


ROADTOROYALTY

One-

Herheartjoltsatthesoundofadoorknobturning,

sheknowsit’shim.Ascrazyasthismaysound,her

spiritsenseshispresenceevenbeforeheshows

himself.Shehasbeenwithhim forsolongthatshe

isfamiliarwiththesoundofhisfootsteps,shecan

recognisehissnuffles,hissneezeandthesoundof

hiscough.Hersoulissofamiliarwitheverythinghe

isthatifshewereblind,sheismostcertainthatshe

wouldpointhim outinthemidstofacrowd.

Justasthedooropens,Amarasitsonthebedwhere

herclothesarescatteredandasuitcaseinthemidst.

Theireyesmeetforabriefsecondandhe’sgreeted

byanaccusatoryglareratherthanausualsmile

from hisdarlingwife.Hiseyebrowsknitfora

moment,questionsflyaroundhisheadlikepaper

planesbeforeheletsoneslipoutofhismouth.



“What’sgoingon?”Funnyhowhiswordsneverfalter,

nomatterhownervousorterrifiedhemaybe.The

couplehadafightbeforeAmarajoltedtotheir

bedroom topackherbags,shehadcomehome

upsetandintears.Whenheaskedwhatthematter

was,shethrewinsultsathim andhowshehasbeen

adevotedwifetoamanwhohastakenadvantageof

herlove.Randallhasbeenconfusedsince.

Amaradoesnotprovideananswer,sheoptstolook

awayfrom him.Shecanseefrom heroutlyingvision

thatheisstaringdirectly,ather.

“WhatisthisAmara?Whyareyoupackingyour

bags?”Randallisnotonetoraisehisvoice,butheis

compelledtorightnow.Hiswifeisangryfora

reasonhedoesnotknow,she’spackingherclothes

anditisabloodybigsuitcase.

“Isn’titobvious?I’m leaving.”

“Why?”Thisisthecalm beforethestorm,whatever

thatphrasemeans.

Stillnotwantingtoexplainmuchtohim,Amara



reachesforherphonethat’schargingonthebedside

table,scrollsthroughthepicturesshereceivedwhile

onherwayhomefrom workandgentlyhandshim

thephone.

Confusionislikeaslapintheface...Hiseyeswiden

asshockenvelopstheentiretyofhisface,it’sasif

hecan’tbelievewhathe’slookingat.

Randallprobinglystaresatthepicturesofhim inbed

withanotherwomanwhoisclearlynothiswife.He

searcheshismemoryofwhatheobservedthatday,

nothingmuchcomestohim.Somevisualsare

vague,hecanfamiliarisewithafewthingsinthat

hotelroom.

Likethebedcovers,thelamponthebedsidetable

andthegreycarpetonthefloor.Butthenaked

womaninhisarmsisastranger,hedoesn’tknow

her.Hecannotrememberhavinganysortof

conversationwithher,neithercanherecalltaking

hertobed.Thememoryofhersavagingeverypart

ofhim istherewhilehelayonthebedunableto



moveandhighonecstasy.

Nauseatugsathim,hewantstothrowupatthe

memoryofhim moaningandgroaningwithpleasure.

Him beingunabletogethishandsoffofthestrange

womanwhowasstraddlinghim andmakinghim feel

good,althoughitwasagainsthiswill.Thepictures

makehim angry,hewantstosmashthephone

againstthewall.Butwhotookthesepictures?And

whydidtheysendthem tohiswife?Hisheartis

poundingsofastitcouldstopatanytime.

“Amara!”Hiseyesbecomeshiftyandforthelifeof

her,Amaracannotmakeoutwhatthelookmeans.

TheMrsstandstomeetherhusband’sheight,he’s

waytallerthanher,tootallthatshehastostand

inchesawaysonottostrainherneckwhilelooking

upathim.

“Tellmeit’snottrueRandall,tellmethisisallalie.



Tellmeitisphotoshop,thatthereissomeoneout

therewhowantstodestroyus.Tellmethese

picturesofyouinbedwithanotherwomanarefake

andIsweartoourkids,Iwillbelieveyou.Evenifit’s

alie,Iwillbelieveyou.”

Randallissilent,whyishenotsayinganything?

Amara’sheartjerksatthesilence,herinsideschurn

robustly.Thethoughtofherhusbandwithanother

womanisdisgusting.Shecan’tstomachitevenifit

werepresentedtoherinaform ofchocolatecake.

Randall’sfurrowedbrowpullswithaquestion.What

isgoingon?Shecanalmostmentallyhearit.Hislips

part,readily,hisvoicestandingatattention.

“Saysomethingdammit.”Shescreamsinfrustration,

pullinghisblackshirt.Randallstaresblanklyathis

lividwife,hehasanswersforher,butheisnotsure

ifshewillbeabletotakethem.

“Amara,I’m sorry.Don’tgoplease,youcan’tleave



me.”Heispleadingformercy.

“I’m leavingandthere’snothingyoucandotostop

me.”Amarasizzles,andcontinueswithherpacking.

“Whataboutthethrone?”Randall’senquirysnaps

herheadbacktohim.

“Whataboutit?”

“You’remyqueen,everyoneknowsyouasmyqueen.

Youaretositonthethronebesideme,Amara.How

willIgobacktoGhanawithoutyou?WhatwillItell

theelders?WhatwillItellgranduncle?”

“Howaboutyoufuckedanotherwoman,whileyour

queenwaswaitingathomeforyou?”Hellhathno

fury…listentothewordsspokenbythefumingwife.

Amarahasnocontroloverherwordsanymore,

angerhasdominatedher.Shebelievesthepain

eludingfrom Randall’seyesisnotonher,heisto

blameforthis.Atthispointsheregretstakinghis

surname,maybesheshouldhavestayedaButhelezi



evenaftermarriage.

“Amara.”Hecallswithconcernetchedonhisface.

“It’sme…yourhusband.Areyoureallygoingto

speaktomelikethat?DoInotdeserverespectfrom

you,atleast?”

Notwiththatresentmentenvelopingherheart.She

denieshim ananswer…andthepackingcontinues,

awkwardsilencehasfilledtheroom.

“Mehemma!(Myqueen.)”Hecalls.

Hisvoiceissoftandsoothing.“Don’tleavelikethis

please,wecanfixthis.”

“IdoubtitRandall.”Yep,shehasmadeuphermind.

“I’m takingthekidswithme.”Amarafinishes.

Liyanatheirdaughtergoeswithhereverywhereand

Randallknowsthat.Amararaisedherfrom when

shewasnineyearsold,sheonlyknowsAmaraas

hermother.

Hekneelsinfrontofher,hishandsonherknees.



ThetouchhasAmarashuddering,butonlywith

disgust.Thesehandsweremeantforher,thinking

theytouchedanotherwomanmakeshercringe.

“Don’ttouchme,”shewhispersnapsandithitshim

likeatonofbricks,hurtflashesinhiseyes.Itisbrief,

makingherthinksheisseeingthingsthatarenot

there.

“Youcan’tstandmytouchnow?”Itdoesn’tmatter

howtoughhecanbe,painhasnofavourites.

“YesRandall,Ican’tstandyourtouch.”Hisjaw

clenchesandunclenchesatthesoundofhiswife’s

bitterwords,itisenoughtohavehim pullawayfrom

herandstandtohisfeet.Shestandswithhim.

“Wehaveneverbeenapart,let’snotstartnow.

Please,wecangetthroughthislikewe’vegotten

througheverythingelse.”Randallpleads.

Thefeelingofdefeatisoverwhelming,it’sfrustrating

howhecan’tsnubitaway.Howcanhemakehersee

thathelovesher?Thathisloveisdeeperthanwhat

sheisseeing?



“NotthistimeRandall,youhavehurtmeinwaysI

neverthoughtyouwould.”Amaraisclearlyblinded

byanger,sheisconvincedinherheartthatRandall

isjustlikeallmen,nottheprincecharmingshe

thoughthewas.ThisisthefirsttimethatRandallis

caughtinsuchapredicamentandthefeelingof

losinghiswifeisscarierthananythinghe’sever

known.HecanloseitallbutnotAmara.

“Ididn’tdoanything,please.”Desperateandhis

brainbefuddled,Randallstepsclosertohiswife.

You’dthinkshewouldmove,buthe’sgivingherthat

lookthatrendersherweak.

Wrappinghisarmsaroundher,heholdsherclose.

Herheartjerksatthefeelofhisbreathonthecrook

ofherneck,thesensationofthemildkissesrushto

herkneestoweakenthem.Amaraknowsshewill

fallthesecondRandallletsgo.Aftersomanyyears,

shestilltremblesathistouch.“Youknowmebetter

thanthisAmara.”Thisishowadesperatehusband

pleads.



“I-Ithought…Idid.”Shesucceedsinresponding

withoutlosingherbreathandashardasitis,Amara

slowlyslipsoutofherhusband’sarmsandlestshe

falls,shesitsbackonthebed.“IguessIwaswrong.”

“DammitAmara,”heshouts.“Whyareyouso

stubborn?Whywon’tyoulistentome?”

Theangerisexpected,heishumanafterall.What

AmaradoesnotexpectisRandallslammingafist

againstthedrywall.Sheflinchesandstiflesalow

scream,eyeswidewithshockanddisbelief.

Herealisesthathe’supsettingherandfeelsaneed

toapologise,butshedoesn’tgivehim achanceto

doso.Aterriblethoughthasforceditswayintoher

head,itbringsaboutherinsecurities.

Playingwithherfingers,herlipsparthesitatingto

releasewords.Randallseesthequestioninhereyes,

hewouldask,butoptsforhertospeakwhateveris



stuckonthetipofhertongue.

“Is…”thestartisgood,atleastshemanagedaword.

Shecagesherhipsonthebedasshepressesher

handsonthemattress,hertearyeyesleeringupat

themanshewillneverstoplovingevenifshewere

giventhewholeworld.Theireyeslock,nothingis

saidwithinthenextfewsecondsuntilimpatience

pullsRandall,causinghisfurrowedbrowstoelevate.

“Isthatthereasonyoudon’ttouchmeanymore?”

shefinallyasks.

Randall’sheartsinksandcracks,thisisnotwhathe

wanted.Hedidn'tmeantopullawayfrom her,it

hurtshim asmuchasithurtsher.
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Two-

Randallistakenbacktothedayafterhecamehome

from abusinesstrip.Hewasn’thimself,Amara

couldsenseitaswell.Forthefirstinhislife,he

becamesensitivetoawholelotofthings,Amara

especially.Hespentmoretimeintheshower,an

hourwastoolittleatime.Bathswerenolongeran

optiontilltoday,whichwasasurprisetoAmara

consideringthemanlovedtakingbathswithher.He

avoidedlookingathernakedbody,passionate

kissesandwouldjoltupwhenshewouldstart

seducinghim.Randallwouldruntotakeashower

andspendhoursinthere.

Itwassleeplessnightsafteranother,hewouldgroan,

cryandmumblewordsthatdidn’tmakesenseinhis

sleep…Thistookatollontheirmarriage,theonly

thingAmaracouldthinkofwasthatherhusbanddid

notloveheranymore,thathewasdisgustedbyher.



Thecouplewouldargueforhoursuntiltheywore

themselvesout,asmuchastheyhurteachother,

nobodywantedoutofthemarriage.

“Iloveyou.”Randallsays,standingabitfarfrom his

wifenow.Hedoesn’twanttohurtherandhemightif

theycontinuearguinglikethis.

“ThatmeansnothingtomerightnowRandall.”

Amarasnaps,she’sexhausted.

“So,you’regoingtogiveuponusjustlikethat?Like

wenevermeantanything?”Randallshouts,he

cannotunderstandhowthisispossible.

“YougaveuponuswhenyoucheatedRandall,you

tossedourloveawaywhenyoulaininbedwith

anotherwoman.”Hervoiceislouderthanhis.

“Itoldyou,Ididn’tdoanything.”Surelytherehasto

beawaytomakeherunderstand,thisyellingmust

begivingthem aheadache.

“Then,howdoyouexplainthesepicturesRandall?”

Mightaswellstandontherooftopsoeveryonecan



hearthattheOkoliesarewagingwaragainsteach

other.

Amarasnatchesthephonefrom thebedandthrows

itatherhusband,heseesitcomingandducks,but

stillmanagestocatchthemobile.Randallisa

tremblingmess,hissensitivesideisemerging.He

doesn’twantthat,hedoesn’twanttobreakdownin

frontofhiswife.Whatwillhesaytoher?Howwillhe

explainhistears?

“MaybeKennethwouldhavelovedmebetter…”

Okaaay!Thatcameouttoofastandtooloud.

Randall’seyesspasm withsomethingunsettling,it

sendscoldshiversdownherspine.Hefrantically

grabsherarm andpinsheragainsthim,agasp

jumpsoutofhermouthasherchestcollideswith

hisuppertorso.Eyeswidenedandheartracing,

Amaraglaresupatherhusband.Randalldoesnot

actlikethis,he’sneveractedlikethis.Yeshecanbe

possessive,buttohurtherisnew.



“Don’tfuckingsaythattome,”heseethesbetween

grittedteeth,aninscrutableexpressionpaintedon

hisface.“Don’tyoutalktomelikethatAmara,Iam

stillyourhusband.”

“Ohreally?”Sheyells.

Heletsherwhensheslipsoutofhistightgripand

stepsback,herfacecreaseswhilesherubsaway

thepainonherarm.

“Didyourememberthatwhileyouwereontopof

anotherwoman?”Thewifeisgoingtogreatlengths

tohavehim hurtasmuchassheishurting.

“Amara!”Heshouts,steppingcloserwitha

threateningglare.

“Iam doneRandall,”Amarayellsback.

WhatAmaradoesnexthasRandall’seyeswidening

inshock,hisbloodrunscold.Neverinhislifedidhe

thinkhewouldseehiswiferemoveherweddingring.

Heisstillshockinglyscrutinizingherlefthandwhen

shegrabsthesuitcaseandstartsluggingittowards



thedoor.

Armswraparoundherwaistfrom behindasshe

touchesthedoorknob,stoppingheronhertracks.

Hiswarm breathticklesherneck,shiversripple

throughherandlikeafool,shetremblesatthe

warmthofhisbodypressedagainsthers.

“LetmegoRandall.”

“Don’tleaveplease.”Hisvoiceisadesperate

whisper,anundertonethatstabshercoldhearta

little.“I’llgo,thisisyourhouse.It’sR.JandLiyana’s

home,Iwillstayintheguestroom fortonight.Just…

don’tletmysonleavehisfather’shouse,please

Amara.”

Amarahesitatesabit,beforeshiftingfrom hisarms

andturnstofacehim.Toassurehim thatsheisnot

leaving,shegiveshim anod.

Sighinginrelief,Randallslidespasthertogettothe

door.Hisfeetfalter,asifhedoesn’twanttoleave

theroom.Herheartjumpstoherthroatwhenhe

turnstoher,studyingherwithunforgivingjudgement.



“OnemorethingAmara,”hisvoicerelapsingintoa

gratingrasp.“Don’t,youevermentionKenneth

Mkhizetomeagain.YouknowIcanberuthless…

mehemma(myqueen)andIdon’twanttotreadthat

path.”

Randallslowlyturnsandwalksout,leavingAmarain

shock.BringingupKenneth,amanwhoonce

pursuedherwhileshebelongedtoRandallwasa

badidea,althoughsheknewwhatshewasdoing.

Theplanwastohurthim,notmakehim angry

enoughtogoonakillingspree.

ZITHA-

“IunderstandyourconcernsZitha,however,keeping

yourmotherherewillonlybealossonourside.

Thereisnothingwecandoforheranymore,you

needtotakeherhome.”

“NopleaseMelikhaya,you’remyonlyhoperightnow.



Mymothercan’tbecrowdedinthathouse,youofall

peopleshouldknowhowsmallitisandmyaunt

will…”

“Zithaplease,donotmakethismyproblem.I

alreadydidmypart,theonlyreasonIwasableto

extendherstayhereisbecauseofourfriendship.I

riskedmyjobforyou,youcan’tpossiblyaskmeto

furtheryourmother’sstayatthishospital.”

“I’m desperate,please.Don’tyouthinkyouoweus

thismuch?Rememberwhatmymotherdidforyour

parentsalongtimeago?Ifitwe’renotforher,your

fatherwouldn’tbethisbigshotheistoday.”

Melikhaya’sfacetightensindisbelief,maybeI

shouldnothavesaidthis.

Okay,IknowIsoundlikeaselfishprick,thenagain

whowouldn’twhentheirmotherisinvolved?She’s

allIhave,takingheroutofthehospitalmeansdeath

forher.Ifmymotherhadavoice,shewould

complainaboutgoinginandoutofthehospital.This

placeisbasicallyhersecondhome,soundsterribleI



know.Idon’tmeantonagMelikhaya,shehasbeen

ofgreathelpoverthepastmonthsandIcannever

thankherenough.

“I’m sorryKhaya,youknowIhaveabigmouthandI

can’tcontrolit.”

IcanbeannoyingwhengivenachanceandhereI

am annoyingthepoorwoman,shehuffsasshe

plungesherhandsinthepocketsofherdoctor’s

whitecoatandjudgesmewithasingleglare.

“I’m doneZitha,you’reonyourownnow.”Iwatchher

walkaway,Iwouldcallherbackanddemandthat

shehelpsme.Itseemsshehasforgottenthat

seventeenyearsago,mymotherhelpedherfather

getajobatabigcompanyandthat’swhytheywere

abletopayforherstudies.I’m notasmeanasI

sound,I’m desperateandoutofoptions.

“Sorrysisi,”someonetapsmyshoulderfrom behind,

IturntoanursewearingthemostarrogantfaceI’ve

seensofar.Sheholdsmeapaperandpen.



“Pleasesignandtakeyourmotherhome,wehavea

patientwhoneedsthebed.”Ishouldrecordher

arrogantvoiceandsendthecomplainttoherbosses,

butI’m anobody.Reluctantly,Isignthedamnthing,

shesnatchesitback,andcatwalksdownthehallway.

“Justwaitthere,someonewillbringyouroldladyto

you.”Shearrogantlytellsmewhilewalkingaway.

Mayshetripandbreakatoothortwo.Ishouldhave

pulledthatuglywigoffherheadandranwithit,

nonsense…

“Hey,heycareful.”Ishoutatthemalenursepushing

mymother’swheelchairtowardsme,whythe

clumsinessthough?Hegivesmeafunnylook,ifhe

wasn’tcute,Iwouldreturnittentimes.Beautiful

menintimidateme,Idribbleonmywordsifnoton

mylegstofallunderneaththem.

“Thisisnotatrolleyfrom Shoprite,she’shuman

man.”Itellhim.

ThankGodIgotthoseout,usuallyIbitemytongue

andaskfortheirnumbers.Thenursedoesnotseem



tocareaboutmydramatics,heletsgoofthe

wheelchairandstandswithhandsfoldedacrosshis

chest.Godcomeseethisthingyoucreated,itwants

toseducemewithoutactuallydoinganything.

“Don’ttakethewheelchairhomewithyou,wedon’t

runacharityhere.”Eww!!!Majorturnoff,howdare

hethinkIwillstealabloodywheelchair.

“Iknowbecausethisisyouruncle’shospital,right?”

Thebastardfrownsatmyremark,I’m turnedoffby

hisarrogance,somymouthisonfirerightnow.

“You’retooforwardforaprettylady.”Comeonnow…

didMr.Nursejustcallmepretty?Wait,don’tgettoo

excitedZitha,hesaidpretty,notbeautiful.Prettyis

‘youhaveabignosebutyoureyesaretodiefor.’

Prettyis‘youhavelonglegsbuttheylooklike

chickendrumsticks.’Basically,prettysoundslikean

insult.Ishouldwritealettertowhoevercomposed

theEnglishvocabularytoridofthatword.

Mymindtakesmebacktomymotherwhois



sleepingonthewheelchair.Howam Igoingtoget

thiswomanhome?It’slateatnightandtheonly

optionIhaveistorequestanUber.

“Listen…”Imoveclosetothecutenurse,afrownis

hisresponse.Idon’tcare,Ineedthiswheelchair

morethanhedoes.He’llprobablyberidingitdown

thehallthroughtheentirenightshift.

“Say…Iborrowthewheelchairand…”hiseyeschase

myhandthat’sdrawingcirclesonhischest.

OhShembe!Ahairychest?Sendhelpnow…Ichoose

tolookintohiseyesthanthebitofhairpeeking

throughhisshirt,theyareratherdreamy.Theman

doesnotlookpleased,ishegayorwhat?Here’sa

wholewomantryingsohardtoseducethisboy,

can’theatleastpretendtobeturnedon.I’m bloody

tryinghere.

“No!”hesaysandgentlypushesmebeforeIlay

downmyoffer,wemightaswellclosethecountry.

Menarenotseduce(able)anymore.

“Hey,youdidn’tevenhearwhatIhadtosay.”I’m



extremelyoffended.

“Idon’tcaresisi,pleaseleavethewheelchair

outside.”

“Argh!”Idrawbackandfoldmyarmsacrossmy

chest.“Isthisyourfather’swheelchair?”

Helaughsmockingly.Forthatstupid,cutelaugh.I

willstealthiswheelchair,theywillneverseeme

again.

“Whatever,gotohell.”Isnarlathim.

I’m annoyedandstranded.Althoughmymotherlost

alotofweightovertheyears,she’sstillheavy.To

topitoff,sheistall.HowwillIcarryherintothe

house?That’sifIhaveenoughmoneytopayforan

Uber.

Icurlmyhandsonthewheelchair,turnmybackto

thenurseandmakesuremyflatasspopsout

enoughforhim toseewhathe’smissing.NotthatI

would’vegivenhim any.Dammit,Ishould’veworn

tightjeans.Whosaidloosepantsarealwayscute?



TheidiotchucklesasIshakemyhipsfrom leftto

rightwhilepushingthegovernmentwheelchair.I’m

takingithome,hecan’ttellmenothing.

Iwouldsaytheeveningbreezeisbliss,butnottoday.

TodayitremindsmehowbrokeandmiserableIam.

JustasIthought,mywalletisempty.I’m standing

outsideinthecold,thejerseymymotherhason

barelykeepsherwarm.Melikhayashouldhave

preparedmeforthis,Iwouldhavebroughtwarm

clothesforher.

There’sacarcoming,it’sanUno.Thedriverstops

rightinfrontofus,hejumpsoutbeforeIcouldcheck

whohereallyis.

“AreyouZitha?”OhLord!Whoisthiscreepylooking

man?Iclingontomymother’swheelchairandmy

bag.ThemanfrownswhenIstartpushingthe

wheelchairbackwards.

“Idon’thavemoneybhuti,please…”



“Ulwazisentmehere,shesaidyou’llneedtransport.”

ThemansaysandIam flabbergasted.“I’m her

brother.”

Hehandsmeaphone,Ihesitate,butthelookhe

givesmechastisesme.

"Shewantstotalktoyou,"hesoundsscarierwith

eachwordhespeaks.IfhereallyisUlwazi'sbrother,

Iwillneverforgiveherforsendingmeamanwho

lookslikehewalkedoutofserialkiller

documentaries.

Withshakyhands,Itakethephoneandthefirst

thingmyfrienddoesisexplainthescarylooking

manstandinginfrontofme.

“Youdoknowhehasaneyepatchandabigscar

acrosshisface?Howdoyouexpectmetotravel

withhim?”IcomplaintoUlwazioverthephone.I

needtocheckthelistIwroteGodwhenIaskedfor

friends.Idon’tremembercrazybeingonthelist.The

manheardme,hescoffsandstabsmewithhisone

eye.



“Justgetinthecar,he’samarshmallowthatone.”

Ulwaziinsists,she’slaughing.

Idon’tseeamarshmallow,IseePapa-Actionfrom

YizoYizo.Beggarsreallycan’tbechoosers,it’s

eitherwegowiththisscarymanorsleephere.

*****©
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“Callmewhenyou’redone,I’llcomeandpickyouup,

okay?”

“Okaypapa.”Sheunbucklesthebelt,enthusiasm

fillingherup.

“Heywait,I’m notdone.”Shestopsatthesoundof

hisreprimandingtone,herfatherisstrict,sostrict

thathewantstoknowwheresheisandwhatshe’s

doingatthattime.“Noboys,princess.”Hiswords

haveherwantingtoshyaway,sheisnotaboutto

discussboyswithherfather.Nothim...Never.

“Ewwpapa,”Thegirlsings.

Herfatherwouldbelievethesourfacetakingover

herfacialfeatures,butheistoowokenottoknow

whatgirlsheragegetupto.

Liyanagrewupsofast,turningnineteeninafew

months.IfRandallcouldturnbacktimesoshecan



bethatinnocentlittlegirlwhofollowedhim

everywhere,hewould.

“Okay,becarefulprincess.Loveyou.”

“Loveyoutoopapa.”Akissonhischeekandshe

fliesoutofthecar,thewindblowsherawaybefore

hecouldremindheragaintobecareful.Beinga

fatherisnoteasy,maybewhenLiyanawasalittle

girl.Butnowsheisgrowing,shewantstobe

everywhereatthesametime.Shefollowsthelatest

trends,wantsthelatestgadgets.Andwhoknows?

Hislittlegirlmightbehavingacrushonsomeboy

withhormonesthatofadog.

IfonlyRandallknewwherehisdaughterisheaded,

hewoulddragherbacktothecar,lockherinher

room andthrowawaythedamnkey.

LiyanaOkoliehasgrownuptobeastrong-willed

youngwoman,herparentsRandallandAmaraare

beyondoverprotectiveofherandthatalone

aggravatesLiyanatothecore.Itstopsherfrom



livingherbestlife,experiencingnewthingsand

livingontheedge.

Lyingtoherparentshasbecomeanorm,sometimes

itbothersherthattheymightfindherout.She

wishesthatshecouldbefreeandgallivantaround

town,showingoffherlove.Yes,herlove.Themanin

bednexttohercapturedherheartaftermonthsof

trying.

HerfatherthoughtLiyanawasmeetingupwith

friendsatamall,butthegirlhadadatewithher

boyfriend.ZwelethuMkhize,amanwhospent

monthscourtingthegirl.ThisisthefellowLiyanais

withmostofthetime,whenherparentsassumeshe

iswithherfriends.Heisthereasonbehindherlying

tongue.

Sheisathishouse,onhisbed,readytohavesex

withhim.

He’satwentynineyearoldexperiencedmanand

Linayaissosurethatshe’sreadytogiveherselfto



him.It’stheonlywayshecanproveherlove.Giving

him herinnocence.

“Areyousureyouwanttodothis?”Hisvoiceis

exoticandsensual,sheisnewtothis.Thefeelings

rushingthroughherveins,thehotflashesandtoday

herheartthumpsinanextraordinaryway.

“Iloveyou.”sherepliestohisquestionwiththese

threesimplywords,thatpullasmiletohisface.

“Iloveyoutoo.”Hisresponsemakeshersmile,butit

doesn’treachherears.It’sanervousone,sheis

abouttoletamaninsideher.Twoyearstheydated

withoutanyoneknowing,secretlymeeting.Liyana

loveseverythingaboutZwelethu,hismaturenature,

thewayheholdsherinhisarms.Thesparkinhis

eyeswhenhelooksather.

Histouchisgentle,softandpromising.It’sfilled

withlove,hishandsburnwithdesire.Hiskisseswet



withdewdropsoflove,atypeofworshipthatleaves

herawed.

Zwelethutakeshistimetoundressher,hisgaze

keptonhertomakesuresheisokay.He’sbeen

waitingforthismoment,forthiswomantogive

herselftohim completely.

“Iloveyou,”hesays,slowlytattooingherfacewith

placidkisses.Herbodyistremblingunderhistouch

thatshehastoclenchherteethtostopthe

quavering.Hertopgoesfirst,revealingherbreasts.

He’salreadyhardfrom havingherclosetohim and

can’timaginehowitwillbeliketofinallytasteher.

Hiserectionthrobswithexcitement,he’s

experiencedandifitwerewithanyotherwoman,he

wouldbeonthejoyride.

Butthisoneisdelicate,thisisherfirsttimeandhe

hastobegentle.

Liyanaisnervous,thedripsofsweatformingonher

foreheadareevidence.Herbodyistrembling,she's

notsureifit'sfrom fearorthecoldbreezesmashing



agaisnthernakedskin.

Shegulpsnervously,hehearsitandalmostchuckles.

Heleansintoplaceakissthat'llhelphercalm down,

it’sslow…gentle…barelytherebutpassionateinall

ways.Insuchawaythatitbringsabouttearsinher

eyes.

Zwelethugrazeshercollarbonewithwetkisses,her

bodywhimpersunderhim.He'spushingagaisnther

untilshe'slyingflatonherback,she’safraidtotouch

him,shedoesn’tknowwhattodo;thisisafirst.How

doessheevendoit?Whatifshedoesitwrong?

Whatifshefreezes?

“Relax,sthandwasami,I’vegotyou.”Hewhispers

againsthermouth,andshereleasesalongbreath,a

whimperingmessshehasbecome.Hismouth,

handsandskinworshipher,thiswaythekisseswill

distractherandshewon’tbeasterrified.

Nowthatshe’snaked,hemovesback,kneelingon



thebedasifkneelingbeforeaqueen.Hisred-

rimmedeyesadoringeveryinchofheruncovered

body,Liyanahasneverexposedherselftoaman

before.

Naturally,herarmsrushtocoverhernudesand

shiesawayfrom hispervertedgaze.

“Don’t,”agentlewhisperleaveshismouth,whilehe

removesherhandsfrom herbreastandvag!na.“I

wanttoseeyou,Iwanttocherishthismoment.SoI

willreliveitwhenImissyouandonedaywhenwe’re

old.”ThethoughtofgrowingoldwithZwelethuputs

asmileonherface.“You’rebeautiful.”Themanisa

masteratutteringsweetnothings,heisZuluafterall

andrumourhasit,theyhaveawaywithwords.

Leaningin,ZwelethukissesLiyanalikeit’sthefirst

time.Afterhe'ssatisfiedwithhiskisses,hejumps

offthebedandcastshisclothesawayleavinghim

asthewayhecameintotheworldthedayhewas

born,hewantshertoseehim aswell.



There'sacondom wherehisphoneis,theman

preparedforthisday.Hewearsitwhilelookingat

theyoungwomanonthebed,shesmilesatthesight.

Hereturnsitbuthisistooshortandbarelyvisibleto

beconsideredasmile.

Zwelethuclimbsbackonthebed,hoversoverLiyana

andgraduallylowershisnakedbodyontopofhers,

makingsurehedoesn'tsquashthepoorhumanwith

hisbigbuilt.Afewmorekissestocalm herdown,

arouseherandgethertoacomfortableposition.

Liyanawinceswhenheslowlypusheshiserection

insidehernetherregions,shepullsbackandthat

putsZwelethubacktosquareone.

“HoldontomeLiya,Iwillneverletyougoandrelax

yourbody,itwillhurtifyou'retense.”Hesayskissing

thecornerofhermouthbeforelinkinghiseyeswith

hers.

Liyanabelieveshim,he’sneverliedtoherbefore.

Anothertryandslowlyhepushesin,ithurtslikehell.



Shewincesandclenchesherarmsaroundhim.

Thissexthingisstrange,herfriendtoldheritwasn’t

bad.IfLiyanarememberscorrectly;herfriendsaid

sexislikearollercoasterride.It’sscaryforthefirst

fewsecondsuntilyou’reuphigh,that’swhen

everythingfadesawayandallyoucanthinkaboutis

reachingyourhappyending.Forhereighteenth

birthday,thesamefriendboughtheradildojustfor

practice.Shewentasfarastodemonstrateitforher,

Liyanawouldn’ttryit.Theboxishiddenawayinher

room somewhere,wherehermotherwouldnever

findit.

"Isitsupposedtobeaspainfulasthis?"Shecan't

takethepainanymore,hedoesn'tanswer.Typical

hornymanhaslostfocus,hewantstogetin.Hehas

topenetrateherorhewilllosehismind.Hernails

digintohisshouldersashecontinuestopushin.

Zwelethualmostjumpsfrom thepain,butthatmight

scareher.



“Areyouokay?”He'sback,itmustbethescratch

thatsnappedhim outofhislustfulride.Hisown

questionputshim onthehotseat,shehastobe

okay.

“Yes.”Shereplies.

Hereyessuddenlywiden,herbodyfreezesand

handsfalltohersides.

“Shit,shit.”Zwelethurumbles,smashingafisted

handonthemattress.Heknowswhat’shappening

toher,theincidentoccurredbefore.Aboutamonth

ago,theyweremakingoutonhiscouchwhen

suddenlyshefroze.Hedidn’tknowwhattodo,sohe

satthereprayingtoGodandhisancestorstohelp

Liyana.Ittookalmostalifetimeforhertosnapback

toreality,butthistimeitcouldbedifferent.It’s

surprisingthatherancestorsletitgothisfar,

questionis,willsheevergetup?

Athoughtsuddenlycomestomindashepullshis

memberoutandslowlycovershernakedbody.

“Zitha.”Thenameescapeshismindandpoolsoutof



hismouth.

ZithaisLiyana’sclosestfriend,morelikeasisterand

sheistheonlyonewhoknowsabouttheirloveaffair.

Zwelethufindshisphoneonthebedsidetable,he

scrollsafewnamesdowntillthenamepopsupon

thescreen.

“Ifyou’reTshepo,dropthecallnowbeforeyour

mothercursesthedayyouwerebornafterIhave

insultedyou.Ifnot,thenyouhavethewrongperson,

no,Iam notonTinderandnothat’snotmeonthat

picture,Idon’tdonudes.Ifyou’reabillionaire,then

darlingyou’renotlost.”Zithaspeakswithout

greeting.

Herollshiseyesattheladyblabberingonthe

receivingend.

“ShouldIacceptthefactthatyouwillneversavemy

number?”Zwelethuasks,preparingtodeliverthe

badnews.Hehearsanexasperatedsighfrom her.



“Ohit’syou,you’renotdead…yet?”Zithaspitsback,

hertonecarriesnothingbutboredom.Onecantell

sheisnotafanofthemanshe’stalkingto.

“Canweputourdifferencesaside?Liyananeeds

help.”Yep!HesaidLiyana,theoneZithatendstobe

overlyprotectiveof.

“Whathaveyoudonetomyfriendthistime?NeedI

remindyou,Iknowhowtogetawaywithmurder.”

“Ididn’tdoanything,weweremakingoutandshe

suddenlyfroze.”Zwelethufeelsembarrassedhaving

toexplainhisprivatelifetohisgirlfriend’sbestfriend.

“Ohgreat,Ishouldhaveknown.Tellme,Zwelizweor

whateveryourfathernamedyou.Howhighisyour

sexdrive?Becausefrom whereI’m standing,you’re

apornstarwhocan’tgetenoughof…”

“InsultingmewillnothelpLiyana.”

“Ohrelax,it’snotlikeyoucareaboutheranyway.

Youwouldn’thaveriskedherlifeifyoudid.Whenare

yougoingtostoptryingtosmashmyfriend?Doyou



knowwhosheis?”ZithaknowsthattheOkolie

ancestorsarepossessiveoftheirdaughter,noman

willevertouchthatgirliftheyhaveanythingtodo

withitandifLiyanacontinuestodenythem shewill

neverhaveherhappyending.

“Listen”Zwelethusnaps,annoyanceinhistone.

ThereisnotimetoentertainZitha’sinsults.“I’m

lookingatafrozenLiyanaaswespeak.”He’s

panicking,althoughhe’sbeenfacedwiththis

situationbefore.Zithafindshumourinhiswords,the

youngladycan’thelpbutlaughatthecircumstances.

“Ohmypoorfriend,nowIwillhavetoteachherhow

tomasturbate,orshewillneverknowwhatan

orgasm feelslike,notthatyouweregoingtogiveher

one.Doyouthinkherancestorswillfreezeherhand

ifshestartstouchingherself?”Zithaasksand

quicklygivesananswerbeforeZwelethucouldsay

anything.“Idon’tthinksotoo,althoughI’m starting

tothinktheyhaveaproblem withsex”



“Zithaplease,thisisanemergency.”Zwelethuis

clearlyexasperated.

Shegiggles,sheishavingfunatherfriend’sexpense.

“Youdon’tplaywiththeundergroundgangZwelisha,

thenagainyou’reanMkhize.Youlotthinkyouknow

better.”Shegetsthenamewrongagain.

“Areyougoingtohelpmeornot?”Aggravated,

Zwelethubarksather.Zithahatesit,butshedoesn’t

voiceitout.Liyananeedshelp,shewilldealwiththe

angryZulumanlater.

“Dothis,takeheroutsideandmakeherstandonsoil

barefooted.Takeahandfulofitfrom whereshewas

standing,makesurehershadowistherewhenyou

scoopthesoil.Placeitinabowl,addwaterandletit

boilforabouttwominutesthenhelphersteam her

body,sheshouldbeokayafterthat.”Zithaknows

thiswell,thereisnothingaboutLiyanathatshe

doesn’tknow.Zwelethuthough,hasbeentoldto

solveforX,whydoeslifehavetobesodifficult?



Whenwillhecatchabreak?

“Idon’tknowhowyou’regoingtodoallthat,just

don’tbendmyfriend,sheisnotablowupdoll.”Zitha

finishes,justtopissZwelethuoff.Heknows

Liyana’ssituation,yethestillprovokesherancestors.

“Thankyou?”Hesendshisgratitude,hedoesn’tgive

Zithaachancetoreply.

Hetossesthephoneonthebed,throwshisclothes

on.He'lldisposeofthecondom later,it'snot

importantrightnow.HehastohelpLiyanaintoher

clothes,hefindsamorninggowninthewardrobe

anddrapesherwithit.Thetaskwon’tbeeasyand

he’snotsureifitwillwork,butkeepshisfingers

crossed.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Four-

AMARA-

Peoplethinkbeingawifeiseasy…sigh!Heisstill

around,hedidn’tkeeptohiswordofleavingandI

haven’tmusteredupthecouragetoousthim out.He

toldmeabunchofmumblejumboabouthowR.J

willbeaffectedbyourseparation.

Ican’tthinkstraightwithhim around,Ineedspace,I

needtimealone.Ineedtobeawayfrom him,surelyI

am notaskingfortoomuch.Hispresencehasme

confusedaboutawholelotofthings,likewhenIsee

him playwiththekids.Randallthecheateriswiped

awayfrom myeyesandIstarttoadoreRandallthe

familyman.

“Mom,Ican’tfindmysoccerboots.”Hedoesn’t



knockwhenheentersmyroom nordoeshegreet.

“Hey,whatdidIsayaboutknocking?”He’sstanding

inthedoorwaysmilingupatme,whyam Ifallingfor

hischarms?R.Jishisfather’schild.

“Sorry,mom.”Hemurmursbelowawhisperand

tramplesinbarefooted,hethrowshimselfonmybed

whichissomethingIhavewarnedhim about.

“WhatisitR.J?”Ihavetoabandonmythingsjustto

accommodatehim.

ThelittleboysitsupIndianstyleandpatstheempty

spacebesidehim.Ican’tentertainhim,I’m latefor

work.SoIscoldhim withasingleglarethathashim

puckeringhislips.

“Ican’tfindmysoccerbootsmom,”thischildis

foreverlosinghisthings,whatam Igoingtodowith

him?Sighinginfrustration,Idecidetogivehim my

fullattention.It’sagoodthingI’m readyforwork,R.J

canbeaverybigdistraction.



“You’rekiddingme,right?”Lord,thischild.Whathe’s

wearingdrainsallthestrengthinme,andhehasthe

audacitytoshrughisshouldersasifhe’soblivious

towhatI’m observing.“R.Jyou’renotevendressed

forpracticeyet?”

“Ican’tfindmyboots,”he’slying,wegothroughthe

samethingeveryFridayafternoonwhereR.Jhides

hissoccerbootsandIspendanhourlookingfor

them.Idon’tknowwhyRandallhadhim takeup

soccer,theboyclearlyhatesit.

“Whydon’tyouquit?”Ihavesuggestedthisbefore

andheplainlydeclined,Idon’tknowwhathewants.

“Idon’twantto,”thisiswhatI’m talkingabout.He

won’tquit,yethehideshisshoes.

“R.J,mom needstobeatworkbefore5pm.Please

workwithme,baby.Getyourshoes,soIcandrop

youoff.”

“Mytummyhurts,canIskippractisetoday?”His

handsuddenlyfindsapossiblepainonhisstomach,

honestlyIdonothavetimeforthis.



“Fine,Ihavework.Chiomawilltakecareofyou.”The

boyregardsmewithcartooneyes,adesperatelook

ofsomesort.

“Pleasestaywithme,mommy.”Hepleads,flapping

hiseyelashes.Mommy?Thischildisnine,theonly

timehecallsmemommyiswhenhewants

something.

“YouknowIcan’tmisswork,”Itellhim,grabmy

handbagandgetreadytoheadout,butR.J

scampersoffthebedandblocksmypath.Heis

lookingupatmewithhisBambieyes.

“Please,”hesingsandforthelifeofme,Iam

temptedtostay.

“I’llbehomebeforedinner,Ipromise.”Thisshould

makehim smile,andhegrinslikeaCheshirecat.

“Yes!”Theboyrejoices,throwingafistintheair.“I’ll

tellLiya,you’rejoiningusfordinner.”

Withthisannouncement,hepouncesoutofthe

room inexcitement.Ithoughthewasn’tfeelingwell,



Randallhastotalktohim regardingthissoccerthing.

Idon’twantmysondoingthingshedoesn’tlike.

NowIhavetogotoworkandpretendtobesickso

theysendmehome.

RANDALL-

Randallfaintlysmilesathissonrunningtohim,he

almostbumpsintothecoffeetablebutmanagesto

dodgeitandjumpsonthecouchwithhisfeet.He

wouldchastisehim,buthe’stooeagertofindout

whatAmarasaid.Thesmileontheboy’sfacecould

onlymeanonething…missionaccomplished.

“And?”AcuriousRandallaskstheyoungprincewho

jumpsonhislapandsuffocateshim withahug,he

can’thelpbutchuckleatR.J’scuteness.



“Itworkeddad,itworked.Mom willbehomefor

dinner.”R.Jhappilyannounces,hepullsbackfrom

thehugandlooksupathisfather.Worrysplashesin

hiseyes,hissmallhandsstartdrawingcircles

aroundhisfather’seyes.Thesuddencontactis

random,hencetheinquisitivelookonRandall’sface.

“WhatisitKwame?”Ofcoursedadhasgrown

curious.

“Liyatoldmewhatthesecirclesmeandad,you

haven’tbeensleeping.Areyouandmom stillfighting?

Iheardyouguysarguingtheotherday.”

“ThelasttimeIcheckedyouwerenine,notsixteen.”

ItbothersRandallthathiskidsaregrowingup,given

achancetomakeawish,hewouldfreezetimefor

aneternity.ThatnighthefoughtwithAmara,he

wenttohisson’sroom.Watchinghim sleep,Randall

decidedthathewouldfightforhisfamilyevenifit

meantnotrespectingAmara’swishes.Leavingthe

houseisthesameasgivinguponhismarriageand

kidsandthat’ssomethinghe’dneverdo.



“Liyateachesmealotofthings,she’salsobeen

teachingmeself-defence.”Hejumpsoffhisfather’s

lapandstartspracticingrandom kicks,carefulnotto

knockoffobjectsinthelounge.“LookhowhighIcan

kickdad.”

Randallchortlesatthesight,hegrabshissonbythe

waistandsitshim backonhislap.

“Whyisyoursisterteachingyouself-defence?Is

everythingokayKwame?”R.Jdropshisheadand

fallsintoaseriesofthoughts,it’snotasecretthat

thechildhassomethinginhismind.

“Nothingiswrongdad,”hisanswerhashisfather

furrowinghisalreadypuckeredbrow,hesenses

somethingandthere’sanurgetopushthe

conversationfurther.Hedecidesotherwise,knowing

R.Jwilltellhim whenhe’sready.

“Hey!”Atthis,RandallcupsKwame’sface.Thelittle

boytimidlylooksupathim,hisinnocenteyesmake

Randall’sheartclip.Hecan’timagineanyonehurting



hisbaby.“Whoisthereforyou?”

“You,dad.”

“Whowillalwaysprotectyou?”

“You.”

“Wholovesyoumorethananythinginthisworld?”

“You.”

“Good.”Randallfinishesandpastesasoftkisson

hisforehead,thelittleboy’snosecrumplesupand

hefallsintogigglesashesendsahandtowipethe

wetnessaway.

“Ewwdad,”hewhines,shyingawayfrom hisfather’s

lovinggaze.

“Ithoughtyou’dbeusedtothisbynow.”Randall

kisseshim againandenvelopshim inhisarms.The

hugistight,R.Jisnotcomplaining,moreover,he

lovesitwhenhisfatherbabieshim.

“Iloveyou,Kwame.”Randallproclaims,tightening

thehugandlovingthegigglesemanatingfrom the



littleboy.

“IloveyoutooUze.”R.Jaddsatease,andearns

himselfascoldingstarefrom hisfather.“Imeandad,

Iloveyoumoredad.”

Theboy’swidegrinmeltshisfather’sheart.

ZITHA-

“So,whatdoesthismean?Ismygirlstillavirginor

Mkhizebroketheglass?”

“Idon’tknow,wedidn’tgothatfar.Ormaybewe

shouldasktheancestorssincetheyknow

everything.”Liyanasnorts.

WhenIcalledher,shewasn’tinthemoodtotalk.

Sheexpressedhowshefeelsembarrassedandhas

beenavoidingthatfoolshecallsaboyfriendfor

threedaysnow.

“WhatwereyouthinkingLiyana?Ithoughtyousaid



you’llwaittillyou’vefiguredoutwhattheywantfrom

you.”

“Well…IthoughtsinceZwelilovesme,theywon’t

interfere.”Yeah,right.

“Liketheydidn’tinterferethenumberoftimesyou

twoweremakingout?Youshouldknowbetterthan

toriskyourlife,you’reluckytheyhaven’tputyouina

comma.”Meandmybigmouth,Ihaveprobably

giventhem anidea.“Ohno,doyouthinktheyare

listening?Liyanasomeoneintheundergroundis

takingnotes.”

“ComeonZitha,”she’slaughing,hopefullynotatmy

stupidity.“Idoubtthatispossible,Ithinktheydo

thosethingsbecausetheywantattention.”

“Theywantyoutoacceptyourgift,babe.”Iretort.

Isn’tthatthereasonwhythedeaddecidetoinvade

ourlives?

“I’m notready,they’llwantmetowearbeadsand



ancestralclothes.Iwillhavetoliveforotherpeople,

I’m notreadytogiveupmylifejustyet.I’m still

young,can’ttheywaittillI’m likefiftyorsomething?”

IalmostlaughatLiyana'swords.

“WhatlifeareyoutalkingaboutvirginMary?Isitnot

youwaitingforSaintGabrieltocomeandtellyou

thatyouarewithchild.”

“ButZweliandIhavetriedtodoitmanytimesand

theyinterruptedus.Iwouldbeexperiencedifitwere

notforthem.”Thisgirlisnotgettingme,geez

innocentgirlscanbeapainintheanal.

“That’sboringLiya,onemanisnotenough.But

forgetaboutthat,don’tbeme.IcandowhateverI

want,youhaveacrazyfatherwhowillcastrateany

manwhotriestostabyourcake.”Itellherthetruth

andnothingbut…

“Papaisbetter,grandpaistheproblem.It’sbad

enoughthathecanseeeverythingfrom whereverhe

is.Ancestorsdonotcareaboutprivacy,theywatch

uslikehawks.”Shegrumbles.



“Truebabe,theydoastheyplease.Whentheyroar,

youbetterlisten.Thecallingdoesnotgoaway,it

onlygetslouder.Maybeyoushoulddosomekindof

ritualtoappeasethem.”I’m agenius,Iknow.Ihear

Liyanasighindefeatuponmysuggestion.

“Theywon’tacceptit,thiswholecharadestarted

whenIwasR.J’sage.Theyhavewaitedfortoolong,

butit’smylife.IwillliveitasIplease.”Shesounds

likeaspoiledbrat,Ishouldcallheroutonit.

“Yeahright,youknowthat’snothowitworks.You’re

blackbabe,don’tgivethem thatmodelCattitude.

Theydon’tunderstandthat,am Iallowedtopitymy

friend?Ifit’snotyourancestors,it’syourfather

actinglikeChuckNorris.Thatmanisadifferentkind

ofancestor,he’sgotsurveillancecamerasonyou.”

Mr.Okoliescaresme,sometimesIthinkheknows

aboutLiyana’srelationshipwithZwelethu.Thelast

timeIwasatLiyana’shouse,hewasglaringatme

likeIgrewapairofhorns.IswearIalmosttoldon



Liyana,Iwasreadytogivehim Zwelethu’saddress,

cellnumber…hisfather’snameandwherehis

grandparentsareburied.Andprobablyhelphim pick

themurderweapon,boywhenMr.Okoliefindsout

aboutthatrelationship,allhellwillbreakloose.

“Icantakecareofpapa,don’tworryabouthim.”

Liyana.

Mycousinchargesintomyroom justbeforeIcould

deliveraheftycomeback.Hernostrilsflareasshe

eyesmelikeI’m coveredinshit.

“Whoisgoingtowatchyourmotherwhenyou’re

busygossipingonthephone?”Yoh,thisgirl’swords

aresour.Sheprobablysuckedlemonsfrom her

mother’sbreastasababy.Inodandgesturethat

sheleaves.Shewalksoutwithatongueclick,

swayingherunevenhips.

“Ihavetogo,mymotherneedsme,”wehavebeen

talkingonthephonefortoolong.

“Okay,I’llcallyouinthemorning.”I’m nothappy

aboutLiyana’sproposal.



“Youandyourmorningcalls,don’tyouneedtimeto

rechargeafterwakingup,maybeuntil12pm?”Itell

her,tohaveherlaughatmyquestion.

“I’lltextyouthen,”soundsbetter,thatwayIwilltake

mytimetorespond.“Kissyourmotherforme.”

“Iam notdoingthat,”Idispute,maybetheydoitin

Ghana,nothere.Weshakeourparent’shandsor

greetwhilestandingfivefeetawayfrom them.

Mymotherissick,nooneknowswhat’swrongwith

her,notevendoctors.Itwasasuddensickness,it

beganwithhercryingofpainfuljoints.Onedayshe

wokeupandcouldn’tmove,herbodygaveuponher.

Doctorsgaveuponher,twoyearslatersheisstill

bedridden.Ihavetofeedherandcleanher.Welive

withmyauntandherdaughterSizakeleinOrange

Farm.

Auntisanurse,sheworksnightshiftsmostofthe

time.Sizakeleistwoyearsyoungerthanme,weare

notreallybestoffriends,webuttheadsalot,likemy

mom andauntusedtobeforeshefellill.I’dliketo



thinktheyarestillatdaggersdrawnbecausedespite

beingaqualifiednurse,auntrefusestotouchmy

mother.Sheclaimsthatshe’sforevertired,evenon

heroffdays.

Ibidmyfriendgoodbyeaftersheremindsmeabout

herparent’sanniversaryparty,Liyanaisthrowingthe

donofallpartiesforherparents.Herwords,not

mine.Shesaysit’sgoingtobethebiggestpartyever

thrownamongsttheelites.Wherethereare

beverages,Iam thereandnopeIam nottalking

aboutOros.

ImetLiyanaduringthesecondsemesterinVarsity,

we’vebeenfriendseversince.WhenIwasinprimary

school,Iwasacceleratedfortwoyears.Thejoysof

skippingtwogradesbecauseyou’retoosmartfor

yourpeers…Ihavelivedhey…

Seriously,Ihavetoslaughteragoatformy

ancestors,justtothankthem forgivingmebrains.

MaybegotochurchfortwoSundays,tothankGod



aswell.ChristmasandEasterwilldo.Whatmorewill

theywantfrom me,Iwould’vecompletedmytaskin

life.

IgraduatedwithadegreeinMarketing,althoughI

wantedtofurthermystudies,moneybecamean

issuebutmostly,mymotherneededme.I’m a

nineteenyearold,unemployedyoungSouthAfrican.

Iheadtomymother’sbedroom,thehousehasfour

bedrooms.It’sanRDPhouse,belongstomyaunt.

Sherenovateditfouryearsago,we’vebeenliving

withherforaslongasIcanremember.Ihavehated

itheremywholelife,Varsitywasmysweetescape.

Mymother’seyesmeetmineasIwalkintoher

bedroom,shewouldsmileatmeifshewerenota

vegetable.

“Mama.”Ikisshercheek,torealisethatherskinis

cold.There’sanextrablanketinthewardrobe,Iuse

ittodrapeherbody.Mymothercan’tspeak,shecan

onlyhum.Itpainsmetoseeherinthisstate,ifonly



myfatherdidn’tdecidetodie,maybethingswould

bedifferent.Themanchosethewrongtimetodie,

beforeIwasborn.Maybethethoughtofmeetingme

killedhim…whatotherconclusionshouldIcomeup

with?Noonewantstotellmehowthemanleftthis

earthandI’veneverseenpicturesofhim.

Mymotherwouldhavegottenpropermedicalhelpif

hewerealive.Whenyou’renotprivileged,society

turnsitsbackonyou.

Mydream istoworkhard,makesomethingof

myselfandhelpthiswoman.Whensheisbetter,I

willgivehereverythingshewants.Iwillspoilher...

Isn’tthatwhateveryonewantsfortheirparents?To

livelavishlywithoutanyworries.

AsIlaydownbesidemymother,Sizakelewalksin.

Thelookonherfacesayssheisheretocomplain.

“I’m hungry,”shespitsasifIkeepfoodinmyroom.

“So?”Sheshouldnottrymetonight,Imightjustbark



andbiteher.

“Youhaven’tcookedZitha,whatam Isupposedto

eat?”Thisgirlisticklingmeinallthewrongplaces.

“Ifyou’relazytocook,drinkwaterandgotobed.”

ThisiswhatIhavetolivewithsincemymother’s

predicament.“OrshouldwecallGordonRamsey?

He’llcookforyouwhileservingyouwithabunchof

cursewords,isn’tthatwhatyoulike,Kele?”She

frownsatmyremark,Iam justaboutreadytopunch

herflatnose.Iwouldhavetoldhershit,butmy

mothercanheareverything.Outofrespectforthis

onceShembefreak,Ihavetoactlikealady.Butmy

thoughtsareachildishboy’sthoughts.

“Iwilltellmamaaboutthis,we’llseeifyou’llstill

havethatbigmouthofyours.Uglybitch.”Sizakele

throwsinsults,Icantakethem.Imean,shecando

better.Iwanttotellherthattheuglybitchisher

mother,I’llkeepthatforlater.RightnowIneedto

thinkofawaytomakeherpayforherdirtymouth.

Forgiveme,LordforIam abouttosin.



ROADTOROYALTY

Five-

AMARA-

HereIam,keepingthepromiseImadetomyson.I

didn’tthinkmyhusbandwouldbejoiningusatthe

dinnertable,heknowsIdon’twanthim anywhere

nearme.Thismustbeagametohim,Randallisnot

takingmeseriously.He’sbeenthrowingglancesat

me,eyesfilledwithnothingbutadoration.PityI’m

notthatnaïveAmaraanymorewhomeltsjustfrom

meresweetnothings.

“MayIpleasebeexcused?”Liyanaaskswitha

strainedvoice.Shelooksabitpaleandwacked.

“Areyouokaybaby?”Shenodsatmyquestionand

dropsherforkinherplate,emanatingasighthat

displaysfatigue.Hereyesareonthebarelytouched

foodbeforeher.



“I’m justtired,”herresponsegetsRandall’sfull

attention.

“Howareyoutired?You’reachildwhospendsmost

ofhertimeonthephone,surelythatcannottireyou

Liya.Whendoyougettimetostudy?”Lord,this

man…Iwashopinghewouldn’tsayanything

upsetting.

“Randall,”Iquietlyreprimandhim,hecannotbe

doingthisnow.Hiseyesbrieflyruntome,hedoesn’t

carereally,he’ssobentonchidingthechild.

“YoufailedyourfirstyearLiyana,plustwo

semestersthisyear.I’m basicallythrowingmoney

downthedrain.”Hisvoicedoesn’trise,itneverdoes

whenaddressingthekids.Butthesofttoneheuses

isenoughtoscarethem.Liyana’seyessnaptome,

there’sanemotionalexpressionlainonherfaceand

herbrowsareknittedtogether.Shewantsmeto

intervene,however,disputingwithRandalloverthis

infrontofthekidswouldbewrong.

“Thatwasn’tonme,papa,youknowhowhardI



studied.”

“Clearlyyoudidn’tworkhardenough,I’vebeen

lenientwithyou,letyoudowhateveryouwant.It’s

enough,youneedtotakeyourworkseriouslyLiyana.

Howwillyouhaveafuturewithoutaneducation?

YourmotherandIarenotalwaysgoingtobehere.”

“You’renotlisteningtome,”hervoicecrashesas

sheblinksawaytearspoolingintoherredeyes.I’ve

noticedhowshehasn’tbeenherselflately,butI’ve

beentoocaughtupinmyowntroublestogiveher

anyattention.

“Liya,areyousureyou’reokay?”Iaskheragainand

shegivesmetwoassuringnods.

“MayIpleasebeexcused?”Hervoiceissternthis

time,remindingmewhosechildsheis.

“Goaheadbaby.”IexcuseherandRandallshoots

daggersatme.I’m overit…Liyanagrabsherplate

andheadsoutofthediningroom.



“Youdidn’thavetosaythattoher,youofallpeople

knowhowhardshe’sbeenworking.”Thisisme

lettinghim knowhowbotheredIam byhiscareless

words.

“Ialsoknowhowshe’sbeenfailing,”hepausesas

hiseyesfindhissonacrossthetable.R.Jisonly

botheredwiththefoodonhisplate.“Ifshefails

againthisyear,Iwon’tsponsorherstudies.Iwillcut

offherallowance,shewillhavetogetajob.”

ThatissomethingIwillnotallow,he’scrazythisone

andIam notgoingtojustifyhisabsurditywithan

answer.

HeisbusyconversingwithR.Jwhenhisphone

besidemelightsup,displayingatextmessagefrom

acertainCaroline.Myeyesruntohim tofindthathe

isoblivioustothetext,curiosityknocksandmy

insecuritiesletitin.Iquicklyreadthetextwhileit’s

stillonhomescreendisplay.

WEHAVETOTALK…



Myheartviolentlythumpsaspaintidesthroughmy

veins.WhothehellisCarolineandwhatisthis

messageabout?

IseeinmyouterviewthatRandallsawmereading

histexts,hisclearingofathroatstartlesmeabit,

butIcomposemyselfandactlikeIdidnothing.He

snatcheshisphoneasIstartplayingwithmyfood

andrepliestothetextbeforeplacingthephoneon

theothersidewhereIcan’treach.

Couldthatbehissidechick?Mymindisnotatrest,I

can’taffordtostressagain.Itwillaffectmywork,

mypersonalhealthaswellandthatissomething

thatmeansalottome.

ForyearsIthoughtRandallwasdifferentfrom other

men,LordknowsIwasconvincedhewasmyRomeo.

Allmenarethesame;womenhavesangthissong

fordecadesandIguessitistrue.

From aprincetoatroll,that’swhathehasbecome

inmyeyes.Itisstupidofmetolethim stay,however



heisrightaboutR.J.

Mybabywouldcrumbleifhisparentsweretobreak

up,Liyanaisabiggirlnow.Ibelieveshecanhandle

anything,ifIdecidethatwegoourseparateways,

thenmaybeshewillunderstand.

“Amara!”Ihearawhisperthatpullsmeoutofmy

muddledmind,IturntoseeRandallworriedlystaring

atme.Hisfaceistooclosethatithasmewantingto

pullback,butR.Jiswatching.“Areyouokay?”

Hell,Iam notokay,thenervetoaskmethisafter

whatjusthappened.IknowmostofRandall’s

friends,hiscircleoffriendsisnotbigatallandone

thingIknowaboutmyhusbandisthathedoesn’t

befriendwomen.Howhefellintothisone’strapisa

mystery.

Ipushmychairbackandstand,“areyoudone?”I

askwhilegrabbinghishalfemptyplateandtoddleto

thekitchenwithoutwaitingforaresponse.Ileave

theplatesinthesinkandheadtomyroom,mybody



isnumb.I’m insensatetoanyfeelings,fordaysI

havebeenwalkingaroundwithaheavyheart.There

isnowaythatIwilleverforgiveRandallforwhathe

didtome.

Ashowershouldhelpmecalm down,itusuallydoes.

Thereisaknockonmydoorjustuponmydeparture

from thebathroom,thinkingitisRandall,Iignoreit.

HeisthelastpersonIwanttoseerightnow.

“Mom openthedoor,”R.Jdemandsfrom theother

sideofthedoor.

“I’m comingbaby,”Icovermyselfupwithagown,

R.J’sinnocentfaceputsasubtlesmileonmyface

thesecondIopenthedoor.

“Whydidyoulock?”Listentothisunemployednine

yearoldtenant.

“Whoareyou?Myhusband?”Hegrinsatmy

question.

“Iam yoursonwhoiswaymoreimportantthanyour

husband,”withthisdeclaration,R.Jrevealsaplateof



cheesecakeandholdsittome.“Dad’sidea,”hegrins.

“Iam nothungry,baby.”Randallistryingtosoften

meupwithdesert,thatmanisalostcourse.

“Youknowhewon’tlikeitwhenIgobackwiththis?”

R.Jflapshiseyes,pleadingthatIacceptthefood.

“Don’tfinishthecakeKwame,savesomeforyour

mother.Youknowthat’sherfavourite.”Hemimics

hisfather’svoice,throwingmeintoafitoflaughter.

“Fine,I’lltakeit.Thankyou.”Myappetitedepleted

whenIsawthattextmessage,eitherway,Itakethe

plate.

“Doyouwantmilkwiththat?”MysonandIturnat

thesoundofRandall’svoicetofindhim standing

withaglassofmilkinhishand.“Youlikeyourcake

withmilk,remember?”

“GofindChiomaandaskhertoprepareyourbath.”I

excuseR.Jnotwantinghim towitnessthecoldness

Ifeeltowardshisfather.Withapoutonhislips,he



marchesawayandthemomenthe’soutofsight,I

turnbackintotheroom andshutthedoor.

“Amara!”Randallpainfullycalls.“Atleasttalktome,

letmeexplain.”

Hewantstoexplain?Thisbetterbegood,Iwantto

hearhisexplanation,soIopenthedoor.He’s

standingrightatthedoorstep,lookingdownatme.

Damnhim forthatunreadableexpressiononhis

face,can’theletmeinjustthisonce?

“AreyougoingtotellmewhoCarolineisandwhat

thattextwasabout?”He’sbitinghisbottom lip,

whileIwaitforananswer.

“Isither?”AquestionleavesmymouthwhenIfeel

likeIhavewaitedalifetime,hisansweristakingtoo

longtocomeandIam losingmypatience.

“Iloveyou,Amara.Idon’twanttoloseyouplease.”

Whatthehell?

“Isthatallyou’regoingtosaytome,Randall?”I’m

snappyyes,he’sgettingonmybloodynerves.



“I’m tryingtoprotectyou.”

“Protectmefrom what?Idon’tneedaheroRandall,

I’m notthatgirlyourescuedanymore.Icantake

careofmyself.”I’m soangry,heliestomeandcries

hero.

“SomanythingshavehappenedAmara,IwishI

couldexplainitalltoyoubut…”

“Butyou’reprotectingme,right?”Thismanmust

thinkI’m afool,goshsearchinghiseyesisgivingme

aterribleheadache.Heintendstohideitallfrom me.

“Iloveyou.”hishandtouchesmine,Isnatchitback

beforehecouldintertwineourfingerstogether.I

shakemyheadandtaketwostepsback.

“Stopsayingthat,stoptellingme,youloveme.”

“It’sallIknowAmara,”Hegetsintomypersonal

space.“It’stheonlytruthIknow.”Hislargehands

cupmyfaceashedeclareshislove,heleansdown

andpresseshisforeheadonmine.Iknowheloves



me,Ibelievehedoes.Butloveisnotalwaysenough.

Whatabouttrust?Whataboutloyalty?Thisisthe

samemanwhohastoldmetimeandtimeagainthat

hehateslies,yetherehestandsbeforemeunableto

tellmethetruth.

Thereisanurgetopullawayfrom histouch,pain

flashesinhiseyeswhenIdo,hedoesn’twanttolet

go.ButIcan’tdothisanymore,beinginhispresence

aggravatesme.

“Givemetime,IpromiseIwillfixthis.”Hesounds

andlooksdesperate,I’m donewithhisempty

promises.Asifhecansensemystream ofthoughts,

Randallfrownsatmeandforamomenthiseyesare

gluedonmine.HeputshishandoutgesturingItake

it,I’m tooupsettolethim touchmeagain.

“RememberwhenItoldyouthatifyoucheatonme,I

willleaveyou?Iwasn’tkiddingRandall,whenthe

timeisrightIwilltellthekidseverything.We’renot

goingtoleavethishouse,butyouwill.”



Theproclamationcomesasashocktohim,Iturn

backinsidethebedroom andclosethedooronhis

face.

Honestly,Ifeelnothing.Ican’tmakeoutifheis

genuineornot,ifhiswordsaretrueornot.Theworry

inhiseyes,theconcerninhisvoiceandhowhe

effortlesslytakescareofmeasit’sanorm forhim.

Havinghim closetomewillonlymakememore,

angry.Ican’tstandthesightofhim rightnowandit

saddensmethatIcan’tgetawayfrom him.

RANDALL-

RandallpushesbackaflinchwhenAmarashutsthe

dooronhisface.Ifhecouldtellherwhatisreally

goingon,hewould.Hehadpromisedtobeagood

husband,hedidn’tpromiseherperfection.Perhaps

Amaraexpectedtoomuchfrom him thatsheis



failingtolookpasthisflaws.Hethinksofknocking,

butthatwillonlyaggravatehermore.Goingtobed

andsleepingitoffwouldbebest.Asheturns,his

eyesfindhissonstandinginthecorridor.Shoulders

slumped,headslightlydroppedandtearsstreaming

downhisface.

“Kwame!”Thenameiscoveredinshock,he’s

prayinghedidn’thearanythingthatwassaid

betweenhim andAmara.

“Areyoutwogetting…”hestrugglestofinishthe

question.Itcan’tbetruethathisparentsare

separating,whatwillbecomeofhim andhissisterif

thateverhappens?

