’strue,she’sgoneman.”

Me:“Isthisajokefather?Howfarwillyougotogetmetoadheretoyourdemands?”

Segun:“WhywouldIlieaboutmymotherUze?”

Idon’tknowwhattobelieve,thelookontheirfacesarethatofsadness.Thenagain,theycould

belyingtome.

Segun:“Liyana’slifeisatrisk,youhavetobringherhome.”

Me:“Sheishome.”

Segun:“YouknowwhatImean.”

Me:“Howdidyouknowshewassickthatday?”

Iwouldliketohearthisone.

Segun:“JustlikeIknewwheretofindyou.”

Thismanisquicktothinking.

“Ifitisn’ttheOkoliebastard.”

IlookuptoseeMkhize,thisfoolhastheaudacitytoapproachme.

Me:“Youhavesomenerve,cominghere.”

IpullmychairbackasIgetup.

Mkhize:“ThisisapublicspaceOkolie.”

Heretorts.

Me:“Keepyourdistancefrom me,Idon’tgetwhyyouthoughtyoucouldapproachme.”

Helaughs.

Mkhize:“JusttotellyouthatI’m ontoyouOkolie,youcan’tstealfrom meandthinkIwill

applaudyouforit.”

Me:“Mkhize,getoutofmysightbeforeIlosemycoolwithyou.”

Segun:“Iseverythingokay?”

Hestandsupasheenquires.

Me:“NothingIcan’thandle.”

Irespond,dismissinghissuddenneedtohelp.

Mkhize:“I’llbeoutofyoursight,don’tworry,justknowthatIam notaquitterOkolie.Iwillhave

whatbelongstome.”

Segun:“Areyouthreateningmyson?”



Hegrowlsathim,Mkhizegrinsinreturn.

Mkhize:“Notathreatbut,apromise.”

Me:“Overmydeadbody.”

Helaughs.

Mkhize:“Oh,Okolie.Carefulwhatyouwishfor.”

Me:“YouhaveadeathwishMkhize,talkingtomelikethis.”

Helaughsbeforewalkingaway.Wheredidhegettheconfidencethathecarries.

Segun:“Uze.”

Me:“Raven,canIhaveawordwithyou?”

Segunbetternotinterfereinmylife.

Ravenhesitatesabit.

Raven:“I’llbebackfather.”

Segunappearstobeagainstthis,insilenceweambleoutoftherestaurant.

Raven:“Whatisit?”

Heasksaswegettothecar,there’scoldnessinhisvoice.

Me:“What’sgoingonwithyouRaven?”

Raven:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Hisdemeanourtellsmethatheisnotinterestedintalkingtome.”

Me:“You’vechanged,Idon’tunderstand.You’renottheRavenImetwhenIopenedmyeyesthat

day,thatwasmybrotherandIdon’tknowwhoI’m lookingatrightnow.”

Raven:“Ihaven’tchangedbro,thisistherealme.Whileyouontheotherhand.”

Me:“Raven,don’tyouseewhathe’sdoing?Don’tlethim comebetweenus,you’remybrother

andIneedyouonmyside.”

Raven:“FatherandIneedyouonoursidetooRandy,can’tyoustopforonceandseethings

from hisview?”

Iam talkingtoawallhere.

Me:“Youwantmetoacceptthatwomanasmywife?”

Raven:“No,that’snotit.Iwantyoutogivefatherachance.”

Me:“Rav,youknowverywellthatfatherwillneverletmemarrythewomanIhavechosen.”

Raven:“Wecanconvincehim,afteryouhavebecomeKing,hisheartwillbeatpeacewhen



you’reseatedonthethrone.He’llhavetoagreetoyourneeds.”

Heisnotmakinganysense,clearlythiswillnotblowoveranytimesoon.

Me:“YouknowtakingupthethronewouldmeanthatIgiveconsenttothissham ofamarriage.”

Itrytomakehim seereason,henods.

Raven:“IknowyouloveAmaraandonedayyouwillgettobewithher,justfulfilyourdutiesfirst

then…”

Hehascearlylosthismind.

Me:“YouwantmetoaskhertowaitformewhileIlivewithanotherwoman?”

I’m tryingtomakesenseofthis,mymindstillrefusestoacceptthatmybrotherhasturnedto

thisperson.

Raven:“Ifshelovesyou,shewillwait.”

Thenerveofthisman.

Me:“You’recrazy,Idon’tknowwhatSegunhasbeenfeedingyoubrotherbut,youhavesurely

lostyourmind.”

Hechortles,Idon’tseeanythingfunnyhere.

Raven:“I’m theonlyonewhoissaneatthemoment,you’rethinkingwithyourheartRandy,while

fatheriscontrolledbyhisrepression.”

Me:“Whatyou’retellingmeRavshowsthat,youdon’tcareaboutAmara,isthiswhyyoutriedto

killher?”

Heflickershiseyesashetriestohidethem from me.

Raven:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

Ofcoursehewilldenyit.

Me:“TakeyourfatherbacktoGhanaandIwon’tmakeittothefuneral.Sendmycondolencesto

mother.”

Raven:Randalldon’tdothis,you’remakingamistake.”

HecallsoutasIjumpintothecar.

Tobecontinued…



88*

KHETHU*

Mbongeni:“Canwepleasetalkaboutwhathappened?You’vebeencryingsincethismorning.”

Iscootawayfrom him ashesitsnexttome,Ican’tlookathim rightnow.WhathaveIdone?I

wouldneverdothis,IwouldneverdothistoStyles.IwokeupnakedinMbongeni’sarmsthis

morning,Iwasdrinkingmysorrowsawaylastnight.Idon’tknowwhathisexcusewasbut,we

must’vebeentoodrunk.OnethingledtoanotherandIfeelsodirty,Ihavelostthestrengthto

movefrom thiscouch.

Me:“WhydidyouletthishappenMbongeni?Howcouldyouletthishappen?”

Mbongeni:“KhethuIswear,yougaveconsent.Ididn’tforcemyselfonyou,Iswear.”

Hepanics.

Me:“Iknowdammitbut,Iwasvulnerable.YouknowIwouldneverhurtStyleslikethis,you’re

supposedtobemyfriend.”

Iyellathim,heissuchanidiot.

Mbongeni:“I’m sorry.”

Me:“Sorrydoesn’tfixthis.HowdoIturnbacktimenow?Whatwillhethinkofmewhenhefinds

out?”

IwipemytearsasIlookathim,hedoesn’tcareaboutthis,he’slookingatmelikeIhavelostmy

mind.

Mbongeni:“Whyareyoudoingthistoyourself?”

Me:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Mbongeni:“Thisobsessionyouhaveoverthatman,hedoesn’twantyouKhethu.Howelsedo

youwanthim tospellitforyou?”

Idon’tlikehistone.

Me:“Youwouldn’tunderstandMbongeniandIam notobsessedoverhim,Ilovehim.Itsnotthe

samething,Styleslovesme.Ihaveseenhowhelooksatme,thewayhetouchedmewhenhe

madelovetome.Ifthat’snotlovethenIdon’tknowwhatis.”

Heclencheshisjawuponhearingmywords,Idon’tgethowthisoffendshim.

Mbongeni:“Yourfatherthinksyouhavetogofortherapy.”

Hespitstheshockingwordsout.



Me:“Soyouandmyfatherhavebeendiscussingme?Doesheknowthatweslepttogetheras

well?”

Hismouthslightlyopens,he’sdumbfoundedbymychoiceofwords.

Mbongeni:“IsthisyourmissionnowKhethu,pushingeveryoneaway?”

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout,suddenlypeoplethinkthatIhavelostmymindand

thatIneedtherapy.There’snothingwrongwithme.Gobackandtellmyfatherthat.”

Mbongeni:“Ithinkyoudo,you’rehunguponthatguywhodoesn’tcareaboutyou.Thisisnot

youKhethu,Iknowyoutobestrongandindependent.Youarenotdefinedbyaman,youare

KhethukuthulaDladla.”

Heremindsmeofmypastself,Iam nolongerlivinginthatera.Thatwasbeforemywholelife

revolvedaroundStyles,IwasyoungandthoughtIhadtheworldinthepalm ofmyhands.

Me:“Canyounotdothisplease,Ineedtogetoutofhere.”

Hesighs,Ican’tstayherewithhim anymore.

Mbongeni:“Wherewillyougo?Iwanttotakecareofyou,please.”

Me:“Youcan’ttakecareofmeMbongeni,Iwillfindmyownwayoutofthissituation.”

Mbongeni:“Khethuplease,letmein.Makinglovetoyoulastnightwasthebestfeelinginthe

world,youdon’tknowhowmuchIhavelongedforthatmoment.”

Hetakesmyhandintohis,Iknowthathe’salwayshadfeelingsformebut,Ican’treciprocate.

MyheartlongsforStyles,itknowshim alone.

Mbongeni:“LetmehelpyouhealandIpromise,Iwillloveyoulikenoonehaseverbeenloved

before.”

He’slookingintomyeyes,hemeanswhathesaysbut,Ican’t.

Me:“You’reagoodmanMbobut…”

Mbongeni:“I’m notgoodenoughforyou?”

Hisvoiceislacedwithdisappointment.

Me:“Oneday,youwillfindsomeonewhowillloveandappreciateyou.”

Mbongeni:“Whycan’titbeyou?”

Me:“Iwon’tbeabletoloveyoulikeyouwantmeto.”

Mbongeni:“I’lltakeanythingyougivemeKhethuandgradually,Iwillwinyourlove.”

Heburiesmycheeksinhishandsandleanscloser,Ican’tmakethesamemistaketwice.

Me:“Mbongeniplease,stop.”

Imoveawayfrom hisembrace,hesighsinfrustration.



Mbongeni:“That’sokay,Iwillwaitforyou.OnedayIwillbeallyouneed.”

Idon’tseethathappening.

Me:“Pleasetakemetomygrandmother’shouse.”

Henods.

HowcanIaccepthislove?Ihavenothingtogivehim inreturn.

NTOMBI*

Thishousehasbecomeawarzone,thereisnopeace.Thesepeoplecamewithadarkcloudin

myhouse,ifit’snotMosesscreamingandshoutinglikealunatic,it’sPetuniaandIoneach

other’sthroats.

Irushtothelivingroom togetthedoor,thesepeopledon’tevenbothertogetupandopenthe

door.

Me:“Am Itheonlyonewhocanheartheknock?Ihavetorunfrom myroom justtoopenthe

doorwhileyoupeoplearesittingidle.”

Iraisemyvoiceatthem onlytoreceiveblankstares.IfonlyMosescouldregainhissenses,he

wouldchasethem outinasplitsecond.

Me:“It’smyhouseanyway,Iwilldoitmyself.”

Iretortwhentheydon’tsayanything.

Me:“Ngiyeza.”(I’m coming.)

Ishout.

Whoisbangingmydoorlikethis?

Ifuriouslyopenthedoor,readytogivethem apieceofmymind.Myheartdropstothepitofmy

stomachatthesightofMkhizeonmydoorstep.

Mkhize:“Sanibonaniekhaya.”(Greetings.)

Lordno,whatishedoinghere.Mosesscurriestohidebehindme,he’sstupid.Heshould’veran

tothebedroom.

Mkhize:“Bengisacelausizo,ngilahleumgodoyiwami.Ngiyathembaukuthiyiwoloyaocashe

emvakwasis’Ntombi.”(Mayyoupleasehelpme,Ilostmydog.Ihopethat’stheonehiding

behindyouNtombi.)

Hegrinsatme,IhearMosessnivellingbehindme.

Jonas:“Whoareyou?”



JonasandMhambiareontheirfeet,theyarepuzzledbythepresenceofthisoldman.He’slet

himselfin,alongwithhisguard.

Mkhize:“Sorry,Ishould’veintroducedmyself.IgamanguMkhize.Mosesismyproperty.”

Thisisbad,Iknewthisdaywascoming.

Jonas:“Howcananothermanbeyourproperty?”

Jonasisboldtobetalkingtothisman,I’m failingtogetawordout.

Mkhize:“Clearly,hedidn’ttellyou.Moses,tellthem thatyoubelongtome.”

HepeeksovertocatchaglimpseofMoseswhoisclutchingmyjerseylikealittlekidandhis

headispressedonmyback.

Me:“PleaseMkhize,Mosesisnotwellatthemoment.”

Mkhize:“Pleasewhat?Idon’tunderstandwhatyouaresayingNtombi.”

Angertakesoverhisexpression,IhavetoprotectMoses.Thismaniscruel,hewillkillmy

husband.

Me:“Pleasegiveustimetopayyouback.”

Hecatchesmeoffguardwithhisloudmockinglaughthat,hasmestaggeringback,Moses

moveswithme.

Mkhize:“Wherewillyougetthatkindofmoneysisi?”

Me:“Wewillmakeaplan.”

Hetakesanotherjoyrideoflaughter.

Mkhize:“Sika,umhlabauzokuthoba.Unurseathishewillmakeaplan,cabanga,onemillionSika.”

(Theworldwillhumbleyou,thenursesaysshewillmakeaplanofgettingonemillion.)

Mhambi:“Whatisgoingonhere?WhatmoneyishetalkingaboutNtombi?”

Theuniversehasconspiredagainstme.

Jonas:“IsthisthemanwhoboughtAmara?”

He’sglaringatmewithdisgustinhiseyes.Moseshasfinishedme,it’sproblem afterproblem

withhim.

Mkhize:“Chabhuti,Ididn’tbuyher.Thismanowesmeandwhenhecouldn’tpay,hepromised

methatgirl.Ihavecometocollect.”(Nobrother.)

Petunia:“Laphobengicabangaukuthisengizwilekonke,youpeopleareevil.”(JustwhenI

thoughtIhavehearditall.)

Shealwayshassomethingtosay.

Jonas:“Ntombi,thisiswhatyouhavebeenupto?”



Heyells,JonasmustknowthatIam nothischild.

Mhambi:“Thatpoorgirlhasenduredsomuch,shewasleftinthehandsofthedevil.Ishould’ve

known,Ishould’veprotectedher.”

SincewhenisMhambisosensitive?

Jonas:“Ntombi,howcouldyou?Howcouldyoudothis?”

Me:“Itwasn’tmebhuti,itwasMoses.”(Brother.)

Iwillnottaketheblameforeverything.

Jonas:“Youencouragedit,justlikeyouencouragedeveryevilthinghedid.”

Heshouts.

Iwillbedeafbythetimetheyleavemyhouse,Iam alwaysyelledat.

Mkhize:“Moses,whyareyouhidingbehindyourwife’sskirt?Comeoutofthere.”

Mosesstiflesasob.

Me:“Mosesissickplease,sparehim.”

Ipleadonhisbehalf.

Moses:“Ntombingisize.”(HelpmeNtombi.)

Petunia:“Isayhemusttakehim,Mosesdeserveswhateverpunishmenthegets.”

Jonas:“YouwillburninhellwenaMoses,theremusthavebeenredflags.Igavemyinnocent

sistertoyou,lookwhatyouhavedonetoher.”

He’sstillshouting.

Me:“Jonasplease,you’rescaringhim.”

Jonas:“Hayivoetsek,youarestupidNtombi.”

Hemarchestowardsmeasheyells,Iwillnotlethim slapmethistime.

Jonas:“LalelalaNtombi,Iam disowningyou.WearenolongersiblingsandIwillmakesurethat

thefamilybackhomedoesthesame.”

IknewJonaswasangrywithmebut,heistakingittoofar.

Me:“Jonasyoucan’tdothat.”

Iam quicktocry.

Mhambi:“HedidandIagreewithhim.”

Me:“Bhutino.Ningangilahlingiyanicela.”(Don’tabandonme,please.)

Petunia:“IdramauyayithandaweNtombi,angaziukuthiukhalelani.Youbroughtthisupon



yourself.”

Canone’svoicebesoannoying?

Mkhize:“Arghshame,Idon’twanttointrudebut,ngicelauMoses.”(CanIhaveMoses?)

He’snotlettingthisgo.

Me:“No.”

Icry,mytearsmeannothingtohim.It’sworthatry,hemusthaveasoftspotinhisheart.

Mkhize:“Sika,thathalenjasihambe.”(Takethisdog,sowecango.)

Hecommands,Sikapushesmeasidebut,Mosesclaspshisarmsaroundme,ashebeginsto

cry.There’satugofwarasSikapullsastubbornMosesfrom me.

Me:“Mkhizeplease,tellhim tostop.”

Iscream ashistearsbreakmyheart.

Sika:“Yekalomuntuwena.”(Letthispersongo.)

Hecommandssternly.

Moses:“Mkhizengiyaxolisa,ngiyaxolisa.”(I’m sorryMkhize.)

Thehouseisfilledwithourcries,mysiblingsarewatchingwithblankstares.

Me:“BhutiJonas,msize.Ngiyacelabhuti,sizaumyeniwam.”(Pleasehelpmyhusband.

Iscream forhelp,Mhambisitsandfoldshisarmsacrosshischest,Petuniaiswatchingin

wonderwhileJonasshakeshisheadindisgust.

Sika:“Inenkanilenjababa.”(Thisdogisstubbornboss.)

HeproclaimswhilepullingMosesawayfrom me.

Mkhize:“Sika,ungehlulwayilababantu?”(Youcan’tbedefeatedbythesepeople.)

SikapushesmeawayandIlandonthefloor,IcryasIwatchhim dragmyhusband.

Moses:“Ntombi,don’tletthem takemeaway,savemeplease.”

Heyells,hisvoiceiscoatedwithfear.

Me:“No,pleasedon’ttakehim.”

IcrawltoMkhizeandkneelbeforehim,justawhileagoitwasMoses,kneelingbeforethisman

andtodayIam pleadingforhislife.

Me:“Please,Mkhize.Iam beggingyou,don’ttakehim away.Moseshaslosthismind,he’ssick.

Heislikeachild,hedoesn’tunderstandwhatishappening.Heisnotawareofhissurroundings,

pleasesparemyhusband.”



Iplead,hegrimaceswhileglaringdownatme,beforeaslygrinappearsonhismouth.

Mkhize:“HawuNtombi,awushonganiukuthilentoisiyahlanya?WhatwillIdowithacrazydog?”

(Whydidn’tyoutellmethat,hehaslosthismind?)

Helaughsasifhefindsthisfunny,Moseshasn’tstoppedcryinglikeachild.

Mkhize:“Okay,Iwillleavehim fornow.KodwauhlalewaziukuthiuyangikweletaandIwillbe

back.)

InodasIwipemytears,MkhizeplodsoutfollowedbySika.Mosesrunsandfallsbeforeme,he

putshisarmsaroundmewhileweeping.Ican’thelpbut,weepwithhim.

Petunia:“Hehehe,haisuka.”(Getoutofhere.)

IhearPetuniacackle,theycanthinkwhatevertheywant.Iwillfightforthisman.

AMARA*

I’m standingbehindthestovecheckingonthefood,Ioptedtocooktoday.Chiomawasagainst

itbut,sheeventuallyagreed.

Igapeintotheblankspacesbetweenthestoveandthesubwaytiledwall,mymindtravelling

entertainingthoughtsofRandall,there’sawayhehandlessituations.Heremainscalm about

everything,therecouldbeafirearoundusbut,heremainsunflinching.Heishurtandfeels

betrayedbyhisbrotherturningonhim,hedoesn’tshowitbut,Iseeitinhiseyes,eachtime

Raven’snameisbroughtup.

“Womentendtoburnpots,whentheythinktoomuchwhilecooking.”

Randall’svoicesoundsfrom behindme,forcingmetoturnwithasmile.Ihavebeenlongingto

seehim.

Randall:“It’sthesameaswomenchattingonWhatsAppwhilecooking.”

Headds.

Onewouldsayhe’sserious,lookingatthatwrinkleonhisforehead.

Me:“Whataboutmen?Don’ttheygetlostintheirthoughtsandburnpotsaswell?”

Iriposte,withmyfistspressedonmyhips.Randallsnickersandbeginstopottertowardsme.

Randall:“Theproblem thereisthat,mencannotmultitask,wefinishwhateverwe’redoing,

beforemovingontothenexttaskandthatincludesgettinglostinourownthoughts.Wethink

afterwe’veateandclearedthedishes.That’swhenwetaketimetoourselves,eitheronthe

couchoranywhereyoufeelcomfortableandthethinkingbegins.”



Hesaysstillmovingclosetome,Icatchthefamiliarglanceinhiseyes.

IlaughathiscomebackasIhaveneverhearditbefore.

Me:“Wow,nowI’m convincedthatmentendtothinkalot.Howdoyoudoit?What’sbothering

you?”

HestandsbeforemeandsmirksasIlookupathim.

Randall:“Multiplethings.”

Hesays,pondering.

Me:“And,yetyoucannotmultitask.”

Randall:“Idon’tknowaboutothermenbut,Idon’tstrugglewithMultitasking.”

Heresponds,droppinghiseyesonmylipsasifwantingtotastethem.

Me:“Really?I’llbelieveit,thedayIseeit.”

Mycomment.

Randall:“Whywait?Icanshowyounow.”

Heoffersashisarmsswirlaroundme.

Thistime,IfindmyselfgigglingasIgraspwhatmightbeonhismind.

Me:We’reinthe…”

Mywordsarejammedbyhislipsclaimingmine,atenderbut,slowferventkiss,oneIwould

struggletogetoutofbecausehiskisseshavebecomemyveryowndrug.

Mybackisagainstthekitchencabinetashisbodypressesonmine,herunshishanddownto

mythighanditsettlesonmybareskin.Itgentlyundulatesonmythighwhilehecontinuesto

kissme.Hesavagesmymouthwithhistongue,forcingasoftdeepmoanoutofme.Asudden

heatrushesthroughmybodyashishandtravelsuptomyhipbone,theneedforhim increases.

Myheartjumpstomythroatwhenhegrabsthehem ofmyunderwear.Thecurrentheatof

energyincreasesashebringsmylegtostraddlehishipandpusheshishandsbeneathmy

undergarment,gentlysqueezingmybutt.Igaspwhenhewhiskmeupandplacesmeonthe

counter.

I’velostmysanitybut,mymindstillworksasitremindsmethatweareinthekitchen.

Hedoesn’tgivemeachancetospeakashe’sbacktokissingmeravenouslythistime,hisone

handislightlygrippedofmybraidsandtheothersqueezingmythigh.

Althoughhestartedthegame,Ican’tignorethefactthatIwanthim sobadinthemidstofall

thisintimacy.Iclutchmyhandsonhisbackashepullsmyhairalittletighter.

Hislipsfindtheirwaytothesensitivepartsofmyneck,leavingmegaspingforairandmychest

inariseandfallmovement.



Me:“Randall.”

Awhispereludesfrom mymouth.

Whydoeshemakemesoweak?Ishould’vestoppedhim whenIgraspedthelustfullookinhis

eyes.

Randalllikestotakecontrolbut,heknowswhentostop.Atthispointitfeelslikenothingis

encouraginghim todoso.Histouchandkissestellmethatnothingintheworldwillstophim

from gettingwhathewantsbut,therearepeopleinthehouse,anyonecouldwalkin.

Mymindisverymuchawareofthisfact,thewilltostophim hasabandonedme.Ifeel

hypnotizedatthismomentashetakesovermywholebeing,increasingmysexualdesire.

Heluresmeintoanotherkiss,histonguewastingnotimeinfindingmine.Heglideshishandup

tomybreast,thisisapartheneverforgetstoworship.

MymindistellingmethingsandIam compelledtoaccede.

Tryingtotakehist-shirtoffnow,wouldbeawrongmovebut,myhandsbetraymeasIbeginto

pullitup.Theshockonmyfacewhenhepullsbackmustbeembarrassing.

Randall:“Areyoutryingtogetmenaked,mehemma?”(Myqueen.)

Hewhispersasheleanscloser,brushinghislipsonmine.Iam heaving,myheartisdrumming

againstmychestandmybloodisashotasamid-summer’sday.

Me:“WhyareyoudoingthistomeRandall?”

Iask,feelingvulnerableanddefeated.HebitesmylowerlipandIfeelhim smirk,heneversmiles

sothat,theoryisout.

Mynipplesconspireagainstmetooastheyhardenfrom histouch.AsmuchasIam arousedby

allofthis,it’snotokaythatwearedoingitinhere.Iwouldneverbeabletolookatanyoneifthey

weretofindusinthisconcededposition.

Iletmymindwonderforsakingthatblissfulmomentabit,beforehistonguesendsmeback

withsoftmoans.Iclingtohisarmsasthisglorious,pleasurablesensationengulfsme.

Andbecauseheknowswhathe’sdoing,he’sabletopullawayfrom thekiss.Lettinggoof

everythinghishandsclaimed,Igaspforair.EyeswidenedandpantinglikeIhavejustruna

marathon,Istareathim whilehesmilesdownatme.Iseeanotherkisscomingashecupsboth

mycheeks.

Randall:“ItoldyouIcanmultitask.”

Hesaysandnuzzleshisfaceonmyneck,plantingalingeringkiss.Hewantstokillme,thisis

hisplan.

Me:“I’m convinced,youjustwantedtopunishmefortalkingtoomuch,right?”

I’m surprisedthatIcanstillspeak.



Hechortlesandshakeshishead,I’m leftnumbbythewaveofpleasure.WillIeverbeableto

quenchhisinsatiableappetite?

Randall:“Ilikeitwhenyoutalktome,don’teverstop.”

Heexclaimssoftly,whiletattooingmewithkisses.

Tobecontinued…



89*

NOMBULELO*

IreallymessedupwithMbuso,Idon’tknowwhathappenedwhenIsawZuma.Mymindfroze,

everythingaroundmecametoastandstillandIfoundmyselfcryingasallthepainfulmemories

camefloodingin.Iwasrelivingthepainatthatmoment.

Mytearswerenotbecauseofseeinghim but,thesecondmyeyescaughtaglimpseofhim,I

couldseeeverythingheeverdidtome.Itwasasifabigscreenwasplacedbeforemeandmy

pastwasonreplay.Him,mockingmeanddenyinghischild.Thebattering,thecheatingandthe

painfulwordsthatleftmebroken.Still,Icouldn’tseehim hurtwhenMbusopunchedhim.

ZumahurtmeandthatissomethingIcanneverlookpast,Ihavelearnttopushhim outofmy

heartinthislittlespaceoftimeandIam certain,withoutadoubtthatmyheartbelongsto

Mbuso.

He’saloofandhasn’tsaidawordtome,wejustarrivedathomeandtreadingupthestairsto

ourapartment.I’m quietlytoddlingbehindhim,accompaniedbyapangofguiltythatrefusesto

movefrom me.Mbusoopensthedoor,hemakeswayformetowalkin.Icanfeelhisheavy

presenceasIswooshpasthim,thisishowangryheis.

Itakeasitwhilewatchinghim closethedoor,hiseyesrefusetoacknowledgemeashe

marchesupstairs.I’m leftsittinghereandcontemplatinghowIwillexplainmystupidity.My

heartstopsasIhearthesoundofhisfootstepstreaddownthestairs,hestandsbeforemeina

jiffy.Ican’ttakethelookofpaininhiseyes,Iputitthere,IhurtthemanthatIlove.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Mbuso:“I’m goingtomeetupwithmyfather,don’tforgettosteam yourbodylikemam’Zodwa

said.Also,sprinkletheholywateraroundthehousebeforeyougotobed.Shesaidtostart

upstairs.”

Hisvoicehasneversoundedsolow,itstingsmyhearteachtimeitresoundsinmyear.

Me:“Aren’tyoucomingback?”

Hecan’tleavemealoneinthishousebesides,Ineedtoexplainmyself.

Mbuso:“I’llprobablybelate,don’twaitup.”

Heturnsandstartstowalkaway.

Me:“Mbusowait.”

Irisefrom myseat.

Mbuso:“Whatisit?”



Hestopsinhistracksbut,deniesmetoseehisface.

Me:“Canwetalkbeforeyougo,Ineed…”

Mbuso:“Ican’tbehererightnowLelo,Ifeelsuffocatedbyeverything.”

Heexclaimsbeforestridingoutthedoor.Howam Igoingtofixthis?

Myphonerings...

It’smymother,sheisthelastpersonIwanttotalktorightnowbut,Ineedtoupdateheronhow

Iwent.

Me:“Yebo.”(Yes.)

Igreet,Iwillnotgettoofriendlywithher.Evenafterseeingme,shehasn’tinquiredaboutmy

wellbeingnorhassheaskedaboutmybaby.Thisgoestoshowthatshecaresnothingabout

me,myfatherisherpriority.

Ntombi:“Hawu,Lelomybaby.Isthishowyougreetyourmother?”

Me:“HowelseshouldIgreetyoumom?”

Ntombi:“Atleastsoundhappytohearfrom me.”

Me:“Happy?DoyouknowwhereIlivemom?DoyouknowifIhavefoodonmytable,ajoborifI

am safe?”

Ntombi:“Whereisthiscomingfrom Lelo?”

Isshethisignorant?

Me:“Mom,IcamehometheotherdayandnotoncedidyoupullmeasideandaskmehowIwas.

AllIheardwasyourfatherthis,yourfatherthat.He’sallthatmatterstoyou,Ihavebeenthrough

hellandIam notokay.ThisisnothowIpicturedleavingmyfather’shouse.”

Ntombi:“IwasgoingtocallyouLeloandaskifcouldcomehomesowecantalk.”

She’slying.

Me:“Ohreally?When?”

Ntombi:“Wearetalkingnow,right?”

Isighatherresponse.

Me:“Whathappenedtoyoubeingaprotector?WasIonlysafeinyourwombmom?Youbrought

meintothisworldtofeedmetothewolves,youabandonedmewhenIneededyouthemost.”

MyemotionsseekattentionandIcannotdenythem.Iwanttotakeoutallmyfrustrationsonher,

it’sherfaultthatIam inthisdilemma.Ifshefoughtformeandkeptmesafeinherhomelikea

mothershould’ve,Iwouldn’tbefeelinglikeanorphan.

Ntombi:“YiniinkingaLelo?Whyareyousuddenlysodeep?”(What’stheproblem?)



Me:“Wow,thisisthefirsttimeI’m expressingmyselftoyouafterIwasthrownoutandthisis

yourresponsetoit.”

IhatethatI’m crying,shesummonedthesetears.

Ntombi:“Leloawumekancanetuu,ungibangelaumsindo.Youknowthatyourfatherisnot

feelingwellandIhavetotakecareofhim,Ihardlyhavetimetodoanythingelse.Petunia

doesn’thelpme,allshedoesiscookandeatmyfood.Iam stressedLeloandIdon’tneedyou

addingtomyproblems.”

Frustrated,shesnaps.

Me:“Yousoundsoselfishrightnowmom,allIhearisme,me,me.Dadisallthatmatterstoyou

anyway.You’reafraidthathewillleaveyouandyouwillbeleftaloneso,it’sbetterthatyou

neglectyourchild.”

Itrytomakeherseehermistakesasamother.

Ntombi:“Lelo.YouknowthatyouwillgetmarriedonedayandIwillbealoneinthishouse.What

iswrongwithmeholdingontomyhusband?Doyouwantmetodiealonemychild?”

Sheanswers,soundingannoyed.

Me:“There’senoughyoutoaccommodatejustdadinyourlife,Ineedyoutoomom.Ineeda

mother,Idon’thaveanyonetotalkto.WhodoIruntoifyouhaveputupthishedgearoundyou?”

I’m donefightingwithmytears,Iletthem doastheypleaseinmyeyes.

Ntombi:“Yazi,uyakhulumakodwa,angizwisisiukuthiuthini.Ngizwaumsindonje,ikhandalami

liyadumaNombuleloandI’m tired.Lalela,Iwillcallyoutomorrow.Ihavetofeedyourfather.”

(You’respeakingbut,Idon’tunderstandwhatyou’resaying.AllIhearisnoiseandIhavea

headache.)

Ithoughtasmuch,Iam appalledbyherignorance.

Me:“Whencanmam’Zodwacomethere?Wehavetofinishthisthing.”

IaskasIstrayawayfrom thepainfultopic.

Ntombi:“Angazi,maybethiscomingweekend.”(Idon'tknow.)

Sheseemsnottocareaboutthis.

Me:“Okay,bye.”

Idropthecall,andsitbackonthecouch.IguessIlostmymotherthedayIwasoustedoutof

myfather’shouse.

AMARA*



TheconversationkeepsgoingbackandforthbetweenRandallandLiyanaaswe’reseatedata

dinnertable.Givenachance,LiyanatalksalotandRandalldoesnotmind.Hecalmlyentertains

her,it’scute.Chiomaistooquietformylikingtoday,thenagain,shehardlyeversaysmuch

whenhe’saround.Ihopealliswellwithher.

Liyana:“Mara?”

Iseeafloodofquestionscoming.

Me:“Yes,Liyababy.”

Liyana:“Areyoumynewmommy?”

Ichokeonmyfoodasherquestiondribblesme,Ihavetoadmitthat,Ididnotseethiscoming.

IrunmyeyestoRandalltomeetasmuglookonhisface,ashestealsglancesatme.

Me:“WhydoyouaskLiya?”

Liyana:“Youshareabedroom withpapa,andmarriedpeopleshareabedroom.”

Sheexplains,innocently.Howdoessheknowthis?

IogleatRandallandgesturethathesayssomething,heshrugshisshoulderashethrowsa

chuckofmeatintohismouth.He’sthrowingmetothewolves,Isee.

Me:“Baby,noonecanevertakeyourmother’splace.”

Liyana:“Iknow.”

Okay.

Randall:“Youdo?”

Now,hegivestheattentionIhavebeenaskingfor.

Liyana:“Yesbut,Idon’tmindhavingtwomommies.”

Isshetenorsixteen?

RandallandIexchangeglances,he’salsointriguedbythislittlemiss.

Randall:“Twomothers,wheredidyouhearthat?”

Shegiggles.

Liyana:“Ifetoldme,sheaskedmehowIwouldfeelifyoumarryanotherwoman.Shesaidit’s

okaytohavetwomommiesandthatIwillbeluckybecauseIhavetwomotherswholoveme.”

Ifeisasweetheart,Ican’ttellwhatRandallisthinking.Hisstraightfaceclogswhat’sonhis

mind.Maybeit’stimehetellsherwhyIam hereandwhatthefutureholdsforus.Iam notsure

myselfwhatthefuturelookslike,hehasn’tsaidmuchreally.Ifollowhim asheleadsme,maybe

it’stimeIcatchaglimpseofthemap.

Ife:“Family.”



Shehumswithahigh-pitchedvoiceasshestrollsintothelivingroom,engrossedonherphone.

She’ssmilingandblushingatwhateveristhere.

Ife:“SorryI’m late.”

Shetakesasitnexttome.

Randall:“Wheredidyougo?”

Herjawdropsbeforesherollshereyes.

Ife:“Ihavealifebrother.”

Randall:“YouhavealifebackinGhana,nothere.Whodoyouknowhere?And,don’ttellmeyou

werewithRaven,Ispoketohim.”

Ife:“ImetsomenewfriendswhenIwenttothemalltheotherdayso,wewe’rehangingout.”

Sheexplainswithoutlookingupathim asherphonekeepsherbusy.Afrowndeepenson

Randall’sforeheadashegivesherashrilllook,whiledissectingherunderhisgaze.

Randall:“Whoarethosefriends?Iwanttomeetthem andtheybetterbegirls.”

Hereyesbuck,sheisbrowned-offbyhisinstantaneousinterrogation.

Hervoicemufflesasshefrownsathim.

Ife:“Am Inotallowedtogooutofthishousebrother?”

Randall:“Youare,aslongasit’snottomeetboys.”

Liyana:“CanIcomewithIfe,yousaidyou’lltakemetoseeamovie.”

Ife:“We’llhavetoaskShakaZulu,here.”

Shegrowlsassherollshereyes,Randallisbeingtoohardonher.

Randall:“I’m tryingtokeepyousafeIfe,Idon’twantanythingtohappentoyou.”

Ife:“Nothingwillhappentomebrother.”

Randall:“That’swhatyousay.You’reinaforeigncountryandyoudon’tknowanyonehere.How

willIexplaintomotherwhathappenedtoheronlydaughter?”

Ife:“ThesamewayyouexplainedwhathappenedtoUche.”

Herfrustrationstakeoverassheproclaimswithsomuchbrashness,Ican’tfindareason

behindherhostility.Shesomehow,feelsdefensiveoverthis.It’snotreallythatbigofabigif

Randallwantstomeetherfriends.

Hisexpressionsayshe’snothappyaboutherretort.

Randall:“Thatisnotfair.”

Histonehassuddenlydropped,Isenseapangofhurt.



Ife:“I’m sorrybrother,Ididn’tmeantosaythat.”

Hesighsbeforegettingup.

Randall:“Iwanttomeetthosefriendsyouspeakof.”

Hecommandsandwalksaway,suddenlythementionofthisUchepersonhasspoiledhismood.

Liyana:“WhoisUche?”

Shealwayshasquestions,Ifesighs,dropsherphoneonthetableandburiesherfaceinthe

palm ofherhands.MymindhoversaroundRandall,Ineedtoseeifheisokay.

Ifindhim inthebackyard,Icanonlyseehisbackandacloudofsmokehoveringaroundhim.

HetiltshisheadtothesideandIgetaglimpseofhim inhalingthesmoulderedcigarette,he

puffsoutthestressinaform ofsmoke.Itseemstoeasewhateverburdenhe’scarryingonhis

shoulders.

Me:“Randall.”

Hetwirlsatthesoundofmyvoiceandturnsbackaroundashecontinuestosmoke.Ibeginto

pottertohisdirectionanduponhearingmyfootsteps,hedropsthecigarette,stubsitoutusing

hisfootandturnstome.Henarrowshiseyesthemomenttheymeetmineashisforehead

crumplesandIrespondwithasmile.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

He’snotexpressionalhence,Ican’ttellwhathe’sthinkingbut,heoglesatmewithconfusionon

hisface.Thiscouldbeanissuehewouldratheravoid,hismoodseemedtochangewhenIfe

mentionedUche.There’sastorybehindthatnameandit’snotagoodone.

Me:“You’resmoking.”

Itrytohintthathecantellmewhateveritisthat’sboringhim.Humansmakebetterlisteners

thantheashesofacigarette.

Heflashesaquicksmirkthatdisappearsasfastasitcame.Feelingtheneedtocomforthim,I

enwrapmyarmsaroundhiswaistandpeepupathim.

Randall:“HaveIneverbeenokay?”

Hetriestohidehissadnessbehindhisresilience.

Me:“You’rehumanRandall,you’reallowedtohurt.Doyouwanttotalkaboutit?”

I’m hopinghewouldsayyes,Ineedhim toopenuptome.Heshakeshishead,beforepulling

meintoahug.Iwon’tbegettinganythingoutofhim tonight.

NTOMBI*



Ihaveanangrymobgatheredonmystreet,Ihavemanagedtoconvincethem thatMarthaisa

witch.It’spast8pm andtodayIwillnotgiveherachancetoflytomyhouse.

Me:“Marthaisthereasonourlivesarestagnant,herjealousywon’tletherseeanyonehappyin

thisneighbourhood.Youcan’tevenbuybreadatthespazashopwithouthergivingyouevil

looksbecauseshedoesn’thavethemoneytofeedherself.”

Iyelloutloud.

“Iagree,Marthamustgo.Mysixyearoldsontellsmethat,shecomestotakehim everynight

andtheygotopeople’shouses.”

Arandom womaninthecrowdvoicesout.

“She’susingourkidstodoherevildeeds,shehascrossedthelimit.”

Amalevoicefrom thebackhollers.

“Yeah,Marthavisitsmyhouseeveryday,sheneverleaveswithoutaskingforthetoilet.Istarted

noticingwhitebeadsjustlayingaroundinthehouse.Howdidtheygetthere?Isuddenlylostmy

jobandIhavebeenworkingtherefortenyears.”

Anothercomplaintfrom thecrowd.

Me:“Niyabonakee,uzosiqedalomfazi.”(Thatwomanwillfinishus.)

“Yeah,makashe.”(Letherburn.)

Everyoneshoutsinagreement.

“LETHERBURN!!!”

WeallchantinachorusaswemarchtowardsMartha’shouse,wearefullyequipped.Torches,

tires,rocks,tonameafew.

Me:“MARTHAPHUMA!!!”(ComeoutMartha.)

Ishoutaswegettothegate,thereisenoughnoisetoalarm her.

“MAKAPHUME!!!”(Shemustcomeout.)

Thecrowdshoutsinanger,thedooropensbarelyacrack.Shepeeksoutasshecarriesa

confusedexpression.

“THERESHEIS!!!”

Theyshoutuponseeingher.

Martha:“Ntombi,kwenzakalani?”(What’sgoingon?)

Shesluggishlytreadsout,herfacesaysshehasnoclueastowhat’shappening.

Martha:“Whatareyoupeopledoinghere?What’sgoingon?”



Shefoldsherarmsacrossherchest.

Me:“EnoughisenoughMartha,sikhathelenguwe.”(Wearetiredofyou.)

Martha:“Haibo,ngiyenzeni?”(WhatdidIdo?)

Me:“You’reawitchMartha.”

Thiswomanisgoodatacting,shestandslookinginnocent.

Martha:"Ntombi,Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.Thisisacrime,youdon’tgoaround

claimingpeoplearewitches.”

“Yey,uyaloyawesisi.”(You’reawitch.)

Someguygrowlsather.

Martha:“Ntombinguweloongenzakanje?”(Ntombi,you’redoingthistome?)

Shetakesupalookoffear.

Me:“Ishouldbeaskingyouthis,Ithoughtyouweremyfriend.HowcouldyoubesoevilMartha?”

Martha:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout,I’m notawitch.”

Shecries.

Me:“Hayisuka,mthatheni.”(Takeher.)

Iinstruct,twomengrabherandbegintolughertothestreets.

Martha:“Ntombistopthem,I’m innocent.Ididn’tdoanything.”

Shescreams,myhumanityhashalted.Iseekrevengeandjustice,justasthesepeopledo.

Theyareshouting,pushingandscreamingather.I’m leadingthecrowdaswetakehertothe

streets,peoplewilllearntodayhowwedealwithwitches.Someonepushesherandshecrashes

ontheground,thisseemstofueltheothersastheyattackher.Somethrowstonesather,

othersarekickingherasshe'scurledinaballonthetarroad,shieldingherbodyfrom these

beating.

Martha:“Sizani,sizani.”(Helpme.)

Shescreams.

Me:“NooneisgoingtohelpyouMartha,youwillburntoday.”

Hereyeswidenatmydeclarationassheliesinjuredontheground.

Arubbertirefilledwithpetrolisnecklacedaroundherchestandarms.

Martha:“Ntombi,ngiyakucela.Tellthem tostop,please.I’m innocent,I’m innocentbandla.”(I’m

beggingyou.)

Herscreamsareenoughtowakethewholeneighbourhood,Istandherewatchingasmyfriend



ispleadingforherlife.Iprovokedthisangrycrowd,thereisnoturningbacknowandIam

certainthatthisisjustice.Wewillfinallybefreeofher,thisisworthit.It’stherightthingtodo,I

knowit.

IcannotexpresstheamountofhateIfeeltowardsheratthismoment,Ihaveblockedher

screamsfrom myearsasIthinkofwhatmyfamilyisgoingthrough.

There'sbloodoozingfrom hermouthandthissceneisworthathousandpictures.

“Ntombiwenzani.”(Whatareyoudoing?)

IturntoTebogo’sdesperatescream,sherushestoshieldMarthafrom themob.

Me:“Tebogomove,wedon’twanttohurtyou.”

Icommandwithasternvoice.

Tebogo:“NoNtombi,youdon’tknowwhatyou’redoing.Thisiswrong,youhavenoproofthat

Marthaisdoingthesethings.”

Shepleadsdesperatelyforher.

“Sisi,wedon’twanttohurtyou.Movefrom here,uzolimala.”(Youwillgethurt.)

ThisisthemanwhopouredpetrolonMartha,helooksaslividasIam.

Tebogo:“Youpeoplearemakingamistake,pleasespareher.”

IfinditoddthatTebogoisimploringonMartha’sbehalf.

Me:“WehavesufferedenoughwiththiswomanTebogo,itendstoday.Whyareyoufightingfor

her?Youtwoareincahootstogether?”

Sheshakesherheadvigorously.

Tebogo:“No,MarthaisyourfriendNtombi.”

Me:“Yohhayi,Tebogouyadinamaan.Sheisnotmyfriend,Marthaisawitch.”(You'reannoying.)

Tebogoisgettinginthewayofmyplans.Thiscrowdishungryforjusticeandsoam I.

“Wewillburnheraswellifshedoesn’tmovefrom here.”

Afemalevoiceshoutsoutinangerandcausesanuproarastheychargeatthem andattack

them.Tebogoisinnocentsheshouldn’tbecaughtupinthis,everythingismessedup.Icanhear

herscreamsasIstandpowerless,thesepeopleareoutofcontrol.

Me:“STOP,STOP!!!”

Iscream atthetopofmylungs,tonoavail.IseeJonasandPetuniaruntowardsme.

Jonas:“Whatisyourproblem Ntombi?Areyoucrazy?”

Heroughlygrabsmyarm andIwinceinpain.



Me:“Bhuti,helpTebogo.Theyaregoingtokillher.”

Ibegwithtearsrunningdownmycheeks,suddenlytherearepolicesirens.Ispotapolicevan

lurchingtowardsourdirection,theyscurryoutofthecarandimmediatelystartshootingwith

rubberbullets.

Jonas:“Let’sgo.”

Heshoutsashelugsmeaway,Iturnbacktoseethecrowdscatterinmayhem.Tebogoislying

unconsciousbesideMartha,theykilledher.HowwillIgetoverthisguilt?

Tobecontinued…



90*

SETHU*

“Ican’tbelieveyou,Sethu,aftereverythingyouhavebeenthrough,youletamancomeintoyour

life.Whyareyoucareless?Haveyounotlearnedalesson?”

Myfatherhasbeenchastisingmesincewegothome,Idon’tknowwhyhebroughtmetohis

house.Idon’twanttobehere,Iwanttogohome.Imissmyspace,thesepeoplesuffocateme.

Mymotherissittingonthecouchwithherheadslanttotheside,shelooksbrokenandoutofit.

I’m sittingonthefarendofit,it’sathreeseater.Myfatherispositionedonhisfavouritechair,

thesepeoplehavehadthesamesofasforaslongasIcanremember.Likemostoldpeople,

theyrefusetoembracechange.Ionceofferedtobuythem newfurniturebut,myfatherdeclined.

Hesaiditwillnotfeelthesameastheywereusedtotheseones.

Me:“HeisnotNtokozodad,hewillneverhurtme.”

Thisisoneangryoldman.

Dad:“Howdoyouknowthis?YouoncesaidthesameaboutNtokozo,heabusedyouandyou

claimedthathediditoutoflove.WealmostburiedyouSethu,Iwillnotgothroughthatagain.”

He’sliterallysayingthat,Ishouldstayawayfrom men.

Me:“Youwon’tdad.”

Heshakeshishead,there’snoreasoningwiththisman.

Dad:“I’m nottakingchanceswithyou,Iwantyoutostayawayfrom him.”

Myeyesitch,Iwanttorollthem sobad.

Me:“Butdad,Stylesisnotlikethat.He’sagoodman,Ijustknowit.”

Ican’timaginenotseeinghim again.

Dad:“Sethu,you’redisputingwithme?”

Thisishowitfeelsbeingthedaughterofaprincipal,myfatherisstrictandwantsthingstogo

hisway.

Me:“I’m not.”

Idropmygaze,thisiswhathedoestome.Iendupsubmittingtohim.Thisisthereason,Ididn’t

wanttocomebackhome,theywanttocontrolmylife.

Dad:“Idon’twanttohearaboutthisanymore.”

Me:“So,Iwillstaysinglemywholelife?Don’tyouthinkthatIwantafamilyofmyown?”



Dad:“Youwillhaveyourownfamily,chooseanyonefrom church.Therearegoodboysthere,

whocomefrom goodfamilies.”

Never.

Me:“Churchboys,dad?”

Hefrownsatmyquestion.

Dad:“Yes,Iwillnotacceptanyoneelseasmysonin-law.”

Me:“Mom please,talktodad.”

Sheturnstogazeatmewithagloomylook.

Mom:“ListentoyourfatherSethu,he’salwaysright.”

Sheproclaimssoftly,she’sstillmullingoverLebo’spredicament.Theyaresobentondestroying

mylife,I’m notgoingtodowhattheywant.

Me:“Pleasetakemehomedad.”

Ileftmycaratthehospital,myfatherinsistedthatIdrivehomewiththem,hedidn’ttrustmeto

followbehind.Truthbetold,Iwasgoingtodrivehometomyplace.

Dad:“No,you’llsleepheretonight.We’regoingtoseeLebotomorrow.”

I’m notgoingthere.

Me:“Ihaveworkdad,Ican’tgo.”

I’m lying,I’m actuallyoffworkforthreedays.

I’m notreadytoseeherandIdoubtthatIwillevervisither.

Mom:“OhLebo,nkosiyam’.Whathasshedonethathaslandedherinjail?”(MyLord.)

She’stappedbacktorealityatthementionofLebo’sname.Ishouldbejealousbut,Iam usedto

this.

Me:“Dadplease,dropmeoff.”

Iwillnotspendthenighthere,mymother’smoodisdrainingme.

Dad:“WhymustyoubestubbornSethu?Youneverlistentome,Isaid..”

He’sgettingupset.

Me:“Iloveandrespectyoudadbut,Iam notoneofyourstudents.I’m yourchildandI’m old

enoughtomakemyowndecisions.Ihaveworkinthemorning,Ican’tsleepover.”

Mom:“WhyareyoustubbornSethu?”

I’m done.



Me:“I’llrequestforanUberandwaitforitoutside.TellthegirlsIsaidhiandIwillvisitthem

whenI’m free.”

TheireyesfollowmeasIstandandbegintowalkout,theydon’tsayanything.Thestreetsare

emptyso,Iopttostandinsidethegate,whileIrequestaride.Inoticeafamiliarcarparked

acrossthestreet,itsheadlightsareon.ThedooropensandStylesjumpsout,hewaveswitha

smile.Whatishedoinghere?HowdidheknowthatIwouldbehere?

Itwistmyheadbacktothehousetoseeifmyfatherisnottrailingbehindme,thatmantreats

melikeababywhoneedsnursing.It’sallNtokozo’sfault,heinflictedthisfearinhim.

ImarchoutsidethegateinfearthatmyfatherwillseeStyles,Ihavealreadybeenwarnedabout

him andhewillnotrepeathimself.Hedoesnotrepeathimself.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

IaskStylesasIcrosstheroad,headedtohim.

Styles:“Isthishowyouwelcomeyourpotential?”

Hedoesn’tseeanythingwrongwiththis.

Me:“Mr.Styles…”

Heputshisforefingeragainstmymouth,pushingmywordsback.

Styles:“From thisdayforth,youwillnotaddressmeasMr.Styles.Iam Stylestoyouorcallme

Sishiifyouprefer.IspeakmymindSethu,rememberItoldyouthis?I’m doneplayinggames,I

am goingtopursueyouandIwillhaveyou.”

Whereisthiscomingfrom?ShouldItellhim whatmyfathersaid?

Me:“Mr.Styles.”

Styles:“Whoisthat?”

Ilaugh.

Me:“Styles…”

Isthismeagreeingtohim pursuingme?ItissomethingthatIwantthough,I’m sureofit.

Me:“Howdidyoufindme?”

Styles:“Ifollowedyou.”

Hereplies,likefollowingpeopleisnormal,Igivehim aquizzicalstare.

Styles:“Iknowthissoundsweirdbut,Ididn’ttrustyourfatherafterhepulledyouawaylikethat.I

thoughthewasgoingtobeatyouup,thelookonhisfacegavehim away.”

Heexplains.

Me:“Andyouwould’veheardmescream from here?”



Thisisprobablywhatheconcluded,hepinchesthetipofhisnoseasheclencheshiseyes.

Yeah,hereallydidn’tthinkaboutthis.

Me:“Myfathermightbestrictbut,hewillneverlayahandonme.”

Styles:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantoinvadeyourprivacy.Iwasworriedandneededtoseeifyou’re

okay.”

Me:“Asyoucansee.”

Styles:“What’sthestorywithhim anyway?”

Me:“Theusualoverprotectivefather.”

Hesmilesandtakesmyhand.

Styles:“You’regoinghome?”

Me:“That’stheplan.”

Styles:“Letmetakeyou,then.”

Heoffers.

Me:“Whocansaynotoafreeride?”

Hesmiles,myfatherisaskingmetostayawayfrom this.It’simpossible,hewillhavetoforgive

me.

AMARA*

Thecoldbreezeisgettingstrongerasthenightgrows,wearestillinthebackyard.I’m sitting

besideRandallwithmyheadrestingonhisshoulderandmyarm wrappedaroundhis,the

solitudeandsilenceofthenightkeepsusentertained.It’sbeenoveranhourandIhavechosen

tostayherewithhim.

Me:“Don’tyouwanttogoinside?”

It’sfreezingouthere.

Randall:“Yougo,I’llfollowabitlater.”

Hestaresintospaceashereplies.

Me:“You’llcatchacoldyouknowandIam notbabyinganyone.”

Finally,helooksatme,orglowersrather.

Randall:“Babying?”



Me:“Yes,Isawitwithmyfatheronce.Theworldhadtostopjustbecausehehadacold,you’d

swearhewasdying.Itannoyedmymotheralotbut,shestilltookcareofhim.”

Randall:“Well,youwilltakecareofmetoo,right?”

Hebrowsesmylipsasheleanscloser,thisistheRandallIknow.

Me:“Nah,likeIsaid.I’m notbabyinganyone.”

Randall:“But,I’m notanyone.”

He’sstillleaningcloser,onemoremoveandIgettotastehislips.

Me:“Whoareyouthen?”

Randall:“IfIremembercorrectly,I’m theonewhoholdsyourheart.”

Hewhispersandinstantlyhislipsbrushagainstmine,hecupsmycheekwiththepalm ofhis

hand.

Randal:“Fem’ano.”(Kissme.)

Hemurmurs,beforecagingmylips,Idon’tknowwhathesaidbut,itdidsomethingtome.

“Brother.”

Ife’svoicecompelsmetomoveawayfrom hisarms,Randallsighsashelooksawayfrom her.

She’sfiddlingwithherfingerswhileleeringathim withguiltonherface.

Ife:“I’m sorrybrother.”

Shesayssoftly,hedoesn’tacknowledgeher.

Randall:“Excuseme.”

Hegetsupandwalksaway.Whatisgoingonwithhim?

Ife:“Lethim be.”

ShestopsmeasIstarttofollowhim.

Me:“Ihavetoseeifhe’sokay.”

Ife:“He’llbeokay,givehim space.”

Me:“What’sgoingonIfe?WhydidhismoodchangewhenyoumentionedUche?Whoisthis

person?”

ShesighsasIbombardherwithquestions,shetakesmyhandandpullsmetoaseat.

Ife:“Uchewasoursister,shewasfouryearsyoungerthanbrother.Theywereinseparable,she

followedhim everywhere.Brotherdidn’tmind,helovedhavingheraround.Onedayhehadan

argumentwithagyaandrushedoutofthehouseinafitofrage.Hetookhiscarwithouthis

permission,Iguesshewantedtogoforadrive,onlytorealisethatUchewashidingintheback

seat.Hesaysheheardsobbingandheturnedtofindherthere,that’swhenatruckcameoutof



nowhereandcrushedagainsthiscar.Uchedidn’tmakeit,shediedinstantly.Brotherhas

blamedhimselfsince.”(Father.)

She’sonthevergeoftearsassherecitesthissadtale.Ican’timagewhatRandallmustbe

feeling.

Me:“IfeI'm sorry.”

Sheshrugshershoulders,takingalookofsadness.

Ife:“Itwasalongtimeago.”

Yesbut,Randallisnotoverit.

Me:“WhataboutRandall?Hemustbefeelingbadrightnow.”

Ife:“IknowandIswear,Ididn’tmeantobringitup.”

Me:“Tellmewhattodo.HowdoIhelphim?”

Ife:“Lethim befornow,he’llbeokay.”

WhydoIfindithardtobelievethis?

Me:“CanItryandtalktohim?Sometimeswethinksomeoneneedstobealonebut,onthereal,

theyneedashouldertocryon.Randallisaloner,he’snotthetypethat,wouldopenlyexpress

hisfeelings.”

Ife:“Lookatyou,knowingyourmanalready.”

Ialmostforgotforamomentthat,sheiscrazy.

Me:“You’dbesurprisedbywhatyouwouldlearnfrom someoneinaday.”

Ife:“Goahead,maybehewillopenuptoyou.”

It’sworthatry,IleaveheroutsideasIplodbacktothehouseinsearchofhim.Thereheis,laid

backonthecouch.Hisfeetareonthecoffeetableandhisarmsfoldedacrosshischest.Ifeela

needtotakeawayhispain.Itoddletohim,hedoesn’tlookup.Hiseyesarefarawayashismind

islostsomewhere.IrestmyheadonhisshoulderasIsitbesidehim but,thereisnomovement

from him.

Randall:“Idon’twanttotalkaboutit.”

Hepredicts.

Me:“Ifetoldmewhathappened.”

Randall:“Iknowandwearenotgoingtotalkaboutit.”

Hedismissesandthat’sit,Ican’tpushanyfurther.

Randall:“Ineedcoffee.”

Hesaysafteralongsilentmoment,Iwatchhim ashegetsup.



Randall:“Doyouwantanything?”

That’sfunnybecausehedoesn'tknowhiswayaroundthekitchen.

Me:“Canyoumakecoffee?”

Randall:“Imakethebest.”

That’salie.

Hetakesmyhandandleadsmetothekitchen.Hopefullyonedayhewilltellmewhathe’s

bottlinginside.

MBUSO*

Icouldn’tgotomyfather’shouse,IneedtospeaktoLelo.Iwalkintofindhersittingonthesofa,

watchingTV,shelooksupatmeandsmiles.Ican’treturnitevenifIwantto,myheartisheavy.

Me:“Canwetalk?”

SheturnsofftheTVasIsettlebesideher.

Me:“Whatisitthatyouwant,Lelo?”

Lelo:“Idon’tunderstand.”

Me:“Withme,whatareyourintensions?”

Shetakesmyhand,I’m notsurewhatthismeans,especiallyafterwhathappenedtoday.

Lelo:“IwanttobewithyouMbuso,Iwantyou.”

NottheanswerIwashopingfor.

Me:“That’snotenough,itdoesn’tmeananything.Yousayyouwantmebut,youractionssay

somethingelse.”

Shedropshergazeandshakesherhead.

Lelo:“Iwasn’tcryingforhim Mbuso,Iwouldneverdoyoulikethat.WhenIsawZu…”

Thatname…

Me:“Please,let’srefrainfrom sayinghisnamefornow.”

Sheleersatmewithasoftfrown,buildinguponherface.

Lelo:“Iwascryingbecauseofthepain,seeinghim,broughtbackallthosepainfulmemories.

Theyengulfedmesomuchthat,Ifoundmyselfintears.IswearMbuso,it’snotwhatyouthink.

YoumeansomuchtomeandI’m sorry.”



Sheexplains,Idon’tknowwhattobelieve.Hereyesholdanimageofsincerity,Iwanttobelieve

herbut,IknowwhatIsawandIcan’tseem togetitoutofmymind.

Me:“Lelo,youdoknowthatIam notpassingtimewithyou.We’rebothadultshereandthisis

notagame,people’sfeelingsareinvolvedLelo.”

Imakesuretolookintohereyes,shehastoseehowseriousIam.

Lelo:“Iknow,IknowandI’m anidiot.”

Me:“You’renotanidiot.”

Tearsfillupinhereyes,shedoesn’tusuallygiveintoheremotions.

Lelo:“Iam,Ihurtyouandonlyanidiotwouldhurtagoodmanlikeyou.”

Imanagetolaughatthis.

Lelo:“Youforgiveme?”

Shecradlesmycheek,Itakeherhandandpressmylipsonherpalm.Adistantsmiletakesover

hermouth.

Me:“Notuntilyouknowthat,Iam inthisandit’shectic.”

Shelaughs.

Me:“OntherealLelo,don’tbreakmyheart.Iwon’tbeabletotakeit,todayIfeltapangofwhatit

wouldfeellikeandit’stheworstfeelingintheworld.”

Hertearsparadedownhercheeks.

Lelo:“Iwon’tMbusoandI’m sorry,Iwon’tstopsayingittillyourheartfeelsbetter.”

Shepoutswhileflickeringherlashes.

Lelo:“Youhaven’ttoldmethatyoulovemetoday,I’m notokay.”

Ismileathersilliness.

Me:“YouknowIloveyou.”

Shescootsclosertomeandpressesherforeheadagainstmine.

Lelo:“Iloveyou,Iloveyousomuchit’snotevenfunnyanymore.”

Herdeclarationhasmesnickering,Itakethisopportunitytotasteherlips.

ImightactlikeI’m okaybut,itwilltakemeawhiletogetoverthis.

Lelo:“Youcamebackearly.Didyoumeetupwithyourfather?”

Sheenquiresasshepullsbackfrom thekiss.

Me:“Am Ithatbadatkissingthat,youthinkofmyfatherduringsuchasacredmoment?”



Shemakesaface.

Lelo:“Anotherbadjoke.”

Sheshakesherhead,smiling.

Me:“Dammit...”

Shelaughsbeforerestingherheadonmychest,IclaspmyarmsaroundherasIholdhercloser.

Lelo:“Youknowwhenyouwalkedoutthatdoor,IthoughtIwouldneverseeyouagain.Iwas

terrified.”

Sheconfesses.

Me:“WherewouldIgoleavingmyhouse?”

She’samusedbymyquestion.

Lelo:“Nexttimewehaveadisagreement,rathergosomewhereinthehouse,ifyoufeellikeyou

wanttobeawayfrom me.Just,don’twalkoutonme.”

Ididn’tknowthisishowshefeels.

Me:“I’lltry,myfeetcontrolmeyouknow.Theydon’tcallmeMr.Longlegsfornothing.”

Shepullsoutoftheembraceandpinchesmyarm.

Me:“Ouch.”

Lelo:“Willyoubeseriousforonce?”

Me:“I’m trying,Marthamust’vegottentome.Iam finished.”

Shefallsbackonthecouchasshecascadesintoapleasurablelaugh,Icannotlosethese

moments.Iwillholdontoherandthisfeelinginmyheart.

Tobecontinued…



91*

RANDALL*

IfehadtoremindmeofapastIhadtriedhardtoforget,mysweetUcheleftme.My

recklessnesscosther,herlife.Shewasonlyelevenyearsoldwhenherlifewascutshort,Ican

neverforgivemyself,Iknowmyparentswillneverforgivemeeither.

IlovehowAmaraisworriedaboutme,ittellsmethatsheisfallingforme,Ihavekeptthis

feelinginmyheartfortoolong.Maybeit’sabouttimeIexpressmyselfbut,howdoIevendoit?

Wordsfailmewhensheisaround,Icanonlythinkofhavingher.Holdingherinmyarmsevery

nightwithoutbeingabletohaveheristorture,Ithinksheisreadyformethough.

I’m atashoppingcentreintheSouth,IjustmetupwithStyles.

Me:“Howareyouhere?”

Styles:“YousaidtohaveIfefollowedright?Youwon’tbelievewhoshe’sbeenhangingaround

with.”

Herevealsaswesaunterinsidethemall,Ifehasbeeninandoutofthehousefrequently.Itgot

meworriedbecausetilltodaysherefusestoletmemeetherfriends.Ihaveafeelingthatshe

mightbeseeingsomeone.

Me:“I’m thinkingit’ssomeoneIknow.”

Mydaycannotgetworsethanthis,mymooddropsatthesightofRaven.He’swalkingtowards

us,Ican’tturnback,hehasseenme.

Me:“Rav.”

Hesmiles.

Raven:“Uze.”

Iseehe’sevenadaptedtothisname,Segunmustbeproud.

It’shardtoignorethemaidenbesidehim becauseshe’ssmilingatme,notoncehasshe

removedhergazefrom me.She’saboutthesameheightashim,shelooksposhandcarriesa

confidencethatscreamsself-assurance.

StylesandIexchangeglancesaswehaveputthepuzzletogether,IscowlatRavenwho’s

smirkingatme.Thewomanisstillstaringandherstareaggravatesme.

Me:“Haven’tyourparentstoldyouthatit’srudetostare?”

Shedropshergazebut,keepsthesmile.

Her:“Kosekafraokunu.”(I’m sorrymyhusband.”



Herwordsevokeacertainangerwithinme.

Me:“Whatdidyoucallme?”

Sheraiseshereyesanddropsthem again,Ihatetheassurancethatshecarries.Theydefinitely

gotherhopesup.

Raven:“Relaxbro,she’sjusthappytoseeyou.Shehasonlyseenyouinpicturesandmustbe

overwhelmedbyyourpresence.”

Iam temptedtopunchthesmuglookonhisface,IfbetrayallivedinabodythenRavenisthe

carrier.

Me:“WhatareyoudoingRaven?Whatisthis?”

Ican’texpressthelevelofmyanger,itfeelslikeithasalifeofitsown.

Raven:“IfMohammedcan’tcometothemountain…”

Me:“Fuckyou,Raven,youhearme.”

Istophim beforehefinisheshisstupidline.

Styles:“Calm downbro,thisisnotworthit.”

Ican’tcalm down.

Raven:“YoumustbeStyles,I’veheardalotaboutyou.”

Hefamiliarizesashestretchesouthishandtohim,Stylesgrimaces.

Styles:“Unfortunately,Ihaveheardnothingbutshitaboutyou.”

Heretortsthroughgrittedteeth,Ravenchortlesasheshakeshishead.

Raven:“Ican’tbethatbad.”

Styles:“Haveyoudowngradedfrom aprincetoaprivateinvestigatorRaven?”

Iunderstandhisquestions.WhyisRavenintheSouthandwhyisheherewithher?

Raven:“Mybrotherheredidn’twanttomeetRuthso,Ihadtobringhertohim.

Me:“You’restalkingmeUzoma?”

Raven:“Iwouldn’tcallitstalking,justkeepinganeyeonmylittlebrother.”

Whyishesosureofhimself?Ican’tseem toputmyfingertoit.

Me:“Youstayawayfrom me,Uzoma.Iwantnothingtodowiththis.”

Raven:“This,asyoucallitbrotherisyourdestiny,youcanrunbutyoucan’thidefrom it.”

Me:“Let’sgoStyles.”

Mytracksarestoppedbyasmallhandgrabbingmyarm,Iknowit’sRuth.Iyankmyhandaway



asIturnback.

Me:“Howdareyoutouchme?”

Shedropshergaze.

Ruth:“I’m sorrymyhusband.”

Me:“Don’tcallmethat,Iam nothingtoyou.WhateverthesepeopletoldyouIhavenothingtodo

withit.Idon’tknowyouandIhavenointerestinyou.”

Ihopesheissensible,unlikemybrotherandfather.

Ruth:“But,whatwillIdoifyourejectme.Igrewupknowingyouasmyhus…”

Me:“Ican’ttakeresponsibilityforyouandwhathappensinyourlife,youneedtogobackwhere

youcamefrom andwhatitisyouthinkmighthappen,fleefrom it.”

Styles:“Shelookslikeasmartwoman,I’m sureitwon’tbehardforher.”

Ruth:“Iapologizebut,Iwillhavetodecline.Ican’twalkawayfrom this.”

Theytaughthertobestubbornaswell.

Raven:“You’reonlywastingyourtimeUze.”

Heretortswithasmirkonhisface,he’sgottobehypnotized.

I’m actuallywastingmytimebyentertainingthem andIam done.

Iturnandtreadoff,theybetternotstopme.

Styles:“Yourbrotherhaslosthim mind.”

Hestatesasheamblesbesideme.

Me:“IwasinthepresenceofSegun,notRaven.”

Styles:“Thatbastardisdarngood."

Suddenly,itfeellikethereisnowayoutofthis.Thereisonepersonwhocangivemebackmy

hope.

Me:“IneedtocallAmara.”

Styles:“Whatishedoinghereanyway?”

I’m askingmyselfthesamething.

Me:“Iswearthosepeoplearedrivingmecrazy.”

Igruntasweturnacorner.

Styles:“Ifyouthinkthattheyaredrivingyoucrazy,havealookoverthere.”

Hepointstowardsthefoodjoint,IspotIfewithMkhonto.Theyarecosyandtoocloseformy



liking.shescreamsasIgrabherarm.

Ife:“Brother?”

Shedidn’texpecttoseemehere.

Me:“WhatthehellIfe?Whatareyoudoingwiththisman?Doyouknowwhoheis?”

Isnapather.

Ife:“Brother,letgoofmyhand.”

Mkhontodoesn’tlookhappytoseemeorisitthewayI’m handlingIfe.

Mkhonto:“Eishbossman.”

Me:“Don’tyoutalktome.HowdareyouMkhonto?Whathappenedtoloyalty?She’smysister,

she’sonlyseventeen.”

Mkhonto:“Hadebossman,itjusthappened.”

Whendidtheyevenmeet?

Me:“I’m goingtodealwithyoulater.AsforyouIfeanyi.”

Ife:“BrotherI’m sorry,Iwantedtotellyou.”

She’scrying.

Me:“Isthiswhyyoudon’twanttogobackhome?”

Shefinallypullsawayfrom mygrip.

Ife:“I’m notgoingbackthere,mylifeisherenow.It’swithhim.”

ShestateswithanattitudeasshepointsatMkhonto,Idon’tknowwhyhe’sstillhere.Ichargeat

herandshehidesbehindStyles,usinghim asashield.

Me:“Youbetterfollowmetothecarifyouknowwhat’sgoodforyou.”

Ibegintostrollaway,Iam sodisappointedinthesetwo.MkhontoisnotthetypeofamanI

wouldsitwithatadinnertableandlistentohim tellmestoriesabouthismarriedlifewithmy

sister.

NOMBULELO*

Brenda:“Ican’tbelieveyourlifeisamovieLelo.”

Me:“I’m stillshockedtilltoday.”

It’slunchhour,BrendaandIareinthecanteen.Ihavejustnarratedtohermyreasonformissing



workforafewdays.

Brenda:“Andyouknowthiswoman?”

Me:“Mymother’sbestfriend,peopleareevilBrenda.”

Brenda:“Iknowright.Ithinkyoushouldstartattendingchurch.”

Ididn’tseethiscoming,especiallyfrom her.

Me:“Ineverthoughtofthat.”

Brenda:“Likeyousaid,it’saspiritualwarfare.Thisishowyoufightback,trustmeIknow.”

Ididn’tknowshewasachurchaperson.

Brenda:“Icanintroduceyoutooneifyoulike.”

Sheoffers.

Me:“Yougotochurch?”

I’m stillshocked,Brendaswearslikeit’sthemillennium andtheworldisending.Shetalksabout

otherpeoplethananythingelse,basically,she’sthecompleteoppositeofachurchgirl.

Brenda:“Yes,Igotochurch.It’smyhome,ifI’m notatwork,I’m atchurch.”

I’m stilldumbfounded.Isthiswhatchurchislately?

Me:“Whereisthisplaceyouwanttointroducemeto?”

Shesmiles.

Brenda:“Doesthisyou’rekeen?”

Me:“I’m justasking,IdoubtIwillhavetimetogotochurch.”

Mymotherusedtotellthatyoudon’tgoattendingchurches,youneverknowwhatisreallybeing

donethere.

Brenda:“It’ssomewhereinJoburg.HowaboutyoucomewithonSundayandyou’lldecideifyou

likeitornot.”

Shereallywantsmetocometothischurchofhers.

Me:“Idon’tknow,letmethinkaboutit.”

Myintuitionisnudgingatme,hersmilefadesinstantly.

Me:“Andthen?”

Brenda:“Nothing.”

She’ssuddenlygrouchy.

Me:“It’snotreallyabigdealifIcomeornot.”



Sheshrugs.

Me:“Fine,I’llcomewith.But,Ihopeit’snotchurchesthatgothewholeday.”

Shesmileswidely.

Brenda:“Threehoursandweredone.”

Me:“MaybeMbusocantagalonghey.”

Brenda:“Ifyouwantbut,Idoubtthedoctorwillbekeen.”

Howdoessheknowhis?

Brenda:“It’schurch,he’llbeboredtodeath.”

Sheexplains,Idon’tknowifthat’strue.

Me:“I’llintroducetheideatohim andsee.”

Brenda:“Ifyouwant.Howisthegooddoctoranyway?”

Me:“Thisisalsoonetopicshenevermisses,thequestions,theprobingandherinquisitiveness

inourrelationship.Icouldbereadingtoomuchintoit,MbusoisaknownDoctoratthishospital.

Although,he’safreelancer.Ispoketohim aboutthis,it’stimehegetsajobatabiggerhospital.

Me:“He’salright,Ithinkourlunchbreakisover.Shallwego?”

Iam notgoingtoentertainher.

Brenda:“Comeon,wehavetenminutesleft.”

Me:“Yeah,Ineedthebathroom.”

Brenda:“Isitthefishagain?Youshouldstopfeedingthepoorchildfish,it’salmostsadyou

know.”

Whosebabyisitagain?

Me:“IgiveGokuwantshewantsorelsehewillgivemehardtime.”

DidIjustsaythatnameoutloud?Shelaughs,it’snotreallythatfunny.She’snotstoppingso,

thisiswhatmybabywillgothrough.Peoplelaughingathisname,ItoldMbusobut,hechoseto

staywithitandit’sstuckinmymind.Idon’tseemyselflettinggoofit.

Brenda:“You’renamingyourchildafteracartooncharacter?”

She’sstilllaughing,Imadeherdaywiththisone.

Me:“Hisfathercallshim that.”

Brenda:“Cutethough.Howdidyoutwofallpregnantsofast?”

She’sinthedarkaboutmydreadedpast.



Me:“HowdoesacouplefallpregnantBrenda?”

Sheraisesherhandsindefence.

Brenda:“Don’tbitemyheadoff,I’m onlyasking.”

Idon’twanttotalkabouthim withher.

Me:“I’m goingbackin,I’llseeyou.”

IseeaguyapproachmeasIgetup,helooksfamiliar.Hesmilesbeforehegetstome,I’m

alreadynarked.

Him:“Nkosazana.”(Lady.)

It’stheidiotwhocamelookingforMbusotheotherday,IrecognizethatZuluaccent.

Me:“CanIhelpyou?”

Him:“IsawafamiliarfaceandthoughtitwouldberudeofmeifIdon’tgreet.”

Hedoesn’tknowme.

Me:“Yousawmeonce.”

Him:“And,wouldyoulookatmyluck?Theuniverseisonmyside.”

He’ssmilingatmeandIam notreturningit.

Me:“Excuseme.”

Him:“Won’tyouletmebuyyoulunch.”

HespeaksasI’m aboutstrideoff.

Me:“Ijusthadlunch.”

Him:“Howaboutdinner?”

Brendalooksjustasannoyed,ifI’m readingherexpressioncorrectly.

Me:“WhywouldIwanttohavedinnerwithyou?”

Whyam Ientertaininghim?

Him:“BecauseI’m askingnicely,surelyyoucan’tdenythissmile.”

Hepointstohismouth,Irollmyeyesathim.I’vebeenwantingto.

Me:“WasitnotyouwhocametomyhouselookingforMbuso?”

Hesquintshiseyes.

Him:“Intheflesh.”

Me:“Thoughtasmuch,excuseme.”



Iwalkpasthim,tohaveBrendamarchbehindme.

Brenda:“Andthen,lona?”

Sheasks,tryingtokeepupwithmyfastpace.

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Brenda:“Yoh,peopleliketakingchances.Wordofadvice,don’teverdateaZuluguy.Hewill

sweepyouoffyourfeetwithhischarmsandthedeepaccent,youwillmeltandyouknowwhat

he’lldo?Uzokukoroba.”(He’llmopyou.)

Whatdidshejustsay?

Me:“Toolate,I’m datingone.”

Myinstincttellsmetostayclearofthatman.

SETHU*

It’sbeenaweeksinceLebo’sarrest,sherefusestotelluswhatshedid.Iheardrumoursatwork

thatshewasintoshadydealings,thegossiperswerealittlevagueonspecifics.Ihaven’tbeen

toseeher,thetemptationisthere.SheismycousinafterallandIkindoffeelbadforher.

“Sethu.Didyouseethepaperstoday?”

Tracy,oneofmycolleaguessays,I’m inapatient’sroom andIdoubtthisisthetimetogossip.

Thankfullythepatientissleeping,IsighasIpreparetogivehertheattentionshewants.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Shehandsmethelocalnewspaper,datedtoday.ItstatesLebo'ssins.

OhmyGod,thisisbad.

Tracy:“It’ssadyouknow,Ialwaysfoundhertobeabitchbut,Ineverimaginedthatshewould

dosuchathing.”

Iglanceather,Idon’tcareaboutherjudgement.I’m flabbergastedrather,thisisnotmycousin.

Shewouldn’tbethiscruel,wouldshe?

Me:“Whoelseknowsaboutthis?”

Tracy:“Basicallythewholehospital,rumourhasitthatDoctorMayiwastheonebehindthe

illegalabortion.Lebowashispuppet.”

Shestates

Ihavetogethome.Myparentshavetoseethis.

Me:“Pleasecoverforme.”



Tracy:“Whereaeyougoing?”

Me:“Ineedtogohome,canIborrowthispaper?”

Tracy:“Surebut,youcan’tleave.You’llgetintroubleSethu.”

Iknowbut,thisisimportant

Me:“Please,Tracy.I’lloweyouone,Ipromise.”

IstateurgentlyasIrushoutoftheroom,Ineedtogethome.Theyhavetoseethis.Wegetto

thecorridortoseethepolicedraggingDoctorMayiaway.

Mayi:“Don’ttouchme,Iwillsueyou.”

Heyellswhiletryingtoresistarrest.

Tracy:“Yeahneh.Thedramainthisplace.”

Sheclapsonce,Istillhaveajourneytotake.

Idrivehomeinfullspeed,thegateisopen.Myfathermustbehomewhichisgood.Iwalkinthe

livingroom tomeetatypicalspringcleaningcommonplace,RebeccaMalopeisplayinginthe

background.Thecurtainshavebeenremoved,thesofasaredisorganizedandthelivingroom is

brighterthanusualduetothesunlightilluminatingthroughthenakedwindows.

Me:“Mom.”

Ispothersquattingbehindthecouch,she’smopping.Shepeeksoverandsmilesatme,itfalls

awaywhenshenoticesthegrim expressionthathascapturedmyface.

Mom:“Whathappened?”

Slowly,sherisesfrom thefloor,leeringatmeasI’m abouttogivehertheworstnews.

Me:“It’sLebo.”

Shepanics,it’svisiblethroughherchestasitrisesandfallsrobustly.Ithinkshe’sabouttoget

anotherattack.

Mom:“WhathappenedtoLebo?Whathappenedtomybaby?”

Shehasalwayscalledherthat.Ireachoutmyhandtoher,shetoddlestowardsmeand

snatchesthepaperfrom myhand,literally.Iwatchherexpressionchangetohorrorasshe

readsit,everythinghappensinslowmotion,itmustbeduetoshock.Thepapergoesdownfirst,

followedbyher,Ibarelyhaveachancetocatchher.

Me:“Dad.”

Iscream formyfatherasIkneelbeforemymother.Myfatherisprobablysomewhereinthe

house.

Me:“Dad,dad.”



Iscream oncemore.Beinganurse,panicisthelastthingthatshouldcometomindbut,asa

daughterit’sthefirstthingIletin.Iraisemyheadtoseemyfatherrushinfrom outside,he

must’vebeenintheback.

Dad:“Whathappened?”

Me:“ShefoundoutthetruthaboutLeboandfainted.”

Dad:“How?Ihavebeenconcealingitfrom hersincemorning.”

Wait!What?

Thesepeopledon’ttellmeanything.

Me:“Ibroughtthepaper,Ididn’tknowthatitwouldaffectherlikethis.”

Dad:“EishSethu.”

Me:“Shewillbefinedad,let’sgethertobed.”

Ihookmyhandsunderherarmpitswhilehegrabsherankles,weliftherupandcarryhertobed.

Me:“What’sgoingondad?Whyismom soaffectedbyLebolikethis?Idon’tunderstand.”

Hesighsashesitsontheedgeofthebed.

Dad:“Yourmotherisnotwell,wecantalkaboutthissomeothertime.”

He’sdismissingme.

Me:“Iwanttoknownow.”

Hesneersatme.

Dad:“What’swrongwithyou?Whyhaveyoubecomestubborn?”

Whendidthisbecomeaboutme?

Dad:“Isitthatboy?Iknowthatyou’restillseeinghim.”

Gosh…

Me:“IthoughtweweretalkingaboutLebo.”

Dad:“Iwilltakecareofyourmother,youshouldgobacktowork.”

He’schasingmeaway.

Me:“WhataboutLebo?Willyougetheralawyer?”

Dad:“Herfathershouldtakecareofthat.”

Thatloser.

Me:“Youknowhewon’tdoanything.”



Dad:“Idon’tknowSethu.”

Mom:“PleasehelpLebo.”

Mymotherhasregainedconsciousness.

Me:“Areyouokaymom?”

Mom:“Mybaby,pleasehelpyourcousin.Getheroutofthatplace.”

Whatissheaskingme?

There’sdesperationinhereyes.

Okay…I’m officiallyjealous.

Me:“WhatwillIdo?”

Shetakesmyhand.

Mom:“Getheragoodlawyer.”

Me:“WherewillIgetmoneyforalawyermom?”

Mom:“IknowwhatI’m abouttoaskyouiscrazybutLeboneedsyou.Youareherlasthope

Sethu,herfatherisadrunkard,he’suselessandmysisterisunemployed.”

Ican’tfindawaythroughherwords,it’sdark.Iogleatmyfather,thelookonhisfacesayshe

knowswherehiswifeistreading.

WhydoIhaveafeelingthatIwillnotlikethis?”

Mom:“Iknowthatyouhavedreamsandonedayyouwillfulfilthem butnow,thinkofyour

cousin.”

Todayis‘let’sconfuseSethuday.’Whydoesn’tshecomeoutandsayit?

Me:“Whatisitthatyou’reaskingmetodomom?”

Sheglancesatmyfather,thenbackatme.Herexpressionsaysshealreadyknowsmyanswer,

althoughoblivioustoherquestions.

Mom:“Useyourinvestments.”

Idon’tknowifIshouldlaugh,cryorcallhercrazy.

Me:“I’m notgoingtodothat.”

Mom:“Sethuplease.”

Me:“No,that’smymoney.Iworkedhardforit,it’smyfuturemom.”

Mom:“Iknowbabyandwewillpayitback,Ipromise.”

Ihatethatshe’spleadingforLebo.



Me:“Areyouinonthisdad?”

Heshakeshishead.

Dad:“I’m onlyhearingaboutitnow.”

Thenwhyishesocalm aboutit?Am Itheonlyonewhoseeshowcrazythisis?

Me:“You’reaskingtohelptheverysamewomanwhohasmademylifealivinghell.”

Mom:“Youcan’tstillbelivinginthepastSethu,youneedtomoveon.Youcan’tabandonyour

sisterwhensheneedsyou.”

Wow.

Me:“Sheisnotmysister,she’safleathatsucksallthebloodinyou.”

Dad:“Sethustopit.”

Shegrowlsatme.

Me:“No,mom needstostop.Whywouldyouwanttodothistome?DoImeanthismuchtoyou

guys?”

Irefusetocryoverthis.

Mom:“Mybaby.”

Me:“Lebomeansnothingtome,ifyoupeoplewanttohelpher,goahead.But,countmeout.”

Dad:“Wearestillyourparents,younglady,showrespect.”

Hesnapsatme.

Me:“I’m goingbacktowork.”

Iannouncesoftlybeforewalkingaway.

Mom:“Thisisthesecondtimeshe’swalkingoutonus.”

Iheartheangerinmymother’svoiceasIwalkout.NotinmywildestdreamsdidIthinkthatI

wouldlivetoseethisday.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

92*

AMARA*

I’m withChiomainthekitchenaswehearaloudcommotioncomingfrom thefoyer,itsounds

likeIfeandshe’scrying.

Me:“That’sIfe.”

WescurryouttomeetRandallcastigatingIfe,she’sleaningagainstthestairrail,herarms

foldedacrossherchestassheentertainsafloodoftears.Stylesissittingonthestaircasewhile

watchingthewholethingunfold.

Randall:“YouliedtomeIfeanyi,Iaskedyou,whowerethosefriendsyou’realwayswithandyou

simplysaidthattheyareyourgirlfriends.But,you’regallivantingaroundtownwithanoldman.”

Ife:“He’snotold,he’s29.”

Sherespondswhilewipingawayherstubborntears.

Randall:“Ifeanyi,you’reonlyseventeen.You’rebarelydonewithschool,Iwouldunderstandif

youwereseeingsomeoneyouragenotMkhonto.”

Hehowls.

Ifegoesquietonhim.

Randall:“Howlonghaveyoutwobeenseeingeachother?”

Silence.

Randall:“Iaskedyouaquestion?Howlonghaveyoubeenseeingthatfool?”

Hesnapsatherandsheflinches.

Ife:“It’sbeenawhile,threeweeksIthink.”

Randallhuffs,heranswerseemstoaggravatehim.

Randall:“Wheredidyoutwomeet?”

Sherunshereyestome,Ithinksheneedsanescape.Ican’treallygetinvolvednotwhenher

brotherischidingher.

Randall:“Willyouspeak?You’reonlymakingthingsworseforyourself.”



Ife:“Whenhecametothehouse.”

Shemutterssheepishly.

Randall:“What?”

Hescowlsatherashetakesastepcloser,Ihopehedoesn’tlayahandonthepoorchild.

Ife:“Whenhecametothehousetheotherday,hefoundmehereinthefoyerandwespokefora

while.YouwereoutsidewithRavenand…”

Randallscruncheshisjaw,everywordseemstofuelhisanger.

Randall:“Thatbastard,hecomestomyhouseanddisrespectsmelikethis.Whatiswrongwith

youIfe?Didyoureallyfindanyofthisnormal?Diditnotcrossyourmindthathecouldbeusing

you?”

Ife:“He’snotusingme.”

Hiswordsupsetherasshepushesoutherresponseinfrustration,IseeStylesshakehishead

indisagreement.TheymustknowthisMkhontoguyprettywell.

Styles:“That’sthethingIfe,youdon’tknowwhatyou’regettingyourselfinto.Thatmanisknown

tobeawomaniser,almosteverysecondwomanyoubumpinto,willtellyoutheirstoryabout

him.”

Likehisfriend,theyspeakinacalm manner.Randall’svoicethough,iscoatedwithrage.

Ife:“That’snotwhatIsawinhiseyes,Imeansomethingtohim.Ijustknowit.”

She’ssoadamantwiththis,shemustlikehim alot.

Randall:“So,you’rereadytoplaystepmothertoabunchofkids.”

Thiscomesasashocktoherashereyeswiden.

Randall:“Hedidn’ttellyou,didhe?”

Shetakesupafrownandsulksatthesametime.

Ife:“He’sstillgoingtotellme.”

Shebelieveshim tobeagoodman,thewayshestandsupforhim provesit.

Randall:“Still?”

Hisbrowsshootupashebecomesofficious,nowaywillheletthisrelationshipflourish.

Randall:“WhateveryoutwoweretryingtobuildisoverIfeanyi,Idon’twantyouanywherenear

thatbastard.”

Ifea:“Youcan’tkeepmeawayfrom him brother,Ireallylikehim,please.Iknowhelikesmetoo.”

Heraiseshishand,dismissingher.



Randall:“Sparemeplease,Idon’twanttohearanythingaboutthatfool.DoyouhearmeIfeanyi?

Youwillneverseehim again.”

Thefloodingofhertearsdoubleupastheyspeakforthepaininherheart.

Randall:“EvenifitmeansIhavetokeepyoulockedupinthishouse,Iwilldoit.”

Ife:“Youcan’tdothat,Ican’tlivelikeaprisoner.”

Sheraiseshervoice.

Randall:“Watchme.”

Hestepsbackashefoldshisarmsacrosshischest,he’sabouttowrapitup.

Ifeglancesatmebeforeswooshingtomyside,shetakesmyhandsintohers.

Ife:“Amaraplease,helpme.Talktobrotherforme,helistenstoyou.”

Shepleads,Iwanttohelpbut,thelookonRandall’sfacesaysnottodispute.Isittoosoonfor

metosaythatIhavebecomehisweaknessandhestrugglestodenyme?Iferestsherheadon

mychestasshecriesherheartout,Iwrapmyarmsaroundher.

IlookatRandallwithsofteyes,hescowlsashelooksaway.Ifmygazecan’tdothejob.What

willmywordsdoastheywillfallondeafears?

Chioma:“Uze,won’tyougivehim achance.”

Heturnshisheadtoher,givingherasternlook.

Randall:“Doyouknowanythingabouthim Chioma?”

Hegrunts.Chiomashakesherhead,hispiercinggazehasherdroppinghers.

Randall:“Noonewillvoiceoutaboutthis,Ihavemademydecision.”

ThisfuelsIfe’ssobs,shepullsoutofmyembracetoleeratherbrother.

Ife:“Thisisnotfairbrother,you’reahypocrite.”

Sheyellsathim.

Chioma:“Ifeanyi.”

Chiomayellsather,ChiomaregardsRandallashersonandanydisrespecttowardshim,she

dismissesit.

Ife:“No,Chioma.Amaraisalsoyoung,she’seighteen.Ifshecanbewithsomeoneyourage.

WhyIcan’tIbewithMkhonto.”

Iwishshedidn’tusethisasanescape,Randall'sfurrowedbrowsintensifyashechargesatIfe.

Shestepsbackinfearfallingbackintomyarms,Randallstops.

Randall:“Don’tgetsmartwithmeIfeanyi,Iwantyoutogetallyourthings,you’regoingbackto

Ghana.”



Heclampshisteethashedeclares.

Ife:“What?No,I’m notgoingthere.I’drathergoandlivewithagyaifyoudon’twantmehere.”

(Father.)

There’sabitofresistanceinhiseyes,hecan’tloseIfetoo.Thiswillhurthim more,Ravenhas

turnedagainsthim andIfeistheonlysiblinghe’sleftwith.

Me:“Ifecalm downplease,yourbrotherisonlylookingoutforyou.He’sdoingthisbecausehe

cares,orelsehewouldn’tbotheratall.”

Ife:“NoAmara,hedoesn’tcareaboutmyfeelings.Brotherisselfish.”

Shecries,Chiomashakesherheadandstrollsbacktothekitchen.Shehasgivenup

reprimandingIfe.

Randall:“CallmeanythingyouwantIfe,Iwillnotallowyouanywherenearyourfatherandyour

brother.Iwillseetoitthatyougetintheplane,mydecisionisfinalanddon’tthinkofrunning

away.Aguardwillbeappointedtoyouinthemeantime,thisisforyoursafety.”

Itisratherabittoomuchthough.

Ife:“Youcan’tdothat.”

Hehuffsbeforedashingupthestairs,myeyesfollowStylesasheamblestous.

Styles:“Oneday,youwillunderstandwhyhe’sdoingallthis.”

Hepatshershoulderashepullsoutaringingphonefrom hispocket.HelooksatthecallerId

andapuckerformsbetweenhiseyebrows.

Styles:“Excuseme,pleasetellRandyIwillcallhim.”

Hedeclaresandsauntersoutofthehouse,Ifeisstillholdingontome,hersobsareheart

breaking.MaybeIshouldspeaktoRandall.

Me:“StopcryingIfe,you’rebreakingmyheart.”

Istrokeherbacktocalm herdown.

Ife:“Ihatehim.”

Me:“Youdon’tmeanthat.”

Ife:“Ido.”

Sheretorts.

Me:“Ife,lookatme.”

Shemovesoutofmyarms,Iburyhercheeksinthepalm ofhands.

Me:“Yourbrotherlovesyou,youknowthat,right?”

Sheshakesherheadasshedisagreeswithme.



Ife:“Whyishedoingthisthen?”

Me:“Toprotectyou,Mkhontoishisfriendandheclearlyknowshim better.Ifhewasagood

man,doyouthinkRandallwouldaskyoutostayawayfrom him?”

Shecovershermouthwithherhandasshemullsuponmywords.

Ife:“Then,whatshouldIdowiththesefeelingsAmara?He’smanagedtocreepintomyheart.”

Me:“Insolittletime?”

Ife:“I’m aPisces,wefalleasily,fastandhard.Itsucks,Iknow.”

Herresponsehasmelaughing.

Ife:“Ican’tpretendthatheneverexisted,myheartwillremindmeofhim witheachbeat.”

Me:“You’reaPiscesalright,youfallforaguyandsuddenlythepoeticsideofyouunravels.”

Shelaughswhilewipinghertears.

Me:“Everythingwillbeokay,you’llsee.MaybeRandallneedstimetoadjusttothis.”

Ife:“Hebetternottakehistime,Ican’tstayawayfrom Mkhonto.”

Me:“Youneedtobepatientwithhim aswell,heyandifyouwanttogobacktohisgoodbooks,

youneedtoapologizeforlyingtohim.Youknowhehatesliesright?”

Shenods.

Ife:“Ididn’tmeanto,Iknewthatbrotherwouldbeagainstthisrelationship.”

Me:“Becauseyou’reateenager.”

Ife:“You’realsoateenager,datinga34yearold.”

Shedisputes.

Me:“I’m nineteenintwomonths,besides,thelawstatesthatI’m anadult.Ife,hasMkhonto

touchedyou?”

Hereyesbuckforaminuteasshetreadstositonthestairway,Iglideafterherandposition

myselfnexttoher.

Me:“Ife,don’ttellmethatyou’vesleptwithhim.”

Sheshakesherhead.

Ife:“Iwantedtobut,hesaidweshouldwaittillI’m 18orwhatever.”

Sherollshereyes.

Okay,maybehe’snotabadguyafterall.

Me:“Iagreewithhim,giveittime.Randallwillcomearoundyou’llsee.”



Hertearsareback.

Ife:“HewantstosendmebacktoGhana.”

Shesniffs.

Me:“Don’tworryaboutthat,I’llspeaktohim.”

Ipullherbackinmyarms.

NTOMBI*

TebogoandMarthaweretakentothehospitalthatday,theyarebothstillalive.Idon’tcare

aboutMartha,Iwishshediedthatnight.TebogoistheoneI’m worriedabout.HowwillIexplain

myselftoher?Shewillneverforgiveme.

Jonasisstillupsetwithme,althoughhedisownedme,hestillcaresaboutme.Mhambishows

nointerestinmylife,he’sallaboutAmaracomingback,thesamegoesforPetunia.

Ihaven’tcontactedthisZodwapersonLelospeaksof,somethingkeepsdelayingme.Eachtime

Igrabmyphonetocallher,Iseem toforgetwhoIwantedtocallorI’m remindedofsomethingI

hadtodointhehouse.MyplanistoaskhertohelpMoses,I’m sickandtiredofseeinghim like

this,hedoesn’tdeservewhat’shappeningtohim.

Eatingtimeinthishousehasbeenquietlately,tooawkwardifyouaskme.Ifitweren’tfor

Mosesblabberingorsingingduringthistime,wewouldliterallyhearthesoundoffoodgrinding

inourmouths.

We’rehavinglunchandguesswhocooked,thehouseexecutive,Petunia.IdoubtIremember

howtoswitchonmystove.Ifshecleansthehousethewayshecooks,Iwouldreallyappreciate

itbutPetuniahastobeinthepots.

Moses:“Ntombi,bukalenyama.”(Lookatthismeat.)

Heholdsupapieceofmeattomyface,almostsmackingmewithit.Itiltmyheadbackin

annoyance.

Me:“EishMoses.”

Alleyesareonhim now.

Moses:“WhatisthisNtombi?Inyamaencanekanje?HayiPetu,Petu,thisiswhyIhavelostso

muchweight.”(It’ssuchasmallpieceofmeat.NoPetunia.)

Hethrowsthemeatintoherplate.

Petunia:“Moses!!!”

Sheshoutsathim.Whothehelldoesshethinksheis?Hassheheardmeshoutatherhusband?



Me:“HayiPetunia,don’tshoutathim.Youknowthathe’snotwell.”

Moses:“AngekengidlelentominaPetu,bukainyamayakaMhambi.Twobigpieces,whileIget

thissmallthing.Idlewena.”(Iwon’teatit,youdo.LookhowMhambihasabigpieceofmeat.)

Mhambiscowlsathim,clickshistongueandthrowsaspoonfulofriceintohismouth.

Petunia:“UkhalelaukudlaMoses?”(You’recomplainingaboutfood?)

Whyissheaskinghim this?Sheknowshe’snotwell.

Me:“Whydidyougivehim asmallpiecePetunia?YouknowheloveshismeatandMosesisthe

manofthehouse,everybigpieceofmeatbelongstohim.”

Shehoots,scornfully.

Petunia:“Themanofwhat?”

Shelaughs.

Me:“Whatisthatsupposedtomean?Thisismyhusband’shomeso,heisthemanofthe

house.”

Petunia:“Umaushokewena.”(Ifyousayso.)

Me:“Whatisyourproblem Petunia?”

Shelaughsasshecontinuestoeat.

Moses:“HawuNtombi,kantinaweuyabonaukuthiuPetuunenkinganami?Kudalangimbona

ukuthiuyangifunalo.”(CanyoualsoseethatPetuniahasaproblem withme?I'venoticedthat

shewantsme.)

Hepointsather,thisiswhenhetendstobeannoying.Whenhespewsnonsenseoutofhis

mouth.

Petunia:“Ini?”(What?)

Sheyells.

Mhambi:“Uthiniwena?”(Whatareyousaying?)

HegrowlsatMoses.

Moses:“PholaMhambi,pholabo.YourwifehatesmebecauseIam marriedtoNtombiandnot

her.”(RelaxMhambi.)

Jonas:“Ukuthathaphilokhu?”(Wheredidyougetthat?”

Petunia:“ThisiswhatithascometoNtombi?You’redisrespectinguslikethis.”

Irollmyeyesather.

Me:“Please,letmeeatinpeace.Idon’twanttochokeonmyfood.”



Mhambi:“You’recondoningthisnonsenseNtombi?Petuniaismywifeandanydisrespect

towardsherisdisrespecttowardsme,Iwillnotstandforthis.”

Moses:“Cha,chaMhambi.Asilwis’bali,idlainyamayakho.Ipheminakeeumaungayifuni.

Unkosikaziwakhoustingyman.”(We’renotfightingMhambi,eatyourmeat.Giveittomeifyou

don’twantit,yourwifeisstingy.)

MaybeMosesshouldshuthismouth.

Me:“BhutiJonasistoblameforthis,he’stheonewhodrovemyhusbandcrazy.”(Brother.)

Jonasraiseshiseyes,hegivesmeablackstare.

Moses:“HuhNtombi,usadelelanamanje?Ubaniuhlanya?Jonas,talktoyoursister.

Ngizomshaya.”(You’restilldisrespectfulNtombi.Whoiscrazy?Iwillhither.)

Hepokesmyheadwithaspoon,Ishrughishandaway.

Me:“YouseeJonas,youbetterfixmyhusband.Iam tiredofthis.”

Hechortlescoldly,Ican’tlivelikethisanymore.

Petunia:“Shame.”

Shealwayshasacomment.

We’redisturbedbyaloudknockonthedoor,IguessIhavetogetit.Petuniaisnotleavingthat

platealoneasifshe’sagreatcook.

Me:“Yoh,yoh,yoh.”

IshoutatthesightofMashotoonmydoorstep,thiswomanhasnoshame.She’swithtwo

middleagedmen.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Witharepulsedlookonherface,shescansmywholebodyfrom headtotoebeforerollingher

eyes.

Mashoto:“I’m hereformyhusband.”

Shepushesmeasideassheslithersintomyhouse.

Me:“Yeywena.”(Heyyou.)

Igrabherbraids,pullingherback.Shescreamsassheclutchesmyhand.

Me:“Ungijwayelakabiwenasfebe.”(You’regettingforwardwithme,youbitch.)

Jonas:“Ntombistop.”

Jonasshoutsashejoltsupfrom hisseat.

Me:“Idon’twantthishomewreckerinmyhouse.”



Iyellwhilepullingherbyherhair,she’sscreamingandgrowling.

Moses:“Shotos,sthandwasami.”(Mashoto,mylove.)

Herushestous.

Mashototurnsandwithoutwastinganytimeshegripsmyhair,wewrestlewhilescreamingand

shoutingateachother.

Petunia:“Ayikholento.”(Thereisnosuchthing.)

Me:“Uzonyawenasfebe,Iwillshowyoutoday.Awungazi,nja.”(Youwillregretthisyoubitch,

youdon’tknowme,dog.)

Iscream atherwhiletighteningthegriponherbraids,Iflailmylegtogettoherstomach.The

planhereistokickherashardasIcould,Iwanttogetridofthatbabysheclaimsliesinher

womb.Mylegcanonlyreachherupperthighsasshedodgeseveryblow.

Mashoto:“Moses,bambalenjamaan.Shewillkillyourbaby.”(GetthisdogMoses.)

Shescreamsasshepullsmyhairtighter,oneofherunclesgrabsherarm andhepullsheraway

from mygrip.Ifeelsomeonepullmeback,IturntofindJonas.Helooksangryashell.

Me:“NgiyekeJonas,letmeteachthiswhorealesson.”(Letmego.)

IchargeatherbutJonaspullsmeback,sheclickshertonguewhilefixingherhair.

Jonas:“Uyahlanya?Thisisnothowwetreatvisitors.”(Areyouinsane?)

Hegrunts.

Me:“Whatvisitor?Sheliterallypushedherselfintomyhouse.”

Mashoto:“Thisisalsomyhouse,Mosesismyhusband.”

Shehastheaudacitytoyellatmeinmyhouse,Iam goingtokillher.

Me:“Mosesonlyhasonewifeandthat’sme.”

Ican’tstandthatJonasisholdingmeback,Mhambiisquietlysittingonthechairandeatinglike

there’snothinggoingonhere.

Mashoto:“Mosesbaby,tellthisoldwomanthatyou’remyhusband.”

Sheturnstohim,thisidiothasbeenlaughingsincewestartedfighting.

Moses:“YeahNtombi,Moshotoismywife.Youtwoshouldn’tfight,it’snotrighttofightover

yourhusband.”

Helaughs.Ithinkthesepeoplehaven’tgraspedthatthismanhaslosttouchwithreality.

Theuncleslookdispleasedbythisscene,clearlythisisnotwhattheyexpectedtoseewhen

theycamehere.

Me:“IswearMoses,Iwillkillher.Iwillkillthiswoman.”



IsquealwhilefightingtogetoutofJonas’grip.

Jonas:“Ntombimaan.Whathasgottenintoyou?”

Heroughlypushesmeback.

Me:“Bhut’Jonas,youshouldbethrowingthishomewreckerout.”

Jonas:“Iam notthrowinganyoneout,thishasnothingtodowithme.”

Me:“Bhuti?”

Petunia:“Ithinktheeldersshouldtakeasit,pleaseforgiveus.Thisisnothowvisitorsare

welcomedinthishouse.”

Petuniajumpsinwithhertwocents,Ishouldkillheraswell.

Me:“Nooneissittingdown.”

Mashototurnstowardsthecouch,Irefusetolethersitonmycouch.Imanagetoloosefrom

Jonas’holdandjumponMashotofrom behind.Shescreamsasshefalls,I'm straddlingher

whilepullingherhair.Shelosesafewbraids,IhearMoseslaughoutloudandasuddenloud

commotionintheroom.Herunclesarecomplaining,Petuniaisscreamingatmetellingmeto

stop.Jonasisbehindme,hisgriponmywaistashepullsmebackfrom her.

Mashotoishelpedupbyoneofheruncles.

“Isthiswhatyoubroughtusherefor,Mashoto?Suchembarrassmentanddisrespect.”

Theunclechastisesher,she’scrying.

Me:“Ngiyekebhuti.”(Letmegobrother.)

Ishrugmyselffrom him.

Petunia:"Ntombithisiswrong.”

Me:“Shutup,Petunia.”

Iyell,sherollshereyesatme.Twopolicemenwalkinthehouse,IKnowthedooriswideopen

but,peopleshouldlearnhowtoknock.

“Sanibonani.”(Greetings.)

Oneofthem says,thehouseissuddenlyquiet.

“WearelookingforNtombi.”

Me:“I’m Ntombi.”

Irespond,Ican’tseem tograspwhytheyarelookingforme.

“TebogoMalahaslaidachargeofassaultagainstyou.”

What?



Petunia:“Whenwillthiseverend?”

Me:“Ididn’tdoanything.”

Jonas:“ItoldyouNtombithatyouractionswillbearterribleresults.”

“You’reunderarrest,youhavetherighttoremainsilent.Anythingyousaycanbeusedagainst

youincourt.”

Hehandcuffsme.

Me:“No,please.I’m innocent,Ididn’tdoanything.”

Mhambiisnowonhisfeet,Jonashashisfaceburiedinthepalm ofhishands.Petuniais

carryingherhandsonherheadwhileshakingitandMosesholdsaconfusedlookonhisface.

Me:“Bhuti,please.Tellthem theyaremistaken,I’m innocent.”

IcryasIpleadindesperation.

Moses:“WherearetheytakingNtombi?”

Hisconfusiongrowsasthepoliceofficerbeginstolugmeoutside.

Me:“Moses,helpmeplease.”

Iscream cry.

Herunsafterusandtakesmyhand.

Moses:“Ntombiungahambi,ungahambiNtombi.”(Ntombidon’tgo.)

He’scrying,Moseshasbecomeverysensitivelately.

Mashoto:“Mosescomeback.”

Shestandsonmydoorstepleeringoutsideathim,Moseswon’tletgoofmyhand.Thewhole

familyisnowoutside,watchingmebeingtakenaway.Thishastobeanightmare.

Me:“Mhambi,ngisize,ngiyacela.Ican’tgotojail,Idon’twanttogotojail.”(Mhambihelpme

please.)

Iyellintears.

TheyalllookpowerlessandthisiswhenIloseallhope,theonlypersonfightingformeisMoses

andheisnotsaneenoughtounderstandwhatishappening.Rightnow,helookslikeachild

begginghismothertostay.Thepoliceofficerpusheshim off,helandsontheground,buttfirst.

Me:“MOSES!!!”

Iscream cry,he’scryingwithhishandstretchedouttome.

Moses:“Ntombicomeback,buyaNtombi.”(Comeback.)

Hecriesoutloud.



IcatchaglimpseofMarthafrom thecornerofmyeye,Ihavetotakeasecondlook,onlytofind

hersmirkingatme.Herstaressendcoldshiversdownmyspine.Shemusthaveconvinced

Tebogotodothis.Shehasabandagearoundherheadandherfaceisbruised.

Me:“Martha,I’m sorry.Speaktothem please,batsheleukuthiangiyenzangalutho.”(Tellthem

that,Ididn’tdoanything.)

Sherollshereyesandlimpsbacktoherhouse,thewholeneighbourhoodhascomeoutto

watch.Thesearethesamepeoplewhowereonmysidethatdayandtodaytheystareatmelike

I’m amonster.

MywholeworldcomescrushingdownwhenI’m thrownintoapolicevan.

STYLES*

IhadtorushtoSethuwhenshecalledme,soundingupset.Thedoorswingsopenaftertwo

knocks,there’ssadnessinhereyes.

Ipullherintomyarmsthemomentsheopenstheburglarbar.Wideeyed,shegazesupatme.I

canhearthesoundofherheartthuddingagainstherchest.

Me:“Hi.”

Ismile,shegulpsinreturn.

Sethu:“Hi.”

Hervoiceseemstofailherashersalutationcomesoutinasoftwhisper,Igraduallyleanoverto

herface.Iwanttotasteherlips.

Shegulpsashereyesclose,hermouthisinvitingmein.Ourlipslightlybrush,asIpressmy

foreheadonhers,herbreathingquickensatthis.

Me:“Howareyoukitten?”

Iwhispersoftlyagainstherlips,herarmsenfoldaroundmyuppertorsoandIpullherintoan

intimatehug.

Ipushthedoorclosed,withherstillinmyarms.Westayinthismomentforwhatseemslikea

minutebeforeshereleasesadeepsigh.

Shemovesoutofmyarmsandglancesupatme.

Sethu:“Thankyou.”

Sheproclaimssoftly.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Sheleadsmetothelivingroom,Isettlebesideher.



Sethu:“Idon’tunderstandmyparentsanymore,theywantmetogetLeboalawyerandpayforit

aswell.”

Me:“That’sabsurd.”

Sethu:“Iknowright,Idon’tknowwhattodoanymore.MymotherisdeterminedtogetLeboout,

sheliterallysaidthatIshouldusemyinvestments.Whatkindofamotherdoesthat?I’m her

daughter,nother.”

Ihaven’tseenherthisupset.

Me:“YourmothermustbeveryworriedaboutLebo,it’sunderstandable.Sheishersister’schild.

But,askingyoutouseyourmoneyisinsane.”

Somethingisupwiththatwoman.

Me:“Youcan’thelpthatgirlSethu,shewillhavetofindawayout.Thecourtwillprovideherwith

alawyer.”

Sethu:“Iwon’tliftafinger,IknowLebowillthrowitbackinmyface.Onceshe’sout,shewilltell

methatshedidn’taskforit.”

Soundslikeher.

Me:“Idon’tlikeitwhenyou’reupset,pleasetrynottothinkaboutanyofthis.”

ShesighsasItakeherhandintomine.

Sethu:“HowdoIdothat,whenit’sallIthinkabout?”

Me:“Let’sdothis,howaboutImakeyouacupofcoffee?Itwillhelpyourelax.”

Shegiggles.

Sethu:“Idon’tdrinkcoffee.”

Me:“Iknow,there’safirsttimeforeverything.”

Shesmiles.

Sethu:“I’lldoitandgetyouacupaswell.”

Ipullherbackdownasshetriestogetup.

Me:“Ioffered,yousitbackandrelax.Letmetakecareofyou.”

Sethu:“Okay,Icangetusedtothis.”

Sheannouncesassheputsherfeetonthecouch,Ismileather.

Me:“Youshouldgetusedtoit,I’m notgoingtostop.”

Shegiggles,Iambletothekitchen.Ihavebecomefamiliarwitheverythinginit.

Allofasuddenthedooropens,Ipeekthroughatthesoundoffootsteps.There’sawomanin



thecorridor,shesmilesatme.

“Hi.”

Shestretchesoutherhandtowardsme.

Me:“Hi?”

Mysalutationescapesinaform ofaquestion.

“Thisisnew,it’snoteverydaythatyoufindamaninmysister’shouse.”

Idon’tknowwhatshemeansbythis,sheseemslikeachirpyone.Herhigh-pitchedvoiceis

louderthanitshouldbe.She’sdefinitelySethu’sopposite.

“Sethu,there’sasnackinyourkitchenandit’smakingtea.”

Sheyells,Ialmostclogmyears.

Sethuisinthecorridorinaflesh,herjawdropsashereyesfallonhersister.

Sethu:“Ayize?Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Ayize:“It’snicetoseeyoutoosister.”

ShepullsSethuinforaquickhug.

Sethu:“I’m sorry,it’sjustthat,Iwasn’texpectingyou.”

Ayize:“Yourparentssummonedme,apparentlyithassomethingdotowiththatleech,Lebo.”

Sherollshereyes,it’sconfirmedthatLeboisnotlovedhere.

Sethu:“Ididn’tthinktheywouldcallyou.”

Ayize:“HereIam.”

Frustrationtakesovertone.

Ayize:“Enoughaboutthem,Idon’twantmyappetitespoiled.”

Sheglancesatmewithasmile.

Ayize:“WillyouintroducemeorshouldIdothehonours?”

SethuSmiles.

Sethu:“Mr.Styles,thisismysisterAyize.”

Itwilltaketimeforhertoaddressmeinformally.

Ayize:“Mr.Styleshuh?”

I’m notsurewhattomakeofherexpression.

Sethu:“Sis,thisisMr.Styles.”



Thehandagain,Itakeitthistime.SheholdsontoitasItrytopullaway.

Ayize:“And,whoisMr.Styles?”

She’ssmilingatmeandhereyesareallovermybody.Sethupullsherhandawayassheclears

herthroat.

Sethu:“He’smy…”

Wordsfailher,sheknowsIrefusetobecalledafriend.SheglancesupatmeandIfeelaneed

toanswerforher.

Me:“I’m herStyles.”

Sethudropshergazeblushingly.

Ayize:“Mmmmhhh,Miss.ShasfoundherselfaMr.Styles.Ilike,Ilike.”

Sheexclaimsloudly,shenudgesSethuwho’sshylysmilingbesideme.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL*

IhavealwayswantedAmara’sheartformyself,IknewIconqueredherheartwhenshe

screamedmynameandheldontomeasIdominatedoverher.  

IalwaysknewthatmyheartbelongstoherbuttodayIam completelyconvinced.

IneverthoughtthatIwouldactuallyutterthesewords,Iwasshockedaswellwhenmyheart

pushedthem out.

Now,sheliesnakedinmyarmsandit’sthegreatestfeelingintheworld.Iam temptedbeyond

anythingtowakeherandhaveheragain,Iwanttomakelovetoherallnight.Now,thatIhave

tastedher,I’m afraidithasbecomemyobsession.

Itakeherhandthat’srestingonmychestandshoweritwithkisses,Imovemylipstoher

foreheaddowntohercheeks.Shestirsabitandcontinueswithhersleep,Idecidetotrya

differenttechnique.Leisurely,Ipushheroutofmyarms,Iwaittoseeifshewillmoveandshe

doesn’t.Igiveamischievoussmileatwhatmymindisplanning.She’slayingonherbackso,I

plantslowdelicatekissesonherribcagedowntoherbelly.Itakeasecondtoadmireheras

thisfeelslikeadream,thisishowitmustfeeltobeontopoftheworld.

IkissherlowerbellyasItrailmykissesdownandgentlyopenherlegs.Ilightlybrushmyhand

upanddownherthighs,creatingacircularmotionwhileplantingkissesonthem.Iknowthe

innerthighispersonal,it’spleasingtothetouch,thistimeshestartsmoving. Ifeelarousedas

myhanddancesonherinnerthighs,mylipscovereverysquareinchofherskin.Thisgetsme

excitedasmysensualthoughtsincrease.

Ikissherdownthere,beforeIslowlyslidemyhandonherlowerback,liftingherbodyupandI

plungemytongueinsideher.Ihearhershriekbeforeherhandssmoothlyfallonmyheadasher

hipsbuckup.HersweetmoansturntoloudmoanstheminuteIbeginmovingmytongueinand

outofher.

Amara:“OhRandall.”

Herbreathheavesmynameoutofhermouth,neverhasitsoundedsweetinone’slipsbefore.

Imakequickdashingmotionswithmytongue,flickingfastalongthelengthofherclitoris.I

placemypalm bellowherbellybuttontokeepherhipssteadyastheymoverobustly.Istopmid-

thrustandraisemyheadtocatchaglimpseofher,shehashereyesclosed,herlowerlip

betweenherteethasshebitesit.

SheraisesherheadandImeettheconfusedlookonherface,sheknowsI’m notdoneandIlike

theinquisitivelookshe’sgivingmenow.Sheshiesawayfrom myimpishsmile.

Imovebacktokissingherinnerthighsmappingmywaydowntoher.Igosuperslow,entering



herinchbyinchwithmytongueforwhatseemslikeafewminutes.

Ileisurelymovemymoutharoundherclitoris,thisappearstosendherovertheedge.WhenI

seethatshe’slosingit,Igentlytapwithmyfingertipinacircularmotionandgiveherafewlong

licks.She’smoaninglouderwitheachquickthrust,fillingtheroom withthisbeautifulharmony. 

SheyellswithpleasureandthisiswhenIknowI’vehitthetarget,myhandkeepsthegripbellow

herbellybuttonasherbodyshudders.Iraisemygazeather,she’spantingandheaving.Iseem

tolikewhatIsee,Ifindmywaybacktoherbody.Herhalf-liddedeyesmeetmineandasmile

embracesherface.IletmyhandplayaroundherskinasIwaitforhertogetbacktohersenses.

Me:“IfIknewyoutastethisgood,Iwould’vetastedyoulongago.”

Iexpresssoftly,hershynaturecomestoplayasshemakesaface.

Amara:“Ifyoukeepthisup,Imightjustbecomeaddicted.WillIbeabletogowithoutit?”

Sheasksinquisitively,thishasmechortling.Ilikethissideofher,fierceandnotafraidtospeak

out.

Me:“You’llbefine.”

Ipeckherlipsbeforeshoweringherfacewithlingeringkissesandsheholdsherfingertipsright

abovemyskinmovingherhandsupanddownmyspine,thisisbyfarthebestfeeling.

NOMBULELO*

I’m atthereceptionareawithBrendapreparingtoclockout.

Me:“Youcan’tbeseriousBrenda.Howcouldyoudothattoyouraunt?”

ShouldIevensaywhatshejusttoldme?Ithastobeillegal.

Brenda:“I’m tellingyousaana.Whatwasshedoingdatingamanyoungerthanher?Theboy

was23,it’sagiventhathewillcraveforfreshmeatandoncewe…”

Shetwirls,lookingproudofherself.

Brenda:“…walkthroughthedoor,heseestheglowandwantstobeinthelight.”

Thiswoman.

Me:“So,youtookyouraunt’sboyfriendfrom her,rightunderhernose?”

There,Isaidit.

Brenda:“Ididn’ttakehim,hewasluredin.”

Me:“Bywhat?”

IsnapatherasIstandshockedbythiswoman.



Brenda:“I’m youngandfresh,isitnotobvious?Besidesmyauntdoesn’thavewhatittakesto

keepaman.Thatoldwomanneedstosticktoheragegroup,aboKennethMashaba.Maybe,

oneofthem willfinallyputaringonit.”

Isshebeingseriousrightnow?

Me:“Notifyouhaveanythingtodowithit.”

Shegiggleslikeit’sajoke.

Brenda:“WhatwillIdowithanoldman?Iwantmybedtomovewithmesaana,Idon’twantto

lietherelikeacorpsewhiletheidiotisontopofme,fightingtoreachhishappyendingand

forgettingthatIhaveagoaltoo.Thenextthing,hegetsaheartattackasifhedidsomething.”

Sherollshereyes,Ihavehearditallbut,this.

Me:“Doyoureallyhavetopaintthepicture?”

Shelaughs.

Brenda:“Relax,you’reoldenoughtohearsuchthings.”

I’m dubbingher‘thecrazybitch.’

Me:“Ibetfamilygatheringsareawkward.”

She’shavingafieldday.

Brenda:“HilariousItellyou,thisonetime,Iactuallytookhim homeforChristmas.Myauntwent

ballistic,wehadaoneononeinthekitchen.Plateswerethrownaroundandpotswereburning,

weturnedthatkitchenintoawrestlingring.EasternCapehasneverbeenthesameafterthat,

shedoesn’tcomehomefortheholidaysanymore.”

Shelaughsasshewavesherhand,she’snotashamedofit.

Me:“Youfoughtwithanelder.”

Brenda:“She’sonlytenyearsolder,it’snotabigdeal.”

Me:“Haibo!Ok’salayo.Youtookhermanandhadthenervetofightherstill.”(Still.)

Brenda:“Chini,it’snotabigdeal.Ithappenseveryday.”

No,itdoesn’t.Herresponsehasmesighing.

Me:“Whereisthisidiot?”

Sherollshereyes.

Brenda:“Heboredme,webrokeupthreemonthslater.”

Irestmycase.

Me:“You’resomethingelse.”



Brendashocksmeeverytime.

“Chubbycheeks.”

IswiveltoMbuso’svoiceticklingmyear,hepecksmylipsthemomentImeethisface.

Me:“Hey,you’reearly.”

Ididn’texpecthim tocomeinsidethehospital.Healwayswaitsinthecar,therearevulturesin

thisplace,namely,Namhla.

Mbuso:“IwasdonewithworkandthoughtIshouldcomeearly.”

Me:“Okay,letmewrapuphere,thenwecango.”

Mbuso:“Sure,I’llbesittingrightthere.”

Hepointstoabenchwhereafewvisitorsarepositioned.

Brenda:“DoctorXaba,howareyou?I’m Brenda,hercolleague.”

Shereachesoutherhandtohim,Brendaisforward.Ireallywasn’tplanningonintroducingthem.

Mbuso:“Hi.”

Hesmilesather.Hemust’vesmiledatNamhlalikethishence,shecan’tstopblabberingabout

him.Ithinkmyjealousyraiderjustwenton,Ihaveneverfeltinsecureabouthim talkingtoother

women.Maybeotherwomenwilldo,notthisloud-mouthforwardladybeforeme.She’sago

getter,Iknowwhensheseessomethingshelikes,nothingwillstopherfrom havingit.Thestory

shetoldmeprovesit.

Brenda:“Wehaven’tseenyouaroundinawhile.Whenwillyougraceuswithyourpresence?”

She’ssmilingathim.

Mbuso:“That’suptothestaff,ifyouguysfeelthatyou'reunderpressure.”

Shegiggles.

Brenda:“Well,we’realwaysbusyandshortofstaff.Maybe,ifyoucouldpopinonceaweek.”

Am Istandingherewatchingherflirtwithhim?Issheflirtingoraremyinsecuritiesmockingme?

Me:“DoctorXabaisbusy,thisIknow.Hebarelyhastimeformeaswell.”

ItakehishandasIdeclare,andgesturethatsheshouldstop.Sheclearsherthroatandrollsher

eyesatme.

Mbuso:“Nowyoutellme,IshouldcheckmyscheduleandseewhereIcansqueezeyouin.”

He’sstarting.

Me:“Irefuse,Ishouldbeatthetopofthatschedule?”

Hesmirks,movescloserandtoucheshischeekonminewithhishandaroundmywaist.



Mbuso:“AslongasIgettobeontopofyou.”

Hewhispersinmyearandthisgetsmewetinstantly,IhearBrendaclearingherdrythroat.I

pushMbusoofftomeetanaughtygrinonhisface.

Me:“I’m stillatwork,don’tgetcarriedaway.”

Hepullsmebackintohisarms,hisarm clutchesaroundmywaist.

Mbuso:“Let’sgohomethen,ImissyouandIwanttoshowyouhowmuch.”

Pregnantwomanalert…

Thesegesturesarenothelpingwithmyhormones,Ismile,IknowthatIshouldn’tbe

encouraginghim.

Brenda:“Someofusaresingleandthisisnotaprettysight.”

Brendaretortshavingmepullawayfrom Mbuso.

Me:“Passmemybag,please.”

Sherollshereyesatmebeforehandingittome.

Me:“Seeyoutomorrow.”

Brenda:“Won’tyouguysdropmehome?”

Andthen?

Me:“YouliveinJoburg.”

Brenda:“Yes.”

Iwasn’taskingher.

Me:“Yes,we’reinSebokeng.So,wehavetodrivetoJoburgthenbacktoRandburg.That’slike

twotripsplus,there’straffic.Sorrybabe,maybenexttime.”

Ornever.

Brenda:“Whatever,I’llseeyoutomorrow.”

Okay.

“Mbuso.”

Namhlacansmellpeoplenow,I’m notsurprised,that’sherjob.

Mbuso:“Hi.”

Maybeheshouldlaylowonthesmile,sheslitherstohim andthrowsherselfinhisarms.Iam

calm,noworries.

Namhla:“Howareyou?”



Sheaskswhilestillholdingontothisonewayhug.

Ishouldbemarkingmyterritory,rightaboutnow.

Mbusoisthefirsttopullaway,heglancesatme.Itrynottobeobvious,thisisallnewtome.I

neverhadcompetitionwithZuma,Iwastheonlyone.LittledidIknowthat,mycompetitorwas

myfriend,wholurkedinthedarklikeademon.

Mbuso:“I’m okay.Yougood?”

She’sgleamingfrom eartoear,thisisthefirsttimeI’m actuallyseeinghersmile.

Namhla:“Neverbeenbetter,especiallynowthatI’m seeingyou.”

Brendadoesthatthroatthingagain,Iturntoherandshehasthisdisgustedlookonherface.I’m

gladtoknowthatI’m nottheonlyonewho’sappalledbythiswoman.

Namhla:“Mymotherhasbeenaskingaboutyou,youshouldvisithersometime.”

Shestates,shehasn’tlookedatmeonce.

Mbuso:“I’m actuallykindofbusy,hey.”

Namhla:“Okay,we’rehavingabraaithisweekend.Youshouldcomethrough,shewillbehappy

toseeyou.”

Thesetwodatedandhadsex.Whyisshehunguponhim?

Mbuso:“I’llsee.WhatdoyouthinkLelo?Shouldwego?”

Hetakesmyhandintohis,NamhlaalreadyhatesmeforwhateverreasonandIam notshocked

bytheblacklook,she’sgivingmerightnow.  

Me:“Wehavethatthingremember?”

Hefrownsatmebeforehejumpsinthetrainwithme.

Mbuso:“Yes,thatthing.Sorry,wecan’tmakeit.”

Herdayhasbeenruined.

Namhla:“Okay,letmeknowwhenyouchangeyourmind.”

Shestates,Ithinkthisisourcue.

Mbuso:“Bye.”

Shewavesbeforeslitheringbacktowhereshecamefrom.

Me:“Really?Youshouldvisitmymother?”

Iintroduceaswetrolldownthecorridor.

Helaughs,it’snotfunny.



Mbuso:“Hermotherisaretirednurse,sheusedtoworkatthishospital.”

Heexplains.

Me:“But,girlseemstobeterritorial.”

Mbuso:“Idon’twanttotalkabouther,let’stalkaboutusandthethingsIwanttodotoyou.”

Hishandgoesaroundmywaistashepullsmecloserandkissesmycheek.

Me:“We’reinpublic,Mbuso.”

Mbuso:“So?”

Me:“Thereareadultsaroundandtheyarestaring.”

Mbuso:“Letthem,maybetheywilllearnathingortwo.”

Ipushhim off,he’scrazy.

RANDALL*

Ireceivedacallfrom oneoftheguyssayingOliviawasgivingthem trouble.Ihavetoadmitthat,

Ienjoyseeinghersuffer.IfIdidn’tseeLiyana'spainwhenIlookatOliviamaybe,Iwouldhave

mercyonher.Herlifeishangingbyathread,shehasbeggedmetoenditandthat’ssomething

Iwillnotdo.Ileavethattoher,she’stoomuchofacowardtotakeherownlife.

Thehouselookslikeamess,there’safoulsmellthathasmegagingthemomentithitsmy

nostrils.

She'slayingonthecouch,herbodyfacingup,seeminglylostinafloodofthoughts.

Me:“Honey,I’m home.”

Shejerksupandinstantlytearsstream downhercheeks.

Olivia:“Randy.”

Shewhispersinahoarsevoice.

Me:“Couldn’tyoucleanupOlivia?Thisplacelookslikeapigsty.”

Sheplodstowardsme,desperationpastedonherface.

Olivia:"Randy,helpme.Ineedafix,thesemendon’twanttogiveme.I’m goingcrazyhere.”

Herskinisdull,shehasself-inflictedwoundsfrom pickingatherface.Iknowthislookpretty

well,addictstendtopickattheirskinthinkingbugsarecrawlingunderit.Herskinhasacne

breakoutsandneedlemarks.Mostofherhairhasfallenoutandshelooksthinandskeletal.

Me:“There’snothingIcandoOlivia,I’m nottheonewiththedrugs.”



Sheclenchesherteeth.

Olivia:“Please,I’lldoanything.Lookatme,I’m amess.”

Sheswipesherhandoverherdrymouthbeforepressingitonhernoseandrubsawaythe

irritation.

Me:“Didn’tyouthinkthat,thisiswhatwouldhappentoLiyaifyoucontinuedtofeedherdrugs?

Orworse,shecould’vedied.”

Olivia:“Liya,mybaby.She’sfineright?Letmeseeher,Iwanttoseeher,justthisonce.”

Shespeaksrapidlywithoutstopping.

Me:“IsaiditlasttimeOlivia,youwillneverseethatlittlegirlagain.”

Olivia:“Okay,that’sfine.GivemeafixRandallthenIwillstoppursuingher.”

Shepleadsindesperation.

Me:“Ican’thelpyoureally,thepowerisnotinmyhands.”

Shescratchesherself,shelookscompletelyoutofit. 

Olivia:“Thisisallyourfault.”

Shescreamsatmewhileburyingherfaceinherhands.

Olivia:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantoscream.YouknowIlovedyouRandy,Iwould’vegivenyouthe

world.”

Sheputsherarmsaroundmywaistandlooksupatme.

Me:“Don’ttouchme.”

Ipushherback,shealmostfallsbutmaintainsherbalance.

Olivia:“IcanmakeyoufeelgoodRandy,letmemakeyouhappy.”

Shegrabsmycoatinanattempttotakeitoff,Iroughlygrabherarms.

Me:“Iwouldn’ttouchyou,evenifyouwerenaked.”

Shefrownsatmygrunt.

Olivia:“It’sfine,Idon’tmind.Youcandoanythingtome,I’m awomanRandallandIknowthat

youcan’tresistawoman.”

Shestatesassheunbuttonshershirt,sheletsitsliptothefloor.

Olivia:“Rememberthis,youwantedthisthedaywemadeLiyana.”

Whatthehell?

Me:“Ididn’tevenknowyou,untilyoucametomeclaimingwehadachildtogether.Coverup



Olivia,you’reonlyembarrassingyourself.”

Olivia:“Whyareyousocruel?”

Shescreamsasshegripsherhair.

Me:“Thisisonlythetasteofit,Icametoseeifyou’restillalive.Iam disappointed,Ithoughtthat

youwouldgiveandkillyourself.”

Sheslowlypickshershirtandwearsit.

Randall:“Youwoulddoallofusafavour.”

Olivia:“I’m notgoingtodie,mybabyneedsme.”

Me:“Whatbaby?Youdon’thaveababy.”

Olivia:“Youcan’tdenymemychildRandall.”

Shegoesonthescratchjourneyagain,sheappearsfrustratedbywhateveriseatingherup.She

tightensherarmsaroundheruppertorsoandsniffs.

Me:“IreallyhavetogoOlivia,I’m sorrythatIcan’tstay.”

Shegripsmyarm asIstarttoambletowardsthedoor.

Olivia:“No,no,no.Please,don’tleavemelikethis.Iwon’tsurviveanothersecond,atleastgive

meapill.Coughmedicineoranythingplease.”

Me:“You’repatheticOlivia,gocleanyourselfandtidyaroundhere.”

Iyankmyhandfrom her.

Olivia:“Randall!!!”

ShescreamsoutasIshutthedoorbehindme.Ican’treallysaythatIpityher,shedeserves

what’shappeningtoher.Ifshecanthinkofharmingherchild,itclearlystatesthatshe’snota

goodparent.Givenachance,shewilldoitagain.

IdrivetoStyles’house,hetexted,sayingsomethinghappenedtoNeo.

Whatcouldpossiblyhappentothatman?HeismorecautiousthananyoneIknow.

IwalkintomeetNkomoseatedonthecouchsippingonaglassofWhiskey,henods.

Me:“You’reback?”

Iamblein,justasStylesstrollsinfrom thekitchen.

Nkomo:“Yeah.”

Styles:“Ithoughtyou’dbehereawhileago.”

Hesitsoppositesme.



Me:“IhadtoseeOlivia.”

Styles:“Howisshe?”

Ihopehissoftsideisnotaboutcomeout.

Me:“Doesitmatter?”

Styles:“Maybeyoushou…”

Isawthiscoming.

Me:“Don’tbother,it’snothappening.”

Heshakeshishead.

Me:“WhathashappenedtoNeo?Whereishe?”

Nkomo:“Tshidihappened,he’satthehospital.”

HeanswersandIcan’tseem toputtogetherwhatexactlythatwomandidtohim. 

Styles:“Sheburnthim withboilingwater.”

Ican’tsayIneversawthiscoming.Tshidiisadisasterwaitingtohappen.

Me:“Thatbitch.”

Nkomo:“Youcan’tputanythingpasther.” 

Styles:“NkomoandIaregoingtoseehim tomorrow.Willyoubeabletomakeit?”

Me:“Idon’tseewhynot,ifIdon’t,Iwillneverheartheendofhiscomplaining.”

Nkomo:“He’llevenbringitupatyourfuneral.”

That’sNeoalright.

Me:“Hewon’tletmerestinpeace.”

Styleslaughs.

Styles:“Neodoesn’tdeservethis,hewillhavetolivewiththosescarshiswholelife.”

Stylesishurtbythis,he’ssensitivelikethat.

Me:“He’llbealright,Iknowhim tobestrong.”

Styles:“WhataboutAmaraandLiyana?RememberMkhizeisafterthem,youcan’tleavethem

unprotected.”

Heremindsofthedangersthatlieahead.

Me:“Iwon’tbestayingthere,I’llheadbacksoonafterIseehim.”

Nkomo:“Thatoldmanjustwon’tgiveup.”



He’sclearlyangeredbyhisfather’sactions.

Me:“He’snotdoingitbecausehewantsher,it’sallaboutpower.”

Styles:“Ican’twaittoseethatoldfoolcrash.”

ThecoldnessinhistonebearswitnessofthehatredhehasforMkhize.

Me:“I’m tiredofbeingsurroundedbyenemies,IwanttostartmylifewithAmara.”

Styles:“We’lleliminatethem oneatatime.”

Hegivesaslygrin.

Styles:“IthinkIhavetheperfectpersonwhowillapproachRuthwiththisgift.”

Anideajustflashedthroughhisbrain,leavingafrownonhisface.HerunshiseyestoNkomo,

whoisunawareofhistwistedplan.

Me:“No,thatwon’twork.”

Idispute.

Styles:“Itwill,Ihavealwaysknownhim tobeasmoothtalker.Heknowshiswayaround

women.”

Nkomonoticesthathe’stheorderoftopic,hescowlsandshrugshisshoulders.

MaybeStylesisright.

Styles:“It’sdone.”

Hesmilesashegulpsonaglassofwhiskey.

Nkomo:“What’sdone?Whatareyoutwoonabout?”

Stylesletshim inontheplan.

Nkomo:“Hellno,I’m notdoingthat.IfthiswomanissoenthralledbyRandall,thenshewon’t

givemeasecondlook.”

Styles:“She’sawomanNkomo,tellherwhatshewantstohear.Makeherkneesweak,makeher

giggle.You’vedoneitbefore,andwhenyouhaveherwrappedaroundyourlittlefinger.You

showerherwithgiftsbeforepresentingtheultimategift.”

Stylesishavingathrillatthis,helovesitwhenhisplansarecomingtogether.

Me:“Don’tcatchfeelings,you’reaMkhize.Youlotareweakasfuck.”  

Hechortlesasherubshisneck.

Nkomo:“Idon’tlikethis.”

He’shesitant.



Styles:“WhenlastdidyouhaveawomaninyourbedNkomo,thisisyourchance.”

Stylesisanidiot.Nkomosneersathim.

Nkomo:“Fuckyou.”

HisfrownisfierceashegrowlsatStyleswhosniggersinreturn.

Styles:“Sorry,Iwastryingtoconvinceyou.”

Nkomo:“Fine,Iwilldoit.Don’tworryaboutmecatchingfeelings,Ialreadyhavemyeyesseton

someone.WorryaboutRuth,Iwillnotentertainherwhenmymissioniscomplete.”

Styles:“Don’tworryaboutthat,shewon’tlivetoolongtochaseafteryou.”

Nkomo:“Howam Ifriendswithyou?”

HisquestionhasStyleschortling,Itendtoaskmyselfthesamequestion.

Me:“Ineedadrink.”

Myheadfeelsheavyandlight-headedatthesametime,Idon’tknowwhat’swrongwithme.I

staggerbackalittleasIbringmybodyup,Stylesjerksfrom hisseatandhashishandonmy

shoulderinaflash.

Styles:“Whatwrong?”

Me:“Myheadisspinning.”

Irubmyforeheadwiththetipsofmyfingers.

Styles:“Takeasit,I’llgetyouaglassofwater.”

HerushestothekitchenwhileIsitback,myvisionblursalittle.

Nkomo:“What’swrongman?”

Ishrugmyshoulders,IturntoStyleswhoholdsoutaglassofwatertome.

Ithelpsabitasiteasesthelight-headedness.

Styles:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Heinspectsmyface.

Me:“I’m fine.”

Styles:“Good,forasecondthere,Ithoughtyoucouldbepregnant.”

HeandNkomolaugh,he’scrazy.

Me:“Ihaven’thadanythingtoeatsincemorning,it’sprobablythat.”

Styles:“Inthatcase,I’m goingtomakeyousomething.”

Heamblesbacktothekitchen,heworriestoomuchsometimes.



Tobecontinued…
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NOMBULELO*

Me:“Mbuso,that’smyuncle.”

Heparksatthegate,wejustgothomefrom thehospital.

Mbuso:“Whatishedoinghere?”

Me:“Beatsme.”

Mbuso:“ShouldIdrivethroughandpretendwedidn’tseehim?”

He’skidding.

Me:“Helooksbothered.”

Mbusoparksthecaronthesideoftheroad,UncleJonasmakeshiswaytous.Thefrownonhis

facesayshedoesn’tlikewhathe’sseeing.

Me:“Malume?”(Ijumpoutofthecar.)

Jonus:"Thesecurityisverystricthere,theywouldn'tletmein."

Me:"Theyaredoingtheirjobuncle."

Jonas:“Somethinghashappenedwithyourmother.”

Myheartdrops.

Me:“Yinimalume?”(Whatisituncle?)

Hesighs.

Jonas:“She’sbeenarrested.”

Me:“What?”

Mbusostridestomyside,myuncleshootshim acoldstare.

Mbuso:“Sawubonamalume.”(Greetingsuncle.)

Jonas:“Boy.”

That’shim greetingback.

Me:“Idon’tunderstand.Howdidthishappen?”



Jonas:“MarthaandthatwomanTebogowereattackedbyanangrymob,yourmotheristheone

behindit.”

Me:“Mymotherwouldn’tdosomethinglikethis.”

Jonas:“Iwasthere,Isawitmyself.Tebogolaidchargesagainsther.”

Me:“Uncle,wehavetogetherout,shewon’tsurviveinjail.”

Hesighs.

Jonas:“Iknow,IcameherebecauseIcouldn’tgetthroughtoyourphone.”

Me:“Sorry,mybatteryisdead.”

Mbuso:“Isthereanythingwecando?”

Jonas:“Thisisafamilymatter,itwouldbeniceifyoudon’tinterfere.”

Iam offendedreally.

Me:“Hejustwantstohelpuncle.”

HelooksatmelikeIhavejustsaidsomethingstupid.

Jonas:“Iwasthinkingthat,IcouldconvinceTebogotodropthecharges.”

That’sanideabut…

Me:“Howareyougoingtodothat?”

Jonas:“Thewomanlovesherbottle,itwillspeakforme.”

Ismileatthisconnivingoldman.

Me:“Pleasedothatuncleandgetmom out,dadneedsher.”

Hisexpressionchangesatthementionofmyfather.

Jonas:“Ihavetogo,it’sgettinglate.”

Me:“Okay,thankyou.”

HelooksatMbuso,thenbackatme.

Jonas:“WhenisZodwacomingtothehouse?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,Iwaswaitingformom.”

Jonas:“I’llspeaktoyourmotherandletyouknow.Afterallofthisisover,thisboymusttake

responsibilityofyouandthischild.”

Mbuso:“I’lldothatmalume.”(Uncle.)

Henods.



Jonas:“Iwillcallyoumychild.”

Me:“Bye.”

Wewatchhim ashejumpsintohiscaranddrivesoff.

SETHU*

IspotStyleswaitingformeatthegate,it’sopenso,Idriveinandparkinfrontofthegarage

door.

HesmilesasIjumpoutofthecar.

Styles:“Youfoundit?”

Hepullsmeinforahug.

Me:“ThankstotheGPS.”

IutterasIpullawayfrom hiswarm embrace.

Styles:“It’sgoodtoseeyouhere.”

Hesmiles,Idon’tknowwhathemeansbythisbutit’sgoodtobehere.

Styles:“Didyoubringyourovernightbag?”

Me:“It’sintheback.”

Heopensthebackdoorandpullsoutmybag.

Me:“Istilldon’tunderstandwhyyouwantmetosleepover.”

Styles:“BecauseI’m goingawaytomorrow.”

Heleadsmetothehouse.

Me:“It’snotlikeyou’renotcomingback.”

Styles:“Youneverknowhey,thismightbethelasttimeyouseeme.”

Me:“Don’tsaythatplease.”

Ican’tstandthethoughtofnotseeingagain,I’m notsureaboutthelookhe’sgivingme.Iplace

myselfonthesofa.

Styles:“Areyougoingtosittherelikeabride?”

Heasksashesmilesatme.

Me:“Funny.”



Hesniggers.

Styles:“Ineedhelpwiththefoodinthekitchen.”

Thisinstantlyputsasmileonmyface.

Me:“Really?Whatdidyoumake?”

Styles:“Nothingyet,Ibroughtgroceries.”

Hesitsonthearm ofthechairbesideme.

Me:“Whydoyouneedmyhelp?”

Helaughs.

Me:“I’m aguest,Iwillnotbetouchinganythinginthishouse.”

IretortasIsitback.

Styles“Ican’tpromisegreatfoodhey,I’m notgoodatcooking.”

Me:“Willyouletmebethejudgeofthat?”

Hegrabsmyhandasherises,pullingmeupwithhim.

Styles:“Bummer,IthoughtthatIwouldfinallytasteyourfoodtoday.”

Me:“Sad,Iknow.Maybenexttime.”

Styles:“That,maybe,isstandinginmyway.”

Me:“Icanmakethesalad,lessworkforme.”

Hepullsmetothekitchenwithhim.

Styles:“Greatandmoreforme.”

Hecomplains.

Styles:“Idon’teatsaladyouknow,Idon’tlikeit.”

Me:“You’lllovemine,waittillyoutasteit.”

Styles:“Thissoundspromising,Ilike.”

There’sliterallygroceriesonthetable,Igivehim anenquiringlook.

Styles:“What?Ididn’thavetimetopackthem.Ithoughtmaybeyoucouldprepareyour

signaturedish.”

Me:“And,howdidyouknowwhichingredientstoget?”

Styles:“Ididn’t,Iheardthatchefscanworkwithanything.Thiswon’tbehardforyou.”

Herespondssmilingdownatme,ifonlyheknewwhathissmiledoestome.There'samoment



andithasmeclearingmythroat.

Me:“Let’sseewhatwecancomeoutwith.”

Hegleams.ThisiswhatIneedafteralongdayatwork,I’m abletoforgetaboutmyproblemsas

Ikeepbusyinthekitchen.Styleshaslefteverythingtome,he’ssittingdown,sippingonacupof

coffee.

Ishould’veseenthiscoming,mymotherwouldliterallychastiseme,ifsheseesmeinthis

situation.Heleavesthekitchentoattendtoacall,it’sagoodthingI’m almostdone.I’m stirring

thegravyinthepotasIspotafigureoutsidethewindow,maybeI’m seeingthingsduetothe

darkness.Izoom myeyes,there’ssomeonethere.Ican’ttellifit’samanorawoman,theyare

facingthisdirection.

Sethu:“Styles,there’ssomeoneoutside.”

Iscream outforhim,hecomesrushingin.

Styles:“What?”

Me:“Isawsomeoneoutside.”

Styles:“Areyousure?”

Hepeeksoutthewindow,asInod.

HerushesoutsidetocheckwhileIanxiouslywaitforhim.He’sbackinnotime.

Me:“And?”

Styles:“There’snoone.”

That’simpossible..

Me:“IsawsomeoneStyles,Iswear.”

Myvoicebreaks,hetakesmyhand.

Styles:“Hey,what’swrong?You’reshaking.”

Hepullsmetoaseat.

Me:“I’m sorry,Ifreakedout.It’sjustthat,I’vebeengettingthesecallsinthemiddleofnight.The

personwouldbreatheoverthephonewithoutsayinganything.”

Styles:“Whendiditstart?”

Me:“Aweekago,sometimesIfeellikeI’m beingfollowed.”

Styles:“Youshould’vetoldme.”

Hecarriesaworriedlook.

Me:“It’sprobablynothinghey,letmefinishupwiththecooking.”



There’saloudcrashasIgetup,Stylesshieldsmeashepullsmeback.Weturntoseeabrick

onthefloor.Someonesmasheditthroughthewindow.

Styles:“Whatthehell?”

Hegruntsashescurriesbackoutsideandshutsthedoorbehindhim.

Me:“Styleswait.”

Ishoutafterhim,heprobablydidn’thearme.Thisisdangerous,thereissomeoneoutthere.

Whatiftheyhurthim?WhatshouldIdo?

Iwanttogoafterhim but,thepersoncouldbeanywhere.IpanicasIwaitforhim tocomeback,

he’stakingforever.

Isuddenlyhearfootsteps,Igrabafryingpan,stepbackandpreparemyselfforanything.My

heartisonmythroat.Ichargetowardsthedooronlytorealizethatit’sStyles.

Styles:“It’sme.”

Helooksflushed.

Me:“Areyouokay?Iwasworried.”

Styles:“Whoeverwasoutthereisgone.”

Me:“Whocoulditbe?”

Styles:“Idon’tknow,thisisratherstrange.”

Me:“Maybeweshouldcallthepolice.”

Heshakeshisheadatmysuggestion.

Styles:“I’lltakecareofthisdon’tworry,letmepatchthatwindowthen,wecangobacktoour

date.Irefusetoletsomeidiotruinourday.”

Idon’tknowifI’llbecomfortable.

Me:“Date?”

Hesmiles.

Styles:“Yes,date.”

Me:“Idon’trememberyouaskingmeout.”

Styles:“Thisshouldcountasadateright?Iwasprobablymisinformed.”

Me:“Youweredefinitelymisinformed.”

Helaughs.



RANDALL*

ThehouseiscompletelyemptyandIcan’tfindAmaraanywhere,Ihavesearchedeveryroom in

thehouse.Thelightsaredim andtheatmosphereisnotwelcoming,itgivesastrangeaura.

Igettoourroom andpushitopen,she’sherestandingbythewindow,Icanonlyseeherback.

Me:“Amara,I’vebeenlookingfor…”

IstopasIseeastrangewomanstandingbeforeher,shehasaknifeinherhandandthelookon

herfaceisdeadly.Instantly,Iknowwhatsheplanstodo.

Me:“Getawayfrom her.”

Iyell,thewomangivesabonechillinggrinbeforeplungingtheknifeintoAmara’sstomach,she

heavesforbreathasiftakingherlastandfallstothefloor.

Me:“Amara.”

Irushtoherandtakeherinmyarms.

Me:“Amaraopenyoureyes.”

Ipleaddesperately,she’snotmoving.

Me:“No,Amaragetup,getup.”

Feartakesovermywholebeing,herbodyiscoldandshehasnopulse.

Ilookuptoseethewomanwalktowardsme,she’snownakedandhasaseductivesmileonher

face.Ican'tmakeoutherface,Ifeeladeepragewithinme,oneIcan’tcontrol.Iwanttoturn

awaybut,there’saforcethat’sstoppingmefrom moving.

Anoldmancomesinfrontofme.Heraiseshishandashepointsatthewoman,shescreams

andvanisheslikeshewasneverhere.HeturnsandIseemygrandfather,hewearsagloomy

face.SuddenlyIbegintogaspandmyheartfeelslikeit’sbeingprickedwithathousandneedles.

Me:“I…can’t…breathenana.”(Grandfather.)

Hereacheshishandouttome.

Okolie:“Eat.”

He’sreferringtothegreenleafonhishand.”

Itakeitandthrowitinmymouth,itsbitternessmakesmewanttospititout.Mybreathinggoes

backtonormalafterIswallowit.

Okolie:“Protecther.”

Hedeclaresandbeginstowalkoutoftheroom.

“Randallwakeup.”



Ijoltuptothesoundofafamiliarvoice,IglareatAmaraassheholdsaconfusedlook.

Amara:“Youwerecryinginyoursleep.”

Shestates.Thedream feltsoreal,Icanstilltastethebitternessinmymouth.Ifeelariseinmy

stomachandarushofgullforcingmetoruntothebathroom.Withoneviolentcontraction,the

contentsofmystomachgushoutofmymouth.IclosethetoiletseatasIfeelAmara’shandon

myshoulder,IrinsemymouthinthesinkbeforeIturntomeetherconcernedexpression.

Ihavenocluewhatjusthappenedorhowtoexplainit.

MKHIZE*

ImustsaythatIhavefoundagreatallytohelpmegetmyrevenge.I’m expectinghim any

minutenow,there’saknockbeforeSikawalksintomyoffice.

Sika:“Yourguestishere,baba.”(Boss.)

Me:“Lethim in.”

Hehesitates,hedoesn’ttrustmydecisions.

Sika:“Areyousureaboutthisone?Thelastoneturnedouttobeasnitch.”

Me:“ThisoneisdifferentSika,heapproachedmehimself.”

Sika:“Let’shopethathedoesn’thavebadintentions.”

He’salwaysdoubtful.

Me:“Relax,lethim in.”

Hesighsandopensthedoorformyguest,Igetupfrom myseatandshakehishandashe

walksuptome.

Me:“That’safirm one.”

Irefertohishandshake,hegrins.

Him:“YoushouldknowthatImeanbusiness.”

Heretorts.

Me:“Please,haveasit.”

Hepullsachair.

Me:“ThankyouSika,youcanleaveusnow.”

Henodsandwalksout.



Me:“Imustsay,Iwasshockedwhenyoucameupwiththisoffer.”

Him:“Aman’sgottodo,whathe’sgottodo.”

Iagree.

Me:“It’sgoingtobefundoingbusinesswithyou.”

Hegrins.

Him:“Idoubtit,Ihearyoucanbeapainintheass.”

Isniggerathisanswer.

Me:“Thosearejustrumours.”

Him:“Remember,wehavedifferentreasonwhywearedoingthisandthispartnershipdoesnot

meanthatwearefriends.”

Me:“Icompletelyunderstand.”

Him:“And,noonewilldie.”

Me:“Believeme,Ihavelearntmylessonthehardway.NeverspillanOkolieblood.”

Him:“I’m gladwe’reonthesamepage.”

Me:“Samehere.”

Thisisgoingtobeonefunrollercoaster.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

IthinkIhaveaclue,whomighthavevandalizedmyhouselastnightalthoughIdon’tseeher

doinganythinglikethis.Ihaven’tseenKhethuinawhile,shecallsmefrequentlyandleaves

multiplemessages.

TodayweleaveforPretoria,Nkomowillbehereinawhile.He’sdrivingwithmewhileRandall

willfollowbehindabitlater.

I’m inthekitchen,Ineedastrongcupofcoffee.SethuandIhardlysleptlastnightaswechatted

thenightaway,thisexplainswhyshe’sstillsleeping.

MyheartdoessomethingthereasIspotherplodtothekitchen,she'sstillwearingher

nightgown.

Sethu:“Iwouldlikeacupaswell.”

Me:“Ithoughtyou’resleepingin.”

Sethu:“Iactuallywokeupearly,aroundfive.”

Me:“Youshould’vewokenmeup.”

Ihandheracupofcoffee,sheleansagainstthecounterandindulges.

Sethu:“Itwastooearly,Icouldn’tberude.”

Me:“Maybeyoushould’veacceptedmyofferofsleepinginmyroom.”

Shegiggles.

Imovecloser,toweringoverher.Islipmyhandaroundher,pullingherintomeandsheplaces

thecuponthecounter.Hereyesshylylookintomine,IthinksheknowswhatIhaveinmind.

Sethu:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Me:“I’vebeenwantingtodothisforawhilenow.”

Sethu:“What?”

Shewhispers.

Me:“This…”

I’m notsureifthisisagoodidea,Idon’tknowifitwillsetheroff.Icanonlyhopethatshewill



notpushagainstthis,whateverthisis.Icannotputanametoityetandnamelessasitis,Iwant

it.ThismomentrighthereiswhatIhavebeencravingfor.Herlipsfeeljustrightagainstmine,I

pullhercloserwhileshehooksherarmsaroundmyneck.

ShedropsherheadalmostimmediatelyasIpullaway.

Sethu:“Don’tyouthinkwe’removingtoofast?”

Idobut,Ican’tignorethisanymore.

Me:“I’m tiredofthinking,lifeisshortandIwanttoliveittothefullest.Tomorrowisnot

promisedtous.”

Shegivesmeaworriedlook.

Sethu:“What’swrongStyles?Yesterdayyouspokeaboutmenotseeingyouagainandnow

you’resayinglifeistooshort?”

Imighthaveterrifiedherwithmywords.

Me:“Nothing,it’sjustacomment.Wehavewastedenoughtimeapart,nowIwanttobewith

you.”

Sethu:“Areyouoverher?”

Am IreallyoverKhethu?IwouldliketobelievethatIam,shemeanttheworldtomeonceupon

atime.

Me:“I’m onmywaythere.”

Shesighs,she’sdisappointed.Ican'tlietoher.

Sethu:“Then,wecan’tbetogetheruntilyou’recompletelyoverher.Iwillnotbeadoormat,I’ve

playedthatpartbeforeandit’snotfun.”

Thiswomaniswise.

Me:“You’reright,lookI’m sorry.I’m notsorryaboutthekissthough,Iwoulddoitagainifgivena

chance.”

Me:“Howdidyousleep?”

Sethu:“Okay,Iguess.”

Shetakesasit,hereyesareavoidingme.

Me:“Didyougetanycalls?”

Ihavetofindoutwhothispersonis.

Sethu:“Myphonewasoffallnight,IthinkIshouldchangemynumber.”

Me:“Ratherblockthenumber,we’llfindawayoutofthis.”

Havingyourprivacyinvadedmustbeterrible,stalkersfindpleasureintormentingpeople.



Sethu:“AtfirstIthoughtitwasNtokozobuthe’sinjail.”

Iknowaboutthatfool,he’sservingatwentyyearsentenceinprisonforattemptedmurder.

Me:“Whatisheinfor?”

Hereyesresistforabitbeforeshehidesherfaceinthecoffeemug,she’snotreadytotellme

aboutit.WhenLebotoldmeaboutherscars,Ihadtodig.Ntokozoisonebravebastardtowant

toliveafterwhathedid.

Me:“So,I’m leavingtoday.Areyougoingtomissme?”

Shepicksuphercrownassheraisesherheadandsmiles.It’sbetterImoveawayfrom the

sensitivetopic,thisisalsothereasonwhyherfatherisoverprotective.Ihopeonedayshewill

becomfortableenoughtotellmeaboutit.”

Sethu:“Notreally,I’llfinallybeabletobreathe.”

Sheclowns.

Me:“Inthatcase,Ishouldcancelmytrip.”

Shelaughs.

Sethu:“Please,don’tspoilmymood,I’m alreadyhavingagoodmorning.”

She’steasingme.

Me:“That’sit,I’m staying.”

Thissendsherlaughing.

There’sasuddenknock,Nkomowalksinuninvited.Hestopsatthedoorwaywhileglancingat

usinthekitchen,Idon’tthinkwearethisclose.Helooksbehindhim asif,wantingtoturnback

butishesitantaboutit.

Me:“Youlostyourmannersonthewayhere?”

Sethu'sshynesstakesover,shedidn’thavetimetochangeintoproperclothes.

Nkomo:“Sorry,Ididn’tthinkyouhadcompany.”

Me:“Still,it’snotourhouse.It'smine.”

Hestompsin,completelyignoringmyretort.

Nkomo:“Didyouguysknowtherewassomeoneoutsideyourhouse?”

Me:“What?”

Sethu’sjawdrops,hereyeswideninshock.

Nkomo:“TherewassomeonepeekingthroughthewindowwhenIpulledup.Theyranoutofthe

gatewhentheysawmycar.”



Ithastobekhethu.

Me:“Didyougetalookatthem?”

Nkomo:“Notreally,whoeveritwas,waswearingadisguise.Baggyclothes,acapandahoodie

overthetop,Ithinkitwasawomanthough.Icouldtellfrom thewaytheywererunning.”

It’sdefinitelyKhethu,shestillhasthekeytothehouse.Sethuappearstobeabitshaken,she

probablythinksit’sthestalker.IhavetogetKhethutostop,thisisgettingoutofhand.

AMARA*

I’m sittingonthebedwatchingRandallgettingdressed,hehasn’tsaidawordsincehewokeup.

Iknowhewon’ttellmewhyhewascryinginhissleep,thismanistooclosedoffformyliking.I

doubtIcanstandthisforlong,heturnsandfindsmestaring.Iholdupmyhandsmilingathim,

heshrugshisshoulders.

Gosh!!!

Itwon’tbeeasygettinghim toloosenup.

Me:“Namefiveimportantpeopleyouwouldliketomeet.”

Randall:“Why?”

Grumpymuch?

Me:“Justdoit.”

Randall:“Idon’twanttomeetanyone.”

MaybeIshouldn’tbotherwiththisone.

Me:“Comeon,okaytwopeoplethen.”

Hesighs.

Randall:“WhywouldIwanttomeetanyone?”

Myplanoftryingtogethim totalkisfailing.

Me:“Howabout,wetalkaboutwhathappenedlastnight?”

Hisfacechanges,Idon’tknowtowhatbecausehe’salwaysblue.

Randall:“Itwasjustabaddream.”

Me:“Thatmadeyouvomit?”

Henodsandjoinsmeonthebed.



Randall:“Therewasastrangewoman.”

He’stalking…

Good.

Randall:“IthinkitwasRuth,shewasinmydream.”

Whatdoyousaywhenyourmantellsyouthat,hedreamtofanotherwoman?

Me:“Oh.”

That’sallmymindhastooffer.

Randall:“SomethingisgoingonAmaraandIthinkit’sbiggerthanme.”

I’m stillonthepartwherehedreamtaboutRuth.

Randall“YouknowhowRavenhasturnedagainstme.”

Inod.

Stilltryingtoprocesssomethingshere.

Randall:“Hebroughthertometheotherday.”

Me:“Who?”

Randall:“Raven,hefollowedmetothemall.IwaswithStyleswhenhecameuptomeandshe

waswithhim.Thesepeopleareseriousaboutthisandtheyarepushinginalldirections.”

Thisisscary.

Me:“Whatdoyoumeanit’sbiggerthanyou?”

Idon’tunderstandthispartrighthere.

Hesighs.

Randall:“Thedream.”

Yes,let’stalkaboutthedream.

Randall:“Shewasthereand…”

Hepauses,he’snotgoingtotellme.Ithoughtweweremakingprogress.

Randall:“Ishouldgo,it’sgettinglate.”

Iwatchhim ashegetsup,honestlyIam botheredbythefactthathedoesn’twanttoopenupto

me.Iremainseated,feelingfrustratedthathe’sleavingmehanginglikehealwaysdoes.Isthis

howlifewithhim willbelike?

HowlongwillIhavetochaseafterhim justtogethim tospeaktome?

Hestopsatthedoorandturnstome,thelookonhisfacesaysIshouldfollowhim.Iam not



movingfrom thisbed.

Randall:“Won’tyouwalkmeout?”

I’m sureheknowshiswayout.

Letmemovebeforehekillsmewiththatlook,Ifollowafterhim.Yes,eventodayIam still

followingRandallOkolie.WebumpintoIfeinthecorridor,hereyesarered.She’sbeencrying.

Me:“Hey,what’swrong?”

shesniffs.

Randall:“Youbetternotbecryingforthatfool.”

Hegrunts,Ifeshakesherhead.

Ife:“Ijustspoketomom,shesaidthatgrandmotherisalive.Agyaliedabouteverything.”

(Father.)

Randall:“Iknewit.”

Ife:“Shedoesn’tknowwhyhedidwhathedidandshejustfoundoutaboutgrandmother,

apparentlyhehidherinsomeoldagehome.Whatisgoingonbrother?Howcouldagyabeso

cruel?Mom thoughtthattheyburiedher,peoplemournedforher.Ican’tevenimaginethepain

everyonefelt.”

Shecriesandthrowsherselfinhisarms.

Randall:“Thatoldmanissick.”

Ife:“Idon’twanttoseehim again,Ihatehim.Mymotherisinpain,she’sallaloneandSegunis

tooselfishtonotice.”

Shepullsawayfrom hisarms.

Randall:“Listen,I’m goingtoPretoria.Ife,Ineedyoutostayhome,noonewillleavethishouse.I

askedChiomatokeepaneyeonyou.”

Shepouts.

Ife:“Whyher?WhynotAmara?”

Wasshenotcryingsecondsago?

Randall:“BecauseAmaracan’tsaynotoyouandyoutakeadvantageofthat.”

Ife:“That’snottruebrother,I’m theinnocentonehere.”

Shepouts.

Randall:“Still,donotleavethehouseandthatgoesforyoutooAmara.”

WherewillIgo?



Ife:“I’m aprisonerinmybrother’shouse,Ishouldhavemyownshow.Keepingupwiththe

Okolies,thedramainthisfamilyistoomuch.”

Shecomplainsasshetreadsbacktoherroom,theonlypersonwhocandefeatthisstubborn

manisher.

Randall:“WatchoverherandLiya?”

He’saskingmebytheway,foronce,he’snotcommanding.

Me:“I’lltry,althoughChiomawilldoagoodjob.”

Igiggleatmylamejoke,Iwillnotbeexpectingasmilefrom him.Hetakesmyhandaswe

continuedownthestairs.

MKHIZE*

MaSibiya:“UnjaniuNkomobaba?”(HowisNkomo?)

Shecatchesmeoffguardwiththis,Igivemyattentiontoher.We'reinthebedroom,preparing

fortheday.She’sstandinginfrontofthemirror,tyingaheadwrapoverherhead.

Me:“Iphumakuthilento?”(Whereisthiscomingfrom?)

MaSibiya:“Ngiyabuzanjebaba?”(I’m justasking.)

Hercuriousityclearlycamefrom somewhere.

Me:“WhyareyouaskingaboutNkomoMaSibiya?”

MaSibiya:“He’syourfirstbornbaba,Ithinkit’stimethathecomesbackhome.”

Sheturnstome,andgulpsatthesightofmyscowl.

Me:“Whatdidhesaytoyou?Doeshewanttocomehome?”

Sheshakesherhead.

MaSibiya:“Nkomoisyourheir,wedidhim wrongbytakinghismotherawayfrom him.”

Wehaveneverspokenaboutthisbefore,Iam mystifiedthatshewouldbringitup.

Me:“Wedidn’ttakehismotheraway,Idid.Thatwomandeservedit,shewasloose.”

Shewalkstomeandsitsonthebed.

MaSibiya:“Baba,awucabangiukuthiabaphansicouldbepunishingusbecauseyoursonis

estrangedfrom hishome.Nkomoshouldbehereteachinghissiblingsthewaysoflife,howto

beamanand…”(Don’tyouthinkthattheancestors.)



Iraisemyhandtostopher.

Me:“Wemfazi,kuvelakuphikonkelokhu?”(Whereisallofthiscomingfrom?)

MaSibiya:“Ithinkthere’sadarkcloudsurroundingthisfamily,losinguMkhizeomcaneand

MaDlaminilosinghermind.Thesethingsdonotjusthappenbaba,therehastobean

explanation.”(LittleMkhize.)

Me:“TheseareyourtheoriesMaSibiya,Iknowwhat’shappeningandasthemanofthehouse,I

willdealwiththismyownway.”

Iretort.

Iwillnotbetoldwhattodo.

MaSibiya:“KodwababauNkomo...”

Me:“Ifhewantstocomebackhome,hewill.Irefusetorunafteragrownassman,Nkomo

knowswherehisfather’shouseis.Wewillnotspeakaboutthisanymore.”

Shenodsandgetsuptoleavetheroom,IknowMaSibiyatobethemoststubbornwife.Ialso

knowthatshe’stiredofcaringforhersister-wife,thereisnothingthatIcando.Wecan’t

abandonMaDlamini.

SETHU*

Me:“YoucandropmeoffatSouthGate,I’m meetingupwithAyizethere.Wehavetobuy

groceriesforthehouse,wehavebeensummonedbytheelders.”

Helaughs,givingmeabrieflook.

Styles:“Isitaboutyourcousin?”

Ihopenot.

Me:“Youneverknowwiththosetwo,atleastAyizeisherenow.Iwon’thavetofacethem alone,

I’m almostthisclosetogivingintotheirdemands.”

Styles:“YoushouldstandupforyourselfSethuandwhatyoubelievein.Iagreethattheyare

yourparentsandyouneedtorespectthem but,youhavetherighttosayno.Putyourfootdown,

don’tbetoosoftonthem.”

Ihaveheardthesewordsfrom mySisterbeforeandit’swhatshehasdone,mom knowsthat

theycan’tcontrolherhence,theyturnedtomeandseeingthatIstrugglewiththewordno,they

gottoocomfortable.Now,Ihavetolivemylifeintheirterms.

Me:“It’seasiersaidthandone,myparentscanbeverypersuasive.Youwouldliterallysellyour

soultothedeviliftheyaskedyouto.”



Heshakeshishead,he’sdefinitelyagainstthis.

Styles“Thatisnotahealthyrelationship,you’retheirdaughternotsomerobottheycreatedina

lab.”

He’ssuddenlyangry.

Me:“Theybroughtmeintothisworldandit’smydutytoobey.”

ThisiswhatIwastaught,Iwasbroughtupwiththenotionthatyouobeyyourparents.

Styles:“IswearSethu,ifyouhelpthatwomanandshegetsoutofjail,Iwillsendherbackand

throwawaythekey.”

Stylesdoesn’tknowLebothatwell,thehatredhehastowardsherbafflesme.

Me:“Iwon’thelpher,Ipromise.Ayizewillalsokillme.”

Styles:“Good.”

Me:“What’supwithyouandLeboanyway?”

Hestealsalook.

Styles:“Idon’tlikepeoplethatmistreatyou,that’sall.”

Okay.

Styles:“Isyoursisterthere,yet?Idon’twantyouwaitingtherealone.”

Me:“I’m notsure,I’lltextherandask.Youreallydon’thavetoworryaboutme,youknow.I’m a

biggirlandIcantakecareofmyself.”

Ihavesurvivedtheworst.

Styles:“Ican’thelpbutworrySethu,ifyou’rebeingfollowedthenwhoeverthatpersonis,has

badintentions.”

True.

Iftheywantedtohurtmethough,theywould’ve.

Me:“There’salsoabigpossibilitythatI’m overthinkingthings.”

Styles:“I’m nottakingchances.”

Hepullsupattheparkinglot.

Me:“Thanks,I’llwaitinside.”

Hegrabsmyhand,stoppingmefrom openingthedoor.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Styles:“Letyoursisterreplyfirst,ifshe’sherethen,youcango.”



Thisistoomuch.

Me:“Styles,therearepeoplehere.Idoubtanythingwillhappentome.”

Styles:“LikeIsaid,I’m nottakingchances.Callherplease.”

ShouldIlikethathe’sbeingprotective?Thisisrathernew,it’sthekissisn’tit?Itmustbethe

kiss,thisishowmenactoncetheygetatasteofyou.IhaveseenitwithNtokozowhenwewas

pursuingme,whenhewasstillagoodman.

AyizeanswersjustwhenI’m abouttodropthecall.

Ayize:“Bitch,whereareyou?”

Shecallsmethatsometimes,herpersonalityletshergetawaywithit.

She’syelling,there’snoiseinthebackground.

Me:“Hey,I’m outside.”

Ayize:“Hurryup,I’vebeenwaitingforoveranhour.”

She’sinflating,it’sonlybeenfifteenminutes.

Me:“Okay,relaxI’m coming.”

Ihangup...

Stylesisinspectingtheparkingsurroundings,Ishouldhavekeptmymouthshutaboutthe

stalking.He’sparanoidnow.

Me:“IhavetogoStyles.”

Heturnstome.

Styles:“I’llwalkyouin.”

Lord,whathaveIgottenmyselfinto?

Me:“Really?Doyouseethesepeoplehere?Nothingwillhappentome.”

Styles:“No,Iwanttoaccompanyyou.Itwillgivemeachancetostretchmylegs.”

He’sbeingadamant,Ishallletthispassfornowbutnexttime…

Whatam Isaying?Therewillnotbeanexttime,Ican’tbeguardedlikethis.Ineedmyspace.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

97*

SETHU*

Southgateisfullasusual,Ayizeoptedforitbecauseit’sclosertoourparent’splace.Shehates

shoppingandmorethanshoppingshehatescarryinggroceriesaround.Idon’tknowanything

thatgirlloves.

Myfatherhaddreamsforherlikehedidforme,hewantedhertobeateacherandworkalong

sidethem.Ayizewouldn’thaveit,shehatedschoolanddad’shardhandpushedherto

disobedience.Shebunkedschoolandflunkedhergradesjusttoprovethatshecandowhatever

shewantsandtheycan’tcontrolherlife.

IseeAyizethroughthecrowd,atthefoodcourt,herfaceisburiedonherphoneandshe’s

sippingonamilkshake.Itmakesmewonderwhat’sinit,thatgirldoesnotdrinkmilkshakes.

Shedrinksotherbeverages,alright.

Me:“Theresheis,youcangobacknow.”

Stylesisholdingmyhand,Iwasnotgivenachoice.

Styles:“AreyousendingmeawayMissSethu?”

Me:“Idon’twantyoutobelate,yourfriendiswaitingforyou.”

Styles:“Letmesayhitosisterin-law.”

Hesayssisterin-law.

Iwillnotargue.

Me:“Whataboutmycar?”

Wefoundthatthetyreswereslashed,wesuspecttheimposter.

Styles:“I’lltakeittothemechanic,youcanuseminewhileI’m gone.I’lldrivewithNkomo.”

Thiswillbeaskingtoomuch.

Me:“That’salright,Ayizeishere.I’llusehers.”

Heshrugs,Idon’tknowwhatthatmeans.ThesmileonAyize'sfacerightnow,Ineedsomething

towipeitoff.

Ayize:“MrandMrs.S.”

Herhigh-pitchedvoicewelcomesus,Stylessmiles.Heseemstolikethistitle.



Styles:“Yousee,wehaveafan.AtleastI’m lovedinthefamily.”

Ayize:“Whodoesn’tlikeyou?TellmeandIwilldealwiththem.”

Iwantanewsister,wheredoIsignup?Styleslooksatmeandwiggleshisbrowswithasmile

plasteredonhisface.Thisgesturehasmedissolvingintoapoolofreticence.

Styles:“IthinkMrs.Shere,shouldhandlethem,sheisastrongwomanafterall.Mystrong

woman.”

Hisarm goesovermyshoulder,tothinkIwasn’tshyenough.”

Ayize:“Iagree,wejustneedtotapthatintoher.”

Me:“Don’tbesilly.”

Iretort,theyareturningagainstme.

Ayize:“So,youtwohuh?”

Idon’ttrustthatsmile.

Ayize:“Thisisseriousvele?”

Stylessmilesdownatme,he’shavingakickatthis.

Me:“Styles,you’regoingtobelate.”

Ayizewillneverstop.StylesenwrapshisarmsaroundmeandIcomfortablysinkintohis

embrace.Ifeelhisnosegrazemyneckasheplantsaprolongedkissthathasmyskincovered

withgoosebumps.

Styles:“I’llseeyouinafewdays.”

Hewhisperssoftly,suddenlyIdon’twanthim toletgo.IwantthismomentandIdon’twantto

letgoofit.Hepullsout,hisfacerefusingtomoveawayfrom mine.ForamomentthereIthink

hewillkissmebut,hegoesformycheek.

That’sfine…

Styles:“Takecareofyourself,kitten.”

Hissweetwhisperjoltsmyhearttomychest.

Me:“Iwill.”

Ayize:“Whenisthewedding?”

Shehasthisstupidsmileonherface.

Ayize:“IlikewhatIsee,umshadolento,guysaiman.”(Thisisawedding.)

ThisiswhereStylesshouldrunandnotlookbackbut,helaughs.He’sencouragingthiscrazy

woman.



Styles:“ByeAyize,itwasnicetoseeyouagain.”

Ayize:“YoutooMr.S.”

Shewarbles,Iam soembarrassed.

Hesmiles,turnstoglanceatmeandwalksoff.Ithinkhe’stakingmyheartwithhim,it’sstrange

thatIfeelthiswaybecausethemanisnotleavingthecountry.Iam sousedtoseeinghim every

daythatafewdayswithoutseeinghim feellikeaneternity.

Ayize:“Don’tcrysis,he’llbeback.”

She'smockingme.

Me:“Notfunny.”

Shelaughsaswesitbackdown.

Ayize:“Thisguy’sgotyouhey?”

Thequestionscommence.

Me:“StylesandIarejustfriends.”

Shelaughslikeadrain,drawingusattention.

Ayize:“Please,thatwasnotachurchhug.”

Me:“Churchhug?”

Wheredoesthiscomefrom?

Ayize:“Youknowthosehugsthat…”

Me:“Iknowwhatachurchhugis.”

Ayize:“Andyousleptathisplace?”

Youcan’ttellthisgirlanything.

Me:“Aren’tyoutoooldforthatmilkshake?”

Let’sdivertthisconversation.

Ayize:“I’m nottoooldforwhat’sinside.”

Shegrins.

Me:“It’snotevenmiddayyet.”

Ayize:“Whenhasthateverstoppedmefrom livinglife.”

We’vehadthisconversationbeforeanditneverendswell,Ayizehaslostsomuchweight.This

hasbeenbotheringmesinceshecameback,lasttimeIsawher,shewasfleshy.Somethingis

eatingherupandwhateveritis,isaffectingherhealth.



NOMBULELO*

ThisisnotwhatIexpectedtoseewhenIwascalledtoreception,heisthelastpersonthatI

wanttosee.IsighdeeplyatthesightofZumaashestandsupfrom thebenchuponseeingme.

Howdidheknowwheretofindme?

IturntowalkbacktowhereIcame.

Zuma:“Nombulelowait.”

Ihearloudfootstepsashescurriesafterme,IfeelatightgriponmyhandandyankitawayasI

turn.

Me:“Don’tyouevertouchmeagain.”

Isnapathim.

Zuma:“I’m sorry.”

Heliftshishandsasifsurrendering.

Zuma:“Please,Ijustneedaminuteofyourtime.”

Hiseyespleadonhisbehalf.

Me:“I’m busyZuma,andhowdidyoufindme?”

Zuma:“IaskedaroundinEverton.”

Idon’tlikethis.

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Zuma:“Ineedtotalktoyouplease.”

Ifoldmyarmsacrossmychest,thisbetterbegood.Henervouslyscansthecorridor.

Zuma:“Canwegosomewhereprivate?”

Idon’ttrusthim.

Me:“Iam notgoinganywherewithyou,saywhateveryouwanttosayhere.”

Istandmyground,hesighsashescratcheshishead.

Zuma:“Okay,sthandwasami...”(Mylove.)

Me:“Don’tcallmethat,Iam nothingtoyou.”

Hedropshisgaze.

Zuma:"I’m sorry,LeloIwanttoapologizeforeverythingthatIhavedonetoyou.Iwasstupid



and…”

Me:“IsthiswhatyoucamehereforZuma?”

Iam wastingmytimehere.

Zuma:“Iwanttoamendmymistakesandhelptakecareofourbaby.”

He’sheretomakemeupset,there’snootherexplanation.

Me:“WhatbabyZuma?UnlessyouandKoketsohaveachild,Idon’tknowwhatbabyyou’re

talkingabout.”

Hemustnotpiecemeoff.

Zuma:“Leloplease,IknowIfailedyouand…”

IneverthoughtIwouldsaythisbuthisvoiceannoysme.

Me:“Failedme?YoufuckingbrokemeZuma,youtreatedmeliketrash.Ifoughtforyoubutyou

foughtmeinreturn.”

Iam gettingangry.

Zuma:“AndIwouldliketoapologiseforthat.”

Me:“Whyareyoureallyhere?”

Zuma:“Iwantachancewithmybaby.”

Iam aggravatedbyhisresponse,everywordfrom hismouthseem topissmeoff.

Me:“Idon’thaveyourbaby.”

Zuma:“Leloplease,givemeachancetoraisemychild,ourchild,wemadehim withlove

remember.”

Zumahassomenerveaftereverythinghedidtome.

Me:“Justsoyouknow,thischildbelongstoMbuso.IsthisnotwhatyoutoldmeZuma?You

confirmedityourselfsodon’tcomehereandtellmeshit.”

Ifeelthisgreatneedtofighthim,Iwanthim toleavemealoneandnevercomeback.

Zuma:“WhoisthisMbusoidiotanyway,hewillneverloveyoulikeIdid.”

Heretortsrudely,Zumahasalwaysbeenproudandhisegoisbiggerthanhishead.

Me:“Don’ttalkabouthim,don’tevensayhisname.Heismoreofamanthanyouwilleverbe.”

Mywordsseem tomakehim angry.TheZumaIwasintroducedtothedayhehitme,theone

whokickedmelikeadogwhileIlaydefencelessonthefloorisstartingtocometolight.

Zuma:“Don’tsaythattome,Lelo.”



Heclampshisteeth.

Zuma:“Thischildismineandyoucan’tdenymemyrightsasitsfather.”

He’steethremainclenchedashespewsthesewordsoutofhismouth.

Me:“You’restupidyouknowthat?I’m notsurprised,you’restupidityledyouintomyfriend’sbed.”

Hefuriouslygrabsmyarm,respectiseverythingtothisfoolish,egocentricZulumanandthis

justlowershisdignity.

Me:“Youwanttohitmenow?Goahead,hitmeZuma.”

Ipushhim backasIshout,Idon’tknowwhyI’m shouting,hispresenceismakingmeangry.He

staggersbackasIcontinuetopushhim whileIletitallout.Howdarehethinkhecansaythose

thingstome?

Zuma:“Nombulelo.”

Heforcesasmileashebrowsesthearea,wehavebecomethecastinthishospitalhallway.

“Lelo,stop.”

Breandaisstandingbeforemeshieldingthisbastard,immediately,mytearsfailme.

Brenda:“Lelo.”

Shetriestopullmeinforahug,Ipushheroff.Idon’tneedahug,Iwantthismanoutofhere.

Me:“Gethim awayfrom me.”

Icry,shenodswhilewipingawaymystubborntears.Thesearen’tgoinganywhere,theywantto

beseenandnothingwillstopthem from havingthismoment.

Brenda:“Bhuti,pleasego.You’remakingherupset.”

He’sstillstandinghere.

Zuma:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantoupsetyouLelo.”

Brenda:“Okay,youshouldleavenow.”

Zuma:“Ijustwanttospeaktoherplease.”

Me:“No,leavemealone.GetoutofhereZuma.”

I’m yellingnowandpeoplearewatching,hispresencemakesmeemotionalandIhatehim.

Zuma:“No,Ican’tleaveuntilyouhearmeout.

Me:“Whyareyoubeingpersistent?”

Whyam Ientertaininghim?

Me:“I’m donewithyouZuma,don’tevercomelookingformeagain.”



Ispitthewordswithmytearsassistingme,he’snotmoving.

Brenda:“Thismanisnotgoinganywhere,clearly.Let’sgetoutofhere.”

Shetakesmyhandasshedragsmeaway.

Zuma:“Lelo,there’ssomethingyouneedtoknow.”

Hisvoicefollowsbehindme,Ichoosetoignorehim andwalkon.

Zuma:“I’m sickLelo,youneedtogettested.”

Hiswordsnumbmywholebodyastheyechoinmyears,graduallyIturntomeettheserious

lookonhisface.

Me:“Gettested?Forwhat?”

Iwhispersoftly.

Zuma:“IthinkyouknowwhatImean.”

MyheadspinsasIfeellight-headedandmyselffalling,beforeeverythinggoesblank.

NTOMBI*

Iwalkintothevisitor’sroom accompaniedbyafemalewarden,adistressedJonasisseatedon

achair.MytearsshowupasIrealizethatIam notalone,althoughhedisownedme,hestill

cares.HeistheonlyfatherIknow,heraisedmewhenourfatherpassedaway.

Me:“Bhuti.”(Brother.)

IgreetasIgettohim andtakeasitoppositehim.

Jonas:“UnjaniNtonto?”(HowareyouNtombi?)

Thisjustsetsmehighonanemotionalride,hedubbedmewiththisnameandonlyhecalledme

this.

Me:“I’m scaredbhutiJonas.”(Brother.)

Hesighs.

Jonas:“Icanonlyimagine.”

Me:“It’sonlybeenadayandIcan’tbehereanymore.”

Jonas:“IplanonspeakingtoTebogoandgethertodropthecharges.”

Idoubtshewillagree,shedespisesme.

Me:“Howwillyoudothat?Sheprobablyhatesme.”



Jonas:“Leavethattome.Howareyoukeepingupinhere?”

Me:“It’sterriblebhuti,thesewomenareviolentandcondescending.Ineedtoleavethisplace.”

Jonas:“Icompletelyunderstandwhatyoumean,justdon’tstartanyfightsNtombi.Iknowyou,

youcan’tkeepyourmouthshut.”

Me:“Iwilltry.”

Jonas:“Youbetter,Idon’twanttrouble.”

Hehasnotrustinme.

Me:“HowisMoses?Whoistakingcareofhim?”

Hefrowns,IknowthatMosesisthelastpersonhewantstotalkaboutbut,Ineedtoknowhow

myhusbandisdoing.

Jonas:“Mashotoistakingcareofhim.”

Ishesayingthistospiteme?

Me:“Whyisshestillinmyhousebhuti?”(Brother.)

Jonas:“Sheishiswife,Mosesconfirmedit.”

Heretortsandthismakesmesoangry.

Me:“Mosesisnotinhisrightsensestobeconfirmingthings.”

Jonas:“Idon’tunderstandhowyou’resoobsessedwiththisman.”

Me:“I’m notobsessedbhuti,Ilovehim.Mosesdoesn’tbelieveinpolygamy,hewouldnevertake

asecondwife.”

Jonas:“Ntombidon’tbeblindedbythissocalledloveyouclaim tohaveforhim thatmanwill

dragyoudownwithhim.Idon’tseehim becomingabetterperson.Mosesisapaedophile,you

knowwhatthatmeans,right?He’ssexuallyattractedtochildrenandthatisnotnormalNtombi.

You’remysisterandIdon’twantthislifeforyou,youneedtobereunitedwithyourdaughter.

Helpherthroughthispregnancyandguideher,thatgirlneedsyou.”

IknowwhatMosesisandI'm verymuchawareofhisactionsandIbelievehewillchangeone

day.

Me:“Leloknowswherehomeisbhuti,ifshewantstocomebackthennothingwillstopher.I

can’tabandonmyhusband,notaftersomanyyearstogether.MosesandIhavebeenthrough

somuchtogetherandwewillgetthroughthisaswell.”

Heclampshisteethuponmystubbornness,Jonaswillneverunderstandtillhefallsinlove.

That’swhenhewillseethatyou’ddoanythingforthepersonyoulove.

Me:“I’m awifebhuti,yougavemeawaytohim andIhavetofulfilmydutiesashiswifeno

matterhowtoxicheis.Maybeonedaymyperseverancewillchangehim,hewillseethathe’s



beendoingthingsthewrongwayandwanttochangeforhisfamily.”

Jonas:“IregretthedayIlethisunclesentermyfather’syard,ifIcould,Iwouldpaythem back

thebrideprice.ThisisnonsenseNtombi,you’rebetterthanthis,comeonman.”

Heraiseshisvoicenotenoughtogetattentionfrom theprisonguard.

Me:“Allofyouseehisactionsbut,Iseehisheart.Pleasedon’toffendmebyinsultingmy

husband.”

Hesighs.

Jonas:“Youknowwhat?Youarebeyondhelp,IwillseewhatIcandoregardingTebogo.”

Hestates,lookingwhitewashed.

Me:“Whyareyouhelpingmebhuti?Youdisownedmetheotherday.”

Hesneersatme.

Jonas:“BecausewhenIlookatyou,Idon’tseethisnaïvewomaninfrontofme,Iseethe

innocentlittlegirlIraised,Iwillnotletherfall.Ipromisedtoholdherhandthroughlifeandthat’s

whatIintendtodo.”

Myheartbreakswiththesewords,Jonashasabigheart.It’swhatdefineshim andit’ssadthat

hedoesn’thaveafamilytoshareitwith.

NKOMO*

We’reontheroadtoPretoria,StylesisdrivingandRandallisdrivingbehindus.

Me:“CanyouturnofftheAC,I’m freezing.”

Heoglesatmeinaflash,frowning.

Me:“What?”

Stlyes:“Won’tyoudoityourself?”

Ishakemyheadandturnitoff.

Me:“What’supwithyou?YouhavebeengrumpysinceIgottoyourhouse.”

Hesighsdeeply,he’sdefinitelycarryingsomethingonhisshoulders.

Styles:“Thatpersonyousawoutsidemyhouse,Ithinkit’sKhethu.”

Me:“Whywouldyouthinkthat?”



Styles:“Ihaveafeelingit’sher,shehasdevelopedthisobsessivebehaviourtowardsme.It’s

definitelyher,man.Shecomestomyhouseandpeeksthroughthewindows.Ithinkshe’s

stalkingSethunow,sheclaimstobereceivingnonestopphonecallsthroughthenight.Last

nightsomeonethrewabrickthroughthekitchenwindow,Sethu’scarwasvandalised.That

womanisuptosomethingandit’snotgood.”

It’sbizzaretothinkthatKhethuwoulddosuchathing.

Me:“It’spossiblethatitcouldbesomeoneelse.”

Heshakeshishead.

Styles:“It’sheralright,itscaresmethatshemighthurtSethu.IswearNkomoIwillforgetthatI

everlovedher.”

Hecaressomuchforthisnewgirl.

Me:“Youneedtoactbeforeit’stoolate.”

Itseems,thisrejectedloveisturningintopsychoticrage.

Styles:“I’llspeaktoherfather,itmiffsmetoknowthatshehassuccumbedtothislife.It’sso

unlikeher,theKhethu,Iknewwasstrong.”

Me:“Don’tyouthinkbreakingherheartpushedhertothis?KhethulovedyouStyles,shewould

boastaboutyourloveandhowyou'llneverleaveher.”

Styles:“Ilovedherjustasmuchandsheruinedeverything,shetrampledonmyheart.Howdo

youcarryonwithawomanlikethatNkomo?Iwasblindinthatrelationship,Imistookher

impudenceforfeistiness.Shewouldtalkdownonmeandmakemefeellessofaman,you

knowhowIviewedmarriageright?Still,Iwouldhavelovedhermywholelife.”

Hisvoiceiscoatedwithpain,Styleshasneveropeneduptomebefore.

Me:“Shewasconfidentinyourloveman,shesawhowyouwouldfighttheworldforherand

thatgaveherthepoise.”

Hesighs,hehasbeendoingalotofthose.

Styles:“It’sprobablymyfaultthatshehasgonedownhill,IshouldhavehelpedherwhenIended

things.Helphergetbacktoherfeet,ithasalwaysbeenjustus.Ishould’veknownthatshe

wouldbreaklikethis.”

Idoubtheshouldbeblaminghimselfforthis,ifStylesthinkseverythingishisfaultthen,he

undoubtedlyneedshelpjustasKhethudoes.

Me:“Thiscan’tbeyourfaultStyles,there’sanAfricanproverb‘Umenzikakhalelwa.I’m not

sayingthatshedeservesallofthisbut,shebroughtituponherself.Khethuneedstomoveon

Styles.”(Shedidthistoherself,don’tpityher.)

Herubshisheadasiffrustratedandconsentstoanothersigh.



Styles:“AndSethu?Shefeelsthatshe’sbeingfollowed,she’sinnocentinallofthis.Idon’twant

hercaughtupinmydrama.”

Hevents.

Me:“Maybeyouneedtodistanceyourselffrom herfornow,tillthingsarebacktonormal.”

Iwouldheedthisadvice.

Heshakeshishead.

Styles:“Toolateforthatadviceman,Ican’tstayawayfrom hernow,notwhenshe’sallIthink

about.”

Hehasn’tyettoldmeabouthisfeelingsforSethu.

Me:“Youhavefallenforher?”

Hisquicklaughleavesmeguessinghisanswertomyquestion.

Styles:“IknowitsoundscrazybecauseIhaven’tknownherforthatlong,herinnocence

capturedme.”

There’sacertainhappinessinhisvoiceashespeaksaboutthiswomanwhohaschangedhis

life.

Me:“Ifthatisthecasethen,youneedtoprotectherandyouleftherunprotectedbackthere.

Someoneslashedhertyresandifyouthinkthat,it’skhethuthen,wehaven’tseennothingyet.

Shehasbeenjiltedandshewantswhatoncebelongedtoher.Hellhathnofurylikeawoman

scorned,ifKhethuiscomingforSethuthenshe’scomingloadedStyles.”

Styles:“Iwon’tlethergettoher.”

Me:“Youcan’tprotectSethuallthetime,likenow.She’sinthepublicandanythingcanhappen.”

Styles:“MaybeIshould’vestayedbut,Sethuisindependent,shelovesherspace.”

Me:“Sheisnotthefirstwomantobestubborn,it’stheirnatureanyway.”

Hesniggers.

Me:“Whenlogicovertakesreason,thehumanmindtendstoreleasedeadlyobsession.Who

knowswhatKhethuisplanningaswespeak?”

Styles:“LetmecallSethu,Isuddenlyhaveanunsettlingfeelinginmystomach.”

Allofasuddenthere’saloudhonkfrom behind,Styleslooksthroughtherear-viewmirrorwhileI

turntoseeRandall’scarspirallingoutofcontrol.

Styles:“Somethingiswrong.”

Heparksonthesideoftheroad,Randallisabletocontrolhiscarandparkit.

Me:“Whatjusthappened?”



Wescurryouttomeethim dashingout,he’sfacingdownashestaggersalittleandbumpshis

backagainstthecar.Helookslikehe’sabouttopassout.

Styles:“WhathappenedRandy?”

Hetoucheshisshoulder,Randallhashishandpressedonhisforehead.

Randall:“Idon’tknowman.Isuddenlyfeltdrowsy,myvisionblurredandthenextthingthere

wasabrightlightandIsawasilhouetteasmyeyesshut.That’swhenmycarwentoutof

control.”

Styles:“WhythesuddenfatigueRandall?Areyousleepingless?Youneedtostopstressing.”

Randall:“That’snotitbro,Idon’tknowbut,somehowthisfeelsabnormal.”

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Randall:“Idon’tknow,myheadfeelslikeit’sabouttoexplode.”

Hegroansashepresseshisfingersonthecornersofhishead,heheavesabouttwotimes

beforeherushestovomit.Wewatchhim whileheviolentlyretches,hisbodyslouchedandhis

onehandpressedonhisstomach.

Ittakesawhileforhim tofinish,hedrawsbackandbalanceshisbodyonthecar.Stylesrushes

tothebackseatofthecar,grabsabottleofwaterandhandsittohim.Herinseshismouth,

beforegulpingdownafewsips.Hiseyesareredandtearyandhelookspale.

Styles:“Youknowwhat,I’lldrivewithyou.Nkomoyougoahead,we’llfollowbehind.”

Me:“Sure.”

Imarchbacktothecar.

WhatcouldpossiblybewrongwithRandall?

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

98*

SETHU*

Wegotalmosteverythingonthelist,thisplacegetscrowdedbythesecond.

Wejustleftthegrocerystore,headedoutsidethemall,whilecarryinggrocerybags.

Ayize:“Hey,waitIwanttogetsomethinghere.”

Shesaysasweapproachaliquorstore.

Me:“Wherewillyoudrinkthat?”

Ayize:“Inthecar,duh.”

Me:“Youknowyourmotherwillsmellyouthemomentyouenterthegate.”

Ayize:“I’m oldenoughtodrink,please.”

Shehuffs.

Me:“Notinherhouse.”

Ayize:“Woo,ngcwelengcwele.Awumetuu.”(Holierthanthou,wouldyoustop?)

Me:“Oho.”

Iwaitoutsidewhilesheenterstheshop,awomanapproachesme,Ican’thelpbuttakenoteof

heroddity.She’swearingallblack.Ablondeweavewithacapandsunglasses,herfaceis

basicallyhidden.

“Hi,doyouknowwhereIcanfindClicks?”

Shesaysinalowvoice.

Southgateisnotthatbigofamall,youcan’tpossiblynotknowwheretheshopsare.

“Sorry,I’m newhereso…”

Shestartstogiveareasonforherquestion.

Me:“Yougostraight,turnrightand…”

IturntofindherstaringatmenotthedirectionI’m pointingat,herdemeanourgivesout

negativeenergy.ScanningherbodyInoticethatshe’swearinglatexglovesandholdingaglass

bottlewithliquid.Sheholdsherhandupandmyintuitionkicksin,Iduckassheswingsthe



bottletowardsmeandascream evadesfrom mymouth.

“Sethu!!!”

IhearAyizescream myname,Iturntoseeherrunafterthatwoman.

Ayize:“Vimba,vimba.”(Stopher.)

Shescreams,peoplearewatchinginwonderandthat’sall,noonedarestohelp.Ipickupmy

bagfrom thefloor,torealizethatsomethinghasburntthroughit.Whoeverthatpersonwas,

wantedtoburnmewithacid,myheartdropsattherealization.

Ayizecomesbackrunning,she’swheezingandsweaty.

Ayize:“Whatareyoupeoplelookingat?You’rejuststandingtherewhilesomeoneisbeing

attacked,isthiswhatUbuntuhasturnedinto?You’redisgustingman.”(Humanity.)

Sheyellsatagroupofpeoplegatheredaroundus,theyscatterastheycontinuetomindtheir

business.

Me:“Ayize.”

IwhisperasIshowhermybag,hereyesfalloutinshock.

Ayize:“Thatwitch.Isawherwhensheapproachedyou,Icouldtellthatshewasupto

something.Whoisshe?”

Ishakemyhead.

Ayize:“Areyouokay?”

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Myhandsareshakingandmyhearthasn’tstoppedracing.

Ayize:“Let’sgetoutofhere.”

Wetakethegroceriesandtoddleoutofthemall,IhavebecomeveryvigilantthatthefirstthingI

dowhenIstepoutistocheckforanystrangelookingwomaninablondewig.Beinginpublic

suddenlyscaresme.

STYLES*

We’restillontheroadandRandallseemstobegettingworse.

Me:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Randall:“LikeI’vebeenhitbyatruck,seriously.Don’tyouhaveanythingIcantake?”

Hegroansasheswipeshishandoverhisforeheadtowipethedripsofsweatformingonhis

forehead,hislipshaveturnedpale.



Me:“Nothing,we’realmostthere.We’llhaveyoucheckedatthehospital.What’sgoingonwith

youRandy?”

Hedropshisheadbackasheclencheshisjawandmassageshishead.

Randall:“Idon’tknowStyles.”

Me:“Itcouldbefoodpoisoning.”

Heshakeshishead.

Randall:“Ihaven’thadanythingyet.”

Me:“We’llfindoutwhat’sreallygoingonwhenwegettothehospital.”

Randall:“Mmmhhh.”

Hemakesasourfaceandcovershisnose.Ithinkhe’stryingtopushdownthegull.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Randall:“Pullover.”

Ihastilystop,hesprintsoutofthecarandisbentover,throwingupagain.MyphoneringsasI

jumpout,it’sNkomo.

Nkomo:“Isithappeningagain?”

Hespeaksfirst.

Me:“Yeah,he’sactuallygettingworse.”

Nkomo:“ShouldIstop?”

Me:“Maybeyoushouldgoahead,we’llmeetyouatthehospital.”

Nkomo:“Okay.”

Randall:“IfeellikeI’m goingtopassout.”

HerevealswhileIpasshim bottledwater.

Me:“Weshouldgetgoing,sowegettothehospital.”

Ihelphim asheslogstothecar,hisbodyfeelscold.

Me:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Randall:“I’velostcountofthenumberoftimesyouhaveaskedmethis.”

Hesniggersandsniff.

Me:“Ineedtoknowso,Idon’tpanic.”

Hesitsbackandshiversashecrosseshisarmsoverhischest.Ijogtothedriver'sside,jumpin

andstartthecar.



Randall:“I’m freezing,pleaseturntheheateron.”

Ihearthesoundofhisteethshatteringasheexclaims.

Me:“Fuck,Randalldon’tdieonme.WhatwillIsaytoLiyanaandAmara?”

Hesnickers,helooksetiolated.Icanonlyconcludethatit’sfoodpoisoning.

Randall:“Death?ReallyStyles?”

Me:“AtthispointthisisallIcouldthinkof,youlooklikeacorpse.”

Hechortles.

Randall:“Iwon’tdiethateasily.”

Me:“Youbetternot.”

Randall:“Ihadadream lastnightwheretherewasawomaninourbedroom,shekilledAmara

andthenextthing,shewaswalkinguptomenaked.Mygrandfatherstoppedher,hegaveme

someherbandsaidthatIshouldeatit.Ittastedbitter,whenIwokeup,Icouldstilltastethe

bitternessinmymouthandIthrewup.”

Ittookhim awhiletosaythesewordsashe’swheezingforbreath.

Me:“That’sastrangedream,whowasthewoman?”

Randall:“Idon’tknowStyles…Sincethatmancamebackintomylife,strangethingshavebeen

happening.”

Me:“So,youthinkwhateveryouateisthethingthat’smakingyousick?”

Heshakeshishead.

Randall:“Idon’tknowwhattothink,mymindismuddledbut,Isenseaconnection.EitherSegun

isresponsibleorgrandfatheristryingtotellmesomething.HetoldmetoprotectAmaraand

theonlypeopleIcanthinkof,whowouldwanttohurtheraremyfatherandMkhize.”

Me:"I'm ascientistbroandthisshitisgettingcreepierbytheday."

Randall:"Tellmeaboutit,Ihavetorushbackhome,Amaraisalone."

Me:"IthinkI'lldrivebackwithyou,Nkomocanstaybehind."

Randall:"Whateverhappenstomebro,makesureImakeithome."

Idon'tlikethetonehe'susing.

Me:“Don'ttalklikethat,nothingwillhappentoyou.Let’shearwhattheysayatthehospital,ifit's

beyondus,we'llhavetotakethetraditionalroute.”

Randall:“Yeah,mychestisonfire.”

Herubshischest,it’sgettingharderforhim tospeak.



Randall:“I’m strugglingtobreathe.”

Hewheezes.

Me:“We’realmostthere.”

Therehastobeanexplanationforthis.

MBUSO*

Brenda:“Ithinkyoushouldleavenow,you’renotwelcomedhere.”

IhearBrenda’sloudvoiceasIapproachthewardLeloiskeptin,itsoundslikeshe’sarguing

withsomeone.

“I’m notgoinganywhereuntilshetellsmetoleave.”

Iknowthatvoice.

Brenda:“Yeyi,you’renotwantedhere,hambabhuti.”(Gobrother.)

Shesoundsfrustrated.

“Isaidforgetit.”

Dammit,it’sthatidiotZuma.Irushinthewardtofindhim standingnexttoacryingaLelo,she

appearstobedazedandinshock.She’slyingonthebedwhileentertainingafloodoftears.

Me:“Yousonofabitch.”

IchargeatZuma,hestaggersbackasIpushhim againstthewall.Heclencheshisjaw,scowls

atmewhileIhavehim pinnedagainstthewall.

Ican’tgraspwhyhecouldbeinhere.

Zuma:“Idareyoutohitme.”

Hegruntsthroughgrittedteeth.

Brenda:“It’sagoodthingyou’reheredoctorXaba,talktothisbaboonplease.Itoldhim toleave,

he’supsettingthepoorchild.”

Me:“Whatthehellareyoudoinghere?”

Igrowl.

Zuma:“Icametoseethemotherofmychild.”

Hisresponseisaccompaniedbyaslygrin,heisonehaughtybastard.Hiswordscausemeto

retaliateasIsendahardblowacrosshisface.Itsendshim crashingonthefloor.



“Mbuso.”

Leloisawakenedbythis,Ican’tbelievesheisreadytofightforhim again.

Me:“WhatisitLelo?Don’ttellmethatyou’redefendinghim againaftereverything.”

Sheshakesherheadatmyreproach.

Lelo:“No,I’m not.”

Shecries.

Me:“Thenletmedealwiththisbastard.”

Brenda:“Iagree,thisidiotneedstobedealtwith.Whoshoutsforthewholeworldtohearthat

theyareHIVpositive?Thatisstupidityatitsbest.”

What?

IleeratLelo,hereyesswellupwithmoretearsbeforesheburstintosobs.

Zuma:“That’snotwhatIdid,IonlysaidthatI’m…”

Brenda:“Yeyiwenatrashndini,noonecares.Uyinjaman.”(You’retrashandabastard.)

Sheretorts,shegivesanimpressionthatshe’sangeredbythismanjustasIam.Idon’tcare

abouther,mymindisonLelo.Shemustbethinkingtheworst,rightnow.Irushtohersideand

envelopherinmyarms.

Me:“Don’tthinkaboutitlikethatLelo,rememberyoutestedandwerenegative.”

Shepullsoutfrom myembrace,shakesherheadasshewipeshertearsaway.

Lelo:“Mbuso,youknowthesetestsarehighlysensitiveandmayresultinafalse-negative.”

She’sright,pregnancycanalsocausefalseresults.It’spossibletoreceiveafalse-negative

wheninactualfactthevirusispresentinthebody.

Me:“Lelo,Idon’twantyoutothinkaboutthatrightnow,you’reonlyupsettingGoku.”

Shesniffs.

Lelo:“I’m scared,whatifI’m infectedMbuso?Whatam Igoingtodo?Mylifeisover.”

Zuma:“YourlifeisnotoverLelo…”

Me:“Shutthefuckup.”

There’sadeepurgetobeatthelivingdaylightsoutofhim,thismanonlycomestocausehavoc.

Zuma:“Ididn’tmeantoupsetyouLelo,Ithoughtyouneededtoknowthetruth.”

He’sstilltalking.

Brenda:“Andtheonlywaywastotellthewholeworld?Youmightaswellhavegoneto



Reatsotela.”(TVshow.)

Brendahasnobusinessbeinghere.

Me:“Brenda,thankyou,I’vegotthis.”

Idismissher.

Brenda:“Lelo,letmeknowwhenyouleave.”

Shepatshershoulder,glaresatZumaandclickshertonguebeforemarchingout.

Lelo:“Whendidyoufindout?”

She’stalkingtohim,ifitwereuptome,shewouldn’tevenlookinhisdirection.Iwishtowipe

outeverymemoryshehasofhim.

Hestartstopottertowardsthebed,Iraisemyhandtostophim.

Me:“That’scloseenough.”

Hesighs.

Zuma:“Koketsoissick,sheknewallalongbut,shewasindenialandrefusedtreatment.She

confessedtomewhenherhealthdeteriorated.”

Lelo:“ThesameKokestoyoudeniedtohaveanaffairwith?”

Hedropshisgaze.

Lelo:“Howlonghasshebeensick?”

Zuma:“It’sbeenawhile,shestartedavoidingme.Wouldn’ttakemycallsorrespondtomytexts,

Ifinallywenttolookforherathermother’shouse.That’swhenIfoundherbedriddenand…”

Ihatethis,thesoundofhisvoiceandhispresence.

Me:“Canwegettothepartwhereyoutellushowlongyou’vebeenkeepingthisfrom Lelo.”

Zuma:“ThatdaywhenIbumpedintoyou,Ihadjustcomefrom yourplace.It’sbeenawhilenow

andI’vebeenwantingtotellyouLelo.Ithoughtaboutourchild…”

ThismanisgoodatactingandIknowLelowillstartfeelingsorryforhim.

Me:“Whatchildareyoutalkingabout?Don’tmakemesickntwana,youarenothingbut,a

selfishbastardwhocaresaboutnoonebuthimself.”

Hesneersatme,ifLelowasnotpresentinthisroom Iwouldpunchedthatsmuglookonhis

face.

Zuma:“IcareaboutNombulelo,that’swhyI’m here.Wehaveabondthatevenyoucan’tbreak.”

Ihatetoadmititbut,he’sright.Lelowillbestuckwithhim becauseofthebaby.

Lelo:“Zumastop,Iwillnotallowyoutospeaktohim likethat.Ihavenorelationswithyou,



Mbusoisthefatherofthischild.HeisaXabaandwillbeknownbytheXabaancestors.”

Zuma:“Angeke,abakithiangekebayivumelento.”(Mypeoplewillneveracceptthis.)

Heraiseshisvoiceinanger.HowdoIbegintoletamanlikethisnearthewomanIlove?

Lelo:“Idon’tcare,mybabywillneverknowyou.Hewillneverknowanythingaboutyourpeople,

youwillhavenosayoverhim andIswearifyoudarecomenearmeormyfamilyagainZuma,

youwillseeadifferentsideofmethatyouhaveneverseenbefore.”

Istandinaweofthiswoman.

Zuma:“Nombulelodon’tdothistomeplease,youcan’tkeepmeawayfrom mychild.The

ancestorswillpunishhim,hewon’thaveahealthylife.”

Ithoughtasmuch,emotionalblackmail.Hetakesafewstepsashepleads,Istandbeforehim

tostophim from movinganyfurther.HiswordswillnotaffectGoku,theywillblowawaylike

chaffbeforethewindow.

Me:“Thatwillnothappentomyson,Iwilladopthim ifLeloletsme.”

Itwistmyheadtoglanceather,shesmilesasshewipeshertears.

Me:“ThatbabywillbeaXaba,hewillbeintroducedtotheXabaancestorsandtheywillprotect

him.”

Hehuffs.

Zuma:“I’m notgoingtoallowthis.”

Me:“Iwouldliketoseeyoustopus.”

Lelo:“GetoutofhereZumaanddon’tevercomeback.”

Zuma:“Youwillpayforthis,ngiyindodayomZulumina.Iwillbeback.”(I’m aZuluman.)

Histhreatsdon’tfazeme,Iwatchhim ashefuriouslymarchesout.

Lelo:“Mbuso.”

Shewhispers,hertearsareback.Itakeherinmyarmsagain.

Me:“We’regoingtogetthroughthisLelo,Ipromise.WewillhavemoretestsandIknowthat

you’resafe,you’resafemylove.”

Sheclingsontomyt-shirtwhilesobbing.

SETHU*



We’reinthecar,stillparkedasmyphonerings.

It’sStyles.

Ayize:“Answerit.”

Me:“Myvoiceisshaky,he’lldetectthatsomethingiswrongandIknowStyles,he’llwantto

return.”

Ayize:“He’sboundtofindoutanyway.”

Sherollshereyes.

Me:“Hewon’tfindoutandyouwillnotsayawordtohim aboutthis,Stylesisgoingthrough

enoughalready.”

Ayize:“Girlplease,letthemantakecareofyou.”

Shegrabsmyphone,it’stoolatetostopher.

Ayize:“Mr.S.”

Whowouldsheleavethatchirpyvoicewith?

Ayize:“Missmealready?”

Shegiggles,Isideeyeherandshestickshertongueout.

Ayize:“No,I’m okay.”

Ithoughtthephonecallwasforme.

Ayize:“That’sexactlywhatI’lldo,youcancountonmeMr.S.”

Forwhat?

Ayize:“Really?Ohcomeon.”

Shelaughsoutloud,havingmeclogmyears.

Ayize:“Mythoughtsexactly,weseem tohavealotofthingsincommon.”

WhatisStylessayingtoherthathasherblushingandgigglinglikeanidiot.

Igesturethatsheputshim onspeaker,Iwanttohearthisconversation.Shefrownsatmy

motionashereyesdramaticallyshowhervexation.

Ayize:“No,she’sdriving.Shecan’tspeaktoyouatthemoment.”

She'sagoodliar,Ishouldtakenotes.

Shewinksatmebeforeherjawdrops.

Ayize:“Youwantmetoputheronspeaker?”

Ishakemyheadnegatively.



Ayize:“Okay.”

Ayizethough,shedoesn’tagreesoeasily.Whygiveintohim likethis?

Styles:“Kitten.”

Hisvoicemakesmyheartstop.

Me:“Hey,areyouthereyet?”

Itrynottosoundshaky.

Styles:“Yeah,wejustarrived.”

Me:“HowisNeo?”

Styles:“Wehaven’tseenhim yet,Randallhasamigraine.He’sbeenthrowingup,theyhadto

bookhim.”

Ihearthesadnessinhisvoice.

Me:“Ishegoingtobeokay?”

Styles:“We’rewaitingforthedoctor.Howareyou?”

Hedismissesthetopic.

Me:“I’m okay.”

Ilie.

Styles:“Whereareyou?Areyouhomeyet?”

Thequestionsbegin.

Me:“No…”

Styles:“Whynot?”

Whereisthiscomingfrom?

Me:“We’reonourwayStyles.”

Irespondalmostimmediately,he’ssuddenlytoocautious.

Styles:“I’m sorry,I’m justworriedaboutyou.”

AyizemimesthatIshouldtellhim,Ishakemyhead.

Ayze:“Tellhim.”

Sheyells,mysisterhasnofilter.

Styles:“Tellmewhat?”

IfItellhim,hewillworryandwanttoreturn.Hisfriendneedshim moreatthemomentandI



cannotbeselfish.

Me:“ThatImissyou.”

Ayizerollshereyes.

Styles:“IseverythingokaySethu?”

Musthebethissmart?

Me:“Everythingisokay,Ipromise.Look,wejustgothomeandmyfatheriswaitingatthegate.

Canwetalklater?”

Ilie,it’stheonlywayIcangetridofhim.

Styles:“I’llcallyou.”

Me:“Bye.”

Ayize:“ByeMr.S.”

Styleshangsup,IthinkI’m aterribleliar.

Ayize:“Umjolongiyawesaba.AmangaSethu?”(I’m scaredofrelationships,suchliesSethu?)

Me:“Youdon’tunderstand,hisfriendneedshim.”

Ayize:“Ifyousayso,let’sgo.Hitlerandhiswifeareprobablyanxious.”

Shestatesasshestartsthecar.

Tobecontinued…



99*

NOMBULELO*

MbusoandIgottestedbeforeweleftthehospital,waitingfortheresultswastorture.Those

werethelongestthirtyminutesofmylife.Iam thankfulforthismanwhoheldmyhandthrough

everything,Mbusohasprovedtometimeandagainthathe’shereforthelongrun.Idon’tknow

howIwilleverthankhim.

Theresultscamebacknegative,Iwasthrilled.

Mbuso:“Ihopeyou’rethinkingaboutme.”

Heexclaimsasheputsaglassofjuiceonthecounterbeforeme,he’spreparingsomethingfor

lunch.I’m sittingonbarstoolwhilewatchinghim dowhathedoesbest.

Me:“IwasthinkingabouthowluckyIam tohaveyouinmylife.”

Hegleams.

Mbuso:“I’m flatteredhonestly.”

Heplaceshisarmsonthecounterandleansovertopeckmylips,notanorm but,I’lltakeit.

Me:“Really?”

Henodsandgoesbacktohispots.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Mbuso:“Yeah.”

Herespondswhileengrossedonhiscooking.

Me:“IthinkI’m readytotellmyfamilyaboutyou.”

Heraiseshiseyesandtheyfallonme.

Mbuso:“Youare?”

Thiscomesasasurprisetohim.

Me:“Yes,Idon’twanttohideyouanymore.Iwanttotellmyuncleaboutyou.”

Mbuso:“Areyousure?”

Heamblesbacktome.

Me:“WhenIlosteverything,youweretheonlyonethatstayedandtheonlythingthatmade

sense.Youbecamemysafehaven,myfamilyshouldknowthemanthatsavedmeandbrought

mebacktolife.”



Heplaceshishandonmineashelooksintomyeyes.

Mbuso:“I’m gameforwhateveryoudecide.WhataboutGoku?Willyoutellthem whohisreal

fatheris.”

Ihaven’tthoughtthatfar,IwantZumatobenothingbutadistantmemory.

Me:“Theyhavetoknowbutalsothat,Iwantnothingtodowithhim,hewon’tbepartofour

child’slifeandmyfamilywillhavetorespectthat.Iknowtheyarebigontraditionbutthisismy

choiceandIwillstandbyit.”

Mbuso:“Iwillstandwithyou.”

Heputsasmileonmyfacewithhiswords.

Me:“Thankyouforstandingbyme.”

Mbuso:“Thankyouforlettingme.”

Heleansovertokissme,we’relostinthismomentuntilIsmellsomething.

Me:“Yourfoodisburning.”

HekissesmeasIspeak.

Mbuso:“Yes,it’sonfire.”

Hesmilesagainstmylips,Islightlypushhim off.

Mbuso:“Whathappened?”

Theconfusedlookonhisfaceiswitty.

Me:“Thefood.”

Ipointtothestoveandheswivelsandgrunts.

Mbuso:“Ohshit.”

Hecussesasherunstoattendtothem,leavingmesnickering.

STYLES*

Ihavebeenpacingupanddownthishallway,waitingfornewsregardingRandall.

Nkomo:“Hey.Howishe?”

Imeethim halfwayasheapproaches.

Me:“Idon’tknow,thedoctorsaredoingsometests.Hewasstrugglingtowalkwhenwegot

here.”



Nkomo:“Doyouthinkit’sfoodpoisoning?”

Me:“Idoubtit,hedidn’teatanythingtoday.”

Nkomo:“Maybeit’ssomethingheatelastnight.”

Me:“ThinkNeo,ifthatwasthecasetheneveryoneathomewouldbesick.Chiomaconfirmed

thattheyareallokay.”

Nkomo:“YouspoketoChioma?Didyoutellherabouthim?”

Me:“Idon’tseetheneedtoworrythem.”

Nkomo:“SeriouslyStyles,thisiscarelessofyou.Whatifsomethinghappenstohim?Don’tyou

thinkyoushouldinform hisfamily?”

HeuttersandIcan’tunderstandwhyhe’ssuddenlyupset.

Me:“NothingisgoingtohappentoRandall.”

Nkomo:“Youdon’treallyknowthat,Iknow,youregardhim asyourbrotherbuthehasafamily

andtheyneedtoknowwhat’sgoingonwithhim.”

Me:“What’syourproblem Nkomo?Sincewhendoyoucareabouthim?”

Hetakesupalookofannoyanceashegrimacesatme.

Nkomo:“I’m tryingtomakeyouseereasonhere.”

Hemumbles.

Me:“IknowRandall,hewouldn’twanthisfamilytoseehim likethis.”

Hescratcheshishead.

Whyisheagitated?

Nkomo:“Fine,we’lldoityourwaythen.We’llwaittillhediesthen,inform hisfamily.Myopinion

doesn’tmatterso,whatever.”

Hecomplains,IknowwhatI’m doing.

Me:“Heisnotgoingtodie.”

Nkomo:“Yousaidityourselfthat,hecouldn’twalkwhenyougothere.”

Hesquelches,Ican’timagineRandalldying.Hecan’t,hislifehasjuststarted.

Me:“Let’shearwhatthedoctorsaysfirst.”

Heshrugsashegivesupontryingtoconvinceme.

Me:“HowisNeo?”

Hefrownsatmeandshakeshisheadindisapproval,Iwaitforhim torespondbuthedoesn’t.



“RandallOkolie?”

Thedoctorannouncesasheapproaches.

Me:“Yes.Howishe?”

Doctor:“Mr.Okolieisinacriticalconditionbutwecan’tdetectanythingwrongwithhim,the

resultscamebacknegative.”

Me:“That’simpossibledoc,somethingiswrongwithhim.”

Doctor:“Isuspectfoodpoisoning,whichexplainsthevomiting.”

Me:“You’readoctor,you’resupposedtoknowyourstorynotsuspect.”

Iraisemyvoiceathim.

Nkomo:“Stylescalm down.”

Doctor:“Iunderstandyourangersir,we’redoingmoretests.Inthemeantime,whatwecandois

wait.”

Hesays.

Doctorsshouldknoweverything.Whyisthisoneclueless?

Me:“CanIseehim.”

Doctor:“Sure.”

Heleavesuswiththat.

Nkomo:“Ithinkit’stimeyoumakethatcalltoAmara,don’tsayIdidn’twarnyouStyles.”

DammitRandall,youcan’tdothis.

AMARA*

IfeisteachingLiyanahowtobakecookies,thekitchenisamess.IfChiomaweretowalkinand

findthisplacelikethis,shewillfreakout.Ican'tsayIknowmywayaroundtheovenso,Iopted

topreparelunchforeveryone.

Liyana:“Arewegoingtogivepapacookiestoo?”

She'shelpingherauntmixtheingredientswhileI'm standinginfrontofthestovetryingtocook

alotofthingsatonce.

Ife:“Ohsweetie,papawon’teatthesecookies.”

Liyana:“Why?”



Thepoorchildsoundsdisappointed.

Ife:“Well,papawantsadifferentcookie.”

Sheshootsmeasillylookasshegivesananswer.

Me:“Ife?”

Mymindisquicktograspwhatshe'ssaying.

Shelaughs.

Ife:“It’strue.”

Shecontinuestolaugh,Iseeshe’shavingafielddayatmyexpense.

Me:“IshouldaskChiomatosmackthatmouthofyours.”

Shegiggles.

Liyana:“WhichcookiesdoeshewantIfe?”

Me:“Liyababy,thesearefine,okay?Yourfatherwilllovethem andyouknowwhy?”

Sheshakesherhead.

Me:“Becauseyoumadethem.”

Aninnocentsmileflashesonherface,Ifeisstillentertainedbyherstupidityasshemixesthe

batter.

Ife:“Thisremindsmeofmymother,shelovesbaking.WeusedtodothiseverySundaymorning

beforeeveryonewokeup,thearomaofherbakingmadethathousefeellikeahome.”

Shehasacertainsparkinhereyesasshespeaksofhermother.

Me:“Howisshe?”

Shesmiles.

Ife:“She’salright,canbeannoyingsometimesandadramaqueenbut,Iwouldn’ttradeherfor

anything.Didbrothertellyouthathe’shalfNigerianandhalfGhanaian?”

Whatdoeshetellme?Hedoesn’tspeak.

Me:“No.”

Ife:“MotherisNigerianhencethenativenames.”

Me:“DoyouhaveanEnglishname?”

Ife:“IdoandIhateit.”

Me:“Whatisit?”

Ife:“Thatnamebelongsonmybirthcertificateandthat'swhereitshouldstay.”



Shestates.

Anunexpectedsuspicionsneaksuponme,it’sthatfeelingwhenyoufeelsomethingisnotright

butyoucan’tputyourfingeronit.

Me:“Ife,callRandall.”

Ife:“What?”

Shehurriestomeassheseestheworryonmyface.

Me:“Somethingiswrong,callRandall.”

Iuttersoftlysonottoalarm Liyana,she’sverysensitivewithherfather.

Ife:“NothingiswrongwithBrother,wewouldknowbynowifsomethinghadhappenedtohim.”

Whyismysixthsenseurgingmethen?

Me:“PleaseIfe,formysake.Iwon’tstopworryinguntilIhearhisvoice.”

Shewashesherhandsinthesinkbeforesheattendstomyrequest.

Ife:“He’snotanswering.”

Calm downAmara.

Me:“Tryagain.”

Iwatchherasshelistenstotheringtone,Icanhearit,that’showloudthevolumeis.She

shakesherhead.

Ife:“He’snotanswering.”

Ithinkshe’salsostartingtoworry.

Me:“TryStyles.”

Ife:“Idon’thavehisnumber,letmeaskChioma.”

Shestopsattheentranceasshestartstomarchoutofthekitchen,there’samanstanding

beforeherandChiomaisstandingnexttohim.

Ife:“Mkhonto?”

Shegasps,beforetheyengulfeachotherinanintimatehug.ThisisthemanRandallwarnedher

tostayawayfrom.

SETHU*



Me:“Youknowalittlehelpwouldbenice?”

Ayizehasn’tliftedafingertohelpmeinthiskitchen,Iam slavingaloneforgod-knowswhat.The

parentsareinthelivingroom,wehaven’tbeentoldwhywewerecalledhere.IwishIdidn’tcare

likemysisterbut,them notsayinganythingonlyaddsuptomyanxiety.

Ayize:“Theypreferyourcooking,mom doesn’teatmyfood,remember.ShesaysIdon’tcook

likeI’m goingtobesomeone’swifeoneday.”

Mom expectstoomuchfrom her,sometimesIfeelthepressurethattheyputonher.

Me:“Well,Ithinkmysisteristhebestcook,Iloveyourcooking.”

Ayize:“You’remysister,it’syourjobtoboostmyego.”

Shepushesherhandinherbagandcomesoutwithanalreadyopenbeerbottle,takesafew

sipsandpushesitbackin.That’swhatshe’sbeendoing,drinkingfrom thebagwhilestuckon

thatchair.

Me:“True,it’salsomyjobtotellyouthetruthandthisisthetruth,youcancook.Anothertruthis

thatyoushouldputthataway,dadisaroundatleastrespecthim.”

Ayize:“Don’tstartsis’wam,IneedthisifI’m goingtofacethosetwo.”(Mysister.)

Shewavesherhand,I’m wastingmytimehere.

Ayize:“Yourmom probablyhasaspeechreadyforme,Ican’tfacethatwomansober.”

Me:“Forwhatit’sworth,you’rethebestsisterandmyfavourite.Don’ttellthegirlsIsaidso.”

Ayize:“Ibetterbeyourfavourite.”

Shetakesanothershorttripintoherbagandindulgesonalongsip.

Ayize:“Wherearethosechipmunksanyway,Ihaven'tseenthem yet.”

Me:“Playingnextdoor.”

Inoticethatshe'sbusywithsomethingonmyphone.

Mymom walksintothekitchen,thishasAyizehidingherface.

Mom:“Sethugocoveryourhead,theguestishere.”

Me:“Whatguestmom andwhydoIhavetocovermyhead?Didsomeonedie?”

Ayizelaughs,she’sawardedanastyglare.

Ayize:“Sorry."

Shesnorts.

Mom:“Wena?Isthisthelifeyouchose?Drinkingyourselfsilly?You’reagirlAyize,actlikeone.

Girlsyouragearemarried,theyaretakingcareoftheirhusbandswhileyou’rebusykissinga

bottleallday.”



Ayize:“AtleastI’m kissingsomething.”

Shemummers,mom heardher.

Mom:“Thisbackchattingwillnotgetyouanywheremychild.”

Ayize:“Mamaplease,letmelivemylife.”

Mom:“YoucallthisalifeAyize?”

Onceshestarts,thereisnostoppingher.Ayizehatesithere,shehatesbeingtoldwhattodo.

Mom anddadcontinuetodriveherawaywiththeirconstantcomplainingandtheirdictatorship.

Ayize:“It’sbetterthanbeingtieddownbyaman.”

Sheretorts,theyreallydon’tseeeyetoeye.

Mom:“Youwillremembermywordsoneday.”

Ayize:“AndIwillthankyouforthem.”

Mom shakesherhead,shehasbeendefeatedbyherthirtyyearolddaughter.Shewalkstothe

stoveandopenstheoven.

Mom:“Sethu,addmorechickenintheoven.Thisisnotenough,theguestshouldnotstarve.”

We’rebacktotheguest?Whoisit?

Me:“Okay,mom.”

Ayize:“YesSethu,listentoyourmother.Youwillmakeamanhappyoneday.”

Thesarcasm inhertone.

Me:“Really?”

Mom:“Gocleanyourselfupwena.”

Ayizenods,rudely.Idon’tknowwhereshegetsitfrom.Shehasalwaysbeenrude,Ilikehowshe

doesn’ttakenonsensefrom anyone.

Mom:“Sethu,finishupandchangeoutofthosejeanswhenyou’redone.Wearadressor

something.”

Sheordersbeforestridingbacktothelivingroom.

Ayize:“Thatwomanneedsalife.”

Me:“Shehasalife,she’sateacherandshe’smarriedwithkids.”

Shehuffs.

Ayize:“Boring.”

Me:“Whodoyouthinktheguestis?”



Ayize:“Yourmotherisplayingmatchmakersweetie.”

Shelaughs.

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Ayize:“You’llsee,let’sgogetyoureadymam’fundisi.”(Pastor’swife.)

Shedragsmeaway,mymotherisuptosomething.Adressandaheadwrap?That'schurch

couture,shealwayshassomethinguphersleeve.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

100*

RANDALL*

Icannotrecognizemysurroundings.I’m ataremoteplace,standinginfrontofariver,waiting

forsomethingandmymindcan’trecallwhatthatthingis.Thesunisupandit’sveryhot,the

birdsaresingingandIcanhearthesoundofthewatersplashingagainsttherocks.

IhaveafeelingIwassummonedtothisplace,Idon’twanttobehere.Somethingcompelsme

toturnandIseemygrandfatherwalkinguptome,hehasasadlookonhisface.Oneof

someonewhoismourning,hestopsbeforeme.

Okolie:“IhavebeenwaitingforyouUze.”

Hespeakswithsomuchsadnessinhisvoice.

Me:“Whereisthisnana?Whatam Idoinghere?”(Grandfather.)

Iaskhastily.

Okolie:“You’resafehereUze.”

Me:“Safefrom what?”

Okolie:“It’simperativethatyouremainhereUze.”

Heemitsashecontinuestoholdthedejectedtone.

Me:“No,nananotagain.Ican’tbehere,Ican’tstayhere.Amaraneedsme,mydaughterneeds

me.Theyneedprotection,notme.”(Grandfather.)

Okolie:“Followme.”

Heleadsmetoanopenspacewheretherearetworockssetoppositeeachother.

Okolie:“Sit.”

Hepointsatarockthatisadornedwithanimalskin,itappearstobeofroyalty.

Me:“Icannotsitherenana,Iam notworthy.”(Grandfather.)

Okolie:“Thegodsfoundyoufit,thishasbeenpreparedforyou.”

Heexplains,Ican’tpossiblygraspwhatitwouldmeanifItakeupthisseat.

Me:“Iwanttogohome.”



Idispute.

Okolie:“Relaxmyson,youwillnotbeboundtothisplacejustfrom sittingonthisthrone.You

areroyaltyandshouldbetreatedlikeone.”

ItrusthiswordsandsoIobeyhiscommand,hesettlesdownbeforemeonalowerrock.

Me:“Whyam Ihere?”

Okolie:“Itriedtorelayamessagethroughyourdreamsbuttheywerestolenthemomentyou

wouldwakeup.”

Me:“Idon’tunderstand.”

Okolie:“IhavecometoyourdreamsplentyoftimesUze,towarnyouofthedangersyou’re

oughttoface.Butthosedreamswerewipedoutfrom yourmemory.”

Me:“Mydreamsarealwaysalittlevagueinthemorning,sometimesIgetaheadachefrom

tryingtorecallthem.”

Iexplainthepasthappeningsinmylife.

Okolie:“ThisistheonlywayIcouldgetthroughtoyou.”

Me:“Youtriedtokillme?”

Heshakeshishead.

Okolie:“Ididn’tdothistoyou,themaidenwhotookyourhanddid.Thesicknesswasputupon

you,Ijustusedittomyadvantage,tomeetupwithyou.Thiswastheonlyway,yourdreamsare

notsafe.”

Hespeaksofamaidenwhotookmyhand,Ifailtorecallwhoitcouldbe.

Me:“Whoisthismaidenyouspeakofnana?”(Grandfather.)

Okolie:“Theoneyourfatherhaschosenforyou.”

HemeansRuth.

Me:“Whatdoyoumeanmyfatherchoseher?Wasitnottheelderswhochoseher?It’sroyal

custom so,myfatherwasnotaloneinthisdecisionmaking.”

Okolie:“Myson,youhavebeenkeptinthedarkforfartoolongandit’stimethetruthisrevealed

toyou.Thereisagreatthreatuponyourlifeandofthoseyoulove.”

It’snotnewstome,it’ssomethingIhavealwaysknown.

Me:“YousaidtokeepAmarasafeinthedream.”

That’stheonlydream Irememberofhim.

Henods.

Me:“Whowasthewoman?”



Okolie:“RuthAdaeze,theywanttogettoyouthroughthespiritualroute.Thespiritrealm is

morerealthanthenaturalandoncetheygettoyourspirit,theywillbeabletodowhateverthey

wantwithyou.Youwillbecometheirpuppetandadheretoeverythingtheysay.”

Iam shakentothecorebythisexposure.

Me:“WhoaretheynanaandwhydidRuthkillAmarainmydream?”

Okolie:“Myson,youonlyseewiththenaturaleyehenceyoucan’tseewhatpeoplereallyare,

theyarepeoplewhowalkaroundwithdaggersintheirhandsreadytostabyouthemomentyou

turnyourback.”

Hegoesagainspeakinginriddles.

Me:“IsitRavenandagya?”(Father.)

Okolie:“Yourfather,yes.Ravenisjustanaïveboywhoseekshisfather’sattentionandwould

bendoverforhim nomatterwhat.”

IhavenoticedthisaboutRaven,Ialsoknowthathewouldneverhurtme.Ifhavefaithin

anythingthenit’sthis.

SETHU*

Ayizedidn’tbotherchanging,shewouldn’thearanyofit,shestillinsistthatthesepeopleare

hereforme.

There’saguysittingonthecouch,smallbody,nosignthathewasoncebearded.Healmost

lookslikeateenagerorcouldbeinhisearlytwenties,sayabout,twentythree.Hejoltsupashe

seesmeandtakesupasmilewhichIfailtoreturn.Here’sastrangersmilingatmelikehe

knowsme.

Ayizecackles,that’showdisrespectfulmybelovedsisteris.Herpuzzlehasbeensolvedwhile

I’m stilltryingtofiguremineout.Whoisthismanandwhyishesmilingatme?

Mom:“WhattookyousolongSethu?”

Shefrownsbeforetakingupasmile.

Mom:“Comeandsitmychild,thisisKwena.”

Hereachesouthishandtome,Iglanceatmyfatherwho’squietlysittingonhisfamous

favouritechair.Ismellarathere.

Mom:“Sethu,don’tberude.Kwenaisgreetingyou.”

Iturnbacktomymotherwhonowcarriesafrustratedlook.

Me:“Hi.”



Hewantsmetotakehishandashehasitstretchedouttome,Iam notshakingthathand.I

mightbeagreeingtosomethingIdon’tknow.

Ayizeslightlypushesmetotheside.

Ayize:“Ayize,I’m thebigsister.Myparentsprobablydidn’ttellyouaboutme,I’m theblack

sheepofthefamilynotsomethingtheywouldboastabout.”

Sheshakeshishandwithoutstopping,theguylooksuncomfortableashetriestopullhishand

from her.

Kwena:“KwenaMaja.”

Heintroduces,finallyclaimingbackhishand.

Mom:“Ayize.”

Shegrunts,thiswomanfailstohideherangerinthepresenceofvisitors.

Ayize:“IthoughtIshouldintroducemyselfsincenoonewilldothehonours.”

Mom clickshertongue,Iknowshehastenpagesreadyforherandwilltellherofftheminute

thismanwalksoutthedoor.

Mom:“Sethu,pleasesit.There’senoughspacenexttoKwena.”

ThisKwenaguyisstillsmilingatme,Iwishhewouldstop.It’sgettingcreepyandI’m

uncomfortable.

Mom:“Ayize,bringusdrinks.”

Ayize:“Yoh.”

Shetakesmyhandandpullsmetositnexttoheronatwoseater,makingsurethere’snospace

betweenus.

Thismeansshewillnotbegoingintothatkitchenanytimesoon,mymom haskilledmysistera

milliontimeswiththatdeadlystareandAyizeisnotdeterredatall.

Dad:“Ayize,youheardyourmother.”

Ayize:“YesdadIheardherbutI’m sureourguestisnotthirstyyet,althoughhelooksit.”

Shescanshisbodyatherdeclaration,Kwenachokesonhisspitalmostjoltingupfrom thechair.

Hecoughsacoupleoftimesbeforehe’sstable.

IknowprettywellwhatAyizemeansbythismeans.Inudgeherandsheshrugshershoulders,

theseoldpeoplehavenocluewhatsoeverabouttheinsulttheirdaughterjustthrewattheir

guest.

Kwena:“Uhh,I’m finemom,thankyou.”

Mom?



AyizeandIexchangeglances.

Ayize:“Dad,wehaveabrother?”

Thisismysister,shehasthepoorguychokingagain.Ifhechokesonemoretime,hewilldie.

Dad:“Ayize.Usuyahlanya?”(Areyoucrazy?)

Ayize:“No,dad.It’sjustthatherefferedtomom asmom andasfarasweknowyoudon’thave

ason.”

Iwanttolaugh,butmymother’sscowldoesnotallowme.

Mom:“Thischildhasademon.”

Ayize:“Hallelujah!!!It’sgoodwehaveapastorhere.Hewillprayformeandmom willfinally

havetheperfectdaughtershe’salwayswanted.”

Okay,I’m doneencouragingher.Thisisgettingserious,atleastmom willnotstartafightin

frontoftheguest.Herreputationisatstake.

Dad:“Youwillnotdothisinfrontofourguest.”

Ayize:“But,heisapastordad.”

Sheturnstohim.

Ayize:“Kwena?Areyounotapastor?”

Henodsnervously.

Ayize:“Yousee,hejustconfirmedit.”

Mom:“Mysonplease,don’tworryabouther,she’soutspoken.”

Whatshemeansisthatshe’sadisrespectfullittledemonwhoneedsJesus,holywater,

anointingoilandisiwasho.(Cleansingwater.)

Kwena:“It’sokaymom,Iwasalittleedgybeforeshegothere.Shehashelpedmerelax.”

Liar.

Mom:“DoyourememberKwena?”

She'saskingme.

Ihaveneverseenhim inmylife.

Me:“No.”

Mom:“Hegrewupafewhousesawayfrom us,youtwousedtoplayonthestreetstogether.”

Itstilldoesn’tringabell.

Ishakemyhead,thismanissittingacrossus,beaming,I'm done.



Ayize:“He’sthepastor’sarrogantsonwhousedtoboastaboutourtithesandofferingsandhow

manycarshisfatherhad.Iremember,actuallyheneverwantedtoplaywithanyone,hewas

betterthanus.”

IhaveacceptedhercrazinessandIam notshockedanymore.Kwenaclearshisthroatashe

shufflesuncomfortablyonhisseat.

Mom:“Baba,speaktoyourdaughter.”

She’shadenough.

Dad:“Ayizemydaughter,pleasegodishupforus.Yourfatherishungry,won’tyoudothisfor

me.”

Heuseshisdaddy’slittlegirltone,IknowAyizewantstorollhereyes.

Ayize:“Okay,SethuandIwilldishupforeveryone.”

Mom:“Sethuisstaying.”

Ayize:“Never,soyoucanthrowherunderthebus?”

Mom:“Whatiswrongwithyou?”

Dad:“Mybabyplease.”

Hepleads.

Ayize:“Fine.”

Shewhines.

Ayize:“Backupwillcome.”

Shewhispersinmyearbeforetoddlingtothekitchen,Idon’tknowwhatshemeansbythatbut,I

knowshewillnotbedoinganythinginthatkitchen.

Mom:“Well.”

Shesighsinrelief,IknowwhatishappeninghereanditwillbeacolddayinhellbeforeIconsent

toit.

Mom:“Kwena,whydon’tyousitnexttoSethusoyoucangettoknoweachother.Youbothare

adultsandI’m sureyoudon’tneedustointroduceyoutoeachother.”

Ayize:“Hehehe.”

IturntoAyize’sloudcackle,she’sinthekitchenclearly,listeninginontheconversation.

Me:“It’sokaymom,Ilikemyownspace.”

Mom:“ThecouchisbigenoughtoaccommodatetwopeopleSethu,I’m sureyoucanshare.”

It’snotbigenoughformeandthisstranger.



Me:“Mom please,don’t.”

Kwena:“It’sokaymom,thisviewisperfect.”

Thesmileagain,Iofficiallyhateit.

Mom:“DoyouknowthatKwenaisayouthpastor?Hejustgothishonoursintheologyandnow

worksfulltimeatthechurch.”

NotthatIcarebut…

Me:“That’snice.”

Mom:“Itis.”

Kwena:“YesandIhavejuststartedwithmymasters,prettysoonIwillbetheyoungesthighly

educatedyouthpastorinJohannesburg.Theyouthneedsyoungeducatedpeoplelikeustolead

them totherightpath.”

Ifeignasmile.

“Shumayelamfundisi.”(Preachpastor.)

That’sAyizefrom thekitchen,Iwishtoseeherfacerightnow.

Mom clickshertongue,DadisdefeatedandKwena,well,let’sjustsaysomethingiskeepinghim

from walkingoutthatdoor.AnynormalpersonwouldhaveranthemomentAyizeopenedher

mouth.

Whateverthesepeopleareplanningwillnothappen.

AMARA*

HowdidChiomaletthismaninthehouse,knowinghowRandallfeelsabouthim?

Me:“Chioma,pleasetakeLiyatoherroom.”

Liyana:“But,Iwanttobake.”

Me:“Baby,we’llfinishlater,okay.”

Liyana:“Why?”

Me:“It’slunchtimeandyouneedtofreshenupfirst.”

Shepouts.

Liyana:“Okay.”

ChiomatakesherhandandIwatchthem astheywalkawaybeforepullingIfetotheside.

Mkhontodoesn’tseem tolikeit.



Ife:“Whathappened?”

Me:“Whyishehere?”

Randallwasright,he’snotthetypeofmanyouwouldtakehometomeetyourparents.He’s

abouttheaveragemaleheight,hasascaratthetopofhislefteyebrow.Hiseyeswonder

everywhere,ifIweretocrosspathswithhim atnightIwouldturntheotherway.He’swearing

dickiespants,ablackleatherjacketandablackleatherbuckethat.HelookswaytoooldforIfe.

Ife:“Hecametoseeme.”

Me:“Youcalledhim here?”

Ife:“No,Ijusttoldhim thatbrotherwasn’taround,Ididn’tthinkthathewouldcome.”

Me:“Hehastogo.”

Ife:“What?No.”

Shefrownsatme.

Me:“Ife,youheardwhatyourbrothersaid.Nooneistoenterthishouseinhisabsence,wecan’t

disobeyhim.”

Ife:“Wecansitoutside,Ipromisehewon’tbotheranyone.He’sagoodmanAmara,hewon’t

hurtus.”

Thatlookonhisfacedoesn’tsayhe’sagoodman,he’sbeenglaringatussinceIpulledIfe

aside.

Me:“Ifetellthatmantoleavethishousenow.”

WhatwillRandallthinkofmewhenhefindsoutthatIallowedthiscrazinessinhishouse.

Mkhonto:“Sis’wami,I’m sorryIdidn’tmeantointrude.IwantedtoseeIfeandthisistheonly

waysinceshe’snotallowedtoleavethehouse.”(Mysister.)

Hetakesstepsclosertous,I’m seriouslynotcomfortablewithhim here.

Me:“Idon’tthinkyoushouldbehere,theownerisnotaroundand.”

Mkhonto:“Iknowandagain,I’m sorry.”

Whydoeshekeepapologising.

Ife:“Youdon’thavetobesorrybaby,youdidnothingwrong.Ifanyoneistoblameit’sme.”

Itfeelsweirdthatsheaddresseshim withapetname.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Iwhispertoher,sherollshereyesatme.

Me:“IfeI’m notkidding,tellthismantoleave.”



Mkhontotiltshisheadtothesideasiftryingtolistentowhatwe’resaying.

Ife:“Fine,you’resoboring.”

Shegruntsloudly,Mkhontofrowns.

Ife:“I’m sorrybutIcan’tletyoustayhere,brotherwillkillme.”

Hescratcheshishead.

Mkhonto:“Iunderstand,sis’wamiyouareagoodwomanandIrespectyouasgrootman’s

woman.”(Mysister.)(Boss.)

He’stalkingtome.Whyishetellingmethis?Idon’trespond,thismanshouldleavethishouse

now.

There’sasuddenunsettlingfeelinginmystomach.

Mkhonto:“YouknowI’m notabadperson,circumstancesinlifeleadyoutodothecraziest

things.IlovemymotherandIcan’tseeanythinghappentoher.”

Me:“Ifeplease,showhim out.”

Ife:“Let’sgoMkhonto.”

He’snotmoving.

Whyishenotmoving?

Iclenchmyarmsagainstthekitchencounteraspanicovertakesme,Ihavealreadypredicted

hisactions.Thewordshespeaksandthelookonhisfacegivehim away.

Me:“Excuseme.”

HepullsoutagunasIbegintotoddleout,compellingmetofreezeinmytracks.I’m tryingto

staycalm forLiyanabutinrealityIwanttoscream outloud.

Ife:“Mkhonto?”

Shedrawsbackfrom him.

Me:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Itrytocontrolmybreathing.

Mkhonto:“LikeIsaid,I’m notabadpersonbut,thosepeoplehavemymotherandtheywillkill

herifIdon’tdeliveryoutothem.”

Ife:“Mkhonto.Whyareyoudoingthis?”

Mkhonto:“It’snotpersonalsweetheart,you’reagoodgirlbutIneedarealwoman.”

Thisbastard,Ifetearsupinstantly.

Ife:“Youwereusingme?”



Mkhonto:“Notusing,Ijustneededawayin.Iwasdesperateandyouseemedtobeaneasy

target,I’m sorryskat,itwasn’tmyintentiontobreakyourfragileheart.”

Iferushestomeandthrowsherselfinmyarmsassheburstintotears.Thisisnotthetimeto

becryingforaman,we’refacingdanger.

Me:“Thereareguardsoutside,ifIscream theywillcomerunningin.Isuggestyouleave.”

Thisthreatshouldwork,heshakeshishead.

Mkhonto:“Thosearemyboys,theyworkforme.YouthinkIwouldcomeherewithoutaplan?

Okoliedoesn’tappointhisownsstaff,heleavesittotheheadofsecurity.Hedoesn’tevenknow

halfoftheirnamesandthat’swhenIsawthisasanopportunity.”

We’restandinghereinthemiddleofthekitchenineachotherarms,mystifiedbythisstrange

manwhohasaguninhishand.

Ife:“Mkhontoplease,don’thurtus.”

Shepleads.

Mkhonto:“Iwon’thurtyou,Ijustwanther.”

Hepointsthegunatme.

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Mkhonto:“Eish,Itoldyou.Therearepeoplewhohavemymotherandtheywantyouinexchange

forher.”

Me:“Randallwillkillyouwhenhefindsyou.”

Iknowthis,Ihaveseenhim todoit.Ihaveseenhim killahumanwithnoconscious,likeitwas

nothing.

Mkhonto:“IknowbutthetimehegetsbackIwillbegone,hewon’tfindme.Thoseidiotsare

stupidImustsay,theydon’tknowwhotheyaredealingwith.Idon’tcare,aslongastheygive

memymotherback.”

RunningisnotanoptionandwherewillIrunto?

Me:“Atleasttellmewhotheyare.”

Mkhonto:“Iwouldn’tknow,Iwasapproachedbyathirdperson.”

Me:“Youdon’thavetodothisMkhonto,pleasethinkitthrough.”

Heshakeshishead,highlydisagreeing.

Mkhonto:“Let’smovesisi,timeisnotonmyside.Ihaveaplanetocatch.”

Me:“Pleasedon’tdothis.”

Ipleadasmytearsfailme,Ifeclingstomywaist.



Ife:“No,don’ttakeher.”

Shecries.

Mkhonto:“Yey,yeeyIdon’thavetimeforgames.”

Hepullsherfrom mebutIferefusestoletgo.

Ife:“No,please.”

Me:“PleaseMkhonto,don’tdothis.”

IclingontoIfefordearlife.

Mkhonto:“You’rewastingmytime.”

HegrabsIfe,screamingandpusheshertowardsthesink.Hegripsmyhandandbeginstolug

me.

Ife:“Amara.”

Ifescreamsassherunsafterus,Mkhontopointsagunatherandthat’senoughtostopher.

Mkhonto:“Iwouldn’tifIwereyou.”

She’ssnivellinginfearandIam tryingtolookstrongforherbutfailingtocontrolmytears.

IspotChiomaatthetopofthestairs,shehasherhandsonherheadandherjawdropped.I

shakemyheadgesturingthatshegoesbackup,Liyanacan’tseethis.Sheslowlytramplesback

upstairs.

Ife:“Amara,I’m sorry.”

HowdoIrespondtothis?Shebroughtthismantothehouseafterherbrothertoldhertokeep

awayfrom him.

Mkhonto:“Lockthedoorskattie,youhavetokeepthebogeymanout.It’snotsafeoutthere.”

Hewinksather,I’m frozeneventothelastfewsecondsbeforehedragsmeout.Ihavebeenin

thefaceofdangeracoupleoftimesbeforebut,thistimefeelslikeit’sthelastofme.

Hewasrightabouttheguards,thereareaboutfourofthem.Theyfollowusoutsidethegate,

leavingtheplaceunguarded.ThereisaQuantum parkedatthegate,adriverisalready

positioned.Theengineisrunningandthecarisreadytodriveoff,thisiswhenithitsme.Ihave

tofight,ifheshootsme,heshootsme.Ican’tgodownwithoutafight.Theminutetheguards

enterthecarandscoottothebackseat,IsendmyhandtoMkhonto'sfaceandscratchhim,he

groans.Thisgivesmeachancetopulloutofhisgripandscurrytowardsthegate.Idon’tmake

itashegrabsmyhand,pullingmebacktohim.

Mkhonto:“Hey,arewegoingtodothisthehardwayortheeasyway?”

Heyellsatme,Istillchoosetofight.

Me:“Letmego.”



Iscream,thisisasurbub,thestreetsareempty.Housesarefarfrom eachother,noonewill

hearmescream.

WestruggleoutsidethecarasIfightformylife.Heoverpowersmeandpullsmeintothecar,it

speedsoffthemomentheshutsthedoor.

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL*

Me:“WhathasSegundoneandwhataretheyuptowiththisRuthperson?”

Okolie:“Mysonhasalwayshadagreedyheart,wenoticeditfrom thetimehewasyoung.He

wouldn’tsharehistoyswithhissiblings,hehateditwhentheotherchildrenweregivenattention.

Hewantedthespotlight,ithadtobeaboutSegunorelsehewouldgoonahungerstrikeand

yourgrandmothercouldn’ttakethat.Shegavehim alltheattentionhesoughtwhiletryingher

besttomaketheothersfeellovedaswell.Segunwasgiveneverythinghewanted,wethought

maybethiswillchangehim but,hegotworse.”

ThatdefinitelysoundslikeSegun,selfishandgreedy.

Me:“Whydidn’tyouchastisehim likeeverychild?”

Okolie:“Idid,witharod.Itseemedtofuelhisattitude,Ilosthopeandpatience.Atimecamefor

him tobeadornedkingandtakeoverfrom me,thingswentsmoothforafewyears.Iwasproud,

thinkingmysonhadfinallychanged,littledidweknowthathisgreedwaslurkingamongstus.

Hehadbecomeamercilessrulerwhokilledpeople,anymistakedoneuponhim,youwouldpay

withyourlife.Herobbedpeopleoftheirtaxesandhadnomercyonthepoor.Thegodswere

angry,theywantedhim tostepdownbuttheirdecisioncouldnotberevokednotevenbythem.

Segunwaschosenfrom hismother’swombthathewillrulesotheirhandsweretied.”

Me:“Whatdidyoudotostophim?”

Okolie:“Whatwastheretodomyson?Ifthegodswerehelpless,whatmorecouldwehave

done?Theirangerfelluponthekingdom,welostalot.Money,businesses,oursubjectsbecame

greedyandwouldstealfrom us.Basically,thekingdom wasfalling.Segunsawthethreatthat

felluponthethrone,hecouldn’timaginenotbeingkingandhavedominionovereverything.That

ledhim tothepresenceofChiefBensenAdaeze,thatmanisevil.He’saleaderofabloodcult.”

Me:“Abloodcult?”

Okolie:“Yes,yousacrificeafamilymemberwhenyoujoin.Yourfatherwasdesperatenotto

losethethroneandtohim therewasnoothersolutionthantoturntoBensen.”

IknowSeguntobeselfishlikeIsaidbutthisistoomuchformetograsp,hecannotbethisevil.

Me:“Whodidagyasacrifice?”(Father.)

Okolie:“Uche.”



Me:“What?”

Ichokethequestionoutasmyheartskipsrobustlyonmychest.

Okolie:“Hehadtosacrificetheonehelovedthemost,thoseweretherules.”

Me:“Nanano.”(Grandfather.)

Okolie:“YesUze.”

Me:“Iblamedmyselfforherdeathalltheseyears,heblamedme,forherdeath.”

Whatkindofafatherdoesthat?

Okolie:“Iknowandthat’snotall.ForBensentoagreetohelphim savethekingdom,atreaty

wasmadebetweenthem that,Bensen’sdaughterwillmarrytheheirapparent.Tosealitoff,

theyperformedaritualwhereyouweremarriedofftohisdaughter.”

Me:“Ruth?”

Okolie:“Yes.”

Me:“Whatabouttheonethatwaschosenatmybirth?”

Okolie:“Adultsfollowcustomsbecauseoureldersdid,wefollowintheirfootsteps,makingthe

samemistakestheydid.Thenextgenerationpaysforit,Ruthisnottheonethatwaschosenfor

you.Therewasawoman.”

Hespeaksinpasttense.

Me:“Yousaywas?”

Okolie:“She’sdead,theykilledher.SegunandBensenkilledhertomakewayforRuthandher

deathautomaticallybrokethebloodcovenant.”

Heexplains.

Me:“WhoisSegun?”

Ican’tbelieveIam hearingsuchthingsaboutmyfather.

Okolie:“Yourfathersoldhissoultothedevil,there’snoturningbackforhim.Youcan’tfacea

cultaloneUze,theirplanhereisthatyoufallsickandonceyou’reweak,Segunwilltellyour

mothertoconvinceyoutogobacktoGhana.Thatitistheonlywayforyoutoheal.”

Me:“Iwillneveragreetothat.”

Okolie:“That’swhatyouthink,youwillwanttolivefortheoneyourheartyearnsforandwill

agreetoanything.Andonceyou’rethere,theywilltrapyou.”

Me:“Youcan’tletthathappentomenana,Ican’tbetheirpuppet.”(Grandfather.)

Ipleaddesperately.

Okolie:“Thatiswhyyou’rehere.”



HeleanstothesideandpicksupanAfricancalabash.

Okolie:“Drinkthis.”

Hehandsittome,Itakeapeekinsidebeforesendingittomynosetosniffit.

Okolie:“Drink,itwillhealyouandwashoutthepoisoninyourbody.Thiswillalsogiveyouthe

strengthtofacewhateverobstacleswillcomeyourway.”

IbracemyselfasItakeasmallsipofthisunknowndrink,it’stasteless,almostlikewater.Itake

afewmoresipsbeforeaburningsensationfillsmychest,Idropthecalabashtopressmyhand

onmychest.Grandfathercatchesitbeforeitcrashestotheground.

Okolie:“It’sworking,theywon’tbeabletopoisonyouafterthis.”

Me:“Doesithavetohurt?”

Hechuckles.

Okolie:“Youhavealwaysbeenacrybaby,yourwifewillhaveahardtimewithyou.”

Ishakemyheadathisprediction,mycheststartstofeelnormalagain.Ileerathim tofindhim

staringback.

Okolie:“Don’tbetoocomfortableUze,youneedtostayvigilant,always.Yourlifedependsonit.”

Headvices.

Me:“WhataboutAmara?”

Okolie:“Theywantheroutoftheway,she’stheirbiggestobstacleatthemoment.Theyknow

thateverythingyoudo,youdoforherbuttakeheartmyson,nothingwillhappentoyourbride.”

Me:“Mybride?”

Okolie:“Theancestorshaveapproved,sheisonewithyounow.”

Henodsrepeatedlyatthisdeclaration.

Okolie:“Don’ttrustherwithanyoneandthatincludesthelittleprincess,yourdaughterwillbe

fine.Theeldersarewatchingoverher,Segunwilltrytouseherjusttogettoyoubut,youwill

knowhowtoprotecther.Awaywillbeshowntoyou.”

IunderstandeverythinghehassaidsofarbutI’m stillbaffledbywhyIhavetobekeptherein

themeantime.

Me:“Iwanttogohomenana,it’stheonlywayIcanprotectthem from agya.”(Father.)

Henodsrepeatedlyagain,thistimehesendshishandonhisbeardedchintostrokeit.

Okolie:“Youwill,alighthasbeenshowntoyouUze.Youneedtoopenyoureyes.”

Me:“What?”

I’m confused,myeyesareopen.



Okolie:“OpenyoureyesUze,openyoureyes.”

Hisvoiceechoesinmyearsasifhe’sfarfrom me.

Me:“Nana?”(Grandfather.)

MymindisdisarrayedasIfailtograsphisrequest.

“OpenyoureyesUze,OpenyoureyesRandall.”

Wait!Iknowthatvoice,itsoundslikeStyles.Athisrequest,Igraduallyopenmyeyes.Hisfaceis

thefirstthingIsee,hesmiles.

IscanmyeyestofindthatI'm inahospitalroom.

Styles:“WhatareyoutryingtodoOkolie?”

ThisishowIam welcomed,Isendmyhandtomythroattoruboffthescratchiness.

Me:“Water.”

It’ssodrythatitfeelslikeadesertinthere,herushestothetablebythewindow.There’sahalf-

fulljugofwaterandaplasticcupontheside,hefillsthecupandmarchesbacktome.

Me:“Thanks.”

Isayaftertakingafewsips.

Styles:“Youscaredmeman.”

Me:“Iscaredme.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Me:“Thatquestionagain.”

Hesmilesasheshakeshishead.

SETHU*

I’m stillwaitingtobetoldwhyI’m inhereandwhyIhadtochangemyclothingforthisperson.

Me:“Dad,IshouldgohelpAyizeinthekitchen.”

Iwanttoleavethisplace.

Mom:“No,shewillmanage.Kwenaishereforyou.”



Thereitis.

Me:“Why?”

Mom:“Likewetoldyou,Kwenaisayouthpastor.Heisreadytotakeawife.”

Me:“WhatdoIhavetodowiththat?”

Dad:“Mychild,youhavefoundfavourintheeyesofthisyoungman.Hewantstotakeyouashis

wife.”

Doesthismanhearhimself?

WhereisAyizewhenIneedher?She’stooquietnow.

Kwena:“YesSethu,Ihavebeenobservingyouforawhile.You’reahumbledwoman,you’rekind

andwouldmaketheperfectwifeforme.”

Hespeaksasifobservingsomeoneisanormalthingtodo.

Ican’tbelievemyparentshaveputmeinsuchaposition.

Mom:“Outofallthegirlsatchurch,Kwenahaschosenyou.”

Sheholdsthisproudlookonherface.

I’m tryingtobreathewhileprocessingthiswholething.

Kwena:“MyfatherisopeningabranchinLimpopoandwantsmetoleadtheflockthereso,after

wegetmarriedwewillmovetoLimpopoandbeginourlivesthere.”

Hevoicesouthisvision,I’m numb.Ayizewalksbackinwiththreeglassesofjuice,sheshoots

meacoldstare.Iknowshe’sdisappointedinmefornotsayinganything,sheplacestheglasses

onthecoffeetable.Mom isnothappytoseeher.

Ayize:“Youbetterspeakuporelse.”

Shedeclaressoftly.

Mom:“SaysomethingSethu.”

Me:“Idon’twanttodisturbyourdreamsmom,I’llwaitforyoutofinish.”

Mom:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Me:“Well,youandthismanwhoeverheis,havealreadywrittenmylife.”

Mom:“Sethu?”

Me:“Nomom,I’m naïveandstupid,right?Ican’tthinkformyself,Idon’thavetherighttolivemy

lifebecauseI’m yourdaughter.Dadhonestly,Ididn’texpectthisfrom you,ofallpeople.You’re

sellingmeofftothehighestbidder?”

Dad:“NooneissellingyouoffSethu,thisa…”



Me:“Marriagearrangement?WhatdidIeverdotoyoupeople?Ihavelivedmylifeobeyingyour

everycommand,Icouldn’tfollowmypassionbecauseyousaiditwasn’trightforme.Ihave

beennothingbutagooddaughtertoyou,Iplayedmypartbut,Iam done.”

Mom:“Sethu,thisisnottherighttime.”

Me:“Then,whenisitmom?Whenistherighttime?”

Mom:“IthinkKwenashouldwaitoutside…”

Me:“Nosit,Kwena.Thisisyourparent’shouse,youbelonghere.”

Isoundtoocalm whileinsideIam screamingmylungsout.

Dad:“Sethustopit,thereisatimeforthisandit’snotnow.”

Heyells.

Mom:“ListentoyourfatherSethu.”

Ayizetakesmyhandintohers,she’sencouragingmetocontinue.

Me:“I’m donelistening,it’stimethatyoulistentome.IfyoupeoplethinkIwillagreetothis

stupidarrangementthenyoumustbecrazy,allofyou.”

Dad:“SETHU!!!”

Hejumpsfrom hischairashebarksatme,there’sasuddenexplosionfrom outside.It’ssoloud

thatitcausesustohunkerdown.

Ayize:“Whatwasthat?”

She’sthefirsttorunoutthefrontdoor,Ifollowtofindacarinflames.It’sparkedoutsidethe

gate,Ayizeisstandingwithhermouthopenandherhandspastedonherwaist.Afew

neighbourshavecomeouttowitnessthescene.

Someoneroughlypushesmeaside,IstumblealmostfallingonAyize.It’sKwena,he’swide-eyed,

hishandsareonhisheadandhisjawdropped.

Ayize:“Andthen?”

Ihavenoideawhathisproblem is.

Ayize:“Wait!Don’ttellmethat’syourcar.”

Kwena:“Mybrandnewcar,Ijustboughtit.”

Herevealsintotalshock.

Mom:“Whodidthis?”

Mom isstandingnexttohim,she’sinshockaswell.Dadisspeechless,hestandswithhisarms

foldedacrosshischest.

Ayize:“Thisisamazing.”



Shelaughsoutloudassheclapsherhands.

Kwenadropstohisknees,he’sunabletospeak.

Carsdonotjustexplodeinthemiddleoftheday,there’snoexplanationforthis.

AMARA*

Idon’tknowwherewe’reheaded,we’vebeendrivingonthehighwayforawhilenow.I’m sitting

behindthedriverwithMkhontonexttome,hehasagunpointedatme.

IfMkhontoisdeliveringmetomyenemiesthenchancesare,theywillkillme.

Whygotoanextentofkidnappinghismother?

Itsuddenlypopsinmyhead,whatwouldhappenifRandallfindsmedeadandithurts.Ihaven’t

hadthechancetotellhim thatIlovehim too.

Howwillhedealwithmydeath?WillhegoontomarryRuthorwillhetakeanotherwoman?Will

heloveherthesamewayhelovedmeormore?Eveninmydeath,I’m tooselfishtoimaginehim

withanotherwoman.

Mkhonto:“What’swrong?”

Hisgrowljoltsmebacktothisterriblereality.Thetaxihasstopped,Ipeekovertoseearoad

blockbeforeus.There’sbeenanaccident,therearepolicecars,afiretruckandanambulance

atthescene.Therearecarsparkedontheroadandcitizensobservingtheaccidentscene,

somelookdistressedwhileothersaretakingpictures.Itseemsataxicollidedwithasmallcar

andboththevehiclesaredamagedseverely,bothareinflames.

It’safatalaccident,noonewould’vesurvivedthatcrash.Iscanmyeyestoseethreebodiesin

body-bags.Theparamedicsarehelpingtheinjuredpeoplewhilethepoliceofficersgobackand

forth,inspectingthesight.

Driver:“Ithinkthere’sbeenanaccident.”

Thedriverspeaks,hesoundstoocalm forsomeonewho’scaughtupinakidnappingwhilethere

arepoliceofficersblockingtheroad.IflinchasMkhontopressesagunonmywaist.

Mkhonto:“Ifyoudarescream Iwillshootyou.”

HestatesandIknowoneblastwilleasilysendmetomydeath,hiseyesarecoldandlack

emotion.

Driver:“Grootman,whathappened?”(Boss.)

Iraisemyheadasthedriverspeaks,there’sapoliceofficerstandingbythewindow.Hehas

dreadlocksthatfallonhisshoulders,theyaredanglingonthesideofhisface,almosthidingit.



“There’sbeenanaccident,youknowhowthesetaxidriversdrive.Nooffence.”

Theofficersays,havingthedriverchuckleinreturn.Ithinkhe’stryingtoplayitcoolsothey

don’tgetcaught.

Driver:“Offenceistakennotgivengrootman.”(Boss.)

Mkhontohasbecomerestless.

Mkhonto:“Weareinahurry,pleaseclearuptheroad.”

TheofficerlooksatMkhonto,thenatme.ItrytogesturewithmyeyesthatI’m indanger,ifI

scream,thismanwillshootmewithnohesitation.ThepolicemanisstaringandI’m thinking

he’sgettingituntilheturnshisattentionbacktothedriver.

Officer:“Itwilltakeawhile,myboysareonit.”

Mkhonto:“Wecan’twait,doyourfuckingjobandclearthisroad.”

Heshouts,theofficerraiseshisbrowsandsmirksathim.

Officer:"That’stheplan.”

Hesays,Mkhontoclickshistongue.

“Bozza,what’sgoingon?”(Boss.)

That’soneofhismenintheback,Mkhontoturnshisheadtospeakandthedrivertwistsand

aimsagunathim.Thepoliceofficerwinksatmeasmyjawdrops.

“Bozza.”(Boss.)

Ihearoneofthemenyell,Mkhontoswiftlyturnsback,thedriverdoesn’tgivehim achancetodo

anythingasheputsabulletthroughhistempleandhefallsbackonthechair.Icovermyearsat

theloudpiercingsoundofagunshot,hisbloodissplashedallover.Thesightofitmakesme

wanttogag,Iholdmybreathtostopmyselffrom throwingup.

Ipressmyhandsagainstmyearsasashootinglaunchesinthetaxi.I’m inasittingposition,

unabletobendduetothefearthathasmeparalyzed.Thedriversendshishandtopullmedown,

thistimeI’m abletograspmysurroundings.

Thedoorisopenandthere’samanstandinghere,he’sshootingatthemeninthebackseat.I

raisemyeyestoseeNkomo.IwaslostinterrorthatIdidn’tseehim openthedoor,everything

happenedsofast.Theofficeriscalmlystandingnexttohim asifnothingishappening.Ihold

mybreathaseverythingfallsintosilence,theguardsmustbedead.

Driver:“Getup.”

Thedriverinstructs,Islowlyraisemyselfandglanceattheghastlybloodedscene.It’s

nauseating,Ihaveneverseensomuchbloodinmylife.Mkhonto’smenarelyingdead,thetaxi

isriddledwithbulletholes.

IglanceatNkomo,Ihavenocluewhat’sgoingon.Idon’tknowwhatintentionsthismanhasfor



me,myheartfeelslikeit’sabouttojumpoutofmyribcage,mypalmsaresweatyandmymind

isscrambled.

Nkomo:“You’resafenow,Amara.”

HowdoIknowthis?

Iknowhim andStyleswereonthesameteam thatdayatthehospital,maybeIam safe.He

reacheshishandouttome,Iogleatit.Idon’tknowifIshouldtakeit.

Nkomo:“Let’sgo,oryouwanttokeepthesedeadmencompany.”

Thisisriskybut,ItakehishandanywayandpassoverMkhonto’sbody.

HeshutsthedoorasIstepout.

Me:“What’sgoingon?Pleasetakemehome.”

Iplead,justincasehehasdeviousplansforme.Idon’tknowthesemen,Nkomoseesme

glaringattheofficerandthedriverwhoarenowstandingbeforeus.

Nkomo:“Don’tbeafraid,we’reheretohelpyou.Stylessentus.”

Ifeelasenseofreliefandsecurityatthementionofhisname.

Nkomo:“ThisisKenneth.”

Hepointsattheofficerwiththedreadlocks,hehasthem tiedinaponytailnow.Henods,his

demeanouristhatofRandallwhenIfirstencounteredhim.Heretainsadarkmysteriousaura,it

hasthehairsatthebackofmyneckstanding.Hetowersoverallofus,almostthesameheight

asmyRandall.

Nkomo:“AndthisisSipho.”

Hepointsatthedriverwhosmirksatme.He’swearingapantsulaoutfitfrom headtotoe.You’d

thinkhe’sgoingtoadancecompetition,he’saboutthesameheightasNkomo.Hecouldbein

hismid-twentiesifnotearly.

Nkomo:“Let’sgo.”

Me:“Wherearewegoing?”

Nkomo:“ToStyles.”

Me:“Ihavetogohome,mybabyisalone.Therearenoguardsthereand…”

IthinkofLiyana,shemusthaveheardthescreamsorseenIfe’sdistress.

Nkomo:“Don’tworry,thehouseissurrounded.”

Hestartsleadingmetoawhitevan,Itwistmyheadtomylefttoinspecttheaccidentscene.My

eyeswidenasIseepeoplepackingupasiftherewasamoviescene,thepeopleIthoughtwere

deadarefoldingthebodybags.Thebystandersarelaughingandchattingwiththeparamedics

astheycleanupthesection.Whilethepoliceremovethedeadbodiesfrom Mkhonto’staxi,this



wasallanact.TheyfakedanaccidentjusttostopMkhonto,IturntolookatKennethwhois

walkingalongsideme.Heglancesatme.

Kenneth:“Stylesisonecleverbastard,don’tyouthink?”

Stylesdidallofthis,hewenttosomuchtroubletosaveme.

Me:“Howdidheknow?”

Iaskaswejumpintothevan,Siphotakesthedriver’sseat,Kennethsettlesonthepassenger’s

seatwhileNkomoandIrideattheback.

Nkomo:“Chiomacalledme,shecouldn'tgetaholdofStylesandRandall.Iwasonmywayto

joburgfrom Pretoria.IcalledStylesimmediately,luckilyIfoundhim.Wehadtothinkof

somethingquick.Thefirstthinghesaidwas‘Ihaveaplan’andIknewitwasdone.”

Kennethchortleslowlyit’salmostinaudible.

Kenneth:“WhenthatmansaysIhaveaplan,youknowshitisabouttogetreal.”

Siphochortles,Ihavenocluewhattheyaretalkingabout.But,StylesseemstobeaBrainiac.

Thesepeoplearenotnormalcitizenswhoworka9to5job,there’smoretothem thanmeets

theeye.

Me:“WhereisRandall?”

Nkomoglancesatme.

Nkomo:“He’swithStyles,hedoesn’tknowwhathappened.”

Howcomehedoesn’tknowwhathappenedifhe’swithStyles.

Me:“Isheokay?”

Nkomo:“He’sfine.”

Ifeelasenseofrelief,knowingthathe’sfinebringsmepeace.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

I’m withNeoinhishospitalroom,I’m standingbythewindowwhilehe’sbusyonthelaptop.

Randallwenttosignreleaseforms.Youcan’tsayhealmostdied,themanlooksperfectlyfine.

Me:“Isitdone?”

I’m onthephonewithoneofmyguys,whoIappointedtodoajobforme.

“Yes,itwassoeasy,noonesawathing.”

Me:“Good,thatwillteachhim nevertolookatmywoman.”

“Shontwana,itwasnicedoingbusinesswithyou.”(Okayboy.)

Me:“Tillnexttime.”

IturntoNeo,he’sshakinghisheadasheglaresatme.

Me:“What?”

Neo:“Didyouhavetobombthepoorguy’scar?”

Me:“He’sluckyIdidn’tbombthecarwithhim init.HehadthenervetopicturealifewithSethu.”

Ireceivedamessagefrom Sethu’sphone,itwasAyizetellingmethatSethuwasattackedatthe

mallandtherewasapastoratthehousewhocametoaskforherhandinmarriage.This

angeredmeandIhadtodosomethingtogethim outofthere,Iwillmakehim forgetheeverlaid

hiseyesonSethu.

Neo:“Lovemakespeopledothecraziestthings.”

Hedeclares,he’sbeenonthelaptopforawhilenow.

Me:“Iwanttokeephim busy,Iwanthim togofrom onejobinterviewtoanotherthathewon’t

havetimetothinkaboutSethu.Wipehim clean,everycenthehastransferittoanycharityyou

seefit.”

Neo:“Daddywillhelphim.”

Me:“Hewon’thavethemoneytodoso,theyrippeopleoffatthatchurch.Wearegoingtoshut

itdown.”

Neo:“Done.”



Heclosesthelaptop,Itakeitfrom him andplaceitonatable.

Me:“Great,we’llseewhatinsurancewillpayforacarthatneverexisted.Iwillhavehim cleaning

toilets.HowdarehethinkofmarryingmySethu?”

Neo:“UyinjaStylos.”(You’readog.)

Theheadshakeagain.

Me:“YouthinkI’m adog?WaittillyouseewhatIdotoTshidi.”

Neo:“Eina.”(Ouch.)

Heflinchesashetoucheshisbody.

Me:“Whatisit?Areyouinpain?”

Neo:“Yes,youmentionedhernameandIfeltpainwheresheburntme.”

Ilaughandhemakesaface.Iknewhewouldjokeaboutthis.

Me:“You’reinsane.”

Neo:“Thatwitch,IhateherStylos.”

Me:“Ihatehertoo,atleastshedidn’tburnyourface.”

Neo:“Hey,ifIdidn’tduckStylos.Mybeautifulface,nahana.That’swhatshewasaimingfor.

Tshidiisevil,Ihavetogetcustodyofmyson.”(Imagine.)

Me:“Whereishe?”

Neo:“He’swithmymother.”

Me:“IwillfindherNeoandshewillpayforthis.”

Neo:“Eishyahneh,bophelo.”(Life.)

Hesighs,thisbothershim.

Neo:“WhataboutAmara?‘Naleeenareatsoana,sameWhatsAppgroup.Bopheloborebontsa

lintho.”(SheandIarethesame,lifeisshowingusthings.)

Me:“She’sonherwayherewithNkomo.”

Neo:“Lemang?Stylos,doyoutrustNkomowithher?”(Withwho?)

Me:“Yes,IknowNkomoisstilltryingtoprovehisloyalty.Hewilldoanything,hecaresabout

Randallandisdeterminedtowinhim backcompletely.”

“Whoiswinningmeback?”

Randallstandsatthedoor.

Honestly,youwouldn’tsayhewasatdeath’sdoor.Hesauntersin,Iwon’ttellhim thatAmarais



onthewaywithNkomoandKenneth,hewillfreakout.Ishouldletthem getherefirst.

Me:“Nkomo.”

Ilaughathisreaction.

Randall:“Whyishewinningmeback?”

Hesits.

Neo:“ThatmanlovesyouUze.Hewantstoprovehimselfworthyofyourfriendship.”

Neomakesitsoundweird,Randall’sfrowngrows.

Randall:“Iforgavehim thedaywewenttorescueAmara.Thatdoesn’tmeanwearebest

friends.”

Me:“Well,I’m gladthat’showyoufeel.Mytitlestillstandsinthisbrotherhood.”

Hechortles.

Neo:“MaybeIshouldleavetheroom andgiveyoutwospace,seeingthatIam notwantedhere.”

Hecomplains.

Randall:“You’renolongerinpainright?Youcantalknow.”

Randallmockshim,forcingasmileonNeo'sface.

Me:“IthinkKhethuattackedSethutoday.”

Isayrandomly,theyfrownatme.

Me:“Shewasattackedatthemall,someonewantedtoburnherwithacid.”

Randall:“It’sdefinitelyKethu.”

Hestillhatesher.

Neo:“Stylos,shewantedtoburnherface.Yoh,Ican’timagineSethu’sfacedisfigured,she’s

suchaputsununuman.She’ssoinnocent.”(She’sadorable.)

Me:“Thatwasclearlyhergoal.”

Randall:“IsSethuokay?”

Me:“She’sfine,Ihavetogoback.Sheneedsme.”

Randall:“NkomocanstaybehindwithNeo.”

NeomakesafaceduetoRandall’ssuggestion.

Neo:“Shame.”

Me:“Youwon’tbealone,atleast.”



Hedoesn’tlikethethought,hestillthinksNkomoisintowitchcraft.

Neo:“Kesharp,mmewakaotlanketela.(Mymotherwillvisitme.)

Hewhines,it’sfunny.

SETHU*

Kwenaisoutsidethegatemakingcalls,Idon’tknowtowho,probablyhisinsurancecompany.

He’sstillgrievingforhiscarasifitwashiswholelife.Ithinkit’stimewewrapthisup,Iwantto

gohome.

Me:“I’m leaving.”

Mom:“Sethudon’tgo.”

ShegrabsmyhandasIbegintowalk,Ayizepullsitawayfrom her.

Mom:“Whatthehellisyourproblem?”

SheshoutsatAyize.

Ayize:“You’remyproblem mama,daysofcontrollingmysisterareover.”

Mom:“Sheismydaughterandyoucannottellmehowtoraiseher.”

Ayizethrowsherheadbackandlaughs.

Ayize:“Raisewhomama?Sethuisanadult.She’sbloody25,letthegirlliveherlifeandstop

suffocatingher.”

Dad:“Ayize!!!”

Hebarksather.

Ayize:“Dad,dadplease.”

Sheyells

Ayize:“Howcanyoupeoplenotseeyourmistakes?You’reabusingthischild,Iam tiredof

sittingandwatching.”

IseeGingerandMbalirunthroughthegate.Itmustbethenoisethatbroughtthem here,it’s

embarrassingthattheneighboursarewatching,someevencameoutwearingmorninggowns

atthistimeoftheday.That’shownoseytheneighboursarehere.

Mbali:“SisSethu.”

Thefightingmustbescaringthem.



Me:“Hey.Whydidyoucomeback?”

Ginger:“WhyissisZefightingwithmom?”

Me:Youguysgoinside,Ibroughtyousomething.It’sonyourbed.”

Mbali:“But,IwanttostayherewithyousisSethu.”

Ginger:“Metoo,Iwanttoseeifmom willwinthisfight.”

Thischild.

Me:“Ginger?”

Sheshrugshershouldersasshefoldsherarmsacrossherchestwithanattitude,Iseealittle

Ayizeinher.

Mbali:“It’sbecauseshe’salwaysarguingwithmom aswell.”

Mbalireveals,mymotherseemstohaveangerissues.

Dad:“Ayize,youwillnottalktomywifelikethat.”

Ayize:“Okay,fine.Iam takingmysisterandweareleaving.Sethuwillnotstepfoothereuntil

youtwogethelp.Clearly,whateveritisyouhaveistoxic.”

Mom:“Ayizeshutup,shutyourmouth.”

Sheshouts.

Ayize:“Never,ifIdon’ttellyouthere’ssomethingwrongwithyou,whowill?Nostrangerwilltell

youthetruthandlistentome,ifthatshortshitpastorofyourscomesanywherenearmysister,I

willcastratehim.Sies,areyounotashamedofyourselves?TheonlythingIsawinthatsocalled

pastor’seyeswaslustandmysisteristoonaïvetohavenoticed.”

Dad:“Youcan’tbemydaughter,mychildwouldneverspeaktomelikethis.”

Hestateswithalowtone,Ayizerollshereyesathim.

Ayize:“Pity,Ilooklikeyou.Iwillprotectmysiblingsfrom youpeople,Iwillnotletthem suffer

likeIdid.”

Whatdoesshemean?Whatdidtheydotoher?

Mom:“WhatisthatsupposedtomeanAyize?”

Sheshouts.

Ayize:“Youknowdamnwellwhatitmeans,youhavefailedasparents.Youfailedwithmeand

youhavefailedwithSethu.IcanonlyhopethatMbaliandGingerdonotfacethesamefatewe

did.”

Sheyellsback,hervoiceiscrackingandIcantellthatshe’spushingbackhertears.

Me:“Ayize,let’sgo.”



Itakeherhandbut,shedoesn’tmove.

Dad:“IneverthoughtIwouldseethedaywheremyownchildwouldturnagainstme.”

Dadsoundssodisappointed.

Ayize:“IneverthoughtIwouldseetheday,myownparentswouldturnagainstme.”

Okay,theydefinitelydidsomethingtoher.

Mom:“YouhaveademonAyize,Ishouldtakeyoutochurchwithme.”

Ayize:“Ohplease,hidingbehindthebiblemamawillnotmakeyouabetterparent.Doesyour

churchknowwhatyoudidtoyourchild?Dotheyknowthatyou…”

Mom:“AYIZE!!!”

ShegrabsthebackofherneckasshepressesherotherhandonAyize’smouth.Ayizetriesto

pushheroffbut,mom isbigandmysisterhaslostweightthatshealmostlookslikeateenager.

Clearly,she’snotstrongenoughtofightback.

GingerandMbaliarecryingnow,Iwanttotakethem insidebut,Ican’tleavemysisterwith

thesepeople.Theyseem tohavedonesomethingtoherandmom doesn’twanthertoreveal

whatitis.

Dad:“Leavehermama.”

Dadcommands,Iseetearsfallfrom Ayize’seyesandthishasmytearsshowupaswell.

Me:“Mom,lethergo.”

Somuchhatredispaintedonthiswoman’sface,thisisherchild.Igrabherwaistandpullher

awayfrom Ayizewhowheezesatthefirstgraspoffreedom.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?Shewassuffocating.”

IholdAyize’sshoulder,whileshecatchesherbreath.

Ginger:“Ihateyoumom,Ihateyou.”

Gingerscreamsatherandrunstothehousecrying,Mbalifollowsher.Mom wantstorunafter

them butsomethingkeepsherfrom movinganinch.

Dad:“Oh,mydaughter.”

Dadonlyspeaksnow,thiswholetimehewaswatchinghiswifeattackthisdaughterhespeaks

of.

Mom:“Youdemonicchild,howdareyoutrytoruinthisfamily.”

Shecontinuestoinsulther.

Ayize:“Thefruitdoesnotfallfarfrom thetree,Iam mymother’sdaughterafterall.”

Mom:“Getoutofmyhouse.”



Shepointsatthegate.

Me:“IfAyizeleavesthisplace,I’m goingwithherandyouwillneverseeusagain.”

Dad:“No,no.Nooneisgoinganywhere.”

Mom:“Baba,Iwantheroutofmyhouse.”

Sheraiseshervoiceathim,shehasneverraisedhervoiceatherhusband.

Ayize:“Sethu,gogetyourbagweareleavingthisplace.”

Dad:“No,Ayizedon’tleavelikethis.Iam notlosingmydaughters.”

There’sdesperationinhisvoice.

Ayize:“Toolatedad,youlostmeyearsagowhenyouchosenottofightforme.”

Shespeaksofthisagain,itleavesmewonderingwhatitistheydidtoher.Mom’shatred

towardsherrunsdeep,thereisastorybehindit.

Iruntothehouseandgrabmybagonthekitchencounter.IcomebacktofindAyizeopening

thegate.

Mom clickshertongueandmarchesbackintothehouse.

Dad:“Sethumychildplease,speaktoyoursister.”

Me:“Goodbyedad.”

Kwena:“Sethu,canIcallyou?”

HerushesinasheseesusapproachAyize’scar.

Ayizechargesathim.

Ayize:“Youstayawayfrom mysister,kortess.”(Shortman.)

Shepusheshim andhestaggersbackalmostfalling,wejumpintothecaranddriveoutofthe

gate.Whathashappenedtothistightknitfamily?Wewereoncehappy,althoughAyizewas

neveraround.Ialwayswonderedwhyshevisitedonceayearaftershemovedout.Idon’tknow

thebeefshehaswithourparentsbutIknowthatIwillfollowhertotheendsoftheearth.

RANDALL*

Neoisgettingbetter,Iknowthisbecausehehasn’tstoppedblabbering.

Me:“IthinkweshouldgetgoingStyles,it’sgettinglate.”

Noe:“Isee,nowthatyouhaveawomanyourushtogethome.”



ThisiswhyIsayhe’shealed.StylesislaughingatNeo’sstupidcomment.

Me:“What?”

Neo:“I’m justsayingoga,therewasatimewhenyouwouldgohomearound12am.Nowyou

can’twaittogethome,shameonyou.”

Stylescontinuestolaugh.

Styles:“Hisbediswarm now,don’thateNeo.”

Neohuffs.

Me:“LetmeseethosewoundsNeo,Ithinkyou’refakinganinjury.”

Ipullthebedsheet,hegrabsit.

Neo:“Ifyouwanttoloseyourappetite,openthesebandages.Thatwomandidanumberonme,

shewasdefinitelysentbythedevil.Ihaveneverscreamedsomuchinmylife,Iwantedtodie.

AllIcouldthinkaboutwasthat,Iam notreadytobeadlozi,yeyihomonatelefatseng.”(I’m not

readytobeanancestor,lifeisgood.)

Styleschortlesasheshakeshishead.

Neo:“Thatwitchran,IwasinsomuchpainthatIcouldn’tdrive.Aladyfrom nextdoorbrought

metothehospital,Icouldn’tthinkofanythingelsebutthepain.”

Stylesclencheshisteethasheturnshisheadtowardsthewindow,he’shurtbythis.

Me:“Whydidsheattackyou?”

Neo:“Shewasleavingwithmyson,theirbagswerepackedandshesaidthatIwillneversee

him again.Shewilltellhim thathisfatherdied,thatmademeangry.Theargumentstarted,she

wasdoingmostofit.Shewouldshoutatthetopofherlungswithoutacareintheworldthat,

oursonwasintheroom.

Ididn’tcareaboutarguingwithher,Iwantedtotakemysonandgetoutofthere.Atfirsthehad

aconfusedlookonhisface,hedidn’tunderstandwhatwasgoingonuntilTshidithedragon

raisedhervoiceandstartedgettingviolentwithme,that’swhenhecried.Ipickedhim uptotake

him awayfrom hertillshecalmeddownbutshegrabbedhishand,pullinghim asifhewasa

bagofrice.Ihadtoletgobecausehewasscreaming,shewashurtinghim.”

Heclampshisteeth,tryingtosupresshisanger,Styles’facehaschanged.ThemoreNeotells

hisstorytheangrierhegets.

Neo:“Ididn’tseeitcoming,Ijustfeltthisliquidwashoverme.Idon’tknowhowIduckedormy

ancestorspushedmebutmyhandsomefacewassaved.IttookafewsecondstoregisterthatI

havebeenburntwithhotliquid.Themoremymindregisteredit,themorethepainintensified.

Sheleftthechildbehind,Iranoutsidelookingforhelpthat’swhentheladycamerunning.I

didn’tscream,Iliedaboutthatpart.”

Hehasmesmilingwiththislastconfession.



Me:“Thankfullyitdidn’tdomuchdamage.”

Hesmiles,Stylesisnowbusyonhisphone.Heholdsaseriousexpression.

Neo:“Isaidit,it’stheancestors.”

Styles:“Randy,there’ssomethingyouneedtoknow.”

Hesaysoutoftheblue,Iglanceathim asIwaitforhim tospeak.

Styles:“Don’tfreakoutokay.”

Me:“Whatisit?”

Neo:“Justagreethatyouwon’tfreakoutUze,nnakeakulahakebaltedramamona.”(I’m sick,I

don’twantdramahere.)

Styles:“Amaraishere.”

Me:“No,she’sathomewithIfeandLiya.”

Styles:“No,she’satthishospitalandshe’llwalkthroughthatdooranysecondnow.”

I’m confused.

Me:“Stylesexplain.”

Henarratesthestorytome.

Me:“Ifewillhaveitfrom me,Iswearthatgirlwillgivemegreyhair.”

Howcanshebesostupid?

Styles:“Takeiteasyonher,she’sachild.”

Iexpectedthisfrom Styles.

Me:“Sheisnotachild,heractionsspeakotherwise.Iam sendingherbackhometonight,Neo

pleasebookthelatestflighttoAccra.Chiomawillgowithher,Idon’ttrusthertotravelalone.”

Ihandhim thelaptop.

Neo:“IshouldvisitGhanaoneday,maybeIwillfindmyselfanAfricanqueen.”

Hedecidestogoofftopic.

Styles:“Youshoulddothat,youseem tohavebadluckwiththeoneshere.”

Neo:“Tshidiisnotaqueen,she’sasnake.”

Hegrowls,I’m stillonthepartwhereAmara’slifewasatthehandsofKenneth.

Me:“StylesyoutrustedAmarawithKenneth?”

Hefrownsatmysuddenquestion.



Styles:“He’smyfriend,hemightbepartofabrotherhoodbutKennethdoesn’trolllikethat.He

isoneloyalbastard.”

Istilldon’ttrusthim.

Me:“Yousaidhe’spartofSegun’scultthatmakeshim anenemy.”

Styles:“Thatdoesn’tmakehim hisfriend.IfKennethwasanenemyhewouldn’thavebrought

herhere.”

He’sright,Isuddenlyfeelanurgetoseeher.Ishouldn’thaveleftthem alone.

Neo:“Peoplewillturnonyouinlife,Mkhontoisthesamemanweweredodgingbulletswithkwa

Mkhize.Whowould’vethoughtthathewouldturnthegunonus?”

Styles:“Hewasdesperate.”

Me:“Thatdoesn’texcusehisactions,heshould’veapproacheduslikehedidwhenMkhize

askedhim toworkwithhim.”

Neo:“Igiveyoumyyesoga,thereisnoexcuseforbetrayal.”

Me:“Doyouknowwhosenthim?”

Styles:“IsuspectSegun,whoelsecoulditbe.Andfrom whatyourgrandfathersaid,Ruthcould

beinittoo.ThatBensenidiothasn’tenteredthecountry.”

Neo:“Heshouldn’tthinkofit,weburnwitchesherearedlali.”(Wedon’tplay.)

Styles:“Hewouldn’t,hedoesn’tdohisdirtywork.SegunandRutharethere.”

I’m stillstumpedbythisfact.

Me:“HowdidyougetthedrivertoturnagainstMkhonto?”

Hesmilesashepullsaseat.

Styles:“SiphoMndeni,heandKennetharelikeyouandI?”

HelaughsasIfrownathisstatement.

Styles:“He’sjustanordinarydriveratsomecompany.Herunserrandsforthem aswell.Theday

IfoundoutMkhontowasmessingaroundwithIfe,IapproachedKennethforhelp.Youhadtoo

muchonyourplate,Ididn’twanttostressyou.WecameupwithaplanthatSiphowillapproach

Mkhontoforajobandhavehim spyforus.Mkhontomust’vekepttheabductiontohimself,he

knewwewouldbeontohim ifwordwasout.SiphoinformedKennethandwhenKennethcalled

me,Nkomohadtoldmeeverything.ImadecallswiththehelpofKenneth.Westagedthisbig

caraccident,Mkhontowashardcorebuthewasn’tclever.”

Hechuckles.

Me:“IwishIhaddrilledhisbodywithbullets,thatsonofabitch.”

Neo:“YoulikekillingpeopleUze,kehoreobuakaeonakapassion.”(Youspeakaboutitwith



passion.)

Hesnickers.

Me:“Themedicationhasgottenintoyourhead.”

Neo:“EishIfeellikeajunkie,allIcantastearepills.”

Styles:“Whatisitthatyoudon’tcomplainabout?”

Neo:“Niks.”(Nothing.)

Thedoorflingsopen,AmaraisstandingtherewithNkomo.

Neo:“Jesus,I’m healed.”

HedeclaresuponseeingAmara.

Shesmilesashereyesfindmeandtoddlesin.

Amara:“Randall.”

InoticehowexhaustedshelooksasImeetherhalfway.Shethrowsherselfinmyarms.

Amara:“Iwassoworriedaboutyou.”

Thisshouldbemyline.

Me:“Whywouldyouworryaboutme?Areyouokay?”

Amara:“I’m finenow,you’rewithme.”

Shesays.

Neo:“Yeylona,thisisnotthecastoftheBold,therearesickpeopleherewhoneedattention.”

IthoughtIhadgottenusedtohim but,Iwaslyingtomyself.Ipullawayfrom herarmsasshe

laughsatNeo’sexclamation.

Me:“Attentionfrom who?Whereisyourmother?”

StyleslaughsandpatsNeo’sshoulder.

Styles:“Don’tworryNeo,Iwillgiveyoualltheattentionyouwant.”

Neo:“HaiareetloheleStylos.”(Let’sleaveit.)

HewhineshavingStyleslaughathisretort.

Me:“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

IcupherfaceasIpeckherlipsandpullherinmyarmsagain.

Me:“Ijustwanttoholdyou.”

Ideclarewhileplacingalingeringkissonthecrookofherneck.Ialmostlostheragain,Ihave



beentoolenientonmyenemies.

Neo:“Yohhaikee,Igiveup.”

Hecomplains,IglanceatNkomoashestandsnexttoStyles.

Me:“Thankyou.”

Henods.

Neo:“UsebelitseKhomontwanarealeboha.”(GoodjobNkomo,thankyou.)

NkomoisnowusedtoNeocallinghim acow,he’slostthewilltofight.

Styles:“Where’sKenneth?”

Nkomo:“He’soutsidewithSipho.”

Styles:“Ishouldgoseehim.”

HeamblesoutwithNkomo,IpullAmarabackinmyarmsasIholdhertight.

Neo:“Uzemaan.Haitsek,tsoangmona.”(Getoutofhere.)

ThishasAmaralaughing,thesoundofherlaughputsasmileonmyface.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

103*

NTOMBI*

Tebogoagreedtodropthecharges,Jonassaysshewantsmetopayforthedamages.Ihaveto

paywithonecow.WhereonearthwillIgetthemoneytobuyacow?

Me:“Andyouagreedbhuti?”(Brother.)

I’m askingtheobvious,we’reinhiscaronthewayhome.IwasafraidthatIwouldspendanother

nightinjail.Thismanalwayscomesthroughforme,IwishhewoulddothesamewhereMoses

isinvolvedbuthewillnotliftafinger.

It’srightafter6pm andit’sgettingdarkoutside,I’m tired.Iwanttogohome,takealongbath

andsleep.MaybealsogiveMosesthatlongawaitedhug,Idon’tlikethewayIlefthim thatday.

Jonas:“Ihadnochoicethatwomanissmart,Ithoughtbeerwouldenchantherbutshewanted

more.ThosepeoplehurtherprettygoodNtonto,shehadabrokenjaw,afracturedriband

internalbleeding.”

Me:“ButIdidn’tlayafingeronherbhuti,theydid.Whydidshegetinthewayanyway?”(Brother.)

Hegivesmeabriefglare,he’snotpleasedwithmywords.

Jonas:“Shewasstandingupforherfriend,youwould’vedonethesameforher.”

Idon’tknowifIwould’veriskedmylifeforsomeone.

Me:“Bhuti,youknowworkhasbeenslowlately.I’vebeenstrugglingfinanciallybecauseItook

anunpaidleavetotakecareofMoses.Tebogoisjustgreedy.”

Jonas:“Maybeit’stimeyouwentbacktowork.”

Me:“WhowilltakecareofMosesinmyabsence?”

Jonas:“Mashotoisthere.”

Me:“Ini?”(What?)

He’scrazy.

Jonas:“It’stimethatyouacceptherpresence,IthoughtshewouldrunafterseeingMoses’

conditionandhowdifficulthecanbebut,she’sstillaround.Shebathshim,feedshim and…”

Nonsense.

Me:“BhutiJonasngiyacelatu,stopit.UMosesngowami,Irefusetosharehim.”(Please,Moses



ismine.)

Jonas:“I’m justtellingyouwhatI’veobservedwhileyouweregone.”

Idon’tcare,thatmanisminetotakecareof.Notsomehomewreckerwhothinksshehasa

claim onhim.

Me:“Wheredoesshesleep?Don’ttellmethatshesleepsinmybedroom.”

Jonas:“Hayi,angazi.Idon’tobservesuchthings.”(Idon’tknow.)

Hepullsupandparksthecar.

Me:“Thankyoubhuti,foreverything.”(Brother.)

Isendmygratitudebeforescurryingoutofthecar.

Jonas:“Ntombi,don’tstartanyfightsinthere.”

Heyellsafterme.

Itfeelsgoodtobehome,Iwalkintofindeveryonegatheredinthelivingroom.Mhambiis

engrossedonmyTVasusualandyes,I’m stillcomplaining.Petuniaisrightnexttohim,they

givemequicklooksbeforeturningtothescreen.ThatwitchMashotoissittingnexttomy

husband,sherollshereyesuponseeingme,placesherdirtyhandonhisheadandbeginsto

brushit.Mosesshakeshisheadwhilepushingherhandaway,heappearstobeirritatedbyit.

There’sanaromathatwelcomesme,itgetsmymouthwateringandI’m remindedthatI’m

actuallyhungry.Ihatetosaythisbut,ImissedPetunia’scooking.

Moses:“Ntombi.”

Hesmiles,he’sonlyseeingmenow.Mashotopullshim backdownashetriestostand.She

mustnothaveheardaboutme,IcanbecrazywhenIwantto.

Moses:“Hayisukawena.”(Move.)

Hepushesherandrushestome,Moshotoclickshertongue.I’m notthrownbythatglareshe’s

givingme.

Moses:“Ntombiubuyile?Wheredidyougo?”(You’reback,Ntombi.)

Me:“I’m backMoses.”

Hetakesmyhand,let’sforgetaboutthathug.Seeinghim nexttothatwomankilledtheurge.

Moses:“Uyabonaukuthiawulaleli,ngitheungahambiNtombi.Wenawakhethaukulandela

amadoda,amabilifuthi.UsuthandaamadodaNtombi?”(Itoldyounottoleavebutyouchoseto

followtwomen.YoulikemennowNtombi?)

There’snouseinhopingforhisrecovery.

Petunia:“Kazisiyophumulanini?”(Whenwillwegetabreak?)



Idon’tcareabouther,Mhambihasn’tacknowledgedmypresence.

Moses:“Comeandsitdown.Zuluisalsohere,don’ttalktohim,uyangihlukumezaumfowenu.I

thinkit’stimehegoesbacktohishouse,wedon’thavespacehere,kugcweleaboPetunia.”

(Yourbrotherisgivingmeahardtime.)(Petuniaisalloverthishouse.)

JonaswalksinjustasMosesdeclares,itpainsmeasIam remindedofmyhusband’ssituation.

It’stimeIcallZodwa.

Jonas:“Don’tlookatme,namiangazi.”(Ialsodon’tknow.)

Petunia:“Bhuti,you’reback?CanIgetyouanythingtodrink?”

Thewomanofthehousespeaks.

Jonas:“Cha,ngiright.”(No,I’m fine.)

Shegetsuptomakespaceforhim andsettleswhereMoseswasseatedrightbesideMashoto.

Mosesisstillpullingmyhandtowardsthecouch.

Me:”Moses,Idon’twanttosit.Ineedtotakeabath.”

Mashoto:“Mosescomesitnexttome.”

Iflookscouldshootoutdaggers,shewouldbedeadbynow.

Moses:“Moshotoawume,uNtombiwamiusebuyile.”(Wait,myNtombiisback.)

Ntombi:“Yes,I’m backandI’m notgoingtoleaveyoualoneagain.”

ImakesuretolookatherasIannouncethis,sheclickshertongue.

Petunia:“YoubroughtustroublebhutiJonas.”(Brother.)

She’sthesecondtoleavemyhouseafterMashoto.

MosesfollowsmeasItreadtoourroom,I’m shakenbythemuddlebeforeme.Thebedis

unmade,thereareclotheslyingonitandonthefloor.Theroom isstuffyanditsmells.AsIstart

toinspect,Irealizethatthesearenotmyclothes.TheyareMashoto’s,sheturnedmyhouseinto

herfather’splace.

Me:“Moses,whatisthis?”

Moses:“MashotoislazyNtombi.”

Heshakeshisheadasheliesdownonthebed.

Iwillshowthatwitchtoday,Igatherallherclothes,putthem inaplasticbaganddragitout.

EveryonelooksatmeasIheadtothekitchen,there’saperfectspotoutsideatthecornerofthe

house.Idumptheclothesthere,runbacktothekitchentogrababoxofmatchesandparaffin.I

pouritovertheclothesandseteverythingonfire.Iwaituntileverysingleoneofthem is

engulfedinfire,beforeIplodbackintothehouse.



Iguessnoonecansmellthesmoke,theyareallwatchingTV.Ifoldmyarmsacrossmychest

asIwatchthem,Petuniaisthefirsttowigglehernose,trustherintrusiveasstodetectsmoke.

Jonas:“Somethingisburning.”

Me:“Somethingisburningalright,it’sthatwitch’sclothes.Nexttimeyouentermyroom,Iwill

burnyou,sfebe.”(Bitch.)

She’sthefirsttojumpupandrunoutside,PetuniafollowswhileMhambiandJonasremain

seated.Jonaslooksdisappointed.

Jonas:“Whydoyouliketrouble,Ntombi?”

Me:“Iwillnottoleratenonsenseinmyhouse.”

IclickmytongueasImarchbacktomyroom,Mosesisstandingbythewindowtalkingto

himselformybrother.Idon’tknow,I’m tired.

SETHU*

Ayizehasn’tstoppedsniffingsinceweleftourparent’shouse,Idon’tknowhowtoconsoleher

anymore.Ithurtsmetoseeherlikethis.Itriedtospeaktoherawhilebackandshesilencedme

byraisingherhand.Idon’twanttoinvadeherspace.

Shepullsupatthegate,thesecurityguardopensitandwedrivein.I’m notsureI’m comfortable

withthissilenceanymore.Inthispiercingsilence,weexitthecarandtakealifttothesecond

floor.Thesniffinghasstopped,nowshehasherjawclenched,Ithinkangerhastakenoverthe

pain.

Me:“Whatdoyouwanteat?”

Shedoesn’trespondbutgoestothebathroom,Idecidetomakeuscoffee.Yes,coffee.Ihave

cometoloveit,thankstoStyles,speakingofhim.Imisshim,Ihaven’tspokentohim sincethis

morning.

“You’remakingcoffee?”

Ayizewalksintothekitchenwiththesewords,Imeethereyesbeforeshehidesthem.She’s

beencryingagain,Idon’tlikethis.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Shenodswithoutturningtome.

Me:“Pleasetalktome,I’m hereforyou.”

Ayize:“There’snothingtotalkabout.”

She’sholdingapotwhileplayingwiththelid,Ithinkshe’stryingtodistracthermindso,she



doesn’tthinkaboutthepain.

Me:“WhathappenedbackthereAyize?Thosethingsyousaidtomom.Whatdidtheydotoyou?”

Ayize:“Comeonthatwasthealcoholtalking.”

Shedeniesashervoicequavers,she’sgoingtocry.

Iengulfherinmyarms,she’sabittakenbackandittakesawhileforhertoholdmeback.The

potcrashestothefloor,wedon’tpayattentiontoit.Thehugstartsoffasasoftembrace,

beforeherarmstightenaroundme.Hersniffsturntoloudpainfulsobsthathavemecryingas

well,IknowthatIneedtobestrongforherbut,myheartbreaksatthesoundofhercries.

Shesinksdowntothefloorwithmewrappedaroundher,Ilayherheadonmychestandgently

strokeherback.

Me:“I’vegotyousis,letitallout.”

Idon’tknowhowlongwe’vebeenlikethis,she’squietnow.Wehavefallenbackintoanother

silentmoment.

Ayize:“I’m hungry.”

Shestatesrandomlyasshemovesoutofmyarms.Shepullsmeupwithher.

Ayize:“Isee,hangingaroundMr.S,hasmadeyouclingy.”

Shejokes,runninghereyesawayfrom me.

Me:“I’m notclingy.”

Shelaughsassheopensthefridge,thisishowshehidesherpain,throughjokesandsarcasm.

Ayize:“Yourfridgegirl,noman,awuswabi?There’sonlywaterandtomatoes.”(Aren’tyou

ashamed?)

Ilaughathercomment.

Me:“Ihaven’thadtimetobuygroceries,I’lldoittomorrow.”

Idon’tthinkIcanstomachgoingoutalone,afterwhathappenedtoday.

Ayizecomesoutwithacanofbeer,thiscan’tbeherlife.

Me:“Don’tyouthinkweshouldeatfirst?”

Wehaven’thadanythingsincemorning.

Ayize“I’lldrinkwhileyoucook.”

Shegulpsitdownlikeit’swater.

Me:“Iwasthinking,weshouldorderpizza.”

Shemakesaface,shehatestheidea.



Ayize:“I’llgowithwhateveryouget.”

Ayizedoesn’teatmuch,thiscouldbethereasonbehindherweightloss.Sheusedtobe

anorexic,shewouldovereatandvomitjustsoshedoesn’tgainweight.Shetoldmethatitbegan

whenshewasbashedbyherpeersforbeingfleshy,shestartedbystarvingherselfand

measuringtheportionsoffoodsheconsumed.

Imanagedtogethertoeatformysake,onlytofindoutthatshewouldbinge.She’dsticka

toothbrushdownherthroattoforcethefoodout.

That’swhenIfiguredoutthatitwasdeeperthanthebullying.Shecan’tsuddenlyhatehowshe

looks,herself-esteem haddroppedtoazero.

AMARA*

RandallpullsupatthehouseandIrealizethatthedrivebackhomewasshort.Istillcannot

believethatIam herebesidehim,ifitwerenotforStyles,Idon’tknowwhereIwouldberight

now.

Me:“Pleasedon’tbehardonIfe.”

Isayaswejumpoutofthecar.

Randall:“Notevenyoucansaveherfrom me,Ihadmercyonherwhenshefooledaroundwith

thatman.Thenshedaredtobringhim tomyhouse,myhouseAmara,wheremydaughteris.

Sheputeveryone’slivesinjeopardy.”

Hisangerwillnotsubsideuntilheactuallytellsheroff.

Me:“Shewaswrong,shethoughthim tobeagoodman.”

Randall:“Goodmanornot,Ifedisobeyedme.Iwillnottakesuchdisrespectfrom her,Iam

sendingherbackhome.”

Hestartstowalktowardsthehouse,Ipullhishand.Hestopsandturnstomewithapuckered

brow.

Me:“ShewentthroughalottodayRandall,atleastbekindtoher.”

Randall:“Whatdidshegothrough?She’snottheonewhowasheldatgunpointandabducted.

Ifeanyineedstobedisciplined.”

Ihopehe’snottalkingaboutthrashingher.

Me:”You’regoingtohit.”

Hisglowergrows,heturnsandmarchestothehouse.I’m afewstepsbehindhim,Ihaveto

makesurethathedoesn’thurtthegirl.



Randall:“Ifeanyi.”

HecallsherashespotsheronthecouchwithLiyanaandChioma,hereyesarepuffyandred.

Liyana:“Papa.”

LiyanarunstoRandall,hetakesherupinhisarmsandplacesakissonherforehead.

Randall:“Howareyoumyprincess?”

Liyana:“I’m fine,IfeandIbakedcookiesforyou.”

Randall:“Youdid.”

Liyana:“Aane.”(Yes.)

Hesmilesatherashesqueezeshercheek,thesoundofhersweetgigglefillstheroom.Randall

istryinghardtohidehisanger,Ifelooksterrified.She’sfiddlingwithherhandswhileherheadis

dropped.

Me:“Liyababy,won’tyougreetmeaswell?”

Withasmileonherfacesheleansoverandkissesmycheek,sherefusestoleaveherfather’s

arms.

Me:“Iwilltakethat,nexttimeIwantahugtoo.”

Shegigglesandhidesherfaceonhisshoulder,Iseehim gesturetoChiomathatshetakesher.

Randall:“GowithChiomaprincess,papawantstospeaktoyouraunt.”

Heplacesherbackdown,she’ssulkingbutshedoesn’tsayanything.

Chioma:“I’m gladyou’reokay.”

Sheputsherarmsaroundme,Iholdherback.

Me:“ThankyousomuchChioma.”

Imeanit,shesmilesbeforetakingLiyanaandwalksawaywithher.

Ife:“Kosekafrabrother.”(I’m sorrybrother.)

She’scrying.

Randall:“Don’tthinkIwillbelenientwithyoubecauseyou’reusingAkan,I’m verydisappointed

inyouIfeanyi.”

Ife:“Ididn’tknowbrother,Ithoughthe…”

Randall:“Youthoughthelovedyou?HowcanyoubesocarelessIfe?Howdoyoubringthatman

intomyhouse?”

Ife:“I’m sorry.”



Shewipeshertears,atleasthe’snotshoutingather.Hisvoiceisfirm though.

Randall:“You’vebeensayingthatandithasn’tchangedanything.Doyouseewhatyourstupidity

birthed,Ife?Amarawastaken,shecould’vebeenkilled.Doyourealizethat?”

Ife:“Butshewasn’t,she’sfine.”

Randall:“Youstillbackchat?I’m talkingtoyouandyou’regivingmeanattitude.”

Hegrowlsather.

Okay,he’sgettingangry.

Ife:“I’m sorry.”

Shedropsherhead,throwsherselfonthecouchandfoldsherarmsacrossherchestwiththe

sameattitudehe’scomplainingabout.Shehatesbeingreprimanded.

Randall:“Getup,I’m notdonetalkingtoyou.”

Hesnaps.

Ife:“I’m triedbrother,please.”

Shemummers

Randall:“Thisiswhyyou’relikethis,Iletyougetawaywithanything.”

Ife:“WhatdidIdobrother,it’snotmyfaultthatMkhontoturnedouttobeabadperson.”

Shethrowsherhandassheraiseshervoice,Iwanttointervenebut,Ifewon’tlistentome.

Randall:“Youthinkyou’recleverabi?Gopackyourbags,you’regoingbackhome.Yourflight

leavesat10pm.”(Right?)

Now,shegetsup.

Ife:“Youcan’tforcemetoleave,I’m notgoinganywhere.”

Shekeepstheattitude,Randallshakeshisheadbeforemarchingupthestairs.

Ife:“Whereishegoing?”

Ithinksheknowshencethequestion.

Me:“He’sseriousIfe,theticketisbooked.Ithinkhe’sgoingtogetyourbags.”

Hereyesfalloutandswellupwithtears.

Ife:“Brother.”

Sheyellsasshehurriesafterhim,Itrailbehind.Wefindhim pullingoutasuitcase.

Ife:“Brotherstop,Idon’twanttogobackhome.”

Sherushestohim,grabshishandbut,heyanksitaway.



Randall:“Youputmydaughter’slifeindangerIfeanyi,youputAmara’slifeindangerandyou

thinkit’snotabigdeal.”

Hebarks.

Ife:“Ididn’tknow.”

Hetakesherclothesoutandtossesthem onthebed.

Ife:“I’m sorrybrother,please.”

Shescream cries.

Randall:“Chioma,pleasepacktheseforme.”

Wheredidshecomefrom?Ididn’tseehercomein.

IfegrabsChioma’shandtostopher.

Chioma:“Ife,youwerewarnedandyoudidnotlisten.”

Chiomacanberoughsometimes.

Me:“MaybeyoucancomebacksomeothertimeIfe,takeabreakfrom allofthis.”

Sheshakesherheadindisagreement.

Ife:“Pleasedon’tsendmeaway.”

Randall:“Chiomaisgoingwithyoutomakesurethat,youdon’trunaway.Idon’ttrustyou.”

Ifesitsonthebedandsobs,Randallisnotmovedatall.Hetakeshisphoneout,scrollsabitand

putsitonspeaker.

Ife:“Whoareyoucalling?”

Shequestionshim uponhearingtheringtone.

Randall:“Yourmother,sheneedstoknowthatyou’reonyourwaybackhome.”

She’sgivenupfighting.

“Privatenumberhello.”

Okay…

Randall:“Mother.”

There’ssilencefrom herside,Idon’tknowaboutRandall’sfacialexpression,Ithinkhe’snervous.

Randall:“Mother?”

Softsobsevadefrom thereceivingend.

Mom:“Randall?Myson?”



Shesoundsshocked.

Randall:“Yes,mother.”

Mom:“Ohmyson,IneverthoughtthatIwouldhearyourvoiceagain.”

She’scrying.

Randall:“I’m sorry.”

Heclampshisteeth,he’sfightingbackhisemotions.

Mom:“Iwasangrywithyoualltheseyearsthat,whenIfecamethere,Irefusedtospeaktoyou.

Myangerhasleftmeafterhearingyourvoice.”

Randall:“Mother,canIcallyoulater.IcalledtoletyouknowthatI’m sendingyourdaughterback,

pleasemeetherattheairport.Therewillbeanelderlywomanaccompanyingher.Don’tbe

alarmedmom,she’smyguardian.”

Mom:“Okay,whathasIfedone?”

RandallleersatasobbingIfe.

Randall:“Askher,you’reonspeaker.”

Mom:“Ife,mybaby.”

Ife:“Mom.”

Mom:“Whathaveyoudone?”

Ife:“Nothing.”

Shemumbles.

Randall:“Shewillfillyouinwhenshegetsthere,pleasekeepaneyeonher.”

Mom:“Iwilldothat,youneedtocallmeUze.Ineedtoseeyourface.Doyouhavebeardnow?

Yourvoicehaschanged,you’reagrownman.Sendmepicturesofyouandyourdaughter.Your

fathertellsmethatyouhaveabeautifullittlegirl.”

Hisfacelightsup.

Randall:“HernameisLiyana.”

Heresponds.

Mom:“Iwanttomeether,Ican’tcometherefornow.PleasecomehomeUze,letyourmother

seeyou.”

Hehardenshisfaceatherplea.

Randall:“Ihavetogo,I’llcallyoulater.”

Mom:“Okaymyson,don’tforgettosendmethepictures.”



Randall:“Iwill,bye.”

Hehangsup,glaresatIfeandwalksout.Ididn’texpectthiskindofattitudefrom Ife,Ithought

shewouldbesorry.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

104*

SETHU*

Ayizeisbacktoherbubblyself,she’splayingloudmusicanddancingonthetable.Ithinkit’s

timethatwetalkaboutwhatiseatingherup.

Iturnthevolumedown.

Ayize:“Andthen?”

Me:“It’stooloud,theneighbourswillcomplain.”

Ilie,peoplemakenoiseherealmosteverynight.

Ayize:“So?It’snotourfaultthattheirlivesareboring.”

Sheturnsthevolumebackupandcontinuesdancing.

Me:“Weneedtotalk.”

Ihowl,hopingshehearsmethroughthenoise.

Ayize:“Ican’thearyou,themusicisloud.”

Sheyellsback,dancingherpainaway.Iknowthisiswhatshe’sdoing,shetriesanythingthat

willmakehernumb.Ihavetoturnthisthingoff.

Ayize:“Stopbeingboring,Sethu.”

Myacthasherbrowned-off.

Me:“I’m worriedaboutyou.”

Ayize:“Don’tbe,I’m fine.”

Me:“You’renotfine,tellmewhat’swrong.”

Ayize:“Ican’t,itwillbringbackthewounds.Ihaveburiedthem sofardeep.”

Shesitsandgrabsaglassofwinefrom thetable,Isnatchitfrom her.

Me:“Youhavehadenoughfortoday.”

Ayize:“Don’tmothermeSethu,Idon’tneedit.”

Imakemyselfcomfortablenexttoher.



Me:“You’rehurtingandIwanttohelp,Iwon’tletyoufindsolaceinabottle.”

Ayize:“Youknowifyourparentscaredaboutme,likeyoudo,Iwouldn’tbehere.Iwouldbefarin

life.”

We’regettingsomewhere.

Ayize:“Mylifewouldn’tbemesseduplikethis.You’reluckytohaveMr.S,youknowthat?”

We’reshiftingnow.

Ayize:“Someonewhowoulddoanythingandeverythingforyou,Ihaveseenitinthewayhe

looksatyou.Yougavehim aloveportion,didn’tyou?”

Me:“No.”

Shetitters.

Ayize:“Unamanga,umdlisile.”(You’relying,youfedhim aloveportion.)

We’rebacktowhereshehidesbehindthejokes.

Me:“Imaginedoingthatbesides,he’ssosmart,he’llsmellitbeforeitreacheshismouth.”

Shegigglesasshesitsbackonthecouch.

Ayize:“YougotyourselfalittleEinstein.”

Me:“It’sscaryItellyou,Icanneverlietohim,he’llseerightthroughme.”

Ayize:“It’sfine,lietohim wenagirl.Menneedyoutolietothem,they’llthinkyoudon’tlovethem

ifyoudon’t.”

That’samyth.

Me:“You’rekiddingright?”

Shesmiles.

Ayize:“Yes,don’tlistentome.Thisadviceisonlyreservedformyenemies.Iwantyouto

promisemesomething.”

Wehavemovedtomakingpromises,IdoubtIwillgethertosayanything.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Ayize:“Lethim loveyou,he’sreadytogiveyoutheworld,takeit.Youdon’thavetohideanymore

baby,notallmenarethesame.TherearegoodmenoutthereandMr.Sisoneofthem.”

Sheproclaims,Ihaven’tseenherthisseriousinawhile.

Me:“Mr.Stoldyouallofthis?”

Shecacklesatmyquestion.



Ayize:“I’m agoodjudgeofcharacter,lifeistooshortsethu,allowyourselftobeloved.Youare

notwhatNtokozosaidyouare,youarenotthescarsonyourbody.Youarenotdefinedbya

failedrelationshipandyou’renotwhatthelikesofLebosayyouare.She’smiserableandwould

sayanythingtoyouso,shefeelsbetteraboutherself.She’sintimidatedbyyouandthestrength

youcarry.”

Ican’tgraspwhyshe’sgivingmethisadvicebut,ithasputthesetearsinmyeyes.

Ayize:“You’reastrongwoman.”

Ishakemyhead,Ibegtodiffer.

Me:“I’m notstrong,Idon’tfeelstrong.”

Ayize:“Strengthdoesn’thavetobeaphysicalthing,it’shere.”

Sheplacesherhandagainstmyheart.

Ayize:“…inyourheart,anditshinesoutfrom you.It’sinyourwilltofight,beingabletowakeup

inthemorningandfacetheworldevenafterithashurtyou.Beingabletosmilethroughyour

painandhopeforabettertomorrow.Thatlittlehopethatnudgesyousometimes,tellingyou

thathey,it’sgoingtobeokay.You’reavictim Sethubut,you’realsoasurvivor.Youmadeit

throughthetoughestbattlesinlife,youconquered.Anywomanwhocandothat,isarock,

you’remyrock.”

Istifleasob,herwordshavemademesoemotionalthatIcan’tcontrolmytears.

Me:“Stop,you’remakingmecry.”

She’scryingtoo.

Ayize:“Andyou’reanuglycrier.”

Ilaughthroughmytears.

Ayize:“Ineedyoutoknowthis,appreciatewhathasbeengiventoyou.Embraceitandlivelife

likeit’syourlastdayonearth.Lovehardandstrongbut,don’tgoinitblind.Mencanbestupid

sometimes.”

Shesnickerswhilewipinghertears.

Ayize:“Theycanalsobeevil.”

Iknowthis,firsthand.

Ayize:“Thatsmallpercentagewithhalosontheirheads,onlyafewfindthem andyoumysweet

innocentsister,havebeenblessedwithone.Don’tlietohim Sethu.”

Me:“IdoubtIcanlietohim.”

Shedisagreeswithme.

Ayize:“You’relying,rememberwhathappenedthismorningatthemall?Youliedtohim aboutit.”



Me:“Thatwasn’talie,Ijustdidn’ttellhim thetruth.”

Ayize:“Thatcountsasalie,don’tstartoffwithsecrets.Tellhim whatisbotheringyou,tellhim if

hehashurtyouorifhe'sbeingselfish.Tellhim ifhe’sannoyingyou,tellhim whenyou’rehungry

thatmanbetterfeedyouandmostly,tellhim ifyou’rehorny.”

Hercontagiouslaughhasmelaughingtoo,Ayizecan’tbeseriousfortoolong.

Me:“Youaretoomuch.”

Shesmiles.

Ayize:“Iwantyoutobehappy,toloveandbeloved.Justbecausesomeone’ssonhurtyou,it

doesn’tmeanthatweshouldhateallmen,itwon’tbefairtothatonepercentwhoaregood.”

Me:“Onepercent?”

I’m honouredbythesoundofherlaughteragain.

Ayize:“Yes,yourfatherisaman.Mr.Sisaman.Wecan’tpunishthem becauseofthemonsters

outthere,whodonotknowhowtovalueawoman.”

Inod,I’vestoppedwipingmytears.Theywanttobeincontrolanyway.

Ayize:“Letgoofthepastandstartthathealingprocess,ifitmeansyoutaghim alongwithyou

totherapy,thendoit.Iftalkingtosomeonedoesn’tdoitforyou,thereareothertherapeutic

ways.Inyourcase,youloveputtingingredientstogether.Getinthatkitchenandcookuntilyou

feelbetter,thencallmeandIwillcomeandeatthefood.”

Me:“Youdon’teat.”

Shegivesmeawarm smileandtakesmyhand.

Ayize:“Foryou,Iwill.Promiseme,you’llheal.”

Me:“Ifyoupromisethatyou’lldothesame.”

Shesighs.

Ayize:“I’m notgoodatanythingsofornow,aglassofwinewilldo.”

Shestates,rubbinghertearsaway.

Me:“Idon’twanttohearthat.”

Ayize:“Iknow.”

Me:“AndyoushouldknowthatI’m here,wewilltakethisjourneytogether.Gototherapy

together.”

Shetakesmycheekintothepalm ofherhand.

Ayize:“You’resoinnocentyouknowthat?”

Whereisthiscomingfrom?



Me:“Please.”

Ayize:“I’m tired,I’m goingtobed.”

Shestatesassheplodstoherroom.Theplanwasthatshetellsmewhat’swrongbutshe

endedupadvisingme.

AMARA*

IfeandChiomaaregone,it’sagoodthingLiyanawassleepingwhentheyleft,shewould’ve

criedforChioma.Idecidedtohaveanearlynight,I’m gettingreadyforbedwhileRandallis

checkinguponLiyana.

Me:“Howisshe?”

Thatwasquick,he’sdifferenttonight.Hiseyeskeepsearchinghissurroundings,healso

mentionedsomethingaboutgettingridoftheguardsoutsidebecausetheycan’tbetrusted.

Randall:“Sleeping.”

Hethrowshimselfonthebed,it’safunnyscene.

Me:“You’retired?”

Randall:“Very.”

Hesitsupandglancesatmewithasoftfrown.I’m rightacrosstheroom,fiddlinginthedrawer.

Randall:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Me:“Lookingformynightgown.”

Randall:“Weren’tyouwearingoneawhileago?”

Me:“Ispilledcoffeeonit.”

Icanbeclumsy.

Randall:“Am Iluckyorwhat?Thiswillsavemethehassleofhavingtoundressyou.”

Ilookathim andhewiggleshisbrowswithanaughtysmile.

Me:“Whateveryou’rethinking,forgetit.”

Randall:“Hey,don’tburstmybubble.Youknowthepowerofattraction?”

Istopandturntohim.

Me:“Attraction?”

Randall:“Yeah,Iusedthelawofattractiontogetyouandlookwhereyoustandtoday.”



Me:“Idon’tknowaboutthatbut,Idoubtthat’swhathappened.”

Randall:“That’sexactlywhathappened.Whowould’vethoughtthatyou’dbesleepinginmybed

oneday?”

Heissosureofhimself.

Me:“Okay,Mr.Okolie.Tellmehowthisattractionworks.”

Randall:“It’scalledthelawofattractionmehemma,youtelltheuniversewhatyouwantand

believethatyou’vereceiveditbut,itdoesn’tendthere.Youhavetovisualizethatyoualready

havethatthingandfindthatfeelingofacquiringit.Youknowthefeelingoffinallyobtainingthat

thingyou’vealwayswanted.Letitstaywithyouandyouwillhavewhateveritisyouwant.”(My

queen.)

Me:“So,youvisualizedmeinthisroom withyouatthismoment?”

It’sgoodtoseeagenuinesmileonhisface.

Randall:“Yes,thedifferenceisthatyouwerenakedinthisbedandinmyarms.”

Thisisfunny,heglowersasIhootwithlaughter.

Randall:“Youdon’tbelieveme?”

Unabletogiveananswerduetomyuncontrollabletittering,Iagreebyturningmyhead.

Randall:“YouknowI’m deadseriousright?Thisthingworks…”

Me:“Okay,IhaveheardyouMr.Attraction.”

IthinkIlikethissideofhim,somethingmusthavehappenedinPretoria.Whateveritis,it’s

workinginmyfavour.

Randall:“Cometobed,I’m sleepy.”

Hewhinesandthisisafirst.

Me:“Usethelawofattractiontoluremethere.”

Hegivesoutaquicklaughatmyretort,thisisdefinitelyanewRandall.

Randall:“Or,Icanusethequickrouteandcomegetyouthere.”

Me:“Ineedmynightgown.”

Randall:“Wearanythingyoufindthere.”

DoesLiyanaknowthatherfathersulkslikeshedoes?

Ipulloutapairofthickpyjamas,hegrimacesasIthrowthem on.

Randall:“What’sthat?”

Me:“It’sanything,yousaidtowearanything.”



Istatewhiletoddlingtothebed.

Randall:“No,that’sablanket.”

Herejoinders,thishasmesnickering.

Randall:“Howdowecuddlewhenyou’realreadywearingablanket?”

Me:“Wewon’tcuddlethen.”

Isettleonthebedbesidehim,hescootscloserandlayshisheadonmylap.

Randall:“Ineedtofeelyourskinonmine,andthisisgettinginmyway.”

Hisriposteisaccompaniedbyaninspectiononmygarment.

Me:“Youcanvisualize.”

Randall:“Iwillneverheartheendofthis,Ishouldhavekeptmymouthshut.”

Me:“No,youwererightintellingme.Now,therewillbemorevisualizingandattractingand

stuff.”

Hesmilesupatme,beforeacceptingaheavysigh.

Me:“What’sonyourmind?”

I’m hopinghewillopenup.

Randall:“Alotofthings,ourlives.Whenwillweeverbeatpeace?I’m tiredoffighting.”

Iknowhowhefeels,it’sexhausting.

Me:“Battlesarenotmeanttolastforever,wewillgettotheotherside,oneday.”

IplacemyhandonhischestasIbrushhisheadwiththeother.

Randall:“HopefullysoonandI’m worriedaboutIfe.”

Herevealswhat’sonhismind.

Me:“Ithinkshewillbefine.”

Randall:“Idon’tknow,she’srebellious.I’m afraidthatshe’llgoastray,shehasnoonetoguide

her.Mom isalwaysbusywithherdutiesthatshewon’tentertainher.”

Me:“Isn’ttheresomeonewhocankeepaneyeonher?”

Randall:“No,myauntshavetheirownchildrentodealwith.”

Iknowhowitfeelsnottohaveaguardian,myauntneverbotheredtocareforme.

Me:“MaybeChiomacanstaywithherforawhile.”

Randall:“I’llhaveawordwithher.IneedtosortthisthingoutwithSegun,Ineedtogethim off

ourbacks.”



Ialmostforgotabouthim andthesupposedwife.

Me:“Doyouthinkhewillfinallybend.”

Hehuffs.

Randall:“That’sSegun,hedoesn’tbendforanything.”

Me:“Whatwillyoudothen?”

Hestaresatmewithapuckeredbrow,Isendmyfingerstostraightenitandhesniggersin

return.

Randall:“Marryme.”

Heblotsout,thiscomesasashock.

Me:“What?”

Hebringshisbodyuptoasittingpositionandtakesmyhand.

Randall:“Yes,let’sgetmarried.”

Me:“Whereisthiscomingfrom Randall?”

It’ssosudden.

Randall:“Myheart.”

Me:“Don’tyouthinkit’stoosoon?Wejuststartedandtheseobstacles…”

Randall:“Arewenotfightingthebattletogether?”

Me:“Weare.”

Randall:“Thenlet’sdoitasamarriedcouple,Iwantthismehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hiseyestellmethathe’sserious.

Me:“Canwewait?”

Randall:“Forwhat?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,time.WhataboutRuth?”

Myquestionchangeshismoodwithinablinkofaneye.

Randall:“Wedon’tevenknowthisRuthperson,sheisnothingtome.You’retheoneAmara,it’s

youthatIwant.”

ThisisoverwhelmingandIwantthistoobut,notnow.

Me:“Iwanttomarryyoubut,it’stoosoon.Iwanttostudyandbesomethinginlife.Notjusta

housewife,Ihavedreamstoo.”

ThisisnotthevisionIhadformylife,Ineedtofulfilmydreams.



Randall:I’m sorry,Ididn’tthinkaboutthat.”

Helooksdisappointed,hereallywantsustogetmarried.

Me:“I’m stillhere.”

Randall:“Whatdoyouwanttostudy?”

Me:“Iwanttobeanewsanchor.”

Hetakesupafrown.

Randall:“Really?”

Me:“Yeah,itsoundsfar-fetched,doesn’tit?”

Randall:“No,it’sactuallyamazing.Icanalreadyseeyouthere.”

Hiswordshavemesmilingasapictureofthisdream ispaintedinmymind.

Randall:“Youshouldgoforit,mehemma,we’lllookituponceourlivesarenormal.I’llsupport

youwithwhateveryouwanttodo.”(Myqueen.)

WhoisthismanandwhereisthewithdrawnRandall?

Me:“Thankyou.”

Heputshisheadbackonmylap.

Randall:“So,howlongwillittakeforyoutodothiscourse?”

Me:“Fouryears.”

Hejoltsup,glaresatmewithashockedexpression.

Randall:“Fouryears?Iwillhavetowaitfouryearsbeforeyoubecomemywife?”

Ilaughathisreaction.

Me:“It’snotthatlong.”

Randall:“It’snot,it’salifetime.Weshoulddothatthingtheydoinrelationships,whatdothey

callit?”

Me:“Compromise?”

Randall:“Definitely.”

Me:“Icouldprobablyworkwiththat.”

Randall:“Okay,let’sstartnow.Listen,Iwanttwelve.”

Me:“Twelvewhat?”

Randall:“Kids.”



Ihavehearditallbut,this.

Me:“From who?”

Randall:“You,whoelse?”

Me:“OhRandy,it’snotgoingtohappen.Youcanvisualizethem ifyouwant.”

Hesniggersatmyquip.

Randall:“WhathaveIdone?Thenextthingyouwilltellmetovisualizemakinglovetoyou.”

It’sfunnythewayhesaysit.

Me:“Thatcouldwork.”

Randall:“That’sadangerousgametoplay.”

Heleansoverandburieshisfaceonmyneck,Istifleascream whenhebitesasmallpart.It’sa

pleasurablepain,though.Hepullsbackwithascowl.

Randall:“Whydidyouscream?”

Me:“Youbitme.”

Hesimperslookingpleasedwithhimself.

Randall:“Andyoulikedit,right?”

Inodsheepishly.

Hegoesbacktokissingmyneck.

Me:“Weshouldsleep.”

Randall:“Ithinkweshouldstartpracticingonmakingthosebabies,twelveisabignumber,me

hemma.Wehavealongwaytogo.”(Myqueen.)

Hehasmelaughingwithdelight.

STYLES*

Sethuopensthedoorafterthreeknocks,Iwouldthinkshewasstandingatthedoorwaitingfor

me.Shesmilefrownsuponseeingme,thisisdefinitelyasurprise.Theplanwastospendat

leastthreedaysinPretoria.

Sethu:“You’rehere?”

Me:“I’llpretendthatyou’rehappytoseemeandtrynottoboastaboutit.”

IshouldcomeheremoreoftenifIwillbewelcomedwithsuchawarm laugh.



Idrovestraighttoherapartment,Ihadtoseeifshe’sokay.Ienvelopherinmyarmsasshelets

mein,herscentfillsmynostrilsremindingmethatthisismyfavouriteplacetobe.

Sethu:“Whathappened?Whyareyoubacksosoon?”

Me:“Neoisrecoveringprettywell,Idon’tknowwhyhe’sstillinthehospital.Knowinghim,he

wantsattention.But,Iwouldrathergiveallmyattentiontoyou.”

Sethu:“Doesheknowyou’rebashinghim behindhisback.”

Shelaughsthewordsout.

Me:“Imadesuretoletitallout,beforeIleftthehospital.”

Sethu:“Whatafriendyouare.”

Me:“Iknowright,heisoneluckymantohaveafriendlikeme.”

Sethu:“Ohno!Styles,yourheadisliterallyexpanding.Carefulwiththeego,you’repumpingit.

Wedon’twantyourheadtoexplodenow.”

Shethrowsmeintoaguffawwithherremark.

Me:“Haven’tyouheard?Menareselfishwiththeiregos,weneedboostingfrom timetotime.”

Sethu:“So,there’snoonetoboostyouregoforyou?Imeanyou’reworkinghardatthis?”

ThisiswhatIloverighthere,thetalkativeSethu.

Me:“I’m stillwaitingforyoutodoit,inthemeantime,I’llsweat.It’sokay.”