“No,”Randallcatchesonandinterjectshim

straightaway,hecan’thavehissonthinkthat.He

marchestohim andquicklyscoopshim inhisarms.

R.Jdoesnotholdhim backwhenheembraceshim,

insteadhestiffenshisbody.Theboyshutsdown

whenupsetorhurtandthisiswhat’shappening.

“YourmotherandIwillneverbeapart,Ipromise.”



Thisheknowsforsureandnoonecantellhim

otherwise.

“Letmetakeyoutobed.”Hesaysandtrollstohis

room,R.Jhasnotsaidmuch.Hedoesn’tplantosay

anything,hisheartisbrokenbeyondandhisparents

aretheculprits.

ZITHA-

“Mama,comehomeplease.”Criesaseventeenyear

oldoverthephone,herhalfnakedbodyissoakedin

sweatandcurledlikeaballonthetiledfloor.These

aretheeffectsofeatingfoodthatisnotpreparedby

you,Idecidedtoplaythemaidshewantedmetobe

andpreparedaveryspecialmealformydearcousin.

Forthepastthirtyminutes,shewascampedinthe

toilet,havingameetingwithmother-nature.She

shouldbegladIdidn’tputratpoison.



“Idon’tknowmama,mystomachhurts.”Sizakele

continuestocrywhileI’m laidbackonthecouch,

catchingupontheRiver.Ishouldstopwatchingthis

show,I’m startingtothinklikeLindiwe.

Sizakelemusthaverunoutofairtime,thephoneis

slightlytossedtotheside.Ifshewererich,she

would’vesmasheditagainstthewall…youknow,

softlife.

Sheisrollingonthefloornow,toodramaticifyou

askme,girlissostupidshehasn’tputthepuzzles

togetherastowhyshehasarunnystomach.

“Pleasekeepitdown,I’m watchingTV.”I’m enjoying

this,nexttimeshepissesmeoff,Iwillmakeherkiss

myass.

“Shutup!”Shescreams.

IthinkIdidn’taddenough,howissheabletoyell?

Topissheroffanyfurther,Iopenthewindowsand

dooraslateasitis.Shegivesmeaforeignlook.

“Don’tlookatmelikethat,Ican’tbreathelethal



gasses.”ItellherasIcovermymouthandnose.

Sizakeleisoneangrygirlrightnow.WaittillItell

Liyanaaboutthis,letmetakeavideoforevidence.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Shequestionsmyreasonfor

aimingaphoneather.

“Smilecuzzy,you’reoncamera.”Ihavetoclenchmy

teethtostopmyselffrom laughing,thisisfunnier

thanIhadimagined.TomorrowIwon’tbelaughing

though.Myauntisgoingtodealwithme,butheck,I

onlyliveonce.

“Zithastop,youdidthistome.”Oops!“Whatdidyou

putinmyfood?”

“Don’tbestupidKele,weatethesamefood.Iwas

sittingrightnexttoyou,itmustbesomethingyou

ateearlier.”Listentome,IcanconvinceJacobZuma

intogivingmehisNkandlahomestead.

“I’m goingtobed,pleaseclosethewindowsandlock

thedoorwhenyou’redone.Enjoyyourtimewith



mothernature.”Shegroansatthesoundofmy

announcement.

MesswithmeagainandIwilldothisoncemoreand

blockthetoilet.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Six-

AMARA-

Whatnormalpersoncallsatthistimeofthenight?I

shouldknowbetterthantosleepwithmyphonenot

onsilentmode.Istironthebedacoupleoftimesin

hopeswhoeveriscallingwouldstop.Secondsgoby

andIhavecountedtwomissedcalls,itringsagain,I

wanttoscream.

I’m sousedtohavingRandallsleepbesidemethatI

pathissideofthebedwithmyeyesclosed,soIcan

askhim toanswerthephone.Theemptiness

instantlyremindsmethathehasn’tsleptinourroom

indays.Iflickmyeyesopenandblinkawaythe

murkinessblindingmyvisiontomeetadarkened

space,theblaringphoneisrightontopofhispillow

andthecallerIDjustputsmeinagloomymood.



WhatdoesUncleJonaswantnow?Heusuallycalls

whensomethinghasgonewrongorthere’safamily

meeting.

“Hello,”mysalutationisglazedwithboredom.Why

callmeatthistime?

“Givethephonetoyourhusband,”nogreeting

whatsoever.

Randallissleepingintheguestroom,butofcourse,I

can’ttellhim that.

“He’ssleepingmalume,”Itellhim.

“Wakehim up,”Idon’tthinkIlikethetoneofhis

voice.Somethingisup.

“Whathappenedmalume?Iseverythingokay?”I

wastedmybreath,thisunclewon’ttellmeanything.

Jonasistoooldschool,patriarchybecomeshim.

“Amara,youknowIdon’tminddrivingoverthereat

thistime.”Hesaysinachastisingtone.Ibelievethis

isathreat,eitherway,Ihavetoruntotheguestroom.

Itellhim tohold,myfeetareslightlywobblyasI



scurrytoRandall’scurrentroom,Iknocktwiceand

thedoorslidesopen.Hiseyeswidenalittlewhenhe

seesmeandfallbacktonormalityinseconds,my

presenceisshockingtohim.

“It’suncle-Jonas.”Hesitantly,hetakesthephoneasI

holdittohim.Hiseyesarefilledwithquestions,I

don’thaveanswersto.SoIshrugmyshouldersand

crossmyarms.

Randallhardlyhasthephoneonhisearajiffybefore

hegraduallyhandsitbacktome,thisdarkskinned

man,ladiesandgentlemanhassuddenlybecome

pale.Heisstaringatmeasifanalienstandsbefore

him,I’m waitingherestunnedastowhyhedidn’tsay

awordtomyuncle.

“Didhedropthecallonyou?”Imightaswellaskor

we’llstandheretillmorning.

“Hewantsusatthehousefirstthinginthemorning,”

ishischestheaving?Trustmyuncletoterrifythe

likesofRandall,I’m notokaywiththis.He’sstillmy

husbandandsurethesightdoesnotsitwellwithme.



“Youhardlyheldthephoneagainstyourear,how…”

“Yourunclecanbeadictatorwhenhewantsto,his

exactwordswere‘IWANTYOUINEVERTONFIRST

THINGINTHEMORNING’andhungup.”Randall

says.

OrderingpeoplearoundisuncleJonas’favourite

thingtodo.

“Didhesayanythingelse?”IneedtoknowsoIcan

sleeplikeababy.

Heshakeshishead,crosseshisarmsonhischest.

Theeyecontactistoointense,almostintimatethat

mybodyyearnstobeinhisarms.Avoiceatthe

backofmyheadurgesmetoaskhim tocometo

bedwithme,itiswhatIwant.Him,closetomeand

neverfar.Whatgoodwillcomeoutofthatthough?I

willwakeupinthemorningwithnoanswersanda

brokenconfusedheart.

“I’m goingtobed,”myeyesblinktoavoidhissensual

stare.“Goodnight.”Mylastwordstohim asItakea

stepbackandtiptoemywaybacktomybedroom.



*****

‘You’renotAmarawhenyoucometoourhome,but

Mashenge.SoIexpectyoutodressaccordingly,not

tightdressesorthosepantsyou’refondof.Weara

headwrapandcoveryourscrawnyshoulders.You’re

awife,actlikeone.Don’tshametheButheleziclan,

please.’

That’sthemessageIwokeuptothismorningand

thattimeshe’saButhelezibymarriage.AuntPetunia

knowshowtoruinone’sday.It’sthescrawny

shouldersthatgottome,andtheimplicationthat

I’m askimpydresser.Okay,it’snotundisclosedthat

Ipreferpantsoverdresses.Howevertheanger

infestedinthattextmessagewasredundant.

“Youknowwhywearehere,right?”Imighthavean

idea,helooksasnervousasIam.We’reparked



outsidethegateinEverton,thisiswhereIgrewup,

wheremychildhoodwastakenfrom me.I’vebeen

hereacoupleoftimesovertheyearstovisitmyaunt

anduncle,itdoesn’tscaremeasmuchasitdid

before.

“Maybe,”Ianswer,browsingtheoutside.However,I

canfeelhiseyesonme…heavy,probingand

lingering.

“Amara…”Hishandisonmineandthathasme

turningtohim.There’salookofdesperationglazed

inthem,hewantstogrovelagain.Thisisnotthe

time,uncleJonashasmostlikelysensedthatweare

hereandisonhiswayout.Ihearthegateopenand

quicklyclaim myhandback.ThankGodIdid,my

auntwouldcallthisanatrocity.Herdaughterand

sonin-lawholdinghandsissomethingthatshould

bedoneinthebedroom.

Shesmilesandwavesasoureyesmeet,Ihear

Randallreleaseasigh,undoubtedlyaggravated.He

hatesbeingsummonedbymyfamily,hesaysuncle



Jonasistoonosy.Iknowmyaunttobeforwardand

heropeningmydoorprovesit.

“Mashenge.”IwasalwaysAmaratoheruntilRandall

putaringonit,shetakesmymarriagetooseriously.

ItcouldbethatI’m marriedtoroyalty,auntisasrural

astheycome.SheanduncleMhambilivedin

Pongolaalltheirlivesuntilnineyearsagowhenmy

kidnappingsagabegan.

I’m greetedwithareprimandingglarewhileRandall

getsahandshake,mixedwithasmile.Allthirtytwo

teethout,Itrytoconversewithherassheushersus

towardsthehouse.Myeffortsaretossedaway

whensheactslikeI’m nothere.

Thereisabsolutelynoneedtousethefrontdoor,we

couldhaveenteredthroughthekitchen.Itwould

havegivenustimetobreathebeforemeetingthese

sixeyesstabbingus.ThetwobrothersJonasand

MhambiareseatedonatwoseaterandIam dazed

byMaphikelela’sattendance.He’stheircousin,from

theirfather’sside.LooksmorelikeuncleJonas,



skeletalandnaturallyrude.

Noonecanevertakehim seriouslywiththatbright

yellowSkhothanetwopiecethat’splasteredwith

SpongeBob’sface.He’scomplimentedtheoutfit

withorangeCarvelashoesandanorangecap.In

pointoffact,thisishislife.Spendsmoneyhe

doesn’tworkforonexpensiveclothing.Has

someonetoldhim howhelookslikeaclowninthat

outfit?

Randallsendshisgreetingsashesettlesdownona

couch,JonasandMaphikelelanodinreturn.Only

uncleMhambiishumanenoughtoaskabouthis

wellbeing.Thetwoengageinashortconversation

aboutworkandlife,nothingserious.

I’m perchedupnexttoRandall,waitingforwhatever

thisistobegin,sowecangohome.Thisisnothow

mySaturdayshouldbegoing,asIlistentoRandall

andMhambi’sminisculeconversation,Ifeelheavy

eyesonme.Theyforcemetoliftmygazeandturn

tomyleft,myhearttwitcheswhenImeetmyaunt’s



judgementalstare.Whyisshesittingnexttome?

Thereareenoughseatsinhere.

“Areyougoingtositandnotserveyourhusband

somethingtodrink?”Am Inotaguestaswell?She’s

burningholesintomyforehead,lookingatmethe

wayshelooksatalivechickenbeforeshe

slaughtersit.

TurningtoRandall,Iclashwithhisfurrowedbrows,

eyesmysterious.Hisforeheadisboiling,forming

dribblesofsweat.Good,I’m nottheonlynervous

onehere.

“Mashenge,”shepinchesmythighandthatgetsme

onmyfeet.Iscuttletothekitchenwithoutgiving

Randallaonceover.JonasandMaphikelelalook

readytochowhim,Ihopetheygrillsomesenseinto

thatbigheadofhis...grillhim untilhiscageyeyes

giveouteverylittlesecrethe’sholdingin.

“Isthiswhathasbecomeofyoumntaka

Vusamazulu?”Ipivotonmyheelwithawetclothin



handtofindherstandinginthedoorway,looking

blanklyinscrutable.Searchinghereyesispointless

becausethereisnothingexcepttheraisedbrows

thatpaintmewithdispleasure.

“Aunty?”I’m confusedhonestly,maybeI’m not.I

mighthaveaclueastowhatshe’sonabout,

somebodysnitchedonmeandRandall.NotthatI

wasn’tgoingtotellthem,Ineededtimeandthestory

wouldhavesoundedbettercomingfrom me.Iwas

goingtopaintRandallwithallshadesofgoldand

nottainthisimageintheireyes.He’sstillthefather

oftheirgrandson.

“Nywanti,nywanti.”Shesputters.

Noonepreparedmefortheambushthat’scoming,

herlipscurlindisgustwhilesneeringatme.

“Tellme,Amara.Howdoesitfeeltowalkaround

withoutyourweddingringon?”Ah!Thereitis…She’s

spittingfire,makingmefeellikeI’m theevilqueenof

thehousewivesofJohannesburg.Hereyesshould

piercemylefthandrightaboutnow…she’sstill



staring,sweepingmyfigurewithherfieryglare.I

hidemyhandwiththedishcloth,whyam Ifeeling

shameful?Randallisatfaultnotme.Idon’thavea

riposteforher,soIstandgroundleaningagainstthe

kitchencounterandwaitforhertohitmewithher

bestshot.

“Finishuphereandcometothelounge,”hervoiceis

sharp,she’sgonebeforeIcananswer.Jerrr…it’stoo

earlytobesnappy.

Ishouldbeabletoheartheconversationfrom here,

butallthat’sbrushingthroughmyearsaremumbles

andlaughter.Randallislaughingaswell,waytogo

uncleJonas…However,I’m mostcertainit’sasfake

asMaphikelela’sgoldtooth.

Randalldoesn’tdrinktea,aglassofwatershouldbe

good,butPetuniawilldefinitelyslitmythroat.Sheis

backmindedthataunt,believesintreatinga

husbandlikeagod.

ToomanyeyesarelookingatmewhenIenterthe



lounge,didtheythinkI’dcookafeast?Thisteawill

dojustfine,ithasmilkandthat’sbetterthannothing.

“AllI’m sayingis,mysistershouldnothavemarried

outsidethecountry.LivinginJoburgwasabadidea

tobeginwith,it’sinfestedwithforeigners.Therewas

nothingwrongwithPongola.”Ohitseemsthe

meetingbeganwhileIwasinthekitchen.Firstly,I

am nothissister.Hethinkshecancallmethat

becausewearetwoyearsapart,him beingolder.As

forthattoothpickstickingbetweentheseamsofhis

lips.Argh!Maphikelelaisajokeandahalf.

“Idon’tunderstandwhyyou’rehereMaphikelela,”I

twitterpositioningmyselfnexttomyaunt,mylife

hasnothingtodowithhim.Thesamemanhe’s

lookingdownonistheonewhohelpedhim whenhe

wasdownandout…youhelpastrandedlionandit

eatsyouonceyouhavesetitfree.

“Whyareyouhere,Mashenge?Yourhusbandisthe

onlyonethatwassummoned,thismattershouldbe

discussedamongstmen,notwomen.”Hesays,



usinghistonguetotwistthedisgustingtoothpickin

hismouth.

“Ohplease,you’reaboynotaman.”Iwillnotletthis

kidstandonmyhead,thebastarddoesn’tknow

anythingexceptstockingboxesofUltraMel.

“Youseeuncle,thisiswhatI’m talkingabout.

OMashengearenotthisdisrespectful,wedon’t

nurtureimpudenceinthisfamily.Thisarrogance

comesfrom somewhere,”anunfilledsmileandit’s

directedtowardsRandall.AndRandall...well,he’s

lofty.Hehasn’tsaidmuchandthat’soutofrespect

forthesemen.He’sactingnormalwheninallfact,

thisisanambush.Heshouldhavebeenwarnedthat

therewouldbethreemenagainstoneandlethim

bringhisplusone.Waittillhisbrotherhearsabout

this…

“Maphikelela…”Ialmostjumptomyfeet,hisname

sizzlingoutofmymouth.Ahandpullsmeback

down.It’smyaunt,hereyesarenarrowed,



reproachingmeasifIam achild.Thisfooltheycall

acousinispractisinghisxenophobicshitonRandall,

Iwon’tallowthat.

“ShutupAmara,”shehissesbeneathhergarlic

breath.“Thisallyourfault,whyisyourhusbandthe

onlyonewearinghisweddingring?”

Great!MightaswellcallMojaLoveandputmeon

oneoftheirshows.

“ThatisbesidethepointPetunia,”uncleJonas

chirpsin,hisvoiceliftingalittle.“Amaraisachild,

whatdoessheknow?Shewasbyahair'sbreadth

intotheoutsideworld,andthismantiedherdown

beforethewindcouldtouchher.Iwasagainsther

gettingmarriedyoung,IknewwhatIwastalking

about.Nowlookattheresults.”

“IagreewithJonas,”Maphikeleladoesatwo-step

intotheconversation.“Isupportthisdivorce,”he

says.

Irritationdrapeseveryedgeofmyskin,makingme

wanttolashoutonhim.Randalliscalm,toocalm

forapersonwhohatesbeingtrampledon.



“Whatdivorce?”That’sRandall,myauntclearsher

throatandjoinsherhandstogether.Themotion

showsreverencewhichissotypicalofher.A

husbandisadeity,youdon’tquestionnorarguewith

him.Thisisthemantrashelivesby,meditatesonit

likebibleverses.

“Kwamecalledmelastnight,theboycouldnot

speakduetotears.”Myauntintroduces,Randalland

Iexchangedazedglances.Thiswasnotmeanttobe

outthereyet,especiallyhere.Myfamilyiscrazy,if

thatiseventherightwordtouse.

“Idon’tknowwhatKwametoldyou,butmywifeand

Iarenotgettingadivorce.”Randallagain,thereis

sincerityinhisvoice.He’slookingrightatmeandhis

eyestellmehemeanswhathe’ssaying.

“Thatisnotwhatweheard.”UncleJonas,atwinge

ofarroganceinhisvoice.

IknowMhambiwillnotbebuddinginunlessneeded

to.He’stheangelofthefamily,thequietonewho



preferstoraisetheflagthanwagewar.

“Withallduerespectgentlemen,”RandallstartsandI

am afraidofwhatmightcomeoutofhismouth.He

shiftsonthechair,eyesroamingabout,between

JonasandMaphikelela.Hegivestheyellowtwo

piece-wearingguyawarninglookandlooksatmy

uncleagain.“Mysquabbleswithmywifehave

nothingtodowithyou,willIbesummonedeach

timeweengageinconflict?Idonotrunacircusbut

acustomaryhouseholdlikemostofyouhere.”

Randall.

“Areyousayingtheboylied?”Jonasquestions,voice

unpleasant.

“ThatisexactlywhatIam sayingsir,Kwameisa

child.Heprobablyeavesdroppedona

misinterpretationbetweenhismotherandmeand

cametohisownconclusions.”Wow!Hesounds

convincing.

“Okay,”Jonasnods,doubtfully.“Tellusthen,why

yourbrideisnotwearingherweddingring?”



Onemorequestion…HowdidIforgettoputmy

weddingringonknowingwewerecominghere?

EveryonelooksatRandallforananswerandget

nothing,onlyIcananswerthat.

“Itookitforcleaningmalume,”mytonguedoesnot

evenfalterwhenIspewlies.Igetanendearinglook

from Randall,he’sajerk.Howeverheisstilltheman

IhavealwayslovedandIwillnotkickhim whilehe’s

down.Thecouple,PetuniaandMhambiare

persuaded,it’sMordecaiandRigbywhoneedfurther

convincing.WhileMaphikelelaisgivingmyhusband

dirtylooks,Jonasshakeshisheadindisapproval

beforehestandstoleavetheroom.His

doppelgangerfollowshim,bouncingwitheachstep

hetakes.

“Ithinkwearedonehere,”uncleMhambisays.

Whydidhisbrotherfeelaneedtomeddleintobegin

with?AuntPetuniacouldhavecometomeprivately

andIwouldhavedishedherwithabunchoflies,I



betmybedinhellisgettingbiggerwithhowIhave

justliedtomylatefather’sbrothers.

“Myson,”she’sreferringtoRandallbytheway.

“Forgiveusforwastingyourtime,weknowyouarea

busyman.”

“It’sokayaunt,Iunderstandyourconcerns.Amarais

yourdaughterandit’snormalforyoutowantthe

bestforher,Iassureyouthatourmarriageisnoton

therocks.”Helooksmeintheeyefrom acrossthe

coffeetableandcontinues,“Tilldeathdouspart,

rightAmara?”

Thetoneofhisvoicesayshe’snotasking,buttelling

me.AconfirmationthathewillneverletmegoandI

havenosayinit.

“Ah!That’sgood,that’sthewayitshouldbe.”

Petuniaadds.

Whyisshegiggling?

“Ifthereisnothingmoreaunty,wewilltakeour

leave.”I’m inahurrytogetoutofhere,Iknowshe



hasaspeechforme.Hersmilefadeswhenshe

looksatme.

“Goaheadandplease,behaveMashenge.”Hehehe!

Thiswomandoesnotknowanything.“Thismarriage

isnotonlyaboutyoubutyourchildrenaswell,

respectyourhusband.”

Ihavedonenothingbutrespecthim.I’m exhausted,

henceIsettleforaheadnod.Weareexcused,we

sendourgoodbyesandheadoutofthehouse.

My…Idon’tifhe’sacousin-uncleoruncle-cousin…

whateverheis,isstandingatthegate.Hesmiles

uponseeingus,lookingwaydifferentfrom the

arrogantbastardwhohadasmartmouthinsidethe

house.

“Myinlaw,howaboutahundredrandthere?”

MaphikelelaextendsanopenhandtowardsRandall.

Seriously?Iam notstayingforthis,Ileavethem

conversing,he’llfindmeinthecar.



ROADTOROYALTY

Seven-

AMARA-

Nothingoutoftheordinaryhashappenedthis

morning,it’stheusualsilentdaybreak.Randallisthe

firstoneup,he’scurrentlyintheshower.Yes,Isaid

firstoneupbecausehemovedbackintoour

bedroom thedaywewereambushedbymyfamily

andtheringisbackwhereitbelongs.

Wehaven’tbeentalkingmuchtobeginwithlately,so

thesilenceisnothingtobestressedabout.Randall

isamanofveryfewwords,butourmorningswere

usuallyfilledwithlightconversations.

Nowwebarelymaintainalengthyone,Iknowhehas

thingstosaytome,Iseeitwhenhelooksatme.It’s

asifthetipofhistonguefallsnumbthesecondhis

mindconveyssomethingtohismouth.



“Howsureareyou,thatthosepicturesarelegit?”I

didn’texpectacallfrom myfriendsoearlyinthe

morning.Sheclaimsshecalledtowishmeahappy

anniversary,that’swhenItoldherwhathad

happened.

“AreyoutakinghissideAyize?”Iknowherlikethe

backofmyhand,Ayizehasbeencheeringfor

Randallfrom thedayshesethereyesonhim.Inher

eyes,Randallcandonowrong,shemightcatchhim

inbedwithanotherwomanandIbetyouamillion

bucksshewouldclaim thatitisnothim buthis

mirrorimage.

“I’m nottakingsidesAmara,butIknowyousis.

Jumpingintoconclusioniswhatyoudobest

besidesbeingawife.”Thesoundofhersoftlaughter

ticklesmyearsfrom theothersideoftheline.“See

whatIdidthere?”

She’sstilllaughing.

“You’reagoodwifeAmara,thebestwifeanybastard



couldaskfor.”Inthiscase,Randallisthebastard.“If

Randybabymarriedmeaswell,noneofthiswould

behappening.”Sheconcludes.

“Don’tletNeohearyousaythat,”Igiveherafriendly

warning.

Neoishercrazyhusband,themanfreaksoutabout

almosteverything.

“SeriouslyAmara,don’tleteightyyearsgodownthe

drain.TalktoRandallandsortthisout.”

“Eightyyears?”

“Well,that’showIplanforyouguystobemarried.If

youtwofailinthismarriagething,thenthereisno

hopefortherestofus.”Ayizesays.

ThisiswhatI’m afraidof,peopleexpecttoomuch

from us.

“Whatifit’strue?Whatifhecheatedonme?The

thoughtofhim touchinganotherwomanmakesmy

skincrawl.”

“Whatifit’snot?Thisisthesameassayingyou



don’twanttogiveyourlifetoJesusbecauseheaven

andhellarenotreal.Whatifyoudieandfindthat

theyarereal?”SometimesIforgetthatthisonce

partyanimalisapastorinthemaking.“Todayis

youranniversary,talktoyourhusband.Kissand

makeup,havelotsandlotsofsexuntilyoupass

out.”

“You’restillascrazyasever,IthoughtNigeriawould

havechangedyoubynow.”Ayizeandherfamily

decidedto…noscratchthat…herhusbandNeo

wantedtotourNigeria.Themanhasbeenobsessed

withthecountryforaslongasIcanremember,I’m

surprisedAyizewentwiththeidea.It’sbeenthree

yearsandshesaysshelovesitthere.

“Yeyi,stopthatyoulittleshits.”Sheyellsoverthe

phone,itmustbehertripletsfightingagain.DidIsay

she’sapastorinthemaking?Ilied…

“Whathappenednow?”MylipsarepursedasIfight

againstalaugh,boyam IgladR.Jisgrownandno



longerapaininthearse.

“Ihavetogobabe,I’llcallyoutomorrow.Don’tforget

tohavesex,lotsofit.”Herstatementthrowsmeinto

afitoflaughter.“Yeyi,zinja.Comehere.”

OhmyGod,onlyshecanswearatherkidslikethat.

ThelinegoesdeadbeforeIcouldheartherestofher

cusswords.

“Let’sgooutforbreakfast,”Randallsays,walking

outofthebathroom,hischiselledbodydrapedin

nothingbutatowelthat’shanginglowenoughfor

metoseehisv-cutabs.

“Breakfast?”Thewordseepsfrom mymouthina

shakygasp.

“Yes,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

Lordstopthisman,he’swalkingtowardsmeandI

am atremblingmess.Myeyesarenotdisciplinedas

theylustfullystareathim likehe’sasnack.Iturn

awayfrom hisstructureandfiddlewiththepillows

onthebed,he’sclosebehindme.Hisfreshscentis



hoveringintheroom andLordIam salivating.Imiss

myhusbandsomuchithurts.Imissthewayhe

smells,Imisshisobsessionoverme,Imissbeingin

hisarms,everythingheis.

“Todayisouranniversary,”hementionsandIquickly

turninawayhehadn’tanticipatedandoureyes

meet.Hishandisonthesmallofmyback,Iseehim

now,nottheblankpagehelikestoproject.

“Areyouokay?”Heasks.

Thecornerofhismouthtwitchesintohischeek.

Thatlittleriseinthecornerofhismouthhe’s

probablyobliviousto,hasmybodyshuddering

almostinavioletmanner.

“Iwasthinkingwecouldspendsometimewiththe

kids,Liyanahasbeenfeelingalittlerejected.”Thisis

ablatantliefrom me,she’smorejollylately.I’m

tryingtoavoidawkwardmomentsbetweenthetwo

ofus.

“Well,yourtwobratshavesomethingplannedfor

us.”Hereveals,onlyhewouldcallhiskidsbrats.I



giveup.Hisarmstightenaroundmywaistasif

lettinggowouldkillhim.

“Somethingplanned?”HowdidInotknowaboutthis?

“Aparty,Iheardthem talkaboutitlastweek.They

thinkit’sasurprise.”That’shisexplanation.

“Andyoujustruineditforme?”Igrumble.

Hereallydoesnotcare,nowIwillhavetoact

surprised.

He’slookingintomyeyes,I’m renderedweak

wheneverhelooksintomyeyes.

“Well,ImighthaveslippedwhentalkingtoR.J.They

mademepromisenottorevealanythingtoyou,

ratherIwasagivenatasktokeepyoubusytoday.”

Hementionsashishandslidesdowntomybuttand

givesitalittletightsqueeze,Iam extremely

comfortablewiththis.

“Whattimedoesitstart?”Iask,givingin.

“6pm Ithink,sowe’restayingawayuntilthattime.

Spendthedaywithme,you’lllookatafewdresses,



gotoaspar.Getyourhairdone,thesebraidsshould

startcomplainingbynow.”Lightly,hepullsoneof

thestrandsjustasImoveoutofhisarms.

“ShouldIbeoffended?”Offensehasalreadymadea

homeinmyheart.Thesmirkcomestoplayagain,

howeverhelooksserioustoo.

“You’vehadthesebraidssincelastChristmas

Amaraandthatwaswhat…sevenmonthsago.”He’s

teasingme.

“Wellexcuseme,sir.Thesebraidsarenew.”

“Really?Howold?”Whyishegivingmethatlook,as

ifIescapedfrom amentalhospital?

“Threemonths,”andIam confidentaboutmy

answer.

“Okay,letmechange.Weneedtodealwithyour3-

month-oldbraids.”Heturnswithasmileandheads

tothecloset,leavingmeinthecompanyofhilarity

andharmony.



LIYANA-

“Liya,Liyawakeup.”R.JscreamsinLiyana’sear,I

wouldsayit’sanorm,howeverLiyanawouldhave

killedhim onthefirstdayhetriedit.

“WhatisitKwame?”Shegroans,tossingandturning

inbedasshestrugglestoopenhereyes.

“WakeupLiya.”AnimpatientoverexcitedR.Jyells

onceagain,shakinghisbigsisterawake.

Hecan’twaittogetthedaystarted,it’sthedaythey

havebeenwaitingfor.Frustrationbrushesover

Liyana,itisenoughforhertowanttosmackthe

brat…herbrotherImean.Herheadalmostsplitsinto

twoasshesitsup

“Liyanacomeon,”hewhines,annoyinglybouncing

onthebed,hisvoiceunawareofthesplitting

headachehissisterisfighting.

“I’m awake,stopshouting.”Liyanawhisper-snaps,

whilemassaginghertemplestogetridofthe



headachethatisthreateningtouniteherwithher

greatgrandfather.Toosoon,sheisnotreadyto

meetthatcontrollingoldman.

“It’smom anddad’sanniversary.”R.Jexcitedly

exclaims,hissister’smindisfarfrom his

announcementandthatcompelshermindtofall

intoaconfusedstateatfirst.

Think,thinkLiyana.Theworlddoesnotevolve

aroundwhateveryou’regoingthrough.

“Shit!”Hereyesfinallypopopen,theywidenatthe

boywhoisholdinganervousexpressiononhisface.

“It’sfinallyhere.”Thenineyearoldhappilychirps,his

finalremarkpullsLiyanaintoatrainofexcitement.

Todayistheirparent’sanniversary,plannedbythe

twoOkoliebrats…Theduothoughtitwouldbenice

tothrowtheirparentsaparty.

“Aretheyhome?”Heshakeshisheadather



question.

“Isawthem leavetogetherawhileago,dad’sgot

this.”Hegivesananswer.

“Haveyouhadbreakfast?”sheasks,brushinghis

head.Hesquirmsathertouchandgrinslikehe

alwaysdoes.

“IwaswaitingforyouLiya,”thethoughtoffood

makestheLiyanawanttogag,shehasn’tbeenable

toproperlyeatanythingsincethestunther

ancestorspulled.Ifshecouldspeaktothem andask

them tostop,shewould.Butthoseonesarelikerain

duringsummer,theycomewhentheyfeellikeit.

SometimesLiyanaistemptedtoletherparents

knowaboutthis,butwherewouldshebeginwhen

sheisnotallowedtodate?

Herheartisheavy,sheneedsanswersastowhyher

ancestorsarepunishingher.

“Howaboutyougoandhaveyourfood,I’lljoinyou

justnow.”Henodsandpouncesoutofthebedroom.

Liyana’sthoughtsbegintohoveraroundZwelethu,if



heisokayafterwhathappened.It’sbeenmorethan

aweekandtheyhaven’tspoken,theplantoavoid

him isworking,buthurtingheralso.Whenhefound

outaboutherunfortunatestate,hedidn’trun.She

thinksherselfluckytohavehim asalover.

Herlategreatgrandfatherisusuallytheonewho

comesforthtorelaymessagesonbehalfofthe

ancestors,heseemstobetheonebehindthewheel.

Andlately,theoldmanhasbeenawfullyquite.Must

beniceinthelandofthedead.

ZITHA-

Myfeethurtandmyheadthrobs,Iswearitfeelslike

myveinswillexplode.

Allthisdressingupforwhat?Iwasstoodupbya

bloodyoldman.Grandpa-uglyofallpeople.Does

thatfoolknowhowexpensiveanUberisfrom

OrangeFarm toSandton?ThebastardknowsIwill

comerunningagainnexttimehecallsandhewas

supposedtobuymeadressfortheanniversary



party.Ihadtousethelastcentshegavemethelast

timeIsawhim andbuyareasonabledressatMr.

Price.

TshilidziMulaudzidoesthiseverytime,hethinksI’m

acallgirlhecanpusharoundwhenhewantsto,

believemewhenIsayhewasneverlikethis.Hewas

sweetatfirst,Ifellforhischarmsalthoughheisold

enoughtohavefatheredmeandIdon’tknowhowI

lookedpastthat.Iguesshesweptmeoffmyfeet

withthewayhecaredforme.

Hiscautionsandcharismachangedwhenhehada

tasteofmybodyforthefirsttime,suddenlyit

becameabouthim havingmeandravishingmybody

wheneverhewantedto.IwantedoutbutfeltlikeI

wouldlosetheonethingthatmademeagreetodate

anoldman,financialstability.Thestressoftaking

careofasickmotherwhocan’tmove,speakorfeed

herselfandbeingunemployedwouldkillanyone,

youngorold.



It’salreadydarkoutsidewhenthetaxidropsmeoff

afewhousesfrom myaunt’s.Thestreetsare

packedasusual,however,walkinginthisnosey

neighbourhoodinheelsandthisshorttightdressI

haveonisabadidea.Thesepeoplearelookingat

melikeIwashavingillegalsexwhereIcamefrom,it

wouldmakeadifferenceifIcaredwhattheythink

aboutme.

Iwalkintothelivingareatofindmyauntwatching

Rhythm CityandSizakelecurledupwithherfeeton

thecouch,gluedtoherphone.Iam notevenallowed

tositlikethat,shewouldstartshoutingandcalling

myfeetdirty.Iremovemyearphonestopickupthe

aromaoffood,justincasethemusicisblockingmy

nostrils.Idon’tsmellanything.Thesepeopledidn’t

cook?Ihopetheyarenotwaitingformetostartwith

supper.IhaveaPHDinburningpap,iftheywantto

gobedhungry,letthem startwithme.



“Mypeople,”Igreet.

It’stheuglylooksforme…mymindissuddenly

planningevilthings,Ifeellikeruiningsomeone’sday.

“HasSuffocatesleptwiththatwomanyet?Canyou

believehecheatedonPulengagain?Menaretrash

aunty,neh?”

There’sthatlookIwaswaitingfor,sheclicksher

tongueandchangesto7deLaan.IknowAfrikaans,I

willruinthisoneforheraswell.

Idon’thavetimethough,there’sapartywaitingfor

me.

Whoeverinventedbathingwasboredashell,forthe

lifeofme,Ihatetakingbaths.Fiveminutesshould

beenoughforme,soItimemyselfwithasong.To

looklikealady,eightminutesisanadequate

amountoftime.UsuallyImoisturisemybodyand

lotioninthebathroom,it’squickerformelikethis.

Thewaytomyroom isthroughthelivingroom,I

havetotiptoemywaytherelestmyauntseesme.

GoodthingtheTVisloud,shemissesmysteps



whenIdashtomyroom whilehidingbehindthelong

couch.

AfewmoretouchupsandI’m readytoheadout,on

myway,Ipassmymother’sroom.She’ssleeping,I

willseeherwhenIgetback.NowthepartI’vebeen

dreading,tellingtheauntwhereI’m headedto.

“Aunty,”shegivesmeadirtylookbeforeleaning

backonthecouch,clearlywaitingformetocontinue.

Imoveclosertothedoor,readytowalkoutjustin

casesheplanstostopme.“Myfriendinvitedmeto

herparent’sanniversaryparty.”

“Isitwrittenfoolonmyforehead?”Shescoffs,

clearlyvexed.

Mycousinfindshermotherfunny,she’slaughing

likeadonkey.

“YouthinkIdon’tknowthatyou’resellingyourbody

formoney?That’swhyyou’reabletoaffordallthese

niceclothes.Itbafflesmereallybecausewithallthis

moneyyourblessersareshoweringyouwith,youare

stillugly.Theleastyoucandoisputthemoneyto



useandfixyourface.”Hervoicerisesunnecessarily.

TheonlyfaceIshouldbefixingishers.

Ihavevitiligo,it’saconditioninwhichthepigmentis

lostfrom areasoftheskin,causingwhitishpatches.

There’snocureforit,it’salifelongconditionandno,

it’snotcontagious.Apparentlythat’snotwhatmy

auntandcousinthink,Sizakelewon’tletmetouch

herorwearherclothes.ShesaysI’m cursed,the

stupidityinthisplaceisreal.

“Idon’thaveablesseraunty…”Iwilldenythisforas

longasIlive.

“YEYVOETSEKWENA,THULA.”(Shutup)

Haibo!Arguingwithherisalwaysawasteoftime,is

itsafetotellhershe’shalfpasttohergrave?

Shoutinglikethisisnotgoodforherhealth,nurseor

not.

“Canwetalkaboutthislater?Ihavetogoaunty,I’m

runninglate.”



“Who’sgoingtocook?”Isthisanaskoraninsult?

Heralreadycreasedfacecreasesintoanuglyfrown.

Myphonebeeps,theUberishere.

“Don’tcookthen,I’llbringleftovers.Takecareof

mamaforme.”Isayandrunoutthedoor,Ihearher

shoutingoutmynameasIclosethegate.Myauntis

nottheone,Ineedtorevisitmyprayer,Iaskedfor

Madea,notthewickedwitchofOrangeFarm.

*****©

Ihavetakennoteofthelongdescriptionsandhaving

thatfixed,pleasebearwithme.AlthoughIfeelit

helpsunderstandthestorymoreespeciallywhen

introducingnewcharacters.



ROADTOROYALTY

Eight-

AMARA-

ThestoryofhowImetRandallislongand

unpleasant.Itstartedwithakidnapping,orhuman

traffickingrather.MyuncleMoseswhosexually

abusedmefrom thetimeIwastwelve,soldmeto

him foramillionrand.Theexchangewasdoneby

Randall’sclosestfriendsStylesandNkomo.Iwas

keptinaroom withnofoodoratoilettorelieve

myself.

Inaweek,Nkomotriedtoforcehimselfonmeand

forareasonIcouldn’tunderstand,Randalllosthis

mind.Hebeathim toapulp,that’swhenthings

betweenusstartedtochange,hebecame

overprotectiveandpossessive.Icouldswearhe

livedformeandnothingelse.

Intime,IsawRandallwithdifferenteyes.Myheart



startedwarminguptohim,Ifellfortheguyhook,

lineandsinker.

That’swhenIfoundoutthatmyunclehadactually

pawnedmetoataxibosswhowasoldenoughtobe

mygrandfatherandtheonlywayRandallcould

rescuemefrom him wasbyofferingmygreedy

unclemoney.

Theroadtomarriagewasnoteasy,itwasfullof

thorns.Butwehadeachotherandhereweare,nine

yearslater,celebratingouranniversary.Istill

rememberthedayIsaidIdo,itfeelslikeitwasjust

yesterday.

“Wow,Amara.”MybabyLiyanasays,standing

behindme.Oureyesmeetinthemirrorreflection.

“Papaisgoingtofallinlovewithyoualloveragain,

whenheseesyouinthisdress.”

Thatistheplan,asmilecreepsuponmyface.Now

I’m moreeagertoseehim,hehand-pickedthedress

I’m wearing.Nothingfancy,casinoroyalisthetheme.



“Thankyou,mylove,”

IsittoosoontosayIam happy?

“Ican’tbelieveheruinedthesurpriseandtoldyou

aboutit,”Liyanachines,bouncingherwaytoachair

closetothebedandlowersherselfdown.

“It’smyfaultreally,”mybigmouthsoughtattention

andIendeduptellingLiyanahowexcitedIwas

abouttheparty.

There’saknockatthedoor,he’sbeendoingthata

lotlately,maybetryingtocheckifI’m dressed.He

stillwon’tmakelovetome,althoughhe’smaking

progresswiththekisses.

ThesignalsRandallgivesarethatofsomeonewho

wassexuallymolested,thethoughthascrossedmy

mindmanytimes.Thenagain,thisisRandallOkolie

we’retalkingabout.He’dkillanyonewhodaresto

touchhim.

“Whatdoyouthink?”Iaskhim,asmiledancingon



myface.He’sstandinginthedoorway,eyes

sparkling.Thelasttimehelookedatmelikethis

wasthedayIstoodbeforehim inmyweddingdress.

Hepullsmeintoaquicktighthug.Ihearhim sniffing,

ishecrying?Heletsgoandlooksintomyeyes,there

issosignthatheshedanytears.

“I’m happy,mehemma,thankyouforchoosingme.”

Iwouldchoosehim overanythinginthisworld,that’s

howmuchIlovehim.

“Okay,okay.Let’sgobeforeIdieofdiabetes.”Liyana

yelps,clappingherhandstogestureurgency.

Hetakesmyhandandescortsmeoutofour

bedroom,Icanhearnoiseasweapproachtheflight

ofstairs.Theguestsmustbehere.

“Whereisyourlittlebrother?”Myquestionfinds

Liyanawhoshrugshershoulders,annoyance

daubedoverherboredexpression.

“Probablystuffinghisfacewithsweets,”shewaves

herhand,makingthemattertrivial.“Youguysgo

ahead,everyoneiswaitingforyou.”



Wedoastoldandmovedown,I’m stillwaitingfor

RandalltotellmehowIlook.Hewantsmetoremind

him likeIdoeverything.

“So,youdon’tlikethedress?”Yeah,I’m gettingupset.

HelooksatmeasifI’m themoststupidpersonhe’s

evermet,ofcoursehewon’tsay,buthiseyesconvey

athousandemotions.I’m abletoreadafewwhen

I’m lucky.

“Iwouldn’thavepickeditifIdidn’tlikeit,”an

unbotheredtonesashaysoutofhismouth.Thisis

therighttimetoyankmyhandback.

“But,youhaven’tsaidanythingaboutit.”Calm down

Amaraandbreathe.

“Idid,beforeweboughtit.Don’tyourememberme

hemma?”HowdoyousayGodinAkan?Maybehe

willhearmyprayerwhenIprayinthehusband’s

language.

“Thedresswasdrapedonamannequin,notonme.”

Nofunnylooks,Iwanttocomplainaboutthismatter

orhewillneverlearn.Seriously?Hecan’tkeep



gettingitwrong.Hishandslidestothesmallofmy

backaswereachthebottom ofthesetofsteps.

Everybodygatheredintheentrancehallsmilesand

applaudus,Iguessit’sforsurvivingnineyearsin

war.IfindRandallbesideme,he’sstaringback.He

leansinandwhispers…

“Youlookbetterthanthemannequin,don’tworry

aboutit.”

Iam done,spentanddepleted.There’sgottobe

classeswheretheyteachmenhowtoberomantic,

mineisahopelesscase.

Thepartycommences,Ispotafewfamiliarfaces

andsmilewhenobligatory.Randallwon’tletmeout

ofhissight,apartfrom thenewfoundsensitivity,he

hasbecomeclingy.Althoughhistouchesarelimited.

Hepullsmewithhim toeverypersonweapproach.

Themajorityarebusinesspartners,Ineedtohavea

talkwithLiyana.Howdidshepullthisoff?

Hemovesintodeliversomethingtomeasweclose



inonanoldman,elegantlydressedlikemostof

them here.

“That’sTshilidziMulaudzi.”Hesays.

Thisonelooksmoreexpensivethananyonewe’ve

spokento,Randalltellsmehe’sanewinvestorin

theircompany.Hiseyesaregluedtome,I’m getting

uncomfortableandthatsmirkonhisfaceisgiving

meweirdvibes.Randallnoticesandpullsmecloser

tohisside,asignofprotection.

“Areyousureyou’rereadytoneverlookintoyour

wife’seyesagainMulaudzi?”Randallqueriesas

soonaswe’rewithinearshot,voicevoidofhumour.

Hegrimacesattheoldmanwhodoesn’tlook

intimidatedatall,insteadlaughshisheartout.

Creepyifyouaskme.

“Getyoureyesoffmywife,”awarningfrom Randall.

“MyapologiesOkolie,”theoldmanchortles.Idon’t

careabouthisapologies,I’m stilluncomfortable.



There’ssomethingcreepyabouthim,hiseyes

somehowremindmeofuncleMoses.Menlikehim

alwayshavediabolicalthoughtsrunningthrough

theirheads.Theconversationmovestobusiness,I

shouldn’tbestandinghere.

Mulaudziseemstospotsomeoneinthecrowd,his

eyeswidenorIcouldbeseeingthings.Curiousas

ever,myeyesfollowhisgaze.Idon’tseeanyonebut

LiyanaandZithaacrosstheroom.Theyareoblivious

totheeyesscrutinisingthem.Heexcuseshimself

andsaunterstowardsthem,hebetternotbelusting

overthosekids.

“Happyanniversaryyoutwo,”myattentionisjerked

awaybyanacquaintedvoice.That’sStylesandhis

wifeSethu,Imusthavemissedthem earlier.They

manoeuvrethroughthecrowdtogettous,Sethuas

usualhasthissmileonherface.HersisterAyize

hatesit,shesayspeopletendtotakeadvantageof

youwhenyoulooklikeapopeye.Herwords,not



mine.

“Didyouguysjustgethere?”Iquestionthem.

Itreallydoesn’tmatter,themostimportantthingis

thattheyarehere.StylesmeanstheworldtoRandall

andhim beinghereiseverything.Randall’stwin

brotherNqabayomziandhiswifeThandiwecould

notmakeit,sheisundergoingspiritualtrainingin

Swaziland.Thereseemstobealotofspirits

hangingaroundus...deepbreaths...

“Sorrywe’relate,”Stylesjumpsin,givingRandalla

lookIcan’tpuzzletogether.Ifollowhiseyes,he’s

lookingatSethu’sstomachor…belly?

“OhmyGod,areyoupregnant?”Ialmosthalf-

scream…thisgirl.Whatawaytoshout‘I’m

pregnant,’anyonecanspotitwiththattightdress

she’swearing.Onlynowshesquealsinexcitement,

remindingmehowbubblyshehasbecome.Styles

mustbegivinghersomething,Sethuwasmeonce

uponatime…boringanddullwithnolifeinher.Now

sheglowslikesheeatsd!ckforbreakfast.



“Wow,youguyssureknowhowtokeepasecret

huh?”Thethoughtrunstomymouth.I’m kindofhurt,

Ayizedidn’tmentionthistome,unlessshe’sbeing

keptinthedarkaswell.Sethuacceptsmyhug.

“Congratulations.”

ThisisthesecondpersonIknowwhoisexpecting,it

makesmewonderiftheuniverseisplayingatrick

onme,mygazeunconsciouslymovestoRandalland

findhim staringback.Maybehe’sthinkingthesame

thing.

“Thankyou,”Sethuarticulates.“Sixteenweeks.”

SherevealsbeforeIcouldask,hersmilewidensas

sherubshersmallbump.Myheartissuddenly

heavy,noI’m notjealousy…IwouldknowifIwere.

“Youknowhowwe’vebeentryingtohavebabysince

Sihlewasfour?Sowedecidedtotryagainand

wantedtobesureandsafebeforebreakingthe

newstoeverybody.”Stylesenlightens,placinghis

handonSethu’sback.

“I’m happyforyou,brother.”That’sRandall,thetwo



shakehands.

Iknowwhatisrunningthroughhismind,thereis

nothinghewantsmore,thantohaveanotherbaby.

Ascrazyasitsounds,hewantsahousefullofkids.

Overtheyears,he’srandomlybroughtthetopicup

andit’snothappening.Idon’tknowwhyIam not

conceiving,ifwedidn’thaveR.J,Iwouldhavecried

infertile.WhenGodwillsitthenwewillhavemore

kids.

Whenhisfatherdied,hewassettotakeoverasKing

oftheAshantiKingdom backinGhana.He’s

postponeditforwaytoolong,sometimeshiswords

makemebelievethathehasnoplansongoingback.

Thatwouldbeamistaketoorisky,hisancestorscan

becrazywhenprovoked.Maybethat’swhythey

refusetogranthim hiswish.

“WhenareyouguysgivingR.Japlaymate?With

Liyanagrown,hemustbelonely.”Sethujusthadto

ask,thismannexttomeiseyeingmeprobably



waitingforananswer.Heshouldaskhisfossil

grandfathernotme.

“That’sapersonalquestionSethu,don’tyouthink?”

ThankyouStyles.

ZITHA-

Hishandispainfullyclaspedaroundmywrist,his

stepsheavywithanger.He’sstompinginthe

directionoftheexitdoor,draggingmewithhim to

god-knowswhere.He’soutofbreathandraspingin

betweeninhalations.Mustbetheexcessfat,Iwould

thinkheeatsmorethanheshould.Withtheratehe’s

going,he’llbeaperfectcandidatetorepresenta

typicalBEE.Idon’tknowwhatTshilidzidoesfora

living,justthathe’sintopolitics.

Thispartyisalittlecrowdedsonooneispaying

attentiontothismanmanhandlingme,hegrabsthe

frontdooropen,andI’m slammedagainstthewall



thesecondwestepoutside.

“Ouch!”Acryjerksoutofmymouth.“Whatthehellis

wrongwithyou?”

Hedoesn’tgivemeananswer,butclutchesmy

cheekswithhishands.Icannotunderstandthe

angerthat’sdirectedtowardsme.

“WhatareyoudoinghereZithobile?Areyou

followingme?”Yeahright,imagine.TheonlythingI

wouldfollowishisbankaccount.

“WhywouldIdothatTshili?”

“Then,whyareyouhere?”Hegrunts,voicesternand

unkind.

“Myfriendinvitedme,it’sherparents’party.”Why

am Igivinghim anexplanation?

“Don’tlietome,Zithobile.Whythefuckareyou

here?”Histeetharegritted,veinsonhishead

throbbinginunsaidanger.Hishandclutchesaround

myneck,pressinganddeprivingmeofair.Thisis

thefirsttimethathe’sactinglikethiswithme,my

ancestorsmustbeturningtheirbacksonme.



“Let…go…”thedesperatepleaisforced.

“Areyoutryingtoruinme,youb!tch?”Thisman

sprayswhenhespeaks,spittingvenom alongwith

durablewords.It’sgettinghardtobreathe,andI’m

losingmystrengthwhiletryingtogethishandsoff

me.

“Pl…ease.”Thispleashouldwork,mybrainis

deprivedofoxygenandthathasmyeyesburning

withunshedtears.Thebastardfinallyreleasesme

andIhunkerdowncoughingandwinded.Ahand

grabsmyhair,forcingmyfaceup.OhGod,thisisa

devilindisguise.Hiswordsdonothingtome,buthis

eyesarethescariestthingrightnow.

“StayoutofmywayZithobile,oryou’llbeatyour

mothertothegrave.”Hesnortsandforcesasloppy

kisstomylips,beforepushingme.Theforceis

strongenoughtothrowmetotheground…Lookat

thatsonofabastardwalkingbackintothehouse

likehejustcompletedhisgreatesttaskinlife.



“Youbastard,Iwilldealwithyouoneday.”Hethinks

hecantreatmeliketrashandI’llletitgo?Ineedto

cleanuporLiyanawillcausehavocwhenshefinds

outwhathappened.

AMARA-

OhherecomesLiyanaprancingherwayacrossthe

floor,anenthusiasticexpressionrestingonherface.

Asighofrelieftakesownershipovermylips,Sethu

hasbeentalkingaboutnothingbutherpregnancy,I

needabreak.

“Papa,theywantyoutodoaspeech.”Liyana.

Sheismoreanimatedthananyofusare,Iloveto

seethesmileonherface.Andthen?Whyisthisone

puckeringabrow?Youwouldthinkhehasstage

fright.

“What’swrong?”Iaskhim,failingtocurbmytwitters.

“I’m notdoingthat.”He’swhisperingbytheway,

Stylesandthecrewhearhiscomplaintandfalloutin



laughter.

“Stagefright,huh?”Stylesteasesandpatshis

shoulder.Whatam Isaying?That’snotapat,it’sa

punch.“ThegreatRandallOkolie,afraidofalittle

crowd.”

“ShutupStyles,I’m justnotupforitandthere’sno

needeither.”Randallsoundslikeabigbaby,hands

digintothepocketsofhispantsandIknowtheyare

notcomingoutanytimesoon.Thisishim tryingto

intimidateus.It’sgoingtobehardtopersuadehim.I

willlethisfriendsanddaughterdotheconvincing,I

alreadyhaveahardtimegettinghim tosingmy

praises.

“Comeon,it’syouranniversary.”Liyanahurdlesin.

“RightAmara?”

“Yeah,Ithinkyoushoulddoit.”Wemightspendthe

entirenightgoingbackandforth,soItakehishand

andguidehim tothecrowdedloungewhere

everyoneiswaiting.

Hecan’tsaynonowthatI’veputhim underthe



spotlight,heglancesatmeandmeetsmysmiling

face.Ialsoshouldteachhim howtoreturnasmile.

“Thankyouallforcoming,”greatstartRandall.“And

mybeautifulwife.”Hereachesouthishandtome

andItakeit.“Thankyouforlovingafoollikeme,for

thefamilywehavebuilttogether.Liyanaand

Kwame.”

Hebringsmyhandtohismouthandstartspasting

lingeringkissesonmyknuckles.

“Allthismeansnothingwithoutyou,Amara.Thank

youforbeingmybestfriendandlover.Tillthisday,I

wakeupinthemorningandcan’tbelievethatyou’re

reallymineandyou’reherewithme.Iwantyouto

knowthatwhenyouwalkintoaroom,Ican’tsee

anyonebutyouandabsolutelyhavenodesirefor

anyotherwomanbecauseyou’retheonlyonefor

me.”

Hemusthavereadthissomewhere,theRandallI

knowwouldnever.Anapplauseringsfrom the

crowd,followedbymumblings.I’m tooengrossedon



him topayattentiontowhattheyaresaying.

“Rand…”

“HowcanyoumakemeloveyoumorethanIalready

do?”Oh!He’snotfinished?“You’resogoodtome,I

won’ttradeyouforanythingelse.Iloveyou,my

queen.”ThisiswhatBeyoncemusthavemeant

whenshesaiddrunkinlove,I’m notcomplaining,I

lovethisman.Hishandswraparoundmeinatight

hug.

Randalldoesn’tgivemeachancetobreathewhen

wepullapart,hislipssmashagainstmineandwe’re

suddenlylockedintoasteamykiss.TilldateIam not

afanofPDA,butthismanhasawayofgettingme

lostinhiskisses.

Hissoftplumplipsaremesmerising,anaddictionI

havecometoloveovertheyears.Hishandsmoveto

myjaw,theygrazemycollarboneanddownmy

sides.Thewarmthhasmeshiveringagainsthim as

hedeepensthekiss.

Gradually,thenoisediminishes.We’reinstantly



thrownintoaworldwhereit’sjustthetwoofus.I

feelhishandsgentlycaressmybackandlockmy

armsaroundhisnecktobringhim closer.

“Iloveyou,”Randallmanagestoreleasethesewords,

hislipssoclosetomineIcanbarelybreathe.He

sucksmylowerlipbeforeIcouldrespondandI

downrightlosemyedgewhenhistongueplummets

intomymouthandstartsasexualwarwithmy

tongue.Icanhearmyselfmoaning,mybodycovered

inheat.

Mylegsgiveupthewilltoholdmeup,thefeeling

rushesdowntomykneesmakingthem wobbly.I

thinkRandallsensesitbecausehisarmstighten

aroundme,he’sholdingmeasifIwillslipoutofhis

arms.Mytoescurl,there’sacrazytwirlinmybelly.I

don’tknowwhattocallit,butithasmetrembling

likealeaf.

“Okay…cut,cut,cut.”Iknowthatvoice,Itrytopull

outtoconfirm thegirlshoutingnexttous.Randall



nibblesonmylipsonelasttimeandleisurelypulls

away,hislipsbrushingonmine,barelyatouch.

We’rebothchasingourbreaths.Heathastravelled

tomyface,ifIwerelighterIwouldbebeetred.

Thankfully,Randallisstillholdingmeup.IdoubtI

canstandonmyown.

“Wow…thatwas…something.”Iknewitcouldbe

noneotherLiyana’sfriendZitha.Thechildcanbe

forward.Liyanaisstandingnexttoherwithabig

smileonherface,hereyesgleaming.Iknowthisis

whatshewants,forherparentstobetogether.The

guestsarecheering,somesendussmileswhile

othersmindtheirbusiness.

“Iloveyou,”myhusbanddeclaresforthesecond

time,hislipsplayingonmyear.Ipursemineto

supressthegigglethatwantstospurtoutofmy

mouth.

“Thesewordsarestartingtosoundforeign,you’ve

beensayingthem alotlately.”Mysallyputsasmile

onhisface.



We’reinterruptedbymyphoneringing,it’stooloud

here,soIexcusemyselfandscurrytotheempty

kitchen.

“Hello.”

“Amara…it’sme…”

“Thanda?”She’scrying.

“I’m sorry,Iknowtodayisyourday.Butyou’rethe

onlyoneIcouldcall,I’m introubleAmara.”

“Whathappened?”

“Hefoundme,I’vebeenhidingforhoursandI’m

afraidhewillfindmehere.Pleasehelpme,Idon’t

wanttodie.”Hervoiceispanic-stricken.

“Sendmeyourlocation,I’llbetherenow.”She

agreesbeforedroppingthecall.

ImetThandazaonmyfirstdayatwork,she'san

intern,goingfrom onepiecejobtoanother.Iguess

therewasaclickandwe’vebeenfriendssince.I

thinkoftellingRandallthatI’m headingout,buthe

won’tletmegoifIdo.I’llsendhim amessageand



explaintherestlaterwhenIgethome.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Nine-

ZITHA-

Somuchforwantingtodrinktonight,thatsonofa…

deepbreaths…Tshilidzihasruinedmynight.I

haven’tseenhim sincehepracticedhismartialarts

onme.I’m slouchedonthecouchwonderingif

everyoneinthispartyisasdejectedasIam.

“OhZitha,Iam sohappy.”Avivaciousdrawlfrom my

friend.Iturntoseeherhappilypouncingmyway.

Well,thatjustanswersmyquestion.Differentpeople,

differentdlozis.Lookhowcontentthisgirlis.

Abuzzinmypocketstartlesme,it’smyphone.

Sizakeleshouldhavesaidsoifshewantedtotag

along.Shewon’tstopcalling,doesn’tshehave

homeworkorsomething?

WhenLiyanathrowsherselfonthecouch,shefalls

rightonmylapandlaughslikeadrunkard.There’sa



problem withthat,theonlythingshecandrinkwith

herfatheraround,iswater.

“WhatdoyouwantKele?”

“Zithahurry,it’saunt,she’snotbreathing.”Thereis

absolutelynoalarm,inhervoice,soI’m failingto

untanglewhat’sreallygoingon.

“Don’ttellme,youfoughtwithyourmotherandkilled

her.”It’stheonlyconclusionIcancomeupwith.

Liyanasmilesandshakesherheadthat’srestingon

mylap.

“You’resuchanidiot,”didshejustcallmeanidiot?

Thischildisdisrespectful.“Yourmotheristheone

who’snotbreathing.”

“What?”DisbeliefclingstomyvoiceasIjolttomy

feet,thequickmovenearlythrowsLiyanatothe

floor.“Whatdoyoumeanshe’sn…notbreathing?”

Sizakeleisexplaininggibberish,hervoiceslowly



fadeawayintothebackground.TheonlythingI

catchinhermuddledspeechistheword‘dead.’An

excruciatingpainconsumesmeattherealization

thatImighthavelostmymother,anear-splitting

soundtacklesmyearsandmybodygivesinto

shock.Ithasmestaggeringbackwards,Ivirtuallyfall,

butLiyanagrabsmywaistandhelpsmetositback

down.

Tearsstream downmyfacewhilemywholebody

trembleswithfear.

“Babe,what’swrong?”Herhandsaregrippedon

mine.

“ThatwasSizakele,mymotherisnotbreathing.I

havetogotothehospitalnow.”

“Let’sgo,”she’sonherfeetbeforeIcoulddispute.

OrangeFarm isfarfrom Johannesburgnorth,her

fatherwillhaveaproblem withherdrivingme

consideringthatit’sdarkoutside.



“Can’tyouaskoneoftheguardstotakeme?Itwon’t

besafeforyoutodrivebackalone.”Idon’twantto

getintroublewithMr.Okolie.

“Let’sgoZitha,we’reonlywastingtime.”Theorderis

uncompromising,she’stakinglongstridestothe

door.Irunbehindheraftercheckingifherfatheris

anywherecloseby.

Myfriendhereisaslowdriver,she’stryingshame.

Nevertheless,I’m subsequentlygrowinganxious.My

mindisscrambled,mostlyfilledwiththoughtsofmy

mother.

“Ishouldn’thaveleftheraloneLiya,”I’m anidiot,my

aunthasbeensayingitandIcalledherbluff.

“She’sgoingtobeokay,”shedoesn’tlookatme,she

neverlookssidewayswhendrivingunlessitis

required.That’showmuchshefearsdriving,right

nowshelookslikeatortoisewithherbackhunched

andheadleaningforward.



“I’m surethosewitchesdidsomethingtoher,howis

itthatshesuddenlycan’tbreathe?Wejustcame

from thehospital,thedoctorhadpermittedmeto

takeherhome.Ican’tlosemymother,she’sallI

have.”

“She’sgoingtobeokay,”thisishowLiyanais.That

awkwardlookonherfacecomesduringsuch

situations,it’sbecauseshedoesn’tknowwhattodo

orsay.Letmekeepmythoughtstomyself,not

everyoneisborntobeDr.Phil.

Wearriveanhourlater,mybutthurtsfrom sittingfor

toolong.I’llcomplainanotherday,rightnowIneed

tofindoutwheremymotheris.Wemeetanurse

whoshowsuswheretogo.Theroom isnotthatfar

ahead.

“Timeofdeath,9:58pm.”Someonesayswhenwe

dashintothebigwardtherearealineofbedson

bothsidesofthewall,eachfilledwithpatients.My

mother’sbedisclosetotheentrancedoor,the



doctorwhomutteredthosedreadfulwordsis

standingnexttomyauntandSizakele.Thesetwo

lookimpassivethatitworriesme.

Ishiftmygazetomymother,hereyesareshutand

shelooks…Idon’tknow…shedoesn’tlookalive.I’m

notfamiliarwiththisburningfeelinginmyheart,I’ve

neverlostalovedonebefore.It’salwaysbeenjust

thetwoofus.

“Doctor,howismymother?”Iasktheplumpwoman

inawhitecoat,sheshakesherheadindifferently

andIfeelasurgeofheatrushthroughmybody.

“I’m sorry,wecouldn’tsaveher.”That’sall,she

walksoutasifshewillbeimplicatedinmymother’s

death.Sheisprobablymoreworriedaboutthatlong

weaveonherhead.Myfeetgiveuptheirjobtohold

mestill,Liyanaisheretocatchmeagain.

“Zitha,areyouokay?”

I’m notthererightnow,Iwanttoknowwhat

happenedtomymother.ShewasfinewhenIleftthe

house.



“Whatdidyoudotoher?”Ishoutatmyauntandher

daughter,theireyesspeakofrepulsivethings.They

lackremorseandgrief.

“Stopbeingdramaticplease,weallknewthisday

wascoming.”Sizakelebarks,Ifeeltheanimosity

andhearthesadism inhertone.Thewindowstoher

soularenobetter,sheisascoldasthewoman

stationedbesideher.

“Youbitch!”Everythingcausesmetodosomething

new,somethingIhaveneverdonebefore.Herhairis

inmygripinseconds,I’m pullingwithallmymight

whileshescreamsforhermothertohelpher.

“Don’ttouchher,lethergo.”Ican’tseeLiyanawith

howbusyIam,butthatishervoice,probablypulling

myauntback.Theoldwoman’sarmsarewrapped

aroundmywaist,luggingmebackwards.

Thechaosintheroom isobviouslynotallowed,

thereissuddennoiseandmanyvoices.Astrong

forceaccomplishesingettingmyhandsoff



Sizakele'shair,asIlookupIseeasecurityguard.

Themanisfumingandglaring,soismyaunt.

Theguardgivesusawarningandgoestostandat

thedoor.LiyanamovestomysidewhenItrytojump

atmycousinagain,Ineedtoreleasethisanger

that’seatingmeinside.

“LetmegoLiya,I’m goingtokillthiswitch.”

“Zithobile!”That’smyauntchidingme,likeachild,

Sizakelecriesonherchest.Whatisgoingon?He

sisterjustdied,hercoldheartwon’tlethersheda

tear.Evenonewilldo…

“Zithobileyaniaunty?MymotherwasfinewhenIleft.

Somethingmusthavehappened,shewouldn’tgive

uplikethat.Shewouldn’tstopbreathingjustlike

that.”I’m stillscreaming,Iwouldcrumbledtothe

floorifLiyanawerenothereholdingme.

“Howdoyouknow?AreyouGod?”IfIwereGod,I

wouldwipeyouandyourfrogofadaughteroffthe



faceoftheearth.I’m abouttoretortwhenInoticea

nursedrapmymotherwithawhitesheet.

“NO,NO.NO!”IshoutasIpushherawayandhover

overmymother’slifelessbody.Shecan’tbedead,

notmymother.Howam Igoingtolivewithouther?

“MAMA,MAMA.”

Painknocksonthedoorandtwizzlesinlikea

hurricaneuninvited,itsinksthroughmyveins

causingmetohowloutinitsarms.Tearswellfrom

deepinsideandcoursedownmycheeksasIshake

mymother’sbody,desperateforhertoopenher

eyes.

“Mama,”myhandscradleherface.Hereyesare

tightlyshut,she’sirresponsive.“Mamavuka,

ngiyacelamamaUngangishiya.”(Mom wakeup,

pleasedon’tleaveme.)

Ican’tgethertowakeup,herbodyislikethatofa

dummy.Whycan’tIgethertowakeup?



“Zitha…”Liyana’svoicedoesn’tgetthroughtome,I

haveshutouteveryoneandeverything.I’velosttrack

ofherwordsthatabruptlysoundlikeclanging

cymbals.

“Mama,ngiyacela.Ngizobayiningaphandle

kwakho?”(Ican’tlivewithoutyou)

MysoulisbleedingandI’m havingahardtime

breathing.She’snotsupposedtobedead,therehas

tobeamistake.Liyana'sarmsenfoldaroundme,the

embraceistightandcomforting.

“I’m sorrybabe,”IfallbackintoLiyana’schest

unabletocurtailmyscreamsandcries.

AMARA-

WhatisThandazadoingatanexpensivehotellike

this?Dointernsearnsomuch?Ihavetodouble

checktheaddressjustincaseand…thisisit.Idon’t

bothergoingtoreception,soIrushtotheliftjustas



itopens.

Awomanwalksout,sheregardsmewithasoft

shiftysmileandIreturnwithaweaknod.The

familiaritysheholdsticklesmycuriosity,whenIturn

todoublecheckifIhadseenherbefore,she’s

alreadygone.

Imakeittothe8thfloorinpeace,oneknockandthe

dooropens.Thandazalookslikeshecameoutofa

tsunami,evidenceoftearsaretattooedonherface.

She’swearingawhitebathingrobeandhereyestell

astoryofmiseryandtorment.

“Amara,pleasecomein.”Thestareshegivesmeis

notifyingandprobing,shestepsasidepavingthe

wayinforme.Mybrowsknittogetherathowshe’s

scanningthefoyer,fearoverspreadonher.

Impatienceknowsmebest,mainlywhenI’m kept

waiting.

“WhathappenedThanda?”Shehasahabitofbiting

hernailswhenanxietyclaimsher.

“Hefoundme,Amara.”Shelocksthedoor,goesto



sitonachairsituatedbythewindowandcurlsup.

I’m standinginthemiddleoftheroom unableto

graspeverythingthatishappening.

“Ithoughtyousaidhecouldn’tgetavisabecauseof

hiscriminalrecord.”

“Thatisthetruth,”sheanswerswithoutgrantingme

asingleglimpse.Hereyesareengrossedoutsidethe

hugeglasswindow.“Idon’tknowhowhecamehere,

Ifoundhim waitingformewhenIgothomelast

night.Idon’tknowwhathewouldhavedoneifI

wasn’twithafriend.”

“Hecan’thurtyouhereThanda,he’sanimmigrantin

thiscountry.Hecan’tdoashepleases.”Thandazais

from Malawi,shecametoSouthAfricaafterher

husbandtriedtokillhermanytimes.Shesayshe’s

abusiveandverymanipulative.

“Youdon’tKnowNthunzi,he’sverysmart.Hecan

outsmartthelaw,he’sgoingtokillme.Youhaveto

helpme,Amara.”WhatcanIpossiblydotostopthat

man?Ifheisasinsaneasshesays,thenhewill



mostlikelykillusboth.

“TheonlywayIcanhelpyouisbygoingtothe

police.”

“NoAmara,youdon’tknowthatman.He’sprobably

bribedthem bynow,Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifhe

knowsmycurrentwhereabouts.”

Thandazaseemstobegivingthismancredit,he

can’tbethatgood.We’restartledbyaknockatthe

door,herfacealters,aprolongedflickerofdread

dancesinhereyesassheglancesatthedoor.Eyes

outonstalk,Thandazasitsup,herhandspalmedon

thechair.

“W-Whatifthat’shim?”Hervoicequavers,Icanhear

herrapidbreathsfrom whereI’m standing.

“Room service.”Oh!ThankGod.

Thandazarunstoopen,themansmilesuponseeing

meandIdon’thavethezealtoreturnit.I’m away

from myhusbandonouranniversary,heprobably

hasn’tnoticedmyabsenceorhewouldbeblowing



upmyphone.

Thatremindsme,IhavetotextRandallandtellhim.

AsIbringmyfaceup,Icatchthewaiterstaring,

Thandazaistoobusysniffingthefoodtonotice.He

avertshisintentlookandleaves,closingthedoor

behindhim.

“Youhadtimetoorderfood?”Somuchforsomeone

whoisrunningforherlife.

“Thisisforus,Ithoughtyoumightbehungrywhen

yougetheresinceIdraggedyououtofyour

celebration.”Shetellsme,Iam dazedbyhowshe

hasanappetiteatatimelikethis.

“I’m nothungry,”thetruth,itwouldbeweirddining

here.Thandazawheelsthecarttoatablebythebed,

thefooddoessmellnice,butIdon’tplanonstaying.

“Ineedtogoback,willyoubeokay?”Great,she

givesmethatlookthatmakesmefeellikeabad

friend.

“Please,forafewmoreminutesAmara,I’m still



scared.Inevertoldyouthis,butyourpresence

makesmefeelsafe.You’rethebestfriendInever

had.”Bestfriendistakingitalittletoohigh,wehave

knowneachforawhile,butnotenoughtowearsuch

bigtitles.

“Ididn’ttellRandallIwasleaving,hemustbeworried.

Ihavetogo,I’m sorry”

Sadnessiswipedoffherfaceasdisappointment

takesover,howlongdoIhavetoridethistrainof

guilt?Itcangetexhausting.IknowIdon’toweher

anything,butThandazaisagoodperson.She

doesn’tdeservewhateverishappeningtoher.

There’sapersistentsilenceasshestartsnibblingon

stickyribs,shelooksupatme,herlipsglazedwith

source.

“Don’tjuststandthere,joinme.”Herorder.

“I’lljusthaveasipofthis,thenI’llgo.”Ipickthe

bottleofwateronthetable.

“Okay,”shegrabsoneaswellandpopsitopen.



“We’lltoastwithwater.”

“Whatistheoccasion?”Thiswomancanbestrange.

“Life,clearlyI’vegotafewdaysleftinthisworld.”

Shelaughs…alonelikeshecrackedajokewhichI

don’tfindfunnyatall.

“Don’tsaythatThanda.”

“Okay,I’m sorry,here’stoourfriendship.”Shelifts

thebottleupbeforetakingalonggulpwhileI

manageafewsips.

“YouknowNthunziwasneverabadperson,”

Thandazastarts,howdoItellherIneedtogo

withoutsoundingrude?Inaddition,Idon’thavetime

tolistentoherstory.

Forsomereasontheroom suddenlyfeelshot,Ihave

toremovemyshoesasmyfeetfeelsweaty.

“Whathappenedtotheaircon?Itwasn’tthishot

whenIgothere?”Myqueryissnubbedbya

swelteringThandaza,dribblesofsweatareoozing

downherface.



“Amara…”sheheaves,handcoveringhermouth,I

thinkshe’sgoingtovomit.Inasplitsecond,she’son

herfeet,sprintingtothebathroom,Ihearher

throwingup.Ihavetocheckonher,butIcan’tmove.

Mybodyfeelsheavy,thedressaswell,soIstripit

off.It’snotlongtillmykneesfailme,theybringme

downunexpectedly,Ican’tgetupandmyheadhurts

likehell.

“Tha…Tha…”Myvoicehasgivenuponme,it’s

unreachableandsoismyphone.Icanseemybag

onthebed,ifIcouldgettoitandgetmyphone.I

needtocallforhelp…anyone…Randall.

Thandazacomesbacktofindmetryingtogetup,

shelookslikeamess.Hereyesheavy-lidded,

throughmyblurredvisionInoticehowshe’s

strugglingtowalkasherfeetmoveslowlyand

reluctantly.

Inaverysmallamountoftime,hereyesrolltothe

backofherheadbeforeshecomescrashingdown,I



mentallyscream forhelp.Tryingtokeepmyeyes

openbecomesamission,I’m tryingsohardwithall

mymightbutsomethingispullingmeintodarkness.

Gravitypushesmedown,clothingmybodywith

immensity.Allofmecompliesasmyeyesgivein

andmyworldbecomesdusky.

KENNETH-

“MrMkhize,yourappointmentisscheduledfor

Monday10am.Areyousureyouwanttohaveyour

vasectomyreversed?”

“I’m notgettinganyyoungerdoc.”

“Well,whoeverwillmotheryourchildrenwillbeone

luckywoman.”Holditrighttheredoc,let’scontrol

ourhormones.Kennethfrowns,likethereisnoother

expressionhecanconjureup.Suddenlyaheart

wrenchingcryofawomancatcheshisattention,

she’sonthefloorscreaminglikeamadpersonwhile

twonursesaretryingtorestrainher.Thehospital

lobbyisclothedwithherlamentations,forsome



reasonhercriesgettohim,theytouchhissouland

nothinghasevertickledhissoullikethis.Noteven

her…theonethatgotaway.Hernamehasbeen

archivedsomewhereinKenneth’sheart,theman

wouldn’trememberwhereheputthekeysifyou

weretoaskhim.

“Whathappened?”Curiositynudgeshim,he

questionsthefemaledoctorwhoisobservingthe

samescene.Hiseyesremainonthewomanasher

exclamationsofagonycontinuetodigdeeperinto

hissoul.

“Poorthing,shejustlosthermotherandshe’sall

alonenow.It’sstrangehowshewassick,buther

resultsalwayscamebackcleaneachtime.”The

doctortells.

“Whatdoyoumean?”

“Hertestresultsshowedthatshewasperfectly

healthy,butshecouldn’tspeak,walkorevenmovea

finger.Theyoungladyhasbeencaringforherfor

years,herbodyfinallygaveup.Poorthingisan



orphannow.”Ifpitycamewithbagsofmoney,the

worldwouldbearichplace.

“Mmmhhh.”Kennethhums,addingaheadnodof

somesort.

HefailstounderstandDr.Linda’sexplanation.Is

thatevenpossible?Theremustbeanenlightenment

tothissickness,doctorsmusthavemissed

something.Hefeelsagreatforcepullinghim

towardsthewailingladyandanurgetogocomfort

her.Somethingjustdoesn’tsitwellwithhim,

watchingherrollingonthefloor.Clearly,thenurses

arestrugglingtokeepherrestrained.

Woah!WhereareyougoingKenny?

He’smovingtowardsthestrangegirlandstopsas

thedoctorinjectsherwithsomething.Heseeshow

sheflinchesattheslightpainandslowlyfadesinto

oblivion.Sheisputonastretcherandwheeledaway.

“Thankyou,doc.”Hedoesn’twaitforthedoctorto



sayanythingbuttakesadifferentdirection.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Ten-

WARNING:Thischaptercontainsscenesofsexual

assaultwhichmaybetroublingtosensitivereaders.

Reader’sdiscretionisadvised.

RANDALL-

Hiswifehasbeengonefortoolong,herphonerings

unanswered.It’snosecretthatRandallhasbeen

lockedinhisownworld,aplacewhereheallowsno

onebuthisdemons.Randallrushestothekitchen,

thelastplacehesawherheadedto.Hefindsthe

maidthere,bustlingabout.Sheturnsandsmilesata

worriedRandall.

“HaveyouseenAmara?”Hesoundsabitrude,but

she’susedtoit.



“No,Ihaven’tspokentohertoday.”Atthis,Randall

frowns.WherecouldAmarabe?Sheneverleaves

withoutlettinghim know.Ashemusesinworry,his

phonebuzzes,itdisplaysatextorsomekindof

MMS.Heswipestounlockthescreen,theonly

peoplethathavehisWhatsAppnumberarehis

familyandclosefriends.Theunknownnumber

raisesquestions,Randallstillopensthemessage.

‘Ifyouwanttoknowwhatyourwifegetsupto

behindyourback,followthisaddress.’

ThetextisaccompaniedbyalocationtotheFour

SeasonshotelinWestcliff.Thisisnothing,thetrust

hehasforhiswifecannotbebrokenbyanything,

right?Thatwomandefinespurityinitsdeepestform.

However,thisistheonlywayhewillfindhiswife,

shecan’tbeintrouble,canshe?Amaraisasmart

womanwhoisverymuchcapableoftakingcareof

herself.Eitherway,somethingdoesnotfeelright,



andhecanfeelit.

HeforwardsthenumbertoStylesaskinghim to

trackitdown.

Mostoftheguestshavegonehome,argh,the

guestsaretheleastofhisworries.Heleavesthe

housewithamissiontolocatehisspousewhile

tryinghardnottoentertainthemessageasitclaws

underhisskin,ticklinghim inallthewrongplaces.

KENNETH-

Therearemanyreasonswhypeoplejoincultsand

forhim,itwastoputbreadinhissister’smouth.He

wasmakingmoney,moneyhedidn’tknowthe

sourceofwhereitcame.Itcould’vebeenblood

moneyormagic,hewastheleastbotheredabout

theinconsequentialthingsaslongasthe

brotherhoodprovided.

From ashacktoamansioninaspaceofayear,who



saidtherewasnoeasywaytothetop?Hefoundit,

althoughitcamewithsacrifices,hewaswillingto

holdontoituntil…until…heckforeverifpossible.

Thingsweregoinggood,hisplatesconsistedof

greatcuisines.AtypicalSouthAfricandishlikepap

doesn’thavetograceone’splateeverynight.

Hewentfrom ridingtaxisandwouldsometimesbea

randshorttoowningmultipletaxis.Itwasgoodbye

totheSouthofJohannesburgandhellotothenorth.

Lifewasablissuntilhesethiseyesonawoman

whobelongedtoanother,hecountsitasoneofthe

biggestmistakesofhislife.Awarbrokeout

betweenhim andthemanwhohadclaimedthe

womanfirst.

Enemylinesweredrawnwitharedmarkerthateven

scotchbrightcouldnotremoveit.Itcametoapoint

wherehehadtoleavethecountryafterabulletwas

piercedthroughhislowerabdomen,almostclaiming

hislife.Heknewhehadtogetaway,anditwasthe



onlywayhecouldkeephisdistance.

HolidayinginChinaforclosetotwoyearsdidn’thelp

healhisbrokenheart,uponhisarrival,loneliness

welcomedhim andsadlykepthim companyforthe

entirestay.Hetriedtominglewiththepeopleofthe

otherrace,triedtomakefriendsandmaybefinda

littleAsianwomanforhimselfwhowillgivehim

babieswithlong-strongblack,shinyhair.

Hiscolddemeanourstoodinthewayofthat,

moreoverthelovehehadforAmara.Hisheartand

soulwerefilledwithher,shewaslikeanAvon

perfume,stubbornonclothesandstrongonone’s

nostrils.Althoughhetriedtoforgether,itdidn’t

happenasperhisrequest.

KennethdecidedtoexpandhisbusinessesinChina,

shakehandswiththebigguysandsigncontracts

thatwouldmakehim wealthierthanhealreadywas.

Notthatheneededthemoney,itwasnotanissue

forhim ashehadmorethanenoughoverflowingin



hismanybankaccounts.

Hehadalittlesistertofendfor,alltheyhadwas

eachother,itwasimperativethatheputsherabove

anythingelse;abovethewomanheloved.

Twoyearslater,hemadeadecisiontogoback

home.Hadhenotbeenhomesickandmissedhis

sister,hewould’veextendedhisstayinChinauntil

hiswearyheartdecideditwastimetogobackand

facethepast.

AvoidingAmarahasbeeneasierthanhethoughtit

wouldbe,besides,Johannesburgisanationitself.

Chancesofthem bumpingintoeachotherarevery

slim.

YearshavegonebyandKennethhasmanagedto

takestepsforwardwithoutAmarainvadinghismind.

Histaxibusinessisgoinggreat,thankstohisfriend

SiphoMndeniwhoforesaweverythinginhis



absence.

ItwasnineyearsagowhenStylesSishicametohim

withaplantostealtaxisfrom aswornenemy,

BangizweMkhize.Theprominentanddreadedtaxi

boss.Forgetthattheybearthesamelastname,he

didn’tknowtheoldmanandhadnobloodrelations

withhim.

Kennethhadfoundtheideaperfect,especiallysince

hehadplannedtoleavethecult.HealongwithSipho

thrivedinattainingMkhize’staxisleavingtheold

manwithnothingbutcentsandholesinhispockets.

Surehedidn’tworkforthosetaxis,whocares?No

oneinthetaxibusinessbathswithabottleof

honestybeforegoingtobedatnight.

He’sbeenatthehospitalthewholeday,running

errands,confirmingschedulesandsealingdeals.

He’stiredandcan’twaittogethome.

Heshakeshandswithhisbusinesspartnersaftera



meetingthattookalmostthreehours,fiveofthem

bidtheirgoodbyesandleavetheboardroom togoto

theirrespectablehomes.

Hismindinstantlyleaveshim likeithadbeendoing

duringthecourseofthemeeting.Thegrievinggirl

seemstohaunthisthoughts,thisisthefirsttime

thathe’sthinkingaboutanotherwomanafterAmara.

He’sconfused,whatcouldbethereasonthathe’s

engrossedonthatstranger?

“Kenneth!”Thevoicesoundsfarinhishead,butstill

pullshim backtoreality.Heblinksandstandsfrom

theblackswivelchairwhenherealisesthathemust

havedriftedoff.“Areyouokay?”

Henodshishead,themanwithhim isalsoa

businessassociate.Kennethoffersthattheywalk

togethertotheircars.It’sclosetomidnight,the

hospitalcorridorisatadempty.Thereareafew

nursesdoingrounds.



“Themeetingwentwell,Ididn’tthinkthe

shareholderswouldliketheconcept.Thisisgoingto

makeusalotofmoney.”

“Knowingyou,Mhlongo,it’sallaboutthemoney.”

Kennethstatesastheystridedownthehospital

corridor.

“And,Iwillnotdisputethat.”Thegreyhairedman

chortlesathisownsally.Kennethisnotthere

anymore,hismindandgazehavewanderedoffto

thewomanrunningtowardsthem.Sheappearsto

benotwatchingwhereshe’sgoing.He’s

dumbfoundedforaminuteandbythetimehe

decidestotellhertowatchhersteps,thewoman

collidesagainsthim.Herhandswraparoundhim as

shetriestostopherselffrom falling,headonhis

chest.Sheisheavingandsoftsnufflesoccasionally

escapehermouth.

Kennethisannoyedforsomeonewhodoesnotlike

beingtouched,hesendshishandstoherupper

armsandgraduallydetachesherfrom him.She



doesn’traiseherhead.

“Watchwhereyou’regoing,”finallyhegivesthe

warninghe’dbeenwantingtogivesincehespotted

herrunning.Somethingisnotrightthough,the

womaniscrying.

“Areyouokay?”Heprobes,whiletryingtocatcha

glimpseofherface.Somethingtellshim he’sseen

hersomewhere…acloserlookshowshim theyoung

womanwholosthermother,theonewho’sbeen

runningthroughhismindforhours.Shemanagesto

pullawayfrom hishold.

“Sorry,”herapologyisawhisper.Shetakesoff

running,headedfortheexitdoor.

“Whoisthat?”Hisbusinesspartnercanbesnoopy

sometimes.

“I’llbeback.”Kenneth.

Neverdidhethinkhewouldlivetoseetheday,

runningafterawomanissomethingoutofhis

character.Thereisnosignofheroutside,he

vacuumsthewholeparkinglottofindnothing.



“Dammit,whatthehellam Idoing?”It’snormalthat

hechastiseshimself.Heisamanwhohasneverlet

awomaninhislife,Amaracouldhavebeentheideal

partnerforhim.

Hisheartremainsdarkwithnoonetowarm itand

creepinside.Aniceboxiswhathisfriendswould

callit,whatwilltheirreactionbewhentheyfindout

thathefeltafewdropsdrippingfrom ittodayafter

seeingthegrievinggirl?Whatisitaboutherthat

makeshiscuriosityriselikethis?Theurgetowant

toknowherandtheimpactshesuddenlyhasonhim.

Hegivesupthesearch,thegirlisgonelikeaghost

inthenight.

AMARA-

Amaraiswokenupbythecoldnesskissingherbody,

sheraisesherheavyeyelidshalfwayonlyforthem

tofallshut.Anexcruciatingburningpaininher



stomachattackshertheminutesheraiseshereyes

again,shetriestowrapherarmsarounditto

supressthepain,butcan’tmove.

Herbodyisweak,eyesheavyandheadtwirling

possiblyfasterthanagolfballrollingontheground.

Atthispoint,Amaraisawarethatshe’slayingonthe

bed,nakedasthedayshecameintotheworld.

Atfirst,sheisinsensibletohersurroundings,until

shehearssexualsoundsofmoaning,onebelonging

toafemaleandthereseemstobeothercreatures

aswell.Theymighthavebeenspottedinthe

nationalgeographicchannel,itissaidtheyaremale

speciesandhavethepowertoreduceawomanto

nothing.Shameandridiculeheruntiltheworld

believessheiswhotheyhavepaintedhertobe.

Theheavinessinherbodystilllingers,butnowit’s

different.Sheissurethereissomeoneontopofher,

sheblinkstoclearhercloudyvisionandspotstwo

menonthebedwithher.Oneiskissinghiswayup

tohernetherregions,theotherplantingsatiated



kissesonherlowerbelly.

Theheartisonestrongorgan,althoughherbodyhas

beenmadeweak,herheartreacts.Thethudistoo

wildforahumantohandle.

Whoarethesepeople?Whataretheydoingtoher?

Thoughherspeechhasfailed,hertearsfightthegirl

inquestion’sbattles.Theyfloodonthecornersof

hereyesandwetthepillows.

“Hel…”hermouthslightlyopens,she’sgoingfora

scream.Butherthroatisonfire,nothingcancome

outofit,notevenasmudgeofsaliva.Shecan’t

move,drowsinesshasmadeahomeinherbody.

Amarafeelsasofthandonherabdomen,herchase

revealsanakedThandazahoveringaboveheras

well.Thewomanappearstobehigh,sheclearlyis

notinherrightstateofmind.

There’sahugebumponherforeheadthatcouldbe



from thepreviousfall.Amaracan’tunderstandwhy

Thandazaisdoingthis,whyallofthem aredoing

this.

It’sjusttoocrowdedonthisbed.Shetriestoget

them tostop,butshe’snumb.

It’swrong,allofthisiswrong.

Butthereisoneproblem,herbodyisnotagainstit.It

likeswhat’sbeingdonetoit,somethinghastobe

terriblywrong.

Sheisaqueento-beforPete’ssakeandamarried

woman.

Hermusclesaresleepingandminddisarrayed.

UncontrollablewavesofdesireovertakeAmara,she

suddenlyfeelsmuggy.Herclitthrobs,pulsatingas

theeroticsoundsmadebythesethreepushherto

theedge.



Shesuddenlyfeelssomethingwarm andwettouch

heronhernetherregions,oneguyislickingand

suckinghermostsacredplace.

“S-stop…”releasingwordsisexcruciating,hehears

andliftshiseyesthatbetrayhisintentionsandnone

ofthem arenoble.Hisstareisuncomfortableand

icy,thereisnoemotionbehindit,butanimalisticlust.

Heforcesherlegsopenandcontinuestoharassher

netherregions,moretearsbrushoutofhereyes

whensheshutsthem.She’sunconsciouslymoaning

andwhimperingandstoppingatthispointis

inescapable.Themanmakeshercum,afeeble

satisfiedsmileplaysathislipsbeforeherollsoffthe

bed.

GuiltanddisgustfillAmaraupafterthewaveof

ecstasydissipates.Deathissurelybetterthanthis,

she’scryingmorethanshe’severcriedinherlife.

Herbodyisnotdonewithherthough,norarethese

men.

ThandazastraddlesoneofAmara’sthighsand



grindsonit,hermoanselevatewitheachmove,

gettinglouderandlouder.

ThathasAmarawantingtoreleasethepleasurable

feelingagain,hersecondorgasm isclose.It’soutof

hercontrol.

Herracingheartistellinghertostop,herbrainfinds

logicbutithasnothingagainstthesexualfeelings

thatkeepburningthroughherveins.

Shecan’tcontrolitnomatterhowmuchshetries.

There’sanundeniableneedtotouchherself,her

p#ssycallsdesperatelyforattention,wantingtobe

filled.Thishasgottobethemostdisgustingthing

she’severexperienced.Randallwillbedevastated,

shutteredbeyondwords.

“StopAmara,you’resodisgusting.”Shementally

chastisesherself,cursingherownbodyinthe

process.Thandazacollapseslikeacorpseonthe

othersideofthebedafterherorgasm envelopsher.



Thesecondmanhasjustfinishedstrokinghimself,

healternatestokissingAmara’sbreast,runninghis

filthyfingerswhereeverhecan.Itfeelsgoodtothe

flesh,howeverherwholebeingcriesforhelp.

“No,stopplease.Don’tdothis.”Itallhappensinher

head,nowordsareabletocomeoutofhermouth.

Shedoesn’twanttodothis,shecan’tbetrayRandall.

Thestrangemanisgroaningwhileharassingher

nipples.Helooksfamiliar,butherheadistoodizzy

andvisionhazytoputthepuzzletogether.Amara

wantstoswallowthemoans,howevertheyemit

from hermouthregardless.Herbodycravesforthis,

butherheartcallsouttoherhusband.

“No,”noisenough,right?Itshouldbeenough,darnit,

itisenough.Whyishenotstopping?

Herheartviolentlydrumsonherchestwhenshe

acceptsanotherwaveoforgasm from thenipple

stimulation,itengulfstheentiretyofherbody.

Randallcomestomind,theonlymanwhohasever

madeherfeelsafe.Sheshouldhaveneverlefthis



side,self-blametakescentrestage.Shecurses

herselfamilliontimes,repulsioncoveringhersoul,

bodyandmindlikeaneclipse.

Allofasudden,wavesofnauseatwirlinsideher

stomach,herheadfeelslikeitwillswellbeyondits

normalcapacity.Thefireinherthroatistooobvious

toignorenowandherstomachlurchesandbubbles.

Theanguishinherheartbringsaboutthesmellof

deathandthegrave,that’showcloseshefeelsit.

Onceuponatimeshehadcalledupondeathand

thistime,itisreadytocomeuninvited.Thethought

ofdyinghasneverfeltsogood,betterthatthan

facingherhusbandafterthis.Betterthatthanliving

withthisshame.

“Stooop,”finallywordsallowheraccessandatthe

mentionofthispowerfulword,Amaramanagesto

pushthemanoffherandbecausehealsoseems

outofit,herollsoffthebedasifhistrancehasbeen

halted.



Withweaklimbsandstrengththatofanant,she

flipsherselfoveronthebedandlandsonher

stomach.Attemptinganescape,herheartrate

rockets.It’srobustlythumpinghardshecanfeelit

bouncingtoherthroat,she’sleftaloneonthebed.

However,gettingtothedoorseemslikeamission

impossible.Herlifeisflashingbeforeherandatany

giventime,shewillsuccumbtodeath.Amara

slightlyliftsherhead,itspinsimmediately,

compellinghertodropit.Sheblacksoutbeforeshe

couldattempttomoveagain.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Eleven-

RANDALL-

‘Ifyouwanttoknowwhatyourwifegetsupto

behindyourback,followthisaddress.'

Hecan’tgetthemessageoutofhismind,fora

carefuldriver,hesureisdrivinglikeamadman.At

firstthemessagedidn’treallyregisteruntilAmara’s

wordsechoedinhishead.Whywouldsherandomly

mentionKennethMkhizeduringtheirargument?

“Ishouldhavekilledhim whenIhadthechance,”he

seethesunderhisbreathasangerclingsontohim.

ThedistastehehasforKennethisunexplainable,he

hadtorentaroom toholdhisextrahatredforthe

man.

HeremembersthedayheshotKennethwithoutany

regret,thebastardwalkedoutalive.Inallprobability,



he’sbeenafterhiswifesince.Whoelsecoulditbe?

Amaraissonaïvethatthewordnoisforeigntoher

tongue.

IsitpossiblethatsheranintoKennethagain?They

gottalkingandonethingledtoanotherand…no,no,

givingsuchthoughtsaroom inhisheadisutter

torture.

ThethoughtofKennethtouchinghiswifeis

stomach-turning,hisheartcan’thandleit.Hishands

clutchthesteeringwheelashepressesthe

acceleratorandincreasesthespeed.

Hehastogettothehotelfast,thisisnothowhe

imaginedspendinghisanniversary,althoughhe

hasn’tbeenabletohavesexwithhiswife,atleast

theywouldhavebeentogether,kissesarebetter

thannothing.Dammit,hewasmakingprogress.

Suddenlywiththehotelinsight,hepressesonfaster.

Atthispoint,heisnotthinkingstraight.Anger

controlshim likeapuppet,directinghisstepsand



actions.Hearrivesatthehotelanddoesn’tgivea

damnaboutparking,hegrabshisgunandhisphone

anddashesovertotheroom.

Hisheartisbeatingfastereverysecondashe

standsbeforethehotelroom.Hethinksofknocking,

butchuckstheidea.Somethingdoesn’tfeelright

andhecan’tseem togetthestupidmessageoutof

hismind.

Withluck,thedoorswingsopenwithonetwist,he

stepsin,daringitall.Thescenebeforehim seems

allbutfamiliar,therearethreepeoplesleepingon

thebed.Amaninthemiddleandtwowomen

sandwichinghim,theirheadsoneithersideofhis

chest.

Randallmovescloser,steppingonclothesscattered

onthefloor.Hiswife’sdressisamongthoseclothes,

herecognisesit.Herfacecomestolightwitheach

stephetakes,hisheartstopsbeatingwhenhesees

herinthearmsofthestrangeman.Whatthef*ck?A



threesome?

Anincredulousgaspescapeshismouth,hestaggers

backwardsunabletodecipherwhathiseyesare

bearingwitnessto.No,itcan’tbe,Amaracannotdo

thistohim.

Hereallycannotbelievewhatheisseeingrightnow,

Randallgrabsthebedsheetandtossesitacrossthe

airyroom.Theirnakedbodiesarerevealed,thesight

bringsabouttearsinhiseyes.

Hishandsfindthebackofhishead,hestandsinthis

position,narrowedeyespiercingthehumansonthe

bed…heartgoingonitsownescapadeandveinson

hisforeheadpoppingoutoneatatime.

Wrathknocksinhisbrokenheart,hewantstoletitin

butthat’swhenhe’sthemostdangerous.Anangry

Randallisamenacetohumanity.

Forthefirsttimeinhislife,he’shyperventilatingand



hedoesn’tknowwhattodo.Rage…pain…he’snot

entirelysurewhathe’sfeeling.Thebalconycatches

hisattention,herunsoutsideinanattempttocatch

hisbreathandprobablyblinkawaytheimagesofhis

wifenakedinbedwiththosepeople.

Randallleansagainstthewallandchaseshisbreath,

it’snotworking.Hewantstocry,scream orspill

blood.Butwhoseblood?

Thinkingthisisallbutaterriblenightmare,heturns

backtopeekinsidethehotelroom onlyforrealityto

hithim intheface.

Heimmediatelydivertshisgaze,carrieshishandsin

hisheadandsinksdownonthefloor.Hisheart

achinglikeit’sbeenrippedoutofhischest.

“Amara…”awhisperofdisappointmentemanates

from hismouth,followedbyamutedsob,hecovers

hismouthtopushitbackdownhisthroat.The

womanintherecannotbehisAmara.Itcan’tbehis

innocentAmara.



ThinkRandall,think…

Hefishesinhispocketsandcatchesaboxof

cigarettes,puffingoutoneortwohelpswhenhe’s

highlystressed.Yes,heneverquit.Heshouldhave

whenhiswifeaskedhim toyearsago,buthewould

gocrazywithoutit.

Thesmokelingersinthebalcony,formingthick

clouds.Aheavysmoker,he’salwaysbeen,theman

issmokinglikeit’samatteroflifeanddeath.

Withthispacinghe’sdoing,he’lleventuallyburn

holesunderthesolesofhisshoes.

Thenheremembers…hehasagun,hetakesitout

andamobilephone.Hisconflictedmindisofno

helprightnow.Killorcallforhelp?Heoptstocall

theonepersonhetrustswithhislife,theonewho

hasbeenthereforhim sincehecametoSouth

Africafrom Ghanaattheageofseventeen.



“WheredidyouandAmarago?Youdisappeared,

leavingtheguestsunattended.”Stylesspeaks

withoutsendinghisgreetings,that’stheleastof

Randall’sworries.

“I’m abouttokillmywife,”arehiscoldwordsto

Styleswhoknowsthisemotionlessvoiceandthathe

shouldnevertakeitlightly.

“Why?”Stylessoundstoocalm forsomeonewhose

bestfriendjusttoldhim heisabouttocommita

gravesin.

“Loveisajoke,”he’ssaidthesewordsbefore.Love

isAmara,that’stheonlydefinitionofloveheknows.

Ifsheisnotreal,thenlovehasgottobeajoke.

“WhatisgoingonRandall?”

Randallisabletonarrateeverythingtohisfriend,

he’snowstandingbeforethetrio,gunloadedand

aimedatthem.Ifherememberscorrectly,thereare

threebulletsinthere,whatacoincidence.Hisheart

issuddenlycoldasice,hismindclosedoffthat

nothingcanpossiblypassthrough.Soreasoning



withhim wouldbeawasteoftime.

“Randall,gethertothehospitalnow.”Acommand

from Styles.Hemustbestupidtobesuggesting

suchathing,hospitalforwhat?

“Ihaven’tpulledthetriggeryet,StylesandwhenIdo,

I’llmakesureshedoesn’tsurvive.”Thiscanonlybe

hisbrokenhearttalking.

“There’sahighpossibilitythatAmarawasdrugged

withecstasy.Anoverdosemayresultinlossof

bloodflowtothebrainandotherorgans.Shewilldie

ifyoudon’t…”Stylesexplains,butit’simpossible,

right?

“W –What?”Thedarknessinhiseyesshiftsalittle,

lettingroom forthelovethatalwaysdweltthere.A

frowntransformshisangryfeatures."Howdoyou

know?”

“Whatiswrongwithyou?Don’tyouknowyourwife

anymore?”Hepurposelyraiseshisvoice,thisfriend



ofhiscanbeonestubbornbeingandrightnowheis

blindedbyangerandpain.

“Fuck!”Afrustratedscream spurtsoutofhismouth,

unabletotakethesightbeforehim,hediverts.

“Styles,she’s…she’snakedandinthearmsof

anotherman…”

“StopbeinganidiotRandallandfuckinggetthat

womantothehospitaloryoubetterhaveagood

explanationastowhathappenedtoherwhenyour

childrenask.”RandallhasnoanswerforStyles.

Hecursesunderhisrapidbreathandturnsback.His

heartbreakseachtimeheseeshiswifethere.

“Styles…”Apainedwhisperthatbringsalonetear

downhischeek.

“IknowRandall,Iknow.”Sympathyliesinhisvoice.

“Sh—she’smywife,Styles.Mywife,”Dothesetears

knowwhotheymock?Thismanisroyalty…“They

touchedher,theyfuckingtouchedmywife.”



“Look,Icanonlyimaginewhatyoumustbefeeling.

Butthisisnotimetoletyouremotionscontrolyou,

Amarawilldie.Getheroutofthere,I’llcallan

ambulanceforthosetwo.Getyourheadinthegame,

don’tmessthisup.”Stylesistheonlyonewhocan

talksomesenseintohim,apartfrom histwin

brother.

“Bytheway,Ican’tlocatethatnumber.Whoever

sentthetextdestroyedthesim card,don’tworry,I’m

onitthough.”

StylesendsthecallandRandallknowshehastoact

now,cometothinkofit,Amarahasnotmovedwith

allthatrackethe’sbeendoing.Hehurriestoherside

andrapidlyscoopshernakedbodyfrom thebed,he

noticestrailsofbloodfrom whereshewaslainand

hismindfinallygraspswhatishappening.

“Amara,”helaysheronacouchandchecksher

pulsepoint.Okay,there’sathud,it’sveryweakbut



it’sthere.Angerisforaminuteandloveisforever,

thiswouldbetheperfectillustration.Hisirresolute

heartisbeatingagain,warminguptohishumanity.

“Staywithme,baby,I’m hereandI’m sorry.Staywith

me,mehemma.”(Myqueen.)

He’sgothisarmswrappedaroundherupperbodyas

hepullsherintohischest.Hefindsagownandputs

itonher.

Ashestandsinthedoorwaywithhiswifeinhis

arms,Randalltakesonelastlookatthepeople

sleepingonthebed.Washiswifepartofa

threesome?Thethoughtisdisgustinglystomach

churning,hisjawclenches.Hehastogetoutof

thereashisheadscreamsKILL,amurderatahotel

wouldbeamistaketoostupid.

Speeding,itdoesn'ttakemuchtimeforhim togetto

thenearesthospital.Stylesistherefirst,waiting

nearthehospitalentrance,hisfriendneverceasesto

amazehim.



Stylesapproacheswithtwonursesandastretcher

ashepullsup.Randallscoopsanunconscious

Amaraoutandlaysheronthestretcher,meanwhile

can’thelpbutfrownatStylesnexttohim.Nowords

aresaidbetweenthem,theyfollowbehindthe

nurses,takinglongstridesastheywheelAmarato

theER.

“Youcan’tcomein.”AtinyIndianwoman,wearing

glassesbiggerthanherfacestopsRandallashe

attemptstofollowthem inside.

“Mywifeneedsme.”Ofcoursehe’llgrunt,he’s

frustrated,seethingandworried.

“Rightnow,there’snothingyoucandoforher.Letus

doourjob.”Thelookonthedoctor'sface

reprimandshim,hewantstodispute,buthis

commonsense;Stylessqueezeshisshoulder.

“Savemywife,please.She’sbleeding,therewasso

muchblood.”Randallpleads,defeatandregret

washingoverhim.Thedoctorgiveshim her



mundanedoctor’ssmile,whichRandallfrownsat.

ShewalksintotheERandshutsthedoorbehindher.

Hiskneesfailhim causinghim tostaggertowards

therear,hisstepshaltwhenhisbackhitsthewall.

Randallcradleshisfaceinhishandsashetriesto

blockalltheemotionsengulfinghim.Standing

becomesataskashiskneesswaylikeovercooked

spaghetti,he’sforcedtosinkdownonthefloor.

Hisangerhasalifeofitsown,hecanfeelitrising

from thedepthsofhisstomach.Ifitcould,itwould

jumpoutandstandrightnexttohim.

Hehastofightit,hecan’taffordtolosecontrol

whileAmaraisfightingforherlife.

Overtheyears,Randallhasbeenabletocurbhis

anger,latelyitseemstobeteasinghim,threatening

toconsumehim completely.



Angerisnotthatbigofadeal,right?Wrong,not

whereRandallOkolieisconcerned,themanunravels.

Hekillsanythinghesetshiseyeson,anythingthat

threatenshisfamilyandthelovehefoughtsohard

tokeep;Amara.

Afirm handgrabshisshoulderforcinghim tolook

up.

“Stopworrying,she’llbefine.”Stylesistoocalm for

thissituation,likeheiscertaineverythingwillbeas

hesays.

“Wherearethosetwo?”Thefactthathe’sasking

throughclampedteethisnosurprisetoStyles,sure

Randallplanstofindoutwhatreallyhappenedin

thathotelroom andthosetwohavetheanswers.

“Sentthem toadifferenthospital.”Cleverboy…

Randalldoesnotseem tothinkso.

“Why?Whatiftheyrun?”Hebarksoutawhisper.

Stylesslidesdownnexttohisfriend,theireyesmeet



ashepreparestoanswerRandall’squestion.

“BelieveitornotRandy,theyareasbadlyinjuredas

Amara.Youwillgetyouranswers,Ipromise.”Styles’

promisesarethetypethatstand,ifpromiseKeeper

hadaface,itwouldbehis.

“Whathappenedinthere,Styles?Howdidmywife

getinvolvedinsomethingsodisgusting?Ishould

neverhaveletheroutofmysight,howwillIlookat

herafterthis?”

“Iknowwhatyou’rethinkingRandallandyouneedto

stop,clearlysomeoneisbehindthis.Amarawon’t

needyourjudgementalstareswhenshewakesup.”

Heknowshisfriendtoowell.

Randallgrowlslowlywhilerubbinghishead,heis

lettingtheangerclawathim onceagain.“You’re

goingtocontinuelovingthatwomanthewayyou’ve

beendoingthepastnineyears.”

Ofcoursehewill,butwillhebeabletotouchher



afterwhathesaw?Thegnawingimageisimprinted

inhisheadandnomatterhowmuchheshutshis

eyes,Randallcan’tgetridofit.

“Excuseme,”he’sonhisfeetinasecond.

“Whereareyougoing?”Styles.

“Ineedair,Ican’tbreatheinhere.”Heresponds,

denyingStylesaonceover.He’sthinkingofgoing

foradrive,hopefullythestupiddrivewillhelphim

calm down.

“Idon’twantyoutounravelandstartkillinginnocent

people,that’swhyIhavetofindtheforthguywho

wasinthathotelbeforeyoufindoutabouthim.”

Stylesmurmurstohimself,whilewatchingRandall

disappeardownthehallway.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Twelve-

AMARA-

I’m alittledazedandinexcruciatingpainwhenI

openmyeyes,atfirstIfailtograspmysurroundings

untilmybraincomesbackfrom wherever.I’m ina

singlehospitalroom,adornedwithflowersandget

wellsoonballoonsandcards.

Thegesturefillsmyheartwithwarmthandsecurity

untilmymindtorturesmewithflashesofmeinbed

withthreepeople,Thandazabeingoneofthem.I

can'tpointtheothertwoout.

Shamesettlesin,callingmeallsortsofblandnames.

Anunknownfeelingslicesthroughme,it’s

unexplainable.

Moreover,it’ssuckingmeemptyanddry,leaving

nothingbutadarkhole.I’m alive,butIcanstillfeel

thecoldembraceofdeathtightlyclingingontome



likehailstormstorain,neverleavingmyside.

Variousemotionsattackmeatonce,Itrytoatleast

fightoneanddismallyfail.Misty-eyed,Iringthe

buzzernexttothebedandsecondslaterafemale

nursewalksin.Herblack3inchshoesmakeso

muchnoiseonthecementedfloorthatmyhead

screamsinpain.

“You’refinallyawake,”there’snosmileonherface,

she’sleeringatmelikeIshouldn’thavewokenup.It

wouldhavebeenforthebestifIhadn’t,Ican’tsnub

thisheavyfeeling.Itfeelsasthoughthere’saforce

pressingdownonmeandmysoulsurrenderstothe

pressure,drowningmetorockbottom.

“Water,”Iwouldsayplease,butmythroathurts.She

poursaglassandhelpsmetodrink.

“Howareyoufeeling?”HowdoIanswerthis

questionwhenIhavenoclue?Allofmeisnumb,

brokentosaytheleast.



“Shame,poorsoul.”Ihatebeingpitiedandthat’s

whatshe’sdoing.AtleastthisiswhatI’m gathering

from hertoneandthelookinhereyes.“You’relucky

youwerenotraped,andyourhusbandfoundyouin

time.”

Sheknows?I’m abouttoaskherwhenanelderly

womanglidesintotheroom,aseniornurseI

presume.Heruniform isdifferentfrom thisone’s

andshe’sgotbosswrittenonhercrinklybrows.

“OurpatientisawakesisterGloria?”Herstatement

standsasaquestion.Theyoungnursenods,

applyingasmileonherface.

“Iwastellingthepatienthowluckysheisthatshe

wasn’traped,”shesaysitlikethegodsaresmiling

downonme.

Andwiththat,areplaybuttonispushedinmy

memorybox.Iseetheimagesagain,Iseetheir

nakedbodies...mine...thesloppykisses...myself

moaningwhilethosemenhavetheirwaywithme.



Theimageskeepfloodingin,suffocating,damning,

andrevolting.Callingmecharacterless,anda

disgrace.I’m abletorecalleverything,Iremember

mybodygoingagainstmeandeverythingIbelievein,

yetmysoulcriedoutforhelp.

“Sisi,”theoldernursesnapsmebackbyclickingher

fingerstomyface.Iraiseaquestionwithmyeyes.“I

saidyouandthebabyarefine.”

Myhandfliestomychest,Ifeelmystomachtwist

andgoosebumpsembraceeveryinchofmyskin,

leavingnoroom forair.

Didshejustsaypregnant?I’m unableto

comprehendwhatIjustheard,soIstareatthenurse

whobrokethenews.

“Youdidn’tknow,didyou?”Thesamenurse

continueswithaquestion.Skippingmyperiodsis

normalforme,Iwouldskiptwomonthsandstart

thefollowingmonth.Theyhavealwaysbeen

irregularandsinceIcouldn’tgetpregnantforyears,



pregnancynevercametomindwhenIwouldskipa

month.

“Sisi,areyouokay?”

Ican’tmove,normakeasound.Ican’tbepregnant,

notaftereverythingthathashappened.Myhusband

isaproudman,IwishIcouldsayheisnofriendto

vanity.But…OhGod,howwillhebondwithhisbaby,

knowingwhatIdid.

“It’snormaltobeshocked,youandthebabyare

okay,likeIsaid.”

“HowlonghaveIbeenhere?”Idragthequestionout,

itstillhurtstospeak.

“Threedays,themanwhobroughtyouheresaidhe’s

yourhusband.”NurseGloriaisquicktorespond.

“You’realuckywoman,youknowthat?”Soshe

keepssayingandIam aboutreadytocallherouton

thisnonsense.Howam Ilucky?



“Iwasondutythenightyouwerebroughtinand…”

Gloriaagain,sheseemstobethemostinformed.

“Yourhusbandsaidyouwerehijackedandmolested

inthehighwaywhiledrivinghomefrom work,the

doctorhadtocheckiftherewasanyforced

penetration.”

DespairsetsinasI’m remindedonceagainabout

myterribleordeal,itpusheshopeouttomakeroom

foritself.Isuckinairasifithasbecomethickandis

nowalmostdifficulttodrawin.

“Whereishe?Doesheknowaboutthepregnancy?”I

changethetopic,notwantingtotalkaboutthatnight.

Thetwonursessharealook,somethingIcan’tmake

out.TalkativeGloriaclearsherthroat,she’sgetting

readytotalkwhiletheoldernursechecksthedrip.

“Ihaven’tseenhim today,Ihaven’tseenanyone

actuallyandit’salmostlunchtime.”Gloriasaysas

shepullsachairand…she’ssittingdown.Whyisshe

sittingdown?



“Adoctorwasassignedtoyou,he’scurrentlybusy.

Hewillcomeandexplaineverything.Iwilllethim

knowyou’reawake.”That’stheoldernurse,her

shoescluckloudlyasshestrutsoutleavingmewith

thecuriousone.

“Uh!Therewasa…awoman.”Istart,wantingto

knowwhathappenedtoThandaza.

Impatiencedawnsonherface,sheiswaitingforme

tomakesenseofwhatI’m saying,herbrows

crumplearrogantly.

“Wastheresomeoneelseadmittedthatday?”

Myeyesareeverywhere,doingeverythingtoavoid

hers,soshedoesn’tseetheshameilluminatingfrom

myeyes.

“Thisisahospital,peopleareadmittedeveryday.”

Shesays.

Fairenough,I’m prattlinghere.PerhapsIshouldwait

forRandall,ifhe’stheonewhobroughtmetothe



hospitalthenhemustknowwhereThandazais.

I’m alittletakenabackwhensheleansbackonthe

chairandstartsrecitingataleabouthowshe’sbeen

workingfourgravenightshiftsinaarrow.

“I’dliketogobacktosleepifyoudon’tmind.”I

interjectherlifestory,wincinginpainatthe

throbbingheadache.

“Sure,getsomerest.”ThenodIgiveherisvery

muchvisible,silencehoversovertheroom whenshe

walksout.

It’sbarelytensecondsandthedooropens…Great,

she’sback.I’m justgoingtoliehereandpretendto

besleepingbeforeshestartsjabberingagain,my

eyesshutasIdictatemybreathing.

Whyisshenotmoving?



There’saheavypresenceintheroom,itforcesme

toopenmyeyesandmyheartsinksatthesightof

him,it’sconcretelythumpingagainstmychest,

movingclosertomythroatwitheachbeat.

He’serectatthedoor,handshidinginthepocketsof

hispants,intenselyglaringandIfailtodecipherhis

emotionsbutcanfeelmineoverwhelm meandina

secondI’m goingtoburstintotears.Idon’t…the

tearsarenotevenhalfwaytomypupils,yetI’m

empty.Ican’tcryevenifIwantto.

“R-Randall.”Mybodyrefusestositup,everylimb

hurts.“Wherehaveyoubeen,Randall?”

Compassionrebuffsmydespairingcall,Imessedup.

I’m ruinedandjudgingbythefireinhiseyes,he

knowsorsawwhathappened.Ineedhim nowmore

thanever,Iwanthisattentionbutit’snotcoming

andIdon’tunderstandit.Thismanfreaksoutatthe

sightofmysadness,itdriveshim crazywhenI’m

closedoffbutrightnow—rightnowhedoesn’tseem



togivearat’sarse.It’sbreakingmyheart,fuelling

myemotions.

“Whyareyounotsayinganything?”Iquestionhis

silence.

Withhandsplungedinsidehispockets,hesaunters

intotheroom.Angryeyesglaringandgivinga

warninglikeadrawnsword,theytellmethathehas

activatedhisemotionalindifference.Hestopsright

besidethebed.

Idon’twanttolookathim anymore,butmyeyes

betraymebyfollowinghisgaze.He’sscowlingat

me,discontented.Hiseyesharden,theyaredarkand

vindictive.

“Youknowwhathappened,don’tyou?”ThisIhaveto

ask,thetensioniskillingmeandthismandoesnot

plantosayanything.Hisstubbornnessrefusestolet

him utterasingleword.

There’ssomethingeerieaboutRandall,somethingI



haveneverseenbeforeanditsendschillsdownmy

spine.IcancounttimeswhenI’vebeenscaredof

thisman,althoughtheangerwasnotdirectedatme.

“R—Randall,”thelumponmythroatmakesithard

formetospeaklikeanormalperson.Afrown

plastershishardenedfaceasifheisdisgustedby

myvoice,heknows...heknows…

“I’m…sorry,Randall.I’m sorry.”

Maybethiswillgethim totalk…hedoesn’tmove

whenIreachoutforhishand.Therejectionthrottles

me,cloggingmylungs.

“Pl...pleasetalktome,saysomething.”Hiseyes

flap…once…twiceandinamillisecondtheyarered.

He’sblinkingawaytears,jawclampedandbody

inflexible.I’m notgoingtocryoverthis.

Feelingashamedandvastlyoverawed,Iturnaway

andtheonlythingmyfeeblebraincandoistofiddle



withmyfingerswhiletryingtocalm myselfandthink

ofhowIwillfacehim whenIdecidetofacehim.

He’sstillhere,glaringatme,Ifeelthedeepcold

starepiercingthroughme,soIcovermyheadwith

thesheet.Callmecoward,Idon’tcare.

IhatemyselfforeverythingthathappenedandIhate

him fornotcaringthatI’m hurting.Icanstillfeelhis

heavypresencebehindmeandtheyearningforhis

armsaroundmeelevatestoahundred.

ZITHA-

Myheartisasdarkasthegreyskiestoday,Idon’t

plantogetoutofbed.I’m numbandinterriblepain,I

don’tknowwhichpartofmybodyhurts.Myheart

seemstocarrytheheaviestloadandithotspots

otherareas.MyheadhurtsthatIcan’tblinkwithout

wincinginpain.

“Yeywena,Zithobile,”yoh!Yoh!Yoh!Headache…



Thishabitshehasofbudgingintomyroom without

knockinghasgottostop,Idon’tcareifit’sherhouse.

I’m forcedtositupfrom thebedwhenshepullsthe

blanketandthrowsitonthefloor.“You’vebeen

sleepingsinceyougothome.Who’sgoingto

organizethefuneral?”

Oneday,that’sallIask,justonedayofpeace.Then

againthatwouldbeaskingfortoomuchinthis

house.

“Idon’tfeelgoodaunty,”Imumblethroughmypain.

“Idon’tcare,VUKA!!!”Gosh,she’syelling.“Youhave

tocleanthishouse,peoplearecoming.”

Thosepeopleweresupposedtobeherethemorning

aftermymotherdied,goestoshowhowlittleher

siblingscaredabouther.Iblametheirfatherfor

plantinghisspermsalloverthenation.

“Yourmotherisuselessevenindeath,shedidn’t

haveafuneralpolicy.Whatwasshegoodfor



anyway?Allsheeverdidwassleepandeatmy

food.”

Whatelsewasshesupposedtodo?Shecouldn’t

moveforChrist’ssake.Thiswomanhasalways

beenjealousofmymother,shehatedherwitha

passionandneverhidit.

“Mymotherandyoursisterwassick,youknowthat.”

Iwillalwaysdefendmymothernomatterwhat.

Herfacescrunchesintoanuglyfrownbeforeshe

furiouslygrabsmyankleandpullsmetotheendof

thebed.

“Aunty,whatareyoudoing?”Iyelpandscootback

asIseeaslapcomingmyway.Iwonderifthere’s

boilingwaterinthekettle,I’m inthemoodtoburna

witch.

“Don’tevertalkbackwhileI’m talking,youuseless

child.Getupandcleanthishouseandwhenyou’re

done,Iwantyoutobakesomescones.Filla20litre

bucket,alotofpeoplewillbecoming.Iwon’twaste

mymoneybuyingfood,sinceIhavetoburythat



goodfornothingIcalledasister.Thatwitch.”That’s

it,I’m addingtoomuchsalttoherfoodtonight.How

canshesaysuchthingsaboutherownsister?

Howcanshebesoheartless?

“Aunty,aunty,please.Huh!Yoh!Stopsayingthat.

Yoursisterjustdied,respecthermemory.”I’m

shoutingwhilestandingonthebed,don’taskhow

thathappened.

Ifthiswomanwantstoactlikestreettrash,Iwill

treatherlikestreettrash.Icantolerateanythingbut

notawordagainstmymother.Sheshootsmea

deadlystare,I’vebeendishedwithplentyofthoseto

feelintimidatedbythem.

“Yeyi,backhand,manje…”(Iwillsmackyou.)

SheyellsandmisseswhenIdodgeherhand,the

movethrowsmedownonthebed.“Iwantthis

housecleanin30minutesandthosesconesdonein

anhour.Anotherthing,you'repayingforthefuneral



becauseifthoseuselessunclesofyoursfailto

contribute,yourmotherwillbeburiedlikeadog.I’m

notfatherChristmas.”

Thisdemonfrom Sodom andGomorrah.It’s

confirmed,shehateseveryone.Ifeelthem…the

tearsaretryingtopushthroughmypupils.Two

dropsplummetfrom myeyesgivingmenochance

tonegotiate,thewomancackles…it’smockingand

disrespectful.

“There’snotimetocry,saveyourtearsforthe

funeral.”Withthat,shewalksout,shewillreplace

mydoorifshecontinuestobangitlikethat.

There’sonepersonIcanthinkofwhowillhelpme,

it’snotsomethingIam proudof.Tshilidzihasbeen

takingcareofmymother’shospitalbillswhileIgave

him mybodyinreturn.DisgustingIknow…

Ihateditatfirstbutgrewintoitwithtime,onethingI

stillcan’tshakeoffisthepangofguiltIfeeleach

timehetakesapieceofme,leavingmysoulin



darkness.

Desperatetimescallfordesperatemeasures,right?

I’m notproudofmyself,themanhasreducedmeto

nothingbutasexslave.

Ileavethebedtogetmyphonefrom thecharger

andsendthedarntext…

‘Mymotherisgone,Ineedmoneyforthefuneral.’

Wouldyoulookatthat?Thefooljustloggedinasif

hewaswaitingforme,mybloodboilsasIseethat

he’styping.

‘I’dlovetohelpyou,butyouknowwhatyouhaveto

do,sweetheart.’

Throwup,that’swhat.Imightaswelldubmyselfa

sexworker.Idon'treplytohistext,Iknowwhereto

meethim andhavetobeontimeorIwon'tbe



gettinganything.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Thirteen-

RANDALL-

Ididn’tmeantotreatherthewayIdid,GodknowsI

lovethatwomanmorethananythingIhaveever

known.It’snotaliethatwhatIsawhasruinedme,

probablytraumatisedmeforlife.Nomanwouldbe

normalafterseeingthewomanhelovesinbedwith

anotherman.ThosepeopledidnotonlytaintAmara,

theytaintedmyegoaswell.

ItangeredmeevenmorewhenIcouldn’tkillthem

rightthereandperhapsthatwould’vestrokemyego.

ThreedayshavegonebyandI’m losingmymindby

thesecond,notknowinganythingisdrivingme

insane.Whatreallyhappenedthatnightandhowis

StylesnotabletogettheCCTVfootage?

“Youwillgoinsaneifyoukeepthoughtstoyourself,”



hepullsmebackfrom thefictitiousworldof

thoughts.SomethingtellsmeStylesisalittlerusty,

it’sbeenyearssincewe’vebeeninthegame.

Thismanwasalwaysquickonhistoes,thesoftlife

gottohim.BeingmarriedtoSethuandraisingSihle

hasbirtheddireconsequences,lookatuslooking

likeidiots.Ourenemiesareundoubtedlylaughing.

“We’vebeendrivingfortenminutesnow,whenare

wegettingtothestupidhospital?”I’vebeensittingin

thecarforaboutthatamountoftime,butitfeelslike

aneternity.

I’m sickofthiscar,thelazysongemanatingfrom

theradioandStyles’terribledrivingskills.Since

whendoeshequalifytodriveoldMrs.Daisy?You

wouldthinkwe’regoingtoafuneral.

“Wouldyourelax?”Stylesshootsmeaglare,'not

everythinghastobefastinlife,that’showpeople

crashandburn…hismantrasinceSethuandtheir

daughterhappened.



Marriageshouldnotchangepeoplethisway.Iwant

myfriendback,he’sgettingtoooldandslowformy

liking.

“Relax?”DoIevenhaveitinmetorelaxwhenmylife

isfallingapart?Firstit’sthatbitchCaroline,thinking

shecanblackmailme.Ifitwasn’tfortheholdshe

hasonme,Iwould’veslitherthroatthesecondshe

putmeonapedestal.AndnowIhavetodealwith

mywifebeingmolested.

“HowcanIrelaxwhenIfeellikeI’m losingmywife?”

Yes,I’m takingmyangeroutonStyles.Somebody

hastoreceivewhatIspewoutorIwillexplodewith

fury.

“WhosefaultwillthatbeRandall?”Hisquestion

comesinacalm manner,yetannoysmestill.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

“Isawwhatyoudidbackatthehospital,Amarais

yourwife,notsomegirlfrom thestreets.”Histoneis



stern,likeafatherchastisinghisrebelliousson.Iam

notgoingtotakeitfrom him.

“Idon’twanttotalkaboutthatrightnow,”Itellhim.

“Idon’tbelieveyou,yousayyou’reafraidoflosing

her.Yet,yousitonthethroneofjerks.”Styles.

“Iam notgoingtotakeinsultsfrom you,Styles.”

“Fine,doasyouplease.Don’tcomecryingtome

wheneverythinggoessouth.”Stylesretorts.

“Nothingofthatsortwillhappen,Imighthavebeen

toocomfortableandletthingsslipoutofmyhand.I

won’tletithappenagain."

“Areyousure?”Idon’tlikethecondemnatorylooks

hekeepsregardingmewith.“Afterwhatshedidto

herselflastnight,Idon’tthinkyouhavethingsunder

control.”

Amarahadamentalbreakdownlastnight,Iwaswith

StyleswhenIgotacallfrom thehospitalthatshe

triedtotakeherlife.We’regoingthroughastorm

rightnow,Ibelieveandwe’regoingtobeokay…



she’sgoingtobeokay,Ijustknowit.

“Iam goingtoprotectmyfamily,Idon’tcarewhatI

havetodo.Theytouchedmywife,Styles.Thatis

somethingI’m nevergoingtoforgive,theyareall

goingtopay,heftily.”Myexclamationisasolemn

promise,oneIintendtokeep.“It’sbeentoolong

sinceI’vetastedblood,maybeIcanplaywithita

littlebeforeIacceptthatdamncrown.”

“Oh!So,you’reconsideringit?”Stylesasks,disbelief

lurkinginhisquestion.He’scomplainedaboutmy

negligenceforwaytoolong,hemustbeonehappy

bastard.

“WhatchoicedoIhave?Whenmyfatherdied,Iknew

thatIwouldhavetogobacktoGhanaandleadmy

people.”

“Well,that’sgreatnews.”Icalledit.“Myboyis

growingup,”Iignorehisquip.Hecanbeanidiot

sometimes.



StylestakesaturnonPerthRd,Ididn’tthinkwewere

comingthissideofJohannesburg.

“Really?AucklandPark?”

“Thefurtherawayfrom you,thesafersheis.”He

said,she?Icatchthepronounandblinkinconfusion.

AsfarasIremember,thereweretwopeopleinthat

hotelroom.

“Don’ttellme,yousentthem todifferenthospitals.

I’m notgoingtoannihilatethem…yet.”Isay,keeping

myvoiceneutral.Iwon’tletdeathfindthem that

easily.Stylesstealsabrieflookbeforeturninghis

gazebacktotheroad,he’ssuchacarefuldriverit’s

irking.

“Theguywasdeadwhenyouarrivedatthehotel,he

wasstabbedandlefttobleedtodeath.Theblood

yousawdidnotbelongtoAmara,itwashis.”Styles

deliversashedrivesthroughthegatesofHelen

Josephhospital.

“But,youtoldmetheywerebothatthehospital.”



"Idid."

“So,Amarawas…”partofacorpsesandwich?I

mentallyfinishthenauseatingstatement.

“Whateveryou’rethinkingistrue,ithadbeenhours

sincehedied.”Stylesinterrupts.“Amarais

traumatisedalready,sheshouldneverfindoutabout

this.Whoeverisbehindthisshitisgood,they

coveredtheirtracksprettywell.I’m impressed

actually,noonehaseverchallengedmelikethis.”

Histoneissadistic,yetstainedwithatwingeof

amusement.

“Iwantthem deadStyles,everyoneofthem.”

“Iknow,metoo.”That’snew,he’salwaystheoneto

putmeinmyplace.“There’sawildfireRandyand

someonekeepspouringgasolinewithanintentto

burneverythingdown,someoneisoutthereto

destroyyou.Youweresuchabastardbackthenthat

youearnedyourselfmanyenemies.”



“Cowards,youmean?”

Findingaparkingspacetakeslongerthananyoneof

uscanendure,thesearchisunsettled.Iwanttoget

inthere,interrogatethewomanandgobackto

Amara.SureI’m upsetwithherandmayneverbe

abletogetoverwhatIsawthatnightatthehotel,

butthatdoesn’tmeanIloveherless.

“Whataboutthegirl?Whoisshe?”Iask.

Heparksthecar,grabshisphoneandhandsittome.

There’sapictureofayoungblackwoman.

“Twentyfiveyearold,ThandazaChitawofrom

BlantyreMalawi.ShecametoSouthAfricatwoyears

ago,runningawayfrom anabusivehusband.Gota

JobatSABCasanintern,Ipresumethat’swhereshe

metAmara.Hercontractendedsixmonthslater,I

managedtohackintoherphoneandallhersocial

mediaaccounts.”

“And?”Hedoesn’tanswer,butstepsoutofthecar.I

followbehind,trailinghisslowsteps.



“TypicalJesusfreak,sharesanduploadsnothingbut

bibleverses.Thegirlisaghost,Icouldn’tfind

anythingincriminating.Shekeepshercirclesmall,

mostofhertimeisspentintheLord’shouse.”He

findshumourinhisstatement,thelightchortlehas

meshakingmyheadinamusement.

“Itcouldbeacult,shesoundstoogoodtobetrue.”

Ihavecomeacrossthegoody-too-shoestype,they

hidebehindthethickestbibletheycouldfindand

walktheearthlikefallenangels.

“Maybesheis,maybeshe’snot.Thepastorseems

legit,hisbackgroundchecksout.But,justincaseI

missedaspot,IaskedNeotodospringcleaning.”

Hecacklestoaninsidejokethathasmestandingat

attentionwithcuriosity.“Hewasn’thappyaboutthe

job,hesaidhe’smovingtoEthopiaafterthisandwill

makesureweneverfindhim.”

Why,am Inotsurprised?“Let’shearwhatthisgirl

hastosay.”Mystepsaresuddenlyfaster,it’s

middayandIneedtogettoAmarabeforelunch.



We’renotallowedtoenterherroom,apparently

she’sinacommaandthere’samandressedin

foreignarmyclothesguardingthedoor.Stylespulls

measidewhenthedoctorleavesus,hisbrowsare

knittedtogetherintoafrown.

“Someonepowerfulisprotectingthisgirl,I’veletmy

guarddownRandall.ThisisbiggerthanIthought.”

Yeah,onlynowhesays.

“Idon’tcareStyles,weneedtogetinthere.Ididn’t

comeherefornothing,”thisisfuckingbullshit.

“Somethingisoffman,shewasn’tinacommaafew

hoursago.Ineedtomakeacall.”Hepullsouthis

phone,swipesitopenandleavesmestandingbythe

door.Ican’tseeanythingfrom here,therehastobe

awaytogetintothisroom.

“I’dbedamned,”he’sback,lookingupset.

“Whatisit?”Defeatdoesnotsuithim,Idon’tlike

wherethingsaregoing.



“Apparently,someonereportedhercasetothe

Malawianembassy,theyareprotectingher.”Iam

shockedbyhisrevelation,whoisthisgirl?“Let’sget

outofhere,we’llbeback.”

Damnrightwewill.

ThisisdefinitelysomethingIwillneveradmitto

anyone,butIam terrified.Fearoftheunknownhas

clungontomeandIhavenoideahowtoshakeitoff.

AMARA-

Therearevoicesintheroom,undertonesand

giggles.Theyaretryingsohardtokeeptheirvoices

softbutthesearethesamewhispersthatwokeme

up.

Great!Ireallydon’tfeellikecompany,especiallynot

afterhowRandalltreatedme,Ialmostdiedbuthe

didn’tshowanyconcerninstead,lookedatmelikeI

am SA’smostwantedcriminal.



Atidalwaveofemotionsoverwhelm measmymind

journeysbacktoafewdaysback,itappearsthereis

noescapingthesethoughts.I’m afraidtheywill

foreverrefusetodepartfrom me.Tosaymytears

arestubbornisdrysarcasm reallybecausethey

pleatup,alumpballsonmythroat.

Misguidedly,Iclearitandimmediatelyheara

femininevoicesay,“She’sawake.”

Thedeclarationforcesmetoopenmyeyes,Sethu

andStylesarelookingatme.Randallisheretoo,my

eyesdenselyruntowherehe’sstandingandmy

heartsinks.He’sgazingoutthewindowwiththat

annoyinghabitoftuckinghishandsintothepockets

ofhispants.Ihaveafeelingthathe’sbeenstanding

likethatforawhilenowandhasnointentionsof

turningaround

Theblackclothinghasdefeatedme,Ihavecometo

termswiththefactthatitisapartofhim andnoone

caneverchangethat.