Shecackleswithlaughter.

Sethu:“I’m gladyou’rehereStyles.”

Sheproclaimsassheleadsmetothelivingroom,weplopdownonthesamecouch.

Me:“Whereisyoursister?”

Sethu:“Sleeping.”

Icradlehercheekinmyhandandstealakiss,shedoesn’trespond.Thismakesmewanther

more,Igentlybitetheseam ofherliptowakeher.ShemoanssoftlyandIfeelherlipsmove.I

placemyhandonherwaisttobringherclosertome.

Iplacemyotherhand,pullingherdownwithmeaswetakeeachother’slipsoneatatime.I’m

lyingflatonmyback,mylegstouchingthefloorwhileshe’sontopofme.Icanfeelherlips

tremblingasweengageinthisslowsingle-lipkiss.Ihavenothingonmymindbut,theneedto

holdher,tohaveherinmyarmsandbreatheherin.

Shegraduallyrunsherfingersthroughmyhair,it’sasoothingfeelingthatputsmeina

comfortableposition.

Me:“Hi.”



Mysalutationplantsareticentsmileonherface.

Sethu:“Hi.”

Shediffidentlyhidesherfaceonmychest.

Me:“YouknowImissedyourfacemorethanthetopofyourhead.”

Shepushesherheadup,notabandoningthebashfullookonherface.Ilovehowherfingers

havefoundahomeonmyhair.

Sethu:“Ithoughtweagreedtherewon’tbeanykissinganytimesoon.”

Me:“Thatwasbeforesomeidiotsethiseyesonyou.”

Iwasn’tplanningontellingherbutshehastoknowthatIwillfightforher.

Sethu:“Howdidyouknow?”

Me:“Alittlebirdytoldme.”

Hermouthfallsopen.

Sethu:“Ayizetoldyou?Isawherfiddlingwithmyphone,Ididn’tthinkthatshewastextingyou.”

Me:“I’m gladshedid.Wouldyouhavetoldmeifshehadn’t?”

Shedropshereyes,thereisareasonbehindhershynesstowardsmen.LeboandNtokozomust

haveemanatedherinsecurities.

Me:“Please,lookatmekitten.”

Hereyesdawdlebacktome.

Me:“Iknowyou’renotreadytobewithmebut,thatdoesn’tmeanIwillsitbackandwatchwhile

someidiottakeschanceswithyou.IwillfightforyouSethuasmuchasIwillpursueyou,I’m

heretostayandIwillwinyourheart.”

Sethu:“HowdoIgiveaheartthat’salreadybroken?”

Shequeriessoftly.

Me:“Youcan,justsetyourselffreefrom whatisbindingyou.”

Sethu:“Idon’tknowStyles.”

Me:“Don’tyoutrustme?”

Sethu:“Itrustyouwithmylife.”

Herconfessionassuresmethatwearetreadingontherightpath.

Me:“Thengivemeachancetohealyourbrokenheartandbringyoubacktolife.”

Iplantalingeringkissonherforehead.



Me:“Won’tyouletmedothat?”

Sethu:“Onestepatatime?”

Me:“Onestepatime.”

Icradlehercheekintothepalm ofmyhand,beforetakingherbackintoanunhurriedkiss.This

timeshedoesn’tshyawayasIdrawback.

Me:“Ineedyoutodoonethingforme.”

Sethu:“What?”

Me:“Behonestwithme.”

Sethu:“Iwill.”

Me:“Okayso,tellmewhathappenedatthemalltoday.”

Shegaspsindisbelief.

Sethu:“Ayizeisasnitch.”

Me:“I’m gladshetoldme,nowIknowthatwehavetobevigilantatalltimes.Iam goingtokeep

yousafeSethu,Iwillprotectyoufrom anything.”

Shenodsassherestsherheadonmychest.

Sethu:“Ayizehadafightwithmom today.”

SherevealssomethingIalreadyknow,Iprobablyshouldn’tbepryinginherlifebut,thisisthe

onlywaytokeephersafe.

Me:“Issheokay?”

Shedischargesalongsighofdespair.

Sethu:“Idon’tknow,shewon’tspeaktome.I’m worriedaboutherStyles,Ineedhertobeokay.”

Me:“Givehertime,shewillopenuptoyouwhenshe’sready.”

Sethu:“Ihopeso,drinkinghersorrowsawaywon’thelp.”

Sethuistakingthishard,itbothersmethatsheworrieslikethiswhenshehasherowndemons

toface.

Me:“Doesshelikedogs?”

Sheraisesherheadtomeetasmileonmyface.

Sethu:“Don’tevenhumourStyles,youwillnotgetheradog.”

Shedismissesmyidea.

Me:“Ididn’tsay,Iwasgettingheradog.”



Thesetwosistershavegonethroughsomuchinlifeandtheylackamother’slove.Sometimes

it’sallyouneedtowashthatpainaway.

Me:“Doesshelikedogsthough?”

Sethu:“Styles.”

Me:“It’sonlyaquestion.”

Sethu:“Yeah.”

Sherespondsslowly.

Me:“Let’sgotobed,I’m tired.”

Sethu:“Areyoustayingthenight?”

Me:“Yes.”

Sethu:“Okay,takethecouchthen.”

Me:“IfI’m sleepingonthecouchthen,you’restayingwithme.Wemightaswellgotobed.”

She’soverthrownbymyremark,Itakeherhandasweclumptoherbedroom.

NOMBULELO*

Me:“Mbusoyourphoneisringing?”

Heneverhashisphonewithhim,thisiswhyhe’sunreachablesometimes.

Mbuso:“Pleasetakeit,I’m inthebathroom.”

Ileavemypotsandrushtothelounge,thisphonehasbeenringingandwhoeveriscallingmust

bedesperatetoreachhim.

Igrabitfrom thetabletofindthatit’shismother,Iwillnotbeansweringit.

Me:“It’syourmother.”

Iyellandhopehegraspsfrom thetoneofmyvoicethatIdon’twanttofacehismother.I

haven’tseenorheardfrom thiswomansincethatdaywewereatherhousewithZodwa.

Mbuso:“Eish!!!”

OnlyMbusocanyellEish.

Iplaceitbackdown.Iwilltakethat'eish'asawarningnottoanswer.

Mbuso:“Pleasetakeit.”

Hestopsmytrackswiththesewords.Itcouldbethat,Ididn’thearcorrectly,mymindisplaying



trickswithme.

Mbuso:“Itcouldbeimportant,pleasetakethecallLelo.”

Me:“Mbuso,Ican’tansweryourmother’scall.”

Mbuso:“Justtakeamessage.”

Thewomanridesonthewordrespect,shewillhavemyheadifIanswerthiscall.Accordingto

her,MbusoandIarenotsupposedtobelivingtogether.TheonlytimeIam tobeintroducedto

thefamilyiswhenhe’sreadytopaythebrideprice.

Sheisyettovoiceoutheropinionsregardingthepregnancy,shehasn’tbeengivenaplatform

yet.

Me:“Forgetit,getoutofthereandcomespeaktoyourmother.”

Mbuso:“Leloman,ngiyak'cela.”(I’m beggingyou.)

Ifhe’sthatdesperate,heshouldwrapitupandgetoutofthere.It’sbeentoolong.

Whyarewehavingaminiargumentwhilehe’sdoingwhateveritishe’sdoinginthatbathroom

andwhywon’tthiswomangiveuponcalling?Twomissedcallsareenoughtoletyouknowthat

thepersoneitherisnotavailableortheydonotwanttospeaktoyou.

Good,shehasgivenup.

Ibegintotrollbacktothekitchen,I’velostthezealtocook,thatwomangetsundermyskinand

it’sanitchyfeelingoritcouldbethat,mypregnancydoesn’tagreewithherbadenergy.

It’sringingagain,Ihopeit’snother.

Mbuso:“Leloplease,ifIcouldleavethisbathroom,Iwould.”

Hecanhearthephoneringingfrom there?WhydidIbothershoutingoutforhim?Ishouldhave

keptmymouthshutandlethim thinkthatIwassleepingorsomething.

Mbuso:“Idon’twantyoucominghere,it’snotpretty.”

Normally,Iwouldlaughbut,I’m piqued.

Heregoesnothing,letherbekindLord.

Me:“Mbuso’sphone,hello.”

ThisistoletherknowthatI’m notmonitoringherson’sphone.”

Mom:“Whereismyson?Whyareyouansweringhisphone?”

Mymessagedidn’tgothroughtoher,maybeIshould’vehaveanswereditdifferently.

Me:“Mbusoisbusy,heaskedmetotakeamessage.”

ThisishowIshould’veanswered.



Mom:“Heshouldknowbetterthantoletawomangethiscallsforhim.Whatifitwaswork

related?”

That’snotaproblem,he’sadoctorandI’m familiarwiththatfield.

Me:“I’m sorryma.”

I’m notsorrybut,let’sletherthinkthatshe’salwaysright.Itmakesherfeelgoodaboutherself.

Mom:“Tellhim tocallme,it’simportant.”

Icannotmissthatrudetone,shemightaswellcussatmewhileatit.

Me:“Iwillma.”

Mom:“Yeywenantombazane,angiyenaunyokosiyezwana?”(Iam notyourmothergirl,arewe

clear?)

Speechless.

Iwillnotbejustifyingthatsallywithananswer.Herhostilitytowardsmeisnotexcused.

Mom:“Iwillneverbeyourmothersisi,ifyouthinkthatIwillletyouslitheryourwayintomy

son’slife.Youhaveanotherthingcoming.”

Me:“Idon’tunderstandma.”

Isticktothename.WhatelseshouldIcallher?I‘m tryingtoberespectfulherebut,thewoman

isnotlettingme.

Mom:“WhatisitthatyoureallywantwithmyMbuso?”

Okay…

Isensethatshe’sthe‘you’retakingmysonawayfrom me’type.Ithinkafemalerivalwould

suffice,Iwoulddealwiththem accordinglybut,nothismother.HowdoIgooneononewithhis

firstlove?

Me:“IloveMbusoma.”

Mom:“Isthatwhyyouwanthim toraiseanotherman’schild?Youcallthatlove?”

Ican’tsaythatthisistherealreasonshehatesme,sheneverlikedmefrom thewordgo.

HowdoIriposte?Shehasleftmespeechless.

Mom:“IfyouloveMbuso,youwillsethim free.Lethim haveachancetolearnhowtobea

fatherwithhisfirstborn.Youandthatbabyyou’recarryingwanttotakethatprivilegefrom his

child,you’reinvadinghisspace.”

IknewIshouldn’thaveansweredthisdamncall.

Me:“Mbusoisagoodmanandhewantstobeafathertothisbaby,wewillhavemorechildren

andtheywon’tbetreateddifferently.We’lllovethem thesame.”



Mom:“Don’ttellmethat,ifyouknowwhat’sgoodforyou,youwillpackyourthingsandleave

mysonalone.”

Unlessshe’splanningonkillingme,Iam notmovingandinch.

Me:“MbusoandIloveeachother,Ican’tleavejustlikethat.Pleaseunderstand.”

Whyam Ipleading?It’snotlikeweneedherpermission.

Mom:“Wewillseeaboutthat.”

Shehangsup,thatisoneangryoldwoman.Ineedtokeepcalm formybaby,I’vebeenthrough

theworst.SurelyIcansurvivemonsterin-law.

Ithrowthestupidphoneonthecouchasherwordskeepringinginmyhead.

“Hey,whatdidmyphonedo?”

It’sonlynowthathedecidestocome.

Me:“Sorry.”

Mbuso:“Whatdidmymom saythathasyouupsetlikethis?”

Ifonlyyouknew.

Me:“Theusual,myson,myson,myson.”

That’sherfavouritesong,he’salreadypeevedbyitandIhaven’tpaintedthestoryyet.

Mbuso:“Don’tlethergettoyou.”

Me:“Iwon’t.”

AtleastI’m tryingnotto.”

Me:“Shewantsmetopackmystuffandleave,mychildandIareinvadingyourspace.”

Mbuso:“That’sheropinion,Iwillhaveatalkwithher.”

ThisiswhyIlovethisman,alwayswillingtofightforme.

Me:“Don’t,shewillthinkIrantoyou.”

Mbuso:“Letherthinkwhatevershewants,Idon’tcare.Mom hastoknowthatI’m amanandI

refusetoletherinterferewithmyprivatelife.”

Hetakesmyhand.

Mbuso:“Sorry,Imadeyouanswerthatcall.Ididn’tthinkshewouldsaythosethingstoyou.”

Me:“Well.”

Mbuso:“I’llfixthis.”

Ibelievehim,thiscouldbemakeorbreakforhismotherandI.Ifshebacksoffthen,Iwouldbe



elatedbut,it’spossiblethat‘thetalk’mightfuelherzealtogetmeoutofhislife.

Me:“Areyouokay?Youwereinthebathroom forquiteawhile?”

HefollowsmeasIstrolltothekitchentocheckonmypots.

Mbuso:“I’m okay,don’tgointhereforthenext45minutes.”

Igiveupwiththismanandthefactthatheholdsaseriousexpressionashedeclares.

Me:“Thisiswhathappenswhenyoueatpizzalikeyourmothermadeit,thatthingisnotclean.”

He’sopeningmypots,Ishouldlethim cookinstead.

Mbuso:“Soisthefishyoufeedmychildeveryday.”

That’saquickcomeback.

Me:“Ihaveanexcuse,I’m pregnant.What’syours?”

Mbuso:“Ihaveamonkeyonmybackandhavetofeedmycraving.”

Thatcannotbecravings.

Me:“Lame,givemesomethingIcanworkwithhere.You’relosingthebattleXaba,I’m ridingup

top.”

Mbuso:“Icanbegrumpywhenthecravingisnotfedandyouwouldn’twanttofaceagrumpy

Mbuso,heisnotkind.”

Me:“Damn,apointforyougrumpy.Youcanfeastonthatgreasythingyoucallfood.”

Heleansoverashislaughechoesinmyear,Ipullbackfrom him.

Me:“ShouldIgetananemaforyou?Yourstomachneedscleaning.”

Mbuso:“I’m adoctor,Iknowhowtosolvethingsincludingthisupsetstomach.”

Thedoctorhasspoken,Irestmycase.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

105*

SETHU*

Someonetapsmyshoulder,arousingmefrom adeepslumber.It’sAyizeandshe’ssittingon

theedgeofthebed.

Me:“Hey.”

I’m wrappedaroundStyles’arms,Iturntoseeifhe’sawake.

Ayize:“He’ssleeping.”

Me:“Whathappened?”

Ayize:“Ican’tsleep.”

Icanimaginewhy,Istruggledtoasleepaswell.IfStyleswasn’there,IthinkIwouldbetheone

inherroom.

Ayize:“Canwegoforawalk,Ineedsomeair.”

Thetimeonmyphonesaysit’saround1am.

Me:“It’snotsafe,wecansitonthebalcony.”

Ayize:“Sure.”

Shewalksoutwiththatword,Icouldn’thelpbutnoticethedespondencyonherfaceandinthe

toneofhervoice.ItrytomoveoutofStyles’armssonottowakehim up.

Styles:“Issheokay?”

Ithoughthewassleeping,thewhisperingmust’vewokenhim up.

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Styles:“Ithinksheneedstotalk.”

Me:“Yeah,Ifiguredaswell.”

Styles:“Icanleaveandgiveyoutwosomeprivacy.”

Istillneedhim here.

Me:“No,don’tgo.I’llbeback.”

IstumbleouttofindAyizesittingonachairinthebalcony.Ibroughtathrow,it’scoldouthere.



It’sthedeadofnight,thedarkstreetsareemptywithnooneinsight.Ipullachairclosertoher,

shepullstheblanketandcoversherself.

Ayize:“Thiscoldhasmecravingforcoffee.”

Herfirstwordsmakemesmile,knowingshedoesn’tdrinkcoffee.

Me:“Icanmakesome.”

Ayize:“No,sitwithme.”

IshiftclosertoherasIcovermylegswiththesameblanketandsheputsherheadonmy

shoulder.

Ayize:“ThosewordsIsaidtoyou,theygotmethinking.Ican’thideanymore,I’m tiredSethuand

Ineedhelp.”

Ican’timaginewhatherstruggleis,herpainfulwordshavebrokenmyheart.

Me:“Wewillgetyouhelp.”

Ayize:“Whatifit’stoolate?It’sbeentoolongandIhavelivedwiththismywholelife.”

MyheartdropsasIgraspwhatshecouldbetalkingabout,IpraytoGodthatshewasn’tsexually

assaulted.Idon’tthinkIcanrecoverfrom thisfact.

Ayize:“Idon’tknowifyourememberthis,youweretooyoungthen.LeboandIwereinseparable,

Ilovedvisitingherhousebecauseatthattimetheyhadmorethanwedid.Herfatherworkedas

amanagerwhilehermotherwasachef.”

MyauntsaysIgotthepassionforcookingfrom her.

Ayize:“Herfatherwasnice,hewasdifferentfrom ourparents.Theywerecontrollingandtoo

strictformyliking,IlikedbeingatLebo’shousebecauseherfatherwasafunpersontobe

around.Hewouldplaywithusandletuseatwhateverwewantedwhileathome,mom

monitoredeverythingweate.Shesaidwewerefat,remember?”

Iremember,thefridgeactuallyhadakey.Shewouldcounttheslicesofbreadandtheeggsso

wedon’teat.Wewereallowedtoeattwiceaday,shesaidourbodieswerenotthatofchildren

andwehadtocutdown.

Ayize:“Ihatedmom anddad,theycontrolledusasifweweretheirstudents.Dadwouldtellme

wheretogo,howtostandandhowtochew.IenviedLebo’slifeandIwantedtolivewiththem

forever.Herdadactuallyallowedustodrink,hedrankwithus.”

Thatwasirresponsibleofhim.

Me:“Whywouldhedothat?Youwereachild.”

Ayize:“Hewantedtoshowusthathe’sthecoolestdadintheworld.”

Me:“That’snonsense.”



Ayize:“Ididn’tknowthen,Iwasonly14andthoughtitwascool.ThisonetimehesentLeboto

theshops,whenIgrabbedmyshoesso,Icanfollow.Hetoldmetostaybecauseheneeded

helpinthekitchen.Ihadbeenalonewithhim beforeandIthoughtitwasokay,he’smyuncle

afterall.”

Sheclenchesherteethasshetriestosubduehertears.

Ayize:“Hedidn’twastetimeafterLebowalkedoutofthatdoor,hestartedmakingthese

remarksaboutmybody.Sayinghowhelikedmythighsandmybutt.Hesaid…”

ItakeherhandtoletherknowthatI’m stillhereandI’m listening.”

Ayize:“Hesaidhelikedhowmybuttmovedinmyjeans,myheartstoppedSethu.Ihavenever

seenhim glaringatmewithlustbeforeordidImissit?WasIsoblindthatImissedthered

flags?”

Me:“Youwereinnocent.”

Ayize:“Thatdidn’tstophim from assaultingme,hepushedmeagainstthefridgeandstarted

touchingmybreast.Icriedandpleadedwithhim tostopasIpushedhim but,itseemedtofuel

him becausehecontinuedandstartedtokissme.”

Idon’tthinkI’m strongenoughtohearthis.

Ayize:“Iscreamedandheslappedmesohard,Ifellonthefloor.Hecontinuedwithhisassaults,

Iwasdisgustedbyhishandstouchingmeandhislipsonmyface.Iwaspowerless,themoreI

pushedhim away,themorehepressedagainstme.Herippedmyclothesandhe…he…”

Hervoicebreaks,she’sstrugglingtospeak.

Me:“No,Ayizeno.”

Sheblinksacoupleoftimestopushbackhertears.

Ayize:“Ifeltsodirtyanduseless,Icouldn’tgethim offofme.Ijustlaypowerlessonthatcold

kitchenfloor,whileherapedme.”

Me:“No,pleasenomore,nomore.”

Ican’tstopcryingbut,shehasn’tshedatear.HertearsarelockedupsomewhereandIknow

thatshedesperatelywantstoletthem out.

Ayize:“Ibeggedhim tostopSethu,Ibeggedhim tostopbut,hedidn’t.Hecoveredmymouth

andIcouldn’tbreathe,Iwantedtodie.Eventually,Imanagedtonumbmybody.Ididn’twantto

feelthepainanymore,Iwantedittobeoverwith.SoIlaytherelikeacorpsewhileheassaulted

me,likehehadrightsoverme.Whenhewasdone,heforcedmetotakeabath.Ididn’tknow

whybut,nowIknowthathewantedtheevidencetobewashedoutso,itcanbehisword

againstmine.IrememberhowIwailedinthatbathroom whilescrubbingmybody,tryingto

washoffthefeelingofdirtthatcrawledonmyskin.Icouldstillfeelhim ontopofmeandhis

skinonmine.LebocamebackwhileIwasinthebathroom,shewantedtoknowwhyIwas

bathingagain.Icouldn’tanswerher,allIcoulddowascry.Icouldn’tlookathereither,herfather



madesurewewereneveralone.Iranhomeafterthatandlockedmyselfinmyroom.”

Ican’timaginehowshewould’vegonethroughthisandwehadnoclue.

Ayize:“Iwantedtotellmom anddadbuteachtime,Iwouldseehim ontopofmeandburstinto

tears.Ididn’twanttoleavemyroom,Iwouldmakeexcusesso,Idon’tgotoschool.That’swhen

Istartedstarvingmyself,Ithoughtitwasmyfault,mybodyattractedhim tome.Iwantedtobe

asthinasIcouldbe,IliedandsaidIwasbulliedatschool.Yourparentsfinallyconfrontedme

aboutmybehaviour,andIblottedit,outofangerbecausetheywereshoutingatmeandcalling

meanunrulychild.DadsaidIshouldgotomyroom,I’m notsureiftheywereshockedbut,they

weretoocalm forpeoplewhosedaughterwasraped.Thatnighttheycalledmetotheir

bedroom andtoldmethatIshouldn’ttellasoul.Mom saidshewillnothavehersister’s

marriagedestroyedbecauseofmylies.”

Iam notsurprised,mom alwaysputsotherpeoplebeforeus.

Ayize:“Theysaidthattheywillcallameetingwithhim andhavehim payforthedamage,at

leastagoatandthatwasdad’sidea.Heseemedtobelievemebut,mom wastheoneincontrol.

Iwasworthalousygoattomyparents,thatmantookmyinnocenceandmychildhoodfrom me,

somethingIcannevergetback.Themeetingneverhappened,theycontinuedwiththeirlives

whileIwasdyingslowlyinside.Lebo’sfamilywouldcomeoverfortheholidays.Irememberhow

Iwouldlockmyselfinmyroom,Ididn’twanttoseehisface.Knowinghewasinthehouse,

laughingandsharingatablewiththesameparents,whoweremeanttoprotectme,killedme.I

contemplatedsuicideacoupleoftimesbutIdidn’thavethestrengthtogothroughwithit.”

Hertearsonlyshowupnow,shetriestobestrongasshekeepswipingthem but,theycontinue

topaintherpainonherface.Ihaven’tsaidaword,Idon’tknowhowtoconsoleher.

Ayize:“Tothinkthatwasn’tenough,Ifellpregnantandshetookmetosomewoman’shouseto

abortthebaby.Itwasthemostexcruciatingpain,IthoughtIwasdying.Thatwasthesecond

timeIfeltviolated,thistimearoundmymotherwasstandinginthemiddleoftheroom,

watchingeverything.Ihatethem,Ihatethem forwhattheydidtome.”

She’ssobbingnowandit’spainful.

Me:“I’m sorrybaby,I’m sosorry.”

Iknowhowshefeels,IwasrapedbythemanIonceloved.Nothingcomparestotheterrible

feelingofbeingassaulted.

Ayize:“There’sthispaininmyheartandIcan’tseem togetridofit,I’vehadsleeplessnights.I

canstillseethatdayasifithappenedyesterday.Thememoryisstillfreshinmymind.”

Sheexplodesintoloudsobsoflamentation,Ipullherintomyarms.

Me:“Wewillgetthatmonster.Ipromiseyou,hewillpay.”

It’sbeensolongandshehadtolivewiththispainforsomanyyears.Shehasbeendyinginside

withnoonetocryto.

Me:“Doesauntknow?”



Shewagsherheadasshefiddleswiththeblanket.Myparentsprioritizedaunt’smarriageover

theirdaughter.

Ayize:“I’m tiredSethu,Iwantittostop.Iwantthenightmarestostopandthevoicesinmyhead,

tellingmethatit’smyfault.MaybeIgavehim signsthat,itwasokay.MaybeIshouldhave

dressedappropriately.Hewasneverpunishedforhissins,hewentontolivehislife,whilemine

stoppedandIhadnosupport.Ihadnooneonmyside.”

Myheartpainsforher,Iwanttohelpherfeelbetter.

Me:“No,it’snotyourfaultAyize.Thatmanisamonster,youdidnothingwrong.”

Iclaspmyarmsaroundheraswecrytogether.

Ayize:“But,itdoesn’tfeellikeit.”

Me:“Itwill,itwillmylove,Ipromise.”

I’m notconvincedbymywordsbut,Ineedtosaysomething.

Ayize:“IwanttofeelhumanagainSethu,Iwanttotrustpeopleagain.Iwanttoholdsomeone’s

handandnotfeelliketheyaregoingtohurtme.Iwanttofeelimportanttosomeone,please

helpme.Idon’tknowwheretostart,Idon’thavethestrengthtomove.But,IknowthatIneedto

heal.”

Thisisadesperatecryforhelp.

Me:“Iwillgowithyou,I’llholdyourhandthroughitall.”

IfeelsomeonestandingatthedoorandturntofindStyles,Ithinkhe’sbeenthereforawhile.

He’sangry,Ihaveseenthatlookbefore.ItwaswhenhetoldmethatNeowasburntbyhisex-

girlfriend.Ittakesaminuteforhim totrudgebackintothehouse.

NTOMBI*

Thedoorbangsloudly,joltingmefrom mysleep,Mosesisnotbesidemeandit’sintheearly

hoursofthemorning.Mywatchsaysit's3:20am.WhereisMosesgoing?Hedoesn’tsleep

muchbut,heneverleavestheroom.

Iturnthelightonandtailhim,Ifindhim inthekitchen,tryingtoopenthedoor.Hehasthehouse

keysinhishand.

Me:“Moses,wenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Hegogglesatme.

Moses:“Shh,vulaumnyango.”(Openthedoor.)

He’swhisperingasifhedoesn’twanttowakeanyoneup.



Me:“WhyshouldIopenthedoor?It’slateMoses.”

Moses:“Shewantsmetoopenthedoor.”

Me:“Who?”

Moses:“She’soutside,shekeepssayingthatImustopenthedoor.”

Lordhelpme,there’sasheghostnow?

Me:“Mosesthere’snooneoutthere,cometobed.”

It’stoolateforthis.

Moses:“But,shewantstocomein.”

“Ntombi.”

IturntofindJonasstandingattheentrancebetweenthekitchenandthelivingroom.Hesleeps

inthelivingroom,wemust’vewokenhim up.

Jonas:“Whatareyoutwodoingatthistimeofthenight?”

Me:“Mosessaysthere’ssomeoneatthedoorandshe’stellinghim toopenit.”

Jonas:“Peopleofthenight.”

Hemeanswitches,Ithoughtsuchthingswerenotsaidatnight.

Moses:“Yousee,yousee,she’sangrynow.She’sleaving.”

Iam terrifiedrightnow,there’sapossibilitythatthere’sawomanoutsidethisdoor.

Moses:“Jonas,tshelalomfaziukuthiangazongichofozelaulimi,kantiabafazibanjani.”(Tellthat

womannottoclickhertongueatme.What’swrongwithwomen?)

Hemustbetalkingaboutwhoeverisoutside.Iknowit’sMartha,sheistheoneaftermylife.

Jonas:“Ntombi,thathalomuntuwakhotuu.Iwillkeepthekeyswithme.”(Takeyourhusband.)

Me:“AsambeMoses.”(Let’sgo.)

Moses:“Athiuzobuya,angekeahlulweyithina.”(Shesaysshewillcomeback,shewillnotbe

defeatedbyus.”

Okay,nowI’m terrified.Thisisnotausualthing.

Jonas:“Iwillburnincensearoundthehouse,beforegoingbacktosleep.”

Ithinkhe’sscaredtoo.

Me:“Don’tforgetmyroom toobhuti.”(Brother.)

Idon’tthinkIwillbeabletosleepafterthis.

Jonas:“IwantyoutocallZodwa,firstthingtomorrow.Thisisseriousandit’stimewefixit.”



Like,weshouldfixmyhusband.

Me:“Iwillbhuti.”(Brother.)

Jonas:“I’llstartwithyourroom.”

Thatsoundsgood.

AMARA*

“Marawakeup.”

IsluggishlyopenmyeyesatthesoundofLiyana’svoice,she’skneelingonthebedasshe

carriesasmile.Randallisnothere,he’sanearlybirdunless,Ioverslept.

Me:“Hey,whyareyouupsoearly?”

Ileisurelybringmytiredbodyup,I’m forcingmyselfhere.Iwanttosleepsomemore.

Liyana:“It’snotearlysilly.”

She’slaughingatme.

Me:“Really?Whattimeisit?”

Shesmilesassheshrugsandhandsmemyphone.

Liyana:“Istillcan’ttellthetime.”

SheconfesseswhileIglanceatthescreenonmyphone,it’salmost10am.Whydidn’tRandall

wakemeup?

Me:“Ioverslept.”

Liyana:“PapasaidImustcomeandwakeyouup.”

Me:“Whereishe?”

Liyana:“He’sinthekitchen.”

Ilovehowshe’salwaysgiggling,she’sahappychild.

Me:“Okay,letmefreshenupthenwecangoandjoinhim.”

Liyana:“Mara,Ilikethatyou’rehere.”

Whatawaytowakeup.

Me:“Ohmybaby.”

Shefallsintomyarmsasshehookshertinyarmsaroundmyneck.



Me:“I’m happythatI’m herewithyou.”

Liyana:“Youwon’tleaveright?”

Me:“WhywouldIeverleaveyou?You’remyangel.”

Thattwitteragain.

Me:“Imaginehowbadmydaywouldbewithoutyouandyouknowwhat?”

Sheswingsherheadrepeatedlywithalingeringsmileonherface.

Me:“Today,yougavemethesweetestgiftever.”

Liyana:“Ididn’tgiveyouanything.”

Aconfusedlooktakesoverherface.

Me:“Youdid,IgottoseeyourbeautifulfacethemomentIopenedmyeyes.”

Liyana:“That’sagift?”

Me:“Yes,thebiggest.Biggerthanthissmileonyourface.”

Atitterescapeshermouth,Liyanaisasweetchild.HowdoesOlivialivewithoutseeingher

daughter?Anymotherwouldlosetheirmind.

Me:“MaybeIshouldmovetoyourroom so,you’rethefirstpersonIseeeverymorning.”

Liyana:“Yes,please.”

Shebouncesonthebed.

Me:“Don’ttellpapaaboutit.”

Liyana:“Mylipsaresealed.”

Shepressesherforefingeronherlipsbeforetakingaloadoflaughter.

I’m gladshe’snotsulkingoverChioma’sabsence,IhopeIfeisdoingokay.Iknowshewillnot

giveChiomaahardtime,thatwomandoesn’ttakenonsense.

Liyana:“HurryMara,I’m hungry.”

LiyanaisstandingnexttomeasImakethebed,sherefusestogowithoutme,ordersfrom her

father.

Me:“I’m almostdoneLiyababy.”

IhearhergiggleasIchangethecourseofmydirection,she’sexcitedaboutsomething.I

instantlyfeelapairoflargehandswhiskmeup,it’sRandall.Heputsmeonhisshoulderlikea

sackofpotatoes.

Me:“Randallputmedown.”



Randall:“Icametogetyou,thefoodisgettingcold.”

Liyanaislaughingandjumpingwhileclappingherhands,sheseemstobeenjoyingthis.

Me:“Okay,putmedown.Icanwalk.”

Randall:“Nothappening.”

Herefusesashepottersoutoftheroom,Liyanaisbouncingbehindstillentertainedbythisact.

Ihavegivenupwagglingmylegs,I’m fightingalosingbattle.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

106*

KHETHU*

“She’sopeninghereyes.”

That’sMbongeni’svoice,it’sconfirmedwhenIseehim standingoverme.I’m inmyoldroom in

myfather’shouse.HeandNobayeniarehereaswell.

Me:“What’sgoingon?HowdidIgethere?”

Dad:“Mbongenifoundyoupassedoutonthestreets,afewhousesfrom here.Whywereyou

notusingyourcar?”

Iremembergettingoffataxi,Iwasledtomyfather’shousebyacertainfearIcannotexplain.I

wantedtofeelsafeagainandhewasthefirstpersonthatcametomind.MyfeetfeltheavyasI

lumberedtowardsthehouse,everythingbecamefuzzy,that’swhenIpassedout.

Me:“Ileftmycaratgogo’shouse.”(Grandmother.)

Dad:“Istheresomethingwrongwithit?”

Me:“Whyiseveryoneinhere?”

Mbongeni:“We’reworriedaboutyouKhethu.”

Me:“Youdon’thavetoworryaboutme,I’m fine.”

TheirstaresmakemefeellikeIhavelostmymind,maybeIam losingit.Mywholelifefeelslike

adream,Styleshasmovedonwithhislife.He’sforgottenaboutme,it’sasifIwasneverthere.

Nobayeni:“Ididn’tknowyouwearweavesnow,blondeisawildcolourandit’snotworkingfor

you.”

Whohassheevercomplimented?

Dad:“What’sgoingonKhethu?Whatdidyoudo?”

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?Ididn’tdoanything.”

Idon’tlikethesuspiciouslookthathe’sgivingme.

Nobayeni:“We’reontoyouBridgette,youcan’tlietousanymore.”

Thesepeopleareplayingwithmymind,theycan’tpossiblyknowwhatIwasupto,unlessdad

hadmefollowed.



Nobayeni:“Whatisthis?”

Sheholdsupapregnancytest,inaway,I’m gladthattheydonotknowaboutmyshenanigans

butalso,theyareinvadingmyprivacy.

Me:“Wereyougoingthroughmybag?”

IbarkasIstretchmyhandtograbit.

Me:“Youhadnorighttotouchmythings”

Nobayeni:“Iwasgettingyourphoneandthat’swhenIsawit.Howcanyoubesocareless

Bridgette?”

Dad:“Howdoyouletthatmangetyoupregnant?”

What?IgiveMbongeniaquickglance,heclampshisjaw.Hemustbethinkingwhattheyare

thinking.ThatthisbabybelongstoStyles.

Nobayeni:“JustwhenIthoughtyoucan’tgetanymorestupid,you’renotachildanymore

Bridgette.Whenwillyourealizethat?Howlongdowehavetorunafteryoutogetyouto

behave?”

Nobayenithinksshehasarighttochideme,onlynowshedecidestotakeupherroleasa

mother.Iam notabouttogiveherthechance.

Me:“Iwantallofyoutogetout.”

Dad:“Khethukuthula.”

TherewasatimewhenIcouldn’tseepaininmyfather’seyes,noweverythinghaschanged.I

don’tcarehowhefeelsanymore,theyhavebeenunfairtome.

Nobayeni:“Pushingeveryoneawayyetagain,Bridgette?”

Whyam Igivingherachancetospeak?

Dad:“Weneedtotalkaboutthisbabyyou’recarrying.Doesheknow?”

He’sreferringtoStyles,hemustbereferringtohim.

Me:“Notyet.”

IglanceatMbongeni,Ican’ttellhim thatthisishisbaby.Thiscouldbemychanceofgetting

Stylesback.

Mbongeni:“CanIpleasehaveawordwithKhethu.”

Ithinkheknowsandthisisbad.

Dad:“We’llbeinthelivingroom.”

Iwatchthem astheyambleoutoftheroom,Idon’twanttolookatMbongeni.I’m afraidthatmy

eyeswilltellhim thetruth.



Mbongeni:“Isitmine?”

Me:“Whatis?”

Mbongeni:“Thebaby,isitmine?”

Me:“Don’tberidiculous,ifitwas,Iwouldhavetoldyou.”

Mbongeni:“Areyousureit’snotmineKhethu?”

Me:“Morethansure.”

Ifeelhispiercinggazestabbingme.

Mbongeni:“Youknowifthebabyismine,itwillshowwhenit’sborn?Youcan’tpassitonashis,

hewillseethathe’snotthefather.”

Ididn’tthinkaboutthat,theywillknowthemomentthebabycomesout.

Me:“Mbongeni,Iwouldliketobealone.”

Mbongeni:“BecarefulwhatyouaskforKhethu,onedayyouwillwakeupandfindthatyou’re

completelyalone.Keeppushingpeopleawaylikethisandyouwon’tliketheoutcome.”

Me:“Pleasego,I’llcallyouwhenIfeelbetter.”

He’smyonlyfriendatthemomentandIcan’tlosehim aswell.

Mbongeni:“Fine,wewilltalkaboutthisbabyandIwilltakeresponsibilityforit.”

Heleansovertopeckmyforeheadandstridesout,IreachformyphonetocheckifStyleshas

calledyet.Howwillheremembermewhenhe’sbusyentertaininganotherwoman?Ineedtodo

somethingaboutit.

SETHU*

There’snoisecomingfrom thekitchen,loudenoughtowakeanyoneup.ThisishowAyizeislike

inthemorning,ifyouwanttohaveagoodmorningthenhaveheraround.She’splayingmusic

onherphone.There’sanaromathatalsoleadsmetothekitchen,Ifindhercookingwhile

dancing.

Ayize:“Hey,you’reawake?Finally.”

Shehums,she’shappytoday.

Me:“Morning.”

Irubmyeyesandthathasherlaughingatme.

Ayize:“You’retired?”



Me:“Very.”

MyeyeskeepsearchingforStyles.

Ayize:“Hewentout,hesaidhe’llbeback.Don’tcry.”

Shetakespleasureinmockingme.

Me:“Whatareyoumaking?Ithoughtwedidn’thavefood,wheredidthiscomefrom?”

Ayize:“Iboughtit,IwashungrysoIrantotheshopacrosstheroad.”

Me:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Shesighs,turnstomeandgivesmeahug.

Ayize:“Thankyouforlisteningtome.”

Sheglancesatmeandawarm smiletakesoverhermouth.

Ayize:“Thisisastartforme,Ihavealongwaytogo.Itwon’tbeeasythough,I’m justgladthatI

havesomeoneonmyside.”

Me:“Iwillalwaysbeonyoursidesis.”

Ayize:“Iknow.”

Me:“Wecanalsotrychurch.”

Sheturnsbacktothestove,I’m treadingonaroadthatshe’snotfamiliarwith.

Me:“I’m seriousAyize.”

Ayize:“Iknow,you’realwaysseriousaboutthischurchthing.It’snotreallyforme,Iwoulddieof

boredom,honestly.”

Me:“It’sallinyourhead,ifyougotherewiththatmentalitythenthat’sexactlywhatwillhappen.”

Sherespondswithaheftyexhalation,thisconversationboresher.

Ayize:“Imaginesittingtherewhilethepastortellsmethatdrinkingisasinanditwillsendme

straighttohell.ThenhegoeshomeanddrinkswinewithhiswifewhileI’m havingmySunday

koswithaglassofOros.Yohhaingiyabonga.”(Food.)(No,thankyou.)

Me:“Idoubtthat’swhathappens.”

Ayize:“Askyourpastorifhedrinksandwatchhisfacialexpressionthen,comeandtellmewhat

youobserved.”

Idecidetohelpherwithbreakfast.

Me:“DoyouthinkweshoulddishupforStyles?He’llprobablyeatwhereheis.”

Ayize:“Starvingthemanalready,arewe?”



Thatheadshakesaysalotofthings,I’m tryingtofigureoutwhat.

Me:“Ijustknowthathewillgetsomethingontheway.”

Ayize:“We’llleavehim some,justincase.”

Me:“Okay.”

Iwatchhermovementasshetoddlestothefridgeandtakesoutawhitemug,shegulps

whateverisinthereinonego.

Me:“Whatisthat?”

Ayize:“Energydrink,thebabalaziiskillingmegirl.”(Hangover.)

She’slying,that’salcohol.

Me:“You’redrinkingsoearlyinthemorning?”

IrealizethatIhaveupsethercomposureasshethrowsavexedglareatme.

Ayize:“Thisistheonlyway,Icangetridofthishangover.”

Me:“Eatsomethingatleast.”

Ayize:“Iwill.”

Shedoesn’tmeanit,Iknowshewilldrinkthewholeday.Seeingthatshe’snolongerinterested

infinishingwhatshestarted,IdishupforusandleavesomeforStyles.

Me:“There’sascripturethatkeepsmegoingyouknow.”

Sherewardsmewithaprofoundsigh.

Ayize:“You’reabouttopreach,aren’tyou?”

Shegrabsherplate,acanofbeerandtramplestothelivingroom.Ican’tforcehertochange

andIdon’twanttobiblebashherbut,thiscouldpossiblyworkforher.

Me:“Iknowyoudon’tlikechurch.”

Itakeasitonthecouch.

Ayize:“IfIwanttogotoafashionshow,Iwouldgotoanactualone.”

Me:“Churchisnotreallyaboutthat,there’smoretoitthatwearingyourSundaybest.Ibelieve

thatwhatyou’regoingthroughisatestforyourfaith.Youneedtokeepgoingandkeepfighting.

Onethingisforsure,thewordwillbreakin.Godhearsyourprayersandseesyourtears.You

needtolethim leadyou.”

I’m hopingthiswilltouchherheart.

Ayize:“Idon’tknowhowtopray.WheredoIstart?WhatdoIsaytoaGodIhaverejectedmy

wholelife?”



Me:“Anything,wegrewupinchurch.Unlockyourspiritualsense.”

Ayize:“Spiritualwhat?”

Me:“Ijustmadethatup.”

Hercontagioussmilecompelsmetosimper.

Me:“Ifyoudon’thavewords,letyourheartspeakforyouandGodwillhearyou.It’salongroad

but,you’llgetthere.”

Ayize:“Whendidyougrowup?”

Ithinkmywordsgotthroughtoher.

Me:“WhenIhadtostartlifealloverfrom Ntokozo,Ihadtopushmyselftoforgethim andwhat

hedidtome.”

Ayize:“DoesMr.Sknowabouthim?”

Me:“Yes.”

Ayize:“Youtoldhim everything?”

Me:“Itoldhim whatheneededtoknow.”

Ayize:“Youneedtoopenuptohim.Howwillyouexplainthescarsonyourbody?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,I’llseewhenIgetthere.”

Ayize:“YoubetterdecidesoonthatmanwillwanttoknowwhathappenedtohisSethu.”

Me:“I’lltellhim whenthetimeisright.”

Ihaveneverspokenoutaboutit,althougheveryoneknowswhatNtokozodidtome.

Ayize:“Whatdoyouthinkhe’lldotothatpigNtokozo?”

Sheacceptsamischievoussmile.

Me:“Whatcanhepossiblydo?”

Ayize:“Idon’tknow,something.Castratehim,amputatethoseskinnylegs.”

Me:“YouwatchtoomuchTV,Stylesisnotcapableofthat.He’sgentlyandkind.”

Ayize:“Gentleandkindisboring,sbwlagangsterlove,youknowthelikesofKagisoKhoza,a

loverandafighter.Mr.Slookslikethetypethatcanhandleagun.”(I’m craving.)

Theexcitementonherfaceispriceless,anythingtomakeherforgetherpain.

Me:“IhavesaiditbeforeandIwillsayitagain,stopwatchingthosethings.Theyarenotreal.”

Ayize:“Argh,you’resoboringnurse.”

Shewavesherhandasifshooingmeaway.”



Me:“I’m realistic.”

Ayize:“Yesinmyworldthat’sclassifiedasboring.”

Igiveup.

NKOMO*

I’m notreallyupforthis,atfirstIthoughtStyles’planwasabsurduntilhetoldmewhatRandall’s

fatherhasplannedforhim.Itgotmethinking,approachingthiswomanistheonlyway.

I’m atarestaurantatthebar,Ihavespottedmytarget.She’sdinningaloneatatable,shesaw

mefleetinglooksatherawhileagoandhasn’tstoppedgazingatme,since.Wehavebeen

exchangingafewglances.

“Nkomo,howisitgoing?”

That’sStylesspeakingthroughtheearpiece,he’sinthecaroutside.

Me:“Ithinkthiscouldwork.”

Styles:“Goforitthen,don’tthrowyourselfather,shemightsuspectsomething.”

IknowwhatI’m doing.

Me:“I’vegotthisStyles.”

Styles:“Let’sgothen.”

Ruthseesmeapproachinghertableandtakesupaghostofasmile,atleastIknowthatshewill

notgivemeahardtime.”

Me:“Hi.”

Isendherawarm smile,sheclearsherthroatassheraiseshereyebrows.ThisisnotwhatI

expected.

Me:“I’m sureyouknowwhatcourtesyis,don’tyou?”

Ruth:“I’m sorry,Idon’tknowyou.”

Iexpectedhertoberude,shewearsitonhersleevesanyway.

Me:“MynameisSbonisoNdlaleni.”

Igivehermyhand,shecarriesasoftfrownbeforetouchingitwiththetipofherfingers.It’s

something,atleastthere’spointofcontact.

Ruth:“RuthAdaeze.”

Me:“Adaeze?Areyoufrom Nigeria?”



ThisishowIslidein.

Ruth:“No,Ghana.”

Me:“Ghana?I’vebeentoGhanaonce.It’sabeautifulcountry.”

Shenodswithanattitude,Ithoughtthiswasgoinggreat.

Me:“WhereinGhanaareyoufrom?”

Sheraisesherbrowsagain,she’sgoingtobeatoughnuttocrack.

Me:“I’m sorry,isitokayifIsit?Surelyabeautifulwomanlikeyoucannotbesittingaloneata

restaurant.”

Ruth:“I’m actuallywaitingforsomeone.”

Me:“I’llkeepyoucompany,untilthefoolwho’smakingyouwaitarrives.”

Iseealittlesmile,shebrushesitoff,notlettingitstayonfortoolong.

Itakeaseat,knowingshewillnotoffermeone.She’splayinghardtoget,sheisabeautiful

womanbutnotmytype.ThefirstthingInoticedaboutheristhethickmakeupandthelong

lashes,shehaslongnailsandusesthetipsofherfingerstoliterallyholdeverything.

Me:“Yousaidyou’refrom whichcityinGhana?”

Ruth:“Ididn’t.”

Toldyouthatshe’splayinghardtoget.”

Me:“Ngiyazi,nkosazana,hencethequestion.”(Iknowmylady.)

Ruth:“What?”

Me:“Isaid,Iknowmylady.”

Ruth:“Whatlanguageisthat?”

“NicegoingNkomo,lettheMkhizesleadyou.”

That’sStylesthroughtheearpiece,hecanheareverythingandhe’slaughingatme.Iclearmy

throattogesturethatheshutsup.

Me:“Zulu,mynativelanguage."

Ihavemanagedtomakehersmile,genuinely.

Ruth:“Zuluhuh?”

Inod.

Me:“Icanteachyouifyoulike.”

Ruth:“Maybe.”



Me:“Maybeisnotananswerndlovukazi.”(Queen.)

I’m winninghere,thelookonherfaceconfirmsit.

Me:“Thatmeansqueen,Imeanthat’swhatIseewhenIlookatyou.”

Thisonegetshersmilingfrom eartoearandflippingherweaveback.

Ruth:“FlatterywillnotgetyouanywhereSb…”

Shestruggleswithgettingthenameoutofhermouth.

Me:“Sboniso,callmeSbo.”

Ruth:“There’snoneed,IdoubtI’llbeseeingyouagain.”

Am Ilosingmytouch?JustwhenIthoughtIwasmakingprogress.

“ComeonSbo,pushman.Getthatgold.”

Stylesagain,he’samusedbythis.

Me:“Ihaveafeelingthat,I’llbeseeingmoreofyou.HowcanImeetsuchabeautifulwoman

andforgetthatsheexists.Myancestorswoulddefinitelypunishme.”

IfI’m observingcorrectly,she’sblushing.

Styles:“Segunisonhisway,wrapitupandgetoutofthere.He’sseenyoubefore,remember.”

Me:“HowaboutIbuyyouadrinknexttime?”

Ruth:“Icanbuymyselfone.”

Fiesty.

Me:“There’snothingwrongwithamanwantingtospoilalady.”

Ruth:“Ifyou’reabletofindmeagain,thenmaybeImightjustletyou.”

Me:“Iwillholdyoutoit.”

Ruth:“Iwon’tbeholdingmybreath,mentendtoforgetyourfacethemomentyouwalkaway.”

She’sunknowinglypavingawayforme.

Me:“Suchmenareidiots,IdoubtI’llbeabletoforgetthisface.It’snoteverydaythatyoubump

intoanAfricanqueen.”

Sheblushesattheunexpectedcompliment.Itakeherhandandsheletsme.Ibringittomy

mouth,placingalingeringkiss.

Me:“Tillnexttimendlovukazi.”(Queen.)

Shesendsmeawaywithacandidsmile,thatwasn’tsobad.

“You’relosingyourtouchman,Iexpectedmorefrom you.”



StylesgiveshisopinionasIwalkaway.

Me:“Hey,Idon’tgetpaidforthis.She’satoughone.”

Styles:“Nexttimeyou’llhavehergiggling,don’tworry.”

Me:“I’m notworried,areyousureyouwanttodothis?”

Styles:“Smittenalready?Thatwasquick.”

Hescoffs.

Me:“VoetsekStyles.”(Pissoff.)

Styles:“Don’tlettheinnocentfacefoolyou,she’sevil.”

Me:“Ifyousayso,I’m notlookingforwardtothis.”

Styles:“Quitwhining,you’vealreadystarted,youmightaswellfinishit.”

Hesaysit,asifit’seasy.

NOMBULELO*

Timeseemstobegoingslowtoday,Ican’twaitforthedaytoend.Iam feelinglazy,myspiritis

downandIcan’tseem tostomachthiscrowdedhospital.MyphoneringsasImakemywayto

thecafeteria,it’smymother.Wedidn’tendonagoodnotethelasttimewespoke.

Me:“Mom.”

Ntombi:“Lelo,Ican’tgetthroughtoZodwa.I’vebeencallinghersincemorning.”

Asalutationwouldhavebeennice.

Me:“Maybeshe’sbusymom,tryherphoneagainlater.”

Idon’thavetheenergytospeak.

Ntombi:“Canyoucallherformeplease?”

Me:“I’llseewhatIcando,I’m busyatthemoment.”

Ntombi:“Thanks,pleasegethertocallme.”

IdoubtZodwawilldothat,mom shouldbetheonetocallher.

Me:“I’llletyouknowwhenIspeaktoher.”

Ntombi:“Howareyoumychild?”

SheprobesasI’m abouttohangup.



Me:“I’m fine.”

Notthatshecares.

IspotBrendaatacornertable,shesmilesassheseesme.

Ntombi:“Whenareyoucomingtovisit?Yourfatherhasbeenaskingaboutyou?”

Me:“Maybethisweekend,I’m notsure.There’ssomeoneIwantyoutomeet.”

Itakethisopportunitytoannouncemyplans.

Ntombi:“Isitaman?”

Me:“Yes.”

Ntombi:“Thefatherofyourchild?”

BrendasmileswidelyasIsitoppositeher,shepushesmylunchacrossthetabletowardsme.

Me:“Notreally,canwetalklater.”

Ntombi:“Sure,don’tforgettocallZodwa.”

Me:“Yes,bye.”

Brenda:“Hey,Iboughtyoulunchbecauseyouwerebusy.There’ssaltandvinegaronyourchips,

justthewayyoulikeit.Asforthatfish,Ifeelsorryforthatbabyinyourwomb.”

SheannouncesasIhangup,Iknowthisonetobestingy.Sheneverbuysmeanything.

Me:“What’sthecatch?”

Brenda:“There’snocatch.”

Idon’tbelieveher.

Me:“Okay,howmuchdoIoweyou?”

I’m annoyingherwithmyinterrogation.

Brenda:“Can’tIbenicetoafriend?”

We’renotfriends,Idon’tthinkwehavereachedthatstageyet.

Me:“I’m justmakingsurethatIwillnotbeaskedforpaymentsoneday.”

Shebrushesoffmycommentbyswayingherhand.

Brenda:“So,you’reintroducingthedoctortothefamily?”

I’m notsureifthat’sanyofherbusinessbut…

Me:“Yeah.”

I’llenditatthat.



Brenda:“Don’tyouthinkit’stoosoon?”

Me:“Noandcanwenottalkaboutthis?YouknowthatIliketokeepmyprivatelifeprivate.”

Sheshrugs,herpryinggetstomesometimes.Ihavebeenbetrayedtoomuchtotrustpeople.

Tobecontinued….
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I’m inthecarwithNkomo,IhavetosayI’m impressedwithhowthingswent.Ididn’tthinkRuth

wouldcracklikethat,knowinghowshe’ssoobsessedwithRandall.

Me:“IthinkNeowould’vedoneabetterjob.”

Hesneers.

Nkomo:“Neowouldhaveranthemomenthesawher,thatwomanisintimidating.Forasecond

there,itfeltlikeherconfidencewassittingrightnexttoher.”

Ican’tagreewiththat,thismanisneverintimidatedbyawoman.

Me:“Whatisit?Shemadeyourkneesweak?”

Hehuffs,RuthappearstobeanundauntedwomanbutnotenoughtobringamanlikeNkomoto

hisknees.

Nkomo:“YouenjoymockingmeStyles?”

ActuallyIdo.

Me:“You’relosingyourtouchMkhize.”

Hehatesdoingthis,wehaven’tgottenfarwithourplanyetandalreadyhe’sdrained.

Nkomo:“CallmeMkhizeonemoretimeandIwillpullout.”

Me:“Oh,Mkhize.Threatsdonotsuityou.”

Heshootsdaggersatme.

Nkomo:“Ihatethatsurnameman,everythingthathastodowiththatman.”

Thisfeudhehaswithhisfatherhasbeengoingonfortoolong.

Me:“Thenchangeit.”

Nkomo:“Iwillhavetodoritualsandthatmeansinvolvinghim,I’m notreadytofollowthatman

around.”

Me:“Gotohomeaffairsandchangeyoursurname,stopbeingapussyaboutit.”

Nkomo:“Youdon’tgetitdoyou?Youdon’tjustchangeyoursurname,that’sliketurningmy



backontheMkhizeancestors.”

Isitthatmuchofabigdeal?

Me:“Youhatetheirnameanyway,soitwon’tmakeadifference.”

Nkomo:“Itwillmakeahugeone,Iwillbeleftunprotected.”

It’sgettingdeep.

Me:“Yourmother’sfamily?Youcantapintothat.”

Nkomo:“Shedidn’thaveafamily,shegrewupatanorphanage.There’snothingthatcanlinkme

toherfamily.”

Thisisnews.

Me:“Icanhelpyouwiththathey,Neocan,actually.Let’sgivehim somethingtodowhilehe

plays‘sick’atthehospital.”

Hesniggersatmysuggestion.

Nkomo:“Youmeansearchherbackground?”

Me:“Yes,we’llstartattheorphanagewhereshegrewup.Theremustbesomething,aletter,an

address.Doyouhaveherbirthcertificate?”

Nkomo:“No,shehadnothing.”

Me:“Okay,I’llspeaktoNeo.”

Nkomo:“Doyouthinkherfamilywillacceptme?Theydidn’twanttheirdaughter,Idoubt,they’ll

wantanythingtodowithme.”

Iunderstandhisfears,Ihavethesamefearsaboutmymother’sfamily.Hence,Ican’tbring

myselftosearchforthem.

Me:“You’llseewhenyougetthere.”

Nkomo:“Mkhizewilldieifhefindsout.”

Me:“Wouldn’tthatbeasightforsoreeyes?”

Itwouldbeniceifhewouldstopbreathing.

Nkomo:“Yourphoneisringing.”

IcheckthecallerId,Kennethiscallingme.Iaskedhim tofindTshidiforme,hehadSipho

searchforher.She’sinjoburgandinhiding.

Nkomo:“Thisguymakesmyskincrawl.Ishealwaysthisquiet?Helooksatyoulikehe’s

planningyourdeath.”

Neohasthesamecomplaints,Kennethisnotthatbad.He’sjusttooreserved.



Me:“Kenny.”

Isendmygreeting.

Kenneth:“ShouldIhangupandstartover?”

He’skidding.

Me:“Ifyouhavetimetowaste,bemyguest.”

Nkomohasacceptedafrown,Idon’tknowwhatthat’sabout.

Kenneth:“Wefoundher,she’sinAlexcrashinginsomeguy'splace.She’sbeenhereforaweek

andthewomanistoorelaxed.Shethinksnooneiscomingforher.”

TshidimadeahugemistakebyrunningtoJoburg,sheliterallybroughtherselftothelion’sden.

Me:“Sendmethelocation,I’m onmyway.”

Kenneth:“Sure.”

Hehangsup.

MBUSO*

Itooktimeoffworktovisitmymother,Iwanttoknowwhatherproblem isandwhyshehadto

saythosethingstoLelo.MyfatherwalksoutofthehouseasIpullup,thisisodd.It’srareto

findhim hereduringtheday.

Me:“Baba.”(Father.)

Igreethim withthesamerespect,he’sstillmyfather.

Baba:“Thisisasurprise.”

Heshakesmyhand,that’safirm touch.

Me:“Icametoseemom,isshein?”

Baba:“Shewenttochurch,she’sbeengonesincemorning.Yourmotherdoesn’tloveme

anymore,Ihadtoeatbreadandbutterforlunch.Ihavenoonetotakecareofme.MaybeI

shouldtakeasecondwife.”

Heclowns,ifIdidn’tknowwhatIknownow,Iwouldlaughatthisremark.

Me:“I’m sureyoucanmanagebaba.”(Father.)

Baba:“Itrymyson.Goinsideandgetuschairs,it’sabitcoldinthehouse.”

Idoashesaysandbringtwoplasticchairs.



Baba:“HaveIbecomeanonfactortoyouthatyouonlyvisityourmother?”

Heinquireswhileplacinghimselfdown.

Me:“Nobaba,Ihavebeenbusylatelyandyou’reneverathome.”

Baba:“Thatprivatepractisedoesnotpayyouenoughtokeepyouthatbusy.Whenwillyougeta

realjobMbuso?Youcan’tletyourqualificationgotowaste.”

Me:“Thatisarealjobbaba,Iloveworkingthere.Youknowit’snotaboutthemoney.”

Accordingtohim,Ihaveloweredmystandards.Myfatherhadbigdreamsforme,Ihavenever

seenhim moreproudwhenIgraduated.Heliterallycriedtearsofjoy,Ishould’vetakenavideo.

Nothingmakeshim cry.

Baba:“Let’sleaveit,tellmehowthingsareathome?”

Ishouldbeaskinghim this,Ihaven’tspokentohim sinceIfoundoutaboutthebaby.Ididn’t

knowwhatIwouldsaytohim.Andnowthathe’ssittinghereIcan’tbringmyselftoquestioning

him.

Me:“Thingsarefinebaba.”

Baba:“Yourmothertellsmethatyoulivewiththatgirlandshe’spregnant.Shealsosaysthe

babyisnotyours.”

Mom tellshim everything,sheshould’veleftittome.It’snotherbusinesstotell.

Me:“It’strue.”

Baba:“Whereisthefather?Willyoubeabletoraiseachildthatisnotyourown.”

Iseeshe’sbeendrillingthroughhishead.

Me:“Thatchildisminebaba,IloveLeloandIam willingtotakeupresponsibilityforherandthe

child.”

Heshakeshisheadindisapproval,mom hasfinallydoneit.

Baba:“That’snothowwedothingsintheXabafamily.Wedon’ttakeothermen's

responsibilities.”

IthinkIshouldbringNomasontoup,he’sgettingtooforwardwithme.

Me:“Withallduerespectbaba,IknowwhatI’m doing.Leloisagoodwoman,youjustneedto

giveherachance.Iwanthersontohavemysurname.”

Definitely,thisisshockingtohim.

Baba:“NoMbuso,thatchildhasafather.Wecannotaccepthim inthisfamily.”

Me:“It’snotuptoyoubaba,Icangothroughtheuncles.Theyhavethefinalsayintermsof

introducingthechildtotheancestors.”



Baba:“Mbuso,whyareyoupushingthis?”

Me:“I’m notpushinganything,likeIsaid,I’m takingresponsibility.Iwillnotabandonthewoman

Ilove.”

Baba:“Angaziukuthingithinimanje.Talkingtoyouispointless,awulaleliMbuso.”(Idon’tknow

whattosaynow,youdon’tlisten.)

Hesoundslikemom rightnow,Icansmellherinallofthis.

Me:“Whenlastdidyouhearfrom Nomasonto?”

It’stimeIdivertthisconversationbeforethisoldmanmakesmeangry.

Hiseyesbuckandhedropsthem inaninstant,theyrevealhissecret.Hemightnotknowabout

thechildbut,he’sverymuchawareofhisadultery.

Baba:“Whyareyouaskingmethis?WhatdoIhavetodowithher?”

He’sstammering,evenhisvoicehasgivenhim away.

Me:“I’m justasking,shewasmoreclosetoyouthanshewastome.”

Hewidenshiseyesasheleersatme,theydon’tembracemelongbecausehissoulholdsa

deepdarksecret.

Baba;“WhatareyousayingtomeMbuso?Whatdoyoumeanthatshewasclosetome?”

Thetoneofhisvoicehaschangedtoo,it’snottheslowdeepimpervioustoneanymorebut,

speaksinfastnotes.Ihavejustputmyfatheronahotseatandhe’sfeelingtheheat.

Me:“Yesbaba,shewasclosertoyouandmom.Ifiguredthatmaybeshestillcametovisitthe

house.”

Baba:“Hai,don’taskmenonsenseMbuso.Goandgetmeaglassofwater.”

Heclearshisthroatasherubshisneck.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

He’ssweating,heswipeshishandoverhisforeheadtowipeitaway.

Baba:“Yeah,thesunissuddenlytoohot.Getmesomewater,please.”

Me:“Okay,getinthehouseifyou’refeelinghot.”

Baba:“I’m coming.”

IfinditstrangethatNomasontomakeshim thisnervous,doesheknowaboutthechildnow?An

affaircan’tmakehim palpitatelikethat.

STYLES*



Tshidichosetohideintheseinformalsettlements,NkomoandIarestandingafewfeetaway

from thehouseKennethpointedout,apparentlyshe’sintherewithaguypresumedtobeher

boyfriend.

Ihavedonemyresearchonthosetwo,theyaredefinitelyanitem.

Nkomo:“Isaylet’sgoin,it’sbeentoolong.”

Me:“Let’smovealittlecloser,we’llwaitafewmoreminutes.Ifshedoesn’tcomeoutintwo

minutes,wegoin…”

Myphoneisvibrating,Iram myhandsinmypocketstobringitout.Dammit,Iforgottocall

Sethu.IleftamessagewithAyizethismorningthat,Iwascomingback.

Me:“S’thandwasenhliziyoyami.”(Loveofmylife.)

Thisshouldworkinmyfavour,IleeratNkomotofindhim laughingatme.

Sethu:“You’restillalive?”

Ishouldhavetrieditwithanaccent,dammit.

Me:“Kitten,Iwasabouttocallyou.”

Ibecamedistractedbythetaskathandthat,Iforgotabouther.

Sethu:“Really?”

Me:“No,Iwasmeanttocomebackbutworkkeptmebusy.I’m sorry.”

Sethu:“YoucouldhavesentatextmessageStyles,Ithoughtsomethinghappenedtoyouand

youwerenotansweringyourphone.”

Itfeelsgoodtohavesomeoneworryaboutme.

Me:“Myphoneisonsilent,I’m sorry.I’llcomeseeyouonceI’m donehere.”

Sethu:“Don’tbother,I’m goingtowork.”

Me:“You’reworkingthegraveshiftagain?”

NightsarequietandKhethucaneasilygettoher.

Sethu:“Yes.”

Me:“I’lldropyouoff.”

Sethu:“Ayizeisdroppingmeoff,don’tworry.”

She’supset.

Me:“Okay,I’llcomeandseeyouatwork.”



Sethu:“I’llbebusy.”

Me:“I’m stillcoming,I’llseeyoulaterkitten.”

Shebidsmegoodbyewithasighofdesolation.

Nkomo:“Therelationshiphasn’tbegunyetandyou’realreadymessingup.”

Me:“Iknowhowtopacifyher,let’sdealwiththiswitch.”

Nkomo:“Isaywegoin.”

Me:“Let’sdoit.”

Wesauntertowardstheshack,thedooropensbeforewegetthere.Tshidiwalksout,she’s

carryingabucketofwater.Sheseesusbutdoesn’tpayanyattention.Sheshouldknowme,she

hasseenmeacoupleoftimes.

Therewego,shegraduallyplacesherhandoverhermouthandthelookonherfacesaysshe

knowsme.

Isneerather,shedropsthebucket,turnsandscurriestowardsthehouse.Shedoesn’tmakeit

thereasNkomoblocksherwaybeforeshecouldstepin.

Tshidi:“Whoareyou?”

She’squicktocry.

Me:“Whoam I?ReallyTshidi?”

That’sarhetoricalquestion,sheknowsexactlywhoIam.

Tshidi:“Thabo.”

Shescreams,Nkomoisquicktothinkashepushesherinside.It’saoneroomedhouse,

everythingislocatedherefrom kitchentobedroom.Itremindsmeofwheremostofuscame

from,NeoandKennethaswell.Nkomohasnoclueaboutthiskindoflife.

Thabojoltsupfrom thebed,hestandswithhisheadandchesthelduphigh.

Thabo:“What’sgoingonhere?”

Heroars,Tshidigotherselfaconfidentlad.Sheflitterstohisside,hertearshaven’tgivenupon

her.

Me:“Relax,we’renothereforyou.It’sherwewant.”

Thabo:“Whatdoyouwantwithher?Thisismyhouse,

Me:“ThaboQumbisaright?Unjaniugogo,Thabo?Wereyouabletopayforhertreatment?What

aboutyourlittlesister?What’shernameagain?Asanda,yes.That’sabeautifulname,my

sister’snamewasAsandatoo.Itwouldbesadifthatlittlegirldoesn’tmakeithomefrom

school.Itwoulddefinitelybreakgogo’sheart,andit’salreadyfrail.”(Howisgrandma?)



Hismouthslowlydropsopen,hiseyesgetwiderashestareswithoutblinking.

Me:“LikeIsaid,wewanther.Thishasnothingtodowithyou.”

Tshidi:“Stylesplease,Ididn’tdoanything.”

Me:“Nowyourememberme?”

Hertearsareundoubtedlyfake.

Thabo:“Please,letmego.Ihavenobusinesswithher,Ionlymetherafewdaysback.”

Tshidiisshockedbyhisdeclaration,shegrabshishandandholdsontohim asifherlife

dependsonit.

Tshidi:“Thabodon’tleavemealonewiththesepeople.”

Thaboyankshishandaway,hisfearlessconducthasdroppedtopanic.

Me:“Getoutofhereandyoudidn’tseeanything.”

Thabo:“Yes,Ididn’tseeanything.Infact,Idon’tknowthiswoman,Ihaveneverseenherinmy

life.”

JustwhatIwanttohear,Tshidihaslostafloodoftears.

Tshidi:“Thabootlannyelasebonosagago.”(Youwillshityourself.Yourass.)

Thabodoesn’tpayheedtoher,hedashesoutwithouttakingasecondlookather.

Me:“Ithoughthewouldneverleave,aren’tyougladwe’realoneTshidi?”

Sheshakesher.

Tshidi:“PleaseStyles,I’m sorry.TellNeothatI’m sorry,Iwasangry.Idon’tknowwhatcame

overme.”

Ihavenosympathyforherdreadfulpleas.

Me:“Wearegoingtogoforalittleride.Wouldyoulikethat?”

Sheputsherhandsoverherheadandasobescapeshermouth,Nkomoglancesatmewitha

scowlonhisface.

Nkomo:“Andthen?Whyissheweeping?Whodied?”

Me:“Noone,yet.”

Mycommentseemstofuelherwailing.

Me:“Willyoushutup?You’regivingmeaheadache.”

Tshidi:“Whatareyougoingtodotome?”

Me:“Iloveyourcuriosity,let’sgoandfindout.”



Tshidi:“I’m notgoinganywherewithyou.”

Nkomo:“She’sshy.”

Hechortleslowly.

Me:“Let’snotfightTshidi,I’m inagoodmoodtodayandlosetheattitude,okay.Nowlet’sgo,or

youwantmetodragyouout.”

Withfearplasteredonherface,sheglaresatNkomothenbackatme.

Nkomo:“That’sit.”

Hegrabsherandlugsheroutsidecrying,therearenotmanypeopleoutside.Thisgivesusa

chancetogettothecar.

NOMBULELO*

Itfeelslikeit’sbeenawhilesinceIhavebeenthrowingup.Brendahasn’tleftmyside,Ihave

turnedthistoiletintomyownprivateroom.

Brenda:“Youknowyoucanstopyourselffrom gaging.”

I’m slouchedoverthetoiletwhileshe’sontheothersideofthedoor.

Me:“Isitsafetodothat?”

Itdoesn’tsoundsafe.

Brenda:“Itmustbe,therearepillsthatstopyourgullfrom rising.”

Me:“I’m pregnantBrenda,Ican’tbetakingpills.”

Brenda:“It’sjustasuggestion.”

Whywouldshewantmetostopthrowingup?Imoveoutofthetoilet,Ifeelabitbetternow.

BrendagivesmeanirkedlookthemomentIopenthedoor.

Brenda:“You’resuchacrybabyLelo,couldn’tyoucontrolyourself?”

Okay,whyisshescoldingme?Iglanceatherthroughthemirrorreflection,I’m slantingoverthe

sinkrinsingmymouth.She’sstandingagainstthewall,herarmsfoldedacrossherchest.She

carriesanattitudethathasmequestioningherstatement.

Me:“I’m pregnantBrenda,pregnantpeoplevomitwedon’taskforit.”

Shehuffs.

Me:“Ifyoudon’twanttobeherethenleave,I’m gettingsickofyourattitude.”

Brenda:“I’m justtryingtohelp.”



Me:“Bytellingmetostopthrowingup,andgivingmeanattitudeaboutit?”

Brenda:“Lelo,youdon’thavetobemean.You’remyfriendandIcan’timaginehowyoumustbe

feeling,nauseaisnotanicething.”

Me:“That’swhereyou’rewrong,we’renotfriends.We’rejustcolleaguesandyourattitude

towardsmejustprovedit.”

Brenda:“Hausaana…”(Friend.)

Shedoesn’tgetit.”

Me:“Don’tsaanameplease,Iwanttobealone.”(Friend.)

Brenda:“Lelo,I’m sorry.Iwasworriedaboutyou,that’sall.”

Idon’tbelieveher.

Me:“Okay,Icantakecareofmyself.IfIdisgustyou,leave.”

Brenda:“IunderstandyourangerLeloandI’llblameitonthepregnancy.Iwillmakeyouteawith

lemon,itwillhelpwiththenausea.I’llbeinthekitchen.”

Sheleavesmewiththesewords,IdoubtIwanttoseeheragaintoday.Ishouldtaketherestof

thedayoff.Hopefullytheywillletmegohome.

Tobecontinued…
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AMARA*

ThebreakfastthatRandallmadethismorningwasdefinitelynotedible,whoevertoldhim that

hecancooklied.HesaidhelearntbyobservingChioma,nowonderhisfoodisterrible,heonly

watchedanddidn’tpractice.

“Mara,Maracomequick,it’spapa.”

Liyanascampersintothelivingroom,utteringinquickwhispers.

Me:“Whathappened?Isheokay?”

Hersenseofurgencyhasstoppedmyheartfrom beating,Ican’timagineanythinghappeningto

Randall.

Liyana:“He’sfine,silly.”

Oh,thisiswhatgettingaminiheartattackfeelslike.

Me:“Okay,whatisitthenbaby?”

Sheplacesherhandsonherhipsandtakesupacutelittlefrown.

Liyana:“He’sinthekitchen.”

HerbrowstwitchandI’m forcedtoclogmyselffrom laughing.

Me:“He’sallowedtobeinthekitchen,Liyababy.”

Sheswipesherheadbackandforth.

Liyana:“Notwhenhe’scookingMara,wehavetodosomething.”

Shedeclaresandhertonesays,thisisanemergency.Thelittlepostureshehastakenreminds

meofRandall,sheissomuchlikehim.

Me:“Inthatcase,let’sgetthatmanoutofthekitchen.”

Liyana:“IthinkIshouldtellhim,Iknowhowtobegentlewithhim.He’llbehurtbut,less.”

Okay.

Me:“Ithinkweshouldseewhathe’sdoingfirstbeforewebreakhisheart.”

Shehugsherchestandnodsrepeatedly.



Liyana:“Itwon’tmakeadifferencethough,papacan’tcook.Hefailedtomakemecerealthis

onetime.”

Igasptoentertainherguiltlesscomplaints.

Me:“Really?”

Liyana:“Yes,heputsugarinitMara.Sugar,whoputssugarincereal?”

IknowIdo…

Shespeakswithherhandsalot.

Me:“Iam disappointed,sugarincerealisano,no.”

I’m strugglingtoholdmylaugh.

Liyana:“Iknow,metoo.”

Shetakesmyhand.

Liyana:“Comeon,let’sstophim.”

Iletherlugmetowardsthekitchen.

Me:“Soweagreedthatyou’lldothetalkingright?”

Liyana:“Yes,takenotes.”

Shejustsaidtotakenotes…

I’m stunned,you’dthinkshe’sfifteen.

Wegettothekitchenandshepointsathim beforecuddlingherchestagain.He’swearingan

apron,rolledupbutton-upstohiselbow.Lookingathisconcentrationyouwouldthink

somethinggreatisabouttocomeoutofthosepots.

Ishouldhavecomehereearlier,Icanstandhereandwatchhim allday.

He’sbustlingaround,choppingandsteeringthingsinthepot.Heholdsaconfident,assurance

pose.Hisdeportmentsayshe’sconvincedthatthisishisnextgreatmeal.

Iam completelyturnedonbyhiscompetenceandself-confidence.Ihaveneverseenhim so

focusedonanythinglikethisbefore,heshoulddothismoreoften.We’llworryaboutthefood

later,Icouldcapturethismomentoncandid.

I’m surgedbackbyaninsignificantprickonmyhip,IlookdownatLiyana’sscowlingface.

Liyana:“Tellhim.”

Shewhispers,Ithoughtweagreedthatshewillspeak.

Me:“Whathappenedtoyouspeakingandmetakingnotes?”

Liyana:“Youtellhim,Ichangemymind.”



IgaspandshetittersforcingRandalltoturn.Liyanapacksherselfbehindme,she’sthrowingme

tothewolves.

Hefurrowsabrow,notlettinggoofthepoiseonhisface.

Randall:“Mehemma,goodyou’rehere.”(Myqueen.)

Liyana’sheretoo,cowardlyhidingbehindme.

Randall:“Comelookatthis,IfoundthisrecipeonlineandIthinkit’scomingoutgreat.Iwas

lookingatrecipesontheinternet,Iwantedtomakesomethingsimpleforlunch.Youwon’t

believehowmodestingredientscanmakeagreatdish.”

Ibelievethatanynormalpersonknowsthis.

Randall:“There’sthisoneIwanttomakefordinner,it’schickenstripswith…”

Am Itheonlypersonwhofindsthisadorable,hissuddenobsessionoverputtingameal

together?Itshowsthathehaspassionandisunapologeticallyhimself,I’m literallymelting.

Randall:“Whyareyoustandingthere?Comecloser.”

Liyanapullsthehem ofmyshirt,shewantsmetotellhim.Ican’t,notwhenI’m hookedlikethis,

Ijustwanttofuelhispassion.

Me:“Whatareyoumaking?”

I’m notreallycuriousaboutit,Ijustenjoywatchinghim geekoverthis.It’sundoubtedlythebest

thingintheworld.

IhearLiyanasigh,asshepressesherheadonmyback.

Me:“Liyana’sheretoo.”

Isnitch.

Randall:“Where?”

Sheslidesout,feignsasmileandsendshim ashort-livedwave.Sheisnotimpressed.We

toddletowardshim toseewhathe’sravingabout,there’salip-smackingaroma,itcanbe

deceivingthough.

Randall:“Great,youtwocanbemyfoodcritiques.”

Hewon’tlikeourhonesty.

Liyana:“Papa,Marawantstotellyousomething.”

Thischild…Suchbetrayal.

Randall;“Whatisit?”

He’sbacktobristlingaround.

Me:“I..uhh…Well…Thefoodthismorningwas…”



IglancedownatLiyana,she’swaitingassheimpatientlybitesthenailonherthumb.

Me:“Itwasgreat.”

Iam notbreakinghisheartorthisnewlyfoundpassion,he’llgetbetterwithtime.Liyana

smashesthepalm ofherhandonherforehead.

Randall:“Iknow.”

Heknows?

Liyana’sjawdropsasshegazesatherfatherinawe,I’m shockedaswell.Didhefindthatfood

eatable?Heoglesatusbeforelaughing.

DidIsaylaughing?

Wow,he’sactuallylaughing,it’saquietonebut,it’sthere.Liyanagoesfrom stunnedtosmiling

andshe’slaughinginnotime.I’m stilltryingtofigureoutwhatthejokeis,theirtittersare

contagiousthough.

Randall:“I’m kidding,Iknowitwasterribleandyoutwowerekindtonottellme.I’m sorryfor

puttingyouthroughthat.Thisismywayofapologizingandmakingituptoyou.”

Thenhe’sgoingtobedoingalotofthoseunless,hecracksthisone.

Me:“Itsmellsgreat.”

Liyana:“Yeahpapa.”

Shehasachangeofheart.

MKHIZE*

MybrotherscalledameetingatMthunzi’shouse,theystillrefusetosetfootinmyhouse.Isee

threeofthem packedunderatree,drinkingandmakingmerry.WhenlastdidIhavethese

momentswiththem?Msiziseesmedrivethroughthegateandnudgestheothers,theirfaces

changeinstantly.IsuddenlyfeelthatIam notwantedhere.Whysummonme,though?

Sika:“ShouldIcomewithyoubaba?”(Boss.)

Me:“ChaSika,thisisaprivategathering.”

Idashoutofthecarandsauntertothem,notoneofthem hasblinked.Icanfeeltheimmensity

oftheirgaze.

Me:“Bafoninjanikodwa?”(Howareyou,mybrothers?)

Nooneresponds,IfindaspotnexttoFunani.Hescootsawayattheclickofatongue.Iwill



pretendthatitwasnotforme.

Me:“Whydidyoucallmehearifyouwillignoreme?”

Mtunzipullsoutadocumentfrom hispocketandpassesittome.

Me:“Whatisthis?”

Msizi:“Fundabafo.”(Readbrother.)

Thefiguresdon’tmatch,thisisimpossible.

Funani:“Ikuphiimalibafo?”(Whereisthemoneybrother?)

Me:“Idon’tunderstandthis,itcan’tbepossible.”

Iwouldneverbetraymybrothers,wehavepeacefullyranthisbusinesstogether.

Msizi:“Yeyi,bafoicacilelentoebhalwelapho.Everycentinthebusinessaccounthasbeen

transferredintoyourpersonalaccount.”(It’sclearwhat’swrittenthere.)

Msizi:“Explainyourselfbafo.Isthisamistake?”(Brother.)

Funani:“There’snomistake,ubafoisstealingfrom us.”(Brother.)

Funaniseemstobetheiratestofthem all.

Me:“Mthunzi,uvumelananalento?Youknowme,Iwouldneverbetrayyoulikethis.Youknow

mebetterthananyone.”(Doyouagreewiththis?)

HeshakeshisheadindisapprovalandIknowthatI’m doomed,ifIdon’thavehim onmyside.

Mthunzi:“It’strue,IknowyoubafoandIknowthatyouaregreedy.It’snotjustthemoney.Three

taxiswentmissinglastweekandrumourhasitthatyourpeoplewereseenusingthosetaxis.

Theyweretransportingpeopleinsecret.”

Howcanthisbe?Ididn’thearanythingaboutmissingtaxis.

Me:“Thatcan’tbetrue,Idon’tknowanythingaboutthetaxis.”

Funani:“Then,whyareyourmendrivingthosetaxisandtheydon’twantanyoneknowingabout

it.Ifyoudon’twanttopartnerwithusanymore,tellusbafosowedothistherightway.Going

behindourbacksisbetrayal.”

Me:“So,thisiswhatithascometo?Myownbrothersaccusingmeoftheft?”

Msizi:“Whyareyoubeingdefensive?Showusproof,ifyou’resoinnocent.”

Funani:“Telluswhythemoneyisinyouraccountandbringbackthetaxis.”

Me:“Idon’tknowanything,Iam beingframedhere.Someonetransferredthatmoneyintomy

account.Whywon’tyouunderstand?”

Theirpersistenceforcesmetoshout.HowcantheythinkthatIwoulddosuchathing?Wehave

beeninthisbusinesstogetherforthirtyyearsandsuddenlytheywakeupanddecidethatthey



don’ttrustme.

Msizi:“Itoldyouthathewilldenyeverything,unamangalomuntuman.”(Thispersonislying.)

Heyellsashepointshisforefingeratme.

Me:“Bafoangathiuyakholwaukuthiukhulumanobani.”(Youseem tobeforgettingwhoyou’re

talkingto.)

Funani:“Asilwibafo,sifunaiqiniso.”(We’renotfighting,wejustwantthetruth.)

Msizi:“Minangiyalwabafo,ngilwelainganezami.Udlalangathilomuntu.”(I’m fightingformy

kids,thispersonisplayingus.)

Me:“Msizi,it’snotmyfaultthatyouhaveahearingproblem.Iam yourelderbrother,don’tyou

darespeaktomelikethat.Showrespect.”

Hejumpsfrom hisseat,Ishouldbetheonewho’sangrynotthem.

Msizi:“WhatrespectMkhize,theoneyoulostwhenMusadied?WhenoursonLungawaskilled,

youhavelostthatrespectyouboastedabout.”

IneverthoughtIwouldseethedaywhenmybrotherwouldspeaktomelikethis.

Me:“I’m donehere,callmewhenyoupeoplehavedecidedtogrowupso,wecantalkandfinda

wayforward.”

Funani:“You’rerunningawaybafo?”(Brother.)

Iignorehim asIamblebacktothecar.Iwillbenotbeengaginginthisnonsense.

NOMBULELO*

Brenda:“Lelo,whereareyougoing?”

IhearhervoiceasIexitthehospital.

Sherunstomewithacup,Ipresumethat’sthelemonteashespokeof.

Me:“I’m goinghome.”

Brenda:“It’snotknockofftimeyet.”

Me:“Theyallowedmetogohome,Brenda.”

Brenda:“Oh,IguessIwillbealonefortherestoftheday.”

Idon’thavetimeforchitchat.

Brenda:“Where’sMbuso?”



Todayhe’sMbuso,Ithoughtsheaddressedhim asdoctorXaba.

Me:“I’m takingataxi.”

Brenda:“Inyourcondition?”

Me:“I’m notdying,itwasjustnauseaorprobablysomethingIate.”

ItissomethingIate,Ihavebeenluckyasfarasmorningsicknessisconcerned.It’snotasbad

asIthoughtitwouldbe.

Brenda:“IthinkyoushouldrequestanUberorsomething.”

Noteveryonehasmoneytosplasharound.

Me:“Who’sgoingtopayforit?”

Brenda:“Areyounotdatingadoctor?Orishethestingytype?”

FunnyhowMbusoalwaysdivesintoourconversations.

Me:“Brenda,Ihavetogo.”

Iam notsharingmybusinesswithher.

Brenda:“Wait,here’syourtea.Itwillhelpyourelax.”

Idon’twanttea.

Me:“I’m okaythanks.”

Brenda:“Ithaslemon,youneedit.Imaginethrowingupinataxi.”

Maybeshe’sright,butthisteadoesnotlooklikeithaslemon.Itlookslikestrongblackcoffee.

Me:“There’slemoninthis?”

Itakethecuptoinspectit.

Brenda:“Yes,Ididn’tputmuchthough.Mymom saysithelpseasemorningsickness.”

Ifitlookslikethis,thenIdoubtithelps,Istretchoutmyhandtogiveitbacktoher.Thecupslips

outofmyhandandcrashesontheground,Brendashrieksassheshiftsback.

Brenda:“Whathaveyoudone?”

Sheshouts,Idon’tappreciatebeingyelledat.

Me:“Sorry,itjustslipped.”

Brenda:“Whatiswrongwithyoutoday?Firstitwasthevomitingandnowthis.”

Shecontinuestoshout.

Me:“ItwasamistakeBrenda,willyoustopyellingatme?”



Brenda:“Sorrythatwasmyfavouritecup.”

Me:“Iwillgetyouanewone.”

Idropmyeyestotheground,tocheckthedamageofthestupidcupandIam astoundedbythe

thickblackliquidthatisadornedbytheglasspieces.Blackteaisnotmeanttolooklikethis,it’s

almostasifsomeonespilledliquidcharcoal.

Me:“Brenda,whatisthis?”

Shegivesmeaconfusedlook.

Brenda:“Idon’tknow,that’snotwhatwasinthecup.”

She’slyingtome.

Me:“WhatthehellisthisBrenda?Whatwasinthattea?”

I’m yelling,thismakesmeangry.Whatwasshetryingtodo?”

Brenda:“ItoldyouthatIdon’tknow.”

Me:“You’retryingtokillmybaby?”

Brenda:“Howcanyousaythat?IwouldneverdothattoyouLelo.”

Me:“Youstaythehellawayfrom meorIswearBrenda.”

Brenda:“Lelo,you’remistaken.Iwouldneverhurtyouoryourbaby.”

That’sexactlywhatshewantedtodo.

Waitaminute…

Me:“Didyouputsomethinginmyfood?”

Shedropshergaze.

Brenda:“That’sinsane,I’m yourfriendLelo.”

Me:“Voetsek,nonsense.Ungijwayelakabiwena,ifanythinghappenstomychilduzonyaBrenda.”

(Pissoff,you’regettingforwardwithme.Youwillshityourself.)

Brenda:“Lelo,don’tleavelikethis.”

ShecallsaftermeasImarchaway.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*
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NKOMO*

Idon’tknowwhereweareheadedto,Styleshasn’trevealedhisplanyet.Henevershareswhat

histwistedmindistellinghim.He’sdrivingwhileI’m sittinginthebackseatwithTshidi,she

hasn’tstoppedcryingsinceweleftAlexander.

Me:“Whenarewegettingtoourdestination?”

Styles:“Holdyourhorses,it’snotlikeyouhaveawomantogethometo.”

Hechortles,heisdefinitelyhavingathrillatthis.

Me:“Hey,I’m asnervousassheis.IthinkI’m moreterrifiedthanher,knowinghowpsychoyou

canbe.”

Tshidiglaresatmeasfearpaintsherface.

Tshidi:“Styleswatsenwa?”(Stylesiscrazy?)

ShegaspsandhereyeswidenasInod,respondingtoherquestion.

Tshidi:“KekopagobualeNeo.”(CanIspeaktoNeo?)

Styles:“Nkomo,seewhatyouhavedone.You’veruinedthisroadtrip,Iwasenjoyingmyselfand

Ican’tbehappywhenTshidiissad.”

Thesarcasm.

Tshidi:“Sty…Styles…keakopahle,kebatlagobualeNeo.”(I’m beggingyouStyles,canIspeak

toNeoplease?)

She’sdesperate.

Styles:“Whatdoyouwantfrom Neo?”

Tshidi:“Iwanttoapologize.”

Styles:“Neocan’tentertainanyoneatthemoment,he’sbusyattendingtohiswounds.Some

witchburnthim.CanyoubelievethatTshidi?Iknewwomenweredangerous,Ithoughtitwas

that,passionatefierytypeofdangerous,theonethatturnsamanon.”

Iseewhathedidtherewiththewordfiery.Hispsychoticpersonaiskickingin.

Styles:“But,Ihavebeenprovenwrong.Thatwomanisawholedifferentbreed.”



HiswordshaveTshiditremblinglikealeaf,shedoesn’tknowwhatthismanhasinstoreforher.”

Styles:“TellmeTshidi.Whatwouldyoudoifsomeoneweretoburnyou?”

Tshidi:“Nothing.”

Tshidifinchesduetohisscornfulguffaw.

Styles:“Nothing?You’reaforgivingpersonTshidiandIlikethat,honestly.Theworldneeds

morepeoplelikeyou.”

Thebastardisplayingwithheremotions.

Tshidi:“Tha…thankyou.”

Hesniggersathergratitude.

Styles:“YouknowwhatIwoulddo?”

Silence,she’ssnivelling.

Styles:“Areyoustillthere?”

Hepeeksthroughtherearviewmirror.

Styles:“IssheasleepNkomo?Itmustbemydriving,Ihavetodrivesmoothlybecausewehavea

ladyonboard.”

Ishouldbeafraidrightnow.

Me:“She’swideawakeman.”

Styles:“Whyisn’tsheansweringthen?”

Me:“BeatsmeStyles.”

Styles:“IhatebeingignoredTshidi,itmakesmewanttoburnsomething.”

Therewegoagainwiththeirony.

Tshidi:“Idon’tknow.”

Hervoicequavers.

Styles:“Youdon’tknowwhat?”

Tshidi:“Idon’tknowwhatyouwoulddo,ifsomeoneweretoburnyou.”

Thisiswhathopelookslike,it’sthatlittlenudgethattellsherthatifshecooperatesmaybe,he

won’thurther.

Styles:“Oh,you’restillthere.Ialmostforgotaboutthat.”

Me:“QuitplayingwiththegirlStyles.”

Ireprimandhim andhelaughsitoff.



Styles:“I’m notplayingwithherNkomo,I’m justimmersedinthisbeautifulembrace.Ilovehow

itblendstogetherwiththisweather,itignitesacertaindesireinme.

Hethrowsintheword‘ignite’andnowIhaveputthepiecestogether,heplanstoburnher.The

questionishow?

Tshidi:“Whatwouldyoudo,ifsomeoneburnsyou,Styles?”

Shewantstoknowwhat’sinstoreforher.

Styles:“Youknowcuriositykilledthecat,itdoesn’tsayhowitwaskilledthough.Ithinkitwas

burnttodeath.”

Helaughs,heisnotabouttogetoffthisrollercoaster.Tshidiscansthecarwithhereyes,she’s

lookingforanescape.

Me:“ToneitdownStyles,thehairatthebackofmyneckisstanding.”

Helaughsatmyrevelation.Stylesisalaugher,it’salwaysawarm onebutrightnow,thiseerie

laughissendingchillsthroughmybody.

Styles:“Burn...burn…burn...”

He’ssingingandit’sonlynowthatIhearthesongontheradio.It’sEllieGoulding’sburn,this

manissickandTshidihasnoclueatallofwhat’scoming.

Me:“YouknowifIknewthatyouweregoingtogocrazy,Iwasgoingtostaybehind.I’drather

chillwithRuththanbehere.Youarecreepingmeoutman.”

Styles:“Iam offendedNkomo,Ithoughtwe’reinseparable.”

Me:“Whosechildareyou?”

Thiscouldbethereasonbehindhispsychoticbehaviour,hewasrejectedbyhisfatherbeforehe

wasbornandhismotherdiedforcinghim tomanupataveryyoungage.

Styles:“Tshidi,here’syourfavouritesong.”

Hecompletelyignoresmyquestion.

Styles:“Neotellsmethatyouandfiremakeonehellofateam.”

Idon’tknowanymore.

Tshidi:“It’snottrue,Ihaveaphobiaforfire.”

She’slying,thepuzzlemustbecomingtogether.Hermindissurely,showingherthelight.

Styles:“That’ssadbut,youlovethissong,don’tyou?Ilikeit,thisisthefirsttimehearingitbut,

I’m taken.Whoeverthisartistis,litthefireinme.Ilikethepartwhereshesayswe’reburning

onehellofsomething,Iinstantlypictureacertainwomanandthatgetsmeexcited.Inthat

blazingmoment,Iglowlikeakidinacandystore.”

Hefloodshissentencewithhints.



Tshidi:“Iwanttopee,pleasepullover.”

Herwordsescapehermouthinashudder.

Styles:“Righthere?”

Tshidi:“Yes.”

Styles:“I’m surethere’sagaragesomewhere.Can’tyouholdit?

Tshidi:“No.”

Styles:“ShouldIpullover,Nkomo?”

Me:“Ivoteagainstit,weshouldcontinue.Ithinkshewantstoflee.”

I’m stimulatinghisinsanity.

Styles:“IsittrueTshidi?Areyoumakingafooloutofme?”

Tshidi:“No,I…Ireallywanttopee.”

Shestutters.

Styles:“IfNkomosaysit,thenitmustbetrue,I’m sorryIcan’tpullover.Thinkoffire,itwill

distractyou.”

Tshidi:“Areyougoingtoburnme,Styles?”

Hedivesintoanuncannylaugh.

Styles:“Givethegirlaprice,she’ssmartafterall.Aflaringprice,shedeservesthat.”

I’m prettysureTshidihasdiedamilliontimes,thisfearthehe’sdrillinginherisenoughtokill

you.Hell,I’m terrifiedmyself.

Tshidi:“PleasestopStyles,that’senough.Whyareyoutorturingme?”

Shehollersasshewipeshertears.

Styles:“WhatdidIdo?I’m onlyhavingaconversationwithyou.Roadtripscanbeboring,

someone’sgottolightitupandnooneisputtingthisfireoutbaby.”

Me:“YourtrainshouldstoprighthereStyles.”

It’sabouttimeIstophim,Tshidiisterrifiedenough.

WepasstheFNBstadium,headedtoRiverlea,hetakesaturnonthefirstleft.Afewhouses

later,heparksinfrontofanabandonedsmallhouse.There’sacolouredman,leaningagainstan

oldrustedbroken-downgate.Hisbodyisslantedtothesideandhe’ssmokinglikeachimney.

Hecouldbeaboutthesameagegroupasus.WhatisStylesplanning?

Me:“Isthisit?”

Styles:“Yeah,let’sgo.”



Tshidi:“Styles,KekopagobualeNeotu?”(CanIspeaktoNeo?)

Styles:“Neoisbusysweetheart,we’lltryhim later,okay.”

Hejumpsoutofthecar,IfollowwithareluctantTshidi.

“Awehmasekind.”(Hello,mom’skid.)

Themangreets,swinginghisbodyleftandright.

Styles:“Mybroe,hoegaandit?”(Howareyoumybother?)

“Lekkermybroe.”(Goodmybrother.)

Styles:“Jammeronsislaat.”(Sorrywe’relate.)

Themanchortlesashepuffsacigarette.

“Geenprobleem mybroe,I’m averypatientman.(Noproblem mybrother.)

Me:“Idon’tmeantointerruptbut…”

Igettheirattentionbyclearingmythroat.

Styles:“Sorry,thisisKeagan.”

Okay,I’m guessinghe’snotgoingtointroduceustoKeagan.

Styles:“Isallesgereed?(Iseverythingready?)

Keagan:“Allesislekker.”(Everythingisgood.)

KeagangetstoknowtheplanwhileI’m keptinthedark.NiceoneStyles.

AMARA*

Iam donebaskingoverthegloryofRandall’spassion,seeingthisgooeydishbeforemehas

killedit,LiyanaisasdisappointedasIam.

Liyana:“Isitsupposedtolooklikethis?”

Shemakesafaceasshepokesthefoodwithafork.

Randall:“Itdoesn’tlooklikethisonthepicture.”

He’sdisappointedtoo.

Me:“Maybeittastesbetter.”

Idon’tknowwhatI’m lookingat,it’sfoodbut…

Liyana:“Mytummyhurts.”



Liar,shedoesn’twanttotasteit.Shelooksatmeandpouts,she’slookingforanescapeand

wantsmetoprovideoneforher.

Me:“Wouldyoulikesomethingelserather?”

Shenodswithabigsmile.

Randall:“No,thefoodcan’tgotowaste.Everyonewilleatthis.”

Liyana:“Mara…”

Shewhines,sheisnotupforthis.

Me:“Ithinkthechefshouldgofirst.”

Heglancesatme,Ishrug.

Randall:“Itcan’tbeasbadasitlooks.”

Ourexpressionscan’thidethetruth.Hepicksafork,takesadeepbreathandscoopsasmall

portion.Liyanamakesasourfacewhilewatchingherfathertakethisjourney.Sheburstsinto

laughterashespitseverythingoutontheplate.Hegrabsasovietandwipeshistonguebefore,

gulpingdownaglassofwater.

Randall:“Whatisthis?”

Youtellus,youmadeit.

Liyana:“Sorrypapabut,you’reabadcook.”

Shelaughsathim.

Randall:“Youguyscan’teatthispoison.”

Liyana:“Awesome.”

Sheyellswithelation,trustLiyanatobeblunt.

Me:“I’llmakeussomething.”

Liyana:“Iwanttohelp.”

Randall:“Thankyouforthevoteofconfidence.”

He’ssulking.

Me:“Youcantryagainnexttime.”

Liyananudgesmewithherelbows,shethinksthisisabadidea.

Randall:“IsawthatLiya.”

Shecovershermouthcloggingatitter.

Randallisalittledisappointed,thisiswhattheymeanwhentheytalkaboutbigbabies.A



crumplegathersbetweenhiseyebrowsashisphonerings,he’snothappyaboutwhoeveris

calling.

Randall:“Yes.”

<<<Listens>>>

HiseyesfallonLiyana,Ican’tmakeoutwhat’sonhismindbut,thelookinhiseyesisthatof

relief.

Randall:“Itwasboundtohappen,takecareofit.”

<<<Listens>>>

Randall:“Letmeknowwhenyou’redone.”

HedropsthecallandoglesatLiyanawhojumpsupatthesoundofadoorknock.

Liyana:“I’llgetit.”

She’shalfwaythere.

Randall:“Liya,don’t.”

HerushesafterherandwhisksherupthemomentshetouchesthedoorKnob.

Randall:“Don’teverdothatLiyana,you’retooyoungtobeopeningdoors.”

Hechastisesher.

Liyana:“I’m tenandahalf.”

Randall:“Yes,you’reababy.”

Whoeverisatthedoorcontinuestoknock.

Randall:“It’snotsafeforyoutoopenforstrangers,okay?”

Liyana:“Okaypapa.”

Randall:“GotoMara.”

Heplacesherdownandshescurriestome,webothwatchasRandallopensthedoor.It’s

Kenneth.

Randall:“Mkhize?”

Kenneth:“Okolie.”

Isensetensionbetweenthetwo.

Randall:“Ithinkyou’relost.”

Idoubtheis.

Kenneth:“I’m attherightplace.”



Randall:“Whatareyoudoinginmyhouse?”

Kenneth:“Aword,it’saboutyourfather.”

Theybothturntous,Ithinkthisisourcue.

Me:“Liya,let’sgoseewhatwecanfindinthekitchen.”

IwanttoknowwhatKennethhastosayaboutSegun,hopefully,RandallwilltellmewhenIask

him.

SETHU*

Idon’tknowwhyI’m worriedaboutStyles,somethingdoesn’tfeelright.AyizesaysIoverthinka

lot,Idoubtthat’sthecase.

Me:“Somethingistellingmenottogotowork.”

Ayize:“Howdoyoumean?”

She’sdrivingmetowork.

Me:“Youknowthatfeelingyouget,likeawarningorsomething.Idon’tknowhowtoexplainit,

it’ssostrongIcan’tpushitaway.”

It’skindofsuffocatingabit,itmighthavesomethingtodowithStyles.

Ayize:“Let’sturnthiscararoundthen.”

Me:“I’vebeenoffworkfortoolong,we’reshortstaffed.TracykeepscomplainingthatI’m

alwaysoff.”

Ayize:“WhoisthisTracy?Iwilldealwithher.”

Herreactionsarelikethissometimes.

Me:“She’smycolleagueandyou’renotdealingwithher,she’sright.”

Ayize:“I’m sogladI’m notlikeyou,sisiumuntuuyam’shaya.Oneslapandthey’llneverlookin

yourdirection.”(Youmusthitpeople.)

Me:“Noteverythingshouldbesolvedwithviolence.”

Shehuffs,Ayizehasherownbeliefs.

Ayize:“Ithinkyou’reinthewrongfield,wena.Asanurse,youneedtobetoughso,noonewalks

onyourtoes.Whentheyseeyouapproaching,batatazeleabantu.”(Peoplemusttrembleatthe

sightofyou.)

Iam nottakingheradvicebytheway.



Ayize:“Likethatwitchatthemall,yoh,I’m tellingyou.IfIgotmyhandsonher,Iwasgoingto

startwiththatcheapweaveonherhead.”

Me:“Whytheviolence?”

Ayize:“Igrewupintheghetto,that’showwesolvebitcheslikeher.Theydon’tunderstandwhen

youusewords,oneklapandyou’redone.”(Slap.)

Shespeakswithpassion,sheisafighterbutaladyfirstandneedstoactlikeone.

Me:“TherewillbenoslappingAyize.”

Ayize:“I’llbehereifyouchangeyourmind.”

Me:“Don’tholdyourbreath.”

Shefindsthisfunny.

Ayize:“IsMr.SfetchingyouorshouldIwakeupearlytomorrow?”

Me:“I’llletyouknow,youneverknowwithhim.”

Ayize:“He’sverymysterious.”

Ihaveobservedthat,it’swhatmakeshim whoheisandIwouldn’tchangehim foranything.

Shepullsupatthehospitalparking.

Me:“Thanks.”

Ayize:“I’m goinginwithyou.”

Me:“Why?”

Ayize:“Iwanttoseesomething.”

Idon’ttrusthertone.

Me:“Somethingorsomeone?”

Ayize:“Let’sgo.’

Iletherfollowme,hopingthatshewillnotdoanythingstupid.Thatfeelingtargetsmeagain,

somethingbadisgoingtohappen.

Ayize:“Howisthisplaceatnight?Doyouseeanyghosts?”

OhLord.

Me:“I’veneverseenone,I’veheardstoriesthough.Therearepeoplewhohaveseenthem.”

Ayize:“Bypeople,youmeanyourco-workers?”

Me:“Yes.”

Ayize:“Andtheystillworkhere?”



Me:“Dotheyhaveachoice?”

Ayize:“Yes,Iwouldquitsametime.Nowayam Iworkinginahauntedplace.”

Me:“Whathospitaldoesn’thaveghosts?”

Ayize:“WhosaidIwouldcontinuebeinganurse?Thatshitwillmakemeretireearly,Sethu

mtakababa,youplaywithghostvele?”(Myfather’schild.)

It’snotasbadasshemakesitsound.

Me:“Comeon,that’sabitexaggerateddon’tyouthink.”

Ayize:“Comeandtellmethisthedayyouactuallyseeaghost.”

I’m doneentertainingherstory,shefollowsmeinside.Ican’tcomprehendwhyshe’sdoingthis,

shecouldbekeepinganeyeonme.

Ayize:“Okay,coastisclear,I’m goingback.”

Shescansoursurroundingswiththesewords.

Me:“DidStylesaskyoutokeepaneyeonme?”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“I’m justlookingoutforyou,keepyoureyesopenanddon’tbealone.”

Thismusthavesomethingtodowithwhathappenedatthemall.

Tobecontinued…
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SETHU*

Tracy:“Lookwho’satwork?Welcomeback.”

It’snotafriendlygreeting,thisisherwayofcomplaining.

Me:“IhadthingstodealwithTracy.”

Shecackles,Idon’tunderstandtheattitude,she’sanicepersonalthoughshecanbethestaff

Radio.

Tracy:“YouaskedmetotakeoveryourshiftsSethu,itwasmeanttobeforaday.Youtooktwo,

Ihavemyissuestooyouknow.”

Sheshould’vetoldme.

Me:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tknow.”

Whyam Iapologizing?Ididn’tknow…Haibo.

Tracy:“Anyway,areyousorted?”

Inodwhilesigningsomeforms,we’reatthereceptionandshe’sleaninginagainstthecounter.

Thisisher‘Iwanttoknoweverything’posture,itcomeswiththesnoopingmaskshe’swearing.

Me:“Yeah,IthinkIam.”

Isensesomequestionscoming.

Tracy:“What’sgoingon?”

Youdon’tneedafortunetellertofigureherout.

Me:“Nothingjustfamilyissues.”

Tracy:“IsitaboutLebo?Ihearthatthere’snohopeforher.”

Tracyhasbeensentheretodiginformation.

Me:“NoandIwouldn’ttellyouifitwas.”

Herlowerlipdrops,thisisherfamous‘really’look.

Tracy:“Anyway,lookatthis.”

Sheputsherhandout,showingmearingonherfinger.It’sanengagementringorshegot



married?Idon’tknowherthatmuchtofigureoutwhatitcouldbe.

Me:“Wow,you’reengaged?”

Thisisaquestionslashstatement,shewillhavetoclearitoutforme.

Tracy:“Yes.”

ShesayslikeI’m supposedtoknow.

Me:“Wow,congratulations.”

I’m happyforhernotthat,Icareenoughtobeoverthemoon.

Tracy:“Thankyou.”

Shebeams,theeartoearkindofsmile.

Tracy:“Heproposedlastnight,Iwasshocked.”

Me:“Icanimagine.”

Notreally…

Tracy:“Kayisfullofsurprisesyouknow,hisparentsdon’tlikeme.”

Me:“Oh.”

Tracy:“Theyarepastorsandthinkthattheirsonwalksonwater,we’vebeentogetherfortwo

yearsnowandtilltodaytheyrefusetoacceptme.Ican’tfigureouthowpastorscanbeso

heartless.”

Ithappens.

Me:“Theywillgrowtoloveyou,don’tstressaboutit.”

Tracy:“Idoubtit,hopefullywhenthebabyisborn.”

Me:“Baby?”

She’scarryingabagofsurprisestoday.

Tracy:“Yeah,I’m pregnant.SomehowIthinkthat’swhyheproposed.”

Me:“Somemenwouldrunandneverlookback,yougotyourselfakeepergirl.”

Shebeamsagain.

Tracy:“Iknowright,Iwantyoutobeoneofthebride’smaids.”

Huh!!!Isaid,Idon’tknowherthatmuch.

Me:“I’m flatteredTracybut,whywouldyouaskme?I’m sureyouhaveazoooffriendsyoucan

ask.”

Shelaughs.



Tracy:“Zoo?Thosemonkeysarefake,Ilikeyou.You’regenuine.”

Notagoodenoughreasonbutifsheinsists.

Me:“CanIthinkaboutit?”

Tracy:“You’reallowedandnoisoffthetable.”

Stylesshouldbeherebynow,mymindisnotinthisconversation.Ishould’vegonebackwith

Ayize,thisfeelingisgettingdeeperandit’sstartingtoscareme.

Tracy:“Whoareyoulookingfor?”

She’sprobingduetomyunsettlement,Ifeelaneedtostayvigilant.

Me:“Noone.”

Tracy:“Therewassomeonehereaskingaboutyou.”

Sheintroduces.

Me:“Who?”

Itcould’vebeenStylesbut,no.Styleswould’vecalled.

Tracy:“Idon’tknow,somewoman.Ithinkshewasondrugs,shewasfidgetyandkeptbrowsing

around.Shewouldn’tsaywhoshewas.”

Ican’timaginewhoitcouldbe.

Me:“Whatdidshesay?Whenwasthis?”

Tracy:Twodaysago,shewantedtoknowaboutyourworkinghoursandwhattimeyougetto

work.Shemightaswellhaveaskedforyourschedulesheet.Shesaidsomethingaboutan

emergencyandthatsheneededyouraddressbecauseshecouldn’tgetthroughtoyou.”

Me:“Pleasetellmeyoudidn’tgiveittoher.”

Tracy:“Ididn’t.”

Thisisscary.

Tracy:“Whathappened?”

Myeyescan’tkeepstill,it’spossiblethatthestalkerhasfoundmyplaceofworkandthere’sa

chancethattheyarewatchingmerightnow.

Me:“Nothing,let’sgo.”

Ineedtokeepmyselfbusy,IwillgocrazyifIdon’t.

NKOMO*



We’reinthelivingarea,TshidicontinuestocrydesperatelyandStyleshasnocareatall.Ican

onlyhopethathedoesn’tkillthepoorwoman.Keagandisappearedintooneoftheroomsand

we’restandinginthemiddleofthelivingroom,waitingforhim.

Tshidi:“Stylesplease,don’tdothis.”

Shepleads.

Styles:“Don’tdowhatTshidi?”

Tshidi:“Don’tkillmeplease.”

Styles:“WhosaidI’m goingkillyou?Idon’thurtwomenTshidi,IswearIdon’t.YouareGod’sgift

tomankind.WhywouldIwanttohurtsuchapricelessjewel?Keaganontheotherhandisone

meansonofabitch.”

Hemightaswelllaughinherface.

Tshidi:“Okay,pleadhim forme.Tellhim nottohurtmeplease,IhaveababyStyles,heneeds

me.”

Styles:“Iknowsweetheart,Iknow.Don’tworry,everythingwillbeokay.Thisisjusttoputyouto

order.DoyouknowhowmuchIhatewomenwhoabusemenTshidi?JustasmuchasIhate

menwhoabusewomen.Can’twejustliveinpeace?Thiswholethingisfuckingexhausting.Why

won’tyoushareyoursonwithNeo,inpeace?He’sthefatherdammit,musthecrawlandbeg

justtoseehisson?Musthegothroughfireonlybecausethelawisonyourside?”

Heraiseshisvoiceather,thisisthefirsttimesincethiswholethingbegan.

Tshidi:“I’m sorryStyles.”

Sheyellsback.

Styles:“No,you’renotsorry,youdon’tcareaboutNeooryourson.Toyou,he’saticketto

gettingmoneyyoudidn’tworkfor.Menhavebeenbeatenup,burnt,killedandhadtheirchildren

keptfrom them bypeoplelikeyou.Themomentheleavesyouanddecidestomoveon,yougo

onacrazyrampageandwanttocontroleverymovehemakes.Themostsickeningpartabout

thisisthat,youuseyoursonasaladder.HowwickedcanyoubeTshidi?Whywouldyouhurt

suchagoodmanlikeNeo?”

Thisseemstobecomingfrom apersonalpointofview.

Tshidi:“Iwasangryathim.”

Styles:“Why?Whatwrongdidhedo?Theonlycrimehedidwastolovehisson.Neodidn’trun

whenyoufellpregnant,hestayedlikeheshouldhaveandtookfullresponsibilityforhisson.

Youarejustabitterexwhowon’tletgoofthepast.ListentomeTshidi,IwillhelpNeoget

custodyofhissonandIwillmakesurethatyoudonotgetvisitationrights.Itwillbeuptohim if

hewantsyoutoseethatchild.You’reatoxicwomanandifthatboygrowsupinyourpresence,



hewillnevercomerightinlife.”

Ididn’tknowStylesfeltsopassionateaboutdomesticviolence.

Tshidi:“Iwon’tbotherNeoagain,IpromiseStyles.”

Styles:“Yourwordmeansnothing.”

Me:“YoubelonginjailTshidi,ifIwereNeo,Iwouldgetyouarrested.”

Ponderinguponit,ithitsmethatthisiswhatwearefacinginthiscountryanditisahidden

issueorrathernoonecarestospeakaboutit.Basicallymendonothaveanyform ofprotection.

Keagancomesbackcarryingablowtorch,TshidiscreamsandhidesbehindStyleswhomoves

awayfrom her.

Styles:“Iwanthertofeelhowit’sliketobeburnt,justmarkthesolesofherfeetandthepalms

ofherhands.”

Tshidi:“No,please.”

Shescreamsasshecarriesherhandsonherhead,sheisclearlywastinghertearsbecause

Stylesisnottouchedwhatsoever.

Styles:“Don’ttreatherwounds,let’sseeifshewillsleepthroughthepain.Onlyinthemorning

canyoudumpheratthehospital.”

Hegivesouthisinstructions.

Me:“Won’tshespill?”

Styles:“Whowilllistentoher?Theywilldubher

crazy,Imean,IhavesomedocumentsprovingthatTshidiisamentallyillarsonist.Shesets

thingsonfirejustforthefunofitandthatmakesheradangertoherselfandherson.”

Whendidhethinkofallofthis?

Tshidi:“That’snottrue.”

Styles:“Iknowbut,theworlddoesn’tknowthat.TestmeifyouwantTshidiandIwillhaveyou

spendingyourentirelifeinastretchjacket.”

Tshidi:“Whyareyoucruel?”

Styles:“I’m notcruel,justiceiscruel.”

TshidishouldkeepquietnowbeforeStyleschangeshismindaboutnotkillingher.

Styles:“IthinkweshouldgonowNkomo,Ihavesomewheretobe.”

HeamblestowardsthedoorandTshidirushesafterhim,shehooksherarmsaroundhiswaist

from behindandholdson,asifit’samatteroflifeanddeath.

Styles:“Whatareyoudoing?”



Hesnapsather.

Tshidi:“Don’tleavemeherewithhim please,takemehome.”

HerfaceispressedonhisbackwhilesheweepsandStylesistryingtounlockherhands.

Keagan:“Iwon’tbitemyskattie,lookscanbedeceivingbut,Ihaveabigheart.”

Idoubtitandanywomanwouldbescaredofthattone.

Styles:“Don’ttouchme.”

Hewinsinfreeingherarmsfrom him andshefallsonherkneescrying,Ialmostfeelsorryfor

her.Stylesdoesn’tbothertolookbackashewalksout,leavingTshidiscreaming.

Me:“What’stheplan?”

Iaskaswegetinthecar.

Styles:“There’snoplan.”

Me:“Ishereallygoingtoburnher.”

Styles:“Yes.”

Heanswersbluntly.

Me:“And,whatwillhappenafterthat?”

Styles:“What’swiththequestions?”

Me:“Iwanttoknowwhattheplanis,surelythisisnotit.”

Styles:“Youwanttoknowifhewillkillher.”

Tookthewordsrightoutofmymouth.

Styles:“Ihateherbut,Idon’twantherdead.Neoloathesviolence,hewouldneverforgivemeifI

killthemotherofhischild.”

Neomeansalottohim.

Me:“Whataboutthedocumentsyouspokeof?”

Styles:“Thosearereal,onemistakefrom herandshe’sgoingtoapsychoticward.Sheherself

willstartbelievingthatshereallyiscrazy.”

Me:“You’remean.”

Styles:“Iam justprotectingmyown.”

Ifthisisprotectionfrom him thenI’m gladthatI’m onhisside,Iwouldn’twanttodoublecross

thisman.



RANDALL*

YoucanimaginehowshockedIwaswhenIsawKennethstandingatmydoorstep,heisthe

lastpersonIexpectedtoseehere.Thereisbadbloodbetweenus,Ifeltitthemomentwemet.

Ileadhim tothebackyard,theweatherisgoodtodayandwinterseemstobepassing.

Kenneth:“Howisyourbride?”

Hesoundsancient,IwouldthinkI’m speakingtomygrandfather.

Me:“She'sfine.”

Kenneth:“Isshecopingsincethatexperience?”

Heshouldn’tcarebecausehedoesn’tknowher.

Me:“She’sstrongerthanshelooks.”

Henodsasifhedoesknowsher.

Kenneth:“Inoticedthatday,notoncedidsheshedatear.Inthemidstofthatchaos,shekept

herpoise.”

Me:“LikeIsaid,she’sastrongwoman.”

Hesitsbackandcrosseshislegovertheother,apuckergrowsbetweenhiseyebrowswhile,

scrutinizingmeunderhisgaze.Ican’treadthesecretsinhismind,he’scompletelyshutoff.

Me:“Thankyouforsavingher,Ididn’tgetthechancethatday.”

Henods,whateverthatmeans.

Me:“Whydidyoudoit?Youdon’tknowher,youdon’tknowmebut,youriskedyourlife.”

Theremustbeacatch.

Kenneth:“Stylesislikeabrothertome.”

Yeahright.

Me:“YoudiditforStyles?”

Kenneth:“IcamethroughforabrotherandIknowhewillcomethroughformewhenIneedhim.”

Hesoundsconvincing.

Me:“That’sall?”

Kenneth:“That’sall,Iwoulddoitagainwithnohesitationatall.YouhaveagoodwomanOkolie.”

Wherethehellisthiscomingfrom?

Me:“Whatbringsyoutomyhouse?”



Idon’tthinkIlikediscussingAmarawithhim,heclearshisthroatasheshiftsonhisseat.

Kenneth:“Youshouldn’tbealive,youknowthat?”

Hisdeadpanvoiceletsmeknowthathe’sserious.

Me:“Excuseme?”

Kenneth:“Thatwastheplan,themysterioussicknessthatsuddenlybefellyouwassupposedto

sendyoutoyourdeath.”

Thisisnotwhatnanasaid,hewould’vetoldme.(Grandfather.)

Me:“WhatareyousayingMkhize?”

Hefrowns,Iknowhewantstoretaliate.Hewillhavetoswallowthissurname,it’shisanyway.

Kenneth:“There’saplaninprogress.Apparently,you’resupposedtomysteriouslydie.Itwillbea

hoax,yourbodywillliedeadinacoffinbut,itwon’tbeyou.Itwillbeashadowofyou.”

Me:“Idon’tunderstand.”

Kenneth:“Yourfatherisanevilman,justlikepastorsgolookingforpowertohealthesickand

fillchurches.Yourfatherwentlookingforpowertosavehimselfandhiskingdom.”

Me:“Iknowthis,explainthepartwhereIsupposedlydie.”

Couldnanahavemissedthis?(Grandfather.)

Kenneth:“Segunhasgrowndesperateafteryourbodyrejectedthesickness.LikeIsaid,youwill

mysteriouslydie.Only,youwon’tbedead,yourbodywillbetakenandreplacedwithashadowof

you.It’scommoninwitchcraft,whereafamilymembertakessomeoneinthefamilyandturns

them intoazombiejusttogainpoweroverthefamily.”

HowfarisSegunwillingtogo?

Kenneth:“Playingthegrievingfather,hewillcomeandclaim yourbody.Youwillbetakento

Ghanaandburiedthere,everyonewillthinkthatyou’redeadbut,inrealityyouarerulingyour

father’skingdom alongsideRuthandherfather.”

Howdoesheknow?”

Me:“Wheredidyouhearthis?”

Kenneth:“Puppet?Doesitringabell?”

Mygrandfathermentionedit.

Me:“Yes,IwastoldthatSegunwantstomakemehispuppet.”

Again,howisheinformed?

Kenneth:“Puppetisafancywordforzombie,youwillbecontrolledOkolie.Thisistheonlyway

theycangetwhattheywant.”



Me:“Howdoyouknow?”

Kenneth:“It’snosecretthatI’m inabrotherhood,SegunisthesecondincommandandI’m right

besidehim.Yourfatherisnotthatsmart,he’stootrustworthy.Theirfirstplanbackfired,you

mustknowOkoliethatthey,willdoanythingtohaveyoumarriedtoRuth.”

IthinktheonlywaytogetridofSegunistosendhim tohisfather,that’sifhisancestorswill

accepthim.

Me:“Whyareyoutellingmeallofthis?What’sthedeal?”

Heshiftstotheedgeoftheseat.

Kenneth:“I’m doingitforStyles,you’reallhe’sgot.”

So,hesays.

Me:“Whataboutmybrother?”

Hesimpers.

Kenneth:“Yourbrotherisdifferentfrom you,Imustsay,heisveryinsecure.Hetrieshardto

impressthatevilman,he’sayesboy.There’snothinghedoesn’tagreeto,Segunwouldtreathis

gardenerbetterthanhetreatshisson.Hemockshim inhisabsence,callshim namesandthat

boyhasnoclueaboutit.”

Me:“He’saman.”

Heshrugsashegetsup.

Thisiswhatithascometo,IhavetosaveRavenfrom thatevilman.

Kenneth:“I’llleavetheresttoyou,dowhatyoupleasewiththisinformation.”

Ileadhim out.

Me:“Thankyouforthis.”

Kenneth:“ImightnotlikeyouOkoliebut,youdon’tdeservewhatthosepeoplewanttodotoyou.

Iwouldn’twishitonmybiggestenemy.Keepyoureyesopenandkeepyourfamilysafe.”

Iwatchhim ashejumpsintothecaranddriveoff,SegunOkoliecannotbemyfather.Howcan

hehavesuchevilintentionsforhisson?

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

111*

SETHU*

I’m walkingdownthehallwaywhiletryingStyles’number,itringsunansweredandIcan’tgrasp

whyhe’snottakingmycalls.Mybodyfeelsstiffandmyhearthasbeenracingnonstop,Itried

drinkingwarm watertocalm myselfdown.Itdidn’twork,mymindistellingamillionthingsat

once.Iwanttogohome,Ihavetogohome.LetmetryAyize,shealwaystakesmycalls.Itrust

hertodothat,IknowthatIcanalwaysdependonher.

“Youmissmealready?”

That’sthefirstthingshesays.

Me:“Whereareyou?”

Ayize:“Onmywayhome.Whathappened?”

Thesoundofmyvoicehasgivenmeaway,I’m failingtocontrolitfrom quavering.

Me:“Pleasecomeandgetme,somethingiswrong.”

Ayize:“Whathappened?”

Ihearpanicinhervoice.

HowdoIexplainthis?

Me:“Ithink,Ihavedeathanxiety.”

Ayize:“Deathwhat?”

Me:“I’m overcomebyafearofdying,Ayizecomeandgetmeplease.”

Myemotionstakeover,I’m astrangertothisfeelingandIcannotcomprehendwhyIfeellike

this.

Ayize:“Shit,holdon.I’m coming,itmustbethoseghosts.There’sprobablyonebehindyouright

now,thatplaceisscary.”

Sheproclaims,IwouldlaughifIwasn’tthisterrified.Ihaveanincomingcall,Stylesfinally

decidestocallme.

Me:“Ihavetogo,Stylesiscalling.”

Ayize:“ShouldIstillcome?”



Me:“Yes,Idon’tknowifhe’shereorhome.”

Ayize:“Okay,I’llseeyoujustnow.”

Ianswerthecall.

Styles:“Kitten,I’m onmyway.”

Me:“AreyouokayStyles?”

Atfirst,Ithoughtthefeelingwasabouthim,I’m notsosureanymore.

Styles:“I’m okay,whathappened?Yousounddistressed.”

Me:“Idon’tknow,somethingdoesn’tfeelright.”

Styles:“WhatisitSethu?Didyouseethatwomanagain?”

Me:“No,mysixthsenseraiderisgoingcrazyrightnow,Ican’thelpbut,feelthatsomethingbad

isgoingtohappen.”

Idon’tknowhowtoexplainit.

Styles:“Iknewyoushouldn’thavegonetowork.”

Yeah,Ineverlisten.

Styles:“I’m almostthereSethu.”

Hedeclaresbeforehangingup.

“SETHU!!!”

Iswivelattheloudfemalevoiceshoutingoutmynameandagreasywarm liquidsplasheson

myface,there’sanangrywomanandshe’spouringthisliquidonme.Thereisangerandhatein

thewayshedoesthis,hereyesarecoldandherjawisclenched.Iscream asIshieldmyface

withmyhands,thisdoesn’tstopher.

Mysenseofsmellkicksinandconspirestogetherwithmymind,asitsendsamessagetomy

brain.Inaflash,apictureofgasolinecomestolight.

Ittakesasecondformetosnapbackintoreality,myintuitionsays,run.

Thiswardisempty,itdoesn’thavethatmuchpeople.There’saboutthreeofushere,Tracyand

twomalenurses.

Iturntoruntheotherdirection,Idon’tknowwhereI’m goingbut,Iam runningformylife.Ihear

peoplescream behindme,somethinghashappened.Iturnmyheadtoinspectwhilerunning,

shehasagunaimedatthem.

Whoisthiswomanandwhatdoesshewantfrom me?

“Comebackyoubitch.”

Shescreamslikeacrazywoman,Iseetheexit.It’sdarkoutside,ifthiswasamall,Iwouldrun



intoacrowdofpeople.Unfortunately,it’sahospital.Visitinghoursareover.Theplaceonly

holdsdoctors,nursesandpatients.Itturnsintoaremotelocationbynight,anythingcould

happentomeandnoonewillknowaboutit.

Mycolleaguesaretooafraidtorunafterthiswomanwhohasagun,Icanonlypraythatthey

havecalledthepolice.Ican’tputmyhopeinthem aswellhowever,Iwillsettleforit.Iturnto

seeherrunningaftermewithagunstillinherhand,dammitshe’sfast.Ican’trunaroundwith

blinkerson,IhavetothinkifIwanttosurvive.

I’m intheparkinglot,thereareaboutafewcars.IfonlyIcouldmakeittotheroad,thereare

movingcarsthere.Iturntoseeifshe’sstilltailingme,she’snotthere.Imighthavedodgedher,I

stillhavetokeepgoing.Ihearaloudsinglegunshotandthatisenoughtostartlemeandbring

mecrashingdown.

“Wheredoyouthinkyou’regoing?”

Iturntoseeherstridingtowardsmeasshepointsagunatme.

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Iam terrifiedoutofmywits.

“Ijustwantyououtofmyway.”

Me:“Idon’tknowyou,youmusthavethewrongperson.”

Ihaven’tdoneanythingwrongtoanyone.

“Ihavetherightperson,alright?”

Shedeclarescoldly.

Me:“TellmewhatIdid.WhatwrongdidIdotoyou?”

SheswimsintoaninhumanelaughandIfailtocomprehend,whatIhavetodowiththisevil

person.

“Youhavesetyoureyesonsomeonewhodoesn’tbelongtoyou,Stylesismine.”

Shescreams.

Thisis...

Thisishisex,Styleshasn’tsaidmuchaboutherthough.

Me:“Khethu?”

Khethu:“He’stoldyouaboutme?Iknewthathestilllovesme,hewillneverforgetme.Youjust

hadtocomeandstandinmyway.”

Me:“No,Ididn’t,Stylesismyfriendandnothingmore.”

WillIdiebecauseofaman?



Khethu:“You’relying,you’relying.Isawhim lastnight,hecametoyourapartmentandleftthis

morning.Whatwereyoutwodoing?”

Sheshouts.”

Me:“Nothing,wedidn’tdoanythingIswear,he’sjustmyfriend.”

Khethu:“I’m notstupidSethu.Didyousleepwithhim?”

Ishakemyhead,negatively.

Khethu:“Yousleptwithhim didn’tyou,didn’tyou?”

Shebarks,myeyesareonthegun.Ifshelosesit,shewillsnapandpullthattrigger.

Me:“Ipromiseyou,youcanaskhim ifyouwant.”

Khethu:“I’m notstupid,IknowStyles,heisasexualman.He’scheatedonmebeforeandlied

aboutit.”

Whyisshetellingmethis?ShemustbetalkingaboutadifferentStyles.

Khethu:“Didhetouchyoulikehetouchesme?Didhecalloutyournamelikehedoesmine?

There’sthisthinghedoeswhenyoustrokehishair,it’sasifashockwavegoesthroughhis

entirebodyandheshivers.It’sthemostbeautifulthingeveranditletsmeknowthat,hestill

lovesmeandwantsme.”

Ican’tstandtohearhersaythesethingsaboutStyles,there’sadeepurgetoblockmyears.

Me:“Pleasedon’tshootme,youcanhaveStyles.Idon’twanthim.”

Sheflashesaquicksmile.

Khethu:“That’sthething,Ihavetogetyououtoftheway.Youwillbelikeaflyinourrelationship,

nomatterhowmuchweshooyouaway,youwillkeepcomingback.”

Stylesdidn’ttellmethatshe’sinsane,shehaslosthermind.

Me:“Iwillgoaway,Ipromise.Iwillneverspeaktohim again.”

Ipleadformylife,sheshakesherheadandIam convincedthatmywordshavefallenagainsta

wall.

Me:“I’m sorryKhethu,I’m sorry,please.”

I’m apologizingandIdon’tknowwhy.Ididn’tdoanythingwrong.

Khethu:“Saveit,youmeannothingtome,justlikethisstupidapology.Onceyou’regone,Styles

willcomebacktome.”

Ihavebeenagoodpersonmywholelife,Igotochurch.Iprayeverynightandreadmybible.

Wasitallinvain?Isbeinggoodnotworthitatall?What’sthepointofit?Attheendoftheday,

terriblethingsstillhappentoyou.



Khethu:“Youlikeplayingwithfire,don’tyou?Let’splaybitch.”

Me:“Pleasedon’thurtme,Idon’twanttodie.”

Iwanttoliveformyfamily,IwanttoliveforStyles.Iwanttoliveforthememorieswehaven’t

madeyet.

Khethu:“Youdon’tdeservetolive.”

Shesays,asifshehastherighttodecidemyfate,I’m onthegroundcoveredingasoline.She

pullsoutalighterandmyworldcrumblesfrom beneathme.Thisiswhatitfeelsliketohave

yourlifeflashbeforeyou.Itfeelssounreal,timehasn’tstoppedbut,ithassloweddownandyet

it’ssofast.It’samixedmuddledconfusion.Inthismerefractionofasecond,Isurprisingly

cometotermswiththeprobabilityofdeath.

Me:“GodforgivemeforallmysinsandtakemeasIam.”

Isayalittleprayer,ifI’m goingtodie,thenIwanttodierightwithGod.

Khethu:“Areyoupraying?”

Shelaughsinsultingly.

Khethu:“NotevenGodwillsaveyoufrom thisfire.”

Me:“You’renotabadpersonKhethuandIforgiveyou.”

Khethu:“Shutup.”

I’m wheezingandmyheartisfightingtojumpoutofmychest,asI’m oglingatthislitlighterin

herhand.Shewantstoburnmealive.

Itallhappenssofast,asasplashofwaterpoursoverher,causinghertoscream.Imovemy

eyestothesidetomeetStyles,he’scarryingabucket.Ican’ttellthelookonhisfaceandIcan’t

saythat,it’sangerbut,it’snotaniceglare.

Styles:“Sethu.”

Hecallsashemovestoshieldme,Khethuquicklyshiftstopointthegunathim.

Khethu:“Stylesdon’t.”

IseeAyize,she’salsohere.Whendidtheygethere?IwaslostinmyfearofdyingthatImissed

theirpaths.

Ayize:“Yeywena,joubliksem.”(Youlightning.)

OnlyAyizewouldchargeatanarmedperson.Khethushootsather,sheyelpsassheducksand

fallsflatonherstomach.

Styles:“GivemethegunKhethu.”

Hedemands,firmly.



Khethu:“No,moveStyles.Can’tyouseethatshe’sdisturbingourpiece?”

She’sscreamingathim.

Styles:“GivemethegunKhethu.Whyareyoudoingthis?”

Hegruntsasherepeatshimself.Idon’tseehergivingupsoon.

Khethu:“I’m doingitforusStyles,forourbaby.”

Whatbaby?Stylesdidn’ttellmeanythingaboutababy.

Styles:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Khethu:“I’m pregnant,you’regoingtobeafather.”

Thisisabaddream,ithastobe.Thiscan’tbereality,ifitisthen,itmustbeajoke.

Styles:“Okay,givemethegun.”

Hesoundstoocalm now,Ithinkhe’stryingtogethertolowerthegun.

Khethu:“Didn’tyouhearwhatIsaid?We’regoingtobeparents.”

Styles:“Iheardyou,nowgivemethegun.”

There’saresistanceinhereyes,hermindjusttoldhersomething.

Khethu:“Youdon’tbelieveme,doyou?”

Styles:“Ididn’tsaythat.”

Khethu:“Thensayit,saythatyoubelieveme.”

Shescreams.

Styles:“We’lltalkaboutthisonceyougivemethatgun.”

He’ssoadamantongettingthatpistolfrom her,sheglaresathim forawhile,beforetearsfill

hereyes.Hopelessnesscoatsherface,asanunknownrealizationengulfsher.Shestartsto

staggerbackasslowasshecould.

Styles:“Dammit,Khethu.”

Hegrunts,he’saggravatedbyhermoves.

Khethu:“I’m sorryStyles,Iloveyoutoomuchtoletyougo.”

Ayize:“Mr.S,she’sgettingaway.”

SheyellsasKhethumarchesbackwards,thatgunhasgivenherthepowershepossessesatthe

moment.

Ayizeisstilllyingonherstomach,herhandscoveringherhead.Idon’tblameher,Ihaven’thad

thecouragetogetup.StylesrushestomethemomentKhethuisfarenoughnottohurtus,



AyizejoltsupandstartstorunafterKhethu,protestingthat,I’m theonlyonewithoutcourage.

Ayize:“Yeymoer,joumoer!!!”(Younut.)

SheyellsatKhethuwhilespeedingtoherdirection,thisisdangerous.

Me:“AYIZE!!!”

Ishout,myvoicecoveredinterror.There’sanothergunshotandAyizeisbackontheground,

sheshother.OhmyGod,sheshother.

Styles:“Ayize.”

Webothrushtoher,mymindhasgoneblank.ThisisscarierthanwhatIjustexperienced,Ican’t

losemysister.

Me:“Ayize.”

Ifreezebeforeher,I’m afraidtotouchher.Whatifshe’sdead?WhatwillIsaytomyparents?

“Thatbitch.”

What?Idon’tknowifIshouldcryorlaugh.Whatiswrongwiththisgirl?

Ithrowmyselfinherarmsasshebringsherselfup.

Me:“Don’teverdothattome.”

Icryassheholdsmeback.

Ayize:“I’m fine,relax.”

Sheutterslikebeingshotat,isnobigdealandpullsoutofmyembrace.Istillwanttoholdher.

I’m notoverthis.

Styles:“I’m sosorrykitten.”

Ihearsincerityinhisvoice,weneedtotalk.Heplaceshishandonmyshoulderandinstantly,I

wanttofindrefugeinhisarms.Ayizemovesback,Ithinkshe’sgivingusspace.Hermindisstill

onKhethuanyway,shehasn’tstoppedleeringatthedirectionshewent.

Styles:“Letmelookatyou.”

Hegrabsmyshoulders,turningmetohim.Heusesthesleevesofhist-shirttowipeoffthe

greaseonmyface.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

MycheeksfindshelterinthepalmsofhishandsandIholdontohiswrists.

Styles:“Tellmeyou’reokaySethu,Ineedtoknowifyou’reokay.”

He’slookingintomyeyes,heneedsassuranceandIwanttosayyesbut,Ican’t.

Me:“IalmostdiedStyles,Ialmostdied.”



It’sregisteringfullynow,Ihaven’tcriedanytearsyet.

Styles:“IknowandI’m sorry.Iwillkeepyousafefrom now.”

NothinginmesaysIshouldbelievehim,notafterwhatIhaveexperiencedandheard.He

enfoldsmeinhisarmsandit’sstillthesafestplaceintheworldforme.

AMARA*

WhateverKennethcametosayhasputRandallinafoulmood,he’ssittingoutsideintheback

yard.Ihaven’thadthechancetoaskhim anything,Liyanahasbeenkeepingmebusy.

Ifindhim stilloutsideandI’m relievedthathe’snotsmokingtoday.

Me:“Hey.”

Iscootclosertohim.

Randall:“WhereisLiya?”

Me:“She’ssleeping.”

Sheworeherselfouttoday.

Me:“Areyouokay?WhatdidKennethwant?”

Heturnshisheadtolookatme,hiseyesarecoveredwithgrief.

Randall:“Myfatherwantstokillme.”

Imusthaveheardwrong.

Me:“I’m sorry,whatdidyousay?”

Randall:“It’sexactlywhatyouheard,Segunisplanningmydeath.”

Itcannotbetrue.

Me:“DidKennethtellyouthis?”

Randall:“Iknowwhatyou’rethinkingAmara,he’smyfatherandwouldneverhurtme,right?”

Idon’tseewhyafatherwouldwanttokillhischild.

Me:“It’shardtobelieveit.”

Randall:“Iknowhim,Iknowwhathe’scapableof.”

Me:“Whywouldhewanttokillyouthough?”

Randall:“Forhisevilplans.”



Somethingtellsmethathewillnotberevealingmuch.

Randall:“I’m goingtogivehim whathewants.”

Ididn’tknowthatIhaveahearingproblem.

Me:“What?”

Pleasedon’tsaywhatIthinkyousaid.

Randall:“I’m goingtofakemyowndeath.”

Lifedoesn’talwaysgiveyouwhatyouwant.

Me:“No.”

Hescowlsatmydenial.

Randall:“It’stheonlywayAmara.”

Me:“No,it’snottheonlyway.Theremustbesomethingyoucando.”

Randall:“Thisisit,ifIfakemydeath,Segunwillbackoff.He’llgobacktoGhanaandwe’llcarry

onwithourlives.”

Clearlyitmakessenseinhishead,nottome.Ihaveneverheardofamorestupidideathanthis.

Me:“Forhowlongwillyouplaydead?”

Randall:“Aslongashe’sstillaround.”

Me:“Andyourbody?Youcan’tplaydeadRandall,howwillyouconvincethem thatyoureallyare

dead.They’llwanttoseeyourbody.”

Me:“Styleswillmakeadrugthat,willputmetosleepforawhile.”

Randallmustbecrazyifhethinksthiswillwork.

Me:“Itwon’tworkRandall,doyourealisethattheywillfightforyourbody?Idoubtthatyour

familywillagreetoburyyouhere.TheywillfighttohaveLiya.”

Randall:“Iknow,thisiswhyweshouldgetmarried.YouwilladoptLiyaasyourown,andwe’ll

drawlegalpaperswhereyougetrightsoverme.Meaningthattheycannottakemybodyoutof

thecountrywithoutyourconsent.”

Iam notgoingtothroughthis,it’stoomuch.

Me:“No.”

Randall:“Amarathatmanwillneverleaveusalone.”

Me:“Surelyyoucanthinkofsomething.”

Hescratcheshisheadasheglaresintonothing.



Randall:“Idid,itwasthefirstoption.”

Me:“Whatisit?I’m sureit’sbetterthanthis.”

Randall:“Putabulletthroughhishead.”

Hethrowsthissuggestionwithadeadpanvoiceandapokerface.

Me:“Randall,can’tyouspeaktoyourmother?Maybeshecantalktohim.”

Randall:“She’spowerless,noonecantalksomesenseintoSegun.”

Iplacemyhandonhislap.

Me:“Iknowitmustbeterribletolearnthatyourfatherisplottingagainstyoubut,please,think

ofLiyanabeforeyoumakethisdecision.Thepainshewillgothrough,thinkingherfatherhas

died.NochildcanenduresuchpainRandall.”

Ihopethisknockssomesenseintohim,therehastobeanotherway.Hetakesmyhandintohis

andintertwineshisfingerswithmine.He’snotsayinganythingso,Ipullmyselfcloser,resting

myheadonhischest.Ifeelhisarm aroundme.Thereislightattheendofthetunnel,wemight

notseeitnowhowever,it’sthereandthat’swhereweareheaded.

NOMBULELO*

Ihaveastomachbug,IlostcountofthenumberoftimesIhavebeentothebathroom.Ihave

campedhere,it’snopointtryingtoleave,ifIhavetorunbackthesecondIstepout.There’sa

knock,I’velostcountofthosetoo.

Mbuso:“Lelo,areyouokay?ShouldIcomein?”

Mbusowouldobviouslysaythat,there’sonlyafewlikehim.

Me:“No.”

Mbuso:“Areyousure?”

He’sstandingoutsidethedoor.

Me:“Hundredpercent.”

GoawayMbuso.

Mbuso:“MaybeIshouldgetyousomething.”

He’sstilloutsidethedoorandI’m gettingfrustrated.Idecidenottorespond,hewillgoawayifI

ignorehim.Mystomachisinknots,Iam swelteringandhalfnakedonthetoiletseat.Whatdid

Brendaputinthatfood?God,Ipraymybabydoesn’tdie.Thesesuddenperiodpainshavekilled

me,Ishouldn’tbefeelingthem.



Me:“Aaahh!!!”

Iscream asIfeelasharppainonmywomb.

Mbuso:“Lelo.”

Hejoltsinwithmynamesurgingoutofhismouth,he’sbug-eyedandpanicking.

Me:“JeezMbuso,willyougivemesomeprivacy,please.”

Thisistoomuch.

He’snotmoving.Whyishenotmoving?

Mbuso:“Youscreamed,why?”

Me:“It’spainful,that’swhy.”

Mbuso:“Lelo,weshouldgotothehospitalso,theyrunsometests.”

Thisisuncomfortable,he’swatchingmewhilestandingatthedoor,withhishandonthedoor

knob.

Me:“Canwetalkaboutthislater?”

Mbuso:“I’llpreparesugarandsaltsolution,itwillstopthediarrhoea.”

He’sstilltalking.

Me:“Sure.”

Mbuso:“Areyousureyou’reokay?You’resweating.”

Me:“Mbusoplease.”

Mbuso:“LeloI’m worried,you’vebeeninhereforawhilenow.”

Me:“I’m worriedtoo,Mbuso.”

I’m moreterrified.

Mbuso:“Weshouldtakeyoutothehospital.”

That’sifIcangetoutofthisbathroom.

Me:“Iam notgoingtowearanadultdiaper.”

Mbuso:“Whywouldyouwearone?”

Me:“I’m clearlystuckhere.”

Mbuso:“Thesugarandsaltsolutionwillstopthediarrhoea.”

Me:“Gomakeitthen.”

Igruntasthepainshootsthroughmywombagain,tearsinstantlyfalloutofmyeyes.Ican’tbe



losingmybaby,IpressmyhandonmystomachasIbendovertoclogthepain.

Mbuso:“Okay,youstaythereanddon’tmove.”

What?

Me:“Really?”

Mbuso:“Imeant…Iwon’tbelong.”

Hisanxietyintensifies,herushesoutleavingthedoorwideopen.

Me:“ThedoorMbuso.”

Iyellandhearhisfootstepsrunback.

Mbuso:“Sorry.”

Heshutsit.

Whowilltakecareofwho,ifwebothpanic?

Isighinrelief,asIhearhisfootstepsdisappearing.IshouldhaveknownwhenBrendabought

thatmeal,thatwitch.

AwaveofheatrushesthroughmybodyasIgetup,theroom spinsforawhileforcingmeto

holdontothewall.Iquicklyflushanddragmybodytothesinktowashmyhands.Icatcha

glimpseofmyselfinthemirrortorealisethatmyfaceisdrippingwithsweat.

Me:“Mbuso!!!”

Iscream hisnameinmyheadanditcomesoutofmymouthasawhisper,mykneesgiveupon

meso,Isinktothefloorandcrawltothedoor.ItswingsopenbeforeIcouldtouchthedoor

knob.

Mbuso:“Lelo.”

Me:“It’sBrendaMbuso,shewantstokillmybaby.Shepoisonedmyfood,shewantstokillmy

baby.”

I’m cryingnow.

Mbuso:“It’sokay,mam Zodwaisherewithmom.”

Hescoopsmeup,rushesmetothebedroom andcoversmewithasheet,themomentIcurlon

thebed.

Me:“Callmam Zodwa,quick.”

Iam surprisedthatI’m notbleedingyet,somethingorsomeoneisprotectingthisbaby.Godifit

isyouplease,don’tgiveuponme.Continuetoprotectmybaby.

Mbusohasranoutoftheroom,it’snotlongtilltheyareback

Zodwa:“Sisi.”(Sister.)



Shelookstoocalm forthisemergency.

Zodwa:“Don’tworrymychild,nothingiswrongwithyou.”

That’snothowitfeelslike.

Me:“I’m inpainmam Zodwa.”

Icry,Mbusositsonthebedandstartspattingmyback.Itbeatsmewhyhe’sdoingthis,Iwant

toshrughishandaway.

Zodwa:“Rememberwedideverythingtocleanseyou,Istrengthenedyouaswellsothat,your

bodyshouldrejectisidliso.Yoursystem iscleaningoutthepoison.”(Poison.)

Me:“Doesithavetohurt.”

I’m speakingthroughgrittedteethnow,thispainisterrible.Thediarrhoeahashaltedthough.

Zodwa:“Itwillpass.Didyouvomit?”

Me:“Yesatwork,rightafterlunch.”

IanswerasIpushMbuso’shandaway,it’sirritatingme.

Zodwa:“It’sagoodthingyoudid,we’lltalksomemore,whenyou’refeelingbetter.”

Me:“CanItakesomethingforthepain.”

Mbuso’sstubbornhandisbackonmyshoulder,Iglanceathim.He’smoreconcernedthanIam.

Iwanttopushitawaybut,thisishiswayofshowingsupport.

Zodwa:“No,Iwillmakesoftporridgeforyou.That’stheonlythingyoushouldeatfornow,until

thediarrhoeasubsides.”

Me:“Whatdothosepeoplewantfrom me,mam Zodwa?”

IthurtstoknowthatIam surroundedbyenemies…

Zodwa:“PeoplealwayswantsomethingLelo,theyareneversatisfiedwithwhattheyhave.”

Mbuso:“Areyousureshewillbeokay?”

Zodwa:“Yes,letmemakethatporridge.Yourbodyisweakandyouneedthestrength.”

Sheleavestheroom.

Mbuso:“RememberwhenIsaidweshouldmovetoMozambique?Theofferstillstands,I’m

tiredofthesepeople.”

Me:“Thesepeopleareeverywhere.”

Wecan’trunfrom thesethings.

Mbusohasalternatedtostrokingmyhipnowandit’sputtingmetosleep,Idon’tknowifthis

painwillletme.



Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

112*

SETHU*

StylesinsistedthatIdrivebackhomewithhim whileAyizefollowedbehindinhercar,shewants

metolaychargesagainstKhethuandIwilldothatfirstthinginthemorning.

Stylesdrivesthroughthebuildinggate,theridehomewasquietandshort,hewasspeeding.

Stylesdoesn’tspeed,hemust’vebeenexpressinghisrage.HetriedtotalktomeandIfailedto

answer.Iam angryathim forlettingthishappentome.

Me:“Youcangonow,I’m fine.Ayizeishere.”

Iproclaim asheparksthecar,Ayizedrivesinandparksafewblocksaway.

Styles:“Canwetalk?”

Me:“No,I’m tired.”

Iwanttotalktohim,God-knowsIdo.Myangerisnotallowingme.

Styles:“I’m sorrythatyouhadtogothroughthat.”

Ihavequestionsthatneedanswers.

Me:“Whydidn’tyoutellmeabouther?”

Styles:“Ididn’tthinkthatitwouldcometothis,IknewKhethuhadahardtimewithlettinggo.

Forittoreachthisfar,comesasashocktomeaswell.”

Howcanhenotknow?

Me:“Idon’tthinkIcanstandthisStyles,I’m nottoostrongforit.”

Styles:“Whatareyousaying?”

IhatewhatI’m abouttodo.

Me:“I’m sayingweshouldspendtimeapart.”

Styles:“No,that’snothappening.”

Me:“IhavemadeupmymindStyles,Ican’tdothis.Ican’tfightacrazywoman.”

IfoughtforNtokozowithLebo,Iam notabouttofightforamanagain.

Styles:“Youdon’thavetofightanyoneSethu,ItoldyouthatIwillprotectyou.”



Me:“That’sthething,Idon’twanttolivemylifeafraidthatshewillstrike.Thatwomanhasbeen

watchingme,sheknewmyeverymove.SheattackedmeatworkStyles,shedidn’tcarethat

therewerepeoplearound.Ifshe’swillingtogothatfar,thenshe’scapableofanything.”

IknowthatI’m breakinghisheartstill,Ihavetoputmysafetyfirst.

Styles:“Iwon’tlethergettoyouagainSethu,Shewillneverbotherusagain,Iwillmakesureof

it.”

Me:“Canyouguaranteethat?She’spregnantwithyourbaby,that’salifetimeattachment.”

Itstillhurtsmethatsheishavinghischild.

Styles:“It’snotmine.”

Me:“Howdoyouknow?”

Heglancesatmeforawhilebeforeturningonthelight.

Styles:“LookatmeSethu,youknowme,don’tyou?Thesemonthswe’vespenttogether,you

musthaveobservedthetypeofpersonIam.WouldIeverlietoyou?”

He’salwaysbeenhonestwithme,Icanbetonthisone.

Me:“Idon’tknowanymore,Ineedtime.”

Hehatesmyanswer,thetightnessonhisjawsaysit.

Styles:“Iknowyou’rehurtingrightnow.”

Iam morethanhurting,Iam demented.

Styles:“Iwon’tlietoyou,Ineedyou.YouhavehelpedmeovercomethegreatestbattleIhave

everhadtoface,justbybeingyou.HowcanIletthisgo?HowcanIletyougo?”

Idon’twanttolethim goeitherbut...

Me:“ThisisthesecondtimeIhavecomeclosetodeathStyles,Ihadtobegformylifeagain.”

Styles:“Hetriedtokillyou?”

Hegruntsunderhisbreathasanunknownexpressiontakesoverhisface.

Ican’tanswerthat,it’sstillhardtoopenupaboutmypast.

Me:“Ihavetogo.”

IannounceasIseeAyizestepoutofhercar.Hetakesmyhand.

Styles:“Iknowyou’reupsetandIunderstandbut,Iam notlettingyougoSethu.Iwillfixthis,go

andrest.Iwillcomeandseeyoutomorrow.”

Hewon’teasilyagreetotimeapart.

Me:“GoodbyeStyles.”



Styles:“Iam notacceptingthatgoodbye,likeIsaid.I’llseeyoutomorrow.”

I’m notgoingtoargueaboutthis,maybehe’sright,Iprobablyneedtosleepitoff.

RANDALL*

I’m goingcrazytryingtostopmyselffrom goingafterSegun,Ihavehaditwiththatoldman.I

havetoinform Stylesaboutmyplan,Ithinkitcouldwork.Amarawillhavetoforgiveme,thereis

nootherwaytogetridofthatevilman.

Stylesisnottakingcalls,I'm onmywaytohishouse.

Styles:“Randall.”

Hefinallyanswers.

Me:“Whereareyou?”

Styles:“I’m onmywaytokhethu’shouse.”

Hesoundssad,Stylesbetternotbegoingbacktothatwoman.

Me:“Why?”

Styles:“I’m goingtokillher.”

Somethingisdefinitelywrong.

Me:“Whatdidshedonow?”

Styles:“SheattackedSethuatthehospital,shetriedtoburnheralive.IfIwasafewseconds

lateRandall.Idon’tknowanymore.I’m goingtokillher.”

Me:“Thatwomanisinsane.I’m outsideyourhouse,comeandgetme.”

Styles:“That’sfinebut,youhavetoletmehandlethis.”

Iam notpromisinganything.

Me:“Hurry.”

He’shereinlessthanfifteenminutes,Ijumpinthecar.

Me:“Youlooklikeshit.”

Iannounceashedrivesoff.

Styles:“Sethuwantsustotaketimeapart.”

Me:“Sheblamesyou?”

Styles:“Iknowshedoes,Ican’tloseherRandall.”



Me:“Youwon’t,shejustneedstime.”

Styles:“Youdidn’tseeherface,shehatesme.”

That’simpossible.

Me:“MissSethucanneverhateMr.Styles.”

Hechortles.

Me:“Cheerupman,thisisnotyou.Youdon’tgiveupthateasily,nothingbringsyoudown.”

Styles:“Khethudoes.”

Me:“Areyougoingtokillherforreal?”

Styles:“There’sthispictureofmestranglinghertodeath,it’sstuckinmymind.Ihavethatthing

youalwaysgetwhensomethingpissesyouoff.”

Me:“What’sthat?”

Styles:“Anitch.”

Helaughs,it’sgoodthathe’slaughing.

Me:“FuckyouStyles.”

Styles:“I’m seriousman,Ihaveanitch.Iwanttosqueezethelifeoutofherandwatchherdie.”

Khethumessedup,Stylesdoesn’ttalkaboutkillingpeople.Heck,he’snotamurderer.

Me:“Shefuckeduphuh?”

Styles:“Youdon’tknowhowmuchIwantedtokillherbackatthehospital,ifSethuwasn’tthereI

wouldhavebeatheruptoapulp.”

Me:“Whatstoppedyou?”

Styles:“SethuwasinanabusiverelationshipwiththatsonofabitchNtokozo,Ididn’twantto

awakenthatfear.Ididn’twanthertoseemeasthismanwhobeatsupwomen.”

Heexplains,IcanonlysaythatI’m gladhehasmovedonwithhislife.Therewasatimewhen

hecouldn’tseeKhethuinpain.

Me:“Sethuisfragile.”

Styles:“She’smyfragileSethu.”

Helaughs,thisisadifferentStylesandIlikehowSethuischanginghislife.

Styles:“Ineedtomakethingsrightwithher,firstIneedtoprovetoherthatKhethu’sbabycan’t

possiblybemine.”

Heshocksmewiththesewords,Khethucannotbepregnant.



Me:“Howisitpossible?Ithoughtyouhadavasectomy.”

Styles:“Ididandshedoesn’tknowit.IthinkIknowwhothefatherisandshehasthenerveto

pinthepregnancyonme.”

Thisishowfarherinsanityhasgone.

Me:“Thelawyer?”

Styles:“Yeah.”

Me:“YouneedtotellKhethuthetruththen,imagineifthatbabywasyoursStyles.Youwould

definitelyloseSethu.”

Iknowthathehatesthethoughtofit,hedoesn’trespondashemullsoverwhatIjustsaid.

Me:“Youwon’tbelievewhocametoseeme.”

Styles:“Kenny.”

Hesneers.

Me:“Didhefillyouin.”

Styles:“YesandIam shocked.Thatoldmanisonesickbastard.”

Me:“Sickdoesn’tevenbegintodescribehim,IhavetwooptionsStyles.It’seitherIputabullet

throughhisheadorfakemyowndeath.”

Hegivesmeabrieflook.

Styles:“Whathappenstomyplan?”

Me:“YoumeanwithRuth?”

Styles:“Yes,oncewegetridofRuth.Segunwon’tbesodesperatetogetyoumarried.”

Me:“Idoubtit,Seguncan’tseehimselfloosing.Hewillwanttopursuethisuntiltheend.”

Styles:“Ivotewithkillinghim but,whatabouttheOkoliecurse?Won’tyoubecursed?”

Randall:“I’m notsure,Ididn’tthinkofthat.”

Styles:“Gettinghim outofthecountryfailed,IthinkweshouldturnSegunandBensenagainst

eachother.”

Thatcouldwork.

Me:“Howdowedothat?”

Styles:“Wehavesomeoneinthere.”

Me:“Kenneth?”

Styles:“Yes,weneedtocomeupwithasolidplan.”



Me:“IthinkweshouldpinRuth’sdeathonSegun.ThatwilljustaggravateBensen.Hewillwant

revenge,itappearsthathe’sobsessedoverhisdaughter.”

Styles:“GetBensentokillSegunandlettheOkoliesdealwithhim.I’m startingtolikeyour

ancestors.”

Me:“Wekillthreebirdswithonestone.”

Styles:“Done,I’m tiredofthatman’sname.It’sabouttimewecatchabreak.”

Me:“So,NkomohastohurryupwiththisStyles,evenifitmeans,hehastogetherinbed

tomorrow.”

Helaughs.

Styles:Hecanactuallydoit,youknow.”

Me:“Yeah,I’veseenhisplayerside.”

Ifanyonecanpullthisstuntoffthenit’sNkomo.

Styles:“IfRuthrefusestobendanddoesn'tfallforhim,wegoforKenneth.”

Me:“Ican’timaginehim withawoman.”

Styles:“Iknowright.”

Me:“I’m fuckingtiredofSegun.”

Styles:“AtleastOliviaisoffyourback.”

Me:“Shefinallygaveupandtookherlife.”

Styles:“Yougavehernochoice.”

Iknowthathewasagainstthisbut,Idon’tcare.Oliviadeserveswhathappenedtoher.Mychild

isbetteroffwithouther.

NOMBULELO*

“Lelowakeup.”

Mbusoshakesmearousingmefrom adeepslumber.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Mbuso:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Me:“OkayIguess,mythroatisdrythough.”

Mbuso:“I’llgetyousomewater,youneedtoeatthissoftporridge.”



Isitupandtaketheplatefrom him.

Mbuso:“Becarefulit’shotandthere’snosugar.”

Me:“Why?”

Helaughsatmyfacialexpression.

Mbuso:“Shesaidnottoputit.”

Me:“Argh,ngifelani?”(Whyam Isuffering?)

Hesniggersandplaceshishandonmybelly.

Mbuso:“IsGokuokay?”

Me:“Ithinkheis,thepainhassubsided.”

Mbuso:“TellmeaboutthisBrendaperson.What’sherstory?”

IwishIknew,Ididn’tknowherintentionstowardsmetilltoday,neverhaveIthoughtthatshe

couldhavesomethingagainstme.

Me:“Idon’tknow,there’ssomethingthough.Idon’trememberatimewhenIspeaktoherand

shedoesn’tbringyouup.”

Itmakesmewonderifsheknowshim from somewhere.

Mbuso:“Why?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,shecouldbeoneofyourexes.”

That’smyfirsttheory.

Mbuso:“Ifshewas,Iwouldknow.”

Hewouldn’tbethefirstguytoforgethisex.

Me:“Maybeitwasalongtimeagoor…”

Mbuso:“Isaid,ifshewasIwouldknow.”

Whyishegettingdefensive?

Me:“Ifyousayso,Iwantthatwomanawayfrom me.”

IfIseeherfaceagain,IdoubtthatI’llbeabletorestrainmyself.

Mbuso:“We’llfindoutwhatherproblem isandIwillmakeherpayLelo,shewantedtokillour

baby.”

Me:“Ishouldlayachargeagainsther.What’swrongwithwomenMbuso?Whydowehateeach

othersomuch?Imagineiftheworldwasfilledwithonlyfemaleleaders,therewouldbean

unendingwaruntilwedestroyeachother.”



Ihaveenoughexperiencetosaythis.

Mbuso:“Notallwomenarelikethatchubbycheeks,lookatyou.You’reanangel.”

Hepinchesmycheeks,they’llbesaggybythetimeIgivebirth.

Me:“Don’tchristenmewiththatnameplease.Whoknows,Imightchangeonedayaswell.Look

atmymother,shechangedovernight.Thatwomanlovedme,shewouldprotectmewithherlife.

Now,sheonlyseesmyfatherandthenthere’sKoketso.Shewaswalkingaroundwithadagger

inherhand,tryingsohardtopushitinmyback.Marthaisworse,Igrewupinhereyes.Shewas

mymother’sfriendalthough,theycompetedagainsteachotherinalmosteverything.Brenda

wastheonewhowelcomedmewithwarm armsatwork,onlyforhertoconspireagainstme.”

Thelistisendless.

Mbuso:“It’stimeforawoman’sconferencethen.”

Hehastojokeintimeslikethis.

Me:“Noonewillbeleavingthatconferencealive,wewouldkilleachotherwithasimplelook.

Thelackofsupportwegiveeachotheraswomenisembarrassingandtheysaywearethe

gentle,sensitivegender.Givemeabreak.”

Iam tiredofthis,mustIdieinthehandsofanotherwoman?

Me:“Whatabouttheterm ‘mysister’skeeper?WeshouldpractisethatMbuso,notthishatred

wedisharound.”

Ishouldaddhismothertothelist.

Mbuso:“Maybeyoushoulddosomethingaboutit,complainingwon’thelp.”

Me:“I’m notcomplaining,I’m voicingout.Godmustbeashamedofus.Isitnotenoughthatmen

arekillingus?Wearekillingeachotheraswell.”

Mbuso:“Dosomethingmylove,you’reanurseyouloveworkingwithpeople.Youhaveakind

heartLeloandIrefusethatyoubecountedwiththoseevilpeopleyouspeakof.”

Icannotacceptthispraise.Whatifthisiscontagious?Wetendtofollowatrend,goodorbad,if

everyoneisdoingitwefallin.

Me:“Whatdoyouhavemedothen?”

Mbuso:“Startanawareness,youcannameit‘Mysister’skeeper.’That’swhereyouwillshare

yourexperiences,youwouldbesurprisedbythenumberofwomenwhohavegonethrough

whatyou’regoingthrough.”

Thismanissmart.

Me:“That’sagoodideabut,whatwillwedothere?Icanseeitalready,backbiting,betrayal,

gossip,jealousy.Yoh!Thedrama.”

Mbuso:“Yourpainhasputyouinthisposition,likeIsaidnotallwomenarelikethat.Youwill



teachaboutforgiveness,self-love,standingupforeachotheraswomenandyoucanalso

counselwomenthathavebeenabused.Ifwegivealittleloveoutthere,wecanchangethe

worldonestepatatime.”

Me:“Maybe.”

Mbuso:“Youdon’tbelieveme?”

Me:“Ido,BrendaandMarthahavedrainedme.”

Hesmiles.

Mbuso:“Icanimagine,thinkaboutitthough.”

Itcouldwork.

KHETHU*

Idashintothehousetofindmyfathersittingonthecouch,Ifailtohidethepaniconmyface

andthatforceshim tojumpfrom hisseat.

Dad:“Whathaveyoudone?”

HealwaysthinksthatI'm uptosomething.

Me:“Stylesisanidiot,he’sanidiot.”

IyellasIpacearoundthelivingroom.

Dad:“Youwenttoseehim?”

Me:“Thatmanisstupiddad.”

Dad:“Kethu,whathappened?”

Me:“He’sgoingtocomeforme,Ijustknowit.”

Ican’tstandstill,Iam soangry.

Me:“Iknowthatlookinhiseyes,he’sabouttoexplodewhenhe’scalm likethat.He’sgoingto

killmedaddy.”

Hegrabsmyarm,stoppingmefrom pacing.

Dad:“WhatdidyoudoKhethukuthula?”

IfItellhim thetruth,he’llkillme.HowdoItellmyfatherthatthere’sawomanthreateningmy

relationshipandItriedtokillher?

Me:“Nothing,Ididnothing.”



IlieasIyankmyhandfrom hisgrip.Hedoesn’tbelieveme.

Dad:“What’sthatsmellonyouKhethu?”

Hecomesclosertosniffmyclothes.

Me:“Whatsmell?”

Imakesuretostepawayfrom him.

Dad:“It’sgasoline.”

Thismanwillcatchmered-handedifheputsonhiscommissionercap.

Me:“I’m goingtotakeabath,excuseme.”

Dad:“Khethuwhatdidyoudo?”

HisangryvoicefollowsmeasIwalktomyroom.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

Me:“We’rehere.”

IpullupoutsideDladla’sgate.

Randall:“She’snotalone.”

Me:“Idon’tcare,Dladlawillnotstopme.”

Randall:“Let’sgothen.”

Weexitthecar,it’sagoodthingthegateisnotlocked.

“Whoisit?”

Dladla’svoiceechoesfrom insideasweknockonthedoor,Randallshakeshisheadin

annoyance.Heisnotafanofthisman.

Thedooropensandhewelcomesuswithascowlonhisface.

Dladla:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Hegrunts.

Me:“Iwanttospeaktokhethu.”

Dladla:“She’sintheshower,comebacktomorrow.”

He’stryingtogetridofus.

Randall:“That’salright,we’llwait.”

Hepusheshiswayin,it’stoolateforDladlatopushhim backout.RandallisalreadyinsoI

mightaswell.Ifollow,leavingDladlatonguetied.

Randall:“NiceplaceDladla,forapolicemanyouarelivingthelifehey.”

Hesaysashestrollsaroundthelivingroom inspectingeverythinghesees.

Dladla:“I’m apolicecommissioner.”

Randall:“Yesthat.”

Heflailshishandathim asifit’sanonfactor.



Randall:“Corruptionmustbepayingwellhey?”

Hepicksupastrangelookingvaseandmakesafaceashetriestoreadwhatitis.Dladlaleers

atmethenbackatRandall.

Dladla:“Whatdidyousay?”

Randall:“DidIsaycorruption?Imeantbeingacommissionerpayswellhey.”

Hesmirksathim,Dladladoesn’tseem comfortablewithRandall’sattitudetowardshim.

Me:“Randy,manners.Thisisnothome.”

Heputsthevasedown,turnsbacktousandramshishandsinthepocketofhisjeans.

Randall:“AngelissurekeepinguswaitingDladla,won’tyoucheckonherplease?”

Dladlaisneveratalossforwords,I’m shocked.

Randall:“Styles,youlivedwithherforfouryears,right?Itwasfouryearsyeah,sheneverletus

forgetit.Doesshetakethislongtoshower?”

Idon’tknowwhathe’sgettingatbut,hemustbeasangryasIam.

Me:“Shetooklongeractually.”

Randall:“Oh,mybad.We’llcontinuetowaitthen,nobiggie.”

Dladla:“Youtwobetterleavemyhousenow.”

Me:“PholaDladla,wecomeinpeace.”(Relax.)

Dladla:“Idon’tcare,getthehelloutofmyhouse.”

Randall:“WhatiswrongwitholdpeopleStyles?Theylikeshoutingandforgethowweaktheir

heartsare.”

Herespondswithacondescendingapproach.

Me:“Tookthequestionrightoutofmymouth.MaybeDladlacantellus.”

Randall:“Dladla,shedsomelightplease.”

Dladla:“WhatgameareyouplayingatSishi,takeyourfriendandgetoutofhere.”

Hesnaps.

Me:“Idon’tmindleaving,butasformybrotherthere.Hewon’tstepfootoutsidethishouseuntil

IseeKhethuandIcan’tleavehim here.”

HeturnstolookatRandallwhoshrugshisshoulders.

Dladla:“That'sit,I’m callingthepolice.”

IhaveafeelingthatheknowswhatKhethudidandistryingtoprotecther.



Randall:“Ithoughtyouwerethepolice.”

Dladlaglaresathim,hehesitatesbefore,hecontinueswithhisphonecall.

Randall:“Okay,we’llwaitforthem,likewe’rewaitingforangel.”

Hetakesasitonthecouch,crosseshislegovertheotherandhishandsstillhidinginhis

pouches.

Dladlareleasesasighoffrustration,hegivesuponthephonecall.

Me:“IthinkIshouldcheckonher.”

Dladla:“No,youstayawayfrom mydaughter.Ifshewantstoseeyoushewillcomehere.”

Heyellsandthatsetsmeoff,knowingthathe’snotaloudperson.IshealarmingKhethuthat

I’m here?

Randall:“Wow,Dladla,you’regood.”

HelooksatmeandgesturesthatIshouldgotoher,IstarttosauntertowardsKhethu’sroom.

Dladla:“Sishi,you’retrespassingmypremises.Getbackhere.”

Randall:“Dladlacomeandkeepmecompany,tellmeaboutthecorruption.Imean,tellmehow

it'slikebeingacommissioner.”

Ihearhim say,Randallisgoingtogivethatmanahardtime.

AYIZE*

Me:“Ibroughtyoucoffee.”

Sethuislyingonthebedcryinghereyesout,she’sbeencryingsinceMr.Sdroveaway.Ihaven’t

hadthechancetoaskherwhathappened.Iknowithasmoretodowiththeconversationthey

werehavinginthecar.

Sethu:“Coffee?”

Shesobsasshethrowsherselfonthepillow.

Me:“Andthen?”

Sethu:“Styleslovescoffee.”

Sheanswerswithoutlookingatme.

Me:“So,that’sareasontocry?ComeonSethu,mustyouwasteyourtearsforthat?”

Sethu:“I’m goingtomisshim.”



I’m doneguessing.Iplacethecupdownandsitonthebed.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Shesitsupasshewipeshertears.

Sethu:“Itoldhim nottocomeback.”

Me:“Mr.S?”

Hernoddingremindsmethatshe’sstupid.

Me:“Whywouldyoudothat?”

Sethu:“Idon’twanthisbaggageAyize.Ihavemyowntodealwith.”

WhowasIgivingadvicetotheotherday?BecauseIremembertalkingtothisgirlbeforeme.

Me:“Whodoesn’tcomewithbaggageSethu?”

Sethu:“Buthisistoomuch,thatwomantriedtokillme.”

Me:“Doyouhearyourself?You’rejudginghim,wenaSethu,mam’fundisi.”(Youpastor)

Sethu:”I’m notjudginghim Ayize.”

Sheclearlydoesn’thearherself.

Me:“Thenwhatareyoudoing?NooneisperfectSethu,ifyouthinkyouwillfindaguywithno

baggage,forgetit.”

Sethu:“So,you’resayingIshouldstaywithStyles?”

Me:“I’m sayingfollowyourheart,IknowthatMr.Sisyourheart.Youlovehim,don’tyou?”

Ihaveseenhowhereyessparklewhenshespeaksabouthim.

Sethu:“Idobut,I’m afraid.”

Me:“Tellhim,speakyourheartoutandtelltheguyhowyoufeel.Don’tshuthim out.Thatman

lovesyouSethu.”

Wehearaknockonthedoor,disturbingusfrom ourconversation.

Me:“Areyouexpectingsomeone?”

Sethu:“No.”

Iseefearinhereyes.

Sethu:“Whatifit’sher?”

Me:“Thentodayisherday,Iwillshowherwhatcrazyis.”

Igrabanumbrellabehindthedoor,



Sethu:“Thatwon’twork.”

Me:“Wedon’thaveagun,sothiswilldo.”

Sethu:“Getthepanorpot.”

Me:“WhatwillIdowithapot?Cookforher?”

Sethu:“No,beatherupwithit.”

Me:“Uyahlanya.”(You’recrazy.)

Ipottertowardsthedoor.

Me:“Whoisit?”

“It’sme,ubaba.”(Dad.)

Sethu:“Whoisit?”

She'sstandingbythebedroom door,leeringatmewithterror.Willshegetoverwhathappened

today?

Me:“Yourfather.”

Iam innomoodtoseehim,Sethurushestoopenthedoor.It’sgoodthathe’salone,Iwould’ve

leftthehouseifthatwomanwashere.

Sethu:"Dad.”

Shethrowsherselfinhisarms.

Me:“Whatareyoudoingheresolateatnight?”

He'shurtbymyquestion.

Dad:“Icametoseeyougirls.”

Sethu:“Comeindad.”

Sheistoohappytoseehim,Ileadthewaytothelivingroom.

Me:“I’m goingtoretireforthenight.

Dad:“Ayize,waitplease.”

HestopsmebeforeImove.”

Dad:“Icametoseehowyoutwoaredoing.”

I’m prettysurethatmymothersenthim here,theywillpesterSethuuntilsheagreestohelp

Lebo.

NOMBULELO*



Mbusohelpsmetothelounge,mybodyisabitweak.Mam Zodwaandhismom arewatching

TV.Hismotherlookslikeshedoesn’twanttobehereanymore,shesitswithherarmsfolded

acrossherchest.Theybothturnatthesametimeasweapproachthelounge.

Me:“Ma.”

LasttimeIwaswarnedaboutthisname.

Mom:“Mmmmhh.”

That’stheresponseIget.Mbusohashisarm aroundmywaist,he’stoomuchreally.Itoldhim

thatIcanwalkbymyself.

Mbuso:“Sithere.”

There’sanemptyspacenexttohismotherandnoIwillnotbesittinghere.Iopttositonachair,

rightawayfrom monsterin-law.

Zodwa:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Me:“I’m okaynow.”

Zodwa:“You’reastrongwoman,youknowthat?”

Ismile.HowdoIanswerthat?

Mbuso:“IthinkyoushouldsitonthecouchLelo,thischairisnotcomfortable.”

Yeahbut,I’m sitting,right.

Me:“I'm fine.”

Hegrabsachairinthekitchenandsitsnexttome,hismotherisnothappyaboutthis.

Mom:“Mbusoareyougoingtositbythedoor.”

Mbuso:“It’sfinemom.”

Mom:“There’senoughspaceonthecouch.”

Shewantshersonnexttoher.

Mbuso:“Don’tworryaboutit.”

Hedismissesher.

Zodwa:“YourmothergaveuspermissiontocometoherhouseLelo.”

Me:“Oh.”

Zodwa:“Yeah,we’regoingtomorrow.”

Me:“Am Irequiredtobethere?”



Zodwa:“Yes,Ihavetocleansethewholefamilyinordertochaseawaythatshadowthat’s

followingyou.”

Mbuso:“Inthisweather?Lelocan’tgototherivermam Zodwa.”

Zodwa:“Whosaidwe’regoingtotheriver?”

He’stooforward.

Mbuso:“Isn’tthathowit’sdone?”

Zodwa:“Noteveryonedoesit,we’lldothisoneinthebush.”

Me:“Forgivehim mam Zodwa,hewatcheskasibioskop.”(Localmovies.)

Hethrowshisheadbackashelaughsatmylie.

Mbuso:“YougotmehookedonthosemoviesandnowIcan’tgetenough.”

Hisrejoinderhasmelaughinglikeanidiot,I’m stoppedbyhismother,clickinghertongue.

Zodwa:“Iseeabrightfutureforyoutwo.”

Shepredictsoutoftheblue.

Zodwa:“Yourmeetingwasnotacoincidence,itwasintendedbyGod.”

IlookatMbuso’smom,she’sreadytovomitamillioninsults.Iseethem packedonherchest,

causingariseandfall.

Zodwa:“However,youwillgothroughstorms.Ifyoustandtogether,youwillmakeittotheend.”

Shehastoburstmybubble.

Me:“Whatstorms?Willweseethem coming?”

Zodwa:“LifeisnotperfectLelo,everyonegoesthroughsomething.It’suptoyou,howyoufight

andstayawayfrom friends,especiallythatgirlyouworkwith.Shedoesn’thavegoodintentions

foryou.”

Sheneverdirectlyanswersmyquestions.

Me:“Whatdoesshewantfrom me?”

Zodwa:“Whatyouhave?”

Me:“What’sthat?Ihavenothing.”

Zodwa:“But,youhaveasupportivemanwhoiswillingtodoanythingforyou.”

Me:“Mbuso?”

Ishould’veseenthiscoming.

Mbuso:“So,shewaswantedtokillmybabyforthat?”



Hegrunts,he’sangry.Hismothercacklesathiswords.

Mom:“Yimihlola.”(Wonders.)

Noonewillpayattentiontoher.

Zodwa:“That’stheworldwelivein.”

Mbuso:“Leloisnotsafeinthathospital.”

Ihavepredictedwhathe’sthinking,I’m notleavingmyjob.

Zodwa:“ControlyourangerMbuso,itwillnothelpwithanything.”

Whatisshetalkingabout?Mbusodoesn’thaveangerissues,Iglanceathim toseethathe’sstill

wearingthatangryface.

IturntoMbuso’smom,shehasswallowedabitterpillnowasshecarriesasourface.Idon’t

careabouther,Iwillbevigilantevenwhenitcomestoher.

STYLES*

Thedoortoherbedroom islocked.

Me:“Khethuopenthedoor.”

Ibangonitandshedoesn’trespond.

Me:“OpenthedamndoorKhethu.”

Seeingthatshewillnotopen,Ikickitdowntofindherlyingonthebed.ShejumpsupasImarch

towardsher,sheshrieksandswooshespastme,scurryingtowardsthedoor.Shedoesn’tmake

itasIgrabthebackofherneckandpinheragainstthewall.

Me:“Whatthefuckisyourproblem?”

Khethu:“You’rehurtingmeStyles.”

Shemuffles.

Me:“I’m hurtingyou?”

Khethu:“Yes.”

Iputpressureonthegrip,she’sstandingwithherbodypressedagainstthewall.I’m behindher,

fumingashell.

Me:“Howisthis?Isitbetter?”

Iputmorepressureandshestiflesascream.



Khethu:“Stylesplease.”

Me:“ThisisnothingKhethu.”

Iwhisperinherearandhearhermoan.

Khethu:“It’sokayStyles,youcanhurtmeifyoulike.Aslongasyou’reherewithme.

Me:“What?”

Khethu:“Yes,Ilikeyourkindofhurt.”

Ireleasethegriponherneck,sheimmediatelyturnstofaceme.Istanddisgustedbyherwords.

Me:“You’resick.”

Khethu:“WhydidyoustopStyles?Ilovedthewayithurt.”

Shetakesmyhandandsendsitbacktoherneck,Iyankitaway.

Me:“You’resickyouknowthat?”

Whathashappenedtoher?

Khethu:“I’m notsick,I’m fightingforwhat’smine.YouaremineStyles,Itoldyouthat,tilldeath

douspart.Nowomenwilltakeyouawayfrom me.Iwillburnthatlittlegirl,Iswearnexttimeshe

comesnearyouIwillburnherinthatlittleapartmentshelivesin.”

Sheyells.

Igrabherarm andherbodywobbles.

Me:“Youstaythefuckawayfrom Sethu.Doyouhearme?”

Khethu:“No.”

Shebarksassheyanksherhandaway.

Khethu:“No,sheshouldstayawayfrom you.Whatdidyouseeinheranyway?Stylesamanlike

youhonestly,Iexpectedbetter.Not,thatshortsimpleuglygirl.Whatwasitthatattractedyouto

her?Ican’tpossiblyseewhatyousawinher?”

Me:“Shutup,don’tyoudaretalkabouther.”

Khethu:“YouknowthatI’m tellingthetruthStyles,shedoesn’tfitinyourworld.Howdoyou

introducehertoyourfriendswithoutfeelingembarrassed.Youneedawomanbyyourside,you

needme.”

Shemovescloserandwrapsherarmsaroundmytorso.

Khethu:“IknowyoustilllovemeStyles,don’tyoumissthis?Don’tmissmylipsandmy

caresses?Don’tyoumissme,makingyoufeellikearealman?”

Sheletsherhandsplayonmytorso,Iam disgustedbyhertouch.Shefuelsmewithherwords

andIneedthetanktobefullinordertogothroughwiththisandherlastquestionhitsthetarget.



Iplacemyhandonherchestandgentlyslideittoherneck.Shecloseseyesherasasmile

takesoverhermouth.

Khethu:“OhStyles,Imissed…”

Iclutchmyhandonherneck,deprivingherachancetofinishherwords.Hereyespopopen,if

theycouldfallouttheywould.ShehasafantasyandIhaveminealright,thisisthepicturethat

hasbeenflashinginmymind.Itrefusestoleavemeandtheonlywayistogiveintoit.

Khethu:“Sty…”

ShestrugglestosaymynameasIstrangleher,Iwanttoseeherbreatheherlast.Shegrabsmy

wristinanattempttopullmyhandaway,Itakepleasureinseeingherstrugglinglikethis.

Me:“TellmeyoulovethewayithurtsKhethu.Doyoustillloveit?”

Sheshakesherhead.

Me:“Yousaidyoulovethewayithurts,didn’tyou?”

Tearsfillupinhereyesasshestrugglestobreathe.Ican’tletgo,Iwanthertofeelthepain,I

wantheroutofmylife.

Me:“Howdareyouchallengeme,baby?”

HowdidIlovesuchawoman?

Me:“Don’tfightnow,letgo.LetgoKhethu.”

It’sgettingdifficultforhertobreathe,she’scoughingasshetriestocatchherbreath.

Me:“It’sokay,you’llgotoabetterplacenow.”

Tearsstridedownherface,herkneesfailherandshebeginstosinkdown.

Me:“Goodgirl,that’sit.”

Iwhisperasherfacefallsonmychest.

“Whatthehellareyoudoing?”

Dladlashoutsthemomentheentersthebedroom,hegrabsKhethufrom mewhileaimingagun

atme.Shefallsonherkneesandcoughsvigorously.

Dladla:“You’regoingtojailforthisSishi.”

IturntothedoortoseeRandallleaningagainstthedoorpost,hehasthissmirkonhisfaceand

IknowthatI’m covered.

Randall:“TakeiteasyDladla,Ithoughtwespokeaboutthistemperofyours.”

Hestatescalmly,Dladlagritshisjaw.He’spowerlessnow.

Dladla:“IwillkillyouSishi,yourdaysarenumbered.”



Me:“Okay,keepthiswomanawayfrom me.”

Iam donewiththisfamily.

Khethu:“WhataboutourbabyStyles?”

Shestrugglestospeakbut,herstubbornnesspushesthewordsoutofhermouth.

Me:“YoumeanMbongeni’sbaby?”

Hereyesbuck.

Me:“I’m notanidiotKhethu.Youwantedmarriageandkids,Ididn’t.WhenIsawthatyou

stoppedtakingyourpills,Idecidedtohaveavasectomy.Whydoyouthinkyouneverfell

pregnantinthefouryearsweweretogether?”

Hereyeswideninshockandhorror.

Khethu:“YoudeceivedmeStyles?Ithoughtsomethingwaswrongwithme.Howcanyoubeso

evil?”

Me:“Youdeceivedmefirstandbaby,twocanplaythatgame.”

Khethu:“Ihateyou.”

Shecries.

Me:“Beautiful,Ilovethis.”

Randall:“It’syourbirthdaybro.”

Hechortlesathisdeclaration.

Dladla:“Getthefuckoutofmyhouse.”

Heshouts.

Randall:“Styleslet’sgobeforetheoldmangetsaheartattack.”

Khethu:“You’regoingtopayforthisStyles.”

IknowshemeansitandIwillnotgiveherachance.

Me:“Dladla,getyourdaughtertreatedbeforeyoulosehertoinsanity.”

Dladla:“YouwillnotgetawaywiththisSishi,Ipromiseyou.”

HepullsKhethutohischestwiththesewordsasheconsolesher.

Me:“Yeah,IthinkIhave.”

IfollowRandallout,IcanhearKhethu’scriescomingfrom thebedroom.

Me:“Iknowadoctorwhocantreatherillness.”

IannouncetoRandallaswestrolltothecar.



Randall:“Thesamegirlyoualmoststrangledtodeath?Youwanttohelpher?”

Iknowwhathe’sthinkingbut,that’snotthecase.

Randall:“Whatthefuckiswrongwithyou?”

Me:“I’m partresponsibleforthestateshe’sin.Iwillgetherhelp.”

Randall:“Stayawayfrom KhethuStyles.”

Mysuggestionhasangeredhim.

Me:“That’sexactlywhatI’lldo,I’lljustrecommendsomeone.Youdidn’tseeherinthereRandall,

thethingsshewassayingtome.Sheisnotherself,sheneedshelp.”

Randall:“IgiveuponyouStyles.”

Hejumpsintothepassenger’sseat,IknowwhatI’m doing.

Me:“Sheneedstohealforherbaby,thatchildcannotsuffer.It’sinnocentinallofthis.”

Randall:“It’snotyourproblem.”

Me:“Randall,I’m onlyrecommendingadoctorthat’sall.”

Randall:“Whatthehell?WhereistheStylesIsawstranglingKhethuinthere?Youweresobent

onkillingher,whathaschangednow?”

Me:“ItoldyouRandallthat,babyisinnocent.

Heshakeshisheadindisapproval.Khethuneedstogethelp,IknowthatIshouldstayaway.All

IwantistoliveinpeacewithSethu.

Tobecontinued….
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NOBAYENI*

Therearetwopolicemenonmydoorstep,soearlyinthemorning.Peoplehavenotiming.

Me:“Dladla,theyarelookingforyou.”

Imoveawayasheambleswithaconfusedlookonhisface.

Dladla:“CanIhelpyou?”

Heshouldknowthem,theyarehisfellowofficers.

“We’renothereforyousir,wehaveanarrestwarrantforKhethukuthulaDladla.”

Khethuhearshernamethemomentshewalksinfrom herroom.

Me:“WhathaveyoudoneBridgette?”

Thischildislosinghermind.

Khethu:“What’sgoingon?”

Me:“Thesemenareheretoarrestyou.”

Hermouthdropsopen,sheglaresatthedoorwithtearsthreateningtoescapefrom hereyes.

Khethu:“Dad.”

Shesnivels.

Dladlalooksatherwhileholdingalookofdefeat,heknowswhatshedid.

Me:“Willsomeonetellmewhat’sgoingonhere?”

Dladlaturnsbacktothepolicemen.

Dladla:“Iwillbringhertothestation.”

“Wecan’tdothatsir,wehavetotakeherwithus.”

Theyinsist.

Dladla:“Dammit,IsaidIwillbringhertothestation.Whateverhappenswillbeonmywatch,I

willtakethefall.”

Me:“No,Dladlaletthesepeopledotheirjob.Khethumustaccountforheractions.”



Khethu:“Youstayoutofthis.”

Shehastheaudacitytoshoutatmeinmyhouse.

Me:“LetthesepeopleinDladla.”

Dladla:“WouldyouwaitNobayeni?”

Hebarksatme.

Khethu:“Don’tletthem takeme,daddyplease.”

Dladla:“It’sokayangel.”

Me:“YouhavespoiledthischildDladla,markmywords,youwillnotliketheendofthisstory.”

Thepolicemenwalkaway.

Me:“WhatdidyoudoBridgette?”

Dladla:“IsaidwaitNobayeni.”

Me:”Whatiswrongwithyou?Whyareyousostressedout?”

Idon’tunderstandhisdemeanour,hetakesadeepsighofdespair.

Dladla:“ThischildhasbeenthroughenoughNobayeni,giveherabreak.Ifyou’renotinterested

intakingcareofyourchildletmedoitthen,letmetakecareofmychild.”

Hetakesouthisphone.

Me:“Whoareyoucalling?”

Hedoesn’tanswer,butlistensonthephone.

Dladla:“Sir,commissionerDladlaspeaking.”

Listens>>>

Dladla:“Iknowprotocolsirbut,sheismydaughter.”

Thisistoomuch,Iwillnotbesupportingthis.

Khethuisanxiouslywaitingforhim tofinishthecallasifsheknowswhatit’sabout.

Dladla:“Iunderstandsir.”

Hesighsashehangsup

Khethu:“Dad?”

Dladla:“I’m sorrybut,youwillhavetogowiththosemen.”

Khethu:“No,dad.”

Me:“Maybeanightinjailwillknockyoubackintoyoursenses.”



Iam notstickingaroundforthis.

NTOMBI*

Me:“WhatareyoudoingPetunia?”

She’speekingthroughthewindow,Imoveclosertoseewhatshe’sengrossedon.There’sacar

atthegate,IseeLelojumpout.She’swithawoman,itmustbemam Zodwa.

Me:“Petunia,moveawayfrom there.Theywillseeyou.”

IcommandasIrushtotheroom togetMoses,Idon’ttrustJonas,hewilllockmyhusbandin

thebedroom andsayhecan’tfindthekey.

Me:“Mosesasambe.”(Let’sgo)

He’ssittingonthebedentertaininghimselfasusual.

Moses:“Siyaphi?”(Wherearewegoing?)

Me:“Tothesittingroom.”

Ipullhishand,todraghim out.

Moses:“HayiNtombiHayi.Indondaayidonswaman.”(Youdon’tdragaman.)

Hecomplainswhilepullingawayfrom me,maybeIshouldjustleavehim.

Wegettothelivingroom tofindthem sittingonthecouch.

Zodwa:“Haihai,mmmhhhmmmhhh.”(No.)

SheshakesherheadwhilefixatedonMoses,IleeratJonaswho’ssittingonthecouchbeside

Mhambi.IhaveaZombieinmyhouseandhisnameisMhambi,wearestill,notonspeaking

terms.

Lelo:“What’swrongmam Zodwa?”

Zodwa'sbodyshudders.

Zodwa:“Thismanisnotalone.”

Iknewit,Iknewshewillseeit.Let’sseeifJonas’darkmagicwillstandagainstprayer.Ipull

Mosestoaseat.

Moses:“Nombulelo?Uphumaphi?”(Wherehaveyoubeen?)

He’sonlyseeinghernow.”

Moses:“Kantiwenauyinganeenjaniengalaleli?UphumaphiNombulelo?Whyareyounot

sleepingathomeanymore?”(Whatkindofachildareyouthatdoesnotlisten.Wheredoyou



comefrom?)

Lelo:“Baba?”(Dad.)

Sheknowsthathe’snotwellbutholdsaconfusedface.

Moses:“UcabangaukuthiusukhulilemanjeNombulelo?Awulaliekhaya?”(Youthinkthatyouare

grownnow?Youdon’tsleepathome.)

Me:“Cha,Moses.Nombulelodoesn’tlivehereanymore,shemovedout.”(No.)

Moses:“Yeyi,uyamkhulumelaNtombi?”(You’retalkingforher?)

Heyells,ashepullsouthisbelt.

Lelo:“Baba?”

Sheholdsontotheconfusion.

Petunia:“Moses,youchasedyourdaughteroutofthehouse.”

Moses:“ThulaPetu,thishasnothingtodowithyou.”

HeChargesatLelowiththebeltheldhigh,Jonasstopshim.

Jonas:“Mosessitdown.”

Hedemands,hemustfixthis.

Moses:“Jonas,move.Thischildhasnomanners,Iwillteachhertoday.Uzofundaukulala

ekhayanjengabanyeabantwana.”(Youwilllearntosleepathomelikeotherchildren.)

Zodwa:“Lelo,gotothekitchenandbringaglassofwater.”

LelogetsupatZodwa’sinstructions.

Moses:“Iyaphilengane,Jonasngiyadelelwakwami.”(Whereisthischildgoing?I’m being

disrespectedinmyhouse.)

Jonasdoesnotcare.

Me:“Mosesawumeman,wehavevisitors.”(Stopit.)

Zodwa:“Whatdidyoudotothisman?Hissoulisnotatpeace.”

IleeratJonaswhoclearshisthroatinreturn.

Me:“Sisi,mynameisNtombiandthisismyhusbandMoses.Mybrotherhere.”(Sister.)

IpointatJonas,hesitsasifhedoesn’tcare.

Me:“Hedidthistomyhusband.”

Sheshakesherhead.

Zodwa:“No,thisiswrong.Whatdothedeadhavetodowiththeliving?”



Ihaven’tsaidanythingaboutNkosiyaboyet.

IpullMosesdowntoaseat,he’sleeringatthedirectionLelodisappearedto.

Zodwa:“There’saspirit,that’sbotheringthisman’ssoul.Hehastobesetfree,Goddoesn’t

wantthis.”

Iagree.

Jonas:“Ngiyaxolisasisi,kodwathisisafamilymatterithasnothingtodowithyou.”(I’m sorry

but…)

Me:“BhutiJonas?”(Brother.)

Howcanhebesorude?

Zodwa:“Iam herebecauseofafamilymatterandIcannothelpyouwithouthelpingthisman

here.”

Mhambi:“Doyouknowwhathedidtothisfamily?Wecan’tsethim free,histimehasnotcome

yet.”

Zodwa:“Whateverhedid,Godwilljudgehim.Youhavenopowerorauthoritytodecidethis

man’sfate.HeisachildofGod,sinornot.”

Me:“Iagreemam Zodwa.”

Ilovethiswoman.

Lelocomesbackwiththeglassofwater,shehandsittoZodwa.Sheplacesherpalm onthetop

andpraysoverit.

Zodwa:“Giveittohim.”

Lelobringstheglassover,ItakeitandhandittoMoses.

Me:“Take.”

Moses:“Idon’twantwaterNtombi.”

Me:“Mosesplease,justdrink.”

He’salwaysworkinghardtofrustrateme.

Zodwa:“It’sokay,don’trushhim.Hewilldrink.”

Hebetterdrinkit.

Zodwa:“Beforewestart,IwanttoknowifyouagreethatIprayoveryourhouse.”

Me:“Yes.”

HowcanInot?



STYLES*

I’m onthewaytoSethu’splacewhiletalkingtoRandallonthephone.Hetellsmethathis

motherissendingChiomaback,apparentlyshesaysshecanhandleherchildanddoesnot

needhelp.Idon’tknowwhyRandall’sfamilyislikethis,it’sagoodthinghesawtheirtoxicity

andflee.

Randall:“Inaway,I’m gladbecauseLiyanaisahandfullandAmaraneedshelp.”

Me:“Thatlittlegirlisadiva.”

Randall:“Don’tletherhearyousaythat,shewillfightyou.”

HeSniggers

Me:“IwasthinkingthatIcanintroduceSethutoAmara.”

Idon’tknowifhewillliketheidea.

Randall:“Areweplayingmatchmakernow?”

Me:“Funny,don’tyouthinksheneedsafriend?NooffenceRandall,therearethingsthatshe

can’ttellyouasaguy.”

Randall:“IknowandIwasthinking,sinceMkhizeisbusyfightingwithhisbrothers.It’ssafefor

hertogooutandabout.”

Mythoughtstoo.

Me:“You’reright,besidesSegunisactuallyafteryouandnother.Ruthislivingherbestlifewith

Nkomo.”

HeSniggers.

Randall:“So,Nkomoisin.”

Me:“He’sin.”

Randall:“Heshouldbringthisonehome.”

Me:“Itrusthim todoso.”

Thesecurityguardknowsmebynowsoheopensthegateforme,Ipullup.

Me:“Ihavetogo,I’lltalktoyoulater.”

Randall:“HowaboutyoubringSethuoverforlunch,I’llcook.”

Somethingiswrongwithmyphone.

Me:“MyphoneislosingsignalRandy,canyourepeatwhatyousaid.”



Randall:“IsaidbringSethuoverforlunch,I’llcook.”

Themancannotboilwater,Idoubtheknowshowtoopenapot.

Me:“So,Iheardright.”

ThisisthefunniestthingIhaveeverheard.

Randall:“You’dbesurprisedStyles.”

HeprotestsasIstruggletocontrolmyself.

Me:“It’s2020anyway,strangethingshavebeenhappening.”

Helaughs.

Randall:“Iwillpretendyoudidnotsaythat,bringthatgirlover.”

Me:“I’lltalktoher,Ihavetogo.”

IneverthoughtIwouldseethedaywhenRandallwouldputamealtogether.

IhopeSethuwillwelcomemewithopenarms,IrefusetoletkhethudestroywhatI’m tryingto

build.

Iwaitforhertoopenthedoor,myheartisthrowingtantrumstoday.ThisishownervousIam.

MyhoperisesasIhearfootstepstreadtowardthedoor,theexcitementtoseeherfacegrows.

Itallcomescrushingdownasherfatherstandsbeforeme,Iwillnotexpectawarm welcome

from him.

Dad:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Hegrimacesatme.

Me:“Goodmorningsir.”

Heinspectshiswristswatch.

Dad:“It’safter12pm.”

LikeIdidn’tknow.

Me:“Gooddaysir.”

Heblanklyignoresme.

Me:“MayIpleaseseeSethu?”

Dad:“No.”

That’sit,he’snotsayinganythingmore.Icanbestubborntoo.

Me:“Withallduerespectsir…”

Dad:“Notwithmeboy,youwillnotdisrespectme.”



Hegrunts,Randallwasrightabouttheseoldpeopleandtheirangerissues.IfonlyIcouldcatch

aglimpseofSethuinthehouse.

Me:“Sorry.”

Dad:“Whoareyou?”

Me:“I’m Sethu’sfriendsir.”

Dad:“That’snotwhatI’m asking,whereareyoufrom andwhereareyourparents?Didn’tyour

fatherteachyoumanners?Isthiswhatyoudoinyourfather’shouse,disrespectingelders?”

Hishostilitytowardsmeisunderstandablebut,tobringmyfatherintothis.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhichquestiontoanswerfirst,maybeyoushouldchoose.”

Ifhewasn’tSethu’sfatherIwouldputhim inhisplace,myretortputsafrownonhisface.

Dad:“Youhavenomannersboy,youlackrespect.Howdareyoustandtallbeforeme?Areyou

tryingtointimidateme?”

Hegrowls.

“Iftheshoefitsdad,gqoka.”(Wearit.)

Ididn’texpectthis,Ayizepushesthroughthedoor.

Ayize:“Mr.S.”

Shegreetswithasmile,Inod.I’m notsureiftalkingtoherwouldbeideal,herfatherisaraging

lionandhe’sreadytoattack.

Dad:“Ayizegobackinside.”

Hecommands,herposturesaysshe’snotgoinganywhere.

Ayize:“I’m notleavingMr.Salone.Iheardyourlittleconversation,youwererudetohim dad.

Sethuistakingabath,Mr.S,youcancomeinandwaitforher.”

Thiswouldbeveryinappropriate.

Me:“That’salright,I’llwaitinthecar.”

Ayize:“Okay,I’llmakesureshecomestoyou.”

Shestealsaglanceatherfather,heclickshistonguebeforedashingbackinside.

Ayize:“Myfatherisgettingold,forgivehim.”

Shejustifieshisrudeness.

Me:“HowisSethu?”

Ayize:“Ithinkshe’sokay,Ican’tsay.Sethuknowshowtohideherpainwell.”



Iknow.

Me:“Ineedtoseeher.”

Ayize:“I’lldraghertoyou,myself.”

Herstatementhasmelaughing.

Me:“Hey,begently.”

Ayize:“Ifanyoneneedsdraggingit’sher.”

Shelaughsbeforetakingupaseriousmien.

Ayize:“Please,don’thurtmysisterMr.S.Shehasbeenthroughsomuchinherlife.It’sabout

timeshelives.”

Me:“Iwouldneverdream ofhurtingher.”

Sheleansagainstthegateasshegivesmealookofworry.

Ayize:“Sethuisfragile,shewasneverlikethat.Lifebrokeherdownandleftherwithinsecurities.

Pleasebepatientwithher,I’m tellingyouthisbecauseyoucareabouther.”

Shedeclaresandreveals.Iunderstandherfears,andwhyshewouldwanthersistersafeand

loved.

“Babayoucan’tdothat.”

Sethu’sloudvoiceechoesfrom inside.

NKOMO*

Ruthisatherusualspot,she’sreadingabook.Hereyesshootupandinstantlyfallonme,she

smiles.

Ruth:“AreyoustalkingmeSboniso?”

Shekeepsthesmile.

Me:“Yousaidmyname?”

Ruth:“I’vebeenpractising.”

Shereveals.

Me:“I’m flattered,youwerethinkingaboutme.”

Mystatementcauseshertosnicker.

Ruth:“Ididn’tsaythat.”



Me:“You’renotdenyingiteither,ifitmakesanydifference.Icouldn’tgetyououtofmymind.”

Whosaidblackpeopledon’tblush?Thiswomanisflushed.Ifshewerelighter,hercheekswould

haveturnedpink.Ithinkmyjobhereisdone.

Me:“MayI?”

Ipointataseat.

Ruth:“You’rehereso,youmightaswell.”

Me:“Whatareyoureading?”

Shebashfullyflipsthepages.

Ruth:“NoraRoberts.”

Me:“ShouldIknowher?”

Hereyessparkle.

Ruth:“Ifyoulovereadingthenyoumusthaveheardofher,she’soneofNewYorktimes,

bestsellingauthor.”

Iseeabitofpassioninherwords.

Me:“I’m notreallyintofiction.”

Ruth:“Youshouldtryit.Doyouliketravelling?”

Stylesshouldseemenow.

Me:“DragmetoaroadtripandIwilllistentoyourfictionstories.”

Shelaughslikealittlekid.

Ruth:“Well,readingisliketravelling.Everycharactertakesyouontheirpersonaljourneyandyou

getfrontrowseatsofthedaysoftheirlives.”

Sheexplainsasifit’sallshe’severknown.

Me:“You’repassionateaboutthishey?”

Shenods.

Me:“Now,Iknowwhattogetyouforyourbirthday.”

Ruth:“Comeon.”

She’sfreearoundmenow.

Me:“Unlessyou’rethediamondsandpearlstypeofgirl.”

Ruth:“Agirl’sbestfriend.”

Jackpot!!!Thesooner,thebetter.



Me:“Good,twothingstogetyouforyourbirthday.Whenisyourbirthdayagain?”

Ruth:“Iwillleavethattoyoutofigureitout.”

Fairenough.

Me:“Howwildareyou?”

Ruth:“Excuseme?”

Shegulps.

Me:“Areyouthe‘hecklet’sdoit,tomorrowwillseeitself’ortheletmesleepitover,type?”

Ruth:“Spurofthemoment.”

JustwhatIthought.

Me:“Okay,truthordare.”

Ruth:“Areyouserious?”

Deadserious.

Me:“Comeon,intrigueme.Truthordare?”

shesighs.

Ruth:“I’m goingtoregretthis.Dare.”

Me:“Idareyoutocomewithme.”

Ruth:“Wherearewegoing?”

Me:“Heythat’snotpartofthegame.”

Ruth:“Idon’tknowyouthatmuchtofollowyou.”

Me:“It’sunderstandable,you’recautious.Howaboutyoutakemynumberplates,contactdetails.

I’lladdaselfieifyoulikeandsendittoyournextofkin.”

Shestaresforawhile,she’smullingoverit.

Ruth:“Spurofthemoment?”

Me:“Shallwe?”

Irise,extendmyhandtoher,shetakesitasshegetsup.

Thisjourneywillmakeorbreakthismission.

Tobecontinued…





BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

115*

NTOMBI*

Jonas:“Ntombi,canIspeaktoyouinprivate.”

Whatdoeshewantnow?Wehavenotbegunwiththeprayersandalreadymybrotheris

unsettled.

Me:“Bhuti,Ican’t.Youcanseethatwehaveavisitor.”

Idon'twanttowasteanymoreofZodwa'stime.

Jonas:“I’m notanidiot.”

Heretorts,rudely.

Zodwa:“Iwillwait.”

Idon’thavetime,Iwanttogetmyhusbandtreated.

Zodwa:“Youtwocangoahead.”

Jonasisthefirsttogetup.Hewalksoutsidethroughthekitchendoor,thismustbeimportant.

Me:“What’swrong?”

“Youcan’thaveMosesprayedfor.”

Mhambi’svoicesoundsfrom behindme,Ididn’tseehim followingus.

Me:“IcanandIwill.”

Jonas:“Therewasaclausethatcamewiththisagreement,Mosescan’tgettreateduntilAmara

isbackhome.”

Me:“Yes,everyoneknowsthat.”

Mhambi:“ThisisnotwitchcraftNtombi,Jonascalledupontheancestors.”

Me:“So?TheyareinferiortoGod,there’shopeforMoses,Mhambi.Didyoutwobringmehereto

getmetochangemymind?”

Jonas:“Ntombi,ifthatwomanisaspowerfulasyouthinkandshemanagestosaveMoses.I

hopetoGodthatherepentsbecauseifhedoesn’t,hestillremainsunprotectedandtheywill

comeback.Aslongastheirdaughterisnothomeyet.”



Me:“Whatdoyoumeanbhuti?You’renotmakingsense.”(Brother.)

Jonas:“Yes,Mosescanbedeliveredfrom thiscurse.Thisdoesn’tmeanthatIcan’tsenditback

tohim.I’m deadseriousNtombi,Iwantmychildhomeandnothingwillstopmefrom getting

herbackhome.”

Istillcan’tseehispoint.

Mhambi:“Youcanhaveyourhusbandprayedforbut,alsomakesurethatherepentsNtombi

becausewhenZulucomesback,itwillnotbeanicescene.Doyouknowthatscripture?Whena

spiritcomesbackandfindsthehousestillemptyitsays‘I’llgobacktomyhouse,theoneIleft.’

Dwelluponthat,weallknowthatMosesisnotasaint.”

Theyareonlytryingtoscareme.

Me:“Iwilltakemychances.”

Jonas:“Fine,Isurehopeyouwon’tlivetoregretthis.”

Me:“Iwillprayformyhusband.”

“Zodwaisgettingrestless.”

Petuniastates,Jonasgivesmeadissatisfiedglare.Idon’tcareanymore.

IcomebacktofindMashotosittingnexttoMoses,Jonashadsenthertotheshopjustsowe

havesomeprivacy.Now,she’scurledupnexttoMosesasifshe'spartofthefamily.

Me:“Andthenwena?”(You.)

Mashoto:“What?”

Petunia:“Ihopeyou’renotabouttofightherinfrontoftheguestNtombi.”

WhenwillPetunialearnthatheropiniondoesnotmatterinthishouse?

Me:“Petunia,don’tboremeplease.”

Lelo:“Mom,whoisthiswoman?”

Mashoto:“I’m Moses’secondwife.”

Shereplies,proudly.

Lelo:“What?”

Iknow,Iwasshockedtoo.

Lelo:“Mom,dadhasasecondwife?”

Shecan’tprocessit.

Me:“YesNombulelo,youcanseeher.”

Mashoto:“AndI’m expectinghisbaby.”



Shehisses,I’m prayingthatZodwacatchesherout.IdoubtthatthebabybelongstoMosesorif

she’spregnantatall.

Lelo:“Howdidthishappen?”

Nombuleloistoofragile,I’m shockedaswellbut,youdon’tseemecrying.

Me:“We’lltalkaboutthislater,canwebeginplease.Mashoto,sicelausidedele."(excuseus.)

Mashoto:“Ishouldbehereaswell,sinceI’m carryingMoses’child.”

TheMosesshespeaksof,hasn’tsaidathingsincehedrankthewater.

Zodwa:“Letherbe.Weshallbeginnow.Ineedeveryonetokneelsowecanpray.”

Asperherbehest,wegodownonourknees.Zodwapraysintongues,Iopenmyeyestofind

JonasandMhambisittingonthecouch.HowdidImissthat?Ithoughteveryonewasontheir

knees.Jonasshakeshisheadthemomentoureyesmeet,Zodwastandsonherfeetand

gesturesthatwedothesame.ThistimeMhambiandJonascooperate.

Zodwa:“I’m goingtowalkaroundthehouseseventimeswhilepraying.Everyoneshouldfollow

aftermeinagreement.

WefollowZodwabehindwhilesheenterseachroom inprayer,Ihaven’tseenMosesthiscalm

inawhile.It’salmostrefreshing.

Zodwa:“There’ssomethinghere.”

We’reinLelo’sbedroom,theonePetuniaandMhambishare.Zodwaispointingatthetiledfloor

inthemiddleoftheroom.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Zodwa:“Aknife,it’scementedonthetileswiththeedgeofitfacingup.”

Idon’tseeanythingandI’m prettysurethatI’m nottheonlyone.

Lelo:“Thisismyoldroom.”

Zodwa:“Yes,you’rethetargetremember.Todestroyyourmother,theywentthroughyou.”

Lelo:“Howdoweremoveitmam Zodwa.”

Zodwa:“Ithastobedugout.”

Me:“But,wecan’tseeit.”

Zodwa:“Iknow,I’lldoit.Canyoubreakthetileforme,thenI’lltakeitfrom here.”

HerrequestisforJonas,he’snotkeenbut,he’sgoingtodoitanyway.

SETHU*



Myfathercannotdothistome,nothim.Theonepersonwhoismeanttokeepmesafe,thisis

betrayal.Thisrevelationleavesmykneesweakandthrowsmeonthecouchastearsstream

downmycheeks.

Dad:“Sethu,youwerenotsupposedtoseethat,Iwasgoingtotellyoumyself.”

Hethinksthatmakesitbetter?

“Sethu?”

Ayize'svoicemeetsmebeforeshereachesthelivingroom.

Ayize:“Whathappened?”

She’snexttomeinajiffy.Ilook,toseeStyles,he’sstandingatadistance.Hehasquestionstoo,

it’swrittenonhisface.

Me:“Ican’tgothroughthisagainAyize.”

Ayize:“Gothroughwhat?”

Herangerrevealsitselfthroughhereyes,Stylestakesafewstepscloser.

Dad:“Sethu,mychild…”

Ayize:“Whatdidyoudotoher?”

Dad:“Ididn’tdoanything.”

Styles:“Sethu,whathappened?”

He’sgettingclosertome,ifmyfatherwasnothere,Styleswouldbestandingrightnexttome.

Dad:“Whatareyoustilldoinghere?”

Hegrowlsathim.Stylesignoreshim,hiseyesareonme.Hewon’tmoveuntilheknowswhat

theproblem is.

Me:“Ntokozoisout.”

Ittakeseverythinginmetogetthesewordsout,I’m gawkingatStylesashisfacechangesat

myannouncement.

Ayize:“What?Wholethim out?”

Ishakemyhead,myfatherbetterstartexplaining.

Me:“Askhim,he’stheonewhohasbeentalkingtohim.”

Ayize:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Me:“Hisphonehadbeenringing,soIansweredit.OnlytohearNtokozo’svoice,sayingthe

moneyhasbeentransferredintodad’saccount.”



Ayize:“Whatmoney?”

Dad:“ThisiswhyIcamehere,Iwantedtotellyougirlsinperson.”

Ayize:“Telluswhatdad?”

HeleersatStyles.

Dad:“Leaveus.”

Hecommands,that’swhathedoesanyway.

Styles:“Sethu?”

He’slookingforassurance,Idon’twanthim togobut,myfather’swordshouldstand.

Ayize:“He’snotleavingdad,telluswhyNtokozoiscallingyou.”

Sheshoutsathim,Idon’twantthem tofightagain.

Me:“Ntokozo’sfatherisgoingtopayforLebo’slawyer.”

Ayize:“Noway.”

Me:“There’smore,hewantstocomeandapologiseforwhathedidtome.”

Ayize:“Letmeguess,theyagreed?”

Dad:“Theywanttomakepeace,Ntonkozoisremorsefulforwhathedid.”

Ayize:“Remorsefulmyfoot,thatmanisevil.”

Dad:“Hehasservedhistime…”

Howcanhesaythat?

Me:“Areyoukiddingme?Hebarelyspenttwoyearsinprison.”

Hisstatementforcesmetoyellathim,thisisthesamepersonwhowantedmetostayaway

from menbecauseofwhatNtokozodidtome.Nowhewantstoaccepttheirapology.

Ayize:“It’snotgoingtohappenSethu,ifthosepeopledareshowtheirfaces.Iwillkillthem.”

She’salsoyelling,shehatesthem asmuch.

Dad:“It’snotuptoyouAyize,theyarecomingtoapologizetothefamily.”

Ican’thearthis,notfrom him.Whathashappenedtomyparents?Whyaretheyso

overprotectiveofLebo?

Me:“Iwon’tforgivehim,Iwillneverforgivehim.”

Myemotionsswampme,thisbringsbackallthememories,thepainfulwordsthatkilledmysoul.

Theabuseandtherape.

Styles:“Comewithme.”



Hetakesmyhand,IwipemytearsasItakeasteptofollowhim.Thegriponourhandsis

brokenbyahardforcethatpushesthrough.Myfatherisonestubbornman,Idon'tknowwhyhe

thinkshecandoanythinghewantswithmylife.

Dad:“You’renottakingmydaughteranywherewithyou.”

HewantstofightStyles.

Styles:“Idon’trememberaskingforyourpermission.”

Heretorts.

Dad:“Youwillnottalktomelikethatboy,youhavenosayinthisfamily.Whatrightdoyouthink

youhaveoverSethu?”

Ayize:“Yoh,lobaba.”(Thisman.)

Shecomplains.

Styles:“Idon’tknowwhat’shappeninginthisfamilybut,IknowthatIwillnotletthatmanget

anywherenearSethu.”

Dad:“Isthatathreat.”

Hewillneverstop.

Me:“Dadstop,mustyoumesseverythingup?Iam tiredofthebickering,I’m tiredofyouand

mom alwaysputtingLebobeforeme.Youneverconsidermyfeelings.”

Dad:“That’snottrueSethu,weloveyou.”

Me:“Then,whyareyoubringingthatevilmanbackintomylife,youknowwhathedidtome.He

destroyedme,dad.Hetookmylifefrom me.”

Ayize:“Sethu.”

Shetriestoconsoleme.

Me:“HeputmeinacomaandIwokeupinavegetativestate,rememberdad?Rememberhow

longittookformetorecover?Icouldn’tspeak,eatorwalk.Icontemplatedsuicideanumberof

times,wakingupeverymorningwastortureforme.IaskedGodtotakemylifeeverynightI

wenttobed,andwouldfightwithhim inthemorning.Ihatedmyself,Ihatedtheworldand

everythingaroundme.”

Ayize:“Sethu,that’senough.Don’tdothistoyourself.”

Shewipesmytears.

Me:“Tellhim Ayize,tellhim nottobringthosepeoplehere.”

Mytearsareuncontrollablenow,I’m snivelling.IneedmyfathertoknowthatIhavenothealed

yet,thewoundisstillfresh.Stylesdoesn’tknowwhattodo,he’sstandingwithhishandsacross

hischestandafurrowedbrow.



Dad:“I’m sorrymychild,Iknowhowyoufeel.”

Thatisalie.”

Dad:“Butthatdoesthatmean,wehavetoturnagainstourfamilySethu?You’readevoted

Christian,youknowthebiblespeaksaboutforgivenessand…”

Styles:“Holditrighttheresir,youwillnotdothat.Donotthrowthatinherface.Youwalkaround

proudmeanwhile,youfailtokeepyourdaughterssafe.”

Dad:“Whothefuckareyoutoquestionme?”

Styles:“I’m themanwhowillprotectthesewomenfrom youandyourwife.”

Dad:“Uzolimalamfanawami,bhekaindabazakho.”(Youwillgethurtboy,mindyourbusiness)

Styles:“Thisismybusiness,Sethuismybusiness.”

Dad:“She’smydaughter,youhavenosayoverherorthisfamily.”

HebarksatStylesastheystandheadtohead.

Styles:“That’snotuptoyounow,isit?Youfailedtoprotectyourdaughters.You'rehalfaman,

wholivestopleaseotherpeopleattheexpenseofhischildren.”

Dadpuncheshim acrosstheface.

Me:“Styles.”

Isprinttostandbeforethem.Youdon’tinsultmyfather,hedoesn’tletitgo.He’susedto

disciplininghisstudents.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Iinspecthisfacebut,heswooshespastmeandstandsbeforemyfather,Ithinkhewantsto

fightback.Hisfacialexpressionsaysso,Stylesbettercontrolhimself.

Dad:“Youwanttofightmeboy,bringiton.”

Myfatheristoooldforthis.

Styles:“I’m notgoingtofightyousirbut,IwillfightforSethu.Iwillnotletyouabuseher,tellthat

toyourwifeaswell.Itseemsshe’stheonewhowearsthepantsinthathouse.”

Dadgrabsthecollarofhisshirtandtriestopushhim but,Stylesdoesn’tmove.Howdoesanold

manfightsomeonewhoishalfhisage?

Me:“Stopitdad.”

ItrytobreakhisholdonanimperviousStyles,heeventuallyletshim go.IrespectStylesfornot

tryingtofightmyfatherback.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?Whyareyoufightinghim?Hedidn’tdoanything.”

IwanttoknowwhyhefeelsdefensivetowardsStyles,placingthedotstogether,hasputmein



aninadequatestate.

I’m standingnexttoStylesashetakesmyhand.Theangeronmyfather’sfaceintensifies,Ican

feelthesharpnessoftheinscrutableglarehe’sgivingStyles.Hehuffsbeforestridingtowards

theexitdoor.

Me:“Dadwait.”

Ishoutandchargeafterhim whilelettinggoofStyles’hand,hegrabsitbeforeIcouldgettomy

father.

Me:“No,pleasetellhim nottobringthosepeople.Ayizetellhim,please.”

I’m crying,Iwanttostopbut,Ican’t.

Ayize:“Iwon’tlethim doitSethu.”

Sheassuresmebut,Iknowmyfather.

Styles:“Sethu,it’sokay.Youdon’thavetoseethem again.”

Heclaspshisarmsaroundme,usuallythishelps.Itmakesmefeelbetter,rightnownothingcan

removethispain.Whatmyfather'sdoingisworsethanwhatNtokozodidtome.

AMARA*

IflinchasIfeelasnugencirclementonmywaistfrom behind.I’m compelledtodropthedishin

thesink,Randallisnorm tosneakinguponme.Normalpeopleannouncetheirarrivalbythe

soundoftheirfootsteps,awhistle,asnifforhumming.Itcouldbethatmymindtendsto

wonder,pullingmealongtoitsvoyage.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Hepusheshishandundermygarmentandbeginstodrawcirclesonmystomachwhile,

nibblingmyneck.

Randall:“Ilovethispartrighthere.”

Hegentlygrabsthefatonmybelly,Ishouldbeoffended.Anygirlwould,hemightaswellsay

theword.

Me:“Don’tdothat.”

Randall:“Why?Iloveit.”

Hecontinues.

Randall:“Doyouthinkthere’sababyinthere,yet?”

That’sit,Imoveawayfrom him.Hewearsalongfacewhilegazingatme.



Randall:“DidIsaysomethingwrong?”

Hedoesn’tgetit.

Me:“Besidescallingmefat,no.”

Randall:“WhendidIdothat?”

He’samanafterall.

Me:“Ithoughtyouwerewarnedtostayawayfrom thekitchen.”

Iremindhim ofLiyana’sinstructions.

Randall:“Iwillnottakeordersfrom alittlepersonwhocan’treachtheplatesonthestove.”

Hehasmeamusedwithhisreturn.

Me:“Shemakesanhonestcritique,soheropinionmatters.”

Igobacktowashingthedishes.

Randall:“Speakingoffood.”

Heleansagainstthecounterashepreparestosharehisthoughts.

Randall:“Stylesiscomingoverforlunch.”

Me:“That’sgreat,shouldIpreparesomethingspecific?”

Heshakeshishead.

Randall:“I’llmakesomething.”

Me:“Isthisyoutalkingoryourstubbornness?”

Hechortles.

Randall:“I’m learning,giveamansomecredit.”

Me:“Idon’tmindyoupracticingyourlessonsonme,nottheguests.”

Hesimpersandthelookonhisfacetellsmewhathe’sthinking.

Randall:“IknowsomethingIcanpractiseonyou.”

Heslidesbehindme,surroundshisarmsonmywaist,closingmeinonhisembrace.

Me:“Areyougoingtowashthesedishes?”

Iprobeduetothekisseshe’splantingonmyneck.

Randall:“Forgetthedishes,howaboutwegotothebedroom and…”

He’swhisperinginmyearandIam temptedbut…

Me:“No,I’m notinthemood.”



Icuthim offandheignoresmeashecontinueswithhisexcursion,hishandsbegintowonder

undermyapparel.Iknowwherehe’sgoingwiththis.

Me:“Mustyoualwaysthinkaboutsex?”

I’m losingmybreathhere.

Randall:“It’snotalwaysandit’snotmyfaultthat,Ican’tgetenoughofyou.”

Heundertonesinmyear,Iwishhedidn’tknowmyweakness.

“Sir.”

Ijerkfrom hisholdatthemalevoicebehindus,I’m tooembarrassedtoshowmyface.Randall

gruntsandgraduallyturns.

Randall:“Whatisit?”

Thetoneofhisvoicespeaksofhisfrustrations.

“I’m sorry,there’samanoutsideandhe’sbadlyinjured.Hesayshe’syourbrother.”

Theannouncementimpelsmetoswivelonmyfeet.

Randall:“Raven.”

Hegaspsandtakesoffinaflash,Itailafterhim.Whatcould’vehappenedtoRaven?

NKOMO*

I’m followingmyinstincts,Stylessaid‘dowhateveryoucantomakeherfallforyou’Idon’tknow

ifthiswillwork.Icanonlyhope.

Thisisanunplannedroadtrip,we’reonthehighwayandRuthhastrustedmesofarasshe

hasn’tquestionedwhereI’m takingher.

Me:“Areyoustillokayndlovukazi.”(Queen.)

Thisisonetitlethatgetsherblushing.

Ruth:“Iam.”

Me:“Areyounotgoingtoaskwherewe’regoing?”

Ruth:“I’llletyousurpriseme.”

Nice.

Me:“I’m honouredthatyoutrustmealready.”

Shelaughs.



Ruth:“Don’tgetittwisted,Idon’ttrustyou.TheonlyreasonI’m thiscalmlyisbecauseIsent

yourpictureandcontactstoeveryoneIknow.Ifanythinghappenstomethen,youareindeep

shit.”

Me:“Wise,I’m impressed.Beautyandbrains.”

Iscoreapointwiththisstatementasshebashfullytwitters.

Ruth:“Areyoualwayslikethis?”

Me:“Talkative?Notreally,myfamilysaysI’m thequietoneofthebunch.”

Ruth:“Nottalkative,charming?”

Okay…Twopointsforme.

Me:“YouthinkI’m charming?”

Anotherlaughpuffsoutofhermouth.

Ruth:“You’realwaysputtingwordsinmymouthSboniso.”

Me:“IonlyrepeatwhatIhearnkosazana.”(Mylady.)

Ruth:“Thistellsmethatyou’retooconfident.”

Me:“Wouldthatbeabadthing?”

Ruth:“No,it’sattractiveactuallyandIdon’tmeanthatyou’reattractive.It’syourconfidence.”

Sherephraseswithexcitementinhertone.

Me:“I’lltakethat.”

Ruth:“Youhaveto,that’sallI’m giving.”

Ithinkshe’shintingsomething.Youneverknowwiththiswoman.

Me:“Mepewo,Ruth.”(Ilikeyou,Ruth.)

Silencetakesthestageinthismoment,thishastomeltthatheartofhers.

Ruth:“YouspeakAkan?”

Me:“I’vebeenpractising,there’sacertainladyIwantedtoimpress.Shehadmeupallnight,

learningherlanguage.”

Ruth:“YouaresomethingSboniso.”

Checkmate.

Tobecontinued…





BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

116*

MBUSO*

I’m assistingattheSebokenghospitaltoday,it’sabusydayandI’m strugglingtoconcentrate,

Leloisonmymind.Everythingshouldgowelltoday,soourlivescanfinallybegin.

IseeBrendadashoutofNamhla’soffice,she’scryingandheadedmyway.Sheseesmeand

stops.

Me:“Whyareyoucrying?”

Brenda:“NothingdoctorXaba.”

Me:“Itdoesn’tlooklikenothingtome.IsitNamhla?”

Brenda:“No.”

Nowthatshe’sstandinginfrontofme.

Me:“WhatdoyouwantwithLelo?”

Thunderstruck,shegaspsunderherbreath.

Me:“Well?”

She’satalossforwords.

Brenda:“Idon’tunderstandyourquestiondoctor.”

Me:“Letmemakeitclearforyou.WhatdidyouputinLelo’sfoodyesterday?”

Shametakesoverherfaceandithasherdroppinghergaze.

Me:“IaskedyouaquestionBrenda.”

Brenda:“No…Ididn’tpoisonLelo’sfood.She’smyfriend.”

Shestumers.

Me:“Cutthecrap,Lelofellillaftereatingthefoodyougaveher.”

Sheshakesherhead,denyingmyallegations.

Brenda:“DoctorXaba,Idon’tknowwhatshetoldyoubut,Iwouldneverdothattoher.Ihave

beennothingbut,agoodfriend.”

Althoughshe’sdenyingit,Icanseethetruthinherponderingeyes.



Me:“Idon’tcare,Iwantyoutostayawayfrom her.ImeanitBrenda,keepyourdistancefrom

Lelo.”

NamhlastepsoutofherofficejustasIreprimandBrenda,shealmostrushesbackandchanges

hersteps.

Namhla:“Mbuso?”

Brenda:“Excuseme.”

Shescuttlesaway,IleeratNamhla.

Me:“Whatdidyoutoher?”

Namhla:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Me:“Sherushedoutofyourofficeintears.”

Namhla:“Youknowhowincompetentthesepeoplecanbe.”

Shebrushesitoff.

Namhla:“Ihaven’tseenmuchofyoutoday.Howareyou?”

Iglanceatherhandthatlightlybrushesdownmyarm.

Namhla:“WhenlastdidIseeyouinthiswhitecoat?”

IfI’m notwrong,Namhlaisactingweird.Herhandsareallovermeandshe’sstandingtooclose

forcomfort.

Me:“Ihaveto.”

Irustlepasther.

RANDALL*

TheguardassistsinbringingRavenintothehouse,he’sbadlyinjured.Someonebeathim toa

pulp.

Me:“Let’sputhim onthecouch.”

Hegroansasheliesdownonhisback,Amaraistryinghardnottostareathisfacebuthereyes

keepdivertingtoit.Hiseyesareswollenover,hecan’tpossiblyseeathingfrom them anditwill

takeawhileforthem torecover.Scarletblooddripsfrom acutonhisforehead.Bloodyspit

droolsfrom hisfloppyjaws.Hisclothesareablood-spatteredmess,groansofpainescape

from hismouthoccasionally.

Raven:“Ran…”

Hetriestospeak,hissplitlipsfailatthefirstsyllable.



Me:“Whodidthistoyou?”

Hewincesinpain,wrapshisarmsaroundhisgutsliketheyareabouttofallout.

Amara:“Weshouldcallanambulance.”

Ishakemyheadtohersuggestion,thiscouldbeacriminalcase.

Raven:“I’m…sorry…”

Hisbloodiedmouthfightswithhiswords,Igivehim achancetospeak.Ihavetoknowwhodid

thistomybrother.

Amara:“Randall…”

Me:“WaitAmara.”

Raven:“Iwas…trapped.”

Me:“Bywho?”

Raven:“Father.”

Thewordsluggishlyslipsout,itcrasheseverythingIeversharedwiththatman.

Me:“Areyousure?”

Hisnodaffirmsit.

Me:“HowdidyougethereRaven?”

Hecouldn’thavedriveninsuchastate.

Raven:“Taxi…”

Seguniscapableofanything,ifhecouldsacrificehisdaughter.Whatmorecouldhepossiblydo

tohisstepson.IneedtoaskmotherabouttheOkoliecurse,Ihavetotakemattersintomyown

hands.

NOMBULELO*

Lookingatmymother,Inowrealizethatthereissomethingdifferentabouther.Thewayshe

watchesmyfather’smovements,isasifhe’satoddlerwho’stakinghisfirststepsandshe’s

afraidthathemightfallandbreakatooth.

Shelooksathim likehe’stheonlyoneintheroom,Ican’tgraspifit’sthefearoflosinghim or

sheloveshim thismuch.

Idon’tknowhertobethiswaythough,whenIlivedhere,theywereyourordinarycouple.I

rememberthedayshesmashedabottleofbeeronhishead,shewasonlyworriedaboutherself.

Now,he’sallthatshesees.



“Lelo.”

Iswitchbacktothelivingareaatmyuncle’sgentlevoice.

Me:“UncleJonas?”

Jonas:“Zodwasaysit’stimetogotothebush,Iwilldriveyouthere.MhambiandPetuniawill

staybehindwithMashoto.Thecleansingisonlyforthethreeofyou.”

Moses:“Uzuluuthiangihambi.”(ZulusaysthatIshouldn’tgo.)

Myfatherdeclares,hesoundsterrified.

Me:“WhoisZulu?”

Noonelooksatme,maybeit’sirrelevant.

Moses:“NTOMBI!!!”

Hescreams.

Moses:“Uthi,angihambiuZulu.”(ZulusaysthatIshouldn’tgo.)

Ntombi:“Moses,stop.”

Shechastiseshim likeachild.

Me:“WhoisZulumom?Whyismyfatherscreaming?”

IleeratZodwa,sheshakesherhead.ThisisnotherplaceandIknowthatshewillnotsaya

word.

Moses:“Kulungile,kulungile.Angekengihambe.”(It’sfine,Iwillnotgo.”

He’scrying.

Whyismyfathercrying?Noonewantstotellmewhat’swrongwithhim.

Me:“Mom.”

Thereisasecretlurkinginthecornersofthishouse,eachandeveryfaceinthisroom knows

whatitis.Myfatherburieshisfaceinhishandsandsobslikeachild,Ican’tstandthis.Igetup

thesametimeasZodwa,sheplacesherhandonhisheadandprayssoftly.Ican’thearthe

exactwords,thenameJesusisaudiblethough.

Isitbesidemyfather,wrapmyarmsaroundhim.

Me:“It’sokaydad,youwillbeokay.”

Zodwa:“Thesoulthat’sfollowingMoses,isangry.Hesayshewillnotdepartfrom him untilhe

bringsbackwhathetookfrom him.”

Gatheringherwordstogether,Igraspthatmyfatherishaunted.

Jonas:“Kunjalo.”(Itisso.)



Mhambi:“Andwewouldappreciateitifyouleavethingsthewaytheyare.Fixwhatyoucame

heretofixandleaveMosesalone.”

Whywouldhesaythat?Thisismyfather.

Me:“Malume,don’tsaythatplease.Ifthere’saspirittormentingmyfather,thenheneeds

deliverance.”(Uncle.)

Jonas:“Lelo,you’reachild.Youwouldn’tunderstand.”

Me:“Understandwhat?”

Ntombi:“Lelo,Ialsowantyourfathertoheal.Kodwakee,thisisnotthetimetotalkaboutthis.”

(But.)

Me:“SomethingiswrongwithmyfatherandIwanttoknownow.”

Moses:“UZuluuyangihlukumezaLelo.”(Zuluisgivingmeahardtime.)

Me:“WhoisZulu?”

UnlesstheyaretalkingaboutmyuncleVusamazulu.

Me:“Dad,isitAmara’sfather?Ishetheonehauntingyou?”

Moses:“UkuphiuAmara,Nombulelo.Tellhertocomeandtakeherfather,Zulumustgo.Idon’t

wanthim inmyhouseanymore.”

Hisdesperatepleasareheartbreaking.

Me:“Whyishehauntingmyfathermalume?”(Uncle.)

IleeratmyuncleJonas.

Mhambi:“TellherJonas.Whatisthepointofhidingthetruthfrom her?Sheisboundtofindout.

Lelomustknowwhatherfatherdid.”

Ntombi:“No,noonewilltellheranything.”

Jonas:“It’snotuptoyou,Ntombi.”

Ntombi:“She’smychild,Iwilltellherwhenthetimeisright.”

Me:“Whatisgoingon?”

Mhambi:“Yourfathersoldyourcousin.”

Ntombi:“Mhambithula.”(Keepquiet.)

Sheyells,noonepaysattentiontoher.

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Jonas:“Exactlythat,Amarawassoldbyyourfather.”



Inoneshatteredmoment,myheartstops.Igraduallyclaim myarmsbackfrom him,hisheadis

dropped,Ican’tseehisface.

Mymom placesherhandsonherhead,hereyeshavethatwidelook.

Me:“Mom,isittrue?”

Tearsparadedownhercheeks.

Me:“Isittruemom?”

Myvoicegetslouder,Ican’tcontrolit.Iwanttoscream andIwanttocryatthesametime.

Ntombi:“I’m sorryLelo.”

Theroom fallsintosilenceandIholdmybreath,tograspeverythingIhavejustheard.Ifeellike

I’m losingmymind,myfatherisnotcapableofthis.Whyishenotlookingupatme?Ineedhim

totellmethatit’sallalie.

Me:“AMARA!!!!”

Iscream hernameasIsinkdown.Mykneesdroponthehardtiledfloor.

Me:“Amara,yousoldamara.”

I’m screamingatthetopoftheroof.

Petunia:“OhNkosiyami.”(OhLord.)

HerarmsgoaroundbutIpushthem away,Idon’tneedcomforting.Iwantanswers.

Me:“Dadwhy,whydidyoudoit.”

I’m kneelingbeforehim,yellingathim andnotoncehasheacknowledgeme.

Jonas:“He’sevil,that’swhy.”

Ntombi:“Bhutino,don’tdothat.”

Jonas:“FaceitNtombi,thetruthisout.It’sbetterthatLeloknowsthetypeofamanherfather

is.”

Ntombi:“Whatiswrongwithyoupeople?Didyoucomeheretodestroymyfamily?Wewerefine

withoutyou.”

Me:“Mom youknew,allthistimeyouknewthatdadsoldAmaraandyoudidn’tsayanything.”

Ntombi:“Canwetalkaboutthiswhenwecomebackfrom thebushes.”

That’sallshecaresabout.

Me:“DoesitmattertoyouatallthatAmaraisgone?”

Shegoessilentonme.



Me:“Dad,tellmewheresheisplease.”

Itakehishandsintomine,thistimehelooksupatme.

Me:“WhereisAmaradad?Whereismysister?”

Heshakeshisheadandthisdoesnotsayanything.

Me:“Whatdoesthatmean?WhereisAmaradad?Pleasetellmewheresheis.”

IbegasIwhimperinsobs,hecontinuestoshakehishead.Thiscompelsmetoshakehim,I

wanthim tosaysomething.Anything,hissilenceisdrivingmecrazy.

Ntombi:“Lelo.”

Shepushesmeback,IfallonmybuttandPetuniahelpsmeup.

Petunia:“AreyoucrazyNtombi?She’spregnant.”

Sheyellsather.Iwatchmymotherassherubsmyfather’sback.Shedoesn’tseeme,it’sall

him.

Mhambi:“He’snotgoingtotellyouanything,wetriedLelo.Thisiswhyyourunclehadtodothis.

Acursewasplacedonyourfathertoforcehim toconfess.Heisnotapologeticatall.”

Me:“So,UncleZuluistormentingmyfather?”

Jonas:“Yes,Zuludemandsthathisdaughterbebroughtbackhome.”

Me:“Whydidyouletthishappenmom?Whydidn’tyouprotectourfamily?”

Thesearenotmyparents,theycan’tbe.Idon’tknowtheseheartlesspeople.

SETHU*

StylesandAyizehavetriedtocalm medown,thepaininmyheartrefusestogivesolacetomy

persistenttears.I’m curleduponthebed,envelopedinhisarms,myheadrestingonhischest.

Styles:“That’senoughnowSethu,you’llgetaheadachefrom allthiscrying.”

I’m inconsolable,thispainissuffocating.Ileanintohisface,hetakesupasoftscowlasIcup

hischeeksandrestmyforeheadonhis.

Feelinganurgetocomfortmyself,Ipressmylipsagainsthis.Wefallintoaslowanduncertain

kiss.Ifeelhisbodyloosen,hisarmsgraduallycaressmyback.Istifleasobbeneaththesalty

tearsandhedrawsback,thefrownhaslefthim,henowcarriesalookofworry.

Styles:“Sethu…”

Iclaim hislipsagain,clogginghiswordsfrom escapinghismouth.Itgrowsintoarhythmickiss,

asmalldeepmoananswersback.Hedominatesovermeasthekissgrowsintoapassionate



dance.

Styles:“Hmm”

Hemoansagain,hishandsfindingaplaceonmywaist.Webreatheheavilyashepullsback.

Me:“Styles,makelovetome.”

Confusionbuildsuponhisface.

Styles:“Youdon’tmeanthat.”

Me:“Ido,Iwantyou.”

Ineedcomforting,Ileanintokisshim again,heonlyallowsapeck.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Styles:“Iam notgoingtotakeadvantageofyourvulnerability.”

Me:“You’renot,Iwantyou.”

Styles:“Don’tyouwanttotalkaboutit,rather?”

Me:“Youdon’twantme?”

Styles:“Ido,youdon’tknowhowbadIwantyou.You’refragilerightnowandthisisnotwhat

youwant.”

Iseegenuinenessinhiseyes.

Styles:“Whatareyoudoing?”

HetriestostopmeasIalternatetoremovingmyshirt.Iwatchhisexpression,Iwanttoseehis

reaction.Hiseyesscanmybody,everyinchofit.There’sanexpressionbut,Ican’ttellwhatitis.

Styles:“Sethu.”

Idon’tknowifStyleswilllookatmethesameafterseeingthis.

Styles:“Didhedothistoyou?”

Inod.

Me:“ThesearenotscarsStyles,it’stheinsults,thebattering,therape.”

Heclampshiseyes.

Me:“Iknow,it’sdisgusting."

Helooksatme.

Me:“ThisiswhatIam Styles,thisiswhathehasturnedmeinto.”

Hepresseshishandonmylipstosilencemywords.



Styles:“Stop,don’ttalklikethat.Sethuyouarenotdefinedbythesescars.”

That’swhatAyizesays,Ihavenoanswertothat.ThisishowIseemyself.

Me:"Hewouldburnmewithcigarettes,eachtimehebeatmeup."

Mybodyistattooedwithcigarettescars.

Me:“ThishappenedaweekafterIfoundhim inbedwithLelo.Hewantedmetotakehim back."

Ipointatthehideousscaracrossmychest.

FLASHBACK>>>

Ijoltupfrom thecouchatthesoundofmydoorbeingkickedopen.

“SETHU!!!”

Hehowls,hisvoicecarryingsomuchrage.Iknowthattone,hewoulduseitbeforebeatingme

up.Ntokozoisunpleasable,hisangerrunsdeep.

Hestopsonthepathwaybetweenthelivingroom andthecorridor,hishandsareplasteredon

eithersideofthedoorpost.

Hiseyescarryakindofrage,Ihaveneverseenbefore.He’semotionlessandbythistimemy

bodyisshudderingoutoffear.

Me:“Nto…Nt…”

Ican’tgethisnameout,fearhasmeparalyzed.Myheartjumpstomythroatashetrails

towardsme,hiscoldeyesstabbingmewitheachstep.IhavebeenterrifiedofNtokozobut,it

hasneverreachedthislevel.

Istaggerbackscurryingawayfrom him,heclutcheshishandonmyarm andleanshisfacein.

Hereeksofalcohol,thestenchfrom hismouthisnauseating.

Ntokozo:“Whereareyouhidinghim?”

Hegruntsthroughhisteeth.

Me:“Who?”

Myvoicequaversinfear.

Ntokozo:“Iknowyou’redumbbut,thisisnotthetime.Tellme,whereyourfuckingboyfriendis.

Whereareyouhidinghim?”

Hedemands.Idon’tknowwhathe’stalkingabout,thereisnoboyfriend.

Me:“There’snooneNtokozo.”



Mytearsgivehim power,Iknowthisfactprettywell.Hefeedsonthem.

Ntokozo:“Howdareyoubreakupwithme?WhothehelldoyouthinkyouareSfebe?”(Bitch.)

Hetightensthegriponmyarm ashescreamsonmyface.

Me:“Ntokozoplease.”

Hisslapsendsmecrashingagainstthewall.I’m lyingonthefloor,afraidtogetup,hewon’tlet

megountilhe’ssatisfied.HechargesatmeandIscream notknowingwhathisplansare.They

areevilplansthough,he’snotastrangertoviolence.Hegrabsmyhair,italmostfeelslikemy

scalpwillpeeloff.

Me:“Ntokozoplease,I’m sorryplease.”

He’sheardthesescreamsofagonybeforeandtheynevertouchedhisheart,he’sinhumane

rightnow.

Ntokozo:“Youwillbesorrytoday,youdon’tdumpmeSethu.Idothedumping."

Hegruntsashepullsmyhairtighter,Igrabhisarm,maybehewillseethathe’shurtingme.

Me:“I’m sorry,don’thurtmeplease.”

Hepunchesme,I’m sentbackonthefloor.Icannevergetusedtohispunches,todaytheyfeel

tentimesworse.

Ntokozo:“Whoareyoufuckingnowsfebe?”(Bitch.)

Thisquestioncomeswithmultiplekicksonmystomach,whileI’m curledupanddefencelesson

thefloor.

Ntokozo:“Whoisthefoolthatyou’resleepingwith?Answerme,answerme.”

He’skickingmerepeatedlyashescreamsthesewordatme.Somewhereinhissubconscious

mind,heisconvincedthatIlefthim becauseofanotherman.Hedoesn’tseehismistakes.

Hegrabsmyhairanddragsmetowardsthebalcony.Hepullsmeupandmyheadspins,Ihave

hungdownthisbalconybefore.He’sthreatenedtopushmedownhere.Iscream witheverything

insideme,Idon’twanttodie.

Me:“No.no.noNtokozoI’m beggingyou,please.”

IhookmyarmsaroundhisneckasIfranticallyclingtohim.

Ntokozo:“TellmewhohasreplacedmeSethu.Whoisthefoolthat’sinyourheartnow?”

Heyells.

Me:“Noone,noone,Iswear.It’syou,it’salwaysbeenyou.”

Iflyingwillsavemylifethen,Iwilldoit.

Heviolentlydropsmebackonthefloor.



Ntokozo:“Lookwhatyou’remakingmedo,Sethu,Iloveyou.Youknowthat,right?”

Idon’tanswer,theonlythingIcandoiswail.

Ntokozo:“IsaidIloveyou.”

Hecrouchesdown,hewantsmetosayitback.Ihatehim,Ihateeverythingthathastodowith

him.

Ntokozo:“Tellme,youlovemesthandwasami,saythatI’m theonlyoneforyou.”(Mylove.)

Hegraspsmychin.

Ntokozo:“Sayit,sayit.”

Hebarksonmyface.

Me:“Iloveyou.”

Icry.

Ntokozo:“Iloveyoutoo,eventhoughyou’restupid.”

Hepushesmeback.

Ntokozo:“Tosecurethislove,IhavetoscaryouSethu.Iwillmakesurethatnomaneverlooks

atyou.Youaremineandnothingwillkeepusapart.”

Ilosemymindtryingtofigureoutwhathewilldotome.Igetonmykneesandgrabhisleg.

Me:“Letmego,please.”

Ntokozo:“Notsosoon,wearejustgettingstarted.”

Helugsmebackinthelivingroom.

Ntokozo:“Letmehavefunfirst,whenwasthelasttimeItastedyou?”

Hisdeclarationpaintsapictureofhisevilthoughts,heunbucklesthebeltofhisjeans.Wide-

eyedImoveawayfrom him.Idon’tknowwhereIgetthestrengthbut,I’m onmyfeettrudging

towardstheexit.ThefeelingofescapeabandonsmeasIfeelapainfulthudonmybackalmost

crackingmyspine.MyfacecollidesagainstthewallandIfeelmyheadspinning.Ntokozois

backtokickingmeallovermybody.

Ihavelostthestrengthtoscream.Whyisnoonecomingformyrescue?

Ntokozo:“Youwillpayfortryingtoescapeme.”

Hethreatensashedropshisjeans,Icanonlycry,mybodyisnumbandeveryjointhurts.

I’m onthefloor,whileherapesme,Ican’tfight,Ican’tscream.ThismanIoncelovedistreating

melikeIam nothuman.

Ntokozo:“Awusanyakazinakancane,thisiswhyIcheatedonyou.You’restiffSethu,you’restiff”

(Youdidn’tevenmove.)



Hiswordskeepechoinginmyear

Ntokozo:“IneedtopeeandthetoiletisfarsoIwilldoitonthistrash.”

I’m lyingonthecoldfloor,mypantspulleddownandIhavenostrengthtomoveaninchwhile

hereleaseshiswasteonme.Myeyesfollowhismovementashetreadstothekitchen.Ican

hearhim whistling,hecomesbackwithaknife.Myworldcrushesattherealizationthathe’s

goingtokillme.IfIcouldrunIwould.God,I’m stuckhere.

Ntokozo:“Don’tworry,I’m justgoingtodoalittleoperation.Let’splaydoctor,doctor.I’vealways

wantedtobeone.Youknowtheformalitiesright?Iwillopenyourchestandseeifthatuseless

heartofyoursstillbeatsforme.”

Mywilltofightcomesback.

Me:“Please...”

Icanonlyuttersuch.

Heripsopenmyt-shirt,slashesmybrainhalfwiththeknifeandbeginstotrailitdownmychest.

Hecutsmewitheverymove.

Ntokozo:“Whereistheheartlocated?Ithinkit’shere,underyourleftbreast.Thiswillhurta

little.”

Me:“Ntokozo...please...don’t...kill...me.”

Ntokozo:"Ifyou'reweaklikeIknowyoutobe,thenyouwilldie.Ijustwanttoseeifyourheart

stillbeatsforme."

Me:"No,no.Please...spare...my...life."

Heignoresmycriesandslowlypushestheknifein,thepainisexcruciating,thatIfeelmyself

driftingaway...

Endofflashback>>>

Me:"Iwokeupinthehospital,theysaidIwasinacomaforfourmonths.Someonehadcometo

myrescue,iftheydidn't,Iwould'vedied.Heranonlytogivehimselfinafewdayslater,heplead

notguiltybyreasonofinsanity.Itwasproventhathewasinhisrightmind,hecametomy

housewiththeintenttokillme."

Stylesisonhisfeetnow,he'sgazingoutthewindow.Icanonlyseehisback.

Me:"Styles."

Ineedtoseehisface,Ineedtoseethathe'snotdisgustedbyme.

Me:"Styleslookatme,please."



Hesendshishandtohisface,he'srubbingit.Ihearasniff.Ishecrying?

Iwanttogetoffthisbedandgotohim,Idontknowthoughwhathethinksaboutallthis.Ifhe

seesmedifferentlynow.Heslowlyturns,hiseyesinstantlyavoidme.Ikeepmygazeonhim as

hepotterstome,hesitsonthebedandenfoldsmeinhisarms.

Styles:"I'm sorrythatyouhadtogothroughallthat."

Beinginthiswarm embrace,evokesthepainonceagain,Ibreakintosobs.ThemoreIcry,the

tighterheholdsmeandthemorehisbodystiffens.

Styles:"I'vegotyounowkitten,I'm herenow.I'm here."

Heassuresme,LordknowsIwanttobelievehim.Myfather'sactionshaveputmeinatrainof

doubtandit'smovingfasterthanitshould.IfIcan'ttrustmyownfather.WhocanItrust?This

manrightherehasproventomethathe'lldoanythingtokeepmesafe.Ihavetotrusthim,right?

Ihavetotrustthisembraceandhiswordsofpromise.

Tobecontinued...
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NKOMO*

Ruth:“Whenyousaidtocomewithyou,Ididn’tthinkthatyouweretakingmesofar.”

RuthexpressesasIopenthecardoorforher,wehavejustarrivedinaGameReserveinKZN.

Me:“Youshouldseeyourfacerightnow.”

Ruth:“Ijustdidn’tthinkthatwewouldgothisfar.Whatarewedoinghere?”

Sheinspectstheplace.

Me:“Iwanttoshowyoumyhometown,maybeonedayIwillgettoseeyours.”

Ruth:“AreyoutryingtotellmesomethingSbo?”

Me:“Maybe.”

Itakeherhandtoleadhertothereception.Mymindtellsmethat,shewillprotestbut,shelets

me.Istealaglanceathertofindadistantsmileonherface,Iwillhaveherwrappedaroundmy

fingerinnotime.

We’reapproachedbyamanagerwhofusesoverus,itmustbeRuth’sappearance.Shedresses

asifshe’salreadymarriedtoroyalty.

Me:“Wewouldliketobookaroom.”

Ruth:“No,we’renotstayingthenight.”

Me:“Yes,we’respendingtheweekend.”

Shefrowns.

Ruth:“Idon’trememberagreeingtothis.”

Shefoldsherarmsacrossherchest.

Me:“That’sbecauseIdidn’task.Spurofthemoment,remember?Youonlyliveonceso,whynot

makethebestofit?”

Ruth:“Doyoualwaystakecontrollikethis?”

Me:“Idon’tknowaboutalwaysbut,yes.”

Ruth:“Patriarchy?Howshallow.”



Me:“Ibegtodiffer,there’sahugedifferencebetweenpatriarchyandwantingtotakecareof

yourlady.Ibelieveinequality,inarelationship.Mywomancanwork,doherowncraft,hellshe

canbetheCEO.But,attheendoftheday,Ishouldbringhomethebaconandtakecareofmy

woman.Hermoneyisherstospend,shecaninvestitorwhatever,aslongassheknowsthatin

thebedroom,Itakecharge.”

Iliketheinquisitivelook,she’sgivingme.

Ruth:“So,womanontopisoffthetable?”

Idiveintoagushoflaughter.

Me:“Notreally,ifshe’sgottricksuphersleeve.Thenbaby,intrigueme.Sexisasacredart,it’sa

holycommunion,apowerfulforcethatconnectstwosoulstogether.Youcan’tbeselfishwith

that.Inthatbeautifulmoment,she’sallthatmatters.It’saboutherandpleasingher,every

experiencehastofeellikethefirst.Mygoalistotakehertothatdestinationandmakesurethat

shegetsthere.Thatexperienceshouldleaveherwantingmoreandshoulddwellwithherevery

seconduntilfatebringsustogetheragain.Thatformeisdominance,ifshedoesn’treachher

happyplacethen,Ihavefailedasherman.”

IknowthatlookandthisiswhereIwasheaded,she’sglancingatme,jawdroppedandeyes

narrowed.

Me:“Ruth?”

Sheblinksafewtimesbeforebrushingherhairwithherhand,she’stryingtocalm herselfdown.

Ruth:“Ineedwater.”

Me:“Areyouokay.”

Sheholdsontothecounter.

Ruth:“Yeah,thisplaceishot.”

Iturntothereceptionistwhoisdumbfounded.

Me:“Canwegetsomewaterplease.”

Shedoesn’trespondbutcontinuestoglare,Ishouldbeuncomfortablerightaboutnow.

Me:“Excuseme,lady.”

Isnapmyfingersandsheblinks.

Me:“Water,please.”

Shenodsandscurriestosomedoor.

Ruth’sphonerings.ShewearsalongfaceafterseeingthecallerId.

Ruth:“Yes.”

Sheturnsherbackwiththissalute.



Listens>>>

Ruth:“I’m notakid,IcangoanywhereIwant.”

Listens>>>

Ruth:“Tellmyfatherwhateveryouwant,Idon’tcare.MustIsitinthathotelandwaitforhim like

anobedientwife.”

Shetiltsherheadbacktomeatthissaying,sheclearsherthroatandfeignsasmileasshe

findsmestaring.

Ruth:“Look,Ihavetogo.”

Hermoodhasdroppedjustlikethatphonecall.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Ruth:“Yeah,let’sgo.”

Me:“Wait,there’ssomethingonyoureye.”

Ruth:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Letmegetit.”

Igentlypushherweavefrom herface,IletmyhandbrushhercheekasIdothis.Myeyesare

engrossedonhers,Ihavehermesmerisedasshecan’tlookanywhereelsebut,inmyeyes.I

leaninasifpreparingtokissher,hereyesflipshutashermouthformsanO,givingmeconsent.

ThecloserIget,thelouderIhearherheartthudagainstherchest.GentlyandleisurelyIblowon

hereyelid.

Me:“Gotit.”

Myproclamationhasheropeninghereyes,theywidenthemomenttheymeetmine.

Ruth:“What?”

Me:“Igotit.Whateverwasonyourface,Igotit.”

Shebashfullydropshergazewhileclearingherthroat.

Ruth:“Right.”

Me:“Let’sgo.”

Itakeherhand,thisisgoingtobealongweekend.

RANDALL*

Ravenhasbeensedated,MbusoneverfailswhenIneedhim.



Mbuso:“Ineedanincrease,thesehousecallsarecostingme.”

HeproclaimsasIwalkhim downthefoyer.

Me:“Youhavetwoextramouthstofeednow,Ihearyou’regoingtobeafather.”

Asmileanswersmebeforehiswordsdothehonours.

Mbuso:“Whotoldyou?”

Me:“You’remyfriend,it’smyjobtoknowwhat’shappeninginyourlife.”

Hissmileturnsintoalaugh.

Mbuso:“We’refriendsnow?Wow!HereIwas,thinkingIwassailingtheboatalone.”

He’sright,I’vebeenajerk.

Me:“Thatwasnothingpersonal,Iwasprotectingmyown.”

Hetakesupasoftfrown.

Mbuso:“ThenyoushouldknowthatIwouldalsodoanythingtoprotectmyown.”

Me:“You’regrowingXaba,beingafatherbecomesyou.”

Helaughs.

Mbuso:“Ihavetwopeoplewhodependonmenow.”

Igethisdrift.

Me:“IwasshockedwhenIfoundoutaboutLiya,itwasstrangeformebut,Igrewintoitand

beingherfatheristhebestthingthat’severhappenedtome.Iwouldn’ttradeitforanything.”

Mbuso:“Icanimagine,Ican’twaitforGokutocome.”

Didhejustsay…?

Me:“Don’ttellmethatyoustillwatchthatshit.”

Hepincheshisnoseashesnickersatmystatement.

Mbuso:“Yes,Istillwatchit.”

Helaughswiththesewords.

Me:“Itakemywordsback,you’restillachild.”

Westopbeforetheexitdoor.

Me:“HowisRaven?”

Icannotstressthisenough,I’m worriedabouthim.

Mbuso:“He’sgotafracturedrib,eitherthanthat,it’sminorbruises.”



HesmilesashespotsAmarapotterfrom thekitchen.

Amara:“Doctor.”

Shereturnsthesmile.

Mbuso:“YoulookdifferenteachtimeIseeyou.”

Amara:“ShouldItakethatasacompliment?”

Mbuso:“Itisacompliment,youlookhappy.”

Sheglancesatmeandmakesaface,ifherhappinessisradiatingfrom theinsideoutthen,Iam

ahappyman.

Amara:“Lookscanbedeceivingyouknow.”

Shesniggers.

Me:“Hey.What’sthatsupposedtomean?”

Ienwrapmyarmsaroundher,shegigglesasIplantakissonherneck.

Amara:“Randall,you’remakingMbusouncomfortable.”

Shedrones.

Mbuso:“That’salright,Iknewthathewantedtogetridofme.”

Igetacallfrom Styles,heshouldbeherebynow.

Me:“Excuseme.”

Imoveawayfrom them toanswerthephone.

Me:“Whereareyou?”

Styles:“AtSethu’sapartment,wecan’tmakeitforlunch,somethingcameup.”

Thesadnessinhistonegraspmyattention.

Me:“What’swrong?Youdon’tsoundyourself.”

Iwaitforhim torespond,he’snotsayinganything.

Me:“Styles?”

Styles:“I’m notokayRandy,I’m notokay.”

Hedeclaressoftly.Whatcould’vehappenedthathassenthim crushingdownlikethis.

Me:“Speaktomeman.”

Hissilenceremindsmeofhowprivateheis,whenitcomestohispersonallife.

Me:“IsitSethu?”



Styles:“Yeah.”

That’sallI’m gettingfrom him.

Me:“I’llbeherewhenyouwanttotalk.”

Thereisnoreactionashedropsthecall.

Me:“HasMbusoleft?”

IprobeanAmarawho’sshuttingthefrontdoor.

Amara:“Yes.”

Liyana:“Papa,papa.”

Sheskittlestome,atwitterresoundsfrom hermouthwhileItakeherupinmyarms.

Me:“Hey,princess.Ithoughtyouwerenapping.”

Liyana:“IwasandIwasscaredwhenIwokeupbecauseMarawasn’twithme.”

Sincewhenisshesacredofbeingalone.

Amara:“Whywereyouafraid?Abiggirllikeyouandit’snotnightyet.”

Liyana:“It’stheoldman.”

Sheplayswithmyear.

Me:“Whatoldmanprincess?”

Liyana:“Inmydream,Idon’tknowhim.”

Amara:“Didhesayordoanything?”

Liyana:“Hewantedmetoopenmyeyes.Hesaid‘youragyaissleepinggowakehim up.”

(Father.)

That’sastrangedream,Idon’tsleepduringtheday.

Me:“Didhesayagya?”(Father.)

Shenods.

Me:“Canyoudescribehim?”

Sheshakesherheadnegatively.

Liyana:“Idon’trememberhisface.CanIgoandplaynow?”

Herimpatiencecauseshertojiggleoutofmyarms,wewatchherasshedashesoff.

SETHU*



“WakeupSethu.”

Ayize’svoicebringsmeoutfrom myslumber,myheartjumpsasmymindflashesthepainful

memories.I’m remindedofmycurrentsituation,thisfearwillnotleavemeanytimesoon.

Me:“Ayize,diddadcallyou?”

Ayize:“No.”

Me:“He’sreallygoingaheadwiththis?”

Ineedtoconvincehim otherwise.

Ayize:“Itdoesn’tmatter,noonewillforceyoutoseehim.”

Me:“Idon’twanttobeestrangedfrom dad,he’smyfather.Ifhebringsthatmantohishouse,I

willhavenochoicebuttodisownhim.”

Ilovemyparents,eventhoughtheyarenotperfect.

Ayize:“Youwon’tbealoneSethu,youhavemeandMr.Sisheretoo.”

Styles…Iremembercryingmyselftosleepwithhim nexttome.

Me:“Whereishe?”

Ayize:“He’sbeensittinginthebalconyforawhilenow,Ithinksomethingiswrongwithhim.He

hardlyrespondswhenIsaysomethingtohim,allhedoesisglareatthecarspassingby.I

broughthim foodthirtyminutesago,hedidn’ttouchit.”

It’snotlikeStylestozoneout.

Me:“Letmecheckonhim.”

Shetakesmyhand.

Ayize:“Didyoutellhim?”

Dreadfully,Inod.

Ayize:“Youthinkthat’swhyhe’soutthere?”

Me:“I’m notsure.”

Iscrambleoffthebed.

Ayize:“Ihavetogotothemall,canIgetyouanything?”

Me:"I'm okay."

Ayize:“Sure.”

Iletmyfeetleadmeouttothebalcony,StylesisseatedonaplasticchairandlikeAyizesaid,



hiseyesarefixatedonthebusystreets.

Me:“Styles.”

Hetwistshisheadatthesoundofmyvoice.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Hereachesitouttome,Itakeitandhepullsmetositonhislap.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Me:“Iam,I’m worriedaboutyou.Ayizesaysyou’vebeensittinghereforawhile.”

Styles:“I’m okay.”

Hisarmsenwrapmywaist,heburieshisfaceonthecurveofmyneck.

Styles:“YouareanamazingwomanSethu.”

Hestatesashekissesmyshoulder.

Me:“Idon’tknowaboutthat.”

Honestlythough.

Styles:“CanIrecommendsomeoneforyou?”

Me:“Ashrink?”

Styles:“Yes,hisnameisDoctorLawson.”

Ithinkit’stimeIspeakout.

Me:“Idon’tseewhynot.”

Styles:“Youcantakeyoursisteralong,hemanagedtosqueezeyouintomorrow.”

Ididn’tthinkitwouldbesosoon.

Me:“IhaveworktomorrowStyles.”

Styles:“You’regoingbackthere?”

Whatdoeshemeannow?

Me:“Iworkthere.”

Styles:“Ithoughtyoumightneedtimeoffafterwhathappened.”

Me:“Ido.Ineedtokeepmyselfbusythough,IwillgocrazyifIsitaroundidle.”

I’m anoverthinker.

Me:“Besides,she’sinjail.”

Styles:“Istillthinkit’snotsafe,you’renotsafeoutthereSethu.Idon’twantyoualone,anything



canhappen.”

Iloveitwhenhe’soverprotective,notlikethisthough.

Me:“I’m notgoingonlockdown,Ican’tlivelikeaprisoner.”

Irefusetoletpeoplecontrolmylife.

Styles:“HowaboutIbecomeyourpersonalbodyguard?”

Anotherkissisplantedonmyshoulder.

Me:“Idon’twantyoutoputyourlifeonholdbecauseofme.”

Itwouldn’tbefairofme.

Styles:“WhatifIsaidthatyou’remylife.”

Theselittlehintshesendsoutalwaysleavemehopingforthefuture.

Me:“Still,youcan’tfollowmearound.Istheremoretothis,thanIthink?Khethuisinjail,she

can’tgettome.”

Theapprehensivelookonhisfaceputsmeinafretfulstate.

Me:“IstheresomethingyouwanttotellmeStyles?”

Imovefrom him,pullachairtosettledownbeforehim.

Styles:“Idon’tthinkKhethuwasbehindthelatenightphonecalls.”

Heintroduceshisthoughts.

Me:“Whoelsecouldithavebeen?Shewasstalkingme,shecametomyplaceofworkto

harassme.”

Styles:“Iknow,Ithinkitwassomeoneelsethough.”

Mymindisblank,Ican’tthinkofanyoneelse.

Styles:“I’m notcertainaboutit,from whatyoutoldmeSethu.IfiguredthatNtokozowas

obsessedwithyou.It’spossiblethatthephonecallswerefrom him.”

Thatmakessensebut…

Me:“Whywouldhedothat?Accordingtomyfather,hewantsforgiveness.”

Styles:“Idon’tbuythatatall,thereisareasonwhyhewantsforgivenessandit’snotaboutthe

money.”

I’m startingtoplacethepiecestogether,Ntokozohateslosing.

Me:“Ican’tthinkofareason,Iwanthim tostayawayfrom me.”

Styles:“Andhewill,IwantyoutobevigilantSethu.He’sdangerous.”



Iknowthat.

Me:“Whywouldtheylethim outofprison?Ihavebeencrackingmyheadtryingtofindareason.”

Styles:“Moneycanbuyyoutheworldandhisfatherhasit.Heobviouslymadesomeplans,I

personallythinkthathegotaslaponthewrist.Hisinmatesprobablymisshim,theworldcanbe

adangerousplaceforpeoplelikehim.”

Histonechanges,there’sawayhesaysthis.Ican’treallygraspthemeaningbehindit.

Me:“Canwenottalkabouthim?”

Hecradlesmycheeksinhishands.

Styles:“Don’tlethim gettoyouSethu,Iwantyoutocontinuewithyourlifeasyouwere.Iwill

takecareoftherest.”

Thisiswheremysafetylies,inthepalmsofthesehandsandthelookinhiseyes.

Me:“Iwilltry.”

Styles:“Don’ttry,justdoit.YouaremyfragileSethubut,you’realsomystrongSethu.Youdon’t

breakeasily,Iknowyou’vegotthis.”

Ifonlyhecouldtransferthisconfidenceovertome,heavenknowsIneedit.

NOMBULELO*

Wejustgothomefrom thebushes,Imustsaythewaterwasfreezing.Zodwasaysthechange

willnothappenovernight,it’saprocess.Shestillhastodosomethingssothatnoonewillbe

abletoenterthehouse.Iftheydaretry,theywillbetrapped.

Myfatherlooksnormal,that’swhatitseems.Herefusestomeetmygaze,mymotheronthe

otherhand.Shelookshappy,herhusbandisgettinghelp.Sureshe’dbeoverthemoon.

Me:“Uncle,pleasetakemehome.”

We’reassembledinthelivingroom andIdon’twanttobehereanymore.

Petunia:“Lelo,Icooked.Stayforlunch.”

Iwaswelcomedbythearomaofherfoodthesecondweenteredthehouse.Iam starving

nonetheless,IrefusetodinewiththesetwopeopleIcallmyparents.

Me:“I’m fineaunty,Ineedtogethome.”

Petunia:“Wheredoyoulive?”

Mymotherhasnevercaredtoaskmethis,atthismomentsheisstucktomyfather’swaist.

Theyarequietlysittingthereasiftheydidnothingwrong.



Me:“Randburg.”

Petunia:“That’sfarfrom home.”

Mhambi:“Ithinkthatyoushouldcomebackhome,it’sabouttime.You’vebeengonefortoo

long.”

I’m notreturningtothishouse.

Me:“Ican’tlivewiththesepeopleuncle,Iwouldratherliveonthestreets,wheremyfatherput

me.”

Iretort,myfatherlooksupatme.Thechild-likelookinhiseyeshaslefthim,he’sgoingbackto

hissenses.

Ntombi:“GrudgesdonotsuityouLelo,mychild.”

Theaudacity.

Me:“I’m notholdingagrudge,am Iwrongforbeingupsetthatyoutwosoldmysister?”

Ibetthattheydonothaveanswersforme.

Ntombi:“IdramaengakaNombulelo?”(Somuchdrama?)

Me:“Ihavedramamom?”

Ntombi:“Yeah,you’rebecominganuisance.”

That’smycue.

Me:“Unclepleasedropusoff.”

Imustbeinthewronghouse,Idon’tknowthatselfishcouple.Iwillleavetheirpunishmentto

God,IneedtoraiseanawarenesstofindAmaraandIthinkMbusocanhelpme.

Tobecontinued…
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MBUSO*

Lelowalksin,drenchedinexhaustionanddread.Sheshutsthedoor,andleansagainstit.Her

lipsquiver,tearsfillupinhereyesbeforetheystreakdownherface.ThistimeI’m onmyfeet,

rushingtoherside.

Me:“Hey,what’swrong?”

InuzzlehercheeksinmyhandsasIwipehertearsaway,Leloisastrongwoman.Shedoesn’t

crysoeasily.

Lelo:“Hesoldher,Mbuso.Hesoldher.”

Sherevealsthroughhertears.

Me:“Who?”

Tearsmockherastheyfloodoutofhereyes,cascadingherplumpcheeks.

Lelo:“Amara,myfathersoldAmara.”

No,thiscannotbetrue.NotRandall,Iknowhe’sintoshadydealingsbut,humantrafficking?He

cannotbethatcruel.

Me:“AreyousureLelo?Youmust’veheardwrong.”

Abruptly,sheswipesherheadtoandfro.

Lelo:“Myunclestoldmethisanddaddidn’tdenyit,hesoldmysister,Mbuso.”

Shesobs.

Me:“Comehere.”

Itakeherintoatighthold.

Lelo:“Howcantheybesoheartless?Mom knewaboutitandshedidn’tsayanything.Whatdid

Amaradotodeservethis?”

It’shardtobelievethatRandallwoulddothis.

Me:“Comesit.”

Ileadhertothecouch.



Herbodytremblesduetothisearthshatteringnews.

Me:“Tellmewhathappened.”

Lelo:“Theydidn’tgivemuchdetail,onlythatmyfathersoldAmaratosomemen.”

I’m goingtokillRandall.

Me:“Didtheygiveareasonastowhyhedidthat?”

Lelo:“No,Ihaveafeelingthat,theyarehidingsomethingfrom me.Mom didn’twantthetruthto

berevealed.SomethingiswrongwithmymotherMbuso,sheisnotthewomanIusedtoknow.

Shehasturnedintothisselfish,heartlessperson.Shehasnoregardforanyone’sfeelings.She

caredsolittleaboutAmarabeingtrafficked.”

Me:“Doyouthink,maybeyourfatherforcedhertokeepquietaboutit?”

Lelo:“No,thatwomanhasalwaysstoodhergroundwhenitcametomyfather.Theyalways

foughtaboutthat,sheneverallowedhim tobullyherintosomethingshewasagainst.Although,

hewasadamantonhavingthelastword.Ican’tenvisionwhatledmyfathertotakesuchdrastic

measures.Hisownniece,Mbuso.”

LeloneedstoknowthatAmaraissafe,Ican’twatchhercrylikethiswhileknowingthetruth.

Lelo:“Ineedtofindher,Idon’tknowwheretostart.Socialmediaisofnohelp,thelastpostI

uploadedhadafewshares.Whatifshewassoldintosexslavery?OhGod,thethoughtofit.She

mustbeterrifiedtodeath.”

Me:“Lelo,don’tdothistoyourself.Shecouldbesafe.”

Thelookshegivesmemakesmefeellikeacrazyperson.

Lelo:“ThisishumantraffickingMbuso,theyexploitgirlstodreadfulthings.”

Me:“Iknow,itcouldbethatshewasn’tsoldintosextrafficking.WewillfindherLelo,Ipromise.”

Randallwillhavenochoicebut,tobringAmaratoLelo.

Lelo:“Idon’tknowifIcanfacemyparentsagain,theyaresoevil.”

Iunderstandheranger,Iwouldlosemymindtoo.

Me:“Listen,Ihavetobesomewhere.Willyoubeokayalone?”

Lelo:“Whereareyougoing?”

Me:“Justwork,Iwon’tbelong.”

Sheshrugsasshewipeshertearsaway.

Me:“Lelo,wewillfindAmara.”

Icradlehercheeksatthisrevelation.

Lelo:“Ihopeso.”



Shesnuffles.

Me:“I’llbeback.”

Ipeckherlips.

Mbuso:“Iloveyou,chubbycheeks.”

Sheacceptsasoftfrown.

Lelo:“Youneedtodoawaywiththatname,it’sbadenoughthat,I’m puttingonweight.”

Me:“Where?”

Lelo:“Don’tstart.”

Me:“I’m seriousandevenifyoudidputonweight,I’m stillcrazyoverthisbodyofyours.Your

plumpcheeksaremyfavourite.”

ShefrownsasIsqueezehercheeks.

Lelo:“GoMbusobeforeyougiveastupidremarkthatwillmakememad.”

Iwanttolaughatherretortbut,itwillmiffhersomemore.

Mbuso:“I’m notwalkingoutthatdooruntilyoutellmethatyoulovemetoo.”

Hercheeksflush.

Lelo:“Hai,howmanytimesadaymustIconfessmylovetoyou?”

Me:“Asmanytimesaspossible,Ihavetogettiredofhearingit.Otherwise,youhaven’tsaidit

enough.”

Lelo:“No,Iwillgettiredofsayingit.Don’tyoufeelsorryforme?”

Shepouts.

Me:“Notreallyhey.”

Lelo:“Willyougo?”

Me:“Fine,I’m notlovedhereso,Imightaswell.”

Lelo:“Fine,fine.Iloveyou.”

Istopatthesoundofhervoiceandturntofindhersmilingatme.

Me:“Howeasywasthat?Onedownandninetyninetogo.”

Lelo:“Ninetynine?Yoh,neverandthedayisalmostover.”

Me:“We’vegotthewholenight?”

Lelo:“Shame,Irefuse.YouwillnotdisturbmysleepMbusoXaba.”



Shepointsafingeratme.

Me:“We’llseeaboutthat.”

IstateasIstrideout,IhavetogoandconfrontRandall.Idrivetohishouse,Ihopehehasa

goodexplanationforthis.

Chiomaopensthedoor,IthoughtthatshewasinGhana.

Me:“Chioma,you’reback?”

Chioma:“Yes,I’m moreneededhere.”

Me:“Ofcourse,Liya.”

Shenodswithasmile.

Me:“IsRandallin?”

Chioma:“Comein,he’sinthelounge.”

Ipotterin,he’swithAmara.Theydon’tseemeapproachingastheyareenthralledoneachother.

Amarashouldknowwhathappened,thiscan’tberight.Randallisaselfishsonofabitch.

Me:“Youbastard,youboughther.”

Theyglanceatme,IcanseethattheyareconfusedbymysuddenvisitorisittheaccusationI

justtossedathim.

Randall:“What?”

Hegetsupashesneersatme.

Me:“YouboughtAmara.”

Ipushhim,hestaggersback.ThisactforcesAmaratojumptoherfeet.

Amara:“WhatareyoudoingMbuso?”

Me:“Doyouknowwhatthisbastarddid,Amara?”

Randall:“Whatisyourproblem Mbuso?”

Hesnaps.

Me:“Thiswholetime,IhavebeenhelpingyouRandall.LittledidIknowthat,youboughtAmara

from heruncle.Whatkindofamanareyou?”

Iyell.

Randall:“Youdon’tknowwhatyou’retalking.”

Me:“Iknoweverything,you’retraffickinggirlsnowRandall?”

Myquestionangershim greatly.



Randall:“Youpieceofshit,don’tyousaythattome.”

Me:“Thetruthhurtsdoesn’tit?Howdoyousleepatnightknowingthatyoutookachildfrom

herfamily?”

Hetakesafewstepsclosertomewhilegrimacing.

Randall:“Didyougetyourfactsstraightbeforecomingtomyhousetotellmeshit?”

Me:“IknowwhatIwastold.”

Randall:“Idon’tappreciateyourtoneMbuso.”

Me:“Idon’tcare,I’m takingAmarabackhome.”

Hepushesmeagainstthewallandpresseshisarm onmythroat.

Amara:“Randallstop.”

Randall:“Don’tpissmeoffboy.”

Hegrowls.

Me:“HowdidIgetsoentangledwithyouRandall?You’reaselfishbastard.”

Randall:“IwouldbecarefulofwhatIsayifIwereyou,youdon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

Amara:“Willyoustop?”

SheyellsasshepullsanundeterredRandallfrom me.

Me:“DidhetellyouwhathedidAmara?”

Amara:“Iknow,hetoldmeeverything.”

Sherepliesquietly.

Me:“And,you’reokaywiththis?”

Amara:“MyunclehadsoldmetosomeoldmanandtheonlywayRandallcouldsavemefrom

him wastoofferhim money.”

Lelodidn’tmentionanythingaboutanoldman,shedidsaythatherparentsarekeepingasecret

from her.

Me:“What?”

Amara:“Yes,whatRandalldidwastosavemefrom myuncle.”

Isshegullibleorwhat?

Me:“Buyingsomeoneisnotjustifiableatall.HowcanyoubeokaywiththisAmara?”

Amara:“Youdon’tknowthewholetruthMbuso.”

Me:“Iknowthatyourcousinisinmyhouseandshehasn’tstoppedcryingbecauseshejust



foundoutwhatyouruncledid.”

Hereyesbugout.

Randall:“Mbuso?”

He’stryingtochastiseme,Iwillnotbend.

Me:“NoRandall.Justasmuchasyoucan’tseeAmaraintears,Ican’tseeLelocry.”

Amara:“Leloiswithyou?”

Me:“Yes.”

Amara:“Howisshethere?Whataboutmyuncle?Heneverwantedhertomoveoutofthe

house.”

ShewouldbeshockedifsheweretofindoutwhatLelohasbeenthrough.

Me:“Leloneedsyou,Amara.”

Randall:“WhatareyougettingatMbuso?”

Hegrunts,heknowsexactlywhat’sonmymind.

Me:“Ithinkit’sabouttimethesetwosistersreunite.”

Myintroductionputsascowlonhisface.

Randall:“Thatisnotyourdecisiontomake.”

Me:“It’snotyourseither.”

Iretort,Randallshouldputhisfeelingsasideandthinkofsomeoneelseforachange.

Amara:“IagreewithMbuso.”

Sheturnstohim.

Amara:“Iwanttoseeher,Randall.”

Randall:“Amara,youknowthat…”

Amara:“Iknow,Ialsoknowthatnothingwillhappentomeaslongasyou’rewithme.”

Shecupshischeeksasheclingstothegrimaceonhisface.Hegrabsherwaist,pullsherclose

tohim,shuttingwhateverspacethatisbetweenthem.Hepresseshisforeheadagainsthers

andsighsdeeply.

ThisisadifferentsidetoRandall,Ihaveneverseen.It’sasifhe’safraidoflosingher.Randall

Okolieisnotdauntedbyanything,thissensitivenessisnewtome.

Randall:“IjustwanttokeepyousafeAmara.”

Hemummersunderhisbreath,sheputsherarmsaroundhistorsoasifclaimingwhatalready



belongstoher.Shehasthesamefear,Ican’tapprehendwhatitisthathasthem terrifiedlike

this.Idon’tknowmuchaboutRandall’slife,Itrytokeepoutofit.

Amara:“Iam safeRandall,Ineedyoutotrustmewiththisplease.Iwon’tdoanythingstupid.”

Anotherheftysigheruptsfrom him.Whatcouldhebesoafraidof?Ilookawayjustashe

presseshislipsonhers.Randallhasaweakness.I’dbedamned.

Me:“I'm stillintheroom.”

Ittakesaminuteforthem topullaway,Randallkeepshisarm aroundherwaist.

Randall:“Fine,Ithinkitwouldbebestthatyourladycomeshererather.”

Me:“Aslongassheknowsthetruth.”

Amara:“Howisshe?HowisLelo?”

Me:“She’samazing.”

Shelaughs.

Amara:“She’salwaysbeenamazing.WhencanIseeher?”

Randall:“Mbusohastotellherfirst.”

Amara:“Okay,Idon’tthinkIcanholdtheexcitementanymore.”

Me:“Ishouldgo,Ineedtotellher.Ihopeshewon’tresentmeforlyingtoher.”

AmarameanseverythingtoLeloandfindingoutthatIknewofherwhereaboutswillcausea

straininourrelationship.

STYLES*

There’sacaroutsidemygarage,thisisNeo’scar.Hedidn’ttellmethathewascoming.Ihurry

inthehousetofindhim inmykitchenhisheaddippedinsidemyfridge.

Me:“Neo.”

Hepeeks,beforedivingbackinthefridge

Neo:“Stylos,uneuntseulekae?”(Wherehaveyoubeen?)

Really?Andwhatishedoinginmyfridge?

Me:“Whendidyougethere?”

Neo:“Yesterday.”

Hecontinuestofiddlein.



Me:“Whydidn’tyoutellme?”

Neo:“Youwerenottakingmycalls,thisishowitisvele.It’sfineStylos,keatsebanouhorethis

friendshipisonesided.”(Iknownowthat.)

Hecomplains,hefinallyshutsthefridgeandturnswithgroceriespackedinhisarms.

Me:“Arewehavingpeopleover?”

Hegivesmeatangledstare.

Neo:“IknowI’m not,Idon’tknowaboutyou.”

Okay.

Me:“Whysomuchfood?”

Neo:“It’sforme,I’m hungry.HospitalfoodispoisonStylosandmymotherforcedmetoeatit,

shesaidit’stheonlywayIwillheal.Nahana,that’swhenIsawthatthiswomanwantstokillme.

Iwasonlyallowedtoeatporridge,greensandmoreporridge.Keaujoetsahoremosalieoo

batlahompolaeantwana.”(I’m tellingyou,thatwomanwantstokillme.)

Hebreaksablockofcheeseinhalfwithhishandsandbitesabigchunk.I’m standinginmy

kitchenlikeI’m thevisitor.

Neo:“Wenautsoakae?You’resleepingoutnowStylos,kemojolo?Homonateneh?”(Wheredo

youcomefrom?You’rehavingfunwiththisrelationshiphey.)

Me:“Youtalktoomuch,Tshidishould’veburntthatbigmouth.”

Helaughsbeforetakingaseriouslook.

Neo:“WhatdidyoudotoTshidi?”

Heknows?

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Ipretendnottoknowwhathe’stalkingabout,justincasewe’renotonthesamepath.

Neo:“Igotacallfrom herthismorning,shewascryingandapologizing.Apparentlyshe’satthe

hospital,shesaidherhandsandfeetweretorched.”

Hecontinuestomakeasandwich,hisdemeanourtellsmethatheisnotreallybotheredabout

Tshidi.

Me:“Whatelsedidshesay?”

Neo:“Thatitwasyou.”

Ifiguredshewouldsnitch.

Me:“Itoldhernottosayaword.”

Neo:“So,shedidwrongbytellingme?”



Me:“No,Iwasgoingtotellyou.I’m surprisedthatshehadthecouragetocallyouafterItoldher

tostayaway.”

Heshrugs.

Neo:“That’sTshidiforyou,thatwomanisstubborn.”

Me:“Tellmeaboutit.Listen,Ineedyourhelpwithsomething.”

Hefrownsatme,takeshisfoodandstrollstothelivingroom.Imustfollowhim,Iguess.

Neo:“Ijustcamebackfrom thehospital,givemeabreakStylos.”

Hesits,putshisfeetonmytableandgoeschannelsearching,whilehenibblesonthesandwich.

Me:“Firstly,getyourfeetoffmytable.”

Hesnickersandpullsthem off.

Me:“Ineedyoutogetinformationonsomeone.”

Neo:“Who?”

Hespeakswithhismouthfull.

Me:“KgabuBophela.”

Neo:“Whoisthatidiot?”

Me:“Idon’tknowmuchabouthim but,Iam goingtomakehissonwishhewasneverborn.”

Neo:“AgainwithviolenceStylos.”

Hecomplains.

Me:“Justgetmetheinformation,IneedtoknowwhoI’m dealingwith.”

Neo:“Sho,shobozza.RightafterIfinishmyfood.”

Me:“Swallowbeforeyouspeakman.”

Neo:“Stoptalkingtomethenandletmeeatinpeacehau.”

Thismanwillgivemegreyhair.

SETHU*

Iwentbacktothebedroom whenStylesleft,Iwanttohideawayfrom theworld.Ayizewon’t

leavemyside,shesaysthatshewillannoymeuntilI’m backtomyself.She’slyingnexttome,

talkingthedayaway.

Myphonebeeps,Ihaveamessagefrom styles.



Ayize:“Onlyonepersoncanmakeyousmilelikethat.”

Shestates,protestingtothebeam onmyface.

Me:“Hesentmeasong.”

That’sodd,Stylesisnotintomusic.He’stoomuchofageek.

Ayize:“Letmeguess,jazz?”

Shesimpersasshesitsup.

Sethu:“Idon’tknow,letmeplayit.”

I’veheardthissongbefore.

<<<Wamuhlewengani>>>(Sheisbeautiful.)

<<<Ng’amthathaabenami>>>(Itookhertobewithme.)

<<<Ng’zokushadawengani>>>(Whynotgetmarried?)

Ayize:“Anatii?Mr.Slistenstosuch?”

I’m justassurprised,it’sabeautifulsongthough.

Me:“He’stryingtocheermeup.”

Ayize:“Woogirl,vulaamehlo.Thismanistryingtoberomantic,ifhewantedtocheeryouup,he

wouldtakeyoutoacomedyshow.”(Openyoureyes.)

Thatdoesnotmakeanysensetome.

Me:“Doesthisnotcount?”

Ayize:“Listentothelyrics,unlessMr.Sdoesn’tunderstandwhatthesongmeans.Theman

wantstomarryyou.”

ThisisthefunniestthingIhaveheardtoday.

Me:“No,hedoesn’t.”

Iprotest.

Ayize:“Howdoyouknow?”

Me:“Ijustknow,hewouldhavehintedsomething.”

Hemightbemysteriousbut,hespeakshismind.

Ayize:“Thisisahint.You’reworthit,youknowthatandanymanwouldbeluckytohaveyouas

hiswife.”



Idon’twanttocry,thissisterofminetendstobedeepsometimes.

Me:“TothinkIwaschasinghim awaytheotherday.”

Itwascrazyofmetodothat.

Ayize:“Youwerehurting,it’sunderstandable.But,don’tdoitagainoryouwillhearfrom me.”

Shethreatens,it’sgoodtoknowthatsheisfondofStyles.Havingsomeoneonmysidefeels

good.

Ayize:“Thatmanisgoingtomarryyou,youknowthat,right?”

Idon’t,really.

Me:“Ifyousayso.”

Ayize:“Hey,youbetterbelieveit.WhateverIspeakcomestopass.”

Me:“Sureitdoes.”

She’stickledbymycomeback.

Ayize:“Justsoyouknow,alltheunclesandauntsfrom yourmother’ssidearenotinvitedtothe

wedding.”

She’sinsane.

Me:“Whynot?”

Ayize:“Doyouknowthem?Theydon’tevenbotherwithyouso,whyincludethem inyourbigday?

Wedon’twantpeoplecomingwithwitchcrafttendencies.”

Ayizeneedspsychiatricevaluation.

Me:“That’saseriousaccusation.Doyouhaveproof?”

Ayize:“Yes,yourmother.It’snotherfaultthatshe’sbitterandheartless,bam’loyile.That’sall

theproofIneed.”(She’sbewitched.)

Me:“Okay,let’ssaythat’sthecase.Whatmakesyouthinkit’shersiblings?”

Ayize:“Whoelsewoulditbe?Ithastobethem,theyhavebadblood.Whoofhersistersand

brothershascomeoverduringtheholidays?”

Me:“Lebo’smom.”

Ayize:“Apartfrom her,shameshe’saninnocentsoul.Trappedinafamilyofwickedpeople.”

Shewearsagloomyface,there’ssomethinginhermind.

Me:“Whataboutdad’sfamily?He’sgotsiblingstoo.”

Ayize:“Theydon’tknowanything,hissiblingsaresweet.Speakingofdad’ssiblings,Ineedto

contactKhumbulekhaya.”(LocalTVshow)



Me:“Why?”

Ayize:“HissisterNontobekowentmissingtwentysixyearsago.”

Me:“HowcomeIdon’trememberher?”

Ayize:“Youwerenotbornyet,shelivedwithus.Iwasaboutfourthen,Icalledhersis’Ntosh.

Shewasthecoolestaunt.Iwouldfollowheraroundthehouse,atfirstitannoyedherbut,Igrew

intoher.Ihavethatpoweryouknow,peoplecan’tresistthisface.”

Me:“We’llletyouthinkthat.”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“YouseewhyIsayyourmotherisbewitched,shehatedNtosh.Shehardlyeversaida

wordtoher,dadwasn’tasaintwhenitcametohereither.Theyarguedalmosteveryday,she

wasyoungandIcouldn’tunderstandwhytheygaveherahardtime.”

Me:“Howoldwasshe?”

Shecountsinherhead.

Ayize:“Seventeen,eighteen.I’m notsure,Iwastooyoungtokeeptrack.Shewasinschool

though,IrememberhelpingherwashherblackschooltuniceverySundaymorning.Ntoshwas

kindandgentle,shewouldfetchmefrom daycarewithoutfail.Therewasthismanwhodrove

usaround,theywerealwaystogether.Shewassoclingywithhim that,anyonecouldseethat

thosetwoweredating.Shecalledhim MK,Iusedtowonderwhatayounggirllikeherwasdoing

withanolderguy.”

Me:“Hewashersugardaddy.”

Ayize:“Blessersweetie,hewouldshowerherwithgifts,takehershoppingandItaggedalong

withmyadorableness.”

Shegigglesatthissaying.

Me:“Youtwowereclose,hey.”

Ayize:“Very,besingamathenolimi.Sheboughtmeclothestoobut,yourwickedmotherwould

burnthem.Shesaiditwasbloodmoney.”(Wewereinseparable.)

Herfacechangeseachtimeshespeaksofmother.

Me:“Bloodmoney?”

Ayize:“Yeah,Ididn’tunderstandwhatshemeantbythat.Theirhatredforeachothergrew.This

onetimeNtoshhadanargumentwithdad,Irememberthem yelling.Eachwantedtogettheir

viewsheard,noonewantedtolistentotheother.Itwasamess,Ntoshwouldn'tstopcrying.I

wouldneverforgetthatslap,mom gaveherbeforetheythrewheroutofthehouse.”

Myparentscanbeheartless.

Me:“Whydidtheythrowherout?”



Ayize:“Idon’tknow.”

Me:“Youmusthaveheardwhatthefightwasabout.”

Ayize:“Iwasyoungbabe,Imighthavehearditandit’sprobablystackedinmymindsomewhere.

Maybeaglassofwinewillhelpmeremember.”

WhatIthinkisajoke,turnsouttobeaseriousstatement.Iwatchherasshejumpsoffthebed.

Me:“Whereareyougoing?”

Ayize:“Togetsomething,amemoryserum.”

Shewinksanddashesoutofthebedroom,Itraceafterher.

Me:“ComeontellmemoreaboutNtosh,Iwanttoknowwhyshewaskickedout.”

Ifindheralreadyindulgingonaglassofwine,shegulpsitalldowninonegoandpoursanother

one.Thishastostop,it’sgettingoutofhand.Shesmilesatme,shakingmyheadindisapproval.

Ayize:“Itcouldbethatshewasrebellious,shedranklikeatank.”

Shetittersatthis,it’snotreallyfunny.Alcoholaddictionisaseriousproblem,Ayizeneedstoget

helpforthat.

Ayize:“Dadhatedthat,youknowhowhecanbe.It’shisrulesornothing.”

True.

Me:“WhereisNtosh?”

Ayize:“Idon’tknow,thatnightwasthelasttimeIsawher.LikeIsaid,Ishouldwriteto

Khumbulekhaya.Therewerenopicturesofherinthehouse,dadburntthem andshewasnever

spokenoffrom thatday.Iwasheartbrokenbut,yourparentsdidn’tcare.”

Me:“Whywoulddaddothat?Itdoesn’tmakeanysense.”

Ayize:“Maybehewastryingtoprotectmom,thehostilitytheyhadforeachotherwas

somewhatnotgoodforthebaby.”

Me:“Whatbaby?”

Ayize:“Mom waspregnantwithyou,shegavebirthamonthlater.Shestruggledwithyou,Ithink

Ntosh’sdisappearancetookatollonher.Shewouldjustzoneoutwhileyoucried,orwhenshe

hadtofeedyou.Herdisregardtowardsyoumademetakeoverfrom her,ithurtmetoseemy

sisterneglectedlikethat.”

Ithurtstoknowthatmymothernevercaredforme.

Me:“Youwereonlyfour.”

Ayize:“Goingonfiveinafewmonths.”

Me:“Andthatmakesitbetter?”



Ayize:“Lifewillforceyoutogrowup.”

Me:“Didsheeverchange?Didshemotherme?”

Ayize:“Shedid,ittookawhilethough.”

Me:“It’ssadtoknowthatmyownmotherneglectedme.”

Ayize:“Ithinkshehadpostpartum depression,it’saseriousillnessyouknow.”

Me:“Itaffectsnewmothers.”

Ican’tfindareasonbehindmymother’sinattention.

Ayize:“Ai,Idon’tknowthen,bebam’loyile.”(Shewasbewitched.)

Shephrases,finishingupthelastsipofwine.

Ayize:“Let’sgowritethatletter,sbwltobeonTV.”(Icrave.)

Ifollowafterherasshetrudgesoutofthekitchentothelivingroom.

Me:“Wheredidyougetthat?Stopsayingit.”

Ayize:“Haibo,isitafoulwordmam’fundisi?”(Pastor?)

She’smockingme.

Me:“Nobut…”

Ayize:“Bringapaperandpenmam’fundisiandstopactingweird.”(Pastor.)

She’sseriousaboutthissearch.

Me:“Stopcallingme,mam’fundisi.”(Pastor.)

IgripewhileItrudgetothebedroom togetthestupidpaper.

Ayize:“Okaymmemoroti.”(Pastor.)

Ihearherloudguffawfrom here.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

119*

STYLES*

Randalljustgavemetheshockingnewsoverthephone,he'sprovingtobetoolenientonpeople

andthatwillonlygethim intotrouble.

Me:“WhatdidyousayRandall?”

Isurgeintothelivingroom withthesewords,Neoissleepingonthecouch.Whateverhappened

tohisbedbeatsme,Igrabhislegsandpullthem offthecouch.Startled,hebouncesup,looks

lostabitthereashescanshissurroundings.

Randall:“IsaidRavenishere.”

Iwantedhim torepeatitforclarification.

Neo:“Eish!!!Whathappened?”

Hewipeshiscrustyface,Igesturethathegetsup.

Me:“WhatdoyoumeanRavenisinyourhouse?”

Idon’tknowifRandallisstupidorwhat?

Randall:“LikeIsaid,hewasattacked.”

Me:“Randall,youcan’ttrusthim,getthatbastardoutofyourhouse.”

It’ssounlikehim tobethiscareless.

Randall:“Youdidn’tseehim Styles,noonecanfakethatinjury.”

Me:“Seguncan.”

Randall:“Iknowyoumeanwell,RavenismybrotherStyles.It’smyjobtotakecareofhim.”

Me:“Am Inotyourbrothertoo?”

Randall:“Comeon,ofcourseyou’remybrother.”

Me:“Thenit’salsomyjobtotakecareofyou,getthatidiotoutofthathouse.”

Hebettertakenoteofthisfirm command.

Randall:“Styles.”

Me:“NoRandall,thinkofLiyaandAmara.Thosemenareagainstyou,haveyouforgottenthat?”



Randalldoesn’tforgivesoeasily.

Neo:“KeengStylos?”(WhatisitStyles?)

Igesturethatheputsonhisshoes,IhavetogoknocksomesenseintoRandall.

Me:“I’m comingover.”

Randall:“Okayalthough,IpersonallythinkthatyoushouldbewithSethu.”

Me:“Isaid,I’m comingoverRandall.”

Ihangup,Irefusetoarguewithhim aboutthis.

Neo:“ArengUze?”(WhatdidUzesay?”

Heenquiresashestretcheshisbody.

Me:“Randallislosinghismind.”

Neo:“You’reonlyseeingitnow?keebonekhale,mebathobanahanahoreke’naeahlanyang.”

(Isawitlongagoandpeoplethought,Iwasthecrazyone.)

Idon’tknowifIshouldlaugh,hisseriousfacecloudsme.

Me:“Let’sgo.”

Neo:“Reakae?”(Wherearewegoing?)

Me:“ToRandall’shouse.”

Heshakeshishead,he’snotcomingwithme.

Neo:“KeatsoaStylos.”(I’m goingout.)

Hegrabshiscarkeysandbeginstotreadtowardsthedoor.

Me:“AreyougoingtoseeTshidi?”

Idon’ttrusthim.

Neo:“Whatdoyoutakemefor,marabozza?I’m stayingawayfrom mosaliole.KetsabaTshidi,

entlekanywomanwhocanboilwatermuststayawayfrom me.”(I’m scaredofTshidi.)

Me:“Thenyoushouldstaysingleforever,there’snowomanthatcan’tputakettleon.”

Thelookonhisfacecracksmeup,heisdefinitelydisagreeingwithme.

Neo:“Eng?”(What?)

Me:“Yes,youcanfinallybecomeabishop.”

Neo:“Never,letsoailelengatalekaubolaea.Itdoesn’thelpthatI’m singleatthemoment.Ke

hore,Iam strugglingaswespeak.”(Toomuchsaltcankillyou.)

Me:“Okay,okay.I’veheardenough.”



Neo:“Yeah,thiswillteachyou.oaphapha.”(You’retooforward.)

Me:“Youstartedtheconversation.”

Neo:“And,I’m finishingit.Nahana,arestaysingle.Justbecauseyouhavewomenfallingat

yourfeet.”(Imagine.)(Hesays)

Hemumbles.

Me:“Icanhearyou.”

Thatstupidsmilethat,onlyNeocanpulloff,takesoverhismouth.

Neo:“Letmego,hurrybackhome.Doyouwantmetogetyouanything?”

Hewalksout,hedoesn’tgivemeachancetoanswerback.

NKOMO*

Stylessentmeatextawhileback,hewantedtoknowhowthingsaregoing.Idecidetovideo

callhim.

Styles:“Myfavouritecow.”

Helaughsuproariouslyathisownjest.

Me:“You’rehappytoday.What’sup?”

He’sinthecar.

Styles:“There’snothingtobehappyabout,trustme.”

Me:“Whereareyou?”

Styles:“Athome,Iwasonmywayout.Howarethingsthere?”

Me:“Great,Ithink.”

He’snotsatisfiedwithmyanswer.

Styles:“That’snotgoodenough,wedon’thavemuchtimeNkomo.”

Me:“Puttingpressureonme,really?”

Styles:“Iwouldn’tbedoingitifSegunwasn’tatwork.Iswearthatoldmandoesn’tsleep,he

staysupallnightplottingagainstRandall.”

Thathappyfacehehadwhenheansweredthecallhasrejectedhim.

Me:“Whatdidhedonow?”

Styles:“Ravenwassupposedlybeatenup,accordingtoRandy,he’sbadlyinjured.Justyesterday,



hewascryingdaddy,todayhe’sbackinhisbrother’shouse.Ihaveabadfeelingaboutthis.”

Me:“YoushouldspeaktoRandy,familymeansalottohim.Youknowhowheprotectsthe

peoplethatareclosesttohisheart.IfRavenisplayingvictim andRandallbelieveshim then,he’s

indeepshit.”

There’sapossibilitythatourplanscouldbackfire.

Styles:“Iknow,Iwanttodragthatmanoutofthathouse.”

Me:“Randallwon’tbehappyaboutthat.”

Styles:“Idon’tcare,Iwillprotectmybrotherbyallmeans.He’llthankmelater.”

Thisbrotherlylovethattheyshareisenviable,theyarekindredspirits.Iknowfrom experience

andtheyearsspentwiththem thatnothingwilleverseparatethem.StyleslivesforRandalland

Randallishisshadow,iftheyweretobeseparateditwouldkillthem both.

Styles:“Nkomo?”

Thesternnessofhisvoicegushesmeoutofthesecretsofmythoughts.”

Me:“Whatwasthat?”

Styles:“Isaid,anyplansofgiftingRuthwiththeearrings?”

Me:“Notyet,thegirlismaterialisticbut,shehaspride.”

Styles:“Don’ttaketoolongman,ifyouspendtoomuchtimewithher,youwillendupfallingfor

her.”

Thatisnothappening.

Me:“YouknowmeStyles,Idon’tjustfallforagirl.”

WhatIsaidmustbefunny,he’slaughing.

Styles:“UnlesssheusesVoodooonyou.”

Me:“Don’tscaremelikethatman,Iwouldbetrappedinherwebforever.”

Hestillfindsitfunny,I’m donewithhisguffaws.

Styles:“Don’tworry,hereyesaresetonRandall.Thewomanwantstobeaqueen.It’ssadthat

theonlycrownshe’llgettowearisacrownofdeath.”

Iwillnotbelaughingalongwithhim.

Me:“Idon’twanttoknowthedetails,myjobistogiftherwiththejewel.Whateverhappensafter

that,pleasedon’tbothersharing.”

Styles:“Areyousurethatyou’reMkhize’sson?You’retoosoftNkomo,thisistherealworldman,

killorbekilled.”

That’stheruleheandRandallliveby,whileIrefusetobelikemyfather.IfRandallandStylescall



metowarthen,IobligebecauseIknowthattheywilldothesameforme.

Me:“Let’sleavethekillingtoyou.”

Styles:“Ihavetogo,makemeproudMkhize.Bringthecuphome.”

ThisisagameforStyles,thehilarityinhistoneproveshim guilty.

Me:“SpeakingofMkhize.HaveyouspokentoNeoyetaboutfindingmymother’sfamily?”

Styles:“He’sonit.”

Me:“GreatbecauseIam donewithyoucallingmeMkhize.”

I’m ajoketohim.

Styles:“KeepmepostedMkhize.”

Me:“GotohellStyles.”

Hedropsthecallwithachortle,nowIhavetogoandwork.

AYIZE*

Ihatehowmallsarealwaysfull,oneofthereasonswhyIhateshopping.

IhavetohurrybackhomebecauseIleftSethualoneandduskisapproaching.

Sethuisfloodingmyphonewithphonecallsandmessages,she’sterrifiedofbeingalonesince

Ntokozosuddenlysurfaced.

Me:“Siswami,I’m almostdone.Whatseemstobetheproblem?”(Mysister.)

Idon’twanttoscareher,I'm tryingtogethertorelax,heranxietywillonlyspiral.

Sethu:“Yousaidthatthirtyminutesago.”

Me:“Ilied,Iwasactuallyonmywaythere.But,IpromisethatI’m done.I’m standinginthecue

aswespeak.”

Ilie.

Sethu:“WhereareyouAyize?Southgateisjusthere.”

Sheknowsme.

Me:“Okay,Ineededthedrive.So,Isoaredtothenorth.”

Sethu:“Saysthegirlwhodrankthreeglassesofwine.Areyoukiddingme,Ayize?You’renot

soberedup,youshouldn’tbedriving.God,IknewthatIshouldn’thaveletyougolikethat.”

Andso,thecomplaintslaunch.



Me:“Iknowhowtohandlemyalcoholthankyou.IfImadeitherealivethen,I’llmakeitback

home.”

Ihearherreleaseanincreduloussigh.

Sethu:“WhymustyoudothistomeAyize?WhatwillIdoifsomethinghappenstoyou?”

Wow,Idon’tneedthisrightnow.

Me:“Babe,youknowhowcarefulIam.IpromisethatI’llcomehometoyou.Thisiswhat

happenswhenyou’renotmarried,youshouldbebuggingyourhusband,notme.”

Shehuffs.

Sethu:“Notfunny.”

Me:“Right?Letmego,thisplaceiscrowded.I’m actuallygettingfrustrated.”

Iplodtothetoiletrysection.

Me:“Hey,howmanytoiletpapersdoyouthinkweneed?”

Sethu:“Idon’tknow.”

Me:“Fine,I’llgetten.”

Sethu:“Hurrybackplease.”

Me:“Yesmom.”

Iendthephonecallbeforeshecouldchideme,anyfurther.I’vegoteverythingIneed,thisitem

isthelastone.

Someonegrabsthetissuepaperfrom myhands,Igawpupattheidiot.He’sfrowningatmeand

Icouldn’tcareless,I’m notlettinggo.

“Sorryousie.”(Sister.)

Me:“Sorryousiemyfoot.Letgo.”(Sister.)

Idemand.

“Itookthem first,youshouldletgo.”

Me:“Yougrabbedthem whiletheywereinmyhands.”

Igripe,he’sannoyingme.

“No,Igotherefirst.Youwerebusytalkingonthephone.”

Me:“So,thatdoesn’tmeananything.Letgoofthetissuess’didi.”(Idiot.)

“S’dididikemanggirly?Kykheso…”(Who’sanidiot?Lookhere?”

IsenseaninsultcomingandIwillnotallowit.



Me:“Uthigirlykubaniwena?Ekisniejoumeisienie.”(Whoareyoucallinggirly?I’m notyourgirl.)

Helaughs…

Stupididiot.

Ipullthepackage.Bythewayhe’sgothisgriponit,Iknowthatheisnotabouttogiveup.

“Nauabonahores’dididikeuenamona?Ididn’tsaymygirly.”(Doyouseethattheidiothereis

you?”

Me:“Yey!Whatkindofamanareyou?Fightingawomanfortissues.Havewecomethisfarin

thiscountry?”

“Idon’tcare,saywhateveryouwant.Youthinkhavingasmartmouthwillgetyouthesetoilet

papers?”

Thisiswhatithascometo,Iam beingtauntedbysomeidiotatagrocerystore.It’sevenmore

embarrassingthatpeoplearewatching.

Me:“Youcan’tfightforsomethingyoucannotname.”

I’m gettingangry.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Me:“Yela!S’dididi,it’stissuepapernottoiletpaper.”(Idiot.)

Hechortlesatmyrectification.

“Yoh!Iknewhorebasalibabangbadom marauena,aishameousie,youtakethecup.It’s

calledatoiletpaper.”(Iknewthatsomewomenaredumbbut,yousister.)

Me:“Dumb,Iwillshowyoudumb.”

Ourvoicesaretheloudestinthisstoreasweplaytugofwarwiththislastbatchoftissues.

“Showmeafteryouletgoofthetoiletpaper.”

Theinsolenceofthisman,hecontinuestopullitfrom me.

Me:“Thisisthelastone,Iprobablyneeditmorethanyoudo.”

“Youmustasknicelythen.”

Todayisnotforme.

Me:“Uyanyayoh,ngekebhuti.”(You’recrazy,never.)

Ideclinehisidioticproposition.

“Whatareyoulookingat?”

Wechorusasweyellatthepeoplestaringatus.



Afemaleshopkeeperapproachesus,shecarriesanarkedlookonherface.

Her:“What’sgoingonhere?You’recausingchaosanddisturbingthecustomers.”

Me:“Ifyouhaven’tnoticedsisi,I’m alsoacustomerhereandthismanisfightingmeovermy

toiletpaper.”

Hethrowshisheadbackashelaughsliketheidiotheis.

Me:“Andthen?DidIcrackajoke?”

Henods,stillentertaininghimself.

“Yousaidtoiletpaperandthisjustprovesmeright,Itoldyouhoreudom girly.”(Thatyou’re

dumb,girl.)

Me:“Sisi,khuzatuu.Idon’twanttogocrazyonpeople.”(Chastisehim.)

Sheclickshertongueatusbeforesheheatedlydashesaway.

“Look,OprahWinfrey.”

Hepointsbehindme,Iswivelasmyheartjumpsupinexcitement.Thisfoolplayedme,Iwatch

him ashestridesawaywithmytissues.

Me:“Uyis’lima.”(You’reanidiot.)

Ishout,hewaveshishandwithoutlookingbackatme.Ican’tgotoadifferentstore,I’llhaveto

leavethatforanotherday.Sethuisanxiouslywaitingforme.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

120*

MBUSO*

Lelomustbeinthebedroom.HowwillIbreakthisnewstoher?Shewilldefinitelywanttoknow

whyIkeptitfrom her.

Me:“Lelo.”

Icallouttoher.

Lelo:“I’m intheroom.”

Myheartstopsatthesoundofhervoice.Thisisit.

Idecidetomoseytothebedroom togivemyselftimetogathermythoughtsandpreparetogive

herthenews.

Thedoorishalfopen,Iganderthroughthecrack.She’sstandinginfrontofthebigmirrorwitha

towelwrappedaroundher.

Iwatchherassheunhurriedlylotionsherbody,thefearoflosingherbuildsup.MyloveforLelo

intensifieseveryday,IneverthoughtthatIcouldlovesomeonesomuch.

Shemustfeelagazeonherandthiscompelshertoturn.Asmileflashesonherface.

Lelo:“Whyareyoustandingthere?”

ShecontinueswithherdoingsasIdragmyfeettowardsher.Ikeepthinkingofwaystotellher.

Lelo:“Howdiditgo?”

Sheglancesatmethroughthemirrorreflection,seeingherinthistowelstirsmeup.Afewmore

stepsbringmeclosertoher,Iplantakissonherbareshoulder.ShesmirksandtittersasI

alternatetopaintherskinwithmorekisses.ItakemyarmsaroundherwaistwhileInuzzleher

neck,placingwetkissesoneveryinchofit.Iwantnothingelseatthispointbut,tobeinsideher.

Iwanttofillherupwithmylove.

Lelo:“Mbuso.”

Herquickbreathstellmethatshewantsthisjustasmuch.Ifindthehem ofthetowel,unloose

itandshegaspsasitfallstothefloor,leavingherstarkers.Myhandsfindherbreast,theyfeel

soamazinginthem.



Me:“Iloveyou.”

ImutterinherearbeforeInibbleherearlobeandherbodyshuddersinreactiontoit.

Lelo:“Iloveyou.”

ThisissomethingIknowverywell,Iturnheraroundtofaceme.Thisismywoman,there’sno

oneIwouldratherbewith.

Mildly,Ismashmylipsonhers.Mytightbut,gentlygripflowstoherhipstopullherintome.I

kickoffmyshoes,tryingtostayinthisblissfulmoment.Herwarm handsslideundermyt-shirt

andtheyriseupwithit.Iliftmyhandsassistinginremovingthisgarment.Herhandsareallover

me,I’m soexcitedIfeellikeIcouldexplode.Thekissescalatesintoapeckishmovement,Ifeel

herhandsonthewaistofmyjeans.Shepopsthebuttonopenandpullsthezipdown.

Me:“Mmmh”

Imoanasherlubralipsfeelincredibleagainstmine.WesinkonthecarpetedfloorafterIthrow

myjeansoff.Iworshipeveryinchofherbodywithtrailsofwetkisses.

Lelo:“Mbuso.”

Thesoundofmynamedelicately,departingfrom hermouthmakesmefeellikeI’m theonlyguy

shethinksabout.

We’reinamissionarypositionasIslideintoher.Everythinginmylifefallsaway,I’m onlyherein

thispresentmoment.ShehugsherlegsaroundmyhipsasIbegintothrust,herarmsaretightly

aroundmeanditmakesmefeeldesired.

Herheavybreathingandwarm breathonmyeardrivemerightofftheroof.Myframeisfilled

withneedanddesireforher.It’samazing,itmakesmewanttocry.I’m astoundedbythis

amazingwoman,thewaysheopensuptomeandacceptsapartofmeinsideofher.Icatcha

glimpseofhereyes,herwarm gazeaffirmsthatshe’salsolostinthisgloriousmoment.Her

gentletouchgivesmesomuchpeace.Ipickupmypaceplunginginandoutofher.Hergrip

aroundmetightenswitheachthrustandhermoansgetlouderastheyoccasionallyescapein

pleasurablescreams.

Lelo:“KeepgoingMbuso,don’tstop.”

Shefuelsmewiththesewordsalongwithhersexymoans.Ibringherhandaboveherheadand

intertwineourfingers.Iaddaninsatiablekissandfeelhermouthstretch,she’ssmiling.IknowI

havestimulatedherjustrightandhittheg-spotassheyelpsoutmyname,herlegsandarms

clasparoundme.Istealkisseseverynowandthen,Iwanttobreatheherin.Itkeepsmealive.

Inawhileherbodyshuddersandsheclingsontomelikethere’snothingelseshe’dratherbe

holding.Mydeepstrokestitillatehereroticscreams.

Thrustingon,Ifeelashiveringsensationthatincreaseswitheverystroke.It’sbirthedfrom my

groinandspreadstomyspine,myarmsandlegsgonumb.Mymindgoescompletelyblank,I

captureherlipsintomineasmysensualjourneycomestoanend.



Inafewsecondsawaveofrelaxationwhelmsmeandnothingcomparestoit.Wecollapse

sweatyandtired,Lelofallsintoapoolofgiggles.SherestsherheadonmychestasIflipus

overandpullherintomyarms.

Me:“YouknowIloveyou,right?”

Ineedtopreparemyselfforthis.

Lelo:“Ifthisisyourwayofsayingyouloveme,thenyouhavesaiditmorethanahundredtimes.”

Shetattoosmychestwithsoftkisses.

Me:“YouareeverythingtomeLeloandIcan’timaginelovinganyoneelsebut,you.”

Gradually,Ibrushmyfingersonherbareback.

Me:“There’ssomanywaystosayIloveyou.It’snotjustdirectlysayingitorthestaggeringlove

making.It’snotonlythatsparkinmyeyeswhenIseeyouorinthewayIholdyourhand.It’salso,

howprotectiveIam ofyou,Iwouldneverdoanythingtohurtyou.”

Sheplacesherchinonmychestandoureyesmeet,thisisthemomentoftruth.

Lelo:“Yousounddifferent.What’swrong?”

Sheholdsmycheekwithherwarm hand,anexhalationofdespairpoursoutofme.

Me:“IknowwhereAmarais.”

There’snoexpressiononherface,hermindhasn’tgraspedthenewsyet.

Me:“Lelo.”

She’slookingintomyeyesandIcan’tfigureherthoughtsout.

Me:“Mylove,saysomething.”

Lelo:“YouknowwhereAmarais?”

Inod,herhandreleasesmycheek.

Lelo:“Howdidyoufindher?”

IwatchherfacialfeaturesasInarratethestorytoher,hereyesarewetbythetimeIfinish.

Me:“Won’tyousaysomething?”

Lelo:“Youlied.”

Thetoneofhervoicetellsmethatsheisshockedbythisfact.

Me:“Itwasn’talieassuch.”

Lelo:“YouliedMbuso,yousawhowIstressedoverherdisappearanceandyoudidn’tbotherto

tellmethetruth.”



Me:“Lelo…”

Lelo:“Isthishowyouloveme?”

Hewordsbreakme,Iwasafraidofthis.

Me:“PleaseunderstandLelo,Iwascorneredandblackmailedintokeepingthetruthfrom you.It

wasforherprotection.”

Shemovesawayfrom myembrace,grabsthetowelfrom thefloorandwrapsitaroundher.

Lelo:“YouthinkthatIwould’vefailedtokeephersafeMbuso.”

Shethrowsmyjeansatmeassheshouts.

Me:“Ididn’tsaythat.”

Ijumpbackintomypantswhiledesperatelytryingtojustifymyactions.

Lelo:“She’smysisterMbuso,youhadnorighttoherfrom me.”

Me:“I’m sorry,IknowthatIshouldn’thavekeptthetruthfrom you.Lelothere’sanoldmanout

therewhoisafterAmara.Yourfathersoldhertohim andthismanwhohashernow,tookherto

protecther.”

Lelo:“Bullshit.WhataboutuswholovedAmara?Ifthismancaredabouthersomuch,he

wouldn’thavekeptherfrom us.Therearesomanywaysthiscould’vebeenhandled,kidnapping

isaseriouscrimeMbusoandIwillreportit.”

Ididn’texpectthisfrom her.

Me:“Youcan’tdothat.”

Lelo:“IcanandIwill.”

Me:“Lelo,youdon’tknowthosepeople.Theycanmakeanythinggoaway,talkingtothepolice

willbeawasteoftime.NoonewillpayheedtoyouandyouractionswillonlybreakAmara’s

heart.”

Shefrownsatmyproclamation.

Lelo:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Me:“Shehasfalleninlovewithhim,shewillneverleavehim andtryingtohurtthatmanwill

createariftbetweenyoutoo.”

Lelo:“Whatifshewasbrainwashed?Ifthosepeopleareaspowerfulasyousay,it’spossible

thattheydrilledthesethoughtsinherhead.”

Iknowshe’supsetbut,thisisludicrous.

Me:“ComeonLelo,thinkaboutit.Doesitmakesense?”

Lelo:“Idon’tknowMbuso,nothingmakessenseanymore.Youdon’tmakesense,everythingI



haveeverknownisalie.From myparents,toyou.”

She’scrying.

We’restandinginthemiddleofthebedroom,exchangingloudwordsandithurts.

Me:“Iunderstandwhereyou’recomingfrom but,Iam real.MyloveforyouisrealLelo.”

Lelo:“HowdoIbelievethat?”

Inestlehercheekswiththepalmsofmyhands.

Me:“Justtrustme,trustthislookinmyeyes.Thatbeautifulmomentwejustshared.Nothing

canbemorerealthanthat.”

Sheshakesherhead,bythelooksofthings,itwilltakeawhiletoconvinceher.

Lelo:“Iwanttoseeher.”

Shepullsawayfrom me.

Me:“We’llgotomorrow.”

Wefallintoaprofoundsilence,Idon’tlikethelookthatshe’sgivingme.IwishIcouldreadher

mind,Iyearntoknowifwe’reokay.Ineedustobeokay.

Me:“Lelo,I’m sorry.”

Ibreakthesilence.

Me:“Talktomeplease.”

Shesighs.

Lelo:“Ihavenothingelsetosaytoyou.”

Iobservehermovementsassheplodstothebed,shegetsundertheblanketwiththetowelstill

wrappedaroundher.Ihearhersniffassheturnstheotherway.Ican’tlethersleepobliviousof

whatthefutureholdsforus.

Me:“Lelo?”

Iplacemyhandonhershoulder,sheshrugsitaway.Ican’tseeherface,onlyherbackisvisible

tome.

Me:“Letmeholdyouplease.”

Shedoesn’trespondso,Itakemychances.Ineedtocomforther,Ican’tlosethiswoman.She

snivelsthemomentmyarmsclasparoundher,Ioptnottosayawordlestitaggravatesher.

AMARA*



Liyanalikesplayinghideandseekwithme,especiallywhenit’stimeforhertohaveabath.

Chiomagaveupsearching,sheiseasilyfrustrated.

“Whyareyouhere?”

That’shervoicecomingfrom thepatio.

“Whatdoyoumeanprincess?”

She’swithRaven,Idoubtthatit’sagoodideaforhertobealonewithhim.There’ssomething

dodgyabouthim,Ravenwokeupafewhoursago.He’sbeenshamblingaroundthehousesince,

heclaimsthatheneedstostretchhisbody.

Liyana:“You’renotsupposedtobehere,go.”

Whyissherudetohim?Ipickupmypacetogettoher.

Raven:“Don’tyouwantmehereprincess?”

Liyana:“Dabbi.”(No.)

Isprintintothepatio,justassheyellsathim.

Me:“Liyana.”

Sheturnsatmyfirm voice.It’snotlikehertoyellatelders.Whatisitthathasherupsetlikethis?

RavenisslouchingonachairandLiyanaisstandingbeforehim,shecrossesherarmsacross

herchestandsheappearstobeirritated.

Me:“What’swrongbaby?Whyareyoutalkingtoyourunclelikethat?”

Sheturnsawayfrom me.

Raven:“It’sokayAmara,she’sonlyachild.”

Amara:“Yesbut,that’snoexcuseforherbehaviour.”

Me:“Liyana?”

ShecarriesacertainattitudeIhaveneverseeninherbefore.

Me:“Willyoutellmewhattheproblem isorshouldIcallpapa?”

Liyana:“HesaidImusttellhim toleave,hedoesn’tbelonghere.”

Me:“Whosaidthat?”

Sheshrugshershoulders,angerisvisibleonherfaceanditbafflesmewhyshe’supsetabout

Raven’svisit.

Me:“Wasitpapa?”

Liyana:“No.”

Me:“Then,who?”



I’m talkingtomyself,hergazeisimmersedonheruncle.

Me:“Iwon’tknowifyoudon’ttellmeanything.”

Itakeherhand,shehaulsitfrom meandrunsout.

Me:“Liya.”

IyellasIstarttochaseafterher.

Raven:“Letherbe,she’llbeokay.She’sfiercelikeherfather.”

Hechortles.I’m nothappyaboutthis.

Raven:“Howareyou?”

He’ssmiling,lasttimeIwasinthesameroom withhim,hecouldonlydishoutinsultsatme.IfI

remembercorrectly,hecalledmeapeasant.

Me:“Ishouldbeaskingyouthis,youdon’tlookokay.Youshouldbeinbedsleeping.”

Raven:“IhavetotoughitupifIwantaspeedyrecovery.”

Idon’thavearesponseforhim,IthinkIshouldwalkaway.

Me:“LetmegofindLiyana,sheneedstotakeherbath.”

Iintroducemyescape.

Raven:“IwanttoapologizeforthewayItreatedyouthatday,Iwasajerk.”

Me:“It’salright.”

Raven:“You’reagoodwomanAmaraandmybrotherisluckytohaveyou.”

Hesuddenlyseesmedifferently.

Okay...

Me:“Thanks.”

Itrulydonotknowwhatelsetosaytohim.

Raven:“HowisRandy?Ishehappy?”

So,theconversationcontinues.

Me:“Iwouldliketobelievethatheis.”

Idon’tknowwhyheforcesasmilewhenhislipisswollenandcutlikethat.

Raven:“Youdeserveeachother.”

ThisisthesamemanwhowaspushingRuthonRandalltheotherday.

Me:“Thankyou.”



Ican’tsendoutthatsameenergeticdialog,standingherebeforehim feelsatadbitstrange.I

can’tgetoverthefactthathewasagainsthisbrother,hebrokehisheartbychoosingtheir

father.

Raven:“I’m sorry,Idon’tmeantokeepyou.Youcangoahead.”

Ifeignasmileandturntowalk,somehowIfeelaheavystarepiercingmefrom behind.Iturnto

findhim glaringatme,hesendsanothersmile.Istruggletoreturnitinstead,Irushoutofthere.

NTOMBI*

Mosesseemstobeabletocommunicatewithoutgoingcrazyonme,hesayshedoesn’tsee

Nkosiyaboanymore.Heshouldbehappyabouthisrecoverybut,he'saloof.Somethingis

definitelyonhismind,hewantedtobealoneinthebedroom andIgavehim space.Jonasand

Mhambiarenothappypeopleatthemoment,theyhavebeenbroughttoshame.

Itwon’tbetoolongtilltheyarethrownoutofthishouse.Petuniamustenjoybeinginmykitchen,

herdaysinthishousearenumbered.

I’m leaningagainstthekitchencabinetwhilewatchinghercook.

Me:“You’reagoodcookPetunia.”

Sheignoresme.

Me:“It’sashamethatwewon’thaveanyonetocookforusanymore.”

Thisshouldgetherattention.

Petunia:“Whatdoyoumean?”

She’spredictable.

Me:“Mosesishimselfagain.Doyouthinkthathewillletyoupeoplestayhereafterwhatyoudid

tohim?”

Sheglaresatme,herstaresdon’tfazeme.

Petunia:“AsihambiNtombiandthere’snothingMosescandoaboutit.”(Wearenotgoing

anywhere.)

Me:“Don’tbetonit,takemyadvice.Enjoystandingbehindthatstove,you’llmissitonceyou’re

gone.”

Petunia:“You’restupidsisi.DoyoureallythinkthatJonaswillletMosesdothat?”(Sister.)

Me:“Thisisnothishouse,hehasnosay.”

Shecackles.



Me:“We’llseewhowillhavethelastlaugh.”

Sheclickshertongue,she’llbedoingalotofthatonherwaytoPongola.

“Moses,wenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Jonasyellsfrom thelivingroom,PetuniaandIglanceateachotherbefore,scurryingoutofthe

kitchen.Thescenebeforememakesmyheartjumpwithexcitement.Mosesisthrowing

suitcasesoutofthedoorandJonasistryingtostophim.Iknewthatthisdaywascoming,I

didn’tthinkitwouldbethissoon.

Moses:“Getoutofmyhouse,allofyou.”

Heyellsashepointsafingeratthem.

Mhambiseemstoocalm forsomeonewhoisbeingthrownoutofthehouse.

Petunia:“AreyoucrazywenaMoses?”

WrongmovePetunia.

Moses:“Petunia,don’tmakememad.Iwantallofyoutogetoutofmyhouse.”

Heyellsashetossesthelastsuitcaseout.

Jonas:“Nooneisleavingthishouse.”

Me:“Bhutidon’tbestubborn.”(Brother.)

Petunia:“ShutupNtombi.Whatisyourproblem vele?”(Actually.)

Moses:“Mhambiusahlaleleni?Ngithephumaniemziniwami.”(Whyarestillsittingdown

Mhambi?Isaidgetoutofmyhouse.)

Mosesislivid.

Mydearbrotherglaresathim,shakeshisheadandcontinuestowatchTV.Whatiswrongwith

Mhambi,hashelosthismindaswell?Anynormalpersonwouldberunningoutofthatdoorwith

nohesitationatall.

Moses:“Hehehe!!!Niyangijwayelanina,Ntombibukaabafowenu.WhatdidIsaywhenthey

cametomyhouse?DidInottellyouthatthesepeopleareintodarkmagic?Didyouseewhat

theydidtome,Ntombi?Minalo,umyeniwakho.”(Youpeoplearegettingforwardwithme.)

(LookatyourbrothersNtombi.)(Yourhusband.)

Me:“IknowMoses,Itoldthem toreversethecursebut,theyrefused.”

Mashoto:“Yohhaishame,IthinkNtombishouldfollowherbrothers.”

Thiswitch.

Me:“Uthiniwenas’febe?”(Whatdidyousaybitch?)

Ichargeather,Mosespullsmeback.



Moses:“Awumenaweman.I’m tryingtofixthismess.”(Stopit.)

Me:“LetmegoMoses,Iwanttohitthishomewrecker.”

Moses:“Ntombiawulaleliyini?Angizwaninodoti.”(Whydon’tyoulisten?Idon’tlikenonsense.)

Whyisheyellingatme?Heshouldbeyellingather.

Me:“YeyiMoses,ungazongihlanyisa.ThiswomaninvadedmyhouseandIhavetoleratedher

longenough,Iwantheroutofmyhouse.”(Don’tmakememad.)

Ipushhim,hewobblesbackwithafewsteps.

Moses:“YouwillneverchangeNtombi,you’rethesameasyourbrothers.Iwillnottolerateyour

bullshit.”

Hebarks,ifMosesthinksthatIwilllethim mistreatme,Ihavegrownintoabullinthelast

weeks.

Me:“UngalingeMoses,ungalingeukhulumenamikanjena.”(Don’tyoudarespeaktomelike

that?)

Mashoto:“Didyouhearthatsthandwasami?Thiswomanisnothingbutdisrespectful,youcan’t

keepheraround.Shemustgowithherbrothers.”(Mylove.)

Iam readytokillher.Ichargeatherbut,MosespullsmebackbeforeIcouldgrabthatscruffy

thingonherhead.

Me:“NgiyekeMoses.”(Letmego.)

IshoutasIfighttogetloose.

Moses:“Ntombiwait,stopactinglikeahooligan.”

Me:“Mina,ahooligan?Whataboutthisuglything?Whydidyoubringherintoourlives?Why

wouldyoudothistome?IhavestoodbyyouthrougheverythingMoses,Idon’tdeservethis.”

(Me?)

Moses:“Ntombicanwetalkaboutthislater?”

Iwanttotalkaboutitnow.

Ihaven’tstoppedhearingPetunia’scackles,she’shavingathrill.

Mashoto:“Isayshemustgo,youdon’tloveheranymore.RememberyoutoldmethisMoses?”

Moses:“Yeyi,Mashoto.Ungazong’hlanyisawena,youwillleavethishousealongwiththem if

youdon’tkeepyourmouthshut.”Don'tmakemecrazy.)

Hehowlsather.

Mashoto:“But…”

Moses:“Thula.”(Shutup.)



Shehuffsasshethrowsherselfonthecouchbesideacalm Mhambi.

Me:“Moses,youtoldherthatyoudon’tloveme?”

Iam hurtbythesewords.

Moses:“Ntombi,mkami.Youknowamanwouldsayanythingwhenhe’sbetweenawoman's

legs.”(Mywife.)

Petunia:“OhJesu,uMosesakalungile.”(Mosesissick.)

Sheisshockedbyhisconfession.Jonasisstandingwithhisjawclamped,he’sangeredby

something.

Iknowit’snosecretthatMosessleptwithMoshotobut,Ideserverespectashiswife.

Me:“Howdareyousaythistome,Moses?”

HegripsmyarmsasIpunchhim onhischest.

Moses:“I’m sorryNtombi,IwastryingtoexplaintoyouthatMoshotomeansnothingtome.”

Mashoto:“What?”

Shejoltsup.

Mashoto:“Whatisthatsupposedtomean?Youpayedlobola,youpromisedmyfatherthatyou

willmarryme.Whatareyousayingnow?”

Sheshouldstaywheresheis,atthispointanythingispossible.Iwanttohurtsomeone,she

shouldstayawaylestshefallsvictim ofmywrath.

Moses:“Idon’tknowwhatcameovermeMashoto,Iguessyouweregoodinbedandthatdrove

mecrazy.”

Me:“UyinjawenaMoses.”(Youbastard.)

Herefusestoletgoofmyhand.

Me:“Ngiyeke.”(Leaveme.)

(Iwanttopunchthelivingdaylightsoutofhim.)

Moses:“Ntombi,I’m tryingtoexplainhere.”

Jonas:“Explainwhat?Ntombidoesn’tdeservethis,youareanevilmanMoses.Ishouldkillyou

forthis.”

Jonas’loveformewillneverwaiver.

Moses:“Haibo!UsaselaJonas?Isaidgetoutofmyhouse.”(You’restillhere?)

Mhambi:“Nooneisleavingthishouse.”

Heissosure.



Moses:“Don’ttestme,Mhambi.”

Mhambihuffs,Iam mystifiedbythisnewconfidence.

Ican’tbebotheredabouthim rightnow,Iwantthismantoletgoofmyhand.

Me:“Moses,ngiyeke.”(Letmego.)

Icommand.

Moses:“Okay,relaxNtombi.Letmetakecareofyourbrothersfirstthenwewilltalkaboutthis

issue.”

Mhambi:“Jonas,tellyourbrotherin-lawthatnooneisleavingthishouse.Iam notgoing

anywhereuntilIseeAmara’sface.”

Hespeakswithsomuchcalm inhisvoice.

Mosesissuddenlytongue-tied.Didheforgetabouther?

Mhambi:“Ifyouandyourwifewanttospendthenightinjail,goahead.Continuewithyour

nonsense.”

Me:“Youcan’tdothatMhambi.”

Jonas:“ThisisseriousNtombi,don’ttestus.Amara’scasewillbeonthenewsfirstthinginthe

morning,youandyourhusbandwillbeknownaschildmolestors.Yourimagewillbetarnished,

we’llseehowyougetyourselvesoutofthatmess.”

Me:“Bhuti?”(Brother.)

Igasp.Hecan’tdothistome.

Jonas:“Putyourhusbandonaleashmtase,Irepeat,thisisnotajoke.”(Mysister.)

Mosesisquiet,he’slosthisconfidence.Iam marriedtoauselessexcuseofaman.Heshoots

daggersatthem,beforerushingtothebedroom.

Mashoto:“Moseswaitforme.”

Igarbherhandasshetriestotreadafterhim.

Me:“Uzofawenamashoto,voetsek.”(Youwilldie.Pissoff.)

Ipushherandshestumblesback.Iwillnotbecontrolledinmyhouse,Ihavetospeaktothat

uselessman.Hethinkshidinginthebedroom willsolveourproblems.

Tobecontinued…BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*



121*

AYIZE*

It’snotahiddensecretthatlifehasnotbeenkindtome.Havingdroppedoutofschooldueto

stressanddepression,Ifoundmyselfworkingataretailstore.MyfirstjobwasatPEP,thepay

wasterrible.Istruggledtopaymyrentandgoingbackhomewasnotanoption.Iwouldrather

liveonthestreetsthanwiththatwomanwhogavemelife.Sheismymotherbut,thatmeans

absolutelynothingtome.It’sbetterthat,we’reapartbecausewewouldendupkillingeachandI

meanliterally.

Toaffordrentandfood,Ijumpedfrom onemeaninglessrelationshiptoanother.Iwentforolder

men,theyhadmoneyandcouldaffordtosustainmylife.IcantestifythatIdonotknowwhat

lovefeelslike,Ihavenevertastedit.Ipushpeopleaway,afraidtheymighthurtme.

ThisisthelifeIlive,givingmyselftomenwhocarelessaboutmeandonlywantwhat’sbetween

mylegs.

TosaythatI’m tiredofthislifewouldbeanunderstatement.

IhavedonethingsinmylifethatIam notproudof,oneofthem isbeinginanentanglement

withLethabo.WemetayearagoinPE,he’saBEE.Lethabowasgoodtomeatfirst,although

older.HerespectedmeandIappreciatedhim forthat.

ThingstookaterribleturnwhenIfoundoutthathe’smarried,Iconfrontedhim andhewent

ballistic.Herefusedthatwebreakupandthemostcatastrophicthinghappened.Herevealed

footagesofushavingsex,hethreatenedtopostthem onsocialmedia.

ThewholetimeIwaswithhim,Ididn’tknowthathewasrecordingeverythingandtheworst

thingaboutitisthat,hisfacedoesn’tshowonthevideos.Meaning,iftheyweretobeleaked,I

wouldbetheonlyoneexposed.

IlongforthedaywhenIwillfinallyberidofthatoldman,Ican’tstandhim.Thesightofhim

makesmewanttogag.Beingsexuallyassaultedbymyuncleledmeinthearmsofoldermen.