“Amara,thankGod.Youhadusworried,howareyou

feeling?”Stylesistryingtobreakthethickairinthe

room,hefeelsittoo.Hisdubiouseyeskeepfinding

Randallwho’sstilllookingoutthewindow.Minetoo,

what’shegazingatouttherethathecan’tevenlook

atme?

Sethuhasmovedtomyside,shemustlikethese

tightdresses.

“We’regladyou’reokayAmara,youscaredus.”

Sethu.

Thesmileonherfacehasnotfoundmeintheright

frameofmind.Mymoodsaredoinganumberonme.

“Randallwasthemostscared,rightSethu?”Styles

intervenes.

Hisarm drapesaroundherwaist,helooksatherlike

she’stheonlywomanintheworld.Irememberwhen

Randallusedtolookatmelikethat,itwasalsojust



afewdaysago.Randallisstartingtoannoyme,

whathappenedtohim?Didhesuddenlybecome

mute?

Thesmilehasn’tleftSethu’sface,Ismileback

genuinelythistimeandagainmyeyesdartto

Randallthenbacktoher.Shenoticesandclearsher

throat.

“Ithinkweshouldleaveyoutorest,LiyaandR.J

wantedtoseeyou.Itoldthem tocometomorrow.”

Shesays.I’m gratefulforthat,I’m notintheright

spacetoentertainthem.

“It’sgoodtoseethatyou’reokayAmara,youshould

takecareofyourself.”Kindwordsfrom Styles.

Theysetoutafterbidingmegoodbye,leavingme

withthatmanoverthere.Ineedtoseehisface,hear

hisvoice,anything.

“Uze.”

Idon’tknowwhattocallhim anymoreorifbaby

woulddo.Itfeelslikejustyesterdaywhenhewas



askingmetouseendearmentswhenaddressing

him,whenwewerehappyandthefutureseemed

bright.Now…nowI’m standinginfrontofatallblack

wallwithnowheretoturn.Myheartisthudding

againstmychest,itfeelslikeitwantstopushright

throughmybonesandskin.

“Areyougoingtotalktomeorjuststandthere?”

Idon’tknowifhewillturnorthemanisdeadonthe

spotandifhedoesturn,willIseethosedarkeyesI

sawyesterday?I’m notsureI’m readytohavehim

lookatmelikethatagain,itwilljustbreakwhatever

isleftofme.

“Doyouneedanything?”Good!Hestillhasavoice.

“N…no.”Iwanttosay‘you’.

“Whathappenedtoyourwrist?”Okay,he’sgoingto

interrogateme.

Myeyesunconsciouslyruntothebandageonmy

wrists.

IhadalittledramalastnightafterIwokeupfrom a



nightmare,Ineverthoughtthosememorieswouldbe

soimprintedinmyheadthattheywouldhauntme

somuch.Theimagesdidn’tgoawayafterIwokeup,

Iwasrelivingeverysingleterribleeventofthatnight.

Idon’tknowwhathappenedtome,butthenext

thingIwastearingthisroom apart,lookingfor

anythingtowipethedisgustandanxietyaway.Pills,

scissorsorjumpoutthewindow.

Thedevilisn’tsobadafterall,thebastardpresented

anopportunityandItookit.Apairofscissorswere

leftabandonedinthebathroom,Islitmywristand

hidmydisgustingbodyundertheshower.Thelast

thingIrememberissomeoneshouting‘she’sinthe

bathroom’beforeblackingout.

“Areyouinpain?”Heasks…thattone?…Aino.

“N…no.”Hehasmestammering.

“Doyouloveme,Amara?”Okay,whereisthis

comingfrom andwherethehellisitgoing?

Yes,Ilovehim.Noonehaseverlovedanyonethe

wayIlovehim,hehasbecomeabigpartofmeandI



can’timaginelovinganyoneelse.But,Idon’ttellhim

that.I’m atalossforwords,mybottom lipis

quiveringandthestupidtearsarebullyingmyeyes.

Heturns,hishandsarestilljammedinthepockets

ofhispantsandthatlookIdreadisembracinghis

poker-face.Hiseyesarestilldarkanddauntingas

theywereyesterday.Hestrollstowardsthebedand

myheartsinkstothedepthsofmysoul.

Doeshehavetobesounfazed?Ialmostdiedfor

goodness’sake.

“I’m notgoingtorepeatmyself.”Hegruntsinadark

tone,he’sscaringme.I’m awhimperingmess,andI

don’tknowwhattodoorsay.So,Idigmynailsinto

mypalms,anattempttocalm mynerves.That’sthe

onlythingmybraincanaccommodateatthe

moment.Whatiswrongwithme?Ihavebeen

marriedtothismanfornineyears,howam I

suddenlypetrified,byhismerepresence?Thedevil

isaliar,Irefusetogivein.



“Areyougoingtoleaveme?”Cold-shoulderinghis

question,Ithrowhim withoneaswell.Idon’tknow

whereitcomesfrom,hisfaceremainsunmovable.

He’sstandingtherestillglaringatme…Jesusfixthis

messofamanyouhavegivenme.

Heshouldn’tforgetwhathedidtomeyesterday,I’m

stillangryaboutthat.Istartplayingwiththe

bandageonmywristandsuddenlyfeelhishandon

mine,stoppingmefrom fiddlingwithit.Ilookupat

him andmeetthescowlonhisface.Heletsgo,

takesonestepback,raisedbrowscallingmeonmy

naivety.

Iknowthatlook,hewantsananswerandhehates

beingkeptwaiting.

“I-Ido.”Whyam Istammering?

“Youdowhat?”Great,hewantsmetospellit.

“Ilo…loveyou.”Yeah,I’m anervouswreck.Maybe

I’m afraidthathe’llaskforadivorce,maybeI’m

readingtoomuchintothings.Randallgoesquieton

meforasecond,he’sglaring.Thelookhasme



unsteadywithfearthistimenotfearthathewould

hurtme,butthatImessedupandIjustrealizedit.

“Iloveyoutoo.”Huh!

Hesayswiththesamedarktone,wellatleasthe

saidit.I’m stilllovedbyhim,that’sgood.

“Ihaveneverlovedanyonebefore,you’retheonly

womanthathasmanagedtotameme.You’rethe

onlywomanwhohastaughtmyhearttolove,never

inamillionyearsdidIthinkIwouldfindmyself

committedtoanyone.Iwasaskirtchaser,treated

womenliketrash.Iwouldsleepwiththem then

humiliateandthrowthem away.”

Okay!Whyishetellingmethis?Ihatehistory,Ihated

itatschoolandevenmorenowthathe’stellingme

this.

“Butyou…youcamealongAmaraandmademy

heartahome.Youtaughtmethatawomanhasto

berespectedandtreatedlikeapreciousjewel.You



changedmyperceptiononwomenandforthatIwill

foreverbegratefultoyouandloveyoumore.”

Randallremoveshishandsfrom hispocketsand

hoversoverme.ForasecondI’m thinkinghe’sgoing

tokissmewiththewayhisfaceissoclosetomine,

buthisdarkeyeslackgentleness,theyholdontothe

darkness.

Hegrabsoneofmywrists,ithurtssomuchthatI

winceinpain.Ichasethesoreness,thebandageis

red.I’m bleeding.

“Lookatme,”Randalldemands,hisvoicewillingme

toobey.

Iraisemytearyeyes,theymeethisunkindfierygaze.

Whyaren’tthesewitlesstearsdoingtheirmagic?

Themanwhojustdeclaredhisundyingloveforme

justsecondsagoishurtingme,hisfaceasdeadas

aratfrom Alex.

“Ifyouevertrytotakeyourlifeagain,Iwillkillyou

Amaraandwipeyourexistenceoffthefaceofthe

earth.Itwilllooklikeyouneverexisted,evenyour



familywillforgettheyoncehadyou.Don’tevertest

myloveforyouagainbecauseyoudonotwantto

findouthowfarIcangoforit.”

No,no,no.Thisisnotmyhusband,myRandallisnot

apsycho.Hecanbecrazy,butnotthis.I’m

shocked…perplexedbyhisthreatsandIfindmyself

nodding.

“Thatisnotananswer,”hehisses.

“Yes…Ihearyou.”IsayasfastasIcan,soheletsgo

ofmyhandwhichhedoes,leavingaburningpain

wherehishandhadappliedpressure.Idon’tknowif

Ishouldbehappyorscaredthatthismanlovesme

thismuch.Anynormalpersonwouldrunandnever

lookbackbutIlovehim.

It’snotlikehe’sabusiveoranything,hejustlovesme

atadbittoomuchwhileIcomplicatehislifewithmy

childish,selfishbehaviourandmystubbornness.His

possessivenessisdifferent,he’sdominantlike

nothingIhadeverknown,heexpectsmetobe

submissive…reportmyeverymove.Ashardheaded



asIam,weareprobablygoingtohaveahardtime.

Randallringsthebuzzer,secondslateranurse

dashesintotheroom.

“Herhandisbleeding.”That’sallhesayslikehe

doesn’tcare,he’sbacktotheposturehewasin,a

gloweronhisfaceandhandsstruckintohis

pouches.

“Whathappenedsisi?”Thenursequeries,shelooks

irritatedandpissed.ThinkingRandallwillanswer,my

eyesruntohim.OnedaywhenIgettoheaven,Iwill

makesuretoaskGodwhatwasonhismindwhen

hecreatedmenbecausewow.Heisstandingall

potentandmightyinallhissplendourandyouknow

what?It’stheblackclothes,yes,Iam changinghis

wardrobe.NotinmyhouseSatan,youwillnotrule.

“Itwasitchy,Icouldn’thelpbutscratch.”

Yes,I’m stillstupid.

“Youshouldn’tscratchsisi,Ican’tkeepcominghere



tofixyourbandagehau.You’renottheonlypatient

here,haibo!Thisistheproblem withyourich...”the

complaintsflyin.

Thenursechangesthebandagewhilemumbling

wordsIcan’tmakeoutandwhenshe’sdonewalks

out,slammingthedoorbehindher.Honestly,Idon’t

careabouther.It’sthismanI’m worriedabout,I’m

failingtounderstandhowhecanbesoangry,yet

stillremaincalm.Notoncehasheyelled,screamed

orshoutedsinceheopenedhismouth.

“Areyouokay?Thebaby?”Thismanhasgottobe

kiddingme.

“I’m hungry.”

“Youhaven’teatenanythingproperindays,they

weresupposedtobringyoufoodthismorning.”He

says.

I’m notsurewho‘they’are,butI’m guessingthe

hospitalstaff.



“Theydid,itmademewanttothrowup,soIdidn’t

eat.”Randallalwayslooksatmelikemybrainis

filledwithwater.

“I’llaskStylestogetyousomething.”

“No,don’tbotherhim please.I’llwaitforlunch,I’m

surethelunchisnotasbadasthebreakfast.”Iflash

inasmile,hedoesn’treturnit.Hisgazelingerson

me,he’sstudyingmyeyesasiftoseebeyondmy

soul.

HemakesthecalltoStyles,sometimesIforget

stubbornnessrunsinhisveins.

“Yeah…PleasegetAmarasomethingtoeat…who?...

What?…”

Hemakesaslightcluckoffrustration,hisbasic

mentalityhassuddenlycomeouttoplay.Whatdid

Stylessay?Thismanwasstartingtoloosenup.

Gosh!

“It’sokay,itwasboundtohappen…”hesaysashis

eyesrundowntomybellythenbacktomyface.“No,

letthem be,I’llsortitout…”



Randalldropsthecallandthesighheemitsshouts

‘aggravation,’thewayherubshisforeheadtellsme

he’sonenervousman.

“Yourunclesarehere,”finallyhespeaks.

UncleJonasprobablyhasamachetewithhim,I

wouldrunifIwereRandall.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY-

Fourteen

AMARA-

Thedooropens,IseeuncleJonasfirstthenuncle

MhambiandauntPetuniafollowinbehindhim.They

standontheleftsideofthebedwhileRandallison

theright,uncleJonasis...well…uncleJonas.

Thisunclebetternotbeheretostarttrouble,he

doesn’tlookhappytoseeRandall.Ican’ttwigthis

partrighthere,washenottheonewhoaccepted

lobolafrom thismantoweringovereveryoneinthis

room?Idon’tunderstandwhatelsehewants.

Likeagoodsonin-law,Randallcomposeshimself.

God,I’m asinner,butnotabad-badsinner.Maybe

ninetyninepercentoneandonepercentgood;that

shouldcountforsomething,right?

“Mashenge!”UncleJonassalutes,thelookinhis



eyessayshehatesseeingmeinhere.Iappreciate

thelovehehasforme.

“Shenge,Sokwalisa.OhJehova,bawo.”(Clanpraises)

Thereisabsolutelynoreasonformyaunttobeso

dramatic,thenagainthisisPetuniaButhelezi.“Oh

mychild,whathaveyoudonetoyourself?”

Damn,IforgottoaskRandallwhathetoldthem.Do

theyalsothinkIwashijacked,ortheyknowabout

theattemptedsuicide?

“I’m fineaunty,”maybeIshouldn’thavesaid

anything.Hereyesarereproaching.

“Youarefine?Ididn’taskhowyou’redoing

Mashenge,howcouldyoubesocareless?Yazi

uzofaAmara,uzofa?”(Youwilldie.)

Hervoicerises,itboardersoncrossnessand

discontent.

“Youthinkyouhavetherighttotakeyourlife?Are

youGodnowMashege?Whatdidyouthinkwas



goingtohappentoyourchildren?”She’snotgoingto

stop,isshe?

IlooktoRandallforassistance,thenagainI’m

wastingmytime.Thiswomanishischeerleader,he

probablywouldn’twanttogetintoherbadbooks.

“Kwanelenkosikazi.”(That’senough.)

ThankyouuncleMhambi,dammitIlovethisman.If

itweren’tforthehandhejustplacedonhershoulder,

shewouldcontinuechidingme.

“Mychild,howareyou?Wecametoseeyou

yesterday,butyouweresleeping.”UncleMhambi

says,voicesogentleittouchesmyheart.Thisman

notonlylooksandtalkslikemyfather,buthe

remindsmeofhim.Hisattributes,howhecaresand

lovesmelikeIwerehisdaughter.

“I’m finebaba,”Itellhim.Asmilegraceshisfaceas

helooksatRandall.

Ihopehe’splanningonacknowledgingthefamily,he

mustshovehisangerintothosepocketshe’salways



digginghishandsinto.

“Greetings!”Randallsalutes,he’stryingtolookokay,

butIknowhe’snot.

“Mfana.”(Boy)

Mfana?Mfa…Sigh!

Didthisunclejustcallmyhusbandaboy?Uncle

Jonasthough,whatishisproblem?

“Howareyouuncle?”That’smypolitehusband,don’t

mindmywords.I’m thatwife…

Randallextendshishandoutforahandshakebut

JanVanRiebeeckjustlooksatitcompletelyflouting

him.IseeRandallblinkawaythedisappointment

beforeclearinghisthroatanddoesthatthinghe

alwaysdoes,thatdisrespectfulthing.Hishandsshy

awayandhideinhispockets,Iwishhecanstopand

trytorespectthesemen.

Myauntisnotahappymotherin-law,ifshecould,

shewouldshakeRandall’shandjusttoshowhim



thathemattersinthisfamily,hencethenudgeshe’s

givinguncleMhambi.

Thetensionintheroom isthickandIdon’tlikeit.

Everythingisgoingwrong,Ineedtospeaktomy

aunt,findoutwhattheantagonism towardsmy

husbandisabout.

“Okolie!”UncleJonas.

Atleasthedidn’tcallhim boyagainbut,whyishe

shakinghishead?Thiscan’tbegood.

“Idon’tlikeyou,”canwegagthisunclealready?

Ithoughtheapprovedofhim,Randallisn’tgoing

anywhereandmyunclehastogetusedtohim.He’d

saythesamething,Ijustknow.

MyeyessearchforRandall,he’sblank,somygaze

travelsbacktotheoldmanwho’sglaringatthe

fatherofhisgrandkidslikehewantstomurderhim.

“Bafo,nowisnotthetime.”UncleMhambi

intervenes,he’sagainstwhateverhisbrotheris

doing.



“No,bafo.Weentrustedhim withourdaughterand

thishappens?Shouldwecountourselvesluckythat

sheisnotdead?Nonsense!”Jonas.

“Butshe’salivebafo,weshouldbegratefulforthat.”

Beautifulwordsfrom myfavouriteuncle,I’m buying

thisoneFerreroRocher.Ihearoldpeoplelove

chocolates.

“It’snothisfaultmalume,Iwas…”that’sme,of

courseIhavetofightforthismanIcallahusband.

However,Idon’tgettofinishmyexcusesbecause

uncleJonasshutsmeupwitharaisedhand.

“WewilltalkaboutthissomeothertimeMashenge,

rightnowfocusongettingbetter,sowecantake

youbackhome.Youneedtospendtimewithus

Amara,foryoursanity.”

MaybeS’dumowouldhavemadeabetteruncle,I’m

exhausted…spent.Ishetryingtoruinmymarriage?



“Home?”Iask,mouthajarandeyesdewy.Bearin

mind,that’swhereIwasmolestedmywholelife.

SureIcandovisits,aslongasIgettogobacktomy

house,toRandallandthekids.Spendingthenightat

Moses’housewillawakenoldwounds.

“She’snotgoingbackthere,”animposingtone

swansintotheroom,hisunyieldingeyesareriveted

onthestubbornuncle.

No,no,Randall,no.Youdon’tknowthisman

standinginfrontyou,beangrybutkeepittucked

away.Smilelikeanidiotinfrontofhim ifyouhaveto,

Idon’twantmyunclehatingonthemanI’m married

to.Oureyesmeet,Ishakemyheadtogethim to

calm down,buthe’snotgettingthemessage.

Instead,looksatmebrieflythenbackatuncleJonas,

straight-facedandeyesascoldasamid-winter’s

night.

It’sover,Iam done.

“Whatthehelldidyousay,boy?”Yoh!UncleJonas.

Lordsendanearthquake,Noah’sflood,even



Pharoahwilldo.

“DonotcallmeboyandAmaraisnotgoing

anywherewithyou.”

ForgetPharoah,Ineverlikedhim anyway.Takeme

nowLord,thesepeoplearetryingtokillme.

CanRandalljustlosethatdauntingtone?He’s

makingthingsworse.

“Amaraisourchildandsheiscominghomewith

us,”myuncledeadpans.

“AmaraisanOkolienow,haveyouforgottenthat,

uncle?”Randallremindshim oftheobvioustruth,it’s

thewayhesaysitthatdoesnotgodownwell.Ihate

thistugofwartheyareplaying,andMhambiisquiet.

OnethingIknowaboutmyuncleMhambiisthathe

lovespeace.PlusJonasishiselderbrother,evenif

hewantsto,hecan’targuewithhim.

Someoneisbreathingheavilyinthisroom,it’smy

aunt.She’sonthevergeofcallinguncleJonasout



onhisdictatorship,thelookshekeepsgivinghim

whenhe’snotlookingissomethingtobeafraidof.If

youwanttobeinhergoodbooks,leaveRandall

alone.

“Wedidn’tcomehereforthisbhuti,pleasecalm

down.Fightingwillonlycrackthestrongbondwe

havebuiltwiththeOkolies.”Shewasboundtoadd

heropinion,whichisverymuchappreciated.

“PleasestopRandall,don’targuewithhim please.”I

pleadwithhim,hisheadgraduallymovesbackand

forthintotaldisagreement.

Canhisangerpassalready?ImisstheoldRandall,

he’swithmerightnowbuthisheartislockedup

somewhereelse.KnowingRandall,he’snotwillingto

backdown.

Also,it’sthatglareandtheclenchedjawandthe

angerscrapedonhisface.Thehandsthatstilllinger

inhispockets,theremustbegoldinthere.Whyelse

wouldhetakesuchastandpointinfrontofmy

uncles?



“Sir,withallduerespect.”That’sanicewayofsaying

‘I’m abouttodisrespectyou,sobraceyourself.’

“Amaraismywife,IbelieveIpointedthisoutthelast

timewespoke.Shebelongswithmeandour

children,Idon’tunderstandhowyouthinkyouhavea

rightoverher.”Randallretorts.

WhatdidIsay?Maybehewouldsoundless

disrespectfulifhisvoicewerealittlelouder.Thesoft

tonehe’susingissowrong,arrogantandhostile.

“AreyousayingIhavenorightovermydaughter,

boy?”

He’sstillcallinghim boy,thisonlymeanshewill

neveraccepthim.

MyuncleJonasisagentlehuman,I’veseenhim.He

lovespeopleandthefactthathecannotgelwith

Randall,meansheneverwill.

ItalsomeansI’m doomed,nowayam Iliving

withoutthisman.Irefuse.UncleMhambihasfound



achairtositon,he’sdepletedandIdon’tblamehim.

Ofcoursehiswifemoveswithhim,she’sstanding

besidehim likeasecurityguard.

“Iwouldneverentertainsuchthoughts,uncle.”

Randall,soundinghuman,thankGod.

“Then,why…”

“Malumeplease,”Iinterpose,I’m nottryingto

experienceanothermentalbreakdown.“Cuthim

someslack,Randallisagoodhusband.He'sagood

man,we'remarriedmalume.Youcan'tkeeptalking

tohim likethis.”

Hisirritationflaresashecrosseshisarms,angeris

notforoldpeople.

“Mashenge,youwouldnotbeinthishospitalbedif

yourhusbandwasasgoodasyousay.Youalmost

diedandIwillnotletthathappenagain.IfIhaveto

keepyouawayfrom him,thensobeit,yoursafety

comesfirst.”Okay,whoissupplyingmyunclewith

nyaope?Ihavetointervene,it’sgettingoutofhand.



“Malume,Idon’tknowwhatyoureallymeanbythe

thingsyou’resaying.ButIcan’tletyoudothis,you

knowI’m marriedtothisman.Hehasrightsoverme,

pleasestop.”Heturnshisgazetomeandhuffs,I

thinkhe’stryingreallyhardtobehave.

“IhavesaidmypartandIwillnotarguewithanyone

aboutthis,onedayallofyouwillmarkmywords.”

BitterwordsescapeuncleJonas’lips.Ihaveone

thingtosayaboutthat…backtosender.

Randalllookslikehe’sovereverything.Helooks

defeatedbythisstubbornuncle,noonehasever

stooduptohim beforeandseeinghim tonguetied

likethisjustprovestomethatnoonecandefeat

JonasButhelezi.Hewillneverletithappen,thisman

is…he’s…letmenotponderuponthat.

“Ithinkweshouldleavebafo,youneedabreather.”

UncleMhambiismyguardianangel…getyour

brotheroutofhere.

“We’llbebacktoseeyouagain,Mashenge,”the

stubbornunclepromises.Ohit’sapromisealright.



“Getwellsoonntombazaneandstopgetting

yourselfintotrouble.”Ahyes,onlymyauntwould

thinkeverythingismyfault.UncleMhambistrokes

myhairwithlove-filledeyes,he’snotgoingtosay

thewords.However,Iknowhelovesme.

Theminutetheyshutthedoorbehindthem,the

husbandexhalesdeeply.He’sfrustrated,Iwatchhim

asheslowlypacesaroundtheroom.Hebetternot

beplanningsomethingagainstmyuncle.

“Areyouokay?”Iask.

Hisfeettakerest,hepivotsonhisheelandglances

overatmewithdaggersshootingfasterthanbullets

atwar.Asadisticsmirkgrazeshislips,hispupils

dilateashiseyesbecomedark.Abone-chilling

expressionI’m yettofigureoutwhatitmeans.

“Youruncleisafunnyoldman,”hedelivershissally

withadarktone.Whatisrunningthroughthisman’s

head?Mybrainwillexplodewithallthisthinking.



ZITHA-

It’sbeenoveraweeksinceIburiedmymother,Isay

‘I’becausemyauntkepttoherpromise.Shedidn’t

contributeasinglecenttotheburial,includingher

othersiblings.Toxicfamily.

Tshilidzicamethroughformeandthatwasafterhe

gotwhathewanted,hewouldn’tletmegothatnight

ashewentonandonsavagingmybody.Hehitme

whenIprotestedthatIwastiredandsore,the

bastarddidn’tcare.Iwasdroppedhomearound4am

andhadtosleepatUlwazi’shouse,friendsthatare

therewhendaysaredark.

MymotherjustdiedandthereIwassleepingwitha

manIdon’tevenlove,Istillcringeatthethoughtof

him touchingme.

Isitpossibletodropdeadfrom abrokenheart?

Nothingcomparestoamother’sabsenceinone’s



life,Idon’tcarehowoldyouare.Ifeelthevoid,her

absencecutsdeeperthanasharpblade.Shewas

myfirstlove,mybestfriend.Theonewhotaughtme

howtolive,butdidn’tteachmehowtolivewithout

her.

Myaunt’shousefeelslikeamortuary,it’scoldand

eeriefrom thesecondyouwalkthroughthegate.

Althoughmom wasbedridden,herwarmthstillfilled

thathouse.

Forsomereason,someoneoutthereoruptherestill

wantsmeinthisworld.ButI’m tired,Idon’thavethe

strengthtocarryon.

TshilidzihasbeendistantandI’m notcomplaining,

I’vebeenthinkingofbreakingthingswithhim.ButI

can’t,thatmanwillslicemeintopieces.Heonce

toldmethatifIleavehim,hewillkillmebeforehe

letsanothermanhaveme.Hefactuallytoldmethat

Iam hislittleobsessionandhewillneverletmego.

Thesightofhim latelymakesmyinsideschurn,the



soundofhisvoiceandeverythingabouthim is

revolting.

“Itmustbenicebeingyou,hey?”Myaunt’s

contemptuousvoicepullsmeoutoftheworldIhave

lockedmyselfin,myeyesfindherstandinginthe

kitchendoorway.Handspastedtoherwaist,eyes

piercingandstonecold.

“Mypotsareburningandyou’rebusydaydreaming,”

hervoiceisglazedwithviolenceandbrimmingwith

hostility.

“Zitha,don’ttestme…don’ttestme,Zithobile

Mthombeni.”

Whatthehell?Thestupidpotsarenotburning.

“Sorryaunty,”I’m not.

Tohaveherstopfrom damagingmyeardrums,I

checkthefood.Everythinglooksfinetome,

everythingbuther.Icanseeheroglingatmefrom



myvantagepointandturntofaceher.Howcana

womanhatehersister’schild?Thispartdoesnot

makesensetome.

“Sorrymyfoot.Gobuycolddrinkatthegarage,I’ll

watchthepots.Anddon’tbuyattheIndianshop,I

knowthedifference.”Shebarks,she’salways

shouting.Ithinkshe’sforgottenhowtospeaklikea

normalperson.

“Yeboantiza,”(yesaunt)there’sdrysarcasm inmy

voice.Shehandsmetheexactamountofcolddrink,

twentyfiverand.

“BuyFantaorangeandIwantmychange,ifthere’s

any.”

“Therewon’tbechangeaunty,”whatisshetalking

about?

“Ifthereischange,IwantitZitha.I’m notanatm,

siyezwana.”Sheargues.

Allthis,fortencentschange?Jesusiscoming…

“Yescomrade,”myfeetcarrymeoutthekitchen



doorjustassheshoutsafterme.

“Voetsek!”Thatwomanisloud.(Pissoff)It’sa

Sundaytoday,otherpeople’sauntsareatchurch.

ThesunishotandIstillhavefifteenminutesof

walking,Ishouldhavebroughtanumbrella.Howdid

Iforgetit?Sunburnisasevereriskformyskin

condition

Phathuonceconvincedmethatnomanwillmarrya

girllikeme,they’lljustpuffandpass,whateverthat

meant.

Ineverhadaboyfriendinhighschoolwhilemy

friendschangedthem liketheychangetheir

WhatsAppstatuses.

Fiveminutesintomywalk,InoticeablackRange

RoverSportwithtintedwindowsdrivingbehindme,

thisisnotthefirsttimeseeingit.Istartedspottingit

thedaymymotherwasburied,Ifirstsawitatthe



churchthenattheburialsite.

ThereasonItooknoticeofitisbecausenoonein

myfamilyhassuchacar,wearenotthatfortunate.

Myuncleshiredtaxiswhentheycametothefuneral,

theimportantfamilymembersdriveoldbakkies.

Theyareimportantbecausehavingacarwithyour

nameonitisconsideredanachievementinthe

Mthombenifamily.Iknowtwowhotravelwith

bicyclestowork,theiropinionsdon’tmatterduring

familymeetings.Theirjobistositquietlyatacorner

andchewchickenbones.

Thecardrivesslowlybehindme,I’m notafraidofit

anymoreandIhaveafeelingthedriverisnotafraid

ofmeaswell,consideringhowhe’sunashamedly

followingme.Ifwhoeverisintherewantedtokidnap

me,theywouldhavedoneitalready.

“Excusemeousie,”alittleboymaterializesfrom

behindme,Ihatebeingpoked.“TheysaidIshould

giveyouthis,”hehandsmeablackumbrella.

“Who?”Hepointsatthecar,itdrivesoffjustasIturn



tolookatit.

Okay,that’s…weird.Idon’tbelieveinwitchcraftor

thesupernaturalsoIreluctantlytaketheumbrella,

myskinneedstobeprotected.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifteen-

ZITHA-

TodayisthedayIwilllosemylife,myauntisnot

goingtospareme.WellatleastIplanongoingback

home,unlikethosefatherswhogotobuycigarettes

andlosetheirwayhomeonlytoreturnthirtyyears

later.

Unfortunately,Imetthedevilonmywayhomefrom

thepetrolstation.Hegotmetogetinhiscarand

becauseI’m notfreefrom theshackleshe’sbound

mewith,Ifollowedhim tohell.

Ihatethishotel,orisitamotel?Ofallthehotelsin

Johannesburg,thisiswherewemeetwhenhewants

todoitinbed.We’reatRoyalCrownGuesthousein

Yeoville,youheardright.Tshilidziisdeaddrunk,he’s

snoringlikethedrunkardheisandIhaveexhausted

myselftryingtogethim towakeup.Hehastotake



mebackhome.

It’spast8pm,Idon’tknowhowIwillgethome.Ihad

toswitchoffmyphoneafterreceivingmultiplecalls

andtextsfrom myaunt.Thewomanhasawaywith

hertongue,orderedstraightfrom hell.

SearchingTshilidzi’spockets,IfindR50.Itwillbe

enoughtogetmehome.Ataxifrom Yeovilleto

NoordisprobablyR7,theonlythingIhavewithmeis

myphoneandtheumbrella,Igrabthoseandrunout

ofthedamnedplace.Jesus,Ifeellikeaprostitute.

Mymothermustbeturninginhergrave.

NowthatI’m inataxi,Iconjureupthecourageto

switchmyphoneon.Itringsimmediately,I’m

embarrassedbythestupidringtone.‘SisterBettina’

wasonceasongofthedecade,thesetaxi

commutershavenorighttolookatmelikeI’m

givingthedriveralapdance.

“What?”Iasktheoldladyseatednexttome,shehas

condemnedmyveryexistenceandancestorswith



thatlook.Ipayhernoattentionandswipethephone

toanswer.

“Auntydon’tcallKhumbulekhaya,I’m onmyway.”

I’m tryingtosoftenherhardheart,notthatit’s

possible.(LocalTVshow.)

“Don’tbothercominghomewenja,sleepwherever

youare.SlynesshasconsequencesZitha,youwill

reapwhatyousow.”Andwiththat,shedropsthecall

onme.She’sbluffing,ifIdon’tgohome,wherewillI

go?

Asusual,thequeuesarelongandtherearenotaxis

atNoord.It’stoolatetotakeataxitoBree,taxi

driversaremoreseriousabouttheirworkonthat

sideoftheworld.

Theyhavemorenyaope(weed)boysherethanthey

havetaxis,oneofthem islookingatme.HowdoI

forgetnottotakeoutmyphoneinthisplace?Ipush

itinsidemybraandcrossmyarms,thisumbrella

willcomeinhandyshouldhetryanything.



“Don’tyouhavetworandforme,mymasekind.”He

says.

Iam nothismother’schildandwhyishestanding

tooclose?Istarttomoveawayandbumptheman

standinginfrontofme.Heturnswithaserious

tongueclick,hewatchestoomanyNigerianmovies

thisone.Igivehim anapologeticlook…thenyoape

boyisstillhere.I’m notcomfortablewithhowhe’s

lookingatme.

“Idon’thavemoney,”canhemovetothenext

personalready?

“Isditso?You’recarryingsuchanexpensivephone

mos?”Hesays.

Whyam Ihistargetagain?

“Didyourgrandmotherbuyitforme?”Hefrownsat

myquestion.

“Chillmasekind,”ifhecallsmemasekindone

moretime…“I’m onlyaskingfor…”

“IsaidIdon’thave,hau?”Myvoicerises,andof



courseeveryonejudgesmewiththeirstares.

Shouldn’ttheybehelpingmeorsomething?

“Getoutofhere,youshortshit,”Islightlyturnin

searchofthemanwhojustscaredthehoboaway.

HowdoesGodmakethem sotallandenthralling?

Mymouthdrops,don’tdroolZitha,it’sdisgusting.

He’sstaringwithafrowncarvedonhisface,the

brightyellowspoti-pantsulahatcatchesmy

attention.Whowouldmissitwiththatblaringcolour?

“Whydoyouentertainhim?Doesheinterestyou?”

I’m baffledbyhisquestion,stupidistootamea

wordtodescribehim andthispantsulaoutfithehas

on.

“Forgetaboutme,whataboutyou?Ithoughtweleft

amaTrompiesbackinthe90’s.”YesIsaidit,how

dareheinsultme.Hisbrowselevate,hiseyesare

confusedajiffy.Ithinkhe’sgettingitbecausethey

rundownhisbodyandasmirkleansontheleftside

ofhisface.



“Smartmouth,”hescoffsandshakeshisheadin

disbeliefbeforeturningtoeveryoneinthequeue.

“Threepeoplegoingtoextension4,getinthatwhite

car.”

Hishandpointstotheleft,whileIfollowthe

directionofhishand,astampedetakesplace.

AlmosteveryoneinthequeuerushestotheToyota

Yaris,Ihearachuckle.It’sthepantsulafreak,he’s

glancingatme,eyescallingmethoughtless.

“You’resoslow,yeses.”Hequips,thismanismore

annoyingthanthatnyaopeboy.“Ngicelaungene

emotweni,”(Pleasegetinthecar.)

“Incaseyouhaven’tnoticed,therearefivepeople

crampedinsideyourcar.”Isquelch.

God-knowsIneedaride,thesetaxiswilltake

forever.Hedoesn’tobservewhatItellhim,butstarts

walkingtowardshiscar.

“Let’sgo,”heyellswhenhe’soutofearshot.



Ihaveacrazyauntwhoisprobablystandingonthe

rooftopscreamingmyname,Ineedtorushhome

now.HereIam followingastranger,howwe’regoing

tofitinsidethatcar;onlyheavenknows.Three

womenandtwomenareconfinedinside,theylook

soreadytogohomeandthelookontheirfacessay

theyarenotgettingout,comehellorhighwaters.

Maybetheyhaven’tmetthestubbornnessofataxi

driverorisheataximarshal?

Whattheheck?

There’smoreofus,ifheisaserialkiller,I’llbe

runningformylifewhilehekillshisfirstvictim andit

surewon’tbeme.

I’m standingbehindthistallmanwaitingforhim to

puthisplanintoaction.Asheopensthepassenger

door,achubbywomanleersathim.

“Getout,”hisvoiceisgentleashesaysthis.

However,dissatisfactionscoversthelady’sface.I

don’tseethelookheregardsherwith,butshame

movessmoothlyoverherface.Shehugsherbig



handbagtoherchestandleapsoutofthecar.I’m

toldtositinside,beforeheordersonemoreperson

out.Therearefourofusnow,Idon’tquiteknow

what’sgoingon.Whythismanchoseme…favouris

notfair,butsomeone’sgottohaveit,hey?

Maybehe’llaskformynumber,he’seyecandy,and

mynumberfamiliariseswithsuchmen.Although

theynevercallmeback…we’refinallymoving,thank

God.

“ThenameisSiphoandyesyou’repaying,”itcomes

outasanorder.Itdoesn’ttakelongforthemoneyto

moveforward,Icollectit.SiphofrownswhenIhand

ittohim,I’m notsurewhatIdidwrong.

“Yourmoney,”hebettertakeit,Idon’twanttobe

accusedoftheft.

“That’syours,”what?

“Why?”

“Justkeepit,”histoneisdismissive.The

passengersdon’thearhim becausehekeepshis



voicelow.

“Isthisyourwayofaskingmeout?Youcanjustask

formynumberandI’ll…”

“You’renotmytype,”heintrudesandhisserious

facialcountenancetellsmehe’snotplaying.Was

Tshilidzirightaboutmennotwantingme?Iam

offendedhonestly,thenervetosayitwithoutany

hesitation.

“Thenwhyareyougivingmethis?”I’m angryand

makesurehehearstheangerinmyvoice.

“I’m onlydoingafavourforsomeone,justtakethe

moneyandstopaskingmequestions.”Thismanis

rude,Idon’tlikehim…anymore.

“IsitTshilidzi?Thismustbehiswayofapologising

forbeinganasshole,isthishowlittlehethinksof

me?AlousyR80thatwon’tevenbuymeapairof

decentshoesfrom SmallStreet.”

Thesearethoughtsthatunconsciouslyescapemy



mouth,Siphoconsidersmewithablackstare.My

wordsseem tohaveangeredhim,hisjawlineclamps

andhishandstightenaroundthesteeringwheel,

nowwe’respeedingonthefreeway.Itakethe

money,it’snotlikeIhaveany.MaybeIcanbribemy

auntwithit.

WeareinOrangeFarm inlessthanthirtyminutes,he

dropsthethreepassengersatarobot.Theyaretold

towalkwhileI’m takentothegateofmyaunt’s

house.

“TellTshilidziIsaidapologynotaccepted,”withan

attitudeIshutthedoor.Siphospeedsoff,hedidn’t

lookhappywithmystatement.

ThelightsareoutandIdon’thavemykeyswithme,I

walkthroughthegate,thinkingofalietotellmyaunt.

Thelivingroom windowopensjustasI’m aboutto

knock,myaunt’sangryfaceappears.She’swearing

sleepwearandablackstockingonherhead.

“Gobackwhereyoucamefrom,”shespits.Ipullthe



saddestfaceIcouldanddashtothewindow.

“Aunty,I’m sorry.Iwaskidnappedbytwomenonmy

waytothegarage,theytookyourtwentyfiverand

and…”

“Isaidgobackwhereveryoucamefrom,ifyou

knockonthisdooragainIwon’tspareyou.”Agrim

expressionswipesacrosshercoldface.“Youshould

havediedwithyourmother,thatuselesswomanleft

mewithaburden…uthuvi”(Shit.)

Herwordssting,butIdon’tletthem fazeme.My

biggestworryatthemomentisfindingaplaceto

sleep.

Whenshe’ssatisfiedwithherself,sheclosesthe

window.I’m notonetohateonpeople,butmyaunt

ispushingit.

Lifecanbebrutalandunforgiving,Imusthavedone

somethingwronginmypastlife.Ulwaziisprobably

tiredofme,mywalkofshametoherhousetakes

lessthanfiveminutes,shedoesn’taskquestions

whensheopensthedoorbutletsmein.



AMARA-

Ican’treallysayit’sgoodtobehome,itdoesn’tfeel

likehomeatall.Thingsarenevergoingtobethe

sameagain,thetensionthatdwellsamongstusisa

thorninourflesh.

It’saFridayandRandalldidn’tgotoworktoday,I

haven’tseenhim sincewehadasilentbreakfastthis

morning.Themanisthrowingtantrums,I’m theone

whowasmolested.Ididn’taskforit,yetheactslike

Icheated.HissilenceiskillingmeandIcan’ttakeit

anymore.Ihavetoswallowmyprideandfinally

apologisetothemanorelsehewillsulktillwegrow

old.

I’m cravingpapsothat’swhatI’m makingforsupper

anditisafterallhisfavouritemeal.He’sbeenlocked

upinourbedroom andImisshim somuch.Hesure



knowshowtogoquietonsomeone,jeer,he

definitelydeservesanOscar.

I’m donepreparingsupperandIneedtofindRandall,

wehaven’tspokenaboutthatnight.Myfeetare

tellingmetostopasItrolluptheflightofstairsto

findhim,itbafflesmehowI’m suddenlyafraidof

him.Itmustbehisstonydeportmentandthedark

fireinhiseyes.

I’m outsidethebedroom andmyheartisthumping

againstmychest,it’ssoquietlikenoone’sinthere.I

canhearthesoothingsoundsofjazzmusicplaying

softly,atleasthe’sstillalive.But,sincewhendoes

thismanlistentojazz?

Ihopenowomanhasanythingtodowithit,Icringe

atthethoughtofit.

Ineedtocontrolmybreathingfirst,Idothatthen

knock.

Whoah!Myheartjustdidafunnythingthereasthe



thoughtofhearinghisvoicecrossesmymind.

RelaxAmara,relax.There’snoanswerso,Igoin.

Suddenly,I’m nervous.Mystomachchurns,it

happensalotwhenI’m nervous.

He’ssittingonanantiquewoodarm-chair,aglassof

whiskeygrippedinhishand.Hisheadisbowedand

hasafistplasteredtohischin.Theblackclotheshe

hasonaddtothegloomymoodinthisroom.

Oneday,justoneday,Iam goingtoburnthose

clothes.

Itakeonestepin,leavingthedooropen,mybody

tremblesasIdon’tknowwhattoexpect.Thelast

timeItriedtospeaktohim,hewasirritable,his

angerscaresmesometimes.

I’m thinkinghe’sgoingtolookup,uponfeelingmy

presenceintheroom,butI’m lyingtomyself.

Desperateforhisattention,Iplodtowardshim.

Thewoodentilessingtomybarefeet,makingsoft



thumpingsounds,it'sthesweatcausedbymy

nervousness.Myeyesareonhim hopinghelooksup.

I’m halfwaytherewhenhedoesand…Shit!!!The

lookinhiseyesmakesmewanttoturnback.

Alookthatsays‘getthefuckout’soIstoptorethink

mydecision,isthiswhatourmarriageisgoingtobe

like?HeinstilsfearinmeandItrembleandstayout

ofhiswaylesttheanimalinhim isletloose?

No,Amara,youhavetobebrave,youcan’tgoback

now.Youhavecomesofar,mightaswellfinish

whatyoustarted.IknowIshouldbackoutandlet

him calm downknowinghowangryheis,butIneed

totalktohim andmyheartisstubborn,itwon’tlet

meleave.

Hiscompassionlessdarkeyesarepiercingthrough

mysoulbutthatdoesn’tstopmefrom plodding

towardshim.Ineedtoapologize,Ineedtofeelhim.

ThemomentIgettohim,Istraddlehim without

wastinganytime,heallowsmeandIalmostsighin

relief.



Myforeheadlightlypressesagainsthis,itfeelsgood

tosmellandfeelthisman.Tobaskinthemoment,

myeyesshutclosewhilemyarmscirclehisneck.

Hisscentdeliciouslyfillsmynostrilsandina

subsequentamountoftime,hisstrongbighand

touchesmywaist.Asmilealmostcreepsuponmy

facebutit’squicklyreplacedbyatear.

Itfeelssogoodtobeheldbyhim aftersomuchtime

ofyearningforhistouch,myheartjumpswithjoyas

Ifeelhisotherhandonmywaist.

Iguessheputtheglassofwhiskeyonthetableand

justwhenIthinkhe’sabouttoholdmeinthatlong

vindicatedhugIhavebeencravingfor,hestandsup

withmestillstraddlinghim.Myarmsarestillaround

hisneck,hegentlyplacesmedown.Slightlypushes

metothesideandwalksawayleavingmeinutter

disbelief.Ican’tlethim walkawayagain,it’sbloody

exhausting.

“Thatnight…”hisfeetfalteratmywords,hedoesn’t



turnthough.Ihavetocontinue,wecan’tkeepliving

likethis.Itwillbreakourmarriage.“Myfriendcalled

me,shewasintroubleand…Ihadtohelpher.”

RandallturnsaroundandIleisurelyregretsaying

anythingathisstaredown,hecrosseshisarmsand

withthecoldesttonesays;

“Isthatagoodenoughreasontoleaveour

anniversarypartyandattendtoyourso-called

friend?”

“ShewasintroubleRandalland…”

“Iam notdisputingthatAmara,theleastyoucould

havedonewastellme.”

“Iknewyouwouldn’tletmego.”

“DamnrightIwouldn’thaveletyougo.”Hesnapsas

hiswordsbarelyescapehismouth.

“Thisistheproblem Randall,”Iyell,hisignorance

irksmesomuch.“Youordermysteps,Ihaveto

moveatyourbeckandcall.”



“Wheream IwronginthatAmara?”Hestepsforward

andIhavetogroundmyselfsoIdon’tstagger,I

musthaveoffendedhim withmywords,hisgazeis

chiding.“Youknowwhereyoucomefrom,what

you’vebeenthrough.Haven’tyoulearntanything

from yourpastAmara?Theenemiesthatare

watchinguslikehawks,waitingforachanceto

strike?Howstupidcanyoube?”

“Don’tyouevertalktomelikethatagain,Iam your

wife.”Ibark.

Howcouldhesaythattome?

“Thenstartactinglikeit,”theremarkgrindsoutof

hismouth.He’shurtingmewithhisindifferenceand

hedoesn’tevenrealiseit.“Notonlydidyouget

yourselfindeepshit,youwerefuckingmolested

Amara.”

“Iknowthat,”ifyouwouldaskmethetasteofanger,

Iwouldtellyou.Thismandoesnotregardmy

feelingswhenhespeaks,he’saninsensitivebastard.



“Iwasthere,Iremembereverybloodydisgusting

thingdonetomeandIhatemyselfforit.Butyou

don’thavetobeabastardaboutit,can’tyouatleast

pretendtocare?Notsolongagoyouwerebegging

metounderstandyou,won’tyoudothesamefor

me?”

“I’m sorryifI’m notperfectAmara,I’m sorrythatIdid

notclapafterseeingyounakedinbedwithanother

man?”Thewordsareoutthere,theyhurtandIwill

neverforgivehim forthis.

Thestinginmyhearthasmeslappinghim across

theface,hisheadbarelymovesbutmyhandhurts

likehell.Shockcovershishardface,hiseyeswiden

asifhecan’tbelievewhatIjustdid.Ican’tbelieveit

either,Ihaveneverinmylifelaidahandonthisman.

Iwanttotakeitback,butalsowanthim towrithein

pain.

“Amara?”Disbelieveseepsoutofhismouth.

“Whyareyousayingthesethingstome,Randall?”

I’m shouting,alsotakingadvantageofthefactthat



we’rehomealone.“HaveInotbeenagoodwifeto

you?Ihavedonenothingbutrespectyouandyougo

andsaysuchthingstome?Howcouldyoubeso

heartless?”

“Amara…”Imovebackashishandattemptstograb

me.

“Youhavenorighttotouchme,”Isizzle,frustrated

andboilingwithanger.“IknowImessedup,I’m not

stupidlikeyoudeem me.Thatshithappenedtome,

Randall.Ican’tlookmyselfinthemirrorwithout

seeingthosepeopleharassingme,I’m disgustedby

myownbody.I’velostmysleepandaboutcloseto

losingmymind.Butunlikeyou,I’m tryingtomake

thismarriageworkandIexpectyouasmyhusband

tomeetmehalfway,dammit.Butallyoudoisgive

mesilenttreatments,throwslursatmeandactlike

afiveyearold.”

“Areyoucallingmechildish,Amara?”Hekeepshis

voiceneutralandIam goingtoscream ifhe

continueslikethis.



“I’m done,”Isnortindefeatandscepticism.“That’s

allthatgotthroughtoyou,ineverythingIhavesaid?”

Ascream iswhatIofferasItrytopushpasthim,he

gripsmyarmsandpullsmebackintotheroom.

“We’renotdonetalking,don’twalkawayfrom me,

Amara.”Agrowlsurgesoutofhismouth,adark

flameresidinginhiseyes.Idon’tknowthisman

standingbeforeme.

“Isay...we’redone,”I’m notusuallyratty.

Randallacknowledgesmyreluctantresponsewitha

deepsighandnothingfurther.

“Maybeweshouldn’thavegottenmarried,”anger

mustbeanenemybecausehereitisdestroyingus.

Hisjawclampsatmywords,eyesindecipherable,

hisfaceissoimpassive.

Ican’tseehisheart,neithercanIfeelit.Hispoise

straightens,handsfindtheirfavouriteplaceandhe

takesastepbackthatthesmalldistancebetween

usbirthsfearinmybleedingheart.



“Maybe…weshouldn’thave,”hiswordsareabucket

ofwateronafire,soquicklytheyextinguishmy

blazingheart.Angerceasestoliveinit,but

excruciatingpain.

Honestly,Ididn’texpecthim tosayitback,helooks

atmelikethefireinhiseyeshasbeenstuboutwith

water,ifanythingitmakesthebrowninhiseyes

morepale.I’m notusedtoitasitfrightensme.

Shockwidensmyeyesandmyheartscreamsin

agonywhenheturnsaroundandwalksoutofthe

room.Hebangsthedoorwithsomuchforcethat

thewindowscluckattheimpact,I’m notgoingto

cry…Idon’twanttocry.ButhereIam,seatedflaton

thefloorwithweteyesandthesoundofabroken

heartechoingintheroom.

*****©



ROADTOROYALTY

Sixteen-

AMARA-

EversinceChiomawentbacktoNigeria,takingcare

ofthehousehasbeennothingbutstrenuous.She

workedforRandallbeforeIcameintohislife,heand

Stylesfoundamotherfigureinherandsodidmy

kids.Noonetakescareofthishousebetterthanshe

does,Iwillneedtofindatemporaryreplacement

untilChiomaisreadytocomeback.

Theclickofthedooropeningandclosingsoundsso

familiar,ithasmyheartleapingtomythroat,he’s

home.Twodayshavepassedsincetheargument

andnoonehasdaredtomentionitonce,wecarried

onwithlifeasifnothinghappened.

Negativeactionscreatenegativechaosandnegative



chaosisdestructive.WhenIlookatthesituation

betweenus,Iseethesesimpletruthsattheheartof

thematter.We’reatacliffandnooneisholdingthe

other’shandlestwefallandburn,I’m tiredofthe

anguish.Ithastostop,ifonlyRandallcouldmeetme

centrally.

“YouknowIdidn’tmeanit,right?”Ijumpatthe

soundofhisvoiceandturnfrom thestovetoface

him.

“Randall!”Hefrownsatmyreaction.

“Wereyouexpectingsomeoneelse?”Heregardsme

withasuspiciouslook,likehecaughtme

committingasin.Seriously?

“No,youstartledme.”Whyam Ialarmed,again?Oh

yes,thismanhasnotsaidanythingtomeindays.

He’stoddlingtowardsme,Ihavenoideawhatto

expect.Ifonlyhiseyescouldtellmewhat’sonhis

mind,I’m stationeryonthegroundwithnoplansto



move.Myeyesfollowhisfaceuntilhe’sstandingin

frontofme,socloseIcouldsmellandtouchhim.

Theheartflipswhenheleansdowntostealakiss,

forthelifeofme,Ididnotexpectthis.Mystupid-

selfgaspsforairwhenhepullsout.

Andinthismoment,I’m remindedofthewordswe

shotateachother,wordssaidoutofangeranda

pangofguiltflashesoverme.

“Idon’tregretmarryingyou,Idon’tregretus.”He

murmurs,glancingdownatme.Hehasn’ttouched

meyet,hishandsarehiddenonhisback.“Thisthing

thatwehaveisbeautifulandI’m gladyou’remy

wife.”

“Idon’tregretittoo,”Iconfess.

Whatishappeningwiththismanandhismood

swings?

Thehappymomentquicklytransitionsintoawkward

silence,Icancounttimesthishashappened.The

differencenowisthathe’slookingintomyeyes,his

eyesareblanklyimpenetrable.However,theyaren’t



ascoldandeerie.Hastily,ahandcasuallypresses

onmylowerabdomen.Forthefirsttime,he’s

touchingtheobscuretummy,hisfingersgently

caressingit.I'm notgoingtobeemotionaloverthis,

I'm nowcertainthathewillnotabandonthebaby.

“Octuplets.”DidhejustsaywhatIthinkhesaid?

Forgettheexcitementrunningthroughmyveins.

“That’snotgoingtohappen,”myprotestplantsa

smuglookonhisface.

“Everybodyisdoingit,youknow?”Iwanttoreturn

thatsubtlesmile,butmymindisstillcollectingdata.

“Who’severybodyandsincewhendoesRandall

Okoliefollowwhatpeopledo?Ithoughtyouwerea

trendsetter?”

“Ireadaboutawomanwhohadten,otherpeople’s

husbandsarelucky,Iwonderhowtheydoit…”He

stepsback,crosseshisarmsonhischest.Hebetter

bekiddingaboutthis…

“Thenaskthatwomantogiveyoutenbabies,”bad



joke,Iscoldmyselfmentally.Hiseyesaredubiousa

while,clearinghisthroat,Randallracksahandonhis

nape.

“Ithinkthebestpartabouthavingkidswiththe

womanyouloveisthat,she’llnaturethem inher

stomachwithsomuchlove.”Hishandfindsmy

cheek,thetouchissoftandgentlelikehiswords.“I

can’twait,Icanjustseethem runningaroundthe

housemakingsomuchnoise.Theyaregoingtobe

thehappiestbunch.”

Great,everythingwasgoingperfect.Hejusthadto

putweightonthepronoun.

“RandallOkolie,wearenothavingoctuplets.”

He’slaughing,it’slightbuthereandIloveit.

“Comesitwithme,”okay,we’reseriousagain.

“What’swrong?”Ihopethisisnotanotherfight

coming.“Ihavetofinishuphere.”

“Leavethatandcometothelivingroom,”hesays.

Idon’tgripewhenhetakesmyhandandleadsusto



thelounge.Mypalmsaresweaty,nervesstartto

dominateovermeasIpositionmyselfonthecouch

nexttohim.

“TellmeaboutthisThandazawoman,”hisbeginning

hasmewrigglingontheseat.Thementionofher

createsariftbetweenusandIam tiredoffighting

withhim.“Whatisshetoyou?”

“Weworkedtogether,shewasanintern.Shewould

buymecoffeeeverymorningandIthoughtitwas

sweetofher,that’showwebecameacquainted.”

“Whatelsedoyouknowabouther?”

“Uh!Well…she’smarriedbackinMalawi,her

husbandisherethough.He’safterherlife,she’s

beenontherunforawhilenow.”Itdoesn’tlooklike

hebelievesthestoryI’m tellinghim.

“Isee,”that’sallheoffers.

Hishandsstarttotrailmyarmsashenuzzleshis

noseintomyneck,myskinfeelsoverheatedathis



touch.Heguidesmetostraddlehim,hisfingersare

experimental.I’m notcomplaining,thisiswhatI

need.

“Ihavemissedyou,”heconfesses,lipswanderingon

myneckandcollarbone.

“NotasmuchasIhavemissedyou,”abreathymoan

comesoutofmymouth.

Hisarmsaretightlywrappedaroundme,thefeeling

isoverwhelming.He’sslowlystrokingmyback,the

gentletouchisdrivingmeinsane,yetitiscalming

andbringsmesomuchpeace.

“IcreatedamessandI’m sorry,canwegobackto

beingus?”Irequest.

Myhandsnestlehisface,hiseyesarenormalagain,

reflectingnothingbutlove.

“Justsoyouknow,that’snotwhatIhavebeen

waitingfor.”Hesays.

Ithoughthewaswaitingforanapology.



“We’regoingtoworkthroughthistogether,I’m not

losingyou,Amara.AtfirstIwassoangrythatyou

leftthehousewithoutinformingme,onlytofind

you…”hestops,hisgazeirresolutebeforehelooks

atmeagain.“Somuchhashappenedandit’sall

drivingmeinsane,Ithoughtitbesttostayaway

from youbecauseIwasafraidofwhatImightdoto

yououtofanger.”

Okay!Isthatsupposedtomakemefeelbetter?Why

doeshislovehavetobedangerousandpossessive?

Can’thebelikeothermenoutthere?

“I’m notperfectandIcan’tdothiswithoutyou.I

don’twanttogobacktothemanIwasbeforeI

consumedyourloveportion,onlyyoucanhelpme

beabetterperson.Makemefeelgood,mehemma”

(Myqueen.)

Randallplaceshishandsundermyshirtandreaches

formybreasts,thelustfulsmirkonhisfacecauses

metofrowndebatably.



“Andthen?”Iwanttoknowwhat’sgoingoninthat

brainofhis,hislipspressagainstmythroatanda

softmoanslipsoutofmytongue.Hismouthleaves

hotkissesonmythroat,compellingmetotiltmy

headbackinordertogivehim moreaccess.

Icandothis,IknowIcan.He’smyhusband,not

thosemen…helovesmeandwouldneverhurtme,

thisIam certainof.

ButIcan’tshrugawaytheimagesofthatnightashe

continuestoworshipmybodywithkisses.Mybuild

stiffens,it’saslightjoltthathebarelypicksup.He

stopsandmyheartscreamsasoureyesmeet,I’m

afraidthathewillnoticehowuncomfortableIhave

become.However,hiseyesarelustful,promising

andexpectant.

“MaShenge,”he’snevercalledmethatbefore.

“Clearlyyoucan’tbesittingonmylaplikethisand

notexpectmetogetaroused?”

ThisistheRandallOkolie,Iknow.

“Aroused?”Iask,tryingnottoburstintoan



embarrassinghorselaugh.Aghostofasmilegrazes

hislips,it’snothardtotellwhathe’sthinkingandI

am terrified.Forthefirsttimeinmylife,thethought

ofmyhusbandburieddeepinsideme,terrifiesme.

“Thethingsyoudotomewithoutevenknowing,”his

voiceisaseductivepetition.

Hishandsarestilldiscoveringeverycornerofmy

skin,whileminearehookedaroundhisneckafraid

totouchhim andfeelhim likeIhavebeenwantingto.

Heclaimsmylipsinanenticingkissandinjusta

fewsecondsIfeelhistongueplummetintomy

mouth,increasingthesoundofmymoans.

“Ilovetheway…youholdme…”Ihum againsthislips

andfeelhim smilethroughthekiss.

Great,theregoesmyheartgettingcarriedawayand

againmymindcheersitonorelseIwouldn’thave

utteredsuch.Thenagain,thisismetryingtoclear



myheadoftheimagesharassingme.

Iopenmyeyestofindhisclosed,thiswayIwon’t

hunkerbacktothatnight.We’rebothbreathless

whenhislipsleavemine,hiseyesarediffident…

fightingawarIknownothingabout.Heforcesa

faintsmilebeforecapturingmeagain,thistimethe

kissiswolfish,unmodified.Heflicksusoversothat

I’m lainonthecouch,he’sinbetweenmylegs

tattooingeveryinchofmewitheven-tempered

kisses.

Thiscan’tberight,itcan’tbe.Ishouldn’tbe

swampedinfearlikethis,Ishouldbeenjoyinghim.

Reluctantly,myhandspressagainstRandall’schest

withtheintenttoshovehim away,butmyfingers

takeholdofhisshirt.

Ishudderunderhim ashistonguedartsoutacross

myskin,causingmetogaspandclaspmygripon

hisshirt.

“Iloveyou…”hereleasesthewordsunderaraspy

tone.UsuallyI’drespondsoflawlesslytohis



endearment,butI’m atwarwithmymindandbody

that’sreactinginwaysIneverthoughtwouldbe

possiblewithhim.

Randallgraduallymoveshislipsagainstmineand

myeyesfluttershutwhichisabadideaasI’m now

watchingcontaminatedscenesofmyselfwithother

meninmyhead.

MyalreadyheatedskinbecomeshotterwhenIfeel

histongueagainstmybottom lip…Iwantthis…I

wantthis…IrepeatthemantraasItrytocalm

myselfdownandfighttheimageshauntingme.

Ghostly,mylipspart,grantinghistongueaccess.

Everylimbinmybodysolidifieswhenhistongue

findsmine,IthoughtIcoulddothis.

Hestopshisgentlekisses,hisfacefallsonmyneck.

We’reslouchedonthecouch,bodiesflushtogether,

breathingrapidlyandwaitingforgod-knowswhat.

“I’m sorry,”hespeaks,lipstouchingmyneck.I

shouldofferanapologyaswell,butIwillburstinto



waterworksifIdareopenmymouth.Mybodygains

itsnormalweightwhenhegetsoffmeandIalmost

misshisbriskstepsasheamblestowardsthe

backyard,he’sgoingtosmoke.Iknowhehasn’t

stopped,maybethatwillhelphim calm down.

Somethingtellsmehewashavingadifficulttime

withthisaswell.

ZITHA-

“Ipromise,I’llbequick.”

“No,Tshilidzi,Isaidno.”Ipushhishandthathas

beengoingupmyskirtforthepastfiveminutes,this

iswhyIhatewearingskirtsanddresses,buthe

insiststhatIwearthem wheneverhecomestosee

me.

We’vebeensittinginthebackseatofhiscarforan

hournow,parkedbehindmyaunt’shouse,the

streetsarefullbutnoonecanseeinsidethecar

becausethewindowsaretintedanditisnighttime,

thathelpshidemyshame.Ihatethiscarand



everythingitrepresents,we’vedoneitplentyof

timesinhereandeachtimeIwalkoutlivingmy

dignityandself-respectbehind.

“YouknowI’m tiredofyourejectingme,”heseethes,

eyesfilledwithrageandoverflowingwithlust.“I

droveallthewayheretoshagyouZithobile,notto

listentoyourchildishobjections.YouthinkIspend

allmymoneyonyou,foryoutodenymeofwhatis

rightfullymine?”

Pleasetellmehedidnotsaywhathejustsaid,I

knowhetreatsmelikehislittlewhorebutalittle

respectwouldbenice.

Whatisrightfullyhisisthatshortthingbetweenhis

legs,Iswearrichpeoplecangetawaywithanything.

ShowmeachequeandI’llcallyoursmalld!cka

hosepipe,addafewzerosandI’lltakeapictureofit

andsendittoanartgallery.Mamataughtmeto

treatpeoplewithkindness.

“I’m notfeelingwellTshilidzi,please.”Iwhine,



extremelybrownedoff.

He’sbeentryingto‘shag’meforthepastthirty

minutes.

Doesthismanknowhowmuchhemakesmesick?

ThereasonIam stillwithhim is…well…Argh…

Ihaven’tbeenluckywithgettingajob,noonewants

tohireme.

Allmyjobinterviewsendwiththem askingmeabout

myskinconditionandifmyfamilyisokaywithme

lookinglike‘this’.

SinceIhavevitiligo,societytreatsmethesameway

asitwouldtreatanyoneelsewhoappearstobe

different.I’m startedatorsubjectedtowhispered

comments,antagonism,insultsandisolation.

“Ihaveaheadache,mystomachhurts,IthinkI’m

gettingcorona.”Anythingtogethim tostop

touchingme,theman’sscoffdubsmeslow-witted.

“That’sanexcuseandI’m tiredofit,”hegruntsashe

leansovertoforceakiss.Disgustedbyhislips



touchingmine,Itiltmyheadtotheside.Ihatehis

kisses,theyarenauseating.

“Iwantitfrom thebackbaby,”athisannouncement,

heturnsmeonallfours.Myeyeswidenwithshock

whenIfeelhim flipmyskirtup,exposingme.I’m on

mykneesandhands,tremblinglikealeaf,defeat

laughsinmyfacewhenhishandstightlygripmy

hipstopinmedownasIstarttomoveawayfrom

hishold.

“Tshilidzistop…I’m…I’m onmyperiods.”Ilie.It

usuallyworks,ithastowork.Mencanbevery

narrowminded.

Whyishenotstopping?Iguessitdidn’twork

becausehishandispushingintomyunderwear,I’m

goingtothrowupanysecondnow.Ireachoutto

pushhishandoffjustashegrabsthehem ofmy

underwear,howevermystrengthisnothing

comparedtohisbecausehepullsitdownandIdiea

littleinsidewhenIfeelhistonguestartgrazingmy

buttcheeks.He’slickingmelikeabloodydog,not



acceptingdefeat,Isquirm ontheleatherseatsuntil

heflipsmebacktofacehim.

Thelookinhiseyesisthatofahungrylion,readyto

devourme.Mybodyalmostquaversatthesight.

“Ichangemymind,”helicksmycheek.“Iloveyour

facewhenyouorgasm,I’dratherwatchthatthan

yourflatass.”

Asifhe’severmademeorgasm.

“Wait,”myhandpressesonhischestasheleans

downforanothersloppykiss,hepullsbackalittle,

notenoughformetobreathe.Butenoughforhim to

seemyeyes,hisareheavy-lidded,filledwithlust.

Bloodypervert.

“I’m stillmourning,”yes,goodexcuse.“Mymother

justdied,wecan’thavesexforaboutayearorelse

badluckwillfollowyou.”

Thisshouldbuymeenoughtime...ornot.Theidiot



flashesagrin,hisshiftyeyesarehintingat

somethingdebauched.

“I’m notanidiotZitha,”histonguecomesoutfirst

beforeheattacksmewithagreedykiss,notgiving

metimetoadjusttothehovermachinehecallsa

mouth.Noonekisseslikethis,Ibetyouacrazyman

wouldwinagainstthisoneforbestkisser.

“Stop,”Idon’twantthis,I’m notinthemoodtoday.

He’snotstopping,hishandsareeverywhereonmy

body,harassingme.Histouchesareroughand

disrespectful,theydubmelooseandcharacterless.

“Stop.”Iscream athim,tearsandallasIpushhim

offofme.Nowomanwantstobetreatedlikethis,

nooneshouldbetreatedlikethis.Tshilidzistabs

daggersatme,Iknowthatlook.I’veseenitbefore,

he’sangryandhe’sabouttoact.

“Youbitch,whothehelldoyouthinkyouare?”He

hissesbeforeslappingmesenseless,IyelpasI

sendmyhandtocaressmyflamingcheek.“You’re

mineandIwillhaveyouwhen…”



Thefooldoesn’tfinishtalkingbecausethedooron

hissidepopsopenandinasplitsecondsomething

slurpshim outofthecar.Iheargroansand

thumpingsounds,it’senoughtohavemeinspectthe

scene.There’samanontopofhim andhe’s

throwingviolentpunches,Iswiftlydonmy

underwearandskirtbeforepeepingouttheopen

dooragain.

Ican’tseewhoitis,there’sonestreetlightherebut

it’stoodim toshowmeanythingplausible.Totopit

off,themaniswearingallblackwhichmakesithard

formetoseehim clearly.Whatifhe’sheretorobus,

orworse,kidnapmeforhumantrafficking?I’ve

alwayswantedtogotoBrazil,butnotasasexslave.

ThesightofadefencelessTshilidzibringsaboutan

alienfeelingofhappinessinmyheart,thisisnotthe

timebutdammitItakepleasureinseeinghim in

painandalmostoutofit.Thisisbyfarthehighlight



ofmyday.

“Thisisamazing,”oops!Thatwastooloud,theman

inblackstopsandwithoneturnhe’slookingatme.I

stillcan’tseehim,thoughIcanmakeoutthelong

hairordreadlocksrather.Ireallycan’ttell,butthere’s

adarkaurasurroundinghim thathasshiversrippling

throughme.Mybodybeginstotrembleinfear,I

shouldhaverantowardsmyaunt’sgate.Tshilidziis

abigman,hecantakecareofhimself.

Whataboutme?I’m awomanforPete’ssakeand

thisgiantmanshadowingmeis…he’spetrifying.

HowdoIfighthim off?He’smovingcloser,Iwantto

stepback.Myfeetwon’tletme,it’smyknees;they

arewobbly.

God,he’sgoingtosellmeoff,Ican’tbeaprostitute.

Mymotherwillrisefrom thegrave,notonlyherbut

thefatherIhavenevermet.Theywilltagteam just

tocomeandreproachme.

Lord,I’m goingtomissmyaunt’sshouting,I’llmiss

myfightswithSizakele.Ihaven’ttoldmycrushIlike



him,ifIsurvivethis,I’llconfessonMojaLove.

“Go!”Huh!

Ican’tmove,fearhasmeparalyzed.Irunmyeyesto

whereTshilidziisandhe’sstillgroaninginpain.He

looksweaklikehe’sabouttopassout,peopleare

walkingbywiththeirrubbernecksandnoonedares

tointervene.Thissocietythough…

“Go!!!”Hegruntsthesecondtimeandthatalone

bringsmystrengthback,Ijumpoutofthecarand

scuttlearoundthecornerheadedforthehouse.The

blackcar,theRangeRoverSportisparkedacross

thestreets…odd,Idon’trecallseeingitwhen

Tshilidzicameoveraround9pm.

Am IevilforwantingthatmantokillTshilidzi?The

thoughtofhim becominganancestorexcitesmein

astrangeway.

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Seventeen

ZITHA-

Ihardlysleptlastnight,Tshilidzi’sphonehasbeen

offsince.Idon’tknowifhe’saliveordead

somewhere.ThefirstthingIdidwhenIwokeupwas

checkiftherewasadeadbodybehindthehouse

andIam alittledisappointedthatIfoundnothing.

TheleastGodcould’vedonewassendaninkabito

killthatbastard,notatallblackmandrenchedin

dreadlocksandafrown.Somepeopleareborntobe

disappointments,awasteofoxygen.

Thereisnosignthatanattackhadtakenplacethere,

basically,thereisnocrimescene.

Nonetheless,Istillwanttoknowwhothemystery

manis.



Myauntaskedabouttheblackeye;youheardright,

Tshilidzigavemeablackeye.IhadtolieandsayI

hadafightwithUlwazi.Ihaveknownthatgirlforas

longasIhaveknownLiyana,twolonelyneighbours

metandhereweare.Weusedtoarguetillwelost

ourvoices,funnyhowwecouldn’tstayawayfrom

eachotheralthoughwecouldn’tstandeachother.

Ulwazilivesdownthestreetswithhergrandmother

andtwolittlebrothersabouttheagesofnineand

fifteen.

We’remeetingatEyethumallforlunch,she’s

actuallypayingforlunch.Sizakeleisatschooland

auntwenttowork,sothatmakesiteasyformeto

sneakoutforafewhours.Thewomangavemea

curfewsinceIhavebeencominghomelateor

sleepingoutwhenIwantto.Idon’tunderstandhow

shecaresaboutmywhereabouts.

IseethefriendatChickenLicken,she’salready

seatedwithtwocansoffantaorange.Sheseesme,

smilesandwaves,IwavebackasIwalkin.



Peoplestareandwhisperfrom themomentmyfeet

enterthepremises,butIdon’tcare,I’m usedtoit

now.There’snothingIcandoaboutmycondition

andpeoplewillalwayshavesomethingtosay.

“Dali,”Yes,that’swhatshecallsme.Strange,Iknow.

Thisoneisstraightfrom KZN,shegrewupplaying

withbricksonthedustystreetsofUmvotivillage.

ShecametoJohannesburgbeforeshecould

completehergrade11,myfriendcouldpassoffasa

guy.Shewalks,talksanddresseslikeone.Ifitwere

notforherbulkychestandveryfemininevoice,you’d

swearsheisaman.

I’m pulledintoasuffocatinghuguntilIfeelmylungs

crashalittle.

“Iknewit…youcalledmeheretokillme.”Iexpress,

gruntingthroughthetighthug.Shechortles,andI

whimperwhenherhandsglidedowntomybuttocks

anddelightinalightsqueeze.Ifthiswasn’tanorm,I

wouldbefreakedout.Imanagetoescapeherhug

justasshenuzzlesherfaceonthecrookofmyneck,



herhugsareweird.

“Yousmellgood,”shesays,runninghertongueover

herbottom lipandthisgirlisundressingmewithher

eyes,people.

“WhereisThobeka?”Hergirlfriendofsixmonths,I

shouldaskbecausethatlookcanonlymeansheis

sexstarved.

Ishiftawayfrom herstare,shemakesmeshy

sometimesbyhowhereyeslingeronme.Ulwazi

shrugshershoulders,bringingThobekaupisnevera

goodideaforsomereason.“Doessheknowthat

you’reapervertwhoislustingafterherbestfriend?”

“Shethinkswesleeptogether,”sheprovidesan

answer,asmuglooktakingplaceonherface.Bythe

way,she’sa‘chairopener.’Thereisnousein

castigatingher,shehasstubbornZulumen

tendencies.



“Sleepasinshareabedorsleepasin‘goingto

Dubai(havesex)?”Myqueryticklesher.

“Thatgirlthinkswe’rehavingsex,”Ulwazidoesnot

seem botheredbytheassumptions.Infactsheis

sippingthatfantaorangeasifshegetspaidtodoit.

“Youshouldsetthingsstraight,Idon’twanttobethe

causeofyourbreakup.Tellher,I’m notyourtype.”I

demand.

Herbrowsfurrow,thelooksheregardsmewithis

strange.Istandcorrected,butIspotdisappointment

inhereyes.

“Haibo!Njani?”(How?)

Issheshockedoram Iseeingthings?

“BecauseIam notyourtype,Lwazi.”No,seriously,I

insist.

“Butyou’remytype.”Thisgirl…

“Butyou’renotmineandstopplayingaroundLwazi,

don’tmesswithotherpeople’schildren.”Iwarnher,

ThobekahasagrandmotherwhoknowsAfrican



science.Sheknowsabouttreesandwhattouse

them for,youdon’tmesswiththatwoman.

“Whatever,youcan’ttellmeabouttypes.You’rejust

afemaleversionofafuckboy.”Shegrunts.

Thatstings,butI’m okay.She’stheblunttype,tells

youlikeitisandIhavegrowntotakeherslurs.

Thereisnolieinwhatshe’ssaid,Igiveandtake.I

haveavag!naandifitpaysformyshoes,thenwhy

notmakeuseofit?

“Wordsofathirstywoman,keepgoingbabe.”My

answerisanignorantquip.MyheadshakesasI

can’tgraspwhyshethinkswewouldbepaired

perfectly.EvenifIwasalesbianorbisexual,I

wouldn’tgoformybestfriend.Datingyourfriendis

arecipefordisaster.

Hereyeslingeronme,scrutinisingmyface.It’sthe

blackeye,she’sspotteditandthisgirlseems

angeredbywhatshe’slookingat.

“Youknow,Iwouldneverdoyoulikethat?”I’m

alreadytiredofthisconversation.



“YesbecauseIwouldkillyouandburyyouinyour

backyard,”myretortfindshersmile.

“Whydoyoulethim treatyoulikethisZithobile?You

don’tdeservethisshit,”hervoicerisesandgetsus

attention.Idon’tgettorespondasmyphoneblares,

it’sTshilidzi.Howishealive?Witchesneverdie

anyway,whatawasteofexcitement.

“Whoisit?”Ulwazisnapsaquestion,afrown

appears.HernosewrinklesindistastewhenIshow

herthecallerID,shehateshim asmuchasIdo.

“Whereareyou?”That’sthefirstthinghesays,

bloodyfoolhasnomanners.

“EyethumallwithLwazi.”Shecocksabrowatmy

responseandleansbackonthechair.“Areyou

okay?”

NotthatIcare.

“Yousentyourboyfriendtocomeandbeatmeup,



nowyou’reactinglikeyoucare.Don’tpissmeoff

Zithobile,youseem tobeforgettingwhoIam.”

“Hey,Idon’tknowthatman.Maybe…”Itrytoexplain

buthecutsmeoff.

“Iwantyouattheflatinanhour,you’retakingmefor

aridelittlegirl.”

“Forgetit,I’m notcomingTshilidzi.”Hemustthink

I’m afool.

“I’m notplayingZithobile,youbetterbeattheflat

whenIgetthere,oryouwillpaybackeverycentI

spentonyouwithinterest.”Iknowhemeansitwith

thatviletone.WhathaveIgottenmyselfinto?Ineed

tothinkofawayoutofthis.

Ulwazilooksirritatednow,likeshedoesn’twantto

behereanymore.Hereyesarewaitingand

interrogative,shewilljudgemeagain.Thisgirlhas

noideawhatthatmanisreallylike,givenachance,

Tshilidziwillnothesitatetokillme.He’sapowerful

manwithconnectionsandthatmeansthebastard

willnottastejail.



“Ihavetogo,hewantstoseeme.”Itellanalready

angryfriend.

“Youdon’thaveto,youknowthatright?Whatifhe

hitsyouagainZitha?Noonewillbetheretoprotect

you.”Theworryinhervoicehasmethinkingtwice

aboutgoingtomeethim,ontheotherhand,I’m

brokeandhavenothingtomyname.Tshilidzidoes

notmakeemptythreats,whatonearthwillIpayhim

with?

“Canyouhookmeupwithagun?”Ienquire,voice

voidofhumour.Ulwazishakesherhead,herbrows

knitintoafrown.

“Ifanyoneisgoingtokillthatsonofabitch,thenit’s

goingtobeme.”Shedeclares,herlowerlipcurving

intoahaughtysmirk.“AkabazabantuuTshilidzi,I

will…”(Tshilidzithinkshe’sclever.)

“No,"Iinterject."Killingsomeoneisnotthesameas

killingthosecockroachesatyourhouse.What,you

thinkyouwillsprayhim withdoom andhe’llshrink

intohisdemise?”I’m seriousthough,Mulaudziisa



dangerousman.

“Mybrotherwillhelpme,Idon’twantyouinvolvedin

anyofthisZitha.Youstillhaveyourwholelifeahead

ofyou,ifIgetcaught,Iwillservemysentence.I

havenothingtolivefor,Idon’tevenhavematric.”

Herwordsaremakingmeemotional,Ulwaziiscrazy.

“Stoptalking,”Iwhisper,coveringhermouth.“You

can’ttalkaboutsuchthingsinpublic.”

“NooneislisteningZitha,Ineedyoutoknowthat

I’m here.Iwilldoanythingforyou.”

“Bathathesgaqagaqa,”(waytogotoughguy.)

“I’m serious,”shesnapsandIknowsheis,hencethe

fearlurkinginmyheart.Iwon’tforgivemyselfifher

lifeisruinedbecauseofme.

“YohLwazi,mystomachisboiling.You’remaking

menervouswiththistalk,pleasestop.”Hereyes

followmeasIstandtomyfeet.“I’llgotothetoilet

beforeIleave,pleasedon’teatmyfood.Youknow

howtogetintomyhouse,right?”



I’m givenareluctantnod.

“Putthefoodinmyroom,underthepillow.That

demonIcallanauntwillbehomelatertonight,so

makesuretobetherebefore6pm.Ifsheseesitshe

willdemandmoneyforabraaipack.”

“WhyareyoulikethisZithobile?”Ulwazicracks,her

handsslammingonthetable.I’m donewithpeople

staringatus.“Thisisyourlife,notagame.Can’tyou

beseriousforonce?”

“Iam seriousLwazi,I’m deadserious.”Ileaveher

withthesewords,mymindconsideringherplan.

Perhapsgoingtojailforafewyearswon’tbethat

bad,orwecancomeupwiththeperfectmurder.I

knowwheretohideadeadbodyandUlwaziisthe

perfectaccomplice.

RANDALL-

Overtheyears,wehaveaccumulatedavarietyof



trucks.Thetruckingcompanyhasgrown

tremendouslysomuchsothatwehaveextendedthe

businesstootherprovincesandtwoneighbouring

countriesLesothoandSwaziland.

ThisisthelifeI’m comfortablewith,notindolenton

thethronewaitingforvillagerstopresenttheir

troubles.However,thatismydestiny,oneIcannot

changeevenifIwantedto.

I’m preparingtoheadhomeforlunchwhenaknock

atmyofficedoorcatchesmeoffguard,itopens

withoutmypermission,causingmetoscowlatthe

disrespect.Myeyesnearlywidenatthesightofthe

intruder,howeverIsettleforaglowerinstead.

“Whatthehellareyoudoinghere?”Iplayitcool,this

womanthinksshescaresme.Thesmirkonherface

isevidence,myeyesfollowherstepsasshestrides

towardsmyofficedesk.

“Isthathowyouwelcomeyourfuturewife?”The

whitewomansportsagrin,swirlingwithconfidence



andaddedarroganceasagarnish.Nothavingtime

tospare,especiallyforpeoplelikeher.Istandfrom

theswivelchairwiththeintenttothrowheroutof

myoffice.

“YouareplayingwithfireCaroline,”myeyesnarrow

inannoyance,thescrutinyIemanatehasherblinking

awayfrom me.Butthewitchgetsbackupbefore

sheburns.

“IlikefireRandy,andIwantyoutoburnmetillI

scream withpleasure.”Hervoiceiserotic,it’spurely

disgusting.Herfeetslowlyleadherbehindthedesk,

shestandsafewfeetfrom me,eyeslustfully

uncloakingme.IfIcould,Iwouldpulloutmygun

andshootherrightherewithoutanyhesitation.

“Areyoukiddingme,Randall?”herjawdropsinfalse

shockandsheplacesahandonherchest.“Igotall

dressedupforyou,butyouhaven’tbotheredtolook

atmybody.I’m sureyoumustbetiredofyour

wife’s…”



Idon’tlethercompletewhateverhermouthisabout

tospew,hereyesarewildasIhaveherpinnedtothe

wall.

“Mentionmywifeagain,youpieceofshit.Idare

you,”asharpgrowlescapesmymouth,thiswoman

isnotdeterred.Shesmiles,takingpleasureinthis

moment.Idon’tknowwhat’sgoingthroughher

twistedmindandthelookinhereyesscreamslust.

“OhRandall,”herlowerlipfindsrefugeinbetween

herteeth.HerbodysquirmsonthewallandIfeel

bileriseuptomychestattherealisationofwhat

she’sentertaining.

“Iloveitwhenyouplayrough,”atthisbreathysaying,

herfilthyhandrunsdownmychest.“Wecandoit

here,Ibetyou’veneverdoneitinyouroffice.”

“Don’tyouhaveanyshame?I’m amarriedman.”My

handsreleasehershoulders,frustratedbyher,Istep

back.“Iam notfuckingdoingthiswithyou,youhear

me?”

“Argh,don’tbeboring.JustonceRandy,please

touchmejustonce.”Herhandsaretouchingme



again,unashamedandwithamissiontounbutton

mydressshirt.Disgustscrapesthroughmyveins.

Iwillneverdomywifelikethat,I’dnevercheaton

thatwoman.Withoneshrugfrom me,Caroline

stumblesbackwards.However,shemanagesto

grabmyarm andquicklyenfoldsherarmsaround

mywaist.

“Getyourfilthyhandsoffme,”Ipushheralittle

harderthistime.Shefallsassfirstontotheground

andgetsbackupinseconds,herstubbornnessirks

me.ThisisnotthefirsttimeIhaverejectedher

besottedadvances,hermulishnessalwaysletsme

knowthatherlustformehasreturned.Icannot

expresshowmuchIhatethiswoman.

“Whatthehelliswrongwithyou?”Ascream erupts

throughherlips.

Iknewshewouldeventuallysnap,gettingherriled

upexcitesme.Butnotasmuchasthethoughtof

seeingherdrowninginherownblood.



“Youtouchedmysisterbefore,whycan’tyoutouch

me?WhatdidshehavethatIdon’t?”

“Youdon’texciteme,Caroline,neitherdidyoursister.

Shewasaloosewhorejustlikeyou.”

“So,youweredrunkwhenyoureleasedyoursperm

insideherandgotherpregnant?”Herquestionand

thetonesheusesmockme,shehasthenerveto

addressmewithsuchdisrespect?

“Youbitch,”Isnarlatherremarkgrabbingherhairin

atightgrip.Sheyelps,butit’snotfrom pain.

Thiswomanisvileandhassomesicktwisted

fantasythatIwillleavemywifeforher.Theholdshe

hasonmegivesherthisconfidence,god…itmakes

mesick.

“Icanbeanythingyouwantmetobe,Randy.”She

releasesasensualresponse,hercurioushands

mappingmychestdowntomytorso.“Icanbeyour

bitch,youcanpullmyhair,tiemeup.Youcangoall

fiftyshadesofgreyonme,Idon’tmind.”



Repulsioncan’tevenbegintodescribehowIfeel

rightnow,I’m amanandofcoursehavebeen

attractedtootherwomenotherthanmywife.The

weddingbanddoesnotclogone’shormones,

howevertheloveIhaveforAmarahaskeptme

grounded.

Untilthatawfulnight…

Carolineisaleechthatsucksyoutillyou'redry.

Anotherpushfrom mesendshercrashingontothe

groundwithalowscream,sheraisesherhead,tears

wellinginhereyes.

“Whyareyoudoingthistome?”Afranticshoutfrom

her.

“Itoldyoutostaythehellawayfrom me,ifyouever

comeatmeagain,Iwillkillyou.”

“Likeyoukilledmysister?”AgainsheshoutsandI

snapmyheadbackatthedoor,ifthewrongpeople



hearher,I’llbeintrouble.

“Trustme,youdon’twanttotakemeon.”Icrouchto

grabherchin,shewincesinpainwhenIforceher

headupsoshe’slookingatme.“Icanbeyourworst

nightmare,Caroline.Youclaim you’veseena

footageofmesmotheringthelifeoutofyoursister,

right?ThenyoumustknowwhatIam capableof.”

Itellhersoftly,yetatavolumethatreachesinside

andinstilsfearinher.Hereyesretreat,it’sasif

somethinginherwaversbutsheblinksitaway.

“I-I’m…notafraidofyou,”thisisonestupidfierce

woman.“Youcan’ttouchme,Icandestroyyouwith

justatouchofabutton.Onewordfrom metomy

friendsandyourperfectlittlelifewillcomecrashing

down,Randall.”

Ineedtocalm downorthiswomanwillleavethis

officeinabodybag,Irememberhavingaboxof



cigarettesinoneoftheshelves.Mynervesare

kickinginandit’snotgoodformetoletthem out.

Hidingbehindastrongfaceisnotaneasythingto

do,sometimesIwanttocrumble…fallapartand

havesomeoneholdmeup.

“Surelywecancometoanagreement,”Iannounce

asshestandstoherfeetandregardsmewithan

inquisitiveglare.“HowoldareyouCaroline?

Twenty…twentyone?”

“I’m twentyfour,”there’sanattitudeinhervoiceand

posture.

“Yeah,whatever.”Puffingthecigarette,Iwaveher

responseofflikeit’snothing.“You’reahighschool

dropout,blacklisted,youhavenooneandcan’t

affordyourselfasliceofbread.”Ireasonwhile

lettingherintomypersonalspace,Ididsayshe’sa

stubbornone.

“Idon’twantyourmoneyRandy,Iwanttobeyour

wife.You’reactingstrong,butIknowyou’reterrified.

Youdon’twantanybodyfindingoutwhatyoudidand

Iwon’ttellifyoutakemeasyourwife.Leaveyour



wifeforme,Randy.Makeme,yourqueen.”

Carolinepressesahandtomychest,insteadof

withdrawing,Iletherbe.Herarmsencirclemywaist,

hereyesgazingatmewithlustfilledorbs.My

fingerscradlehercheeks,thetouchisgentle,barely

there.She’sgettingcomfortable,soItakethis

opportunitytoclaspmyfingersonhercheeksand

forceherfaceuptolookatme.

Fearhasnotknownhereyesyet,Iwouldlovetosee

them drowninginterror.Ithrowthecigarettebutton

thefloorandsnubitwithmyfoot.

CarolinepartsherlipsandcloseshereyeswhenI

starttobringmyfaceclosertohers.Inamillisecond,

herarmstightenaroundmywaist.Ourfacesareso

closethatthebridgeofmynosebrushesagainst

hers,thewholetimemyeyesareopen,watching…

probing.

MylipsshiftclosertohersasImildlytrailmyhand

downtoherneck,herbreathhitchesatthesudden



cliparoundherneck.Thishashereyeswidening

withshock,Itightenmyhandaroundherneck,

deprivingherofoxygenasIpullhercloserto

whisperinherear.

“Hitmewithyourbestshot,bitch.”Ipushheroffof

me,thethirdthrustisnotsovicious.Shestumbles

growlinglikeacrazypersonandmanagestostop

herselffrom falling.Herheadwhipsovertome,eyes

stabbingandglaring.

“I’m goingtoruinyou,RandallOkolie,you’regoingto

payforthis.”Shethreatens,ironingherskimpydress

withherfilthyhands.

“Yeah,whatever.”ThenodIgiveherseemstodrive

herinsane,Iseehowshe’ssoclosetolosingit.“Get

out.”

Withtheauthoritativedismissal,Carolinehuffsand

stridesoutofmyoffice.Ineedtofindthose

footagesbeforesendingherofftohersister.



ROADTOROYALTY

Eighteen.

ZITHA-

Hiscarisparkedoutside,soIknowI’m late.Ihope

he’snotinoneofthosefoulmoods,hebecomesa

beastwhenhe’sangry.Butwhoam Ikidding?The

manwasbarkingoverthephone.

Thesecurityguardrunstoopenthedoorashesees

meapproaching,it’sembarrassingreallybecause

everyoneopenstheirowndoorswithouthishelp.

“Nkosazana,”Ialmostrollmyeyesathissalutation.

Doeshehavetobesoextra?It’sTshilidzi’smoney

that’smakinghim actlikeahighlypaidfool,Ihave

nothingagainsthim.It’stheattentionhe’sbringing

tome,nowthetenantsareglaringatme,obviously

wonderingwhyI’m gettingspecialtreatment.

“Thanks,”Isayandhurrytotheliftorhewillstarta



conversationthatwilleatupmytime.Theflatison

the8thfloor,I’m stillconfusedastowhatthisplace

is.Iftheresidentsarepermanentorpeoplewho

cometoshagandbeshaggedlikesomeofus.

Flatnumber85,hereIam standingoutsidethedoor

withnogun.Hewouldn’tdarethough,right?

Ishrugthedepressingthoughtawaybeforeopening

thedoor,somethingforcefullygrabsbyhairand

pullsmeinside.ThedoorslamsshutasIreleasea

scream.

BeforeIcanseeorfathom what’sgoingon,ahand

collidesagainstmycheekandI’m throwntothewall.

Mybodyhitsthefloorwithaloudthud,mymindis

blank,everythingishappeningsofast,deprivingme

achancetorunorfightback.

Ican’tseewhat’shappeningduetomyhead

spinning,butthere’ssomeone,hepullsmyhair

forcingmyfeetup.It’shim,he’sstandinginfrontof

me,breathlesswithanger.Fireinhiseyesanda

raisedfist,hebiteshislowerashethrowsapunch



thatsendsmetothegroundscreaminginpain.

There’sanexcruciatingburningsensationonmy

cheek,I’m seeingdoubleofeverythingwhiletumbled

onthefloorlikeawetcloththatfellfrom the

washingline.

“Tshi…Tshilidzi,”myvoiceisthatofshockasI’m

tryingtograspwhatisreallygoingon.Strangehow

shockcanclogaperson’smind,deprivingthem of

sightandlogic.

Hesnatchesmyhairandthistimemymindregisters

what’sreallygoingon,Igetthattherewereslaps

before,thepushingandoffences.Butthis?Thisisall

new,forthefirsttimesinceI’veknownhim,Tshilidzi

isthrashingmelikeIam nothing.

“Stop!!!!”Iscream tryingtogetbackupwiththeneed

torunoutoftheflat.Hekicksmeonmystomach

whenI’m onallfours,theimpacthasmegaspingfor

airasmylungsclogforagoodsecond.

God,isthishowI’m goingtomeetmymother?How



willIexplainthebruisesonmyface?Idoubtthey

giveyoufreemakeupinheavenbeforetheyletyou

enterthegates,howwillIhidemyscars?

WhatexcusewillIgiveher?ThataVendamanwho

wasmeanttobemyAzwindiniturnedouttobevho-

Gizara?Irefuse.

“TshilidziStop!!!”Anotherscream,Idon’twanttodie.

GodIknowIthoughtaboutfollowingmymother,but

thatwasasecretthought,evenyouwerenotmeant

tohearit.Ididn’tmeanit…I’m onlyawoman,frail

andwithoutamuscletoopenajarofmayonnaise.

Hehasn’tsaidanythingyetbutIhearhim growling

andpantingasifhe’sploughingdough.Ishould’ve

tiedthissynthetichairup,hehasitinhishandand

thegripissotightIfeelafewstrandssnap.Igrab

hiswristtogethim tostop,mymouthfeelsheavy

andwetwithwarm thickliquid.

Bloodslickstothegroundinsickeningspeed,inthis



moment,mynostrilsarefilledwiththesmellof

bloodandthere’salurchinginmystomach.Twilight

isalie,theyforgottotellusthatbloodtastesterrible,

it’snotedible.

Hisbackhandcollideswithmyfaceoncemore,the

painsendsmescreamingasIhitmyheadonthe

wallandtumbletothefloor,themanwon’tstop.

“I’m goingtokillyou,Zithobile.”Heroars,hisfeet

thunderingonthegroundheadedmyway.

Ican’tbreatheandI’m losingstrength,butIhaveto

fightwhileIcanstillfight.IfIdietoday,Iwilldie

havingputupagoodfight.Ashegrabsmyhair

again,Isendmyfingerstoscratchhiseyes.Iknew

therewasareasonIwastoolazytocutmynails,I’m

nevercuttingthem again.

Tshilidzigrowlsandcovershiseyes,hedoesn’tlast

longinagonybecauseheslouchesbehindmeand

snakesanarm aroundmyneck,chockingme.My

eyesbulgeoutasmymouthhangsopen,astrangled



scream emergingfrom me.

Hisarm continuestosqueeze,stoppingmybreath,I

couldfeelmygorgeclosing.Isagtotheground,

kickingmylegsandgrunting.Hisgripistoostrong

towriggleoutof,instantfearengulfsme.I’m not

readytodie,Lordsaveme.

Shembe,mymother,NomalangaMthombeniusedto

callonyou.Iam herdaughterZithobileMthombeni,

donotletmeperishinthehandsofthisevilman.

Desperationtobreathetakesoverme,myhead

spinsasItrygaspingforair.Ican’tmove,nomatter

howhardItry,theimmensepressureonmythroat

causesmymindtogrowhazy.I’m goingtodie,I

haven’ttastedRocomamasyet.Ihaven’tgonesky

diving,Istillhavetolearnhowtoswim.

Despitethepain,Ibegintothrashandbuckunder

hisvicioustouch.However,he’stentimesstronger

thanme,theedgeofmyvisiondarkensandmy

handsfalltomysidesasenergyabandonsme.



Thedoorliterallyfliesopen,itcrashestothefloor…

Cheapmotels.

There’saman,he’swearingallblack,haslongthick

dreadsthataretiedinaponytail.IthinkI’veseen

him somewherebutIcan’trememberwhere,my

visionisvagueandallIcanthinkaboutissurviving

thisattack.

“Shit!”IhearTshilidzicuss,ashakybreathleaving

him.

“Lethergo.”Thestranger’svoicerumbleslike

thunderonastormynight.

Tshilidzi’shanddetachesfrom myneckandIfallto

thegroundwithyetanotherloudthud,hittingmy

headintheprocess.Painseemstolovemesince

mymotherdied,everylimbinmybodyhurtslikehell.

Idon’teventrytomoveaninch,breathingalready

hurtsandI’m chasingmybreathasmylifedepends

onit.I’llprobablydieifIattempttogetup.



“Lookman,Idon’tknowwhoyouarebutthishas

nothingtodowithyou.Thisisbetweenmeandmy

girlfriend.”Tshilidziyousonofabitch,‘thunderfire

you.’

“Shutup.”Themancalmlysnaps,thoughIdon’t

misstheauthorityinhisvoice.

“YouknowwhatIhatethemost,Mulaudzi?

Nonsenseandstubbornpeople.”Themandeclares.

Well,Ihatepeoplethattalktoomuch,didGodnot

sendhim tohelpme?I’m goingtodieinthe

presenceoffools.

“Zitha,thisiswhatyoudotome?AftereverythingI

havedoneforyou,themoneyIspent…”Yohthisman,

hedoesn’tcarethatImightmeetmymothersoon.

Me,asassyancestor?I’m notreadyforthatrole.

He’snotgivenachancetocompletehisstupid

complaint,justonepunch,onepunchsendshim to



thefloor.Hefallsfacefirstrightinfrontofme,I’m

dazedbyhowhe’sfaintedafteronepunch.What

haveIbeensleepingwith?Becauseitisnotareal

man.

Mr.Dreadsbendsoverandwhisksmeupinhisarms,

Idon’tknowthismanbutI’m inhisarmsandhe’s

takingmesomewhere.Ithinkofsquirming,but

somethingisholdingmeback,somethingthatsays

I’m safe.

Myeyesareheavyandrefusetostayopen,butthey

areasstubborn.Iwanttoseethisperson,Iwantto

seehisfacebutit’sindistinct.DamnyouTshilidzito

hell.

Isendmyhandtohisface,itlandsonhischeek.His

skinissoft,hisfacialhairfeelsroughagainstmy

palm.Ifeelhiseyesonmeashestopsmoving,

there’sanotherpresencehere.Allmyuselesseyes

canmakeoutisasilhouette,ithurtswhenIblink.

“Youknowwhattodo,”thistallgiantsays.Idon’t

hearanythingfrom thesilhouette,itmoves,sodowe.



I’m anoverthinkerandrightnow,Iseemydead

bodyabandonedsomewhereinaditchandlatermy

auntandSizakeledancingtoSithiSithionmygrave.

RANDALL-

Cominghometohisfamilyissomethinghealways

looksforwardto.It’spast8pm,hemadeitjustin

timefordinnerwiththefamily.Hefindshiswife

bustlinginthekitchen,thearomagivesahomey

feeling.It’scomfortingandwarm.

Helovesithereandhelovesthewomanstanding

behindthestovedressedinashortwhitedressand

aheadwrapthatmakesherlookmore‘wifey.’She’s

barefooted,thesightisbreathtakingthatitbirthsa

smileonhischiselledface,Iguessshehasn’theard

him walkinorfeelhispresence.Ormaybeshe’s

deepintothought.

Hisfeetarecarefulashetiptoestoher,hisarms



wraparoundherwaistfrom thebackandshe

flinchesinshock,buthisscentisquicktoworkasit

alertsherthatit’snoneotherthanhim,theman

she’smarriedto.

Asmilemovesstealthilytoherfaceashetightens

hisarmsaroundher.“Whyam Iturnedonbyyou

standingbehindthestove?”Hewhisperserotically

intoherear,causingherbodytoreact.

“Becauseyou’renotlikeanybodyelse,you’rea

specialkind.”Herresponsehashim gaspingin

feignedshock.It’snotlongwhenhesighsin

exasperation,hisfacefindsrefugeonthecurveof

herneckandhisarmstightenaroundherwaist,

holdingherlikeit’sthelasttime.

“Areyouokay?”It’sanunevendrawl,sheknowshim

whenhe’sbothered.

“Mehemma,”hislipsareagainstherneck.Shetries

toturninhisarmstofacehim,buthedoesn’tlether.

“Somethingbigiscoming,therideisgoingtobe



shakyforawhile.We’regoingtofallmehemma,a

lotoftimes.”

“What’sgoingonRandall?”

“Iwillneedyoutobestrongforyouandthekids,

promiseyouwilldothat.”

Whatthehell?He’sscaringher,whereisallthis

comingfrom?Theyaregoingthroughtheworst,

surelyfatecan’tbecrueltosetthem onfire.

“Strongforwhat?”shesnapsaquestion.He’snot

makingsenseandit’sgettingherworkedup.“Let

mego.”

Amaraiswrigglinginhisarms,hehasnochoicebut

toreleaseherfrom hishold.Withaswiftturn,she’s

lockingeyeswiththeman.Thismanstandingbefore

hermustbeRandall’sdouble,he’sblinkingalotfor

someonewhoseeyesareforeverhardened.

“WhatisgoingonRandall?”



“It’snothingIcan’thandleAmara,”hesays,stepping

afootawayfrom her.Hiseyesareshiftynow,hiding

something.Amaratakeshishandintohers,theyare

stickywhichhasheroglingdownatit.

“Isthatblood?”Surehe’sdarkskinned,butblack

skincannotmaskthecolourofblood.Randallyanks

hishandbackandshovesitinthepocketofhis

pants.

“No,”hisvoiceislacedwithconfidence.Thisisthe

samemanwhodoesnotdribbleonhiswords.“It’s

grease,thecarbrokedownonmywayhomeand…”

hedoesn’tfinishtalkingasherushestothesinkto

washhishands.

“Baby…”

“Weinterruptthisprogrammetobringyoubreaking

news,”Amaraiscutshortbyafemininevoice

burstingthroughthesmallTVnearthemicrowave.

“Fourbodieshavebeenfoundburiedinshallow

gravesinafarm inVanderbijlPark,threebodiesare



decayedbeyondrecognition.Theauthoritiesbelieve

theyarethethreeyoungwomenwhowentmissing

sixmonthsago."

“OhmyGod,”herheartleapsonherchest.Liyana

hadoncetoldheraboutthethreeyounggirlsfrom

herclasswhodisappearedwithoutatrace.Couldit

bethem?

“TheforthoneisabodyofaCaucasianwomanwho

couldbeinherearlytwenties,”atthisannouncement,

Randallpivotsonhisheeltocatchthenewsanchor

behindtheTVscreen.“Itissaidthatherdeath

occurredthreetoeighthoursearliertoday…”

He’sclosetotheTVandtakesthechancetoswitch

itoff.

“Iwaswatchingthat?”Amaracomplains.

“Idon’twantR.Jtowalkinonthat,he’sstillachild.”

And…that’sall.Heleaveshertogochangeinto

somethingcomfortable.



LIYANA-

Oneminuteshe’sinherfather’shouseinthe

comfortofherroom,safelytuckedunderthecovers

ofherqueen-sizedbed.Howshegottothetowering

dark—woodedareaisaJaneDoe,theblacknessis

eerie,fullofmysteryandfear.Sothisiswhereterror

dwells,aplacewherenohumanshouldtread.Her

eyesarebulging,tryingtotakeinthedarktreetrunks

andclumpsofbushes.Themoonshinesthrougha

lettuceofleaves,thestarsarebarelyvisibleshecan

onlyseeglimpsesofthem.

“Wheream I?”Hervoicecracksbeneathshattering

teethandisswallowedbythewindslippingthrough

treesandsnappingtwigscausedbyherfaltering

stepsontheground.“PAPA!PAPA!”

Sheexclaimsthistime,heartslammingagainsther

ribsbutthere’snoonetoanswertohercry.

Sheslowsherstepsuntiltheycometoahaltand

gulpsattheair,tryingtoslowherquickbreathing.



Howcoldcanthisplacebe?Herbodyshiversasthe

windroughlyslapsagainstherskin,theshort

nightweardoesnothingtokeepherwarm.

Unexpectedly,there’sasoundcomingfrom behind.

Fearstapleshertotheground,shewantstoturnto

whoeverisbehindher,butisshebraveenough?

Thenagainthisisamatteroflifeanddeath,shewill

perishifsheletsfearplayherlikeapuppet.

Liyanaslowlyturnsandtherestandsanunfamiliar

oldmandressedinwhite,hisheadiscoveredwith

greyhairandfacehidingbelowascruffybeard.Her

eyeswidenandshestartstremblingwithfear.

“Bestill,”themansaysinahushedtoneand

surprisingly,Liyana’sbodyfallsintoplacidity.“Follow

me.”

Hedoesnotwaitforaresponsebutleadstheway.

Unconsciously,shefollowshim likealostpuppy.It

feelslikeforeversincetheyhavebeenwalkingalong

thenarrowtrailofleaves,she’stiredandsweltering.



Afterwhatfeelslikealifetime,theyreachafamiliar

house.AplaceLiyanaknowstoowell,itis

surroundedbydarkmist.

“That’smyhouse,”amidstofthedarkcloud

surroundingherhouse,thegirlchirpswith

excitement.Thereisnoplacelikehomeandright

now,shewantstorunintoherfather’shouseand

takerefuge.

“Whycan’tImove?”Shemumblestoherself,when

herlegsrefusetolistentoitsmaster.Theoldman

hearsbutdoesnotprovideananswer.He’s

stationerybesideher,gawkingoveratthetwo-

storeyedbuilding.“What’sgoingon?”

Justasshequestionsthemysteriousoldman,what

sheseesnextwidenshereyes.Thehouseshegrew

upinisonfire,itstartsfrom theground,spreading

upwithbrutalintentions.

“No,no!”Sheyellsinhorror,fightingtogetherlegs

tomove.Thekindofscreamsthatbypasstheears

topiercethehearteruptfrom insideherhouse.



No,Godno.Thosevoices,sheknowsthepeoplein

there.Randall,Amara,R.j…theyarescreamingfor

help.

“No,papa,Amara,Kwame.”Liyanafloundersher

armsasshestrainstoloosenherfeetfrom the

ground.“Helpthem please,myfamilyisinthere.”

Herscreamsfallondeafears,whyisthismannot

doinganything?

Flamesswallowthehouse,risingintothenightasif

challengingGodtocomedownandwitnesstheir

glory,itdoesn’tfeelrealforawhile.However,the

heatandsmokechokingherlungsgivehera

wakeupcall.

“Nana!(Grandfather.)”

Instinctively,Liyanacallsonthemanwhohas

alwayshelpedthem intimesofneed.He’san

ancestorthat’salwaysthere,orsoshethought.

“Nana,yourkingisdying.Helphim,nana,helphim.”



She’snotsureifhecanhearher,themanhasbeen

markedabsentforyears.Howdoyoupacifya

sulkingancestor?

Theoldmanbesideherturnsandbeginshiswalk

backtowhereverhecamefrom,leavingtheyoung

girlscreamingherlungsout.

“Liya,wakeup.WakeupLiya.”

Hereyessnapopenandthefirstthingshedoesis

trytobreatheasshefeelssuffocated,itcausesher

tocough.

“Liya,drinkthis.”Thesamevoicethatwokeherup

says,forawhileshe’sunawareofhersurroundings

untilherdewyeyesstarttotakeinherbedroom and

thefigurebeforeher.Herlittlebrotherisholdinga

glassofwater,waitingforhertotakeasip.Liyana

doesnotcareaboutthewater,herbrotherisalive.

Tearscomeasanoverwhelminggriefengulfsher,

shepullsherlittlebrotherintoatighthug,grieving

asifshehaslostadearone.



ROADTOROYALTY

Nineteen-

RANDALL-

WithAmaraasleep,Isneakoutofthebedroom to

haveasmoke.Ineedone,mymindhasme

incarceratedtonight.Perhapsit’sthestorm that’s

coming,I’m notquitesure.

Thehouseisdeadlysilentandthelightsareout

whichmakesmyfeetabitdizzyasIattempttostop

myfootstepsfrom echoingwhileIpavemywayto

thelivingroom.

MymindwandersoffthemomentIindulgeona

smoke,therearesomanysecretshiddenwithin

thesewalls,theyarepaintedwiththebloodofmy

fatherandbrother.

Ican'tbeblamedfortheactionsanddecisionsItook

inthepast,everythingwasdonetoprotectmyfamily.



“Papa,”hervoiceisbarelyaudible,Ialmostshootup

from thecouchbutshifttostubthecigaretteinto

theashtray.

“Whatareyoudoingup?”shefrownsatmyquestion

andtiltsherhead—confusionsprawledonherface.

“Yousmoke?”Idon’tthinkthat’sanyofherbusiness

but;

“Yesandyoushouldn’t.”

Liyanaistooexperimentalformyliking,sheshakes

herheadbeforejoiningme.Herlegshangoverthe

floorasshemovestothefarendofthecouch.

“Smokingisdisgusting,”Ilikethetrivialityinher

voice,shewillnevertouchacigaretteinherlife.Her

headfindsrefugeonmyshoulderassheperches

herselfcloserandradiatesadensesigh.

"Ihadabaddream,it'snotclearanymore,butI

rememberthatourhousewasonfire.You,Amara



andR.Jwereinsidescreamingforhelp.Ican't

remembertherestofit,orwhereIwas."Liyana

introduces.

"That'sastrangedream tohave,"Idon'tknowwhat

tomakeofit.Grandfatherdoesn'thidebehind

riddles,heshowshimselfandsayswhathewants.

“Papa!”

“Whatisit?”

“Whereismymother?”

“Sleeping,doyouneedanything?”Shesitsup,eying

mewithaninquisitive-fleetinglook.

“NotAmara,mybirthmother.”Myeyesbulgeoutof

myheadwhilemyheartknocksonmychest.



Suddenly,Itrailoff,mymindtakingmebacktothe

dayIpromisedOliviathatIwillmakesureLiyana

forgetsherexistence.Imadesureshefounda

motherinAmaraandkickedoutanycravingshe

couldhaveforherrealmother.Thatwomandidnot

deservemydaughter.WheredidIgowrong?Why

askabouthernowaftersomanyyears?

“Idon’tknowwheresheis,Liya,”IlietoherlikeIdid

yearsagowhensheaskedabouther.Itwasthefirst

andlasttimeshebroughtherup,henceIthoughtit

wasathingofthepast.

“YousaidshemovedtoEuropewithsomeguy.”

Iturnmyheadtoherdirectionwantingtograspwhy

Oliviahassuddenlycometomind.Didshehavea

dream abouther?

“Isaidthat?”Myeyesaren’treallylookingdirectlyat

her,I’m neverthisfearful.Howam Ilettingthingsfall



apart?IhateitwhenI’m notincontrolofmy

surroundings.

“Yespapa,”desperationinhervoice.Herlasheskiss

heruppercheeksassherapidlyblinks.Iknowshe’s

abouttocrywhenshedoesthis.

“What’sgoingonprincess?Whythesuddencuriosity?

Hasn’tAmarabeenagoodmothertoyou?Where

hasshegonewrongthatyoufeelaneedtoreplace

her?”

Sheglancesupatmeassheuncomfortablyshiftsin

herseat,“I-Iwanttochangemysurname.”

I’m notsureIheardright,“what?”

Atmyquestionshescootsahand’slengthaway,

dropsherheadwhilefondlingwithherpalms.She’s

takenupsilenceandI’m gettingagitated.“Liyana!”

“Iwanttochangemysurname,papa.”Hervoice

slightlytremblesatherabsurdannouncement.“I



don’twanttobeanOkolieanymore.”

“Whereisthiscomingfrom?”

“I’m tiredpapa,Iwanttobefreefrom our

ancestors.”Ican’timaginewhatmybabymustbe

goingthrough,Iseeherpoint,butchangingher

surnameisoutofthequestion.

“Perhapsit’stimeyougotoGhanaandlearnabout

yourroots,whatyou’retellingmeisnotdoneLiyana.

Wherehaveyoueverheardsuch?”

“Idon’twanttogothere.”

“Thenstopthisnonsense,areyoutryingtobring

yourselfbadluck?TheOkoliesareaproudclanLiya,

royalty.Itisaninsulttowanttorenounceyourown

people,yourfamily.”

Sheburiesherfaceinherhands,thesoundofher

frustratedgrowlfillsthelivingspace.

“Iam notrenouncingthem,Ijustdon’twanttobean

Okolieanymore.”Liyanamanagestostophervoice

from rising.



Thischildisstillwetbehindtheears,ifshewere

mature,thesefoolishthoughtswouldnotfindroom

inherhead.

“You’renottakingthatwoman’sname,you’rean

Okolie,period.”MaybeIsoundalittletooharsh.

“Idontwanttocarrywhateveritistheyhavemade

mecarry.”Thetoneofhervoiceisslowly

transitioningintoadisrespectfultone,thelookinher

eyesdaringandhard.Funnyhowsheremindsmeof

myself,butIcan’tletherclimbtheboatof

impudence,Iam stillherfather.“Ican’tevenhavea

normalrelation…”

Thesyllablesstarttofadeandshockvisitsher

widespreadeyesasshespotsablunderinher

statement.“I-Imean,Iwanttobeanormalperson

papaandtheonlywayisformetochangemy

surname.”

“Whotoldyouthat?Doyouevenknowthewoman

whosesurnameyourecklesslywanttoclaim?”

“She’smymother,Ihavearighttotakeherlast



name.Youtwowerenevermarried,soculturallyI’m

supposedtobecarryinghersurname.Myname

shouldbeLiyanaBotha.”

“Liyana!”Theloudnessofmyvoicemakesherjump

from thechair.“Don’teversaythatagain,doyou

hearme?”

“Whynotpapa?Isshenotmymother?”Sparethe

rod,spoilachild.Iam witnessingit.“Shegavebirth

tomeand…”

“Andthat’stheonlygoodthingsheeverdid,Idon’t

wantyouassociatedwiththatwoman.”Mybuild

towersoverherasIstandtomyfeet,Iam

dumbfoundedbythehateilluminatinginhereyes.

“Papaplease,Ineedthis.Ineedher,helpmefindmy

mother.”Herbodysagsagainstthearmrest,face

crinklingasifcallinguponariveroftears.However,

Liyanahardlyevercries.Hertearsarecriedbeneath

whattheworldcannotsee,shewouldcryoverasad

moviebutnotadropforherself,shedoesn’texpress

herownpainthatway.It’sasifthere’sablockage,



maybeit’sfunctionalasshehasbeenthroughalot.

Shedoesn’tmovewhenIreachouttotouchher

shoulder,rather,herbodysolidifiesatmytouch.“Go

tobed,it’slatenow.”Itellherwithagentle

expression.

Herheadwhipsup,eyeswideasadeercaughtin

headlightsasifshecan’tbelievethewordsthathave

escapedfrom mymouth.Herhandfindsmineand

withonemotion,shovesmyhandfrom hershoulder.

“Iwillfindhermyself,”she’soffrunningbeforeI

couldreprimandher.

DammitLiyana!Ihaveexperiencedher

stubbornnessbefore,butnothinglikethis.HowdoI

tellherthatOliviadiedwhenshewasalittlegirl?

HowdoItellmybabythatIkilledhermother?Liyana

canneverfindoutaboutthisandnowthatCaroline



isgone,itwillbehardtofindthatfootage.

AMARA-

RandallisnotinbedwhenIwakeupwhichisnota

surprise,he’sanearlybird.Havingmyhusband

sleepnexttomeandnotbeabletotouchhim or

havehim touchmeishellitself,themandoesnot

believeintherapy,ifIdaresuggestit,hewillsurely

dismissme.

Ilookaroundtheroom andthere’snosignthathe’s

intheshowernordoIhearthewaterrunning.

Ileavethebedtotakeaquickshower,I’m hungryso

ithastobenippy.Lazytochangeintoanything

becausemystomachiscomplaining,Igraboneof

hisdressshirtsandwearitinstead.Chiomaisnot

around,I’m safefrom prowlingeyesandaspeech

abouthowawifeshouldlookevenwhenathome.



Liyanahasnotfoundherwayintothekitchenyet,I

don’tknowhowIdidn’tteachherthebasics.Forget

thatshe’sroyalty,whatifsheistakenbya

commoner?Shecan’tfeedherfamilymicrowave

mealsandKFCeveryothernight.

Headingtothekitchen,Irealisethatsomeonehas

beatmetopreparingbreakfast.

Thesmelloffreshlybakedblueberrymuffins,lures

metowardsthepantry,Randalldoesn’tbakeunless

Chiomaisbackfrom Nigeria.

ConfusionslapsmehardinthefacewhenIfinda

strangewomanfullofcommotioninmykitchen.She

couldbeinherearly50’s,I’m hailedwithasmilethe

secondsheturns.Perplexedandmyheadforminga

millionquestionsatonce,Ifailtoreturnit.

“Goodmorning.”Oharen’twechirpysoearlyinthe

morning?

“Morning,”myanswerisanundecidedresponse.I



don’tmovefrom thedoorway,waitingforhertotell

mewhosheis.

“Breakfastisready,Ialreadytoldtheking.”Theking?

NooneeveraddressesRandallwithsuchabigtitle,I

smellauntPetuniahere!

“Hesaidhe’swaitingforhiswife,I’m guessingit’s

you.Hesaidhedidn’twanttowakeyouupbecause

youweresleepingpeacefully.”Thelookshe’sgiving

me…

Whereisthisgoing?SometimesIsensethingsand

thisisdefinitelygoingsomewhere.Herlipspress

intoathinlineandshecrossesherarms.Whydoes

herstandremindmeofauntPetunia?Infact,she’s

allIsee.Thedifferencebetweenthem isthatthis

oneisshortandatadbitchubbierthanmyaunt.

Leisurely,hereyessweepdownmybody.I’m about

closetohuffingwhenshebringsthem backup,

clearlypeeved.ItmustbetheshirtI’m wearing,itis

theshirt.She’saPetunia,Ijustknowit.



“Letmegiveyouadviceon‘Umendo’sisi

(marriage).”Ohwow,maybeIshouldgrabachair

andgetcomfortable.“Neverletyourhusbandwake

upbeforeyou,hewillthinkyou’relazyandfind

someonewhoknowshowtowakeupearlytocook

andcleanforhim.”

Shethinksshe’sclever,neh?Iknowthelikesofher,

letmehavemercyonheroldsoul.It’sbarely8am,

howearlyisawomansupposedtowakeup?

“I’m notsurewe’vemet.”Itrytoatleastsound

respectful,asmiletakesflightonherface.

“MynameisMaNtombi.”Great,anotherNtombi.I

wonderhowlethalthisoneis.“I’m thetemporary—

executivehousekeeper.”Shepatsherchest,it’sthe

pridefulsmirkforme.

“Thankyouforyouradvicema,butmyhusband

lovesmeandwhateveryouhaveconvincedyourself

willneverhappen.”Yep,I’m thatconfident,hemade

methisconfident.Nonetheless,Idon’tlikehowher

browselevate,asifmockingandcallingmebluff.



“Don’tbesosureaboutthatsisi.”Eh!“That’sone

mistakewomenmake,thinkingyourhusbandwill

neverleaveyoubecauseheworshipsthegroundyou

walkon.I’vebeenaroundfortoolongand…”

…andshe’sstartingtoannoyme.

“Thankyou,ma.”Islideinbetweenheruseless

guidance.“Butyouradviceisnotneeded,I’vebeen

okaywithoutitandIwillcontinuetobeokay.”

Jesus!Idon’tevenknowthiswoman.Theitchto

clickmytongueandshoveherwordsdownher

throat…but…Idon’twanttostainRandall’simageby

comingacrossasdisrespectfultowardselders.

“Excuseme.”

Alittleattitudeisaddedtomyvoice,atthispointI

don’tcareifshethinksI’m rude.Irefusetowakeup

tobitteroldwomenwhohavenothingbettertodo

withtheirtimethangivestupidadvicefrom the

1920’s.I’m followedbyaloudcackleandbefore



shockembracesme,Ihearherclaponce.I’m firing

herassoonasIspeaktoRandall.

KENNETH-

Herestandsaworldplaguedbyabunchofspecies

whodefinethemselvesbymasculinity,domination

andstubbornness.Arealm thatlacksadequateself-

control.Mencannotbethiscruel,butagain,wearea

sadhumanrace.Godmustbeashamedofus.

Thechasehuh?Lookwhereithasgottenme,a

batteredstrangerinbetweenmybedsheets.

Idon’tknowwhyIbroughtherhere,butIhadtoget

herawayfrom there.ThefirstplaceIshould’ve

takenheristhehospital,controlledbyafullrangeof

emotions,Idrovelikeamadpersonthenfound

myselfparkedinmygarage.

Thegirlhasbeenoutofitsinceyesterday,however,I



am convincedthatshewillbeokay.She’sstronger

thanshelooks;putmeonastandinfrontofajudge

andmakemeswearontheHolybibleandIwill

provewithnodoubtthatthisisthestrongestperson

I’veevermet.

Ihavebeenwatchinghereverymove,Ican’treally

saywhybut…she’shere…inmybed.

“Howisshedoing?”Ahyes!She’salsohere…

FezekileMkhizeorMaMkhizeassheisknown,ismy

father’seldestsister.Istilldon’tknowwhatshe’s

doinginmyhouse.Isisawantsherhere,thiswoman

managedtocrawlintomylittlesister’sheadand

convincedherthatsheneedsamotherfigureinher

life.Hertrickswon’tworkonme,Iseerightthrough

her.

“Whodidthistoher?Howcanpeoplebeheartlessto

dothistoalittlegirl?”



Ohplease,donotlethersympathydribbleyou,this

ishowshekissesass.

Zithobile’sfaceisnottoobad,thankfully.Oneeyeis

swollen,there’sacutonherbottom lipandher

nostrilsbearcongealedblood.Thegirlsuffersfrom

afracturedrib,nothingmajorthatneedsurgent

medicalattention.

“She’snotalittlegirl,she’sawoman.”Icorrect

MaMkhize,Ihaven’tlookedathersinceshewalked

inhere.Ihearherfootstepsgettingcloser,she’s

standingontheothersideofthebedinseconds,

carefullystudyingthewomansleepinginmybed.

“Mmmhh!Angazindodana,kodwakeeshelookslike

alittlegirltome.”(Idon’tknowbut.)

SaysMaMkhizeasiftryingtoknocksomesense

intome.

“Whyareyouinhere?”Iquestionherpresence,ready



tooustheroutofmybedroom.

“WhatshouldIprepareforlunch?”

“Itoldyoutostayoutofthekitchen.”Idon’ttrusther,

shemightpoisonus.

“YoumakemetasteallthedishesIpreparebefore

Isisaeatsthem,soIdon’tunderstandwhyyou’re

complaining.Besides,youdon’teatmyfood.”Not

onlyisshenotallowedtocookforus,sheisnot

allowedtoentermyroom.

“I’llorderin,”nonchalantly,Itellher.I’dratherhavea

strangercookforus.

Withawrinklednose,sheshakesherhead,

disapprovingofmydecision.

“Junkfoodagain?That’sabitunhealthy.”The

womangrumbles.

I’m notinthemoodtoentertainher,shenoticesmy

blankstareandshamefullylowershergaze.

“Ifyousayso,Kenneth.”Idon’tlikehertone.“I’ll

cookformyniece,tillshegoesbacktovarsity.”



“Andwhenshedoes,youpackyourbagsandleave

myhouse.You’llcomebackwhenshevisits,Idon’t

care.”Ithrowthewordsatherandshereceives

them withaneyeroll.

Zithastirsabit,asoftmoanescapeshermouth,my

feetreluctantlymovetowardthebed.Theimpact

doesn’tlast,asIbringmyselftoahaltatthe

realisationofmydetectableconcern.Thisisnotme

atallbutthisyoungwomanhasdonesomethingto

me,IhavebeenfollowingherbecauseIneededto

findoutwhatitisthat’spullingmetoherdirection.

TillnowasI’m glancingather,Istillcan’tfigureit

out.

“Youneedtotakeherbacktoherhouse,shecan’t

behere.Shedoesnotbelonghere.”MaMkhize

advices,nowsittingontheedgeofthebed,leering

downatthisinnocentlady.Hereyeshavethatlook

ofdisgustasifwhatliesbeforehermakeshersick,

FezekileMkhizedoesnotcomewithpeace.



“Thisismyhouse,”andI’m readytothrowherout.

“ThisisIsisa’shousetoo,thinkofher,Kenneth.You

can’tbringsomegirlthatyoupickedupfrom the

streets,shecouldbedangerous.”She’sstilltalking

andhasmespringingasighoffrustration.

“Fezekile,ifyouknowwhat’sgoodforyou,youwill

leavethisroom now.”Isnap.

Shereleasesanincredulousgasp,cacklesandwalks

outwithoutarguing.Thatwomanisgettingonmy

nerves,Iseeheragenda.It’sthelifestyleandthe

moneyshe’safter.Don’tgetmewrong,I’m allabout

familyandloyaltybutIhatedeceivers,fakepeople.

MaMkhizewasbentonsendingmetojailafterI

killedherbrotherBalungileMkhize,shewasall

aboutgettingjusticeforheruselessbrother.She

sangabouthowIsisaliedaboutthemonthsof

molestationandthatherpreciousbrotherwould

neverhurthisblood.

MysisterandI—wedidn’tfallfrom atree,wehavea

motheralright.ThatwitchShiyiweisinhiding,she



ranawaythedayIkilledherhusbandincoldblood,

afterIwalkedinonhim sweatyandgroaningontop

ofmysisterwhileshewatched.Icurseherexistence

tillthisday.

MaMkhizeknowsthestorysowell,butstillpushed

tohavemethrowninjail.Familymeetingswereled

byher,theuncleswereonherside.Ijustcouldn’tlet

ithappenthough,Icouldn’tleavemysisteralone

withthosevultures.SoIdidmyresearch,foundtheir

littlesecretsthatcoulddestroytheirfamilies.Itwas

leftfor-hewithoutsintocastthefirststoneandwell,

hereIam,afreeman.

NowMaMkhizeisherepretendingthatshecares

aboutus,sheprobablycametofinishwhather

uselessbrotherstarted.

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Twenty-

Thischaptercontainsstronglanguageandinsults

thatmaybeoffensivetosomereaders.Reader’s

discretionadvised.

BAMBINDLOVU-

He’sdressedinUmblaselo,hiseverydayattire.Who

careswhatpeoplethink?Hedressesforhimselfand

asaproudZuluman,hefeelsaneedtoshowoffhis

culture.Overtheyears,helosthisheavyZuluaccent

somewherebetweenthestreetsofeZolaand

Hillbrow.Theperksofbeingsurroundedbythe

wholeofAfricainonesmalltown.

Whenhespeaks,heusesthatonesignifyingcoder-

slang—kasislangotherwisedescribedastsotsi-taal.

Thelanguagehasaflavourofitsown,amixed

varietyofofficiallanguagesofMzansi.Althougha



proudZuluman,hehasembracedthelanguageas

partofhisculture.

Toaddfinaltouches,hegrabsahalfempty

containerofhismother’sIngramsCamphorand

appliesitonhisface.Thesmellmakeshisinsides

turn,it’snotlikehehasanoption;he’srunoutof

Blueseal.Nowhehastogoaroundsmellinglike

CamphorandLordit’sthegreenone,thesmellisso

strongthatitbringsapersonunnecessaryattention.

Eitherway,helooksgoodandheknowsit,onething

ismissingthough,the‘ZuluRolex’…Isiphandla

(animalwristband.)

Thatconnectionwithhisancestors…havingitwould

meantheworldtohim.Heknowshisroots,where

hecomesfrom.He’sbeenincontactwithhis

ancestorswhenhisfatherwasinhislife,theage

beforehecouldcountupto100withoutskippinga

numberortwo.Thatwasbeforehisfather’seyes



wanderedofftheircompound,beforethebigman

decidedtotakeanotherwife.

It’samusttohaveIsiphandla,hisbirthright.

However,hewillneedhisfather’sfamilytoachieve

that,thesamepeoplehismotherforbidhim from

meeting.

“Evenifyoudaredream aboutthosepeople

Bambindlovu,IwillforgetIevergavebirthtoyou.”

Hismother’sthreatisforeverimprintedinhismind,

heshiversatthethought.Sellinghissoultothedevil

isalwaysanoption,butlivingwithouthismother

wouldbeasin.

“Ndlovu!”Anearsplittingscream harasseshisears,

compellinghisfacetowrinkleasfrustrationtakes

over.Heturnstohislittlesisterbythedoor,her

relaxedhairpointinginallcornersoftheearthasif

shewasstruckbylightning.Thebrat’sfaceis

coveredindryporridge,eyegunkandagrinthat

sendshim rollinghiseyes.

“What’swrongwithyou?”Heknowswhat’swrong



withher,hergoalinlifeistomakehislifedifficult.

Whywouldn’tshe?Theunemployedtwelveyearold

hasnothingbettertodowithhertime.

“Mamawantsherlotion,”theattitudeinhervoiceis

onamission,shefoldsherarmsacrossherchest,

takingonanunrelentingheadshake.

“DidIsayI’m leavingthecountrywithit?”Heretorts,

throwingherwithascoldinglook.

“Ok’salayo,youshouldhaveyourown.”Thiskid…

“Whatdoyouwantmubiza?(Ugly)”It’snotthefirst

timehequestionsherpresenceinhisroom.

“Mamaiscallingyou,Mr.Elephant.”Thechild

speakswithsomuchinsolence.

“Isthiswhyyoudidn’tgotoschool?Soyoucan

spendthedaylookinglikeSomizi’smom withadash

ofmadluphuthuandVegeta?”Hehitsanervewith

hisquip,thelittlegirlrollshercartooneyes.



“Flauntsisi,asinamona.”(Continue,we’renot

jealous.)

“You’reonetotalk,”shedeadpans.“You’vebeen

stuckonthe24thofSeptembersinceyouwere

eighteen,it’sembarrassing.Peopledon’twear

heritageeveryday.”

Hewantstolaughatherremark,butthatwould

strokeherego.

“Youdisrespectfullittleshit,”sheduckswitha

scream eruptingfrom hermouthwhenheswingsa

handather.

“Mama!”Thelittleshit…sorry,thelittlegirlscreams.

Bambindlovuquicklycovershermouth,knowinghe

willgetintroublewiththeirmother.Thandikela

Mbeledoesnotplaywhenitcomestoherchildren,

thewomanwouldlaydownherlifeforthem.

“Ifyoudaresnitchonme,Iwillcallthepoliceandtell

them aboutthe50centsyoustoleinmybaglast



week.Jailisnotaniceplaceforchildren.”Hereyes

swellsathisthreat,beforeheknowsit,crocodile

tearsarestreamingdownhercrustyface.

“But…yousaid…youwon’tgetmearrestedbhuti.”

Nowhe’sbhutiandnotanelephant?

“Iwon’tifyoumindyourownbusinessandstop

callingmeNdlovu.”Hetriumphsinputtingasmile

onherface,thechildsprintsoutlestherbrother

changeshismind.

Thethreebedroomedflatoccupiesabouteightto

ninepeople,heshareswhatwasinitiallyasitting

room withhismotherandsister.Theyhadtodivide

itintotwobedroomsusingacurtain,thekitchenand

bathroom belongstoeverytenantintheflat.

Thecookingspaceisnotfarfrom theirroom,he

findshismotherseatedonachairpackingaway

scones,shesmilesandshakesherheadashereyes

takeinhisclothing.



“Uyaphi?”(Whereareyougoing?)

Hetakesthisasacompliment,aminisculesimper

graceshisface.

“I’m goingtofetchthekids,it’salmost3pm.”He

says.

Thesconeslookandsmellsoscrumptiousthathe

hastograboneandstuffitinhismouth.

“Ah.Ah.AhThandikelamylove,you’renotdone

usingthestove?Ineedtocookswirathi(sweetheart),

you’reforgettingthatwesharethisstoveasa

nation.”JokesafellowtenantwithathickMalawian

accent,materialisingfrom thedim passage.Hisjest

isaccompaniedbyadeepchortlethatannoys

Bambindlovutohisdeepestcore.

Hewantstowipethatcreepysmiledirectedathis

mother,withaslap.Bambindlovucan’thaveit,no

onetalkstohismotherliketheyareclimbingdowna

tree.Hedoesn’tcareaboutthestupidfriendlyface



theguyisshowcasing,it’sfakeanyway.He’salways

beenshorttemperedthuspushingtheundersized

managainstthewallisnothingnew.

“Yey,brikamsoonu.”Bambindlovuseethes.(Stop

rightthere,asshole.)

Thepoormangaspsinshock,hecan’tunderstand

whyhe’sbeingattacked.Hejustwantstocookhis

food,eatandgocatchuponEmziniWenzinsizwa.

(LocalTVshow.)

“Speaktomymotherlikethatagainand

ngizokunqumaisbhamusomdoko,mdidi.”(I’ll

castrateyourd!ck.)

Bambindlovutossesawarning,hishandtightly

pressedonthetremblingman’sshoulderandbody

toweringoverhim.

“OhNkosiyami,Sokalisa,stopyournonsense.”(My

God.)

Thandikelamanagestopullhersonback.



“Idon’tlikethismama,thisidiotisdisrespectful.Is

thishowhespeakstohismother?”Bambindlovu

grunts,shootingthemanwithanevilglare.

“Ngizom’thethisangeAlfredKhuzwayo.”(I’llshoot

him downwithanAK-47.)

Thandikelaburiesherfaceinherhands,thisisnot

howsheraisedherson.It’sdaysliketheseshe

regretsmovingtoJohannesburg,thepetiteman

findsachancetoscurryoutofthekitchenlikea

scaredlittlemouse.

Thisisoneoverprotectivesonandthat’sokay.

She’sheretodaybecauseofhisprotectivenature,

he’sonlytwentyfouryethasoldmantendencies.

Orruraltendenciesperse,theladiesthathavebeen

introducedtohisqueenwereforcedtowearadoek,

covertheirshouldersandadorntheirbodieswitha

garmentawomanshouldnaturallywear;adress

thatcoversherknees.