Lethabois58,makinghim theoldestmanIhavebeenwith.He’sthereasonI’m inthenorth,I

liedtoSethu.

AcarbumpsintomineasIpulloutoftheparkinglot,peopledon’tknowhowtodriveanymore.

Me:“Hey.”

Ijumpouttocheckthedamageonmycaranddealwiththeidiot.

Me:“No,no,no.Howam Igoingtopayforthis?”

Thedentisbig.



“Womenshouldnotbeallowedtodrive,lookwhatyoudidtomycar.Entlek,basalishouldride

bicyclesinstead.”(Women.)

Dammit,thatvoice.Ispinandmymoodchangesimmediately.

Me:“Yoh,yoh!!!Kazingigezenganinamhlanje?Ibhadielingakajesu?”(WhatdidIbathwith

todaytohavesuchbadluck.”)

“Ibhadiousie,really?Lookwhatyoujustdidtomycar.”(Badlucksister?)

Me:“Youhitmycar,youweresupposedtowaitformetoreverse.Ipulledoutfirst.”

Helaughsmockingly.

“Isee,sothisisa‘mefirst’game?Ihavealifeousie,ifyouwantmyattentionjusttellmeandI

willgladlyentertainyou.”(Sister.)

Thesmug.

Me:“WhywouldIwantyourattention?Awukahletu?”(Relax.)

“Ke‘neteorelsewewouldn’tbeinthissituation.”(It’strue.)

Me:“Letmeguess,yournameisThato,neh?YoulooklikeaThato.”

Hegivesmeanannoyedlook.

Thismanisseriouslystupid.

HowdoeshehitmycarandblamemeforitbecauseI’m awoman?

“Oh!SoyouthoughtIwasThato,that’swhyyouhitmycar.Thatoeoubuangkaeenakemang?

Ifeelsorryforhim.”(WhoisthisThatothatyou’retalkingabout?”

Me:“Idon’tblameyou,Iblamethatbigheadofyours.Ligcweleamanzi.”(It’sfullofwater.)

“Shame,uatsebakeeng?Youwillpayforthedamageyoudidonmycar.”(Youknowwhat?)

Me:“I’m notpayingforanything?Ifyouwantmoneybhuti,tellmeandIwillgiveittoyou.”

(Brother.)

Hehuffs.

He’swalkingaroundmycar,andtypingsomethingonhisphone.

Waitaminute,he’stakingdownmynumberplates.

Me:“Hey,stopthat.”

Isnatchhisphone.

“Bringmyphone,don’tyouknowyoushouldn’ttouchaman’sphone?”

Iknewhewasimprudent,thisjustprovesit.



Me:“Whoevergaveyouthat,theorylied.”

Iturnandhunchashestretcheshishandtoseizethephonefrom me,he’sbehindmewhileI

pushhim offwithmyhip.Herewegoagain,wrestlingbut,thistimetheitem belongstohim.

Thegoalistodeletethenumber.

Ohno!Lethabo’shere,hesaidwewouldmeetmeatMandelasquare.

Howishehere?

Heslowlydrivespastus,Iknowthatlookonhisface.HehatesitwhenItalktoothermen,

whetherapatrolattendant,acashier,abanktellerorwhoever.HewouldmakeremarksthatI

wasflirtingwiththem.

Me:“JohnCena,thathausgedlembewakho.”(Takeyouroldscrappyphone.)

Thismanbettergo,I’m alreadyintroublewiththatbaboonLethabo.

“Sgedlembeisthatcaryou’redriving”(Oldandscrappy.)

Me:“Ngicelauhambetuu.”(Pleasego.)

Lethaboisparkedafewblocksaway.

“Whenisyourbirthday?”

He’swipingthescreenwithhist-shirt.

Me:“Why?”

“Iwanttobuyabicycleforyoubecauseyourstrugglewithacarisreal.

Me:“Nxa!!Doti.”(Rubbish.)

He’snotgoingaway,Ishouldgetinthecar.Thiswillsendhim off.

“I’m stillbuyingthebike,youknow.”

Heyellsafterme,Iwillnotanswerhim.

I’m introuble.

Good,he’sleaving.

AMARA*

It’sstrangehowIhaven’tseenmuchofRandalltoday,hedisappearedonmesinceMbusoleft

thehouse.Ithinkhe’sworriedaboutmeseeingLeloagain,I’m notexactlysureifhe’sworriedor

afraid.

Thereheis,inthebedroom changingintocleanclothes.



Me:“WhydoIfeellikeyou’reavoidingmetodayMr.Okolie?”

I’m alreadystandingbehindhim,myarmswrappedaroundhistorso.

Randall:“HowcanIwhenyou’reallIthinkabout?”

Me:“I’m worriedaboutyou.”

Ihateitwhenheshutsdown.

Randall:“I’m fine,Ipromise.”

Me:“Iknowyou’reworriedaboutmemeetingupwithLelo.”

Randall:“Ijustwanttokeepyousafe.”

Heturnstofaceme,myassumptionswerecorrect,there’saglintofworryinhiseyes.

Randall:“Ontherealthough.Whatifsheconvincesyoutogowithher?”

Hespeaksofhisfears.

Me:“WhywouldIgoandleaveyou?”

Randall:“We’renotmarriedAmara.”

Me:“But,thisiswhereIwanttobe.Idon’tseemyselfanywhereelse.”

Ialsofearlosinghim.

Randall:“Whywon’tyouagreetomarryme,then?”

Ishutmyeyesatthefeelofhiswarm handsonmycheeks.

Me:“Wespokeaboutthis.”

Randall:“Iwon’tstopyoufrom livingyourdream,AmaraIwillstandwithyoutilltheend.”

Iknowhewill,thisistheonepersonIknowwillneverleavemyside.

Randall:“Won’tyoutakemyhandandletmeleadyou?”

Me:“SomethinghappenedwithLiya.”

ThisishowIescapethisintensemoment.Hesighs.

Randall:“Whatisit?”

Hishandsleavemycheeks.

Me:“ShetoldRaventoleavethehouse,shewassoupset.”

Randall:“What?Whereisshe?”

Igriphisarm ashemovestowaddleoutthedoor.

Me:“Wait.”



Randall:“Don’ttellmethatyou’retakingherside.”

Hefrowns.

Me:“No,Liyasaidsomethingthatgotmethinking.”

HegestureswithhisbrowsthatIcontinue.

Me:“ShesaidsomeonetoldherthatRavendoesn’tbelonghere.”

Hefrowns.

Randall:“Who?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,shewouldn’ttellme.Somethingisgoingon,Ithinkamessageisbeing

relayedtoher.She’sachildandinnocent,it’seasierforhertobeapproached…”

Thepuckergrows.

Randall:“Areyoutalkingaboutancestors?”

He’signoranttothesethings.

Me:“Yes,firstitwasthedream shehad,nowthis.”

Randall:“Whereisshe?”

Me:“Inherroom withChioma.”

“Raven.Whereismyson?Iwantmyson.”

Randall’sfacechangesinstantlyuponhearingSegun’sloudvoice.Hefuriouslyracesoutofthe

room,thisisnotgood.IbumpintoChiomainthecorridor.

Me:“KeepLiyawithyou.Don’tletherleavetheroom.”

Chioma:“What’sgoingon?”

Me:“Pleasego.”

Ipleadurgently.

Shenodsandscampersbackintothebedroom.

Randallisfast,Icatchuptofindthem inthefoyer.

Randall:“AnswermeSegun.Whatthefuckareyoudoinghere?”

Hebooms.

Segun:“Uze…”

HeappearstobedazedbyRandall’stone.

Randall:“Wholetyouin?”



Hegrowlsashetakesstepstowardshim.

Segun:“Iwantmyson.”

Seguncarriesasmuglook.Ifpridewasapersonthenitwoulddefinitelyhavehisface.

Randall:“Youdon’thaveason,youbastard.”

Ravenhobblesintotheloungefrom thepatio.Seguntriestowalkuptohim andRandallblocks

hisway.

Segun:“Uzoma,tellmewhathappenedtoyou,myboy.Whodidthistoyou?”

Raven:“Thisissotypicalofyoufather,yousendyourgoonstoattackmeandpretendthatyou

don’tknowanythingaboutit.”

Segun:“Ipromiseyou,Uzoma.Iwouldneverdothattoyou.”

Randall:“Getoutofmyhouse.”

Hedemands.

Segun:“I’m notleavingwithoutmyson,he’sallIhavenow.YouturnedyourbackonmeUze,you

chosethatthingoveryourfather…”

Hepointsatmeashefiresadisgustedlook.

Randall:“HEY!!!”

Hehowlsinwrathandpinshim againstthewall.

Me:“Randall.”

Icryout,hedoesn’tturntome.

Randall:“IwillkillyouSegun.Doyouhearme?”

Hegrumbles,hishandclutchedonSegun’sneck.Segunisunflinching,heholdsatypeof

assurancethat,nothingwillbefallhim.

Segun:“Youdon’thavethegutstokillyourownfather,doyou?Youmighthatemebut,you

knowthattheguiltwillhauntyouforever.”

Hehissesonhisface,hisriposteseemstoaggravateRandallsomemore.

Randall:“Yourdeathwillmeannothingtome.”

Segun:“Ifthismakesyoufeelbetterthen,takeitboy.Webothknowthatyouaredestinedfor

RoyaltyUzeandthatwomanwillnotrulealongsideyou.It’sonlyamatteroftimetillyourealize

that,youcan’ttakeapauperandputitinanicedress.Itwilltalk,walkandlooklikeapauper.”

Thatisdirectedtome,Iwon’tlieandsayitdoesn’thurt.Randallchortles,it’sadeadone.He

drawsbackfrom Segunwhostartschucklingaswell.I’m thrownintoawaveofconfusionasI

standherewatchingthisfatherandsonsniggering.



MyeyesfalloutasRandalldrawsoutagunandshootsSegunwithout,thinkingtwiceaboutit.It

happenedsofast,noonecould’veseenitcoming.

Me:“Randall?”

Iscream,heturnstoglanceatme.Iknowthatlook.I’m nostrangertoit,thisisthelookhehad

thedayIcontemplatedsuicide.It’samonstrouslook,itconfirmsthathisemotionshaveshut

down.HeturnsbacktoSegunwhoissittingonthefloor,hishandpressedonhisbloodied

shoulder,there’ssomuchbloodoozingfrom it.

Segun:“Youbastard,youshotme.”

Raven:“Killhim Randy.”

Herumbles,hisvoiceislacedwithanger.

Me:“No.”

Iholler.

RandallmighthateSegunbut,killinghim willhaunthim.Ican’tseehim likethat,itmightseem

okayrightnowas,hisangerhastakenover.

Randall:“HowdareyouSegun?Howdareyouchallengeme?”

Hebarks.

Segun:“Whatdoyouknow?You’rejustaprodigalsonwithnogoodupbringing,youchoseto

growuponthestreetsofJohannesburg.Whatgoodcouldcomeoutofthat?Ofcourseyou

wouldattractsuchwomen.”

Seguncouldhaveadeathwish,Ican’tputittogetherastowhyhecontinuestofuelRandall’s

anger.Randallloadsthegun,pointsitathistemple.He’sgoingtokillhim.

Me:“Randallstop,please.”

Ipushmyselfinfrontofhim,shieldingSegun.Heimmediatelywithdrawsthegunashe

grimacesatme.

Randall:“GetoutofthewayAmara.”

Hedemandsfirmly.

Me:“Please,don’t.”

Iplead,thereisnogettingthroughthatimpassiveface.

Randall:“Idon’twanttohurtyouAmara,move.”

Heroars,I’m swimmingwithcrocodileshere.There’snohope,he’sshutdownandhe’sgoingto

killhisfather.Ichoosetostandmyground,Ihavenoclueoftheoutcomeofmystubbornness.I

knowthoughthatRandallwoulddoanythingtoputabulletthroughhisfather’shead.

Westandinthiswarzone,glaringateachotherwithnowordssaid,I’m tryingtogetthroughto



him asmyeyespleadforhim.I’m notpleadingforSegun’slife,I’m pleadingforthelifeofthis

manthatIlovebeyondanythingIhaveeverknown.

Heindolentlymovesclosertome,he’schangedhismind.That’swhatIthink,onlyforhim to

roughlygrabmyarm andpushmeaside.ThegunisaimedatSeguninasecond.

Randall:“GotohellSegunOkolie.”

Iscream,clenchmyeyesandcovermyearsastheloudsoundofthegunshotoccupiesthe

room.ThisisthescariestthingandI’m afraidtoopenmyeyes.Whatifhekilledhim?Randall

willneverbethesameagain.HowwillIreachhim?

AYIZE*

Mydoorswingsopen,Iscreechasatightgripclaspsaroundmyupperarm.Whendidheget

here?

Helugsmeoutofthecarandslapsmeacrosstheface,Isendmyhandtorubthepainaway.

Hescanstheparkinglottoseeifanyonesawhim.

Lethabo:“Iwaswaitingforyoulikeanidiotwhileyouwerebusyentertainingmen.Doyouwant

tobeaprostitutenowAyize?Icanmakeithappen,youknow.”

I’m usedtotheinsultsandtheabuse.

Me:“Iwasonmywaytoyou,Lethabowhenthatmancrashedintomycar.”

Hedoesn’tbelievemebut,Iexplainanyway.

Lethabo:“YouthinkI’m stupid?IknowwhatIsaw,youwerealloverhim.”

Me:“NoLethabo,Iwasn’t.”

Heclutchesmyhandagainandlugsmeawayfrom mycar.

Me:“Whereareyoutakingme?”

He’sdraggingme,hehasneverbeengentlewithmesince,heshowedmethefootage.His

wordsareasroughasthesex,itleavesmefeelingdirtyanddressedinshame.

Me:“Lethabowait,you’rehurtingme.”

Iwantoutofthis,God-knowsIwantoutbut,thereisnowayforme.Ihavebecomethisman’s

sexslave,hehasmewheneverhewantsorelsehewillgoaheadwithhisthreats.

Ioncetriedstealingthefootage,hehadcopies.There’saspecialplaceinhellreservedforthis

bastardandIwouldlovetotakethefrontsitasIwatchhim burn.

Lethabo:“Youhaven’tseennothingyet,Iam goingtotieyoudowntoday.Youlikeprostituting

yourself,right?TodayIwilltreatyoulikethebitchyouare.”



Hegruntsthroughhisteeth.

Hiswordsform afamiliarimageinmymind.

Hetiesmeonthebedanddoesdespicablethingstome,LethaboisoneofthereasonswhyI

hatemen.

Me:Nottodayplease,I’m notfeelingokay.”

Heneverlistenstome.

Istiffenmybodyandpressmyfeetontheground,Iam notgoinganywherewiththisman.

Thelookonhisfaceisterrifying.

Lethabo:“You’redefyingmeAyize?”

Me:“Idon’twanttogowithyouLethabo.Areyoudeaforwhat?”

Ishoutandthismakeshim angrier.

Lethabo:“Nowyouhavethecouragetoyellatme?”

Me:“You’renotlisteningtome,IsaidI’m notgoinganywherewithyou.”

Iputmyfootdown.

Ican’tbeexposedtosuchterriblethingsagain.

Ascornfullaughsweepsoutofhismouth.

Lethabo:“Whereisthisconfidencecomingfrom Ayize?”

Me:“I’m notstupid,Irefusetoletyouhaveyourwaywithme.You’renothingbut,abullymkhulu

ndini.”(Oldman.)

Hisbackhandslapcomesasfastaslightning,Idon’tfeelithitagainstmycheek,onlythe

throbbingheat.I’m notgoingtocry,Ihavelearnthowtocontrolmytears.Tearsgivehim

satisfactionjustlikeeverymonsteroutthere.

Lethabo:“Repeatwhatyousaid.”

Iglareathim.

Ifgivenachance,atimeandagun,Iwouldkillthisbastard.

Thisthingofgrabbingmyarm isfrustratingnow.Ithurtsbut,thisdogdoesnotgiveadamn.

Me:“Ouch,Lethabo.”

Iyelpinpain.

“Yeyi!Uetsangntate-moholo.”(Whatareyoudoingoldman?)

OhLord!He’sback.



Lethaboglaresatmethenbackattheguy.Iknowhe’sabouttosaysomethingstupid.

Lethabo:“Yourboyfriendisback.”

Hesneersatme.

“Isthishowwomenaretreated?”

Whyishebuddingin?

Lethaboletsgoofmyhandandtakesafewstepstowardsthisguy.Lethaboissousedto

beatingupwomen,hethinkshecangoagainstayoungman.Ihopehegetsittoday.

Lethabo:“Whoareyouandwhatbusinessdoyouhavewithmywoman?”

He’sgettingtooclose,Idon’tknowthisstrangerbut,thelookonhisfacesayshemeans

business.

Pleasebeatthisoldmanforme.

“Yourwoman?Kengoanamothoenoa.Awuswabi?”(She’sachild,areyounotashamed?)

I’m notachild.

Idefinitelyneedaburger.

Lethabo:“Stayoutofmywaylittleboy.”

Whyhasn’thepunchedhim yet?

Me:“Comeons’didi,putthosearmsintouse.”(Stupid.)

Imummer,Lethaboturnshisheadtoleeratme.

Lethabo:“Whatdidyousay?”

Ishakemyhead,hisearsarefailinghim.

“You’reabusingawomaninpublic,thishaseverythingtodowithme.”

BecauseLethaboisdullandstupidoroldageisnottreatinghim well,hepunchestheman.I

hopethisguyisasstrongashelooks,thosemusclesbetternotbeforshow.I’m tiredof

Lethaboandhisshit.

Heclampshisfist,grinsatLethaboandreturnsthepunch.Ididn’tthinktheoldmanwouldfaint.

Me:“Yes.”

TheguyglancesatmeasIjumpinexcitement,aslightfrowntakingoverhisface.

Me:“Hey,Spiderman.Idon’tneedahero,Icantakecareofmyself.”

“That’snothowitlookedlike,Cinderella.Ihadtocometoyourrescue.”

Heretorts.



Didhejustcallme…

Me:“Oh,shakeitoff.I’m notadamselindistress.”

Helaughs.

“Oh!Ka'nete,uenaSupergirl?”(Really?)

Me:“Yes,I’m notweak.”

“Ididn’tsayyouwere,IhateviolenceandIwillnotturnablindeyewhenamanabusesa

woman.”

Me:“Thisisnoneofyourbusiness?”

“Youbetterpresschargesagainsthim”

Ishereallycommandingmetodothis?

Me:“Youcan’ttellmewhattodo.”

“Whatareyoudoingwiththisidiotanyway?”

Helikesthings.

Me:“Readmylips,it’snotyourbusiness.”

IkickLethabo,jumpoverhim andletmyfeetleadmetomycar.

“WhatshouldIdowithhim?”

Heyells.

Me:“Doyouhavedogs?”

Hefrowns.

“No.”

Me:“Feedhim tothecrocodiles,then.”

Thatwouldbeadream cometrue.

“Basali.”(Women.)

Helaughs,shakeshisheadandstrollstohiscar.Lethabowillseehimself,Iwilldealwithhim

someotherday.Heneedsme,Iknowthisprettywellandthatfootageisonlyaholdonme.

Sethuisprobablypeekingoutthewindow,anxiouslywaitingforme.

Tobecontinued...



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

122*

AMARA*

“Hisdeathwillnotbeonyourhands.”

That’sStyles'voice.

Iopenmyeyestoseehim holdingRandallbackandhehastheguninhishand.Whendidheget

here?

IogleatSegun,he’sstillseatedonthefloor.Hishandpressedonhisshoulder,Randallmissed

thetarget,thankstoStyles.

Randall:“Whydidyoudothat?”

He’shasn’tletgoofhisanger.

Styles:“YouknowwhyRandall.Thereareotherwayswecansolvethis.Haveyouforgotten?”

Randall:“DammitStyles,givemethegun.Iwanttokillthisbastard.”

Styles:“No,yourchildisinthishouse.Sheknowsthismanashergrandfather.DoyouthinkLiya

hasn’theardthegunshot?She’sprobablyterrifiedrightnow.”

Randallgroansinanger.

Iwanttogettohim andassurehim thatit’sokay,Idon’twanttobecaughtinthemiddleofthis

trench,though.

Raven:“Idon’tunderstandwhyyoustoppedhim Styles,thisbastarddeservestodie.”

Ravenaddshisinconsequentialopinion.

WhyishedesperateforRandalltokilltheirfather.

Styles:“Youshutup.”

Hepointsathim withhisforefinger,Ravengritshisteeth.

There’sadumbfoundedwomanstandingafarofffrom thisdreadfulscene,herwideeyesare

fixatedonStyles.

She’sterrifiedofwhatshe’sbeholding.

Therearealsotwoguardsstandingafewfeetaway.



Segun:“You’reananimalUze,yourmotherwillbeashamedofyou.Waittillshehearsofthis.”

Forsomeonewhoselifejustflashedbeforehim,Segunsureisaudacious.

Randall:“Don’ttalkaboutmymother,youpieceofshit.”

Raven:“Ithinksomeoneshouldfinishthismanoff.”

Ihatehim.

Styles:“Whyareyoupeoplehere?Whatdoyouwantfrom Randall?”

RavenholdsacertainrageagainstStyles,thatlookinhiseyescannotlie.

Segun:“Doyouknowwhoyou’redealingwith?”

Styles:“IknowwhatI’m dealingwithandI’m notintimidated.Thequestionis.Doyouknowwho

you’redealingwith?”

Segun:“Whothefuckareyou?”

Styles:“Youdon’twanttoknow,trustme.”

Randall:“Stylesgivemethatgun,letmefinishhim off.”

HiseyesarekeptonSegun,hewantshisblood.

Me:“Randall,comewithmeplease.”

Itakehishand,hedoesn’tlookatme.

Styles:“I’vegotthisRandall.”

Randall:“DammitStyles,givemethedamngun.”

Hegrumbles.

Styles:“IsaidI’vegotthisRandall,getoutofhere.”

Stylesseemstobewastinghistime.

Randallmarchestooneoftheguards.

Randall:“Givemeyourgun.”

Theguardisdubiousaboutthisrequest,he’snotsurewhattodo.

Randall:“Isaidgivemeyourgundammit.”

Heyells.

Styles:“Don’tgiveittohim.”

WhatiswrongwithRandall?

Randall:“DoyouknowwhathesaidtomeStyles?Iwillkillhim.”



Styles:“Iknowyou’reangryrightnowbut,thisisnottheplace.”

StylespotterstoRandall,heglancesattheterrifiedwomanwho’sbeenquietlywatching

everything.

Styles:“Waitformeinthecar.”

Hesaystothelady.

“What’sgoingon?”

Hervoiceshudderswitheachletter.

Styles:“WaitformeinthecarSethu,you’llbesafethere.”

“Safefrom what?”

Styles:“Trustme,go.”

Shenodsandbustlesaway,heturnstoRandallwhoisseething,ifhiseyesreleasedbullets

Segunwouldbedead.Idon’tseehim beingpacifiedanytimesoon.

Styles:“Randy,lookatme.”

Hecupshisjawline,forcingRandalltoogleathim.

Styles:“Ineedyoutocalm down.HaveIeverfailedyou,Randy?”

Jawclamped,Randallshakeshishead.

Styles:“Thentrustmeonthis.Ican’tlethisbloodbeonyourhands.”

Randall:“Iwanthim dead.”

Hecommandssoftly.

Styles:“Iknow,Iknow.”

HemoveshishandbehindRandall’sneckandpresseshisforeheadagainsthis.

Styles:“I’vegotyoubro,letmehandlethis.”

RandallplaceshishandonStyles’shoulder,hesighsandpullsback.

Styles:“Trustme.”

Randallnods,hegivesSegunablacklook.

Randall:“Yourdaysarenumberedfather,startcounting.”

Andwiththat,hedashesoutofthehouse.

Me:“Randall.”

Stylesstopsme.



Styles:“Lethim be,he’snothimselfrightnow.”

Hestates.

Me:“Willhebeokay?”

Henods.

Segun:“Thisisfarfetched,myUze,thefuturekingofAshantitakesordersfrom acommoner.”

Hedeclaresinascornfulmanner.

Styles:“Getthesefuckersoutofhere.”

Hecommandstheguards.

Raven:“I’m notgoinganywhere.”

HisriposteputsagrinonStyles’mouth.

Styles:“KillingyouwouldbesoeasyRaven,Iwon’thavetoworryaboutanything.Yourbloodis

worthless.”

Idon’tknowwhathemeansbythisbut,Segunisinfuriatedbyit.

Segun:“Shutupyoufool.”

Stylessniggers.

Styles:“RelaxSegun,Iwillleavethistoyou.Let’shopewhenit’sdone,yourshadowwillbeable

totakeit.Heissoweak,Icansmellit.”

Raven:“Whatishetalkingaboutfather?”

Segun:“Idon’tknow,comeandhelpmeup.”

Hebays.IthoughtRavenhatedSegun.

Whyisheassistinghim?

Styles:“GetoutofhereSegunanddon’tforgetyourdog.”

ThereissomethingdarkaboutStyles,IhaveafeelingthatSegunandRavencansenseithence,

thewillingnesstoleaveathiscommand.

Hefollowsbehindtheguardsastheyleadthem outside.

Me:“Styles.”

Hestops.

Me:“WhataboutRandall?”

Styles:“He’sfineAmara.Youneedtotrusthim.”

Me:“Wheredidhego?”



Styles:“TocooloffIguess,hedoesn’twanttoexposeyoutohisanger.”

Idon’tknowwhatthismeans.

IwantRandall.

Styles:“Letmeseethosefoolsout.”

Hestompsoutthedoor.

HowdoInotworryaboutRandall?

KHETHU*

Thisisthesecondtimethismanhascomethroughforme.

Me:“Thankyouforbailingmeout.”

Mbongeni:“Icouldn’tletyoustayinthere,notwhenyou’recarryingmybaby.”

Idon’twanttoberemindedofthat.

I’m athishouse,Icalledhim andhedroppedeverythingforme.

Mbongeni:“YouneedtostayoutoftroubleKethu.”

Hegivesoutanorder.

Me:“Whattimedidmyfathersayhe’llgethere?”

Idon’twantalecture.

Mbongeni:“Heshouldbeherebynow.Youstillhaven’ttoldmewhathappenedtoyourneck.”

Hetraceshisfingersonmyneck,Iscootawayfrom him.

Me:“I’m fineMbongeni.ItoldyouthatIdon’twanttotalkaboutit.”

Mbongeni:“Howisitthatyou’resostubborn?Letmehelpyou.Youcangetthispersonarrested

youknow.”

WhywouldIwanttoputStylesbehindbars?

Me:“ThisiswhyIwanttobealone.Youpeoplearehoardingme,Ican’tdealwiththis.I’m abig

girl,Icantakecareofmyself.”

Mbongeni:“Evenbiggirlsneedsomeonetotakecareofthem.”

Me:“Notme.Can’tyoubeafriendandlisten?That’sallIwantfrom youMbo,Iknowthatmylife

isamessandIhavetofixit.”

Mbongeni:“That’sthefirststep,I’m gladthatyou’renotindenialanymore.”



Me:“Whodiedandmadeyouapsychologist?”

Hesmiles.

Mbongeni:“Icanbeanythingyouwantmetobe.”

Heallowshisfingerstoplaywithmine.

Me:“I’m hungry.Ithoughtyouwerecooking.”

Helaughs.

Mbongeni:“YouknowIliveonmicrowavemeals.”

Hecanactuallycook,he’slazy.

Me:“MaybeIcanfixussomething.”

HefollowsmeasIplodtothekitchen.

Mbongeni:“You,inmykitchen,behindthestove.Isn’tthatadream cometrue?”

Mbongeniflirtswithmeateverychancehegets.

Me:“Don’treachforthestars,you’llcomecrashingdown.”

Helaughsandtakesmyhand.

Mbongeni:“IloveyouKhethuandoneday,youwillbemine.”

Mbongeniisamanofcandour,hewearshisheartonhissleeve.

Me:“Mbostop.”

Icarryontothekitchen.Ican’tgivehim hope,notwhenIdon’tknowwhereI’m headed.

SETHU*

Stylesshouldbeoutbynow,IsawRandallrushoutofthehouse.HeignoredmewhenIcalled

him,itwasmorelikehecouldn’thearorseeme.Hespedoutinhiscar,somethingbigis

happeninginthishouse.

Ayize'sphonecallremindsmethatIforgottotellherthat,IleftwithStyles.

Me:“Hey.”

Ayize:“Oh,good.Yourvoicesoundsnormal,itmeansyou’reokay.”

Shecanbedramatic.

Me:“I’m sorry,StylescametogetmewhenhefoundoutthatIwasalone.”



Ayize:“Andyouforgottotellme?Sethu,Iwaspanicking.Ithoughtsomethinghappenedtoyou.

Whywereyounottakingmycalls?”

Me:“Myphoneisonsilent,itwasinmybag.”

Ayize:“You’recareless,youknowthat?”

Whyissheupsetwithme?Iwaitedhoursforhertocomeback.

Me:“Listen,Ihavetogo.”

Ayize:“Hayi,uyabhoramanSethu.”(You’reboring.)

Me:“Iloveyoutoo.”

Ayize:“I’m notlaughingwithyou.Don’teverdothattome.”

Ihadnoidea,shewasthisfrightened.

Me:“I’m sorry,forgiveme.”

Shesighs.

Ayize:“Thatapologyshouldcomewithabottleofwine.Mr.Smusthaveonethere.”

Iwouldn’tdothat.

Me:“We’reathisfriend’shouse.”

Ayize:“Oh!I’m bored.WhatshouldIdowithmyself?”

Onlyshewouldaskthatatthistimeofthenight.

Me:“Gotobed.Whatelseistheretodo?”

Ayize:“It’sstillearly.Aren’tyoucomingback?”

Me:“Idoubt,letmehearwhatStylessays.”

Ayize:“Okay,letmeknowanddon’tforget.Don’tbelikeyourmother,thinkofotherpeople.I

almosthadaheartattack.”

Me:“Ipromise.Bye.”

IbidhergoodbyeasIseethedooropen,twomenaccompaniedbytheguardswalkoutfirst.

Stylesfollowsbehind,hewatchesthem untiltheydriveoff.He’swalkinguptome,Iexitthecar

tomeethim halfway.

Me:“Whathappenedinthere?”

Hetakesmyhand.

Styles:“Familyfeud,it’snothingtoworryabout.”

Me:“Thatotherguywasshot.”



Styles:“He’llbefine.”

Me:“Doyouguysplaywithgunslikethat?”

Styles:“ThisisnotagameSethu,let’sgoinside.”

Thisishiswayofdismissingme.

Me:“WhataboutRandall?Heleft.”

Hegogglestowardsthegate.

Styles:“He’llbefine.Isitokayifwespendthenighthere?Idon’twanttoleavehim alone.”

Me:“Idon’tmind.”

Hisdejectedlooksaddensmyheart.

Me:“Styles.”

Styles:“Yes.”

Heraiseshisbrowsasheintentlylooksdownatme.

Me:“IthinkI’m inlovewithyou.”

Hestares,mouthagapewithunbelief.

Styles:“Youare?”

Thewordsbreakfreeinawhisper.

Me:“YesIam.Idon’twanttohidebehindexcusesanymore.Isitstrangethatmypainlessens

whenI’m withyou?”

Hetiltsmychinupwithhishand.

Styles:“It’snotstrangeatall.Ifeelittoo,rememberwhenIsaidyougivemesomuchpeace?”

Irememberthatday,clearly.

Me:“Youwerelyinginahospitalbed.”

Hesmiles.

Styles:“Yes,that’swhenIrealisedthatyouweremypeace.I’m inlovewithyoukittenandyou

don’tknowhowlongIhavewaitedtohearyousaythis.”

Hegivesmeapeckonmylips.

Styles:“Ipromisetotakecareofyourheart.”

Heexpresseswithsincerityinhisvoice.

Me:“IknowyouwillandItrustyou.”



Iswaddlemyarmsaroundhiswaist,leanmychinonhislowerchestandglanceupathim.

Me:“Thankyouforstandingbyme.”

Imadehim waitfortoolongnow.Ihavelearntinthepastdaysthatlifeistooshort,likeAyize

said.SoIwilljumpandtrustthathewillcatchmewhenIfall.

Styles:“Let’sgoinside,Iwantyoutomeetsomeone.”

Hishandonminefeelsdifferenttoday,it'sthereciprocatedlovethathasmefeelingallgiddy.

NOBAYENI*

IhearDladla’scarpullup,Iknowit’shim.

Me:“Wait,stop.”

Hefrownsashedrawsbackfrom me.

“What’swrong?”

Idon’tknowifhe’sdeaforwhat?

IhaveworkedcloselywithTim forabout10yearsnow,he’safunnyguy.Hemakesmelaugh,he

makesmefeelgoodandhemakesmeforgetmyproblems.Thislittleflingthatwehavehas

beengoingonforthreeyearsnow,Idon’tknowhowIfoundmyselfinanotherman’sarms.I

guessIwasbored.

Wehavedonealotofthingsinthishouse,unbeknownsttoDladla.Ilovemyhusbandbut,he

doesn’tdoitformeanymore.Hedoesnotwanttoembracechange,he’sthe‘beansandtoast

everymorning’typeofaperson.

Me:“Dladlaishere.”

Istate,alarmedbythefact.

Tim:“Butyousaidhe’sgoingtoseeBridgette.”

Me:“That’swhatIthought.Youhavetogohurryup.”

Ipullhim from thecouch,hehatesthis.

Tim:“Bayeni,wecan’tlivelikethisanymore.Whenareyouleavinghim?”

Hewantsmetodivorcemyhusband.

Me:“ItoldyouTim that,Ican’tleavehim.”

Tim:“Ithinkit’stimethatyoudid.”

Hefixeshisgarmentswhilespewingoutthisnonsensefrom hismouth.



Me:“WillyoujustgoTimothy?We’lltalkaboutthislater.”

Tim:“Fine.”

Heannoyinglygrunts.

Idraghim tothekitchen,Dladlaneverusesthisentrance.

Tim:“HowwillIgethome?Icameherewithyourcarremember?”

Me:“Requestarideorsomething,you’reagrownman.You’llseewhatyoudo.”

Aheadshakeisaccompaniedbyachortle.

Tim:“Kissme.”

He’sdaring.

Me:“Justgo.”

Hegivesmeaquickkiss,smirksandhurriesout.Irunbacktothelivingroom,toseeifhedidn’t

leaveanythingbehind.ThedoorswingsopenwhileI’m busywithmyendeavours.

Dladla:“Hey.”

IsmileasIcrossmyarmsonmychest.

Dladla:“Iforgotmywalletonthekitchencounter.”

Hegivesareasonforhisearlyreturnwhilehemarchestothekitchen.Myeyesfallonthetwo

glassesofwineonthetable,Iswiftlytakeoneandhideitbehindacushion.

Dladla:“Areyouokay?”

Heprobes,thelookhe’sgivingmemakesmefeeluneasy.He’sacommissionerafterallbut,

beforethathewasadetective.Ihopehedoesn’tseemyflushedface.

Me:“I’m good.”

Isitbackonthecouch.

Dladla:“Isee.”

Iexhaledeeplythemomentheshutsthedoorclosed.Ineedtobecarefulwiththis.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

123*

RANDALL*

“Marawakeup.”

IwakeuptoLiyana’spainedbrittlevoice.She’sslopingonAmara’sbedside.

Me:“Princess?”

Inareflex,Iclimboffthebedtogettoher.It’shardtomakeoutherfacialfeaturesinthisdark

room so,Ireachforthebedsidelamp.Thetimeonthealarm clockreads2am.

Liyana:“Papa.”

Herfaceisglisteningwithsweat,hereyessunkandherskinisashy.Ishootmyhandtoher

foreheadtocheckthetemperature.Thereadingsendsmyheartracing.

Me:“You'reburningup.Areyouinpainprincess?”

Shenods,hereyesturnwideandwildasmilkybiledispensesfrom hermouthandspewsonmy

clothes.AmaraiswokenupbythesoundofLiyanaretching,sheclingsherminusculehandon

herstomachasthesuppershehademptiesoutofherbellyuntilwhat’sleftisclearliquid.

Amaradoesn’taskanythingbutrushestothebathroom.

Me:“Don’tmovePrincess.It’sokay.”

Iholdherback,asshemovestome,steppingonthemessshejustmade.Tearsfillhereyes,

herlipquiversandmyheartbreaksasafloodoftearsstream downherface.

Liyana:“Papa.”

Shecries.

Me:“Iknow,you’reafraidbaba,I’m here.”

Amararushesbackwithabucketandtowel.

Amara:“What’swrongwithher?”

Shesearches,dippingatowelinthesteamybucketofwater.Shewipesthevomitthathas

stainedLiyana’smouth.

Me:“Idon’tknow,IhavetocallMbuso.”

Liyana:“Mara.”



Mybabyisterrified.

Amara:“Letmeremovetheseclothesbaby.Randallgetcleanedupaswell.”

ShehelpsLiyanaoutofthetaintedclothes.

Amara:“Showmewhereithurtsbaby.”

Liyanapointsatherstomachandherhead,hereyelidsareweighedandshemovesthem

sluggishly.IdialMbuso'snumberwhilechangingintoacleant-shirt.

“Hello.”

Me:“Mbuso.”

Igreetatthesoundofhissleepyvoice.

Mbuso:“Ithinkacontractshouldbedrawnforthatincrease.Thisisridiculous.”

Me:“Liyanaissick,shehasahighfeverandshe’sthrowingup.”

Mbuso:“I’m onmyway.”

Igazeatmybaby,whoseemstobedeterioratingeverysecond.Irushtoherside,brushher

backasshelurchesandretchesafewtimes.Nothingcomesout,thisforcesmoretearsoutof

hereyes.

Amara:“Weshouldtakehertothehospital.”

Herfaceglintswithworryasshegivesoutthissuggestion.

Me:“Mbusoisonhisway.”

Igrabathrowfrom thebedtocoverLiyana’stremblingbody.

Liyana:“Papa.”

Shewhispers.

Hereyesrollupshowingthewhiteoftheeyeandherheadtiltsback.

Amara:“Randall.”

AmaragivesawarningIalreadyknowof,IcatchLiyanainmyarmsasshefallsback.Iplaceher

onthebedtocoverherwiththeblanked.Tearshavedriedup,onlyhereyelidsremainwetfrom

thestream thatforcedoutofhereyes.

Amara:“Ithinkthere’sparacetamolinthebathroom cabinet.”

Me:“Pleasegetcoldwaterandacleanclothaswell,weneedtocoolthefeverdown.”

Sherunsbacktothebathroom.

Ihavenevergracedtheinsidesofachurchoropenedabiblebut,Godkeepmybabysafe.



From ahealthybubblychildtocurledup,shakingandpalekid.Thisdoesnotaddup.

Amara:“Howisshe?”

She’sbackinaflash.

Me:“Idon’tknowAmara.”

Amara:“Letmegiveherthemedicine,helpherupplease.”

Idoasperherrequest.

Letthiswork,Ican’tbeartoseemybabysick.

MBUSO*

Leloisfastasleep,Ican’tleavewithouttellingher.

Me:“Lelo.”

Inudgeher,shetossesafewtimesbeforeshecontinueswithherlightsnores.

Me:“Lelowakeup.”

Hereyesslothfullyopen,shefrownsinstantly.ItmustbetheclothesI’m wearing.

Lelo:“Whereareyougoing?”

Me:“Ihaveahousecall.”

Lelo:“AtthistimeMbuso?It’ssolate.”

Me:“I’m adoctor,myworkinghoursshouldbecrazy.”

Shesitsup.

Lelo:“Iknowbut,it’sintheearlyhoursofthemorning.”

Me:“Theyhaveasickchild,Ihavetoattendtothem.”

IshouldtellherwhereIam headedto.

Me:“Idon’tknowiftheywillapproveofthisbut,youcancomewithme.”

Lelo:“WhywouldIdothat?Iwanttosleep.”

Me:“Amaraisthere.”

IhopeRandallwillnotcrucifymeforthis,Iam donelyingtoLelo.

Lelo:“Letmechange.”

Herdemeanourchangesbacktogloomy,she’sstillupsetthatIliedtoher.Iwatchherasshe



climbsoutofbed,she’sstillwrappedinatowel.

Me:“I’llbeinthelounge,don'tbelong.”

Icannotstand,toseeherupsetwithme.Notgettingananswerfrom her,Ipotteroutofthe

room.It’sgoingtobealongride.

STYLES*

There’saslightknockonthebedroom door.Whocoulditbeatthistimeofthenight?Ilookat

Sethuwho’ssleepingbesidemetoseeifshe’sbeenwokenbythislatenightdisturbance,from

whatIhavegatheredsheisadeepsleeper.

“Styles.”

Randall’svoicewhispersthroughthedoor,somethingmustbewrong.Iskittletoopenthedoor

andmeetanapprehensivelookonhisface.

Me:“Hey,areyouokay?”

Randall:“Liyanaissick.Sethuisanurse,right?Weneedher.”

Hespeakswithagrouchyvoice.

Me:“WhathappenedtoLiya?”

Heshrugshisshoulders.

Randall:“Pleasehurry.”

Me:“Sure.”

Hehurtlesaway,IturntoseeSethuawake.

Sethu:“Iheardeverything,let’sgo.”

Sherushesbeforeme.

WegettoRandallandAmara’sbedroom tofindLiyanacurledupinaball,herbodyshuddering

asifshewerecaughtinaterriblestorm.RandallandAmaraaresittingoneachsideofthebed,

adampclothhasbeenplacedonLiyana'sforehead.

Sethu:“Whathappendtoher.”

Randall:“Shesaidherstomachhurts,thatwasbeforeshestartedthrowingup.”

HeexplainswithoutlookingatSethu,hiseyesareonhisdaughter.

Sethu:“Okay,Ineedtocheckonher.”

Heshufflesabit,herefusestoleaveLiyana’sside.



Me:“Randy.”

Hissadeyesembraceme.

Me:“GiveherspacesoshecancheckonLiya.”

Hemoveswithoutaword,Amarawearsthesameconcernedlook.

Amara:“Sheemptiedoutherstomach,andhasbeenshiveringsince.Ithinkshe’shallucinating,

she’sbeenmumblingwordswecan’tmakeout.”

SheexplainsthesituationtoSethuwhileItakeRandalltotheside.

Randall:“Idon’tknowwhat’swrongwithmybabyStyles.Shewasfinewhenwewenttobed.”

HeanswersmyquestionbeforeIcouldask.

Me:“Itmustbesomethingsheate.”

Randall:“Ihopeso.SomehowIfeelthatthere’sanattackonher.”

Me:“Spiritual?”

HenodsasheglaresbackatLiyana.

Me:“YouthinkSegunhassomethingtodowithit?”

Randall:“Thatcrossedmymind.”

Me:“It’sprobablysomethingelseman.”

“Doyouhaveparacetamol?”

WeturntoSethu’squestion,she’stalkingtoAmara.

Amara:“Igaveherateaspoonbut,shethrewitallup.”

Randall:“IspoketoMbuso,he’sadoctor.Hesaidnottogiveheranythinguntilhegetshere.

Maybethere’ssomethingelseyoucandowhilewewait.”

Amara:“Thiscoldclothshouldhelpreducethefever,right?Whyisitnotworking?”

Sethu:“Atthispointwedon’tknowifshe’snotfeelingwellbecauseofthefeverorthe

underlyingillness.Iwouldsuggestthatwegiveherparacetamolagain,ifitdoesn’twork,wecan

trythecoolingtreatment.”

AmaradesperatelylooksatRandall,shewantshim togiveconsent.

Randall:“Goahead.”

Liyana:“Papa.”

Liyanasuddenlycriesoutinalowscratchytone,Randallisbyhersidewithinablinkofaneye.

SethuhassteppedasidewhileAmaralooksmoreterrifiednow.



Randall:“I’m hereprincess.”

Liyana:“Burnit.”

Awhisperleavesherpaledrylipsandhereyesremainshut.

Randall:“BurnwhatLiya?”

Liyana:“Burnitpapa.”

Sherepeatsherwords.

Me:“Whatcouldshebetalkingabout?”

Sethu:“It’spossiblethatafeverishchildcanstartseeingthings.There’sprobablynothingmore

toit.”

Thisshouldputthem atease.

Amara:“Theparacetamolshouldbeworkingbynow,right?”

Sethu:“Sheshouldstartfeelingbetterinaboutthirtyminutes,hopefullythedoctorwillbehere

bythen.”

AmarasighsasshekeepshergazeonLiyana.There’sasuddenknockonthedoor,beforeit

fliesopen.Mbusowalksinwithalady.

Waitaminute….

That’sAmara’scousin,IturnmyeyestoseeifRandallcanseewhatIsee.Daggersareshotat

Mbusofrom thatdeepstare.

Mbuso:“SorryI’m late.”

Heshouldbeapologizingforbringingthatwomanatthistimeofthenight,Amaraisworried

aboutLiyanaandnowshehastoentertainherlonglostcousin.

Me:“Itsureisafullhousehere.”

Mbusoglaresatme.

Lelo:“Amara.”

Shespotsherfrom acrosstheroom,AmarawhowasonlyengrossedonLiyanaraisesherhead

andhermouthdropsopen.

Amara:“Lelo.”

Tearsinstantlyfillhereyes.ShewantstogettoLelobut,itseemshardtoleaveLiyana’sside.

Me:“Mbusogettowork.”

Idon’tknowwhyhe’sstandingidlewatchingthisminifamilyreunion.

RandallisnothappyandMbusoisnotdisturbedaboutit.Puttingtwoandtwotogether.He’



tryingtomakepeacewithhiswoman.Amarafinallyfreesherselffrom thebedsidetomeether

cousin,thistimeRandallisbriefingMbusoonLiyana'sconditionwithapuckerbetweenhiseye

brows.

Thisroom isinchaos.

Tobecontinued...



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

124*

AMARA*

Abeaconofsunlightshinesthroughthewindow,showcasingthatitisforenoon.Thisrising

goldenballmarksthejourneyofanewday,adaywithunknownexpectations.

Theeventsoflastnighthavebroughtmylifetoastandstill.Watchingmylittlebabystruggling

asiftheburdensofanadultwerelaiduponherminiatureshoulders,killedsomethinginsideme.

Nochildshouldgothroughanyofthatandthathelplessfeelingasaparentdestroysyou.

Iturnaroundtobeholdmyworldbeforeme,RandallandLiyanalieasleepineachother’sarms.

Hertusslehaltedaround4am andoutofexhaustionshefellintoadeepsleep.Imoochtothe

bedtogettothismanwhojustopenedhiseyes,hismorningfacealmostforcingasmileonmy

face.

HerubshiseyesastheyfallonLiyanaandasifalightbulbwentoninhisheadhebrisklysends

hishandtoLiyana’sforeheadtofeelhertemperature.

Me:“She’sfine,I’vecheckedaboutahundredtimes.”

I’m exaggeratingreally.

Ilayawakeearlythismorningcarefullyobservingifherbodywassweltering.

Asoftsighofreliefpushesoutofhisnostrilsattherealizationthathisbetterhalfiswell.

Randall:“Howlonghaveyoubeenawake?”

Hechecksthetimeontheclock,ashebringshisnoticeabletiredbodytoasittingposition.

Me:“Notlong,Imadesoftporridgeforher.She’llbehungrywhenshewakesup.”

HetakesmyhandasIstandbeforehim andpullsmedowntositonthebed.

Randall:“Thankyou.”

Hesmoothlyrunshisfingersovermycheekwiththesewordsofgratitude.

Me:“Don’tthankme,Liyaismybabytoo.Imaynothavegivenbirthtoherbut,she’smineand

shelivesinmyheart.”

Randall:“You’reamazing,youknowthat?”

Me:“Idonow.”

Ijestwithasmile,hefailstoreturnit.Instead,keepsthepermanentwrinkleonhisforehead.



Me:“Youneedtoshower,getridofthatstench.”

HerefusedtoleaveLiyana’ssidelastnightthat,hedidn’tcleanupaftersheemptiedher

stomach’scontentsonhim.

Randall:“I’lldothatjustnow.IsMbusostillhere?”

Me:“Mbusowenttothehospitaltorunsometests,Leloissleepingintheguestroom.”

IinsistedthattheystayjustincasewemightneedMbuso.

Randall:“Howdoyoufeelafterseeingher?”

Me:“Ifitwereadifferenttime,myheartwould’verejoiced.Ihaven’tgivenmyselftimetograsp

herpresence,Ihaveastonesittingonmyheart.LiyaisallIcanthinkofrightnow.”

HisgazefallsonmyhandasIplaceitonhislap,hetakesitintohis,interlockingourfingers

together.Asmiletakesovermymouthasheplacesasoftkissonmyhand.Hesighswiththat

andraiseshiseyestoglanceatme.

Randall:“Ourbabywillbeokay.”

Heassuresme.

Me:“Iknow.”

Ihuddletheedgesofhisjawwithmyfingers.

Me:“Whataboutyou?”

Ishouldgetsomethingtosmooththatfurrowedbrow.

Randall:“Whataboutme?”

Me:“Areyouokayaftereverything?Youshotyourfather.”

Thepuckerdeepens,heunderstandsmyquestion.Hedoesn’twanttoanswerithence,this

intenseexpression.Heclaimshishandbackfrom meandshufflesonthebed.

Me:“Randall,don’tshutmeout.”

Randall:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Hemovesfrom thebed.

Me:“Speaktome,tellmeyourthoughtsandyourfears.”

Hestopstolookatme.

Randall:“IfearlosingyouandLiyana.”

Hissadwordsluremetohim,Ienfoldmyarmsaroundhim.

Me:“That’snotgoingtohappen.”



Randall:“AslongasSegunisalive,Ican’tguaranteethat.Idon’thaveproofthathesentRaven

hereonamission,IknowwhatIsawwhenmybrotherwasyelpinginpain.Unlessheisonehell

ofagoodactor,I’m convincedthathewasgenuine.YouwanttoknowmythoughtsAmara?

Hereitgoes.”

Whyam Iafraidoftherevelationthat’sabouttounfold?

Randall:“IwanttokillSegun,Iwanthim todieaslowpainfuldeath.Hetooksomuchfrom me

andbythelooksofit,he’snotdone.”

Ileadmyhandtohischest,hisheartthudsslowlyunderit.

Me:“You’reholdingsomuchinthereRandall,you’reagoodmanbut,youhidethatgoodness

throughtheangerthatyouhold.”

Randall:“AngerisnotthewordAmara,Iam demented.Ican’tgetmysisterback,I’m estranged

from myfamilybecauseofhim.Ican’tletthatgo.”

Me:“But,IfeisstillonyoursideRandall.”

Herangerhasdiminished,theyspeakonthephoneoccasionally.Randallopenshismouthto

givearesponse,hiswordsaresentbackbyaknockonthedoor.

“Randy.”

ThefamiliarvoicetellsusthatStylesisbehindthatdoor.

Randallamblestoopen.

Styles'eyesrunintheroom firstandmeetLiyanawhoisstillsoundlyasleep.

Styles:“Howisshe?”

Randallmakeswayforhim,hegesturesasalutationasheglancesatme.Iwelcomehim witha

warm smile.IlikehowheprotectsRandall,heknowshim likenooneeverwillandRandall…Well,

let’sjustsayhe’smoreatpeacewhenStylesisaround.

Randall:“She’sbetter,hertemperaturehasdropped.”

Styles:“Shegaveusquietascare.”

Me:“Shedid,she’sstronglikeherfather.”

Randalltwisthisheadbacktome,heforcesadistantsimper.

Styles:“SheisanOkolieafterall,I’m yettomeetamorestubbornclan.”

Hethrowsinajokeandsniggersatit.

Me:“Iagree,theirstubbornnessisreal.”

Styleslaughs,it’sprobablytoosoonforRandalltoentertainuswiththesoundofhislaughter.

It’ssomethingwedon’thearmoreoften,soweareusedtoit.



Randall:“AmarasaysMbusowenttorunsometests.”

Styles:“Isawhim beforeheleft,thedocishardatworkhey.”

Randall:“He’sreliable.”

Styles:“Iguessit’stimeweappreciatehim,ifonlyhedescendsfrom thejudge'sseat.Thatcape

doesn’tsuithim,hemakesabetterdoctorthanajudge.”

Helaughs,Isupposethat’sanotherjoke.

Me:“WhereisSethu?”

Ididn’tseemuchofherlastnight,afterthescenewithSegun,IwasworriedaboutRandall.

Styles:“She'sinthekitchenwithyourcousin.Ifyou’renotafanofastrongsmelloffish,donot

enterthere.”

Me:“Okay.”

Idon’tknowwhathemeansbythatbut,Ilaughanyway.

Randall:“Fish,atthistime?”

Stylesshrugshisshoulders.

Me:“It’spregnancycravings.”

IwasshockedtofindoutthatLeloispregnant,shedidn’tgiveoutmuchasmymindwas

muddled.Icouldn’tgiveherallofmyattention,Liyanawasmypriority.

Me:“Letmegoandcheckonher.”

Randallpullsmeintohim asIwalkpast,Icrashonhischest.

Randall:“Don’tforgetaboutmewhenyou’rethere.”

Iknowwhathemeans,hethinksLelowillconvincemetogobackwithher.

Me:“Iwon’t.”

Ipuckerupandgivehim abigsmooch.

Heleansdowntoresthischeekonmine.

Randall:“And,don’tforgetthat,Iloveyou.”

Ihaven’tbeenabletoreturnthesewordsofaffectiontohim,theyarethereatthetipofmy

tongue.Theonlypeoplewhoeverutteredthesewordstome,weremyparents.Asformyaunt…

Howwouldshe?Whenherdaughterhasneverheardthem from heraswell.

Me:“Iknow.”

Iescapehisembracewiththeseandgushoutofthebedroom.



NOMBULELO*

Thisbabywillhonestlyembarrassme,Gokuhasmeeatingthisfishforbreakfast.Hewants

nothingelse.Sethulaugheduntilshecouldn’t,shesaysmycravingsarebeyondweird.Iagree

withher.

Me:“Ishouldbecravingsomethinghotoricecream withmayonnaiseandbacon.”

Strangely,thisthoughtismouth-watering.SuddenlyIdon’twantthefish.Thislittlepersonjust

relayedamessagetome.

Sethu:“Whathappened?”

SheseesmydisgustedfaceasIleerattheplatebeforeme.

Ihavebeenpackedonthebarstoolstuffingmyfacewiththisdish,itwasthefirstthingthat

occupiedmymindwhenIopenedmyeyes.

Me:“Isthereicecream andmayonnaiseinthefridge.”

Hereyesfallout.

Sethu:“Youwanttotryit.”

She’ssittingoppositemewithacupofcoffeehuggedaroundherhands.

Me:“Idon’twanttotryit,Iwanttohaveit.”

Thischildispushingme.

Sethu:“Check,Iguess.”

Shemakesaface.

Idisposeofwhat’sleftofthefishanddiginthefridge,mycombinationiscompleted.Ajarof

pricklescatchmyeye,thiswillbethecherryontop.

Sethu:“Don’tyouwanttocookthatbacon,atleast?”

Me:“It’sfine.”

Sethu:“It’sunsafetoeatrawbacon,youshouldknowthatasanurse.”

Iignoreherandplungethespoonintomymouthandittastesamazing.

Me:“Mmmhhh.”

Ishutmyeyesanddoalittlehappydance.

“What’sinthat?CanItryit?”



Amara’svoicebringsmebacktothekitchen,she’sstandingnexttomewhilelookingatthe

bowlofmynewfoundaddiction.

Sethu:“Iwouldn’tifIwereyou.There’smayonnaiseinthere,pricklesanduncookedbacon.”

Amarasnatchesthebowlfrom measIdigforanotherscoop.

Me:“Hey.”

Amara:“Youwillgetfoodpoisoningfrom this,don’tyouknowthat?Youshould’vehavecooked

thebacon.”

Shefrowns.

Sethu:“Itoldher.”

Me:“It’sjustthisonetime,letmefeastplease.”

Amara:“No,Iwon’tletyoufeedmyniecethatgarbage.”

Shethrowsthebowlintothesink,grabsabananafrom thecounter.

Me:“Here,feastonthis.”

Sheshovesitintomyhand.

Me:"Whosaysit'sagirl?Mbusothinksit'saboy,he'sdubbedhim withanameofacartoon

character."

Theylaugh.

Amara:"HowoldisMbuso?"

Me:"Oldenough."

Theyarestilllaughing.

Sethu:"It'ssweetthough."

Me:"Nottome,mychildwillbeaclown."

Sinceweareonthistopic...

Me:“HowisLiyana?”

Amara:“She’sstillasleep,we’llfindoutwhenshewakesup.Hertemperaturehasdropped

though.”

Me:“You’reamothernow?”

Shenodswithasoftsmileonherface.

It’shardtograsphowfastherlifehasspiralled.

Me:“HowdidallthishappenAmara?Howdidyouendupfallingforamanwho…”



ShegestureswithhereyesthatIkeepquiet.

I’m thinkingSethuhasnoclueofwhat’shappeninghere.ImetStylesthismorning,theyhavea

thing.Ifoundthem lockinglipsinthefoyer,Icantellit’sanewlovebythewaysheblushes

whenhelooksather.

AsforRandall,Ispottedhim from adistance,hewouldn’tleavehisdaughter’sside.Idon’tthink

he’saniceperson,thefrownonhisfacewasenoughtoconvincemeotherwise.Hiseyeswould

runtoAmaraandI,thenbacktohisdaughter.HelookedatmelikeIcametosnatchawayhis

favouritethingintheworld.TheconversationbetweenAmaraandIlastedforaboutafew

minutes.Shewasterrifiedtodeathduetothechild’sillness.

Me:“Ineverthoughtthatyouwouldfallinlovesosoon.”

Irephrasemystatementandthisonedoesn’tmakesense.

Amara:“Randallmadeiteasyforme.”

Thattwinkleinhereyeswhenshementionshisnametellsmethatsheisfargone,thegirlisin

deep.

Me:“Hemadeiteasy?”

Helookslikeanangrymantome.

Amara:“Yes.”

Shecatchesmyjudgementalquestionhence,thedefensivetone.

Amara:“Youshouldmeethim,youtwohaven’tbeenformallyintroduced.”

Me:“Iguess.”

Amara:“And,youguysseem tobeacquaintedwitheachother.”

ShelooksatSethu.

Sethu:“It’samazinghowtwopeoplecangettoknoweachotheroveracupofcoffeeanddried

fish.”

Shelaughs.

Me:“Wehadenoughtime,Sethuhereisalsoanurse.”

Sethu:“Speakingofwork,Ihavetogohomeandprepare.”

Amara:“Won’tyoustayforbreakfast?”

Sethu:“I’llbelateifIdo.I’m goingtofindStyles.”

Shegetsupandplodsoutofthekitchen.

Me:“I’m definitelystayingforbreakfast,Ihavesomanyunansweredquestions.Istillcan’t

believethatyou’reherebeforemeAmara.”



It’sanoverwhelmingfeelinghonestly.

Amara:“It’sbeenadream tillnow,LeloIhaveyearnedtoseeyouagain.”

Sheholdsmyhand.

Me:“Metoo,Ihavesomuchtotellyou.”

Shelaughs.

Amara:“IneedtofeedLiyanafirst,thenI’llgiveyouallmyattention.”

Me:“Likeyoushould,Ididn’tcomeheretobeignored,youknow.”

Thisismeanttobeajoke.

Amara:“I’m happythatyou’rehere.”

Me:“Metoo.”

IwishIhadsomeonetosharethisamazingnewswithbut,MbusosaysIcan’tinform myuncles

aboutit.

NTOMBI*

Mashotocomesrunningbackintothehouse,shebangsthedoor,leansagainstitandpresses

herhandonherchestas,shecloseshereyes.

Me:“Yinimanje?”(Whatisit?)

Shelooksatme,terrorvisibleinhereyes.

Jonas:“Ntombi,kwenzakalani.”(What’sgoingon?)

Jonasisalwaysthefirsttowakeup,hehasnochoicebecausehesleepsinthelivingroom.It’s

7am andhehascleanedup,acupofcoffeeispartofhismorningroutine.

Me:“Angazi,buzalona.Shelookslikeshejustsawaghost.”(Idon’tknow,askher.)

Mashato:“There’sawomanoutside.”

Thisisthetownship,peoplewakeupearlytocleantheiryards.

Me:“Usuyahlanyawena.”(Areyougoingcrazy.)

Mashoto:“I’m serious,there’sawomanstandingintheyard.She’snaked.”

Me:“Ini?”(What?)

IsneakapeekatJonas,heascendsfrom thecouchtoinspectthroughthewindow.There’sno

expressionvisibleonhisface,Ican’ttellifheseeswhatMashotospokeaboutorthewomanis



catchingMoses’curse.

Me:“Bhuti?”

Jonas:“It’sMartha.”

Myheartleapsinfear.

Me:“Kanjani?”(How?)

ItakehisspotbythewindowtoseeMarthainazombiepositionatthegate.She’sfacingmy

house.

Me:“OhNkosiyami.”(OhmyGod.)

Mashoto:“Itoldyou.”

Jonas:“WehavetocallZodwa.DidshementionanyofthistoyouNtombi?”

Me:“No,shedidn’t.Sheonlysaidthatthepersonwillbetrapped.”

Howdowedealwiththis?

Me:“Bhutilook,peoplearestartingtogatheroutside.”(Brother.)

Mashotopushesthroughmetopeekoutofthewindow.

Me:“You’repushingme,youstupidwoman.”

Herresponseisatongueclick.

Jonas:“Idon’tthinkweshouldgoout,whateverthosepeopledecidetodowithher.Weshould

havenothingtodowithit.”

Me:“But,Iwanthertoseethatwehaveconqueredagainsther.”

Jonas:“You’renotachildNtombi,stopyournonsense.”

Me:“Iwasjustsaying.”

Musthebeserioussoearlyinthemorning?

PetuniaandMhambiwalkinfrom theirroom,I’m surprisedshedidn’twakeupearlytocook

today.Mhambi’susualporridgeandhisblackcupoftea.

Petunia:“Sanibonaniek’seni.”(Goodmorning.)

She’schirpythismorning.

Mhambi:“What’sgoingon?”

Mashoto:“Thatwomanfrom nextdoorisstandingnakedoutsideourgate.”

Didshesayourgate?

Me:“She’satmygate,awunasangowena?”(Youdon’thaveagate.”



She’sgettingtoocomfortable,thenextthingshe’llbesaying‘ourbedroom.’

Petunia:“AwukhathaliNtombi?”(Don’tyougettired?)

ShethrowsthisnonsensicalquestionatmewhilejoiningMashotoonthewindow.

Petunia:“Ihaveseenitall,kodwalee.Haingiyam’vumaumuntuomnyama.”(Blackpeople

defeatme.)

Mhambidoesn’tbothertocheck.Whereishiscuriosity?

Mhambi:“Whatshouldbedone?”

He’saskingJonas.

Me:“Bhutisaysweshouldletherbe.”(Brother.)

Henarrowshiseyesandhisbrowsshootupashegivesmeaquicklookbeforeswiftly,turning

backtohisbrother.He’sstillupsetwithme.It’sbeentoolong,Mhambimustforgiveandforget.

Jonas:“NooneistoleavethishouseuntilZodwatellsuswhattodo.Ntombi,tellMoses.He’s

toostubborntolistentoanyone,he’llwanttowalkoutjusttoproveapointthat,hecan’tbe

controlledinhishouse.”

Ishouldbeoffendedbut,he’sright.Mosescanbeanidiotsometimes.

Herehecomes.

Moses:“ItismyhouseandIwillnotbecontrolled.”

And,heheardeverything.

Petunia:“S’felaniJesu?Ukuthinjethinaasinawoumuziedolobheni.”(Mustwesufferbecause

wedon’thaveahouseintown?)

Moses:“Awunawovele,Petunia.AngishoMhambi?”(Youdon'thaveone,am IrightMhambi?)

Iknowthathewillgivethem ahardtimeuntiltheydecidetoleaveontheirown.

Jonas:“It’stooearlyforthisMoses.”

Moses:“It’snevertooearlyforiqinisos’bali.”(Thetruth,brotherin-law.)

Me:“Yohhai.Moses,manakancane.Wehaveamoreseriousproblem outside.”(Stopit.)

Moses:“What'sgoingon?”

Thistimethere’sacommotion.

Mashoto:“Sthandwasami,Ntombi’sfriend…”(Mylove.)

Moses:“Mashotouyazibonaukuthiunjani?Hambauyogezatuuandputonsomethingdecent.”

(Doyouseeyourself?Gofreshenup.)

It’sonlynowthatInoticetheskimpynightdressshe’swearing.Italmostshowsherassets,I



don’tknowwhoshe’stryingtoseduce.

Petunia:“Baba,asiyeekhishini.Youhaven’thadyourteayet.”(Let’sgotothekitchen.)

Shetakeshishandandleadshim tothekitchen.Idon’tthinkMhambinoticed,hehasatypeand

Mashotoisnotit.Petuniawasoncehistype,nowI’m notsure.He'swonderedaroundwithhis

typebeforebut,hisloveforthatwomanbroughthim homeeverynight.

Me:“AngishongoMosesukuthiyis’febelomuntu?”(DidInotsaythatshe’saprostitute?)

Jonas:“Aii,Ntombi.I’m goingtogetmyselfanothercupofcoffee,pleasecallZodwanow.”

Heuncomfortablymarchesaway.MosesdoesnotlookhappyandthisMashotogirlhasnot

movedaninch.Isensethatsheseesnothingwrongwithherattire.

Moses:“Yeywena,ngithehambauyogeza.”(Isaidgobath.)

Hisvoiceskyrockets.

IagreethatMashotoshouldcoverupandIwouldn’tbesojealousifsomeonehadtoldher,not

Moses.Itstingsabittothinkthathe’sprotectinghisproperty.That’swhathewouldcallit.

Mashoto’sstubbornnesscauseshertofuriouslyrushtothebathroom.

Me:“LomuntuuzolalaekhishinilamikuzekubeniniMoses?”(Forhowlongwillthatperson

continuetosleepinmykitchen?)

Moses:“Youwanthertomovetoourbedroom?”

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?IsNkosiyabostillhauntingyou?Udotiophumakulomlomowakho,

haingeke.”(Youutternonsenselately.)

Hechortles.

Moses:“YahnehNtombi,Ihavetogiveittoyou.Youknowhowtodisrespectaman.Hai,

indodauyayidelelashame.”(You'redisrespectful.)

Me:“It’sthetruth.”

Heclickshistongue.

Moses:“Sukala.”(Move.)

Hepushesmeashemovestothewindow.

Moses:“UMarthaunamandlaneh?”(Marthaisbravehey?)

He’slaughing,Idon’tseeanythingfunnyaboutthat,Ijoinhim.Thecrowdhasgrown,I’m

surprisednoonehasdaredtowalkpastherandenterthesepremises.Theybetternotcallmy

name,notwhenthere’sawitchstandingthere.

Me:“JonassaysweshouldwaitforZodwa.”

Thatremindsme.



Iplungemyhandinmypockettogetmyphone.

Moses:“Areyoucallingher?”

Inod.

Moses:“Sheshouldhurry,Ihavesomewheretobe.”

Me:“WhereareyougoingMoses?”

Moses:“Sincewhendoyouaskmethis?”

Me:“SinceyoulostyourmindandItooktimeoffworktotakecareofyou.”

Helaughsderisively,shakeshisheadandwalksbacktothebedroom.Zodwaanswersthecall,

stoppingmefrom goingafterMoses.

NKOMO*

IwigglemynoseasIfeelthesunhitmyface,thebrightlightforcesmetocovermyeyes.The

curtainsaredrawn,it’stooearly.

“Wakeupstranger.”

Shit!!!

IleapuptofindRuthstandingbythewindow.

Thenithitsme,wehaddinnerinmyroom lastnight.Irememberhavingoneortwoglassesof

liquor.Thememoryisvagueafterthat,itworsensasInoticethatshe’swearingmyshirt.

Me:“Hey.”

She’ssmiling,thiscouldmeanthatsomethinghappenedbetweenuslastnight.

Shelaughs.

Thatmeanssomethingright?

Dowomenlaughafteranightofpleasurablesex?

Ruth:“Thisconfusedlookonyourfacedoesnotsuityou,itbringsoutyourugliness.”

She’samusedbysomething.Ihavenowords,I’m waitingforhertotellmeifweslepttogether

ornot.

Ruth:“Relax,nothinghappened.Webothpassedoutonthebed.”

WhyisshewearingmyshirtthenandI’m sittinghereshirtless?

Me:“Iwasn'tworried.”



Ruth:“Couldhavefooledme.”

Isenseabitofdisappointmentinhervoice.

Shetoddlestomeandsitsonthebed.

Me:“Hey,Iwouldnevertakeadvantageofawoman.Wewerebothoutofitandifsomething

hadhappened,imaginetheregretinthemorning.”

Ruth:“Iwouldn’thaveregrettedit.”

Shewantedthis?

Damn…

Me:“So,youwantedusto…”

Shenodscuttingmyquestioninhalf.

Ruth:“Am Itooforward?”

Hellyeah…

Me:“No,you’renot.Iwantedtoaswell.”

Ruth:“Then,whydidn’tyouinitiate?”

Thiswoman.

Imoveclosertoher,takeherhandintomineandmakesuretolookintothewindowsofher

darksoul.

Me:“Ndlovukazi,you’reanattractivewomen.IfIweretohaveyou,letmerephrasethat.WhenI

finallyhaveyou,Iwantyoufullyconscious.Yourmindshouldmakeyouawareofyour

whereaboutsandthepersonwho’sabouttotakeyouonarollercoasterride.Iwantyoutobe

awareofeverylingeringkiss,everygentlytouch.Everywhisperandthattinglingsensationthat

takesovereveryveininyourbody,Iwantyouscreamingmyname,fullyawarethat,itisIwhois

takingyoutocloudnine.IwantyoutorememberthatIam responsibleforthattoecurlingand

lipbitingexperience.”(Queen.)

Shegulpsandflapshereyes.

Ruth:“Ithinkweshouldcleanup,I’m starving.”

Shestateswhileshyinghereyesawayfrom me.

Me:“Forbreakfastor…”

Shedabsmyshoulderandgiggles.

Ruth:“Sbo.”

Me:“Iwasjustmakingsurethatwe’reonthesamepage.”

Shesmilescoylyasshedropsherhead,Itakeherchinintomyfingerstobringherfacebackup.



Me:“Maachi.”(Goodmorning.)

Imummerinasoftvoice,hersmilebroadens.

Ruth:“Maakye.”(Goodmorning.)

Howeasyisthismission?

Ruth:“I’m impressed.”

Me:“Ilivetoimpressyou,nkosazana.”(Mylady.)

Me:“Ican’thelpit,youdothistome.”

Ruth:“Yeahright.”

Sheclimbsoffthebed.

Ruth:“Let’sgetreadythen.”

Me:“Am Ijoiningyouinthatshower?”

Iprobeasshetoddlestothebathroom.

Ruth:“That’sifyoucanunlockthisdoor.”

Shehurriesinwithagiggle,Ihearthecrackofthekey.

Shelockedthedoor.

Iam winningthisrace.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

125*

SETHU*

Stylespullsupoutsidemybuilding,he’snothappythatI’m goingtoworktoday.Ihavenoother

choice,Ican’taffordtolosemyjob.

Me:“Youcango,Ayizewilldropmeoffatwork.”

Styles:“Areyouchasingmeaway?”

Me:“Yourfriendneedsyou,youshouldgobacktohim.”

Iknowthat’swherehewantstobe.

Me:“Whenam Igettingmycar?”

Styles:“Today.”

Me:“That’sarelief,I’m tiredofbeingdrivenaround.”

Styles:“Ouch.”

Me:“Notlikethatsilly.”

Hesmiles.

Styles:“YouneedtoseeLawsonbeforeyougotowork.”

Me:“Ialmostforgotaboutthat.”

Styles:“Isyoursistertaggingalong?”

Me:“That’swhatweagreedon,althoughshedoesn’tseem keen.”

Idoubtthatshe’sreadytoopenuptosomeone.

Styles:“Getherthere,don’tforceherthough.Youmightpushheraway.”

Me:“She’sindenial,Idon’tseeheragreeingtothis.”

Icomplain.

Styles:“Shehaslivedwiththewoundsforsolong,she’safraid.”

Me:“I’llspeaktoher.”

Ayizecanbestubborn.



Styles:“I’llwalkyoutotheapartment.”

Me:“Youdon’thaveto.”

Styles:“Asambe.”(Let’sgo.)

HetreadsoutandIcan’targuewiththat.

Myheartstopsaswestepoutoftheelevator.Mybrainsurgesintomemorylane,deprivingmea

chancetorejectthejourney.Ntokozoishere,he’sstandingonmydoorstep.

Heseesmeandsmiles.

Ntokozo:“Sethu.”

I’m numbandfrozentothecore.MygazeissogrippedonthismonsterthatIdon’tseeStyles

rushtohim.Hepuncheshim onthefaceforcingNtokozotostumbleback.He’sconfusedat

firstbecausehedoesn’tknowthismanwhoisattackinghim.

StylesgoesforblowafterblowandthiscompelsNtokozotofightback.

Me:“Styles.”

Iscream ashestaggersduetoNtokozo’spunch.Ihavetogethelp,thesemenwillkilleach

other.IraceintotheapartmenttocallAyize.

Me:“AYIZE!!!.”

Shepeeksthroughthekitchendoor.

Ayize:“Yini?”(Whatisit?)

Shehasfoodinhermouth.

Me:“NtokozoandStylesarefightingoutsidehurry.”

Shejoltstowardsmeasshebecomesawareofmytremuloustone.

Werushoutandfindthem stillatit.

Therearetwowomenwatchingthefight,theyaretakingvideosorpicturesrather.

Me:“Dosomething,Ayize.”

Ayize:“No,letthem be.Mr.Shastoteachhim alesson.”

Me:“NtokozoisgoingtohurtStyles.”

Ayize:“Idon’tknowifyou’reseeingitbut,thatbastardisgettingitfrom Mr.S.”

She’sright,Ntokozoisstrugglingtofightback.Onemorepunchsendshim onthefloor.

Ayize:“Whatishedoing?”

Stylesisdragginghim withhisclothes.



Me:“He’s…”

Thisisbad.

Ayize:“He’sgoingtothrowhim downthebalcony.”

Ntokozo:“Stop,please.”

Ntokozopleadsdesperately,heknowswhat’sabouttohappen.Stylesisnotstopping,he’slivid.

Me:“Styles.”

Iknowhewillnotlistentomebut,it'sworthatry.

Hedragshim upandthrowshim overthebalcony.Ascream fleesfrom mymouth,Stylesis

goingtogotojail.Thesefootageswillgoviral.

Ntokozo:“Sethuhelp.”

Ayize:“Look.”

He’shangingoffthebalconywhileholdingontothebarriers.WerushtoStyleswhoiswatching

Ntokozowithhatredinhiseyes.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Styles:“Givinghim atasteofhisownmedicine.”

Me:“You’llgetintrouble,thesepeoplearetakingvideosofyou.”

Hedoesn’tcare,he’sglaringatNtokozo.

Ayize:“Whyisheholdingon?Letgoyoufool.”

Sheshouts.

Me:“Ayize.”

Ntokozo:“Sethuhelpme,please.Idon’twanttodie.”

Ihatehisvoice,somethinginsideofmewantshim tofallandcrackhisskull.

Ayize:“Yeyshutupwena.It’sonlytwostoriesdown.You’llonlybreakaleg.”(You.)

Sheshoutsathim.

Maybeheshouldletgohowever,Iwouldn’twantStylestogetintotroublewiththelaw.

Ntokozo:“Sethu,I’m sorry,I…”

Hedoesn’tfinishhiswordsasStylesstartstoloosenhisgriponthebarriers.

Ntokozo:“No,no.Please,don’t.”

Heyellsinterror.



Ayize:“Makafe.”(Hemustdie.)

Ayizeisencouragingthisangrymantodothis.

Me:“Stylesstop.”

Hedoesn’tpayheedtomyplea.

Me:“Siyabonga.”

Hisgazefallsonme,hedidn’texpectmetocallhim bythisname.

MaybeIshouldn’thave,aloudscream from Ntokozobreaksthisstaringcontest.Styleshas

droppedhim while,glaringintomyeyes.IgaspinshockasIhearaloudthump.

Hisgazeisstillonme,he’stheleastbotheredaboutwhatjusthappenedtoNtokozo.

Whyishelookingatmelikethis?

IknowIhavemessedup.Hetoldmethisnameinconfidence,itremindshim ofhispastandhe

prefersitburied.

Ayize:“Shit,thatfoolisstillalive.”

Shestatesinfrustration.

Ican’tlookawayfrom thisgazethatStyleshasmelockedin,Iwanttotellhim that,I’m sorry.

Ayize:“He’sgettingawayMr.S.”

Herloudwarningsnapshim back.

Styles:“Getinthehouse.”

Hecommandsashepullsmetothedoor.

Me:“No,wehavetofixthisproblem.Ntokozowillgotothepolice.”

Styles:“IsaidgoinsideSethu.”

Hesnapsareply.

Me:“Fine,I’llgo.”

Styles:“Youhavetocallinsickatwork,youcan’tgowhenthatmanisoutthere.”

Ayize:“Don’tworryMr.S.I’llmakesurethatshedoesn’tleavethishouse.”

Thisgirlalwayshassomethingtosay.

Styles:“I’llcomelater,besafe.”

Me:“You’regoingafterhim?”

Styles:“No.”



WhydoInotbelievehim?

Styles:“Goinside.”

I’m donearguingwiththisman.

Ayize:“Sethustopbeingstubbornandgetinthehouse.”

Shepushesmein,bythistimehe’swalkingaway.

I’m stunnedtoseeAyizestandingwiththosewomen.

Whatisthisgirluptoandwhendidshegetthere?

Shewalksbacktome.

Me:“Whatwasthatabout?”

Ayize:“Iaskedthem iftheycoulddeletethevideos.”

Me:“Andtheyagreed,justlikethat?”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Ihadtopaythem njalo.Peoplelovemoney.”

Shepushesmeintothehouseandlocksthedoorbehindher.IhopeStylesdoesn’tgoafter

Ntokozo.

MKHIZE*

Makingadealwiththesetwofoolswasamistake,theywalkintomyofficelookingdefeated.

Raven:“YourmenbeatmeupfornothingMkhize,itwasallinvain.”

He’sthefirsttocomplain,thisiswhattheycameherefor.

Me:“Mr.Okolie.Whathappenedtoyourarm?”

He’swearingashouldersling.

ThegreatOkoliehasbeeninjured,Ilovethis.

Segun:“Uzeshotme.”

I’dbedamned,Ishould’veseenthiscoming.

Me:“Wow,isthatevenpossible?Iknowamanwhoshotyoursononceandhe’ssixfeetunder

aswespeak.”

HefrownsasIlaughattheirstupidity.



Segun:“He’sanOkolie,hecanbloodygetawaywithanything.Mystupidfatherprotectshim,he

isthechosenoneafterall.”

Me:“Dammit,sonothingwillhappentohim.”

Idon’tappreciatethedeathstarehe’sgivingme.

Segun:“ItoldyouthatIneedUzealive,he’sthekeytomyfuture.Ifanythinghappenstohim

then,Iam doomed.ThatsonofabitchBensenwillhavemeforbreakfast.”

Me:“Howdidtheplangoandwhyareyouhere?”

Segun:“Theplandidn’twork,itbackfired.”

Theysettledownonthechairswithoutmeinvitingthem todoso.

Me:“Whatdoyouwantmetodoaboutit?”

Raven:“ThatlittlebratLiyanasawrightthroughme,Idon’tknowhow.”

Me:“Howisthismyproblem?WehadadealthatyoudeliverAmaratome,she’shisweakness

andonceIgetridofher,youcanhaveyourboyalltoyourself.”

TheythinkthatIwantAmaradeadliketheydo.

Segun:“Mysonisnotanidiot,hewatchesherlikeahawk.”

Raven:“Fatherisright,itwasonlyoncethatIwasleftalonewithher.AndLiyanagottoosmart

forme.”

Me:“Idon’tunderstandwhyyoupeoplecametome.Ihavemyownproblemstodealwith.”

Raven:“Westartedthistogetheroldmanandweneedtocomeupwithasolution.”

Segun:“Uzehasaguardianbehindhim,thatboyprotectshim likehe’sallhe’sgot.”

Heshakeshisheadindisgust.

Me:“Sishi?Iknowhim toowell,don’tunderestimatethatman.He’ssmarterthan,allofusput

together.”

Raven:“He’snotGod,wecanputabulletthroughhisheadandendhim.”

Stupid.

Me:“Ifthatwaspossible,Iwould’vedoneitlongago.Heprobablyknowsaboutthismeeting.”

Segun:“Whothehellishe?”

Me:“IhavebeenaskingmyselfthisquestionandIcan’treallyfigurehim out.”

Segun:“Surelythere’ssomethingwecanuseagainsthim.”

Raven:“Digsomedirtonhim?”



Segun:“Whodoesn’thaveskeletonsintheircloset?ThisSishiboy,probablyhasplenty.”

Theyarenotlisteningtome.

Me:“Ifyoupeoplewanttogoagainsthim,thendigyourgraves.Thatsonofabitchwillkillyou,

hecangopsychoandit’sscary.”

Theylaugh.

Segun:“You’reacowardMkhize,that’swhytheseboysareplayingyoulikethis.”

Me:“Uzonyawenja.Whoareyoucallingacoward?”(Youwillshityourself,dog.)

Segun:“Yourwordsspeakforyou.”

Me:“Okolie.Thankyourancestorsthat,theyhaveyouprotectedorelseIwouldkillyouright

now.”

IfonlyheknewhowmuchIhatehim,heremindsmeofRandall.

Raven:“Donotspeaktomyfatherlikethat?Heisaking,respecthim.”

Heraiseshisvoice.

Me:“Hey,thisisnotAccra.YouleftyourkingshipwhenyouboardedtheplanetoSouthAfrica.

You’reacommonerhere,noonewillbowdowntoyou.”

Segun’sscornfulsnickerprovestomethat,heisarrogantlikehisson.

Segun:“IlikeyouMkhize,you’rebrave.Youshouldknowthough,whoyou’redealingwith.”

Me:“I’m notafraidofthatbrotherhoodyou’repartof.Ihaveseenworse.”

Raven:“Canwepleasecomeupwithanothersolution?WeneedtogettoRandall.”

Segun:“Theplantyouleftinhishousewillworkinourfavour.”

Me:“Whatplant?”

Raven:“It’saplantthatwilldriveRandallandAmaraapart.”

Me:“Really?Witchcraft?”

Segun:“Iwouldliketothinkofitasart.”

He’ssick.

Raven:“Theirloveforeachotherisastrongforcethatkeepsthem together.Thiswastheonly

way.”

Me:“Don’tyouthinktheywillnotice?”

Raven:“Theywon’tseeit,itwillbelikelookingforaneedleinahaystack.”

Segunsuddenlyhasacreepysmirkonhisface.



Me:“What’sgoingonwithyou?”

Hegrins.

Segun:“Getyourfuneralsuitsout.”

Me:“Whoareweburying?”

Hechortles.

Segun:“Uze.”

Herepliesinadeadpanvoice.

Raven:“WhatareyoutalkingaboutFather?”

Segun:“ThatplantwillnotdriveUzeandthatgirlapart,itwillsupposedlykillhim.”

I’m startingtolikethisman.

Raven:“Father,yousaid…”

Segun:“IknowwhatIsaid,IhadtolietoyouRaven.Therewasnootherway,youwouldn’thave

agreedtotheplanifyouknewthetruth.”

Raven:“TheplanwasthatIshouldbefriendAmaraandgethertotrustme.”

Segun:“Thatcould’veworkedbut,hereweare.TheoriginalplanisUze’smysteriousdeath,Iwill

finallytakemysonbackhome.”

Hegrinsandit’sbonechilling.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyourplanfullyisbut,Iloveit.”

Raven:“Youcan’tdothatfather.”

He’sweak.

Segun:“It’sdone,there’snoturningbacknow.”

Hedismisseshim withthesewords,mydayhasbeenmade.

AMARA*

Ihadnochoicebut,tosendLelobackhome,Liyananeedsmyfullattention.She’sbetternow,

though.TheonlydifferenceIseeinheristhequietness,somethingisupwiththischildandI

havegrownwearyofaskingherwhattheproblem is.Sherefusestospeak.

She’ssittingonthecouchrightnexttome,whilewatchingTV.

RandallwalksinwithNeo.



IglanceatLiyanatoseeifshewillruntohim likesheusuallydoes,shetakesaglimpseofhim

andgoesbacktowatchingTV.Randallfrownsatthis,healsofindsitstrange.

Me:“Liyababy,lookwho’shere.”

Shegazesathim againandclicksaquicksmile.She’sprobablytoofocusedontheshow.

Neo:“Whatdidyoudotothechild?”

Hepositionshimselfonachair.

Me:“She’snotfeelingwell.”

Neo:“Argshame,nunusman.She’llbefine.”

RandallmovestositnexttoLiyana,hepicksherupandsitsheronhislap.

Randall:“Howareyoufeelingprincess?”

Liyana:“Fine.”

Shemummers.

Randall:“Doyouneedanything?”

Sheshakesherhead.

Me:“Chiomaismakinghersomethingtoeat.”

Neo:“Chiomaisinthekitchen?”

Hesoundsintrigued.

Me:“Sheis.”

Neo:“Whatisshemaking?”

Theinquisitivelookonhisfaceisfunny.

Me:“Noodles."

Hefrowns.

Neo:“Kelijo?”(Isthatfood?)

Me:“It’sforLiya.”

Neo:“Oh!!!Kelapile.Stylosdidn’tcomehomelastnightso,Ihadtoeatbreadandbutterfor

supper.”

Randall:“Isheyourchef?”

Neolaughs.

Neo:“Bozza,jyverstaannie.Daaimancancook.Entlek,youshouldtakelessons.Ihearyou

madeadisasterinthekitchen.”(Youdon’tunderstand,thatmancancook.)



Randall:“Stylestalkstoomuch.”

Neofindsthisamusing.

ThisisLiyana’sturntocomment,shelovesmakingjokesaboutit.

Liyana:“Papa.”

Sheuttersinalowtone.

Randall:“Yes,princess.”

Liyana:“You’renotlistening.”

ShestateswhilewatchingtheTV.

Liyana:“Papa,you’renotlistening.

Hervoiceupsurges.

Randall:“Whatam Inotlisteningtoprincess?

Liyana:“Themessage.”

Me:“Liyahasn’tspokentillnow.Randall,Ithinkshe’stryingtotellyousomething.”

Heleersatmebeforedivertinghisattentionbacktoher.

Liyana:“You’renotlisteningpapa.”

Sherepeats,louderthistime.”

Neo:“What’swrongwithherUze?”

Hequeries.

Randall:“TellmeLiyana.Whatisthemessage?”

Liyana:“Death.”

Shewhispersasshelaysherheadonhischest.Randalllooksutterlynonplussed,I’m

thunderstruckaswell.Iknewamessagewasbeingtransmittedtoherandit’sshockingtoknow

whatitis.

Randall:“Death?”

Thiscouldhavesomethingtodowithhismysteriousdeath.

Neo:“NoUzeman.Baholo-holobantsebabualeeena.Childrendon’tsaysuchthingsforfun.”

(Theancestorsaretalkingtoher.)

Me:“It’snotthefirsttime.Therewassomethingaboutherbehaviourwhenshewas

interrogatingRaven,Ihaveafeelingthathecamehereforapurposeandprobablyfulfilledit.It

wassoeasyforhim toleavewithyourfather.”



Itrytobringeverythingtolight.

Randall:“Youthinkhedidsomething?”

Me:“Idon’tknow.Thefactthataninjuredmanwaswonderingaroundthehouselikealostsoul

waspuzzlingforme.Hiswoundscouldn’thaveallowedhim.”

Now,itmakessense.

Neo:“Babaloibajoalo,theydon’trest.Thishouseneedscleansing,orlithapelo.Yourchild

speakslikeanadultUze,shehasseensomething.”(Witchesarelikethat.)(Prayers.)

Hewearsatroubledlook.

Me:“IagreewithNeo.”

Randall:“Grandfathersaidawaywillbeshowntome,Ididn’tthinkhewouldusemydaughter.

She’sjustachild,thisisallwrong.WhyshouldLiyanabetangledinallofthis?”

Neo:“Iftheadultsaredeaf,theygothroughthekids.ListenUze,mam’Sontootsebalintho

tsena.I’llcallher,youhavetofixthisbeforesomeonediesinthisfamily.”(Sheknowsthese

things.)

Randall:“Whoisthat?”

Neolaughs.

Neo:“Thatwomanoga,keamotshaba.Thelasttimeshewashere,yourgrandfather

manifestedthroughher.Shetoldusallyoursecrets.”(Irespectthatwoman,boss.)

Randall:“What?”

Neo:“I’m kidding.”

Hesmiles,Randalldoesnotgetthejoke.

Neo:“Ifyouwanttoknowwhatyouroldmanistryingtotellyouthen,mam’Sontoisyour

woman.”

Hesniggers,hefindshimselffunny.

Liyanaisslowlyfallingintoaslumber.

Randall:“Whattimedoyouthinkshecangethere?”

Neo:“ShelivesinPretoria,someonewillhavetogether.Itwilltakelongerifsheusesataxiand

italsodependsifshe’snotbusy.”

Randall:“I’llpayifthere’saproblem.”

Neo:“HeeChineke.”(OhmyGod.)

Hecarrieshishandsonhisheadinadramaticmanner,Liyanaisstartled.

Neo:“Areyoutryingtoupsether,mam’Sontodoesn’ttakepaymentforherworkoga.Don’t



mentionmoneywhenshegetshereandplease,Ibeg.Trynottoberudetothepoorwoman

biko.Keautsebawhenyou’reangry,everyonemustfeelit.”(Please.)(Iknowyou.)

Hespeaksthetruth.

IwatchRandallashebeginstorockLiyanabackandforth,herhalf-liddedeyesgapeinto

nothingness.

Randall:“Neojustcallher,please.I’llsendsomeonetofetchher,Ineedhertoday.Liyanahardly

sleptnight,Idon’twanthertogothroughthesamethingagain.”

Neo:“Awebozza.”(Boss.)

Herepliesasheplungeshishandsintohispocketsandcomesoutwithaphone.

Everythingshouldberevealedafterthis.

STYLES*

ThemenIappointedtotailNtokozohavefailed,hewasnottoenterSethu’sbuilding.That

bastardescaped,ifSethuwasn’tthereIwouldhavekilledhim.

I’m parkedatafillingstation,IhavetocallthosepeopleandIhopetheyhaveagood

explanationforthis.

“Yes,yes.”

Thisishowheanswersthecall.

Sounethical.

Me:“Didn’tItellyoutokeepaneyeonthatidiot?”

“Bossit’syou.”

Hesaysitinaform ofastatementandwhatangersmeisthathespeaksinananimatedtone.

Me:“Youidiot.Whyareyounotfollowingthatman?”

“Weareboss.”

Me:“Ifsothen,whowasthatatSethu’sflat?”

“Boss?”

Theseincompetentfools.

Me:“Thebastardwasattheflat,shesawhim.Doyouknowwhatthatmeans?”

“Whatdoesitmean?”



Me:“Whatam Ipayingyoufor?

“Buthe’shereboss,I’m lookingathim aswespeak.”

Me:“Letmeguess,he’sinjuredright?”

“Howdidyouknow?Areyoualsowatchinghim boss?”

Me:“Fuckthis.YoucamehighlyrecommendedbyKennethandthisistheshitIreceivefrom

you?”

“Idon’tunderstandboss.”

Me:“You’refired.”

Ihateincompetence,IhavetocallKenneth.Hemustsortthisout.

Kenneth:“Styles.”

Me:“Yourboymessedup."

Kenneth:“Idon’tunderstand."

Me:“Kenneth,yourboybloodymessedup.Iaskedhim totailNtokozo,hefailed.Sethusawhim,

shesawhim Kenneth.Justwheneverythingwasgoingokay.”

Kenneth:“Givemehisname,myboysneversleeponthejob.”

Me:“Whatdifferencewillitmake?Thedamageisdone,Icouldn’tcontrolmyselfandIthrashed

him infrontofher.Now,ifIkillhim shewillknowthatitwasme.”

Kenneth:“Isn’tthereanotherwayyoucandothis.Makehim disappearorsomething.Peoplego

missingeveryday,it’snotnews.”

Thatwasthebloodyplan.

Me:“Ipushedhim offthebalcony,Ididn’tcareaboutanythingelsebutthat.Sethuhasnever

seenmelikethatman.HowdoIfixthis?”

Kenneth:“Ifshelovesyouthen,shewillunderstand.”

Me:“Youdon’tgetitdoyou?”

Kenneth:“Idon’tbut,IknowyougotthisStyles.You’resmartandyouwillfigureitout.”

IfonlyIdidn’tloseitinfrontofSethu.

Me:“Thatwomanisterrifiedofabusivemen,sheshouldn’thaveseenthat.

Kenneth:“Thenyouwillhavetoexplaintoher,thatyoudiditforher.”

Itmakessenseinhishead.

Me:“I’llseewhatI’lldo.IwantNtokozodeadbymorning.”



Kenneth:“IwilldealwiththatidiotNtokozo,yougomakesurethatalliswellwithSethu.”

Me:“No,hisfightiswithme.Iwilldealwithhim.”

Kenneth:“Dowhatyoumust.”

Me:“Ifiredyourboy.”

Kenneth:“I’lltalktohim.”

Me:“Ihavetogo,Ihaveamantohaunt.”

Hecurvesabrow.

Kenneth:“HowisAmara?”

Me:“Who?”

Kenneth:“Youheardme.”

Okay.

Me:“Whyareyouaskingabouther?”

Ihopehe’snotpokingasnakeinahole.

Kenneth:“I’m justasking.”

Me:“Whateverreasonyouhaveforasking,keepittoyourselfKenneth.Trustme,Randallwill

notappreciateit.”

Kenneth:“It’sonlyaquestionStyles.”

Me:“Whichyoushouldkeeptoyourself,Ihaveseenthatman’sdarksideanditwillforceyouto

leaveyourbrotherhoodandturntoJesus.”

Hehuffs.

Kenneth:“WhatsinhaveIcommitted,Ijustwanttoknowhowthegirlisafterthatincident.”

Me:“That,exactly.Youaskedabouther.”

Kenneth:“WhoisthisOkolieboy?Hisfatherisaweaklingandfrom whatIknow,applesdon’t

fallfarfrom thetree.”

Me:“Thisoneisadifferentbreed,Randallisnothisfather’sson.StopthinkingaboutAmara.”

Kenneth:“Ihavetogo.”

Me:“Kenneth,Kenneth,Kenneth.HowmanytimesdidIcallyou?”

Kenneth:“FuckyouStyles.”

Me:“I’m notsavinganyonewhenRandalllosseshiscool.”

Kenneth:“Iguessyou’llbecaughtbetweentwofriends.”



Me:“Notreally,we’refriendsbuthe’smybrotherandIwillchoosehim overanything.”

Kenneth:“Damn,you’reblunt.”

Me:“Ihavenoreasontolietoyou.”

Kenneth:“Ihavetogo.”

Me:“RemembermywordsKenny.”

Hesmirksandcutsthecall.

IhopethisisnotwhatIthinkitis.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

126*

AMARA*

Liyanaissleepinginherroom,Neogotthroughtomam’Sonto.Someonewassenttogether,

wedon’tknowwhattimeshe’llgethere.Hopefullyitwillbebeforetheendoftheday.

ChiomahasbeenofgreathelpasfarasLiyanaisconcerned,I’m helpingherpreparelunch.

Me:“HowisIfe?”

Chioma:“Stubborn.”

That’sallshe’sgiving.

Me:“Isshecoping?Shedidn’twanttogobackhome,theremustbeareason.”

Shestopschopping,tiltsherheadtoleeratthedoor.

Chioma:“Uzedoesn’tknowthisandyou’renotallowedtotellhim.”

She’sscaringme.

Me:“IsIfeokay?”

Chioma:“Ifewassuspendedfrom school,shewascaughtsellingweed.”

Wecan’tbetalkingaboutthesamegirl.

Me:“Ifeanyi?”

Chioma:“Thatinnocentfaceisjustforshow,she’sarebelliouschild.Hermothersaysshetried

everythingtohelpherbut,shecan’tbeappeased.”

Me:“Didtheyhavetosuspendher,though?Couldn’ttheygiveherawarning?”

Thewayshelooksdisappointed,you’dswearthatIfeisherdaughter.

Chioma:“Shedidgetawarningacoupleoftimesandshecontinuedtoselltheweed.”

Me:“Don’tyouthinkherbrothershouldknow?Hemighthelpher,IthinkIfelacksafather’slove.”

Chioma:“Shedoesn’thaveparentalguidanceAmara,thatwomanisbusywithherownthings.

Ifeislonely.”

Me:“I’lltalktoRandall.”

Chioma:“Hermothersaidnottotellhim anything.”



Me:“Why?”

Ican’tpossiblyfindareasonwhyshewouldwanttokeepthishidden,Ifeclearlyneedshelp.

Randall:“WhereisLiya?”

Randall’sdisembodiedvoicestartlesme,hestandsonthedoorwayholdingascowlonhisface.

Chioma:“She’ssleepinginherroom.”

Randall:“Noshe’snot,Iwastherejustnow.Herbedisempty.”

That’simpossible.

Chioma:“ItuckedherinUze,shewas…”

Randall:“Chioma,I’m tellingyouthatsheisnotinherroom.”

Panictakesover.

Randall:“Whereismychild,Chioma?”

Me:“I’m sureshe’saroundsomewhere,wehavetolookforher.”

IutterasItoddletohisside,he’snotacknowledgingmypresence.He’ssearchingChiomafor

answers.

Randall:“Liyanabetterbeinthishouse,Iswearsomeonewillanswerforherdisappearance.”

Hebarksbeforehehurdlesaway.

Me:“Wherecouldshehavegone?”

She’sleaningagainstthekitchencabinetwhilegivingattentiontohertears.

Thisisodd,shehardlycries.

Me:“Chioma,thisisnotimetocry,wehavetofindLiyana.”

Chioma:“Iswear,shewassleepingwhenIleftherroom.Ileftithalf-closed.”

Me:“Ihearyou,nowlet’sgo.Checkeverywhere,maybeshe’splayinghideandseek.”

Mytheorydoesnotmakesenseatall,itisthoughbetterthanthethoughtofherbeingtaken.

NTOMBI*

Ican’tgetaholdofZodwa,herphoneringsandsendsmestraighttovoicemail.Ihadtocontact

Lelowhoconfirmedthatshe’soutoftown.Noonehassteppedoutofthishouse.It’sbeen

hoursnowandthecrowdhasexpanded,I’m stillwaitingforMarthatodropdeadorsomething.

Moseslooksreadytogoout,it’sactuallyfunnyhowhedoesn’thavethecouragetostepoutside.



Everyoneisgatheredinthelivingroom,wehavegrowntiredofthebusy,noiseysituation

causedbythecrowd.

“Ntombi,phuma.”(ComeoutNtombi.)

Eish!!!

ThisiswhatIwasafraidof,someonecallingmynameinfrontofthatwitch.

“Ntombi!!!”

Mynameboomsoutagainfrom themultitude.

Jonas:“You’renotgoingthere.”

Mashoto:“Ithinksheshouldgo.”

Petunia:“Metoo,theyprobablywanttoknowwhattodowiththatwomansince,she’sinyour

premises.”

WhyarethesewitchesnotouttherewithMartha?

Me:“I’m notleavingthishouse.”

ThenoiseheapsonandI’m curioustoseewhat’shappening.

Mashotoisthefirsttopeekthroughthewindow,wehavebeendoingalotofthat.Eachtime,

withhopethatMarthawould’vedroppedtoherdeath.IjoinMashotoasmycuriositycontrols

me.

Thecrowdflowsdowntoalmostfillingthestreets.

Me:“I’m surprisedthemediaisnothereyet.”

Petunia:“Whatwouldthemediabedoinghere?”

Me:“ThisisabigstoryPetunia.”

Petunia:“There’snothingbigaboutthisstory,whateverishappeningoutthereiscommon.”

Idon’tlikePetunia’stone.

Moses:“I’m goingoutthere,wearegoingtoburnthatwitch.”

Hesurgesupfrom thecouchasifsomeonepushedhim.

Jonas:“Youcan’tdothatMoses.”

Me:“Moses,youwanttoloseyourmindagain.YouthinkMarthahaslostherpowers?”

Moses:“Whatpowers?She’spowerlessatthistimeoftheday.”

Herushestokitchen.

Mashoto:“Whatishedoing?”



Idon’tknowwho’sgoingtoanswerherbecauseitisnotme.

Jonas:“Ntombikhuzalomuntuwakho,thisisnonsense.”(Talktoyourman.)

He’sonhisfeettreadingafterMoses,he’sstoppedbyMoses’presencebackinthelivingroom.

Mosesiscarryingabottleofparaffinandaboxofmatches.

Me:“Whatareyougoingtodowiththose?”

Hesmiles.

Iknewhehasn’tregainedhissanity.

Moses:“Whatisdonetowitches,wearegoingtoburnher.”

Hedeclaresandwhatscaresmeistheexcitementandthrillinhisvoice.

Jonas:“You’reafoolMoses,youdon’tknowwhatyou’redoing.”

Jonasreprimandshim.

Moses:“Idon’tseeanyonetryinganythinginthishouse.Wearestaringineachother’seyesand

Marthaisstillinmyyard.”

Petunia:“Lethim go,ifhewantsto.”

Herassertionisnotcomingfrom agoodplace,deepdownshe’shopingthatsomethingterrible

happenstomyhusband.

Me:“Mosesstay.”

Moses“Stay?IthiuyadlalaNtombi,I’m notacowardnjengoMhambi.Awubukenje,he’sjust

sittingtherewatchingTV.NotoncehasMhambisaidawordaboutthis.”(You’vegottobe

kiddingme.I’m notacowardlikeMhambi.)

Hecriticizes.

IdoubtthatMhambiheardhisnamebeingcalled.

MhambicaresaboutAmara’ssafety,that’sall.

Me:“It’snotsafeMoses.”

Moses:“Don’tworryNtontos.”

Helaughs.

Ihearthecrowdcheeringashestepsout,Mosescanbedumbbut,hecanalsopullthisoff.

NOMBULELO*



Brenda:“Jongasana,thishasbeentrendingsincemorning.”(Lookfriend.)

Idon’tknowhowshethinksshecanflyinhere,whileI’m withapatient,toshowmenonsense.I

continuewithmyworkwithoutacknowledgingherpresence.

Brenda:“Haulelo,yintoningawe?”(What’swrongwithyou?)

Didshejustaskwhat’swrongwithme?

Brenda:“Lelohau.”

I’m goingtoignorehertillshegoesaway.

Brenda:“Lelo,comeon.Ididn’tdoanythingwrong.”

Me:“I’m busyBrenda,withaclientasyoucansee.”

Brenda:“I’m sureubhutidoesn’tmind.Am Irightbhuti?”(Brother.)

Shesmilesatthepatient.

“Chasisi,youcancontinue.It’snicetohavecompanyforonce,these…”

Brenda:“Okay,thankyoubhuti.”(Brother.)

Shecutstheguy’swords.

Me:“Hemightnotmind,Ido.Unlessyouwanttotakeover.”

Imovetotheothersideofthehospitalbedtocheckthedrip.Brendaisnotmovinganytime

soon.

Brenda:“I’m tryingtoshowyouthiswomanwhowascaughtinVaal,and...”

Me:“Iknow,Isawit.”

IsawthatvideoofMarthaandIdon’tcarewhathappenstoher.

Brenda:“It’sokayifyou’restillupsetwithme.IhopeonedayyouwillseethatIwasright.”

She’ssoundssotruthful,Icanalmostbelieveher.

“Hausisi,whyuzibaumganewakho.”(Whyareyouignoringyourfriend?)

Whatdoesheknow?

Me:“I’m donehere.”

Istorm outofthewardroom.

Brenda:“Nombulelowait.”

Shehowlsasshehurriesafterme.

Brenda:“Lelo,please.You’remyonlyfriendhereandIhateitwhenwefight.”



She’sscurryingbehindmeandit’sstartingtogetannoying.

Brenda:“Lelo,I’m talkingtoyou.Stopbeingchildish.”

Iwrenchmyarm awayasshegripsitandswiveltofaceher,tearsthreatenhereyes.Thishas

mymindinscrabbles.

Me:“Stayawayfrom meBrenda,Iwillnotsaythisagain.”

Imakesuretosendoutafirm warning,shecankeephercrocodiletears.I’m tiredofthesefake

people.

AMARA*

“Liyana,Liyana.”

WescurryaroundthehouseatthesoundofRandall’svoice.Wherecouldshebe?Wechecked

everywhere,Ibumpintochiomainthecorridor.Sheisstillaccompaniedbyhertears,shebangs

herbackagainstthewall.

Chioma:“Thisisallmyfault,Ishouldn’thaveleftheralone.”

Me:“WearegoingtofindherChioma.”

Chioma:“Youdidn’tseethelookhegavemeAmara,Ihaveneverfailedhim beforeespecially,

whenitcomestothatchild.Firstitwastheillnessandnowthis.”

Idon’tknowhowtocomforther,IneedtofindRandall.He’sinthehousesomewhere,hewent

asfarasthegateinsearchofLiyana.Theguardssaidnoonehasleftthehouse.

“Whyischiomacrying?”

Mbuso’svoicecatchesourattention,he’sstandingatthetopofthestairs.

Me:“Wecan’tfindLiya.”

Mbuso:“Howisthat?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,she’snowhereinthehouse.”

“Liyana!!!”

Randallroarsfrom ourbedroom,hestormsoutoftheroom aswestarttomarchthere.

Me:“Randall?”

I’m runningbehindhim,Idon’tknowwherehe’sheadedbut,Liyanamustbethere.

Randall:“Shestartedafireinthegarden.”



Heexplains,aghastattherevelation.He’stakingtwostepsatoncedownthestaircaseandI

can’tkeepup,I’m tryingmybest.Hearingfootstepsbehindme,Islantmyheadbacktosee

ChiomaandMbuso.Chiomalooksmorehorrified.

Webustleoutthroughthepatiotothegarden,Randallisrightaheadofus.ThefirstthingIsee

isacloudofsmokebehindthelollipoptrees,wecouldn’thaveseenherminusculebodyifthat’s

whereshe’sbeenhiding.Liyanaisalmostthesameheightasthesetreesandthissideofthe

houseisnotguarded.

Randall:“Liyana.”

Hescreamsouttoher,ChiomaandIstopbeforethisfieryscene.Allwecandoisglareatthe

treesengulfedbytheinfernoandpraythatshe’sokay.Thesmokeandtheblazehavetaken

centrestageastheflameslickeachgreeneryoftheseonceperfectlytrimmedtrees.

Me:“Liyana.”

Ascream ofterrorisevokedfrom thedepthsofmysoul,thisisnothappening.Chioma'scries

swirltogetherwiththesoundofmysnivelling.Randalldisappearsbetweenthetrees,hehasto

comeoutwiththatchildalive.Shehastobeokay,Iwillneverforgivemyselfifanythinghappens

toher.

Mbusoswooshespastus,heaimsahosepipeatthebaseofthefire.Ididn’tthinkofthat,my

mindiscaughtupingettingLiyanaoutofthere.

Me:“Randall,Liya.”

Atightgripclutchesmyarm asIruntofindthem,Mbusoisholdingmeback.

Me:“Ineedtofindthem,Mbuso.”

Mbuso:“WaitAmara,RandallwillhavetorescueyouandLiyanaifyougointhere.Don’tbe

selfishplease.”

Hepushesmebackandcontinuestoextinguishtheflamesthathaveengulfedaquarterofthis

garden.

Theyhavetocomeoutofthere,theyhaveto.

WhyishenotcomingoutwithLiyana?

Atightnessonmychestthreatensmybreathing,wavesofnegativethoughtssurgeintomy

mindandmykneeswobbleashorrorhasmeimmobilized.Aloudcryevadesfrom mymouth

themomentmykneeshittheground,Ihavebeensuppressingit.

Mbuso:“Randall.”

Heshoutsouttothem.

Chioma:“Uze!!!Olorungbaomomi.”(God,savemyson.)

Hercriestwisteveryinchofmyheart,theyaretheexclamationsofapainedmother.



Myeyesdesperatelyscaneachcorner,ifonlyIcouldcatchaglimpseofthem.Iwillneverlet

Liyaoutofmysightagain.Lorddon’tpunishherforthesinsofherelders.

Weanxiouslywatchasthewaterfightstheseaofred,yellowandorangethatseemstobe

cascadingfrom theburningbushes.Eachflarestartstoloseitsstrength.Inawhilethefire

losesitsflexibility,untilallthat’sleftisacharredfigure.

Me:“Mbuso,wherearethey?”

Ican’tloseafamilyagain.

SETHU*

It’spastmidday,AyizeandIhavebeencookedupinthishouse.Stylesisnotansweringhis

phone,Iwanttoknowifhe’sokay.

Ayize:“Stopbotheringtheman,girl.Hesaidhewillseeyoulater.Youneedtotrustthat.”

SheproclaimsandIdon’tknowifthatputsmeatease.

She’slyingonthecouchwithherfeetupwhilehummingasong,hermindseemstobefarfrom

thisplace.

Me:“WhatifNtokozogottohim?”

Ayize:“Whatwillthatskinnydogdo?Idon’tunderstandwhymenlikeNtokozoarereleasedfrom

prison.”

Shegrumbleswithhereyesclosedandcontinueswithherhumming.Ican’tmakeoutthesong

thathashertappingherfeetonthearm ofthecouch.

Me:“Hisfatherprobablypaidforhisfreedom.”

Ayize:“Thatfatpig,theywillpayforthis.”

There’scontemptinthetoneofhervoice,Ihatethem justasmuch.

Me:“Whathappenedtoyourcheek?”

Herdemeanourtellsmethatshe’snotbotheredaboutmyquestion.

Ayize:“Iwasinafight.”

Shecurlsherlipandstaresattheceiling.

Me:“Withwho?Youdon’tknowanyonehere.”

Ayize:“Somewomanatthestore,wewerefightingovertoiletpaper.”

Aquicklaughswimsfrom hermouth.



Me:“Andthat’sfunny?”

Ayize:“Isaidtoiletpaper.”

Me:“So?”

Hereyesfindme.

Ayize:“Youwon’tgetit.”

She’ssmiling.

Me:“Idon’tunderstandyouAyize.Howdoesfightingmakeonehappy?”

Ayize:“Gotryitthencomeandaskmeagain.”

Me:“I’m notdoingthat.”

Ayize:“Oho!Thenyouwillneverknow.Ungasabuzi.”(Don’taskmeagain.)

Me:“You’reweird,honestly.”

She’shummingagain.

Me:“What’sonyourmind?”

Ayize:“I’m meditating,sincewemissedourappointmentwiththedoctor.Thishelps,itkeeps

mesane.I’m attractingpositiveenergy.”

Thisgetsmethinking.

Me:“I’m goingtochurchonSunday.”

Ayize:“Okay,I’llcookSundaykoswhileyou’reaway.”(Food.)

Me:“Iwasthinkingwecouldgotogether.”

Ayize:“Thinkagainsisi,andizi.”(I’m notinterested.)

Me:“Please,justthisonce.”

Sheglaresatme.

Ayize:“Goddoesn’twantpeoplelikemeinchurch,hisangelwillfreezemyfeetbeforeIstridein

there.”

Ihaveheardthatbefore.

Me:“Stylesoncetoldmethesamethingandyou’remisjudgingGod.Hewantsyouasyouare...”

Ayize:“Sethu,Iloveyoumntasekakhulubut,notnowlove.Don’tspoilmymood.”(Iloveyoua

lotmysister.)

Shescrewsherfaceintoagrimace.

Me:“Sorry.”



WrongtimeIguess,somethingiseatingherup.Thesoundofmyphonegripsme,Ican’tseeit.

Ayize:“Answerthat,it’sgivingmeaheadache.”

Me:“Whereisit?Ican’tfindit.”

It’scomingfrom whereshe’sseated.

Me:“Moveyourfeet.”

Sheshiftsthem,revealingthemobile,it’smymother.

Gosh…

Whatdoesshewant?

Me:“Mama?”

Ayizesitsup,thiswordfillsherwithasupressedurgetorollhereyes.

Mom:“Whywereyounotansweringyourphone?”

Iwillnotbegivingareplytothat.

Mom:“Somethinghashappenedtoyouruncle.”

Me:“Whichuncle?”

Mom:“Lebo’sfather,he’sdead.”

Ican’tsayI’m shocked.Ihatedthatman.

Ayizewantstoknowwhatthecallisabout,shegivesmealookthatsaysputheronspeaker.

ShelistenscloselyasIplacethecallonspeakerphone.

Me:“Whathappenedtohim?”

Mom:“Someonepushedhim infrontofamovingtrain,hisbodypartsweresquashed.There’s

nothingleftofhim.”

Thetoneofhervoicedoesn’tsaythatshe’sdeliveringtragicnews.

Me:“Oh.”

Mom:“Youtwoneedtocomehome,isyoursisterstillthere?”

Me:“Sheis.”

Ayizefrowns,shehatestheidea.

Mom:“Yourauntneedssupport,she’saloneandherchildisinjail.

Ayize’seyesfinallyputupthatshow.

Me:“I’llspeaktousisiandgetbacktoyou.”(Sister.)



Mom:“Don’tbelongSethu,thisisasadtimeforthefamily.Weneedtobetogether.”

Me:“Iunderstandmom,bye.”

Idisconnectthecallwithoutwaitingforhersend-off.

Me:“Wow!!!”

Ayize:“Iknow.”

Hermouthstartstoform asmile,beforeIknowitshe’sroaringwithlaughter.It’stransferrable

andhasmelaughingaswell,thisisbadbut,itfeelsgood.

Sheclimbsonthecouchwithherfeet.

Ayize:“Karmaisabitch.”

Sheyellsoutloudinlaughterandthrowsherselfflatonthecouch,shelandsonherback.

Me:“Ihopethetraintohellburnshim beforehegetsthere.”

Ayize:“He’sglidingtohellbaby,he’smincemeatremember.”

Shelaughs.

Me:“Whataboutaunt?”

Ayize:“Shame,she’llbestrong.She’sbetteroffwithouthim anyway.”

Iagree,hewasaterriblefatherandhusband.

Ayize:“Girlgetmyoutfitready,I’m goingtochurchonSunday.”

Sheexclaimsloudly.

Me:“You’recrazy.”

Ayize:“Andthiscrazygirlneedswinetocelebratethisnews.”

Shedancesherwaytothekitchen.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

127*

AMARA*

“Mara!!!”

Myheartstopsforasecondandeverythingfallsintoslowmotion.Hersweetvoicecomfortsmy

heart,IturnandburstintoasobasIseethem appearbehindthehouse.Thisishowitfeelsto

begivenasecondchanceinlife.RandalliscarryingLiyanainhisarms.

Me:“Liya.”

Irushtothem andtakeherinmyarms.

Me:“Areyouokaymybaby?”

Liyana:“Yes.”

Hervoiceisnotsogloomyanymore.

Me:“Areyousure?”

IaskasIshowerherwithkisses.

Liyana:“I’m okayMara.”

Me:“I’m gladyou’reokay.Youscaredme,youknowthat?”

Liyana:“I’m sorry.”

She’ssoinnocent,shehasnoideawhatishappening.

Randall:“Wemanagedtoescapethroughthebackandwentaroundthehouse.”

Me:“Ididn’tknowthere’sawayout.”

Mbuso:"Whobuiltthatgardenanyway?"

Hecomplains.

Mbuso:“Ithinkit’stimethatyouretireRandy,thatwasenoughscaretolastusalifetime.”

Chioma:"Wethoughtyouweredead.”

Hertearshavedriedup.

Chioma:“I’m gladthatyou’reokayUze.”



Heshootsherasmile.

Randall:“Youtwoaretoomuchreally.”

Idon’tknowwhathemeans,I’m happythattheyareokay.Todayhasbeenonecrazyday,Ican’t

begintothinkwhatIwouldhavedoneifsomethinghadhappenedtothesetwo.

Wemakeitbackinthelounge,ChiomatakesLiyanatogethercleanedup.

MyhandiswrappedaroundRandall'swaistandIcan’tseem toletgo.

Me:“Don’teverdothattomeagain.”

I’m cryinginhisarmsastearshavefoundawayoutofmyeyes.

IthoughtIwouldeverfeelhisembraceagain.

Randall:“I’m sorry.”

Heclaspshisarmsaroundme,hisfaceburiedonmyneck.

Me:“Ithoughtyouwere…”

Ican’tbringmyselftosayingit.

Randall:“Westillhavetwelvebabiestobringintothisworld.I’m notgoinganywhereanytime

soon.”

IfhethinksIwillpushtwelveheadsoutofmethen,he’sinsane.

HeenfoldsmetighterjustasIattempttomoveoutofhisarms.

Me:“Iloveyou,Randall.”

Thishashim pullingoutoftheembrace,hecupsmycheekswhilegazingintomyeyes.

Randall:“Sayitagain.”

Hisrequestscausesaflushonmycheeks.

Me:“Iloveyou.”

Hepresseshislipsonmine.

Randall:“Iloveyoutoo,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hecapturesmylips,thesultrykisspushesasoftmoanfrom me.

“Theresultscamebacknegative.”

Ialmostforgotthathewashere.

Thisisembarrassingandthismanwillnotletgo.

Me:“Randall.”



Ifinallybreakoutfrom hislips.

Randall:“Justalittlelonger,Ialmostdiedyouknow.”

Heproclaims,hisforeheadpressedagainstmine.

Mbuso:“Noguysseriously,stop.”

Istepawayfrom Randall,hefrownsatmeashecrosseshisarms.Icanonlyrespondwitha

smile.HeturnshisattentiontoMbuso.

Randall:“Ithinkweknowwhatitisnow,Liyanaissuddenlybacktoherselfafterthatfire.”

He’sannoyed.

Me:“Iagree,there’slifeinhervoiceagainandhermovements.”

Mbuso:“Well,IguessIam notneededhere.”

Me:Thankyousomuchforputtingoutthefire.”

Mbuso:“IwouldliketobelievethatRandallwoulddothesameforme.”

HesmilesatRandallwhonodsinreturn.

Randall:“You’reafriendMbusoandIkeepmyfriendsclose.”

Mbuso:“Onthatnote,letmerushhome.”

Me:“Please,greetLeloforme.”

Mbuso:“Iwill.”

Notwastingmuchtime,RandallenwrapshisarmsaroundmetheminuteMbusoisoutofsight.

Me:“IneedtocheckonLiyana.”

Randall:“She’sprobablynotdonewithherbathandperhapsChiomaneedsmoretimewithher.

Yousawhowdistraughtshewas.”

Iwastoo.

Me:“Ineedherbymysideaswell.”

Randall:“Whataboutme?”

Me:“You’reanoldman.”

Hechortles.

Randall:“Old?Excuseme,holdthatthought.”

Me:“Yeah?”

Randall:“No,holdit.I’llshowyouwhatoldisoneday.”



Idon’ttrusthistone.

Me:“What’sonyourmindOkolie?”

Hegrins.

Randall:“You’llfindoutsoon.”

He’sdefinitelyuptosomething

“Yey,yeylona,thereareadultshere.Stopit.”(Heyyoutwo.)

Ifyouwantanyonetoruinamomentthen,Neoistheoneforyou.He’swithanelderlywoman,

whowelcomesuswithasmile.

Neo:“Oga,thisismam’SontotheoneItoldyouabout.Mmethisisthecouple,from Nigeria.Uze

lemothooahae.”(Hiswoman.)

Neoistoomuch.

Randall:“Unjanimama.”(Howareyouma?)

I’m shockedbytherespectfulmannerhejustportrayedasheshakesherhand.

Neo:"YesUze,showus."

Hehums...

Sonto:“Ngiyaphilanganeyam.”(I’m finemyson.)

Me:“Sawubonama.”(Greetingsma.)

Shesendsbackagreeting,themeetingisledinthepatio.There’senoughspacethere.

NOMBULELO*

FinallyIdon’thavetoseethattwofacedsnakeBrendaforthenextthreedays,Iwillusethese

offdayswisely.I’m metbyamouth-wateringaromaandsoftmusicthemomentIstepintothe

house.Mbusoisagoodmanandseeinghim inanapron,upandaboutinthekitchen,makesme

forgetwhyI’m upsetwithhim.Thethingshedoesmakemewanttolovehim more.

HepausesjustasIwrapmyarmsaroundhim from behind,he’sfacingthestoveanddidn’thear

mecomein.

Ilayasoftgentlekissonhisback.

Me:“I’m sorryforbeinganidiot.”

Ofallthepeoplethathaverejectedmeinmylife,he’stheonlyonewhohasbeenrealtome.



Me:“Iappreciateyou,myloveforyourhonesty.”

Mbuso:“Mylove?Imusthavedonesomethinggreat.”

Me:“Youdid,yougavememysisterback.Ican’tbeungratefulforthat.”

Mbuso:“YouwerehurtLelo,Iunderstand.”

Yousee…

Hemakesithardformetostayangrywithhim.

Me:“GokuandIloveyou,Mbuso.”

Heturnsaroundtofaceme,myarmswillnotleavehim.Hetakesmycheeksinthepalmsofhis

handsandpecksmylips.

Mbuso:“IknowandIloveyouguysjustasmuch."

Me:“IfIam everungrateful,pleaseletmeknowandifIeverforgethowmuchyouloveus,

pleaseremindme.I’m onlyhuman,Ican’tpromiseyouperfection.”

Henarrowshiseyes.

Mbuso:“Whatisitchubbycheeks?You’rescaringme,I’m usuallythesensitive,romanticone.

Tableshaveturnedtoday.”

Me:“Irealizedthat,you’reeverythingtomeand…”

Mbuso:“Wait,waitLelo.What’sgoingon?Areyouokay?”

Really?

I’m pouringmyheartouthere.

Me:“Mbuso,Iknowwejokearoundalotbut,I’m allowedtobeseriousright?”

Mbuso:“Yes.”

Me:“Thankyou.”

Ihavesomuchtosayabouthishugs.

Me:“Iwantyou.”

Imumblesoftlyinhisearbeforetakinghislipsintomine.

Mbuso:“Letmefinishcooking.”

Me:“No,Iwantyounow.”

Irunmyhandsonhislowertorso,hesmirks.

Mbuso:“Rightnow?”

Heraiseshisbrows.



Inodwithaseductivesmile.

Mbuso:“Hereinthekitchen?”

AnothernodasIleanuptokisshim,thereisnothingwrongwithexploringandthere'salwaysa

firsttimeforeverything.

NTOMBI*

Soitfinallyhappened,awitchwasburntonmystreet.WhereMosesgotthecourage,beatsme.

ThefiremusthaveknockedMarthaoutofthattrance.It’sagoodthingshedidn’tdieoutsidemy

house.I’m worriedaboutMoses,though.He’snotbackhomeyet,thelasttimeheleft,hecame

backinsane.

Petunia:“Idon’tgetyouNtombi.HowlongdoyouplanonbabyingMoses?He’sagrownman,

lethim be,hau.”

IfPetuniacouldstayoutofmylife,Iwouldloveit.

Me:“Ukhulumanganiwena?”(Whatareyoutalkingabout?)

Petunia:“Youhavebeenstuckonthatdoorforthepasttwentyminutes.”

Me:“So?”

Mashoto:“So,moveNtombi.”

Me:“Lalelasisi,youhavenorighttotellmeanything,especiallyinmyhouse.”(Listen.)

Petunia:“NooneisfightingwithyouNtombi,we’rejusttellingyouthatitfeelsstrangethat,

you’restandingthere.Respectyourbrothersandsitdown.”

Me:“I’m notmovingfrom thisdooruntilMoseswalksthroughthatgate.”

Jonas:“TomorrowIhavetogoandseeS’godi,maybehecangivemesomethingforyouto

drinkNtombi.YouneedtoremovethatloveportionMosesgaveyou,thisobsessionistoo

much.”

Hedecidestojumpin,itwouldbebetterifIignorethesepeople.

There’ssomeonewalkingtowardsthegate,it’sTebogo.

Me:“Eish!Whatdoesshewant?”

Iproclaim loudly.

Shesmilesandwaveswhilestridingthroughthegate,maybeIshouldhavemovedawayfrom

here.It’stoolatetoclosethisdoor,Iowethiswomanacow.

Tebogo:“Chomie.”(Friend.)



Yoh!

Me:“Tebogo.”

Ifeignasmile,Idon’twanttotalktoher.

Tebogo:“Yoh,Ntombi,Iam shockedbeyond.UMarthaofallpeople,yaziIdidn’tthinkthatshe

wascapableofsuchthings.”(Youknow.)

Shecamehereforgossipandnotforhercow,that’sarelief.

Me:“Yeah,youwereonhersidethatday.”

Tebogo:“Ididn’tknowhau,Marthawasafriendphela.Besidakwasonke,sihavi-funsonke.

BekumnandimanNtombi.Yahneh!RIPMartha.”(Wegotdrunktogether,hadfuntogether.It

wasnice.RestInPeace.)

Didshecomeheretogrievethatwitch?

Tebogolooksdrunk,I’m notentirelysurethough.

Me:“Tebogo,ufunani?”(Whatdoyouwant?)

Tebogo:“IthoughtyoumightneedafriendafterwhathappenedtoMartha.”

Me:“Why?Marthameantnothingtome,Ihatedher.”

Shewearsaconfusedlook,I’m stumpedaswell.HowisshegrievingMartha?

Petunia:“Hau,Ntombi.Areyougoingtoletyourfriendinorwillbothofyoustandthereand

continuetodisrespectus?”

Shepushesthedooropen,Idon’twantTebogoinmyhouse.

Petunia:“Ngenasisi.”(Comein.)

Sheinvitesherin.

LasttimeIcheckedIwastheladyofthehouse.

Tebogo:“Ngiyabongasisi.”(Thankyou.)

ThistimeIwasreadytodispute.

IwatchasshestrollsinandmakesherselfcomfortableontheemptyspacebesideMashoto.

Shesendshergreetingtoeveryoneandtheysmileinreturn.

Isittoosoontotellallthesepeoplethattheyaresuffocatingmeinmyhome?Ineedspacefor

Pete’ssake.

Me:“HowcanIhelpyouTebogo?”

Mhambi:“Ntombi,don’tberude.”

Oh!Hespeaks?



Ihavetositonthearm ofthecouch,theseatsareoccupied.

Tebogo:“AsyouknowNtombi,youowemeandIcameheretodiscussthiswithyou.It’sbeen

toolongbut,thewoundsarestillfresh.”

Iknewit.

Me:“Idon’thavemoneyTebogo,Ihaven’tbeentoworkinawhile.”

Tebogo:“Idon’tseehowthat’sanyofmyproblem,youdon’thavetogivemeanactualcow.

Moneywilldo.”

Me:“Itwilltakemeaboutfivemonthstogatherallthat,I’m notrichTebogo.”

Shecacklesandclapsonce.

Tebogo:“Itwasn’tsolongagothatyourhusbandwonthelottery.Don’ttellmeallthatmoneyis

gone.”

Tebogocanbesoannoying,nowalltheseeyesareonme.Theyknowverywellwherethe

moneycamefrom.

Tebogo:“Rightnow,he’satataverncelebratinghisvictoryandbuyingallhisfriendsdrinks.”

Me:“Mosesisatatavern?”

Tebogo:“Yes,afterwatchingMarthaburntodeath.Heandhissocalledfriendsgatheredatthe

tavern.”

Mosesthinkshe’sclever.

Ihavetogethim,hethinksI’m anidiot.

Jonas:“Ntombiuyaphi?”(Whereareyougoing?)Hestopsmytrackswithhiswords.

Me:“Togetmyhusband.”

Jonas:“No,sitdown.”

Hecommandswithasternvoice.

Me:“Nobhuti,Mosesthinks…”(Brother.)

Jonas:“Isaidsit.”

Heyells.

Jonas:“Iam donewithyouembarrassingmelikethis.WillyoudiewithoutMoses?Stopit

Ntombiandgrowupman.”

Thefirmnessofhisvoiceforcesmetogathermyselftogether.

WaittillMosesgetshere,hewillknowme.

Tebogo:“AsIwassaying,imaliyamichomie.Ngiyayifunabytheendofnextweek.”(Iwantmy



money.)

Jonas:“CanyougiveusmoretimeTebogo?Weneedtosortoutsomethings,thenwe’llget

backtoyou.”

Shesmiles.

Tebogo:“IfyousaysoJonas.”

What?

Thiswomanisactuallyblushing.

Jonas:“Thankyou.”

Shegiggles.

Tebogo:“HowcanIsaynotoyou,Jonas?”

TebogobetternotbeeyeingmybrotherandIhatethewayshesayshisname.

Me:“Yeyi,it’sbhut’Jonastoyou.”(Brother.)

Shegrimacesatme.

Petunia:“Hayiasazi.”(Wedon’tknow.)

Mashotomustbeseeingittoo,she’slaughing.Ican’timagineTebogoasmysisterin-law,I’m

stuckwithPetuniaandshe’sanightmare.

RANDALL*

Neo:“Oga,Idon’tthinkIshouldstayforthis.Stylosaskedmetodosomethingforhim.Plusthe

lasttimeIwasheremam’Sontoshowedmeflamesyoh,don’trunwhenshestartswithher

things.Mmeoleisfullofsurprises.”(Thiswoman.)

Sonto:“Don’tlistentohim,he’scrazy.”

Me:“Iknow.”

Neo:“Don’tsayIdidn’ttellyou.”

Hegivesawarningandhe’sseriousaboutit.

Neo:“Ihavetogo.”

Amara:“Thankyou,Neo.”

Hesmiles,bidsusgoodbyeandleaves.Wesettledown,mam’Sontoissituatedoppositeus.

Herstaresarepiercing,it’sasifshecanseerightthroughyoursoulandyourdeepestdarkest

secrets.



Sonto:“Howdidyoutwomeet?”

Ithoughtshewashereforsomethingelse.

ItakeAmara’shandintomine,it’snotablissfulmemoryforher.

Me:“DidNeotellyouwhyweaskedyoutocomehere?”

Shesmiles.

Sonto:“Yes,hedid.Iseeyouintears,you’recarryingsomuchonyourshoulders.”

ShepointsatAmarawithhereyes.

Amara:“Tearsmama?”

Sonto:“Yes,somethingtodowithyourpast.”

Iwouldhatethat,webringthatup.

Me:“Canwetalkaboutthetopicathandrather?”

Shetitters.

Amara:“Willmypastcomebacktohauntme,mama?”

Amaraprobes,hercuriosityhasbeenawakened.

Sonto:“No,yourfamilythough,isinpainbecauseofyourdisappearance.There’sawargoingon

aswespeak,theywantyoubackhome.Yourancestorsarenotatpeace.”

Amaralooksatme,thisshouldnottakeusbacktosquareone.

Amara:“Ican’tgohomenow.”

Sonto:“Iknowbut,itwouldbebetterifyoutellthem thatyouaresafe.Iseeamanwhoisa

splittingimageofyourfather,theywereinseparable.Hedoesn’ttalkmuch,he’sapeacefulman.

Hegrievesforyou,mychild.Hetossesandturnsallnightthinkingofyou.Hefeelsthathehas

lostadaughter,nooneunderstandshispain.”

Amara:“Myuncle,Mhambi.He’stheonlyonewholookslikemyfather.”

Sonto:“Youneedtoletthem know,he’sslowlyfallingintodepressionanditwon’tbelongtillhe

givesuponlife.”

HerpredictionleavesAmarainshockasshewidenshereyes.

Randall:“Giveup?”

Couldhe…

Sonto:“Iseehim takinghisownlife,thefamilythinkshe’sthestrongestandhe'snot.Heownsa

gun,right?”

Amara:“I’m notsure.”



Tearscoathereyes.

Amara:“Willheshoothimself?”

Shenods.

Sonto:“Youhavetolethim knowthatyou’resafebeforeit’stoolate.”

Amara:“Randall.”

Thesadnessinhereyesbuildsup.

Me:“We’llthinkofsomething.”

Sonto:“YouneedtoletgoofyourfearsUze,she’snotgoingtoleaveyou.”

Me:“Pleasedon’tcallmethat.”

Sonto:“That’sthenameyourancestorshavegivenyou,it’swhoyouare.”

Me:“It’snotwhoIwanttobe.”

Sonto:“Youcan’trunawayfrom it,it’syourdestiny.”

Haven’tIheardthisamilliontimesbefore?

Sonto:“Theproblem isthatyoudon’ttrustanyone,youthinkeveryoneyouholddearwillendup

betrayingyou.”

Shestaresdeepintomyeyeswiththesedisclosures.

Me:“That’snottrue.”

Sonto:“Itisandbecauseofthisyouhardenyourheart.”

Maybethiswasabadidea.

Sonto:“Yourfatheristhereasonyou’relikethis.”

Me:“Hebetrayedme.”

Sonto:“Youshouldn’tletotherpeoplepayforhisdeeds.Whereisyourdaughter?”

Amara:“She’shere.”

Sonto:“Don’tworryabouther,she’sprotected.Thesuddensicknessthatbefellherwasmeant

foryouUze.”

Sheexplains.

Me:“How?”

Sonto:“You’refamiliarwithyourfather’splansofwantingtotrapyou?”

Me:“Yes.”



He’sgoingtopayforthis.

Sonto:“Yourgrandfathersaysyouweregivensomethingtodrink?”

Me:“Inadream,yes.”

Sonto:“Okay,thenthere’snothingtoworryabout.Therewassomethingplantedoutsidebyyour

brother,itwasgoingtobringaboutdeathintothisfamily.Youbecameimmunetothe

poisonousplantbut,yourchildfellvictim becausesheisyournextofkin,she’sluckythather

ancestorsarewatchingoverher.Shewouldhavediedhadtheynottoldhertoburnit.”

Iam baffledbythesefindings.

Howarewesurroundedbysomuchevil?

Me:“Myfatherisbehindallofthis.”

Sonto:“Don’thatehim,he’sstillyourfather.”

Me:“Thatmeansnothingtome.”

Sonto:“YourangerisjustifiedUze,noevilisleftunpunished.Histimewillcome.”

Sheutterscalmly,mymindisindisarray.Ravenhasbetrayedmeonceagain.It’sabouttimeI

forgetthatwearerelated.

Amara:“Isthereawayanyofthiscanbesolved?”

Me:“Idon’twantmygrandfathertousemychild,she’sbeenthroughenough.Isntthereanother

wayhecangetthroughtous?”

Shesmilesyetagain.

Sonto:“It’snotuptoyouUze,you’remoreblindedbyrageandrevengethatyoumissthesigns

andbecauseofthattheywillusewhateverwaytheyseefit.”

Irefusetoacceptthat.

Me:“Notmychild.”

Sonto:“Nothingwillhappentoher,likeIsaidshe'sprotected.”

Me:“I’m stillnotsure.”

Sonto:“Don’tworry,justkeepyoureyesopen.”

Me:“Myeyeshavebeenopened,Ihaveseenenough.”

Sonto:"Thenyouwillknowwhattodo."

Thingsareabitcleartomenowbut,Irefusethatmychildbeused.

Tobecontinued…





BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

128*

STYLES*

I’m outsideNtokozo’shouse,asfarasIknowhelivesalone.

Thesmallgateisopenso,Iwaltzin.

Thankfully,thereisnosecuritygateonthisdoor.

IfI’m notmistaken,he’sinthelivingroom.I’llusethekitchenentrance,hewon’tseemecoming.

Itwistthedoorknob,luckisfollowingmetoday.Istrollinslowlyandcarefulnottomakeany

sound.IcanheartheTVfrom here,he’swatchingfootball.

Iambletotheentrance,he’sonthecouchlyingonhisback.Ihaven’thadsuchluckinawhile,

someoneuptheremustbelookingoutforme.

There’sachairrightbeforeme,Ineedtositdown.Heshouldturnaroundanysecondnow.

Ntokozo:“No,that’sapenalty.”

HegrumblesashepointsattheTV.

Me:“Really?Ithinkit’safoulplay.”

Hejoltsupatthesoundofmyvoice,standsonhisfeetandhiseyesbulgesomuchthatthey

lookliketennisballs.

Me:“Hiii…Wemeetagain.”

Isendmyhum withagrin.

Ntokozo:“Howdidyougetin?”

Heshouts.

Me:“I’m surprisedyoucanstillshoutafterjumpingtwostoriesdown,you’reastrongman

Ntokozo.”

Ntokozo:“GetoutofmyhousebeforeIcallthepolice.”

Hethreatensandthefingerpointedatmetellsmethathisthreatisreal.

Me:“Goahead,Icangiveyouprivacyifyouwant.”

Hetakeshisphonefrom thetable,hiseyesstillonme.Hisfacechangeswhilehehasthephone



pressedonhisear.

Me:“Whatisit?There’snosignal,right?”

Ntokozo:“Whatdidyoudo?”

Me:“Iwouldsharebut,Idoubtyoursmallbrainwillgetit.”

Ntokozo:“Howdidyougetinhere?Getout.”

Me:“Whenareyoupeoplegoingtolearn?ThisisSouthAfrica,youdon’tleaveyourgate

unlocked.Peoplelikeuswillseeitasaninvitetocomein.LookwhereIam,inyourhouse.”

Ntokozo:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Me:“Youshouldhavestayedinprison,youweresafethere.Wouldn’tyouratherbesomeone’s

bitchthandead?Whichonedoyouprefer?”

Hegritshisteeth.

Me:“Saysomething.”

Ntokozo:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Herepeats.

Me:“Wronganswerbut,sinceyouasked.Letmetellyou.”

Hestareswithfearinhiseyes,thesamemanthatwasconfidentafewminutesago.

Me:“Thisiswhatwearegoingtodo.Sit.”

Iaim thegunathim.

Slowly,hesitsbackdown.

Me:“We’regoingtowritealetter.”

Ishoothim asmile.

Ntokozo:“ToSethu?”

Hequestionswithaconfusedexpression.

Me:“Yeyivoetsek.Don’tsayhername.”(Pissoff.)

HewincesasIpokehisheadwiththegun.

Ntokozo:“Fuckyou.”

Me:“You’rebraveNtokozo,touttersuchwhileyouhavealoadedpistolaimedatyou.They

taughtyouwellbackinprison,hey.”

Hehuffsinfrustration.

Me:“YouknowI’m goingtofeelbadifyoukeepignoringmelikethis?”



Heglaresraptlyatme.

Me:“Okay,I’lldothetalkingandyoudothewriting.Howaboutthat?”

Iam talkingtomyself.

Me:“Sorry,Iforgot.I’m doingthetalking.”

Icomplementmyretortwithagrin,IfindapenandpaperonthebookshelfneartheTVstand.

Me:“Here,Ihopeyouknowhowtowritehey.Youdon’tlooklikeasmartperson,though.”

He’sreluctantbut,takesitanyway.

Me:“We’restartingoffgood.Writeeverythingdown.”

Iinstruct.

Ntokozo:“Whatam Iwriting?”

Me:“Anote,scribblethis.Iwanttokillmyselftoescapefrom responsibility,thisworldhas

becomeanightmareforme.”

Iturntofindhim oglingatmewithshockinhiseyes.

Me:“Comeonman,Idon’thaveallday.Whyareyounotwriting?”

Ntokozo:“I’m notgoingtowritethat,youwanttokillme.”

Me:“Ithoughtyoufiguredthatoutwhenyouletmeinthehouse,comeonNtokozo.”

Ntokozo:“Ididn’tletyouin,youbrokeinmyhouse.”

Heshouts.

Me:"Itoldyouthegatewasopen,Ithoughtyouwereinvitingmein."

Ideclarewhilepushingthegunonhisshoulder,heglaresatitinterror.

Me:“Oh,sorryaboutthat.Thisfriendofminelikesattention,healwaysshowsupwhenshitty

peoplearearound.Don’tmindhim,hewon’thurtyou.”

Ntokozo:“You’recrazy.”

HeflinchesasIrollintoaloudlaughter.

Me:“Howmanymenhavecalledmecrazy,sofar?You’rehurtingmyfeelingsyouknow.”

Ntokozo:“HowdidSethugetherselfinvolvedwithyou?”

Hebarks.

Me:“Ntokozo,dammit.Whyareyounotlisteningtome?”

Iyell...



Me:“Itoldyou,let’snotmentionhername.Ihatetalkingaboutpeoplebehindtheirbacks.”

Ntokozo:“Look,Icangiveyoumoney.Myfatherhasalotofmoney,he’llpayyouwhatever

amountyouwant.”

Whatdoyouknow?Theguyisanegotiator.

Me:“I’m sortedthanks,there’sbreadonmytable.”

Ntokozo:“Please…”

Iaim thegunathim.

Me:“AreyougoingtowriteorshouldIputabulletthroughyourhead.”

Ntokozo:“No,don’tkillmeplease.”

Heimplores.

Me:“Startwriting,then.Imightjustspareyourlife.”

Ntokozo:“Okay,okay.”

Heraiseshishandsindefence.

Inarratethefirstfewwords,hescribbleseveryletterdown.

Me:“ThepurposeofthisnoteistomakeitclearthatIintendtocommitsuicidebyhanging

myselfwithoutanyknowledgeofanyotherperson.”

Ntokozo:“Done,whatnow?”

Heasksasheputsthependown.

Me:“Shortandsimple,Ilike.”

Ntokozo:“Whatareyougoingtodowiththisletter?”

Ilovethis.

AYIZE*

Whatisthismandoinghere?

Heblinksrepeatedly,Ithinkhe’stryingtoblinkmeaway.

Me:“Really?”

Hecloseshiseyesandbeginsacountdown.Hegruntsasheopensthem again.

“IthoughtIwasdreamingoatseba.”(Youknow.)



Me:“Iknewit,Iknewit.Youarestalkingmearen’tyou?”

“WhywouldIdothat?”

Hehuffs.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghererabobi?”(Spiderman.)

“IthinkStylosgavemethewrongaddress,youarenotSethu.”

Hefrownsatme.

Me:“Ifyou’relookingforSethu,thenyou’reattherightplace.”

“Oh!Keuenamang?”(Whoareyou?)

Me:“Doesn’tmatter,allyouneedtoknowisthatyou’reattherightplace.”

Hegrins.

“Ousie,hakebuelebathoboakesabatsebeng.”(Idon’tspeaktopeopleIdon’tknow.)

Hesnapshisfingers.

Me:“Heebaba,youarehere.Khulumaindabayakho.”(Stateyourbusiness.)

“WhereisSethu?”

HescowlsjustasIhearherfootstepsbehindme.

Sethu:“Neo,comein.”

Shestopsmefrom givinghim atightcomeback.

Me:“Neo?Yohhai,thisnamesuitsyoushame.”

Neo:“Whatisthatsupposedtomean?”

Me:“I’m justsaying."

Hemakesaface.

Sethu:“Youtwoknoweachother?”

Neo:“No.”

Me:“Yes.”

Hegrimacesatmyanswer.

Neo:“Ibroughtyourcar,it’sdownstairs.Idon’tknowifIparkeditattherightplace.”

Hehandsherthecarkeys.

Sethu:“I’m prettysureit’salright,thankyouNeo.Pleasecomein.”

Sethumakeswayforhim toenter,Idon’tknowwhyshe’slettinghim in.



Ofalltheplacestosit,hechoosestositnexttome.

Sethu:“Wouldyoulikesomethingtodrink?Wehavejuiceandwine.”

Me:“Watertoo.”

Hesniggers.

Neo:“Idon’tdrinkwine.”

Me:“Youknowwhattheysayaboutmenwhodon’tdrink?”

Heraiseshiseyebrows.

Iseehe’sthetypethatspeakswiththeireyebrows.

Typical.

Neo:“We’rewaiting.”

Me:“Theycheat.”

Helaughs.

Neo:“Kemangeaojoetsitsengseo?”(Whotoldyouthat?)

Me:“Ijustknow.”

Hefallsintoanotherlaughter.

Neo:“Shamekemaka.”(Lies.)

Me:“Lookatyou,you’resosureofyourself.Howdoyouknowit’slies?”

Neo:“Howdoyouknowit’sthetruth?”

Sethu:“Guys?”

Me:“IjustknowandI’m alwaysright.”

Hepuffs.

Neo:“I’m alwaysright,OkabotsaStylos.”(YoucanaskStyles.)

Me:“I’m awomanandwomenarealwaysright.”

Idispute.

Neo:“I’m amanandmenarebrutallyhonest.Sothatmeansmyrightisright-erthanyours.”

Suchlies.

Me:“No,myrightistherightestso,itbeatsyours.”

Neo:“No…”

Sethu:“GUYS!!!”



Sheyellsout,breakingthislittledebate.

Sethu:“Wow,arewebackinpre-school?”

She’sstillstandingbeforeus.

Me:“TellSpidermanhere.Hethinkshe’sright.”

Igrunt.

Neo:“Yeah.”

Sethu:“I’m donewithyouguys.Howdidyoumeetanyway?”

Me:“Trustme,youdon’twanttoknow.”

Ifrownashelaughsatmycommentorhe’slaughingatme.I’m notquitesure.

Neo:“Soyoudon’twantyoursistertofindoutthatyoufightstrangersfortoiletpaperingrocery

stores?”

What’sfunnyaboutthat?

Me:“Whyam Italkingtoamanwhocallstissuepaper,toiletpaper?”

Neo:“Becausethismanisalwaysright,ousie.”(Sister.)

He’sthinkshe’sfunny.

Sethu:“Ifoneofyousayssomethingagain,IswearI’ll…Idon’tknowwhatI’lldobut,I’lldo

something.”

Shechidesus.

Me:“Sethu,who’ssideareyouon?I’m yoursister.”

Neo:“So?Thatmeansnothing.She’sonmyside,herfuturebrotherin-law.”

Hewearsasmuglook.

Me:“What?”

Hisanswerticklesme.

Me:“You’renotrelatedtoMr.S.”

IcovermyearsatthepiercingsoundofSethu’sscreams,she’sstompingherfeetwhile

clenchingherhands.

AMARA*

Ican’tstopstressingaboutmyuncle,Ineedhisnumber.Thewallsofthisbedroom are



beginningtoshrinkduetomydeepthoughts,mybuttfeelsnumbfrom sittingfortoolongon

thisbed.Ihaven’tdiscussedawayforwardwithRandall,ifhedisagreesthenIwillhavetotake

mattersintomyownhands.

Lelocouldhaveuncle’snumbers.

Lelo:“Privatenumberhello.”

Ican’thelpbutlaugh.

Didshejustanswerherphonelikethat?

Lelo:“Amara?”

Ihearconfusioninhertone.

Me:“Didyoujustsayprivatenumber?”

Shetitters.

Lelo:“That'swhatitsaysonthescreen.”

Me:“Sorry,Ishouldchangethat.Listen,IneeduncleMhambi’snumbers.”

Lelo:“Okay.Haveyoudecidedtogobackhome?”

NotwhenMosesisthere.

Me:“No,Ineedtolethim knowthatI’m okay.”

Lelo:“Youmightaswellgohomeandtellthem inperson.”

Me:“Ican’tdothatnowLelo.”

Lelo:“Whynot?I'llcomewithyou.”

Shewouldn’tunderstand.

Me:“Idon’tthinkIcanfaceyourfather,Lelo.”

Lelo:“IknowthathesoldyoutothatmanAmara.”

ThisiswhyIsaidshewouldn’tunderstand.

Me:“HisnameisRandallandhesavedme,IthoughtIexplainedittoyou.”

Lelo:“SeriouslyAmara?Itstilldoesn’tchangethefactthatyouweretakenagainstyourwill.It

doesn’tchangehisstatus.”

Me:“Whatstatus?”

Lelo:“Thathe’samonsterwhotookyouawayfrom us.”

Ifitweremonthsago,Iwouldagreewithherbutnow,Iam extremelyoffended.

Me:“Iwastakenbyyourfatheragainstmywill,hebroughtmeoutofthehouseinthedeadof



night.HethreatenedtokillmeifImadeanynoise,heistheonewhotookmeawayfrom my

family,notRandall.”

Herapprovalwouldmeanalottome.

Lelo:“Iguessheandmyfatherarethesame.”

Sheuttersandbreaksmyheartwhileatit.

Me:“Don’tdothatLelo,don’tcompareRandalltothatmonster.”

Lelo:“ButAmara.”

Me:“Youdon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.Doyouknowwhatyourfatherdidtome?Didhe

tellyouthathemolestedmeeverydaywithoutfail?Didhetellyoutherevolting,disgusting

thingshemademedotohim?HeisthemonsternotRandall,youshouldbegratefulbecausehe

savedmefrom thatlife.”

Ididn’twanthertofindoutlikethis,shepushedmetoit.

Lelo:“Amara?Whydidn’tyoutellme?”

Me:“WhatwasIgoingtosayLelo?HethreatenedtokillyouandauntifIsaidsomething.”

IhatethatIhavetorelivetheseterriblememories.

Lelo:“I’m sorry,youshould’vetoldme.”

Me:“Ihavetogo,pleasetextmethenumber.”

Lelo:“Amara,I’m sorry.”

Me:“ByeLelo.”

Ineedtocalm down,cryingwilldomenogood.

IquicklywipemytearsasRandallwalksin.

Randall:“Hey,Ihavea…”

Hepausesasheglancesatme.

Randall:“Areyoucrying?”

Hetakesmycheekintohishand.

Me:“NoI’m fine.”

Ilie.

Randall:“You’recryingAmara.Isitbecauseofwhatmam’Sontosaid?”

Hegivesmeanescape,Ican’ttellhim whatLelosaid.

Me:“Yeah,I’m worriedaboutmyuncle.”



Randall:“We’llfindawaytotalktohim,Ipromise.”

Me:“Iknow.”

Randall:“There’ssomethingI’dlikeyoutosee,comewithme.”

Hetakesmyhand.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Randall:“Come.”

Ifollowhim.Whatcouldbesourgent?

AYIZE*

Sethu’sscream issoloud.

Me:“Yiniwena.Ubangaumsindo.”(What’swrongwithyou?You’remakingnoise.)

Iyellather.

Neo:“YeaheishMiss.S.Stylosoatsebahoreyouscream likethis,Imustwarnhim.”(Does

Stylesknow?)

Hisquestionforcesalaughoutofme,hefrownsasIfallbackonthecouchandlaugh.What’s

morefunnyisthewayhesaidit.Hisfrownturnsintoagrinandquicklytransformsintoa

chuckle.

Sethu:Youpeoplearecrazy.”

Me:“You’refunnyNeo.”

Ican’tstoplaughing.

Neo:“Iknow,right?”

Hechortles.

Waitaminute.

Whyam Ilaughingwiththisman?

Ipullmyselftogetherandwearaseriousface,I’m nothisfriend.

Me:“Uhlekaniwena?”(Whatareyoulaughingat?)

Hetakesupafrown.

Neo:“Oneotsehaeng.”(Whatwereyoulaughingat?”

Heripostes.



Sethu:“Iguesswineisoffthetable,youtwoaredrunk.Neo,acupofcoffeecomingrightup.”

Sheproclaims.

Me:“Sethu,youcan’tslaveforaman.Don’tyouknowthat?”

Sethu:“Ayize,please.Youtwohavefinishedme.”

Shemummersassheplodsawaytothekitchen.

Neo:“UreSlaveeetsang?”(WhatareyousayingaboutSlaves?)

Hedoesthatgestureagainwithhiseyebrows,he’swaitingformetoanswer.

Me:“Jesu,you’rethattypevele?”(Jesus)(Anyway.)

Neo:“Whattype?”

I’m confusinghim,letmemakeitclear.

Me:“Thetypethatspeakswiththeireyebrows?I’veseenthem aboManqobanaboThobanito

nameafew.”(ManqobaandThobani.)

Helaughs.

Neo:“Idon’tunderstandwhatyou’retryingtosay.”

Hedoesitagain.

Me:“Thedominanttype,youknow,the‘awuyilapho’type.”(You’renotgoingthere.)

HelaughsasImimicamalevoicewiththelaststatement.

Neo:“Youthinkraisingofeyebrowsisasignofdominance?”

I’m gladhefindsthisamusing…

Stupid.

Me:“I’veseenthingsokay.”

Neo:“WellIdon’tknowaboutthoseidiotsyou’retalkingaboutbut,it’sawholedifferent

meaningforme.”

Me:“Yeah,sureitis.”

Neo:“Nolie,itsimplymeansI’m interestedinwhatyou’resaying.”

Okay…

Theworldwillshockyoueveryday.

Me:“Oh!”

I’m tonguetied,forthefirsttimeinmylife.I’m leftspeechlessbythisfool.



Neo:“KemangManqobaleThobani?TheotherdayitwasThato.Wheredoyoufindthose

rubbernecks?”(Who’sManqobaandThobani?)

He’sgotmelaughingagain.

Me:“Idon’tknowthem.”

Neo:“Eish!Iwillneverbeabletounderstandwomen.”

Heshakeshishead.

Me:“JustlikeIwillneverbeabletounderstandmen.”

Hegrins.

Neo:“Yeahneh,Ithinkit’sbetterwedon’tunderstandeachother.”

Me:“Nje.”(Simple.)

Hechortles.

Neo:“Letmegobecausejoale,we’llnevervirstaaneachother.”(Anyway)(Understand.)

Me:“Youknowwhat?Tookthewordsrightoutofmymouth.”

Heglancesatmeforawhile…

He’sgoingtosaysomething,hewantstosaysomething.

Okay,I’m doneconvincingmyself.He’snotgoingtosayanything.

Whyishestaringthen?

Isnapmyfingersonhisface.

Me:“Hey,JackMasabo.Areyoutryingtogetromanticwithme?”

Hemakesafaceandfinallyblinks.

Neo:“IwastryingtoseeifIcanunderstandwomen.Maybeuenayou’readifferentkind.You

neverknowwiththisgender.”(You.)

He’smockingme.

Sethu:“Areyoutwostillatit.”

Neostandsonhisfeet.

Neo:“Miss.S,Ihavetogo.”

Sethu:“But,youhaven’thadanythingtodrink.”

Neo:“I’m okay.”

Heturnstolookatme.



Neo:“YoursisterissomethingelseMiss.S.”

Sethu:“Iknowright.”

Shewiggleshereyebrowsandwinksatme.

Me:“Hambabhuti.”(Gobrother.)

Neo:“Ngiyahambavele.”(I’m going.)

Herepliesashestartstowalkout.Sethufollowsbehindhim,menareweird.

Sethu:“Yourmotherkeepscallingme,I’m donetakinghercalls.”

Shereveals,walkingbackintothelivingroom.

Me:“We’llseethem tomorrowhai.”

Shebouncesonthecouchnexttome.

Me:“Ouch!”

Iyelpasshepinchesmythigh.Thatsmileonherfacesaysshewantstopry.

Sethu:“So,Neohuh?”

Shewiggleshereyebrowsagain.

Me:“Whatareyousaying?”

Sethu:“YouandNeoofcourse.”

Nonsense.

Me:“Don’tbecrazy,Idon’tknowtheguy.”

Sethu:“Itdidn’tseem likethattome.”

Me:“You’reseeingthingsandgetridofthatstupidsmileonyourface.”

Shegiggles.

Sethu:“Tellmeabouthim.Howdidyoutwomeet?Wheredidyoumeet?”

Thisgirl…

Ididn’tthinkshewasthenoseytype.

Me:“Stoooop.Thatguyisinsane,Iwouldn’tsurviveaminutewithhim.”

Sethu:“AllIsawwaschemistryandchemistryandmorechemistry.”

Shesings.

Sethu:“DidyouseehowItooklonginthekitchen?Iwantedtogiveyoutwospace.”

Me:“Youhavelostyourmind.WhathasMr.Sbeenfeedingyou?”



Ican’tgetridofher,she’sfollowingmetomyroom.

Sethu:“IwanttohearmoreaboutNeo,comeon.”

Ishutthedooronherfaceandthrowmyselfonthebed.

Sethu:“AandNsoundsgood,doesn’tit?”

Sheyellsoutsidethedoor.

Me:“Voetsek.”(Goaway.)

Ihearherlaughoutloud.

Thereisnoway,itdidn'tevencrossmymind.

Tobecontinued…
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STYLES*

Me:“Great,theletterisdoneanddusted.I’m thirsty.”

Iannounce.Heleersatmewithastarethatsaysyouarecrazy.

Me:“Look,I’m sorry.Iwantedtoscareyouthat’sall,hencethesuicidenote.Iwon’tdoanything

toyou,Iswear.”

Imakesuretosendoutawarm smile.

Ntokozo:“Idon’tbelieveyou.”

Me:“Idon’tblameyou,ifIwantedtokillyou,youwoulddefinitelybedeadbynow.”

Iexclaim withadeadpanvoice.

Me:“Whatdoyouhavetodrinkman?I’m thirsty,givemesomethingstrong.”

Hecurveshisbrows,scrutinizingme.Hiseffortsarefutile,hewon’tbeabletoreadme.

Me:“I’dlovetoplaygameofstaresbut,I’lldieofthirstbeforethegameisover."

Ntokozo:“IthinkIhavesomething.”

Hegetsup.

Me:“Okay,Ihopeyoudon’tmindmefollowingyou.Youmightputsomethinginmydrink.”

Istridebehindhim.

Me:“Nicekitchenyouhavehey,howmanypartieshaveyouhadinhere?Youmustbedoinga

lotofcookingwiththisstove.”

Iscanmyeyesaround,thecabinetsarewhitewithstainlesssteelkitchenappliances.

Ntokozo:“Notreally.”

Hegruntsinanger.

Me:“WhyareyouangryNtokozo?ItoldyouthatI’m notgoingtokillyou.”

Ntokozo:“HowdoIknowthatwhenyouhaveaguninyourhand?”

Me:“Iwouldputitawaybut,Idon’ttrustyou.”



Hehandsmeaglasswithquarterfilled,goldenliquor.

Me:“Whereisyours?Youcan’tletmedrinkalone.”

He'sthrowingsighsoffrustration.

Me:“Atoast?”

Iraisemyglassupashe'sdonepouringadrink.

Ntokozo:“Towhat?”

Me:“Ihaveafeelingthatwe’regoingtobegreatfriends,Iknowourfirstmeetingwasfuckedup.

IwasangryandIcan’tcontrolmyangeryouknow.Ineedtoattendanangermanagement

program,maybeyoucanintroducemetoyourclass.Ihearyouhaveangerissuesaswell?”

Ntokozo:“I’m donewithmyprogram.”

Me:“Oh.”

Ibringtheglasstomynoseandsniffit.Withaninquisitivelook,Iinspectthelayers.

Ntokozo:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Thisglassisdirty.”

Ntokozo:“It’snot.”

Hedisputes.

Me:“There’sastainhere.”

Iusemyfingertocircletheedgeoftheglassasifrubbingoffdirt.

Me:I’m notgoingtodrinkfrom it,youtakethisone.”

Hetakesitaftermuchhesitation.

Me:“Cheers.”

Adeepfrownbuildsupashegulpsdowneverything,thishasmesmirking.

Me:“Let’ssit,Iwanttoknowmoreaboutyou.”

Ifollowhim backtothelounge,I’m doingmostofthetalking.Poorguyisnervous,hekeeps

shufflingontheseattryingtogethimselfcomfortable.

Hismouthbeginstochangecolour,dripsofsweatareformingonhisforehead.Hesendshis

handtowipeoutthefluid.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Ntokozo:“Mythroatfeelsdry.”

Hebrushesahandonhisthroat.



Strikeone.

Me:“Drinkup,quenchthatthirst.”

Gradually,hereachesfortheglassonthecoffeetable,ittakeshim awhiletobringittohis

mouth.Hemanagestotakeasinglesip.

Ntokozo:“It’ssuddenlyhotinhere.”

Hestrugglestoremovehist-shirt,hishandshavebecomenumb.

Ntokozo:“Ican’tmove.”

Hedeclaresoutofbreath.

Striketwo.

Me:“Ithinkthetemperatureisfine.”

Hiseyesfallasheglancesatme.

Me:“YouknowNtokozo,I’m notsuchabadperson.Peoplepissmeoffandthatjustturnsme

intosomethingIdon’twanttobe.”

Ntokozo:“Mmmhhh,mmmhh.”

Hewinces,presseshisarmsaroundhisstomachandgroansinpain.

Ntokozo:“What’shappeningtome?MystomachhurtsandIcan’tbreathe.”

He'swheezing.

Strikethree.

Me:“Really?Itmustbethedrink.Whatdidyouputinit?”

Heleersatmeandhismouthdropsopen.

Ntokozo:“Youpoisonedme?”

Hebattleswithhisvoice.

Me:“Finally!!!Ithoughtyouwouldnevergetit.Ilovesurprisesyouknowandhowtheyalways

workout.Youshouldseeyourfacerightnow.You’redefinitelysurprised.”

Ntokozo:“Buthow?Iwaswatchingyoureverymove.”

Iraisemyhandandwigglemyfingers,Isendthem totheedgeoftheglassandslowlycirclemy

fingeraroundit,Ican’thelpbutgrinwhiledoingthis.

Me:“Thepoisonwasinyourmouthbeforethedrinktouchedyourtongue.”

Hedropsdownonthefloor.

Ntokozo:“You’reamonster.”



Hegroansinpain,drooldropsfrom hismouth.

Me:“No,I’m themanwiththepoisonousfingers.”

Ithoughthewouldlaughwithme.

Ohwell…

Ntokozo:“Why?”

Hestruggleswiththeword.

Me:“Whynot?Youchosethispathforyourselfmyguy,Itoldyouthatyoushould’vestayedin

prison.Youweremuchsaferthere,theworldcanbeaverycruelplace.”

Heliesonhisside,hisbodycurledup.

Ntokozo:“Youbastard…my…fatherwill…get…”

Me:“What’sthat?Yourfatherwillgetme?”

Ntokozo:“Youwill…pay.”

Themanisstrugglingtobreathebut,issoadamantonspeaking.

Me:“Idon’tthinksohey,daddywillbesodisappointedwhenhefindsthenote.”

Hismouthstartsforming.

Strikefour,gameover...

Me:“Ihadagreattime,toobadmyvisithadtobecutshot.Ihavetogonow.”

He’sgone...

Ipacktheglassesweused,throwthem inabagandfindmywayoutofthehouse.Thisissuch

anicequietcommunity,Ilike.

AMARA*

Me:“Randall?Didyoucooksomething?”

He’sholdingmyhandasheleadsmeto….

Heck,Idon’tknowwherehe’stakingme.

Randall:“No.”

Me:“Okay,wherearewegoing?”

Randall:“IknowI’m notfamiliarwiththisrelationshipthingbut,somehowyoucallingme

RandallmakesmefeellikeIdidsomethingwrong.”



Hedeclares.

Whereisthiscomingfrom?

Me:“WhatelseshouldIcallyou?”

Randall:“Idon’tknow,thosepetnamestheyuse.”

Bythey,hemeansnormalpeoplebecause…

Well…

Idoubtthathe’snormal.

Me:“Youwantapetname?”

Randall:“Yes.Somethingsweetbut,nottoosweet,Imightpuke.”

Hesmirks.

Me:“Hey…”

Idabhisshouldersandhesnickers.

Randall:“That’sthetruth.”

Me:“Ican’tthinkofanythingrightnow.”

Randall:“ShouldIbeworried?”

That’shiswayofcrackingajoke.

Me:“Why?”

Randall:“There’ssomanyofthem,mehemma.Pumpkin,cupcake,honey.”(Myqueen.)

Hestops.

Me:“Namesoffood?Howaboutbaby,babe,love.”

Hesimpers.

Randall:“Yes,those.”

Me:“Youhavetogivemeareasonwhyyouwantapetname.”

Randall:“So,Idon’tfeellikeImessedupeachtimeyoucallmyname.Youknowsometimes

whenwemakeloveandyousay‘OhRandall'I’m thinkingshit!WhathaveIdonenow?”

Heimitatesmyvoice.

Ishouldn’tbelaughingatthislamejokebut,it’sfunny.

Randall:“I’m serious.”

Hisarmsarearoundme,hepushesmeagainstthewallandleanshisfaceclosertomine.



Me:“Ithoughtyouwereshowingmesomething?”

Randall:“WasI?”

Hebitesmylowerlipbeforetakingmylipsintohis.Ibreakawayfrom thekissasItiltmyhead

totheside.

Me:“Wearenotdoingthisnow.Chiomaisalloverthehouse.”

Randall:“Argh.”

Hetakesmyhandandwecontinuewithourescapades.

Me:“I’m stillcuriousyouknow.Don’tletmeguess.”

Westopinthefoyer,hepointsatthelounge.

Am Iseeingthings?

Me:“Randall?How?”

He’ssittingontheedgeofthecouchholdingahat,hisheadisbowed.Hecan’tseeme.

It’sasifI’m lookingatmyfather.

Randall:“Gotohim.”

Mythuddingheartleadsmetowardsmyuncle,mytearsshowuponthewaythere.Ican’t

rememberthelasttimeIsawhim.

Hetiltshisheadandseesme.Hiseyeswiden,shockfillshisfaceasifhe'sseeingaghost.

Me:“Malume.”(Uncle.)

Ican’tstopcrying,atearfallsfrom hiseye,andwiththathiskneesfollowafter,ashedropswith

athudonthefloor.Heburieshishandsonhisfaceandweeps.Hisshouldersconvulsingand

hisheadbowed,Irushtokneelbeforehim.Herefusestoletgoofhisfaceso,Iwrapmyarms

aroundhim.

Me:“Malume.”(Uncle.)

Iweepwithhim.

HereweareinthisemotionalmomentandIam overwhelmedbyuncleMhambi’spresence.

Mhambi:“I’m sosorrymychild.Ngixolelendodakazi,angikwazangaukukuvikela.Ngixolele

ndodakazi,ngixolele.”(Forgivememydaughter,Icouldn’tprotectyou,pleaseforgiveme.)

Uncleisbreakingmyheartwithhissobs.

Me:“No,malume.Akulonaiphuthalakho.”(It’snotyourfaultuncle.)

Helooksatme,Ican’ttakethesetearsinhiseyes.

Mhambi:“IfailedyouAmara,Ishouldn’thaveletyoustaywiththatevilman.”



Me:“No,uncle.Don’tblameyourselfforthis.Youdidn’tknow,nooneknewwhathewas

capableof.”

HedropshisheadinsnufflesasIwipehistears.

Me:“Comesit.”

Ihelphim up.Myhearthasneverfeltateasebefore.

Mhambi:“Howareyou?”

Me:“I’m copingmalume.”(Uncle.)

Mhambi:“Icansee,you’vegainedweight.”

Cansomeonetellmenthatwedonotappreciatebeingtoldthat,wehaveputonextrameat?

Itdoesn’tmatterhowbigIam.

Shutup…

Me:“Howdidhefindyou?”

Hetakesupaseriousface.

HeknowswhoI’m talkingabout.

Mhambi:“Ireceivedacallfrom someonesayingtheyhaveinformationaboutyou,hegavemea

locationwheretomeethim.Hetoldmeeverythingandwhyyouarestillhere.”

Ihopehedidn’ttellhim thatwe’reacouple,unclewoulddefinitelydismissthat.

Mhambi:“Hesaidyouliveherewithsomewomanwho'shelpinghim tolookafteryou.”

That'sChioma.

Me:“That’sallhesaid?”

Mhambi:“Yes,istheremoreyouwanttotellme.”

Me:“Nouncle,I’m happythatyou’rehere.”

Mhambi:“Youdon’tknowhowhappyIam toseeyoumybaby.Iwilltakecareofyounow,I

promise.Moseswillpayforwhathedid,Iwillmakesureofit.”

That’swhatIwantaswell.

Me:“Idon’twanttogobacktothathouseuncle.”

Mhambi:“Youwon’t,youneverhavetosetfootinthatplaceagain.”

Me:“What’sgoingtohappenafterthis?”

Mhambi:“Iwillhavetoinform youruncleJonas,wewilltakeitfrom there.”

Canhestatewhathemeans?



Me:“Ihavefoundahomehereuncle,Idon’twanttoleavethisplace.”

Hiseyesinspectmine.

Mhambi:“Amara,haveyoufallenforthatboy?”

Yoh!!!

HowdoIanswerthis?

Me:“Whydoyousaythat?”

Mhambi:“Icanseeitinyoureyes,youhaveareasontowanttobehere.Isawitwithhim as

well,whenhespokeofyou.Theeyescannothidethetruthmychild.”

Ioptnottoanswer.

Mhambi:“I’m notheretotakeyouaway,Iknowthatyouarenotsafeoutthere.Iwantyouto

promisemesomething.”

Me:“What?”

SomethingtellsmeIwillregretaskinghim this.

Mhambi:“Guardyourheart,ifthatboywantstobewithyou.Hehastodothingsright.Ifit

wasn’tforMosesandhisevildeedsIwouldtakeyouwithme,mychild,you’restillababy

Amara.”

Thelecturethough.

Me:“Whataboutuncle,Moses?Idon’twanthim toknowwhereIam.”

Mhambi:“Hewon’tknowanything.Iwanttoseehim behindbars.”

Heassuresme.

Me:“Howisaunt?”

Mhambi:“She’sfine,she’llbehappytoseeyou.”

Me:“Ican’twaittoseehertoo.”

Irestmyheadonhisshoulder.

Me:“Idon’twantyoutoworryaboutmeuncle,Iam fineandI’m happyhere.”

Thisismyassurancetohim.

Mhambi:“Iknowmychild.”

Hepatsmyhead.

RANDALL*



It’sabouttimeIfixmyhousehold,Iam gettingtiredofthisunendingwar.Thefirstthingwasto

bringAmaraandheruncletogether,Icouldn’twatchherstressabouthim.Neogotmehis

numbers.

I’m onthephonewithStyles,I’m worriedabouthim lately.Thiskillingspreehe’soncannotbe

goodforhim.Stylesdoesn’tkillpeople,he’smoreofapeacemaker.

Me:“IthinkyoushouldlaylowforawhileStyles,focusonSethu.”

Styles:“That’stheplanbut,Ican’tgetcomfortablenotwhenMkhizeandSegunarestillout

there.”

He’sright,thosetwoareourbiggestthreats.

Me:“Itwon’tbelongtillwetakethem out.”

Styles:“ItakeeverythingwentwellwithAmara’suncle?”

ItwasalastminutedecisionandIhadtoactfast.

Me:“Iwasn’tsuremyplanwouldwork,Irecitedthestoryinathirdpersonnarrative.”

Styles:“Mr.Storyteller.”

Helaughs.

Me:“Ihadtoplayitsafeandthemanissmart,hefiguredoutthatI’m oneofthemeninthe

story.”

Styles:“YoudidgoodRandy.”

Me:“Iwanttocleanoutthecloset,thisisastart.HowfarisNkomowiththetask?”

Styles:“He’sgotitundercontrol,Ruthisslowlygivingin.”

Me:“Ihopehe’snotcatchingtheRuthfever.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Thatwouldbedeadly,hewon’tsurviveit.Itrusthim.Hemightbealoverbut,hedoesn’t

fallsoeasily.”

Me:“Forhissake,Ihopeyou’reright.”

Styles:“Ihopesotoo,Ihavetogo.I’m driving.”

Me:“Callmewhenyougethome.”

Styles:“Okaymylove.”

Heretortswithasnigger.

Me:“You’restupid.”



Idenyhim achancetorespondasIhangupthephone.

NOMBULELO*

Iam shockedbeyondreasonafterAmara’sconfession,thatmanraisedme,henaturedme.

Howisitpossiblethathewoulddosuchathing?

Mbuso:“Iwon’tknowwhat’swrongifyoudon’ttellme.”

He’stryingtoconsoleme.

HowdoItellhim thatmyfathermolestedmycousin?

Mbuso:“Lelo,you’vebeenlyingonthiscouch,cryingandit’sgettingexhaustingnow.Tellme

what’swrong.”

Me:“MyfatherMbuso.”

Ibringmyselfuptosit.

Mbuso:“Whatdidhedo?”

UncleMhambiiscallingme,thisisafirst.Iusuallyreceivecallsfrom uncle,Jonas.

Mbuso:“Takeit,I’llbeinthekitchen.”

Hemoseysaway,givingmespace.

Me:“Malume.”(Uncle.)

Mhambi:“UnjaniNombulelo?”(Howareyou?)

Me:“Ngiyaphilamalume.”(I’m fine.)

Mhambi:“IjustsawyoursisterAmara.”

Hestates,happily.

Me:“When?Didshecomehome?”

Mhambi:“No,Iwenttoseeher.”

Me:“Youwenttothatman’shousemalume?”(Uncle.)

Howisthispossible?

Mhambi:“Yes,hecametogetme.HetoldmehowAmaracametobeinthathouse.”

knowingmyuncle,heshouldhaveaproblem withthis.

Me:“Areyoustillwithher?”



Mhambi:“No,I’m onmywayhome.I’llbeseeinghertomorrowwithyouruncleJonus.”

Thesepeople.

Me:“So,you’reokaywithherlivinginthathousemalume?”(Uncle.)

Mhambi:“Ihavenosay,sheisofage.She’sallowedtomakeherownchoices.”

Me:“Kodwamalume,thatmanboughtAmara.Hepaidforher,youcan’tthinkthathe’sagood

man.”(But,uncle.)

Ican’tseeRandallasagoodperson,ifhewasabletoforceAmaratolivewithhim againsther

will.

Mhambi:“Ohmychild,it’snotlikethat.Hepaidforherfreedom,yoursisterwouldbemarriedto

anoldmanaswespeak.IknowMr.Okolie’sapproachwaswrong,mychildwentthroughso

much.”

Me:"Mr.Okolie?Ngempelamalume?”(Reallyuncle?)

Mhambi:“WhatisitNombulelo?Whysomuchhostilitytowardshim?”

Me:“Ican’tforgivehim forwhathedid,hetookAmarafrom us.Couldn’theapproachusandtell

ustheproblem?”

Yes,I’m complaining.Ihavetherighttocomplain.

Mhambi:“Speaktoyoursister,shewillexplainthingstoyou.Ihavetogo.”

Me:“Bye.”

Ithoughthewouldbeabletounderstandmyviews.

Mbuso:“Whateveryoudo,keepyouropinionstoyourself.Amarawillnotappreciateyour

honesty.”

Iraisemyheadtofindhim leaningonthekitchencounter.

Me:“MustIforcemyselftolikehim,Mbuso?IhaveabadfeelingaboutRandall,Idon’tthinkhe

lovesAmaralikeyoupeoplesayhedoes.”

Mbuso:“What’syourproblem?ThisisnotyouLelo,youdon’tjudgepeople.IsitbecauseAmara

hassomeonetolove?”

Me:“Really?”

Ijoinhim inthekitchen.

Mbuso:“Whatotherexplanationisthereforthis?Idon’tunderstandyou.”

Heuttersashefrownsatme.

Me:“Randallneedstoapologiseforwhathedid.”

Mbuso:“He’slongapologizedtoAmara,that’swhytheyareatpeace.”



Me:“Whataboutus,herfamily?Wewereleftwiththescarsandthetrauma.”

Mbuso:“ThatmanowesyounothingNombulelo,hisbusinessiswithAmaraandnotyou.

Whatevertheydowiththeirliveshasnothingtodowithyou.Stopthisbitterness,youdon’teven

knowhim thatmuchtojudgehim.”

Heappearstobepiqued.

Me:“Youwouldn’tunderstandhowIfeelMbuso,untilyouputyourselfinmyshoes.”

Mbuso:“Iunderstandperfectly,ifAmaracouldletgoofthepastandforgiveRandall.Whycan’t

youdothesame?”

He’snotmakingsense.

Me:“Amarathinksshe’sinlovebecausehesupposedlysavedher…”

Mbuso:“Hedidsaveherandsheloveshim,Ihaveseenthem together.Thatissomethingyou

cannotfake.Thepeoplewhoneedtoapologizehereareyourparents,theywrongedAmara.

Theyfailedtoprotecther,goseekforgivenessfrom them andnotRandall.”

Whendoesheaddressmeinthismanner?

Me:“Mbuso,you’reyellingatme?”

Hesneers.

Mbuso:“I’m notyellingandI’m donetalkingtoyou.Honestly,Ididn’texpectthisfrom you,Lelo.

Youneedtothinkeverythingthrough,youwillloseAmaraifyoucontinuewiththisattitudeof

yours.”

Myeyesfollowhismovementashewalksawayfrom me.

IhavetospeaktoAmara.

Tobecontinued…
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NOMBULELO*

Mbusoiscallingme,Ileftthehouseafterhewalkedaway.

I’m outsideRandall’shouserightnow.

Mbuso:“Whereareyou?”

Heaskswithoutgreeting.

Me:“IwenttoseeAmara.”

Mbuso:“It’slateLelo.Whydidn’tyouaskmetodriveyou?”

Me:“So,youcanjudgemeontheway?”

Mbuso:“Iwasn’tjudgingyou,Iwasstatingthetruth.MayIaskwhatyou’redoingthere?”

Me:“I’m allowedtovisitmycousin,right?”

ThedoorswingsopenandRandallstandsbeforeme.I’m expectedtobelievethatthisangry

manisagoodpersonthat,frownonhisfacetellsmeadifferentstory.

Mbuso:“Aslongasyou’renottheretojudgeher.”

Me:“She’smycousin,Iwantwhat’sbestforher.”

ImakesuretolookatRandallwiththisdeclaration,hisunyieldinggazeonmeintensifies.

Mbuso:“Ifyousayso.Letmeknowwhenyou’redoneso,Icancomegetyou.”

Me:“Iwill,bye.”

Randall:“Thisisasurprise.”

Hemakeswayforme,Istepinandstandbeforehim.

Me:“HowdidyouknowIwasoutside?”

Randall:“Iwasonmywayout.”

Me:“IsAmaraaround?”

Randall:“Inthelounge.”

Ithinkhesensesmynegativeenergytowardshim.



Me:“WhatdoyouwantwithAmara?”

Hestaresforawhiletoapointthatitgetsuncomfortable,hecrosseshisarmsacrosshischest

andsmirks.

Randall:“Whatdoyouthink?”

Idon’tlikehisdemeanourandhisdarkaura.

Me:“Areyoutryingtotellmesomething?”

Randall:“I’m notquitesureIfollow.”

Hecurvesabrow.

Me:“SurelyrescuingAmarawasn’tyouroriginalplan,youhadanagenda.”

Randall:“Andtheagendais?”

Me:“Cutthecrap,tellmewhatyouwantwithmysister.”

Randall:“DoesitmatterwhatIsay?Youhavemadeupyourmindaboutme.”

He’sarroganttotopitoff.

Me:“Amaraisconvincedthatyouloveher.EversinceIcamehereshehasn’tgivenmemuchof

hertime.Allshedoesistalkaboutyou,there’snothingnormalaboutit.”

Randall:“Idon’tknowyou,girlandIwillnotdiscussmylifewithyou.”

Hewearsasmuglook.

Me:“Everyonemightthinkyou’reagoodmanbut,Iseerightthroughyou.Iwillmakesurethat

Amaraseesittoo.”

Hehuffs.

Randall:“Caretosharewhatitisthatyousee?”

Me:“Youpurchasedmycousinasifshewereapieceoffurnitureandnowyouhaveher

wrappedaroundyourfinger.IknowAmara,sheisnotsonaïve.”

Heslantshisheadtothesideashepuckershisbrows.

Randall:“Whatisit?IsMbusonotfuckingyouright?Youseem bitter.”

Hesneers.

Me;‘Howdareyouspeaktomelikethat?”

Randall:“Youdon’twanttochallengemelittlegirl,youbetterplayfarawayfrom me.Donot

bringhavocintomyfamily,IhateplayinggamesandwhenIdo,Idon’tplaynice.”

Heutterswithanintimidatingtone.



Me:“Areyouthreateningme?”

Hesnickersandshakeshishead.Thisisproofthathe’snotasgoodaspeoplethink.

Randall:“Yourcousinisinthelounge,trynottoupsetherwithyourbullshit.”

Hestateswithanimpassiveface.

Me:“OnedayAmarawillseeyouforwhoyouareandshewillleaveyou.”

Randall:“We’llseeaboutthat.”

Hisattitudepissesmeoff.

Me:“Yes,we’llseeaboutthat.Iwilltakeherawayfrom here,youdon’tdeserveher.You're

nothingbut,ahumantraffickerdressedinanicesuit.”

“Lelo!!!”

IspinaroundatAmara’sloudvoice,she’sstandingwithLiyanawho’sholdingontoherhip.

Me:“Amara…”

Amara:“Whywouldyousaythat?”

She’swearingalongface.

Me:“Ididn’tmeanitlikethat.”

Amara:“Ifyoudidn’tthen,youwouldn’thavesaidit.”

Liyana:“Papa.”

Shefliespastmeassherunstoherfather,hetakesherinhisarms.

Liyana:“ThisladywantstotakeMaraaway,don’tlether.”

Shecries.

Randall:“YourMarawillneverleaveyouprincess.”

Hispiercinggazefallsonme.

Amara:“PapaisrightLiyababy,I’m notgoingtoleaveyou.”

Liyana:"Butthisladysaidshewilltakeyouaway.”

Shewhines.

Iam madetolooklikethebadguy.

Amara:“Itwasajoke,rightauntyLelo?”

Sheraiseshereyebrowswhilestaringatme.

Me:“Yes.”



WatcanIsayreally?

Randall:“I’m runninglatemehemma,I’llseeyoutwolater.”(Myqueen.)

Liyanagigglesasheshowersherwithkisses.

Liyana:“Papa.”

Shelaughs.

Randall:“Papalovesyouprincess.”

Okay…

Liyana:“Liyalovesyoupapa.”

Shekisseshischeek.

Amara:“Whataboutme?”

Randall:“Iloveyou,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hedeclaresinasoftvoice.

Whyam Istandingaroundwatchingthis?

Amara:“IloveyoumoreandIloveyou,Liyababy.”

Liyanagiggles.

Liyana:“IloveyouMara.”

RandallplacesLiyanadown,hekissesAmaraandleaveswithoutglancingatme.

He'srude.

Me:“Whatdoesmehemmamean?”(Myqueen.)

Liyana:“It’sAkanforqueen,Icanteachyoumaame.”(Aunt.)

She’ssmilingatme.

Me:“Maame?”(Aunt?)

Liyana:“Yes,itmeansaunt.Youcantakenotes,I’m agreatteacher.RightMara?”

Shegiggles.

Amara:“Yes,mybaby.You’rethebest.”

IlookatAmarawhohasherhandonLiyana'sshoulder.

Amara:“Youcanlearnalotfrom her.”

Me:“Isee.Canwetalk?”

She’shesitant.



Amara:“Liya,gofindChioma.”

Shebouncesaway.

Me:“Youhavegainedawholefamilyovernight.”

Amara:“Iwouldn’tchangeitforanything.”

Me:“What’sgoingonAmara?Ican’tseem tounderstandanything.”

Amara:“WhatistheretounderstandLelo?”

Shewalkstothelongue.

Me:“Ican’tunderstandhowyourlifechangedovernight,IfeellikeIhavemissedsomuch.It’s

likeIwenttobedandwokeupwithyoumarriedwithafamily.”

Amara:“IsitabadthingLelo?”

Me:“No,it’shardtogetusedtoit.”

Amara:“Youknowhowlifecanbe,wedon’tdecideourdestiny.MaybethisishowIwasmeant

tomeetmysoulmate.”

Iseeaglowinhereyesasshespeaksofhim.

Me:“Youthinkhe’syoursoulmate?”

Ijustdon’tseeit.

Amara:“IknowheisLelo,youdon’tunderstand.Ican’tseemylifewithouthim orthatlittlegirl.

Sheisthesweetestthingever,Icouldeatherup.Ineverknewanyonecouldbesorefreshing.”

Shesmilesbroadly.

Me:“Whereishermother?”

Amara:“Idon’tknow.”

Me:“Whatifshecomesbackforherandherman?Areyouwillingtofacebabymamadrama?”

Shenarrowshereyeswithafrownbuildinguponherface.

Amara:“Herman?”

Me:“Youknowhowthesebabymamasclaim thesemenastheirown.”

Amara:“NoLelo,Idon’t.Randallbelongstomeandonlyme.I’m atmyhappiestinmylife.CanI

pleasekeepit,you’remysisterandIdon’twantustofightaboutthis.”

Me:“I’m justlookingoutforyouAmara.”

Amara:“AndIappreciateit,youdon’thaveto,really.Iwouldalsoappreciateit,ifyoustop

judgingRandall.Idon’tlikethetoneyouusedwithhim,Leloandwhatyousaidtohim.Iwould

neverspeaktoMbusolikethatbecauseIrespecthim asthemanyoulove.IloveyouandIwant



youtobeonmyside.Won’tyoudothat?”

Iam onherside,I’m alwaysonherside.That’swhyIwanttoprotecther.

Me:“Idon’twantyoutobehurtagain,Idon’tseethislastinglongAmaraand…”

Amara:“That’sit…”

Shestands.

Amara:“Ican’tdothiswithyouanymore,Pleasego.”

Shedemands.

Me:“You’rethrowingmeout?”

Amara:“I’m askingyoutoleavemeinpeaceLelo,Ihavesomuchgoingonrightnowandyouof

allpeopleshouldbesupportive.”

Me:“Idosupportyou.”

Amara:“Byjudgingmyfamily?”

Me:“Iam yourfamilyAmara,notthem.Youjustmetthem.”

Amara:“ShutupLelo,justshutup.Youdon’tknowwhatyou’resaying.HowdoIdealwithyou

hatingmyfamilylikethis?Yourwordsaresovile.Am Inotallowedtobehappy?”

Me:“You’reallowedbabeandIwantitforyoubut,itcan’tbewithhim.He’satraffickerAmara,I

onlyspentafewminuteswithhim andnotoncewasIconvincedthathe’sagoodman.He’s

arrogantandcondescending…”

Amara:“Showyourselfoutanddon’tcomebackhereuntilyouchangeyourattitudetowards

RandallandLiyana.Idon’tlikethisnewyou,Ihateitactually.”

Me:“Amara,youhavebeenthroughsomuchalreadyandIam tryingtoprotectyou,please

understand.”

Amara:“Protectmebybreakingmyheart?Thisconversationisover,youknowwherethedoor

is.Excuseme.”

Sheturnstowalkaway.

Whycan’tsheseewhatIsee?

SETHU*

Mymotherliterallycametomyplace,thefirstthingshedidwhenshegotherewastocomplain

andIhavehadit.Ayizehasnotsaidawordyet,apparentlywearemeanttobeathomewiththe

wholefamily.LookingatAyize,Ithinkshe’sreadytoexplode.Thislivingroom hassuddenly



becomesmall.

Mom:“Youcan’tgotothehousedressedlikethat.”

Shelooksatmeupanddownwhilepointingaforefingeratme.

Ayize:“Wozanazo.”(Let’shear.)

Mom:“Thefamilyhasgatheredthere.Whatwillyourunclessaywhentheyseeyouunder

dressedlikethis?”

Ayizecackles.

Me:“I’m notgoinghomewithyoumom,I’m goingout.”

Mom:“Out?”

Me:“Yes,Ihaveadate.”

Ayize:“Yesgirl.”

Shedeclaresoutloud.

Mom:“You’regoingtopartywhenyourunclejustdied.Whatiswrongwithyou?”

Herconstantcomplainingneverends.

Me:“It’snotapartymom,it’sadate.”

Mom:“Date?Whatisthat?”

She’sconfused.

Ayize:“It’swhereaguyandagirlgoouttospendqualitytimetogetherwithoutanyparents

disturbingthem.”

Okay,shemakesitsoundwrong.

Me:“SomethinglikethatIguess.”

Mom:“WhoisthisboySethu?WhataboutKwena?”

Thisismymotherladiesandgentlemen,thecontrolfreak.

Ayize:“Ushoubhut’mfundisi?Iknowyouthinklittleofusmamakodwano,comeon.”(But)(The

pastor.)

Mom:“Whatdoyoumeanwena?”(You.)

Ayize:“Exactlythat,mysisterwillnotdatethatarrogantpastorwannabe.”

Ilovehowshefightsmybattles.

Me:“Myheartissetonsomeoneelsemom.”

Shegivesmethatnastylookagain.



Mom:“Yourheartissetonaboywho’sgotyouwearingtightjeans?Canyoubreatheinthat?”

She’sjudgingme.

Me:“It’snotthattightmom.”

Mom:“No,Ican’tletyouleaveSethu,wehavetogohome.Whoisgoingtocookforthefamily?”

Sheproclaims.

Ayize:“I’m notgoing,Iwillnotslaveforthosepeople.”

Mom:“Thosepeopleareyourfamily.”

Ayize:“Idon’tcare,I’m notgoing.Sethuisalsonotgoing.”

Mom:“WhyareyoulikethisAyize?”

She’sstarting.

Me:“Mom,Ithinkyoushouldgo.Ican’tletyoudothistomysister.”

Iknowshewillendupsayinghurtfulthingstoher.

Ayize:“NoletherspeakhermindSethu,thisiswhatshecameherefor.”

Mom:“Youdon’thaveanyrespectAyize,yourunclediedand…”

Ishouldn’thaveopenedforher.

Ayize:“Hewasn’tmyuncleandIam gladthathe’sdead,Ihopehe’sburninginhell.”

Mom:“You…”

Me:“No,Iwillnotallowit.Notinmyhouse,Iwantyoutogomom.”

Mom:“Sethu?”

Me:“Thatmanassaultedher.”

Hereyesbuck.

Mom:“Isthatwhatshetoldyouandyoubelievedher?”

Me:“YesIbelieveherandIcan’tletyouattackherasifsheaskedforallofthis.”

Mom:“Askedforwhat?Nothinghappened…”

Ayize:“Ihateyou.”

Shescreamsasshestandsonherfeet.

Ayize:“Youdon’tknowhowmuchIhateyoumom,Ihatethatyou’remymother.Ihatethatyour

bloodrunsinmyveins.”

Iwasafraidofthis.



Mom:“YouseeSethu,Icanneverhaveanormalconversationwithher.”

Ayize:“Sethu,issheleavingorshouldI?Tshelalomamaahambe.”(Tellthiswomantogo.)

Me:“Mom,youheardher.”

Mom:“Areyouchoosingheroverme?”

She'saskingmeanditdoesn’tmakesense.

Me:“IfyouputmeinapositiontodosothenIwilldefinitelychooseher.”

Mom:“Idon’tblameyou,you’rejustlikeyour…”

Shestopsasifsherememberssomething.

Me:“Mywhat?”

Mom:“Iwantyoutwointhathousebytomorrowmorningoryouwillhavethewholefamilyto

dealwith.Iwillnottakenonsensefrom you.”

Ayize:“Shame,sizobona.”(We’llsee.)

Me:“Thanksforstoppingbymom,youcangonow.”

Ipointatthedoor.

Shesighsbeforeturningtowalkaway.

Ayize:“Thatwomanisevil,Ihateher.”

Shegruntsasshesitsbackdown.

Me:“Don’tlethergettoyou,youknowhowshecanbe.”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Youknowme,I’m okay.”

ThistimeIam notconvinced,she'sbrokenbecausemom stilldoesn’tbelieveher.

“Hello.”

That’sStylesvoice.

Ayize:“Yourmotherleftthedooropen,thatwitch.”

Thedoorlocksfrom theinside,youcan’topenitfrom theoutsideunlessyouhaveakey.

Stylesappearsintothelounge.

Styles:“Whyisthedooropen?”

He’slookingatme.

Ayize:“Yourevilmonsterin-lawleftitopen.”



Shespeaksaboutherwithresentmentinhervoice.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Helooksdrainedandblue.

Hebiteshislowerlip,hewantsprivacy.

Ayize:“I’m goingtofixmy…I’m goingtofixsomethinginmyroom.”

I’m gladshegetsit.

Me:“AreyouokayMr.Styles?”

Heforcesasmile.

Styles:“Whenlastdidyoucallmethat?”

Myefforttoputasmileonhisfaceisnotcompletelysuccessful.

Me:“Talktome.”

HedropshisheadasIcradletheedgesofhisclampedjawwithmyfingers.

Me:“Styles.”

Igentlybringhisfaceup.

Styles:“Iwantyoutoholdme.”

Hedeclaressoftly.

Ienfoldmyarmsaroundhim andheholdsontome.

Me:“Doyouwanttotalkaboutit?”

Ifeelhisheadshake,Iguessthismeansno.

Me:“I’m here.”

He’sdifferenttoday.

Me:“Comesit.”

Styles:“We’rerunninglate,weshouldleave.”

Ithoughtitwascancelled.

Me:“Wouldn’tyouratherstayhome?You’renotokay.”

Styles:“I’m okaywhenI’m withyou,let’sgo.”

He’stalkingtomebut,hisvoicesoundsdistant.

Me:“Okay,ifyouinsist.”

Probablybytheendofthenighthewillopenuptome.



KHETHU*

Mbongeniisdoingsomuchtohelpmeforgetmypast.Heinsistedthatwegoout.

Me:“Idon’tfeellikepeopletodayMbo,Ithinkweshouldgohome.”

We’reatarestaurantandit’scrowded.Idon'twanttobehere.

Mbongeni:“Youcan’tstaycookedupinthathouse,youneedtogooutandminglewithpeople.”

Me:‘Youmeanminglewithyou?”

Hetitters.

Mbongeni:“Icountaspeopleso,yeah.Also,Iwanttofeedmybaby.”

Heplaceshishandonmybelly.

Me:“Whatareyouhaving?”

Hedrawsback.

Mbongeni:“Idon’tknow.Whatareyouhaving?”

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Mbongeni:“Youmustbecravingsomething.”

Me:“I’m notheyandI’m nothungry,IthinkI’llonlyhavesomethingtodrink.”

Mbongeni:“Noway,Ican’teatalone.”

Mymindisnothere.

Me:“Orderanything,I’llhavethesame.”

Heshrugs,raiseshishandtosummonawaiter.

Mbongeni:“Haveyouspokentothepsychologist?”

WhenwillhegetthatIhatehavingthisconversation?

Me:“No.”

Mbongeni:“Ithinkyoushould.”

Me:“Wecameheretoeatright?Let’sdothatorelsetakemehome.”

Isquelch.

Mbongeni:“I’m sorry.”

Thewaiterfinallystepstoourtable.



I’m tiredofpeoplethinkingthatIneedadoctor.

Thelightsinthisplacemustbeplayingtricksonme.

Iscanmyeyestothetableonmyright,it’sfourtablesawayfrom usandIthinkthewoman

lockinglipswithamanismymother.

Mbongeni:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Ithinkthat’sNobayeni.”

Iknowthat’smymother.

Mbongeni:“Where?”

Me:“Thetablethere,OhmyGod.”

I’m notsurprisedreally.

Me:“I’m goingtoconfronther.Howcouldshedothistomyfather?”

Mbongeni:“Areyousurethat’sagoodidea?”

Hewouldobviouslysaythat.

Me:“Areyouserious?”

Thisisamazing,Ifinallyhavesomethingonthiswoman.

Itoddletotheirtable.

Me:“Whatdowehavehere?NobayeniDladla,youhavebeenbusted.”

Shejerksupandoglesatmewithhereyeswidened.

Tobecontinued…
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KHETHU*

Nobayeni:“Bridgette,it’snotwhatyouthink.”

Yeah,that’swhattheyallsay.

Me:“TimothyMabuza?”

He’sNobayeni’sbusinessassociate,Ihavemethim acoupleoftimes.He’sanacquaintanceof

myfather,theyhavehungoutbefore.

He’sstandingnexttoNobayeni,slightlysmilingatme.Idon’tseeanyremorseinhiseye.

Tim:“ThisisnothowwewantedyoutofindoutBridgette.”

HealsocallsmeBridgette,Ishould’vefiguredoutthatthesetwoaredoingmorepleasurethan

businesstogether.

Nobayeni:“Tim,letmehandlethis.”

Sheraisesherhandtostophim.

Me:“IknewyouwereshallowNobayenibut,this?”

Nobayeni:“Please,don’ttellyourfather.”

Shepleads,Ihaven’tseenherdesperatetilltoday.

Me:“Howcouldyoudothistohim?Hehasbeenagoodhusband.”

Nobayeni:“ItwasamistakeBridgette.”

Lies.

Tim:“JusttellherthetruthBayeni.”

Nobayeni:“Shutup.”

Shegritsherteeth.

Me:“YesBayeni,tellmethetruth.”



Shefrowns.

Nobayeni:“Don’tdothisBridgette.”

Idon’tthinksheissorryaboutthis.

Whatam Isaying?

Ofcourseshe’snotsorry,she’sNobayeniDladla.Tohellwithotherpeople’sfeelings,Tim is

proofofherselfishness.

Me:“Iam goingtotelldadeverything.”

Ishouldtelldad,Ihavetotellhim.Hedeservesbetterthanthis.

Nobayeni:“No.”

Hervoicerises.

Nobayeni:“Youcan’tplease,Iwilldoanything.PleaseBridgette.”

Whyissheholdingmyhand?

Isnatchitback.Idon’tcareaboutherorhowdesperatesheis.

Me:“Ifyou’resoafraidoflosinghim,whyareyoudoingthis?Whytheinfidelity?”

Shebetterhaveagoodexplanationforthis.

Nobayeni:“Idon’tknow.”

Me:“Youdon’tknow?Wow.”

SheclingstomyhandasIturntowalkaway.

Nobayeni:“Bridgette,let’stalkaboutthisplease.”

Me:“No.Proceedwithwhateveritisyouweredoing,don’tletmekeepyou.”

Irefusetoletthesepeoplemakeafooloutofmyfather.

Mbongeni:“Whydidyoudothat?”

I’m notacoward,Ihadtoconfrontthatwoman.

Me:“WhatdidyouwantmetodoMbo?”

Mbongeni:“Waittillyoutwoarealone,thenconfronther.”

Me:“Areyouserious?”

Hemustbecrazy.

Mbongeni:“Iam deadseriousKhethu.Doyoutakejoyinhurtingotherpeople?Sheisyour

mother.Isitsohardtorespecther?”



Iwillpretendhedidnotjustsaythistome.

Me:“Whereisourfood?I’m hungry.”

Thatlook…

Me:“Arewegoingtoeatornot?”

Mbongeniistooconsiderate,itgetsannoyingsometimes.

Gosh…

Whatdoesshewantnow?

Nobayeni:“Canwetalkplease?”

Hereyesarewet.

I’m notmoved.

Me:“We’rearebusyandyou’redisturbingus.”

Nobayeni:“Please.”

Me:“I’m tiredofhearingthatword.God!Leavemealonewoman.”

Mbongeni:“Stopit.”

Hesnaps.

Me:“Tellthiswomantoleavemealone.”

Whyishereproachingme?I’m nottheonecaughtcheating.

Mbongeni:“SheisyourmotherKhethu,youcan’ttalktoherlikethat.Itdoesn’tmatterwhatshe

did.”

What?

Me:“Whyareyoutakingherside?”

Mbongeni:“WillyoustopKhethu?You’reactinglikeachild.”

Me:“Ohreally?”

Mbongeni:“Yes,we’reinpublic.Can’tyourespectyourmother?”

Me:“GotohellMbongeni.”

Iam leaving.

Nobayeni:“Bridgettewait.”

Iignoreher.

Mbongeni:“Khethu.”



Hesnatchesmyhand.

Mbongeni:“Whereareyougoing?”

Me:“Home,youcanstaywithmymother.”

Mbongeni:“Don’tberidiculous,I’lltakeyouhome.Getinthecar.”

Me:“No,I’llgetacab.”

HepullsmebackasIproceedtowalk.

Me:“Don’t…”

Mbongeni:“Isaidgetinthecar.”

Whatthehell?

Theglareinhiseyessayshe’snotplaying.

Idragmyfeettothestupiddarncar.

NTOMBI*

<<<Fillupthetables,counttheempties.>>>

<<<Hayiminangiyofelaetshwalenikwenzenjani.>>>(I’lldieofalcohol.)

WhathaveIdonetodeservesuchahusband?

He’sdrunkandstumblingintothehousesingingoutloud,he’scarryingabottleofbeer.

EveryonewenttobedwhileIwaitedforhim tocomehome.

Me:“Moses?”

Helooksatmeasifhisvisionisnotclear.

Moses:“Ntombi,mkami.Wozamyloving,khombisaindodayakhoukuthiuwulahlakanjani

umlenze.”(Comemyloveandshowyourhusbandhowyoudance.)

He’ssoloudanddancingliketheidiotheis.

Me:“UphumakuphiMoses?”(Wheredoyoucomefrom?”

Moses:“Hayihayi,Ntombi.Awubuziindodaukuthiibikuphi.”(Youdon’taskamanwherehe

was.)

Me:“UyindodawenaMoses?You’renonsense.”(Areyouaman?)

Moses:“OnedayisonedaywenaNtombi,ungashoukuthiangikutshelanga.”(Don’tsayIdidn’t

tellyou.)



Heexclaimsloudly.

Me:“Sshh,Jonasissleeping.”

HeleersatJonaswhoissleepingonthefloor.

Moses:“Anginandaba,man.”(Idon’tcare.)

Heburps.

Moses:“Umfowenuiscrowdingmyspace.Iwanthim outofmyhouse.”(Yourbrother.)

Samestoryeveryday.

Moses:<<<Yin'leethincancancalomshinauyakhuluma…>>>(Whatisthatbeat?)

Hecontinuestosinganddance.

Moses:"Ntombiman,ngikhumbulangesikhathisami.BeforeImetyou,bengimuhlemadado."(I

rememberduringmytime,Iwashandsome.)

Me:“Mosesstopit.”

Moses:“ThathauphuzeNtombi,you’retoofrustratedmkami.”(Takeanddrink.Mywife.)

“Whatisallthatnoise?”

Mashotoappearsfrom thekitchen.

Moses:“Awumadoda,nanguomunyeumfaziwami.(Here’smyotherwoman.)

HepointsatMashoto.

Moses:“Apartyforthree,inhlanhlaengaka?Shotos,mylove,sondelawenamyfohloza.”(So

muchluck.Comeclosemylove.)

Hestumblestoher,hetakesherhandintohis.

Thefoolissmiling.Can’tsheseethatthismanisdrunk?

Me:“Mosesletgoofthathandnow.”

Isnapathim,Jonaswakesupduetothis.

Moses:“No,no,noNtombi,maloving.Umonapansi,uShotosnayeufunaukufudumala.”(Don’t

bejealous,Mashotoalsowantstobewarm.)

Hewrapshisarmsaroundher,theroom eruptswithherloudgiggles.

Moses:“Bukas’bali.Am Iblessedorwhat?Ngiphetheuwinterngapha,whenit’scold

uyangifudumeza.”(Lookbrotherin-law.Shekeepsmewarm.)

Hekisseshercheek.

Moses:“Ngiphetheusummerngapha.Shekeepsmecool.”



Hebetternotbetalkingaboutme.

Moses:“Learnfrom me,sbali.Getyourselfabigwomanandasmallwomen,thebestofboth.

Youwillthankmelater.”(Brother,in-law.)

Whatthehellishesayingtomybrother?

Jonasislostforwords,Iknowthathe’sextremelyannoyedandhewon’tsayanything.

Me:“Mosesshutup.”

Youcan’ttellhim anythingwhenhe’sdrunk.

Moses:“Asambebafazibami.Ziyawanamhlanje,omunyephezukomunye.Awusukamadoda.”

(Let’sgomywives,it’sgoingtobefuntonight.Oneontopofanother.)

Helaughs.

Hetakesmyhand,Itugitback.

Moses:“Oho!!”

WhyisMashotofollowingmyhusbandtomybedroom?

Me:“Uyaphiwenasfebe?(Whereareyougoingbitch?)

Isnatchthebottleofbeerfrom Moses,Ithrowitinherdirection.Shescreamsasithitsherback.

Me:“Ungijwayelakabiwena.”(Don'tgetforwardwithme.)

Igrabherhair,pullingherback.Shescreamsinagony.

Moses:“Ntombi,stop.”

Hespeakswithalazyvoice.

WhydoessomeonehavetopullmebackeachtimeIattackthiswoman,Ihavetoteachhera

lesson.

Me:“Jonas,leaveme.”

Ishout.

Jonas:“Ntombi,you’vehurtthepoorwoman.She’spregnant.Whatiswrongwithyou?”

Mashotoissittingonthefloorcrying.

Me:“Idon’tcare,ngifunasichithekelesosisusakhe.”(Iwanthertohaveamiscarriage.)

Moses:“YouwanttokillmybabyNtombi?”

Hesoundsshocked,it’snotabangerthatIhateherthismuch.I’m fightingtogetoffJonas’hold

whenMhambiandPetuniawalkoutoftheirroom.

Petunia:“Ngazile.”(Iknewit.)



Mxm!!!

Mhambiputshishandonhershoulder,takesherbacktothebedroom andclosesthedoor.He

wantsnothingtodowithanyofthis.

Mashoto:“Ouch!Moses,mybaby.”

Shecries,holdingherbelly.

Me:“Ohplease.”

Moses:“It’sokayShotos,don’tcry.”

Hecomfortsher.

Me:“Ngiyeke.”(Leaveme.)

IbreakoutofJonas’stronghold.

Mosesthinksheknowsme.

Itakehishand,lughim toourbedroom andlockthedoor.Mashoto’sdaysarenumberedI

swear.

SETHU*

Me:“Ithoughtweweregoingtorestaurant?”

Heparksthecarinhisgarage.

Styles:“Changeofplans.”

Me:“Okay,Ihopeyouwon’tmakemecook.”

Hegivesmehalfasmile.

Styles:“Neocookedbeforeheleft.”

Me:“Hecancook?”

Styles:“Hetries.”

Hestepsoutandrunstomyside,Iwasabouttojumpoutofthecar.Hehasdecidedtobea

dooropenertoday.

Me:“Thisisnew.”

Hetakesmyhandandhelpsmeout,Ihaven’theardhislaughtodaynorseenthatgenuinesmile.

Thegripofhishandonmineistighterthanusual.



I’m worriedabouthim.

Thehouselightsareon,heletsmeinfirst.

Thishouseiswarm andwelcoming,itsmellslikehim.

Styles:“Doyouneedanything?”

Me:“I’m okayfornow.WhatdidNeocook?”

Styles:“Pap.”

He’sserious?

Me:“I’m stillwaitingforthepartwhereyoulaugh.”

Styles:“No,I’m serious.That’swhathemade.”

Me:“SoIdressedupforpapand?”

Styles:"Golook."

Hegivesmeahalfsmile.

Styles:“I’llbeback.”

Heleavesmeanddisappearstooneoftherooms,Idon’tknowwherehe’sheadedto.Imake

mywaytothekitchentocheckifthere’srealfood.Neoreallycookedpapandthere'snomeat,

I’m hungry.Ihaven’teatenanythingsinceearliertoday,Iwastryingtoavoidabloatedstomach

so,Ifitinmyjeans.Istruggledfornothing,hereIam standinginfrontofapotwithdrypap.

Iseethekitchenwindowhasbeenfixed.

IturntoseeStyleswalkbacktothelivingroom,he’schangedhisclothes.Shortsandatanktop,

that’sodd.Therewasnothingwrongwithwhathewaswearing.Now,Ifeeloverdressed.

Me:“Youknow,nexttimeyoucancelourplansletmeknow.Lookatmealldressedup.”

Iapproachhim withthesewords,he'sstillwearingagloomyface.

Apuckerhasgrownbetweenhiseyebrows.

Me:“Babe.”

Iwrapmyarmsaroundhim,helooksdownatmeasheletshishandsmassagemyshoulders.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Hesighs.

Styles:“Ifeelempty.”

Hemummers.

Thisisdefinitelynew,he’salwaysfulloflife.IlovehowStylesisopen,from dayone,thisishow



thingshavebeen.

Me:“Tellmeaboutit.”

Heraiseshiseyes,releasesanothershortsigh,leansintomyface,Ishutmyeyesashislips

brushonmine.

Styles:“Ineedyoukitten.Won'tyoubreathelifebackintome.”

Hedeclaresagainstmylips,Ican’tcomprehendwhathecouldmeanbythis.Iam though,

willingtohelpwithwhateverheneeds.

JustasI’m buskinginthisslowmomentwhereourlipsaregentlybrushing,hislipsclaim mine.I

merelyhadtimetothink,nowI’m lostinthissteamykissthathasmybodypulsatingwithheat.

Thekissisdifferentthistime,it’sfilledwithlife,it’spassionateandfiery.

Hishandstightlygriponmywaistashepullsmeclosertohim andwithoutwarninginviteshis

tongueintomymouth.ThismotionletsmeknowwhathewantsandIwantthesamething,I

havebeenlongingforthismoment.

We’removing,myeyesareclosedandmyarmsarearoundhisneck.

ImoanasIfeelmybodyhitagainstthewall,we’rehungryforeachother.Hishandsareallover

mybody,hestopsandlooksatme.I’m pinnedagainstthewallfightingtocatchmybreathwith

mymouthslightlyopen.He’stoweringoverme,hiseyeshavenarrowedandarefilledwithlust.

Styles:“IwantyouSethu.Iwantyousobad.”

Hewhisperseversosoftly.

Me:“Iam yoursStyles,takeme.”

Myheartbelongstohim.

HowdoesheknowthatIwanttobekissedlikethis?Noonehaseverkissedmethisway.

Whatwasagreedykisshasturnedintoasoft,hotandbreathysoulkiss.Hekissesmelikehe

wantshalfofmybreath.Hisarmsarebacktocaressingmybody,slowlythistime.

Iwanttotakeoffthistophe’swearing,Iwanttofeelhisskinonmine.Hepullsback,raiseshis

handandIslideitoffofhim.Itakemytimetolustafterhisbodywhilelettingmyfingersdance

onit.Itakeariskbygrazingmyfingersclosetohisprivateparts.

Hesmirks,plantsakissonmyforehead,mycheekandmynose.Heburieshisfaceonmyneck,

mybreathingquickensatthefeelofhiswetkisses.Hetracesthem downtomycollarbone.

He’skissingmethereandIjustwanttotakemyshirtoff.Ineedhishandsonmybareskin.

Me:“Won’tyoutakemyshirtoff?”

Iwhisperwhiletryingtocatchmybreath.

Hestopsandgivesmeaninquisitivelook,anaughtygrintakesoverhisface.



Ihelphim withthebuttons.Thisismyattribute,myshynessrunsoutthewindowduringa

momentofpleasure.

Heburieshisfaceonmycleavageandtakesadeepbreath,beforehislipshavemetrembling

withpleasure.

Styles:“Idon’thaveprotection.”

That’sthelastthingonmymind.

Me:“I’m clean,andItrustyou.”

Hesmilesandkissesme.

Styles:“I’m alsoclean.”

Okay…

Let’sdothisthen…

Ipushmychestupasheglideshishandsonmybackandunhooksmybra.It’sweirdforme

thathejustsmeltit,hetossesthebraanditfliesacrosstheroom.

Hisfacefindsaplacebetweenmybreastsagain,he’skissingandsuckingandnibbling.Irunmy

fingersthroughhishair,heunbuttonsmyjeanswhilesuckingmynipples.I’m tooexcitedand

cannotwaittohavehim insideme.

Hekisseshiswaydowntomybellyandmyabdomen.Istepoutofmyjeansafterhepushes

them down,leavingmecompletelynaked.Hegentlygrabsmyassandkissesmedownthere.

Styles:“You’renotwearingunderwear.”

Thewayhesaysitmakesmyclittwitch.

Me:“I’m not.”

Iwhisper.

IwillnotrevealthatIhardlyeverwearany.

Hekissesmycookieagainandaddsalick.

Styles:"Thisisallmine."

He'sdeclaringandnotasking.

Me:"It'sallyours."

I'm givinghim allofme,I'm trustinghim withmylife.

Styles:"I'dliketotasteit."

Hissoftdeclarationhasmetrembling,myheartisthudding,I'm wetandmyclitispulsating.

Heholdsmylowerback,takesmyhandandpullsmedowntohim.Iliedownfacingup,he



startsoffwithkissesonmyinnerthighs.Slowlyleadinghiswaytomycookie,Iimpatientlywait

tofeelhim.Ibitemylowerlipashekissesmedownthere.Heputshishandonmylowerback

andplungeshistongueinme.Iloseitashestartstogoinandoutofme.Iscream andpushmy

hipsuptohismouth,helaysahandonmyabdomentoholdmesteady.

IfeellikeIwillexplodeandthiscompelsmetoscream asmyorgasm takesoverme.Myhead

spinsandIfeelandoverwhelmingpleasurethatcausesmetoscream louderasIgriphishair

tighter.He'scrawlinguptomeinawhilerightaftertakingoffhispants.

Hesmasheshislipsonmine.He’spackedbetweenmylegs,hiswarm tongueonmybreasts.

It’sdrivingmecrazy.

Me:“OhStyles.”

Hishandslidesdownonme,mybodyheatsupagainashisfingerplaysarounddownthere.

Thisforeplayhasmewantingmoreofhim.

IgrazemyfingersonhisspineasIfeelhim enterme.Ipullhim closerandcontinuetocaress

him,

Iputmyhandsonhiships,mylegsarewrappedaroundhiswaist.Imeethisjoltingthrustswith

minebygrindingmyhips.

Styles:“Shit!!!”

Hegroans.

Me:“YoufeelsodamngoodStyles.”

Hegrowlsinpleasure.

Ileanuptokisshim andclutchhisass.

Iclenchlegsaroundhim insuchawaythatthearchesofmysolesarepressedagainsthiship,

almostpullinghim towardme.Ireachdownandstrokemyclitandthebaseofhislengthwhile

he’sthrusting.

We’rebothmoaningintoeachother’sears.Ifeelapleasurablesensationtravellingallthrough

mybodyandmytoesbegintotwirl,itfeelslikeI’m infastridedownandmyI’m droppingata

fastrate.It’sagreatfall.

IknowI’m goingtohaveanorgasm,Ipullhisheadclosetomeandwhisperintohisear.

Me:“Styles,I’m goingtocum.”

IstrugglewithmywhispersasIcan’tstopmyselffrom moaning.

Hekissesmeandpresseshisforeheadagainstmine.

Me:“Stylesmmmhhh.”

Ifeellikecrying,laughingandscreamingatthesametime.Hisdeepthrustsdrivemeoverthe



edge.

Styles:“Cum formekitten.”

Hewhisperswithamusementinhisvoice.

Everythingaroundmeshutsdown,includingmymind.Ifeelthisgreatneedtoscream,itengulfs

measitincreaseswitheverystroke.Whilehe’scominginandoutofme,Iam convincedthat

thisisit.

It’shim.

Wherethehellhashebeenallmylife?

Ibitehisearandsuckonhisearlobe,thisdriveshim insane.Hepicksuphispace.Ifeelawarm

fuzzy,scratchyfeelingrushthroughmybody.Onelastpleasurablemoanasmybodyshudders,I

feelapulseonmyclitandmycheeksfeelhot.Igrindon,myhandsclutchedonhisass,helping

him pushtohisending.He’sgroaninglouder,I’m screaminglouder.Hishandtensesonmy

waist.Hekissesmebeforehismusclestighten.Hecussesafewtimesandcollapsesonme.

Me:“Wow.”

Styles:“Fuck.”

Heraiseshisheadtolookatme,he’sforeversmirking.

Styles:“Whatthehellwasthat?”

Ibitemylowerlip,I’m tryingtohideasmilebut,failing.

Me:“Iloveyou,Mr.Styles.”

Hesmilesandakisscomeswiththat.

Styles:“Iloveyou,kitten.”

Heburieshisfaceonmycleavage.

Styles:“Thankyou.”

Hewhispersashetakesupasighofrelief,Isinkmyhandsintohishairandslowlycaressit.

AMARA*

Ihearhisfootstepstreadtowardsthebedroom,Ithoughthewouldbeabitlate.I’m surprised

howhispresencestillmakesmenervous,Ishouldbeusedtohim bynow.Adistantsmileclicks

onhismouth.

Me:“You’rehome?”

Hepotterstowardsme,leansoverthebedandplantsakissonmylips.



Randall:“Missedme?”

Hegivesmeapeck.

Me:“Nah.”

Randall:“Liar.”

He’seating...

Iignoredthatscentfrom hisbreath,onlynowmybraintellsme.

Me:“Whatareyoueating?”

Hemovesback,revealsasmallpacketofsnacks.

Randall:“Raisins.”

Hethrowsafewintohismouth.

Randall:“Iwashungryso,Igotthese.Theyarenice,trysome.”

Hestretcheshishandtoofferme.

Me:“I’m okaythanks.Icanmakeyousomethingtoeat.”

Randall:“No,no.IgrabbedabitewithNeo.”

Ithoughthesaidhewashungry.

Hekickshisshoesoffandliesbackonthebed,he’sstilleating.

Me:“Randall.”

Heliftshisheadandfrowns.

Randall:“Ohno!WhatdidIdo?”

Funny.

Randall:“Whenam Igettingmyname,mehemma?”(Myqueen.)

Bigbaby.

Me:“Youhaven’tearnedityet.”

Hethrowshisheadbackonthepillow,continuestoeatraisins.

Sincewhendoeshesnackonraisins?

Randall;“It’sfine.”

Me:“Really?”

Randall:“What?”

Me:“You’resulking.”



Randall:”Iwouldn’tifyougavemeapetname.”

I’m tossedintoalaughingmode.

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?WhatdidNeofeedyou?You’reactingstrange.”

Randall:“BecausethewomanIlovedoesn’tdeem mefittohaveapetname?”

Hehuffs.

Me:“Sensitivemuch?”

Randall:“Yes.”

We’retalkingandhejustwon’tletgoofthatsnack.

Me:“Okay,buddy?”

Hefrowns.

Randall:“What’sthat?I’m notadog.”

Hedisputes,Isupressmylaughter.

Me:“Cupcake?”

Randall:“Never,Irefuse.”

Me:“Dear?”

Randal:“Whatarewe,fifty?”

Iam runningoutofideashere,thismanispicky.

Me:“Randall?”

HelooksatmeasifI’m crazy.

Me:“Ihavenothingleft.”

Iwhine.

Me:“Myhoneybear?”

Hegivesmeaninquisitivelook,heseemstolikethisone.

I’m tired…heshouldtakeitorleaveit.

Randall:“Ridofhoney.”

Wow…

Pickyanddemanding.

Me:“You’remybear.”

Hesmileslikeakid.



Randall:“Whatwashardaboutthat?”

Everything.

Me:“You’renotmyRandall.Wheredidyouleavehim?”

Randall:“Iwouldlaughifitwasfunny.”

Hestateswhilestuffinghisface.

Whoeatslyingdownanyway?

Irestmyheadonhischestandplacemyarm overhistorso.

Me:“I’m sorryaboutwhatLelosaid.”

Hegoesquietforawhile,he’schewing.Icanhearhim.

Randall:“I’m notbotheredaboutotherpeople’sopinionsofme.Whatmatterstomeiswhatyou

think.”

Heputshisarmsaroundme.

Me:“Whatevershesaidisalie.Iknowwhoyouareandwhatwehaveisreal,noonewill

convincemeotherwise.”

Randall:“That’sarelief,IthoughtIwouldcomehomewithyourbagspacked.”

Hemustbekidding,heknowsIwouldneverleavehim andLiyana.

Randall:“Whyarewetalkingaboutotherpeoplewhenweshouldbemakinghotsteamylove?”

Becauseyou’vebeenintimatewiththoseraisinssinceyougothere.Istraddlehim,snatchthe

packetfrom hishandandthrowitonthefloor.

Randall:“Hey,Iwasstilleatingthat?”

Heglowers.

Me:“Fixyourfaceandkissme.”

Ileanin,hesmirks.

Hishandsfindmybuttasheleansup.Thishasbecomeahabitofhis,bitingmylowerlipbefore

hegetsmehighonhiskisses.Myownpersonaldrug,Ican’tgetenough.

NOMBULELO*

Thelightisout,odd.Mbusonevergoestobedthisearlyandwithoutme.

Ifindmywaytothebedroom,switchonthelight.He’ssleeping,Idon’tknowifhe’sreally



sleepingorpretending.

“Pleaseturnthelightoffwhenyou’redone,Ihaveanearlymorningtomorrow.”

Hiseyesareclosed,he’supsetwithme.

Me:“Ineedtochange.”

Hedoesn’trespond.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Silence.

Isitontheedgeofthebedandplacemyhandonhiship.

Me:“Areyouupsetwithme?”

He’snotsayinganything.

WhatwrongdidIdo?

Me:“Mbusoman.”

IwhineasInudgehim.

Mbuso:“What?”

Hesnaps,openshiseyesandsitsup.

Me:“We’reyounottheonewhosaidweshouldn’tgotobedmadateachother?”

Mbuso:“Didyounotgotobedupsetwithmetheotherday?”

Me:“So,you’resettlingascore?”

Mbuso:“Idon’tplaygameswithmyheartLelo,youshouldknowthat.”

Heproclaimsfirmly.

Me:“I’m sorry.”

Mbuso:“WhatdidyousaytoRandall?”

Huh!!!

Me:“Nothing.”

He’sonhissideanyway.

Mbuso:“That’snotwhathesaidtome.”

Me:“Soherantoyou?Typical.”

Outoffrustration,hesighs.

Mbuso:“Doyouknowwhathesaidtome?”



Howam Isupposedtoknow?Iwasn’tthere.

Mbuso:“BambainjayakhoMbuso.”(Putaleashonyourdog.)

Hecompresseshisjaw.

Mbuso:“DoyouknowhowthatmademefeelLelo?”

Ishrugandlookaway.

Mbuso:“Ifeltlikeanidiot,auselessmanwhodoesn’tknowwherehiswomanisinthelate

hoursofthenight.Icouldn’tsayanythingtohim,Iwastonguetiedbecauseyoutoldmethat

youweregoingtheretovisityourcousinnottoinsultRandall.”

It’snotthatbigofadeal.

Me:“Ididn’tinsulthim,Itoldhim thetruth.”

Mbuso:“Andwhatisthetruth?”

Me:“Thathedoesn’tdeserveAmara,he’snotgoodenoughforher.”

Mbuso:“Whendidyoucometothisconclusion?Isitwhenyousawhim forthefirsttimeor

whenAmaratoldyouabouthim orwhenyousawhim again,today?”

Iknowwhathe’ssaying.

Me:“I’m notjudginghim Mbuso,I’m only…”

Heraiseshishand,cloggingmefrom speakingfurther.

Mbuso:“YouneedtogrowupandstayoutofAmara’slife.”

Me:“I’m notgoingtodothat,she’smycousin.”

Hepinchestheedgeofhisnose,hisgazerefusingtosnubme.

Mbuso:“Fine.”

Hegrunts,handsclampedtogether.

Mbuso:“Youcan’tstayawayfrom Amara,right?Stayawayfrom Randallthen,don’tbotherhim

orhisfamily.”

Me:“Whatisitabouthim thathasyoutremblinglikethisMbuso?”

Theglareinhiseyesdeepens.

I’m guessingIshouldn’thavesaidthat.

Mbuso:“Turnoffthelightonceyou’redone.”

Heliesbackdownandcovershimselfwithabedsheet.

Me:“Mbuso,I’m sorry.”



Mbuso:“Cishaisibani.”(Turnoffthelight.)

Hedemands.

Iknowhewon’tspeaktometonight,Imightaswellgiveupandtryinthemorning.

NOBAYENI*

IwalkinthehousetofindDladlasittingonthecouch.Itrytoreadhisappearance,heseems

normal.

Good.

Dladla:“Hey,whatareyoulookingfor?”

I’m browsingmyeyesaroundthehouse.

Me:“IsBridgettehome?”

Dladla:“Notyet.”

Me:“Dladla.”

Ithrowmyselfinhisarms,wedon’tusuallydothis.

We’remarriedsoit’snotstrange.Heholdsmewithonehand.

Dladla:“Whathappened?”

Thetoneofhisvoiceconfirmsthat,he’sastoundedbymysuddenaffection.

Me:“YouknowthatIloveyou,right?”

Hedrawsback.

Dladla:“Iknow,althoughyouhardlyevertellme.WhathappenedNobayeni?”

Me:“Nothing,Idon’twanttoloseyouthat’sall.”

Dladla:“Youknowwhatwouldmakemeleaveyou.”

Iknowdamnwell,hetoldmethisamilliontimesovertheyears.Dladlacanforgiveanythingbut,

cheating.

Inod.

Timothyhastogo,thisaffairisnotworthmymarriage.

Bridgetteistoxic,Iwillhavetospeaktoher.Shehatesmeandwoulddoanythingtodestroyme.



Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

132*

AYIZE*

Whocoulditbeatthistime?Visitorsshouldnotbeallowedafter8pm.

Me:“Whoisit?”

It’s11pm,it’snotanormaltimeforpeopletobeknocking.Wecouldbesleepingforcryingout

loud.

“Ayizevula.”(Open.)

Myfather’svoiceboomsfrom theothersideofthedoor.It’squietlateforavisit,hislastone

didn’tendwell.

Ishould’vekeptmymouthshut.

Howam IgoingtoexplainSethu’sabsence?

Imeetmyparent’sangryfacesasIopenthedoor.That’sright,theyarebothhere.

Me:“Dad?”

Istand,holdingontotheburglargateasIleeratthem.

Dad:“Openthedoor.”

Me:“Thedoorisopendad.”

Dad:“I’m notheretoplaygameswithyou,openthisgatenow.”

Hehassles.

Me:“I’m notlettingyouinsidethishousedad,untilyoutellmewhatyoutwoaredoinghereat

thistime.”

Mymotherisstandingnexttohim,shecarriesascowlonherface.

Dad:“Whereisyoursister?”

He’sroutedbymyassertion.

SethuisoneofthereasonswhyIdon’twanttoletthem in.Theywillinterrogatemeabouther

whereabouts,dadwillgocrazyifhehearsthatshe’snotsleepingathometonight.Ican’tlieand



sayshe’satworkforthereasonthat,thiswomanwasherewhenSethuwaspreparingforher

date.

Me:“Shewentout.”

Dad:“Callher,tellherthatwearehere.”

Oldagedoesthistoyou.

Me:“Ican’tdothat.”

Mom:“Willyoutalktousbehindthatbarasifwearestrangers?”

Me:“Ican’topenforyouguys,it’slateandIneedtosleep.Idon’tknowwhyyou’rehere,you

didn’tcalltosaythatyou’recoming.”

Dadwearshisstrictprincipalhatasheglowersatme.

Dad:“Doyouhearyourself?Now,wehavetoannounceourvisit?”

Me:“Yesdad,that’swhatnormalpeopledo.”

Mom:“JustopenAyize,weareheretogetyouandyoursister.”

Sheorders.

Iopenforthem.Theywillnotleave,that’sagivenfact.

Me:“we’renotgoinganywheredad.”

Mom:“Yousee?”

Thisprovesthatshewentandsnitchedonus.

Dad:“Doyourealizethatyourunclepassedaway?”

Theysettledownonthecouch,theyhavemadethemselvescomfortable

Me:“Iam familiarwiththat?”

Dad:“Isthatallyouhavetosay?”

Me:“Yes.”

Dad:“Don’tbelikethatAyize.”

Me:“Likewhat?”

Mom:“Baba,howdoyoutalktothischildwhileshe’sstanding?It’sdisrespectful.”

Sheenquiresmeekly,herreprimandinggazeisonme.Myfathercouldbetheonlypersonthat

mymotherrespects,therestoftheworldcangotohell.

Forpeace’ssake,Isettleonthearm ofthecouchnexttomyfather.Idon’twanttoget

comfortable,Iwantthesepeoplegonebeforetheclockstrikes12.



Me:“SethuandIwillcomehometomorrowdad.”

Mom:“Thatisalie.”

Naileditrightoffthepark.

Me:“WhywouldIlie?”

Toanswermyquestion…

Idespisedthatmanmyauntcalledahusband,hisdeathmeansnothingtome.

Mom:“WhatdidyousaytomewhenIwashereearlier?”

Me:“Ohwell.”

Ican’tfightagainstthesepeople,mystrugglesalwaysprovetobefutile.

Dad:“ThefuneralisthisSaturday,youtwowillhavetobethere.”

Myfathergivesdemandsandexpectsresults.

Mom:“Whereismybaby?It’slate,sheshouldbehomebynow.”

ShesaysSethuisherbaby.WhenitcomestoKwenaandLebo,shesuddenlybecomesa

woman.

Me:“I’m goingtocallher.”

Ihavetohaveanexcusetocatchabreather.

MyparentscameherelateatnighttotellmethatIhavetoattendthefuneralofamanwho

rapedme.Thesetwohavetaughtmehowtobestrong,Ihavenotearstowaste.

SETHU*

“Sethu.”

Stylesnudgesme,I’m joltedoutofadeepsleep.Ifeelexhausted.

Me:“Yes.”

Styles:“Yourphoneisringing.”

Heannounces.

Myphonecantakemessage.

Me:“LetitringStyles,I’m tired.”

Iriposte.



Styles:“It’syoursister,speaktoher.Maybesomethingiswrong.”

Hehandsmethephone,Ifollowhisactionsashejumpsoutofbed.He’swearingnothingbut

boxers,heturnstofindmedroolingoverhim andsmirks.

Styles:“Yoursisteriswaiting.”

Athiswords,IrealizethatIstillhavethephoneonmyhand.

Styles:“I’m goingtogetsomewater.Doyouneedanything?”

Ishakemyhead,heturnstowalkout.

Me:“Hello?”

Ayize:“Stophavingsex,yourparentsarehere.”

Sheproclaimsinapanic.

Me:“Atthistime?”

Ayize:“Youmotherwenttogetherhusband,he’sheretoslaughter.Hesayshe’snotleaving

withoutus.”

Myparentsaredictators,theyloseitifthingsdonotgothewaytheywant.Tohavecometomy

residenceatthistimeisinsane,henceAyizeisbrowned-off.

Me:“I’m notcomingbackAyizeandit’slate.”

Isaynarkedbythethoughtofgoingtomyfather’shouse.

Anaughtygiggleresoundsfrom thereceivingend.

Me:“What’sfunny?”

Ayize:“I’m notcomingAyize.”

Sheimitatesmyvoice.

Ayize:“Yey,wenzanilapho?”(Whatareyoudoingthere?)

Ittakesaspecialpersonlikehertosneeratsomethinglikethis.

Me:“Shutup.”

Shelaughsatmyriposte.

Ayize:“Ihadtolieyouknow.Itoldthem thatyou’renotbackfrom yourdate.Iknowtheywill

waitforyou.”

Me:“Pleasedosomethingtogetridofthem,dadwillhaveafitifherealizesthatI’m sleeping

out.”

Ifanyonecoulddoit,it’sher.



Ayize:“I’llseewhatIcando.Tomorrowthough,wehavetogotothehouseotherwise,theywill

neverstop.”

Apainedsoundcoatshervoice.

Mom anddadareverydiscourteous.Howaresuchpeoplegivenachancetobarechildren?

Me:“Iknowthismustbehardforyousis’Iwishwecanavoidgoingthere.”

Ayize:“Ihavebeenthroughworse,thisisnothing.Itwillpassjustlikeeverythingelse.”

Sheexpresseshalfofherheart,Idoubtthoughthatitwillpass.Whenawhirlwindpassesit

leavesexcessivedamagebehind.

Me:“Willyoubeokay?”

Ittroublesmethatshe’sfacingthem allalone.

Ayize:“I’vegotthis,don’tworryaboutme.Don’tbeinahurrytocomeback,liveyourlife.”

Me:“Thankyou,Iloveyou.”

Ayize:“Yoh,haibo.”

Shewhinges.

Me:“What?IsaidIloveyou.”

There’satimeforeverythingwithher,youdon’tjustsurpriseherwithsuchwords.It’sfunnyhow

sherespondstoit.

Ayize:“Yeah,yeah.IheardyouJuliet.Bye.”

Ititterathercomeback.

Me:“Bye.”

Youknowthatnettlingfeelingwhereyouwanttothrowsomethingatsomeoneorbreakthings,

thatitchingfeeling.That’stheonemyparentsevokeinyou.

Styleswalksbackin,hebroughtmeaglassofwater.

Styles:“Issheokay?”

Hesitsonthebedafterhandingmetheglass.

Me:“Thankyou.Myparentsareinmyapartment.”

Styles:“Iseverythingokay?”

Me:“Lebo’sfatherdiedtoday,hewashitbyatrain.”

Iconveythenotsobadnews.

Styles:“Oh.”



Me:“Myparentswantustogoandgrievewiththefamily,apparentlyeveryoneisthereexcept

AyizeandI.”

Helooksatme.

Styles:“Youshouldgo.”

Hestateslookingratherdisgruntled.

Whyisheadvisingitthough?

Me:“Idon’twanttoputmysisterthroughthat.”

Styles:“Themanisdead,shewon’treallyseehim.Thisistogetyourparentsoffyourbacks,it

soundsliketheywillnotletthisgo.”

Notinamillionyears.

Me:“Theycanbeveryadamant.”

Iretortfeelingmiffedaboutit.

Styles:“Ithinkit’sbetterthatyougetitoverwith.”

He’sright,it’stheonlywaywecangetthem offourbacks.

NKOMO*

HERELIESRUTHADAEZEBELOVEDDAUGHTERANDFRIEND.

Icanalmostseetheengravingonhertombstone.

Itfinallyhappenedlastnightandsheliesnexttomesoundlyasleep,RandallandStyleshave

toldmeaboutacallousRuth.Isawawomanwhoisfulloflifeandpassion,I’m yettoseeher

evilsideorshedoesn’thaveone.NeverthelessIhavetofocusonthegame,Stylestrustedme

withthisandIhavetodeliver.

I’m leaningagainsttheheadboardassheturns.

Me:“Ithoughtyouwouldneverwakeup.”

Hereyesfallonmetheminutesheopensthem,shesmiles.

Ruth:“Whattimeisit?”

Shequerieswithascratchythroat.

Me:“Somethingpast8am,it’sstillearly.”

Shesitsupandleansback.



Ruth:“Whyareyouawakesoearly?”

Me:“Arewenotgoingbackhometoday?”

Ruth:“Argh,don’tremindme.”

Shesayssoundingriled,theremustbeareasonwhythethoughtofgoingbackhomemiffsher.

Me:“Lifeisnotaholidaysweetheart.”

Ruth:“Iwishitwas,trustme,Iam drainedSbo.”

Shethrowsherhandsonhersidesandslouches.

Me:“Caretoshare?”

Sheflingshereyesatme.

Ruth:“Let’sjustsay,mylifeisnotgoingthewayIwantitto.I’m theonlydaughterofmyfather,

mymotherleftwhenIwasalittlegirl.Shegottiredofus,fellinlovewithayoungwealthyman

andtheysetofftogetherintothesunset.Wehaven’theardfrom hersince.Myfathergrewbitter

afterthat,hechangedwithtime.Hewasnotsogentleandkindanymore,hewentfrom afarmer

toasuitwearingtyrant.Wewereverypoor,sometimeswewouldfillourstomachswithsugar

waterandretireforthenight.Ialwaysthoughtthat’sthereasonmymotherleftus,shehated

beingpoor.Theonlythingmyfathercouldaffordtoputonthetablewerecropsfrom hisfarm,

whichweremeanttobesoldatthemarketthefollowingday.Mymother’sdeparturemusthave

forcedhim topickuphissocks.Mylifechangedovernight,IsuddenlyhadeverythingIwanted

atthesnapofafinger.WegrewapartmyfatherandI,heseemedtolovewhateverhewasdoing

more.Hereplacedhispresenceinmylifewithgiftsandmoney,Iwasgivenanannytoraiseme.

OnedayhecomestomeandsaysIhavebeenmarriedofftosomemanwhoissettobeKing.I

almostdiedthatday,that’swhenhetoldmehowheattainedsomuchwealthandthatinorder

formom tocomebackwehavetodothis.Ineededmymotherbackinmylife,nothingelse

matteredatthattime.”

Me:“Youagreed?”

Shenods.

Ruth:“YoucanimaginehowIfeltwhenmymotherleft,Iblamedhim forit.Istilldo,Ihatethat

manSbo.SometimesIlieawakeatnightthinkingofwaystokillhim.”

Iknowhowitfeelstoloseamother.

Ruth:“Helookslikemyfatherbut,I’m notfamiliarwiththemaninthere.He’sfilledwithhate,

greedandhungerforpower.That’sallhelivesfornowandhecanbeverymanipulative.”

Shespeakswithsomuchresentmentforhim.

Me:“Whatisitthathedoes?”

IaskaquestionIknowtheanswerto.



Sheglancesatme,frownsasshebitestheseam ofherlowerlip.

Ruth:“IwouldhavetokillyouifItellyou.”

Sheexposesimpassively.

Ruth:“I’m playingwithyou,Ican’ttellyouthough.It’snotsomethingIam proudof.”

WhatdoIdowiththisinformation?

Me:“Yousayyourfatherisagreedymanandmanipulative.Whatifheliedaboutyourmother

comingback?Whatifthere’sanotherreasonwhyhewantsyoutobewiththisman?”

Shemullsuponmywords.

Ruth:“Idoubtit,hewasconvincing.Heshowedmelettersthatshewrotetous.”

Me:“Soyouthinkyourmotherwillcomebackonlyifyoumarryaking?”

Ruth:“That’stheultimatum shegaveus.”

ItstrikesmethatRuthcanbethisstupid,itdoesn’tmakesense.Evenatoddlercansensethat

thisisallalie.

Me:“Doyouwanthim?”

Sheshrugs.

Ruth:“I’vemethim once,Ifeelnothingforhim andheisdefinitelynotmytype.Apparentlyhe

hassomeoneinhislifeandwantsnothingtodowithme,Idon’tblamehim.Themandoesn’t

knowme,iftherewasanyotherwayIwouldgoforit.Hisfatherthough,wantsthismorethan

anythingelse,IfIdidn’tknowbetterIwouldthinkheandmyfatherwereseparatedatbirth.”

Me:“Therecouldbeawayout,findoutthetruth.Idoubtthatyourmothergavehim this

proposition,itdoesn’taddup.Youmightfindoutthathe’slyingtoyou.”

Shethrowsherheadbackandsighsinfrustration.

Ruth:“Myfatheriscapableofanything.”

It’sgettingtoher.

Me:“Findoutthetruthbeforeyoucommityourselftosomethingterrible,youcouldwakeupto

findthatheliedabouteverything.”

Shestretchesherbodybeforeturningtome.

Ruth:“Let’sstoptalkingaboutmyfatherandenjoyourlastdayhere.”

Shestraddlesmewiththesewords,leansoverandkissesme.Idon'tknowwhyI'm advisingher,

herdaysinthisworldarenumbered.

KHETHU*



WhenIgothomelastnight,thatwitchNobayeniwassleepinginmyfather’sarms.Sheprobably

convincedmyfathertogotobedearly,Iwillexposeherevenifit’sthelastthingIdo.

She’sbustlinginthekitchenasifshehasevercookedforhim,myfatherhasdoneallthe

cookingintheiryearsofmarriage.Sheclaimedthatshewasabusywoman,herhandswere

madetosealdealsandsigncontracts.Todayshehassuddenlyturnedintoahousewife,Ihope

myfatherseesthroughherschemingways.

Cansheevencook?

Forgetcooking.Whocooksinformalclothing?Thiswomanneedsaseriousmakeover,she

needstodoawaywiththosecreaselinetrousers.Andthosepointed1inchhealsaretheugliest

thingIhaveeverseen.

MyfatherandIareseatedatthebreakfasttablewaitingformadam tofinish,thenumberof

staresshehasgivenmeshould’vekilledmebynow.Shewillnotleaveusalone,sheknowsIwill

spillthesecondshe’soutofsight.IcantellasIwatchherthat,shehasacomebackreadyfor

me.

Me:“Daddy.”

Let’sseehowfastMrs.Dladlacanjump.

Dad:“Myangel.”

Me:“There’sthisfriendofmine,hermom ischeatingonherfather.”

Yeah,she’sakangarooalright.Shejustdroppedaplateoffood,shestandsgoggle-eyed.

Dad:“Areyouokay?”

Whyishejumpingtohelpher?

He’ssquattingbeforeher,pickingupthebrokenpieceswhilesheshootsdartsatme.

Iwinkcausinghertofrownindisgust.

Me:“Leaveitdad,I’m sureNobayenicanhandleit.Ifshecan’thandlethefire,sheshouldstay

outofthekitchen.”

Dad:“Shemightcutherself,Khethu.”

Me:“She’sagrownwoman,sheshouldbeabletocleanouthermess.”

Dad:“What’swrongwithyou?”

He’sleeringatme.

Me:“Nothing,I’m justvoicingoutmyopinions.”

Dad:“It’snotnecessary.”



Nobayeni:“Iagree,Bridgette.Whathappensbetweenyourparentshasgotnothingtodowith

you.”

Sheretorts.

Dad:“Yourmotherisright.”

Headdsashesweepsthefloor.

Astowhyhe'sslavingforhertoday,puzzlesme.

Me:“You’remyfather,Iwouldhateitifpeopletookadvantageofyou.”

Hisbrowcambersashetakesupanaddledexpression.

Dad:“Areyoutryingtotellmesomething?”

Hetakeshisseatbesideme.

Nobayeni’ssterngazehasn’tleftme.

Me:“Justthat,youshouldbecareful,wewalkaroundwithwolfsinsheep’sclothing.”

Nobayeni:“Dladla,yourfoodisready.”

Shestridestohim withaplateofwarm breakfastandacupofcoffee.

Me:“Where’smine?”

Iaskasshetakesasitwithherfood.

Nobayeni:“Youhavehands,youcanmakeyourown.”

I’dbedamned.

Dad:“Youdidn’tmakeenough?”

Hequestionsher.

Nobayeni:“Nohoney.”

Honey?

Whendidheupgradefrom Dladlatohoney?

Dad:“Youcansharemine.”

Nobayeni:“No,shecanhavemine.Iwillsharewithyou.”

Sheslidesherplateacrossthetabletome.

DadlooksatmeandgesturesthatIshouldeat,Nobayeniisshameless.She’seatingfrom my

father’splate,stupidwoman.Iwillexposeher,Ican’tseemyfatherhurt.Thisnewswill

definitelyhurthim,he’sbeenagoodhusbandtothiswitch.



AMARA*

Randallissnoringthisdayaway,IthoughtIwasthedeepsleeper.Ibathed,madeporridgefor

Liyana,helpedChiomawiththewashingandheisstillsleeping.Ihopehe’snotsick,letme

wakehim up.

Me:“Randall.”

Ishovehim,hedoesn’tmove.

Me:“Randall.”

Secondtry,ittakesaminuteforhim toopenoneeye.

Randall:“Mmmhhh.”

Hegroans,afrowninstantlyheapsonhisface.

Me:“You’redrooling.”

Hesendshishandtohismouthandswipesoverit,helooksreallytired.Thislittleacthasme

snickeringinamusement.

Randall:“Amara,ifyoudon’twanttosleep.Letmebeplease.Whereareyougoingsoearly?”

Hecarps,closingtheonlyeyethatwasstrongenoughtoopen.

Me:“It’s10am Randall,youusuallywakeupearlierthanthis.”

Randall:“Itcan’tbe10,there’ssomethingwrongwithyourclock.”

Heturnstofacetheotherway.

Me:“Hey,lifewillgoonwhileyou’resleepingyoursaway.”

Randall:"Letitgoon.”

He’snotbothered.

Me:“Randall.”

Randall:“What?Letmesleep.”

He’sserious.

Me:“Noyouhavetowakeup,rememberyouhavethatmeeting.”

Randall:“Styleswilltakecareofit.”

Hegrowls,pullingtheblanketuptohisface.Thisislikeseekingattentionfrom yourbestfriend

andalltheywanttodoisnap,it’sfrustrating.

Me:“Fine,yousleepandI’llmoveonwithmylife.MaybeI’llfindsomeoneelse,getmarriedand…”



Hejerksupascowlalreadyvisibleonhisface.

Randall:“Hey,takethatback.”

Herubshiseyeswiththat.

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?Areyoucatchingsomething?”

Histemperatureisnormal.

Randall:“I’m tiredthat’sall.”

Hesmasheshisheadbackagainsttheheadboard.

Me:“Youshouldeatsomething,maybeyou’llfeelbetterafter.I’llgetyousomeporridge.”

HetakesmyhandasIattempttogetup,Ifallbackonthebed.

Randall:“Don’tbringthatthingtome.”

Hewhines.

Me:“It’sfood.”

Randall:“Yeah,letLiyadealwithitandleavemeoutofit.”

Ilaugh.

Me:“Whatdoyouwanttoeatthen?”

Heputshisarmsaroundmeandpullsmetohim.

Randall:“You.”

Hiseyesscanmylipsasheleansin,Iplacemyhandonhismouth.Heraiseshisbrowsand

motionsaquestion.

Me:“Youweredroolingjustnow,I’m notkissingthoselips.”

Itrytobreakoutofhisembrace,hewon’tletgo.

Randall:“Idon’tdrool.”

Me:“Howdoyouknow?”

Randall:“Ijustknow,Ican’tsaythesameaboutyouthough.”

Me:“Hey,stoplying.”

Hesniggers.

Randall:“Haveyouseenyourpillow?”

Me:“That’snotdrool,it’sgreasefrom myhair.”

Iprotest.



Randall:“Idon’tbelieveyou,youwillhavetodosomethingtoconvinceme.”

Me:“What?”

Randall:“Fem àno.”(Kissme.)

Hesayssoftly,Ihaveheardthisbefore…

Me:“No.”

He’sleaningin,hishandsareroamingundermyt-shirt,there’snoescapingthisembrace.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

133*

STYLES*

IlovehowSethufitsintomyworld.

Whowould’vethoughtthatIwouldloveherlikethis?Justafewmonthsbackmylifedidn’t

makesense,everythingwasfallingapart.

Shemakeslifeworthliving.

I’m receivingavideocallfrom Nkomo,thismanisstillonholiday.Heshouldbehomebynow.

It’sagoodthingSethuisinthebathroom,wecantalkfreely.

Me:“Thatdoesn’tlooklikeyourhouse.Howisitthatyou’restillthere?”

Nkomoisdraggingthis.

Nkomo:“We’regoinghometoday.”

Heseemsdifferent.

Me:“We?Youbangedherdidn’tyou?”

Hesmirksasheshakeshishead.

Nkomo:“Yousaiddoanything.”

Me:“Anythingbut,fallforher.NkomonoonecansaveRuthfrom thisnotevenyou,ifyoufallfor

her,Iwouldhavetoputabulletthroughherheadrightinfrontofyou.”

Hefrowns.

Nkomo:“Whydoyouhavetobeviolent?”

Hisqueryraisesquestionsinmyhead.

Me:“Explain?”

I’m notgoingtoplaygameswithhim,notwhenRuthisinvolved.

HerecitesastorytoldbyRuth.I’m notreallythrown.

Me:"ThatmeansnothingNkomo,she’sincahootswithSegun.”

Nkomo:“Ithoughtyoushouldknow.”



HeuttersandIcan’tshakethefeelingthathesomewhatfeelssorryforher.

Me:“Yeahwell,lifeisshittyandthere’snothingwecandoaboutit.Herdestinyhasbeen

decided,there’snoturningbacknow.Themissionhastobesuccessful.”

Heappearstobeoffish.

Nkomo:“Yeahsure.”

Me:“DammitNkomo,don’tpiecemeoff.”

Isnap.

Nkomo:“What?”

Me:“Fixyourfaceandgetyourheadbackinthegame,ItoldyouthatIwantgoldandIexpect

gold.Don’tyoudareshowyourfacehereifthemissionisnotcomplete.”

Hesneers.

Nkomo:“Relax.Whydoyouhavetobesensitive?I’vegotthisandno,I’m notcatchingfeelings.”

That’swhatI’dliketohear.

Nkomo:“There’snothingwrongwithbeinghuman.”

whatkindofnonsenseisthis?

Me:“Switchyourhumanityoffifyouhaveto,I’m notabouttogainanotherMkhizeenemy.”

Nkomo:“IsaidI’vegotthisStyles,relax.”

He’ssuddenlyfrustrated.

Me:“I’llrelaxonceyou’redonewiththismission.”

Nkomo:“You’llgetyourgold.”

Loveit.

Me:“Neowastryingtogetaholdofyou,callhim.”

Nkomo:“Hashefoundanything?”

Me:“I’m notsure.”

Sethuwalksinfrom thebathroom wrappedinatowel,shesmilesassheseesmewatchingher.

Nkomo:“Whathappened?”

Myattentionhasdivertedtothatamazingwomanacrosstheroom.

Me:“Nothing,we’lltalklater.Iwantresultscow,don’tdisappointme.”

Hegrunts.



MyeyesarestuckonSethu,she’smoisturisingherbodyandit’sasightforsoreeyes.It’s

amazinghowawomancancapturetheheartofamanandhavehim mesmerized.

Nkomo:“I’m notacow.”

Heprotests.

Me:“I’llslaughteryoulikeoneifyoumessthisup.”

Iwhispertohim.

Nkomo:“Gotohell.”

Hechortlesbeforehehangsup.

Sethu:“Whoareweslaughtering?”

Sheheardthat?

Me:“Whattimeareyougoingtoyourfather’shouse?”

Iambletoher.

Sethu:“I’m notsure,Ihavealotofmissedcallsfrom mymother.”

Shesoundsfrustrated.

Me:“She’sdesperateforyoutwotobethere.”

Sethu:“Tellmeaboutit.”

Me:“Ifitwereuptome,youwouldspendanothernightwithme.”

ShegigglesasIwrapmyarmsaroundherwaist.

Sethu:“Icancometomorrow.”

Ileanovertopressmycheekagainsthers,herarmsarewrappedaroundme.

Me:“Oryoucanmovein.”

Shepullsawayfrom thehug.

Sethu:“Vatnsit?Idon’tthinkso.”(Cohabiting.)

Me:“Fairenough,it’snotabadideathough.”

Sethu:“Foryouit’snot.”

Sheretorts.

Me:“Everyoneisdoingit.”

Sethu:“I’m noteveryonebabe.”

Thisisgoingtobetough,Ihaven’tthoughtofmarriage.It’salwaysbeenthelastthingonmy



mind,itgoesagainsteverythingIbelievein.Forthiswoman,something’sgottogive.

Me:“IknowandIwillnotpressureyouintosomethingyoudon’twanttodo.”

Shesmiles.

Sethu:"Thankyoubabe."

Me:"Callmebabeagain,myheartjustdancedthere."

Shegiggles,Ihaveherbackintomyarms.

AYIZE*

I’m inthequeueatclicks,waitingtopayformygroceriesasIseeNeopotterin.Ihidemyface

hopinghedidn’tseeme.

“Mustwealwaysmeetlikethis?”

Ohgreat!Hedid.

Me:“Notreally,ifyouwouldstopstalkingme.”

Hethrowshisheadbackandlaughs.

Neo:“You’reholdingontothat?”

Me:“Thetruth?Yes,Iam.”

Imovewiththequeue.

Neo:“Ihappentothinkfatekeepsbringingustogether.”

He'sfollowingme.

Me:“Fate?Ididn’tstrikeyouasthetypethatwatchesbomadailytelenovela.Letmeguess,

wenanogogowakho,gluedtothecouchfrom 6:30indulgingonsoapyTVshows?”(Youand

yourgranny.)

Hetitters.

Neo:“Oabuaneh?”(Youcantalkhey.)

Me:“I’m tryingtogetridofyou.”

“Nextplease.”

Thecashiercalls,hetakesmybasketandmarchesbeforeme.

Didn’thecomeinhereforhisownshopping?

Me:“Hey,wenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)



Ihurryafterhim,Itrytograbthebasketandheimmediatelyplacesitonthecounter.

Me:“Didyouhavetodothat?”

Neo:“Ousiewascallingyou,hau.Mustshescream next'thewholeday.Leuenaoneotla

khathala.”(Thislady.)(Youwouldalsogettiredofit.)

Me:“Iheardher,Iwasabouttomovewhenyousnatchedmybasket.”

Idiot.

Neo:“Oleshano,youwerebusylookingintomyeyes.Haoautloaletho,hakereousie?”(You’re

lying.Youdidn’thearanything.Am Irightlady?)

Thecashiernodswithasmile,Ithinkshealsowantstolaughathisstupidity.

Me:“Ungazihlazibhuti,peoplewilllaughatyou.WhywouldIbestaringintothosetinyeyes?Can

youevenseeanythingthroughthat?Youneedglasses,you’redefinitelyseeingthings.”(Don’t

embarrassyourselfbrother.)

Neo:“Hey,sekeoarohakamahloaka.You’rejustupsetbecauseIcaughtyoueyeingme.”

(Don’tinsultmyeyes.)

Wow.

Icackleathissaying

Me:“Maybeit’stimeIgobacktoP.E.Abafanabasegolihaingiyabavumashame.”(Menfrom

Joburgdefeatme.)

“Cashorcardsir?”

Sheasks,staringathim.

Thesmileonherfacethough.

Me:“Siryanisisi?Thesearemyitemsandit’scash.”(Whyareyouaskinghim?)

Sheraiseshereyebrows.

“Okay.”

Sherespondsrudely.

Me:“Letmeguess,she’salsointerestedinwhatIhavetosay?”

Iaskhim rememberinghiswordsthelasttimewespoke.

Neo:“No,uamokoatisa.”(You’reannoyingher.)

Hisresponse.

Theladyglaresatme.

Me:“Whatwaswrongwithmyquestion?Itoldherthetruthmoes.”



Neo:“It’snotwhatyousaid,it’showyousaidit.”

Idon’tcare.

“Areyoupayingornotsisi.”(lady)

Ifiddleformywalletinmybag.

Ohshit!

Ilookupather,shefeignsasmile.

Me:“Iforgotmywalletinthecar.”

Shetiltsherheadtothesideandsighs.

Me:“Ngicelaulindekancane,I’llbebacknow.”(Pleasewaitabit.)

“Authorization!!!”

Sheshoutstowhoever.

Neo:“It’sfine,I’llgetitousie.”(Sister)

Hetellsthecashier.

Me:“No,mywalletisinthecar.Iwon’ttakelong.”

Ipersist.

“Sisi,canyouseethecue?Siyasebenzalana.”(We’reworkinghere.)

Neo:“SeriouslyZee,thinkaboutit.Whatyou’resayingdoesn’tmakesense.”

Heproclaimsashehandstheladymoney.

Me:“It’sAyizetoyoubhutiandIwillpayyoubackamacentwakho.”(Brother.)(Yourmoney.)

Helaughs.

Neo:“Ayizemightseem shortbut,itfeelslongwhenyousayitso,Zeewilldo.”

Thismanisarrogant.

Me:“Whatever.”

Hegrabsmygrocerybagsasthecashierplacesitonthecounter.

Me:“Whatisitwithyouandgrabbingmythings?”

I’m followingbehindaswewalkoutofthestore.

Neo:“Iwasraisedbyawomanwhotaughtmethatawomanshouldbetreatedlikeaqueen,it

doesn’tmatterifshetalkstoomuch.”

I’m beingmocked.



Hisanswerthough,issweet.

Me:“Mycarisparkedthatway.”

Neo:“We’regoingtogetsomethingtoeat.”

I’m done.

Ican’tturnback,he’sgotmygroceriesandhe’swalkingfast.

Me:“I’m nothungryandevenifIwas,Iwouldn’twanttoeatwithyou.”

Neo:“Well,I’m hungryandmymothertaughtmethatwomenshouldbefedeveniftheyarenot

hungry.”

Me:“Gosh!!Wenanomamawakho.”(Youandyourmother.)

Neo:“Iknow,youshouldmeether.”

He’ssmiling.

WhywouldIwanttomeethismother?

Me:“Neouyabhora,yazi?”(You’reboring,youknow?)

He’sleadingustoaneatery.

Thisisnotme,Idon’tfollowmenaround.

Lordtellme,I’m notsittingatadinerwithhim andorderingfood.

Neo:“Justsoyouknow,I’m notsharingmyfoodwithyou.”

Hespeaksrandomly.

Me:“Ididn’tsaythatIwantyourfood.”

Neo:“Whateverthatthingyouorderedwillnotfillyouup.”

Hemeansasalad,it’slighteranditwillsavemethetroubleofhavingtoruntothetoiletto

throwup.Binginghasbecomeahabit,Ican’tstopitevenifIwantto.SethuthinksIeatless,

whatshedoesn’tknowisthatIovereatandvomit.

Me:“It’sfinewithme.”

Withascowlonhisface,hescansmybody.Idon’tknowifI’m seeingthingsorthere’saglintof

concerninhiseyes.

Ihopehewillnotcommentonmyweightthatwillsetmeoff.

Neo:“Zee,Ibetternotseeyourhandflyingtomyplate.Iwillbiteit,you'llsee.”

He’sactuallyfunny,Ican’tstoplaughing.He’schucklingasItrytoblockthislaughbox.

Neo:“I’m serious,that’showhungryIam.”



Me:“Uyahlanya.”(You’recrazy.)

Thefoodarrives,nowIhavetoforcemyselftoeat.Afewbiteswouldn’tgivemeaway.He

receivesacall,maybeIcanusethisasachancetoflee.

Neo:“Excuseme.”

Heanswersthecall.

Neo:“Khomo,urengtwana.”(Howareyou,cow?)

Helistens.

Neo:“Ihearthatyou’rehangingoutwithwitchesnow,yourtype.”

Helaughs.

Neo:“I’m stillonit,you’dswearthatyourmotherdroppedfrom thesky.Ithinkit’stimewe

approachthebigdogs.Yourfathermightknowsomethingaboutherfamily.”

IthinkIshouldgo.

Henoticesmyrestlessness.

Neo:“IhavetogoKhomo,you’recomingbacktoday,right?”(Cow.)

He’sstaringatmewithafrownonhisface.

Neo:“Sho,shontwana.”(Byeboy.)

Hecutsoffthecall.

Me:“You’restaring.”

Hemustbeseeingsomething.

Neo:“There’saplaceI’dliketoshowyou.Comewithme.”

Noway.

Me:“Idon’tknowyouthatwell.”

Iprotest.

Neo:“Ofcourseyouknowme,I’m Stylos’friend.”

Me:“That’sall,youcouldbesomepsychoforallIknow.”

Neo:“Lookatthisface,doesitlooklikeafaceofapsychotoyou.”

Notreally.

Me:“Yes.”

Myanswercauseshim tosmile.



Neo:“Comeon,youtrustStylos,am Iright?”

Me:“Yeah.”

Neo:“Thenyoushouldknowifanythinghappenstoyou,hewillkillme.”

Ihearhisdeclaration.

Me:“Fine.”

Ihunch,pushmychairbackasIpreparetostand.

Neo:“Wait,I’m notleavingthisfoodnahana.Arejengpele.”(Imagine.Let’seatfirst.)

Great!

NowImustforcethisdownmythroat.

AMARA*

“Mara,papasaidtocomegetyou.”

Liyanaspringsintothebedroom,it’samazinghowkidsheragearealwayseagertoplease.They

alwayswanttolendahelpinghand,sometimesIsitandwonderifshewillbethesameas

teenager.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Liyana:“Therearepeoplehereforyou.”

ItmustbeuncleMhambi.

Me:“Let’sgobaby.”

Shetakesmyhandandbeginstoleadmeout.

Me:“Whyarewehappytoday?”

It’sgoodtoseeherhigh-spirited.

Liyana:“I’m goingtovisituncleStylestomorrow,papasaidIcan.”

Me:“Okay,areyougoingwithChioma?”

Liyana:“No,Chiomacan’tcome.”

Me:“Whynot?”

Liyana:“Idon’twanthertocome,it’smytimewithuncle.”

She’sterritorial.



“Mehemma,come.”(Myqueen.)

He’sseatedwithmyfamilyinthelounge.Thismanthough.

Isthisallowed?

Jonas:“Amara?”

He’shere,withuantPetuniawhoengulfsmeintoahug.

LiyanahaslongflitteredtoRandall.

Petunia:“Oh,maibongweiNkosi.”(PraisetheLord.)

Shelooksatme.

Petunia:“Unjanisisi?”(Howareyou?)

Me:“Ngiyaphilamama.”(I’m fine.)

Jonas:“Amara,isitreallyyoustandingbeforeme?”

He’sintears.

Me:“Yebomalume.”(Yes,uncle.)

Hegivesmeaquickhug.

Jonas:“Howareyoumychild?Areyouwell?”

Me:“I’m finemalume.”(Uncle.)

I’m flabbergasted,wordsfailme.

Me:“Malume,Mhambi.”(Uncle,Mhambi.)

Hehugsme.

Mhambi:“Ndodakazi.”(Mydaughter.)

IlookatRandallwhoiscarryingLiyanaonhislapandgestureathankyou.

There’senoughspacenexttouncleMhambi,Isettlethere.Iam stilloverwhelmedbyhis

presence,it’slikehavingmyfatherclosetome.Ididn’tseemuchofhim growingup,Lelo’s

fatherrestrictedourvisits.

Idon’tknowifIshouldintroducethosetwothere.WhatwillIsay?

Mhambi:“Jonas,thisisthemanItoldyouabout.”

Theyshould’vedonetheintroductionwhenLiyanacametogetme.

Jonas:“Mmhh,Isee.”

Thattone…



Petunia:“Hayi,siyabongandodana.”(Thankyouson.)

Howshouldherespondtothis?

Randall:“Akudingekiungibongema”(Youdon’thavetothankme.)

Mhambi:“Yousavedourchild,althoughIwishthingsweredonedifferently.”

Jonas:“Thingsshould’vebeendonedifferently.Itotallydisagreewithyourapproach.”

Me:“Therewasnootherwaymalume.”(Uncle.)

Jonas:“There’salwaysawaymychild.”

Thisisthetakenononsenseuncle,Idon’twanthim togiveRandallahardtimeaboutthis.

Mhambi:“Jonas,wearenothereforthat.WecametoseeourAmara.”

Petunia:“Yes,Iam ahappywomantoday.”

Shecupsmycheekwithasmileembracingherface.

Me:“I’m happytoo,mama.”

Jonas:“Thefamilyhastobeinformedbackhome.Theyhavetoknowthatourdaughterhas

beenfound.”

Mhambi:“Iagree,theproblem isthatwewillhavetodoaceremonyforher.”

Heutterssoftly.Theyexchangeglancesandittellsmethatsomethingisupwiththem.

Randall:“Princess,youcangoplay.”

Liyana:“ButIwanttositwithMara.”

Shesulks.

Me:“I’lljoinyoulaterLiya,wehaveguests.”

Liyana:“Aretheyheretotakeyouaway?”

Hervoiceisglazedwithworry.

Me:“No,I’m notgoinganywhere.”

Idon’tknowwhereshegotthatfrom.

Liyana:“Promise?”

Randall:“YourMarawon’tleaveyou,Ipromise.”

Thisisratherawkwardwithmyuncleshere.

Me:“It’sapromise.”

Liyana:“Okay.”



Shedragsthewordoutbeforetrudgingaway.

Petunia:“Sheisasweetheart.Issheyours?”

ShesmilesatRandall.

Randall:“Yes,thankyou.”

IhaveafeelingthatuncleMhambitoldthem aboutRandallandI.

Jonas:“So,mydaughterhasbecomeamotherovernight?You’reonlyachildAmara.”

Irefusetothinkthatthiswasabadidea.

Me:“I’m aresponsiblewoman,ifthisisthelifeGodhaschosenformethen,whoam Itoargue.I

loveherandIwouldn’ttradeherforanything.”

Mhambi:“Weknowndodakazi,youruncleisonlyhavingahardtimeacceptingthis.Hewill

understandinduetime.”(Daughter.)

Ihopeso,Iwouldhatetofightwiththem.

Randall:“Sir,Iassureyouthatyourdaughterisingoodhands.”

Jonas:“Whyarewetalkingtoyou?Shouldn’tyoureldersbehereaswell?”

Whatisheonabout?It’snotlobolanegotiations.(Brideprice.)

Jonas:“Aspertraditionwearenotsupposedtobespeakingtoyouatallbut,yourelders.It

wouldbedifferentifyouwerenotinvolvedwithourdaughter.”

Headds.

Myunclewantstoruinthingsforme.

Randall:“Idon’tthinkit’snecessarythatmyeldersshouldgetinvolvedinthissir.”

Again,there’sRandallwhowon’tbend.

Jonas:“Youhavenosayinthis,IthinkweshouldtakeAmarawithusuntilyousetaproper

meeting.”

I’m certainthat,thiswasabadidea,Ishould’veaskeduncleMhambinottorevealanythingto

them.Thatmansittingacrossmeisangry,hesitswithhisjawboneclamped.

Randall:“That’snotagoodideasir.”

Hestatescoldly,notevencaringthathe’stalkingtomyuncle.

Jonas:“It’snotyourdecisiontomake,IwilltakeherwithmetoMpumalanga.Shewillbesafe

therenoonewillfindher.”

Randallisonhisfeetbythetimemyunclefinisheshisstatement.

Randall:“That’snotgoingtohappen.”



Hegruntsslowly,Randallcan’tcurbhistemper.Heactswhenhefeelsthreatened.

UncleJonasdidn’tcomehereforpeace.

Me:“Uncledon’tdothisplease.”

Mhambi:“Ithinkweshouldallcalm down.”

Jonas:“Mhambi,thisboyis…”

Mhambi:“Jonasdon’tmakemeregretbringingyouhere,Iam notgoingtolosemydaughter

again.”

Iftheymakemechoose,Iam choosingRandallandLiyana.Iwon’teventhinktwiceaboutit.

Me:“Randall.”

He’sglaringatmyunclelikeabullthat’sreadytoattack.

Me:“Randall.”

Heshiftshisangryeyestome.

Me:“Please.”

Iplead.

Hepinchesthetipofhisearlobe,sighsandleisurelysitsbackdown.

Jonas:“FineMhambibut,youknowthatwehavetogethertoPongola.Theancestorshaveto

beinformedthatshe’shome,Vusamazuluwillonlybeatpeacethen.Howwillthatworkout?”

Petunia:“Theceremonydoesn’thavetobedonethere,wecanperform ithere.”

Jonas:“That’snotappropriate,wearenotfamiliarwiththesepremises.Wedon’tknowthese

people.”

Randallhuffs,myuncleisonlyaddinguptohisfrustrations.

Mhambi:“YouwillnotbedifficultaboutthisJonas,wewillfindaway.Can’tmychildbeat

peaceforonce?Don’tdothis,ngiyakucelamfowethu.Amaratoldmethatshedoesn’twantto

leave,itwon’tbefairifwetakeherawayfrom thehomeshehasbuiltforherself.”(I'm begging

youmybrother.)

Herepliesback.

UncleJonasisshakinghishead,heisnotgoingtoletgoofthis.IglanceatRandall,he’sholding

ontohisanger.Iknowthatheregretscallingthem here.

NKOMO*



We’reinthecarbackhome,Ruthhasn’tsaidmuchsinceweleft.She’snotkeenaboutgoing

back.

Me:“MaybeIshould’vetakenaflightbackhomeandletyoudrivealone?”

She’sturnsherheadtolookatme.

Ruth:“Why?”

Me:“Well,Iwouldhavehadbettercompanysittingnexttoastranger.Whereareyoulost?”

Ruth:“I’m sorry,Ihavesomuchonmymind.”

Me:“Like?”

Ruth:“GoinghomemeansthatIhavetocarryonwiththistask,I’m tiredSbo.”

Shesighs.

Me:“Speaktoyourfatherandtellhim howyoufeel,hemightsurpriseyouandunderstand.”

Ruth:“NotBensenAdaezethatmanhasaheartofstone.”

Me:“Searchforyourmother,onlyshecantellyouthetruth.”

Thishassuddenlybecomedifficult.

Ruth:“Heknowswheresheisandrefusestotellme,searchingwon’tbeofhelp.HesaysIcan

onlymeetheronceI’m withthatman.”

He’sabastard.

Me:“Iknowsomethingthatcanmakeyoufeelbetter.”

Thisisthemoment.

Ruth:“What?”

Me:“Opentheeglovecompartment”

Shesmilescuriously.

Ruth:“Okay.”

Sheopensittorevealablackvelvetjewellerybox,shetakesit.

Ruth:“What’sthis?”

Me:“Openit.”

Herjawdropsasshepopsitopen.

Ruth:“Wow,thisisbeautiful.”

Me:“Notmorethanyou,ndlovukazi.”(Queen.)



Ruth:“Aretheyforme?”

Sheenquires.

Me:“Yes.”

Ruth:“You’resneaky.Whendidyoudothis?”

Me:“Amancanneverrevealhissecrets.”

Ifonlysheknew.

Igrabherwristasshereachestotouchtheearrings.

Me:“Trythem onwhenyougethome.”

Thiswillbelikeputtingabulletthroughherheadmyself.

Ruth:“Ican’tacceptthisSbo,it’stoomuch.”

Iknewshewouldsaythis.

Me:“Hey,youcan’tsaynotoagift.Iwon’ttakeitback.”

Ibrieflyglanceathertofindhersmilingatthem,shelovesthem.

Ruth:“Thankyou,Iguess.”

Shit!!!

Ruth:“Whatdoesthismeanforus?”

Ihavenoanswerforthat.

Me:“Let’sgowiththewindandseewhereittakesus.”

Shewillneverhearfrom meagain.

Ruth:“Thatsoundsgood.”

There’shopeinhervoice.

Lookwhatyou’vemademedoStyles.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

134*

AYIZE*

Wearriveatawoman’shealthshelter,Iam puzzledbythisvisit.Whywouldhebringmetothis

place?

Neo:“Comewithme,Zee.”

Ishouldhavebroughtmycar,IhaveafeelingthatIam notgoingtolikethis.

Me:“Whydidyoubringmehere?”

Neo:“Iwantyoutomeetsomepeople.”

Me:“DoIlooklikeapeople’spersontoyou?”

Iam innomood.

Neo:“PleaseZee,followme.”

Heclimbsoutofthecar.

IsitweirdthatIwishtoreadhismind?

Me:“What’sthisplace?”

Icatchupwithhim,he’sforeverleavingmebehind.TheboardoutsidereadsASANDAWOMEN’S

SHELTER.

Neo:“ThisisStylos’baby,heopeneditinmemoryofhislatesister,Asanda.”

Hereplies.

Neo:“It’sopenforanyonewhoneedshelp,rapevictims...”

Myheartskips.CouldheknowthatIwasassaulted?

Neo:“Victimsofabuse,drugaddictsandpeoplesufferingwitheatingdisorder.”

Neoseemstoknowsomuchaboutme.

Me:“Whyam Ihere?”

Neo:“Wouldyourelax?”

Me:“Kanjani?WhenIdon’tknowmyreasonforbeinghere.”(How?)



“Neo.”

Awomanapproachesuswithasmile.

Neo:“Lerato,hi.”

Lerato:“Wedon’tseemuchofyouhereanymore.”

Neo:“I’vebeenbusy,thisismyfriend,Zee.”

Heintroduces.

Lerato:“Hi.”

Shegreetswithasmile,Iwaveback.

Neo:“We’llbeokayLeratothankyou.”

Hedismissesherbeforehetakesmetooneoftherooms,thereisagroupofwomenseatedin

acircle.Somethingcatchesmyattention,theladiesarethin.Someofthem arethinnerthan

others.

Me:“Whatisthis?”

Idon’tappreciatethis.

Neo:“Thesewomenherehaveeatingdisorder.”

Ihavefiguredthatoneout.

Me:“Iwanttoknowwhyyouhavebroughtmehere.”

Ifeelaneedtobedefensive.

Neo:“Doyouseethatgirlthere?”

Hepointsatathingirlstandinginthemiddleofthegroup.She’snotjustthin,she’sscarythin.

Herclothesarelooseonherasifhungonahanger,thebumpofeachribisvisibleunderneath

herneatlyironedt-shirt.Iclenchmyteethatherwitheredfigure.Herfaceissunkenin,the

outlineofherskullisdetectableunderherskin.Herlegsarethinastwigs,thespacebetween

herthighsissowidetheycan’tpossiblyknocktogetherwhenshewalks.

Isuddenlyfeeluneasy,myheartbreaksfortheseladies.IsthatwhereIam headed?

Neo:“Doyouknowwhatanorexiais?”

I’veheardofit.

Me:“Eatingdisorder?”

IfI’m notmistaken.

Neo:“Yes.Peoplewithanorexiaeatsolittlethattheybecomeriskilythin.Theythinktheyare

overweightevenwhentheyareunderweightorskinny.It’saserioushealthproblem anditcan

increasetheriskofearlydeath.”



Heexplains.

Iwasclueless.

Neo:“Let’sgetclosersoyoucanheartheirstories.”

IdoubtI’m readyforthis.

Imovewithhim anyway,Ican’tseem togetmyeyesoffofthisgirl.Shecouldbeabout18years

oldbut,herthinnessmakesherlookmorelikeachild.AswegetcloserInoticethatherscrawny

faceiswet,she’scrying.

“Ihadarelapselastnight,IthoughtIwasdoingokay.TillIheardavoicetellingmethatI

shouldn’teatandthatifIeatIwillgainweight.”

Shestiflesalaughbetweenhersnuffles.

“Funnythingisthatitwasmysister’svoice,thesamewordssheusedtotellmewhenIwas

twelve.Yourarmsareflabby,you’regettingchubby.Slowdownpig,youarewhatyoueat.She

didn’tknowthatshewaschangingmeintosomeoneIwillneverescapefrom.Shewentonand

gotmarriedandlivesherlifeinpeacewhileI’m lefttofightalosingbattle.”

“Katlego,youdoknowthatvoiceisnotreal?”

Anelderlycolouredwomanspeaks,she’stheoneincharge.

Katlegopullsaface.

Katlego:“Itsoundsrealtome,Ihaven’thadanythingtoeatforthepast10hoursandIdon’tfeel

hungryatall.Thisemptinessinmystomachistheonlythingthatcomfortsme,it’slikeadrug

thatgetsmegoing.Ifeelgoodwhenmystomachfeelsempty.”

“Wewilltacklethat,youwouldhavetostayintherehabcentreso,wecankeepacloseeyeon

you.We’refightingthisbattletogether.”

Theelderlywomanreplies.

Ifindcomfortinherwords.

“Jabulile,it’syourturn.Wouldyouliketospeak?”

IfIhadamotherwithsuchawarm voice,Iwouldhideinherarmsandnotseeksolaceinmen.I

feelahandonmyshoulderasIwipeatearthatleapedoutofmyeye.Neoisgazingdownatme.

Neo:“Areyouokay?”

Igivehim anod.

Jabulileisthintoo,herbrownskinispale.Shehasdarkcirclesunderhereyesthathavesunken

inandherhairseemstobefallingoff.Herposeshowsherlackofconfidenceasshestands

withherarmsacrossherchest,herskeletalbodyrefusingtostandstill.

Shescanseverybody,lookingatthem liketheyarejudgingher.



Jabulile:“Ihavebeenhereforaweek.”

Shebeginsafterclearingherthroat.

Jabulile:“Ihatedmymotherforbringingmehere.Ihavebeenhospitalizedthreetimesandall

thosetimesIcametothebrinkofdeath.Isawnothingwrongwithmybody,evenwhenmy

familytoldmethatIhadlostsomuchweight.That’snotwhatIsawwhenIlookedinthemirror,

Isawaplumpgirlwhowasgangrapedbyherboyfriendandhisfriends.”

Shepausesforawhile,tryingtocatchabreather.

Jabulile:“Iusedtobeahappyplussizeteenager,IlovedhowIlooked.TillImetLindani,heused

topraisemeyouknow.”

Aforcedsmileappearsonherfrailface.

Jabulile:“Hewasmyconfidencebooster,untilhisfriendsstartedmakingremarksaboutmy

body,theywouldaskhim inmypresence,howagirllikemewasinbed.Somewouldsaythey

wantedatasteofmeandhelaughedwiththem,insteadofdefendingme.Ithoughtmaybe

that’swhatboysdo,itmademefeeldirtythoughandexposedbut,Iwasateenandinlove.I

coveredhisflawswithmyheart.Ididn’tknowthatIwasnursingamonster,hecalledmetohis

housethisonetimewiththepretextthat,he’sthrowingapartyinhisparents’absence.Igot

theretofindhim andhisfriends,theydidn’thidetheirpervertedstarestheminuteIwalkedin

thelivingroom.”

Thisishittinghome.

Jabulile:“HetoldhisfriendsthatIwasafreakinbedandmadeabetwiththem,hegavethem

permissiontomybodyasifitwerehis.Hesaidthatiftheythoughtthesamethen,hewould

losethebet.Iwassurrounded,therewasnowayoutforme.Hewasthefirsttoassaultme.He

saidhewaspavingawayforthem becauseIbelongedtohim.”

Ican’tgraspshowshemusthavefelt,hertearsonlypainthalfofherpain.Iguesstherestis

writtenonheremaciatedbody.

Jabulile:"Theytookturnswhilehesatandwatched,IscreamedtillIcouldn’t.IfoughttillIhad

nostrengthtofight,theywentonallnightlikeanimals.Irecallcollapsingandwakingupwith

oneofthem ontopofme.Iwokeupinthehospital,Iguessitwasthefollowingday.Ihad

lockedmyselfintomyworld,aplacewhereIwantedtofeelsafe.Lindaniandhisfriendsdenied

everything,policedocketswentmissingalongwiththeevidence.Theywalkedthestreetsfreely,

theywouldmockmewhenevertheysawme.Everythingaroundmecollapsed,Icouldn’tlookat

myselfinthemirrorwithoutfeelingdisgustedbythepersonstaringback.Itwasmyfault,my

bodyattractedthem andIhadtodosomethingaboutit.Icouldn’tletthesamethinghappen

again,that’swhenIstartedstarvingmyself.”

Me:“Ican’tdothis.”

Iscurryoutofthebuildingintears,Iam notpreparedforthis.

“Ayizewait.”



Neocallsafterme,Ishouldbeupsetwithhim forthisensnarement.

Me:“Takemebackhome.”

Isaywithoutturningbacktolookathim.

Neo:“Ithelpstotalkaboutityouknow?”

Me:“Ican’t.”

Ianswersoftly,Idon’twanttocry.

Whyam Icrying?

Neo:“Zeelistentome.”

Me:“Neojusttakemehome,takemehomenow.”

Iscream cry.

Thiswillnevergoaway,Idon’tseeitgoingaway.HowisJabulileabletoliveafterwhatshe

wentthrough?

Ifeelapairoflargearmssurroundmefrom behind.

Neo:“I’m sorry.”

Heutters.

StopcryingAyize,you’reabiggirl.Biggirlsdon’tcry.

Dammit,thesetears.

Ihaveneverhadanyoneelsecomfortmelikethis.

WhydoIfindcomfortinotherpeopleandnotmyparents?GodknowshowmuchIneedthem to

believeme.MaybeIneedthem toacceptthatIwassexuallyassaulted,maybethenIwillfinally

acceptthatIneedhelp.

Neo:“It’sokay,I’vegotyou.”

Ayize:“Youshouldn’thavebroughtmehereNeo.Whydidyoubringmehere?”

I’m onmykneescryinginthearmsofthisstranger,Ifeelsoembarrassedandashamed.He

doesn’tknowmystorybut,IfeelexposedthroughJabulile’sstory.

Neo:“I’m sorry.”

Hedoesn’tknowwhatelsetosay,Iwouldn’tknowwhattosay.There’sawomancryinginpublic

andyoudon’tknowthereasonbehindhertears.

Ifighttomoveawayfrom hisarms.

Me:“Letmego.”



IuttersoftlyreadytobethestrongwomanIhadforcedmyselftobe.

Neograduallyloosehisarmsfrom me,helpsmeupandIdashbacktothecarwithoutcatching

aglimpseofhim.

Thiswillteachmenevertofollowstrangers.

STYLES*

Foramomentthere,IthoughtNkomowoulddisappoint.Heactuallypulleditoff,althoughitwas

tooearlyforRuthtoacceptthegift.Themanknowshisstuff.

Ihaveneverseenhim sogloomy.Helookslikeshitandit’sconfirmedthatNkomofeels

somethingforRuth.

We’reatRandall’shouse,Chiomasaidhe’ssleeping.Shewenttogethim.

Nkomo:“Don’tyouthinkit’sweirdthatRandallissleepingatthistimeoftheday?”

We’reintheloungeandRandallistakingtime.

Me:“WhatIthinkisweirdisthatyou’refallingforRuth.”

Irejoinder,hemakesasourface.

Nkomo:“ItoldyouthatIfeelnothingbutpityforher.”

Hefightsbackwithanintimidatingtone.

Me:“Thatpitywillbrewintosomething,youneedtowatchoutNkomo.”

Ichidehim.Heneedstoknowwhathe’sgettinginto,IdoubtthatBensenwilllethisdaughterbe

withanyoneelsebutRandall.

Nkomo:“You’reanidiot,youknowthat?”

Me:“Anidiotthatlooksoutforhisfriends,Ruthwilldiesoon.”

Heneedstoberemindedofthegirl’snoneexistentfuture.

Nkomo:“Wouldyougetoffmycase?Ifeelbadenoughalready,Idon’twanttothinkabouther.”

Ididn’tseethisonecoming,Nkomoisfalling.

Me:“Whataboutthatothergirl?”

Herubshischin.

Nkomo:“She’swithsomeone.”

Me:“Thathasneverstoppedyoubefore.”



Nkomo:“I’vesuddenlylostthewilltogoafterher.”

Me:“Darnit,Idon’tlikethissideofyou.WhatdidRuthdotoyou?”

“RuthAdaeze?”

WebothtwisttothesoundofKenneth’svoice,Iaskedhim tomeetmehere.

Kenneth:“Whatdoyouhavetodowithher?”

Me:“She’sNkomo’sloveinterest.”

Hisfacecracksintoagrinasheplodstobringhimselftoaseat.

Kenneth:“You’rebraveboy.”

Me:“Maybeyoucanknocksomesenseintohim,tellhim howvilethatwomanis.”

Kenneth:“Idon’tknowmuchabouther,herfatherthoughisoneruthlessbastard.”

Nkomo:“Isthatsupposedtomakemefeelsomething?”

Me:“HeyNkomo,forgetaboutRuth.”

Igivehim awarning.

Nkomo:“WhatisthisStyles?ShouldIreadbetweenthelines?Areyoutryingtogetridofme?”

Kennethsniggers.

Me:“I’dbedamned,Ruthhasoutdoneherself.Sheturnedaplayerintoalover.”

Hesnorts.

Nkomo:“I’m donewithyou.”

Me:“I’m playingwithyoucow,relax.”

Kennethsuddenlyjoltsuptohisfeet,hiseyesfixatedonsomething.NkomoisasconfusedasI

am.

Me:“Kenneth?”

Icallouttohim,myvoicedoesn’tseem tohavereachedhisears.IturntoseeAmara,she’sin

thefoyertoddlingthisway.Shehasseenhim staringather,hencetheuncomfortable

deportment.Randallstridesbehindher,catchesherinhisarmsandburieshisfaceonherneck.

ThisbringsKennethbacktohissenses,heblinksonceandgraduallypusheshimselfbackdown.

Whatthehelljusthappened?

Nkomonoticedaswell,hewiggleshiseyebrowswithaslygrin.

Me:“Mkhize?”

IsaytoKenneth,hisrelaxeddispositionhasabruptlyturneddisconsolate.Thatleerhe’sgiving



meisintimidating.

Me:“Ifyouwanttoleavethisplacealive,keepyoureyestoyourself.”

Inotifyhim.

Kenneth:“HaveyougrowntiredofinsultingNkomo?You’reattackingmenow?”

Me:“Thisisaheadsup,bewarned.”

I’m notkidding.

RandallcatchesupwithoutAmara,thankGodshedidn’tcomehere.IdoubtKennethwould’ve

beenabletocomposehimself.

Randall:“Arewehavingaparty?”

Hedidn’tknowKennethwouldbehere.

Kenneth:“Okolie?”

Herepliescoldly.

Randall:“Mkhize.”

That’shisdeadpanresponse.

Nkomo:“What’sthatyou’reeating?”

He’scarryingasachetofappetisers.

Me:“Arethoseraisins?”

Hepositionshisbodyonthecouchandnodswhileindulgingonthem.

Me:“Youdon’teatraisins,youdon’thaveasweettooth.”

Thismanhatesallthingssweet.

Randall:“Idonow.”

Strangecomeback.

Nkomo:“You’relikeakidindulgingontheirfavouritesnack.”

Randall:“Ithassuddenlybecomemyfavouritesnackactually,Ienjoyit.”

Me:“Youdon’tsnackRandall.”

Idispute.

Randall:“GivemeabreakStyles.”

Okay…

Thattone…



Kenneth:“Peopleareallowedtosnack.”

Headdshisopinion.

Randall:“Mkhizeisright.”

Theyareagreeingonsomething.

Me:“Withthatbeingsaid,Kennethhereisthrowingaparty.”

Randall:“Okay.”

Nkomo:“Whatarewecelebrating?”

Kenneth:“Myachievements.”

Hestateswithasneeronhisface.

Me:“Nkomo,youshouldlovethis,Mkhizehaslosthalfofhistaxis.AllthankstoKenny.”

Randall:“How?”

Kenneth:“TherehasbeenadisputebetweenMkhizeandhisbrothers.”

Me:“Thebestpartaboutthisisthattheyhaveallturnedagainsthim.”

Kenneth:“Yeah,Itookthisasanopportunitytoapproachoneofthem.Theweakestofthe

Mkhizebunch,he’sallaboutsavinghisfamily.Hiswifeandkidsarehisnumberonepriorityand

afterwemadethem believethatMkhizeisstealingfrom them,hedecidedtosavehisownskin

bysellinghisshareofthetaxis.”

Me:“That’sonemonkeydown,Mkhizewillbeleftwithnothingbythetimewe’redonewithhim.”

Nkomo:“Yeahbut,Mkhizehasotherinvestments.”

Heremindsme.

Me:“That’snotaproblem,I’vegotitundercontrol.”

Randall:“Let’srememberthathehaskidsandtheyshouldn’tbeleftoutinthecold.”

IthinkIshouldhithim onhisfacewiththoseraisins.

Me:“Sincewhendoyoucareaboutthatbastard?”

Willhestopeatingthat?

Randall:“Idon’tgiveashitabouthim,it’sthekidsI’m worriedabout.”

Nkomo’ssearchonRandallshowsthathe’salsoconfusedbyhisbehaviour.

Nkomo:“You’reworriedaboutmysiblings?”

Randall:“Don’tgettooexcitedNkomo,I’m onlylookingoutforthem.”

Me:“That’sit.Whothehellareyou?”



Hegrimaces.

Randall:“I’m notsuchabadpersonstyles.”

I’m gettingfrustrated.

Me:“StopeatingthatshitRandall.”

Isnap.

He’snotfocussed.

Randall:“No.”

Hegrowls,Isnatchthem awayfrom him.

Randall:“Givethatback.”

Hecommands.

Me:“No,you’regettingonmynerves,youknowthat?”

Randall:“Styles,Iam notplayingwithyou.Giveitback.”

Nkomo:“ComeonRandy,it’sjustapacketofsnacks.”

Kenneth:“Maybeweshouldcomebackanothertime?”

Hesuggests.

Me:“Nooneisleavingthishouseuntilwearedonewiththismeeting.”

Randall:“Fine,there’smorewherethatcamefrom.”

Hetells.

Heisnotnormal.

Randall:“Chioma!!!”

Hecallsouttoher.

Whoisthisman?

Chiomacomesrushingtothelounge.

Me:“Chioma,goback.”

Idemand.

SheleersatRandallwhohaslostthebattlethenbackatme.

Chioma:“Uze?”

Me:“Chiomago.”

I’m tryingtocontrolasituationhere.RandallhuffsasChiomawalksaway.



Me:“IfyoumustknowUze,Nkomohasdelivered.Hegotusthegirl.”

Randall:“Impressive.”

Nkomo:“There’snothingimpressiveabouttakingsomeone’slife.”

Hecomplains.

Me:“ThisisseriousNkomo,it’seitherherorRandall.”

Nkomo:“Don’tIknowthat?”

Randall:“Don’ttellme,you’refallingforher?”

Heseesittoo.

Nkomo:“I’m not.IfIwas,Iwouldn’thavegiftedhertheearrings.”

Randall:“Good,yournextstepistomakesurethatshewearsthem.”

Nkomo:“Istillhavetoseeheragain?”

Me:“Itdoesn’tmatterhowyoudoitNKomo,makesurethatgirlwearsthoseearrings.

Hesighsatmycommand.

Kenneth:“What’sintheearrings?”

Randall:“Don’tworryaboutthatMkhize.”

TherearethingsthatKennethcan’tknowabout.HeworksclosewithSegunandmightslipup

onedayandsaysomethingheshouldn’t.

Me:“IagreewithRandall,youshouldfocusongettingthosetaxisfrom Mkhize.”

Kenneth:“Youknowthatwon’tbeaproblem.”

Me:“IlikeitwhenIheargoodnews.”

Randall:“Yeah!Segunyoubastard,you’regoingdown.”

Hesounds.

Ifeverythinggoesaccordingtoplan,thenourliveswillbeatpeaceinnotime.

SETHU*

AyizeandIhadnochoicebuttofinallygohome,thehouseisfull.Basicallymyaunt’shouseis

packed,myuncle’sfamilyisthereandtheyaregivingherahardtime.Thatwomanisfragile,I

doubtshewillbeabletohandlestressfrom thein-laws.

Me:“Yourmothersaysoneofusshouldgostaywithaunt.”



IintroducetoAyize,thelivingroom isfullsowe’rehidinginthekitchen.IfIreceivedmoney

everytimetheauntsandunclesaskedfortea,IwouldbeonthesamelevelasBillGates.

I'm tired...

Ayize:“Whydoesn’tshego?”

She’ssittingwithherheadbowedandherhandpressedonit.

Me:“Mythoughtsexactly.”

Ayize:“Thatwomanisdrivingmecrazy.”

Ayizehasbeenaloofsinceshecamebackfrom thestore.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Sheshakesherhead.

Ayize:“Ineedadrink.”

Me:“Whathappenedtoyou,Ayize?”

Inoticethatshe’snotherself.

Alittleboyrunsintothekitchenfrom outside,hehandsAyizeagreenmetalcup.

“Umalumeuthengikuphe.”(UnclesaidImustgivethistoyou.)

Shesmiles.

Ayize:“Dankieboy.”(Thankyou.)

Theboyisstaringather,Idon’tknowwhathewants.

Ayize:“Hamba.”(Go.)

“Uthewenauzongiphaimali.”(Yousaidthatyouwillgivememoney.)

Hesays.

Ayize:“WherewillIgetthatmoney?Uyayaziimpiloboy?”(DoyouknowanythingaboutLife?)

Heshakeshishead.

Ayize:“Namiangiyazi,hambatuu.”(NeitherdoI,go.)

Sheshooshim away.

Me:“Shame,don’tdothattothechild.”

Ayize:“Hewantsmoneyfrom me.WherewillIgetit?”

Herreplycomeswithasipofwhateverisinthatcup.

Me:“Whatdidthisunclegiveyou?”



Ayize:“Youdon’twanttoknow.”

Ishouldn’tpush.

Dad:“Ntokozoisdead.”

Myfatherwalksintothekitchenwiththisnews,hiswifeisrightnexttohim.

Ayize:“UJesuumkhulu.”(Jesuisgreat.)

Sheraisesherhandsinpraise.

Mom:“Yeywena,usuyahlanya.”(Areyoucrazy?)

Shesnaps.

Ayize:“Ifrejoicingmeanscrazy,thenyebomama,Ihavelostit.”(Yesmom.)

Mysisterisnotdrunkyetbut,thewayshe’stalkingtomymother,youwouldthinkthatsheis.

Mom:“Awunanqodowengane.”(You’recrazy.)

Herangryvoicefillsthekitchen.

Ayize:“Ok’salayothisweekisahappyoneforme.It’sgoodnewsaftergoodnews.”

Dad:“Idon’tknowwhatweshoulddowithyouanymore.”

Me:“Dadthere’ssomethingIdon’tunderstand.Whyareyoupeoplelikethis?Isitbecausewe’re

girls?Maybeyou’dbemoresupportiveifwewereboys.”

Mom:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Me:“Twomenwhoviolatedyourdaughtershavediedandyoutwowanttogrievethem,Idon’t

understandthelogic.”

Dad:“Sethu,youknowthatwehavesupportedyousinceNtokozowasarrested.Wedid

everythinginourpowertoprotectyousothat,youdon’tfallintothehandsofanothermonster.”

Me:“Maybeyoudid,Idon’tknow.Youweremorecontrollingthansupportive,Icouldn’tlivemy

lifeinpeace.Istillcan’tdad,IlivealoneandyetIhavetoreporteverythingIdotoyou.”

Iproclaim.

Mom:“That’snottrue.”

Theywillneveracceptthetruth.

Me:“Reallymom?Whatdoyoucallcomingtomyapartmentlateatnight?”

Dad:“Isitsowrongforustoworryaboutyou?”

Mom:“Notatallbut,yourworryisdifferent.It’snotnormalatall,youwanteverythingtogoyour

way.Dad,you’renotassupportiveasyouthinkyouare.Lookatmysister,shelooksdead.She

mightbetalkativeanddisrespectfulsometimesandyouguysknowwhy.Youabandonedher



dad,youandmom.Youturnedyourbacksonherwhensheneededyouthemost.Howdoyou

expecthertorespectyouafterwhatyoudid?”

Iwipethetearsthathavecreepeduponme,Ayizehasherfacehidden.Iknowthatshe’strying

tostopherselffrom sheddingtears.

Mom:“Youdon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

Ofcoursemom woulddenythetruth.

Dad:“Whereisthiscomingfrom Sethu?”

Hisquestioncausesmetohuff.

Me:“Lookatherdad,lookatyoureldestdaughter.Notoncehasanyofyouaskedherwhyshe

isunderweight.Doesshelookhealthytoyou?”

Mom:“Shelooksfine.”

Sheretortscoldly.

Me:“GingerweighsbiggerthanAyize,youcan’ttellmethatshelooksfine.Whatkindofa

motherareyou?”

Dad:“Sethunotnow,wehavevisitors.”

Me:“That’sallyoucareabout,people.YoutwohavebeenpeoplepleasersforaslongasIcan

remember.Youdon’tcareaboutus.”

Mom:“WillyoustopSethu?That’senough.”

Sheyellsthroughgrittedteeth.

Me:“It’snotenoughmom,Ihavesomuchtotellyou.Ihavesomanyquestionsforyoupeople.

Youdon’tdeservetohavekids.You’reevil,youdestroyedmysisterandIwantyoutofixher.

Shedoesn’teat,allshedoesispumpherstomachwithalcoholjusttonumbthepain.Youbetter

fixmysisterdad.”

Iscream atthem,I’m unabletocontrolmytears.

Mom:“Whathavewedonetodeservesuchkids?Youtwoareadisgrace.

IhearAyizelaugh.

Me:“Adisgraceiswhatyoutwodid,youcoveredupforarapist.Unclerapedmysisterandyou

protectedhim.”

I’m screamingatthetopoftheroof.Mymotherrushestomeandslapsmeacrosstheface,I

stumblebackonlytofallintothearmsofsomeone.Iturntofindmyfather’seldersister.Her

handsareonmyshoulderswhilesheglaresatmymotherwithangerinhereyes.

Me:“Aunty.”

Ilaymyheadonherbigchestassheholdsme.



Aunty:“Kwanelesisi,ungabusakhala.”(It’sokay,don’tcryanymore.)

Herwordsofcomfortarousemoretears.

Me:“Aunty,Ayizeis…she…”

Ican’tspeakduetomytears.

Aunty:“NgiyaziSethu,ngizweyonkeinto.Sizoyilungisalendaba.”(Iknow,Iheardeverything.We

willfixthismatter.)

Icanonlyhopeso.

Ayizeissmilingwhilesippingonthatmetalcup,Iknowshe’stryingtobestrongforherselfand

it’sonlyamatteroftimetillshecracks.I’m tiredofbeingstrong,it’stimetofightthesepeople.

Mom:“Sisi,it’snotwhatyouthink.BanamangaLabantwana,ayikholento.”(Thesekidsarelying,

there’snosuchthing.)

Shedenieswhatsheknowstobethetruth,Ayizecracksupinlaughter.

Aunty:“ThulaBeauty!!!”

Shesnapsather.

Aunty:“Ihavealwaysknownthatmybrotherchosethewrongwoman.Iknewyouwere

heartlessBeauty,Isawitthefirsttimehebroughtyouhome.”

Dad:“Sisi,ngumkamilowookhulumanaye.”(That’smywife,you’retalkingto.)

Hefightshiswife’sbattlesandleavesnothingforhiskids.

Aunty:“Alfred.Isthiswhathasbeenhappeninginthishouse?Thisishowyouraiseyour

children?Ungafihlaisidumbuwena,ngiyakusabamfowethuomncane.”(Youwouldhideadead

body,I’m scaredofyou,littlebrother.)

Dad:“Sisi,letmeexplain.”

Aunty:“We’lltalkafterthefuneral,nowisnottherighttime.”

Mom:“Kodwasisi…”(Butsister.)

Aunty:“Doti.”(Nonsense.)

Shesnorts.

Aunty:“Asihambezinganezami.”(Let’sgomykids.)

Shetakesourhandsandleadsusoutside,Ayizehaszonedout.It’slikeshehasfrozenintime.

Tobecontinued…





BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

135*

AMARA*

Ihavesomanymissedcallsfrom Lelo,Ihavenothingtosaytoheratthispoint.Iknowshewill

benegativethemomentIanswerthephone.

Randall:“Amara?”

Me:“Yes?”

Iknowthesoundofhisvoicewhenhe’sabouttocomplain,he’slyingbesidemewithhishead

restingonmyshoulder.

Randall:“DoyouthinkI’m gettingfat?”

What?

Hezoomshisfaceinonthephonereflectionandpincheshischeeks.Sincewhendoesheworry

abouthisfeatures?

Me:“No.”

Myscepticalanswer.

Iam confusedastowhathe’stalkingabout.

Randall:“Areyousure?”

Me:“Yes.Why?”

Randall:“Mycheekskindoflookchubby.Andthist-shirtdoesn’tfitmeanymore.”

Hestretchesit.

Me:“Whenlastdidyouwearthat?”

Randall:“Lastweek,itwasokay.”

Me:“Idon’tseeanythingwronghey,itlooksfinetome.”

Ijumpfrom thebedtohavehim grabmyarm.

Randall:“Whereareyougoing?”

Me:“Thebathroom,Ineedtopee.”

Randall:“Youjustcamefrom therefiveminutesago.”



Me:“Ineedtogoagain.”

Randall:“Hurryback.”

Randallissureactingstrange,he’sclingyandsensitive.Somethingisdefinitelyupwithhim.I

walkbacktothebedroom tofindhim standinginfrontofthemirrorinspectinghisfacial

features.

I’m notgoingtoask.

Ineedtogetreadyforbed,I’m tired.

Randall:“Turnaround.”

Iliftmyheadtoseehim scowlingatme,I’m unclothedasIpreparetochangeintoanightgown.

Me:“Why?”

Iholdthegownagainstmychesthidingmystarknessfrom hissterngaze.

Randall:“Isawyounakedthismorning,youareseriouslynotshyingawayfrom me.”

Well,it’snotlikeI’m bloodyNaomiCampbell.

Randall:“Iwanttoseesomething.”

Me:“What?”

Igivehim aninquisitivelook.

Randall:“Amara,I’m averyobservantmanandIknoweveryinchofyourbody.”

Idropmygazebashfully.

Randall:“Ihaveseenhowinsecureyougetsometimes,howyoudon’tletmeadmireyourbody.

Youshyawayfrom mygaze.Don’tyouknowhowbeautifulyouare?Tobebeautifulmeansto

beyourself,Goddoesn’tmakemistakesAmara.Stopcriticisinghiswork.Doyouknowthatthe

worldseesyouasyouseeyourself?Youneedtobeproudofwhatyouhave.Iforoneloveevery

partofyou.”

Hecaressesthesideofmyfacewithhishandandslightlydrawstheedgeofmyskinwithasoft

barely-theretouchusinghisfingers,trailingthem from mycollarbonedowntomyarm.Ifeela

tingleinmystomach,whichbirthschillsonmyskin.

Hisfaceissoclosetominethatourlipsareafewinchesfrom eachother.

Randall:“Iloveyourbronzeskintone.”

Hepecksmylipsandgoesdownonhisknees,hedrawshishandalongmyhipbonetomy

buttocks.

Randall:“Ilovethesestripesonyourhips,theyarethebestpartofyoubecausetheyshowthat

youarecapableofchange.Itsimplymeansthatyouhavetheabilitytotransform yourself,

whichisastonishing.”



Mymindhasgonesouth,I’m thinkingmyownthingsnow.Iwanthim insideme.

Heenfoldshisarmsaroundmylowerback,placesafewkissesonmystomach.

Randall:“Yourtummyisahometoourunbornkids,theywillmarkyoubut,eachmarkwill

symbolisethestrengthyourbodyusedtocreatelife.”

Hekissesmeonmystomach,evenafterhearinghiswordsthathaveputmetotears.Icannot

getovertheuncomfortablefeelingofbeingnaked.

Heholdsmetighterashelayshisheadonmytummy.

Istrokehishead,whilelookingdownathim.ItrytothinkofreasonswhyIdeservethiskindof

loveandIcan’tcomeupwithany.

Howdoesonelovesomuch?

Suchthingsarenotreal.

Helooksupatme.

Randall:“Therealityisthatourbodiesareconstantlychangingandtheywillneverremainthe

same.Shouldtheworldstopbecauseofthat?”

Intears,Ishakemyhead.

Randall:“Idon’twantyoutoeverdoubtyourself,mehemma.Promiseme.”(Myqueen.)

IdoubtI’llbeabletokeepthepromise.

Me:“Ido.”

He’sdrawingcirclesonmylowerbackanddarnit,itfeelsgood.

Randall:“Iknowtheplansyouhaveforyourlife,Iwantyoutosharethem withme.Iwantto

sharemylifewithyouAmaraandIpromisethatIwilltrytobethemanyoudeserve.Iwantto

startmylifewithyou,Iwanttogiveyouallofmewithoutanyfearthat,someonewilltakeyou

away.Youruncleisabullfighterhey.”

Hesmiles,I’m abletoletoutatitter.

Randall:“CanIbethatpersonforyou,mehemma?CanIbetheonetomakesurethatyouate,

theonetocallyoujusttofindoutifyouarrivedsafely?Theonetotellyousweetnothingsand

youknowIsuckatthatbutforyou,I’lltry.CanIbetheonetogiveyoubigheadedbabiesthat

willannoyyouallyourlife?”(Myqueen.)

Ifallintoanelatedgiggle.

Randall:“CanIbetheoneyoucomehometoafteralongdayatwork?TheonetotellyouthatI

loveyou.CanIbeyouronlyone,mehemma?”(Myqueen.)

Thesetearsaremockingme,Ican’tstopthem.

Imighthaveacluewherehe’sgoingwiththis.



Randall:“Amara?”

Me:“Randall?”

Randall:“Wobewareme?”(Willyoumarryme?)

Okay,Idon’tknowwhathejustsaid.

Icanonlysmileinconfusion.

Randall:“Willyoumarryme?”

HowcanIsaynoafterthatspeech?

Thenervousnessonhisfaceislouderthanthesoundofmyheartbeat.

Me:“Yes.”

Hesmiles,genuinely.

Hekissesmybellybeforestandingup,Istillhavethegowncoveringme.

Heholdsmyfacewithhishands,Ican’tlookanywhereelsebut,inhiseyes.

Hestartsoffwiththatbiteonmylowerlip,beforecagingmylipswithhis.

Randall:“Iloveyou.”

Heuttersagainstmylips,thisisanoverwhelmingfeeling.I’m lockedinhisarmsagain.

Randall:“Great,canwehavesexnow?”

Hewhispersinmyear.

Me:“Hey.”

Ipushhim backandthenightgowndropstothefloor.

Me:“Whatawaytospoiltoaromanticmoment?”

IsaysasIgrabthegown,hesnatchesitfirst.

Randall:“Letmelookatyou.”

Hesayssoftly,hisgazehasmedroppingmyhead.Hetakesmychininhisfingerstoliftmy

headup.

Randall:“You’regoingtobemywife.”

Ismileatthethoughtofit.

Randall:“Andwe’regoingtobeparents.”

What?

Me:“You’reinahurryforthathey.Iam notgettingpregnantanytimesoon.”



Randall:“That’snotwhatyourbreastsaretellingme.”

Really?

Whosaysthat?

Me:“Randalldon’tplaylikethat.”

Ihaven’thadtimetothinkaboutbeingsomeone’smother.

Randall:“You’repregnantAmara.”

Idon’tbelieveit.

Isitonthebedandfoldmyarmshidingmynakednessfrom him.

Hekneelsbeforeme,placinghishandsonmythighs.

Me:“Howdoyouknow?”

Randall:“ItoldyouthatI’m averyobservantman.Whenyouwerechangingjustnow,Inoticed

howyouwincedasyouremovedyourbra.”

Me:“Yeah,thatdoesn’tmeananything.”

Randall:“Okay,wecandoatesttomorrow.”

Ishrug.

Randall:“Don’tbescared,I’m here.I’m notgoinganywhere.”

Heengulfsmeintoahug.

Iam scaredhonestly,Idon’tknowhowtofeel.

STYLES*

Neo:“IsthisthetimetocomehomeStylos?”

IforgotthatIhavearoommatewhokeepstabsonme.He’slyingwithhisfeetonmycouch,

holdingtheremotewhileengrossedonthescreen.

Ishutthedoor,pushhislegsoffofmycouchanddropmybodyontheoppositeseat.

Neo:“UneulekaeStylos?”(Wherewereyou?)

Hesitsup.

Me:“I’m sorryIdidn’tknowthatIwassupposedtoreporttoyou.”



Hegrins.

Neo:“It’snotfunnyStylos,firstyousentmeawayyesterday.Icomehometodaytofindyou

gone.”

Whyishebeingweird?

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?”

Neo:“Ifeelabandonedthat’swhat.DoyouknowhowlonelyIgetwhenyou’renothome?Uze

alsodoesn’thavetimeforme,allhedoesislookintoAmara’seyes.”

Me:“WhenareyounevercomplainingNeo?MaybeIshouldgetyousomeone,soyougetoffmy

back.”

Isuggest.

Neo:“Once,thenyouwillknowhowitfeelstobeignored.”

Me:“Nooneignoredyouidiot.”

Iprotest.

Hesitsbackandsighs.

Me:“Neoit’snotthatbigofadeal,don’tactlikealittlegirl.”

Neo:“No,it’snotthatStylos.”

Me:“Whatisit?”

Neo:“EishStylos,keflopiletwana.”(Imessedup.)

Whateveritiscan’tbethatbad.

Me:“Whatdidyoudo?”

Neo:“Eish,lennakeaphapha.”(I’m tooforward.)

He’sscaringme.

Me:“Willyoutellmeorbeataroundthebush?”

Neo:“WhathappenedtoMiss.S’sister?”

Me:“Ayize?”

Henods.

Whyisheaskingabouther?

Me:“I’m notsureIfollowNeo.”

Neo:“Shedoesn’teatmuch,doesshe?”

Anyonecanfigurethatout.



Me:“Yeah,shehasaneatingdisorder.”

Neo:“Inoticed,Imetheratthemalltoday.Wewenttohavelunchandsheorderedasalad,she

barelytouchedit.AtfirstIthoughtthatitwasherbodybutlookingather,Irealizedthatnoman,

itcan’tbe.She’stootinyforsomeoneherage.”

Hestates.Ican’tmisstheconcerninhistone.

Me:“Yeah,she’sbeenstrugglingwithitforyearsnow.”

Neo:“ItookhertotheshelterbecauseIwantedhertoseetheothergirlsthatarestrugglinglike

her.ThisnewgirlwhowasgangrapedgavehertestimonyandAyizeliterallyranoutoftherein

tearsonlytobreakdownoutside.”

Me:“Ithinkyoushould’vegivenherawarningfirst,shewasrapedbyherunclewhenshewasa

teenager.Herparentsdidn’tbelievehertilltoday,shehasbeenfightingthisbattlealone.

Hearingthisgirl’sstoryundoubtedlybroughtbackpainfulmemories.”

Hepondersuponmyexplanation.

Neo:“DoyouthinkIshouldapologisetoher.”

WhendidNeogrowasuddenlikingonher?

Me:“Istheresomethinggoingonbetweenyoutwo?”

Hegrimacesatmyquestion.

Neo:“Shouldtherebesomething?”

Smart.

Me:“Idon’tknow,youtellme.”

Neo:“There’snothingStylos,Iwasworriedthat’sall.Nowomanshouldgothroughthat.”

Hesays,staringintospace.

Me:“You’reright,Ayizeneedsafriendrightnowandnotalover.Herwoundsarestillfresh.”

Hesneers.

Neo:“Relax,I’m notthere.However,Idon’tmindbeingherfriend.Thatgirliscarryingsomuch

onhershoulders.”

Iknow.

Me:“That’swhyIhadtheuncleeliminated.”

Neo:“Youkilledhim?”

Igivehim anod.

Neo:“Ihopeitwasaterribledeath.”



Thisisthefirsttimehe’scommendingmefortakingalife.

Me:“Neo,areyouthinkingofpursuingthisgirl?”

Hetittersasheshakeshishead.

Neo:“Stylos,Ijustmetthewoman.Thatthoughthasn’tcrossedmymindandIdoubtitwill,

thereisnothingwrongwithbefriendingtheoppositesex.”

True.Mymindistellingmethings.

Neowouldn’tlietomethough.

Me:“Justincaseyouthinkofdoingit,takeiteasywithher.Don’tputpressureonher,she’s

fragilealthoughshelooksstrong.”

Henodsrepeatedly,provingtomethatthethoughtdidcrosshismind.Youneverknowwith

Neo.

Neo:“Iwanttomoveherepermanentlyandtakemysontolivewithme.”

Herandomlyintroduces.

Me:“That’sgreat,it’sabouttimeanyway.Haveyouthoughtofaspecificplace?”

Neo:“Righthereinyourhouse.”

Hesays.

I’m tryingtoreadhisface,Idon’tknowifhe’sseriousornot.

Me:“Forhowlong?”

Neo:“Forever,you’resingle,I’m singleandIhaveason.Wecanbetwoandahalfmen.”

Ineedtosanctifymyears.

WhatthehelldidNeojustsaytome?

Me:“Tellmeyou’rekidding.”

Neo:“I’m deadserious.”

Okay.

There’sawayoutofthis.

Me:“ListenNeo,Iloveyou…noman.Thatcameoutwrong.WhatI’m tryingtosayisthatyou’re

mybrotherandIdon’tmindyoustayingherefornow.Itcan’tbeapermanentthingthough.”

Okayhe’slaughing,itmeanshe’snotoffended,right?

Neo:“IwaskiddingStylos,nahana.ItwouldbetooawkwardlivingherewithyouandMiss.S.”

(Imagine.)



Me:“I’m gladyouunderstand.”

Neo:“IwantmysonwithmeStylos.”

Me:“Tshidiwon’tfightyouforcustody,shelearntherlesson.”

Neo:“Yeah,it’sarelief.Ican’timaginemysonbeingraisedbyawomanlikeher.”

Me:“Metoo.”

Neoishandsonwiththatlittleboy,hedeservestohavehissonwithhim.

NKOMO*

Zwelethuspendsmoretimeinmyapartmentthanhedoesathisfather’shouse,Idon’tknow

whathe’sescapingfrom.IshouldtalktomaSibiyaandtakehim tolivewithmefulltime.

Hetendstobeaproblem whenitcomestodoingschoolwork,Varsityisnokid’splayandhe

willflunkifhedoesn’tpulluphissocks.

Me:“YouknowthoseTVgameswillnotgiveyouafuture,youneedtodoawaywiththat.”

Henods,hiseyesengrossedonthescreen.Thisishisdailylife,itworriesme.

Me:“Zwelethu,I’m talkingtoyou.”

Hetiltshisheadforabit,hiseyesbarelynoticingme.

Zwelethu:“Iheardyoubhuti.”(Brother.)

Me:“Haveyouspokentoyourmother?”

Zwelethu:“Mustyoualwaysaskmethat?”

Hecomplains.

Me:“I’m worriedaboutyouZwe.What’swithyou?”

Heignoresme,it’sbecomeaneverydaything.

Me:“IfyoukeepignoringmelikethisIwillsendyoubacktoyourfather’shouse.”

Finally,Igethisattention.

Ijoinhim onthecouch.

Zwelethu:“Ngubaba,he’sdifferentbhuti.He’sforeverbarkingateveryoneinthehouse,Idon’t

wanttolivethereanymore.”(It’sdad.)

ItmustbebecauseofthewarMkhizehaswithhisbrothersandhe’stakinghisfrustrationsout

oneveryone.



Me:“Youcanstayherewithmeifyouwant.”

Zwelethu:“Youmeanforever?”

Hesmiles.

Me:“Notforever,you’retwentyone.Youwillhavetogetyourownplaceprettysoon.”

Hechortles.

Zwelethu:“IknowbhutiandyesIwanttoliveherewithyou.Idoubtumawillletme.”(Brother.)

(Mom)

Me:“Don’tworry,Iwillspeaktoher.”

Ourconversationiscutshortbythesoundofmyphoneringing.Idreadtospeaktoher,Ruth

hasn’tstoppedcallingme.Theplanwastokeepawayfrom her,Ihavetothrowthatinthetrash

now.StylesandRandalldemandthatImakesureshewearsthejewellery.

Zwelethu:“Aren’tyougoingtotakeit.”

Me:“No.”

Iwatchthephoneasitringsonthetable.

Zwelethu:“Troubleinparadise?”

He’snosey.

Me:“There’snoparadise.”

Zwelethu:“Well,whateveritisIthinkyoushouldtakeit.Youhaveignoredherlongenough,the

girlispossiblycryinghereyesout.”

I’m notgoingtotakeadvicefrom achild,it’scrazy.

Hesnatchesthephonefrom thetable,it’stoolatetostophim.

Zwelethu:“Hello.”

Itrytograbit,hepullsaway.

Zwelethu:“Sboniso?”

Ohshit!!!

Itakethephonefrom him.

Thatwasaclosecall.

“Hello?”

Hervoiceresoundsoverthephone.

Me:“Hi.”



Ifeellikeshit.

Ruth:“Ohgreat,youexist.Ithoughtthepastweekendwasadream.”

Hervoiceiscoatedwithsadness.

Me:“I’m sorry,Iwasbusy.”

Ruth:“Toobusytoanswermycalls?”

Ididn’tthinkthatRuthwouldfeelthisway.

Me:“IwasswampedRuth,forgivemeNkosazana.”(Mylady.)

Ruth:“Underonecondition.”

WhydoIfeelthatIwillregretthis?

Me:“Speaktome.”

Ruth:“Havedinnerwithmetomorrownight.”

Me:“I’m not…”

IfIdenyshewillsensethatsomethingisup.

Me:“HowcanIsaynotoyoundlovukazi.”(Queen.)

Ruth:“Great.I’llseeyoutomorrow?”

She’sconfirming.

Me:“Seeyoutomorrow.”

Ireply.

Ruth:“Sbo.”

Shecallsmyname.Isensethatshe’sabouttoaskforafavour.

Me:“Yes.”

Ruth:“Don’teverstoptalkingtome,please.You’retheonlyrealpersonIknow,I’m surrounded

byheartlesspeopleandyou’retheonlyonewhobringslightintomydarkworld.”

Shepleadswithsomuchcandourinhervoice.

Me:“Iwon’t.”

Ruth:“Okay.”

Shesendsananswerinamodulatedvoice.

Ruth:“Canwepleasetalksomemore,Ineedalisteningear.”

Me:“Sure.”



Irespondwithnohesitation,IleaveZwelethuintheloungeasIambletomyroom.There’sso

muchIhavelearntaboutRuth,IthoughtIwouldmeetaloud,spoiledbrat.

Wehavepaintedherwiththewrongbrush.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

136*

AMARA*

Randallwokeupearlytoday.Idon’tknowwhereheisinthehouse.Ithoughthewouldwalkin

whileImadethebedorshowered.

I’m onavideocallwithIfe,thecallwasforherbrotherandsincehe’snothere.Idecidedtotake

it.Icouldn’tkeepthenewstomyself,IhadtoshareandIfeisthenextavailablepersontotell.

Ife:“OhmyGod,Iam happyforyouAmara.”

Me:“Thanks,I’m happyformetoo.”

Ife:“Let’sseeit.”

Me:“What?”

Shesneersbeforeadeepfrowntakesover.

Ife:“RandallUzeOkolie.Whyam Inotsurprised?”

Me:“WhatisitIfe?”

Ife:“There’snoring,right?”

Sheknowsherbrother,Iliftmyhandtoshowher.

Hermouthdropsopen.

Ife:“Amara,Amara,Amara.HowmanytimesdidIcallyou?”

Shepullsherearlobewiththis.

Me:“Really?”

Ife:“No,IknewthatIshouldn’thaveleft.Lookatthismess,hefailedtocourtyouandnowhe

comesemptyhandedaskingformarriage.Youarelettingthatmangetawaywitheverything.He

hastogetyouaring,bytheendoftoday.”

Me:“Hewill.”

I’m lying,wedidn’tdiscussit.

Ife:“I’m notsureheknowsthataproposalcomeswitharing.”

There’sapossibility.



Me:“Don’tbesilly.”

Ife:“I’m serious,hewon’tbethefirstcluelessmantoeverwalkthefaceoftheearth.Suchmen

deservetheirownplanet.Wedon’tneedthatkindofstressinlife.”

She’sstilltalkative.

Me:“Don’tlethim hearyousaythat.”

Shelaughs.

Ife:“Okay.KasaAkumaa.”(Listensisterin-law.)

Igiveheraquestioninglook.

Ife:“Thatmeanslistensisterin-law.Don’tlethim getyoupregnantuntilyousayIdo.”

Thisgirlistoosmartforme.

Me:“Iwon’t.”

Istammer.

Ihaven’ttakenthetestyet.

Ife:“Mmmhh.Thenextthingyou’llbewalkingdowntheaislewithahugebabybump.Iknow

brotheriscunning,heknowshowtogethisway.”

True.

Me:“Pleasedon’ttellanyoneabouttheproposalIfe,yourfathershouldbethelastpersonto

findout.”

Ife:“MylipsaresealedandIknowagyawillloseitifhefindsout.Chai!Thatmanisevil.”

(Father.)

“AreyoubadmouthingyourfatheragainIfeanyi?”

ApiquedlookingIfetwistsherheadtothesideatthesoundofthefemalevoicethatechoes

from thespeaker.

Ife:“Mother.”

Shegrins.

“Whoareyoutalkingto?”

Shequestions,maybeIshoulddropthecall.

I’m deniedachanceasherfaceappearsonthescreen.Ihaveseenherinpictures,thewoman

whobirthedthemanIlovesodearly.Iseeabitofhisfeaturesonherface,middleageseemsto

suither.She’snotoverlyoldbutherfaceseemstohaveagedpastheryears.Herblackhair

holdsafewstrandsofgreytresses.Herfaceisslightlywrinkledprobablycausedbyyearsof

gnawing.Italsoappearstobedrainedofhappiness.



Mom:“Hello.”

Shesaysinasoftvoice.

Me:“Helloma.”

WhatdoIsaytoher?

Ifeistryingtopushheroffbut,herpersistenceiswinning.

Ife:“Motheryoucan’tdothat,I’m busy.”

Shecomplains.

Mom:“IhaveseenpicturesofyouonIfe’sphone,you’rethewomanwhohastakenmyson’s

heart?”

Ife:“Mother,youwentthroughmyphoneagain?”

Sheignoresher.

Hergazeisstuckonme.

Randallwalksin,Iwanttotellhim thatI’m onavideocallwithhismother.Herfocusonme

won’tletme.

Randall:“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Itrytorelaythemessagewithmyeyes,he’snotgettingit.He’schewing,ofcoursehewon’t

noticeanything.

Hesitsonthebedpressinghisbodyagainstmine.

Mom:“Randall?”

Shesmiles.

Randall:“Mother?”

He’sstartled.

Yeah,Itriedtowarnyou.

Mom:“Doyoutwolivetogether?”

Helooksatmebeforetakinghiseyesbacktoher.

Randall:“Yes,mother.”

Mom:“Withoutmarriage?You’reafuturekingRandall,suchthingsareprohibited.”

Randall:“Notyoutoomother.”

Hestatesinannoyance.

Ifehaslonggivenupfightingher.



Randall:“I’lltalktoyoulater,bye.”

Hedisconnectsthecall.

Me:“Whydidyoudothat?”

Randall:“It’stooearlytolistentohercomplaints.”

HebrushesitoffandIwillnotdisputewithhim,Ihaven’tspokentohismotheryet,soIdon’t

knowhowshefeelsaboutme.

Me:“YouhavesuddenlybecomeacowRandall?”

Hescowls.

Me:“You’rechewingagain?”

He’shidingthepackagesoIdon’tseeit.

Me:“Whatareyoueating?”

Hehideshishand.

Me:“Randall,don’ttellmeyou’reeatingthat,again.Youhaven’thadbreakfastyet.”

Randall:“So?”

Onlynowherevealsthepack.

Me:“That’sallsugar.”

Randall:“Youeatcerealforbreakfast,ithasmoresugarthantheseandyoudon’thearme

complaining.”

Wheredidhegetthatconclusion?

Me:“You’renotyounganymore,yourteethwillfailyou.”

Randall:“I’llhaveyouknowthat,Itakeseriousoffenceinwhatyoujustsaid.Myteethare

perfect.”

Me:“Tellthattothoseraisinsyou’reeating.”

Randall:“Youshouldtrysome,Ineverknewanythingcouldtastethisgood.”

Hechewson.

Me:“That’sexaggerateddon’tyouthink?”

Randall:“Nope.”

Hedoesalittledancewithhisshouldersashetossesafewofthem inhismouth.Theycan’tbe

thatgood.

Me:“Givemethat.”



Ireachforthem andhemovesback.

Randall:“YouandStyleswillkillme,letmebeAmara.”

Hewhines,he’sforeverwhininglately.

Me:“I’m donewithyou.”

Hesneersashecarriesonwiththesnack.

Randall:“Tryit,you’llseewhatI’m talkingabout.”

Heoffers.

Me:“I’m okay.”

Randall:“Comeon,tryoneatleast.Ipromiseyou’lllovethem.”

Letmeseewhatthefussisallabout.

Itaketwo,reluctantlyshovethem inmymouth.Myheartrejectsitatthefirstchew,it’stoolate

tospititout.Iswallowedit.

Iclampmyteethasthequeasinessclawsatmythroat,tryingtoforcedownthesourness.It

couldbethatIhaven’tbrushedmyteeth.

Randall:“And?”

He’sgivingmeanintriguedguise,hedoesn’tseethedisgustedlookonmyface.Anintense

waveofnauseahitsmeandIfindmyselflurchedforwardbeforethetoilet,mykneessecuredon

thefloor.Thevomitburstsfrom mythroat,chokingmeintheprocess.ItfeelslikeforeverandI

wantittobeoverwith,hottearsrollfrom myeyesasmystomachemptiesyesterday’sdinner.

JustwhenIthinkI’m donemyintestinesheavetobringupdripsofwhat’sleftinmystomach.

IturnmyheadtoseeRandallstandinginthedoorway,carryingalookofworryonhisface.

Me:“Water.”

Thewordgrazesoutofmymouththat’scoatedwithacidicfluids,Iswipethebackofmyhand

towipeitoff.

Hehurriesbacktothebedroom,Idon’tknowifhe’srunningawayorgoingtogetthewater.In

themeantimeIpushmyweakkneesupfrom thefloor,shuttheseattoflushawaythebulkof

pukesothat,Iridthestenchthatthreatenstofillthebathroom.

Randall:“Here.”

He’sbackwiththewater,hekneelsbeforemeashehandsittome.

Randall:“Areyouokay?”

Herubsmykneeswhileheworriedlylooksintomyeyes.

Inod.



It’salie,I’m notokay.

Randall:“Iguesswehavedifferenttastebuds?”

That’saquestionbytheway,hisfacialexpressiontellsmeso.

Me:“Ithinkyou’reright.”

Randall:“I’m alwaysright,buttheytastegreattomesoIdon’t…”

Me:“Notaboutthatsilly,thepregnancy.Myperiodsareirregularsoitdidn’tstrikemeasodd

whenImissedthem.”

Am Ireadytohaveababy?

Randall:“IcanaskMbusotocomeover.”

Me:“No,Idon’twantLelofindingoutaboutit.She’llcrucifymeandIam notpreparedforthat.”

Leloisnotonmyside,shewillcallmecrazyifsheweretofindout.

Randall:“Wecangotothehospital.”

Me:“Goout?”

Randall:“Yeah,nothingwillhappen.I’llbewithyou.”

ThefurthestIhavebeensincemyrescueisthegarden.

NOMBULELO*

Thismorningisdifferentandeverythingiswrong.

Me:“Mbusohowlongareyougoingtogivemeacoldshoulder?”

Heignoresme,Mbusorefusestospeaktome.Hedidn’teatmyfoodlastnight,hewon’tletme

touchhim andIhavehadit.

Me:“Mbusospeaktomeplease.”

He’sbustlinginthebedroom gettingreadyforwork.Heistryingsohardtoavoidme.

Me:“MbusoXaba.”

Itakehishand.

It'sthefirsttimethathe’supsetwithmelikethis.

Me:“Don’tdothisplease,talktome.”

Mbuso:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”



Hehuntsforananswerthat’swritteninmyeyes.

Me:“Speaktome.”

Imumbleundermybreath.

Mbuso:“Ihavenothingtosaytoyou.”

Hereturnswithanicytone.

DidImessupthisbad?Mbusoisnoteasilyangered,hisangerdoesn’tdwellwithhim fortoo

long.

Me:“Please,yoursilenceiskillingme.Ican’ttakeitanymore.”

I’m notusedtothenotsmilingMbuso.

Mbuso:“DoInotdeserverespectasthemanyoulove?YoutalktomeasifImeannothingto

you.WhenIaskyoutodosomethingyoucompletelyignoremeanddotheopposite.Howisthis

relationshipgoingtoworkifwearenotonthesamepage?”

Me:“Weareonthesamepage.”

Mbuso:“Stoplying,thisisexactlywhatI’m talkingabout.It’ssoeasyforyoutolie.”

Hestepsawayfrom me.

Me:“WhatdidIlieabout?”

I’m ploddingafteragain.

Mbuso:“You’reseriouslynotaskingmethat,LeloyouhavebecomesomeoneIdon’trecognize.

Idon’twantthatpersonIwantmyLelo,TheinnocentLeloIalmostranoverwithmycarthefirst

timewemet.”

Me:“I’m here,it’sme.”

Hedisagreesbyswipinghisheadbackandforth.

Me:“Okay,tellmewhattodoandI’lldoit,I’lldoanything.”

Heleersatme.

Mbuso:“Stayawayfrom Amara’srelationshipwithRandall.YouhavethismentalitythatIam

terrifiedfoRandall.Ionlywantpeace.Iseenoreasonforyoutohatehim.”

Me:“Idon’thatehim.”

Mbuso:“Actionsspeaklouderthanwords.”

Me:“Okay,there’ssomethingabouthim thatputsmeoffitdoesn’tmeanthatIhatehim.”

Mbuso:“Areyoutryingtoconvincemeoryourself?”

Hequestionswithhisbrowsraised.



Me:“YouknowI’m notperfectMbuso…”

Mbuso:“We’reallnotperfectLelo,I’m notperfectbutyoudon’tseemehatingonotherpeople.”

Me:“Hateisastrongword.”

Mbuso:“Itisandthat’swhatIseewhenyoucomplainaboutRandall.WhydoyoudothisLelo?

WhydoyouwanttodestroyAmara’shappiness?”

Hisquestionbafflesme.IloveAmara,Iwouldneverdoanythingtohurther.

Me:“Ipromisetostopmeddlinginherlife,Ican’thaveyounotspeakingtome.”

Istandbeforehim clogginghim from walkingoutthedoor.

Me:“I’m sorry.”

Iclaspmyarmsaroundhistorso.

Me:“Lovemeagain,please.”

Heemanatesayawningsigh.