Somestayed,whilesomecouldn’ttakesecondplace



inhislife.Hislongestrelationshiplastedaboutthree

months,notthathe’sanuglyduckling.Hislooksare

aten,it’shismotherandsisterthatareaproblem

accordingtotheladies.

Ahyes!Andthefactthathedoesn’thaveabank

accountthatisoverflowingwithMandelanotes.

Correction!Hedoesn’thaveabankaccountatall,

povertyhasnevergivenhim achancetowalkinto

Capitec.HereceiveshisR1200inaspecialbrown

envelopsealedbyaTaxiownerusinghistongue.

“Hurryback,Ihavetogoandsellthesebeforedark.”

Shedeclares,packingthesconesintoafivelitre

Tupperwarecontainer.Bambindlovuisnothappy

abouthismother’sannouncement,especially

knowingshewon’tbesellinganythingafter3pm.

“

“No.No.No,Maolady,Ican’tletyoudothat.Rather

givethem tome,theschoolkidswillbuythem andif

there’sanyleft.Iwillsellthem atthetaxirank.”



Shenodsinagreement.

“Hurryback,ifyoulosethiscontainerdon’tcome

backhome.”Hismotherdishesawarningwitha

warm smile.

“Haumama,mylifeisworthiskhafthini?”(Alunch

box?)

“Thisisnotalunchbox,it’syearsofcollection.

You’reaman,Iwouldn’texpectyoutounderstand.”

He’llneverunderstandthegreedyrelationship

womenhavewithTupperware.

“Okay,sthandwasam.Letmerun.”Aquickkissis

pastedonhercheekbeforeheheadsout.

Thecaravanisparkedacrossthestreets,heloves

thiscar.It’snothis,buthe’smadeaplaceforitin

hisheart.Perhapsonedayhisbosswillwakeupina

goodmoodandgifthim thisbabyforbeinga

consistenttransportdriver.

Mina,Iknowpeopleabak’dleli‘jealousy



Bak’thakathengenhliziyo

Izintozakhoma‘ihlangana

Thesongblaststhroughthespeakersashedrives

away,singingalongwordforword.

*****

He’sparkedoutsideSaintMartin’sSchoolin

Rosettenville,thegroundsarebuzzingwithlittle

bratsscuttlingabout.Innotime,thecaravanisfilled

withnotonlykidsbutnoisethatgivehim asplitting

headache.

Witheveryonesettled,hestartsthevan.He’sgotthe

songonreplay,it’slouderthanthesnortyrichkids.

There’ssuddensilenceinthevehicleasifthesong

playingofferscursewords,thisishowhelikesit.

Beforehedrivesoff,thedoorslidesopenandthere



standsatalllady.Hereyessweepoverthe

astoundedschoolkids,annoyancetakingoverher

facialfeatures.

“Kwame,whatareyoudoingthere?”Theladyyellsat

oneoftheboysseatedattheback.“Comehere,

now.”

Thelittleboygrumblesandjumpsoutofthecaravan.

“Whyareyouinthere?AreyoucrazyKwame?”She

scoldshim.

“YouweretakingtoolongLiya,somyfriend

suggestedthatIgowithhim tohishouse.”Oh

childrenaresogullible,it’scute.

“Youshould’vecalledme,youdon’tjustfollow

peopleR.J.WhatifIgothereandyouwerealready

gone?Don’teverdothattome,again.”Liyana

articulates,pullingherlittlebrotherintoatighthug.

Hewincesandimmediatelydrawsback,fearvisits

hiseyesashehugshisbody.

“Andthen?Whathappened?”Sheenquires.



Heretreatsoncemorewhensheextendsahandto

touchhim.

“N-nothingLiya.”Ishishesitantresponse.

“Hey,whoareyou?”Bambindlovuisstandingbehind

her,demandinganswers.

“Whoareyouandwherewereyoutakingmy

brother?”Shequestions,staringdownathim.

“Excuseme,thisisaschooltransport.I’m runninga

businesshere.”Hespeaksclearly.

“ABusinessofkidnappingkids?”That’sanippy

responsefrom her.

“I’m notsurprised,it’sbecauseI’m black,right?”

“Areyoucallingmeracist?”Liyanaspits.

“Idon’tknow,”heshrugshisshoulders.“Ifitbutters

yourbread.”Inaddition,heregardsherwithabored

look.Hermouthhangsopenindisbelief.

“Icouldgetyouarrestedforfalseaccusationand



preyingonchildren,”she’spointingafingerathim

andhe’snotokaywithit.Nowomanpointsafinger

athim,hisancestorswouldslaphim acrosstheface

forallowingsuch.

“Goahead,IhaveB.Conspeeddial.”There’s

arroganceinthewayhedelivershisretortandhe’s

notevenguaranteedthatshewillnotcallthecops.

“What?”Sheisconfusedandthishashim smirking

anddrawingnearertoher.Thelady’seyesflapafew

timesasshetriestomoveawayfrom him buther

movementislimited,thecarhasbecomea

stumblingblock.Nothingsmellssodeliciousthana

nervouswoman.

“Don’tlookatmeinarushsisi,myclothesdon’t

definewhoIam.”Heliesthroughhissconesmelling

breathe.“WhenIsaymalume,BhekiCeleanswers.”

Hefindshimselffunny,Isee.Themanislaughingas

ifhewonbestmalecomedy,butsisterhereisnot

amused.Thetongueclickspeaksonherbehalf.

“Liyalet’sgo.”R.Jpullsthehem ofherjersey,he



looksreadytogohome.Bambindlovu’sstareis

holdinghercaptive,hiseyesareprobingandsoft.

Somethingsuddenlydoesnotaddup,somethingin

him familiariseswiththisgirl.

“Whatareyoulookingat?”Heisusedtorudegirls

likeherandknowshowtohandlethem.

“Soyou’rethespirituallygiftedgirl?”Therecan’tbea

mistake,thereneverisamistakewhenitcomesto

thesethings.Surehisfatherabandonedhim,buthis

ancestorsremainedloyal.Theyhavebeenwithhim

tothisday,whisperingpeople’ssecretsinhisears.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Herbrowsfurrowas

sheglaresathim,shepushesherlittlebrother

behindherasifhidinghim from apredator.

“Youhaveweirddreamsofpeopleyou’venevermet,

youdream ofwaterandbeingatschool.Sometimes

youseeshadowsaroundyou,butyoubrushitoff

thinkingit’sinyourimagination.”Heclarifies.



“Howdoyouknowallofthis?”Shequestionshis

facts,it’snotafirst.Somepeoplehavegoneasfar

ascallinghim awitchafterprophesyingoverthem.

“Moloi(witch)atyourservice,”hejokestoreceivea

snortfrom her.Onaseriousnote;“youhaveacalling

mfethu(mybrother.)Ifyoudon’tattendtoit,things

willgoSouthandfast.Youneedtogetcleansedand

thentakentothewater,sothatyou’reableto

communicateandconnectwithyourancestors.If

not,youwillfallintodepressionandstarthaving

suicidalthoughts.”Thisisnotthelifehechosefor

himself,invadingstrangers’privacies.Hisancestors

aresurehavingalaughwheretheyare,ifitwereup

tohim,hewouldn’tevenbeentertainingunfamiliar

persons.

“Butthat’snotwhatIwant,”sheargues.

“Look,Iknowit’snoteasyforyoutoacceptthis,but

ifyoudon’t,yourfamilywillpaytheprice.Icanhelp

youfinddirectionifyoulike.”

“What’sthecatch?”ComeonLiyana,noteveryguy



wantswhatbelongstoyour‘precious’Zwelethu.

“Idon’twantanythingfrom you,mfethu.”

“Iam notyourbrother,stopcallingmethat.”Liyana

breaks.

“Whatever...mfethu,I’m justpassingonamessage

andseeinghowconflictedyouare,Ithoughtyou’d

needhelp.Dowhateveryouwant.Idon’tcare,Idon’t

knowyou."

Heopensthepassengerdoor,grabsthebucketof

sconesfrom undertheseat.

“Mysuster,sinceyoulooklikemoney.I’llsellyou

thiswholebucketforR300,750includesthe

Tupperware.”Mr.Chance-taker,negotiatingisone

thinghe’sgoodatandanynormalpersonwouldfall

underhisspell.Theladyinfrontofhim lookslike

sheeatslemonsforbreakfast.“Specialoffermfethu,

takeitorleaveit.”

“Nothankyou,”isthatalookofdisgust?Orisshe

annoyedbyhisinformality?



“Comeon,lookatyourlittlebrother,nkarekeSidoa

IceAge,oneortwosconesandhewillgainweight

fast-fast.”

Evidentlyirritated,Liyanasnatchesherbrother’s

handandushersthem tohercar.

Bambindlovuisleftwithhismouthsaggingopen,he

wondersifshewillheedhisadvice.Hedidn’tsignup

forthis,beingamediatorforignorantpeoplewho

refusetoaccepttheirgifts.

Inhisdreamshewouldhearthesoundofhis

father’sfeet,hisrumblinglaughterandspur-of-the-

momenthumming.Inthattime,peacewouldreignin

him untilhiseyesflapopen,forcinghim backinto

therealworld.Aworldwherehisfatherchose

anotherwomanoverhim andhismother.This

strangegifthehas;coulditbeapunishmentfrom

hisancestorsforbeingawayfrom hisfather?

Becauseitdarnfeelslikeone.

*



*

*©

Writer’snote:Ineedaboost,Iwouldreally

appreciateyourcomments.Pleaserechargeme,we

weredoingwellwithViciousCycle.Whatwent

wrong?Areyouguysenjoyingthestory,isittoo

boringorthewriterisnottheone?
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STYLES-

Thisisthethirdtimehe’ssentbackwithoutmeeting

thewomanwhopossiblyhastheanswersheneeds.

Hergoodgirlimagewaswipedoffwhenthemenin

uniform thoughtitbesttokeepherprotected.Who

isshethatshewouldneedtheMalawian

governmenttoshadowher?

IfThandazaisabigshotbackinhercountry,then

howissherunningfrom anabusivepartner?

Couldn’tthesamegovernmentprotectherfrom this

socalledhusbandwhoaspirestobeMikeTyson?

HerentedasmallofficespaceinRandburgnear

Crestamall,twoITspecialistsareworkingunder

him.Nothingvalidhascomeupyet,theyarestill

obliviousastowhohasdrawntheenemylines.The



peoplewhohavetriedandtestedRandallOkolieare

stillinhidingandthathasStylesrestless.

Hewalksintofindthetwoyoungmenconversing

overfatcakesand…itsmellslikeJokoinhere.

Thesepeoplelooktoorelaxedforpeoplewhohavea

deadline.Heregardsthem withafrownand

dischargesaloudexhalation.

“Whatdoyouhaveforme?”He’sshutsthedoorloud

enoughtodepicttheamountofangerpullingathim,

theysitup,eachslidinghisswivelchairinfrontof

thecomputer.

He’snotinagoodmood,hehasn’tbeenindays

sincetheinvestigationbegan.Hisothermenhaveto

walkoneggshellsaroundhim,theydon’tknowhim

tobevileandratty.Thenagaintheydon’tknowhim

much,toactuallypredicthismoodswings.

“Nothinghascomeupyet,Styles.”Hisfacehardens

uponhearingthis.It’swhathe’sbeenhearingthe

entireweekandhe’sgettingfedup.Heknows



what’scoming,therehastobeawaytoavoidit.

“MaybeIshouldfireyoulotandgetpeoplewho

reallyneedthismoney,you’reherealldaydoing

absolutelynothing.”

“Wellit’snoteasy…”Oops,wrongchoiceofwords.

Stylesconsidersthemanwithaglare.

“HowlongdoIhavetolistentoyourexcuses?You

comehighlyrecommendedonlytogivemeabunch

ofbullshit.Howhardcanitbetofindamanwho

walkedinandoutofabloodyhotel?”

Howhardisitexactly?It’snotlikehe’saghostoris

he?

“Ithinkweshouldcallitanight,Ican’tfunction

underalotofpressure.”Oneofthem introduces,

rubbinghiseyeslikeaninnocentlittleboyreadyto

retireforthenight.Thisiswhathappenswhenyou

hirebabies,freshfrom Wits,theyarestillteething

andonlycareaboutspendingthemoneythey



haven’tworkedfor.

Hisphoneringsandhehastostepoutoftheoffice

totakeitprivately,hiswifehasleftmultiplemissed

calls.It’slateinthenightandhenotbeinghomeisa

bigproblem.Theyhavearguedabouthislate

comingsandworkinghimselftoexhaustion.

“Yeah,”that’snothowheusuallyanswershercalls.

‘Kitten’and‘mylove’havebeenplacedonholdsince

theirlastargument,he’sstilltooupsettoregardher

withthoseendearments.He’salwaysbeenthesoft

oneamongsthisfriends,therationalonewhobrings

peaceinthebrotherhood.

“Sihlewantstospeaktoyou,”yep,she’sequally

upset.

“Really,Sethu?It’spastherbedtime,whyisshenot

asleepyet?”Neverhasheusedadeadpantone

whenspeakingtoher.

“Maybeshewouldbeasleepifyouwerehome,”here

wegoagain.Thewifeandhernagging,shewouldn’t

beawifeifshewasn’tirritating.l



Hefeelsapresencebehindhim anddoesn’thaveto

turntoknowwhoitis,hisscentgiveshim away.

“Ihavetogo,”hedropsthecallnotgivinghera

chancetosaywhethertheyaredoneornot.

“Howisshe?”RandallasksasStylesturnstoface

him.

“Fine,”hisvoiceisunbothered.Sethuismorethan

fine,that’swhathehasconvincedhimself.“Howare

you?”

Yes,he’smoreworriedabouthisbrother.Whocares

thattheydon’thavethesameDNA?Theyloveeach

otherlikebrothers.

“I’m abigman,”hisreply.ButStylesseesright

throughhim,he’snotasokayashewantshim to

think.

“Youkilledher,didn’tyou?”

Random aren’twe,Mr.Styles?Let’skeepourvoices

low,shallwe?



Randallfoldshisarmsacrosshischest,afurrowed

browclaimshisforehead.

“Howdidyouknowabouther?”Randallcasually

asks.Hisdemeanouristhatofamanwhoisfreeof

troubles.

“Isitnotmyjobtomakesureyoudon’tgetyour

handsstained?WhatdidIsayaboutspillingblood

Randall?”Stylesreproacheshim likeabigbrother…

forgetthatRandallisolder.

“Myhandsremaincleantillthisday,”heraisesthem

toshowhowbloodfreetheyare.

“Thenwhodidit?”Stylesquestions,heknowshow

stupidhisbrothercanbesometimes.

“Sinceyou’resoinformed,shouldn’tyouknow?”

DammitRandall,we’regettingagitatedhere.Giveus

somethingtoworkwith.

Stylesdoesn’tsayanything,he’swaitingforRandall

togrowupandhebetterdoitnow,Stylesdoesnot

playhideandseek.



“Believeme,Styles,Iwould’velovedtostrangleher

todeath.”Thekingfinallycracks.“Butitwasn’tme

whokilledher.”

“Okay,Ibelieveyou.”Surehedoes.“So,what’sthis

holdshehasonyou?”

“ProofofOlivia’sdeath,”hekeepshisvoicenearto

theground,wallshaveearsafterall.

“I’dbedamned,thewitchhasaholdonyoueven

beyondthegrave.”DisbeliefislaininStyles’voice.

“Whatdidshewant?”

“Mylastname.”Randallanswers.

“WhathaveyougottenyourselfintoRandall?Itold

youbackthenthatkillingLiyana’smotherwasabad

idea.”

ReallyStyles?Wasitreallyabadidea?

“Idon’tregretwhatIdidStyles,Iwoulddoitagain.”



Hehisses.“Shefedmychilddrugs,madeherwatch

thingsachildshouldnotseeandwhoknowswhat

elsethatbastardshecalledaboyfrienddidto

Liyana.”

“There’snouseinarguing,weneedtododamage

control.Findthefootageanddestroyit.”Styles

introduces.

“Yeah,somehowIhaveabadfeelingaboutthis.”

Stylesdoestoo,buthedoesn’tvoiceit.

“Weshouldgohomeandrest,thoseidiotsinthere

aresouseless.Ineedtoreplacethem.”Thinking

back,Stylesclickshistongueattheirstupidity.

Randallisquietforawhile,staringintospaceasifa

thoughtenteredhismind.

“WhereisMkhize?”Hisquestionisrandom,ithas

Stylesinquisitivelyraisinghiseyebrows.

“LastIheard,he’sherdingcowsinMsinga.”Styles

smirks,lovingthethoughtofhisenemydrowningin

poverty.



“Whenlastdidyoucheckuponhim?”Randall’s

questionshaveapurpose.

“Doyouthinkhe’sbehindallthismess?”Styles

offersaqueryratherthanansweringone.

“Thatoldgeezerhasalwaysbeensmart,Iwouldn’t

besurprisedifheis.”

“IdoubtitRandall,Mkhizehasnothingtohisname

butapairoftornsocks.He’spowerless,youwould

needmoneytopullthisoff.”Stylescouldberight,

thetwomenfallintodeepthought.Apoor,

powerless,formertaxibossislikeapoisonous

snakewithnofangs.Probably,that’swhatMkhize

hasbecome.

ZITHA-

Idon’tknowthisplace,thelastthingIrememberis

beingcarriedawaybytheblackBruceLee.Oneday



whenI’m oldandgrey,livingmylastdaysonearth,I

willtellmychildrenaboutthelifeIlived.

It’samovie.

There’spaineverywhereasItrytomove,that

bastardTshilidzi…IknowaladyatNoordStreetwho

sellsratpoisonforR5,Ihearitgoesdownwellwith

beerandTshilidziloveshisbeer.

Whereisthisplacethough?Idon’trecognizethis

room.I’m tuckedundergreyishbedding,theroom is

toospaciousforabedroom.It’ssomanlyand

adornedwithgreyandblack.From thewallstothe

curtains.

Theflooriscarpeted,withthesamedullcolours.It

looksmorecomfortablethanmysqueakybed,

somethingIwouldsleeponthewholenight.It

smellsnice,theroom smellsnice.

Irecognizethisscent,itbringsadéjàvufeeling.But

Ihaveneverbeeninherebefore.



Ican’tevendream aboutsuchluxury,myaunt

alwayswakesmeupjustwhenthedream starts.I

realiseI’m wearingablackt-shirt,it’sbigonmeand

hasamanlyscent.Ihopeheclosedhiseyeswhen

changingmyclothes,I’m nothappyaboutmyrolls

andlovehandles.There’stwodoorsinhere,oneof

them isopen.

Ihopeit’sthebathroom,I’m pressedandneedto

release,soIpushmypainfulbodyoutofbed.It’s

difficulttowalkwithallthispain,ithasmelimping.I

thinkTshilidzibrokemyribs.

Theopendooristhebathroom,alright…and…okay…

Ihaveneverseenanythinglikeit,thispersonmust

lovethesedarkcolours.It’srainingstainlesssteelin

here.

Theenormousbathtubinthemiddleoftheroom is

charcoalblack,I’m alittledisappointedasIwas

expectingabathtubthat’sgravitatingafew

centimetresfrom theground.Iknowpeoplewhoare

moneyedcanbuyanything,includinggravity?I’ve



seenitonTV.There’sashoweratthefarendcorner

andatoiletseatnotfarfrom it,I’m happyandsois

mybladder.Theplanistomakeitquickandgetout

ofhere.

Okay!Thisiswhatus,normalpeoplewouldcalla

bathroom cabinet,onlyoursisasmalltinycupboard

thatcanonlyaccommodatetoothpaste,your

toothbrush,disprinandprobablyHandyAndyfor

thosewhofinditnecessarytohaveone.

Thisoneisbig,mycuriousselfhasmetakingapeek

inside.Howmanytowelsdoesoneneed?Ibetyoua

millionhe’sneverusedanyofthese.

That’sokay,wastemoneyrichpeople.Whileweturn

oursofasupsidedownlookingfor20centstoaddto

themoneyforbread.

Everythingishere,from bodylotion,deodorant,

fragrance,younameit.Itsmellslikehim,whoeverhe



is.Suddenlymymindtakesmebacktowhenhe

carriedmeinhisarms.

Enoughsnooping.

There’sanoldwomansittingonthecouchwhenI

comeout,herunfriendlyfaceforcesmyfeetto

cometoastop.

“Hi.”Ihavetogreetfirst,right?But,herfaceisstill

notkind.Iknowthatlook,myauntwearsitalot.

Seeingshe’snotresponding,Itreadbacktowards

thebed.

“Yeyi,yeyi,yeyi.Don’tsitthere.”Sheshoutsmaking

mejumpasI’m startledbyhervoice.

“Whoareyouandwhatdoyouwantwithmyson?”

Sheasks,coldly.Shemustbetalkingabouttheman

whosavedmefrom death,nowI’m waitingforabig

chequewiththereference‘stayawayfrom myson.’



“CanyourepeatyourquestionmabecauseIdon’t

understand.”I’m lying.

“DoIlooklikeyourmothergirly?”She’ssnappy.“DoI

looklikeIcanevergivebirthtosomeonelikeyou?

Whatdoyouwantfrom mynephew?”

Dammit!She’soneofthem,thejudgementalones,

themockers,thehaters.Iknowhowtodealwithher

kind.

“Aunty,didn’tdaddytellyou?”Hereyescontractat

myquestion,Iam goingtoenjoyingseeingher

stumbleinmynonsense.

“Yourfather?Idon’tknowyourfather,besides,you

looklikethefatherlesstype.”Ouchaunty,thathurts

honestly,butIdon’tcare.Ihavebeenfatherlessmy

wholelifeandIhavegottenoverthepainofnot

havingone.

“You’reright,Idon’thaveafather.”Myteetharein

themoodforashowandtell,Iconform showingher

allthirtytwoofthem,orisitthirty?Iremember

losingtwoatapartylastyear,Igotdrunkasusual,



fellfacedownandlostmyteeth.ByGod’sgraceit

wasn’tmyfrontteeth.There’sapictureofme

trendingsomewhereonFacebook.

“Then,whatareyoutalkingabout?”Ilovecurious

aunties,myfeetstartmovingtowardsthebed.

HonestlyIam notgoingtomissachancetolayon

suchacomfortablebed.

“Yournephew,Icallhim Daddy.”There,isthat

pricelessshockedexpressionIhavebeenwaitingfor.

Letmeleanbackandenjoytheshow,seriouslycan

hereyesgoanywider?

“Whatareyoutalkingabout,youpatheticgirl?”Wow.

“Carefulaunty,daddyhatesitwhenhisbabygirlis

beinginsulted.Iwouldhatetobetheoneto

separateyoutwo.”Ireallydon’tcarewhosheisto

thismanshetalksabout,Iam leavingthisplace

afterherbloodpressurehasskyrocketed.

“Lalelalantombazane(listenheregirly,)thisisnot



Soweto.Can’tyouseeyoudon’tbelonghere?”She’s

pointingatmewithherforefinger.“Peoplewillspot

youfrom adistance,you’relikeastainonapure

whitecloth.Gatherwhateveritisthatbelongstoyou,

ohwait…youcameherewithnothing,right?Leave

asyoucame,andwhenyouseemyson,turnthe

otherwaybecauseIwillnothesitatetomakeyour

lifehell.”She’sbarkinglikeatoothlessdog.

“I’m notgoinganywhere,yoursonbroughtmehere.

Heshouldbetheonetotakemehome.”ItellherasI

stretchmylegsonthebed.

“He’snotgoingtotakeyouanywhere,doyousee

him aroundhere?”Areallauntsthisloud?“Infact,he

toldmetotellyoutoleaveassoonasyouwakeup."

Thewomancoversherhandwiththesleevesofher

shirtbeforegrabbingmyarm andpullsmetomy

feet.

“Hey,you’rehurtingme.”Iwhine,yankingmyarm

away.“Idon’thaveadiseaseokay,theonly

contagiousthinghereisyourattitude.”



“Whatever,Iwantyouout.Idoubtyou’llbeableto

findyourwayoutofthisbighouse,soletmemake

thingseasyforyou.Followmeandmakesureyou

don’ttouchanything,Istillhavetopurifythisroom.”

Shesays.

“I’m leavingvele,it’snotlikeIwanttobehere.”My

comebackisignored,thiswomancouldn’tcareless.

Atleastmyshoesarehere,I’llcomebackformy

clothes.

Wepassthroughthekitchen,theeveningbreeze

embracesmybodyassheswingsthedooropen.It’s

darkoutside,Idon’tknowwhereIam.WheredoI

catchataxiandwithwhat?

“Aunt,whoisthis?”Agirlaboutmyageappears

from nowhere,carryingshoppingbags.There’sa

manbehindher,withmoreofthose.

“Hi.”Shechirps.

Howdoyoureturnastranger’ssmileagain?“Areyou



mybrother’sgirlfriend?”Woah!YourbrotherwishesI

washisgirlfriend.

“She’snoonebaby,”auntyswiftlyjumpsin.“She

wantedanironingjob.”Liesaunty,lies.

Igiveherarebukingstare,parentsliesoeasily.This

oneandmyaunt,sameWhatsAppgroup.They

shouldopenastokveltogether.

“Oh,bhuticangiveherthejob,pleasewaitforhim.

Maybejoinusforsuppertoo.”Oh!Ilikethisone,this

bhutishe’stalkingaboutmustbethemanwho

broughtmehere.

“No,noIsisababy.Youknowhowyourbrothercan

be,hedoesn’tlikestrangers.Hewillgocrazyifhe

findsthisgirlhere.Besides,it’sgettinglate,she

won’tfindataxi.”

“Butyournephewbroughtme…”

“Youshouldgosisi,”theauntinterrupts,hervoice



risingabovemine.“It’snotsafeforayounggirlto

travelaloneatnight.”Likeshecares.

“Okay,inthatcase,Mandlawilldropherhome.”Isisa

totherescue,pointingatthetallmanbehindher.

Shouldn’thebebhut’Mandla?He’soldthisman,old

enoughtofatherthischild.

“I’m sureMandlahastogethometohisfamily.”The

auntagain.

Whyisshesobitter?DidIsleepwithherhusband?I

thinkIwouldknowifIdid.

“No,hedoesn’tmind.Wheredoyoulivesisi?”Isisa

asks.

Yoh.Yoh,nowImustgiverichpeoplemylocation?

Lord,yousaidyouwillnotgivemeaburdentoo

muchtocarry,thisoneistooheavy.Giveitto

Sizakele,letherfeeltheheatbraGod.

“It’sokay,I’llsendbhut’Mandlathelocationinthe

car.”Isay,coveringmypoverty.

OfalltheplacesGodcould’veputmein,Orange



Farm suitedhim best.Thethingsourfatherin

heavendoes…

Theauntnexttomeisboilinglikepotatoewedges

onaweddingday.

Speakingofaunts,minemustbebreathingfire

wheresheis.Idon’thavemyphonewithmeandit’s

probablyoff.Mylifeisamarathon,Iwillhaveto

explainmyselfwhenIgethome…Jehovah,setme

free.

“Mandla,pleasedropherhome.”Ican’tsayno,canI?

Idon’twanttobestrandedhereandIdon’thave

moneyonme.“Putthebagsinsideanddropheroff.”

Sheinstructshim,Icanheartheaunt’sfast

breathing,she’saboutreadytoexplode.

Drama,Itellyou.

“Here,wearthis.”Isisawrapsawarm cardigan

aroundme.“It’scold,wedon’twantyougetting

sick.”Whosechildisthis?



Iwanttoprotest,buttheauntbeatsmetoitasshe

grabsthejerseyfrom me.

“Youaresuchakindsoulmychild,butnoyoucan’t

bethiskind.Peoplelikeherwilltakeadvantageof

you,youcannotgiveawayyourclotheslikethat.”

“It’sfineaunt,Idon’tmind.There’smorewherethat

camefrom,usisiistrembling.”Shetakesthejersey

from herauntandputsitovermeagain,Iquickly

wearitbeforetheaunttakesit.

“Sisi,Ican’tacceptthisI’m sorry.”Listentome,

respectingmoney.Thisishowwegetin,thinkand

growrich.I’vereadthecoverofthebook,Ididn’t

needtofindoutwhatthecontentssay.Thetitletold

meeverythingIneedtoknow.ShouldIaskformy

clothes?Leavingthem herewouldbeaticketto

comeback,letmerefrainfrom asking.

“Okay,I’m lendingittoyouthen.”ShesmilesandI

wanttokissher,I’llbuyherfatcakestomorrow.

Threewilldo,Ihaveabudget.



“Doyoueatamagwinya?”(Fatcakes.)

Thequestionisrandom,hencetheconfusion

dancingonherface.

“Yeah,mybrotherisafan.”Heranswerishesitant,I

knowsheislyingtome.Thatrichmouthdoesnot

knowthedeliciousnessofanoily,hotfatcake.

“Okay,Iwillbringthem foryounexttime.”Isay.

Iam definitelycomingbacktothishouse,her

brothercouldbemyticketoutofTshilidzi’slife.

Mandlacomesback,helooksreadytogo.

“TakecareofherMandla.”Isisainstructs,henods.

“Bye.”

“Thankyousisi,I’llseeyounexttime.”Itellhermuch

totheaunt’sannoyance,sheclickshertongueand

slithersintothehouse.

AfterbiddingIsisaafinalgoodbye,IfollowMandla

tothecar,asmilecreepsuponmylipswhenhe



opensthebackdoorforme.Icouldgetusedtothis.

“Youdon’thavetodothat.”Hehe!Ilovethislife.

“Youaremadam’sguest.”That’sallhesays.

She’samadam?Atherage?Softlife…

“Well,thankyou,bhuti.”IfakeanEnglishaccentonly

tohavehim chuckle.

Thecarisblackinsideaswell.Ithastintedwindows,

noonecanseefrom outside.It’sbeautifulandbig

anditremindsmeofthatcarthat’salwaysfollowing

me.Thesepeoplelivelikedevilworshippers,all

blackeverything.

*

*

*©
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Explicitcontent…ifyou’renotcomfortablefeelfree

toskipthe1stscene,donotreport.Forthosewho

wouldnevermissachancetoreadexplicitscenes,

youmaywanttolistentoAdele’sMakeYouFeelMy

Lovewhileyouindulge.

AMARA-

“WheredidyoufindMaNtombi?”We’reslouchedin

bed,adistancebetweenus.

“Somecleaningagency,IfiguredwithChiomagone,

you’llneedahelpinghand.”He’sengrossedina

book,sincewhendoeshereadbooks?

“Dotheyteachthem togivemarriageadviceat

cleaningagencies?”Hetiltshisheadtolookatme



andIcanguaranteeyou,hethinksI’m losingmy

mind.“Shegavemeaspeechonhowtobeagood

wife.”

“Oh!”Oh?Whyishenotbotheredbythis?

“Isthatallyou’regoingtosay?”Iraiseaquestion.

“Isthereanythingmore?”He’snotlookingatme,

whyishenotlookingatme.

“Yes,helpmecomplainRandall.”Thismanisnota

complainer,Iknow.

Heplacesthebookonthebedsidetableandsitsup

facingmewithafurrowedbrow.

“Baby,sincewhendoyoucarewhatpeoplethink?”

Uh!Sinceforever.

“SinceIwastoldmyhusbandmightfindawoman

whowakesupearlytotakecareofhim.”Icould

swearhejustrolledhiseyes.

“Thisisweird,I’m notfamiliarwiththeinsecure

Amara.You’refreakingmeout,mehemma.”Hesays,

andI’m hopingitisajoke.



“I’m notinsecure,”Idispute.“It’sjustthataseedwas

plantedinmyheadandIhappenedtowaterit,now

it’sgrowinglikeaninfection.Especiallyafterwhat

we’vebeenthrough.”

“Meaning?”Heasks,shouldIdaresayit?

Thecheatingtopicalwayscreatesariftbetweenus

andIdon’twantthat.Toridoftheelephantinthe

room,Istraddlehim andinitiatethefirstkiss.He

holdsmyhipsandinstantlykissesmebackhungrier

thanIam.

Webreakforair,myeyesonhim andhisonme.

Bothofusarebreathing,yearning,sickofwaiting…

thereisnogoingback,evenifwewantto.There’sa

smirk,eyesheapingwithlust.He’smakingme

nervousandI’m strugglingtohidemybashfulsmile.

Iknowwhatisgoingthroughhismind,Iwantittoo...

Iwantallofhim,burieddeepinsideme.



Hishandsrelaxonmyneckandherubshisthumbs

alongmyjaw,hecloseshiseyesasheslowlyleans

in,minecloseaswell.Howwillitfeeltohavehim

kissmelikeheusedto?Ifeelhislipsagainstmy

cheek,alightbrushthatsendsshiversthroughmy

nerves…shiversthatmakemywholebodytremble.

“Tellmenowifyou’renotcomfortable,mehemma.”

Hewhispersinmyear.

Idon’trespond,Iguesshefindsananswerinmy

silence.Hismouthbrushesagainstthebridgeofmy

nose,“TellmenowifyouwantmetostopAmara.”

Atthis,Randallgrazesmycheekdowntothecorner

ofmymouth,it’storturous,Iwanthim toclaim my

lipsalready.SoIholdhisfaceinmyhandsand

swallowtherestofhiswordsasIlurehim intoa

wolfishkiss.ButRandallbeingRandalldoesnot

allowmetodominateoverhim,noteventhrougha

damnkiss.

Themanslowsdownthecontact,kissingmegently,

cautiously.Hungerrisesinsideme,Iwantmorethan



this.Asoftgroanescapeshim whenIknotmyfists

inhist-shirtandpullhim againstme.Hisarms

enwraparoundme,gatheringmeintohim.Theway

histongueseemstodisappearinsidemymouth,as

ifheneedsapartofmetobreathe.Herollsusover

onthebed,scrambledtogether,stillkissing.

Adeepmoangracestheroom,it’smine.Hishands

discoverthetightnessofmyass,squeezing,

kneading.Ifeelhim smileashecontinuesbitingand

suckingmylipswhilehistonguedanceswithmine.

Hishandcontinuouslyrunsdownmythighinviting

shiversandpulsatingheatallthroughmybody.With

myhelp,Randallundressesme,mynightgownis

tossedtotheside.

I’m nakedandshiveringunderhim andhe’slooking

atme,asmallsmilespreadsacrosshisfeatures

beforeheattacksmewithyetanotherslow

tormentingkiss.

Whyishenotgivingmeallofhim?Heletsme

removehist-shirt,we’restillheldinakiss,myhands



moveupanddownthelengthofhisback,theneed

totoucheverypartofhim isuncontrollable.Iallow

myselftogetlostinthemoment,inhisslowkisses,

hishandsmappingmyskin.Hestandstogetridof

thepantshe’swearingandisbacktosuckingmy

face.

Randallsqueezesmyinnerthighbeforelettinghis

fingersfindtheirwaytomyneitherregions,lightlyhe

brushesmyclitandIshudderatthefeeling.Thelips

ofthemanIlovetakeonanothersmirk,probablyat

howwetIam.MyheartthrumsinmychestandIfeel

myselfgrowweakwhenIfeelthetipofhislength

wherehisfingershadbeen.

Ashegraduallypusheshimselfin,mymindstops

workingforasecond…don’tfreezeAmara,youcan

dothis.Cheeringmyselfonisanepicfail,the

memoriesarehereagain,hoveringovermyhead…

unasked-for.TheonlythoughtIwanttoentertainis

howmuchIneedRandallrightnow,soIhidemyfear

againsthismouth,kissinghim likeI’lldieifIdon’t.



He’sinsidemesavagingmybodywithgentle

strokesandthisiswhatIwanted,whatI’vebeen

cravingfor.Theairaroundusisthickwithlustand

desire,myeyescloseasIbreatheitin,asIbreathe

him in.Perhapsthiswayhistouchesandkisseswill

erasethepainfulmemories,theshamethreatening

andbullyingme.

But…but,whyisitnotworking?Theycomeflooding

in,morepowerfulasifanevilforceisblowingthem

towardsme.

“Pl…please,”araspybreathfrom me.“Pleaselove

me,Randall.Makemepureagain.”

He’sburieddeepinsidemeasIsaythis,hisstrokes

agonisinglyslowwhilekissingmelikeI’dbreakifhe

wentfaster.Hebringshisheaduptolookatme,

eyesdrunkwithworry.

“Areyouokay?”Awhisperdancesunderhisbreathe.

“Icanstop.”



That’snotwhatIwant,hemakesmefeelbetter.To

gethim tocontinueasIfailtoreleasewords,I

ambushhim withanunquenchablekiss.Hepurrs

likeakittenandIfeelhim shakealittleaboveme

whenIsendmytonguetofindhis.

Iwanttocomplainwhenhebreaksfrom mymouth

andhispervertedwhackedeyesfindmybreasts,the

mansimpersashescrutinizesthem.Heburieshis

headbetweenthem andinhalesdeeply,myhand

findshisnapetobrushitashealternatestosucking

mybreast.

Hecomesbackwithanaughtysmileonhisfaceand

whispers.

“Youtastegood,mehemma…Iloveyou.”

Darnit,ifthiscan’tmakemefeelbetterthenbuyme

acoffinbecauseI’m agoner.

“Iloveyou.”Iwhisperback.

Randallclaimsmylips,mywholebodybecomeshis



territory.I’m completelyhis,mynailssinkintohis

back.TheplanistokeepitasquietasIcanbutit’s

impossible,I’m seeingflamesandpossiblylosing

mymindandallmymouthcandoisdesperatelycall

outhisname,hisheavybreathingandwarm breath

onmyneckseducesmetoanextent.

MyhandsstillintactonwhereIhadplacedthem,I

digmynailsdeeperonhisfleshasmybodyopensa

red-carpetforanimaginableearth-shattering

orgasm.

JustwhenIthinkwearedonethehusbandkeeps

going,mymoanselevatewitheachstroke.Mymind

haskickedouteverytoxicthingbroughtbythis

world,it’sblank…Randallisinsidemeandnothing

mattersbutgettingthattoecurlingexperience.

Hisheavybreathingmatchesmine.

Ourlipstouchforabriefmoment,Ibitehislowerlip

justashepullsoutofthekissandboydoIlovethe

simplesmileonhisface.



Mymouthdeniesmeasmilebutgladlyacceptsloud

moansofpleasure.Ifeelelectricitysurgethrough

myentirebodyandtightenmylegsandarmsaround

him,heknowsI’m closetothefinishline.

“Waitforme,mehemma.”Hesays,voicesounding

likeit’scomingfrom abottomlesspit.Idon’tthinkI

canholditanymore,notwhenitfeelsthisgood.

“I-Ican’t…Ineedto…letgo.”

Myvoiceseemstobeencouraginghim togofaster.

I’m gettingtooloud,sokeepinginmindwehavekids

inthehouse,Icovermymouthwithmyhandtostop

myselffrom screamingbutheremovesitandgoes

faster.Hissexygroanssoundlikemusictomyears,

birthingchillbumpsoneveryinchofmyskin.

ThisisthepartwhereIbecomeselfishandletgoor

Iwillexplode,whichIdo.Mybodyshuddersunder

him asIgiveintotheorgasm.

Ilookathim,consumingmywholebeing,he’sso



gorgeous.Thefacialexpressiononhisfaceandthe

wayhismouthmovesashe’sgroaning,relishing

everyfibreofmybeing,thesweatonhisbody.

There’sasoulconnection,tearsescapemyeyes.

OnlynowI’m remindedthatI’m addictedtothisman

andeverythingthatheis.

“Iwillalwaysbeyours,Amara,”hesays,moving

fastertoreachhisending.

Thattickle…thatkiss…thatlastpush…It’sallbound

upinthisperfectsplendidtwinklingandIlose

controlofallmysenses.

“F#CK!”

Hecussesfollowedbyaloudgroanthencollapses

ontopofme.Weliehereforawhiletryingtocatch

ourbreaths.Hisheadisburiedonthecurveofmy

neckandhiswarm breathdancingonit.Heraises

hisheadafterwhatseemslikeaminuteandasmile

creepsonthecornersofhismouth.Icanbetwhat

he’sthinking,wedidit.Wediditanditfeelslikethe



bestthingI’veeverdone.

Myintrovertedasshasmeburyingmyfaceinmy

handsandIfallintogiggles,thenaheartylaugh

escapesmymouth.

HissmileturnsintoachuckleandbeforeIknowit,

wearebothlaughingourheadsoff.Hislipsmeet

mine,theylingeronbeforeheflipsusoverputting

meontopofhim andhisarmsclasparoundme.I

restmyheadonhischest,mylowerbodybetween

hislegs.Ifyouaskmewhatjusthappened,I’d

probablylie…buthereIam,nakedontopofhim.

“Thatwaswild.”Hesays.

“Thatwassomething,didyouforgetwehavepeople

inthehouse?Youdidn’thavetomakemelose

myselflikethat,”Ican’tstopsmiling.

“Ididn’thearyoustoppingme.”Surehe’dsaythat.

Ilovehim andinneedofanotherkiss,soIpuckerup.

“Doyouthinksheheardus?”Shehasn’tbeenhere



foraweekandIhavenotedhownosyMaNtombiis,

shewantstobeJamesBond—thatwoman.

“Who?”Really?Ishenottheonewhosaidshecould

haveChioma’sroom?

He’sconfused,“MaNtombi.”Iputhismindatease.

Let’shearwhathe’llsay,Ibetit’snotwhatany

normalpersonwouldsay.

“Doesitmatter?”Gosh!JustlikeIexpected.

“ReallyRandall?Can’twehaveherstayinthe

outhouse?”

“Withtheguards?Thatwon’tbeappropriate,

Amara.”What’shetalkingabout?She’sanelder,it’s

notlikethey’llhitonher.Hishandsarebusyonmy

back,drawingplacidcircles.Let’sjustsayI’m loving

thesoundofhisheartbeat.

“SeriouslyAmara,youworrytoomuchaboutwhat

peoplewillsay.Thisisourhomeandwecanbeas

loudaswewant.”Hedeclares,"Nexttimedon'thold

backfrom screaming."



Hishandslidesdowntomyassandsqueezes.I

strikeitandheremovesitwithaquietlaughter.

KENNETH-

“Whereisshe?”Zithobilebetterbesomewherein

thishouseorIswear…There’snosignofherinmy

room,thiswomanwatchedmestridethereandnot

oncedidshestoptotellmethatZithobileisnothere.

“Who?”Shehasastupid-confusedlookonherface.

“Don’tpissmeoffFezekile,whereisshe?”

“Shewenthome,”sheshrugs,wavingherhandlike

it’snobigdeal.Withnocareintheworld,sheis

comfortablysettledonmycouch,sippingteawhile

thatgirlisoutthereallalone.

“Youtoldhertoleave,didn’tyou?”I’m readytokill

someone.

“WhywouldIdothat?Shewasyourguestson,she

wantedtoleavesoIdidn’tstopher.”Thiswomanis

lyingtomeandit’spissingmeoff,theignoranceshe



possessesputsthefinalnailonmyanger.

“Iknowyou,Fezekile.”Itakeasteptohaveherstand

toherfeet,eyesalarmedandwide.“Yououstedher

outofmyhouse,myhouse.Wheredoyougetoff?”

“NoI…”Iseeastorycomingandinterjectjustintime.

“Thinkaboutwhatyousaynext,youwillnotlike

whatIdotoyouifanotherliespewsoutofyour

mouth.”

“Bhutidon’ttalktoherlikethat.”DammitIsisa.

Myeyesfollowherquickstepsasshemarches

towardsme.

“Stayoutofthis,gobacktoyourroom.”Isnap,I

swearI’m losingmypatience.

“Shedoesn’tbelonghereKenneth,thatgirlisagold

diggerand…”MaMkhizepronounces.

“Gopackyourbagsandleavemyhouse.”Thiscould

alsobemychancetothrowherout.



“What?Nobhuti,youcan’tdothat.”Isisashouldnot

behererightnow,sherushestostandbeside

MaMkhize.

“Iwastryingtoprotectyouandyoursister.”What

thehellissheevensaying?

“Whosaidweneedyourprotection?”Iask.

“Ineeditbhuti,Ineedamother.AuntistheclosestI

havetoamother.”Isisacries.

“Ohreally?WherewassheallthoseyearswhenI

wasraisingyoualone?Shedidn’tthinkthatyou

neededamotherbackthen.Askherwhyshe’shere

now,goahead.”Thegirlblinksawaytears,hereyes

hesitateaminute.

“Bhutiplease,ifsheleavesthenI’m goingwithher.”

HerarmscirclearoundMaMkhize,mysisteris

startingtogetonmynervestoo.

“Isisa,youknowIhatenonsense,you’renotgoing

anywhere”Itellher.

“Iwillgowheremyauntgoes.”Sheinsists,glaring



anddaring.

“Here’sanotherthingIhate,repeatingmyself.”IfI

havetodragMaMkhizeout,Iwill.“Fezekileisleaving

myhouse.”

“Allbecauseofher,Bhuti?”Isisacracks,considering

mewithinnocenteyes.Dammit!“You’returningyour

backonyourfamilybecauseofsomegirlwho’s

probablyafteryourmoney.”

Thisdoesnotsoundlikemysister,thisisMaMkhize

speakingbutthewordsarecomingoutofIsisa’s

mouth.Shewouldneverdisobeyme,norlookdown

onpeople.

“ISISA!!!”Iyell.

MaMkhizeslidesinfrontofher,shieldingherfrom

myhandthat’sreadytocollidewithhercheek.Ihave

neverlaidahandonmysisterbuthearingherinsult

Zithobilestirssomethinginme.

“WenzaniKenneth?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

MaMkhizeshouts,givingmeadisappointedlook.



“Nowyou’rehittingmebecauseofthatgirlbhuti?”I

hatehowshekeepsreferringtoZithobileasthatgirl.

“YoubettershutupIsisa,Idon’twanttodo

somethingIwillregret.”IloveherbutrightnowIwill

notallowawordagainstZithobile.“I’m goingtolook

forher,wenabegonewhenIgetbackandIsisa,if

youdarefollowthiswoman,youwilltastemywrath

forthefirsttimeinyourlife.”

I’m notevenjokingaboutthis.

“Bhutiplease,I’m sorryokay.”Shebouncestome

andlocksherarmsaroundmywaist.“Ididn’tmean

todisrespectyou,ImetherwhenIgothomeandI

didn’tknowthatshewasyourguest.Iaskedherto

stayforsupperbutshesaidshehadtogo,soI

askedMandlatodropheroff.She’sprobablyhome

bynow,shesaidshelivesinOrangefarm or

something.Youcancheckuponhertomorrow,I’ll

gowithyou.Justdon’tletauntleavethishouse,I

needherbhuti,please.”



Thischildknowswhichbuttonstopresstogetme

todowhatshewants.

“You’reluckyFezekile,oryou’llbeoutonthe

streets.”

Thisismyfinalwarning,butIdon’ttellthem.

Breakingoutofmysister’shold,Ileavethem and

headtomyroom.

Zithobileissoinnocent,butshedoesn’tknowityet.

However,Iseeit,Ialsoseethatshe’scarryinga

heavyburden.Thatgirldoesnotneedstressinher

life,she’salreadygoingthroughsomuch.

Icansmellherinthisroom,she’severywhere.On

thebed,inthebathroom,thecloset.Ipullouther

shirtfrom thetopshelf,Ihadtochangeherdirty

clotheswhenIbroughtherhome.I’m obliviousasto

whyIthoughtitbesttohideherclothes.

Icansmellheronit,funnyhowI’vebecomeso

addictedtoherscentandI’veonlybeenincontact

withhertwice.Anurgetoseeherarises,butIcan’t,

notnowatleast.It’slate,she’sprobablysleeping.



AMARA-

“Mom openthedoor,”R.J’sdistressedvoicethrows

meintoaseaofworry.MygazedartstoRandallasI

situp,hejumpsoffthebedandquicklythrowson

hisboxershorts.Ifindsomethingtodrapemybody

asherushestoopenthedoor.

“What’swrong?”Worryresoundsinhisvoice,hehas

asobbinglittleboyinhisarms.

“Liyaisnothome,Iwantedtosleepinherroom after

Ihadabaddream.Butshe’snotthere,dad.”He’s

explainingthroughtears.

“She’sprobablyinthebathroom orthekitchen.”

Liyanaloveslatenightsnacks,therecan’tbeany

otherexplanation.

“She’snotheremom,”R.Jexpresses.

Randallstealsalook,Iseeworryinhiseyes.He

placesR.Jdownandrushesoutoftheroom.The

boyclingsontome,IwanttofollowRandallbut



can’tleavethisonealone.WhereisChiomawhen

youneedher?

“Liya!Liyana!”That’sRandallcallingouttoher,Ican

hearfrom thetoneofhisvoicethathe’sgrowing

anxiousandfranticbythesecond,theremustbeno

signofLiyana.It’sverylate,thegirlisnotso

rebellioustohaverunoff.

“WhereisLiya,mom?”Isithim onthebed,hisgaze

isfixatedonme,fearful.

“Stayherebaby,I’m goingtocheckifdadhasfound

her.”Itellhim.

“What’sgoingon?”MaNtombiishere,Iremember

tellingherthismorningnottoentermyroom.

“HaveyouseenLiyana?Wecan’tfindheranywhere.”

Sheshakesherhead.

“Madam wasthefirstonetogotobed,shehad

cometoaskmeforpainkillerssayingshehada

headache.”I’m astoundedbyMaNtombi’swords,



Liyanaalwayscomestomewhenshe’snotfeeling

well.“What’sgoingon?”

“PleasetakeKwametohisroom.”There’snotimeto

explain,Ipasteakissonhischeek.

“No.No!”Theboyyellsandhidesundertheblanket.

“Don’tleavemealone,please.”

“R.J,what’swrong?”

“I’m notabadboymom,”hisvoicequavers.“I’m a

goodboy,pleasedon’tleavemealone,IwillbehaveI

promise.”Ishecryingunderthere?

“Baby,whatisit?”

“I’m agoodboy,mom.I’m agoodboy.”He’sclinging

ontotheblanket,notallowingmetopullitfrom him.

Iwinandthesecondhe’srevealed,hejumpsintomy

armsandclingshisarmsaroundmyneck.That’s

odd,he’strembling.

“He’snotusedtomeyet,sisi,”MaNtombi.“Givehim

time.”



“Thankyou,ma.”Idismissher.

Randallwalksinjustasshestridesoutoftheroom.

Shereleasesadisbelievinggaspuponseeinghim

halfnakedandcoversherface,herfeetrushingher

outofthebedroom.Great,justbloodygreat.

He’sonthephone,R.Jtearshimselfoutofmyarms

andrunstohim.Ican’thelpbutnoticehowfearful

he’sbecome,Randallpayshim attentionandscoots

him up.Theboysnugglesinhisfather’sarms.

“Okay,letmeknowifyoufindher.I’llheadoutnow.”

Randallfinishesthecall,he’slookingatme,butnot

directly.Hopelessnesshastakencentrestage.“The

guardssaytheysawherleaveaboutanhourago,

shetookoffbyfoot.”

Myheatsinks,thatdoesn’tevenmakesense.

“Andnoneofthem founditstrange?That’sinsane

Randall.”Myvoicerises,hefrownsgivingmea

warninglookandstrokesahanddownR.J’sback.At



thispointI’m notbotheredbyanything,Ijustwant

mybabyhome.

“Whereismybaby,Randall?”

“I’m goingtofindher,”hesays,howeverIcan’thear

thepromiseinhisvoice.“Shecouldn’thavegonefar

onfoot.”

I’m notstupid,thisisSouthAfrica.Womenare

alwaysatargettopredators.

“Takehim,Ihavetogolookforher.”Asheplaces

R.Jdown,Randalldashestotheclosettochange,he

doesn’tsayanythingwhenheleavestheroom.

Thoseguardsaregoingtohearitfrom me,how

stupidarethey?

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Twenty-Three

ZITHA-

“Andthen,wena?”Sizakelesaysassoonasshe

opensthedoor.I’m surprisedshe’sstillawakeat

thistime.Iignoreherandwalkin,auntissittingon

thesofa,handsfoldedacrossherchestandface

floodedwithrage.

“Uphuma‘phiZithobile?”(Wheredoyoucomefrom?)

Themurderousstarealmostbringsmetomyknees,

thiswomancanbescaryandtodayisoneofthose

days.NotthatIdon’trespecther,butmylifehas

beenamesssincemymotherdied.PerhapsIneed

cleansing.Ihopeshenoticesthebruisesonmyface

andtakespityonme,Idon’twanttobeavictim of

herwrath.

“Aunty,listentome,letmetellyouwhathappened.”

WherewillIstart?



TheonlythingIcandorightnowislie.Ican’ttellher

whatactuallyhappened,shewon’tbelieveasingle

word.

“Iwaskidnapped,theylockedmeupanddemanded

money.TheyonlyletmegowhenItoldthem I’m a

poorgirlfrom OrangeFarm whodoesn’tevenhavea

cellphone.”Whydotheseliestastesogood?

“That’saliemom,didyouseethecarthatdropped

heroffjustnow?YouhaveablesserZitha?”Frogs

havevoicesnow,Isee.

“ThatwasanUber,agoodSamaritanhelpedme

escapeandtheyrequestedoneforme.”Anotherlie

escapesmymouth.

“Stopit,youthinkwe’restupid.”Sizakelewoofsand

noIdon’tthinktheyarestupid,Iknowtheyare

stupid.

“Aunty,Iswear.YoucancallLwazi,sheknowswhat

happened.IcalledherafterIwasmuggedandshe



camewithherwhitefriend,that’swhythecarlooks

expensive.He’sadoctorand…”I’m explainingtoo

muchandrealisewhenit’stoolatethatmystoryhas

changed.Sizakele’sloudlaughterstartlesme.

“Enough.”Auntshouts.“Igothomefrom workZitha,

tofindthehousecold.Windowswereopen,there

wasnothingonthestove.Youwereexpectingmeto

standbehindthatstoveandcookafteralongdayat

work?”Haibo!Wherewasherdaughter?

“Noaunty.”Inmymostmodesttone,Iargue.Iguess

itmustbeajokebecausemycousincackles.

“Youdon’tsleepathomeanymore,youcomeandgo

asyoupleaseinmyhouse.”Auntgrumbles.“You’re

fullofitwenamtwanandini,yourdaysinthishouse

arenumbered.”(Youbrat.)

Sheclickshertongueandwalksofftoherroom.

ThankGod.

“Yeahs’febe.”(Slut.)

ThebullyIcallacousinpokesmyhead,she’stoo



closeforcomfortandImightjustbite.

“Don’ttouchme.”Isnap.

“Soyoursugardaddydidthistoyou?Whatdidyou

do?Huh?”She’sinmyfaceandIdon’thavethe

strengthtofighther,I’m tiredandfrustrated.

“Ifyouwanttokeepyourteeth,stayfarawayfrom

me.”

I’m aboutthisclose…thisclose.

“Iwantthetruth,youwilltellmewhereyougotthese

expensiveclothes.Iknowyourclothes,theyareold

andwashedout.Sowheredidyougettheseand

whydoyousmelllikeanexpensiveman?”

Iswearshe’sstupid,ladiesandgentlemen,Ihavea

dumbcousin.

“Saymydearcousin,isyourmothernotgivingyou

enoughloveandattentionthatyouforcefullywantto

milkitoutofme?”Myquestionputsafrownonher

face,herexpressionsaysshewantstostrikeme.



“Idon’tblameyou,Iblameyourloosemother.”

Wrongbuttondearcousin.“Theapplereallydidn’t

falltoofarfrom thetree,youareyourmother’s

daughter.”

“Trustme,youdon’twanttogothererightnow.”I

warnher.

“Orwhat,Zithobile,orwhat?”She’sshouting.

I’m notgoingtoentertainthis,it’slateandI’m inpain.

SheblocksmypathwhenItrytomanoeuvrepast

her,rageevidentinhereyes.

“I’m stilltalkingtoyou,”shebarks,testingmy

patience.

“Don’tstartsomethingyouwon’tbeabletofinish

littlegirl,I’m notoneofyourfriends.Iwillmopthis

floorwithyourass.”Igrunt,tryingtostaycalm and

collected,ignoringtheangerscrapinginmyveins.

Thecousinhuffs,daringmetoactonmywords.

“You’resopatheticZithobile,goshifonlyyouknew



howmuchIhateyou.Yourfatherprobablyhatedyou

too,that’swhyheleft.”

“Whatdidyousay?”ShockedasIam,Imanagea

whispertohavehersneeratme.

“Oops,”sarcastically,shecovershermouth.“Iguess

thesecretisout,mybad.”

“Whatsecret?”Iaskandgetanotherhufffrom her,

it’slabellingmewitless.

“Yourfatherisalive,”shereveals.“Yourmotherhad

anaffairwithamarriedmanandwasstupidenough

tofallpregnant,thinkinghewillleavehiswifeforher.

Sheshould’vehadanabortion,itwould’vebeen

betterthangivingbirthtosomeonelikeyou.Whydo

youthinkyourskinislikethis?That’sher

punishmentfrom God,apunishmentforopeningher

fatlegsforamarriedman.”

Thewarmthfrom mybodyabandonsmeasshe

drillsaholeinmyheartandshattersmysoulintoa

millionpieces.Thiscannotbereal,mymotherwould

neverlietome.ShetoldmehediedbeforeIwas



born.ShewasadevotedChristian,thekindGodwas

proudof.Shemeditatedonbibleversesnotlies,I

trustedherfrom themomentIsuckedmilkfrom her

breast.

Thatwomanneverseasonedherwordswithlies,hell

would’vefrozenoverhadthathappened.

Iwanttopressmyhandtomychestandstopthis

sharppaininmyheart,insteadIgrabtheboiling

kettle.Idon’trememberwalkingintothekitchenand

turningiton,butI’m hereandthere’sakettleof

boilingwaterinmyhandandmyfeetareleadingme

backtothelivingroom.

“Mama!”SizakelescreamswhenIthrowthekettleat

her,shemanagestododgetheapplianceplusthe

water.Itcrashestothefloorandcracks,water

spillingallover.I’m notokay.Iwanthertohurtfor

thesorenessshe’sinstilledinme,Iwanttoseeher

screaminginpain.

“What’sgoingon?”Myaunt’svoiceforcesmetoturn



toher,eyesandfacewetwithtears.Itdoesn’thelp

chidingthewaterworks,theyforcethemselvesout

ofmyeyes.

“Myfatherisalive,aunty?”Iaskimpassivelyandthe

womanrollshereyes.

“Mama,Zithobilethrewakettleofboilingwaterat

me.”Sizakeleisnexttoher,armswrappedaround

hermother’sroundwaist.Inplaceofsafety,my

aunt’seyesshowdangerandacapabilityofcruelty

asshelooksatme.

“Don’tworryaboutthisbastardchild,Sizakele,she’s

alreadydrowninginpainandIguaranteeyouthat

shewon’tlastinthisworld.”Auntcoldlysays.“Mark

mywordsZithobile,ifyoudon’tbecomeanyaope,

you’regoingtofollowyourmother.”Inherglareisan

expansionofacoldemptiness,acomplete

disregardformywellbeing.Shetakesherdaughter’s

handandleadsheroutoftheroom,leavingme

drowninginthepainshespokeof.

Theirpreviouswordstormentmysoul,theysinkinto



meforjustlongenoughtodrivemeinsane.Icover

myfaceandscream beforedroppingtomyknees

andcryingoutinagony.

BAMBINDLOVU-

Itstartedwithabaddream,askhim whatitwas

aboutandhe’llstareblanklyatyou.It’sexactly

3:02am,thereisnosignofhim evergoingbackto

sleep.Thebetrayalofhiseyes…theyarewideopen

withnopromisetoshutclosedanytimesoon…they

arenotevenitchyorburningtoalerthim thathe

needstogobacktosleep.

“Witch!”Hehearstheinsultandmanyangryvoices

thatpullhim outofbed,hisearsperktryingtomake

outwhatisbeingsaidoutsidehisdoor.Howdidhe

missthiscommotion?

Wearingonlyshortshespringsup,flingsopenthe

curtainseparatinghisroom from hismother’s.There,



Thandikelaisonherfeet,wrappingamorninggown

aroundher.Theireyesclash,thenoiseoutside

seemstoelevate.

“What’sgoingon?”Themotherasks,aflurryof

emotionsswipingoverherface.

“Stayhere,I’m goingtocheck.”Thandikeladoesn’t

listen,butfollowshersonout.

Acrowdofpeoplearegatheredattheopendoor,full

ofheightenedemotions.Potsandpansintheir

hands,theyareallsayingsomething,eachfighting

tobeheard.Theirwordsdirectedatsomeoneor

somethingoutsidethedoor.

“What’sgoingon?”Bambindlovuquestionsoneof

thetenants.

“Wecaughtawitchtryingtobreakintotheflat,”the

mansays,rushingtowardsthecrowdwithaspatula

inhand.

“Awitch?”Thandikelaqueries.



Motherandsonfrownasdisbeliefetchesintheir

faces,leavinghismotherbehind,heweavesthrough

thepeopletogetacloserlook.

Thiscan’tbe,heknowsthegirlstandinginthe

doorway.She’sinwhatappearstobeatrance.

Scruffyappearance,clothesshabbyandcoveredin

filth.

“Whatisshedoinghere?”He’saskinghimself,buta

womannexttohim givesananswer.

“Iwasonmywaytothebathroom andheard

somethingcontinuouslybangagainstthedoor.I

calledmyhusbandtocomecheckitoutandwesaw

her,shehasn’tmovedorsaidanythingsince.Itcould

meanonething,she’sawitch.”Theladyfindsher

statementindisputableasshespeakswith

confidence.

“She’snotawitch.”Bambindlovuargues.

He’sonlymetheronce,butiscertainthatsheisnot

whatthesepeoplesaysheis.



“Iagree,shecan’tbeawitch,she’stooyoung.Look

atherdirtyclothes,Ithinkshe’sahobo.”Another

womansomewhereinthecrowdaddsheropinion,

whichisamistake.Withoutawordsaid,

Bambindlovuglaresather,lettinghiseyessweep

throughherbodyfrom headtotoe.Shesquirmsasa

rushofdiscomfortwashesoverher.

“Ahobo?”Hespeaksthroughgrittedteeth,regarding

herwiththecoldestlookhecouldsummon.“Don’t

saythat,don’t.That’saperson,ifyouhavenothing

bettertosay,shutupandgobacktosleep.Orafford

herthedignityofherownhumanity.”

LiketheIsraelitescrossingtheredsea,hesplits

throughthetwomenstandinginfrontofhim.

Shieldstheladyinquestionashefacestheidiots

whothinkGodleftthem inchargeoftheworld.

Attackingisforcowards,that’showit’salwaysbeen.

Heroesstandtheirgroundanddefend…protect.

ThisistheroadBambindlovuhastaken,heisa



Buthelezi…it’sinhisblood.Hismotherwouldtestify

ofit.

“Youpeoplethinkareclever?Huh?”Hestarts,

pointingafingeratthem.“Youcan’tevenprotect

yourchildrenfrom therapistsyoucallboyfriends

andhusbands,allforthesakeofwarmingyourbeds

atnight.Butyouhavetheaudacitytoattackayoung

womanwhoisoblivioustohersurroundings.”

“Nonsense,”amachovoiceatthebackyells.“We

arenotchildrenBambindlovu,don’ttrytofeedus

withlies.Weknowawitchwhenweseeone.”

“Doyouhaveproofthatsheisawitch?”

Bambindlovuthrowsaquestionathim.“People

sleepwalk,it’sbloodynormal.Youcancallher

appearancedirtyifyourequiresuchacheapego

boost,butdonotcallherawitch.”

Hepauses,studyingtheirstupidfaces.Thesebloody

idiotsaresodumb,they’llbelieveanythingthat

comesoutofhismouthandheknowsitwell.



“Ifanyonedarestoattackmygirlfriend,Iwillburn

them alive,notevenyourgrandmother’ssorcerywill

saveyoufrom me.”There’ssilence,confusionand

worryloitersintheair.Didhejustsaygirlfriend?The

tenantsseem tobewonderingwhatthisisallabout.

“DoyouthinkI’m stupidnottoknowthatthewoman

I’m datingsleepwalks?”Okay…it’sworking.Theyare

eatingthelieshe’sfeedingthem.“I’vetakenherto

doctorsleboJackBemel(witchdoctors).Maybe

yourgrandmotherwilldoagoodjob,ousieMaki?”

Thewomangulps,surprisedatthesuddenquestion.

“M-mygrandmotherisnotawitch.”Whyso

defensivesisterMaki?It’sonlyaquestion.

“Yeahandmygirlfriendisnotawitch.”Heretorts

andservesthem withaheavytongueclick.

Heseestheguiltengravedinthetenants’faces,in

howtheyrealisetheyhavedoneagravesin.Bloody

dot-to-dotthinkers.(Morons)



Ashetakesastep,handinhandwiththeyounglady,

thepeoplestepasideandnoonedarestoargue

withhim further.Hehassomanyquestionsforher.

Howdidshegethere,whyisshecoveredindirtand

howdidsheknowwherehelives.

“Placeheronthebed,I’llgethersomethingtodrink.”

Thandikelasays.

Shewouldsidewithherfellowtenants,buttheycan

beunreasonable.Thischildlookslikenothinglikea

witch.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Hequestionshissister,yes,

she’sawake,veryinquisitiveandhasherbighead

dippedunderhermother’sbed.

“Checkingifthesaltandvinegarisstillunderthebed,

IputittherebeforeIwenttosleeptotrapwitches.”

Heranswertangleshisalreadytangledmind.

“What?”

“Yes,I…”Sindisiwestandstoherfeet,readytogive



herbrotheralongexplanation.

“Shutup,”Knowingshe’sgoingtoconfusehim

further,heshutsherup.Hesquatsinfrontofthe

youngwoman,eyesprobing…thisisheralright.The

girlheprophesiedover,whyissheherethough?

“Lili,”he’snotsurebutheremembersthelittleboy

callingherthatjusttheotherdayorwasitLilianor

Lindi?

“Isthathername?”Doesn’tthislittlebrathave

schoolinafewhours?

“GobacktosleepSindi,”hedoesn’tgiveheraonce

overashe’slookingatthe‘zombified’youngmaiden

seatedinhismother’sbed.

“Shame,youbringazombieintomyhouse,onmy

bedandexpectmetosleep?”She’sswingingher

headasifherneckhasloosened.

“She’snotazombie,stupid.”Hepushesherhead

andshefallsonthebedbutgetsbackupinaflash.