Mbuso:“Ineverstoppedandthatshitscaresmetodeath.Youwillalwayshaveaholdme,no

matterwhathappens.ThisloveIfeelwillconstantlyprovetobemyweaknessforyou.Don’tdo

thattomeLelo,donottakeadvantageofmyloveforyou.Icanonlytakemuch.”

Hetells.

LifewithoutMbusoisscary,Idon’tknowifIwouldsurviveit.

Me:“Iwon’t,IpromisethatIwillloveyourightandIwillgiveyoutherespectyoudeserve.”

Heholdsagloweronhisface.

Ipuckerupandpeckhislips,hedoesn’tmoveanditstings.Thisisastart,it’sbetterthan

nothing.

MKHIZE*

AtthispointSikaistheonlypersonIcanconfidein,mybrothershaveturnedagainstme.Mylife

hastakenaterribledirectionandIam headedfordestruction.

Me:“EverythingisfallingapartSika.”

Icanonlyhideinthisoffice,Idon’twantmywivestoseemebrokendownlikethis.

Me:“Iam losingmybusinessandmysiblings.”

Sika:“Ithinkyoushouldmakeapeacetreaty.”



Me:“How?”

Sika:“Idon’tknow,throwapartyinhonourofyourbrothers,theymightappreciateitandforgive

you.”

Hesoundsstupid.

Me:“Mybrothersaren’tkidsthatyouimpressthem withapartypack.Itwilltakeamiraclefor

them toforgetourdifferences.”

Sika:“ThewarwithOkolieisbringingyoubadluck.”

Me:“No,Ijusthaveincompetentpeoplebehindme.ThatMkhontoguywasoneofthem hewas

weak,hewentandgothimselfkilledduringamission.”

Sika:“Itoldyouthattheplanwasn’tgoingtoworkbaba.”(Boss.)

Me:“It’sashamethathismotherdiedofaheartattack,thewomanwasweakshecouldn’t

handlebeingkidnapped.”

Sika:“Butshewasold,weshould’vewentforoneofMkhonto’skids.Helovedthem justas

much.”

Me:“Itdoesn’tmatter,what’sdoneisdone.Idon’tunderstandhowmyplansneverwork,

someoneisworkingagainstme.”

Sika:“IthinkSomeoneisprotectingthatgirl,herancestorsknowtheirstuff.Whydon’tyoustop

pursuingherbaba,shewillbringabout,yourdeathyouknow.”

Heshedslight.

Me:“It’snotabouthergracingmybedanymore,IwanttoprovetoOkoliethatIam notaloser.

ThisismytownMkhonto,kukhalaesamiis'cathulo.Icannotbedefeatedbyalittleboywho

thinkstheworldishisfootstool.Iwanthim tosufferknowingsheiswithme.”(Imaketherules.)

Sika:“Idon’tseethathappening,thatmanissly.Hewon’tletyousetaneyeonher.”

Me:“Mosescan,Ihearhehasregainedhissanityback.He’ssplashinghismoneyallovertown.”

Hechortles.

Sika:“Youseem tobegettingoldbaba,Mosesispowerless.Hefailedtoconvincethatgirlto

marryyouwhenshewashere,hewon’tbeabletogoagainstOkolie.Hewillsquashhim andyou

knowwhereSishiisinvolvednothingcomesright.”

Iseehisreason.

Me:“IthoughtIwoulduseSeguntodestroyOkolie,hisplansarestupid.Theyalwaysbackfire.”

Okolieissupposedtobesickbynowandnothinghashappenedtohim yet.

Sika:“Ithinkweshouldforgetabouteverything,focusongettingyourlifetogether.Thiscannot

beworthlosingyourfamily.You’velostLungaandmaDlaminiisatapointofnoreturn.Talkto



yourbrothers,reasonwiththem andmakepeace.”

Heutterswisely,however...

Me:“Iam BangizweMkhize,Idonotbowdowntoanyone.ThisiswarSika,youknowwhat

ShakaZuludidtoweaklings?”

Myquestioncauseshim tofrownindisarray.

Me:“Heeliminatedthem,Idon’twantweaklingsSika.Ineedstrongmenbymysideandwewill

fightthistilltheend.”

Sika:“Ionlyhopethatyourchildrenwillnotpayforyourmistakesbaba.”(Boss.)

Me:“That’senoughSika,IknowwhatI’m doing.”

Idismisshim.

Ihavetothinkpositive.

Tobecontinued...
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137*

RANDALL*

We’reatthehospitalwaitingforageneralpractitioner.Amara’shandisclenchedonmine,not

oncehaveIseenherthisnervous.

Me:“Pennyforyourthoughts?”

Shegivesmeasoftsmile.

Amara:“Ihavesomanyofthem,Iwouldn’tknowwheretostart.”

Me:“Whichevercomestomindfirst?”

Amara:“Thefirstthoughtis.Stopeatingthat.”

Isimperatheranswer.

Me:“Notagain.”

Ican'tseem togetovertheseedibles.

Amara:“I’m serious.”

Sheprotests.

Me:“What’sreallyonyourmindAmara?”

Sheletsoutasighoflassitude.

Amara:“Thisisnewtome,Idon’tknowwhattoexpectandI’m terrified.”

Sheexpressesherfears.

Me:“I’m terrifiedtoo,ImetLiyawhenshewasfour.Iwasn’tthereduringthepregnancyand

whenshewasborn.WecandothisAmara,weshouldn’tbeafraidtotryoutnewthings.”

Amara:“Iknow.”

Sheplacesherhandonherstomach.

Amara:“Doyouthinkthere’sreallyababyinthere?”

Ipositionmyhandontopofhers.

Me:“Iknowthereis.AlittleRandallJunior.”



Sheglowers.

Amara:“Aboy?”

Me:“Whynot?Liyaneedsaprotector.”

Myanswerputsasmileonherface.

“AmaraButhelezi.”

Thereceptionistcalls.

Sheshowsustothedoctor’sroom,anIndianwomansitsonachair,scribblingsomethingona

pieceofpaper.Sheraisesherheadwithasmileplasteredonherface.Amaraisdirectedtothe

bathroom foraurinetest.Thelevelofnervousnesshasincreased,Iwantthisbabymorethan

anything.

Afewminuteslaterwe’reseatedbeforethedoctorwhotellsustheresults.It’sconfirmed,we’re

goingtohaveababy.I’m holdingherinmyarms,tryingtopushbackthetearsofjoy.It’san

overwhelmingfeelingthat,thewomanIloveishavingmybaby.

Shesnugglesmyjawwithherfingers.

Amara:“We’rehavingababyRandall.”

Shestates,hereyesgleamingwithbliss.Inodelatedly.

Me:“We’rehavingababy.”

Iengulfherinmyarms.

Me:“Thankyou,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Thisiswhatanoverwhelmingjoyfeelslike.

STYLES*

Sethu’sunclewillbeburiedtoday,ifitwereuptome,Iwouldn’thaveSethuandAyizegotothe

funeral.ApparentlyAyizeisnotherself,shestayslockedupinaroom.Ihavetobetherefor

them.

We’rerunninglate,Neoistakingtime.It’ssounlikehim,he’salwaysthefirsttofinish.

Me:“Neocomeon.”

Iyellfrom thelivingroom,he’sinhisroom doingGod-knowswhat.

Neo:“I’m coming,holdyourhorses.”

Heshoutsback.



IneedtocallSethuandletherknowthatwe’llbealittlelate.

“Babe.”

Sheanswerswiththat.

Me:“Howiseverything?”

Thelasttimewespoke,shesaidtherewaschaosathome.

Sethu:“Ican’tfindAyizeanywhere,shecamehomelatelastnightandshewasdrunk.”

Me:“Didyouchecktheneighbourhood?”

Sethu:“Notyet,shecouldbearound.Hercarisparkedoutside.Idon’tknowwhattodoStyles,

myparentsarenotbothered.”

Me:“Icanhelptrackherdown,sendmehercontactnumber.”

Sethu:“Thanks,thatwouldbegreat.”

Neostridesintothelounge,wearingapinksweaterandjeanswithsneakers.

Me:“I’llseeyoujustnowkitten.”

Sethu:“Okay,bye.”

Neoisstandingbeforemetyinghisshoelaces,he’shumming.

Me:“Whatareyouwearing?”

Okay…

ItseemsthatI’m confusinghim withmyquestion.Letmerephraseit.

Me:“We’regoingtoafuneral.”

He’sstillconfused.

Neo:“Thepantsandtheshoesareblack.”

Heseesnothingwrongwiththetop.

Me:“Whypink?Youcouldhavechosenadifferentcolour.”

Neo:“I’m notgoingtogrievethatman,thereasonI’m taggingalongisbecauseyousaidZee

needssupport.”

Me:“Youdoknowthatyou’llbetheonlyoneinapinkt-shirt?”

Hesmiles.

Neo:“JusthowIlikeit,Imuststandout.”

Me:“Don’twalktooclosetome,you’llembarrassme.”



Helaughs.

Neo:“Listen,I’llbehandcuffedtoyourwrist.”

Me:“Dareme.”

Hewalkstothekitchenwithalaugh.

Neo:“Haveyouseenmycarkeys?”

Heshoutsfrom there.

Me:“Checkonthecounternexttothebreadbin.”

Hewalksbackwhistling.

Hedoesalittletwirlashegetstothelounge.

Neo:“Yes.”

Hesingsashedoesadramaticpose.

Neo:“Oadlalauena,kelepato.”(It’safuneral.)

Andhe’scheerfulaboutit.

Me:“Whyarewehappy?”

Neo:“Adogwillbelaidtoresttoday.”

Heresponds.

Iwillneverbeabletounderstandhim.

Me:“Let’sgo,weneedtohelpfindAyize.Sethusaysshe’snowheretobefound.”

Neo:“Okay.”

He’sthefirsttowalkoutofthehouse.

SETHU*

It’sbeenthreedayssincewecametothehouse,thefuneralistoday.Inafewhourswewillbe

buryingthatbastard.InoticedhowAyizeisnotherself.Sheisveryreticent,Iam worriedabout

her.Itriedtospeaktoherandshebrushedmeoff.Idon’tknowwheresheisatthemoment.

Dad:“Sethulet’sgo.”

Hewalksinthekitchenfollowedbymymother,theotherguestshaveleftforthechurch.

Me:“I’m waitingforAyize.”



Dad:“Okay.Whowillyougirlscomewith?”

There’sacar.

Me:“Iwilldriveus.”

Dad:“Weneededthecarstotransporttheguest,youandyoursistershouldcomewithus.”

Hespeaksasifwhathedidisanorm.

Me:“Howdoyougiveawaymycardad?”

Dad:“Ididn’tgiveitaway,Ilentittothem.”

Me:“It’sthesamething.Whatiftheycrash?”

Thisisunacceptable.

Howdidhegetmycarkeys?

Mom:“Stopbeingdramaticnawe,nothingwillhappentoyourcar.”(You)

Shesnaps,I’m annoyingher.Icantellbythelookthatshe’sgivingme.

Dad:“Getyoursisterandlet’sgo.”

Iam notridingwiththesetwo.

Me:“Youguysgoahead,wewillrequestaride.”

ThankGodthechurchisnotfarfrom here,I’m brokeandthesetaxiridescanmakeyouprayfor

monthend.

Mom:“Ithinkitwillbebestthatweallgoasafamily.”

Amiserablefamily.

Me:“TakeMbaliandGingerwithyou,we’llfollow.”

Cantheygo?

Dad:“Okay.”

Mom:“There’ssomethingelse.”

Whatisitnow?

Mom:“Youhavetogoandstaywithyourauntafterthefuneral.”

Me:“Staywithaunt?”

Idon’tunderstandhercommand.

Mom:“Forafewdaysuntilshefeelsbetter,she’llbealonewithherkids.Shewon’tbeableto

cope.”



Me:“Youwantmetoplaymaid?”

Hereyesnarrowatmyquestion.

Mom:“Iwantyoutohelpfamily.”

Me;“Ihavealifemom,Ihaveajob.Youcan’tpossiblyaskmetoputmylifeonhold.”

Mom:“ItwillonlybeforafewdaysSethu.”

Me:“Itwon’twork,I’m notdoingit.”

Shecrossesherarmsonherchest.

Mom:“IfLebowashereshewouldtakecareofhermotherbut,she’sinjailandyourefuseto

helpher.Nowyoushouldtakeupherresponsibilityandlookafterhermother.”

Me:“It’snotmyfaultthatLeboisinjail.That’sthelifeshechoseforherself,Ihadnopartinit.”

Dad:“Whydoyoutendtotwistyourmother’swordsSethu?”

Dadtotherescue.

Me:“Ididn’ttwistanything,thisisexactlywhatshesaid.Mom blamesmeforLebo's

imprisonment.”

Mom:“Idon’tblameyou,Ionlyfeelthatyoushould’velentahelpinghand.Kwenawasreadyto

helpyourcousinandyourefusedhim.”

Thetruthcomesout.

Me:“Help?Youmeanmarryme?IhadtosacrificemyselfforLebo?”

Mom:“Notasacrificebutaunion.”

She’scrazyifshethinksthatmakesanysense.

Me:“Iknewtherewasanagendabehindthat.You’recapableofsellingmeofftogetwhatyou

want?”

Dad:“Idon’tknowwhattosayanymore.Whatishappeningtoyoukids?”

Hequestions.

Me:“Ishouldbeaskingyouguysthis,youhavechanged.”

Mom:“Baba,let’sgo.I’m notgoingtostandforthis.”

She’supsetandIcan’tfindareasonwhy.

Dad:“Don’tbelate,Iwantyouboththere.”

Hecommandslikehealwaysdoes.

WecanonlymakeitifIfindAyize.



NTOMBI*

Thesethreeareuptosomething,theythinkIcan’tseetheirgallivanting.Iam ontothem likea

houseonfire.Iwanttoknowwhattheirdailyescapadesareabout.JonasandMhambiare

buskinginthesunoutside.Petuniaisbathing,thisgivesmeachancetocheckMhambi’sphone.

Heleftitonthechargerandit'smyluckthathedoesn’thaveapasswordonhisphone.

Okay,Ican’tseeanythinghere.Therearenomessages,Mhambiisboring.Whodoesn’thave

WhatsAppinthisday?HowdoeshetalktoPetuniawhenhe’snothome?Thatappislikeyour

ownpersonalprivateinvestigator.

Maybethecalllogswilltellmesomething.

Ndodakazi?

Whocouldthatbe?AsfarasIknowtheirdaughtersareinboardingschoolandnoneofthem

havemobilephones.

There’sanothernumberhere,it’ssavedasMkhwenyane(sonin-law).Mhambidoesn’thavea

sonin-law.

Iknewthattheyareuptosomething,thisprovesit.

“Whatareyoudoing?”

Nonsense!

Mashotostartlesmewithherannoyingvoice.

Me:“Yiningawe?”(What’swrongwithyou?)

Mashoto:“That’snotyourphone.WhatareyoudoingNtombi?”

Me:“It’snoneofyourbusiness,IcandoanythingIwantinmyhouse.”

Ihopeshereadsbetweenthesewordsthatsheshouldstayoutofmyway.

Mashoto:“Bhuti,Mhambi!!!”(Brother.)

Sheshoutstohim afteropeningthedoor.

Me:“Shutupwena.”(You.)

Mashoto:“Bhuti,Mhambi!!!”(Brother.)

She’ssostubborn.Iplacethephonebackonthecharger.

Petuniarushesfrom thebathroom,hereyesarepoppedout.

Idon’tknowwhocalledher.



Petunia:“What’swrong?”

Mxm.

Me:“YouarenotMhambi.”

Iretortwithagrumpytone.

Petunia:“He’smyhusbandso,ifhisnameiscalledwithanemergencytoneIwillact.”

Yoh!BrookeLogan.

Me:“NiyathandanawenanoMhambineh?”(YouandMhambiloveeachother,hey?)

Petunia:“Mashoto.Whathappened?WhywereyoucallingMhambi?”

Thestupidwomanwillsnitch.

Mashoto:“Ntombiwasgoingthroughyourhusband’sphone.”

Witch!

“What?”

Here’sthehusband…

Great!!!

Mhambi:“WhywereyougoingthroughmyphoneNtombi?”

Hestridestowardsmeandtakesitoffthecharger.

Me:“Iwascheckingthetime.”

Ilie.

Petunia:“There’saclockonthewallNtombi.”

Petuniamustdropdeadthisinstant,Ican’tstandher.

Me:“Haibo,ngiboshiwethat,youhavetointerrogatemelikethis?”(Am Iunderarrest?)

Mhambi:“Kulungile.”(It’sokay.)

Thatsoundslikeawarning.

Me:“WhatdoesthatmeanMhambi?”

Hedoesn’trespond,hebeginstowalkbackoutside.

“Mhambi,uNtombiukhulumanawe.”(Ntombiistalkingtoyou.)

That’sMoses.

Whendidhewakeup?

Mhambidoesn’tacknowledgehim ashegoesonabouthisbusiness.



Moses:“KwenzakalaniNtombi?”(What’sgoingonNtombi?)

Ihavetotellhim inprivate,Petuniaisoglingatme,shetooislookingforanswers.

Me:“IsitnotthiswitchMashoto?ShetoldPetuniathatIwasgoingthroughMhambi’sphone.”

Hefrownsatme.

Moses:“IsthisthereasonMhambifeltaneedtothreatenyou?”

IthoughtIwastheonlyonewhoheardthattone.

Me:“CabanganjeMoses?”(Imagine.)

Petunia:“Hedidn’tthreatenanyone,Ntombimuststayoutofpeople’sbusiness.Uzolimala.”

(Shewillgethurt.)

Idon’ttrustthatlookPetuniaisgivingme.

Me:“DidyouhearthatMoses?”

Moses:“Ngizwilemkami.”(Ihearditmywife.)

Whyishecallingmethat?Heprobablywantssomething.

Ifhewantstogoanddrinkagainhehasanotherthingcoming.

Me:“Moses,canIseeyouinthebedroom?”

IwalkpastPetunia,thiswomanistoomuchforme.Ican’thandleher.

Moses:“YiniNtombi?”

He’sstandinginthedoorway.

Me:“Valaumnyangonawe.”(Closethedoor.)

Heshutsitandpotterstomeasapuckerbuildsupbetweenhiseyebrows.

Me:“HaveyounoticedhowJonas,MhambiandPetuniaarealwaysgoingoutandcominghome

late?”

Moses:“IthappenedtwiceNtombi,it’snotabigdeal.”

Iknewhisfrailbrainwouldn’tunderstand.

Me:“ItisabigdealMoses.IwascheckingforsomethingsuspiciousonMhambi’sphone,he

hasnumberssavedasMkhwenyane.”(Sonin-law.)

Moses:“So?”

Me:“Mhambidoesn’thaveasonin-law,hisdaughtersarestillinschool.”

Iclarify.

Hescratcheshisheadinconfusion.



Moses:“Okay.What’syourconclusion?”

Mosesissoslow.

Me:“ThinkMoses.Whocouldthissonin-lawbe?”

He’sthinking…Good.

Moses:“Lelo’sboyfriend?”

Wow.

Igiveup.

Me:“No,thinkaboutthisMoses.It’sAmara,she’smarriedandtheydidn’ttellus.”

Heroarsinlaughter.

I’llwaitforhim tofinish…

And,hecontinues...

Idon’tseeanythingfunnywithwhatIsaid.

Me:“Stopandlistentome.”

Ipushhim back.

Moses:“HayingiyaxolisaNtombi.Kodwauyahlekisamfazi,hayicha.”(I’m sorryNtombibut,

you’refunny.)

He’sstilllaughing.

Me:“Mosesuseyourbrain,it’sAmara.I’m tellingyou,ifitwasLelotheywouldn’tbesosecretive

aboutit.”

Mycurrentwordshavehim laughingagain.Mosesisafool.

Me:“You’resoannoying.”

Moses:“LalelaNtombi,IsawthementhattookAmara.Heyimfazi,thosepeoplewerenot

lookingformarriage.”(Listen.)(Woman.)

Hestatesinanamusedtone.

Me:“WhyisMhambikeepingitasecretke?”(Then.)

Moses:“Angazinami,askhim maybehewilltellyou.”(Idon’tknow.)

Myassumptionsareright,Iknowit.

Moses:“Amaramarried?”

Helaughsoutloud.

Moses:“Hayisuka.”(Getoutofhere.)



Hedeclaresashelaughshiswayoutoftheroom.Ican’tbewrong,ithastobeAmara.

Tobecontinued…

BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

138*

SETHU*

Thefactthatwehavetosithereandlistentothesepeopletalkaboutthatevilmanasifhewas

asaintispuretorture.

Notonepersonhasstatedthetruth.

Ayizeisseatednexttomeholdingmyhand,StylesandNeoaretworowsawayfrom us.The

churchisnotasfullasIthoughtitwouldbe.

“Johnwasagoodman,healwaysputotherpeoplebeforehim.”

That’soneofhisfriendsspewingnonsensefrom hismouth.Ayizedropsherhead,her

shouldersareconvulsing.She’slaughing.

DidImentionthatmysisterisdrunk?

Sheiswasted.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Shebringsherheaduptolookatme,hereyesarefilledwithtears.Ican’tgraspiftheyarefrom

cryingorlaughing.Mymothertakesthepodium,shedidn’ttellusthatshewouldbespeaking.

Mom:“ThefirsttimeImetJohn,Ididn’tlikehim formysister.Ithoughthewasn’tgoodenough

forher,heprovedmewrong.Irememberwhenhecametomyfather’shousetoaskforher

handinmarriage,that’swhenIknewthathewasamanofhonour.Mysister,youfoundagem

foryourself.Indodaemadodeni.”(Menamongstmen.)

Ayizetightensherholdonmyhand,herheadisagainbowed.Iplacemyarm aroundher

shoulder.

Mom:“Tosayyouwereblessedwiththebestwouldbeanunderstatementmysister.Johnwas

fulloflife,helovedlifeasmuchashelovedpeople.”

Ayizestiflesalaugh,shesmashesherhandonhermouthtostopherselffrom laughing.She’s

failingdismally.



Thisiswhenthechurcheruptswiththesoundofherlaughter.

Me:“Ayize?”

She'slaughinguncontrollably,alleyesareonus.Mom hasadeathstareshootingatus.Iturn

backtolookatStyles.HeandNeoarecarryingscowlsastheystareinconfusion.”

Ayize:“Thisisbullshit,allofthisisbullshit.”

Shepushesherselfuptoherfeet.Itakeherhandtryingtopullherdown.

Auntstaresatherinpuzzlement.

Mom:“Ayizesitdown.”

Mom commands,she’stalkingtothewrongperson.Ayizewillnotlistentoher.

Ayize:“No,no.Nottodaymother,youwillnottellmewhattodo.”

Shepushesherwaytothefront,grabsthemicrophonefrom mymother.

Ayize:“It’smyturntospeak,everyonehassaidtheirpart.”

Shesaysinherdrunktone.

She’sgoingtoconfesseverything.

Ayize:“Uncledearestdeservestohearsomewordsfrom measwell.It’sonlyfairbecausehe

alsogavemememories.”

Mom:“Ayizestop,givemethat.”

Takingthemicrophonefrom herwillnotbeaseasyasmom thinks.Dadmarchestothefront,

he’swearingacloakofembarrassment.

Dad:“Mybabycomewithme.”

Hetakesahandthatissnatchedawayfrom him.

Ayize:“I’m yourbabytoday?WhatwasIthatnightwhenItoldyouthatthismanrapedme?”

Sheblurtsout.

Soundsofshockoccupythebuildingfollowedbymyaunt’sscreamsofagony,she’swailingin

notime.

Mom:“AYIZE!!!”

Sheraisesherhandtoslapher,Ayizemanagestoblockit.Shesendsaslapbackonmy

mother'scheek.

Dad:“Ayize?”

Hisisawhisper.



Ayize:“Sorrydad,it’sjustthatyourwifeneededtobeputinherplace.”

Shelaughs.Mom standswithherhandonhercheekandshockonherface.

Ican’twatchthis.

Irushtothepodium totakeAyizeawayfrom there.

Me:“Ayize,let’sgo.We’lltalkaboutthisathome.”

Myrequestdoesn'tseem tobegettingthroughtoher.

Ayize:“Wait,letmefinishherefirst.”

Dad:“Ayizelisten...”

Shecutshim off.

Ayize:“YouknowwhatwasonmymindwhenIwassittingrightovertherelisteningtoallyou,

liars.”

Shepointsatoursittingspot.

Ayize:“AllIcouldseewasthiscoffinburning.”

Gaspsfrom thecrowdresound.

Ayize:“Yes,itmademefeelgood.Youpeoplehavegottobeashamedofyourselves.Howcan

youstandhereandspeakliesaboutthisoldfool.”

Shetapsthecoffinwiththemicrophone.Dadhashisarmsovermom’sshoulders,shehasbeen

silenced.There’sacommotioninthechurch,peoplearecastingevileyes,somearewhispering.

NKOMO*

IhavefoundmyselfinthearmsofRuthonceagain,mymindismuddled,IhavenocluewhatI’m

doingnow.Icameheretoseeifshehasusedtheearrings,theboxispackedawayinadrawer.

Shedidnotgiveareasonastowhyshehasn’twornthem andIdidnotcaretoask.

Ruth:“YouhaveproventomeonceagainthatyouarewhatyousayyouareSbo?”

Herheadisrestingonmychestwithherarm aroundme.

Me:“Howdoyoumean?”

Ruth:“Dominant,youknowyourstoryandIam impressed.”

Shesoundshappy.

HaveImadethiswomanfallforme?



Ruth:“Youleftmewantingformore.Whydidyoudisappearonme,Sbo?”

WhathaveIgottenmyselfinto?

Me:“Ihadwork.”

Iretortwithalie.

Me:“Ruth,rememberwhatIsaidaboutus?”

Ineedtoremindherthatwearenotathing.

Ruth:“Iknow,yousaidgowiththewind.CanIjustenjoythismoment,please?”

Sheclaspsherarm aroundme.

Me:“So?Whyhaven’tyoutriedtheearringsonyet?”

Ifwordscouldstingthen,thesearetheones.

Ruth:“Theyaretooprecioustobewornwithoutareason.”

Me:“Areason?”

Ruth:“Yeah,Ican’twearthem whileroamingaroundinthislonelyhotelroom.”

Aknockonthedoorjamsmefrom askinganyfurtherquestions.

Ruth:“Shit!”

Sheexclaimsasshejoltsup.

Me:“Whoisit?”

Ruth:“Thereisonlyonepersonwhoknockslikethat.”

Ileeratherwaitingforananswer.

Ruth:“Segun.”

Shegruntsoutthename,hervoicecarriesacertainangerforthisman.

ThisisthepartwhereIhide.

Ruth:“Quick,gotothebathroom.”

Shejumpsoffthebedinahurry,theknockisloudanddemanding.Themanknockslikehehas

arighttoinvadeherspace.

Me:“Holdon,I’vegotit.”

She’spushingmehalfnakedintothebathroom,whilemyclotheshanginherhands.Shethrows

them inandshutsthedoorclosed.

Ruth:“I’m coming.”



Ihearherreplywithachagrinedtone.

Ittakesaboutaminuteforthatbothersomeknocktostop.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Hervoiceisnotwelcoming.

“Whyareyounottakingmycalls?”

Heboomslikehefathersher,that’sdefinitelySegun’svoice.

Ruth:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?IthoughtItoldyoutoleavemealone.”

Segun:“I’m notgoingtodothat,wehaveamissiontocompleteandyou’reslackingRuth.”

Ruth:“Doyouthinkmyliferevolvesaroundyourson?Ican’tbechasingamanwhohasno

interestinme.”

Sheripostesback,throwingherwordsoutinanger.

Segun:“Youweretoldtodoanythingtomakehim fallforyou.Whathaveyoudonesofar?”

Ruth:“MustIforcemyselfintohishouseSegun?”

Segun:“Hey,it’schiefSeguntoyou.Youwilladdressmewithrespectyounglady.”

Shegoesquietduetohim chidingher.

Segun:“Iwantyoutostepupyourgame,we’renothereonholidayRuth.”

RuthmummerssomethingIcan’tmakeout.

Segun:“What?”

Ruth:“IsaidIwantout.”

Sheannouncesloudly.

Segun:“Youmustbecrazy.Whatisitthatbroughtyoutothisdecision?”

Ruth:“YouknowthatIneverwantedthis.”

Segun:“ToughluckRuth,it’snotaboutyou.”

Ruth:“It’smylifeandIwantout.”

Sheyells,notcaringthatSegunisroyalty.

Agallinghorselaughmatcheshisvoice,thesonofabitchislaughingather.

Segun:“Mydearyouhavenolife,itdoesn’tbelongtoyou.Askyourfather,hewilltellyou.”

Ruth:‘Iwillfindmywayoutofthismess,we’llseewho’llbelaughingintheend.”

Hetakesyetanotherscornfulchortle.



Segun:“Goodluck,whileyou’retryingtofindyourwayout.Gettowork,youdon’twanttogetme

madRuthAdaeze.”

Thelaughagain…

Itdiesdownwiththesoundoffootsteps.

Itshouldbesafetowalkoutnow.IfindRuthsittingonthebed,shelooksextremelyangry.

Me:“Whowasthat?”

AsifIdon’tknow.

Ruth:“Thefirstmanonmyhitlist.”

Sherevealsimpassively,sheleersatmewithhercoldeyes.

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Ruth:“I’m gettingmylifebackSbo,ifitmeansIhavetogotojailforitthenIwill.”

Herwordssendchillsdownmyspine.

Irepeat…

WhathaveIgottenmyselfinto?

SETHU*

Iunderstandmysister’sanger,Iwoulddothesamethingasher.

Ayize:“WherewasI?Ohyes,thepartwhereJohnrapedme.”

Thesepeoplestillexpresssoundsofshock.

Ayize:“Idon’tknowwhyyoupeoplearesurprised,weallknowthatJohnwasnotasaint.Are

youpeoplenotashamedtolieinchurch?”

Dad:“Ayize,Iam askingyou,mychild.Comewithme.”

Ithinkthisisenough.

MyeyessearchforStyles,heandNeoareontheirfeet.Myaunthasn’tstoppedwailing.There

arewomencomfortingher.Thismustcomeasashocktoher.

Mom:“IknewthatyouwereademonAyize,Ishould’veabortedyouwhenIhadthechance.”

Dad:“Nkosikazi.”(Mywife.)

Ayize:“That’sfineBeauty,Idon’tseeyouasmymotheranyway.”

Sheretortswithacoldtone.



Me:“Ayizelet’sgetoutofhere.”

Ipleadingwithher,Iknowthatshedoesn’tmeanwhatshejustsaidtomom.She’sprotecting

herheartfrom pain.

Ayize:“Iwanttotalktoaunt,Iwanttotellherwhatherhusbanddidtome.”

Sheplodstomyauntwhoisstillintears.

Mom:“Youstayawayfrom mysister,shepullsherback.Ayizeturnsandpushesmymother,

shestumblesandfallsflatonherbutt.

Ayize:“Aunty,didyourbelovedsistertellyouwhatyourhusbanddidtome?Didshetellyouthat

herapedme?”

Auntpressesherhandsonherearsasshescream cries.

Ayize:“No,youhavetolistentome,youneedtoknowthetypeofamanyourhusbandwas.”

Ayizegrabsherhandstryingtopullthem offfrom herears.

Aunt:“No,Idon’twanttohearit.”

Shescreams.

Ayize:“Youneedtohearitaunty,Iwantyoutohearit.”

Hervoiceisbreaking,shewillcryinganyminutenow.

“Zee,comewithme.”

IturntoseeNeo,hecarriesascowlonhisface.

Ayize:“Aunty,listentome.”

Shescreamsather.

Ayize:“Please.”

Hertearsfailher.

Shewantssomeonetobelieveherandshethinksthatauntistheone.

Neo:“That’senoughZee,comewithmeplease.”

Hetakesherarm,Ayizesnatchesitawaywithoutturningtohim.Herattentionisengrossedon

aunt.

IseemymotherrushtoAyize,she’sreadytoattack.Thelookonherfacesaysit.

Mom:“Yougetawayfrom her,youdemonchild.”

Shescreams,Itrytopushherbackbut,Neobeatsmetoitashestandsbeforeher.

Mom:“Getoutofmyway.”



Shecommands,Neodoesn’tsayanythinginreturn.Idon’tseeStylesanywhere.

Ayize:“Whyareyounotsayinganythingaunty?Why?”

Auntisshakingherheadlikeachildindenial,theeldersarefightingtogetAyizetostop.

Aunty:“Iknow,Ihavealwaysknownthetruth.”

What?

Sheconfessesinaloudvoice.

Aunty:“Iknowwhathedidtoyou.”

Ayizestumblesbackandfallsinmyarms.

Ayize:“Youknew?”

Theshockinhervoiceisunmistakeable.

Aunt:“Ihavealwaysknownmychild,I’m sorry.”

Shecries.

Me:“Whydidn’tyousayanything?”

Aunt:“Iwasafraid,Iguess.Iheardyourfatherarguingwithhim onenight,Johndidn’tdeny

anything.Theycametoanagreementthatnothingwillbesaid,Idon’tknowhoworwhyitwas

decidedso.”

Sherevealsashockingtruth.

Ayizeturnsbacktolookatdad,he’ssittingonachairsoppinginshame.

Aunt:“Ineverspokeaboutitafter,IlackedthecouragetoconfrontJohn.Ihatedhim forwhathe

didtohisdaughter.”

Hiswhat?

Me:“Waitaunty?Whatdidyousay?”

Mom:“Busi,thisisnotthetime.”

Me:“DidJohnrapeLeboaswell?”

Auntshakesherhead.

Me:“Whatdoyoumeanhisdaughter?”

Aunt:“Youarehisdaughter,Ayize.”

Shedropsabombonus.

Ayize:“Auntyno.”

Shestepsbackwiththesewords.



Ilookatmymother,herfaceisemotionless.

Me:“Isittruemom?”

Shenodswithnohesitation.

Ayize:“AAAHHHHHH!!!!!”

Shereleasesaloudscream asshestumblesback.Neocatchesherfrom behind,hisarmsare

aroundherwaistandhischeekisrestingonhers.Heholdsherupasshesinksdownscreaming

inagonyandpain.Ican’ttakehercries,theybreakmyheart.

Aunt:“I’m sorrymychild,I’m sorry.Ihatehim,Ihatehim asmuch.”

Me:“Whywouldyoudothis?”

Iscream atmymother,shehasnoremorse.Hereyesaredead.

Mom:“Thisisnottherighttimetotalkaboutthis.We’lltalkafterthefuneral.”

Shestillwantstoburythatbastard.

Thechurchissuddenlyempty,myeyesfindStyles.He’sclearingthebuilding,onlythefamily

hasremained..

AyizeisstillwailinginNeoarms.

AMARA*

I’m actuallytwoweekspregnant,it’sstilltheearlystages.

You’dswearthatRandallistheoneexpectingababy,hisappetitehassuddenlygrown.Heeats

morethanheshouldandI’m worriedabouttheraisinshe’salwaysconsuming.

HereIam inthekitchenpreparingasandwichforhim andheisstillmunching.

Randall:“Don’tputthecheese,Idon’twantit.”

HestopsmebeforeIcoulddropasliceonthesandwich.

Randall:“Puttheseinstead.”

Shockisplainonmyfaceashepassesmethosestupidsnackshe’sforeverfeastingon.

Me:“Youcan’tbeserious.”

Randall:“Amara,Iwillnoteatthatifyoudon’tputtheseraisinsinthere.”

Hegrunts.

Me:“Willyougoonstrikebecauseofraisins.”



“You’repregnantAmara?”

RandallandIglanceateachotheratthesoundofChioma’svoice.

Me:“Howdidyouknow?”

Sheshootsmeherusualwarm smile.

Chioma:“InoticedwithUze,allofasuddenhebecamesensitive.Heeatsmoreandthose

thingshe’salwayssnackingon.”

She’sstandingbesideRandallandhasthisproudlookonherface.

Me:“Randallisexperiencingpregnancycravings?”

Hegrimacesinconfusion.

Chioma:“Yes.”

Howluckyam I?

HefrownsasIwigglemyeyebrowsathim.

Randall:“Thatcan’tbetrueChioma,I’m nottheonewho’sexpecting.”

Hehatesthesoundofthat.

Chioma:“Ithappens,mendosufferpregnancysymptomsinsympathywiththeirpartners.

There’smoretocome,cramps,moodswings,morningsickness.Youcanalsoexperience

labourpainsduringlabouranddeliveryofthebaby.”

Sheutters.TodaymarksthedayIhaveseenRandallinfear,thelookonhisfaceispriceless.

Randall:“Isthereacureforthat?”

Hestutters.

Chioma:“No.”

Randall:“TherehastobeacureChioma.”

Me:“Stopbeingabigbaby.Iforoneam happythatwewillsharethepaintogether.Ican’tsuffer

alone.”

Ideclare.Ilovethelookonhisface.

Randall:“Amara,I’m aman.Ican’tgothroughanyofthat.”

Hecontinueswithhiscomplaints.

Me:“Whynot?I’m carryingyourbighead,it’sonlyfairthatyoucarrysomethingaswell.”

Chioma:“Don’tworryUze,it’snotsobad.Ninemonthswillgobyfast.”

Herattempttocomforthim doesnotseem tobeworking.



Me:“Lethim beChioma,hemustfeelit.”

Ican’tclogmylaughter.

Chioma:“I’m happyforyoutwo,youdeserveeverythingbeautifulandmore.”

Me:“Thankyou,Chioma.”

ShepeepsatRandallbesideher.

Chioma:“Uzemyson,Iblessyou.”

Sheplacesherhandonhisshoulder.

Chioma:“Mayyoufindhappinessandjoy,mayyougrowoldwiththeoneyoulove.May

everythingyoutouchbeblessedandeverythingyoudoprosper.”

Randall:“Thankyouma.”

Hesendshisappreciationwithaghostofasmileonhisface.

Chioma:“Amara,feedhim.”

Shelaughsasshewalksaway.

Randall:“Shecouldbewrongyouknow.”

Hedebates.

Me:“Chiomaisawisewoman,Itrustherwords.”

Hehuffs.

I’m donewiththissandwich,hefrownsasIputtheplatebeforehim.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Randall:“Idon’twantwhitebread,Iwantbrown.”

Hegrunts.

Me:“Yousaidtousewhitebread.”

Randall:“Ichangemymind,Idon’twantitanymore.”

Me:“IfthisiswhatIhavetogothroughforthenextninemonths,thenletmecarrytheburden.”

Hesneersatmyretort.

Randall:“Idon’tmind,I’m exhaustedalready.”

He’sgrouchy.

It’snotlikeIhaveachoice,themanishungry.Ihavetostartallover.

Randall:“Doyouthinkyourunclewillagreetousgettingmarried?”



Hequestionsrandomly.

Threedayslater,hisquestionhasn’tchanged.

Me:“Ifyoudothingsright,hewon’thaveaproblem withit.”

Randall:“Ihaveafeelingthathewillgivemeahardtime.Jonasisdifficult,Isawhim the

momenthelaidhisskinnylegshere.”

Me:“Really?”

Asmileformsonhismouth.

Randall:“I’m joking,ontherealthough,Iwantthingstogoright.”

Me:“Doyouknowwhattodo?”

Randall:“Paythebrideprice.”

Idon’tthinkhehasaclue.

Randall:“InGhana,thegroom wouldaskforalistfrom thebride’sfamily.”

Heproclaims.

Me:“Alistcontainingwhat?”

Iask,placinghisorderonthetable.Hethanksmewithasmile.

Randall:“Ornaments,clothesandcashforthebride’smotherfatherandbrothers.”

Me:“Okay,it’sdifferentthisside.Youhavetowritealettertomyfamilytoformallyaskforthem

tomeet.Youshouldmakeyourintentionsclearandtheexactdatewhenthenegotiationswould

begin.”

Somethingisworryingmethough.

Me:“Whowillrepresentyou?”

Hesighs.

Randall:“IwasthinkingStylesandNkomo.Ihaveamaternalunclewhoiswillingtocomehere.”

I’m gladaslongasthere’sanelder.

Me:“That’sgood,Idon’tthinkuncleJonaswouldappreciatetwoyoungmensittingbeforehim

andaskingforhisdaughter’shandinmarriage.”

Imutter,thinkingofhowstrictandunyieldingmyuncleis.

Randall:“Ifanyonehasthepowerofpersuasion,it’sStyles.Ithinkheandyourunclewillget

alongprettywell.”

Me:“Whataboutthedangersthatlieahead?”



ThesenegotiationswouldmeanthatIhavetogoawayfrom here.

Randall:“Don’tworryaboutthat,youthinkaboutbeingMrs.RandallOkolie.”

Ilovethethoughtofbeinghiswife,althoughIwasscepticalatfirst.Myheartcannotlietome,

thisiswhatIwant.

Ialsowantaring.

Me:“Youknowmyhandfeelsempty.”

Iraisemylefthandtowigglemyfingers,hegetsitinstantly.Hesmirksatmygesture.

I’m notgettinganyresponsefrom him,healternatestoindulginghisfood.

Randall:“CanIhavemilkplease?”

Wow.

It’sgoingtobefunwatchinghim gothroughthepregnancysymptoms.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

139*

SETHU*

Thecoffinstandsonthepodium,theburialhasbeenhaltedfornow.Otherfamilymembers

weresentout,thewhispersandstaresfrom them weregettingtoomuch.That’swhatfamily

does,we’dratherlaughateachotherthanoffersupport.

Ayizehascriedhereyesout.Idoubtshehasanytearsleftinher.Tohearthatthemanwho

assaultedyouisyourfathermustbeterrible,Ican’tfathom howshemustbefeeling.

She’ssettledonabenchwithNeobesideher,I’m thinkingthisishiswayofbeingthereforher.

Mysisterneedsallthesupportshecanget,myparentshavefailedherandtheycontinuetodo

so.Theshockingrevelationisyettobefullyunmasked.

Mymotheristheleastbitworried,she’schosenanisolatedspot.Idon’tseehercomingforthto

confess.

Auntisdrainedandtired,it’sanobviousfact.Herbodyisslouchedbackonthechairandher

mindseemstobefar.

“Wozawena.”(Come.)

Myfather’seldersisterlugsmymother’shand,shepullshertowardsAyize.

Mom:“Sisi?”(Sister.)

Aunty:“It’stimethatyoutellthisgirlthetruth.”

Dadjumpstomymother’sside.

Dad:“Sisi,don’tdothis.It’snotright.”

AuntBusi:“I’m tiredofhidingBeauty,Ihadtolivewiththissecrettoprotectthegirlsfrom the

truth.”

Lebo’smotherarticulatesasshe’sreadytospeak.ShemakesherwaytoAyize,kneelsbefore

herandcupshercheeks.Ayizefrownsinreturn.

AuntBusi:“Ayizemychild,Ihopeyouwillbeabletoforgiveusforwhatwehavedone.”

Imovecloser,hersmallvoicehardlyreachesmyears.

Dad:“Doyouthinkit’swisetodothisBusi?”

Heholdsalookoffear.



AuntBusi:“Ayizeisoldenough,shewillbeabletohandlethetruth.Iam tiredofwatchingher

sufferandthehateyouhaveforher.”

Dad:“Idon’thatemydaughter.Ayizemychild,babalovesyoumybaby.”(Dad.)

Hesitsnexttoherashetakesherhand.

Dad:“Ihopethatwhateveryouheartoday,youwillnotturnonyourfather.Idon’twanttolose

you,youandSethuaremylife.”

Hisemotionalstatepaintsapicturethat,showcasestheseverityofthissecret.

Ayize:“Whatisitdad?”

Tearsstream downherface.

Busi:“YourmotherBeautyandIfellpregnantaroundthesametime,shegavebirthinthe

morningwhileIdeliveredafewhourslater.Thebabiesweresomehowswitched.Thetruth

cametolighttenyearslaterwhenLebofellsickandneededabloodtransfusion.Shehad

anemiaandnoneofuswereamatchbut,yourfatherhere.That’swhenweweretoldthathis

DNAmatcheshersby99percent.TestsweredoneonlytofindoutyouandLebowereswitched

atbirth.Wecouldn’tswitchthebabiesback.IhadgrowntolovemybabyandIcouldn’tloseher.

Yourmotherontheotherhand,resentedyou.Shewasagainstthewholeidea.”

Dad:“ItoohadgrownsofondofyoubabyandIcouldn’tloseyou,Ihadtoconvinceyourmother

tokeepyouwithus.Lebowasonlyafewstreetsawayandshecouldseeheranytimeshe

wanted.Icouldn’tloseyouAyize,Itaughtyouhowtowalkandsayyourfirstword.Youhad

takenovermyheartandIdidn’twanttolosethosememories.”

I’m astoundedbythisstory,itdoesn’tmakesensetome.

Ayize:“You’remymother?”

Auntnodsintears.

AuntBusi:“Johndidn’tknow,hefoundoutyearslaterandthat’swhatledtohisexcessive

drinking.Hehatedhimselfforwhathedidtoyou,hedranktoforgethisevildeed.”

Neo:“Thatdoesn’texcusewhathedid.”

Neopointsoutthetruth.

Dad:“Whoareyou?”

Dadisreallythistypeofaperson.

Ayize:“Beautyisnotmymother?”

Shedeclares,cloggingmyfatherfrom interrogatingNeo.

Mom:“I’m not.”

Herreplyisunsympathetic.



Me:“Mom atleasthavesomecompassion.”

Shehuffsasshecrossesherarmsacrossherchest.

Aunty:“Beautycan’tbecompassionate,sheisanevilwoman.”

Myfather’ssisteradds.

Ayize:“Wow.”

Isenseanotherbreakdown

Mom:“I’m notevilsisi.Whatwouldyouhavedoneifyouwereforcedtoraiseachildthatisnot

yours?”

Saysthewomanwhodoesn’tmissadayinchurch.

Aunty:“Sheisyourniece.UkuphiumehlukophakathikwakhenoLebo?”(What’sthedifference

betweenherandLebo?)

Mom:“She’snotmychild,that’swhat.”

HaveIbeenblindmywholelife?Ihavealwaysseenthiswomanasasaint,thispartthatshe

portraysatthemomentisnewtome.

Ayize:“Whydoyouhatemesomuch?”

There’sthisposeAyizedoeswhenshe’sreadytofight,it’swhatI’m lookingatrightnow.

Mom:“Idon’thateyouAyize,Ijustdon’tlikeyou.”

Me:“Whymom?Itdoesn’tmakesense.”

She’stalkingbutherwordsaremuddled.

Ayize:“Why?WhatdidIdotoyouBeauty?”

Mom:“It’salwaysbeenaboutyouAyize.From themomentwefoundoutthetruth,yourfather

wouldn’tstopfussingoveryou.Iwantedmydaughter,Ineededherwithme.Iwasreadytosend

youbacktoyourparentsbut,yourfatherthreatenedtoleaveme.HechoseyouovermeandI

resentedyouforthat.”

Herconfessionleavesusinmoreconfusion.

Me:“Idon’tunderstand.”

Dad:“YourmotherisnotwellSethu,she’ssufferingfrom amentalillness.”

IwishhewouldstandupforAyizelikethis.

Musthealwaysjustifymom'sactions?

Ayize:“Stoplyingdad.”

Sheshouts.



Dad:“I'm not.Shewasdiagnosedwithnarcissisticpersonalitydisorder,Inoticedachangeinher

whenyouwereafewmonthsold.Shewouldgetupsetwhenalltheattentionwasgiventoyou,

thesamethinghappenedwithSethu.Yourmotherbecamemanipulative,selfishand

demanding.”

Ayize:“Thatsoundslikeexcusestome,you’retakinghersidelikeyoualwaysdo.”

Me:"JustlikeyoutakeLebo'sside."

Dad:"Leboisawayfrom herrealparents,theleastwecould'vedonewasstandbyher."

Me:"Andnotus?Yousayyoudidn'twantAyizetoleaveyouyet,youtreatedherlikeshedidn't

matter."

Dad:"That'snottrue,ItriedmybesttoloveyougirlsandyourmotherisnotabadpersonAyize.”

Ayize:“Sheisnotmymother.”

Shearguesloudly.

Mom:“ThankyouAyizeforclearingthatout,Idon’tunderstandhowmysweetsistergavebirth

toademonicchildlikeyou.Iknewyouliedabouttherape,youmusthaveseducedhim andhe

rejectedyousoyoucriedrape.”

She’syellingather.

Idon’tcarewhatillnesstheysayshehas,shebloodylooksfinetome.Howdareshesaythat?

Ayizegritsherteethinanger,sheclenchesherfistandhereyesbeforeascream eruptsfrom

hermouth.

Ayize:“Ihateyou,Ihateyou.”

Sheyellsbackasshedivesatmymother,theytumbletothefloor.

Ayizeisstraddlingher.

Me:“Ayize!”

Icallafterher,she’sbawlingwhilepullingmymother’shair.

Mom:“Getoffme.”

Shescreams.

Dadtriestopullheroffofher,neoisalsotherehelping.TheymanagetogetaweepingAyizeoff.

Dad:“Forgiveyourmothermychild,sheisnotwell.”

Hecomfortsherwiththesestupidwordswhileholdingherinhisarms.

Mom:“Whataboutmebaba?Sheattackedme?”

Sheseeksattention,waitingfordadtohelpherup.



Ayizeiswagglingtofreeherselffrom hishold,Neoisalsotheretryingtohelpher.Thelookon

dad’sfacecouldkill.

Ayize:“Ngiyeke.”(Letmego.)

Shefinallywigglesoutofhisarms,Neostepsback.Iseetheattachmenthehasonher,hehas

notsaidmuchhowever,hehasn’tleftherside.

Ayize:“You’reauselessman,dad.”

Dad:“Ayize?”

Ayize:“Today,rightnowandrighthere.Idisownyou,allofyouanddeclaremyselfanorphan.”

AuntBusi:“Pleasemychild,don’tdothis.”

Ayize:“You’renotinnocentinallofthisaunt,youknewwhatthatmonsterdidtomeandyou

keptquietaboutit.Youshould’vedefendedmeasyourdaughter,Ihadnooneonmysideand

youknewbut,youstillkeptquiet.”

Aunt:“I’m sorry,Ihatedhim too.Iswearit.”

Ayize:“Yetyoustayedwithhim,didn’tyou?You'rethesameasmysocalledparents,youchose

someoneoveryourownchild.Ineededsomeonetobelievemeandtakemyside,Ineededtobe

chosentoo.”

AuntBusi:“IknowIdidwrongbyyou,IwrongedyouinsomanywaysandI’m sorry.”

Hertearswillnotspeakforhertoday.

Ayize:“Itdoesn’tmatteranymore,youallcangotohell.I’m donewiththisfamily.”

Sheturnstowalkaway,dadholdsherhand.

Dad:“Whataboutmemybaby?Don’tleaveyourfatherlikethis,don'tleavemeplease.”

Sheyanksherhandback,clickshertongueandwalksaway.Ihavetofollowmysister,Ihave

chosenherafterall.

NOMBULELO*

TodayI’m moretiredthanever,Iwantmybed.I'm inthehospitalbathroom andmyheartis

heavyduetothedisputeIhavewithAmara,I'vetriedherphoneacoupleoftimesandshe’snot

answering.

Icanbeasstubbornasher,onemoretryanditgoesthrough.

“Hello.”

I’m metbyhercoldtone.



Me:“Hisis.”

Amara:“WhatisitLelo?”

Sheasks,keepingtheicytone.

Me:“You’renottakingmycallsAmara.”

Itsaddensme.

Amara:“Liyahadthephonewithher.”

Itwouldbenicetospeakwithouthermentioninghernewfamily.

Me:“Oh!!!ImissyouAmara.”

Shedoesn’trespond.

Me:“Wehaven’thadtimetospeaksinceIfoundyou.”

Amara:“YouknowI’vebeenbusy,Liyanawassick.”

Liyanaagain.

Me:“Canwemeet?I’m abouttotakemylunch,wecangogetthosefatcakesyouloved.”

Amara:“Ican’tgotoVaalLelo,actuallyIcan’tgooutatthemoment.”

Me:“Ohyeah,Iforgot.CanIcomeover?Ineedtoseeyou.”

Amara:“Idon’tseewhynot,butRandallisaroundandsinceyoudon’tlikehim,Idon’tknowhow

that’sgoingtoplayout.”

Great.

Ineedtimealonewithher.

Me:“I’llletyouknowifIcanmakeit.”

Iutter.

IdoubtthatIwanttoseeRandall.

Amara:“Okay,bye.”

Me:“Wait.I’m sorryAmaraforeverything.Itwasn’tmyintentiontohurtyou,Ibecamedefensive

becauseIfeltlikeIwaslosingyouagainthistimetoRandallandhisdaughter.”

Amara:“Liyanaismineasmuchassheishis.”

Sheprotests.

Me:“Yes,I’m sorry.Ineedtogetusedtoit.Pleasegivemeachance,Iwanttobethereforyou

duringthistriallingtime.”

Ihearherheavysigh.



Amara:“Iguesswecanstartover.”

Thecoldnessinhertonehaswashedoff,it’sarelief.

Me:“ThankyouAmara,I’llcallyoulatertoletyouknowifI’llmakeit.”

Amara“I’llhearfrom you.”

IspotBrendawalktowardsmewithmyfather.

Whatishedoinghere?Hesmilesasheseesme.

Brenda:“Saana,thismansayshe’syourdad.”(Friend.)

Sheinsistsoncallingmethat.

Moses:“UnjaniLelo?”(Howareyou?)

Me:“Whatareyoudoingherebaba?”(Dad.)

Moses:“Ngiyabongasisi.”(Thankyoulady.)

HedismissesBrenda,Idon’tknowwhyshe’sstillstandinghere.

Shesmilesbeforewalkingaway.

Moses:“Canwetalk?”

Me:“I'm atworkandhowdidyoufindme?”

Moses:“Yourmothertoldmethatyouworkhere,Iam proudofyoumychild.”

Idon’tcareabouthisdeclaration,maybemonthsagoitwould’vemeanttheworldtome.Idon’t

seehim thesameanymore.

Me:“I’m busy,dad.”

Hegivesmeapleadingstare.

Moses:“Howisyourbaby?Howfarareyou?”

Imovebackashetouchesmybabybump.

Me:“He’sfine.”

Moses:“It’saboy?”

Hisquestioncomeswithabigsmile.

Me:“Wedon’tknow,wewantittobeasurprise.”

Moses:“We?Doyoulivewithhim?Thefatherofthebaby?”

Idon’tknowhowit’sanyofhisbusiness.

Me:“Ihavetogo.”



Iannounceandturntheotherdirection.Heclaimsmyhand,turningmebackaround.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?I’m atworkdad,pleasego.”

Moses:“PleaseLelo,sitwithmeforawhile.Imissyoumybaby.”

Hestates.

Me:“Idoubtthatyoudo,youabandonedme,rememberdad?”

Moses:“IwasangryNombuleloanddisappointed,youcan’tblameyourfatherforhismistakes.”

Me:“Whichmistakes?AbandoningmeormolestingAmaraandsellingheroff?”

Myquestioncausesaresistanceinhiseyes.

Me:“Iknowthetruth,youmolestedmycousinforyears.”

Moses:“That’salieLelo.Whotoldyouthis?”

It’sfunnyhowhe’sdenyingyet,hiseyeswritethetruth.

Me:“Itdoesn’tmatterdad,you’readisgustinghumanbeing.”

Moses:“Don’tdothatLelo,donotletpeoplecomebetweenus.Whoevertoldyouthis,lied”

Heisunbelievable,ofcoursehewoulddenyit.

Me:“Excuseme,Ihavework.”

Istridepasthim.

IhavefinallybeenintroducedtoMosesMngoma.

MKHIZE*

Masibiya:“Babahurry,ngumaDlamini.Shewantstojump.”

MaSibiyarunsintomyofficecarryingthiswarning,I’m onmyfeetinasplitsecond.

Me:“Jumpfrom whereMaSibiya?”

MaSibiya:“Inherroom baba,shesha.”(Hurry.)

Sherunsoutinpanic.

Me:“Sikacome.”

WescurryafterhertofindMaDlaministandingontheedgeofthebalcony.

Me:“MaDlamini,wenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Sheslowlyturnsherhead.



MaDlamini:“Bababuka,Icanfly.”(Myhusband,look.)

Shespreadsherhandsoutasifflying.

Me:“Yehlalaphonkosikazi.”(Getdownfrom there.)

MaDlamini:“ULungauthikumelengigxume,Iwillflytohim.Angishomfanawami?”(Lungasays

Imustjump,rightmyboy?)

Sheglancestohersidebeforeshelurchesasifgettingreadytojump.

MaSibiya:“MaDlamini!”

Shescreams.

Me:“AwumeMaSibiya,you‘llstartleher.”(Wait.)

Masibiya:“Baba,she’sgoingtojump.”

Icanseethat.

Me:“MaDlaminingiyakucela,ngicelauyehlelapho.”(Pleasegetdownfrom there.)

IshouldhavelistenedwhenMaSibiyasaidmaDlaminihasbecomeadangertoherself.HowdoI

fixthis?

MaDlamini:“Iyangibizaindodanayami,ngifunaukuyakuLungawamibaba.Ngivumele,

ngivumelengihambe.”(Mysoniscallingme,letmegotohim.)

Ican’tseeherface,hervoicethoughispaintedwithsorrow.

Me:“Nkosikazi,akuyenauLungaloyo.NgiyacelaMaDlamini,ngiyacelamkami.Ngicelauyehle

lapho.”(It’snothim mywife,pleasegetdownfrom there.)

Sikaismovingclosertoher,it’sariskbecauseifsheturnsandseeshim,shewillbestartled

andfall.

MaDlamini:“UyahambauLungababa.”(Lungaisleaving.)

Sikaseizesherhand,pullsherback.Shefallstotheground,MaSibiyadashestohersister-wife.

MaDlamini:“Usehamba,mvimbe.BabavimbauLunga.Mtsheleukuthingiyamdinga.”(Stophim,

he’sleaving.Tellhim Ineedhim please.)

ShehowlsasMaSibiyaholdsherinherarms.

Me:“ThankyouSika.”

Henods.

Sika:“Youhavetodosomething.”

Me:“Iknow,IknowSika.”

WheredoIbegin?Sheisbeyondhelp.



STYLES*

Neosaysheneedsgasolineandalighter,hedidn’ttellmewhathewantstodowithit.IseeNeo

walkoutofthechurchasIexitthecar.

Imeethim halfway.

Neo:“Stylos.”

Me:“What’sgoingon?”

Neo:“Alothappenedinyourabsence,theyaregoingforwardwiththefuneral.”

Helooksdifferent.

Me:“WhereisAyize?”

Hetakestheplasticwiththeproductandinspectsitscontents.

Neo:“She’ssomewherearoundwithSethu.”

Hiseyessearchhissurroundingsashereplies.

Me:“Aretheyokay?”

Hispoker-facehasmefeelinguneasy.

Neo:“Zeeisnotokay,Idon’tknowaboutSethu.

Heshrugs,Neoislividrightnow.Somethingbighappenedinthereandhe’sgoingtoletmedig

him forinformation.

Me:“What’supNeo?”

Itrollafterhim ashewalksbackintothebuilding,I’m gettingfrustrated.

Neo:“Nix.”(Nothing.)

Heleersatabunchofyoungmenstandingnexttothecoffin.He’sleadingthewayandIhaveto

follow,hemightdosomethingstupid.

Neo:“Awe,awemagents.”(Higuys.)

Heshakestheirhands,hisattitudehasswivelledintheblinkofaneye.Dejectionhasdeserted

him.

Neo:“I’m NeoandthisisStylos,ntjaka.”(Myfriend.)

“Sho,sho.”(Hello.)



Theysalute.

Me:“Sho.”(Hi.)

Neo:“EishAlpheus,gents.Ujampilevele?Whymaraareetsaso?Mazuluanalisebete.Motho

oabonareloanacorona,heshould’vewaited,itwasgoingtogettohim atsomepoint.Butno,

Alpheushadtojumpinfrontofamovingtrain.”(Didhereallyjump?Whydidhedothis?Zulus

arebrave.Hesawthatwe’refightingapandemic.)

IthoughthisnamewasJohn.

“Ehbaba,ngubaniUAlpheus?”(WhoisAlpheus?)

Neo:“Thefoolwhojumpedinfrontofamovingtrain.”

Hedelivershisanswerwithafrown.

“HisnamewasJohn,ouruncle.”

Theyarethecousins,Isee.

Neo:“Arghshame,Johnoabatho.Didtheyfindhisremains?Orretelantja?”(PoorJohn.Arewe

buryingadog?)

Neoinquirieswithadeadpanvoice,heisuptosomething.

Me:“Takeitdown.”

Ireprimandhim withawhisper.

Neo:“What’smissinginheregents?Aleg,aneyeorthewholebody.”

He’sbrushingthecoffinwithhishand.

“Eishtwana,someofhispartswerenotfound."(Boy.)

Oneoftheyoungmenresponds.

Neo:“Shame,askies.”(Sorry.)

Hetiltshisheadtosideeyeme,hewalkstotheothersideofthecoffin.Normallypeoplewould

findhisremarksstrange.

Neo:“Thisisanicecoffin.WhatdoyouthinkStylos?”

Inod,Idon’tknowwhathisgameplanis.ThisisnotNeo,heraiseshiseyebrowsandIgetthe

message.It'sinsanebut,Ihavetocoverupforhim.Ishieldhim,theseboysareconversing,they

can’tseewhatishappening.

Inawhile,thesmellofsmokeseeksattention.Iseealotofnosewiggling,Neohaslongmoved

from thecasket.

“Umlilo,ibhokisiliyasha.”(Fire,thecoffinisonfire.)

Oneoftheyoungmenshouts.



Peoplestartscreamingandrunningoutofthebuilding,Sethu’sauntfaintsonherseat.The

eldersstandstrong,somejawdroppedandsomewiththeirhandsontheirheads.

IfI’m notmistaken,thiscountsasanabomination.Ihopeitwon’tcomebacktobiteNeo,I

browsethebuildingtoseehim afar,watchingthefirethathassurroundedthecoffin.

MyeyescatchaglimpseofAyizeasIambletoNeo,she’sleaningagainsttheexitdoorpost.

Armsacrossherchest,deephatredonherfaceandherpiercinggazeattheburningcasket.It

takesawhileforhertowalkaway,IknewshehatedJohnandwhatIjustsawnowisdeeper

thanhate.

Me:“Whatdidyoudo?”

Neo:“Imadeawishcometrue.”

Ayize’swish?It’sunlikeNeotodosomethinglikethis.

Neo:“Stylos?”

Hepullsmetotheside.

Me:“Yes.

Neo:“Wheredopeoplegoiftheywanttovisitalovedonewhodiedandwasneverburied?”

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Neo:“Well,inJohn’scase.Hewashitbyatrain,hisremainshavebeenburnttoashes.Now,

howwillthefamilyburyhim?”

Me:“Theykeeptheashesinanurn.”

Neo:“That’snotwhatIwant.”

Me:“Youwanthisashestodisappear.”

Hegrins.

Neo:“YouseeStylos,youknowmebetterthananyone.”

Me:“IthoughtIdid,youjustsetacasketablazeforagirlyouhardlyknow.What’sgoingonwith

you?”

Neo:“IhatemenwhoabusewomenStylos.”

Me:“Iknowthat,it’sdifferentthistime.Youwantthemantobenon-existent.Theremustbea

reasonbehindthat.”

Neo:“Ithinkyouwouldhavedonethesameifyouwerethereduringtherevelation.Dammit,

familiescanbeevilStylos.I’m gladit’sonlymymotherandI.”

Me:“Wasitthatbad?”

Neo:“Youdon’tknow.”



Hestatesashewalksaway,thisistypicalofhim.Hemakesamessandleaveswithout

cleaningitup.Iam proudofmyboy.

Today’seventsshouldberecordedinhistorybooks.

Tobecontinued…
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AMARA*

Liyanaandherhideandseekgame,Iwillagebeforemytimebecauseofher.

Me:“Liya…”

Icallouttoher,she’shidingsomewherearoundhereandhasanadvantagebecauseofhertiny

figuresochancesofmefindinghersoonerareslim.

Me:“Liyanacomeon,youneedtotakeyourbath.”

I’m prettysureshe’slaughingatmewhereeversheis.

Amazing,Chiomawalksinthefoyerrightontime.Shehasasmileonherface,ascornful

simper.

Me:“Chioma,help.”

Hermouthfallsupsidedown.

Chioma:“She’syourdaughter,Ihaveagedandmytimeisup.Letherbotheryounow.”

Me:“Chioma,youknowI’m pregnant,Ican’tbestressinglikethis.”

Ipushmylowerlipout,shelaughs.

Chioama:“Youjustfoundoutyou’repregnant,we’renotthereyet.Comebackwiththesameline

in...sayabout,eightmonths.I’llhelpyoulookforLiyathen.”

Shecontinuestolaughasshestridesaway.

Me:“Chioma!!!”

I'm wastingmybreath.

Me:“LiyanaOkolie,comeoutnow.”



Ishout,I’llbedrainedbythetimeIretireforbed.

Aforcefulhandlugsme,I’m trappedagainstthewallwithinasplitsecond.

Me:“Badtiming.”

Iutter,myfrustrationwillnotletmeenjoythismomentandIthoughtwewerepastthisstage.

MaybeIwaswrongaboutenjoyingthismoment.Hislipsmovingonthecrookofmyneckgets

meexcited.

Me:“Randall.”

Ijustremembered,there’salittlebratwhocouldbewatchingusrightnowbecausesheenjoys

seeingmesuffer.

Randall:“Mmmhhh.”

Me:“Notnow.”

Randall:“Yesnow.”

Theregoesmybreathing,itwon’tbelongtillI’m heavingliketumbledrier.Myheartisdoingthe

mostwork,itleapsatthefeelofhiswetlipsonmybareskin.

Me:“Liyana.”

I'm tryingtowarnhim.

Randall:“She’swithChioma.”

Hereplieswithkissesonthemostsensitivepartsofmyneck,he’stryingtogetmewetand

darnit,it’sworking.Hiscoldhandliesonmywaist,Ihavebeendefeatedandmyarmshave

betrayedmeandfallenonthisman.He’slikeabeastwhoisneversatisfied,asexfreak.Asmile

showsuponmymouthashislipsfallonmine.IsitoutofexcitementwhenIsay,eachkiss

alwaysfeelslikethefirst?Ilovehowhekissesme,Iforgeteverythingaroundmeandfallinto

thismomentofbliss.

“Eeeewwww.”

SomebodypinchmerightnowandbuildmeacavewhereIcanhidemywholelife.

Randallsurgesback,Ihaveneverseenhim stepawayfrom mesofast.Iam beingdeniedright

beforemydaughter.

Randall:“Princess?”

IhatetosayItoldyousobut…

Me:“Itoldyouso…”

Hesideeyesmewithacurvedbrow.

StubbornOkolie.



Liyana:“Youguysareweird.”

Thedisgustedlookonherfaceisepic,Iloveit.MyinnocentLiyababy.

Me:“Baby,Ihavebeenlookingforyou.”

Iwalktowardsherandshestepsbackassheholdstheexpressioninplace.

Liyana:“Iwashidinginsidethekitchencabinet.”

Sherevealsinnocently.

Randall:“Areyouanelfthatyoufitinacabinet?”

Hisquestioncompelshertotitter.

Liyana:“Elvesdon’texist,soIcan’tbeanelf.”

Me:“Howdoyouknow?”

Liyana:“Mommytoldme.”

It’sbeentoolongsinceshehasmentionedhermother,Randalloglesatme,he’snotfondof

talkingabouther.

Randall:“Princess,youshouldn’thideincabinets.”

Hekneelsinfrontofher.

Liyana:“Whynotpapa?”

Randall:“It’snotsafe,youcouldgethurt.”

Herexpressionisguileless,shecan’tapprehendhowhidinginanemptycabinetcouldputherin

harm.

Liyana:“Butit’sfunhidinginthere.”

HerprotesthasRandallshakinghishead.

Randall:“Itwon’tbewhenyou’rehurt.”

Liyana:“Butpapa…”

Shehums.

Randall:“DoyouwantmetoreportyoutoChioma?”

Hestopsherdisputehalfway.

Liyana:“No.”

Sherespondssensitivelyasshedropsherhead.

Me:“YourbathtimeisnearlyoverLiya,foodisalmostready.”



Liyana:“I’m nothungry.”

Shepasteshertinyhandsonherchest.

Me:“Why?”

Liyana:“Idon’twanttoeatanythingMara.”

Randall:“Youdon’treallyhaveachoicenowdoyou?”

She’ssulking.

Liyana:“You’renotfairpapa.”

Randall:“Iknow.”

Hewrapshislargehandonherbackashepullsherintoasofthug.

Randall:“That’swhyI’m thebestfatherintheworld.”

Hekisseshercheek,Liyanaisnotinthisscene.

Liyana:“Mara.”

Shecomplains.

Randall:“Forgetit,Maraisnotgoingtosaveyounow.”

Hewhisksherupinhisarmsandswingsheraround,onlynowdoesshetakejoyinherfather’s

play.

Randall:“Let’sseewhatChiomaprepared,I’m hungry.”

Hewalkswithherswinginginhisarmsfrom sidetoside.

Liyana:“Iwantraisins.”

No,Iwillnotallowmychildtofallintothattrap.

Me:“Randall.”

Myvoicesraceswiththedistancebetweenustoreachhisbigears.

Randall:“Ididn’tdoanything.”

He’slying.

HesitsLiyanaonthekitchencounter.

Me:“Youcan’thaveasnackbaby,youhavetoeatfirst.”

Randall:“Hey,howcomeIdon’tgettobecalledbaby?”

Hegivesmeaquestioninglook,turningwhatIthinktobeajokeintosomethingserious.

Liyanaistitteringwithherhandcoveringhermouth.



Me:“You’renotababy.”

Randall:“I’m yourbaby.”

Hisarmssnakemywaistandstraightawayhedropshisfaceonmyneck.There’sachildinhere.

Me:“Mr.Okolie,controlyourhormones.”

Ipushhim back.

Liyanaremainsentertained.

Randall:“Callmebabyfirst.”

Hisarmscannotbedisciplined,theyareonmywaistagain.

Liyana:“Papawantstobeababy.”

Shelaughsopenlyandelatedly.

Randall:“Shh,you’llruinthingsforme.”

Shesmashesherhandonhermouth,blockingagiggle.

Randall:“I’m notlettingyougountilyoucallmebaby.”

Me:“Ithoughtweagreedonbear.”

He’smovinghisfacecloserwitheachwordIutter.

Liyana:“Bear?That’sfunny.”

Thischildhasfrontrowseatstoacomedyshow.

Randall:“Yousee,evenLiyathinksit’safunnyname.”

Me:“Youloveditjusttheotherday.”

Randall:“I’m allowedtochangemymind,tellherLiya.”

I’m beingbullied.

Liyana:“Yes,Mara.”

Twoagainstone.

HislipsaresoclosetominethatIcanalmosttastethem.

Hereitgoes.

Me:“Baby,don’tkissmeinfrontofthechild.”

Asmileissmearedonhisfacebeforehecagesmylips.

“Eeewww.”

Liyanaagain,wedrawbacktofindherhandscasinghereyes.Randallsmileistransmittable,



obligingmetoreturnit.

SETHU*

Me:“Theleastyoucandoistellmewhereyou’regoing.”

I'm rushingbehindAyizeinthisguestbedroom,she’sgettingreadytogoout.Wecamehome

withStylesandNeo,Stylesthoughtitwouldbebetterifwespentthenightathishouse.Ayize

andIhaven’tspokenaboutwhathappenedearliertoday,shewillnotopenup,Ijustknowit.

Ayize:“Whatwillyoudoiftellyou?”

Me:“Ineedtoknowifyou’llbesafewhereyouare.”

Ayize:“Sethu,Ihavelivedonmyownforyears.Youknowwhatthatmeans?Icantakecareof

myself.”

That’snotwhatIsee,Iseeapainedlittlegirlwhoneedshelp.

Me:“Areyougoingtodrink?”

Ayize:“Yes.”

Me:“Letmecomewithyou.”

Ihavetokeepaneyeonher.

Shecacklesatmystatement.

Ayize:“Mam’mfundisiataclub?Idoubtit.”(Pastor.)

Sherevealsherjourney.

Me:“You’regoingtoaclub?”

Ayize:“Yep.”

Herphonebeeps,shewalkspastmeassheheadstothebedwhereitlies.

Ayize:“Myrideishere.”

Shetells,afteropeningthemessage.

Me:“Pleasedon’tgosis,stayandlet’stalk.”

Thelookshegivesmemakesmefeelstupid.

Ayize:“Gositwithyourmanandenjoyhim,lifeistooshorttoberunningafterinsignificant

things.”

Me:“Ihateitwhenyouspeaklikethat,don’tsaysuchthingstome.Itmakesmethinkthat



you’regoingtotakeyourlife.”

Imusthavejestedbecauseshe’slaughing.

Me:“It’snotfunny.”

Ayize:“Itistome.OhSethu,it’ssadthatyoudon’tknowme.Suicideisthelastthingonmy

mind.”

Sheplodsoutthedoorwiththat.

Me:“Whattimewillyoubeback?”

Ayize:“Idon’tknow,don’twaitup.”

WegettotheloungewhereStylesandNeoaresituated,theygetupuponseeingus.

Styles:“Whereareyougoing?”

He’saskingthisladywhoisdressedup.

Ayize:“Out.”

Hebringshisgazetome,Imotionthathestopsher.

Styles:“Don’tyouthinkit’slatetobegoingout?”

Me:“IagreewithStyles.”

Ayize:“Thenightisstillyoung,people.Letmegoandenjoylife.”

Neo:“Icangowithyou,it’sbeenlongsinceIwentout.”

That’sanidea.

Ayize:“No,Ipartyalone.”

Me:“Ayizeplease,don’tbedifficult,we’rejustlookingoutforyou.”

Ayize:“You’reparentingmeandIdon’thaveparentsasfarasIknow.Byefamily.”

Shelaughsandscampersoutofthedoor.

Neo:“Whereisshegoing?”

Me:“Club,shedidn’ttellmewhichone.”

Neo:“Doyouthinkshewilldosomethingstupid?ShouldIfollowher?”

Heasksashegrabshiscarkeys.

Me:“Ifit’snottoomuchtrouble,shemightdosomethingstupid.”

Styles:“Ithinkweshouldletherbe,sheprobablywantstobealone.”

Ayizewantingtobealoneatthispointcouldprovedisastrous.



Me:“She’scarryingsomuchpainStyles,anythingispossiblerightnow.”

Neo:“Letmego.”

Styles:“Makesureshedoesn’tseeyouNeo,shemightretaliateifshefeelsthatherprivacyis

beinginvaded.”

Neonodsandheadsoutthedoor.

Stylesamblestome,placeshishandsonmyshouldersasIwrapmyarmsaroundhim.

Styles:“She’llbeokay.”

Me:“Ihopeso,sheissobrokenandIdon’tknowhowtohelpher.”

Styles:“We’llgetherhelp.”

Me:“Idon’tseeherwantingtotalktoastrangeraboutherproblems.”

Styles:“Whataboutyou?Areyouokaykitten?”

Me:“I’m fine.”

Styles:“MystrongSethu.”

Hesmilesdownatmerightafterpeckingmylips.

Styles:“Come,letmefeedyou.”

Hechortlespullingmetothekitchen.

Me:“Iknowotherwaysyoucanfeedme.”

Ipullhim back,circlemyarmsaroundhiswaistandcreateandoscillationonhisspine.

Styles:“Really?”

Hegrins.

Me:“Yes.”

IstandonmytoesasIleanuptokisshim,heholdsmyfacetakingmeintoaslowkiss.

Styles:“IthinkI’m startingtoseethepicture,it’svividthough.Visualswilldo.”

Hesmirks.

Me:“Okay,let'sgo,soIcanshowyouthewholepicturethen.”

Hisnaughtysmilethough.

Styles:“Ohbaby!!!”

Heexclaimsjokinglycausingmetolaugh.

Itakehishand,leadhim tothebedroom,thiswillhelpmeforgetaboutAyize.



MBUSO*

Leloisnothomeyet,shewasn’tatworkwhenIwenttogether.Thisisunusualofher,Ialways

knowwheresheisandwhatshe’sdoing.Lelocan’thavemeworryaboutherlikethis.Thisis

carelessofher.

Ihearthecrackofthekeyonthedoor,it’sdefinitely.

Hereyesfallonmeatthefirststepin.

Me:“Wherehaveyoubeen?”

Shetoddlesin.

Lelo:“I’m sorry,I’m late.

Me:“WherehaveyoubeenLelo?YouwerenotatthehospitalwhenIcametogetyou.You

shouldhavetoldmethatyou’llfindothermeansoftransport,Iwaitedforyoulikeanidiot.”

Ifollowhertothekitchen,she’spouringaglassofwaterandunbotheredaboutmycomplaints.

Me:“Lelo,I’m talkingtoyou.”

Lelo:“I’m sorry,Ishouldhavecalledyou.Mybatterywasflat.”

Me:“Wheredidyougo?It’s9pm,youknockedoffat5pm.”

Lelo:“IwantedtogoseeAmara.”

Me:“Wantedto?”

Lelo:“Yes,Ichangedmymindonthewaythere.”

Sheopensthepotsonthestoveanddigshernosein.

Me:“Andwheredidyougoafterthat?”

Lelo:“GeezMbuso.What’swiththequestions?”

Sheexclaimswithaloudvoice.

Me:“Don’tpissmeoffLelo,Iam notyourfriend.Donotspeaktomelikethat.Isthisthereal

you?Aretheseyourtruecolourscomingtolight?”

Hereyesrolluplettingmeknowthatmywordsoractionsputheroff.

Lelo:“That’snonsense,Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

Lelohasbecomeextremelyrudelately.

Me:“Leloyoubetternotbeplayingme.”



Shefrowns.

Lelo:“Don’tberidiculousMbuso,Iwouldneverplayyou.”

Shegaitsbacktothelounge.

Me:“Whywon’tyoutellmewhereyouwere?”

Shesighs,slowlysettlingdownonthecouch.

Lelo:“Iwenttoarestaurant,Ineededtimealone.”

Theremustbemore.

Me:“Isthatall?”

Lelo:“Yes,Mbuso.Ihavesomuchonmymind,Ineededtimetothink.”

Hereyeswouldneverlietomeandlookingintothem,I’m persuadedthatshespeaksthetruth.

Me:“Youshouldcommunicatewithme,Ican’tberunningafteryouasifyou’reachild.Idon’t

wanttofeellikeI’m aloneinthisrelationship.”

Isitonthespacenexttoher.

Lelo:“I’m sorry.”

Shehooksherarmsaroundmyneckassherestsherheadonmyshoulder.

NKOMO*

Withherarmstightlywrappedaroundme,sheconvulses.Herheavybreathingsoundingso

sweetinmyears,Icollapseonthesideofthebedfightingtogetmybreathingbacktoits

normalpace.Sheturnsherheadtoglanceatmeandsmiles.

Ruth:“Wow.Whatareyoutryingtodotome?”

KnowingwhatshemeansIsmirkatherquestion.

Me:“It’smorelike,whatareyoutryingtodotome?”

Ruth:“Ihavetotellyou,Iwasshockedwhenyouknockedonmydoorafteryouleft.”

Ifoundmyselfbackhere,onherdoorstep.Thiswasmeanttobeagameandit’sturningoutto

besomethingIcan’tcontrol.I’m confusedaswell,Idon’tknowwhat’swrongwithme.I’m

climbingonadangeroushighmountainandeverystepItakebringsmeclosertomydeath.

Sheshiftsclosertome,kissesmeandherlipsfeelrightagainstmine.Herheadrestsonmy

chestanditfeelsstrangethatIdon’tfindanythingwrongwithitanymore.

Me:“Itriedtostayaway.”



LikeafoolIconfess,diggingmygravedeeperanddeeper.Whosaidanythingaboutsixfeet

under?Styleswilldragmetohellkickingandscreaming.

Ruth:“I’m gladyoudidn’t,Ilikebeingaroundyou.”

It’sscarythatIhavestartedtolikeherpresence.

Me:“Ican’tbelieveI’m abouttosaythisbut,youdrivemecrazy.”

Myarmsareenfoldedaroundher,Icanfeelherheartbeatagainstmychest.It’sgoingatafast

rate.

Ruth:“Isitabadthing.”

Me:“Howcanitbe?Yougivemeanadrenalinrush.”

Shepinsherchinonmychestasshelooksupatme.

Ruth:“Iknowit’stoosoonbecausewejustmetandhardlyknoweachotherbut,Isee

somethingbeautifulbrewingfrom this.TellmeI’m notcrazy.”

Iletmyhandscaressherplainback.

Me:“You’renotcrazy.”

AndIam innopositiontobemakingpromisesIcan’tkeep.

Ruth:“Soyoualsowanttoseewherethistakesus.”

Ido.

Me:“LikeIsaidlasttime…”

Ruth:“Gowiththewind.”

Shefinishesmysentence.

Me:“You’reasmartwoman.”

Shegigglesbeforeshereleasesasighthatpaintsherweariness.

Me:“What’swiththat?”

Ruth:“Whatifthewindblowsusindifferentdirections?”

Itdefinitelywill.

Me:“We’llholdhandsinthemidstofitandhopefully,we’llmakeitouttogether.”

Shesmiles.

Ruth:“Ilikethesoundofthat.”

Me:“Iknewyouwouldsweetness.”

Shebeams.



Ruth:“Sweetness?”

Shegivesmeanapprovingsmile.

OkayNkomo,youcanshutupnow.You’restartingtoliveuptoyourname.

I’m adeadmanwalking.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

141*

AYIZE*

I’m ataclubinthenorthclubbinglikeit’smylastnightonearth.It’sthewaymymindavoids

thinkingaboutmyproblems,thisishowIwouldratherhaveit.Theloudmusicmovesmelikea

remotecontroltoy.

Myskiniscoveredwithsweat,dehydrationhasfoundaplaceinmythroat.

Thisidiotjoinedmeawhileago,he’srubbingagainstmeandit’sgettinguncomfortable.It’sbad

enoughthathe’ssuchabaddancer.Ikeeppushinghim andhe’snotgettingthemessage.His

handsareallovermeandit’sdisgusting,theloudmusicdoesn’tdoitformeanymore,Ihave

hadenough.

Me:“Getawayfrom me,idiot.”

Ipushhim andtracemywaybacktothebar,it’sareliefthathedoesn’tfightme.

Me:“Sorrybhuti.”(Brother.)

Isummonthebartender,heslidestome.

Me:“CanIhavearefillplease.”

Thealcoholislikeadrugthatputsmybrainintoasleepmode.

Iswivelonmychairtochecktheatmosphereoftheclub,thegoodvibesareflowing.Thedance

floorishoardedbywallsofpeoplejammingtotheloudmusic.

“Lady,hereyougo.”

Thebarmangrabsmyattentionwithhiswordsasheslidesabottleofbeeracrossthetable.

Me:“Ididn’torderthis.”

Hegotitwrong.

“It’sfrom thatgentlemanoverthere.”

Hepointstomyleft.

Whatthehellishedoinghere?Ishefollowingme?

Me:“Takeitaway,Idon’twantit.”

IdenythedrinkasIturnbacktothebarman.



“Whatdoesaguyhavetodotobuyaladyadrink?”

He’shere,Iwishtoavoidhim but,Igotherefirstsoheshouldleave.

Me:“Idon’twantanythingfrom you,Lethabo.”

Lethabo:“That’snottheimpressionIgotthelasttimeIsawyou.”

Me:“Leavemealone.”

Iturnawayonlyforhim tofollowmymovement.

Me:“GoshLethabo,getoutofmyface.”

Hesmirks.

Lethabo:“IownyouYize,youbelongtome.”

Hegrowlsashegrabsmyhand.

Me:“Idon’tbelongtoanyone.”

Ican’tyankmyhandfrom him,hisgripistoostrong.

Lithabo:“Don’tforgetthatlittlemoviewemade,itwouldbeashameifthewholeworldwereto

knowwhatwedobehindcloseddoors.Oops!Imeanwhatyoudobehindcloseddoors.”

Hesneers.

Me:“You’reasonofabitch.”

Lethabo:“Thankyounow,howaboutwegotothebackandyougivemesomegoodloving.My

wifeisawayandIhaven’thadsomefordays.Iam famished.”

Iam disgustedbyhisproposal,hishandbrushingagainstmywristmakesmewanttogag.

Me:“No.”

Imovemyhandaway.

Lethabo:“Idon’tknowifyou’redumborstupidoryou’reboth.Youareinnopositiontosayno,

nowgetyourskinnyassupsoyoucangivemeagoodfuck.”

Hecommandswithgrittedteethashetightensthegriponmyhand.

Me:“You’rehurtingme.”

Ishriek.

Lethabo:“Arewegoingornot?Yourlittleboyfriendisnotheretosaveyouthistime.”

Helugsmeup,Ihavenochoicebuttogowithhim.Hetakesmetothewomen’stoiletsand

locksthedoor,Ishould’veranwhenIhadthechance.Thefirstthinghedoesistopushhis

coarsehandsundermyt-shirt,theyfeelsodirtyagainstmyskin.Hepushesmeagainstthewall

asheroughlygrabsmybreasts,thepainshootsrightthroughtomyheartcompellingmeto



stifleascream.

Lethabo:“Theyshrunkbut,theyarestillbreastssotheywilldo.”

Hemocksme,thesonofabitch.Ianglemyheadtothesideasheleansintokissme.I’m

alreadydisgustedbyhisdirtyhandsonme,ifhekissesme,Iwillthrowup.

Lethabo:“Alittlekisswouldbenice,youdon’tlikeforeplayanymore?”

Hecontinuestoleanin.

Irefuse,nowayam Ilettinghislipstouchmine.

Hepullsbackwithagrunt.

Lethabo:“Okay.Howaboutyougodownonmebeforetherealpartybegins?”

Hesmirks,thepervertedlookinhiseyesleavesmefeelingcheapanddirty.

Me:“No,anythingbutthat.”

I’dratherdie.He’sunbucklinghisbelt,Iclenchmyeyesashepullshispantsdown.

Lethabo:“YouwereamasteratthisYize.Whathashappenednow?”

Me:Don’tmakemedothisLethabo.”

Iretort,ifitmeansIwillfightmywayoutofthisbathroom thenIwill.

Lethabo:"FineaslongasI’m goingtohavesomefun.Nowcomecloserandpleasedaddy.”

Ihatethatsmuglookonhisface,he’skissingmealloverandtryingtotearmygarments.

Me:“Stopdoingthat,you’llruinmyclothes.”

He’snotstopping,hislipsrecklesslyfallonmyskin.Heloosensmypantsandmyheartjumps

tomythroatashepullsthem down.

Me:“Stop.”

Idon’twantthis.

WhatwasIthinking?

Me:“Lethabostop.”

Ipushhim awayandpullmypantsbackup.Thelookonhisfaceisscary.

Lethabo:“Youhavetofinishwhatyoustarted,you’renotgoingtoleavemehanging.”

HesmackshishandsonmyfaceandstealsakissIdon’treturnit.

“Hey,openthedoor.”

Awoman’svoicesaysfrom theoutside.



Me:“Someonewantstousethetoilet.”

Lethabo:“They’llgoaway.”

Hepushesdownmypantsagain,he’sbreathinglikeananimalasheassaultsmychestwith

kisses.Igriponmyjeansjustsohedoesn’tsucceededinpushingthem down.

Theknockbecomesdemanding,thereismorethanonevoicenowandtheyareinsistingthat

thedoorbeopened.

Me:“Lethabostopit.”

Whydoesthisfeellikedéjàvu?

Lethabo:“I’llbefastYize,justaminute.”

Hishandsareroughlygrabbingme,Ican’tpushhim offofme.He’ssuddenlybecomestrong.

Me:“GetoffmeLethabo.”

Iscream,mybodyistremblingoutoffear.It’sthatfearofbeingraped.It’slikeitneverleftme.

Theknockturnsintoloudbanging.

“Heyvula,vula.”(Open.)

It’swomenandtheyareyellingwhilebangingonthedoor.

Lethabo:“Shit.”

Hegruntsashedrawsback,Ifixmyselfandrushtoopen.Agroupofangryfemalesstand

beforeme,there’sabouttenormoreofthem.

“Areyouokaysisi?”

Oneofthem asks,myheadishunginshame.

“Nansilenja,Isawhim dragherinhere.”(Here’sthisdog)

Afemalevoiceyellsoutloudthroughthemusic.

Lethabo:“No,she’smygirlfriend.Wecamehereforalittleprivacy.”

Heliesthroughhisteeth.

“He’slying,ngiyibonilelenja.Heliterallydraggedherinhere.”(Isawthisdog.)

Thefirstladyrespondsinanger.

Lethabo:“Babytellthem thatwe’redating,please.”

Herefusedtolistentomypleasawhileago.WhyshouldIlistentohis?

“Babyyaniwenja,you’vebeencaughtwithyourpantsdown.”(Don’tbabyher,youdog.)

Thesewomenarefuming,I'm tooashamedtospeak.



“Don’tworrysisi,wearehereforyou.We’llfightthesemonsterstogether,we’retiredofthese

menrapingandkillingus.It’senoughman.”

Theladyinthefrontscreams.

“Gethim.”

Theyyellastheychargeathim.

Lethabo:“Ayizetellthem baby.”

Heshoutsinterror,he'sacoward.

Howdoesitfeeltobedesperate?

Bastard,Ihopehesuffersaheartattackwhiletheythrashhim.

I’m gettingoutofhere,Istrolloutandcatchafigurewiththecornerofmyeye.IturntoseeNeo

leaningagainstthewall,hishandsrammedinhispocketsandasmugonhisface.

Me:“Spiderman?”

IcanhearLethaboscreamingfrom hereandtheladiesshouting.

Me:“Youdidthis?”

Howdidhepullitoff?

Neo:“Thatdogwillneverbethesameaftertoday.”

Heutterswithanicytone.

Me:“Howdidyouknow?”

Neo:“Isawhim,forcingyoutothebathroom.Ittookeverythinginmenottokillhim.”

Idon’tknowhowIam soemotionalrightnowandit’soverwhelming.Neohasnoideawhathe

hasdoneforme,IthrowmyselfinhisarmsasIenfoldmyarmsaroundhisneck.

Me:“ThankyouNeo.”

Heholdsmeback.

Neo:“Am InotSpiderman?”

Hejokes.

Me:“Let’snotgetaheadofourselveshey.”

Helaughs.

Neo:“Let’sgetoutofhere.”

Me:“Doyouthinkthey’llkillhim?”

Neo:“Iwantthem tobut,theyareinnocentwomen.Thatmanisgoingtojail.”



I’dratherhavehim dead.HowdoItellNeooranyonewhocarestolistenthatLethabohasasex

tapeofme.

SETHU*

Stylesisfastasleepbesideme,Ican’tstopthinkingaboutAyize.Theyarenotbackyet,Idecide

totryherphone.I’llmakethecallinthelounge,lestIwakethismanhere.

Iturnthelightonandpeekoutthewindow,it’sdark,thestreetsareempty.

IshouldhaveaskedStylesforNeo’snumbers,Ayizeisnotansweringherphone.Ican’tmove

from thiswindow.

“Hey.Whyareyouup?”

I'm startledbythesoundofStyles’voice,heholdsmefrom behind.

Me:“HasNeocalledyouyet?”

Styles:“No.”

Henuzzlesmyneck,emitsadeepsigh.

Styles:“Cometobed,it’slate.”

Me:“I’m worriedaboutmysister,Ican’tsleep.”

Imightaswellwaitdownhereforher.

Styles:“Neo’sgotthis,Itrusthim.”

Me:“Whyhasn’thecalledyet?”

Styles:“Ifhecouldn’tfindher,hewould’vecalledus.”

Heturnsmearoundtofacehim.

Styles:“Lookatthisbeautifulface,IthinkIseewrinklesonit.”

Hestates,cuppingmycheeks.

Me:“What?”

Iruntothekitchentoinspectmyfaceonthemicrowavemirror.

Me:“Babe,Ican’tseeanywrinkles.”

He’slaughing,thiswasajoke.

Styles:“You’recute.”

Notfunny.



Me:“ReallyStyles,youalmostgavemeaheartattack.”

Hefoldshisarmsacrosshischestashesitsonthearm ofthechair.

Styles:“Iwantedtodistractyoualittle,youstresstoomuchkitten.YoursisteriswithNeoaswe

speak.”

Heassuresme.

Me:“Doyouthinkshewilleverbeokay?”

Istandbetweenhislegsashepullsmeintohim,hisarmsgoaroundmywaist.

Styles:“Ifshe’sasstrongasyou,thenyes,shewillbeokay.”

Me:“She’sactuallystrongerthanIam.”

Myphoneisringing.

Me:”“It’sher.”

Hesmiles.

Me:“Pleasetellmeyou’reokay.”

That’sthefirstthingIsaytoher.

Ayize:“I’m stillalivesis,I’m withNeo.Wewentoutforabite.”

Biteofwhat?Shehardlyeats.

Me:“Comehomesoonplease.”

Ayize:“Yesmom.”

Me:“I’m gladyou’reokaysis.”

Ayize:“HowcanInotbewhenIhaveyoubymyside?”

Shelaughs.

Me:“Iloveyou.”

Ayize:“Uqalile.”(You’vestarted.)

Iwilltellherthistillshelearnstosayitback.

Webideachothergoodbye.

Stylesisleeringatmewithasmirkonhisface.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Styles:“Youworrytoomuch.”

Me:“Ican’thelpit,she’shurtingandIhavetomakesurethatshe’sokay.”



Styles:“Let’sgetsomecoffee.”

Heleadsmetothekitchen.

Me:“Wewon’tbeabletosleepifwedrinkcoffee.”

Styles:“Well,it’sgoodbecauseitwillgiveustimetotalk.

Isitonachairwhileheputsthekettleon.

Styles:“DoyouthinkAyizewilleverforgiveyourparents?”

That’sacasualquestion.

Me:“Idoubtit,mom showedacertainhatetowardsher.IdoubtthatAyizewouldwanttosee

them again.”

Styles:“AndyouKitten?Ifthesamethingweretohappentoyou.Wouldyouforgivethem?”

Whyisheaskingmethis?

Me:“Honestly,Idon’tknow.”

Styles:“Howwoulditmakeyoufeelthough?”

Me:“Iwoulddie,theymightnotbeperfectbuttheyaretheonlyparentsIknow.Ilovethem andI

knowthatAyizelovesthem too,shewouldn’tbethishurtifshedidn’t.”

Heputsahotcupofblackcoffeeonthetable.

Me:“Thanks.”

Styles:“Yeah,that’strue.Promisemesomething.”

Me:“What?”

Styles:“Thatyouwillalwaysremainthisstrong,nomatterwhathappens.”

Me:“I’lltry.”

Henodsashesipsonhiscupofcoffee.Thereissomethingbehindthispromisehewantsme

tomakeandthatconcernedlookonhisface.

MBUSO*

“SpeaktoyourfatherMbuso.Ican’tdothisanymore.”

Mom iscomplainingaboutmyfather,hecomeshomelatefrom workandspendshisoffdays

awayfrom home.Shesayshedoesn’tspeaktoherlikeheusedto,Ihavenoideawhat’sgoing

onwiththatoldman.



Me:“I’lltrymom,Ican’tpromiseanything.Youknowhowyourhusbandcanbe,hedemands

respectsandhatesitwhenpeoplemeddleinhisaffairs.”

That’smyfather.

Mom:“You’rehissonandhewillsurelylistentoyou,I’m toooldforthisMbuso.”

Ihopehe’snotcheatingonher.

Itcouldbethathe’sstillseeingNomasonto.

Whathappenedtothelovetheyhadforeachother?

Ienviedtheirmarriage,Iwantedtobelikemyfather,loveselflesslywithnolimits.

IglanceatLelo,she’ssleepingonhersideofthebed.Iwantedtogiveherthekindoflovethat

myfathergavemymotherwhenIwasgrowingup,Ihopeshedoesn’tchangeonme.Iwon’tbe

abletotakeit,Ilovehertoomuchtobewithouther.

Me:“I’m notpromisinganythingmom,I’lltrythough.”

Mom:“Thankyoumyson.”

Me:“Ishehomenow?”

Mom:“No,I’m allalone.”

Sherepliesinasadvoice.

Me:“I’llcallyoutomorrow.”

Mom:“Youcancomeovertomorrow,I’llletyouknowifhe’sathomefirst.”

Me:“Sure.”

IbidhergoodbyejustasIhearLelomumblingsomething.

Me:“Lelo.”

Ishakeherandshesluggishlyopensherhalfliddeneyes.

Me:“You’recryinginyoursleep.”

Lelo:“Iwas?”

Sherubshereyes.

Me:“Yeah.Whatwereyoudreamingabout?”

Lelo:“Idon’tremember.”

Shesitsup.

Me:“Doyouneedsomewater?”

Sheappearstobedrained.



Lelo:“I’m okay.”

Me:“Areyousure?”

Lelo:“I’m okayMbuso.”

Shesnaps.

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?”

She’sjumpy.

Lelo:“Don’tstart.”

Me:“SomethingisupwithyouLelo,sinceyoucamehomeyou’vebeenactingstrange.”

Lookingslightlymiffed,sheliesbackdownandfacestheotherway,

Me:“Nombulelo?”

Lelo:“Letmesleepplease.”

I’m notgettinganythingfrom herasshehastakenanoathofsilence.Ineedtofindoutwhatis

happeningwithher.

NTOMBI*

Mosesisgettingonmynerves,he’stossingandturning.It’sbeenawhilenow,ifhecontinues

likethishemightbreakthebed.

Me:“Mosesman.”

Isnapathim.

Moses:“Eish!!!”

Heexclaims.

Me:“What’swrongwithyou?You’resupposedtobesleeping,it’slateandyou’redisturbingmy

sleep.”

Moses:“Ican’tstopthinkingaboutLelo.”

Me:“Isthatthereasonyou'relosingsleep?Uyadlalayazi.”(You’rekiddingme.)

Moses:“MychildhatesmeNtombi.”

Idon’tknowifIgavehim theimpressionthatIwanttotalkatthistime.

Me:“Leloisjustangry,shewillgetoveritintime.”

Moses:“Idon’tthinkshewill,youdidn’tseeher.”



Me:“YohhaiMoses.We’reyounottheonewhochasedmychildoutofthehouse?Youtoldme

thatyouwillhaveafuneralforher.”

Iremindhim asheseemstohaveforgotten.

Moses:“Youcan’tholdthepastagainstmeNtombi,Iwasangryanddidn’tknowhowtoreact.I

wasallaboutpleasingpeopleandIdidn’tcarehowshefelt.”

He’sstillaboutpleasingpeople,Idon’tseehim changinganytimesoon.

Me:“Ifyou’resoworriedaboutLelo,gospeaktoherletmesleepinpeace.”

Moses:“Don’tbesomeanNtombi,can’tyouseethatIcan’tsleep.WhoshouldItalktoifnot

you?”

Ishouldcarebut,Idon’t.

Me:“Let’stalkinthemorning,Ican’thearhalfofthethingsyou’resaying.I’m tiredMosesand

stoptossingyou’removingwiththebedandit’sannoying.”

Heclickshistongueandleansbackontheheadboard.Hecansitupallnightifhewants,I’m

sleeping.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

142*

AMARA*

Me:“Idon’tunderstandyouRandall,I’m thepregnantonehere.IthoughtI’denjoyseeingyou

sufferbut,itseemslikeI’m theonesuffering.”

Herefusestogetupfrom thebed.

Randall:“Idon’tunderstandyouAmara.Whymustyouwakemeupeveryday?”

Hegrimacesashedropshismouthwhilebringinghimselftoasittingposition.

Me:“Randall,I’m serious.”

IdroneandforsomereasonIgetthefeelingthathe’snotlisteningtome.

Randall:“What’sthat?”

Hepointsattheglassinmyhand,hisfacehasdecidedthathedoesn’tlikeit.

Me:“Juice,freshlysqueezedorangejuice.It’sforyou.”

Istretchmyhandtogiveittohim,heglowersattheglassashecovershisnostrilsindisgust.I

can’tsmellanything.

Randall:“Getitawayfrom me.”

Heslantshisheadback.

Me:“Great,don’ttellmethesmellisnauseating.”

Randall:“It’snotthesmell,it’sthethoughtoftastingit.”

Hewhines,Ishouldbeusedtothisbynow,right?

MaybeIwanttheseriousRandallback.

Me:“Baby.”

Heshowshisteeth,thatwasnotasmile.

Me:“ShouldIgiveyouthebabytocarryaswell?”

It’sagoodidea,itsoundsperfect.Hemightaswell,sinceIgettotakecareofhim whileI’m

carryingthebaby.

Randall:“You’renotsofunnymehemma,leavethattoNeo.You’llinsulthim bytryingtoohard.”



(Myqueen.)

Isniggerathislamecomment.

Me:“Pleasegetup.”

Randall:“I’m up.”

Me:“GetupIwanttomakethebed.”

Randall:“Ithoughtwecouldsleepintoday.”

Hesmirksduringhissuggestion.

Me:“Wecan’tsleepin,Liyanawillwonderwhereherparentsare.”

Randall:“We’lllockthedoorandtellChiomatotellherthatwe’renothome.”

Me:“Wearenotdoingthat.”

Randall:“Whynot?”

Me:“Leloiscomingover.”

Randall:“When?”

Hefrowns,possiblyatthethoughtofseeingher.

Me:“She’sprobablyonherway.”

Randall:“Wehaven’tmadeourbedsandpeopleareknockingonourdoor.”

Me:“She’sfamily.”

Hedisagrees.

Randall:“Bitterfamily.”

Me:“She’snotbadyouknow,she’sjustafraidthatshemightloseme.”

Randall:“I’drathernottalkabouther.”

Me:“Youknowthatmarryingmeisthesameasmarryingmyfamily?”

Heshakeshishead.

Randall:“Don’tremindme.”

Hejumpsoutandamblestothebalcony.

Me:“Randall,IwasthinkingyoucouldjoinmeandLeloforbreakfast.”

Isaywalkingbehindhim,heturnswithascowlonhisface.

Randall:“Countmeout,I’m notdinningwiththatgirl.”

Me:“Please,Iwantmytwofavouritepeopleintheworldtogetalong.”



Randall:“Wedon’thavetogetalong,itwouldbebestifwestayoutofeachother’sway.”

Heanswersashesettlesdownonabench.

Me:“Howwillthatwork?Whatwillhappenduringfamilygatherings?”

Hedidn’tthinkthatfar.

Randall:“We’llavoideachother.”

Me:“Pleasebaby,dothisforme.”

Iclaim myrightsonhislapandhookmyhandoverhisshoulders.

Randall:“Amara,Ican’tsitandhavebreakfastwithyourcousinandplayhappyfamily.Shecan’t

controlherself,itwon’tbelongtillshestartsspeakinghermindandIwillbeforcedtoretaliate.”

Me:“Youpromisedtocontrolyourtemper.”

Hemustremember.

Randall:“Idid,ifIfeeldefensivetowardsmyfamilyIwillbeforcedtoact.”

TellmesomethingIdon’tknow.

Me:“LelosaysshewantsasecondchanceandIknowthatshewillbehave.”

WesitsoundlessasIwaitforhim torespond,itwouldmeansomuchthathegetsalongwith

Lelo.

Me:“Baby.”

Idecidetobreakthesilence,It’sbeentoolong.

Randall:“I’lldoit.”

Me:“ThankyouRandall.”

Ipressmylipsonhischeek.

Randall:“NoAmara.Whatisthis?”

SomethingIsaidordidhasmadehim grimace.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Randall:“IagreetodinewithFionaandyoucallmeRandall.”

Funny.

Me:“HernameisnotFionaandisRandallnotyourname?”

Hehasstarted.

Randall:“Iwasbabywhenyouwerepleading.”



Me:“Okay,I’m sorrybaby.”

Randall:“That’smorelikeit.”

Icannevergettiredofthesekisses.

Me:“Whenwegetmarried,shouldIsayItakeyouRandalltobemyhusbandorItakeyoubaby?”

Ihavetohearthis.

Randall:“Whoisbaby?AreyoumarryingbabyOkolieorRandallOkolie?”

Isawthiscoming.

Me:“Thesehormonesareshowingyouflames.”

Randall:“What’sthat?”

Gosh.

Me:“Forgetit.”

Randall:“Notellme.Whatdoyoumeantheyareshowingmeflames?Isitacodefor

something?”

I’m goingtopreparebreakfast,Lelowillbeheresoon.

Randall:“Mehemmatellme.”(Myqueen.)

Hesauntersbehindmeinquisitively.I’m notsayinganything.

Me:“GoaskChioma.”

Sheprobablyknows,Randallhastobefrom Mars.Iturnbackandhe’snolongerthere,he

probablywenttoaskChioma.

MBUSO*

WatchingLelosleepingisoneofmymorningsplendors,thepeacefullookthatglazeshersweet

facemakeslifeseem perfect.Iwishshewouldknowhowhercurrentactionsarehurtingme,

thisloveIsharewithherisoneIhaveneverexperiencedandlettinggoofitwouldbestupidof

me.Whateverishappeningorwhatwe’regoingthroughshouldpass,Iwouldn’twantmyGoku

tocomeintothisworldwiththehousecluttered.

Withanurgetocaressherbabybump,Ilaymyhandonit.Fourmonthshavegonebylike

lightingflash,itfeelslikeitwasjustyesterdaywhenwemetandnowwerehere.Itmustbemy

handrubbingonherskinthatcauseshertobrisklyopenhereyes.

Me:“It’sjustme.”

Shesighslowly,asshehitsherheadbackonthepillow.



Lelo:“Hey.”

Shegreetsmewithasmile.

Me:“Awusemubi.”(You’resougly.)

Itease,shelaughslightlyandthisisthegenuinelaughIam norm to.Can’twebelikethis,let

thingsstaylikethis.Idon’twanttobemyfather,IcannotbreaktheheartofawomanIlove.

Lelo:“Ngifuzewena.”(Igetitfrom you.)

Shejoshersback.

Me:“Istillloveyourcrustylookwhenyouwakeup.”

Shegroanswithasmileasshehidesherfaceinherhands.

Lelo:“Mbuso,Idon’thaveacrustyface.”

Me:“Letmetakeapicture,you’llseeittoo.Youknowhowthemirrorcanlietous,soit’soutof

thequestion.”

Idirectmyphonetoherfacereadytocapturethatmoment.

Lelo:“No,don’t.IalreadyfeelinsecurewiththisweightI’m gaining.”

Shecoversherfacewithapillow.

Me:“Hey,whatweight?”

WhatdoIsaytoapregnantwomanwhenshetellsmethatshe’sgainingweight?Youcannever

saytherightthingtothem,whatevercomesoutofyourmouthcouldupsether.

Lelo:“Youdon’thavetolietome.”

IfItellthetruth,I’llgetintroublestill.Soeitherway,I’m screwed.

Lelo:“Bythetimethisbabyisreadytocomeout,I’llbebigenoughtofitthetitanicinme.”

She’smurmurs.

Me:“Hey,stop.Youcantalkaboutotherwomen,notmine.”

Lelo:“I’m seriousMbuso.”

Me:“Soam I.Doyouknowthemiracleofcarryingahumanbeinginyou?Lelonothingisbigger

thanthat,it’sthegreatestgiftandyoushouldembraceit.Loveeveryminuteofitbeforeyou

knowit,Gokuwillbeofftocollegeandthenextthinghe’llbegettingmarriedandmovingaway

from us.”

Iwastryingtocomforther,notmakehercry.

Me:“Hey?”

Lelo:“I’m sorry,it’sjustthat.”



Shefightstospeakthroughhercrackingvoice.”

Me:“Angisakuzwakeminaumausukhala.”(Ican’thearawordnowthatyou’recrying.)

Shelooksatmeasshegleams,herlipspoutandasoftgigglesweepsoutofhermouth.

Lelo:“You’remyweaknessMbusoandIwilldoanythingtoprotectyou.”

Whereisthatcomingfrom?

Me:“Youstolemyline.”

Lelo:“It’sthetruth,you’rethefatherofmybabyandonlyyouhavetherighttohim andIwill

foreverbegratefultoyouforacceptingusandallyoudoforus.”

I’m notafanofsuchtalks,theymakemefeellikethingsareabouttocometoanend.Herhand

fliestomycheek,Iplacemineontopofit.

Lelo:“You’remylifeMbusoXaba,don’teverforgetthat.”

Asshecontinueswiththesewordsmyanxietybuildsup.

Me:“IstheresomethingyouwanttotellmeLelo?”

Shethrowsherselfinmyarms,theembraceistighterthanusualassheholdsmelikeit’sthe

lasttime.

Lelo:“Justthat,Iloveyou.”

Me:“Whydoesitsoundlikeyou’resayinggoodbye.”

Lelo:“Iwouldneverleaveyou,Mbuso.”

Me:“Thenstopsayingsuchthings,you’rescaringme.”

Ican’tthinkoflosingher,shepressesherforeheadagainstmine.Adeepurgetotasteherlips

overcomesme.Iclaspmyarmsonherwaist,mylipspressedonhers.It’snotawhiletillItaste

bitternessinmymouth,it’shertears.Ipullherback.

Me:“What’swrongchubbycheeks?”

Herheadfallsasshewipeshertears.

Me:“Leloyoucantalktome.”

Lelo:“Iknow,don’tmindme.It’sthehormones.”

Itcan’tbethat.

Lelo:“Amarainvitedmeforbreakfast,Ineedtogetready.”

Shescampersoffthebed.

Me:“Doyouthinkthat’sagoodidea?”



Lelo:“Yes,we’llfinallybeabletotalk.I’vebeenwaitingforthisday.”

Shedeclaresoutofexcitement.

IknowAmarameansalottoherbut,thisvisitistoosoon.

Me:“ShouldIcomewith?”

Tomakesurethatshedoesn’tsaysomethingstupid.

Lelo:“No,itwillbethetwoofus.It’llbeawkwardforyouifyou’rethere.”

Shestateswhilewrappingabathtowelaroundher.

Me:“WillRandallnotbethere?”

Lelo:“Idoubtit.”

Me:“Okay,I’llfetchyouwhenyou’redone.”

Lelo:”Sure.”

Sherushestothebathroom,I’m notcomfortablewiththisvisit.

SETHU*

IhearAyize’sloudvoiceasImakemywaytothekitchen.Myeyesmustbedeceivingme,she’s

sittingwithabowlandeatinglikeit’sthefirstmealshe’shadinyears.Neoissittingonthe

oppositechairwithhisownbowl.

Theyaretalkingandlaughinglikebestfriends.

“You’relyingNeo,youdidn’tdothat.”

Sheexclaimsinlaughter.

Neo:“I’m tellingyouZee,bekunyiwa.”(Itwastough.)

Ayizeishavingatimeofherlife,I'm shockedtoseeherlaughwithsomuchdelight.

Me:“Caretosharethejoke.”

Ihugherfrom behindasIwrapmyarmsaroundhershoulders.

Ayize:“You’resomushy.Sincewhendowehug?”

Me:“Ialwaysgiveyouhugs.”

Neo:“Miss.S.WhereisStylos?”

Me:“He’sgettingready.”



Neo:“Whereishegoing?”

Me:“ToseeRandall.”

Neo:“Isee,I’m stillplayingthethirdwheelinthisbro-mance.”

Didhesaybro-mance.

Me:“Whydoyousaythat?”

Neo:“Stylosdidn’ttellmethathe’sgoingout,Ihaven’tbathedyetso,itmeanstheymadeplans

withoutme.”

Ayize:“AreyoujealousNeo?”

I’m tryingtograspwhyshe’sgrinning.

Neo:“No.I’m not.I’m onlysaying.”

Ayize:“Ithinkit’scutethough.”

Andthisputsasmileonhisface.

Neo:“Youdo?”

He’sfascinatedbythethought.

Ayize:“Yes,itshowsyoursensitiveside.”

Hissmilegrows.

Neo:“Ihavemanyofthose.”

Hewinksather.

Ayize:“Ohdorevealandmakemyday.”

Issheflirting?

Me:“Doyoutwoneedsomeprivacy?”

Ayize:“You’renotfunny.”

Me:“No,itwasn’tmeanttobeajoke.I’m seriousasaheartattack.”

Ayizepursesherlips.

Ayize:“QuitplayingSethu.”

IhavemadeNeouncomfortablewithmycomment,IspotStyleswalkinguptothekitchen.He

hasthecarkeysinhishand.

Me:“Aren’tyougoingtoeatfirst?”

IaskStyles.



Neo:“He’sgoingtoeatatUze’splace.”

He’snothappy.

Styles:“Neo’srightandI’m runninglate.”

Neo:“DidyouhearthatMiss.S?ThisiswhatIhavetofaceeveryday.”

Styles:“What’swrongwithyou?”

Neo:"NothingStylos.”

Heslouchesashefocusesonhisfood.

Styles:“Ithoughtweweregoingtogether.”

I’m gladhehassuggestedthis,Neoissulkinglikeakid.

Neo:“No,goStyloskesharp.”(I'm good.)

Ayizedecidestobeherselfandlaughatthispoorman.

Styles:“Okay,I’llseeyoulater.”

Heturnsandstartstowalkoff.

Neo:“Whereareyougoing?”

Styles:“ToseeRandall.”

Hesaysturningback.

Neo:“I’m comingwithyou.”

Hejumpsupfrom hischair,leavestheplateonthetableandscurriesafterStyles.

Ayize:“Hey,awuhlambi?”(Youdidn’tbath.)

Sheyellsafterhim.

Neo:“Ketlahlapapele.”(I’llbathwhenIgetthere.)

HeexclaimsrushingoutthedoorandleavingStylesbehind.

Ayize:“He’sfrom Pretorianeh?”

She’slaughing.

Me:“Yeah.”

Ayize:“Icantell.”

Sherejoinderstumblingintoacrazybellylaugh.

“Kitten.”

Itwistmyheadtohisvoice,he’sstandingbythedoor.



Styles:“Don’tleaveyet,I’llbebacksoon.”

Me:“We’llbehere.”

Styles:“Iloveyou.”

Ayizeclearsherthroat,dippingherheadinthebowlofcereal.

Me:“Metoo.”

Heacceptsasoftfrownandwaveshishandbeforeheshutsthedoorclosed.

Me:“Uhlekaniwena.”(Whatareyoulaughingat?)

Ayize:“Nothing.”

Shesaysandyetcontinuestolaugh.

Me:“Weneedtotalk.”

Iwipeoffthesmileonherfacewiththesedreadfulwords.

Ayize:“I’m okaywithtalkingfornowkitten.”

Shedeliversasmile.

Me:“YouandNeoseem tobecosy.”

Ayize:“He’saniceguy,shame.”

Shegetsup.

Me:“Whereareyougoing?We’restilltalking.”

Ayize:“Thebathroom,Iwon’tbelong.”

Shedisappearsintothecorridor.Ihopeshe’snotgoingtothrowupthefoodshejustate.

NTOMBI*

Jonas:“Asyouallknow,Nombuleloispregnantandwillgivebirthverysoon.Iwasapproached

bythefatherofthebaby,hewantstopayinhlawulo(damages).Heclaimshedidn’tknowthat

Nombulelowaspregnant,nowhewantstodotherightthing.”

Jonashascalledthismeeting,wehaven’thadbreakfastandwe’realreadydiscussingserious

issuesthatwillgiveusnothingbutheadaches.

Mhambi:“Payingdamagesisanimportantaspectofourculture.Ithastobedone.”

Me:“Whoisgoingtogotothisboy’sfamilyandreportthepregnancy?”

Jonasissuddenlyupset.



Jonas:“Whydidyoubecomeamotherifyouwillnotdoyourduties?”

Me:“Youdon’thavetobitemyhead.Nombulelowantsnothingtodowithme,Ican’ttakepartin

this.”

Mhambi:“Youdon’thaveachoiceNtombi.”

Moses:“IagreewithMhambi,thisistheleastyoucandoforyourchildaftereverythingthat

happened.”

Me:“OurchildMosesandyoumeanaftereverythingyoudidtoher.”

Jonas:“Thismeetingisnotaboutwhoisthebetterparent,it’saboutNombulelo.”

That’sobvious,hedoesn’thavetoremindus.

Moses:“Hasshebeeninformed.”

Jonas:“IwaswithherandtheMhlongoboylastnight,Nombuleloisagainstit.Shesaysthisboy

deniedthepregnancyandabandonedher.Itdoesn’tmatternow,he’sbackandwantstomake

thingsright.”

Moses:“Ifsheisagainstit.Whygothroughwithit?”

Jonas:“It’spartofourcultureMoses,wecan’tignoreit.”

Petunia:“Isayweshouldn’tforceher,let’ssitherdownfirstandfindoutwhatherthoughtsare.

Whydidthisboydenythebabyandnowhe’ssuddenlyback?”

Jonas:“It’snotonlyaboutNombulelo,thatbabyisaMhlongoandshouldbeknownbythe

Mhlongoancestors.”

Idon’ttrustJonas,I’m sureheforcedherintoacceptingthis.

Me:“IfNombulelodoesn’twantthis,wecan’tforceherbhuti.Sheisoldenoughtomakeher

owndecisions.”(Brother.)

Jonas:“Nombuleloisbarelytwentyone,youcan’ttellmethatshe’soldenough.Now,thechild

liveswithsomeonewedon’tknow.Wedon’tknowifhe’splanningonmakinganhonestwoman

outofher.NtombiIdon’ttrustyourjudgement,you’renotwiseenoughtovoteonthis.Ihave

madeupmymind,thiscomingweekendyouwillgowithNombuleloandreportthepregnancy.”

Herumbles.

Me:“Woonobhuti,thisisnot1960relax.Arethesethingsstillpracticed?Youneedtomove

withthetimes.”(Brother.)

Moses:“Ntombi,trytobeseriousforonce.Thisisourchildwe’retalkingabout.”

Me:“YesMoses,she’sourchildandI’m againstherbeingforcedtoacceptwhoeverthis

Mhlongoguyis.Whyshouldweforceherifshedoesn’twanthim?”

Jonas:“NoonesaidNombulelomustmarrythisboy,thechildshouldknowwherehecomes



from.”

Me:“Whatabouttheboysheliveswith?Doeshenothaveasayinanyofthis?”

Mhambi:“Wedon’tknowhim,hehasn’tcomeforwardtoletusknowwhathisrelationsarewith

ourdaughterortheplanshehasforher.”

Moses:“Let’scallameetingwithNombulelofirst,hayiemakhoneniJonaswithoutherparents

there.”(Notinsecret.)

Mosesmakessenseforonce.

Me:“Ialsoagree.”

Petunia:“What’swrongwithyoutwo?Whyareyouplayingthegoodparentcardallofasudden?”

Shegivesusasuspiciouslook.

Me:“That’syourproblem Petunia,youthinkwehateourchild.Leloisouronlychild,minano

mnyeniwamiloveourdaughter.Wejustdon’tshowittoooften.”(MyhusbandandI.)

Shecacklesassheclapsherhands.

Moses:“Petuniadon’tinsultusplease,youdon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

Petuina:“Aingeke,youtwoareuptosomething.”(Never.)

Shewouldsaythatbecauseshethinksshe’sperfect.

Jonas:“Okay,that’senough.WewillcallNombulelotomorrow,shebettermaketheright

decisionorelsewewillmakeitforher.”

Hemakesacommand.

Thesepeoplewanttocontrolmyfamily.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

143*

SETHU*

Ayizeisretchinginthere,Icanhearher.Myassumptionswerecorrect.Howisshegoingtoget

betterifshecontinuestodothis?

Imoveawayfrom thedoorasIhearthesoundofthetoiletflush.Iopttowaitforherinthe

lounge.She’sstridingback,draggingherfeet.

Me:“Whatwereyoudoinginthere?”

Shetriestohidehertearyeyesfrom me,it’stoolate.

Ayize:“Don’tbeweird,youcan’taskmesuchapersonalquestion.”

Me:“Wereyouthrowingup?”

Ayize:“StopitSethu.Whyareyoumonitoringme?”

Shesnapsatme,thisiswhatshedoeswhencaughtred-handedshebecomesdefensive.

Me:“IthoughtyouweredonewiththatAyize.”

Shemarchestothekitchen.

Ayize:“DoesMr.Shavewineinhere.”

She’sopeningthecabinetsinsearchofalcohol.

Me:“It’stooearlyforthatandyoucan’tdrinkyoujustemptiedyourstomach.”

Ayize:“WhosaidIemptiedmystomach?Iwasdoingsomethingelseinthere.”

Sherefutesmyproclamation.

Ayize:“Hallelujah!!!Makabongwe.”(Praisehim.)

Shepronounceswithajoyfulsoundassheholdsupabottleofwhiskey.

Me:“Ayizeno,putthataway.”

Irequestfrantically.

Ayize:"Relax,Iwon’tdrinkthewholebottle.I’lljusthaveafewsips.”

Shefindsaglass,Ifollowherasshewalkstothelounge.



Ayize:“Comesitwithme,maybeyoucantaste.”

Me:“Idon’twantany.”

Iam veryupsetwithher,althoughit’snotherfaultthatshe’slikethis.

Ihaveanincomingcallfrom Styles.

Styles:“Youdidn’tsayIloveyouback”

Heintroduceswiththisgrumble.

Me:“Idid.”

Styles:“Yousaidmetoo,thatdoesn’tcount.”

Isee.

Me:“Okay,IloveyouMr.Styles.”

Styles:“YouknowI’m goingtomarryyouoneday?”

Hedropstheunexpectedavowalthatleavesmewordless.

Styles:“Areyoutherekitten?”

Me:“Yes.”

AndI’m gobsmacked.

Styles:“Ngizokushadamama.”(Iwillmarryyou,mylady.)

Hesayssoftly.

Thefactthathesaysthiswiththerightaccentdropsmeonthecouchasheleavesmyknees

feelingweak.

Me:“Styles?”

ThisisSiyabongaspeaking.

Styles:“YeboSthandwasami,ukhethweyinhliziyoyami.”(Myhearthaschosenyoumylove.)

Whyishesayingthesethingstome?Stylesbetternotbeproposingmarriageoverthephone.

Me:“Isthisyourwayofaskingmetomarryyou?”

I’m surehecantellthatI’m smilinglikearetard.

Styles:“IfIwas,Iwoulddoitright,otherwiseyoursisterwillkillme.”

Hesnickers.

Me:“Iknowandshewouldkillmeaswellforagreeingtoit.”

IgawkatAyizeoppositeme,she’sstaringbackwithanaughtysmileonherface.



Styles:“SoyouwouldsayyesifIask?”

We’reon‘if’nowandnot‘when’

Me:“Whenyouask?”

Ilethim knowthatIwillnotsettleforless.

Styles:“Yes,whenIask.”

Me:“Askandfindout.”

Hechortles.

Styles:“Letmego,Neoiscomplaining.”

Hesoundsannoyed,Isendmygoodbyes.

Ayize:“Nina?”(Youtwo.)

Shepointsatmewithhereyebrows.

Me:“What?”

Ayize:“Youmustrememberthatsomeofusaresingle,spareusplease.”

Me:“Whatdidwedo?”

Ayize:“Nywenywesthandwasami.”(Mylove.)

IlaughassheimitatesStyles'voice.

Me:“Youheardthat?”

Ayize:“Wordforword,Mr.SisZulu?”

Inevertoldherthis.

Me:“HismotherwasandhewasraisedbyhisstepfatherwhowasZulu.”

Ayize:“Youmentionedthatbefore.Doeshehaveanativename?”

Me:“Siyabonga.”

Ayize:“USiyanoSethu?Bathathegirl.”(SiyaandSethu,yougogirl.)

Shesings.Thealcoholmustbekickingin.

Ayize:“Whenyoutwohavekids,pleasegivethem namesthatstartwithS.Ihaveafew.”

Me:“I’llkeepthatinmindaunty.”

Agape,sheoglesatme.

Ayize:“Aunty?Never,nolittlebratiscallingmeaunty.I’m sis’Zee.”

Me:“Sis’Zeehey,siyabongaNeo.”(ThankyouNeo.)



Ayize:“Siyabongangempela.”(Thankyouindeed.)

Iworryasshepoursanotherglassofliquor.

Me:“Didyouseethis?”

Ipassthephonetoher.

Ayize:“Whatisit?”

Me:“It’strendingontwitter,someguynamedLethabowasarrestedforassaultingawomanina

club.Apparentlyagroupofwomencaughthim andattackedhim.”

Shesighswithafaceaslongasafiddle.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Ayize:“Am Ievernotokay?”

Herriposteworriesme.

Ayize:“I’m goingtogetsomesleep.”

She'stakingthebottlewithher.

Me:“Youcanleavethat.”

Ayize:“Ineedsomecompany.”

Shelaughsherwayuptheflightofsteps.

RANDALL*

IopenthedoorforStylesandNeo.

Me:“Youmadeit?”

Neo:“Yes,yesUze.Wemadeitoga.”(Boss.)

Neosauntersinandheadsstraighttothekitchen.IleeratStylesinwonder.

Styles:“Don’tlookatme.”

Heshrugshisshoulders.

Me:“Didyoubringthem?”

Styles:“Yes.”

Heretortswithasmileasheramshishandintothepocketofhisjacketandpullsoutthepack.

Me:“Hidethem,Idon’twanthertosee.”



Iwhisper.

Styles:“Okay.Whyarewewhispering?”

Me:“Idon’twantherfindingout.”

Styles:“Don’ttellmeyou’redoingthissecretly.”

Me:“DoIhaveachoice,thewomanhasbannedmefrom havingthem.SuchcrueltyItellyou.”

IfStylesknewhowseriousthisishewouldconstrainthatmockinglaugh.

“Whoiscruel?”

Dammitsheheardthat,Ismileassheplodstousfrom thekitchen.

Me:“Noonemehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Iholdherwaistasshestandsbesideme.

Amara:“WhereisSethu?”

StylessmilesatthementionofSethu’sname.

Styles:“Hersisterisnotfeelingwell,shehadtostaybehindwithher.”

Amara:“What’swrongwithher?”

Styles:“It’sfamilyrelated,maybeSethuwilltellyouaboutit.”

Iforgethowsecretivehetendstobe.

Amara:“I’llcallherlatertoday.Neoisinthekitcheninspectingeverypot,you’dthinkhe’safood

critique.”

Shelaughs.

Me:“That’sNeo,he’sspeciallikethat.”

Styles:“Please,don’tlethim takeover.He’llruinthefood,Icameheretoeat.”

Me:“Let’sgointhen.”

“Hello.”

Weturnbacktothedoor,Leloishere.Iwashopingthatshewouldcancel.

Amara:“Hey.”

Theyshareahug.

Lelo:“I’m sorryI’m late,therewastrafficonthewayhere.”

Amara:“You’rejustintime.”

Lelolooksatmethehateshehasformedoesnothideawayfrom hergaze.



Lelo:“Randall?”

Iwillnotrespondtohercoldsalutationso,Inod.

Amaraglaresatme.

Amara:“He’sStyles,afamilyfriend.”

Styles:‘Morelikethebrother.”

Heshakesherhand,shesmiles.

Lelo:“NicetomeetyouStyles.”

Me:“Shallwe?”

Amara:“LeloandIwillbeinthekitchen.”

Sheannouncesastheybegintotoddlethere.

Styles:“Isensebadbloodbetweenyouandcousin.What’sup?”

Wesettleoutsideinthebackyard.

Me:“Shehatesmeforsomereason.”

Iexplain,reachingmyhandouttohim,heknowswhatIwant.Hesmashesthem onmyhand

withanattitude.

Styles:“Whatdoesthatgirlwantwithyou?”

Me:“I’m notgoodenoughforhersister.”

Styles:“Whendidshedecidethat?”

Me:“Thefirsttimeshesawme.HermotiveisthatIboughtAmaraforareasonand

brainwashedhertofallinlovewithme.”

Styles:“Watchoutbro,shemighttrytomessupwhatyouhave.”

Hegivesmeawarninganditdidcrossmymind.NoonewillbreakAmaraandIapart,Iwillkillif

Ihaveto.

Me:“YouknowIdon’tplaywhenitcomestoAmara,ifIhavetocollectdeadbodiesthenIwilldo

it.”

Styles:“IthinkyouhavebecometoolenientRandy,you’reeveneatingraisins.Theyaremaking

yousweet,peoplelikeLelowillthrowpartiesinyourterritoryandyouwon’tdoanythingaboutit.”

Preciselythat’sthecase.

Me:“It’sthisthingyoucalllove,IblameyouStyles.”

Styles:‘WhatdidIdo?”



Me:“Doyourecallhowyouweredrillingthewordintomyhead?Itwasthelastthingonmy

mind.”

Mytestimonialcauseshim tosneer.

Styles:“YouweregoingtofallinlovewithAmarasoonerorlater,weren’tyoutheonewholoved

heratfirstglance.”

ThefirsttimeIsawherfeelslikealongtimeago,Ididn’tloveherthefirsttime.Therewasa

strongliking,somethingthatdrewmetoher.

Me:“Youknowitwasn’tloveStyles.”

Hechuckles.

Styles:“WellIthinkyouneedtogetbackinthegame,sweetRandallcan’tfightMkhizeand

Segun.Theywillfuckyouup.”

“Heythere’sachildinthehouse.”

Amarajogsourmemorywhilesteppingtowardsus.Shecarriesatraywithtwoglassesfilled

withjuice,Iam notgoingtodrinkthat.

Me:“Whereisshe?”

Thenoshissafelytuckedawayinmypocket.

Amara:“SomewherearoundwithChioma.”

Sheplacesthetrayonthetable.

Styles:“ThankyouAmara.”

Hesmilesgratefully.

Me:“Isn’tthereanythingelseIcandrink?”

Shenarrowshereyesatmeasshescrutinizesme,lockingmeinhersterngaze.

Amara:“Whatisthatyou’reeating?”

Busted.

Me:“I’m noteatinganything.”

Imovemyheadasshemovesin.

Amara:“You’reeatingraisinsagainRandall?”

Great.

Me:“AskStyles.”

Amara:“Iwon’tdothatbecausehewillvouchforyou.”



Styles:“Iswearhe’snoteatinganythingatall.”

Amara:“Letmegetoutofhere.”

Me:“Whataboutmydrink?”

Isendmyquestiontoherasshelumbersaway.

Amara:‘Drinkthatjuice.”

Sheshoutsback,Iwillnotdrinkthat.

Styles:“What’swithyou?”

He’sscowlingatme.

Me:“What?”

Styles:“You’reactinglikeapregnantwoman.”

Me:“Pissoff.”

Styles:“I’m serious.”

Me:“AmaraispregnantandChiomathinksIhavepregnancysymptoms.”

Iexplainwithanotsofriendlyface,hisjawdrops,he’sastounded.

Styles:“Amaraispregnant?WowthisisamazingRandy.”

Hetakesmyhandforaforcedhandshake.

Me:“Thankyou,Ican’twaittobeafatheragain.”

Styles:‘Ican’twaittobeanuncleagain.”

Hegrins.

Me:“Ineedafavour.”

Styles:“I’m yourguy.”

Me:“IneedtosendalettertoAmara’sfamily.”

“Who’sgettingmarried?”

Neowalksinwiththis,hepositionshimselfonthespaceoppositeme.

Styles:“You’regettingmarried?”

Me:“HowdidyoufigureitoutNeo?”

Hegivesmeavictorioussmile.

Neo:“YousaidyouwanttosendalettertoAmara’sfamily.Itcouldmeanthatyouwanttopay

thebrideprice.”



Me:“Yeswe'reengagedandshe'spregnant.”

Neo:“YohOga,whathaveyoudoneoooo?Thisisabigwahala.”(Thisisabigproblem boss.)

Me:“Whatareyouonabout?”

Neo:“Gettingagirlpregnantoutofwedlockisdamagingherso,youwillhavetopaybaba.”

(Boy.)

Me:“Paywhat?”

Styles:“Money,theuncleswilltellyouhowmuch.”

Me:“SoIwillhavetopayforthebridepriceplusthedamages.”

Neo:“That’swhatyougetforhoratatloftlof.Thatthingdoesn’tcomecheap.SoisaZulugirl

whoseparentsaremoreruralthantheworditself.”(Forlovingsex.)

Me:“Andtheuncledoesn’tlikeme,Ican’teventhinkhowmuchhe’llchargeme.”

Neo:‘Isuggestyoustartsellingyourfurniture,you’regoingtoneedthemoney.”

Hissuggestionisconvoyedwithascornfullaugh.

Styles:“Whoisstandingupforyou?”

Me:“IthoughtyouandNkomowoulddoit,theguyistraditionalandknowsthecustoms.”

Neo:“Khomoneh!YouandStylostrustpeoplesoeasilyoga.Haveyouforgottenthathe’sa

Mkhize?Isitwisetohavehim representyou?”(Cow.)(Boss.)

Hequeriesfairly,consideringNkomo’shistory.

Me:“IfStylessayshe’schanged,Ibelievehim.”

Styles:“Wecanpresentyou,Neocantagalongtoo.”

Neo:“Countmeout,Idon’twanttofacegreedyuncleswhowilldemandmoneyIcan’teven

count.”

Styles:“Coward.”

Hetaunts.

Neo:“CallmeanythingyouwantStylos,Iam stayingawayfrom thosepeople.”

Itcan’tbethatbad.

Neo:“It’shappening,Uzeisgettingmarried.Woman,you’repowerful.”

Heclownsorisheserious?

Me:“FuckyouNeo.”

Helaughs.



Neo:“Ogaam Iallowedtoswearbackorisittoosoonintothefriendship?Youneverknowwith

youandyourtemper,youmightshowmemymother.”(Boss.)

Hequizzesinamusement.

Neo:“Ifyousayyes,justknowthatIhavealistofinsultsforyou,foralltheseyearsthat…”

Styles:‘Neoshutup.”

Stylesstopshisprattle,he’slaughingtoo.

Neo:“Okay,todayisnottheday.”

Me:“I’m donewithyouNeo.”

Neo:“Metoo,I’m donewithyou.I’m allowedtosaythisoneback,right?”

Hegrabsthejuiceonthetable,sitsbackandindulges.Hestretcheshishandouttomeashe

seesthesnackinmyhand.

Neo:“ShareOga.”(Boss.)

He’scrazy,Iwon’tdothat.

NOMBULELO*

Amarawalksbacktothekitchenwithasmilesplashedonherface.

Me:“Don’tyouhaveamaid?Shouldn’tshebetheoneservingthem?”

Shejoinsmeatthetable,Imademyselfasandwich.

Amara:“Nowedon’thaveamaid.”

Me:“Whoisthatladythen?”

Amara:“Chioma?She’sRandall’sfostermother.”

Me:“Fostermother?Isheanorphan?”

Amara:“No,it’salongstory.Randallisluckythathehastwomotherswholovehim.”

Hereyesglimmerasshementionshisname.

Me:“Haveyoumethismother?”

Amara:“Notyet,shelivesinGhana,maybeoneday.”

Me:“Whatabouthisfather?”

Aglintofsadnesscoversthesparkleinhereyes.



Amara:“I’dratherwenottalkabouthisfamily,tellmeaboutMbuso.Howishe?Ishetreating

youwell?Ihopeheis.”

Shedivertsfrom thetopic.

Me:“Mbusoisamazing,Icouldn’thaveaskedforbetter.”

Myanswerhashergiggling.

Amara:“Mbusoisagoodman.”

Me:“Heis,heacceptedmeandmybabywhenwehadnoone.”

Amara:“Zumaisafool.Howcanhedosuchathingtoyou?”

Ihatethatman.

Me:“Hewon’tleavemealoneAmara,hewantstopaydamagesandIcan’thavehim apartof

mychild’slife.”

Amara:“Hecan’tforcehimselfintoyourlife.”

Sheutters.

Me:“IfhegoesthroughJonasButhelezi,hewillglidehiswayin.”

Shegivesaquietsigh.

Amara:“UncleJonasisadream killer.”

Me:“Iknowright,I’m sofrustratedAmara.HeagreedthatZumapaysthedamages,hesaysmy

babyneedstoknowhisroots.That’sbullshit,Mbusowilladoptmychild.”

Irambleonworriedly.

Amara:“Youneedtotellhim thatLelo.AfterallofthisisdoneuncleJonaswillgobacktohis

lifeandleaveyouwiththemess.Hewon’tbetherewhenZumaistroublingyou.”

Shesayswisely.

Myword!!!Ineededthismoment,havingsomeonelistentoyouisthenextbestthingafterfree

hugs.

Me:“IneedyoutocomewithmewhenIspeaktohim.”

HereyesdropandthehopeIhavethatshewillbethereformebeginstodiminish.

Shepinsherbackagainstthechairasshetakesupadisapprovingstare.

Amara:“YouknowIcan’tleavethehouseLelo,unlessRandallcomeswith.”

Aboutthat…

Me:“ForlongwillyoustaylockedupinhereAmara?Isitnotthesameasbeinginprison?”



Idon’tlikehoweverythingisplayedouthere.Amaracannotseethatthesepeopleare

controllingherlife.

Amara:“I’m notlockedupLelo,wespokeaboutthis.Whatdoyouwantmetodo?”

Shenettles,thetruthhasherfrowning.

Me:“Wedid,mydoubtshavenotbeenclearedyet.ThereisawaythatRandalllooksatyou,one

wouldsaythathe’sinfatuatedbyyou.Hiseyesfollowyoureverymovementasifyou’ll

disappearifheblinks.”

Thatcannotbeagoodathing,loveisnotshowcasedinthatmode.

Amara:“IsthatbadLelo?Iam lovedforonceinmylife.Ihavesomeonewhoiswillingtoprotect

mewithhislife,ifyouknewwhatwehavebeenthroughtogether,wewouldn’tbehavingthis

conversationandIthoughtyouchangedyourmindabouthim.Randallandhisfriendsare

joiningusforbreakfast,Iwantyoutogettoknoweachother.Ipromise,heisthebestman

you’lleverknow.Helooksroughontheoutside,totopitoffhe’shuge.Itoowasterrifiedofhim

atfirst,butifyougettoknowhim youwilllearnthathehasagentleheart.He’sagoodfather

wholoveshisdaughterlikehe’llneverloveagain.”

Shegivesaconsequentialdialogue.

Me:“Ifyou’reconvinced,thereisnothingIcansaytoconvinceyouotherwise.”

There’satwitchinhereyes.She’sbotheredbymyriposte.

Amara:“It’sgettinglate,weshouldsetthetable.”

Hermodestpronouncementcomeswithherclompingtothekitchencounter,observingherI

noticehowshehasdoneawaywiththedowdylook.ThefrumpishAmaraIknewandlovedhas

mellowedintothiscasualwoman,oneIcannotrecognize.

Me:“WheredoItaketheseplates?”

Ibesiege,carryingtheplatesinmyhands.

Amara:“Thepatio,followme.”

Imoochbesideher,ourfeettracingustothefoyer.There’sacollidingfrom myleftthatpushes

meafewstaggersback,compellingmetodroptheplates.Theysplitinpiecesastheywhack

againstthehardwoodfloor.

Me:“Hey,watchit.”

Thestartleinducesayellwithinmethatfrightensthelittlegirlwhoisthecauseoftheaccident.

Hereyeswidenandswellupwithtearsinaminiature,herlowerlipcurlsasitquavers.Hertears

donottakelongtocascadedowntinyface,thebridgeofhernoserapidlyturnsred.

Amara:“Lelo!!!”

Shechidesmeformyshortoutburst,asLiyanaflitterstohidebehindAmara’ship.



Me:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeanto.ShebumpedintomeandIthought…”

Amara:“Youthoughtwhat?Itwasamistake,she'sonlyachild.”

ShescoopsLiyanaupinherarms.

Me:“Iknow,butkidsshouldn’truninthehouse.”

AmaraglancesatLiyanawhohasherheadhiddenonhershoulder.

Amara:“It’sokayLiyababy,auntdidn’tmeantoshoutatyou.”

Liyananodshalf-heartedly.

Amara:“Won’tyougiveMaraasmile.”

Liyanagivesherhalfasmilewhilewipinghertearsaway,sheistrulyupset.

Me:“Liya….”

Amaraliftsherhandtostopmefrom blabberinganyfurther.

Amara:“Youhavesaidenough,IthinkyoushouldleaveLelo.Todayisnotrightforyoutobe

here,Ithinkyouneedmoretime.”

Howisitthatshe’sabletochoosethem overme?

Me:“IsaidI’m sorryAmara.Imeanthechildistakingittooseriously,itwasasimpleinnocent

scolding.”

Amara:“Itdidn’tsoundinnocenttome.”

“Wedon’tscoldourchild,therearesomanywaysyoucanchastiseachildmissandthisisnot

oneofthem.”

Randalladdshisopinionashesauntersinfrom outside,he’swithStyleswhotakesLiyanaand

walksawaywithher.

Thesoundofthedishescrashingbeckonedthem here.

Me:“Iapologized,Ididn’tmeantoyell.”

Musttheyganguponme?

Amara:“Yeahyoudidn’t,youcanleavenow.”

Shecannotbetreatingmethisway.

Me:“Amarayou’rethrowingmeout?”

Igasp,incredulityevidentinthetoneofmyvoice.

Randall:“Yessheis.”

Hesnaps,histeethgrittedtogether.



Me:“I’m theonlysisteryouhave.Willyoudothistome?”

Amara:“We’lltalkwhenyou’recalm Lelo,rightnowIthinkyou’reoverworked.Letmeknow

whenyougethome.I’m goingtocheckonLiyana,excuseme.”

Shespitsoutleavingmewiththismanwhoisshootingdaggersatme.

Me:“WhathaveyoudonetomyAmara?”

Hesimpersashecarriesasmuglook.

Randall:“She’smyAmaranow.”

Hiscomebackcautionsthatmyassumptionswerecorrect.

Randall:“Unlessyou’rereadytobethesisterthatsheneedsyoutobe,Isuggeststhatyoustay

awayfrom her.”

Me:“I’m notdoingthat,youkeptherawayfrom mefortoolong.”

Randall:“Suityourselfmiss,don’tsayIdidn'ttellyouthough.”

Hewalksawaywiththisproclamation.Likeexpected,Ifindmywayoutofthehouse.Ishould’ve

broughtMbusowith,hewould’vestoodupforme.

NEO*

Me:“Whereisshe?”

Sethu:“Inthebedroom,shehaslockedherselfinthere.Ican’tgetinNeo,she’sdrunk.Ithink

shehaspassedout.”

Zeeprobablyneedstimealone.

SethucalledwhenwewereatRandall’s,sayingZeehaslockedherselfinthebedroom.Styles

stayedbehindandissettofollowinawhile.

Me:“Letmetalktoherfirst?”

Ittookalesstimetoknowthatsheneedssomeonetolistenandnottobetoldwhattodo.

Sethucan’tfindawaythroughthismess,shecanonlyofferdemandsandchastises,whichis

somethingZeedoesn’twant.

Sethu:“Okay,I’llbehere.”

Iusetheextrakeytoopenthedoor,Icloseitafteramblingin.There’snooneintheroom,Ihear

softmusiccomingfrom thebathroom.Iknockafewtimes,thereisnoresponsefrom theinside.

Themusicisnotthatloudthatshewouldn’thearme.

Me:“Zee,areyouinthere?”



Suresheis.Shehastobeotherwise,wherewouldshebe?

Me:“Zee.”

IpoundonitthistimeandnotsoloudlestIfrightenanalreadyterrifiedSethu.Seeingthatshe’s

silent,Ichoosetogoin.

Me:“I’m comingin.”

IgiveawarningandwhatIseestopsmyheartfrom beatingforameresecond.She’slyingfully

clothedinthebathtubfilledwithwater,anemptybottleofwhiskeyoccupiesherhand.Herhead

isimbalancedandhereyestightlyshut.Thebathroom ismistyfrom thehotwaterthat,my

visionisvague.

Me:“Ayize.”

Isaysoftly,Sethuwillbecrushedifshefindsherlikethis.

Iwhiskheroutofthebathtubandcarryherouttothebedroom.There’sadrytowelonthebed,I

useittowipeherwethair.ThankGodthere’sapulse.

Me:“Zeewakeup.”

Islightlypatherface,ittakesafewpatsforhertoflaphereyelids.

Ayize:“Mmmhhmmhhh.”

Shemummerswithafrown.

Me:“Ayizeopenyoureyes.”

Graduallytheyflipopen,Itrytohelpherupassheliftsherheadandwincesinpain.

Ayize:“Stopit.”

Shepushesme,finallyherbodyregainsthestrengthitneedstomove.

Me:“Whatthehellisyourproblem?You’reselfishZeeman.”

Iyellthroughclampedteeth.

Ayize:“Don’tcallmeselfish,you’reselfish.”

Sheretortsasshemovestositonthebed,myattempttolendahelpinghandisshruggedaway

withaforce.

Me:“Wereyoutryingtokillyourself?”

Sheguffaws.

Ayize:“Lifeistoomuchfunrobobi.WhywouldIwanttodie?”(Spiderman.)

Hervoicepaintsthelevelofherintoxication,shestartstostripoutofthewetclothes.Iswivelto

facethedoor,atitterescapesfrom hermouth.



Ayize:“Haveyoueverhadsexwithadrunkwomanbefore?”

She’sgigglingandIdon’tseeanythingfunny.

Ayize:“Howaboutwedoithereandnoonewillknow.”

Idon’tlikeherwords.

Ayize:“Youcanturnaroundnow,I’m done.”

Ihearathudandturntofindherbuttflatonthefloor,she’stryingtobringherbodyupand

failingatit.Shehaswrappedherselfwithabathrobe.

Me:“Getup.”

Iseizeherarm.

Ayzie:“Ouch.”

Shewincesinpainbeforelaughing.

Ayize:“That’sokay,youmenlikeitroughanyway.Womenarejustsexobjectswithnoemotions,

wearesoul…less.”

Shespeakstryingtomakeoutthesenseoftheword.

Ayize:“Yes…Soulless,somewouldsaycharacterless,right?Noonecareswhathappenstous,

wehavebeenleftintothehandsofmen.Doesitmatterwhattheydotous?”

Sheclapsherhandsinapplaud.

Me:“Don’tsaythat.”

Shelaughs.Sheiswasted.

Ayize:“Truthhurtsheyrobobi?It’sokay”(Spiderman.)

Me:“NotallmenarethesameZee.”

Shelaughsasshethrowsherheadback,thesoundofherhandsclappingfillstheroom.

Ayize;“You’retalkingtoagirlthathasseeneverybeastoutthere,menareanimalsNeo.”

Me:“TherearemenwhowanttoprotectyouZee.”

Ayize:“Protect?Thatmustbeajoke.Allofyouhaveabandonedyournatureandhaveturned

intoanimals,youwalkaroundwiththehungertohurtus.Thefirstglimpseofawomanandyour

firstthoughtisATTACK!!!”

Sheyellsthewordout.

I’m speechless.HowdoIrespondwhenIhavebeenpaintedwiththesimilarbrushastheJohn’s

ofthisworld?

Ayize:“Toprovemyselfright,Sethumysister.Youknowherright?Miss.S,that’swhatyoucall



her.”

Shegiggles.

Ayize:“Thatinnocentgirl,Godblesshersoul.Sheisnaïveyouknow,shedoesn’tknowanything,

onlyforgiveness.ShewasrapedbyherboyfriendandIwasrapedbymyfather,myfathersawa

womaninhischild,hewantedtotakewhatwasnothisandhetookitbyforce.Ihadnooneon

myside,myfather,Imeanuncle.Sethu’sdadismyuncle.”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Sethu’sdadismyuncle,youknow?Lifewilldealwithyouaccordingly.Anyway,hewas

meanttoprotectmeandhedidn’t.Icouldn’trunintohisarmsandhide,hedidn’topenthem for

me.Healsopointedanaccusatoryfingeratme,hecalledmeawhore,aslut,anindecent

characterlessgirlwhocouldn’thideherbody,that’swhymenlustedafterher.Hemightnothave

saidthem outloudbut,hissilencespokevolumes.YouknowwhatIdidNeo?Iranintotheopen

armsofothermen,theywerenotcomfortingasmyfather’sarmswouldbeandIcouldn’tfind

thecomfortIwaslookingforso,Ichasedit.IneededtofinditNeo,oneofthoseoldfoolshad

tobetheone.”

Hervoicepaintstearsyethereyesaredry.

Me:“Zee.”

Shestandsonthebedwiththebottleinherhand,Iwatchherasshegulpsdownthelastofit.

Sheraisesherhandintheair,herbodytoointoxicatedtostandstill.

Ayize:“ThisisniceNeo,IfeellikeI’m ontopoftheworld.”

Sheshoutsbeforeeruptinginlaughter.

Ayize:“Thatlookinyoureyes,I’veseenitbefore.It’sthesamelookMr.SgivesSethu.Youcan’t

lookatmelikethat.Myuncle.Oops...”

Shecovershermouth.

Ayize:“Imeanmyfathermarkedmeworthlessthedayherapedme,it’swrittenallovermybody.

Doyouwanttoseeit?”

Shestripsoffthegownexposingherstarkness,IclenchmyeyesasIlookaway.

Ayize:“IKnowI’m notasattractiveasIshouldbe,I’m athirtyyearoldwomanwithatiny,tiny

body.Mybonesarestickingout,it’snotcutebutdisgusting.Itcan’tbeasdisgustingasthese

wordswrittenonmybody.Look.”

Ican’tlook.

Ayize:“Lookatmedammit.”

Sheyellsforcingmetoopenmyeyes,shegiggles.

Ayize:“You’resupposedtoseethewords,IdoeachtimeIlookinthemirror.Here,itsays



worthless.”

Shepointsataspotonherbust,Ithoughtshe'dhavewordswritenonherskin.She'splainclean.

Ayize:“Hereitsayswhore,Slut,youdeservedit,youaskedforit.”

Shecontinueswiththesewordswhilemappingherbodywithherfinger.

Me:“Pleasestop.”

Iwhisper.

Ican’ttakeitanymore.

Ayize:“No,youhavetoknowwhatyoumenhavedonetome,lookatmeNeo.I’m awalking

zombie,mylifeisnotworthlivingbut,Icontinuetopush.Ipushfortheonewhocouldn’tand

endedtheirlife.Ipushfortheonewhowasfoundinaditchrapedandmurdered.Ipushforthat

newbabywhowasrapedbyherfather.Ipushforthewifewhoisrapedbyherhusbandevery

nightbecausehethinkshehasarightoverher.IpushNeoforthatlittlegirlwhocan’ttellher

motherthatherfathercreepsinherroom everynightandassaultsher.Ipushforthesisterwho

can’tgetawayfrom herbrother'spervertedwordsandhehashiswaywithherasifhewerenot

herprotector.Ipushforpeoplelikemysisterwhohavebeenrapedbytheirabusiveboyfriends.I

can’tgiveupNeo,Ihavetoliveforthem.Ifeelliketheyarelookingatmeandroutingforme,

thatIcandothisthat,Icanfight.Iwanttoscream though,Iwanttoscream atthetopofthe

mountainthatIam tired.Ican’tpushanymore.IhavelostmystrengthandIcan’tholdon

anymore.Lifehascalledmeafailure,IhavebeendefeatedNeo.HowcanIwinagainstthese

monsterwhenallofthem wantwhat’sbetweenmylegs?”

Ifindmyselfcrying,shecarriessomuchpain.Zeehasalongwaytogo.

Igrabthegowntocoverher.

Sheshrugsitoff.

Ayize:“No,It’stoolate.Youcan’tprotectmenow,myfatherfailed,myunclefailed.Allmenin

mylifefailedtoprotectme.MyhonouranddignityhasbeentakenbyallthosemenandI’m left

withnothingbut,thisemptystainedbody,Idon’thaveasoulNeo.HowisitthatI’m standing

here?”

Me:“Zeeplease.”

Ayize:“YouknowwhereithurtsNeo?”

Sheplacesherhandonherchest.

Ayize:“Inhli…Inhliziyoyami….Neo…Inhliziyo…yamiibuhlu…ngu.”(Myheartisinpain.)

Shepatsherchest.

Ayize:“NgikhatheleNeo…ngikhathelemina.Iwantout…ofthisgame,fatehasforcedmetoplay.

Whoeverisincharge,pleasetellthem thatIwantout.I’m tired,umphefumulowamiubuhlungu

Neo.Can’ttheyhavemercyonme?”(I’m tired.Mysoulisshattered.



Shestiflesasobastearsstreakdownherface.

Ayize:“No,don’tcryAyize.Youarestrongerthanthis.”

Shecomfortsherself.

Me:“It’sokaytocryZee.”

Icoverherwiththegown.

Ayize:“ThatcouldonlymeanthatI’m weak,Ihavetobestrong,theylookuptome.Sethuis

lookinguptome,Ihavetostaystrongforherandallthosewomen.”

Hertearsblindhereyes,everywipeisfutileastheystream downhercheeks.

Me:“NooneexpectsyoutobestrongZee,youneedtoopenupandcry.”

Sheshakesherheadasshedropsdownonthebed.

Ayize:“You’reaman.”

Shepinchesmynose.

Ayize:“Idon’ttrustyouNeo,mencannotbetrusted.”

Shecupsmycheeks…

Ayize:“Iknowthisbelieveme.”

Zeeisstrongerthanshethinks.Idropmyheadasshewipesmytears.

HowdoIfixthis?

Ayize:“Youstayawayfrom me.”

Me:“Iwanttohelpyouovercomethis,notallmenarethesame.Therearemonstersoutyes

but...”

Shepressesherhandonmylipswhilemovingherheadbackandforth.

Ayize:‘No,no,no.Amanisaman,don’ttrytoconvincemeotherwise.”

Me:“Okay,wefailedyouZee.Yesweweresupposedtoprotectyouandwedidn’t.Weturneda

blindeyewhenyourfathertookadvantageofyou.Weturnedablindeyetothewomanchased

bymenonthestreets,weturnedablindeyewhenourfriendsmadesexualremarksonthe

womanpassingby.Welaughedwhentheyspokeaboutthebodyofafiveyearoldgirlinlust.

Weturnedablindeyewhenourfriendsshowedussextapestheymadeoftheirgirlfriends,we

turnedablindeyetothefatherwhorapeshisdaughtereverynight.Weturnedablindeyewhen

agrandsonrapedhisgrandmother.Weturnedablindeyetothelesbianswhoweregangraped

andmurdered.Weshutourwindowswhenthewomannextdoorwasscreamingforhelpasher

husbandbeathertoapulpeveryday.Weturnedablindeyetowomenandwefailedyou.”

I’m onmykneescryingwithher.



Me:“Sorrywillneverbeenough,itwillneverhealyoubut,Iam trulysorryZee.Onbehalfofall

themenoutthere,forgiveus.Ivowtoprotecteveryfemaleoutthere,from theelderstothenew

bornbabies.Ifyouletme,IwillprotectyouZee.”

Ayize:“Whatmakesyoudifferentfrom othermenNeo?Ican’ttellthedifference,everymanI

seewantstohurtme.”

Me:“I’m notdifferentZeebecauseI’m amanandIhaveignoredthesigns,Iwentonwithmylife

becauseitwasnotmybusiness.I’m asguiltyastheyare,ifyougivemeachanceIcanrectify

mymistakes.Letmewalkthisjourneywithyou.”

Shewipeshertenacioustearswhileshakingherhead.

Ayize:“Myfeethavefailedme,sometimesI’llfall.”

Me:“ThenIwillpickyouup,ifwebothcan’twalkanymore,we’llcrawltogether.Aslongaswe

getthereandwefinishtherace.”

Ayize:“I’m tiredNeo.”

Me:“You’retiredbutyou’realsoastrongwoman,youcangetthroughthis.We’llbethereforyou,

SethuandStylosarealsohere.You’renotalone.”

Ihearacryfrom outsidethedoor,beforeitfliesopen.Sethupotterstohersisterreleasingasob

witheverystep.Ayizeclenchesherjaw,tryingtosubduehertearsfrom invadinghereyes.

Sethu:“I’m sorry.”

Ayizeweeps,Sethuengulfsherinherarms.

Ayize:“I’m sorrytoo.I’m sorrytoo.”

Theywailineachother’sarms,IturnbacktofindStylosatthedoor,hishandsacrosshischest

andaclenchedjaw.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

I’m notbut,Inodanyway.

Styles:“Youdidgoodman.”

Me:“I’veneverbeenletinsidetheeyesofawomanandtodayIhavetosayIhavenever

experiencedsuchpaininmylife.WhathavewedoneStylos?Whathavewedone?Godmustbe

ashamedofus.WeweremeanttoprotectwomenandwemessedupStylos.Whathavewe

done?”

Ipullthesleevesofmyt-shirttowipeoffmytears.

Styles:“Thesadtruthisthatit’snottheendNeo,therearemonstersouttherewhowillnever

stop.Wemightcatchthem onebyonebutanotherwillalwayssurface.It’sthesadworldwelive

in.”

Me:“Ihatethisshit.Ihateit.”



Iwalkpasthim,Ineedtobreathe.Ifeelsuffocatedbythiswholething.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

144*

NKOMO*

Me:“WhoisitZwe?”

He’sopeningthedoorforsomeone.

Zwe:“It’sma.”

Hereplies,saunteringbacktothelounge.

Me:“Whereisshe?”

Theboylefthismotheratthedoor,hesnubsmyquestionsashepicksuphisphonetoscrollon

it.

Me:“Stupidass…”

IgruntasIjumptocheckonher.

Me:“Ma.”

She’sfightingtoclosethedoor.

Me:“Leavethat,I’lldoit.Thisisatrickydoor,youhavetopushitinacertainwayforittoclose.”

Shestepsasidewithaslighttitter.

MaSibiya:“Youshouldgetitfixedmychild.”

Me:“Iwillma.”

MaSibiya:“YousoundlikeyourfatherwhenIaskhim tochangethelightbulb,that’shis

favouriteline.”

Igiveherastraightlook,shereadsmyexpression.Idon’twanttotalkaboutthatman.

Sheintertwinesherfingerstogetheranddropsherhead.

Me:“Let’sgoin.”

Sheleadsthewaybacktothelivingarea.

Me:“Zwemove,somacansit.”

Heholdsupafrown.Whatishisproblem?



Me:“Hey,scoot.Usuyahlanya?”(Areyoucrazy?)

HemumblessomethingIcan’tmakeoutasheshiftstotheothercornerofthecouch.

MaSibiya:“KulungileNkomo,ithukutheleingane.Don’tscoldhim.”(It’sokayNkomo,thechildis

upset.)

Me:“Inganema?Indodaengaka?Bukaintshebeigcweleubuso.”(He’snotachild,he'saman

withbeard.)

Shelaughs.

MaSibiya:“Itdoesn’tmatterhowoldhegets,he’llalwaysbemybaby.”

Sherubshishead,Zwelethumovesback.He’supsetuponseeinghismother.

Me:“What’swrongwithyouZwe?”

Zwe:“Lutho.”(Nothing.)

Heintones.

MaSibiya:“He’supsetbecauseItoldhim thathecan’tmoveinwithyou.”

Me:“Yindabama?”(Why?)

MaSiyiba:“Ubabawakhoudingaindodanayakheeduzekwakhe.Hecan’tloseanotherson.”

(Yourfatherneedshissonbyhisside.)

It’saboutthatoldbastard.

Me:“Mkhizehasmanyothersons,ma.”

MaSibiya:“Threeofthem havetakenwivesandmovedoutNkomo,youhavedisownedhim and

Zweistheeldestleftofhisyoungerbrothers.”

Me:“Zwehasgrownup,hewon’tbeinthathousefortoolongma.Eventually,hewillalsotakea

wifeandleave.”

MaSibiya:“Iknow,butyourfathercanmakethebestoutofthesefewyears.”

Sheutters,annoyingZwelethuevenmore.

Me:“CanwepleasethinkaboutZweaswellma?Sinceyou’vestartedtalking,you’veonly

mentionedwhatMkhizewants.Whatabouthisson?Hedoesn’twanttobeinthathouse

anymore.”

Iexplain.

Zwelethu:“Ubabaisnotthesamema,Idon’twanttobearoundhim.”(Dad.)

Hewhines.

MaSibiya:“Yourfatherisgoingthroughsomethingmfanawami,itwillpassandyouwillhave

him back.”(Myboy.)



Zwedisagreesbyshakinghishead.

Me:“Let’sforgetwhatMkhizewantsandthinkaboutmybrotherma,Ican’tlethim stayinthat

houseifhe’snothappy.”

Zwelethu:“Iwillrunawayfrom homeandyouwillneverseemeagain.”

Hemummerswithadeepfrownonhisface.

MaSibiya:“Yey,shutup.”

Shesmackshishead,hegruntsinpain.

Me:“Zwelethurelax,I’vegotthis.”

Hesitsbackonthecouchandfoldhisarmsacrosshischestwithanattitude.

Me:“Ma,canyouatleastlethim staywithmeforawhiletillwefigureawayforward.Youdon’t

wanttoloseyoursonbecauseyouprioritisedyourhusband.”

Shesighsasshemullsovermyidea,thisshouldmakeherseelight.Amassagealertsounds

from myphone,it'stheonlypersonwhoisresponsibleforthisidioticsmileonmyfacelately.

<<<GuesswhatIhaveon?>>>

Thetextreads.

Me:<<<Nothing.>>>

Ilookuptofindmothercomfortingherson,mywordsaregettingthroughtoher.Ihopeshe

makestherightdecision.

<<<Howdidyouknow?>>>

Sherespondswithabashfulemoji.

Me:<<<Justaluckyguess.>>>

<<<WhatshouldIdowithmyselfthen,Ican’tlienakedinthisbed,youneedtocomeand

serviceme.>>>

Herreply.

MaSibiya:“AreyouokayNkomo?”

Ileeruptomeetapuckerbetweenhereyebrows.Iclearmysuddenlycloggedthroat.

Me:“Yes,ma.Ihavetorunsomewherefast.”

MaSibiya:“Ican’tstaylonger,Iprobablywon’tbeherewhenyougetback.”

Anothermessage.

<<<Areyoureallybluetickingawomanwhoisthirstyforyou?>>>



Shit.

Thiswoman.

<<<I’m onmywaynkosazana.>>>(Mylady.)

MaSibiya:“Nkomo?”

Me:“Sorryma,I’llseeyounexttimethenorI’llcallyou.”

Igrabmycarkeysinarush.

Me:“Zwewillpreparesomethingforyoutoeat.”

Isprintoutthedoorassheutterssomething,Idon’thearwhatshesays.Myfeetarescurrying

outside.

KHETHU*

Myfatherdraggedmetothepsychologist,I'dratherbehome.

I’m sittingonatwoseatercouch,it’stheonlycouchinthisoffice.Thedoctorissettledonhis

ownchairwithhislegcrossedovertheother.Hehasanotepadandapeninhishand.He'sa

whitemiddleagedman,couldbeinhisearly70’sifnotlate60’s.

Doc:“Beforewebegin,Iwantyoutoknowthatwhatyousayhereisstrictlyconfidentialandwill

notbesharedwithanythirdperson.”

IthinkIknowtheformalities.

Doc:“Doyouknowwhyyou’rehereBridgette?”

HecallsmeBridgette.

Me:“Don’tcallmethat,Ihatethatname.”

Doc:“Why”

Me:“Mymothergaveittome,Ihateherandeverythingthatrepresentsher.”

Idon’tthinkIhaveeverhatedanyonesomuch.

Doc:“Wouldyouliketotellmethereasonyouhateyourmother?”

Hespeakswithsomuchcalmnessinhisvoice,Ithinkhe’sgoingtoirkme.He’sdiggingintomy

past.

Me:“That’showit’salwaysbeenbetweenus,wehavebeenatdaggersdrawnsinceIwasalittle

girl.”

Doc:“Thehateyouhavetowardsyourmotherwascausedbysomething,youdidn’twakeupone



dayanddecidedthatyouhateher.”

Me:“Shestartedit.”

Doc:“Whydon’tyouendit?”

Me:“We’retoofargonedoc,thishatehasgrownrootsandcan’tbepluckedoutjustlikethat.”

Doc:“Youknowthatyou’rekeepingyourselfprisonerbynotforgivingyourmother.”

Me:“Idon’tcare.”

Doc:“Whatdidyourmotherdotoyou?”

Hequestions.

Me:“Idon’twanttotalkaboutmymotheranymore.”

Thethoughtofherruinsmymood.

Doc:“Whatwouldyourathertalkabout?”

Me:“Iwanttogohome.”

Thiswasabadidea.

Doc:“Okay,Ihopeyou’llmakeittoournextsessionnextweek.”

Don’tremindme.

Me:“Maybe.”

Irushoutoftheretomeetmyfatherwaitingformeatthereception.

Dad:“Thatwasquick.”

Me:“Let’sgohome.”

Iwalkpasthim,Idon’tknowifI’llmakeitbackhere.

NEO*

Ayizeissleeping,hourshavegoneby.Sethumadesoupforher,shesaidAyizewillprobably

keepalightmealinherstomach.Iofferedtogiveittoher.

Me:“Zee.”

Islightlytaphershoulder.

Ayize:“Mmhhh.”

Shehumswithoutmoving.



Me:“Getup.”

Sheturnsherfacebeforesittingupright,sheleansagainsttheheadboard.

Me:“Ibroughtyoufood.”

Ayize:“howlonghaveIbeensleeping?”

Sheenquiries.

Me:“Onlyafewhours,Sethumadesomelentilsoup.”

Shescowls.

Ayize:“Idon’twanttoeat.”

Me:“Please,youneedtoeatsomething.”

Ayize:“Whatisinthat?Areyoutryingtofeedmeloveportion?”

Shemakesasourface,she’stryingtojokethroughherpain.

Me:“Loveportioneakaemonatetryit.”(Myloveportionisnice.)

Isendthespoontohermouth,alaughandatearemitsfrom her,shequicklywipesthetear

away.

Ayize:“Sorrymyeyesareusuallytearyafterwakingup.”

Iknowthatshe’slying.

Me:“Ithoughtthekorobelawasbeginningtohaveanegativeeffectonyou.”(Loveportion.)

Shetitterslowly.

Ayize:“Ihavehadenough.”

Shepushesthespoonaway.

Me:“AfewmoreZee.”

Shemanagestoeatacouplemore,Iplacetheplateonthebedsidetable.

Ayize:“Thankyou.”

Shesendsherthankfulnesswithasmile.

Me:“CanIsitherewithyou?”

Shenods.

Ilieonthebednexttoher,there’sacomfortablesilencebetweenus.Myhandsflyupasshe

restsherheadonmychest,Idon’tknowwhattodowiththem.Ican’ttouchherlestmytouch

triggerspainfulmemories.

Ayize:“It’sokay,youcanrelax.”



Shetakesmyhandandplacesitonherwaist.

Me:“Idon’twanttomakeyouuncomfortable.”

Ayize:“Toolateforthat,youachieveditthefirsttimewemetatthemall.”

Ilaughalongwithher,thinkingaboutthatcrazymoment.

Me:“IalmostwentbacktoPretoriathatnight,Iwasconvincedthatgirlsfrom Joburgarecrazy.”

Ayize:“Youshouldhave,there’smoreofus.”

Sherepliesasshegetsupfrom thebed.

Me:“Whereareyougoing?”

Ayize:“Thebathroom.”

She’sgoingtothrowup.

Me:“Staywithmeforawhile.”

Ayize:“I’llbeback.”

Me:“We’refightingthistogether,remember?”

Shenodshesitantly.

Me:“Comesitwithme.”

Shesighsbeforetakingherplaceagain.

Me:“Tellmeaboutyourfirstdayatschool.”

Iintroduce.

Me:“Ibetyouwereoneofthosewiththeoversizeduniform andabigforehead.”

Shetitters.

Ayize:“Iwasactually.Iworemyuniform tillthefourthgrade,that’swhenIstartedputtingon

weight.”

Icantellthathermindisnothere,herbodyisnotsettledasshekeepstwiddling

Ayize:“NeoIcan’tholditinanymore.”

She’sfidgetingoutofmyarms,Ilethergoasshedashestothetoiletandlocksthedoorbehind

her.Istandoutsidethedoor,she’sgagging.Icantellbytheretchingsoundsshemakesthat,

she’sforcingahanddownherthroat.Thedooropensandshestandsbeforeme,hereyes

remainontheground.

Ayize:“I’m sorry.”

Me:“It’sokay,we’lltakeitonestepatatime.”



Sheplodstosettledownonthebed.

Me:“Comewithme,I’llmakeyousometea.”

Ayize:“Idon’tdrinktea,Idrinkwine.”

Me:“Aboutthat,we’regoingonafast.”

Isitnexttoher.

Ayize:“Afast?Don’ttellmeyouhavejoinedSethu’schurch.”

Herjokecausesalaughtoemitfrom mymouth.

Me:“No,Imeanwe’regoingtostopdrinkingwine.”

Ayize:“Youandwhoelse?”

Me:“Meandyou.We’regoingtoattendanalcoholism treatmentprogrammetogetheraswellas

therapy.I’llholdyourhandalltheway.”

Ayize:“NoNeo,Ican’tdoanyofthat.”

Thisisexpectedofher,Sethutoldmeshewouldreactlikethis.

Me:“We’lltakebabystepsZee,it’stheonlywayyou'llgetthroughthis.You’renotalone.”

Mypowertopersuadepeopleshouldbeatworknow.

Me:“Prettypleasewithicecream ontop.”

Shetitters.

Ayize:“Ihateicecream.”

Shemakesaface.

Me:“Metoo.”

Shelaughsatmyretort.

Ayize:“Okay.”

DidIhearright?

Me:“Okay?”

Ayize:“Okay.”

Me:“Great.Tomorrowwehaveanappointmentat10am.”

Ayize:“You’recomingwithmeright?”

Me:“Iwon’tleaveyoualoneforasecond.Youknowthatstubborngreenfly?That’sme.”

Ijest.



Ayize:“Afly?Ofallthings.”

Me:“Yes.”

Thesoundofherlaughterbringsasmileonmyface.

Me:“Let’sgogetthattea.”

Ayize:“Okay,Iwantstrongandblacktea.”

Me:“Imakethebest.”

Ayize:“It’sjusthotwaterandteabags,relaxMr.Chef.”

Shestateswhilewalkingoutoftheroom.

MBUSO*

IfindLelooutsidethegateatRandall’shouse.SherushestothecarasIjumpoutandthrows

herselfinmyarms.

Lelo:“Mbuso.”

Shecries.

Me:“What’swrongLelo?”

Lelo:“IswearMbuso,Ididn’tmeanit.I’m notabadperson,Ijustwantherclosetome.”

She’scryinghysterically,Imoveheroutofmyarms.

Me:“Lelo,Ineedyoutostopcrying.You’restressingthebaby.”

Lelo:“Ican’tstop.”

Me:“Okaylet’sgohome.We’lltalkwhenwegetthere.”

Lelo:“PleasetalktoAmaraforme.”

Me:“WhatwillIsay?”

Lelo:“Idon’tknowtellherthatI’m sorryandIdidn’tmeananythingIsaidinthere.”

Shewentandmadeherviewsknown,Ishould'vestoppedherfrom cominghere.

Me:“Doyouwantmetodoitnow?”

Lelo:“Yesplease.”

Whycan’tIsaynotoher?”

Me:“Getinthecar.”



Drivinginthepremises,IkeepwonderingwhatRandall’sreactionwillbe,ashegavemea

warninglasttime.

ThedoorisopenedbyChioma,Liyanaisstandingbehindherwide-eyed.

Chioma:“Mbuso.”

Me:“Hey.I’dliketoseeRandallplease.”

Chioma:“He’sinthepatio.”

Sheretortswithagentlysmile.

Me:“HeyLiya.”

Ikneeltoreachherlevel,sheclingsontoChioma’sgarment.

Me:“Won’tyougreetmetoday?”

HereyesrushtoLelothenbacktome,Lelodidn’ttellmethefullstorybut,thechildisafraidof

her.Shewavesslowly.

Me:“Won’tyougreetmyfriendaswell.”

Sheshakesherheadnegatively.

Me:“Whynotbaby?”

Liyana:“She’smean.”

Lelomusthavesaidsomething.

Lelo:“Liya,I’m sorrybaby.Ididn’tmeantoyellatyou.”

ShehidesbehindChiomaagain.

Lelo:“Won’tyougivemeasecondchance?”

Chioma:“Liyana,comeoutofthere.”

Sheslowlyglidesoutandstepsbeforeme.Lelosquatsdownaswell.

Lelo:“DoyouforgivemeLiya?”

Liyanashrugs.

Chioma:“WhatdidIteachyouaboutforgivenessLiya?”

LiyanalooksupatChioma.

Liyana:“Thatweshouldn’tbeangryfortoolongandshouldlearntoforgivepeople.”

Chioma:“Yes,nowyourauntissorryforscoldingyou.Won'tyouforgiveher.”

Lelo:“Iam sorryLiya,crossmyheart.Ipromiseifyougivemeanotherchance,Iwillbethebest

auntyintheworld.”



Liyana’sfaceisstartingtoloosenup.

Liyana:“Pinkiepromise?”

ShepointsoutherfifthfingerandwithasmileLelojoinsherpinkiefingerwithhers.

Lelo:“Pinkiepromise.”

Liyanagiggles.

Lelo:“Shallwehugonit?”

Inajiffy,sheengulfsLelowithahug.IlookuptofindAmarainthefoyerwatchingus.

Me:“Amara.”

Sheappearstobeemotional,Lelopullsherselfupafterwithdrawingfrom thehug.

Lelo:“I’m sorrysis,forgivemeplease.”

Shesayssosincerely.

Amara:“Metoo,Ididn’tmeantoberude.IhateitwhenwefightLelo,Iwantustobelikewe

werebackthen.Imissthat.”

ShetakesLelo’shands.

Lelo:“IwantthattooAmaraandIpromiseIwilltrytobeopenminded.”

IhavetohaveawordwithRandall,hecouldbeagainstthis.

Me:“WhereisRandy?”

Amara:“Thepatio.”

Me:“Thanks.”

Ifindmywaytohim,he’stypingsomethingonthelaptopwhilespeakingonthephone.

Randall:“Thanks,I’llgetbacktoyouonthat.”

Hefrownsuponseeingmeanddropsthecall.

Me:“Doyouhaveaminute?”

Hepointsatachair,hisfacialexpressionstatesthatheknowsthereasonformyvisit.

Me:“IwanttotalktoyouaboutLelo.”

Hisbroodinggazeexaminesmyface,hisbrowsfurrowwithunease.

Me:“Lelodoesn’tknowhowtoexpressherselfRandall.”

Randall:“That’snotmyproblem.”

Heanswersmewithagrunt.



Me:“It’snot.Look,she’spregnantandallthisstresswillcauseharm tothebaby.”

Heshakeshisheadindisagreement.

Randall:“LikeIsaid,that’snotmyproblem.”

Hemumblesafewwordsinreply.

Me:“Don’tbelikethisRandy,youknowthosetwosistersloveeachother.Theyaretogether

rightnowandhavemadeupalongwithLiyana.”

Randall:“Okay.”

Hetakeshisattentiontothelaptopandbeginstocapturesomething.

Me:“Yourwordshaven’tleftme,yousaidtotalktoLeloand…”

Randall:“Isaidputheronaleash.”

Hecorrectsmeashecutsmysentencemid-way.

Me:“WhichIdidn’tappreciatebytheway,youcalledheradog.”

Bythesmuglookonhisface,I’m assuredthatmywordsmeannothingtohim.

Randall:“WhatdoyouwantmetodoMbuso?Whyareyouhere?”

Me:“LethervisitAmarafreely.”

Randall:“I’m notstoppingher,shewasabletocometothehousethismorning.WhatIdon’t

wantisherdrillingnonsenseintoAmara'shead.”

Me:“Shewon’tdothat,Iassureyou.”

Iknowbyhispursedlipsthathedisapprovesofthis.

Me:“Theybothneedtimetoadjust,it'sbeentoolongsincetheywereseperated.”

Heshrugs.

Whateverthatmeans.

Randall:“IhearyouMbuso,ifshekeepsherthoughtstoherselfthen,wewillnothavea

problem.”

Me:“Shewill.”

Randall:“I’lltakeyourwordforit,Idon’twantasnakeinmyhouse.Youknowwhatwedoto

snakesright?”

Hepuckershisbrowsasheexpectsmetogiveareplytohisthreat.

Me:“Leloisfarfrom beingasnake,youbothneedtogettoknoweachother.”

Randall:“Ihopeyou’reright.”



Iam right,IknowI’m right.Lelocan’tdisappointmewiththisone.

Tobecontinued...



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

145*

NOMBULELO*

Myunclecalledmeovertomyfather’shouse.Iwalkintoeveryonegatheredinthesittingroom.

TheonlyemptyspacethereisformetositisbesidemyfatherandIhavenochoicebuttosettle

there.

Weexchangegreetingsbeforeuncle,Jonasbeginsthemeeting.

Jonas:“Nombuleloyoumustknowwhywecalledyouover?”

Iscowlathisintroduction.

Me:“Youdidn’ttellmeMalume.”(Uncle.)

Jonas:“Whathaveyoudecidedaboutinhlawulo?”(Damages.)

Myuncleistoomuchreally.

Me:“Imadeupmymindyesterdaymalume,Idon’twantthatmananywherenearmeormy

child.”(Uncle.)

Moses:“It’sdecidedthen,inhlawulowillnottakeplace.”(Damages.)

Myfathersurprisesmewiththesewords.

Jonas:“WhatdidIsay,yesterdayMoses?DidInotsaythatNombuleloshouldmaketheright

decisionorwewillmakeitforher?”

Whatmyuncleissayingmakesnosensewhatsoever.Whydoeshewanttomakedecisionsfor

me?

Ntombi:“Bhuti,youheardwhatNombulelosaid,shewantsnothingtodowiththisboy.”

Jonas:“Iheardher,whichisoutofline,traditionsays…”

Moses:“IsikoJonas?”(Tradition.)

Myfatherstopshim from gibberingon.

Moses:“LalelaJonas,NombuleloisnotaButhelezi,siyezwana?SheisaMngoma.”(Listen.Do

youunderstand?)

Jonas:“So?WhathaveyoupeopledoneforherastheMngomafamily?”



Moses:“UngangihlanyisiJonas,ngeyamilengane,ifanyonewilldecidewhatistobedone

regardingthisissue,it’sme.OnbehalfofNombulelo’suncles,theMngomafamily.”(Don’tmake

mecrazy,thischildismine.)

Myfathergrowlsinanger.

Me:“Youdon’tknowthatmanmalume,he’sevil.ZumatreatedmeliketrashwhenItoldhim I

waspregnant,hewen’tontocheatonmewithmyfriend.”(Uncle.)

Jonas:“ThathasnothingtodowithusLelo,weonlywanthim torecognisehisbaby.”

Thisuncleisstubborn.

Moses:“Idon’twantanabusivemanclosetomygrandchild.”

Idon’twantmyfatherclosetomyson.

Me:“Malume,thereissomeoneandhewantstotakeresponsibilityforthebaby.”(Uncle.)

Lord,don’tletthisbackfire.

Mhambi:“WhoisitLelo?”

Thisuncleisdifferentfrom theotherone,hecanbeunderstanding.

Me:“HisnameisMbusoXaba,he’sasontoMuzikayiseXabaandDorothyXaba.”

Jonas:“Whatdoesthisboydo?”

He’sintrigued.

Me:“He’sadoctorbyprofessionandhelpsaroundthecommunity.”

CanIscoremymansomepoints?

Ntombi:“AdoctorNombulelo?Youhavechosenwellforyourselfmychild.”

Shestatesindelight.

Mhambi:Whendoesheplanonmarryingyou?Ifit’sinhisfutureplans,hehasdoitbeforethe

babyisborn.”

Suchpressure.HowdoIapproachMbusowiththis?

Jonas:“Nothisallwrong.Whatwillthefuturegenerationdoifweabandonourcustoms?We

havetodothingsright.”

Me:“Malumeplease,don’tdothis.”(Uncle.)

Jonas:“I’m notsayingstayawayfrom themanyouspeakof,I’m onlystatingthatyoulet

Mhlongobeapartofhischild’slife.”

Ican’tgraspwhyheisforcingthisissue.

Moses:“BecauseJonasisstubbornandrefusestolistentoanyone,Iwillhavetocallmy



brothers.WewilldiscussthisastheMngomafamily,wedon’tneedanyoutsiders.”

Myfather’sbrotherscouldbeworsethanuncleJonas.

HowdoIescapefrom thismess?

Jonas:“Idon’tcareaboutyourbrothersMoses,Lelowill…”

Mhambi:“Mfowethu,manakancanebhuti.Mosesisright,thishasnothingtodowithus.

NombuleloisnotoursJonas,yehlisaumoya.”(Waitbrother,calm down.)

Onlythismancancalm aragingstorm,IguessIwillwaitformypaternaluncles.

MBUSO*

Usuallymyfather’scarisparkedoutsidearoundthistime.Wherecouldhebeafter6pm?It’stoo

lateforanoldmarriedmantobegallivantingaroundtown.Ifthatmanismessingaroundwitha

womanoldenoughtobehisdaughter,IswearIwillmakehim pay.Mymotheristoofragilefor

thisshit.

Shewalksoutofthehousetoopenthegateforme,IhootasIdrivein.

Me:“Whereisdad?”

Igiveherashorthug.

Mom:“Idon’tknow,hedoesn’ttellmewhenheleaves.Hedoesn’teatathomeanymoreMbuso

yetIstillcookforhim onlytodisposehisfoodthefollowingday.”

Igethercomplaints.Hecannotbeactingafoolaftersomanyyears,ifhesucceededtohidethe

affairbefore.Whyisheshowingitnow?

Me:“Letmecallhim.”

Shestopsmebygrabbingholdofmyhand.

Mom:“Don’twasteyourtime,hewon’ttakeyourcall.”

Me:“What’sgoingonmom?Whyishedoingthis?”

Couldhehavefoundoutaboutthechildandhasdecidedtobewiththem?

Me:“Doyouhaveacluewhyhe’schanged?”

Mom:“IthinkI’m oldenoughtonoticethatyourfatherhasamistress.”

Ipotterafterhertothehouse.

Afamiliararomaticklesmynose,Ihavealwayslovedmymother’scookingandsodidmyfather.

Howhecouldeatfoodpreparedbyanotherwomanpuzzlesme.



Me:“Smellsnicemom.Whatdidyoumake?”

ShesmacksmyhandasIpopthelidopenanddropmyheadinsidethepotofmouth-watering

stew.

Mom:“Peoplewilleatthat.”

BypeopleshemeansherandI,possiblymyfatheraswell.That’sifhefindshiswayhome.

Me:“Whenareyoudishingup?I’m hungry.”

Irubmygrowlingstomach,Idon’trecallhavinganythingtoeattoday.Ididthoughdrinkmultiple

amountsofcoffeejustfortheenergyboost.

Mom:“Doesn’tthatgirlfeedyou?”

Cometothinkofit,Ican’trememberadayshecalledLelobyhername.Ishouldbringsome

foodforLelo,Iknowthatshewilleatatherfather’shouse.Iwanthertotrymymother’s

cooking,shewillloveit.

Me:“Lelomom andyesshedoes.Shetakescareofme,lookhowchubbyIam now.Mybellyis

complainingtoo,Ineedtohitthegym.”

I’m laughingalone,she’snottickledbymylamejoke.

Mom:“Chubby?UzacileMbuso.OhkodwaJesu,umfanawami.Itoldyounottomoveout,Iwas

goingtotakecareofyou.”(You’reskinny,ohJesus.)

IfIhadstayedinthishouse,Iwouldbeoneunhappyman.Ilovemyoldfolksbutlivingwith

them isabigno.

Me:“Whataboutmyprivacy?PlusIam yettomarry,Ican’tbelivinginmyfather’shousewith

mywife.”

HergazeleavesmefeelinglikeIjustlostapartofmymind.

Mom:“Mostpeopledoit,it’snormal.It’saneasywaytomonitorifthatgirlistakingcareofmy

onlyboy.”

Herdramaticreplyleavesmedefeated.

Me:“Hiabo,andbethecauseofmyfirstdivorce.Nowomancanstandlivingwiththein–laws.”

Mom:“Youmeannolazywoman.”

Igiveheraplate,Imightaswellbeeatingwhilelisteningtohercomplaints.

Me:“IwouldhaveyouknowmotherthatLeloisnotlazy,sheisonededicatedwoman.”

Onewouldthinkshejustsuckedonalemonwiththatfacialexpression.

Mom:“YouspeakofmarriageMbuso.Areyouwillingtomarryawomanwhoisnotbearingyour

son?Willyoubeabletolovethatchildthewayyouwouldloveyourown?”



Myfatherisagainstthistoo,Idon’tgetwhat’swrongwiththeseoldpeople.

Me:“Gokuismybabymom,Ilovehim likeIwould,myownkids.”

Mom:“Goku?Whatisthat?Haveyounamedthechildbeforeit’sborn?MbusoIam

disappointedinyou.Youareatraditionalmanandyouknowwedon’tdothat.”

That’ssuperstitionandIrefusetoletmyminddwellonit,youattractwhatyouthinkaboutthe

most.It’sagoodthingLeloisnothere,shetendstooverthink.Shewouldliterallybanmefrom

callingourbabybythisnametillhe’sborn.

Me:“Iknowmom,it’sanicknamenje.IthappenedthatIfoundmyselfcallinghim thatandit

soundsbetterthancallinghim baby.”

I’m onlysayingthistoputheratease,itwouldn’tbebadtoputthenameonhisbirthcertificate.

Lelowouldkillmeforsurebut,shewillgetusedtoitwithtime.

Mom:“Sitdownwhenyoueat,yourfather’shousehaschairs.”

Iflytoaseatathercommand.

Me:“Mom,you’restillthebest.Thisisamazinghey.”

Sheleansagainstthecounter,givingmeasmile.Shedoesn’tsmilethesameanymore,it’sthere

but,it’snotthere.Ifthatmakesanysense,myfatherisslowlykillingthiswoman.Women

respondtoinfidelitydifferently,theybreakandsmilethroughthepain.

Mom:“Icancomeandcookforyoueverydayifyoulike.”

Lelowouldnotappreciatethat,shewouldtellmetomarrymymotherifIthinksheisthebest

cook.

Me:“That’sokaymom,Ienjoyyourcookingandappreciateitbut,Ihaveawomannow.She

makesamazingdishes,youshouldcomeoverforsupperoneday.”

Isthisagoodidea?

Hereyesdidsomethingthere.

Mom:“Nothanks,Iwouldn’twanttogetfoodpoisoning.”

Hergruntisproofthatsheisjealous.

Me:“I’m notsayingyoucan’tcook,I….”

Mom:“Thulatuu.”(Keepquite.)

MaybeIshould,I’m makingthingsworsebyrambling.Anotherspoonfulofthisscrumptious

mealwillshutthisbigmouthofmine.

Mom:“Areyoureadytobeafather?”

Me:“Morethanready,Ican’tstopcountingthemonthstillhecomes.”



Mom:“Whenisthewedding?”

Me:“Whatwedding?”

Someoneisgettingmarried?

Mom:“Youareplanningonmarryingthatgirl,aren'tyou?”

Oh!Mywedding….

Me:“Yes,inthenearfuture.”

Mom:“Nearfuture?Doyouhearyourself?Youwanttoplayfathertoherchildandyou’renot

thinkingofmarryinghersoon.”

Iam thinkingofmarryingLelo,justnotnow.

Mom:“Youknowthatchildcanneverfullybelongtoyouunlesshehasyourname?”

Mom speakinglikethisisasurprisetome,Ithoughtshe’sagainstourrelationship.

Me:“Wecandosomethingsmallandtraditional.”

Idon’thavethefundsforabigwedding.Knowingmymother,shewouldinvitethewholechurch.

Mom:“Atraditionalwedding?”

Me:“Notthoseyouseeonthatshowofyoursmom,youknowhowI’m strugglingfinancially

rightnow.”

Mom:“Yetyouboastaboutbeingadoctor.Whydidyoubotherstudyingmedicineifyouwere

goingtoworkforaprivatepractitioner?”

Thistopicalwaysfindsitswayin,whenhavingaconversationwiththeparents.

Me:“Ilovehelpingpeople,it’smypassionandIwanttoconcentrateonthatrightnow.”

Mom:“Helpingpeoplewillnotputfoodonthetable.”

Me:“Likeyoualwayssay,Godwillprovide.He’sbeenprovidingandhecontinuestodoso.I

don’trecallatimewhenLeloandIwenttobedonanemptystomach.”

Mom:“Hayi,wenanoLelowakho.”(Youandthisgirl.)

I’m sensingthatit’sLeloshehasaproblem with,notthebaby.

Me:“Theofferstillstandsmom,you’rewelcometohavesupperwithussometime.”

Mom:“Iwillpass.”

Sheiscompletelynotinterested.

Mom:“Haveyouheardfrom Nomasontolately?”

Howdidshegetintheconversation?



Me:“Whyareyouaskingmeabouther?”

Mom:“She’snottakingmycalls,wewouldtalkonWhatsAppandcalleachother.Sheblocked

me,Ican’tgetthroughtoher.”

Me:“Don’tyouthinkthat’sagoodthing?”

Mom:“No,wewereveryclose.”

So?

Me:“Mom,she’shalfyourage.Youcan’tbefriendswithher.”

WhateverhappenedtoZodwa?

Mom:“Youtwoweregoodtogether,Iwashopingthatmaybeonedayyou’llpatchthingsupand

pickupwhereyouleftoff.”

Iknewthiswasleadingsomewhere.

Me:“Leloismyfuturenow,Ineedyoutoacceptthat.”

Thelookinhereyesrightnow.

Mom:“Well,IthinkNomasontoistheonethatgotaway.”

Idon’tandI’m gladshegotaway.

Me:“Don’tdothatmom.”

Mom:“Am Inotallowedtospeakoutasyourmother?”

Me:“AsmymotherIexpectyoutosupportmeandthewomanIlove.”

Mom:“NomasontoisagoodwomanMbuso.”

Ifonlysheknew.

Me:“I’m fullnow,thanksforthefood.IhavetogoandpickLeloup.

Mom:“Willyounotwaitforyourfather?”

Iwillnot.

Me:“I’llcallhim.”

IpeckhercheekasIgetreadytoleavethehouse.

STYLES*



IhadtogetSethuoutofthehouseforawhile,shewasstuckonAyize’sbedsidewatchingher

sleep.Sheworriesalotanditcan’tbegoodforher.Anightoutisjustwhatsheneeds,we’reat

anoisyandbusyrestaurantinFourWaysandthenightisnotgoingthewayIplanned.Hermind

isnotherewithmeandIknowthatsheleftitathomerightbesidehersister.

IfIwantedtospendtimealonewithjustmeandthesoundofmyteethshatteringtogetherasI

chew,Iwouldn’thavebroughtherwithme.

Me:“Doyouknowifthere'sabookcalled'whatwomenthink?”

Surelyshehastohearthisone.Hergazeislostonthespacebetweentheplateoffoodandthe

forkshekeepspokingitwith.

Me:“SoIdecidedthatIwanttobearapperandmovetoLimpopo.”

Thislineshouldworkwithme.

Okay…It’snotworking.

Me:“IhaveawifeinBloemfonteinandwehavethreekidstogether.”

It’sgottobeahit.

Hereyesshootup,tearsandall.

Sethu:“Styles?”

She’sback.

Me:“Ihavebeensittinghereallalone.Whereareyoulost?”

Sethu:“You’remarriedStyles?”

Shegaspsassheembracesshock.

Me:“No,Isaidittotapyoubacktotherealworld.Herewithme,thisiswhereyoushouldbe.”

Hereyesfallbackontheplate,shedropstheforkandtakesupasigh.Iknowthatsound,sheis

stressed.

Sethu:“Sorrybabe,I’m worriedaboutAyize.”

Guessingthatisnotrocketscience.

Me:“Iknow,Ibroughtyouheresoyoucanstopstressing.”

Sethu:“Ican’thelpit,IthinkIshouldtalktomyfatherandhavethem apologizetoher.”

Badidea.

Me:“Ayizewouldnotlikethat.”

Sethu:“Shewon’thealuntilshegetsclosure.Thingsdidn’tendwellthatdayStyles,shedidn’t

getalltheanswers.MymotherwasmeantoherandIneedhertoexplainwhy.”



Me:“Explaintoyouoryoursister?”

Sethu:“Tousboth,theyoweusanexplanation.Ifindithardtobelievethatmom hasamental

disorder,it’stoofar-fetchedanddadwoulddoanythingtorescueher.IfRomeoandJulietwere

black,myparentswouldfitthedescription.Thosetwowouldhideadeadbodytogetherand

takethesecrettotheirgraves.”

Thatcan’tbelove,theymustbetoxicforeachotherifwhattheyhavebringsheartachetotheir

lovedones.

Me:“Whendidyourparentsmeet?”

Sethu:“Backinhighschool,they’vebeentogethersince.”

Yeah,theyhaveprobablyhiddendeadbodiestogether.Whyholdontoeachotherlikethisand

forsaketheirchildren?

Me:“Dotheyeverhaveanyquarrels?”

Sethu:“Notmuch,mom respectshim likehe’sagod.Shewouldn’tdareraiseavoiceathim,I

usedtothinktheyweretheperfectcoupleandcravedforwhattheyhave.Now,Itakeitback.I

don’tthinkIwouldeverchoosemyhusbandovermykids.Iwoulddieformychildren.”

We’reyettobringthatupinthisrelationship.WithKhethu,havingkidswasthelastthingI

wantedhencethevasectomy.IneedtoletSethuknowaboutthataswellandseehowshefeels

aboutit.

Me:“Howmanykidsdoyouwant?”

Idon’tknowwheretostart.

Sethu:“Three,aboyfirst,agirlinthemiddleandanotherboy.Iwantmydaughtertobe

surroundedbyherbrothers.Iwantthem tobeherprotectors.”

Sweet.

Me:“Okay.Isitanowthingoryouseeitinthedistantfuture?”

Hereyesnarrowatmycuriosity.

Sethu:“I’m notgettinganyyounger,IwouldwantachildbeforeIturnthirty.Maybetwobythe

timeIreachthatage.”

Doingthemathinmyhead,wehavefiveyearsandthekidswillbeayearapart.

Me:“Threeisalot,don’tyouthink?”

Onewoulddo.

Sethu:“Howmanydoyouwant?”

Me:“One.”

Asmilecreepsonherface.



Sethu:“Whatalonelychildhewillbe.”

Me:“Hewon’tbelonely,there’sLiyanaandtheyarehavinganotherbaby.”

Sethu:“Wow,that’sgreat.IshouldcallAmaraandcongratulateher.Shemustbeoverthemoon.”

Me:“IthinkRandallismoreexcitedthansheis.”

Sethu:“That’scute.”

Shereplieswithatitter.

Sethu:“So,onechildhey?”

Wearebackhere.

Me:“Wecancompromiseontwo.”

Ishouldsuggestthis,right?BesidesIhaven’tthoughtmuchaboutbeingafather.

Sethu:“Soundslikeaplan,don’tblamemeifasurprisebabycomesalongafterthosetwo.”

Me:“There’ssomethingcalledcontraceptives.”

Sethu:“Sure,butyoucanneverbetoosureaboutthose.”

Me:“Kitten,yourplansofhavingababysoonwillhavetowait.”

Ishouldanswertothatconfusedfaceshe’sgivingme.

Me:“Ihadavasectomy.”

I’m tryingtoreadhermind,hereyessayshe’sshockedthough.

Sethu:“Oh!!!”

Shegasps.

She’sdefinitelyshocked.

Sethu:“When?”

Me:“Yearsback,Ididn’twantanykids.”

Sethu:“Why?Kidsarebeautiful.”

Me:“Iknow.”

From adistance.

Sethu:“Whataboutnow?Doyouwantkidsnow?”

Shequerieswithanervousexpression.

Iwanttobeafamilywithher,I’m notsureabouthavingkids.Thethoughthasonlyrecently

crossedmymind.



Me:“Iwoulddoanythingtomakeyouhappy.”

Itakeherstiffhandintomine,she’supset.

Sethu:“Youdon'thavetodoitforme,Iwouldn’twantyoutoresentourkidsbecauseyoudidn’t

wantthem.”

Shestatescoldly.

Me:“Icanneverresentthebestpartofyou.IwanttobeafamilywithyouSethu.”

Sethu:“Withoutkids,right?”

Sheisdisappointed.

Me:“Ineedtime.”

Sethu:“Okay.”

Sheshrugs.

Me:“Whatdoesthatmean?”

Sethu:“Itmeansokay,takethetimethatyouneed.”

Justlikethat?

Sethu:“Youmustknowthoughthat,I’m awomanandmybiologicalclockisticking.Don’ttake

toolong,Iwanttobeamotheroneday?”

Ileanoverthetabletokissher,she’sreluctant.

Me:“Comeonkitten,don’tleavemehanging.Awuthimbakancane.”(Kissme,justalittle.)

Hersmiletriumphsoverhergrouchiness,sheleansinasIbitemylowerlip.

Me:“Mmmhhh,youtastesogood.”

Iwhispersoftlyagainstherlips.

MymindisdisarrayedatfirstasSethuisforcefullyjoltedback,she’sasmystifiedasIam.We

lookuptoseeKhethu,shewearsanangrymaskonherface.

Khethu:“WhatisthisStyles?Sothisisyou,kissinguglyducklingsinpublic?”

Sheyells.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Ifshe’sstalkingusthenIswear…

Khethu:“Doesn’tmatter,andyou...”

ShepointsatSethuwithherforefinger.

Khethu:“Youbitch,youliedtome...”



Ihavetocalm myselfforSethu’ssake,inaleisurelyway.Ipushmychairback,getuptomyfeet

andmoveclosertoKhethu.ShewincesinpainasIclaspmyhandonherwrist.

Me:“CallherabitchagainandIswearIwillforgetthatyou’reawomanandbeatthehelloutof

you.”

Hertearyeyesfallonmystraightface,she’sseenthisimpassivelookbeforeandsheknows

thatI’m notplaying.

Khethu:“You’rehurtingme,Styles.”

Shehasdoneawaywiththeyellingallofasudden.

Sethu:“Lethergobabe.”

Sethuriseswiththisrequest.

Sethu:“Peoplearestaring,let’snotdrawanyattention.”

Myeyesbrowsetherestaurantandshe’srightpeoplearegoggleeyedandwhispering.

KhethurubsherwristrightafterIreleaseit.

Me:“Getoutofhere.”

Shefrownsatmygrunt.

“LasttimeIcheckedthiswasafreecountry.”

It’stheshitheadMbongeni.

Mbongeni:“Khethuiswithme.”

Me:“Okay,getherawayfrom us.”

Idemand.

Mbongeni:“Youdon’tgettotellmewhattodo.”

Sethu:“Let’sgobabe.”

Shetakesmyhandintohers,it’sagoodthingbecauseIwasreadytoattackthisidiot.

ThisangersKhethu,shepullsSethu’shandfrom me,breakingthehold.

Khethu:“Whatrightdoyouhavetoholdhishand?”

She’sbacktoyelling.

Me:“Mbongeniorwhateveryournameis,ngiyacelabhutibambaumuntuwakho.”(Restrainyour

womanplease.)

Khethu:“Stylesareyoutakinghersidenow?”

Idecidenottogiveananswertoherquestion.



Me:“Sethulet’sgo.”

IhardlyseeitcomingasKhethugrabsaglassofwineonthetableandsplashesthedrinkon

Sethu’sface.

Me:“Whatthehell?”

Mbongeniblocksmyway,stoppingmefrom grabbingKhethu.

Me:“Getoutofmywayboy,uzolimalanja.”(Youwillgethurtyoudog.)

I’m astoundedbythesoundofaloudclap,SethuhasreactedwithaslaponKhethu’sface.Her

headisslantedtotheside,herhandpressedonhercheekandatearfallsfrom oneeye.People

arestaringandwhispering,itbarelytakesasecondbeforeSethusendsanotherhardslaponthe

othercheek.

Me:“Sethu?”

Ipullherback,afraidthatKhethumightattackher,MbongenihashishandaroundKhethuina

jiffy.KittenisangrilyglaringatKhethuwhoisclearlystillinshock.

Sethu:“That’sforcallingmeabitchandforpouringwineonmyface.”

Shegrowls.

Khethu:“You’regoingtopayforthis.”

IseeKhethuhasnotchanged.

Sethu:“We’llseeaboutthat.”

Khethu:“Youcanneverfullyhavehim youknow,Ihadhim first.Thismanwillalwaysbelongto

me,hewillcomebackoncehe’stiredofyouruglyass.StylesandIsharedabedforfouryears,

oursoulsaretiedtogether,that’sabondyoucan’tbreak.”

I’m notgivenachancetocomeback,Sethubeatsmetoit.

Sethu:“Whatevermakesyousleepatnight,you’remiserablesisi.Itshowsandyou’rebitter.You

failedtokeepthismanevenafteryearsofsharinghisbed.Whatdidyougainfrom thoseyears

you’regloatingabout?Nothing.”

Thisisnotworthit.

Me:“Let’sgetoutofhereKitten.”

Khethu:“YoucanrunStylesbut,youknowyouwillalwaysfindcomfortwithme.Thisisaphase

anditwillpassliketherestofthem,youloveme,Iknowyoudo.”

Sheisstilldelusional.

Me:“There’snothingtogobacktoKhethu,youneedhelpandstayoutofourlives.”

Khethu:“Never,Iwon’tdothatStyles.”



Iknowshemeansit.

Khethu:“Thisgirldoesn’tdeserveyou,she’snottheoneforyou.It’smeStyles,itwillalwaysbe

me.”

Mbongeni:“Khethustop.”

Shepullsawayfrom him andmovestowardsme,Sethuswiftlypushesherback.

Sethu:“Youstaythehellawayfrom meandfrom Styles,yesyouhadhim first.Sowhat?He’s

movedonwithme,youbetterkeepawayKhethuorelsetwocanplaythatgame.”

SomeonetellmeI’m notdreaming.Khethuislefttonguetied.Mylittlekittenisatiger,shegrabs

herbagandIknowit’stimetogo.I’m usuallyaleaderbut,I’llgivethistoherfortoday.Letme

notreignonherparade.

Ihavethisdaftsmileonmyface,Ican’twipeitoff.Iam soproudrightnow.

Sethu:“Whatareyousmilingabout?”

Shequestionsasshebucklesup.

Me:“WhathappenedtomyinnocentnaïveSethu?”

Shesmileswithaheadshake.

Sethu:“I’vebeenhangingaroundAyizefortoolongandtakingnotes.”

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatthatmeans,I’m gladthough.Youwereabletostandupforyourself.”

Sethu:“Foryouaswell,Iwillnotletherbullymeanylonger.Mysistertaughtmethatyoufight

forwhatisyoursandwhatyoubelievein.”

Me:“Iam yoursalright.”

Shelaughs.

Sethu:“AndIwillneverforgetthat.”

Me:“I’m sorryabouther.”

Sethu:“Don’tbe,likeyousaid.SheneedshelpandIhopeshegetsit.”

Thiswomanisfullofsurprises.

NKOMO*

Ruthistakingashower,we’resettogooutfordinnerinaboutthirtyminutes.Ihavetheearrings

inmyhandandIknowthatshewillwanttowearthem aswe’regoingout.Ineedtocomeup

withaplan,IhavegrownsofondofherthatIcan’tseehergothroughthissickness.Theremust

beawaywecangetridofSegunOkolie,Ineedtothinkofsomething.Styleswillgrowwearyof



callingme,Ikeepavoidinghiscalls.It’sonlyamatteroftimetillhefindsoutthetruth.

“Hey.Whyaren’tyouready?”

Ihidethejewelleryboxinmypocketandswiftlyturntofaceher,shehasatowelwrapped

aroundherbody.

Me:“Iwasthinkingwecouldgetroom service.”

Thisway,shewon’thavetowearthem.

Ruth:“That’sboring.”

Me:“LetmehearyousaythatwhenIshowyouafewtricksupmysleeve.”

Ishootheranaughtysmile,shereturnsit.

Ruth:“I’m noteasilyconvincedMr,justsoyouknow.”

Sheturnsbacktothemirrorandthisgivesmeachancetosliptheboxinthepocketofmy

jacket.Isneakbehindherandspoonher.

Ruth:“Youdon’tgettired,doyou?”

Shewhispersalreadyoutofbreath,myfaceishiddenonthecurveofherneckasIplacekiss

afterkiss.

Me:“YouhavemeonsteroidsRuth.”

Igentlybiteasmallpartonherneck,herbodytremblesagainstmine.Sheturnsaroundtoface

meandloosensthetowelleavingherstarkers.IsmirkasI’m abouttotakeajoyride.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

146*

MBUSO*

Ireceiveaphonecallfrom LeloasIturnthecornertoherhouse.

Me:“Chubbycheeks?”

Lelo:“Hey,whereareyou?”

Icanbarelyhearher,she’sspeakingsoftly.

Me:“I’m atthecorner,almostthere.What’swrong?”

Whyam Iwhisperingaswell?

Lelo:“Myunclewantstospeaktoyou.”

Shetells,droppingmeintoapoolofanxiety,Jonasisintimidatingasever.

Me:“WhatisitLelo?Didyoutellthem aboutus?”

Shesniffs,GokuisplayingwithLelo’semotions.Shedoesnotcrysoeasily.

Lelo:“I’lltellyouwhenyougethere.”

Ispotherstandingoutsideherfather’shouse.

Me:“Icanseeyou,mylove.”

Shebeginstowalktothegateassheseesmycar.

Me:“Whydoesyourunclewanttoseeme?”

Hereyesarepuffy,she’sbeencrying.

Me:“Heychubbycheeks,whathappened?”

Ipullherintoahug,sheclingsontomyshirt,herfacehiddenonmyshoulder.

Me:“Lelo?”

She’ssnivellingandherbodyistrembling.

Lelo:“Myunclewantstoruinmylife.”

Shecriesthewordsout.

Me:“Getinthecar.”



Hesitantlysheturnsherheadbacktoleeratthehouse.

Lelo:“Theyareexpectingus,wecan’tleave.”

Me:“We’reonlygoingforadrive,we’llbebacksoon.”

Iopenthedoorforher,sheglidesinandbucklesup.It’sgoodnoonehascomeoutyet.

Me:“Tellmewhathappened?”

She’sstillintearsasIstartthecar.

Lelo:“ThereasonIwaslatelastnightisbecauseImetupwithmyuncleandZuma.”

I’m shockedasshestartstoexplain.

Me:“Whydidn’tyoutellme?”

Iask.

Theremustbeareasonwhyshewouldkeepthisfrom me.

Lelo:“Ididn’tknowhowtotellyou,Mbuso,thelasttimewesawZumaItoldhim nevertobother

usagainandIdidn’twanttoupsetyou.Thethingisthatmyunclewantshim topaydamages,

hewantsGokutotakeZuma’ssurname.”

Ifeelalittlestinginmyheart,thedreamsIhaveforGokuandIcomecrushingdownatthe

soundofhismother’svoice.

Me:“HowisthisLelo?Idon’tunderstand?”

Lelo:“Itoldhim thatIcan’thaveZumainmychild’slifeandhewassoadamantthatIwas

forcedtotellhim aboutus.Nowhewantstotalktoyou.”

Me:“Didhesaywhatit’sabout?”

Iquiz,suddenlyI’m nervous.

Lelo:“Theywanttoknowifyou’replanningonmarryingme.”

ThesameconversationIhadwithmymother.

Me:“Isee.WhataboutZuma?Willtheystilllethim paythedamages?”

Idon’tseemyselfco-parentingwithhim.

Lelo:“Myfatherisagainstit,hesayshewillcallhisbrotherstocomeandaddresstheissue

becauseuncle,Jonaswantstohavehisway.”

ShouldIberelieved?

Me:“Okay,let’sgobacknow.”

Iturnthecararound.



Hereweareseatedinthelounge,Leloisfarfrom me,she’ssittingwithhermotherandaunt

whileI’m onasinglecouchandhavethesemenglaringatmelikeIcametokillstealand

destroy.HerdadisalsoamongthesemenandIthinkhisglareisthemostpiercingone.

IhaveneverdonethisbeforesoI’m notinformedabouttheinsandoutsoftalkingtoyour

girlfriend’sfamily.

Jonas:“Whereishome?”

Hiscoldtoneishardlywelcoming.

Nervousnesshasmeclearingmythroat.

Me:“Mpumalanga,Emalahleni.”

Jonas:“Ngiyabona,Isibongo?”(Isee.What'syoursurname?)

Heshouldloosenupabit,he’sintimidating.

Me:“NgingowakwaXabababa.”(Iam from theXabaclan.)

Henodsonce.

“Nonkosi,mashwabada.”(Callingclannames.)

Thismustbetheotheruncle,thegentleoneLelosays.

Me:“Yebobaba.”(Yessir.)

Hearingmyclannamesmakesmefeelatease.

Jonas:“What’syourplanwithourchild?”

Straighttothepoint.

Me:“Baba,I’m sureLelomusthavetoldyouthat,we…”

Jonas:“ForgetwhatLelotoldus.Wewanttoknowwhatyourplansarewithourchild.”

Me:“Ngiyayithandaindodakaziyenubaba,uNombulelo.Ngifisaukuphilaimpiloyaminaye.”(I

loveyourdaughtersirandIwanttospendmylifewithher.)

Moses:“Okaymfana,uthiuyihlongubaniigama?”(Whatisyourfather’sname?)

Hedecidestolethisvoicebeheardnow.

Me:“NguMuzikayiseXaba.”(It’sMuzikayiseXaba.)

He’srubbinghischinwhilegazingatme.

Moses:“Ngabendodana,uMuzikayiseuyaziukuthiwenaufunauthukhulisainganeengasiyo

yakwaXaba?”(Doesyourfatherknowthatyouwanttoraiseachildwhoisnotyours?)

Me:“Yebongamazisaubaba.”(Yes,Itoldhim.)



Moses:“Hayi,ngiyakuzwandodana.Icebolonalithini?Ngobaangekesikupheindodakaziyethu

nje.”(Ihearyouson.What’syourplanbecausewecan’tjustgiveyouourdaughter?)

Me:“NgifisaukumshadauNombulelo.”(IwishtomarryLelo.)

Jonas:“Phoulindeni?”(Whatareyouwaitingfor?)

Hisattitudetowardsmehasnotchanged.

Me:“Ngizokhulumanobadala,sizothumelaincwadi.”(Iwillspeaktotheeldersandwewillsend

aletter.)

Leloisquietlysittingwithherheadbowed,Iwishtoknowwhathermindisthinkingrightnow.

Jonas:“Kanjalonje?”(Justlikethat?)

Istheresomethingelse?InodbecauseIdon’tknowwhathe’stalkingabout.

Jonas:“ThatboywhoisresponsibleforNombulelo’schild.Hewantstobeapartofthebaby’s

life.Howwillyoudealwiththat?”

Me:“Withallduerespectbaba.”

LelothrowshergazeatmelikeIsaidsomethingwrong.

Me:“Wedon’tneedthatman,Icantakecareofmyfamily.IwillmakesurethatLeloandour

childlacknothing.”

Moses:“I’m happytohearthatmyson,iyangijabulisalento.”(Thismakesmehappy.)

Jonas:“Idon’ttrusthiswords,theseboysarenotserious.”

Me:“Iam seriousaboutNombulelo,sheismylife.”

Mystatementrewardsmeasmilefrom her.

Jonas:“Umaushoke,sizozwangawe.Iam givingyoutwoweeksandifthatletterisnotherein

twoweeks,wewillgoonwithinhlawulo.Nowgohomeanddowhatyoumust.”(Ifyousayso,

wewillhearfrom you.)(Damages.)

Hedismissesme,Isaymygoodbyesbeforesaunteringoutthedoorwithouther.I’llwaitforher

inthecar.

AYIZE*

Me:“Neolookatthis.”

Iscream withexcitementatthenumberonthescale.Igainedfivepounds.

Neo:“We’regettingthereZee.”



Hereplieswiththesameenthusiasm.We’reatStyles’house,SethuandIhavebeenherefor

overtwoweeksnow.Therapyhasbeengoingwell,Neoattendedeachlessonwithme.Wewent

toAlcoholAnonymoustogether,he’sbeenamazingandIhavefoundagreatfriendinhim.At

timeswhenIdon’tfeellikewakingupinthemorninghewouldcomeandpulltheblanketsoff

me.WhenIcancelthemeetingsandclasses,he’dliterallydragmethere,Iwouldfightwithhim

aboutitthoughattheendofthedayIhavenochoicebuttothankhim forbeingwithme.

Hemakesmelaughlikeafreakandhemakesmeangrysometimesmoreespeciallywhenhe

forcesmetoeat.

Neo:“Nowthatwe’rehere,youcanstarteatingburgersandheavymeals.”

Me:“IthinkIwanttotrythatnow.”

Hecarriesasmile.

Neo:“Iknewyou’dsaythat,soIbroughteverythingweneedtomakeburgers.”

Hedidn’t…

Burgersforbreakfast.Okay.

Me:“Who’sgoingtocookthem”

Hecan’tcooktosavehislife.

Neo:“Us.”

Me:“Ithinkyoushouldrathersticktoyourdayjob,cookingisnotyourskillNeo.”

Neo:“Excuseme,Iwasraisedbya….”

Notagain.

Me:“Amotherwhocancook?”

Thewayheprattlesonabouthismother.

Neo:“Heynofair,youshouldletmefinishmyownsentences.”

Me:“HowcanI?WhenIknowwhatyou’regoingtosaynext.Boring.”

Hebroughtalmosteverything,Ihavenocluehowtomakehomemadeburgers.IfonlySethu

washere.

Neo:“You’reboringZee,youareluckythatI’m inyourlifeotherwiseyouwoulddieofboredom

shame.”

Hepinchesmynose.

Me:“Hey,yourhandsarecold.”

IcomplainasIwipeawaythefeelofhistouch.

Neo:“Iwaseatingice,sorry.”



Heshowsmehisteethwhilereachingformynoseagain.

Me:“Neono.”

Ipushhishandawaythisactgiveshim thedrivetowanttoplaywithmynose.Iduckashe

sendshishandtomyface.

Me:“You’rechildishyouknowthat?”

Neo:“Zeemyhandisitchingtotouchyournose.Comeonjustonce.”

Ihavespoiledhim withthishabit,Ishouldhavestoppeditthefirsttimehestarted.Nowhe

won’tstop.

Me:“Idon’twant.”

He’sbehindme,hishandfightingtotouchmyfacewhileI’m slouchedpushinghim backwith

myhip.Thisremindsmeofthetimewefoughtoverhisphoneintheparkinglot.

Me:“Neodon’ttouchmyface.”

Neo:“Comebaba,letmepinchthatbignose.Youknowyouwantto.”

Apartfrom Zee,hehasdubbedmewiththenamebaba.It’snotoftenthathesaysit,heletsit

slipoutinawhile.

Me:“NeoIwillkickyou,letmego.”

TothinkthatI’m actuallylaughingatthis,hisarm isaroundmywaistandtheotherfightingto

touchthebridgeofmynose.

Neo:“Youknowwecandothisallday,Idon’tmind.Ihavetheenergy.”

Anditneverrunsout,ifyoudon’tknowanyonewhonevergetstired.IintroducetoyouNeo

Maake.

Me:“Iwillbiteyourhand.”

Neo:“Aslongasittouchesyournose.”

IwilllosethisbattlesoImightaswell.Istopfightinghim,dropmyhandsandfreeze.Thepinch

isnotatallpainfuljustannoying.

Neo:“Andhescores.”

Hestillhashisarmsaroundme.

Neo:“Thankyoubaba,myhandishealednow.”

Heburieshisfaceonmycollarboneandclaspshisarmsaroundmeasheholdsmecloser.This

momenthitshim aswell,silencetakesthestarringroleinthiskitchen.Icanhearhisbreathing

andthesoundofmyheartthudding.Idon’tknowhowIshouldfeelaboutthis.

Me:“Youcanletgonow.”



Thisisthefirsttimeamanhasheldmesolovingly,Ioozesoeasilyintohisarmsthatitfeels

likeIhavebeenheremywholelife.

Neo:“Sorry.”

Hedrawsawayawkwardly.

Neo:“Iwasmeasuringyourwaist,there’sthisdressIsawandIneedtoknowyoursize.”

Helieswhileunpackingthemincemeatfrom thefridge.

Me:“YouknowIdon’tweardresses.”

Neo:“Yes,that’swhyIwanttobuyoneforyou.”

Hewinksatme,it’sstrangeformewhenNeoisserious.Iknowhim tobeaclown.

Me:“We’llseewho’sgoingtowearit.”

Neo:“You’lllookcuteinadressyouknowthat?”

Me:“Ithinkweshouldfocusonmakingthefood,yousoundlikesomeonewho’shungry.”

Neo:“Comecloser,I’llshowyouhowburgersaremade.”

Iknowhe’sgoingtoburnthefood.

Me:“Whotaughtyouhowtomakethem?”

Neo:“IsawitonTV.”

HesmilesatmeandIdon’ttrustthatsmile.

Me:“Justlikethat?YoubecameaprobywatchingitonTV?”

Neo:“Yes,you’llsee.”

Hesoundsproudalreadyandthedishhasnotbeenpreparedyet.

AMARA*

“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

He’sbreathingdownmyneck,plantingkisses.Whataperfectwaytowakeup,withtheloveof

myliferightbesideme.

Me:“Morning.”

Heliftshisheadtolookatme,ashortsmilejourneysonhismouth.

Randall:“Youlooktired.”



Me:“Isleptlatelastnight.Doyouperhapsknowwhy?”

Hesmirks.

Randall:“Youcouldn’tgetenoughofme,goshIwassotired.Ididn’tknowhowIwouldsaynoto

you.”

Liar.

Me:“Randall?”

Randall:“Seriously,Ididn’twanttohurtyourfeelings.IthinkIcreatedabeast.”

He’sjestingandIwillletitgo,todayisagoodday.

Me:“You’reaclownyouknow.You’retheonewhocouldn’tgetenoughofme.”

HissmilesaysI'm right.

Randall:“Shallwecontinuefrom whereweleftoff?”

Ismashmyhandonhisfaceasheleansintokissme.

Me:“No,getoffme.”

Isendmyhandswithagentlyforcetopushhim offofme,hefallsbackonthebed.

Randall:“Ouch.”

Hegrowls.

Me:“OhmyGod,RandallIam sorry.Areyouokaybaby?”

He’snotokay,hisheadshaketellsmeso.Ihelphim up,heleansbackonthepillow.

Me:“Wheredoesithurt?”

Randallbruiseseasily?

Randall:“Myego.”

IsmileathisreplyasIpunchhisshoulder.

Iam donewiththisman.

Randall:"Okay,thisonereallyhurts.”

Me:“You’refullofjokesthismorningOkolie.”

Iwasexpectingsomethingelse,likeahappybirthdayorsomething.Yes,RandallOkolieforgot

mybirthday.

Me:“Whereareyougoing?”

He’sjumpingoffthebedleavingmeherealone.



Randall:“Thekitchen,I’m hungry.”

Hegivesareplyandcontinuestoamble.

Me:“Aren’tyouforgettingsomething?”

Hestopstogivemeaconfusedlook.

Randall:“Whatisit?”

Hehasnoclueatall.

Howisitthatheforgotmybirthday?Ihavebeensingingaboutthisdayfortwoweeksnow.

Me:“Randallyoucan’tbeserious.”

Randall:“Youseethat?”

Hepointsatme.

Me:“What?”

Randall:“That'Randall',tellmewhatIdidwrongsoIcanfixit.”

Heamblesbacktothebed,hikesuptokneelbeforeme.

Randall:“Tellme.”

Hesayssoftly,staringdeepintomyeyes.Hehasmefeelingshyandplummetingmygaze.

Me:“I’m madatyou.”

Ipoutmylipsandstareathim angrily.

Randall:“Mehemma,Iwon’tknowifyoudon’ttellme.”

Theraisedeyebrowexpressesconfusion.

Me:“Youdon’tknowwhatdayitistoday?”

Iwanttosmackthatbigheadhe’sshaking.

Me:“Randall?”

Icrossmyarmsandlookaway.

Randall:“Iknowthere’ssomethingIdidwrongbecauseyoukeepgruntingmyname.”

Hedeclares.

Me:“MybirthdayRandall,youforgotmybirthday.”

Iam whining.

Ifedidwarnmeaboutthisman.Myringfingerisstillemptyandnowthis.

WhathaveIgottenmyselfinto?



Randall:“Amara,I’m sorry.”

Idon’taccepthisapology.

Me:“Itstillhurts.”

Randall:“CanIkissitbetter?”

Me:“No.”

Randall:“Please,Ipromisethepainwillease.”

Whotoldhim toleanin?

It’stoolatetodrawbackhislipsaredancingwithmineandit’saslowdance.InawhileI

would’veforgottenthatI’m angry.Hedrawsback,presseshisforeheadagainstmineandsays

softly.

Randall:“Happybirthdaymehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hedoesn’tgivemeachancetoreplyashesmasheshislipsonmine.Hisbodyispressing

againstmine,pushingmetolieonmyback.

IseewherethisroadisheadedtoandI’m notlookingback.

RUTH*

Ididn’tknowwhatfatehadinstoreformewhenIcametothiscountry.Mylifewasnotmineto

claim,Ibelongedtomyfatherandhisevilfriend.Idideverythingthattheycommandedmetodo.

Ievenjoinedhisstupidcultandthat’ssomethingIam notproudof.Ithoughtbyagreeingtohis

demandsIwasgoingtogethislove,thelovehedeprivedmeofwhenmymotherleft.

SbonisohastaughtmetostandupformyselfandfightforwhatIbelievein.

HehaschangedmylifeinsolittletimeandIcan’tlietomyself,Iam fallinginsanelyforhim.I

seeafuturewithhim,thereisaproblem though.Myfather,hewillneverletusbe.Heisso

obsessedwiththisUzeguy.

IhavetofindawayoutofthismessIhaveputmyselfin.Irentedahouseduringmystayhere,

thebillatthehotelwasbeginningtopileup.

Sbonisohasgottobeadream cometrue,Iwatchhim ashestandsbythewindowgazing

outside.Imustadmit,thismanisamazing.

Isneaktohughim from behind.

Me:“Whatareyouthinkingabout?”

Hetiltshisheadtotheside.



Sboniso:“Nothingimportant.”

Ihavenoticedhowhismindtakesthesetrips.

Me:“SomethingiswrongSbo,youcantellme.”

Ipush.

Sboniso:“Iwouldtellyouiftherewassomething.”

Hisvoicetellsmethatthereisaproblem,Ican’tpushhim though.

Sboniso:“Doyoulikethishouse?”

Me:“Iloveit,it’ssmallandcomfortable.”

Heholdsmeinhisarmsasheturnsaroundtome.

Sboniso:“Yourownspace.”

Me:“Ourwonspace.”

Irestmyheadonhisbroadchest,Idon’tknowhowIwillbeabletobewithouthim.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

147*

NKOMO*

Shit!

Stylesisbangingonmydoor,Ihaveavoidedhim fortwoweeksnow.Ahunterdesperateto

catchhisprey,that’showthepoundingsoundslike.I’m adeadmantoday.

Styles:“Nkomoopenthisdoor.”

Herumblesfrom outside.Sishidoesnotrumble,he’ssoftandgentleand…

Shit….

Whoam Ikidding?Sishidoesnotrevealhimselffully,heshowsyouwhatyoushowhim.Ifyou

craponhim,thenprayyourancestorsarewithyoubecausetheoutcomewillnotbepleasant.

Styles:“Nkomo,youbloodycowardopenthisdoor.Iknowyou’reinthere.”

Moregrumblingfrom theseethingStyles.

YesI’m inhereandthereasonIcan’topenisbecauseIwanttoseemynextbirthday.

Thepoundinghasstopped.Greathe’sleaving.Ihopeso.

Lord,getthedevilawayfrom mydoorstep.

Zwe:“Bhuti,whoisthat?”(Brother.)

SometimesIforgetthatIhavearoommate.

Me:“GobacktosleepZwe,lockthedoortoyourroom.”

Feartakesoverhisface.

Zwe:“Whybhuti?What’sgoingon?”(Brother.)

Idon’tknowmyself.

I'm waitingtohearthefadeawayofthecar.I’m afraidtopeekoutthewindow,Imightfindthe

bastardstaringbackatme.

Me:“Don’tworry,justgotoyourroom andwhateverhappens,donotcomeout.”

Ah!Thisboy...

I’m terrifiedenoughandthatlookonhisfaceisnothelping.



Zwe:“ShouldIbringyourgun?”

Me:“Whatgun?Howdoyouknowaboutthegun?”

Zweisracingtoofastwithlife,hewillcrash.

Zwe:“Isawitinyourdrawerbhuti.”(Brother.)

Thenervehehastotellmethathe’sbeengoingthroughmythings.

Me:“Listentome,gobacktoyourroom andnomatterwhatyouhearZwedon’tcomeout.

Promiseme.”

Heglares,hisjawclenchedandhiseyeshard.Howcanasmalllittleboyholdsomuchangerin

him?HeisMkhize’sson.

Zwe:“Bhuti…”(Brother.)

Thestubbornnesstoo.Iwillbeatitoutofhim,oneofthesedayshewillseeadifferentsideto

hisbrother.

Me:“HambaZwelethu.”(Go.)

Iyell,Stylesisstilloutthere.Ihaven’theardhiscardriveoff.

ZweandIslidetotheflooratthepiercingsoundoftwogunshots.LeeringatthedoorIseethat

ithasbeenimpaledwithbulletholes.Withaloudthud,thedoorflailsopen.

Drama!

Styleskickedmydooropen,that’stheleastofmyworriesthough.IneedtogetZweoutofthis

room.

Me:“Gotoyourroom.”

Icommandandherunsoffwithoutarguing.

Stylessmirksashiseyesfollowmylittlebrotherwhoisscamperingtohisroom.

Ihavetofacehim likeamanandownuptomymistakes.

Styles:“Heybuddy,longtimenosee.”

Hiswarm smileintensifiesthefearinme,Iknowhe’sabouttogopsychoonme.

Me:“Didyouhavetoshootatmydoor?Ihaveneighboursyouknow.”

Keepingthesmile,heshrugshisshoulders.

Styles:“YouknowhowIloveattention,IgocrazyifI’m notgivenone.”

Thereissomethingaboutthewayhesaysthisthatsendsshiversdownmyspineandbelieve

meit’snottheexcitementtypeofshivers.It’stheonesthatgiveyoutheassurancethathellis

real.



Me:“Icanexplainbruh.”

Letmeintroduce.

Iwon’tlikehisstarter.

Styles:“Explainwhat?”

Heputsontheconfusedhat,thisbastardisabouttoplayGodwithmylife.

Me:“WhyIwentm.i.a.”(Missinginaction.)

Styles:“Ohthat.I’vebeenmeaningtoaskwhyyou’renottakingmycalls.”

Hemoochestothecouch,standingafewstepsawayfrom me.Ican’tgraspastowhyhe’s

keepingthisdistancebetweenus.

Me:“Thethingisthat.”

Nkomowhyareyousuddenlytrembling?Getaholdofyourself.

Styles:“I’m listening.”

Thateyebrowraise…

I’m indeepshit.

MyheadspinsthesecondZwelethudashesbacktothelivingroom withagunpointedatStyles.

Thisboyisdull-witted,Itoldhim nottocomeout.Hecan’tevenholdagunright,hishandsand

legstrembleasifhe’sstuckinacoldstorm.

Styles:“Hi.”

Stylesisunflinching,nothingscareshim.

Me:“WhatareyoudoingZwe?”

Zwe:“GetoutorI’llshoot.”

Hisvoicequaversashestrugglestogeteachletteroutofhismouth.

Me:“Zwelethugobacktoyourroom.”

Styles:“I’dlistentomybrotherifIwereyou.”

Headdscoolly.

Me:“Zwe,don’tbestupidgetbackinthere.”

Snappingathim isofnouse,theboyisashardheadedashisfather.

Zwe:“No,he’sgoingtokillyou.”

ThepredictionevokesacoldlaughoutofStyles.

Styles:“Nkomo,Ididn’tcomeheretobabysit.Putyourboyontimeout,wewouldn’twanthim



hurt.”

AthiscommandIbegintoambletoZwelethu,hisgazeisengrossedonStyles.

Me:“Givemethegun.”

Heclencheshisjaw,hishandistightlyclutchedonthepistol.

I’m busydebatingwithZwelethuwhenStylesshootsathisfeet,hescreamsandstumblesback

tofallonhisbutt.Bug-eyedheoglesatStyles,he’sinundatedwithfearashisbodytrembles.

Thegunliesonthefloornexttohim.

Me:“WhatthehellStyles?”

Hefrownsatmyoutburstofanger.

Styles:“Ihavetobesomewhereimportant,you’rewastingmytime.”

Me:“Gobacktoyourroom Zwe.”

Ihelphim up,herushesback.Styleskicksthegun,anditslidesunderthetable.

Me:“Youdidn’thavetoshootathim,he’sjustakid.”

Hesmirksatmyreprimand.

Styles:“Ihearyou’vebeenbusymyfriend.”

Heignoresmyexclamation.

Me:“IwasgoingtocallyouStyles.”

Styles:“Okay,Ineedanupdatethen.Howfarwiththemission?Accordingtomycalculations,

Ruthshouldbeonherdeathbed.”

Myheartjumpsatthementionofhername,Ican’timagineherdead.Iwasanidiottohave

agreedtothisplan.

Me:“Iknowbut…”

HegrimacesasImentionthewordbut…IhatethewayStylesshakeshisheadindisagreement,

itspellsdeath.

Heramshishandinsidetheleftpocketofhisjacketandrevealsabrownenvelop.

Styles:“DoyouknowwhatthisisNkomo?”

Iwillwaitforhim totellme.

Heopenstheenvelopeandflapsthroughwhatappearstobephotographs.Hedoesahead

shakeasheleersthroughthem.

Styles:“Ididn’tknowyouweresophotogenic.”

IthoughtIwasterrifiedofRandy,thismanhasthekeytohellwithhim andisreadytothrowme



in.Iruinedthisfriendship,it’sinmybloodanyway.Wedestroyeverythingwetouch.

Styleschucksthephotographsatme,theyscatteronthefloorandI’m shatteredtoseepictures

ofmeandRuthnakedinbed.Youcanseethattheyarefrom differentdays.Insomeofthem we

wereinahotelandmostofthem inthenewhousesherented.Evenrecentones,asinearlier

thismorningrecent.

Styles:“Won’tyoupickoneandlook?”

Hegrinsfrom eartoear.

Me:“HowdidyougettheseStyles?”

Styles:“Don’tyouknowmebynowNkomo?There’snothingyoucan’tgetpastme.Therewas

somethinginyourvoicewhenyoudeniedyourfeelingsforRuth,Iknewthatyouwerefallingfor

her.”

Nothinggetspasthim.

Me:“Youhadnorighttoinvadeourprivacy.”

Iwanttopunchthatsmuglookonhisface.

Styles:“That’swhereyou’rewrong,Ihadeveryright.ThismissionismybabyandIhateitwhen

myplansdon’tgothewayIwant.”

Hebooms,he’soutformyblood.

Me:“I’m sorryman,Idon’tknowhowithappened.Itwasnostringsattachedandthenextthing

she’sonmymind,Icouldn’tthinkofanythingbut,her.”

Styles:“Ididn’tcomeheretohearyourboringstory,Iwanttoknowwhyyoubetrayedus.”

Ididbetraythem andnoamountofapologieswilleverbeenough.

Me:“I’m sorrybro.”

Heclampshisjaw.

Styles:“That’sright,Iam yourbroNkomo.That’swhyIhaven’ttoldRandallanything.Doyou

knowwhathewoulddoifheweretofindout?”

Iknowhewon’thesitatetokillme.

Styles:“He’sbeencravingforyourbloodsincedayoneandthiswillbeagreatexcuseforhim to

finallyputabulletthroughyourhead.”

Dammit!

Don’tIknowthat?

Me:“ThankyouStyles.”

Styles:“Fuckyou,pieceofshit.”



Hegrowls.

Styles:“You’resostupidNkomo.Howcouldyoufallfortheenemy?”

Me:“She’sagoodperson…”

Styles:“ShutthefuckupbeforeIshootthatthingbetweenyourlegs.You’resoweak.”

I’lltakealltheinsultsasalongashesparesRuthandI.

Styles:“Thisiswhatwe’regoingtodo,youaregoingtokillRuthwithyourhands.”

Ashockofmylife.

Me:“No,Irefuse.”

Styles:“Youfailedthemission,soyouhavenochoice.”

Me:“Stylesdon’tletmedothisman.Don’tIdeserveachanceatlove?”

Ibeseechforthisemergentlove,RuthandIhavebirthedsomethingandit’sbrewingbeautifully.

Ididn’tknowbeingwantedfeltlikethis.HowcanIletitgo?

Styles:“Youdo,wealldo.Thethingisthatwehavetochoosewisely.”

Herefusestounderstand.Stylesisimperiousandsnobby,oncehismindismadeupthereisno

turningback.

Me:“Ruthisinnocent,she’snotinterestedinRandy.HerfatherandSegunareforcingheron

him.”

Heshrugshisshouldersandsneersatme.

Styles:“Well,Ruthwilljusthavetodieforherfather’ssinsthen.”

Hedeliversinadeadpanvoice.

Me:“Styles,I’llgodownonmykneesifIhaveto,please.”

Mypleaisfrustratinghim,hepointsthegunatme.

Styles:“WhatareyoudoingwiththatgirlNkomo?Ididn’tknowthatyou’reweakasfuck,thisis

bullshitMkhize.”

Me:“She’shumantooStyles,shedeservestolive.”

Hesighsashesettlesdownachair.

Styles:“WillyoubeabletokillSegun?”

Hebloodywellknowstheanswertothatdumbquestion.

Me:“Youknowthatnoonewilldarekillhim.”

Styles“Mypoint,nowyouknowthat,wehavetogetridofRuth.HerfatherandSegunwillnot



giveupontheirplanunlessthereisnoRuth.”

He’ssaunteringtomydirection,Itakeastepbackashestandstoocloseforcomfort.

Styles:“Nowlet’srevisitthatsuggestionImade.KillRuth.”

Hespeakssoftly.

Me:“Don’tmakemedothis.”

Styles:“Brosbeforehoesright.”

Styleshasnomercy.

Me:“Brosbeforehoes.”

Ittakesmeaminutetorespondandthatlookinhiseyesforcedthewordsoutofmymouth.

Styles:“Good,youhaveaweek.”

Me:“What?”

Styles:“We’vewastedenoughtimealready,Ruthhastobedeadinsevendays.Idon’tcarehow

youdoit,killthatbitch.”

Iwanttopunchhim.

Witharevoltedlook,heshakeshisheadandwalksout.

I’m doomed.

SETHU*

AmaraandRandallwalkinthekitchen,he’sshowinghersomethingonhisface.

Amara:“IpromiseRandallthere’snothingthere.”

She’swhining,I’dthinkthatsheismiffedbysomething.

Randall:“Whatarethoseeyesforifyoucan’tseethisbigthing?”

Hecarpsbringinghisfaceclosetohers,Amaraleansinwithnarrowedeyestosearchwhatever

isaskedofher.

Amara:“Thereisnothingbaby.”

Shemumbles.

Randall:“I’llaskStyles.”

Heisnotpleased.



Ayize:“Icancheckitforyou,myeyesarebigenough.”

Sheflapshereyelashesathim,Ithinktheydidn’tknowthattherewerepeopleinthekitchen.

Randall:“Sethu?”

Hepackshishandsinhispocketsasapuckerformsbetweenhiseyebrows.Ihaveseenthis

traitwithStyles,hedoesitwhenhe’snervous.

Me:“Hi,thisismysisterAyize.Don’tmindher,she'sjustlikeNeo.Shetakespillsforher

insanity.”

Ayize:“No,pleasedon’tlistentoher.Sheisthecrazyone.”

SheswooshespastmeandwalksuptoRandall.

Ayize:“Ayize.”

Sheintroducesherself.

I’m gladthatI’m standingbehindher,thiswayIwon’tseetheembarrassinglookshehasonher

face.

Ayizie“SoyouareRandall,Ihaveheardsomuchaboutyou.”

Randall:“NicetomeetyoutooZee,Neohastoldmesomuchaboutyou.”

Sheturnsbacktomeandwinks.

Randallshakesthehandthat’sextendedouttohim.

Ayize:“You’reAmara?”

Amara:“FinallyIgettoseeSethu’ssister.”

Amarathrowsinahug.

Amara:“Ididn’tknowyouwerecomingover.”

Me:“WecamewithStylesandNeo,theyinthebackyard.”

Randall:“Letmegoandmeetthem.”

HeturnstoAmara.

Randall:“Mehemma,we’llfinishthislater.”

Hestatesbeforemoseyingaway.

Ayize“Girlyourman,chaaiii.SomebodytakemetoGhananow.”

Sheuttersdramatically.

NeowalksinjustintimetohearAyize’sstatement,theyprobablyheardhernextdoor.That’s

howloudshewas,Neocouldbehereforthat.



Neo:“WhatareyougoingtodoinGhana?”

Ayize:“Eish,konjeI’m stuckhereinMzansiwithSothomen.Bophelomara.”

Shemumbles.(SouthAfrica,)(Lifehey.)

Neo:“Areng?UbatlahoeaGhanabecauseofUze?Haveyouseenhisoldpicturesuena?You

willrunmysister.”(Whatdidshesay?YouwanttogotoGhana?)

Amaralaughs.

Amara:“Neoisright,hisheadwastoobigforhisbody.”

SheaddstoNeo’staunts.

Ayize:“Wedon’tcare,wewerenotthere.PleaseletusappreciatewhatGodhassetbeforeus.”

Hercomebackisalwaysready.

Neo:“Zee,Ithinkweshouldgohome.”

HeintroducesmuchtoAyize’sannoyance.

Ayize:“Why?”

Shequizzeswithafrown.

Neo:“Becauseyou’relookingataboUzenou.Ditisnieregnie.”(It’snotrightthatyou'relooking

atUzenow.)

Ayize:“Yohnanguumuntu.Khuzanibo.”(Someonechastisehim.)

Shegrunts,placesherselfdownonthechair.

Neo:“Okay,ifIhurtUzetoday.Amaradon’tcry.”

Amara:“WhywouldIcry?Iwon’tgetinvolvedinyourfights,Uzeisabigman.Hecantakecare

ofhimself.”

Neo:“Okay,Ihaveyourpermissionthen.”

Neoiscrazy.

Me:“WhatpermissionNeo?LeaveAmaraoutofthis,hau.Thisisbetweenyou,ZeeandRandall.”

Ican’thelpbutlaughwithAmara,Neo’seyeskeeprushingtohisZeewhoisnotbotheredabout

hispresenceinthekitchen.

Neo:“Okay,hosharp.Zee,hosharpoautloa?”(It’sfineZee,youhear?)

Aguffawingsoundfillsthekitchenashewalksout.

Amara:“Whatwasthatabout?”

Ayize:“Don’taskme.”



Me:“Youtwohaveastrangerelationship.”

Shewavesherhanddismissingtheconversation.

Ayize:“So,futureMrs.Fine.”

Me:“It’sOkolie.”

Ayize:“IknowandOkolieisfine.”

Shesimpers.

Ayize:“Whenareyoutakingthatoff?”

OhmyGod.

Amara:“Myhair?”

Ayize:“Idon’tknowifwecanstillcallitthatsweetie.Howlonghaveyouhadthosebraidson?”

Ineedtoslapthatbigmouthofhers.

Me:“Ayize?”

Shefrownsatmewithacurvedeyebrow.

Amara:“It’sokaySethu,yoursisterisright.It’sbeentoolong,mylifehasbeenamessandI

couldn’tgettimetounplait.”

IwouldretortrudelyifIwereAmara,neverinsultagirl’shair.

Ayize:“NoexcusesAmara,ifyouhavetimetohavesexthen,youhavetimetodoyourhair.”

Amaraisblushing,thereisseriouslynothingtobebashfulabout.Ayizeisrude.

Me:“Ayize,you’reembarrassingme,Iwon’ttakeyouanywherewithme.”

Ayize:“Iknowplacesnowsis,liketheOkoliehouse.Iwillfindmywayhere.”

Let’sgiveherthebenefitofthedoubt,thegirlisnotwell.

Amara:“You’realwayswelcomehere.”

Ayizeflashesasmile.

Amara:“So,whatshouldIdowiththis?”

Shetugsherbraids,pullingthem down.

Ayize:“Pluckitout.”

Notliterally,herwordssoundasbrutalassheis.

Me:“Wecangotoahairsalon.”

Amarawearsasourface.



Amara:“Idon’tknowaboutgoingout.”

Ayize:“Listenmyfriendsaidhe’llcomewithus.”

Me:“Neo?”

Shegivesmeadisgustedlook.

Ayize:“WherewillwetakethatSothoboy?I’m talkingaboutRandy.”

Me:“Ohyoutwoarefriendsnow?”

Ayize:“Inseparabletwins.”

Shesays.

Amara:“Letmehearwhathesays.”

Me:“She’srightheagreed.Youcanaskhim,still.”

Ayize:“Yeahandwhilewe’retherewecangetyouamakeover.”

Thisisherattempttobegentle,she'sfailing.

Amara:“There’snothingwrongwithmyoutfit.”

Ayize:"Ohhoney,thereisdefinitelynothingwrongwithyouroutfit.There’salsonothingwrong

withdressinguponceinawhile.”

Amara:“But,I’lljustbehereathomechasingLiyanaaroundthehouse.”

Ayize:“Awomandoesn’tneedareasontodressup,comeon.”

That’sonethingIagreewithher,therestofthethingsshesaysdeservetobetrashed.

NOMBULELO*

Myunclehasfinishedme,Mbusoisathisworst.Sincethatdayhe’snotthesame,heismore

quietandreserved.Heisnotasplayfulashewas.

Zumacallsmeeveryday,Idon’tgetwhyhedoesn’tstop.Idon’ttakehiscallsandtheguy

refusestogiveup.UncleJonascalledmetwodaysagosayingthat,Zumawantstoseeme,he

saidit’saboutthebaby.Itoldhim thatifZumawantstodiscussthebaby,heshouldtalktomy

father.

Me:“Sthandwasami.”(Mylove.)

ImeanithastobetheonlywaytomeltaZuluman.

Mbuso:“Yes.”



Hismelancholytonegreetsme.

Me:“Won’tyoueatyourfood?”

Mbuso:“I’m nothungry.”

Hestates,pushingtheplateacrossthetable.

Me:“Youdidn’teatlastnightaswell.”

Mbuso:“I’m nothungryLelo.”

It’sabouttimethatIinterrogatehim,Ihavehadenough.

Me:“What’swrongMbuso?”

Mbuso:“Nothing.”

Hemumbles.

Me:“Isitmyuncle’srequest?”

Whatelsewoulditbe?Myuncleiscapableofpushingonetosuicide.

Mbuso:“IhavefailedLelo,Itriedeverything.I’m goingtosellmycar.”

Me:“No,that’syourbaby.”

Mbusolovesthatcar,itwashisfirst.

Mbuso:“There’snothingelsetodo,yourunclewillhavemyhead.TwoweekshaspassedandI

havenothing.”

Ihateseeinghim likethis,itbreaksmyheartthathehastostressbecauseofmeandthebaby.

Me:“Icantalktomyfather.”

Mbuso:“No,ImadeapromisetoyourfamilyandIhavetokeepit.”

Me:“You’reonlyhumanMbuso,mustyoukillyourselfbecauseofilobola?”(Brideprice.)

Mbuso:“It’snotjustilobola,it’stradition.”(Brideprice.)

Me:“Iknow,timesarechangingmylove.Wecangoandsignatthemagistrate,thenwe’llstart

withtheprocessofyouadoptingGoku.”

HelooksatmelikeIhaveinsultedhim.

Mbuso:“That’snotwhatyourfamilyexpectsofme,theywillbedisappointedwhentheyfind

out.”

Mbusoisnotacceptinganyofmyproposals.

Me:“Whatshouldwedothen?”

Itrilesmetoknowthatmyfatherhasdonenothingyet,hewasmeanttocallhisbrothersand



noneofthem havecomeforth.

Me:“Howmuchdoyouhavesofar?”

Hefrownsatmyquestion.

Mbuso:“I’m notgoingtotellyouthat.”

Me:“Icanhelp,IhavesomemoneyI'vebeensavingforthesepastmonths.”

Mbuso:“What?”

Hejoltsupfrom hischair.

Me:“Yeah,youcanuseitMbusoand…”

Mbuso:“Areyoukiddingme?”

Hishandsarepastedonthetable,he’shunchedoverwhileintenselyleeringatme.

Mbuso:“Isthisajoketoyou.”

Heshootsmefortryingtohelp.

Me:“Nothat’swhyI’m offeringyouthemoney,it’snotmuchbut,itwillboostwhatyouhave.”

Mbuso:“Don’teversaythattomeagain.”

Heshoutsandmarchesaway,leavingmetoeatbymyself.WhatwrongdidIdo?Prideaside,we

havetoputthebabyfirst.

Tobecontinued…
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NKOMO*

ItoweroverRuththemomentsheopensthedoorforme,herlipsfeeljustright.It’sthisperfect

kissinthisgraspingmoment.Herarmsclutcharoundmeasshereciprocatesthepassionate

kiss.Imovewithhertillherbackhitsagainstthewall.Mymindisjam-packedwithnegative

thoughts,Styles’wordsrefusetodepartfrom me.

HowdoIkillthiswoman?

Ineverthought,Iwouldlookforwardtoseeingsomeoneeveryday.Sheismyfirstthoughtinthe

morning.Ican’tdoanythingwithoutherinmind.

WhyshouldIthrowthatawayasifitmeanszilchtome?

Ipullback,we’rebothbreathingheavilyagainsteachotherduetotheravenouskiss.Forehead

againstforehead,sharingthesamebreathaswestandcloseenoughtotastethatkissagain.

Ruth:“Wow.”

Thereissomucheffortintryingtocatchherbreathassheuttersthisword.Icuphercheeks

intothepalmsofmyhands.

Me:“Today,Idon’twanttohavesexwithyou.Iwanttomakelovetoyoursoul,Iwanttoworship

yourbody.IneedyoulikeIneedtobreathendlovukazi.Iwanttobeinsideyouandfillyouup

withallthelovethatcanfeasiblyemitfrom me.”(Myqueen.)

Ruth:“Love?”

Theshockinhervoiceisjustifiable.Webarelyknowmuchabouteachother,thisthingthatwe

have.Whateverit’scalled,camelikeawaveandwashedusofftheshorewithnowarning.Now,

we’resoaringonthewingsofloveandit’stakingushigherbythesecond.Ipraywewillnot

comecrushingdown.Merely,lovecansaveusnow.Ifitisthegreatest,mostpowerfulforcein

theuniversethen,withnodoubtwhatsoeverwewillmakeittotheend.

Me:“Yes,love.”

Iconfirm mywordsandmeaneverybitofit.

Me:“Willyouletme,nkosazana?Willyouletmemakelovetoyou?”(Mylady.)

Hertearsfighttobepartofthisscene,unhurriedlyshenods.Asmiletakingoverfrom the

incredulousexpression.



Ruth:“Sbo,Iam yours.Youdon’thavetoask.”

Withnotimewasted,Icaptureherlipswithmine.Myheartbreaksforher,itbreaksforusand

whatwecouldhave.

AMARA*

Itfeelsgoodtobeoutside,wehavejustarrivedatahairsalon,it’snottoofarfrom wherewe

reside.Ayizeisthefirsttowalkthroughthedoor.

Ayize:“Higoodpeople.”

Herhigh-pitchedvoicegetshertheattentionofeverypersoninthesalon.It’snotfullypacked,

sowewillnotbeherefortoolong.

Wehearmumblesandloudsalutations,noteveryonewillloveyourpersona.Ayizeisnot

bothered,sheapproachestheladyatthereception.SethuandItoddleafterher.

Randalltakesasitinthemidstofabunchofladies,itseemsabitstrangethathe’sinaplace

floodedwithwomen.Anyonewhowalksincouldclearlyspotthatlargemansandwichedby

females.Hegrabsamagazinefrom thetableandbeginstopageonit,Iguessthesepeopleare

staringbecausehe’stheonlymanhere.Heisnotbothered,whatsoever.

Ayize:“Sisi,it’sanemergency.Thislittlebeaut-needstochangeherhairASAP.”(Beautiful.)

Ayizetellstheladybehindthecounter.

Lady:“Okayyoucanhaveasitoverthere,we’llappointyouanassistant.”

Ayize:“Siyabongasthandwa.”(Thankyoulove.)

Therearethreeemptychairs,Randallissittingacrossus.

Sethu:“Ithinkhe’sbored.”

Ayize:“Notwiththatladychattingupastorm withhim.”

He’ssmilingwithsomeladybesidehim,Ifeelapangofjealousy.Randalldoesnotsmile.

Sethu:“She’skindtochatwithhim,consideringthatpermanentfrownonhisface.”

Ayizelaughs.

Ayize:“Mynaïvesister,ugirlisflirtingwiththeguy.Uyasaziistinasisi?(Theywilltakeyourman.)

Me:“IblameR.Jhe’smakinghisfatheractlikethat.”

IspitoutthewordswhileglaringatRandallnotoncehasheturnedhisheadtolookatme.

Ayize:“R.J?”



Me:“Thebaby.”

Itouchmyfourweeksoldbabybump.

Me:“Thatmanneversmiledatmebefore,itallbeganrecently.”

Sethu:“Iremembermeetinghim thefirsttime,Ithoughtmaybethesecondtimehewouldbe

friendly.Theguywouldlookatyoulikeyoudidsomethingwrong.”

Sethuaddshermemory.

Ayize:“Howishesmilingwithher?”

Me:“Itoldyouthatit’sR.J.He'sbeentoolenientlately.”

Ayize:“KhuzauR.Jkengobathinasizokhuzauyiseandangekeathande.”(TellR.Jtostop

becausewewillreprimandhisfatherandhewon’tlikeit.)

ShesaysoutloudthatRandalltwistshisheadtofindallofusglaringathim.Hereadsthelook

onmyfaceandshiftsuncomfortablyonhisseat.

Ayize:“Sorrysisi.”(Sister.)

She’scallingtheladywho’senthralledonRandall,andcannothearawordfrom Ayizeasshe

continueswithhertalks.

Ayize:“Ousie,sisi.suster,heymakhadzi.”(Sister,aunt.)

Ayizeclapsherhands,tryingtogetthelady’sattention.

IseewhatSethuwastalkingaboutAyizeisloudandunashamed.Theladyfinallylooksup,her

smileslowlyfadesawayatthesightofAyize’spiquedface.

Ayize:“You’renext,bayakubiza.”(Theyarecallingyou.)

“Oh,Ididn’thear.”

Theladyjumpsup.

Ayize:“Yeahuzozwakanjaniubukeamadodaemehlweni.”(Howwillyouhearwhenyou’re

glaringintothisman’seyes?)

Herloudnesshasgottenherattentiononceagain.

“Yoh,yiniinkingayakhosisi?”(What’syourproblem?)

Theladyretortswithanattitude,Ayizefindshersquelchfunny.She’slaughinglikeitisajoke.

Ayize:“Qhubekagirl,hayinamisweetie”(Carryon,youdon’twanttomesswithme.)

TothinkthatAyizeisthissmallpetitewomanbut,herintimidatingdemeanourisenoughto

pushthisladytowalkon.

Sethu:“YouseewhyIsaidIdon’twanttotakeyouanywherewithme?”



Sethucomplains.

Ayize:“What’sahairsalonwithoutalittledrama?She’sluckyIdidn’tstartpullingherhair.”

Shestates.

Everyonecanhearherandfrom thelooksofittheyareamused.

Ayize:“ThatothergenderJesu,Igiveuponthem shame.Uyayibonaichappiesifuna

ukumnamathiselanayeuyasondela.”(Jesus.Hecanseetheladyistakingchancesandstill

entertainsher.)

I’m dead,Ican’tstoplaughing.

Everyoneinthisplaceofbusinessunderstandswhatsheissaying,theyareentertainedbyher

craziness.I’m gladRandalliscompletelyconfused.

Sethu:“Itwasn’tlikethat.”

Ayize:“Woobafazi,nanguusis’wami.Ngicelanikhulumenayetuu.Indodaiyathathwa.You

knowthepeoplethatsayitwillendintears?TheyaretellingnaïvegirlslikeyouSethu,stay

wokesisi.”(Ladies,hereismysister.Pleasetalktoher.Menareeasilytaken.)

Sheexclaimsloudenoughforeveryonetohear.

IturntoRandallandfindhim grimacingatme,thelighthasbecomebrightinhismindashehas

collectedthepiecesofthepuzzle.Idon’tknowwhathe’sgesturingwiththatheadshake.

Sethu:“Everyoneisstaringatyou,loweryourvoice.”

Sethuislaidback,thetotaloppositeofhersister.

Ayize:“TheyarestaringbecauseI’m talkingtothem.Idon’tknowwhytheyarenotresponding,

oneofthem will.”

Shesendsherrejoinderwithasmile.Theseladieslookliketheycametolistenandnotto

comment.Theyareonlyspectatorsandnotplayers.Myphoneisbuzzing.

Atextfrom Randall?

Randall:<<<Iwasn’tflirtingwithherIswear.>>>

ThankyouR.J,theoldRandallwouldn’thavebothered.

Me:<<<Iknow.>>>

That’sallI’m goingtosay.

Ilookuptofindhim glancingatme,he'swearingagloweronhisface.

Randall:<<<Whenareweleaving?>>>

He’stiredalready,mychancetospoilhismood.

Me:<<<Westillhave8hours.>>>



Hefurrowsabrowashereadsthetext,hisgoggleeyesfallonmeandIhavetolaughatthat

facialexpression.

Ayize:“Andthennina?”(Youtwo.)

Ayizeseeseverything.

Ayize:“Kumnandineh?”(It’sfunhey?)

Iam defeated.

Ayize:“Umjolobafazi,nabaabantu.”(Relationships,lookatthesetwo.)

Sheputsmeonthespotlight.

Ayize:“Ithinkit’stimeIfinallypresssendonthatemailIwrotetoDateMyFamily.Angeke,we

alsowanttosmileatourphones.”(Never.)

Shecontinueswithherprattling,IthoughtIhadseenitallwithNeobut,Ayizetakesthecup.

Sethu:“Itoldyouthatweshould’veleftherathome.”

Ithinkso.

“Youcancomesisi.”(Sister.)

Theladystandingbehindachaircallsme,therearetwoemptyspotssoAyizejumpsonthe

otherone.

Ayize:“Makemelookbeautiful,cutitalloutdon'tmakemeboldanddyeitred.”

Me:“Iwantthattoo.”

Iexclaim excitedly.

Sethu:“Noyoudon’t.Youtwocannotwalkaroundlookingliketwins.”

Sheisagainsttheidea.

Me“Whynot?”

Sethu:“Itwon’twork,lookoverthere.”

ShepointshereyesatRandall,he’sonhisfeetleeringatmewithconcernplasteredonhisface.

Ayize:“Singlenessislifegirl.”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Yousticktobraids,okay.”

Braidsitis.

Ayize:“Andthen,usisiwestraight-up?”(Theladywiththestraightup{Cornrows})

ShepointsatSethuwholooksnettledbyhersister’scomment.



Ayize:“Weknowyou’reanursebut,girlcornrows?Noman,leaveittomarriedwomen,itsuits

them better.”

Thesaloneruptswithlaughtertheymustbeshockedbythisgirlwhotalkslikethere’sno

tomorrow.

Sethugivesheraboredlook,itvanishesinasecondasshealsoburstsintolaughter.

Me:“Sethulooksfinewiththathair.”

Sethu:“ThankyouAmaraandIdiditlastweek.I’m notchangingitunlessyou’repayingforit.”

Ayize:“Staywithyourstraight-upsiswami.”(Mysister.)

Randalllooksveryimpatient,Iwouldn’tblamehim ifhestrollsoutofthisplace.

Ayize:“Whydoesn’thewalkaroundthemallwhilehewaits?”

Shehasseenittoo.

Me:“Hewon’tgo.”

Ayize:“Sovele,veleyouareMzansi’smostwanted?”(Forreal?)

Shequeriessoftly.

Ayize:“Imaginelivingyourlifeinfear?That’swhythatmanwatchesyoulikeahawk,youcan’t

sneezeinprivate.Hai,abantubayaphilangaphandlela.(Peoplelivestrangelives.)

Me:“Iknow,Iwouldhaveitotherwise.Itwillpass,Ican’twaittoliveanormallife.”

Ayize:“Itwillandonceitdoes,Iam takingyouclubbing.Umam’fundisidoesn’tdoclubs.”

(Pastor.)

That’sSethu,Ipresume.

Me:“I’llbeaballoonwhenthetimecomes.”

Iknowit’ssoonerthanIthink.

ThereareafewclothesthatIhavebeguntofightwith,Randallshouldbetheonegainingweight

sincethecravingshavefallenonhim.

SETHU*

Mybeautiful,sweet,talkativesisterconvincedmetochangemyhair,Iwentforbraidsaswell.If

anyonecouldpullofthelookAyizehason,thenit’sher.AmaragotthemakeoverthatAyize

spokeof,shewasforcedintoapartydress.Shehatedtheideabut,wentwithiteventually.She

wantedtoknowwhyshehadtowearmakeupandheals.Sotocoatthislittlesecretwehadto

dressuptoo.



Randallpullsupoutsidethehouse,weexitthecar.Amararemovesherhealsandhandsthem to

him

Randall:“Idon’tfitinthese.Myfeetarebig,mehemma.(Myqueen.)

Amarasnorts,AyizeandIreactwithgiggles.

Amara:“I’m notgoingtowearthosetothehouse,myfeetarekillingme.”

Ayize:“Ugirlujwayeleamaflipflops,shame.Ialsodon’tdoheals,theyhavetheirownpeople.”

(Sheisusedtoflipflops.)

ItpuzzlesmehowAmaralaughsatthisgirl’scomments.

Me:“You’respoilingit.”

IwhispertoAyize,shesmilesinreturn.Youcan’tkeepasecretwiththisone.

Ayize:“It’struehau.”

Randall:“That’sokay,let’sgoin.”

AyizeandIwalkbehindRandallandAmaraastheyleadthewaytothehousehandinhand.The

manguardingthedooropensitand….

SURPRISE!!!!

Arhythmicsoundchoruses.

Amaraistremendouslystaggered,shestandsastoundedwithherhandscoveringhermouth.

Thehouseisdecoratedwithanelegantpartytheme,wewentforblackandwhite.Lelosaid

thosewereAmara’scolours,it’sasmallgatheringwithaboutfifteenorlesspeople.

Amara:“OhmyGod.”

Shecan’tcontainhertears.

Liyanarunstoherandcoversherwithhertinyarms.

Liyana:“HappybirthdayMara.”

Shesquats,hugsLiyanaandplantsakissonhercheek.

Amara:“Thankyou,mybaby.”

Liyanahandsherasunflowerwhichputsasmileonherface.IseeAmaraexchangelookswith

Randall,theremustbeastorybehindthat.StylesandNeoapproachtheygiveherwishes

followedbyhugs.

Me:“HappybirthdayAmara.”

Iwipehertenacioustears.

Ayize:“You’reruiningyourmakeupstopcrying,wedon’twantyoucelebratingyourbirthday

lookinglikethebrideofchucky.”



Amarafallsintoasoftgiggle.

Amara:“Youtwoknewaboutthis?”

Ayize:“Icameclosetotellingyoushame,thisgirlcan’tkeepsecrets.”

Ibelieveher.Ayizekeptgivingherhints,luckily,Amaradidn’treadintothem.

Amara:“Thankyouguyssomuch.”

Wereceiveadouble-deckerhugfrom her.

Randallhasbeenstandingherebesideher,hehasnotbeenrecognizedforhisefforts.

Amara:“Youpretendedthatyouhadforgottenmybirthdaythismorning.”

Hertearsseekattentionagain,Randalltakeshercheeksintohispalmsandplacesasoft,gentle

kissonherlips.

Randall:“Happybirthday,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hesayssoftly.

Amara:“Thankyousomuch,babythisisbeautiful.”

Shesendshergratitudewithasmile.

Neocan’tkeepawayfrom Zee,he’srighthere,besidesher,pattingherhairandsheentertains

him bypushinghishandaway,sheisannoyed.

Me:“Youknow,youpraiseagirlifyouthinkshelookspretty.Youdon’tbullyher.”

Everyonelaughsatmyremark,Ididn’trealizeIwassoloud.

Styles:“Neoneedstotakelessonsfrom Randall.”

Hismentionhaseveryonelaughingapartfrom Randallwhocannotfindhiswaythroughthejoke.

Neo:“Uzeishopeless.Mehemma,getthemovieTitanicandmakesurehewatchesitmultiple

times,youwillthankmelater.”(Myqueen.)

Randall:“Whatisthat?”

Whodoesn’tknowTitanic?

Gaspsandcomplaintseruptfrom thisgroupoffriends,nooneunderstandswhyRandallislike

this.

Amara:“Don’tworrybaby,you’llfindoutsoon.”

Heisnotkeen,ifhewerehewouldbesmiling.

Neo:“Zee,keuenaenoa?”(Isthisyou?)

He’sflabbergasted.



Ayize:“Neobuatu,ubatlahoreng?”(SpeakNeo.Whatdoyouwanttosay?)

Neo:“Hainix.”(Nothing.)

Helies,hehassomethingonhischest.

Neo:“Redjoale?”(Redhey?)

Thereitis.

Ayize:“Yes,Ineededchange.”

SomeonehasputasmileonNeo’sface.

Me:“Ithinkitwouldbebestthatyouspeaknoworforeverholdyourpeace.”

He’sstarringather.

Ayize:“Ivoteforforeverholdyourpeace.”

Itried.

Randall:“Comewithme,Iwanttoshowyousomething.”

HetakesAmara’shandashe’sabouttopullheraway.

Amara:“Wait.WhereisLelo?”

Me:“She’sonherwaywithMbuso,shehadanappointmentwithhergynaetoday.”

Randalldoesnotgrantmeachancetocompletemyelucidation,he’sscuttlingawaywithAmara.

Neo:“Thosetwohayi.”(No.)

Ayize:“Umjolobaba.”(Relationships.)

AyizejustcalledNeobaby,thesmileonhisfaceisevidencethathelovedit.

Me:“Arewethereyet?”

Styles:“Where?”

Heasks.

Stylesislost,hehasnotseenthechemistrybetweenthesetwo.Evenablindpersoncanseeit.

Ayize:“Ungaphaphisisi.”(Don’tbeforward.)

Shecan’thidefrom me,I’m hersisterandIknowwhatIsee.Stylessuddenlylooksbothered,

he’sglaringatthedoor.IturntoseeNkomowalkinwithsomeguydressedinblack,hehas

shoulderlengthdreadlockshangingoverhisface.

Styles:“Kenny.”

Theyexchangehandshakes,Nkomoonlygetsafrown.



Neo:“Khomo,thisisyou?IthoughtGhanahasswallowedyou.”(Cow.)

Hesaysinamusement.

Nkomo:“Whatyoujustsaiddoesnotmakesense.”

Stlyes:“Itdoestome.”

Thelookhe’sgivingNkomomakesmeuncomfortableaswell.Thesetwoarequarrelling,

anyonecanfigurethatout.

Me:“Babe,excuseme.”

HenodsasItakeAyize’shandtopullheraway.Neoclutchestheotherhand.

Neo:“Whereareyoutakingher?”

He’sserious.

Ayize:“Rabobimaan,I’llbeback.”(Spiderman.)

Shecomplains.

Me:“I’llbringherbacknow.”

NeoisfallingforAyize,Idon’tseeherjumpingintoarelationshipanytimesoon.

NOMBULELO*

IknowthatMbusoisgoingthroughalotbuttotakeitoutonmeisnotfair.Iam tiredand

drained,thefightcommencedbeforeweleftthehouse.Itcontinuedallthewaytothehospital.

HewantedtocancelcomingtoAmara’sparty,Ihadtoforcehim.

Mbusorefusestoleavethatprivateclinicheworksfor.

Me:“ThiscannotgoonMbuso,Ithinkyoushouldgetajobatarealhospital.Youcan’tkeep

workingforthatIndianman,clearlyhedoesn’tpayyouenough.Theplacedoesnotmake

enoughmoney.”

Idoubtitmakesany.

Ican’tdealwithagrumpyMbusoanymore,heisexhausting.Heignoresmeandclimbsoutof

thecar.

Me:“Mbuso,I’m talkingtoyou.”

Isnatchhishandashepotterstowardsthehouse,thedooriswidelyopen.Thereisaguard

standingbythedoor.

Mbuso:“Wecameheretocelebrateyourcousin’sday,don’tspoilitLelo.”



Me:“Ihateitwhenyouignoreme.”

HedoeswhatIhavejusttoldhim nottodo,ignoresmeandmarchesintothehouseleavingme

behind.NowIhavetogointhereandpretendtobehappy.

Tobecontinued…

BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

149*

NTOMBI*

Moses:“WearenotgoingtodothatJonas,thatboywillcometouswhenheisready.”

Thesetwohavebeenatitforsometimenow,Jonasispesteringmyhusband.Hewantstocall

Lelo’sboyfriendandaskhim howfarheiswiththeplan.Mosesforbidit,I’m gladthathe’sable

tostandupasthemanofthehouse.DaysofJonasbullyingmyhusbandarecomingtoanend.

Jonas:“Youpeoplearedoingthingsthewrongway,Itoldyouthatboywilldisappoint.This

clearlyshowsthathe’snotseriousaboutLelo.”

Wedon’tseewhatJonassees,honestlyIdon’tknowwhathe’stalkingabout.

Jonas:“YourbrothershavenotcomeforthMoses,thereforeasNombulelo’suncleIwilltake

mattersintomyownhands.”

Moses:“NoJonas,Ican’tletyoudothat.Thisismytimetostandbymychild,it’smychanceto

makethingsrightwithherandIwillnotletyoutakeitawayfrom me.Iam goingtodowhatshe

wants.”

Ididn’tknowthat’showhefelt.

Jonas:“Moses,you’retellingmethatyou’reusingthisasanopportunitytomakeamendswith

Lelo?Atherexpense?Ihavealwaysknownthatyou’reselfish,everythingthatyoudohasan

agenda.”

Moses:“SelfishJonas?Isitselfishtowanttobeabetterfather?”

Me:“Kodwabhuti,youcan’tsaythat.Mosesistryinghere.”(Butbrother.)

Jonasistheonewhoisselfish.

Jonas:“TryingwhatNtombi?Thismanhasdoneterriblethingstothosegirls,thingsthatIwill



neverforgivehim for.Don’tthinkthatIhaveforgottenwhatyoudidtoAmara.Youcan’ttellme

thatyou’reachangedperson,justlikethat.NoonechangesovernightMoses.”

Whyismybrotherbitter?Idon’tlikethis,Idon’tlikeitatall.

Moses:“WhoareyoutojudgemeJonas?Howmanychildrendoyouhave?Youknownothing

aboutparenting,youcan’ttellmehowtoraisemydaughter.”

Mosesisgrowling.

Jonas:“That’sthethingMoses,youdon’tknowhowtoraisekids.LookwhatyoudidwithAmara,

youmolestedthepoorchild,youbastard.”

Moses:“Whatisyourproblem Jonas?Whatdoyouwantwithmydaughter?Whatisitthatyou

wantwithNombulelo?DoyouwanttodotoherwhatIdidtoAmara?Thiscannotbeaboutthat

boypayinglobolaorthedamages.”(Brideprice.)

Mosesneversawthisonecoming,Jonasjustpunchedhim onhisface.He’sluckyhisbody

supportedhim orhewouldhavefallen.

Jonas:“UyinjayezwaMoses.”(You’readog.)

Me:“Bhutino,noyoucan’tdothat.”(Brother.)

Jonas:“ShutupNtombi,Iam tiredofyourshit.”

Heshoutsashepointsafingeratme.

Me:“Kodwabhutiyoudidn’thavetopunchhim.”

Jonas:“WhoraisedyouNtombi?”

Thesternlook,he’sgivingmeforcesanansweroutofme.

Jonas:“DidIeverfailyouNtombi?DidIevergowronginraisingyou?”

Whyarewetreadingthispath?Idon’twantMosestofeelthatI’m turningagainsthim.

Me:“No.”

Jonas:“So,whyisyourhusbandsayingthesethingstome?”

Moses:“WhatelsedoyouwantmetothinkJonas?”

Me:“Mosesthulanawe.”(Keepquiet.)

Jonas:“HowdareyousaythattomeMoses?Howdareyoudisrespectmelikethat?Myonly

crimeistowantthebestforthosekids.YouhavedonenothingbutdisappointNombulelo,she

wouldn’tbeinthissituationifyouhaddoneyourjobasafather.Thatgirlisonlynineteen,she’s

pregnantandlivingwithamanwhohasn’tclaimedheryet.Howcanthatbeokaywithyou?You

claim thatyouwanttoprotectherbut,youhaven’tconsideredanyofthesethings.”

Mosesclickshistongue,hemarchesoutsideinafitofrage.It’sbetterthathecoolsoffbefore

Jonasdoestheworst.



Me:“Bhutingiyaxolisa,hedidn’tmeantosaythat.”(I’m sorrybrother.)

Myapologyseemstomeannothingtohim.

Jonas:“Youwantmetoleaveyourhouseright?IwillleaveNtombiandIhopethatyoudon’tlive

toregrethavingthatman’sback.IhavesaiditbeforeandIsayitagain.Moseswillbeyour

downfall,IregretthatIknowamanlikehim andit’ssadthatIcan’tkeepLeloawayfrom him.”

Me:“He’snotthatbadBhuti.”(Brother.)

Hefrowns.

Iam pissinghim off.

Jonas:“Don’tsayIdidn’ttellyou.”

It’shisturntoclickhistongue,hemarchesoutofthehouse.Ihopehe’snotgoingtohaveafall

outwithMoses.Mosescanbestupidsometimes.Howcanhesaythattomybrother?

MBUSO*

LeloandIhavebeenexchangingglancesthroughouttheday,Ihatefightingwithher.Iam under

pressure,itscaresmethatImightloseherandGoku.Shewantsmetoquitmyjob,whatshe

doesn’tknowisthatIoweRajeshsomuch.Hehelpedmethroughoutmedicalschool,yesmy

parentspaidformystudiesbut,thatwasonlyforfouryears.Ihadtofindmywayoutto

completemystudies,Rajeshhadthemoney.

WhileRandallandStyleswentforthethuglife,Iwentandgotaloanfrom Rajesh.Icouldn’tjoin

them,IguessIhaveneverbeenthatbrave.Rajeshwouldn’tacceptcashforpaybackbut,thatI

shouldworkforhim.Heopenedtheprivateclinicafewyearsaftergraduation.Maybeitreallyis

timetomoveon,thecentsImakefrom therewillnottakemeanywhere.

“Hey.”

Nkomosettlesnexttome,there’sabarsettinginthefoyerandthisiswhereIhavebeen

drowningmysorrowsawayforthepastthirtyminutes.Thelookslelokeepsgivingmehavesaid

amillionwords.

Nkomo:“What’syourexcuse?”

Heholdsaglassofwhiskeyinhishand,mustbedrinkingawayhissorrowstoo.

Me:“Women.Yours?”

Hehuffs,onlyawomancanmakeamanhufflikethis.

Nkomo:“Women.”

Figured.



Ican’tkeepmyeyesoffofLelo,IknowthatIwillhearaspeechwhenIgethome.Shehatesit

whenIdrink.

Nkomo:“Thebeautifulladyoverthere.Isshetheonewhohasyouswimminginliquor?”

Helaughsathisquestion,he’sseenherstaringbackatme.

Me:“That’sher.”

Nkomo:“Itcan’tbe,suchapeacefulsoul.”

Hespeaksasifheknowsher.

Me:“Am Imissingsomething?”

Nkomo“Icametoyourhouseonce,lookingforyou.SheisafeistyoneItellyou.”

Idon’tknowifIlikehiscomment.

Me:“Thatwasyou?Whydidn’tyoucallmeorleaveamessage?”

Nkomo:“Hey,likeIsaid,sheisafeistyone.Shedidn’tgivemeachance.”

ThatsoundslikeLelo.

Me:“Ithinkthat’senoughstaringforthedaybruh.”

Hebringshiseyesbacktohisglass,takesasipashechortles.

Nkomo:“Lookatthosetwo.”

Iturntothedirectionhe’sfacing,hespeaksofthetworascalsRandallandStyles.Theyare

secretlychattingatacornerinthelounge.

Me:“Thosetwoarecrazy,youshouldhaveranwhenyouhadthechance.Iranandneverlooked

back.”

MaybeifIstayed,Iwouldn’tbestruggling.

Nkomo:“Iknow.Whattheheckanyway?Ihatehowtheythinktheycancontrolpeople’slives.”

There’sareasonhe’ssayingthis.

Me:“Whatdidtheydotoyou?”

Nkomo:“NothingIcan’thandle.”

Hegulpsdownhisdrink.

Me:“Ineedmoney.”

I’m tiredofkeepingitinmychest.

Nkomo:“Howmuch?”

Hepullsoutawalletfrom hispocket.



Me:“About200000.”

Hisjawdropsandquicklyshovesthewalletbackinhispocket.

Nkomo:“Whatisitfor?”

Ican’tlethim knowthatI’m borrowingmoneyformyfamily.

Nkomo:“Heyit’sokayifyoudon’twanttotellme.”

HestatesashenoticeshowuncomfortableIhavebecome.

Nkomo:“Ihaveknownyouforawhilenow,you’reapridefulmanandwillneveraskforhelp

from anyone.”

Me:“I’m notapauperNkomo,Iwouldn’twantpeoplethinkingthatIcan’tholdmyown.”

Nkomo:“Youneedtoletgoofyourprideandaskforhelp.Thoseidiotsareyourfriends,I’m sure

theywon’thesitatetolendahand.”

Hecouldberight,IshouldhaveatalkwithRandall.

AMARA*

Thepartyisgoingokay,thereissoftmusicplayinginthebackground,Randalldisappeared

somewherewithStyles.Ihaven’tseenhim since,I’m intheloungewithAyizeandLelo.

Lelodoesnotlookhappy,shehasnotstoppedglancingatMbusooverthere.Shehasn’tsaid

mucheither,Ayizeisthecentreofattention.Shecanspeakthedayaway.

Me:“YouknowLeloifyouwanttospeaktoMbuso,youshouldgotohim.”

Shesighsandit’saheavyone.

Lelo:“It’sbetterwe’reawayfrom eachotheratthemoment.”

Ayize:“Troubleinparadise?”

Ayizekeepstakingsipsoftheorangejuiceinherhand,thesourfaceshemakeswhenshe

swallowsisepic.Ihaveafeelingthatshewouldratherbedrinkingsomethingelse.

Lelo:“Mbusodoesnotwanttogetajob.”

Me:“Isn’theadoctor?”

Doctorsgetpaidalot,don’tthey?

Lelo:“Heworksatsomeclinicforafriend.”

Ayize:“Howlonghashebeenadoctor?”



Lelo:“Sixyearsormore,I’m notquitesure.”

Shereplieswithanothersigh.

Ayize:“Whyishestuckataclinic?Girltellthatmantogetajob,it’s2020.Lifeishard,he’llopen

hisownpracticewhenhe’ssettled.Cabanganjeudokotelaongenamali.”(Imagineabroke

doctor.)

Shepushestheglassawayindisgust.

Ayize:“Whyam Idrinkingthis?”

Shecomplains.

Me:“TalktoMbuso,Lelo.Withthebabycomingyoutwowillneedthemoney.”

Lelo:“HesnapseachtimeItrytospeaktohim.”

Ayize:“Areyougrillingtheman?Don’tbenaggingsisi,hewillflee.Thatothergenderhaswings,

you’llblinkandhe’sgone.”

Thatcan’tbetrue,IknowLelohasafearofrejection.ShesaysitbeganwhenZumaandher

parentsabandonedher.Itwasthescariesttimeinherlife.

Me:“Mbusoisagoodman,hewillunderstand.Youtwoarejustgoingthroughaphase,itwill

pass.”

Itdoesnotseem likeshehashope.

Ayize:“Goodmanornot,theyflee.”

Sherepliesasshescanshereyesaround,she’slookingforsomeone.

Me:“Stopscaringher.”

AyizeturnstolookataterrifiedLelo.

Ayize:“Arghshameaskies,you’rethattypekanti?IthoughtSethuwastheonlyone.I’m kidding

lovey,theydon’tfly,theywalk...”(Sorry.)

Thisispointless.

Ayize:“...away.”

Lordhavemercy.

Lelo:“Mbusoisnotgoinganywhere,Iknowhewon’t.”

Shedeclareswithconfidence.

“Amara.”

Thatvoice.

IturntothefamiliarvoicetofindKenneth,he’slookingdownatme.



Me:“Hi.”

HecouldbelookingforRandallandStyles.

Ayize:“Oh,hi.”

Hermoodsuddenlylightsup.

Ayize:“Ohgirl,darkandmysterioushey.”

Shewhisperstome,Ihavenocomeback.

Kennethdoesnotreplytothegreetings.

Me“ThisisAyizeafriendandLelomysister.”

Ifeelaneedtointroducethem.

Kennethnods,hestandswithhishandsbehindhisbackandthatmakeshim unapproachable.

Ayize:“Doeshetalk?”

Shemumblestome,it’spossiblethatKennethcanhearher.

Me:“AreyoulookingforStylesandRandall?Isawthem…”

Kenneth:“No,I’m hereforyou.”

Okay…

Me:“Doyouneedanything?”

HeglancesatLeloandAyizebeforebringinghiseyesbacktome.

Ayize:“Sukumasisi,theywanttotalktoyou.”(Standup.)

Shenudgesme.

Idon’tknowwhathewantsbut,Igetupanyway.

Ayize:“<<<Amagugualelizweayosal’emathuneni.>>>”(Allprecioustreasureremainsinthe

grave.){Funeralsong.)

Shesingsasshegrabstheglassofjuicethatshehadabandonedandsipsonit,Leloislaughing,

shegetsthejokewhileI’m leftinthedark.

Kenneth:“Youlookgreat.”

Isenseabitofnervousnessinhim.

Me:“Thanks.”

IlookbacktofindLeloandAyizestaringatus,Ineedtoaskthem aboutthosefacial

expressionstheyhaveon.

Kenneth:“Happybirthday.”



WheredoIhidenow?

Wheredoyouhidewhensomeonewishesyouahappybirthday?

Me:“ThanksKenneth.”

We’resilentnowandhe’sstaring.

Me:“WereyoulookingforStylesorRandall?”

IknowIaskedhim thisbefore.

Kenneth:“Iknowwheretheyare,Icametoseeyou.”

Me:“Why?IfImayask.”

Hereachesforhisearlobe,pullsitdownacoupleoftimesandclearshisthroat.

Kenneth:“Ihavesomethingforyou.”

Herevealstheotherhand,abookwrappedinaroyalblueribbonsitsonit.

Me:“Abook?”

Kenneth:“Ididn’tknowwhattogetyou.”

Me:“Thanks.”

Ireachmyhandtotakeitandsomeonebeatsmetoit,Iknowthishand.

Randall:“Thepresentsarekeptinthatcorner.”

HeuttersasheplacesthebookbackonKenneth’shand.

Me:“It’sokayRandall,I’ll…”

Randall:“Thankyou,Mkhize.”

That'saharshdismissal.

Thelookhe’sgivingKennethisnotpleasant,Kennethisgloweringathim.It'sclearthatthere's

nolovelostbetweenthesetwo.

Kenneth:“HappybirthdayagainAmara.”

HesauntersawaybeforeIsendmygratitude,Mr.OKolieislivid.

Me:“Fixyourface,it’smydaytoday.”

Iironhiswrinklewithmyfingers.

Randall:“Whatdidhewant?”

Histonehaschanged,itsoundsdeepernow.

Me:“Hewantedtowishmeahappybirthday.”



Ithoughtitwasobvious.

Randall:“Awayfrom everyone?”

Me:“Isthereaproblem Randall?”

Idon’tunderstandhisanger.

Randall:“Iwantyoutostayawayfrom him,Amara.”

Hegivesacommand.

Me:“Idon’thaveareasontobearoundhim,Iactuallythoughtthathe’syourfriend.”

Randall:“Heisnofriendofmine,stayclearofhim.”

Me:“Okay,youdon’thavetobeangryaboutit.”

Iholdhishandtocalm him down.

Randall:“Comewithme,Ihavesomethingforyou.”

Me:“No,lasttimeyousaidtocomewithyou,youlockedusinaroom.”

Themissiontoputasmileonhisfaceisasuccess,althoughit'saghostlyone.HoweverIwill

takeit.

Randall:“It’sdifferentthistimeyou’llsee.”

IturnbacktoleeratLeloasRandallpullsmeaway,Ayizeisnolongerthere.Lelo'seyesarestill

stuckonMbuso,Iwishshewouldgoandspeaktohim.

AYIZE*

“Hello.”

It’saprivatenumber,Ihaveafewmissedcallsfrom it,mycuriositygotthebestofmeandhere

Iam waitingtohearwhothefoolonthereceivinglineis.I’m standingbytheflightofstairs,

there’slessnoisehere.

“Hi,Zee.”

Thisvoicealwaysmakesmybloodboil,IthoughtLethabowasinjail.

Lethabo:“That’swhathecallsyouright?Thatlittleboywhoisenjoyingmygoodiesnow.”

Hesoundsmorepervertedonthephone.

Me:“Whatdoyouwant?”

ThehateIhaveforthismanisenoughtosendhim tohisgrave.



Lethabo:“YouthinkBentencanscareme?Youseem toforgetthatIcanturnyourworldupside

downatthetouchofabutton.”

Ihadforgottenaboutthat,Neomademeforgetmyproblemsthat,IpushedLethaboandthe

footageoutofmyhead.

Me:“You’resupposedtobeinjailLethabo.”

He’schortlingandthesoundofhislaughtermakesmyskincrawl.

Lethabo:“There’snothingthatmoneycan’tbuysweetie,nowIneedyoutolistentome.You

mightneedapenandpapertojotthisdownbecauseyou’restupid.”

Hetaunts,thisishisdailybread.

Me:“VoetsekLethabo.”(Pissoff.)

Lethabo:“Ohbaby,Iloveitwhenyoutalkprofanity,itturnsmeon.”

Theinsolenceofthispervert.

Lethabo:“Iwantyoutomeetmeatthisaddress,atexactly10pm orelseZeewillbefamousby

morning.”

Iam noteasilyterrifiedbutrightnow,Ican’tbreathe.WhatwillNeothinkofmewhenhesees

thatfootage?

Lethabo:“Ihopeyou’rewritingeverything.”

Me:“Igotit.”

Lethabo:“That’smygoodlittlebitch,I’llseeyoulatersweetheart.”

Hecutsthecallwithascornfullaugh.Iknowwhattodo.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

150*

NOBAYENI*

Dladla:“Heyyou’rehome?”

Thisidiot.

Whatishedoinghere?Timothylikesplayingwithfire.He’scomfortablysittingonmycouch

sippingonacupoftea.

Me:“What’sgoingon?”

Ishutthedoor,toddletomyhusband.He’swearinganapron,IwishTimothydoesn’thaveto

seehim likethis.

Me:“Hihoney.”

IgiveDladlaalingeringkiss,Iholdonashetriestodrawback.Myarmsarearoundhisneck,he

smilesasIbitehisbottom lip.

Dladla:“WhatdidIdotodeservethat?”

Me:“You’reanamazinghusbandandIloveyou.”

Heraiseshiseyebrowsindisbelief.

Dladla:“Okay,Ishouldgettheseeveryday.”

Me:“Youwillmylove.”

Ikisshim again,westopatthesoundofthatfoolclearinghisthroat.Whyisheinmyhouse?

Dladla:“Timothycameheretoseeyou.”

Timothy’ssmileisdisturbing,Ihadtoldhim tostayawayfrom myhusband.

Tim:“Yes,youlefttheofficeearlytodayandtherewassomethingimportantweneededto

discuss.”

Imbecile.

Dladla:“Aboutthat.Wheredidyougo?”

I’m beingaskedaboutmycomingsandgoingsnowbecauseofTimothyMabuza.

Me:“Iwenttovisitmama’sgrave.”



Dladla:“Youshould’vetoldme,Iwould’vecomewithyou.”

Timothy:“Samehere,ImeanMrs.Mdluliwaslikeamothertome.Besides,it’snotsafefor

womentowanderalone,thiscountryisslowlybecomingaplaceofhell.”

Thatsoundslikeathreat.

Me:“WhatdoyouwantTimothy.”

MyarmsarewrappedaroundDladla,Iam markingmyterritory.TimothyhastoknowthatIam

notleavingmyhusbandforhim.

Timothy:“Ineedtodiscussafewthingswithyouandthereisafilethatneedssigning.”

Heliesthroughhisteeth.

Me:‘I’lldothattomorrowatwork.”

Timothy:“Itcan’twaitactually.”

Iseethatslylookhe’sgivingme.

Dladla:“I’llgiveyousomeprivacy,I’llbeinthekitchen.”

Hekissesmycheek,Iholdontohishandashestartstoplodaway.

Me:“Iloveyou.”

IknowIlovehim andIwouldn’twanttolosehim,thisstupidaffairwasonlyforfun.

Dladla:“Iloveyou.”

Hetakesoffwiththatdeclaration.Iflinchattheloudsoundofahandclap,Timothyisonhis

feetclappinghishands.HeisstrangeandIcannotgraspwhathisproblem is.

Timothy:“Wow,greatactingBayeni.”

Heamblestomewhileapplauding,theslygrinturnsintoadeepfrown.

Me:“Whatare…”

Heclutcheshishandsonmyjaw.

Timothy:“Youcan’tplaywithmesweetheartanddumpmelikethat.I’m notyourtoyboy.”

Hegruntsthroughgrittedteeth,theunfamiliarcoldnessinhiseyessendsshiversthroughout

mybody.

Timothy:“Thesearemylipstokiss.”

Roughly,hewipesmylipswithhishand,Igrabholdofhiswristtogethim offme.Heisstronger

thanIthink.Ican’tspeakduetomymouthclungtogether,Icanonlymummer.

Timothy:“Ahh!”



Heslantshisheadtotheside.

Timothy:“You’recleannow.”

HepullsbackandIstaggerback,sendmyhandtorubawaythepainonmyjaw.

Me:“Whatisyourproblem?”

Timothy:“Idon’thaveaproblem mylove,Isimplycameheretoseeyou.Iam yourotherman,

am Inot?”

Hesneers.

HowdidImisstheredflags?ThisisnottheTimothyIknow,heisnottheTimothyIletinmy

bed.

Me:“Getoutofmyhouse.”

Allthiswhilewearewhispering,ifBridgettegetshomeandfindshim hereallhellwillbreak

loose.

Timothy:“Justsoyouknowmylove,Iam notlettingyougo.YouaremineBayeniandwewillbe

togetheroneday.Dladlaisagoodman,itwillbeashameifheweretoaccidentallyshoot

himselfwiththatgunstrappedonhiswaist.”

Hesmirks.Heisthreatingmyhusband.

Me:“Ifyoudarehurthim,Timothy.”

Hechortles.

Timothy:“Don’tworry,ifhebehavesIwon’tlayafingeronhim.”

Hewinks.

Timothy:“Commissioner.”

HiseyesareonmeashecallsouttoDladla,Timothyhassomethingonhismind.Idon’tknow

what,howeverIknowthatIwillprotectmyfamilyfrom him ifheplansonhurtingthem.

Dladlaamblesback,hecarriesanemptyplateonhishand.

Timothy:“SorryIcan’tstayfordinner,Ihavetorushhome.MaybeI’llgettotasteyourfoodnext

time,Bayenitellsmethatyou’reagreatcook.”

Eachwordthatemanatesfrom hismouthisalie.

Dladla:“Okay.”

Dladla’sresponseisundoubtedlyguarded.

Timothy:“Bayeni,Iwillseeyoutomorrow,don’tbelate.”

Hewinksandletshimselfout,myeyesinstantlyruntoDladla,he’sgazingatthedoorwithhis

eyebrowsraised.Hisfacialexpressionholdsquestions,Ihopehewon’taskmeanyofthem.



Dladla:“Bayeni?”

Timothy,youstupidcow.

Me:“That’swhattheycallmeatwork.”

Pleasedon’taskmeanymore.

Dladla:"Thefoodisalmostready.Khethuwillnotbejoiningus,she’swithMbongeni.”

Heannouncesashelumbersbacktothekitchen.Thatwasaclosecall.

AMARA*

Everyonehasgatheredinthebackyard,thenighthasfallen.Thereisabeautifulsetting,along

woodentableissetafewyardsfrom thepool.Itisadornedwithalongwhitelinenclothdraped

inthemiddle,whitejasmineflowersarespreadacrossthetable.Therearestringlights

cascadingabovewithacomplimentaryoflanternlights,givingthesceneryaromantic

atmosphere.IseeSethurushuptomeandStylestaggingbehindher,shecarriesabigsmile

andthere’sabounceinherwalk.

Sethu:“Hey.”

Hersmileisuncontainable.

Me:“Whatareyouhappyabout?”

Sethu:“Nothing,I’m allowedtobehappy,right?”

Thatgiggleissuspicious.

Me:“Styles,iseverythingokay?”

Withhishandstuckedinhispockets,heshrugshisshoulders.Sethuhasherarmsovermeand

hertitterskeepticklingmyears.

Ican’tseeRandallanywhere,IwassoentrancedbythescenerythatImissedhim walkaway.

Me:“WhyisSethusohappy?”

Hesmiles.

Styles:“Thisisher,she’salwayshappy.”

Yeahright.Thesetwocan’thideanything.

Sethu:“Thankyoubabe,youseeAmara?You’rereadingtoomuchintothissmileofmine.”

Yeah…

Shesaysthiswhileshe’sfailingtocontainhergiggle.



Me:“AndI’m supposedtobelievethat?”

Styles:“IthinkI’m startingtoseewhatAmaraistalkingabout.Whatisitkitten?Isthere

somethingyouwanttotellus?”

Shesimpersathisstatement.

“Styles,canwetalk?”

Nkomolooksterrible,Ithinkhe’sdrunk.

Styles:“UnlessyouwanttotellmewhatIwanttohear,Ihavenothingtosaytoyou.”

Herepliescoldly.

Nkomo:“Justaminuteman…”

Hepleads.

Stylesleersathim forawhile,heappearsnottolikethestateNkomoisin.

Styles:“We’lltalklater.”

Hesays,Nkomonodsbeforewalkingaway.

Sethu:“Isheokay?”

Styles:“Heis.”

That’sit…

AsIturntomyrightIseeLelowithMbuso.Hisarmsarearoundherashecontinuestodraw

circlesonherbelly.Thesadnesssheheldbeforehaslonggone,youwouldthinkitwasan

illusion.

Neoisheretoo,hisrestlesseyesaresearchingforsomeoneorsomething.Hespotsusanda

distantworrisomesmiletakesoverhisface.

Me:“HerecomesNeo.”

Iintroduce,Stylesnoticestheobvioussadnessonhisfaceashe’sploddingthisdirection.

Styles:“What’swrong?”

Neo:“HaveyouseenZee?”

Me:“ThelasttimeIsawhershewasinside.”

Sethu:“IseverythingokayNeo?”

Neo:“Yeah.”

He’snotconvinced,himself.

Sethu:‘I’llgocheckonher.”



Styles:“LetNeodoitKitten,I’m notlettingyououtofmysightagain.”

Hepullshertohim withonehandandshecrushesonhischest.

Neo:“Lona,letsoanaleUzelemehemma.Leaboraleatseba?”(YoutwoarelikeUzeandmy

queen.{Amara.}You’reboring,youknow?)

Hetreadsoffwithatongueclick.

Sethu:“What’swrongwithNeobabe?”

Styles:“Don’tworryabouthim,he’sprobablyhungry.Hegetsgrumpywhenhe’shungry.”

Hecouldbeseriousaboutitbut,Ifindajokethroughithencemyquicklaugh.

Sethu:“Stoplying.”

Shejabshischest.

Styles:“Neowillbefine,heworriestoomuchthat’sall.”

Me:“AboutZee?”

Sethugiggles.

“Here,Ifewantstospeaktoyou.”

Randallsays.

Wheredidhecomefrom?

Hehandsmeaphone,thefirstthingIseeisIfeanyi’sgleamingface.

Ife:“Happybirthdaysisterin-law.”

Shesings,herenergywillneverfade.

Me:“ThanksIfe,thisisasurprise.”

Ife:“I’m sorrythatIcouldn’tbethere.”

Sheutters.

Me:“Thisismorethanenough.”

IfehasthesamesmilethatSethuhadwhensheapproachedme.Ihavetoask.

Me:“Caretoexplainthatsillysmileonyourface.”

Itgrows.

Ife:“Whatsmile?”

ItturnsintoasnickerandIam convincedthatsomethingisup.

Ife:“Ican’ttalklonghey,Iwanttowishyouallthebestinyournewlifesisandmakesure



brotherdoeseverythingright.Don’tlethim offthehook,themanisspoiled.”

Inodtoherinstructions.

Me:“IwillandIwillneedyourhelponceinawhile.”

Ife:“Yougotit.Canyoudosomethingforme?”

Me:“Whatisit?”

“Mara.”

IlookupasIhearLiyanacallingouttome,shewaves,ahugesmilepastedonherface.Iwave

andturnmyfocusbacktoIfe.

Ife:“Iwantedyoutolookup.”

Shesays.

Ifeisactingstrange.

Me:“It’sonlyLi…”

Mywordsarepushedbackbyafamiliarmalevoicesinging,mymindisplayingtrickswithme.I

takemyeyesbacktowhereLiyanaisstandingandmyheartstops.No,thatisnotRandall

singingthere.

Hehasamicrophoneclutchedonhishandwhileslowlystridingtome.

<<<SaidIdoneitall>>>

<<<ButfranklygirlI’m tiredofthisemptiness>>>

<<<Iwannacomehometoyouandonlyyou>>>

<<<‘Causemakinglovetojustanyoneain’thappening>>>

<<<Ijustgottabewithyou>>>

<<<Doyouthinkaboutusfinishingsomethingwestartedsolongago?>>>

<<<Iwannagiveyoumyall>>>

<<<Doyouthinkaboutmaybeushavingsomebabies?>>>

<<<Comeonwon’tyoubemyladyforever,yeah>>>

<<<I’m readytocommittoyou>>>

<<<AndIjustcan’twaitforthatnight>>>

<<<‘CauseIneedyouherewithme>>>

<<<Andlet’sstartafamily>>>

<<<Meetmeatthealterwithyourwhitedress>>>



<<<Weain’tgettingnoyounger,wemightaswelldoit>>>

<<<BeenfeelingallthewhilegirlImustconfess>>>

<<<Girllet’sjustgetmarried>>>

<<<Ijustwannagetmarried>>>

HereIam standingbeforehim,overwhelmedanddumbfounded.Itallfeelslikeadream,his

handinminekeepsreassuringmethatIam widelyawakeandthismanisserenadingasongto

me.Myhearthasn’tstoppedpounding,itwantstopopoutofmyribcage.That’showintenseit

is.Itfeelsstrangehavingallthesepairsofeyesonme,moreoverIhaveneverbeenthecentreof

attention.

Ihavealwaysbeenthatgirlbehindyou,neverthelessIcareaboutthesesetofeyesthatare

nervouslygazingintomineandallothershavedisappeared.

Me:“Randall?”

Ifightwiththesyllable,I’m astoundedandtalkinghasbecomeamission.Mybodyistrembling

andmytearshavedecidedtobeapartofthismoment.

Randall:“Amarawill…”

“Getonyourknee.”

Stylesshouts,asoundoflaughtereruptsfrom everyone.RandalldropsonhiskneeandLiyana

bouncestohisside.Shehandshim ajewellerybox,anyonecanfigurethisout.Heflipsitopen

revealingthemostbeautifulringIhaveeverseen.Nothingbeatsthespeechhemadethedayhe

proposedbutthisiseverything.

Randall:“Me,hemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hestarts.

Lookingintohiseyes,Iseethebeautifulfuturewewouldspendtogethersprawlingoutbefore

me.

Randall:“Willyoutakethisjourneyoflifewithmeandmarryme?”

Thewordscomeoutofhislips.

Okay,he’sdonethisbeforeright?So,whyam Ifrozen?

Ofcourse,Ididn’texpectthisandfrom him ofallpeople.Idon’tthinktherearewordstoconvey

howwonderfulthisfeels.Ican’tfindtheanswerbut,it’satthetipofmytongue.Randallclears

histhroatashenervouslyscansoursurroundings,hebringshiseyesbacktome.

Randall:“Thisisthepartwhereyousayyes.”

Thereislaughteratthesoundofhisreminder,Ismileandthewordfeelsreadytorushoutofmy



mouth.

Me:“Yes.”

AsmileclaimshisfaceandIseehim breatheasighofrelief,inasecondhe’sbackuponhis

feet,hislipscoveringmine.

“Gosh,Randall.Youforgotthering.”

That’sMbuso’svoice,it’saccompaniedbyechoesofhilarity.Randalldrawsback,heisso

nervousIalmostfeelsorryforhim.

“Somebodyteachthismanplease.”

Stylesyellscrackinganotherjokewhichpeoplefindfunny.

“Andgobackonyourknee.”

Headds.

Randall:“Hey,you’realsolaughingatme?”

Ismashmyhandonmymouthtocurbthestubborntitterthat’sforcingitswayoutofmylips.

Onhiskneeagain,heslipstheringonmyfingerand…

It’sofficial,Iam afiancétothemostamazingmanIhaveeverknown.I’m backinhisarmsand

he’skissingmeasifwe'retheonlyoneshere.Idrawback,hearingLiyanagiggleandapplauds

from thefriends.

Me:“Mybaby.”

She'sinmyarmstwittering.

Ihearawomanululating,it’sauntPetunia.She’sjubilantasshedancesincircles,myuncleis

withher.

Ididn’tknowthattheywerehere,theyapproachmewithhugs.

Me:“Uncle?”

Mhambi:“Wecouldn’tmissit.”

It’sgoodtoseehim smile.

Mhambi:“Hecameandaskedforyourhandinmarriage.”

HemeansRandall,Idon’tthinkhewilleveraddresshim byhisname.Iam smilingatmyfuture

husbandandIcannotcomprehendhowluckyIam tobelovedbyhim.Howdidhepullthisoff?I

stillhavetoinvestigate,someonehadahandinitandIsmellIfe.

Me:“Randallyouarefullofsurprisestoday,hey.”

Hewinksatme.

NeedImention,heisstandingafewstepsawayfrom me?Ifmyunclewasnothere,hishands



wouldbealloverme.

Randall:“I’m gladthatyoucouldmakeitbaba.”(Sir.)

Ilovetherespectheportraystowardsmyuncle.

Mhambi:“Idon’tknowhowyouyoungstersdothingslately,whatcomfortsmeisthatyou’re

awareofourcustoms.”

Randall:“Yebobabaandthedatehasbeenset.”(Yessir.)

Mhambi:“It’sgoodtohearthatmyson.”

Myson?

WaytogoRandall,youscoredyourselfsomepointswithmyuncle.Nowthestubbornone

remains.

SpeakingofuncleJonas.

Me:“Whereismalume?”(Uncle.)

Petunia:“Hecouldn’tmakeit.”

Orhedidn’twanttocome,StylesisapproachingushandinhandwithSethu.Hewalkswithso

muchconfidencelikeheknowswhathe’sdoing.

“Greetings.”

Heshakesmyuncle’shand,likeIsaid,hecarriesthispoise.

Mhambi:“Yebondodana.”(Greetingsmyson.)

Sethusendshergreetingtomyaunt.

Randall:“ThisismybrotherStyles,heisoneofthemenwhowillpartakeinthenegotiations.”

Randallintroduces.

Styles:“Iwouldliketohaveawordwithyousir,ifyoudon’tmind.”

Whatisgoingtobesaidinmyabsence?SethuandIwatchthem astheyambleintothehouse,

auntneverleavesmyuncle’sside.

Randalldrawshisarm aroundmethemomentmyunclestepsintothehouse.

Me:“Asong?”

Hesmiles.

Randall:“Ifesentittomethreedaysago,Ididn’thavemuchtimetorehearse.”

Me:“Butyoudidagoodjob,Ididn’tthinkthatyouhaditinyou.”

Randall:“Thingswedoforlove.”



Thecomplaintcomeswithakiss.

Me:“Keepthisupandyoumightgetthosetwelvekidsyouwant.”

Hegrins,claspshisarmsaroundmeashepullsmeclosershuttingthespacebetweenus.I’m

kiddingaboutthebrats.

Sethu:“Guysyou’renotmarriedyet,giveusabreak.”

Iforgotabouther.

Randall:“I’m goingtoseeifStylesisstillalive.”

Me:“Notfunny.”

Hesniggerswhilehewandersintothehouse.

Thepartyisbuzzingoutsidenow.I’m swampedbyaseriesofcongratulationsfrom everyone.

LeloandMbusohavecomeaswell.

Lelo:“Wow,lookatyou.”

Shehugsme.

Me:“Yeah.”

Lelo:“CanIseeit?”

Shetakesmyhandtoinspecttheshinydiamondonmyfinger.

Sethu:“It’sbeautiful,isn’tit?”

Ithinksotoo,I’m notsureifLelofeelsthesame.

Mbuso:“CongratulationsAmara,finallysomeoneisgoingtotiethebeastdown.”

Ireturnthesmilethat’sflashingonhisface.

Me:“ThankyouMbuso.”

Lelo:“Areyoureadythough?”

Ididn'ttellLelothatRandallhadproposed,Iwasn’tsurewhatherreactionwouldbesincethere

wasnoring.Nowthatthereisandshewitnessedtheengagement,Ifailtoreadherattitude

towardseverything.

Me:“Iam ready,Ilovehim.”

Lelo:“Ithinkit’stoosoon.”

Sethu:“AreyoukiddingmeLelo,ifanyonedeservesthis,it’sthesetwo.”

Sethujumpstomyrescue.

Mbuso:“IagreewithSethu.”



Me:“Thankyouguys.”

Leloisnotsureaboutthisengagement,Idecidenottoletherspoilmymood.

Me:“Ihaveaweddingtoplan.”

Iexclaim inexcitement.

Sethu:“Ihaveafewideasinmind.”

Me:“Great.WhataboutyouLelo?Don’tyouhaveanythinginmind?”

She’stooquietandit’sstressingmeout.

Lelo:“There’sstilltime.What’stherush?”

Leloqueries,simperingatme.Ifeelabitofhurtthatshe’snotrejoicingwithme,Iwantherby

mysideduringmyhappiestmoment.

Sethu:“Ithinkit’stheperfecttime,inafewmonthsshe’llbereadytopop.It’sbettertodoit

now.”

Sethusbreaksthenews,wehadn’ttoldanyonebesidesStylesandNeo,afraidthatLelomight

slipupandtellmyuncles.

Lelo:“Pop?Amara,you’repregnant?”

Thehurtinhervoicehitslikeaflood.

Me:“Weweregoingtotellyouguys.”

Mbuso:“Wow,youreallyarekeepingthatmanbusyhey.”

Hegagsathisownjoke,Sethufindshim funnytoowhileLeloisstraight-faced.

Me:“Lelo,won’tyoucongratulatemeformybaby?We’rebothgoingtobemothers.”

Shedoesn’treturnthesmileIgive.

Lelo:“Everyoneknewaboutthepregnancyexceptme,yoursister.”

Me:“Noteveryone,RandalltoldStylesandhe…”

Mbuso:“Youdon’thavetoexplainAmara,thereisnoneedforthat.”

Mbusodropsin.IfeelthatIshouldexplain,Ioweheranexplanation.

Lelo:“Mbusoisright,youdon’thavetoexplain.Iunderstand.”

Thereisasmileonherfaceyethervoicesingsadifferenttune.

Me:“Okay,I’m gladbecauseIwantyoutobemymaidofhonour.”

Iseeabitofresistanceinhereyesbeforeasmiletakesover.

Lelo:“Sure,I’dloveto.”



Thiscallsforahug,Sethujoins.RandallandIstillhavetodiscussthedatebut,Iknowthatit’s

soon.

Sethu:“LikeAyizewouldsay‘Umshadolento.”(It’sawedding.)

Sheexclaimsloudly,I’m gladthatLeloislaughingalongwithus.Iwon’tbeabletodothis

withouther.

AYIZE*

Twoormoreglassesofwinewouldn’thurt,Ineedtoforget.Mymindisbetrayingme,it’s

showingmethesevisualsIdon’twanttosee.Ishouldn’thaveansweredmyphone.Lethabois

evil,Iwishourpathsnevercrossed.

It’smyluckthateveryoneisoutside,I’m abletogulpdownonemoreglassofwine.Sethuiswith

Amarashewon’tknoworsuspectanything.

Ireachformyforthorisitfifth?Ihavelostcount.Ahandgripsmywrist,it’sthatSothoboy

Maake.

Neo:“That’senoughAyize.”

Hechidesme.

It’snotenoughforme,Ineedmore.

Me:“Onemoreglass,Ipromise.”

Iam notfamiliarwiththisangryface,IknowasmilingNeo.

Neo:“HowcouldyouZee?Aftermakingsuchprogress,youletyourselffall.”

NeodoesnotunderstandwhatI’m feeling.

Me:“IneedtonumbthepainNeo,please.”

Neo:“Iwon’tletyoudrink.”

Hegripsmyhandandbeginstopullmetowardsthestairs.

Me:“Wherearewegoing?”

Neo:“Towashoffthealcohol,youneedtokeepsober.”

Me:“I’m notdrunk.”

“What’sgoingon?”

Sethu’svoicebringsmearound,sheisforeverworried.

Me:“Mybeautifulsweetsister,pleasetellNeoherethatIam notdrunk.”



Itaphershoulderandshetakesmyhand.

Sethu:“Ayize,you’redrinkingagain?”

Itseemsthatshe’sonhisteam.

Neo:“Sheneedsacoldshowertosoberup.”

Ihearhisplanformeandno,Idon’twanttobath.

Me:IbathedinthemorningNeo.”

I’m notthatdrunk.

Me:“Idon’twanttobath."

Hewhisksmeuplikeabagofpotatoesandcarriesmeonhisshoulders,myheadspinsasI

hangupsidedown.

Me:‘Neoputmedown.”

Headherestomycommandanddropsme,I’m inthebathroom andbeforeIknowit,showersof

coldwaterwashoverme.

Me:“Aaahh,Neo!!!!”

Iblaretryingtogetout,heholdsmedowntillIgiveupfightinghim,Inumbmybodyandsit

downonthefloor.

Neo:“Don’tsitthere.”

Heclosesthetap,takesmyhandandpullsmeout.Heplacesatoweloverme,andleadsme

backtothebedroom.It’swarm inhere,althoughmyclothesaredamp.

Neo:“Areyouokay?”

Inod,myteethfightingtoconstrainthemselvesastheyareshattering.

Me:“YouthinkI’m dirtytoodon’tyou?LikethatfoolLethabo.”

Awrinkleformsbetweenhiseyebrows.

Neo:“Whatareyousaying?”

There’sasinglecouchatthecornerbythewindow,Ifindmywaythereandsettledown.Neo

doesn’tmoveaninch,he’sglaringatmewaitingforananswer.

Me:“I’m hisbitch,that’swhyhemadeatapeofushavingsex.”

I’m watchinghisfaceasitturnstoragesubsequently.

Neo:“Zee,whatareyousayingtome?Lethabodidwhat?”

Hesquatsbeforemeandputshishandsoneachsideofthecouch,hiseyesholdacertainrage

Ihaveneverseen.



Me:“It’sshockingIknow,Iwasshockedtoowhenheshowedmethevideo.That’shisholdon

me.”

Icradlehisjawintomyhands.

Me:“YourZeedoesnotbelongtoyouNeo,IbelongtoLethabo.Heownsme,Ijumpathisevery

command.”

Neo:“Whereisthiscomingfrom?Didyoutalktohim?”

Me:“Hecalledme,Ihavetogotohim Neo.OrelseyourZeewillbeacelebritybeforebreakfast

tomorrow.”

Neo:“You’renotgoing.”

Idon’tthinkit’suptohim,hegrimacesasIburstoutlaughing.

Me:“DoyouknowLethabo?Heis…”

Neo:“Idon’tcarewhoheis,you’renotgoingtomeethim.”

Heorders,Neodoesnotknowtheseriousnessofthis.

Me:“Neo.”

Neo:“Whereareyousettomeet?"

Me:“Why?Areyougoingtokillhim?”

Hiseyeshardenandthefurrowintensifies.

Me:“I’m kidding,relax.”

Isayinamusement.

Me:“Although,that’swhatIwanttodotohim,Iwanttokillhim Neo.Iwanttoseehim lying

deadinapoolofblood.Iwanthisbodytoberavishedbydogs.”

Heputsafingeronmylipstoshutmeup.

Neo:“Don’tsaythat.YouwillnotthinksuchthoughtsZee,you’retooinnocentforthis.”

Me:“Donotusethatwordinthesamesentenceasmyname.There’snothinginnocentabout

me,ifonlyyouknewthethingsIhavedoneinmylife.DoyouknowthatLethaboismarried?Yes,

heismarried.IhavebeensleepingwithamarriedmanNeo,therewasnoescapinghim.You

see,hehasahighsexdrive.”

Hedrawsback,getsupandallIseeishisback.

Me:“Everysexualfantasyyoucanthinkof,hehasexperimenteditonme.Hewentfiftyshades

onme.WhatcouldIhavedoneNeo?Themanhasaholdonme,heclaimsthatIbelongtohim.”

Iexclaim.

Shameislaughinginmyface.



Me:“Ididn’twanttodoit,Iswear.”

He’snotmoving.

Me:“Neolookatme.”

Sluggishlyheturnsbackaround,hiseyesareredandjawclamped.Hisgazeisnotdirectlyfixed

onme.

Me:“Am IthatbadthatyourefusetoletyoureyesembracemeNeo?”

Neo:“You’renotbadZee.”

He’shereinaminiature,hishandcaressingmycheek.

Neo:“You’repureandinnocent.”

Hemakesmefeelpure,it’ssomethingIknowforsure.

Me:“Iwouldhateitifyousawmeotherwise.”

Neo:“YouaremysweetbeautifulZee,thisishowIseeyou.Donotletthatfooltaintyouwithhis

words.”

Me:“Buthesaid…”

Neo:“Fuckwhathesaid,Iwon’tletyoudothistoyourselfZee.Don’tentertainhiswords,push

them outofyourmind.You’reastrongbeautifulblackwomanwhohascomeoutofthemost

severestorm.Youwillnotletanyonepullyoubackthere.”

WhydoesNeohavetobelikethis?HemakesmefeellikeImatter.

Neo:“Wheredidhesaytomeethim?”

Me:“Willyougothere?”

Iquestionaftergivinghim theaddress.

Neo:“Yes,Iwon’ttouchhim.Ionlywantthefootage.”

Iwanthim tohurthim,teachhim alessonhewillneverforget.

Me:“HehascopiesNeoand…”

Neo:“Don’tworry,I’vegotthis.Youshouldgobacktotheothers.”

Myclothesarewet.

Me:“I’llwaitheretillI’m dry.”

Neo:“I’m sorryaboutthatagain.”

It’sfunnytohim.

Neo:“I’llletSethuknowyou’reheresothat,you’renotalone.”



Me:“Thanks.”

MyeyesfollowNeo’smovementashepromenadesoutoftheroom.

Ithinkit’sabouttimethatIfacemydemonseyeballtoeyeball.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

151*

NEO*

Wejumpoutofthecarandanoldabandonedbuildingthatwasonceashoefactorystandstall

beforeus.Thisiswherethatbastardhadcalledher,clearlyhehadanagenda.IthinkZeewas

notgoingtocomeoutofthisalive.

Styles:“Thefoolwantedtolureherherewiththeintenttokillher.Ifitwerenotso,hewouldn’t

havechosenaremotelocation.”

Me:“It’stimewedealwithhim onceandforall,hemadeherfeelworthlessStylos.Iwanthim to

payforeverywordheplantedinhermind.”

Styles:“Oh,hewillpayNeo.”

Wearemetbydarknessasweenterthebuildingthroughasmallopeningwhereadooronce

stood.

Me:“Stylos,arewegoingtowalkinthedark?”

Itakestepsbackout.

Styles:“Let’sgoman.”

Me:“Inthedark?NoStylos,didn’tyoubringatorchorsomething?Myeyesarebigbut,theydo

notlightinthedark.”

Styloscannotbethatbravetowalkinutterdarkness.

Styles:“We’llusethephonelight,comeNeo.Ihaveawomanwaitingformebackhome.”

Me:“Oho!What’sspecialaboutthat?Zeeisalsowaitingforme.”

I’m frustratinghim.

Stlyes:“Arewedoingthisornot?”

Me:“HoldmyhandStylos,Iknowthatyou’reafraid.”

HesnatcheshishandasIgrabit.

Me:“I’m tryingtohelpyou,Miss.Swillfightwithmeifshefindsout,Iletyouwalkinthedark

unguarded.”

Hegruntsinfrustration,I’m tryingtohelphim.



Styles:“Neoman,willyoustop?”

Hegoesinfirstanddisappearsintothedarkness,Ipeekin,Ican’tseehim.It'spitchblackandI

can’tseeathing.

Me:“Stylos?”

Iwhisperandthecreepiestthinghappens,myvoiceechoesinthebuilding.

Me:“Thereareghostsinthisplace.”

Icanfeelit.

Me:“Aaah!Sepoko!!!”(Ghost.)

Iscream whenahandclutchesmywristandlugsmeinthebuilding,I’m pressedagainstthe

wallinaflash.I’m screaming,myheartisthuddingagainstmychest.I’m surprisedithasn’t

fallenoutyet,Iopenmyeyeswider,hopingIwillseesomething.It’snotworking,thereis

someoneorathinginfrontofme.Idon’tknowwhatitisbut,Ifeelitstaringrightatme.

Thesilenceiskillingme,theonlythingIcanhearisthesoundofmyheartbeating.Iam not

readytodieandIwilldieacoward.Icanalreadyseetheheadlines“Sothoboykilledbyaghost.”

I’llbealaughingstock,theywon’tcarethatIhavedied,peoplewilldiscussmewhiledrinkingat

bars.Somewillusemeaspickuplines.

OkayrelaxNeo,Ithinkit’sgone.It’snotattackingme,soit’sgone,right?

WhereisStylos?Howcanheleavemehere?

Dammit!

Ihaveaphone,Ineedtoturnonthetorchlight.It’stheonlywayIcanseewhereI’m going.Iaim

thelightrightinfront,afigureispositionedagainstthewallcausingmetoscream infright.It

takesasecondtonoticethatit’sStylosandhe’slaughingatme.

Me:“Stylos?”

Styles:“Ididn’tknowyouweresuchacoward.”

He’senjoyinghimself,nonsense.

Me:“IalmostdiedStylos,don’teverdothatagain.”

Mywordsfuelhislaughter,heleansagainstthewalllaughingoutloud.

Styles:“WowNeo,youscream likeagirl.Ishouldhaverecordedthis."

Nx!

Me:“IwillgetyouforthisStylos.”

Styles:“Yeah,yeahlet’sgo.”

Helaughshiswayforward.



Me:“Waitforme.”

Irushafterhim.

ThatfoolLethaboissick.WhywouldhecallZeetosuchaplace?

SETHU*

Amaracannotstopsmiling,sheistrulyglowing.Ihaven’tseenherthishappysinceIhavecome

toknowher.Mostoftheguestshavegonetotheirrespectivehomes,StylesleftwithNeo.I’m

notsurewhereRandallis,Isawhim seeingtheKennethguyoutawhileback.Thereis

somethingaboutthewayKennethlooksatAmara,anywomancanseeit.There’sasparklein

hiseyes,helooksatherlikesheistheonlythinghecansee.

Amaradoesnotseeit,hereyesonlyseeoneman.

Me:“Itmightfalloffifyoukeepstaringatit.”

Herfaceflushesasasmileshinesonit.

Amara:“Randallputthisringhere,Sethu.”

Shesaysintotaldisbelief.

Me:“Yeshedid.”

It’sbeautifulhowsheglowswithhappiness.

Amara:“Youdon’tknowhowmuchIlovethatmanSethu,myheartknowsandrecognizeshim.

He’stheoneforme.”

Me:“Iseeitinyoureyes.”

“Don’tyouthinkyou’reexaggeratingitabitAmara?”

DidImentionthatLeloishereaswell?

Yeah.Theresheisacrossthetablestuffingherfacewithicecream andmayonnaiseandall

thosethingssheaddsinside.Shehasbeenquietallthiswhile,Iswearthefridgehasmade

morenoisethanherinthelastthirtyminutes.

Me:“HowissheexaggeratingLelo?”

Lelo:“Thekindofloveshespeaksofdoesn’texist,nomancanloveawomanlikethat.That

proposalisprobablysomethinghesawonTV.”

Wow.

IfbitternesshadafaceandabigmouthitdefinitelybeLelo.

Amara:“WhywouldyousaythatLelo?”



Amaraisclearlyhurtbyhersister’swords,AyizewouldskinmealiveifIweretosaythose

thingstoher.

Lelo:“I’m onlysayingthatlifeisnotafairytale,ifitwere,wewouldallbesmilinglikethat.Sadly

thosesmilesdonotlastthenight.Randallislikeanyotherguy,whoistosaythathewon’thurt

you?”

Shespeaksassheshovesascoopoficecream inhermouth.

Me:“You’rebitterLelo,Amaraisyoursisterbehappyforher.”

Ihavehadenoughofhernonsense.

Lelo:“Youcallitbitter,Icallitreality.”

Thisgirl.

IthinkIam moreupsetthanAmara.

Amara:“That’swhatyouthinkbutit’snotsoLelo.Loveisrealandit’sbeautiful.”

Me:“IagreewithAmaraonehundredpercent.Godislovesowhywouldn’tthiskindofloveexit?

HaveyouheardofacrucifixiontypeloveLelo?”

Lelo:“Nobut,I’m sureyou’regoingtotellme.”

Theattitudeinhervoiceisloudenoughtowakeanyenviousveininherbody,that’sallIsee,a

girlwhoisenviousofhersister.

Amara:“Thekindoflovethatheals.That’swhatRandallhasdoneforme,hehashealedmy

wounds,eventheonesthatwerehiddendeepwithme.IneverthoughtthatIwouldeverbewith

amanafterwhatmyuncledidtome,thethoughtofamanterrifiedme.Thedeathofmy

parentshuntedmeinmydreamsforyears,therewasnowayoutofthat.Unbeknownsttome,

thedreamsstoppedwhenIfellintothearmsofastranger.LittledidIknowthat,hewilloneday

bethereasonthatIbreathe.Ididn’tknowmyfatewhenIcameintoRandall’slife,Ihadnoone

but,hefilledthatemptyspace.”

I’m intearsanditshocksmetofindLeloyawninginboredom,thegirlisboredstiffbyAmara’s

statement.

Lelo:“LikeIsaid,fairytale.”

Shejustdidaneyerollthere.

Amara:“IguessI’m livingmyfairytalethen.”

Lelo:“Don’tgetmewrongAmara,it’s...”

IknowthatsheisabouttosaysomethingthatwillspoilAmara'sdayfurther.

Lelo:“IusedtobeinthesameboatwithZuma,Ithoughtthathewasthebestmanintheworld.”

Amara:“RandallisnotZuma.”



Shedisputes.

Lelo:“He’snot,Randall’sgotmoneyandtheytendtobeworse.Wealthymendonotrespect

women.Youwillbeatrophywifewhilehehasamistressontheside,theonewhotrulysatisfies

him.”

Shedidnotsaythat.

“Lelo?”

Mbuso’svoiceresoundcausingustoflinchandturntothedoor,hestandswithaclearlyfuming

Randall.

Mbuso:“Howcouldyousaythat?”

Randall:“Mbusogetthiswomanoutofmyhouse.”

Hegruntsinadeeptone,I’vemetthefrowningRandallnottheangryone.

Mbuso:“Lelolet’sgo.”

Hespeakswithauthority,shegetsup,hugsAmaraand…

Lelo:“I’llcallyoutomorrow.”

Amaranods,sheisclearlyupset.LelotoddlesoutleavingMbusowhofollowsafterherwithout

sayingaword.

Randall:“Amara?”

Sheoglesathim standinginthepathway,IthinkIwouldbeintearsifsuchwordsweresaidto

me.

Randall:“I’m notthatperson,Iwouldneverlookatanotherwoman.Don’tmulloverherwords.”

Amara:‘IknowRandall,Iknowyouandthekindofamanyouare.”

Me:“Whywouldyoursistersaythattoyou?”

Ineedtounderstandthis.

Amara:“Ihavenoidea.”

Randall:“Excuseme.”

Hemoseysoutofthekitchen.

Me:“Areyousureyou’reokay?”

Amara:“Ihavebeenthroughenoughinmylifetoletsuchtrivialthingsaffectme.Lelodoesn’t

knowanythingaboutRandall,soherjudgementdoesn’tcount.”

Me:“Isitagoodideatohaveherasyourmaidofhonour?”

Shehastoreconsiderthat.



Amara:“MaybeImadeamistakeSethu,Idon’tknow.”

Amarahasnocluewhathersister’swishesareforher,theyareclearlywritteninthevilewords

shespeaks.

NEO*

Thisbuildinggetsdarkerwitheachfloor,mytorchlightisgettingdim.Stylesisleadingtheway

likeheknowswherewearegoing.

Neo:“ShitStylos,mybatteryjustdied.”

Styles:“Grabmyt-shirt,Iwouldn’twantyouscreamingagain.”

Helaughs,he’sactuallylaughingatme.

Me:“You’renotfunnyStylos,youwouldhavedonethesame.”

He’samused.

Styles:“NoIwouldn’thave.”

Liar.

Styles:“We’rehere.”

Hedeclaresinawhisper.Ipeekoverhim toseeanoldwhitedoor,it’sopen,barelyacrack.

There’saglintoflightpiercingthroughthecrack.

Me:“What’stheplan?”

Stylossauntersinwithoutgivingmeawarning.

Me:“Shit!Stylos.”

Iwhisper,thiscorridorisdarkandscary.Knowinghewillnotcomeoutofthere,Irushafterhim.

Thereareaboutthreelitcandlesinhere.Thefool,Lethaboishere.

Styles:“Doyouhavewhatwespokeabout?”

Whatishetalkingabout?

Lethabo:“Here.Whereismymoney?”

Stylosscrollsonhisphone,abeepingsoundechoes.Lethabopullsouthisphone,hegrins

widelybeforetossingaUSBstickatStyles.

Styles:“Iseverythingthere?”

Lethabo:“Everythingisthere,thecopiestoo.”



WhendidStylesplanallofthis?

Styles:“Ifyou’relyingtome,Iwillhuntyoudown.”

Lethabo:“Relax,it’sallthere.”

Styles:“GoodbecausenotonlywillIhauntyoudown,Iwillsliceyourfamilyeveryoneofthem

andmakeyouwatch.”

Lethabowidenshiseyesinshock,Ican’tthinkofanythingelsebut,Zee’swordsbeforeIleft.

Thisbastardkilledhersoul,hetookawaywhatwasleftofherself-worth.

Me:“ThisfoolisnotleavingthisplacealiveStylos.”

Irefuse.

Styles:“Neo,I’vegotthis.”

Lethabo:“Controlyourboy,isitnotpastyourbedtime?”

Thenerveofthisbastard.

Styles:“IwouldwatchmymouthifIwereyou.”

Lethabo:“Whatwillhedo?Spraymewithatoygun?”

He’samusedbyhisstupidity.

Me:“Stylos,wehaveTrevorGumbiinthehouse.”

Styloschortles,hegetsmyideaandwe’reabouttorollplay.

Styles:“Guyisfunny.”

Me:“Heishey.”

Hestopslaughingasheseesuslaugh.

Me:“Won’tyoucrackanotherjoke?”

Hehassuddenlylosthisvoice.

Me:“Iwanttohearanotherjoke.WhataboutyouStylos?”

Styles:“I’m ready.HumourusThabos.”

He'snotlaughinganymore,hiseyeskeeprunningfrom metoStylos.

Me:“YouknowLethabo,onceyoucrackonejokeIneedtohearanotheroneorelseI'llgocrazy.”

Iraisemyvoice.

Styles:“Hetakesmedicationforit,hewasokayuntilyoudecidedtobeacomedian.Nowhe

won’tstopuntilhehearsanotherjoke.”

Me:“OhshitStylos,it’scoming.”



Iscream asIpressmyhead.Stylosdrawsawayfrom me.

Styles:“Thabosdosomething,youstartedthis.”

Hisvoicebreaksinfear.

Lethabo:“Whatishegoingtodo?”

Good!Thefoolsisterrified.

Me:“IbetterhearajokeStylos.Whyam Inothearingajoke?”

Styles:“Calm downNeo,Thaboswillcrackanotherjokenow.Controlthatanger.”

Hepanicsashetriestocalm medown.

Me:“Ican’tStylos,Ican’t.Ohnoit’shere,it’shere.”

Iscream,dramaticallyspinningaroundincircles.

Lethabo:“Whatisit?Whatishere?”

Thefearinhisvoiceasheshouts,Iloveit.

Stylos:“Idon’tknowman,nooneknowswhatitisbut,it’sbad.”

Me:“OhshitStylos.”

IpulloutagunandLethabohowls.

Styles:“Neodon’tdoitman.”

Me:“IhavetodoitStylos.”

I’m yellingandhe’sreprimandingme,Lethaboisreadytorunoutofthedoor.

Stylos:“Don’tdoitNeo.”

Me:“Woh,Ican’tcontrolit.”

IpointthegunatStylosandheraiseshishandsinsurrender,themanisgoodatthisacting

thing.

Lethabo:“What’sgoingon?”

Hisvoicequaverswithterror.

StyloswinksatmeasIsmirkathim.Iswivel,shootLethaboonhiskneeandhefallswitha

scream.

Me:“Wooohh!”

Iyell.

Me:“Damnthatfeltgood.”



Stylosburstsoutinlaughter.

Stylos:“ShitThabos,areyouokay?”

He’slaughing.

Lethabo:“Heshotme.”

Hecries.

Me:“Stylos,youbetterstopmeman,it’scomingagain.”

Styles:“ohno,Thabosthisisbad.”

Me:“Dammit,it’shere.”

Intheblinkofaneye,Iputabulletthroughhisotherknee,hescreamsinagony.

Me:“Damnthisisbetterthanthatjokehemade.”

Stylos:“It’sevenbetterwhenyou’rewatchingit.”

Helaughs.

Lethabo:“Youtwoarecrazy.Whoareyou?”

Hethrowsusintoafitoflaughter.

Me:“AnotherjokeStylos,heshouldkeepthem comingorelse.”

Stylos:‘No,youcan’tkillhim.”

ThislittledramahasLethaboterrifiedtohiswits.

Me:“Ineedtohearanotherjokenow,Stylos.”

Stylos:“ComeonThabos,don’tyouhaveanotherone.”

Hesmirksatthewoundedguy.

Lethabo:“No,noIdon’thavejokes,pleasetakemetothehospital.I’m goingtobleedtodeath.”

Me:“Stylosstopme,Idon’twanttokillhim.”

Stylos:“Don’tdoitNeo,don’tkillhim.Hehasafamily.”

Me:“Afamily?WoooIlike.”

Lethabo:“Please,don’tdothis.”

Iwanttotorturehim asmuchasIpossiblycan.Iwanttoriddlehisbodywithbullets.

Me:“Ihavetogoagainman,thisthingispushingme,it’spushingme.”

MygunisaimedatawoundedtremblingLethabo.Thereisaloudbangthatsendshim tohis

death.Stylesleersatme.



Styles:“Andthen?Wewerestillhavingfun.Whydidyouendthegame?”

Itwasn’tme.IturntothedoortomeetZee,standingtherewithagunaimedatLethabo.

Thisisnothappening.Howdidshegethere?

Styles:“Ayize?”

He’sasshockedasIam.

Me:“No,no,noZee.Whathaveyoudone?Whathaveyoudone?”

Ishout,tracingmyfeettoher,hereyesremaingluedonLethabo’sdeadbody.

Herimpassivefaceworriesme.

Ayize:“Ikilledhim.”

Sherepliesinadeadpanvoice.

Me:“DammitZee,Ihadit.Iwastakingcareofit.”

Ayize:“Idon’tseethebigdealNeo,he’sdead.It’swhatIwantedandit’sdone.”

Idon’tknowifIshouldworryabouthercoldtoneorthefactthatshehasjustkilledaman.IfI

can’tdealwithtakingalife.Howwillsheforgiveherself?

Me:“Youdon’tgetitdoyou?Youdidnotjustkillhim,youkilledyourselftoo.Agundoesn’tonly

killthevictim itkillstheshooteraswell.ThiswillstaywithyouZee.”

Shefurrowsabrow,shedoesn’tunderstandmyexplanation.

Ayize:“Neo?”

Thepistolslipsoutofherhandsandcrashestothefloor.

It’sgettingtoher,wantingsomeonedeadisdifferentfrom actuallytakingtheirlife.

Ayize:“Ikilledhim,Ikilledhim Neo.”

Ididn’tmeantoscareher.

Me:“It’sokay,I’lltakecareofthis.AndI’lltakecareofyouZee,Ipromise.”

Ipullhertomychest,herbodyistrembling.Sheclingsherarmsaroundme.

Ayize:“WhenIsawallthebloodonhim,allIcouldthinkofwashim lyingdeadinitandthenext

thingthegunwentoff.”

Sheexplainsherreasonsforshootinghim.

Me:“Don’tthinkaboutitnow.”

Styles:“Neogetheroutofhere.”

Me:“Wehavetotakecareofhim.”



Styles:“Don’tworry,I’vegotit.”

Me:“Youcan’tstayherealone,thisplaceishaunted.”

IhearZeegigglesoftly.

Styles:“You’restupidityneedstotakeabackseat.”

Me:“Okay,we’llgetoutofhere.”

Styles:“Waitformeinthecar,don’tleavemebehind.”

Iknewit.

Me:“You’realsoafraid,aren’tyou?”

Styles:“No,stupid.HowwillIgethomeifyouleaveme?”

Ayizeislaughing,Idon’tknowanymore.Thisgirlisstrong,somuchsothatitleavesmebaffled.

Me:“Sho,shoStylos.”(Okay.)

ItakeAyize’shandintomineandbegintoleadherout.I’m stillnotusedtothedarknessofthis

place.It’sagoodthingshebroughtatorch.

NKOMO*

Thisisthemoment,I’m outsideRuth’shousewaitingforhertoopenforme.Theplanwastogo

homebut,Ifoundmyselfhere,guiltiskillingme.Morethanguilt,thesestrongfeelingsIhavefor

her.Sheopensthedoor,I’m welcomedwithafrown.Hereyesaskthequestionbeforeher

mouthdoesthehonours.

Ruth:“Iseverythingokay?”

Mydrunkenstateispartresponsiblefortheworryinhereyes.

Me:“CanIcomein.”

Shemovesaside,pavingawayforme.Idawdlein,nothavingaclueofhowI’m goingtodothis.

Ipulloutmyidentitydocumentandhandittoher.

Ruth:“What’sthis?”

It’sprettyclearwhatitis.

Ruth:“WhyareyougivingmeyourId?”

Me:“Openit.”

Slowly,sheflipsthefirstpageopenandcarefullyIwatchherfacetransform asshestaresatit.



Ruth:“Thisisapictureofyou.”

ThewordsescapeherlipsasslowasalazyMonday.

Me:“Yes,that’sme.”

Idon’tknowwhattheoutcomeofthiswillbe.

Ruth:“ItsaysherethatyournameisNko….”

Pronunciationcallsherdefeated.

Me:“NkomoMkhize.”

Hersoftfaceacceptsaglower.

Ruth:“WhydidyoutakeafakeI.dSbo?”

Okay.

Me:“That’snotafakeI.d,thisismyidentityRuth.MynameisnotSboniso,mynameisNkomo.”

Ruth:“Idon’tunderstand.”

What’stherenottounderstand,it’sclearasdaylight.

Heregoesnothing,Ihavetositdownforthis.Ruthisstandingacrosstheroom from me,she

holdsalookofconfusion.

Me:“Iliedaboutmyname,IhadadifferentagendawhenIapproachedyoubut,astimewentby

Idevelopedthesefeelingsforyouand…”

Ruth:“So,youliedtome?”

Me:“I’m sorry.”

Hereyeswidenasshedropstoherknees,theyquicklyacceptafloodoftears.

Me:“Ruth.”

I’m onmyfeet,readytotradetoherbut,Idoubtmyfeetwillletme.

Ruth:“Youliedtome?Allofthishasbeenalie.”

Me:“NoteverythingRuth,myfeelingsforyouarereal.”

Sheshakesherheadindisagreement.

Ruth:“No,it’sallalie.Iwassostupidandthoughtyoufeltsomethingforme.”

Irushtositinfrontofher,there’sanurgetowipehertearsaway.

Me:“IdoRuth,myfeelingsforyouarestrongerthananythingIhaveeverknown.”

Ruth:“Why?”



Shewhispers.

Me:“Becauseyou’reanamazingwoman.”

Ruth:“Nodammit.Whydidyoulietome?Whydidyoudeceiveme?”

ThisissomethingIcan’treveal.

Me:“Ruthplease,IneedyoutoknowthatwhatIfeelforyouisreal.”

Ruth:“WhydidyoulietomeSb…”

Shepullsherselfup,thiscompelsmetogetupaswell.

Ruth:“Yousayyoucareaboutmeright?Thentellmewhyyoulied,whatwasyourplan?Didmy

fathersendyouorSegun?”

Thatwouldbeagreatescapebut…

Me:“NoandIcan’tsayanything.”

Sheclencheshereyesasmoretearsstream downherface.

Ruth:“Getout.”

Sheyells.

Me:“Ruthplease,hearmeout.”

Ruth:“IhateyouandIwantyououtofmylife.”

Me:“Iknowyoudon’tmeanthat.”

Ruth:“Ido,Idon’twanttoseeyouagain.”

Idon’tknowwhattomakeofhertone.Doesshereallywantmegoneorisshejusthurt.

Me:“Sweetnesslisten.”

Ruth:“Don’tcallmethat,don’tfuckingcallmethat.”

Sheyellsasshethrowsacushionatme.

Me:“I’m sorryRuthbut,Ihadtodothis.”

Ruth:“Youhadtoplayme?Doyouhearyourself?Youwantmetoacceptthefactthatyoulied

tome,youwantmetopretendthatit’sokayandmoveonwithyoulikenothinghappened.”

Me:“Ionlyneedyoutounderstandme.”

Ruth:“HowwillIifyourefusetogiveareasonastowhyyouliedtome?”

ThisissomethingIcannotrevealtoherevenifIwantedto.

Me:“I’m sorry.”



Ruth:“Getout,takeyoursorryandgetthehelloutofmyhouse.”

Shescreams.

Me:“ComeonRuth…”

Itakeherhandonlyforhertoyankitawayandplaceaslapacrossmyface.

Me:“Ruth?”

Ruth:“Ifyoudon’tleaverightnowIswear,Iwilldomorethanslappingyou.”

Shethreatens.

Idon’twanttofightwithher,hencethereasonI’m walkingaway.

Me:“Everythingwasrealtome,thefeelings,thelovemakingandthewayyoumademefeel.

Therewasnothingfakeaboutanyofthat.”

Iproclaim beforeshuttingthedoorbehindme,IbarelymakeittothecarasIhearherscream.In

ajiffy,herscreamsturnintosobs.Ittakeseverystrengthinmenottogobackinthere.

MBUSO*

Lelohasoutdoneherselftoday,Idon’tknowthepersonsheisbecoming.Shesaidshewasokay

withRandall,shelied.

Lelo:“Youknowyoudidn’thavetoordermeoutofthathouse.WhatwillAmaraandSethuthink

ofmenow?”

Thishastobeajoke.

Me:“Lelo,youwereinstigatingAmaraagainstherhusband.”

We’redrivinghomeinthedeadofnight.

Lelo:“Iwasn’tdoingthatMbuso,Iwassimplytellingherthetruth.”

Me:“Thatherhusbandisplayingher?”

Lelo:“He’snotherhusbandyetbesides,it’sthetruth.Richmendon’tlovetheirwives,thewife

becomespartofthefurniturewhilethemanisgallivantingwithotherwomenoutthere.”

Shehuffs,thereisareasonbehindherfrustration.

Me:“WheredidyouhearthatLelo?WhosaidRandallisthatkindofperson?”

Lelo:“He’sgotthemoney,thehouse,thestatusandthelifestyle.Heticksthebox.”

Me:“Whatthehellisyourproblem?Youknowonewouldthinkthatyou’rejealous.”



Igiveherabrieflooktofindherglaringatme,Idon’trecognizethatlookinhereyes.Sheisnot

myLelo,thesweetinnocentgirlIfellinlovewith.

Lelo:“Iam notjealousMbuso.”

Sheyells.

Lelo:“AmaraismycousinandIwantwhat’sbestforher.Iwillprotectherevenfrom menlike

Randall,whothinktheycanbuygirlsbecausetheyhavemoney.”

Me:“IsthisaboutRandall’smoney?”

Lelo:“Youknowyou’reinsultingmewitheverywordyousay?”

Me:“I’m tryingtounderstandwhyyouhatetheguy.”

Lelo:“HateMbuso?YouthinkI’m capableofhate?”

Ican’tgraspwhyLeloisshouting.

Me:“Willyoustopyelling,Icanhearyou.”

Lelo:“Maybeifyoustopjudgingme,I’llstopyelling.”

Shecontinuestoyell.

Me:“You’rechildishyouknowthat?HowdidInotseeit?YouneedtogrowupNombulelo,

changethisstinkingattitudeofyoursbeforeit’stoolate.”

Ican’ttoleratethisanymore.

Lelo:“DoyouwanttoleavemeMbuso?”

Me:“Ididn’tsaythat.”

Lelo:“Then,whatisit?Whatthehellareyousayingtome?”

I’m tiredofthisshouting.

Me:“StopyellingNombulelo,Icanbloodyhearyou.”

Lelo:“NoMbuso,Iwon’tstop.Whyisitsoeasyforyoutojudgeme?Whycan’tyouunderstand

mypointofview?”

Me:“Whatview?You’rejudgingpeopleaccordingtotheirstatus.IsitsowrongthatAmarais

marryingarichguy?Doyouwishitwasyouinhershoes?”

Lelo:“Howcouldyousaythattome?”

Shepushesmeassheyells.

Me:“StopitLelo.”

Lelo:“You’rejustlikeZuma,allyoumenarethesame.”



SwiftlyIturntolookather,herwordssting.

Me:“Wow.”

IturnmyheadbacktotheroadasIhearaloudhonk,it’sataxiandit’scomingrightatus.

Lelo:“Mbusowatchout.”

Shescreams,thecarlurchesasIfighttogaincontrolofit.It’stoolate,thetaxicollidesagainst

us.Thecarscreechesontheroad,myattempttocontrolitfailsandwehitatree.Mybody

flingsforward,myfacehitstheairbagandinaminutemyheadspins.Iturntomylefttoseeif

Leloisokay.She’sunconscious,there’ssomuchbloodoozingfrom herhead.

Howdidshe…

MyheartcrumblestopiecesasInoticethebigdentonthecar,thetaxicrashedonherside.

Me:“Lelo.”

Thestrengthtoscream isnotthere,Itrytotakeoffmyseatbelttohelpbut,Iam unsuccessful

andmyfeetarestuck.Ican’tmove.

Me:“Leloopenyoureyes,openyoureyesmylove.”

I’m stuckhereastheseatbeltholdsmedown,myheadachesalongwithmybody.

Me:“Holdonbaby,you’regoingtobeokay.Holdonforme,mylove.”

Ipleadinhopesthatshecanhearme,sheislosingsomuchblood.There’snothingIcandoto

helpher.Anintenseheadachehitsmecausingmetopassout.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

152*

AMARA*

Randallisveryupset,hehasn’tsaidanythingsinceeveryoneleft.WhywouldLelodothistome?

WhywouldshesaysomethinglikethataboutRandall?Ihadaskedhertorespecthim andour

relationship,wearesupposedtobesisters.Itpainsmetoknowthatsheseeshim through

differenteyes.I’m sittingonthebedwhilewatchinghim sleeping,he’slyingshirtlessonhisback,

facingtheotherway.Idoubtthoughthathe’ssleeping.Ican’thearhislightsnores.

Me:“Randall.”

Iknowthathe’snotasleep.

Me:“Baby?”

Randall:“GotosleepAmara,it’slate.”

Hesaysinasoftvoice.

Me:“Ican’tsleep.”

Swiftly,helurchesupfacingme.

Randall:“Isitthebaby?”

Hecarriesaworriedlookonhisface.

Me:“No.”

Heexchangesthelookwithascowl.

Randall:“Whycan’tyousleepthen?”

Thewaythismanworriesaboutme,though.

HowcanLelonotbefondofthisamazingman?

Me:“Weneedtotalk.”

Randall:“It’snotgoodwhenawomanwakesyouupjusttotalk.”

Thisismycuetolaugh.

Hesitsbackandsendshishandsbehindhisnecktobalancehishead.

Randall:‘Whatisit?”



Hiseyesarenotonmeashesaysthis.

Me:“Iwanttoknowifyou’reokay.”

Iwaitforhim tospeakbuthe’snotsayinganything.

Randall:“Iam,I’m morethanokaybecauseIam goingtomarrythemostamazingwoman.How

luckyam I?”

I‘m theluckyone.

Me:“YoushouldstartcountingyourblessingsMr.Okolie.”

HegivesmeagenuinesmileandIjustlovehowhiseyessparklewhenhelooksatme.

Randall:“Thankyouforagreeingtobemywife.”

Me:“ThereisnothingIwantmore.”

Icradlehisjawlinewithmyfingers.

Me:“Ineedyoutoknowthat,IwillloveyourightRandall,Iwillrespectyouasmyloverandthe

fatherourchildren.Iwillstandbyyounomatterwhatandfightlife’sbattleswithyou.”

He’sscowling.

Ifeelaneedtosaythis,lethim knowthatIdisagreewithLelo’sviews.

Randall:“Iknow,youtellmethateachtimeyoulookintomyeyes.”

He'sinmyfaceinasecondandkissingme.

Me:“Doyouthinkofanythingelsebut,sex?”

Iproclaim asheslipshishandundermynightgown,it’streadingitswaytomybreast.

He’spackedontopofme,hisonearm isaroundmywaist.Hecupsmycheekashekissesme

again.

Randall:“Iloveyou,Amara.”

Hesayssoftly,hisforeheadpressedagainstmineandhislipsbrushingonmylips.

Me:“Iloveyoumore.”

Iwhisperundermybreath.

Ihavefalleninlovewithhishabitofbitingmylowerlipbeforekissingme,itdoessomethingto

meandIcan’texplainit.It’sthebestfeelingthough.Anannoyingbuzzingsounddrawsmeout

ofthisfantasy.

Me:“You’rephoneisringing.”

ItellasIgrabitunderthepillow,itreadsStyles.



Me:“Baby,it’sStyles.”

Hepullsawayfrom meandseizesthephone.

Randall:“He’snothomeyet?”

Hequerieswhileheanswersthecall.

Randall:“Bro.”

Listens.

Randall:“What?”

Hiseyesfallonmeastheyaretaintedwithsadness.

Randall:“Okay,we’reonourway.”

Hesighsanddropsthephone.

Me:“Isheokay?”

Thelookinhiseyestellmesomethingbadhashappened.

Randall:“MbusoandLelowereinanaccident.”

Ihearhim buthisvoicesoundssofar.DidhesaythatLelowasinanaccident?

Me:“Theyareokay,aren’tthey?”

Whyisheshakinghishead?

Whatdoesthatmean?

Me:“Randall?”

Hekneelsonthebedashescootsclosertome.

Randall:“I’m sorryAmara.”

Myworldcrumbles,everythingcomestoastandstill.Heenfoldshisarmsaroundme,lettingme

cryonhischest.

SETHU*

I’m stillattheOkoliehouse,StylesandNeoarenotbackyet.Styleswouldn’ttellmewherehe

wasgoing,Ayizeleftaswellsayingshe'sgoingtomeetupwithafriend.Shedidn’tstatewhich

friend,sheappearedtobedistraught.Ihopeherdestinationisnotaclub.

I’m intheguestroom andIcan’tsleepnotknowingwheremyfamilyis,Styles’phonerings

unanswered.Ifheweren’tthemostcarefulpersonIknow,Iwouldbegoingcrazy.



Idecidetotryhisphoneonemoretimebut,anincomingcallfrom mymotherstopsme.

Whatcouldshepossiblywant?Idon’twanttospeaktoher.Irejectthecall.Ican’tentertainmy

mother,IneedtoknowifStylesisokaywhereverheis.

Gosh.

She’scallingagain.

Me:“Yes.”

Answeringistheonlywayforhertostop.

Mom:“Sethu,I’vebeencallingyousincemorning.Whyhaven’tyoubeentakingmycalls?”

Shesoundslikeshe'sbeencrying.

Me:“Iwasbusy.”

Ireplyandmakeitknownthat,Ihavenointerestintalkingtoher.

Mom:“Youneedtocomehome.”

Anditbegins.

Me:“We’renotcomingbackthere.”

Mom isnotserious.

Mom:“Yourfatherneedsyouboth,he’ssick.”

Ifthisisherwayofgettingustocomeback….

Me:“Whatiswrongwithhim?”

Mom:“Comehomeandwewilltalkwhenyougethere.”

Comehome?

Wedon’tconsiderthathovelahomeanymore.

Me:“CanIspeaktohim?”

Mom:“He’ssleeping.I’m tellingyouthetruthSethu,yourfatherissickandhedoesn’thave

muchtime.”

HerannouncementforcesmeoutofthebedasIjoltuptomyfeet,myheartthuddingonmy

chest.

Me:“Whatareyousayingmom?What’swrongwithmyfather?”

Myemotionsseekattentionasmytearsfighttobeattendedto.Dadcan’tbedying.That’swhat

shemeans,right?

Mom:“Mychild…”



HervoiceisbreakingandIam terrifiedbythesoundofhersoftsnuffles.

Me:“Iwanttospeaktohim,letmetalktomyfathermom.”

Mom:“Itoldyouthathe’ssleepingSethu.Whyareyouinsisting?”

Whyisshegettingangry?

Me:“Wakehim up,Iwanttohearhisvoice.”

Idemand,IwillnotstepfootinthathouseuntilIhearthatman’svoice.Mymotherisfrustrated

bymyinsistence,Ihearbyherheavysigh.

Mom:“Holdon.”

There'sshufflinginthebackgroundandsoftwhispers,myheartisalreadyheavyandmyhands

aretrembling.

“Sethu.”

Asurgeofheatwashesovermeashisfrailvoiceresoundsfrom thereceivingend,thefearof

losinghim hasengulfedme.That’snotmyfather’svoice,hisvoiceisstrongandconfident.He

isaschoolprincipalafterall.

Me:“Dad.”

Myvoicequavers,Iam beingmockedbymytears.

Dad:“Mybaby.Howareyou?”

Ittakeshim awhiletouttereachletterashestrugglestoletthem outofhismouth.

Me:“What’swrongdad?Whathappenedtoyou?”

Dad:“I’m dyingmychild,Idon’thavemuchtimetolive.Ineedtoseeyouandyoursister.”

Adesperatepleaemanatesfrom hisvoice.WillAyizeagreetogothere?Shehasdisowned

them.

Me:“Won’tyoutellmewhat’swrongwithyou?”

DadwasstrongandhealthythelasttimeIsawhim.

Dad:“Ihavetotellthistoyouandyoursistertogether.”

There’sasuddenknockatthedoor,ChiomawalksinbeforeIcouldinviteher.Shecarries

sadnessinhereyes.

Me:“Okaydad,pleasestaystrong.Iwillcallyoutomorrow.”

Hesendshisfarewellbeforedisconnectingthecall.

Me:“WhathappenedChioma?”

Chioma:“Amarasaidtocallyou,she’sdownstairswithUze.”



Me:“Why?Didsomethinghappen?”

Ofcoursesomethinghappened,it’swrittenonherface.

Chioma:“It’sAmara’scousinandMbuso.Theywereinacaraccident.”

Me:“What?”

Irushoutoftheroom tomeetAmaraandRandall.

NTOMBI*

SurprisinglyJonasisstillhere,Ithoughthesaidhewasleaving.Trusthim tobethemost

stubborn,herefusestospeaktoMosesorI.Maybeit’sabouttimethatheleaves,it’snot

necessaryforallofthem tobehere.

Mashotoissleepinginthekitchen,shewenttobedrightafterPetuniafinishedmakingteafor

everyone.

MhambiandPetuniacamehomelate,theylookhappy.Somethingmusthavehappened

wherevertheyhadgone.Theykeepwhisperingamongstthemselves.

Me:“What’sgoingonwiththetwoofyou?”

Petuniafrownsuponhearingmyvoice.

Me:“I’m asking.”

Moses:“Somethingbigmusthavehappened.Areyougoingbackhometomorrow?”

Mosesjumpsinwithhiswish,heisdonewithmysiblings.

Petunia:“Notyet,sorrytoburstyourbubblesMoses.”

Me:“Tellusthen,thereasonbehindthosesmiles,Mhambidoesnotsmile.Whathappened

todaythathasyousmilinglikethis?”

Mhambi:“I’m goingtobed.”

Hegetsupandstartstowalkoff,Mhambicanbeasnob.Iwonderwherehegetsitfrom.

Jonas:“IthinkI’m readytoretireforbedaswell,I’m tired.”

Hisannouncementmeansthatweshouldcarryourtailstoourabodes.Thisthingofbeing

orderedinmyhousemuststop.Petuniahaslongfollowedherhusband.

Me:“Aren’tyoucomingMoses?”

He’sseatedback,hisarmscrossedacrosshischestandrestedonhispotbelly.

Me:“Moses?”



He’snotacknowledgingme,Jonasisglaringathim.Heneedsspace.Thelivingroom has

becomehisbedroom,hecallstheshotshere.

Moses:“I’m stillwatchingTVNtombi,hambauyolala.”(Gotobed.)

WatchingTV?

Me:“Bhutiistired,hewantstosleep.”

Mosesisnotbothered.

Me:“Mosesstopbeingchildishandcometobed.”

HesitsstillandIam forcedtograbhishand.Hesnatchesitback,Iam dealingwithagrownass

baby.

Jonas:‘It’sokayNtombi,lethim be.”

Iwon’tdothat,it’slateanyway.

Me:“Mosesasambeman.”

Isnapathim,heglancesatme.He’senjoyingthis.

Stupid.

Moses:“Now,Ican’tbefreeinmyhouseNtombi?Hayi,speaktoyourfamilytuu,tellthem to

leavemyhouse.”(No.)(Please.)

Hecomplainswhileploddingtothebedroom,Jonasisnotaffected.Hehaslongmadepeace

withMoses’srudeness.

Thisnightfeelsdifferent,Ican’tputmyfingertoitbut,somethingisoff.I’m unabletosleep,

Mosesissnoringnexttome,Inudgehim.Hissnoresaretooloud,it’sprobablythereasonwhyI

can’tsleep.

Me:“Moses.”

Hestops.

It’sbeenoveranhoursinceinsominiapaidmeanunwantedvisit.Mymindismuddled,thereare

somanythingsrunningthroughitatonce.ForastrangereasonNombulelo’sbirthisoneof

them.I’m notonetoreminisce,Irememberthatdaylikeitwasyesterday.It’sasclearasday

light,Ihavethissuddenurgetocallher.It’slatenow.Thetimeonmyphoneclaimsthatit’s1:

20am.She’sprobablysleepingbut,I’lltryherphonejustincase.

It’sringing,forsomereasonmyheartisactingup.Thethoughtofhernotansweringscaresme,

thisisnew.Ismymotherlyinstincttellingmesomething?

Me:“Moses.”

Inudgehim,he’ssnoringagain.Thisnudgeisnottostophisloudsnoresbut,towakehim up.I

needtosharethisfeelingwithhim.



Me:“Mosesvuka.”(Wakeup.)

Heturnstofaceme.Hiseyesareclosed,heisstrugglingtoopenthem.Nonsense,he’ssleeping

peacefullywhile,Ihavetokeepinsomnia,company.

Moses:“YiniNtombi?”(Whatisit?)

Me:“Nombuleloisnotansweringherphone.”

Myemotionstakeover,I’m cryingandIcan’tunderstandwhy.

Moses:“Haibo,it’slateNtombi.NormalpeoplearesleepingandasfarasIknow,Nombulelois

normal.”

Hejustcalledmecrazy,indirectly.

Me:“Mosessomethingiswrong,Icanfeelit.”

Hesighsdeeplybeforesittingup,herubshiseyesinfrustration.

Moses:“Ukhalelani?”(Whyareyoucrying?)

Me:“IneedtospeaktoNombulelo.”

Hesighsagain,loudlythistime.

Moses:“YouwillspeaktoherinthemorningNtombi.Youcan’tcallpeopleinthewitchhourand

expectthem toanswertheirphones.”

Mosesdoesnotunderstand,amother’sintuitionisneverwrong.

Me:“MychildisnotsafewhereversheisMoses.Callthatboythen,maybehewillanswer.”

Hopefully.

Moses:“Ican’tcallpeopleatthistimeofthenight.”

ThisiswhyIsaidhedoesn’tunderstand.

Me:“Please,Iwon’tbeabletosleepnotknowingifsheisokay.”

Moses:‘UyahluphaNtombiman.”(You’reanuisance.)

HecomplainswhilediallingMbuso'snumber,Iwatchhim carefullyashewaitsforthecalltobe

attendedto.Icanhearitring,that’showquietthisnightis.Theonlysoundoutsideisthesound

ofdogsbarking.

Me:“Andthen?”

Heshakeshishead.

Moses:“He’snotanswering.”

Me:“Tryagain.”



I’m desperate.

Ifhecouldhewouldrollhiseyes.

Moses:“He’snotanswering,he’ssleepingNtombi.”

Me:“Let’sgototheirplacethen.”

HelooksatmelikeIhavelostmymind,Iam literallylosingit.

Moses:“Wewillnotdothat.”

Me:“Please,Moses.Iwon’tbeabletosleep.”

Moses:“Ntombi,whateveryou’refeelingisnotreal.You’retired,sleep.Youwillfeelbetterinthe

morning.”

Hispredictioncan’tbetrue,IknowwhatI’m feeling.

Me:“I’m goingtobhutiJonas.”(Brother.)

JustasIscamperoffthebed,aknockonthedoorstopsmymovement.

Me:“Whoisit?”

“Petunia.”

Whatdoesshewant?

Moses:“Yohhai,Ntombi.Yourpeoplemustgo.”

Heproclaims,he’schagrinedbythisdisturbance.

Me:“YiniPetunia?”(What?)

Iquestionthetearsinhereyes,JonasandMhambiarestandinginthelivingroom.Theyare

dressedupandreadytoheadsomewhere.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Iquery,steppingoutofthebedroom.

Petunia:“It’sNombulelo.”

Shecries.

Mymindgoescompletelyblank,Iguessit’stryingtoprotectmefrom mynegativethoughts.

Me:“WhathappenedtoNombulelo?”

Itrynottopanic.

Moses:“What’sgoingon?”

He’sbehindme.



Petunia:“Nombulelowasinanaccidentand…”

Shefailstocontinueassheburstsoutinaloudcry,Petuniaisscaringme.IknowIhavebeena

badmotherbut,thethoughtofmychildhurtscaresmetodeath.Sheismychild,myonlychild.

Moses:“What’swrongwithmydaughterMhambi?”

Theyarequiet,nooneissayinganything.

Me:“Someonebettertellmewheremychildis.”

I’m screaming,I’velostitduetoPetunia’swails.Theytellatragedy,thatfeelingIhad,meant

somethingandthetruthiscomingtolightnow.

Jonas:“NgiyaxolisaNtombi,ngiyaxolisamntwanakababa.”(I’m sorrymysister.)

No!

Whyishesayingthistome?

Moses:“WhyareyousorryJonas?Whereismybaby”

JonasandMhambiarestandingwiththeirheadsbowed,theyfailtolookintomyeyes.This

couldonlymeanonething.

Me:“NOMBULELO!!!OhNkosiyami.”(OhmyGod.)

Iscream asIdroptomykneesinthemiddleoftheroom,myheartshattersintoamillionpieces.

Notmybaby,notmybaby.

Moses:“Hayi,hayi.”(No,no.)

Hecarrieshishandsonhishead.

NARRATED*

Mbuso’sparent’shouse

BeingahousewifeisallthatDorothyhaseverknown,herlifebasicallyrevolvesaroundMuziher

husband.MuzibroughthomethebaconwhileDorothystayedhomeandraisedtheirsonMbuso.

NotonceinherlifehasDorothypointedanaccusatoryfingeratherhusband.Toher,hewas

perfectinhisownway.Hemadeherfeellikeshewastheonlywomanhisheartwilleverknow

andshealwaysfoundcomfortinthat.TosayMuziisthesnakewhotemptedEveintheGarden

ofEdenwouldbeanunderstatement.

Themanknowshowtopolishhisshoeswellandkeepthem shinyfordaysonendhence,

Dorothyfailedtoseehismistakes,thesameloveresidinginherheartcoatedhereyes,making

itimpossibleforhertoseeMuziforwhohereallyis.Anadulterer,asmoothtalkerandsly

bastardwhoknowshowtogethiswaythroughanything.



Muziknowshiswifelikethebackofhishand,heknowswhatmakeshertickandwhatpushes

herofftheroof.

Helovesher,nodoubtaboutthatbut,lifewithDorothyhasbecomeboring.Wakeup,eatand

sleep,sameroutineeveryday.

Heneededarollercoasterride,anadrenalinrushandNomasontoprovedtobethatandmore

forhim.

She’sbecomeadrugtohim,anaddictionandhedoesn’twantrehab.Dorothy,theonlywoman

hehaseverlovedhastakenabackseatinhislife.Herfeelingsdon’tseem tomattertohim

anymore.

Muzistrollsintothebedroom hehassharedwithhiswifetheirwholelifeat2:30am,asif

walkingintoaclothingstore.HegivesDorothyoneshortstareandsheknowsthathewillnot

giveanexplanationforhiswhereabouts.It’sbeenoverfourhourssinceshesatonthatbed

readingherbible.Ithastohaveanswersforher,answersastowhyherbelovedhassuddenly

becomethispersonshefailstorecognize.Whythedevilhasenteredherhouse.

Dorothy:“You’rehome?”

It’snotagiven.

Whatelsecanshesaytohim?Hehasbecomeastrangerthatshestrugglestohavea

conversationwithhim.Theirdialogueonlyconsistsofsalutations.

Muzi:“Yebo.”(Yes.)

Hereplies,barelylookingatherashechangesintoapairofsleepwear.Shewantstoaskhim

wherehewas,shehasbeenwantingtoasksincehistimeschedulechanged.Althoughwanting

herhusbandhomewithherallthetime,10pm wasmoresuitableforher.Nowthathegets

homeintheweehoursofthemorning,ithurtsmorethanshecouldadmit.

Howdoesshetellhim thathe’shurtingher?

Herphonerings,it’sanunknownnumber.

Dorothy:“Hello.”

Muzileersatherashertonealarmshim,wide-eyed,sheglancesathim andwhispers.

Dorothy:“Mbuso.”

MBUSO*

“Dearlybeloved,wearegatheredheretolaytorestadaughter,asister,andafriendNombulelo

Mngoma.”

Thepastor’sproclamationpricksmyheart.Thesunisblazinghotandthereisabitofwindthat



throwsthedustofthisgraveyardaround.

IneverdreamtthatIwouldhearthosewordsinmylife.Myheartisshatteredinpieces,thepain

issuffocatingandIcan’tbreathe.Thecriesofhermotheraretheloudest,Petuniaiscomforting

herwhileherfatheristryingtobestrongashefightsthetearsthatoccasionallyfallfrom his

eyes.AmarahasherfacehiddenonRandall’schest,softsobsemittingfrom her.Sethuand

AyizearewithStylesandNeo.Theirfacesarecoatedwithsadness.

IleeratthiscoffininfrontofmeandIcan’tseeherinthere.Inmymindshe’sathomewaiting

formenotinthiscoffin.

Ihavecriedariverandthetearsarestillflowing.Myheartisgone,sheisgone.

Me:“WhyLelo?Whydidyoudothistome?HowdoIlivewithoutyou?Weweresobusywithlife

thatyouforgottoteachmehowtolivewithoutyou.”

Idroptomykneesinfrontofthecasket,Iwanttoopenitandtakeheroutofthere.

Me:“Wehadsomuchtoliveformylove.Howcanlifebesocruel?”

SomeonepullsmebackasIclingtothecoffin.

“Mbuso,vuka.”(Wakeup.)

Thisvoicesoundssofar,Iraisemyeyestotheskyandthesunblindsme,forcingmetocover

them.

“Mbusovukandodana.”(Wakeupson.)

Myfather’svoicecallsouttome,myeyessluggishlyopentomeetmyfather’sconcernedlook.

Dad:“Youwerecryinginyoursleep.”

Hereveals.

AsIscantheroom withmyeyes,IrealizethatI’m inahospitalroom.Thefirstthoughtthat

comestomindisLelo.

Me:“Baba.WhereisLelo?”

Iloseallhopetothesoundofhisheavysigh.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*
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MBUSO*

Icameoutoftheaccidentwithminorinjuries,Iam nottoosureaboutLelo.Myfatherhasnot

saidanythingyet,Ican’thelpbutthinktheworst.Afterthatdream Ihad,itfeltsorealandIcan

stillseethecasket.

Me:“Baba,Iwanttoseeher.IwanttoseeLelo.”

Ifmydesperationcouldstandbeforemeinahumanform,itwould.Myheartbeatsforthatgirl

andIdon’tknowwhatIwoulddoifsheweretodie.

Dad:“Idon’tknowhowtotellyouthisndodana.”(Myson.)

I’m adoctorandthisisnothowwebreaknewstopeople.Heshouldcomeoutandsayit.

MymotherwalksinjustasI’m abouttoquestionmyfather.

Mom:“Myson.You’reawake.”

Shestandsontheothersideofthebed.

Me:“WereyouwithLelo?Howisshe?”

SheisallIcanthinkaboutandmyparentsdon’tseem tounderstandhowdesperateIam.

Me:“HowisLelo,mom?”

Ipushmybodyuptoasittingposture,dadsendshishandtohelpme.ThisisnotthehelpIwant,

IneedsomeonetotellmethatthewomanIloveisalive.

Mom:“I’m goingtocallthedoctor.”

Shecompletelyignoresmeandrushesoutofthedoor.

Leloisprobablyokay,shehastobeokay.

Me:“Atleasttellmethatshe’salive,pleasetellmethatLeloisalivebaba.”

Iam askingandI’m notsureI’m readytoheartheanswer.Myfatherplaceshishandonmy

shoulder.

Aretheytryingtodrivemecrazy?Becausethat’showitfeels.Icanliterallyfeelmyheart

poundingagainstmychest,it’salmostsuffocating.



Dad:“Sheisinsurgery.Thedoctorshaven’tsaidmuchyet,theywouldn’ttellusanything

becausewearenotfamily.But,Ithinkit’sbadson.”

Hesaysinamodesttone.

Me:“Okay,ifshe’sinsurgerythenshe’sgoingtobeokay.”

I’m tryingtoconvincemyself,Ican’taffordtothinknegative.Thelookonhisfaceisnot

comforting.Whythesecrecy?

Dad:“Let’swaitforyourmothertocomebackwiththedoctor.”

It’sofficialIwillnotbegettinganythingfrom him,itdoesnottakeawhileformymotherto

comebackwiththedoctor.

Me:“Namhla?”

Shesmiles,whilestridingin.

Namhla:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Me:“Fine.HowisLelo?”

Namhla:“She’sstillinsurgery.Hasanyonecontactedhernextofkin?”

She’saskingmyfather.

Me:“Why?”

Namhla:“Nombulelowasinjuredontheabdomenandduetothat,theplacentaerupted.This

causesagreatrisktoboththebabyandthemother.”

Me:“Itcan’tbethatbigofarisk,Iknowmotherswhocarriedthefoetustillfullform.”

Namhla:“Mbuso,itsnotaslightplacentalabruption,it’sacompletedetachmentandasadoctor

youshouldknowthepossiblefatalconsequencesithastothemotherandthefoetus.”

Iknow,IalsoknowthatLeloisstrong.

Me:“Whatdoyouneedherfamilyfor?”

Namhla:“Shemightnotmakeit,wehavetoremovethebaby.”

SheproclaimsandIrefusetobelieveher.

Me:“No.”

Igruntinanger.

Mom:“Mbuso?”

Namhla:“Shewilldieifwedon’tremovethebaby.”

ShetellsmesomethingthatIam awareofandrefusetoaccept.



Me:“Youdon’tknowLelo,Ihaveseenthestorm shecameoutof.Ihaveseenthedemonsshe

foughtandcameoutvictorious.Unlessyou’retalkingaboutadifferentLelo,don’ttellmethat

youwanttokillherbaby.”

Mom:“It’snotuptoyouMbuso,it’suptoherfamily.Theywilldecidewhattheydowiththeir

daughter.”

Sheuttersandherspeechmeansnothingtome.

Me:“Idon’tcare.”

Namhla:‘I’m sorryMbusobutyourmotherisright,thedecisionisnotyourstomake.Ifher

familygivesusagoaheadtoremovethefoetus,wewillhaveto.”

IhavenoideahowI’m goingtostopthem.

Me:“Youpeoplearenotlisteningtome,IsaidnoonewilltouchLelo.IwillfightherfamilyifI

haveto.”

Dad:“Thisisnotyourbattletofight,herfamilyhaseveryrightoverher.”

Mom:“Leloisnotyourwife.”

WhyaretheytellingmethingsIdon’twanttohear?

Me:“Don’ttellmethatmom.”

Whosesideissheon?

Namhla:“Youwillhavetobestrong.”

Iknowwhatshemeansbythis.

Me:“Wherearemyclothes?”

Ishift,readytogetoutofbed.

Namhla:“Youcan’tdischargeyourself.”

Me:“I’m adoctor,Ican.”

Mom:“Ohmyson,don’tdothisplease.”

Shepleads.

Me:“Ican’tsithere,Leloneedsme.”

Ihavetokeepacloseeyeonher.

StylesandRandallstrollintheroom andalleyesfallonthem.

Namhla:“ThinkaboutwhatIsaidMbuso.”

Shegivesinstructionsbeforetoddlingout.



Me:“Mom,baba.Pleaseexcuseus.”

Ifollowtheirmovementsuntiltheyshutthedoorbehindthem.

STYLES*

Me:“Howareyoudoingman?”

Helookslikehell.

Mbuso:“I’m notokay.”

Hescratcheshisheadwiththisresponse.

Randall:“Atleasttheyareminorinjuries,you’lllive.”

Randalldoesn’tknowhowtocomfortaperson.

Mbuso:“How,whenLeloisatdeath’sdoor.”

Me:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Mbuso:“Therearecomplicationswiththebabyandtheyhavetoremoveittosaveherlife.”

Atearfallsoutofhislefteye,heletsitandinstantlyhisrighteyejoinsinonthisrain.

Mbuso:“WhatwillItellherwhenshewakesupandasksaboutherbaby?”

Hesniffs.

Inoticehowhe’stryingtobestrong.

Randall:“IfeelyourpainMbuso,ifthere’sanythingwecandopleasedon’thesitate.”

HepatsMbuso’sshoulder.

Mbuso:“IhavethisunfathomableloveforGokuguysandIneedtokeephim alive.Iknowthat

Lelo'sfamilywillnotunderstand,theyhaven’tbondedwiththebabyyetandtheywillchooseto

saveLelo.”

Me:“Soyouwouldrathersavethebaby?”

Hesighs.

Mbuso:“Iwanttosavethem both,thereisapossibilitythatthebabywillsurvive.Ineedhelpin

keepingherfamilyawayfrom her,Iknowalreadywhattheirdecisionis.Theywon’tspareGoku.”

IunderstandMbuso’sview,heisamanwhowantstosavehisfamily.Iwoulddothesamefor

Sethu.

Randall:“Whatdoyouwantustodo?”



RandallisgriptinwantingtohelpMbuso.

Me:“Yeah,anythingyouneedandwe’reherebro.”

Iseetearsinhiseyes.

Mbuso:“Iknowit’snotgoingtobeeasy,Iam willingtofightanyonewhostandsinmyway.I

wantmyfamilybackandIwillneedhelpinkeepingherfamilyawayfrom her.Theywillfightme

andpossiblytakemetocourt.”

Me:“Areyoureadyforthat?”

Mbuso:“Tosavethem?Iam readyforanything.”

Me:“Okay,I’llseewhatIcando.Thefamilyishere,ifthedoctorgetstothem first.Theywillgive

consent.”

Randall:“We’lljusthavetostopthem from signingthoseconsentforms.”

Mbuso;“Howdowedothat?”

Mbusoraiseshiseyebrowsashenoticesthesmirkonmyface.

Randall:“Iknowthatlook,yourlightbulbjustwenton,didn’tit?”

Heofallpeopleshouldknow.

Me:“Ihaveaplan.”

Randallsniggersatmyannouncement.

Randall:“Thosemagicalwords.”

Mbuso:“Whatisit?”

Me:“GetamarriagecertificatetoprovethatLeloisyourwifeandyouhaveeveryrightoverher.

Ifit’sproventhenthere’snothingtheycandoaboutit.”

Mbusodoesnotseem tookeenontheidea.Iforgothowhelikestoplaybytherules.

Mbuso:"Howwillwedothat?”

He’sthinkingwithhisheartnothishead,hencethequestion.

Me:“Leaveittome,I’llgetyoutwomarriedbymorning.”

Ilovethisidea,IturntoRandall.He’sscowlingatme,heknowsthatIcanpullthisoff.

Me:“IknowyoulikemyfaceRandybut,tellmewhatyouthink.”

Hesnickers.

Randall:“Iloveit,I’m justwonderinghowyourbraincanworksofast.Mymindwasstill

buffering,tryingtofindawayout.



Mbuso:“Istillask.HowdowedothatStyles?”

Me:“AndIstillsay,leaveittome.”

Randall:“IthinkIgetwhatMbusoissaying.HowwillyougetLelo’ssignatureonthemarriage

certificate?”

Thesetwoareunderestimatingme.

Me:‘Honestlypeople,Iam highlyoffended.AndyouRandy,youstillquestionmetilltoday.”

Heraiseshishandhalfwayupashetakesadefensiveposture.

Me:“Okay,dowhatyoumust.”

Mbuso:“Willthisworkthough?Idoubtthatherfamilywillbelievethatwearemarried.Theywill

wanttoknowwhytheywerenevertoldaboutit.”

IfMbusocontinuestoworrylikethis,hewillneverresolveanything.

Me:“Howmanypeoplegetmarriedathomeaffairseveryday?”

Randall:“Isayyoudon’towethem anexplanation,herfamilyisnoxious.ThatfatpigMoses

piquesme,hedoesn’tdeservetobeafather.Idon’tknowwhatIwilldoifIseehim here.”

Hegrowls.

SpeakingofMoses,AmaraisoutsidethisdoorwithNeoandthegirls.Bringingherheremeant

exposinghertohim andit’snotclearhowshewilltakeit.

Mbuso:“Iagreebut,herunclesarestrict.”

Randall:“Theyoungeroneisokay.It’stheonetheycallJonaswhoisapainintheass.”

Hestates.

Iam yettomeetthisJonasguy.

Me:“IwillhandleJonas,asforyouMbuso,youneedtoprepareforbattle.Herfamilywillnot

takethissuddenmarriagelightly.”

Henodspositively,agreeingwithmydeclaration.

Mbuso:“Thankyou,IknowLelohasnotbeengoodtoyouRandall.Iapologizeonherbehalf.”

Randall:“SheisAmara’scousin,youandIarefriends.Imeanwe'vehadourupsanddownsbut

welookoutforeachotherman.I’vegotyourback,anythingyouneed.StylesandIarehere.”

I’dbedamned.WaytogoAmara.

SETHU*



SomethinghappenedwithAyize,sheistooquietandNeohasnotleftherside.Hefollowsher

likehershadow,Istillhavetobreakthenewstoher.

StylesandRandallhavebeeninMbuso’sroom forawhilenow,wehaven’theardanythingabout

Lelo.Amarahaszonedout,shehasn’tsaidaword.Allshedoesiscry,thisstressisnotgood

forthebaby.It’sanearlypregnancyandstressingcausesarisktothebaby.

Me:“Let’sgetsomethingtodrink,IthinkStylesandRandallwillbeintherelonger.”

IsaytoAmara,sheissittingwithherheadbowed.

Me:“Amara?”

Sheraiseshergaze.

Amara:“Idon’tthinkweshouldleave,Idoubtthatit’ssafe.”

Iforgotthatsheisunderwatch.

Neo:“MehemmaisrightMiss.S.”(Myqueen.)

Hecanhearus,IthoughthewaslostinAyize’seyes.

Me:“I’m gladtoseethatyou’restillwithusNeo.”

Hefeignsasmile.

Neoisusuallyclowning,he’sdifferentrightnow.

Neo:“I’llgetyousomethingtodrinkwhenStylosandUzecomeout.”

Me:“That’salrightNeo.”

HenodsbeforeturningbacktoAyize.Sheisstaringintospace,hermindiscompletelynothere.

“Amara?”

Weallturntothefemalevoice.

It’sLelo’smother.IhaveseenPicturesofherinLelo’sphone.There’sabigchubbyman

standingnexttoher,heholdsalookofshock.Jawdroppedandeyeswidened.

Theoldcouplethatwasatthepartyisalsohere,theyarewithanolderlookingman.

Amaraslowlygetsupfrom thebench.

Amara:“Aunty?”

Amarasoundsjustasshocked,theauntscansherbodyfrom herheadtohertoes.

“Sothisisyou?”

Shecackles.

“MyhusbandandIhavebeensufferingkantiwenaarelivingyourbestlife?”Butyou.)



Shequestionsindisbelief.

Mhambi:“Ntombi…”

Jonas:“YouhavenotimingNtombi.Youseem tohaveforgottenwhywecamehere.Stopthis

nonsense.”

Ntombi:“NoJonas,youwillnotstopme.Iwanttoknowwhythischildissoheartless,we

thoughtyouwerekidnappedAmara.Doyouknowwhatwehavebeengoingthroughsinceyou

disappeared?”

SheslithersclosetoAmara.

Amara:“Whatdisappearanceaunty?Yourhusbandsoldme,hetookmeoutofthehousein

secretwhileyouweresleepingpeacefullyinyourbed.”

Sheretortsasfastasshecould.

Ntombi:“Myhusband?Sincewhendoyoutalklikethat?”

Mhambi:“Whatisyourproblem Ntombi?WearehereforLelo.”

NtombiturnstoMhambiashechastisesher.

Ntombi:“WhyareyounotshockedMhambi?Allthreeofyouarenotsurprisedtoseeher.You

torturedMosesfornothingJonas,lookather.LookatAmara,yeeymanuneglowlomuntu.”

(She’sglowing.)

Sheisoneangrywoman.ShescrutinizesAmarawithhersterngaze.

Ntombi:“UmithiAmara?”(Areyoupregnant?)

Shesays.Thisladyhasissues.

Neo:“Whoarethesepeoplemehemma?”(Myqueen.)

Neoclogsthisquestion.

Amara:“Myfamily.”

Neo:“Oh,thisisthefamilyUzewillhavetoface?Eishsaan.”

Ntombi:“Isthishim?Isthisthemanwhohasgivenyouthislifestyle?Nomakeeyouhave

becomeaprostitute?Howelsecanyoulookthisclean?”

Herquestionshocksallofus.

Ayize:“Hiabo,nguauntywakabanilo?”(Whoseauntisthis?)

Ayizestepsin.

Neo:“Rakgadiubittershame,slowdownnkhono,highhighwillkillyou.”(Theauntisbitter.)

(Grandmother.)(Highblood.)

Ntombi:“Youhavescoredyourselfateam Amara?ThelasttimeIsawyou,youwereinmy



kitchenwearingNombulelo’ssecondhandclothesand…”

Ayize:“Woh!Hayiuyakhulumamfazi,ngiyamangalanjeukuthiallthesemenbehindyouare

controlledbyaloudmouthlikeyou.”(Youhavealoudmouthwoman.)

Amara:“It’sokayAyize,letherspeakherheartout.Idon’tseehergaininganythingfrom allthis

chattering.”

Amaradeclares,hergazeisstuckonthisfamily.

Ntombi:“Yeyi,uyadelelawenadoti.”(You’redisrespectfulnonsense.)

She'spointingatAyizewithherforefinger.

Ayizecanholdherown,shedoesn’tneedanyonetocometoherrescue.

Neo:“Theonlypersonwhoisdisrespectfulhereisyou.”

Ntombitakesanotherrideofcackles.

Moses:“HowcanyoubesocruelAmara?DoyouknowwhatIhavebeenthroughbecauseof

you?”

Hefinallyspeaksafterthatlongstarehewasengrossedin.

Outoftheblue,Jonaspushesthisbigmanagainstthewall,hepinshishandonhisneck.

Jonas:“Don’teverspeaktoheragainMosesorIswear,youwilllosethatvoiceofyours.”

Herumbles,Mosesisthrottling.HefightstobreathewhiletryingtopushJonasoffofhim.

Ntombi:“Bhutistop,whatareyoudoing?”

ShegrabsholdofhishandasshetriestopullJonasawayfrom Moses.Jonasisunflinching,he

refusestomove.

Jonas:“Tryme,Idareyoutotryme.Ifyoucraveformybrother’scompanyagainthenspeakto

Amara,IdareyouMoses.”

Heissoangry.

Ayize:“Yeah,showhim Mkhulubae.”(Grandpabae.)

Sheaddsdramatically,youwouldn’tsaythatshe’stheonewhowasdrainedawhileago.This

girlhasastrangepersonality.

Neo:“He’snotMkhulubae,kentate-moholofela.”(He’snotgrandpabae,he’sgrandfather.)

Thenthere’sNeo.

Ayize:“NnakebonaMkhulubae.”(Iseegrandpabae.)

HerrejoindercomeswithaheavyscowlthathasNeofrowning.

Neo:“NoZee,no.Youdon’tgoaroundcallingoldpeopleMkhulubae.”(Grandpabae.)



He’sjealous,theirfriendshipisweird.NtombiisstillfightingtohelpMoses.Mhambiisrambling

awaywithhiswife,Idon’tknowwheretheyaregoing.

MosescoughsvigorouslyasJonasletshim go,he’sbattlingforair.

Ntombi:“AreyouokayMoses?”

I’m notsureifit’sloveIseeinherforthisMosescharacteroranobsession.

Jonas:“Areyouokaymychild?”

HisquestionisdirectedtoAmarawhonodsinresponse.

Ayize:“Don’tworryMkhulubae,she’singoodhands.”

Neo:“Yesntate-moholo,don’tworry.”(Grandfather.)

HeemphasisesonthewordgrandfatherwhilegogglingatAyize.

Jonasisoblivioustotheirstupidity,heismoreworriedaboutAmara.

Moses:“That’senough,Iam tiredofyouJonas.Youhavebulliedmeenough.Howcanyoutake

Amara’ssideseeingwhatshehasdone?Lookather,thisgirlhadnothing.Shewasonlyamaid

inmyhome,shepolishedmystoep,washedmyclothesandcookedforme.Howisitpossible

thatshelookslikethisnow?”

He’sgrowlinginanger,hepushesJonasasideandgrabsAmara’shand.Amarastiflesascream

whiletryingtoclaim herhandback.

Amara:“Letmego.”

Shedemandsfightingforherhandtobefreed.

Moses:“Allofthisisfrom sellingherbody.”

HerepeatsNtombi’sinsultsandrightafterwehearapiercingloudgunshotthatderives

screechesfrom AmaraandI.Mosesfallsontheground,he’sbeenshotonhisthigh.

“Uze?”

Neo’svoicecompelsustoturnaroundonlytofindawrathfulRandallpointingagunatMoses.

StylesandMbusoarerightbehindhim.

Ntombi:“Moses.”

Shescreamsassheseesbloodstreamingoutofhisthigh,she’slyingflatonthefloor,her

handscoveringherhead.Randallisluckyit’sintheearlyhoursofthemorningandtheplaceis

empty.

Howdotheyplaywithgunslikethis?

RandallissaunteringtoMoses,thelookinhiseyesisscaryevenNeoandAyizehavegonequiet.

Jonasdoesn’tcare,hemovesbackwithanimpulsivelook,makingwayforRandall.



Amara:“Randall.”

Sheshoutsasheloadsthegun.

OhmyGod,he’sgoingtokillhim.

Amara:“Randallno,please.”

ThatmandoesnotlooklikeRandall,thegungoesoffagainhittingMosesonhisshoulder.He

tumblesback.

Okay,thistimesomeonewillcomeout.Adoctororsomething,Randallisonamissiontokill

thisman.

WhyisStylesnotdoinganything?Amarahasfailedtostophim,it’sasifhe’sinatrance.Imust

betheonlyonewhoseessomethingwronghere.Ntombihasnotdaredtolookup,sheis

tremblingonthefloor.

Me:“Stylesdosomething,he’sgoingtokillhim.”

IpleadforthelifeofthismanIdonotknow.

Ayize:“Sethuawuthulebeforetheyshootyoutoo.”(Keepquiet)

Iknowdamnwellthatshe’senjoyingthis.

Amara:“Pleasedon’tkillhim Randall.”

Amaraisafraidtocomeanycloser.

Styles:“You’rewastingyourtimeAmara,unlessyou’refamiliarwiththiswrathfulpersonthen

thereisnothingyoucando.”

Hespeaksoccasionally,thisisnotamovie.Randallisabouttokillamanincoldblood,Moses

liesdefencelessonthefloor.Hiseyesarewidelyleeringathisattacker.

IsthatJonaswalkingaway?

Thisisonestrangefamily.

Neo:“ShitStylos,isthis...”

Hecarrieshishandsonhisheadasanunknownrealisationhitshim.

Neo:“Speaktohim,onlyyoucangettohim.ThisisapublicplaceStylos,hewillgetintrouble.”

HowcanIbestupid?Noonewillcomeoutuponhearinggunshots,theyareprobablyhiding

underhospitalbeds.

Amara:“Randall,babyplease,pleasedon’tdothis.”

Shetoucheshishand,shewantstotakethegunfrom him.Slowlysheleadshishanddown,Neo

istheonetosnatchthepistolfrom Randall.Amarawrapsherarmsaroundhim whileheholds

ontotheexpressionlesslook.



Thisistoomuch.

WhathaveIgottenmyselfinto?

Tobecontinued…

BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

Unedited*

154*

NTOMBI*

Mylifeisover,Iam finished.Mosesisgoingtodie,myhusbandisgoingtodie.Thisboywill

makemeawidowatthisage.Mybrothershaveabandonedme,Jonaswitnessedeverything

andstillchosetorunawaylikeacoward.Heshouldhavestoodupforhisbrotherin-law.

Me:“Whathaveyoudone?”

Ishoutrightafterthegunistakenawayfrom thisbigmanstandingwithAmara.She’sholding

him inherarms,thiscouldonlymeanthattheyareacouple.Whywouldsheholdhim likethat?

Me:“Amarawenzeni?”(WhathaveyoudoneAmara?)

Iblameher.

Mosesislyingonthefloornexttome,hedoesn’tknowwhichwoundtopressashishandskeep

goingbackandforthfrom hisinjuredthightohisshoulder.Iwanttoslidemybodytowardshim

andhelphim.Hecanbetoomuchsometimes.HowcanhetouchAmaraaftereverythinghedid

toher?

Moses:“Ntombikubuhlungu,ngizofaNtombi,ngizofa.”(It’spainfulNtombi,I’m goingtodie.)

Hecries,hiseyesrejecttearsthatusuallyaccompanypain.

Me:“Don’tworryMoses,theywillfixyou,thesepeoplewillfixyou.SiyezwanaAmara?Umyeni

wamingim’funaaphelelenjengamanje.”(Doyouhearme?Iwantmyhusbandhealednow.)

Sheglaresatmewithsomuchhateinhereyes.

“Hehehe,impiloinzima.Peopleareaskingfordeath.”(Lifemustbehard)

Thatbratwithshortredhairspeaks,Idon’tlikeher.She'saloudmouth.



Me:“Yeyiwenantombazane.”(Heygirl.)

“Magriza,IwouldkeepquietifIwereyou.”(Granny.)

She’sthreateningme.

Moses:“Ntombiyibolabo,yibolaboabathengalengane.Thatwhiteboyattheback,Iremember,

hegavemeabagofmoney.IwastrickedNtombi,theytrickedme.”(Thesepeoplearetheones

whoboughtAmara.)

“Hey,shutup.”

ThewhiteboyboomsasiftryingtostopMosesfrom speakingfurther.

Moses:“Angekengithule,youtrickedmeboy.Iwasmadetobelievethatyouaregoingtosell

heroff.”(Iwon’tshutup.)

TheyoungmanlurchesforwardinanattempttoattackMoses,he’sstoppedbyLelo'sboyfriend.

“WhatishetalkingaboutStyles?WhyishesayingyouboughtAmarafrom him?”

Theladywithbraidsenquires.

StylesgivesheraquickglancebeforeturningtoMoses.

“Styles,I’m talkingtoyou.”

Shepushesherwaythroughwithherwords.

Styles:“We’lltalkaboutthislaterSethu.”

Hereplieswithoutlookingather.

Moses:“Ntombingisize,calladoctor,I’m inpain.”(Helpme.)

I’m alsotryingtosavemyownskin,ifIgetupfrom hereIwillbekilled.

“Foraninjuredman,youtalktoomuch.”

Thewhiteboysays,thestateofhisangeristerrifying.MoseswantstogethimselfKilled.

Me:“Mosesthula.”(Quiet.)

Moses:“What’sthepoint?Iam deadanyway,lookatmeNtombi.Bukaukuthiungenzeni

uAmara.”(LookwhatAmarahasdonetome.)

Hedoesn’tfinishhiswordsasthesoundofagunshotquietshim.

Moses:“Ntombi!!!”

Hecriesasheducks,thebulletmisseshisheadbyaninch.

Isawthiscomingwhentheman,standingnexttoAmarasnatchedthegunbackfrom theboy

besidehim.We’rebacktosquareone,theyareshootingatMosesagain.



Amara:“Randall.”

That’shisname,evenablindmancantellthatshelovesthisman.

Randall:“Idareyoutoutterhernameagain.”

Hegrumbleswhilepointingthepistolatmyhusband.

Me:“Haukodwamkhwenyane,sesizofelaigamanje?”(Arewegoingtodiebecauseofcalling

hername?)

Mosesisgobsmacked,he’scryingnow.Hisbigmouthisgettinghim intotroubleagain.

Moses:“I’m sorry,please.”

Heimploresforhislife.

Me:“Amara,ngiyacelanganeyami,khulumanomuntuwakho.Uzobulalaumnyeniwami.”

(Pleasespeaktoyourman,he’sgoingtokillmyhusband.)

Lifewillhumbleyou,todayIam onthefloorgrovellingbeforethisgirlforthelifeofmyhusband.

Shegivesmeadeathstare.

Moses:“Lalelauaunty…”(Listentoyouraunt.)

Me:“Moseswait,I’m tryingtosortthisout.Youwillgetuskilled.”

Heissuchahalfwit,hehasnotstoppedgrowlinginpainandhe’ssweltering.Hisclothesare

dampfrom thesweatonhisbodyandyethe’stemptingdeath.

Randall:“Moses,Moses.”

Thesmirkonhisfacemakesmybloodruncold.

Randall:“Didn’tyouknowthatthisdaywascoming?”

Hesayscalmly.

Amaraisdatingacrazyman.

Moses:“Ididn’tdoanything,pleaseIdon’twanttodie.”

Willhestopcrying?Itmakeshim seem weak.

Amara:“Lethim beRandall,he’snotworthit.”

Shetriestolurethegunaway.

Me:“YesRandall,he’snotworthit.He’sastupidmanwhodoesn’tknowanything.”

Moses:“Ntombi.”

Idiot,I’m tryingtosavehislife.

Amara:“Putthegundownplease.”



Randall:“Amarawait.”

Hesnaps,slightlyshovinghertotheside.

Amara:“Whatwillhappentoyouifyoukillhim?Iam notgoingtoraiseourkidsaloneRandall,I

swearIwillnotdothat.”

Whatkids?

Nothingsitswellwithmehere.Amarahaschildrenwiththisman.Howandwhen?It’sbarelya

yearsinceshewentmissing.

Randall:“Don’tusethatcardwithme,Amara.”

Heuttersovergrittedteeth.

Amara:“Iam serious,lookatmeRandall.”

HekeepshisgazeonmypoorMoses.

Amara:“Stylesspeaktohim,helistenstoyou.”

She’sgivingup,shecan’tgiveuponmyhusband.

Me:“Hayingiyacelamkhwenyane,pleasesparemyhusbandforme.”(Pleasesonin-law.)

Randall:“Whothefuckareyou?”

Iscream andduckasheturnshiscoldeyestomethinkinghe'sgoingtoshoot.

Moses:“Dokotela.”(Doctor.)

Hebeginstoshout,Idon’tseeanyonecomingtoourrescue.

Me:“Mosesman.”

IfMosesisreadytodieIam not.

Me:“Iam Amara’saunt,Iraisedherwhenherparentsdied.Lookathermkhwenyane,sheisthis

bigbecauseofme.Thisistheleastyoucandoforus.”(Sonin-law)

Iam wastingmytime,histargetisMoses.Herefusestolookatme.

Sethu:“Stylesdosomething,thisisahospital.Peoplehaveprobablyheardthegunshots.”

ShelooksasterrifiedasIam.

“Sethu,you’reboringyazi.Waitalittle,thisisbetterthanGenerations.IwanttoseeifRandy

babywillshootauntytoo,I’m tellingyouIndianshowshavenothingonthis.Kuyanyiwala.”(Shit

ishappening.)

Asforthatlittledevilwiththeredhair,Godwillpunishher.

IshouldhaveranwithJonas.WhydidIstaybehind?



IsMosesworthlosingmylife?

Amara:“Let’sgohomeRandall.”

Shehasherhandonhislowerarm asshefightstosaveourlives.

Amara:“Liyanaiswaitingforusbaby,pleasetakemehome.”

Hiseyessofteninasecond,hedropshishand.Amaraclencheshereyesassheletsoutahefty

sigh,shepullshim intoherarms.

Iwanttoaskheraboutthekidsshespeaksof.

Isshepregnantorraisingthisman’skids?

AMARA*

SeeingMoseslyinginhisownbloodgivesmeakindofsatisfactionIcan’texplain,itmightnot

bethejusticeIwantformebut,itwilldo.NeverinmywildestdreamsdidIanticipatethat

Randallwouldgothisfar,IwasdazedwhenIspuntoseethepeculiarguiseheheld.I

understoodwhatStylesmeantwhenhespokeofbeingfamiliarwiththewrathfulRandall.Ihave

seenhim,Ilivedwithhim thefirstfewmonthsIwasbroughttohishouse.

AsIholdhim inmyarmsinthismillisecond,hisbodystiffagainstmine,aquestionlieswithme.

Willhecomebackfrom thisjaunthehastaken?

Me:“Baby?”

Irestthetipsofmyfingersonhisclinchedjaw,hiscoldeyesdeclinemeaccesstohissoul.I

can’tseeanything,it’scompletelyblank.Withawrinkleonhisforeheadindicatingadoseof

concernthatcomeswithanger,theveininthemiddleofhisforeheadstartstothrob

Me:“Randalllookatmeplease.”

Hisgazeisonmebut,thesearenottheeyesofmyRandall.Layingmyhandonhischestonhis

chest,Ifeelthethudofhisheartbeat.Therateincreaseswitheverythump,hismusclesare

tense.

Me:“Saysomething.”

Theriseandfallofhischeststandsevidenceofthelevelofhisrage,gnashingteethand

squintingeyes,heholdsmyshouldersandgentlypushesmetotheside.Hisgazeinstantlyfalls

onthewoundedmanwho’sgroaninginpain.

“Itcamefrom thisside.”

Amalevoiceechoesfrom thecorridor,itmustbethesecurity.



Neo:“Shit,wehavetocleanupfast.”

Hesayspanicking.

Randall:“Amarastepback,don’tmovefrom here.”

Hegivesacommandinadeadpanvoice,Ilookbackasaduoofarmsclingonmyshoulders.

Ayizeisbehindme,andhertouchiscomforting.

WithinaminusculeRandallislurchedoverMoses,heclutcheshisarmsandbeginstopullhim

towardsadoor.

Moses:“Ntombi,ngisize.NgisizeNtombi.”(HelpmeNtombi.)

Hehowls.

Heappearstobelosingabattletoarticulation.

Me:“Randall,whatareyoudoing?”

Notagain,Ihaveworkedsohardtryingtocalm him down.

Thehandthatjustgrabbedminebelongstoaman,twistingmyheadback,IfindStyles,he

shakeshishead.Hedoesn’twantmetostopRandall.

Me:“He’sgoingtokillhim.”

Styles:“He’snot.”

HeassuresmeandIhavenochoicebuttotrusthim.

RandallsendshisfootbacktoopenthedoortoluginMoses.

Ntombi:“Moses.”

Shecriesoutloudbeforecollapsing.Isshethatafraidoflosingherhusband?

Ayize:“Magrizahasfainted.”(Granny.)

Sheclapsherhandsassheexpressesinexcitement.

Sethu:“Ithinkweshouldhelpher.”

Ayize:“WellIthinkyouneedtogohomeandsleep,stopbeingaturnoffSethu.”

Ayizefindsthisnormal,IknowRandallandStylesplaywithguns,likeachildwouldatoybut,to

doitinpublic.Theywilldefinitelygetintrouble.

Styles:“Neotakecareofthis.”

HegivesNeohisinstructionstocleanupMosesbloodashelugsNtombiaswell,Mbuso

followsafterthem.

Sethu:“Styles.”



AyizesmashesherhandonSethu’smouthshuttingherup,Sethuslantsherheadbacktomove

awayfrom her.

Sethu:“Ayize?”

Ayize:“Don’tbethatgirlfriendSethu,keepyourmouthshut.We’lltacklethiswhenwegethome.”

Sethu:“Whattheyaredoingiswrong.”

Ayize:“WouldyouratherthosepeopleinsultAmara?Youheardthenastythingstheywere

sayingtoher.Theydeserveworse.”

IagreewithAyize,myuncleisevilandIdon’tcarewhathappenstohim.Iwouldn’twantRandall

togetintotroublewiththelaw,though.

LikeIhadthought,twosecurityguardsappearfrom thecorner,theirwalkisnotassuringasthey

treadslowlydownthecorridor.

Neo:“Herecomesthosetwoidiots.”

Heproclaimsasifheknowsthem.

Sethu:“Whatarewegoingtosaytothem?”

Sethuisterrified.

Neo:“I’llhandleit,pleaseMiss.Sdon’tgiveanythingaway.”

Ayizelaughsathisrequest.

Sethu:“Whyme?”

Ayize:“Becauseyou’retheonlyonewho’sacowardhere.”

Theguardsapproach,Neoisalmostdonecleaninguptheblood.Beingthesmartpersonheis,

heshouldhaveanexplanationforthis.

“What’sgoingonhere?”

Weleerathim whilewaitingforNeotogiveananswer.

Ayize:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Ayizewillneverridofherrudeness.

Ayize:“Thisisahospital,youdon’tjustaskpeoplewhat’sgoingon.Canyourespectus?We

haveafriendwhoisfightingforherlifeinthereandninanizosibuzaudoti.Isitbecausewe're

standinginagroup?”(You’reaskingusshit.)

Ayizeisangeredbytheseguards.

“I’m sorrymam,wewantedtoaskifyouheardgunshots?”

Shestiflesasob,tearsrundownhercheeks.Ididn’tthinkthatshelikedLelothismuch.



Ayize:“Usaqhubekabhutingemibuzoyakho?”(You’restillaskingusquestions?)

Neo:“Ntwana,justgo.You’reonlyupsettingherfurther.ShewillreportyouandI’m sureyou

don’twanttoloseyourjobs.”(Boy.)

Neoaddsashepushesthebloodiedclothinhisbackpocket.

“Eish!Sorry.”

Thesecurityguardsendshisapology.

Neo:“Yeah,we’realsosorry.Wedidn’thearanygunshots,checktheotherhall.”

He’splayingthiswell.

Theguardsnodbeforetheystrideaway,inallconscienceIthoughtthatAyizewasupset,seeing

herlaughhasleftmestunned.

Ayize:“Tau.”

ShepointsatNeowhilelaughingherheartout.

Neo:“Karabo.”

Theyburstoutlaughing.

Whatjusthappened?

Me:“IneedtoseeifRandallisokay.”

Neo:“Uzewillbebackmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Me:“Whataretheygoingtodotothem?”

Neo:“Don’tworryaboutthat.Youguyshaveseenenoughfortoday.”

Ayize:“Idon’tknowaboutthesetwobut,Istillwanttoseemore.”

ShedeclaresasshemarchestowardstheentrancewhereRandallandStylesdisappearedto.

Neo:“Zee,stop.”

Shepauseswithafrownonherfaceandtreadsbacktoherposition.AtfirstIthoughtIwas

seeingthingsbut,SethuhasbeenglaringatmesinceRandallandStyleswentintothatroom.

It’sgettinguncomfortable,honestly.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Ihavetoask.

Sethu:“Isittrue?”

HersoftvoiceisnotloudenoughforNeoandAyizetohear.

Me:“Whatis”



Iknowwhatshe’stalkingabout.

Sethu:“RandallandStylesboughtyou.”

IfStylesdidn’tmentionittoherthen,whoam Itodoso?”

Me:“Theydidn’t,theysavedmylifefrom thatevilman,myuncle.”

Sethu:“But,hesaidthatStyleshandedhim abagofmoney.”

Sethucanbepersistent,shewillnotletthisgo.

Me:“IthinkyoushouldspeaktoStylesifyouhaveanymorequestions.WhatI’m tellingyouis

God’shonesttruth.”

Sethu:“Areyousure?”

Iwillnotgiveananswer,IhavetoldherwhatIknow.

STYLES*

Thishospitalroom hasabedandtheequipmenttotreatMoses,that’sifRandallwantshim

treated.HismindtakesadifferentturnwhenitcomestoAmara’ssafety.Itwasinasplit

secondafterweexitedMbuso’sroom andfoundMosesalloverAmara,thegunwentoffbefore

Icouldblink.YouwouldthinkthatRandallwouldbecautiousanddragMosesoutsideortoan

isolatedplacebutno,Randallshootsamanatahospital.

Me:“WhathaveyoudoneRandall?”

Theself-satisfiedsmirkplayingonhisfacesendscoldchillsdownmyspine.

Mbuso:“What’stheplan?”

RandallandIglanceatMbuso,he’scuriouslystandinginthedoorway.

Me:“Normallyyouwouldtellustostopbeforerunningawaylikealittlebitch.”

Hechortleswhilestridingin.

Mbuso:“LeloandGokuaremynumberonepriority.”

Heknowswhathe’sgettinghimselfinto.

Randall:“There’snoplan,we’regoingtoleavehim here.”

Me:“Ithoughtyoubroughthim heretofinishhim off.”

Randall:“Fuckbruh,therewerewitnesses.Idon’ttrustJonastoshuthismouth.”

Idon’ttrusthim either.



Mbuso:“So,we’relettinghim go?”

Theenthusiasm hehasworriesme.

Me:“Itseemslikeit.”

Randall:“Killingthisfuckerwillbesoeasy,Iwanthim tosufferfirst.Hisdaysarenumbered.”

Me:“Whathappenedtoyoubackthere?”

Randall:“IlostitwhenIsawhishandsclutchedonAmara.”

Hegrumbles.

Me:“Thismanisonebravepig.”

Randall:“There’sadifferencebetweenbraveryandstupidity.”

BothMosesandhiswifearestupid.

Mbuso:“WhataboutLelo?WhatwillIdowhileIwaitforthecertificate?”

Leloishisonlyworry.

Me:“You’readoctor,I’m sureyoucanthinkofsomething.”

Mbuso:“WhatStyles?”

Hepanics.

Panickingwon’thelphim.

Randall:“I’m takingAmarahome.Youtwowillbeokay?”

Me:“Whataboutthatpig?”

Hesmirks.

Randall:“Don’tworryabouthim,Ihaveseenhisend.”

Me:“Ihavetaughtyouwellhey,youdon’trevealyourplansnow.”

Randall:“Moses’fightiswithme,Iwilldealwithhim.”

Iknowit’sbeenlongoverdue.

Randall:“We’llseeyoutomorrowman,bestrong.”

HepatsMbuso’sshoulder.

Mbuso:“Thanks.”

AndwiththiswordRandallsauntersout.

Me:“IcanmakeacourtdocumentstatingthatthejudgehasgivenyourightsoverLeloandthe

babyandnothingshouldbedonetothem withoutyourconsent.”



Itshouldholdthem offabit.

Mbuso:“Okay,wherewillyougetthedocumentatthistime?”

Me:“Adigitalonewilldo.”

Asenseofreliefwashesoverhim.

Mbuso:“ThisbetterworkStyles.”

Me:“Itwillrelaxandstopbeingacoward.Weneedtodealwiththosetwo.”

IsayasItwirltoogleatMosesandhiswife.

Mbuso:“Icankeephim sedated.”

Me:“Greatidea.Willyoubeabletodothateveryday?Weneedtokeephim asleep,Ithinkhe

holdsagreaterthreatthanthewife.He’sdesperatetomakeamendswithhisdaughterafter

oustingheroutofhishouse.Themothercanbeeasilybought.”

Hesneersashisfaceholdsafloodofquestions.

Mbuso:“Howdoyouknowallthat?”

Me:“Imakeitmyjobtofindoutaboutmyenemies.”

Mbuso:“YoursorRandall’senemies?”

Hewon'tbeabletounderstand.

Me:“RandallandIfightthesamebattles.”

Mbuso:“WellIguesswe’refightingthesameenemiesnow.Lelo’sparents.”

Heturnstofacethem.

Me:“Theladywillbesortedwhenshewakesup,I’llsendsomeonetohaveatalkwithher.She

won’tutterawordaboutanyofthis.”

Mbuso:“Okay,that’sgood.I’lltransfertothishospitalforaweekortwojustuntilwehave

sortedMosesout.”

Me:“BecarefulMbuso.”

Lestheblowshiscover.

Mbuso:“Iwill.”

Me:“Ihavetogoman,Ihavesomeexplainingtodo.Yourfatherin-lawrevealedsomedark

secretstoday.”

Mbuso:“I’m sureSethuwillunderstand.”

Icanonlyhopeso,youneverknowwithSethu.



Me:“Womenareunpredictable.”

Hesniggers,Sethuseestheworlddifferently.IfsheweretofindouthalfofthethingsIhave

doneinmylife,shewouldleavemewithnohesitationatall.

MKHIZE*

“MAMA!!!MAMA!!!”

Wait!

That’sZwelethu’svoice,he’swailingloudlyat6am inthemorning.

Me:“MaSibiyavuka.”(Wakeup.)

IelbowherasIhurdleoutofthebedandreachformymorninggown.

MaSibiya:“Haibo,yilizwilikaZwe.”(It’sZwe’svoice.)

Sheproclaimsinahurry,she’soutthedoorbeforeme.Wefollowtheloudcriesofmyson.Ican

seehim from here,he’stryingtoholdsomeoneupwhilescream crying.Thatpersonishanging

ontheroof,takingacloserlookmyheartexplodes.MaDlaminihashungherself.

MaSibiya:“Hayi,hayiJehovayinikodwa.”(God,why?)

Shethrowsherselfonthefloorscreaming.

Zwe:“Baba,umama.”(Dad,it’smom.)

Hewailswithtearsrollingdownhisface.

Me:“MaDlamini?Sika,Sika.”

Iboom asIrushtohelpZwelethu.

Me:“MaDlaminiwenzeni?”(Whathaveyoudone?)

Sikacomesrunning,hepushesZwelethutotheside.Wemanagetopullherdownandlieher

bodyonthefloor.Ithinkshekilledherselfatnightwhileeveryonewassleeping.

Herskinispale,hereyesarewideandhertongueishangingout.Shemessedonherself

probablyacoupleoftimes,thesmellhoversaround.

MaSibiya:“MaDlaminiyindaba?Yindabausenzakanje?”(Whydidyoudothistous?)

Mybodyfailsme,Idropdowntothefloor,Ican’tcontrolmytears.

Me:“Whathaveyoudonemkami?Whathaveyoudone?”(Mywife.)

Zwe:“Baba,umausishiyile.”(Mom hasleftus.)



Zwelethucrieslikeachild,Iam suchafailure.Mysonfoundhismotherhangingontheceiling,I

shouldhavebeenvigilant.Ishouldhavekeptaneyeonher.

Thelivingroom iscrowdedinnotime,theothertwowivesandmykidsarehere.Lamentation

becomestheorderofthemorning.

Zwelethu:“Thisisallyourfaultbaba,youkilledher.Ubulal’uma.”(Youkilledmymother.)

He’scarryinghishandsonhisheadatthissaying.

HowcouldIhaveknownthatshewouldtakeherownlife?

Me:“Sikayinile,ngenzeniengakaempilweni?Kufanelengijezisweizonozami,hayiumdeni

wami.NotmyfamilySika,hayiumdeniwami.”(WhatwronghaveIdonethatIhavetobe

punishedlikethis.Ishouldbepunishedformysinsnotmyfamily.)

IfeelsuffocatedasIleeratMaDlamini’scolddeadbody.Shewasonceastrongwoman.Why

didshefallpreytoweakness?

Zwelethu:“Mamadosomethingplease,dosomethingmama.Ican’ttakethispaininmyheart.”

HecrieswhilekneelingatMaDlamini'sfeet.

MaSibiya:“OhZwelethumfanawami.WhatcanIdo?She’sgone,yourmotherhasleftus.”(My

boy.)

Me:“Ngicelaningixolele,Zwelindodana.Ubabauyaxolisa,ngixolele.”(Pleaseforgivememyson.

Dadissorry.)

Somuchangerresidesinhiseyesashescowlsatme,whilerisingup.

Zwe:“Angekengikuxolelebaba,ngiyakuzondangenhliziyoyamiyonke.”(Iwillneverforgiveyou

dad,Ihateyouwithallmyheart.)

Hearticulatesinaloudvoice.

MaSibiya:“ZwelethuMkhize.”

Sheroarsathim.

Zwe:“Yiqinisoma,ngiyam’zondaubaba.Iwillneverforgivehim,hewasbusychasinghisown

things.Heabandonedhisfamily,mamawouldbealiverightnow.”(It’sthetruth,Ihatedad.)

Me:“NgiyacelaZweli,ungangilahli.Ubabauyakudingaboy.”(Don’tabandonme,Ineedyou.)

Ifcryingthesetearswillhelpmeinthiscasethen,Iwillcry.Ican’tlosemyson.

MaSibiya:“YourmotherwassickZwe,hersicknessledhertothisdecision.”

Iam toblameforherdeath,Ineglectedher.

Zwe:“Idon’tneedhim,youdon’tdeservetobeafather.You’reevilMkhizeandheartless.”

Hewipeshistearsashepricksthousandsofneedlesonmyheartwithhiswords.MaSibiyajolts



up,sherushestohim andoneslapfrom hersendshim tothefloor.

Zwelethuleersupather,tearsrundownhischeeks.

MaSibiya:“Nguyihlolookhulumanaye.Showrespect.”(That’syourfatheryou’retalkingto.)

Shechideshim withherforefingerpointedathim.Zwelethugetsup,he’sholdingsomuch

angerforachild.

Zwe:“Ngiyahambama.”(I’m leavingmom.)

Heannouncessoftly.

MaSibiyashakesherhead.

Zwe:“ThisiswhyNkomoleft,ubabafailedtobeafather.”(Dad.)

Me:“Mysonlistentome.”

Zwe:“Youwillneverseemeagainma,Iam leaving.”

MaSibiyayelpsasZwestartstowalkaway.

MaSibiya:“Zwelethuungahambi,ungishiyanobaniZwe?Ungangishiyindodana.”(Don’tgo

please,don’tleaveme.)

Me:“Zwelimyson.”

Icallouttohim whilethewholefamilycriesinagony,wecan’tlosetwopeopleinoneday.

Me:“Sika.”

Igrabhisarm,there’satighteningonmychest,aseverepainclutchesmyleftsideandmyheart

feelslikeit’sabouttopopoutofmychest.

Sika:“Baba.”

Hestoopsbeforemeasmybodysinkstothefloor.

MaSibiya:“Baba.”

Sherushestomealongwiththeotherwives,IthinkI’m havingaheartattack.Thepaindeprives

meofair,IspotZwelethuonthepathway.He’sgawkingatme,thewrathisstillvisibleinhis

eyes.Iwanttotellhim nottoleavemebut,Ican’tspeak.

MaSibiya:“Zwelethuyourfatherishavingaheartattack.”

Ineedhim,Iwillbenothingwithoutmyson.Thepainintensifiesasherushesoutthedoor

withoutacarethatIcouldbedying.

STYLES*



Sethukeepsstealingglancesatme,Iknowthatshehassomequestionsforme.Moseshadto

openhisbigmouth,I’m alwaysquickonmyfeetandIdon’tknowhowIslippedtoday.Thereare

somanythingsIwouldratherkeephiddenfrom herandthisisoneofthem.We’redrivinghome,

itsdawn.NeoandAyizearefollowingbehindusinhercar.

Me:“Istheresomethingyouneedtogetoffyourchest?”

It’sbettertotalkitthroughnowbeforewegethome.

Sethu:“WasAmara’suncletellingthetruth?”

Shedoesn’twastetime.

Me:“Aboutwhat?Hesaidalotofthings.”

Sethu:“YouknowwhatI’m talkingabout,youandRandall…”

Me:“DoyouthinkthatI’m capableofhumantraffickingSethu?”

I’m waitingforareply,hergazeislostoutsidethewindow.

Me:“Well?”

Ineedtohearheranswer.

Sethu:“Idon’tknow.”

Me:“GivemesomethingIcanworkwithhere,‘Idon’tknow’saysnothing.”

IloveSethuandIam notriskingthisrelationshipevenifitmeansthatIhavetokeepsecrets

from her.

Sethu:“ThehouseStyles,thelifestyle.Wheredoesitcomefrom?Youcan’tpossiblybemaking

somuchfrom thelogisticscompany.”

Sheisrightbut….

Me:“Whynow?”

Itakemyeyesofftheroadforawhile,hereyesaregluedtome.

Sethu:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Me:“Whyareyouaskingmeaboutmylifestylenow?Whynotwhenwefirststartedout?”

Ilikequickanswers,theyletmeknowthatthepersondidn’tthinkhardabouttheresponse.

Sethu:“Idon’tknow.”

Sheretortssoftly.

Me:“That’snotananswerSethu.”

Sethu:“Whatdoyouwantmetosay?Itsuddenlycameup,Iguess.”



Me:“Whenwefirstmet,Ihadaguninmyhand.Abulletholeonmyabdomenandsnakes

scatteredalloverthehospital.YouknowthekindoflifeIliveSethu,youknewwhenwestarted

out.Iwanttoknowwhyyou’reaskingaboutitnow.”

Sethu:“Idon’tknowStylesokay.WhatAmara’sunclesaid,gottome.Thefactthat,you’re

capableofpurchasingahumanbeing.”

Me:“I’m capableofmurdererandyouknowthattoowell.What’sdifferentaboutthis?”

Sheletsoutasigh.

Sethu:“Don’tsaythattome,Styles.”

Thewordsevadefrom herlipsandallIhearisdoubt.

Me:“Tellmewhat’sonyourmindkitten,Iwanttoknowwhatyou’rethinking.”

Anothersighclaimsherbreath.

Me:“I’m notlosingyou,Sethu.”

Iletherknow,hersilenceisscaringme.

Me:“DidyouhearwhatIsaid?”

Irepeatduetohergnawingquietness.

Sethu:“Iheardyou.”

Me:“And?”

Sethu:“I’m notgoinganywhere.”

That’swhatIliketohear.

Me:“Toansweryourquestion,wepaidforAmara’sfreedom andnoI’m notintohuman

trafficking.Youshouldknowmebynow,Ihavebeenopenwithyoufrom dayoneandIhaveno

reasontolietoyou.”

Sethu:“Whydidn’tyoutellmeaboutAmara?”

Me:“It’snotmyplacetotell.”

IfAmarafeltaneedtotellherthenshewouldhave.

Sethu:“Promisemethat,youwon’thideanythingfrom meagain.”

Ican’tmakesuchapromise,however…

Me:“Iwon’t.”

TherearethingsthatIcan’tsharewithher.



Tobecontinued…
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SETHU*

IcanhearNeoandAyizelaughinginthekitchen,she’stheloudestandsoundsveryhappy.

Tellingheraboutdadwillonlyruinhermood,Ihaveto,though.Dadissickandwehavetosee

him,itsoundedurgent.

IclenchmyeyesatthefeelofStyles’armsaroundme,heburrowshisfaceonmyneckand

placesawetkissthathasmyheartracingandleavesatinglingfeelingonmystomach.Ijust

finishedtakingabathandgettingreadyfortheday,IdecidedtoskipworktodaysoIcangosee

theparents.

Me:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Mybreathhasrunoutofthepark.

Styles:“KissingthewomanIlove.”

Hereplieswithmorekisses.

Me:“IneedtospeaktoAyize.”

Styles:“Aboutwhat?”

Heslideshishandsuptomybreastandseizesthem now,Ican’tthinkofanythingelse.My

mindisbeginningtobetrayme.

Me:“Myfatherissick.”

Isay.

Thisoughttogethim offofme,I’m stillupsetwithhim for…

Whyam Iupsetwithhim again?

Ican’trecallbecausethesekissesarejust….

Gosh!

Styles:“What’swrongwithhim?”

Okay,youcanbackoffnow,we’retalkingaboutmyfatherwhileyourfaceisburiedonmyneck

andyourhandsrubbingonmybreast.

Doesheexpectmetohaveanormalconversationwithhim likethis?



Me:“Styles.”

Idon’tunderstandhisquestion,hisnameistheonlythingthatmanagestoderiveoutofmeand

awhisperatthat.

Styles:“What’swrongwithyourfather?”

Andwe’restilltalkingaboutmyfather.

Thisisgettingawkward.

Oh!!!I’m beingturnedaroundnow.

Mycheeksfallquarrytothepalmsofhishands.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhat’swrongwithhim,hewantstoseeus.”

Heisdrawinginashesaysthis.

Styles:“Doyouthinkshewillgo?”

Heisliterallyaninchawayfrom mylipsthat,arereadytotastehis.Thereisnospaceinmy

mindforhisquestion,Idon’thaveananswerforhim.Iknowitbut,it’snotthere.

Whyishenotkissingme?

Mylipsareparted,sendinghim thatSOSmessage.

He’steasingmeortakinghistime.Whicheverone,I’m gettingannoyed.

Iopenmyeyestofindhim staringatmewithasmirkonhisface,thiscomplacentattitudeof

his….

Nx!

Me:“Whathappened?”

I’m notreallyconfused,let’smakehim thinkIam.

Styles:“I’m waitingkitten.”

Hespeakssoftly.

Im alsowaiting,foryoutokissme.

Youcan’tarousethesefeelingsinmeandmakemewait.

Torture.

Me:“Shouldn’twebedoingsomethingelse?”

Talkingaboutmyfatherisnotit.

Hegrins.

Heenjoysseeingmesuffer.Ifanyoneknowsawayinhowtotortureaman,hitmeup.Iam



beingtormentedhere.

Styles:“Gospeaktoyoursister.”

Saywhatnow?

Hestepsawayfrom me.

Noyoudidn’t.

Mybloodpressureisup,myheartisskydiving,bloodissurgingthroughmyveinsandI’m on

fireasmybodyispulsatingwithheat.

Ileanbackagainstadressingtable,mykneeshavegonesouth.I’dfallifIdon’tthinkwise.

Me:“YouwantmetogoandspeaktoAyize?”

Justtoconfirm.

I’m notstupid,let’sgetthisoutoftheway.

Styles:“Yes,yousaidyouwanttospeaktoyoursister.”

IalsosaidI’m wetandIwantyou.

Ididn’t…But,Iam andIdowanthim.

Me:“Youwantmetogonow?”

Okay…

MaybeIam stupid…Hegivesmeanodashesettlesdownontheedgeofthebed.

It’sbeenproven,signed,sealedanddelivered.StylesSishilikesseeingmesuffer.

ShouldIbegforitnow?Hestartedthegame.

Styles:“AreyouokayKitten?”

Thelookonhisfacerightnow...

He’sgoodatthisactingthing.Let’sgivehim that.

Me:“Yeah.”

Dammit,thisclogonmythroat.I’m obligedtomakethatgruntingsound,Imustclearitout.

Me:“I’m okay.”

Truthfully,Iam not.

Styles:“Okay,I’llnapforawhile.Ihavetogobacktothehospitallater,Mbusoisalone.”

Heliesbackonthebed,hislegsdanglingonthefloor.

Nap?



Hewantstonap?

WhatdoIdowithmyself?

Me:“Fine,younapandI’llgoandseeAyize.”

I’m frustrated.

Sexually?

Hellyeah.

Didthismanjustchortle?

Hechortled.

Theimpertinence.

RelaxSethu,you’reawomanincontrol,youcangetwhatyouwant.

Darnit….

LetmegetoutofherelesthethinksI’m asexaddict.

Withmytailbetweenmylegs,Ibegintotoddletowardsthedoor.Iam gettingoutofthisroom,

it’shotanywayanditshisfault.

Me:“Stupid.”

Idrone.

Styles:“Whatwasthat?”

Ifyoudidn’thear,itmeansIwasn’ttalkingtoyou.

IswivelasfastasthewordIjustmuffled.

Me:“Nothingbabe,Iloveyou.”

Thissmileisasfakeastheworditself.

Styles:“Mmmhhh.”

Andthen?

Thatlook?

Styles:“Iloveyoutoo.”

I’m onlygettingasmile,Iguess.

Seemylife.

NowIneedtoconvinceAyize,whichisbyfarthemostimpossiblethingatthemoment.Girl

distastesthatoldcouple.



NowthatIhavementionedourparents,myauntcallseverydaywithnofail.Shewantstobuilda

relationshipwithherdaughter,it’sgoodthatshe’strying.Myheartgoesouttoher,she’sa

fragilewomanandI’m prettysurethatshecriesherselftosleepeverynight.Shehaskidsto

raiseandIhopeshehasn’tabandonedthem.

Allthreeareundertheageofsixteenandstillinschool,theyneedaparent.Ishouldcheckon

hersometime,itcouldcauseconflictwithAyize.

Isitworthitthough?

NKOMO*

ThisisnothowIwouldliketobewokenup,thepoundingonthedoorisaggravatingtheshitout

ofme.Idon’tusuallygetvisitors,worsesoearlyinthemorning.It’sbarely8am andmyhouseis

beinginvaded.

Me:“I’m coming.”

Iyellasthepoundingescalates.

Unlessit’sthepolice,theybetterhaveagoodexplanationastowhytheyarehere.

Me:“Zwelethu?”

Heiscryingandlookslikeheswem here,hisclothesaredampfrom sweating,dribsofsweat

occasionallyfrom hisforehead.

Me:“What’sgoingon?Whyareyoucrying?”

Heburieshimselfonme,apainfulsobflaresupfrom him.He’sscaringme.

Whatcouldhavehappenedthathashim whimperinglikethis?

Me:“Zwelethu?”

Ipushhim back,hedropshisheadasheburieshisfaceinhishands.

Zwelethu:“She’sdeadbhuti,she’sdead.”

She?

Me:“Who?”

Zwe:“MaDlamini,shehungherself.”

OhGod!

Me:“It’sokay.”

Ileadhim tothelounge.



Ihaven’tbeentoseemaDlaminisinceshefellill.Ican’tbelieveshe’sgone,justlikethat.For

howlongwillmyfamilybesurroundedbyloss?

Mkhizeisgoingtofinishallofus.

Zwe:“Ilefthome,I’m notgoingbackthere.”

He’soldenoughtomakethischoice.

Me:“Andma?”

Hismotherwilldiewithouthim.

Zwe:“ItoldherthatI’m leavingandIwon’tbegoingback.Mkhizehadaheartattack.”

Ohpleasetellmehe’sdead.

Mymother'sdeathwillfinallybeavenged,thedevilhasbeenwaitingforthatmanforyearsnow.

Me:“Oh!”

Ican’texpresstheelationIfeel,heloveshisfather.

Zwe:“Idon’tknowhowheis,Ileftthehouserightafter.Itoldhim somanyhurtfulthingsbhuti,I

voicedoutthehateIhaveforhim.IknowIwaswrongtoaddresshim inthatmanner.WhydoI

feelsomuchregret?”

Me:“He’syourfatherthat’swhyandyoulovehim.”

Zwe:“Itoldhim thatIhatehim.”

Me:“Didyoumeanit?”

Zwe:“Iwasangry.”

Me:“Don’tbeatyourselfup..”

IhatetalkingaboutMkhizeandI’m compelledtodoso.ThisyoungmanneedsabrotherandI

can’tturnmybackonhim.

AYIZE*

Eatinghasbecomeeasyforme,foodislifeasNeowouldsay.It’samazinghowclosewehave

become,youwouldthinkthatwehaveknowneachotherforever.Thekitchenismyfavourite

placetobe,strangeIknow.IspotSethuploddingtothekitchen,she'swalkingfunnyandher

gazeisdroppped.

Me:"Andthenwena?"(You.)

Shescowls,twistsherheadbackasiflookingforsomeone.



Me:"Sethuyini?"(What'swrong?)

Sheshrugsrightaftergrimacingatme.CanitbethatshehadafightwithMr.Saboutthewhole

Amarathing?Sethuistooinnocentforthisworld.

Sethu:"Nothing."

Sheclearsherthroatbeforeherreply.

NowIsee,ofcoursethefunnywalk...

Me:"Arghshame.WhatdidyoudotoMr.S?"

Ihavetolaughatthis,it'sfunny.

Sethu:"Uhlekani?"(Whatareyoulaughingat?)

It'sfunnierthatshe'saskingmethis.

Me:"Iwillnotinvolvemyselfinyourbedroom affairs."

Shesitsonachairoppositeme.

Sethu:"Whatareyoueating?"

Ishowhertheplate.I'm notafanofoatmealbut,MaakesaysIshouldeatitbeforeanything

else.Iseehisplan,hewantstofattenmeup.

Sethu:"Istheresomethingelse?"

Cookedbywho?

Me:"Madam,thelasttimeIcheckedyourhandsworkwell."

SheexhalesandIjustknowthereissomethingsittingonherchest.

Me:"Doyouwantmetoscratchthatfirstbeforeyoutellmewhattheproblem?"

Shecan'thideanythingfrom me.

Sethu:"Ispoketomom anddadlastnight."

Sheintroduces.

Theregoesmyday.

DefinitelynotsomethingI'dliketogetintoearlyinthemorning.

Sethu:"Dadissick."

Me:"Theytoldyouthis?"

Sethu:"Yes."

ThosepeoplearemastersatmanipulatingandSethuisagreattarget.



Sethu:"Theywantushome,dadwouldn'ttellmewhattheproblem is.Hesayshewantstosee

us."

LikeIsaid,she'seasyprey.

Me:"Okay,you'llletmeknowwhattheproblem is."

Thisismywayofsaying,I'm notgoing.

Sethu:"Don'tyouwanttoseehim?Whatwillyoudoifhedoesn'twakeupthefollowing

morning?"

Me:"Hewon'tbethefirst.Peopledieeveryday."

Hereyesarejudgingme,Idon'tcare.Iam notchangingmymind.

Sethu:"Ireallythinkhe'sdying."

Me:"HauSethu.Whatdoyouwantmetodo?Ifhe'sdying,he'sdying."

I'm notabouttofeelsorryforthemanwhoprotectedarapist.

Sethu:"IknowthatIshouldn'tbeforcingthisonyousisbut,dadwillbebroken.Hesoundedso

desperateonthephone."

IsSethutheonepleadingonbehalfofthatman?

Me:"Doyouknowwhatyou'resayingtome?Ihavebeenbrokenmywholelifeandhedidn'tcare.

Iwasdesperateforhisprotectionandhegavemenone.Nowyouwantmetofeelsorryforhim

becausehemightbedying.Ungazodlalangamiwena."(Don'tberidiculous.)

Ishoulddismissthis.

Sethu:"I'm sorrysis,Iknowwhatyou'vebeenthroughandit'snotfairtoaskyoutogobackto

thehouselikenothinghappened."

AhouseIsworenevertoreturnto.

Me:"Yeah."

We'redonetalkingaboutthis.

Me:"Whenareyougoingbacktowork?You'vebeenofffortoolong."

Shesitsbackandslouchesonthechair.

Sethu:"Idon'tknow,maybetomorrow.Thepassionisnotthereanymore."

Me:"Sincewhen?"

Sethu:"It'sbeenawhile."

Hervoicetestifiesofthissuddenlostpassion.

Me:"IsitMr.S?Hefuckedthatstupiddriveyouhad?"



There'sananswerbehindthatbashfulsmile.

Sethu:"You'reinsane."

Me:"Girl,youlovebeinganurse."

It'swhatsheknows.

Sethu:"NoIdon't.Dadpushedmetoit.Iwantedtobeachef.Youknowhowcontrollingyour

parentscanbe."

Myparents?ItfeelssounrealthatIhavedisownedthem .

Me:"It'stimethatyoufollowyourdream,there'snootherway."

Sethu:"Iwanttodothat."

Me:"What'sstoppingyou?"

Sethu:"Money."

Arghshame,thegirlisblind.

Me:"Imaliiyenzenisisi?"(Whataboutmoney?)

Sethu:"Idon'thaveit,there'sthisschoolIHS.I'llneedabout80kforaoneyearcourse."

Cansomeoneslaprealitybackintothisgirl?

Me:"Sisi.ulalanemalieverynight.Yousatisfyitandcookforit.Inkingaikuphipho?"(Yousleep

withmoney.What'stheproblem?)

Sethuneedsawakeupcall.

Sethu:"Whatareyoutalkingabout?"

Lordtakethewheel,I'm donewiththisgirl.

Me:"Vukagirl,vukasisi.Lifewillleaveyoubehind."(Wakeup.)

She'sfightingtheurgetosnapatme.

Sethu:"Canyouspeaklikeanormalpersonforonce?Geez,you'remakingmyheadspin."

Me:"Yohhai,you'reslowmtase."(Sis.)

Shegruntsasshepushesherselfup.She'sbustlinginthekitchen,tryingtoputamealtogether.

Me:"Whatareyoudoing?"

Sethu:"MakingbreakfastforMoney,he'shungry."

Shegetsit.

Whywassheactingafool.



Me:"Notsoinnocentafterallhey?"

Iwigglemyeyebrowsassheturnsherheadtolookatme.

Sethu:"Youknowit'stooearlyforyourhints.You'refrustratingmyfrustration."

Yes.

That'swhatthewalkwas....

Me:"Sexuallyfrustratedekusenisiswami?"(Inthemorningmysister.)

I'llannoyherasmuchaspossible,Iknowshehatesitandit'sfunnyinmyhead.

Sethu:"Menareweirdcreatures,don'tyouthink?"

Shestops,leansagainstthecounterasshestaresatme.

Me:"That'sit,menarecreatures.We'llneverunderstandthem."

Sethu:"Stylesisweirdallinall,he'stoomysterious."

Me:"He'syourman,it'syourjobtounravelthatmystery."

Ntokozowaswaydifferentfrom Mr.S.HenevertooktimetogettoknowSethuandinmy

opinion,theirrelationshipwasrushed.

Me:"IsawhowyoufreakedoutwhenAmara'sunclementionedtheexchange.Iunderstandwhy

youdiditbut,menhateitwhenyounag.WhatevertheissueiswithStyles,Randybabyand

Amara,ithasnothingtodowithyou.Wenajustlovetheguyanddon'tpressurehim intotelling

youhisfriend'ssecrets.Ifhefeelslikeyouhavetoknowthen,hewilltellyou.Focusonyour

relationship,don'tletathirdpartyinlikeyoudidwithLebo.Girl,theywillcrushyouandtakeyour

manwhileatit.Investyourtimeandenergyinlovingthatmanandreceiveallthelovehegives

you."

Idon'tthinkthatIcanhandleSethubeinghurtagain.

Me:"Doyouknowwhatthemostdangeroussnakeintheworldis?"

Shefrowns,IknowwhereI'm takingthis.

Sethu:"Howdidwediverttothisnow?"

Me:"Justtellme."

Outoffrustration,sheexhalesdeeply.

Sethu:"Ablackmamba?Idon'tknow."

Me:"Wrong.Afriend,theymakethegreatestenemies.Don'tbringthem intoyourrelationship,it

doesn'tmatterifthatfriendismarriedornot.Nevershareyourrelationshipproblemswiththem

orwhateverStylesdoesthat,makesyoufeellikeyou'retheonlywomanintheworld.Yourfriend

willwantthatexperienceaswellandwithhim,that'showstupidfriendscanbe.IfI'dhaveit,I'd

putyouinabubbleandprotectyoufrom peoplelikeLebo.TherearesomanyLebosoutthere



andtheydon'thaveyourbestinterestatheart."

SethuisallIhaveinthislife,she'smyonlyfamilyandIwillprotectherwithmylifeifIhaveto.

Sethu:"YouknowIgetworriedwhenyoutalklikethis."

Me:"Don'tbe,listentoyoursister.HeedmyadviceSethu,thatmanlovesyou.Protectyour

relationship.It'sagoodthingyou'renotonsocialmedia,thathashtagshitisdeadly.Babukile

aboTracylikesurveillancecamerasandtheywanttoseeyourdownfall.Itdoesn'tmatterwhat

youhaveinlife,whetherit'slittleormore.Theydon'twanttoseeyouhappy."

Ithinkit'stimesheletsgoofhernaivety.

Sethu:"You'rethebestyouknowthat?Idon'tneedanyoneifIhaveyou."

Funny...

Iforgethowmushyshecanbe.

Me:"Don'tsaythat,youneedMr.Stokeepyouwarm atnight."

Iloveitwhenshelaughs,itmakesmehappy.

Sethu:"You'reablessing,youknowthat?"

Sheputsherarmsaroundmyneckandpastesakissonmycheek.

Ayize:"Don'tgettooclingynow."

Ipushheraway.

Sethu:"Iloveyousis."

Me:"Okay."

We'recompleteoppositesandthat'swhatmakesupwhoweare.

Sethu:"Sayyoulovemetoo,hau."

She'llforceitoutofmeifIdon't.

Me:"Yeahmetoo."

Sethu:"Youtoowhat?"

Thelookshe'sgivingme.

Me:"Loveyoutoo."

Sethu:"No,Iwon'ttakethat.TheIismissing."

Me:"That'sallyou'regetting."

Shetittersasshethrowsherselfinmyarms.



RUTH*

It'smyfirsttimebeingatNkomo'shouse,Idon'tknowhowhewilltakethisvisit.Ihadtolook

forhim andIknowit'sstupidofmebut,it'ssohardtostayawayfrom him.He'sallIthinkabout.

Nooneisopeningthedoor,Iprobablyshouldgoback.Myheartwon'tletmethough,Ihaveto

seehim.

ThedoorswingsopenbeforeIcouldknockagain.Hiseyeswidenastheymeetmine.Heopens

hismouthtospeakandnothingcomesout.

Me:"Hi."

Oneofushastospeak.

Nkomo:"You'rehere?"

Iknewthathewouldbeshocked.

Me:"Doyouloveme?"

I'm notsurewehavereachedthispart,orhowhetrulyfeels.

Nkomo:"RuthI..."

He'shesitating.

Me:"IcamebecauseIneedtoknowhowyoutrulyfeel.Forgetthelies,forgetthebetrayal.Tell

mewhat'sinyourheart."

Nkomo:"Comein,wecantalkinside."

Me:"No,Ineedtoknowfirst.DoyoulovemeN.K?"

I'm puttinghim onthespotbut,ithastobedone.

Nkomo:"IthinkIdo,you'reallIthinkaboutandI'dratherbewithyouthananyoneelse."

ThisisallIneedtohear,I'm satisfied.

Me:"CanIcomein?"

Hefrowns,he'smystifiedbymyawkwardness.

Asmileclicksonhisface,hetakesmyhandandleadsmein.Thisisright,ithastobe.

OtherwiseI'm doomed,myfatherwillslaughterme.

Tobecontinued...
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MBUSO*

Iknewthiswasgoingtohappen,IthoughtMoseswouldbetheonetoposeagreatthreatbut,

Jonasisarealpainintheass.He'sfightingthatLelobeoperatedon,heinsiststhatthebabybe

removed.Leloisinacommaandwedon’tknowwhenshewillwakeup.

Jonasisnotbotheredaboutthesocalledcourtorder,heclaimsthatLeloistheirchildandthey

havearightoverher.Stylesneedstogetherewiththemarriagecertificate,Iam losingthe

battle.

Moseswassaidtobeinvolvedinarobbery,asforNtombi…

Well…She’sasquietasachurchmouse.

Moneyreallytalks,shewasapproachedbyoneofStyles’men.

Thiswaitingroom hasbecomesmallduetoJonasandIarguing,Ihaveputasidethefactthat

he’sLelo’suncle.HewantstogethiswayandIwillnotletthathappen.Ntombiisforittoo,they

wanttokillmybaby.

Me:“NooneistouchingLelo,mybabywilllive.ThecourtordersaysIhavefullrightsoverLelo

andthebaby.”

Iknowit’swrongtoyellatthem becausetheyareadultsbut,theirstubbornnessevokesso

muchangerinme.

Jonas:“Whatrightdoesitsayyouhaveoverthem?Sheisnotyourwife.”

Jonasistoosmartforme.

Ntombi:“Iagreewithmybrother,IknowLelo,shewillwantustosaveherlife.”

TheLeloIknowwouldputherchild’slifefirst.

Me:“Withallduerespectbaba,thisisnotyourdecisiontomake,Ihavemadeupmind.”

Jonas:“Iknewfrom thefirsttimeIsawyouthatyouweretrouble,Ididn’tlikeyouatall.”

Thatmeansnothingtomerightnow.

Ntombi:“Hayikodwabhutinawe,ihabajesu.”(You’retoomuchnowbrother.)

Jonas:“Whatdoyoumean?”



Ntombi:“Hau,bhuti.UNombulelofoundanicemanforherself,he’sadoctor.Mychildwillnever

lackanything.”(Brother.)

Jonas:“MoneyismakingyoutalklikethisNtombi?Thisisthesameboywhowantstoput

Lelo’slifeatrisk.Iwillnotallowit.”

Jonaswilllosebecauseofhisstubbornness.

Me:“Wewillsee.”

Jonas:“Areyouchallengingme,boy?”

Thisiswhatheknowsandmyanswerwouldbeyes…Iam challengingyouJonas.

Me:“No,sir.Iam fightingformyfamily.”

Ideny.

He'slividrightnow.

Jonas:“Nombuleloisnotyourfamily,sheisnotaXaba.”

Styles,you’retakingtimeman.Ihavedraggedthislongenough,it’stimetopulloutthecard.”

Me:“Actuallysheis,weweregoingtotellyoubeforetheaccidenthappened.Wegotmarriedat

homeaffairsonFriday.”

Ntombi:“What?”

Sheshrieksstridently.

Ntombi:“No,never.Lelowouldneverdothat,Iknowmychild,Iknowmybaby.”

Andsosherepeatsherself.

Jonas:“Whereistheproof?Youwereatthehousejustthedaybefore.Whydidn’tyoutellus

then?”

Ididn’tthinkofthis.

You’readoctorMbuso,thinkfast.

Me:“Theplanwastorevealeverythingafterthelobolanegotiations.”

Ilie.

I’m learningwellfrom Styles.

Jonas:“Oh!Lobolanegotiations?Thesameonesyoufailedtopayup?”

Heremindsmeofmyfailures.

Me:“Thereisareasonforthatsir.”

Jonas:“I’m listening.”



Hecurvesabrowashegivesmeanintimidatinglook.

IhearJonasisnotmarriednordoeshehavechildren.It’sabouttimeIplaymatchmakerwith

thisman,clearlyhe’sboredwithlife.

Me:“That’smybusinesswithmywifesir,Idon’thavetosharemyfamilysecretswithyouand

anotherthing,Iam aZulumanandinmyculturewespeaktothefather’ssideofthefamilynot

themother’sside.”

Jonas:“Unamandlamfana.”(You’rebraveboy.)

Lelomademebrave.

Me:“Iknowwedidthingswrongbut,it’sourlives.Itdoesn’tmatterifwemarrywithoutyour

consent.Weareadults,sirandwhatwedowithourlivesshouldnotworryyou.”

No,Iam tiredofthisman.

Jonas:“IcanseerightthroughyouandIknowwhatyou’reupto.”

Whatishetalkingabout?Hecan’tpossiblyseethatIam lyingtohim.

Me:“Itseemsthisbattlewillnotend,Iwillsendmyfamilytocomeandspeaktoyours.Noone

istakingmybabyawayfrom me.”

Styleshastoorganizesomeunclesforme,myfathercannotknowwhatIgetupto.Hewill

surelyruinmyplans.

Jonas:“You’rerightaboutthisunendingbattle,youdon’tknowwhoyou’remessingwith.”

Threats?

Niceoneoldman.

Ntombi:“Sizothinibhuti,bashadileandthere’snothingwecandoaboutit.”(Whatcanwesay

brother?Theyaremarried.)

Ididn’tthinkNtombiofallpeoplewouldunderstand.

Jonas:“UyabonaNtombi,thisiswhyIsaidyouandMosessuckatbeingparents.Youcannot

giveyourdaughterawayjustlikethat.”(Doyousee?)

Iwillnottakepartinthisconsequentialconversationanymore.

Me:“Excuseme,mywifeiswaitingforme.”

Iproclaim readytowalkaway,Jonasstopsmebecausehethinkshecandowhateverhewants.

Controlpeople’slivesthatis.

Jonas:“You’renotgoinginthatroom.”

Yeah…

It’swhathedoesbest.



HefrownsasIchortleathiscommand.

Me:“Theonewhoisnotgoinginthere,isyousir.”

Ntombi:“Bhuti,stopbeingstubborn.Itwillnotgetyouanywhere.”

ThankyouNtombi.

IgiveJonasonelongglarebeforestridingout.

SETHU*

Myfather’scarisparkedoutsidelikealways,thethoughtofgoinginthathousemakesmequail.

IparkmycaroutsidethegatejustincaseIneedtogetoutofthereasfastaspossible.My

motherisaspecialcase,youneverknowwhatshehasinstoreforme.Anythingispossiblewith

thatwoman.

Thekitchendoorisopen,IgaitintomeetGingerandMbaliwashingthedishes.Gingeristhe

firsttospotme,shehurriestomeandengulfsmeinacutelittlehug.

Mbali:“Sisi.”(Sister.)

Thehappinessontheirfacesgivesmepeace.

Me:“Howareyouguys?”

Ginger:“Okay.”

She’snotconvincing.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Mbali:“Gingerisalwaysfightingwithmom,theyjusthadanargumentaboutwashingthe

dishes.”

IknowGingerhatesdoingthedishes.

Me:“Youdidn’twanttodoyourchoresagain?”

Shesulks.

Mbali:“Shewantedmetodothem alone,andIwashedthem thismorningandcleanedthe

kitchenallbymyself.”

Gingeristhestubbornone,youcan’ttellheranything.

Ginger:“That’snottrue,she’slyingsisSethu.”

Idon’tthinksheis.

Thischildissly.



Me:“Ginger,youneedtohelpyoursisterout,Ithoughtyoutwowereclose.”

Mbali:“WearesisSethu,Gingerismybestfriend.”

Ginger'sattitudeletsmeknowthatMbali’swordsmeannothingtoher.

Me:“WhatdoyouhavetosayaboutthatGinger?”

HerdemeanouristhatofAyize.Iseeatintofherinthere.

Ginger:“Yeah,yeah.”

Shecrossesherarms.

Me:“Howisschool?”

Mbali:“Nice.”

Thesmileonherfaceisenoughtomakemyday.

Me:“Andyoumadam?”

Ginger:“Ihateschool.”

Yes,shedoes.

Me:“Youstillhavetimeyou'lllearntoloveit.”

Shewantstorollhereyes,Ijustknowit.

Me:“Aretheyhere?”

Mbali:“Yes,mom isfeedingdadinthelounge.”

Me:“Thankyouguys,youcangobacktowashingthedishes.”

Theygrumbleinannoyance.

Me:“Makesuretheyaresparkly.”

ItellasIapproachthelivingroom.

Heregoesnothing.

Myfatherislyingonhisback,onathreeseatercouch.Hehasathrowwrappedoverhim,my

heartbreaksasIrealizethathe’slostsomuchweight.Hehasdarkcirclesaroundhiseyes,his

bonycheeksarethefirstthingyouseewhenyouwalkintotheroom.

Dad:“Sethumychild.”

Hesaysinafeeblevoice.Mytearshavealifeofitsownandtheydecidewhentocomeout.

Me:“Baba?”(Dad.)

Isitontheedgeofthecouchnexttohim.



Me:“Whathappenedtoyou?”

Dad:“Whereisyoursister?”

HepasseshiseyesthroughinsearchofAyize.

Me:“Shecouldn’tmakeitdad,butshesendsherlove.

Aghostofasmilewashesoverhisface.

Dad:“You’reagoodpersonSethu,Iknowyou’reonlysayingthistomakemefeelbetter.”

Heseesrightthroughme.

Mom:“I’m gratefulthatshecouldn’tmakeit,thatchildistoxic.”

Ijustgothere,canIgetabreak?

Me:“What’swrongwithyoudad?”

Hesendshistremblinghandtomycheek.

Whendidmyfathergethere?

Dad:“I’m sick,Iwasdiagnosedwithleukaemiasixmonthsago.”

Hedropsmeintoamuddledriver.

Me:“Whatareyousayingdad?Idon’tunderstand.”

Mom:“YourfatherhascancerSethu,he’sdying.”

Iheardthatandithurtsmorethatshe’srepeatingit.

Me:“How?Youwereokay.”

Dad:“IhavebeengoingthroughchemotherapyandI’m losingthebattletocancermychild.I

don’thavemuchtimeleft.”

Notmyfather,hecan’tbesick.

Me:“Howlong?”

Dad:“Anytimefrom now,thereisnoguaranteethatIwillwakeupinthemorning.Mytimeon

earthisover.”

Idon’twanttolosehim.

Mom:“Thisiswhyyourfathercalledyouover,hewantedtotellyouinpersonandpossibly

makeamendswithyoursister.”

Mysisterisstilllivid,shewillnotagreetoseehim.

Me:“Therehastobesomethingwecando,consultanotherdoctor.Doctor’sresultsarenever

accurate.



Mom:“Thereisnothingwecando?”

Howisshecalm?

Me:“Wedon’tknowthatmom,Iwilldosomeresearch.I’m notgoingtogiveuponyoudad.”

Dad:“No,I’m tiredoffightingthissickness,thetherapyfinishedmeSethu.Thereissomething

youcandoforme.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Dad:“You’resisterneedsyou.”

Ineedhertoo.

Dad:“Shewantstoseeinprison.”

HeisdefinitelytalkingaboutLebo.

Me:“Isthiswhyyoucalledmehere?”

Ayizeisright,Iam naïve.

Mom:“Partofityes.”

Shemusthaveputhim uptothis.

Me:“Iam notgoingseeLebodad.”

Irefuse.

Dad:“Pleasemychild,it’smydyingwish.”

It’sblackmail.

Me:“Whatdoesshewantfrom me?”

Mom:“Shedidn’tsay,sheonlyaskedtoseeyou.”

Somethingsmellsrotten,italwaysdoeswhenLeboisinvolved.Evenonhisdeathbed,allhe

thinksofisLebo.MaybeIshouldhavestayedmyassathome.

KHETHU*

Mbongeniisgettingonmylastnerve,Iswear.Heismorecontrollingthanever,Idon’twantthis

babyanymoreandIhavedecidedtogetridofit.Spendingtimeinhishousehasmadehim think

thatweareacoupleandIhate.

Mbongeni:“AfternaturingitforsolongKhethu,youcan’tbethatcruel.”

Hehasn’tstoppedyellingsinceIbroughtitup.



Me:“I’m notgoingtochangemymindMbo,Ihavemadeanappointment.Iwillgetridofthis

pregnancy.”

Iknowhe’sgrownfondofthebabybut,Ihavemythingstodoandhe’snotthemanforme.

Mbongeni:“DaremeKhethu,justdoit.Iwillnothavemercyonyouifyoukillmychild.”

Someone’sangry.

Me:“It’smybodyandthere’snothingyoucandotostopme.”

Mbongeni:“Don’ttestmeKhethukuthula,Iam notassoftasyouthink.”

Me:“WhatareyougoingtodoMbongeni?”

From whereI’m standing,Ihavetheupperhand.

Mbongeni:“Whyareyousocruel?Whywouldyoudothat?”

I’dsaythehurtinhiseyesmakesmethinktwiceaboutmydecisionbut,itdoesnothingtome.

Me:“I’m notcruel,I’m beingreasonable.Idon’twanttohatemychildlikeNobayenihatesme.

Thisistheonlywayout.”

Mbongeni:“Itdoesn’thavetobeKhethu,Iwillraisehim onmyown.Rightafteryougivebirth,I’ll

takethebabyandIwillneverbotheryouagain.”

Soundsreasonable.

Me:“I’m sorryMbo,mymindismadeup.”

Mbongeni:“IsthisbecauseofStyles?Ishethereasonyouwanttokillmychild?”

Idon’tknow,itcouldbeandIwillneverstoplovinghim.

Me:“Ihavetogo.”

HetakesmyhandasIbegintosauntertowardsthedoor.

Mbongeni:“ThatbabybetterstayinyourwombandIwillnotrepeatmyself.”

Hegrowls.

Thebabymustmeanalottohim,Mbongenidoesnotdothreats.

STLYES*

I’m preparingsomethingtoeatbeforeIheadtothehospital,Sethuleftforherfather’shouse.If

itwereuptome,shewouldn’ttreadafootthere.Ireceiveaphonecallfrom Randall.

Neo:“Stylosphone.”



Heyellsfrom thelivingroom,He’slyingonmycouchwatchingTV.

Me:“ThephoneiswithmeNeo,Icanhearit.”

IyellbackwhileIanswerthecall.

“It’sbarelytwomonthssinceyoumovedintogetherandyoutwoarefightingalready.”

HetalkingaboutNeo.

Me:“Ithinkyoushouldhavehim foratleastamonth.”

Iherehim snicker.

Randall:“Forgetit,hewilldrivemecrazyonthefirstday.”

He’sgrownfondofNeo.

Me:“Shouldn’tyoubesleeping?Whyareyoucallingme?”

Randall:‘Idon’tsleepduringtheday.”

Iknow.

Randall:“ThatoldgeezerMkhizehadaheartattack.”

Heannounces.

Me:“WhichsuitshouldIweartohisfuneral?”

Hesniggers.

Randall:“Relaxspot,he’snotdead,he’satthehospital.”

Shit!!!

Me:“Dammit,thatbastardhasmanylives.”

Randall:“Iknow,it’sfuckedup.”

Me:“DoesNkomoknow?“

Randall:“He’stheonewhotextedme.”

Nkomoissmart,Iseehowhe’savoidingme.

Me:“Mkhizeshoulddohimselfafavouranddie.”

Randall:“Mythoughtstoo.”

Neo:“Stylos,there’saknockatthedoor.”

He’sliterallyrightatthedoor.

Me:“GetthedoorNeo,you’recloser.”

I’m onthephoneandhewantsmeattendtoit.



Neo:“EishStylos,nowImustgetupfrom thecouch.”

Whoeverisatthedoorreallywantstocomeinjudgingbythewaytheyarepoundingonit.

Me:“Whattimewillyoubeatthehospital?”

Mbusoisalonethere,weneedtogettohim beforehebreaks.

Randall:“I’m notsure,I’lltextyou.”

Me:“Okay,I’llheadthereinthemeantime.”

Neo:“Stylos,there’sawhitemanlookingforyou.”

Neo’svoiceforcesmetoswivelonmyheel.

Whatthehellishedoinghere?

He’sinmylivingroom,staringbackatme.Ihaveonlyseenthismaninpictures,he’sdifferent.

Oldandgrey.

IdropthecallwithoutbiddingRandallgoodbye,I’m stilltryingtofigureoutifthismanistruly

here.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

157*

AMARA*

AfterthemorningIhad,thisiswhereIwanttobe.Inhisarmswithhim betweenmylegs,his

warm breathroamingonmyskin.Hearingsweetnothingsswishingfrom hismouthintomyear.

Hishandsdelicatelygrazingeveryinchofmeandtracingthehairsonmyskin,everytouch

consumesme,makingmeweaker.

Thissteamysessionstartedoffwithmegettingreadytotakeabath,Randallwasalloverme

themomentIstrippednaked.Nowwebothlienudeineachother’sarms,ourbreathingracing

againsteachother.Hesnugglesmyneckwithsubtlekisses,sofeebletheyarewhispers.

Randall:“Ilovehowyoutrembleundermytouch.”

Thisgentlewhisperfillsmystomachwithtingles.Hislipscomecloserandclosertominetill

theybrush.Slightlyhebitesmylowerlipandsomethingaboutthisgestureputsasmileonhis

face.

Graduallyhekissesmylips,it’ssosoftthatwe’rebarelytouching,whilehesmoothlyticklesmy

skinfrom mypelvistothebellybutton.

Hekissesmyface,myforeheadandneck,hemovestowardmymouthandbrusheshislipson

mine,beforegoingbacktonestlingmyneckandtattooswetkissesthere.

Hebrowseshislipsuptomyear,givesafewlicks.Ifeelmybodycomealive,whilehishands

andfingersareallovermybareskin.

Randall:“Iloveeverythingaboutyou,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Heproclaimsashekisseshiswaydowntomycollarboneandbust.

Randall:“Ilovehowyourskinfeelsonmine.”

Hegrazeshistongueonmycleavage,Ishiverduetothewarm sensation.Slowlyhenibbleshis

tonguearoundmynipples,traceshislipsdowntomytummyandlegsandinthetimebeinghis

palmsrefusetoletgoofme.

Randall:“Iloveyourthighs,andhowsofttheyare.”

Hemassagesmyabdomenwhilelickingandkissingmyinnerthighs.

Myheartrateincreasesashislipsmoveclosertomyprivates.Usingbothhishands,heopens



mylegsasifmakingawayforhim tomovein.Ifeelexposedasmypussystaresbackathim as

heholdsthatnaughtysmirkonhisface.

Randall:“Also,Ilovehowyoutaste.”

Ishyawayfrom hisimpishgazeashedeclares.

Hekissesmyvaginaquiteafewtimes,hispalmsgentlyandgraduallyrubbingmythighs.He

placesapillowonmylowerback,slipshishandsundermybutt,fullycupsthem andslightlylifts

meup.

Ifeeladeeparousalsensationarisefrom withinmeashislargehandsgentlygripmybuttocks,

itbeginswithafewkissesdownthere.Hiswarm tonguereplacesthem ashelicksme,thistime

myclitisinsanelyvibratingandIam deliriousindesire.

Hetakeshistimetonibbleonme.Hediveshistongueinandbeginstomoveitinandoutofme.

Imoanloudlygrippingthebedsheetsasmyhipsgrind,Ican’tkeepstill.Hepullshistongueout

andlicksmyclitbeforeslowlyplungingitinagain,Iletoutascream whichisswappedbyloud

moans.

I’m closertotheedge,histonguehitsmyG-spotandIscream out.Myorgasm takesoverme,

there’sapulsationonmyclitandawaveofheatengulfsmyentirebody.

Randallpackshisbodybetweenmylegs.Iwrapthem aroundhim,waitingforhim topenetrate

me.Weshareasinglelipkissbeforehepresseshistongueontheseam ofmylips,Igranthim

accessandhedelvesinsidemymouth.Adiminutivemoanspurtsoutofme.

Myarmsreachupandtanglearoundhisneck.It’sbeentoolong,well,that’showitfeelslike.

He’storturingme,Iwanthim insidemesobad.Iguidehispenisbetweenmylegs.

Me:“Randall.”

Iwhisperinhisear,he’stakinghistimeandseemstobeenjoyingit.

Randall:“Iwanttohearyoubegforit,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Helicksandnibblesmyearlobe,hisfingersgentlytiptoeonmyhipbone.Hemovesthem

towardmyvagina,drawsticklishcirclesthere,movinghishanduptomylowerabdomen.

Me:“Please,Iwantyouinsideme.Makelovetomeplease.”

WhatchoicedoIhave,he’storturingme.Heliftshisheadtolookatmewithaself-assured

smuglook.

Randall:“Iloveitwhenyoubeg.”

Hewhispers,brushinghislipsonminebarelyatouch.IfeellikeI’m goingtoburstwiththis

sensualpleasurethathehasbuiltupinme.

Heholdsmewithonehandandhispeniswiththeother.Hetapsitonmyclit,rubsitaroundmy

clitoralcovering,teasingmewiththetipofhisshaft.I’m losingmymindashestrokesthehead



ofhiserectiononme.

Me:“Baby,you’redrivingmecrazy.Puthim in,Iwanthim insidemesobad.”

Ifhedoesn’tpenetratemenow,Iwillcry.

Randall:“Letmeenjoythismoment.”

Youheardhim,heenjoysseeingmebegforhim.Whathasthisworldcometo?

Hekissesme,maybeIshouldalsogoonstrike.Oneofthesedays,Iwillgotobedwithnothing

onanddenyhim achancetotouchme.

Me:“Baby,please.”

Ibeg,lightlyrunningmyfingersupanddownhisspine.Iknowthisdriveshim insaneandhewill

giveinanyminutenow.HehastobecauseIam goingcrazywitheroticpleasure.

Finallyheslipsinsideme,asoftgaspevadesfrom me.Iholdhim tighterashebeginshisslow

thrust.Hedoesn’tstopkissingmeallovermyfaceandlips.Hislingeringkissesleaveme

wantingmore.Hisslowshallowthrustshavemepullinghim intome.

Me:"DeeperRandall."

Imumbleinhisear,hegoesdeeperandstayslongthrusting.ItfeelsamazingandIcan'tgrasp

theamountofloveIfeelforhim.

Inawhileheincreaseshisspeed,hishandholdingmewhiletheothercaressesmybody.

Me:“Randall,I’m goingtocum.”

Iscream butIwanttocryaswell,it’samindblowingsensationthathasmefeelinglikeIwill

explode.

Me:“YoufeelsogoodRandall.”

Ican’tstoptheloudnessofmyvoice,I’m losingmymindalthoughithascompletelyshutdown.

Myarmstightenaroundhim,Iwanthim deeperinme.Hekissesmecloggingmyscreamsfrom

escapingmymouth.

Randall:“IloveyouAmara.”

Hedeclares,increasinghisthrust,he’sgrindingandstroking,pushingmeovertheedge.My

mindjustleftme,it’smeandhim fillingmeup.Igetawarm fuzzyfeelingthrough-outmybody,I

clenchmyeyesbecauseIfeellikeI’m goingtocry.Mybottom feettingleandburn,Ifeelmyself

gettingtighterbeforeasuddenburstandrushgoesthroughmybody.

Itrembleandletoutoneloudcryasalltheemotionspouroutonme.Randallslamsagainstme

ashereleasesinme,heburiesmylipswithhis.Thekissfeelsamazingwithalltheseerotic

sensualemotionsrunningallovermybody.Ithinkhehasmademeanaddict,Istillwanthim.I

don’tthinkIhavehadenoughalthoughIhadmorethanenough.

Likehereadmythoughts,heplungestwofingersinsidemeandstrokesmyG-spot.Thereitis,



thatcrazyfeelingthatmakesmefeellikeI’m oncloudnine.Mymindshutsdowncompletely.

Me:“Randall,I’m goingtocum.”

Iscream,thisishowfarIcango.

Randall:“Iloveyourorgasm face,itmakesmefeellikeIowntheworld.”

Hevoicesouthissensualthoughtsandwherewouldheleavethatsmirk?

Heholdsmecloseashedoesthis,mybreastsarepressedonhischest.Icanfeelhisheart

beating.Thekisses,thegentlestrokes,hishandsallovermybodyandhiswarm skinonmine.

Nothingfeelsbetterthanthis.

Ithrowmyheadbackonthepillow,myarmsclingaroundhim asIshudderunderhim.Iglance

upandfindhim gazingatmewithofcourse,asmirkonhisface.

Godhelpme...

Randall:“Didyoulikethat?”

Hemummersbeforekissingme.He’sbacktostaring,I’m obligedtonoddiffidently.Wheredid

theconfidenceIhadgoto?

Me:“Iloveyou.”

Ileanintokisshim,thisismyanswerandI’m suremyscreamsspokeforme.

STYLES*

I’m standingbeforethismanwhom Ihaveonlyseeninpictures,hehasthisflabbergastedlook

onhisoldwrinkledface.

“Youlookjustlikeme.”

Thirtythreeyearsandthisisthefirstthinghesaystome.

Me:“Ilooknothinglikeyou.”

Iretort.

Thealoofnessofmytoneshouldlethim knowthatIwantnothingtodowithhim.

Neo:“ActuallyyoudoStylos,lookatthenoseandthelips.”

IleeratNeo,there’satimeforeverything.

Neo:“I’m goingtofinishcooking.”



RichardNixon,thesonofbitchwhodeniedmymotherafterknockingherup.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinginmyhouse?”

Richard:“Icametoseeyouson.”

He’stryingtobefunny.

Me:“Don’tcallmethat,Iam notyourson.”

Hesighsasmyremarkappearstodisturbhim.

Richard:“CanIcomein.”

Me:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Ihatethisman.

Richard:“IwantachancetoexplainwhyIleft.”

Me:“It’stoolateforthat.”

Idon’twanttohearhim out,I’m okay.

Me:“Iwantnothingtodowithyou.”

Igrunt,hispresenceisaggravating.

Richard:“Styles,please.Hearmeout.”

He’sdesperate,it’swrittenonhisface.

Me:“Thereisnothingyoucansaythatwillchangewhatyoudid.”

Richard:“Iknow,Iknowsonand…lookyouruncletoldmewheretofindyou.”

Me:“GetoutofmyhouseRichard.”

Neo:“Howmanyteaspoonsofsugardoyoutake?”

Neoshoutsfrom thekitchen.

He’smakingteaforthisman.Richardrunshiseyestothekitchenthenbringsthem backtome.

Me:“Yourfriendiskind.”

Hedeclareswithasmile.Whatmakeshim thinkhecansmilewithme?

Neo:“Richy,thewaterisgettingcold.I’m waiting.”

Neomusttakeitdownalittle.

Me:“WhyareyoustillhereNixon?Getoutofmyhouse.”

HeflinchesasIboom inanger.

Richard:“I’m sorryson,Ihopeyouwillfinditinyourhearttoforgiveme.I’m stillaround,here’s



myaddress.”

Heholdsoutabusinesscard,Isneeratit.Ihavenoplansingoingtoseehim.

SeeingthatI’m nottakingthecard,heplacesitnexttotheflowerpotbythedoor.

Richard:“I’m sorryagainson.”

Neo:“He’sleaving?”

HeshoutsasheseesRichardtrudgeoutthedoor.Islam itclosedandturntofindNeoinmy

faceholdinganinquisitivelook.Istepback,scowlingathim.

Neo:“Whatdidhesay?”

Isthiswhyheranhere?

Me:“Hewantstotalk.”

Neo:“And?”

Whythecuriosity?

Me:“There’smore?”

Ididn’tknowthat.

Neo:“Ithoughthecametotellyouthathe’sdyingandleavingyouwithallofhisestates.That’s

whattheydointhemovies.”

Darnit.

Iknowhowtochoosemyfriends.

Me:“You’recrazy.”

Neo:“I’llbecrazywhenwe’rerollinginmoneyanddrivingthosevintagecars,oldmenlikehim

likecollectingthem.”

Ishouldcallthehospital,Neo’sconditionisdeteriorating.

Me:“Youneedtobeputinastraight-jacket,besidesIdon’twantanythingfrom him.”

Neo:“Youcantakeitandpassitovertome,angerwillblindyouStylos.Whosaysnotomoney?”

Notachanceinhell.

Andwhatmoney?

Neo:“Maybeifwehadlethim inandgavehim tea,itwould’veworkedinourfavour.”

Me:“Really?Youwereofferinghim tea?”

I'm stillstunned.

Neo:“That’swhatwhitepeopledrink.Haven’tyouseenitonTV?”



Heliesbackonthecouchaftergrabbingtheremoteandbeginstochannelsearch.

Me:“YouneedtostopwatchingtoomuchTelevision.”

It’smessingwithhisbrain.

Neo:“NoStylos,kemangearengtelevision?It’saTV.”(Whosaystelevision?)

IgiveupwithNeo,I’m gladthoughthathe’snotaskingmemuchaboutRichard.Herespectsmy

privacy.

KHETHU*

Doctor:“Whydoyouwanttogetridofthebaby?”

Myfatherhasdraggedmebacktothepsychologist,IhatethatIhavetosharemyproblems

withastranger.Itwilltakesometimetogetusedtothis.I’m tiredandfeelingsomnolentso,doc

saidIcanlieonmybackifIwantto.Thisbabyisnottreatingmewell.

Me:“I’m notreadytomotherachild.”

Doctor:“Achildorthechildofanotherman?”

Heseesthroughme.

Me:“IfIwerepregnantwithStyles’baby,Iwouldbethehappiestwomanintheworld.Iwould

lovemybabylikeIhaveneverloved.”

Thethoughtofhavinghisbabyisbreathtaking.

Doctor:“Sotheproblem istheman?”

Me:“Yes.”

Withnodoubtatall.

Doctor:“Andyouhateyourbabybecauseitdoesn’tbelongtoStyles?”

Rightondoc.

Me:“Iwon’tbeabletoloveit,thesamethinghappenedwithmymother.Shedidn’twantme,I

hadtoliveundertheshadowofherhate.Lookatmetoday,I’m justasbitterassheis.”

Doctor:“Youarenotyourmotherthough.”

Me:“I’m notbut,Itendtoactlikeher.”

Doctor:“How?”

Me:“I’m selfishandinconsiderate.Myfeelingsmattermorethanothers.”



Doctor:“Isitabadthingtoputyourselfbeforeanyoneelse?”

Me:“Idon’tknow,IlivedmylifeafraidthatthepeopleIlove,willonedayleaveme.Likemy

mother,shewasaround,welivedinthesamehousebut,shewasanabsentmother.Her

negligenceforcedmetobuildabarrieraroundme.Iwasarmedandthoughttheonlywayto

keepmylovedoneswastoforcethem tostaywithme.”

Doctor:“DoyouthinkyoudidthesamewithStyles?”

IthinkIdid.

MybiggestfearinlifewaslosingStyles.

Me:“Maybe.”

Doctor:“Whatdoesthatmean?”

Me:“Idon’tknowdoc,Styleswasmylife.Hemeanttheworldtome,losinghim istheworst

thingthathaseverhappenedtome.IdoubtifIwillevergetoverit.”

Doctor:“ThewayIseeit,yourliferevolvedaroundStylesandyourmother.Youneededthem

bothandyoulovedoneandhatedtheother.”

Me:“Styleswasthereformewhenmymotherwasn’t,heprotectedandacceptedme.”

Doctor:“Howisyourrelationshipwithhim atthemoment?”

Nullandvoid.

Me:“Thereisnorelationship,hehatesme.”

Doctor:“Didhetellyouthatoryouconcludedit?”

Me:“Isawitinhiseyes,hedoesn’tlookatmethesameway.”

IthurtsbecauseIwashisonlyeye,nowhiseyescraveforanotherwoman.

Doctor:“Isn’tthatasignthatyoushouldmoveon?”

Idoubtit.

Me:“It’snotthateasy.”

It’sbeenawhilebut,hestilllivesinmyheart.Idon’tseemyselflettinggoofthesefeelings.

STYLES*

IknewthatIwouldfindMbusoinLelo’sroom,he’ssittingonthechair.Hishandholdingonto

hers.Shehasmachinesattachedtoher,it’ssadhowsomeonesoyoungcouldfacesuchafate.

ItwouldbreakMbusoifherlifewerecutshort.Helivesforthesetwo.



Me:“Howisshe?”

Iasktheobvious.

Helooksupatme,hiseyesareredandteary.

Mbuso:“She’sinacoma.”

Ialmostdon’trecognizehisvoice,it'sglazedwithsadnessandsorrow.

Me:“Shewillpullthroughman.”

Itrytocomforthim,Idon’tknowifwhatI’m sayingistrue.

Mbuso:“Idon’tknowStyles,I’m startingtolosehope.AsadoctorIdon’tseeherandGoku

survivingthisbut,asthemanwholovesherIseeherfighting.Idon’tknowwhichlogictogo

with.I’m beingstubbornhere.”

Me:“Well,maybeyourstubbornnesswillbringherback.YouneedtohavefaithMbuso,she

wouldn’twantyoutogiveuponher.”

Hesendshishandsbehindhisneckandrubsit.

Mbuso:“Jonaswantstofightme.”

Thatoldmanhasseriousissues.

Me:“Hewon’tgofarwiththat.”

Mbuso:“Howdoyouknow?HeishardheadedStyles,hewantstohavehiswaywitheverything.

I’m tired,honestly.Itoldthem thatwegotmarriedandhewentballistic.He’sagainstthewhole

thing.”

Me:“Evenso,there’snothinghecandoMbuso.We’vegotthis.”

Mbuso:“Dowe?Dowereally?”

He’slosingthegoal,Ican'tletthathappen.

Me:“Yes,youneedtostopbeingnegative.”

Ifweattractnegativethingsthenthat’swhatwe’llget.

RandallwalksinhandinhandwithAmara,he’seatingapacketofchips.

Me:“Whatthefuck?”

Hescowls.

Randall:“What?”

Me:“You’regettingfat.”

Randall:“Really?”



Hescanshisbodywithapanickedlook.

Amara:“NotfunnyStyles,he’slyingbaby.”

Randallgrimacesatmebeforethrowingachipinhismouth.

Me:“Yeah,continue.Don’tsayIdidn’ttellyouwhenyoulooklikeMoses.”

AyizeandSethulaughatmyretort.

Amara:“Styles.”

Shewhines.

IguessRandallisasensitivetopicbut,thereisasmileonherfaceasshesuppressesalaugh.

Randall:“You’reanidiotSishi.”

Styles:“SeriouslyAmara,youneedtogivebirthsoon.Idon’tlikewhatR.Jisdoingtomyfriend.”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Ithinkhelooksgreat,Imeanhaveyouever.”

Ayizeisaflirter.

Randallpretendsthathedidn'thearthecomplimentfrom Ayize.Hehearditalright,thenagain

thisishowhe'salwaysbeen.Onlyonewomanhasmanagedtotouchhisheartandgethisfull

attention.

Amara:“ThankyouAyize,there'snothingwrongwithmyfiance.”

Shewidelysmilesathim,thismanneedstolearnhowtoreturnsmiles.

Mbuso:“Aren’tyougettingmarriedsoon?”

Me:“Heis,andhe’llbelookinglikethenuttyprofessor.”

There’slaughterintheroom.

Randall:“Ifyouinsultmeonemoretime,Iwillstuffthesecrispsdownyourthroat.”

Heimpends.

Me:“Whyareyoulateanyway?”

Randall:“Ihadsomethingstotakecareof.”

Sethu:“We’reheretoprayforLelo.”

Ayize:“SethuwilldotheprayingandleavetheAmentous.”

Asmiledancesonherfacewiththesewords.

Amara:“HowissheMbuso?”



He’sbeenstaringatLelo.

Mbuso:“She’snotdoingwell,she’sinacoma.”

Ayize:“Pregnantandinacoma?Isthebabysafe?”

Mbuso:“Yes,ithappens.Theonlyproblem hereistherapturedplacenta,I’m forcingthingshere

andI’m notsureifshewillmakeit.WhatifIriskherlifebytryingtosaveGoku’slife?”

Amaraputsherhandonherbelly,sheexchangesglanceswithRandall.Heputshisarm around

herwaistandpullsherclosertohim.Lelo’ssituationmusthithomeforthem astheyare

expectingababyaswell.

Ayize:“Goku?Thecartooncharacter?”

Sheispuzzled.

Me:“Yes,that’sthenameofthebaby.”

ShemakesafacialexpressionIcannotread.

Ayize:“It’s2020,akuqalingaweMbuso.”(You’renotthefirst.)

Whatevershemeansbythat.

Sethu:“Mustyoualwayshaveacomeback?”

Ayize:“Yes.”

Itseemsrightforhertohaveone,always.

Amara:“Lelowillbeokay,you’llsee.Sheisastrongwoman.”

Mbuso:“Sheis.”

IhopelosingLelowon’tchangehim,theaccidenthasmadehim apersonhe’snot.

Me:“We’llgiveyouladiesspace.”

Ayize:“I’llcomewithyou,SethuandAmara,doyourmagichey.MakesureGodhearsyou.”

Runningaway,arewe?

Sethu:“Weneedyouhere,don’tgo.”

Ayize:“WhatwillIdo?Idon’tknowhowtopray.”

Sethu:“Thebiblesayswhentwoorthree…”

Ayize:“NgafaJesu.”(Suchtorture.)

Shecomplainsasshetakesasitonachairbythewindow.

RandalliswhisperingsomethingtoAmara,shehashergazedroppedwhileslowlynoddingher

head.Hetakesherhandintohis,liftsherchinwiththeotherandmummerssomething.Amara



takesupanothernod,sheappearstobesadsuddenly.

Anyonecanreadthewordshejustmumbledbeforekissingher,he’scomfortingher.

Ayize:“Ninanobabili,yekanilentotu.I’m singleandseeingacoupleinloveisfrustrating.You

canimaginehowIfeelrightnow.”(Youtwobetterstopthat.)

ThatmessageisforRandallandAmara.

Ayizealwayshassomethingtosay,Sethudidsayit.

Me:“Ithinkthat’sourcue.”

Randallisthefirsttowalkout.

Me:“Mbuso,areyoucoming?”

Henodsnegatively.

Me:“AreyouokayKitten?”

Sethuisabitdistant.

Sethu:“We’lltalklater.”

Herparentshavesomethingtodowithhergloominess.

Me:“Trynottothinktoomuchokay.”

Hernodisnotreassuring,Iframehercheeksinthepalmsofmyhands.

Me:“Ngiyak’thandayezwa?”(Iloveyou,youhear?)

Hereyesbrowsetheroom beforeshereticentlydropsthem.Whereisthiscomingfrom?

Me:“Whathappened?”

SheturnstolookatAyizewhoisnotevenmindingus.

Me:“You’reafraidofalittlePDA?”

Sethu:“Therearepeoplehere.”

People?

Theyarefriendsandfamily.

Me:“Okay,butwhenwegethomeIwantyouscreamingoutloudhowmuchyouloveme.”

Sethu:“Styles?”

Shemumblessoftly,carefulnottobeheard.

Me:“I’m notplaying,Ihavetomakeupforthismorning.”

Sheshiesawayfrom myflirtatiousgaze.



Ayize:“Okay,I’m tiredofpretendingthatIcan’thearyoutwo.Talkabouttorture,Mr.Splease

spareme.”

Ifyoulookupthewordcrazyinthedictionary,Iam almostahundredpercentsurethatyouwill

findAyize’snamenexttoit,ifnotherpicture.

Amara:“Ihavenevermetanyonelikeyouinmylife,you’reabreathoffreshair.”

Amaracomplimentshercraziness.

Sethulooksupatme,Iknowwhatshe’sthinking.GonearethedayswhenIwouldtellherthose

words.

Me:“Youstillareyouknow?”

Sethu:“What?”

Me:“Abreathoffreshair.”

Shesmilesrestrainedly.

Ayize:“No,don’tstealmyspotlight.I’m thebreathofntonnton,MrS.youcangonow.Wehave

topray,thiscandleI’m holdinghereisburningmyhands.”(What,what.)

Let’sforgetfindinghernameinthedictionary.Wordstodescribeherprobablyhaven’tbeen

discoveredyet.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

158*

NOBAYENI*

Idon’twanttobehere,thebastardTimothybeckonedme.HethreatenedtotellDladlaaboutthe

affair.Iseehim standingbythetestinggroundsinExpoCentreNasrec.

Whywouldhebringmehere?

Me:“HowdareyouthreatenmeTimothy?”

IyellasIgettohim.

Timothy:“Itwastheonlywaytogetyouhere.”

Heleansintokissme,Ishiftbackwithadisgustedlook.TherewasatimewhenIcouldn’tget

enoughofhim andnowthesightofhim makesmesick.

Me:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Timothy:“Lookoverthere.”

Hepointsatagroupofpolicemenintraining,Dladlaiscoachingthem.

IquicklyhidebehindTimothy,Ican’tlethim seemehere.”

Timothy:“Don’tworry,hecan’tseeyou.”

Hesaysinamockingtone.

Timothy:“Itakemyhatoffforthecommissioner,heisadedicatedman.Itwouldbeashameif

thewholecountryweretofindoutwhathegetsuptoinsecret.”

Timothyhasnothingbettertodowithhislifethantostalkmyhusband.

Me:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Hesneersatme.

Bastard.

Timothy:“Comeonbaby,don’ttellmeyoudon’tknowthathubbyisintocorruption.Hisbed

sheetsareasdirtyasmine.”

Whodoesn’thaveskeletonsintheircloset?IhavemyownaswellandI’m lookingatit.



Bloody…

Nx!

Me:“Sowhat?NooneisperfectTimothy.”

HechortlesandIhatehim rightnow.

WhatthehellwasIwasthinking?

Timothy:“You’reright,nooneisperfectbutthepolicecommissioner.

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom him?”

Timothy:“You,you’remywomanandIwantyoutoleavehim.”

Timothyistakingchances.

Me:“I’m notleavingmyhusbandTim.”

Ascornfullaughsprintsoutofhim.

Timothy:“Iknewyouweregoingtosayno,thisiswhyIorganizedagiftforyou.”

Ishouldkillhim he’snotgoingtoleaveusalone.

Hehandsmeapairofbinoculars.

Me:“Whatam Isupposedtodowiththis?”

Timothy:“Lookoverthere.”

HepointsinDladla’sdirection.

Timothy:“That’smysecondoption.”

Iputthebinocularsovermyeyes,Iwanttoseewhatthisfoolistalkingabout.Ifeelhim

breathingdownmyneckfrom behindandIam extremelydisgusted.

Me:“Ican’tseeanything.”

OnlyDladlacoachinghisteam.

Timothy:“Dropyourgazealittlesweetheart.Canyouseethereddotlaseronhischest?”

OhmyGod,no.

Timothy:“Itwillbesoeasytotakehim downandnoonewillseewhotheshooteris,theywill

runaroundlikeheadlesschickens.”

No,Ican’tletthishappen,nottomyhusband.Idon’ttrustTimothysinceheprovedtobeinsane.

HemightshootDladlaforthefunofit.

IdropthebinocularsandoffmyfeetIgo,runningtoDladlaasfastasIcan.

Timothy:“Bayeni,shit.”



Ihearhim cussandgrunt,Idon’tcareabouthim.IhavetosaveDladla.Heseesmeapproaching

him infullspeedandacrinkleformsbetweenhiseyebrows.

Alleyesareonmenow.

Icollideintohisarmssoharshlythathealmostfalls.

Dladla:“What’sgoingon?”

Someonewantstokillyou.Idon'ttellhim that.

Me:“Holdmeplease.”

Ipleadwithhim,hisarmshaven’tembracedmeyet.Hefinallyholdsme.

Dladla:“What’swrong?”

Me:“Justdon’tletgo.”

I’m shieldinghim,ifIletgoTimothywillshoothim

RANDALL*

Mbuso’ssituationisasadone,heyearnsforLelotowakeup.Sheisnotmyfavouriteperson

but,Mbusodeservestohavehisfamilywithhim.Thenthere’smysweetAmara,Ithoughtshe

wouldbebroken,consideringthatLeloishercousin.Everydayshe'sprovestomethatsheis

notasfragileandfrailasIthought.Iloveherstrengthandtenacity.

Me:“Let’snotgofarfrom thedoor,I’m surethey’llbedonesoon.”

Stylessnickersasheclosesthedoor.

Styles:“NotifSethuhasanythingtodowithit.”

Letherhearhim saythat.

Me:“ItrustAyizetocutitshort.”

Styles:“You’venoticedhercraziness?”

Thisiswherehelaughsandhe’snotdoingit.

Me:“Whowouldn’t,it’soutthere.”

Wesettledownonthebenchashetakesupasighthatdrainsmeaswell.

Me:“Whathappenedtoyou?”

Thescowlonhisfaceisreasonenoughformetoworryabouthim.

Styles:“Richardisback.”



Me:"Who’sthat?”

Hiseyesgiveananswertomyquery.

Me:“RichardNixon?”

TheonlyRichardIknowishisfather.

Styles:“Theoneandonly,Ishouldhaveputabulletthroughhishead.”

Thishasalwaysbeenadream ofhis,topunishthemanwhoabandonedhismotherandlefther

heartbroken.

Me:“Wheredidyouseehim?”

Styles:“Hecametomyhouse,thatbastard.”

Hegrowls,IhaveseenthehateStyleshasforRichardandbecauseRichardwasnowheretobe

foundStylestookitoutonhisuncle.Heintroducedhim todrugs,strippedhim ofallhis

belongingsincludinghisfamily.

Me:“Letmeguess,hewantsachancetobeafather.”

Styles:“It’stoolateforthat,Idon’tneedafather.”

Me:“Whatareyougoingtodo?”

Styles:“Stayawayfrom him.”

Heretorts.

Me:“Don’tyouhavequestionsaboutyourmother?Hecouldhaveanswers.Shewasadopted

wasn’tshe?”

Heruminatesonmywordsasheleansforwardandpusheshiselbowsonhisthighs.

Me:“Youdon’thavetobuildarelationshipwithhim,thiscouldbeyourchancetofindyour

mother’sfamily.”

Styles:“I’dbedamned,thesonofaguncouldbeusefulafterall.”

Me:“Ifyouwanthim taughtalesson,Icantakecareofhim foryou.”

Styles:“I’llsuretorememberthat.”

From whatIhear,Richardisfrom aracistfamily.Ihopehewon’tcauseconflictbetweenStyles

andSethu.

Styles:“Mkhizeisatthishospital,Icanmakethingshappen.Whatdoyousay?Let’sgetridof

him.”

Heintroducesrandomlyandshareshisthoughts.

“Whatdoesthatmean?”



Shit!!!

Sethuishere,AyizeandAmaraarewithher.

Howdidwenothearthem openthedoor?

Styles:“Whatdoyouthinkitmeant?”

Sethu:“Youwanttokillthispersonyou’retalkingabout.”

Me:“NoonesaidthewordkillSethu.Yourconclusionsarewrong.”

Sheholdsadoubtfullook.

Sethu:“IknowwhatIheard.”

Styles:“WhatisitthatyouheardKitten?”

Heleansdownabittolookintohereyes.

Sethu:“YouwanttokillamanStyles.”

Thisisbad.

Styles:“Youheardright,Iwillnothidethisfrom you.Youmademepromisethatwewon’tkeep

secretsright?Well,hereitis.”

Me:“Styles.”

Whatishedoing?

Styles:“NoRandall,sheaskedsosheshouldswallowit.There’samanbythenameofMkhize

andIhaveabulletwithhisnameonit.”

Sethuistoofragileforthis,hereyesswellupwithtears.

Sethu:“Amarawillyouletthishappen?”

Amara:“Whatdoyouwantmetosay?Idon’tcarewhathappenstothatman.”

Sethu:“Bybeingsilent,you’regivingthem thegoaheadtokillaman.”

Amara:“I’m not,SethuIhaveafamilytothinkofnow.Alittlegirlathomeandababyontheway

andIwouldkillforthem,justlikeRandallwouldkillforme.I’m notjustifyingmurderbut,Ican’t

sitbackandwatchwhilemyfamilyisindanger.”

Sethu:“Thisiscrazy.”

Ayize:“WhatdidIsaytoyouSethu?Don’tbestupid,putyourbibleawayandsaveitforSunday.

Thisistherealworld,vukasisi,ungangibhori.”(Wakeup.Don’tboreme.)

Stylesdoesnotlookhappy.

Sethufoldsherarmsacrossherchest.



Sethu:“Youguyscan’tdothat.”

Ayize:“Ithinkweshouldgohomenow.”

ShehasherarmsaroundSethu.

Styles:“Ithinkthat’sagoodidea,youtwogo.”

Sethu:“Aren’tyoucoming?”

Shelooksworried,sheprobablythinksStylesisgoingtokillMkhize.

Styles:“No,Mbusohasnoone.Heneedsafriend.”

True.

Styles:“I’llseeyouathome.”

Hepecksherlipsbeforetheystrideaway.

Me:“Wow,youneedtofixthisStyles.”

Styles:“Sethuwillbefine,sheneedstosleepitoff.

Iwilltakehiswordforit.

AYIZE*

Neoisnotathome,hisphoneisoffandI’m worriedabouthim.Hisphoneisneveroff,Iwonder

wherehecouldbe.Ihaven’tseenmuchofhim today.

Sethu:“Hey,Ibroughtyousomethingtoeat.”

Sethutoddlesintothebedroom withaplateoffood.

Me:“Smellsnice,whomadeit?”

Sethu:“Idid.”

Shesmiles.

Me:“AreyouandMr.Sokayafterwhathappenedatthehospital?”

Whenwillshelearntokeephermouthshut?

Sethu:“Weare.”

Shesighs.

Sethu:“Youhavetounderstandsis,Idon’twanthim gettingintotrouble.Ican’tgraspthe

thoughtofhim behindbars.”



Me:“Heknowswhathe’sdoing,wenayouneedtotrusthim.”(You.)

Sethu:“Ido.”

Me:“Goodbecausethenexttimeyoudothat,Iwillbeltyouinfrontofhim andI’m notkidding.”

Ifsheisnotcarefulshewillruinagoodthing,itwouldbeacolddayinhellbeforeIletthat

happen.

Sethu:“I’lltry.”

Itrustherwords.

Ifanyonedeserveshappinessthenit’sher.

Theremustbeajokethatwastoldthathasherlaughinglikeanidiot.

Me:“Pleasedon’ttellmeyourmother’ssideofthefamilygottoyou.”

Sethu:“No,Ijustthoughtofsomething.”

Thatsomethingisticklingherbecauseshe’snotstopping.

Me:“Share.”

Sethu:“Heavenandearth.”

Shefallsbackonthebedandlaughsoutloud,Ifinditstupidhonestly.

Me:“Doti.”(Nonsense.)

Sethu:“Sorrysis.”

Herapologycomeswithmorelaughter.

Me:“Okaystop.”

I’m laughingatmyselfaswell.

Sethu:“Whoisthatguywhopromisedyouheavenandearth?”

Itwassuchalongtimeago.

Me:“Idon’trememberhisname,stupidpig.”

Idon’trememberhisfaceaswell.

Me:“Don’tyouthinkit’stimewegobackhome?”

Sethu:“I’m ready,Iwaswaitingforyoutosaytheword.NeohashelpedyoualotandIthought

youmightstillneedhim.”

IwillalwaysneedNeo,heismycrutch.

Me:“He'llalwaysbehere,Idon’twantyoutoplayvat‘nsitwiththatman.Yeyisifunaumshado,

you’reworthit.”(Wewantawedding.)



Sethu:“Thankyousis.StylesknowshowIfeelaboutcohabiting.”

Sheputsmyworriesatease.

Me:“Howdidthevisitgo?”

Sethu:“Dadhascancer,he’sdying.”

Me:“Oh!”

Sheglancesatme,myretortcameunexpected.

Sethu:“OurfatherisdyingAyize,youshouldhaveseenhim.Helooksterrible,hewantstomake

amendswithyou.”

Andsheexpectsmetobelievethat?

Me:“We’renotgoingtohavethisconversationagainSethu,youknowhowIfeelaboutthis.”

Iwillnotgobackonmyword.

Sethu:“Lebowantstoseeme.”

Weareforeversurroundedbybadnews

Me:“Uyanya.”(She’sfullofshit.)

Sheglancesatmeandinstantly,Iknowwhat'sonhermind.”

Me:“You'rethinkingofgoingtoseeher?”

She’sconsideringit.

Sethu:“Iwanttohearwhatshehastosay.”

Me:“Sethuufunaukuyobonaibantintiejele?Thatgirliscrazy,shewilldealwithyouandthenext

thinguzozakimiukhala.NywenyweLebosaidthis,IswearIwillsmackyoubacktojailsoshe

'unsays'whatshesaidtoyou.”(Youwanttogoandseeaprisoner.You’llcometomecrying.)

(Rephrase.)

DaysofLebobullyingherareover.

Sethu:“That’snotaword.”

Me:“EnglishisnotoursandI’m notgoingtoclaim it.

Sethu:“Iwon'tletLebogettome,thatwillnothappen.”

IhatehowSethucanbesoignorant.

Me:“Umaushogirl,yenzaokubonayo.It’syourlife,nomausukhala.Iwillgowithyou.Iwantto

seesomething.”(Ifyousayso,dowhatyouseefit.)(Evenwhenyou’recrying.)

IwanttoknowwhatissoimportantthatLebohastosay,shewillnotplaywithmysister

anymore.



MBUSO*

WatchingLelolyingdefencelessinthisbedhasbrokenme,IknowforafactthatIwillneverbe

abletoletgoofthisimage.Thisismylove,theonlywomanwhogetsme.Shelaughsatmy

lamejokes,sheknowswhatIwantbeforeIcouldtellherandshemakesmefeellikeIam the

onlymanintheworld.HowdoIbegintostartafreshwithouther?

“You’restillhere?”

Mymother’svoicesforcesmetoturntoherafterIwipemytears.

Mom:“Ohmyson,lookatyou.Whathaveyoudonetoyourself?Howcanyouloveawomanlike

this?Mbusodon’tyouknowthatlovecankillyou?”

SheplodstomewiththesewordsandIcan’thelpbutcryevenmore.Sheisright,IloveLeloso

muchthatitsuffocatesmesometimes.

Me:“I’m notweakmom,I’m onlyhuman.Isitsowrongforamantocryfortheoneheloves?

Theworldexpectsustobestrongandactlikeitiswell,whilewearebreakinginside.”

Shecomfortsmebytapingmyshoulder.

Mom:“Iknowmyson,somepeoplewouldlaughatyouandcallyounames.Onlyarealmanis

notashamedtoloveawoman.”

Me:“Ican’tloseher.WhatwillIdoifshedoesn’tpulloutofthismom?”

Mom:“Mbuso,don’tthinkaboutittoomuch.Youneedtogohomeandrest,herfamilyishere.”

IshakemyheadbecauseIdon’tagreewithherproposition.

Me:“Ican’tgointothathouse,sheisnotthere.Herscentishoveringaroundthehouse.IthinkI

willlosemymind,Iwon’tbeabletotakenotfindingherthere.”

Mom:“Cometothehousewithme,I’llcookforyou.”

Mom doesnotunderstandthatIcan’tleaveLeloalone.

Me:“I’m okay,I’llstayhere.”

Mom:“Yourfatherisworriedaboutyou,heisnottakingthiswell.”

Me:“Whereishe?”

Mom:“Heleft,Idon’tknowwherehewent.”

Imighthaveaclue.

There’saslightknockonthedoorbeforeStylesstridesin.

Styles:“Hey.”



Hewantstotalk.

Mom:“I’m goinghome,I’llcheckuponyoulater.”

Inodandwatchherstrollout,Stylessaunterstostandbesideme.

Styles:“Hereisyourcertificate.”

Ohwow,Ilookslegit.EvenLelo’ssignaturelooksreal.Idon’tknowifit’sthepaininmyheartor

I’m happytohavesomeonebehindmebut,Iam soemotionalrightnow.

Me:“Thankyouman,youdon’tknowhowmuchthismeanstome.”

Likemymom,hepatsmyshoulder.

Styles:“Anythingyouneed,I’llbehereandstopcryingMbuso.Youwillonlyupsetthebaby.”

Hecracksajoke,god-knowsIneedagoodlaughorIwillexplode.

Me:“Ithinkyou’remistakingmeforRandall.”

Myretorthashim sniggering.

“WhatdidRandalldo?”

RandallinquiresasheamblesinwithAmarabesidehim,thesetwoarealwaysgluedtoeach

other.

Styles:“Howdiditgo?”

ThequestionisdirectedtoRandall.

Heholdsmeawhiteenvelope.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Iaskwhileopeningit.

Randall:“YoudoctorXabaareofficiallyfreefrom debt.”

Shocking.

I’m holdingacontractinmyhandthatstatesthatIam anofficialemployeeatBarahospital.

Me:“Howdidyoudothis?”

Ineverhadtimetolookforapermanentjob,Ionlyhelpedoutincertainhospitalswhilefully

employedatRajesh’s.

Randall:“Stylesknowssomeonethatknowssomeonethatknowsthebigboss.”

Okay,I’m notsureifthatmakessense.Iam grateful.

Me:“ThankyouStyles.”

But…



Randall:“Youdon’towethatmananymoreMbuso,it’sbeentakencareof.Youneedtoliveyour

dream andmakemoneyforyourfamily.Youcan’tkeeplivingundertheshadowofsomeone.”

Me:“Thankyouguys.”

Styles:“Friendsdon’tsaythankyou.”

Me:“Yeah,nowIneedLelotowakeup.”

Amaraissittingonherbedsidewhileholdingherhand,shecarriesaworriedlook.

Amara:“Canshehearuswhenwespeak?”

ShekeepshergazeonLelo.

Me:“Shecan.”

Amara:“Lelo,it’smeAmara.We’rehere,Mbusoisheretoo.RandallandStyles,pleasecome

backtous.Ifyoucanhearmesis,squeezemyhand.”

Whydidn'tIthinkofthat?

Wewatchwithanticipation,myheartbeathasstoppedforthissecond.Thehopecomes

crushingdownwhenshedoesn’tmove.

Styles:“There’shopeaslongasthere’sbreathinher.”

Amara:“YouneedtopullthroughLelo,we’regoingtobeparents.Rememberwhenwesaidour

kidswillgrowuptogether?Theywillbebestfriends.Howwillthathappenifyoudon’twakeup.

Fightforus,fightforMbusoandGoku.Heneedsyourstrengthtopulloutofthis.”

Ican’tdothis.

Ijumpfrom myseatandlurchtothewindow,Ican’tletthem seemecry.

I’m unabletocontrolmytears.

Styles:“Mbuso.”

He’sbehindwithhishandrestingonmyshoulder.IfIturnaround,theywillseemyweakness.

Thesetearsarehavingtheirwaywithme.

Styles:“BestrongMbuso.”

Inod,thisisallIgot.

Randall:“Canweaskforasecondopinion?Getadifferentdoctortocheckuponher.”

Styles:“Wecandothat,IknowsomeoneinCapeTown.He’sgood,he’salwaysbusysowewill

havetogetLelothere.”

Anythingisokaywithmeaslongasmyfamilycomesbacktome.

“Neo,finallyyou’rehere.”



Stylesannounces.

Neo:“YesStylos,Ibroughtmasonto.”

I’m abletofacethem nowasIhavepackedmytearsaway.

Ididn’tthinkofgettingsomeonetoprayforher.

Amara:“Ihopeit’sokay?”

She’saskingformyapproval.

Me:“AnythingtohelpLeloandGoku.

Weexchangegreetingswithher.

Masonto:“Nombuleloright?”

Inod.

Masonto:“Thisgirlisstrong,Iseethebattlesshehasfoughtinherlife.”

Didn’tIsaythatLeloisastrongwoman?

Neo:“Yeah,honalemoloienoaeanengabatlahomobolaeaandshefoughtherMasonto,

nahana.”(There’sthiswitchwhowantedtokillher,imagine.)

He’swritinghisowndrama.

MasontoisstaringatLelo,herattentionhasbeendivertedfrom Neo.

Masonto:“Herfatheristhereasonbehindhersuffering.”

Whatdoesshemeansuffering?

Wedideverythingwithmam’Zodwa.

Me:“Idon’tunderstandma.”

Masonto:“Hedidsomethingmonthsago,hegaveawaysomeonethatdoesnotbelongtohim.”

Amara?

Shehasbeenfound.

MasontolooksatAmara.

Me:“kodwama,thepersonwasfound.That’sher.”

Ipointatthepersonshe’slookingat.

Masonto:“Yesbutherancestorshavenotbeenappeasedyet.Theyarestillangry.Nombulelo’s

motherandunclewenttoseeawitchdoctorwhotoldthem thatthischildwillneverbeatpeace

becauseofwhatherfatherdid.”

Whathavewebeendoingwithmam’Zodwa?



Me:“There’sawomanwhoprayedforherma,shedeliveredherfrom theboundageshewasin.”

Shesmileswarmly.

Masonto:“Yes,sheisapowerfulwoman.Ourgiftsaredifferent,someareabletodictate

everythingandothersmisssomefewminorthings.That’sthecasehere.Whereareher

parents?”

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Masonto:“Amaramychild,youneedtoforgiveyouruncle.Thegrudgeinyourheartwillonly

keepyouinbondage.”

Amara:“Ican’tforgivehim.”

Masonto:“It’snoteasyyes.Youneedtofinditinyourhearttoforgivehim.”

RandallmovesclosertoAmara.

Me:“WhataboutthebabyMasonto?Ishegoingtobeokay?”

I’m curious.

Masonto:“Tellherfamilytodothecleansingforboththesegirlsandeverythingwillbeokay

afterthat.”

HowonearthwillIapproachtheButhelezisafterwhatIsaidtoJonas?

Tobecontinued…
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NKOMO*

Irushtothelivingroom uponmyhearingmyphoneringing.I’m supposedtobemeetingupwith

Ruthlatertoday,maybeshe’scallingtocancel.IhavethreedayslefttoexecuteStyles’planor

elseI’m indeeptrouble,myheadhasbeenspinningforthepastfewdays.

Ruth:“N.K”

HerfirstwordsasIanswerthecall.

Me:“What’swrong?”

Ruth:“Ineedhelp,pleasecomeover.”

Hervoicedoesnotalarm methatsomethingiswrong.

Me:“I’m onmyway.”

Ruth’shouseisnottoofarfrom me,fifteenminutesdriveandI’m there.There’sacarparked

outside,shehasavisitor.

ThedoorswingsopenasIreachtoknocklikeshewaswaitingformerightatthedoor.She

looksdifferent,hereyeshavelostthatsparktheyusuallyhave.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Herresponseisadreadfulsigh.

Me:“Ruthtalktome.”

Sheturnstowalktothelivingroom,I’m ledtherebycuriosity.Thereseemstohavebeena

strugglehere.AtfirstmymindismuddledastowhatI’m lookingat,thenIseeitbehindthe

couch.It’saman’sfeet,theshoesgiveitaway.

Me:“Whoisthat?”

It’snotrocketsciencethatshehaskilledsomeone.

Ruth:“Ikilledhim.”

Herdeadpanvoiceisbonechilling,mysweetRuthhaskilledaman.

Whocoulditbe?

Whyam Iterrifiedofthefindings?



Ruth:“Hefoundoutaboutusandthreatenedtotellmyfather.”

No,itcan’tbe.

Confounded,Ileerather.

HowdidInotseethis?Hershirtisplasteredinbloodandsheholdsaknife

drippinginblood.

Me:“Whodidyoukill?”

Silence.

Herimpassiveeyesareglaringintomine.There’sonlyonewaytofindout,althoughmymind

knowstheanswer.Takingslowsteps,Imakeitbehindthecouchand…

Me:“No,no,no.”

It’sexactlywhatIthought.

Ruth:“Thesonofabitchisdead,hewillneverbotherusagain.”

Me:“WhathaveyoudoneRuth?Whathaveyoudone?”

Iboom whilechargingather,sheflinchesasshemovesback.

Ruth:“Ikilledhim,Ididitforus.”

Sheproudlystatesasifit’sthebestthingshehaseverdone.

Me:“Stopsayingthat.”

Igrabherupperarms,shoutingather.

Ruth:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Youhavesignedyourdeathwarrant.”

Hereyesfallout.

Ruth:“What?”

Me:“Thisissuicide.”

Ruth:“Whatdoyoumean?You’renotmakingsense.”

Now,shedecidestopanic.

Me:“YoukilledSegunOkolie,youdon’tspillthebloodoftheOkolies.You’llbecursedRuth,you

andyourfuturegeneration.Youwilldieapainfuldeath.”

Shesmashesherhandonmymouthtostoptheflowofmywords.

Ruth:“No,that’snottrue…itcan’tbetrue…Whotoldyouthis?Howdoyouknow?”



Me:“Itdoesn’tmatter,you’redoomed.You’veruinedusRuth,you’veruinedus.”

Ruthdropstheknifeonthefloor,herhandsbegintotremble.

Ruth:“Howdowefixthis?Therehastobeawayout.”

She’sbeginstoslowlypacetheroom.

Me:“Ruth.”

Ruth:“Ididn’tknowN.K,I’m sorryIdidn’tknow.”

Shepullsherweaveoutandtossesitonthefloor.

Me:“Listentome.”

Igrabheruppershoulderstokeepherstill.

Me:“I’llfixit,Ipromise.”

Ruth:“How?”

Me:“Youtrustme,right?”

Shenods,theimpassivenesshassubsided.Shehasacceptedfearinhereyes.

Me:“First,wehavetodisposeofhim.”

Ruth:“Okay.WhatshouldIdo?”

Me:“Ditchhim inaswamportheriver.”

Ruth:“Okay.”

Herreplycomeswithanod.

Me:“We’regoingtobeokay,Ipromise.”

Icuphercheeksbeforedrawingherintomyarms.

HowdoIkeepthispromise?AllIknowisthatIdon’twanttoloseher.

SETHU*

Me:“Ayizehurryup.”

Visitinghourswillbeoverbeforewegetthere,we’repreparingtovisitLeboandmysisteris

takinghertime.Ihaveafeelingthatshe’sdraggingsowegettherewhenit’stoolate.

Wecamebackhomethreedaysago,ImissedmyapartmentIwon’tlie.Stylesdoesn’tgivemea

chancetomisshim,heisalwayshere.AyizespendsmostofhertimeoutwithNeo,she’shappy.



Me:“Ayize.”

Ishout,she’sinherroom doingIdon’tknowwhatandIam growingimpatient.

Ayize:“Relax,I’m almostdone.”

Shehollersback.

Almost?

She’ssupposedtobedone.Myphoneisringing,it’salreadypackedawayinmybagandI’m

readytoplodoutthedoor.Ifiddleinthebagtofindit.

Acallfrom mom?

Ihopeshe’snotcallingtoaskaboutLebo.

Me:“Mom.”

Ianswer.

Ihearsniffing,she’scrying.

Me:“Mom?”

Myheartjumpstomythroat.Somethinghashappenedtodad.

Mom:“Yourfatherisleavingus,he’sinhisfinalmoments.”

Myheadspinsandthehairatthebackofmyneckstands.

Me:“Mom?”

Ihavelostmyspeech.

Mom:“Youneedtocomebeforeit’stoolate,hewantstosaygoodbye.Bringyoursisterwith

you,hewon’tdieinpeaceifhedoesn’tseeher.Ifsheeverlovedhim shewillcome.”

Shecutstheconnection,IfeelaheavypresencebehindmeandturntoAyizedewy-eyed.

Ayize:“Isithim?”

Me:“It’stime,hewantstoseeus.”

Myfatherisleavingus.

RANDALL*

Styles:“I’m goingtokillNkomo.”

Stylesintroducesoutoftheblue.Hecameoverafewhoursago,we’reintheloungediscussing

businessashedropsthisbombonme.



Me:“Whatdidhedonow?”

HemusthavemessedupforStylestowanttokillhim.

Styles:“He’ssleepingwithRuth.”

Me:“Okay,thatwaspartoftheplan.”

Styles:“Fallingforherwasnot.”

Iknewthiswasgoingtohappen.

Me:“Heabortedthemission?”

Styles:“Notonlythat,hetooktheearringsfrom heranddisposedofthem.”

Me:“Thatfuckingbastard,I’m goingtokillhim.”

HestopsmeasIbegintolurchtowardsthedoor.

Me:“LetmegoStyles.”

Igrowlathim,Ihavethisdesiretokillthatsonofabitch.

Styles:“Calm downandloweryourvoice,Liyanaisinthehouse.”

Me:“Nkomoisdead,Iwillnottoleratehisnonsenseanylonger.ItoldyouStyles,Itoldyouthat

manwasbadnews.IshouldhavekilledwhenIhadthechance.”

Thisiswar,NkomowillnotletuskillRuth.

Styles:“He’shumanRandy,itwasboundtohappen.”

IshejustifyingNkomo'sbetrayal?

Me:“That’sbullshitStyles,heknewthebloodyplanwhenhewentin.”

Styles:“Yes,I’m notsayingwhathedidisright.Nkomobetrayedusintheworstpossibleway,I

hateitwhenaplandoesn’tcometogether.Igavehim sevendaystokillthatbitch,fivedayslater

hehasn’tgottenbacktome.”

Me:“Dammit,he’sprobablygoingtoelopewithher.Howcanhebesostupidandfallforthe

enemy?”

Inevertrustedthatman.

Me:“OnceaMkhize,alwaysaMkhize.”

Ipulloutmygunandloadit.

Styles:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Me:“Changeofplans,I’m goingtokillthem both.”

IcanhearhisfootstepstreadingbehindmeasIchargetowardsthedoor.



Styles:“Randallwait,IsaidI'vegotit.Iwilldoit,youhaveafamilytothinkofnow.Youcan’tgo

aroundshootingpeople.”

Hepullsmeandpinsmeagainstthewall.

Me:“Getthefuckoffofme.”

Irumble,noonewillstopmefrom killingthatsonofabitch.

Styles:“Calm downRandall.”

Me:“Don’ttellmetocalm down,IhavetokillMkhizeandthatbitch.”

Ipushhim off,hestaggersbackandmanagestogainhisbalance.

Thisisgettingannoying,hepullsmebackagainandthistimehisarm ispressedonmychestas

hepinsmeonthewall.

Me:‘Styles,Idon’twanttohurtyou.”

Styles:“Iknowyouwon’t,youneedtocontrolyouranger.”

Me:“I’m notcontrollingshit.”

Ismashmyhandsonhischestpushinghim backwithforce.

Me:“ThisisthesecondtimeStyles,thebloodysecondtimethatcowhasbetrayedme.Iletitgo

thefirsttimeforyou,notagain.Nkomoisgoingtopay.”

Styles:“Okay,hewillpaybut,notlikethisRandall.Ihaveaplan,letmetakecareofthis.”

Ican’ttrustthataswell.

Me:“I’m goingtokillhim.Areyoucomingoram Idoingthisalone.”

Iam notgoingtoplaywithmyfamily’slives.

Styles:“Randallplease.”

Me:“Youstayherethen.”

Styles:“Ican’tletyouleavethishouse.”

Me:“Youcan’tstopmeeither.”

Styles:“Hisbloodshouldn’tbeonyourhands,letmehandleNkomo.”

ThisisadebtIowetomyself.

Me:“I’m doingthisformyfamily.DoyouthinkIlikethatAmaraislockedupinthishouse?She

can’tgooutwithoutmeguardingher.SheisnotokayStyles,shemightactlikeit.Youhad

everythingundercontrol,right?”

Styles:“Istilldo.”



Me:“Notfrom whereI’m standing,it’smyfault.Igottoocomfortablenotanymore.”

Ilurchtothedoor.

Styles:“Randall.”

Heshouts.

Me:“Don’tstopmeStyles.”

Ipullthedooropenandwhatdoyouknow?Thedevilbroughthim righttomydoorstep.

SETHU*

Myhandsstartshakingaswedrivethroughthegate.Yes,we.Ayizecamewith.

Therearepeopleoutside,it’smyuncles,myfather'sbrothers.Theyaresittingunderatree,grief

keepsthem company.

Wesendoursalutationsandtoddletothehouse,wemeetmyauntatthedoorwhogivesus

dad’scurrentlocation.

Istopoutsidethebedroom door,myheartispoundingsofastit’smakingmelight-headed.

Ayize:“I’m scaredtoo.”

Sheseesthefearinmyeyes.

Ipushthedooropen,mymotherissittingonthebednexttohim.Theyarehavingalight

conversation.Dad’seyesfallonAyizeandaweaksmiletakesoverhisface.

Dad:“Mybaby.”

Hestretcheshishandouttoher.

Shehesitatesbeforestridingovertothebedandtakeshishand.Thetearsshehasbeenholding

gustoutofher,asshegoesdownonherkneesandrestsherheadonhisarm.

Dad:“It’sokaymybaby,I’m atpeacenowthatIhaveseenyou.”

Eachwordslowlyslidesoutofhismouth.

Me:“Howareyoudad?”

It’sprettyclear.

Dad:“Mytimehascomemychild,howIwishallmykidswerehereinmylastmoments.”

HemeansLeboaswell.

Dad:“ComecloserSethu.”



Myfeetleadmetohim,Ipositionmyselfonthebed.

Dad:“Mama,givemethatdiaryinthere.”

Ittakeshim aminutetopointatthedraweronmom’sside.

Mom:“Baba,Ithink...”

Shetriestodispute.

Dad:“Wespokeaboutthis.”

Thediaryisgiventodadwhohandsittome.

Dad:“Mychild,IwantyoutoknowthatIloveyou.EverythingwasdonetoprotectyouSethu.”

Whatisheonaboutnow?”

Ayizedrawsbackalittle,she’ssensingsomething.

Mom:“I’m goingtopreparesupper.”

She’stryingtoescape.

Dad:“Nostay,thisinvolvesyoutoo.”

Mygazeisonthisdiaryinmyhands.Whatcoulditcontain?

Dad:“Openit.”

AthisinstructionIflipitopentofindanoldpictureofayounggirlabouttheageofeighteen.

Ayize:“OhmyGod,Ntosh?”

Shesaysasshemovesnexttome.

Ayize:“Ithoughtwedidn’thavepicturesofher.”

Dad:“I’m sorrythatwehidthem from you,Iguesswecouldn’tstandoursin.”

Hestrugglestospeakandit'sheartbreaking.

Me:“What’sgoingondad?”

Dad:“That’syourmotherSethu.”

Hespitsthewordsoutandshattersmyworld,thiscan’tbetrue.

Dad:“She’syourmother.”

Herepeats.

Ayizestaggersbackuntilshehitsherbackonthewall,astonishmentanddisbelieftakeoverher

face.Ihavelostmywaytomywords.

Dad:“IwantedtotakethissecrettomygravethenIrealisedthat,youdeservetoknowthetruth



aboutyourmother.Shewasastubborn,wildchild.Iwantedtothrowheroutofthehousewhen

wefoundoutthatshewaspregnant.Shewassixmonthsintoherpregnancywhenthetruth

cameout.Therewerecomplicationswhenshewasgivingbirth,wetriedtosaveherSethubut,

shedidn’tmakeit.”

Ayize:“Whatdoyoumeanyoutriedtosaveher?Didshenotgivebirthatthehospital?”

Dad:“No.”

Mom isintears,whatisbeingsaidservestobeapainfulmemoryforher.

Dad:“Shegavebirthhereathome,shehadafightwithyourmotherthatnight.Thingsgot

physical,shefellandthatsenthertoanearlylabour.Wehadnochoicebuttohelpherwiththe

delivery,shedidn’tgetachancetoholdyouorlookatyou.Shediedrightaftersheheardyou

crying.”

Ayize:“Soifshehadn’tfoughtwithmom,thiswouldn’thavehappened,shewouldstillbealive.”

She’scrying.

Dad:“Itwasamistake,yourmotherdidn’tmeantopushher.”

Ayizehuffs.

Ayize:“Youpeopletoldmethatshedisappeared.”

Dad:“Weweretryingtocoverupoursins.”

Ayize:“Whatsin?”

Mom:“Babapleasethat’senough.”

Mom doesn’twanthersinstoberevealed.

Dad:“Finditinyourheartstoforgiveus,Nontobekohadseriousbruisesfrom thefight,your

motherwasgoingtobejailed.Sowedidn’treportherdeath,weburiedherinthebackyard.”

AyizetearsupandIam numb,Ican’tmoveneithercanIspeak.Everythingaroundmehas

sloweddown.

Whoarethesepeople?

Mom:“I’m sorrySethu,I’m sorrymychild.”

Iam nottouchedbyhertears,I’m emotionlessrightnow.

Ayize:“Yourownsister?Youburiedherlikeadog.Howcouldyoubesoevil?”

She'syellingathim.

Dad:“Iwantedtosaveyourmother,Ididitforyoutwoaswell.Yougirlsweresoyoungand

neededamother.HowwasIgoingtoraiseyoubymyself?”

Hejustifieshisevilacts.



Ayize:“Weplayedinthatbackyard.Whatwereyourthoughtswhenyousawusthere?That’s

evildad.Howcouldyou?”

Dad:“ThereisnothingIcansayordotojustifymyactions,tillthisdayIregretallIhavedone.I

couldn’tprotectmysister.”

Me:“Andmyfather?Whoismyfather?”

Igainthestrengthtoquestionhim.

Dad:“There’sapictureonthelastpage,hewasyoungthen.That’sallwehaveofhim.”

Hedoesn’tlookthatyoung,probablythirty,there’snodateornameonthepicture.

Dad:“That’stheonlypictureNontobekohadofhim.”

Me:“Didheknowaboutme?”

Dad:“No,shedidn’twanttotellhim.Herplanwastoraiseyoubyherself.”

Itrulydonotknowhowtofeelaboutthis.

Dad:“Icandieinpeacenow,Ihavedonemyduty.Iwantyoutogivemysisteraproperburial,

shedeservesthat.IknowIwillhavetoanswertomyancestorswhenIgetthere.”

Idon’tknowhowtofeelabouthisdeathaswell,myhearthasbeenfrozenbythetruth.Mom

hasherheaddropped,shecan’tlookatme.

Dad:“ForgivemeSethu,forgivemeplease.”

Iwillneverforgivehim,norwillIforgivethiswomannexttohim.

Ayize:“Makafekee,sowecango.”(Heshoulddiealready.)

Sheexpressesinanger,IwouldchideherbutIdon’tcareanymore.Thesepeoplehavebeen

selfish,theylivedforeachotherandshovedtherestofusinshelfs.

Dad:“IunderstandyourangerAyizeandIhopethatonedayyouwillforgiveme,youtooSethu.

I’m notperfect,neitherisyourmother.Forgiveheraswell,don’treportthistotheauthorities.

Yourmotherhasnoonenow,GingerandMbalineedher.”

Hecontinuestofightherbattles,Ihavenocomebackforthis.

Ayize:“Mysiblingsdeservebetter.”

Dadsighsasheclencheshiseyes.

Dad:“Mama,callGingerandMbaliin.IwanttoseeallmychildrenbeforeIgo.”

Heinstructs,Ishouldbecryingandscreamingforhim notleaveus.Myheartfeelsnothing.

Mom comesbackwiththegirls,theyknowwhat’sgoingon.MbaliisintearswhileGingeris

standingstrongbehindher,she’sangrythough.

Dad:‘Mybabies,IwantyoutoknowthatIwillalwaysbewithyou.Takecareofyourmotherand



livelifetothefullest.”

Hestretcheshishandouttothem.Mbaliisthefirsttotakeit,Gingerfollows.

Dad:“Iblessyoumychildren,mayeverythingyoudoprosper.Behappyalways.”

Helooksatme.

Dad:“Sethu,maybefindingyourfatherwillgiveyouclosure.Hewilltellyoueverythingyouneed

toknowaboutyourmother.Iseetheangeryouholdinyourheart,you'reprotectingyourself

from pain.Takeheartandhealmybaby.”

I’m nottouchedbyhissaying.

Dad:“Ayize,Iloveyou.Ihopeyoutwowillfinditinyourheartstoforgiveme.”

Ayizelooksreadytogo.

Dad:“Mama,ungabusakhala.Youwillbeokay,you’reblessedwithfourbeautifuldaughters.”

(Don’tcry.)

SheshakesherheadweepingandthisprovokesMbaliandGingertoweep.

Mom:“YouhavebeenagoodhusbandandIcouldn’thaveaskedforabetterpartner.”

Dad:“Mywife,tellLebothatIloveher.”

Thewordssluggishlymoveoutofhismouth,he’sgivingup.

Dad:“I’m goingnow.”

Heslowlydeclares,thegirlsaresittingonthebedcryingtheirheartsout.Withcoldnessinmy

heart,Iwatchmyfathertakehislastbreath.Mom screamsasshethrowsherselfonthefloor.I

wanttocomfortthegirlsbut,Idon’tknowhowto,myheartiscold.Ayizeisthefirsttorushout

oftheroom,sheisenraged.Isthisastartforme?

Tobecontinued…
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RANDALL*

Nkomohasthenervetocometomyhouseafterwhathedid,Ipressthegunonhistempleand

heraiseshishandsinsubmission.Hestaggersbackoutside,Ifollowhisslowmovementswith

thegunpointedathim.

Nkomo:“What’sgoingonRandy?”

Me:“You’reabouttomeetyourmaker,youpieceofshit.”

Hegrimacesashecontinuestomoveback.

Styles:“Randallstop.”

He’sbehindme.

Me:“RememberhowyoustoppedmeatthehospitalthedayIwenttofinishhim off?Ishouldn’t

havelistenedtoyou.”

Nkomo:“Stylestalktohim please.”

Nkomotripsonhishealandfallsdown,Istraddlehim andpressthegunonhisforehead.

“Randall,what’sgoingon?”

Amara?

Me:“GobackinthehouseAmara.”

Amara:“Randalldon’tdothis.”

Shewasn’tsupposedtoseethis.

Me:“Amara,Isaidgobackinthehouse.”

Sheisnevermovedbymysternvoice,Amaraisstubborn.

Amara:“Idon’tcarewhat’sgoingonhere,whatIwillnottolerateisyoukillingsomeonewhile

yourdaughterisinthehouse.You’reafatherRandallandyouhaveachildtoprotect.”

Hell!ThisiswhyI’m doingthis.

Me:“GivemeonegoodreasonwhyIshouldn’tkillyou.”

Iwhispersoftly,enoughforonlyNkomotohear.



Nkomo:“Segunisdead.”

Heannounces.

Me:“What?”

Styles:“Youfinallykilledhim?I’dbedamned.”

Hechortles,todayisahappyday.Imoveawayfrom him,Amaraisfrowningatme.

Me:“Goin,I’llbewithyounow.”

Ifshecouldrollhereyes,shewould.Shepacesbacktothehouse,Ihavesomeexplainingtodo.

Me:“Howdidyoudoit?”

Nkomogetsuponhisfeet.

Nkomo:“Ruthkilledhim,shestabbedhim todeath.”

Me:“Idon’tbelieveyou.”

Hemightsayanythingtosavehisownskin.

Nkomo:“Isawhim myself,he’sdead.Ruthkilledhim.”

Me:“Isthisyourwayoftryingtoescapeabullet?It’snotgoingtoworkcow,youfuckedup.”

StylespushesmebackasIgrabNkomobythecollar.

Styles:“I’m tiredoftellingyoutocalm downRandall,Ithinkhe’stellingthetruth.Hewouldn’tlie,

knowingwhat’satstake.Am IrightNkomo?”

Nkomoclencheshisjaw,thelookhe’sgivingStylesrightnowisdeadly.

Nkomo:“You’rerightStyles,Icantakeyoutohim ifyoudon’tbelieveme.”

Likeweshouldtrustthat.

Me:“Whereishisbody?”

Nkomo:“Inaswamp,therewasnootherway.”

Me:“Ifitweren’tformymother,Iwouldburyhim inashallowgrave.That’swhathedeserves,

mysistercanrestinpeacenow.Herdeathhasbeenavenged.”

Itkindoffeelslikeadream.

Me:“Wow,twobirdswithonestone.”

Inodwithagrinonmyface,mywordsseem toevokeangerinhim ashesneersatme.

Me:“What’swrongNkomo?It’sagreatday,you’resupposedtobecelebrating.”

Nkomo:“Thereisnothingtocelebrate,Ruthisgoingtodie.”



Styles:“Isn’tthatgreat?”

Stylestauntsandlaughswhileatit.

Me:“Thiscallsforadrink.”

Nkomo:“Pleasedosomething,shecan’tdie.”

HepleadsforRuth.

Me:“Whatisthis?IthoughtweallhatedRuth.”

Styles:“Wedo,am IrightCow?”

Stylesisgleamingwithhappiness.

Me:“Thisshouldbeahappyoccasion.”

Nkomo:“PleaseRandy,spareher.Dosomething,don’tletherdie.”

Howcouldheaskmetosavethelifeofthatevilwoman.

Me:“There’snothingIcando,eveniftherewas,Iwouldn’tliftafinger.”

Nkomo:“Iwoulddoanything,please.”

Ishedeaforwhat?

Me:“ItoldyouthereisnothingthatIcando,letherbeman.Herfatehasbeendecided.”

Styles:“Nkomo,youcan’tseriouslybebeggingforherlife.”

Nkomo:“Iloveher,IknowIwrongedyouguysandIwaswrong.”

Styles:“Damnrightyoudid.”

Nkomo:“WhatshouldIdo?HowdoIhelpRuth?”

Damn,Nkomoisreallydesperate.Hehasfallenhardforthatwoman.

Me:“Findastrongtraditionalhealer,maybetheymighthelpher.I’m notpromisingthough,I

don’tknowhowtheOkoliescanbeprovokedtosuchanextentthattheykillwhoeverisinvolved

inhurtingtheirown.Theirangerknowsnobounds,ithasnolimits.Rememberwhathappened

toyourlittlebrother?Theycanbeheartlessasfuck,goodluckintryingtohelpthatwitch.But

listentomeNkomo,Ruthisinacultalongwithherfather.I’m sureyouknowthat.Therewillbe

nohappyendingforyouguys.”

Thisadviceisforoldtime’ssake.

Styles:“I’dtakeheedofhiswordsifIwereyouNkomo,IfIcouldIwouldsaveyoufrom herbut,

you’reindeepandnomatterhowmuchwetrytopullyouout,youwillnotbend.Icanonlyhope

thatshehasreformedandisnottheevilwomanherfatherturnedherinto.”

Nkomo:“Sheisnot,Iknowher.Ihavespenttimewithher,StylesIheldherinmyarmsandI

knowthatsheisreal.Shehasaheartandit’spure.”



Stupid!

Me:“Okaylet’snotgetcarriedaway.TodayisyourluckydayNkomo,youshouldthankthe

Mkhizes.Theyaredefinitelyonyourside.”

Nkomoisstarkravingmad,heisblindedbyRuth.

Nkomo:“Iwillfindmyownway,Iwillhelpher.”

Hedeclaresandstartstowalkaway.

Styles:“Cow.”

HestopsatStyles’words.

Styles:“Idon’thateyoubro,justsoyouknow.IfRuthtriesanythingwithyou,Iwillnothesitate

tokillher.Itakemyfriendsseriouslyandyou’reoneofthem.Iwillkillherrightinfrontofyou.”

ThisisthetypeofamanStylesis,beingabandonedbyhisfatherandhavinglosthismother

madehim cherishthepeopleinhislife.IfeelsorryforRichard,itwashisloss.Turninghisback

onsuchagreatmanlikeStyles.

SETHU*

Ayizeisdrivingusbackhome,noneofuscouldstayinthathouse.Whocouldafterhearingmy

father’sconfession?Mybiologicalmotherisburiedintheirbackyard.

Howdopeopledothat?

YouseesuchthingsonTVandforthem tohappeninreallifeisshocking.

Me:“TakemetoStyles.”

Myfirstwordssinceweleftthehouse.

Ayize:“Sure.”

Shesays.

Icanfeelthepaininherheartasshespeaks,AyizeknewNtosh.Shehadachancetomeether

andlovedherwhileIwasdeniedachancebythepeopleIthoughtlovedme.Evenapictureof

herwouldhavebeenbetter,IwouldhavelivedmylifeknowingthatIhadamotherwholovedme.

Ayize:“Ihatethem evenmorenow.”

Sheexclaimserratically,IthinkIhatethem too.

Ayize:“AndIam notsorrythathe’sdead,Beautywillalsopay,Isweartogodthatwitchwillpay.”

Herwordsareentangledwithsomuchanger.IfeelweakbecauseIcan’texpressmyself.



Ayize:"Ourfatherturnedouttobeouruncle,wow.Lifeisfullofsurprises."

Shockingrevelation.

Me:“Howwasshe?”

Shestealsaquickglance.Iwanttoknowaboutmymother.

Aglimpseintoherlife.

Ayize:“Shewasfulloflife,shewasrefreshingandbeautiful.Shelivedlifetothefullestandshe

wasn’tasinnocentasyou.”

She’stitters.

Ayize:“Shewaswildandcarefreeandshelovedlifeandpeople.Idon’tknowhowBeauty

could’vehatedsuchakindsoul.”

That’sallmom hasbecome,BeautyMalinga.Wewillneverseeherthesameagain.

Me:“Shewasbeautiful.”

Iproclaim asIpulloutthepicturefrom thediary.

Ayize:“I’m sorryabouteverything,honestlyIshould’veknown.”

Me:“It’snotyourfault,don’tblameyourself.”

AwhilelatershepullsupoutsideStyles’house.

Ayize:“We’rehere.”

Neo’scarisparkedoutside,Stylesisnothere.Weexitthecarandheadforthedoor.Ireally

needtobewithStylesrightnow.Hehasawayofmakingmefeelbetterandatpeacewithout

eventrying.

DidImentionthathegavemethekeytohishouse?ThatwasafterIrefusedtomoveinwith

him whenheaskedagain.Stubbornnesshasaname,StylesSishi.

Thehouseisempty,IthoughtNeowashere.

Ayize:“Whereisthatbighead?”

TranslatedNeo.

Me:“Probablysomewhereinthehouse.”

Ayize:“I’m hungry,I’llseewhat’sinthekitchen.”

Sheproclaimsasshemakesherwaythere.

HerecomesNeo,heappearsfrom oneoftherooms.

Neo:“MissS?”



Thisishowhegreets.

Me:“Hey,Ihopeyoudon’tmind,weletourselvesin.”

Neo:“We?IsZeewithyou?”

Hescanshiseyesandimmediatelyspotsherinthekitchen.

Neo:“Don’tworryMiss.S.Makeyourselfathome,it’sourhouse.”

He’strampingtowardsAyizewhohassunkherheadinthefridge.

Neo:“Zee.”

He’sahappychap,shepullsherheadoutandhesurroundsherwithanembrace.

Ayize:“Neo,Ican’tbreathe.”

That’smysister,she’snotaffectionate.

Neo:“Wherehaveyoubeen?Youdon’tlovemeanymore?”

Ijointhem inthekitchen,althoughIdoubtI’llbeabletostomachanything.

Ayize:“StopbeingweirdNeo.”

Yep.

Thegirlneedsseriouslessonsonhowtobeaffectionate.

CouldNeobesailingthisboatalone?

Me:“That'srightNeo,ruboffallyouraffectionsonher.”

Ayize:“Don’tberidiculous.”

She’smakingasandwichafterdenyingNeoahug.

Neo:“I’m alsohungry,makemesome.”

He’sstandingtooclose.

Neo:“Ohshit.”

Heexclaimsaswehearthesoundofababycrying.

Me:“Whosebabyisthat?”

Neo:“Minime.”

Herunstotheroom hecameoutof.

Ayize:“That’ssweet,I’vealwayswantedtomeethim.”

Me:“Samehere.”

Ayize:“Wouldyoulikesome?”



Sheoffersmeaplateofsandwich.

Me:“Idon’tthinkIcanstomachanything.”

Sheshrugshershouldersandindulgesonthesnack.

Me:“MaybeIshouldcallStyles.”

Ineedtoseehim.

Ayize:“Dothat.”

Yeah.

Hisphonerings,Iimpatientlywaitforhim topickupthecall.

Styles:“Kitten.”

Myheartjumps.

Me:“Whereareyou?”

Styles:“WithRandall.Areyouokay?”

No.

Me:“I’m atthehouse.”

Styles:“Okay,I’llbethereinawhile.Youdon’tsoundokay.Didsomethinghappen?”

Me:“Myfatherisgone.”

Isayitcasually.

Styles:“I’m sorryKitten.”

I’m notsorry.

Styles:“Sethuareyouthere.”

HeprobesasIfallintosilence.

Me:“Iam.”

Imutter.

Styles:“I’m onmyway,you’regoingtobeokay.”

Idon’tseeit…

Myworldhasbeenturnedupsidedown.

Me:“I’llseeyoulaterthen.”

Ayizeisgapingatmewithasadlookonherface.

Ayize:“Youwillbeokay,we’rehereforyouandit’sokaytocry.”



Me:“Idon’twanttocry.”

Idon’thavetearstocry.

Ayize:“Iknowyoudo,you’vebeenholdingbackyourtearssincedadrevealedeverything.”

Me:“Beautywon’tbeabletodothefuneralarrangementsbyherself,sheistoobroken.”

Idon’twanttotalkaboutmypain,itwillonlymakemeangryhence,theofframp.

Ayize:“So?Hewasherhusband,letherdoit.”

That’swhatIthinktoobut….

Me:“WehavetothinkaboutGingerandMbali,wecan’tabandonthem.Theydon’tknowthe

monsterthatweknew,theirfatherwastheirhero.”

Sheclickshertongue,mystatementistruethough.

Ayize:“Heromyfoot,IswearonedayI’m goingtotakethosegirlsawayfrom thatwoman.They

willnotberaisedbyaheartlesspersonlikeBeauty.”

Iagree.

Neowalksbackwithafussytoddlerinhisarms.

Me:“Ohmyword,heissoadorable.”

Neo:“Justlikehisfather.”

Hedeclares.

Ayize:“Pleasedon’tinsultthepoorchild,heisalookerandyouontheotherhandare…”

Neo:“Zee,IknowyousecretlythinkthatI’m handsome.Haveyoueverseenafacelikethis

before?”

Ayize:“NotreallyandI’m gladotherwiseIwouldbetraumatised,seeingyoutwice.Cabanganje.”

(Imagine.)

Great.

Thewarcommences.

Ishouldstopthem beforetheygoanyfurther.

Me:“CanIholdhim Neo?”

IstretchmyarmstowardsKagiso,hehidesonhisfather’schest.

Neo:“kebare,otshababasadi.AkereKagiso?”(He’sdump,he’safraidofwoman.)

Tothinkbeingaparentwouldchangesomeone,notNeo.



MBUSO*

It’sbeenawholegnawingfivedayswithoutLelo,thehousefeelsdifferentwithoutherhere.I

can’tsleep,eatordoanything.Ntombihassetameetingatherhouse,normallyIshouldbe

takinganelderwith.IguessIwilldothisonmyown.Myheartisnotinit,Jonaswillgrillme

today.

“Mbusoyourfoodisready.”

IforgottomentionthatmymotherinsistedonmovingintillIgetbackonmyfeet,Icouldn't

contendwithher.

Me:“I’m nothungryma.”

ItellherasItiemyshoelaces.Icanonlyseeherfeetstandinginthekitchen,sheheavesahefty

sigh.

Mom:“WhenwillyoustopstarvingyourselfMbuso?Haveyouseenhowmuchweightyouhave

lost?”

Thisisheranthem,shesingsiteveryday.

Me:“I’m goingout,Iwon’tbebacktilllate.”

Myannouncementleavesherjawdropped.

Mom:“You’regoingtoseethatgirlagain?”

Me:“YoumeanLelo?Yesmom,I’m goingtoseeLelo.”

Shepropsherbodyonthekitchendoorpostanddoublesherarmsacrossherchestwhile

holdinganappalledmien.

Mom:“Howlongwillyourunafterher,don’tyouthinkit’sabouttimethatyoumoveon?”

Heranthem isdividedintotwo,thisishersecondstanza.

Me:“It’shardlybeenaweeksinceLelofellintoacomaandyou’retalkingaboutmovingon?”

Mom:“I’m lookingoutforyouson,shemightneverwakeup.”

Me:“Idon’tneedyournegativeinput.”

Mom:“Mbusothatchildhasbadluck,herlifewillnevergoright.”

It’sabouttimeshegoesbackhome.

Me:“Isthiswhyyoucameheremom?”

Mom:“Icametolookafteryou.”

Me:“Ithinkit’stimeyougobackhome,Idon’tneedyouhereanymore.”



Mom:“Mbuso?”

ShecallsouttomeasIsauntertothedoor.

Me:“Leloisheretostayandifyou’reagainstourrelationship,itwouldbebetterifyouleaveus

inpeace.”

Ishutthedoorbehindme,mymotherwilldrivemeinsane.

AMARA*

I’m notokayafterseeingRandallattackNkomo,hisangerisalwaysrightatthedoor.Hemight

gethurtonedayandIwillnotbeabletotakeit.

I’m waitingforhim inthebedroom andhopingthathewillcome.Ihearapairoffootstepspotter

totheroom,hepeepsthroughthedoorwiththatpermanentpuckeronhisface.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

He’sstandinginthedoorway.

Me:“Randall?”

Whyishenotsayinganything?

Thereitis,anod.

Me:“Areyougoingtostandthereorcomecloser?”

Iwanthim nexttome,Iwokeupfeelingclingytoday.Iwanttobearoundhim allthetimeandI

lookforhim whenhe’soutofmysight.

Don’tblameme,it’sthebaby.

Randallplodstome,thefurrowgrowswitheachtread.

Me:“Holdme.”

Iliedownonthebed,hespoonsmeandhisarmsfeelamazingaroundme.Again,it’sthebaby.

Hisfaceiscradledonthecurveofmyneck,thewetkissesforcesshiverstoripplethroughme.

Me:“Don’tgetanyideasOkolie.”

Ismackhishandthat’sdancingonmybust.

Randall:“Thisisit?Acuddle?”

Hecomplainsashegoesonwithhiskisses,ifhedoesn’tstopImightjustgivein.

Me:“Thisismorethanenough.”



Randall:“Itwillbeoncewehavetastedeachother.”

Randallandhishand,Idecidetolethim be.It’sonmybosom andhe’srubbingandsqueezingit.”

Me:“Stoptryingtogetmeinthemoodbaby.”

Iwhine.

Randall:“But,Iwanttogetyouinthemood.”

Me:“Nothappening.”

He’llgethisway,that’showitis.

Me:“Iwanttodotheceremonysoon.”

Hestopsplayingonmyneck.

Randall:“When?”

Me:“Nextweekendifpossible.”

Randall:“I’m behindyouwithwhateveryoudecide.”

Ilovehim.

Me:“Weneedtosetaweddingdate.”

It’sbeenonmymindlatelyandIkeepforgettingtomentionit.

Randall:“Anytimewithmeisokay,aslongasIgettomakeyoumywife.Wecanevendoitnow.”

Henibblesmyearlobe,he’snotdoingmuchefforttogetintomypantsbutI’m alreadytoo

excited.Myheartispalpitatingandthere’sthatvibrationdownthere.

Me:“Whenwillyousendthelettertomyuncles?”

Randall:“Stylesisonit,wedon’tknowthoughifitwillbeacceptedsinceyourcousinis

hospitalized.”

UncleJonasmighthaveaproblem withit,hisbrotherontheotherhandisdifferent.

Me:“Idon’tthinktherewillbeaproblem.Wedon’tknowwhenLelowillwakeupandIdon’twant

towaitanymore.”

Hispresseshischeekonmine.

Randall:“I’llgetonit,myunclewillleavefrom Nigeriaintwodays.NowthatSegunisgonewe

cancontinuewithourlives.”

IsthishowI’m toldthathisfatherhaspassedon?Thereisnoemotioninhisvoice.

Me:“Whathappenedtohim?”

Randall:“Idon’tknow.”



That’sanippyrejoinder,he'ssackingmyquestionorisitthewholetopic?

Me:“Youneedtotellthem backhome.”

Randall:“Thetimewillcomeforthat.”

Hewhirlsmealittle,packshisupperbodyonmine,carefulnottopressmedown.Heshelters

mygazewithhisas,heleansintokissme.

Randall:“I’dratherdosomethingelsethantalkaboutmyfather.”

Ourlipsswirlleadingusintoaslowwolfishkiss,Itanglemyarmsaroundhisneckpullinghim

closer.I’m excitedandit’stoolatetobackdown.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

161*

NTOMBI*

Mosesiscominghomethisweekend,mypoorhusbandisinjured.Thisiswhatstupiditydoesto

aperson,whenyou’retoldtoshutupthat’swhatyoushoulddo.Ifitwereadifferentera,andI

waswelloffinlife,IwoulduseeverycentIhavetoavengemyhusband.

WhothehelldoesAmarathinksheis?

MybabyNombuleloislyinginahospitalbedwhileAmaraandthatgangsterboyfriendofhers

areservingbulletsonmyhusbandlikeit’safreeforallmagazine.AndJonas,mydearbrother.I

knowhelovesmebut,thestunthepulledthatdayisimprintedonmymind.Imayactlike

everythingisokayandlifeisgrandbutIhavediabolicalthoughtsinmymind.

Lookatthem sittingonmycouch,lifeisnice.Ishouldjustcookonedayandseewhowillbe

abletostomachmyspecialingredient.

Me:“Petunia?Isthefoodready?Mysonin-lawisonhisway.”

She’srelaxednexttoherhusband,theireyesgluedtotheTVscreen.

Petunia:“Youknowitis.”

Asifshetoldme.

Thatattitude…

Amaraisgivingthem theseproudlookstheyseem tohavelately.

Theyhavefoundtheirprecious.Whyaretheystillhere?

TheymustgoandbookarondavelinS’godi’shouse,I’m outofspace.

Me:“Iwouldliketotalktoyouguys.”

IsettleonanemptyspaceoppositeMashoto.

Cananyonetellmewhyshe’sstillhere?

Mosesdoesn’tsleepwithher.Doesn’tshemissbeinginthearmsofaman?Theworldisone

strangeplace.

Jonas:“WhatisitNtombi?”



Shame!

Jonaslookslikeanuncletoday,blazerandall.IfonlyNombulelowashere.

Iwillhavetoreform andbeamothertoher,mybabyhasbeenthroughenough.It’stimeItake

thewheelandseetoitthatsheistakencareof,startingwithsecuringthisloveshehasfound

forherself.

Me:“WeallknowthatAmaraisokay.Ithinkit’stimethatyouallgobackhome.Youknowthat

spaceislimitedhere,wecan’tevenmovearoundwithoutbumpingintoeachother.Ifthehouse

wasbigger,Iwouldgladlyaccommodateyou.”

LikehellIwould.

Petunia:“YesAmaraishomesafebut,westillhavetodotheceremony.”

Iknowthat.

Thiswomanlovesmyhouse.

Me:“IhearyouPetunia,kodwakee.IsitnotyouIkeepbumpingintointhecorridor?Ican’twalk

inmyhousewithoutsayingexcuseme.It’stoosmallandtomakemattersworse.Mashotois

hereandgettingbigger.”(But.)

Nonsense.

Mashoto:“Ntombiyoucan’t…”

Me:“Becarefulwhatyousaytome,Mosesisnotheretodefendyou.Mysonin-lawisonhis

way,soIsuggestthatyouleaveusaloneforafewhours.Gohangoutatthetuckshopor

something.”

Mhambi:“Ntombi,youdon’tspeaktopeoplelikethat.Nomanisaloneinthisworld.Youwill

needusoneday.”

SoIwastoldwhentheyfirstcametomyabode.

I’m stillwaitingforthatday.

Me:“I’m notthrowingyououtMhambi,I’m simplysayingthatweneedspace.Moseswillbe

usingcrutcheswhenhegetsback.Howwillhemovearoundthehouse?BhutiJonassleeps

here,inthelivingroom whileMashotosleepsinthekitchen.Howisthatgoingtowork?”

(Brother.)

Petunia:“WherewillMosesbegoingatnight?Thehouseisfreeandemptyduringtheday.”

Noit’snot.

Me:“Mysonin-lawisalmosthere,wewilldiscussthislater.”

Theirobstinatedesiretostayinmyhouseisnerve-racking.



STYLES*

Theresheis,mybeautifulSethu.Sheissleepingonthebedwithathrowoverher,cautiouslyI

moseytothebed.Hereyesslightlyopenduetothesoundofmyfootfall.Iscamperonbefore

shecouldgetupandenvelopherfrom behind.

Sethu:“Babe.”

Thewordescapeshermouthinaform ofawhisper.

Me:“Gobacktosleep.”

IpastemylipsonhercheekasIpullhercloserinmyarms.

Me:“Kitten?”

Hersoftsobspricklemyears,herbodytrembles.Herfather’sdeathmusthavegottentoher.

Sheturnsaroundandhidesherfaceonmychest.

Me:“It’sokay,I’vegotyoukitten.”

Iclenchmyarmsaroundher.

Sethu:“TheyliedtomeStyles,Ihavebeenlivingaliemywholelife.”

Godno.

Ihopeit’snotwhatIthinkitis.Sethuwon’tbeabletohandlethetruth,itwilltakeheralifetime

togetoverit.

Me:“Kittenlookatme.”

Itakeherfaceinthepalmsofmyhands,thetearsthathavechosentoinvadehereyes

endlesslystream downhercheeks.

Me:“Whathappenedthere?”

Herlipspuckerupasshetriestoletawordout,hersobsclogthesyllableleavingherwith

nothingbutthesoundofpain.Herheadfalls,Ihelpherpickuphercrownandhertearyeyes

meetmine.

Me:“Ineedyoutobestrong,you’remystrongSethu.Areyounot?”

Theheadshakeshegivesme,leavesmefeelinghelpless,itwon’tbeeasytoconvinceher

otherwise.

Whatdoyousaytoawomanwhofoundoutthatherwholelifehasbeenalie?

Sethu:“I’m notstrongforthisStyles,ItriedandIcan’tdoit.Myheartisheavy,Ican’tgetmy

father’sconfessionoutofmymind.”

Hervoicequaverswitheachword.



Me:“Whatdidhesay?”

Ionlyknewhalfofthestorythat,sheisnottheirbiologicalchild.Thereisadeepsecrethere

thathasSethufeelinglikeherworldisfallingapart.

Sethu:“Theykilledher,theykilledmymother.”

Herhandfallsonherfaceandputsintheefforttowipeawaythosetenacioustears.

Me:“Who?”

Sethu:“Myparents.”

Shepowersupasshewipesawayhermulishtears.Shemovesoutofmygrip,kneelsonthe

bedandreachesforadiaryonthebedsidetable,withafewsniffshereandthere,shepullsout

aphotograph.

Sethu:“Thisisher.”

Shepresents,whilegloomilystaringatit.

Sethu:“Herremainslieinashallowgraveonmyparents’backyard,thesameplacewhereAyize

andIgrewupplayingin.ThesameplacewhereMbaliandGingerplay.Mymotherwasburied

likeadogStyles,theykilledher.”

Thepaininhereyesisabruptlyreplacedbywrath,asightIhavenotseeninherbefore.Sheis

distractedbythesoundofherphoneringing,awrinklegrowsbetweenhereyebrowsasshe

glaresattheringingmobiledevicewithoutgivingintoit.

Me:“Whoisit?”

Sethu:“Beauty.”

Shegruntshernameout.

Sethu:“Sheprobablywantstotalkaboutthefuneralarrangements.”

Shepredicts.

It’stoolatetostopherfrom recievingit,sheswipestheansweringbuttonandputshermother

onspeaker.BeautywillhavetotalkfirstbecauseSethuisnotsayinganything.

“Baby.”

Hervoiceechoesfrom throughthephone.

Beauty:“AreyouthereSethu?”

Sethuclutchesherjawandclencheshereyes.

Sethu:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Beauty:“Weneedtotalkmybaby.”

Sethu:“Don’tcallmethat,Iam notyourbaby.”



Sheretorts.

Beauty:“SethuIknowthatyou’reupsetand...”

Sethufallsintoalaughingfrenzy.

Sethu:“Upset?AfterwhatyoudidBeauty,youthinkthatI’m upset?”

Herangerisonanotherlevel.

Beauty:“YouhavetobehereSethu,atleastforyourfather.”

ShecompletelydisregardsSethu’squestion.

Sethu:“MustIcomethereandtrampleonmymother’sremains?”

Beautygoesquiet.

Sethu:“HowdoyoulivewithyourselfBeauty?Whathappenedtoyourhumanity?”

Beauty:“Sethulet’snotdothisplease.Can’tweburyyourfatherinpeace?Hedeservesa

peacefulburial.”

Thenerveofthiswoman.

Sethu:“Mr.Malingadeservesnothing,youdon’tknowtheamountofhateIhavetowardsyou

rightnow.Ifitweren’tformysiblings,Iwouldn’tgiveyouthetimeofday.”

Shespitsherwordsoutwithsomuchanger.

Beauty:“IraisedyouSethu,Inaturedyouandgaveyouaneducation.Itookyouinasmyown

andtreatedyoulikeone,whilemyownchildwasawayfrom me.”

Iam dumbfoundedbyherriposte,SethuplacesherhandonmineasIopenmymouthtospeak.

Thisevilwitchneedstohearfrom me.

Sethu:“IknowwhatyoudidformeBeautythat,wasbecauseyoukilledmymotherandburied

herbodyinashallowgrave.Whateveryoudidformewasoutofguiltandnotbecauseyou

wantedto.That’sthepersonyouare,selfishandinconsiderate.Youaretheembodimentofevil,

onedayyoursinswillcatchwithyou,yourhusbandisnotheretoprotectyouanymore.”

ShouldIbeworriedorproudthatshe’sfinallystandingupforherself,hateconsumesyouin

suchawaythatitleavesyoutrapped.

Beauty:“Yousoundlikethatdemonyoucallasister,thesearenotyourwordsSethu.You’remy

sweetchildandIknowthatyouwillneverspeaktomelikethis.Don’tlethergettoyoumybaby,

don’tletherdestroyus.”

Sethuglancesatmeinshockassheshakesherheadindisbelief.

Sethu:“Don’tdothatBeauty,don’tinsultmysister.Sheisnothinglikeyou.Whenwillyoutake

responsibilityforyouractions?Notoncehaveyousaidyou’resorrybecauseyoufailto

recognizeyourmistakes.”



Sheshouts.

Sethu:“IwilltakecareofthefuneralarrangementsandI’m onlydoingthisformysiblingsnot

foryouoryourhusband.”

Iwouldhaveitotherwise.

Beauty:“Thankyou,mylove.”

Sethu:“You’reanevilwoman,yourlifeisoverandIhopeyouwillnotdragthegirlsdownwith

you.”

Beauty:“Iwouldneverhurtmychildren,Ilovethem.”

Sethuclickshertonguebeforecuttingthecall.

Sethu:“Didyouhearthat?”

Wordforword.

Sethu:“Thatevilwomanknowshowtomakeonefeelliketheyarecrazy,Iwouldn’tbesurprised

ifIstarttoblamemyselfformymother’sdeath.That’sthepowerBeautyhasonpeople.”

Me:“Ibegtodiffer.”

Itakeherhandsintomine.

Me:“You’retrembling.”

Andshe’sfuming.

Sethu:“Shemakesmeangry.”

Shemutters.

Me:“Don’tlethergettoyouKitten.”

Sethu:“Iwanttogivemymotheraproperburial,wehavetoalerttheauthoritiesso,theydigup

herremains.”

Me:“Youknowwhatthatwouldmeanright?Beautywillbechargedwithmurder,theauthorities

willwanttoknowhowhumanskeletonsgotinyourbackyard.”

Myproclamationhasherpondering,forameresecondIseeaglintofworry.Beautydeserves

everybadthingthat’scomingtoher.

Sethutakesthepictureofhermotherandhandsittomewithadetachedsmile.

Sethu:“Nontobekowashername,shewasknownasNtosh.”

Sheintroduces.

Me:“Shelookslikeayoungerversionofyou.”

Theresemblanceisbig.



Sethu:“Iwishthereweremorepicturesofher.”

Me:“Therecouldbe,yourauntsandunclesmighthavethem.”

Sethu:“Ididn’tthinkofthat.Everyoneinthefamilywasmadetobelievethatmymother

disappeared,Idon’tknowhowmyparentsexplainedit.Whodisappearsandisnotsoughtafter.”

Me:“ThisisSouthAfricaSethu,you’dbesurprisedbythenumberofpeoplethathavegone

missingandtheircasesarenotopened.”

It’ssadthathermotherhadtogothroughwhatshewentthrough.Shehadnoonebehindher.

Me:“Didtheytellyouwhoyourfatheris?”

Shegoesthroughafewpagesonthediaryandbringsoutanotherphotograph,it’salmostworn

andgrey.

Me:“Isthishim?”

Sethu:“Yeah,thepictureisnotclearthough.WherewillIbegintofindhim?”

Thisdoesn’thelpatall.

Me:“We’llfigureawayout,youwillbeokay.You’llsee.”

Sethu:“Iwillbeifyou’rewithme.”

Me:“I’m notgoinganywhere.Comehere.”

HerarmsgoovermywaistasIpullhercloseandpeckthetopofherhead.

AMARA*

Apartfrom cravingRandall’sarms,Iam lazytoday.Wejustgothomefrom visitingLelo,itfelt

strangenotfindingMbusothere.

Liyanatoddlesintothebedroom,holdingaplateofmuffins.Sheplacesitonthebedandwith

somucheffortjumpson.

Liyana:“ThisisforyouMara.”

Sheputstheplateonmylap.

Me:“Thank,Liyababy.”

Isendonetomynosetotakeinthearoma.

Me:“Smellsnice.Didyoumakethem?”

Liyana:“Yes,Chichihelpedme.”



Me:“Thankyoumylove.”

Liyana:“Mara?”

Me:‘Yesbaby.”

Liyana:“Howdidthebabygetinyourtummy?”

Whosentthischild?

Me:“Didyouaskyourfather?”

Liyana:“No.”

Me:“Goaskhim,heknowstheanswer.”

“Askmewhat?”

IlookuptoseeRandallamblingin.

Liyanajumpsoffthebedandbouncestohim.

Liyana:“HowdidthebabygetintoMara’stummy?Didsheswallowit?”

Hiseyesfalloutasheraisesthem toglanceatme.

Randall:“WhatdidMarasay?”

HetiltshisheadtothesidegesturingthatIshouldanswerthechild,Iam notdoingthat.To

answerhim,Ishakemyhead.

Randall:“DidyouaskChioma?”

Ishe…

Ohno!!!!

Liyana:“No.”

Randall:“Goaskher.”

OnlyRandallwoulddothat.

WhatwillpoorChiomasaytothechild?

TheregoesLiyanaskippingofftotraumatisethewoman.

Me:“Really?Chioma?”

Heshrugshisshoulderswhilesaunteringtositonthebed.

Randall:“Whatareyoudoingthere?”

HeasksashenoticeshowI'm engrossedonthephone.

Hegrabsamuffinandchunksabigbite,I’m astoundedwhenhespitseverythingoutonthe



plate.

Randall:“Whatisthis?”

Me:“Liyanamadethem.”

Randall:“AndI’m toldtostayoutofthekitchen.”

ThecomparisonisnotevenfairandIwillnotgiveacommenttothat.

Me:“HowarewesurethatLiyanaiscompletelysafe?”

Hefrownsduetomyunexpectedquestion.

Randall:“Whereisthiscomingfrom?”

Me:“Ihavebeenfollowingthe#SaveTheChildrentrendonsocialmedia.”

Randall:“Whatisitabout?”

Ofcoursehewouldn’tknow.

Me:“It’sacampaigntobringattentiontotheplightofchildsextrafficking.Havingbeen

molestedbymyunclefrom ayoungage,thishithome.Thereisnothingworsethanbeing

exposedtosuchhorriblethings.ThereweretimeswhenIwantedtodie,Iwasonlyachildbut

mymindwasentertainedwiththoughtsofdeath.Liyanaisgrowingup,eventuallyshewillbe

exposedtosocialmediaanditsdangers.She’llwanttogotomallswithherfriends,that’swhere

girlsaretargetedthemost.”

Thethoughtofitisfretting.

Randall:“We’llprotectherAmara,nothingwillhappentoourbaby.”

Me:“That’swhateveryparentsaysbut,wecan’talwayskeepaneyeonourkids,thesesexual

predatorsareeverywhere,outsideschoolgroundsaswell.Sextraffickingisveryrealandit

happensinourownbackyards.Haveyouseenthevastnumberofkidsthathavegonemissing

andareneverfound?Ican’tbegintoimaginehowtheirparentsfeelnotknowingifyourchildwill

comehomeornot.Iwoulddiehonestly.”

Randall:“Youshouldn’tthinkaboutsuchthingsAmara.”

Thetopicathandseemstomakehim uncomfortable.

Me:“Wecan’tturnablindeyetoiteither,weneedtoactandtrybyallmeanstokeepour

childrensafe.”

IfitispossiblewecouldhomeschoolLiyanabut,shewouldhateusforkeepingherawayfrom

theworld.

Randall:“Nooneisturningablindeye,thereisonlysomuchanindividualcando.”

Me:“Italsostartswiththatoneperson,tomakeachange.”

Randall:“Whatisyourplan?”



Me:“InvestintheSaveTheChildrenorganization,Ican’timagineanychildgoingthroughwhatI

wentthroughwithmyuncle.”

Randall:“Wecandothat,speakingofyouruncle.Whathaveyoudecided?”

Idon’tseemyselfforgivinghim.

Me:“HonestlyIdon’tknowwhattodo.Mymindisdisarrayed,Iwantnothingtodowithhim.It’s

differentwithmyaunt,shewasoblivioustothethingsherhusbandwasupto.Shebecamemy

motherwhenminediedalthough,wedidn’thavethatmotherdaughterrelationship,havingher

aroundmademefeelsafelikeIhadaparent.”

Randall:“I’m surewe’llfindaway,Ithinktalkingtosomeoneaboutyourproblemswillleadyou

tothepathofforgiveness.I’m notsayinghedeservesyourforgiveness,thisisforyou.Your

experiencewastraumaticandyouneedtohealfrom it.”

Mymindhasmanagedtopackthosememoriesaway.

Me:“Iguessbut,Idon’twanttorelivethatexperience.”

Iwasalonewithnoonetocryto,myfatherhadleftmeandamonsterfoundme.Iwasin

bondage,therewasnowayoutforme.

Me:“Doyouknowthatrightatthismoment,thereisagirlchildinthesamesituationandthey

don’thaveavoiceRandall.Thereisnoonetospeakforthem.”

Randall:“We’llgetyouhelpfirstandthenwe’llthinkabouthelpingthosechildren.Stylesis

awarewiththosethings,hecanhelp.It'sonepersonatatime.Fornow,whenyou’rereadywe

cangetyouanappointmentwiththedoctor.”

Thepressure.

Me:“I’llletyouknowwhenI’m ready.”

Myexperiencewastraumatic.WillIbeabletotalkaboutit,Ihavenevershareditwithanyone.

NEO*

I’m watchingZee’sbustleinthekitchenasshepreparessupper,herloveforfoodisgrowing.I

lovehowsheisnotashamedofeatingalot,herbodyistransforming.Shelookshealthierthan

shedidwhenwefirstmet,hercheeksarebecomingfullerandherhandsaregettingthat

podginess.

Shecanfitintoclothesnowandherappearanceisfleeingfrom thatofachild.SheisabeautyI

mustsay.

Shecatchesmestaringassheturns,tosaysomethingandmygazecongestherspeech.She

raiseshereyebrowsasquestionsflyaroundherheadlikepaperairplanes.



Me:“Keeng?”(Whatisit?)

Let’spretendlikewedon’tknowwhatherproblem is.

Ayize:“Ubukeni?”(Whatareyoulookingat?)

Sheplantsherhandsonherhips.

Me:“I’m notlookingatyouifthat’swhatyouthink,I’m lookingatthatdoublechin.”

Hernostrilsflapopenasshefrownsatmycomment.

Ayize:“Angithiifakwenguwe,Ieatmorethananyoneinthishouse.”

Funny.

Me:“Areyouspendingthenight?”

Ayize:“Ithinkso.”

Me:“Great,thenIneedapartner.”

Ayize:“For?”

Me:“We’rebingingonCriminalMindstonight,akulalwa.”(We’renotsleeping.)

Thiswillgivemeachancetospendsometimewithher.

Ayize:“Aren’tyouonbabysittingduty?”

Me:“AllthemorereasonswhyIshouldn’tsleep.Doyouknowhowannoyingitistobewokenup

bythesoundofababycrying?Thoselittledemonsweresentstraightfrom hell.”

Shedoesn’tagreewithmenordoesshelikemystatement.

Ayize:“HayiuKagiso,he’sasweetheart,maybewena,youwerealittledemon.Tormentingyour

motherwithyouruglycries,ngathingiyabonanje.”(NotKagiso.Icanjustseeit.)

Me:“Hey,Iwasanangel.Youcanaskmymother.”

Ayize:“Shewon’ttellmethetruthbecauseyouareamama’sboy.”

Me:“I’m not,I’m theonlyboysoyesherattentionhastocometome.”

Iretort.

Ayize:“Thisisproofnjethatyouare,yohimaginedatingamama’sboy?IdoubtI’llbeableto

can.”(Ican’tdothat.)

Okay,thiscouldbeajokeright?Ithastobe.

Me:“Iam notamama’sboyZee.”

Ididn’tmindbeingdaubedthatbeforebutsuddenlyI’m offended.

Ayize:“Haiboandthen?Whyareyousodefensive?”



Shetakesupadifferentpostureasshefoldsherarmsonherchest.

Me:“I’m not,Ijustdon’tlikebeingcalledthat.”

Ayize:“Ohho.”

Sheturnsbacktoherpotswiththisexclamation.Ineedtoaskherthisorelseitwillgiveme

sleeplessnights.

Me:“So,youwouldn’tdateme?”

Sheswiftlyspinstoglareatme.

Ayize:“Whereisthatcomingfrom?”

Me:“Yousaidyouwouldneverdateamama’sboy.”

Ayize:“Andyousaidyou’renotamama’sboy.”

There’shope,that’sgood.

Me:“Hosharp.”(That’sgreat.)

IhavethissmileIcan’tpushback.

Ayize:“Asazi!Umausumamathekakanjena?IstheresomethingyouwishtotellmeMaake?”(I

don’tknownowthatyou’resmilinglikethis.)

Thisismychancebutit’stoosoon,herwoundsarestillfresh.

Imeandertoher,myeyesgluedonher.AfrownbuildsuponherfaceasIgetcloser.

Ayize:“Whatisit?”

ShequestionssoftlyasIgettooclose,closeenoughtosmellherscent.Shesmellslikegravy,

thisiswhatyougetforlovingthekitchen.She’slookingupatme,hereyeswonderingwhatmy

nextmovewouldbe.

Me:“Youhavesomethingonyournose.”

Ileaninandhearhergulp,it'sanattempttomoistenherthroatthathasgonedryfrom

nervousness.

Rightatthismomentaswe’reinchesawayfrom eachother,Icantakethisopportunityand

indulgeonherlips.SheshutshereyesandIknowwhatshe’sexpecting.

Me:“Youhaveagrainofriceonyournose.”

Hereyesswiftlyopenandsheacceptsaglower.

Ayize:“Rice?”

Sheasksinwonder.

Me:“Yes.”



Iusemythumbtoflickitoff.

Ayize:“Ouch!”

Shecovershernoseasshewhines.

Ayize:“Thathurt.”

Me:“Itshouldhurtbaba,that’swhatyougetforsmellingourfoodhau.Blackpeoplelikethings,

youtakethingsfrom TVandpractiseitinourkitchens.Yeyiablackmanwillnoteatthat,you’ll

startfrom scratch.”

Shepullsaface.

Ayize:“Whowillstartfrom scratch?Notthisblackwoman,angidlalinjalo."(Idon’tplaylikethat.)

Me:“TheuntameableAyize.”

Ayize:“Youbetterknowit.”

Myideaofaperfectmatch,isthiswomanrighthere.

Ayize:“Sotellme,whereisKagiso’smom?”

Great.

Ican’trunawayfrom thatwoman.

Me:“Probablyburningsomeguy.”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Burning?”

Me:“Shespecializesinburningmen.”

Shenarrowshereyes.

Ayize:“Neodon’ttellmesheburntyou?”

Ipout.

Me:“IfluckcouldspeakZee,itwouldhavemyvoice.Iescapedbyaninch,shewouldhaveburnt

myperfectface.”

Shetwittersasshecupsmycheekswithherwarm handsthatsmelllikesoup.”

Ayize:“Mypoorbaba.Atleastyourfacewassaved,ubuzobamubikunalokhu.”(Youweregoing

tobeuglierthanthis.)

Shepinchesmynoseandturnsbacktocheckonthepots.

Me:“UmonaZee?Itdoesn’tsuityou.”(Jealousy.)

Ayize:“ManjeminangithiniNeo?Umaumubi,umubi.”(Whatdoyouwantmetosay?Ifyou’re



ugly,you’reugly.)

Ayizelikestauntingme,IdoubtI’llbeabletolivewithoutthat.

Me:“Ngifananawekee.”(Ilooklikeyou.)

Myretortpricklesherlaughbone.

Ayize:“Siyafanakee,kodwawenaumubiworse.”(Okaywe’rethesamebut,you’reuglier.)

Hercomebackisescortedwithasimper.

Ayize:“Andstopabusingmylanguage,usZulu’sdon’ttakeitlightly.SticktoyourSotho,you

soundlikeyou’rechewingwhenyouspeakZulu.”

She’slying.

Me:“I’m veryfamiliarwithallelevenlanguages,IspeakbetterZuluthanyou.”

Ayize:“Ifthatstrokesyouregobaba,thentakeitmylove.”

Iloveitwhenshecallsmebaba.

Me:“Ithinkyouhavebulliedmeenough,Ican’tdebatewithawoman.Youpeoplethinkyou

knowbetter.Inkani?Yohhai.”(Thestubbornness.)

Ayize:“That’sbecausemenarestupid,theythinktheyareatthetopofthefoodchain.The

worlddoesn’trevolvearoundyou,thesooneryouallrealisethat,thebetter.”

Idisagree.

Me:“Theworldisnothingwithoutmen,therewouldn’tbepeaceifitwereinfestedwithwomen.”

Shebitesherlowerlipsasshetakesmywordsintoconsideration.

Ayize:“Ican’targuewithyouonthatone.Womenaredefinitelyfightingoversomething.You

knowIwasatthemallyesterdayandthiswomanwalkstowardsmewhilegivingmeacoldlook,

sheclickshertongueafterthat.Mindyou,Ihaveneverseenherinmylife.”

Iwatchherassheletsmeintoherworld.

Canapersoneverbesorefreshing?

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

162*

MBUSO*

Ntombiistheonetoopenthedoorforme,I’m greetedwithawarm smile.Ican'texpressthe

levelofmynervousness,Jonasisinthehouse,hegivesmeheartpalpitations.

Ntombi:“Yes,comeinmyson.”

ShesmileswidelyandIcan’tseem tograspwhathersuddenkindnessisabout.

Me:“Thankyouma.”

Itakeonestepinandshepushesmeback,thelookonherfaceisthatofshock.

Ntombi:“Kodwamkhwenyane,amateki?”(Sonin-law,whyareyouwearingsneakers.)

Shevoicesherjudgement,Idon’tseeanythingwrongwithmyshoes.

Me:“Ngiyaxolisama,Ididn’tthinkitwouldbeaproblem.”

Ididn’tthinkaboutitatall.

Ntombi:“Ungakhathazeki,kulungile.”(Don’tworryaboutit,it’sokay.)

Shepavesawayformetowalkin,mygazeinstantlyfallsonJonas.He’sgloweringatmeandI

can’timaginewhatgoesoninhismind.

Me:“Greetings.”

Theynodatmysalutations,allofasuddenIfeelunwanted.

Ntombi:“Yinibhuti?Awusakhuluminamhlanje?Theboyisgreetingyou.”(Youcan’tspeaktoday

brother?”

Ntombichidesthem,theyarenotatallbothered.

Ntombi:“Youcansithere.”

Shepointstoaoneseater,Jonashasn’tstoppedstaring.Mybodyissweltering,IfeellikeIhave

beenputonahotsurface.Isthiswhatbeingnervousfeelslike?

ThelastIspoketohim,Isaidsomeprettynastythingsandhedoesn’tlooklikethetypethat

forgetseasily.

Ntombi:“Wouldyoulikeanythingtodrink?”



Sheoffers.

Me:“Waterplease.”

Ineedit,afterthisblacklookfrom Jonasthat,hasmefeelinglikeIkilledsomeone.

Jonas:“Whydidyoucomealone?”

Ididn’tgetthememothatthiswillbelobolanegotiations.

Me:“Myunclecouldn’tmakeitbaba,he…”

Jonas:“YouhaveoneelderkwaXaba?”(AttheXabas.)

Me:“Chababa.”(Nosir.)

Mhambi:“Idon’tthinkthere’saproblem becausewe’llonlybediscussingNombulelo’ssituation.”

Mhambicomestomyrescue,Ilovethisuncle.

Jonas:“Yousaidyouhavesomethingtotellus.”

Hegoesstraighttothepoint,Ihaven’thadtimetodrinkwater.

HereitisandNtombihastheglassinatray,completelyunnecessary.

Ialmostchokeonthewaterduetheseeyesglaringatme.Drinkingwaterinpeaceisoutofthe

question.

Jonas:“Youweresaying.”

Jesus!

Me:“AwomanhadcometoprayforLelo,shementionedsomethingaboutLelobeingpunished

forherfather’ssins.Thereisadarkcloudfollowingherandtheonlywayforhertobefreeis

thataritualshouldbeperformedtoappeasetheancestors.”

Thissayingtakesalotoutofme,I’m goingagainstculturehere.

Mhambi:“TheButheleziancestors?”

Me:“Ithinksobaba.”

Itshouldbethat.

Ntombi:“Hayi,ngiyalashame.Whatsinisthat?”(Irefuse.)

Sheknowsverywellso,Idon’tknowwhyshe’sdisputingthis.

Me:“Hegaveawaysomeonethatdoesnotbelongtohim.”

Ntombi:“Hayi,Isee.AmaraisresponsibleforNombulelo’sstate.Whatdoesthatchildwant

from me?Doesshewanttoseemeburiedsixfeetunder?”

Itakeitshe’snotwellinthehead.



Jonas;“ThulaNtombi.You’retalkingnonsense,Mosesisresponsibleforthat.”(Shutup.)

Jonasreprimandsher.

Me:“Theceremonyhastobedonesoon,Nombulelo’slifeisatstake.”

Mhambi:“Wehearyoundodana.Wewilldoaccordinglyandinform youonceit’sdone.”(Son.)

DidIsayIlikeMhambi?

Ilovehim actually.

Ntombi:“Inform him?Shouldn’thebeapartoftheceremonysincetheyaremarried?”

Iforgotaboutthatlie.

Jonas:“Wearenotsureaboutthatmarriage,nooneinthisfamilywastheretowitnessit.”

Jonasspewsouthiscomeback.

Ntombi:“No,bhuti.YouwillnotruinthingsforNombulelo.”(Brother.)

Ntombiisonmysidetoday.IwonderifshesawmethatdaystandingwithRandallandStyles.

Jonas:“Notallthatglittersisgold,Ntombi.”

That’sahiddeninsultandit’sdirectedtome.

Ntombi:“Youhavetothinkaboutotherpeoplebhuti,ngiyacelatuu.”(I’m beggingyouplease.)

Maybeshetrulydoeswantwhat’sbestforLelo.

Petunia:“YoushouldpractisewhatyoupreachNtombi,wenathemostselfishpersonIknow.”

(You.)

Petuniahasbeenquietlysittingnexttoherhusband,shedecidestovoiceoutheropinions.

Mhambi:“Hayimanjemama,wehaveavisitor.”(Notnowmywife.)

Hereproachesher,Petuniasitsbackonthecouchandfallsintothesilencesheisthrownin.

Thereisasuddenknockatthedoor,Ntombirushestoopen.

Ntombi:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Sheraiseshervoiceandthatforcesoureyestoruntoher.Iam staggeredbythefoolatthe

door,duetohispresenceIjoltupfrom thechair.He’sgrinsasheseesme.

Jonas:“Sitdownboy.”

JonascommandsandIcannotarguewithhim,Iam avisitorhere.

Ntombi:“Yeyi,Iaskedyouaquestion.Ufunanila?”(Whatareyoudoinghere?)

Shepusheshim back.

Jonas:“Ntombi,Icalledhim here.Lethim in.”



Jonaswillbetheonetokillmeoneday.

Ntombi:“Ngazile,ngazilebhutiukuthiwenaawufuniinganeyamiijabule.Whatdoyoucallthis?”

(Iknewthatyoudon’twantmydaughtertobehappy.)

Zumapusheshiswayin,he’snotalone.Anelderlymaniswithhim,Petuniamakesspacefor

them tosit.SheplodstowhereNtombiwassittingbut,Ntombibeatshertoit.Theyexchange

coldlooks,Ntombiclickshertongue.

Ntombi:“Hambaekishini,amabhodoakulindile.”(Gotothekitchenandcook.)

ThisisLelo’smother,unashamedandveryaudacious,shedoesn’tcareaboutpeople’sopinions.

Zumaholdsasmuglook,somethingwaspromisedtohim.Jonasiscapableofanything.

Mhambi:“HowcomewehavenotbeentoldaboutthisJonas?”

Mhambiisonmyside,right?

Okay,I’m tryingtocomfortmyheavyheart.

Ntombi“Ialsowanttoknowbhutiukuthiufunanilomuntukwami.”(Whatdoesthismanwantin

myhouse?)

I’m inthequeueaswell.

Jonas:“Asweallknow,ZumaisthefatherofNombulelo’sbaby.”

GreatintroductionJonas.

Imbecile.

Jonas:“MhlongoisawareofNombulelo’ssituationandaboutthebaby'shealth.Thereisaway

wecansavebothLeloandthebaby.”

Fateisplayingtricksonmerightnow.

Mhambi:“Qhubeka.”(Continue.)

Jonas:“Mhlongohasagreedthattheywillintroducethebabytotheancestors,thatwaythe

childinNombulelo’swombwillbeprotected.Ifithappensthatthebabydies,hewon’tbelost.

HissoulwillbeacceptedbytheMhlongos.”

Me:“That’snotgoingtohappen.”

Ifindmyselfdisputingagainsthisnonsensicalplan,Jonasisonestupidman.

Jonas:“YouseeNtombi?Youseewhatyou’reproudof?Thisboydoesn’tknowhowtokeephis

mouthshutwhenadultsaretalking.”

HegrowlsandIcan’tgripwhathe’supsetabout.

Ntombi:“Umkhwenyanehaseveryrighttocomplain.Howcanyoumakesuchadecisionwithout

consultingLelo’shusband?”(Sonin-law)



Shemovestotheedgeoftheseat,she’sabouttofightforme.

Mhambi:“IagreewithNtombi,yousawthemarriagecertificate.Nombuleloisamarriedwoman

now.”

Jonas:“Mhambiplease,thisboydoesnotrespectus.Lookathim,lookathowhe’sdressed,he

failedtobringanelderwithhim.Heshouldlearnfrom theMhlongoboy,sibadalamanwe

shouldn’tbetalkingtohim buthiselders.”

Thisisdefinitelyanambushbythisuncle.

Ntombi:“Youknowwhat,Ithinkbhutiisright.Mhlongohasshownusrespectbycomingwith

hisuncle.”

Andjustlikethat,sheturnsonme.That’sNtombiforyou.

Ntombi:“Unjanibaba?”(Greetingssir.)

ShegreetsZuma’suncleorwhoeverheis,herespondswiththesamepoliteness.

Ntombi:“Okay,JonascontinuewithyourmeetingwhileImaketeaforourvisitors.Courtesyof

myhusbandMoses.”

Shestatesasshegetsup,Jonasiselated.

Imightaswellbeaskedtoleave.

Jonas:“Sothedatehasbeensetforthisweekend.”

That’sthreedaysaway.

Me:“Withallduerespectsir,Ican’tallowthat.Leloismywifeandyou…”

“Yeywenja,phumakwami.”(Getoutofmyhouseyoudog.)

Ntombishoutsasshestridesbackfrom thekitchen,she’scarryingakettlewithhotsteaming

water.Icanstillhearitboiling.

Ijolttomyfeetinterror,I’m readytorunoutthedooronlytoseeherrushtowardsZuma.

Zuma:“Haibo!”

Heshrieksandjumpsupalongwiththeoldmanhecamewith.

Jonas:“WhatareyoudoingNtombi?”

He’sshoutingatherinwrath,hisperfectplanisbeingruined.

Petunia:“ThisisexactlythesamethingMosesdidtoourguest,thesepeoplearecrazyman.”

Petuniashoutsaswell.

Thisfamilyissomething.

Ntombiisnotheretoplay,shemeansbusiness.



Ntombi:“Angifuniudotiemziniwami,angiwufuni.”(Idon’twantnonsenseinmyhouse.)

ShescreamswhiletargetingZuma.

GoshIlovethis.

Zumaandhisoldmanareledoutthedoorwithakettleofhotwater,Iwouldlovetoseehim run

likethatagain.

Ntombi:“Don’tevercomebacktomyhouse,siyezwana?”(Doyouhearme?)

Zuma:“Ngizobuya,Iwilltakemychild.”(I’llbeback.)

I’dliketoseehim try.

Ntombi:“Ngizokunqumaamasendewenja.(Iwillcastrateyou,dog)

Sheyellsathim.

Ntombi:“Nibukeninina?Amabhodoayasha,arghanxa.”(Whatareyoulookingat?Thefoodis

burning.)

Sheroarsatherneighbours.

“Ntombiusasenedramanamanje?”(You’restilldramatic.)

Afemalevoicesoundsfrom afar.

Ntombi:“VoestekTebogo,hambauyofa.”(Pissoff,goanddie.)

I’m luckythatLeloisnotlikehermother,thiswomanisextra.

Shebangsthedoorshut.

Ntombi:“KukwamilaJonas,youwillnottellmewhattodoinmyhouse.”(Thisismyhouse.)

JonasisalsoterrifiedoftheweapononNtombi’shands.

Ntombi:“Hlalaphansimkhwenyane,thefoodwillbereadysoon.”(Sitdownsonin-law.)

Shegivesmeawarm smilewiththiscommand,Ijustsawtwodifferentpeople.

SETHU*

Ayizehelpedmewiththefuneralarrangements,althoughshewasn’tkeenaboutit.I’m gladthat

shelentahelpinghand,Iwould’vestruggledonmyown.Mylifeismuddledup,Idon’tknowif

I’m comingorgoing.

WesawBeautyagainonWednesdayduringthefuneralservice,wedidn’tplantogobut,thegirls

werenotokay.



Wehavetobeatchurcharoundat9am,I’m ready,doingafewtouchups.Mylifewillneverbe

thesameaftertoday.

I’m goingthroughthediarythatcontainsmymother’spicturewhileIwaitforhermajestyAyize

tofinishup.We’remeetingwithStylesandNeoatchurch.

NontobekoJacobethMalinga?

Thiswasherdiaryandshescribbledherdailylifeonit.

Icomeacrossaparagraph,itlooksinteresting.

95/03/13

{TodayIfoundoutI’m sixweekspregnant,I’m terrifiedandhappyatthesametime.I’m carrying

thechildofamanIlove,thoughIdon’tknowhowhewilltakethenews.Heismarriedwitha

childofhisown.I’m contemplatingifIshouldkeepthebabyornot.}

95/05/1

{Idon’tknowhowmybrothercanbemarriedtosuchanevilwoman,ithurtsthathealways

takesherside.TodayBeautyconfessedsomethingtome,allthehairsonmybodystood.Iam

afraidformylife,itallstartedwhenIgothomefrom school.}

<<<Flashback>>>

Todayhasbeenalongday,thankGodI’m finallyhome.Thefridgewasn’topenthismorning,

thatwitchBeautylockedit.

Igrabaloafofbreadandbutter,thiswillgowellwithtea.

There’saheavypresencebehindme,itfeelslikeapairofeyesarepiercingthroughme.Ispin

aroundandgetafrightofmylifeasIfindBeautyglaringatme.Herfaceisinexpressiveandher

eyesareascoldasice.

Me:“Youscaredme.”

Ismashmyhandonmychesttostopmyheartfrom beatingfast.Thisisoneofhertraits,she

alwayssneaksuponme.

Beauty:“Whenwillyougetajobandprovideinthishouse?You’reeatingfortwonowandmy

husbandwillnotslaveforyou.”

Herhusbandismybrother.

Me:“Ihaveschool,Ican’tdropout.”



Beauty:“It’snotlikeyouhaveachoice,you’repregnant.Youwillhavetodropoutatsomepoint.”

Thisiswhatshewishesforme.

Beauty:“Rememberthatdaywhenyoufellillandyouvomitedthewholenighttillyourfacewas

pale?Thatwasbeautiful,Ireallyenjoyedwatchingyousuffer.Nooneknewwhatwaswrong

withyouexceptme.”

Shedeliversinacoldtone.

Me:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Beauty:“OhpoorNtosh,Ipoisonedyou.”

Aneerielaughevadeshermouth,Ihaveneverheardsuchanevillaughinmylife.

Me:“Whywouldyoudothattome?”

Beauty:“Iwantedtokillthatlittledevilinyourwomb,yousinnedagainstGod.Anditis

appointedtometopunishsinnersthatdisobeyHiscommands.”

Sheexplainswhilehereyespiercemysoul,compellingmetolookaway.

Beauty:“Youarecarryingademon,howelsewoulditsurvivethatratpoison?OhNtosh.When

willyoulearnthatyouarenotwantedinthishouse?Iam adevotedChristianandIwillnotbe

bashedbecauseIallowedanunrulybratintomyhouse.IwouldbecarefulifIwereyou,sleep

withmyeyesopenandthatfoodyou’reabouttoindulgein.Whoknowswhatitcontains.”

Anunnaturallaughspewsoutofhermouthjustasshewalksaway.Thisisenoughproofthat

shewantstokillmeandmybrotherwillneverbelievemeifItellhim.

<<<EndOfFlashBlack>>>

95/07/25

{Mybrotherhatesme,him andhiswife.LatelyIfindthem glaringatme,theircoldstaressend

shiversdownmyspine.WehadahugeargumentwhentheyfoundoutthatIwaspregnant.If

anythinghappenstome,theydidit.}

BeautyMalinga,youhavedugyourowngrave.

NKOMO*

I’m losingmymind,Ruth’sphoneisoff.Ihavetriedtocallheramilliontimes,she’snotinher

houseandwhat’sworseisthatherthingsarestillthere.Stylesisbehindthis,Irememberhis

threat.Ifhehurther,IswearI’m goingtokillhim.Ipullupoutsidehishouse.



Thedooropensafteralaxknockandhestandsbeforemewithagloweronhisface.I’m not

heretoplay,thegunpointedathim isproofenough.

Styles:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Theunflinchingbastardisnotalarmed.

Me:“I’m themanwiththeguntoday.”

Ipushhim inthehouseandusemylegtoshutthedoor.

Styles:“Nkomo,whatisthis?”

Hegrowlswithadeepvoice,habituallyIwouldbedeterred,nottoday.TodayIam fightingfor

thewomanIlove.

Me:“Whereisshe?”

Igruntbetweenmyteeth.

Styles:“Who?”

Me:“Don’tactstupidStyles.WhereisRuth?”

Hefrownsasifconfusedbymyquestion,Stylesisagoodactor.Heck,he’dsellyouafake

dream andyou’dbuyit.

Styles:“Howthefuckam Isupposedtoknow?Lasttime

Ichecked,shewassleepingwithyou.”

Ihavethegunaimedathim andhehastheaudacitytoshoutatme.

Me:“Don’tfuckwithmeStyles,Ruthismissing.Youthreatenedherjusttheotherday,nowher

phoneisoff.Sheisnotinherhouse,dammitIcan’tgetthroughtoher.”

Styles:“Howisthatmyproblem,thebitchbailedonyou.Didyouthinkofthat?”

Ruthwouldn’tdothat,Iknowher.

Styles:“Nkomo,youbetterputthatgunaway.”

Demandsandmoredemands.That’swhathedoes.

Me:“Howdoesitfeeltobeontheothersideofthegun?”

I’m waitingforthepartwherehestartstrembling.

Me:“IsweartogodStyles,Iwillshootyouifyoudon’ttellmewhatyoudidtoRuth.”

Ihowlathim.

StylesisusedtogettinghiswayandIam notlettingithappenthistime.

Styles:“You’resodumbandyoudon’tevenknowit,isthiswhatap****ydoestoaman?You’re



fuckingweakNkomo,shit,youareMkhize’sson.”

Hisderisionsnevergettomebut,todaytheyhitaspecialspot.

Me:“Don’tcallmethat,youbastard.”

Styles:“Truthhurtsdoesn’tit,listentomeNkomo.Idon’tplaywithgunsandyouknowthat

betterthananyone.WhenIcomethefunstops.”

Histhreatsaregettingold.

Hiseyeskeepmovingtotheleft,he’ssearchingforsomethingorsomeone.

Me:“She’sinthishouse,isn’tshe?”

Hemovestowardsthekitchen.

Me:“OnemorestepandIwillforgetthatwe’refriends.”

Aslygrinvisitshisface.

Styles:“I’m givingyoutimetoputthatshitawayandgetthefuckoutofmyhouse.”

Afrustratedgroanescapesmylips.

Ispotashadowfrom thecornerofmyeye,it’scomingfrom thecorridor.Judgingbythe

structure,it’saman.Stylesistryingtowarnthatpersonbygesturingwithhiseyes,inasecond

heappearsonthecorner.Thegunfliestohisdirectionandgoesoff,everythinghappenssofast.

“Jesus.”

Hejumpsoverthecouch,tohidebehindit.

Styles:“Whathaveyoudone?”

StyleshollersasherushestocheckonNeo,mymindhadconvincedmethatitwasRandall.

Styles:“Neoareyouokay?”

Ican’tseeNeo,onlyStyles.

Styles:“Neoopenyoureyesman,comeon.Don’tdothistome.”

Thedesperatepleasfrom Stylesfillmewithsomuchregret.

Me:“I’m sorry,IthoughtitwasRandall.Honestly,Ithoughtyoutwohadplannedtoattackme.”

Styles:“OhGod,Neoyouhavetobeokay.Pleasebeokay.”

He’spleading.

WhathaveIdone?Ikilledhim,Ikilledaninnocentman.Istaggerbacktillmylegshitagainstthe

couch,Iholdontothearm ofthecouch,tryingtogainmybalance.Mykneesarenumb,my

heartispoundingsofastanyminutenow,itwillburstoutofmyribcage.



Me:“Isheokay?”

Pleaselethim beokay.

Me:“Styles,isheokay?”

Ishouttogetananswerfrom him.

Styles:“ShutupNkomo,shutthefuckup.”

Hebarksbackwithmorerage.

Styles:“IfanythinghappenstoNeo,IwillkillyouNkomo.Iwillkillyou.”

Hedeclaresashehasbecomeemotional.

Styles:“Neoman,it’snotfunnyanymore.Wakeup,you’remybrother.Don’tdothistome.”

Me:“Checkhispulse,thereshouldbeapulse.”

I’m panicking,ifNeodiesthen,it’soverforme.Styleswillslicemeup.

Heglaresatme.

Styles:“Yousonofabitch.”

Myideaseemstohaveangeredhim,helurchestomeandthrowsthefirstpunch.Iwobbleback

asIlosemybalance,thesecondpunchthrowsmeonthecouch.Thegunisinmyhold,Ican’t

useit.IjustkilledNeo.HowdoIbegintofightback?

Styles:“GetupNkomo.”

Heyelps,thelookinhiseyeshasmefearingformylife.

Me:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantokillhim.IthoughtitwasRandall…”

Hegripsmyshirtandpullsmeuptofacehim,Ishouldtakethislikeaman.

“Ouch.”

Wehearaslowlightgroan,I’m sentbackonthecouchwithasinglepush.

Styles:“Neo.”

Neoappearsoverthecouch,hishandrubbinghisheadandhewincesinpain.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Stylesinspectshisface,Neoslightlypusheshim off.

Neo:“Keengnou,obatlahongkissa?”(What’swrongnow?Doyouwanttokissme?)

Hemakesasourfacewhileflinchinginpain.

Styles:“Ohgreatyou’restillstupid.It’smeansthatyou’reokay.”



HisremarkcausesNeotocringe.

Styles:“IthoughtNkomoshotyou.”

HehelpsNeoupandcontinuestoscanhim withhisbody.

Neo:“Eishlifekemasipasaan,nahanaIalmostdied.”(Lifeistough,imagine.)

Styles:“Howareyoufeeling?”

StylesholdsNeo’sfaceandexamineshiseyes.

Neo:“Styloskestraightntwana,uskaichunnadaaiding.”(I’m straight,don’tdothat.)

Iwanttolaughbut,Imessedup.

Styles:“VoetsekNeo,I’m tryingtoseeifyou’reokay.”(Pissoff.)

Neo:“Iwilllive,Ihitmyheadandfainted.Shit,Ifeellikekenalebabalaseuitdiehel.”(A

hangoverfrom hell.)

Hehasn’tletgoofhishead,hecouldhaveaconcussion.

Me:“I’m sorryNeo,Ithoughtyouweresomeoneelse.”

Iexplainmypanic.

Neo:“Khomosaani,youhaveturnedyourbackonwitchcraft?Noman,youcan’thandleagun

rathergobacktowitchcraft.AtleastjoaleIam protectedbymasonto.”(Boy.)(Inthatway.)

Idon’tknowwhattomakeoftheseriouslookonhisface.

Styles:“Getout.”

It’sforthebest.

Me:“I’m sorryagainNeo.”

Neo:“Utlonyasaani,ketsebabathonna.Diepoppesaldanse.”(Youwillshit,yourself,Iknow

people.Troubleiscoming.)

Hedoesn’tmeanit,I’m comfortedbythat.

IhavetofindRuth,sheisprobablyintrouble.

AYIZE*

Whocomeslatetothegraveyard,StylesandNeoareaspecialkind.Theyscattertowherewe

arestanding,thisplaceispacked.Atthemomenttheschoolchoirfrom dad’sschoolare

performingagospelhymn,it’salengthyone.Thesunisscorchinghot,Iwanttogetoutofthis

blackdress.



Ikeepcheckingthetime,itdoesn’thelpthough,itseemslikewewillbeheremuchlonger.

Beautyissettledonachairoppositethecoffin,shehasn’tstoppedweepingsincewegothere.I

hopethosecrocodiletearsdrownher.

Myauntissittingbesideherwithcomfortingarms.

Me:“Wherehaveyoubeen?”

IaskNeoashestandsnexttome.

Neo:“Yohbaba,youseethatcoffin?”

He’spointingatthecasket,Ipushhishanddown.Idoubtit’sallowed.

Neo:“Italmosthadmynamewrittenonit.Ialmostdiedtoday.”

Iknowthatheexaggeratesalot.

Me:“Whathappened?”

I’m tooforward.Whyam Ientertaininghim?

Neo:“OkayStylosneh…”

Ishereallygoingtonarratethestory?”

Me:“We’lltalkafterthefuneral.”

Theschoolchoirfinishestheirsong,nowwecangetthisoverwith.

StyleshasjoinedSethu,mysisterispoker-faced.Shehadthiscreepylookwhenweleftthe

housethismorning,it’salmostlikesheisadifferentperson.Itriedsohardtofindatwitchof

emotioninhereyes,thereisnone.

Rightatthismoment,shestandswithherjawclenchedandhereyesgluedonthecasket.The

girlsareherenexttome,theyarebroken.IwishIcoulddosomethingtoeasetheirpain.

Thefuneralofficiantrecitesaprayer,weepingfillsthegraveyardasthecoffinisloweredinto

theground.Myunclesparticipateinshovellingdirtintothegrave.Afewmoreshovelslaterwe

herepolicesirens,everyoneturnstowatchwhattheracketisabout.

Ablackmaninformalclothes,accompaniedbytwouniformedofficers,exitthecarandtheyare

headedthisway.Theuncleshavestoppedshovelling.

Me:“What’sgoingon?”

Neo:“Ididn’tdoanything,it’sNkomowhoshotatme.”

He’sconfessingsomething.

Me:“I’m suretheyarenothereforyou.”

Neoisforwardman.

Sethuisnotalarmed,thelookinhereyesisicecoldasshecarriesasmug.Inoticethatsheis



glaringatsomeone.AsIfollowhereyes,theyareonBeautywhoissittingwithherheadbowed.

Me:“OhmyGod.”

Ididn’texpectthisfrom her.

Neo:“KeengZee?”(Whatisit?)

Hewhisperssoftly.

Me:“WhathaveyoudoneSethu?”

Sethu:“Therightthing.”

Sherespondsunemotionally.Thecoffinisnotsixfeetdownyet.

“BeautyMalinga?”

Thepolicemanisstandinginfrontofher,likehe’sseenherbefore.Beautylooksupand

confusioncloudsher.

“AreyouBeauty?”

Heasks.

Shenodsreluctantly,thiswomanhasnocluewhat’sinstoreforher.

Neo:“Ohshit.”

Neohasfiguredoutwhatishappening.

“YouareunderarrestforthemurderofNontobekoMalinga.”

Haveyoueverheardanythingsosweet?

Beauty’seyeswidenasbigasacartoon’s,herjawdropsbeforeithitsherthatshe’sbeenfound

out.Sheleersatuswithhurtinhereyes,thereisacommotionaspeoplequestioneachother

aboutwhatisgoingon.Ishouldstoptheonesthataretakingvideos,ifthistrends,Gingerand

Mbaliwillnotbeabletotakeit.

Beauty:“Whatisthis?Can’tyoupeopleseethatI’m buryingmyhusband?”

Shescreamsatthem astheygrabherhand.

Beauty:“No,you’remistaken.Ididn’tdoanything,I’m innocent.Tellthem Sethu,Ayizeplease.”

Iam notdauntedbyherpleas,andneitherisSethu.Howshepulledthisoff,Iwonder.Beauty

throwsherselfonthegroundnotcaringabouttheredsoilthat,haspaintedherblackdress,her

heartwrenchingscreamsshouldtouchanerve.

Beauty:“Babalookwhattheyaredoingtome,lookatyourchildrenbaba.Theyhavekilledme

today,youhavetohelpme.Ican’tgotojail,I’lldie,Ican’tgotojail.”

She’sscreamingatthecoffininthegrave,thepolicemenhavehaltedtheirarrest.



Me:“Yourhusbandcan’tsaveyoutodayBeauty,youcanscream tillyoucan’tanymore.Youwill

rotinprison.”

Shemustknowthetruthandfaceit.

Sheshootsdaggersatme,crawlstomeinspeedandtacklesmetotheground.Peoplescream

asIalmostfallintothegrave,Imissitbyaninch.

Neo:“Zee.”

Neoshouts,I’m wrestlingwithmymother.She’sontopofmewhileIfighttogetheroff,people

areshouting,tellinghertostop.

Neoisbehindherashetriestogetheroffofmebut,herhandsholdatightgriponmyhead

almostcoveringmyface.

Beauty:“Youevilchild,Iwillkillyoutoday.”

Shescreamswhilebangingmyheadontheground,Ishriekasshescratchesmyfacewithher

nails.

Me:“BEAUTY!!!”

Ishout.

Neo:“ShitthiswomanisstrongZee,Ican’tgetheroff.KeBigShow,otsebawrestling.”(Sheis

BigShow,sheknowswrestling.)

ThisisnotimeforjokesNeo,Iwillbebleedingbythetimesheletsgo.

Beauty:“IhateyouAyize.”

Sheyellsforthewholeworldtohear.

Me:“Sukaphezukwami,mthakathindini.”(Getoffmeyouwitch.)

Iwanttostraddleher,butshehasupheldherstrength.

“Beautylethergo.”

That’sSethu’svoice.

Inajiffy,sheisjoltedoffofme.ItwisttoseeRandallholdingherback,herclothespaintedwith

redsoil.Neoreachesouthishandandhelpsmeup.

Nx!

Thatwitch.Iwanttokillher.

Sethu:“Areyouokay?”

WhatcanIsay?

Neoisdustingmyclothesandmyface,myeyeskeepmeetinghis.



ThepolicemancuffsBeauty,we’reallwatching.Sheburstsoutcrying.

Beauty:“Mbali,Ginger.Lookwhatyoursistersaredoingtoyourmother.Theydon’tloveyou,

theyaretakingyourmotherawayfrom you.Pleasebegthem forme,Idon’twanttogotojail.”

Emotionalblackmail.

Me:“Hambauyofa,nja.”(Goanddieyoudog.)

Iyellastheylugheraway.

Mbali:“Mom.”

Shescreamswhileshetakesastepforward.Sethugrabsherhandandpullsherback.Gingeris

silentlycryingnexttome,it’soverforBeautyandIknowthatshewillnotseethelightofday

anytimesoon.

Neo:“Haibaba,yourfuneralsarecursed.ThisissomeAzwindinitypeofshit.”(TVshow.)

NeolovesTV.

Ifitwereuptome,wewouldgohomeandleavethesepeopletoburytheirown.Thegirlsneed

closure,we’llletthem burytheirfather.

Neoisonmyfaceagain,dustingme.

Me:“Stop,I’llbathwhenIgethome.”

Neo:“Letmeremovealittledust,youlooklikeyoujustcameoutofthatgrave.”

He’ssilly.

Me:“TheeldersarewatchingNeo.”

Neo:“I’m helpingyousoyoudon’tscarethem away,youlooklikeaghost.”

Me:“Doti.”(Nonsense.)

“Let’scontinuewiththeburial,anabominationhashappenedandthereisnothingwecando

now.”

Oneoftheunclessays.

“Didbrotherknowthathiswifekilledoursister?Weweretoldthatshedisappeared.”

Theotherunclestates.

Noweveryoneistalkingatthesametime,thisisgoingtobealongday.

Tobecontinued…





BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

163*

STYLES*

Themeetingthatbeganatthegraveyardwassaidtobecontinuedatthehouse.Sethu’s

siblingsarebroken,theyhavelostbothparents.

Sethu:“Babe,Idon’twantthegirlstobethere,theycan’tseethat.”

We’regettingreadytomoveintothecarandheadtotheMalingapremises.

Me:“I’llaskAmaraifshecantakethem homewithher.”

Sethu:“Thatsoundslikeagoodidea.”

HereshecomeswithRandall.

Amara:“HowareyoufeelingSethu?”

Theyshareahug.

Sethu:‘I’llbeokay,there’ssomethingweneedtodoathome.Canyoupleasetakethegirls

homewithyouforafewhours?”

Amara:“Surebabe,ifthere’sanythingmorewecando.Wearehereforyou.”

AmaratakesSethu’shandintohers.Awarm friendlytouch,iswhatmykittenneeds.

Sethu:“Thankyou.”

Amara:“Don’tmentionit.”

Me:“Aword.”

IpullRandalltoanisolatedcorner,IcanseeNeoandAyizehopintohiscar.Theymustbe

headedtothehouse,thegraveyardisalmostempty.

Randall:“What’sup?”

Me:“IwantBeautytodisappear.”

Randall:“Inprison?”

Me:“Yes,thatwomanhasdoneherworst.Herevildeedscan’tgounpunished.”

Randall:“Don’tyouthinkbeinglockedupispunishmentenough.”

Me:“Notevenclose,thatthingyoudidwithJoseph.Makeithappenwithheraswell.”



Randall:“Asuddenaccidentaldeath?”

Hegivesmeaheadshake,hehassomethingelseinmind.

Randall:“Tooeasyandboring,she’llmeetherhusbandinhell.However,Icanmakeprisonseem

likehellisavacation.Beautywillreliveanightmareeverydaywithnoonetohelpherandwatch

this,shewon’tbegivenachancetotakeherlife.Shewillgotobedeverynightwritingalove

lettertodeath.”

Randallisdramatic.

Me:“Iseewhereyou’regettingatandIlovethispictureyoujustpainted.”

Thatcomplacentmienhegetswhenhismindsatisfieshisegowithmalevolentthoughts.

Randall:“IthoughtSegunwasbadbutthis,ittakesthetrophy.”

Me:“Beautyandherhusbandwillneverknowpeace,it’ssadthattheirkidswillsufferforit.”

“Babe,let’sgo.”

Sethuhollersatme.

Me:“I’llseeyouwhenwecometofetchthegirls,there’ssomethingIneedtotalktoyouabout.”

Randall:“Yeah,sure.”

Wegoourseparateways,I’m worriedaboutSethu.Idon’twantherbecomingapersonwitha

coldheart,itwon’ttreatherwell.Hopefullyshewillhealafterhermotherhasbeengivena

dignifiedfuneral.She’slookingoutthewindowandhermindhastakenheronholiday.Itouch

herhandthat’srestingonherlapandthatbringsherbacktome.

Me:“Whatisitkitten?Whyareyoudriftingsofaraway?”

Adisquietingsighforcesitswayoutofhermouth.

Sethu:“MbaliwasclosetoBeauty,Idon’tseehergettingoverthis.She’salmostateenager,

whatifshefindscomfortinbadfriends.”

Me:“We’lltakecareofher,bothofthem.Theywillbeokay,thefourofyouareafamilyandyou

willneedtostandtogether.

Sethu:“DoyouthinktheywillbeokaywithAmara?”

Me:“They’llbefine,Liyanaistwoyearsyoungersothey’llblendinwellwithher.Maybeshe’ll

helpthem forgetabouttoday’seventsforawhile.”

Shedragsalongsighofexhaustion.

Me:“We’reinthistogether,right?”

Shekeepsdriftingaway.

Sethu:“Mmmhhh.”



Herreplyisnotassuring,sheisdrowningintoadarkplace.

Wegettothehouse,it’sjam packedoutside.Theneighbourshavecomeouttoseethese

uniformedpeoplethataredigging.Policeofficialsarescatteredeverywhere,theircars

recklesslyparkedontheroad,blockingthewayforcarstopass.Wecan’twalkpastthecrime

sceneyellowtapeso,westandwiththepeopleonthestreets.

AyizeandNeojoinus,therearenowordsexchangedbetweenus.Sethuinsistedthatwecallthe

authoritiestoday.

Therearetwomendigging,Ihavemyguyinthereaswell.Iknewwewerenotgoingtobe

allowedinthepremisesanditwouldtakeforeverfortheauthoritiestoreleasetheinformation.

Ihadtocomeupwithaplan.

Oneoftheguysraiseshishandtoshowthemaninspectingthisdigup.Hehasahumanbone

clutchedinhishand.Observingitfrom thisdistance,thethicknessofthebone,appearstobea

thighbone.

Sethusmashesherhandonhermouthasshestiflesascream andsinksintomyarms,Ayize

doesn’tshyawayfrom hers.Alongpainfulwaileruptsfrom herlips,Neoisholdinghersteady.

Thekeeningofthesetwosistershaspeoplewatchingindisbelief,theyseem tohavefiguredout

whatishappening.Shiversripplethroughmeatthesightofmorebonesdiscoveredinthat

shallowgrave.

“Therearetwobodiesinhere.”

Myguyrevealsthroughtheearpiece.

“It’sremainsofaninfant.”

Hecontinuesandmyheartbeatstopsforasecond,Nontobekohadtwins.ThiswillbreakSethu.

Couldithavebeenastillbornortheykilledit?

Ican’tletSethufindout.

HowdoItellthisguytobediscreetaboutthis?

Toolate.

Theothermanholdsaminusculebone.

“It’saninfant’sremains.”

Shit.

IfIwashisboss,Iwouldfirehisass.

Didhehavetoshoutoutloud?

Sethuslipsoutofmyarmsasshesinkstothefloorwithapiercingheartbreakingcry.Ienfold

herbackinmyarms,herbodytremblesinmyhold.



Ihavenowordstosaytoher.Iam atalossforwords.

Shepushesherselfoutofmyarms,withslowstepsandpainfulwails,shetoddlestohersister

whoisalsoexperiencingthesamepain.Theyfallintoeachother’sarms.Neostepsbackand

carrieshishandsonhishead.

Theremainsoftheirlovedonesplasteredrightthereforeveryonetosee,hasevokedthekindof

agonythathasthiscrowdsnivellingandgasping.

Sethu'sexcruciatingsobsareenoughtomakemychestbubblewithanger.IfIcouldIwould

turnbacktime,timetowhenhermotherwasinthehandsofthosemonstersandmaybechange

herdestiny.

AMARA*

Randallpullsupoutsidethehouse,heturnstomeandIknowhe’snotcomingin.

Randall:“Youguysgoin,there’ssomethingthatIneedtodo.”

Hesays.

Somethinglikewhat?Iwanttoaskhim but,Icurbmyself.MbaliandGingerarewaitingforme,I

knowtheywon’texitthecarwithoutme.

Me:“Let’sgogirls.”

I’veonlymetthem once,theyareshyatthemomentandreserved.

Gingeristhefirsttoopenthedoor,Ijumpoutandleadthem tothehouse.

Me:“Chioma.”

Ibeckonher,sheappearsfrom thekitchen.

Chioma:“You’reback?Howdiditgo?”

sheenquireswhilestaringatthetwointrovertedgirlsnexttome.

Me:“ThisisMbaliandGinger,theyareSethu’ssiblings.”

I’dratherweavoidtalkingaboutthefuneral,Chiomagreetsthem withaheartfeltsmile.

Me:“WhereisLiyana?”

Chioma:“Inthelounge.”

WatchingTV?

ChiomagivesthatchildtoomuchaccesstotheTV.Ishouldhaveatalkwithheraboutthis.

Me:“Liyababy.”



MyvoicegetsherfullattentionandI’m metbyhersweetsmile,hereyesriseinsurpriseasthey

restonthegirls.TheyareintroducedtoeachotherbeforeChiomacallsthem tothekitchen.I

takethistimetoliebackonthecouchandtakeabreather.

I'm joltedoutofthesilentmomentbytinyhandstouchingmyface.

Liyana:“Mara,Ilikethem.Canwekeepthem?”

Shewhisperssoftly,theguilelessofachildcanputanadulttoshamesometimes.

Me:“No,Liya.Theyarenotpetsthatyoucankeepandtheyhaveafamily.”

Herlowerlipfalls,shedropshereyesacceptingalookofsadness.

Me:“What’swrongnow?”

Liyana:“Idon’thaveanyonetoplaywithMara.”

Me:“Youdonow,theycanvisityouanytime.”

Liyana:“Can’ttheystaywithus?Prettyplease.”

Thestubbornnessofherfathercomestoplay.

Me:“Liyana?”

Igiveherthelookandsheknowsnottoargue.

Liyana:“Sorry.”

Shemutters,sheisupsetbysomethingsotrivial.Thisworriesmethatonedayshewillwantto

exploretheworldandbeasstubbornasthis.WillIbeabletosaynotoher?

Me:“Wereyounoteatinginthekitchen?”

Liyana:“I’m nothungryanymore.”

Me:“Willyouletyourfriendseatalone?”

Sheslouchesover,danglesherhandsandfactuallytrudgesbacktothekitchen.Liyana’s

insistenceisjustifiable,shegetslonelyinthehouse.

“MaraMara,hurry.”

She’sbackwithenergythistimeandit’safranticone.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Whathashappenednow?

Theywereeatingpeacefully.

Liyana:“Mbalihasaknife,shewantstocutherself.”

Shepullsmyhandtocartmetothekitchen,IthoughtChiomawaswatchingthem.



Mbaliisstandingbythesinkwithaknifeaimedonherwrist,Ijumptosnatchitfrom her.With

tearsplayingonhercheeks,shelooksupatme.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Iinspectherwriststofindnobruises,herfaceholdsafurrowandherlipsarepulledtogetherin

anangrypout.

Me:“Whatwereyouthinking?Don’tyouknowthatyoudon’tplaywithknives?”

Icradlehercheeks,instantaneouslyhereyeswater.

Me:“Ohsweetie.”

Mbali:“Iwantedtoremovethepain,myfriendsaidcuttingyourwristgetsridofthepain.”

Sheexplainsbetweensobs.

Me:“Nomylove,itdoesn’t.Cuttingyourselfwillonlyinflictmorepainandharm toyou.It’snot

therightwaytogo.”

IwishLiyanawasn’texposedtothis.

Mbali:“WhatshouldIdo?Idon’twanttofeelthepainanymore.”

Herdesperatecryforhelpisheartbreaking.

Me:“Youneedtospeaktous,okay?Yoursistersarealsohereforyou.”

Shedisagrees.

Mbali:“Theyhateus.”

HergazeturnstoGinger,whoistooquietformyliking.

Mbali:“Theysentourmotheraway.”

HowdoIfixthis?

Me:“Nobaby,theyloveyou.Yoursistersloveyoualotandwoulddoanythingtoprotectyou.”

Mbali:“Iwantmyparents,Idon’twanttobehere.”

Shesobs,Ihavenowordstocomfortherbutarms.HerheadfallsonmychestasIpullherinto

anembrace.Gingerrunsoutofthekitchen,thatchildisholdingsomuchin.

Liyana:“Mara.”

Liyanaisintearstoo,Istretchmyhandouttoher,shescurriestomeandjoinsinonthehug.I

can’tcallSethunow,I’llhavetogoandfindGinger.

NTOMBI*



Am Itheonlyonewhoisecstaticthatmyhusbandishome,mysiblingsfailtohidetheirlong

faces.Whereishesupposedtogoifnottohishouse?

Me:“KodwaJesu.Welcomehomenyanaforthemanofthehouse?”(God.)

Tongueclicksresoundinthelivingroom.

Me:“Ohho,that’salrightMoses.Petuniacooked,that’sherwayofsayingwelcomehome.”

Ipronouncewhilehelpinghim sit,hegruntsashisbodyslowlysettlesonthecouch.

Moses:“Yohyoh,yoh.Ubuhlungu.”(Thepain.)

Mosesissuchacrybaby,heneedstomanup.

Me:“NaweukhalakakhuluMoses,yingakhobekudubulile.”(Youwhinetoomuch,that’swhy

theyshotyou.”

Moses:“Ntombi,youhaven’tofferedmeamanziandalreadyusuyakhononda.”(You’re

complaining.)

Me:“Petu,sicelaamanzisiswami.Ngisasizaumnyeniwami.”(Canwepleasehavesomewater,

I’m stillhelpingmyhusband.)

Petunia:“Uyanya.”(You’rebullshittingme.)

Herfamoustongueclicktakestheleadingrole.

Me:“Kulungilesthandwa,uyabonanamhlanje,Iam happybecausemyhusbandishome.

Nothingwillbreakmyspirit,ngishonabantuabamuncu.”(I’m happytoday.)(Bitterpeoplewon’t

bringmedown.)

Jonasisnotthehappiesttoday.

Moses:“Ohmkami,kodwauthandoolungaka.”(Somuchlovemywife.)

Yoh!

Jonas:“SurelyNtombi,youcan’tbethishappybecauseMosesisbackhome.Haibo,you’renot

anewbride,zibambetu.”(Controlyourself)

He’sjustjealous.

Me:“IfeellikeanewabridebecauseMashotoisoutofourlivesforgood.”

Moses:“Ini?”(What?)

Hebarks,Ithoughthewasinpain.

Me:“Yinimanje?”(Whatisitnow?)

JustwhenIthoughtnothingcouldruinmymood.



Moses:“WhatdoyoumeanMashotoisgone?DidyouthrowheroutNtombi?”

Mosesdidn’twantheraswell.

Whythesuddenpanic?

Me:“No,IwokeupfivedaysagoandtherewasnoMashotointhekitchen.”

Itwasthehappiestdayofmylife.

Moses:“Hayi,hayiNtombi.”(NoNtombi.)

Petuniacackles.

Nx!

Mosesmustalwaysembarrassmeinfrontofmyfamily.

Me:“Yiningawemanje?”(Whatiswrongwithyou?)

Petunia:“UMosesufunaisthandwasakhe.”(Moseswantshislove.)

I’m aboutthisclosetoslappingheracrosstheface.

Moses:“Takemeoutsidenow.”

Hedemandsashefallsintoapanicmode,hegrabshiscrutchandforceshisbodyup.

Me:“Mosesrelaxyou’llhurtyourself.”

Moses:“Ntombitakemeoutsidenow.”

Heseethesthroughgrittedteeth.

Me:“Hayi,ungakhuluminamikanje.Uzoxhugauwedwa,I’m notstupidMoses.”(Don’tspeakto

melikethat,youwilllimpbyyourself.)

Hehaulsadramaticsigh.

Moses:“Okay,ngiyaxolisamkami.Pleasemybaby,takemeoutside.”(I’m sorrymywife.)

Hai!!!

Ishethatdesperateandwhat’soutside?

Jonas:“What’sgoingonMoses?Whytheneedtorushoutside?Mashotoisnotthere,shetook

allherclothesandleft.”

Jonaslovestauntinghim,Idon’tmindwhenhetauntshim aboutthathomewrecker.

Moses:“AsambeNtombi.”(Let’sgoNtombi.)

HerejectsJonas’sremark.

Me:“SlowdownMoses,you’llhurtyourself.”



Ihadtobetheonetochooseastupidmanlikethis,theworldneverlovedme.Petuniaisright

behindus,thiswomanlikesthings.Shewantstoseewhattheurgencyisabout.

Moses:“Takemetothattreeoverthere.”

Hepointsatabiginthemiddleoftheyard.Allthatpanic,tocomeandsitunderatree?My

husbandneedshelp,seriously.

Moses:“Hayi,Hayi.”(No.)

Hecrieswhilelookingatagrainofsandonthesideofthestem.

Me:“YiniMoses?”(Whatisit?)

Hedropshiscrutch,fallsonhiskneesandbeginstopavethroughthesoil.He’sforgettinghis

injuriesandit’sinsane.

Me:“Moseswenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Petunia:“Usureukuthiusaserightekhanda?”(Areyousurehe’sstillokayinthehead?)

She’sbreathingdownmyneck.

Me:“Awusukeemvakwamiwena.”(Move.)

Sheshiftswithatongueclick.

WhatifPetuniaisright?WhatifMosesiscrazyagain?

Iwoulddiehonestly,Ican’timaginehim goingthroughthatagain.

Moses:“Shit,shit.”

Hesqueals,poundinghisfistsintheholehejustdug.

Moses:“Aaahhh,dammit.”

Hejuststrainedhisinjuredshoulder.

IkeepsayingandIshallcontinuetosaythatmyhusbandisstupid.

Me:“Moses,willyoutelluswhattheproblem isorcontinuetoactlikealunatic.”

Moses:“ImaliyamiNtombi,les’febesithatheimaliyami.”(MymoneyNtombi,thatbitchtookmy

money.)

Heholws.

Petunia:“Hehehe,Jesuumkhulu.”(Jesusisgreat.)

Idon’thavetimeforherrightnow.

Me:“Moses,ushoyiphiimali?”(Whatmoney?)

Moses:“Mymoney,itwashere.IburiedithereNtombi.Ohkodwababa,kodwathixo.”(God



why?)

Hisdustyhandsfallonhisbaldheadashescreams,he’lldrawattentionfrom thesenosey

neighbours.Theydon’tmissachancetoseemehurt.

Me:“WhathaveIgottenmyselfinto?Godwhatkindofamandidyougiveme?Lookatme,look

atmylife.”

Moses:“ThisisnotimefordramaNtombi,wehavetofindthatbitch.”

Listentothisman.

Me:“Ihavealwayssaidit,Mosesyouarestupid.YouarestupidMoses.”

I’m morestupidtohavefallenforamanlikehim.

Petunia:“He’syourhusbandnjena.”(But.)

MyhandsareitchingrightatthismomentandIwanttopunchsomething,IswearPetuniaisthe

perfecttarget.

Me:“WhywouldyouhidemoneyunderatreeMoses?Whodoesthat?Whathappenedtobank

accounts?”

Moses:“Shit,Mashotoisgoingtopayforthis.I’m goingtokillher.”

Sureheis,hecan’tevenkillacockroach.

Me:“Wherewillyoufindher?SheisprobablyinVendabynow,uzophenyaiVendayonkeufuna

uMashoto?”(Willyougoaroundsearchingforher?”

Moses:“IhavetofindherNtombi,that’sallthemoneyIhave.Howarewegoingtosurvive?”

He’saskingme?

Me:“NamiangaziMoses,inkingayakhoyikuthiawucabangi.Udom yazi,Itoldyoufrom the

startukuthithatwomanisfake.Kodwacha,uNtombiuyahlanyaangisho?Wenaubucabanga

ngalentoyakhoemfishanebetweenyourlegs.”(Ialsodon’tknow,yourproblem isthatyoudon’t

think.you’restupid.Youwerethinkingwithyourshortd**K)

Adeepfrowntakesoverhisfacebeforehisthickhandcollideswithmycheek,throwingmeto

theground.

Jonas:“MOSES!!!”

Jonasboomsfrom thedoorway,hescuttlestousandMhambichoosestoremainstanding

there.

Me:“UzonyaMoses.”(Youwillregretthis.)

Iexclaim loudlywhilePetuniahelpsmeup.

Jonasisonhisfaceinasecond,hepusheshim andMosesfallsbackhittinghisheadonthe

treestalk.



Jonas:“Whodoyouthinkyouare?Howdareyoulayyourfilthyhandsonmysisterinmy

presence?”

Eish!

Butdidhehavetopushhim thathard?

Thismanisinjured.

Me:“Bhuti,it’sokay.”(Brother.)

Jonas:“OkaykuphiNtombi?Thisbastardslappedyouandyou’reokaywithit.”(Howisitokay?)

Moses:“Thisisthesecondtimeyou’reattackingmeJonas,Iam counting.”

Stupid.

Me:“Mosesyou’reanidiot.Youcan’tlearntokeepyourmouthshut.Youalmostlostalegand

anarm becauseofyourbigmouth.”

Moses:“Uzohambalakwamiwithyourbrothers,becarefulofwhatyousaytome.”(Youand

yourbrotherswillleavemyhouse.)

Weshallseewhowillleavethishouse.

Jonas:“Enoughwithyourthreats,noonelaysahandonmysister.Idon’tcarewhatshedid.”

I’m emotional.

Jonastrulylovesme.

AndMoses…

Histimeiscoming,hewillpayforthisslap.

RANDALL*

I’m meetingupwithStylesatalocalcoffeeshopinRivonia,Igettheretofindhim already

seated.Theplaceisbuzzing,noisyandhot,thesunisangrytoday.

Me:“Canwesitoutside?”

Styles:“Why?”

Hedoesn’tfeeltheheatinhere?

Me:“I’m swelteringman.”

Hescowlsatmycomplaint.

Styles:“JustsitdownRandy,Iorderedacupofcoffeeforyou.”



Great!

Whodrinkshotbeveragesinthisscorchingheat,thelookhe’sgivingmeforcesmetositmyass

down.

Me:“What’swithyou?”

He’sgloomy.

Styles:“I’m worriedaboutSethu,she’sdifferentman.”

Me:“She’smourning,she’llbeokaywithtime.”

Hescratcheshishead,it’sapeculiarityhedoeswhenbothered.

Styles:“Idoubtit,I’m losingherRandytosomething.I’m afraidthatshewillneverbethesame

again,sheisbrokenbeyondrepair.Hertouchdoesn’tfeelthesameanymore,thereisno

emotioninhereyes.”

Me:“YouworrytoomuchStyles,sitherdownandfindouthowyoucanhelpher.”

Amelancholyexhalationsurgesoutofhismouth.

Styles:“I’m suchanidiotyouknow,hereIam afraidthatImightlosetheonlywomanwhohas

evermademefeelalive.”

Me:“It’snormalreally,thereisnothingwrongwithit.IfI’m certainaboutsomethingit’sthat,she

lovesyou,youonlyneedtoholdherhandthroughthis.”

Hepullsanupsidedownmouth.It’ssounlikeStylestoletdoubtgettohim,he’shardheadedfor

areason.

Styles:“Shehasn’tgonetotherapysinceherfatherdied,shewon’tletmeinhermind.”

Me:“Whatabouthersister?”

Styles:“Ayizeseemedtobetakingthiswell,tilltoday.Nontobekohadtwins,thebabywas

buriedwithher.”

Me:"Shit.Whatthehell?"

Styles:"Ihaveneverknownsuchevil."

It'sscary.

Awaiterapproachesanddropsacupofblackcoffeeonthetable,thesmellstirsthebileinmy

stomachandallmyinsidesturn.Iclenchmyteethtryingtodenythebitternessaccesstosurge

up.

Styles:“What’swrongwithyou?”

MyfingersarepressedonmynoseasIclogthesweetsmellofcoffee.

Me:“Getthisthingoutofmysight.”



Itellthewaiter,hepicksitup.

Waiter:“CanIgetyouanythingelsesir?”

Me:“No,I’m okaythanks.”

Henodsandhurdlesaway.

Styles:“Whenareyougivingbirth?I’m tiredofyourwhining.”

He’stryingtobefunny.

Me:“It’snotfunny,I’m beingtormentedhere.”

Hesnickersasheenjoysmystruggle.

Styles:“Lookatthis.”

Hehandsmeanoldwornoutvintagephotographofaman.

Me:“Whoisthisuglyfool?”

Helaughs,thepictureisblurryandcan’tbedictated.

Styles:“Sethu’sfather.”

Me:“He’suglydamn.”

Hecontinuestolaugh.

Styles:“Please,thefaceisnotclearanddon’tletSethuhearyousaythat.”

Me:“I’lltrytokeepmyopiniontomyselfwhenshe’saround.”

Stylessniggers,shakinghisheadbackandforth.

Styles:“Pregnancyisgettingtoyou.”

Fool.

Me:“Wheredowestart?”

Thereisnodateoranythingthatcouldleadustothisman.

Styles:“Anameoraninitialwouldhavesufficed.”

Me:“We’llfindaway.”

Itwon’tbeeasy,allwehaveisablurredpicture.

Styles:“Youwon’tbelievewhatNkomodid,thatmanislosinghismind.”

Inarrowmyeyes,hisintroductiondoesn’tsitwellwithme.

Me:“DoIreallywanttoknow?”

Styles:“Hegetstomyhousewithagundemandingthat,Itellhim whatIdidtoRuth.”



Me:“Didyougettoher?”

Iprobe.

Styleswoulddoanythingtoprotecthislovedones.

Styles:“Itwould’vebeenanhonourbut,Ihavenoideawherethewomanis.Ithinkshewent

backtoGhana.”

Me:“Doyouthinkshewasafraidforherlifeandranwithoutinforminghim?”

Styles:“Thereisthatpossibility,orshe’sdead.”

Me:“Whocouldhavekilledher?”

Hesneers.

Styles:“ShekilledanOkolie,deathisboundtofindher.”

That'sright.

Me:“Nkomowouldhavetomoveonthen.”

Tilltoday,I’m failingtograsphowNkomocouldhavefallensohardanddeepforawoman.

Me:“TheMkhizesareweak,hisfatherhasaswampofwomensurroundinghim andhekeeps

cravingformore.Ibethehasahousefullofconcubinessomewhere.Totopitoffhegivesbirth

toboyswhoinherithisugliness.Nkomowasabitlucky,ifnotforhismother’snose.Damn.”

I’m statingthetruthandStylesisentertaininghimselfbylaughingatmyobservation.Ipickup

thepicturefrom thetableasIwaitforhim tocomebackfrom hislaughingtrip.

Thispersonlooksfamiliar,althoughthepicisblurred,thebodystructureandthosefacial

featuressendamemoryinmyhead.

Me:“Fuckit.”

ThisbringsStylesback.

Styles:“Whatisit?”

Me:“ThisisNkomo,Imeanhelookslikehim.”

Styles:“What?”

Hesnatchesthepicfrom myhand.

Styles:“Fuckno.Nowthatyoumentionedit.”

Me:“Mkhize?”

Igaspthedreadfulnameout,Stylesgritshisteeth.

Styles:“No,shecan’tbehis…”



Heswallowstherestofhiswords.

Me:“SethucannotbeanMkhize,shecan’tbe.”

Ifinishhisriposte.

Wefallintoasilentmoment,withourmindsscreamingoutloud.I’m oblivioustothethoughts

thatruninhismindbut,I’m thinking,hellno.

Styles:“Thereisonlyonewaytofindout.”

Hereachesforhisphoneonthetable,dialsanumberandwaitsforaconnectionwhileholdinga

furrowedbrow.

Myheartisthumpingagainstmychest,mypalmsaregettingsweaty.Itcouldbetheheatinthis

shoporthepossibilitythatwehavefoundSethu’sfatherandheisonourhitlist.

Styles:“Kitten,didtheytellyouwhatyourfather’snameis?”

Hegoesstraighttothepoint.

Don’tletitbetrue,Godplease.

Styles’eyeswidenindisbeliefbeforeheclencheshisjawasheacceptsanangryscowl.

Styles:“M.K?”

Hewhispers.

Darnit.Wearedoomed,it’sover.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

164*

STYLES*

JustwhenIthoughtthingsweregoingwellwithSethu,thishappens.Familyiseverythingtoher

andsheloveshard.Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifsheisfondofthatmanalready.Randallisas

shockedasIam.Soit’sdecided…

Me:“Wearetakingthissecrettoourgraves.”

Itrusthim withmylife.

Randall:“Asolemnpromise.”

It’sdone.

Me:“Mkhizeisadeadman.”

Randall:“Sodead.”

Me:“IrefusetobelievethatMkhizeisSethu’sfather.”

Therealizationishard,andknockedmerightintoreality.

Randall:“Howisthatpossible?Youknowwhatthismeansright?IfwekillMkhizeandshefinds

outaboutit,youtwowillbehistory.”

Randall’spredictionscausemyhearttoskipabeat.

Me:“That’swhythisremainsbetweenus.”

Firstthingsfirst.

Me:“Wedestroythispicture.”

Randall:“Burnit,alsoyouneedanexplanationastowherethepicdisappearedto.”

Me:“Done.”

Thisshouldn’tbehard,wehavekeptsecretsbefore.Secretsthatcoulddestroyus,sothis

shouldbenothing.

Randall:“Somethingworriesme,Segunwasneverfoundandnoonehasreportedhim missing

yet.”

Me:“Ravendid,yesterday.Apostcameout,there’sarewardtoo.



I’vebeenkeepingtabs.

Randall:“ThatboyisstillobsessedwithSegun.”

Randallcomplains.

He’snotoverhisbrother’sbetrayal,moreovertheremightbealittlehopeinhim thatonedayhis

brotherwillcomehome.

Me:“Afathercanbethemostimportantthinginaboy’slife.”

Randall:“Notinmine,Idon’tgiveadamnaboutthatman.”

Me:“Youclosedyourheartandshuthim out.Ravengrewupcravingforhisattention,hewanted

Segun’sacceptance.”

Randallsneersatmyillumination.

Randall:“Eitherway,hisbodyhastobefound.Nkomosaidheditcheditinaswamp.”

Me:“Nkomoisnotstupidenoughtoplayus.”

Randall:“IsawsincerityinhiseyesthedayhecametobegforRuth’slife.Ruthcouldbethe

mastermind.Idon’ttrustheronebit.”

Me:“I’lllookintoit,iftheyhadaplan,theywouldhaveactedonit.It’sbeenaweekandSegun

knowsthatyou’dneverbetouchedbyhisdeath.”

Hepincheshisnoseandhisteethclingtogether.Athoughthascometohismind.

Me:“What’sup?”

Randall:“Mymotherwantstocomeover,shewantstohelpAmarawiththewedding

preparations.”

He’sworriedaboutit.

Me:“Youhaven’tpaidthebridepriceyetandalreadythestorm iscoming.”

Hesniggers.

Randall:“Tellmeaboutit,mymotheranduncledonotgetalongthatwell.He’stheirresponsible

littlebrothersheconstantlyhastoputtoorderandthatcausesconflictbetweenthem.”

Me:“Iftheyaregoodtoyourbride,thereisnothingtoworryabout.”

HerubshischinmusingonthestatementIgave.

Randall:“Theyshouldbegoodtoher,Iwillnotputupwithanygarbage.Mymotherwillaskafter

herhusband,Idon’tknowhowtheirrelationshipisbecauseshehardlymentionshim whenwe

speakonthephone.”

Me:“SheknowsthereisnolovebetweenyouandSegun.”

Randall:“Ishoulddelayhervisit,comeupwithanexcuseorsomething.”



Me:“Ratherdothatuntilwehearsomethingplus,youhaveAmara’sunclestodealwithandthey

postponedduetoLelobeingsick.”

Hefoldshisarmsashesitsback,takingupablueexpression.

Randall:“Thatpartpiquesme.”

Hesaysinamiffedtone.

Me:“Youneedtobepatient,there’snorush.”

Hesnorts.

PersonallyIthinkRandallandAmarashouldwaitabit,we’reinthemiddleofabattleand

anythingcanhappenatthewedding.

NEO*

Alittleovertwoweekslaterandthingsseem normal,youwouldn’tsaythatZeelostaparent.

Therapyisgoinggreat,Ican’tsaythesameaboutSethu.Ithinksheisindenial,shewalks

aroundlikeazombieandrefusestoshareherthoughts.Stylesisdrained,helooksdifferent.

Hehardlylaughslikeusual,he’salwaysoveratherapartment.Eachtimehevisitstherehe

comesbacklookingworsethanhedidbefore,Ithinktheyfightmorethantheyshould.Iwish

therewassomethingIcoulddotohelpthem.

TodayIam househaunting,we’reinLyndhurstwaitingforanestateagent.Zeeisfillingmeinon

howlifewithSethuislately,aswestandoutsidethecar.

Ayize:“Idon’tknowaboutthatgirl,shespendsmoretimeatchurchthanshedoesathome.She

alwayshasabibleinherhand,readytobashmewithit.Ithinkthatshewantstobeapastor."

Me:"SomepeoplefinditeasiertoruntoGodthanadoctor.”

Mycommenthasherhuffingoutoffrustration.

Ayize:“IfIwereGod,IwouldrunawaywhenIseeherrunningtome.Herdepressiondepresses

me.”

Ayizehasn’ttakentimetolookathersister’ssituation,Sethulostsomuchinaspaceofaweek.

Me:“DoesshesayanythingaboutStylos?”

Iwanttoknowifmyfriendissecured.

Ayize:“Notreally,shehardlytalksabouthim.PoorMr.S.Youshouldseehim whenhegetsto



theapartment,he’slikealittlepuppythat'sdesperateforattention.Sethuisstupidshame,she's

notthefirstpersontolosealovedone.Sheneedstogetoverthegriefandmoveon.”

Me:“Isitthatbad?”

Iquiz.

Styleshastodosomething,hewillneverbethesameifhelosesSethu.

Ayize:“Ithinkshewantstobeanun.Whyelsewouldsheignorethatfinedeliciousman?”

Shestatesasshebrowseshereyesaround,perhapssearchingfortherealestateagent.The

foolhaskeptuswaitingfortoolong.

Me:“UreStylosudeliciousZee?”(You’resayingStylesisdelicious.)

Duetomytroubledtone,sheturnstoleeratme.ThefrownonherfacetellingmethatI’m stupid.

Ayize:“HaiboNeo,I’m surenaweukewakucharmeruStylos.”(Youwereoncecharmedby

Styles.)

What?

Hellno.

Me:“You’recrazy.”

Shetwittersatmyretort,Imoveclosertoher,pushingheragainstthecar.

Myeyesaredisobedient,Ican’tstopthem from fallingonherlips.

Ayize:“IfyouwanttokissmeNeo,thendoit.”

Shenestlesmyjawinherhandsandleansin,I’m usuallytheoneincontrolandthisfeels

different.Zeeshutshereyes,Ismellherscentasshegetsclose.Iclaspmyhandaroundher

waistandpullherclosetome,completelyshuttingallspacesbetweenus.Ipastemylipson

hers,it’sthatquickvoraciouskiss.Herhandsaregentlycaressingmyjawline,asoftmoan

leaveshermouth.Ifeelapulloutandmoveoutsametimeasher.

SheraiseshereyebrowsandIcan’ttellwhatherfacialexpressionis.

Ayize:“Iwonderedwhatkissingyouwouldbelikeandyou’reokay.”

Ouch!

Me:“Justokay?”

Ayize:“Yes,justokay.”

Me:“ShouldIbeworried?”

Ayize:“Neoufunani?Youwantmetosingasongsoyouthinkyou’reagreatkisser?”(Whatdo

youwant?)

Zeeistooblunt,shedoesn’thidefrom thetruthbuttellsitlikeitis.



Me:“Youwereokaytoo.”

SheseemstobetakingitworsethanIam.

Ayize:“Ini?I’llhaveyouknowthatI’m thegreatestkisser.”(What?)

Shedisputeswithme.

Me:“Whotoldyouthat?”

Ayize:“Ijustknowhau,Idon’tneedanyonetotellme.”

Igrabholdofherhand.

Me:“Letmeconfirm thatagain,Ididn’tfeelthatone.”

Isay,leaninginonher.

Sheclaimsherhandback,hernoseflapopenandclose.AhabitofhersthatIhavecometo

know.

Ayize:“Youjustwantanexcusetokissmeagain.”

That'stheplan.

Me:“Yousaidthatyou’rethebestsoIwanttoconfirm it.Ican’tletyougoaroundclaimingthat

you’renumberoneatkissing,peoplewilllaughatyou.”

Ayize?”

Ourfocusisjoltedtothatuglyvoice.

Whoisthisidiot?

Ayize:“Ohmyword!Bantu?”

Shelookshappytoseehim.

Icanspotafuckboyfrom adistance,Ihatehim already.Hecouldbethesameageasher,

judgingbyhisappearance.

Me:“Kemangona?”(Whoisthis?)

Shemissesmyquestionasthisfoolpullsherintohisarms,Ican’tstandtoseeherinthearms

ofanotherman.

Bantu:“Wow,lookatyou.”

Heinspectsherbodyinadmiration.

Ayize:“Whatbringsyouhere?IthoughtyoulovedP.Eandwouldn’tdream ofleavingit.”

Bantu:“Whenyouhavebillstopay,youhavenochoicebuttogetoutofyourcomfortZone.”

Ihatethatsmileonhisface.



Ayize:“Andwhatbringsyouhere?”

Bantu:“I’m meetingupwithaclient,theyarebuyingahouse.”

Sohe’stherealestateagent.

Ayize:“Ithinkwe’retheclients.”

Hefrownsasheeventuallyacknowledgesmypresence.

Bantu:“Youtwoarebuyingahouse?”

Me:“Yes,we’rebuyingahousetogether.”

Iharvestthethoughtofusbeingacouple,Ayizeshakesherheadaftergivingmeadisapproving

stare.

He’snotthehappychirpyoakhewasafewsecondsago.Zeeisnotdisputingmylieandthat

putsmeatease.

Bantu:“Okay,let’sgettoit.”

Ayize:“Baba,thisisBantu.Afriend,wemetonFacebook.”

Notinterested.

Bantu:“Youcommentedshitonmystatusandwehadafallout,youwerebashingme.”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Youstartedit,Ihadtoclapback.”

Imuststandhereandlistentothem reminiscingonthepast?

Nonsense.

Bantu:“Thatpostgotabout10kcomments.”

Ayize:“Commentslike‘it’sgettinghotinhere.”

Bantu:“Someonegrabachairitlookslikewe’regoingtobeherethewholeday.”

Headdswithalaugh.

Ayize:“Sometellingustogetalife.”

TheysharethelastlaughbecauseIam stoppingthisshit.

DudeisluckyI’m notaviolentperson.

Me:“OkayMr.Facebook,dankie.Youcameheretoworknottakeusdownmemorylane.”

(Thankyou.)

Iinterrupttheirtrip,Zeegivesmeawarningstare.I’m okaywiththisman,whoeverheis.He

shouldgobacktowhereverhecamefrom.



Me:“Shallwe?”

Itakeherhandasthisfoolleadsusintothefirsthouse,Zeetriestosnatchitbackbut,mygrip

standsground.

KENNETH*

Thisisinsane,Iknowthatit’sabsurd.OnemightsayIhaveadeathwish,perhapsIdo.IfIhave

todietryingthenIshall.I’m atthehospital,IspottedOkolieinthecanteen,probablygrabbinga

bite.IfI’m notmistaken,Iwillhaveaminuteortwowithher.

Sipho:“Todayisagreatday,IhaveseenKennethMkhizenervous.”

Siphoisaclosefriendofmine,weplayedonthesamestreetsaskids.Alexanderwasourturf,

weknewitlikethebackofourhands.Lifeinsquattercampswasnotsugarcoatedcandy,going

tobedwithsugarwaterandsoggypapbirthedadeepdesperationforchange.Hell,Ihad

dreams.Dreamsofabetterlifeformysister,thisledmetotakedrasticmeasures.Amutual

friendofSiphoandIintroducedustoabrotherhood,whileItooktheoffer,Siphodeclinedfirst

hand.

Me:“Ifyoucontinuetomockme,Mndeni.YouwillnotlikewhatIdonext.”

Heisnotfazedbymythreats,thisisSiphoMndeni.

Sipho:“Timeisnotonyourside,gettoitKay.”

Thisisit,it’snowornever.

Ipushthedooropen,onlynowIrealizethatI’m nervous.Amara’seyesglintwithconfusionupon

seeingme,she’ssittingonachairreadingabookwhilehercousinsleepspeacefully.

Amara:“Kenneth?”

It’sagoodthingshe’salone.

Me:“Hi.”

Apuckergrowsbetweenhereyebrows.

Amara:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

HowdoIexplainmyreasonforbeinghere?Iam notfamiliarwithhercousin.

Me:“Howisshe?”

Myquestionshouldserveasanescape.

Amara:“YouknowLelo?”

IfIsayyes,she’llaskwhereIknowherfrom andifIsayno,I’llhavetogiveanexplanationfor



myvisit.

Me:“Yeah,notpersonallythough.”

Pleasedon’taskmore.

Amara:“Oh,whatasmallworld.”

Thankyou.

Me:“Howisshe?”

Amara:“Same.”

Igetaquickanswer.

Me:“Andyou?You’reglowing.”

Andbeautiful.

Asmilevisitsherface.

Amara:“Itmustbethebaby.”

Sherejectsthecomplimentandpassesitovertothebaby.

Me:“I’m sureyouwouldstillhavetheglowevenifyouweren’tpregnant.

I’m gladthatmydeclarationdoesnotmakeheruncomfortable,thesmileonherfaceisevidence.

Amara:“Ohbelieveme,thereisnoglowhere.I’m ascrustyastheyget,Randallalwaysteases

meaboutit.”

Thementionofhisnamedropsmymoodtoazero.

Me:“Isee.”

Ican’tseem tolookatanythingelsebuther,myeyesbetrayme.Theyrefusetofindsomething

elsetoglanceat.

Amara:“DidyouseeRandalloutside?”

Idon’twanttotalkabouthim.

Me:“No.”

Ilie.

Amara:“I’m surehe’llbehereanysecondnow.”

Ihopenot.

Me:“Whenisthewedding?”

Sheacceptsanotherbigshinysmile,sheraisesherhandtoinspectthering.



Amara:“Wedecidedinthreemonths,Leloismymaidofhonour.We'rewaitingforhertoopen

hereyes.”

Ihatethedespondencyonherface.

Me:“CanIseeit?”

ItwouldbebetterifIdivertherattentionfrom hercousin.

Itakeherhandandbringitclosetomyface,thisistheringthatisstandinginmyway.

IraisemyeyestofindAmarastaringwithacrumpledbrow,herinnocenteyesareunawareof

myintensionsandwhat'sinmyheart.

Me:“Sorry,Ican’tseefrom adistance.Ihopeyoudon’tmindthatItouchyourhand.”

Moreliesarecomingoutofmymouth,sheclearsherthroatandclaimsherhandback.The

uncomfortableposethatIwasexpectingcomes,shetimidlydropshergaze.

Me:“AreyougoodAmara?”

Amara:“Yeah.”

Herrejoinderisasoftmummer.

Me:“You’rereadingthebook?”

Istepbackalittletomakeherfeelcomfortableagain,sheliftsitupandwigglesit.

Amara:“IgetboredheresoIthought,letmeread.”

SheexplainsherreasonforreadingthebookIgiftedherforherbirthday.

Me:“Isitthatboring?”

Siphosaiditwasagreatgift,I’m goingtokickthatboy.

Amara:“No,no.Iloveitactually.However,youdon’tlooklikethetypeofmanthatreadsbooks

titledFifteenMinutesofShame.”

Me:“Ididn’treadthesummary,Isawthebluecoverandthepinkwordsandthoughtyou’dlikeit.”

Igiveareasonformylackoftasteinbooks,asmileonmyfaceisbroughtuponbyherquick

laugh.

Amara:“Typicalmenhey.”

Ishrugmyshoulders.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

Ithrowtheriposteoutthere,itsohappensthatshefindsitfunny.

Amara:“Althoughyoudidn’tputmucheffortinbuyingthebook,Ilikeitalot.I’m onchapter

twenty.”



It’sagreatfeelingthatshelikesmygift.

Me:“Whatisitabout?”

Shesmiles.

Amara:“I’m notfaryet.”

Me:“Okay,Iwanttohearaboutitonceyou’redone.”

I’m slidinginnow.

Amara:“We’llsee,maybe.”

Me:“Overcoffee?”

Sheraisesaneyebrowasifshesensesmydesperation.

Me:“Okaythatwon’twork,right?”

Amara:“Uhh,yeah.”

Shestutters.

Me:“Howaboutyousendmealongtext,awholeessayonthebook.IpromiseI’llreaditand

likeit.”

Iputmyhandonmyhearttomotionapromise.

Amara:“Youmeanpretendtolikeit?ThebookisclichéandI’m sureamanlikeyoudoesnot

taketimetojourneyinastorythat,talksaboutadatingexpertwhogetsdumpedonnationalTV.”

Me:“Ahh,yousee.AlittleinsightonthestoryandIlikeitalready.Oh,pleasetellmemore.”

Shechortles.

Amara:“MaybeI’lltellyouaboutitoneday,nopromises.”

Sheraisesahandasifdismissingtheidea.

Me:“I’llbepatientlywaiting.”

Igiveananswerwithaslightsmile,Mbusowalksinandthat’smyqueuetoscoot.Hetiltshis

headtoside,glaringatmeashetrieshardtorecallwhereheknowsmefrom.Wemetonceat

Amara’sparty.

Mbuso:“Kevin?”

Wow.

AndIthoughtIleaveagreatimpressiononpeople,Amaraislaughing.

Me:“Kenneth.”

Ishovemyhandsinthepocketsofmytrousers,I’m readytogohence,thewithdrawalgesture.



Mbuso:“Sorry,I’m notgoodwithnames.You’reStyles’friendright?”

Me:“AsfarasIknow.”

Mbuso:“Whatbringsyouhere?”

Anotherlieloading.

Me:“IheardaboutyourmisshereandthoughtIshouldshowmyfaceandnotbethatfriendyou

know.Otherwise,Styleswouldjudgeme.”

Igetalookassuringmethat,myretortdoesn’tmakesense.

Mbuso:“Oh.”

HewalksovertoAmaraandhandsheracanoffizzydrink.

Amara:“Thanks.WhereisRandall?”

Mbuso:“He’soutsideonthephone.”

Ishouldstepout.

Me:“Ihavetogonow,Ihopeshegetsbettersoon.”

Mbusogivesmeapeculiarstare.

Mbuso:“Thanks.”

Me:“Amara.”

Amara:“Bye.”

Shewavesonce,Iwishtospendmoretimewithher.Nevertheless,thislittletimewasmorethan

enough.

STYLES*

IknewthatIwouldfindSethuhere,thisiswherespendsmostofhertime.Herliferevolves

aroundthesechurchwalls,shehardlygivesmeherattentionandourrelationshiphashitrock

bottom.

Therearepeoplegoinginandoutofthebuilding,myeyessearchforSethu.Iseehertalkingand

laughingwithsomeladiesbythepulpit.Shespotsmeandherfacechangesasshetossesaway

thewarmthonherface.SethuknowsquitewellthatIwillgoandlugherfrom there.Itpuzzles

meastowhyshe’snotcoming.

Ibegintoleadmyfeettoher,thistriggerssomethingandshejoltsovertome.

Sethu:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”



Iam notfondofthisgreeting.

Me:“Whyareyouavoidingme?”

Sethu:“I’m not.”

Sethuhasbecomealiarnow.

Me:“Whatdoyoucallnottakingmycalls?”

Sethu:“Ihavebeenbusy?”

Morelies.

Me:“Withwhat?You’rehereatchurchentertainingthesepeoplewhileGingerandMbalineed

youbackhome.”

Thosegirlshavebeenabandonedbythiswomanwhoclaimsthatshelovesthem.

Sethu:“Ayizeisthere.”

Shehasbecomeselfishtoo.

Me:“AyizeneedshelpSethu,shehasalifetoo.”

Sethu:‘WhatareyoudoinghereStyles?”

Me:“Itoldyou,weneedtotalk.”

Idon’trememberhowitfeelsliketospendsometimewithher.Thoselongwalksandtalkingfor

hoursonend.

“SisterSethu?”

Someguycallsherfrom afar,herfacelightsupflashingasmile.Shejustsmiledatthatidiot,it’s

thesamesmileIhavebeencravingtoseeforthepasttwoweeks.

Me:“Whothefuckisthat?”

Idon’tgiveadamnthatwereatchurch,sheispissingmeoff.

Sethu:“I’m comingGrant.”

Grant?

Henods,oglesatmeandwalksaway.

Me:“WhothefuckisthatSethu?”

TheglowshehadwhilelookingatGrantisgone,thesameglowthatusedtobemine.

Sethu:“We’reinchurchStyles,stopswearing.”

ShewincesasIgrabherupperarm.

Me:“Don’ttellmeshit.Whoisthatfucker?”



Sethu:“You’rehurtingmeStyles.”

Sheyanksherarm away.

Ihaveneverlaidafingeronherbut,Iam temptedtoslapherbacktoreality.

Me:“Sethu,I’m notgoingtoaskyouagain.Iwanttoknowwhothatmanis.”

Ifshehadn’tgivenhim thatlook,Iwouldn’tbeactinglikethis.

Me:“Areyoucheatingonme?Iswearifyouare,Iwillkillyouboth.”

Shegivesmealookthatsays,you’rekidding.

Sethu:“GeezStyles,he’sjustabrotherfrom church.”

I’m notstupid.

Me:“Howmanychurchbrothersfuckchurchsistersandhidebehindthebloodybrethren?”

Herjawdropsasmywordshitherlikeatonofbricks,tearsfillhereyes.UsuallyIwouldfeela

pangofguilt,notnow,I’m filledwithsomuchanger.

Sethu:“Howcouldyousaythattome?”

Me:“Isitnotthetruth?”

Igrinather.

Sethu:“GetoutofhereStyles.”

Me:“I’m notleavingwithoutyou.”

Ipullherbackasshetakesthefirststeptoleave.

Sethu:“Letgoofmyhandnow.”

Shechurnsunderherbreathe.

Me:“Whathashappenedtoyou,Sethu?”

Sethu:“Isaidletgoofmyhand.”

Shespeaksasifmytouchdisgustsher,Ican’trecognizethelookinhereyes.It’sasifI’m

staringintotheeyesofastranger.Oureyesarelocked,hersholdablankgazewhileminealook

offury.

“Sethumychild.”

Adeepmalevoicespeakscompellingmetoletgoofherarm,ittakesaminuteforustoturnto

themanwhointerruptedus.He’sdressedlikeabishop.

Sethu:“Yes,pastor.”

She’sbacktosmiling.



Pastor:“Howareyou?”

He’saskingherbut,hisgazefollowsme.

Sethu:“Iam blessedpastor.”

Whatthefuck?Sincewhendoesshespeaklikethat?

Pastor:“That’sgood,andyouyoungman?”

Icanonlynod,myangerwon’tletmespeak.

Pastor:“Theprayermeetingisabouttostart.Don’tbelate.”

HegivesacommandthatcausesSethutonodwithasmile.Whydoesshehavethatglowwhen

talkingtothesepeople?

Pastor:“Willyoualsobejoiningus?”

Hiseyesaredirectedtome.

Sethu:“No,he’sleaving.”

Herresponsestartlesme,mykittenwouldinvitemetothestupidprayermeeting.

Pastor:“Okaymychild,we’llseeyounow.”

Hepackshisbibleunderhisarmpitanddoesastepashewalksaway,there'ssomething

familiarwiththatwalk.

Me:“Really?That’syourpastor?”

Sethu:“What?”

Me:“He’sagangster.”

Shenarrowshereyesasmywordsoffendher.

Sethu:“He’snotagangster.”

Me:“Comeon,Icanrecognizeagangsterwalk.Thatmanisinagang,ifnotthedon.”

Sethu:“Well,ifyoumustknow.HewasinagangalongtimeagobeforehefoundGod.”

Me:“Andhe’ssuddenlyapastor?”

Sethu:“It’spossible,ifyouwanttochangeyou…”

Me:“Notinterested.”

Icutherwords,I’m nothereforapreaching.

Sethu:“Excuseme,Ihavetogo.”

Me:“I’llcomeovertoyourapartmentlater."



Sethu:“Wehaveanightvigil,Iwon’tbehometillmorning.

WhydoIfindthathardtobelieve?

Me:“Don’tfuckwithmeSethu.Whatnightvigil?What’sgoingonhere?”

Sethu:“I’m tellingyouthetruth,whywouldIlie.”

Me:“Idon’tknow,youtellme.”

Sheclenchesherjaw.

Sethu:“GohomeStyles.”

Andwiththisdemandshewalksawayfrom me.

Me:“Sethu.”

Sheisnotturningaround,Ishould’veslappedherbacktoreality.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

165*

MBUSO*

Theceremonywasperformedlastweek,Jonashadnosay.Mhambitookcontrol,hesaidJonas

willruinthekid'slives.It’sstrangethatitwasdoneattheOkolieresidence.Mosesdidn’tmakeit,

IheardNtombisayheismoneysick.Idon’tknowwhatthatmeant,halfofthethingsshesays

donotmakesense.TheButheleziancestorswereappeased,theywereinformedthattheir

daughterishomeandsafe.

Leloisnotawakeyet.

Shehastotakebedrestwhenshecomesbackhome.Gokuisstillindangerbecauseofthe

rapturedplacenta.

AmarahasbeenvisitingLeloeveryday.

Me:“WhatwasKennethdoinghere?”

Iwassurprisedtoseehim inhereandstandingclosetoAmara.

Amara:“Toshowsupport,youheardhim,Mbuso.”

Me:“Areyoutwofriends?”

Amara:“No.”

Me:“YouweretalkinglikelonglostfriendswhenIwalkedinhere.”

Thatmanhasintentionsandtheysmell,he’sluckyRandallwasnottheonewhowalkedin.

Amara:“Weweretalkingaboutthisbookhegotmeformybirthday.”

Exactly.

Me:“BecarefulAmara.”

Isawthewayhewaslookingather.

Amara:“WhatareyoutalkingaboutMbuso?”

Me:“I’m onlysayingthat,you’regettingmarriedsoonandtherearevulturesoutthere.”

Amara:“Kennethisnotavulture,he’sStyle’sfriend…”

Me:“Thatmeansnothing.Didyouseehowhewaslookingatyou?”



Ishouldletherknow,she’stoocredulous.

Amara:“NoIdidn’tseeanythingbesides,hewasn’thereforme.”

KennethprobablyknewthatAmarawasgoingtobeatthishospital.

Me:“Whateverhisreasonforbeingherewas,Iwantyoutoheedmywords.TakewhatIsayinto

consideration.”

Amara:“Okay,although…”

NtombiwalksinandthisstopsAmarafrom finishinghersentence.Ihavelearntthattheyare

notongoodterms.

Ntombi:“Hauhauhau,kumnandiegoli.Bukanjeabantubayazenzela.”(It’sniceinJoburg,

peopledoastheyplease.)

I’m nothappyaboutthelookshe’sgivingAmara.

Me:“Visitinghoursarealmostoverma.”

Iwanttogetridofher.

Ntombi:“Hau?Abanyebasahlelinje?”(Somearestillsitting.)

ItlookslikeAmarawillnotbetalkingtoNtombi,herscrutinyisonLelo.

Me:“We’reabouttoleavenow.”

Ntombi:”I’llgowithyouthen,Ineedaridehome.”

Me:“Okay,noproblem.”

“Mbuso.”

Iam startledbyAmara’sloudvoice.

Mbuso:“Whatisit?”

Amara:“Sheflippedhereyelashes.

Shedeliversthegoodnews.

Ntombi:“Nombulelo.”

NtombipushesAmaraaside,Amararushestotheothersideofthebed.

Me:“Lelo.”

Hereyesareopening.

Ntombi:“Nombulelo.”

Sheholdsherhand.

Me:“Lelowearehere.Openyoureyes.”



RandallwalksinjustaswearegatheredaroundLelo’sbed,encouraginghertoopenhereyes.

Randall:“Whatgoingon?”

Heaskswhilestandingonthepathway.

Amara:“Leloiswakingupbaby.”

Amaraexplainswithexcitement,thereisnoexpressiononRandall’sface.Hecouldn’tcareless

whetherLelowakesupornot.Theonlyreasonhe’shereisbecauseofAmara.

IhaveneverfeltsomuchjoyasLeloopenshereyes.Withafrownshescanseveryeyestaring

ather.

Me:“Lelocanyouhearme?”

She’slookingatme,it’sagoodsign.

Lelo:“Water.”

Shemummers,Ntombireachesfortheglassonherside.Shehelpsherdrink.

Amara:“Howareyoufeeling?”

Amarahasn’tstoppedsmiling,somethingisamissthough.Lelolooksconfused

Ntombi:“Lelo,saysomething.”

Lelo:“Mama.”

HercallingputsasmileonNtombi’sface,she’slookingathercousinnow.

Lelo“Amara.”

Shefightsasmile.

Lelo:“Whathappened?You’vegainedweight.”

I’m sureAmarawouldnotappreciatethat,shesmilesanyway.

Amara:“Welcomeback.”

Me:“Lelo.”

I’m waitingimpatientlyforthatlookthatonlyshegives.

Me:“YouscaredusLelo,don’teverdothatagain.”

Ileanoverandhugher,shedoesn’tholdmeback.It’sfine,she’sprobablyoverwhelmed.

Me:“Welcomebackmylove.”

Shelooksatmeasifpuzzledbymypresenceintheroom,she’sscaringme.

Lelo:“Mbuso?”



OhGod,forasecondthereIthoughtthatshehadforgottenme.

Me:“Yesmylove.”

Lelo:“You’reokay?Ithoughtyoudidn’t…”

Me:“I’m hereLelo,I’m here.”

Ntombi:“Yourfatherwillbehappywhenhefindsoutthatyou’reawake.”

Whywouldshebringhim up?

Herfacetwistsintoascowl,puzzledbysomethingweareunawareof.Herhandrunstoher

belly.

Lelo:“Mybaby,Mbusomybaby?”

Shewantsmetogiveherassurancethatthebabyisfine.HowdoIdoitknowingthat,he’snot?

Me:“He’sfinechubbycheeks,ourGokuisfine.”

Ittakeseverythinginmetoutterthislie.

Amaraglaresatme,tellingLelothetruthwillcauseherstressandit’sharmfultothebaby.Iwill

havetokeepacloseeyeonherfortheremainingmonths.

RANDALL*

Laterthatday*

Stylesbudgesintomylivingroom,he'sfuming.Hepoursadrinkandgulpsitalldowninonego.

Hetakestwomorerounds.Amaragivesmeaworriedlook.

Me:“Styles?”

Icallouttohim,Icanonlyseehalfofhisface.

Amara:“I’llcheckonLiyana.”

Amaraexcusesherself.

Stylesisstilldrowninghissorrowsinsidetheglassofwhiskey.

Me:“Bro?”

Heturnshisheadtofacemewhilesippingonthedrink,hemakesasourfaceastheliquor

oozesdownhisthroat.

Me:“Talktomeman.”



Hereactswithalowchortle.

Styles:“I’m anidiot,I'm suchadamnidiot.TheonlywomanIevertrulylovedisslippingrightout

ofmyhandsandthereisnothingIcandoaboutit.”

Aprofoundexhalationsurgesoutofhim.ThisisthethingwithStyles,hedoesn’tsharehis

personalaffairs.Helikestokeepitthatway,personal.

Me:“Maybeifyoutellmewhat’sgoingon,Imightbeabletohelp.”

I’m trying,althoughIknowthathewon’topenuptome.

Styles:“Sethudoesn’twantmeanymore.”

Herevealsthecauseofhisdrinking.

Howcanitbe?Thesetwoareperfectforeachother,iftheybreakupwhereisthehopeforthe

restofus.”

Me:“Didshetellyouthat?”

Styles:“No,heractionsdid.”

Me:“Youcouldbereadingtoomuchintothings,talktoherandsortitout.”

Mycommentisnotideal,he’slaughing.

Styles:“That’sthethingRandy,shedoesn’twanttotalktome”

Me:“Whereisshe?”

Styles:“Why?”

Hetakesabigsip.

Me:“Iwanttotalktoher.”

Stylesshakeshishead,hedoesn’ttrustmewithSethu.

Styles:“No.”

Me:“I’m onlygoingtospeaktoher.”

Hedoestheheadshakeafewtimes.

Styles:“Notherman,she’stooprecious.”

He’sgotitbad.

Me:“LookatyouStyles,you’renotokay.”

Ifhecontinuestodrink,hewon’tstop.He'lldrinkhisproblemsaway.

Me:“Pleaseputthatglassaway.”

Heraisesit,stirsthedrinkandsendsittohismouth.



Me:“Willyoushareyourtroublesinthatbottleorwillyoutellme?”

Styles:“That’salright,I’llfindawayout.”

Me:“Bydrinking?”

Styles:“Icanhandlemyalcohol,thankyou.”

Me:“Stylesletmehaveawordwithher,Idon’tliketoseeyoulikethis.”

Styles:“ItoldyouthatI’llhandleit,relax.”

Hewon’tletmein.

Me:“Handleitthen,andstopdrinking.”

Iwon’tpushhim,hehastocomearound,onewayoranother.

NKOMO*

Iam beingfollowed,InoticedwhenIwasinsidethemall.Atallplumpwoman,seemedto

appeareverywhereIwas.SheiswalkingbehindmeasIplodtothecar.

WhatdoesStyleswantfrom menow?

I’llcallhim tolethim knowthat,I’m ontohim,Icanseetheladyfrom thecornerofmyeye.

Me:“Styles.”

Isalute.

Styles:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Hesoundsdrunk.

Me:“Getyourtailoffmyback.”

Styles:“Ihaveseriousissuestodealwith,speakorI’m droppingthecall.”

Hegrunts.

Me:“There'sawomanfollowingme.”

Styles:“So?”

Me:“It’ssolowofyoutohavemefollowedStyles.”

Styles:“IfIweretohaveyoufollowed,youwouldn’tknowaboutit.”

Me:“Whoisthiswomanthen?”

Style:“Idon’tknow,bye.”



Hedropsthecall.

Ihavetofindoutmyself,Igatherupthecouragetowalkuptoher.

Me:“Whyareyoufollowingme?”

“You’reN.K?”

RuthcallsmeN.K.

Me:“Whoareyou?”

Shehandsmeapieceofnoteanddashesoff.

Me:“Hey,comeback.”

She’sgone.

Thenotereads:

{Mylifeisindanger,someonewantstokillme.Ifthisnotefindsyou,cometothelocationatthe

bottom.Ruth.}

Itcouldbethecurseandshedoesn’tknowityet.Ijumpintomycaranddriveoff,theyearning

toseeheragainhasmultiplied.

STYLES*

Ihaveexhaustedmyselffrom tryingtofindawaytogetSethuback,mykitten,notthestrange

womanwhohastakenoverherbodylately.

I’m goodatthesethings,right?ThereisnotatimewhenIdon’thaveasolution,it’swhatIdo.So,

whyam IstrugglingwithSethu?Whycan’tIfindawayoutforus?

Ineedtogetoutofthisroom,overthinkingwillnotworkforme.Whatmakesmattersworseis

thatmyroom smellsjustlikeher,thepillowthatmyheadrestsonandthesebedsheets.

Ihearthesoundoffootstepstrailingtowardsthebedroom,Sethu’shere.Irecognizeherfootfall,

Ijumpfrom thebedasthedoorflingsopen.Myheartleapsatthesightofher.Shestandswith

agraveexpression,shestillholdsthemelancholyappearance.

Me:“Ithoughtyousaidyou’respendingthenightatchurch.”

Sethu:“Iwanttobehere,withyou.”

Thesoundofhervoiceisnotconvincing,eitherway,Ican’tthinkofanythingbutkissingher.

Ismashmylipsonhersanddeepenthekiss,she’snotopeninguptomesoIbiteherlowerlip

andfindmywayintohermouth.She’skissingmebackandforonceintwoweeksmyheart

feelsalive.Idropmyhandsonherwaist,slidingthem underhert-shirt.Icanfeelherwarm skin



andit’sthemostexhilaratingfeelingever.Herhandsareonmybackandinamillisecondshe

removesmytop,gentlywemovetothebed.She’slyingonherbackwithmeontopofher,

kissingherlikeIhaven’ttastedherlipsinalongtime.

Me:“Imissedyou,kitten.”

Ikissherlips,lettingminelingeron.

Me:“Iloveyou,Ilovesomuch.”

IwhispersoftlyinherearsbeforeInuzzlethecrookofherneck.Outoftheblue,Ifeelthese

smallhandsonmychestpushingmeup.

Sethu:“Styles.”

Shewhispers.

Myhandsarealloverherbodyand…

Sethu:“Stop,stopStyles.”

Shewantsmetostop,thisiswhatIwant.Iwanther,Iwanthersoulminglingwithmine.Iwant

herbreathagainandIwanthertofillmewithherlove.

Sethu:“Stopplease.”

She’spushingmebutherresistancecompelsmetocontinue.

Me:“Iwantyoukitten,Iwantyousobad.”

Mylipsexplorethecornersofherbodyandmyhandsmapeveryinchofit.

Sethu:“GetofmeStyles,pleasestop.”

Shepleadswhilecrying,Iraisemyheadtofindherfacestreakingwithtears.

Me:“Kitten?”

Idon’tunderstand.

Sethu:“Getoffmeplease.”

Withforceshepushesmeoff,Ifallonthesideofthebed.Sethurunstothedoorcrying.No,I

havetostopher.

Whatjusthappened?

Me:“Sethu?”

Isnatchherhandasshereachesforthedoorknob,sheyanksitaway.

Me:“DidIdosomethingwrong?”

Sethu:“ItoldyoutostopStyles.Whydidn’tyoustop?”



Whatishappeningwithher?

Me:“Sethu,talktome.Ithoughtyouwantedthis,youkissedmeback.”

Ididn’timaginethat,IKnowIdidn’t.

Sethu:“Ishouldn’thavecomehere,itwasamistake.”

Shedeclaresandbeginstowalkaway,Iblockherway.

Me:“Don’tleavelikethis.”

Shefoldsherarmsandhitsherbackagainstthewall.

Me:“What’shappeningSethu?Whyareyoulikethis?Whyareyoudoingthistous?”

Silence.

Thisiswhatshedoesallthedamntime,sherefusestospeaktome.

HowdoIcommunicatewithsomeonewhorefusestospeak?

Me:“Talktomedammit.”

Sheflinchesatthesoundofmyroar,I’m losingthebattletohersilenceanditaggravatesme.

Me:“Arewedone?Isthistheendforus?”

Shehidesherfacefrom meassheturnsaway.

Me:“Okay,ifthisiswhatyouwant,fine.We’llgoourseparateways.Iam donewiththis.”

She’sglancingatmenow,withtearsstrokingherface.

Sethu:“You’regivinguponus?”

What?

Me:“WhatgameareyouplayingSethu?”

Sethu:“I’m notplayinggamesStyles.”

Me:“Thenwhatisit?Whatthefuckdoyouwant?”

Iyell.

Sethu:“Don’tusethatlanguagewithme.”

SheyellsbackandIam bewilderedbyherattitudetowardsme.

Me:“Youhavebeenaloofforweeksnow,ItriedSethu.Itriedtogetthroughtoyoubut,you

pushedmeaway,youdon’tletmeanywherenearyou.Youflinchatthesoundofmyvoiceand

winceatmytouch.”