“CanItakeapictureofher?I’m tryingtogain

followersonTikTokandInsta,thisnewswillmake

mefamous.”

“Sindisiwe!”Thandikelachidesherlittlegremlin,

she’sbackfrom thekitchen,carryingacupwith

steamingbeverageinside.It’samotherlything.The

girlturnstofacethewallbecauseshecan’tlether

motherwitnessherawardwinningeyeroll.

“Imadehertea,”mom says.Reallythough?“Isshe

okay?”

“Idon’tknow,”Bambindlovustepsin,gazeonthe

cupheldbyhismother,he’stryingtograspwhattea

willdotohelpthispoorsoul.‘’Sindi,getmecold

waterfrom thefridge.”

Thegirl’seyessnapopen,widerthantheyusually

are.

“Whosefridge?”Shemurmurs,“becauseyour

motherdoesnothaveafridgeandIdon’tremember



yousayingsisSindichangeyourclothes,we’regoing

toJoshuaDoortobuyafridge.AndIknowyouare

nottalkingaboutOusieMaki’sfridge.”

“Yey,voetsek,voetsek.”Thebrotherpushesher

again.“Justbringthewater,now.”

“Mama,listentoyourson.”Sindisiwewhines.“Ousie

Makidoesn’twantustouchingherfridge."

“WhatdoyouwanttodowithcoldwaterSokalisa?”

Thandikela.

“WhatdoyouwanttodowiththisteaMaOlady?”In

suspense,hewaitsforananswerwitharaised

eyebrow.Hismotherdoesnotdeliver.

Takingaheadshake,hesaunterstothekitchenand

yes,Bambindlovudoesnotcarewhoboughtthe

fridge.Thewaterbelongstothegovernmentnot

Maki.

He’sbackwithajugoficecoldwater,icecold

becauseheaddedblocksoficeinside.Withoutany



hesitation,hesplashesitonLiyanaface.

“Sokalisa?”Hismotherchideshim.

“Ohgod,thisisbetterthanKoreandrama.”Sindiwe

sings,herphonedirectedattheyoungwoman.

That’sright,she’srecordingeverything.Someone

callthecopsonthisbrat.“I’m finallygoingtobe

famous,lookatGod.Hesureworksinmysterious

ways.”

“Whydidyoudothatndodana?”(Son.)

“Thisiswhy?”HepointsatacoughingLiyanawho

alternatestogaspingforair.Hedidn’tthinkitwould

work,aproudsimpervisitshislips.

Liyana’seyesarewidewithterror,flickingfrom side

toside,tryingtograsphersurroundingsandhow

shegothere.Shewantstomove,butfeelsas

thoughshe’sweldedtothesurfaceshe’ssettledon.

“What’sgoingon?Wheream I?”

Herdisorganisedthoughtsbecomedisorganised

wordsandsentences,sweatbeadsonherforehead



orisitthewaterthatguyoverthereviciouslypoured

onherface?Herchestheavesasshestrugglesto

breathe.

“Heycalm down,”seeingtheexpectedpanic,he

keepshisvoicesoftlesthefrightensher.

“Wheream I?Whoareyoupeople?”Hereyeswidely

dartaround,lookingforanescape.Hermovements

mirrorherwords,givinganimpressionofnot

knowingwhichwaytoturn.Bambindlovustandsto

grabherhand,it’sasofttouch,butLiyanaflinches,

yankingitback.

“Don’ttouchme,”fearhasvacationedinhervoice.

“We’renotgoingtohurtyousisi,youcamehereby

yourself.Therearewitnessesoutsidethisroom who

canattesttoit.”Thandikelasaysasshehas

gatheredthegirl’sthoughts.Liyana’seyesseem to

relaxwhenshenoticesthelittlegirlwhoisclinging

tohermother’sskirt,theylooklikedecentpeople

andthat’smorethanenoughtogethertocalm

down.



“Ho-howdidIgethere?”Shewouldmovefrom the

doorifshewerecomfortablearoundthem.

“Youtellus,lasttimeIsawyou,youwereglowing

likeKellyKhumalo.Flauntingamashwang-shweng.”

(Youhadbeautifulhair.)

Liyanadodgeshishandthat’scomingforherhair,

“ButtodayyoulooklikeWhitneyHoustonondrugs.”

“Mayhersoulrestinpeace,”Sindisiweaddstoher

brother’smention,stillnotbraveenoughtoleaveher

mother’sside.

“Stopityoutwo,”Thandikelareprimandsherbrats.

“Comesit.”

ShebringsLiyanatotheothersideofthebed.

“Ifeelsotired,mybodyhurts.”Liyanacomplains.

Couldshehavewalkedfrom HoughtontoHillbrow?

Thechildisbarefooted,dressedinnightwearand

lookinglikeshesurvivedahurricane.Bambindlovu

leansonthewallandstaresather.

“Howdidyougethere?”Thequestionbelongsto



him.

“Idon’tknow,thelastthingIrememberisrestingin

mybedand….”herexplanationfadesasshejoltsto

herfeet,“Ihavetocallmyfather.MayIborrowyour

phone?”She’saskingThandikelawhonodsand

fishesforhermobileunderthepillow.

“Idon’thaveairtime,youcansendhim apleasecall

message.”

Liyanafrownsnotbecauseshe’scomplaining,her

fatherwon’tseethemessage,ifhedoes,hewon’t

respondtoanunknownnumber.

“You’vegotairtimeSokalisa,givethegirlyour

phone.”Bambindlovuscowlsathersuggestion.

“IoweCellCaboutR50mama,wherewillIget

anytime.Sindiisloadedwithairtime.”Hesays,

scratchingthebackofhishead.

“Iusedittobuydata.”That’sthelittlesister,she

addsayawnontopofherexcuse.Beforehismother

couldcomplain,hepullstheoneheboughtatpep



forR200.Thisoneisforemergencies,mightnotbe

fancybutit’sasimportantasaniPhone.Ithas

airtime,makesandreceivescallsandtotopitoff,

Hillbrowthugswillneveraskforit.

Liyanamakesthecall,sheexplainswhatsheknows

toherworriedfatherwhoasksfordirections.

“Pleasegivehim directions,”sheholdsThandikela

thephone.

“We’reinHoofmanNewyoker,betweenKaptainand

Quartz.”Shetellshim thenameofthebuildingand

street.ThekingknowsthestreetsofHillbrowlike

thebackofhishandasitwasoncehishumble

abode,hesendshisgratitudeanddropsthecall.

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Twenty-Four

BAMBINDLOVU-

Thandikelafindsaknittedjerseyinsidethechina

bagnexttothebed,“Here,you’reshivering.Iwould

lendyoumyclothes,buttheywon’tfityou.”Liyana

takesitwithagratefulsmile.“Sokalisa,givethechild

apairofpants.You’reasize30,theywon’tfit,but

theywilldo.”

Bambindlovugivesheralook,it’snoteverydayhis

motheraskshim tolendhisclothestostrangegirls.

Itneverhappens,notevenhislastgirlfriendhadthe

chancetowearevenasockandshewashis

mother’sfavourite.

Hedoesn’targue,butobeys.



Now,wheredidheputthoseformalpantsheworeat

afriend’sweddingtwoyearsago?Heflipsthe

mattressoverandfindsthem rightunderit,wrinkled

andsmellingmouldy.Howevertheyarenew,he

worethem once.Givingawayhist-shirtaswellwon’t

hurt.

“Youcanchangeinthere,”hepointstowardshis

room afterhandinghertheclothes.Beggarscan’tbe

choosers,reluctantly,Liyanastandstodothe

needful.

Amousylaugheruptsintheroom whenshecomes

backlookinglikeacoathangerthat’sholding

Bambindlovu’sclothes.Sindisiwehaslefther

mannersinhersleep,laughingatadultsisnotokay.

“Don’tmindher,mychild.”Thandikelasays,taking

noteofLiyana’sshyness.“Youlookfine,comesit

down.”

Hereyesremainonthegroundwhenshetreads

towardsthebed,she’ssuddenlybecomeshy…It

couldbethattheonlymanintheroom isstaring,



mouthajar.He’snotsurewhattothinkaboutwhat

he’sseeing,whatheissureofisthatit’sasighthe’d

lookatfordaysonend.

“Sokalisa,gomakeacupofteaforourguest,soshe

keepswarm whilewaitingforherfather.”Thandikela

bringshim backtolife,herunshishandbehindhis

neckandnods

“Givemeyourphone,“hesnatcheshissister’s

phoneanddeletesthevideothatwillmakeher

‘famous,’flushingherchancesofbeingMzansi’s

nextqueenBdownthedrain.

“NoNdlovu,don’tdeleteit.”Thechildiscrazywith

anger,tearsfillhereyesbutthisbrothergivesno

carewhatsoever.“Iknewyoudon’twanttoseeto

meshine,don’tbethatbrotherMr.Elephant.”

“Sindidon’ttalktoyourbrotherlikethat.”Thandikela.

“Butmama,mylifeisruined.Myentirecareerwasin

thatvideo.”Sindisiwecomplains,lookingreadyto



throwatantrum.

“Isee,wasthatyourbackupplan,justincaseyou

failschool?”Bambindlovuhasputthepuzzle

together.

“Schoolisnotforeveryone,”thegirlrepliesunderher

breath.

“Gotosleepdoti,anddon’tthinkyouwillstayhome

tomorrowbecauseyousleptlate.You’regoingto

repeatgrade7,markmywordswena.”Andwiththat,

heushersLiyanatothekitchen.

WhosaidZulumendon’tknowtheirwayaroundthe

kitchen?Notthisone,ofcoursehe’sskilledin

makingtea.He’snotThandikela’ssonfornothing.

Blueandyellowmetalmugsareplacedonthesmall

tableatthecornerofthekitchen,theteaisblack

andpipinghot.Perhapsshewoulddrinkitifitwere

notservedinanenamelmug,she’snotaboutto

nurseaburnttongueforthenextthreetofivedays.

Heopensacupboard,takesoutahalf-loafofwhite



breadandacontainerofRama.Hepicksoutfour

slicesofbreadandspreadstheRamaonthem.Yes,

yes,theycanalsobutterbreadlikepros.Donot

judgethisZuluman.

“Eat,”heorders,voicesuddenlydeepasheputsthe

plateonthetableandsettlingdownintheopposite

chair.

“I’m nothungry,”shetellshim.It’sbloody3am inthe

morning,whohasanappetiteatthistime?

“Suityourself,”heshrugsandgrabstwoslicesjoined

bytheyellowspread.Foldsitandsquashesthe

breadinhishanduntilitisonehardrollanddipsitin

theyellowmug.Hisheadstartstomovetonosound

ashechewshislifeaway,evidentlyenjoyingwhat’s

inhismouth.

“There’snothinglikeblackteaandwhitebread,

ngathingiyaphupha.”(Feelslikeadream.)

Notthatshecares,butohwell…thewordsareout



there.

“Isitnottooearlytoeat?”She’snotjudginghim,it’s

asimplequestion.

“Ididn’tknowourstomachsweregivencurfews.”

That’shisanswer?Really?ComeonBambindlovu,

makeitbelievableatleast.“Trythetea.”

“HowdidIgethere?”Hermindisstillthere,it’s

normal.Anyonewouldbeshocked,she’stired,

drainedandherlegsfeelnumb.Bambindlovu

pauseshischewingsession,takesanothersipof

heaventohelppushdownthebreadandstaresat

Liyana.

Okay…it’sgettinguncomfortableinhere.

“Yousaidthelastthingyourememberisgoingto

bed,right?”Heasksandshenodsinresponse.

“What’syoursurname?”

“Okolie.”

“Whatkindofsurnameisthat?”ThisisBambindlovu



Buthelezi,thetsotsi–taalspeaking,umblaselo

wearing,blacktealover-overconfident,proudZulu

man.

“MyfatherisGhanaian,”sheleansbackonthechair

andfoldsherarmsacrossherchest.

“Isee,whatareyourclannames?”Toomany

questionsfrom thisman,theydribblehermind

leavingitmystified.

“Isthereapurposetothisinterrogation?”Sheasks.

“Yes,Iwanttoknowhowyoucalluponyour

ancestors.Whenyouacknowledgetheirpresence,

youshouldreciteclanpraises.Theyloveit,itmakes

them happy.”

“Wedon’tpractisethat,mygreatgrandfatherusually

comestomeinadream ormanifeststhroughme.

Thatwasalongtimeago,whenIwasyoung.”

There’sdreadinhervoice,aglintofsadness.

“Whenyouwereyoungandinnocent,”hiswords.

“You’reeitherstainedwithsomethingtheydon’t



approveoforyouhavedonesomethingtheydon’t

like.It’syourfaulthehasn’tcomeforthinyears.

WhathaveyoudoneLili?”

“Noneoftheabove,”hiswordsseem toannoyher.

Whoishetocriticiseherlikethis?

“Don’tbitemyheadmfethu,it’sjustathought.”He

takesalongloudsip,andmovesincloser.“Look,

someancestorscanbeverypossessive,especially

whentheywantyoualltothemselves.Doyouhavea

boyfriend?”

“That’snoneofyourbusiness,”whoishetoaskher

suchapersonalquestion?

“Mfethu,umuhlekakhulutohavethisattitude.You

askedmeaquestionandthisismetryingtoadd1

and1sowegetto2.Sofarwe’regetting7.”(You’re

toobeautiful.)

He’smakingsense,althoughhetoohasnocluewhy



thegirlcametohishouse.

“Itreallyiskindofstrangethatwemetonceand

nowwe’resharingbreadinmykitchen.There’sa

purposeforthat.”

Theonlyreasonshenodstohisexplanationis

becausehespeakslikeamanwhoissureofwhat

he’stalkingabout.Heseemslikethetypeshewould

followtowhereverifheweretoconvinceher,it’sin

thewayhecarrieshiswordsandhimself,likea

groundedwarrioratwar.

“Ithinkyourancestorsbroughtyouhere,”

Bambindlovufinallyshedslight.“Theoldman,ishe

yourmaternaltaimaorpaternal?”

“He’smyfather’sgrandfather,”shesays.“Butwhy

am Ihere?Whybringmetoyourhouse?”

“IwishIcouldtellyouLili,abaphansiareonholiday

rightnow.IwouldcallbutIhateitwhenI’m sentto

voicemail.”Tothinkhewasmakingsense,nowthe



manhasgonebacktospeakinggibberish.

“CanyouspeaklikeanormalpersonsoIcan

understandyou?”Liyanaisgettingupset.

“Givemeyournumbers,I’llcontactyouwhenthey

decidetheywanttospeak.”Nowyou’retalking,sir.

Liyanacallsitoutwithoutanyhesitation,hedialsthe

number.

“It’sringing,”hetellsthelost-lookinggirl.“Mostgirls

givethewrongnumber,soIhadtocheck.”

“I’m notmostgirls.”Damnright,she’snot.

Amaskhandisongresoundsinthetinykitchen,too

loudforamanwhosharestheflatwitharainbow

nation.

“Ithinkit’syourfather,”hetiltsthephonetoshow

hertheunsavednumber.Shetakesitandswipesto

receive,herfathertellsherhe’soutsideandthatshe

shouldhurry.



“Ihavetogo,”she’sstands,eagertogetoutofthe

flat.

“I’llwalkwithyou,theliftisn’tworkinganditissaid

youhearanextrapairoffootstepsonthestairs

whenwalkingatnight.”Therereallywasnoneedto

uttersuch,Liyana’seyesexpandwithfear.“You’re

luckyyouwereazombiewhenyoucamehere,your

ancestorsarebravehey.Hillbrowisnotakindplace

forshinygirlslikeyou.”

Hecallshismothertoaccompanythem and

explainshowLiyana’sfatherwillprobablykillhim

thinkinghe’sherboyfriend.

LikeBambindlovuhadsaid,thestairwaysarecreepy

anddark.Thandikelaleadstheway,whilehewalks

behindherwithLiyanaclingingontohisarm.She

didthatwhentheyenteredthefifthfloorandhasn’t

letgosince.It’sdeadsilentthathecanhearher

heartthumpingagainstherchest.

“Iliedabouttheghosts,relax.”Hemumblestoher



whenherhandtightensaroundhisbiceps.Liyana

ignoreshisstatement,there’snowayshe’sletting

go.Theescapadecomestoahaltwhentheygetto

thereception.

“I’llstayheremama,yougoahead.Wedon’twantto

givetheoldmanaheartattack.”Thandikelahumsat

herson’ssuggestion.“Lili,savemynumberwhen

yougethomeanddon’thesitatetocallme.Maybe

I’llfetchyounexttimeyoufeellikevisitingmeinthe

middleofthenight,it’sbetterthanwalkingfrom the

north.”He’skidding,thefaintsmileonhisfacesays

so.Butbecauseheisanidiot…

“It’sLiyana,”thecorrectionisnotcomingfrom abad

place.“…andthankyou.”

Hedoesn’tsayanythinginresponsetoherremark.

“Youcankeepthepants,butthet-shirtandjersey

haveaname,Lili.”Thisisnotwhathereallywantsto



say.“Returntoowner.”

We’vealreadypointedthathe’sanidiot.

Amusementplaysinhisvoiceandeyes.Liyana

flicksherbrowsinacknowledgementbeforewalking

awaywithThandikela.Bambindlovuwatchesthem

untilhecan’tseethem anymore.Whatawaytostart

one’smorning.

ZITHA-

“Zithawakeup,wakeupZitha.”That’smymother’s

voicebuthow?She’sdead…“VukaZithobile,there’s

someoneinyourroom.ZithobileVuka.”

Hersofttonequicklytransitionsintoanaggressive

one,itjoltsmeoutofadeepsleep.

“Jesus!”Iscream thesecondmyeyessnapopen.



Whatismyauntdoinghere?She’sstandingatthe

footofmybed,glaringatmecoldly.Shehasnothing

onbutablackclothwrappedaroundher.Shelooks

terrifiedandalittlelost.

“Aunty,what’swrong?Whathappened?”

Shefrowns,clickshertongueandwalksout,leaving

thedoorwideopen.IknowI’m notherfavourite,but

alittlerespectwouldbenice.Ileavethebedtoclose

itandgetamusclespasm onmyleftlegthe

momentithitsthefloor.Itthrowsmebackonthe

bedandanunexpectedscream fliesoutofmy

mouth.

Thepainshootsallthroughmybody,makingithard

formetomoveforaminute.I’m thinkingauntyor

Sizakelewillcomebutnothing,that’showloudIwas.

Alittleprayerlater,itstartstofade.Finally,I’m on

myfeet,Iclosethedoorandfeelaneedtolockitfor

somereason.

Thetimeonmyphonesaysit’s4:30am.Whywas



auntinmyroom atthistime?Ifshewanted

somethingsheshould’vetoldme.

“BrahGod,you’renotsleeping,areyou?”Hebetter

notbesleeping.“Look,Iknowit’squitelateandI

haven’tbeenaroundforyears.Iwouldalsoget

annoyedifsomeoneknockedatmydooratthistime.

Butlisten,myfavouritefatherintheworld.Daddy

dearest.”

SuddenlyIam takenbacktothewordsIspewedto

Isisa’saunt.

“Okay,IknowIcalledanothermandaddy.Don’tbe

mad,justgrantmethisonewish.IpromiseIwill

startwatchingT.BJoshuafrom tomorrow.Protect

me,daddyGod.Thedaddiestofdaddies.Myone

andonly,jyismyhartsepunt.Thankyou,Iloveyou.

Goodnight.”

(Youhaveaspecialplaceinmyheart.)



AMARA-

“Mom,canInotgotoschoolplease.”R.Jsaystome

whenIpullupoutsidetheschoolgate.

“Why?Areyouokay?”Maybeifhetoldmethis

beforeweleftthehouseIwouldhavegrantedhim

therequest,I’m feelingoverprotectivesinceLiyana

gaveusascarelastnight.He’ssittingonthe

passengerseat,engrossedontheschoolgrounds.

It’sfloodedwithschoolkidsrushinginsidethegates.

“Idon’tfeellikeschooltoday,”notagoodenough

reasontomissschool.

“Nicetry,I’llwalkyoutothegate.”Idashoutofthe

car,ittakeshim aminutetofollowme.“Whythe

longfaceKwame?IstheresomethingIshould

know?”

Theboyisdragginghisfeet,heshakeshishead

withoutlookingupatme.

“Youdon’thavetoaccompanymetotheclass,



mom.”He’ssuddenlytimid,withdrawn.

“AreyouafraidIwillembarrassyouinfrontofyour

friends?”Noanswer.“AndIthoughtIwasacool

mom.”

“It’snotthat,myteacher…”

“Mrs.Okolie.”Mrs.Chalaappearsfrom the

classroom,wearingherusualbiggrin.She’sashort

chubby,light-skinnedwoman,roundinallareasof

herbody,includinghercheeks.

“Morning,”Isalute.

“Whatapleasantsurprise,”hereyesfallonR.Jwho

isperchedupagainstme,hedrophisheadand

offersalow;

“GoodmorningMrs.Chala.”

“Sincewhenareyoushy?”Iaskhim.

“He’snotthefirstone,myclassisfilledwithbashful

students.I’vebeenwiththem forthreemonths,they

willopenupwithtime.”Sheadds,smilingdownat

myson.“Ilovechildrenandteachingjustasmuch



andbecauseofthat,childrenopenuptomewith

ease.IbelieveKwamewilldothesame,he’sagood

boy.”

Herexpressioncomeswithherrubbinghishead,R.J

doesnotrespondtothetouch,howeverhegrabsmy

handandtightensthegrip.

“I’veheardhowthestudentcounselpraisesyour

workandexperience,”Isay.

“Well,I’m gladyou’veheardnothingbutgood

things.”That’sheranswer.

“Youwereamayoronceuponatime,thecommunity

lovesyouandlooksuptoyou.Weneedagood

mentorforourchildrenandyouareitMrs.Chala.”

Thewomannods,stillgrinning.

“I’m gladyouhavetrustinme,Mrs.Okolieanditis

anhonourtoteachyourson.”Sheproclaims.“You

maygotoclassKwame.”

Withthis,herunsintotheclassroom,nogoodbyeor

anything.



“Iguessthat’smycue,Iwilltakemyleavenow.”Ibid

hergoodbyeandtakeoff.

I’m meetingupwithSethuatacafécloseby,it’sher

birthdaytomorrowandshewantstohavealittleget

together.There’saproblem though,Stylesadvised

againstit.Shewantsmyhelp,somethingabout

askingRandalltotellStylestotakeabreakfrom

whatevertheyaredoing.I’m yettohearwhatshe

hastosayaboutthematter.

Ifindhersettledinside,sippingoncoffee.Herfacial

featuresarechanging,hernoseifgrowingbigger-

facebecomingfuller…thingsIhateaboutpregnancy.

“Shouldyoubedrinkingthat?”IaskassoonasI’m

withinearshot.

“IwillgocrazyifIdon’t.”Weshareabriefhug.

“Wouldyoulikeanything?”

“I’m okay,IhadbreakfastbeforeIleftthehouse.”I



respond,positioningmyselfoppositeher.

“HowisLiyana?”

LiyanawasstillsleepingwhenIleftthehouse,

Randallstayedwithheraftertheygothomeearly

thismorningandhasn’tleftherside.Herexplanation

wasthatshecouldn’trecallhowshegotoutofthe

houseandwhosehouseshewentto.Sethunods

andhumsasIexplainLiyana’ssituation,Ihappento

noticehowshe’snotentirelywithme.

“Youseem jumpy,iseverythingokay?”Ihave

observedhowcautioussheistohersurroundings.If

she’snotscanningtheentrance,she’sbrowsingthe

area.

“Doyouevergetthatfeelinglikeyou’rebeing

followed?”Shekeepshervoicelow,asifafraidof

beingheard.

“You’rebeingfollowed?”Ireplywithaquestion.

“I’m notentirelysure,maybeI’m beingparanoid.”

Sheleansincloser.“Don’tmakeitobvious,butsee



thatwomanbehindme?Theoneinblack?”

Iseethepersonshe’stalkingabout,she’sonher

phone,mindingherbusiness.

“Whatabouther?”Iask.

“Shecomestomyworkplaceeverysingledayat

12pm andonlyordersacupoftea.Shewouldsit

thereforhourswithoutanycompany,don’tyouthink

that’sstrange?”

“Peopledothat,”asfarasIknow.

“But,whyissheherethough?”Sethustops,turnsto

glanceatthewomanthenbackatme.“Ibumped

intoheratthemallyesterdayandnowshe’shere.

SomethingisfishyAmara.”

Sethufinisheswithadeepexhalation,youknowthat

feelingyougetwhenpeoplearetalkingaboutyou?

Yeah,Ithinkitjustvisitedthatwomanbecauseshe

raisesherheadandoureyesinstantlymeet.My

mindworksovertimetryingtofigureoutwhereI

haveseenher,IknowI’veseenhersomewhere.



Don’taskmewhyI’m stilllookingather,she’salso

boldenoughtokeepthegaze.

“Isaiddon’tmakeitobviousAmara,”Sethuchides

mewithawhisper.ButIcan’tremovemyeyesfrom

her,thenithitsme,thememoryflashesinfrontof

myeyes.

“OhmyGod,”Ijumptomyfeetastherealisation

smashesagainstme.“It’sthewomanfrom the

hotel.”

Irememberbumpingintoherintheelevator.

“What?”Sethudoesn’tknowthefullstory,butshe

turnstoherdirection.Thewomanstands,eyesstill

onme.ShewinksandthecreepiestsmirkI’veever

seenplaysatherlips.

Wantingtoaskwhosheis,myfeetmovetowards

herbutshegrabsherbelongingsandhurriesoutof

thecafé.

“Hey,wait.”Itrailafterher,Sethu’svoicefollowsme,

tellingmetocomeback.It’spaintedwithworry,I



don’tpayheranyattention.There’snosignofthe

womanoutside,shehasdisappearedintothinair,as

ifshewasneverhere.HowwillIfindherinthis

crowdedplace?Dammit!

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Twenty-Five

ZITHA-

Wakingupat5am topreparebreakfastforaunt

beforeshegoestoworkisaprofessioninthis

house.Buttoday,todayIhavetakenmytime,

choosingnottobeaslavein2021.I’m notsurewhat

timeitis,thesunraysburstingthroughthekitchen

windowtellmeit’spast8am.

‘SisMayandThoko’arestillsleeping,theythinklife

isafilm thosetwo.WaittillKarmapaysthem avisit.

Theoatsarealmostreadytobeserved.There’sa

suddenpresencethatcompelsmetoturn,myaunt

isstandinginthedoorway,eyestooshiftyfor

someonewhoisforeverglaringwithconfidence.

HatrednudgesmeasI’m lookingather,howcana

womanbesoheartless?Mymotherwasatotal



oppositeofthisone.

“Aunty!”Yes,I’m boilingwithangertillnow.

Ithoughttodaywasherdayoff…whatever,itis

betterthatshestaysawayfrom metoday.She

doesn’tlookatmebutopensthefridgeandtakes

herlunchbox.She’sheadedforthedoornow…

“Aunty,yourporridgeisready.”

Sheclickshertonguewithoutturningtolookatme

thenstormsout,bangingthedoorbehindher.Yoh!

What’swrongwithher?

“Whatdidyoudotomymother?”

Whatmakesherthinkwe’reonspeakingtermsafter

whatshedid?Idecidetostartwithlastnight’s

dishes,Sizakeletakestheplatethatwasmeantfor

hermotheranddishesupforherself.Doesthisgirl

knowhowtoprepareporridge?

“What’swrongwithyou?Iaskedyouaquestion.”

Shecomestostandnexttomeandleansagainst



thecounter,it’sthefactthatshe’seatingthefoodI

preparedwithnocarehowitgotinthepot.

“Areyoustillupsetaboutlastnight?”Lord,thisgirl

betternotbetalkingtome.

“Ineedtocleanthehouse,washthatplatewhen

you’redone.I’m notyourmaid,bloodyfool.”Iwon’t

besayinganythingfurtherandthesmellofoatsis

makingmesick,toapointofwantingtothrowup,

thenagainitcouldbeSizakele’sface.

Ileaveherinthekitchenentertainingatongueclick.

Liyanahasbeendistantlately,Ineedtocallher.

Zwelethubetternothaveturnedmyfriendagainst

meorIwillslicehisballsintoamillionpieces.The

doorinthesittingroom opensandthefirstthingI

seeisabighead.

“Dali!”Ulwaziwalksin,thegirlneverknockswhen

myauntisnotaround.You’dthinkthishouse

belongstohergrandmother.



“Tooearlyforvisits,don’tyouthink?”I’m notentirely

shockedbyhersuddenvisit,she’sstandinginthe

doorwayeyespoppedout.

Iknowwhatthisisabout,tothinkIalmostforgot

aboutthebruises.

“I’m fineLwazi,youcancloseyourmouth.”

“Thatbastard.”Sheshrieks,rushingovertoinspect

myface.“I’m takingyoutothepolicestation,you’re

goingtoreporthim.Thatbastardisgoingtopayfor

this.”

Mycheeksareburiedinherroughhandsandshe’s

lookingintomyeyes,hersholdingontoanger.

“Youcanletgonow,I’m finehau.Youdon’thaveto

bedramatic.”Iclaim myfaceback,Ulwaziisfuming

withragewhichIcompletelyget.

“Let’sgoZithobile.”Shegrabsmyhandandstarts

pullingmetowardsthedoor,Itakecontrolofmy

feetandstopthem from moving.

“Itoldyou,I’m fine,Lwazi.”Herinsistencecauses



metosnap,mybruisedfaceistheleastofmy

worriesatthemoment.

“You’refine?You’refineZithobile?”Sheshouts.

“Haveyouseenyourface?Youlooklikeabattered

housewife.Thatmandoesnotdeserveyou,whyare

youstillwithhim?”She’sgettinglouder.

“We’renotdating,youknowthat.He’sjustmy

sourceofincome,that’sall.Mustyoushout?Yoh,

I’m notinthemood.”

ThiswholeTshilidziissuedrainsme,I’drathernot

talkaboutittillIfigureawayoutwithoutgoing

broke.I'm notabouttostartaskingmyauntfor

moneytobuysanitarypads,lasttimeIdidthat,I

wasgivenR4tobuytissueatthelocaltuckshop.

“Notinthemoodhuh?Youwon’tbeinthemood

whenyou’relyingdeadinacoffin.”She’sprobably

right,hemightendupkillingme.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Sizakele’svoiceslithers



intothelivingroom,thesoundofitmakesmecringe.

Ulwazi’sdemeanourchanges,shefrownsatthe

cousinandI’m remindedhowmuchthesetwohate

eachotherwithpassion.

“Zithobile,Ithoughtthisdemonhadgonetoschool,

otherwiseIwouldn’thavecomehere.”Ulwazi.

“Whoareyoucallingademon?”Sizakeleisalways

shoutinglikehermother.

“Wenamthakathi.”(You,witch.)

Icanseeshe’sjustaboutreadytofighther.This

friendofmineisbiggerthanSizakeleandthatwill

notstopherfrom beatingupthislittlegirlblackand

blue.

“Getoutofmyhouse.”Sizakeledemands.

IfitwereadayIwasnotemotionallydrained,Iwould

havegivenherapieceofmymind.Thefriendputs

herstubbornnesstopractise,shefindsherwayto

thesofa,crossesherlegsandfoldsherarms.The

lookonherfacerightnow…toodramaticandextra.



“Onedayisonedaywena.”Sizakeledishesanempty

promise.

“Oh,I’m waitinghoney,wecanevenmakeittoday.

Someoneneedstopanelbeatthatuglyfaceof

yours.”Ulwazi.

She’sstillawomanunderneaththemannishposture.

Ulwaziisdeadserious,Iseeitinhereyes,Sizakele

seesittooandshe’safraidofher.

Shesnortsandwalksoutofthehouse.

“Witch!”Ulwazihisses,Ilovethisgirl.“I’m latefor

work.We’lltalkwhenIgetback.”Shestandsupand

gathersmeintoherarms,thehugissowarm,

makesmefeellikeI’m notalone.I’m inthevergeof

breakingdownbutopttoswallowmyemotions,this

onewouldburndownmyaunt’shousewithherand

Sizakeleinside,ifItellherwhathappened.

Ifindmyselfabitclingy,holdingonforalittlelonger

whensheletsgo.



“What’swrong?”Sheknowsme,I’m notusuallythis

insecure.

“Nothing,”Imoveoutofherarms,eyesdartingfrom

placetoplacetoavoidsheddingtears.“Just

thankingyouforwhatyoudidtoSizakele,nexttime

addapunchortwoandI’llprobablykissyou.”

Myheartdoesasummersaultduetothesmileshe

offers,aheadshakelater,shekissesmycheekand

leavesmealonetodrowninmytroubles.Ineed

somedistraction,somethingthatwillmakeme

forgetmymotherandfather’sbetrayal.Iwonder

wherethatmama’sboyTshepois,yawningunder

him isbetterthananythingrightnow.

There’ssomeoneticklingmydoor,theknocking

doesnotstopuntilIopenittoseethe‘Umbrella’kid,

lookinglikehejustwokeup.Hiscrusty,boogers-

filledfacesmilesatme.

“Dumelang.”HegreetsandhandsmewhatI

recogniseasmybag,apeekrevealsmybelongings.



Wait…Am Ikickedoutbeforeactuallymovingin?

Whydidtheybringbackmystuff?Iknowwealthy

peopledon’thavetimeforus,buthecould’ve

broughtithimself.

“Wheredidyougetthis?”Iaskandhepoints

towardsthegate.

AsIstepout,IseetheRangeRover,todayI’m finally

goingtomeethim.Mystomachtossesnervouslyat

thethought.

ThekidscurriesoutthegateandIplodafterhim.

Todayhe’sbraveenoughtoparkacrossthestreet.

Forasecond,Ithinkhewilldriveoffbutdoesn’t.

Instead,thedriver’sdooropens.Onefootpopsout,

blackshinyformalshoes,thesecondonefollows.I

don’tknowifI’m overexcited,orit’ssomethingIate

butmystomachstartsactingupasIapproachthe

car,myheadspinsandeverythingbecomesfuzzy.

Istopinthemiddleofthestreettoshakethe

dizzinessoff,someoneisrushingtowardsme.It’s

themanwhogotoutofthecar.Beforehegetsto



me,IfeelmybodyfallbutIdon’thittheground,a

pairofarmscatchme.

AMARA-

Randallhasbeenworkingonfindingoutwhat

actuallyhappenedthatdayatthehotel,thewomanI

sawprobablyknowssomething.Itcan’tbea

coincidencethatIbumpedintoheragainandthat

lookshegavemewastoosuspicious.

Ihurrybackinsidetomakeacall.

“Whydidyourunafterher,Amara?”Iwillgiveher

answerswhenI’m donetalkingtoRandall,hisphone

isringing.

“Mehemma,”heanswers.

“Isawher,”thereisnotimetogreet.“Thewoman

from thehotelwashereRandall.”

“Where?”Heasks,Icouldhearhim moving.“Where



areyou?”

“AtacaféinRosebank,she’sgone.There’snosign

ofheranywhere.”Sethufrownswhilestaringwithan

inquisitiveglower,I’m yettofillherinonwhat

happenedthatday.TheonlypersonI’vespokento

aboutthematterismyhusband,it’sareally

sensitivetopic.

“GohomeAmara,I’llmeetyouthere.”Thatsounds

morelikeanorder.

“I’m withSethu,we’llgooncewe’redone.”ThemanI

lovesighs,makingsureIcatchhowfrustratedhe’s

become.

“GohomeAmara,now.”Hegivesafinalorderand

hangsup.

“What’sgoingon?Howdoyouknowthatwoman?”

Sethu.

“Comehomewithme,I’llexplaineverythingthere.”

WhenRandallsaysmove,youhaveto.



It’stimesliketheseI’m takenbacktohiscontrolling

ways,somesayhe’soverprotectivewhilesomesay

it’stheleaderinhim.Youdon’ttellhim whattodo,

ratherhetellsyou.HistwinbrotherNqabayomziand

Stylesareanexception,theycangetawaywith

pushinghim around.

Thankfully,Sethudoesn’taskquestions.Shepays

forhercoffeeandweheadoutwhileshecomplains

aboutthemysteriouswoman,beingpregnantand

thefatherofherkids.

RANDALL-

It’sagoodthingStyleswaswithmewhenAmara

called,heoptedwecheckoutthecafébefore

meetingupwithAmara.We’rehere,standingbefore

adispleasedyoungcashier,musthateherjob.

Iwasleftstunnedwhenhehandedmeafakepolice



appointmentcard,“We’regoinginasdetectives.”He

said.

Overtheyears,I’velearntnottoquestionthethings

hedoes.Youneedtobeacertainsomebodyinorder

togettotheTVroom,thecardsshouldcomein

handy.ThewomanfrownsatitwhenIswipeitover

herface,fastenoughshedoesn’tgettoseethe

detailsonit.

“Dothesurveillancecameraswork?”Stylesasks

pointingatthetwocamerasinthecafé.

“Ithinkso.”Theladysays,boredexpressionseton

herface.“Themanagerisnotaround,he’llbeback

after12pm.”

“Okay,”Stylesdeliverswithadeadpantone.“Where

isthesecurityroom?”

Thewomanrapidlyblinksatthestandoffishmanner

emanatingfrom Styles,I’dbenervoustoo.She

clearsherthroatandtellsustofollowher.Weenter

astoreroom,kitchenlookingplace.Storeroom

becauseit’sfloodedwithboxesandKitchen



becausethere’samicrowaveandteasets.They

haveadesktopaswell,Stylesisonitinajiffy.

“Pleasehurry,Iwillgetintroublewithmyboss?”

Stupid.

“Youmayleave,”Idismissthenervouslookinglady

andshutthedoorwhenshestepsout.

“Wow,”Stylessighsgrudgingly.Standsbackfrom

thedesktopand…Iknowthisheadnod.Hedoesthis

whenhefeelsdefeatedorhasbeendared.

“Pleasetellmewefoundher,”heshakeshishead

andchucklesincredulously.

“Idon’tknowwhatwe’reupagainstRandall,butthe

sonsofbitcheshavechallengedmyintelligence.”

Histoneiscold,faceimpassive.

“Theybeatustoit?”Henodsatmyquestion.

“Thefootageisdatedtilllastnightatabout11,

everythingthathappenedtodayhasbeenwiped

clean.There’snotevenasignofAmaraandSethu



beinghere.”Angerdwellsinhisvoice.

“Theidiotsarenotsosmartafterall,theirfirst

mistakewastodeleteeverything.Unlessitwas

intended,theywantustoknowthattheyarehere

andwatchingus.”

“Youmighthavesomethingthere,”hesays.“Ihate

thisgameRandallandonlybecauseIdidn’tstartit.”

Hegrindshisteethasheexhalesalongsighof

frustration.

“Doesn’tmatter,wedon’thavetofollowtheirrules

Styles.”Ipathisshouldertogethim torelax,the

mandoesnotworkwellwhenfrustrated.

Styleslooksatme,eyesmischievous.Iknowthis

mannottobeaquitter,Ihavestoodinreverenceat

howsmartheis.Histenaciousnessissomethingto

boastabout.

“WehavetogetThandazaoutofthathospital,”he

states.“Deadoralive.”



“RelaxPeterParker,whathelpwilladeadbodydo?”

“Let’sgetoutofhere,wecan’thavethis

conversationinhere.”

He’sright,weheadout.Ican’tsayI’m not

disappointed.Gonearethedayswhenthingswere

soeasy,thosewerethedaysItookAmararight

underMkhize’snose.Theoldmanwasslyasafox,

buthadnothingonus.

“Mkhize.”Stylesstealsmythoughts,justashestarts

thecar.

Iam goingtokillMkhizeandeveryonewhohashis

bloodrunningthroughtheirveins.Thememoryis

stillclearinmyheadwhenhecametomyhouse

demandingAmara,asifshewasabagofmealie-

meal.

Hisobsessionoverherhasalwaysbeendangerous

andIbelievehehasn’tgottenoverher.Hemightbe

downandout,butthatdoesn’tmeanhisdesiresdied

withhisriches.



“AreyousureMkhizeiswhereyousayheis?”Iask.

Wehavetokeepoureyesonhim,onesmallmistake

andwe’lltripandfall.

“Ihavenodoubtit’shim,orthat’swhathewantsus

tothink.”

“Isaywepayhim avisit.”Itellhim.

ItwasyearsagoIsuggestedwekillMkhize,Iwas

willingtodoitmyself.Styleswasagainstitafter

findingoutthemanfatheredhiswife,heoptedto

striptheoldmanofeverythinghehad.Ifhehad

listenedtome,wewouldn’tbeinthissituation.

“Isaywedoit.”Styles.

Ithoughthewouldn’tagree.Iguesswe’redoingthis

andifI’m lucky,Iwillgettoputabulletthrough

Mkhize’shead.*

*

*

*©
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Twenty-Six

AMARA-

“Sisi,you'rehomeearly?”

Sincewhendoesthisoneopenthedoor?Thesmile

onherfacehasmealmosttakinganeyeroll,should

blamethehormonesformydisliketowardsher?

Randallrefusedthatwegetsomeonenew,his

explanationwasthatwecan’thavepeoplecoming

andgoingwithkidsinthehouse.

“Someonecalledinyourabsence,shesaidhername

isIfeanyi.Shewantedtospeaktotheking.”

MaNtombisays,followingSethuandItothelounge.

“Didsheleaveamessage?”

WhywouldIfeanyicallonthehousephone?She

knowswheretofindherbrotherwhenshewantsto



speaktohim.Theonlypersonwhomakesuseofthe

housephoneisRandall’sgranduncle.He’stheone

standinginforRandallbackinGhana.

Randallhadaskedhim totakeoverasking

forgettingthat’snothowthingswork.Notevenhis

twinbrotherisworthytositonthatthrone,

apparentlyacalamitywouldbefallanyintruder.Like

Randall,youwouldhavetobeelectedbythe

ancestors.

“No,shesaidshe’llcalllater.”MaNtombianswers

mypreviousquestion.

Ididn’tthinkRandallwouldbehomethisearly,Styles

iswithhim.Attheirpresence,MaNtombirushesout

oftheroom.Am Itheonlyonewhofindsitstrange

thatshedoesn’tgreet?Infact,shehardlylooked

theirway.

“YoureplacedChioma?”That’sStyles,eyesfollowing

thewomanmarchingtowardthekitchen.



“Chiomaisirreplaceable,she’shereforthetime

being.”Ianswerstandingtogreetthehusbandwho

deniesmemyrighttoseehissmile.GrumpyRandall

isaworriedRandall,he’snotupsetwithme,ishe?

“You’reangry?”Iask,onlytoreceiveafurrowedbrow.

“We’regoingtoKZNtomorrow.”Somethingtellsme

this‘we’includesme.“Packourthings.”Iknewit.

“Why?”

“Wemighthavealead,”he’snotgoingtocontinue,is

he?

“Wait,isthisaboutwhathappenedtoAmaraatthe

hotel?”LookatSethu,askingwithherhappy-go-

luckyattitude.Ihappenedtofillherinoneverything

onourwayhome.

“Itis,”Stylesanswers.

“Youtwocan’tmissmybirthdaycelebration,can’t

youpostponeit?”IalmostforgotaboutSethu’s

smallgatheringandwhydoesStyleshavethatguilty



lookonhisface?

“YourbirthdaywillhavetowaitSethu,”Yeahhey!

Thisishowamandigshisowngrave,thelook

Stylesisgettingfrom Sethu…

“We’renotpostponinganythingStyles,”pindrop

silenceintheroom andtensiontoothickitwould

needabulldozertoremoveit.“Mybirthdayis

tomorrowandwearecelebratingittomorrow.”

Eh!IsthisSethuorhersisterspeakingthroughher?

“Thistripisimportant,wecan’tpostponeit.”Styles

says,settlingdownbesidehiswifeisamistaketoo

many,thiswomanisfuming.That’sthethingabout

short-quietgirls,theyareinnocentandcutewhenat

peace.Butstartatthem andtheyexplodelike

bombsinIraq.



Sethustands,sodoesStyles.I’m notcomfortable

withhowtheyarelookingateachother.Whereisthe

love?

“Idon’tcare,”Sethureleasesthewordsthrough

clampedteeth.“You’llgoafterthedinner,Idon’tcare.

IwantyouatmypartyStylesandthat’sit.”

“It’sjustabirthdaypartySethu,you’lldoitwhenwe

getback.”Someonetellthishusbandofmineto

shuthismouth.

SethuraisesahandtodismissRandall’sopinion,

she’slookingatStylesasshedoesthisandIam not

sureifthisisarightmoveonherpart.

“StayoutofthisRandall,”Okay…I’m definitelysure

thisisnotarightmove.Didshejustdismisshim like

that?

ShouldIcallforbackup?

There’salookonStyles’face,I’dprobablygetit

wrongifIweretodescribeit.

“Wedon’tdothathere,Sethu.”Stylessays,toocalm



andcollectedithasmeclearingmythroat,seconds

apart,Randallclearshisaswell.

“YouwillhavetochooseStyles,Randalloryour

family.”

HowlonghasSethubeenmarriedtoStylesSishi?As

longasRandallandIhavebeenmarriedandIam

surprisedbyhowshedoesnotknowthatyoudon’t

dothat,youdon’tseparatethesetwomen.

BeforeRandallandAmara,beforeStylesandSethu,

therewasRandallandStylesorStylesandRandall.

Whicheverwayyouwanttoputit,Imyselfhave

neverdaredputRandallinsuchaposition.Afraid

he’llchoosehisbrotherovermeandIhavetogiveit

totheMiss.Shehasonehellofanerve.

“That’sabsurd,nothinglikethatwillhappen.”Randall

says.

“I’m waitingStyles,”SethudisregardsRandall’s

authoritativetone.Let’sbethankfulhereyesdonot



shootlethallaserorshewouldbeawidowrightnow.

“We’regoingtoKZNtomorrow,”Stylesanswers,

nonchalantly.Sethu’sfaceexpressespain.Adeadly

glareisthrownatRandallbytheoneandonly.She

stormsout,Iwouldfollow…but…

“Dammit!”Theexpressionfrom Stylessounds

painful,helooksatRandall.Arethesetwohavinga

silentconversation?

“We’llgothedayaftertomorrow,”Randallproposes.

I’m aproudwife.

“No,Sethuisbeingchildish.We’releavingtomorrow,

theenemydoesnotsleep.”Stylesrepliesbefore

followingSethu.

IsthisStyleschoosingRandalloverhiswife?

Myassumptionsweretrailingontherightpath,

there’stroubleinparadise.

“Whatwasthatabout?”I’m curious,butthisman

doesnotprovideananswer.Heshrugs,takesmy



handandstartsleadingmeto…Wherearewegoing

really?

ZITHA-

Thesmellofahospitalalwaystakesmebacktothe

daymymotherdied,itcomeswiththepainanddéjà

vufeeling.MyeyesopenandofcourseI’m inthe

hospital,aprivateone.That’sthefirstthingmymind

registers.Ihateithere.Ulwaziishere,watchingme.

Isittoosoontosayit’skindofcreepy?

“Hey,howareyoufeeling?”

“DidIhaveaneardeathexperience?”Otherwise,why

isshehere?UlwaziissupposedtobeatCheckers

shouting‘nextcustomerplease.’

“Apparentlyyoufainted,andsomeonebroughtyou

in.”Sheanswers.

NowthatIremember,Iwasheadedtowardsthe

RangeRoverandtheneverythingwentblank.



“Whereishe?”Whyam Iaskingherthis?Shelooks

confused.

“Who?”

Idon’tknowwhobutIwanttoknowwhereheis.

“Doyoumeanthepersonwhobroughtyouin?”

Ulwaziqueries.“Igotacallfrom someone,telling

metocometothehospital,Idon’tknowwherethey

gotmynumber.WhenIenteredyourroom therewas

aman,hedidn’tsaymuchnoracceptmygreeting.

Heleftwithoutaword.”

Whatishisproblem?Tillwhenisheplanningon

playinghideandseek?I’vehatedthegamesinceI

wasalittlegirl,Ihaveaphobiaofbeingalone.

Tothinkhe’shelpedmeanumberoftimesandI

havenevertrulyseenhisface,cometothinkofit,

therewerenopicturesofhim inhisroom.

“Whatdidthispersonlooklike?”



“Arrogantasfuck.”Lord!IsthatjealousyIsensein

thetoneofhervoice?“Therewassomethingdark

abouthim andthefactthathewasinallblackdid

nothelp.IhavetoadmitthatIwasstartledatfirst,I

stoodatthedoorlikeafrozenfullchicken.”

“Canyougoseeifhe’sstillaround?”Ihavetosee

him.

Ulwazidoesnotapprove,shefrowns.

“I’m notdoingthat,what’swithyouandoldmen?I

knowyoudon’thaveafather,buttakeitdowna

notch.”Thiswitch.

“SometimesIhateyourblunttongue,you’reanidiot

Ulwazi,youknowthat?”

“I’m youridiotandyouloveme,”she’ssmiling.“I’m

seriousthough,youneedtostop.Thosemencome

withtenchildrenandwomenfrom eachprovince.”

“Relax,Ionlywanttothanktheman,notlethim into

mypants…yet.”Sheshakesherhead,jawclenched.



Whatdidshethink,Iwouldletmoneyonlegspass

withouttastingit?Accordingtomysensesthat

neverlie,hesmellstoogood.It’smouth-watering,

andifheisIsisa’sbrotherthemanmustbegood

lookingbecauseshe’salookerherself.Iseeit…Isee

myselfontopofhim,havingmywaywithhim.

Visionisvague,butIseeit.Thethoughtofithasmy

p#ssyexcited.

“Slut,”Ulwazitapsmyhead,predictingmythoughts.

“Getyourmindoutofthegutter,lustisasinjustso

youknow.”

ThenIwouldhappilybouncetohellbecausethereis

nowayI’m goingtowithholdfrom salivatingover

thatmoney-smellingman.

Thedooropensandanursewalksin,Ifeelapangof

dissatisfactionasIwashopingtoseehim.Manlike

beingdisappointments.

“Howareyoufeeling?”Nurse.

“WhencanIgohome?”Idon’twanttobehere.



“Thedoctorwillbewithyoujustnow.”

Speakofthedevil,hewalksinjustather

announcement.

“Howisourpatient?”Doctorsandsmiles…jeer.

“Iwanttogohome.”Itellhim.

“YoucangohomeifyoulikebutIsuggestthatyou

stay,wehavetokeepyouovernightforobservation.”

Doctor.

“What’swrongwithme?”Whatobservation?Ifeel

fine,unlessIhavealifethreateningdiseaseIgot

from myfather’ssideofthefamily.Cursethatman.

ThedoctorlooksatUlwazi,thenbackatme.Clearly

hehassomethingbigtosayandisnotsuresayingit

infrontofUlwaziisagoodidea.

“She’smyfriend,bhuti.Ican’taffordthisplace,so

stayingovernightisnotanoption.Can’tIgiveyou

mynumbersandI’llkeepyouupdatedonmyhealth

viaWhatsApp?”

Ulwazichidesmewithanicyglare,yohthisgirl.I’m



notflirtingwiththedoctor,he’sIndianandIsee

them asbrothersfrom anothermother.

“ThebillhasbeenpaidMrs.Mkhize.”Haibo!Mrs.

Mkhize?Me,ZothibileMthombeniisaMrs.Mkhize?

“You’remistakendoctor,she’snotmarried.”Ulwazi

isadream crusher,Idon’tenvyherlife.

“I’m sorry,IthoughtsinceMr.Mkhizepaidthebill…”

“CanIpayyoutocontinuethinkingdoctor?Ireally

likethewayyouthink.”Helooksconfused.

Listen,it’snoteverydayIgettoplayamarried

woman.

“Doyourealisethereisaseriousmatterathand?”

Thedream crushersays.“Zitha,Iknowyoulike

hidingbehindthiscrazybehaviour.Butonedayyou

willhavetocomeoutandfacethemusic.Nowstop

stallingthedoctorandlethim telluswhyyoucan’t

gohome.”

Ihateher…



“Thebaby’sheartbeatisfaint,hencewehaveto

keepaneyeonyou.”

Wait!!!Ba…Didhesaybaby?

“Whatbabydoctor?”I’m goingtodie,thisisworse

thanalifethreateningdisease.

“You’refivemonthspregnant,it’sbeentoolongandI

thoughtyouknew.”Fivemonthspregnant?Andhe

saysitlikeit’snormal.There’snothingnormalabout

anyofthis.

“No,someonepaidyoutosaythis,right?”Myvoice

cracks,I’m atremblingmess.I’m notafanof

surprisesorpranks.

“Idon’tunderstandma’am,”hesayshedoesn’t

understand.Whatisgoingoninthiscountry?Iknew

Ivotedforthewrongparty.

Ulwazilooksspookedout,normally,she’dbeyelling

atmeandtellingmehowirresponsibleIam but



she’stooquiet.

“Look,bhut’dokotela,Iwouldknow.It’smybody,I

wouldknowifI’m pregnant.Ijusthadmyperiodlast

monthandthemonthbefore.”

Idid,right?Yes,yes.Irememberclearly.

“Iwaskickedanumberoftimesbyasize10foot,

there’snowayI’m pregnant.Mystomachisnotthat

bigthatIwouldn’tnoticeachangeinit.”

Frustrated,Iflipthebedsheetopenandpullthe

hospitaldressup,revealingmyflabbystomach.Did

youcatchthat?Isaidflabby,babybumpsareround

andhardandthere’soccasionalmovementsinthem.

“Whereisthisbabyyouspeakof,thereisnothingin

here.”

Hesmiles,whatthehellishesmilingabout?He

seesmydeath,doesn’the?

“Pleaserelax,thisisnormal.It’scompletely

reasonableforawomantomakeitto30weeks



withoutlookingpregnant.”Doctorsmustfall,Irefuse.

“Thisiscalledhiddenpregnancy.Oneinfour

hundredwomenarethisfaralongbeforetheyrealise

theyarewithchildandsomewomenmakeitallthe

waytolabourbeforetheyunderstandtheyaregoing

tohaveababy.Mentalhealthproblemsbipolar

disorder,stress,depression,arecommoncauses.”

“Thatdoesnotmakesense,Zithobilecannotbe

pregnant.”Ulwazifinallyspeaks.

“Doyouwantmetorecommendsomeonetotalk

to?”He’saskingmeshit.Iwantthistobeadream.

“Wecanalsodoascan.”

“Idon’twanttoseeanything,Ican’tbepregnant.Oh

God,myauntisgoingtokillme.”

“Irecommendyoutryandgetsomerest,anupset

mothermeansanupsetbaby.”

“Whosemother?”Isnap,hebetternotbecallingme

amother.Ididn’tsignupforthisposition,bloodyhell,



Ididn’taskforawomb.Whymustsuchthings

happenwithoutmypermission?

“I’llleaveyoutothinkaboutthis,tryandrelax,okay.”

Thedoctorsaysbeforewalkingout.

“Whyisheforcingthispregnancyonme?”Iask

Ulwazi.

Thatlookbetternotbedirectedatme.

“HowdidthishappenZitha?”

“Idon’tknow,Ididn’twantthis,Idon’twantthis

Lwazi.I’vebeencareful,Itookmycontraceptives.I

hateditwhenhetouchedme,heneverwantedto

useprotection.Hesaidnoothermanwillhaveme

buthim andthattherewasnopointofusing

protection.”

She’slookingatmelikeIwasgoinghousetohouse

askingforpeople’shusbandstomakemepregnant.



LIYANA-

Sleepisthemostpeacefulfeelingintheworld,oris

ittakingadump?Butsomesaydeathisthemost

peacefulthingonearth.Liyanacannotrelate,inher

sleepshe’sneveralone.Norwhenshe’sawake,

thereisforeverapresencewithher.

Likeinthiscase,Liyanaiswokenupbythefeeling

thatthere’ssomeoneintheroom.Shedoesn’twant

toopenhereyes,butthinkingshe’sbeingparanoid,

sheopensthem tofindasternlookingmanand

womanseatedonbothendsofherbed,staringat

her.Ifangercomesinhumanform,thentheyareit

personified.

Theylookliketheyarefrom themid1800s,judging

bytheirclothes.Themanlookswellinhisearly

thirties,he’swearingabrownsuitandaflatcap,but

theoutfitsomehowlooksabitunkempt.Themiddle-

agedwomaniswearingaroyalblueshortsleeved

pinifaandawhiteheadwrap.



Liyanahasgraspedthatthisisnotadream.She

feelsbloodthrobbingthroughherveins,gulpsdown

aballoffearasshepreparestoreleasearecord

breakingscream.Hermouthopens,it’sinherchest,

butnothingiscomingout.

*

*

*©
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LIYANA-

Imaginetheworstnightmareyou’veeverhad,then

imagineyou’reunabletowakeupfrom itbecause

you’realreadyawake.Allthosestrangethingsthat

makesensewhenyou’redreamingbecauseyou

knowit’sadream,starttomakesensewithyour

eyeswideawake.

Theyhavetobemysticbeings,it’stheonlycoherent

explanation,notonlyhavetheyfilledherwithfear,

theyhavetakenhervocalsound.Thetwobeings

standtotheirfeet,eyesstillkeptonherasifwaiting

forhertomove.

Unconsciously,Liyanaglidesoutofbed.Theydon’t

wastetimebutstartwalkingbackwards,without



turningtheirbacksonhernorremovingtheirangry

eyesfrom her.Phantom footstepsresoundonthe

floor.

LikemagnetLiyanatrailsafterthem,herfeetdon’t

belongtoheranymore,shehaslostcontrolover

them.

Withouttrippingorstumbling,theymakeitdownthe

flightofsteps,headedtothebackyard.

“MissLiya,”MaNtombicallsouttoher,sherushes

backtothekitchentoleavethewashingbasket.She

wasaskedtokeepaneyeontheprincessandhere

sheisrunningafterher.

Asshegetstotheslidingdoor,shefindsitshut

whichisodd.Thisdoorisnevershutduringtheday,

onepullanditwon’tbudge.Themaidpanics,her

boss,notAmara…shehasnotseenthatwoman

pastanordinarygirlwhoismarriedtoaking,until

then,therespectsheisoughttogivethewifewould

havetoremaintuckedawaysomewhereinherbusy

head.



Hersalarypayer…herlandlordgaveherstrict

instructionstokeepwatchoverthegirloutside,but

howcanshenow,whenthestupiddoorisstanding

inherwayandshecan’tseeanythingbeyondthe

suddenfog?Talkaboutstrangehappenings.

Thedaylightlosestodarkness,theskiesbecome

greyandhazy.

Liyanalooksupattheskyunawareofthebodies

thathavesuddenlymaterialisedfrom underwater,

notonlyaretheretwodeadbodiesinsidethepool,

thereisbloodinthewater.

Sheshouldbeafraid,screamingforhelp.Butthereis

nothinginherthattellshertodoso,instead,her

eyeswanderofftothetwobeingswhoarenow

squattingoverthepool.Theywashtheirfaceswith

theuncleanwateraboutthreetimesbeforelooking

upather.

Theirgrim faceshavesuddenlychanged,sheisnow

lookingatRandallandAmara,bloodleakingfrom



theireyesinmiserablestreams.That’sright,theyare

cryingblood.Nowdisguisedasherparents,the

couplejoinhandsandcautiouslytreaddownthefive

stepsleadinginsidethepool.Thebodiesareno

longerthere,whatremainsisthebloodiedwater.

It’sasifshehasforgottentoscream,heremotions

havebeenswitchedoffalthoughshewatchesthem

submergeintothewateranddoesnothingtostop

them.

Unexpectedly,thunderresonatesandlightning

charges,bringinghersoul-pulsesbackintoasteady

andstrongrhythm,asifherheartneededa

jumpstart.

Liyanacovershereyes,ittakesafewsecondsto

takeapeekandtohersurprise,itisdaylight.There

isnothingoutoftheordinary,thepoolisasclearas

theblueskies.

Hereyeswhiskaroundsearchingforthepeoplewho

broughtheroutofherroom,herparentsaswelland



thereisnooneinsight.

Amidstofeverythingthathashappened,she

remainscalm.It’snotasurprisetoherthatshehas

agift,thegirlhasseenworse.

“Miss.Liya.”MaNtombihasfinallymadeitoutside.

“Areyouokay?”

“Didyoualsoseethat?”Liyanaasks.

“Seewhat,Miss.Liya?”

Don’twasteyourtimeLiyana,shedoesnothavethe

answersyouseek.

“Ihavetogo,”Liyanaannouncesandpouncesoff

intothehouse,athoughthascometomind.

Sheknowswhotocall.

ZITHA-

Thereisnorestforthewicked.Ihaveheardthis



sayingmanytimesinmylifeandboyhaveIbeen

wickedandthisismypunishment.WillIeverknow

peace?

Ulwaziandherheavypresencearestillhere,she’s

moreupsetthanIam.Itriedtalkingtoher,butwas

givenablackstare.Ineedsomeonetotellherthat

wearenotanitem andthereisnowayunderthe

faceoftheearthIwilleverconsiderherasa

potentiallover.

There’sasuddenknockonthedoor,itopens

immediatelyafterandIsisawalksin.Thegirlsmiles

themomentoureyesmeet,Iwouldreturnit,butmy

heartissittingonmythroat.

“Hi,”shesings.

Mustbenicetoalwaysbethishappy,someofus

canonlydream aboutit.Wereturnthesalutation

andfallintosilence,shesensesitandclearsher

throat.

She’scarryingwhatappearstobebagsoffood.



“Ibroughtyoufood,Ithoughtyoumightbehungry

consideringthathospitalfoodtasteslike

cardboard.”Shesays,placingthebagssomewhere

intheroom.

Right!AbouttellingUlwazithatIam nothergirlfriend,

IneedthatdonesoonerthanMandelawasfreed

from prison.ThegirlisglaringatpoorIsisa,mind

you,shehasnocluewhosheis.

“Hi,I’m Isisa.”

I’m gratefulformeetingintelligentpeoplewhoknow

thatintroducingthemselvesisamustbecauseIwas

notgoingtodoit.

“ImetZithatheotherdayatmyhouse.”

“Wow,howmanyarewe,Zithobile?”God,heedmy

cry.Myancestorshaveturnedagainstme.Ulwazi

embarrassesmesometimes.

“Controlyourselfplease,Idon’twanttobea



laughingstock.”Iwhisperenoughforhertohear,

she’snotgettingridofthatfrownanytimesoon.

“Ulwazi,herbestfriend.”Shesays,foldingherarms

andsuddenlydeep-voiced.Whoisshetryingto

intimidate?

ThelookonIsisa’sfacetellsmethatshesenses

she’snotwantedbythisthingIcallafriend,her

smilefadesasshesitsontheedgeofthebed.She’s

notgoinganywhere…Ilike…

“Alittlebirdytoldme,he’sworriedaboutyou.”Isisa

introduces.Idon’tneedEinsteintotellmewhothe

littlebirdis.

“Yourbrother?”Thequestionwasatthetipofmy

tongue,whynotletitout?

“Yes,Ibelieveyoutwohavemet.”Iwouldn’tsay.

“Isheafraidofwomen?”Imustknow,maybethe

manplaysfortheotherteam.

“No,”sureshewoulddefendherbrother.“He’salittle



busy.”

“Alittlehuh?HowcomeIhaven’tproperlymethim

then?”

“Icancallhim andgiveyouthephonesoyouspeak

tohim.”Shesays.

IfindUlwaziwhoshakesherheadno,it’stoolateto

stopIsisa,notthatIwasgoingto.

“It’sringing,”shetellsme,flashingafaintsmile.My

palmsstarttosweat,it’sstrangeformebecause

nothingmakesmenervous.

Myeyesareundisciplined,theylingeronthedoor

withanurgetocatchaglimpseofhim.Justa

glimpsewillbemorethanenoughforme.

“He’snotanswering,”Isisasays,alsotakingnoteof

mywanderingeye.

WhydoIgetafeelinghe’sdoingeverythingtoavoid

me?Notbeingwantedisnotafirst,Ihavegrown

usedtoit.However,ithurtseverytime.



LIYANA-

Everygoodthinghe’slearntwasontheothersideof

acuriouswandering.He’sonlynine,andexposedto

everythingtheworldcanoffer.Goodorbad,ifhe’s

luckyhe’llstayhiddenunderhisfather’swing.Ifnot,

hewillcrushandburnwiththerestofus.

Liyanaseeshim andscuttlesoutofthecartomeet

him halfway,she’salwaysexcitedtoseeherlittle

brother.

Gettingoutofthehousewasadecisionshemade

afterspeakingtohernewfound‘friend’overthe

phone,thetwoagreedtomeetupwheretheyfirst

met.Theschool.

“WhyareyouwrinkledKwame?”Shereachestoiron

outhisschoolshirtandtuckitin,buttheboy

flinchesanddrawsback.Eyeswideandfearful.



“Andthen?”Ofcourseshedoesn’tknowhim tobe

jumpy,she’sbasicallyhissecondmother,somedays

shebathshim beforebed.

His,“nothing,”isawhisper.Hekeepshisheadlow,

nervouslyplayingwiththeslingsofhisbackpack.

“Kwame…”Theboywincesatthesoundofhisname.

“IpreferR.J,pleasedon’tcallmethat.”Hesays,not

lookinguptoseetheshockpaintedonherface.

“Sincewhen?I’vealwayscalledyouKwa…”R.J

clencheshiseyesandthathasLiyanabitingher

tongue.“What’sgoingon?”

Hedoesn’tanswer,butdropshisschoolbagonthe

ground.Hekneels,notmindingthedirtandfishes

intoit.

“Whatisthis?”LiyanaquestionstheA4paperhe

handsher,it’sprintedwithaschoollogoatthetop,a

stampandasignatureprobablyfrom theprincipalor

classteacher.



R.Jhangshisschoolbagoverhisshoulder,eyes

curiousandprobingwhilehissistersilentlyreads

overthedocument.Hetoohasnocluewhatis

writteninit.

“AmovienightonFridayandit’scompulsory?”A

frowngrowsonhermystifiedfaceasshereads

from thepaper.

“CanInotgoLiya?”He’sfrowninglikehisfather,a

splittingimageheis.

“Itsayshereit’scompulsory.”Liyanamumbles.

It’shardtounderstandwhyamovienightis

compulsory,isiteducationalorsomethingcloseto

that?

“Ihatemovies,Ihateeverythingthathastodowith

movies.”Theboygrumbles,he’saboutcloseto

throwingatantrum.“It’sdisgustingLiya,it’s

disgusting.PleaseIdon’twanttowatchmovies,I

hatethem.”



He’sgettingloudandgaininghimselfattentionfrom

bystanders.