Sethu:“That’snottrue.”



Let’sseeifI’m theliarsheiscallingmeouttobe,Itoweroverherandsheclencheshereyes.I

leanintokissher,shedeniesmethechanceassheslantsherheadtotheside.

Me:“DoyouwantusSethu?”

She’sstaringatme,andIcan’tgraspwhatshe’sthinking.

Me:“ThisisexactlywhatI’m talkingabout.Youdon’tcommunicatewithme.”

Iyelloverher.

Sethu:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me,Styles?”

Sheshoutsasshemovesawayfrom me.

Me:“Howaboutyousaysomething?Iam sickandtiredofyoursilence.”

Sethu:“I’m notgoingtotalktoyouwhileyou’redrunk.WhatwillIpossiblesaytoyou?”

Shecontinuestoshout.

Me:“Ohgreat,typicalSethu.Alwaysfullofexcuses,yesterdayyouweretootiredtotalk,justthe

otherdayyouwerenotinthemood.”

Sethu:“Youcan’tforcemetospeakStyles.”

Sheshoutsasshestepsawayfrom me.She’sheadedtothewindow.

Ihateitwhenshewalksawayfrom me,itshowsmethatshe’snotwillingtochangethecourse

ofourrelationship.

Iscuttletoher,seizeherhand.ShewincesasIgriponit.

Sethu:“You’rehurtingmeStyles.”

Shebarks.

Me:“Whatisitaboutmethatsuddenlydisgustsyou?Whereisthishatecomingfrom?”

Sethu:“You’redrunk.”

Sheseethes.

Me:“StoptellingmethatI’m drunk.”

Ibarkonherface.

Shepushesmefrom her,Irefusetoletgoofherhand.

Me:“Youtellmenottogo,yetyoucan’tstandbeingaroundme.Isthatnotselfish?You’re

selfishSethuandfranklyIam tiredofyourbullshit.Yesyou’regrieving,it’sunderstandable.But

yourefusetogethelp.So,whatthehelldoyouwantmetodo?Mustlifestopbecauseyou’re

goingthroughsomething?YourparentsaregoneSethu,weareallyouhaveleft.Whenwillyou

realisethat?Whenwillyougetthisthroughyourhead?Iam tiredofbeingyourpunchingbag.”



Sethu:“Ifyou’retiredthenleave.”

Sheyellsatthetop.

Me:“Fine,I’llleave.We’redone,it’sover.”

Ifindmyselfyellingback,Idon’twanttoleaveher.Idon’twanttobewithouther,Iam somad

rightnow,Idon’thavethestrengthtobegher.Tearsstream downhercheeksassheleersupat

me.

Sethu:“You’realiarStyles,damnyou.”

Shescreams,I’m cluelessastowhatshe’stalkingabout.

Sethu:“Youliedtome.”

Whatisshetalkingabout?CoulditbethatsheknowsaboutMkhizebeingherfather?

Sethu:“Yousaidyouwon’tleaveme,butyou’redoingitrightnow.Likemyparentsdid,you’re

alsoleavingme.”

Shescream cries,mywrathwon’tletmecomforther.

“StyloscanIcomein?”

Neoprobesfrom outsidethedoor,he’sintheroom inasecond,Ayizeiswithhim.

Neo:“What’sgoingon?”

Ayize:“Wecanhearyouallthewayfrom thelounge.”

Ididn’tthinkthatwewerethatloud,Iwassocaughtupinlettingmyvoiceheard.Inmyhead,

yellingatherwastheonlywaytogethertolistentome.

Me:“Askher,shedoesn’tknowwhatshewants.”

Ayize:“Whatisitsis?Whyareyoufighting?”

AyzietouchesSethu’sshoulder.

Sethu:“Whydon’tyouaskhim?Hewantsustobreakup.”

ShesaysitlikeI’m theonewiththeproblem.

Me:“Fuckthisshit.”

Neo:“Stylosueakae?”(WhereareyougoingStyles?)

HesearchesasImarchtowardsthedoor.

Me:“I’m gettingthefuckoutofhere.”

Ayize:“WhataboutSethu?Mr.S,youcan’tleavelikethis.”

Me:“Untilyoursisterdecideswhatshewants,shemuststayawayfrom me.”



Iwillnotbeusedagain.

Ayize:“Can’tyoutwoworkitout.”

Sethu:“Lethim go,hewantstoleaveandwecan’tforcehim tostay.”

Shewon’ttrytoputeffort.

NeogesturesthatIshouldn’tleave,Ican’tstayhereotherwisewe’llscream ateachotheragain.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

166*

AYIZE*

“Whyareyoufollowingme?”

Sethusnaps,stoppingmeinmytracks,I’m trailingbehindherasshefuriouslyscuttlestothe

frontdoor.

Me:“I’m comingwithyou.”

Ianswerhastily.

Sethu:“Iwanttobealone.”

She’slying.

Me:“Youcan’tbealoneSethu,you’rehurting.”

Sethu:“IsaidIwanttobealone.”

Shesnapsandheadstothedoor,mystubbornnessforcesmetofollowher.

Neo’sisstandinginthecorridorwatchingus.

Me:“Sethulistentome.”

Sethu:“I’m notgoinghomeso,youcan’tcomewithme.”

Me:“Don’ttellme,you’regoingtochurchagain.”

Noteventhepastorattendschurchthismuch.

Sethu:“Atleasttheycareaboutmethere.”

Sheripostes.

Theycareaboutherthere?

Whathavewebeendoinghere?

Wetriedtogiveheralltheloveandsupportandshethrewitbackinourfaces.

Shefliesoutsideslammingthedoorbehindher.

Me:“Sethu!!!”

Ishout,myplanistostopher.Shecan’tbesonaïveandstupidtobeslurpedawayfrom her



familybythosecongregants.

Neo:“LetherbeZee,you’llonlypushingherawayfurther.”

Hestopsmefrom goingafterSethu.

Me:“Howmuchfurthercanwepushher?She’sgone,we’velostherNeo.OurSethudiedthat

daywithBeauty’shusband.”

IexpressmyfearsasIwalktothelounge,myheadisscrambledasItrytothinkofwaystosave

mysister.

Me:“I’m gladGingerandMbalididnotwitnesstheirfight.”

Neo:“Doyouwantmetocheckonthem?”

Me:“Letthem play,it’sagooddistractionforthem.”

Leavingthegirlsinthebackyardwasagoodidea.

Me:“Doyouthinkit’sreallyoverbetweenSethuandMr.S?”

Neoknowshim wellenoughtoknowifangercompelledhim tolieorifhemeanteveryword.

Hesitsontheemptyspacenexttome,hiskneetouchesmine.IfI’m notmistakenNeohasa

crushonme,Iseethewayhelooksatme.Howclingyhegetsandheloseshismindwhenwe

don’ttalkfordays.

Neo:“HonestlyZee,Mr.Swaslivid.Hedoesn’tshout,likenever.Isawitwithhisformer

girlfriend,theyhadsquabbles.Thegirltreatedhim liketrash,shedidn’tgivehim aminuteof

peaceandnotoncedidIhearhim shoutatherwhilefighting.Thisisnew,he’shurt.MissShas

pushedhim tothelimitandIhopehedoesn’tdoanythingstupid.”

Me:“Likewhat?Doyouthinkhe’llhurtmysister?”

Neo:“Hewon’t,helovesher.”

He’snotgivingmuchdetail.

Me:“Thenwhat?”

Neo’shanddropsonmylap,hedrawssmalllenientcircles.It’sacomfortingtouch,hemakes

mefeelsafe.WhichissomethingIhaveneverfeltwithanyman.Myfatherincluded.Neolooks

intomyeyesasheholdsaseriousexpression.

Neo:“Promisewewillneverfightlikethat.”

Hetellsasifweareacouple,hisrequestisrandom.

Me:“Whatareyou?”

Hiseyebrowscurve,IhaveobservedNeolongenoughtoreadhisfaceandknowwhenhe’s

abouttosaysomethingstupid.



Neo:“Atree.”

WhatdidIsay?

Hegrinsandthewholethingmakesmelaugh,myNeoissoadorable.IknowIwouldn’twantto

losehim,he’smypillarofstrengthandIneedhim tostand.

Iflitmyfingersonthecornersofhisjawline,it’sasoftgentletouch.Duetomytouch,hecloses

hiseyesforasecondandinajiffytheyarestaringrightbackatme.It’salookofpromise,a

protectivestare.Thisimpenetrableglareshepherdsustoasloppykiss,hepusheshisbody

closetomeashetakesleadinthekissthatIstarted.

Mymindwasherethewholeday,sincethatfirstkissweshared.Itleftmewantingmore,I

thoughthewouldtakeinitiativeandkissmeagain.Ididn’twantittobeajokeoratest,thisis

howIwantedittobe.Realandmeaningful.

Webreakfrom thekiss,bothtryingtocatchourbreaths.Ihavetobehonest.

Me:“YoukissmelikeI’m theonlywomanwhoselipsyou’veevertastedandIlikethat.”

Ihavetolethim knowandtothinkhewillshowmehisfamousgrin,hisjokersidedecidetotake

abackseat.Heholdsmyhandandpresseshisforeheadonmine,hislipsmoveclosertomine.I

meethim halfway,hepecksmylipsandexhalesdeeply.Ilovethefeelofhishandplayingon

mywaist.Thetouchiswarm.

Neo:“Pleaseletthisbereal.”

Hewhisperssoftlywhilehislipsbrushonmine.

Me:“You’renotdreamingNeo,damnImustreallybeagoodkisser.”

Hesmiles.

Neo:“Zee,Iwantyou.”

HeconfessesandIknowhedoes.

Neo:“Whenyou’rereadytoloveaman,Iwouldliketobethatman.”

Me:“Youwanttobewithme?”

Neo:“It’stheonlythingIthinkabout.”

Me:“YouknowI’m stillfightingmydemonsNeo,andI’m notpromisingperfectionbut,wecan

try.Ifyoufeellikeit’snotworkingoutforyouoryouwantout,pleasetellme.Don’tfindsolace

inthearmsofanotherwomanwhileyoucomehometomeatnight.IknowJubJubpersonally

andIwillnotbekindtoyouandthatbitch.”

Hesmiles.

Neo:“Wherehaveyoubeenallmylife?”

Thistimearoundhiskissisdeeperandmeaningful.



NKOMO*

It’srightafter6pm,thesunissetting.Itwillbedarkinafewminutes.I’m intheoutskirtsof

Joburg,theGPShasledmetothisforestlookingplace.Iexitthecartostandinfrontofacabin,

it’stheonlyshedinthemiddleofthethicktrees.It’sdeadsilentthatit’snearlydeafening,no

birdsorcarsareheardfrom here.

Thereisavoiceinthebackofmymindtellingmetogoback,itallstartedwhenItookaturn

from themainroadtodrivehere.

I’m notonetobestubbornbut,hereIam ignoringmysixthsenseallinthenameoflove.I

dawdletowardsthebrokenfence,mybloodrunscoldandthehairsatthebackofmyneck

standasIenterthepremises.There’sapresenceinthisplace,fearengulfsmeandmyfeet

freeze.Ican’tmove,myheartfeelslikeitwantstojumpoutofmychest.

WhatareyoudoingNkomo?Gobackhome.Thoughtsofmymotherfillmymind,herface

flashesbeforeme.Whyam Ithinkingofheratthismoment?

“Nkomo.”

Itwistmyheadbackasmynamesoundsinawhisper.Thereisnoonebehindme,IswearIfelt

thewhisperinmyearasifthepersonwasstandingbehindme.

Therearetwoforces,onepressesmetoleavethisplace,whiletheotherdrawsmetowardthe

shed.IhaveadesperatedesiretoknowifRuthisinthere,shesaidherlifeisindanger.Ihaveto

saveher.

“Goback.”

Thevoiceagain,itpasseswiththewind.Deepinmyconscious,I’m certainthatit’smymother’s

voice.IwasalittleboythelasttimeIheardit,Icanforgeteverything,notmymother’svoice.

Someoneforcefullysnatchesmyhandandlugsmetowardstheshed.Ittakesmeasecondto

recognizeher.

Me:“Ruth?”

Ruth:“Hurry,wehavetohide.Theyarecomingforme.”

Sheuttersinahaste.

Me:“What’sgoingon?”

Ruth:“I’llexplainoncewe’reinside,Ican’tletthem seeus.”

Sheopensthebrownwoodendoorandpullsmeinside,chillsrunthroughmeasIstepmyfoot

inhere.SomethingtellsmethatIwillnotleavethisplace.

Thehouseisemptywithnosignofhumanlife,nofurnitureoranythingtoshowthatsomeone



livedhere.Theplaceisghostly,thewoodenfloorisadornedwithdirtanddryleaves.The

windowsarecrackedandthereisanauseatingfoulsmell.

Thereisonemoredoorthatprobablyleadstoabedroom.

Ruthcollidesintomyarmsthesecondshepushesthedoorclosed.

Ruth:“ImissedyouN.K.”

Ipullawayfrom theembrace.

Me:“Areyouokay?Whathappenedtoyou?DoyouhaveanyideahowterrifiedIwas?”

Shecotsmyfacewithherhands.

Ruth:“SomeoneistryingtokillmeN.K.Ihadtorun,I’m notsafe.”

Me:“Whoisit?”

Ruth:“Idon’tknow,theywantmedead.Ineedtogobackhome.”

Me:“Home?”

Ruth:“Yes,Ghana.I’llbesafethereundermyfather’sprotectionandIkeephearingvoicesN.K.

WhenIstarttowalk,there’sasound.Anextrapairoffootsteps,it’slikesomeoneiswalking

behindme.”

It’sthecurse.

Shepeepsoutthewindow,Ruthisfidgetyandrestless.Itbreaksmetoseeherlikethis.

Me:“LetmehelpyouRuth,wecantacklewhoeverthesepeopleare.Thenwe’lldealwiththe

curseoncewegetridofthem.”

Ruth:“You’reagoodmanN.K,Idon’twanttoinvolveyouinmyproblems.”

Me:“Yourproblemsaremine,we’reinthistogether.”

Iopposewithherstatement.

Me:“I’m goingtokeepyousafe,Ipromise.Firstwehavetogetyououtofthiscreepyplace.”

Ruth:“WhatwillIdowithoutyouN.K?”

Shetanglesherarmsaroundmyneckandkissesme.

Abruptly,abluntobjectcollidesagainstmyhead,everythingfallsintoslowmotion.Ruth’seyes

wideninshock,horrorevidentinthem.

Bugeyed,Isendmyhandonmyhead.Mykneesgiveuptheirstrengththrowingmybodytothe

floor.Ican’tmove,thepainhasparalyzedme.

Idon’tknowwhathappened,myheadisspinningandringingandI’m drooling.Wheredidthese

meninblackcomefrom?Theyarearmedandlookangryashell.



Ruth:“No,N.k.”

Ruthispulledbackinabearhugbyoneofthem,theotherpointsagunatmeandIputmyhand

straighttowardsit,itgoesoffandthebulletpiercesthroughmyhand.

Ruth:“N.K!!!”

Shescreamsasshetriestowiggleherselfoffthisman’sstronghold.Thepainonmyhandis

excruciating.It'sover,weareinthemiddleofnowhere,thereisnohelpcomingfrom theoutside

world,allIcanthinkaboutis…

‘You’regoingtodie.’

HowdidtheyfindRuth?DidIleadthem here?Desperationtakesoverherface,tearsstrokeher

cheeks.

Ican’tspeak,IfeellikeIhavebeenhitbyatrain.

Myeyesarefailingmeasmyvisionblurs,Ican’tkeepthem open.I’m joltedinandoutof

consciousnessinaminiature.There’snothingIcandoforRuthnow,whoeverthesemenare,

theyaregoingtokillher.

STYLES*

ThesignontheboardsaysPietermaritzburg,I’m onthehighwayandit’sdarkout.Thefourlane

freewayisfullofcarsheadedtodifferentdestinations.

Idon’tknowwhereI’m going.Iwantedtogetasfarawayfrom homeasIcould,everythingthere

leftmefeelingsuffocated.IwouldhavedonesomethingifIhadstayed.

SethuandIhavebarelystartedandit’sover,ourlovewasshortlived.

IfIknewsuchpainexisted,Iwouldhavestayedawayfrom relationshipsrightafterKhethu.The

painIfeltwithKhethuisnothingcomparedtowhatIfeelnow.

Myphonehasbeenringingnonestop,Idon’twanttotalktoanyone.NeomusthavetoldRandall

everything,he’scallingme.Iletitring,andthere’sanotherincomingcall.ItsaysNixon,Richard

callsmeeverydayalthoughIdon’ttakehiscalls.

Me:“Yeah.”

Idecidetohearwhathehastosay.

Richard:“Styles,thankGod.Iwas…”

Idon’thavetimetolistentohisemotions.

Me:“WhatdoyouwantRichard?”

Richard:“Canwemeetforbreakfasttomorrow?”



Me:“I’m notintown.”

Hegoesquietforasecond.

Richard:“Okay,whenyougetback.”

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Richard:“Achance,IknowIscrewedupand…”

Me:“YoufuckedupRichardandit’stoolate,Idon’tneedyouanymore.Maybesevenyearold

me,would’vebeenoverthemoon.”

Richard:“Iknowson.”

Me:“Don’tcallmethat.”

Richard:“I’m sorry,yoursiblingsarelookingforwardtomeetingyou.”

Ihavesiblings?

Richard:“Graceywon’tstopbuggingme,shekeepsaskingafteryou.”

Hechortlesashesays.

Me:“Gracey?”

Richard:“Yes,she’s16andyouhavetwobrothers.Milesis25andRobertisafewyearsolder

thanyou,he’s35.”

Hespeaksofthem withpride.

Me:“We’reyoumarriedwhenyoumetmymother?”

Mymothercouldnothavebeenamistress.

Richard:“Iwasmarried,yesbut…”

Idisconnectthephonecall.

Mymotherwashismistress?Shehadanaffairwithamarriedman,hetookadvantageofher.

Thisangersmegreatly,Richardwillpayforusingmymother.

Randallwon’tstopcallingmeandhewon’tstoppesteringme.

Me:“Whyareyoublowingupmyphone?”

Isnap.

Randall:“Whereareyou?”

Me:“Ontheroad.”

Randall:“Roadtowhere?”

Whyishepanicking?Icantakecareofmyself.



Me:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Randall:“Neotoldmewhathappened,comeoversowecantalk.”

Herevealsandgivesanorder.

Me:“I’m notintown.”

Iutter.

Randall:“WhereareyouStyles?”

Me:“Willyoustopfreakingout,I’m okay.”

Randall:“Youdon’tsoundit.IknowyouStyles,youbottleeverythingup.”

Me:“Randallstop,Idon’tneedthisrightnow.ThisiswhyIdidn’twanttotakeanycalls.”

Ibark.

Randall:“Didyoujustyellatme?”

Hequeriesdubiously.

Me:“You’regettingonmynervesthat’swhy,ItoldyouthatI’m okay.”

TalkingaboutSethuwillonlymakememoreupset.

Randall:“Okay,besafe.Callmewhenyougettowhereveryou’reheadedto.”

He’snotsnubbed.

Me:“Iwill.”

Wheream Igoing?

RANDALL*

Isheokay?”

Amaraasksassheplodsintothepatio,sheholdsmeaglassofmangojuice.

Me:“Idon’twantthis.”

Idropitonthetable,shegivesmeajadedlookandsettlesdownoppositeme.

Me:“Aren’tyougettingmesomethingelse?”

Amara:“Don’tmakemeregretfallingpregnant.”

Shesnaps,thisisnew.

Amara:“Youcan’tsendmebacktothekitchen.WhatwillIget?Youdon’tknowwhatyouwant.”



Me:“OfcourseIdo.”

Amara:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Somethingedible.”

Shehuffs,sitsbackandsipsonherjuice.

Amara:“HowisStyles?”

Changingthetopic.

Okay...

Me:“He’snotokay,I’m worriedabouthim.”

Styleshasacertainangerthatshouldneverbeprovoked,hemightstartdoingshithewillregret.

Amara:“Theycan’tbeoverRandall,wehavetodosomething."

Me:“Whatcanwedo?Stylesdoesn’tletanyoneintohisprivatelife.”

Amara:“IcantalktoSethu.”

Me:“Ifyoufeelthatitwouldmakeadifference.”

Ithrowmythoughtsoutthere,IknowhowStyles’mindworks.Hedoesn’tfollowwhatpeople

say,ifhefeelsthatheneedsabreakfrom Sethu,nothingwillchangehismind.

Amara:“Iknowitwill,SethulovesStyles.Thisisaphase,itwillpass.”

Me:“Ihopeso.Stylesisaloverandifthisrelationshipfailsaswell,hewon’tbethesameagain.

TheoldStyleswasaplayer,shitthatmansleptwithanythinginaskirt.Histargetwascougars,

hewasaCasanova.”

Amara:“Whataboutyou?”

WhendidwetakeaU-turn?”

Me:“Whataboutme?”

Amara:“WhereyounotaCasanova,I’m prettysureyouwerehisrighthandman.”

Ishould’vekeptmymouthshut.

Me:“No,Iwasagoodboy.”

Ineedadrink.

Amara:“Nowyouwantthejuice.”

Women.

Ialmostchokeonthedarnjuice.

Me:“Itwilldo.”



She’sscepticalaboutmyanswer.

Me:“I’m hungry,I’llgoandseewhatChiomaismakinginthekitchen.”

Idashout,it’sbetterIleavebeforeIrevealthingsIshouldn’ttoapregnantwomen.

SETHU*

<<<Flashbacktoaweekago>>>

Iwalkintothecorrectionalservices,theguardgivesmeanirregularlook.Helookslikehe

doesn’twanttobehereanymore,he’shaditwiththisjob.Hesitswithhiselbowonthetable

andhischinrestingonhishand.

Idon’tknowhowIgothere,Ineedclosure.It’slatenowandvisitinghoursareover,I’m taking

chances.

Me:“Goodday.”

Hefrownsatmysalutation.

Me:“Ineedtoseeaprisoner.”

Hisscowlgrows.

Guard:“Doyouseethetimesisi?”(Sister.)

Hiseyesacceptachagrinedlook.

Me:“Yes,I’m onlyafewminuteslate.Pleaseit’simportant,mymotherisinthere.”

MybloodboilsasIrefertothatevilwomanasmymother.

Guard:“Namisisi,mymotherisburiedinAvalonandIwouldliketoseeheragainbutIcan’t.”

(Metoosister.)

Me:“Pleasebhuti,thisisimportant.”(Brother.)

Iwon’tbeinpeaceifIdon’tspeaktoher.

Guard:“You’reonlywastingyourtimesisi.I’m workinghere,go.”(Sister.)

Dammit.

Me:“I’lldoanythingplease.”

Ihaveafewcoinsinmywallet.

Hetakesanaughtylook,hiseyesreceiveaglintofperversion.Heperuseshissurroundingsand



hishandfallsonhismember,helickstheseam ofhislipsasheundressesmewithhiseyes.I

am repulsedbythispervertedactofhis.

Guard:“Thetoiletisjustaroundthere,oneminuteI’llbedone.”

Hehasnoshametoletsuchthoughtsleavehismouth.Menthinkwomenaresexobjects,this

ishowrapebegins.Itsickensmethattheydon’tseeusinanywaybutthat.

CanIpleasespeaktoamanwhowillnotmakemefeellikeI’m indanger?Shouldwehide

ourselvesfrom theworldbecauseoftheseperverts?Ican’tpourpetrolatapetrolstation

withouttheattendanthittingonmeandmakingmefeelliketheworstthingonearth.

Ihavetoavoidthemalecashieratthecounterbecausehekeepsgivingmeapervertedgaze,

theonlyreasonhecan’tspeakoutisbecausethereisaladycashiernexttohim whomight

reporthim forharassingacustomer.IhavetochangeintolongpantsandasweaterwhenIgo

totheshoparoundthecornerbecausetheboyswholurkaroundtherewillundressmebeforeI

evengettothem.

Ihavetocoverupwhenthedeliverguyknocksonmydoorbecausehewillmakemovesonme

asthereisnomalefigureinthehousetokeephim inhisplace.Ican’tstayhomealonewithmy

malecousinbecause,wellIam nothisfather’schild,onlyasexobject.Heck,Ican’taskthe

bossatworkforaraiseorpromotionbecausehe’llbeonsome“YouscratchmybackandI’ll

scratchyours”.

Thisworldistrulyaman’sworld,theyarethehuntersandwearethepreys.Ichoosetostandup

formyselfandeveryonewhowassexuallyharassedbytheseanimals.

Inaspeedoflight,Ileanoverthecounterandslaptheguardacrosstheface.Hishandfliesto

hischeek,heisinshock.Hecan’tbelieveawomanjustslappedhim.

Me:“Youpieceofshit.Howdareyou?”

Guard:“Youslappedme?”

Heisstillinshock.

Me:“YesandIwoulddoitagain.Islappedyouforeverywomanwhoworkshereandhavebeen

assaultedbyyou,youshouldbelockedupyoubastard.”

IshoutasIgivehim apieceofmymind.

Guard:“Youbitch.”

Hegrowls,Imovebackasheattemptstotackleme.

Me:“Iam notabitch,youare.”

Ihavegottenusattention,hiscolleagueshavecomeouttowatch.

Me:“That’stheproblem withyoumen,youthinkwomenarebitches.Youthrowthesewords

aroundasiftheyarenotoffensive,youseeusaslooseandcheap.Thisiswhyyourapeandkill

women,youjusttoldmeaboutyourmotherwhodied.Wasshealsoabitch?”



Ihowl.Theangeronhisfaceisasclearasdaylight.

Guard:“You…”

Me:“What?Bitch?”

Icuthiswords.

Me:“ItoldyouthatIam notabitch,Iam notdefinedbythatword.Youcamefrom awomanand

havetheaudacitytocallanotherwomanabitch.Yououghttobeashamedofyourself.”

“What’sgoingonhere?Whatisallthisracketabout?”

Amanasksashestormsoutofanoffice,helookslikethesuperior.

Me:“Thismanwasharassingme.”

Guard:“She’slyingboss.”

Hedubsmealiarwhileherubshischeek.

Me:“We’reyounottheonewhosuggestedthatwegotothetoiletsforaquickie?Whatwasit

again?Oneminuteright?”

Idon’tseeanythingfunnyinthisbut,thepeoplefinditlaughable,Ican’tstopthem from

laughing.

Guard:“Youwillpayforthis.”

Whyvoiceouthisdirtythoughtsiftheywillputhim toshameoncetheyarerevealedtothe

world.

Me:“Thisiswhatwehavetogothroughwhenwegotopolicestations,postsofficesor

whereever.Wehavetofearforourlivesandbraceourselvesbeforeenteringthesepremises

becauseImightnotcomeoutalive.Whatmustwedotobesafeinthiscountry?”

I’m directingthequestiontothesuperior.

“I’m sorrymam,we’llgettothebottom ofthis.”

Me:“When?”

He’stakenabackmyquestion.

Me:"I'm nottheonlywomenwhohasreportedacaseandwastolditwillberesolved,onlyforit

tobethrownoutthewindow.Thismanwillbebackheretomorrow,harassinganotherwoman.

Thenexttimeitwon’tbewords,hewillrapeawoman.”

“Yeahvele.”(It’strue.)

Someofthewomenagreewithme.

“Ihearyoumam.”

Idon’tthinkhedoes,Iwanthim totakeactionnow.



“Hanyane,you’resuspendedwithimmediateeffect.Takeyourthingsandgobackhome,youwill

becalledforahearing.”

That’smorelikeit,it’snotjusticebutit’ssomething.

Hanyanegivesmeadeadlystarebeforegrabbingtheonlypossessionhehad,hisphoneand

dashesoutofthebuilding.

“Yeahmakahambe.Uyinjavele.”(Hemustgo,he’sadog.)

Aladyshouts.

“Everyonebacktowork,theshowisover.”

Heshoutsattheemployeeswhohaveturnedthisintoacomedy,theyarelaughingandclapping

theirhands.

Me:"Thiswasnotashowsir,awomanwassexuallyharassed.”

Hedropshiseyesashamedly.

I’m beingdramaticIknowbut,Ihavetospeakout.MustIsufferforbeingawoman?

“I’m sorryagain.IsthereanythingIcandotomakeituptoyou?”

Me:“Icameheretoseesomeonewhoislockedupandthatman…”

“Done,I’llappointyouaguardwhowillhelpyouwiththeprocessandtakeyouthrough.Please

don’treportus,wealreadyhaveabadreputationandwe’llloseourjobs.”

Nx!

Menwillneverchange,Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifHanyane’scaseisdroppedandhe’scalledback

towork.

IfindBeautywaitingformeinasinglewaitingroom,she’sbaldandhaslostweight.Ican

almostfeeltheamountofangersheholdsinside.

Isitdownoppositeher.Mymindhasgoneblank,everythingIwantedtosaytoherislost.

Beauty:“Ithoughtyouhadforgottenaboutme.”

ThesoundofhervoicebringsbackeveryquestionIhadlikeaflood.

Me:“Whydidyoukillmymother?”

Igowiththefirstquestionmymindprovides.

Shedoesn’thaveananswerforme.

Me:“Didshegivebirthtotwins?”

Hereyesgivemetheanswerastheyenlargeinwonder.

Me:“WhathappenedtothebabyBeauty?Didyoukillthebaby?”



Hersilenceisstartingtoannoyme.

Me:“You’reinjail,youmightaswellconfess,thereisnohopeforyou.”

I’m hopingthatshetellsme,Iwon’tleavethisplaceuntilIknowwhathappened.

Beauty:“Yourmotherhadtwinsyes,hewasthefirsttopopout.”

Shecracks.

Me:“He?Mybrother?Ihadabrother?”

Shenods.

Beauty:“IhelpedNtoshgivebirth.Idon’tknowwhathappenedbut,whenIturnedtogiveyour

fatherthebaby,heslippedoutofmyarmsandhitthefloorheadfirst.Iknewhewasdeadwhen

hiscriesstopped.”

OhmyGod!

Beauty:“Yourmotherscreamedthesecondsheheardathump,therewasnotimeforherto

mourn.Youwerepushingyourwayoutandshehadtocontinuepushingoryouweregoingto

dieaswell.Heragonizingscreamsstillringinmyhead,Iwillneverforgetthehorrifiedlookon

herfacewhenherfirsttwindiedrightafterhisbirth.SethuI’m notabadperson,Iswear.”

Me:“Whatelsehappenedthatnight?”

Iam numb,Iwanttoscream andcryatthesametime.Iwanttojumpoffabridgeanddie.

Beauty:“Yourmotherwouldn’tletmeanywherenearyou,shekeptyouwithherandwouldn’tlet

mecleanyou.Shewouldn’tstopcryingandthreatingtoreportmeformurder,Ipleadedwithher

but,shewouldn’thearmeout.Sowhenyourfatherlefttheroom,Itookadvantageofherfrail

stateandputapillowoverherface.Shewouldn’tdie,ittookawhileforhertostopfightingme.

Yourmotherdidn’tdiegivingbirth,youweretoldhalfthetruth.Shediedofasphyxiation.Your

fatherwalkedintheroom justasIremovedthepillowfrom herface.That’swhenwedecideto

burythem inthebackyard,IhadAyizeandyoutothinkabout,Icouldn’tgotojail.”

Sherevealsthedeadlysecret.Whyam Iemotionless?Whyam Inotcrying?

Me:“Whydidn’tyoukillmeaswell?”

Sheshould’vekilledme.

Beauty:“SethuI’m sorry.”

Me:“You’renotsorryBeauty,you’reonlysorryyougotcaught.”

Beauty:“I’m goingtogoaway.”

Sheannouncesrandomly.

Beauty:“Iguessthisisyourdestinymychild,you’redestinedtobealone.”

Whatjusthappened?



Herfacehaschanged,she’snottheBeautythatwasremorsefulsecondsago.

Beauty:“YouhaveagoodheartSethuandyouhavesomuchlovetogive.Theproblem isthat

theloveyougivecausesdeath.Youhelpedyourbrotherentertheworldbypushinghim before

youandhemethisdeath.Yourmotherdiedtooafterembracingyouinherarms.Everyoneyou

lovewillleaveyou,Ayizeisnext,Gingerwillfollow,thenMbaliwillfollowafterandthatmanyou

lovesomuch.Hewillleaveyoutoo,it’sbetterthatyou’realone.You’reacursemychild,I’m

sorry.”

Sheburstsoutlaughing,standsupandbeginstotoddleaway.Theguardfollowsbehindher,I’m

leftintheroom,unabletomove.Herwordsreplayinginmymindlikeabrokenrecord.

<<<Endofflash>>>

ThisistheonlywaytokeepStylesalive,he’ssafewhenhe’sawayfrom me.Everyoneis.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

167*

SETHU*

Iam inpainandIdon’tunderstandit.Howcanahumanbeingbesubjectedtosomuchagony?

Howcanlovehurtsomuch?

Idrovetothecemeterytovisitmymother’sgrave,I’m contemplatingonwhethertogoornot.

I’m gettingacallfrom Amara.

Me:"Hey.”

LikemytearssenseherpresencetheygushoutofmyeyesandI’m sobbinginajiffy.

Amara:“OhSethu.Whereareyoumylove?”

Me:“I’m atthecemetery,Idon’tknowwhyI’m hereAmara.Idon’tknowboththesepeoplethat

areburiedhere.Myuncleandmymother,Ineededtofeelwanted.”

I’m tryingtospeakthroughthesesobs,

Amara:“Sethuit’snotsafethere,comeoverandwe’lltalk.”

Me:“Idon’tknow,it’slate.Idon’twanttobotheryouandRandall.”

Amara:“You’refamily,youwon’tbebotheringusatall.”

Me:“Idon’twanttointrudeAmara.”

Amara:“Heystop,Itoldyouit’snotaproblem.”

Me:“IsStylesthere?”

IwishIcouldturnbacktimeandtakebackthewordsIsaidtohim.

Amara:“He’snot.”

Me:“Ipushedhim away,it’swhatIwantedyouknowandthecraziestthingisthatIcan’tbreathe.

HisabsenceismorepainfulthananythingIhaveeverfelt.”

Iconfesswhatwascongealedinmyheart.

Amara:“Idon’tunderstand.Whatdoyoumeanyouwantedtopushhim away?”

Sheinquires,Icanhearasparkofconfusioninhervoice.

Me:“Peoplethatbelongtomeendupleavingme,mymotherandsisterwerethefirstones.



Thenmyfather,hewasaterriblepersonAmarabut,hewasmyfatherandIlovedhim.Ishowed

him nothingbut,hateinhislastmoments.”

Amara:“Ohsweetie,that’snottrue.You’reonly…”

Icutherhalfway.

Me:“It’strueAmara,Styleswasgoingtoleavemeonewayortheother.ThisiswhyIpushed

him away,Idon’twanthim todie.”

Amara:“Wheredidyougetthatidea?”

Me:“Itdoesn’tmatter.”

Amara:“ListentomeSethu,comehomenow.We’lltalkwhenyougethere.”

Shecommands,God-knowsIneedashouldertocryon.

Me:“I’m onmyway.”

I’m startledbyamanpassinginfrontofmycar,Ididn’tseethedirectionhecamefrom.He

stopsmid-way,looksatmeandcontinuesonhisway.

Me:“That’sstrange.”

Mythoughtsescapemymind.

Amara:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Isitnormalforpeopletobelurkingaroundatthegraveyardatthistime.”

Amara:“10pm?Totallynotnormalatall.Istheresomeonethere?”

Me:“Yeah,somecreepyguy.Hewaslookingatme.”

Amara:“Sethugetoutoftherenow.”

Ihearthesoundofbreakingglassanditgetsmyattentionasfastasthesoundofagunshot,

theshardsscatteralloverme.

Amara:“Sethu,whatwasthat?”

Me:“Someonethrewsomethingthroughmywindow.”

I’m panickingandtryingtostartthecar,myhandsaretremblingI’m hastilytryingtoturnthekey.

Amara:“Randall,Randall.”

IhearAmarascream overthephone.

Me:“Amara,Ican’tstartthecar.”

Amara:“WhoisthereSethu?Canyoudescribethem?”

Iscanmysurroundings,itisdeadsilent.Thereisnooneinsight,onlythefogcoveringthe



gravesandapiercingsilencethathasmyheartthuddinghardonmychestlikeadrum beat

duringaninitiation.

Me:“No,I’m alone.I’m soscaredAmara.”

IexpressandwhatIsayisnothingcomparedtowhatIfeel.

Amara:“Sethu,Ineedyoutocalm downbaby,youwon’tbeabletostartthecarifyou’relikethis.”

Okay,Ineedtobreathe.

Amara:“Randallhurry.”

Hershoutingalarmsme.

Amara:“It’sSethu,she’sintrouble.”

Ihearherexplain.

“Sethuwhereareyou?I’m comingtogetyou.”

Randallsoundstoocalm andIcan’tbreathefrom thispanic,mystomachisinknotsandmy

bodyispulsatingwithheat.

Me:“Atthecemetery,Idon’tknowifyou’llmakeitRandall?”

Isay,myheartbeatingharder,ifitcouldscream thenthisisit.

Randall:“Why?”

Me:“Becausethere’samaninfrontofmycarandhe’ssmilingatme.”

IexplainthehorrorthatI’m observing.

Randall:“Calm down,don’tputupafightokay.”

NowI’m moresacred.

Me:“WhatdoesthatmeanRandall?”

Randall:“Theyaregoingtotakeyouaway,don’tputupafightSethu.Theywon’thurtifyoudon’t

fightthem.”

Me:“Randall,he’swalkingaroundthecar.”

Randall:“I’llfindyouSethu,beassuredofthat.”

Me:“I’m scaredRandall.”

I'm whimperingwithfear.

Randall:“Iknowsweetheart,Iknow.”

Myeyesfollowthisstrangeman’smovement,he’sglaringatmewithasmuglook.

Me:“Helpmeplease.”



Randall:“Whatdoestheguylooklike?”

Hestandsatthedoorandknocks,hisgrinsendscoldshiversdownmyspine.Myfirstthought

istousethepassenger’sdoorandescape,Icanrunfast,I’llprobablyreachthemainroad

beforehegetstome.

Randall:“WhatdoeshelooklikeSethu?”

Me:“He’swhite,it’stoodarktoseehisfacialfeatures.”

Iexplainwhiletryingtojumptotheotherside,I’m stoppedbyanothermanwhostandsonthe

passenger’sside.Myeyeswideninshockandhorror,apsychoticspinechillinglaugherupts

from him.I’m dead,I’m goingtodie.

Randall:“That’sokay,remembertostaycalm Sethu,I’m onmyway.”

Thedriver’sdoorswingsopenwithRandall’spromise,aloudscream evadesmymouthasthe

mangrabsmeandpullsmeout.

Me:“Help,Randall.”

Iscream.

Iclingtothemobilephoneonmyhandasifit’stheonlythingthatcouldkeepmesafe.Theman

clenchesastronggriponmybiceps,hesnatchesthephonefrom me.I’m screamingandtrying

tofighthim off,he’stallandbigcomparedtome.

“Shutthefuckupbitch.”

Hegrowls,itcompelsmetoclogmyscreamswithmyhand.He’sonthephone,laughing

scornfully.

“Oldbuddy.”

Hesays,hisvoiceiscoatedwithanger.

“Atoothforatoothright?”

Hechortlescoldly,thesecondguywalksoverandstopsnexttome.

“Fuckyoutoo.”

Themanonthephonecusses.

WhyisRandallarguingthisman?Heshouldbeonhisway.

“I’dliketoseeyoutry.”

He’stauntingRandall,hetakesanotherdisdainfullaugh,throwsthephoneonthefloorand

tramplesonit.

“Getherinthecar.”

Hecommandsthesecondguywhogivesmeanevilgrin,hegrabsbothmyarmswithsomuch



forcethatIscream inpain.

“Shutupbitch.”

Myheadringsashislargehandmeetsmyface,heholdsmelikeapuppetasmybodybeginsto

sinktothefloor.He’shaulingmetothecar,mymindisevadedwiththoughtsofdeath.Next

timeit’sgoingtobemelyingsixfeetunder,mynameisgoingtobeinscribedonagravestone.

Me:“Styles.”

IcalltonooneinparticularasthismanthrowsmeintoablackSUVwithtintedwindows.Idon’t

knowwhereStylesis.Idon’tknowifI’lleverseehim againormyfamily.

NOMBULELO*

Mbusohasn’tleftmysidesinceIcameto,it’slateatnightandhesaysthathe’sspendingthe

night.HonestlyI'm luckytobealiveaftercomingsoclosetodeath.

Me:"Areyouallowedtobehereatthistime?”

IaskMbuso.

Mbuso:“Itookanextrashiftsoyeah,Icanbehere.”

He’smassagingmyfeet,theyfeelnumb.

Mbuso:“Somuchhashappenedsinceyoufellintoacoma,youwon’tbelieveit.”

HenervouslystartsandIcan’tcomprehendwhathecouldbetalkingabout.

Me:“I’m listening.”

Heclearshisthroat,hiseyesholdasecretandtheykeepavoidingme.

Mbuso:“Iwantyoutohearthisfrom me.”

Heprepareshimselfforaconfession,Ican’tthinkofanythingbutmybaby.”

Me:“IsitGoku?”

Myheartisdancingonmythroat,Ican’timagineanythinghappeningtohim.

Withhisheadbowedheraiseshiseyes,thendropsthem.Iknowthismanenoughtoknow

whenhe’ssecreting,hecan’thideanythingfrom me.

Me:“Tellme,mybabyisokayMbuso.”

Mbuso:“Yourfamilywasfightingforrightsoveryou,Jonaswantedtointroduceourbabytothe

Mhlongos.Icouldn’tallowitsoIhadtogetamarriagecertificatetoprovethatwe’remarried

justso,Icanhaverightsoveryouandthebaby.”



Herecitestheshortstory.

Me:“MyunclewantedtogiveZumarightsovermybaby?”

Insteadofansweringhenods.

Me:“Whywouldhedothat?”

TosayI’m hurtwouldprovetobesarcasm,JonasknowshowIfeelaboutthatman.Ifthisishis

wayofprotectingmelikeheclaimsthenIdon’tneedit.Iwouldratherbeindanger.

Mbuso:“Lelo.DidyouhearwhatIsaid?We’resupposedlymarried.”

Andthethoughtofitmakeshim nervous,orisitmyindefiniterejoinder.

Me:“IdidMbuso,IunderstandwhyyoudiditandIlovethethoughtofbeingMrs.Xaba.”

Hesmilesbrightly,itdisappearsasfastasitcame,hemovesfrom myfeettostandoverme.

Mbuso:“YouknowIloveyou,right?”

Andaren’tIlucky?

Me:“NotmorethanIloveyou.”

Mbuso:“Ihavesomethingforyou.”

Hegoestoacabinetontheleft,fiddlesinitandcomesoutwithababybluegiftbag,hehandsit

tome.Ifrownsmileathim andthissurprise.

Whyishesonervy?

Mbuso:“Openit.”

Hesaysfidgetingwithhishands,hesendsonebehindhisneckandrubsitwithraisedeyebrows

andanticipationgrowingonhisface.

Me:“Okay,relaxXaba.”

It’sbabybooties,theyareblueandthecutestthingIhaveeverseen.

Me:“TheyarebeautifulMbuso,butwedon’tknowifwe’regoingtohaveaboyoragirl.”

He'ssmilingatme,he’suptosomething.

Me:“Whathappened?”

He’llstarttolooklikeanidiotifhecontinueslikethis.

Mbuso:“Won’tyoufeelhowsofttheyareinside,Gokuwillbefloatingonairwiththese.”

Hisstatementdrivesanippylaughfrom me.I’m familiarwiththisnervouslook,hegetsquitea

fewofthose.

Me:“Hewon’tbeabletowalkatthisage.”



That’showtinytheyare,hisassertionpromptsmeintowaddingmyhandinthebooties.There’s

somethinginthisone,Ipullitoutusingmypinkiefinger.Myheartstopsatthesightofthis

beautifulringonmyhand.Myemotionsovertakeme,Igazeathim andhe’sonhisknees.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Thetearsinmyeyescometobearwitnessofthisbreathtakingmoment.Hespringshishandto

taketheringfrom me.

Mbuso:“You’retheonlywomanformeandIwanttospendmylifelearninghowtoloveyou

right.”

Mbuso:“IwantyouandGokutohavemysurname,ngicelaubengowamimaMngoma.Ngicela

ungishadentokazi?”(Willyoubemine?Willyoumarryme?)

Iam dumbfounded,Ineversawthiscoming.He’slookingupatme,unsureofwhatmyanswer

wouldbe.Hefurrowsabrow,I’m makinghim waitandit’snotintentional,mymindistryingto

processeverything.

Mbuso:“Lelo.”

Mynameswooshesoutofhismouth,heraiseshishandtowipethetricklesofsweatforming

onhisforehead.AsIwipemytearsthathaveblindedmyvision,Igivehim myhand.Ican’twait

tohavetheringonmyfinger.

Mbuso:“O-Okay.Idon’tknowwhatthismeans.”

Hestammers.

Me:“YesMbuso,Iwillmarryyou.”

Aghostlysmiledistractshim.

Mbuso:“Yes?”

Heconfirms.

Me:“Athousandtimesyes,Iwillmarryyou.”

Hedropshishead,he’ssobbing.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Hewipeshisfacebeforeliftinghisgaze.

Me:“Theproposalisnotcompletewithoutthering.”

Hesnickersatmywords,slipstheringonmyfingersandrisestokissme.

Mbuso:“Thankyou.”

Hepecksmylips.

Mbuso:"Iloveyouchubbycheeks.”



Me:“Yeah,aboutthat.I’m notafanofthatnameanymore.”

Mbuso:“Whynot?”

Doeshenotseeallthisfatonme?

Me:“Really?”

Mbuso:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingaboutandthenamestays,sisi.”

Me:“Sisi?Ngiyingondusoyakho,notyoursister.”(I’m youfiancénotyoursister.)

Hesmiles.

Mbuso:“Mybeautifulfiancé.”

Me:“OhhowIlovethesoundofthat.”

Isayatthetopofmyvoiceinexultation,Mbusosniggers.

Mbuso:“Heywe’reatthehospital.”

Hehushesme.

Me:“Idon’tcare,I’m thehappiestwomanrightnow.”

Mbuso:“You’reamazingyouknow,that.”

Me:“Nowthatyousaidit,youcan’ttakeitback.Don’tcometomeonedaysayingnywenywe

Lelo,nywenyweisicefe,Iwillremindyouofthismomentwhenyoudeclaredmyawesomeness.”

(SayingI’m nuisance.)

Helaughs.

Mbuso:“Youshouldremindme,Iforgeteasily.”

Me:“Xabathankyoufortoleratingme,IknowIhavebeenapainintheassandyouhadto

toleratemynonsense.I’m sorryforeverything.”

Mbuso:“Youweremypainintheass,don’tworryaboutitmylove.”

Thiskissstillfeelsamazing.

RANDALL*

Me:“Sethu,hello.”

Sethuisscreaming,Ican’thearanythingmore.

Amara:“What’shappening?”

Herscreamsarereplacedbyascornfullaughfrom anunfamiliarvoice.



“Oldbuddy.”

Amalevoicesoundsonthereceivingend.

Me:“Whothefuckareyou?”

“Atoothforatoothright?”

Herespondsashegurglescoldly.

Isthatsupposedtobeacodeorsomething?

Me:“I’m goingtofindyouandI’llkillyou.”

Amaradropsonachair,shefallsintoawelloftears.

“I’dliketoseeyoutry.”

Thebastardhangsup.

Atoothforatooth?

Whoisthat?Hespoketomeasifheknowsme,hisarrogancewastheloudest.Whoeverheis

I'm goingtokillhim

Me:“Amara?”

Isquatbeforeher.

Me:“I’m goingtofindher,don’tworry.”

IassureherasIdialStyles'number.

Amara:“TheyaregoingtokillherRandall.”

Shesaysrevealingherfears.

Me:“Theywon’t,theywantsomethinginexchangeforher.”

Ilie,Idon’tknowwhatthosepeoplewantandIhavenocluewhotheyare.

Amara:“Promiseme,youwillfindher.”

Me:“Don’tworry.”

Stylesisnotansweringhisphone.”

Me:“Ihavetogoout,makesurethedoorsarelocked.”

Amara:“Pleasebecareful.”

Me:“TakeLiyawithyouwhenyougotobed,shecansleepwithyou.Iprobablywon’tbebacktill

morning.”

Shenods.



Amara:“Sethuhasbeenthroughenough,theycan’thurtheragain.Shewon’tsurvivethis.”

Me:“Iknow,Ihavetogo.”

Ipeckhercheek.

Amara:“Becarefulplease.”

Me:“Iwill,Iloveyou.”

Amara:“Iloveyou.”

I’m outofthedoorinaflash,Icalloneoftheguardswanderingoutside.

Me:“Comewithme.”

Wearegoingtoneedbackup,IhaveNeo’snumberonstandby.

Neo:“Yesyes,bozza.Uzethefutureking,howfaroga?”(What’shappening?)

Whatishehappyabout?

Me:“Sethuhasbeentaken.”

Iintroducethebadnews.

Neo:“Ican’thearyoufrom here,letmemove.”

Icanhearhim perfectly.

Neo:“SorryZeeandthegirlsarehere.Ididn’twantthem tohearanyofthis.”

Heexplainshisdelay.

Neo:“Whendidthishappen?”

Me:“It’sbeentenminutes.”

Neo:“WhataboutStylos?Doesheknow?”

Me:“He’snotansweringhisphone.”

Neo:“Styloskestlaela,Idon’tknowhowwearefriendswithhim.”(Stylesisafool.Youknow.)

He'sserious.

Me:“I’m comingover,wehavetotraceher.”

Neo:“Idoubtshehasherphonewithher.”

Me:“It’sgoingtobehardtofindherNeo.”

Neo:“Iknow,I’lltryStylos’number.”

Me:“Atoothforatooth,that’swhattheguysaid.Doyouknowwhatitmeans?”

Thereisamessageinthat



Neo:“No,we’llaskStylos.”

Me:“That’sifheanswershisphone.”

Neo:“IthinkweshouldhaveAmaracallhim,he’llanswer.Rightnowhethinksthatwewantto

disturbhispeace,that’swhyhe’signoringourcalls.”

HowdidInotthinkofthat?

Me:“I’llaskhertocallhim.”

Neo:“I’llseeyoujustnow.”

Stylesisthemastermindofthebunch,he’llknowwheretofindSethu.

NEO*

DoItellZeewhathashappenedtohersister?She’ssittingintheloungewithhersiblings.

Me:“Zee?”

Sheturnstome,GingerissittingwithherheadrestingonZee’sshoulder,whileMbalihas

isolatedherselfonasinglecouch.

Neo:“Don’tyouthinktheyshouldgotobed,it’slate.”

Zee:“You’reright.”

Ginger:“Themovieisnotoveryet.”

Shewhines.

Me:“Youcanwatchittomorrowbaba.”

Ginger:“Tomorrowisschoolandsiswon’tletuswatchTV.”

Ayize:“Atleastyouknow,nowgotobed.”

Gingerbeginstotrudgeherfeettowardsthecorridor,Mbaliremainsseated.

Ayize:“Mbali,youheardwhatIsaid.”

SheignoresZeeasshekeepshereyesonthephoneinherhand.Idon’tunderstandhowkids

heragecanhavecellphones.

Ayize:“Mbalingikhulumanawe.”(I’m talkingtoyou.)

Mbali:“Iheardyougeez.”

Sherespondsrudely.

Ayize:“Girlyoubetterwatchyourmouth,I’m notyourfriend.”



Mbalimumblessomethingonlyknownbyher.

Ayize:“Whatdidyousay?”

Mbali:“Nothing.”

Shereplieswithoutlookingather,AyizeisnarkedbyMbali'sattitude.Sheshakesherheadas

shelooksatme.ShemarchestoMbali,snatchesthephoneandthiscausesMbalitojumpup.

Mbali:“Hey,givethatback.”

Sheraiseshervoicewhiletryingtotakethephoneback.

Ayize:“IloveyoutooUlutho.”

ShereadsamessageonMbali’sphone.

Mbali:‘Giveitback.”

Mbalishouts.

Ayize:“WhoisthisboyMbali?Doyouhaveaboyfriend?”

Mbali:“No,he’smyfriend.Givemebackmyphone.”

Ayize:“I’m notgoingtogiveyouthisphone,you’retooyoungMbali.Boyswillplayyou.”

Mbali:“Whatdoyouknow?”

Sheshouts.

Me:“Mbali?”

Shefoldsherarmsacrossherchestandpullsaface,thischildistwelve.

Me:“That’snothowyoutalktoanadult.”

Ichastiseher.

Ayize:“UyayaziimpamaMbali?Talktomesengathiuyehlaes’hlahleniandIwillslapyou

senseless.”(Doyouknowaslap?Asifyou’reclimbingdownatree.)

Mbali:‘Whatever.”

Mbali’sattitudeisgettingoutofhand.

Ayize:“QhubekaMbali,qhubeka,yezwa?”(Continue.)

ShepointsaforefingeratMbali,warningher.

Me:“Zee.”

Ayize:“NoNeo,Iwillnothearfrom achild,she’sdisrespectful.”

Mbali:“Iwantmyphone.”



Shepersistent.

Me:“Mbaligotobed,we’lltalkaboutyourphoneinthemorning.”

Mbali:“Argh,youpeopleareboring.”

Shegrowlsasshewalksaway.

Ayize:“Yeywena.”(Heyyou.)

Ayizeshoutsafterher.

Me:“She’sjustakidZee.”

Ayize:“AngidlalinenganeNeo,Iwillputhertoorder.”(Idon’tplaywithkids.)

Me:“You’resosexywhenyou’reangry.”

I’m deniedthesmileIwasexpecting.

Ayize:“Areyoutryingtomakemeforgetthatgirls’lackofmanners?”

Inodreluctantly.

Ayize:“Well,it’sworking.”

Shetakesupasmile,hooksherarmsaroundmyneck.Ienwrapmyarmsaroundherandpull

herintome,Icannevergetusedtothis.Itstillfeelslikeadream.

Me:“You’rereallymineZee?”

Iwhisper,leaningintoherlips.

Ayize:“It’sbeenlongoverdue,yousurekeptmewaiting.”

Me:“Nomore,wearegoingtoliveourbestlivesfrom nowon.IwillprotectandhonouryouZee.”

Shesmilesbeforeourlipsmeet,Islidemyhandacrossherbodyandrestoneonhercheek.

“Really?Howcomeyou’reallowedtohaveaboyfriend?”

Mbaliisback.

Ayize:“Voetsekhamb’olala.”(Pissoffandgotosleep.)

Sheshoutsather,Mbalirushesbacktotheroom.Zeecanbeverystrict.

Me:“Uzeiscomingtogetme.”

Imakeitknownittoher.

Ayize:“Okay.”

That’sit?Shewon’taskwherewearegoing?

Ayize:“Areyougoingtokeepmewaiting?”



Shewantstoknowwherewe'reheadedto.

Me:“Waiting?”

Ayize:“You’regoingtotellmewhereyou’regoing.”

HowdoItellherthathersisterhasbeenkidnapped?

Ayize:“Didsomethinghappen?”

Iswearsheseesthroughme.

Me:“Promisemeyou’llstaycalm.”

Shestaresatmeasshewaitsforanexplanation.

Me:“Zee…”

Ayize:“SaysomethingNeo.”

Sheplodsclosertome.

Me:“MissShasbeentaken.”

Ibreakthenews,ithasn’tsunkinyet.

Me:“Shewaskidnapped.”

Icontinue.

Ayizefallsbackonthecouchatthisbombshell,Isitnexttoherandholdherhand.

Me:“We’regoingtofindher.”

I’m notsureifwewill,Stylosisnothere.

Ayize:“Whotookher?”

Me:“Wedon’tknowbut,we’regoingtofindout.”

Zeeisnotokay,she’stryingtobestrong.

Ireceiveatextfrom Randall,he’soutside.

Me:“Ihavetogo,don’topenthedoorforanyoneokay.”

Ayize:“Yeah.”

Shewhispers,softly.

Me:“Trynottoworrytoomuch.”

Ayize:“Bringherbackhomeplease.”

Me:“Wewillbaba.”

Zee’sstrengthamazesme,itleavesmeastounded.



Ayize:“BecarefulNeo,youbettercomeback.”

Shefollowsmetothedoorasshegivesacommand.”

Me:“Yesmam.”

Ayize:“IswearNeo,ifsomethinghappenstoyou,Iwon’tgotoyourfuneral.”

Me:“Iwon’tletanythinghappentome.”

Ayize:“Good.”

Shewrapsherarmsaroundmyneck,anddrawsinforakiss.

Idon’tknowthemissionwe’regoingto,Idon’tknowifanyofuswillcomeoutalive.IfIcanfulfil

thispromiseImadeher.

Imovemylipstohers,there’sahesitationinthekissandit’sunhurried.Ipeckhersoftpursed

lipsacoupleoftimesfollowedbyaninsatiableopenmouth,notonguejustourlipsmingling

witheachother.Thekissiswet,sizzlingandsteamy.Myhandstraveltohercurveswithlight

gripsbutwithforce.There’sanencouragement,dominionandpleading,hersoftskinagainst

myhardmuscles.Thekissisgrowingwithanticipation.

Thismindblowingkisssayssee–you-soon,it’sapromiseofthingstocomealthough,I’m not

sureifIcankeepthepromise.Myheartfeelsheavy.Idon’tknowifI’llseeZeeagain.Howwill

shetakeitifIdonotcomeback?

Breakingofffrom thekissprovestobeamission,I’m astounded,myheadfeelslightwith

giddiness,thiswomanjustrockedmyworld.

Shefollowsmetothedoor,hereyestellingmetocomeback.Myheartdropsatthesoundof

thedoorshut,Iwanttoturnmyheadbut,IknowthatIwillbecompelledtogoback.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

168*

NEO*

Jawclenched,handsclutchedonthesteeringwheel,engrossedontheroadaheadandinutter

silence,Uzeisdrivinginfullspeed.Hehasn’tutteredawordbut,thegreetinghegavewhenI

hoppedintothecar.Theguardatthebackseatisterrified.

Me:“Ogapleasena,Ibeg.Youwillkillusooo.”(Bosspleaseslowdown.)

MypleaisunheardasUzecontinuestodrivefaster.

Me:“LookI’m usedtothis,theadrenalinrushbut,thispoormanisabouttohaveaheartattack.

Havemercyonhim,hehasafamily.”

Uzeistryingtogetuskilled,I’m tooyoungtodie.

“I’m notafraid.”

Theidiotsays,he’sruiningeverything.

Me:“Shutup,I’m tryingtosaveyourlifehereandyou’rebeingungrateful.”

“Ye,babaIsaidI’m notafraidofanything.Theonewhoisterrifiedhereisyou.”

Stupididiot.

He’sright,Iam scaredtothecore.

Me:“YouseeUze,thisiswhatablackmandoes.Youtrytohelphim andtheythrowitbackat

you."

Ipeekbehindmetoseethisman'sface.

Me:"Luister,jysalkakvandag.Thisisnotthesameasguardingadoor,jyvurstaan.”(Listen,

we’renotgoingtoplaytoday.Doyouunderstand?)

Heclickshistongue.

Me:“Uze?Wheredidyougetthisfool?He’llgetuskilled.”

Randall:“Youmeanyou’llgetuskilled.We’renotthereyetandyou’retremblinginyourboots.”

Me:“Hehehe,Uzeonalejokesneh.”(Youhavejokes.)

Eish!!!



WhyhashetakenaU-turntothecemetery?”

Me:“IthinkyoutookthewrongturnOga.Youcanturnbackthere,theroadwilltakeustothe

freeway.”(Boss.)

Ipointattheofframp.

Randall:“Ididn’ttakethewrongturnNeo.”

Me:“Doyourealisethatyou’redrivingintothecemetery?”

Henodsasananswer.

Me:“Uzemaraleuena,Iknowthatthisisnormalinyourfather’sland,butnotherekoMzansi.

WeareblackpeopleUze,werunwhilepassingacemeteryatnight,wedon’teventurntolookat

it.Uenayoudrivestraightinside?”(ButUze.)(You.)

Theguardislaughing,Iknowthathe’stremblingonthatseat.

Randall:“ThisiswhereSethuwastaken,wemightgetaclue.”

Wait!What?

Me:“Styloshasdoneitagain.Howdoeshechoosethesewomen?”

Randall:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Am Itheonlyonewhocanseethis?

Me:“FirstitwasKhethulebohlanyabahae.NouditisdaaikortmeisieMissS.Whovisitsa

graveyardatnight?Maybeshewasn’tkidnapped,maybeademontookher.”(Khethuandher

crazinessandnowthatshortgirlSethu.)

IfthisguylaughsagainIwillnotbekind.

“Udizzysaani.”(You’restupid.)

Theguardtauntsme.

Me:“Otlanyelasaani.”(Youwillshityourself.)

Icomeback.

Randall:“Yourtheoriesdonotmakesense.”

Me:“Theydoinmyhead.”

Heclickshistongue.

UzethinksI’m lying,thesethingsarereal.

Randall:“There’snothinghereNeo,relax.”

He’scrazy.



Me:“Nothingbutghosts,demonsanddevilworshippers,Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifwemeetdaai

uglyman,Kenneth.”(That.)

Randallgivesmeabrieflook.That’sokay,hewillseeforhimself.Ipushmyseatbackandslide

downasweenterthecemetery.Uzefrownsatme.

Randall:“Whatareyoudoing?”

Me:“Iwanttorest,it’slate.kerobalakanakoena.”(Isleepatthistime.)

“Coward.”

WhydidUzebringthismanhere?

Me:“Joumau.”(Cussing.)

Randall:“There’sthecar.”

Me:“Where?”

Randall:“Righthere,getupyou’llseeit.”

Me:“Nokesharp.”(I’m okay.)

Hestopsthecar,opensthedoorand…

Randall:“Let’sgo.”

Whatdidhesay?

Me:“I’m stillsleepingUze,takethisfoolattheback.I’llkeepaneyeonthecar.”

I’m notgettingoutofthiscar.

Randall:“Guarditwhilesleeping?”

Me:“Yeah,securityguardssleepondutyanditworksforthem so,thisworksformetoo.”

Hejumpsoutofthecar.

Me:“ClosethedoorOga.”(Boss.)

Shit,thisplaceisscary.

Randallslamsthedoorclosed,theguardfollowshim.

Me:“Aregetoutofthecar?Nahana,hakehlanyenna.Nxa.”(Imagine,I’m notcrazy.)

Mydoorswingsopen,causingmetoscream.

Randall:“Relax,it’sme.”

Heshakeshisheadwithasimperonhisface.

Me:“Oga,you’renotfunny.”(Boss.)



Randall:“ComeoutNeo.”

Hetakesmyhandanddragsmeout.

Me:“Eish.”

Istandclosetohim,hepushesmeasideasIgrabthehem ofhissweater.

Me:“Thisplaceisspookyman.”

We’reinthemiddleofthegraveyard,thethickfogishoveringabovethegraves.Myheartis

racingfasterbythebeat.

Randall:‘HereisSethu'scar,wemightfindsomething.”

Mymindisnothere,myeyescan’tstopcasingoursurroundings.

Me:“Whatifsomethingiswatchingus?”

Iutterinuncertainty,Iam notcomfortablehere.

Randall:“Neofocusman.”

We’reatagravesite,it’sdarkoutsideandUzeissnappingatmefortellingthetruth.

Me:“Okay,okay.”

Breathe,thereisnothinghere.

But…

Me:“Didyouhearthat?”

Itakehishand,heyanksitaway.

Me:“ThereissomethinghereUze.”

Randall:“Youcan’tbeserious.”

Hegettingfrustrated.

Me:“I’m goingbacktothecar.”

Istarttowalkaftermyannouncement.

Randall:“You’renotgoinganywhere,weneedhelphere.”

Hepullsmeback.

TheguardisinspectingMissS’carso,Imightaswelldothis,thequickerthebetter.

“Boss,Ifoundsomething.”

Heholdsupabrokenphone,Isnatchitfrom him.

Me:“Wecan’tusethis.”



Randall:“Therehastobesomethingelsearoundhere.”

Thereisclearlynothing,weshouldgohome.

Me:“Uzelookoverthere.”

Ipointtowardsthegraves.”

Randall:“What?”

Uzeturnsonhisheal,hethinksIhavefoundaclue.

Me:“There’ssomeonethere.”

It’stoodarkhewon’tseeclearly.

Randall:“Where?”

Me:“Uze!!!”

Ishoutandruntothecarattheweirdhootingsound,Ishutthedoorandslideonmychair.

Uzecomesbackwiththeguard,hegivesmeadisappointedlook.

Randall:“Really?”

Me:“Pleasedrive,Idon’twanttohearanything.”

Randall:“Itwasanowl.”

Me:“Exactly,birdsofthenight.”

Iretort.

Thefactthatthereareowlsatagraveyardshouldbeenoughtomakeusrun.

AYIZE*

Great!NowIhavetobeworriedaboutSethuandNeo,Sethucanbestupidsometimes.She

bettermakeitoutofthisaliveorelseshewillhavemetodealwith.I’llgocrazyifIstayinthe

house,itwouldbebetterifwegotoAmara’s.

Sheanswersmyphonetheseconditrings.

Me:“Heylove.Canwecomeover?”

Amara:“Surebabe.Randalltoldyouwhathappened?”

Me:“Itfeelssounrealyouknow.”

Ireply.



Iwalkintheroom MbaliandGingerareusing,MbaliisonalaptopwhileGingersleeps

peacefully.

Me:“Wheredidyougetthat?”

Sheglaresatme.

Me:“Amara,I’llseeyoulater.”

Isendmygoodbyes,Mbaliwillgivemeaheadache.

Me:“Mbali,wheredidyougetthatlaptop?”

Mbali:“InStyles’room.”

Shegivesareplywithmoreattitude.

Me:“Firstofallhe’snotyourfriend,youwillnotaddresshim bynameandsecondlyputthat

thingback.”

Mbali:“I’m stillbusy.”

Iam beingtested.

Me:“Isaidputitaway.Didhegiveyoupermissiontouseit?”

Mbali:“Nobut…”

Me:“That’sallIwanttohear.”

Ishutthelaptop,shegivesmeadeathstare.

Mbali:“Ihateyou.”

Me:“Yeah,you’llgetoverit.”

Mbali:“You’llneverbemymotheryouknow?”

Thischild.

Howlongisshegoingtoputupthisact?

Me:“Putonyourjacketwe’regoingout.”

IgiveherinstructionsasIwakeGingerup.

Mbali:“I’m notgoinganywhere.”

Mbalimakesmyheartstop,Iam notpreparedforthisparentingthing.

Me:“Mbaliwillyoustopandworkwithme,IhavesomuchgoingonandIdon’tneedtodealwith

yourbrattybehaviour.”

Didshejust…

Me:“Yeywena.Didyoujustrollyoureyesatme?”(Heyyou.)



Shedoesitagain.

Me:“Theproblem isthatIhaveneverlaidafingeronyou,Mbali,Iam notyourfriend,watchit

girlyorelse.”

Shegetsoffthebedandstartstoheadtothedoor.

Me:“Takeyourjersey,we'regoingout.”

Irepeatmywords,Gingerisawakeandputtingonhershoes.

We'reinthecarheadedtoAmara’shouse.She’stheonetoopenthedoorforusaswegetthere.

Amara:“Hey.”

She’sahuggerlikeSethu,Imissthosehugsrightnow.

Me:“Theywanttosleep.”

GingerhasbeengrumpysinceIwokeherup.

Amara:“I’llshowthem whereLiyanaissleeping.”

Me:“Careful,thisonebites.”

IwhispertoherasIrefertoMbali,shelaughswhileleadingthem totherooms.Mbaliworries

mealot,IdoubtI’llbeabletohandleher.MaybeitwouldbebestifIsendthem tolivewithmy

aunt.Mylifeisbarelysteady,Ihavesomuchtodo,getajob,studyfurtherandthenmaybeIwill

takethem withme.

Thisisbutatoughdecisiontomake,Gingerhatesitthere.Shewantsnothingtodowiththem.

“Hey,Ituckedthem in.Theyaresleepingnow.”

Amarastatesasshewalksintothekitchen,I’m inherebecauseI’m hungry.

Me:“Tuckedthem in,abagogolabomoes.”(Theyareold.)

Shelaughs.

Me:“Ihopeyoudon’tmind,I’m famished.”

I'm referingtothefood.

Amara:“Notatall.”

Shepositionsherbodyonasit.

Me:“Doyouthinktheywillfindher?”

Amara:“Randallisgoodatthis.”

Me:“OhRandybaby.Howdidyougetentangledwiththesedangerousmen?”

Isitoppositeherwithaplateoffood,Ican'thavethisconversationwithSethuandAmara



seemstobeokaywiththegunsplasteredaroundher.

Amara:“Longstory.”

She'ssmiling.

Me:“Wehaveallnight.”

Amara:“LetmecallStylesfirst,everyoneistryingtogetaholdofhim.Ileftsomanymissed

calls,heshould’vecalledbynow.”

Me:“Wherecouldhebe?”

It’sstrangeforhim todisappearlikethis.

Amara:“He’soutoftown.”

Sherepliesasshedialshisnumber,Iwatchherinabatedbreath.

Amara:“It’soff.”

Sheannounceswithasadvoice.

Me:“Isitbadthatit'soff?”

Amara:“Idon’tknow,NeoandRandallarealoneinthisandwedon’tknowhowdangerousthe

peoplewhotookherare.”

Me:“Idon’tcare,Iwantmysisterhomeandunharmed.”

Amara:“MetooZee.”

HerretortputsasmileonmymouthuponhearingthenameNeodubbedmewith.

Amara:“You’reblushing.”

MaybeIam,Ihaveareasontoblush,I’m happy.

RANDALL*

Aftercomingemptyhandedatthecrimescene,wewentbacktoStyles’house.Ayizehasgone

tomyhouse,sothiswillgiveustimetoputaplantogetherandfindoutwhothosepeopleare.

Neoislyingonthecouchwithanicepackonhisforehead.

Me:“Howistheheadache?”

Ihandhim acupofblacktea,hebringshimselftositup.

Neo:“Gettingworse.”

Hetakesasipandspitsitbackinthecup.



Me:“Don’ttellme,youcan’thandlehottea.”

Hemakesasourface.

Neo:“NoUzeman.Areyoutryingtokillme?Whatisthis?”

Me:“It’stea.”

Neo:“Areyousure,ittasteslikeyouputcoughmedicineinit.”

He’scomplaining.

Nice.

Me:“DidyoutraceStyles’phone?”

Iprefertoignorehisremark.

Neo:“Yeah,he’satsomemotelinPietermaritzburg.Igottheirnumber,andhisroom number.”

Me:“Canyoudothat?”

Neo:“Heusedhiscreditcardsotrackinghim waseasy.”

TrustNeotodoagoodjob.

Me:“Letmecallhim,timeisnotonourside.”

Hepointsatapieceofpaperonthetable,thephoneisringing,Stylesisnotanswering,I’m

goingtokillhim.

“Yeah.”

Heanswersaftermanyrings.

Me:“You’refullofshit,youknowthat?”

Ihiss.

He’ssleepingpeacefullywhilewe’restressing.

Styles:“Dammit,I‘m goingtokillNeo.”

Hegrunts.

Hehasfiguredouthowwegotthisnumber.

Me:“You’restupidStyles.Sincewhendoyourunawayfrom yourproblems?”

Styles:“Can’tIgetabreakforonce?”

Me:“Okaygetyourbreak,whileSethuisindanger.”

Idropthenewslikeabomb.

Styles:“Sethuisindanger?”



Me:“Shewastakenbysomefucker.”

Styles:“Shit,shit.WhenRandall?”

Hesoundslikehe’sbustling.

Me:“It’sbeenawhileman,youhavetogethere.NeoandIareatyourhouse.”

Styles:“Fuck!”

Hegrowlsloudly.

Styles:“I’m goingtokillsomeone,Isweariftheytouchher.”

Me:“ShewasonthephonewithAmarawhentheytookher,sheidentifiedherkidnaperas

Caucasian.”

Styles:“Doyouthinkithastodowithsomethingwedidinthepast?”

It’sagiven.

Me:“Youknowitman.”

Styles:“Letmetransferthecalltomyphone.”

Ittakeslessthanaminutetogethim back.

Styles:“Waitaminute,itcouldbethatchurchofhers.Herpastorgavemenegativevibes,Ithink

he’sinagang.”

HeexpresseshisviewsbeforeIhearaloudbang.

Me:“Areyouonyourway?”

Styles:“I’m inthecar,I’lltrytodriveasfastasIcould.Keepmeposted,ifanythingcomesup.”

Me:“Willdo.”

Styles:“Checkoutthatpastorman,he’sdodgy,Idon’ttrusthim.”

Me:“Sure,there’ssomethingthatdickheadsaidonthephone.”

Iintroduce.

Me:“Atoothforatooth.Doesitringabell?”

Styles:“Atoothforatooth?”

Herepeatsmywords.

Styles:“Wefuckedupalotofpeopleinthepastman.”

Me:“Well,whateveritis,thesepeopleareoutforrevenge.”

Styles:“NotmySethu,ifit’sanenemyfrom thepastthen,theyknowwhatI’m capableof.”



Ifeelsorryforthem already,thismanisapsycho.

Me:“HurryStyles,timeisanenemyaswellandkeepyourphoneon.Theymightcalldemanding

aransom.”

Styles:“HowisAyizeandthegirls?”

Me:“Don’tworryaboutthem.”

Styles:“Cool,gocheckthatpastor.”

Hegivesademand.

Me:“I’m onit.”

Thephonegoesdead,hehungup.

Neo:“Leoatlaleolereng?”(Whatdidthatfoolsay?)

He’sangeredbyStyles’approachtowardshisbreakupwithSethu.

Me:“He’sonhisway.”

Neo:“Banna.”(Men)

Neoshakeshisheadasheliesbackdownandplacestheicepackonhisface.

Me:“Thereisnotimeforthat,wehavesomewheretobe.”

Neo:“Wherearewegoing?”

Me:“Church.”

Neo:“Youhavedecidedtorepentoga?Chineke.”(Boss.God.)

Hedramaticallydeclares.

Doesn’thehaveaheadache?

Me:“You’reapieceofworkNeo.”

Neo:“Idon’tknowaboutthatbut,Godisworkinghere.”

Me:“Evenwhenwe’regoingtokillapastor?”

Hisstupidsmilefades.

Neo:“We’regoingtokillapastor?”

Hisvoicequavers.

Me:“Let’sdothis.”

Ileadthewaytothecar.

Neo:“Ogawait,letmestaybehind.I’llwaitforStylostocomeback.”(Boss.)



Me:“You’recomingwithmejustincaseIrunoutofbullets,I'llneedhelp.”

Hegulpsandstepsback.

Neo:“Idon’twanttogotohellnna,mymotherwilllookformewhenshegetstoheavenand

she’lldieifshedoesn’tfindmethere.”

Me:“Stopwithyourstupidity.It’sgoingtobefine.”

Hejumpsinthecarafterme,theguardridesattheback.Neoissittingbackwithhisarms

acrosshischest,he’sterrified.I’llenjoythisforalittlewhile.

Tobecontinued…
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NEO*

We’reinGlenVistaparkedoutsidethepastor’shouse,thelightsareout.Thesepeopleare

sleeping,Uzemusthaveanideahowtodothis.

Me:“We’vebeencasingoutthisplaceforminutesnow.Theyaresleeping,wecangoback

home.”

Thismanhasasinisterlookonhisfaceandit’screepingmeout.

Me:“Uze.”

Isnapmyfingersonhisface,heblinksonceasheturnstofaceme.Igazeathim dewy-eyed,

hisblackstareisdevilish.

Whatdoesthismanhaveinhismind?

Me:“Oga,let’sgobackhome.I’m surethispoormanofGodknowsnothing,he’sinnocent.”

Randall:“We’renotgoingtodoanythingtohim Neo,justtalk.Itwoulddohim alotofgoodifhe

tellsusthetruth.”

Idon’ttrusthiswords.

“Boss,Ithinkweshouldhaveleftthebabyathome.”

Thisfoolisstillhere?

Me:“Fokofsaani.”(Pissoff.)

Randall:“We’regoingin.”

Hemovesoutofthecarandrunstowardsthegate.

Shit.

Idon’thaveachoicebuttofollowhim,theguardisstillsitting.

Me:“Andthenuena?”(You?)

Hefoldshisarmsacrosshischest.

“I’m stayingbehind.”

Thenhecallsmeacoward.Uzehasenteredthegate.



Howdidhedothat?

Icatchupwithhim andthesecondIgettohim adogcomesrunning.

Me:“Eyyyvoetsek.”(Pissoff.)

Iyelp,runningaroundUze.Thedogseemstohavemademethetarget,Uzeistryingtokickit.

Me:“EtlantomaUze.”(Itwillbiteme.)

Randall:“Stoprunning,itwon’tcomeafteryou.”

That’showblackpeoplearetricked,theytellyouthedogdoesn’tbiteuntilyouwakeupatthe

hospitalwithadogbiteupyourass.

IpushUzeinfrontofmeasIhidebehindhim.

Me:“Voetsek,Voetsek.”(Pissoff.)

Icussatthedog,it'smakingenoughnoisetowaketheneighborhood.

Randall:“Neo,you’llgetuscaught,keepitdown.”

He’sworriedaboutbeingcaughtwhilemylifeisindanger.Heslightlykicksthedog,itfallson

itssideasacryescapesitsmouth.

Me:“Whydidn’tyoudothatwhenitstartedchasingme?”

Heraisesaneyebrow,he’sgivingmealookthatsays'areyoustupid?'

Thelightinthelivingroom goeson,wescurrytohideatacorner.

“Jonny,areyouokay?”

Aman’svoicesays,thedogisstillcrying.

Me:“Eyy,uyivuurvaayilentjaele.”(Youreallyhurtthatdog.)

Uzelooksatme,hethinksthemanoutthereisthepastor,hepeekstocheckandturnsbackto

me.

Randall:“It’shim.”

Heratifies,drawsouthisgunandmarchesovertohim withoutawarningoranything.Iguess

wewon’twearadisguise.

Hehasthepastoragainstthewall.

Pastor:“Scar?”

Shit.

Thisisbad,herecognizeshim.

Randall:“Great,Iwon’thavetodoanyintroductions.”



Uzegrins.Ihidemyfaceasthepastorlooksatme.

Pastor:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Randall:“Howaboutwegoforadrive?”

Pastor:“I’m notgoinganywherewithyouScar,IknowIwon’tcomebackalive.”

He’sawiseman,Iwanttoshoutandsayyespastordon’tagree.UzewillshootmeifIdothat.

Randall:“Wrongchoice.”

Heripostes.

Pastor:“WhateveryouthinkIdidisnottrue,I’m areformedmannow,IlivefortheLordandhis

word.”

Randall:“Ohshutupandmove.”

Uzepusheshim forward,thepastorstumblesbut,regainshisstep.

Me:“Uze,Ithinkhe’stellingthetruth.”

Randall:“We’llsee.”

Me:“LightningwillstrikeyouOga,Godwillpunishyoufortouchinghisanointed.”(Boss.)

I’m potteringnexttohim asweexitthegatewiththepastorinfront.Uzedoesn’tpayattention

tomyproclamation.

Randall:“Getin.”

Thepastorlooksbackathishouseasifhe’snotcomingback.

Pastor:“Scarthiswon’tendwell,mypeoplewillcomeforme.”

Randall:“Yeah,yeah.Getinthecar.”

Uzepusheshim inside.

Me:“Hispeople?Doeshemeantheushersatchurch?”

IaskUzewhoreplieswithachortle.Idon’tknowwherewearetakingthismananditdoesn’t

lookgood.

STYLES*

I’m inJoburg,Randallsentmealocationastowheretheyare.Theyhavethepastorhostage,

mypuzzleisnotcompleteatthemoment.Whoeverdaredtosteponmyshoeshasadeathwish.

MymindiselsewherethatIfailtorecognizethattheGPShasledmetochurchgrounds,Sethu’s



churchtobeprecise.I’dbedamned,Randallisonesicksonofagun.Heplanstotorturethe

manathischurch.

Ifindthem inthemainauditorium,Randallissittingonthepodium onthepastor’schair,while

Neoplaysapiano.Randallgetsupasheseesme,hemeetsmehalfwayandembracesme.

Randall:“Bro.”

It’squietanemotionalmoment.

“Doyouguyswantmetoplayaweddingsong?”

Neo'snarkedtoneofvoicepullsusoutofthehold.

Me:“Whereishe?”

Idon’tseethepastoranywhere.

Randall:“Onthepodium.”

Me:“Where?”

HelooksatNeowhoamblestoabigchair,andturnsitaround.Thepastorisboundonit.He

hasagaginhismouth.

Me:“Didhespeak?”

Randall:“Notyet,wewerewaitingforyou.”

HefollowsmeasIbegintomoochtowardthepodium.Thepastorisamazeduponseeingme.

Me:“Hi.”

Ipullthegagout.

Pastor:“Youdon’tknowwhoyou’redealingwith.”

He’sthreatingme,Isee.

Me:“WhereisSethu?”

Pastor:“What?”

Hepullsaconfusedlook.

Me:“I’m sureyouknowhowthisgoes,Iaskquestionsandyouanswer.”

Thepastorholdsacertainpoise,likeheissosurethatnothingwillhappentohim.

Pastor:“Idon’tknowwhyyoupeoplethinkIknowwhereSethuis.”

Whyishisanswernotdirectthen?

Neo:“Yey,shumayelamfundisiretsamae.”(Preachpastorsowecanleave.)

Pastor:“Howissuchasweetchild,likeSethuinvolvedwithyoupeople?”



Randall:“Let’skeephim hereforthenight,he’llcrackatsomepoint.I’m tiredofhis

stubbornness.”

Randallgivesasuggestionashemovestositdown.

Me:“Ithinkalittletorturewillgethim totalk.Howaboutthatpastor?”

Hegrins,he’snotintimidatedatall.

Pastor:“ThefirsttimeIsawyou,Iknewtherewassomethingwithyou.IfonlyIhadknownthat

you’reassociatedwithpeoplelikeScar,Iwouldhavewarnedthatchildtostayawayfrom you.”

Iseeangerinhiseyes,heactsasSethu'sprotector.

Randall:“Am IsuchanevilpersonStyles?”

Thepastor'sinsultisdeliveredtoRandallasajoke,hegrimacesatthepastor,asheseeksan

answerforhisprobing.

Pastor:“Sishi?You’reStylesSishi?”

Henarrowshiseyes,he’sheardofmebefore.

Me:“WhereisSethupastor?”

I’m losingmymind,everyminutewastedputsSethu’slifeinmoredanger.

Pastor:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout,I’m onlyapastorwholivesfortheLord.”

Hegrowls.

Me:“Whichoneisyourfavoriteleghere?”

Ipressthebarrelofthegunonhisknees,fearstartstovisithim.

Me:“Iwanttosaveyourbestleg,westillneedyoujumpingaroundhereSundaymorning.”

Pastor:“Youwouldn’t.”

Thebulletgoesoffpiercingthroughhisleg,hehowlsloudlythathisvoiceechoesinthe

auditorium.

Neo:“Shit.”

Neojumps,movingawayfrom him withgreatspeed.

Neo:“Stylos,remokerekeng.HowdoyoushootamanofGodinchurch?”(We’reatchurch.)

Neo'shandsareonhisheadashewatchesthismanwho’scryinginagony.

Me:“Ihateitwhenpeopledareme,hesaidIwouldn’t,soIprovedhim wrong.

Neo:“YouandUze,yourbedsarereadyinhell,nnahakerobalemosinglebedntwana.My

mansionisinheaven,ebileI’llwaitforyouguysinthecar.GodwillseethatIam notinvolvedin

this.”



Hebeginstotoilaway.

Neo:“TheLordismyShepardIshallnowwant.”

Herecitesashesauntersaway,Randallglowersathim.We'llnevergetusedtothis.

Pastor:“Whatdidyoudo?”

Heyelpsinpain.

Me:“Ohcomeonpastor,dammit.”

HiseyespopopenasIyellattherooftop.

Me:“Givemesomethingman,Idon’twanttoenduptakingyourotherleg.Evenworse,

amputatingthem both.”

Ilurchoverhim andpointthegunonhishead.

Me:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantohurtyou.”

Ipathisshouldertohushhim.

Me:“Whatisitthatyoupreachwhenyoustandonthispulpit?”

Iturntofacethecongregant’sseats.

Me:“Treatpeoplethewayyouwantthem totreatyou.”

Ishoutasifgivingasermon,Iturnbacktothepastor,he'ssweatingandbloodisoozingfrom

hisleg.

Me:“I’m notabadpersonpastor,Iswear.PeoplepushmetosuchanextentthatIendup

sinning.Idon'tturntheothercheek,Ireturntheslap.”

Pastor:“Yourfriendwasright,you’regoingtohell.”

Hegruntsthroughhisteeth,he’safunnyman.Heflinchesatthesoundofmyloudlaughter.

Me:“You’reoneofthosepastorswithasenseofhumor,Ilike.Shouldn’tyoubetellingme,oh

dearbrethrenrepentforthekingdom isathand?”

Pastor:“You’resick.”

Me:“Youhaven’tseenanythingyet.IwantanamenoworI’m takingtheotherleg.”

Ipressthegunontheotherleg.

Pastor:“Fuckyou.”

Hebarks.

Me:“Oh,profanityisasin.Iguesstherearethreebedsinhellnowroomie.”

Randallchortles,he’spatientlywaiting.



Me:“DidyouhearthatRandy?Wehavearoommatenow?”

Randall:“Themorethemerrier.”

Hesneers.

Me:“Ithinkpastorshouldgoandholdspaceforustillwegetthere,hellcangetcrowdedand

it’safirstcomefirstservebasis.”

Thepastorfrownsatmysuggestion.

Randall:“Greatideaman,plushe’sexhaustedhisdaysonearth.”

Headdsinadeadpanvoice.

Pastor:“OkayI’lltalk.”

Hedeclares.

Me:“I’m listening.”

Pastor:“Thato,he’sbeentalking.Someonepaidhim togetinformationonyouandSethu.”

Me:“Whoisthatfucker?”

Pastor:“I’m adeadmanaftertellingyouthis,thosepeoplearecomingforme.”

"Theguardisgone.”

Neocomesbackrunningashedeclares.

Pastor:“That’shim,themanwhowasinthecar.”

Randalljerksupfrom hisseat.

Randall:“Fuck!Amara?”

Hestartstomarchtowardstheexit.

Neo:“DidyouguyshearwhatIsaid?”

Neohasn’tgraspedwhat’sgoingon.

Me:“Randywait.”

IpulloutmyphonetocallKenneth.

“Sishi.”

He’snotsleepingatthishour.

Me:“IneedyoutogotoRandall’shousenow,andexaminealltheguards.Wehaveasnitch,I’ll

tellyouallaboutit.Don’tgointothehouse,nooneshouldknowthatyou’rethere.”

Kenneth:“Done.”



Hehangsup.

Randall:“Whowasthat?”

Hewon’tlikethis.

Me:“Kenneth.”

Randall:“Idon’twantthatsonofabitchanywherenearmyhouse.”

Hegrowls.

Thereisnotimetonursehisfeelings.

Me:“DoyourealizethatweareatwarRandall?”

Randall:“Exactly,Idon’ttrusthim.”

Hehasbecomerestless.

Me:“DoyouthinkthatIwouldletanythinghappentoAmaraandLiyana?Kennethknowshowto

beprofessional,hewon’tgoanywherenearthehouse.”

Randall:“Iwillkillhim ifhedoes.”

Hisangerisquicktoshowitself.

Randal:“Fuckthis.”

Hebangsthegunonachair,growlinginanger.

Me:“We’regoingtogohomewhenwe’redonehere,calm downfornow.”

Randall:“Howdowealwaysgetthewrongguards?”

Me:“It’snotaboutloyalty,theyarehungryandwoulddoanythingtoputfoodonthetable.”

Neo:“Thisdoesnotlookgood,IthinkIshouldgobacktoPretoriaandspendsometimewithmy

motheruntilyouguysfindMissS.”

Ifanything,IwouldprotectNeowithmylife.Nothingwillbefallhim.

Me:“Ifyoufeelthat’sbestNeo,thebattlelinehasbeendrawn.Thisisnochild’splay,peoplewill

die.”

Neo:“ShitStylos,you’rescaringmenow.”

Heexpresses.

Me:“Nothingwillhappentoyou,RandallandIgotyou.”

Pastor:“CanIgonow,please.”

Hegroansinpain.

Me:“We’renotdoneyet.”



Thisisgoingtobealongnight.

AMARA*

IopenmyeyestothesoundofsomeonesneezingtofindAyizeseatedwithherphoneinher

hand,shehasthisanticipatinglook.

Ifellasleeponthecouchwhilewewerewaitingfornewsandeveryone'sreturn.

Me:“Youknowitwon’tringfrom staringatit.”

Shelooksatme,fatigueisvisibleinhereyesbutnotmorethanworry.

Ayize:“WhyhavetheynotcalledAmara?”

Sheseeksanswersfrom meandI'm blank.

Me:“Theywillcall.”

I'm notconvincedbymyreply.

Ayize:“Whatifsomethinghashappened?”

Me:“Oneofthem would’vetoldus.”

Shesmiles,someonespecialhasvisitedhermind.

Ayize:“Neo?”

Me:“Hecan’tkeephismouthshut.”

Ayize:“That’swhyI’m worried,hewould’vecalledme.”

Idon’tknowmuchaboutAyizeandNeobut,theirrelationshipismorethanthatoffriendship.

Youcanseebythewaytheytalktoeachotherorthosestolenlooksthat,theycaredeeplyfor

oneanother.IfI’m notwrong,NeowouldgivehislifeforAyize.

Me:“Whattimeisit?”

Shewigglesherphoneandfeignsasmile.

Ayize:“Almost4am.”

Me:“Andyou’vebeenwaitingsince?”

Iquestionher,shenods.

Me:“Icanmakeuscoffee.”

Ayize:“No,I’lldoit.”

Sherushestothekitchen,I’m alsoworriedaboutRandall.Idon’twanttoshowitthough,Ineed



tostaycalm formybaby.Iwantedtodisputewhenhesaidthathe’sgoingafterthemenwho

tookSethu,butIhadtoshovemyselfishnessunderthebed.Sethuneedsallthehelpshecan

getandatthispointIcanonlypraythat,Randallcomesbackhometous,thattheyallcome

back.

Ayize’sphonethat’sleftabandonedonthetablerings,IpickituptoseethecallerId,itsaysMr.

S.

Me:“Ayizeyourphoneisringing.”

Iyelltoher,shecomesrunning.

Ayize:“Hello.”

Sheanswers.

Me:“Puthim onspeaker.”

Andsoshedoes.

Ayize:“You’reonspeakerMr.S.Amaraiswithme.”

Me:“Hi,Styles.”

Styles:“Areyouladiesokay?”

Ayize:“We’reokay.WhereisSethu?”

Stylessighsandmyheartstopsforameresecond.Thesoundheemanatedisnotpromising.

AyizefeelsthesamewayasIdo,thelookonherfacemarksit.

Styles:“Wehaven’tfoundheryet.”

Ayizeclencheshereyes,shesitsherbodydown.Sheseemstohaveloststrength.

Me:“IsRandallwithyouStyles?”

Ayize:“AndNeo?”

Sheaddsatafastpace

Styles:“Yes,theyarehere.Icalledtocheckonyou.”

Heutters.

Me:“I’dliketospeaktoRandallplease.”

Hearinghisvoicewillmakemefeelbetter.

Styles:“I’llgetRandallandNeotocallyouoncetheyarefree.”

It’ssurprisinghowStylesdoesnotgiveawayhissadness.Hehangsupthecall,leavingour

mindsmuddledandfilledwithquestions.



Tobecontinued…
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SETHU*

“Styles.”

He’sthefirstthingthatcomestomindthemomentIopenmyeyes,Iwishsohardthatthepast

fewhourswereonlyaterribledream.

I’m disappointedwhenIseetheverysameguywhoslappedmesenselessstandingbeforeme.

Mymindtellsmetoscream butmyheadwillnotletme,ithurtssobadIcan’teventiltit.

Iletmyeyesscanthedarkroom,Icanhardlyseeanything.Heatonmyfaceandalumponmy

throat,mytearsareknockinganddesperatelyneedtobeseenso,Iletthem.

Thesoundofaloudlaughstartlesme,Iam socaughtupintryingtofigureouthowIgothere

that,Ialmostforgotaboutthisdevil.

Iturntohim andhehasthissmirkonhisface.

Me:“Pleaseletmego.”

Man:“You’renotgoinganywheresweetheart.”

Hesoundssobelievable,thatIloseallhope.

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Man:“Myfightisnotwithyou,it’swithSishi.”

Styles?

He’sthereasonI’m here?No,itcan’tbe.

Whatcouldhehavedonethathasthesemenseekafterme?

Man:“Letmesaveyouthetroubleofaskingwhathedid.”

Myheartdrops…

I’m terrifiedoftherevelationthat’sabouttobeunfolded.

Man:“Stylesthinkshe’sGod,he’salwaysbeenlikethat.Arrogant,rude,andhethinkstheworld

revolvesaroundhim.Mybrotherontheotherhand,hewasagentlesoul.Onlynineteenand

Sishicuthislifeshort.Hekilledhim.”

No,notmyStyles.



Me:“Theremustbeamistakeplease,we’retalkingaboutdifferentpeople.”

He’samusedbymyrequest.

Man:“WhatI’m goingtodotoyouwillbenothingcomparedtowhatSishididtomybrother.”

There’snowayStylesiscapableofkillingahuman.Hesaidhe’scapableofmurderbut,to

actuallydoit?He’sthemanIlove,sweetStylesSishiwhoshowedmeawholenewworldInever

knewexisted.

Themanwhotaughtmyhearttoloveagainandbefree.

Man:“BythetimeI’m halfdonewithyou,youwillbebeggingmetostop.”

Hegrinsatme,Icringe.

Me:“Please,Styleswouldneverdoanythinglikethat,hewouldneverkillanyone.Youmustbe

mistaken,pleaseletmego.”

I’m fightingforthemanIlove,mylifeaswell.Convincinghim otherwiseandhavinghim change

hismindswouldsavemeandStyles.Iam willingtostandforStylesnomatterwhat,Idon’tcare

whatthismansays.

Man:“Youaresonaïve,thatmanhasbrainwashedyouintothinkingheisasaint.Youdon’t

knowwhatyou’vegottenyourselfinto,bythetimeyourealizeit,you’llbeindeepshitanditwill

betoolatetowalkaway.Sishiwillneverletyougo,youdon’tleaveSishiuntilhe’sdonewith

you.”

Whatthehellishetalkingabout?ClearlyweknowdifferentStyles,Irefusetobelievehislies.

Mytearswon’tstop,Iam tiredofcrying.IwishStyleswouldcome,Imissmyfamily.

Thethoughtofnotseeingthem again,GodIcan’ttakeit.

Me:“You’reamonster.Whodoesthistoawoman?You’readisgracetothemalerace.”

Ifeelanotherhotslapacrossmyface,thismanhasangerissues.

Ican’trubmycheekasmyhandsaretiedbut,itburnssobadIwanttoscream.Heclasphis

handonmycheekandputspressure,Itiltmyheadtothesideashebringsinhisface,heforces

metolookathim.

Man:“IwillmakeyouregretthatyouevermetStyles,I’m goingtohavemywaywithyoubeforeI

slowlycutyouintopieces.”

Hehasasmallpocketknifeonmycheek,thisbringsbackterriblememories.

“Iwillstartwithyourlittlefingers,thenyourtoesbutyouknowwhatIwillenjoythemost?

Gougingoutyoureyeswithmyfingers,thisisgoingtobeoneheckofaparty.”

Hepaintsapictureofhisevilthoughts.Isthishowitfeelstobestuckinanightmare?

Helaughssohardthatitgivesmechills.



Me:“Pleaseyouhavethewrongperson.”

I’m soconfused...

HowdidIgethere?JustafewmonthsbackIwasanordinarygirl,workingasanurseand

earninganormalsalary.

MaybeIshouldn’thavehelpedStylesthatday,IshouldhavestayedawaywhenLebotoldmeto

doso.

Maybethismanisright…

MeetingStyleshasbroughtmesuchbackluck,butno.Stylesisgentle,kindandfullof

compassion.MaybeI’m goingcrazymymindisallscrambled,butIneedhim rightnow.

STYLES*

Wearegoingtoneedextrabackup,Kennethisgoodforthejobbut,Randallhateshim andit’s

understandable.Kennethneedstostaywithinhislimits.Iwon’tbeabletohelphim when

Randallunravels.It’sbreakofdawn,we’retiredandwornout.Weareparkedunderabridgein

Aeroton,Randallsuggestedthatwekeepthepastorlockedup,hethinksthere’ssomethinghe’s

nottellingus.

Me:“Let’sgohomeanddebrief.”

Theinformationthepastorgaveledustoawildgoosechase,wecouldn’tfindthisThatoguy.

It’sasifhedisappearedoffthefaceoftheearth.

Randall:“Goodidea,maybewe’llgetacallfrom thekidnappers.”

Herubshisheadasheyawns.

Me:Neoareyouokay?”

Neoisnotwithus,he’sbeenaloofforawhileandit’sunlikehim tobesoquiet.

Neo:“WhatwillItellZeewhenIarrivewithouthersister?ThatIfailed?

Herespondswithaquestion,pouringouthisqualms.

Me:“She‘llunderstand.”

Crackingwouldmakemeweak,Ineedtokeepmyheadheldhigh.

Me:“Weneedtokeepgoing,putouremotionsaside.Forthosewhofeellikecrying,willcry

whenSethuisbackhome.”

Randall:“WhoarethosepeopleStyles?”

IwishIknew.



Me:“Atoothforatooth,itsoundsfamiliarthough.IthinkIhaveheardthesewordsbefore.”

Randall:“Iwishtheywouldcallandgiveusaclueorsomething.”

Neo:“Ifyouwishforsomethingreallyharditwillbegiventoyou.Let’sholdhandsandcloseour

eyes.”

Hetakesourhands,Randallyankshisaway.

Me:“Wishorpray?”

Neo:“Whatever,works.”

Heclencheshiseyes.

Neo:“Ntateretla…”(Fatherwecome…)

Ipullmyhandaway,myactforceshim tostop.

Me:“Stopplaying.”

Ijumpintothecar,Randalltakesthedriver’sseatandNeojumpsattheback.

Neo:“ThisisnotajokeStylos,weneedtofindMissSbeforeit’stoolate.Shecan’tgothrough

whatshewentthroughwiththatidiotNtokozo,youwillnevergetherbackifthosepeople…”

Icuthisspeech.

Me:“Don’t,don’tsayit.DoyouthinkIneverthoughtofthat?”

Ican’timagineSethubeingassaultedagain.HowwillIbringherbackfrom thedarkholeshe

hasfalleninto?

Randall:“Weneedtositthisdownman,Sethuhastobehomebytonight.”

Randallstates.

Me:“We’regoingtofindher,nothingwillhappentoher.”

Thevehiclefallsintoadeepsilence,Ican’tstandthethoughtofherindanger.

Neo:“Eish!MissS.Stylosrememberhowshewouldbiteherpinkiefinger.”

Hereminisces,Iglanceathim throughtherearviewmirror.

Neo:“Howgoodshelookedinthenurse’suniform andhershortlegslookedfunnyinthose

pumps,lekiss-kisseahae.”(Knock-knees.)

OkaythisisnotthetimeandIshouldn’tbelaughingbut,Neo’sseriousfaceashegiveshis

statementmakesthisfunny.

Neo:“Don’tlaughStylos,keserious.MissS,maraoreetsang?”(Whatisshedoingtous?)

Randall:“Neoyouneedhelp.”



Randallislost,hecan’tfindthejokeinNeo’ssaying.

Me:“VoetsekNeo,Sethuisnotshort.”(Pissoff.)

Neo:“She’ssurroundedbytallmenandthatmakeshershort.”

Heretorts.

Randall:“Ithinkitsbestthatwegobacktomyhouse,inthatwaywe’llbeabletokeepaneyeon

thewomen.”

RandallhaszerotrustonKenneth.

Me:“Driveusthere.”

Thisisgoingtobealongday,wedon’tknowwheretostart.

NTOMBI*

Moses:“Ntombi!Ntombi!”

Iruntothelivingroom tofindMoseswearinganangrylook.

Me:“Ithoughtsomethinghadhappened.Whatistheemergency?”

Thewayhecalledmyname,you’dthinksomethingterriblehadhappened.

Moses:“There’snosaltintheseeggs.”

He’scomplaining,it’swhathedoeslately.Ihearmorecomplainingthananything.

Me:“Youhavegottobekiddingme?There’senoughsalt,IknowbecauseIputitthere.”

Moseswokemeupearlysayinghe’sgoingtoaninterview,hecommandedthatImakehim

warm breakfast.Hewantstoslaveme,usuallyhestartswithporridgeandeatsafullbreakfast

around11am.JonaswasforcedtowakeupduetoMosestalkingsoloud,hehasnorespectfor

anyone.

Moses:“AreyousayingI’m lying?”

Ofcoursehe’slying.

Me:“No.I’llbringthestupidsalt.”

Moses:“Iwantsalt,notstupidsalt.”

Whatisitwiththisman?

Me:“I’llbringthesalt.”

Irepeat,vexedbyhisattitude.Jonasisquietlyobservingthewholedrama.



Moses:“That’smorelikeit.”

Hethrowsachuckoffoodinhismouthashespeaks,Ihatethewayhechews,ifonlyheknew.

Imarchtothekitchen,Ishouldhaveputsugarinthoseeggs.Letmedishupsomeporridgefor

Jonas.

Itoddlebacktothelivingroom withthedarnsaltandatrayoffoodforJonas.

Moses:“Idon’twantporridge,I’m full.”

Canheatleastswallowbeforehespeaks?

Hisplateisempty,Ithoughthesaidhewantedsalt.Whatisthis?

Me:“It’snotforyou.”

IhandJonasthetray,hemotionsathankyou.

Moses:“Ntombiyinilena?”(Whatisthis?)

Me:“What?”

Moses:“You’resupposedtoservemefirstnotyourbrother,youaremarriedtomenothim.”

Hedidnotjustsaythattome.

Jonas:“Moses.”

Jonasyells.Mosessipstea,completelyignoringJonas.

Me:“You’refullnowMosesneh,that’swhyyou’retalkingtomelikethis.”

Moses:“It’sthetruthNtombi.IwokeupearlysoIcangoandgetajob.Justtotakecareofyou,

it’smyduty,isn’tit?”

Me:“SincewhenisityourdutyMoses?Foryearsnow,Ihavebeenbringingmoneyinthehouse,

whileyouwouldgoanddrinkwiththatuglyfriendofyoursJafta.Sincewhenhaveyoutaken

careofmefinancially?Themoneyyougotfrom sellingAmara,notoncedidyouspenditonme.

NgisholonaicentelimnyamaMoses,Youburiedit,likeanidiot.”(Notevenasinglecent.)

Moses:“Don’tstartwithmeNtombi.”

Hisgazeisthreatening.

Me:“Youstartedit.Isitaproblem ifIservemybrotherfood?Uvuswenguweubhutinjenaand

youexpecthim tositandwatchyoueat.Awukahlebo.”(Youwokemybrotherup.)(Comeon.)

Moseshaschangedsincehelosthismoney,heismore,grumpythanhappy,hecomplains

abouteverythinglikeIsaid.

Moses:“Okay,continueNtombi.Weshallseewherethisends.”

Hepusheshischairbacktostandup.



Me:“Whatdoesthatmean?”

Moses:“Justcontinue.”

Hetakesalastsipofhiscoffee,dropsthecuponthetableandbeginstosauntertothedoor.

Me:“HurrybackMoses,wehavetogoandseeNombulelotoday.”

Hewaveswithoutlookingbackandoutthedoorhegoes.

Jonas:“You’restillyoungNtombi,youdeservebetterthanthatman.”

Theporridgemustbegettingtohim,he’stalkingnonsensenow.

Me:“I’m notleavingmyhusbandbhuti,norelationshipisperfect.”(Brother.)

Jonas:“IknowthatNtombi,kodwaMosesisnotgoodtoyou.Youtoleratedhim whenhe

broughtawomanintothehouse.Younursedhim whenhewascrazyandhadtotakeleavefrom

work.”(But.)

Yeah,thankstoyouJonas.

Me:“Youwillnotinstigatemeagainstmyhusband,MosesismineandIwillneverturnmyback

onhim.”

Heshouldknowthatbynow.

Jonas:“KnowyourworthNtombi,thatmandoesnotloveyou,hetoleratesyou.”

Me:“Bhutiplease,that’senough.”(Brother.)

Ishouldtakethatplatefrom him,thisiswhathappenswhenablackmanisfull.

NKOMO*

“N.Kwakeup.”

IflipmyeyesopenuponhearingRuth’svoice,myheadhurts.ThefirstthingIseeisRuthtiedup

onachairandtearsstreakingherbruisedface.

Me:“Ruth.”

ImovetorealizethatI’m alsotiedup,we’restillintheshedandthosemenaregone.

Me:“What’sgoingon?Wherearethey?”

Ruth:“Theyleft,theysaidthey’llbeback.AreyouokayN.K?”

Ishouldbeaskingherthat.

Me:“I’m fine,areyouokay?Whatdidtheydotoyou?”



ShedropsherheadandI’m compelledtothinktheworst.

Me:“Tellmetheydidn’thurtyouRuth,tellmetheydidn’ttouchyou.”

Ruth:“Theydidn’t,Ithoughttheywould.TheybeatmeupN.KIwassoscared,IthoughtIwas

goingtodie.”

I’m soweak,Icouldn’tprotecther.

Me:“I’m goingtokillthem.”

Ruth:“There’snothingwecandoatthisstage,we’rebothtiedupandtheyarepowerfulmen.

We’llneverwinagainstthem.”

Me:“Iknowsomeonewhocanhelpus,Ineedtogettoaphone.”

Ruth:“Theonlywayoutistocuttheseropesandthere’snothingwecanusehere.”

Ibrowsetheroom tofindnothing.”

Me:“Dammit.”

Icussinfrustration.

Ruth:“We’regoingtodie,Idon’twanttodie.”

Shepredictsintears,I’m notgoingtodiesoeasily.Mylifecannotendlikethis,Ihavesomuch

tolivefor.

Me:“IwillfightwitheverythingIhave,Iwon’tletthem takemedownjustlikethat.”

Ruth:“Whatareyougoingtodo?We’retiedup.”

Me:“Thatdoesn’tmeanwecan’tgetout,wherethere’sawill,there’saway.”

Irefusetogiveup,I’m notgoingtobenegativeaboutthis.Iknowmyancestorsarewatching

overme,theywillgetmeoutofthisplace.

Me:“Pleasehavefaith,it’sallwecandofornow.”

Ruth:“Idon’thavethestrength.”

Me:“FinditRuth,wecan’tgiveupnow.”

Ruth:“I’m cursedanywayN.k,Imightaswellgiveintothosepeople.”

Idon’tlikeherattitudetowardsthis.

Me:“Don’tsaythat,we’llfindaway.”

Ruthcanbenaïveyes,butI’velearntthatshe’sstrong.

Me:“Didtheysaywhattheywant?”

Ruth:“Notyet.”



Me:“Youhavenocluewhytheyareafteryou?”

Ruth:“IwouldhavetoldyouifIhadknown,I’m sorrythatyou’retiedupinthisweb.Ishouldn’t

havecalledyouhere,Iwouldneverforgivemyselfifanythinghappenstoyou.”

Iwanttowipethosetearsthataremockinghercheeks.

Dammittheseropes.

Me:“I’llgetusoutofhere,Ipromise.”

Meandmyemptypromises.

HowwillIkeepthisone?

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

171*

AYIZE*

AmaraandIdidn’tsleepatall,wehaven’theardanythingfrom theguys,sinceStylescalled.I’m

havingmyfourthcupofcoffee,tryingtokeepmyselfawake.Sleepingwouldhavemadetime

movefasterthough.

Me:“Babe,Ithinkyoushouldgetsomerest.You’repregnantandyoucan’tstrainyourself.

Randybabywillhatemefornottakingcareofyou.”

IsaytoAmara,she’slyingonthecouch,herfeetrestingonmylap.

Amara:“I’llsleepwhenRandallgetshome,ifIgotobed,Iwon’tbeabletosleepawink.”

Ifeelthesameway,Neowillgetitfrom mewhenhegetshome.

Me:“Okay,atleastcloseyoureyesforawhile.I’llmassageyourfeet.”

ShetakesasighandIknowthatmywordsarehittingagainstthewall.

Amara:“Thanks,weneedtocheckonthegirls.Itismorningandthey’llneedsomethingtoeat.”

Me:“I’vegotit,I’llcheckonthem.”

Amara:“I’llaskChiomatoprepareporridge,Randallandtheguysmightbehungrywhentheyget

home.”

Porridge?

Amara:“What?”

Shequestionsmyguffawing.

Me:“Whoamongthosegrownassmeneatsporridge?MyNeodoesn’t.Mr.S?I’m notsurebut,I

don’tseehim sittingwithabowlofporridgeonhislap.Thepicturenjedoesn’taddup.Randy

baby,wellwiththatbodyofhis,Imeangirlhedidnotgetitfrom eatingporridge.”

Shethrowsherbacklaughing,it’sgoodtoseeherlessstressed.

Amara:“CanIpleaseadoptyou?”

Shecan’tcurbherloudlaughter.

Me:“I’m sorrytodisappointyoubut,Ibelongtosomeonenow.”

Thesmileonmyfacespeaksforme.



Amara:“Belong?”

Hersimperisaskingmore.

Me:“Itfeelsgoodtobechosenandwanted,NeochosemeAmara.Hewantsme,youdon’t

knowhowhappythatmakesmefeel.MywholelifeIhavebeensearchingforasenseof

belonging,littledidIknowthat,IwouldfinditwithaSothoboywhoiscrazierthananythingI

haveeverknown.”

Amara:“Andyoudeserveit,youdeserveallthehappinessyoucanget.Iam happyforyoubabe.”

Me:“I’m happyformetoo.”

Ican’texpressit.

Thisthoughtkeepsfleeingfrom mymind,nowthatit’shere…

Me:“Haveyouchosenaweddingdressforyourwedding?”

Hercheeksflush.

Amara:“Notyet,Ihaven’thadtime.WithLelohospitalizedandthenegotiationshadtobe

postponed,nowthatshe’sokaywecancarryon.”

Me:“Wellweneedtochooseadressforyoumissy,unlessyouwanttowalkdowntheaisle

lookinglikeyouswallowedhumptydumpty.”

ShegrinslikeaCheshirecat.

Amara:“ShouldItakeoffenceinthat?”

Herquestionhasmesimpering.

Me:“No,honeyyou’repregnant.Weightgainispartofthejourney,embraceitandenjoyit.Do

notspendthewholeninemonthsworriedabouthowyourclothesdon’tfityouanymore,give

yourpregnancyalltheattentionyoucangive.”

Ahappyexpressioncrossesherface,weturnbackatthesoundoffootstepsclompingdown

thestaircase.

“Goodmorning.”

Chiomaisawake.

Amara:“HeyChioma,arethegirlsawake?”

Chioma:“Notyet,I’m surethey’llbeawakeanyminutenow,I’m goingtomakesomefood.”

Chiomalookstired,hereyesarehalf-liddedandshecontinuestostretchherneckasifit’s

strained.

Amara:“Iseverythingokay?”

Amaraaskslookingconcerned,shecan’taffordtohaveChiomasick.There’ssomuchtodeal



withandshe’spregnant.Overworkingisthelastthingsheshoulddo.

Chioma:“I’m okay,it’sjustaheadache.”

ItmustbetheTV,hereyesareforeverengrossedonit.Idon'tliveherebut,whenIvisit,Chioma

isalwaysgluedtothescreen.

Amara:“Youshouldtakesomethingforit.”

Chioma:“Iwill.CanIgetyoutwoanything?”

Me:“I’m okay.”

I’lleatwhenNeogetshere.

Amara:“Pleasemakeenoughfood,StylesandNeowillbejoiningusforbreakfast.”

Chiomanodsandtrudgestothekitchen.

Me:“Sothesearetoesvele?”

Ipullhertoes.

I’m notjokingandshe’slaughingoutloud.

Amara:“Yes,cutearen’tthey?”

Me:“Girlifyourevealthesetoestothatfineassman,thenyouneedtoapologisetohim.”

Amara:“Ayize.”

Shesulks.

Me:“I’m kiddingrelax,youcancontinuetowearyourflipflops.”

Amara:“Igiveupwithyou.”

Imightbesmilingbut,nothingisokayuntiltheywalkthroughthedoor.Tryingsohardnotto

thinkaboutthemissionandeveryone’ssafetyisprovingtobeanepicfail.Nomatterhowmuch

Itrytoentertainmymindwithdifferentthings,itendsuptakingmebacktoNeo.

STYLES*

IdriveintotheOkoliepremisesfollowedbyRandallandNeo,therearemoreguardsintheyard.

Kenneth’scarishere.Randallcan'tcontrolhisangerwhenKennethisinvolved,you’dthinkthat

hesensesthefeelingsKennethhasforAmara.Kennethcomesoutfrom thebackasRandall

parkshiscar.

Me:“Kenny.”

Hesneers.



Me:“Howdiditgo?”

Kenneth:“Iinterviewedeveryoneofthem,nooneknowsthisThatofool.Ihadtoshowthem a

picturesotheycanidentifyhim.Hewasalonerandwhenhetalkedhewouldaskaboutthe

family,mostquestionswereaboutyou.”

Howdidwemissthis?WeshouldhavelearnedalessonwithMkhonto.

Me:“Didyoucheckhisworkfile?”

Kenneth:“Yes,ithasfakeinformation.Ihadoneofmyboysgocheckouthislocation,it’san

abandonedbuilding.Nothingonthatfileisreal.”

Heplayedusgood.

IwassocaughtuptryingtosavemyrelationshipwithSethu.Ismyweaknessthatobviousthat,

myenemiesdarechallengeme?

RandallandNeostepoutofthecar.Alionseeingitsprey,istheexpressionheholdsonhisface.

Kennethramshishandsinhispouches,heglowersashetakesonestepback.Ican’tmissthe

overawedguiseonhisface.

Randall:“Whatishedoinghere?”

Randallsnarlsinanger,squaredshouldersandheadhelduphigh,hedrawsneartoKenneth.

Kenneth:“I’m heretokeepAmarasafe.”

HellKenneth!

Whywouldhesaythat?Ishetryingtoarousetheuntameablebeast?

Randall’snostrilsplay,tocomparehisangertoaburningafurnacewouldbeanunderstatement.

Randall:“Don’tfuckingtestmeMkhize,Amaraisnothingtoyouthatyoufeelaneedtokeepher

safe.”

OnceRandallcrossesthislimitthere’snoturningback,Kennethpushedhim toit.Ifhehadsaid

hecametokeeptheladiessafe,Randallwouldbelessheated.It’sdefinite,hisintentionisto

provokeRandallandbloodyhellit’sworking.

Neo:“Eish.”

Thisoneistiredandgrumpy,hepusheshisbackonthewallandslouches.

Kenneth:“YourattitudestinksOkolie.”

Kennethgrowlsback,hiswrathisnothingcomparedtoRandall’s.Whatisheangryabout?Ihad

toldhim backthentostayawayfrom Amara.

Theystandheadtoheadliketwoopponentswhoarereadytofightthefightoftheirlives.

Randall:“NotmorethanyouragendaMkhize,Icansmellthestenchfrom here.”



Kenneth:“Whatisyourproblem?”

Isitnotobvious?

Randall:“Stayawayfrom Amara,she’staken.”

Randallgivesoutanicychortle.

Randall:“Whoam Ikidding?You’reaMkhize,nothinggoodcouldcomeoutofyou.”

That’sawrap,wewouldbeherethewholedayifsomeonedoesn’tstopthisortheywouldend

upkillingeachother.

Me:“CurtailyourangerRandall,youregocentricityshouldtakeabackseat.Iam notlosingthis

warduetoyourfoolishness.”

Randall’ssmiletwitches

Neo:“YeahwhateverStylossaid,I’m tiredOga.”(Boss.)

Neoadds,helooksgloomy.

Randall:“YoucallwhatIfeelanger?IknownothingofthesortStyles,angerisnotwhatliesin

mebut,deephateandregret.RegretthatIletthismanlayhiseyesonmywife.”

Randall’schestaugmentsunderhist-shirt,hisbuoyancyhasmentremblingandintimidated.

Kennethontheotherhandseemstobetakingitdifferently,heisimperviousanddeterminedto

reachhisgoal.

Me:“Kenneth,therearelimitsbro.PleaserespectRandallandhishome.Idon’twanttoendup

choosingsides.”

Kenneth:“Gotit.”

Lies.

Randall:“Thenweshouldn’thaveaproblem from hereforth.”

I’m notreliantofKenneth’sexpression,hewillnotheedmywarning.I’dbedamnedifIlethim

destroyRandall’sfamily.

Neo:“I’m goingin,Ogathekeyplease.”(Oga.)

HeextendshishandouttoRandall.

Weslogtothehouse,failuresittingonourshoulders.Ayizeisthefirsttogetupfrom thecouch,

sherunstoNeoandthrowsherselfonhim.RandallhasAmarainhisarms,theirhugseemsto

beelongated.Heliftsherupfrom thefloor,shestraddlesherlegsaroundhistorsoastheirlips

meetandtheretheygotowardsthestaircase.Iguesshe’llbriefheraboutSethu.

Kennethclencheshisjawasheslopeshisheadtotheside,hidinghiseyesfrom thescenethat

seemstobebreakinghisheart.

Me:“WordofadviceKenneth,forgetabouther.Itwasnevergoingtoworkout,shehasalways



belongedtohim andthatmanisnotkindwhenitcomesher.Youwon’tlikehisretaliation.”

Heshrugsthecomfortinghandonhisshoulder.

Kenneth:“Okoliedoesn’tscareme.”

He’sblanklytellingmethathewon’tgiveuponAmara.

Me:“Kenneth,youwillnotpursuethatwoman.Doyouhearme?Whateveritisyoufeelabout

her,shakeitoff.Thereareplentyofwomenoutthere,chooseoneforyourself.Amarais

pregnantandengaged,youwillnotpokeasnakeinitshole.”

Kenneth:“Whatever.”

Hemoochestothelivingroom,Idon’tcarewhathesays.IfKenneththinksI’llsitbackand

watchhim destroythishome,hedoesn’tknowme.

Me:“Youtwo?”

IbreakAyizeandNeo’skissingsession.

Me:“You’reacouplenow?”

Ayize:“DidyoufindanyleadsMr.S?”

Shefloutsmyquestionasshequeriesabouthersister.

Me:“Wehavesomething.”

Ican’trevealmuch,thelackofinformationwillhaveherstressed.

Neo:“We’llfindherbaba.”

Neoreassuresher,hegivesmeaworriedexpression.Iknowwhathesaidistrue,Sethuwillbe

found,evenifit’sthelastthingIdo.

Me:“Neo,aword.”

Wedon’thavetime,weneedtowork.

Henods,ImovetojoinKennethinthelounge.He’sindulgingonaglassofwhiskey.

Me:“Isitnottooearlytobedrinking?”

Heshrugswithoutbeholdingme,hiseyesarefullofactivity.Theirterminusistheflightofstairs,

hisjawisclampedandhishandclutchedontheglass.Hismindisnotherebut,withRandall

andAmara.

Whatexactlydoesheplanonachieving?

Me:“KennethI’m notgoingtorepeatmyself.”

Thisismylastwarning.

Kenneth:“Leavemealone.”



Okay.

Irestmycase.

KHETHU*

Talkingtothedoctorgotmechangingmymindaboutthebaby,Ioptedtokeepit.MaybeIwill

growtoloveit.Ihaven’tseenMbongenisinceIbrokethenewstohim,he’sagoodman,thatI’m

certainofandhewillmakeagreatfatheroneday.

Givinghim myheartisanotherstory,Icannotlovetwice.TheloveIhadwasthegreatestloveI

hadeverknown,it’snotsomethingIcangetpastovernight.Mylifeisgoingwellsofar,Ican’t

sayI’m happy.Whatishappiness?

Shoulditnotbedefinedbythethingsandtheonesyouhaveinlife?

MyfatherandNobayeniseem tobemoreinlovethanever,it’ssickening.Iwillnevercometo

trustherafterwhatshedidtomyfather.Sheofferedmeajobinhercompany,abribetokeep

mymouthshutaboutherinfidelity.

Ideclined,Idon’tneedhermoneyoranyfavoursfrom her.ShesaysI’m heronlyheirandwill

takeoverfrom herwhensheretiresorexpires.

LikehellIwill.

NOMBULELO*

MbusosaysIhavetobebedridden,hedoesn’tsayforhowlong.Ihaveafeelingthathe’shiding

somethingfrom me,hiseyesarestilltryingtomastertheartoflyingtome.Asformyeyes,they

areyettogracehispresencetoday.Hewasoncallintheearlyhoursofthemorning,he’llbe

deadtiredwhenhegetsback.IhopethatI’llbeabletoconvincehim togohomeandsleep.

Mbuso’smom walksinmyhospitalroom,Ididn’tknowthatshewascoming.Herrudeface

greetsme,she’sploddingtome,Iwanttostopherandtellhertoleavebut…

Letmegiveherachance.

Mom:“Ntombazane.”(Lady.)

Hellotoyoutoo.

Me:“Ma.”

Sheemitsapuff,scrutinizingmybodywithacoldgaze.



Mom:“Doyoulovemyson?”

That’sarhetoricalquestion.

Me:“Mbusoismylifemaand…”

Sheraisesherhandtoclogmywordsfrom spewingoutofmymouth.

Mom:“Ididn’taskifhe’syourlifeornot.Youdon’tlooklikethestupidtype,girlsfrom yourclass

lackthat…”

Girlsfrom myclass?

Doesthisoldhagrealisethatherstatementdoesnotmakesense?

Me:“Pleasema,Iwillnottakeanyinsultsfrom you.”

Thatfaceonemakesaftertastingalemon,yes,thatone.It’splasteredonherfaceaswespeak.

Mom:“Uyadelelawenganendini.”(You’redisrespectfulyoudarnchild.)

Dorothywalksintomyroom anddemandsrespectwhileshehasnonetogiveback.

Notwithme.

Mom:“Iwantyoutoleavemysonalone.”

Myson?

Whenisshereleasingasingle?

She’sbeensingingthissongformonthsnowandshe'sbloodyhellofftune.

Me:“DoesMbusoknowthatyou’rehere?”

Orshecamelikeathiefinthenight.

Mom:“Ungangibuziudoti,stayawayfrom myson.”(Don’taskmenonsense.)

Lord,Ican’tdealwiththiswomananymore.Ifshesaysmysononemoretime,Iwillscream.

Mom:“YouandMbusocomefrom differentworlds,youwillneverbecompatible.Mysonisout

ofyourleague.Ngempela,ngempelawentombazane.Whatareyouplanningtogainfrom my

son?Isyourfamilythatdesperateformeatontheirplates,thatyoutargetrichmenandtrap

them withsomeoneelse’spregnancy?”(Onthereal,girl.)

Sometimeswhenyou’requiet,peoplethinkyou’restupid.IwillshowheronedaywhoIreallyam.

Me:“Myson,myson,myson.Areyoutheonlywomanwhohasason?Haibogivemeabreak,

letmebreathemaplease.Mbusodoesnotonlybelongtoyou,heishisfather’sson.He’sa

nephew,acousinandafriend,there’salotofselfishvibescomingfrom you.”

That’sright,I’m tiredofthisgranny.

“Lelo?”



Ohlookatthat,“myson”ishereandconfusioniswrittenalloverhisface.

Mbuso:“WhatisthisLelo?”

Heexpectsmetoanswerhim?

Heknowshowhismother’slike.

Mom:“Mbusobuka,thisgirlhasnorespect.Didyouhearhowshespoketome?Shecalledme

namesandsaidsomemeanthingstome.”

TodayIwanttoseeifhewilldefendhernonsense.

Me:“What?”

Withanattitude,Icrossmyarmsacrossmybust.

Mbuso:“Whywouldyouspeaktomom likethat?”

ContinueMbuso,Iwilltellyouandyourmotherwheretogetoff.

Me:“Whatdidyouwantmetosay?Shecameheretoinsultme,andsaidIshouldleaveyou

alone.”

Howaboutthat?

Mbuso:“Mom?”

Yeah,that’swhereyourangershouldbedirected.

Mbuso:“WhatdidIsayaboutgivingLeloachance?”

Mom:“HowcanI?Whenshe’susingyou,Mbuso.Youneedtoopenyoureyesandseethisgirl

forwhosheis.”

Shefloundersherhandtopointatmeandpokesmyeye.

Me:“Ouch.”

Islam myhandtowipethepainaway,Mbusoistryingtoinspectitandhistouchaggravatesme.

Iwanthim totellhismothertoleaveorIwilltellthem bothtoleavemealone.

Mbuso:“Letmelookatit.”

Imovehishandaway.

Me:“I’m fine.”

Iwanttosnapathim but,myreputationwiththiswomannexttomeisdroppingfasterthana

hotairballoonwithnohelium.

Mbuso:“Leloletmelook.”

ThestareI’m gettingfrom monsterin-lawisenoughtomakemecringe.



Mom:“What’sthatonyourhand?”

Oh,she’slookingatmyring.

Me:“We’regettingmarried.”

Isaywithpride.

Mom:“Mbuso?Haveyoulostyourdamnmind?Whatwillyoudowiththiswomanandher

illegitimatechild?”

Mbusomusttalktohismother,myhormonesaregoingcrazyandI’m readytoreleasemyself.

Mbuso:“Ihavehaditwithyoumom,Ithoughtwespokeaboutthis.”

That’sall?

Ihavealistofthingstosaytoher.

Mom:“IwillneveracceptherMbuso,never.Thisgirlwillneverbemydaughterin-law.”

Mbuso:“Whatwillyoudo?”

Iwanttoknowaswell.

Mbuso:“Whatwillyoudomom?”

Speak!!!Hau…

Sheturnstofacethedoorwithherheadheldhigh.

Mbuso:“IaskedLelotomarryme,wearegoingtogetmarried.”

Ineedaphone,soIcancaptureherfacialexpression.Thewaysherotatedbacktoglareat

Mbuso...

Epic...

Mbuso:“Don’tlookatmelikethatmom.”

She’sonthevergeoftears.

Mbuso:“Ithinkitwouldbebestthatyoustayawayfrom us,LeloispregnantandI’m surethat

you’venoticedit.Ifanythinghappenstothisbabybecauseofthestressthatyou’recausingher,

Iwillneverforgiveyou.”

Herfaketearsarehereseekingattention.

Mom:“Mbuso,I’m yourmother.Youcan’texpectmetostayawayfrom you.”

Here’sawomanrefusingtoletgoofherson,she’snotjustamotherbutatoxicone.

Mbuso:“Youneedtogiveyourattentiontodad,fixyourmarriageandletmehandlemine.”

Mom:“Mbuso?Thisisyou?”



Argh!Getoutofhere…

“Koko.”

Theregoesmyday…

Mymotherandfatherarehere.

Ntombi:“Sanibonani.”(Greetings.)

ShesmilesatMbuso’smother,Ntombiisnotgettingasmiletoday.

Me:“Ididn’tknowyouwerecoming.”

Whatdotheywant?

Mbuso’smotherrushesoutintears,Iwanttoseeifhe'llrunafterher.

He’sholdingmyhandthat,meanshe’snotgoinganywhere.

But,wehaveaproblem.Myfatherishereandhe’sglaringathim.ThismanbetternotkillMbuso

withthatblackstare.

Ntombi:“Isthatyourmothermkhwe?”(Sonin-law.)

Mkhwe…?

Mymotheralwaysfindsawaytoembarrassme.

Mbuso:“Yeboma.”(Yesmom.)

Ntombi:“Yohhaikee.”(Complaint.)

Again,whataretheydoinghere?Myfatherwalkstothebed,hepushesMbusoasideandtakes

myhand.

Whogavehim permissiontotouchme?Ifilchmyhandback.Idon’twanthim touchingme.

Tobecontinued…
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NOMBULELO*

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Ntombi:“Wecametoseeyou,Ibroughtyousomethingtoeat.”

Shedigsintoherhandbagandcomesoutwithasmalllunchbox.

Ntombi:“It’syourfavourite,papandtripe.”

I’m suddenlyhungry,thebabyishungryactually.

Me:“Thanks,it’scoldthough.”

Mbuso:“I’llwarm itforyouinthecanteen.”

Heoffers,isthisachancetogoandspeaktohismother?

Me:“Thanks.”

Hurryback.

Ineedtogetridofthesepeople.

Moses:“Thatboyisalloveryou.”

HesaysasMbusowalksout.

Whatdoeshemeanbythat?

Me:“Thatmanismyhusband.”

Yes,I’m fastlikethat.Irememberthefakemarriage,we’restickingtothestorytillwewalkdown

theaisle.

Ntombi:“Hegaveyouaring?”

Shetakesmyhand.

Me:“Yes.”

Ntombi:“It’sbeautiful.”

Ithinksotoo.

Me:“Thankyou.”



Ifmyvisionservesmeright,theyareawarethatIdon’twantthem here,Ihaven’tforgivenmy

fatherforwhathedid.

Moses:“Mybaby,youdon’tknowhowhappyIam toseeyouwell.”

Unfortunatelywearenotsailingonthesameboat.

Me:“Mom,Ineedtogetsomerest.”

Ihavenothingtosaytomyfather.

Ntombi:“HauLelowejustgothere.”

Me:“Andyousawme,youcanleavenow.”

Ntombi:“HaiNombulelo,imaginetheamountofmoneyweusedtogethere.”

Gettingthem toleaveisgoingtobehard.

Moses:“Lelo,you’rebreakingmyheart.Won’tyoulookatyourfatheratleastonce?”

Ican’tdothat.

Me:“I’m gettingsomesleep,youwilldecideifyouwanttostayorgo,”

Iclosemyeyes,I’m notsleepybuthungry.Howam Igoingtofakeit?

Ntombi:“Stopbeingaspoiledbratnawe,vulalamehlo.”(Openthoseeyes.)

Shepullsachairandsits.

Ntombi:“Wemusttalkaboutyourwedding.”

Ntombiisanuisance.

Me:“Mom,Idon’twanttotalk.”

Whichpartofleavemealonedotheynotunderstand?

Ntombi:“UzokhulumanamhlanjeLelo,it’sfineifyoudon’twanttotalktoyourfather.Nami

sometimesIdon’tfeelliketalkingtohim,hecansitinthecornerasibuke.”(Andwatchus.)

Yoh,thiswoman.

Moses:“IalsowanttospeaktomydaughterNtombi.”

Ntombi:“Mosesdon’truinthingsforme.”

Lord?Didyoureallygivemethesetwoasparents?

Ineedarefund.

Me:“Areyougoingtoforcemetospeaktoyouma?”

Ntombi:“Forceyaninawe,tellmeaboutyourplansforthewedding.”(Whatforce?)



Theanswertomyquestionisyes.

RANDALL*

Ikisshertoclogherloudsweetmoansthatfuelmetogodeeper,herbodyclungtomine.My

mindisallclearedofallthenonsenseIhadbeensubjectedtotoday,theworldaroundme

ceasestoexistincludingme.Everythinggoesnumbexceptthisamazingsensation,Ican’tfeel

anythingelse.Inuzzleherneckandthrowinslowgentlekissesasherbodyshuddersundermy

hold.AllmytensemusclesgoweakandI’m stuckinthisgoodfeelingbeforeeverythinggoes

backtonormal.Ifallbackonthebedandwebothfighttocatchourbreaths,Amaraanglesher

headtoglanceatme,herfaceglisteningwithsweatandasmiletwinklesonhermouth.

Amara:“Imissedyou.”

Herconfessionhasmepullingherintomyarms.

Me:“YoumissedmeorminiOkolie?”

Shefallsintosweettwittersthatsoundlikeabeautifulharmonyinmyears.

Amara:“Imissedyouboth.”

Shepressesherchinonmychestbeforeleaninguptokissme.

Me:“Icannevergetusedtokissingyou.”

Iexpress,throwinginafewpecksonherlips.

Amara:“Am Igladorwhat?”

Sherestsherheadbackonmychest.

Me:“Howwasyournight?”

Amara:“Long,Iwasworriedaboutyou.”

Me:“YoushouldknowthatnothingwilleverhappentomewithStylesaround.”

Amara:“WethankGodforStylesthen.AnyleadsonSethu?”

Sethuhaseveryoneworried.

Me:“Nothingyet.Wedon’tknowwhichroutetotakeatthispoint.”

Amara:“What’sgoingtohappentoherRandall?”

Me:“We’llfindher,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Sheleersupatme.

Amara:“I’m worriedRandall.”



“Uze.”

Neoisknocking.

Me:“Whatdoeshewant?”

Shesmilesandkissesmychest.

“Uze,Styloswantsyou.Imean,hesayscum...Eishmankereng.”(Whatam Isaying?)

Neoissufferingfrom stupidity,Amaraisthrownintoatitter.

Neo:“EtlamanUze,weneedyoudownstairs.”(Come.)

Me:“Stepawayfrom mydoorNeo.”

Igiveawarning.

Neo:“Askies,Oga.Continueyee,continue.”

Me:“Myfriendgetoutofhere.”

IsnapwithaNigerianaccent,Amaraisamused.

Ihearhim laughashisfootstepsfadeaway.

Me:“Letmegobeforehecomesbackandsayssomethingstupidagain.”

Amara:“He’sfunnyandhe’snoteventrying.”

Iknow.

AmarasitsupasImoveawayfrom herandthrowmypantson.

Me:“Don’ttellhim that,hisheadwillexplode.”

Shegiggles.

Amara:“Pleasefindtimetocallmewhenyou’reoutthere.”

Shewearsworryinhervoice.

Me:“I’lltry,ifyoupromisetostopworrying.”

Amara:“YouknowthatI’llalwayssurroundmyselfaroundyourexistence?”

Shesaysoutofnowhere.

Me:“IknowandsowillI.”

Ipeckherlipsgentlyandslowly,lettingmylipslingeron.

Me:“Won’tyoujoinmeforaquickshower?”

Mysmirktellsonme.

Amara:“Quickshowerhuh?”



Shegivesmeaninquisitivelookthatinducesanaughtysmileonmyface.

MKHIZE*

Mysonisawayfrom me,Ilostmywife,mybrothersandnowmylifeisspirallingoutofcontrol.

BangizweMkhizeislosingcontrol,Iusedtobeontopofmygame.Althoughmyhouseis

packedwithwivesandchildrenwhofillitwithsweetsoundsoftheirlaughter,somethingis

missing.Ican’tgraspwhatitis.

“Baba.”

Sikabudgesintomybedroom ringingthealarm withhisvoice,hestopsonthedoorwaywitha

shockedexpression.

Me:“Yinimanje?”(Whathappened?)

Sika:“Nkomohasbeenkidnapped.”

Heconveysthebadnewsthatforcesmetositupfrom thebed,that’sright,Ispendmostofmy

timesleeping.

Me:“WhotookmysonSika?”

Hedropshisheadatmyloudroar.

Sika:“Angazibaba,aninformantofminetoldmethatyoursonwastakenandhe’sbeingheld

hostagebysomemen.”(Idon’tknow.)

Mkhizehasfallen.

Me:“IsitnotthatboySishi?He’sstillplanningrevengeagainstme?”

Sika:“Idoubtbaba,SishihasprotectedNkomolikeabrother.”

Me:“AsnakecannotbetrustedSika,Sishicannotbetrusted.”

Thatboyissickinthehead,hecanchangeonyouovernight.

Sika:“Thereissomethingyoushouldknowbaba.”

Heprepares.

Me:“Khuluma.”(Speak.)

Sika:“Nkomohasbeendatingthatgirlfrom Ghana.”

Hiseyesavoidmysternlook.

Me:“WhichgirlSika?”

NotRuthplease.



Sika:“ThebrideofOkolie.”

Me:“What?Howdidthathappen?IsshenotbetrothedtoOkolie?”

Sika:“Youknowsheisbaba.”(Boss.)

Heripostes.

Me:“Whatdothosepeoplewantwithmyson?IneedtoseeSegun,ifhehasanythingtodowith

this,Iwillkillhim.”

Ipushtheblanketasideanddropmyfeetonthefloor,myheadspinsasthebloodflowstomy

legsinarush.

Sika:“Anotherthingbaba.”(Boss.)

Morebadnews?

Sika:“Segunismissing,nooneknowswhereheis.”

Me:“Whyam IhearingabouteverythingnowSika?Sincewhendoyoukeepthingsfrom me?Are

younotsupposedtobemyrighthandman?”

Sika:“Iam baba,yourheartwasnotstrongenoughtobegivenbadnews.”

Sika,mybravestsoldierthinksthatI’m weak.

Me:“Wasitforyoutodecideorme?Areyouaqualifieddoctornow?”

Sika:“Chababa.”(Noboss.)

Me:“Ihavetofindmyson,hemightbeestrangedfrom mebut,he’sstillmysonandIlovehim.”

Nkomohatedmehiswholelife,Ipushedhim awaywhenIkilledhismother.Mycarelessness

exposedhim tomyrage,Ifailedtoprotecthim from mylifeofcrime.

Me:“GetmeSegun’spuppet,Iwanttohaveatalkwithhim.”

Sika:“Yebobaba.”(Yesboss.)

Hedashesoutofthebedroom,someonebetterexplainwheremysonis.

NEO*

Wehavesettleddownintheloungetodiscusstheplan,nothinghascometolightyet.Noone

hasaclueastowhocould’vetakenSethu,likeStyloshadsaid,theenemiesareasmanyasthe

sandofthesea.

Styles:“Whoeverthosemenare,theyhavedoneagoodjobhidingthemselves.”

Randall:“Atoothforatooth,it’shangingatthebackofmymind.Mymemoryisnotdoingme



justice.”

AmarawalksintogiveUzeaglassofjuice,hefrownsatherassheholdsittohim.Shereturns

thescowl,hetakesitandleavesitonthetable.It’sacomicalscene,UzeleersatmeasIdropa

laugh.

Amara:“DoyouthinkFrancohassomethingtodowithit?”

UzeandStylosexchangelooks.

Amara:“FrancooncesaidthattoyouRandall,orwasitaneyeforaneye?Hesaidhewas

avenginghisbrother’sdeath.”

Damn,girlhascrackedit.

Styles:“Fuck.”

Hecusses.

Randall:“Matteo,youkilledMatteo.”

Stylosdropshishead,gripshishairandgrowls.

Styles:“Fuck.”

Me:“Whatisit?KemangMatteo?”(WhoisMatteo?)

Heglancesatme,hisgazescrutinizingme.

Styles:“ThefirsttimeAmarawaskidnapped,therewasashootinginPimvilleandFranco’s

cousinwasshot.Hediedonthespot.”

Me:“Howdotheyknowyoudidit?”

Styles:“Idon’tknow,thefootagewasdeleted.Theymusthavefoundawaytogetit.”

Randall:“Wedidn’tcoverourtrackswell.”

Amara:“Doesthatmeanthey’llcomeforme?”

Thefearinhervoiceispalpable.

Randalltakesherhandandpullshertohim,hekissesthetopofherhead.

Randall:“Nomehemma,it’snotyoutheyareafterbut,Styles.”(Myqueen.)

UzepullsAmaratohislap,hecircleshisarmsaroundherandhideshisfaceonhercollarbone.I

turntoleeratKennyboybesideme,he’sscowlingatthecouple.

Whyishegivinghimselfheartache?

Styles:“Wehavetogo.”

Heannounceserratically,he’sonhisfeetinamillisecondofaflash.



Me:“Wherearewegoing?”

Styles:“Iknowwheretheyare.”

Ithoughtwewereallonthesamepage,nooneknewanything.

Randall:“How?”

Styles:“I’llexplaininthecar.Kennethwillyoustayhere?”

Ohoh!!!

Randall:“Fuckno.”

Uzehowls.

Styles:“ShouldIdothisaloneRandy?”

Whendidhegetangry?

Randall:“No.”

Hehehe!!!

Styles:“WouldyouratherItakeKennethwithme?YouknowIcan’tdothiswithoutyouRandall,I

needyoubymyside.We’reinthistogether?Ridetogether?”

Uzeclencheshisjawline,hiseyeshardasarock.

Randall:“Dietogether.”

Me:“Idon’tknowaboutdyingbut,I’llridewithyou.”

Ican’tbeleftout.

Styles:“Let’sdothisthen,let’sbringmybabyhome.”

Randall:“StayoutofmyhouseMkhize.”

HegivesacommandtoanundauntedKenneth.

Styles:“Youheardhim Kenneth,please.”

Kenneth:“Iknowhowtocontrolmyself.”

AmaraisholdingontoUze’sarm fordearlife,herheadisrestingonit.Helooksdownatheras

sheraisesherheadtoleerathim,akisswasbrewingthereandnowweareholdingcandles.

(Watchingthem kissing.)

Neo:“Whereismywoman?”

Zeehasbeengonefortoolong.

Angervisibleonhisface,Kennethfuriouslymarchesoutofthehouse.Stylosshakeshishead

andscurriesafterhim,hehastogetthroughtoKennethbeforeUzedigshisgrave.



Amara:“Pleasecomehometous.”

He’scradlinghercheeksinthepalmsofhishands.

Randall:“Iwillalwayscomehometoyou,nomatterhowlongittakes.”

Hepecksherlipsand…

Idon’tknowwhyI’m watchingthis.

Me:“Zee!!!”

Irunuptolookforher.

“Mbali,whyareyoudoingthistome?”

Mbali:“Ididn’tdoanything,you’realwaystakingGinger’sside.”

ZeeisfightingwithMbali.

Ayize:“Whatsideareyoutalkingabout?”

Mbali:“Youbelieveheroverme.”

IwalkintofindMbalistandingwithherhandsstucktoherwaist.

Ayize:“Yeywena,youweresmokingmaan.”(Heyyou.)

ZeeshoutsandgrabsMbali’sarm.

Mbali:“Iwasn’tsmoking.”

Sheyellsback.

Ayize:“NgiyahlanyaminaMbali?Am Iimaginingthissmell?”(Am Icrazy?)

Mbali:“Idon’tknow.”

Sheclickshertongue.”

Ayize:“Yeywena!”(Heyyou.)

ImakeitintimetostopZeefrom slappingher,Mbalididnotflinchwhatsoever.

Gingerrunsoutoftheroom.

Ayize:“Neoletmego,Imustteachthischildalesson.”

Shepullsherhandfrom me.

Me:“She’sachildZee.”

Ayize:“Anunrulychild,angizwaninehlongandlebe.Ngizom’bhaxabula.”(Idon’tlikestubborn

kids.Iwillbeatherupvehemently.)

MbalirunstothedoorwhenZeetakesabeltfrom ashelf.



Ayize:“Comebackhere,todayyouwilltellmewhereyoulearnttoclickyourtongueatanadult.”

Me:“Lethergobaba.”

It’sonlynowthatMbaliisafraid.

Me:“Mbaligotoyoursister.”

Sherunsoutthedoor.

Ayize:“ThisistoomuchNeo.HowdoIdisciplineher?”

Me:“We’llfigureitouttogether.”

Itakethebeltfrom her.

Me:“I’m leavingbaba.”

Hereyesreceiveanindignantlook.

Ayize:“Youfoundher?”

Me:“Stylosthinksheknowswheretheyarehidingher.”

Hopefullyit’snotanotherwildgoosechase.

Ayize:“Okay,don’tgetbittenbyadog.”

Sheforcesasmile.

Me:“Ipromise.”

Isaybringingmylipstohers,sheclipsherarmsaroundmeasIpullherclosetome.Myarms

begintowonderonherback,herhipsandunderhershirt.IdeepenthekissasIbreatheherin,

herbreastspressedonmychestandmyheartratebeatingfaster.Shepullsoutfrom thekiss,

hereyestellmethatshewantsmeasmuchasIwanther.

Ayize:“Youshouldgo.”

Hereyessayotherwise.

Me:“I’llbeback.”

Ayize:“Don’tgetyourselfkilled.”

Me:“Anddieavirgin?Never,I’m cominghometoyoubaba.”

Arapidlaughderivesfrom her.

Ayize:“Andcomebackascrazyasyouare,Iwouldn’thaveyouanyotherway.”

Anddon’tIlovethat?

“Neo!!!”

Uzeiscallingme.



Me:“Thoseidiotsarenothingwithoutme.Canyouhearthedesperationinhisvoice?”

Anothersweethorselaughconsumesher,sheholdsmyhandaswetreadoutoftheroom.

Me:“Baba,IknowyouhavesomuchonyourplatewithMbaliandGingerbut,pleasewatchover

Amaraaswell.KennethwillbeherewatchingoverthehouseandIdon’ttrusthim withher.”

Ipronouncewhilewepotterdowntomeettheothers.

Ayize:“YeahI’veseenhowhelooksather,andthethousanddeathshe’sdiedseeingherwith

Randybaby.”

Me:“He’sachancetakerandhe’sdetermined,Uzewillkillhim.”

Ayize:“Don’tworry,I’llkeepaneyeonhim.”

Everyoneiswaitingoutside,Styloslooksimpatient.RandallandAmarahaven’tletgoofeach

otherandKennethisstandingnexttoStylosgrimacingatthelovebirds.

Styles:“Let’sgo.”

Hejumpsintothecar,takingthedriver’sseat.

Me:“I’llseeyoulater.”

IuttertomyZee,shepecksmycheek.

Zee:“Seeyoulater.”

Sherespondssoftly,walkingawayfrom herseemsharderthanbefore.UzehasbidAmara

goodbye,hiseyesrefusetodepartfrom herasStylosdrivesusoutofthecompound.

Heclickshistonguethesecondweexitthegate.

Me:“Don’tworryUze,ZeewillkeepaneyeonKenneth.”

Randall:“Couldn’twegetsomeoneelsetowatchoverthem?”

Heseethes.

Styles:“KennethknowsnottotryanythingwithAmara.”

StylostrustsKenneth,Idon’tknowifheshould.

Randall:“Howlonghaveyouknownabouthisintentions?”

Stylosclearshisthroat.

Styles:“Awhile.”

Estimated?

Me:“Itdoesn’tmatterhowlonghe’sknownaboutthis,Kennethneedstostayaway.Didyousee

hisface?”



Styles:“CanwenottalkaboutKenneth?Andplanhowwearegoingtodothis.”

Hegrunts.

Randall:“Wedon’thaveateam Styles,it’sthethreeofus.”

Styles:“AndKenneth’steam.”

Randall:“Great,thenextthinghe’llbeaskingusforfavours.”

Styles:“Thatwon’thappen.”

Me:“Whydoyoutrusthim somuchStylos?”

Kennethisadodgyman.

Styles:“Hemightbeanidiotbut,he’sloyal.”

Randall:“Isthatwhyhehashiseyessetonmywife?”

Styles:“Ispoketohim aboutthat,Kennethknowswhattodo.”

Weshallsee.

Randallisdonewiththisconversation,hehandsmea23calibergun.

Me:“Whatisthisfor?”

Idon’tlikeguns.

Randall:“Wearenotgoingtoaparty.”

Hepullsabagfrom underaseat,revealingammunitionashezipsitopen.

Me:“DamnUze,somanyguns?”

Hegrinsatmyretort.

Randall:“Itoldyouthatwe’renotgoingtoaparty.”

YeahIheardthat.

Me:“Whoarewegoingtokillwithsomanyguns?”

Styles:“IcantakeyoubackNeo.”

Heoffers.

Me:“No,Iwanttodothis.Iknowthatyou’ddothesameforme.

Randall:“WetakecareofeachotherNeo,nothingwillhappentoyou.”

Hiswordsarecomforting.ToknowthatI’m notalone.

Styles:“Theplacewillbeguarded,weneedtocomeupwithastrategyastohowwe’llgetin.”

Me:“Crashtheirsystem andgoinastheITguy.”



Styles:“Greatplan,I’llgivethemenacommandoncewearein.”

Godhelpus.

Tobecontinued…
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Ayize:“Thosepeopledidnoteat.”

We’reclearingthetable,inthediningroom.Chiomawillhavemyheadwhensheseeshowher

foodhasbeenwasted.

Me:“It’sthestress.”

Ayize:“Icanrelate,Ihaven’thadanythingsince.”

Sheopensachairandsits,Isettledownaswell.

Ayize:“Plus,Mbaliisstressingme.”

Mbaliisbecomingrebellious.

Me:“Ithinksheneedstotalktosomeone.”

Ayize:“Sheneedsabelt,Gingeristhehardheadedonebut,she’snotbeingacrybabyoverthe

lossoftheirparents.”

Me:“Speaktoherandfindoutwhattheproblem is,maybeshemisseshermother.”

Ayize:“Iwanttosendthem awaytotheiraunt,I’m notreadyforthisAmara.I’llbetiredbythe

timeIhavemyownbrats.”

Shesighs.

Me:“Idoubtbeingawayfrom theonlyfamilytheyhaveleftwilldothem good.”

TheyneedtokeepacloserwatchonMbali,Ithinkshe'llbefine.

Ayize:“Myauntisstrict,Mbalineedstobedisciplined.Wealllostsomeone,bitchingaboutitis

nottheway.”

Ayizeisfunny,shesaysbitchingandshe'stalkingaboutatwelveyearold.

MyheartsinksatthesoundofLiyanacrying,wejumptorushtoher.Myheadspinsuponseeing

blooddrippingfrom herforehead.

Liyana:“Mara.”

ShecriesasIfranticallydashtoher.MbaliandGingerareslowlytoddlingbehindher,theylook

terrifiedandnervousatthesametime.



Me:“Babywhathappened?”

Iinspecttheinjury,shehasabiglumponherforehead.

Liyana:“Mbalihitmewithastone.”

Ayize:“Ini?”(What?)

Sheshouts.

Me:“Letmelookatthatbaby.”

Liyana:“It’ssoreMara,don’ttouchit.”

Shepushesmyhandawayasshewipeshertears.Howam Igoingtoexplainthistoherfather?

Thatmanistoomuchwhenitcomestothischild.

Ayize:“WhathappenedMbali?”

Silence.

Me:“Let’sgocleanyouup.”

Itakeherinmyarms,there’safirstaidkitinthekitchen.

Ayize:“Youtwostayhere,ngiyeza.You’lltellmewhatyoudidtoRandy’schild.”(I’m coming.)

Ihearhergiveacommandtothegirls.

Ayize:“I’m sorryAmara.Issheokay?”

Liyanaisstillsnivelling.

Me:“She’llbeokay.”

Ican’tstandhercries,theybreakmyheart.Isitheronthecounter.

Me:“Pleasegetmethefirstaidkitonthetopdrawerthere.”

Ayizehurriestogetit.

Me:“It’sokayLiyababy,stopcryingnow,you’llgetaheadache.”

Liyana:“Butithurts.”

Shewipeshertearsasshetriestorestrainthem from pouringoutofhereyes.

Me:“You’regoingtobeokay.”

Ayize:“WhathappenedLiya?”

Shehandsmethekit.

Liyana:“Mbaliputan…a…appleon…my…myheadandtoldme…tosta…standst.i.i.i.ll.”

Shedragsthewordsoutthroughhersobs.



Liyana:“Shesaidif…ifImove…I’llget...hurt.Then…thenthestone…hitmeonthehea.a.a.ad.”

Shenarrateshershortstoryasslowasshecould,Ayizegritsherjaw.

Ayize:“Thatbratwillgetitfrom me.”

Shegruntsinanger.

Me:“Don’tbehardonher,she’sstillmourning.”

Ayize:“Mourningwhat?Please,thisisnoexcusetobeviolent.Whatifshehithereye?”

Sheretortsagitatedly.

Liyana:“Ouch.”

ShewhinesandpushesmyhandbackasIcleanthewoundwithadisinfectant.

Me:“Sorrybaby.”

Iblowonthewoundtolessenthepain.

Ayize:“Mbali,wozalawena.”(Comehere.)

Ayizetakeshershoeoffandhidesitbehindher.MbaliandGingerwalkin,theystoponthedoor

way.

Ayize:“Uyenzenilengane?”(Whatdidyoudotothischild?)

Mbalidropsherheadasshefidgetsherfingers.

Ayize:“Ginger,whathappened?”

GingerlooksatMbali,shedoesn’twanttotellonhersister.

Ayize:“Okay,noonewantstospeak.I’llpunishyouboththen.Ningamatwinsangisho,today

youwillfeelhowbeingatwinislike.”(You'retwinsright.)

Ginger’seyeswiden.

Ginger:“Ididn’tdoanything.”

Shehums.

Ayize:“Khulumakee.”(Speakthen.)

Gingerlooksathersisterwhogiveshera‘don’tsayanything’look.

Ayize:“Okay,I’llstartwithyouGinger.”

Ginger:“Nosisi,Mbalididit.ShesaidshewantedtoseeifLiyana’sbloodwasthesamecolour

asours.”(Sister.)

What?

I’m dumbfounded.



Ayize:“Whatkindofstupidityisthat?Mbali?Areyoustupidorwhat?”

Ayizeyells.

Mbali:“It’snotadeepwound,Liyanaisacrybaby.”

Ihavenowords.

HowdoIkeepLiyanaawayfrom herwithoutseemingrudeoroffendingAyize?

Ayize:“Thischild?UzongazinamhlanjeMbali,siyezwana?”(Youwillknowmetoday.Doyou

hearme?)

Ayizechargesafterher,Mbaliturnstorunoutofthekitchen.

Ayize:“Wozalawena.”(Comehere.)

ShecatchesMbalibeforeshegetsanyfar,holdstheshoeupandthrashesheronherbutt.

Mbali:“Mama,mama.”

Mbaliscreams.

Ayize:“You’reachild,youshouldactlikeachild.”

Sheproclaims,whippingher.

Mbali:“I’m sorrysisi,I’m sorry.”(Sister.)

Shescreamsherapology.

Ayize:“Youshouldbesorryyoubrat.”

Gingerlooksaway,shehatesthathersisterisgettingawhooping.

Liyana:“Mara,she’shurtingher.Tellhertostop.”

Liyanabegs.

Me:“Ayize,you’rescaringthekids.”

Shestops.

Ayize:“ApologizetoLiyananow.”

Mbali:“I’m sorryLiya.”

AsobbingMbalisays.

Liyana:“It’sokay,I’m sorrythattheyhityou.”

Sheacceptsandsendsanapology.

Ayize:“Gotoyourroom andthinkaboutwhatyoudid.”

Mbalisnivelsaway.



Ginger:“AreyouokayLiyana?”

Liyananods.

She’snotokay,shehasabigbumponherheadandIforeseeaheadache.Ayizecarriesa

worriedlook,shefeelsbadforthrashinghersister.

NOMBULELO*

“Lelowakeup.”

Thatvoice…

IopenmyeyestofindZumastandingbymybedside.Thismandoesnotgiveuporishestupid?

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Zuma:“I’vebeencomingtoseeyoueverydaysinceyouwerehospitalized.”

Hisconfessionshocksme.

Me:“WholetyouinZuma?”

Ifeelviolatedthathesnuckuponmelikethat,ifMbusohadknownaboutthis,hewould’vetold

meandhewouldneverallowZumainhere.

Zuma:“It’sahospitalLelo,IcancomeandgoasIplease.”

That’stheproblem.

Me:“Ngicelauhambetuu.”(Pleaseleave.)

Zuma:“IcamehereforyouLelo,Iwantedtoseeifyou’reokay.”

Me:“I’m fine,asyoucansee.”

Alittletoolateforthat.

Zuma:“Howismybaby?”

Hehasababy?

Me:“Idon’tknow,Idon’tknowwhoyou’rebabyis.”

Zuma:“Lelodon’tplaylikethiscomeon,givemeachanceman.”

Mr.Comedian.

Me:“AchanceforwhatZuma?”

Whyam Italkingtohim?



Zuma:“I’m sorryforwhatIdid,Leloplease.”

Me:“Pleasewhat?Youkeepsayingplease.Pleasewhat?”

He’sgettingonmynerves.

Zuma:“Doyouknowhowmuchithurtsmetoseeyouwithanotherman?Imessedup,Iknow

andI’m sorry,babyI’m notperfect.I’m amanandwemakemistakes.”

Someonesenthim heretomakemeangry.

Me:“GetoutofhereZuma.”

Iturnawayfrom him,Idon’twanttoseehisbighead.

Zuma:“Don’tchasemeawayplease,letmestayatleastfortwominutes.”

Me:“NgithehambaZuma.”(Isaidgo.)

Whatiswrongwithhishearing?

Zuma:“I’m notleaving,Ican’tgoawayjustlikethat.”

God,Iam facingthestubbornnessofaZuluman,someone,anyonesendhelp.

Me:“Whathappenedinyourlifethatmadeyouthinkback?”

Let’shearit.

Zuma:“IrealizedthatImadeamistake,Ishouldn’thaveattackedyouthatday.Ishouldn’thave

cheatedonyouwithyourbestfriend.”

I’m gettingangrier.

Howdarehe?Howdarehetreatmeliketrashandthinkhe’llapologiseandI’lltakehim back.”

Me:“Voetsek.”(Pissoff.)

Gokupushedthatoneout.

Zuma:“Whatdidyousay?”

Me:“IsaidvoetsekZuma,voetsekoutofmyroom now.”(Pissoff.)

Ishout.

Zuma:“Nombulelo?”

Me:“Isaidgetout.”

Iscream athim,andasharppaincutsthroughmybelly.

Me:“Aaah.”

IhowlasIpressmybabybump.



Zuma:“Whatisit?Isitthebaby?”

Hetouchesmyhand,Ishovehishandaway.

Me:“Don’ttouchme."

Iscream andthepainintensifies.

Me:“OhGod,ithurts.”

IcurlmybodyasIturntofacetheotherway.

Zuma:“I’llcallthedoctor.”

Ihearthesoundofthedooropeningand…

“Whatthehellareyoudoinghere?”

Mbusoishere.

Me:“Mbusomybaby,mybaby.”

I’m cryingandmyeyesarepleadingforhim tosavemychild.”

Mbuso:“Getoutofhere.”

HebarksatZumawhilepushinghim out.

Zuma:“Lelo.”

JustasMbusoshutsthedooronhisface,Iscream,asanotherexcruciatingpaincutsthrough

mybellyandeverythingaroundmebecomesfuzzybeforeablackout.

MKHIZE*

Sikacanberoughwhenhewantsto,Itoldhim togetmeameetingwiththisguyandhedrags

him inmyhouse.Ravenisbruised,hehasbloodoozingfrom hiseyebrowandablueeye.Sika

pusheshim onthefloor,Ravenisfurious,hisexpressionsayshehasnoideawhyhe’shere.

Me:“HaiboSika.”

Mykidsareinthishouse.”

Sika:“Itseemsliketheonlylanguageheunderstandsisviolence.Hedidn’twanttocome,Iwas

nicetohim andhebecamedefensive.”

Hecouldbelying,Sikaisfondofviolence.

Me:“Youdidn’thavetobeathim likethis.”

Sika:“Ngiyaxolisababa,buthe’sadog.”(I’m sorryboss.)



Heclickshistongue.

Me:“Sika,thismanisanOkolie.Youdon’ttouchthesedogs,you’llbecursedmfana.Haveyou

forgottenwhathappenedtomysonandFranco?”(Boy.)

Hesneers.

Sika:“Whateverwitchcraftthatis,itwillnotaffectme.I’m aZulumanbaba,youdon’tknowthe

thingsIhavedoneandseeninlife.”

Thisoneisadaredevil.

Me:“Uthatha'machanceSika,thiswillnotendwell.Thesepeopleknowwitchcraftfirsthand.

Theydinewiththedevil,FrancowasaZombiewhendied.”(You’retakingchances.)

Sika:“Iwastherebaba,Iwitnessedhisepisodes.Francowasacowardandweak,hediedlikea

coward.”(Boss.)

Heshouldn’tsayInevertoldhim.

Aftersomucheffort,Ravenpickshimselfandstandsonhisknees.

Raven:“Whatisthemeaningofthis?”

Heleersupatme,blooddroolingfrom hismouth.

Me:“Hey,you’redroolingonmycarpet.”

Hesendshishandtowipehismouth.

Raven:“You’regoingtopayforthisMkhize.Doyouknowwhomybrotheris?”

Thisissurelyanemptythreat.

Me:“Thesamebrotheryouabandonedforthatuselessman,youcallafather?Don’tmakeme

laughplease.”

Hiseyesfallasshamemockshim.

Me:“HowstupidcanyoubeOkolie?Didyouthinkyou’dbeprotectedwhileatSegun'sside?”

Raven:“Mybrotherwillalwaysprotectme,Iknowhe’llneverforsakeme.”

He’sdelusional.

Me:“Likeyoudesertedhim?”

Sika:“He’safool.”

Sikatauntshim andtakesjoyinitashefallsintolaughter.

Raven:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Let’sgettoitthen.



Me:“Iwantmyson.”

Raven:“Yourson?”

Hefrownsinconfusion.

Me:“Don’tactstupidRaven,yourfathergoesmissingandmysondisappearsaswell.Whatare

youplayingat?”

Raven:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

Sika:“Yey,speakyouidiotoryouwillleavethisplaceinabodybag”

Sikakickshim andhefallsonhisside.

Me:“Iwouldbelievehim ifIwereyou,he’snotjoking.”

RavenoglesatSika,IknowthatSikameansit.

Raven:“Youcankillmeifyouwant,Iwillnotsayanything.”

Sikasmirks.

Me:“Sika?”

Sika:“Theboyhasadeathwish.”

Hepullsoutagun,loadsitandaimsitatRaven.

Ravenflinchesandclencheshiseyes.

Raven:“Idon’tknowwheremyfatherisplease,he’sbeenmissingforweeks.”

Me:“Lookslikeit’sgoingtobealongdaySika.”

Hechuckles.

SETHU*

He’sback,thismanisbackandhelooksmoresinisterthanbefore.Thelookinhiseyesmakes

thehairsatthebackofneckstand.

“Sishi’smost-priciestpossession.Arewestillgood?”

Letmesee.

Am Istillgood?

I’m stilltieduponachairandkeptinadarkroom againstmywill.

“Ihaveasurpriseforyou.”



Withanevilgrinherubshishandstogether,mischievously.Idon’thavethestrengthforhis

dramaanymore,Iwanttogohome.

“Aww!IslittlemissSishicrying?”

Hemocksmytears.

“Savethosetearssweetie,youaregoingtoneedthem later.”

Hebringshiswristuptocheckthetimeonhiswatch.

“It’shappeningnow.Braceyourselfbabygirl.OhhowIwishStyleswerehere,frontrawtickets,I

canseeit.”

Anevillaughdischargesfrom hismouthashespreadshishandsopen.

“Comein.”

Heshouts.

ThedoorswingsopenandIseeabeam oflightcomingthroughit,followedbyatallbuffblack

man.

Helooksasscaryasthisone.NowIunderstandwhyparentsalwaystellusnottogooutat

night,theymusthavemetthesetwo.

Tallman:“WeneedtodothisnowTyson,youknowhowgoodSishiis.Heprobablyknowsthis

locationandisonhisway.”

HeaddressesmyabductorasTyson.

Thisman’swordsthat,Stylesiscominggivemehope,IwishtheyaretrueandthatStyleswill

cometomyrescue.

Tyson:“WhereisDash?Callhim,thepartyisabouttostart.”

HelooksatmewithsomuchlustthatIfeeldirty,somehowIhaveanideawhatiscomingnext.

Theyaregoingtogangrapemebeforekillingme.

Don’tcrySethu,youneedtobestrong.

Thetallmanleavesandcomesbackwithanotherguyjustasscarier,abitshorterandchubbier

thanthesetwo.Ifigurehe’sDash,hewearsthiscreepysmirkonhisfacethemomenthelooks

atme.

Theworstpartisthathedoesn’thaveat-shirtonandhiscargoshortsareunbuttoned.

MyheartjumpstomythroatandimmediatelyIfeelagreatneedtothrowup.Thisisit,mylifeis

overat25.

Dash:“Iwanttostart,whoknows,Imightjustbeluckyandbethefirsttobreakher.”

He’ssayingthiswhilerunninghisdirtyhandsonmybreast,Itrytoshrughim offbut,beingtied



toachairisnothelpingatall.

AllIcandoiscryoutloudandscream.

Man2:“Ifshe’savirgin,thenIwanttogofirst.”

HeprotestsmakingmefeeldirtierthanIalreadydo.

Dash:“No,Ipredictedfirst,youwereherebeforemebut,itnevercrossedyourmind.”

Man2:“Don’tbeunfairDash,youalwaysgofirst.It'smyturnthistime.”

Me:"Stopplease,stop.Ican'ttakeitanymore."

Iscream cry.

OMG,thisisn’thappening.Iwanttodie,theyaresavagesandtheirwordsareenoughtokillme.

Icrymoreastheystartpushingeachotherlikeanimals,fightingtogettome.Myeyesrunto

Tysonandhe’sstandingwithhishandsinhispocketsandasmirkonhisface.Icantellhe’s

enjoyingeverything.

Me:“Tyson,I’m sorryplease.WhateverStylesdid,I’m sorry.Pleasedon’tdothis,please.”

Ipleadformylife.

Theyalllookateachotherbeforeburstingoutintolaughter.

Tyson:“Wehaven’tstartedyetandyou’realreadybeggingmetostop.”

Helaughslouder.

Tyson:"WaittillStylesfindsoutwhatwedidtohispreciousdiamond,hewon’tbeabletolive

withhimself.Thiswillbehisdownfall,finallywe’llsucceedinkillingStylesSishi.Only,theblood

won’tbeinourhands,hewilltakehisownlife.Mysweetlittlebrotherwillbeavenged.”

TheyarehavingalaughingpartywhileIcan’tstopshakingandsobbingfrom fear.I’veheard

aboutthedevil’sangelsbut,didn’tthinktheyareactuallyreal.

HowcanIsayInevermetthem whentheyarestandingrightbeforeme?

Tyson:“Fellas,ifthisbitchisreallyavirginthenIwillgofirst,thiswillkillStylesevenmore.”

Idon’tknowwhat’sworse,them debatingaboutwhoshouldrapemefirstorthefactthatI’m

goingtodiewithoutseeingmyfamilyagain.AtleastIdeservetosaygoodbyetothem andtell

them Ilovethem.

Thetwoguysdon’tprotest,insteadtheyobeyTyson.Hewalksuptomewhilelaughing,herips

mydressandI’m lefthalfnaked.Everythinggoesdownhill.

Iscream mylungsoutasIheartherippingsoundofmydress.Notagain,Godnotagain.

Me:“Please,don’tdothisplease.”

Ibegbutmypleasfallondeafears.Itdawnsonme,theyarenothumanbut,demonssentfrom



hellbythedevil.

Godplease,ifImakeitoutofthisIwillmakethingsrightwithmyfamily.IwillloveStyleslikeI

haveneverlovedbefore.

WithmyeyestightlyshutIsayalittleprayer,Iopenthem asIfeelsomethingcoldandweton

mychest.It’sTyson,assaultingmybreasts.

Iscream andwiththelittlestrengthIhave,tryjumpingfrom thechair.

Itisn’tmuchhelpbecauseIam tiedupbut,itstopshim from touchingme.

Ifeeldirtyanddisgusted,theurgetothrowupbecomesstrongerandIlurchmyheadoverand

vomitrightonTyson’sfeet.

Thisrepulsiveactprovokeshim toangerthathepunchesme,Ifalloverwiththechair.Myears

ringsoloud,Iseestarsasmyheadspins.

Tyson:“Youbitch.”

Hekicksmeonthestomachasheroarswithsomuchanger.

Ican’tseetheothertwoguysbut,Ihearthem laugh.

Dash:“HurryupTyson,seeinghernakedismakingmehorny.”

I’m turnedaroundbythisTysonguy,bloodisoozingfrom mymouth.

Heuntiestherope,kicksthechairtothesideandlikeamannequinpullsmeuptomyfeet.I

flinchinpain.

Mywholebodyisthrobbing,everylimbhurtslikehell.

Tysonuseshisbackhandtoslapmeagainandmybodyfliesacrossthefloor,hittingthe

groundwithaloudthud.Iscream inagonyasmyelbowdislocatesfrom itsplace.Thisfeelslike

dejavu,I’m adefencelesswomanandnoneofthismatterstothesemonsters,nothingmatters

tothem.Mybodyisnumb,Ihavenotearstocry,onlypainispresentatthismomentasI’m

curleduponthecoldfloorandmyfaceburiedinmyarms.Ahandpullsme,turnsmeoverandI

seeTyson’suglyface.Ireachformyotherhandtocompressthepain.Tysonstandswitheach

legoneithersideofmybody

Iclampmyeyesasheunbuttonshispantswithapervertedlookinhiseyes.Iwantthistorture

tobeoverwith.

Hestraddlesme,ripsmybrastringopen,leavingascratchonmychest.I’m exposedasmy

breastsarerevealed,Tysondigshisfaceonmybreastsbeforethreegunshotsareheard.

Tyson:“Shit.”

Heroars.

Dash:“Fuck,he’shere.”



Who'shere?

Theterrorontheirfacesisevident.

Man2:“Withhisminions.”

Tyson:“Whatthehellareyouwaitingfor?Gocheckandkillthatbastard.”

Heyellsatthem,whilesittingontopofme.

Tysongetsuptohisfeet,runstothesmalltableinthemiddleoftheroom andgrabsagun.

Thetwoguysdashout,thereismoregunshotsandagainIcurlmyshudderingbody.Itsounds

likeawarhasbrokenout.MaybeI’m goingtobesaved,whoeveritisoutthere,Ipraytheyare

hereforme.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

174*

NEO*

Theplanworked,itwaseasytoenterthebuilding.Everythingwasgoingokayuntilsomeidiot

recognizedScar,that’swhenUzepulledagunoutandstarteddroppingbodieslikefruitsfrom a

tree.

Me:“StylosgoinI’llcoveryou.”

IshouttoStylos,I’m shieldingmyselfwithatruckthat’srecklesslypackedinplainsightoutside

athreestorybuilding.Bulletsareflyingeverywhere,myheartskipswitheveryblasttotheair.

Notknowingifthenextbulletwillhitmeisscary,I’m notcertainifIwillmakeitoutofthisplace.

I’m notasbraveasUzeandStyloswhoservebulletsasifit’stheirprofession.

Stylos:“BecarefulNeo.”

Heshoutsbackasherunstowardsasinglestoryfactory.

“WhereisStylesgoing?”

IturnbacktoseeUzebehindme,hisbackisfacingmeasheshootsatmenwhoarehiding

behindthebuilding.Thegunshotssoundasiftheycouldcrackaskull,flashbacksinvademy

thoughtsasI’m takenbacktothedaywehadgonetorescueAmara.

WillIdiebecauseofawoman,thesewomenarealwaysindanger.

Me:“HethinksMiss.Sisinthefactory.”

Itellhim,there’snooneinsight,thebulletshaltfrom myside.

Randall:“Howmanyareleft?”

Iwasn’tcounting.

Whohastimetocountthenumberofpeopleshootingatyou?Whenwillyougetthetimetorun

andhide?

Me:“Idon’tknowUzebut,thesoundofgunshotstellmethatwehavealotofmonkeystokill.”

Ileanonthetruck,shieldingmyselffrom thebulletscomingfrom Uze’sdirection.

Randall:“IthinkIshouldcheckonStyles.Hewon’tbesafealoneinthere.”

Me:“Andthesesoldiers?Whoisgoingtokillthem?”

Randall:“Youseem tohaveitundercontrol.”



He’scrazy.

Me:“They’llbutcherme,Uze.”

Randall:“Likethatguy.”

Hepointsbehindmewithhiseyes,Iturntoseeaguyrunningtowardsmewithabutcherknife

inhishand.Thefoolhasrunoutofbullets,hisgunislyingonthefloor.

Me:“Whatishegoingtodowiththatknife?”

Randall:“Probablystabyouwithit,Idon’tknow.Let’sseewhathedoeswhenhegetshere.”

He’sbeingsarcastic.

IhavealwaysknownthatUzewantsmedead.

Me“Youcan’tlethim gettome,Oga”(Boss.)

Randall:“Youwon’tlethim gettoyou,useyourgunNeo.Youneedtothinkfastoryouwon’t

makeitoutalive.You’lldie.”

IalmostforgotthatIhaveagun,also…

Me:“Chaii!!!Iwillnotdie,Iwillnotdie.”

Ineedtogetthatoutoftheway,theimageofmylifelessbodyhauntsmyheadasUze’swords

flickmyears.HefrownsashelooksatmelikeI’m losingmymind.

Me:“IwillnotdieUze.”

Igrill.

Randall:“Yeahifyoukillthatfoolfirst,youwillnotdie.”

Ishootthefoolandthebulletpiercesthroughhisstomach,killinghim.

Me:“Uze,he’sstaringatme.”

Hetiltsbackabit.

Randall:“He’sdeadNeo.”

Iam finished,ifthismandiedwhileglaringatme,he’sgoingtohauntme.Lookingathisdead

bodyturnseveryknotinmystomach,Icurveoverandthrowup.

Randall:“Areyouokay?”

Me:“EishOga,thisisnotgood.HowwillIgettheimageofthisidiotoutofmymind?”

Randall:“Don’tworry,itwillbeoutofyourmindbeforesupper.”

Theregoesmystomachatthementionofsupper,throwingupisharderthistimeasmyguthas

beenemptiedofitscontents.



“GO,GO,GO.”

Wehearforeignvoicesshoutingandmultipleheavyfootstepsstompingtowardsus.

Randall:“Neo,wehavecompany.”

Heintroducesinahaste.

Iraisemyheadattheannouncementtoseeabunchofwhitemenruninthepremises.

Theyareshootingatus,ourmenarescatteredaroundthisplacebut,wedon’tknowhowmany

wehaveleft.

Me:“Lifedoesnotloveus.”

Randall:“Stylesbettercomeoutofthere,now.”

Me:“Let’sfollowhim,somethingtellsmethathe’llbetrappedinthere.Kenneth’smenwilldeal

withthesepeople.I’m surethere’splentymorewheretheycamefrom.”

Ican’tdie,Idon’twanttodie.

Randall:“Goin,I’llcoveryou.”

Me:“Withthesebulletsflyingaround?”

Randall:“Okayfollowme.”

Me:“Okay,onetwo,onetwo…”

Hemoveswithoutwarning,he’slurchedoverduckingbulletsandshootingeverypersoncoming

hisway.I’m runningbehindhim bowingaslowasIcould,myhandsalmosttouchingtheground.

Randall:“Neouseyourgun.”

Heyells.

Hehastwofirearmsinhishandsnowandheadedtoadifferentdirection.He’sshootingleft,

rightandcentre.

Me:“ShitUze.”

IshoutwhileIrunandscanmyeyesasItrytofindaplaceofshelter.

“Gethim,gethim.”

Someonehollersfrom behind.

Iseeawhitemanwithblackhairsmirkingatmeandhe’sreadytoshoot.

Me:“Shit.”

Ishootathim andmiss,heshootsbackandI’m savedbyducking.Irunbehindatrailer,while

dishinghim withbullets.



Me:“Fuck,Iwasnotbornforthis.”

Ipeepovertoseehim tiptoeingcloser,fool.Hemustbenewatthis,Ihithim onthelegandhe

crushestothefloor.

Me:“Yesbaby,I’m takingbackourlandtoday.”

Withexcitement,Imovefrom mysheltertofinishhim off.Keepingwatchofthemenbustlingin

thisplace,Iknewhewasweak.Hehasfainted.

“Neowatchout.”

AsIturnduetothesoundofUze’svoice,somethinghotpiercesthroughmyleg,everything

playsoutinslowmotion.It’sthatbaboonThato,he’sstandingafewmetersawayfrom mewith

agunaimedatme.

ItfeelslikealifetimebeforeI’m droppedtothefloor,he’sstridingtowardmeandmymindhas

goneblank,allthat’sinitisthatmytimehascome.Mymotherwilldie,shewon’tmakeitwhen

shehearsofmydeath.IneverthoughtofhowIwouldwanttobeburied,Iwantmybodytobe

cremated.Idon’twantwitchestodigmybodyandturnmeintoazombie,Iwon’tbeabletotake

it.Ican’tlivetherestofmylifeundersomeoldwoman’sbed,that’sanightmare.

HowwillIescape?

MymindtakesmetomybeautifulZee,shewon’tcometomyfuneral.HowwillItakenotseeing

heratmyfuneral?Myheartwillbreak,Iwillneverkissherlipsagain.OnethingIknowisthatI

willhauntUzeandStylos,theywillneverknowamomentofpeaceintheirlives.Iwillmakesure

thattheywillneverhavesexagain,theycan’tbehavingagoodtimewhileI’m trappedunder

somestinkingbedinanoldhut.Thisistheirfault,it'salltheirfault.

MBUSO*

Thisbastardisstillhere,I’m goingtokillhim.He'spacingthecorridor,lookingworried.

Me:“WhatthehelldidyoudotoLelo?”

Igrabhiscollar.

Zuma:“Nothing,Iwastalkingtoherandshestartedscreaming.”

Me:“Whogaveyoupermissiontogointoherroom?Youbastard.Doyouhaveanyideawhat

you’vedone?”

Ibarkathim.

Zuma:“Pleasetellmetheyareokay,tellmeLelo…”

Hisvoicesaggravatesme.



Mbuso:“Shutup,youpieceofshit.Iwantyoutogetoutofhereanddon’tevercomeback.”

Icommand.

Zuma:“I’m notleavinguntilIseeformyselfthatLeloandmybabyareokay.”

Zumaisstubbornandandit’sinfuriating.Ican’tbeworriedaboutLeloandthismanwhowants

toputherlifeatrisk.

Mbuso:“Ihavealwaysknownthatyou’reselfishbutthis.

Thesecurityguardisbroughtherebytheloudcommotion.

Me:“Getthismanoutofhereandmakesureheleavesthepremises.”

Igivehim orders,hegrabsashoutingZumaandbeginstolughim out.

Zuma:“You’regoingtopayforthis,it’snotoverXaba.Youwillpay.”

Heyellswhiletryingtofightthesecurityguard.

Histhreatsdon’tfazeme.

NEO*

Thatotakesjoyinseeingmelyinghelplessonthefloor,Iwanttowipethatuglysmirkonhis

face.

Thato:“Yeah,s’dididi.”(Fool.)

Hemocksme,thisbloodyidiot.

Me:“S’dididi,kemau.Joumase.”(Afoolisyourmother.)(Cussing.)

Hechortles.

Thato:“Youcan’tcussatamanwhohasagunpointedatyou.Uzolimalanjandini.”(You’llget

hurtyoudog.)

Me:“You’llpayforshootingmemamparaandforsettingMissSup,joubliksem.”(Fool.)(You

bastard.)

IusemyelbowstobalancemybodyasIpushmyselftosit.

Thato:“IfIcangetawaywiththatthenIcangetawaywiththis.”

“Neoshoothim,youstillhavethegun.”

Uzeshouts,it’sfollowedbyloudsoundsofgunshots.ThatostepsonmyhandasItrytoraiseit.

Hekicksmyguntothesideandlaughs,he’slaughingatme.



Me:“Shit,Idon’twanttodielikethis.”

“Shit.”

Uzecussesloudly.

IclenchmyeyesasThatopreparestoshootme,agungoesoffandinaflashaheavyobject

fallsonme.IopenmyeyestoseeThatoontopofmewithabulletholethroughhishead.

Me:“Uze,getthisthingoffme.”

Ihollerforhelp.

Ineedtogoforcleansingseriously,thecoldestwaterintheriverwillwashawaythisbadluck.

Uzescurriestome.

Uze:“Areyouokay?”

Ialwaysknewthattherewassomethingwrongwiththisman.

Me:“There’sadeadbodyontopofmeUze.”

Iyell.

Aglowerformsonhisface,hekicksThato’sbodyandittumblestotheground.Hereacheshis

handtohelpmeup.

Me:“ThishobogotmylegUze,Iwon’tbeabletowalk.”

Uze:“TakemyhandNeo,wehavetotakecover.”

Me:“Eish,niceshotOga.”(Boss.)

Onedayisoneday,Iwilllearntoo.

Heclickshistongue,movestostandbehindme,hegrabsmyarmsandbeginstolugmeaway

from thebattlefield.

Me:“Takemetothecar,I’lldrivemyselftothehospital.”

Randall:“Drivewithwhat?Youdon’thavealeg.”

Hepullsmebehindabigmetaliccontainer,ripsapieceofclothfrom myshirtandbandagesmy

woundtoclogbloodfrom exudingoutofmyleg.Igrumbleastheagonizingpainshootsright

throughmybody.

Randall:“Stayhere,I’llbeback.”

HegivesinstructionsandscurriesawaybeforeIcoulddispute.Whenwillthiswarend?I’vebeen

hitandIcan’thelphim.Ourteam isdepleting,therearedeadbodiesscatteredeverywhere.

Bloodsplatteredaroundandthesmellofdeathlurkingintheair.

Iseethepastorappearfrom acorner,he’sslowlywalkingbehindUze.Wheredidhecomefrom?



Ithoughtwewaslockedup.

Me:“Ogabehindyou.”

Iyellouttohim,heswivelsinaspeedoflightandshootshim onthehead.Thepastordieson

thespot.

Waitaminute,Iheardtwogunshots.OhGodno,no.

Me:“UZE!!!UZE!!!”

Iyelp.

He’sbeenshot,Uzehasbeenshot.He’slyingontheground,Idon’tknowifhe’sdeadoralive.

Me:“OGA!!!UZE!!!”

He’snotmoving,Godhe’snotmoving.

Thisisit,StylosisinthereandIdon’tknowifhe’sstillalive.Uzeisdownandthere’snothingI

cando,I’m injuredmyself.

There’snothinglefttodonowbutcallZee,Ihavetohearhervoiceonelasttime.Idon’tknowif

Kenneth’smenwillhelpus,Ipushmyhandintomypocketandcomeoutwithaphone.

Me:“Zee.”

Sheanswersimmediately.

Ayize:‘Neowhatisthat?Arethosegunshots?”

Itakeadeepbreath,tocontrolmybreathing.I’m losingalotofbloodandthepainisintensifying.

Me:“Yesbaba,Iwantedtohearyourvoiceforthelasttime.”

She’squiet,Icanhearherbreathing.

Me:“Zeeareyouthere?”

Iask.

Zee:“ListentomeNeo,Idon’twanttohearanyexcuses.Iwantyouhome,youhearme?”

Hersternvoicefillstheline.

Me:“Itdoesn’tlookgoodZee,weareoutnumbered.Iwantedtotellyouthatyou’rethegreatest

womanIhaveeverknown.”

Ayize:“No,Neodon’ttellmethatbullshit.”

She’sshouting.

Me:“IwanttoseeyourfaceZee.”

Ayize:“NoNeo,youcan’tdothistome.”



Hervoicequavers.

Me:“Pleasegrantmethiswishbaba.”

Ayize:“NoNeo,Iwon’tletyouseemyface.Youwon’tcomebacktomeifIletyouseemyface.”

Me:“I’m sorryZee.”

Ayize:“WhereisMr.SandRandall?TheybetterkeepyousafeorIsweartoGod.”

Shegrunts.

Me:“StyloswentafterMissSandUzeisdown,Idon’tknowifhe’sokayornot.”

Shegasps.

Ayize:"WhatdoyoumeanRandallisdown?"

Me:"He'sbeenshot."

Ayize:"No,itcan'tbe."

Me:“I’m tellingyouthisbecauseyou’restrong,youcanhandleanythingthrownatyou.”

Ayize:“No,I’m notstrongNeo,notforthis.”

Me:“Pleasedon’tcryanddon’ttellAmaraanything.IthinkStyleswillmakeitoutalive,he’lltell

heraboutUze.”

Ayize:“Neo.”

Sheyells.

Ayize:“Stoptellingmethat.”

Me:“I’m sorryZee,Iloveyou.”

Ayize:“No,Idon’twantyoutoloveme.Iwantyoutocomebacktomeplease.”

Ishouldn’thavecalledher,Ihaveabigmouth.Nowshe’sstressed.

Me:“IloveyouZee.”

Ayize:“Neo.”

Icutthecall,Ican’tbeartohearhersobs.

AYIZE*

“Randall?”

Awhisperturnsmearound,Amaraisstandinginthefoyer.Hereyesaswideaspapercupsand



tearsstreakingdownherface.

Me:“Amara.”

Shewasn’tsupposedtohearthat,Igetuptogettoheronlytoseebloodoozingdownherthigh.

Me:“Amarayou’rebleeding.”

Shedropsherheadtoglanceatthebloodthenbringsitbackup.

Amara:“Ayize.”

Hertearsflowtwiceasmuch.

Me:“HoldonAmara.”

WhatshouldIdo?I’m thrownintoapanic,Idon’tknowwhattodo.

Me:“Chioma,Chioma.”

Iscream forChioma,Idon’tknowwheresheisinthehouseandshe’snotcoming.

Amaraisfrozenintime,shehasgonenumb.ThefrontdooropensandKennethmarchesinwith

aguninhishand.

Kenneth:“What’sgoingon?”

HisgazefallsonAmara,andhefrownsuponseeingthebloodonherleg.

Me:“Wehavetogethertothehospital.”

HescoopsafrozenAmarainhisarmsandstartstofleetothedoor.

Me:“Kennethputherdown.”

Irushafterhim andslaphishand.

Kenneth:“Holdonsweetheart,you’regoingtobeokay.”

Holdonwhat?

Thisman…

Me:“Kenneth,putherdownnow.”

Ishoutandheignoresmeasherushestohiscar,hehelpsherinthebackseat.

Kenneth:“Drive.”

Hethrowsmehiscarkeys,Ithrowthem backathim.

Me:“Youdrive,I’m sittingwithAmara.”

Nowayam Ilettinghim anywherenearher.

Ijumpinandhefollows.



Me:“Amara.”

Kenneth:“She’sinshock.”

Ishetalkingtome?

IsitstrangethatIcanfeelaheavypresenceinthiscar?

Me:“Youdidn’thavetocarryher,youknow.”

Kenneth:“Whatdidyouhavemedo?Draghertothecar?”

Itwouldhavebeenbetter.

Okay,I’m justupsetthat'swhyI’m talkingnonsense.

Me:“Manjeusweetheartyena?Wheredidthatcomefrom?”(Whydidyoucallhersweetheart?)

Hedoesn’trespond.

Me:“Youdoknowthatshe’spregnantandhavinganotherman’schild.”

He’sgonequietonme.

Me:“Kenny.”

Kenneth:“You’vegotamouth,don’tyou?”

Me:“Ionlywanttoknowwhyyoucalledthepoorgirlsweetheart.”

Kenneth:“We’realmostatthehospital.Howisshe?”

AvoidingthetopicIsee.

Amaraisnotwithus,hermindisprobablywithRandall.NowthatIthinkaboutit,theyneedhelp.

Me:“YouhavetosendhelptoStylesandRandall.”

Kenneth:“Why?Whathappened?”

Me:“Neosaidsomethingaboutbeingoutnumbered.They’vebeenhit.”

Ican’ttellhim Randallwasshort,thenewsmightsendhim oncloudnine.

Kenneth:“Listen,I’m goingtosendyoualocation.Iwantyoutherenow,it’sawar.Takeasmany

asyoucan.”

He’stalkingonthephone.

Damn,he’sfast.

Heparksthecaroutsidethehospital,dashesoutandtakesAmarathesamewayhedidbackat

thehouseandscurriesin.I’m behindhim,Iwillnotleavehim alonewithher.

OhNeo,pleasebeokay.



Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

175*

NEO*

Uzeletsoutaballofairthatissearingthewallsofhislungs,hischestrisingandfallingwitha

desperateneedbreathe.Icanhearhisbreathashebreathesasifnoairwouldeverbeenough.

Me:“Uze.”

He’sonhisknees,hishandsonthegravel.Heraiseshisbodyandtakesoffhisshirt,revealinga

bulletproofvest.Dammit,Iforgotthatwehavethoseon.

Me:“Oga.”(Boss.)

Idragmyselftohim,heraiseshishandtostopmefrom gettingtohim.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Heraiseshisthumbtogesturehiswellness,themanisbacktoshootingpeopleandhe’s

headedtome.

Randall:“Areyouokay?”

Neo:“Noman,youmustwarnus,warnusthatyouhaveabulletproofveston.”

I’veneverbeensosacredinmylife.

Me:“Ithoughtyouknew,youhaveoneontoo.”

Uzeisinsensitive.

Neo:“Therearesomanythingstoremember.SohowwasIsupposedtorememberthatIhavea

veston?Ialmostdiedwhenthatpastorshotyou,thatpieceofshit,mayheburninhell.”

Randall:“I’m sorrybro.”

Me:“IdidsomethingstupidUze,IcalledZeeandtoldherthatwe’renotmakingitout.”

Hestopsshooting,twistshisheadtoglareatme.

Randall:“PleasetellmeAmaradoesn’tknowanything.”

Me:“ItoldZeenottorevealanythinguntilStylesgetsthere.”

Randall:“Shit,I’m wrappingthisupandgoinghometomyfamily.”

Hepullsoutagunfrom hiswaistandhandsittome.



Randall:“I’m goingin,stayhere.UsethegunNeo,don’tfreeze.Iwanttofindyoualive,you’llbe

okay.”

Me:“GogetStylos,Uze.”

Hegivesmeafinalglanceandscamperstowardsthedoorofthefactory.

AYIZE*

Amarahasbeentakenin,Kennethispacingupandaboutthecorridor.I’m exhaustedfrom

watchinghim,he’sgivingmeaheadache.MymindisfilledwiththoughtsofNeo,Randy,Mr.S

andSethu.IsRandallreallydead?

AndAmara…

Lordshewasn’tmeanttohearthatconversation,pleasesaveherbaby.

Kennethswooshespastme,he’smakingmyheadspin.

Me:“Willyoustopplease?”

Hecurvesabrow,packshishandsintohispocketsandleansbackagainstthewall.

Dammit.

IdecidetocallNeo,Ineedtoknowifhe’sokayandprobablyinform him aboutAmara.Iwaitin

anticipation,longingtohearhisvoice.

“Baba.”

Myheartsinksandafloodofreliefwashesoverme.

Me:“Baba,you’reokay?”

ThejoyIfeelisunexplainable.

Neo:“Uzeisokaytoo,thefoolwaswearingabulletvest.”

Gosh,Amara.

Me:“Neosomethinghappened,Amaraheardeverything.Shewentintoshockandstarted

bleeding.”

Beingthebarrierofbadnewsistheworstjobonecouldhave.

Neo:“Issheokay?”

Whyishecalm?

Me:“Idon’tknow,we’reatthehospitalwaitingforthedoctor.”



Neo:“I’llletUzeknow,hehastobethere.”

Me:“Whydoyousoundsocalm Neo?”

He’sscaringme.

Neo:“Zee,todayIwillnotdiefrom agunshot.Uzeisgoingtokillme.”

Neolikesexaggerating.

Me:“Howarethingsthere?Kennyboysentbackup.”

Iopttoignorehisstupidity,Kennethleersdownatmeandchortlesfollowingbyaheadshake.

Neo:“There’snobackuphereZee.”

Me:“Theyareprobablyontheway.”

Neo:“Theybetterhurry,Kenny’smenareperishing.Thesemenaredroppinglikedryleaves.”

Theexaggeration.

Neo:“Ihavetogo.”

Me:“Becarefulplease.”

Neo:“Bye.”

Wearedisconnected.

NeolovesitwhenIworry.Nx!

Kennethlooksrestless,apuckerhasgrownonhisface.DoeshecareaboutAmarathatmuch?

Me:“What’syourstorywithAmara?”

Hesneersatme,I’m askingasimplequestion.Itshouldn’tbehardtogiveananswer.

Kenneth:“There’snostory.”

Me:“ComeonKenny.”

Hehuffsatthementionofhisnamecutshort.

Me:“Iseehowyoulookather,thewayyoucarriedherinyourarms.There’ssomethingthere.”

Iprobeformore.

Kenneth:“Amaraisaniceperson.”

Me:“Yes,she’snicetomebut,Idon’tlookatherthesamewayyoudo.”

Hegivesmeonelonghardlook,I’m notintimidated.

Maybealittle.

Me:“Youknowyoucan’thaveher,right?SaveyourheartnowKennybecauseitwillendintears.”



Kenneth:“Excuseme?”

Ihavelefthim mystified.

Me:“Here’sthething,Randywillneverletgoofthatwomaninthere.”

Godlethim beokay.

Me:“AndtheonlymanthatexistsinAmara’sworldisRandy,shewillneverfeelanythingforyou

myfriend.”

Kenneth:“Stayoutofmybusiness.”

That’ssomethingI’m notgoingtodo.

Me:“Iwillifyoustayawayformyfriend.”

Kennethmovesawayfrom me,heisnarked.Thedoctoriscoming,hisfaceiscalm,it'sgood.

Me:“Doc.”

Imeethim halfway,Kennethrushesback.

Kenneth:“Howisshedoctor?”

Me:“Howisthebaby?”

Doctor:“Boththemotherandthebabyarefine.”

Howisthat?

Me:“Shebleddoc.Whatdoesthatmean?”

Doctor:“Bleedingduringthefirsttrimesteriscommon,itdoesn’tmeanamiscarriage.”

Kenneth:“Sothemotherisperfectlyfine?”

Thedoctorsmiles.

Doctor:“Yessir,yourwifeisperfectlyfine.”

Shame.

Me:“Dokotelaakuyenaumnyeniwakhelona.”(He’snotherhusband.)

Hiseyesbuckattherealizationofhismistake.

Doctor:“I’m sorry,Isawtheringonherfingerandthought…”

Me:“He’snottheonlymanonearththatyou’dassumehim tobeherhusband,hecouldbeher

brother.”

Kennethclearshisthroat,thethoughtofbeingAmara’sbrotherputshim inanuncomfortable

position.

Doctor:“We’regoingtokeepherherefortwomoredays,justtokeepaclosewatchonher.Early



pregnancyisrisky,anyform ofstressorbadnewscantriggeramiscarriage.Youcangoinand

seeher,Igavehersomethingfortheshock.She’ssleepingnow.”

Hesauntersawayafterfinishinghisspeech,Kennethisslitheringtothedoor.Irushafterhim

andblockhisway.Hegogglesdownatmewithascowl,hisdarkeyesarequestioningme.

Me:“I’llgoin,youguardthedoor.”

Ishutthedooronhisface.

KETHU*

TodayfeelslikeChristmas,wehavemailandmyfatherhasjustopenedit.PicturesofNobayeni

andTimothyareplasteredalloverthecoffeetable,I’m happythewomanhasbeencaught.The

problem isthatmyfatherishurtandhehasn’tremovedhiseyesfrom thepictures.

WaittillNobayenigetshome,I’m countingdowntheminutes.

Me:“Dad.”

Hestopsmywordswitharaisedhand.

Dad:“Idon’twanttohearwhatyouhavetosayKethu,thishasnothingtodowithyou.”

Ithaseverythingtodowithme.

Me:“Don’ttellmeyou’regoingtogiveherachance.”

He’slovestruckandit’sdisturbing.

Dad:“IsaidstayoutofthisandIdon’twantyoutosayanythingtoyourmother.”

Argh!

Youknowthatfeelingwhenyouthinkit’sgoingtosnowonChristmasmorningthenyouwake

uptofindthesunoutinallofitsglory?Yeah!Myfatherjustburstmybubble.

MyheartdoesasummersaltasIhearthecrackofthekey,she’shere.Cruellaishere,thisis

goingtobefun.

Dad:“Gotoyourroom.”

Gotomy…

Whatam I,ten?I’m notgoinganywhere.

Hegetsuponhisfeet,Isitbackreadytowatchtheshowunfold.Heresheis,hereyesare

buriedonherphone.

Nobayeni:“Honey.”



Shehasn’tdoneawaywiththatword.

Me:“Welcomehomemother.”

Igreetherwiththissaying,hereyesfindthepicturesfirst.Herbagandkeysfalltotheflooras

she'sstandinginutterastonishment.

Nobayeni:“Dladla,Icanexplain.”

Dad:“I’m listening.”

Hesayssoftly.

Shouldn’thebethrowingatantrum andtossingherclothesoutthewindow?

ThisiswhatI’m waitingfor.

Nobayeni:“It’snotwhatyouthink.”

Sotheliesbegin.

Dad:“Whatisitthen?Whatdoyoucallthis?”

Whyareyousocalm dad?Throwthiswitchout.

Nobayeni:“IwasstupidandlonelyDladla,Itdidn’tmeananything.”

She’svisiblytrembling,whileclompingclosertohim.Dadlooksdisgustedbyherpresence.

Dad:“Itdidn’tmeananything?DoIlookstupidtoyouNobayeni?”

Yes,yellatherdad.

Shequails,steppingbackfrom him.

Nobayeni:“I’m sorry,I’m sorry.Istopped,Ipromise.Itmeantnothing,Iloveyou.Iloveonlyyou.”

She’stouchinghim andhe’slettingher.

Dad:“Iwon’tforgiveyouforthisNobayeni.”

Nobayeni:“Okayit’sfineDladla,don’tforgiveme.Icantakethatbut,don’tleavemeplease

honey.”

Getyourhandsoffmyfatheryouwitch.

Ihavesomuchtosaytoher,Ican’tthough.

Dad:“YoucheatonmewithTimothyofallpeople,youbringhim intomyhouseonthepretextof

work.”

Nobayeni:“I’m sorry.”

That’sallshecanlayonthetable?Dadshouldnotbemovedbythosefaketears.

Dladla:“Didyousleepwithhim inourbed.”



Imovetotheedgeofthechairreadytohearherresponse,herheadhasfalleninshame.Dad

clencheshisteeth,hegruntsinangerandgrabsherbyherupperarms.

Dad:“DidyousleepwithTimothyinourbed?”

Hebarksinherfaceashevigorouslyshakesher.

Nobayeni:“Yes,I’m sorry.”

Sheconfessesloudly.

Hedropshishead,hisforeheadalmosttouchinghers.Hisgripstillonherarms,Nobayeniis

cryinguncontrollably.She’sdesperateforhim toforgiveherandIdon’tcare,shewillfinallybe

outofourlives.

Dad:“Howcouldyoudothistome,tousNobayeni?”

Hisvoicefrequentlybreaksintosobsbut,he’sstrong,he’sabletokerbthecries.Hepushesher

tofallonthecouch.

Dad:“Ilovedyouandgaveyoueverythingandthisiswhatyoudotome?”

Nobayeni:“I’m sorryDladla,Iloveyou.”

Shebringherselfuptostandbeforehim,aslaponthefaceisallthat’sleft.

Dad:“Iwantadivorce.”

Hestatessoftly,hereyesenlarge.

Nobayeni:“No,pleaseyoucan’tdothistome.”

Shefallsonherkneesandgrabshislegs.

Nobayeni:“Iwon’tbeabletolivewithoutyouDladla,youcan’tleaveme.”

Dadisvisiblyupsetandhe’snotgratifiedbyherstory.

Dladla:“I’m leaving.”

Nohecan’tleave,sheshouldnothim.

Nobayeni:“No,please.”

Heturnstowalkaway,shecrawlsonherkneesandhandscrying.Iam sotemptedtopushher

awayfrom him.

Nobayeni:“Don’tleavemeDladlaplease,Iloveyou.”

Shecries,grabsholdofhislegandpressesherheadonit,dadleersdownather.Iseeaglintof

concerninthatangerofhis.Hefeelssorryforher,Ican’tlethim forgiveher.

Nobayeni:“You’retheonlymanforme,don’tgoDladlaplease.”

Me:“Dad,she’stheonewhoshouldleavenotyou.”



Thisismyfather’shouse,Nobayenidoesn’tbelonghere.

Nobayenilooksatmethenbackupathim,hekneelsinfrontofher.Takeshercheeksintohis

hands.Thisisnothappening,hecan’tforgiveher.He’slookingintohereyesandthat’s

dangerousforhim,she’llhypnotisehim withhergaze.

Dad:“IlovedyouNobayeni,youweretheonlywomanformeandIcouldn’tlookatanyoneelse.

Youhavedestroyedus,thatboydisrespectedmyhome,yougavehim rightsovermyhomeand

ourbed.ThatissomethingIcanneverforgive.”

Hemovesawayfrom her,sheclaspshisarmsandholdsontohim.

Nobayeni:“Pleasedon’t,I’lldie.Don’tgoplease.”

Nobayenimuststop,thisisembarrassing.

Dadfinallymovesawayandwithoutlookingback,dashesoutthedoor.Sheliesdownbythe

doorweeping,Idon’twanttowatchthis.IthoughtI’dbeabletostanditbut,Ican’t.Idragmy

feettomyroom,shewillcomfortherself…

SETHU*

IfthepersonwhocameformeisStyles,thenIwonderifhe’sstillalive.Thepiercingsoundof

bulletsandscreamscomingfrom outsideisdeafening.I’m terrifiedtomove,I’m afraidofwhat

Tysonmightdotome.Mybustisexposed,Ihidemybreastwithmyarms.Ihavetriedtocurb

mytearstonoavail.Mybraislyingrightabovemyhead,Istretchmyarm toreachforit.It’storn

but,Istillhangitaroundme,itcoversabit.

OhLordhe’scomingovertomeandhehasaguninhishand.

Tyson:“Saveyourtearssweetheart,you’llneedthem whenStylesisfinallydead.”

He’sdrinkingbottledliquor,heclencheshisteethasheswallows.

Tyson:“Fuck.”

Heleersatmewithaslygrin.

Tyson:“Ineedthisformynerves.”

Hesayswhilemakinghiswaytome,I’m thinkingtheworst.He’sgoingtofinallyrapeme,I’m all

alonewiththismonsterandI’m naked.

Tyson:“Youshouldhavesometoo,itwillhelpyourelax.Iseehowyou’retremblingandafraid.”

Hepresseshisfingersonmycheeksandforcesmymouthopen,hepushesthebottleinand

poursthealcohol.Ispititout,itspillsdownfrom mychintomybarechest.Hislustfuleyes



followtheflowtomybreast,hesmirksandIcanseethediabolicthoughtshiddeninhismindas

helustfullyglaresatthem.Isendmyarm tocovermyshame,hegrabsitwithforceandshrugs

itaway.Iyelpatthepainthatsurgesthroughmybody.Hepoursthealcoholonmybosom,I

scootawayusingmylegsandhands,hurtingmyinjuredarm intheprocess.

Me:“StopPlease.”

IbegasIcontinuetoscootbackasfastasIcouldbut,he’sfasterandstronger.

Tyson:“Youdon’tgetitdoyou?IwantStylestosufferthesamepainIdidwhenhekilledmy

brother,Iwanthishearttobreakintoamillionpiecesthat,hewon’tknowwhattodowith

himselfandtheonlywayoutwouldbesuicide.

Hetellsmehissickfantasyashegripsmylegandpullsmetohim,Ishriekinfearandhorror.

Hedipshisheadinandlicksmybreastwhilesqueezingtheother.Thereisonlyonewaytoget

outofthis,withgreatregretanddisgustIputmyarmsaroundhim asifgivinghim consent.I

feelhim smirkashecontinuestoassaultmybreasts.Ibringhisheadclosetomyface.

Tyson:“That’smorelikeit,it’smorefunwhenyoudon’tfightit.”

Ihateyou,youbastard.

Everythingfeelslikeanouterbodyexperience,itfeelslikeI’m watchingsomeonewholookslike

megothroughthis.

Tysoniscloseenoughandrelaxed,withoutwastinganytimeIclutchhisearwithmyteethand

pullashardasIcan.Hescreamsandhisweaknessgivesmeachancetokickhim onhis

manhood.Hegrowls,holdshismanhoodandbleedingear.Ipushhim awayandhefallsbackon

hisbuttocks.I’m givenanopportunitytogetupandIstarttorun,atthispointIdon’tcareabout

mystarkness.Ineedtosurvive.

Tyson:“Youbitch,youaredead.”

Heyellsscuttlingafterme,IthoughtIwasafastrunner.Tysonpullsmebymybraids,hookshis

arm aroundmyneckfrom behindwhile,pointingagunonmytemple.

SuddenlyIrememberthescenewhereKhethuhadagunpointedatme.

Isdeathseekingforme?

Idon’tcareanymore,Iwanttodie.

Ihaveacceptedmyfateandwhateverwillbewillbe,Ican’tpleadTysonformylifeanymore.

Thereareloudscreams,shoutingandmoregunshots.Theysoundliketheyareoutsidethis

door.Thenitgoesquietforawhile,IhearTysonpanic.Hisbreathingbecomeslouderandfaster

likehe’sbeingchased,it’ssoquietIcanhearhisheartthuddingonhischest.

Thenthedoorburstsopen,withallmyheartIwishthatStyleswouldwalkthroughitandnot

Tyson’sfellowdemons.

Literallythismomentfeelslikealifetimeaswebothhaveoureyesgluedtotheentrance,a



shadowappearsthroughthedoorandTysonshrieksinfear.

Isheafraidofshadows?

Heisacowardafterall.

Tyson:“Howthehelldidhefindme?”

Hebarks,hisvoiceiscoatedwithfear

I’m trembling,soakedinbeerandnaked.Anightmareisnothingcomparedtothis.

IfeelmyheartonmythroatasStylesappearsthroughtheentrywithagunonhishand,pointing

inourdirection.Hiseyesembracemefirst,theybecomehardashenoticesmynakednesswhile

Tysonclingsontome…

Thatface…

Ihaveneverseenitbefore,helookslikemyStylesbutdifferent.

Hispresencemakesmefeelsafethough.

Immediatelymyemotionsfailme.

Likeachild,Icrybutwithoutblinking,I’m notsurehow.Ijustdon’twanttolosesightofhim lest

I’m dreaming.

Tyson:“Lookwhatthedevildraggedin,thearrogantbastardStylesSishi.So,theydon’tcallyou

thepsychofornothing.”

Hetriestosoundconfident,Ihaveseenhisfearandit’stauntinghim.

Styles:“Anddon’tyoueverfuckingforgetthat,nowlethergoyoupieceofshit.”

Heretortswithcalmness,takesafewstepstowardsus.

Tyson:“Youfuckingkilledmybrother,Iwillavengehisdeath.”

Hepressesthegunonmyhead…

Stylesistoocalm formyliking…

Styles:“Tyson,Tyson,youdumbassshit.Nexttimeyoudothis,don’tmakeiteasyformeto

findyou.Igotboredreally,Ihardlyliftedafinger.”

ReallyStyles?Nexttime?

WhatiftheyhaveashootoutandStyleshappenstobetheonetokillme?OrevenworseTyson

killshim.

Tyson:“FUCKYOUSishi.”

Hebarkssoloudmyearshurt,Stylessniggers.

Styles:“Kitten,cometome.”



Hestretchesouthishandtowardsme,Ibadlywanttoruntohim.ButStylesiscrazy,Tysonis

surelygoingtoshootwhileIruntohim.

Me:“He’llkillme.”

Ishakemyhead.

Styles:“Hewon’tIpromise,cometome.”

Heinsists,Tysonlaughsashetightenshisarm onmyneck.

Tyson:“ListentoyourbitchSishi,Iwillnothesitatetoshoot.”

Hethreatens,IseeStyles’facehardenandheclampshisteeth.

Styles:“Fuckthisshit.”

There’saloudbang…

I’m onthefloorinasplitsecond.Tysonislyingnexttomewithabulletholeonhisthigh,

groaninginpain.

Tyson:“FuckyouStyles.”

Hegrunts.

Styles:“YoufuckedupTyson,yousteppedinmyturfandtookwhatbelongstome.Youofall

peopleshouldknowallhellbreaksloosewhenthepsychounravels.”

Thepsycho?Whatisgoingon?

Bang!!!

Heshootshim onhismanhood,allIcandoiswatchthemanIthoughtIknewshootanother

manwithouthesitating.Hishandsdidn’tevenshake.

Ididsayhelookeddifferent...

“Styles,let’sgo,thepoliceareontheway.”

Randallrushesinwiththiswarning,hestopsinthedoorwayandlooksawayafterseeingme

drenchedinshame.IgetupasStylesstridestomydirection,probablytohelpmeup.He

glancesatme,scowlingbeforeheturnstoTyson.

Styles:“Sayhitothedevilforme.”

Heshootshim intheheadandthat’stheendofTyson.

Stylescoversmewithacoat,hewrapshisarmsaroundme.

“It’sokay,I’m herenow.”

IcryinhisarmswhileheassuresmethatI’m safeandhewillnotleaveme.Mybodytrembles

withfear,Ican’tcontrolit.HetightenstheholdandslowlybutsurelyIfeelmybodyease.



Randall:“Styleslet’sgo.”

Me:“WhathaveyoudoneStyles?Youkilledhim.”

Isayasitdawnsonmewhilepushinghim away.

Styles:“Hewasnevergoingtostopchasingyouuntilyouweredead.”

Hisstatementangersmemorebut,myangerisnothingcomparedtohis.It’stheangerhehad

from themomenthewalkedthroughthedoor.

Tobecontinued…
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MBUSO*

Lelohadtobeattachedbacktomachines,justwhenweweremakingprogress.I’m impatiently

waitingforhertowakeup.PetuniaandMhambiarehere.Boy,am Igladtheydidn’tbringJonas

withthem,theoldmanisavoidingme.Ican’trecallthelasttimeIsawhim,it’sgoodthatwe

stayawayfrom eachotherfornow.Lelodoesnotneedanystress.

Petunia:“Whencanshecomehome?”

PetuniaissittingonachairwhileholdingasleepingLelo’shandandMhambihaspacked

himselfonacornerlookingmoreworriedthathiswife.

Me:“She’sstillatriskma,wehavetokeepherhereuntilshe’soutofdanger.”

Iexplain.

Adeepsighdischargesfrom Mhambi,Ifeelsorryforhim.Iam yettoseethatexpressionfrom

Lelo’sfatherwhoclaimstobeachangedman.Timewilltell,Iguess.

Mhambi:“Whydomychildrenhavetosuffersomuch?Theyareonlykids,theydon’tdeserveto

gothroughanyofthisatall.

Hisheadisslightlyhangingtothesidewithadisconsolateexpressiononhisface.

Me:“Lelowillbefinebaba,sheisastrongwoman.Don’tworrysomuchabouther.”

Iwouldn’twanttheoldmantohaveaheartattack.

Petunia:“Yebobaba,lalelaumfana.He’sthedoctorandheknowsbest.”(Listentotheboy.)

Ilovethevoteofconfidence.

Mhambi:“Wemfana.”(Boy.)

Heacquaintswithasternvoice.

Me:“Yebobaba.”(Yessir.)

Mhambi:“Iwantyoutotakecareofmychildandherbaby,IwentagainstmybrotherbecauseI

knowthatIcantrustyou.IhaveseentheloveyouhaveforherandIknowthatnoonewilllove

herlikeyoudo.”

God’shonesttruth.

Me:“Ipromisebaba,IwilltakecareofLelo.I’llprotectherandourchild.”



Petunia:“Weneedtoinform NtombiandMosesaboutthis.”

Idon’tthinkthat’sagoodideabut,iftheyfeelthatit’sright.

Mhambi:“I’llcallthem.”

Heoffersandsauntersoutwithaphoneinhishand.

Me:“Thankyoumaforbeinghere,Lelowillbegladtoseeyouwhenshewakesup.”

Petunia:“Isitpossibletostayovernight?Idon’twanttoleaveherside.”

Me:“Yesma.”

PetuniaisapeacefulwomanunlikeNtombi,ifitwereuptome,IwouldkeepNtombiandMoses

away.

SETHU*

IpushStyles'handashetouchesme,there'sadeadmaninthisroom andStylesisimpassive.I

am stumpedbyhisdemeanor.

Me:“Don’t.”

Heclencheshisteethashestabsmewithapiercinggaze.

Styles:“Sethu,wecanargueathome,thisisnottheplace.”

Hegrabsmyarm,Iflinchinpain.

Me:“Hesaidyoukilledhisbrother.”

Hegoesquietforawhile,intenselygawkingintomyeyes,Ifailtoreadwhatisgoingoninthat

mysterymindofhis.

Randall:“Stylescomeon,they’realmosthere.”

Randallkeepspacingupanddownandpeeringoutthewindow.Thepolicesirensarehearda

distanceaway.

Me:“Weshouldwaitforthepolice,I’lltellthem everything.Thismankidnappedmeand…”

Stylesclickshistongueandscoopsmeup,Iloseallstrengthtoprotest.

ThisisthesafestIhavefeltinhoursthough,myarmsacrossmybustandmyheadrestedon

hischest,Ichoosetotrusthim.

Weusethebackentrancetoexitthepremises,Randallwalksbehinduswhilecheckingthe

coastasStylesfuriouslymarchesustothecar.It’sthetwoofusinthecar,Randalljumpedinto

adifferentvehicle.Mymindisinahustleandbustle,Ihavetocontendwithitasitpushesme

backtothathorrificinvolvement.Ileanbackonthechairandabruptlyeverythingcomesbackin



aflashthemomentIshutmyeyes,Iflinchandquicklyopenthem tofindStylesspeeding.He

keepsstealingglancesatme.

Styles:“You’resafeKitten.”

IknowthatIam.

Myemotionsagain,Idon’twanttobreakdown.

Stylesreceivesaphonecall,heanswerswithoutsayingaword.Itseemslikethepersononthe

othersideistheonedoingallthetalking.

Styles:“Yesburnhisbody.”

Mygazeisgluedtohim,thereisnoremorseonhisface,onlyanger.Idon’twanthim tobethis

person.

Whatifhissinscomebacktohaunthim oneday?

“Theywon’thurtyouagainSethu,noonewilleverhurtyouaslongasIlive.Idon’tcarewhothey

are.”

Ibelievehim,hewoulddoanythingtokeepmesafeanditscaresme.

AYIZE*

Amarahasnotwokenupyet,IkeepseeingKenneth’sdarkfacepeekingthroughthedoor.Iwish

hewouldstop,I’m uncomfortableforAmara.MaybeIshouldmakeitknowntoherabouthis

intentions,Ifeelthatonlyshewillputhim inhisplace.

“Randall.”

She’sawake.

IstandupasIwaitonhertoopenhereyes,she’sgreetedbymysmile.

Me:“Heysweetie.”

Sheseemstobedrowsyandheavilysedated.

Amara:“Mybaby.”

Me:“Thebabyisokay,Randybabytoo.”

Iputhermindatease.

Amara:“Callhim,please.”

Hereyessluggishlyclose,shefallsbacktosleep.

Ihaveanincomingcallfrom Neo,mypatiencewasweighinglow.



Me:“TellmeeveryoneisokayNeo,tellmeKenneth’smenarethere.”

Isalutewitharequest.

Neo:“We’refine,MissSiswithStylos.UzeandIaredrivingtothehospital.”

Hesoundslikesomeonewho’sinpain.

Me:“Okay,letmeknowwhenyougethere.”

Neo:“Iwill.IsKennyboystillthere?”

Me:“He’slikealostpuppy.”

Hesniggersatmyanswer.

Neo:“Uzebetternotfindhim there,he’sfumingZee.Ithinkhe’sstillgoingtokillme.”

Me:“Whydoyousaythat?”

Neothough.

Neo:“Becausehe’sdrivingfullspeedandlookslikehe’sreadytokillsomeone,I’m histarget.”

Sigh!!!

WehaveonlytakenonestepintotherelationshipandI’m havingheartpalpitations.Iwillneed

allthestrengthIcouldgatherthroughoutthisrelationship.

“Putheronspeaker.”

Randy’svoicespeaksonthereceivingend.

Neo:“I’llputyouonspeakerbaba.”

Me:“Okay.”

Ittakeslessthanaminute.

Randall:“HowisAmara?”

HellotoyoutooRandybaby.

Hao!!!

Me:“She’ssleeping,thebabyisfine.Thedoctorsaidthebleedingiscommonduringanearly

pregnancy.”

Hesighsinrelief.

Randall:“We’realmostthere,thankyouAyize.”

Me:“Youdon’thavetothankme,I’m gladtobeonyou,Imean,I’m gladtoserviceyou.”

Whatoneartham Isaying?



Me:“WhatI’m sayingdoesn’tmakesenseright?”

Hesnickers.

Neo:“HuhahmanZee,huhah.Orengnou?”(Whatareyousayingnow?)

Me:“OkayI’llshutupnow.”

Ineedtokeepmyselfintact.

Neo:“What’swrongwithyou?”

Wearepastthat.

Me:“Justgethere.”

I’m tiredandIneedtoseemysister.

Randall:“KeepaneyeoutZee,nooneshouldenterthathospitalroom.”

Me:“YeahIwill.”

Thedoctorwalksin,it’sadifferentone.He’swearingasurgicalmaskandlatexgloves.Iknew

doctorswererudebut,nottogreetistakingittoofar.

Me:“Ihavetogo,docishere.”

Thedoctorchecksthedripandpullsoutasyringe.Ithoughttheotherdoctorgavehera

sedative.

Me:“Hey.Doyouhavetodothatagain?”

Iaskthedoctor,henodswithoutlookingatme.

Rude.

Randall:“What’sgoingon?”

Me:“ThedoctorisgivingAmaraanotherdrug,maybeI’m wrongbut,theotherdocdidthat

already.”

Igivemyreply.

Randall:“Shit,gethim outofthere.”

What?

Me:“Idon’tunderstand.”

Ihearascreechingcarsoundoverthephone.

Randall:“He’stheretokillherAyize,dosomething.Don’tmakeitobviousthatyou’vecaughthim.

Hemighthurtyou,gethim outofthere.”

Ileerupatthedoctorwhoistappingthesyringewiththetipofhisfinger.



Me:“Okay.”

Iwhisper.

HowdoIdothis?Ibrowsemyeyesaroundtheroom tolookforsomethingIcanusetohithim

with,justincaseheiswhatRandallsaidheis.

Me:“Doctorwhat’sthatfor?”

Heslopeshisheadbacktome,Icanhardlyseehisface.He'signoringme.

Me:“Heystop,whatareyoudoing?”

Iglideclosetohim,I’m afraidtogetanycloser.He’sbigandtall,oneslapfrom thisbastardwill

sendmeflyingacrosstheroom.IfIscream Amarawillwakeup,she’llbestartledandIdoubt

herpregnancywillsurviveanothershock.IfIcalmlystepouttocallKenneth,itwillbetoolateby

thetimeIgettothedoor.

SETHU*

Therestofthedriveissilent,tillwegettoStyles’house.Iexitthecarashepullsup.

Styles:“Sethuwait,I’llhelpyou.”

Toolate,I’m outandheadedtothefrontdoor.Walkingbecomesastruggle,I’m stillinsomuch

pain,Stylesdashestome,putshisarm aroundmywaistandleadsmetothehouse.

Unquestionably,thereisnoplacelikehome.Itmightbehishousebut,Ifeelsafehere.

Isitonthecouch,grabathrowandwrapitaroundme.Wehaveanawkwardsilencebefore

Stylessquatsinfrontofme,hishandsareonmythighs.

Styles:“I’m sorry.”

Hewhispersunderneathhisbreath,hiseyescastdown.

Iseizehischin,lifthisheadtofaceme.

Ineedthetruthandhiseyeswouldneverlietome.

Me:“DidyoukillTyson’sbrother?”

Hecastshiseyesdownagain.

“LookatmeStyles.”

Myvoicequaversatthisrequest,heraiseshiseyes.

“Didyoukillhim?”

Henods,thereisnoremorseinhiseyeswhatsoever.



Iam trappedinanightmare.

Thiscannotbehappeningtome…HowdidIendupwithamurderer?

Me:“When?”

Ialmostdon’trecognizemyownvoice.

Styles:“ItwasbeforeImetyouandIwouldgladlydoitagain.”

Didhejust…?

Sigh!

Me:“Ican’tbelieveyouaretakingthislightly,youkilledpeopleStyles.Ungum’bulali.”(You’rea

murderer.)

Hegetsup,crosseshisarmsonhischestandlooksatmelikeI’m losingmymind.

I’m fallingapart,really.

Styles:“LikeIsaid,Iwilldoitagain.”

WhyishenotfreakingoutlikeIam?

Whydoesallofthisseem normaltohim?

Heshouldbelosinghismind,nonormalhumanbeingtakesalifeandbeokay.

Me:“What?”

IthinkI'm moreworriedthanupset.

Styles:“HowoldareyouSethu?”

Hesitsonthearm ofthecouchrightoppositeme,hisdemeanourhasmefeelingintimidated

andthelookinhiseyescompelsmetodropmygaze.

Styles:“Thisistherealworld,afterwhathappenedwithyourparents,youshouldbewokeby

now.Lifeisagameandifyoudon’tknowhowtoplayit,youwillbetakendown.Killorbekilled,

simpleasthat.”

Thisguyisnotserious.

Whoishereally?

Styles:“IwillalwaysprotectyouSethu,withmylifeifIhaveto.”

Me:“Takemehomenow.”

Istandupbutfallbackonthecouch,herushestome.

Styles:“Takeiteasy.”

HeshoutslikeIdidthistomyself,hetouchesmycheekandIwinceinpain,hisfacehardens



followedbyatongueclick.

Styles:“Thosebastards.”

Heclickshistongueagainwhilegentlycaressingmycheeks.Idon’tknowhowbadlyI’m injured

but,IknowIhavereceivedmultiplepunchesandslaps.

Me:“IwanttogohomeSiyabonga.”

DoIreallyknowwhatIwant?

ThelookIdreadtakesoverhisface,thisseemstobeanorm,whereIhurthim becauseIfeel

thathe’shurtingme…

Hegetsupleavingmealoneinthesittingroom.

Isitherenotknowingwhattodo,honestlyIdon’twanttogobackhome.

Styles:“Iranyouabath,youneedtogetcleanedup.”

Ididn’tseehim coming.

Ihavenothingbuthisjacketonandthissoftthrowaroundme.

Me:“Whattimeisit?”

Styles:“It’squietlate.Youshouldbathandgetsomerest.”

Sleep?

Me:“Iwon’tbeabletosleep,eachtimeIclosemyeyes,Iseehim on...”

Myvoicebreaksout.

Me:"Iseeeverythingtheyweredoingtome.”

Hesitsbesidemewithhishandsonmyupperarmswhilelookingintomyeyes.Styles:“Didhe

doanythingtoyoubeforeIgotthere?”

Iknowwhathe’sasking.Thewordrapeseemstobestingingeveryinchofmysoul.Ihavegone

throughitbeforeandwasclosetoittoday.

Styles:“Sethu?”

Hetriestohidehispanic,Ifeelhishandsclasponmybiceps.

Me:“Theywantedto…theyharassedme.Theirdirtyhandswerealloverme,Iwantedtodie

Styles….Whydidyoutakelongtofindme?”

Iwail,hecompletelysurroundsmewithhisarmsandstrokesmyback.

Styles:“I’m sorry,I’m sorrythathetookyouandIwasn’ttheretoprotectyou.I’m sorryfor

everythingtheydidtoyou.”

Icansenseahighlevelofangerinhisvoiceanditscaresmealittle.Idon’twanthim tobesorry,



Iwanthim toerasethesehorrificmemories.Iwanthim toturnbacktimeandmakeeverything

okay.

Ibecomesoangryathim thatIpushhim off,healmostfallsbutisabletoretainbalance.

Me:“YoufailedmeStyles,thisisallonyou.Ifyoudidn’tkillTyson’sbrother,hewouldn’thave

takenme.Iwouldn’thavegonethroughallofthattrauma.”

Iscream athim,itseemslikehedoesn’tcareaboutmyblaresbecausehepullsmeintohis

arms,claspingme.Idon’tprotest,thepainlessenswhileinhisarms.

Styles:“I’m sorry,I’m sorryKitten.”

Ithinkthat’sallhecansay,hedoesn’tknowhowelsetoconsoleme.

Imakeittothebathroom.Ineedtoscrubmybody,thosemen’sdirtyhandsleftprintsonme.I

canstillfeeleverysicktouch.I’m lookingatmyselfinthebathroom mirror,Stylesisstandingby

thedoor.

Mybodyisbruised,itfeelsasbadasitlooks.Painhascampedinme,physicallyand

emotionally.However,Idon’twanttocryinfrontofStyles,Idon’twanttobeweakanymore.

Me:“It’snotasbadasitlooks.”

Ilie,itis.

Styles:“Ishouldtakeyoutothehospital.”

Hehasthatlook,likehefeelssorryformeandIhateit.

Me:“I’m fineStyles.”

Isnapandpushthedoorclosed,Ican’tstandthelookofpityinhiseyes.

Sittinginthisbathtubnaked,Igetflashbacksafterflashbacks.IwishIwasasstrongasthose

menwhoattackedme.

MaybeIwouldhavefoughtformyself,Iwouldhaveprotectedmyself.

Icanstillfeeltheirhandsalloverme,Ifindmyselfscrubbingmybodyhopingthedirtwould

comeoffbut,it’scrawlingundermyskin.Moaningandgrowling,Iscrubharder.

“Sethu.”

Hisvoicereachesmebeforeherushesinandstopsatthesightofmycraziness.

Styles:“Whatareyoudoing?You’regoingtohurtyourself.”

Me:“Itwon’tcomeoffStyles,itwon’tcomeoff.”

Thisisadesperateneedtobeclean,Ihavetogetridofthedirt.

Hesnatchesthebathscrubfrom me.

Styles:“Stop.”



Thereissomuchpeaceinhiseyesbut,notenoughtohealme.

Me:“Ifeelsodirty,Istillfeeltheirdirtyhandsonme...Please…makeitstop,Ibegyoutomakeit

stop.”

Willmycryforhelpbeheardthistimearound?Iwanttostopcrying,IwanttostophurtingandI

wanttoforget.Stylesgetsintothebathtub,kneelsonhiskneesasheenfoldsmearoundhim.

Styles:“I’m herekitten,youwillbeokay.Stopcryingplease,Idon’tliketoseeyoulikethis.Iwill

makeitallokay,Ipromise.”

CanIdwellonthispromiseandhopeforthebest?

Tobecontinued…
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NKOMO*

I’m joltedoutofanuncomfortablesleepwithasplashofcoldwateroverme,thefirstthingIdo

isscanmysurroundings.I’m stillintheshedtieduptoachair,mybodyisweak.Ihaven’thad

anythingtoeatordrink,Idon’tknowwhattimeitisbut,it’sdarkout.

Ruthisslantingonherchair,herheadhangingtotheside.She’sstillalive,Icantellbytheslight

heavingofherchest.

Thereisamanglaringatme,he’ssittingonachairwiththetwomenwhoattackedusstanding

oneithersideofhim.

Me:“Whoareyou?”

Idon’tlikethelookinhiseyes.

“NkomoMkhizehuh?”

Hecallsmynameasifheknowsmeorhasheardofme.

Me:“Whoareyou?”

Irepeatmyquestion.

“WhoIam isofnoimportancetoyou.Iwillmakegreatuseofyou,myboy.Youandthislady

righthere.”

Hedoesn’trevealmuch.

Me:“Pleaselethergo,I’lldoanything.”

Aslygrinposesonhisface.

“Idon’tdonegotiations,besidesIhavenointerestinworkingwithyou.”

Me:“Tellmewhatyouwantfrom us.Whyarewehere?”

“Allinduetimeboy,allinduetime.”

I’m hittingmyheadagainstawallhereandI’m gettingaheadache,hewillnottellmeanything.

Thelookinhiseyesissinister,ittellsmewhathismindisfilledwith.

AYIZE*



Ipushthedoctorasheaimsthesyringeonthedrip,hestaggersbackandbumpsintoatray

withsurgicalequipment.TheclangingmetalswakeAmaraupastheyscatteronthefloor.

Amara:“Ayize.”

Shecallswithatiredvoice.

Ipickuponeofthescissorsfrom thefloorandpointitatthismanashechargesatme,he

stops.Iam readytostabthisbastard.

Me:“ComecloserandIwillshowyouwhatI’m madeof.”

HelooksatmethenrunshiseyestoAmara,she’ssittingupinfrightandglaringatthismanas

iftryingtorecognizehim.

Amara:“Raven?”

Sheshouts.

Me:Uyayazilenja?(Youknowthisdog?)

Iaskwithmyweaponstillpointedathim,he’sfidgetyandpanicky.

WhereisKenneth?

Heshouldhavewalkedinhereduetothenoise.

Amara:“ThisisRaven,Randall’sbrother.”

Sheconfirms,thisiswhenthisRavenfoolpullsthesurgicalmaskoff,he’sgloweringatusready

toattack.

Hisforcefulpushdropsmeflatonthefloor.

Amara:“Ayize.”

Shescreechesandattemptstogetoutofbed.

Me:“I’m fine,stayput.”

Shedoesn’tlistentome,Ravenisheadedtothedoor.

Amara:“Ravenstop.”

Amarayellswithauthority,hestopsonhistracksandspinstoeyeatus.

Amara:“Thisisyourchancetospeakout,Iknowthatyouwillneverstopchasingafterme.Why

doyouhatemesomuch?”

Raven:“YouhavetodieAmara,it’stheonlywaymyfatherwillbeproudofmeandI’llgetmy

brotherback.”

FamilyaffairsandIthoughtmyfamilywastheonlyonewithdrama.



WhoneedsadailysoapywhenyouhaveVIPticketstoliveshows?

Me:“Mgodoyi,youwanttokillaninnocentwomanjusttomakeyourfatherproud?Whatkindof

asickjokeisthis?”(Dog.)

Amarahelpsmeupfrom thefloor,hereweare,standingbeforethistallmanwholooksreadyto

attack.HeissodeterminedtokillAmara.

Amara:“Segunisdead.Randallistheonlyoneyouhaveleft.Areyouseriouslygoingtochasea

ghost?”

Thebraveryofthisgirl,firstlyRavenisbigenoughtotackleusboth.

Raven:“Myfathermightbegonebut,he’dstillbeproudofmewhereverheis.Hisdream wasto

havehissonhomeandonceyou’reoutofthepicture,RandallwillfollowmebacktoGhanaand

takeuphispositionasKing.”

Ohgod,thisisbetterthantelenovelas.

Amara:“Iam carryinghisheir,Randall’sseedisinmeRaven.Yournepheworniece.Shouldn’t

thatcountforsomething?”

Sheannouncesherpregnancytotheuncle.

Raven:“Allthemorereasonswhyyouhavetodie,anillegitimatechildofapeasantcanneverbe

welcomedintoourfamily.”

Someonepassmeanotepad,Ihaveabooktowrite.

Amara:“Howdareyoucallmychildillegitimate?”

Me:“ThismancanneverbeRandall’sbrother,Irefuse.”

SpeakingofRandy,theyshouldbeherebynow.

Amara:“Itwon’tendwellforyouRaven,repentnoworyouwon’tliketheconsequences.”

Yesgirl,tellhim.

Ravenisfilledwithsomuchwrath,it’ssovisiblethatyoucanalmosttouchit.

Raven:“Wheredoyougetthecouragetothreatenme?”

HejumpsatAmara,shegrabsthescissorsfrom me.Thegirlisreadytostabherbrotherin-law,

cowardlyRavenstepsback.

DidIsayIwanttowriteabook?Scratchthat.

Wherearethedirectorsat?

Amara:“ComeanycloserandIwillhavemyhandsstainedwithyourblood.”

Hefindsherfunny.

Raven:“Please,littlegullibleAmaraisnotcapableofmurder.”



Amara:“Don’tdaremeRaven,Iwilldoanythingtoprotectmybaby.”

Shegruntswithagraveexpressionpastedonherface.

Raven:“Iwillgetyou,youwillnevergetyourhappyending.”

Me:“Hambanja.”(Go,youdog.)

Heturnstorushoutthedoor,IturntoAmaraasshebreathesasighofrelief.Herhandsare

trembling.

It’snotlongtillRavenleaveswhensomeonetumblesintotheroom,wescream andclingon

eachotheraswelookatthismanwho’sonthefloorgroaninginpain.It’sRaven,hewaskicked

inhere.

WeraiseoureyestothedoortoseeRandalltrekin,he’sbreathingfirelikeadragon.Amara

gaspsinshockashereyesbeholdthemanshehasbeenlongingtosee.

Randallcatchesaglimpseofherandhe’sbacktochargingafterhisbrother,theexcitementI

feelrightatthismomentisamazing.Toseethismaninaction,Imeanthatscenewhenheshot

Moseswassomethingbut,thisismoreentertaining.Brotheragainstbrother.

Raven:“Randy.”

Raven’svoicewarblesasheappearstobedazedbyhisbrother’sactions.Hedoesn’tbotherto

getupfrom thefloorbut,scootsawayinfear.

Randall:“You’retryingtokillAmara?Howdareyou,howdareyouUzoma?”

Heroarsthatitstartlesus,IgrabholdofAmara’shandasfearofthisangrymanterrifiesme.

Amaraseemstobeusedtoit.

RandallgrabsRavenbythecollarandbringshim up,hepusheshim againstthewallwithso

muchforce.

Somethingmust'vebrokenthere.

Randall:“WhatareyoudoinghereUzoma?”

He’sgrowlinglikeanangryanimalwhilesneeringathim.

Me:“I’lltellyouwhyhecamehereRandybaby,thisfineassbrotherofyoursdisguisedhimself

asadoctor.Hewantedtokillmehemma,hewentasfarasconfessingeverythingtous.”(My

queen.)

Raven:“She’slyingUze,youcan’tbelieveheroverme.I’m yourbrother.”

RandallsmasheshiselbowonRaven’schest,hecreaksandstrugglestocatchhisbreath.

Randall:“YouarenothingtomeUzoma,Ihavenobrother.Mybrotherdiedthedayhedecidedto

conspireagainstme.”

Raven:“IsthisthereasonyouhurtmeUze?Youwouldratherdeem medeadforthesakeofthis



woman?”

Idon’tknowwherehegetsthestrengthtopointatAmaraafterthatpainfulblowhejust

received.

Raven:“Shecamebetweenyouandyourfather.”

Audaciously,hecontinuestoprotest.

Amara:“ClearlyyouaredelusionalRaven.Whywould…”

Raven:“Ohshutup.Whatmakes…”

Hisremarkiscutshortbyanotherblowonhischest.

Randall:“Don’tfuckwithmeRaven,Iwillkillyourightnow.”

Randall’sthreatputsRaveninanangrystate,hepushesaresoluteRandallfrom him but,his

effortmockshim.

Raven:“ForwhatUze?”

Hebarks.

Raven:“AllIwantisforyoutorespectourcustoms.Youturnedyourbackonyourpeople

becauseofawoman,anordinarygirlUze.TherearesomanybeautifulmaidensinGhana,you

could’vechosenonethereifyoudidn’twantRuth.Whywouldyouembarrassourfatherand

stoopsolowastochoosingthiswretchedgirl?Iwanttoseeherbloodscatteredalloverthe

streets,Iwantpeopletostamponherlifelessbody.”

IfevilweretoliveinapersonthenRavenisthetemple.

Randall:“UZOMA!!!”

Hisbarkislouderandfirmer,thereissomuchhatredbetweenthesebrothers.Oneofthem will

endupdead,evenablindpersoncouldtell.MypredictionsareprovenrightasRandallis

straddlingRavenwhoisonthefloorandthrowingpunchesonhisface.Everyblowforcesblood

outofRaven’smouth.

Randall:"He'snotyourfatheryoubastard,he'snotyourfather."

Randallbooms,Ravenisshockedforasecondbut,continuestofight.

Amara:“Randallnothere.”

Nothere?

Isshesayingshe’sokaywithhim fightinghisbrother?

I’m lovingthisgirlmoreandmore.

“Heystop.”

Afemaledoctorgaitsinwithademand,there’sasecurityguardwithher.Randallisdistracted



bytheguardwhoistryingtopullhim upandRavenstraddlesRandall,hereturnsthepunchesa

fewtimeswhileRandallisfightingtogethim off.Amaragrabsthetraythat’sonthefloorand

smashesRavenontheheadwithit.ItwasworthatryalthoughRavendidnotfeelit.

“Callthepolicenow.”

Thedoctorcommandstheguard.

Amara:“Nowaitplease,wedon’tmeananytrouble.”

Itdoesn’tlooklikeit.

ThedoctorscreamsandstumblesbackasRandallpusheshimselfupwithRavenstillstraddling

him.Hiskneesarebentandhisbodyhunchedshowingtheweightofhisbrotheronhim.He

bangshim againstthebed,Ravenfallsonit.

Randallpuncheshim inthegut,theblowissodeepandhardthatRavenstrugglestogaspfor

airforawhile,hecoughsashecomestocatchhisbreath.Heangleshisheadtothesideand

spitsoutblood.

Me:“Doyouhaveyourphonewithyou?”

IwhispertoAmara,we’repackedatacornerwiththisseriousdoctorwho’stryingtopaveher

wayout.Thesemenareeverywhere,throwingpunchesateachother.

Amara:“Why?”

Me:“Iwanttotakeavideo,it’snoteverydayyouseeRandybabyinaction.”

Sheswipesherheadsidetoside.

IguessI’llhavetostorethisinmymemory.

Dammit,Iblinked…

Idon’tknowwhathappenedbut,RandallispushedoffbyRavenandhe’soutofthedoorina

flashwithRandallscuttlingafterhim.

Me:“Shouldwefollowthem?”

I’vegotmyrunningshoeson.

Amara:“No,wewon’tcatchupwiththem.”

Great!

Myfeetareitching,Ineedtorunafterthem.

“Iwantyoutocallthepolicerightnow.”

Thedoctorgivesthesecurityanorder,shamethepoormanwasnotabletorestraintthefight.

Doctorgivesusuglylooksandtrudgesouttrailedbytheman.

Me:“ShouldIbeworriedbabe?”



Amara:“Why?”

Me:“Yourmanischasingafterhisbrother,he’sreadytokillhim andyou’reherechilledlikea

Saturdaymorning.”

Amara:“Iknowhe’sgotit.”

Weneedadoctor,there’sabrainthatneedschecking.

Me:“Kanjalonje?”(Justlikethat?)

Issupportingyourmanlikethis?

Amara:“IhavegonethroughsomuchwiththatmanAyize,trustmelifewithRandallislivedon

theedge.Ihavelearnttotrusthim,heknowswhathe’sdoing.”

Sheexplainswithsomuchcomposure.

Me:“Whatifhekillshisbrother?”

Sheshrugs.

Amara:“LikeIsaid,heknowswhathe’sdoing.Ravencan’tdoanythingtoRandall.”

I’m stilltryingtounderstandhercalmness.

Me:“DoesRandybabyhaveanotherbrotherwhoisnotcrazy?”

Shefrownsasmyquestionhasherconfused.

Me:“I’m askingforafriend.”

Asmileandaheadshakeisherresponse.

Amara:“Canyoueverbeserious?”

Me:“MaybeIshouldgowithmyfirstplan.”

Amara:“Whichis?”

Me:“MovetoGhana.”

Shelaughs.

Amara:“LetNeohearyousaythat.”

Me:“Konje,mypassportledmetoLesotho.”

Sheisthrownintoacanaloflaughter.

Amara:“Lookatthisface,I’m speechless.”

Shepointsatthesmileonherface.

Amara:“IdoubtNeowillfeelthesame.”



Me:“He’llbestrong.”

Kennethamblesinasifnothinghappened,thereisnoexpressiononhisface.Hiseyesarefixed

onAmara.

Themuddleintheroom shouldraisequestions,right?

Me:“Lookatthisone.”

Shetwistsherheadtoglanceathim.

Kenneth:“Amara?”

Hecontinuestosaunterin.

Me:“Wherehaveyoubeen?”

Hedoesn’tunderstandmyquestion.

Me:“TherewasamanheretryingtokillAmara,Ithoughtyou’dbreakdownthedoorlikeahero

but,dololo.”(Nothing.)

HepuckershisbrowsashestaresatmelikeI’m speakinggibberish.

Kenneth:“Someonetriedtokillyou?Areyouokay?”

Hestridesclosertoher.

Me:“That’senoughKennyboy,don’tgoanyfurther.You’retoolate,someonebeatyoutoit.

Randallishere.”

Hiseyeshardenasheglaresatme.

Kenneth:“Whatisyourproblem?”

Hewon’tlikemyanswer.

Me:“Youaremyproblem Kenny.”

I’m standingheadtoheadwiththistallmanandhe’sgivingmeamenacinglook.

Amara:“Ayize?What’sgoingon?”

It’sabouttimeIbringhertothelight.

Me:“ShouldItellherKennyorwillyoudoit?”

HegrimacesashebringshisheaduptoogleatAmara.

Kenneth:“Nothing.”

Heliesthroughhisteeth.

Me:“Thereisaproblem Amara,KennyhasnorespectforRandy.”

Imovetostandnexttoher.



HowcanAmaranotseehowthismanlooksather?

Amara:“Whatdidhedo?”

Shemightaswellbeblind.

Kenneth:“Don’tlistentoherAmara,shedoesn’tknowwhatshe’stalkingabout.”

Ifhewasn’tasscaryashelooks,Iwould’vekickedhim onhisgroin…

Nonsense…

Me:“Yousee,thatrightthere.”

Ipointathim,heraiseshisbrows,mystified.

Amara:“You’reconfusingme.”

You’vebeenconfusedfrom dayone.

Me:“Don’ttellmethatyouhaven’ttakennoticeofthewayhesaysyourname.”

Shelooksatmewaitingformetocontinue.

Me:“Amarathismanhasfeelingsforyou.”

ThereIsaidit…

Kennethlockshisjaw,he’lljusthavetoforgiveme.

Amara:“Kenneth?”

Hedropshisgazeandthisprovesit.

Me:“Haven’tyouseenhowhelooksatyouAmara?He’stryingtothrowhimselfonyou,Idon’t

gethowyoudon’tnoticetheonlyflyintheroom.”

It’suptoherifshewilllethim continuetodisrespectherman.

Amara:“IsittrueKenneth?”

Silence...

WearewaitingKenneth.

Kenneth:“Excuseme,there’ssomewhereIhavetobe.”

Hestridesoutofthedoor,leavingusinsuspense.WasIwrongbyexposinghim likethat?

Me:“Okay,thatwassomething.”

Shedropshergaze,Ispotaglintofembarrassment.

Me:“Amara?”

Amara:“Ididn’tknow,Iswear.Ithoughthewasbeingkind,youknowlikehowNeoisalways



flirty.”

Aboutthat…Ineedtohaveatalkwithhim.

Me:“Ofcourse,Imeantheguyissly.”

Amara:“DoyouthinkRandallnoticed?”

Idon’tthink,Iknow.

Me:“Everyonedid.”

Shesmashesherhandonherforehead.

Amara:“OhGod,Imustlooklikeafool.Randallaskedmeonmybirthdaytostayawayfrom him,

Ididn’tthinkthat…”

Me:“Kenneththinkshehasachancewithyou.”

Sheburiesherfaceinherhandsandnodsnegatively.

Amara:“No,Ayize.Ididn’tmeantoleadhim on,okayImusthavesaidsomethingordid

somethingtomakehim thinkthat…”

Me:“No,thisisnotonyou.”

Herhandflailstohermouthandshepicksafingertobiteon,she’snervous.

Me:“Don’tthinklikethatAmaraandit’snotabadthingthatsomeonebesidesourRandyfinds

youattractive.Itmeansyou’reabeautifulwoman.”

Iam worriedabouthersigh,shehastomakethingscleartoKenneth.

Amara:“CanwecallChiomaandcheckonthegirls?”

Shesayscoylyassheeludeseyecontactwithme

Me:“Thegirlsareprobablyasleepbynow,it’sverylate.”

Amara:“Yeah.”

WhatdidIjustdo?

Ishould’veapproachedherwithoutKennethhere,itwouldhavemadethingslessawkward.

KHETHU*

I’m broughttothelivingroom bythesoundofloudmusic,Nobayeniistoooldforthis.Sheis

lyingfacedownonthefloor,anemptybottleofliquorresidesinherhand.Itoddlein,toswitch

offtheradio.



Nobayeni:“Hey,putthatbackon.”

Shesoundsintoxicated.

Me:“Didyouseethetime?I’m tryingtosleep.”

Nobayeni:“Thisismyhouse,myhouse.Ifyoudon’tlikethewayIdothings,fuckoff.”

Shethrowsherhandatme.

Me:“You’repatheticNobayeni.”

Myinsulthashersittingup,shestretchesherlegsforwardandleansbackonthecouchbefore

burping.

Nobayeni:“Excuseme.”

Shelaughs.

Nobayeni:“IusedtohateyouBridgette,Ihatedyousomuch.Youremindedmeofmyfather,

from themomentyouwereborn.Icouldn’tbreastfeedyoubecauseIwouldseehisfaceeach

time.Icouldn’tholdyoucloseinmyarms,trustmeIwantedto.Iwantedtoloveyou,youwere

soinnocentbutwerecaughtupinthewarbetweenafatherandthedaughterheraped.”

Shelaughsandit’salaughofpain.

Nobayeni:“IdecidedtonameyouBridgettewhenIwassixmonthspregnant,itwasmy

grandmother’sname.ThatwomanwasmyguardianangelandIwantedyoutobethataswell.I

didn’tthinkthatthemomentIsawyourface,Iwouldberemindedofthatgrislynight.Myheart

brokeBridgettebecauseIknewthatIwillnevercometoloveyou,notwhenyouhadmyfather’s

crimepastedonyourinnocentface.Heneverapologisedforwhathedidtome,hesawnothing

wrongwithit.Iwasforcedtoliveinthesamehousewiththemanwhorapedme,myownfather.

Hewouldforcemetositandeatonthesametablewithhim asifheneverwrongedme.I

couldn’tstomachthefood,justseeinghim sittingthereandeatingasiflifewasallrosy.”

Anotherscornfullaughemitsfrom her,Ibringmyselftositontheflooroppositeher.

Nobayeni:“Godprobablyhasaroom fullofmyrejectedprayersaskinghim toletmyfather

chokeonhisfoodanddie,IprayedforhisdeathmorethanIprayedforanything.”

Ithoughtherstonecoldeyeswouldnotshedatearbutheretheyare,andtheyarereal.

Nobayeni:“HaveIevertoldyouhowclosewewere?Hewaseverythingtome,thebestfatherI

couldaskfor.Iwouldboastabouthim toanyonewhowouldlisten.It’scrazyhowyoureally

neverknowsomeone,thatmanwasmyhero.LittledidIknowthat,hewasthedevilincarnate?

Thatsonofabitchreallycomesindifferentforms,evenasafathertoinnocentchildren.How

Godallowssuchthingstohappen,Iwillneverknow.”

Iknow,wecan'tbesubjectedtosomuchpain.

Nobayeni:“Dladlacameandmademeseetheworldinadifferentlight.Heshowedmethat,not

allmenareouttheretogetme.Imeanyoucanimaginewhatitdoestoalittlegirlwhenher



father,theonlymanwhoismeanttoprotectherassaultsher.Idiedthatdayalongwithmy

innocenceandhim aswell,Iburiedhim inmyheart.”

Me:“Whydidn’tyoureporthim?”

Shelaughsatmyquery.

Nobayeni:“ReportjudgeMdluli?Hehadthelawwrappedaroundhislittlefinger,onebarkfrom

him andeveryonewouldrunandhide.Moreover,Iwasachild,Iwasafraid.Theworldwasabig

placeformeandmyfatherputmeinthislittlebirdcage,Ihadnovoiceorpowertostand.”

Thisisthefirsttimethatsheopensuptome,wearenevercivilwitheachother.I’m surprised

thatwehaven'tpluckedeachother’seyesoutyet.

Nobayeni:“Don’tseemeclingingontoyourfatherasifIwilldiewithoutaman.IknowIwilllive,

Iwillpickmyselfupandliveagainbut,Iowethatmanmylife.Hesavedmesomanytimes,I

haveawholestackofsuicidenoteswrittentomyfamily.Aftertherapehappened,everyday

wasunbearablebecauseitfeltlikearepetitionofthatday,especiallywhenIwouldhearmy

father’svoice.Hisshadowalonewasenoughtomakemewetmyself.”

Shewipeshertearswithoneswipeassheliftsherheaduplikeastrongwoman.

Me:“HebelongedinprisonNobayeni.”

Shemovestositclosetome,normallyIwouldbeuncomfortable.

Nobayeni:“Hedid,butIwasprisonedinstead.”

Me:“Whataboutgogo?Whydidn’tyoutellher?”(Grandmother.)

Nobayeni:“Itwasn’teasyBridgette,noteveryoneisstrongenoughtotalkabouttheirrape

experience.”

Shetouchesmycheekandsmilesslightly,Idon’tknowthisfeeling.Mymother’stouchis

unfamiliartome,thisisthewarm touchIhavebeenlongingfor.

Nobayeni:“Icantouchyounowwithoutseeinghim andohBridgette,myheartislearningtolove

youmybaby.ItookmyrageandangeroutonyouandI’m sorry,Iunderstandwhyyouhateme

somuch.”

Shedropsherhandtomychest.

Nobayeni:“Ibirthedthehatethat’sinyourheartandIwantyoutolearntoloveme.Iwanttobe

amothertoyouBridgette,you’remybabyandIwanttoprotectyoufrom theworld.Wouldyou

letmedothat?Letmeloveyou,please.Iknowthatit’stoolate,you’regoingtobeamothernow

andIwanttobethereforyouandmygrandchild.”

Ihavenoanswerforher,myheartisstillcoldtowardsher.

Me:“Onestepatatime.”

Ican’tsaymore,Idon’tknowifIwilleverwarm uptoher.Timewilltell.



Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

178*

RANDALL*

AsIchaseRavendowntheparkinglot,I’m bungedbyaloudsoundofagunshot.Itsendshim

crushingonthegroundandIdirectlyknowthathe’sbeenshot.Iturntomyleft,toseeStyles.

Hehasthisunflinchingdemeanour,hesmirksasoureyesmeet.

Shouldn’thebeathomewithSethu?

Me:“Aren’tyoutiredofshootingpeople?”

Hesneers,moseyinguptome.

Styles:“YouknowonceIstart,Ican’tstop.NowIfeellikegoingafterMkhize.”

Helaughsathisowndryjoke.

Me:“Beforeyoudothat,lendmethatgun.”

Hepassesittome,Iam readytokillthatbastardIoncecalledabrother.Abigwhitevanhurtles

towardsus,wallingRavenfrom oursight.

Me:“Fuck.”

IrumbleasIruntoit,Stylesisscamperingbehindme.Thevandrivesoffinspeed,Ravenis

gone.

Me:“Shit,shit.”

Ithrowanairpunch,cussingoutloud.

Styles:“Whatwasthat?”

WhydidheshootRavenagain?

Me:“Ithoughtyouknew.”

Styles:“Nope,Isawyouchasinghim andyouwerelosingtheraceso,Ishothim.”

Hisexplanationmustmakesensetohim.

Me:“SincewhendoyoumissStyles?Iwould’vehavehithim onthehead.”

Stylessnuffles.

Styles:“Ididn’tknowwewantedhim dead,youshould’vetoldme.”

Sarcasm.



Me:“I’m goingtokillhim.”

Ishould’vekilledhim.

Styles:“Whathappened?”

Me:“HecameheretokillAmara.”

Styles:“NowI’m convincedthatyourbrotheriscrazy.”

Me:“I’m convincedthatSegunisnotdead,Ravenwouldn’tjustwanttomakehim proudevenin

hisdeath.Heisnotthatstupid.”

Stylessnickers,heseemstothinkotherwise.

Styles:“Ravenistheepitomeofstupid.”

Iwillnotdisputethat.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Ihandhim backtheweaponaswestarttomakeourwaybackintothehospital.

Styles:“IbroughtSethuin.”

Hestarts.

Styles:“CanyouimaginethatIhadtoconfesstokillingMatteo.Shewouldn’tstopgrillingme,I

doubtSethuwilleverforgetwhathappenedtoday.SheknewwhatI’m capableofbut,todayshe

sawmeactuallytakealife.”

Me:“Shewillgetoverit,you’llhelpher.”

Styles:“That’sifIhavethestrengthtofight,thisrelationshipisstrainingme.”

Heappearstobedrained.

Me:“It’sbeenalongday,from thebreakuptothekidnappingandthekillings.Whowouldn’tbe

drained?”

Styles:“Yeahyou'reright,maybeIam overwhelmedbytoday’sevents.”

Asweapproachthelift,itopensandKennethmeandersout.

Me:“Lookwhatthecatdraggedin.”

Westopandwaitforhim toapproach,Iwouldratherwalk.

Styles:“Benice.”

Hechidesme.

Me:“Ihavenoreasontobe.”

Styles:“HebroughtAmaratothehospital.”



Me:“Ayizehasacar,shecould’vedonethat.”

Hissightellsmethathehasgivenuponme.

Kenneth:“Youtwoaretalkingaboutme?”

Healludesashegetstous.

Styles:“Yougotus.”

Kennethhuffs.

Styles:“Areyougoinghome?”

Kenneth:“Yes.”

Hestealsglancesatme,somethingmusthavehappened.

Me:“WhatisitMkhize?”

Kenneth:“Withwhat?”

Hegrimacesatmyquestion,eitherI’m seeingthingsorheisuptosomething.

Me:“Whathappenedbackthere?”

Styles:WhatareyoutalkingaboutRandy?”

Me:“Mkhizestrugglestolookatme,somethinghappenedwithAmara,didn’tit?”

HeclearshisthroatandIknowthatI’m right.

Kenneth:“Styles,I’llseeyou.”

Hebidsmefarewellwithacondescendingsneerandmoochesaway.

Styles:“Willthetwoofyoueverbefriends.”

Me:“Never.”

Heneighssoftlyaswecontinueonourway.

Me:“IneedtofindRaven.”

Styles:“We’llfindhim Randy.”

Raventhinkshe’sclever,Iknowthathehassomeplothatchedupsomewhere.Hisobsessionof

makingSegunproudisgettingoutofhand.

AYIZE*

I’m tired,Iwanttogohomeandsleep,Neomadeamountainoutofmolehill.I’m standingon



hisbedsidemyhandspastedonmyhips,he’snotwakingupsoIjabhisshoulder.Heopenshis

eyesandasmileclaimshismouth,theplanisnottoreturnthesmilebut,I’m dismallyfailing

here.

Neo:“Ithoughtyouwouldnevercometoseeme.”

Ihavechosenhim andthereisnothingIcandoaboutit.

Me:“WasIsupposedtorushtoyou?”

Neo:“I’m injuredZee.”

IrememberbeingspecificaboutthetypeofmanIwantedtofallinlovewith,Ithinktheman

upstairsgavemesomeoneelse’swish.

God,weneedtotalk.

Me:“UnedramaNeo,yaziunedrama,uyadinaman.”(You’redramaticandyou’reanuisance.)

Andhe’ssmilingasifit’sfunny.

Neo:“keentseng?”(WhatdidIdo?)

Me:“Aleginjury,allofthatstressandheartacheforaleginjury?”

Eventhebandageonittellsmethatit’snotserious.

Neo:“It’sagunshotwound.”

Tohim it’samatteroflifeanddeath,Ipullachairclosertohisbedandsit.

Me:“Baba,youshouldn’tdothat.Iknowthatyouwereafraidandthoughttheworstbut,you

needtothinkfirstNeo.Iwasn’tokay,IthoughtIwasgoingtohavetoburysomeoneagainand

Amaraalmostlostherbaby.”

Thereitis,theseriousfaceIhavebeenwantingtosee.

Neo:“I’m sorryZee,Ipanicked,Iguess.”

Me:“Yeahyoupanickedandendedupconfessingyourundyinglove.Asyouwouldsay‘nahana?’”

(Imagine.)

Thesmileisbackandithasmesmilingaswell.

Neo:“Imeantitthough.”

Me:“Sureyoudid.”

Iknowhedid,I’m notreadytofallthatfar.Ihavegivenandlostsomuch,Ican'tletmyselffall

hard,Idon'twanttocrash..However,IknowthatNeoisinmyheart,hemakesitdancethat’s

howIknow.Asfarasloveisconcerned,theroadislongforme.

Me:“Areyouinpain?”

Hewillsayyes,eventhoughhe’snot.Hegivesmeanod.



He’sprobablynot.

Neo:“Don’tyouwanttokissitbetter.”

Hepoutshislipsand…

Me:“IfIwereinamovie,yesIwouldwanttokissitbetterbecausemyscripttellsmeto.”

Helaughs,it’srareforNeotolaughatwhatcomesoutofmymouth.

Yeahhey!Thepowerofaneardeathexperience.

Neo:“You,mybabaneedtolearnhowtobeaffectionate.”

Me:“Iam.”

Neo:“You’renot,you’rereserved.Loveisbeautifulwhenit’sclingyandneedyandyoucan’tget

enoughofeachother.”

Herecomesthedrama.

Neo:“YoucanbefreearoundmeZee.”

Thedoctormusthavegivenhim ananaesthetic,he’sdrivellingnow.

Me:“Am InotfreearoundyouNeo?”

Neo:“You’renotshyandnotfreeaswell.”

Whatdoeshewantfrom me?

Me:“I’m waitingforyoutoexplain.”

Thesmile...

Neo:“Youshouldbeabletojumponmewhenyouseemeapproaching,apiggyrideoranything.

Randomlysitonmylapbecauseyoufeellikeit,stealakissorlieonmychestwhilewe're

watchingTVorsomething.Iam yoursZee,youdon’thavetobeafraidtodoanyofthat.You

havefullaccesstome,Ihavegivenmyselftoyou.”

IhearwhatNeoissayingbut,I’m farfrom thatline.SomehowIfeelthatmyraceisstillon.

Me:“MaybeI’m notthatperson.”

Neo:“Ithinkthatyou’reafraidofattachment.”

Nailedit.

Me:“It’slateyouknowthat?We’lltalkaboutseriousthingsinthemorning,I’m reallysleepyright

now.”

Byallmeans,Iam avertingthistopic.

“Am Iallowedtocomein?”



Stylesisstandingatthedooraskingusthisstupidquestion,withasillysmileonhisface.

Me:“WhynotMr.S?”

Styles:“Thetwoofyoutogetherareanatomicbomb.”

Hestridesinwiththiscomment.

Me:“AreyouherewithSethuMr.S?”

Styles:“Yes.”

Hestandsontheothersideofthebed.

Me:“Howisshe?”

Styles:“Shewilllive.”

That’snotananswer,Ishouldgoseeher.Ihaveanincomingcallfrom Chioma.

Me:“That’sodd.Shouldn’tChiomabesleeping?Whyisshecallingme?”

Styles:“Itcouldbeimportant.”

Me:“Chichi.”

Ianswer.

Chioma:“Mbaliisunabletosleep,shesaysshe’shavingnightmares.”

Thedramaqueendecidesthatshewillwakethewholeworldbecauseofabaddream.

Me:“Anightmare?”

Thischildthinksshe’swhite.

Chioma:“Yes,shesayswhenshecloseshereyessheseessomeonechasingher.”

Chiomasoundstiredandpiqued,Iwouldbetooifsomeonewokemefrom mysleepbecauseof

abaddream.

Me:“That’sprobablymetryingtowhoopherrudedisrespectfulass.”

Neodoesnotlikemycomment,heissideeyeingme.

Me:“Chiomagotobedandleaveher,shewillsleepwhenshedecidesto.Youcan’tstayawake

becauseofthatchild.”

Chioma:“She’sreallyafraidAyize,herbodyisvisiblyshaking.”

IsthiswhatIwillhavetodealwith?

Me:“Ican’tleaveeverythingandcomehome.WhatwillIdothereanyway?Ican’tstopthe

nightmares.”

Styles:“Tellhertogiveherwarm milk,itwillhelphersleep.”



Stylesrecommends,sheneedsawarm clapnotwarm milk.

Me:“Pleasegiveherwarm milkitshouldhelp.”

Ifitdoesn’tthen…

Ishouldturnoffmyphone,Ican’tdealwithMbali’sdramaatthistimeofthenight.

Styles:“IsitMbaliorGinger?”

Me:“Mbali,thatchildwillgivemegreyhair.”

Styles:“Childrentendtoactup,shewillbeokay.”

Me:“It’snotjustactingupwithher.”

Sheenjoysmakingmylifehell.

Me:“TodayshehitLiyawithastoneonthehead,ifitwasabrickthatchildwouldbelyingina

hospitalbed.”

Styles:“What?”

Theshockinhisvoice.

Styles:“Pleasetellmeshedidn’tbleed.”

NowI’m mortified.

Me:“Shedidactually.”

Ianswerruefully.

Styles:“Shit,thisisnotgood.”

Hescratcheshisheadandstartstopophisknuckles.

Neo:“Mbalileyenaeish.Howarewegoingtofixthisnow?”(Complaint.)

I’m lost.

Me:“What’sgoingon?Liyaisokay,itwasn’tabadinjury.”

Neo:“NottotheOkolies,thosepeopledon’twanttosmelltheirblood.Theyareprobablyfuming

wherevertheyare.”

I’m stilllost.

Styles:“Shit,IhavetospeaktoRandall.”

Hedeclaresanddailiesout.

Me:“What’sgoingonNeo?”

Thegnawinglookonhisfaceisunmistakeable.



Neo:“Idon’tknowtheirstorybut,theOkolieskebaloiZee.Ifyouspillthebloodoftheirownthey

takerevenge.”(TheOkoliespractisewitchcraft.)

Noway,Irefusetobelievethat.Neohashisowntheoriesabouteverything.

Me:“Randyandwitchcraft?”

Impossible...

Neo:“No,hisancestors.Acursebefallsyouuntiltheyfeelthatyouhavehadenoughortillyou

meetyourdeath.”

Iam donefor.

Me:“NoNeo,Mbaliisachild.”

Neo:“Theydon’tcareandworse,thewholefamilypaysforit.”

Iam goingtokillMbali.

Me:“Howdowefixthis?”

Neo:“Idon’tknowZee,that’swhyStylosisgoingtospeaktoUze.Hopefullytheywillfindaway.”

Therehastobeaway.

STYLES*

RandallisoutsideAmara’sroom talkingtoapoliceman,heshakeshishandandIseehim slip

somethingthere.I’dbedamned,myboyislearning,thepolicemannodsbeforestridingoffwith

asatisfiedmien.

Me:“Careful,you’rebecominglikeme.”

Heturnstomeashepullsouthisphone.

Randall:“Someonecalledthem,complainingaboutthefight.”

Me:“Sorted?”

Randall:“Sorted.IwanttotakeAmarahome.ApparentlyLiyawasinjuredandIwanttoseeher.”

Randallworriestoomuchaboutthatchild.

Me:“Ayizetoldme,itwasjustaminorwound.”

He’sfocusisonhisphone.

Me:“Isitworthpunishingthepoorchildthough?”

Hiseyesriseashegivesmehisfullattentiveness.



Randall:“Whoam Ipunishing?”

HeshrugsandIknowthathehasforgottenabouthisforefathers.

Me:“Youwon’tbut,yourancestorswill.”

HiseyesresistalittleastherealisationthatMbalimightbeindangerhitshim.

Randall:“Ohshit.”

Mythoughtsaswell.

Me:“Therehastobesomethingwecando.”

Randall:“What?IhavenoclueStyles.”

Wesettledownonabench.

Me:“Yourdynastiescanbequietcruel?RememberwhathappenedtoMkhize’sson?”

Randall:“Iknowbut,thishastobedifferentright.Maybetheywon’tact.”

Me:“Theyarerightatworkaswespeak.”

Randall:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Heenquiresashecreasesabrow.

Me:“ChiomacalledandsaidMbalican’tsleep.She’shavingnightmares.”

Randall:“Dammit.”

Hecusses,whichisnousebecausethechildisindanger.

Me:“She’sonlyachildRandy,theyhavetooverlookthis.”

Randall:“IknowStyles.WhatcanIdo?Ihavenoknowledgeofthis.Idon’tknowhowto

approachgrandfather,thatoldman’ssilencewillmakeyouhatehim.”

Randallisright,theonlywayhewasabletocommunicatewithhim waswhenhefellill.

Me:“Wehavetodosomething,therehastobeawaytospeaktohim?”

Henodsashestaresintospace,providingnoanswerforme.

Me:“WhatdoyoudoinGhanawhenyouwanttoconnectwithyourancestors?”

Randall:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Ofcoursehe’dbeinsensibletomyquestion.

Me:“Youknow,likeburnincenseorsomething.”

Randall:“Iwouldn’tknow,grandfatherdidn’tpractisethesethingswhenweweregrowingup.

Thisisallnewtome.”



Me:“DoyouthinktheworstwillhappentoMbali?She’sonlyakid.”

Randall:“IhopenotStyles.Herheartispure,I’m sureitwasanaccidentso,shehastobe

pardoned.”

Hegiveshopewithhisremark.

Me:“NothingshouldhappentothatchildRandy,SethuandAyizehavebeenthroughenough.

Theycan’tloseheraswell.”

Ican’tstressthisenough.

Randall:“I’llcallmotherfirstthinginthemorning,shemightknowsomething.”

Me:“Hopefully,SethuandAyizeareMbali'scousins.SoIthinktheyaresafefrom thecursefor

now,right?”

He’suponhisfeetandreadytoheadtoAmara’sroom.

Randall:"Ithinkso,Idon'tknowaboutBeautythough."

Shecangotohell.

Randall:“I’llkeepyouupdated.”

Webidourgoodbyesaswetreadourseparateways.

MKHIZE*

ThatstupidboyRavenprovedtobeuseless,hegaveusnothing.Idon’tknowhowmanytimesI

havelostmycooltryingtolocatemyson.Wherecouldhebe?It’salmostmorning,Sikahas

beenhelpingmewithtryingtofindcluesastowhowould’vetakenmyson.Thisloungehas

turnedintoalittleoffice.

Me:“Iwantmysonfound,Idon’twanttohearanyexcuses.Doyourjobyoupieceofshit.”

Thesemenareuseless,I’m tiredofyellingoverthephone.

Me:“WhydowehirethesepeopleSikaiftheydon’tknowtheirwork?”

Sika:“It’snotgoingtobeeasytofindhim.”

Ihatethenegativereplythathejustgave.

Me:“Ihaveabadfeelingaboutthis,mysonisnotsafe.Ican’tlosehim todeathSika,heisso

young.Nkomohassomuchtolivefor.”

Ihavefailedhim beforeandIhavetomakeupforit.

Sika:“Ialsohavetriedbaba,there’snowordonthestreets.It’sasifhedisappeared.”



Me:“Idon’tknowanymore,Sika.Ihaveoneoptionnow.”

Sika:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Sishi.”

Desperationhasmesteppingintothelion’sden.

Sika:“Sishiwantsyourhead.”

HeremindsmeofwhatI’m awareof.

Me:“Well,Iwouldhavetosacrificemyheadthen.”

Sika:“Hehatesyoubaba,Idoubtthathe’llhelpyouwiththis.”

Me:“Hedoesn’thateNkomo.TheyhavebeenfriendsforaslongasIcanrememberandthat

boyhonourshisfriends.”

Iriposte,Idon’ttrustSishibut,Itrusthisloyaltytowardsmyson.

Me:“Ithinkyoushouldgotobed,tomorrowisgoingtobealongday.”

IsuggesttoSika,heislyingbackonthecouchwithhishandcoveringhisface.

Sika:“Nobaba.”

Herevealshispoopedeyes.

Sika:“Ican’tsleep,youshouldgotobedandI’llfinishuphere.”

Me:“Ican’tsleepeitherSika,Ineedtofindmyson.”

Hastily,hesitsuptakingupadisquietingexpression.

Sika:“Didyouhearthat?”

Hiseyesarebustlingalloverthelivingroom.

Me:“What?”

Sika:“Can’tyouhearthatnoisebaba?”

Hestands.

Sika:“It’scomingfrom thatroom.”

Hepointsataguestbedroom that’sclosetothecorridor,Idrawoutmygun.

Me:“Sikuphiis’bhamuSika?”(Whereisyourgun?)

I’m treadingbehindhim ashetiptoestowardstheroom wherethenoiseiscomingfrom,he

slopshisheadbacktoogleatme.

Sika:“Chababa,wedon’tneedagunhere.Can’tyouhearthatsound?Someoneishavingsexin

there.”



Herumours,shockingthelivingdaylightsoutofme.ThelastthingIneedisanotherheart

attack,Iwon’tsurviveit.

Me:“HayiSika,notmywives.”(No.)

Sika:“Kungabanjalobaba.”(Itcouldbeso.)

Iam goingtokillsomeonetoday.WhydoIalwayschooseloosewomen?FirstitwasNkomo’s

motherandnowwhoeverisinthere.ThereisgoingtobeanotherfuneralattheMkhizes.

Me:“Khiphais’bhamu,manje.”(Takeoutyourgunnow.)

Wehavetwopeopletokill.

Heobeystheorderandcontinuestodrawtowardstheroom.Sikaisright,therearepeoplein

therehavingsex.Icanhearthem loudnow.Mywrathescalatesastheneedtokillbecomes

strongerthananything.IpushSikaasideandkickthedooropen.Thewomanwhoisstarkerson

topofthemanfallstothesideofthebed,revealingmysonZwelethu.Hecovershimselfwhile

theladydipsherheadunderthebedsheets.

Me:“Zwelethu?”

Iboom inanger.

Thereisnotintofshameonhisface.

Me:“WhatisthisZwelethu?Inmyhouse?”

Hesitsbackandleansontheheadboard,crossinghisarmsonhischest.

Me:“Areyoubringingprostitutesintomyhousenow?”

Zwelethu:“Ithoughtyouweresleeping.”

Hegivesastupidanswerandwithastinkingattitude.Idarttohim,grabhishandandpullhim

offthebed.Hetumblesonthefloorasnakedasheis.

Me:“UsuyindodamanjeZweli?Unomuziwena?”(AreyouamannowZweli?Youhaveahouse

now?)

Hegetsup,pushesmebackandIteeter,tohaveSikacatchmebeforeIfall.

Zwelethusnatchesapairofpantsonthefloorandthrowsthem on.

Me:“AreyoufightingmenowZweli?Areyoufightingyourfather?”

Iam astoundedbyhisactionsandthewayhe'sglaringatme,heisreadyforanything.

Zwelethu:“I’m notfightingyou,I’m simplystandingupformyself.YouwillnotbullymeMkhize.”

Whathashappenedtomyson?Whyishedisrespectingmelikethis?

Zwelethu:“Yeyi,yeyigetupandgo.”(Hey.)

Hetapstheladyhardonherthigh,assheisshamefullyhidingunderthesheets.Sheshowsher



fearfulface.

“Wheream Igoingtogo?It’slatenow,there’snotransport.”

Zwelethu:“So?Howisthatmyproblem?”

Mysonhasnorespectforme,hebroughtaprostituteintomyhome.”

Me:“Zwelethugetthiswomanoutofhere,weneedtotalk.”

IcommandbeforeIstringoutthedoor

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

179*

NKOMO*

Ruth:“Idon’tunderstandyouN.k.Yousaythatyouwanttosavemebut,yourefusetodowhat

theywant.”

Ruthisyellingatme,sheisseething.Sheisafraidandwantstogobackhomebut,sheknows

thekindofapersonthatIam.Ican’tbetraymyfriends.IhavebeenonbadtermswithStyles

andRandallhowever,itdoesnotmeanthatIshouldturnmybackonthem.

We’restilltiedup,it’sbeenaweek.Thatmancamebackwithaproposal,hewantsmetowork

withhim inbringingdowntheOkolies,IrefusedandRuthisupsetwithme.Shesaysthatshe

wantstogohome,there’ssomethingIdon’tunderstandthough.Whywouldtheyapproachme

ofallpeople?

Me:“Iam notasnitchRuthandIam notabouttobetraymyfriend.”

Mywordshaveherfuming.

Ruth:“Don’tbestupidN.K.Thosepeopledon’tcareaboutyou.”

Sheknowsnothingaboutthem soshehasnothingtoproveherclaim.

Me:“IstheresomethingthatIshouldknow?”

Sheshrugswithafrownonherface.

Ruth:“Likewhat?”

Me:“Whoarethosemen?WhydotheywantmetoturnagainstRandall?”

Ruth:“Howam Isupposedtoknow?We’rebothtieduphere.”

Ihavebeenrecitingthesamepoem fordaysnowandsherefusestotellmethetruth.

Me:“You’restartingtopissmeoff.Whothehellisthatman?”

Iraisemyvoice.

Ruth:“Whyareyouaskingme?IhavetoldyoucountlesstimesthatIdon’tknowhim,Ihave

neverseenhim inmylife.”

Myquestionisnottreatingherwell,herangerseemstotakeovereveryemotioninherbody.

RuthisnottruthfulwithmeandI’m gettingfedupwithher.

Me:“DoyouthinkthatIam stupidRuth?”



Shenarrowshereyes.

Ruth:“No,ofcoursenot.”

Me:“Then,whyareyoulyingtome?”

Iam losingmypatiencewithher.

Ruth:“I’m notlyingtoyouN.K….”

WhydoIkeepthinkingthatshewillrevealthetruth?

Me:“Willyoutellmethetruthforonce.”

Shedropsherhead.

Me:“LookatmeRuth,lookatme.”

Ishoutather,shedoesn’theedmyrequest.

Me:“It’sbeenoveraweekifnotmorethat,Ihavebeentieduphere.Yourefusetogivean

explanationwhythesepeopleareafteryou.Yousayyou’reworriedaboutyoursafetybut,it

seemstomethat,you’remoreworriedaboutmegivingintothosepeople.”

Ruth:“Whatareyousayingtome?”

Me:“I’m sayingstoplyingtome…”

Shecutsmyentreatyshortwithaloudshriek.

Ruth:“Iam notlyingtoyou.”

Me:“YouareRuth,you’relyingtomeandyoubettertellmethetruthnow.”

Iyelljustasloud.

Ruth:“WhywouldIlietoyou?IloveyouNK…”

Me:“Shutup,shutthehellup.Idon’twanttohearthatshit,thisismylifeRuth.Iam boundlikea

fuckinganimalandIwanttoknowwhy.”

Shefallsintosilence,sherefusestogiveananswer.

Me:“Lovedoesnotmakemeafoolorweak,IwantyoutolistentomeRuth.Ifeveryou’re

workingwiththosepeople,Iwillkillyou.Icanbemerciless,don’tthinktheseropeslimitme.”

Hereyebrowsruckup.

Ruth:“Areyouthreateningme?”

Me:“I’m makingyouapromiseandIkeepmypromises.IwantyoutokeepthisinmindRuthif

that’syourrealname,IwillescapethisplaceandwhenIdoIam takingyouwithme.”

Ruth:“Iknowthatyouwillneverleaveme…”



Me:“I’m notfinish.”

Withapuckeredbrowshesneersatme.

Me:“I’m aloveranddarnitIlovewithallmyheartbut,whenmyloveturnsintohate,youwill

wishyouneverlaidyoureyesonme.Iwillmakesurethatyoudieaslowpainfuldeathandnot

evenBensenwillbeabletosaveyou.”

Withhereyesengrossedonmine,hermouthfallsopenindisbelief.Iam donewithhercharade.

Ruth:“Who?”

Me:“You’reinacultwithyourfather.”

Ruth:“N.k…”

Me:“Don’tcallmethat,yourgameisoverRuth.You’renotassmartasyouthink,nowtellthose

peopletountieyou.I’m sickandtiredofyourpretence.”

Hereyesfalltoherfeet.

Ruth:“OhNkomo.”

Shesaysmynamesoperfectlyandmindyouthisisthesamewomanwhofailedtopronounce

myname.Shegetsupfrom thechairwithsuchease,allIfeelisrageastheropethatwas

bindinghereffortlesslydropstothefloor.Shegrinsatme.I’m notsurprised,althoughittookme

awhiletofigurethisout.

Ruth:“Iwasgettingboredhonestly,Ithoughtyouwouldnevercrackit.”

Me:“Crackithuh?”

Herstatementhasmechortling.

Ruth:“RidofthatimperviousbehaviourNkomo,you’retrapped.Youarenotgoinganywhere,you

haveonewayouttakethedeal.”

MyheadfallsbackasIfallintoaloudguffaw.

Ruth:“What’sfunny?”

IdoawaywiththescornfullaughasIacceptaweightycountenance.

Me:“Don’tmindmesweetness,it’sjustmymouthiswatering.Thethoughtofyourblood

smearedonmyhandsgivesmeasensationalfeeling.”

Iwigglemyeyebrowsatherandsendawink,Ihavemanagedtoinflictfearinher.

Me:“Iswearthisisbetterthansex,imaginewhenIfinallykillyou.”

Iutterasslowaspossibly,somywordsgetintohermind,speechless,shesitsbackdownand

glaresatme.Sheistryingtoreadmythoughts,Iam notgoingtogiveherthatchance.



SETHU*

Weekslater*

Grief,pain,agony,lossandbetrayal.Mybedhadbeenmadewiththesematerials,andIhave

nappedonitforquiteawhilenow.Ibecamenumbtothestrengthinme,Iwasoblivioustomy

surroundingsandthepeoplethatwerethereforme.Ichosetobrushawaytheloveandsupport

offeredtomebymylovedonesandthisactledmetoabrinkofdistraction.

Ilosttheloveofmylifeandwasswallowedupbyachurchthatdidnothavemybestinterestat

heart.It’samazingwhatgriefcandotoyou,Istruggledtoacceptmylifeasithadchangedin

theblinkofaneye.

ThestrengthIthoughtIhad,tauntedmeandpulledmeintothegrislyhandsofhellitself.The

personwhosavedmewasnostrangertohellandhe’sresponsibleformanysoulsthatare

caughtintoitstormentingfires.

Icouldn’tfathom him doingsuchmalevolentdeeds,hewasanangelinmyeyesandhislove

forcedmetoaccepthim inthesetwoforms.Anangelwhowouldloveyouwiththatcrucifixion

typeloveandademonwhocollectssouls.

ThisismytheoryofStylesSishiandIlovehim more,onewouldtellmetorunandneverlook

backbut,thatsurelywouldbesuicide.

Adecisionhasbeenmade,Iam takingbackmylife.Iwilllivelikeit’smylastdayonearth.Iwill

lovelikeit’scomingoutoffashionandIwillcherisheverymomentofmylife.

“Sisihurry.”(Sister.)

Gingerrunsintomyroom screaming,Iknowit’ssomethingtodowithMbali.Shestrugglesto

sleepatnight,sheseesthingsthatarenotthere.IhavetriedeverythingIcould,from prayertoa

traditionalhealer.Hersituationseemstodepreciate.

She’sonthefloorconvulsing,Gingerishelplesslyintears.

Me:“Givemethatherbonthekitchencounter.”

IsaytoGinger,sherushesaway.Thisisnotnew,ithappenstoheratleasttwiceaweek,it’snot

frequentlikethedreams.Randallgavemetheseherbs,hesaidthearomareleasedfrom them

shouldhelpher.RandallandStylesseem toknowwhat’swrongwithMbali,theyrefusetotell

meandIgaveuptryingtofindout.IsubmitmyselftoGodinprayer,itgivesmehopeandkeeps

megoing.

IhelpMbalitoacouchassoonasshe’sbetter,Gingerholdsheraglassofwater.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Shenods,shehardlysaysmuch.Hereyesarealwayswideopenasifsheseessomethingno

humanshouldsee.



Me:“Haveyouguyseaten?”

Ginger:“IwasmakingfoodwhenMbalifell.”

Shewipeshertears,IthoughtGingerwasthestrongone.

Me:“Okay,gofinishup.Yourtransportwillbehereinthirtyminutes.”

Shenodsandhurriestothekitchen,Mbaliliesbackonthecouch.Hermindisnothere,thepoor

childhadtopauseschool.It’salmosttheendoftheyear,ifshedoesn’tgethelpsoonshewill

havetorepeatthegradenextyear.

Me:“Doyouwanttosleep?”

Sheshakesherhead.There’saknockonthedoor,inaninstantIhearGingerexchangeadialog

withafemalevoice.Tracyglidesintomylivingroom,crying.

Me:“Tracy?”

Tracy:“OhSethu.”

Shethrowsherselfinmyarms.

TracyhasbecomeoneofmyclosestfriendsmuchtoAyize’sirritation.Shesaysthatshe

doesn’ttrusther,Idon’tthinkAyizetrustsanyone.Mysisterwentandgotherselfajobatsome

boutique,hertalkativenessandenergyworkedinherfavour.Shemovedoutaboutaweekago

andlivingwiththeonlymanwhomakesherangryandhappyatthesametime,Neo.Ifitwereup

tomeIwouldhavehim marryherfirstbutsheisofage,theyloveeachotherandknowwhat

theyaredoing.

Me:“What’sgoingonTracy?”

ShewantstotellmebutMbali’spresenceseemstohaltherfrom doingso.

Ican’tleaveMbalialone.

Me:“Don’tworry,shewon’thearanything.”

Tracy:“MylifeisoverSethu.”

Shesitsasshebeginsherstory,sheappearstobedistraught.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Tracy:“IlostmybabyandKaycancelledthewedding,hesaysweneedtotakeabreakfrom

eachother.”

Me:“Why?Heshouldbesupportingyouandnotthis.”

Tracy:“KayislosingeverythingSethu,noonewantstohirehim.Theirchurchwasshutdown,

hisparentshadtogobacktoLimpopo.Isawthiscoming,Kayisdepressed.”

Shetellsherstory,TracyisabitsecretivewhenitcomestoKay,Ihaven’tmethim yet.



Me:“Youtwoshouldbeclingingontoeachotherinstead.”

Tracy:“Iknow,thepregnancykeptusstrongerandnowthatit’sgone,thereisnothingtoholdon

to.”

Me:“Idon’tunderstandTracy,Ithoughtyoulovedeachother.”

Tracy:“Ilovehim,Idon’tknowhowhefeelshonestly.Somethingtellsmethathewastolerating

mebecauseofthepregnancy.WhybreakupwithmeafterIhadamiscarriage?”

Me:“I’m sorrybabe.”

Tracy:“Kwenahasalwaysbeendistant,he…”

Me:“Who?”

Tracy:“Kay.”

Me:“YoujustsaidKwena.”

Coulditbethesameguy?

Tracy:“Yesthat’shisname,Icallhim Kay.”

OhmyGod.

Me:“IsheKwenaMokoena,thepastor.”

Myquestionputsafrownonherface.

Tracy:“Doyouknowhim?”

ShouldItellher?Thegirlhasjustlostababy.I’m savedbythedoor.

Me:“I’llgetthedoor.”

Ipushmywayoutofthelivingroom,Gingerhasopenedit.She’slaughingandtalkingwith

Styles.Heseesmeandsmiles.

Me:“Ididn’tknowyouwerecoming.”

Styles:“IthoughtIshouldcomeandhavebreakfastwithyoubeforeyouheadtowork.”

ThisishisnormalroutinesinceNeomovedout,heclaimsthathe’slonely.Ithinkhe’stryingto

guilttripmeintomovinginwithhim.

Styles:“ItlookslikeI’m early,you’renotdressedyet.”

Hescansmyoutfit,Iam farfrom beingready.

Me:“Iwon’tbelong.”

Styles:“Howaboutwegooutforbreakfast?”

Heoffers,wehaven’tdonethatinalongtime.Wedecidedtotakethingsslow,it’sbeenhardfor



metobeintimatewithhim sincethatexperiencewiththekidnappers.

Me:“Ifyoupromisetotakemetoworkearly.”

Heenwrapshisarmsaroundmeasheleansdowntokissme.

Styles:“Let’sgettoitthen.”

“Ialsowanttogo.”

Gingerjoltsusoutofthemoment.

Me:“Youhaveschool.”

Idispute.

Ginger:“Schoolstartsat8am,pleasesisi.You’llbetakingMbalialonganditsnotfair.”

Onlybecausewecan’tleaveMbalialone,AyizeandItaketurnswiththegirls.Theyspendtwo

weekswitheachofus,wewillhavetochooseapermanenthomeforthem.Wecan’tkeep

swoppingthem aroundasiftheyaregrocerybags.GingersaysshewantstolivewithAyize

becauseNeodoesn’tlethercleanandcook,whileIteachherallthebasics.Thisiswhatthey

weretaughtbytheirmotheranyway.

“Iwanttocometoo.”

Tracy’svoicespeaksfrom behindus.

Me:“Where?”

Ihopeshe’snottalkingaboutthebreakfastouting.

Tracy:“Whereveryouguysaregoing.”

Hellno.

She’slookingatStyles.Thisisthefirsttimeshe’sseeinghim.

Tracy:“Thisisthemysteryboyfriendhuh?Uyafihlagirlneh?”(Youknowhowtohidethem.)

Shesayswhileploddingtohim,shegiveshim ahand.

Tracy:“Tracy.”

Stylestakesthehand,shakesitbeforedrawingback.

Styles:“PleasuretomeetyouTracy.”

Pleasure?

Tracy:“IhaveheardalotaboutyouStyles.”

Idon’tremembertellinghim abouther.

Me:“Wecandobreakfastsomeothertime.”



Iwillhavetorejecther,mysister’swordsareimprintedinmymemory.Donottrustfriends.

Tracy:“Okay,ifyousayso.”

Sheshrugs.

Tracy:“I’m workingthenightshifttoday,maybeI’llseeyoubeforeyouleave.”

Me:“Sure,callme.”

Shesendshergoodbyesandwaddlesoutthedoor.

Styles:“Goandprepare,we’rewaitingforyou.”

Heurges.

Me:“Iwon’tbelong.”

IreplyasIstarttoplodtothebathroom.

Styles:“No,gezasisi.Takeyourtime,it’shotoutside,wedon’twantpeoplerunningawayfrom

us.”(Bathlady.)

He’sstupid.

Me:“Isyourdream ofbecomingacomedianstillon?”

HelaughsashepullsGingerwithhim tothelivingroom,IstoptoseeifMbaliwillreacttohis

presence.StylesKneelsbeforeher,heslantsovertocatchaglimpseofherface.

Styles:“Howismyflowerdoingtoday?”

Hegreetsherwithasmileandsendshishandtoslightlypinchthetipofhernose.Shetwitches

asmile,sitsupandfoldsherarmsonherbust.Hereyesarelookingathim,it’sagoodthing.

Mbalihardlymaintainseyecontact.

Styles:“Areyougood?”

Shenodsgivingasecondroundofatwitchingsmile.

Styles:“Okay,okaypeople.WhotookMbali’svoice?”

HeexclaimsloudlyasheglancesupatGinger,shegigglessmashingherhandonhermouth.

Styles:“WasityouGinger?Didyoutakemyflower’svoice?”

Sheshakesherheadwithatwitter.

Styles:“Idon’ttrustthatlookonyourface.ShouldwetrustherMbali?”

AgenuinesmilefinallyplaysonMbali’smouth.

Mbali:“Ihaveavoice.”

Shespeakswithawhisper.



Styles:“Aaahhh,thereitis.Youhavefoundyourvoice.”

Shenodsandkeepshersmile,herarmsgoaroundhisneckassherestsherheadonhis

shoulder.Stylesscrutinizesmewithaworriedlook,Mbaliwillbeokay.Ihavefaith.

AMARA*

Whatisthecommotionaboutsoearlyinthemorning?ThefirstthingIhearisLiyana’stitters

andherfeetstompingthefloor,shemustbedancing.Ijumpoutofbed,I’m aloneintheroom.

I’m donelookingforthatmaneachtimeIwakeup,it’sgoodthathestaysawayfrom me.He

hasn’tbeenmyfavouritepersonasoflate,Ican’tstandthesightofhim andIdon’tknowwhy.

From thewayhewalks,tothewayhechews,Ifeeleveryinchofmeitchathispresence.

Idon’tknowhowI’m goingtowalkdowntheaislewithhim waitingformeatthealtar.

Theweddingpreparationsarestressful,thereissomuchtodo.Ayizesaidsheknowsawedding

planner,I’llbemeetingherlatertoday.

I’m clompingmytiredbodydownthepassage,thereissomuchnoise.Itsoundslikea

celebrationofsomesort,Ihearunfamiliarvoices.LiyanabouncestomeasItakemylaststep

downthestairway.

Liyana:“Maracome.”

Shetakesmyhandandpullsmetowardthelivingarea.

Me:“WherearewegoingLiya?”

Iaskthecourseofourdestination.

Liyana:“Nanaishere.”(Grandmother.)

Me:“Who?”

Imust’veheardwrong.

Liyana:“Nana.”(Grandmother.)

It’stoolatetoturnback,I’m standinginthelivingroom.Randall’smotherishereandwithhis

uncle,I’veseenapictureofhim.Theyaresettlednexttoeachotheronathreeseater.Randallis

onatwoseater,hegazesatme.

Randall:“Mehemma,come.”(Myqueen.)

He’ssittingrightacrosshismom whoisglancingatmeandIcannottellwhattheexpressionon

herfaceis.

IfIknewthattheywerehere,Iwould’vechangedoutofthisnightgown.ThankGoditcoversmy

knees.



Me:“Goodmorning.”

Iacknowledgethem asItrailtowardsRandall,Idon’tknowwhereI’m goingbecausethis

pregnancydoesnotwanthim.

Mom:“Morning.”

Ithoughtshewouldn’trespond,theunclegreetswithanod.There’sanemptyspacebeside

Randall,IpullLiyanatositbetweenuswhileIsettleattheendofthecouch.

Randall:“Motherthisisher.”

Hereachestotakemyhand,Iwanttosnatchitback.

Uncle:“Ourbride,wefinallymeet.Howareyou?”

HonestlyIexpectedthelikesofuncleJonasbut,he’snotbad.

Me:“I’m fineuncle.”

HereturnsthesmileIgivehim.

Mom:“Letmegetthisstraight,youtwolivetogetherandshe’spregnant?”

This,Ididnotexpect.

Randall:“Yesmother,we’rehavingababyandwewanttogetmarriedbeforeshe’sdue.”

Herepliesconfidently.

Mom:“WhatdidIsayaboutthisRandall?Whatwillyourunclessaybackhome?”

Shequestionshim withaserioustone.

Randall:“Itdoesn’tmatter,we’regettingmarriedso,Idon’tunderstandwhatthebigdealis.”

Idon’tunderstandeither.Thisiswhatfatehadforusandwecan’tchangeit,ifitwerea

differenttime.Wewould’vedonethingsdifferently.

Mom:“Okay,astraditionwouldhaveit.Thegirlhastogobackhomeuntilthedayofthe

wedding,shecannotbehere.”

Issheheretoruinmylife?

Randall:“Nothappeningandpleasedonotmentiontraditiontome,itisthesolereasonI

becameestrangedfrom myfamilyandmycountry.”

Hismothersighsathislastwords,sheisnotafanofwhat’shappeninghere.

Uncle:“Idon’tseeanythingwrong.”

Theuncleadds,Ilikehim.

Mom:“AreyouanOkolieFemi?BecausethelasttimeIcheckedyouareFemiIhemenotOkolie.”



Uncle:“Doesitmattersister?Alltheboywantsistomarrythiswoman.Mustyoumakethings

difficultforhim?”

Mom:“I’m lookingoutformysonandprotectingourimageasthequeen.”

Shequarrelswithherbrotheroverthistrivialmatter.

Randall:“That’senoughplease,mydaughterisintheroom.”

HehasnoticedhowLiyanaisobservingthesetwotackleeachother.

Me:“Excuseme.”

I’m onmyfeetandreadytorunoutofhere.

IgiveRandallalookandgesturethatheshouldfollowme.

Randall:“Amara?”

Me:“Whydidn’tyoutellmethattheywerecoming?”

Iprobehim aswegettothebedroom.

Randall:“Itoldyoulastnight,beforeyoufellasleep.”

Me:“WasitbeforeorafterIhadfallenasleep?”

HeknowswhatImean.

Randall:“Younodded,soIfiguredyouheardme.”

Hereplies,Idon’trecallbeingtoldthathismotherwascoming.

Me:“I’m goingtobath.”

Ideclare,Idon’twanttoarguewithhim soitisbestthat,Iignorehim fornowuntilIcooldown.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

180*

MKHIZE*

IthastakenmeawhiletogatherupthecouragetoapproachSishi,mypridehadmethinking

thatIcandothisonmyown.WeekshavepassedandIhavenothingandnoclueswhatsoever.

Thisisit,it’snowornever.

Me:“ThisisthehouseSika,I’m goingin.”

IsaytoSikaashepullsupoutsideSishi’shouse,Ididn’tannouncemyvisit.

Sika:“I’m comingwithyouBaba.”(Boss.)

Iknewthathewouldsaythis.

Me:“No,youstayinthecar.”

Sika:“YouknowthatIalwayslistentoyou,nottoday.Idon’ttrustSishi.”

Sikapresses.

Me:“Fine,let’sgo.”

Wewouldargueaboutthisthewholeday,thegateisnotlocked.Sikaglancesatmeaswehear

thecrackofthedoorandherestandsSishionthedoorwaygloweringatus.

Styles:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Hequizzes.Ididn’texpectthistobeasocialvisit,histimiddemeanourdoesnotcomeasa

shock.

Me:“Ineedawordwithyou.”

Styles:“Youcouldhavecalled.”

Heurges.

Me:“Iknow,thisisimportant.”

Styles:“Whatcouldyoupossiblywantfrom meMkhize?”

HeglaresatSika,heisnotabouttoletusinthehouse.

Styles:“Speak.”

Hedemandsfirmly.IfIwasnotasdesperateasIam,Iwouldhavepulledagunonlybecausehe



spoketomelikethis.

Me:“Nkomohasbeenmissingforaweeknow.”

Iintroducetheterriblenews,ithashim buckinghiseyesforabit.

Styles:“Nkomoisanadult,heisallowedtowanderaround.”

Heripostesasifdismissingme.

Me:“NkomohasbeenkidnappedSishi,Ihavebeentryingtofindhim.Thereisnosignofhim,

mysonismissing.”

I’m desperate,Sishiismyonlyoption.

Me:“Helpmefindmyson,I’lldoanything.”

It’shardtoreadthelookonhisface,Idon’tknowifheiskeenonhelpingmeorhewantsme

awayfrom hisdoorstep.

Styles:“Youhavethenervetocometomyhouse,you’rebraveMkhize.”

Hewantsmeawayfrom hisdoorstep.

Me:“Canweputourdifferencesasideplease?”

Hesmirks.Imightbepouringwateronaduck’sback.

Styles:“Howthemightyhavefallen.”

Hesneers,bastard.

Me:“ThisisnotaboutmeSishi,IknowthatyoucareaboutNkomo.”

Ipullouttheemotionalcard.

Styles:“Iwillfindhim myself,Idon’tdinewiththeenemylesthepoisonsmyfood.”

It’snotasecretthatwearenotbestofbuds.

Me:“Itdoesn’tmatterifyoudoitonyourownornot,Iwantmysonfound.”

Styles:“Youknowthissamesonthatyou’recryingforlongstoseeatombstonewithyour

nameengravedonit?”

Hiswordsfallonthetombofmyheart.

“StylesI’m ready.”

Ayounggirlappearsbehindhim,sheopenshermouthtosaymore,butisstoppedbyour

presence.

“Hello.”

Shegreets.



Mymindisbuffering.Iknowthisgirl,Ihaveseenhersomewhere.

“Ididn’tknowyouhadcompanybabe.Whydon’tyouletthem in?”

Shesmilesatmeandmyheartfallstothesolesofmyfeet.

Thisfaceandhervoice?

Coulditbe?

No!

Shewouldbeoldbynow.

Me:“No,aghost?”

Iwhispertomyself,Ican’tlookanywhereelse,butather.

Styles:“Thesemenarenotmyfriendsandtheyareleaving.”

Sikalooksatme,hemustbewonderingwhatmyproblem is.Myhandisonmychest,myheart

ispulsating,Ifeellight-headedandmybloodpressuremustbeskyhigh.

Styles:“YoumayleavenowMkhize.”

Sishihastakenupanuncomfortablemanner.

Me:“Whoisthis?”

Thegirlisoglingatme,probablywonderingwhyastrangeoldmanisenquiringabouther.

Styles:“That’snoneofyourbusiness,getout.”

Graduallyhepusheshishandbacksotoshrugherintothehouse.Sheisoutofsightinan

instant.

Me:“WhoisthiswomanSishi?”

Isearch.

Mymindistellingmesomanythings,itcan’tbeher.

Styles:“Youhavenothingtodowithher.”

Hedismissesme.

Iwon’tpressmore.

Me:“HelpmefindmysonSishi,I’lldoanything.”

ItisbetterthatIsticktothetopicathand.

Styles:“WhyshouldIhelpyou?”

Me:“Canweputourdifferencesaside,please?Iknowyoucareforhim,justgetmemyboy

Sishi.”



Styles:“I'llseewhatIcandoandI’m notdoingthisforyoubut,forNkomo.Heislikeabrotherto

me.”

Hereturns,hisremarkgivesmehopethatmysonwillbesaved.

Me:“Thank...”

Heturnsbackintothehouseandshutsthedoor,rejectingmygratitude.

Sika:“Nx!Nja.”(Dog.)

Sikacusses,hehatesSishi.I’m notfazedbySishi’sattitude,whatmatterstomeisfindingmy

son.

NOBAYEN*

LifewithBridgetteisgoingwell,wehavebondedinwaysIneverthoughtwewould.Strangethat

Iwouldsaythisbut,mybabyissosweet.Ihaven’tseenorspokentoDladlasincethedayheleft,

Imisshim though.

Thehousefeelsdifferentwithouthim,Dladlaspoiledme.Igotusedtocominghometohim,the

cookedmeals.Thecleanhouseandthequickkisseshestolefrom timetotime.Bridgette

seemstofillthatemptyspaceinmyheart.

Itooktimeoffworktofixmyrelationshipwithmydaughter,weareplanningaweekendgate-

away.Bridgettesuggestedit,sheiswarminguptomeandIloveit.I’m homealonerightnow,

shewenttorunsomeerrands.Sheshouldbebackanytimesoon,Itookthistimeofftoprepare

ascrumptiousmealforher.Iam nochefinanapron,yetthismealsmellsgood.

Itshouldbeedibletoo,hopefully.I’m bustlinginthekitchentryingtoputeverythingtogether,I’ve

burntoneortwothings,maybemore.Cookingisnochild’splay.

Bridgetteishere,Iknowbecauseofthesoundofthedoorbangingshut.

Me:“Baby,you’rejustintime.Thefoodisalmostready.”

Iintroducewithmybackturnedagainstthedoorway,habituallyshewouldtellmetostayoutof

thekitchen.

Whyisshenotsayinganything?

Me:“Bridgette?”

“Ithinkweshouldeatout.”

EverythinginmegoesstonecoldatthesoundofTimothy’svoice,Iswiveltofindhim standinga

fewfeetawayfrom me.He’sgrinningatmeandit’ssendingcertainchillsdownmyspine,Ihave

neverseenevilinmylifebut,thelookonhisfaceassuresmethatIam standingbeforeit.



Timothy:“WeshouldsticktocorporateloveandleavethepotstomenlikeDladla.”

Hegivesanunsolicitedopinion.

IcametoknowthatheistheonewhosentDladlathosepictures.Hisbehaviourhadchangedas

well,hewouldcomeinmyofficewithflowers.He’ddeclarehisundyingloveformeduringstaff

meetings.

Itcametoapointwhere,therewerenakedpicturesofmecirculatingintheoffice.Ifiredhim

withimmediateeffect.HedisappearedandthisisthefirsttimeI’m seeinghim sincethatday.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere”

Hesneers.

Timothy:“IcametoseeyouBayeni,myonetruelove.Didn’tyoumissme?”

Herespondsstraightaway.

Me:“GetoutofmyhouseTimothy.”

I’m tryingtosoundandlookbrave,althoughhe’sscaringme.

Timothy:“OhBayeni,don’tbelikethat.Iknowyouwantmehere.”

Myheartstopsforasecondashetakesastepforward,Idon’twanttothinktheworst.

Somethingaboutthelookinhiseyestellsmethathecameherewiththeintenttocauseharm.

Me:“Bridgettewillbehomeanyminutenow.”

Timothy:“Ohreally?”

Hecurvesabrowasanunnervingsneervisitshisface.

Timothy:“Thatmeanswehaveabout...”

Hebringshishanduptoinspectthetimeonhiswristwatch.

Timothy:“58secondstospare.”

Me:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Hecontinuestosauntertowardsme,I’m pressedagainstthekitchencabinet.Mymindis

entreatingalotofthingsatthesametime.

Me:“YouneedtoleaveTimothy,you’renotwelcomedhere.”

Iutter,tryingtocontrolthequaverinmyvoice.Hishandflailstohischest,heslopeshisheadto

theside.

Timothy:“Oh,baby.You’rebreakingmyheart.”

Hedeclaresinaghostlywhisper.

Me:“Timothyleave.”



Idon’twantthispersoninmyhouse,Idon’ttrusthim.

Iwanttomoveawayfrom him,butmyfeetseem tobefrozen.Hepresseshimselfagainstme,

theevocativescentemanatingfrom him takesmymindtoanunpleasanttimewhenheusedto

bracemybed.Ihavenothing,butregretforthosemoments.

Me:“Stop.”

Sternly,Idemand.

Ihavealwayshadanauthoritativevoicethatwouldputanyoneintheirplace.Itseemstobe

doingnothingtothisman,hehasnettledhisfaceonthecurveofmyneck.Pushingagainsthim

hasprovedtomethatIhavenomusclesatall,Itproves,yetagainthatamanisphysically

strongerthanawoman.

Timothy:“YousmelllikeheavenBayeni.”

Hedeclaresagainstmyneck,movesbackandgivesmeaflirtatioussmile.

Timothy:“Howaboutyouturnoffthestoveandwetakethistothebedroom?Rememberhow

funitwaswhenwewoulddoitwhileDladlawasaway?I’m surprisedhowwedidn’tbreakthat

bed.

Hepronouncesrunninghishandsonmywaist,Iam nothistoclaim soIshovehishandaway

from me.

Me:“GetoutofmyhouseTimothy.”

Ihavehadenoughofhim,hencetheloudnessofmyvoice.Imakeamovetostepawayfrom

him,hismoveisfasterasheseizesmyarm andwithgreatforcepushesmebackagainstthe

cabinet.

Me:“Ouch.”

Iyelpasmybackpainsfrom theforcefulhit.

Timothy:“Don’tworry,Iwillkissitbetter.”

Heburrowshisfaceonthecrookofmyneckagain,Ihavetostopmyselffrom retchingasthe

wetnessofhiskissesturnsmyinsides.

Me:“Timothystop.”

Iraisemyvoice,pushingmyhandsagainsthim withgreateffort.Mydesperationseemstofuel

him,hishandglidesundermyshirtwhilehepushestheotherdowntomyprivates.Heislikea

hungryanimalthathasbeenstarvedforweeksonend,Isnatchbothhishandsandtrytopush

them away.

Thisisnotme,IdonotwhimperandIdon’tsnivel,Iam noteasilydeterred.Whyam Iterrifiedto

mywitsthen?

Instantly,flashesofmyfathervisitmymind,thatterriblenightthatdeemedmeaweakling.Iwill



notletthathappenagain,IwillfightifIhaveto.WhileTimothyentertainshimselfwith

assaultingme,IsendmyhandtothestoveonamissiontograbsomethingIcanusetothrash

thisevilman.Myhandistriumphantasitclutchesahandle,it’sapan.

Gradually,Ibringitupandbangitonhishead,hegruntsashemovesback.Hishandshave

foundworkforthemselvesastheyrubawaythepainonhishead.

Thisismychancetorun,Itakeoffonmyfeet,headedtothefrontdoor.

IknowIhavemadeitwhenthedoorcracksopenwiththehelpofmyhand.I’m repudiateda

chancetostepoutasalargehandsmashesagainstthedoor,cloggingmychancesofescape.

Timothyiscagingmefrom behind,hisbodyagainispressedonmine.Icanfeelhisstiffshaft,

pressingonmylowerbackashepinsmeonthedoorandbeginstonibbleonmyneck.

Me:“Tim no,stop.”

Mycommandisunheard,hecontinueswithhisescapades.He’sgrowlinglikeananimal

devouringameatyboneafterhourswithoutfood,myhearthasdroppedashisdoingsalertmy

mindthatheisabouttotakeadvantageofme.No,Irefusetoletthishappentomeagain.

Ican’tseehisface,butIknowwheretotarget.Ilurchmyarm backwardsandelbowpunchhim,

itlendsonhisforeheadandsendshim staggeringbackwithaloudgrowlventingfrom his

mouth.

OnemoretryandIwillbeoutofthishouseinaminuscule.Igaspasalargehandgrabsmy

ankleandpullsmeback,Ifallfacedownhittingmynoseonthewoodentiledfloor.Myhead

spinsandtheroom becomesincoherent,Ifighttogetmyvisioncleared.LikeI’m trappedina

nightmare,mybodyfailstomoveforasecondandahugesomebodycrawlsontopofme.He’s

heavingandgroaningwithamissiontoaccomplish.

Me:“Lordgivemestrength.”

Isayasilentprayer,hushenoughforGodtohaveheardme.

Timothy:“WhyareyoufightingmeBayeni?”

He’sontopofme,hislipsareonmyearashewhispersthisquestionwithwindedwords.

Me:“GETOFFME,TIMOTHYNO.”

Iblareatthetopofmyvoice,ifIscream,noonewillhearme.Waytogoforchoosingaquiet

locationNobayeni.

Timothy:“Iknowyouwantme,youcouldn’tgetenoughofmeonceuponatime.”

Hiswarm breathonmyfaceevokesagreatneedtogag.Ican’tfightwhilefacedownandthis

pervertisontopofme.IagreethatIam notperfect,mylustinvitedthispestintomyhomeand

destroyedmyfamily.Howeverthisdoesnotgivehim therighttorapeme,mynoshouldbe

heardandIwillfightforittobeheard.

Timothyslidesmyshirtup,hebeginstotouchmybackwithhisdirtyhands.I’m panicking,butI



decidenottoshowit.Iam shatteredwhenhepullsmypantsdownwhilehisotherhandtakes

upthejobofpressingmybodytothefloorastokeepmefrom moving.

Me:“NO,TIMOTHYSTOP!!!”

Ishriek,IknowIsaidthatI’m strong.Ilied,I’m inapowerlessposition.I’m nakedfrom thewaist

downandmyheartisbeatinghardonmychestthat,ithasmeshudderinginfear.

Ineedtostaycalm,ifIwanttosurvivethis.Ihavetosurvivethis,Iwillnotbeavictim again.I

feelhismemberonmybuttandfearsendsapulsatingheatthroughmybody.

Me:“Okay,okaybabylisten.”

Iutter,hastily.

Me:“Letmeturnaround,we’lldoitlikeoldtimes.Itwillbefun.”

Lordletthiswork.

Timothy:“No,Ipreferitlikethis.”

He’sthrowingkissesonmybackthathavemeclenchingmyteethindisgust.

Me:“Timothybaby,listentomeokay.”

MyanxietyintensifiesasIfeelhim trytopushintome,Iwanttoscream outloud,butI

somehowhaveafeelingthatitwillpowerhim.

Me:“Wecanbetogetherlove,butnotlikethis.NotlikethisTimothyplease.”

I’m cloggingmytears,Ineedtostaycalm.

Anexcessivesenseofreliefwashesovermewhenhestops,heturnsmearoundandImeethis

half-liddenbloodshot,pervertedeyes.He’sheavingandthirsty.

Timothy:“Iknewthatyoucan'tgetenoughofme.”

HeleansintokissmeandIslantmyheadtothesidetododgehislips,hishandsareallover

me.Ishuffletopositionmyself,I’m abletobendakneeandkickhim onhismanhood.Hiseyes

amplifyashishandsfalldowntopressthepain,Ipushhim offofmeandstarttocrawlmyway

up.AssoonasI’m onmyfeetandreadytoscuttleoutthroughthekitchendoor,I’m hitonmy

upperbackwithaheavyobject.MybodyfailsmeasIfalltothefloor.

Timothy:“Youbitch.”

Timothyhowlsinanger,heuseshisfoottoturnmearound.Hehasasculptureonhishand,

that’swhatheusedtohitme.Hisfaceisglazedwithrage.

Me:“Tim…”

IgaspasIhavelostthestrengthtospeak.Hebestridesme,Iwanttotellhim tostop.The

wordsareatthetipofmytongue,theyrefusetocomeout.

Timothy:“Don’tworryBayeni,Iwillmakeitlesspainful.YouhavedeniedmeandifIcan’thave



you,noonecan.

Withspeed,heforcefullyblowsmyheadwiththebluntobject,aloudthumpresoundsfollowed

bymoreblows.IlosecountandbythistimeI’m inexcruciatingpain,I’m paralyzedasIcan’t

speakormove.

Myeyesfeelheavyandmyvisionisblurred,Iwanttosleep,butIdon’twanttodie.Inandoutof

consciousness,Ifall.Mywilltolivehappenstobestrongerthanthewilltodie.Ihavetolivefor

mybabyandmygrandchild,Bridgettehaslostsomuch.Ican’tfailheraswell,Ineedtokeepmy

eyesopen.

Me:“He…he…lp-me.”

Imuttermycryforhelpwithamutedvoice.

Timothy:“WhathaveIdone?”

Thereisafadeawayinhisvoice,I’m losingmyhearingandseeingdouble,Ifeelcoldandhotat

thesametime.Timothyputshishandsonhisheadasifshockedbywhathejustdid.

Timothy:“I’m sorrymylove,I’m sorry.”

I’m watchinghiseverymove,whileIfallinandoutofadeepsleep.Inafastpacehetakeshis

shirtoffandstartstowipethebloodonmyhead.Idon’tknowhowdeepthewoundis,Ifeela

warm thickliquidcovermyface.

Timothy:“I’m sorry.”

Hekissesmyforehead,getsupandlurchesoutthedoor.I’m leftheretodie,Iwanttoscream

forhim andtellhim tohelpme.Ittakesmeaminutetoram myhandintothepocketsofmy

pants,Ipulloutmyphonesteadily.Mybrainfailstorelayamessagetomyhandthat,itshould

gripthephone.Itfallstotheside.

Imusthaveanangelwatchingovermebecauseitrings.Idon’tknowwhoitis,myheartraces

againsttheringtone.IfItakemytimetoanswer,thecallwillbecut.

Godgivemestrength.

Myhandmakesitasitpressestheansweringbutton.

“Mom.”

Bridgettespeaksontheotherendoftheline.

Me:“Bridg…”

Lordhelpmespeak,pleasehelpme.

Khethu:“Hellomom?Areyouthere?”

Paniccovershervoice.

Me:“Help.”



Ihushdesperatelyandhopethatsheheardthesoftwhisper.

Khethu:“OhmyGod.What’swrongmom?”

I’m notgivenachancetoreplyasIfallintoadeepfadeaway.

AYIZE*

Chiomaistheonetoopenthedoorforus,IhaveanappointmentwithAmaraandthewedding

planner.

Chioma:“Youcanwaitforherinthelounge,I’llletherknowthatyou’rehere.”

Whyisshebeingformalwithme?Ipracticallylivehere.

Me:“WhatisitChioma?Youdon’tlookokay.”

Chioma:“Uze’smotherishere.”

It’sfunnyhowshewhispersitout,youwouldthinkthatsheisafraidofher.

Me:“Howisshe?Issheadragonlady?”

Iwhisperback.

Chioma:“Ididn’thaveagoodexperiencewhenIwaswithher,hopefullyAmarawon’tbebullied

byher.”

Shewouldn’tdare,notwhenRandyisaround.

Me:“Don’tworryyourselfChichi,Amaraisabiggirl.SheisRandy’smehemma,shecanhandle

thequeenbee.”(Myqueen.)

Itrulyhopeso.

Chiomadoesnotbelieveme.

Ohwell.

Herecomesthebride.

Me:“Aiaiaiai,umshadolento.”(It’sawedding.)

Ihum assheapproachesinthefoyer,hersmilefillshermouth.

Amara:“You’remakingitsoundlikeI’m gettingmarriedtoday.”

Me:“Itfeelslikeit.”

Shesmilesandacknowledgestheelegantlookingladybesideme.

Me:“Mrs.Okolietobe.”



Amaracacklesatmyannouncement.

Me:“ThisisKhanyisileShezi,she’stheweddingplannerIhavebeentellingyouabout.”

AmaranodsasIintroduce.

Me:“What’syourcompanynameagain?”

Khanyi:“Shezi’sLittleBlackDress.”

ShestretchesherhandtoshakeAmara’s.

Amara:“That’saninterestingname.Whyablackdress,though?Youdealwithbrides,right?”

AhugesmileappearsonKhanyisile’sface,she’sstandswithpride.Herformaloutfitdeemsher

professional.Ihaveseenherwork,she’sgoodatwhatshedoes.

Khanyi:“Whitewasalreadytaken.”

Shegivesacontagiousgigglethathasustitteringaswell.

Me:“Iyesyougirl.Sometimesyouhavetobeunique,don’tfollowthetrend.Doyouandseehow

theworldwillflockaroundyou.”

Khanyi:“ThatwastheideawhenIstartedthiscompany,mygoalistopleasethebrideand

maybethegroom alittle.”

Herstatehasussnickering.

Khanyi:“Isleepwellatnightknowingthebrideishappy.”

AmaraiscontentedwithKhanyi’squip.

Amara:“WiththatbeingsaidIam ingoodhands.”

Shestates,causingKanyisiletotwitterwithdelight.

Khanyi:“Nicetofinallymeetthebride,Ayizehasbeenpressingmesomuchaboutmeetingyou.”

Amara:“Trustme,shehasbeenpressingmeonmeetingyouaswell.”

Amaraadds.

Khanyi:“Hopefullyhermindcanbeatease.”

Ayize:“Hey,I’m stillintheroom.”

Theconspiracy.

“Whataboutmeetingthegroom?Therewon’tbeaweddingwithoutmelet’sfaceit,Iam thestar

oftheshow.”

Randallphrasesashetrailsinfrom thepatiocausingustolaughathiscomment.Amara

frownsathim,hestandsnexttoher.Youdon’tknowifhe’sflippantordeadserious,it’sthat

permanentpucker.



Amara:“Excuseme?Iam thestaroftheshow,notyou.Everybodywillbelookingatthebride,I

doubttheywillhardlynoticeyou.”

Shelarkshim,hisbrowisquicktocurveinresponsetoherstatement.

Randall:“MaybeIshouldn’tshowupthatdayandseeiftheywillhardlynoticemyabsence.”

Thismanjustdughisowngrave.

Amara:“Don’tevenjokelikethat,it’snotfunny.”

Duckeveryone,pregnancyhormoneshavecomeouttoplay.

Me:“Randybaby,becarefulwhatyousay.Wifeyhereispregnant.”

Yeah,itjusthithim.

Herubshisheadandforcesasmile.

Randall:“HowcanInotshowupatmyownwedding?I’llbemarryingthemostamazingwoman

intheworld,babyyou’llfindmewaitingforyouatthealtar.”

Thesarcasm inhisstatement.

Me:“Good,you’redoinggreat.”

Igivehim athumbsup,alittlesmilewilldo.Ormaybeit’sthatone,showinginhiseyes.

YouuseyourmouthtosmileRandy,notyoureyes.

Amarabrusheshim off.

Amara:“Khanyi,thisisthemanresponsibleforthehappiestdayofmylife.”

Sheclingsherarm aroundhisandrestsherheadonhisshoulderforbutasecond.

Amara:“Baby,sheistheweddingplannerAyizehasbeentellingusabout.”

Me:“I’m apromisekeeperbabe,waittillyouseethemagicthatlieswithinherhands.”

Randallgivesanapprovedlook,Ilikehowhehasbeenhandsonwiththeweddingpreparations.

Mostmenleavethewomentodealwitheverything.

Khanyi:“NicetomeetyouMr.Okolie.”

Kanyisileoffersahandshake,heshakesitwithanod.

Randall:“Please,callmeRandall.”

Khanyi:“Okay.WillRandallbejoiningusforthebriefmeeting?”

Amara:“Unlesshewantstoshowuptoasnowwhite,ballthemedwedding,hehastojoinus.”

She’skidding,Ican’timaginehim gettingmarriedinsuch.

Sheiskiddingright?”



Me:“Ihaveaask?”(Aquestion.)

Iraisemyhand,Amaralaughsassheshakesherhead.

Amara:“SpeakEnglishplease.”

Shehasourweddingplannerlaughingatmeaswell.

Me:“Questionbabe?You’rekiddingaboutthesnowwhitetheme?”

LethersayyesorI’m takingherbacktocrèche.

Amara:“Yes,Ijustwanthubbyto-be,tobepresent.”

Sheturnstofacehim.

Amara:“It’sourdaybabyandIwantyoutotakepartinthedecisionmakingaswell.Itwould

meanalottome.”

Shepleadswithhereyes.

Me:“IthoughtRandybabywasalreadyintheboatwithus.”

Amara:“Notfully.Justlastnight,Iwasshowinghim picturesofweddingcakesandhesaysto

mewhateverwechoosewillstilltastelikecake.”

Shecomplains.

Khanyisile:“ThatisonemistakeyoushouldavoidRandall,wedon’twantanangrybride,trust

me.”

Amara:“Pleasetellhim.”

Randyissoclingy,hehashisarmsaroundherandhisfaceburiedonherneck.Amarais

fightingtopushhim away,nottryingtogiveanythingoff.

Me:“Baby.”

Shewhines.

Me:“Guysseriously,mustwecloseoureyesnow?”

Hedrawsbackbut,keepshisarmsonher.

Khanyisile:“Ithinkweshouldbegin.”

Sheclearsherthroatatthecouplethat’skeepinguswaiting.

Me:“Youtwowillfindusinthelivingroom.”

ItakeKhanyisile’shandandwetoddletothelounge,leavingthosetwoengrossedoneachother.

Tobecontinued…





BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

181*

NKOMO*

Ruthisoutsidetalkingtothemanwhowasheretheotherday,hehasanaccentandIcan’t

graspfrom whichcountry.Hisoneisdifferentfrom thatofRuthandRaven.Somethingdeepis

beingdiscussedthere,RuthmadesuretoleavethedooropensoIseethatI’m theorderofthe

topic.

Theykeepstealingglancesatme.

HowwillIescapeiftheyareplanningonkillingme?AllIknowisthatIwilldiefighting.

Me:“Gcwabe,KhabazelakaMavovo,kaZihlandla.Gubhela,Mumboomhlophe.WenawaseMbo,

wenaokhanyaamasiesiswini,singela.Nhlamaeyaphelel’etsheni,Ngunezi.Ninaenadlaumuntu

nimyengangendaba.(Clannames.)

Ngiyaziukuthingikudenasekhaya.Kodwakeeningangilahlibadala,ningayilahliindodanayenu.

Ngisizeni,kulobunyamaengikubo.Sizaniindodanayenuyolahleko.Gcwabe,Khabazela

KaMavovo.”(IknowthatI’m farfrom homebut,donotforsakeme.Donotforsakeyourson.

Helpmethroughthisdarkpath,helpyourprodigalson.)(Clannames.)

Ifit’sonethingItrust,thenit’smyancestors.Imighthaveturnedawayfrom myfather,butI

keptmynameandmyroots.Thisisnottheendformebutthebeginning.

“Gethim.”

Theoldmaninstructsoneoftheguys,heandRutharegapingatme.Myeyesarerivetedon

hers,Iam lookingatadifferentperson.SheisnottheRuththatIfellinlovewith.

HowcouldIbesoblind?

Iremaincalm asthemanuntiestheboundsonmyhandsandlegs.

“Getup.”

Hesays,pushingme.

Ifollowhiscommand.

Ihaven’tremovedmyunyieldinggazefrom Ruth,sheblinksafewtimesanddropshereyesin

shame.

“Move.”

Weareheadedoutside,thesunissetting.Idon’tknowwhatdayitis,neitherdoIknowthetime.



“Getoutofhere.”

Theoldmanorders.IturntoRuth,shenods.

Whyaretheysendingmeaway?

Me:“Ruth?”

Isearchforanexplanation.

Ruth:“You’refreetogo.”

Thereisabitofhesitationinhervoice.Ishouldbeworried.

Ihavemorequestions,butwithoutwastingtime,Imarchtowardsthegate.

Mycarwashere,there’snothing.IfindeveryoneglaringatmeasIturnback.

Me:“Whereismycar?”

Ruth:“You’rewalkingbackNkomo.”

IknewRuthwasblonde,butsheistakingitwaytoofar.

Me:“Howdoyouexpectmetowalkbackhome?Itwilltakemedays.”

“Doyouwanttobefreeornot.”

Theoldmanasks.

Me:“Ican’twalkhome.”

Whyaretheysuddenlylettingmego?

“Theonlywayisthroughthewoods,theywillleadyoutothehighwayifyou’relucky.”

Theoldman...

Whyisitsoeasy?And,whatdoeshemeanifI’m lucky?

Themanwhountiedmepullsoutagunandaimsitatme.

“Getoutofhereboy,thisisyourlastchance.”

Theoldgeezerbullies,Ihavenochoicehere.Theywillkillme,GodIdon’tknowwhattheirplotis,

butsavemefrom theirclaws.

Alittlewisdom willdo…

IturnbacktoRuthasIreachthegate.

ThisisapromiseRuthAdaeze.IfImakeitoutofhere,IwillcomeforyousohelpmeGod.I

thirstforrevenge.

Ilurchintothewoodsliketheysaid,fatehassomethinginstoreforme.IguessI'llfindouton

theway.



NTOMBI*

Me:“WaitherewhileIgoin.”

Lelodoesn’twanttoseeMoses,it’sbetterthat,hewaitsoutside.We’reatthehospitaltosee

Nombulelo,Ifeelsorryforhim.Mosesisdesperatetomakethingsrightwithhisdaughterand

sheisnotgivinghim achance.

Nombuleloisherfather’schild,stupidandselfish.Idon’tknowhowtheirmindsworkhonestly,I

rememberthedayMosesoustedheroutofthehouse.Thatwasastupidmoveonhisbehalf

andheneedstomakeituptoher.

Moses:“IwanttoseemybabytooNtombi.”

Ithinknooneheardmeright…

Heypeople,myhusbandisstupid.

Me:“Moses,yinimarangawe?Whymustyouactlikeachild?”(What’swrongwithyou?)

Heisquicktoangerlately,it’sthemoneythatMoshotostole.He’slostweighttoo,Mashoto

betterrunandnotlookbackthismanisprobablyplanninghermurder.SometimesIfindhim

staringintospacemumblingthingsIcan'tmakeout,maybehe’slosinghismindagain.

Moses:“AchildNtombi?IsitwrongthatIwanttoseemybaby?”

Me:“Shedoesn’twanttoseeyou.”

Moses:“Andyou’reencouragingit,youshouldbetakingmysideNtombiandfighttobringmy

childbacktome.”

He’snotserious,IknowbecauseMosesisnotcapableofbeingserious.Icanpayhim amillion

andhe’dfaildrearily.

Me:“I’m alwaysonyoursideandifyoucan’tseethatthenyou’remoreofandiotthanIthought.”

Henarrowshiseyes.

Moses:“I’m countingNtombiandngithiqhubeka,siyezwana?”(Continue,youhear?)

Me:“Sukaendleni.”(Moveoutoftheway.)

Ishovehim asideandhefollowsmeintotheroom.Nombuleloisnothappyuponseeingus,

she’sleaningbackonthebed.

Shedoesn’twanttobehereanymore…

Aii,shewillhavetobestrong.

Me:“Mybaby.”



Iam yettogetasmilefrom her,thischildseemstoforgetwhobroughtherintothisworld.

Moses:“Unjanisthandwasami?”(Howareyoumylove?)

Youknowheissuckinguptoyouwhenheusessweetnames,Ihavefallenvictim tothat.

Shamemyhusband,heisnotthatcharminganymore.Lifehasdealtwithhim.

Moses:“Ibroughtyousomefruits,eyyliyabizaiplatelamafruits.It’sdaylightrobbery,thisnew

southAfricaiscorruptItellyou.Corrupt.”(Aplateoffruitsisexpensive.)

Really,politics?

MoseshasdecidedtorunforchancellorinVaal,hethinksthatheissmartenoughtodothat.

Me:“Haibo,wadonsaubuso?”(Whythelongface?)

Lelo:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Thischild.

Me:“Nombulelo,areyousureweshouldn’ttransferyoutoapsychiatricward?Youaskusthe

samequestioneverytimewecometoseeyou.Awukhathaliwentombi?”(Don’tyougettired?)

Lelo:“BecauseIdon’twantyouheremama.HowmanytimesshouldIsaythis?”

Nombulelothinksthatringonherfinger,giveshertherighttoyellatme.

Me:“Uzoqinakeesisi,ngobaminaangiyindawo.Angazikeengoyihlo.”(Toughluck,I’m not

goinganywhere,Idon’tknowaboutyourfather.)

Moses:“I’m alsostaying.”

Hetakestheblackplasticwithfruits,takesoutanorangeandhandsittoNombulelo.

Sheexhalesinasoundlesssnort.

Me:“Taketheorangesisi.”

Nombulelohasanattitude,todaywewillsithereandlookintoeachother’seyes.

RANDALL*

Thedayisalmostover,Stylessummonedmeovertohishouse.There’sanurgentthingthat

requiresourfullattention,hedidn’trevealoverthephonewhatitcouldbe.

Neoistheonetoopenthedoor.

Me:“Ithoughtyoumovedout.”

Heisdressedcomfortably,likeheliveshereandisnotplanningongoinganywhere.Shorts,a



tanktopandflipflops.

Hehasthatcrustylook.

Neo:“Imighthavemovedout,butnotofficially.”

Hereplies.

Whoam Itoargue?

IwanderintoseeSethualloverthekitchen.Shesmilesandwaves,shelooksatpeace.Ilove

whatIsee,mybrotherdeservesallthehappinessintheworld.

Me:“Iknewitwastoogoodtobetrue.”

IreplytoNeo’sripostewhileIambletoaseat.

Neo:“WhereisZee?Whydidn’tyoubringherwith?”

Me:“She’sstillbusywithAmaraandtheweddingplanner.”

Hesitsonthearm ofthechair,grabsaremoteandkeepshimselfbusywiththechannels.

Neo:“You’regettingmarriedvele?Youcanstillchangeyourmindyouknow?”

Hequestionsandgivesanopinionwithoutturninghiseyestome.Ithrowacushionathim and

onlynowIgethisattention.

Me:“You’reanidiot.”

Neo:“I’m nottheonegettingmarriedhere,soOgashallwereversethatstatement?”(Boss.)

Sethu:“Don’tlistentohim Randall,theonlyreasonhesaysthisisbecausemysisteragreedto

shackupwithhim.”

Neo:“Iknowhowtogetmyway,youpeoplecanlearnalotfrom me.”

Heboasts.

Sethu:“Youdoknowthat,shewantstogetmarriedoneday,rightNeo?”

HemumblessomethingIcan’tmakeout.

Me:“Yousaidsomething?”

Heshrugs.

Neo:“Wehaven’treachedthestagewherewetalkaboutmarriageorhavingkids.”

Thisisnotwhathemumbled.

Me:“Butyouknowthatdaywillcome?”

“Whatday?”

Stylesquestionsashestridesinfrom outside.



Randall:“Ithoughtyouwerehome.”

Styles:“Iwasinthegarage.”

Me:“PleasetellmeyouhavefoundRaven.”

Ijumptoit,hopingthatthisisthereasonhecalledmehere.

Styles:“Notyet,Ithinkthecultishidinghim alongwithSegun.”

Uncomfortablewiththetopic,Sethumakesherwaybacktothekitchen.

Me:“Theycan’thideforlong.”

Thosetwoareuptosomething.

Styles:“We’llfindthem.”

Icanonlyhope,Ravenisdead.Iwillnothavemercyonhim thistime.

Styles:“Youwon’tbelievewhocametoseemetoday.”

Me:“Nixon?”

Hesnickersashesitsback.

Styles:“Mkhize.”

Neolooksbored,he’slyingonthecouchwigglinghisfeetwhilewatchingTVandentertaininga

seriesofyawns.Heisundeniablybored,hisdeportmentiscatchingasithasmeyawningtoo.

Me:“Kenneth?Ithoughthedisappearedafterthatdayatthehospital.”

Kennethisbasicallynowheretobefound,nooneknowswhereheis.

Styles:“IspoketoKennethtoday,he’saround.He’sheartbrokenandneeds…”

Me:“Heartbrokenfrom what?”