“Heysweetie,it’sokay.Youdon’thavetogo,butI

willhavetospeaktoyourteacherfirst.”

Atthispromise,R.Jhideshisfaceonhissister’s

tummy,armstightlywrappedaroundherwaist.

“Youreallydon’t…”

Theyareinterruptedbyloudmusicboomingfrom a

whitecaravanthat’snotsupposedtobespeedingin

theschoolpremises,Liyanapullsherbrothertothe

sidelestthesenselessdriverhitsthem withthecar.

“Whatanidiot,”shewhisperstoherself.

Theidiotparksthecaravantwovehiclesawayfrom

hersanddashesoutofthecar.He’sflauntinghis

favouriteattire;umblaselo,apairofwhatusedtobe

whitechuckslookinglikehewashesthem inmud.

Theyhaveseenbetterdays.



Themandodgesafewofhisshortandloud

passengersastheyruntothecaravanasiftheywill

beleftbehind.

“Neverhavingkids,nothankyou.”Hedecrees,

watchingthebratswithacurledlip.“Nooffense

kortess.”(Shortperson.)

TheactofrepentanceisdirectedtoR.J.

“Wisedecision,I’m surenoonewantsyouasa

father.”Liyanafeedshim hisownmedicine,he

replieswithahuff.

“Mfethu,didyoubath?”Whatisheonabout?Liyana

scowls,sheremembersbathingandseesnothing

wrongwithher.

“I’m nothereforamakeover,”sheremindshim and

herretortbringsasmiletohisface.

“Okay,tellmewhathappened?”

Downtobusinessbecausewell,theyarenotreally

friends.Togetcomfortable,Bambindlovuleans



againstLiyana’scarandfoldshisarms.

“WaitinthecarR.J,”whatshehastotellhim can’t

beheardbyherbrother,healreadyhasahardtime

sleepingatnight.Kwamedoesnotlookpleased.A

littlefrownbuildsuponhisfeaturesashedrags

himselfinside.

“LikeIexplainedonthephone,therewasanangry

manandwomanand…”Liyanarecitesthevisionto

him again,leavingnothingout.Bambindlovunodsin

understanding.

“I’m notaseer,weshouldgetthatoutoftheway

first.TheytellmethingsIshouldrepeattocertain

individuals,novisionssofar.Ihavenothingright

now,butdreamingofbodiesinwaterstainedblood

couldbeconsideredanomen,thatsomethingbadis

goingtohappentoyouorsomeoneclose.”

Let’snotmakeamistake,heisnotasangoma

hencetheassumptions.



“Okay,somethinghastobedonetostopthat,right?”

Thethoughtofherfamilyhurtingisunbearable.

“Yes,butlikeIsaidI’m notaseer.Ican’ttellyouhow

topreventtheomenfrom happening.”

“Great,”she’sdisappointed.Therehastobeanother

wayoutofthis.Bambindlovustandsinfrontofher

andlooksdownather,browspuckered.

“Icanstillhelpyoufinddirection.”That’sbetterthan

nothing,right?

“Iwouldappreciatethat.”

“Okay,youwillneedtobuyawhitecloth.”

“Whatkindofwhitecloth?”Sheasks,seeingnothing

butsilk.

“Youwouldn’tknowwheretogetit,I’llgetitforyou.”

We’rebeinggeneroustoday.“Youwillneedtopray

overitforsevendaysbeforeusingit.”

“Whatisitfor?”



“Tocoveryourheadwhenyouprayand…”Someone

justreleasedachuckle,it’stheOkolie’sfirstborn.

Bambindlovuwaitsforhertosharethejoke.

“Idon’tknowhowtopray,wherewillIbegin?”

She’sgracedthewallsofachurchbefore,some

daysAmarawoulddragherwithher.However

LiyananevershowedinterestinbeingaChristian.

“Prayingiseasy,it’saconversationwithGod.Like

whatwe’redoingnow.”

Notthathe’saprayerwarrior,buthe’sheardhis

mother’slatenightandearlymorningprayers.The

womanwouldpresentherchildrentoGodbefore

anythingelse.

“Theclothwillgetridofthebadheadachesyouthink

aremigraines.Thisisthefirststep,you’regoingto

havetowakeupat2:30or3am topray.Don’tforget

towearthedoekwhenyousleepandwhenyou

pray.”Hemakesitsoundsoeasy.



“Also,trylisteningtoZionorapostolicsongs.You

needthatdrum inyourears,ithelpswiththeringing

soundyousometimeshear.”

“Okay,willthingsbefineafterthat?”Liyanaqueries,

butthemandisappointsbyshakinghishead.

“YoustillhavealongwaytogoLili.Becareful,don’t

allowanyoneinanddon’ttrustpeoplewithyourgift,

alwayslistentoyourgut.”

“Can’tIgotothose‘Ireceive’churchesandhave

them prayforme,perhapsallofthiswillstop.”

Thatsoundsgood,whowould’vethoughtofthat?

“Youcan’tprayawayamadlozi,youthinktheyare

angrynow?Tryandchasethem awayandyouwill

seehowpowerfultheyare.”Whydoesthissound

likeathreat?It’sthewayhesaysit.

“Great,IthinkI’m goingcrazy.”Shegrumbles.



“You’renot,thiswillpass.Youwillbeokay,Mfethu.”

Hishandlandsonhershoulder,toshowsupport.

There’salittlestaringcontestandit’snotgoing

anywhere.

“LIYANA!”

Shit!

Sheknowsthatangryvoice,itcanonlybelongtoone

person.Theonewhoisnotonlyafterherheart,but

herclitaswell.Sheturnsandthereheis,Mr.Push

andThrust.TothinkBambindovuwillremovehis

handfrom Liyana’sshoulderandstepback…he

doesn’tmoveaninch.

*

*

*©
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LIYANA-

“What’sgoingon?”Hiseyesareburningwithrage,if

hehadanaxehewouldchopoffBambindlovu’s

hand.

“IwouldremovethathandifIwereyou,”he’stalking

toBambindlovu…suchdisrespect.

“Unalejiventwana?”(Doyouhaveaproblem?)

Dauntingasever,he’snotgoingtochangeanytime

soon.

“Yes,getyourhandsoffmywife.”Zwelethugrunts.

Ah,dreams!Theycanbethemostbeautifulthingin

theworld.



Bambindlovuishitwithawaveoflaughter,hisbig

handstandsstillonLiyana’sshoulder.Shewould

intervene,butfindsallofthistoochildishto

entertain.

“Lili,ujolaleferanjie?”(You’redatingahobo?)

He’snotahobosir,hisfatherwasonceataxiboss

andhisbrotherlivesalavishlifesomewhereinthis

country.

“Zweli…”Liyanatriestoexplain,maybeifshewould

moveawayfrom theguyinfrontofher,itwould

lightenuptheatmosphere.

“Getyourhandsoffherwenja.”(Bastard.)

Zwelethucan’tstandwhathe’sobserving,hewants

toaskLiyanawhyshe’slettingthisidiottouchher.

Butcan’tshowhisinsecuritiesinpublic.

“Pholantshebe,”(Relax.)

Bambindlovuarticulates,histoplippullsuponone

side,beforeagrinstretchesonhismouth.

“Pissoff!”



CanwegetMkhize’ssonaglassofcoldwater?He’s

boilingwithrageandBambindlovuhappenstofinda

jokeinit.

“NijolanaboHellenZille,mfethu?”(You’redatingan

insecureman?)

Disbeliefinhistone.

Thisisthelaststraw,theinsultpullsafrownon

Zwelethu’sfeatures,hisretortiscloggedbyLiyana’s

awaitedintervention,“Stop,Soka.”

“Soka?”Someone’shappy.“Youhavetobemy

mother’schild,noonehasevercalledmewithsuch

care.”

Eitherhe’struthful,ortryingbyallmeanstocrawl

underZwelethu’sskin.Onechidinglookfrom Liyana,

thepoormanstepsback,creatingspacebetween

him andtheladyinquestion.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”That’sthefirstthingthat



payshermindavisit,Zwelethuglowersatthe

enquiry.

“Isthiswhyyouhaven’tbeentakingmycalls?”The

questionfliesoutwiththornsonit,it’snotcoming

from akindvoice.

“Mfethu,Ihavetogo.We’lltalk.”Maybehehas

chosenwrongwords,hecould’vesaidbyeandwent

abouthisway.Nowhespeaksofa‘talk.’What‘talk’

iswhatanangryZwelethuwantstoknow.

“Whatishetalkingabout?WhoisthisfoolLiyana?”

Mkhizesandnotwatchingtheirmouths.

Bambindlovudoesnotappreciatebeingcalledafool,

hegetsintoZwelethu’spersonalspace.Facial

expressionsuddenlyturnedsharpandbusinesslike.

Thetwomenstandheadtohead,breathingineach

other’sfaces.

“Stop!”Liyanaslidesinthemiddleofthebulls,

annoyanceplayingatherface.“ThankyouSokalisa.”

She’sdismissinghim,heshootsZwelethuwitha



finalglareandwalksofftohiskids.

“Areyoucheatingonme?”Aninsecuremanisa

dangerousman.

“Don’tberidiculous,youknowIwouldneverdothat.”

“Whoisthat,then?Whywashetouchingyou?”Eh!

“He’snooneZweli,”she’sirkedbytheinterrogation.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?

Ahyes,hehasn’tansweredthisquestion.Whatishe

doinghere?

Zwelethublinks,hiseyesmovetofindagrumpylittle

boyinthecar.Hewaves,butR.Jdoesnotreturnit,

heoptstolookaway.

“Iwaspassingandsawyoustandingwithanother

man.”He’sstartingandliyanaisnotaboutto

entertainhim.“Isthiswhatyoudobehindmyback,

Liyana?”

Shedoesn’tusuallydothis…rollhereyesathim.



Howeverheisannoyingherwithhisinsecureass.

Rememberingthatherbrotheriswaiting,Liyana

turnstoleave.Shehasitroughalreadyandthisman

whoismeanttobringpeace,isgivinghernothing

butaheadache.

“Whereareyougoing?”Hegrabsherhand,halting

hersteps.She’snotgivenachancetoreplywhen

thelittlemaninthecarjumpsout.Toosmallto

see—jawclenchedandeyespiercingatthemantall

enoughtosquashhim likeacockroach.Helooks

readytoattack,chestheaving.

Zwelethufindsitcute,hesmilesattheboyandlets

Liyana’shandloose.

“You’vegotyourselfalittleprotectorthere.”He

chortlesathistwocents.“You’recute,Ilikeyou.But

youdon’thavetoworry,yoursistermeansalotto

me.Iwouldneverhurther.”

Liyanafeelsayawncoming,it’sreallystrange

becausethisisthemansheloves,themanwhose

voiceshewouldbaskin.Asamatteroffact,there



wasnotwingeofexcitementuponseeinghim.

“Ihavetogo,”herwordshavedivedintoacoldfront.

“CanIseeyoulater?”

Whatisthismanasking?Theirrelationshipis

forbiddentobeginwith.

“Myparentsaren’thome,Ineedtostaywithmy

brother.”Excuses,excuses.

“Pleasebaby,”thelowtonealwaysmakesherweak

intheknees.It’snotdoinganythingtoday.“Imiss

you.”

It’sawhisper,R.Jdoesn’thearitallthewayfrom

downthere.HeisscrutinisingZwelethuunderhis

gaze,aneedtoprotecthascomeoverhim.Whois

thismantouchinghissister?

“Callmetomorrow,”it’stheleastshecoulddofor

thispersonsheloves.

Well,wouldyoulookatthat?Liyanahasmadean



achievementusinghergirlfriendtender,Mkhizeisall

smiles.Forgetthatit’sasidesmile,themanis

happy.That’sallthatmatters.

Hestandsasideandwatchesthecardriveaway,the

feelingofbeingwatchednudgeshim.Hishead

whipsfrom sidetosidesearchingfortheeyesthat

aredrillinghim andthere—afewlanesawaysitsa

maninacaravan.Thesamemanwhohefound

touchinghisgirlfriendhastheaudacitytoscrutinise

him withadeadlyglare.

Zwelethuwouldgoafterhim,onlytoconfronthim

andtellhim tostayawayfrom histrophy,hecan’t

though.It’sunexplainable…hefeelsanextrasetof

eyespiercinghim.

Dartinghiseyesaroundisfutile,thereisnooneelse

staringbutthatmaninaZulutraditionalattire.

Somethingisdefinitelyoff,shiversripplethrough

him andheshakesitoff.Themaninthecaravan

sayssomethingandoneofthebigkidspullsthe

doorshut.Hedrivesaway,slowlythistimearound.



AMARA-

ItmustbenicebeingSethu,thetriphasbeen

cancelled.RandallinsistedevenafterStylespushed

forit.Sotomorrowitis,sheisgoingtohaveher

party.We’redrivinghomefrom theirhouse,wewere

calledoverbyher,wantingtoapologiseforher

behaviour.Ihaveafeelingtheapologywasforced.

SomehowIhavealwaysknownthatbeingmarriedto

anOkoliewasn’tgoingtobesimple,yestheyare

royaltybuttheycomewiththeirownskeletons.

Ilovehim nonetheless.Thefamily,orwhat’sleftofit;

isnotthetypicalfamilyonewouldcomeacross.

Randall’sparentsweretoxic,themostselfishpeople

Ihaveevermet.

Withabreathandablinkofaneyesomethingruns

intothemiddleofthewideopenroad,



“Randall!”Iscream asthecarswervesofftheroad,

hisincredulousgaspistooweakasitslipsoutofhis

mouth.

Thesoundofsquealingtirespiercethroughmyears.

Inthemidstofeverythingandwithmyeyestightly

shut,Iholdontothedashboard.Thecarstops,

there’saprolongedsilence,onlyrapidbreathing

keepsuscompany.

“Areyouokay?”Boomingwithconcern,hisvoice

compelsmetoopenmyeyes,he’stouchingme,

checkingforanyinjuries.Shockhasrenderedme

muteandInodinstead.

“Whatwasthat?”

“IthinkIhitsomethingorsomeone,stayhereI’llgo

check.”Hesaysopeningthedoor.

Abubbleofcuriosityisforceddownmythroat,Istep

outintothedarkness.Theroadisnotbusy,tooquiet

andcreepy.

“Amara,stayinthecar.”I’m abouttoturnbackwhen



Iseeafigurestandingabouttenfeetfrom thecar.

Randallquicklygrabsmyarm,pullingmetohim.

Underthestarsandcrescentmoon,it’snothardto

makeoutthatthepersonhasamedium calibre

pistollevelledatus.Ablackmaskveiledfrom his

nosedown,I’m shovedbehindtheOkoliecolossal

gentandIgripthestitchofhisblouseasfearlaughs

inmyface.

Thismustbeanightmare,ourlivesflashingbefore

us.AllIcanthinkaboutaremykids,gettinghometo

them withtheirfatheralive.But,whatifthisperson

shootshim?Iwouldn’tknowwhattodonext,one

thingIknowthoughisthatIwoulddieforhim.

“Move.”Thegunmancommands,agrim tone.

Randalldoesnotsurrender.

Speakingintothecoldnightairwithangerbrewingin

histone,Randallreplies,“Ifit’sthecaryouwant,take

it.”



“Iwanther.”Themanproclaims,andhisremark

alonehasmetighteningmyhandsonRandall’stop.

OnethingI’m certainofisthathewoulddiebefore

lettinganyonetouchme.

Withadeterminedstare,heliftsthegunskyward

andpullsthetriggerwithanechoingbang.Inshock,

Iscream clutchingmyarmsaroundmyprotector’s

waist.Hisbodyfeelstense,andIknowhe’sgot

sometypeoffearaswell.Whetherit’sfearofdying

ormetakenaway,Ican’tsay.

“Move.”Thegunmanshoutsthistime,thesecond

shotismuffled,asthoughthesoundtravelled

throughseawatertogettomyears.

“No!”Asterndenial,unflinching.Thiscouldgetus

killed.

“Iwillshoot,movenow.”Heroars,hisfeetseem to

bedizzy,irresoluteashestartstomovetowardus,

eversoslowly.

“Randall,”myvoicereleasesafrightfulwhisper,he



spreadsanarm infrontofme,cautiouslybackingus

awayfrom thepredator.

Apolicesirencallsoutintothenight,Iseeabright

lightofacarcomingfrom behindus.Thegunman

stops,eyeswide,hepivots,scurriestowardthe

bushesthatswallowhim inajiffy.Randall’sbody

twitches,hewantstorunafterhim.Ishecrazy?

“Don’t.”Ipleaddesperately,slidinginfrontofhim.

Reliefplaysaroundhisface,yetheisconsumedwith

anger.

Myfaceiscradledinthepalm ofhishands,“Areyou

okay?”Ishissolemnquestion.Hepecksmylips

whenInodandenvelopsmystructureinhisarms.

I’m notokay,whowasthatman?

AgainstRandall’swillweareforcedtogomakea

statementatthepolicestationwhichispointless

becausethemanhadamaskon.Thenagain,this



countryisspecial.Thepolicearenotabouttogoon

awildgoosechase,wemightaswellhavebeen

ambushedbyaghost.

Onourwayhomefrom thestationheopensthe

glovecompartment,takesouta32calibrepistoland

placesitonmylap.Idon’tdoguns.Ihatethese

things,heknowsthat.

“Keepitwithyou,”Igetabriefglancefrom him

beforehesendshisfocusbackontheroad.“I’m not

alwaysgoingtobewithyou.”

“So?”

“So,youwillneedtoprotectyourself.”Whydoeshe

soundangry?Isitmyfaultwewereheldatgunpoint?

“Idon’twanttowalkaroundcarryingagunRandall,

youknowhowIfeelaboutthem.”

“Stopbeingstubbornandtakeit,didyounotsee

whathappenedbackthere?”Hisrhetoricalquestion

hasmerollingmyeyes.“You’regoingtohaveto



protectyourself.”

“Therearepepperspraysforareason,”my

stubbornnessearnsmeasternlook.Argh!

Arguingwithhim islikepouringwateronaduck’s

back,Ishovethedamnthinginmybagforpeace’s

sake.Iwillhavetopurchaseapepperspray.Piercing

silencetakesovertherestoftheridehome,mostof

thehouselightsareoutwhenwearrive.

Thereareguardsoutside,patrolling.Weenter

throughthebackdoor,thesoundofaglass

shatteringstartlesmethatIscream andjoltback.

“Dammit!”Randallhisses,glaringatthewoman

standinginthemiddleofthedim kitchen.Shelooks

likeshe’sseenaghost.

“MaNtombi,youscaredme.”Itellher,asIchasemy

breath.Ihavehadenoughscaretolastmetheentire

year.

“I-I’m sorrymadam,”madam?Sincewhenam I



madam?She’skneeling,collectingshardsofglass

from thefloor.Randallstridespasther,thewalktells

me,he’sannoyed.

“Icouldn’tsleep,soIcametomakeacupoftea.I

wasn’texpectinganyonetowalkin,youscaredme

sisi.”We’rebacktosisi?“Iwillreplacethecup.”

“Don’tworryaboutit,”shenods.“Arethekids

sleeping?”

Anothernodfrom her,she’sstaring,eyesprobing.

“Youlookshaken,didsomethinghappensisi?”

Idon’trecallifIhavementionedthatthisoldwoman

istoonosy,probablylookingforsomethingto

gossipabout.

“GoodnightMa,”Iwalkpasther,buthereyesfollow

me.Shemustfindmerude,Ifindmerude

sometimes.

*

*

“Hesaidmove.”ItellRandallaswelieinbed,I’m



curledupinhisarms,appreciatingthathe’salive

andherewithme.Mymindkeepstrailingbackto

thatawfulscene.“Hewantedtokillmeortakeme

away”

“Iwasn’tgoingtolethim,”hisriposterunsthrough

myearsbeforeIfeelasoftkissonmyhead.

“Iknow.”Ibelievehim.“Ithoughthewasgoingtokill

youwhenhefiredthoseshots,Idon’teverwantto

feellikethatagain,Randall.”

“Don’ttalkaboutitanymore,gotosleep.”It’ssolike

him tobealoofaboutlifethreateningissues.

Somethingisbotheringmethough,Ihavetogetit

outofmychestandhopefullythisonewillhelpease

mythoughts.

“Randall!”Ilookupathim from hischest.“Doyou

thinkitwas…”

“No,noitwasn’t.”Predictingmyquestion,he

interposes,jawtightening.Weneverspeakabout

him,sincehedisappeared.“YouknowIwillalways

protectyouandourkids,withmylife.”



HowcanInotknow?Heshowsitinhisactions,the

wordshespeaksandhispossessiveness.

Whendeathisstaringatyourightintheface,you

realizetheworthoflife.

Youappreciatethepeopleyoulove.Whenyouareat

thevergeoflosingsomeonedear,peoplethatmean

morethantheworldtoyou,youlovethem morethan

youdidsecondsbefore.

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Twenty-Nine

BAMBINDLOVU-

Timecannotbeslowerthanthis,orisitbecause

he’sbeenkeepingtrackofitsincehewenttobedat

around10:00pm?Hetossesandturns,impatience

curledupwithhim.Thephonerings,it’sthealarm he

setfor02:57am.Hegrabsit,he’snotsurehowthis

willlook.Perhapshe’llbelabelledapsycho,but

whatever.

Afewscrollsdown,hefindsthenumbersavedunder

thenameLili.Asmilemovesstealthilyonhismouth,

suchaweirdnamebuthelikesit.

Forasecondhethinksshewillanswerinstantlythen

hesmackshimselfonthehead.It’sintheweehours

ofthemorning,Liliisobviouslysleeping.

Perhapsthisisawasteoftime,perhapsthisisnone



ofhisconcern.Ifsheisseriousaboutseekinghelp,

shewillwakeuponherown.Whymustheremind

her?

“Hello,”asleepytwangsaysonthereceivingend.He

sitsupstraightlikearobot.

“Areyouonyourknees?”Hisquestion.

Forawhile,shedoesn’tsayanything,ithashim

thinkingshehasfallenbacktosleep.

“Bam-bam?”Thesamevoiceinquiresasifshecan’t

believehecalledhersolate.

“Bam-Bam?”Hedoesn’tknowaBam-Bam,calling

him byhisclannamefelttoogoodthathealmost

brokeintoisicathamiyadance,nowthere’sthis…

whateveritis.

“Liyana,it’smeBambindlovu.”NotBam-Bam…

“Iknow,whydidyoucall?Doyouknowwhattimeit

is?”Noevenherboyfriendhasdaredtocallherat

thistime.



“It’s3,timetopray.”Heremindsher.

“Yousaidyou’llgetmethewhitecloth,IthoughtI’m

meanttostartonceIhaveit.”Thatiswhatthey

agreedon.

“Yes,Iknow.”He’ssilentforawhile,dammit,maybe

thiswasn’tthoughtthrough.Hecouldlieandsaythe

undergroundgangsenthim,orhecouldtellherthat

hecouldn’tsleepforareasonhedoesn’tknowand

theentiretimethoughtsofherkepthim company.

Hehearsshufflingonthephonebeforeafeminine

voicesays,“I’m onmyknees,canyouguideme?

MaybeuntilIknowwhattosaytothemanupstairs.”

Hesmiles,aheadshake.

“Youshouldspendtimewithmymother,she’sGod’s

favouritechild.”

It’sajoke,Liyanafindsitandtitters.

“Doyouhaveawhitecandle?Twowouldbegreat.”

Heasks.



“Ido,”hehearsmoreshuffling,funnyhowshe

doesn’taskhim tohold.Aminutelaterthere’slifeon

theotherside.

“Ilitthem,that’swhatIwassupposedtodo,right?”

“Clevergirl,”hisanswerticklesherlaughbox,

howeverthistimeshesnorts.

“Yourheadiscoveredandyou’reonyourknees?”He

hastoleavehisownbedandgetonhisknees.

“Yes,”sheanswers.

“I’llprayfirst,justtoguideyou.Don’tlaugh,I’m not

usedtoitaswell.I’m surethemanupstairsfalls

asleepwhenhehearsmyvoice.”

That’sbecausehespendsmostofhistimeemsamo

thaninchurch,whenhismotherandsisterputon

theirbestSundayclothes,headornsthetempleof

theHolySpiritwithhisfavouriteattire,dropsthem at

churchandfindshiswaytoMTNtaxiranktospend

timewithhistaxidriverfriends.



TheyaremoreZuluthanheisandtheonlypeople

whoremindhim ofhome...whenhewasachild.One

day,justonedayhismotherwillperhapshealfrom

whathebelievesisabrokenheartandlethim go

backtohisroots.Findhisfather’sfamilyand

connectfullywithabaphansi.

LIYANA-

“Wakeupmonkey,timeforschool.”Theirmother

hasanearlyshift,it’sleftuptohertogetthechild

readyforschool.It’ssomewherearoundpast07:00,

shewokeuplatebecauseofthelatenightprayer

sessionwithBambindlovu.

Theboyisburiedunderneaththethickcomforter,

stridingcloser,shepullsthecoverstofindhiseyes

clenched.Hislashesaremovingsosheknowsheis

notsleeping.

“R.Jwakeup,you’regoingtobelateforschool.”

Silence.“Kwame.”



Hejoltsuptoasittingpositionandshouts,“Idon’t

wanttogotoschool.”

HisoutburststretchesLiyana’seyes,thisboyhas

neverspokentoherlikethis.Hisfacefallswhenhe

realiseswhathe’sdone.

“SorryLiya.”Hemutters,lookingallkindsofinnocent.

“What’sgoingonR.J?You’vebeenactingstrange

lately.”Hethrowshisbodybackonthebedand

drapesitwiththeblanket.

“I’m fine.”Hisvoicecontradictswithhiswords,

Liyanaknowsthislittlepersonmorethanheknows

himself.

“Whatdiddadsayaboutlying?”R.Jwincesashe

hunkersback,theirfatherdoesnotcondonelying.

But…

“Mytummyhurts,pleasedon’tmakemegoto

school.”

Liyanacheckshistemperature,heseemstobefine.

Thelookinhiseyestelladifferentstory.



“Okay,youcanstay.I’llcallyourteacherandlether

know,youhavehernumber,don’tyou?”There’sno

responsecomingfrom him,Liyanaseeshismobile

phoneonthebedsidetableandreachesforit.

Forawhile,hedoesn’tlookather.It’snotthatshe

hasn’tpickedupthechangeinhim,thisisnotthe

Kwamesheknowsandshemissesthecheerfulboy

whowouldlightuptheroom withhisbigsmile.

“Whydoesyourphonehaveapassword?”That’s

strange.

Kwamefreezes,andhislifelesseyeswidenbefore

hedropsthem.

“M-Myfriendputitthere.”

“Okay,whatisit?”Hisrejoinderisashrug,thelittle

humancurlsintoafetalposition.Gettingnothing

from him,Liyanasighsandleavestogetherphone.

Thenumberissavedsomewherethere.

“Hello,”afemalevoice.



“MrsChala,hi.You’respeakingtoLiyana,Kwame’s

sister.”

“Yes,goodmorning.”

“Kwameisnotfeelingwell,hewon’tbeabletocome

toschooltoday.”

“Oh,theclassisgoingtodoanEnglishassignment

today,ifhe’snotatschoolthenhe’sgoingtoflunk

it.”Mrs.Chalasays.

“Canhedoitnexttime?”It’soneassignment,

nothingmajor.

“HowaboutIdropbyafterschool?MaybeIcanhelp

him withafewpoints.”

“Thatwon’tbenecessary,I’llsendyoumyemail

address,pleaseforwardit.I’m freetoday,I’llhelpmy

brother.”Shecanalsousethistospendtimewith

him.

“Hello,Mrs.Chala.Areyouthere?”Thisisbecause

thelinehasgonequiet.

“I’m here.”Thewomananswers,I’lldothat,bye.”The

callisdroppedwithoutherbidingthewoman



farewell.

Thedaydragslikeitusuallydoeswhenshe’shome,

Kwamehasn’tlefthisroom.She’sworriedabouthim,

it’snotlikehim tobecurledbeneaththecoversthe

entireday.Whensheaskedwhattheproblem was,

theboygavehistypicalreply,“Nothing.”

Thisiswhenshebelievedthatsomethingis

definitelywrongwithhim,howdoesshegethim to

speakwhenhe’sclosedofflikethis?

*

*

*

‘Howdidyousleep?Anynightmares?’

‘OkayIguess,Idon’trememberwhatthedream was

about.ButIrememberhavingone.’



‘Don’tworryaboutit,that’snormal.’

‘IthinkIpreferitthisway,notrememberingmy

dreams.’

‘Don’tthrowapartyjustyet,notrememberingyour

dreamsisnotalwaysagoodthing.It’spossiblethey

mighthaveconveyedanimportantmessagetoyou.’

Theyhavebeenchattingbackandforthforover

thirtyminutesnow,hewasthefirsttotexther.The

manseemstobemoredeterminedthansheis,it’s

notthatshedoesn’tappreciatehishelpandithelps

tohavesomeonetoshareherproblemswith,

someoneiswhoalsogifted.

Hewrapsuptheconversationbytellingherthathe’s

gotworktogetto,shereadsthetextandexitsthe

appwithoutreplying.

Thedoortoherbedroom opensandinpouncesa

chirpyZithacarryingahalfemptybottleof4th



STREET.

“Ididn’tknowyouhiredanewmaid,”that’sher

greeting.“Youshould’vetoldme,I’vealways

wonderedhowitwouldbetocallyoumadam.”

Anyonecouldmakeoutthatthegirlisdrunk,Liyana

grimacesather,it’sbarely5pm andherfriendhas

losttouchwiththerealworld.

“Areyoukiddingme?”Shockinhervoice.“Ifmy

fathercomeshomeandfindsyoulikethis,we’re

bothgettingintotrouble.”

“Relaxprincess,I’m notstaying.”Zithastumblesto

thebed.“Idon’tlikeyournewmaidbytheway.”A

burpbubblesoutofhermouthandthedrunkenlady

burstsoutlaughing,thishasLiyanastudyingher

withacriticalsquint.

“Argh,”Zitha,takingasitbesideherfriend.Shegulps

downthedrinklikeshe’sdrinkingweakOrosbefore

explainingheractions,“Somethingtosoakmythroat,



it’stoodry.”

“Zitha,youaresounnecessary.Whydoyoudrinklike

this?”

IfonlyyouknewLiyana.

ThelookonZitha’sfaceisthatoflassitude,

someonewhoisfedupwithlifeandwhattheworld

hasofferedsofar.Shestaresintothinair,asher

mouthreadilyopenstoacceptanotherintoxicating

liquid.

“Onemorningmymotherstoppedbreathingforsix

minutes,yesIcounted.Itwastheworstsixminutes

ofmylifeandyouknowwhatmyauntdid?That

witch,putonhernurse’suniform andwenttowork

asifnothingwashappening.”Anothersip.

“Iwasstranded,hadnomoneyforanUbersoIcan

takehertothehospital.AllIcoulddowasprayand

askGodnottotakemymother.Herlastdayson

earthwerepainful,Iknowbecauseshestillshed

tearsinhervegetativestate.



Tothisday,hertearshauntmemorethananything.I

needthistoforget,sinceIcan’tstomachreality,let

mestomachthischeapwine.”Shetakesanothersip

andreleasesgasthroughhermouth.

“Babe,I’m sorry.”Herarmswraparoundherdrunk

friend.“Icangetyouatherapist.”

Zithamovesoutofherarmsandstandstoherfeet,

completelyignoringthehelpofferedtoher.“Have

youeverthoughtaboutdeath?”Thequestionis

random,whichiswhyLiyana’sfacecrinklesintoa

frown.

“HowcanInotwhenI’m surroundedbydeadpeople?

It’sallIthinkaboutactually.”

Sarcasm isfoundinhervoice,shetakesthebottle

from Zithaanddrinks.Toobitterforher,soshespits

itoutontherug.

Amusedbyherfriendrejectingalcoholasifitis

poison,Zitha’sfaceturnssour,she’sbeendrinking

thedarnthinglikeittasteslikewater.



“Canwesithereandbaskinthepresenceofsilence,

Imissmyfriend.”Zithasays.

Somethingunsettlingabouthervoice,amillion

questionsfillLiyana’shead.Nevertheless,herfriend

askedforsilenceandthat,shewillgladlygive.

*

*

*

ZITHA-

Thisisthelastplaceshethoughtshewouldfind

herself,it’snotherfirsttimecominghere.Afriend

oncedraggedhertothesedarkalleys,aplacethatis

onlyvisitedatnight.Thattimeshecouldn’t

understandwhythefriendwoulddosomethingso

vileandevilandsworethatitcanneverbeher.

Howthetableshaveturned,butshedidn’thavethe



couragetoaskoneofherfriendstoaccompanyher.

She’sherenow…Hersituationiswaydifferent,what

sheisabouttodocouldlandherbehindbars.It’sa

riskshe’swillingtotake,maybeshewillcomeoutof

italiveandifshedoesn’t,atleastshewillbe

reunitedwithhermother.

Herheartisscreaminginherchest,tellinghertogo

home.Feelingscanwait,thisismoreimportantor

elseshewillwakeupthenextdayengulfedbyregret

ifshedoesn’tdoittoday.

Afoulsmelllurksinthedirtyroom,it’snotas

hygienicasshethoughtitwouldbe.Thesinglebed

mattresslookslikeithasoutlivedJesus,nodoubt

thosearebloodstainsonit.Theflickeringlightis

givingheraheadache,shewantstodothisandgo

hometonurseherbruisedintegritywithmorecheap

wine.

Theoldwomanwhodirectedhertothebackroom

hasnotcomebackyet,Zithaisgrowingtired.



Thecreakingsoundofadoorpullsalightgaspout

ofhermouth,theoldwomanishere.

“Whyareyoustandingthere?Getonthemattress,I

don’thaveallday.”Thewomansays,angerhelping

herportrayherrudeness.“Doyouhavemymoney?”

Zithanods,“You’llgetitwhenyou’veremovedthis

thinginsideme.”

Ouch,labelledathingbeforeyouseethelightofday?

Maybeitisbetterit’sremoved,earthisnotaplace

forangels.

“Whataboutthedeposit?I’m notperforming

anythingwithoutit.”She’sadamant,muchtoZitha’s

irritation.

Shepullsafewnotesfrom herbagandgivesthem

totheunhappyoldwoman.

“Getonthebed,”acommand.

Theoldhag’sappearancelacksgentleness,ithas

Zitharethinkingherdecision.Butshewantsitout,



she’salreadyfoundaplacewhereshewillburythe

fetusifshemakesitoutalive.Inheraunt’sgarden...

shefindsitbetterthandisposingthelittlehumanin

atrashcan.

Ignoringhermoralitytellinghertogetout,shedoes

astold.

Herbodyshudderswhenitsitsonthemattress,is

thatbloodshesmells?Herstomachchurnsatit,bile

racesupherchest,butsshemanagestoclogit.

“Yourclothes?”Thegrumpyoldwomanquestions,

nowholdingacupwithsomethickblackliquid

inside.

“Idon’thavetoremovethem,Icameprepared.”Ah,

yes.Wearingaskirtandnopantieswasawise

decision.

“Drinkthis.”Grannyextendsherhand,Zithatakesit.

Thethingsmellsworsethanthebloodonthe

mattress.Zithadoesn’taskquestions,shecloses

hernoseasshebringsthecuptowardshermouth.



“Chancesareyoumightnotmakeit,I’m notgoingto

takeresponsibilityforwhathappenshere.Youcan

goanddieonthestreetsforallIcare,I’m notgoing

tolosemybusinessbecauseofmurdererslikeyou.”

“DoIlooklikeakillertoyou,magogo?”There’smore

Zithawantstosay,liketellinghershe’sthescum of

theearth,theworstthingthathaseverhappenedto

humanity.Thisroom bloodysmellslikedeath,it

recitesthestoryofmanyliveslosthere,yetthisold

witchcontinuestotakemorelives.

AtleastZithahasagoodreason,right?Herauntis

evil…shewon’tforgivethis.Thenthere’samanwho

goesbythenameofTshilidziMulaudzi…thatone

wassentbythedevilhimself.

“Justdrink,you’rewastingmytime.”Thewoman

snaps,leeringatZitha.

Gaspssashayintothedeathroom whenthedoor

flingsopenandinstridesamanwithlongdreads,

drenchedinanger.Zitha’seyesbulgefrom their



sockets.Whyishehere?Howdidhefindher?Itis

him,thosedreadlocks,theblackclothesandthat

tallness.Thebastardhasfinallyshownhisface.

Thecupinherhandissnatchedandtossedagainst

thewall,hegrabsZitha’sarm withpitilesspressure.

“Ouch,”shesquelchesattheharshtouch.Herfeet

areforcedup,she’sbeingdraggedtowardsthedoor

againstherwillbythismantoweringoverher.

“Mymoney,”theoldwoman’swordsfallondeaf

ears.

*

*

*©
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Thirty-

ZITHA-

Theheatfrom hisbodysurroundsmeslowlyashe

pushesmetothewallandthewarmthofhisbreath

sendschillsupmyspineashestepsoverstandard

boundaries,toweringoverme.Ilosemybreathing

patternandtheabilitytocontrolmynowtrembling

body.

Gosh,it’sinthewayhesmells.HowisitIhavenever

paidattentiontohowothermensmell?

“Didyoudrinkit?”I’veheardthesoundofhisvoice

manytimesbefore,Ididn’tcatchhowthroatyitis.

“What?”

“Thepoison,”impatiencelaininhistone,hespews

theversesout.“Didyoudrinkit?”



“Itwasn’tpoison,itwas…”Hisbrowsarchoverdark

eyesthatcouldgofrom easy-goingtoshadowy

dependingonhisframeofmind.

“Don’tpatroniseme,Zithobile.”Lord,mytastein

meneludesme.Orareallmenthis…this…darnit,he

can’tbeanothercontrolfreak.

“Nobecausesomebodysnatchedthecupfrom me

beforeIcouldeventastethatdisgustingthing.”

Hedoesn’tsayanythingforawhile,he’sstaring…a

penetratingstareashiseyeskisseveryinchofmy

face.I’m thinkinghe’sgoingtodrawbackbecause

he'stooclose,trappingmeagainstthewallandleft

nospaceformetoslitherout.

Zithayoufreak…theregoesmymindwanderingoff

toplacesitshouldn’t.Mybedinhellmustbebigger

thanmyaunt’s,Imustbethedevil’sfavouritesinner.

Theman’swarm breathfallsinawarm,evenrhythm

onmyface,hislipsaretemptingtotheeyeIcould

snipapeck.Theraisedbrowsarelinedwithadozen

questions.



“Youmustbeinsaneoryouhaveadeathwish.”The

flatpronunciationclicksmebacktothestreetsof

Hillbrow,whereIfoundmyselfafterchoosingtoget

ridofthebaby.Thedecisionwasnotaspareofthe

momentthing,Ithoughtlongandhardaboutit.No

wayinhellam IhavingTshilidzi’sbaby.

“Getoffme,”Myshakyhandslandonhisincredibly

strongchestasIpushhim off,yethedoesn’tmove

aninch.Icanfeelhismuscularbodywith

implausiblestrength.“Isaidgetoffme.”

Hisgazefollowsmymouth,lingeringforasecond.

“Whatwereyouthinking?Areyoustupidorwhat?”

Hedoesn’tshout,butIam intimidatedtomywits.

“Sir,ifyoudon’tletgo,IsweartoGodIwillscream.”

I’m angry,morethanangry.Howdarehe?

Mybodyrelaxeswhenhestepsback,eyesstill

impenetrable…unmoving.Iwanttoscream andtell

him howmuchhemakesmeangry,howhis



disappearingactsannoytheshitoutofme.

“Itmustbenice,hey?”Myquestionpullshisbrows

up.“You’relikeaWhatsAppstokvel,oneminute

you’rehereandthenextyourgone.Withoutworking

tirelessly,yougivemehopeandwhenyoufeel

you’vecollectedenoughprofit,youdisappear.”

“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”The

audacitytosaythistome.

“Ohreally?”Henods,foldinghisarmsonhischest.

Bystandersarestaring,whowouldn’tstareataman

andwomanhavingafalloutinthemiddleofabusy

street?Peoplearealwayslookingforsomethingto

talkabout.

“ThenIdon’tknowyou,staythehellawayfrom me.”

Idon’tmeanitandIdon’twanttowalkawayfrom

him,Ihavenotfeltthissafeinanyone’spresencetill

date.Nevertheless,stayingwouldbesettingmyself



upfordisappointment,thismandoesnotseem like

thedependabletype.

Thestreetsareoverlycrowded,peoplebustling

about.Vendorsoneverycornerstillhopingtomake

thatextrabuck,Ishouldbeashamedofmyself.

Thesepeoplearetherealdefinitionofhustlers,while

peoplelikemechoosetoprostitutethemselvesfor

money.

Ican’tgobacktothatoldwoman,shemademyskin

crawl,anyway.Iwillhavetofindanotherwaytoget

ridofthismonsterinsideme.Iflagaquantum andit

stops,inhonesttruth,Idon’twanttogohome.

“Zithobile!”Amannishvoicecalls,asIslidethedoor

open.Iturntofindhim erectinthecrowdofpeople,

aboutsixfeetfrom me.

Ihearthedoorshut,mytaxiisgone.

Great!



Myarmsfoldacrossmychest,asIpreparetocarpet

theman.Histallselfissaunteringtowardsme,I

don’twanttostare,butmyeyeskeepflickingtohim.

Hisattireisdiscerniblefrom thisview.LikeI

predicated,heisdeckedinblack.Hisstubblelooking

shabby,onecouldtellhehasn’tshavedindays.His

dreadlocksarerichlyblack,seepingdownhisbroad

shouldersandneatlyhangingaroundhisface.

“Icanhelpyou,”hestartsassoonashe’sstanding

toocloseforcomfort.

“Helpmewithwhat?”

“Whateveritisyouwantedtodointhere.”Okay,

maybeheismymannerfrom heaven.

“Youdon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout,youknow

nothingaboutme.”Iwanttoseehowfarhe’sgone

toinvestigateme,hisperfecttimingcannotbea

coincidence.

“Iknowyou’repregnantandyouwanttogetridof



thebaby.”It’showheissoinformedaboutmylife

thatannoysmemost,heannoysmewithhis

superherotendencies.

“I’m notadamselindistress,Idon’tneedrescuing.”

HemoveswithmewhenItakeastepback,eyes

unrelenting.Hislipsslowlypart,“Letmehelpyou,”

heoffers.

“Ifyouknowsomeonewhocandoacleanjob,then

fine.Iwanttogetridofthisthingwithoutlosingmy

lifeintheprocess.”Mychestclogs,it’sthepending

emotionspushingupmychestwiththemissionto

burstoutofmymouthandrendermeweak.Ican’t

allowit,Ican’tbreakdowninfrontofhim.Asmuch

asthissucks,Ican’tallowmyselftogetattachedto

him.

“Howdidyoufindme?”Iquestionhim whenhe

stareswithoutsayingadamnthing.“Howareyou

alwaysfindingme?Areyoustalkingme?”

Underthenightlights,Iseehislashesflaponce…

thequizzicalstareasifIhavehithim withnothing



butrhetoricalquestions.“Actually,howdoyouknow

somuchaboutme?”

“Iwillansweryourquestions,justcomewithme

first.”I’m nothappyabouthisreply.

Hetakesinmybodywithasinglesweep,gripsmy

handandpullsmewithhim totheallprominent

blackvehicle.Mymothermustbeturninginher

grave,heronlydaughterisfollowingaman.

Wondersshallneverend.

LIYANA-

Itissaidpromisesaremeanttobebroken…that’s

partofthecircleoflife.Liyanadoesn’tseem tothink

so,hecalledforherandheresheis,inhishouseyet

again.Thetwoaresnuggledonthecouch,

discussingLiyana’sterriblemessofalifeand

wantingtoplayhero,Zwelethuhascomeupwitha



bunchofsolutionsthathavesubstantiatedhislevel

ofstupidity.

Onelastsipofthecoffeehemadeforheranhour

agowhenshearrived,it’snowcold.Shespitsitback

intothemug.Hedoesn’tmind,comeon,they

exchangesalivaateverychancetheyget.

Timedoesnotloveher,sheshouldheadbackbefore

herparentscomehome.LittleKwameishomealone

withthemaid,thefearshesawinhiseyesbefore

shesteppedoutofthehousehashertroubled.

“Ihavetogo,myparentswillbehomesoon.”She

placesthecuponthewoodentableandstands,

Zwelethustandswithher.

“Marryme,Liya,”hesaysitsoeasilywithnothought

tohisdeadlywords.Liyanaisleftflabbergasted,

mindvacuumedasshetriestodecipherwhatthis

manshelovesjustutteredoutofhismouth.He



ropeshisMkhizearmsaroundthedaughterofthe

Okolies.

“Yebosthandwasam’,wecangetmarriedandthey

willneverbotheryouagain.Myancestorswill

protectyou,youwillbeanMkhize.”

“Areyoucrazy?Thatisnothowitworks.I’m not

stupidZwelethu.”Whatdidhethink,she’llsayyes

andmovetothevillagewithhismothertoplaythe

perfectmakoti?(Bride.)

“Don’tyouwanttobemywife?”Thequestionis

meanttoinstilguiltinher,itwouldworkifshewere

notRandall’sdaughter.

“OfcourseIdo…”herwordsfalter,shehastothink

hardaboutthis.LifeisnotassimpleasZwelethu

paintsittobe.“Onedaymaybe,whenI’m old

enough.”

He’smorethandisappointed,brokentosaytheleast.



There’sadensecertaintythatthisisthewomanhe

wantstobewith,butshe’snotsailingthesameboat.

“Oldenough?WhenI’m forty?”

NicetryZweli,wrongaddressthough.

Liyanasuddenlyfeelsuncomfortableinhisarms,

shepeelsherselfoffandstandstofindhershoes.

Hispanickyeyesfollowher,shecan’tleavelikethis.

Theyhavetogettothebottom ofthis,heinvades

herspaceyetagain,hisarmsenfoldaroundher

waistwithoutasking.Ofcourse,theguywasgiven

permissionthefirstdaytheyexchangedlips.

“I’m sorryifIcameontoostrongLiya,”heturnsher

aroundsoshe’slookingathim.“ButIneedyouto

understandme,IloveyouLiyanaandIdon’twantto

loseyou.”

Surehiswordswouldtouchherandiftheyarelies,

Liyanawouldnotbethefirstwomantofallvictim to



thatothergender’scharms.Thesmilehe’sbeen

expectingappearsonherface,it’ssoftandfaint.

Notfullyoutasitholdsontoconfusionanddespair.

“Iknowyouloveme,ZweliandItrustthatyouwant

thebestforus.ButIalsoneedyoutoknowthatIam

notjustanybody.Myancestorshaveclaimedme,I

belongtothem.Mylifeisnotmyown.”

Yes.Yes.Shetoldherfathershewantstochange

herlastname,shementallythrewcursesatthe

Okoliesurnameandallofthatwasbefore

Bambindlovuopenedhereyes.Lovecanbeblind,

butLiyanacan’tbethatgullibletohelpthismanstab

herfathertodeath.

Zwelethuisindisbelief,itshowsinhiseyes,hisbody

languageandthewayhe’sregardingher.Thelook

wouldmakeanyonefeelsmallandwantingtoshy

away…HaveImentionedthatthisgirlhastheOkolie

bloodseepingthroughherveins?Andoh!It’sroyal

blood.



“Areyoukiddingme?You’retalkingaboutthesame

peoplewhowon’tletyouhavealife.”Toolateto

takethewordsback,theyareontheirwaydown

Liyana’sheartandifhe’slucky,shewon’ttake

offense.“Theydon’tcareaboutyou,Liyana.”

Hisvoiceisalittleloud,she’sheardthesaying

‘there’safirsttimeforeverything’morethanonce

andnowshe’slivingtoseethewordscometolife.

“Alltheydoisdictateyourlifeandmakeyoudo

thingsyoudon’twant.”

Youaretalkingtoaprincess,loweryourvoicesir

pleaseandthankyou.

Liyanastares,stumped,herheartisbeatingslower

bytheminuteinsteadofpickingup.Aburning

sensationripplesthroughherveins,shecan’tlisten

toZwelethu’sinsultsanymore.

Youguessedit,he’sstilltalking.



Utteringslursagainstherancestors,aninsultto

them isaninsulttoher.Sheiswhoisshebecause

ofthem,theymadeher.Itwasthem beforeherand

shewouldnotbestandingherehaditnotbeenfor

them.

“Stop,”sheisnotascreamer,hervoicehardlyever

rises,hergrandfatherlivesinherandthatoldmanis

apeacefulspiritunlessyoustartafire.Hedoesn’t

diminishit,butthrowsdownballsoffire.

“That’senough,I’m goingtopretendthatyoudidn’t

sayanyofthistome.”Adam ofwaterworks

splashesherexpandedeyes,asingleblinkbrings

them out.Theyrundownhercheeks,butsheswipes

them awayastenaciousastheyare.

Alookissaidbetweenthem,Zwelethu’smindis

filledwithfearoflosingher.Hehastokeepthisgirl

withhim nomatterwhatandLiyana…Liyanawants

tobedone.Dammit,shehastoomuchtodealwith

already,achildish,big-headedboyfriendisthelast



thingshewantstoaddtoherplate.

Herfeetareslowwhensheturns,facingthedoor.

Herbagisclose,shesnatchesit.Withoutturning

aroundtobidthemansheclaimstolovegoodbye,

Liyanastrutsdownthevastpassageleadingtothe

exit,angervisibleinhermovements.Deepdown,she

wantshim tostopher.

“Hekilledyourmother.”She’snothearingthings,this

sheknows.That’sZwelethu’svoice,hedidn’tsay

‘pleasedon’tgo.’butsomethingthatwillchangeher

lifeforever.Liyanaturnsbacktofindhim still

standingonthespot,themanhasnotshuffledone

bit.Thatexpressionlainonhisfacethoughcanbe

mistakenforpossessivenessormaybefearor

maybe…Argh,forgetit,themanisstrangeinhis

ways.

“Whatdidyousay?”Shequestionshim,stupefied.

“YourrealmotherdiedLiyanaandyourfatheristhe

onewhokilledher.”



“No.No!”Hereyesfallandrisebackup.Itcannever

beherfather,hemightbemanythingsbuta

murderer.“MymothermovedtoEuropewhenIwas

achild.”

“Isthatwhathetoldyou?”Thesimperdrawingon

hislipscouldbemistakenforpsychopathy,oris

Zwelienjoyingthissad…sadmoment?

“ShemovedtoEuropewithherlover,Papato…”she

strugglestocontinue.

Hermotherwasnotanangel,it’snosecret.She

choseamanoverherdaughterandLiyanahadto

livewiththatfrom thetimeshewassixteen.That

wasthetimeshebecamecurious,wantingtoknow

wherehermotherhadgone.

“It’salie,hekilledher.Hekilledyourmotherand

disposedofherbodyasifshewereadog…”

Shecan’thearthis,nothingcanbesaidagainsther

fatherinherpresence.Shecoversherears,tryingto



clogouthisannoyingvoice.It’snotalwaysbeen

annoyingthough,sheloveditthemostwhenhe

wouldwhispersweetnothingstoherandcallher

mama.Butnow,nowshewisheshewasmute.

“Stopsayingthat,doyouknowwhoyou’retalking

about?RandallOkolieisaking,aking,Zwelethu.”

Zweliisnice,it’salwaysglazedwithloveand

smarties.HoweverZwelethustings,sincewhen

doesshecallhim byhisgovernmentname?Her

voiceburnswithresentment,itshowsinjusttheway

she’sshoutingathim.Yep,Isaidshout.

“Akingwhothinkshe’sagod?Hekilledyourmother

Liyanaandyoustillstandupforhim?”

“He’smyfather,hedoesn’thavebloodinhishands.I

refusetobelievethat,Irefusetobelieveyou.”

Herdifferenceofopinionsoundsabominable,and

standstronglikeafirstbrick.Herbodythoughis

losingstrengthbythesecond,buttheOkolie



princessisnotabouttoshowthat.

“Don’tbestupidLiyana,doyouthinkyourfather

wouldtellyouhekilledyourmother?”

“That’senough,Zwelethu.”Sheyells,clutchingher

handbagunderherwing.“Youhavesaidenough.”

Hedoesn’tseem tothinkso,he’sclosinginonher

yetagain.Bighandscoverherface,alenient,tender

touch.Itshouldcalm her,butshecringesand

escapeshistouch.

“Ithinkweshouldtakeabreak,”Liyanahammershis

heart,definitelysomethinghedidnotexpect.

“Don’tdothis,Liyana.”

“Ican’tbewithyou,Zwelethu.Notlikethis,notwhen

youhatemyfatherthismuch.”

Anexhalationofmanyemotionsflouncesoutofhis

barelyopenmouth,hiseyesshowthedepthofthe

hurtshehascausedhim.Hewouldcryhadhebeen

aweakling.



“Fine,askhim ifyoudon’tbelievemeandlookinto

hiseyeswhenyoudo.”Hekeepshistonesoft,but

can’tstophisvoicefrom cracking."Iwillneverlieto

you,Iloveyou.”

Shedoesn’tcareaboutthat,notnowatleast.Liyana

shakesherhead,she’sdisappointedinhim.The

secondtimearound,Zwelethuwatchesherwalk

awayfrom him.He’snotsureifshewillevercome

backtohim,allhecandoishope.

KWAME-

“Kwame!”Theerogenouswhisperbringshiseyes

open,he’scoveredincoldsweat,bodyshaking.Not

knowinghowtorespondtowhathedreamt,he

shootsupfrom thebed,running,heartthrumming

hardagainsthisribcage.

Hismindisquicktobringhim backtolifeandhe

stopsrightatthedoor,hischestiswheezingasif

hislungshaveforgottenhowtopumpair.Helooks

aroundtheroom,suspiciousandparanoidthatthe



horrormighthavefollowedhim here.Heswallowsa

breathattheclearcost,hishandsrestonhiseyes

andheattemptstorubawaythefear.

“You’reokayR.J,you’resafe.”

Thewhisperistocalm himself,butit’sallinvain.

Fearstilllurksabout,teasingyettormentinghim.

“I’llbehomebeforeyougotobed,Ipromise.”

Thewordshissisterspokebeforeshelefthim alone

withthemaidreplayinhishead,there’sanitchto

runtoherroom.

Butwhatifshe’snothomeyet,thenhe’llbumpinto

her…themaid.Womenterrifyhim,notallofthem,a

specifickind.Hecanstillstandhismotherand

sister,aslongastheydon’tcrossboundaries.



Heknowshe’snotcrazy,itcan’tbeinhishead,

everythingisreal…themanipulativevoices…the

adulteratedsounds…thefeelingofnotbeingableto

breathe…thesmell…thataftertasteinhismouth…

everythingisasrealasthefearwrappedaroundhis

heart.

Seekingtofindcomfort,hisweakfeettakehim back

tothebed.Hetakeshisphoneandcuddlesin,

there’sonepersonwhomakeshim feelsafe.

Hisnumberisonspeeddial,R.Jpressesthenumber

onthebrightscreenandthecallisansweredatthe

firstringasifthereceiverwaswaitingforit.

“Dad,comehome.Ihadabaddream.”Theboycries

underanunsteadybreath.

“I’llbehomelaterson,doyouwanttotellmewhat

thedream wasabout?”

Theboy’slipshesitate,hecan’trecitethatterrible

nightmare.



“No,pleasecomehomedad.Whyareyounothere?

I’m scared.”Tearstrickledownhisface,the

desperationinhisvoiceisasloudashissniffles.

“Okay,I’m onmyway,Ipromise.Wipeyourtears,

now.”Heassureshim,withurgencyinhisvoice.

“Whereisyoursister?”

“Idon’tknow.”

“Gotoher,I’llbehomeinafewminutes.”That’sa

promiseKwameknowshisfatherwillneverbreak.

“O-okay,”hegivesin,althoughhehasnoplanson

steppingoutofhisroom,notuntilsomeonehefully

trustscomesforhim.

*

*

*©
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STYLES-

Thelasttimehesawhim wasyearsago,beforehe

leftforChina.Theyhadastrongbond,butnotas

strongastheonehehaswithRandall.The

friendshipwasnevergoingtowork,notwithRandall

inthepictureandlikeRandall,Styleshasknown

Kennethforaslongashecanremember.

Heheardthatthemanisintown,andsoughtafter

him.Findinghim chasingafterayounggirlis

somethinghedidn’texpect.

From asafedistance,hewatcheshim shutthedoor.

Afterthegirljumpsintothecar,Stylesambles

towardhim,Kennethspotshim immediatelyand

theymeethalfway.

“She’stooyoungforyou,Kennyboy.”Sarcasm inhis



voice.

“Yourmindstillentertainsnonsense,Isee.”His

comebackfindsStylesinacheerfulmood,he

chortles,addingaheadshake.

“Ididn’tthinkyouwouldgetoverAmarasosoon,it’s

beenwhat,eight,tenyears?”

Whenlastdidhehearthatname?It’sbeentoolong,

anditstillaffectshim.Hesnorts,tryingtohidehow

affectedheis.

“Howdidyoufindme?”Kenneth.

“Youknowmetoowelltoaskmethat,Kenny.”

“AndyouknowmetoowelltoknowIdon’trespond

welltothenameKenny,”Styleslaughsatthecharge.

“Iseverythingokay?”

“Mkhizeisback.”Styles.

“Letmeguess,hestillwantsher?”Kennethwouldn’t

daretakeAmara’sname,hismouthhasn’ttastedit

inyears.“Doesheknowyou’rehere?”Hemeans

Randall,StylessmirksathowcoldKennethhas



suddenlybecome.

“Notyet,”Stylesanswers.“Hewon’tshootyouthis

time,justkeepyoureyesawayfrom hiswife.”

WhatafriendStylesis…laughingatKennethlikethis.

HedoesnotintendtocrosspathswithAmaranor

hermaniacofahusband,“I’llhelpyou,makesure

OkolieandIdon’tmeet.I’llbetheoneaimingagun

thistimeandIwon’tmiss.”

“Angerdoesnotbecomeyou,Kenny.Ithoughtyou

leftthecult.”

“IdidandI’m notangry,maybeIwanthim tobleed

aswell.”Heretortsandturnstoleavewithoutso

muchasaonceover,leavinghislonglostfriendin

thecompanyofachuckle.

AMARA-



“WhatdidR.Jsay?”Iattackhim withaquestionthe

secondhejoinsmeatthetable.

Sethu’sbirthdaycelebrationisnotasbigasI

thoughtitwouldbe,shebookedatablethat

accommodatesafewfriendsandfamily.Mostof

them haveexcusedthemselvesforthenight,Ithink

RandallandIshouldheadbackaswell.

“Hecan’tsleep,Itoldhim we’reon…”

Therestofhisstatementdisappearsbetweenhis

lips,eyesglaringtowardtheexit.Somethingis

amiss.Thereisangerinthewayhe’sfrowning.

Curiosityhasmetrailingafterhisgazeandmyentire

beingfreezesasIspotamangawkingatme,

probablyinhismid-forties,smartlydressedinadark

grey-stripysuitandamatchingsunhat.

Whatterrifiesmeishisdeepstare,whichIfindvery

uncomfortable.

Themysteriousmanlooksfamiliar,IswearI’veseen



him somewhere.Butwhere?

Me:“Whoisthat,andwhyishelookingatme?”

“Noone.”Suchablatantlie.Heturnstoorderme

around,“GohometoR.J,I’llfollowinawhile.”

Gohome?How?Basically,Iam beingdismissed

again,likeachild.

Hestands,Istandwithhim.Somethingishappening

hereandIwanttoknowwhat,“What’sgoingon,

Randall?”

“DammitAmara,”thetoneheproducessayshe’s

donewithmydefiance.Thegrabbingofmyarm

provesit,it’snotsodramaticthatitturnsheads,

aboutafewnoticemebeinghauledoutlikea

wheelbarrow.

Themysteriousmanisnolongerthere,Imissedhim

whiledemandinganswersfrom Randall.Thereare

questionablemeninblackthough,menwhoseem

toofamiliarwithRandall.Isaybecauseoneofthem

nodsathim aswenearthem andheacknowledges



it.

Ididn’tsaygoodbyetoSethu,cometothinkofit,the

lasttimeIsawherwaswhenshewenttocheckon

thedessert.

Randallopensthedoortothecar,handsmethe

keysandsays,“Hurryhome,oursoniswaiting.”And

withthisinstruction,heshutsthedoor.Therehe

goesmarchingundertheblanketofstars,backto

therestaurant.Randallcanbeannoyingsometimes.

Shit!Ileftmybaginside…itwon’ttakemeaminute

todashinandgrabit.Ijusthavetoavoidthedragon

wheninthere.

Uponmyarrival,I’m metbyasuddenloudtumult

thatturnscuriousheads.Soundslikesomeone

droppedapileofdishes,ascream ofawoman

invadesthevastrestaurant.

MyeyeschasethenoiseandbeforeIcouldregister

anything,gunshotsfilltheeatery,panichitsthe

inhabitantslikeatsunami.Chairsandtablesare

flippedoverasterrifiedpeoplerunaroundlike



headlesschickens.

Lord,whereisRandall?Ican’tthinkofanythingbut

him,myeyesdesperatelysearchforhim,whatifhe’s

beenshotand…and…no,Ican’tthinklikethat.He’s

fine,hehastobefine.

I’m inthemidstofastampedewhenatightgripon

myarm startlesme,ascream forhelpbreaksforth

from mymouthasI’m roughlyturnedaround.

Randall!

Myhearttakesabreatherforawhile.He’sglaring,

usualpuckeredbrow.

“Whatareyoustilldoinghere?Itoldyoutogo

home.”Hesays,furiously,thelookinhiseyesis

intense,chidingmelikeI’m arebelliousteenager.

IguessI’m stillinshockwhenmybodycollides

againsthis,heholdsmebackjustastight…face

nestledonthecrookofmyneck.Ifeelhim directour

bodiesacrosstheroom,thegunshotshavehalted.



Nonetheless,noonecares,peoplearestill

screamingandfightingtoleavetherestaurant.

“Whyareyoustillhere,Amara?”Ihateitwhenhe

soundscoldwhentalkingtome.“Can’tyoulistenfor

once?”

Moregunshotsresonate,tooclosethattheblasts

ringinmyears,Iflinch.Hishandpushesmedown,

sendingmetothefloorwithathud.Ithurts,butI

don’tgiveitattentionasIsitonmylegsandshield

myheadwithmyhands.Afamiliarhandtouchesmy

shoulder,he’sshelteredunderthetablewithme,

eyessearchingtheplace.

“What’sgoingonRandall?”I’m acoward,although

I’veencountereddeathamilliontimes.

“Ihavetogetyououtofhere.”He’sstillfuming,I

knowIwillneverheartheendofthis.

“Randall,I’vegotyoucovered.”AwheezingStyles



declares.

He’scrouchingbesideRandall.Idon’tknowwhenhe

gothere,he’sgotagungrippedinhishand.Mygaze

followsRandall’shand,hehasonetoo.HowdidInot

noticethis?

RandallnodsatStyles.

I’m pulledtowardsaflightofpanickypeople,we're

alltryingtododgebullets,it’shardnottonoticethe

oneslayingonthefloor.There’sbloodeverywhere

myeyesfall,IthinkI’m goingtothrowup.These

peoplearedead,dearGod.

“Styles.”ThatsoundslikeSethu’sbrother,Nkomo.

MyheadswitchesdirectiontoseeStylesonthefloor.

OhmyGod,theykilledhim.He’snotmoving…

Randallhasn’tseenanything,he’sfocusedon

gettingmeoutofhere.Theoutsideisthesame,

chaosandrackets.

Thecarisnotparkedfarfrom theentrance,Randall



waitsformetojumpin.

Nowordsaresaidashestartsthevehicle,angeron

hisface.

“Shit.Shit!”Heshouts,bangingafistonthesteering

wheel.

“Randall,Stylesis…”Ican’tbringmyselftosayingit.

“No,”hisutteranceisrapid.“He’sfine,nothinghas

happenedtohim.”

“Whathappenedbackthere?Whatwastheshooting

about?”I’m answeredwithascowl,asifIsaid

nothing,themancontinuestodrivelikeadrunkard.

Thisissotiring,mustIalwaysdighim likeadry

blister?

“Randall,willyoutellmewhat’sgoingon?Ineedto

know,Ialmostdied,Stylescouldbe...”

“Amaraplease,bequiet.I’m tryingtothinkhere.”

Bloody…

Iunderstandhe’sworriedabouthisfriend,butthat

doesnotjustifyhim comingatme.



“YouknowIwilldoanythingtoprotectyouright?”

Nowhewantstotalk?

“Soyousay.”Ishruggedmyshoulders.

“Thatisnotfair,everythingIdoisforyou,Amara.I

needyoutotrustme.”Hewasn’tawayfrom hisfirm

tonefortoolong,he’sbackatit.

OfallthemenintheworldIjusthadtofallforthis

one?

“Evenwhenyoudon’ttellmewhatisgoingon?”The

brieflookheregardsmewithisthatofunhappiness.

“Youdon’tneedtoknoweverything.”That’swhathe

thinks?Really?

“I’m notababy,Icantakecareofmyself.”I’m riled

upanditshowsinthewayIhavejustaddressedhim.

“You’resostubbornAmara,can’tyoujustlistento

meforonce?”Hisloudandangryvoicemakesme

jumpabit.Thisisonemoodyman.

Randallsucksinadeepbreath,itspeaksof

exhaustionandIknowI’m thecause.Ishould’ve



gonehomelikehesaid,thisargumentwouldn’tbe

happening.

“I’m sorry,mehemma.”

That’sall?Noexplanationastowhat’sgoingon.IfI

sayI’llevergetusedtohisindifference,Iwouldbe

lyingtomyself.Hismoodschangeliketheweather,

heissounpredictable,youneverknowwhathe

mightdoorsaynext.

AsmuchashelovesmeandIlovehim,probably

evenmore.Thereisthatpartofmethat’salways

goingtobeafraidofhim.

MaybeIam obsessedwithhim,thisisthemanwho

lovedmewhenIdidn’tlovemyself,whenIhadno

one.Hebecameeverythingtome,Ihavebecomeso

dependentonhim thatIdon’tknowwhatI’lldowhen

he’snotwithme.Thisiswhatmylifehasturnedinto,

IhavebecomesolostinRandallandeverythingheis.

We’renotfaraheadwhenhisphonerings,I’m toldto



answerandputitonloudspeaker.

“We’reindeepshit.”