IfhesaysAmara,Godhelpme....

Neo:“Shame,Kennyboyhasaheart.MehemmaisaheartbreakerOga?”(Myqueen.)

Me:“Idon’twanttohearthatshitNeo.”

Kennethoversteppedhisboundaries.

Whatdidhethinkwouldcomeoutofthatlittlecrush?

Styles:“Canwenottalkabouthim,Mkhizetheoldmanwashere.”

Hewhispersthelastpart,hisgazerunstoSethu.Idoubtshecanhearanything.

Me:“Pleasetellmeyoukilledhim.”

Neolaughs,it’squickandshortandIdon’tknowwhyhefindsmystatementfacetious.



Styles:“I’m tellingyoutemptationwaslaughinginmyface.”

Neo:“Youpeoplearealwaystalkingaboutkillingpeople.Canwecatchabreakplease?”

Hehasnotrecoveredfrom thetraumaofbeingshot.

Styles:“Anyway,MkhizewantsmetofindNkomo.”

Wehaven’theardfrom Nkomoinawhile.

Neo:“Maybehe’sinGhanawithRuth.”

Styles:“He’snot,itwouldbeeasytotracehim ifhewere.Itriedtotracehiscreditcard,ithasn’t

beenusedforweeks.”

Me:“DoyouthinkRuthmighthavetakenhim?”

Neosplutters,heisnotconvinced.

Neo:“It’saJaneDoe,Ruthisnotcapableofthat.Shewouldn’tbeabletopullitoff.Itwon’tbe

easytofindoutwhotookhim.”

Randall:“Withthehelpofherfather,shecanpullanythingoff.RememberBensenisaleaderof

acult.”

Styles:“SoRuthplayedNkomoandnowsheisholdinghim hostage.”

Stylesconcludes,it’sasclearasthewateroftheocean.

Me:“Nowthequestionis,where?”

Styles:“Thinklikeacultmember.Wherewouldyouhideahostage?”

Neo:“But,whywouldtheytakeNkomo?Heisofnousetothem,theirplanistohaveRuth

marriedtoUze.”

Neoisontosomethingthere.

Me:“Ruthknowsthatwe’refriendswithNkomoandtheywanttousehim togettous.”

Crackedit.

Styles:“I’dbedammed,thegirlissmartafterall.

Neo:“Wherecouldtheyhidehim though?IfwewereinNigeriaweweregoingtosearchthe

forestliketheydointhemovies.Am Irightoga?That’swhatyoudo?”(Boss.)

WhatisitthatNeodoesnotwatchonTV?

Me:“ItoldyoucountlesstimesthatIam notNigerian.”

Neo:“Yourmotheris.”

Heknowstoomuch.



Styles:“Focusplease.”

Idon’tlikehowStylesstressesoverNkomo?

Styles:“Neo,thisisatrainsmash.Theforest.”

Hehasthatlightbulbmoment.

Styles:“WegotNkomoguys,let’sgo.”

Hegetsuponhisfeet

Me:“Likenow?”

Styles:“Idon’tseewhyweshoulddelay.”

Sethugiveshim adisapprovinglook,sheisstrollingtothelounge,herheadspinningwith

questions.

Neo:“NomanStylos,I’m stillrecoveringfrom agunshotwound.Ihaven’thadsexsincemy…”

Styles:“VoetsekNeo,respectSethuatleast.That’shersisteryou’retalkingabout.”(Fuckoff.)

Neolaughs.

Neo:“Hau,Styloshade.MissSthefoodisburninginthekitchen.”(I’m sorryStyles.)

Heistryingtogetridofher,meanwhileSethuisembarrassedbyNeo’sstatement.

Styles:“Youdon’thavetocomealongNeo,we’lldropyouhomeonourwaythere.”

Me:“Ican’ttagalongaswellStyles,Amaraisexpectingme.”

Idon’twanttofaceherwrath.

Styles:“Whatisthis?ShouldIdoitalonethen?”

Hequeries,worriedlyso.

Sethu:“Babe,Ithinkthatyoushouldplanthisthrough.Youcan’tjustgotorescuesomeone

withoutaplanandyouwillhavetoknowwhichforest,therearesomanyofthem.”

IsthisSethutalking?

Ithoughtshecouldn’thearathing.

Neo:“MissS,areyouokay?”

Neohasseenittoo.

Neo:“Didyouhityourheadorsomething?onaleconcussion?”(Youhaveaconcussion?)

Styles:“Neostop,RandallwearegoingtofindNkomotomorrow.”

Okay...



Thatisacommand.

NkomodoesnotdeserveStyles’loyalty.

AMARA*

Me:“Whenisournextmeeting?”

Khanyi:“Saturday,ifyouandhubbyarefree.”

ThemeetingwasgoinggreatuntilRandallreceivedacallfrom Styles,apparentlyitwasan

emergency.I’m walkingAyizeandKhanyisileout.

Ayize:“I’lltagalongifI’m notworking.”

Sheoffers.

Me:“Iwouldlovethatbabe.”

Ayize:“Great,it’ssettledthen.”

Shestatesgleefully.

Ayizeisdoingsomuchforme,Iam gratefulforher.Whowould’vethoughtthatIwouldfinda

friendinher?

Khanyi:“Okay,it’sadate.Ihavetorun,Ihaveameetingtoattend.”

Me:“Thankyousomuchforcomingover.”

Ayizeopensthedoorastheypreparetowalkout,Ilooktoseemyauntapproachingfrom the

gate.Ididn’tknowthatshewascoming,it’sstrangetoseeheralone.UsuallyMhambiiswith

her.

Me:“Callmewhenyougethome?”

IuttertoAyizewhoagreeswithanod.

Ayize:“TellRandybabyhissecondwifewillseehim onSaturday.”

Ilaughatherrequest,thisiswhyIloveher.Shemakeseverythingseem socolourful.

Khanyi:“Ifthere’sanythingyouneedtodiscuss,donothesitatetocallme.”

Me:“Iknow,thankyou.”

Theybidmegoodbye.

Me:“Mama.”

Petuniasmileswidelyassheapproachesme.



Petunia:“Mybaby,”

Iam drawnintoherlovingarms,thearmsofamother.Imeanmylifeisnotperfect,howeverI

am happy.Somehowbeinginthismotherlywarm embracemakeseverythingseem okay.

Me:“Pleasecomeinmama.”

Withawarm smilecoatedonherface,sheleadsherfeetintothehouse.

Petunia:“I’m sorrythatIcameunannounced.”

Me:“Notatallmama,youarealwayswelcomedhere.”

Wemakeittothelivingroom.

Randall’smotherisnothome.Hisuncleishavingfortywinksintheguestroom,heisjetlagged.

Me:“Ishouldgetyousomethingtodrink.”

Ioffer,standingup.

Petunia:“Notnow,sitwithme.”

Shepatstheemptyspacenexttoher.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Shehasmeworried,thereissomethingupwithher.

Petunia:“I’m fine.Sotheletterhasfinallyarrived.Youaregoingtobeabridemychildoh,but

you’resoyoung.”

Herhandgentlyfallsonmycheek.

Me:“I’m notthatyoungmama.”

Hereyesdisputewithme.

Petunia:“Areyouhappy?”

Me:“Iam.”

Petunia:“Youshouldbe.So,whenwereyougoingtotellmeaboutthebaby?”

Sheasks.

Iwouldexpecthertonotice.

Me:“Afterthewedding.”

Thisisnothing,butthetruth.

Petunia:“So,weweregoingtoignorethebabybumpwhileyouwalkdowntheaisle?”

Okay,Ididn’tthinkofthat.



Me:“Somuchhasbeenhappeningma,I’m sorrythatIkeptthisfrom you.”

Petunia:“Ihavesomethingforyou.”

Shedigsintoherhandbagtorevealaphotograph.

Amara:“Mama?”

Ican’trecallthelasttimeIsawthispicture.

Petunia:“Iwaspackingupyouroldclothesandcameacrossit.”

Iwasthreeyearsinthispicture,I’m sittingonmymother’slapandshehasthiswarm smileon

herface.Hereyesareenthralledontheside,she’slookingatsomeonewhowasprobably

standingnexttothephotographer.Iwouldliketothinkit’smyfather.

Petunia:“Shewouldbesohappyifshewerehere.”

Thetragicdeathofmyparentshauntedmeforyearssincethatnight,theghastlycrimevisited

meeverynightinmydreams.Iam yettofindout,astohowthedreamshaltedwhenIcameinto

Randall’slife,ithascometoapointwhereIam beginningtoforgettheirfaces.

Me:“Iwishshewereheremama,Imisshersomuch.”

Petunia:“Iknowmychild.”

Me:“RememberhowIwasn’tallowedtogrowmyhair?Ihadtogotoschoolwithabaldhead,

whileothergirlsflauntedtheirhairstyles.”

Mymotherwastoodramatichonestly,tooruralifyouaskme.

Petunia:“It’sagoodthingyoulookedlikeaboy,havingyourfather’sfaceworkedinyourfavour.”

Shecackles.

Iliterallylookedlikeayoungerversionofmyfather,thefamilywouldmakesuretoremindmeof

thateachtimetheysawme.UncleMhambiwentasfarastosayIwastheboyheneverhad.

Gosh…

IhateditandtothinkIwasn’ttorturedenoughbythat,Iwasn’tallowedtowearpants,from

shortstojumpsuits.Soyoucanimagineaboyinaskirt.Iwasconvincedthatmyparentshad

takenupatasktomakemylifemiserable.

Me:“Aboyinaskirtmama?”

I’m stillnotokay.

Shelaughs.

Me:“Whyweretheytakenawayfrom me?DidInotdeservetohaveparentstocallmyown?”

Petunia:“EverythinghappensforareasonAmara,Godknowswhyhetookthem from you.”

Thattheoryshoulddie,nothingwilleverjustifiedpainandgrief.



Me:“CanGodbecrueltodothat?”

Iholdmybreathtostopmytearsfrom pushingout,Idon’twanttobeupsetoverthis.Ntombi

didn’tgivemeachancetogrievemyparents,Iwasshippedtoherhouse,givenakitchenfullof

platesandadirtyhousetoclean.Toaddtothat,Mosessawawomaninabodyofaneightyear

old.

Petunia:“YouneedtotrustGodAmara.”

That’swhatpeoplesaywhenyou’reinadilemma,trustGod.HowdoItrustwhenIdon’t

understandthethingshedoes?

Iclampmyteethtogether,mytearshaveputupafightwithme.Myhandtremblesasitholds

thepictureofmymother,noonedeservestohavetheirparentstakenawayfrom them.

Petunia:“OhAmara,you’reonlygoingtoupsetthebaby.”

Sheplacesacomfortinghandonmyshoulder.

Me:“Ididn’tdeserveanyofthatmama,Iwitnessedtheirdeath.Mymother’sagonizingscreams

andmyfatherdesperatelypleadingforherlife.”

Shesmashesherhandonmymouthbuildingawedgebetweenmylipsandthewords,wanting

tosplashout.

Petunia:“No,pleasedon’t.Idon’twantyoucryingmychild,youhavecriedenoughinyourlife.”

Notfortheirdeaths.

Petunia:“Nowit’stimeforyoutoembracelifeandliveAmara.Alsothinkabouthowyouand

yourhusbandwilltellJonasaboutthebaby.”

Shelaughs,sheknowshowJonascanbe.

Me:“Youmeanplanourfuneralbecauseheisgoingtokillus.”

Myuncledoesn’tcarehowoldyouget,ifhe’solderthanyouthenyou’reyoungenoughtobe

chided.Hesureknowshowtogetunderyourskin.

Petunia:“Ican’thelpyouwiththataswell.”

Somuchforfamily.

Me:“Howaboutwetellhim afterthewedding?”

Howcleveristhis?

Petunia:“Youknowthathewillspotyoufrom amile,Jonascanstoptheweddingwithjustone

word.”

True.

Wearedoomed.



I’m gettingacallfrom Randall.

DidImentionthatthemanhardlyevercallsmewhenhe’sout?Yes,heisstillthesameclueless

Randall.SometimesIwishthatIfewereheretoknocksomesenseintohim.

Me:“Hi.”

Ianswer,myauntseemstoknowwhoI’m talkingto.HereyesareawkwardlygluedtoblackTV

screen.

Randall:“Hi?”

He’sconfusedbyhowIansweredthecall.

Randall:“WhatdidIdothistimeAmara?”

Theworryinhisvoice….

Me:“Myauntishere.”

HowdoItellhim that,Ican’tcallhim petnamesinfrontofhisin-law?

Randall:“So?Didshestopyoufrom callingmebaby?”

EishRandall....

Me:“Whatisit?”

Auntsideeyesme…

DidIsaysomethingwrong?

Randall:“Getready,we’regoingoutfordinner.”

Huh!!!

Me:“Hello?Randallthesignalisbad,Ican’thearyou.”

Randall:“What?Thelineisperfectlyclear.”

Me:“Notonmyside.Ithoughtyousaidwe’regoingouttodinner,Ithinkwegotdisconnecteda

littlethere.”

Hehuffsatmywitticism.

Randall:“AreyouadoptingStyleshabitofcrackingdryjokes?”

Icrow,forgettingthatmyauntissittingnexttome.

Randall:“Whatwasthat?”

Withacontemptuousquestion,heripostes.

Me:“Don’t.”

Myhorselaughisnotattractive,it’ssomethingheremindsmeofalot.



Randall:“Wasthatalaugh?”

Me:“Baby.”

Auntclearsherthroat,maybeIshouldhaveexcusedmyself.

Randall:“Hey,don’tscaremysonbylaughinglikethat.”

Ishouldbeoffended,butIdecidetoforgivehim.

Me:“Whoiscrackingdryjokesnow?”

Hesnickers.

Randall:“Getreadymehemma,we’regoingout.I’m almosthome.”(Myqueen.)

Me:“Really?”

Thisisafirst,honestly.

Someoneisteachinghim thesethings,Ayizeisalegend.

Randall:“Wouldyouratherwehavesupperwithmother,grillingusaboutfornicationand

cohabiting.”

Iam definitelynotinthemoodforthat.

Me:“I’m ready,comegetme.”

Hechortles…

TurnsoutI'm funnyafterall.

Randall:“Waitformeatthedoor,soyoucanruntothecarthesecondIgetthere.”

I’m notdoingthat.

Me:“She’snothomeyet.”

Ireplyinatitter,heexhalesasignofrelief.

Randall:“Letmehurrythenbeforeshegetshome.”

It’sfunnyhowhewantstoavoidhismother.

Me:“Iwillseeyoujustnow.”

I’llprobablytakeforevertogetready.HonestlyIdon'twanttoseehismother,thewomanlooks

atmelikeI’m planningtomurderhersonforinsurancemoney.

Ihaveafeelingthatshewillwarm uptomeoneday.

Randall:“Iloveyou.”

Justlikethat?Aftertellinghim that,thereisaruralwomansittingnexttome.Andthelooksshe

hasgivenmehavemademewanttohideunderarock.



Me:“Okaybye.”

Randall:“No,noI’m nottakingthat.”

Hewhinges.

Me:“Randall,you’rewastingtime,Istillhavetobathandfindsomethingtowear.”

Itakeoverhisjobofcomplaining.

Randall:“YouknowAmara…”

Hesighs.

Randall:“I’llseeyounow.”

Hedecidesnottosaymuch,that’salright.Thisphonecallmustend.

Me:“Medowo.”(Iloveyou.)

I’vebeenpractising.

Randall:“Okay,okay.I’m impressed,you’rereadyfortheAshantikingdom.”

Notachance,Randallcan’tberomanticevenifhetried.

Me:“Letmegoandgetready.”

Randall:“CanInotfindyoubathing?OrIwillleaveyoubehindandyou’lldinewithyourasew.”

(In-law.)

Hewouldn’tdare.

Me:“DropthecallthenRandall,soIcanprepare.”

Myvoicejustwentup,didn’tit?Thisauntisgivingmelooks.

Randall:“Bitemyhead,whydon'tyou.”

R.Jbettercalm downorIwilldefinitelybitehishead.

Hewon’thangup,letmetakethelead.

Petunia:“Kantiamadodaasekhulunywakanjena?”(Menarespokentolikethisnow?)

Notnowaunt…

Iwanttotellherthis,I’llspareher.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

183*

NKOMO*

“Draghim.”

Thisoldmanseemstobegivingsomanydemands.I’m luggedthroughthethornytrees,the

rocksandmudoftheforest.TheonlysoundIhavemutteredisgroansofpain,thepainthathas

mewishingfordeath.

Ihearthesoundofwaterbeforewereachastream,Ruthishere.She’swearingalongblack

robe,forasecondthere,Iseehereyeswidenasshespotsme.

Therearemoremenhere.

Ruth:“Whatthehellareyoudoing?”

Shefuriouslypushestheguythat'sluggingme,hefallsontheground.

Ruth:“Whyareyoudragginghim likethat?”

Sheyellsathim andIcannotunderstandheractions.

“Ruth,whatisyourproblem?”

I’m gettingsickofseeingthisman’sface.

Ruth:“Didyouhavetodraghim likethatdad?”

Dad?

Me:“Bensen?”

Hescowlsatme.

Me:“Ruth,thismanisyourfather?”

Sheturnsawayfrom mewithanod.

Me:“Howlonghaveyoubeenplanningthis?”

Silence.

Me:“Ruth,youowemethismuch.”

Bensen:“Shedoesn’toweyouanything.”

Heyells,Idon’tknowwhyhe’syelling.



Me:“I’m nottalkingtoyoudemon.”

ThecourageIhavewillhavemekilledoneday,probablythatonedayistoday.

Bensensendshisfootforward,itlendsonmyface.Ihitthegroundwithagreatthud,agushof

bloodfillsmymouthandIanglemyheadtospititout.

Ruth:“Dad!!!”

Sherunstome,Ipushherawayasshelendsahelpinghand.

Me:“It’stoolateforthat.”

Isitup.

Bensen:“WhatareyoudoingRuth?Thisisyourproblem,you’retookind.Thisisthesame

kindnessthathadyourmotherrunawaywithanotherman.”

Ruth:“Youdon’thavetotreathim likeananimaldad,yousaidyouwon’thurthim.Yousaidyou’ll

onlyscarehim soheagreestotheplan,butyouhadhim,attackedbydogs.”

Whatthehellisthis?Whoisthiswoman?

Sheisdifferentfrom theRuththatmockedmeattheshed.

Bensen:“IwilldothingsthewayIseefit.”

Me:“Youcandowhateveryouwantwithme,Iam notgoingtodoyourdirtywork.”

“Iwouldlistentohim ifIwereyou.”

Ohfuckit.Nothingsurprisesmeanymore.

ThebastardSegunisalsohere.

Me:“YoudeserveanOscarRuth,wow.”

Heractthatdaywasgreat,shenailedit.IthoughtSegunhadreallydied.

Segun:“You’reindeepshitandyoustilltalknonsense.Theonlythingyoushouldbeworried

aboutisthisriver.”

Theriverisfloodedwithcrocodilesandasiftheycansmellmyblood,theyareswimmingcloser

totheshore.

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom meSegun?Ihavenothingtodowithyou.”

Segun:“JustagreetohandUzetous,we’llhavehim marriedtoRuthandyouwillbeafreeman.”

Iam disappointedbyhisfutility,forRandall’sfather,hesureisanidiot.

Me:“Forgetit,Iam notyouSegun.Idonotturnmybackonthepeoplethatcountonme.”

Hehuffs.



Segun:“It’suptoyouNkomo,thewayIseeit,thesecrocodilesarehungry.”

Bensen:“Gethim.”

Bensencommands.

Twomengrabmylegs,whiletwomoreseizemyfeet.I’m danglingintheairlikeaswing.I

scream duetotheexcruciatingpainonmyleg.

Ruth:“Noonesaidanythingaboutthrowinghim intotheriver.”

Shepanics,hereyesswellwithtears.

Bensen:“ThisiswhyIdon’ttellyouanythingRuth.”

Segun:“Itoldyouthatsheshouldstayback.”

Segunadds,thismanisasevilasBensen.Iwavemybodytoandfro,desperatelyfightingtobe

freed.

Me:“Putmedown.”

Icommandwithauthority,onlytohavethem laughatme.

Bensen:“Throwhim in.”

Heshouts,themenmoveclosertothestream.I’m screamingnowbecauseIknowthatthisis

theend.

Ruth:“Dadstop,it’snotfunny.Stopplease.”

Ruthhowlsasshefollowsbehindus,sheispleadingforme.

Me:“Putmedown,pleaseputmedown.”

Ishout,myvoicetremorsinfright.

MKHIZE*

IhaveoneofmytaxidriverskeepinganeyeonSishi,hewillalertmethemomentSishimakesa

move.Iwantthebastardwhotookmyson,Iwanttokillhim myself.

Sika:“Whathappenedtoyoubackthere?”

Hewalksintomyoffice,IlikehowSikahasbecomecomfortablewithme.He’slikeasontome.

Me:“Thatgirllooksfamiliar.”

Sika:“Sishi’sgirl?”



Me:“Yes,therewasagirlIusedtolovebackinmydays.Theproblem isthatIwasmarriedand

hadthreekids.”

Sika:“Youhavemorethanonewifebaba.Whydidn’tyoutakeherasyourwifeaswell?”

Me:“ShewasstillatschoolandMaSibiyawasagainsthavingasisterwife,Iwasalsosecretly

seeingNkomo’smom.Nkomowas3yearsoldwhenImetNtokobeko.Onedayshewasgone.I

couldn’tfindheranywhere,Iwasgoingtomarryheraftershegraduated.”

Sika:"Graduated?Howoldwasshe?”

Heasks,hiseyesarefilledwithinquisitiveness.

Me:“Shewasseventeen,myheartbrokewhenshedisappeared.YouknowIneverconfessed

thistoanyone,eventomyself.NontobekoisthereasonIhaveafetishforyounggirls,theygive

methatfeelingthatsheusedtogiveme.ItallendsoncetheystartagingandIhavetolookfor

another.”

Hesmiles,he’sahalfwit.I’m expressionmyfeelingshere.

Sika:“Youlovedherbaba?”(Boss.)

Me:“MorethanMaSibiya.Shemademefeelalive,sherespectedmeandmademefeellikeI

wasimportanttoher.LovingMaSibiyawashard,itwasanarrangedmarried.”

AfterIhadkilledmymother,Iranhometomyfather.That’swhenIdecidedtoturnawayfrom

drugs.Myfatherintroducedthisbeautifulmaidentome.Ididn’tloveher,butagreedtothe

marriageonlytopleasehim.

Me:“Nontobekowasdifferent,IlovedthatgirlSika.”

Hechortles,Sikaneedstoopenhisheartandfindawifeforhimself.Hecan’tdiealone.

Sika:“Soyouthinkthat’sherdaughter?”

Heasks.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhattothink,thereissomuchresemblanceinher.”

Sika:“Thereisonethinglefttodo,findoutwhosheis.”

Ilikehissuggestion.

Me:“Wecandothat,itbreaksmyhearttoknowthatshewasseeingsomeonebesidesme.She

hadachildwithanotherman.”

Sika:“Coulditbethat,shecouldbeyours?”

Me:“Noneofmywiveshavegivenmeagirlchild,Idoubtthat’spossibleandshelooksyoung.I

lastsawNontobeko25yearsago.”

Couldshehavegoneandgottenmarried?Isthatthereasonshedisappeared?



KHETHU*

Idon’tknowwhotocallanymore,Stylesrefusestohelpme.Myfatherisnottakingmycallsand

Mbongenihasmovedonwithhislife.Icouldn’tgobacktohim grovelling.Mymotherisbadly

injured,thedoctorssayIshouldhopeforthebest.Ican’tloseher,sheisallIhave.

“Excuseme,areyouokay?”

Thisiswhatyougetforcryinginpublic,Ishrugmyshouldersdecidingnottoattendtotheman,

standingbeforeme.Icanonlyseehisblackformalshoes,he’swearingblackcreasedpants.

Hisstrongscenthoversintheairandit’sgivingmeaheadache.

“Areyouokaylady?”

Me:“Leavemealone.”

Ichasehim offwithmydemand.

“I’m sorry,Ican’twalkawayfrom awomanwhoclearlyneedshelps.”

Whyishebeingapest?

Ibringmyheaduptomeetablackman,helookstallfrom thisview.He'sdressedinallblack

andhishairistiedinaponytail.

Iwasplanningontellinghim off,buthispeacefulfacedoesnotallowme.

Me:“I’m okay.”

“Youdon’tlookokay.”

Hedisputesmyresponse.

“MayI?”

Hepointsattheemptyspacenexttome.

Idon’tanswer,hesitsanyway.

“Youknowit’snoteverydayyoubumpintoabeautifulladycrying.”

Ithinkhe’stryingtocrackajoke.Iwillnotjustifyhisjestwithagiggle.

“Won’tyoutellmewhat’swrong?”

Ifrownathim asIrealizethathetalkslikeStyles.

Me:“It’snoteverydaythatIsharemyproblemswithastranger.”

Imutterandhechortles

“ThenameisKay.”



Hegivesahandshakes,Idecidenottotakeit.

Me:“Kaywhat?”

Kay:“JustKay.”

Heflashesaquicksmilethat’sgoneinajiffy.

Kay:“Won’tyoutellmewhyyou’recryingaloneinthehospitalpassage.”

Me:“Mymotherishospitals,shewasbeatenupbysomeloser.Thereisnohopeforher.”

Iexplaincrying.

Kay:“I’m sorry,whyareyoualonethen?Shouldn’tyourfamilybeherewithyou?”

Me:“Myfatherisnotaround.”

Kay:“MaybeIcankeepyoucompanyuntilhegetshere.”

Whyishenice?Hedoesn’tknowme.

Me:“Thecatchis?”

Hesnickers.

Kay:“Whyshouldtherealwaysbeacatch?Can’tamanbenicetoawomanwithoutwanting

anything?”

Hehasapoint.

Iguessthenightwillnotbelong.

STYLES*

RandallandAmaramustbedonewiththeirdinner,I’m waitingforhim outsidetherestaurant.

Somethingdoesn’tfeelright,Nkomoisintrouble.Icouldn’tsleep,soIhadtorushoutofthe

houseleavingSethufastasleep.

Shewillhavetoforgiveme.

Theretheyare,walkinghandinhandastheyexittherestaurant.Ijumpoutofthecar,theyspot

meandchangetheircourseofdirection.

Randall:“Styles.”

Hegreetswithaworriedlookonhisface.

Randall:“Areyouokay?”

Me:“Wehavetogo.”



HeknowswhatI’m talkingabout.HeglancesatAmarawhohasn’tabandonedtheconfused

facialexpression.

Randall:“Okay,letmedropherhome.”

Me:“I’lldrivebehindyou.”

Henods.

Amara:“Iseverythingokay?”

Me:“Nkomoisintrouble,wehavetohelphim.”

Randall:“Let’sgomehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Idrivebehindthem likeIsaid,Ihopewegetthereontime.

MKHIZE*

Ireceiveacallfrom themanIaskedtotailSishi.

Me:“Speaktome.”

“He’sonthemove.”

Me:“Sendmethelocation,whenyougetthere.”

“Yessir.”

Mysonhasbeenfound.

Sika:“ShouldIbringmygunsout?”

Me:“Let’sgogetmysonSika.”

It’stimeIbringouttheoldMkhize.



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

184*

NTOMBI*

Funnyhowpeoplecansensethatno,it’ssupperorlunchtimeinthathouse.Ourquiettimeis

disturbedbyaloudknockatthedoor,weexchangelooks.Nooneiswillingtodroptheirplate

andattendtotheknock.

“Moses.”

Jaftathinksmydoorwascheap,bangingonitlikethat.AlleyesareonMosesnow,aswewait

onhim togetup.

Moses:“Yini?Ngiyadla.”(What?I’m eating.)

Hebitesabigchunkofmeatandchewswithoutacare.

“Moses.”

Jaftashoutsfrom outside.

Me:“Moses,yourfriendwillbreakdownmydoor.”

Icomplain.

Moses:“Eish,uJaftanayeufunani?”(WhatdoesJaftawant?)

Hehandsmehisplate.

Me:“WhatmustIdowithit?”

Moses:“Putitinthekitchenorunderthetable,Iam notsharingmyfoodwithJafta.”

Helickshisfingersasheanswersme.

Me:“Ngempela?”(Really?)

Moses:“AwumaziuJaftaweNtombi,he’llbedigginghishandsinmyplatebeforeheevenasks

ifhecould.Pleaseputthatplateinthekitchenorelseyouwillcookagain.”(Youdon’tknow

Jafta.)

Hehasspoken,reluctantlyIplodtothekitchenwhilehegoestoanswer.

Jafta:"Mosesnjayami,hurry.IjustsawMashotoatthetavern.”(Mydog.)

Moses:“What?”



Heturnstome.

Moses:“Ntombi,ngiyeza.”

Hegrabsaberetonthechair…Yes,Isaidberetandit’syellow.

Apparently,sincehe’srunningforchancellor,hehastolook“thepart”.Whatembarrassesmeis

whenhecallsourneighbourscomrade.Itkillsmeonthespot.

Me:“I’m comingwithyou.”

I’llneedmyphoneforthis.

Jonas:“Ntombihlalaphansi.”(Sitdown.)

DoesJonasknowtheamountofmoneythatMashotostole?

Idon’tgivehim asecondlook,butfollowMosesandJafta.Theyaremarchingdownthestreets,

theirstridesaregivingoffthat,theyaregoingtofightsomeone.Mosesishonestlytooold,man.

Thelookonhisfacerightnowismorehumiliatingthanthat,highschoolboywalk.

Me:“Canyouslowdownabit,everyoneiswatchingandbeforeyouknowit,theywillstart

followingus.”

Ichastisethem,theydon’ttakenoticeofmywords.

Me:“Moses.”

HeyankshishandasIclaim it.

Moses:“GohomeNtombi.”

Hethinkshecanscaremewiththattone.

Wemakeittothepackedtavern,themusicisloud.Mosesstandsatthedoor,hishandspasted

onhiships.

Jafta:“Theresheis.”

Jaftapointsafingerinthemidstofthecrowd,Mashotoisdancingwithsomeguy.Thewoman

looksexpensive...thenerve…

Moses:“Mashoto!!!!”

Heboomsashemarchestoher.Mashototakesoffinahurry,she’sdashingtotheother

direction,pushingpeopleoutofherway.

Ntombi:“MbambeMoses,bambalenja.”(Grabthatdog.)

Ishoutaswerunafterher,Mosesisleadingtherace.I’m surprisedthathecanrunthisfast.

Moses:“Vimba,vimba.”(Stopher.)

Thesepeoplearetoodrunktomindotherpeople’sbusiness.Mashotogoesthroughadoor,it’s



thekitchen.Thebustlingstaffpausefrom theirworkastheywatchusswooshpast.

Moses:“Mashotostop.”

Heshouts.

SheshouldstopbecauseMoseswillpassoutfrom fatigue.Hehasn’tlostthatmuchweightto

berunningthismuch.

Moses:“Vimbasisi,vimba.”(Blocktheway.)

Heshoutstoaladythat’swashingthedishesbythedoor.

Me:“PhonsaibhodoMoses,shayalenjaman.”(Throwapotather,hitthatdog.)

Ihollerwhiletryingtopickupmypace.

Moses:“Sisivalaumnyango.”(Closethedoor,lady.)

It’stoolate,Mashotoscurriesoutthedoor.

Moses:“Yingakhougezaizitsha,udom man.”(That’swhyyou’rewashingdishes,you’redumb.)

Heshovesthedishwasherasideashepasses,notcarryingthatsheisapetitewoman.

“Hayisuka.”(Whatever.)

Theladyretortswithanattitude,throwingherhandathim.

Wemakeitoutthedoor,Mashotoisnotafastrunner.Theresheisscamperingdownthedark

alley.

Mosespicksuphisspeed,hehastocatchupwithher.That’smoneyrunningawayfrom us.

Moses:“Mashoto…Manalapho…Shotos.”(Stopthere.)

Shotos?

Yoh!!!

Sheturnsherheadback,butdoesn’tstoprunning.Jaftaappearsfrom acornerrightinfrontof

her,shehasnowheretogonow.

Moses:“Yeah,MbambeJafta.”(Stopher.)

He’swheezingbythetimewegettothem.

Mashoto:“Mosessthandwasami.”(Mylove.)

Shesays,twitchingasmile.

Herfaceiscoveredinsweat,hereyeswidenedinshock.

Moses:“Sthandwasami?UngijwayelakabiwenaMashoto.Ikuphiimaliyami?”(Mylove?You’re

takingmeforaride.Whereismymoney?)



Mashoto:“Whatmoney?”

It’sevidentthatshewoulddenyeverything.Shestumblesbackasahardslapfrom Moses

meetshercheekwithforce.

Mashoto:“Mosesyouhitme.”

Sherubshercheekasatearfallsdown.

Moses:“WhereismymoneyMashoto?”

Herepeats.

Mashoto:“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingaboutMoses,IswearIdidn’ttakeyourmoney.”

Me:“Unamangaman,youstolethemoneythatwasburiedunderatree.”(You’relying.)

Iyell.

Mashoto:“IsweartoourunbornchildMoses,Idon’tknowanythingaboutthemoney.”

Moses:“Unamangaman,unamanga.”(You’relying.)

Shescreamswhenhesnatchesherupperarmsandshakesherbodywithsomuchforce.

Moses:“NgizokubulalaShotos,ngizokubulala.Ikuphiimaliyami?”(IwillkillyouMashoto.Where

ismymoney?)

Heroarsinherface,sprayinghisspitwhileatit.

Mashoto:“You’rehurtingmeMoses.”

Shecries.

Me:“HeyunamandlaMashoto,hayingiyakuvumashame.You’renotafraidofanythingneh?"

(Youarebrave,Ihavetogiveittoyou.)

Iaddmyopinion,Ican’tstandherewhileMosesfightsalone.

Me:“Mosesleavehertome,Iwillshowherwhatwedotothieves.”

IpushMosesaside,pullMashotobyherhair.Shescreamsandgrabsmyhairaswell,we

wrestlebetweenthesetwomenwhoaredoingnothingtostopus.Mashotopushesme,my

backhitsthewall.Jaftastopsmefrom chargingafterher.

Me:“MoveoutofmywayJafta,ingijwayelakabilengane.”(Thischildistakingmeforgranted.)

Moses:“Ntombiwait,I’vegotthis.”

Istopathisdemand.

Moses:“Ungizwangabantuwenaneh?”(Youdon'tknowmehey?)

Hesayspointingafingerather.



Moses:“IwilltakeyoutoS’godi,hewilltellusifyoutookthemoneyornotandifyou’rereally

pregnant.”

That’squickthinking,IlikeandI’m impressed.

Mashoto:“NoMoses,don’ttakemetothatman.Myfamilydoesn’tbelieveinsangomas.”

(Traditionalhealers.)

Moses:“Voetsekasambe.”(Pissoff,let’sgo.)

Hepullshertothestreets,cryingandpleading.Todaywewillknowifshereallyispregnant.

Ayize*

Mbaliisfinallysleeping,Idon’tknowwhatI’lldoifshewakesupscreamingagain.It’ssadto

seeherlikethatandtothinkthereisnothingwecandoaboutithurts.

I’m gladGingerisnotaffectedbythecurse,thesekidshavebeenthroughenough,theydeserve

abreak.

NeosuggestedthatwemovehertoRandall’shouse,maybetheancestorswon’tattackher

whenshe’sclosetotheirown.Itsoundslikeagoodidea,butwecan’tthrowourburdenson

otherpeople’sshoulders.

MovinginwithNeoisthebestdecisionIhavemadesofar,themanmakesmehappy.Itfeels

goodtohavesomeonetocallmyownandtohaveahome,yesheisaclown.Nonethelesshe

knowshowtobeseriouswhenasituationispresented,Itaughthim wellandhe’safastlearner.

Wehaveoneproblem though,oursexlifeisnoneexistent.Thefirsttimewemadelovewas,

howdoIputit?Itwasnotpleasantforlackofabetterword,thesecondtimewasworse.I

avoidedhim thewholedayandmadesuretogotobedwhenhewasasleep.

Idon’tfeelanythingwhatsoever,it’sgoodwhenwehaveforeplay.Heknowswheretotouchme

andhowtotouchmeanditgetsmewetinsecondsthat,Icraveforhim tobeinsideme.

Oncethefunbegins,Iloseallsenses.MybodyfallsnumbandIwishforittostop,Ifeltsobad

whenNeothoughtitwashim.Ihadtoassurehim that,I’m theonewiththeproblem.

UnbeknownsttoNeo,Iwenttoseeadoctorwhoreferredmetoapsychiatrist.Apparentlythe

sexualabuseIhadbeensubjectedtoallmylifehasledmetothismoment.From myfatherto

theoldmenIgavemyselfto,thethingsLethabodidtome.

Heabusedmyprivates,Idon’trememberfeelinganythingwhilesleepingwiththosemen.Ididn’t

orgasm,itwasallaboutthem anyway.Iwasoblivioustothelackofsexualfeelings.Itdidn’t

mattertome,neitherdidIthinkthat,onedayIwouldwanttoenjoysexwiththemanIlove.

Ihadconvincedmyselfthatlovewasnotformeandnomanwouldeverlookatmelikethat.



AndnowthatIhavefalleninloveandfoundamanwhowantstosatisfymewithhislove,my

bodyrefusestoconjoinwithmyheart.

HowdoItellNeothis?

It’sbadenoughthatIfeellikeapornstarwhosleptwitheverymanintown.Therapywas

supposedtohelp,itseemslikemywoundsrundeep.Ihavenowheretoturntonow,Icanonly

hopethatNeo’sloveandpatiencewillleadmetocompletehealing.

Hecontinuestoblamehimself,Ican’trecallthelasttimehekissedmeandmeantit.Imisshis

lipsandhistouches,Imissthefeelingofhim wantingmeandcravingtobeonewithme.

Thisiswhereitallends,wishes,thoughtsandcravingsthatcannotbefed.

Good,he’sinthebedroom andchangingintoapairofpyjamas.Neousuallygoestobedwithout

ashirton,IloveditwhenIwouldturninbedtomeethiswarm skin.Ihavebeendeniedthatas

well.

HaveIbeensobadinmylifethatIdeservethiskindoftorture?

Whycan’tIbewiththemanIlove?Ijustwanttobenormal,am Iaskingfortoomuch?

MyheartishammeringagainstmyribcageasIwatchhim stripnakedandisleftinhistrunks.

Hehasthishugetattooonhisback,ofhisson’sfaceandthenameKagisoliesjustbeneathit.

Hesayshecriedthedayhegotthetattoo,itwasthemostagonizingpainhehadeverfelt.I

couldn’tstoplaughingthedayherecitedthisstorytome.Aquicklaughescapesmymouthas

mymindsendsmebacktothedayhetoldmethestory.

Heswivelsrevealinghisfullbodyandmyheartstops.

Hotflashesripplethroughme,mymindfreezesforamoment.Ifindmyselfcheckinghim out

andlustingoverhim,heknowsthislookonmyfacehencehequicklythrowsonat-shirtanda

pairofshorts.

Iblinkawaythetearsthatthreatentobullyme,thereisastabinmyheart.Itoddleinashamedly,

mygazefixatedononeplace,thebed.Ifeelhim watchingmeasIstarttoridthebedofthe

manypillowsadornedonit.

Me:“Iwasthinkingaboutthedayyougotthattattoo,that’swhyIlaughed.”

Ifeelaneedtoexplainmyreasonforfallingintoacackle.

Neo:“Yeahneh.”

Ihateitwhenhisvoiceislowlikethis,ittellsmethathe’ssadandIhateitwhenhe’ssad.

Neo:“IsMbaliokay?”

Hestandswithhishandsacrosshischest.

Me:“Sheis.”



Weneverhadmutedmomentslikethis,whenwedid,itwasneverthisbad.

Neo:“Areyougoingtotakeabath?”

Whyisheaskingmethis?HeknowsIdothateverynight.

Inod,myeyesfallonhisandwegetentangledinthisgazethatrefusestobebroken.

Me:“Ineedtotellyousomething.”

Iintroduce.

Maybeit’sabouttimeItellhim whatthedoctorsaid,I’m afraidthoughthathewillthinkmetobe

aslutwhohasbeendestroyedbymen.IknowthatNeoisunderstanding,alsoIam onlyhuman.

Ihavemyflawsandfears.

Neo:“I’m listening.”

Hesitsonthebed.

WheredoIbegin?

Me:“I…”

HisphoneringsandIam obligedtostopashegrabsittocheckthecallerId.

Neo:“KeStylos.”(It’sStyles.)

Heanswers.

Neo:“Yes,yes.”

listens>>

Neo:“Nou?”(Now.)

Whatisitnow?

Neo:“Okaykeatla.”(I’m coming.)

ThiscouldbeasignthatIshouldn’ttellhim now.

Neo:“ComeonStylos,Ican’tletyouguysgotowaralone.”

Anotherwar?

Thislifeissomethingelsehey,maybeIshouldputonmybootsandjointhem.Honestlymylife

isboringcomparedtotheirs.

Neo:“Keatla,sendmethelocationandIwillmeetyouthere.”(I’m coming.)

Irushtothewardrobetograbacoatassoonashedropsthecall.

Neo:“What’sgoingon?”

He’snexttome,pickingoutsomethingtowearaswell.



Me:“I’m comingwithyou.”

Neo:“Yoh,nahanaZee.”(Imagine.)

Heputsonapairofblackjeansandablacksweater.

Me:“Wewearblackduringamission?Whydidn’tyoutellme?”

Hestopstoglareatme.

Neo:“Pleasetellmeyou’renotserious.”

Me:“Asaheartattack.”

Hesnickers…grabshisshoes….sitsonthebedandpushesthem onhisfeet.

Neo:“Shame,it’snothappeningbaba.”

Me:“WillRandyba…”

Heraiseshiseyes.

Letmerephrasemyquestion.

Me:“WillMr.Okoliebethere?”

Hesmileswhileshakinghishead.

Neo:“Yes,hewill.”

Me:“Thenit’shappeningbaba,Ican’tmissthatmaninaction.I’m tiredofwatchingRamboon

TVthat,whitemanboresmenow.”

Alaughsashaysoutofhismouth.

Neo:“HaveyouforgottenaboutMbaliZee?WhatwillGingerdowhenshestartshavingoneof

herepisodes?”

Eish!

Thejoysofbeingamother.

Me:“Whatifyougetshotagain?Ineedtobetheretowatcheverybulletthatfliesyourway,I’ll

beshouting"duck"becauseclearlyyou’reslow.”

Hesimpers.

Neo:“IwillbecarefulZee,Ipromise.Iwillcomehome.”

Hesays.

Me:“GoodbecauseIam notvisitinganyoneatthehospital,Ihaveseenenoughofthat

depressingplace.Asforyourfuneral,youknowthedrill.Iwillleavethishouseonthedayof

yourfuneral,findamantoloveandmoveonwithmylifeasifyouneverexisted.DieNeoand

youwillseewhatI’lldo.”



Mythreatcauseshim tosighindistress.

Neo:“Iwillhauntyou.”

Me:“NeoIam serious.”

Neo:“HowcanIgoandgetmyselfkilledknowingthatyouwillbreakmyheartwhenIdie.”

Me:“Yourheartstopswhenyoudie.”

Icorrecthim.

Neo:“YouknowwhatImeanbaba.”

He’stouchingme,itstartsoffasagentleslowtouch.Hishandsarenowaroundmywaist,

movingupanddownmyspine.Thisactaloneisenoughtocauseathrobbingdownthere.His

bodyfeelssogoodagainstmine,Iclosemyeyestosavourthemoment.Myhandsareallover

him ashe’skissingme,Ihatethesegoodbyekisses.Theyscarethehelloutofme,Neobetter

comeback.

Me:“Kissmeagainplease.”

Ibeginahush,Ihaven’tfeltthistypeofkissinawhile.Myeyeswaterduetothis,Iam nota

crierbutthislovethingcanmessyouupsobad.Itcanturnastonecoldheartintoaheartof

flesh.

Hepresseshisforeheadagainstmineaswebreakfrom thekissandracetocatchourbreaths.

Hislargehandspastedonmyback,hepullsmecloserintohim thatthereisnospaceforair.

Icanfeelhim,hisheartbeatinghardonhischest.

Neo:“We’regoingtobeokayZee,Ipromise.”

He’sthinkingwhatI’m thinking,Iknowhealsocravesforustobeanormalcouple.Hislips

touchmine,hetakesmeonanotherkissingsession.

NKOMO*

Ruthscreamslikeshe’spossessedasIam thrownintothewater.Thecrocodilesgocrazy,they

areswimmingtowardsmewhileItrysohardtoswim away.WherewillIswim toanyway?

Thesepeoplewillthrowmebackin.Ikeepcheckingthecoasttoseehowfartheyare,thereis

onethatseemstobefasterthantheothers.

Ican’tseeclearlythoughduetothedarknessofthenight.

“BoKhabazela,ifyou’rerealthensavemefrom thesnarethesepeoplehavelaidforme.The

clawsofdeathseekmylife,savemefrom itsploy.”

Theinjuryonmyleglimitstherateofthisrace,Ifeelsomethingtouchthetipofmyfoot.The



crocodilehascaughtupwithme.

I’m agoner…ShouldIgiveupandletitdevourme?

Theloudnessofagunshotresounds,it’sfollowedbymanythat,Ilosecount.Feelinganeedto

turn,IstopandmytearsfailmeasmyeyesfallonStyles.

Hehaskilledthecrocodilethatwastailingme,he’sstandingontheshore…ragepastedonhis

facewhileshootingtheothersthatkeepswimmingtowardsme.Ifighttoswim outofthewater,

hejumpsin...swimstowardsmeandhelpsmeout.Icollapseonthegroundasasurgeofrelief

washesoverme.Ihaveneverbeensogladtobealive.Styleshashishandonmyshoulder,heis

lookingatme,hiseyespaintedwithworryandfury.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Icanonlynod.

Styles:“I’m sorryI’m late.”

Heclencheshisteeth,tiltshisheadtothesideandgrowls.

Styles:“Iam goingtokillthem.”

Hegruntsthroughgrittedteeth.

Me:“NotRuth.”

Hefrownsatmeasconfusionswaysonhisface.

Me:“Iwouldliketodothehonours,Ruthismine.”

Iam goingtokillthatbitch,speakingofRuth…

IturntothefarlefttoseeRandallpointingtwopistolsatthewholecrew,theyarequietly

standingwiththeirhandsupandtheireyesfixedonhim.

Styles:“Stayhere,I’lltakecareofeverything.”

Hegivesanorder.

Me:“ThankyouStyles.”

Styles:“You’remybrother,thisisforlife.Ipromisedyouthat,Iwillkillthem andIwill.”

Ibelievehim,noonecanstophim whenheisthirstyforblood.

Iclenchmyteethtryingtofightthetearsthatwanttoprovemeweak,Stylestightenshishand

onmyshoulder.Hemovesclosertopresshisforeheadonmine,thebondtakesasecond

beforehemovesback.

Styles:“You’renotaloneNkomo,we’veallmademistakesandnoonewilljudgeyouforit.We’re

herenow.”

Inodandwatchhim sauntertoRandall.



Randall:“Ishegood?”

IhearRandallask,helooksatme…gesturesaquestionregardingmywellbeing…Inodinreturn.

Ruthissnivelling,hergazeisonme.Idon’tcareanymore,apartfrom myignorance,sheisthe

reasonIam here.

Tobecontinued…
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NTOMBI*

Mashotohasnotstoppedcryingsinceweleftthetavern,IhopeMosesembarrassesherinthe

community.Shewilllearnthatyoudonotstealfrom theMngomas.Whodoesshethinksheis?

Iknowthemoneywasattainedinthewrongway,butitdidn’tgivehertherighttostealfrom us.

ShestopsaswegettoS’godi’shouse,sheissoreluctantaboutgoinginthathouse.

Me“What’swrongwithyou?”

Iask.

Mosesistryingtopullherintothepremises,butMashotohascompressedherfeetonthe

ground.

Moses:“Asambemaan.”(Let’sgo.)

Shegrabsholdofthefence,crying.Thiswomanthinkswearejoking.

Me:“JaftagoandcallS’godi,sinceshedoesn’twanttogoinside.”

Jaftascowlsatme,hedoesn’tbelieveinawomangivinghim orders,hencetheserious

offensivelookonhisfacethat,hasmeclearingmythroat.

Moses:“HayiNtombi,S’godidoesn’tplay.Hewon’tcomeout,angekesihlulwenguMashoto.

JaftaandIwilldragherinside.”(WewillnotbedefeatedbyMashoto.)

Me:“SoMoseswhenyoudecidedtodateabiggirl,youneversawthisdaycoming?”

Heglowersatme.

Me:“What?”



Ishrug.

Me:“Itwasnicewhenyoutwoweregoingbehindmybackandnowyou’restruggling.Howdoes

itfeelnowMoses?”

Moses:“NotnowNtombi,wehaveseriousissuestodealwith.”

Jafta:“Mosesbrayami,youknowhowtochoosethem."(Myfriend.)

Saysthemanwhospendshalfofhislifeintoxicated.

Moses:“TellmeaboutitJafta.”

Heagreeswithhim,ifitwereuptomeMosesandthisloserwouldn’tbefriends.Jaftaisabad

influence,he’sprobablytheonewhointroducedMosestothisthief.

Moses:"Mashotomoveman.)

Hecontinuestopullherhand.

Mashoto:“Okay,okayItookit.Itookthemoney.”

Tiredofbeingpulled,sheconfesses.

Moses:“Whereisit?”

He’snotplayingtoday.

Mashoto:“Isenthalfofitbackhometomyfather,sohecanextendthehouse.”

Sheisnotevenashamedtosayit.

Moses:“Ini.”(What?)

Heshouts.

Moses:“Callhim now,fonelauyihloMashotoandtellhim nottousemymoney.”(Callyour

father.)

Mashoto:“Ican’tdothat,theyhavestartedrenovating.ThemoneyhasbeenusedMoses.”

Mosesthrowshishandsupindisbelief.

Me:“Didn’ttheyaskwhereyougotthatamountofmoney?Awusebenziwena?”(You’re

unemployed.)

Moshoto:“Itoldthem thatmyhusbandgaveittome.”

Wow.

Me:“Husband?YouhaveahusbandMashoto?Iknowyou’renottalkingaboutmyhusband.”

Mashoto:“Mosesismyhusbandtoo.”

Sherejoinders.



Moses:“THULA!!!”

That’srightshoutatherMoses.

Moses:“Whereistherestofthemoney?”

Mashoto:“Mosesplease.”

Sheshedstears.

Mashoto:“Wearegoingtohaveachild,Ineedthatmoneyforthe…”

Mosesisservingherwelltoday,hekeepstheslapscoming.

Mashoto:“Mos…”

Moses:“Voetsek.”(Pissoff.)

Heyellscuttingherspeech.

Moses:“Whereistherest?”

Mashoto:“Underthebed,athome.”

Moses:“We’regoingtogetitnow.”

Me:“Isisusona?”(Whataboutthepregnancy?)

Mashoto:“Whataboutit?”

Thiswoman.

Me:“Yeyiisthereababyinthere?”(Hey.)

Mashoto:“Iliedaboutthebaby.”

Iknewit.

Me:“Siyabonga,Moseslet’sgogetthemoney.”(Thankyou.)

He’sinshock.

Me:“Youwillcrylaterman,let’sgoandgetthemoney.”

IpushMashotoforward.

Me:“Leadtheway.”

Moseshasbeenplayedbythiswoman,thiswillteachhim alesson.

RANDALL*

Iknewthismanwasnotdead,theyplayeduswellthough.



Styles:“Segunyouoldbastard.”

Stylessays.

IhatehowSegunstandswithconfidence,evenafterhavingagunaimedathim.Threegunsto

beexact,heissosureofhimselfit’sdisturbing.

Segun:“Whoareyoutoaddressme,SegunOkolie?KingoftheAshantipeople?”

Styles:“NothereSegun,thisismyland.Iam kinghereandifIwereyou,Iwouldbowdownat

myfeetrightnow.”

Heretortswithauthority.

Segun:“IfyouwereinmyKingdom,Iwouldhaveyourheadonasilverplatterandhangitonmy

gateforthewholeAshantitosee.”

Arrogantbastard.

“Uze,Uze,Uze.”

Awhisperfillsmyears,IturntoseeifStylesheardit.Hedidn’t.

Styles:“Beingstupidmustreallycomecheap,unfortunatelynoteveryonehasbadtaste.You’re

asstupidastheycomeSegun.”

Segungroansandatthispointthereisnothinghecandobecauseheispowerless.

Segun:“Uze,lookwhatyouhavedoneforyourself.Doyouknowthepowerthatyoupossessas

anOkolie?You’reakingUze,youhaveroyalbloodrunningthroughyourveins.Whatthehelldo

youcallthispersonstandingnexttoyou?Heshouldbeguardingyourdoorinyourkingdom.”

“Uze,”

Thewhisperagain.

Me:“ShutupSeg…”

Igetaninstantsplittingheadache,mylegsfallnumbcausingmetocollapsetotheground.

Styles:“Randall.”

Stylesurgentlysays.

Havingonepistolaimedatthem,hesquatstocheckonme.

“Whatiswrongwithhim Styles?”

Nkomo’svoiceechoes.

Me:“Ican’tfeelmylegs,myheadfeelslikeit’sabouttoexplode.”

Iclampmyteethtotryandnumbthepain.

Styles:“What?”



HetakesoneglimpseatmeandinaninstantSegunandthewholecrewscattereverywhere.

“Stylosshoot.”

That’sNeovoice,Ididn’tthinkthathewouldreallycome.Agunfightcommences,everything

happenssofastthat.Stylespushesmetolieflatonthegroundandopensfire.

AMARA*

I’m joggledfrom mysleep,myheartthrashingagainstmychest.Ilooktomyleft,Randallisnot

homeyet.Somethingiswrong,Icanfeelit.Heisnotokay,Ihavetocallhim.

He’snotansweringthephone.

Okay,Ineedtocalm down.I’m sureit’snothingbutabadfeeling.Myanxietyleadsmeto

Chioma'sroom.

Me:“Chiomawakeup.”

Ihavetowakeherup,it’sgettingworse.

Chioma:“Whatisit?”

Sheisstartledbymysuddenvisitatthistimeofthenight.

Me:“It’sRandall,somethingiswrong.”

Chioma:“Ishenothome?”

Sheasks.

Ihavetotellher,maybeshewouldknowwhattodo.

Me:“RandallandStyleswenttolookforNkomo,hewaskidnapped.SomethingiswrongChioma,

wehavetodosomething.”

Shejumpsoutofbed.

Chioma:“Let’sprayAmara,thereisnothingelsewecando.”

WhenlastdidIactuallytalktoGod?

Liyana:“Mara,Ihadabaddream.”

LiyanawalksinasChiomapullsmetomyknees,sheprobablycouldn’tfindmeinmyroom.

Me:“I’m sorrymylove.”

Shekneelsdownbesidemeandplacesherheadonmyshoulder.

Me:“Whatwasthedream about?”



Liyana:“Papawasswimminginariverfullofblood.”

Myheartjumpstomythroat,Liyana’sdreamsareusuallyaccurate.

Chioma:“Let’sprayAmara.”

Chiomastateshastily.

GodhearourprayersandwatchoverRandall.

NEO*

IgettotherivertofindStyloshavingaoneononewithSegun.Iseeanoldman,hisgazeisgript

onUzeandhe’smumblingsomething.AssoonasUzeopenshismouthtospeakhefallstothe

ground.

Me:“Stylosshoot.”

IyellasIhurrytothem whileshootingatthementhatarescatteringaroundtheriver.Theold

manquicklydashesintothebushes.WhatthehelldidhedotoUze?

Styles:“Neo,whatareyoudoinghere?”

Heshoutswithoutlookingatme,hisfocusisonhittingthetarget.

Me:“ThatcreepymanStylos,it’shim.HeisdoingthistoUze.”

Ialarm him.

Styles:“What?”

Imanagetogettothem,Uzeisgroaninginpainwhilepressinghishead.

Styles:“Whereishe?”

Me:“Behindthebushes,hewaschantingsomething.Wehavetogethim.”

Iturntothesoundofawomanscreaming,NkomoisdraggingRuthbytheneckkickingand

screaming.Heislimpingtotheriver.

Me:“Whatishedoing?Thisisnotimeforrituals.”

BeingaMkhizemustbehard.”

Styles:“Keepingtohispromise.”

Randall:“Stylesman,myhead.”

Uzegrowls.

Me:“Wehavetofindtheoldman,wehavetokillhim.”



Styles:“That’sBensen,Ruth'sfather.”

Me:“Shit,thedevilhimself?”

MaybeIshould’vestayedathome.

Thesoundofgunshotsstops.

Me:“Isthatall?”

Styles:“Therewasn’tmuchofthem anyway.”

HeturnstoRandall.

Styles:“Holdonman,we’regoingtofindthatbastard.”

It’shardtoseeanythingthroughthisdarkness.

“NkomoI’m sorry,pleasestop.”

Ruthpleads,themanisdeterminedtokillher.

Styles:“Neohisnoseisbleeding.”

Stylespanics.

Me:“ShitStylos,thisiswitchcraftbruh.YouwererightIshouldn’thavecomehere.IthinkI’m

gettingaheadachetoo.”

Itcouldbeinmyconscious.

Styles:“HowareyoufeelingRandy?”

Randall:“My…head…”

Heanswersinalowtone.

Me:“YougolookforBensen,I’llstayhereandwatchUze.”

Iam notgoinganywherenearthatman.

“Daddy.”

Ruthshoutscausingustoturn,BensenhasagunaimedatNkomowhoisstandingwithhis

handsup.

Styles:“Nkomo?”

Heshouts.

Me:“ShootStylos,shoothim.”

Styles:“No,ifIshoothim hewillkillNkomo.”

Me:“It’shisdayman,it’snotlikehewillliveforever.”



Iretort.

Styles:“ShutupNeo,everythingwillbeinvain.”

Randall:“Styles.”

Uzeistryingtogetupnow.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Styloswillpissmeoff,can'theseethatBensenistryingtokillUze.

Randall:“It’sbearable.”

Heanswers.

“Move.”

BensencommandsNkomo,Ruthisstandingbesideherfather.

Nkomo:“Gotohell.”

Styles:“Nkomowillgethimselfkilled.”

BensenaimsthegunonthegroundbetweenNkomo’sfeetandpullsthetrigger,ithasNkomo

jumpinginfright.Segunappearsbehindthebushes,heisarmed.

Me:“Stylos,arewegoingtodiebecauseofMkhizetoday.”

Ifweshootthesepeoplenow,wecangohome.

Me:“IknowyouloveKhomo,butZeewillburymealiveifIdietonight.”(Cow.)

Mytruthhashim scowlingatme.

Styles:“Howdidwebecomefriendsagain?”

Heasks.

Iwouldgiveananswer,butmymindisoccupiedrightnow.Ican’tstopthinkingofZeewith

anotherman,it'skillingme.

Randall:“Wecan’tletNkomodie.”

He’sfinenow,that'swhyhe'ssayingthis.

Me:“Therisenone,deathwantsyouUze.IthinkyoushouldgobacktoGhanaOga,thesepeople

wantyouandtheywillnotgiveup.MustwedieforGhananow?”

Styles:“Nkomodoastheysay,don’tbestubborn.”

HisgazeisonNkomo,Stylosandthatcowwillbethecauseofourdeaths.

Me:“DoyouseethatBensenisgettingcloserStylos?”

Hewillkillusalloncehegetshere,thathostagesituationisatrap.



Randall:“Styles,Ithink…”

BensenglancesatusandUzecrumblesdown.

He’sbacktogroaninginpain.

Me:“Shit,bhodisabhareeoStylos.”(Killthatman.)

Styles:“Whatthefuckisgoingon?”

It'snotasconfusingashethinksitis.

Randall:“Ican’t…bre…athe…”

Hesays,Ihunkerdowntocheckonhim.Hisnoseisbleedingagain,andtheveinsonhishead

havebecomevisibleasiftheyareabouttoburst

Me:“Uzekeeng.”(Whatisit?)

He’stossingandturningonthemuddyground.Ithinkhe’sgoingtodie.

Me:“Stylosshootdaaiman,Uzeisdying.”(Shootthatman.)

IsNkomoworthlosingabrother?

Me:“ChooseStylos,Uzeorthatcow.”

Heleersdownatus,thenbackatthem.Whatisconfusingaboutthis?HehastoshootBensen,

Nkomowillmakeaplan.

Styles:“Randalltalktomeman.”

HisgunisaimedatBensen,thatbastardissmirkingatus.Hethinkshe’swon.

Me:“He’snotokayStylos,Uzeisdying.”

Iyellathim.

Segunlookstheleastbitworried,itmakesmewonderifthisistheirplan.TokillUze.

Me:“I’m goingtodoitmyself.”

IpointmygunattheunflinchingBensenastheytreadtowardsus,Nkomohashisbackturned…

hishandsupandlimpingtous.

Styles:“Neono.”

HepushesmyhandawayasIpointatthetarget,agunshotechoes.BensenducksbringingRuth

downwithhim,Nkomoisalsoonthefloorhishandscoveringhishead...AndSegun…well,his

faceiscoveredinbloodasheliesonthegroundwithabulletholeonhishead.

Styles:“Neo,whathaveyoudone?”

Heshouts.



Me:“Itwasn’tme,Ididn’tpullthetrigger.”

Iknowhowtohandleagun.

Randall:“Whatisgoingon?”

Uzewipeshisnoseusingthesleeveofhisshirtashegetsup.Whatkindofwitchcraftisthis?

Okay,don’tpanicNeo.Youwillbefine,yourmotherisaprayerwarrior.You’regoingtomakeit.

Styles:“Ohno,no.”

Stylesdeclaresloudly,he’spacking.Thisisthefirsttimeseeinghim panic.

Me:“KeengStylos,keeng?”(WhatisitStyles?)

He’slookingbehindus,IturnalongwithUze.Jehovah,thisisbad.

Styles:“Whathaveyoudone,youidiot?”

Nkomo:“NoMkhize,whathaveyoudone?”

MkhizeshotSegun,he’sstandingafewfeetfrom us,hishandsontopofhisheadandgoggle

eyed.

Randall:“OhshitSethu.”

Uzeexpresses,it’sover.MissSwillpayforasinsheknowsnothingof.

Tobecontinued…



Akan(Twi)isadialectoftheAkanlanguagespokeninSouthernGhana.It'sthelargestofthe

17thmajorethnicgroupsinGhana.
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NEO*

Mkhizeisshakinginhisboots,Ihavealwaysknownthatthere’snothing,butwaterinthatbig

headofhis.

Mkhize:“Iwasaimingforthisdevilwhotookmyson,he…hemovedoutoftheway.”

It’stoolate,explainingwon’tchangeanything.

Nkomo:“Youhavekilledus,youmightaswellputabulletthroughmyhead.”

Nkomoshouts.

Heisterrifiedastheworddescribed.

Me:“AndMissS…”

Imummer,Stylosshootsdaggersatme.

Itendtoforgetthatthereisasecrettobekept.

Mkhize:“Sika,howdoIfixthis?Ican’tgothroughthisagain.”

Hisvoicequaverswithfear.

Mkhizedropsdownonhisknees,crying.It’sfunnythoughseeinganoldmanlikeMkhizecry,

theseareresultsbirthedbystupidity.

Igetanothersideeyefrom Stylosformylowgurgle,he’sstressedIunderstand,but…Mkhize…I

havetohaltmyselffrom laughing.

WehavegunsaimedatRuthandBensen,hescowlsuponseeingtheweaponsthatthreatento

takehim down.

Mkhize:“SikatakeNkomotothehospital.”

Idiot!He’swipinghistearsnow.Ithoughthewasworriedaboutthecurse,suddenlyhiscow

takesoverhismind.



SikarushestoNkomo,thecowdoesn’twanthishelp.HeshovesthehelpinghandSikajust

offered.

Nkomo:“Don’ttouchme.”

HemakeseyecontactwithaterrifiedRuth,sheclingstoherfather’sarm.

Mkhize:“Ndodana,ngiyacela.GowithSika,youneedmedicalhelp.”(I’m beggingyoumyson.)

Heworriedlyannounces.

Nkomo:“Idon’tneedyourhelp.”

Themanisthirstyforrevenge,hewantsRuth.Iflookscouldkill…that’sallI’llsay.

Bensen:“Doyoupeopleknowwhoyou’remessingwith?”

That’saterriblelinehonestly,everycowardusesit.

Me:“Stylosdon’tsayanything,mothoenoakemoloi.DidyouseewhathappenedtoUzeeach

timehespoke?”(Thispersonisawitch.)

OhGod…

Ismashmyhandonmymouth,Ishouldn’tbesayinganythingeither.

Styles:“IfNeoisright,thendon’tsayanythingRandall.I’m goingtoteachthismanalesson.”

Thatlookonhisface…Stylosisuptosomething.

Styles:“Ruth,youmightwanttomoveawayfrom thatman.”

Heshoutsacrossthefield.

Noneofusunderstandwhatheisonabout,Stylosisalwaysonaquestofhisown.

Styles:“No?”

HeconfirmsRuth’sinsistence.

Stlyes:“Okay,youmightwanttoaskhim whereyourmotheris.”

Bensen:“Whoareyou?”

BensenseemstohavefiguredoutthecontentsofStylos’mind.

Styles:“WhoIam isofnoimportancetoyou,whatyouneedtoknowisthat,Ihaveafamilyto

protectandnooneisgoingtostandinmyway.Noteventhedevilhimself.”

Stylosexclaims.

Whatwouldwebewithoutthisman?Oneman’sheartthatisbigenoughtooccupyeveryonein

hislife.



Bensen:“Youdon’tknowwhatyou’redoingboy,Isuggestyougoonaboutyourway.Thisfight

isbetweenmeandthismanbehindyou.”

HepointsatUzewithhiseyes,IlookbacktocheckifUzeisstillstanding.He’sgood,onlyrage

isvisibleonhim.IknowhewantsBensen’sblood,heisonlylimitedbythepowersthatBensen

hasorelsehewouldhavedonetheworst.

Styles:“LikeIsaid,Ihaveafamilytoprotectandthismanthatyouseekismybrother.”

Mkhize:“WhatareyouwaitingforSishi?Killthisman,seewhathedidtomyson.”

Oldmanisrestless,NkomoseemstodetestthatMkhizeworriesabouthim.

Stylosclickshistongue,thehatehehasforMkhizeisnotasecret.

Styles:“ComeonRuth,I’m sureyouwanttoknowwhathappenedtoyourmotherbeforeyoudie.”

HereyeswidenduetoStylos’statement,sheglaresatNkomo.He'sbreathingfireandRuth

knowsthatherdaysorhourspersearenumbered.

Ruth:“Whatishetalkingaboutdad?”

Bensenclencheshisteeth,hischestvigorouslymovingunderhist-shirt.

Mkhize:“Whatgameareweplayinghere?”

Whoinvitedhim here?

Me:“ThisisnotaritualMkhize,holdon.Youhavemessedupalreadybykilling…”

Stylosnudgesme…Ialmostspilled,shitImustbetired.

Styles:“Daddyrefusestospeak,soIshouldhelpyouthere.”

GiveittousStylos.

Hedefinitelyhassomething,Stylosstillworksalone.It’snotabangerthathehasdugsome

informationonBensen.

Styles:“YourmotherdidnotrunawaywithanothermanRuth,yourfathersacrificedherfor

riches.Whatmotherdoyouthinkwouldleaveherchildandnotcontactthem?”

Mr.Bombdropper,Ididnotexpectthis.

Ruth:“What?”

Sheseeksforanswersasshetakesastepawayfrom Bensen.

Styles:“GiveitupBensen,it’sgameoverforyou.”

Stylosdeclareswithanunflinchingattitude.

Benseniscorneredandwhateverpowershehaswillnotsavehim from agunshot.



Bensen:“You’renotmydaughter,that’swhyIcouldn’tsacrificeyou.Yourmotherwasthe

closesttofamily.Iusedher.”

Hecracksimpassively,buildingpaniconRuth’sface.

Ruth:“What?”

Shegasps.

Shemustfeellikeshe’sbeenhitbyatrain.

Bensen:“Yourmotherwaspregnantwhenwemet,IraisedyouasmyownbecauseIlovedher.

Shewasagreatwoman,butlovecouldn’tputfoodonthetable.Icouldn’tfindajob,therewas

nowayoutofpoverty.”

Herevealshisdarksoul.

Everywordcomingfrom hismouthisanelectricshockonRuthasherbodyglitches.

Ruth:“Soyoukilledmymother,youkilledher?”

Shepuncheshim onhischestwhileshoutingathim,Bensengrabsherarmsandpushesher.

Ruthstaggersbacktofallonherbehind,sheswiftlypicksherselfup.

Bensen:“WhatdidyouhavemedoRuth?Liveinpovertyallmylife?Youaresoungrateful.Igave

youeverythingyoueverwanted,youlackednothingRuth.Youshouldbethankingme.”

Ruth:“Youdidn’thavetokillher.”

Shetakesasteptochargeathim,Bensenraiseshishand.

Bensen:“ENOUGH!!!”

Heroars,Ruthdrawsbackinfear.

Ruth:“Whereismymother?”

Shestillhasthecouragetoyellathim afterthatauthorityhejustshowed.

Bensen:“She’sgone.”

OnewouldthinkBensenisonhisdeathbedandabouttobreathehislast.Confessingyoursins

isthateasy?Wow!!!

Iwouldratherthrowmyselfinthatriver.

Ruth:“Iknowthatshe’sgone,atleastyouburiedherright?Shewasyourwifedammit,please

tellmethatyouburiedher.”

Hervoicequaversandherwordsbreak.

Bensen:“That’snothowthecultworksRuth,whenIbroughthertothatplacethatnight,Iknew

thatshewasnotgoingtocomeout.”

Heisdoingeverythingtodivertfrom themaintopic.



Me:“Tellthechildwherehermotheris.”

Iyell,hegivesmeonedeathstarethathasmyheartthumpinghard.Mybigmouthwillgetme

killed.

Ruth:“Whatdidyoudotomymother’sbodyBensen?”

Hehehe!Nowhe'sBensen.

Ruthwilllosehervoicewithallthatscreaming.Styloshasthiscoldsmirkonhisface.Whatis

heplanning?

Bensen:“Wedevouredher,wedrankherblood.”

Me:“Chaaaiiii!!!!Jesus,seeyourpeople”

Ican’thelpbutshout,Ihaveheardofwitchcraftbutthisistoomuch.Everyveininmybody

itchesatthisrevelation,Godyouhaveleftusinthisworld.Lookwhatthedevilisdoing,heis

playingwithyourchildren.

Styles:“Gofigure.”

Stylosstatesholdingontothesmirk,heisenjoyingthis.WhyishenotasterrifiedasIam?

Uzeiswideeyed,ifonlyhecouldspeak…Mkhizehasnoexpressiononhisface,Iwouldn’t

expectmore.Consideringthatheisusedtoit.

Me:“Stylos,youknewthis.”

Iquestionhim

Styles:“You’dbesurprisedbythethingsIknowNeo,thereissomucheviloutthere.”

Ruthappearstobenumbedbythetruth,jawdroppedsheoglesatBensen.Ihaveabadfeeling

aboutthis.

Me:“IthinkI’lltakeNkomotothehospital,Idon’twanttobeeatenman.”

Nkomomustjustletgoofthatrageonhisface,hatehasgothim byitsclaws.

Me:“Pssst,Khomo.”(Cow.)

Iundertoneandheangleshisheadtoleeratme.

Me:“Hareee,youneedadoctor.”(Let’sgo.)

Ithinkhecan’thearme,I’m tryingnottobeheardbythedeviloverthere.WhyisNkomosituated

farfrom us?

Me:“Isaidlet’sgotothehospital.”

Firstofall,weareabunchofblackpeople…inthewoodsatnight…bytheriverandthereare

deadbodieseverywhere.Acultistwhoeatshumanfleshandseemstopossessacertainpower.



Wearenotsafe,I’m tooyoungtodie.

Stylos:“ThefunisabouttostartNeo,don’tleaveyet.”

Isheserious?

IhaveblockedthevoicesofRuthandherfatherfrom myears.Idon’twanttohearanyofthat

evilshit,I’m toopureforthat.

Me:“DoyouhaveanythingIcanprotectmyselfwith?”

I’m sousedtotheoffensivelookshegivesmeandIam okay…It’snotalie,Iam perfectlyokay.

Me:“Unlessyou’reaprayerwarriororanexorcist,Iam leaving.”

NoteveryoneisbraveandapsycholikesomeoneIknow.

Stylos:“Okaygo.”

Yeah,I’m leaving.

AsIspin,Imeetthedarknessoftheforestandthedeadbodiesthatsurroundit.Nowgoing

backisgoingtobeamission.

Me:“Khomolet’sgoman.”(Cow.)

Nkomo:“Leavemealone.”

Thisfoolwilllosehisleg.

Sika:“HerewewerethinkingSishihadagreatteam behindhim,buthe’ssurroundedby

cowards.”

Idon’tevenknowthisfool.Whyishetalkingaboutme?

Me:“Mkhizemotshware,yourzombieismakingnoise.”(Chastisehim.)

Mkhizeclickshistonguerightafterglaringatme.

Nx!

Me:“Ineedtosendmymotheramessage,Stylosgivemeyourphone.”

Heignoresme,IturntoUze.HisfrownforcesmetoturnbacktoStylos.

“AAAHHHHHH.”

I’m startledbyRuth’shystericalroarandmybloodrunscold.It’sfilledwithrageandpanicasif

she’sscreamingwithherwholebody.Hereyesarewidewithhorror,fistsclenchedasthe

scream tearsthroughherlikeasharpobject.Icovermyears.

Me:“NoStylosman,eventheirscreamsareevil.Givemeyourphone,Iranoutofdata.Ineedto

textmymotheronWhatsApp,shehastoprayusoutofhere.”

Iurgentlypleadwithhim.



Sika:“Icancarryyououtofheremfana,Idon’tmind.Littleboysshouldbesleepingontheir

mother’sbreast.”

I’m stillkeptinthedarkastowhothismanis.

Me:“Fuseki.”(Pissoff.)

Iretort.

Ruth:“Whatdidyousay?”

Eish!!!

Ruthisstillyelling.

Styles:“Drum rollplease.”

Heannouncescoldly,heislovingthis.Imightaswellhandhim aboxofpopcorn.

Bensen:“MypowersareweighingoffandIhavenoonetosacrifice,you’retheonlyoneIhave

left.Thesacrificecouldonlybeacceptedifyouweremarriedtoroyalty,that’swhenIcameup

withthisplan.

YoumarrythenextAshantiking,everythingwasset.Thesacrificewasgoingtotakeplaceafter

youhaveconsummatedyourmarriagewiththeking.Youwouldhavehadhisbloodinyou,but

youarestupidlikeyourmother.Youwentandfellinlovewithacommoner.

IhavealwaysknownthatyouareafailureRuth,nowIwillhavetomarryyoutwobyforce.AllI

needisasampleofhisbloodandyours.You’reonlyusefultomedead,ohdeardaughter.”

Bensendisheseverythingoutrighttherebesidetheriverbank.

Styles:“Youhavetolovefamilydrama.”

Love?

Familydrama?

Thisisnotfamilydrama,thisisahorrorfilm.

Me:“Canweshoothim beforeheturnsintoamonkeyorsomething.”

Iseeitcoming,Bensenhastoomuchconfidence.

Styloslaughsatmysuggestion.

Me:“I’m seriousStylos,imaginefourmenkilledbyamonkeybytheriver.Peoplewillwantto

knowwhatweweredoingattheriverinthemiddleofthenight,we’llbeembarrassedntwana.”

(Boy.)

Ohno,mymindisshowingmepictures.Ican’tdealwiththis,Ishouldbehomeholdingmybaba

inmyarms.



Sika:“Youwillbedead.WheredoyougetthisfoolSishi?”

I’m aboutfivesecondsawayfrom shuttingthismanup,ifhewasn’tasbigasheis.

Styles:“Youhaveadeathwishboy?”

Stylesthrowsaquestionathim withamenacingtonethathasSikaclickinghistongue.

Me:“Yeah,waphapha.Ntja.”(You’retooforward,dog.”

Sikagivesmeacoldstare.

Styles:“Okaycut…”

Hehollers,startlingus.Well...atleastI’m disconcerted.

Styles:“Nowthatwe’redonewithRuth.Uzeunfortunately,Uchehappenedtofacethesamefate

asRuth’smother.”

Stylosistreadingonthewrongpath,Uzeisnottryingtohearanyofthat.Wehavetokeephim

assilentaspossible.Uzegoesfrom asquietasamousetoawheezingbeast.

ThenewsaboutUchecomesasasurprise,weknewhertohavehadanaccidentandthat’sthat.

Styles:"Thatdayattheaccidentscenewhileyouwereunconscious,Segunandhisbuddy

Bensencameandcollectedherbody.Toreplaceitwithashadowofher,thegirlyouheldinyour

armswhenyoucameto,wasnotyoursister.Thedevilwasatworkthatnightandboydidhe

fooleveryone.”

Styloshasignitedafirethatwewillnotbeabletoextinguish.

Me:“Kesciencemoeseo,Mkhizeisthatevenpossible?Utsebalinthotsenamoes.”(That’s

science.Mkhizeyoudoknowthesethings.)

Mkhize'sriposteiscloggedbyUze’sroar,asoundoffootstepsthumpingonthegroundgetsour

attention.

No,UzeisgoingafterBensen.He’snotprotected,thatmanwillkillhim.

Me:“Uzeno.”

Myvoicereacheshim,butit’snotthevoiceofreason.Evenifitwere,Uzewouldstillnotheedto

it.Whenhisangertakesover,nothingcangetthroughtohim.

Ruthstaggersback,hereyesjoltingoutoftheirsocketsinfearandpanic.Whilethesonofa

devilstandsstillwithconfidence,Iwouldlovetoseehim swimminginthatriverwithcrocodiles.

Styles:“Randallwatchout.”

StyleswarnsUzeofBensen’sassailantsthatareafterhim,hefallsintoafistfightwithoneof

them andStylesisattackingtheother.Ifeellikealiabilitystandingherewhilemyfriendsfight.

Ishallgivemyselfwork...



I’llkeepwatchonMkhizeandhisgorilla,lesttheydecidetoshootUzeandStylosontheback.

Nkomo:“Wheredidthesepeoplecomefrom?Ithoughteveryonewastakendown.”

Nkomoenquires,Bensenprobablycalledforbackup.

Oneofthem isdownbythehandsofStylos.Uzegraspshisopponent’sneckchokingthem in

theprocess.Theguyappearstohaveloststrengthduetothis,heclutchesUze’sarm ashe

wincesinpain.

Sika:“Shit,thisboyprovesthathe’snothisfather’sson.”

Mkhize:“Ihatehim.”

Mkhizeretorts.

Whathemeantisthathe’sterrifiedofUze.

Me:“OabonaMkhize?Itshouldbeyourneckthere.”(Yousee?)

Ihatethisman.

Igetatongueclickformyexclamation.

“BENSEN!!!”

UzeroarsinrageashegoesafteradefencelessBensen.Ishereallydefencelessthough?Ruth

swivelsonherhealandbeginstotakeoff,aloudbangreverberatesbringingRuthcrashingon

thegroundwithaloudthud.

SikajustkilledRuth,Nkomoisleftdumbfoundedashestandsvictorious.Heseemstotake

pleasureinwhathesees.

Sika:“That’sforMkhize.”

Mkhize’sloyaldogissmiling.

Okay,let’scutthisscene.

Whereisthedirector?

SomuchishappeningatthesametimeandIcan’tbreathe.

Withfearpaintedinhiseyes,IseeBensen’smouthmove.

Me:“Uzestop.”

IshoutanSOS,whateverBensenisdoingseemstobepowerlessasUzecontinuestochargeat

him.

Bensenliftshishand,palm upandblows.Awhitepowderemitsfrom thathandandplasterson

Uze’sface,hestaggersbackbeforefallingkneedown.Hisheadcollideswiththegroundashis

bodycascadesintoaviolentmovement.Bensenisswiftlydrawingback.



Thesepeopleareevil.Whatonearthwasthat?

Me:“Stylos!!!”

Itakeofftohelphim,StylosisthefirsttogettoUze.

Nkomo:“Randall.”

Cowisprobablylimpinghiswaytous,IhaveneverbeenafanoftheMkhizes.Lookwhatis

happeningnow?

Me:“UZE,UZE!!!Twanadon’tdothisman.”(Boy.)

He’sviolentlyconvulsingontheground

Stylescrouchesnexttome.

Styles:“Randall.”

Ipushhim offashetoucheshim.

Me:“KeujoetsitseStylos,keujoetsitsehorebhodisabhareeo.But,youdidn’tlisten.”(Itoldyou

tokillthatidiot.)

I’m yellingathim,thismakesmeangry.

Styles:“Neo,Icanfixthis.”

Ihavealwaysknownhim tobeapsycho,todayheisprovingmeright.

Me:“No,you’renotalwaysrightStylos.Youcan’tfixeverything.”

Heclampshisteeth,Idon’tcareabouthisanger.

Me:“Uzebreatheman,breatheplease.”

Uzeisforminginthemouth,whileconvulsingvigorously.

Me:“Dammit,Stylosdosomething.He’sgoingtodie,helphim.”

Nkomo:“DoesanyoneknowoftheOkolieclannames?”

Nkomoishere,nexttome.Ihaveagoodmindtofinishhim,shoottheotherleg.Thisisallhis

doing.

Me:“Areyoucrazy?Haveyouheardtheirsurnames?HaredlalimonaKhomo,moveawayfrom

here.Thisisyourfault.”(We’renotplayingherecow.)

Hispresencemiffsme.

Nkomo:“I’m onlytryingtohelpNeo.”

Me:“Youhavedoneenough.”

Styles:“AttackingeveryonewillnothelpRandall.”



Styleschidesme.

Wait,ishereally…

Me:“WhatiswrongwithyouStylos?You’retakinghissidenow?IsUzenotyourbrother?”

ThisiswhattheMkhizesdo,theydestroyeverythingtheytouch.

Styles:“YoubettercurbyourangerNeo,youwillendupsayingsomethingyoushouldn’t.”

Iam notfazed.

Me:“HaketsotelleStylos,killmeifyouwant.OsethotoStylos.IfUzedies,thenwhatwasthis

fightfor?From dayonewefoughtMkhizeandSegun,wepushedwithUzeandyouwerethere

byhisside.NowyoudecidethatthiscowisworthriskingUze’slife?Isitbecausehe’s…”(Idon’t

care.You’reanidiot.)

Styles:“YoubettershutupNeo,don’tsaythingsyouwillregret.”

Isitnotthetruth?DidhenotchooseMissS’brotheroverhis?

Me:‘O’ksalayoman.”(Still.)

Ithrowmyhandathim,heclickshistongueasaresponsetoit.

MKhize:“Nkomomovefrom there,makafelomuntuman.”(Letthismandie.)

Mkhizeislaughinglikeit’sthefunniestthinghehaseverseen.

Nkomo:“ShutupMkhize,youshouldbeworriedaboutthecursethat,youhavebroughtuponus.

Nothinggoodcomesfrom you.”

HebettertellhisfatherbecauseIwillnotbekind.

WhereisthatBensen?Ibrowsemyeyesaround,toseehim chantingsomewords.

Styles:“Randy,yourgrandfather’sname.What’shisname?”

HeasksUzeinapanic.

Me:“OkolieOkolie,that’shisname.”

Whatishegoingtodowiththat?

Me:“fuckthisshit.”

Igrabmygun…getuptomyfeetandstartshootingatBensen.Anevilsmirkflouncesonhis

blacklips,hiseyesholdacoldglarethathasthestrandsonthebackofmyneckstand.

Me:“Shit,boloibonakenumberone.”(Thiswitchcraftisnumberone.)

Notonebullethashithim orImustbemissingthetarget,ifheweren'tasscaryIwouldget

closerandputabulletthroughhishead

Stylos:“Randall,Randalldon’tdothisman.”



Shit,he’s…Uzeis…

Me:“Stylostellmehe’sbreathing,pleasetellmehe’sbreathing.”

Styles:“Randallopenyoureyesman.”

Hedesperatelypleads.

Uzeisdead,he’s…

Thegunslipsoutofmyhand,Istaggerback,onlytofallonmybuttocks.

Me:“Uze,Uzemara.Ureetsang?(Whatareyoudoingtous?)

Nkomo:“He’snotbreathingStyles,he’sgone.”

HeshoutsatStylesashestartstoperform CPRonRandall,hisbodylooksstiff.Impossible,it

can’tbe.

Me:“OKOLIE!!!OKOLIE!!!”

I’m onmykneesonthewetgroundshoutingoutloud,thoseancestorsbetterhearme,they

betterrespondtome.

Bensen:“He’sgone,thereisnothingyoucandoforhim now.”

Hemocksus,Mkhizecontinuestolaugh.Whatiswrongwiththesepeople?

Me:“Utsehaengntja?”(Whatareyoulaughingatdog?)

Briskly,IjumponMkhizebringinghim downwithme.I’m straddlinghim andthrowingpunches

onhisface.

Mkhize:“Sikahelpme.”

Apairofhandssnakemywaist,Iwagglemybodyastheypullmeback.Thisbastardprovesto

bestronger,hetossesmetotheside.Itumbleintoapuddleofwater.

Me:“Shit.”

Iexclaim,jumpingoutoftheriverasI’m remindedofthecrocodilesthathavemadeahomeinit.

Sika:“Uzolimawenja.”(Youwillbeinjured,dog.)

Icantastetheangerthatisbrewinginsideme,IwishtokillMkhizeandhisminion.Mkhizeis

inspectinghisbruiseswhileSikaandIstandglaringateachother.

Me:“TakeyourbloodysonandgetoutofhereMkhize.”

Igrowltohavehim laughatme.

Mkhize:“I’m notgoinganywhereuntilIseethatOkolieisreallydead.

Me:“Youthinkyourproblemsareover?Waittillyourfamilystartsdroppingoneatatime.”



Thisoughttohumblehim.

“ComeonRandall,don’tdothistomeman.Breathe,Randallplease.”

Stylesbreaksthislittlefightwithhisloudcry,ifCPRdoesn’tworkonUzethenhe’sgone.

Me:“No,noStylos.It’snotover,itcan’tendlikethis.”

Ihaveloststrengthtodoanything,Styloscontinuestogivehim CPR.He’stryinghardtohidethe

tearsthatseekattentionashesmearshisfaceonhisshoulder.

Nkomo:“YouwillcrashhisribsStyles,he’sgone.”

Nkomoproclaims,he’stryingtopullStylosawayfrom Uze.

Styles:“No,leaveme.”

HisvoicepopsashepushesNkomoaway,heishalfpasttobreakingdown.Ican’ttakethis,it’s

toomuchforme.

AMARA*

Myeyeshavegrowntiredofoglingatthephone,Ican’tsleep.Mymindhoversaroundthoughts

ofRandall,Ican’tshakethisfeelingthatheisnotokay.Nooneisansweringtheirphone,Ihave

growntiredofcallingthem.Chiomawentbacktosleep,Liyanaiswithme.She’sinthe

bathroom,shetoohasbeenvisitedbyinsomnia.Ithasusbythehook.

Cometothinkofit,shehasbeeninthebathroom forquiteawhilenow.

Me:“Liyababy.”

IcallouttoherasIjumpoffthebed.Thedooropens,she’sclompingoutofthebathroom.Each

heavystepbringsaquestiontomymind.

Me:“Baby.

Istarttoplodtoher.

Rapidly,herminiaturebodyhitsthefloorwithathudandshuddersviolently.Somuchsothat,I

canhearherteethchattering,myheartthumpswithfright.

Me:“Liyana.”

Iyap,rushingtoherside.

Me:“Chioma,Chioma.”

Notagain,shecan’tdothistomeagain.

Chiomacomesrunning,shescreamsassheseesLiyana’sstate.Randall’smotherfollows

behind.



Mom:“What’sgoingon?”

Shequestionsfallingintoapanicmode.

Me:“Idon’tknow,shejustfell.”

Mom:“Whatdidyoudotoher?”

What?

Me:“Nothingma,shewaswalkingbackfrom thebathroom thenshefell.”

Iexplain.

Itallhappenedsofast,I’m notsurewhatreallyhappened.

Mom:“Move.”

Iam pushedaside.

Me:“Chiomapleasebringthebasilleaves.”

Chiomascurriesoutofthebedroom crying.

Me:“Liyababy.”

Mom:“Shecan’thearyou.”

Howdoessheknow?Igrimaceatherassumption.

Mom:“Ihaveseenthiswithmykids,ithappenedtoUzewhenhewasalittleboy.Theywantto

speak.”

NowImustask,whoisthey?

Me:“Whoma?”

Mom:“TheOkolies,theyhavesomethingtosay.”

Okay.

Me:“Whatdowedothen?”

Mom:“Letherbe,shewillspeakeventually.”

Issheinsane?

I’m expectedtosithereandwatchmybabyjudderviolently?

WhereisRandall?

Liyana:“Okolie…Okolie…”

Thenameswaysoutofhermouthingentlewhispers.Herbodyseemstoquietdownasshe

uttersherfather’sname.



Mom:“YemawoakwaabaOkolie.”(WewelcomeyouOkolie.)

ShespeaksinAkan,I’m notsureI’m comfortablewithLiyanashudderinglikethat.

Me:“Ma,Liyana…”

Shesilencesmewithherhand.

Liyana:“Boano.”(Helphim.)

OhGod,Ican’thearwhatshe’ssaying.

Mom:“Menteasee.”(Idon’tunderstand.)

Liyana:“BoaUze.”(HelpUze.)

InamutterLiyanauttersinAkan,althoughI’m astrangertothelanguage,Iknowacaveatwhen

Ihearoneandshe’swarningusofdanger.Mom looksatme,hereyeswidened.

Mom:“HelpUze?Whereishe?”

No,Godno.SomethinghashappenedtoRandall.

Me:“Ma…he…”

Syllablesfailme.

Mom:“Speak.”

Shehowls.

Me:“Hewenttohelpafriendwhoisintrouble.”

Randall,youcan’tdothistome.

Liyana:“Uze…Uze…Uze.”

Shemumblesasherbodywelcomesoccasionaltwitches.It’snotasbadastheseizure.

Myhearthasstopped,thisisworsethanIthought.

Mom:“KyeremekwannoOkolie.”(Pleaseshowmetheway.)

Ineedtoknowwhattheyaresaying.

Me:“CanyouspeakEnglishplease.”

Myquestionisdirectedtowhateverspirithaspossessedmychild,mom andherdeathstares

canwait.

Liyana:“Ourwife,youarecarryingtheheirtothethrone.”

Really?

Idon’twanttohearthat,IwanttoknowwhereRandallis.



Me:“WhereisRandall?”

Iavoidthedeclarationthatwasgiven.

Liyana:“Uzewillperishifhedoesn’twakeup.”

What?

Okay.Ihavetocalm down.

Mom:“Whatiswrongwithhim?”

Herfacehasdivedintoawelloffearandpanic.

Liyana:“Thebodyofakingliesbesideariverofblood.Onlythewateroflifecansnatchhim

backfrom thehandsofdeath.”

Doancestorsknowwhatanemergencyis?Thisisnotimeforparables.

Shespeaksofabody.

CoulditbethatRandallisalreadydead?

Liyana:“AriverbankholdsacuretobringtheKingbacktotheworldofthemortals.”

Hecontinuestocauseconfusion.

Howarewetocrackthisparablehespeaksof?

Me:“Pleasetelluswhatyoumean,yousaythatRandallisdead?”

Liyana:“Heisnot,atraphasbeenlaidforhim.Digaholefrom theriverbank,purewaterwill

spewoutfrom it.GivethewatertotheKingtodrink,foranewbreathwillariseinhim.”

She’smakingsensenowandIknowwheretheycouldbe.

Irushtogetmyphone,IhavetocallStylesagain.Godplease,lethim answerthistime.

Tobecontinued….
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STYLES*

EverythingwasatsixesandsevensasIwatchedmybrotherfallintothehandsofdeath,Ihave

neverfeltsopowerlessinmylife.Acallfrom Amarabroughtmyhopeback,Ihadactfastorwe

wouldlosehim.

FollowingAmara’sadviceandwiththehelpofNeoandNkomowemanagedtogetthewater

from beneaththesoil,butmakingRandalldrinkwasamission.

Thethreeofusaresheildinghim,justincaseBensentriesanything.

Nkomo:“Whatdoyouthinkhisplanis?”

Nkomowhisperssoftly,we’reallglaringatBensenwhoisstandingwithacondescending

attitude,hisdaughterliesdeadbetweenthefigsofthetreesandheisnotdeterredatall.If

demonscanescapefrom hell,thenthismancamestraightfrom there.

Me:“Idon’tknow,allIknowisthathewantsRandall’sblood.Wecan’tletBensengettohim,no

matterwhat.Wehavetokeepthatmanawayfrom Randall.”

Nkomoagreestomyinstructionswithanod.

Me:“Neo.”

Neoblinksoncetakinghisangryeyesawayfrom Bensen,Iknowheisupsetwithme.WhatIdid

putRandall’slifeindanger.WehaveasecondchancenowandIneedhim withme,bymyside.

Me:“Areyouwithme?”

Neo:“Whenarewekillingthatman?”

Heclencheshisfistinanger.

TheonlypowerBensenhasatthismomentarethosewordshekeepsmumblingbetweenthe

seamsofhislips.HewantsRandalllifelessandIdon’tknowifhewillstillusehisdaughterasa

sacrifice.

Me:“Bensenisnotleavingthisplacealive.”

Ireply.

Neoclencheshisteethandcontinuestolookstraightforward,he’snotgoingtotakehiseyes

offofBensen.



Nkomo:“WhyisRandallnotwakingup?”

Nkomoasks.

IwouldsayifIknew,Itooam growingimpatient.

Sika:“Mkhize,ubabaiscallingyou.”(Sir.)

SikastandsbehindNkomoashebringsthismessageforward.

Nkomoclampshisjaw,Iseeanoutburstcoming.

Nkomo:“Leavemealone.”

Hesayscalmly.

Sika:“YourfatherisworriedaboutyouMkhize…”

WrongnameSika.

Nkomo:“Yey,voetsek.Getoutofmysight.”(Pissoff.)

Sikadoesnotappreciatebeingyelledat,especiallybyaboylikeNkomo.Heclampshisteeth,

andwalksoffwithatongueclick.

Neo:“Stylos,look.”

HepointsatBensenwho’swalkingaroundRuth’slifelessbodyandchantinginamysterious

language.

Nkomo:“Thehumanbodyistooweaktostandinthepresenceofanythingsupernatural,we

havetobecarefulStylesorwewillallfallvictim tohisevilacts.”

Me:“Whatishedoing?”

Nkomo:“Idon’tknow,rememberhewantsbothRuthandRandy’sblood.”

Neo:“Remomzansimona,let’sburnthatmandown.”(We’reinSouthAfricahere.)

Neoisseriousaboutthissuggestionofhis.

“Mmhhhh.”

There’samovementfrom Randall.

Me:“Randy.”

Hetoucheshisheadwincinginpain.

Neo:“Uzentwana,you’reawake.”(Boy.)

Neoproclaimsandshowshisexcitementwithahug.

Okay…

WeexpectNeotoletgoanysecondnow.Randallslightlypusheshim offbuthe’snotmoving.



Nkomorunshiseyestomeashehearsasniff.

Me:“AreyoucryingNeo.”

Finallyhepullsaway,hisfacerefusingtomeetourcuriouseyes.

Neo:“I’m notcrying.”

Whyishishandswipingoverhischeekbones?

Randallisuponhisfeet,itbafflesmethathe’snotsayinganything.Wehaven’theardhisvoice

yet.

Nkomo:“Isheokay?”

Iwishtoknowthesame

Me:“Randall?”

Hestridingtowardstheriver.

Neo:“Uzeueakae?”(Whereareyougoing?)

Neofollowsbehindhim,he’sreallylookingoutforRandallandafraidforhislife.Ilookbackto

checkifBensenhasspottedRandall.

HisfocusisonRuth.

Whatishedoingtohisdaughter?Hethinkshe’swon.

RandallisbendingdownwhereNeocollectedthewater.Heramshishandintheholeand

revealsasmalldagger,ablackducttapecoversthehandle.HeturnstoleeratBensen,hiseyes

ascoldasice.Iseeacertainstrengthinhim,itmakesmewonderifhewaswithhisgrandfather.

Onlyhegiveshim thiskindofstrength.

Neo:“Makunyiweonce.”(Letitgodown.)

NeodeclaresasRandallbeginstomarchtoBensen,thisisgoingtobefun.

Mkhize:“Sikalet’sgo,todayisnotahappyaday.Thisidiotgetstoliveanotherday."

Theyexitthesightwithtongueclicks,it’sgoodthattheyaregone.

Neo:“Stylos,whatisBensendoing?”

Me:“He’sinatrance,hewon’tseeRandallcoming.”

Maybehewill.

Bensen’seyeswidenwithshockandheletsoutashortshudderingbreath,hedidn’tthinkthat

Randallwouldwakeup.

Bensen:“Whatisthis?You’re…supposed…tobe…dead.”

Thetrillsonhisvoicearelouderthanthewaterslashingontherocks.



Engulfedinfear,Bensenstumblesback.He’smumblingsomewordsagainandwhateverspell

he’stryingtouseisnotworking.Randallclutchesthebackofhisneck,helugsaslouching

Bensentowardstheriver.Wemoveasideasheheadstoourdirection.

Bensen:“LetmegoUze,youwillregretthis.IcurseyouUzeOkolie,Icurseyouandyourfamily.

Youwillneverbeatpeace.”

Heshoutsthesewords,theywillprobablybeburiedwithhim inthatriver.

Neo:“Tuffia,backtosender.”(Godforbid.)

Neo’scomebackisalwaysreadyandthefactthathe’ssayingthis,pokerfaced.

Bensengroansashe’sthrownontheground,ogle-eyed,hescootsback.Randallstraddleshim,

makingsurethathislegsdonottouchBensen.Heholdsthedaggerup,Bensenletsoutaloud

roar.

Neo:“Eishsaani,thisisbad.StylosIcan’twatchthat,toomuchbloodmakesmystomachrun.”

Heturnsawayfrom theghastlyscene.

WitheveryblowtheknifepiercesintoBensen’sfleshwithsuchease,asifitslidesintoapiece

ofcake.ItmakesasatisfyingsploshasRandalldigsitdeepenough,forcinghorrificscreams

from Bensen.

Musictomyears.

Hetwiststhedaggerwhilediggingitdeeperinhisstomach,asquishresoundsashepullsthe

bladeoutofthebloodiedoldman.Hisbodyisriddledwithmultiplestabwounds.

Likeastream onarainyday,thickbloodfreelyoozesfrom Bensen’sdeepholes.Itfeelslike

timehassloweddownashefallsonhiskneesfirst,he’swheezingfrom deepinhischest,

fightingforanotherchanceatlife.RandallclutcheshishandonBensen’sshoulder,hedraws

backtheoneglazedwiththisthickbloodandwithoutwarninglurchesthedaggeralltheway

intoBensen'sheart.Theoldmanheaves,hiserraticbreathingcomestoahalt,beforefalling

intohisdeath.

Neo:“Bensenheltoegaan.”(Gotohell.)

ItoldyouNeoalwayshassomethingtosay.

Randallfixeshiseyesonus,hesmirksandwalksawayfrom thealreadydeadBensen.

Neo:“Ishecominghere?”

Neoasksashemovestostandbehindme,Ican’tcomprehendhowheisalwaysafraid.

Nkomo:“Relax,hewon’tdoanything.”

Neo:“Whoputtheknifeinthatholeanyway?”

Iwanttoknowaswell.



ThestrongsmellofbloodfillsmynostrilsasRandalldrawsnearer.

OhhowIlovethesmellofvictory.

Randall:“Let’sgohome,Amaraisintrouble.”

Itrytofindhim inhiseyesbuttheyareempty,thereisnoemotion.

Me:“Atleastwashoffthatblood,youcan’tgohomelookinglikethis.”

Theweaponisstillgriptonhishand,beadsofblooddrippingfrom it.Hesniffsandswipesthe

backofhishandonhisforeheadleavingasmudgeofblood.

Neo:“Uze,that’sBensen’sblood.Youhavetowashitoff,itwillbringyoubadluck.”

Randall:“Amaraisintrouble,let’sgohome.”

Herepeatshimselfinadeadpanvoice.WhatiswrongwithAmaranow?

Neo:“It’sfineStylos,Ihavecleanclothesinthecaranddon’taskmewhyIkeepclothesinthe

car.”

Iwasn’tgoingtoask.

Willthislifeeverbenormal?

Nkomo:“Whataboutthesedeadbodies?”

Randall:“Throwthem intheriver,itwillswallowthem.”

That’saplan,buttheywillfloatbackupeventually.

Me:‘Randy…”

Randall:“Theriverwillswallowthem.Wehavetogo,Amaraisintrouble.”

Wehavetothrowthebodiesintotheriver,Randallseemstoknowwhathe’stalkingabout.It

takesawhiletocleanuptheplace.

SegunandBensen,Ihopethedevilisgivingyoutwoaverywarm welcome.

Randall:“Let’sgo.”

Andwiththisdeclarationheamblesaway,wehavenochoicebuttofollowhim.Nkomoholdson

tomyshoulder,heneedsthehospitalprettysoon.

Neo:“ThispersonisaZombieStylos.Areyousurethewaterhelpedhim?”

IcanonlyhopethatitdidbecausethemanwalkingbeforeusisnotourRandall.

AMARA*



5am,that’swhatthetimeonmyphonesays.I’m stillwaitingforStylestocallandtellmehowit

went.Liyanaissleepinginmyroom,shelookssopeaceful.Iam gladthatshewasnotaffected

bywhatevertheancestorsweredoingtoher.

IhearvoicesasItrudgedownthestaircasetothefoyer,itsoundslikeamaleconversingwitha

female.Iknowmom isnotsleeping.

Coulditbeuncle?Themanloveshissleepthoughanditistooearlyforhim tobeawake.

No,whatishedoinghere?

“Sisterin-law,come.”

Ididn’tthinkthatIwouldseehim againsincethatdayatthehospital.

Me:“Ma?”

Herjawclampsasshefrownsatmyalarmedface.

Mom:“What?”

Sheshrugshershouldersatme.

Wetoldher,shewassittingrighttherewhereshe’ssittingrightnowandRandallexplainedto

herwordforwordwhatRavenhadbeendoing.Hewantsmylifeandsheletshim inourhouse.

Howcansheputhergrandchild’slifeindanger?

WhyisRandallsurroundedbysomanyenemies?Hismotheraswell?

Raven:“Iknowwhatsisterin-lawwantstosay.”

Am Ievergoingtocatchabreak?Ravenwillneverstopchasingafterme.WillIeverberidof

him?

I’m standinginthefoyer,IknowthatIshouldn’tgoanywherenearhim.AsforMom,Idon’tknow

whatherintentionsare.

ShebringsRavenintoRandall’shouseknowingthathe’sadangertous.

Decidingnottoarguewiththem,Ichangemydirection.Iam goingtolockmyselfinmyroom

untilRandallgetshere.

“Hey,hey.”

IhearRaven’svoicegettingcloserandthesoundofhisfootfall,myheartwantstogoonaquest

ofitsown.IpickupmypacetoapointwhereI’m running,takingtwostepsatatime.

ThefirstthingIfeelishisarm aroundmywaistfrom behind,itlandsonmybellyandhe

clutchesit.Myshotatscreamingisstoppedbyaroughhandthatcoversmymouthwithso

muchmight.IgrabholdofRaven’shand,Iwanttoremoveitoffmybelly.

Thegripistootight.



“Whereareyougoingsweetheart?”

Heburieshisfaceonthecamberofmyneck,adrenalinfloodsmysystem.Itbumpswiththe

needtoescapethroughmyveins.Myeyesarewidewithhorror,Iwanttobreakfrom thiscage

andrunforsafety.

Iwanttotellhim toletmego,soIbitehishand.

Raven:“Dammit,you’refeistyaren’tyou?”

He’swigglesthepainaway.

Me:“Howdidyougetinhere?”

That’swhatIwanttoknow,Ineedtoknowifmom letanenemyintothehouse.

Mom:“Ilethim in,heismyson.”

He’swalkingustothelounge,myarm hasfallenprisonertohistightgrip.

Me:“Mom?YouknowhowRandallfeelsabouthim.”

Theguardsknowabouthim aswell,theyknowheisnotallowedintothepremises.

Mom:“IshenotmysonAmara?Randallandhisbrotherjustneedtomakepeacethat’sall.”

Ifthat'swhatRaventoldher,thensheisafooltohavebelievedit.

Me:“Hewantstokillme.”

Iexposehim.

Mom:“Hetoldmewhathappenedatthehospital.”

Wow...

Me:“Whyishestillherethen?”

Raven:“Icametoapologizetomybrother.”

What?Thisis…

Me:“Randalldoesn’twantyouhere,he’s….”

Mom:“Ohsitdownchild,I’m theirmother.IknowhowtomakeRandallseereason.”

Ravensmirksatme,hiscoldeyesarestabbingme.Didhelietomom abouteverything?Sheis

hisfirstbornandthechancesofherchoosinghim overRandallarehigh.WhatIknowisthathe

willpayforpushingmeonthiscouchandforgrabbingmethewayhedid.ThelookonRaven's

faceassuresmethatheisuptosomething,hedidn'tcomeforanapology

Tobecontinued…
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KHETHU*

“Khethu.”

I’m wokenupwithanudgetofindKay,heactuallystayed.He'scarryingtwocupsofwhat

appearstobecoffee.

Kay:“Here.”

Heholdsmeacup,Isitupfrom thechair.IwashopingthatIwouldwakeuptomymother’s

eyeslookingatme.

Me:“She’snotgoingtowakeup,isshe?”

Mytearsknockonthewindowsofmyeyes,theywillforcethemselvesoutevenifIclogthem.

Myheartisbrokenjustwhenweweremakingprogress.

Kay:“Ican’treallysay,I’m notadoctor,butIcantellyouthatnothingbeatsfaith.”

Faith?Thathastodowithchurchright?

I’m notsureGodandIarebestofpals.

Me:“ShelooksterribleKay.”

Hepullsaseatandsettlesdownnexttome.

Kay:“TimothyMabuza.”

Swiftlymyeyesfallonhim.HeknowsTim?

Me:“Youknowhim.”

Withadownturnedmouthheshakeshishead.

Me:“Kay…”

Kay:“Beforeyouask,Ididmyresearch.Timothyisthetypeofmanthatkissesandtells,heis

notassmartashewantspeopletothink.TherewasaleadandIgaveittothepolice,he’sin

policecustodyaswespeak.”

Whoisthisman?

Me:“Thankyou.”



Iam notgoingtoaskhowhedidthat,itdoesn’tmatter.

Me:“Iwanthim tospendtherestofhislifeinprison.”

Mbongenicanhelpwiththat,he’sgoodatwhathedoes.

Kay:“Don’tworryaboutthat,Mabuzawillneverseethelightofday.”

Hedeliversinaform ofapromiseandbygod,Ibelievehim.Mymotherwillhavejustice.

Me:“Whyareyouhelpingme?Youdon’tknowme.”

Kay:“It’sabouttimewecleanthecountry,Ihateshit.”

Hestateswithalowchortle,Idon’tknowifit’smeanttobeajokeorwhat.

Me:“Whateveryourreasonis,thankyouagain.”

Henodsashelooksatmymother.

Kay:“Whataboutyourfather?Whenwillhebehere”

Me:“I’m notsure,he’sonhiswaythough.”

There’sasuddenslightknockonthedoorbeforeamandressedinapantsulaoutfitamblesin.

“Nkosazana.”(Lady.)

Herubshishandstogetherashegreetswithrespect.

Strange...

Me:“Hi.”

Isalutewithaconfusedface.

Hecouldbelost,unlesshe’smymother’s…

“Kenneth,aword.”

Ohhe’shereforKay...Kenneth.

Kaynodsandwiththatthemanwalksoff.

Me:“Kennethhuh?”

Heflashesasmilethatdisappearsasfastasablackout.

Kay:“JustKay.”

Okay.

Kay:“I’llbeback.”

Iwatchhim ashewalksout.

Whoisthatstrangerandwhyishehelpingme?



AMARA*

Icrossmylegovertheotherglancingatthedoor,ifeverythingwentokaythenRandallshould

behomebynow.It’snotlongsincewehavebeensittinghereandRavenisgrowingrestless,his

planisnotgoingthewayhewantsitto.

Isayplanbecausehecamehereforareason,thelasttimeIsawhim hepromisedtoeliminate

me.

Hiseyeshavenotleftmesince,hewantstoreleasesomethingandIsensethathewillcrack

anysecondnow.

Mom:“Whatiswrongwithyou?Willyousitdown?You’remakingmyheadspin.”

Shecomplains.

Whoisfoolingwhohere?

Am Ithatblindthat,Ican’tseepeople’sintensions?

Me:“Liyanawillwakeanytimenow,Ineedtomakefoodforher.”

Ipullmyselfup,thiswillgivemeachancetoescape.

Mom:“Goandmakemeacupoftea.”

Awesome.

Ravenpushesmebackonthecouchasmyfeethitthefloor.

Raven:“Sityourassdown.”

Hesnapspointingawarningfingeratme.

Me:“Whatthehelliswrongwithyou?”

Ireturnthesnap.

Raven:“Youseemother?”

Iam convincedthatRavenisamama’sboy.

Raven:“Isthisthetypeofwomanyouwantforyourson,thefuturekingoftheAshanti?”

He’slaughingandIfailtoseewhathefindsfunnyhere.

Raven:“Nowthatwe’retouchingonthatsubjects.Doyouknowmotherthatyourhusbandhas

gonemissing?”

Hestarts.



Iseewherehewantstogowiththis.

Mom:“Don’tberidiculousRaven,yourfatherisoldenoughtowander.He’sprobablywithoneof

hisgirlfriends.”

That’swhatshebelieves?

NowthatSegunhasbeenbroughtintolight.Am Itheonlyonewhofindsitweirdthatawifehas

notinquiredaboutherhusband’swhereaboutsandwhyhedoesn’tcomearound?

It’snotahiddenissuethatRandallandSegunarenotfitforthefatherandsonoftheyear

category.Butinanormalworldoneofthem oughttotrytoreachout,right?

Raven:“Ohmother,youareinthedarkaboutalotofthings.Likehowthiswomanisresponsible

foryoursonnotgivinghisfatherachance.”

Ifthatfingerpointedatmewereagun,Iwouldbedeadbynow.

Ravencouldhavefooledme.Hewassosweetwhenwefirstmet.

Me:“Thatisalieandyouknowit.”

AndIthoughtsistersin-lawaresupposedtobetheonesgivingmeahardtime.

Raven:“IsitreallyAmara?Isitreallyalie?”

Nonsense.

Raven:“Caretotellmotherhowherhusbandwasoustedoutofhisson’shousebecauseofyou

andthatwasafterUzeputabulletthroughhisflesh.”

Yeah,hisplanisstartingtounravel.

Mom:“What?”

Shejoltsfrom herseat.

Idon’tunderstand,soRaven’sstorystandsandminewillhavetostaysecreted.

Me:“Thatisalie,Ihadnothingtodowithit.Segunwanted…”

Mom:“Hey,watchhowyouaddresstheking.”

Sheyells.

Idon’tknowamonsterin-lawfacialexpression,butthisshouldbeit.

Shepastesherhandsonherhips.

Mom:“Uze,Uze.Whathaveyoudonemyson?Isthiswhathehaschosentoleadhispeople?I

am disappointedinyouUze.”

Shespeakstonooneinparticular,Ravenissatisfiedwithwork.

Me:“But,mahewantedRandalltomarryRuth…”



Mom:“Firstly,Iam notyourmother.”

Ehh!Somuchfortryingtoshowrespect.

Mom:“Whichtribeareyoufrom younglady?”

Andshe’sbeenlivinghereforweeksnow,shechoosesthisdaytoaskmethis.

Me:“Zulutribe.”

ShehuffswhileRavenwelcomesascornfulguffaw.

Icringeathisblatantdisrespectforhisbrother,thesamemanheclaimstoloveandwantto

savehim from mysupposedclutches.

Mom:“Mmmmhhh.Howcommoniswitchcraftinyourtribe?”

Ihaveputtwoandtwotogether.

Me:“RandalllovesmeandIlovehim.”

Theymustknow,Iam tired.

Mom:“Helovesyouhuh?Weshallseehowmuchhelovesyouwhenhehastochoosebetween

thewomanwhogavehim lifeandapeasant.”

Weshallsee,Icansaythiswithoutadoubtthat,manwillnotleavemenomatterwhat.

HewillchoosemeoverandoverlikeIwouldhim.

Ravenisfidgetyhecan’tkeepstillandhishandkeepspeekingonhisback.Idon’tknowifhe’s

scratchinghimselfor....

Somethingtellsmetogetupandleaveand…

Raven:“Whereareyougoing?”

I’m onmyfeet.

Me:“Thekitc…”

Everythingaroundmestopsashepullsoutapistol.Lordisthisatest?Ican’tgothrough

anotherlesson.WhatifIfailthisone?

Mom:“Raven,putthatthingaway.”

Sheshouts.

Didshenotseehisintensionswhenhegrabbedmefrom thestairsandforcedmehere?

Raven:“Forgivememother,Iam donepretending.ThisismychancetoprovetofatherthatIam

worthyofhislove.”

Heexclaimsthroughgrittedteeth,thegunisonmyfaceandhasmyheartracingtoadifferent

direction.



Mom:“WhatfatherRaven?Whatfather?”

Sheyells.

Raven:“Motherplease…”

Hekeepshiseyesonmeashegrunts.

Mom:“Thatmanhasneverbeenafathertoyou,hehatedyouand…”

Raven:“Don’tyouthinkIknowthat?MywholelifeIwonderedwhythefirstbornofSegunOkolie

wastreatedlikeanoutcastandhisprecioussonUzetoldmethatIdonotSegun’sblood

runningthroughmyveins.”

Mom:“It'strue,he'snotyourbiologicalfather.Isthiswhyyouaresohellbentonmakinghim

proud?”

Raven:“Yes,fatherwantedthiswomanoutofthewayandIwilldoitforhim.Bloodornot,he's

myfather.”

Mom:“Ohmyson,Iwasworriedaboutthisday.Thatyouwillcometoloseyourmind.”

Iseem tothinksotoo.

Me:“Youwon’tgetawaywiththisRaven.”

Raven:“Ialreadyhavesweetheart,Icanendyourighthere.”

Hepressesthebarrelofthegunonmyhead.

Myadrenalinesurgessofastthatitleavesmelightheaded,Ithinkmyheartwillexplode,Iwant

torunoutthedoorandcallforhelpbuthey,thereisonlyonethingIcandoifIwanttosurvive.

Staycalm andprayhedoesn’tkillme.

Raven:“SaygoodbyeAmara,yourtimehascome.”

Hedeliverswithasmirkonhisface.Mybreathingquickens,myhandsarecurledintoafist,

nailsdiggingintomypalms.Mybodyfeelshotanddribsofsweatstarttoform onmyforehead.

Feartauntsme,tossingmystomachinintensecramps.

Me:“Ravenpleasedon’t.”

WhatwillLiyanadowhenshehearsagunshotandwalksinheretofindmelyinginmyown

blood?

Mom:“Ravenstop.”

Whyisshecalm?Hersonisabouttoshotme,sheshouldbepanickingorsomething.Ican’t

hearmyrapidbreathing.Theonlysoundpricklingmyearsismyheartthumpingagainstmyrib

cage.Iscream andclenchmyeyesashepullsthetrigger.

Everythingfreezesandfallsintoadeafeningsilence,beforethesoundofhisevillaughforces

metoopenmyeyes.Thegunisempty,hemademethinkthatitwasloaded.



Myheartsinksatoncebringingmedownwithit,asIcrumbletothefloorweeping.Ithought

thatwasit.Howcouldheplaywithmylifelikethis?

Raven:“Thiswasateaser,relax.I’llmakesuretoputabulletthesecondtimearound.”

Hemocksme.

Mom:“WhysomuchnoiseAmara?Hedidn’tshootyou.Wouldyoucalm down?”

WouldIcalm down?

Wow…

Me:“Damnyou,Raven.”

Iyellathim andjustthenthedoorswingsopenandRandallisthefirsttostridein.

Hiseyesfallonmefirst,thepermanentpuckerbetweenhiseyebrowsintensifies.Themuscles

alonghisjawclench,hisnostrilsflareandhisfaceflusheswithrage.

Randall:“UZOMA!!!”

Hebarkswiththeauthorityofamanwhoisnottobecrossed,hisfootstepsthunderonthe

concretefloorashemarchesintotheroom.

Raven:“Stop.”

Raventurnshisguntohisbrother,thishasRandallstoppinghalfway.Hisbreathinggrowing

thinandshabby.

Mom:“Uzeit’snotwhatyouthink.”

Shestilltriestojustifyherson’sactions.Ravensnatchesmyarm topullmeup.

Randall:“Lethergo.”

Hemuttersfuriouslyunderhisbreath.

Raven:“Nobrother.”

Ravenhookshisarm aroundmyneckfrom behind,agunheldonmyhead.

Neo:“Eish,I’m goingtocheckonLiyana,wedon’twantthechildwalkinginonthis.”

Neosaysashemovesdownthefoyer,heisherewithStyles.Twoguardsarewiththem,they

seem tobeshockedbywhattheyarewitnessing.

Neo:“Yeahneh,Ghana.”

Hesighsclompingupthestaircase.

Raven:“WhydidithavetocometothisUze?Allyouhadtodowasabidetohiscommands,

fatherneededyoubyhisside.”

He’sscreamingwithrageandthishasmetremblingwithfear,thegunmightgooff.



IthinkRavenhaslosthismind,heissobentonprovinghimselfworthytoSegun.

Styles:“You’recorneredRaven,lethergo.Thiswillnotendwellforyou.”

Styleswillscarehim anditwillcompelhim toshootme.

Mom:“Please,don’thurtmyson.”

ShepleadsasshetoilsbehindRandallwhodoesnotgiveheroneinchofhisattention.Hiseyes

arefixatedonthismanwhohasmetrappedinhisarm.

Mom:“Randall,he’syourbrother,pleasedon’tletanythinghappentohim.”

IdontcarewhathappenstoRavenanymore.

Styles:“Getthiswomanoutofhere.”

Stylescommandstheguards…theirgripsonherhandshashershouting…cursingandpleading

forthelifeofherson.

Mom:“Uzeyoubetternotkillmyson,don’ttouchhim.”

Sheyellsherlastwordsbeforethedoorshutsclosed.

Randall:“Raven,lethergo.”

Hisunwaveringglareheldinplace,hegivesanorder.

Raven:“Don’tyouseewhatthiswoman….”

Heisnotgivenachancetocompletehisquiz.

Styles:“Whydon’tyouletAmaragoandthenyouandRandallcantalkthisout.”

Raven:“Thishasnothingtodowithyou,stayoutofit”

Heretorts.

Styles:“LookIknowhowyoufeel,Ihavebeeninyourshoesbefore.Wantingtobelovedbya

fatherwhodoesn’tcarethatyouexist.”

Hetakesuptheroleofanegotiator.

Raven:“Youknownothing.”

Ravenclashes.

Styles:“Trustme,Iknowverywell.MyfatherleftmebeforeIwasborn.Ididn’tknowwhathis

voicesoundedlikeuntilamonthago.IspentmywholelifetryingtobethepersonIthoughthe

wouldwantmetobe,thinkinghemightcomeback.Iwentthroughsomuchwithoutmyfather,I

wasabductedattheageofnine,takentosomeforeigncountrywhereIwastrainedtobeachild

soldier.



Iwasmadeintoakillingmachine,women…childrenofallagesandtheelderly.Theywereall

innocent,butwehadnoemotion,weweretrainedtoshootandkill.

IswearIcouldn’teatwithoutsmellingbloodinmyhands.ThemomentIclosedmyeyesto

sleepatnight,Iwouldseetheirbodies.Theirheartwrenchingscreamsstillringinmyheadtill

today.Iwasonlyachildbutfatehadsomuchinstoreforme.AllbecauseIhadnofather,I

knowhowyoufeel.

Yourfatherwasaround,youheardhim callyourname.Youknewhisanger,thesoundofhis

laughandyouhadhim callyouson.EverythingIcravedforallmylife,soyoucan’ttellmethat,I

can’tputmyselfinyourshoes.Actuallyyou’reright,Ican’tputmyselfinyourshoes.Youhadit

all,afamilyandthevoiceofyourherounderthesameroof.Whetherhewasabsentornot,he

wasthere.”

ItwassodifficultforStylestoopenuplikethat,eachwordandeachsyllable,hedeliveredwith

histeethclampedtogether.Ifeelbadthathehastodothistosavemylife.

Raven:“Ijustwantmybrothertobeonmyside.”

Suchasimplethingcould’vebeeneasilyattainediftheycametogetherandcametoan

agreement.

Styles:“Okay,wecanmakeaplan.RightRandy?”

Randalldoesnotrespond,hisgazehasnotleftRavenatall.

Styles:“Randall?”

Randall:“Yeah.”

Hemutters.

Styles:“Yousee.”

Raven:“IshewillingtoleavethiswomanandmarryRuth?Thisiswhatmyfatherwants.”

Stylesglancesatme,hegesturesthatIshouldremaincalm.

Styles:“RandalltellRaventhatyou’regoingtomarryRuthandgobacktoleadyourpeople.”

Iknowit’snotwhatRandallwants,butIneedhim tocooperate.

He’snotsayinganything.

Styles:“Randallsayit,sayyouwillleaveAmaraandfulfilyourfather’sdream.”

Randallflareshisnoseandnods.

Styles:“Yousee?Hewilldoit,nowletAmarago.I’lltakeherbacktoheraunt’shouse.Youdon’t

havetoworryaboutheranymore.”

Ican’tseeRaven’sface,buthissilencesaysheisagreeingtoit.

Randall:“I’lltakecareofyou.”



Randallsaystohisbrother.

HeisabletodrawnearwithoutRaven,freakingout.Leisurelyhereleasestheholdonme.This

givesmeachancetoruntoRandall,butastronghandpushesmeaside,Itumbleonthecouch.

It’sRaven,hehasengulfedRandallinahug.Randall’sarmsrefusetoreturnit.

Stylesrushestohelpmeup.Randall’seyesareblazingmurderously,astheyglarewithan

unforgivingjudgement.

Raven:“Thankyoubrother,fatherwillbeproudofyou.”

Hedeclares.

Me:“What’sgoingon?”

IaskStyles.I’m worriedaboutRandall,heissocoldandemotionless.

Styles:“Don’tjudgehim forwhatheisabouttodoAmara.”

Whatdoeshemean?

Ishereallygoingtoleaveme?

Randall’shandfinallyacknowledgesRavenasitlandsonhisback.Hebringshismouthto

Raven’searandwhispers...

Randall:“Segunisdead.”

Ravengroansinpain,IchecktoseethatRandallhasplungedaknifeintohisstomachwhile

Ravenhashisarmsaroundhim.IcovermymouthasIstifleascream.Stylesholdsmeback,I

would’vefallenifhedidn’t.

WithangeronRandall'sface,musclesflickangrilyathisjawashetwiststheknifeasifwanting

tocutRaven'sintestinesintopieces.

Iwanttohideawayfrom this,butIhavefallennumbtothescenebeforeme.

RavencrumblestothefloorasRandallmovesawayfrom him.Theknifestuckinhisabdomen.

Heisdead.

Me:“Randall.”

Iscurrytoenwraphim inatighthug,mymindisdisarrayed,butthat’stheleastofmyworries.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Icradlehisfaceintothepalmsofmyhands,he’sgogglingdownatmeandIcravetoseethe

lookofwarmththatusedtodwellinhiseyes.

“RAVEN!!!”

WeturntothepiercingcryofRaven'smother,yesjustRaven'smother.



She’satthedoorway.Theguardsfollowbehindher,theyceasetotakeherduetoStylesraising

adismissivehand..

Ihavenevermetanyonesoheartlessinmylife.Thiswomanwaswillingtolethersonkillme

andIhadgivenherabenefitofthedoubt.

Ithoughtshewouldwarm uptome.

Mom:“Randallwhatdidyoudo?”

Shecries,toddlingtothelounge.

Randall:“Ijustkilledyourson.”

Heconfessescoldly.

Mom:“Nooooo,Godnoooo.Uzeyouhavekilledme…youhavekilledmeUze.”

Shegrabsherweavescreamingandpullsitout.

Mom:“KiniotiseUze?”(WhathaveyoudoneUze?){SpeaksinYoruba.}

Inutterangershesendsacoupleofslapsonhisface,Ican'tstandtoseehim hurtlikethis.

Amara:“No.”

Islidetoshieldhim andreceiveoneburningslapbeforeRandallshrugsmetotheside.

Thelookonhisface…

Randall:“Iwantyoutotakeallyourbelongingsandgetoutofmyhouse.”

Hesays.

Herjawdrops.

Mom:“Uze,youkillmysonandyoutheonlysonIhaveleftthrowsmeout.”

Dramaticallyshetossesherselfonthefloor,screaming.IhopeLiyanadoesnothearanyofthis.

Neoisgoodwithkids,heprobablyiskeepingherdistracted.

Mom:“Iam finishedChineke,Iam finished.Uzomamyson,Uzomamyson.Heeee!!!!”(God.)

ShecrawlstoRaven’sbody,herhandsleadingthewayandscreamsescortingher.

Mom:“Ohmyson.”

Wewatchherrestherheadonhischest.

Randall:“Afterthewedding,Iwantyououtofmyhousemother.Theonlyreasonyou’restillalive

isbecauseIfehasnooneleft.NowIwantyoutotakeyourbagsandgetout.”

Mom:“Youcan’tdothistomeUze,youcan’tabandonyourmother.”



Randall:“Idon’tdowellwithsnakesandIrefusetohaveoneinmyhouse.”

Itissadtowatchhergrievelikethat,butsheisasnakeindeed.

Ohwow!!!

Thedrama…

NowsheiscrawlingtoRandall.

Mom:“Myson,don’tdothis.Ihavenothingleft,please.”

Shepleads.

Randall:“Styles.”

Somethingissharedastheyglanceateachother,Stylesnods.Randalltakesmyhandandleads

meaway,leavinghismotherscreaminginagony.I’m thinkingwearegoingtocheckonLiyana,

ourfeetareleadingustothepatio.

Iam swampedinatighthugthemomentwegettothepatio.

Randall:Areyouokay?”

Henestlesmycheeks.

Me:“I’m okay,Ineedyoutobeokay.”

Randall:“Don’tworryaboutme,I’m sorryI’m late.”

Hepresseshisforeheadonmine,hishandsgentlyplayingonmyback.

Me:“Youwererightontime.”

Icould’vediedtoday.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

189*

RANDALL*

Stylesdidagoodjobwithcleaningupthemessinthelounge,youcanhardlytellthattherewas

bloodshed.IfoneweretoaskmehowIfeelaboutkillingmybrother,Idon’tknowwhatIwould

saybecauseIdon’thaveananswertothat.

AmaraandLiyanaarefirstinmylife,Iwouldprotectthem from myselfifIhaveto.

Styles:“EarthtoRandall,don’ttellmethatyou’rebackintothatworld.”

Styles…

Weareinthebackyard,thelastfewhourshavebeenhell.Nkomoisatthehospital,I’m surehe

willbeokay.It’snothingmajor.Styleshasnotbeenhomeyet,Iheardhim explainhimselfto

Sethuawhileago.Neohadnotimeforphoneexplanations,herushedhomewithoutsomuch

asagoodbye.

Me:“Soachildsoldier,huh?”

IshrugoffStyles'jesttoaccompanythequestionthat,hasbeenplayingaroundinmymind.

Iam baffledbythenews,Ihavealwaysknownthathehadapasthedidn’twantrevealedand

todayformysakeandtosavemyfamily,Styleswascompelledtodigintohispast.

Heglancesatmewithraisedeyebrows,painpaintedonhisface.

Styles:“Siyabonga,Iwentbythatname.ItholdsadarkpastIwantburiedRandall.”

Hewitters.

Icantellthathedoesn’twanttogetdeepintoit.

Me:“I’m sorrythatyou…”

Heshakeshisheadcloggingtherestofmywords.

Styles:“Iwantedtodoit,RavenwouldhavekilledAmaraandIhadtoactfast.Besides,Ifailed

youenoughtodayandhadtomakeupforit.”

That’sathingofthepast.

Me:“Sowhereisthisplaceyouweretakento?”

Ishouldn’tbut…



Heshufflesuncomfortablyonhisseat.

Styles:“DRC.”

Hisjawtightensashismindtakeshim downmemorylane.

Styles:“Therewerethreehundredofus,ifI’m notmistaken.Ifyou'reoldenoughtocarryagun,

you'reoldenoughtobeasoldier.Thesewordsarestillfreshinmymind."

Me:“Howdidyouescape?”

Styles:“IwasfoundhalfdeadbyaSouthAfricanjournalist,myuniform hadtoldhim whatIwas.

Itdidn’tkeephim from helpingmethough.Hehidmeinhishouse,nursedmebacktolife.He

broughtmebackhome,Ihadtostartlifefrom scratch.

Findingmysisterwasnothard,shewasatthesameorphanageIhadleftherin.Thepast

hauntedme.EverydayfeltlikeIwasatwar,thebombings,thegunshots…screamsofinnocent

souls…motherswailingfortheirchildren…wivesfortheirhusbandsandgrownmenweepingfor

theirfamilies.BysomemeansIpushedthememoriessomewhereinmymind,Ihadtomoveon.

IhadtobestrongforAsanda,shedeservedabetterlifeandthat’swhatIwaswillingtogiveher.”

AndIthoughtIwentthroughsomuch,thisgoestosay,donotjudgesomeonebywhatyouthink

youknowaboutthem.

Me:“Iwasn’tabrothertoyouStyles,Ifailedtoseethepainyouhidinside.”

Isay.

Whathewentthroughcouldhavecontributedtohispsychoticmind.

Styles:“Idisagree,withoutyouIwouldhavecrumbledman.”

Hecurvesabrowasheoglesatme.

Styles:“ThisstaysbetweenusandAmara.”

Me:“Don’tworry,shewon’tsayawordtoSethu.”

Thereisabitofsilenceinbetweenthatisbrokenbydeepsighs.

Styles:“Whathappenedtoyoubackthere?Youhadusterrifiedforawhile.”

Me:“Ihavenoidea,allIrememberisbeingwithmygrandfatherandhim reprimandingme.He

saidsomethingaboutlosingitallandhowIwasnotfocused.WhenIcameto,allIcouldthink

was,Bensenhastodie.”

Ican’trecallmuch.

Styles:“Youroldmanmeansbusinesshey.”

Hetakesupachortlethathashim shakehishead,eitherindisbeliefordisagreement.

Me:Heistryingtoprotectthethrone.”



Styles:“Thethroneortheonewhoistositonthethrone?Wehavegonethroughsomuchfor

thesakeofthisthrone.”

Me:“Tellmeaboutit.”

Thereissomuchtolookbackon.

Me:“Youwon’tbelievethis,grandfathersaidSegunisnotwiththem.”

Stylessquintshiseyesasifgatheringhisthoughtstogether.

IexpectedthattohappentoSegun,heturnedhisbackonhispeopleandthegods.

Styles:“Whatdoesthatmean?”

Heasks.

Me:“Theydidn’taccepthisspiritbecauseofwhathedidtoUche,hekilledheranddrankher

blood,whichisanabominationtheycanneverforgive.”

Stylesiselatedwiththisnews.

Styles:“Sohissoulislostsomewhere.”

Hegrins.

Me:“Somewhereinhell.”

Andthisremarkpushesaquicklaughoutofhim.

Uncle:“Didn’tyourmothertellyou?”

Uncleinterrupts,hewaslisteninginonourconversation.

Me:“Huh?”

Iraisemyeyesathim inconfusion.

Uncle:“IknowthatyoutwoaretalkingaboutthecurseoftheOkolies.”

Hesplasheshisbodyonthechair,crosseshislegovertheotherandkeepshishandbusyonhis

beard.

Uncle:“Yeah,IknowallabouttheOkoliesandtheirwitchingways.”

Heproclaims,arrogantly.

Me:“Ourwitchingwaysuncle?”

Uncle:“YouknowwhatImeanUze.”

HesniggersandnoIdon’t.

Uncle:“Segunthatsonofagun,hewasaheartlessbastard.So,whokilledhim?WasityouUze

oryourboythere?”



Heprobs.

HowdoesheknowaboutSegun?

Me:“Whoinformedyouaboutthat?”

Uncle:“Uze,Uze,Uze.HowmanytimesdidIcallyou?”

He’spullinghisearlobeandhisheadtiltedbackwiththisquestion.IglanceatStyleswho

seemstobeenjoyingthis.

Me:“Uncle?”

Uncle:“YoukidsshouldnotworryaboutSegun,thatbastardwasrejectedbyhisancestors.”

Me:“Andyouknowthishow?”

Uncle:“Ijustknow.”

Greatanswer…

Really?

Styles:"So,whoeverspilledhisbloodissafe?"

Uncle:"Yes.Yourmothershould'vetoldyouUze,Segunlostitallwhenhelethisgreedgetthe

bestofhim."

Me:"Motherisn'tasinnocent."

SheholdsthesamedarkheartasSegun.

Uncle:“Don’tbetoohardonyourmother,sheonlywantswhat’sbestforyou.”

Ishetryingtoleavemyhouse?Becausethatcanbearranged.

Me:“Don’tgothereplease.”

Uncle:“She’salonenowUzeand…”

Me:“Iam notgoingtosithereandtalkaboutthatwoman.”

Igetuptoleavehim withStyles.

Uncle:“Uzewait,listentome.”

Me:“Nouncle,Amaraandmybabywereindangerandshedidn’tbothertostopRaven.Howdo

youthinkthatmakesmefeel?I’m sorry,butwhatshedidtoAmaraissomethingIwillnever

forgive.”

Myspeechhashim lookingdefeated.

Me:“Let’sconcentrateonthenegotiationsnextweek,I’m gettingmarriedUncletothemost

amazingwomanIhaveevermetandIam happy.Letmeholdontothatplease.”



Henods.

Styles:“Yeah,manIam notlookingforwardtoseeingJonas’uglyface.”

Tongueclick.

Me:“Jonashey,thatmanbetternotdenymemywoman.”

Imoseybacktomyseat.

Uncle:"Youknowthatiftheysayno,youcan’thaveher.”

Theywouldn’tdare.

Me:“Amaraismine,Itookheronceanditwillbeeasierthistime.”

He’slaughing.

Uncle:“OhUze,youhavenoideathepowerthatuncleshave.”

Styles:“Pleasetellhim.”

Stylesaddsasheturnsonme.

Uncle:“Pregnantornottheycantakeherfrom you.”

Okay,IsaidIwasnotafraidbutnowIam terrified.

Me:“Maybeweshouldsignincourtbeforethenegotiations,justincasetheytrysomething

stupid.”

Mysuggestionsoundsgood,I’m givenweirdstaresformyideathough.

Styles:“IfyouhaveadeathwishthensuggestthistoAmara.Comeandtellwhatshesaid,that’s

ifyouwillstillbealive.”

Idon'twanttostartaworldwar.

Moreever,itisabouttimewemoveonwithourlives.Theweddinghasbeendelayedforfartoo

long.

NKOMO*

MymindissituatedaroundthecursethathasbeenbestowedupontheMkhizes.HowDoI

escapeit?

“Mr.Mkhize,Ithinkwe’redone.”

Thedoctorstatesasshewalksbackintothehospitalroom.

“You’regoodtogo,it’sonlyafewstitches.”



Thedoctorsays.

Me:“It’snotinfected?”

Doc:“No.”

Me“Thankyoudoc.”

Shesmiles.

Doc:“Youwillbefine,Iwillgiveyousomethingforthepain.Don’tstrainthelegsomuch.”

Me:“I’m notplanningonit.”

Youknowthatnettlingfeelingwhenyou’reexpectingatextandyourphonebeepsonlytofind

that,it’syournetworkprovider?

That’showIfeelrightnow.

WhatthehellisMkhizedoinghere?Thismanwillnotleavemealone.

Doc:“Excuseme.”

Thedoctorwalksoutleavingmewithhim,hestandsbybed.

Me:“Whatdoyouwant?”

It’sclearthathewantssomething.

Mkhize:“Whatdidthedoctorsay?”

SurelyMkhizedoesnotthinkthatIwillanswerhim.

Mkhize:“Iwasworriedaboutyou.”

Heutters.

Me:“Youshouldbe,afterwhatyoudid.”

Idon’twanttothinkwhatmypunishmentwillbelike.

Mkhize:“I’m…”

Me:“GetoutofhereMkhize.”

Iwillnevercometoforgivehim.

Mkhize:“IknowwhatIdidwaswrongNkomo.WhatcanIdotomakeituptoyou?”

Me:“Canyoubringmymotherback?”

Hedropshisgaze.

Me:“Ididn’tthinkso.”

Mkhize:“TellmewhattodoandIwilldoit.”



Me:“Iwanttomeetherfamily.”

Iintroduce.

Iknownothingaboutmymother,Mkhizemightnotlikemyidea.Butthisistheonlywayhecan

atoneforhissins.

Mkhize:“Who?”

Me:“Mymother,Iwanttoknowabouther.”

Hescowlsasifquestioningmysanity.

Me:“Whatisherrealnameandwhereisshefrom?”

Hesighs,takesasitandburieshisfaceinhishands.

STYLES*

Ireceiveacallfrom KennethasIpullinmygarage,Ijustgothomefrom Randall’sandIhave

someexplainingtodo.

Me:“Kennyboy.”

Heclickshistongue.

Kenneth:“Don’tstartwithme,I’m havingabadmorning.”

Hedoessoundgrumpy.

Me:“Isitdone?”

Kenneth:“Yeah,thebastardisbehindbars.”

That’swhatIliketohear.

Me:“Howisshe?”

Kenneth:“Broken,butshe’sastrongwoman.”

Me:“She’snotasstrongasshelooks,Khethuhasalwaysdependedonsomeoneherwholelife.

Shehaslostsomuchanddoesn’tdeservetolosehermother.”

IfailedtolookpastKhethu’stears,Icouldsensethegreatamountofpaininhervoice.

Kenneth:“HowlongdoIhavetocomforther?”

He’simpatient.

Me:“Justuntilherfathergetsthere,youcandisappearafterthat.PleaseKenny,don’tbeacow.”

Hechortles,butIam deadserious.WhatNkomodidwithRuthwasalowblow,healmost



destroyedourfriendship.

Kenneth:“Youknowmyheartistaken.”

Hellno.

Me:“Ifyouwantthatheartrippedoutofyourchest,thencontinuewithyournonsense.Ihave

seentheheartlessRandallandtrustmeyouwouldn’twanttocrosshim.”

Thesoundofhissnickerisproofthat,hedoesnotbelieveme.

Me:“IhavetoldyoucountlesstimesbeforeKenneth.ForgetaboutAmara,shewillneverbe

yours.UnlessyouwanttogotowarwithRandallandyouknowI’llbeonhisrighthandside.”

Hesighsinfrustration.

Kennethneedstomoveon.

Kenneth:“Don’tworry,afterthismissionyouhaveappointedme.I’llgoawayforawhile,you

won’tseemeanywherenearAmara.”

Kennethdoesn’tusuallyexpresshisfeelings,Idon’tknowhowdeepthefeelingshehasfor

Amaraare,butthereissomethingthere.

Me:“Whereareyougoingtogo?Whataboutthetaxis?Mkhizestillhasmeatonhisplate.”

Kenneth:“Don’tworryaboutthat,I’vegotit.Itwon’tbelongtillyourdream comestrue.Mkhize

willbewashingtaxisatBreebyChristmas.”

Me:“That’smyboy.”

Kenneth:“I’lltalktoyousoon.”

Me:“Thankyou,KennethandthatinformationyougavemeonBensen,boydiditcomehandy.”

Kenneth:“Ishereallydead?”

Styles:“He’sprobablycharredaswespeak,alongwithSegun.”

Ilovethethoughtofthat.

Kenneth:“Good,theywerenotaspowerfulastheythoughthey.”

Me:“Nowyoucantakeoverthecult.”

Kenneth:“Idon’tknow,IthinkIwantout.IhaveasistertoprotectandIdon’twantherexposed

tothisdarkworld.”

Hesays.

WhathappenedtoBensenandSegunprovesthatdarknessneverprevails.

Me:“Dowhatyoumust.”

Kenneth:“Andthat,Iwill.”



Me:“Thankyoubro,Ioweyoumuch.”

Kenneth:“Brothersneversaythankyou.”

Me:“We’lltalk.”

Sethumusthaveheardthecar,letmegoandexplainmyself.

Women!!!

AYIZE*

TodayismyfirstdaywithDoctorSingwane,NeosuggestedthatIchangedoctorssincemy

relationshipwithdoctorLawsonwasnotworking.SohereIam inhislittleofficeinKiblerPark,

sittingonacouch.Ihavetointroducemyrapeordealtoanotherstranger,Iwillnevergetused

toflashingback.

It’slikerelivingthesamethingoverandover.

Neolikethecaringpersonheissaid,itwouldbebetterifIwerehypnotisedjustsotoforget.I

knowthememorieswillhauntmeoneday.Iwouldratherfaceitnow.

Me:“You’retheseconddoctorthatI’m actuallyseeing.”

Irecitewhathealreadyknows.

Doc:“Whydoyouthinkitdidn’tworkwiththefirstdoctor?”

Theircalmnesscanbeannoyingsometimes,especiallyattimeswhenIfeellikescreamingat

them.

Me:“Idon’tknow.”

Ishrugbeforediggingmynailsintomyhands,I’m nervous.I’m abouttotakethatdreadfultrip.

Doc:“Howdoyoufeelnow?”

Myshoulderswelcomeanothershrug.

Me:“Dirty.”

Tosum itallup,honestly.

Doc:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Shrug…

Me:“ThethingIcan’tgetoutofmyheadishisface.Hewasenjoyingitandthatiswhatis

hauntingme.”

Doc:“Whoishe?”



Heasks.

Me:“Myuncle.”

Iwillneverregardhim asmyfather.

DoctorSingwanescribblessomethingonhisnotepad,Lawsonusedtodothataswell.

Doc:“Soyouhaven’thealedfrom itevenafterseeingadoctor.”

Howdoeshewantmetoputthis?

Me:“Iguess,you’rethedoc.”

Hesmiles.

Theysmilealottoo.

Doc:“You’reright,tellmehowyoufeelwhenitcomestobeingintimatewithyourpartner.”

Me:“Neoisagreatlover,he’stouchyandclingyalot.SometimesItrytoavoidhistouches

becauseIknowthatonetouchfrom him getsmeexcited.Thewayhekissesmetothewayhis

handsplaysonmybody,myheartjumpsfrom thinkingaboutit.HeiseverythingIwantinaman,

butthefunstopswhenhe…”

Thisisuncomfortable.

Ipresstheseamsofmylipstogether,fidgetingwithmyhands.

Doc:“It’sokay,youcanspeakyourheartout.Whatyousaytomewillnotberepeatedoutthere,

noteventomydog.”

That’smeanttobeajoke,I’m stillnotcomfortable.

Me:“Whenhepenetratesme,mybodygoesonstrike.”

Doc:“Doyoutellhim tostop?”

Me:“No.”

Hisquestionhasmescowling.

Me:“Ilethim finish.Idon’twanthim goingouttheretogetit.”

Ican’tfathom it.

Doc:“Youthinkifyoudon’thavesexualintercoursewithhim,hewillcheatonyou?”

Whosayssexualintercourse?

Me:“Sex?”

Hesnickers.

Doc:“Yes.”



Me:“Isn’tthatwhatallmendo?”

Doc:“Notallmen.Doyoutrustyourpartner?”

Me:“Withmylife.”

Withoutadoubt.

Doc:“Sowhydoyouthinkhewillcheatonyou?”

Me:“Haveyouevercheatedonyourwife?”

Thesilverringonhisfingertellsme,he’stieddown.

Doc:“Thisisnotaboutme.”

There’smyanswer.

Me:“Don’tallmencheatdoc?”

Hescribblesagain.

Doc:“Staticssaynotall.”

Whereismyshrug?

Ohhereitis…

He’sjottingdownagain,Ionlyshruggedmyshoulders,whatistowriteaboutthat?

Me:“CanIseewhatyou’rewritingthere?”

Istretchmyheadtopeekin,helaughshidingthepadfrom mypryingeyes.

Doc:“You’reacuriouswoman,aren’tyou?”

Me:“Iwouldliketothinkthat,I’m woke.”

Thescribbleagain...

Me:“Didyoujustwritewoke?”

Helaughs.

Doc:“No.”

Hegivesmeaheadshake.

Doc:“Iwanttogiveyouatask,tryplayingsoftmusicduringintimacy.Onethatwillrelaxyou.”

Me:“LikeonTV?”

Hesmiles.

Doc:“Yes,likeonTV.”

Igetupfrom thecouch,Ithinkthat'sit.



Doc:“Thesessionisnotoveryet.”

Me:“Oh,Ithoughtweweredone.”

Isitmyassdown.

Doc:“That’sokay,IwillseeyouonWednesday?”

Me:“Rightonthedotdoc.”

Heshootsmeasmile.

Thatwentwell…

Softmusichey?Ihopeitworks.IhavekeptNeowaitingforfartoolong,hemightgrowweary.

We’reswanningtothecarafterthedoctor’sappointmentwhenNeo’sphonebeeps.Iseea

victorioussmileform onhismouth.

Neo:“It’sofficial,IhavefullcustodyofKagiso.Mysonwillbewithmenow.”

Heshowsmeatextfrom hislawyer,StylesreallywentthroughforNeowiththisone.

Me:“Ohbaba,finallywecanbringhim home.”

Ihopehismotherwillnothaveaproblem withKagisolivingwithus.

Neo:“Ican’twaitforthethreeofustobeafamily.”

Hekissesme.

We’reinpublicandIam notyetcomfortablewithit,Ifeellikeeveryoneiswatchinguswhich

theyprobablyare.Ipulloutfrom thekiss.

Me:“PeoplearewatchingNeo.”

Neo:“So,letthem watchhau,theymustknowthatweareinlove.”

Hishandstightlygriparoundmywaist.

Me:“YouknowhowIfeelaboutthis.”

Henarrowshiseyes.

Neo:“Lookatthatladythere.”

Hepointsatawomanwalkingtowardsus.

Neo:“Shehasbeeneyeingmesinceshewalkedoutofthemall.”

Theladyiscomingthiswayandprobablylookingwheresheisgoing...

Neoissodramatic.



Me:“Sheisnotlookingatyou.”

Neo:“Sheis,shewillapproachme,youwillsee.”

Heissoconfidentaboutit.

Me:“Fineifsheisnotcomingtoyouthen,you’rewashingthedishesfortheweek.”

Neo:“Deal.”

Yeahtheconfidence.

LikeIpredictedtheladypassesuswithoutsomuchasgivingusasecondlook.

Me:“Whatdidyousay?”

Neo:"Shewas,letmeaskher.”

Pleasetellmeheisnotgoingtoaskher…

Neo:“Sorryousie…”

No….

Neothough.Whereisthefilter?

Thepoorladystops.

Neo:“Didyouwanttotellmesomething?”

Wow.

No,LordIchangemymind,Idon’twantthisoneanymore.

"Askies?"(Excuseme?)

Thewomanisconfused.

Neo;"Isawyoueyeingmethereandthoughtmaybeyouhavesomethingtoaskme.Adateor

mynumbers?"

Ishouldbewalkingawayfrom him andheissoseriousaboutit.

Theladyclickshertongue,giveshim aninfuriatedlook,turnsandwalksoff.

Me:“Whatwereyousaying?”

I'm fightingaguffaw,Neoshakeshishead.

Neo:“It’sbecauseyou’rehere,sheisscaredofyou.”

Liar.

Me:“Let’sgohomeandstopmakingupthings.”

Ibegintowalktothecar.



Neo:“Yes,walkgirl.”

What?

Iturntocatchhim takingavideoofme.

Me:“ReallyNeo?Stop.”

I’m probablywastingmybreathe.

Neo:“Yesbaba,yes.Lookatthoselegswhenshewalks,isn’tshelovely?Isn’tshebeautiful?”

He’ssingingnowandIhavelostmystrength.Thefactthatpeoplearewatchingandthinkhe's

funny...

DoIevenhavetherighttocomplain?

Hissweetgestureleavesmesmiling,youcanneverwinwithNeo.

Me:“Let’sgohomebaba,thesunishot.”

NowI'm whining.

Neo:“Iam coming,I’m stilladmiringmywoman.”

Eish!!!

Me:“Putthatphoneaway.”

Heshrugshisshoulders,somehowIthinkthiswasatest.Idon’ttakevideossincethesextape

Lethabomade.

Neo:“Areyouokay?”

Izonedout.

Me:“Iam perfectlyfine.”

IjumponhisbackasIproclaim mywellbeing.

Myarmsarearoundhisneck,hegrabsmylegssoIdon’tfall.

Neo:“BecarefulZee.”

Heistoocautiouslately.

Me:“Raceustothecar.”

Neo:“Ifyoufall,Iwillnotberesponsibleforit.”

Me:“Iwon’t,you’vegotme.”

NeoisgoofyandIlovethatabouthim,today’ssessionwiththedoctormarksanewjourneyfor

us.



NTOMBI*

Idon’tknowwhatMashotodidwiththemoney,shewasonlyabletogiveMosesabout60000

rand.Shefailedtotelluswhathappenedtotherest.Igaveupasking,thegirlisasstubbornas

anavocadotreethatrefusestogrow.

I’m atthehospitalalongwithMoses,MhambiandPetunia,Jonashadsomework.Hewillbe

hereinawhile.

Leloisgivingbirthdaytoday,she’sonlysevenmonthspregnant.Mbusosaidtheyhavetodoan

emergencyoperation,thebabywasatrisk.

Mybabyisgoingtobeamother.

Moses:“Whyaretheytakingsolong?”

Thiswaitingroom hasbecomesmallduetoMosesbustlingaround.Can’thesitlikeMhambi?

Me:“Moseswait,wait.”

Itakehishandstoppinghim from hisstrides.Ishetryingtoloseweightorwhat?

Moses:“Whatisit?”

Me:“Myheadisspinning.”

Irubmyforehead,asIholdontohisarm.

Moses;“WhatisitNtombi?Areyouokay?”

Theworriedtone...

Me:“No,you’remakingmedizzywithyourpacing.”

Hegivesmeaboredlook.

Moses:“NgempelaNtombi?”(ReallyNtombi?)

Me:“Yebongempelahau,weareallworriedaboutNombulelo,youknow?”(Yesreally.)

Heclickshistongue.

Moses:“Ndodana.”(Son.)

Mbusoishere,hehasthisstupidsmileonhisfaceandIknowthatit’sgoodnews.Weallmeet

him halfway.

Me:“Howisshe?”

Iaskanyway.

Mbuso:“Leloisfineandsoisthebaby.”



OhGod.

Petunia:“SiyabongaBaba.”(WethankyouLord.)

Mbuso:“Youshouldseeherface,sheisthemostadorablethingIhaveeverseen.”

Herevealsthesexofthebaby.

Me:“Agirl?”

Henodswiththatsamesmile.

Mbuso:"Yes,ourGokuisagirl."

Yeah!!!We'lltalkaboutthisnamesomeothertime.

Moses:“Canweseeher?”

Mosescannothidehisexcitement,IhopeLelowillnotshrughim off.

Mbuso:“YoucanonlyseeLelofornow,thebabyhasbeentakenforobservation.”

Me:“Issheokaythough,Imeanshestillhadtwomoremonthstogo.”

Mbuso:“She’sfine,followme.”

Moses:“Canyoubelievewe’regrandparentsnowNtombi?”

HeholdsmyhandaswefollowbehindMbuso,Iclaim itback.Wearenotlikethat,wedon'thold

hands.

Me:“Yeah,gofigure.Mosesisfinallyanoldman.”

Hesmiles.

Moses:“Nawemagogo.”(You’realsoagrandma.)

Hisretorthitshome,butIdon’tcare.I’m excitedtoseeLeloandherbaby.

Tobecontinued…
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Unedited

STYLES*

She’sinthekitchenstandingbehindthestove,IlovehowSethufindscomfortinthethere.It’s

herlittlesanctuary,herhappyplace,shesays.

Iam welcomedbyanettledglare,asIapproachher.Istopandhopethatsheisnotasupsetas

shelooks.Shesideeyesme,clickshertongueandohman,am Iintrouble?

ThinkSishi,think.

<<<Wamuhlewengani>>>{Sheisbeautiful.}

<<<Ng’amthathaabenami>>>{Itookhertobewithme.}

<<<Wamuhlewengani>>>{Sheisbeautiful.}

<<<Ng’zokushadawengani>>>{Whynotgetmarried?}

Shepretendsnottohearme,Iseeasmileformingonthecornerofhermouth.Imeandertohug

herfrom behind,myfacefindsacomfortableplaceinthecurveofherneck.Shestopschopping,

hersweetscentfillsmynostrilsandbirthgoosebumpsonmyskin.

Me:“Ungikwatelemama?”(Areyouupsetwithme,mylady?)

Thiswhisperinherearhashershiveringagainstme.

Sethu:“Yes.”

Whichinthelanguageofloveistranslated,no.Inibbleherneck,sheslantsherheadtotheside

tryingtodenymeaccesstothecrookofherneck.

Me:“Howaboutnow?”

Imovebackthebraidsthatcoverherneck.Gentlybrushingmyfingertipsonherbareskin,the

scarcelytouchleavestinglesbehind.Iletmylipswanderonherskin.Ithashershiveringwith

pleasure.

Iwrapmyarm aroundher,movingclosertoher,herbreathingisonitswaytoanotherplanet.

Sethu:“Mmmhhh…”

Shemoans.



I’vegother…

Ireplacethekisseswiththetipofmytongue,mildlylickingherneckfrom toptobottom.She

tiltsherheadbackgivingmeaccess.

Sethu:“Styles.”

Softmoansemitfrom hermouth,myhandsfindherbosom.Theyfeellikeheavencuppedinmy

hands.

Sethu:“WeneedtotalkStyles.”

Ifanything,thenthisruinsthemood.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Istepback,sheturnstofaceme…abashfulstarecleaveshereyes.

Sethu:“Thevasectomy.”

Shesays…

Ileanbackonthecounter,handscrossedacrossmychest.

Me:“Ihaditreversed.”

Icomeclean.

Sethu:“When?”

Me:“ThatdayIcamelookingforyouatchurch.”

Don’tletherfreakout….Don’tletherfreakout…

Irepeatthelineinmyhead.She’sbitingherfinger,somethingisbotheringher.

Sethu:“AreyoualwaysthissecretiveStyles?DoIhavetoworryaboutthelackof

communication?”

Me:“Youknowyoudon’t,Ishareeverythingwithyou.”

I’m lying.

Idon’tthinkthatsheshouldknoweverything.

WhenIsaidIhavesomeexplainingtodo,Ididn’tmeanthis…

NKOMO*

Mkhizetendstobeuselesssometimes,hegavemeanameofanorphanage.AsifIdidn’tknow

thatalready.Goingagainstthedoctor’sordersIdecidedtocomecheckitout.Mkhize’s



informationhasledmetoParkTown,achildren’shomethathasbeenstandingforyears.

Walkingin,I’m firstmetbythereceptionarea.There’saladystandingwithherbackfacingme.

Iclearmythroattogetherattention,it’snotworking.So,Itryagain.

FranklyIfindherrude,sheshouldknowwhentoattendtopeoplethatcomehere.

Me:“Youknowyouwouldcostthesekidsasponsorwithyourrudeness.”

Ishoot.

Iam notafanofimpudence.

“Iwasraisedwiththenotionthat,whenyoufindpeopleinaroom yougreetthem first.”

Sheretortscrudely.

LikeIsaid,Ihateimpudence.

Me:“Isthisnotyourplaceofworksisi?”

“Argh,men.Idon’tblameyou,itallstartedwithAdam whenheleftEvealone.Itshowed

stupidityandignoranceandsadlymenseem tohavecaughtwhathehad.”

Whatthehelldidshejustsay?

Wait,thatvoice.

Me:“Zobuhle?”

Swiftlysheturns.Lightningisnotthatfast,mightIadd.

Me:“Hi.”

Sherecognizesme,Iseeitinhereyes.She’soglingatmewithherjawdropped.I’m confused

now…

Me:“You’reZobuhleright?”

Unlessshehasatwin.

Shescurriesaroundthetablerunstome,herarmsarearoundmeinaflash.I’m leftstumped,I

don’tknowifIshouldholdherback.

Thenagain,whyisshehuggingme?

Confusiontakesmebacktothethroatclearingmoment.Asifrealityhitsher,sheslowly

releasesmefrom herhold.Afewstepsawayfrom mearetakenbythisgirlwhohashereyes

dropped.

Zobuhle:“I’m sorry,Itendtooverreactoutofexcitement.Ithoughtyoudidn’tmakeitoutthere.”

Hergazefallsonmyleg,shebitesherlipasshewinces.



Me:“It’snotaspainfulasitlooks.”

PredictingthecontentsofhermindIdecidetoansweraquestiononlyknowntoher.

Zobuhle:“Shouldn’tyoubeathomeresting?”

Me:“I’m okay,Howareyou?Iseeyoufoundyourwayoutofthewoods.”

Thebraveryofthisgirlleftmeconfounded.

Zobuhle:“Myfriendsfoundmeactually,Ididn’tthinkthatIwouldmakeitthroughthenight.”

Me:“I’m gladyoumadeitoutalive.”

HersmileistheprettiestthingIhaveseeninawhile,Icantellthatitcomesfrom deepwithin.It

varnisheshereyesandrangesintoherface.

Trustme,afterbeinglockedupfordayswithnohopeofmakingitoutandeverydaythinking

todayisyourlast.Thereisnothingbetterthanseeinganinnocentsmileofanunimpeachable

youngwoman.

Zobuhle:“Whatbringsyouhere?”

Me:“Youworkhere?”

Zobhuhle:“Ivolunteerduringmysparetime.”

Shewalksbackbehindthedesk.

Me:“Idon’tknowifyoucanhelpme,I’m lookingformymother’sdocuments.Iwastoldthatthis

iswhereshegrewup.”

TheinformationIhavewillnothelpmuch,IdoubtIwilleverfindherfamily.MKhizeknewso

littleabouther,itwilltakememywholelifetofindthem.

MBUSO*

Lelolookswornout,IthinkthatIshouldsendeveryoneawaysoshecangetsomerest.Ntombi

seemstobethehappiest,shehasn’tstoppedsmiling.

Lelo:“WhereisAmara?”

Anelephantjumpsintotheroom,everyoneisquietandsmileshavefaded.Moseslooksthe

mostuncomfortable.

Me:“She’sonherwaywithRandall.”

Ibreaktheice.

Lelo:“Whenam Igoingtoseeourbaby.”



It’sthesecondtimethatshe’saskingmethis.

Me:“Mylove,thebabyhastostayinanincubatorforafewdays.Sheisperfectlyfinethough.”

Atearnudgesherasitstreaksdownherface.

Lelo:“WehaveababyMbuso,I’m amother.”

Ihaveneverseensomuchhappinessinher.

NTtombi:“YouareamotherNombulelo.”

Ntombirepeats.

Mhambi:“Youlooktiredmychild,maybeweshouldleaveyoutosleep.”

YouseewhenGodcreatedMhambi,heputallthespicesinthere.Heisablessingindeedand

Leloneedsafatherfigureinher.Mosesdoesnotfitthebill.

Ntombi:“HambaMhambi,we’llseeyouathome.”(Go.)

ThenthereisNtombi.

Me:“Iagreewithumalume,youcancomeandseeherlater.”(Uncle.)

Moses:“Noit’sfine,we’llwatchhersleep.”

Whyishesmiling?Thereisnothingtosmileabouthere.IwishNtombiandMosescanrespect

theirdaughter’sprivacy.

Lelo:“Mom,please.ListentoMbuso.”

Shesays,lookingdefeatedanddrained.Thisduohasthat,effectonpeople.

Ntombi:“Okay,I’llbeoutsideuntilyou’rereadytoseemeagain.MhambiandPetunia,pleasego

withMoses.”

Sheordersthem andMhambiiseldertoNtombi,ifI’m notmistaken.

Moses...ThelookheisgivingNtombicouldkill.

Petunia:“Wait,haveyoudecidedonthenameofthebaby?”

Leloglancesupatme,takesmyhandandhereyessmile.

Lelo:“Iwantyoutonameher.”

Shesays.

Iam overwhelmed.

“Overmydeadbody.”

Anaccustomedmalevoiceechoesfrom behindme,lookwhatthedevildraggedin.Jonashas

doneitagain.



Ntombi:“Heee!!!Jonas,areyoutryingtokillme?”

She'sloud...

Moses:“IknewitNtombi.Yourbrotherdoesnotwantpeaceinmyhouse.”

IagreewithMoses.JonaswentandbroughtZuma,Iam goingtokillsomeone.

Leloholdsontomyhand,hereyesarepleading.SheisafraidforGoku.

Zuma:“Youcan’tnamemychild,Iwillnotallowit.Ubabaengavukaethunenilakhe.”(Myfather

wouldwakeupfrom hisgrave.)

Hestrollsinashespewsnonsensefrom hismouth.

Ntombi:“Makavukekeeuyihlo,ok’salayoakuyonaeyakholengane.”(Lethim wakeup,thisbaby

isnotyoursstill.)

MaybeIwon’thavetofighthim,Ntombiwilldojustthatforme.

Moses:“Jonas,inkingayakhoyinivele?”(Whatisyourproblem?)

Thiswasmynextquestion.

Jonas:“Ididtherightthing,somethingyoupeoplehavefailedtodo.”

Thenerveofthisman.

Ntombi:“Rightthing?Becauseallyou’redoingisstressingmychild,whycan’tyougobackto

Mpumalangabhuti?Howlongmustwesufferbecauseofyou?”

Ntombiisnaturallyloud,Ishouldnothaveallowedthewholefamilyinhere.

ZumaisstaringatLeloandIwanttopluckthoseeyesout.

Zuma:“Lelo,wehaveachild.”

Hesays.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Withagrimace,heclickshistongue.

Me:“Iam notplayingwithyouZuma,leave.”

IspeakwithauthorityasIblockhim from Lelo’sview.

Zuma:“YouarepowerlessXabathat,childismineandIcanproveitincourt.”

Lelo:“Court?Mbuso,hewantstotakeourbabyaway.”

Hervoiceexpressesgreatshock.

Me:“Nooneistakingheraway.”

Lelo:“Uncle,whyareyoudoingthistome?”



She’scrying.

Jonas:“I’m doingitforyourbabyLelo,youwillunderstandoneday.”

Jonasresponds.

Hecan’tbeserious,heisnotmakingsense.

Me:“That’sit,everybodypleasego.Leloneedstosleep.”

Iwillnotstandherewhileshecries.

Zuma:“Iwanttoseemybaby.”

Unabletocontrolmyangerandfightingtheneedtopunchhim,Ipushhim.

Me:“Getoutofhere.”

Ishout.

HegrabsmycollarpushingmebackuntilI’m pressedagainstthewall.

Zuma:“IsaidIam notgoinganywherebeforeIseemybaby.”

Hegruntsinanger.

Lelo:“Mbuso!!!”

Leloshouts.

IfighttopushZumaoff.

Ntombi:“Jonas,stopthisboy.Whatishedoingtomysonin-law?”

Thereischaosintheroom asZumaandIwrestleeachother.

“What’sgoingon?”

Theroom fallsintosilenceuponRandall’sroar,AmararushestocomfortLelo.Sheisvery

sensitiverightnow,allofthisstressisnotgoodforthebaby.HowwillIkeepherfamilyaway

from her?

Me:“Thispestrefusestoleave.”

Zuma:“Whoareyoucallingapest?”

Herejoindersindignantly.

Moses:“Ntombiasambemkami.”(Let’sgomywife.)

Ntombidoesprotest,butfollowsherhusbandout.

Petunia:“Thisiswrongbaba.”

Shesaystoherhusband.



Petunia:“YouknowLelo'ssituationwillaffectthebaby,thismanisnotmeanttobehere.”

Ihavebeentryingtosaythis.

Zuma:“Howma?Iam thefatherofthebaby.”

Mhambi:“Wemfana?Idon’tknowwhereyougetthisconfidencethatyouhave,butyouarevery

disrespectful.”(Boy.)

IknowwhenMhambispeaks,Jonaslistens.ThesameJonaswhobroughtawreckingballis

quietlystandingonacorner.

Randall:“Areyougoingtoleaveonyourownordowehavetodragyouout?”

Ivotethatwedraghim out.

SETHU*

ItwasonlyamatteroftimetillItookthatstepandwalkintomydream.Ihaveregisteredatthe

Internationalhotelschool,it’sabouttimeImoveonfrom nursing.I’m rushingtomycar,running

awayfrom thesunthathasdecidedtoputupafightwithhumanitytoday.

There’sataxi,soIstoptoletitpass.He’sdrivingasslowashecan.Bythetimehepasses,I

wouldhavefaintedfrom theswelteringheat.

Whyishestopping?

Itakeasteptowalkaway…

“Excuseme.”

He’scallingouttome.

Me:“I’m finethanks,Idon’tneedataxi.”

IdenywhatIthinktobeanoffertodrivemetotown.

Oh,okay.He’sjumpingoutofthetaxi.

RunSethu,run.

HeblocksmywayasIbegintoracetomycar.

Me:“GetoutofmywayorIwillscream.”

“Chachasisi,Idon’tmeananyharm.”(Nolady.)

Hewaveshishandstoshowpeace.Ihavelearntnottotrustpeople.

“It’sjustthatyoulookfamiliar.Havewemetbefore?”



Ihaveheardthislinebefore.

Me:“I’m notinterested.”

Heblocksmypath,Ineedtogetoutofhere.

Me:“Bhuti,Idon’tknowyou.Wehavenevermet,pleaseletmepass.”

He’sgettingonmynerves.

“NontobekoMalinga?”

HesaysasIpushpasthim.Heknowsmymother?

Me:“What?”

“You’reherdaughter,aren’tyou?”

Me:“Howdoyouknowmymother?”

It’sbeenlongandthisisthefirsttimemeetingsomeonewhomightknowmymother.

“Shewasanoldfriend.Whereisshe?Shejustdisappeared,nooneknewofherwhereabouts.”

Helookstooyoungtobemyfathersothat,logicisout.

Me:“Shedied,twentyfiveyearsago.”

Hedropshishead.

“Oh,I’m sorry.Mkhizemusthavebeendistraught,helovedher.”

Hecrosseshisarmsacrosshischestafterdroppingabombonme.

Me:“WhoisMkhize?”

Iask.

“MkhizewastheonlymanNtoshloved,hewasherMK.Althoughhewasolder,theyweregood

together.ThatoldfoolwasinloveforonceinhislifeandIthoughtheonlyhadsons.Buthere

youare.”

CouldthisMkhizepersonbemyfather?

Me:“WhydoyouthinkthatMkhizeismyfather?”

“WellalthoughyoulooklikeNtosh,IseeabitofMkhizeinyou.”

Heanswers.

Couldthisbeachancetofinallymeetmyfather?

Me:“Doyouhaveapictureofhim?”

DoIwanttomeethim,though?



“Sethulet’sgo.”

WhatisNeodoinghere?

Me:“Neo?”

He’sglaringatthismanasifheknowshim,theangerplasteredinhiseyessaysheknowshim.

I’m beingluggedawaybeforeIcouldaskfortheman’snumbers.

Me:‘Neowhydidyoudothat?”

Ipullmyhandfrom him.

Neo:“WhatiswrongwithyouMissS?”

IwasSethubackthere.

Neo:“Didn’tyoulearnlasttimeyouwerekidnapped?”

I’m notusedtotheangryNeo.

Me:“I’m surehemeantnoharm,heknowsmymother.”

Icorrecthisguesses.

Neo:“It’s2020MissS.Anyonecaneasilyattaininformationfrom theinternet.”

Neoisleeringbehindme,Iturntoseethetaxislowlydrivepast.Heandthismanseem toknow

eachother.

Somethingisamisshere.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

191*

NEO*

Me:“I’m onmyway.”

I’m onthephonewithStyloswhiledrivinghome.

Styles:“AndSethu?”

Heasks,soundingagitated.

LosingSethuishisnewfoundbiggestfear.IfMkhizefindsoutabouther.Godknowswhathe

willdo,themanissickandperverted.Whatifhedoesn’tfeelanyfatherlyaffectiontowards

Sethu,butaperverteddesire?

Me:“I’m drivingbehindher.”

StyloshashadSethuguardedaftershewaskidnappedbyTysonwithoutherknowledge,of

course.Iwasclosertoherlocationwhenhecalledmeandsaidsomemaninataxiwas

followingher.

Styles:“Howisshe?Didhe…”

Ifhecontinueslikethis,hewillhaveaheartattack.

Me:“No,Idoubtthatidiotrevealedanything.ThoughIheardhim mentionMkhize.Soit’sbeen

plantedinhermindthatherfather’snameisMkhize.”

Ihearhim sighoutoffrustration.

Styles:“Dammit.”

Hisangerlately...

Ishallnottouchonthatfornow.

Me:“Ifonlyhewasachangedman,thenmaybe…”

Styles:“ThennothingNeo,Ihaveknownthatmansinceforeverandnothinggoodcomesout

from him.”

Me:“Nothinggood,butcow.”

Idon’tlikethatman.

Styles:“Really?Mustyougothere?”



Me:“Yes,kentsekeukoatetseStylos.Marauenasometimesukabadom jeer.”(I’m stillupset

withyou,youcanbestupidsometimes.)

Icouldn’tsleepthatday,IhadnightmaresaboutUzedyingandBensenchasingme.

Styles:“Nkomoisafriend,don’tyouthinkhedeservesasecondchance?”

Me:“Secondchancekemau,hecangotohellforallIcare.”(Cussing.)

Theproblem lieshere,I’m seriouswhileashefindsmyquipfunny.

Stylos:“Aii,I’lltalktoyoulaterNeo.”

Me:“Yeah,matha.Jounonsense.”(Run,younonsense.)

Hehangsuponme,Nkomowilldestroyusifwearenotcareful.

NOMBULELO*

Zumawantsmylife,Iam convinced.Hewillneverletmebehappy,hewillalwaysbeapest.I

hatethatMbusohastogothroughthisbecausemybabyisfatheredbytheworld’sbiggest

imbecile.

Me:“Mbuso.”

Heturnstothesoundofmyhystericalvoice.

Me:“Iwantthem outofmyroom,everyonemustgetoutandIdon’twantthismananywhere

nearmybaby.”

ByeveryoneImeanZumaandJonas.

Ihatecrying,butthesetearsareallowed.I’m cryingbecauseI’m angry,I’m cryingbecauseIhave

JonasasanuncleandI’m cryingbecausemyfathercontinuestofailme.Hesaysthathewants

asecondchance.Whyishenottakinguphisroleandprotectmefrom Zuma?Somethinghe

shouldhavedonewhenZumahitmethatday,insteadwhenthetoughgetsgoing,hescurries

outofhereliketheplaceisonfire.

Zuma:“Lelodon’tpushmeawaylikethisplease.”

Idon’tcareabouthim anymore,hecanpleadallhewants.Iam donewithZuma.

Randall:“Let’sgoandhaveatalkoutside?”

RandallisshadowingZumainacorner,Ican’tmisstheintimidatedlookonhisfaceashelooks

upatRandall.

Zuma:“Iam notgoinganywherewithyou.”

Clearlyheisnotoverawed.



Randall:“Idon’tknowifyoumissedthis,butIwasn’tasking.Arewegoingtodothisornot?”

Teethgnashedtogether,Randall’svoicetingleswithmenace.IthasZumagulping,hisanalytical

eyesvisitingmeastheyseekforanassertiontostay.

Me:“Idon’twanttotalktothismanpleasegethim outofhere.”

I’m askingRandallforafavourforthefirsttime.

Ihavetohidemyfacefrom Zuma,he’spleadingwithhiseyes.

Jonas:“Nombulelo,thechildwillfallsi…”

Howdarehe?

Me:“Nouncle,Iwillnotletyousaysuchthingsaboutmydaughter.”

Heknowsyoudon’tspeakillofababy,lestthenegativewordsfallonherlikeaplague.

WhatiswrongwithuncleJonas?

“Heydon’ttouchme.”

ZumayellsasRandalllugshim outside,heisnotabletofightback.Mbusoisfollowingbehind.

Amara:“Don’tworryLelo,hewon’tgettoyouanymore.”

Amaraofferscomfortingwords.

Zumaisobstinate,hewon’tstopuntilhegetswhathewants.

Me:“Ihopeyou’rerightAmara,Iam tiredofallthebickering.Mychildcannotbeexposedtoall

thishate.”

Amara:“Thestorm willpass,youwillsee.”

Thestorm seemstobetakingforevertopass.

Petunia:“Amaraisright.”

Sheadds.

Petunia:“Youneedtofocusonyourbabynow.”

Me:“AndAmara’swedding.”

Amarasmiles,myofframphasMhambiandJonaswalkingoutoftheroom.

Me:“Areyouexcited?”

Amara:“Iam though,I’m notlookingforwardtogoingbacktothehouse.”

Sherespondssuddenlyunsettled.

Me:“Don’tdwellsomuchintoit.”



Isay.

Mbusoshouldbebackbynow,Iam worriedabouthim.

MKHIZE*

Sikabudgesintotheofficeandsalutesmewithtongueclicks.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Hisnostrilsflareinanger,depictinghisirritation.

Sika:“Itdidn’tgowell,thatlittleboycameandtookheraway.”

Heservesanothertongueclick.

Me:“Shit,wehavetodosomethingSika.”

Sika:“Iplantedyournameinhermind,shewillsearch.”

Me:“Ifsheismydaughter,thenIcan’tletherbewiththatboy,Sishi.HewilldestroyherSika.”

Istress.

Sika:“That’sadangerouspathweshouldnottake,Sishiwillkillus.”

Hesays.

It’spossiblebut…

Me:“Imighthavealittlegirltoprotect,Iwillfightthen.”

SishiisnotGod,it’sinevitablethat,hewillperishsomeday.IfNtoshandIhadachild,thenIam

willingtoprotecther.

AMARA*

ThatSaturday.

I’m inhisarms,holdingontohim asifIwon’tbecomingback.TodayisthedayIwillofficially

belongtoRandall.Myunclewon’tbeabletointerveneafterthenegotiations.UncleJonas

shouldhavejoinedapoliticalparty,wherehewillpractisehisdictatorship.

Myhearthasbeenthumpinghardasifyearningtobeseen,Iam goingtoenterNtombi’shouse

afteralongtimeandIcannotcomprehendhowthishascometobemybiggestfear.

Randall:“Amara.”



He’stryingtobreakfrom theembrace,Iam notreadytoletgo.SoIholdonmuchlonger.

Randall:“Youdoknowthatyou’recomingback?”

Iknow,butfearhasmefeelingclingy.

Me:“Isitsowrongtowanttoholdontomyfuturehubby.”

Hischestvibratesashechortles,hehasfoundpleasureinsomethingIsaid.

Randall:“Hubby?Ihavebeencalledmanythings,butIlovethis.Let’sthrowbabyoutofthe

windowandwe’llusehubbyfrom now.”

Hejokes,heisjestingright?

Me:“YoumeanI...willusehubby.I’m theonewhoseemstobesufferingwiththepetnames.

Whileyou,Mr.Okoliearestuckwithmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Randall:“That’sbecauseyou’remyqueenandIwillneverdoawaywiththisname.”

Hesays,stilltryingtogetmeoffofhim.

Me:“Stopit..”

Iwhinge.

Randall:“HaiAmara,Ineedtobreathe.”

Hewinsinpushingmeoff.

Me:“Youcan’tbreathe?Areyounottheonewhocouldn’tgetenoughofmewhenIfirstgothere?

Nowyoucan’tbreathe.”

Campingmyarmsacrossmychestisstartingtobecomeamission.Ihaveafeeling,Iwillbethe

biggestIhaveeverbeenwiththispregnancy.

Wait,wheredidmymindgo?

IsurgebacktofindMr.Okoliesmirkingatme,anaughtysmilehashim bythethroat.

Me:“I’m listening.”

Heisgoingtoutternonsense.

Randall:“Youknowifyouwantustohavesex,youcanask?Holdingontomelikethisisnot

flirtingmehemma,ifthat’syourideaofitthenbabyyouneedtips.”

Theawardforthemostannoyingmaninawoman’slifegoestoRandallOkolie.

Me:“FunnyhowyoualwaysmanagetodropmedownthemomentI’m soaringonthewingsof

loveandremindmeIwaslastinlinetogettingthatperfectguy.”

Henarrowshiseyesashegaspsatmycanard.

Me:“Yeah,carryonwithyourbreathlessness.”



Itossmyrejoinderoutthere,it’suptohim ifhewillcatchitornot.

Randall:“Whereareyougoingnow?”

I’m goingtothecar,hewillmeetmethereandIam notgoingtoanswerhisquestion.

Randall:“Pregnantwomen.”

Hiscomplaintmakesmewanttogobackanddemandanexplanation.R.J,youneedtocalm

down.Papaisbeinganidiot,wecanforgivehim fornow.

“Kosekaframehemma.”(I’m sorrymyqueen.)

HisvoicereachesmeasIapproachthefrontdoor.

Kosekaframyfoot…(I’m sorry.)

IpickupmypaceasIhearhisfootfallclumpingbehindme.

AMARA*

InVaalNtombi'shouse*

Thishouseholdssomanybadmemories,Ididn’tthinkthatIwouldbebackhere.Thisshouldbe

ahomeawayfrom home,buthereIam terrifiedofeverymemorythatliesinthisplace.Each

walltestifiesofthebrutalityIwasaccustomedto.

“Ayyayyyayyy,sadlaamasaladi.”(We’regoingtoeatsalads.)

Ayizeentersthekitchendancinginjubilation.Sheululatesloudly...

Ayize:“Siyashadisalaekhaya.”(Thereisaweddinginthisfamily.)

Shecontinuestodanceandululate.

Ntombifrownsather,whileSethulooksembarrassednexttome.I’m thrownintoafitof

laughterasPetuniajoinsin.Itsoundsandfeelslikeaweddingday.

Ntombi:“Areyoupeoplecrazy?Petunia,umdalaman,youshouldbeteachingthischildrespect.”

(You’reold.)

Sheberatesthem.

Thatbroom onherhandisreadytostrokesomeoneandIknowthatit’snotPetunia.

Ayize:“Hauaunty!Youshouldbehappy.It’sawedding,auntiza.”(Aunt.)

AyizetakesNtombi’shand,forcingherintoadance.Iseeherwantingtogivein,butiskeptback

bysomething.

Ntombi:“Okay,okay.Itisawedding,canwenotmakenoisekee,please?Theuncleswillbehere



anyminutenowplus,myhusbandisstuckatatavernbecausemybrotherdecidedtochasehim

outofhishouse.”

TheoldNtombididnotgrumblethismuch.

Petunia:“Yougirlsshouldstayinyourroom anddon’tleaveuntilwecallyou.”

Sheinstructs.

Sethu:“Yeboma.”(Yes.)

Petunia:“Andwena.”(You.)

ShepointsatAyize.

Petunia:“Coverthoseshouldersandwearadoek.”(Headwrap.)

It’sfunnyhowAyize’smouthjustplunged.

Ayize:“Ha,whyauntiza?”(Aunt.)

Herdayisofficiallyruined,themakotilookisnotherstyle,hencethesleevelessdress.(Bride.)

Wegaveuptryingtoconvincehertochange.

Petunia:“Justcoverup,nowgo.”

Ayizecoosasshemovesherfeet,shepullsmewithher.

Ayize:“DoesPetugetsome?ItseemslikeMkhulubaeisnotgivingher.”(Grandpa.)

ShewhispersinmyearaswewalkintoLelo’soldroom.

Me:“That’sdisgusting.”

Honestly.

Sethu:“Areyouokay?”

Iwouldn’tbeabletodothiswithoutSethuandAyize,theirloveandsupportistremendous.Lelo

isatthehospital,nursingherLittleGoku,soshecouldn’tmakeit.

Me:“Howlongdoyouthinkthenegotiationswilltake?Iam readytogohome.”

Ayize:“That’siftheywillhappenatall.Didyouseetheunclewiththegreyhair?”

UncleJonas.

Ayize:"Mkhulubaeissoserious,youwouldthinkheisreadytodemandmillions.”(Grandpa.)

Sethu:“Ayizedon’tscareher.”

Ayize:“It’sthetruththough,ifeverygirlintheworldhasMkhulubaeasanuncle,notoneof

them willgetmarried.”(Grandpa.)

Iwasnotafraidatfirst,butAyizeispaintingthepicture.Jonasiscapableofthat,heisstill



fightingthatZumabeapartofGoku'slife.

Me:“ItrustuncleMhambi.”

Ayizehuffsscornfully.

Me:“Whatisitnow?”

Ayize:“Unclesandmoney,sameWhatsAppgroup.Waitandsee.”(Uncleslovemoney.)

Sethuisapproachedbyadepressedlook,asshethrowsherselfonthebed.

Me:“Idon’twanttostressaboutthisanymore,Iwillattractgoodthings.”

IjoinSethuonthebed,I’m hungryagain.Thisbabydoesnotgivemeabreak.

Me:“Todayhastobeperfect,Ihavebeenthroughenough.IdeservethisAyize.”

Ideclarelookingbackatmypast.

Ayize:“Atleastheisnothere,MosesImean.”

Iam notlookingforwardtoseeinghisface.

Sethu:“Whatexactlydidhedotoyou?”

Takingupacuriouslook,Sethuprobes.WhatMosesdidisnotsomethingIwouldwanttoget

intoonmyday.

Me:“Hemolestedmeandsoldmetosomeoldman.”

Whattheheckanyway?Imightaswelltellthem.

Ayizestandswithherbackagainstthewallasshecrossesherarmsacrossherchest.Thisisa

sensitivetopicforher,Sethutoo.Theywentthroughsomuch.

Me:“ThereasonIhavebeenonlockdownisbecauseofhim.”

Sethu:“He’sstillafteryou?”

Sheasks.

Me:“Idon’tknow,butwecanneverbesure.Iwaskidnappedtwice,thefirsttimeStylesand

Randallfoundmebeforewecouldgetanywhere.ThesecondtimeIwastakentohishouse,only

tofindmyunclethere.HebroughtMosestoconvincemetomarryhim,ifRandalldidn’tget

thereontime.Iwouldbemarriedtohim.”

Ayize:“GodblessRandybaby’ssoul.”

Sheproclaimsstridently,herdemeanourgivesoffamessagethat,weshoulddeterfrom this

frettingtopic.

Sethu:“Todayisagoodday,let’snotinvitesadness.”

Ayize:“Iagreewithyou.Weneedsomemusicandsomethingtodrink.”



Idisagree.

Me:“Youdon’tdrink.Whereisthiscomingfrom?”

Shesighs.

Thisisbad.

Ayize:“IthinkNeoisgoingtoleaveme.”

Sheslouchesherbody,asshesettlesdownbesidemeandemanatesanothersigh.

Sethu:“Whathappenedsis?”

Worried,Sethumovestositnexttoher.

Ayize:“Wehaven’tbeenintimate,hedoesn’tsayit,butIseethathe’sfrustrated.”

Sethu:“Isitstillthatproblem?Ithoughtyouwereseeinganotherdoctor.”

Ayize’ssituationisasadone,shewasemotionallydamagedandhealingseemstorejecther.

Ayize:“Iam,hekeepsmegivingmethesetasksandtheyarenotworking.Myuncleishaunting

me,IseehisfaceeachtimeNeoandIstartto…”

Shepauses,exhalesinasilentsnort.

Me:“Itcouldbespiritualyouknow,Imeanhewasyourfatherandyouwereneverintroducedto

yourancestors.Yourauntdidsay,helivedeverydaywithregretofwhathedidtoyou.”

I’m drivelling,butitmakessensetome.

Sethu:“Idoubtit,wejustneedtoprayaboutit.”

Yes,wehaveapastorinthehouse.

Ayizeburstsoutlaughing,youwouldswearthatshewasnotsadjustnow.

Ayize:“WowSethu.”

Sethu:“What?”

Sheasks,shecannotfindthejokeinherstatement.

Ayize:“Nothing,forgetaboutme.Iwillbefine,I’vebeenthroughworse.”

Sheistryingtoconvinceherself.

Me:“YouandNeowillbefinemylove,helovesyouandwillneverleaveyou.”

Iplacemyarm aroundhershouldertocomforther.

Sethu:“IagreewithAmara,wewillfindawayoutofthis.”

Ayize:“Wehavetobecausehey,saltiskillingme.”



Thisgirlissomethingelse,shehasuslaughing.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

192*

STYLES*

Jonashasheldastraightfacefrom themomentweholleredatthegate,hemadethings

difficultforus.Heisnotplayingtoday.Mhambiontheotherhandwell,heisnotallsmiles

becausemoneyisinvolvedandweareemergingtwofamiliestoday.ButIknowheisnotbitter

likehisbrother.

Hisdemeanorthough,makesthislivingroom seem small.

NeohasdecidedtocompetewithJonasbytakingupastraightfaceaswell,youwouldthinkhe

isanuncletoo.Randall’suncleisquicktolearnandsohereitgoes.

Neo:“Wheredoyouexpectustogetthatkindofmoney?Doyouknowhowmuchpetrolcosts?”

Hemightlooklikeanuncle,butdoesnottalklikeone.Noethough…

Jonas:“Youwantourdaughterright?Thenyouhavetopayup,youthoughtyouwouldcome

hereandpaypeanuts.”

Jonasspeakswithmaliceinhisvoice.Arewesureheisthegoodunclethatwantswhat’sbest

forhiskids?

Iheme:“Idisagree,thisisdaylightrobbery.”

Randall’suncleaddshiscents,Ididsayheiscatchingon.

Jonas:“Daylightrobberyisgettingourchildpregnantandhidingitfrom usandbecauseofthat,

wehavedoubledthedemand.Ourdaughterwasnotpregnantwhenshewasstolenfrom us.”

Me:“Stolenfrom you?”

Hesureknowshowtoinsultyouwithoutputtingitstraight.

Jonas:“Weallknowthatyoupeoplestoleourdaughter,shewasnotcourted.Youshouldpay

forthattoo.”

IseeJonasthinksmoneygrowsontrees.

Neo:“Aua,angekemalume.Youwillleaveusbrokemoes.”(Neveruncle.)

NeojumpsinwithhisbrokenZulu,hisheadmovestoandfroindisagreement.

Me:“Neoisright,andwearehereforthelobola.Adateshouldbesettotackleothermatters.”

(Dowry.)



Ihavemetopportunistslikehim.

Jonas:“Kuyacacawemfanaukuthiusasemcane,lendabaidingaabadala.Amarafinishedher

highschool,shewasgoingtogooffandstudyfurtherbeforeshewasabducted.”(It’sclearboy

that,youarenotmatured.Thisissueneedselders.)

NotifNtombiandMoseshadanythingtodowithit.

Iheme:“Idon’tunderstand,arewenotheretobringourkidstogether?”

Pleaseaskthem.

Mhambi:“Weare.”

Mhambisoftlyaccounts.

Iheme:“Then,whyarewebeingbashedforourshortcomings?Thereisabsolutelynothing

wrongwithwhatoursondid,hesavedyourdaughter.Shewouldnotbearoundifitwerenotfor

him.”

HelaysthetruthoutonthetableandIhopeJonaswillswallowit,asbitterasitis.NeedI

mention,heisaproudman.Hecarriesitonhisheadforanyonetosee.

Jonas:“Nonsense.”

Heshoutsandthereisnoreasonforthat.

Jonas:“Areyousayingweoweyoubecauseyoursonboughtourdaughter?Areyoupeoplehere

toinsultus?”

Weshouldcallanambulance,theoldmanisabouttohaveaheartattack.

Me:“Thatisnotwhathemeantbaba,wehavetolookatthebiggerpicturehere.Randallsaved

Amarafrom asickman,yesweagreethathewentaboutitthewrongway,butthrowingitinour

faceswhilewe’retryingtobuildalifelongrelationshipisdownrightwrong.Isthiswhathewill

havetogothroughduringfamilygatherings?Remindedofhispastmistakes?Howwillhis

childrenfeel,seeingthattheirfatherisnotwelcomedintheirmother’sfamily?”

Withhardeyes,Jonasscrutinizesme,makingmefeellikeIhaveaffrontedhisentirelineage

withmychoiceofwords.

Jonas:“Youspeakwithsomuchprideandarroganceboy.”

Ifhedubsmeboyonemoretime…

Jonas:“Youseem toforgetwhothevictim ishere.”

Hestateswithatintofangerinhisvoice,whichstatesthathewillneverforgiveRandallfor

whathedid.

Jonas:“Isaywecancelthisceremony,letourdaughtergetaneducationandajob.Letherbe

independentandonlythenwillshedecidewhatshewants.Sheisstillyoung.Whyareyou

rushingher?”



Hesayswearerushingher…

Iam convincedthatJonasdoesnotwanttoseeanyonehappy.

Neo:“Hai,malume.Let’sleaveitkee,keepyourdaughter.Saphelaegoli,becauseofpeoplelike

Jonas.”(Uncle.)(Wehavehadenough.)

WhydidwebringNeohere?

Me:“Neo,don’tsaythat.”

Jonasmightjusttaketheoffer,Neoscowlsatmewithsquintedeyes.

Neo:“Ke‘neteStylos,wehavesufferedenough.LeMissS,leeena…”(It’strue.)(True.)

Whatthehell?

Me:“Shutup.”

Imutterthroughgnashedteeth.

Me:“Youwillruingthingsforus.”

Ichidehim,hesitsbackonthecouchrestinghiscrossedarmsonhischest.

Mhambi:“Ithinkweshouldallcalm down…”

Thevoiceofreasonspeaks…

Mhambi:“Canwetakeashortbreakplease,Iwouldliketohaveawordwithmybrother.”

Throwinapunchwhileyou’reatit,hedeservesone…

Weexcuseourselvesaswetreadoutside,leavingJonasmumblingsecretedwords,probably

cussingus.

Neo:“WhereisAmara?Wehavetogohome.”

Heiswalkingaroundthekitchen.

Me:“Whereareyougoing?”

Neo:“TogetAmara,we’regoinghome.”

Heisnotaskingme,he’stellingme.

Me:“Getbackhere,Randallexpectsustobringhim hisbrideandthat’swhatwe’regoingtodo.”

Ireprovehim,thefrownheholdsisjustifiable.Itooam seething,butIrefusetomessthisupfor

mybrother.

Iheme:“Youdidn’ttellmeweweregoingtomeetLuciferhimself.”

Jonashasthatthingthat,leavespeopledefeatedanddrained.

Me:“IhavetoupdateRandall,hemustbegoingcrazy.”



Imoveawayfrom thedoor,Randallisaroundsomewhere.HeanswersbeforeIcouldhearthe

ringtone.Hemust’vebeengluedtohisphone.

Me:“RemindmeagainwhyIdidn’tbringmygun?”

Istarttointroduce,thisshouldpaintthepictureforhim.

Randall:“Whathappened?”

Atintofpaniccovershisvoice.

Me:“Heknowsaboutthepregnancyandwantstostopthewholething.”

Ianswerwithafloodofwhatcouldbebadnews.

Randall:“WhereisAmara?”

Hisvoicebecomesoverwrought.

Me:“Inthehouseofcourse.”

Randall:“Tellhertocomeout.”

Hedemandswithadangeroustwinkleinhisvoice.

Me:“What?”

Randall:“Tell…Amara…tocomeout,I’m comingtogether.”

IfIwerestupidandanidiot,Iwouldgiveintohisbrazendemand.

Me:“Calm down.DoyouthinkJonaswouldactuallydothat?”

I’m tryingtoconvincemyselfthathewouldn’t,thehateinhiseyesconfirmedthathewould.If

we’retoolenientonhim,wemightwalkawayemptyhanded.

Randall:“Yeshewoulddoit,thatmanhatesme.”

Herepliesasiftheanswerisobservable,whichinthiscaseitis.

Me:“Don’ttellmeyou’reonyourwayhere.”

Icanhearthesoundoffootfall.

Randall:“Iam,IwilltakeAmarafrom there.Jonasdoesnotknowme.”

Randallisbeingirrational,thisisnothowthingsaredone.

Me:“Randystop,we’retakingcareofthis.Remembertheyhadtoaccommodateyoubyholding

thenegotiationshereandnotbackhome.

Randall:“Idon’tcareStyles,Amaraismine.Jonascan’tstopusfrom gettingmarried.”

Me:“Hecan’tyes,butyouknowcustom saysyouneedtopaylobola.Justlikeyourancestors

don’tplay,Amara’sarethesame.”(Dowry.)



Randall:“ThentalktoJonas,gethim offthathighhorseheison.”

Hegrunts.

Me:“I’llhandleJonas,don’tcomehere.Unlesstheytellyouto.”

Randall:“Fine.”

Heclackshistongueanddisconnectsthecall.JonasistakingchancesandIwillnotlethim.

AMARA*

Ihavebeenbitingmynailandtappingmyfootinagitation,waitingforthistriallingtimetopass.

KnowingJonas,he’sprobablystandingonthetablewithastickcommandingthem wheretosit,

andwhatnottotouch.

Ayize:“GirlIfeelforthatfingeryou’rebiting.Uyabona,thisiswhatyougetforhangingaround

Sethu.Herannoyingmannerismsarecontagious.”(Yousee.)

Ayizesays,asshetugsmeoutofmythoughts.

Sethu:“Forthesakeofpeace,Iwillnotsayanything.”

Goodgirl…

Ayize:“Ifoniyakhoiyakhala,ourhusbandmustbestressedhey.Ihavetoteachhim patience.”

(Yourphoneisringing.)

Sheaddslettinghereyesreelupinannoyanceswirledwithamusement.

Me:“It’snothim,Idon’tknowthisnumber.”

Whocouldbecallingme?

MaybeLelo….

Me:“Yes.”

Ianswer.

“Amara.”

Anunacquaintedmalevoicegreetsme.

Me:“Whoisthis?”

I’m readytodropthecall.

“Kenneth.”



Ohh!Okay…

IglanceatAyizeandSethuwhoareconversingsoftly,notmindingmeatall.

Me:“Hi.”

WhatdoeshewantandIdon’tremembergivinghim mynumbers.

Kenneth:“Iheardthattodayistheceremony.”

Heardfrom who?

Me:“Yes,howdidyougetmynumbers?”

Hegurgles.

Kenneth:“Ihavemyways.”

Thatisnotadirectanswer.

Kenneth:“AreyouhappyAmara?”

Iam notcomfortablewiththisquestionnowthat,Iknowwhatheexpectsfrom me.

Me:“WhatisitKenneth?”

Likealionthathasspotteditsprey,Ayizeturnsherheadtolookatme.Herfaceacceptinga

scowlthat,hasmefeelingbadfortalkingtothismanonthedaywhereIwillbegivenoffto

Randall.

“Puthim onspeaker.

Sheundertones,IdoitunbeknownsttoKenneth.

Kenneth:“I’m goingawayforawhile…”

Idoubtthatwillmakeadifferencetome.

Kenneth:“IthoughtIshouldcheckuponyoubeforeIgo.”

SethuandAyizelookatmelikeIam doingsomethingwrong.

Me:“Okay,thanks.Listen,Ihavetogo.”

Ihavetogetridofhim.

Igetanodofapprovalfrom Ayize.

Kenneth:“Sure,Iwishyouthebest.”

Me:“Thanks.”

Ayizeistheonetocutthecall.

Ayize:“Ifthisisnotcheating,Idon’tknowwhatis.”



ShedropsacommentofwhichIcompletelydisagreewith.

Sethu:“CheatingistakingitalittletoofarAyize.”

Ayize:“Doyouknowthatthismightaswellbeyourweddingdayandtalkingtoamanwhois

crushingonyouisconsideredcheating.AskSteveHarvey,he’lltellyou.”

SteveHarveyisunwareofthis.

Me:“Ididn’tknowitwasKennethwhenIansweredthecall.”

Adisappointedstaresproutsfrom hereyes.

Ayize:“It’sagoodthingthathe’sgoingaway.”

Me:“Evenifhewasn’t,Ihavenothingtodowithhim.”

Idon’tknowwhyKennethcalledme,honestly.

Myphoneisringingagain…

Ayize:“Letmespeaktohim,I’lltellhim wheretogetoff.”

Shereachesherhand.

Me:“It’sRandall.”

YouwouldthinkthathesensedKenneth'scall.

Me:“Randall.”

Randall:“Whywasyourphonenotgoingthrough?Whowereyoutalkingto?”

Whereisthiscomingfrom?

Me:“Ididn’t…”

Gosh,Ihaveneverliedtothisman.

WhatexcuseshouldIcomeupwith?

Randall:“Youdidn’twhat?”

IleeratSethuandAyizeinsearchofawayoutofthis.TheyhavenocluewhatRandalljustsaid

tome.

Me:“What’swrongRandall?”

Itisonlynowthat,Itakenoteofthedreadinthetoneofhisvoice.

Randall:“IfIsaycomewithmeandforgetallofthis,wouldyoudoit?”

Withoutadoubt.

Me:“RememberwhatIsaidlasttime,Iwillalwayscentremyselfaroundyourexistence.”



Asighofreliefemergesfrom him.

Me:“WhydoyouaskmethisRandall?”

Randall:“Justasking.”

Me:“Didsomethinghappen?DidStylessaysomething?”

Randall:“No,pleaseansweryourphonewhenIcallorIstartthinkingtheworst.”

Whywouldhethinktheworst?I’m inthehouse,nothingwouldhappentome.

Me:“Areyousureeverythingisokay?”

Randall:“Yes,don’tworryaboutanything.”

Ican’tpromisethat.

Randall:“Listen,Iwantyoutobetheonetoservemefoodokay.”

Wow!!!

Me:“Whyme?Yourotherwifewillserveyou.”

Icomebackwiththisline,ithasAyizeentertained.Shewinksatmelikesheknowswhatisbeing

said.

Randall:“I’m seriousmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hestresses.

Randall:“Stylessaysyouhavetokneelwhenyouserveme?”

Iseewherehe’sgoingwiththis.

Me:“Soyouwantmetokneelbeforeyou?”

Randall:“Yes.”

Ihearatwitchofamusementinhisvoice.

Randall:“Mehemma,youdon’thavetoworryaboutthenumberoftimesyoukneelinfrontof

mebecausewhenyougetup,youwilllookevenhigherinmyeyes.”(Myqueen.)

Mr.Okolieislearning,Iam enthralled.

Me:“Inthatcasemyking,Iwillkneelatyourfeet.”

Igivemyretortwithasmiledancingonmyface.

AyizeandSethuexchangelooksastheycackleatmyresponse.

Me:“Ihavetogo,I’m gettinglooks.”

Istate,shyingawayfrom thesewomen.



Randall:“Keepyourphonewithyou.”

Thatsoundslikea‘justincasesomethingbadhappens.’

Me:“Iwill.”

WehearaloudnoisefollowedbyululationasIbidRandallgoodbye.

Randall:“Whatisthat?”

Me:“Ithinkit’sdone.”

Myheartjumpstositonmythroatforasecond.

Randall:“Really?”

Heseeksassurance.

Me:“Yes,there’sacelebration.”

Heexhalesinrelief.

Randall:“So,you’reofficiallymine?”

Notwithoutaring,but…

Me:“Yes.”

Randall:“Okay,IloveyouAmara,somuch.”

ThisissomethingIwillneverforget.

Me:“IloveyoumoreRandall.”

Randall:“LetmecallStyles,I’llseeyouinside,Iguess.”

Thatmeansheisnotsureifhewillbeletinthehouse.

Me:“I’llseeyouinsidebaby.”

HedropsthephoneandimmediatelySethutakesmeintoherarms,Petuniafliesinululating…

and…ThenoisebeginsasAyizejoinsher.

Sethu:“CongratulationsAmara.”

Shehugsmeagain,Petuniaisthesecondone.

Petunia:“Maynoonecastanevileyeonyourlife.”

Ireceive.

Ayizegivesmeaquickhug.

Ayize:“Sister-wife,Iwelcomeyouintoourfamily.”

Shesayspullingmeintoherarms,Iam atmyhappiestatthismoment.



Me:“IjustwanttobewithRandall,rightnow.”

Theylaughatme.

Ayize:“Nowyoucanhaveallthesexyouwant.”

Ahugisgivenwiththisdisconcertingcomment.

Petunia:“Yeywena?”(Heyyou.)

Petuniachastisesher.

Ayize:“Auntiza,ucansiisnotasecrethau.Howdidweallgethere?Ourparentshadto…”

SethusmashesherhandonAyize’smouth,hinderingherspeechfrom reachingitsfinishline.

Petunia:“Ntombazane?”(Girl?)

Ayizewilltraumatisethepoorwoman.

Ayizefreesherselffrom Sethu’shand,withafrownonherfacestepsaway.

Petunia:“Getready,youwillhavetoservetheguest.”

Shewalksoutwiththat.

IhavenowordstoexpresshowIfeel.

KHETHU*

Myfatherblameshimselfforwhathashappenedtomymother.Itriedtoconvincehim thatitis

nothisfault,buttalkingtohim islikechasingamovingaeroplane.

Herefusestogohomeandshowerforhehasfoundaplacenexttomymother’sbedside.Ifthat

chaircouldtalk,we’dbeshockedbywhatithastosay.

Me:“Honestlydad,thedoctorswillstartcomplainingaboutthestenchinthisroom.”

It’snotthatbad,I’m tryingtogethim togohome.

Dad:“No,Ican’tgoleavingherbehind.”

Hehaslearnttobestubbornatthat.

Me:“Iam heredad,Iwillkeepaneyeonherandletyouknowifanythingcomesup.”

Thatheadshakethat,heisgivingmeisstartingtoannoyme.

He’sholdingherhandwithhiseyesengrossedonherbatteredface.It’sbeendays,butherface

remainsunrecognizable.Herswolleneyesdon’tlookliketheywillgracethelightanytimesoon,



astheyareclungtogetherlikeamagnettosteel.Herlipsarefivetimesplumpthantheirusual

size,awhitebandagewrapsaroundherheadasiffightingtokeepitscontentsinoneplace.

Observingher,thereisnoglintofhopeinmethattellsmethat,shewillcomebacktous.

Thedoctorsstandwiththeirreviews,sheiscaughtbetweenlifeanddeath.

Dad:“IshouldhavebeenhereKhethu,Ifailedher.”

ThisiswhatImean,guiltiseatinghim upinsidelikeadeadlyvirus.

Me:“Willyoustop?Blamingyourselfwillnothelpher.Weneedtobestrongformom.”

Dad:“OhNobayeni,howcansuchatragedybefallyou?”

Hecontinuestoignoremyadvice.

Me:“Timothywillpayforwhathedid.”

Iproclaim throughclenchedteeth.Iplantogoandconfronthim,Iwanttoknowwhyhedidthis

tomymother.Kaywasofgreathelp,Idon’tknowwhatIwouldhavedonewithouthim.Hecame

likeaguardianangelanddisappearedlikeonetoo.

NOMBULELO*

Me:“I’m happyforyouAmara.”

Amarahasjusttoldmeoverthephonethatthenegotiationswentwell,Iam surprisedbecause

uncleJonasis…

Well…heisuncleJonas.

Amara:“ThankyouLelo,Iwishyouwerehere.”

Withamusementinhertone,shedeclares.

Me:“Yeahbuthey,I’m amothernow.”

Amara:“Yes,isn’tthisgreat.Thingsseem tobegoingwellforus.”

Notus,IstillhaveademonbythenameofZumatovanquish.

Me:“Ireallyam happyforyou,butalsoIthinkyoushoulddelaytheweddingandstudyor

something.Rememberhowyouwantedtodothat?Youhaddreams.”

Iremindherofwhatsheusedtobragabout.

Amara:“I’m notstupidLelo,don’tthinkthatIhaveforgottenmydreamsbecauseofaman.”

Me:“Iknowbut,doyouthinkRandallwillletyoustudyafteryou’rehiswife?Hewillwantyouto

stayhomeandLookafterthekids.”



Aleastasimplecoursewilldo.

Amara:“IthinkIknowRandallbetterthanyoudo,gettingmarriedandbeingaparentdoesnot

stoponefrom studying.YouknowhowIhavebeeninthemiddleofawarzone,nothinghas

beeneasy.Iassureyouthoughthat,Ihavenotforgottenmydream andIwillfulfilit.”

Shestates,IthinkImighthaveoffendedherwithmywords.

Me:“I’m gladtohearthat.”

Iam honestly.

“Amaracomehere.”

That’sRandall’svoiceinthebackground.

Amara:“Ihavetogo,I’llseeyoutomorrow.KissGokuforme.”

Shestatesinahurry,thelineisdisconnecteddeprivingmeachancetobidherfarewell.

EachtimeMbusowalksinthisroom,IkeepexpectingtoseeGokuinhisarms.

Ican’tbelieveI’m callingmybabygirlGoku,weneedtonameher.

Me:“Iwanttoseeourgirl.”

Hewalksuptometopasteakissonmycheek.

Mbuso:“Youwill,justnow.”

Hegivesamischievoussmileasheturnstothedoor.Afemalenursewalksinwithababyinher

armswrappedinawhiteblanket.Myheartstopsandbeatsfastinaspaceofasecond.Myeyes

swellwithtearsandtheurgetoholdheroverwhelmsme.

Me:“Mybaby.”

Istretchmyarmsouttothesmilingnurse,asurgeofemotionsrushoverme.

Mbuso:“Thankyou.”

Hedismissesthenurse.

Ican’ttakemyeyesoffmybaby,sheissotiny.Iwasonlyabletoseeherfrom afarthroughan

incubatorandnowthatshe’sinmyarms,itfeelsamazing.

Mbuso:“She’sbeautiful,isn’tshe?”

Heleansincloser,asshebringsherlittlehandtostretchherself,itdoesn’tgetthatfar.

Ihaveofficiallyfalleninlove.

Me:“She’sperfect.”

Ianswer,countingherminusculefingersandtoes.



Mbuso:“Theyareallthere.”

Hetitters,amusedbyhisremark.

Mbuso:“Ourlittlechubbycheeks,lookatthem.”

Hercheeksarechubbyandit’sadorable.

Me:“Haveyouthoughtofanameyet?”

Mbuso:“Areyousure?”

Heenquires,uncertaintywrittenonhisface.

Me:“Yes,IwantyoutonameherandIwanthertohaveyoursurname.”

Hiseyessmileatmebeforetheymovetothebaby.

Mbuso:“UluthandoGoku…”

Me:“No,notGokuplease.”

Ican’tstoplaughing.

Mbuso:“Hey,Ithoughtweagreedthatthenamewillbeonthebirthcertificate.”

NotifIhaveanythingtodowithit.

Me:“Youandwhoelse?Mbuso,Iwillnothavemychildcarrythisnameallherlife.”

Helaughsatmymention.

Me:“UluthandoXaba,soundsperfect.”

Anemotionalwaveclaimshisfaceashefightsasurgeoftears.

Mbuso:“ThankyouLelo,IpromisethatIwillbethebestfatherandhusband.”

Ibelievehim andIam luckytohaveamanlikehim inmylife.

Me:“Don’tavertyourself,you’realreadydoingagreatjob.”

Mbuso:“Ispoketoalawyerabouttheadoption,heisprocessingthepapers.”

SuddenlythethoughtofZumaswirlsinmymind.

Me:“HowarewegoingtokeepZumaawayfrom us?”

Heworriesmealot.

Mbuso:“Don’tstressabouthim Lelo,hewon’tbeback.”

Huh?

Me:“Whatdoesthatmean?”

Mbuso:“Simplythat,heisnotgoingtobotherusagain.”



MymindistellingmethatMbusoandRandallhadZumakilled.Mbusocannotbecapableof

that.

Me:“Ishealive?”

Hegrimacesatmyquestion,Icouldbeoffendinghim byaskingthis.

Mbuso:“Heis,whywouldyouthinkthatwekilledhim?”

Heisoffended.

Me:“I’m wonderingwhatyoucouldhavedonetohim.”

Ifeelbadformyquickassumption.

Mbuso:“Randallhadatalkwithhim,hewillneverbotherusagainandthat’sthat.”

Italktoomuchsometimes.

Iam relievedthough,Iwouldn’twantMbusoinvolvedinanyofthis.”

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

193*

BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

Unedited*

193*

NEO*

“Shouldwegetsomethingforthegirlstoeatorwillyoucookwhenyougethome?”

IquestionZeeaswe’redrivinghomefrom Vaal,Ihaven’tvoicedthisouttoher,butIknowshe

hasbeendrinking.Icansmellthealcoholonher.

Ayize:“I’m tootiredtocook,we’llgetsomething.”

Sherepliesrubbingherhead.

Me:“Whydidyoudrink?”

Swiftlysheturnstoleeratme.

Ayize:“Ihadaglass.”

Shemuttersasifit'sokay.

Me:“Iknow,butwhy?IthoughtweweremakingprogressZee.”

Ayize:“Ididn’trelapse,ifthat’swhatyouthink.”

ItisexactlywhatIthink.

Me:“Areyougoingtotellmewhyyoudrank?”

Ayize:“Neoplease,notnow.”

Shemutters,wincinginpainassherubsherhead.

Me:“We’llgetyousomethingforthatheadache.”

IfindherstaringasIturntogiveherabrieflook.

Me:“Whatisit?”



Ayize:“Youknowyoucanleaveifyouwantout,right?”

Sheintroduces.

Ican’tcomprehendwhatshecouldbetalkingabout.

Me:“IfIwantoutofwhat?”

Ayize:“Therelationship.”

ShegivesananswerlikeIshouldknowwhatshe’stalkingabout.

RapidlyIhurtlethecarandparkitonthesideoftheroad,herbodyalmostslamsagainstthe

dashboard.

Ayize:“Whatwasthatfor?”

Sheraiseshervoiceatme.

Me:“Whatthehelldidyoujustsaytome?”

Myeyesfixedontheroad,Iquery.

Ayize:“Isaidyoucanleaveifyouwantout.”

Shehastheaudacitytosaythistome?Herstatementdoesnotsitwellwithmeandprovokes

metograbherarm outofrage.

Ayize:“Neo.”

Shemumbles.

Imakesuretolookintohereyes.

Me:“Don’teversaythattomeagain.”

Igrunt,sternly.

Me:“Naunahanahorerebapalacrèchemona?”(Doyouthinkweareplayinggameshere?)

Icanendurealotofthings,butthisnonsense.

Zeemotionsanegativeaffirmation.

Me:“Wheredidyougetthat?Whatismakingyousaythistome?”

Shetriestopullherhandawayfrom myfirm gripandfails.

Ayize:“Wehaven’thadsexNeoandIthought…”

Me:“YouthoughtthatIwouldleaveyou?”

Icutin.

Ayize:“Yes,you’reamanand…”



Sheisabouttosaysomethingdumb.

Me:“YouthinkIwouldcheatonyou?”

Sheshrugshershoulders,tryingtogetherarm back.

Ithurtsmetoknowthatshewouldthinksuchathing.Haven’tIlovedZeeenoughtoshowher

that,Iwouldneverleaveher?

Me:“I’m notanidiot,doyouthinkthatIlivefortloftlof?Sowhenyouseeme,oretloftlofke

enoa”(Yousayherecomessex.)

She’ssupressingasmile,doessheknowhowseriousthisis?

Ayize:“No,Neo.”

Shewhines,repossessingherarm.

Me:“Thenkeeng?Obatlaengho‘naZee?I’m tryinghere.”(Thenwhatisit?Whatdoyouwant

from me?)

Ayize:“I’m sorry,Ithought…”

Icutheroffagain,sheshouldcontrolherthoughtsbecausehermindisaccommodating

garbage.

Me:“Stopthinking,Iwantyoutoremovethatthoughtoutofyourmind.Idon’tknowifit’sthe

alcoholthat’smakingyousayshittome.Butdon’teverrepeatthosewordsAyize,notevento

yourself.”

IknowthatIwitaroundsometimes,buttohavehersmilinglikethis….

Me:“Whatareyousmilingabout?”

Themopeonmyfaceshouldhelphauloverthecoals,it’snotalaughingmatter.Tohaveher

thinkingthatmymindisfilledwiththoughtsofotherwomen,Ishouldbeaffronted.

Ayize:“Youlooksosexywhenyou’reangry,itturnsmeon.”

She’sgigglingand…

Wait!Whatdidshesay?

Me:“Really?”

Ihavetoconfirm,I’m failingtocurtailthedaftsmileonmyface.

Anodfrom herisadequate.

She’swindinginasensualwaythathasmyerectiontwitching.Hereyesarelustfullyskimming

me,assheseductivelybitesherlowerlip.

Me:“Well,Ilikeitwhenyou’recrazy,itturnsmeon.”

Thisisonecrazywoman.



Ayize:“Ngempela?”(Really?)

Shequeries,inamutter.

Me:“Ka‘nete.”(Really.)

Iconfirm,bitingmylowerlip.

Keepingthenaughtylookonherface,shesnakesherbodydownontheseatandstarts

touchingherself.Eroticmoansdischargefrom her,damnIhaveneverseenanythingsosexy.

Me:“Zee,whatareyoudoing?”

Myvoicerefusestoworkwithme,Iclearmythroattoremovewhateveritisthathasclogged

myvoicebox.Itissuddenlyhotinhere,Ialmostchokeonmyspitassheslidesherunder

garmentdowntoherlegs.

Shegrabsitandthrowsitatme,Ifailtocatchitduetonerviness.

IhavelostcountofthenumeraltimesthatIhaveclearedmythroat.Zeesitswithherlegswide

open.

Whatisthiswomandoingtome?

Ileanin,shemeetsmehalfway.Anaughtysmileperusingherface.

Myhandfindsaplaceonherthighasweengageinaslowkiss.

Ayize:“Mhmm!”

Shemoans,sittingontopofme.Herkneesoneithersideofmythighs,herdressuptoherhip

boneexposingherthighs.Myhandswanderontheirown,claspingherminiature,butfleshy

waistthat,hasbloodrushingthroughmyveins.Thekississoftandsmooth.

Webreatheheavilyaswepullout,hereyesbashfullylookintomine.

Ayize:“Let’sdoithere.”

Shewhispers,hereyesmovingbackandforthfrom mylipstomygaze.

Me:“Here?”

Ihavefiguredthatoneoutalready…

It’sawild,butfunthought,we’reinthemiddleofnowhere.Thedarkstreetsarenotsocrowded

andIwanttohavehernow.

Ayize:“Yes,Iwanttodoithere.”

SheiscrazyandIloveher.

Me:“Nauaebatla?”(Doyouwantit?)



Ismirk.

Ayize:“Keaebatla.”(Iwantit.)

Hertitterssound,Ireclinetheseatbackasfarasitgoes.

Me:“Tloobaba,keofe.”(Comebaby,letmegiveittoyou.)

IcaptureZee’slipsintomine,herhandsareundermyt-shirtpullingitupuntilitleavesmybody.

Shekissesherwaydowntomylowertorso,hereyesfindmeassheunbuttonsmyjeans.

Thinkingshewillgodownonme,IbringherupandkissherlikeIwantherbreath.Sheisstill

fragileandIcan’texplorewithheryet.

Slowly,Islideintoher.Shemoansloudly,asshetightensherarmsaroundme.Shewindsand

humpsonmewithslowmoves,whileweexchangekissesandpecks.

Myhandsarelovingthefeelofherskin,asImapherwholebody.Theyareunderherdressand

leisurelymovinguptocaressherbreast.

Ayize:“Hmmhh,Neo.”

Hereyesclosed,shemoanslouderandlouder.Thewaysheisgrindingonmedrivesmeinsane,

itmakesmewanttoprofessmyloveforher.

Me:“Ontirangbaba?Shit?”(Whataredoingtomebaby?)

Shemovesherhanddowntoplaywithmyballs.

Iraisemyhead,feelingagreatneedtoshoutoutofpleasureand…

Me:“Awoooooooooo,ououou.”

Ihowllikeawolf,ithasherlaughing.

Ayize:“Yesrabobiyes.”(Spiderman.)

Shegrowlswithasillysmileonherface.

Itightlygrabherwaisttoholdherdown,hermovementsdrivemecrazy.Althoughmineare

limitedtheyhavehermoaningwithpleasure.AsweetsoundIhaven’theardfrom her.

Me:“Fuckbaba,omonatedemediman.”(Dammit,you’reenjoyable.)

Iutter.

Adeepmoananswersback,she’shumpingandgrindingandwheezingandsheisaboutto

reachherclimax.

Atickleiscreepinguponmefrom everycornerofmybody,anurgetoscratchengulfsme.But

wheredoIscratch,ZeecontinuestohumpwhileIfighttothrust.I’m desperatetoflipherover

andgodeeponher.

Me:“Shit,Zee.Ican’tcum,Ihavetostretchmylegs.”



Thespaceinthecaristoosmall.

Thetickleintensifies,thereisthisdesperationtohaveitstopbut,Iwantittocontinueforeveras

well.

Ayize:“Neo,I’m leavingyou.Ican’tholdonanymore.”

Sheshoutsinasexytone,thathasmybodyshivering.Iclutchmyhandsonherbutt,squeezing

them,asIleadhertoherhappyplace.Sheholdsontomefordearlifeasshescreamsherway

intoanorgasm,herbodyshuddersasitspressedagainstmine.Ikissthesideofnecktrailing

mywaydowntohershoulders.

Wedon’tbreakfrom thetightholdasIpushtogetmymilliondollarorgasm.DamnIhavebeen

waitingforthisday,letmehaveitatleast.Zeemoansloaderthat,IwishIhadturnedtheradio

onjustincasesomeoneispassingby.However,it’sunlikelytohappen.

Ifeelvulnerable,butyetpowerfulseeingherorgasm face.She’sgoingforsecondsandit’san

accomplishment,awarwehavebeenfightingforawhilenow.

Me:“KeashoaZee,ntsoarekeashoa.”(Holdme,I’m dyingZee.)

Iexclaim,I’m prettysureI’m dying.Sexisgoingtokillmetoday.Myheartispalpitatingwildly,

suddenlyanitchy,scratchysensationclaimsmyentirebody.Mymusclestenseup,myeyesroll

backandIshutmylidsasmybodytremblesandthereitis,myhappyending.

Thislittlespaceisfilledwithourheavybreathing.

Myforeheadpressedonhers,Ikissheronemoretime,gentlycaressingherback.Shejumps

backtothepassenger’sseatwithgiggles.

Ayize:“You’regoingtodie?”

Shesmirksatmewhilefixingherselfupandtryingnottolaugh.

Me:“Haveyoueverseenthegatesofheaven?”

Ididnottellajoke,sheshakesherheadsniggering.

Me:“Iswear,IsawJesustoday,hewasstandingatthegatecallingme.IthoughtIwasgoingto

heaven.”

Iexplainmyordeal.

Me:“I’veheardthatpeoplediewhilehavingsex,todayIhadaneardeathexperience,stru.”(It’s

true.)

Icontinue.

Zeefallsbackontheseatlaughingoutloud,it’sthetruththough.But,whatthehell?Herlaughis

contagious.

Ayize:“Iam goingtohavethebesttimeofmylifewithyou,NeoMaake.”



Ilovethesoundofthat.

Me:“Iloveyoubaba.”

Iproclaim,myeyeslockedwithhers.

Ayize:“Iknow,le‘nakeauratarabobiwaka.”(MySpiderman.)

Anothersoftquickkisstakescentrestage.

Me:“Eish,ketshabatloftlof,itmakespeoplespeakintongues.Listentoyou,you’veforgotten

yourZuluandspeakingSotho.Thepoweroftloftlofneh.”(Irespectsex.)

Zeetapsmyshoulderwhileasoftlaughevadesfrom her,shetakesupaseriouslookasifshe

neverlaughed.

Ayize:“Don’tstartwithme,rabobi.”(Spiderman.)

Shesulks,herlipscurvingintoapout.

Me:“ThisiswhatI’m talkingabout,I’m rabobinow,from Neotoasuperheroinonenight.Aitlof

tlofkebozzasaan.”(Spiderman.Sexistheboss.)

ThisiswhatIwouldliketoheareveryday,thesoundoflaughter.

NTOMBI*

Thewaymybrotheriscountingthatmoney,youwouldthinkthatit’sallhis.Hekeepstellingme

toleavetheroom.

Wheream Itogo?Thisismylivingroom plus,Iwanttoseehowmuchisthat.

Mhambi,ohmydearbrother.NowonderhewillneverleavePongola,heisnotdisplayingany

interestonthemoney.WhatkindofawomanisPetunia?Sheneedstohelphermanseethat,

moneyisimportantinlife.

Youwillnotguesswheresheis…

That’sright,inthekitchen.

Apparently,thisisnotourbusinessandIshouldn’tbehereaswell.SheknowsthatMhambiwill

walkawaywithsomethingforthem both.

Whataboutmyhusband?He’snothomeyet.

Whereisheanyway?

Me:“HowmuchdidthatboypayBhuti?”(Brother.)



Hegivesmeablacklook,continuingtoflipthrougheachnote.I’m prettysurethatithasbeen

dividedbetweentwopeople,JonasandMhambi.LeavingMosesoutinthecold,thesameman

whoraisedAmara.

Me:“Bhutihau,Iaskedyouaquestion.”(Brother.)

Heraiseshiscoldeyes.

Jonas:“WhatdoyouwantNtombi?”

Isitnotclear?

Me:“Haibo,kanjalonje?Youwillaskmethatquestion?”(Justlikethat.)

Thedoorswingsopen,asweatyandwheezingMosescomesrunningintothehouselike

somethingischasinghim.

Me:“Mosesyini?”(Whatisit?)

Ijumptohim.

Heslouchesover,hishandspastedonhisknees.Whywasherunningtobeginwith?

Me:“Moseskhuluma.”(SpeakMoses.)

Heraiseshishead,hisbreathhittingmyface.Istepbackalittle,I’m nottryingtofeel

someone’swarm breatheonmyface.Thereisnothingmoreannoyingthanthat.

Moses:“Howmuchdidtheypay?”

Heranallthewayfrom thetavernforthis?

Me:“Youcould’vediedMoses,you’renotyounganymorehau.”

Moses:“Jonas.”

Hesaysturningtohim,Jonasdoesnotwanttobefriendlytoday.

Moses:“Howmuchisthat?”

Hesettlesdownonaseat,Istandbesidehim waitingformybrothertotellusthegoodnews.It

lookslikealotofmoneyandweshouldallgetafairamount.

Jonas:“ThismoneyisgoingintoAmara’seducation.”

Mymindmustbeflowingaroundthemoneythat,ImusthavemissedwhatJonasjustsaid.

Me:“Whatdidhesay?”

IaskaMoseswhohashishandssupportinghishead.

Moses:“Hesaidthemoneyisgoing…”

Hedoesn’thavetofinishit,Iheardright.



Me:“Kanjanibhuti?”(Howbrother?)

Moses:“Yeah,kanjanibhuti?”(Yesbrother,how?)

Iam flabbergastedbyJonas’absurdity.

Jonas:“Amaralosteverythingwhenherparentsdied,shecouldn’tgetaneducation…”

Moses:“Hayi,hayi.Wepaidforherschoolfeesfrom grade1.Doesthatnotcount?”(No.)

Mosescomplains,Isecondhim.

Moses:“Whatisyourproblem Jonas?Youdon’twanttoseeanyonehappy.”

Hequestionsandexclaims,Jonasglowersathim.Mhambishouldbesayingsomething,butmy

brotherisjusttherelikeawetchicken.

Me:“Hayicha,Igiveuponyoubhuti.”(No,brother.)

Jonas:“Excuseme?”

Heheardright…

Moses:“Ihavealwaysknownthatsomethingisnotrightinthatheadofyours,inqondoyakho

iyakushiya.”(You’relosingyourmind.)

Me:“Yeahtellhim,Moses.”

Mhambi:“Ntombidon’tspeaknonsense,Jonasmightaswellbeyourfather.Howdareyousay

thistohim?”

He’shere?IthoughthewaslostinPongolaorsomething.

Moses:“Thisisaconspiracyright?YoutwowanttopunishusforwhathappenedwithAmara?”

Hesays,pointingatthem.

Mhambi:“PutthatfingerawayMoses.”

Mhambicastigateshim,thisisthefirsttimeIhearMhambiraisehisvoice.Moneywilleven

makethemutespeak.

Jonas:“Letthem beMhambi,calculatealltheexpensesyouspentonAmaraandIwillsubtract

from here.”

Hesaysunashamedly,themoneywon’tbeenoughtosustainus.

Me:“Idon’tunderstandwhyyou’redoingthisbhuti.MyhouseismadeofbrickswhileAmara’s

houseismadeofmoney.”(Brother.)

Moses:“NotonlythatNtombi,theyhaveatreewheretheypluckmoney,whileourshastobe

buriedunderatree.”

Todayit’sourmoney?



Menareallthesame,Iam surroundedbyidiots.

Jonas:“Idon’tcarewhatyouhavetosayNtombi,youtooMoses.Ihavemademydecision.”

Hedismissesus.

Me:“Mhambi!Areyougoingtolethim dothis?Youhavefourgirlsinboardingschool,thinkof

them.”

Mhambigrimaces,Iam rightthough.Amarahasitall,shedoesnotneedthismoney.Jonas

shouldnotbeselfish.

Moses:“Plus,wejusthadagranddaughterandweneedtheit.”

Eish!

Couldn’thethinkofabetterexcuse?

Mhambi:“NtombiisrightJonas,Amaradoesnotneedthemoney.Oursonin-lawpromisedto

takecareofherandhewilldothat.”

That’smybrother.

JonaspondersuponMhambi’swords.

Jonas:“Fine.”

Moses:“Yes!!!”

Hejumpstositontheedgeoftheseat…Toosoonifyouaskme.

Jonas:“10000randforNtombiandMoses,each.”

Heutters.

Idon’tblamehim,heisusedtoutteringnonsense.

Moses:“You’reawitchwenaJonas,lalelala,wewillsithereuntilyoucomeupwithabetterdeal.

Ungazodlalangathiman.”(Listenhere.Don’tplaywithus.)

IagreewithMoses.

Lordisthishowweage?Iwillpass,Idon’twanttobelikeJonas.

AMARA*

Finallywearehome,Ineedtosleepandmyfeetarekillingme.Thehouseisquiet,everyonehas

gonetobebed.

IfeelRandallwraphisarmsaroundmefrom behindasItoddletothelounge,heiskissingme

andIknowwhathewants.FirstlyIam notinthemoodandthereissomethingthathasbeen



eatingmeupinside.ThephonecallwithKenneth,whatAyizesaidmademefeelbad.

Me:“Ineedtotellyousomething.”

Imoveawayfrom hisarmsandsettleonthecouch.

Randall:“Whatisit?”

Thefurrowedbrowmakesithardformetotellhim.Hiscarrieshishandsonhisbackandtakes

upadominantstance.

Me:“Kennethcalled.”

Randallraiseshisbrows,givingmeanintimidatinglook.MaybeIshouldhavekeptmymouth

shut.

Randall:“When?”

Hequerieswithcomposure.

Me:“Backatthehouse.”

Hegrindshisjaw,lettingmeknowthelevelofhisanger.

Me:“Idon’tknowhowhegotmynumber,Iansweredthecallbecauseitwasaprivatenumber.”

Tosmooththecrumpleonhisface,Ielucidatetheissue,sohedoesnotthinkthatIwantedto

speaktoKenneth.

Randall:“Whatdidhewant?”

Hequizzes.

Hehasn’tmovedaninch,sittinghereandhavinghim standingtheremakesfeellikeakid

explainingtotheirparentwhyIcamehomelate.

Me:“Hewantedtosaygoodbye,he’sgoingaway.”

Hisbracedteethdecidetolingeron.

Randall:“WhereisyourphoneAmara?”

Ineedhelp,I’m strugglingtotellifhe’supsetornot.

Me:“Inthecharger.”

Forgetupset,heisincensed.Hewalksaway,eithertogetthephoneortocooloff.

ShouldIfollowhim?

Randallandhismoodswingswillsendmetoanearlydelivery.Ineedwater,mythroatisdry.As

Igulpdownaglassofwater,Iseehim approachingfrom thecornerofmyeye.Hestandstoo

close…Whyishehandingmethephone?

Me:“Whatisit?”



Iwoulddoanythingtohideawayfrom hissharpgaze,it’sasthoughheislookingintomysoul

searchingforsomething.

Randall:“Whydoesyourphonehaveapassword?”

Isitnotsupposedto?

Me:“Idon’tknow,Liyaputthepassword.Youknowhowsheisalwaysusingit.”

IreplywhileIunlockthebloodyphone,IshouldhavekeptmybigmouthshutaboutKenneth.

Nowlookatus,bothournightshavebeenruined.Isitsupposedtobeourhoney?

IfIam notmistaken,RandallisdeletingKenneth’snumbers.

Me:“Done?”

That’sright,Iknowwhatyouwe’redoing.

Randall:“Yes,canwegoandhavesexnow?”

He’sleaninginandIwanttoslapthatsmileoffhisface,butIlovehim andhisstupidsmile…

andhishorny-selfand…Iwouldn’ttradehim foranythinginthisworld.

Tobecontinued…
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KENNETH*

Idon’tknowwhatIreallyfeelforAmara,butIknowthatIwanttobearoundher.Thoughtsof

herhavefoundahomeinmymind,whilemyheartremainsvoidofherlove.Itscreamsouther

nameineverywaypossible,butinaworldwhereshedoesnotexist,henceshecannotheara

thing.

IthurtstoknowthatAmaraissomeone’swifenowandIcan’tchaseafterher.Iftherewasa

waytohaveherwithme,Iwouldgoforit.

Iam nosaint,Ilivemylifeforthedevil,butIhavecommittedthebiggestsinintheeyesofGod.I

havelustedafterAmara.

WhatIwouldgivetohaveherinmybed.

Iguessthiswillremainthis...alittledream thatwillneverbefulfilled.



Sipho:“Areyoureallyleaving?”

IaskedSiphotohousesitwhileI’m away,ifpossibleIwouldhavehim moveinuntilhelivesthat

placehecallsahouse.Idon’tknowwhyheissocomfortablewiththelifeheisliving.

Kenneth:“Iam,takecareofmyhouse.”

Heisstandingonthedoorwayofmybedroom.

Sipho:“YouknowIwill,Ihopeyoudon’thaveanymonkeyshidinginoneoftheroomsinthis

house.”

Hesayswithastraightface.

Me:“Doyouhaveamonkeyinyourhouse?”

Hechortleslowlyatmyremark.

Sipho:“I’m seriousKay,whyblackthough?Couldn’tyougoforothercolours?It’screepyenough

thatyou’repartofthatdreadfulbrotherhood.”

Ileftthebrotherhood,Iknowtheywon’ttakeitlightly.I’lldoanythingtoprotectmysister,it’sa

goodthingshe’snotinJoburg.

Ihangmytravelbagonmyshoulderandambletowardsthedoor.

Sipho:“You’regoingtogiveupjustlikethat.”

Hemoseysbesidemewiththisprobe.

Me:“DoIhaveachoice?”

Sipho:“Fightforher.”

Iwould,ifitwereeasy.

Me:“LetitgoSipho,she’smarried.”

Sipho:“Ourfightingspiritisnotthesame,Iwouldfighttoothandnailforthewomanwhoholds

myheart.”

Hedeclares,maybeit’ssomethingIwoulddobut…

Me:“IfIcouldgetanightwithher,justone.Iwillliveforeverafterthat.”

Hethrowshisheadbacklaughingheartily.

Me:“DidIsaysomethingwrong?”

Sipho:“Youwillliveforever?Whatareyoudrinkinginthatbrotherhood?”

Iwanttolaughathisjest,butmyheartisheavy.

Me:“IthinkIshouldcallAmaraonemoretime.”



Iannounceaswestrolltothedoor,Ihavetohearhervoice.

Sipho:“LikeIsaid,fightforher.”

Me:“Ifshewasn’twithOkolie,Iwouldfightforher.”

Iproclaim asIopenthefrontdoor,onlytobewelcomedbyanear-splittingbang,beforeI’m

stungbyahotintensepainontherightsideofmyabdomen.

Ifeelasuddenimpactofnosensation,anumbnesswashesovertheareaandmybodygivesin

toparalysis.Okolieisstandingonmydoorstepwithagunaimedatme,hisfaceholding

nothingbutrage.IhaveseentheeyesofakillerbeforeandIam lookingintothem.

“Kenneth!”

SiphocatchesmebeforeIcrashtothefloor.Hesinksdownwithme,asOkoliestridesintomy

house.Thegunhangingonhissidenow,he’swheezingandpantinglikeananimal.

Me:“Whatthehelldidyoujustdo?”

Igruntinpainasspeakinghasbecomedifficult.

Randall:“WhatdidyousayMkhize?YouwanttofightforAmara?”

Hegrowlsglaringdownatme.

Sipho:“Getthefuckoutofhere?”

Siphocanbeaggressive,buthedoesn’thavethestrengthtostandupagainstOkolie.

Randall:“IwarnedyouMkhize,Itoldyoutostayawayfrom her.”

HebarksashefloutsSipho’smandateandaimsthegunatme.

Me:“Ididjustthat.”

Heisgoingtokillme,Idon’twanttodie.Mysisterneedsme.

Hisfacebecomesharder,hisjawclamps.

Siphojumpsathim,butRandallpusheshim off.

Randall:“Youstayoutofthis.”

Heurgesawarning,I’m bleedingprofuselyandImightdieifIdon’tgetmedicalhelp.

Me:“Don’tyouthinkyouhavedoneenoughOkolie.”

Randall:“No,I’llbesatisfiedwhenyou’relyingdeadinacoffin.”

Hepullsthetrigger,piercingmythigh.

Me:“Dammit.”

IgrowlastheburningpainacheslikenothingIhaveeverfelt.



Randall:“Iwantyoutobegfordeath.”

Thismanhasnoconscious,heissoheartless.

Me:“Randallwait,don’tshootplease.Ihaveasister,she’sonlyfourteenandshehasnoone.”

Ipleadashepreparestoshootmeonceagain,hewantstotorturemetillIdie.

Randall:“YoushouldhavethoughtofthatwhenyoulaidyoureyesonAmara.”

Ishutmyeyes,preparingmyselfforanotherexcruciatingpain.

“Randallstop.”

Styles?

Imustbeoutofit.Randallturnstohisleft,IfollowhismovementtoseeSiphoholdingouta

phone.

“Whatareyoudoingthere?”

Stylesshoutsfrom thereceivingend.

Randall:“SomethingIshouldhavedonealongtimeago.”

HeleersatSipholikehewantstomurderhim.

“GohomeRandall,it’slate.”

Stylessays,Idon’tseeRandallagreeingtoit.

Randall:“StayoutofthisStyles.”

“Youwillregretkillinghim,youknowthat?Amaraispregnant,gohometoyourwifeRandy.”

Althoughinpain,Styles’wordsstingmyheart.Ican'tthinkofAmarawiththisbeastofaman.

RandallglowersatSipho,turnsbackwithagrimaceandeyesreadytokill.

Randall:“IfyousurvivethisMkhize,knowthatifyouevendarepursueAmara,IwillfinishwhatI

started.”

Ihaveneverseensomuchanimosityinoneperson,myheartisbangingagainstmychest.WillI

surviveanotherbullet?

Heshootsmeonmyleg,mybodyisweakandIfeelmyselffadingaway.

“Kay.”

Siphoyells.

“Randall!!!”

Stylesshoutsoverthephone.

Randallclickshistonguebeforewalkingoutthesamewayhecame.



NTOMBI*

Me:“Mosescomehere.”

Hehasbeensittingonthatcouchsincewewerepromisedthemoney,Jonasshouldhavegiven

usalready,buteachtimeweaskhim henodsandcontinuestowatchTV.

Jonasistestingus,Iwon’tlieandIam tiredofhim.

ThemoneyhasbeenkeptinMhambiandpetunia’sroom,wecan’tenterbecausethedooris

facingthelivingroom andJonasiswatchingitlikeahawk.

Me:“Mosescome.”

MosesgivesJonasadeadlystareofwhichJonasisunawareof,hehashiseyesgluedtotheTV.

HeandMhambiaresharingajoke,Amaramustgetmarriedsothesepeopleleavemyhouse.

Mosesfollowsmetoourbedroom.

Moses:“Whatisit?IhavetokeepaneyeonJonas,soheknowsthatwehaven’tforgottenthat

heowesus.”

Hetellstheinnardsofhismind.

Me:“Didn’thetellyouhowmuchtheyweregiven?”

Moses:“No,hewon’ttellme.Jonasisverygreedy.HowcanhedenyusAmara’sLobolamoney?”

Ithoughtitwasobvious.

Me:“I’m surethedayyoudecidedtomolestAmara,youdidn’tthinkthatthisdaywillcome?”

Hefrownsatme.

Moses:“What’swrongwithyou?Whyareyoualwaysremindingmeofmymistakes?”

Me:“Becauseyoudon’twanttolearnfrom them,thisisallyourfaultMoses.Nowwewon'thave

moneybecauseyoucouldn’thidethatthingbetweenyourpants.SiesMoses,awuswabikodwa?”

(Aren’tyouashamed?)

Moses:“Isthiswhyyoucalledmehere?Toinsultme?”

Hesays,lookingoffended.

Me:“It’snotaninsultMoses,it’sthetruth.”

Iretortandgetacoldstare.

Moses:“Forgetthat,helpmefindawaytogetintoMhambi’sroom.”

Hewhispers,notwantingtobeheard.



Me:“Whatareyougoingtodothere?”

Moses:“Iwanttoseehowmuchitis.”

Hepresents.

Moses:“Ihaveaplan,wehavetogetintothatroom andtakesomeofthemoney.Whatarewe

goingtodowithR10000?Andthat’sifJonaswillgiveus.”

IknowIhaveinsultedhim enoughandprobablymyinsultswentintohishead.

Me:“Wearenotgoingtodothat.”

Hisjawdrops.

Moses:“Ntombi,didyouseethatmoney?Jonaswon’tnoticeifasinglenoteismissing.”

Me:“Hewillprobablyknow,Iam notgoingtomesswithJonasespecially,afterwhathedidto

you.Heknowshowtocalluponhisancestorsandtheylistenwhenhecalls.”

Hewaveshishand,dismissingme.

Moses:“Ohplease,myancestorsareprobablystronger.”

Iftheywere,theywouldhaveprotectedhim from Nkosiyabo.

Me:“SorryMoses,butIam notgoingtostealanything.Let’sseehowmuchJonasgivesus,if

it’stoolittlethenwe’llconvincehim togiveusmore.”

He’sdonewithme,yeahthatwalksaysit.

RANDALL*

Styleshasthistendencyofstoppingmyplans,Ihadhim.IhadKennethrightinmyhands,Iwent

tohishousetoconfronthim aboutthephonecallandwhenIheardhim talkaboutfightingfor

Amara,mywife.AngerroseinsideofmeandIwantedtoseehim takehislastbreath.

HowdarehethinkhecanchallengemeandtakeAmara?AfterallIhavebeenthroughwithher,I

am notabouttolethergo.

DammitStyles.

Ihaveanincomingcallfrom Amara,sheshouldbesleepingbynow.

Me:“Meoyere.”(Mywife.)

Icannevergetusedtothis.

Amara:“Whereareyou?”

Me:“Onmyway,IneededsomeairsoIwentforadrive.”



I’m lying.

IwaslividwhenshetoldmethatKennethhadcalled,Itriedwithallmymighttostopmyself

from punchingthewall.IhatethatKennethhassethiseyesonher.Whydidn’theheedmy

demandwhenItoldhim tostayawayfrom Amara.

Amara:“Okay,hurryhome.It’slate.”

Itsoundstomelikeshe'ssulking.

Me:“I’m almostthere.Don’twaitupforme,restmylove.”

Dazed,shegasps.

Amara:“Mylove?Mmhh!Beingawifecomeswithitsperkshey.Thisisanupgrade.”

Shegags.

Me:“No,Iwastryingtoconvinceyoutogobacktosleep.Youhaveanearlymorningtomorrow

remember.”

Shesniggers.

Amara:“Don’tremindmeabouttomorrowplease.”

Me:“Whynot?”

Amara:“BecauseIshouldbeplanningmywedding,notlearninghowtodriveandmyinstructor

isnotkind.He’salwayssnappingatme.”

Shepronounces.

Amarasaidthatshewantstolearnhowtodrive,teachingherhasbeenfunbecauseIgettoget

underherskinandit'skindoffuntowatchhersulking.

Me:“Idon’tblamehim,you’reprobablynotfollowingtherules.”

Amara:“No,heisjustcontrolling.”

Ihaveanincomingcall.

Me:“Iwilltrytobegentlenexttime,Ipromise.”

Ineedtotakethiscall,Ihavebeenwaitingforit.

Amara:“Idon’tseethathappeninganytimesoon.”

Shesays.

Amaraisafasterlearner,itwon’ttakelongforhertogetthehangofit.Sheisasmartwoman

andhasagreatfutureaheadofher.

Me:“I’llseeyounowmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Amara:“Issomethingwrong?”



Imusthaveusedthewrongtone.

Me:“No.”

Amara:“Thentalktometillyougethome,please.”

R.Jcan’tmakeuphismind,sometimeshewantsmearoundandsometimeshehatesthesight

ofme.Hemustbehavingthetimeofhislife,lookingatmethroughhismother’seyes.

Me:“Ihaveanimportantcallmehemma,gotosleep.”(Myqueen.)

Myrequestforcesasighoffrustrationoutofher.Yes,R.Jisdemanding.

Shehangsup,sheispeeved.Thatlittlebratwillgetmeintroublewithmywife.

Ireturnthecall,thismanbetterhavegoodnewsforme.

“Mhlonishwa.”(Boss.)

Hesays,soundinghappy.Itmustmeanhehasgoodnews.

Me:“Giveittome.”

“Wehaveherboss.”

Mynightcouldn’tgetanybetter.

Me:“Good,keepherthere.”

IlikeitwhenIplantandsomethingbrewsfrom it.Ihavearagethathasbeenlongingtobe

unleashed.It’stimeIremovethemaskandremindpeoplethatscarisstillalive.

Thisplanwasmeanttogosmooth,everythinghascomecrashingdownandIhavetothinkof

something.

STYLES*

Nextday.*

Me:“Ididn’tbelieveinmarriagebeforeImetyou.YouhavechangedmylifeSethuandmademe

believeinloveagain…”

Thesoundofmyphoneringinggetsinthewayofmypracticesession,Iplanonproposingto

Sethutoday.I’m takingherouttodinner,it’sabouttimeItakethatstep.Iwantherwithmeall

thetime.

IspoketoRandallearlier,heexplainedwhyheshotKenneth.Hehasnoremorseforwhathedid,

Ihaveseenmanysidestohim,buttheonethatcomesoutwhenhehastoprotectAmara

seemstobethemostdangerous.

Kennethsufferedthreegunshotwounds,thefatalonewastheoneonhisstomach.Heisina



perilouscondition,howeverthedoctorssayhewillpullthrough.

SiphowasreadytosnitchtothepoliceandIhadtoputhim onaleash.Randallmadeamess

anddidnotcareaboutcleaningupbecause...well,heknowswheremostofhismoneygoesat

theendofthemonth.

Neo:“Goonsocialmedianow.”

NeosaysasIanswerthecall,withnosenseofemergencyinhisvoice.

Me:“What’sonsocialmedia?”

Iremaincalm,mymindobliviousofwhatcouldbethere.

Neo:“Yourgirlputupapage.Helpmefindmyfather.”

Hereitis,there’sapictureofhermother.

<<<Helpmefindmyfather>>>

<Mother’sname:“NontobekoJacobethMalinga.>

<Asknownas:Ntosh.>

<Possiblefather’sname:Mkhize/M.K.>

Shegoesontostatethatifanyoneknowsthem orMkhizehimself,theyshouldsendheradirect

message.

Me:“Shit,shit.Whenwasthisputup?”

Iask,panicking.

Neo:“Twodaysago.”

Me:“Dammit!HowdidwemissthisNeo?”

IfMkhizeseesthis,itwillbeconfirmedthatSethuishisdaughter.Ididn’taskSethuabouther

meetingwithSika,Ihavetogetherawayfrom Mkhize.Diverthermindawayfrom these

thoughts.She’sbeenaskingabouthispicture,theoneIburntmonthsago.Tilltodayshe

continuestolookforit.

Neo:“Thepastfewdayshavebeenhectic,planningthenegotiationsandthewedding.That’s

whywemissedit,doesn’tMissStellyouthesethingsStylos?”

ShewouldifIgaveherachance.

Me:“Wehavetotakeitdownnow.”

Iutter,mymindisdisarrayed.Ihateitwhensomethingmissesme,SethuandMkhizecouldbe

communicatingandIdon’tevenknowit.

Neo:“I’m onitaswespeak,IwantedyoutoseeitbeforeIpressthebutton.Wecanonlyhope

thatit’snottoolate.”



Me:“Thankyou.”

Neo:“YouneedtospeaktoherStylos,sheissoclosetofindingoutthatMkhizeisherfather.”

“MkhizeisSethu’sfather?”

Ayize’svoicesoundsoverthephone.

Neo:“KemangMkhize?”(WhoisMkhize?)

Neoanswersher.

Me:“Shit,Neo.”

“Themanyou’retalkingabout.HeisSethu’sfather.”

Shereplies.

Thisisbad.

Me:“Neofixthis.”

Iorder.

AyizewillwanttotellSethuthetruth.

Neo:“HadeStylos.”(I'm sorry.)

Dammit!Sethucan’tknowthatMkhizeisherfather.NeithercanMkhizeknowabouther.

Tobecontinued…
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MBUSO*

TodayLelogetstocomebackhome,wearegoingtosignatthemagistrate'soffice.Amaraand

Randallwillbeourwitnesses.

Ipullupoutsidemymother’sgate,Isaymymother’sgatebecausemyfatherdoesnotlivehere

anymore.Sheisstillobliviousastowhohe’shavinganaffairwith.

Me:“Mom.”

Iknockonthekitchendoor,thisiswhereIwouldusuallyfindher,buttodayit’sdifferent.The

kitchenisempty,itlookslikeshehasn’tcookedinhereinawhile.

Me:“Mom,whereareyou?”

Icallouttoher.

“I’m inthelivingroom.”

Ifollowthesoundofhervoice.Sheissittingonthecouch,readingabible.

Mom:“Hi.”

Shesmiles,butit’snotafullsmile,it’snotacandidoneaswell.Itsaysalotofthings,thatsheis

brokenandinpain.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Ikissheronthecheekasagreeting.

Thehouseisnotaswarm asitusedtobe.Itmustbetheabsenceofafatherthat,hasleftthese

wallscoveredingloom.

Mom:“Whatdoyouthink?”

ThereisnothingIcandoabouthersituationwithdad,sherefusestoconfronthim aboutthe

supposedaffair.

Me:“Whereisdad?”

Shesipsherteaasshedecidesnottoanswerme.

Ipositionmyselfonthecouch,IhatetoseemymotherlikethisandwishthatIcantakecareof

her.Butshetendstobetoxic.NowthatLeloandIhaveachild,Ican’thavemom aroundunless

sheacceptsher.



Me:“IthoughtIshouldtellyouthat,LeloandIaregettingmarriedincourt.”

Iobserveherfacetoseewhatherreactionwouldbe,shecontinuestokeephergazeonthe

bible.

Mom:“Soyou’reseriousaboutthis?”

Shequestions.

ME:“Yes,wehaveafamilynow.DoesitmattertoyouthatIam happymom?”

ThesmileIseekcomesinaform ofadownwardsmile.

Me:“Okay,letmego.Ihopeyouwillbeokayandthatyou’llfinallyconfrontdad.Youdeserveto

knowthetruth.”

Ikisshercheekandheadbackout,Ishouldnothavebotheredcominghere.Shewillnever

cometolikeLeloandthat’salright,wehaveeachothernow.It’susagainsttheworld.

STYLES*

Richardiswaitingformeataneatery,IjustarrivedinLyndhurst.Ihavedecidedtolethim

explainhimself,itbetterbeagoodone.HewavesasIsaunterin.Awaitressapproachesthe

momentIgettothetableandenquiresaboutourorders.

Me:“No,thankyou.”

Isendheraway,Richardisnervouslystaringatme.

Me:“I’m here.”

Istatetheobvious.

Richard:“Thankyouson.”

Me:“Wearenotthereyet.”

Hetakesamomenttoclearhisthroat.

Richard:“Won’tyouhavesomething?”

He’splanningonwastingmytime.

Me:“WhatdoyouwantNixon.”

Richard:“I’m sorry,wheredoIbegin?”

Hequizzes,agitated.

Me:“Thebeginning.”



Thethroatclearanceagain,heshufflesonhisseatbeforeplacinghiselbowsonthetableand

intertwininghishandstogether.

Richard:“Iwouldliketothinkthat,meetingyourmotherwasfate.”

Hestarts,it’sbeenyearsandhereIam talkingtosomeonewhoknewmymother.Mystomach

isinknots.

Richard:“Iwasdrivinghomethisonetimeandthisladyrunsinfrontofmycar,thankfullyshe

onlysustainedminorbruises.Ihadtotakehertothehospitalduetoshock.That’swhen

everythingstarted,wefellinlove.I’m notproudtosaythat,IwasmarriedwhenImether.”

Thesameshamehespeaksofhashim droppinghisgaze.

Me:“Youfellinlovewithherwhileyouweremarried?”

Richard:“Yes,Lindiwewasabeautifulwoman.Shemademefeelgoodaboutmyselfand

respectedme.Ineverhadawomanmakemefeelimportant,Ifeltlikeakinginherpresence.I

wasgoingtoleavemywife,butshefoundoutaboutusbeforeIcouldtellher.Shethreatenedto

takemysonawayandeverythingIhadworkedfor,myparentswereonherside.Theywere

goingtoleavemedryandoutifIhadchosentheonlywomanIloved.”

Sothisishisexcuse?Inheritance?

Me:“Didyouknowthatshewaspregnantwhenyouabandonedher.”

There'saresistanceinhiseyes,myquestionhasstunghim likeabee.

Richard:“Yes.”

Hemutters,it’ssomethingIhavealwaysknown.

Richard:“IwantedtostayStyles,butIwasgoingtoloseeverythingIhad.Mysonandthe…”

Me:“Soratherlosethesonoftheblackwomanwhohadnothingtohername?”

Richard:“Noson,Iwasgoingtocomebackand…”

Hestammers.

Me:“33yearslaterRichard?You’vegottobekiddingme.”

Heismakingmeangry,Ishouldn’thavecomehere.

Richard:“Whereareyougoing?”

Heraiseshisheadtoenquiresomethingpalpable.

Me:“We’redone.”

Hejoltsuponhisfeet.

Richard:“Pleasedon’tleavelikethis.Givemeachance,letmemakeituptoyou.”

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”



Ienquire.

Ihavesearchedforthismanmywholelife,hehidfrom meandnowhedecidestoinvademylife

andplaydaddy.

Richard:“Iwanttobeyourfather,don’tdenymethissecondchanceStyles.Ioweittoyou…”

Me:“Youdon’towemeshitbecauseyouarenothingtome.”

Igrunt.

HeclencheshiseyesandthisiswhatIwant,Iwanthim tofeelthepainmymotherfeltwhenhe

rejectedher.

Richard:“IoweittoLindiwe,IlovedherStyles.Youwereconceivedoutof…”

Me:“Stop.”

Iyelp.

Me:“Stoptellingmethesethings,Ihavenothingtosaytoyouanymore.”

Richard:“Yoursiblingsarehere,theywanttomeetyou.”

Readytowalkawayfrom him forever,heannouncesasItakeastep.

Me:“What?”

Hefiddleswithhishands.

Me:“Idon’twanttomeetthem.”

Ilie.

TheyhavenothingtodowiththebeefIhavewithNixon.Am Ireadytomeetthem though?Itis

rathertoosoon.

Richard:“Theydidn’twanttowaitanylonger,I’m sorry,Itoldthem thatitwastoosoon.”

Me:“ItistoosoonandwhosaidIwanttomeetthem?”

Richardthinkshecancomeintomylifeandforcehimselfin.Ihaveenoughtodealwithasitis,

ifhisreasonforleavingusweredifferent.Iprobablywouldgivehim thischancethathesings

about,hewillhavetoprovehimself.Igaveuponthismanalongtimeago.

“BrotherStyles!”

Iswiveltothesoundofalittlegirlbehindme,shehaspalewhiteskinandherblackhairflows

freelyonherface.

Richard:“Gracey,ItoldyouthatI’llcallyou.”

ThismustbetheGraceythathementionedlasttime.

Gracey:“I’m sorry,Icouldn’twait.Iwantedtoseemybrother.”



Shevalidatesherwaywardness,Iraisemyeyestoseetwomenamblingovertous.Theylook

likeRichardandthisiswhenIknowthat,Idon’twanttodothis,nottoday.Ihavetofightthis

painthat’snudgingatme,theyhadafatheralltheirliveswhileIhadtopavemywaythroughlife.

Me:“I’m sorry,Ican’tdothis.”

Iscurryoutoftheeaterywithnoplansoflookingback.

NKOMO*

Herpresencehoversonmyshouldersasshetoddlesbehindme,whileItreadneartothedoor

stepofmyapartment.Afriendshipthatbeganinthedarknessofthenighthasbecomemy

lifeline.

Ifhealingcameinahumanbeing,from them beingthere,thenwhoneedstotake

antidepressants.

Iloved,onlytohaveittossedbacktomyface,Ruthseemedlikeadream.Thetypeofwoman

whom Iwouldliketosharealifewith,butsheprovedmewrong.Evilcanhideitselfsowellthat,

youwon’tevenknowitwhenyouseeit.Ihavemadeadecisionnottodwellonthepast,moving

oniswhatIshalldo.Iwillnotbegivingmyselftoanywomanyet,I’m stillinsearchofthetrust

thatRuthescapedwith.

Afriendshipfrom mysideisallIcanofferfornowandthissmartwomanseemstounderstand.

Me:“Welcometomyhumbleabode.”

Imakeroom forZobuhletoenter,Ihaveknownherforalittlewhile,butitfeelslikeforever.She

takesupthatsmilethathasmyheartdancing,atamedheartithasbecome.Itknowsnotto

jumpatthefirstsightofawoman’sincorruptibility.

Zobuhle:“Well,thankyouM.K.”

ShecallsmeM.K,forwhateverreason.Idon’tknowhowitmakesmefeel,consideringthatI

wasonceN.k.

Zobuhle:“ThisiswhereyouhidewhenIdon’tseeyouhey?”

Shemoseysaroundtheplace,hereyesscanningeverycorner,everypicturealbum andevery

appliance.

Zobuhle:"AmancaveIsee,sothereisnowomeninyourlife?”

Shespinstoglanceinmydirection,hereyesaresearchingforananswer.

Me:“No.”

AndIwouldliketokeepitthisway.



Me:“Nowthatyouhaveseenthemancave,howaboutsomecoffee?”

Shemakesasourface.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Zobuhle:“Coffeeinthisheat?Don’tyouhavesomethingstrong?”

Thesmileagain.

Me:“Somethingstrong?”

Zobuhle:“Yes.”

Iwatchherasshetangostothecouch,spinsandletsherwholebodyfallonit.Shecrossesher

legovertheother,herarmsspreadoutontheheadofthecouch.

Me:“I’llseewhatIhave.”

Ididn’tknowthatshedrinks,butohwell.

SETHU*

Iam sousedtohavingMbaliandGingeraroundthatthehousescreamswithapiercingsilence

intheirabsence.IunderstandwhytheywouldratherspendtimeatNeoandAyize’splace,there

isamalefigureandhavingtwoadultsunderoneroofgivesthem asenseoffamily.

Aknockonmydoorgrabsmyattention.

Me:“I’m coming.”

Iholler,swipingmywethandsonmyjeans.Whoeverisbehindthedoorisnotpatient.Have

mercyonmybloodydoor,wouldyou?

Annoyedbytheloudpounding,Ihavedecidedthat,Idonotlikethepersonassaultingmydoor

andmymienwillspeakformethesecondImeettheirface.

ThefirstthingInoticeishisexpensiveclothing,atailoredbrownchecksuit.Ablackhat

supportedbyhishead,andawalkingcanethatservesasathirdleg.

Idon’tknowthisoldman,hemustbelost.

Me:“CanIhelpyou?”

Myeyesareonaquesttofindanythingdodgyonhisface.Idon’ttruststrangersbytheway,my

experiencewiththem hasbeenanightmare.

“You’relookingforM.K?”

Mymindforasecondgetslostinamuddle,butslowlyslipsitswaybackandIam remindedof

thepostIhadpublishedonsocialmedia.



Me:“Whoareyou?”

CouldhebetheM.KIhavebeensearchingfor?

Hesendshishandtome,IlooktoseeaphotographofNontobekowrappedinthearmsofa

man.Theyareleaningagainstaredcar,Ican’ttellthemakeofit.Themanthough,lookstooold

forher,hecouldhavebeeninhisearlythirties.

“Doyourecognizethisman?”

Hepointsatthepicture,Ishakemyhead.

“Irememberthisdaylikeitjusthappened.Ihadjustboughtmyfirstcar,shewassohappyasifI

hadgiftedittoher.”

Okay,thisdoesnotproveanything.

Me:“You’rethemanonthepicture?”

“Yes,Iam Nontobeko’sM.K.”

Hesmiles,andIam astounded.Myfatherisstandingrighthere,onmydoorstep.

Me:“You’remyfather?”

Istammer.

“Ihavenodoubtthatyouaremybaby,yournosegivesitawayandthesebigears.”

Hereachestotouchmyearsandhasmestumblingafewstepsback.Hedoesnotseem

botheredaboutit.

“IhavesearchedforyouSethu,someoneouttherehasdoneagreatjobinkeepingusfrom

meeting.”

Whatdoeshemean?

Whowoulddosuchanodiousact?

Me:“Who?”

“Sishi.”

Hespewsouthisnameasifit’spoisontohissoul.

AMARA*

“Mara.”

Iam lookingatthecutestthingrightnow,Liyanaisstandingwithherhandsonherbackwhile

swingingherfootbackandforth.Iknowthatshewantssomethingwhenshetakesupthis



posture.

Me:“Yesbaby.”

Sheleansonthecouchasshemovesclosertome.

Liyana:“MbaliandGingeraskedifIcancomeovertotheirhouseforasleepover.”

Iknow,IsawthemessagesonmyphoneandIcan’tallowthat,notwhenthereissomuchgoing

on.

Me:“You’retooyoungforsleepoversLiya.”

Liyana:“ButMara…”

Iam notgoingtofallforthatpout,althoughIam tempted.

Me:“Youknowwecangobackandforthaboutthis.”

Iam notsayingyestoanysleepovers.

Liyana:“Mara,you’renotfair.”

Ihearthisfrom heralotlately,ifit’snotsleepovers,it’splaydatesatthepark.

Me:“Iknowbaby,atimewillcomewhenyouwillgotoasmanysleepoversasyouwant.”

Well,notasmany.Maybeoneortwo.

Liyana:“You’realwayssayingthat.”

Shehugshertinychestwithherarms.

Randallapproachesfrom thefoyerandsomethingclicksinLiyana’smind.Aninnocentsmile

formsonthecornersofhermouth.Iknowwhatshe’sthinking…

Me:“Ialreadytoldyourfatherandhesaidnoyoucan’tgo.”

Shepoutsherlipsandbouncesaway.

Randall:“What’swrongwithher?”

Hiseyesfollowher,he’susedtoherthrowingherselfinhisarmsuponseeinghim.

Me:“It’sthesleepoverthing.”

Heseatsnexttome,leansoveractuallyandIam scootingback.

Randall:“Maybeweshouldsendheraway,andChioma.We’llhavethehousealltoourselves,

you’llscream mynametoyourheart’scontent.”

Iknowthisgendercanbestrange,butRandalldoesnotfallunderthiscategory.Idoubtthereis

amanouttherelikehim andhehadtolocatemeofallthewomeninthisworld.

Lifedoesnotloveme.



Me:“Whyam Itheonescreaming?”

Bynowheispushingagainstme,ifLiyanacomesback…

Letmeholdthatthought…

Randall:“Becauseyou’realwaysscreamingwhenwe’rehavingsex.”

Heundertonesburyinghisfaceonmycleavage,hishandbeginstowanderundermydress.

Hecallsitsex,notmakinglove.ShouldIcorrecthim?OrwillIbewastingmybreath?

“Aren’tyoutwotiredofeachother?Ithoughtyouwouldbeovereachotherbynow.”

Ife!Thischildalwayscomeslikeastorm,shedoesnotreporthervisits.

Ife:“Youdoknowthatthisisnothealthy.”

Shepointsatusasifwe’rearesinningonthissofa.I’m uponmyfeetandfixingmyselfinan

instant.

Hotflashesalert…

Ife:“Hateeachotheratleast.Idon’tknow,maybesetadate,sayFridays?Whileromanticmen...”

ShegivesRandallthelook,heisnottroubled.

Ife:“…goondatenights,youandbrotherwillhaveahatedate.Breakdishes,slashhiscartires.

Cutoffhisfavouriteshirtsandspillhisfavouritewhiskeydownthedrain.Hatetheguy,geez

woman.”

Wow,shecamewithaforce.

Randall:“DidyoubuyareturnticketIfeanyi?Ithinkyoushouldhurryandcatchtonight’sflight

backtoGhana.”

Hestatesasheamblestogiveherahug.

Ife:“Brother,Imissedyou.”

Thisisamomentandit’sanoverwhelmingone.

Me:“Whataboutme?”

Igetasmilefrom her,shestretchesoutherarmsandIfallintothem.

Ife:“WhathappenedtotheadviceIgaveyou?Didn’tIsaylearntohatetheman?”

Noshedidn’t.

Randall:“Don’tmakemekickyoubacktoyourland?”

Hepinchesherears,shesquirms.Thesmileonherfacerecitesasadstory.

Randall:“What’swrong?”



Hetakesherhandashertearsseektobeacknowledged.

Ife:“Mamahaslockedherselfintoaworldwhereonlysheexists.Theonlythingsheuttersisthe

nameUzoma.It’sasifshe’ssearchingforhim andtearswouldleavehereyeseachtimehis

namebefallshermouth.”

Mrs.Okoliewasbookedatahotel.Howcomewehaven’theardanyofthis?

Randall:“Whotoldyouthat?”

Randallmightnotsayit,butheisworriedabouthismother.Iseeitinhiseyeswhenhisuncleis

around.

Ife:“Iwastherewhenshehadabreakdown.”

Me:“Idon’tunderstand.Youjustcamebackfrom Ghana.”

Wearesurely,missingsomething.

Ife:“Mom isinAccra,Ithoughtyouknew.”

Randallreleasesaheftysigh.

Randall:“Whoistakingcareofher?”

Randallasks.

Myheartbreaksuponseeingthedespondencyonhisface.

Ife:“Nanasuggestedthatwetakehertoahospital.”(Granduncle.)

Shesays,toddlingherselftoaseat,I’m besideherinajiffofferingashouldertocryon.

Me:“I’m sorryIfe.”

Whatwasthepoorchildtoldaboutherfatherandbrother’sdeaths?Searchingforanswersto

myquestion,IgawkupatRandallwhonowstandswithhisarmsacrosshischestandhiseyes

havefallenintonothingness,asifhismindhastakenhim intoajourney.

Me:“Baby!”

Atthesoundofmyvoiceheblinksonce,Igesturethisquestioninhopesthathewillcatchwhat

I’m tryingtosay.Hedoesnotgetit,I’llaskhim whenwe’realone.

Randall:“WhatabouttheRoyalhouseIfe?Whoisthere?”

Ife:“Nana’syoungerbrother,hewasappointedtostandinforyou.TheAshantipeoplecouldn’t

beleftwithoutarulersinceagya’ssuddendisappearance.”(Grandfather)(Father.)

Theythinkhe’smissing?

ImeetRandall’sgazeformereseconds.Histhoughtsarehiddenfrom me.Isitokaytohave

them thinkthatSegunismissing?Don’ttheyhavearighttomournhim?Goodornot,Segunwas

theirlovedone.



Ife:“Thefamilyhasfallenapartbrother,agyaismissing,Ravenisdeadandmotherisfrozenin

time.”(Father.)

Me:“Youknowwe’rehereifyouneedanything?”

IneveraskedRandallwhattheclaim wasregardingRaven’sdeath,hewouldhavetoldmeifhe

feltthat,Ineededtoknow.

Randall:“Yes.”

Thewayhehurdledtoanswerthecallputsmeinaseatofsuspicion,hehasbeendisconcerted

sincemorning.

HewinksasIsetmyeyesonhim,wantingtofindoutwhatismakinghim jumpy.

Randall:“I’m ontheway.”

Thetoneheusesiscold,Iknowthisman.Whenhe’sworriedandedgylikethissomethingis

definitelycooking.

Me:“Areyouleaving?”

Myquestionwasreadywhileheentertainedwhoeverwasonthephone.

Randall:“Ihaveanimportantmeetingtogetto.”

Hesays,grabbinghiscarkeysfrom thetable.

Me:“Wehavetogotocourtremember?Wecan’tkeepLeloandMbusowaiting.”

Herespondswithaghostofasmile.

Randall:“I’llbeontime,Ipromise.”

Hewalksclosetokissme,it’squickandrushedandI’m worried.

SETHU*

StylesohStyles!

Whatam Igoingtodowithhim?Whywouldhedothistome?

Heknowshowimportantthisistome,heknowsverywellhowhardIhavetoiledtolookformy

father.

“Kitten,whyisthedooropen?”

Ihearhisvoicewithamixtureofhisfootstepstreadingtothelivingroom,hisfaceturnspale

whiteuponseeingthemanseatedacrossmeonthecouch.

Hiseyesturnintorageandhishandsform tightfists.



Styles:“Whatisgoingon?”

Heshouldknowwhat’sgoingon.

“Sishi?”

Themansaysashegetsuptohisfeet.

“Youwon’tbelievethis,Ihavefoundmydaughter.”

Hespeakswithprideorisitascornfulgibe?

Styles:“Mkhize?Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Isheseriouslyaskinghim that?Afterlyingtome,thisiswhathehastosay.

Me:“Isittruethatyouknowthismanandthatheismyfather?”

HiseyesarefixatedonMkhize.

Styles:“Icanexplain.”

Hesays,IwishhewouldforgetMkhizeandlookatme.

Me:“Explainhowyouknewwhomyfatherisandkeptitfrom me?”

Styles:“Didhetellyouallofthis.”

Whyishefocusedonhim andnotme?

Me:“WouldyoustopStyles,Iwantthetruth.”

Idon’tmeanto,butmyvoiceisloud.Hepiercesmewithhisgaze,hehasneverlookedatme

thisway.

Mkhize:“ComeonSishi,tellthegirlwhyyouknewthatsheismydaughter,butkeptitfrom her.”

IshemockingStyles?

Styles:“Sethu,youcan’tbelievewhathe’stellingyou,okay?Heisaliarand…”

Me:“WhataboutyouStyles?Dammityouliedtome.”

Myloudnessseemstoaggravatehim.

Styles:“Don’ttalktomelikethat.”

MaybeIshouldnothaveyelledbut…

Me:“Youkeptmyfatherfrom me.?”

I’m failingtocontrolthelevelofmyvoice.

Styles:“Doyouthinkthatgivesyoutherighttopractiseyourimpudenceonme,Sethu?”

He’sstandingafaroffbut,hisheavypresenceweighsmedown,Mkhize’sexistencehasupset



him,notasmuchasmyoutburst.

Me:“Disrespectiswhatyoudid,youhadnorighttokeepthetruthaboutmyfatherfrom me.I

am notyourwife.”

Hetiltshisheadtotheside,eithershockedbythisrevelationorithasdeepenedhisanger.

Styles:“Yourfather?Doyouknowthisman?Doyouknowwhoheis?”

Me:“He’smyfather.”

Helaughs.

Styles:“Father?ThesamemanwhoboughtAmarafrom herunclejustsohecanmarryher,the

manwehavebeenfightingtokeepAmarasame.Thesamemanwhochasesafteryounggirls.

Doyouknowhowsickheis?”

He’sshouting,eachwordleaveshismouthlikeaswordandstabsmyheart.Mkhizeturnshis

eyesawayfrom measIglanceathim inshock.

Styles:“Iseehedidn’ttellyouthatpart.”

Me:“Isittrue?”

Mkhizerefusestolookatme.

Me:“Iam talkingtoyou.”

Iyell.

Mkhize:“I’m notperfectandIhavemadesomemistakesinmylife.ItdoesnotmeanthatIdon’t

loveyou.”

Me:“Getoutofmyhouse.”

Ican’thaveanotherfatherwhowouldbetraymelikethis.

Mkhize:“Sethu…”

Hegasps.

Me:“Isaidgetoutofmyhouse.”

Irepeat.

HeglaresatStyles,Icanalmosttastethehatetheyhaveforeachother.

Mkhize:“Idon’tcarewhatyoudoSishi,youwillneverkeepmydaughterfrom me.”

Mkhizedeclares,looksatmebeforewalkingoutthedoor.

OhGod!Thisismessedup,thisisallmessedup.

Styles:“Iam notgoingtolethim ruinyourlife.Hedoesn’tdeservetobeinyourlife.”



Hesays,crossinghisarmsonhischest.

Me:“Whodoes?”

Hisbrowsfurrowwithconcern.

Styles:“Youwouldstayawayfrom thatmanifyouknowwhat’sgoodforyou.”

Idon’tthinkthatIwanttobearoundMkhize,notafterwhathasjustbeenrevealed.Amara’s

storyleftaholeinmyheart.NeverinamillionyearswouldIhavethoughtthatmyfatherwould

bethemanwhodestroyedAmara’slife.

Me:“WhymustyoubelikethisStyles?

Styles:“Whatdoyoumean?”

Ifeellikeanidiotbecauseofthelookthathe’sgivingme,IthinkIhatethatheisnotsorryfor

keepingthetruthfrom me.

Me:“Youhaveoutdoneyourself,youmanagetoprovetomethatyouwillneverchange.Youwill

alwaysbethatsameselfishperson.”

Heclampshisteeth.

Styles:“I’m selfishSethu?Iwastryingtoprotectyoudammit.”

Hevoiceswithhisteethclungtogether.

Me:“Theleastyoucould’vedonewastellmethetruth,thisistheproblem withyouStyles.

You’reusedtohavingthingsyourway,youthinkthatyoucancontrolpeople’slives.Iunderstand

thatMkhizeisnotperfect,butitwasnotyourdecisiontomake.Youdon’tseemegetintheway

ofyoukillingpeople…”

Wheredidthislinecomefrom?

Styles:“Youknowwhat?Fuckthisshit,I’m done.”

Hehisses,turnsaroundandmyheartsinksashestartstowalkaway.

Whatjusthappened?

WhatthehelldidStylessay?

Isheleavingme?Ifeelmychestclosingin,no…hecan’tleaveme.Ican’tlivewithouthim.

Me:“STYLES!!!”

Iscream atthetopofmylungs,buthedoesn’tturn.Yes,heiswrongandcanbeselfish,buthe

ismyStylesandIlovehim.

Me:“STYLES!!!”

Iam abouttolosetheonlymanwhohaseverlovedme.Feelingsuffocatedandmyworld

spinning,Idroptomykneesandmyfacefallsinthepalmsofmyhands.Thefearoflosinghim



overwhelmsme,thisiswhat‘Iwoulddiewithoutyou’feelslike.

Ifeelahandonmyshoulder,loandbehold,itisStyles.I’m metbythisangrylookonhisface.I

knowthatheismadashellandhonestlyitscaresme,butmyheartdoesn’tcare.He'sherewith

me.

HehelpsmeupandI‘m inhisarmsinaflash,heholdsmeback,butwithonearm.Idon’tknow

thishug,hisbodyfeelstense.Imessedup,Ihavetothinkofsomethingand…

Me:“I’m sorry.”

Let’sstarthere.

Styles:“Let’sgo.”

Thetoneofhisvoiceisnothelpingatall,Ibreakfrom hishold,thelookonhisfacehasme

feelinglikeIshouldhavekeptmyfacehidden.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

196*

RANDALL*

AsIarriveataflatinBerea,IfindNkosiwaitingformeoutside.

Nkosi:“Mhlonishwa,dankie...siyabonga.”(Boss,thankyou.)

Nkosi’svoiceislow-pitchedandguttural(deep.)Youwouldthinkthatheisapeacefulman.This

littledevil’sheartisasdarkandcoldaswinternights.

Me:“I’m disappointedinyouNkosi,ittookforevertofindthiswoman.”

Ivoiceoutmyfrustrationswhileheleadsthewayintotheflat.

Nkosi:“Ngisho.”(No.)

Hechortleslowlyandnotbecauseheisamusedbut…becausehecan.

Nkosi:“Iwashavingfunchasingher.Pitysheisnotmytype,orelseIwouldhavetakenheras

mysecondwife.”

Andhemeansit.

Me:“Ifshewasyourtype,youwouldn’thavebroughthertome.”

Thechuckleagain…

Nkosi:“YouknowIwouldnotdream ofbetrayingyou.”

Me:“GoodbecauseIwouldkillyouifyoudo.”

Igivehim abriefstareasweentertheelevator,he’scleaninghisnailsusingapocketknife,

unbotheredbymythreat.

Wegettothesixthfloor.

Nkosi:“She’sthisway.”

Hepointsattheseconddooraftertheelevator.

Thiswomanknowshowtohideverywell,shehaskeptNkosionhistoes.Hehasherboundlegs

andhandsasifshewouldslitherherwayoutofthoseropes.Nkosicanbeinsensitive.

Hereyeswidenassheseesmewalkingin.

“Y…y…you?”



Shockhashernumb,stridingcloserIseethatherfaceiscoveredinbruises.

Me:“WhatdidIsayaboutbeatingherupNkosi?”

Hecontinuestocleanhisnails,unwittingly.

Nkosi:“Yousaidnottotouchher.”

Thismanissosureofhimselfandarrogantasfuck.

Me:“Then,whatisthisonherface?”

Nkosi:“Uxolomhlonishwa.Ifshewasmytype,Iwouldhavesparedher.Butitwasonlyafew

slaps.”(Boss.)

Hebringshiseyestosmirkatthisyoungwoman.Arguingwithhim isawasteoftime.

Nkosi:“Dankie...siyabonga.”(Wethankyou.)

Hebowshisheadalittle,theslightgrinonhisfacewidening.

“Pleaseletmego.”

Theladypleads.

Me:“Youcouldn’tdoasimpletaskwoman?”

Greedgottoherandsheblewupthewholeplan.

Me:“Allyouhadtodowasmakethem destroyeachother.”

Iremindherofthetaskshewasgiven.

“Butsir,Igavehim theportionthatmadehiswifeobsessedwithhim.Hewassupposedtogrow

tiredofherandthatwouldhavecausedthem tofight.”

Desperationhasheronlockdownasshestutters.

Me:“Nkosi?”

Heleersatme.

Nkosi:“Mhlonishwa!”(Boss.)

Me:“Doyoutrusther?”

Hehuffsatmyquestion.Whoam Ikidding?Hedoesn’ttrustanyone.

Nkosi:“YeboMhlonishwa,Ihaveseenthatwomanandshecan’ttakeapisswithouther

husbandinhermind.”(Yes,boss.)

Heanswerswithasnigger.Iturnbacktothesobbinglady.

Me:“Whydidyouleavethehouse?”

Iknowtheanswertothisquestion,Iwanttohearhersayit.



Me:“Iaskedyouaquestionwoman,answerme.”

Isnap.I’m losingmypatiencewithher.

“I’m sorry.”

Wronganswer.

Me:“Whydidyouleavethathouse?”

“Ineededthemoneyand…”

Me:“TheoneIgaveyouwasn’tenough?”

Iquestion.

“Itwas…”

Sheanswers,humiliationhasclaimedherface.

Me:“Listentome,Iwantyoubackinthathouse.Idon’tcarehowyoudoit,makethem hate

eachother.IwantMosesandNtombitodestroyeachother.Everheardofacrimeofpassion?”

Sheshakesherhead.

Me:“Findout,that’swhatIwanttohappenwiththosetwo.Youhavewastedenoughofmytime,

continuetodosoandIwon’thesitatetosendyoubacktoVendainacoffin.”

Sometimesifyouwantsomethingtobedoneright,youhavetodoityourself.Mosesthinkshe

hasgottenawaywithwhathedidtoAmara.

HowcanIforgetthedespicablethingshedidtoher?

Ihavebeenwaitingforhisdestructionfortoolong,deathwouldhavebeenpeacefulforhim.

Jonasdidmeagreatjobbymakinghim losehismind,butmythirstwasnotquenched.Moses

hasnotsufferedenough.

Thiswomanhasnotdoneagreatjob,insteadofcausinghavocinthatfamily,shelivedinluxury

anddidherownthings.

ThetimehascomeforMosesandhiswifetotakeadiveinthedeepend.

NOMBULELO*

ThefirstthingInoticeisthatthechildlookslikeMbuso,thenose,thosebigears.AllIcanthink

ofisthatthiscannotbehappeningtome,atthefirstgraspofhappiness,somethingcomesand

snatchesitaway.

ThiswomanstandingbeforemehasnotsaidawordsinceIopenedthedoorandmytongueis

tied,I’m insensatebythisfactbeforeme.



“IsMbusohere?”

Hertonematchesthelookonherface,rudeandunkind.Igoggledownatthechildwhois

clingingontothehem ofhershirt,he’sshylyhidinghisfacefrom meashestealsglances

occasionally.Hecouldbeabouttheageoffourorfive.

“Excusemelady?Isthistherightplace?Flatnumber303,IwastoldthatMbusoliveshere?”

Myheartisnottoostrongforthis,IfeellikeI’m goingtopassoutanysecondnow.

TheonlythingI’m abletodoisnodpositively,LordtellmewhatIam agreeingto.Thepossibility

thatthischildcouldbeMbuso’sorthattheMbusoshe’senquiringaboutliveshere.

“Look,Idon’tmeantoberude…”

Toolate,ImetyourrudenesstheminuteIopenedthisdoor.”

“You’restaringsisiandit’sgettinguncomfortable.”

Idon’tcareaboutthat,andherattitude.Thischildismybiggestworry,ifheisMbuso’schild.

WhatdoesitmeanforUluthando?

Me:“Yousaidthatyou’relookingforMbusoXaba?”

Imustconfirm,Icouldbehearingthings.

“Yes.”

DoIletherin?

Me:“Mbusoliveshere,canIhelpyouwithsomething?”

Shescansmybodywithacoldstare.

“Icametodropthisboyhere.”

Iguessmyassumptionswereright,itisMbuso’sson.

Me:“Idon’tunderstandsisi.”

Shesighs.

“Mbuso’smothercalledmycousinovertoherhouse,afewminuteslaterIreceivedamessage

from her,sayingthatifIdon’thearfrom herintwohoursIshouldbringNtandohere.”

ThelittleboymustbeNtando.

“Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingon,somethingiswrongbecausesheisnotansweringherphone.”

Me:“Mbusoisnotaroundsisi,isheawareofthis?”

Whatam Isaying?Ofcoursehe’snot.

“Idon’tknow,allIknowisthatthisboyisaXaba.Mbuso’sfatherandNomasontoareinlove.

TheyareplanningonmovingtoCapeTownnextmonth.”



DidshesayNomasonto?Coulditbetheex?Mbuso'sdadandNomasontohaveachild?Lord,

whatisgoingon?

Me:“LetmecallMbuso.”

Mbusoleftthehousesayinghe’sgoingtogetahaircut.

Perplexed,Idialhisnumber.

Mbuso:“Lelo.”

There’snoiseinthebackground,Ican’thearhim clearly.

Me:“Mbuso,whereareyou?”

Mbuso:“TheyaregoneLelo.”

Ican’tmakeouttheaudioofhisvoice,it’sloudwhereverheis.

Me:“Who?”

Theladyiswatchingmewithaninquisitivelook.

Mbuso:“Mom,dadandNomasonto.Theyaredead.”

Heshoutsthroughthenoiseandmymindgoesblankforasecond.

Me:“Whatareyousaying?”

Mbuso:“TheyaredeadLelo,myparentsaredead.”

He’scrying,Icouldn’thearhim properlyatfirst,nowit’sprettyclear.WhatdoIsaytohim?How

doIcomforthim?

Thelinedies,wemusthavegottencut.

“Whatdidhesay?”

Great,nowIhavetotellherthathercousinisdead.

Me:“She’sdead.”

Iwhispersothechilddoesnothear.Myquestionstillstands,doIletthem inthehouse?

Hermouthfallsopen,shockhastakenoverherface.

“Ihavetogo.”

Sheannouncespushingthechildtome.

Me:“Wait,whatam Isupposeddowithhim?”

“LookIwastoldtobringhim here,Ican’ttakehim withme.Myhusbandwillnotlethim stay

withus.Ihavetogo.”

Shescuttlesaway.Theboydoesnotcryforhisauntorwhateversheistohim.Helooksupat



meandIseeMbusoinhim,heisliketheyoungerversionofhim.

Me:“Let’sgoinside.”

Ipullhim in,heisnotfussy.

Me:“MynameisLelo,whatisyourname?”

IinterrogateasIsquattoreachhislevel.

Ntando:“Ntando.”

Heresponds,fidgetingwithhisfingers.

Me:“NicetomeetyouNtando.Areyouhungry?”

Henodsbashfully,Ileadhim toaseatandturntheTVonforhim.FirstIhavetocallsomeone,

Mbusoisaloneoutthere.Howarewegoingtofixthismess?

Me:“Randall,pleasegettoMbusonow.”

HeistheonlypersonIcanthinkof.

Randall:“Whathappened?”

Doeshealwayssoundthiscalm?

Me:“Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingon,he’sathisparent’shouse.Hesaystheyaredead,Idon’t

knowwhat’sgoingon.Ican’tleavethehousebecauseofthebaby.”

Ican’tthinkofMbusoinsomuchpain.OhLord!Ihavetobewithhim.

Randall:“Okay.”

Hesaysandhungsup.Whathashappenedinthathouse?

STYLES*

Dinnerhasbeencancelled,IwasreadytoproposetoherafewhoursagoandrightnowIam

readytowalkaway.IneedtoknowifSethuseesmeinherfuture,Iwillnotdealwithtantrums

from anotherwoman.

Me:“IshouldhavetoldyouaboutMkhize,I’m sorry.”

Myintroductionisshort,thisishowIslideintothetopic.Ibroughthertomyhouse,she’ssitting

onthecouchnexttome.

Sethuisbrittle,Idetectedthisfrom thedayImether.Hencetheactshepulledbackatthe

house.

Me:“IthoughtyouknewbynowthateverythingIdo,Idoitforyou.Don’tyouknowthatIwould



protectyouwithmylife?”

Shedoesn’tanswer,butkeepsherheaddown.Ineedtoknowwhatshe’sthinking.

Me:“Sethu!”

Isnapherback,from therapturesheiscaughtin.

Sethu:“Iheardyou.”

Me:“And?”

Sethu:“Iknowthatyouwoulddo.”

Okay.

Me:“Youmightwanttoknowyourfather,buttakethisadvicefrom me,heisnotwhatyouthink

heis.Ifyou’reexpectingthat‘dancewithmyfather’typeofrelationshipthenyouneedtolower

yourstandards.”

Ihatehim andIwanthim dead.

Sethu:“Idon’tthinkIcanlookpastwhathedidtoAmara.”

Hereyesarecastdown,Iputmyhandonherchintolifthergaze.

Me:“Sethu,respectmeansalottome.Ican’tstandinsolence,itputsmeoffanditis

unattractive.”

Iputthecommentoutthereanditleavesascowlonherface.

Me:“Beingangrydoesnotgiveyouareasontoshout,youexpressyourfeelingsinacivilized

manner.HaveIevermadeyoufeelthatIdon’trespectyou?”

Sheshakesherhead.

Me:“Thenwhydoyoudoittome?Youdon’tdeem meworthyofyourrespect?”

Sethu:“IwasangryStyles,youhurtme.”

Me:“So,thisishowit’sgoingtobeintherelationship?You’llshoutatmeeverytimeImakeyou

angry?”

Sheshrugshershoulders,myquestionisnotansweredbythis.

Me:“Talktome,you’reanadultSethu.Wecan’tcommunicatelikehighschoolstudents.”

Isay.

Iam gettingfrustrated,thisisnotwhatIwant.Wearepastthestageofwipingunnecessary

tearsandthrowingwordsofcomfortbecauseshefeelsthatlifeisnotfaironher.

Sethu:“No...Idon’tknow.”

Me:“Whatdoesthatmean?”



Sethu:“Idon’tknowStyles,I’m sorry.”

Icanonlyhuffatherresponse.

Me:“YouknowhowmuchIhatethatword,especiallywhensaidwithoutanysentiments.”

Khethu’sfavouritesaying,sheateandbreathedthedarnword.

Sethu:“ButImeanit.”

Itisnotwritteninhereyes.IknowagenuineapologywhenIhearone,Ihadgreatpractisewith

Khethu.Herapologiesweremeaninglessandempty.

Me:“Areyouhappy?”

Irandomlyask.

Shegaspsinshock,hermindhasconveyedsomethingtoher.

Me:“Well?”

Iraisemybrowswaitingforananswer.Shesitswithhermouthslightlyopenandhereyes

fixatedonme,thewordsarereadytocomeoutandwaitingforanapprovaltoemit.

Sethu:“Areyoubreakingupwithme?”

LikeIsaid,hermindwasconveyingsomething.Ididn’texpectthis.Sethuisfragile,herbruises

arequicktoseekattention.However,insecuritywasunfamiliarwithher.Itcouldbethegriefshe

wentthrough,I’m onlymakingupmyownconclusions.I’m notsureIknowanything,

neverthelessIam awarethatIwantmySethuback.

Anotherfailedrelationshipwillthrowmeintotheseawitharocktiedonmyleg.Iwon’tbe

comingupformore,I’m tired.

Me:“You’renotlisteningtome,Iaskedifyou’rehappy.”

She’sstillconfused.

Sethu:“IheardyouStyles,Iwanttoknowwhyyou’reaskingmethisquestion.Areyouthinking

ofbreakingupwithme?”

Hereyesswellastheyglistenwithtears,Ican’tworkwithtears.Wearebothadultshereand

needtotalklikeadults.

Igetonmyfeet,myhandjumpsinthepocketofmyjeans.Aheavysighdischargesfrom my

nostrilsasthetipsofmyfingersfindtheringthatIhavekeptforlatertonight.Althoughwanting

tospendmylifewithSethu,Ihavemixedemotionsnow.DoIcommitmyselftothiswoman?Or

doIletgo?Iseeherinmyfuture,kidsthatlooklikeherandahomefilledwithherscentandthe

soundsofherlaughter.

Me:“Areyouhappy?”

Ifshe’snotIwillhavetolethergo,theloveIhavewilleventuallyvanishwithtime.



Ikeepastonecoldfaceasshepreparestospeak,theconfusioninhereyeshastoldmewhat

hernextwordswouldbeandawaveofdisappointmentwashesoverme.Sethuisasmart

womanso,IkeepmyFingerscrossedthatshewillrephrasefrom whatsheisabouttosay.

Sethu:“Iam.”

Shereplies.

Wearetreadingonthesamepathnow.

Sethu:“YoumakemehappyandIwouldn’twanttobewithanyoneelsebutyou.Icanbe

immaturesometimes,thefearoflosingyougripsmeandItendtooverreact.Iam sorryStyles,I

shouldn’thaveyelledatyou.”

ThematuredSethuhascomeouttoplay,Ihavewaitedforher.Hopefullysheisheretostay.

RANDALL*

Theplaceiscrammed,peoplearegatheredoutsidethegate.Whispersemanatingfrom their

mouths,youcanalmostsmellgriefintheatmosphereastheneighbourscarryheavyshoulders

andlow-spiritedpostures.Policecarsandanambulanceareparkedonthesideoftheroad.

Abodyisbeingcarriedawayfrom thehouse,it’sinabodybag.Mbusomustbeinthehouse.I

pushmywaythroughthecrowd,twomoremenwalkoutofthehousecarryinganotherbody.

Whathappenedinthere?

Ihurryin,tofindMbusostandinginthemiddleofthelivingroom withhishandsonhisheadand

hisgazelostsomewhereonthefloor,apersonlieslifelessinabodybagrightbeforehim.

Thebodyiscarriedout.Mbuso’sbloodshoteyesmeetmineasheattemptstofollowthe

morgueworkers.

Hestops,furrowsabrow,fightingtearsthatarereadytoexplodefrom hiseyes.Somuchpain

liesinhiseyes,forasecondIthinkhe’sgoingtovomit.He’sheaving,hischestlookinglikea

bubblethatisabouttoburst.

Aquicksobescapesbetweentheseamsofhislips,heblocksitbysmashingahandonhis

mouth.Tearsstream downhisfacebeforehecrushesdownonthefloor,lendingonhisknees.

Hesitstobringhislegstogether,useshisarmstokeepthem inoneplaceandhideshisface

betweenhisthighs.Ican’thearhissobs,onlytheconvulsionofhisshoulderstellmethatheis

crying.

Idon’tknowhowtocomforthim,Iplacemyhandonhisshoulder.NowthatI’m closerIcanhear

him snivelling.

Me:“I’m sorrybro.”



HowdoIhelphim?Heisinsomuchpain,tohavelostbothparentsinoneday.

“Excuseme,you’renotallowedtobeinhere.Aninvestigationisstillgoingon."

Aladyinaformalattiresays,shemustbeoneoftheinvestigationdetectives.

Me:“Myfriendjustlostbothhisparents.”

“Iunderstandsir,butnooneissupposedtobeinherelestyoutemperwithevidence.”

Isshestupidorwhat?

Me:“Areyoudeaf?Isaidmyfriendjustlosthisparents.”

Shefrowns.

“AndIsaidIunderstand,butnooneissupposedtobeinhere.Pleasevacatethehouse.”

Shepushesandfrustratesmewhileatit.

Me:“Ladygetoutofmysight,you’repissingmeoff.”

Isnort.

Sheclickshertongueandwalksoff.Nonsense.

Mbusoisgettingup,sniffingwhilewipinghistears.

Me:“Areyouokay?”

Thoughtlessquestion,Iknow.

Hedoesn’tsayanything,butstandstobrowsethearea.Whatwasmeanttobethehappiestday

ofhislife,hasturnedouttobehisworstnightmare.Overwhelmedbythisgruesomediscovery,I

feelaneedtocallAmara.

“Baby!”

Sheaddressessoftly.

Me:“Somethinghashappened,Mbuso’sparentswerefounddeadintheirhome.”

Ideliverthebadnews.

Amara:“OhmyGod!Whathappened?”

Shewitters,hervoicetintedwithshockanddisbelief.

Me:“Idon’tknow,Mbusowillbriefus.I’m comingtogetyou,yourcousinwillneedyou.”

Amara:“Okaysure.”

Me:“Iloveyou.”

Amara:“Iloveyoutoo.”



Me:“Iwillseeyoulater.”

Ioffermyfarewell.

IhavetogetMbusooutofherebeforehesuffersabreakdown,hismindmustbereplayingall

thememoriesspentinthishouseashestandswhilelookingaround.

Me:“Let’sgohome.”

Henodsandtakesoffbeforeme.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

197*

NOMBULELO*

Ntandoispeacefullysleepingonthecouch,thepoorchildmustbeconfused.Hewasthrown

intoanewenvironment.Uluthandoissleepingintheroom upstairs,Mbuso’sphoneisstilloff.It

ishardtobelievethathisparentsaregone,Idoubtthathewillrecoverfrom this.

Iheartheunlockingandopeningofadoor,Ileaveeverythinginthekitchentocheckwhoitis.

MbusowalksinaccompaniedbyRandallandAmara.Hiseyesfallonmeandforasecondhe

failstomaintaineyecontact,he’stryinghardtohidehiseyesfrom me.

Iwanttoholdhim inmyarmsandtellhim thateverythingwillbeokay,somehowIfeelthatit’s

notwhathewantsatthemoment.

ThesightofNtandosleepingonthecouchstopshim inhistracks,adeepglowerbuildsupon

hisface.Heturnshisheadtolookatme,I’m guessingthatthisisthefirsttimeseeingthelittle

boy.

Me:“HisauntsaidNomasontotoldhertobringhim here.”

Ianswerthequestionthat’sflappingaroundhishead.

Thedeeplookinhiseyessaysheknowswhatthismeans.Wewillgetthroughthismylove,we

havetogetthroughit.

I’m holdinghim inmyarmsasIsaythisinmyinnerthoughts,awordofcomfortfrom mewill

probablyawakenthepainandhe’llbreakdownintoasob.

Mbuso:“Ineedtoseemydaughter.”

Hesaysmovingoutofmyarms,Iwatchhim ashemakeshistowardstheflightofstairs.

Amara:“Doyouneedanyhelpinthekitchen?”

Amaraasks.

WhatwasIdoinginthekitchenagain?

Randall:“Youshouldn’toverworkyourself,you’repregnant.”

Whythefrownthough?

SometimesIstillthinkhedoesn’tlikeme,thisisthescowlthatgotmedislikinghim.Iam yetto

beintroducedtothehumansideofhim,youknow,theonewhosmileswithhiseyesandshows



histeethlikeanormalperson.

Amara:“Iam pregnant,notsickandI’m onlyfourmonths.Icanevenrunamarathon.”

Iwanttolaughathercomment,butMbuso’smelancholylookhasputmeinadepressivestate.

RandallfrownslikeAmarasaidsomethingwrong.

Randall:“Notwithmybaby.”

Heresponds,sheisfightingtheurgetorollhereyes.Iforonewouldhavegivenin,asamatter

offact,theyjustflippedover.

Amarasmilesathim,shepuckersupandtheyshareaquickkiss.Thescowlisstillintact,

maybeIam readingtoomuchintothings,maybesheishappyandthisisRandall’spersonality.

Imean,Icanhardlyrememberanythinghesaidfrom thattwosecondsconversation,Ihadwith

him earlieronthephone.

IguessAmarahasforgottenabouttheoffertohelpinthekitchen,theyaresittingonthecouch

engrossedoneachother.

ShouldIgocheckonMbusoorlethim be?Iam notgoodatcomfortingsomeonewhohaslosta

lovedone,themomentbecomesawkwardforme.

Amara:“Lelo.”

Thesmileflickeringonherfaceisproofenoughthatsheishappy,Randalliskeptbusybythe

tipsofherfingersashebrusheshisfingersonthem.Throwinginkissesaswell.

He’sclingy,seriousasaheartattack,frownslikehehateseveryonearoundhim andlooksatmy

cousinlikesheistheonlywomanevertoexist.

Thisisastrangecombination.

Hisfrowndeepensashefindsmestaring,mystupideyes.Thisiswhathappenswhenyougive

yourmindpermissiontogoonescapadesinfrontofpeople.Itbetraysyou.

Amara:“DidyouhearanythingIsaid?”

DidIhearwhatshesaid?

I’m tryingtoworkwithmymemorybox,Imust’veheardwhatshesaid.

Five,four,three…

Ahh!Heckit…

Ididn’thearanything.

Me:“Whatisitbabe?”

Amara:“IsaidyoushouldcheckonMbuso.”

Sheisright,Ishoulddothat.IrunmyeyestoNtando,thechildsleepsliketheworldisnoton



fire.HowIwishtotradeplaceswithhim,lifeasanadultcanbecruelashell.

MyploddingisstoppedbythesoundofAmara’sgiggles.Randalliswhisperingthingsintoher

ears,sweetnothingsIpresume.

Thisismychancetoofferanapology,Ijudgedhim unfairly.Hedoeslovemycousinandsheis

happy.

Me:“Guys.”

Amaraturnstomewithasmileplasteredonherface,Randall'sgazeremainsfixedonher

handsasheplayswiththem.

Me:“Iwouldliketoapologise,IknowIhavebeenajerkandI’m sorry.”

Shesimpers,givingmealookthatsays,Idon’tneedtoapologize.Randallplaceshishandon

Amara'ssmallbabybumpandgoesontorubit,IhaveacceptedthatAmaraishisobsession

andheisnotabouttolookupanytimesoon.

Me:“Randall.”

Hegivesmeabrieflookbeforegoingbacktowhateverheisdoing.

Heissofocused,likeit'samystery.

Me:“I’m sorryforwhatIsaidaboutyouthatdayatthehouse,IhavenoexcuseforwhatIsaid

andIoweyoubothanapology.”

Thatwasn’tsobad.

Amara:“Don’tstressaboutitLelo,weareoverit.”

Shesays.

Amara:“Randall?”

Heraiseshiseyebrowsashelooksupather,okayhe’snaturallyrude.Heshouldkeepeye

contactoratleastseem interested.

Randall:“Yes.”

That’sit?

ForsomereasonIhaveafeelingthatIhavebeenaloneinthissinkingship.Theymovedonwith

theirlivesasifnothinghappenedwhileIwasleftonboardtryingtogetwaterofftheship?soI

don’tgodown.

Me:“Okay,letmegoandcheckonMbuso.”

Withallthatbeingsaid,lifeshouldgoon.Obsessionisnotalwaysabadthing,thesetwoare

proofthatthereisabeautifulkindofobsessionoutthereandit’scalledlove.



KENNETH*

TosayIhavenineliveswouldbeanunderstatement,Iam notgoinganywhereaslongasmy

sisterisaloneinthisworld.Iwillcontinuetofightwhateveristryingtokeepmefrom her.

Randallisonemeanfucker,heisluckyStylesandIgowayback.

Ihatehospitals,ifpossibleIwouldgohomeandhealthere.

Siphoislivid,hewantsmetoretaliate.Idismissedhim onthespot,forthesakeofthe

friendshipIhavewithStyles,Iwillnotbegoingagainsthisbrother.

Mypriorityistokeepmysistersafe,awarwouldputherlifeatrisk.Myplanofleavingthe

countrystillstandsandIdon’tplanoncomingbackanytimesoon.

Lifeisnotalwayskind?Ihavecometoacceptthat,Ican’talwayshavewhatIwant.

AYIZE*

Neoisgoingtokillme,hismothercallsandsaysshe’satParkStation.Neowenttogether.

What’swiththesurprisevisit?Iam notready.IhadtosendMbaliandGingertoSethu’s.It’s

gettinglate,Neoleftaround6pm,heshouldbebackbynow.

What’sletnowisforthecouchtocomplain,mybutthaslostitsfeelingfrom sitting.

Ithinkthat’sthem,Ijoltupatthesoundofthegateopening.Ipeepoutthewindow,tomake

sureanditisthem.HismotheriscarryingKagisowhileNeolugsasuitcase.

Seriously…suitcase?

WhatdoIdo?

ShouldIgotothekitchen,pretendtobebusy?Mothers-in-lawwantustoslavefortheirsons.

Toolate,thedoorfliesopen,sheisthefirsttogetin.Thefirstthingshedoesisscanhereyes

around.Thereisanimpressivesmileonherface,theprideofamother.

“Titi…”(Zee.)

Kagisoyelpsasheseesme,hecallsmeTiti.IthinkZeebecametoohardforhim.Thepoor

childwastryingtoputthewordstogetherandcameupwiththisweirdname.Hewrigglesashe

triestogetoff,sheputshim downandhetoddlestomeinspeed.Hisstepsarestillwobbly.

Me:“Hey,becareful.Youwillfallbaba.”

Hedoesn’tcare,he’sinmyarms,histinyarmswrappedaroundmyneck.

Neowalksin,hegesturesifI’m okay.Iwanttosayno,butInodpositivelyanyway.



HismotherhasnotmadeeyecontactandIdon’tknowwhy.Issheshortsighted?

Neo:“OusieNtsoaki,hobanengome?”(WhyareyoustandingsisterNtsoaki?)

OusieNtsoaki?Neoaddresseshismotherbyname?

Me:“Dumelamme.”(Hellomom.)

Ishouldgreetnow,sheturnstolookatmebutisnotlookingdirectlyatme.Shesquintsher

eyes,tryingtomakeoutwhothepersonintheroom is.NeoismorenervousthanIam.

Ntsoaki:“KemangoleNdumiso?”(Whoisthis?)

Ndumiso?

Ahhh!Yes,wearestillin2020.Wondershavenotendedyet.

Neo:“Eish!!!KeZeeousieNtsoaki.RememberItoldyouabouther.”(It’sZee.)

Hesoundsannoyedbyhermemoryloss.

Ntsoaki:“Oh,monyaluoaoarona.”(Ourbride.)

I’m abride?HowcomeIwasnottoldaboutthis?

Neo:“Yesmama,sheistheone.Kagiso’smother.”

Kagiso’smother?Yesbaba,dropthebombs.Ilovethesoundofthat.

Ntsoaki:“Howareyoumychild?ComeclosesoIcanseeyou.”

Shereachesherhandtome,Iguessshecan’tseemefrom here.

Neo:“ComecloseZee,shedoesn’tbite.”

I’m goingtogethim forthis.

ShewrapsmeinherarmsasIgetcloser,Kagisoiscaughtupinasandwichhug.Hesquirmsas

hefightsforfreedom.

Kagiso:“Mmhh,mmhh,mhhh.”

Thechildiswhining.

Me:“Okay,nana.Askiesbaba.”(Sorrybaby.)

Hedoesn’tcareaboutmyapology,aslongashe’sfreefrom thesetwowomen.

Neo:“Zee,thisismymotherNtsoaki.”

Hesayswrappinghisarm aroundmywaist.

Ntsoaki:“Ketlauotla,kemangNtsoaki?”(I’llhityou.WhoisNtsoaki?)

She’spullinghisear.



Me:“Yesmama,pleasehithim.HaahlompeNeo.”(Heisdisrespectful.)

Iadd,Neogivesmeafrown.

Ntaoski:“Comelet’ssit,soyoucantellmemoreaboutyourself.”

Shetakesmyhandandleadsmetoaseat.

Neo:“Whataboutme?”

Ntsoaki:“Gomakeussometea.”

Shereplies.Neocan’tmaketea,hemakestheworst.

ShouldItellher?Sheprobablyknows,heisherson.

Neo:“KelatamothoemongkoparkstationandIstillhavetomakehertea?"

He’scomplaining.

Neo:“Mme,whathappenedtothatguy?Thedeaconorwasitanusher?Ithoughtyoutwohad

athing,shouldn’tyoubemarriedbynow?”

Hismotherhasaboyfriend?

Thisishilarious.

Ntsoaki:“Whyareyouaskingabouthim Ndumiso?”

Hesighs,heavily.Thisishisfrustratedsigh.

Neo:“Heshouldbetheonemakingyoutea,nahana.Mothoare‘makemetea.”(Imagine,she

says.)

Hecomplains,imitatinghervoice.

Ntsoaki:“UenaNeo,joumoorskont.Otlaswabanou,ekisniejoupalnie.”(HeyNeo,shameon

you.Iam notyourfriend.)

Oh!AfemaleversionofNeo?Ididnotexpectthis.

Neo:“CheousieNtsoaki,onkamachancemona.”(You’retakingchanceshere.)

He’smumblingbut,wecanhearhim.

Ntsoakilooksaroundherandfindsacushion,Neoducksasshethrowsitathim.Thisinnocent

actofviolenceleadshim tothekitchen.

Ntsoaki:“Yeyi,nyonso.”(Nonsense.)

Sheclickshertongueinannoyance.

Neo:“Ok’salayokennete.”(It’sthetruth.)

Neoshoutsfrom thekitchen,it’snotlongtillwehearthekettleboiling.Thedisasterthatis



goingtocomeoutofthatkitchen.

Kagiso:“Dada.”

HepointstothedirectionNeowentto,hewantshisfather.

Me:“I’lltakehim toNoe.”

Thiswillgivemeachancetoinspecthisterribleculinaryskills,he’ssittingwhilescrollingonhis

phone.

Me:“Neo,whathappened?”

Hisfacialexpressionhastoldmethatsomethingiswrong.

Neo:“KeMbuso,hisparentshavepassedaway.”

Idon’tknowMbusothatmuch,butIfeelforhim though.Neoglancesatmeasweembracea

silentmoment.Hemovestowraphisarmsaroundus,Kagisoisokaywiththishug,heisnot

complaining.Thisisa‘Iftomorrownevercomes’typeofahug.

Neo:“IloveyouZee.”

Henettlesmycheekinhishand.

Me:“Iloveyoutoobaba.”

Aquickkiss.

Kagiso:“Titi,wuvyou.”(LoveyouZee.)

Hecupsmycheekswithhisminusculehandsandpecksmylips.

Neo:“Yeyiuenasaani,yeyiuenasaani.”(Heyboy.)

HetakesKagisofrom meandputshim onthefloor,Kasigoisnotawareofwhatishappening.

Heislookingupatuswiththiscutelittlefrownonhisface.

Neo:“E-eahonkhonooahau.”(Gotoyourgranny.)

Hepusheshim alittlewithhisfoot,Kagisostaggers.He’slaughingatwhatIthinktobehis

father’sabsurdity.

Me:“HayiNdumiso.”(No.)

Neoclickshistongue.HowcomethisnameisnotinhisIDbook?Neoissosly,hemusthave

removedit.

So,hisfatherwasNdebele.

Me:“Itwon’tbenicewhenIstartkickingyou.Leavemybabyalone.”

Neo:“Zee,umshadouyaphelabecauseofpeoplelikeKagiso.”(Marriagesend.)

Whyam Ilaughingatthis?Probablybecausehejustmurderedmylanguage.Thislovethingis



actuallyfunthough.

AMARA*

WearestillwithLeloandMbuso,heisnotokay.Hehasnotsaidanythingyet,he’spackedon

thecouchnexttothelittleboy.Leloexplainedwhoheis.

TheonlythingthedetectivescouldtellMbusowasthattheydiedfrom poisoning.

I’m gladLelocalledmetothekitchenthisbabyeatsmorethanahungrylion.

Sheiscookingpap,butIthinksandwicheswouldhavebeenokay.

Lelo:“Howaretheweddingpreparationsgoing?”

Sheasksasshestirs,inthepotofgravy.

Me:“Stressful.”

TheweddingisintwoweeksandwiththerateIam going,I’m afraidIwon’tfitinmydress.

“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Heprobablywantstogo,he’sheldthisawkwardfacialexpressionsinceMbusocameback

down.It’sthesnivellingthathashim feelinguncomfortable,hedoesn’tknowhowtocomfort

him.

“Amara.”

Gosh.Hemustaswelltellthem thathewantstogo,hisvoiceisnotdoingagreatjobinhidingit.

Me:“I’m coming.”

RightafterIfinishthisplate.

Leloisgivingmethelook,shewantsmetogo.

Me:“What?HischildishungrysoImustfeedhim first.”

Ohhereheis,hishandisstretchedouttomeashehandsmeawhiteenvelope.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Randall:“Mbusowantsmetoreadthistohim.”

Hedoesn'twantto.

Lelorushestosnatchit,wefollowhertothelivingroom asshescurriestomeetMbuso.

Lelo:“Mbuso,whatisthis?”

Mbuso:“Aneighbourgaveittome,pleasereadit.Ican’tdoit.”



IogleupatRandallbesideme,myeyesholdaquestionofwhichImightknowtheanswerto.

Randall:“It’saletterfrom hismother.”

Hemuttersbeforeamblingtoaseat,Ifollowin.LelohastakenupthejobofreadingittoMbuso.

<<<Myson,Ihavefailed.Icouldn’tlivewiththisshame.Iam sorrythatIhavetotakethisroute.

Yourfathersaidhewantsadivorce,andhasfalleninlovewithNomasonto.

Am Ithatstupidthattheyplayedmelikethat?TheyhadanaffairMbuso.Yourmotherfailed,I

failedtokeepthefamilyIdedicatedmywholelifeto.Yourfatherdoesn’tdeservetolive,neither

doesthiswomanwholaughedinmyfaceeverytimeshesawme,knowingthatshewas

sleepingwithmyhusband.

I’m sorrythatIhavetogiveintothevoicesinmyhead.Iwishnothingbuthappinessforyoumy

sonandthewomanyouhavechosenforyourself.>>>

That’sit,sheexplainsthemurdersuicide.Shetooktwolivesplusherown.

Lelo:“Idon’tunderstand.”

Hisdeeppaindancingaroundhim incircles,Mbusoclencheshisjaw.He’sfightingbacktears,

orwordshemightwanttosay.

“Bhuti.”(Brother.)

ThechildisawakeandcallingouttoMbuso,thesightofafamiliarfaceseemstoputhim at

ease.

Lelo:“Ithoughtyouhavenevermetbefore.”

Lelo…

Mbuso:“Yes,thisismyfirsttimeseeinghim.”

He’smystifiedbyNtandoknowinghim.MbusotakesNtandoandplaceshim onhislap,Ntando

beginstoplaywithhishandsasshynessconsumeshim.

Me:“Heprobablymetyouthroughpictures.”

Igivemyopinion.

Whatothertheorycouldtherebeexceptthis?Ifthisisthecasethenhisfatherdidwell.Ntando

won’thavetofeelaloneandabandoned,itisuptoMbusoifhewillbeafatherorbrotherto

Ntandoorboth.

NTOMBI*

ImightaswellopenasmallshopintheyardifpeoplewillbangmydoorasifIowethem.



Me:“Ngiyeza.”(I’m coming.)

Ishoutwalkingtowardsthedoor,tomeetatallblackwomanwithalittleboy.IfI’m not

mistakenhe’ssevenoreightandIwouldpassheroffasa30yearold.

Me:“MOSES!!!”

Thisismyfirstthought,Moseshasdoneitagain.Iwillkillhim thistime.

Hedashesintothelivingroom from thebedroom.

Moses:“YiniNtombi?”(Whatisit?)

Me:“Whoisthiswoman?”

Moses:“Who?”

Can’theseethiswomanstandingatthedoor?

Me:“Don’tdaremeMoses,ItoleratedMashoto.Iwillnotgothroughthesamethingagain.”

Whyishetakingacloserlook?

Moses:“Hayi,noIdon…”

Hepauses,takesanotherlookather,whilezoomingin.MosesthinksthatIam anidiot.

Me:“Moses!!!”

Moses:“Hayi,Ihaveneverseenherbefore.”(No.)

Hescrutinizesheragain.Whyishenotsureaboutit?Aretheythatmanythat,he’sforgotten

theirfaces?

Moses:“Sisi,havewemetbefore?Letmeseethatchild,youcan’ttrapmewiththisone.”

Hebendsovertolookattheboywho’srestinghisheadonhismother’ship.

Moses:“Thisnoseisnotmine.”

Hedeclares.

Moses:“Ntombisthandwasami,nowIam certainthatIdon’tknowthiswoman.”(Mylove.)

He’ssureafterobservingthewomanandherchild.

Moses:“Siyabongasisi,byebye.”(Thankyou.)

“Wait…”

Shecallswhilehepushesthedoortocloseitand…

“Saziso?”

Jonassaysashewalksbackfrom thebathroom.



Moses:“Eehhh!!!”

Me:“Bhuti?”(Brother?)

Jonasisstunned,hedidn’texpecttoseeher.

Saziso:“Baba.”

Baba?

MosesandIexchangeglances.Whatisgoingon?

“Daddy.”

Thebratsaysinexcitement,he’sinhisarmsinasecond.

Jonasisadaddy?When?How?

Whoisshe?Andwherehasshebeen?

Jonas:“Howareyoumyson?”

Me:“Hee,myson?Bhuti?”(Brother.)

IfIwereolderIwouldsufferaheartattack.

Moses:“Andthen,enyeisuitcase?Ntombihayi,angekephela.Maybeweshouldleavethehouse,

we’llcomebackwheneveryonehasdecidedthattheirholidaysareover.”(Anothersuitcase?No

Ntombi.)

Mosesisworriedaboutsuitcases?

JonashasafamilyforPete'ssake…

Saziso:“I’m sorryIdidn’ttellyouthatIwascoming.”

Theyaresittinginmylivingroom now,Jonasisnotgoingtotelluswhatisreallygoingon.

Jonas:“Howdidyoucrosstheboarders?Youdon’thaveapassport.”

Passport?Boarders?

Thisiswheretogoifyouwanttohideadeadbody,JonasButhelezi.

Moses:“Boarderfrom where?”

He’ssittingontheedgeofthecouch,intriguedandastonished.

Sazisosmiles.

Saziso:“Zimbabwe.”

Moses:“Heee!!!”

He’stoodramaticnow,heshouldtakeitdownanotch.Wedon’twanttoscarethelady.



Moses:“WhendidJonasgotoZim?WethoughtyouwerehidinginMpumalangasbali.”(Brother

in-law.)

Me:“ForgetthatMoses,Jonashasasonandawoman.”

Moses:“Andshecallshim baba.”

Mosesadds.

Saziso:“I’m hiswife,we’remarried.”

Shebringsherhanduptoshowusaring.

Moses:“NgishonestopnonsenseJonas?”(Thereisevenaweddingring?)

Wearehitwithabombrightinourlivingroom,Moses’jawdropsashegaspsinshock.Whileas

Ihaveout-usedmyshocktokens.

Jonashasthissmileonhisface,heishappy.Hisattentionhasfallenonthelittleboyashe

playswithhim.Mustwebeghim togiveusanexplanation?

WillhesitthereandletpoorSazisoexplainherself?

Me:“Bhuti,wearewaiting.”

Jonas:“Forwhat?”

Moses:“Thetruth,whoarethey?”

Jonas:“Shetoldyou,theyaremyfamily.”

Igiveup,Idon’tknowanythinginlife.

Great!MhambiandPetuniaarehere,waittillyouseetheirfaces.Thisisarealshocker.

“Malume.”(Uncle.)

ThebratbouncestoMhambi,abigsmiletakingoverhisface.That’sit,Iwanttodie.

Mhambi:“Andile,mfanawami.”(Myboy.)

MhambiwhisksAndileup,thelittleboygiggleswitheachspin.Petuniaisinthesameboat.

DidImissanyyearsinthislifeperhaps?

Iam finished.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

198*

AMARA*

“Mehemmawakeup.”

Idon’twanttowakeup.Whyishewakingmeup?

Randall:“Amarawakeup.”

Idon’tknowwhyhehastosnap.

Me:“It’stooearlyforthatfrown,don’tyouthink?”

Hisbrowcurves,hedoesn’tgetthejoke.

Me:“Whyam Ibeingtorturedsoearlyinthemorning?”

Randall:“Youhavetogetready.”

Thatsoundsmorelikeacommand.

Me:“Whyam Igettingready?IwanttosleepRandall.”

Randall:“It’stooearlytobecallingmeRandall,don’tyouthink?”

Okay,hedidgetthejoke.

Me:“WhatisitRandall?”

ItooshallpretendthatIcan’tfindamaptohissally.

Randall:“Whenlastdidyouvisityourparent’sgraves?”

Myheartsinkstothetipsofmytoes.Whereisthiscomingfrom?

Me:“Whyareyouaskingmethis?”

Randall:“Tellme.”

Iwon’tbegettingananswer.

Ihaveneverbeenbraveenoughtovisittheirgraves,afraidthatIwillrelivethatnightlikeIdidin

mydreamseverynight

Me:“Ntombinevertookmetoseethem.Shesaidtherewasnopointbecausetheyweredead.

So,Ibuilttombsforthem inmyheart.”



Heslantshisheadtotheside,hissideviewshowinghistightenedjaw.I’m overit,maybeI’m

lying.

Randall:“Wouldyouliketovisit?”

Idon’tknow?DoI?Ismyheartreadyforthat?

Ifeelawarm handonmine,he’sgrazingintomyeyes.Hewantsananswer.MustIhavean

answerforeverything?

Me:“Iguess.”

Thismustmeansomething,Inevertooktimeoffandthoughtaboutvisitingthem.

Randall:“Areyoureadythough?”

Imightbeready,butmyheartrepudiatestheofferfrom mymind.Theyareatlongerheadswith

eachother.

Me:“Yes.”

ThetimewhenIhavetoseethem willcome,itmightaswellbenow.

Randall:“Getreadythen,yourunclesarehere.”

Huh?

Theshockinmyeyes…

Randall:“Mhambi,Jonasandyourauntareheretotakeyoutothecemetery.”

Hesaysitasifsaying'goodmorning',I’m stunned.

Me:“Youcalledthem?”

Randall:“No,itwasMhambi’sidea.Hecalledmelatelastnight,youweresleeping.Hethinksit’s

time.”

Me:“ButyoujustaskedmeifI’m ready.WhatwouldyouhavedoneifIsaidnoandtheyare

alreadyhere?”

Randall:“Declinetheirrequest.”

That’shisresponse.

Ibelievehim justsoyouknow.Ishouldgetready,beforemyunclesthinkthat,I’m alazymakoti

(Bride.)

SETHU*

Nothingsaysgoodmorninglikethesmellofcoffee,Iam anaddictbytheway.ThankstoStyles



Sishi,thecoffeejunkie.Ihavetoopenmyeyesforthis,theroom shinesbrightwithastream of

lightcrackinginfrom thewindows.

Stylesisseatedontheedgeofthebed,he’sstaring.Iam notafanofmymorningfaceandI

havetoapologizetotheoneswhowereexposedtoit.

Iturntohidemyfaceonapillow,Ineedtogetthatmorninglookoff.Swollenredeyes,plump

lipsandascratchythroat.

Styles:“Ihavepicturesyouknow.”

Whatishe…

Ohhellno…

Theconfessionaloneisenoughtomakemejumpupinsearchforhisphone.

Me:“Letmesee.”

Thedazedlookdaubedonhisfaceisnotokaywithme,hedamnwellknowswhatI’m talking

about.

Styles:“Seewhat?”

Me:“Thepictures.”

Styles:“Theyarenothere.”

Hesays.

Me:“Oh,okay.Therearenopictures,thankGod.”

Ileanbackontheheadboard,acceptingacupofcoffeefrom him.

Styles:“Theyareatthestudio.”

Hereveals,sippingonhiscoffee,likewhathesaidwillnotmakemechokeonmine.Hetakes

thecupfrom measIcough,tryingtounclogmythroat.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Am Iokay?

Me:“Whatstudio?”

Igetalookthatconfirmsmyinsanity,IhavebeentoldthatIam notnormal.

Styles:“Somestudiointown,I’m havingthem framedandwe’llusethem atourwedding.”

I’m notokayandIam normal,thereisnodoubtaboutthat.Whileasthismanplacedinfrontof

meisascrazyastheyget.

Me:“Youknowthedivorcerateishighinthiscountry,scratchthat,annulmentsarequicker.

Snapofafingerandit’sdone.”



There,isthelookagainandagainithasmequestioningmysanity.

Styles:“Don’tsaythat,don’teversaythat.”

Hisvoiceislow-pitched,butholdsanauthoritativetone.Iwasonlykidding,butIgivehim anod.

IfyouarewonderingwhatStylesSishiisafraidof…

Losingalovedoneishisbiggestfearinlife,Ihavenotmadethingseasyforhim withmy

tantrums.

Iam handedbackthemug.Whyisithalf-full?

Me:“Whereistherestofthecoffee?”

Styles:“Imadeyouhalfacupbecauseyouneverfinishit.”

He’sright,thenumberoftripsImaketothemicrowavetowarm thecoffee,Iwillnotdrinkis

embarrassing.

Me:“AreyousureaboutthepicturesStyles?Youtookpicturesofmesleepingandyouare

havingthem framed,notjustthat,youwanttodisplayourweddingvenuewithpicturesofmy

crustyfaceforthewholeworldtosee?”

IprattleasItrytomakesenseofwhathesaid.

HesmilesforthefirsttimesinceIopenedmyeyes.

Styles:“I’m kidding,itwasajoke.”

Thatghostofasmiledoesnottellmethat,itwasajoke.Whyishenervous?

Me:“Whatdidyoudo?”

Igivehim thelook,yesyou’rebusted.Although,Idon’tknowwhathedid.

Styles:“Nothing.”

He’sstaringatmycupasIgulpdownthehotbeverage.

Me:“Idon’tbelieveyou.”

Heshrugshisshoulders.

Styles:“Howisthecoffee?”

Fine,asalways.

Me:“Okay.”

Heisundeniablyuptosomething.

Styles:“Drinkup.”

I’m done…Whyishe…OhmyGod…Hedidn’t.



Myjawdrops,I’m insentient.

Styles:“Kitten!”

HesayssoftlyandIcan’tgetmyeyesoffthecup.Rightatthebottom,it’swritten{Willyou

marryme?}inboldletters.

Styles:“Kitten!”

Ibringmygazeup,hisnerveshaveintensified.

Styles:“Whatdoyousay?Let’sbuildalifetogetherandhavemybabies?”

He’sholdinghisbreathandIwanttoputhim outofhismisery.

Me:“Howdidyoudothis?When?”

Ishouldbesayingyesandnotbarragehim withquestions.

Heforcesasmile,it’sgonelikeitwasneverthere.Heistoonervoustosmile.

Styles:“ShouldIcallanambulance?BecauseIam abouttopassout.”

He’sjoking.

Me:“Yes,IwillmarryyouStyles.”

Animmenseexhalationdischargesfrom him andagenuinesmiletakesoverhisface.Hetakes

meintohisarms,kissesmelikeit’sthefirsttime.

I’m waitingformyringnow…

And…heisgapingatme.

Styles:“Ididn’tthinktheringwouldfit.”

Whatring?Thereisno…

Thismanissneakytoday…Iraisemylefthandtoseeabeautifulringwrappedaroundmyfinger,

hemusthaveslippeditonwhileIwassleeping.That’swhyIfoundhim gawping,mytears

decidethattheywantashareoftheattentionI’m gettingfrom thisman.

Me:“IloveitStyles,it’sbeautiful.”

Hislipsdanceonmineforaminute.

Styles:“You’rebeautifulandIloveyouKitten.”

Me:“Iloveyoutoobabe.”

Iwouldlovehim moreifIcould.

AMARA*



Myheartissittingonmythroat,thejumphappenedwhenweleftthehouse.Ihavegorgeddown

twobottlesofwatertryingtocalm myself.Myfeetgonumbastheyhitthegroundatthe

cemetery,

Asurgeofemotionsbuilduponmythroatastheyform alump.ThesearetearsIwon’tbeable

tocontrolnomatterwhat.Theyhavebeenlongcoming,UncleMhambiputshisarm overmy

shoulders.

Hepatsitandbringsmeclosertohim.Irestmyheadonhischestwhileweplodtowardsmy

parent’sgraves.RandallandJonasaresaunteringbehindus.

NtombiandMosesdidn’tgivemeachancetomournthedeathofmyparents.

Myheartdrops,everythingcomesback...thescreams...thegunshots...myfather'sdesperate

pleasandI’m engulfedinemotions.

Ididn’tcryformyparentsthatnight,Ididnotcryattheirfuneral.Itwashardtobelievethatthey

weregone.Ispentthefirstfewyearsthinkingtheywouldwalkthroughthedoorandtakeme

backhome.

Untilonedayithitme,themolestation…theabuseandthehatredfrom thepeoplewhowere

meanttoprotectme,forcedmebacktoreality.

ThatiswhenIknewthattheyweregoneforever,cryingwasthelastthingIwantedtodo.

InsteadIwasconsumedbyanger,angerthattheyleftmeandIwasdeprivedachancetosay

goodbye.

“Amara!!!”

IhearRandallcallingme,hisvoicestainedwithconcern.Itrytocontrolmytearsasmyuncle

continuestotapmyshoulder,hiswayofcomfortingme.

Suddenlyapairoffamiliararmsencirclearoundmefrom behind.Randallpresseshislipsonmy

ear,whisperingwordsofcomfort.Iwishhewouldstopbecauseit’sfuellingthetearsandpain.I

can’tcryanymorethanthis.

Wrappedinthisman’sarms,IhearuncleJonasclearhisthroat.HehasprobablykilledRandalla

thousandtimeswithadeathstare.

Mindyou,heistheonewhogavemeawaytothismanaftermoneywasbroughtforthofcourse.

Jonasgaveawayhiscomplainingrightswhenheacceptedmoneyfrom theOkolies.

Petunia:“Takeheartmychild,allwillbewell.”

HerwordsforcemeoutofRandall’sembrace.

Myparentswereburiednexttoeachother,therearenoheadstonesontheirgraves,butwhat

wasonceapileofsoil.

MhambiandRandallremovethestonesanddeadleavesdisseminatedonthegraves.Mhambi



sayswewillhaveanunveilingnextmonth,itbreaksmetoseehowmyparent’sgraveshave

beenneglected.

Petunia:“Youcantalktothem Amara.”

Ikneeldownonthedirt,Idon’tknowwheretostart.Ihadsomanyquestionstoaskthem and

nowmymindisvacate.

IlookupatMhambi,hemotionsagoaheadbeforehekneelsnexttome.Jonastakestheother

side.

Mhambi:“Buthelezi,Shenge,Sokwalisa.”(Clannames.)

IlistenwhileherecitestheButheleziclannames.

Jonas:“Nansiindodakaziyenu.Ulaphaukuzonibonaemvakweminyaka.”(Hereisyourdaughter,

sheisheretoseeyouaftermanyyears.)

JonaslooksatmeandnodsagreeingthatItakeover.

Me:“Baba,yiminaindodakaziyakhouAmara.I’m sorrythatIhavenotcometovisityou.Imiss

yousomuch,wenanomama.”(It’sme,yourdaughterAmara.)(Youandmom.)

ThisisharderthanIthought,IlookupatRandall.He’shere,nexttomeandIam surethatIwill

beokaywithhim bymyside.

Me:“I’m gettingmarriednextweekmama,IwishyouwerehereandwhenIsaidyestothedress,

youwouldhavelovedit.Baba,tohaveyouwalkmedowntheaisleisadream Iwillneversee

cometrue.

IaskforyourblessingsasIventureintothisnewlife.Youwouldhavelovedthemanwhohas

chosenme,heismyprotectorandit’swhatyouwantedformebaba.Tohavesomeonewhowill

loveandprotectmeandourchildren.Amanlikeyou.DidItellyouthatyou’regoingtobe

grandparents?”

IclenchmyteethasIfightbacktears,mychildrenwillneverknowthem.Onlyinpicturesthat

arestagnant,picturesthatwilllosetheirmemorieswitheachpassingyear.

Iglanceatmyuncles,myfatherlivesinthem.HowcanIbelonelywhentheyarehere?My

childrenhavenotlostanything,theywillhavetwograndfatherswhowoulddoanythingto

protectthem.

NTOMBI*

Thepoweroflove,people.Thatthingwillmakeyoudotheimpossible.Somydearbrother

JonaswiththehelpofMhambi,transformedthegarageintoabedroom inaspaceoftwodays.

HetemporarilymovedhisthingstherewithSazisoandtheirbrat.



JonasissettoleaveforMpumalangawithhisfamilyafterAmara’swedding.Itfeelsstrange

thathehasafamily,Iwasconvincedthatmybrotherwantedtodiealone.HeishappyandI

can’tcomplain,hedeservesit.

Apparently,Saziso’sbirthcertificatehadburntinahousefireandshecouldn’tapplyfora

passport.Itwasthefirstthingshedidwhensheattainedherbirthcertificate.

Please,IpleadthatnoonequestionsmeaboutMhambiandPetunia.Ihaveagoodmindto

thinkthatPetuhasconvincedherhusbandthat,shelovesmykitchenandwantstostayhere

forever.

Ican’tdealwiththat,theyarecrampingmyspace.Sheisagoodcookyes,butthenagainfood

isfood.Welivedwithmycookingbeforetheycameandweshallcontinuetodosoafterthey

aregone.

Imusthavemissedameetingwherepeoplecametogetherandconferredaboutinvadingmy

house.

Thereisalwayssomeoneknockingatmydoor,Jonasshouldpayusthemoney,soIcangeta

housemaid.Ican’tworktoopendoors,myfeetwillsinkinthegroundfrom allthiswalkingto

thedoor.

Threeoldmenarestandingonmydoorstep,theyremovetheirhatsassoonasIappear.

Me:“CanIhelpyou?”

Ihatevisitors,anditlooksliketheyarehereforme.

“IngabekukwaMngomalapha?”(IsthistheMngoma’sresidence.)

IfIsayno,theywillgoaway.Iwantthem togoaway.

“Yebo,ngingalisiza.”(Yes,canIhelpyou?)

Great,Moseshasbeatmetoit.

“Gooddaysir,wecomeinpeace.”

Oneofthem says,showingsomuchgallantry.Ofcoursetheycomeinpeace,whatcouldthey

haveagainstus?

Moses:“Ntombiplease,bringuschairs.Wewillsitoutsideunderatree.”

HepointsatMashoto’scrimescene.Iwanttoknowwhatthevisitisabout,soIruninthehouse,

grabthreechairs,Moseswillhavetoseekforarocktositon.

Iam backinseconds.Good,theyhaven’tstartedyet.Theyaresilentlystandingandtheyappear

tobenervous.

Moses:“Thankyou,pleasegetussomecoldwater.”

Really?



HegesturesthatIleavewhenhiseyesmeetmine.

Mysecondrushtothehouseisnotgoingtobeasquick,Ihavetogetglassesandajug.Ihurry

outsidewiththewater.

Moses:“Yeahitishottoday,summerdaysarenotthesameanymore.Oneminuteitishotand

thenextit’scold.”

Don’tyoujustlovesmalltalk?

Themenagreewithhim,theirnervoussmileshavehalted.Isitdownonthegroundnextto

Moses,hegivesmealookandIdon’tcare.I’m notgoinganywhere.

“Moses:“Wemaybeginmadoda.”(Men.)

TherearethroatclearancesandIcan’tcomprehendwhathasmadethem sonervous.

“Apressingmatterhasbroughtushere.”

Onestarts,helookstheoldest.Thewrinklesonhisfacepointhim outastheoldest.

Moses:“Ngilalele.”(I’m listening.)

Wearelistening,hemeans.

Theolderoneclearshisthroat,astheyoungeroneslooktohim.

“Iknowthatweweremeanttowritealetterandsetadate,butthisisurgentandithastobe

addressedsoon.Oursondamagedyourdaughter.”

Hellno,notthatidiotZumaagain.

Me:“Youmeantosaythat,youaretheMhlongo’s?”

“Yes,pleasehearusoutbeforeanything.”

Me:“Angeke,Moses!!!”(Never.)

MosesraiseshishandasIstarttoargue.

Me:“Moses,youarenotgoing…”

Moses:“Ntombiwait,gotothehouseifyoudon’twanttobehere.”

Ifdidn’twanttobehere,Iwouldnotbegivinganopinion.

Whatarethesepeopledoinghere?

Moses:“Continue.”

Ishegoingtoletthem speak?Mosescanbeadisappointmentwhenhewants.

“Mngoma,wehavewrongedyouinmanyways.Oursonhurtyourdaughterandwewouldliketo

apologise.Wewanttopayforthedamages,ifyouletus.”



Isawthiscoming.

Moses:“Ihearyoubut,wewillhavetodiscussthisasafamilyfirst.Ourdaughterhasbeen

takenbyanothermanandawayforwardwillhavetobediscussedwithhim.”

Whatwayforwardishetalkingabout?Lelostateditthat,shewantsnothingtodowithZuma.

“Thankyou,wewouldalsoliketobeapartofourgrandchild’slife.Pleasedon’tkeepmyson

awayfrom hisdaughter.”

Me:“Sorrybaba,yoursondecidedthatmydaughterwasnot…”

Moses:“Ntombiawumetu,kantiyindabaungalaleli?”(Wait,whydon’tyoulisten?”

Whatever,Idon’tcarewhattheyagreeon.Lelowillneveracceptthatmanintoherlife,shewill

loseMbusoifshedoes.

MBUSO*

Myparentswerelaidtorestthepastweekend,itisstillhardtobelievethattheyaregone.My

motherwantedtoendhermiseryanddecidedtotaketwosoulswithher.Shecooked,invited

Nomasontoover,Idon’tknowinwhatpretextandwatchedtwopeopleeatpoisonedfood.

Whatkindofahumanbeingwoulddothat?

Iwillalwayslovemymother,butIwillneverforgiveherforwhatshedid.Thewomanwho

broughtmeintothisworldmademeanorphan,gofigure.

Iam leftwithareminderofmyfather’sbetrayal,Ntando.Heisasweetlittleinnocentboy,andis

avictim ofthis.Idon’tknowhowlongitwilltakeforhim tostartaskingforhisparents.

IneedtotakeNtandoforacheck-upatthehospital,heisalwayssleepinganditworriesme.

Onewouldthinkthathesensesthedeathofhisparents,wewillhavetohealtogether.

Webothlostbothparentsandleaningoneachotherisallwecando.

Myfatherdidwellbylettinghim knowaboutme.Iguesshewaspreparingthechildfortheday

hefinallymeetsme.Itmakesthingseasierthatheisfamiliarwithme.

“Mbusopleasegetthedoor.”

Leloexclaimsfrom thekitchen,I’m onlyhearingitnow.

Mylawyerishere,Ihopehebroughtgoodnews.

Me:“Cele!”

Hereacheshishandouttoshakemine.

Cele:“IthoughtIshouldcomeanddeliverthenewspersonally.”



Shiverssurgethroughmeathisannouncement,thethoughtofGokulegallymydaughteris

overwhelming.

Lelo:“Isitdone?”

Leloquerieswhilemakingherwayfrom thekitchen,tensionvisibleonherface.Celegivesa

lookofsatisfactionandIknowthatit’sdone.

Cele:“CongratulationsMbuso.”

Italmostfeelslikeadream,Ihavewaitedforthisday,finallyIcanclaim Uluthandoasmyown.

Lelo:“Thankyousomuch.”

ShegivesCeleahandshake,unabletofightthesmileonherface.

Cele:“Youtwotakecareandenjoyyourbaby,theygrowupsofast.Trustme,Iknow.”

Heproclaimsashedawdlestothedoor,readytobidfarewell.

Me:“Wewill,thankyouagain.”

IturnbacktoLeloaftershuttingthedoor,shehashereyebrowsraised.Aninquisitivelook

pastedonherface,she’sholdingbackascream andIfeelittoo.Iwanttoshoutatthetopof

theroof,sotheworldknowshowhappyIam.

Lelo:“BabakaGoku.”(Goku’sdad.)

AndGod,Icoulddancetothesoundofthat.

Me:“IhaveaGoku.”

Afrownreplacesthesmilethathadbuiltahomeonthecornersofhermouth.Isaidsomething

stupid,didn’tI?Thesimpergraduallyclaimsitshomebackandsheisinstichesinatwinklingof

aminiature.

Me:“Whathappenednow?”

Sheisnotstopping.

Me:“IfGokuwakesup,sizoxabana.”(You’llhearitfrom me.)

Shecovershermouthasshestrainstohaltherloudguffaw.WhatIsaidwasnotfunny,atall.

Me:“IhaveaGoku,chubbycheeks.It'sadream cometrue.”

MyarmstakeoverherwaistasIpullherclosetome,breathingherscentandthispositive

energythathoversoverme.Shegivesconsenttothecuddlebyenwrappingherarmsaroundmy

neck.

Herfacesoclosetomine,Icanfeelherwarm breathonmyskin.

Me:“ThankyouforchoosingmeLelo,IwantyoutoknowthatIwillalwayschooseyou.Inthis

lifeorthenext,ifthereisathing.Youwillalwaysbetheoneforme,theonemyheartdesires.”



Takingupabemusedmien,shefurrowsherbrows.Hereyesnarrowatme.

Lelo:“AreyouproposingagainXaba?BecauseIhavealreadysaidyes.”

Crazy…

Me:“Andthankyouforsayingyes.Ihavearequest.”

Ireleasethegrab,Ineedtoseeherclearlywiththis.

Me:“Ntandolostbothparents,Iam allthathehasnowandheissoyoung.Hewillneeda

mother,Idon’twanthim toeverfeellikeanorphan.Canyoubeamothertohim Lelo?Fillthat

voidNomasontoleftinhisheart.”

Atearbrushesdownherplumpcheek,shetossesitawaywithaquickbrushofafinger.

Lelo:“Mbuso,youdon’thavetoaskmethis.IwillloveNtandolikeheismyown.Ipromisethat

thewordstepmotherwillnevercrosshismind.”

Sheassuresme,Itrustherandmyheartexudesintoluxury.

Nowaboutthathugandpossiblythrowinakiss.

Lelo:“Okay,okay.”

Sheslantsherheadback,movingawayfrom theinsatiablekissthat,hasmyheartthuddingwith

excitement.

Me:“Youknowthekidsaresleeping,wehavetime.Maybeabout…”

Thepalm ofherhandfallsonmymouth,pressingmylipsagainstmyteeth.

Lelo:“Iknowyouarenotabouttosay2minutes.”

Unexpectedindeed,Iwasabouttosaythatactually.Howlongdoessexlastagain?

Me:“Ihavebeen…”

Vexedasifshehaspredictedmynextwordsandtheyareslowlyputtingheroff,shetakesa

stepback.Twosteps…okayshe’stakingmorestepsaway.WhatdidIdo?

Lelo:“Youhavebeentimingoursexmarathon?”

Sexmarathon?Ican’t…

Lelo:“I’m seriousMbuso,it’snotalaughingmatter.”

Herarmscomfortherbustasshecrossesthem.

Me:“Sexmarathon?”

Lelo:“Whatisitcalled?Yousaidyou’vebeencounting.”

Me:“IloveyousomuchNombulelo.”



IfIcouldpaintitforher,Iwould.Herfaceeases.Theghostofasmilelightsupintoafullblown

simperasherteethshowupbehindherlips.

Lelo:“IloveyoumoreXaba.”

SomethingIknowandveryconfidentabout.

Me:“Whydoyoumoveoutofmyarmsifyouknowthatyouwillfindyourselfback?Womenlike

strainingthemselves.”

ShetakesjoyinmywordsandIhavetoadmit,Ilovethesoundofherlaughter.

Me:“Ifeelthatwehavebeengivenasecondchancetodothismarriagethingright,Iwillspeak

tomyuncles.You,mysherodeserveallthecowsinmyfather’skraal.”(Heroine.)

Iwasnotmakingajoke.

Lelo:“Wearebacktobeingcheesynow,arewe?”

Herwordsfallout,leavingasmileonmyface.

Me:“Forreal,though.Youwillbeabride,mybride.”

SheburiesherfaceonmyneckandIknowthatsheiscrying,myarmsclasparoundher.

Me:“UGokuayenzeniumawenausukhala?”(You’retakingupGoku’sjobnow.)

Atittereruptsoutofher.

IwilldorightbyLelo,shedeservesthatatleast.

Tobecontinued…
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NEO*

MymotherleftforPretoriatoday,unfortunatelyIcouldn’ttakeherthere.Wehavejustarrivedat

Uze’shouseforlunch,AmarawantedtodoagettogetherbeforetheweddingonSaturday.DidI

sayAmara?ImeantZeeputheruptoit.

GingeriswalkingbesideZeewithKagisoinherarms,whileMbalibouncesalong.

Me:“Letmetakehim Ginger,he’sheavythisone.Thisbigheadofhiswillgiveyouabackache,

youseewhathappenswhenyoumakebabieswithjustanyone?Nahananje,givingmychilda

bigheadnx!”(Imagine.)

Igetadisapprovingstarefrom Zee.

Zee:“Don’tsaysuchthingsinfrontofthekidsNeo.”

Shecastigatesme.

Me:“Theyneedtoknowthatyoudon’tjustchooseapartner,youneedtobewoke.Can’tbe

carryingabigheadedbabyallyourlife.”

Gingerlaughs.

Ginger:“ButKagisolookslikeyouuncleNeo.”

Me:“Yes,hehasmyfacialfeatures,marahloohoena?Iam nottakingtheblameforit,ke

innocentnna.”(Thishead?I’m innocent.)

MywordsarenotreachingZeewell.

Zee:“Stopinsultingmybaby.”

ShetakesKagisofrom me.

Me:“WhatdidIdo?”

Mbali:“UncleNeo,you’reweird.”

MbaliexpressesandshefallsintosweettittersalongwithGinger.

Zee:“Ifindhim weirdtoo.”

Zeeagreeswiththem.



Me:“Mbali,youmustknock.Youdon’tbudgeintopeople’shouseslikethat,nahanaiftheyhada

dog.You’llbeinpiecesbynow.”(Imagine.)

IshoutouttoMbaliwhoalreadyhasafootinthehouse,shefreezesatthesoundofmyvoice.

Ayize:“Yey,comebackhere.”

Zeechidesher.

Iloveherstrictnature,shewillmakeagreatmothertoKagisoandthegirls.

Mbali:“ButthedoorisopenalreadyandI’m in.”

Shecomplains.

Mbaliisfulloflife,IhearshewasnotthispersonbeforeexposingthebloodoftheOkoliechild

tolight.ThoseOkoliesaredarngood,Ihavetogiveittothem.

Ayize:“Isaidcomeback,youneedtolearnsomemannerswena.”

Zeepullsherear,draggingherback.

Me:“NoZee,takeiteasyonthechild.”

Liyanacomesrunningfrom inside.Thethreegirlsengageinahug,loudgigglesandscurry

somewhereinthehouse.

Me:“Iam convincedthatwomenarecrazy,youalllaughfornoreason.”

IsaytoZeewhoisshakingherheadindivergence.

Zee:“Menarefoolishthat’swhytheyendupsayingthingslike‘womenarecrazy.”

Shemimicsmyvoice,Idecidetoletherbe.Hercomebackhasleftmespeechless,actually.We

followthenoisetothebackyard,everyoneishere.Stylos,MissS,Uzeandmehemma.Mbuso

andLeloaswellwiththeirlittleones.

Neo:“Isthebaconstillthereorueqetiledokotela?”(Youfinisheditdoctor.)

Mbusoscowls,he’scradlingUluthandoinhisarmswhileNtandoclingstohisarm.

Me:“Hey,Iwould’vecomeearlier,butyouknowthestruggleofhavingahousefullofwomen.

KagisoandIhaveithard.”

Styles:“IknewitwasyouwhenIheardthenoisefrom thefoyer.”

Mbuso:“OnlyNeocancreatesuchnoise.”

Mbusoadds,Idon’tappreciatethecriticism.

Zee:“ThankYouMbuso,OnlyNeocanmakesuchnoise.”

Shecheershim on,whilegreetingtheotherswithhugs.

Amara:“Wehaven’tstartedyet.”



AmaratellsmesomethingIam awareof,IfindaplacetositnexttoUze.Inudgehim asIsettle

downwhilehebringsaglassofjuicetodrinkfrom it.Afewdropsspillonhist-shirt.

Randall:“Really?”

Hefrownsatme.

Me:“SorryOga,Iwasgreetingyou.Atleastyou’rewearingblack,thestainwillnotshow.”

Hegrabsasoviettowipeitoff.Howishegoingtogetmarriedlookinglikehe’sreadyto

slaughterthewholeworld.Heneedstofixhisface.

“HiNeo.”

Ifeisheretoo,Ididn’tseeher.

Neo:“Ahah,mysister.Howna?”(Howareyou?)

Herlittlewelcomingsmiletransformsintoafrown.

Ife:“Fine,howareyouNeo?”

Theenthusiasm shehadwhenshefirstgreetedhasgonewiththewind.

Me:“Notin’spoil.”(Alliswell.)

Zeeisbamboozledassheglaresatmewithhermouthslightlyopen,am Isayingsomething

wrongtothechild?Ineedtowatchmywords.IfetwittersandthishasZeeclearingherthroat.

Ife:“Ilikethatt-shirtonyouNeo,itbringsoutyoureyes.”

Okay…

Acompliment,it’snoteverydayoneisacknowledged.

Me:“DidyouhearthatZee?Thiscolour,thesamet-shirtyoutoldmetochangebringsoutmy

eyes.”

Hernostrilsflareupbeforesheturnsaway,riled.

Me:“Ahh,Ifeyoutoomuchooo.”(Youarefartookind.)

Ibringaboutasmileonherfacewithmygratitude.

Randall:“Myfriend,stopstaring.”

UzesnapsatIfe,whotakesupanoffertorollhereyes,seeminglypiquedbyherbrother’s

censure.

Sethu:“Wherearethegirls?”

Sheglancesaroundinsearchofthetwolittlerascals.

Zee:“SomewherearoundwithLiyana.”



StylosandSethulookmoreinlovethanever,aringcandowondershey.

Me:“Oga,justafewmoredaystillyou’retieddown.Youstillhavetimetochangeyourmindand

Icanfetchthelobolamoneyfrom daaigrootmanJonas.”

EveryoneistalkingatthesametimeandIcan’tgraspwhoissayingwhat.

Me:“Hey,onepersonatatime.Iknowthatyoulovemebutchillguys.”

Styles:“VoetsekNeo,that’swhatIwassaying.”(Pissoff.)

Sethu:“Randallisalreadytieddown.”

Shespeaksout.

Lelo:“UnlessRandallhasadeathwish,hebetternotthinkaboutit.”

Okay…

Zee:“You’resleepingonthecouchtonightbecauseofyourstupidity.”

Okaythisonehitsthemost.

IlookatAmara.

Me:“Youmehemma,whatwasyourcomplaintabout?”(Myqueen.)

Shesmiles…

Amara:“Myloveportionisstrongandthereisnoescapingme.”

Eish!!!

Me:“So,myassumptionswererightallalong?Yougavethepoorguyaloveportion,IknewUze

wasnotcapableoflovingsomeone.”

Randall:“Areyousureyoushouldbesittinghere,nexttome?Iam aboutthisclosetolosingit

withyou.”

HethreatensandIknowit’sonlythat.Iam usedtoitbynow.

Me:“RelaxOga,Iam tryingtosaveyoualifetimeoftears.Am Inotallowedtolookoutfora

friend?”

Marriageisnotabedofroses.

Styles:“Yourlook-outsucks.”

Stylostalkstoomuchlately.

Me:“MissS,whatareyoufeedingmyboy?Hehasamouth?”

Styles:“AskthatquestionagainNeoandseewhatIwilldo.”

Hethreatens,hisfingerpointingrightatme.



Me:“WhatquestionStylos?Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”

Ishoulddodgethisbullet.

Ife:“YouknowIdon’tunderstandhowyouandStylesaretaken,couldn’toneofyoubesingle?”

Thegirlstatesrandomly.

Ihearpeopleclearingtheirthroats.

Zee:“Ilovethisgirl,listensweetie.I’m sellingNeo,anyamountyouhavewilldo.”

Ouch!!!

Me:“Zee,refrainfrom anyform ofinsults.Ihavenoteatenyet,andyoudon’twantmetoknow

howIgetwhenI’m hungry.”

NTOMBI*

Mosesreceivedacallthismorningheleftthehouseinahurryandheisnotbackyet.I’m

startingtoworryabouthim.Theworldouttheredoesnotlovehim.Ihavetriedhisphone,it

sendsmestraighttovoicemail.

“Mama,Iwantdaddy.”

That’sJonas’littlebrat,hehasnotstoppedcryingforJonassinceheleftthehouse,hetook

Mhambiwithhim.

Sazizo:“EishAndile.”

Kidscanbeannoying,Iam gladthatIhavepassedthatstage.

Me:“WheredidJonasgo?”

Shesmilesalot,needImention.

Saziso:“He’srunningsomeerrands,somethingtodowithhisbusiness.”

Iknowthathe’srunningsomeerrands,butwhere?Menaresly,youcan’ttrustthosecreatures.

Me:“Mmmhhh,okay.”

Thechildislyingonherlap,fidgetinglikehehasastomachbug.

Me:“Isheokay?”

Oneslapandhewillbeokay,Idon’tspoilkidsandJonastreatshim likehewillcrackthe

momenthedropshim.

Saziso:“He’sjustbeinganuisancethat’sall.”



Shebrusheshisheadinsteadofsmackingit.

Me:“So,whowasSazisobeforeJonashappened?”

IhavebeenwonderingandIwanttohearhowaprettywomanlikehercametoloveanoldman

likemybrother.

Sheisasmilerforreal,it’sstartingtogettome.

Saziso:“Well,wheredoIstart?IwasborninBulawayo.”

Iknowwhereyouwereborn...

Shecouldhaveskippedthatpart.

Saziso:“Myfatherandmotherarestillalive.TheynamedmeMemorySaziso,everyoneback

homecallsmeMemory.”

Idon’tcareaboutthateither.

Saziso:“JonasrefuseshesaysthathewillnotaddressmebyawesternnamewhenIhavea

nativeone.”

Canweskiptothepartwhereshetellsmewhatshedoesandhowtheymet?

Me:“Whatworkdidyoudo?”

Ihopeshedoesn’tstartbytellingmewhatherfatherdoesbeforeansweringmyquestion.

Thesmile...Jesustakeitaway.

Saziso:“Afewjobs,hereandthere.Ihaveanaccountingandfinancedegree,Ihaven’tbeen

luckyinfindingworkinthatfield.Ihavemyfingerscrossedthough.”

Crosssister,crossthosefingers.

Me:“Well,let’shopeluckfindsyouhey.”

JustasIturnawayfrom hersmilethedooropensandMosesstridesin.Helooksgloomy,I’m

nexttohim inasecond.

Me:“Wherehaveyoubeen?”

HelooksatmelikeIam coveredinvomit.

Me:“Moses,Iaskedyouaquestion.Uphuma‘phi?”(Wherewereyou?)

Heflinchesatthesoundofmyvoiceasifitannoyshim.

Me:“Whatiswrongwithyou?”

Ishedrunk?Imoveclosertosmellhisbreath.HestepsbackasifIwasgoingtokisshim.

Moses:“Whatareyoudoing?”



Finallyhespeaks…

But,whyisheaskingmenonsense?

Me:“WillyoutellmewhereyouwereorshouldIkeeprepeatingmyselflikeabrokenrecord?”

Heflinchesagain,Idon’tlikethewayhe’slookingatme.

Me:“IhavehaditwithyouMoses,tellmewhereyouwereorIwill…”

Moses:“WhatwillyoudoNtombi?Whatwillyoudo?”

Heyells,outoftheblue.

Iam flabbergastedbyhisattitude.Allwaswellwhenheleftthehouse.

Heclickshistongueandproceedstoourroom.

Whatthehelljusthappened?

IturntoleeratSazisotoseeifshenoticedMoses’behaviour.MaybeIam seeingthings.

Sheandherbrataremindingtheirownbusiness.IhavetofindoutwhatMoseswasupto.

NKOMO*

Ireceivedaninvitationfrom Styles,tohavelunchwiththem atRandall’s.HesaidRandallisokay

withit,soIdecidedtotakemychancesandjointhem.ThefirstthingIheararesoundsof

laughterasChiomaopensforme.

Chioma:“Nkomo,howhaveyoubeen?Iheardaboutwhathappened.”

Me:“Iam okayma,thankyouforyourconcern.”

Chioma:“Everyoneisoutside,Ibelievetheyarewaitingforyou.”

Me:“ThankyouChioma.”

Isauntertothebackyard,everyoneisscatteredaround.IspotStyleswithRandall,Neoand

Mbuso.Theladiesaregatheredatacorner,itseemsliketheyaredeepintogossipwhilethe

kidsrunaroundtheplaygroundmakingenoughnoisetogiveyouaheadache.

Neo:“AhhKhomo,finally.Wethoughtyouwerenotgoingtomakeit.”(Cow.)

Ihavejustbeenspottedbythewrongperson.

Me:“SorryI’m late.”

IgiveanapologyasIjointhem.

Neo:“That’sokay,itwouldhavebeenbetterifyoudidn’tmakeit”



Neostates,Iam gettingusedtohissallies.

Styles:“StopbeinganidiotNeo.”

Neo:“KenneteStylos,wherethereisKhomo,therearebloodsuckingcultistsandmeneating

women.EishRuthwasaman-eatersaani,etleksheateyousenselessntwana.”(It’sthetruth.)

ApastIdon’twanttoberemindedof.

Me:“IhavenocommentforthatNeo.”

Neo:“Yeah,whatwillyousay?”

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Styleshasnoticedthelookofworryonmyface.

Igiveanod.

Me:“RandallcanIhaveawordwithyou?”

Hescowls,probablywonderingwhatIwantwithhim.

Randall:“Sure.”

Hestatesashemovesawayfrom everyone,Ifollow.Hehasaplateoffoodandiseatinglikeit’s

hislastdayonearth.

Me:“Don’tyouwanttositorsomething?”

Hemightwanttosit...I’m wrong.Heshakeshishead,tossingaspoon-fullofwhatappearsto

berice.ItisChioma’sspecialJollofrice,thatwomanisagoddessinthekitchen.

Me:“Iwanttoapologize.”

Hereitgoes.

Heisstaringatmewithraisedeyebrowswhilehisteethgrindthefoodinhismouth.Youwould

thinkthatheistheonewhobearsaseedinhisbellyandnotAmara,whichisfar-fetched.

Thelookonhisfacesayscontinue…

Me:“WhatIdidtoAmarabackthen…”

Somethingclogsmythroat,it’sthedarnintimidatinglookthathe’sgivingme.

Me:“Ididn’tformallyapologize,Iam sorryRandy.ItstillhauntsmetillthisdayandIruinedour

friendship.”

He’sgloweringatme,whilehechewsthelastofhisfood.Disappointmentrushesovermeashe

turnsandwalksaway.Okay,Itried.ThereisnothingIcandonow.

Oh!!!Hewasgoingtoplacetheplateonthetable.He’scomingbackandmymindisobliviousto

whatheisgoingtosaynext.Ican’treadthelookonhisface,hehideshisemotionsprettywell.



Randall:“Idon’ttrustyouNkomo,it’snotasecret.Gettingbackintothesamelanewithyouis

goingtotakealongtime.Youareafriendthough,buttheapologythatyouofferisnotmineto

accept.Amaraistheoneyoushouldbeapologizingto.”

Hesays…

That’strue…WhereisAmara?

Me:“Thankyou.”

Idon’tknowwhathemeansbyshrugginghisshoulders,heturnshisheadbehindhim tofind

Amarastaringbackathim.Hewaveshishandtogesturethatshecomes,afrowntakesover

herface.ForaminuteIthinkshewillnotbother,heresheis.

Me:“Hi.”

Shesaluteswithasmile,Randallcrosseshisarmsacrosshischest.Heisgoingtoletmedothe

work.

Me:“Hey.”

AmaraglancesupatRandall,shewantstoknowwhyshehasbeensummonedhere.Savingher

thatdaywithKennethmadeiteasierformetofaceher,IguessIshouldbeluckythatshedoes

notholdgrudgesagainstme.

Me:“Amara,whenwefirstmet.Iwasfightingmyowndemonsand…”

RandallisgivingmeaglarethatsaysIshouldstop.Justifyingmyactionsisnotthewaytogo,

Amarawasavictim tomyselfishnessandlust.Ihavewalleduneasinessaroundher,she

crossesherarmsasifsheildingherbodyfrom apredator’sgaze.Thisishowmostwomenwho

havebeenassaultedactoriftheyfeelbadvibesfrom thepersontheyaretalkingto.

Itshowsthatshehasemotionallywithdrawnfrom thisdiscussionandisnotaccessibleto

communication.

Istarteditoffthewrongway.

Me:“I’m sorry,thereisnojustificationforwhatIdidtoyou.I’m sorryforeverythingandIhope

youwillfinditinyourhearttoforgiveme.”

Shenods,that’sastartright?

Randalltakesherhandsintohis,heholdsthisseriouslookonhis.Aremorsefulgazeandregret

ofsomesort.

Randall:“I’m sorrytoomehemma,thatyouhadtogothroughthat.It’snotrightforawomanto

fallpreytosexualharassment,whetheritwerewordsorphysicaltouchorrape.AndI’m sorry

forwhatyouruncledidtoyou.”(Myqueen.)

HecupsacryingAmara’scheeksintothepalmsofhishandswhilehehunchestolookintoher

eyes.



Randall:“Youwerealoneandhadnoonetosupportyou.Ican’timaginehowyoumusthavefelt,

withnoonetoturntoandnowheretogo.Iam trulysorrymehemma,youdidn’tdeservethat.”

(Myqueen.)

HeapologisesforwhatheruncledidandtothinkthatMosesisnotashamedaboutit,he

refusestotakeresponsibilityforhisactions.

IknowAmarawentthroughsomuch,butIhavenoideatowhatshewasexposedto,mymind

cannotcomprehenditandasamanIcannotrelateorunderstandthepainshefelt.Defenceless

andwithnovoice,shehadtowakeuptotheeyesofamonstereveryday.

Ayizeistoddlingthisway,theseriousexpressiononAmara’sfacehasluredherhere.Ihearthat

sheisoverlyprotectiveofher,Sethuaswell.BothsistersfindaspacetostandbesideAmara.

Lelohasfollowedthem.

Ayize:“Icouldn’thelpbuteavesdropontheconversation.”

Shewaslisteningin.

HerarmssettlearoundAmara.

Ayize:“Comingoutofthatstorm showsthatyouarestrongAmara,mostpeoplenevermadeit

outalive.Somewerekilledandotherstooktheirownlivesevenaftermakingitout.The

memoriesandthepain,doesn’tgoaway.Itstayswithyouforever.”

Styles,NeoandMbusoarealsobroughttothisgathering,probablywonderingwhywehave

groupedup.

Lelo:“Alustfullookfrom aguywouldmakemefeelsodirtythat,Itakeadozenshowersto

washoffhisgazethatisstuckonme.Thatfeelingstayswithyou,youkeepaskingyourself.Did

Idosomethingwrong?WasImakingeyecontactandgavehim thewrongimpressionorwasit

theclothesIwaswearing.MaybeImadegesturesathim unknowingly.It’snotjusttheman

touchingyouormakingsexualremarks.Onelookkillsyou.”

LeloaddsandthisIdidnotknow.

Sethu:“Thewordsthatcannotbetakenback,thetonguecutsdeeperthanablade.Thewords

becomeapartofyou,theybuildahomeinyourmindandtortureyoutodeathuntilyougiveinto

them.IlostcountofthenumberoftimesItriedtotakemyownlife.Ntokozo’swordshadmade

themselvescomfortableinmymind,theyweremydailybread.Hebrokemewithjustwords

‘Theworldwouldbeabetterplacewithoutyou.’AndIbelievedhim,Isoughtafterdeathfrom

thatmoment.”

Ididn’tthinkthatmyapologywouldescalatetothis.

Neo:“Noman,canwepleasestopforaminute.Thisistoomuchtotakeinandwecamehere

foracelebrationnottosharesomuchpain.”

He’swipinghiseyes.

Styles:“Don’tcryman.”



Stylestapshisshoulderwithagenuineconsolinghand.

Neo:“I’m notcryingStylosman.”

He’scryingalright.

Randall:“IagreewithNeo,mywifeispregnantandIdon’twantherstressing.”

HisarmsareforeveraroundAmara.

Ayize:“YouknowwhatIthinkwouldlightenupthemood?”

Sethu:“Dowewanttoknow?”

Ayizefeignsasmileinresponsetohersister’sremark.

Ayize:“Music,asloudaspossible.”

Nooneagreeswithher.

Ayize:“Comeonpeople,siyashadisaman.UzewedsAmara.”(There’sawedding.)

Shesaysoutloud,breakingintoadance.Thisactofhershasbroughtsmilesbackon

everyone’sfaces.

Tobecontinued…
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Thedeepconversationhasbroughtustoourseats,ithasescalatedtothis.SethuandAyize

havejusttoldtheirstories,Ifoundmyselfsheddingtears.IsitwrongofmetowishthatAmara

doesnotshareherstory?I’m notreadytoheartheterriblethingsmyfatherdidtoher.

Amara:“Iwasninewhenmyunclestartedassaultingme.Irememberhecametoourroom.”

Shelooksatme…Wesharedaroom,butthereweredayswhenshewasnotpermittedtosleep

init.Ididn’tunderstanditthen.

Randall:“Amara!”

Heplaceshishandonhersunsurethat,sheisreadytotalkaboutthis.

Amara:“It’sokay,Iwanttospeakout.”

Randall:“Areyousure?”

Shesqueezeshishand,andnods.

Amara:“WewerepreparingforschoolandLelowasbathingwhileIwasgettingdressed.He

walkedinjustasIwasnaked,Igrabbedatowelandimmediatelycoveredmyself.Iwasyoung,

butIknewthathewasn’tsupposedtoseemenaked.Thesmirkonhisfaceterrifiedme.'What

isitAmara?Whyareyouhidingfrom me?Am Inotlikeyourfather?Openupandletmeseeif

yourbreastsaregrowing.Justaglimpse,Iwanttoseeifmybabyisgrowingintoalady.’My

mindcouldn’tcomprehendwhathewasdoing,thelookinhiseyescoveredmewithsomuch

fear,thatmywholebodybegantotremble.Wefoughtoverthetowelandheprovedtobe

stronger.Iwasleftexposed,pinnedagainstthewall,myhandsweretootinytocovermyprivate

partsandmybreastthatwereonlydeveloping.Hiseyesfellonmyprivateparts,Iwillnever

forgetthepervertedlookonhisface.”

Myheartbreaksintoathousandpieces.Thisismyfatherthatshe’stalkingabout.Howcouldhe

besoheartless?Randalllooksreadytoexplode,youwouldthinkhewillpulloutagunandshoot

usall.

Amara:“Myheadspunwhenhereachedouthishandtotouchmybreast.‘Iam onlycheckingif

theyarereal,it’smyjobasyourfatherAmara.CanIhavealick,Iwanttoknowhowtheytaste.”

OhGod,thisistoomuchtolistento.



Amara:“Thenextthinghishandswerealloverme,whilehewaslickingmybreast,hewould

makethesedisgustingsoundslikeheenjoyedwhathewasdoing.”

Shestopsforawhile,hereyesglisteningwithtearsassherefusestoacceptthem.

Amara:“Ireceivedmyfirstslapfrom him thatdaywhenIscreamed,IguessLelodidn’thearme.

Iwantedhertohearme,Iwantedhertocometomyrescue.Shewasmyonlyhopethen,but

shedidn’tcome.”

Sheclampsherjaw,hertearswinagainsther.Randallhasclaimedherhand.

Me:“Amara.”

Sheglancesatme.

Amara:“Youdidn’tcomeLelo,Ihadneverbeendesperateforanythinginmylifethantoseeyou

walkthroughthatdoor.Iknewinmymindthathewouldneverdothosethingsinyourpresence.”

Me:“I’m sorry.”

ThisisallIcancontribute,alousyapology.

Randallkeepsmovingonhisseat.Heisnotokay,ifhewerelighterhewouldbepinkfrom anger.

Amara:“Afterhehitme,hepressedmeagainstthewallandwentdownonhiskneestoreach

mylevel,Iguess.Hishandwasonmyprivatepartwhiletheothercoveredmymouthtostopme

from screaming.‘OpenyourlegsAmara,vulaumalumeangene.’Hewouldsay.”(Opensouncle

canenter.)

SheturnstoleeratRandall,hertearsadorningeveryedgeofherface.Ihaveneverseenabigger

puckerthantheonethathe’sholding.

Amara:“IfoughtRandall,Iswear…Ifoughthim buthe…hewastoo…toostrongforme…I

couldn’t…pushhim away.”

Shecries,hereyesimploringthathebelievesher.Randallwipeshertearsasheframesher

cheeksintohishands.

Amara:“Hepushedhisfingerinsideme…IremembertheexcruciatingpainthatmademewishI

wasdead...Iwantedhim tokillme,butnomatterhowmuchIwishedforit,itnevercame.My

bodytrembledagainstthecoldwall,whilehekept…”

Amaraishavingadifficulttimewiththisconfession,Iwanthertostop.It’spainfultowatchher

insomuchpainandhearingwhatshehasbeenhidinginherheart.

Randall:“Amaraplease,stop.Ican’t…”

Hepresseshisforeheadwithadesperaterequest,hishandslidesbehindherneck.

Amara:“Pleaseletmefinish…”

Shemuttersintearsandmovesbackfrom him.



Amara:“Hekeptpushinghisfingerin...Myscreamsweretrappedbehindhislargehand,Iswear

Iscreamedforhelp.Ididn’tjuststandthere,Ifought.Buthemadeitseem likeIwanteditto

happen.YoubelievemeAyize,don’tyou?Ididn’taskforit,youhavetobelieveme.”

Sheweeps.

Ayizeiscryingnexttohercuppingherfaceintoherhands.

Ayize:“OfcourseIbelieveyoubaby,weallbelieveyou.”

Amara:“HesaidIbeggedforitthat,itwasmyfault,butIdidn’t.Ibelievedhim though,Iwasonly

achild.Ididn’tknowanything.”

Randall:“Ican’tlistentothis.”

Hegruntsasheshootsuptohisfeet,Amaragrabsholdofhishand.Shewantshim tostay,

she’spleadingwithhereyes.

Randallsettlesdownalongwithhisheavybreathing,angerhashim arounditslittlefinger.

Amaraexhales,wipesthetearsthatarestreakinghercheeksandIcantellthatsheispreparing

herselftocontinuespeaking.She’snotreadyforthis,hereyessnitchonher.

Amara:“Lelocamebacktoolate,IheardthedoorhandleandrealisedthatMoseshadlockedit,

heopenedforherandsaidsomethingaboutthehandlebeingstuck.Iwaspackedatacorner

afterheassaultedme,tremblinglikealeaf.Mymindwasstilltryingtoputtogetherwhatjust

happened,Iwasinsomuchpainandheforcedmetogotoschooland…”

Shepauses,thesaddestsoundiswhenyouhearacrackinaperson’svoicewhentheyare

abouttocryonly,shehasbeencryingandwitheachsyllablethepaindeepens.

Ayize:“WherewasthatgodforsakenwomanNtombi?”

Mymotherwasforeveratwork,shewasunawareofwhatmyfatherwasupto.

Amara:“Shewasworkingnightshift,IthinkheloveditthemostwhenNtombiwasnothome.

SometimeshewouldsendLelotoschoolandsaytheyhadnotpaidformyschoolfees,soIhad

tostayathome.Hewoulddothingstome,mademetouchhim.Thisonetimeheshowedmea

videowhereheandsomewomanwerehavingsex,Ididn’tknowwhattheyweredoing.Iwas

neverexposedtosuchthings,myparentswouldn’tevenletmewatchpeoplekissingonTV.He

saidhewantedtodothosethingstomeand

...”

Sheburstsintoasob,Ayizeisquicktobringherintoherarms.

Randall:“Fuck!!!”

Randallgrunts,hisfistclenchedasifreadyforafight.

Styles:“Randy.”

HebringshisangryeyestoStyles,theyareconversingthroughgestures.Hewouldbestorming



outofhereifitwerenotforStyles.

Ayize:“It’sokaymylove…”

Shecomfortsher.

Amara:“I’m sorry,Ican’tcontinue…”

Shewipesherneverendingtears,myheartbreaksforAmara.Myfatherdeservesnothing,but

death.

Randall:“Comehere.”

Randallpullsherfrom Ayize’sembraceandintohis.

Randall:“You’regoingtobeokay,Ipromise.”

Hisvoicequiversfrom whatIthinkisanger,it’sdeeperthanusual.

Neo:“CanwekillMoses?”

Neo’sminddecidestodropaquestion,nooneisshockedbyit.Iseenods,chestsrisingand

falling.Sethucontinuestowipehertears,Ayizeisintearsaswell.Ican’tbreathe,I’m losingmy

mindattherealizationofwhatmyfatheriscapableof.Iwishtoturnbacktimeandchange

Amara’sfate.

Ayize:“Amara.”

Shestarts.

Ayize:“Idon’tcarewhatthatoldmansaidtoyou,hiswordsareempty.Youarenotgoingtogive

him poweroveryouAmara.Heisaliar,thethingshesaidtoyouwerelies.Whatdoesthatverse

sayagainSethu?Theliar,thedevilandthefather…”

Thefirstlaughisactuallyheardinthissadbluemoment.

Neo:“Nobaba,noman.Wordofadvice,don’tquotebibleversesinfrontofmymother,shewill

findanexorcistsotheyremovethatdemoninyou.”

Jadedbyhisstatement,Zeewaveshim offwithherhand.

Sethu:“Thedevilisaliarandthefatherofalllies.”

Sethucorrectsher,IstillhavetogetusedtoAyizeandherwildness.SeemslikeI’m theonlyone

whofindsherstrange.

Ayize:“Yes,thatone.Mosesisthedevilhimselfandwhatevercomesoutofhismouthisalie

Amara,Iknowthatit’shardtotalkaboutyourexperience,butatleastyoustarted.Youareon

yourwaytorecoveryandyouwillgetthere.Youwillhealmyloveanditwillbeokayagain.You

willbefree,wearehereforyou.Randybaby,Iyoursister-wifeandthesebaboonshere.”

HerproclamationcausestittersbutRandall,Icanstillfeeltheheavyweightofhiswrath.Great

wayforAyizetolightenupasadmoment.Shemightbecrazy,butherwisdom surpassesher



insanity.

Neo:“You’resleepingonthecouchtonightZee.”

Neocomplains,howdotheycopewitheachother?

Styles:“AdayintheMaakehousehold,thisissomethingIwouldliketosee.Honestly,negative

tonegativedonotattracteachother,theyrepel.Howisitpossibleinthiscase?”

Sethu:“Babe,areyoureallygoingthere?”

Sethusays.

Styles:“Seriously,am Itheonlyonewhohaswonderedaboutthis?”

TherearemorenoesthanthetwoyesesgivenbyAyizeandNeo.

Styles:“Everheardofinduction?”

Heassentsthisstrictlookonhisface.

Neo:“NotnowprofessorStylos.”

Neocarps.

Ayize:“Youmeanintroduction?”

Shegetsablackstarefrom Neo,IthinkshemadeamistakebyaskingStylesaquestion.

Styles:“Yesbutthisonehastodowithelectrostaticforce.”

Complaints,mumblesandtongueclicks…

Styles:“Listen,letmeexplainwhyneutralobjectsareattractedtochargedobjectsandhow

AyizeandNeoarenon-aligned.I’m sureyouhavenoticedthatwhenyoutakeclothesfrom the

dryertheyclingtogether,right?Sothere’sanattractiveforcebetweenthosetwopiecesof

clothes…”

Iseestifffaceswithamixtureofannoyance,Mbusohappenstobetheonlyonewhoispaying

anyattention.

Neo:“NotnowStylos,eish.EtlekI’m hungrynow,whereisChioma?”(Actually.)

Styles:“Am Iwrongthough?

Mbuso:“Stylesisright,oppositesattractandyoutwoaretwopeasinapot.”

Neo:“It’sfine,letusbepeasjustspareusfrom thislectureplease.Ifailedphysics,don’ttake

meback.”

Ayize:“ButIwanttoknowmore.”

Sethu:“Unlessyouwanttoquestionyourlevelofintelligence,forgetanythingStyleshassaid

thusfar.”



Sethuknowshim best.

Me:“IthinkIgetwhereheiscomingfrom.”

Iaddmytwocents,Idon’treallyknowwherehewasgoingthough.

Neo:“Okay,getitaloneandleaveusoutofit.Wearestillrecoveringfrom yearsago.People,my

lecturerwasademonsentfrom sciencehell,thatmanwouldspeakandyouwouldn’theara

thinghesaid.EntlekthereisaplaceforpeoplelikeStylos,baebitsaSterkfontein.”(Theycallit.)

Stylesdoesnotseem tomindbeingmadefunof.

SilencedemandsourattentionasRandallgetsuponhisfeetandtakesAmarawithhim,they

werequietthiswholetime.

StylesandNeoworkedsohardtoobviatethesubstantialsubjectandputasmileonAmara’s

face.Itdidn’twork,speakingouthasbroughtbackallthepainfulmemories.

IwishtherewassomethingIcandotohelpher,Ihavelongremovedmyfatherfrom myheart.

LuckilyIwillnotbekeepinghissurnameafterthewedding,Iam overhim.

Afteremanatingaheftysigh,Ayizebeingtheonetobreakthisfrettingsilence,grabsaglassof

juice.

Ayize:“Thisistoallthewomenwhofought…”

Hervoicecracksandsheblinksafewtimestryingtopushbackhertears.

Ayize:“…andtheoneswhohadnostrengthtofight…Youarenotalone…”

Thistimehervoicequaversasshedeliverswithalumponherthroat.Neorestshishandonher

backtocomforther.

Ayizereleasesanothersigh,emotionsverifyingthattheywillalwayshaveaholdonhumansas

tearsleavehereyes.Shewipesthem awaywithtwoswipesonbothhercheeks.

Ayize:“Womandla.”(Power.)

Sheholdsafistupandtakesasipfrom theglassofjuice,SethuandIraiseourfiststobe

followedbythemen.Thetearsinmyeyesbecomesohardtocurb,Sethuisintearsaswell.And

Ayize…wellshestandseyeballtoeyeballwiththepain.Ifyouweretoaskmetopointoutthe

strengthofawomanthen,Iwillpointthiswomanout.

RANDALL*

Iwalkoutoftheroom afterAmarahasfallenasleep,mymindisracingatafullspeedthinking

ofathousandwaystokillMoses.TheplanIhadistakinglongertobeexecuted,Ihaven’theard

anythingfrom Nkosiyet.



“Mhlonishwa.”(Boss.)

Nkosisalutesoverthephone.

Me:“Ifthatwomanhasnotmadeamoveyet,killher.”

I’m doneplayinggames.

Nkosi:“She’srightatworkMhlonishwa.”(Boss.)

Me:“IwantresultsNkosi.”

Nkosi:“YouknowIdeliver.”

Me:“Good.”

Nkosi:“DankieSiyabonga.”(Wethankyou.)

Hehangsup.

God-knowshowIwillfaceMosesatmywedding.

SETHU*

Thegloomyatmospherehasdieddown,Amaraisresting.We’reabouttowrapupandheadour

separateways.

Styles:“Kitten,thereissomeoneIwantyoutomeet.”

Stylesintroducesasshepullsmeclosertohim andwalksawayfrom everyone.Hishands

createanoscillationonmyback.

Me:“Who?”

Iknoweveryonegatheredhere.

Styles:“Comewithme.”

HeturnsmearoundandIseeNkomostandingwithhandspackedinhispockets.I’m confused,

whoam Ibeingintroducedto?

Nkomo:“Hi.”

Ahalfsmilecreepsuponthecornersofhismouth.

Me:“Hi.”

Irunmyeyesaroundthebackyard,Idon’tseeanyunfamiliarfaces.

Me:“Babe,whoam Imeeting?”

Styles:“Yourbrother.”



Mybrother?

Idon’thaveabrother.

Styles:“Sethu,IwouldlikeyoutomeetNkomoMkhize.Yourbrother.”

Mybrainfaltersforaminuteandmyeyesfallout,Nkomoisjustasdazed.Hiseyesandmouth

areunmoving,wideopeninanexpressionofdumbfounded.

Nkomo:“Styles?”

Hishandsjumpoutofhispocketsashetakesasteptome.

Me:“You’remybrother?”

Nkomo:“Okay,wow…”

Hesmiles,openshisarmsandachuckleescapeshismouth.ItistruethatGodworksin

mysteriousways,Ihavegainedabrother.IhavenowordstoexpresshowIfeel,webreakthe

embrace.IturnbacktofindStylesdawdlingaway.

Nkomo:“How?Idon’tunderstand,myfathercouldonlybearmalechildren.”

Hesays…

Me:“Idon’tknow,buthereIam.”

Nkomo:“Ihaveasister,wow.”

Hislaughisnotthatofjoybutshock.

Me:“Ihaveabrother.”

Iam draggedbackintoanotherhug.

Nkomo:“NowIhaveareasontohateStylesthatmanisimpossibletohate.”

Iknow…

Me:“Justdon’toverdoithey,wedon’twantthepoorguytosuffer.”

Nkomo:“Nah,I’m goingtogoallout.Thisisadream cometrue,Ihavesomeonetoprotect.”

He’skidding…

Heiskiddingright?

Nkomo:“Wehavesomuchtocatchupon.Iwanttoknoweverything,howyourmothermet

Mkhizeandwherehaveyoubeen?”

Wefindseatsandpositionourselves,darknessisdrawinginanditisgettingabitwindy.The

kidsaresomewhereinthehouse,Chiomaissogoodwiththem.

Me:“HowisMkhize?IheardaboutwhathedidtoAmara.”



Hischinslopestohischest,hisjawstiffens.Hateisvisibleonhisface,Iam yettofindoutifit

isduetoAmara’snightmare.OrMkhizehimself.

Nkomo:“Don’texpectanythingfrom thatman,heisanarcissist.ThemostselfishpersonIhave

everknown.”

Iam rightaboutthehate,itisdirectedatMkhize.

Me:“Whydoyouhatehim?”

Ifeellikeanidiotashegiveadiscordantshakeofhishead.

Nkomo:“Mkhizekilledmymother.”

Me:“What?”

Ialmostchokeonthewordasitswimsoutofmymouth.

Nkomo:“Idon’tknowhowtheirrelationshipwaslike,butshefoundsomeoneelse,keptitfrom

him andhekilledherwhenhefoundoutthatshewashavinganaffair.”

Mkhizeiscapableofsuchthings?Myheartwasnotgiventimetodigestallofthis,IwishInever

askedhim.ItwouldhavebeenbetterifIdidn’tknow.MyfatherwasabadmanandnowIfind

outthatmybiologicalfatheristhesameifnotworse.

Nkomo:“Don’tletthatgettoyou.”

Hesays,observingtheincredulityonmyface.

Me:“Iam sorry.”

Theshrugofhisshouldersconfirmsthatheisnotbotheredaboutit,orhechoosesnottodwell

onitlikehejustadvisedme.

Nkomo:“ThereisenoughtimetotellyouaboutMkhize,Iwanttohearallaboutyou.Andwhat

you’vebeenuptoalltheseyears.”

Heannouncesashewearsaninquisitivemask.

Me:“Youneedtositbackformystory.”

Hedoesthatandcrossesonelegovertheother,heisgoofyandit’sadorable.Ihaveabrother,

Christmascameearlyforme.MyeyessearchforStyles,he’sstandingwithNeoandMbuso.He

isstaringatus,Igestureathankyouandhewinksatme.Maybethisismybeginning,a

beginningofagreatfuture…

AYIZE*

Kagisohasbeenhavingsleeplessnights,hecriesthewholenightandsleepsduringthedayfor

afewhours.He’sfeverishandthedoctorsseenothingwrongwithhim.Itpainsmetoseehim



likethis,he’sjustachild.Notknowingwhatiswrongwithyourbabyistheworstthingtohappen

toanyparent.

NeocalledmamSontoover,hewenttogetheratthetaxirank.

“Hey,howishe?”

Sethuinquiresasshewalksthroughthekitchendoor,Icalledhertohelpmeout.Kagisocanbe

ahandfullwhenhe’sfussy.Thankfullyheisasleepnow.

Me:“Idon’tknowSethu,Imanagedtoputhim tosleep.Ihatethathecan’tsleeppeacefully.”

Thechildisgrantedafewminutesofsleep,suchcrueltythough.

Sethu:“Icanonlyimagine.RememberhowharditwaswithMbali,Ican’teventhinkwhatKagiso

isgoingthrough.Whatcouldpossiblybescaringhim?”

Shepositionsherselfonachair,I’m preparingaremedyIfoundontheinternet.Apparentlyit

reducesfever.

SoKagisowokeupscreamingtwodaysago,wecouldn’tputhim backtosleepandhadtorush

him totheE.Ronlyforthedoctortotellusthechildwasfine.

Me:“IhaveabadfeelingaboutthisSethu,somethingdoesnotaddup.Thereisthisthinghe

doesbeforeburstingintoscreams,hiseyespopopenasifthereissomethinginfrontofhim

andclingsontomeasifthatthingistryingtoattackhim.He’sabletoatleastcalm downwhen

Neotakeshim inhisarmsandbythattimehisbodyisshakingfrom fear.”

Sethu:“We’llhearwhatthiswomanhastosay,Iprayit’snotasbadaswethink.”

Yeah,hopefully.

Me:“IsawyourpostonFacebook,Miss.Engaged.”

Kagiso’ssituationstressesmeoutsoIwouldratherchangethesubject.

Sethu:“Tracyputitupnotme,shewasexcitedwhenItoldherabouttheengagementandsaid

thatIcan’tkeepthenewstomyself.”

Sethudoesnotlisten.

Me:“HowdidTracygetaholdofyouraccount?Don’ttellmeyougaveheryourpassword.”

Sheisnaïvelikethat.

Sethu:“No,Iwasonlineandshetookmyphone,uploadedapicofStylesandI.Iwantedto

deleteit,IguessIforgot.”

Stupid…

Me:“WhatdidIsayaboutkeepingyourprivatelifeprivateandstayingawayfrom thatgirl?”

Sethu:“Itwasaninnocentpost.”



Shedoesnotgetmyview.

Me:“Whathappenstobeaninnocentpostcouldescalateintosomethingbad,Sethuyouhave

enemiesoutthere.NoteveryonewantstoseeyouhappyorwithMr.S.Youbetterremovethat

postandIdon’ttrustTracy,getridofher.”

Shedoesn’tlikebeingcarpeted.ButhowelsecanImakesurethatsheissafe?Sethuthinks

everyonehasahalo.Hasn’tlifeshownherenoughtobelievethatit’ssurvivalofthefittestout

there?Everyonewantsapieceofsomethingandiftheyseeitinsomeoneelse,nothingwillstop

them from goingafterit.

NeoarriveswithmamSonto,thewomandoesn’twastetimewithsmalltalk.We’reseatedinthe

livingroom,asilentKagisoliesinmyarms.

Mam’Sonto:“Whereisthemotherofthischild?”

Neoglancesatme,confusionbuildsuponhisface.”

Neo:“Soshanguve.”

Mam’Sontohasnotsaidanythingandhehasletangercoverhim.Withaclenchedjawanda

clenchedfist,hischestrisingandfallingunderhisgarment.

Iwanttoknowwhat’sonhismind,heisnotgoingtotellme.HisgazeisonKagiso.

Mam’Sonto:“TellmeNeo,howdidyouendthingswithher?”

Neo:“Idon’tunderstand.”

Mam’Sonto:“Sheisangry,shewantsherchildback.Fireforfire?”

Hisangerintensifies.

Mam’Sonto:“Thisisaboutrevenge,youwereburntonceand…”

HiseyesracetoSethu,shockvisibleinthem.

Neo:“MamSontoaretloheleele.”(Let’sleavethat.)

NeoandStylesdidsomethingtoMatshidiso,Iknowthatlookinhiseyes.

Neo:“Whatisthatwomandoingtomyson?”

Hegruntsinanger,Neoisalwaysabletocurtailhisanger.Todayheishavingadifficulttime

doingso.

MamSonto:“Sheandhergrandmotherhaveapictureofyouinashrine."

She'slookingatme.

MamSonto:"Thechildonlywantshisfatherwhenhe’ssickright?”

True,he’sonlycalm whenhe’sinNeo’sarms.



Me:“WhatdidIdo?”

MamSonto:“LikeIsaidshewantsherson,Kasigowilleventuallybecomeinvalid,thiswillcause

ariftinyourrelationship.Neowillthinkthatyoubewitchedhisson,andeventuallyleaveyou.He

willgobacktothatwoman,shewillhavefullcontroloverhim.”

Ihavenever…

Whatam Ihearing?

Neo’sgazeisonmenow.

Sethu:“Witchcraft?”

Hervoicebreaksinastonishment.

MamSonto:“Whydoyouthinkthechildseekshisfatherwhenhestartsseeingthings?They

wantyouNeotothinkthatZeeknowswhatiswrongwiththechild.”

Thishastobeadream.

MamSonto:“Howisyoursexlife?”

Okay…

Whendidwecrossovertohere?

Neo:“Zee?”

Me:“What??”

Neo:“Tellherhau.”

HeisasembarrassedasIam,hewantsmetofallfirst.

Me:“Atfirstitwasterrible.”

Hecurvesabrow.Whatdidhewantmetosay?

MamSonto:“Yourbodywouldfreezeright?”

Me:“Yes.”

Inowsheisaseerbut…Howthehelldoessheknow?

Neo:“Don’ttellmethatMatshidisohadsomethingtodowithitaswell.”

MamSontotitters,thereisnothingfunnyhere.Ancestorsthinktheyhaveagreatsenseof

humour.

MamSonto:“YouarequickNeo,thisallgoesdowntodestroyingthisfamily.”

Me:“Whataboutmyfather,IwouldseehisfacewhenNeoandI…”

Shecutsthroughmywords…



MamSonto:“Youhadtohaveareasonforyoursituation,sotheygaveyouone.”

Idon’tknowthosepeople,yettheyhatemewithsuchpassion.Thisworldiscruel.

MamSonto:“Iwillhelpyou,don’tworryeverythingwillbeokay.TherearethingsIwillneedyou

todoandbuy.”

SheseemssureofherselfandIhavetotakeherwordforit.WhatexactlydidNeodotothat

woman?MamSontogivesusalistofwhattoget.

Neo:“Whencanyoucomeagain?”

Mam:“Sundayifthat’sokay.”

Neolooksatmeforapproval.

Me:“SundayisfinemaandKagiso,howdowehelphim inthemeantime?”

Theboyhassufferedenough.

MamSonto:“Nothingprayercan’tfix.”

Shereplieswithasmile,IglanceatKagisowhohasfallenasleepinmyarmsandhopethathe

willnotbedisturbedinhissleep.

MamSonto:“Sethu.”

Strangewoman,wedidn’ttellherSethu’sname.

Sethu:“Yes.”

Ihopesheisnotabouttohituswithanotherbomb.

MamSonto:“Thereisastorm coming,youneedtopray.Iseeflames,screams,painandagony.

Andyoumychild,willtakeyourownlife.”

Shiversundulatethroughmeatherwords,thiswomanwillcauseonetohaveaheartattack.

Neo:“WhatareyoutalkingaboutmamSonto?”

Me:“WhywouldSethutakeherlife?Whywillsheburnherself?”

ShesmilesandIcan’t…

MamSonto:“It’snotheronfire,thereisapastthatthreatensyourfuture.Therearetwomenin

yourlife,theyarefightingforyou.Correct?”

Sethuistooastoundedtospeak,Ijumptoherrescue.

Me:“Yes,heruselessexcuseofafatherandMr.S.”

MamSontochucklesandshakesherhead.

I’m confusedastohowshefindsthesethingsfunny.



MamSonto:“Thespiritofaprayerwarriorliesinyou,itwaspassedontoyoubyyour

grandmother.”

Whichone?

MamSonto:“Herbloodisinyourveins.Theonewhobroughtyourfathertothisworld.”

Sethu:“Whichfather?”

Me:“Hello,thatbum Mkhizeofcourse.Shesaidherbloodrunsinyourveins.

MamSonto:“Ibelieveyoujustfoundhim?Helovesyouchild,buthishungerforpower

surpassesthelovehehasforyou.”

Werewenottalkingaboutfireandbrimstone?

Me:“MamSontoyousaidthatsomeoneisgoingtoburn,whoisit?”

Neo:“IsitMkhize?PleaseletitbeMkhizemamSonto.”

Thelaughagain…

MamSonto:“That’sallIwasshown,Ican’tseebeyondthat.Praymychild,praylikeyourlife

dependsonit.Nothingwillbeokayifyoudon’tpray.”

YesmamSonto,killusandthenleaveushanging.

Shedoesn’tsaygoodbyewhensheleaves,Neowalksherout.

Sethu:“Iam confused.”

Jointheline.

Me:“DoyouthinkshewastalkingaboutStyles?”

Sethu:“Idon’tknow,myheartwantstojumpoutofmychest.”

Fearhashertrapped.Shewillhavetopraylikeshewastoldto…

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

201*

RANDALL*

ThereareonlytwodaysleftuntillwetietheknotandAmaraisnotokay.Iseeitinhereyes,she

pretendsthateverythingisnormal,butsheispain.Shehidesbehindtheweddingpreparations,

andkeepsherselfbusywithLiyanaorwhatevershecanfind.

“Brother.”

IturntoIfewhoisstrollingtowardsmefrom thekitchen.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Ife:“CanwevisitNeo?Iwanttoseehisnewhouse.”

Me:“GetoutofmyfaceIfe.”

Shelaughs.

Ife:“I’m kiddingbrother,relax.”

Me:“HaveyouseenAmara?”

Ife:“Sheisinthekitchen.”

Amaraisavoidingme,eitherthatorIam seeingthings.

LikeIfesaid,theresheis,behindthesinkwashingdishes.Itoldhernottooverworkherself.

Me:“Amara.”

Shegivesmeabrieflookandturnsbacktothesink.TodayisThursdayandtheweddingison

Saturday,shecan’tevenlookatme.Howarewegoingtosayourvows?

Me:“Amara.”

Imissthelookofloveinhereyes,Iknewthatsheshouldn’thavedugintoherpast.Itwastoo

soonormaybeitwouldhavebeendifferentwithapsychologist.

Amara:“Yes.”

Hervoicesoundsnormal,liketheAmaraIknow.I’m standingbehindher,Idon’tknowifIshould

touchherornot.Sheisfragilelatelyandonetouchcouldstartleher.

Me:“Turnaround,please.”

Amara:“I’m busyRandall.”



Sheexclaims.Itakeherhand,andturnheraround.Hereyesfall,Igetafeelingthatitisshame

thathasherdroppinghergaze.

Me:“Talktome.”

Amara:“We’retalking.”

Me:“YouknowwhatImeanAmara,youdon’tlookatmeanymore.Tellmewhat’swrong,letme

makeitbetter.”

Ibeseechwithher.

Amara:“I’m sorry,Idon’twanttoseethedisappointedlookinyoureyes.”

She’snotlookingatmeassheproclaims.

Me:“WhywouldIbedisappointedinyou?”

Iquestion.

Amara:“Because…”

Sheshrugshershoulders…

Amara:“Becauseofwhathappenedinmypast,I’m notexactlythepurestpersononthefaceof

theearth.”

Thisiswhyshewasavoidingme?Guiltandshamehasimprisonedmyqueen.

Me:“Amara,Iwillnotletyoudothistoyourself,youhearme?Whathappenedtoyouisnotyour

fault.Youareinnocent,youdidn’taskforit.Youwillnottrapyourselfinthatworld,don’tdothat

please.”

Hereyesarecastdownstill.

Me:“Lookatme.”

Iusemytwofingerstopushherchinupsohereyesmeetmine.

Me:“Youarepureandyou’reworthitAmara.Youwillbeokay,thisIpromiseyoumehemma.”

(Myqueen.)

Ideclare…

Amara:“ThankyouRandall,foreverything.Iwouldhavediedifyoudidn’ttakemeoutofthat

place,Iwouldhavegivenuponlife.”

Ihatethesekindoftalks,Ihatethethoughtofbeingwithouther.Itshredsmetopieces.

Me:“Don’tdwellonthat.Areyousureyouwanttotakeyoursessionsafterthewedding?Wecan

makeanappointmentfortomorrow.”

Amarahasagreedtoseeapsychologist,it’sbeenalongtimecoming.

Amara:“No,Ihaveweddingjitters.Iwon’tbeabletoconcentrate.”



Itbafflesmethatinthemidstofherpain,shestillinsistsongoingforwardwiththewedding.It

ismydutytomakesurethatsheishappyandforgetsherpain.

Me:“Well,weddingjittersornot.Wearegettingmarried.DidImentionthatintheGhanaian

culturethereisaceremonydonebeforethewedding?Youhavekneelbeforeyourfuture

husbandandservehim palm wine.”

I'm lying...

Amara:“Isittoolatetochangemymind?”

Sheenquiries,mystatementhasherscowling.

Me:“No,thereisnoturningback.Eveniftherewas,Iwouldn’tletyou.Khethilekhethile.”(You

havechosen,thereisnoturningback.)

Thesoundofherlaughterfillsmyears,Ihavewoninputtingasmilebackonherface.

Amara:“Wheredidyouhearthat?”

Me:“Liyanaandthetwins,Ifoundthem singingtoittheotherday.”

Thethoughtofitmakesherlaugh.

Amara:“Liyanaistoomuchhey,Ican’timaginehowshewillbewhenshe’sateenager.”

Amarahasfoundherwayback,allIcandoisadmirehercourageandstrengthtofight.

Me:“Mafewo,mehemma,don’teverstoptalkingtome.”(Imissyou,myqueen.)

Ipullusbackintoseriousness.

Amara:“Iwon’tanddon’tcomplainwhenyou’retiredofmyblabbering.”

Shejabsmychestwithafist,Icatchherhandandbringitbacktomychest.

Me:“M’akomabomawo,Amara.Womam’anigye.”(Myheartbeatsforyou,Amara.Youmake

mehappy.)

Iam notacceptingstrangelooks,thiswomanisafastlearner.

Amara:“IfyoukeeptalkingtomeinAkan,Imightjustfallpregnantagainbeforegivingbirthto

thischild.”

Shejapesanditbringsmeintoaquicklaugh,myarmsarearoundherinajiffy.

SETHU*

Aloudknockbringsmetothedoor,tofindStyleswithbagsoftakeaways.Ithoughthehada

key…Ohwell…



Me:“Hey,Ididn’tknowyouwerecoming.”

I’m givenakissandahug,beforeheslidesintothehouse.

Styles:“Youdidn’twanttosleepover,soIthought,letmefollowmylady.”

Me:“Okay,butletmewarnyouthat,I’m notsleepingtonight.”

Helikesthesoundofthat,ifonlyheknew.

Me:“Wipethatsmirkoffyourface,I’m nottalkingaboutthat.”

Heslouchesandtrudgestothelivingroom.

Styles:“Whywon’tyoubesleepingtonight?”

Hequestionsasheputsthefoodonthetable,Ithoughtheknewhiswaytothekitchen.He

reachesforabooklyingonthecouch,flipsthroughafewpages.Hedoesn’tseem toseewhat’s

happeningthere.It’sacookbook,hetossesitonthetable.

Me:“IwaswithAyizeandNeotoday.”

Styles:“Yeah,Neotoldme.HowisKagiso?”

Isettledownbesidehim.

Me:“MamSontoprayedforhim,Ayizesayshe’sbeensleepingsince.”

Styles:“That’sgreat,isitnot?”

He’saskingifI’m okay.

Me:“Itis,there’ssomethingshesaidthough.Shetoldmeastorm iscomingmywayandIneed

topray.Somethingtodowithtwomeninmylife.”

Hisbottom lipdropsandIcan’tstopmyselffrom laughing.

Styles:“Therearetwoofus?Whydidn’tyoutellme,IhavecompetitionsoIcanputonmybest

amour?”

Hesays,throwingmeintoaloudguffaw.

Me:“Stop.”

Styles:“Whatdidshesayexactly?”

Me:“Thatoneofyouisindanger,Iwillloseeitheroneandthatwillleadmetosuicide.”

Awrinklebuildsuponhisforehead.

Styles:“Didshehavetoscareyoulikethatthough?”

OnlyStyleswouldgivethisresponsetosuchanimportantmatter.

Me:“Stylespromisemethat,youwillbecareful,Idon’twantanythingtohappentoyou.”



Styles:“YouknowI’m alwayscarefulKitten.”

Me:“Iwouldn’tbeabletotakeitifsomethinghappenstoyou.”

Styles:“Let’ssaysomethingdoeshappen,don’tdoanythingstupid.”

Whatishesaying?

Styles:“IfIweretodieSethu,Iwantyoutocontinuewithyourlife.Don’ttakeyourlifebecause

youfeel…”

Idon’tgivehim achancetofinishhisstupidrequestasIdashtomyroom.Whyishesaying

thosethingstome?Ihatethat,howcanheexpectmetolivewithouthim?Haven’tIlosttoo

muchalready?

Styles:“Sethu.”

Ifeelhim behindme,Idon’twanthim touchingme.Iam soangryathim,Idon’twanttoseehis

face.

Styles:“Won’tyouturnformeKitten?”

He’lltalktohimself...Fool...

I’m sittingonthebed,thewardrobebearswitnesstomytears.I’m aboutreadytopulloutmy

uglycry.Stylesisanidiot,hedoesn’tthinkbeforehespeaks.

Styles:“Don’tyouthinkit’sboundtohappen?Deathis…”

Ithappenssofast,he’sdodgingbeforeIrealisewhatIjustdid.

Styles:“Don’teverdothatagain.”

Hesays,hisvoicelowanddyedwithdisappointment.

Me:“I’m sorry.”

Heglowersatme…

Shit!Hehatesthisword,thisishowitallbeganwithKhethu.Ijustbroughtawholebagofbad

memories…

Stylesbendsovertotakemyphone,Idon’tcareaboutit.Iwanttoknowifheisnotupsetwith

me,Ididn’tmeantothrowthephoneathim.

Me:“Styles…”

Itakehishands.

Styles:“Ithoughtwespokeaboutthis.”

Wedidand…

Me:“Iam sorry,genuinely.Ididn’tmeanto,it’sjustthatyouspokeaboutdeathandIwantedyou

tostop.Stylesthethoughtofyoudyingkillsme.”



Hegetsit,hedoes.Mystupidmovehasjustputhim off,that'sall.

Styles:“Wehavetofacerealitythough.”

Canheeverbeinsensitive?

Styles:“Wedon’tthrowthingsateachotherSethu,wedon’thiteachother.Respectshouldreign

inthisrelationship.Loveismeaninglesswithoutit.Iwillnotstandabuse,donotevengothere

withme.”

HethinksthatIwillabusehim?

Me:“No,IwouldneverdothattoyouStyles.”

Hehasmebitingmynailwiththatlookhe’sgivingme.Ineedtocontrolmyhormones,plus

Stylesisabitsensitivewiththisabuseissue.Khethureallybruisedhim.

Styles:“Justcontrolyouranger,youdon’thavetoacteachtimeyou’reangry.”

Noted…Mxm…

He’sleavingmeinhere?

ShouldIfollowhim toseeifhe’sstillupset?

Ofcoursehe’sstillupsetSethu…idiot…

MBUSO*

Irushtothetelecom asitcallsforattention.

Me:“Yes.”

TheguardtellsmethatthereisamandownstairsbythenameofMoses,theonlyMoseswe

knowisLelo’sfather.Ican’tsendhim away,he’sheresohemightaswellstatehisreasonfor

visiting.

“Whoisit?”

Leloisstandingbehindme,withNtandonexttoher.Theboyworriesme,hehasstartedasking

forhismother.HowdoItellhim thatsheisnotcomingback?

Me:“Yourfather.”

Sheclickshertongueatthemention.

Lelo:“Youcan’tlethim inhere,Idon’twantthatmananywherenearmydaughter.Doyouknow

whatheiscapableof?”

IwastherewhenAmaratoldherstory.



Me:“Hewon’tgoanythingnearGoku,Ipromise.Let’shearwhathehastosay.”

Sheclickshertongueandproceedstothekitchen,Ntandodoesn’tfollowher.Helooksatme

thenatLelo,he’sdecidingwhotogoto.

Mbuso:“Areyouokay?”

Iquery,helooksatmethenbackatLeloandrunsafterher.HeisconfusedandIcan

understand,heisstilllearningtotrustthesetwostrangers.

There’saknockatthedoor,Leloisextremelyannoyed,shehatesthatMosesishere.

Me:“Greetings.”

Moses:“Greetings.”

Hereturnstheacknowledgment.

Moses:“Lelomychild.”

HesalutesLelointhekitchen.Leloblatantlyignoreshim,Mosesfailstohidetoamountofhurt

hefeels.

Me:“Iseverythingokay?Wedidn’tthinkyouwouldcomeover.”

Moses:“I’m sorry,Ishouldhavecalledbutthereisanemergency.”

Whatemergency?

Me:“Iseverythingokay?”

Itsuddenlysoundslikethereisawarinthekitchen,Leloisbangingdishesandspoons.The

soundofthekettleboilingjoinsin,weshouldgetanewkettlebecausethisone…

Mosesisstrugglingtocontinueduetothesoundsoffrustrationcomingfrom thekitchen.I

understandthatsheisupsetandfeelssometypeofwaytowardsherfather,butIneedherto

curtailherresentment.

Me:“Lelo...”

Shecanhearme,herstubbornnesshastakenover.Shebendsover,givesNtandoapacketof

snacksandutterssomethingtohim.Ntandobouncesthroughthelivingroom,headstowardthe

stairsexcitedaboutthislittlegifthewasgiven.

Moses:“Iseethelittleboyissettlingin.”

Me:“Yes.”

Moses:“Icamewithanurgentappeal…”

Ihearatongueclickfrom thekitchen.

Mosesclearshisthroat,heknowsthereasonbehindLelo’shostility.Myhandsaretied.

Oh!!!



Sheisbringinghim food,wellthat’smyfirstassumption.She’scarryingabowlofwater,poker-

faced.

Willshegiveherfatherwaterwhilestanding?

OhmyGod!!!

Me:“NOMBULELO!!!”

Iam toolate,shepoursthewateronhislapinonego.Mosesjumpsupscreaming.

Shit!!!Gokuissleeping.

Moses:“NOMBULELO!!!”

Heshouts,ashejumpsaroundthelivingscreaming.Hisloudlamentationswillscarethekids.

Me:“Lelo,whathaveyoudone.”

Moses:“HayiKodwayiniNkosiyami.Bukalenganeongipheyona,haukodwaJesu.”(Lord,look

atthischildyouhavegivenme.WhyLord?)

Hecriesoutloud.Howdidshegatherupthecouragetosplashhotwateronherfather?

Lelo:“ThisisforwhatyoudidtoAmara.”

Shespeakswithcalmness,swirledwithangerandacrimony.

Moses:“Lelo,isthiswhyyou’redoingthistome?BecauseofAmara?”

Hequestions,bewildered.

Lelo:“Don’tsayhername,thatdirtymouthofyoursisnotworthytoutterhername.”

Shestates,hervoicelowerthanusual.

Mosesisastounded,thecathascaughthistongue.

Lelo:“Getoutofmyhouse.”

Shesnapspointingatthedoor.

Moses:“Nombulelouxoshamina,uyihlo?”(You’reoustingyourfatherout?)

Ican’tinterveneinthiscase.

Lelo:“Ngithephuma!!!”(Isaidgetout.)

Sheshouts,losingherserenity.

Moses:“Hey,thisworldwillshockyou.”

Hedeclares,fanninghisthighswithhishands.Youcantellthathe’sinsomuchpain.

Lelo:“Mbusotellthismantogetoutnow.”



Tearsstreakherface,itisangerandpainthatIseeonher.Ihavenochoicebut…

Me:“I’m sorrybaba,I’m goingtohavetoaskyoutoleave.”

Mosesisnotbotheredaboutthisrequest,hisinsistenceorignoranceratherprovokesLeloto

runtothekitchenandIthinkshe’s…

Wow,she’sbringingmorewater…

Moses:“Hayi.”(No.)

Hescreamsandscurriesoutofthehouse.

Leloclickshertongue,sheglancesatmewithafurrowedbrow.

Me:“Hotwater?”

Hertonguedancesintoaclick.

Lelo:“He’sluckyIdidn’tcastratehim.”

okay…Shemeansbusiness…

Ican’targuewiththat.

Me:“I’m goingtocheckonthekidswhileyoucalm yourselfdown.”

She’shuffs.

Me:“OnemorethingChubbyCheeks,shouldIbeworried?”

Shefrowns.

Lelo:“Aboutwhat?”

Me:“Youknow,maybesleepwithoneeyeopen.Justsoyouknow,ifyouburnlittlemanhere

youwillstarveanditwilltakememonthstoheal.”

Myplantomakeherlaughbackfires.

Lelo:“JustgoMbuso.”

Me:“Toosoonhey?”

Igetasternlook…

Me:“Definitelytoosoon,I’llcheckonthekids.”

Iwouldn’twanttobeMosesrightnow…

SETHU*



It’s3am asthesoundofmyphoneirritatesthehelloutofme,Ishouldhavechosenadifferent

ringtone.IknewthatIhavealwayshatedthissong.IwanttosleepbutIhavetopray,Stylesis

snoringbesideme.

Ihadchosenaversebeforegoingtobed,it’sapowerfulscriptureandIwon’tgowrongwiththis

onePsalm 35…

<<<Pleadmycause,ohLord,>>>

<<<Withthosewhostrivewithme.>>>

<<<Fightagainstthosewhofightagainstme.>>>

<<<Takeholdofshieldandbuckler>>>

<<<andstandupformyhelp.>>>

<<<Alsodrawoutthespear,>>>

<<<Andstopthosewhopursueme.>>>

Me:“FatherIcomebeforeyourthroneofgraceandmercythroughthenameofyourSonJesus

Christ.Lordyousaid…”

Styles:“Sethu,keepitdownplease.”

Really?

Thisiswhathappenswhenyou’reinanunequallyyokedrelationship.

Me:“Youcan’tinterruptmewhileI’m talkingtoGod.”

Ishouldhaveignoredhim,he’sleeringatmewithhalf-liddedeyesandawrinklebetweenhis

eyebrows.

Styles:“Okay.CanyouandGodkeepitdown?I’m tryingtosleep.”

Why,am Inotstunned?

Me:“ItoldyouthatIwillbeprayingat12am andat3am,butyouinsistedonsleepingover.”

Styles:“12am wasokaybut3am?ComeonSeriously.I’m surethemanupstairsheardyouthe

firsttime.Stoptroublinghim,heisprobablysleepingaswellandyourscratchyvoiceisthereon

hisearlikeamosquito.”

Didhejustcallmeannoying?

Me:“GodandIhappentobecloseokay,closerthanyouandme.”

Hesitsup…Whyishesittingup?Ididn’topenadiscussion,Ineedtopray.



Styles:“ShouldIbejealous?”

Gosh…

Me:“Lord,IthinkIwasn’tspecificwhenIsaidIwantaBoazlikeRuth.OraJacoblikeRachel

evenkingXerxeswouldhavesufficed,ImeanEstherfoundfavourinhissight.Iam stuckwith

StylesSishi,seemyfateLord.”

Ifeeltheweightofhiseyesonme.

Styles:“Therearemore?IthoughtitwasjustmeandGodfightingforyourattention.”

Heisnotasstupidashemakeshimselfseem,don’tmindhim.Idiocyhappenstoknockathis

dooronceinawhile.

Styles:“WhattimeareyougoingtochurchonSunday?”

DoIwanttoanswerthat?

Me:“At10am,why?”

Styles:“Ineedtohaveatalkwiththemanupstairs.”

Themanupstairs,Styles?Reallythough?

Styles:“Thissetupisnotworkingforme.Wehavetocomeupwithastrategy,it’smytimenow

andIcan’tcuddlewithyoubecausehewantsyourattention.”

Nx!

Ishouldgobeforehisfoolishnessrubsoffonme.

Me:“I’m goingtoprayinthelivingroom.”

Igetupfrom mykneesandbegintoplodout.

Styles:“Yousee,thisiswhatImean.I’m leftoutinthecold.”

Iwillprayforhissanenesswhileatit.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

202*

AMARA*

Liyana:“Marawakeup.”

Liyana’stinyvoiceandherminusculehandsonmyfacearousemeoutofadeepslumber.She

issittingonthesideofthebed,stillinhernightwear.

Me:“Ifit’snotyourfatherwakingmeup,it’syoubaby.”

Shegiggles.

Liyana:“Papawantstotalktoyou.”

Sheholdsmeaphone.WhereisRandall?Whyishecallingme?

Me:“Baby.”

IsaluteasIplacethephoneonmyear.

Randall:“Maakyemehemma.”(Goodmorningmyqueen.)

Goodmorning?Ihavebeendisturbedfrom anicesleepandhesaysit’sagoodmorning…

Me:“Youcouldhavetoldmethisinperson.Whereareyou?”

Wherecouldhehavegonesoearlyinthemorning?

Randall:“Wereyounottheonewhosentmeaway?Amarayousentmeawayfrom youbecause

wearegettingmarriedtoday.”

OhLord!!!

LiyanafallsbackonthebedlaughingatmeasIjoltup.

Me:“Randall,whydidn’tyouwakemeup?”

I’m bustlingintheroom andIdon’tknowwhatIam doing.Whattotouch,wheretogo.Mymind

hasfallenintoapoolofconfusion.

Randall:“Relax,it’sstillearly.”

Yeah...Sohesays.I’m awomanandtimeismyenemy.

Randall:“Isthiswhatyoucallweddingjitters?”

Yes,thatdayhewentontoaskmewhatweddingjittersare.Ithoughtweweremakingprogress



withthisman.

Me:“Randall,Ioverslept.”

Iwhine.

Randall:“NottodayAmara,youwillnotaddressmebymynametoday.Unlessyou’resaying

yourweddingvows.Iloveitwhenyoucallmebaby,pleasecallmebaby.”

Wewon’tgetanythingdonelikethis.

Me:“You’replayingRandall,thereisnotimetoplay.”

Randall:“Yousee,youshould’vereplacedRandallwithbaby.Wewouldbedonetalkingbynow.”

Am Icommittingmywholelifetothismantoday?

Me:“Okay,babydropthecallnoworI’llbelate.”

Randall:“Amara.”

Liyanaisjumpingonthebedsingingoutloud,thechildcan’tgetthelyricsright.

Randall:“Meetmeatthealtar.”

Heissocheesy,it’scute…

Me:“I’llbetheoneinwhite.”

Hesnickersatmyrejoinder.

“Hey,heysister-wifealert.Imightjustgetjealousandstopitwiththemoviequotes.”

Ayizestates,sheishereandSethuisstridingbesideher.

Me:“Ihavetogo,SethuandAyizearehere.”

AyizescoopsLiyanaandputsherdown.

Ayize:“Uzowasisi.”(Youwillfall.)

Liyanascurriesoutoftheroom,she’sprobablygoingtocheckonthegirls.

Randall:“Okay,don’tbelate.I’llbewaitingforyou.”

Me:“Iknow,Iwon’tkeepyouwaiting.”

Todayfeelssosurreal,Iam goingtomarrytheloveofmylife.

NTOMBI*

Mosesisdifferent,hehardlytalkstome.Hewon’tletmetouchhim andthesoundofmyvoice



stillrankleshim.Iam losingmypatiencewiththisman.

Todayisthewedding,thehouseisbusy.Thereisnospacetomove,we’refightingoverthe

bathroom.

JonasandMhambibeingmenarereadytogo.It’s8am andtheweddingstartsat12pm,how

theyareready,bafflesme.

Me:“OthermenhavebathedMosesandpolishedtheirshoes,wenayou’restillsleeping?”(You.)

Thisishowhelooksatmelately,sincehecamehomethatday.Hisgazehasnotbeenkindto

me,Iwishtogougethoseeyesoutoftheirsockets.HecamehomeonThursdaycryingthat

Leloburnthim withhotwater.

Whatwashedoingtheretobeginwith?

Me:“Iam talkingtoyouMoses.”

Moses:“Ntombi,Ntombiyini?Doyouwanttokillme?WhatifIdon’twanttotalktoyou?”(What

isit?)

He’sforgettingwhoIam,Isee.

Me:“YouwilltalkMoses,youwilltalktoday.”

Istandbeforehim rightatthefootofthebed,myarmstraversedacrossmychest.

Moses:“Iam notgoingtothewedding.”

HebroadcastsandIsawthiscoming,heismortifiedbywhathedidtoAmara.

Me:“Soyoucan’tfaceyourdemons?”

Moses:“WhatareyoutalkingaboutNtombi?Whatdemons?”

No,notthisMoses.Myhusbandwillneverownuptohismistakes.

Me:“Imean,whatyoudidtoAmara.”

Idon’thavetoexplain,heknowswhathedidtothegirl.Hesitsupemanatingtheheftiestsigh,

heisbotheredaboutacertainmatter.

Me:“Lelowillcomearound…”

HecutsmeasItrytohelphim feelbetter.

WhyIbother?Iwillneverknow.

Moses:“WhyisAmaramarryingthatman?”

Huh!!!

Me:“Whatdidyousay?”

MaybeIheardwrong.



Moses:“No,thinkaboutitNtombi.Heisnothertype,weweresupposedtochooseahusband

forAmara.Sheshouldbemarryingamanofourchoice,weknownothingaboutthatmanor

wherehe’sfrom.”

Me:“Whereisthiscomingfrom?”

Hiseyesrunfrom mine,Ismellarat.

Moses:“WhatdoyoumeanNtombi?WeraisedAmaraandit’snotfairthatJonashasthelast

saywhenitcomestoherlife.Hehasn’tevengivenusthemoney,itshowsthathedoesn’ttake

usserious.”

Hearticulates.

Mosesishonestlyworriedaboutthis.WhatIcan’tgrasparehiswords.Heshouldnotcare

aboutAmara’schoice.

Me:“Yes,weraisedAmara,butrememberyouabusedher?Whatdoyouwantfrom her?”

Moses:“Whatdoyoumean?Thatgirlshouldbehere,shehastocomebackhome.”

Hegrowls.

Isenseabitofjealousyinhim,Godletitbemyimagination.

Me:“Didyouwantherforyourself?”

Whenheturnstofacemethereisatraceofpossessivenessinthosenarrowedeyes,hardand

coldtheypierceme.Thesameeyesthatusedtolookatmewithadoration,gazeatmelikeIam

anenemy.

Moses:“Don’taskmenonsense.”

Hemightsaythat,butthetoneofhisvoicetestifiesthetruth.

Me:“I’m right,aren’tI,Moses?YouwantAmaraforyourself?”

Iam pulledintosuspicionbyhisstatement,hespeakslikeamanwhoislosingtheonething

that,hecherriestohisbiggestenemy.

Moses:“Ngithimina,Amaramustcomehome.Ihavetostopthatwedding.”

Myhusbandhasdecidedtobeacomedianovernight.

Me:“IfyouhaveadeathwishMoses,tryit.Goandstopthatwedding,butjustknowthatyouwill

notbecominghometonight.”

Myforefingerispointedrightonhisface,warninghim ofhisvacuity.

Moses:“Whatdoyouknow?”

Heshovesmyhandawayfrom hissight,pushesmetothesideandwalksawayleavingmein

thepresenceofmix-upandcompletemisperception.IfhethinkshehasalifewithAmara,thenI

am readytodighisgrave.



NKOMO*

IhavenotseenamorepeacefulsightthantheoneIam bearingwitnesstoatthismoment.The

womanwhohasgracedmybedleftmebroken,shetookmywholebeingandshreddedmeto

piecestoapointthat,lovefeltlikeapunishmentfrom ahigherbeing.

IwassuretohatewomenafterRuthhappened,butcamethisladyandswitchedmyhumanity

backon.

Meetingherinthebushesthatnightwasnotacoincidence.Iwouldliketothinkthatmymother

hadsomethingtodowithitandnowIsithereonmybedwatchingherserenelysleeping.

“Bhuti.”(Brother.)

Iforgotthatthisminionisaround…

Hehasthisdull-wittedlookonhisface,jawthrown-downandhiseyespoppingoutofits

sockets.

“Thereisawomaninyourbedbhuti.”(Brother.)

Hepointsatherashewhisperswhathisbrainistellinghim tobeamystery.

Me:“Getoutofmyroom idiot.”

Zwe:“But,whoisshe?Whathappenedtothatonefrom Ghana?”

Zwelethuisforward.Ican’thaveprivacyinmyhouse,Ineedtosendhim backtohisfather’s

house.

Me:“Youwillleavethisroom ifyouknowwhat’sgoodforyou.”

Hereplieswithadunce-likesmile.

Zwe:“Youshouldpickoneandgetmarriedbhuti,you’regettingold.”

Me:“Zwelethu!”

Chastisinghim willnotdo,hedoesnotlisten.

Zwe:“Iam theonlypersonwhowillevertellyouthetruth.”

That’sit.

HerunsoutasIchargeathim,thishasZobuhlewakingup.

Me:“I’m sorry,Ididn’tmeantowakeyou.”

Zobuhle:“Iwasn’texactlysleeping,Iwasenjoyinghavingyoureyesonme.Ihadtobask.”

IhaveseenhowshelooksatmeandIam afraidthatIcan’tgiveherwhatshewants.Notright



now,maybeoneday.Sheisabeautifulwomantobehold.

Me:“Iwasn’tlookingatyou,Icametowakeyouup.Breakfastisready.”

Zobuhle:“Ithoughtweweregoingtoawedding.”

Me:“Wearebutyouknowtherules,eatbeforeyougotoawedding.”

I’m stillcaptivatedbyhersmileandthesoundofherlaughter.

Zobuhle:“Ican’teatanything,mydresswillshoweveryonethatIeatalot.Mystomachisnot

loyalM.K,itgetstooexcitedafterIhavesatisfieditandfilleditwithfood.”

Shestates,liftinghertopupandsqueezesherstomachwithagoofyface.

Zobuhle:“Ithasalifeofitsown.”

Me:“You’resomethingelse,youknowthat.”

Zobuhle:“Somethingsweet?”

Thesmile…Sheshowsherteeth.

Me:“Somethingsweet,yebomaNxumalo.”(Yes.)

Ilikehowshecouldbeunshrinkingoneminuteandbashfulthenext.

Zobuhle:“Youdidn’thavetosleeponthecouch,youknow?”

Idid,Idon’twanttogiveherthewrongimpression.

Me:“I’m amanHlehleandIcan’tshareabedwithawomanwhoisnotfullymine.”

DidIsayfully?

Zobuhle:“Fullyhuh?SothatmeansthereisachancethatImightfullybeyours?We’rehalfway

there.”

Me:“That’snotwhatImeant.”

Zobuhle:“Well!HowwouldyoufeelifIsaidthat,IwanttobeyoursM.K,fully?”

Shemovestokneelonthebed,she’smovinginonme.HergazestuckonmineandIwantto

moveback,butIdon’t.Whyam Inotmovingback?I’m notreadyforthis.

Iwillforeverrememberthislookinhereyes.

Herlipsbrushagainstmineasshepressescloser.Ifindmyselfholdingherandpullingherinto

me.Iwillperish,thisisIknow.

Dammit!Shefeelsgoodandtastesgood.MymindisscreamingthatIstop,Ihaveneverhada

womanpursuemebefore.Zobuhleisdifferent,shegoesforwhatshewantsandrightnowshe

isgoingalloutandisdeterminedtohaveit.

Iam okaywiththesinglelipkiss,herhandscaressingthebackofmyheadandherbreast



pressedagainstmychest.Herbreathinmymouth.

Shemakesmefeelwantedandsheispassionate.Ilovehowhertouchissoft,I’m enjoying

smellingherandhavingherclosetome.Thisfeelssomuchsweeterthansex,thereis

somethingaboutthewaysheiskissingmeandthelittlesoundsshe’smaking.Sheisshowing

mehowmuchshelikesmeinsteadoftellingme.

Me:“Wow.”

Shehasleftmestaggered,coylyshedropshergaze.ThisiswhatImeant,shecanbeboldand

daringoneminuteandshythenext.

Me:“MaNxumalo!Whatdidyoujustdotome?”

Shegiggles.

Zobuhle:“Ithinkweshouldgetreadyforthewedding.”

Shestatesasshemovestojumpoffthebed,Igrabholdofherandshefallsonme.Ihaveto

tasteheragain.

Me:“Youcan’tkissmelikethatandleavemehanging.”

Iwhisperagainstherlips,myhandslidesonherlowerbackwhiletheothertakesaplaceonher

cheek.Ihavetofeelheragain,herinnocenceandhermadness.

Me:“Wow.”

Shelaughs,hidingherfaceonmyshoulder.Itakethischancetoenfoldmyarmsaroundherand

pullherclosetome.YouonlyliveonceandIshalltakethisandgowithitinhopesthat,shewill

beasgenuineasherkissestellme.

SETHU*

Sofarit’sjustthefourofus,Leloisonherwaywithherkids.Chiomawentalloutwiththe

breakfastpreparations,everythingissetupinthepatio.Ithinksheisexcitedaboutthewedding,

Inoticedalittlebounceinherwalkandatwinkleinhersmile.Hey,hersonisgettingmarried…

Amaraisfarinthought,shehasapictureofherparentsinherhand.Idon’tknowhowIwillfeel

nothavingmyparentsatmywedding.

Ayize:“Youknowtheywillstartcomplainingifyoustareatthatfortoolong?”

Ayizebreaksthroughtheheavysilence,thethingsshesaysthough.Ithinkshefellonherhead

asachild.Iam gladthatAmaraisnotsnubbed.Shefindsajokeinit.

Amara:“Iwishtheywerehere.”

Sherevealsherthoughts.



Me:“TheyarehereAmara,inspirit.”

Ayize:“Yesandyoushouldn’tbesadonyourweddingday.Theywouldn’twantyoutobe.”

Ayizeisright,anuninviteddisconsolateaetherlurksintheair.Amaradeservestobehappy

today,Iam tryingtothinkofwaystobringasmilebackonherface.

Ayize:“Whyisitquiethere?Music-nyana.”(Whereisthemusic?)

Sheisgoingtobeatmetoit.

Ife:“Yes,pleaseIam sobored.Itdoesn’tfeellikeawedding.”

Ifeyawns,sheispartofthebridalteam alongwithAyizeandI.

Ayizeplugsherphonetoaradioand…

Eish…Wow…Gosh…

Ayize:<<<Thath'isgubhu,thath'sgubhu.

<<<Usfakeezozweni,ezozweni…>>>

She’sdancingandIfethrowsinherbodyaswell,it’scrazyhowtheyhaverhythm.Ican’tdance

tosavemylife.

I’m stilltryingtofigureoutwhythissong.

AmaraislaughingwhileIam temptedtoturnoffthatthing.

Me:“ReallyAyize?”

Ayize:“What?Igrewupdancingtothissong.Thisisrealmusic,uneulekae?Waarwasjy?

Wherewereyou?”

Herdancemovesarejustascrazyasthesong.

Ayizegivesmeapiquedlookasthemusicstops,IdoubtthatChiomawillappreciatethenoise.

Ayize:“YouaretooyoungforMr.S.”

Shenit-picksonmylackoffun.

Me:“Thefactthatyouhavethissongonyourplaylistworriesme.”

Shewavesmeoff.

“Ife!!!”

Chiomahollersfrom thekitchen,Ifeishighlyannoyed.

Ife:“Yes.”

SheyelpsanddashesawayafterChiomahascalledherforthesecondtime.

Ayize:“MrsRandallUzeOkolie!!!Howdoesthatsoundbaby?You’regoingtobeaqueeninafew



hours.”

HerattentionhasgonetoAmarawhoemitsasigh.

Amara:“It’soverwhelming,butIcan’tshakethisfeelingthatsomethingbadisgoingtohappen.”

No.

Whatisgoingon?

Me:“Canwepray?”

Igetweirdlookformyrequest.

Me:“WeneedtoaskGodforguidanceandprotection.Hispresencealoneisenoughtodeliver

us.”

Ayizeisnotpleasedbutjoinsinstill.Nothingshouldgowrongtoday.

RANDALL*

Lookingbackfrom whereIhavecomefrom,runningawayfrom myfather’srepressioninsearch

ofliberationandwantingtofindmyself.TheselfIhadlostwhenmysisterdied,theselfIhad

lostinmyfather’swordsanddictatorship.Iwassosurethathelovedmethemostamongsthis

children,allhisattentionwasgiventomeandIwasmadetofeellikeIwasthefuturetheofthe

Okolies.

Muchtomyknowledgefatherhadhisownagendas,mylifemeantsolittletohim thatheused

measbaittogetwhathewanted.Hisdecisionspushedmeawayfrom myfamilyandhereIam

today,Ihavegrownfrom aboytoaman.Amanwhohasawomantolove,afamilytoloveand

protect.

Lifesureisamystery,IhaveheardthatfatecanbecruelandIhavehadmyshareofitsmalice.

Butallofthathasledmetothismoment,anewstart.

ThatmustbeStylesandNeoatthedoor,thesetwomenwillbeaccompanyingmetothenew

journeyalongwithMbuso.

Tomyastonishment,Ifindmygranduncleatthedoor.Heismygrandfather’syoungerbrother,a

guardescortshim.

Helookslikehisbrother,youwouldswearthatheresurrectedandisstandingbeforeme.

Ife’swordsresonateinmymindandremindmethathesitsonthethronenow,Iam thrownto

mykneesbytherevelation.



Randall:“Nana.”(King.)

Myheadboweddown,Isendmyrespect.

Nana:“Getup,you’retheKing,Iam onlyyourservant.”

Hishandfallsonmyshoulder.Theguardismadetowaitoutsidethedoor.Nanafindsachairto

positionhimself,Iplacemyselfrightoppositehim.

Nana:“Howareyoumyson?”

Hehasthisthingoflookingintoyoureyeswhenaddressingyou,one'seyescanneverlietohim.

Itmustbethewisdom thatcomeswithage,thismanbeforemeisonhiswaytoreaching90

yearsold.Iam inaweofhowhehasheldontolifeforsolong.

Me:“Happy.”

Hesmirks.

Nana:“Youstillgiveonewordreplies?”

ActuallyIdon’t.

Nana:“Don’ttellmethat,tillthisdayyoufailtoexpressyourfeelings.”

Heknowsme.

Nanawastherewhengrowingup,heandgrandfatherwereinseparableandfamilymeantthe

worldtothem.

Ihavenocomebackforhisreport.

Nana:“BetweenyouandI,I’m gladyouranthatnight.Youwouldhaveperishedinthehandsof

Segun.”

Me:“Nana?”

Henods.

Nana:“Isawyouleave,althoughithurt,Icouldn’tbeselfishandstopyou.Uzeyouwerenot

happyinthatfamily,Isawyourpainandthetearsyoushedforyoursistereveryday.Everyone

wastoobusytonoticethatyouweredrowning.Ihadtoletyougomyson,yourgrandfatherwas

angrywithme,buthecametounderstand.Nowlookatyoutoday,youhavegrownandarewise.”

Idon’tknowaboutwise,butIwilltakewhathe’sgivingme.

Nana:“Iam proudofyouUzeandthemanthatyouhavebecome.”

Me:“Thankyounana.”(Grandfather.)

Hiswordsmeantheworldtome.

Nana:“Youhavefoundyourbride?”

Ilovethatsmileonhisface.



Me:“Ihave.”

Itisreplacedbyaproudlookinhiseyes.

Nana:“Youhavedonewell,yourgrandfatherisproudofyou.”

Iwishhewashere.

Me:“Thankyou.”

ThisismytimetotakealeapoffaithandexpresshowIfeelaboutmovingtoGhanaandtaking

upahugeresponsibility.

Nana:“Youknowthatwearewaitingforyouandyourbridetocomeandleadyourpeople?”

Hesaysasifhepredictedmynextwords.

Nana:“Thereisnorush,don’ttaketoolongthough.LestwegrowwearyandI’m gettingold,

timeisnotonmysideUze.Youhaveresponsibilities,don’tforgetthat.”

Itrusthim toleadtheAshantipeople,Iwon’tbegoingbackanytimesoon.

Me:“Iwon’t,thankyouforbelievinginme.IwillletyouknowwhenIam ready.”

Mycomebackdoesnotseem tobotherhim,whichisareliefforme.Iam notreadytobe

pressuredintokingship.

Nana:“Ishouldgo,I’llseeyouattheceremony.”

Igetupwithhim andmoseytothedoor.

“Uze.”

NeosaysthesecondIopenthedoor,hecamealone.

Me:“WhereisStyles?”

Ileerdownthehallway,thereisnooneinsight.

Nana:“Uze.”

Hebidsmegoodbye.

Neo:“Ntante-moholo.”(Grandfather.)

Hiswayofgreeting,nananodsandsauntersaway.

Me:“IthoughtyouwerecomingwithStyles.”

Heshutsthedoorbehindhim,Neoisalwaysthelasttogetready.Iam surprisedthatheisall

dressedup.

Neo:“Itoldyoutomakemeyourbestman,looknow,wehavetowaitforthatwhiteman.God

knowswhenhe’llbehere.”



Heisprattlingandnotansweringmyquestion.

Me:“AreyougoingtotellmewhereStylesis?”

Hestandsinfrontofthemirrortoadmirehimself.

Neo:“Idon’tknowwhereheis.”

Heretorts,fixinghistie.

Neo:“Eishsaan,maraZeeukhethilemonna.IfIknewthatIlookedgoodinasuitIwouldhave

boughtonekhale.”(Ayizechosewell.)(Longago.)

Heisnotfocused.

Me:“DidStylessayanythingbeforeleaving?”

Neo:“Hereceivedacall,forasecondhewasalittleshockedandthenextthinghewasrunning

outofthehouse.NahanaIwenttofetchhim andheleavesmeinhishouse.”(Imagine.)

Somethingisnotright,Stylesalwaysinformsmeifwehaveameetingandhe’sgoingtobelate.

Myphonebeeps,it’satextmessagefrom Nkosiand…Ohshit…

Me:“NotonmyweddingdayNeo,notonmyweddingday.”

IgrowlasIgrabthekeystomycarandphonefrom thetable.

Neo:“WhatisgoingonUze?”

Funny,thesamequestiontormentsme.

Me:“I’lltellyouinthecar.Areyoucoming?”

Theweddingisintwohours,thisisbad.

Neo:“Ogakeastroyavandag,Ican’tdirtymysuit.”(I’m agroomsmantoday.)

I’m inthehallwayashiscomplaintreachesme,hewilldecideifhe’scomingalongornot.There

isnotimetospare…

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

203*

STYLES*

Darnit!Richardisnotansweringhisphone,Idon’thavehissons’numbers.Hecalledmesaying

Graceyhasbeenshot,hesaidmenbrokeintotheirhouse.Thelinewascutbeforehecould

explainandIhadtorushtohelphim.Minuteslaterhesentmethelocation.

Iwasn’tthinkingstraightwhenIleftthehouse,Asandasuddenlycametomind.Iwasn’tableto

saveher,maybeIcansaveGracey.

IarriveinMelville,thehouseissituatedatafarcorner.Itisaquietneighbourhood,thereisone

carparkedoutside.Thegateisopen,soIstridein.

Me:“Richard!”

Thedoorisopen,Iknockonemoretime.Ican’tinvitemyselfintosomeone’shouse.

“Comein,I’llberightthere.”

Hesays.

IguessIshould,thishardlylookslikeafamilyhouseandit’ssmall.Thereisnosignofa

strugglehereoranythingstatingthattherewasarobbery.

Me:“WhereisGracey?”

Iaskploddingtothedirectionhisvoicecamefrom,shockcatchesmeandIhaltonthespot.

Whyisshehere?

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Khethustandswithasmuglookonherface.

Me:“DammitKhethu,whathaveyoudonetoher?”

Whatisgoingon?

AsharppainpricksthesideofmyneckasIattempttochargeather,Isendmyhandtorub

awaythesorenessandturntoseeamanwithasyringeonhishand.Myvisionblursinan

instantly,weaknessclaimsmykneesandIam losingthisscuffle.

Me:“Whathaveyou….”

ItfeelslikeslowmotionasIfalltothegroundwithathudandeverythinggoesblank.



NTOMBI*

Mosesisinthetoilet,Idon’tknowwhathe’sdoing,buthehasbeeninthereforawhilenow.

EveryoneisreadytogoandI…WellIhaveplansforthatstupidmanofmine.Moseswilltellme

todaywhathisintentionsareandwhatheplanstodowithAmara.

Petunia:“Ntombi,whyareyounotdressed?Wearegoingtobelate.”

Shutup,Ihavemorepressingmatterstoworryaboutthanthestupidwedding.

Me:“Youpeoplecango,MosesandIwillfollowbehind.”

Petunia:“Ifyousayso.”

Mhambi,Jonasandhisfamilyareinthecaralready,wewerenotgoingtofitanyway.

Mosescomesoutofthetoiletwhenthecarpullsout.

Moses:“Whereiseveryone?”

Hequestionsinquisitively.

Me:“Itoldthem togo,weneedtotalk.”

Henarrowshiseyesatmeasheslouchestothecouch,hestandsonhisplanofnotgoingto

thewedding.

Moses:“Khuluma.”(Speak)

Hesighs,Ihaven’tsaidanythingandheisannoyedbyme.

Me:“Whatyousaidbackinthebedroom aboutAmara,worriesme.Whatdidyoumean?”

He’ssmilingasifit’ssomethingtobeproudof,Iam troubledbythesesuddenfeelingsheis

showcasing.HowdidInotseethathefeelssomethingforAmara?

Me:“Iam talkingtoyouMoses,tellmewhatisgoingon.You’reuptosomethingandIwantto

knowwhat.”

Iam yellingathim.

Moses:“Thisisyourproblem Ntombi,younagalot.That’swhyIagreedtomeetupwith

Mashotothatday.”

Me:“Youdidwhat?”

Moses:“Letmetellyousinceit’sout,MashotoandImetfordrinks.”

Helackssympathyandremorseashesaysthis.



Me:“WhatdoyouwantwithMashoto?”

Ifhethinkshewillbringherinmyhouseagain,hehasanotherthingcoming.

Moses:“HaveyoueverthoughtthatMashotoiscalmerthanyouNtombi?Shedoesn’tstressme

out,she’snotforeveronmycaseandannoyingmewithhervoice.Wenanjethat’sallyouknow

andIcan’tdothiswithyouanymore.”

Hehehe…

Whataboutme?TheloveIhavegivenandshowntohim shouldsurpassthisnagginghespeaks

of.

Me:“WhatareyoutalkingaboutMoses?Whatdoyoumeanyoucan’tdothiswithmeanymore?”

Moses:“Thismarriagething,Iwantout.”

Heexclaims.

UnlessI’m afool,thishastobeajoke.

Me:“Soyouwantout?Ufunabanikeifyoudon’twantme?”

HedropshiseyesandIfindmyanswerfrom there.

Me:“Aweemaa,Jesu.YouareafoolMoses,youthinkyouwillhavethatchild?Amaraisyour

nieceforcryingoutloud,areyounotashamedofwhatyoudidtoher?Nowyouwantherasyour

own?”

ThesewordsareactuallycomingoutofmymouthandIam flabbergasted.Thismanisevil,

aftereverythingIhavedoneforhim.ThisisthethanksIget?Iam notNtombiMngomaifhe

thinksIwilllethim trashmelikethat.

Moses:“LalelaNtombi,youwouldn’tunderstand.ThereissomethingaboutAmara,Isawit

whenshecametolivewithus.IlovedherthenandIknewthatIwillmarryheroneday.”(Listen.)

HedodgestheglassIjustthrewathim.

Moses:“Uyahlanyawena?”(Areyoucrazy?)

Heyellsatthetopanddammit,Icanyelljustasloud.

Ntombi:“NgiyahlanyaMoses?YouthinkI’m crazy?Uzongitshelaamasimbaandyouaskme,if

I’m crazy?”(Am IcrazyMoses?Youtellmeshit.)

I’m onmyfeet,ragehasmebythebeltandIam readytoreleasemywrathonhim.Hecovers

hisearsattheloudnessofmyvoice.

Me:“YeboMoses,yebongiyahlanya.Isthiswhatyouwanttohear?Twentyyears,twentyyears

ofmylifeIdedicatedittoyouwenjaandnowyouwanttoforgetaboutit?Youwanttoleaveme

Moses?Angeke,ubabaengavukaethunenilakhe.Awuyindawowena.”(Yes,Iam insane.Itwill

beacolddayinhellbeforeyouleaveme.)



Ihatethesoundofhislaughterrightnow,Iam nauseatedbyitandthewayhe’sslouchedback

onthecouch.Thismanisreallylaughing,heismockingmeandmyintelligence.

ContinueMoses,continuethinkingthatIam afool.

Moses:“AwuNtombimtakama.”(Mymother’schild.)

Hismother’schild?

Iam hiswifeforbloodysakes.

Moses:“ThereisnothingyoucandonowNtombi,iyavalwaicasinosisi.Luphelileuthando.We

don’thavecoinstoplaythegameanymore.”(Thereisnolovebetweenusanymore.)

Me:“Youthinkyouarecleverneh?Andthenyoucallmeyoursister,youthinkyouareclever

wenaMoses.”

Iam tryingtobecalm,butitisnotworking.

Moses:“Iam clever,ImeanI’m leavingyou.Thistoxicmarriagehascometoanend.Atleast

Amarahasapieceofyou,youshouldbehappyaboutthat”

HeisdelusionalifhethinkshewillgetAmara.

Me:“WhatisyourplanwithAmara?Doyouthinkthatshewillfollowyouandsailoffwithyou

intothesunset?”

Idon’tlikethesmuglookonhisface,hehasaplanuphissleeve.

Moses:“AwumaziUs’godiwena,heyileyandodainamandla.Hayishamengiyam’vuma.”(You

don’tknowwhatS’godiiscapableof.)

Me:“TryitMoses,trymeandseewhatIwilldo.”

Todayhewillknowthewomanheismarriedto.Herushesoutofthelivingroom,laughing.This

isallajoketohim,hethinksthisisfunny.

Iwillshowhim 'funny.'

Moses:“HauNtombi,ngizokukhumbulamkamishameyazi.”(Iwillyoumywife.)

Nonsense.

AYIZE*

It’s11:30am,we’reatShepstonegardensinJohanessburg.Theceremonyandthereceptionwill

beheldhere.Khanyisileisashowoff,Iam impressed.

Thedécorisbeautiful.Amarawentforsimple,whitecallalilies,herbouquetismadeofthem as

well.



Theywillbegettingmarriedinthegardenunderthebeautifulsun.Theskyisblueandagrees

withthiswedding.

Theaisleisarchedwithwhitecallaliliesallthewaydowntothealtar,thechairsareadorned

withoff-whitelinendrapes.Ican’twaittoseewhatthereceptionlookslike.

SethuandLeloarewithAmarainthechangingroom,Ihadtogoandcheckwhythemenarenot

here.Amarawillgointoearlylabourifshefindsout,NeoisnottakingmycallsandIsensethat

somethingisnotright.

IspotKhanyisilestrollingtowardsme,sheisalldressedupforthewedding.Shewavesasshe

getscloser.Thereareaboutafewguestsseated,somelookannoyedbythescorchingheat

whileothersarerivetedbytheirphones.Ilikehoweveryonehaskepttothewhitecollartheme

andthecolourschosenfortheguests.Strictlyblackandwhite.Sofar,sogood.

Khanyisile:“Ihavelookedeverywhereandthereisnosignofthem.”

Shehasbeenhelpingmesearch,Mbusoleftinsearchofthem andhehasn’tgottenbacktome

yet.

Me:“Wherecouldtheybe?IknowRandybaby,hewillnevermissthisdayforanything.Khanyi,

helovesthatwomanandthisisodd.”

Amaradeservesbetterthanthis.

Khanyi:“Theymustbestucksomewhere.”

Thatbetterbeallortheywillanswertome,Neonamely.Sincewhendoeshenottakemycalls?

Khanyi:“Theguestsaregrowingweary.Iwillfindsomethingtokeepthem busy.”

Me:“ThankyousomuchKhanyi,Iwouldhavelostmymindifyouwerenothere.It’snoteasy

beingasister-wifeyouknow.”

Shetakesoffinlaughter,IhavetocheckonAmara.Wehavefifteenminutesleftandshethinks

Randallisaround.

“Zee.”

Hefinallyanswershisphone,thereisnoisewhereheis.

Me:“ListentomeNeo,Idon’tcarewhereyoupeopleare.Iwantyourarsesbackherebeforethe

clockstrikes12pm.”

Ifyoulaughwiththesemen,theytakeadvantageofyou.

Neo:“EishZee,thatwon’tbepossible.”

Heisnotlisteningtome.

Me:“Idon’twantexcusesNeo,Isaidgetherenow.”

Ismyvoicenotfirm enough?



Neo:“Wecan’tfindStylos,heisintroubleandwehavetohelphim Zee.”

Hegivesareasonfortheirabsenteeism.

Me:“Neo,whatisgoingon?Whytodayofalldays?Youguyscannotdothis.”

Ideclare.

IsthisthelifeItrulywant,alwaysfightingenemies?Ifitwereadifferentday,Iwouldunderstand,

buttheyweresupposedtopreventthisfrom happening.

Neo:“I’m sorryZee,Ipromisewe’llmakeitbackintime.”

Me:“IntimeNeo?It’s11:50andtheweddingshouldstartat12.WhereisRandall?Tellhim to

callAmaraandexplainwhereheisbecauseIam notreadytobreakherheart.”

Hesighs.

Neo:“Zeeplease,justdothisfavourforme.Comeupwithsomething,anything,we’llfindStylos.”

IsStylestheonegettingmarried?Thisbrotherhoodisstartingtopissmeoff,you’dswearthat

nothingelsematters.

Me:“AnhourisallIcanpromise,Uzewillhavetospendtherestofhislifeapologizingtohis

wifeforkeepingherwaiting.”

Iam notsureifAmarawillbelievewhateverlieIwillpresentatthetable.

Neo:“Thankyoubaba,Iloveyou.”

Thatisnotgoingtoworkwithme.

Me:“Keepthattoyourself,Iam angrywithyou.”

Heexhalesinfrustration.

Neo:“HowisKagiso?”

MybabyisokaysincemamSontoprayedforhim.Shewillbecomingovertothehouse

tomorrow.Ican’twaittogetridofthedarkcloudinourlives.SincesherevealedMatshidiso’s

evilacts,thehouseseemsabitdark.Youcanalmosttellthatthereisadarkpresence.

Me:“He’swithChiomaandthegirls,he’sokay.”

Neo:“Okay,Ihavetogo.”

Me:“OnehourNeo.”

Iremindhim.

Neo:“Yesmylove,onehour.”

NowIhavetothinkofalietotellthatpoorwoman.



STYLES*

ItrytostretchmybodyasIgetreadytoexposemyeyestothelight.Ican’tmove,myhandsand

legs.,Iopenmyeyestoseemyselflyingonabed.Idonotrecognizethisroom.Mylegsand

handsarebound.

Thewomanstandingbythewindowlooksfamiliar,Iblinkawaythefuzzinessanddammit.It

wasnotadream,Khethuishere.Shetrappedme.

HowdidIfallforit?IcouldswearthepersonIspoketoonthephonewasRichard.

Khethu:“It’samazingwhatanimpressionistcandohey.”

Shesaysturningaround,she’swearingaredlingerie,herbabybumppoppingout.

Me:“WhatdidyoudoKhethu?”

Khethu:“Themanonthephone.Thatwasn’tdaddydearest,itwassomeactorIpaid.He

deservesanOscar,don’tyouthink?Ididn’tthinkthatyouwouldfallforit,Imeanthegreat

StylesSishi.Heavenisonmysidethistime,honestlyIdidn’thaveplanB.”

Itwasallalie

Me:“Whatisgoingon?”

Mymindhasnotputanythingtogetheryet.HowdoessheknowaboutRichardandhiskids?

Khethu:“Howisitthatyou’regettingmarriedStyles?”

Sheclimbsonthebedandnowthatshe’scloserInoticetheamountofmakeupshehasonher

face,theredlipstickrecklesslysmearedonherlipsandtheblackeyelinerthat’sflowingdown

herplumpcheeks.Shealmostlookslikeacrazywoman.Khethuwasmakingprogress,unless

sheledustobelievethat.

Khethu:“YouknowIalmostburntmyhousedownwithmyselfinit,whenIsawtheposton

socialmedia.StylesSishiisengaged.”

Tearsseektobeseenastheyflowdownhercheeks.

Me:“Untieme,Khethu.”

Sheisnotstartledbymygrowl.

Khethu:“YouareagreatactorStyles,alltheseyearswithyou,youmademethinkthatyoudo

notbelieveinmarriage.Idon’twanttogetmarriedKhethu,marriageisnotformeKhethu.’Then,

whatisthis?”

Sheshoutsonmyface.

Khethu:“WhatisthisStyles?Whyhaveyouchosenher?”

Me:“Letmeloosenow.”



Ican’tbringSethuup,thismightsetheroffandatthestatesheisin,anythingispossible.

Khethu:“I’m sorrystyles,Ican’tletyougo.Iwillneverletyougo.”

Herdeclarationshootsshiversdownmyspine.

Me:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Shegrins,getsoffthebedandIlosemymindasshestartspouringgasolineonme,IthinkI’m

havingapanicattack.

Me:“Khethuno,don’tdothisplease.”

Ihaveneverpleadedformylifebefore,lifewillhumbleyouforsure.

Wideeyed,Iwatchasshepourstherestofthegasolinearoundthehouseandthelastoneon

herself.Sheisgoingtokillusboth.

Sheisbackonthebed,straddlesme,revealsalighterandswipesiton.Myheartthrows

tantrumsinmychestthat,itfeelslikeit’sgoingtostop.

Me:“Pleasedon’tdothisbaby,please.Wecangoawaytogether,we’llgetmarriedandraiseour

baby.Justdon’tdothis.”

Myworldcrumblesfrom beneathmeasshethrowsthelighteracrosstheroom,theflames

spread,meetingfrom onecornertoanother.Instantlytheroom isfilledwithsmokeand

swelteringheat.

Khethu:“Thisistheonlywaywecanbetogether,noonewillcomebetweenusagain.Ipromise

baby,we'llneverbeapart.”

Sherunsherhandsonmytorsowhilekissingmychest.Ifighttogetout,theropeseemstobe

cuttingthroughmyskin.

Sheliesonmeandherheadstuckonmychest,herfingerskeepplayingwithmyears.The

flamesandsmokehavetakenovertheroom,aircan'tfindawayinmylungsassmokehas

renteditshome.MydesperatepleashavefallenonignorantearsandthemoreIspeak,the

moresmokeIinhale,I’m strugglingtobreathe.

Theroom blurs,mylifeflashesbeforeme,IseeSethuandthechildrenweweregoingtohave.

Howwillshesurvivewithoutme,shewilltakeherlife.Mykittenisfragile,anotherdeathwillbe

herdownfall.

Randallwillbedevastated,Iam theonlybrotherhehas.Myfather,Iwasgoingtostartanewlife

withhim.Iwaswillingtogivehim achanceandnowhewillneverknowhowIfeelabouthim.He

willlivetothinkthatIhatedhim.

Me:“Khethu,releaseme.”

Imummer,myvoiceisbeginningtofailme.Khethuishummingtoasong,shesoundslikeshe

isdriftingaway.



Thisisit,thelivesIhavetaken.ThefamiliesIhaveruined,itallcomesdowntothis.Thisishow

mylifeisgoingendandinthehandsofthewomanwhooncelivedinmyheart.Sheissending

mestraighttohellonatrainoffire.

NTOMBI*

Mosescomesfrom thebedroom carryingasuitcaseandheisamblingtothedoorwithmuch

asanexplanation.

Me:“Uyaphi?”(Whereareyougoing?)

Moses:“Iam goingtostaywithShotosforawhile,untilIam abletogetAmara.”

Me:“Nkosiyaboorwhateverdemonhaspossessedmyhusband,pleaselethim go.”

Helaughs.

Moses:“Hayiasazi.”(Igiveup.)

He’swalkingoutonmeandIcan’tlethim,hecan’tleaveme,notlikethis.

Me:“Mosesdon’tgo.”

Ishoutafterhim andhearrogantlyraiseshishandandwavesgoodbyewithoutturningtolook

atme.

Me:“Moseswait.”

Ican’tstandit,Ican’ttakeit.It’stoomuchtohandle.

Mosescannotwalkawayfrom me,notaftereverythingIhavedoneforhim.Allthatwehave

beenthrough,Iwillnotletanotherwomaneatfrom mytable.Iam angryandaggravatedbythe

factthat,hedoesn’tcareaboutme.OrifIwillcopewithouthim.

ThisistheonlywayIcanstophim,thisistheonlywayhewon’tleaveme.Theloudpiercing

soundmeetsmefirstbeforehefallsfacedown,myhandstrembleasIdropthepistol.

Ican’tfeelanything,I’m standingherewatchinghim onthefloorandheisnotmoving.Idon’t

knowifhe’saliveornot…

HELLHATHNOFURYLIKEAWOMANSCORNED!!!!

Tobecontinued…
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NTOMBI*

WhatdoIdonow?Ikilledhim,Ikilledmyhusband.

SoIsnuckintoMhambi’sroom whenMoseswasinthebedroom andtookMhambi’sgun,I

wantedtoscareMosesintostaying.HemademesoangrythattheonlythingIwantedwasto

seehim dead.

Me:“Moses!!!”

Istammer.

Ihaven’tmovedaninchfrom whereIwasstandingwhenIpulledthetrigger,Idon’tknowif

Mosesisaliveornot.Iwanttocheck,Iwanttoseeifheisokay.Iwanthim tobeokay,alsoI

don’twanthim towalkoutofthatdoorandleaveme.

SomehowseeingMoseslyinginapoolofbloodismorecomfortingthanthethoughtofhim

walkingoutonmeandhavinganotherwomanhavewhatbelongstome.

Yes...Mosesbroughtthisuponhimself,hemightaswellhavepulledthetrigger.ButIhavetodo

something,Ihavetohidehim orburyhim.

Thegunshotwassoloud,Ihopenooneheardit.Thebulletwentthroughhisspine,hecouldn’t

havesurvivedit,right?

Howam Igoingtodraghim outside,heisheavy.

MosesneverlistenedtomewhenItoldhim toloseweight,looknow,Ihavetostrugglewithhis

potbelly.

Nonsense.

Ipeekoutthewindow,thestreetsarepacked.Weshouldhavechosenabetterlocationthan

this,theseneighboursaretoonosey.

Ialmostgocrazyatthesoundofaknockatthedoor.Whocoulditbe?Iam notexpecting

anyone.

Me:“Whoisit?”

Infrustration,Iyell.



“Tebogo.”

HowcomeIdidn’tseeheroutsidewhenIpeepedoutthewindow?

Me:“WhatdoyouwantTebogo.”

Itoddletothedoorjustincaseshetriestopushitopen.Youneverknowwiththesethings.

Tebogo:“Iheardagunshot.”

IthadtobeTebogoofallpeople.Ihavetosendheraway.

Me:“AgunshotTebogo?Areyousureitcamefrom here?”

Iask,Ishouldnotbegivingherthetimeofday.

Tebogo:“YesNtombi.Openthedoor,whyareyoutalkingtomewiththedoorclosed.”

Thiswoman...Shewillbemynextvictim.

Me:“EishTebogo,thatwasthegasstove.MyhusbandandIhaveitundercontrol,ngicela

uhambetuu.”(Pleasego.)

WhenwillTebogostopbeingthatnoseyneighbour,shewantstoknoweverythingthatis

happeningintheneighbourhood.

AfewsecondslaterIhearthesoundofherfootstepsfadeaway.NowIhavetodealwithMoses,

Icanhidehim underthebeduntilthecoastisclear.Itoldhim thatweshould’vegottenabigger

gate,astopnonsense.Noweveryonewhowalkspastthesestreetsseeseverythingthat

happensinthishouse.That’showlongtheirnecksare.

IgrabMoses’legs,he’sbodyisstillwarm.

Howam Igoingtogethim outofhere?

Wehaveawheelburrowinthebackyard,Irushoutsidethroughthekitchendoor.Nowthe

missionwillbetoputhim ontop.Heistooheavyforme.Nothingisthoughtthroughhere.

IhearthesoundofthefrontdooropenandshutasIpushthewheelburrowinthehouse.

Someoneishere,Irunbacktothelivingroom tofindJonaskneelinginfrontofMoses’body.He

leersupatmeand…Lordhelpme,mybrotherisonthephonewithsomeone.Hiseyesare

judgingme.Mymindworksovertimetryingtothinkofanexcuse.HowitcameaboutthatIshot

myhusbandincoldblood.

Mytearsspeakfirst,Idon’tknowwhyI’m crying.IsitthatIhavebeencaughtorthatIhavelost

myhusband?

Jonas:“Iknewthisdaywascoming.”

That’sallhesays,Ican’tgraspthelevelofhiscalm demeanour.It’sasifheexpectedmetodo

this.Thedisappointedlookonhisfacekillsme.

Me:“Bhuti,Ididn’tmeantoshoothim,hewantedtoleaveme.Hesaidhewasgoingtomarry



Amara,hesaidS’godiwashelpinghim andthat…"

Hestopsmyprattlingbyraisingafirm hand.He’sholdingahardface,histeethclamped.I

sweartoGodIcansmellthedisappointmentthat'soozingoutofhim,angerweighsmorethanit

though.

Jonas:“Mosesisstillalive.”

Herisesandmovesawayfrom thebody.

Wait…

HesaidMosesisstillalive?Heisnotdead?Iam atleastrelievedthatIdidnotkillmyhusband

butalso,Iwanthim tostayinthisstatethatheisin.

Jonas:“Thepoliceareontheirway.”

Heisangry,thatlookinhiseyesfeelslikeathousandneedlesinmyheart.

Me:“Bhuti?”(Brother.)

God,didImissthataswell?

Myownbrotherissendingmetothejailbird.

STYLES*

Theflameshavespreadout,timeseemstohavestopped.Thethickblacksmokehoversacross

theroom,instantcoughsandtearsgushoutofme.

Timeseemstohavestopped,allIhearisthesoundoffiredancingwiththeobjectsintheroom.

Mygazeistransfixedonthedoor.IfonlyIcangetoutoftheseropesthatarebindingme,Iwill

makeitoutofthehousebeforetheroom iscompletelyswallowedbyflames.

Onlyasmallamountofflameshaveoccupiedthatspace,Ihavebeentryingtoreleasemy

handsfrom theseropesasweakasmybodyis.Ihavetofightformylife,fighttolive.

Khethuhashaltedfrom thelullabyshewashummingto,shemusthavepassedoutfrom the

smoke.Idon’tcare,Idon’twanttothinkaboutherrightnow.Themaingoalistogetoutofhere

alive.

“STYLES!!!”

That’sRandall’svoice.

“He’shereUze,there’ssmokingcomingfrom here.”

Thosebastardscameforme,Iwanttoscream forthem.ThereliefIfeelisoverwhelming.

Khethu:“What…aretheydoinghere?”



Ithoughtshehadpassedout,shecoughshystericallyassheholdsontome.

Khethu:“Ilove…youStyles…Iloveyoutoomuchtoletyougo.”

Shestrugglestospeak.

Thedoorflailsopen,RandallandNeostaggerbackafewstepasthesmoketargetsthem.

Randall:“Styles.”

Zoominginthroughthethicksmoulder,IseeRandalllookingrightatme.Theamountofanger

pastedonhisfaceisasightIhaveneverseen.HecovershimselfwithablanketandNeopours

abucketofwateroverhim.

Randallscurriesintotheroom.HefrownsatthesightofKhethuontopofmewhilehecutsoff

theropesfrom mylegsandwrists,thesmokehasmadehim anenemytooashecoughsitout

ofhislungs.

HepushesKhethutotheside,andhelpsmeup.Iam coveredwiththesamewetblanket.Ican’t

seewhereIam goingasIhavemyheadbowed,buthishandsareholdingmesteady.

Suddenlytheyleavemyshoulders,Iturnbacktoseethatkhethuhasclutchedhisleg,clogging

hismovements.Hegrabsherbytheneckandthrowsheronthebed.

SheispregnantRandall…Iwanttotellhim tosaveheraswell.

Astrongpulllugsmeoutoftheroom.

Neo:“UgrandStylos?”(Areyouokay?)

He’swalkingmeawayfrom thedoortoaseat.

Me:“RandallhastosaveKhethu.”

Isay,myeyesstuckontheblazingbedroom.

Neo:“OahlanyanouStylos?Afterwhatshedidtoyou?”(You’recrazy.)

Hegivesmeaglassofwater,afrowntakingoverthesoftnessofhisface.Randalliscoming,

he’sdraggingKhethubythehand.Hedropsherthemomenttheyarefarfrom theburningroom,

shefallsonherhandsandkneescoughing.

Me:“Khethu….”

Randallfrowns,thementionofhernameseemstoaggravatehim.

Randall:“Youbastard,howlongwillyoucontinuetocheatdeath?”

Hetouchesmyshoulder,chucklingathisremark.

Neo:“WehaveseenitallStylos,butthis?Iwashmyhands.”

Heclapsonce.

WeallturntolookatKhethuwhoislyingonthegroundtryingtocatchherbreath.Thecoughing



hasceased,thechildmusthaveinhaledsmoke.Sheneedstogetmedicalhelp.

Me:“Sheispregnant.”

Imutter.

Randall:“Sheis.”

Heagrees.

Neo:“Uspati.”(She’spregnant.)

Neoadds.

Khethuisbaffledbythesemenwhoareleeringather,afrownhascoveredherface.

Me:“Shouldwehelpher?”

Iam consideringit.

Randall:“No.”

Herepliesandhewillnotbegoingbackfrom this.

Neo:“Makafe.”(Letherdie.)

Neogruntsaswell.

Me:“Isaywehelpher.”

Iam awareofmysurroundingsandwhatIam saying.

Neo:“Shutup,youcan’tevenspeak,butyou’recryingforthatwoman.”

Neosnorts,slappingthebackofmyhead.

Khethusitsup,fearconsumesher.Herbrainistryingtofindareasonwhyweareglaringather,

sheistryinghardtoreadourfaces.

Thereisanirritationinmylungs,ascratchIcan’treach.Irubmythroatandtakeanothersipof

water.

Randall:“Wehavetogo,thishouseisgoingtobeinflames.”

Randallsays,caringnothingaboutKhethu.

Neo:“Thiswitchwillfindherwayout,ifitwereuptome,Iwouldhaveleftherinthatroom.She

deservestoburntodeathforherevildeeds.”

Vexed,Neoclickshistongue.

Iunderstandwheretheyarecomingfrom.

Randallhelpsmeup,he’sleadingmetotheexit.

“Stylesdon’tgo,please.”



Khethu’svoicemeetsme.Shewillhavetoseeherselfoutofthehouse.

AMARA*

Noonewantstotellmewhat’sgoingon.Whytheceremonyhasnotbegunyet,insteadIam

keptinthisroom likeachild.It’sbeenoveranhourandIdon’tknowwhereRandallis,Ican’t

makeaphonecallbecauseAyizecameinhere,tookmyphonewithherandsaidnottoleave

theroom.

ThesetwoSethuandLelohavemultipleexcusesastowheretheirphonesare.Iam beingkept

inthedarkaboutsomethingandIhavetofindoutwhat.

ForawhileIcan’trecognizethepersoninthemirrorasmymindhasdriftedintoafarawayland.

Mylifehasnotbeenaneasyride,it’stimeImoveawayfrom thestormywinternight.Ihaveto

fightformyhappiness,formychildren'sfuture.

Me:“WhereisAyize?”

Ihavethrustthesmileoutofthewindow,thisishowitfeelswhenyourpatienceisbeingtested.

Me:“Fine,Iam goingtolookforRandallmyself.”

Icarrytheheavyveilofmyweddingdress,asIdragmybodyup.

Lelo:“NoAmarawait,youcan’tgooutthere.”

Lelostandsinmyway.

Sethu:“IagreewithLelo,let’swaitabit.I’m suretheyareontheway.”

Thesetwohavenotseenthewrathofapregnantbride.

Me:“LeloandSethu,donottestme.Movenow.”

I’m tryingtobreathe,it’snotworking.Iwanttoscream andthrowmyselfonthefloor.Myknees

areweakandmyheartisracingfasterthanthespeedoflight.Ihavebeendreamingofthisday,

Itcan’tbetakenawayfrom me.Iwon’tletit.

Sethu:“Amaraplease.”

She’stouchingme,someonetellhernottotouchme.Myangeristhisclosetokickingthedoor

andIwillburstanyminutenow.

Lelo:“Sethu.”

LelopullsherbackaftertheblackstareIgiveher.

Iliftmybridaltailandcontinuetogaletothedoor,mybreathandmyhearthaveoptedtoteam

upandturnagainstme.Iam seethingwithanger,butpainwinsagainstit.Deepdown,Iwantto

giveupandwalkaway.



Iam tiredoffighting,whenwillitstop?Whatkindofbattlesgoonforsolong?Eventhetwo

worldwarsendedatsomepoint,right?

Whyisthisstruggleongoing?

ThisisRandall’sfault,hepromisedtomakemehappy,Iam nothappyrightnow.Atthis

particularmomenthappinessisnothing,butastranger.ThefeelingIhadthismorningoffinally

beingMrs.Okolieisgone,Idon’tknowhowitfeelsanymore.

AsenseofreliefwashesovermeasAyizestopsatthedoor,hereyesarebugged-outandshe

holdsamobilephoneinherhand.

Ayize:“Hewantstotalktoyou.”

Sheholdsittome,Ileeratitthenather.Myheartisbangingharder,myhandsaretrembling.

ThelookonherfacegivesmeanxietyandIam unmindfulofwhatisonhermind.Somany

questionswim aroundmybrain.Ishehereyet?Isheokay?Willwegoonwiththewedding?

Isendmyshakinghandtotakethephone,Iwanttoshoutathim.Thisisthefirstthingthat

comestomind.Iam stagnantthough,mymindhasgoneblankasIhearhisbreathingoverthe

phone.It’swhatIam thankfulforatfirst,hislifeandsecondlythatmykidsstillhaveafather.

Randall:“Mehemma!”(Myqueen.)

Iam welcomedbyaworriedtone.

Thereisajumpinmyheart,thankyouLord,heisokay.

Me:“Don’t'mehemma'me,whereareyouRandall?”(Don't'myqueen'me.)

Idon’twanttocry,Iam notgoingtocry.Todayismydayandithastogoright.

Randall:“I’m sorryI…”

Me:“Randall,whymustyoudothistome?Whereareyou?”

Nothingseemstobegoingrightforme,Iam goingtofightforthis.Ideserveit,Ideserve

happiness.

Randall:“Amara,youwouldknowwhereIam ifyou’dletmespeak.”

Hedoesnothavetherighttobeupset.

BreatheAmara,breathe.It’snotworking.

Randall:“RememberwhatIsaidthismorning?”

HowcanIforget?it’sallIhavebeenthinkingabout.

Me:“Yousaidtomeetyouatthealtar.”

Irespond,softly.Iam tryingtokeepmyselfcalm.

Randall:“HaveIeverletyoudown?”



Ican’trememberaday.

Me:“Never.”

Alleyesareonmenow,Ifindmywaybacktoaseat.

Randall:“Good,don’teverforgetthat.”

Heutters.

HowcanI?Butwhenpanictakesoverthereisnothingthatonecandotocurtailit.

Randall:“Nowcomeandmakemetheluckiestmanalive,Iam waitingforyou.Yousaidyou

won’tkeepmewaiting,remember?”

Icanhearamusementinhistone.

Me:“You’rehere.”

Randall:“I’m here,I’llalwaysbehere.”

Thisman’smissionistomakemyheartstopinabadandgoodway.

MKHIZE*

Ineverthoughtthisdaywouldcome,BangizweMkhizehasappliedforbankruptcy.SometimesI

wonderifthecurseoftheOkoliesstillfollowsme,Francowasluckytohaveescapeditthrough

death.

Ihadatightknitfamily,mybrothersworshipedthegroundIwalkedon.Mywordwasimportant

them andnowIcanhardlyrecalltheirfacesnorhearthesoundoftheirvoicesinmymind.Isit

outofoldage,ortheyhavedistancedthemselvesfrom methatfar.

LikemybelovedsonNkomo,Zwelethuhasgoneawayfrom me,Ihavenoone.ThelooksIget

from mywivesmakemewonderwhatgoesonintheirminds,Iam notthemanthattheyused

tolookatwithreverence.

Idon’tlikethelookMasibiyacarriesonherface,forhowlongwillIbesurroundedbybadnews?

MaSibiya:“Baba.”

Shesitsnexttomeonthecouch.

Me:“What?”

She’sfiddlingwithherfingers,thereissomethingthatshewantstotellmebutshe’sstruggling

withthewords.

Me:“Khulumamfazi.”(Speakwoman.)

MaSibiya:“Ourfirstwifeisleavingus.”



SheintroducesandIcan’tsaythatIam surprised,thesituationinthehouseisnotasecret.

Me:“Hai,ifshefeelsthatit’swhatshewants,thendon’tstopher.”

Sheexpectedadifferentreactionfrom me.

MaSibiya:“Ngempelababa?”(Really?)

Sheisshocked.

Me:“DoyouwanttoleaveaswellMaSibiya?”

Iwouldn’twanthertoleaveme,I’llbeleftwithnothing.Sheisthepillarofthisfamily.

MaSibiya:“Nobaba,Iwillfollowyouwhereeveryougo.”

Shestatesbringingreliefinmyheart.Thiswomanhasstoodbymethrougheverything.Where

doIbegintotellherthat,thisplaceshehascalledahomeforyearswillberepossessedbythe

bank?

Wehavenowheretogo,mychildrenwilllosetheirhome.

Mytaxisdisappearedlikeashadowinthenight,Ihavefivetaxisleft.WhatwillIdowithfive

taxis?

Tobecontinued…
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NARRATED*

Hishearthasbeenracingsincehestooddownthealterwaitingforhisbeloved,thedayhas

finallycomeandheisasnervousashell.Hiseyesarefixeddowntheaisle,hecan’tseeanyone

else.Hismindisonher,waitingtoseeher.

TearsfillRandalleyeswhenhisbrideappears,shestandsinapurewhiteweddingdress.Styles

hisbestmanhastopathisshoulderwhenRandallcupshisfacewithhishandscrying.Randall

didn’tthinkthathewouldcrythemomenthecatchesaglimpseofAmara.

Hisemotionstakeoverandhecan’tcontrolthem,theloveofhislifeiscomingtohim,sheis

finallygoingtobehiswife.

Thedayhehasbeenlongingfor.Whatheisabouttodowasalastminutedecision,hissister

Ifehasbeenbyhisside.

Shecheeredfortheirrelationshipfrom dayone...singforher,shewillloveit.Thewiselittle

sisterhadgivenhim thisideaaweekbeforethewedding,Randallwasnotsureaboutit,heis

notagoodsingerasfarasheknows.

Yetsingingtohissoonto-bewife,didn’tseem likeabadidea.Asongwaschosenthatsame

dayandhehadbeenhardatworkpractising.

HelooksatIfewhoisseatedwiththetwins,Liyanaasthelittlebridehastakenherplacebeside

thethreewomenwhoagreedtowalkAmaratohernewlife.Ifeanyigiveshim athumbsup.

SeeingAmaratheregiveshim couragetodothis.

<<<Kukhal’isgincisakhoenhlizweniyami.>>>

<<<Umasumamathekangiveleng’zule.>>>

<<<Ndibon’ubuhlebakhoikhandalizule>>>

<<<KodwaK’velekuthihuuumang’cabanga>>>

<<<ngithand’intombenhlekangaka>>>

<<<Sengicabangilebonangiyosebenza>>>

<<<Wangenz’umuntuungibonamnangiyak’thanda>>>

<<<Wangenz’umuntuungibonamnangiyak’thanda>>>

<<<Khaw’tshelumamanobabainkomozikhona>>>



<<<Seng’shodangawesthandwasamingibeyindoda>>>

<<<Akekh’omuny’onothand’olunjena>>>

<<<Nguwewedwasthandwasam’enhlizweniyami>>>

Randall’ssinginghassomeoftheguestsgazingathim whilesomewantingtoseethebride’s

reaction.

Amarahastostopherselffrom cryingashardasitis,Mhambiistheonewalkingherdownthe

aisle.

Shecanliterallyfeelherheartracing,thisisthesecondtimethatRandallissingingtoherand

again,themanhasstolenherheart.

Hereyeswanderaroundthebeautifullydecoratedgarden,almosteverychairisoccupied.

Randallcontinueswiththesongashisbrideslowlyamblestohim,hiseyesareonhersthe

wholetimeandRandallUzeOkoliehasbeenbroughttotears.

Itisfinallyhappeningaftereverythingtheyhavebeenthrough,theyfinallymadeit.

Naturally,theysmileatthesametimeastheirheartsarefilledwithexcitementandjoy.

Amaracloseshereyesandstopsforasecond,herskincoveredwithgoosebumpsandher

bodytrembling.Randallknowssheisstillcomingtohim.

ShejusthastostopandthankGodforthepersonhesenther.

Themomentsheopenshereyessheseeshim smilingandtearsrollingdownhischeeks.He

stopsthesongmid-way,hisemotionswouldnotlethim continue.Thesongisreplacedbythe

traditionalweddingsong.

AmaratakeshertimewalkingtoRandall,tryingtograspeverything.

Thereisnoturningbacknow,theyaregoingtobejoinedtogether,somethingtheyhadbeen

longingandyearningfor.

Mhambi:"Ndodanapleasetakecareofher.”

TheunclesayswhilehandinghertoRandall,hetakesherhand.

Randall:“Withmylife.”

Heresponds.Mhambistepsbacktofindhisseatnexttohiswife.Theyaresituatedinthefront

row,theOkoliesareonthesamespot.ThebouquetisgiventothemaidofhonourLelo.

Randall:“Youlookbeautiful,almosttookmybreathaway.”

Hewhispersinherearaftertakingherhand,withherhandsinhistheystareineachother’seyes.

Amara:“Youwerenotsinginglikesomeonewhowasshortofbreath.Whenwillyoustop

surprisingme,Mr.Okolie?”



Amara’sretortisfoundtobefunnybythismanwho’slookingatherlikethereisnooneelse

around.

Randall:“Well,ithastostopatsomepoint.”

Amaragasps.

Randall:“Stylessaidit,notme.”

HethrowstheblameonStyleswhoisstandingbehindhim,youcan’ttellthatthemanwent

throughthefieryfurnace.Sethu’seyeshavetakenthejobofathiefastheykeepstealing

glancesatStyles.

He’sdifferent,shethinks.

Thereissomethingaboutthewayhekeepsavoidinghereyes,theyhaven’tspokenyetandshe

hasmillionsofquestionsforhim.

Stylesknowsittooandheisnotlookingforwardtoexplaining,hewantstoforgeteverything

thathappenedandlivelikeit’shislastdayonearth.

Neodoesn’tseem tounderstandwhythecoupleiswhisperingtoeachother,theirconversation

shouldbeheardbyeveryone.Thatiswhat'sdoneatweddings.

Neo:“Uze,wecan’thearyou.”

AsloudasNeousuallyis,hiscomplaintfliesacrosstheyardticklingeveryone.

Thepastortakesoverfrom there,hegivesthem achancetosaytheirvowsafterhe’sdonewith

theformalities.

Amara:“It’sofficial,IgettomarrythebestmanI’veeverdreamedof,mybestfriend,thekingof

myheart.AsachildI’vealwaysbelievedinfairytalesuntiltherecameatimewhenlifeproved

meotherwise,butthenImetyouRandallOkolieandyoumademedream again.

Youshowedmehowtoliveagainandprovedtomethatfairytalesdoexistbecauseeveryday

withyouisafairytale.Youlovemeforme,youlovemyflawsandmyimperfections.You

protectmeandsometimesmorethanyoushouldandIhavetoadmititgetsonmynerves

sometimes.”

Theybothlaughalongwiththeguests.

Amara:“ButIloveit,it’swhoyouareandIcan’tdenyyouthat.Andgetthis,althoughittookyou

forever.YoucheckonmetomakesureI’m okayandifI’veeatenandthattoocanbeabit

annoyingsometimes,Iloveitstill.IloveeverythingaboutyouRandall.Iloveyourgoodstrong

heart,Iloveyourcompassiontowardspeople,believemeyouarecompassionate.Youjustdon’t

knowityet.”

Shehastoclarifythat,ithashim smilingandthecrowdtwittering.

Amara:“Ilovehowyouinspiremeandencourageme.Ilovethathiddensmileofyours,Inever

toldyouthisbutitalwaysmakesmeweakintheknees.”



Sheclearsasthesmileappearsasifitwascalledforth.

Amara:“Iloveyoubeyondreason,Iloveyouthroughitall.Iloveyouwithmyheart,mybody,my

mindandmysoul.Thankyouforbeingthebestmanthatyoucanbe,thankyouforourbabygirl

Liyana,Ipromisetoloveandprotectherwithmylife.Shewillfindarolemodelinmeanda

motherwhowillguideherthroughlife.Iam notperfectRandall,butIpromisetobewhatyou

andLiyananeed.”

“AndR.J.”

Someonewhispersfrom behindher,Amaragigglesassherealizesthatitistheoneandonly

Ayize.Whoelsecanitbebuther?

Amara:“AndR.J.”

Shedidn’tthinkshewouldgosodeep,butherhearttookoverlikeitalwaysdid.Tearsarefailing

herandRandallisfindingithardtocontrolhis.Hetoohasamouthfultosay.

Randall:“Mehemma,todayyouarefinallybecomingmyqueen.Ihavebeenwaitingforyouall

mylife.Whydidyoukeepmewaiting?”(Myqueen.)

Neo:“Ntante-moholo.”(Grandfather.)

Neocommentsashereachestopathisshoulder,Randallismadeajokeasthecrowdlaughsat

hisfriend’scomeback.Heshakeshisheadandcontinueswithhisvows.

Randall:“IhavewaitedforthisdaythemomentIcaughtaglimpseofyou,Iknewitwouldbe

impossibletolivewithoutyou.Theysaythemostbeautifulthingintheworldiswhentwo

peoplebecomefluentinchoosingoneanotherandIchooseyou.Myhearthaschosenyou,with

everybreath,everymoveandeverychanceinlife,Iwillforeverchooseyou.IpanicwhenI’m

awayfrom you,that’showmuchyou’vebecomeapartofme.Idon’tthinkI’lleverlikeanyoneas

muchasIlikeyou.IsaidittheotherdayandI’llsayitagain,Ilikeyoualot.Youmakemelaugh

andbelievemenooneelsecanachievethat.”

Hesaysandfrownsmilesatthesoundoftheguestslaughing.

Randall:“YouknowmebetterthanIknowmyself.Youalwaysseem toknowwhatI’m feeling,

thinkingorwhatI’m abouttosay.Itcreepsmeoutabitsometimesbut…”

Againthesoundoflaughterandgiggles,Amaraismadetosmile.

Randall:“…ItmakesmehappybecauseIknowthatIam lovedbeyondanything,whatmore

couldamanaskfor?WhenIhavetogosomewhereyoucalltocheckifIgottheresafeand

sendmethousandsoftexts.You’retheonlywomanwhomakesmecryandthattootearsofjoy.

Youtaughtmehowtolovemyselfandpeoplearoundme,youtaughtmeforgivenessandhow

toletgoofthepast.Iam themanIam todaybecauseofyou,Ihavegrowninallaspectsoflife.

IliveforyouAmaraButhelezi.SayingIloveyouwillneverbeenough,henceIwillproveitevery

day,IwillliveitandIwillshowit.IpromisethatyouwillfeelmyloveforyouineverythingIdo.”

Randallspeakswitheveryinchofhim,helovesthiswomanandthiskindofloveonlycomes

onceinalifetime.Asthepastordeclares…



“Youmaykissthebride.”

Randallsmilesgenuinely.

Neo:“GoforitOga,don’tholdback.”(Boss.)

Neothefriendwhoseemstoalwayshaveanopinion,hasbecometheclownatthiswedding.He

getsawarningfrom theonlywomanwhoknowshowtoputhim inhisplace.

RandallgoesforitlikeNeosuggested.Thekissismeanttobebrief,thisiswhattheyhad

discussedbecausewell…MhambiandPetuniaarefrom thedeeprural,kissingisprobablydone

inthebedroom withthelightsoffwherenoneofthem canseeeachother.It’sgottobean

abomination.

Randall:“Mrs.RandallUzeOkolie,IlovethatandIloveyou.”

Hewhisperstoherafterkissingherandleansoverforanotherkiss.Mrs.UzeOkolie,seehow

heembracedhisnativename.Thesamenamethatmadehim despisehisbloodandhisculture.

Itreallywasanemotionalceremony.

Thereceptionisasbeautifulasthegarden.

Randall:“Istillcan’tgetoverhowbeautifulyoulook.”

Hesaysasheholdsherinhisarmswhiletheydanceinthepresenceoffamilyandfriends.

Amara:“YoulookbreathtakingyourselfMr.Okolie.”

Shedeclaresswayinginhisarms.

Randall:“Iam happyandIloveyou,thankyou.”

Heplacesakissonherlips.

Amara:“Iloveyoumore.”

Shesays.

“Maywecutin?”

TheyturntoLelo'svoiceandMbusoisstandingnexttoher.

Amara:“Whynot?”

Amara…

SheglancesatRandall,hedoesn’tseem toliketheidea.

Lelo:“Don’tworryRandall,she’llstillbehere.”

LelolaughsasshedanceswithRandallwhileAmaradanceswithMbuso.



Lelo:“Ihaveneverseenherthishappybefore.”

Lelointroduces,theyarebothstaringatAmarawhoishavingalaughwithMbuso.

Lelo:“Pleasetakecareofher,she’sbeenthroughsomuch.”

Sheadds.

Randall:“Youknowshe’smylife,I’llalwaysmakeherhappy.”

Randall…

Thereisnoquestionaboutit,itwashislifegoalfrom themomenthesawher.

Lelo:“Iknowthisisnotthetimeorplace,butIwanttoaskyoutomakesurethatcrazyman

doesn’tcomeanywherenearmysister.”

Randall’sfacechanges.Helooksangryandenraged,heknowswhoLeloistalkingabout.

Randall:“Iwillkillhim beforehedoes.”

Shejusthadtobringhim up.

Lelo:“I’m sorryIshouldn’thavespokenabouthim,nottoday.”

Mkhizehasbeenathornintheflesh,ithasnotbeeneasytogetridofhim.Acoffinwithhis

nameisready,butthethoughtofhim setfreebydeathdoesnotsitwellwithStylesandRandall.

Howabouthelosespowerandeverythinghecherishes?

AmanlikeMkhizeridesonpower,helovesrespectanddominancedineswithhim atthetable.

Losinghispositioninlifewilldestroyhim morethandeathevercould.Heisamanwhois

respectedandfearedinthetaxibusiness.Menolderthanhim lookuptohim andyoungmen

wanttobehim whentheygrowup.

Styleshasthoughtthisthrough,anewlifeawaitsthatman.

Lelo:“That’sthething,he’llalwaysbeonourmindsbecausewedon’tknowwhenhe’llstrike.I

knowAmarahasn’tsaidanything,butIknowshethinksaboutittoo.”

LelosaystoaRandallwhoseeyeskeepmeetinghisbride.Shecantellthatheismadabout

somethingandwantstogotohim.

Lelo:“Shelooksworried,let’snottalkaboutitshecanseeyou’reupset.”

RandallwinksatAmara,hewishesthisdancewithLelowouldend.

Hedoesn’twantAmaratoworryaboutanythingespeciallyonherspecialday.

“SisAmara.”

Mbalisays,stoppingAmaraandMbuso’sdancesession.Shegivesher,herphonethathadbeen

withLiyanasincethereceptionstarted.

Mbali:“Yourphonewasringing,therearemessages.”



Amarafindsitodd,whocouldbecallingher?Allthefamilymembersarepresentatthewedding

exceptforJonas,Mhambihadexplainedthathehadtorushtoabusinessmeeting.Elders

teachaboutthewrongsoflyingwhiletheymasteritlikethedevilhimself.

“Youdon’tknowwhatyouhavejustgottenyourselfinto.”

Themessagereadsandshedrownsintoafloodofconfusion.Thetextisstrangeandleaves

herwithnothingbutquestions.

Mbuso:“Whatdoesthatmean?”

MbusoasksandthisiswhenAmararealisesthatsheactuallyreadthemessageoutloud.

Mbuso:“I’llcallRandall.”

Mbusosayswhenhenoticesthefearinhereyes.

“No.”

Amarastopshim.

“No,Randallcan’thearaboutthis,nottoday.He’llgocrazy,pleasedon’ttellhim anything.Thisis

Mkhize,he’stryingtoruinmyday.”

ShewishesMbalihadkeptthephone.

“Don’tsayanythingtowho?”

Amaraturnsaroundandthereheisstandingbehindher.

Randall:“Whathappened?”

Hequestions,heseeshowhermoodhaschanged.

Amara:“Nothing.”

Shewrapsherarmsaroundhiswaist.

Randall:“Whatwereyoutalkingabout?”

HeprobesafterMbusohaswalkedoff.HewantstoknowwhathasmadeAmaraupset.

Amara:“Nothingimportant.”

Shecan’ttellhim,knowingRandallhewouldstopeverythingandgolookingfortheidiot.Buthe

isclevertoo,heknowswhenshe’skeepingsomethingfrom him.Asbadasthefeelingis,he

doesn’twanttoruintheirdaybyinsisting,ifAmarahassomethingtosaythenshehastotrust

him enoughtotellhim.

Randall:“Shouldwesit?”

Hesaysandleadshertotheirseats,it’snotlongtillasongstartsandthecoupleknowswhois

behindthat,Ayize.Thesister-wifeasshewouldcallherself.

Almosteveryoneisbroughttothedancefloor,itisasongthatbringspeopletotheirfeet.



BrendaFassie’sVulindlela.

StyleshasnotgivenoffanythingtoSethuandheisthankfulthatshehasnotaskedhim

anythingalthough,herlookshavesaidathousandwords.

Styles,NeoandMbusoareseatedonRandall’srighthandsidewhileAmaraandherbridalteam

areontheleft.

Nkomobroughthisnewfling,heisseatedatthesametablewiththeOkolies.Ife,Chioma,

Liyanaandthegirls.Nanaispresentatthetableaswell.

Stylesisthefirsttodeliveraspeechheisthebestmanafterall,amicinhandandalleyeson

him.Heclearshisthroat.

Styles:“WheredoIbegin?”

Neo:“From thebeginningStylos.”

Neoshoutsfrom wherehe’sseated.

Styles:“ThankyouNeo.”

Stylessays,hetakesasecondtorecalleverythinghehasbeenthroughwiththesetwomen.

Randallmoreespecially,theyhavecomefar.

Styles:“IwassixteenwhenIfirstmetRandall,hewasfreshfrom Ghana.Hewasshortand

skinnyandIbulliedhim.Don’tletthebigbodyfoolyou,hewasamousebackthen.”

Styleshascrackedhisjoke,accordingtothepeople.Randallcanonlysmileathissilliness.

Styles:“WebecamecloseandIknewthatIwilldieforthismanandhewoulddothesamefor

me.AssmallasRandywas,hehadasmoothtongue.Couldtalkanyoneintoanything.

Styles’mentionhasRandallmovingonhisseatandAmaragivinghim thelook.Sheknows

whereStylesistakingthis,Stylesnoticesthedamageheisabouttospewinthispeacefulunion.

Styles:“So,thisbastardcouldn’tspellthewordlove.Heliterallyranawayfrom anythingthat,

hadtodowithloveuntilAmarahappened.Shebecamelovetohim andhewasdrawntoher,I

knewthattherewasnorunningawaythistime.HewastrappedandbelieveitornotRandy,I

anticipatedthisday.Youinthewhitetuxsittingnexttothatwoman.Iam gladthatyoudidn’t

denyyourselfachancetolove,butyoufoughtforherandhereyouaretoday.Iwishyouallthe

happinessintheworldandAmaragivethemanasmanychildrenasyoucan,hewantstwelve

bytheway.”

Theroom eruptsintoguffaws,Amaraisleftshakingherhead.Theonlythoughtshehasisthat,



onechildisenough.

Randall:“Youheardthat?”

Randallsaysleaninginonher,shewantstogivehim thatsmile,butthesupposedtwelvekids

haveheldhersmileback.

Styles:“OnceR.Jisborn,youtwoaregoingtobebusy.Wewantasoccerteam andNeohas

namesforthem.”

Suchaprivatematterthatshouldnotbesaidinthepresenceoftheelders.Maybeit’sabout

timetheyretireforthenight.

Styles:“Here’stoahappymarriagetoRandallandAmara,youtwodeserveallthehappinessin

theworld.Iloveyouguys.”

Glassesareraisedacrosstheroom asatoastismadetothenewlyweds.Randallisgiventhe

mic,hedecidesnottotakethestagebutstandwhereheis.

Randall:“Thankyoubroforthatlengthyspeech.”

Randallteaseswhenhegetsup,hesmilesatthesoundoftheguestslaughing.Heturnstohis

wifewhoisseatedrightbesidehim.

Randall:“Mrs.Okolie!Youdon’tknowhowlongIhavewaitedtocallyouthatanditfeelsso

goodsayingit.Mywife,mylove,mybabywelcometomylifeonceagainandthankyoufor

saying‘Ido’.Thankyoufortoleratingme,IknowIcanbesuchabigbabysometimes.Thankyou

forlettingmebemyselfwithyou,Ican’twaittostartlifewithyou.Medowo,meoyere.”(Ilove

you,mywife.)

Heendswithaghostofasmileonhisface,kissingherashesitsbackdown.

Amara:“IseeRandallkeptitshort.”

AmarajokesasshelooksatStyleswithasmile,againthelaughtercomingfrom theinvitees.

Amara:“Randall!Ireallydon’tknowhowtoexpresswhatI’m feelingrightnow,butIam happyif

thatsumsitup.IneverthoughtIwouldeverfindsomeonelikeyou,someonewholovesme

beyondmyflawsandmistakes.I’m notperfect,butinyoureyesIseemyworth.Youneverlet

mebeangryforanyreasonevenwhenit’snecessaryformetobe.NomatterwhatIgothrough

justaglimpseofyou,makeseverythingseem alright.Thankyouforlovingmethismuch.The

pastyearspentwithyouhasbeenamazing.Wone,medowiase.Medowonkaara,meokunu.

(Youaretheloveofmylife,Iloveonlyyou,myhusband.)

Ayizebreaksintoloudululationassheswingsintothedancefloorandbreaksintoadanceofa

youngZulumaiden.Sheisjoinedbywomenwhoarerejoicinginthismomentofbliss.

Cheers,laughsandapplaudsfillthereception.AmaraspotsPetuniainthemidstofthecrowd

andshecan’tbehappier,Mhambiisaroundaswellsheseesherparentsinthem.



Itissaidthatpractisemakesperfect,justlikethegroom hadbeenhardatworkwiththesonghe

sang.Amaratoowasinaquesttoperfectsomething,allforlove.

Randallstandsup,wrapshisonearm aroundherwaistandkissesher.Wordscan’texpresshow

theyfeelforeachother.

Hecatchesapreviewofnana,seatedatoneofthefrontrowtables.Henodsinagreement,

pridecallinghim bynameandthisaffirmsRandallthatnanaapprovesofthiswomanbeside

him.

Ife:“OkayIthinkweheardenoughofthesweetwordsattheweddingceremony.”

Ifesayslaughingwiththeamusedvisitants.Everyonewasgivenachancetosaytheirbitsand

pieces.

AYIZE*

WhotestedthedevilandgaveNeotheplatform tospeak?Thisisadisaster,ifIcouldhideunder

thetableIwould.

Neo:“Yeahneh!”

Heislookingateveryonewithajudgementalstare.

Neo:“Lebatlemense,dammit.KeChristmasvandag,homonate.”(You’rebeautifultoday.)

LordI’m ready,takemenow.Idon’thavetowaitforyoursecondcoming.

Neo:“Someofyouhavehadalongdistancerelationshipwithwatersincewinter,keatsebahore

youdon’tbathduringwinter.Maraguys,kesummernou.Hlapanitoe.Leuena.”(Iknow.)

(Pleasebath,it’ssummernow.)

Hepointsataguyinfrontofhim.

Neo:“Jeanenaewhite.Wasitwhiteorbrown?Uebleach-ile?YoupulledaKhanyiMbauonit.

Maraustrongmyguy,jeer.”(Didyoubleachyourjeans?)

Neogetoffthestage,it’sstrangethatpeoplearelaughing.

Neo:“Uzelemehemma,retsoaholeyoh.WhowouldhavethoughtthatthegreatfearedUze

wouldfallinlovehey?Asshakawouldsay,us’gaqagaqa.Nowmehemmashedecarrybelle?”

(AmaraandRandall,wehavecomealongway.)(Mr.Toughguy.)(Amaraispregnantnow.)

“ShutupNeo.”

That’sStyles.

Neo:“Stylosdon’tmakemestartwithyou,todayisnotyourday.”

Somethingsarenotnecessary.



Neo:“Iwishyouguysallthehappinessintheworld.”

Amazinghe’sdone.Hewon’tembarrasshimselffurther.

Neo:“Withallthatbeingsaid,Iwouldliketotakethisopportunitytoaknowlgedethewoman

whohastakenmyheart,theonewhobewitchedmejusttohavemeinherlife.EyyBasadiguys

leboloi,sameWhatsAppgroup.”(Womenandwitchcraftareinseparable,butwestilllovethem.)

Okay,thisisthemomentwhereIhide.HeislookingatmeandIwanttorunoutofthisplace.

Neo:“LiketheZulumenwouldsay,spononosami,swidilamilomkhuhlane.Thambolamile

kentucky,awusukamadodangiyayithandalentombi.”(Lovepraises.)

Thereislaughter,Neohasturnedaweddingintoacomedyshow.

Neo:“Aiishame,mazuluanaledrama.”(Zulusaredramatic.)

Hehascapturedeveryone’slaughbones.

Neo:“Oga,ifyoudon’tmindcanIstealthismomentfrom you?You’realreadytheKingofGhana

soyouhavetosharethespotlight.”

Randallnods,Iwishhedidn’t.IcanonlywonderwhatthisSothomanhastosay.Ohno!He’s

walkinguptome.

Mylifeisnotexactlyafairytale.

Neo:“Zee,IloveyouandIwantyoutomarrymymother.”

Someoneburrymenow,it’sevenembarrassingthatpeoplearelaughing.

Isheproposing?Orwhat?

Neo:“Imeanmothermymarry,nono,Imean…”

BreatheNeo.”

Stylesshoutsfrom acrossthetable.

Neo:“Okay,letmestart,Zeewillyoupleasebemymother.”

That’sit,it’sover.StrangelyIfindhim cutewithhismama’sboytendencies.

Mbuso:“LeavethattotheprofessionalsNeo,izinjazegame.”(Thebosses.)

Shame,thejokeisonNeonow.

Nkomo:“Maybeweshouldcallmommy,heneedshelp.”

Iam offended,Ishouldbeoffended.Ishouldsayyestowhateverhe’saskingandgethim outof

hismisery.

Neo:“Don’tmakemeswearatUze’swedding.Haveyoupeopleseenthiswoman?OfcourseI

wouldbenervous.”



He’ssweet.HedigsintohispocketsandIdidnotexpectthis.

Neo:“Withthisring,Itheewed.”

HesaysandIam readytomovetoChinaandstartteachingEnglish.Givinguponlovewouldbe

idealrightnow.Peoplearedyingoflaughter,thecouplehaslostthespotlight.It’snowonus

andhowdoIhidemyface?

Me:“Neofocus,you’reallovertheplace.”

IcuphisjawlineasIwhispertohim,themanissweating.

Igrabanapkinandwipethedribsoffluidfrom hisforehead.

Neo:“Okay,Icandothis.Icandothis.”

Herepeatsamantratohimself.

Neo:“Ayizewouldyoumakemethekingofyourheartandmarryme?WouldyoubeKagiso’s

motherandcompleteourfamily?”

Yousee?Hejustneededtime.

Styles:“Finally,Ithoughttherestofthenightwouldbeaboutyou.”

ThesemenenjoyteasingNeoandthecrowdishavingagreatlaughaboutit.

Me:“Yesbaba,Iwillmarryyou.”

Nkomo:“Great,IguessI’m theonlyonewhohasn’tcaughttheweddingfever.Ineedan

umbrella,Ican’tbecaughtunderthisrain.”

Whodiedandmadehim masterofceremony?Idon’tcareanymore,I’m engaged.

Narrated*

Thenightisgoingwell,betterthanthecoupleexpected.

“It’sthattimeofthenightwherewesaygoodbyetothenewlywedsastheydeparttotheirhoney

moon,Randybabywouldn’ttelluswheretheyaregoing.”

AyizeannouncestoeveryonewhileglancingatRandall.

Randall:“Icouldn’triskmywifefindingoutandruiningthesurprise.”

HesaysasheplaceshishandonAmara’s.

“WhatdoyousayMrs.Okolie,shallwegetoutofhere?”

Hecontinues,shesmilesback.



Amarahasnocluewheretheyareheadedto,Randallhaskeptthissecretlockedup.

Tobecontinued…



206

NOMBULELO*

Mbuso:“Hey,weshouldgetthekidshome.WhereisNtando?”

Mbusosaysashestopsinfrontofme.Thecouplehasleftsothereisnoreasonforustohang

aroundhere.

Me:“Withtheotherkids,Iwanttospeaktomyunclefirst.”

Mbuso:“I’llcomewithyou,letmetakeGoku.”

Uluthandoissuchasweetchild,she’shardlyfussynordoesshecryalot.Mbusotakesthebaby

from me,aswewalktowardsuncleMhambiandPetuniawhoaregettingreadytoleave.I’m still

dazedthatuncleJonasismarried,hehasafamily.

Petunia:“AwuJesu,letmeseethisbeautifulangel.”(OhJesus.)

Smilinginadoration,shetakesthebabyfrom Mbuso.

Mhambi:“She’sgrowing.”

MyunclehasnotheldUluthandoinhisarmsyet,heletsPetuniadothehonours.Idon’tknowif

it’soutoffearofdroppingthebabyoranotionhefollows.

It’sonlybeenafewdays,Uluthandostilllooksastinyasshedidthefirstday.Godhasbeen

goodtome,ourchilddoesnothaveanycomplications.

Me:“Wecametosaygoodbye.”

Istart,nooneislookingatme.Uluthandohascaptivatedthem.

Mhambi:“Okaymychild,wearealsoleaving.”

Me:“Wecandropyouoff.”

Jonasisnotaround,neitheraremyparents.Idon’tcareaboutthem,I’m gladtheyarenothere.

Mhambi:“Don’tworryaboutit,oursonin-lawtookcareofit.”

WillheeveraddressRandallbyhisname?

Me:“Whereismalume?”(Uncle.)

ThereisastarebetweenMhambiandPetunia,itdressesmewithworry.Ihopehe’sfine.Saziso

looksokay,thereisnoworryorconcernvisibleonherface.ThatmeansJonasisokay,hehasto

be.

Mhambi:“Yourmotherhasbeenarrested.”



Again?

Me:“Whatdidshedothistime?IhopeithasnothingtodowithTebogo’scow.”

Mhambi:“Sheshotyourfather.”

Wow.

Whatawaytoendthenight,thenagainmymothercouldn’thavedonethat.I’m havingahard

timebelievingthatshe’scapableofsuchathing.

Mbuso:“Isheokay?”

Iwasnotabouttoaskthisquestion,Iwanttoknowifmymotherisokay.Moses?Notsomuch.

Mhambi:“He’sinthehospital.”

Thatmeanshe’sstillalive.

Mhambi:“Youruncleiswaitingtohearmore,weareprayingthatMosesdoesn’tdie.Ifhedoes,

yourmotherwillbechargedwithmurder.”

Ihavebeenthroughalotwithmymother,Ilovedherandhatedher.Attheendofthedaysheis

mymotherandIwouldn’twanttoseehersuffering.

Mbuso:“WhatwillhappentoNtombi?”

Great,he’sforgettingthathe’stalkingtoMhambi.AddressingNtombibyhernameis

disrespectfulaccordingtohim,thankfullyitseemsunclemissedthispart.Heistooconcerned

tonotice.

Mhambi:“Idon’tknowyet,thereisnoescapingthisone.Nombulelo,yourmotherwillbeaway

foralongtime.”

Thethoughtofherbehindbarsscaresme.

Me:“Thisismyfather’sfault,hedestroyedhermalume.”(Uncle.)

Mhambi:“ThereisnouseinplayingtheblaminggameNombulelo.What’sdoneisdone.”

Heiscalm aboutthis,maybehe’sdyinginside.Mhambihardlyshowhisfeelings.

Petunia:“Willyouseeyourfather?”

Notachance.

Me:“I’m donewithhim aunt.”

Mhambi:“Heisstillyourfather.”

Idon’tcareaboutthat,butIcan’tsaythistomyunclelestheseesitasbackchatting.

STYLES*



Randall’splanactuallyworked,IspoketoNkosiawhileback.HesaysMashotomanagedto

buildabridgebetweenMosesandNtombi.Mosesislyinginahospitalbedaswespeak.Thisis

onlythebeginning,ifonlyheknewwhat’sinstoreforhim.

“Styles.”

Nkomocallsashewalksuptomewithagirl.

Me:“Hey,”

Nkomo:“Greatweddinghey.”

Me:“Itwas,Ididn’tthinkthatitwillgosowell,seeinghowtroublefollowsus.”

Hesniggersafterclearinghisthroat.

Iseeanintroductioncoming,theladyissmilingwhileholdingontohisarm.

Nkomo:“ThisisZobuhle.”

Yep…

I’m waitingtohearwhoZobuhleistohim,althoughit’sasclearasdaylight.

Me:“Hi.”

Shereachesherhandforashake.

Zobuhle:“IhaveheardalotaboutyouStyles.”

Ican’tsaythesameabouther,Nkomoisgoodatthissecretthing.

Me:“GoodthingsIhope.”

Shetwitters.

Zobuhle:“Onlygoodthings,Ipromise.”

Me:“Nicetomeetyou,Zobuhle.”

Zobuhle:“Likewise.”

Shereturns.

Nkomo:“So,whereisthecoupleheaded?”

Heasks.

Me:“Roadtripacrossthecountry,hethoughtshewouldlovethat.Youknowhowher

movementshavebeenlimited,soashortleftineachprovinceshouldgivethem abreather.”

Randallcameupwiththisidea,whynottourthecountry.Amaraisintosimplethingsandthis

wouldbeagreatsurpriseforher.



Nkomo:“TrustRandalltogivesuchanidea.”

Ishecomplainingorwhat?

Zobuhle:“Ithinkit’sromantic,SouthAfricaisbeautiful.I’m sureAmarawillbeelated.”

Iknowshewillbe.

Me:“True.”

Nkomo:“Wehavetogonow,Idon’twanttocatchtheweddingfever.SeemslikeyouandNeo

havebeencaged.”

Hechortlesathissaying.

Me:“You’reanidiot,yourtimeiscoming.”

Thelookonhisfacesayshedoesn’tbelieveme.

IseeSethuapproachingus,shelooksdeadtired.

Sethu:“Babe.”

ShehugsNkomoafterIgetanudgeontheshoulder.

Nkomo:“Areyougood.”

Sethu:“I’m tired,myfeetarekillingme.”

Shefinishesoffthelastlinewithayawn.

Me:“Weshouldleavethen,Liyanaiscomingwithus.”

Sethu:“Yes,Chiomaiswithherandthegirlsinthecar.”

Zobuhlehasbeenstaringsinceandit’sgettinguncomfortable.

Nkomo:“Canwedobreakfasttomorrowmorning?”

He’saskingSethu,IbelieveSethuhasmetZobuhle,Isawthem dancingtogetherawhileback.

Sethu:“CanIletyouknowinthemorning?”

Nkomo:“Noproblem,youshouldrest.”

Ithinkweshouldleavenow,thestaresI’m gettingfrom thisgirl.

Nkomo:“Hlehle,staringisrude.”

ThankGodhenoticed.

Zobuhle:“I’m sorry,it’sjustthatyoulookfamiliar.MaybeI’m goingcrazybutifyouwerenot

lighterIwouldliterallycallyouunclerightnow.”

What?



Sheclencheshereyesasshebitesherlip,noneofusseem tograspwhatshejustsaid.

Nkomo:“HowmuchdidyoudrinkMaNxumalo?”

NkomoandhisZulupride.

Zobuhle:“SorryagainImean,youlooksomuchlikemyuncle.Onlyyou’reyounger.”

ShestatesandIam confused.

Sethu:“Isyouruncle,Richard?”

Zobhuhlefrowns,Sethuhastangledhermind.

Zobuhle:“Idon’tknowwhoRichardis,butIknowaSbusiso.He’smyuncleandyoulookjustlike

him,yousoundlikehim too.”

CouldthisbethepuzzleIhavebeentryingtosolve?ThereisnowaythatthisSbusisoshe

speaksofismyfather.Hecouldbemymother’ssomething.

Me:“Tellmeabouthim.”

Zobuhle:“WellhelivesinDiepkloofextwithhiswifeandson.Theirolderdaughterismarried.

She’saboutmyage.”

Me:“I’dliketomeethim ifthat’sokay.”

Zobuhle:“Sure,I’llhaveatalkwithhim andI’llletyouknow.”

Me:“Doeshehaveanysiblings?”

Zobuhle:“No,he’stheonlychild.Hemarriedmyaunt,she’smyfather’ssister.”

Shesays,takingawaythelittlehopeIjustbagged.Ishouldmeetupwithhim,theremustbea

reasonwhyIlooklikehim.UnlessZobuhle’svisionisnottobetrusted.

NkomoandZobuhlebidusgoodbye,ItakeSethubythehand.Sherestsherheadonmyarm as

wewalkoutofthebuilding.

Me:“Areyouhungry?”

Sethu:“Moreliketired,mystomachisfull.Iwanttosleepnow.”

Me:“Hey,Itoldyoutogoeasyonthatplate.Youshouldhaveseenmyfacewhenyouwentfor

seconds.Ididn’tknowyoueatthatmuch.”

Sheletsgoofmyhandandpushesme.

Me:“Whathappenednow?”

Sethu:“Youdon’ttellagirlthatsheeatsalotevenifshedoes.”

Me:“That’snotfair,youtellmewhenIeatalot.”

Sethu:“Becauseyou’reaman.You’renotallowedtobeoffended.”



I’m pressingthewrongbuttonhere.

Me:“HaveIsignedmyselftoalifetimeofbullying.”

Sethu:“Yesandyourfirsttaskistomassagemyfeetassoonaswegethome.”

Theregoesmyfreedom….

OKOLIERESIDENCE…

Thismustbeadream comeforRandall,tohavethehousealltothemselves.Somethinghe

wantedfrom thetimehehadthiswomanwhoiswalkingbeside.Sheisfinallyhiswifeandhe

couldn’tbehappier.

Amaraontheotherhandissulkingastheytakestepsuptotheirbedroom.She’supsetwithhim

andhehasnoticed.But,whatisstoppinghim from askingherwhatthematteris?Shewantsto

ventandcomplainandscoldhim andmaybethrowinakickinthenut.Thisisnotwhatshesaw

onChioma’sTVshows,themancarriesthewomaninthehousewhentheygethomefrom the

wedding.

NotRandallOkolie,heisnotBradPittandthisisnotHollywood,butreallifewherethelikesof

RandallOkoliereside.

“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hestopsherhalfwayupthestaircase,shecrossesherarmsandtakesupafrown.

Whoisshekidding?

Shehasforgivenhim,heisnotthemostromanticmanonearthandthatissomethingshehas

tolivewith.

Randall:“Sadnessinyoureyesonourweddingday?”

Technically,it’spast12am,theirdayhaspassedwiththelastfewminutes.

Amara:“Iam notsad.”

Spoilediswhatshewouldchristenherself,shesulksandhefallsatherfeetanddemandsto

knowwhythequeenofhishearthasleftherstoolofhappiness.

Randall:“We’restillgoingtohavesexright?”

Raisinghiseyebrowshetiltshisheaddown,wantingtocatchaglimpseofhereyes,the

windowstohersoul,theonlyplacewherethetruthdwells.

Amara:“Am Ibeingtested?”

Herquestioncausesafrownonhisface,heisnotsureifhesaidsomethingwrong.It’sbad

enoughthathiswordsarenotscriptednorarehismovesdirected,butatleasthetries.



Randall:“I’m onlymakingsurebecauseyou’resadforareasonIcannotfind,evenyoureyes

haveoptedtoconcealthismatterfrom me.”

Forgetthatshewasupsetafewsecondsago,hiswordscanbeadorable.

Whospeakslikethat?

Randall:“So,thissmilemeansthatwearehavingsextonightordoIhavetowaittillwegetto

ourhoneymoon?”

Hecallsitsex,shecallsitlovemaking.ToRandallit’soneinthesamething,buthisbridehas

differentmeaningsforit.Sexisjustsex,meaninglessandrushingtogettoorgasm andlove

makingiswhentwosoulsconnectandflowtogetherontheriversoflove.

Itiswhenyougiveyourwholebeingtothispersonthatyoutrust,enoughtoletthem insideyou.

Itisasanctifiedunionthatbirthsadifferentloveeachtimeitisperformed.

Amara:“You’refullofjokestonightUze.”

Hecringes,it’sallnewtohim.Shedoesn’tcallhim Uze.Randallpresseshimselfagainsther.He

wantstofeelifherheartisracing.Ifitis,thenshe’sthinkingaboutitorconsideringit.

Randall:“Isthatacodeforyeswearehavingsex?”

Allofherstrengthfallswiththelastwordheutters.

Amara:“Pleasetakemetothenearestbridge.”

Shedrawsinadeepbreath,thisishergivinguponthisman.

Randall:“Mehemma,you’rekillingme.”(Myqueen.)

Amara:“How?”

Sheknowsshewillregretaskinghim this.

Randall:“You’respeakinginriddlestodayandIam toohornytobeguessing.Am Inotyour

husband?Shouldn’tyoubefeelingsorryforme?”

Amaracanonlyfindascowltoanswerhisquestion,wordstoanswerithavenotbeenmadeyet.

Decidingtowalkawayfrom him,shecontinueswithherstepstothebedroom.Maybeshe

shouldtrythatthing.

Asurprisethatwasreservedforthehoneymoonhastobeopenednowbecausesheismarried

totypicalRandall.

Randall:“Waitforme.”

There,isthatwhiskshe’sbeensulkingabout,itisrathertoolatethough.Theyareinthehouse.

Amaralooksupathim asshehooksherarmsaroundhisneck,hiseyesarestaringbackandit

hasherfeelingbashful.

Amara:“Whyam Inotusingmyfeet?”



Aghostlysmileisinvitedtothislips,aflashthatdisappearsintheblinkofaneye.

Shesitsupfrom thebedandspreadsherfeetforward.He’sontoptheirlipsmovingtogetheras

one.

Amara:“Wait,letmegofreshenup.”

Hedoesn’tunderstandthestatement,hencethegloweronhisface.

Randall:“Youdon’tneedtofreshenup,you’reokay.”

Shepusheshim asheleansinforanotherkiss.

Amara:“Exactly,Idon’twanttolookokay.It’sourweddingnight,letmelooksexyformy

husband.”

Nothingcanmakehisheartjumplikethat,thanhearinghercallhim husband.

Randallcollapsesonthebed,makingwayforhertomove.

Amaradisappearsintothebathroom,sheknowswhattowear.Itwascarefullythoughtout.

Randallisprobablysleepingbynow,shethinkstoherself.Shehasbeenlockedupinthe

bathroom fortoolong.Hewentfrom whistlingtohummingallinthespaceoffifteenminutes.

“Amara.”

Agroanpassesthroughthebathroom door,he’scomplaining.

Amara:“I’llbethere.”

Shesmilesathisimpatience.

Randall:“HurrybeforeIstartservicingmyself.”

Thesmileiswipedawaybyhiswords.

Amara:“Youwouldn’tdare.”

Sheyellsback.

Randall:“You’redaringmeAmara,comeoutofthere.”

Threebabiesinthehouse,howwillshebeabletodealwiththat?Whoisworse,Liyanaor

Randall?

Shefindshim lyingonhisback,inallprobabilitycountingthetilesontheceiling.Amarahasto

clearherthroattogethisattention,heliftshisheadandalmostjumpsupseeingherinalingerie.

It’saminidressthatcoversherfourmonthsoldbabybump.

Randall:“Wow.”

Asstrangeasitmaysound,thisisthefirsttimeseeingherinalingerie.Hismindhaspackedits



bagsandisonaplanetoDubai,leavinghisheadempty.

Amaranervouslywaitsforacommentfrom him,apparentlyifseeingherinthatoutfitdoesn’t

drivehim crazy,thenshehasfailed.Theastonishedlookhebearsisaconfirmationthatheis

blownawaybyher.

Randall:“Amara,ifIweretoaskforanythingthenthiswouldbemorethanenough.”

He’sonhisfeetnowastheyleadhim toher.Hernervestakeabackseat,thelookinhiseyes

hasmadeiteasyforhertobecomfortableinthatlittleoutfit.

Amara:“Iwanttoserviceyoutodaymyking.”

Herhandshaveemployedthemselves,snappingonebuttonatatimeonhiswhitecollaredshirt.

Sheplantskissesonhisbarechestuntilshehaspoppedthelastbutton,theshirtslidesdownto

thefloorwiththehelpofAmara.

Randall:“Whatareyoudoingmehemma?”

Thisquestion…becauseshehasnevertakenleadinthebedroom.

Randall:“Areyousure?”

Hedoesn’ttrustthatshewouldbecomfortablewithpleasingamanafterwhatshewent

through.

Amara:“YouknowifIloseinterestIwillgostraighttobed?”

Ofcoursesheisnotexperiencedindominancy,butthereisnoharm intryingsomethingnew,

plusshefeelssexuallyempowered.

KissingherishiswayofsayingcontinueIam notstoppingyou.

Astheirlipsfindtheirwaytoeachother,shekisseshim inanewway.Awayheisnotawareof,

helovesitstill.

Shepusheshim tositontheedgeofthebed,helooksupathershemovestositonhislap

facinghim andherarmsrestonhisjawline.

Thepassionatekisstakesplace,Randallhashislargehandsonherbackrubbingandsqueezing

her.Hishandsarenowalloverherbody,hehasclaimedthatspotonherneck,shepullsback

andpusheshim tolieonhisback.Hesmirksseeingthelustfullookcoatedinhereyes.

Whatcouldshebeupto?Hewonders…

Amara:“DidItellyouhowIlovethetasteofyourlips?”

Shehastokisshim againnotwaitingforananswer.

Shegrazesherdrylipsacrosshisforeheadgraduallyencirclingthem overhistemple,heshivers

atthis.



Randall:“Kissmealreadymehemma.”

Hewantstotasteherlipsagainandsheiskeepinghim waiting.Heisherkingafterallandhis

wishishercommand,sheflickshertongueontheroofofhismouthinanarch.

Randall:“Whoa!”

Heexclaims,sheknewthiswasgoingtodrivehim insane.Removinghispantsisnothardnoris

itawkward,he’swatchingherwhileshenervouslypullsthem down.Leavinghim inhistrunks.

Startingfrom abovehisknee,sheplantslightkisses,hecanbarelyfeelthem buttheyarethere.

Thepressureofherlipsincreaseasshemovesup.

Hefrownsgoingcrazywithanticipationwhenshestartsoveronhisotherknee.Herfingersfall

onhistrunks,shewantstoexposehim andRandallseemstopredictwhatisonhermind.The

littlegulpsofanxiousness,showonherthroat.It’stoosoonforhertogodownonhim,shehas

barelystartedwithhertherapy.

Randall:“Youdon’thavetodothat.”

Hefeelsit’sbestthathestopsher,likehesaid,hewillprotecther.

Amara:“Iwantto.”

Hegrabsherhandstoppingherfrom removinghisundergarment.

Randall:“BelievemeAmara,Iwantyouto,sobad,butnottoday.”

Maybeshewantstotakeover,maybeshewantstoprovetohim thatsheisnotboring.Butthey

havetherestoftheirlivesforthis,shewillhealandlearnandshowhim herdeepestfantasies.

Nottoday,todayhewantstohaveher.Hewantstoravishherbodyandawakenhersoul.

Slow,gentlelovemakingiswhattheyhavebeendoingbut…

Randall:“Doyoutrustme?”

Hequestions.

Amara:“Itrustyou.”

Andwithallherheartshedoes.

Randallsitsup,pullshertohislap.Theyarebacktothatpositionwheresheisfacinghim and

herarmsarearoundhisneck.Hishandisonherfaceandtheotheronherwaist.

Randall:“Thenfollowmylead,Iwantyoutofeelsafewithme.TellmeifI’m hurtingyouorifyou

wantmetostop.”

Hewhispers,hisgazeguaranteeingherthatsheisingoodhands.Anodfrom hergiveshim

permission.

Withhishandonhercheek,Randallkissesher.It’saslowdeepkissthat,shefeelsitatthe

bottom ofherstomach.Hegrabsafistfullofherbraids,tiltingherheadupalittleashe



insatiablykissesher.Bitingonherlipsandhistonguehungrilyplunginginhermouth.Theyare

breathingfastandheavyasthekisshasleftthem outofbreath.

Hislipsmovefrom hermouth,leavingbehindathrobbingandabitofasorenessfrom thebiting

andsucking.

Hebitesherneckhard,provokinghertoscream withpleasure.It’sanicegratifyingpainthat

causesaninsatiableswirlingemptinessrightbelowherstomachandithasadesperatepleato

befilled.

ThisisdifferentforAmara,Randallisabitroughtoday,butinagoodway.

Shemeetshim withthesamepassion,hestripshernakedanddisposesofthelingerieonthe

floor.Randallrisesandshestrideshim,heturnstolayheronthebed.

Hisfaceisburiedinhercleavage,beforehenibblesonherbreasts.Shewincesinpainashe

lightlybiteshernipples,hestopstolookupather.

Randall:“I’m sorry,areyouokay?”

Maybeheshouldstopandgofortheusuallovemaking.

Amara:“Morethanokay,pleasedon’tstop.”

Outofbreathsheresponds,herhandsonhisheadleadinghim backtoherbust.Hemakeshis

waydowntoherhipbone,biting,kissingandblowingonherskin.ThishasdrivenAmarato

oblivion,shehasbeenleftspeechlessandtheonlythingsheremembersishisnameandit

keepseruptingfrom hermouthaccompaniedbyslowsighsandmoans.

Shefeelssafewithhim andhassurrenderedallthatsheistohim.Usinghisteeth,Randallgrabs

thesideofherunderwearandwithslowmovementsslidesitdowntoherankles.Amaraisleft

exposed,uncoveredjustthewayshecameintotheworld.Hekisseshiswaybackuprightafter

throwinghistrunksoff,hemoveshertotheedgeofthebedwhilehestands…

Randall:“Iwantyoutoputyourfeetonmyshoulders.”

Hegivesaninstructionofwhichshefollows.Shefeelsaslowstretchashegoesinandit’s

mountingandgettingbetterwitheverypush.

Sheshutshereyesinthefirstfewmomentswhenhe’stryingtofitinsideher,herbreathing

escalatingtotherooftop.

Thetinglesendsaninviteofitsvisitationwithaslowvibratingwave,startingfrom herankles,

hallowingintoherbackandflowsouttothetop.Thefeelingisthatofanaddictivedrugandhe

isnotdeepinsideheryet.

Heknowswhereheisleadingheranditiswherehewantstogoandintroducinghertothat

placehasbeeninhisplans.

Hisstrokesarenottheonessheisnorm to,theygodeeperwitheachpush.



AlthoughRandalliswolfish,shesurrendersintothesemomentsofintimacy.Hehasconsumed

hereverybeing,sheishim andheisher.

Thepoundingsensationandthefeelingofbeingstimulateddriveshermadthatshefinds

herselfweeping.Hisheartfallsfifteenfeetdown,didhehurther?Hewondersandstopshis

thrustswithoutasecondthought.

Amara:“Nodon’tstopRandall,don’tstop.”

Shepleads,thosearenottearsofsorrowbutpleasure.Afrownbuiltuponhisface,he

continueson.Helovesthesoundofhermoaningandwhimperingasshetellshim tokeepgoing.

Randallloseshimselfinherashelosesagriponreality.

Justasshereachesherfinishinglineinloudmoansandsoftscreams.Heremovesherlegs

from hisshoulders,shescootsbackasheclimbsonthebed.Hedoesn’thavetotellhertowrap

them aroundhiswaist.

Sheknowswhattodo.

Amaratakesholdofhislengthandpositionsitinsideherasheleansintokissherlips.Her

armstightenonhisbackassheputshermouthclosetohisear,releasesaslowdeepsighand

biteshisear,shefeelshim shudderagainsther.

Shesmoothlypullshisheadbacktotheside,nibblesandkisseshim from hisnecktohis

shoulder.Randallfindsherlipsagain.

Whilekissingsheflickshertongueontheroofofhismouthinanarch.

Randall:“Whoa!”

Hegrinslikeageekwhojustacedhisscienceproject.

Randallisusedtobeingthedominantoneinthebedroom,Amarawantstobeincontrolandhe

isgivingherthat.

Butalso,sheisdrivinghim crazy.Hegripsherhairwithbothhishandspullinghercloserinto

him.Onehandleavesherhairandfallsonherwaist.Histightgriponherwaisthepushesas

hardashecanandsheaccommodateshim withherowngrind.She’scryingalittlebecausehe

isgoingtoohardandshelovesit.

Sheclaspsherarmsaroundhim,hereyestightlyshut,shebitesherlowerlipasshestarts

jerkingonhismember.

Amarawantstoscream butispowerless,herbodyisfixatedontheorgasm.Randallleansover,

carefulnottopressintoherandnibblesonherneckwhileheenjoysthefeelofherbody

shuddering.

Hetightenstheholdonherhairandgoesharder,thereisanincrediblyintensesensationthat

feelslikehisentirebodyismovinginsideher.Hefeelslikethisiswhereheismeanttobe,

wherehewastryingtobealldaylongandwherehismindhadbeencirculatingthroughoutthe



wholeweek.

Hisbodyconvulses,hiseyesrollbackandfinallyheistherewithher.Rightatthefinishingline.

Hissweatisdrippingdownherchestandpaintingherbreast.

Theirheartsarebeatingsofastandhammeringagainsttheirribcages.Helicksandsucksher

nipplesforacoupleofminutesashegraduallypullsoutuntilheisbarelyinsideher.Hegently

layshisheadonherbabybump,pasteskissesandlooksatherwithasmirk.

Randall:“Iam ahappymanrightnow,canyoutell?”

Shecantellalright,she’dloveitifhewouldshowhisteethonceinawhile.Shelovedhim

regardless.

Randall:“Areyouokay?”

Hecan’thelpbutaskwhenhehearshersobbing,tearsofjoy,that’swhatitis.Hemadeherfeel

worthit,lovedandwanted.

Amara:“Yes.”

Shesaysthroughhertears,she'slyinginhischestandhehashisarmsaroundher.

Amara:“I’m sohappy,Ihaveneverexperiencedsuchlove.”

Sheadds,looksupathim.

Randall:“Weareonenow,it’sjustustwo.”

Randallexclaimssoftly,adeepmeaningliesbehindthisdeclaration.Hepromisesloyaltyand

honesty,hepromisesafuturewheretherewillbenothirdparties,whereshewillalwaysbethe

onlywomanforhim.

Amara“Iloveyou.”

Theonlyrejoindershecouldfind.

Randall:“Iloveyou,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Andlikehehadsaidbefore,sayingthesethreewordswouldneverbeenough.Fallingasleeplike

thatinhisarmsforthenextfiftyyearswouldbeheavenonearth,whatmorecouldsheaskfor?

Growingoldwithhim ismorethanenough.Thethoughtofcountingeachother’sgreyhairs

makesherlaugh,itisamazing.

Randall:“Whathappened?”

Curiositypusheshim toenquire.

Amara:“Ican’twaittogrowoldwithyou.”

Yeahshesaidit.



Randall:“Amaraasagrannyhey.”

Hesmiles,thefutureisbrightandhelovesit.

Randall:“Youknowyouwillbewrinkledrightandtiredallthetime.Yourteethwillfalloutand

yourhairandIwon’tbegettingkissesanymore.”

Thereisnouseincomplainingabouthim.

Amara:“Whynot?I’veseenoldcoupleskissing.”

Randall:“Oldtoothlesscouples?Thereisnoway,isthatevenpossiblemehemma?”(Myqueen.)

Thisiswhereshewithdrawsfrom thisconversationandpretendstobesleeping.

Amara:“Iam overyou.”

Herattempttomoveawayfrom hisarmsisdenied,hehashercaged.

Randall:“You’llstillbeamazing,you’llstillbemyqueen.”

Hemakesupforhisstupidityandmakeshersmile.

Randall:“Heywehavealongwaytogoandeverymomentwillbeamazing,Ipromise.”

Hecan’tgetenoughofkissingher,notthatshe’scomplaining.

KHETHU*

Khethuwakeup.”

Whatdoesmyfatherwantnow?

He’sstandingonmybedside,thelookonhisfacestartlesme.

Me:“Isitmom?”

Isitup.

Me:“Isheokay?”

Imaybewrong,Iseeaglintofdisappointmentinhiseyes.

Dad:“Youhavetocomewithme.”

Me:“Where?”

Dadisnotusuallythisserious.

Dad:“Yourbagsarepacked.”

Whatisgoingon?Heisscaringme,hesaystocomewithhim andhehasthisgraveexpression.



Iwouldobviouslythinktheworst,Ihopenothinghappenedtomymother.

Me:“Dadwhatisgoingon?Whyareyouupset?”

Dad:“IspoketoSishi,hetoldmewhatyoudid.”

Stylesisasnitchnow?Peopledochange.Ihavenothingtosaytohim,IdidwhatIdidtoget

whatIwant.

Dad:“Youneedhelpangel,youwillhavetogoawayforawhile.”

Whatishesayingtome?

Me:“Whatdoyoumeangoaway?Wheream Igoing?”

Dad:“Therearepeoplethatareheretotakeyouaway.”

No,Idon’twanttogo.Ican’tgotothatplace.

Me:“Iam notcrazydad.”

Iscream athim,Stylesistryingtoturnmyfatheragainstme.

Dad:“ThisisforyourowngoodKhethu,you’readangertoyourselfandthebaby.”

Me:“SoyouthinkIwillbesafeinaplacefullofcrazypeople?Dadyoucan’tdothistome.Iam

notgoinganywhere.”

Iliebackdown,hewalkstothedoor.Turnsbacktomewhentwomeninpinkuniformswalkin,

theyarecarryingastraightjacket.

Iscootupfrom thebed,jumpingtotheotherside.

Me:“Dadgetthem outofhere.”

I’m screaming,theydon’tcareaboutmyscreams.TheyholdmesteadyasIwiggleagainstthem.

Me:“Dad,dadplease.Don’tletthem takemeaway,pleasedad.”

Idon’thavethestrengthtoshoutanymore,I’m snivellingandpleadingthathehelpsme.

Dad:“I’m sorryangel,thisistheonlywayyouwillgetbetter.”

Me:“No,dad,no.”

Hedropsonmybedandcries,Iam draggedoutofmyfather’shouselikeacrazyperson.I’m six

monthspregnant,howwillIsurviveinthere?

Tobecontinued...



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

207*

AYIZE*

Neo:“Whatisthis?”

Hestartlesmewiththedecibelsofhisvoice,it’searlyinthemorning,noteveryoneisamorning

personandrightatthismoment,Idon’twanttobepissed.

Me:“Wheredidyoufindthose?”

Ifhetellsmethathefoundthem inmybag,Iwillthrowthisdarnplateathim.

Neo:“Itdoesn’tmatterZee.Whyareyoutakingthese?”

It’sbirthcontrolpills,honestlyIdidn’tthinkthathewouldknowwhattheyare.

Neo:“Youwouldkillapersonandhidethem Ayize.WheredidyoudropyourheartZee,soIcan

getitbackforyou?”

Whyisheshouting?Myheadhurts,dearLord.

Idroptheplateinthesink,hewillfinishupwashingthedishes.

Me:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Ileanonthecounterwithmyarmsacrossmychest,Iwanttoseehiseyeswhenhetellsme

aboutthesocalledheartIlost.Ididn’tknowthatmychestwasempty.

Neo:“You’reheartlessoatsebaZee,you’reheartlessman.”

Neoisreallyhurtbythis.Imusthavemissedthepartwherewewerestartingafamily?Theman

doesn’twanttouseprotection,heshouldhavegivenreasonswhy.I’m surehehasacalendar

wherehemarkedthebirthofhissecondborn.

Me:“It’snotabigdealNeo,it’snotlikeIhadanabortion.”

Iwalkpasthim,Iam goingtoclean'his'house.He’sgettingonmynervesandIdon’twantto

arguewithhim.

Neo:“Youmightaswell,youkilledmybabieswiththesepills.”

He’sfollowingme.Whyishefollowingme?

Waitaminute…Spermscountasbabiesnow?IknewIshouldhavepaidattentioninthatbiology

class.



Me:“Iam surethat’snothowitworks.”

Hegrabsmyarm,forcefullyturningmetolookathim.

Neo:“Howdoesitworkthen?”

Really?No,Imeanseriously?

Me:“Neo,youdidn’ttellmethatyouwantedababy.”

Neo:“Ididn’thavetotellyou,youknowIhateditwhenweusedacondom.Ithoughtyougotthe

message.”

Whatam I?Siri?

Idon’tknoweverythingthereistoknowinthisworld.Thisiswhypeoplesitwithunanswered

prayers.TheyplaytheguessinggamewithGod.

Neo:“Zee,Iworkedhardduringthattolftlof.KantiIwasplaying,IthoughtIscoredyouknow.”

(Intimacy.)

Doesthismakesenseinhishead?

Me:“Scoredwithouttellingme?Doyouknowwhowillgothroughmorningsickness,mood

swings,crazyfoodcravingsandweightgain?It’smeNeoandwenaallyou’llwantfrom meis

tloftlofevenwhenI’m tiredandheavilypregnant,Iwillhavetoserviceyouandcarryyourbig

headedbabywhileatit.”

Ilugmyhandback,ifheholdsmelikethatagain.GodforgivemeforwhatIwilldotohim.

Neo:“MaraZee,you’renotfairntwana.”(Boy.)

Ntwana?

Me:“Callmentwanaonemoretimesaani.”

Iam certainthathehasn’tseenthisfacebefore.

Neo:“Eish,askiesbaba.Maraleuenadon’tcallmesaani.I’m yourmanZee.”(I’m sorrybaby.)

Sohesays.

Neo:“Howlonghaveyoubeentakingthese?”

Wearebackthere.Iam overthisconversation.

Me:“Idon’tknowNeoeish.Canwepleasedropit?”

Iam luggedbackwhenIturntowalkaway.Iknowthislookonhisface,heisabouttokissme.

Hishandsslidedowntomyhipsashepullsmeclosertohim.Thereisnospacebetweenus.

Iam tooupsettobekissinghim back.ButLord…thisman.

Mybodyjumpsintoavolcano,myhormonesareforward.Jesusmakeitrain,Iam onfire.



Hemoveswithmetothecouch,andI’m starkersfasterthanyoucansaygo.Hiswetkisses

haveputmeonlastplaceasIfallweakinhisarms.HeiskissingmybodyandI’m utteringhis

nameinsoftsighs.Wewerehavinganargumentsecondsago,nowIam wrappeduparound

him likevirginexperiencingherfirsttime.

IsitsafetosaythatIlovehismindblowingstrokes?Wait!he’smumblingsomething…

Thisisawkward…

Neo:“Godplease…giveusababy…giveusababy.”

DammitNeo.

Iam inlovewithalunatic.Don’tlistentohim God,he’sconfused.

Neo:“Morenakakopo…justlikeyoudidforMarry…DoitformyZeeLord.”(Lordplease.)

Peopleprayduringsex?

Thisoughttobeasin,IshouldgotochurchwithSethuonSunday.Funnyenough,I’m callingout

hisnamewhilehemutterssuchinlowbreathsandgroans.

NeoisluckyIlovehim,orelsehewouldbeonthefloorrightnow.Hecollapsesonthecurveof

myneckfightingtocatchhisbreath.Iam stillwrappedaroundhim,legsandarmsunableto

gathermystrengthback.

Neo:“Don’teverbreakmytrustlikethatagainZee.”

Hemutters,nibblingmysweatyneck…

Breakhistrust?Whatthehelljusthappened?

He’sbacktokissingme.

Ishouldn’thaveaweaknessandwhydidithavetobehiskisses?Iwillkeepmycomebackfor

anotherday.

NOMBULELO*

Thetensioninthisroom isheavierthanaslayqueen’seyelashes.

“Ntandoisourson,wearewhoheknowssincethedayhewasbroughthomefrom thehospital.”

Thisuncleistheloudest,youcantellhe’sthetypethatsitsinthekitchenandgossipswith

womenoverahotcupofwhitetea,withanoverloadofmilkandtenteaspoonsofsugar.

Mbuso:“Thatdoesnotcount,Ntandoismyfather’sson.HeisaXaba,youpeoplehavenosay

overhim.”

Yes,babytellthem.



“Xabaornot,damageswerenotpaidforthischild.Thereforehebelongstous.Yourfather

nevercameforthtoclaim him,hewentaroundourdaughterbehindcloseddoorslikeacoward.”

DidImentionthatIhatehim?

Mbuso:“Bullshit.”

That’sright,thismanisbreathingfiretoday.Heisnotplaying.Ntandohascreptinourheartsin

solittletimeandwecan’tlosehim.

Mbuso’sunclebrusheshisshoulder,hiswayorattemptratherofcalminghim down.

Thismeetinghasbeengoingonforhours,wedidn’thavetimetomakebreakfast.Therewasa

knockatthedooraround8am,wewerestunnedtoseetheseunclesonourdoorstep

demandingtotakeNtandobackhome.Mbusohadtocallhisunclesover,onlytwoofthem

couldmakeit.

TheopponentsareNomasonto’sfamily,herfatherishereaswell.Theywanttheirblood,asthey

putit.

Themistakesthatparentsmakealwayscomebacktohauntthechildren,whetherinthenear

futureorthatveryinstant.

“Thisgoestoshowthatyouareyourfather’sson,rudeandcheeky.”

Wrongchoiceofwordsoldman.Whyareunclesnaturallyrude?

Mbuso:“Iwillnothaveyouinsultmyfatherinmyhouse.Whodoyouthinkyouare?”

He’suponhisfeetpointingatthisloudunclewhohasastinkingmouth.

DidInotsaywrongchoiceofwords?Mbusoischanging,Idon’tknowifit’spartofhisgrowthas

afamilymanorafather,buthewearsthishedgeofprotectionforhisfamily.

“Mbuso,ndodanayehlisaumoya.Wearenotheretofightyou.”(Calm down.)

Nomasonto’sfather’sjumpsin.

FunnyhesaysthisbecauseoverthepastfewhourshelethisbrothersinsultmyMbuso.Now

hecomesinpeace?

Bullshit.

Mbuso:“That’snotwhatitseemslike,Iam notgoingtotoleratethisinmyhouse.”

ThankGodforopenfloorplans,I’m inthekitchenwatchingthisepisode.Iwanttogivemy

opinions,Ihavesomuchtosayandask.Buthey,theseareZulumenandIam notallowedto

intervene.Theywouldaskwhohadtheaudacitytobringsuchanunrulychildintotheworldand

ifIgrewupwithoutafather,asifthatcontributesintoone’sbehaviour.

“Howdidyoucomeherewithoutinformingus?”

Mbuso’sunclequeries,heisaslividasMbuso.



“Theirplanwastocomeandtakethechild,theythinkthat,theyhaveasayoverhim.”

Theseconduncle.

Mbuso:“It’snothappening,wewillpayforwhateverwasrequired.Ntando’sparentstrustedme

tolookafterhim andyoupeoplewillnottakethatawayfrom me.”

Nomasonto’sfatherisonhisfeetreadytoriposte.

“Wewilltakethistocourtifwehaveto.”

Thisfatherwaspeacefulwhenhegothereandnowheseemstobetheonecausingconflict.

Mbuso:“Doyourworst,NtandobearstheXabasurname.Wecanfightthiscaseandforyearsif

possible.Youwillbeleftwithonepairofshoesbythetimeit’soverandIwillstillwalkaway

withNtandobymyside.”

Thedadgaspsinshock.WhatdotheyexpectMbusotosay?

Mbuso:“It’suptoyou,Idon’tmindanastycourtcase.WhataboutyouMr.Shai?From whatI

hear,businessisnotgoingwell.Canyouevenaffordalawyer?”

ThatisNomasonto’sfatherbytheway.Heisleftspeechless.

Mbuso:“Getoutofmyhouse,allofyou.”

Appearancescanbedeceiving,Mbusoisnotascalm ashesounds.IknewhelovedNtando,I

didn’tknowitwasthismuch.

“Thisisnotover,notbyalongshot.”

Thefathersays,thelookheisgivingMbusocouldkillathousandmen.

Mbuso:“Youdon’twanttotakemeonsir,itwon’tbeanicefight.”

Gettinglawyersinvolvedwouldbeabigmistakeontheirpart,Celedoesn’tplaynice.Hecomes

recommendedbyStylesandIhavecometoknowthatStylesdoesnotassociatehimselfwith

losers.

Theycarrytheirtailsandleaveastheycame.

MKHIZE*

I’m standinginthemiddleofmylivingroom scrutinizingthesestrangemencarrymyfurniture

outofmyhouse.Thebankhasdecidedtocomeandtakewhatbelongstothem,thehouseand

everythinginit.Iturntoseemyfamilystandingatacornerwithpowerlessexpressions,my

childrenarehomeless.Ihavefailed,mybrothersrefusetohelpmeout.

MaSibiya:“Wherearewegoingtogobaba?”



MaSibiyaseemstobetakingthislightly,Iexpectedhertothrowtantrums.

Me:“Youwillhavetogotoyourfather’shouse,untilIsortsomethingout.”

Ihavenoplan,theonlyplaceIhaveinmindisano-go.

MaSibiya:“Nobaba,ItoldyouthatIwillfollowyoutotheendsoftheearthifIhaveto.”

Itiscomforting.

Me:“Whataboutyoursister-wives?”

MaSibiya:“Theyhavemadeplansandtheyaretakingthekidstoo.ZwelethuiswithNkomo,I

thinkitisbetterthathedoesn’twitnessthis.”

Mysonhatesme,hewouldblamethisonme.Itismyfault,mythirstforpowerhasbecomemy

downfall.”

Me:“That’sgood,youknowthatlifewillneverbethesameagain?Youwon’tbelivingincomfort

whereverwewillgo.”

Sheisnotbotheredbythethoughtofit.

MaSibiya:“Ngiyazibaba.”(Iknow.)

“No,giveitback.That’smine.”

Myson’stinyvoicecatchesmyattention,heisfightingoverhisvideogamewithoneofthe

movers.

Me:“Fanyana,leavethat.”

Itakehim upinmyarms,hewigglesoff.Heisthirteenandhatesbeingtreatedlikeababy.

Fanyana:“Nobaba,don’tletthem takemygame.”

Hecries.

Me:“Iwillbuyyouanewoneboy,letthesemendotheirjob.”

Hescurriesoffoutside,hismothergivesmealookthatkillsmeandmakesmefeellessofa

man.Sheclickshertongueanddashesafterherson.

HowdoIfixthis?HowIgetmyfamilybackunderoneroof?

SETHU*

Ididn’tthinkhavingahousefullofkidscouldbestressful,MbaliandGingerarequietwhenit’s

justthetwoofthem.WithLiyanahere,theyseem tohavelosttheirminds.

Ihavetoscream…andyell…andchide…andIam tired.I’m makingbreakfastforfiveandthe



girlshaveofferedtohelp,buttheirhelphasmessedupthekitchen.Inevercookinadirty

kitchen,yettodayIam immobilised.

Godsofthekitchen,pleaselookpastthismess,itwillneverhappenagain.

Liyana:“CanImaketheeggsauntSethu.”

That’sifwearepreparedtoeatcharredeggs.

Me:“YoucanbutterthebreadLiya,I’lldealwiththeeggs.”

Liyana:“Okay.”

Sheshrugsherminiatureshouldersasifshewouldratherbedoingsomethingelsethan

butteringboringbread.

Ginger:“I’llhelpyouLiyana,I’m donesettingthetable.”

Gingerwalksinwiththisdeclaration.IgaveMbalithetaskofwashingthedishes,shehatesme

rightnow.

Atleastwewillbeafewdishesdownafterwe’redonewithbreakfast.AndIdon’twantStylesto

findthekitchenamess.

Whydopeoplekeepsugaronthetopshelf?

IsitbecauseIdecidedtogrowuntilacertainheighthenceIstruggletoreachthetopshelf?

Me:“Liya,passmethatchairoverthere.”

Ilovehowkidsarealwayseagertohelp…Thischairisbobbing.

Me:“Someoneholdthechairsteadyforme.”

“Sethu,whatareyoudoing?”

ThepanicinhisvoicebringsmecrashingonthefloorandIlandonmybuttocks.

Me:“Ouch.”

Iwhimper,tryingtogetmyassup.IthinkIbrokeahipbone.

Styles:“Kittenareyouokay?”

He’shelpingmeupandIam notokay.

Didhehavetofrightenmelikethat?

Me:“Whydidyouyell?”

Hehelpsmetositonthesameobjectthatthrewmedown.

Styles:“Ididn’tyell,Iwasshockedtoseeyouclimbingonachair.”

Whatisshockingaboutthat?



Me:“It’snotmyfirsttimedoingitStyles.”

Styles:“Youneedtostop,callmeifyoucan’treachanything.Don’triskyourlifelikethatand

my…”

Callhim?

Andhowam Iriskingmylife?It'sonlyafewfeetdown.

Styles:“JustbecarefulSethu,don’tbecarelessplease.

IneedsomeonetotellmewhyStylesisupset.

Thekidsarelaughing,theydon’trealisehowseriousthisis.Ialmostbrokesomething.

Me:“Iam careful,I’m alwayscareful.”

Istandandtheroom spinsforcingmebackdown.Stylesclampshisjaw.

Styles:“That’sit,you’regoingtoliedown.I’llfinishuphere.”

Iam helpedtoacouch,givenafleeceblanketinthisheat.

Me:“Iam notsickStyles.”

Igetawarningstareformyprotest,thismansuddenlyhasissues.

Whyisheabruptlyprotective?

Tobecontinued…
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NEO*

MamSontoisfinallyhere.Zeeisnervy,shehadcitedthatherhearthadbeenracingsinceshe

openedhereyesthismorning.Sheisdisconcertedandleftinqualms.

Zee:“CanImakeyousometeaMamSonto?”

Shedoesn’teatatahousewheresheprays.

MamSonto:“I’m okay,weshouldbegin.”

Shegetsupfrom thesofa.

Me:“Yes,let’sbegin.

Wearemadetokneelandholdhands.

MamSontoleadsusintoprayer.

IfeelZee’shandstightenonmine.Thereisanurgetopopmyeyesopenandinvestigateher

quivers.Ascreechfillsmyearscompellingmetoeventuallyopenmyeyes.It’sZee,herbodyis

shuddering.

Me:“MamSonto,whatiswrongwithher?”

Iwanttoletgoofherhands,yetthereisthisthinginmethatsaysIshouldn’t.

MamSonto:“Whoareyou?”

MamSontointerrogateswithauthorityandmymindisstilltryingtograspwhatisgoingonwith

Zee.

RefusingtoanswerMamSonto’squestion,shepressesherlipstogetherandherheadmovesto

andfro,withholdingtheanswer.

MamSonto:“IcommandyoutospeakrightnowinthenameofJesus.”

IthinkIshouldletgonow,anotheryelpescapesZee’smouth.It’sashoutofatormentedspirit.

Ayize:“Nostop,stop.”

Shescreamsinagony,herbodyswingingbackandforth.

Me:“MamSontokeeng?”(Whatisit?)



Zeeburstsintoaloudhorselaugh,itdoesnotsoundhuman.Sheissneeringatme,Icannot

recogniseherblood-shoteyes.Theysayfearisalie,itcan’tbewhenitfeelssoreal.

Me:“Niemannie.”(Nomanno.)

Itrytopullmyhandsaway,thegripistoofirm.Iam strongerthanthiswomanasfarasIknow.

Shetakesupanotherhair-risingandspine-chillinglaugh.

MamSonto:“Whoareyou?Speak”

Anotherauthoritativedemandfrom her.

Ayize:“Thisismyman.”

Sheputsherarmsaroundmeandkissesmycheek,theseeerielaughsarestartingtoscareme.

Me:“Getoffme,MamSontokemangeo?”(Whoisthis?)

Iachieveinshuntingmyselfback,thisforcefulactchucksmeonthecouch.Eyeswidenedwith

horror,mymindcan’tevenfathom whathaspossessedZee.Sheishissingwhileswayingher

bodylikeasnake.

MaMSonto:“Whatdoyouwantwiththisfamily?”

Zeeorwhateverisinsideher,tiltsitsheadtotheside,hereyesrollupandfallonmealongwith

apointedfinger.Shesmirksandallthehairsonmybodystand.

Ayize:“Iwanthim.”

IrushtohidebehindMamSonto.Whatisthis?

Me:“No,MamSonto.Whatisthatthing?Getitoutofhernow,IwantmyZeeback.”

MamSonto:“ThisisthespiritthatMatshidisouses,aserpent.”

Me:“SoTshidiisinsideher?”

Thereisnoway.

MamSonto:“It’snotherNeo,thebiblesayswedonotwrestleagainstfleshandblood.But

againstprincipalities,againstpowers,againsttherulersofthedarknessofthisworld.

Matshidisoisonlyapawnforthedevil.Peoplewhopractisewitchcraftchoosetoworkforthe

devil.”

Matshidisoisthedevilherself,ifsheiscapableofdoingthis.

Me:“ThentellittoleaveZeealone.Whatifitkillsher?”

MamSonto:“Youneedtocalm down,Godisincontrolnow.Youdon’thavetobeafraidNeo,

comeoutfrom there.”

Neo:“No,I’m saferherebehindyou,whereyourGodis.”

Iam notshowingmyfacetothatdemon.Zeeishissingandmovinglikeasnake.HowwillIget



thisimageoutofmyhead?

Mamsonto:“Youevilspirit,howmanyareyou?”

Ayize:“Whydoyouwanttoknow?Whoareyouandwhyhaveyoubroughtmehere?”

Itknowsthatit’sinmyhouse?MamSontohastosanctifythehousebeforesheleaves.

MamSonto:“Idonotentertaindemons,Isaidhowmanyareyou?”

Zeefoldsherarmsonherchestandshakesherhead,herlipspouted.

MamSonto:“BythenameofJesusChrist,Icommandyoutospeakyoudemon.”

Ayize:“Nooooooo.”

Shescreams,rubbingherhandsalloverherbody.

Ayize:“Keacha.Whyareyouburningme?Iwasdancingpeacefullyonthemountain.Whyhave

yousummonedmehere?”(I'm burning.)

Shestatesinscreams.

MamSonto:“Whywereyoudancing?”

Ayize:“Celebratingherdeath,wearesittingonthebootofhercar.Sheisgoingtobeinan

accident.”

Sheconfessesandmyheartstops.

Me:“WhodotheywanttokillMamSonto?”

Iwhisperinherear,sheignoresmeandcontinueswiththisdemonpossessedwoman.

MamSonto:“Howmanyareyou?”

Thisdemonisstubborn...

MamSonto:“Howmany?”

ButithasnothingonMamSonto’sauthority.

Ayize:“Therearethreeofus,mygrandmotherandhermotherisinvolvedtoo.Beautyisa

powerfulwoman.”

Shefindsitfunny.

Ayize:“Wefetchherfrom prisoneverynightandcomehere,it’seasytoenterahousethatisnot

protected.”

Beautypracticeswitchcraftinjail?

Me:“EmaMamSontoaretheyentermyhouseatnight?”(Shesays.)

Myheartisgoingtojumpoutofmychest,Ican’tbreathe.Thiscannotbereal,ithastobea



dream.

Me:“OhLordJesus.Whatisthis?”

MamSonto:“Yourtimeisup,youwillnotbotherthisfamilyagain.”

Zeeeruptsinlaughter,shefindsMamSonto’sdeclarationfunny.

Ayize:“Whatwillyoudotostopus?Wehaveherlifeinourhands,sheisgoingtodie.Neois

mine,hebelongstome.”

Sheshouts.

Me:“Thedevilisaliar,IrebukeyouinthenameofJesus.Fire,fire,fire.HolyGhostfire,Iam not

yours.IbelongtoJesus.Lordyousaidinyourword…”

Myprayerisstoppedbyherbellylaugh.

Ayize:“Neo,Neo,Neo.Whatpowerdoyouhavethatyoucancalluponthatname?Yourhands

arestainedwithblood,Icansmellit.”

Thisisevilinallforms,thisthingknowsaboutmylife.

Me:“MamSontoburnthisdemonnow,IwantmyZeeback.”

Ifeellightheaded,theheavypresenceisweighingmedown.

Mamsonto:“Youburiedsomethinginthisyard,godigitnow.”

Ayize:“Never,wewilldieifwedothat.”

Demonsarestupid,sheisconfessingeverything.

MamSonto:“Iwillnottellyouagain.”

WhydoInothavethesameauthoritythatMamSontohas?Ineedtobeabletostandupagainst

demons.

Zeescreams,shejumpsupandbeginstomovetowardsthefrontdoorwhilewhimpering.Iwalk

slowlybehindMamSonto,whoismumblingsilentprayers.

Wegettothegarden,Zeekneelsdownandstartsdiggingwithherhands,sherevealsananimal

skin,thesizeofabarofsoap.Ithasdifferentcolourbeadswrappedaroundit.

Shedigssomemoreandrevealssomethingelse.Thisoneisbrownfuraboutthesizeofanegg,

ithaspurplebeadswrappedaroundit.

Me:“Whatisthat?”

Igiveupwithblackpeople,isthiswhatwearecapableof?Godmustbeashamedofus.

Zee’sheadshootsup,shereleasesaloudscream andcollapsesonthedirt.

Me:“MamSontotheytookher.”



I’m panicking.

MamSonto:“RelaxNeo,it’sovernow.Godwilldealwiththem.”

Me:“WhataboutZee?”

Isitsafetotouchher?

MamSonto:“Getherintothehouse.”

Icheckherheartbeatfirst,thankGodsheisstillalive.MamSontofollowsbehindasIcarryZee

intothehouse.Ilayheronthecouch.

Me:“What’snext?Willshebeokay?Whataboutthosethingsweleftoutside?Willthosepeople

cometomyhousewhilewearesleeping?WearenotsafeMamSonto.”

Shesmilesatmyblethering,shecannotkeepastraightface.Iam terrifiedtomywitsandshe

hastheaudacitytosmile.

MamSonto:“Don’tworryaboutAyize,shewillbefine.Thosewhowereatwarwithyouwillnever

botheryouagain,Godisonyourside.”

Me:“Sotheywon’tcometomyhouse?”

Shesimpers.

MamSonto:“No,theywon’t.Iwillprayoverthishouse,noonewilldaretocastanevileyeon

yourfamily.”

Thisisarelief.

Zeeisupinfifteenminutes,shecannotrecallanythingthathappened.Iwillhavetoexplainto

herwhenMamSontoleaves.

*******

MamSontohasburntthethingsthatweredugoutsideinthegarden,Zeeisstillindenialthat

anyofthattookplace.Iwouldbetooandmoreoverfindingoutthatyouwerepossessedbya

spirit.

“BeStrongandcourageous,donotbeafraidordiscouraged.FortheLordyourGodiswithyou

whereveryougo.”

TakingZee’shandsentMamSontostraighttochurch,she’sparrotingascriptureandhereyes

aredeeplyfixatedonhers.Acreasetakesform onZee’sface,thereisafearthatplaysalong

thoselines.

MamSonto:“YouareagoodwomanAyizeanddon’teverdoubtthat.”

Shesaysrandomly.Zeeisjumbledbyherunpredictability.

MamSonto:“Everythinghappensforareason,don’tcompareyourselftootherpeople.Goddoes



notdoanythingwithoutareason.YouneedtotrustHim andpray,allwillbewellifyoubelieve

andleanonGod.”

Iam moreterrifiedofherwords.

Me:“Issomethingbadgoingtohappen?Phelauenaoratahoreshocker.Yourwarningsare

alwaysonpoint.”(Youlikeshockingus.)

MamSonto:“GodwantsyoutoknowthatHeiswithyou,evenwhenyoufeellikeHeisnot.There

willcomeatimewhenyouwillwanttogiveupandthrowinthetowel.Don’tgiveintothat

temptation,lifedoesn’tgoaswewantitto.Youmighthaveplansforyourlife,God’splansfor

youarebiggerthanyours.YouhavebeenthroughitallAyize,lifebroughtyoutoapointwhere

yougaveuponeveryoneandGod.ButHeunderstands,ifyouwantHim back,youwillfindHim

whereyouleftHim.Heiswaitingforyou.Youaremorepowerfulwhenyouareonyourknees.

HesaysIhavelovedyouwithaneverlastinglove.Meditateonthisscriptureanddon’tletit

departfrom yourheart.

Isaiah40:29-31

Hegivespowertotheweak,andtothosewhohavenomightHeincreasesstrength.Eventhe

youthsshallfaintandbewearyandtheyoungmenshallutterlyfall,butthosewhowaitonthe

Lordshallrenewtheirstrength.

LetGodsitonthethroneofyourheartandHewilldowondersinyourlife.Heisyourhealerand

yourprovider,theonlyonewhowillwashawayyourpainandscars.Wheredoctorsfail,Hetakes

overandHishealingisforever.”

Ayize:“You’rescaringmeMamSonto.Whyareyouspeakinglikethis?”

Shequizzes.

Needlesstosay,mamSontoisnotgoingtotellusanythingmore.Sometimesitisbetterto

listenthantospeakandinthiscase,Zeemustdojustthat.

MamSonto:“TrustGodsisi.”

TheseareherlastwordsbeforeIwalkherout,IhatethatshehasleftZeeinastateoffearand

confusion.It’sabouttimewestartgoingtochurchinthishousehold,doctorsarefailingtohelp

ZeeovercomeherpastandlikeMamSontosaid.Wheredoctorsfail,Godtakesover.

STYLES*

It’sbeenthreedayssinceRandallandAmaraleftfortheirhoneymoon,Ionlyspoketohim once.

Theywillbereturningthiscomingweekend.Sethuandthegirlsarestillhere.

Ihavebeenupsince4am,insomniacameandnecessitatedmycompany.Idon’tusuallylose

sleep,myspiritisbothered.Ihadadream aboutmysister,shewastellingmesomething.I



couldn’tmakeoutthewords.

Liyana:“UncleStyles,I’m notfeelingokay.”

Liyanasluggishlywalksintoourbedroom,Ijumpfrom thebedtocheckonher.Sethuwakesup

duetothebedmoving.

Sethu:“What’swrongwithher?”

IsendmyhandtocheckLiyana’stemperature,sheisburningup.Iputheronmylap.

Me:“Areyouinpainprincess?”

Sheshakesherhead,sheissweating.

Liyana:“Abrokenheartisabrokenhome.”

Shestaresintentlyonthewallasifshe’sinatrance,ittakesafewsecondsforherbodytostart

shakingwithaslightrapidmotion.

Sethu:“Styles.”

IlayLiyanaonthebed.

Sethu:“Dosomething.”

Me:“ThereisnothingtodoSethu,theOkolieshaveamessage.Randalltoldmeabouther

episodes,thatweshouldn’tpanic.”

Iexplain.

Liyana:“Abrokenheartisabrokenhome.”

Sherepeatsherwords.Whatdoesshemean?

Sethu:“Whosebrokenheartaretheytalkingabout?”

Me:“Ihavenoclue,IhavetocallRandall.”

Hisancestorshavenotiming,justwheneverythingisgoingwell.

NTOMBI*

NoonehascometoseemesinceIhavebeenlockedup.Jonaspromisedthathewillcome

back,Ihaven’tseenhim.IhavenocluehowMosesisdoing,Iam worriedabouthim.Angerhad

methatdayandnowthatIam calm,Iam tormentedbyimagesofhim lyingonthatfloor.Itis

theonlymemoryIhaveofhim thatseemstovisitme.

“Ntombi.”

Afemalewardensaysstandingbeforeme.



“Youhaveavisitor.”

ItmustbeJonas,Ihavewaitedfortoolong.Ifollowthewardenoutofmycell,Idon’tlikethis

place.GodknowshowIwillsurvivehere.

Ibreakintosobsasmyeyesbeholdmybaby.Nombuleloisheretoseeme,Ithoughtshehated

me.

Me:“Nombulelo.”

She’salsocrying,thisisthefirstrealhugwehaveshared.HowdidInotseethatshewillalways

bewithme?Everyonemightdenyme,butmybabywillalwaysstay.

Lelo:“I’m sorrymom,I’m sorrythatthishashappenedtoyou.”

Sheapologizesformymistakes.

“Vul’igapesboshwa,vul’igape.”(Notouching.)

Thewardenwarns,Ihatethatsheaddressesmeasaprisoner.

Lelo:“Let’ssit.”

Isitoppositeher,Iam stillinawethatsheishere.

Lelo:“Ithoughtyouwereinnocenttillprovenguilty.Issheallowedtoaddressyoulikethat?”

Me:“Don’tworryaboutit.Howareyou?Howismybaby?”

Shesmiles.

Lelo:“She’sperfect.”

Iam goingtomissoutonUluthando’slife.

Me:“Iam sorryforwhatIdidtoyourfather…”

Lelo:“Idon’tblameyoumom,hehadahandinthistoo.IwishIcouldhavepreventedthatfrom

happening,youdon’tdeservetobeinhere.”

Nombulelohashopeforme,IhavebeensocaughtuponMosesthatIfailedtoseethelovemy

daughterhasforme.

Me:“Willyoueverforgivemeforneglectingyou?”

Itakeherhandintomine.

Lelo:“You’remymother,ourrelationshipisforever,Iwantustostartover.”

I’m notthetypethatcries,yethereIam intears.

Me:“ThankyoufornotabandoningmeLelo.”

Shelaughs.



Lelo:“CallmeNombulelo,it’sactuallyfunnyanddramaticcomingfrom you.”

Shelaughsatherinterjection.

Me:“Ineedtoknowifyourfatherisokayornot.”

Iknowthatshehatestalkingabouthim,butIhavetoknowifIwillbegoingawayforalongtime.

Lelo:“He’sinacomma,thedoctorsdon’tknowifhewillwakeup.”

SherepliesandIhavetoadmit,Iam thrilledthatheisnotdead.Thereishopethathemight

makeit.

Lelo:“Youwillbeokaymom,Ipromise.”

Ishouldbelieveher,alsoitistimethatIpayformysins.

ATTHEHOSPITAL*

Mosesliesinahospitalbed,hissoultrappedinaplaceheisunfamiliarwith.Heislookingfora

wayout,butcan’tfindone.

Moses.”

Hehearsmanyvoicesatthesametime,fearspeakstohim.Itsaysahousehasbeenprepared

forhim inthateerieplace.

Mosesshieldshisearsatthesoundofvoicesthatseem totormenthim,thevoicesriseandfall

nevermakingthewordsaudible.Itisdinsnolivingthingcouldevermake.

Moses:“Whoisthere?”

Hisheadisspirallingandhismindisindisarray,hedoesn’tknowwhatisgoingon.Thelast

thingheremembersisthathewaswalkingoutonNtombihiswife.Nowhecravestoseeher

face,hewoulddoanythingtohaveanargumentwithheragain.

Moses:“Ntombi,ukuphi?UkuphiMkami?”(WhereareyouNtombi?)

Hiseyeswelcomeastream oftears,heisdesperateforawayout.

Hefeelsfrozenintime,themanyvoicestormenthim.

Hecurlsuponthefloor,eyeswidewithterrorandhandsclampedoverhisears,hearing

everythingstillasifthenoisecomefrom insidehishead.

INMOSES'HOSPITALROOM*



Mashotosmilesattheworkshejustdid,sheisconfidentofherherbs.Itisagiftpassedonto

herbyherlategrandmother,withnodoubtthespellshecastonMoseshasworked.

Trappinghim inthespiritworldwherehewouldbetormentedwasanideagiventoherbyNkosi,

thisishowherlifewouldbespared.MosesdyingmorethanoncewasinRandall’splansand

lookwhatfatehadinstorefordearoldMoses.

Acomawherehewillprobablynotwakeupfrom andthatissomethingtheywillmakesureof.

HislifeisnowinRandall’shands,hehasbecometheauthorofMoses’life.Astowhentheywill

decidetobringhim outofthecommaorendhismiserableliferemainsamystery.

Tobecontinued…
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Pronunciationof:

Pseudocyesis{Soo-doh-sahy-ee-seez}

STYLES*

Ican’tgetaholdofRandall,hisphoneisoff.Liyana’swordskeepreplayinginmymind,Ilefta

textandaskedhim tocallmeoncehegetsit.

Ididn’tthinkthemeetingwouldbesosoon,I’m withZobuhleandNkomowehavejustarrivedin

Diepkloofextension.Nkomoparksthecaroutsideafirstbrickhouse.Abrowngateservesasa

barrierbetweenthetwowalls.Thereisamanseatedonabenchrightnexttothedoor,hecould

beinhislateseventies.

Zobuhle:“Let’sgoin.”

Shepushesthegateopenandplodsin,themanisonhisfeet.Hegivesmeaqueerlook,

bewildermentslowlyshapeshisface.Heclencheshisjaw,furrowshisbrowsandhiseyesswell

astearssealsthem.

Heturnsback,hidingfrom us.

There’sasnufflecomingfrom him.Itbuildsup,turningintoloudcries.Itismyfirsttimeseeing

agrownmanweeplikethat.Hefallsonhisknees,hishandsgobehindhisneck.Zobuhlerushes

tohim,leavingNkomoandIinastonishment.

Zobuhle:“Aunty,aunty.”

Hershoutissenttotheopendoor,anelderlywomancomesrunning.Shedoesn’taskwhat

happened,insteadcommandsZobuhletogetaglassofwater.SheisconsolingthismanwhoI

thinkisherhusband.

Graduallyhegetsbackup,tearsparadingdownhishardemaciatedcheeks,heglancesatme.

Hisemotionsseem tobestrongerthanhim,heiscryingagain.

Ihaveneverbeensoconfusedinmylife,Ican’trecognizehim atall.Whereashegivesthe

impressionthatheknowsme.

“OhLindiwe,Lindiwe.”

Mymother’snamespewsoutofhismouthinsnivels.

“Ntsakolook,look.Hehasdoneit,Godhasbroughtmysisterhome.”



Hedeclaresinincredulity,hishandsinsertedbehindhishead.

Myheartcracks,IstaggerbackonlytohaveNkomocatchme.NowI’m theonewhoislosingto

mytears.Aftersomanyyears,Ihavefoundmyfamily.

IfeelNkomo’sgriponmyshoulder.

“Myson,isthisreallyyou?Youhaverememberedus.”

Zobuhleisbackwithaglassofwater,shedoesn’tgetachancetogiveittohim.He’sholding

meinhisarmsandwecrytogether.Thefeelingisoverwhelming,Ican’texplainit.Wearegiven

amomentofprivacy,justthetwoofus.

Aunty,hiswifeshepherdsusintothehouse.Thelivingroom isfilledwithsniffsandcoughsand

silenceinbetween.

Zobuhle:“Thisishim,uncleSbu,themanItoldyouabout.”

Zobuhledivesintoanintroduction.

Sbu:“Iseehim mychild,Isawhim themomenthewalkedthroughthegate.Youarenodoubt

Lindiwe’sson.”

Zobuhle:“WhoisLindiwe?”

Me:“Mymother,shediedalongtimeago.”

Ihavealreadytoldhim thisoutside.

Zobuhle:“Ithoughtyouweretheonlychild.”

Sbu:“Ihadasister,ithurttospeakaboutherwhilenotknowingifsheweredeadoralive.SoI

buriedthememoriesandsworenevertobringhernameup.Lindiwewasabductedwhenshe

fiveyearsold,Iwasseven.Welookedforhereverywhere.Myparentsweredevastated,my

fatherfellintodepression.Heblamedhimselfforherdisappearance,heturnedtoalcoholand

thisruinedtheirmarriage.Mymothercouldn’ttakeit,shewantedtofocusonlookingfor

Lindiwe.Theyfinallywenttheirseparateways,Lindiwe’sdisappearancechangedourlives.Both

myparentshavepassedon,theydiedwithoutknowingwhathappenedtotheirchild.”

Me:“Whocouldhavetakenher?”

Sbu:“Thepolicedidn’treallylookintoit,itremainsanunsolvedcasetilltoday.”

Itisnotafirecracker,thisishowthingsareinthiscountry.

Sbu:“Theywillrestinpeacenowthatyouarehere.YouhavefoundyourhomeSiyabonga,your

motherwillbeatpeaceaswell.”

Hehaschosentocallmebythisname.

YesIhavefoundmyhomeandIhavefoundahomeformykids.Iam shownpicturesofmy

motherasachild,shelookedlikeAsanda.Thefamilyiswelcoming,Itellthem howshediedand

howAsandalostherlifeaswell.Thisismytimetostartbelievinginmiracles.



SETHU*

Ayizehascometoseethekids,shejustnarratedawholestoryaboutwitchesanddemonsand

Beauty.Iam astounded,peoplearebravetoplayinthedevil’sbackground.

Me:“It’shardtobelievethatBeautyisawitch.”

Ayize:“HeractionssaiditandyouknowhowtheyhidebehindthebibleandGod.”

Itfeelslikenotsolongagowhenwelivedwithher,nowshehasbecomeastrangerwecan

barelyrecognize.

Ayize:“Herdaysarenumberedandjustsoyouknow,ifshehappenstodie,Iwillnotgotoher

funeral.”

Me:“GingerandMbaliwillhavetogo,sheistheirmother.”

Mbaliwillthetakethenewsprettybad,sheismoreattachedtoBeauty.

Ayize:“Aplanwillbemade.”

Sheshrugs,shedoesn’tcareaboutthat.

IputmyfeetuponthecouchasIpreparetotellhermysaga.

Me:“Ineedtohaveawordwithyou.”

Myintroductionbirthsconcerninhereyes.

Ayize:“I’m listening.”

Sheissippingonaglassofwine,seeminglysheisshakenupbywhathappenedatthehouse

andwinecalmsherdown.Ihavenoworriesaboutherdrinking,sheisabletocontrolherintake

now.

Me:“StylesthinksI’m pregnant.”

Igrewsuspiciousofhisacts,there'sawayhewouldlookatmeeachtimeImove,likeIwould

crackhisfavouriteegg.IhadameetingwithmymindandfoundoutthatImissedmyperiods.

Ayize:“Areyou?”

Me:“IthoughtIwas,onlytofindoutthatit’spseudocyesis.”

Hermouthfallsopen,Iwasshockedtoo.

Ayize:“Waitmymindjustranoutside,letmegoandgetit.”

Sheleavesmelaughingoutloud,sheisathercraziest.Sheopensthefrontdoor,walksoutand

comesbackinajiff.Shegrabsaglassofwine,liftsafingertomotionthatImustwaitwhileshe

gulpsdownwhatisleftofthewine.



Ayize:“Whatwereyousaying?Anddon’trepeatthatword,orelseIwillhavetogoandapplyfor

gradeone.”

Shesitsbackdown.

Me:“It’sthebeliefthatyouarecarryingababywhenyou’renot,insimpletermsit’scalleda

falsepregnancy.”

Ayize:“Howisthatpossible?”

Me:“Itjustis.Yougetallthepregnancysymptoms,theglow,themorningsicknessandswollen

stomachplusthatexcitementthatcrashesyoursoulwhenyoufindoutthat,youdon’thavea

babygrowinginsideyou.”

Idon’twanttocryaboutthis.

Ayize:“DidyoutellMr.S?”

Me:“Andseehisheartbreak?Idon’tthinkso.”

Stylesisexcitedaboutthis,Ipresumethemysterybehindhisweirdnesshasbeensolved.

Ayize:“Youwillhavetotellhim,heisnotababy.Youcan’tprotecthim,themoreyouwaitthe

harderitwillbe.”

Ihavetofollowhertothekitchen,sheisgoingtopouranotherglassofwine.

Me:“Ihatethis,lifecanbecruelsometimes.”

MyheartspeaksoutasIleanonthekitchencounter,watchingAyizeindulgeinwine.Maybea

glasswouldn’thurt,lifeistoopainful.

Ayize:“Howsureareyouthatit’safalsepregnancy?”

Me:“Ididahomepregnancytest.”

Ayize:“LookIam notanurse,butthosearenotalwaysaccurate,tellMr.Sandgotothedoctor

together.Itoldyouaboutsecretsinarelationship,don’ttreadonthatpathSethu.Itwilldestroy

youandwedon’twantthattohappen.”

Sheisright,Iwillhavetotellhim tonightwhenhegetshome.IlovehowAyizechastisesme,she

isthemotherIneverhad.

MBUSO*

DoctorXaba,thereissomeoneheretoseeyou.”

Myreceptionistsaysoverthephone.

Me:“Idon’thaveanyappointmentsforthenexthourZandie.”



Zandie:“Hesaysit’simportantsir.”

Me:“Whoisit?”

Zandie:“HegoesbythenameofThabo.”

Idon’tknowaThabo.

Me:“Lethim in.”

Ihavetorushhomeduringmylunchbreak,Ihopethismanwillnottakeupmytime.

Me:“Comein.”

Iacknowledgetheknockatthedoor,IjerkupatthesightofZumawalkingin.Hehasthenerve.

Me:“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

Zuma:“Pleasehearmeout,Ibegyou.”

Desperationiscoatedonhisfaceashejoinshishandstogetherpleadingtobeheard.

Me:“Saywhatyoucametosayandgetout.”

Imightaswellhearhim out.

Zuma:“Ihavenotbeenthebestpersonintheworld,Ihavemyshareofmistakes.Iam not

perfectMbusoandIhavenojustificationforwhatIdidtoLelo.Icouldn’thavedreamtofdoing

thattoher,Ilov…”

Hestopsashemeetstheblackstareonmyface.

Zuma:“LookIknow,ImessedupandIwanttoapologisetoher.Shewilllistentoyou.”

He’sleaningagainstthedoor,fiddlingwithhisfingers.

Me:“Whatdoyouwantfrom me?”

Zuma:“Speaktoherplease,allowmeintomybaby’slife.Haven’tIbeenpunishedenoughman?

Uluthandodeservestoknowherfather.”

Me:“Shehasafather.”

Idon’tlikehiswordsonebit.

Zuma:“Iknowandsheisluckythatshehastwofathers,don’tyouthink?”

He’stakingchances,butheismakingsense.

Zuma:“Iam willingtopayupdamagesandapologisetoLeloforwhatIdidtoher.”

Iam remindedofNtando.Iknownowhowitfeelstohaveachildtakenawayfrom you.

PuttingmyselfinZuma’sshoes…

Me:“IwillhaveatalkwithLelo.”



Hisfacelightsup.

Zuma:“SoyounamedherUluthando?”

He’sgettingcomfortableandstridingin.

Me:“Yes.”

Iam notabouttogetfriendlywithhim.

Zuma:“It’sanicename.Howisshe?CanIseeapictureplease?”

Ican’tdenyhim thatandcrushhisspirit.Afewscrollsonmyphonetakesmetoathousand

picturesofGoku.ThesamesmileIhaveonmyfacecreepsuponZuma’sface,ashetakesa

tripdownmygallery.

NowitisuptoLelotodecide,ifshedoesn’twanthim thenIwon’tbeabletohelpanyfurther.

Howeverfrom onefathertoanother,Iwillhavetotryandconvinceher.

AYIZE*

Thefollowingday.

Kagisoneedstogotocrèche,heneedstominglewithotherkids.Ilovehavinghim thewhole

day,butIneedabreaksometimes.Heistakinghisafternoonnap,thehouseisdirty.TheleaveI

tookatworktopreparefortheweddingisalmostover,Iam notlookingforwardtogoingback.

IrushtoopenthedoorlesttheknockwakesKagiso,Iwon’tbeabletocleanifhewakesup.

Ayize:“Amara?”

Hereyesareswollenandred,shefallsinmyarmsasshebreaksintoaloudcry.Whatjust

happened?IsitRandall?Howdidshegethere?

Me:“Baby,whatisit?IsRandallokay?”

Lordlethim beokay.

Shenods,Idon’tknowwhatsheisagreeingto.Randallbeingokayorthatsheiscryingbecause

ofhim.Ifsomethinghappenedtohim,wewouldknow,right?

SETHU*

I’m happythatStylesfoundhismother’sfamily.Heiselatedthatthepuzzlehasbeensolved,he

isalsofixingthingswithRichard.He'sathishappiest.Howam Igoingtobreakthisnewstohim?

Hewillbeheartbroken.ThebratsandIarestillcampingathishouse.



IrushtoopenthekitchendoorasIhearhiscarpullupoutside.

Styles:“Ibroughttheseforyou,youneedtoeatclean.”

Hestates,placingafewbagsofgroceriesonthekitchencounter.It’snowornever,Ihavetolet

him know.

Me:“Iam notpregnant.”

It’sharderthanitseemed,I’m waitingforhim tosaysomething.I’m standingafewfeetaway

from him,myarmsacrossmychestandmyheartdancingtothesoundofdistress.Hestaresat

meimpassively,thisisnotthetimetobehidinghisemotions.Ineedtoknowwhatisgoingon

inhismind.

Styles:“Howdoyouknow?”

Heturnsawayfrom mygazetounpackthegroceries,heisnotgoingtotellmehowhe

concludedthatIwaspregnant.

Me:“Ididthetest.”

Myvoiceisaslowasitcouldbe.

Styles:“Atthehospital?”

HewantstobecleverIsee.

Me:“No,Iboughtahomepregnancytest.”

I’m notthefirstonetodothat.

Styles:“You’repregnant.”

Heisinsisting.

Me:“Styles,it’safalsepregnancy.Ithappenswhen…”

Styles:“Sethu,you’repregnant,Ijustknowit.”

Willheatleastlookatme?

Heisupsetwithme,that’swhyhewon’tlookatme.

Me:“Babe…”

Ohgreat!!!

Hereceivesacall,hedoesn’twastetimetoanswerit.Helistensforawhileandonlysaysthese

words.

Styles:“I’m onmyway.”

Hekissesmeandsprintsoutwithoutexplaining,theonlythingIcouldgetfrom hisfaceisa

disorderedguise.



Tobecontinued…
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MKHIZE*

ThisiswhereIhavefoundmyselfwithMaSibiya,backinKliptowninmymother’shouse.Sika

hadtheplacecleanedup,butitstillcarriesbadmemories.

HowwillIsleepinthishouse?MaSibiyadoesn’tknowthehorrorthesewallsconceal.

Sikabringsinthelastbag,heofferedthatwestaywithhim,buthishouseisoccupiedbyhis

extendedfamily.Idon’twantMaSibiyatofeeluncomfortable,Iwanthertomovefreelyaround

thehouse.

Sheissortingoutthebedroom.

Me:“Whatdoyouhaveforme?”

Sika:“Theirlivesmustbeturnedupsidedownaswespeak,shewillneverforgivehim forthis.”

Thereisalwayslightattheendofatunnel.

Me:“GoodjobSika,ifIam goingdownthenIam takingeveryonewithme.”

Hesmiles,thisisgoingtobeinteresting.

STYLES*

Randallsoundedfranticoverthephone,hewasn’tmakingsense.Hesaidtomeethim athis

house,Ican’tthinkofwhatcouldhavehappened.Drivingthroughthegate,Iseehiscarparked

outside.Theyhadthreemoredaystogo,Icanonlyhopethattheyarebothokay.

Ipasstwoguardsonmywayin,thedooriswidelyopen.Thereheis,atthebottom ofthestairs.

Acloudofsmokehoversaroundhim,he’sstresssmokingandhasaglassofscotchonthe

samehand.

Helooksupatme,he’sbeencrying.



Me:“Whathappened?”

Hetakesasip.

Randall:“Everythingwasgoingwell,wewerehappyandinlove.Tillafewhoursago,wewereat

ahotelinBloemfonteinwhenIcameoutoftheshowerandshewasgone.Ithoughtmaybeshe

hadgoneouttoreception,afewminutespassedandIgrewworried.Idon’tknowhowImissed

herphoneonthebed,therewasanotethatcamewithit.{I’m goingbackhome,donotcomefor

me.Thetextonthephonewillexplain.Ihopeyou’rehappywithyourselfRandall.}”

Hehandsmeaphone.

Randall:“Ialmostwentcrazy,IthoughtIwaslosingmymind.Howisthishappeningtome?”

Iunlockthephonetoseeapictureofagroupofyoungmen,Nkomoisthere.Izoom intosee

RandallandI’m standingrightbehindhim.

Randall:“AmarawillneverforgivemeStyles,shewillneverforgiveme.”

Hesays,histeethclampedtogether.

Me:“WhathappenedRandall?Idon’tunderstand.”

Randall:“Checkthemessages.”

Igotothetextmessages,thereisatextfrom anunsavednumber.

“Areyousureyouwanttospendyourlifewiththemanwhokilledyourparents?”

Me:“NowayRandy,youcouldn’thavedonethat.”

Hepuffsacigarettethewhiffandsmokepermeatesaroundus.

Me:“Irememberthisday,thevisionisalittleblurry.Itwasourfirstjobandthisguyhiredus.We

drankourselvessillyjusttowearoffthenerves.Idon’trememberwhathappenedafterthat,I

don’trememberbeinginthathouse.”

Randall:“Wekilledherparents,someoneelseoutthereknowsaboutit.TheysentthistoAmara,

justtodestroyme.”

AllofthisreeksofMkhize,Iknewweshouldhavekilledhim.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingon,butyouneedtofindAmaraandtellherthatthisisalie.We

couldn’thavedonethisRandall.”

Randall:“WhatdoyoumeanStyles?Thereisapicturethatputsusatthesceneofthecrime.”

He’sfrustrated.

Me:“Iknow,Ialsoknowthatweareinnocent.”

ThetrackeronmyphonesaysAmaraisatNeo’shouse.

Randall:“Whathappenedthatday?”



Sittinglikethisandcrackingourheadswillnothelp.Weneedtothinkofawayout.

Me:“Gofindyourwifeandbringherbackhome.”

Idon’tseeanyhopeinhim,hehasaccepteddefeat.

Randall:“Everythingisalie,love,happiness.It’sallafaçadetokeepusdistractedfrom reality.

HowdidIfallforthistrap?Iam suchanidiot.”

Hethrowstheglassagainstthewall,itsplattersintopieces.

Randall:“Fateisameansonofabitch,Iam payingforeverypainIhavecausedpeople.”

He’sintheloungenow,pouringanotherglassofscotch.

Me:“No.”

Isnatchtheglassfrom him,hefrownsatmeandtakeshisattentiononthecigarette.

Me:“UzeIam notgoingtotellyouagain,goandbringAmarahome.”

HethinksI’m losingmymind,thelooksaysit.

Randall:“Youdon’tgetitdoyou?Amarawantsnothingtodowithme,shehatesme.”

Hestates,pacingupanddownthelivingroom.

Me:“AllI’m hearingareexcuses,thisisnotyou.DoitforLiyana,sheneedshermother.It’sthe

leastyoucando,youtookOliviaawayfrom her.”

Mydisputehurtshim,hescowlsatme,painpaintinghiseyes.

Me:“I’m sorry.”

Randall:“You’reright,IneedtofightforAmara.”

Heretorts,searchinghispockets.

Me:“She’satNeo’shouse.Iwilltracethisnumberinthemeantime.”

Mkhizeisgoingtopayforthis.

Randall:“Idon’tthinkIcantakeitifsherejectsme.HowwillIdealwiththat?”

Me:“Likeaman,you’restrongandyouwillovercomethis.”

Thesoundofthedooropeninggripsourattention,AmarawalksinwithAyize.Herfaceishard,

hereyesholdangerandpain.IcanhearRandall’srapidbreathing,he’sabouttobreakdown.I

needtofindanswerstothis,Iam 100%certainthatwedidn’tkillherparents.

NOMBULELO*



IfthereisanyoneItrustmorethananythinginthisworld,itisMbuso.Itrusthisdecisions,Itrust

hiswordandrightnowItrusthim whenhesaysZumaneedstomeetUluthando.

Ameetinghasbeensetfornextweekend,Zumaisgoingtopaydamagesandatrucewillbe

madebetweenthetwofamilies.Rightafterthat,Mbusowilldowhatisexpectedofhim,wewill

finallyhaveourwedding.

Thereissilenceinthelivingroom aswewaitforMbusotobringUluthando.Ntandoisquietly

playingwithhistoysonthefloor.

Zuma:“Howhaveyoubeen?”

Thereisnoreasonforsmalltalk.

Me:“Good.”

Iam notgoingtoaskabouthiswellbeing,Idon’tcare.

Zuma:“I’m sorryabout…”

Me:“Notnow,therewillbeatimeforthat.”

Ihavenostrengthtowalkdownmemorylane,herecomesMbusowithbabyGoku.Zumastands

up,asmileformsonthecornersofhismouth.

Mbuso:“YouneedtositdownsoIcangivehertoyou.”

Mbusoinstructs.

Heisgoodatthis,Zumatearsupassoonashehasthebabyinhisarms.

Mbusoisabitscepticalaboutthis,hehasjealousywrittenonhisface.Noonewilltakehis

placeinGoku’slife.Iwillmakesureofthat.

OKOLIERESIDENCE.*

AmaradidnotcomebackforRandall,shedidn’tthinkthatshewouldfindhim home.Theystand

inthelivingroom glaringateachother.Randallstubsoutthecigaretteheopenshismouthto

speak,butAmarawalkspasthim andheadstotheirroom.

Ayize:“Idon’tknowwhatyoudidtoher,butyouneedtofollowherandfixthis.”

Ayizeisallforagoodcourse,she’scheeringforthisrelationship.

Styles:“Goman,I’lltakecareofeverything.”

Athisfriend’sdemandsRandallrushestofindhisnewbride.

Sheissittingontheedgeofthebed,hefreezesatthedoorway.Hedoesn’tsayanything,but



waitsforherspeak.

Amara:“I’m leaving.”

Sheisnotgoingtoaskhim anything.

Randall:“Ididn’tdoitmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hewantstomovetoher,hedoesn’tknowwhathewilldowhenhegetsthere.

Amara:“I’m notanidiotRandall,Isawthepicture.”

Sheurges.

Randall:“IknowImighthavebeentherethatnight.Idon’trememberanything,Iwasakidback

thenAmara.”

Amara:“Thatgaveyoutherighttokillmyparents?”

Randall:“Iam innocent.”

Shewantstobelievehim,butthepicturesprovedotherwise.

Amara:“Ican’tstayhere,Ican’tdothisRandall.”

Seeingherpackedbagsmakesitallreal.

Randall:“No,pleasedon’tleave.Youcanpunishmeinanywayyouwant,butdon’tleaveme

Amara.Callthepolice,getmearrested,anythingbutthat.”

Hebringshimselfclosetoher,shetakesastepback.

Amara:“Ihavebeenanidiot,allthistimeIwasafool.YouplayedmeRandall.Youmademe

thinkthatyoulovedme.StupidnaïveAmara,whattheheckdoessheknow?”

Randall:“Idoloveyou,Amara.Thisisme,yourRandall.”

Hisattempttotouchherisineffectual.

Amara:“Idon’tknowthisRandallbeforeme,Idon’tknowtheRandallthatkilledmyparentsin

coldblood.”

Herretortkillshim.

Randall:“PleaseIwilldoanything.”

Amara:“CanyoubringmyRandallback.TheRandallIfellinlovewith?”

Hehatesthatsheishurtingbecauseofhim,Stylesneedstohurrywiththatinformation.

Randall:“Iam heremehemma,Iam hereIloveyou.”(Myqueen.)

Randallenwrapshisarmsaroundherandsheletshim touchher.Tearsstreamingdownhis



face,shehatesthatheiscrying.Thoughshecan’tignorethepaininherheart.Thereisa

possibilitythatthemansheloveswithallherheartkilledherparents.

Thisisthesamemanthatshetrusts,shehasputherlifeinhands.Henettleshercheeksinhis

palmsandpresseshisforeheadonhers.

Randall:“Somemu.”(Holdme.)

Hepleadsinlowcries,hisheartisracingasthefearoflosingherengulfshim.

Randall:“Mmamenko,mehemma.”(Don’tletmegomyqueen.)

Hepleads,hisarmspullinghercloserintohim.

Amara:“Letmego.”

Ademandescapesinwhisper,Randalldoesnotknowthiskindofpain.Itisallnewtohim.

Randall:“Please,don’tleaveme.”

Amara:“Ican’tbewithyouRandall,youtookmyparentsawayfrom me.”

Shefreesherselffrom hisgrip,herheartshatterswhenhefallsonhiskneesandweeps.The

manwhohasdemonstratedstrengthsinceshehasknownhim iscryinghiseyesout.He

enfoldshisarmsaroundherwaist,hisheadrestsonherbabybump.

Randall:“Mentem’akomaAmara,nnyaeme.”(Don’tbreakmyheartAmara,don’tleaveme.)

Sheisfailingtopushhim away,hisgriponherisstrongerthansheis.

Amara:“WhataboutmyheartRandall?Whataboutmyfuckingheart?”

Forthefirsttimesheshoutsathim inwrath,angerhasputcusswordsinhertongue.Randall

refusestobudge,thisisthewomanheloves.

Randall:“Kosekaframehemma.Mehiawo,mepaakyewnnyaeme.”(I’m sorrymyqueen.Ineed

you,pleasedon’tleaveme.)

Speakinginhisnativelanguageusuallyworkswithher,thisisherweaknessandshewantsto

givein.Shewantstoforgivehim andholdhim back.Herheartistoobrokenthough.

Amara:“Pleasegivemespace.”

Shecupshisfaceintoherhands,kneelsbeforehim.Heisherhusband,justafewdaysagoshe

promisedtobewithhim forbetterorworseandtheirworsecameearlierthanexpected.She

swipesherthumbsonhischeeks,wipingawayhistears.

Randallcannotunderstandwhatisgoingon,theonlythingheseesinhereyesispain.

Randall:“I’m sorry.”

Anapologywillneverbeenough.

Amara:“Iknow.”



Thisiscouldbeherwayofgettingridofhim orshereallydoesunderstand.

Amara:“IwanttobealoneRandall,please.”

Shemutters,hedoesn’twanttoleaveheralone.Hewantsthem totalk,hewantstotakeaway

thepaininherheart.

Randallisbackuponhisfeet,hehesitatesbeforewalkingout.HehasnoideawhatAmarais

thinkingorifshewillleavehim.Hecanhearhercriesfrom outsidethedoor,thereisastrong

urgepushinghim togobackinsideandcomforther.Howeverhecan’tdothat,sheaskedtobe

alone.

STYLES*

IknewthatMkhizehadahandinthis,lettinghim leavehasproventobeourbiggestmistake.

Accordingtomysource,hehasmovedtokliptown.Iwillnotlethim havearoofabovehishead.

Ayize:“Herehecomes.”

Ayizesays,Iexplainedeverythingtoher.Shewaslivid,buteventuallycametounderstand.

Randallistrudgingdowntheflightofstairs,Imeethim halfway.Hiseyesarenotpromisingand

thefirstthingthatcomestomindis,howwillIfixthisifhefailed?

Ayize:“I’m goingtoseeifAmaraisokay.”

Shedashesaway.

Me:“Whathappened?”

Randall:“Shewantstoleaveme.”

Hepullsoutapacketofcigarette,slipsoneoutandplacesitbetweentheseamsofhislips.I

don’tlikethis.

Me:“Ithoughtyouquit.”

Hescowls,ignoresmeandcontinuestolightit,Ifollowhim outtothebackyard.

Me:“Whatdidshesay?”

Randall:“Itoldyou.”

Helookslikeachimneywithallofthissmokelingeringaroundhim.IthoughtAmarawouldhear

him out.

Me:“ThemanwhoorderedthehitthatdaywasMkhize.”

Herapidlyturnswithagrimace,thisthoughtwasfarfrom hismind.

Me:“Hisbrother,theonewhoworkedwithFranco.”



Randall:“ThatfuckerMusa?”

Hespitshisnameoutasifitburnshistongue.

Me:“Hewastheleaderthatnight.Amara’sfatherandMkhizehadjuststartedataxibusiness,

Mkhizebecamegreedyandtookhim out.Thebloodycowardusedyoungmentodohisdirty

work.Wewereyoung,wehadnothingandwhenNkomointroducedustohisuncle.Wewentfor

it,theysaidtherewon’tbeanybloodshed.Musaknewwhenwewentintothathousethat,

Amara’sparentswillnotseeanotherday.Hekilledthem andthatwasafterhesexually

assaultedhermom.”

Randall:“Pleasestop.”

Heleansagainstthewall,puffingonthecigaretteasifit’sthelastonehewilleverhave.

Me:“Amarahastoknowthatyouhadnothingtodowiththis,Mkhizewantstodestroyyour

homeRandall.”

Hecan’tthinkofanythingpastthepaininhisheart,hismindseemstobefaraway.

Randall:“WhereisMkhize?”

Me:“Kliptown.”

Randall:“Iwanthim homeless,Iwanthim sleepingunderabridge.Thosetaxisthathehas,I

wantthem gone,Styles.Hehastobegformercy.”

Nowwe’retalking.

Me:“Whatdowedo?”

Randall:“Giveoffatip,getthecommunityangryandseekingjustice.Theyhavetodestroythat

house,takeitdown.Theyshouldburnitifneedbe.”

ThisistheRandallIknow.

Me:“Done,I’llcontactNkosirightaway.”

Mkhizesleepingunderabridge?Damnlifeisgood.

AMARA*

TheonlyreasonIcamebacktothishousewastogetmyclothes,notoncedidIthinkIwould

findRandallhere.Seeinghim hasmadeitdifficultformetowalkaway.HowdoIleavehim

whenmyheartwon’tletme?

Ithurtseeinghim crylikethat,Iwantedtoholdhim andtellhim thatIforgivehim.Butthepain

wouldn’tletme.Ayizetellsmethatheisinnocentandhadnothingtodowithit,althoughhewas

there.HowdoIlookpastthefactthathewasapartofthementhatkilledmyparents?

Ayize:“MkhizeisslyAmara,heusedthistodestroyyourfamily.Don’tgivethedevilaplatform



tolaughoutloud.Ifyouleavethatman,hewon’tbeokay.Hewillneverbeokay.Whataboutyou,

LiyanaandR.J?Youhavebuiltahopeforyourself,youfoundloveAmaraandyou’vecomeso

far.Youcan’tgiveupnow.”

IhearwhatAyizeissaying,therearesomanybutsthough.Mymindismuddled,Ican’tthink

straight.

Shejoinsmetositonthebed.

Me:“I’m confusedAyize,Idon’tknowwhattodo.”

Ayize:“ThisislifeAmara,it’snotsweet.Youwouldthinkthereissomeoneuptherewhoenjoys

makinguspuppets,lookatme.ThelastmanIwaswithbeforeNeoabusedme,hedidthingsto

meandnowImightneverbeabletomotherachild.”

Shebringsforthsadnews.

Me:“How?Idon’tunderstand.”

Asadlookmeltsonherface.

Ayize:“I’vebeenfeelingdiscomfortinmywomb,soIwenttogetapapsmearanddecidedto

getacheck-upaswell.Theresultscameback,I’m infertile.”

Me:“I’m sorrybabe.”

Ayize:“WelllikeIsaid,lifeisnotsweet.NeoandIwillbeokay,allthingsworktogetherforgood

tothosewholoveGod.”

Ayizeisquotingbibleversesnow?HowlonghaveIbeengone?

Me:“You’vebeengoingtochurch?”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Notyet,NeosaysweshouldandI’m game.Hemakesuspraybeforebed.Thisisthe

scripturethatwaschosenfortheweek,hebulliesmeintoreadingitmorningandnight.Nowit’s

stuckinmybrain,itannoysmesometimes.”

Ilovethiswoman.

Me:“Ididn’tknowthatNeoattendschurch.”

Ayize:“Afterbeingattackedbywitchestrustme,hehasnootheroption.ThatmanisacowardI

tellyou.”

I’m failingtolaughatherretorts,myheartisheavy.

Ayize:“ThisGodthingworks,youshouldtryit.CometochurchwithusonSunday,itwillbemy

firsttimetoo.”

Sheoffers.

Me:“Iwouldlovethat.”



Ayize:“Bringourhusband.”

Iseewheresheistakingthis,itwilltaketimeformetogetoverwhatRandalldid.

Ayize:“TheywereyoungthenAmara,I’m notsayingwhattheydidwasright.Theyweretrapped

intothinkingthatitwasonlyarobbery.”

Canlovebethisstupidthatitwantstoforgiveallthetime?RandallhurtmeandallIcanthink

aboutisbeingwithhim,Iwanttohideonhischestandforgetthatthiseverhappened.

Thereisaknockatthedoor,hewalksinaswearewonderingwhoitcouldbe.Ididn’tgettime

tocarefullylookathim,he’sanemotionalwreck.HeisnotthestrongRandallIknow,myheart

isinpieces.ButIwanttomakehim feelbetter.

Ayizeseesthisasanopportunitytoleavetheroom.

Ayize:“ThinkaboutwhatIsaid,helovesyou.”

Shemummersbeforewalkingout.

Randall:“Mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hemuttersglancingrightatme,Ican’tbelieveIam abouttosaythis.

Me:“Won’tyouholdme?”

Hiseyesamplify,Isaidtheunexpected.Hismindisstillbuffering,tryingtocatchwhatIjustsaid.

Me:“Iwantyoutoholdme,Randallandmakethepaindisappear,tellmethateverythingwillbe

okay.Thatwewillbeokayandwillgetpastthis.”

Heissittingnexttome,hiseyesdeepintomineandhishandcradlingmycheek.I’m blubbing,I

wantthetearstostop.

Randall:“Everythingwillbeokay,Ipromise.Youwillbeokayagainmehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Hekissesmycheeks,pullsmeonhischestandsinksdownonthebedwithme.ThisiswhereI

wanttoberightnow,inhisarms.Idon’twanttothinkaboutanythingelse.

Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

211*

SETHU*

“Auntyourphoneisringing.”

Liyanastates,I’m slavingawayinthekitchenforthem.Tryingtoputsuppertogether.Whilethey

areengrossedontheTVandnotoneofthem willbothertogetupandbringmyphone.

Mbali:“Sisi,yourphone.It’smakingnoise,wecan’thear.”

She’scomplaining?

WhatdoIdowiththesekids?

Me:“OneofyoubettergivememyphoneorIwillnotcooktonight.”

Gingeristheonetotakethejump,I’m stilltryingtograsphersweetnature.Iusedtowalkon

eggshellsaroundher,shemightgobacktothehardpersonshewas.

Me:“Thankyousweetie.”

Seescurriesback,snubbingmygratitude.Idon’tknowthisnumber,it’sfrom alandline.

Me:“Yes.”

Ianswer.

“MayIpleasespeaktoSethuMalinga?”

Afemalevoicesaysonthereceivingend.

Me:“Speaking.”

“YouwerestatedasthenextofkinonBeautyMalinga’sfile.”

Myhearttapsonmychest.

Me:“HowmayIhelpyou?”

“Shediedmysteriouslyinhercelllastnight.Weneedto…”

Mymindblocksouttherestofherspeech,MbaliandGingerwillhavetoburyanotherparent.I

havelostinterestinBeauty,butthesegirlsmeantheworldtome.



Narrated*

SikahasbeenaloyaldogtoMkhizesincehewasayoungman.Hestartedoffasoneofhistaxi

drivers,hewouldrunerrandsforhim andMkhizegrewfondofhim.YearslaterSikawoulddo

anythingforMkhize,evenkillforhim.

RagehasbeencrawlinginhisheartsincetheyfoundoutthatStylesandRandallarebehind

Mkhizedownfall,Sikaisoutforblood.

Hewantstogoatthem gunsblazing,littledoesheknowthatRandallhasfoundloyaltyinaman

whoisasslyasafox.DoesSikastandachanceagainstNkosi?

AknockatthedoorbringsSikatohisfeet,hisauntissleepinginherroom whiletherestofthe

familyhavegonetodotheirtasksfortheday.Work,schoolandhustling.

Sika:“Whoareyou?”

Hefrownsattheblackmanonhisdoorstep,heisdressedcasuallyandnowarningisbrought

forthtoSikabyhisintuition.

Nkosihascometocollect.

Nkosi:“Youwerespottedatthedevil’splaygroundandhewantsyoursoul.”

Hestates,Nkosicanbealittledramaticsometimes.HehascausedconfusioninSika’smind,

it’sonlybutafewsecondsthatheistappedbacktoreality.It’slatetopulloutagunasSika

feelsahardobjectonhisabdomen.

Heknowsthathistimehascome,butfirsthewantstoknowwhoisafterhislife.

Sika:“Whoare…”

Fatedenieshim achancetofinishhisquestionasabulletpiercesthroughhisabdomen,two

moreshotssendhim onthegroundwithbloodoozingoutofhisstomachandalittlemore

escapingfrom hismouth.

“DankieSiyabonga.”(Thankyou.)

Avictorioussmirkonhisface,Nkosislidesaway,leavingthebodyonthedoorstepforthe

familytodiscoverit.

Nkosipickshisphonetomakeacall,todayhasbeenagooddayforhim.

Nkosi:“Mhlonishwa.”(Boss.)

Thereisonlyonemanhehasdubbedwiththisname.

Randall:“Isitdone?”

Nkosi:“HisfamilywillbesingingamaguguonSaturday.”(Funeralhymns.)

Randall:“Good.”



Nkosi:“Youknowmemhlonishwa,‘makuchithek’igazi,kukhal'abantunamafosholo.Sidlaama

sevencolours.Dankiesiyabonga.”(Inevermissatarget.)

Randallsmirks,helovesthesoundofthat.

Randall:“AndMkhize?”

Nkosi:“Thatoldmanwillbeusingarockashispillowtonight.”

Hereplies,hisvoiceburstingwithpride.

Randall:“Nkosi,youandIhaveabrightfuturetogether.”

Nkosi:“DankieSiyabonga.”(Thankyou.)

Andwiththat,hedashesintohiscaranddrivesofflikenothingeverhappened.

MKHIZE*

HowdidIgrabasnakebyitstailandnotitshead?Nowithasbittenme.Ihavelostmyhome,

theonlyplaceIhadleft.Ihavenowheretogo.

Anangrymobcameknockingonmydoor,shoutingoutloudthat,Ihadkilledmymotherand

theywantedjustice.

Weescapedthroughthebackdoor,Ihavenothingnow.Mycarswererepossessedaswell,my

taxishavedisappearedlikeaghostatthecrackofdawn.

Ihadmanyfriendsduringmygloriousdays,itistruethatwhendaysaredarkfriendsarefew.

WeareinataxitoKatlehong,IhavenottoldMasibiyawhereweareheadedto.Shewillnotlike

itatall,butthisisforherowngood.IwouldpleadwithNkomotoaccommodateher,thenagain

heisnottakingmycalls.

MaSibiya:“Whyareweherebaba?”

Sheasksaswejumpoffthetaxi,Ihavetosendherbacktoherfather’shouse.

Me:“IfIcoulddothingsdifferently,Iwouldmkami.Iam sorrythatthisistheonlyoptionwe

haveleft.Ishouldhavesecuredyourfuture,investedinabusiness.Thiswouldnotbeour

situation,moneywastheonlythingthatmatteredtome.Ithoughtthetaxiswerealifetime

thing.Ihavelostitall,myaccountshavebeenwipedcleanedandIhavenothingtomyname.”

MaSibiya:“KodwaItoldyouthatIwillfollowyouanywhere,youaremyhusband.Pleasedon't

sendmeaway.”

Me:“IwillcomebackforyouMaSibiya,stayhere,Iwillsleepwellatnightknowingthatyouare

safe.”

Sheisreluctantaboutit,buteventuallyagrees.



MaSibiya:“Pleasecomebackformebaba.”

She’sintearsandIhavenostrengthtowipethem away.

Me:“Iwill.”

Ican’tpromiseanything,thismightbethelasttimethatIam holdingherinmyarms.

Iwatchherstrollintoherfather’shouse,carryingthefewclotheswemanagedtoescapewith.

Ineedtocatchanothertaxioutofhere,IsearchmypocketsandcomeoutwithaR1coin,it’sall

Ihave.WhathaveIdonetomylife.Thelastpersoninmindmightprobablyhelpme.

Me:“MaMkhize.”

Iam surprisedthatshetookmycall.

Sethu:“Whatdoyouwant?”

Me:“Canwemeetplease?Ineedtoseeyou.”

Idon’tgroveltoanyone,butlifehashumbledme.

Sethu:“IwantnothingtodowithyouMkhize.”

Sishihastakeneverythingfrom me,mydaughteraswell.TheonlymemoryIhaveofmybeloved

Nontobeko.

Me:“I’m onlyhumanMaMkhize,pleasehearmeout.You’remybaby,youcan’tturnyourbackon

me.”

Sethu:“IcanandIdid,Ihadatoxicfatherbeforeyou.HehurtmeinwaysIneverthoughthe

could.Itrustedhim andhowdoIknowthatyouwillnotdothesame?”

Idon’tseehergivingmeachance.

Me:“You’remypreciousbabygirl.Iwouldneverdream ofhurtingyouMaMkhize.”

Sethu:“Stopcallingmethat.”

Ithurtsthatshedoesn’twanttoacknowledgehername.

Me:“Canwemeet?”

Silence.

Sethu:“I’m sorry.”

Thelineisdisconnected.

BoKhabazela,whyhaveyouforsakenme?

RANDALL*



Aweeklater…

IhavespentthepastweektryingtomakeituptoAmara,thisisthetimewhensheshouldbe

ecstatic.Wearenewlyweds,butthereistensionbetweenus.LiyanaisstillwithStyles,she

wantstocomebackhome,butIcan’thavehercomebacktothismess.IfeflewbacktoGhana

withnanathedayafterthewedding,shesaidshewantstotakecareofmother.

Everyonewhohadvisitedfortheweddingdidn’twastetimetogobacktotheirhumbledhomes.

I’m bustlinginthekitchentryingtopreparelunchforAmara,alittlesomethingtocheerherup

andmaybegetthatsmileback.

Ihearherfootfallcomingtowardsthekitchen.HaveIevermentionedhowthiswomanmakes

myheartstop?Iam asnervousashell,thethoughtofseeingherandhavingherrejectmeagain

isterrifying.

Shestopsonthedoorway,herarmscoverherchest.

Me:“Doyouneedanything?”

Shenods,hereyesrefusetoglanceatme.

Me:“Whatdoyouneed?”

Shedoesn’trespondbutplodstothefridge,shepopsherheadin.Imoveclosertoher,she

almostbumpsintomeassheclosesthedoor.Shehasatubofyoghurtinherhand.

I’m inherwayandnotwillingtolethergowithouttalkingtoher.

Sheturnsaround,Iknowshewantstousetheotherexit.Ipullherbackandcageheragainst

thefridge.

Amara:“LetmepassRandall.”

Me:“CallmebabythenIwillletyoupass.”

Iam pullingabullbyitstail.

Amara:“Iam notplayingwithyouRandall.”

AndI’m notwinning.

Me:“ImissyouAmara,Imissyoursmile.ImissyoucallingmebabyandImissyourugly

horselaugh.”

Iseeasmilecrackonthecornersofhermouth,itgoesbeforeitreachesitsfullform.

Amara:“Idonothaveanuglylaugh.”

Herretortputsasmileonmyface.

Me:“No,youdon’t.That’swhatwe’lltellpeopleanyway.”



Shesmilesfullyatmyjest.

Me:“RememberwhenIsaiddon’teverstoptalkingtome?”

Shedropshersadeyes.

Me:“Itfreaksmeoutwhenyou’renottalkingtomeAmara.TheonlythingIam afraidofinthis

lifeislosingyou.”

Hereyesrise,ascowlbuildsuponherface.

Me:“Idon’tknowwhatlifewaslikebeforeyou.You’reapartofmenowmehemma.”

Amara:“Andyou’reapartofme,Iwon’tlieandsayI’m overwhathappened.Itwilltaketime

Randall,itstillhurts.”

Me:“Iknow,Iknowmehemma.Letmebewithyouduringthistime.Iwanttomakeitokay.I

loveyou,tellme,youlovemetoo.Ihaven’thearditthewholeweekandbabyIcan’tbreathe.”

(Myqueen.)

Shelaughsanddropsherforeheadonmychest.

Amara:“Youaresodramatic.”

Me:“I’m seriousthough.Won’tyousayit?”

Sheraisesherhead.

Amara:“Iloveyou.”

Me:“Iloveyoutoomehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Imissedherkissesevenmore.

SETHU*

AyizewantsnothingtodowithLebojustlikeshewantsnothingtodowithLebo’smom and

whenAyizemakesuphermind,noonecanchangeit.Shehasabeautifulheartbutmesswith

herandshewillhateyoulikesheneverlovedyou.

MyauntsandunclesaretakingcareofBeauty’sfuneralarrangements.

Stylesisagainstthismeeting,butIhavetoseeLebo.

“I’m goinginwithyou.”

Iforgottomentionthatheofferedtobringmetothecorrectionalservices.

Me:“Youdon’thaveto,youknow?”

Styles:“Let’sgo.”



Hejumpsoutofthecar,Stylesalwayswantstobetoomuch.HegivesmealookwhenIexitthe

car.He’swaitingformetochangemymind,IwanttobutLeboaskedtoseeme.

Wesigninandareledtothewaitingroom,Leboishere.Shejumpstoherfeetwhenshesees

me.Shewassentencedtofifteenyears,itisalongtimeifyouaskme.

Shewantstohugme,mydemeanourpreventsherfrom doingso.Shelooksdifferent,gaineda

lotandcutherhairshort.

Lebo:“Thankyouforcoming.”

Shesmiles,looksatStylesandthenbackatme.

Me:“Howhaveyoubeen?”

Idon’tthinkIcare,Iam onlybeingpolite.

Lebo:“I’m inprison,lifeisn’tactuallyrosy.”

Okay.

Lebo:“Didyouhearaboutyourmother?Shedied.”

Me:“Iknow,shewillbeburiedthiscomingSaturday.”

Lebo:“Shetoldmeaboutthebabiesbeingswitchedatbirth.”

Yes,that.

Me:“Itwashardfindingoutaboutit.”

Iriposte,Iwishshewouldtellmewhyshecalledmehere.

Lebo:“Soyou’regettingmarried?Congratulations.”

She'sleeringatthering.

IlookatStylesbesideme.Ishenotgoingtosayanything?

Me:“Thankyou.”

Lebo:“I’m sorryabouteverythingIdidtoyouSethu.Ihopethatyouwillfinditinyourheartto

forgiveme.”

IsthiswhyIwassummonedhere?Idon’tholdanygrudgesagainstheranymore.IfIdidI

wouldn’tbehere.”

Lebo:“Ineedafavourfrom you.”

Shestatesnervously.

Lebo:“Mymotherisallalone,pleasedon’tturnyourbackonher.SheneedsyouandAyize,she

toldmewhatmyfatherdidtoAyizeandIam sorryaboutthat.Pleasetellherthat,I’m sorryand

askhertoforgivemymother.”



Ayizewillnotagreetothisrequest,soaskingherwillbeawasteoftime.

Me:“I’m notpromisinganythingLebo.”

Irejoinder,sheisaskingfortoomuch.AuntbetrayedAyize,ashermotherherjobwastoprotect

her.

Lebo:“Iunderstand,tryatleast.”

Iseedesperationonher.

Me:“Iwill,wehavetogo.”

Hereyesbuck,Iwouldthinkthatsheissaddenedbytheannouncement.

Lebo:“Okay,thankyouforcoming.”

Stylesisthefirsttogetup,hestartstakinghisfirststeps.Leboreachesoverforaquickhug,I

can’tdenyherthat.

Lebo:“IwasalwaysjealousofyouSethu,that’swhyIsawitfittodestroyyourlife.Ithought

yourlifewasperfect,youhadeverything.Mydadlosthisjobandwewerestruggling,Iwantedit

tobeyourfamilyandnotmine.Iwasledbyjealousyandgreed.I’m trulysorry,you’remycousin

andIwantustohavearelationship,Ineedmysisters.”

Herconfessioncomesasasurprise.

Me:“Ihearyou.”

WhatelseshouldIsay?Mymindisblank,IforgiveherthisIknow.

*****

Stylesopensthecardoorforme,he’sstilltreatingmelikethateggIhadmentioned.Whichisso

unnecessary.

Styles:“Areyouokay?”

Heasksashejumpstartsthecar.

Me:“Iam,IfeelsorryforLebo.Sheisnotokayinthere.”

Hewelcomesafrown.

Styles:“She’sinprison,nooneisokayinthere.”

Hesquelches.

Styles:“Areyouconsideringgivingherachance?”

Thethoughtcrossedmymind,maybewecanhavethatcloserelationship.

Me:“Maybe.”



Styles:“Iwouldadviseotherwise,Iknowyou'restubborn.Youwilldowhateveryouwant.Idon’t

trusther,peopledon’tchangeovernight.Ifyoudecidethatyouwanttobuildarelationshipwith

herandplanpicnicsattheprison’swaitingroom,pleasedoitaftermybabyisborn.”

Hesaysmybaby,asifhe’stheonecarryingafetus.Iwasdraggedintothedoctor’sofficeandit

turnsoutthatwe'repregnant.Beinganurse,Ihaddiagnosedmyselfwithfalse-pregnancy.Isaw

tearsinhiseyesthatday,nowhisoverprotectivenessgetsonmylastnerve.Iforesee

arguments,butforthesakeofthebaby,Iwillshutmymouth.

Me:“Youdon’thavetoworryaboutanything,Ihaven’tmadethedecisionyet.Ineedtotalkto

Ayizefirst.IfIdodecidetovisitLebooften,IwillbeextracarefularoundherorIcantakemy

bodyguardwithme.”

Hecurvesaneyebrow.

Styles:“Bodyguardhuh?Andhowmuchdoesthisbodyguardgetpaid.”

Me:“Howmuchwashethinking?”

Thesmirkonhisfaceasherunshishandonmythigh,heleansinclosertomyface.He’s

kissingme,hishandsarealloverme.

Styles:“Howaboutmoreoftheseandmoveinwithme?”

Hecoversmylipswithhis,immediatelyafterhisrequest.Iseehisplanandthiskissisgoingto

makemegivein,Iam melting.

Styles:“What…”

Quickkiss.

Styles:“...doyousay.”

Anotherkiss.

Styles:“Kitten.”

AndIhavemeltedintoapuddleofmess,Iwanttomoveawayfrom thisslowwolfishkiss.It’s

goingtomakemeagreetohisdemands.

Styles:“Pleasesayyes.”

Hepleadswithlipsbrushingagainstmineandpecksinbetween.

Me:“Fine,Iwillmoveinwithyou.Nowstoptorturingme.”

Hegivesmeonelastbrushandmovesbackwithasmuglookonhisface.

Me:“Iam planningtheweddingwhenwegethomeandwearegettingintwoweeks,Idon’tdo

vat‘nsit.”(Cohabiting.)

Hemustknow.Helaughsandpullsoutoftheparkinglot.Blessingsonblessings,thisiswhatI

callmylife.



Tobecontinued…



BEAUTYTAMESTHEBEAST*

212*

GuilthasbeeneatingDladlaupsinceKhethuwassentawaytothementalhospital,heis

surroundedbynothing,butloneliness.Nobayeniisshowingsignsofrecovery,sheisslowly

slippingbacktolife.Theswellingonherfacehassubsided.Dladlavisitshereverydayandfills

herinonhisaveragemiserablelife.

Heisatherbedsidewaitingforhertoopenhereyes,hishopeisnotdead.

Heliftshiseyestothesoundofaknockatthedoor,Mbongeniwalksin.It’sbeenlongsince

Dladlahasseenhim.

Mbongeni:“Mr.Dladla!”

Hesalutes.

Dladla:“Mbongeni!”

Mbongeni:“IcameassoonasIheard,I’vebeenawayonbusiness.Howisshe?”

Dladlareleasesalongdeepsigh,heisexhausted.Thethoughtofgivinguphasproddedhim.

Dladla:“Idon’tknow,shehasn’topenedhereyes.”

That’sallheknows.

Mbongeni:“Sheisafighter,shewillmakeit.”

Dladlawantstobelievethatsobad.

Mbongeni:“HowisKhethu?”

HenarratesastoryaboutKhethu’sshenanigansandhowhehadnochoice,buttosendher

away.

Mbongeni:“Whataboutthebaby?Isthebabyokay?”

Dladla:“Yes.”

Mbongeni:“Iwanttotakecareofthem ifyoudon’tmindsir,Iwillpaywhatisdue.IwantKhethu

andourchildwithme.Istillloveher,Ithoughtmovingonwouldmakemeforgetabouther,but

sheistheonlywomanforme.”

Hencehispreviousrelationshipsdidnotwork.

Dladla:“Iwon’tstopyoufrom doingso,Khethuneedstofinishhertreatmentfirst.Wecannot

risktakingheroutofthere.”



Hisheadrapidlyturnstothesoundofsomeonemoaning,Nobayeniisfightingtoopenhereyes.

Dladla:“Nobayeni!”

Hecallswithexcitement,hehasbeenwaitingforthisday.

Dladla:“Callthedoctorplease.”

Mbongenirushesoutinspeed.Dladlaisfinallyglancingintohiswife’seyes.

STYLES*

Iam surprisedtoseeNkomoatmydoorstep,it’sbeenawhilesincehevisited.

Me:“Myideaofagoodmorningdoesnotinvolveseeinguglycows.”

Hechortlesatmysalutation.

Nkomo:“No,butitshouldinvolveseeingprotectivebrothers,Iam hereformysister.”

Hepusheshiswayintomyhouseandscanshiseyesaround,lookingforgod-knowswhat.

Me:“Whatdoyoumeanyou’rehereforyoursister?”

Hemakeshimselfathomeashesitscomfortablyonmycouch.

Nkomo:“Youknowyoucan’thavemysisterjustlikethat?”

Iseeheenjoysutteringthewordsister.

Me:“Excuseme?”

Nkomo:“ComeonStyles,youdon’tthinkIwouldletyoumarrymysisterwithoutpayinglobola.

ShemightnotwantanythingtodowithMkhize,butshehasmeandmyuncles.Ouruncles,I

mean.”

Me:“Don’tbesuchacowNkomo,SethuwantsnothingtodowiththeMkhizes.”

Nkomo:“Sayswho?Iknowmysisterwillwantthingstobedoneright.”

Geez.

Me:“Wouldyoustopsayingsister.”

Isnapathim,he’sgettingonmynerves.Hesnickers,Nkomoenjoystorturingme.

Nkomo:“SorryIwantedtoannoyyou,itismyjobasherbrotherandmy…”

Me:“Ifyousaysisteronemoretime,shewillbenursingyoubacktolifeforthenextthree

months.”

Nkomo:“RelaxSishi.”



Hecontinuestolaugh.

Nkomo:“Whereissheanyway?”

Hebrowseshiseyesaround.

Styles:“She’shereanddon’tputfunnyideasinherhead.”

Nkomo:“ShemightwanttomeettheunclesStyles,Itoldthem aboutherandtheyarekeen.

Theywanttomeether.”

Hestates.

Me:“Look,Idon’tknowthem.Ijustdon’twantSethuexposedtoanydangeroutthere.Mkhizeis

notasaintasweallknow.”

Nkomo:“Hisbrothersaredifferent,theywilltreatherlikeroyalty.”

Me:“Yeahright,exaggeratemuch?”

Hesmiles.

Nkomo:“It’sGod’shonesttruth,wehonourthewomeninourfamily.”

HerecomesSethu.

Nkomo:“Whereareyourbags?”

That’sanabsurdquestion.

Sethu:“WhywouldIneedmybags?”

Nkomo:“Icametotakeyouhome.”

Me:“I’m readytothrowyououtofmyhouse.”

Hegrinsatmyrejoinder,whileSethugreetshim withahug.

Nkomo:“Thefamilywantstomeetyou.”

Shesitsbesidehim,hereyesareonme.

Me:“Youdon’thaveto.”

Sethu:“ActuallyIdo,IwanttoknowmyfamilyStyles,theyaremybloodandourkidswillneeda

hometogoto.”

Sheisright.

Nkomo:“Great,Iwillletthem knowthen.Stylesgetyourunclepreparedandyourfather,weare

notgoingtoplaynice.Ihopeyourbankaccountwillsurvivethelobolanegotiations.Mysisteris

pricelessofcourse,buthey,wecan’tignoreisiko.”(Traditions.)

Hesaid‘mysister’again.



Me:“Fuckyoucow.”

Helaughsoutloud,Sethudoesnotlikemyresponse.

AMARA*

Fourmonthslater*

It’sbeenoverfourmonthsofupsanddowns,Ican’tsaythatlifeisperfect.Nothinginlifeis

perfect,wearejusttwoadultswhoaretryingtosurviveinaworldthatisbiggerthanusand

raisealittlegirlwhoisgrowingfasterthanwewouldliketo.

SoonLiyanawillbeaskingformakeup,tightjeansandthenextthingwe’llbeintroducedto

someboywhosehormonesareragingfasterthantheGautrain.

Ihaven’tgivenmuchthoughttohowIwouldfeelaboutit,butIknowsomeonewhowilldieon

thespot.

“Mehemma,Idon’twanttowearthisshirt”(Myqueen.)

Yes,thismanrighthere.

Me:“What’swrongwithit?”

HegivesmealookIam norm to.Ihavedecidedtodresshim,helooksgoodinblackdon’tget

mewrong,butheneedstobrightenuphiswardrobe.

Randall:“It’spink.”

Hegrouses,throwingtheshirtonthebed.

Me:“It’snotpink,its…”

IshouldhaverehearsedthiswhenIcameupwiththeidea,nowI’m standinginfrontofhim

whileheislookingatmelikeIescapedfrom amentalinstitution.

Me:“Okayit’spink,butit’sstylishandclassic.Itwilllookgoodonyou.”

Hedoesn’tbelieveme.

Randall:“WhereisthatshirtIpickedoutlastnight?”

HemeanstheblackshirtandIam thisclosetogivinguponthisman.

Me:“Comeonbaby,justtryit.”

He’sgrumpynow,heshouldbetheonewhoisninemonthspregnant,lookslikeaballoonand

breatheslikeahoovermachine.

Me:“I’m goingtoseewhatChiomamadeforbreakfast.”



Ihavebecomeconsciousofmyweight,itbothersme.IknewIwasgoingtopickupalot,Ijust

didn’tknowthatitwasgoingtobethisbad.RandallsaysI’m exaggerating,whileheembellishes

abouthisweightandhowclothesdon’tfithim anymore.

Randall:“Letmehelpyoudownthestaircase.”

Youseethisrighthereiswhatupsetsme,sureIstruggledownthoseflightsandIneedhelpto

getdown.It’stheofferthatgetstome,itkillsmeeachtimeheofferstohelp.Weusuallyendup

arguingaboutit,hecallsmetheicequeenofNarnia.It’saninsultItellyou,Iam notharshatall.

Me:“Iwillmanage.”

Ilie,hepissedmeoffwithhisstupidsuggestion.

Randall:“Managewhat?Whatwillhappenifyoufall?Notwithmybabyplease.”

Isheseriousrightnow?

Me:“AreyoucallingmefatRandall?”

Thistimemyinnerthighshavethisunbreakablerelationship,theybeenclingingoneachother

formonthsnow.

Randall:“No.”

Thatsoundslikeayesandthatlookinhiseyes,he’stryingnottoscanmybody.Buthiseyes

aredisobedient,theyarejudgingme.I’m tearingup,Ican’thelpit.Whyhasn’tthisbabycome

outyet,Iam sobuyingHerbalifeafterthis.

Wemakeitdown,Icamesoclosetoshrugginghishandoffme.

Me:“Ididn’tneedhelp.”

Ilie.

Randall:“Yes,youdidn’t.”

Hissarcasm isloudandIdon’tlikeit,hemoseysawayimmediatelybeforeIgettoshootathim

withmybiggestcomebackever.

Me:“Chioma.”

IknewthatIwouldfindhercooking.

Me:“PleasegobuyHerbex,IwouldaskRandall,butheisonhismoodswingstoday.”

Shegrimacesatmyrequest.

Chioma:“Herbex?Why?”

Amara:“Ihavegainedweight,look.”

Ispinslowlytoshowherhowmybodyhaschangedovernight.

Me:“LookatmystomachChioma,howcanyouletmeeatlikeapig?”



Iam notokayandChiomaissmiling.

Chioma:“It’stime.”

Me:“Forwhat?”

Chioma:“Thebabyisready,R.J.”

Thebaby?R.J?

Waitaminute,IleerdownatmybodyandI'm pregnant…

HowisthebabyreadytocomewhenIdon’tfeelanythingandmywaterhasnotbrokenyet.

Chioma:“Youjusthadmomnesia.”

Me:“What?”

Chioma:“It’spregnancymemoryloss,it’snotadiseasedon’tworry.Uzemustbestressingyou,

Itoldhim tostop.Whoevergavehim thesehormonesmadeawrongdecision.”

Iam notlisteningtochiomaanymore,mybackhurts.Ineedtosit,Imovetoachairandit’snot

working.So,I’m backuponmyfeet.

Me:“Chioma,IneedyoutogetRandall.”

Thediscomfortisintensifying.

Chioma:“Uze,Uze!!!”

Sherunsoutofthekitchen.Whyissheleavingmealone?WhatifIgivebirthonthekitchenfloor?

SomethingpopsandIfeelawarm fluidstreamingdownmythighs,itsplashesonthefloor.

Me:“Chioma.”

Iscream.Thisisnotfun,noonetoldmethatitwasgoingtobethispainful.Mybackisonfire.

WherethehellisRandall?

Me:“RANDALL!!!”

Fine,Iwilldrivemyselftothedamnhospital.Idragfeettothedoor,thisbabywantstokillme.

“Amara.”

Ohgood,he’shereandhe’s…

Me:“Don’ttouchme.”

Ipushhishandoff,he’sconfusedbythis.

Me:“Aaaahhhh!!!!Randallithurts.”

Iscream asIclutchmyhandonhis.

Randall:“Breathemehemma,we’llgetitout.Chiomabringthecar.”



Chiomacan’tdrive.

Me:“StoptouchingmeandgogetthecarRandall.”

Isnapathim withclampedteeth.

Randall:“Okay,okay.”

Ipullhim backtomeashedivesforthedoor.

Me:“Whereareyougoing?Don’tleavemehere.”

Randall:“Yousaidtogetthecar.”

Me:“Okayhurry.”

Ipastemyhandsonmywaist,nomatterhowhardIpressthepainawayitwon’tgo.

Chioma:“Youneedtocalm down,controlyourbreathing.”

Unlesssheknowshowthisfeels.

Me:“I’m sorryChioma,maybeyouwanttocarrythebaby.Idon’tknowbecauseIcan’t…calm…

down…”

AndwherethehellisRandallwiththecar.

Me:“One…”

Breathein.

Me:“Two…”

Breatheout.

Me:“Aaaaahhhhh,it’snothelping.”

I’m holdingontoChiomawholooksmoreterrifiedthanIam.

Me:“Mmhhhhno,Chioma.Whatisthis?Therecan’t…bea…babyinhere.WhatdidRandallput

insideme?”

Chiomaislaughingatme.

Randall:“I’m here,I’m here.Youcanstopmooinglikeacownow.”

IfIwasn’tinpainandinarushtogetthisbabyoutofme,Iwouldbealloverhim.

SETHU*

IknewIwasdreamingwhenIwasplanningtogetmarriedintwoweeks.Itbackfired,itdidn’t

workoutforme.



AfterbeingintroducedtotheMkhizebrothers,therewereritualsthathadtobedone.Ihadtobe

acquaintedwiththeMkhizeancestors,takenbackhometoInandatomeetthefamilyandstep

onthesoilwheremyfatherwasborn.

Hectic…

Nkomoforgottotellmethat,therewassomuchtobedone.Oneoftheauntswentasfarasto

sayIhadtohaveUmemulo,Ihearherstringsseem toloosensometimes.Imeancomeon,Iam

pregnant,overfourmonthstobeexact.

TothinkIhaveseenobsessedfathers.Stylessitsonthethrone,Ihavegivenuponhim.

So,Mrs.‘Idon’tdovat‘nsit’hasbeenlivingwithamansheisnotmarriedtoformonths.The

thingsmenmakeusdo.

Nkomo,justlikeStylescanbeobsessivewhenitcomestome.Eachtimeheseesme,hegives

mealectureabouthowIshouldnotbeplayingwifewiththeguyandpoorStylespaidlobola.I

wishtheywouldgivehim abreak.

IknewNkomo’smissionwastotortureStyles,helefthisbankaccountwithcracks.Stylessaid

so,unlessheliedtomebecauseIdemandedtoknowhowmuchIwasworth.Everywomanhas

thatquestioninmindandItookmychances,butIdidn’tbringonehomefortheteam.

Schoolisgoingwell,IloveitandIcannotwaittostartworking.

“Kitten,whereareyou?”

He’shome,tooearlyformyliking.Don’tgetmewrong,Ilovehavinghim aroundandcrywhen

heleaves.Imeanthebabymakesmecry,we’llblameeverythingonthehormones.

It’shisobsessivebehaviourthatgetstome.

“Sethu,whereareyou?”

Idon’twanttorollmyeyes,don’tletmerollmyeyesLord.

Me:“I’m inhere.”

Ishoutfrom thebathroom,waittillyouhearwhathehastosay.

Hisfootstepsaregettingcloser.

“Whatareyoudoing?”

I’m startledbythetoneofhisvoice,soIjumpuponlytohitmyheadagainstthebathroom sink.

Me:“Ouch.”

Iwhine,Stylesisrubbingthepainawayandsoftlyblowingonthethrobbingspot.

Styles:“Sethu,youneedtobecareful.HowmanytimesmustItellyouthis?”

Hechidesme,thisismydailylife.



Me:“IwouldbecarefulifyouwouldstopfreakingouteverysecondStyles,I’m onlypregnant,but

youtreatmelikeI’m dying.”

Iprotest.

Styles:“Thatisnottrue,I’m lookingoutforyou.Whyareyouwashingtheclothesusingyour

hands?”

Hequestions,Iwanttotellhim thatthere’sastainonmyshirtandIwantedtogetitoff,butIam

notgoingto.

Me:“Kissme.”

Don’tblameme,myhormonesareraging.Iwantsexallthetimeandam Igladthathedoesn’t

complain?

Hewantstoprotest,butmyhandshavefoundtheirwaytothebeltofhisjeans.Isinkthem in,

hecussesasItouchhim.

Styles:“DammitKitten.”

Hisvoicecracks,hisarmsfallonmyhips.Istraddlehim asheliftsmeup,hepinsmeonthe

wall,hishandsareholdingmyweightagainstthewallandmylegsarewrappedaroundhis

waist.

Icanalreadyfeelatinglingactivateonmythighs,theslowunfathomablekissesgetmeexcited.

IfeellikeIcandothisforever,hefeelsgoodandIlovehowheiscarefulwithme.

Mynailsarediggingdeepintohisback,I’m breathingonhisneck.Everythingfeelsnatural,it’s

unrushed.Heknowswhathe’sdoing,heknowshowtoholdme.

Hisphonerings,Iknowheisgoingtoanswerit.Hedoesthisallthetime.

Me:“Don’t…take… it…”

IpleadasIenjoyhim insideme.

Heignoresmyplea.Ishegoingtosatisfymewhiletalkingonthephone.Imissedthememo

wheremenaretheweirdestcreaturesontheplanet.Whoeverisonthereceivinglinehasbeen

putonspeaker.

“Stylesstophavingsex,I’m havingababy.”

That’sRandall,everythingdiesdown.

Styles:“What?”

Hesaysashecontinueswithhisstrokes,mymoodisgone.

Me:“Stylesputmedown.”

Iwhisperinhisear,Iwillnothavesexwithhim whilehe’stalkingtoRandall.

Styles:“We’renotdoneyet.”



Hemumbles,Iam done.

Me:“Putmedowndammit.”

IsayitlouderthanIshould.

Randall:“Stylesputthegirldown.”

Hegivesmeasorrylook,burieshisfaceonmycollarboneandwhispers.

Styles:“I’m sorryKitten.”

Notacceptable,Islidedownanddashtothebedroom.

Styles:“Sethu.”

Hecallsafterme,Iwillnotbetalkingtohim forthenexthundredyears.

ATTHEHOSPITAL*

Randallisseatedonachairholdinghisson,he’sscrutinizinghim underhisgazeasheisinawe

ofthislittlehuman.WithLiyana,hewasdeniedachancetoexperiencethismoment.Heisglad

thoughthat,hegetstoexperienceitwiththewomanheloves.

Randall:“HeisthemostbeautifulthingIhaveeverseen.”

Hetellshiswifewhoisdeadtiredfrom thebirth.

Amara:“Heisworthallthepain.”

Sherepliessmilingathim.

Randall:“YouweresodramaticAmara,tellingthenursestocutyouopen.Wasitthatpainful?”

Heteasesher,shecanonlylaughaboutitnow.

Amara:“SaysthemanwhowasscreaminghislungsoutwitheverypushItook.”

Randall:“Hey,Iwashelpingyouscream.Ithoughtyouneededabreak.”

Helies.

Amara:“And,whenyoufainted?”

Shewantstohearthisone.

Randall:“Ihaveonethingtosayaboutthat,Iam neverhavingsexagain.”

Amaralaughsathisresponse,onlyRandallcansaythat.

Amara:“Tomorrowyouwillbealloverme,IwillremindyouofthisdayRandall.”



Randall:“Pleasedo.”

Hesays,admiringhisbaby.

Amara:“Youknowitservesyouright,thenursetoldyoutostandnexttome.Butno,Randall

wantedtoseehissonentertheworld.Whatdidyouthinkyouweregoingtosee?”

Randall:“NotwhatIsaw.”

Amaracracksup,beforeadmiringherlittlefamily.Liyanawillbesohappy,abrotheriswhatshe

wanted.

“Isitsafetocomein?”

StylesandSethuwalkin,followedbyNeoandAyize.

Ayize:“Lookatthislittleangel,helookslikeourhusband.”

Ayizestatesleaninginforacloserlook.

Styles:“You’restillbreathing?”

Stylesseemstoknowsomething.

Randall:“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

Styles:“KnowingyouRandall,youwantedtoseethebirthofyoursonandIbetyouahundred

bucksyoufainted.”

Neo:“Eish,saan.Mehemmapleasetellmethatyoutookavideo.”(Myqueen.)

Amara:“IwasbusygivingbirthNeo,maybethenursedid.Youshouldaskheraboutit.”

Neoisnotgoingtoletthisgo.

Ayize:“Don’tbesillyNeo.”

Ayizechastiseshim.

Neo:“MarababajustimagineUzefainting,it’snoteverydayweseethat.”

Ayizeagreeswithhim,sheisfightingasmile.Randallisnotbothered,heishappyrightnowand

noonewilltakethatawayfrom him.SethuandStylesareengrossedonthebaby,Sethuplays

withhisfingerswhileStylesforsomereason,countshistoes.

******

It’sbeenoverawhilesinceeveryoneleft,it’sjustthecoupleagain.

Randall:“Weshouldnamehim.”

Heproposes,thebabyhasfallenasleepinhisarms.Randallrefusestoputhim down.



Amara:“Younamehim.”

Shegiveshim thehonours.

Randall:“RandallKwameOkolie.”

RandallseniorchristensthenewmemberoftheOkoliefamilyandplacesakissonhisforehead.

Amara:“IloveitandIloveyou.”

Randall:“Iloveyoumehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Heleansovertotasteherlips.

Tobecontinued…
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AMARA*

Oneyearlater…

Randall:“Wakeupmehemma,it’s5am.”

Iwillnevergetusedtobeingwokenupsoearlyinthemorning.

Me:“Fivemoreminutesbaby,please.”

Randall:“Yousaidthattenminutesago.Todayisyourfirstdayatschool,remember?You’re

goingtobelate.”

I’llbestudyingBroadcastjournalism atalocaluniversity,I’m excited.Randallisontopofme,

yetheisaskingmetogetup.

Me:“Getoffmethen,soIcanprepare.”

Heshakeshisheadsmiling.

Me:“Whatisit?”

Randall:“Thankyouforchoosingme,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Me:“Iwillalwayschooseyoubaby.”

Randall:“Thankyouforthefamilyyouhavegivenme.”

Ishouldbethankinghim,IhadnothingandtodayIcancountmyblessings.

Me:“Areyoutryingtogetmeinthemoodwiththesewords?”

Hesimpers.

Randall:“Isitworking?”

Hisquestionplantsasmileonmyface,IhaveknownRandalllongenoughtoknowwhenhis

eyesareadmiringme.Hebrusheshisfingersdownmycheeksandbussesmylips.

Me:“You’restaring.”



Hestillmakesmeshy.

Randall:“Ican’thelpit,wohoyefe,mehemma.”(Youarebeautiful,myqueen.)

Hedeclares.

Iloveitwhenhespeaksforeign,heknowsthatIwillbediggingmyfingersonhisbackifhe

continueslikethis.

Randall:“MeOyere,womam’anigye.”(Mywife,youmakemehappy.)

Me:“Youmakemehappytoomyking.”

Hesneers.

*****

Everyoneispreparingtogotheirseparatewaysafterbreakfast,thereissomuchchaos.Ife,

LiyanaandR.Jaremakingnoise.Thechildcannotputafullsentencetogetheryet,buthis

screamswillgiveyouaheadache,heistryingtocompetewithhissister’snoise.

Me:“Okayguys,platesinthesink,let’sgo.Whoisdrivingwithme?”

Liyana:“Me.”

Shebouncesupanddown,sheisgoingtoanewschoolandisexcitedaboutgradefive.Ife

movedinwithusthreemonthsafterR.Jwasborn,shecontinueswithherstudiesatauniversity.

ItmakesmehappythatChiomaisstillaround,sheisofgreathelp,especiallywhenthehouseis

chaoticlikerightnow.

Ife:“CanIdrivetoday,please?”

Randall:“Youarenotgettingbehindthatwheeluntilyougetyourdriver’slicence.”

TrustRandalltoruinsomeone’smood,R.Jlooksathim ashewalksintothekitchenwiththis

demand.Heisexpectingtobeacknowledgedbyhisfather,therestofusceasetoexistwhen

Randallmakeshispresenceknown.

R.J:“Dada.”

HeraiseshisarmstoRandall,Chiomaisstrugglingtofeedhim now,he’sunsettledandinneed

ofattention.

Ife:“Brothercomeon,don’tbeboring.”

Ifegrumblesasshegrabsherbag,sheplodsoutside,complaintsswooshingoutofhermouth.

Liyana:“WaitformeIfe.”

Liyanasaysassherunsafterherwithherbackpack,IfeinsistedthatLiyanacallsherbyher



name.Randalldisagreeswithit,hesaysIfewillgrowupanditwon’tbenicewhenherniece

callsherbyname.

R.J:“Dada.”

Hescreams,funnyhowI’m theonewhopushedhim outofme.Thebratcan’tevensaymama,I

gaveupteachinghim.IhaveafeelingRandallhasbeenhardatworkforcingthewordpapa

downmybaby’sthroat.

Me:“You’retoostrictonher,shecandriveyouknow?”

HetakesR.Jfrom Chioma.

Randall:“Shecan’tdriveuntilapieceofpapertellsherthatshecan.”

Heretorts,givingallofhisattentiontohissonwhoistitteringhislifeaway.Thisismyqueueto

walkout,I’m onlygoingtobeathirdwheelifIstayhere.

Me:“Youtwobetterhurrywithwhateveryou’redoing,we’regoingtobelate.”

Iannounce,bidChiomagoodbyeandfollowthegirlsout.ThekingofAshantihasforgottenhis

queenduetohisson'spresence.Iwonderhowwe'llleadthekingdom oneday.Ohyes,the

kingdom,westillhavetime.

STYLES*

“YouknowIcouldhavedrivenmyselftowork?”

SethusaysorshouldIsaycomplains,Iofferedtodropheroffatwork.

TothinkthatIwantednothingtodowithmarriageandchildren,todayIam lookingatmywife

andourbabygirlEsihlewhoisstrappeduponhercarseat.Shewasbornfivemonthsago,she’s

thelightofmylife.Hermother’sstubbornnessseemstoreignonher,Ican’timaginehowshe

willbeayearfrom now.

Me:“Iknow.”

IfeelSethu’seyespiercingmeandthiscompelsmetogiveherabrieflook.

Me:“I’m listening.”

Sethu:“YouknowMkhizewon’tgettome,right?”

Sethuhasbeengettingtheseanonymouscalls,thenumberchangeseachtime.Wesuspectthat

it’sMkhize,khethuwasvotedout.

Sheisatamentalhospitalandhasnoaccesstophones.

Nkosihasbeenkeepinganeyeoutatthetaxirank,thatoldfoolMkhizeknowshowtohide

himself.Desperationhashim callingmywife,Iknowthathewantsasecondchance.Ifitwere



uptome,hewouldbedead.

Butthisispunishmentenough,betterthandeathandheiswherehebelongs,intheslums

eatingfrom trashcans.

Me:“IknowKitten,wecanneverbecareful.Heisdesperateandwoulddoanythingtogettoyou,

wedon’tknowhowdangeroushecouldbe.”

Ido,Sethudoesn’tthinkMkhizecouldeverhurther.

Sethu:“Ican’tbelievehisfamilyturnedtheirbacksonhim.”

Shefoundoutfrom herauntshowMkhizesupposedlybetrayedhisbrothersandtheywant

nothingtodowithhim,honestlyIknewthatKennethwouldpullthisoff.

SpeakingofKenneth,heissomewhereinChina.Idon’tknowwhenhewillbeback,Iwould

advisehim totakehistime.Abrokenhearttakesforevertoheal.

Iparkthecaronthesideoftheroad,Esihleisawakeandhercriesgettome.Ihateitwhenshe

cries,itbreaksmyheart.

Sethu:“Whydidyoustop?”

Me:“Thebabyiscrying,can’tyouhearher?”

Sethu:“Yes,howeverthisisnoreasontostopthecar.BabiescryStyles,it’swhattheydo.”

Iknowbut…

Me:“Ihateitwhenmybabycries.”

Ijumpoutofthecartogether,hercrieshaltassoonasItakeherinmyarms.

Me:“Youdrive,I’llsitherewithher.”

Ishutthebackdoorandmakemyselfcomfortableonthebackseat.BabyEsihleissuckingher

thumbwhilemakingbabysounds,Icantellfrom thelookinhereyesthatsheishappy.

Me:“Lookwhatyoudidtomybaby,sheeatsherfingerslikeyou.”

Imakesuretoremindherofthis,witheverychanceIget.

Sethu:“Idon’teatmyfingers.”

Sheprotestsasshedrivesoff.

Me:“It’sallyouatewhenIfirstmetyou,youstilldoitwhenyou’renervous.”

It’ssomethingthatshewillneveraccept.

Sethu:“Yeah,blameitonme.Itcouldbesomethingfrom yoursideofthefamily.IthinkI

spottedRichardsuckinghisthumbyesterday.”

Hercomebackthrowsmeintolaughter,Richardisforeverinourhouse.Heishandsonwith

Esihle,helovesbeingagrandfather.Ourrelationshiphasimprovedinthepastyear,althoughI



don’tseemyselfcallinghim dad.

Sethu:“HowwillyoudrivebackhomewithEsihleinyourarms?”

Sheisteasingme,shesaysIalwayswanttocarrythebabyinmyarms.Sethusuggestedthat

wegetananny.Ihavenothingagainstnannies,butafterthevideosIhaveseen,trendingon

socialmediaofchildmindersabusingchildren.Iwillnotletmydaughtergothroughsuch.

Me:“We’llsitattherestaurantuntilshefallsasleep.”

Shehatesmysuggestion.

Sethu:“MybosswillfiremeStyles,he’llthinkI’m turninghisrestaurantintoafamilybusiness.”

Me:“Hey,wearepayingcustomers.Isn’tthatrightcupcake?Youanddaddyarepaying

customers.”

ShethrowsinaquickbabylaughasIplaywithherchubbycheeks.

Me:“Didyouhearthat?Esihleagreeswithme.”

Sethu:“Thatdoesn’tcount.”

Me:“Don’tmakemetakeupthatofferofbuyingtherestaurant,thenyouwillbeunderme.”

Shelaughs.

Sethu:“Underyouhuh?”

Hermindhastravelledfarawayfrom thetopic.

Me:“Wehaveababyinthecar,don’tgetcarriedaway.”

Mystatementfuelsupherlaughter.

Sethu:“Am IyoursidedishStyles?AreyoutwosureIam stillneededinthistrio?”

Me:“We’restillthinkingaboutit.”

Shelooksatmethroughtherearviewmirror.

Sethu:“StylesSishi,youbetternotevenjokeaboutit.”

Me:“Hey,it’snotme.Talktoyourbaby,shemakesthedecisionsaroundhere.”

Sethu:“Yeahwe’llseewhosebreastshe’llbecryingfortonight.”

Me:“Tellher‘daddywillgivemeabottle.”

EsihlesmilesasifsheunderstandswhatI’m saying.

Sethu:“Youtwoareskatingonthinice.”

Me:“Weloveyoutoomommy.”

Sethuchortlesandshakesherhead.



Ihaveafamilytocallmyown.HowdidInotwantsuchabeautifulthing?

AYIZE*

Howislifeonmyside?

Icouldn’tbehappier,NeoandIarestillengaged.We’regettingmarriedintwomonths,hewent

from themanwhowasfightingmefortissuepapertothemanIcan’tlivewithout.

Wegotochurchquietalot,sometimesmorethanIwouldliketo.SometimesIwanttogoout

withtheladiesonaSunday,butthismanhey…

Amaraknowshowtogooutandhavefunnow,Sethuisstartingtoloosenupabit.Shewill

alwaysbeMam’fundisi,it’ssomethingwewillnevertakeawayfrom her.Sheisthe‘guysthat’s

enough’type.

Leloisfuntoo,butshetendstobealittlesnobbishanditgetsannoying.Idon’tknowifit’sa

packagethatcomeswithbeingmarriedtoaCEO.AmararefusesthatIputherinherplace,one

dayisonedayItellyou.

ItissaidthatMatshidisolosthermind,sheroamsaroundthestreetsofSoshanguveshouting

outherevildeedsfortheworldtohear.Ireallydonotcareabouther,Jesuslivesinourhouse

now.Nodemonorwitchcanenterourpremises.

SoMr.MaakewantstobepastorMaake,hehasbecomeaprayerwarrior,that’showmuch

Matshidisoandheraccomplicesscaredhim.I’m kidding,he’salwayshaditinhim.Ithinkhe

wouldmakeagreatleader.

Asforme,Iam notreadytoletgoofmywinedays.MyFridaynightpartying,besidesIdon’tsee

myselfinalongskirteverySundaybecausethecongregationexpectsmetobearolemodelto

theyouth.

I’m okaywithNeoinhisITCompany,weworkhandinhand.Themancanbeaslavedriver,heis

adifferentpersonatworkandputsonhisclownoutfitassoonaswegethome.

StylesandSethuhaveababy,themostadorablethingIhaveeverseen.MbaliandGingerare

stayingwithusfulltime.Theyaregrowingandbecomingresponsibleyoungladies.Kagisoisso

adorableandIloveitwhenhecallsmemama,hismindseemstoremindhim sometimesthat,I

am Titi.Buthefallsbackontrack.

Doctorscan’texplainwhyIwasdeclaredinfertile,itturnsoutthat,Iam verymuchabletobeara

child.Neoalmostthrewapartywhenhefoundout,heisalittletooextra.Ilovehim regardless.



HereIam standingbeforehim wearinglingerie,it’sadifferentoneeveryday.I’m tryingtoget

themaninthemood.HeisastiredasIam,Ididn’tknowtryingforababycanbeexhausting.

Heissittingonthebed,hisgazeonthelaptop.HeknowsI’m hereandit’stime,yethe’signoring

me.Stupid.

Me:“Neoman.”

Isulk.

MustIbegforit?Whowantsababymorehere?Heraiseshiseyeswithafurrowedbrow.

Neo:“Mara,baba.‘Nakekhathestekatloftlof,everydaymara?VanDammeistiredtoo,yohhuh

ahZee.”(I’m tiredofhavingsex.)

HecallshismemberVanDammebecauseaccordingtohim,nomancouldsurvivetheamount

ofsexwehaveeveryday.

Idon’twantanyweirdlooks,doctor’sorders.WehavetohavesexwhenI’m ovulating,Neo

doesn’tseem tounderstandthemedicalpartofit.HethinksIcan’tgetenoughofhim,yethe

wantsababy.

Me:“HeyIdon’tmindwaitinganotheryear,wecantryforababywhenKagisoisfive.Hestill

wantsmyattention,youknow?”

Hiseyesdilatewithshock.

Neo:“Eng?Never,Irefuse.”(What?)

Hesaysashegetsupfrom thebed,hestartstoambletowardsme.

Neo:“Youwanttoinvitethedevilinmyhouse?Iwillnotallowit."

Nowhe’sinterested,hepullsmetohim,wefallonthebedandloudgiggleseruptfrom my

mouth.

NOMBULELO*

Mymotherisservingtwentyyearsinprison,myfatherisstillinacomma.Thedoctorssaythere

isachancethathemightwakeuponeday,Iam notlookingforwardtoit.

LifewithMbusoisblissful,Ilovehim moreeveryday.Ntandoliveswithusfulltime,his

grandfatherwithdrewfrom fightingforhim.

Wemovedintoanewhousetwoweeksback.Iloveit,morespaceforthekidsandhavingyour

ownplacetocallhome,nothingcomparestoit.

Uluthandoisgrowing,sheisasmartkid.She'salmost2yearsoldandhastwofatherswholove

herdearly,yeah,Zumaisstillaround.



FinallyIam MrsXaba,ithasbeenajourney,we’refinallyhere.

Me:“Whattimeareyoucominghometonight?Amarainvitedusforsupper.”

Mbusostickshistongueout,bitesitinagoofyway.It’safunnysighttobehold.We’regetting

dressed,itsbreakfast,workandschoolafterthis.

Mbuso:“Ialmostforgotaboutthat.”

Heuttersashefixeshistie,hisscheduleisbusylately.MbusowaspromotedtoCEOatthe

hospital,hispassionhasbroughthim thisfar.He’sahardworkingmanandknowswherehe’s

goinginlife.

Me:“Pleasetellme,you’recoming.”

Mbuso:“Whattimeshouldwebethere?”

Me:“6pm onthedot.”

Istandbeforehim tohelp,hestruggleswithtyingatie.Itfrustrateshim,yethedoesn’taskfor

help.

Me:“Thereyougo.”

Ithrowinakissonhislipsaftermycompletedachievement.

Mbuso:“Thankyouchubbycheeks.”

Hewrapshisarmsaroundmywaist.

Me:“It’sjustatie.”

Mbuso:“Notforthat,thankyouforourbeautifulfamilyandforlovingmethismuch.”

IrememberthedayImetMbuso,Iwasswimminginpainandsorrow.Hedivedinandrescued

me,notinmywildestdreamsdidIpicturethislifewithhim.TodayI’m anurse,amotheranda

wifetothemostamazingmanGodputonthisearth.

Me:“Xabawami,uyindodaemadodeni,ubabawezinganezami.You’reeverythingIaskedforand

more.Thankyouforshowingmewhatloveis,Iwillforeverbegratefultoyoumylove.”(You’rea

manamongstmen,thefatherofmykids.)

Mbuso:“Won’tyoushowmejusthowgratefulyouare.”

Heleansintokissme,Itiltmyheadback.

Me:“No,wehavetogo.Thekidsarewaiting.”

Mbuso:“Justasmallmba,hau.”(Apeck.)

Me:“Yeahitstartswithambaandthenextthingyou’reontopofmeandI’m wrappedup

aroundyou.”(Peck.)

Ineedtobecarefulwithhim,Iwilllosemyjobifhekeepsmakingmelate.



Mbuso:“It’snotabadthing,we’remarriedandnewsflash,it’swhatmarriedpeopledo.”

Heprotests,hishandsdiggingundermyt-shirt.

Me:“IloveyouXaba,butcontrolyourhormones.”

Imoveawayfrom him andtoddletothedoor.

Mbuso:“Okay,howaboutwemeethereduringlunch?Fiveminutesshouldbeenough.”

I’m notcomplaining,atleasthedoesn’tsayoneminuteanymore.Ifeelhisarmswraparound

mywaistfrom behind,hekissesthecurveofmyneck.

Me:“Ifyoubehave,thenit’sadate.”

Heletsgoandwalksbesidemelikeacivilisedperson,asweplodtojointhekidsforbreakfast,I

lovethisfunnyman.

********

JonasandhisfamilymovedbacktoMpumalangawhileMhambiandPetuniastayedinVaal.

Petuniahasalwayslovedthatkitchenanyway.Twentyyearsisalongtimetoleavethehouse

empty.

******

NobayeniandDladlaarebackhome,shehasrecoveredandwillneverinherlifelookatanother

man.IttookaneardeathexperiencetorealizethatDladlaisenoughforher.

Khethuisstillatahospital,relapseskeeptakinghertosquareone.Shewouldwakeup

screamingforStylesandclaimingthathe’scallinghername.Alovethatwasonceplantedin

herheartturnedintoadeepobsession.MbongenitooktheirlittleboyZulukhaya.Hewaitsfor

hertorecoversotheycanstartanewlifetogether.

*******

“Ehbabavuka,thisisnotahotelman.”(Wakeupman.)

Mkhizeopenshiseyestoacoldmorning,asorebackandathrobbingheadache.Hehardlyslept

awinklastnight,sleepingonacardboardunderabridgeisnothisideaofagoodnightsleep.

Downandout,thereisnowheretoturnto.Heistooproudtogotohisbrothersandgrovel,the



samemenwhogrewupunderhiswinghaveturnedtheirbacksonhim.

Nooneknowsofhiscurrentwhereaboutsandheintendsonkeepingitthatway,orelsehe

woulddieofshameifhisfamilyweretoseehim washingtaxis.

Hehascamouflagedhimself,greaseonhisfaceandoldragedclothesaretheonlythinghe

coulduseforthisdisguise.

Hehasnocluewherehiswivesare,onlyMaSibiya.Hehasspottedherseveraltimescatchinga

taxi.Shestilllooksthesame,nothingscreamspoverty.Pridewon’tlethim bringhimselfbefore

her.

“Hurryupkhehla,youstillhavetwomoretaxistowash.Thepassengerswillstartarrivingnow,

fak’amafuthamkhulu,fak’amafutha.”(Beactive,grandpa.)

Thetaxidriversays,Mkhizerecognizeshim asoneofhisolddrivers,butthetaxiisdifferent.

Noneofthesetaxisbelongtohim.

ItwasafewdaysbackwhenhisheartstoppedforasecondashesawthelogoK.MKHIZE.It

wasthesurnamethatgottohim.

Kennethhadwoninthismission,allofMkhize’staxisbelongtohim.Youreapwhatyousow,

maybeifawisemanhadtoldhim thesewords,hewouldn’tbewhereheis.

Lifeisnotforthefainthearted.

AMARA*

THEOKOLIERESIDENCE*

Liyana’sgoalinlifeistomakemeworkhard,thegirljustchangedintocleanclothes.It’sbarely

beentenminutesandshe’sstandingbeforemecoveredinmud.Hermuddyfootprintspainted

alloverthefoyer.Theguestswillbeheresoon,Iwanttoscoldher,buttheinnocentlookthat

she’sgivingmeisnotallowingme.

Me:“Whathappened?”

IcrossmyarmsasIwaitforanexplanation.

Liyana:“SorryMara.”

She’selevennowandshestillcallsmeMara,Iloveit.Ilovehowsheisnotshowinganysigns

thatsheisgoingtobeateenagerintwoyears.

Me:“Okay,willyoutellmewhathappened?”

Liyana:“Islippedandfell.”



ShegivesmeashortsmileandIshouldnotbesmilingback.

Me:“Youaregoingtotakeabathforthesecondtime,andChiomaisnotgoingtohelpyouget

ridofthatmudonyourhair.Youwilldoityourself.”

Shepuckersup,Iam lookingatRandall’sdaughter.

Me:“Don’tfrownatmeyounglady,gocleanup.”

Shescuttlesaway,leavingmorefootprintsbehind.

Liyana:“Chioma!!!”

Shehollers,justlikeRandall,Chiomacan’tsaynotoLiyana.Ihavetoputafootdowneachtime

Iseethat,it’sgettingoutofhand.

“Haibo,youguyshavepigsnow?”

AyizequestionsindisbeliefasshestridesinwithNeoandthekids.

Neo:“Uzealwayswantedadog,Ididn’tthinkhewouldgetapiginstead.”

Neoadds,he’scarryingasleepingKagisoinhisarms.

Me:“Wedon’thaveapig,it’sLiya.Apparentlyshefellinapuddleofmud,sheistroubleItellyou.”

Mbali:“WhereisLiyaaunt?”

Me:“Inherroom,youcangoahead.”

MbaliandGingerdartawayinsearchofthetroublemaker.

Ayize:“BringLiyatomeforaweekortwoandIwillshowherhowachildisdisciplined.”

Notachance.

Neo:“Baba,Iam thisclosetocallingthecopsonyou.”

Ayize:“Kidsneedtobedisciplined,ortheywillbossoveryou.Oneslapputsthem ontheright

track.”

Me:“Inthatcase,forgetabouthavingLiyanaforaweek.”

Shelaughs.

Ayize:“Youknowwheretofindme,whenyouchangeyourmind.”

Sheisseriousaboutit,Ayizedoesnotplaywithchildren.

Neo:“Letmewalkaway,Idon’twanttobecalledtotestifywhenyou’rearrested.”

HehandsKagisoovertoAyize.

Neo:“Letmefindhim inpeaceplease.”



Heteasesher,Ayizecannotfindthehumourbehindhisremark.

Ayize:“Whereiseveryone?”

SheprobesafterNeowalksaway.

Me:“RandalliswithStylesandEsihleinthebackyard,Sethuwillbeherelater.MbusoandLelo

arestillatworkIthinkandNkomoisonhiswaywithZobuhle.”

Iexplainaswetoddletothekitchen,shegoesforaglassofwine.ItakeKagisofrom her,I

shouldtakehim toR.J’sroom.

Me:“You’reinthemoodtoparty.”

Ayize:“Ineedaglassortwo,justincaseyourcousindecidestowalkinwithhernoseintheair.

Whogaveheradoctorforahusband?YouwouldthinkMbusoinventedmedicine.”

Idisagree,Lelohasalwaysbeenabitsnobbish.It’sinhernature.

Me:“YouandLeloneedtobondandyouwillseethat,sheisnotasbadasyouthink.Gooutfor

drinksorsomething.”

Mysuggestiondoesnotmakeherhappy.

Ayize:“Forgetit,shewillcomebackwithoutherheadifthateverhappens.”

Ontheother,Leloshouldtakeitdownanotch.Ayizeisnotfondofboasters.

Me:“Iwillhaveatalkwithheraboutit.”

Igetasmileformycleverness.

Ayize:“Youareadoll.”

Shefinishesoffherwine,Iwatchherasshepoursanotherone.

*******

Anhourlaterandeveryonehasarrived,it’sabeautifulnight.Thestarsareoutshowingofftheir

perfectsparkles,withthemoonwantingtoblendin.We’reallgatheredoutside,foodonthe

table,drinksinourhandsandtheconversationsflowing.Thelaughterofchildrenfillstheplace

andIcouldn’tbehappier.

IlookatRandallbesidemetofindhim staringbackwithapuckeronhisforehead.

Me:“Stopfrowningatme.”

Heleansinforaquickkiss.

Me:“WhatdidIdo?”



Randall:“Yougavemepurposeinlife.”

Hetakesmyhandintohis,everyonegoesquietasiftheywereorderedto.

Randall:“Ifanyonetoldmethatthiswouldbemylifeinafewyears,Iwouldhaveshotthem on

thespot.”

Iam stillaskingmyselfifGoddeliveredtherightoneonmydoorstep.Styles,NeoandNkomo

findhim funny.Mbusowantstochidehim,Iseeitinhiseyes.

Randall:“Styles,youhavebeenherefrom dayone,youputupwithmyshitandIam thankfulfor

youbro.Youshowedmewhatarealbrotheris,Idon’tknowifIhaveevertoldyouthis,Iloveyou

brother.”

Stylesraiseshisglass.

Styles:“Idon’trememberyousayingitandIneverthoughtthisdaywouldcome.Let’shopeit

doesnotraintonight.”

Heteases,openingourlaughboxes.

Styles:“Iloveyoubro.”

Neo:“Sho,haiaretse.”(Complaints.)

Hegrumbles.

Randall:“ThesamegoesforyouNeo,althoughIwillneverunderstandyou.You’rethelittle

brotherIneverhad,Iam gladthatStylesintroducedyoutome.”

Neo:“I’m gladyoubroughtthatupUze,Iactuallyhaveaspeechprepared.”

Hedrawsoutapieceofpaperfrom hispocket,scratchthat,it'sanA4page.

Neo:“Firstwe’regoingtoprayandthankGodforthisfamily,thefriendshipsandfortheMkhizes

whohavefinallyturnedawayfrom witchcraft.Realebohamodimo.”(WethankyouLord.)

Nooneislookingforwardtolisteningtothatlongspeech,Ayizegrabsthepaperfrom him.

SethuandNkomoarenotlaughingatthis.

Ayize:“Notnowbaba,churchisonSundaynottoday.”

ThankGodforAyize,Neoisdazedbythefactthatwearelaughingathim.

Randall:“Iwouldliketothankmybeautifulwife,themotherofmybeautifulchildren.Mrs.Amara

UzeOkolie,wehavecomealongwayandlookwherefatehasbroughtus.”

IwouldsayGod,butheyRandallwillnotstepfootinchurch,sameasStylesandNkomo.

Randall:“Thankyouforgivingmeareasontowakeupinthemorning,foryourloveandpatience.

Medofo,mewuamawo.”(Mybeloved,Iwilldieforyou.)

Ican’tcontrolmytears,thisisthesamemanwhocouldn’texpresshimselfandnowhedoesit

soeasily.Hedoesn’tcarethatIam shyandheshouldnotbekissingmeinfrontofeveryone.



Ayize:“YesRandybaby,showthem howit’sdone.”

Ayizeexclaimsfrom acrossthetable.

Neo:“HuhahhZee,huhahh.Youdon’tevenknowwhathesaid,hecouldbeswearingatus.”

NeodoesnotacceptAyize’sappreciationforRandall.

Nkomo:“Thepastorisfeelingtheheat.”

Laughter.

Thenightisgoingwell,Ayizeisdancinglikeshedoesn’tcare.Sheisthelifeoftheparty.R.J

screamedforhisfatheruntilthelittleprincewasbroughtoverbyanexhaustedChioma

SethuisnursingEsihle,shesaysthatStylesisobsessedwiththebaby,Ithinktheybothareand

it’sadorable.TheotherkidsareinthehousewithChioma,sheiscatchinguponherfavourite

telenovela.IknowLiyanaisgivingherahardtimeabouthercartoonshows.

Neo:“Guys,guyswait.IhearMkhizewasspottedatBreetaxirank,Iwasthinking,howaboutwe

donate5centseachandgohelptheoldmanout?”

Everyoneturnsawayandcontinueswiththeirconversations,floutingNeo’sjest.

Neo:“Okay1cent,halfacent?Godiswatchingbathong.”

Noonepaysattentiontohim,helikesclowningaround.

Ayize:“Baba,that’senough.You’reembarrassingyourself.”

Ayizereproacheshim.

Neo:“Okaybaba,IthoughtIshouldhelptheoldman.Kesonooatseba.”(It’ssadyouknow.)

ThisishiswayofmockingMkhize,pastorornopastor,NeowillalwaysbeNeo.

NKOMO*

Dayslater*

TodayIam goingtowar,Iam meetingthefatherandthebrothers.It’sbeenmonthssince

Zobuhlehasaskedmetomeetherfamily.Ican’tkeeppostponing,lestshethinksIam not

seriousabouther.

Wearriveatherfather’shouseinGlenVista,theyareallwaitingoutsideandIsmelldrama.Four

brothersandanoldmanwholooksmoredangerousthanHitler.

Myancestorshavetodelivermefrom this.Asweapproachthem,Irecognizeoneofthemen.

Nkosi,theguywhoworksforRandall.HeisZobuhle’sbrother?ThemanknowsthatIam nota



saint.

Shit…

Zobuhlethrowsherselfontheoldmanwhospinsheraroundinahug.Shehugsthetwo

brotherswhoappearolderthanher,nudgestheothertwowholookaboutherage.Nkosiisone

ofthem,thelookheisgivingmeshouldhavekilledmebynow.

Shemovestostandnexttome.

Zobuhle:“Babaandmonkeys,thisishim.NkomoMkhize,themanIlove.”

Shewrapsherarm aroundmineandrestsherheadonmyshoulder.

Me:“Greetings.”

Isalute,damnthesemenareangry.Noneofthem hassmiledatmenorwilltheyacknowledge

me,Iam heretotaketheirgirlawayandlikeIsaid,thisiswar.

Letthegamesbegin…

********THEEND*******


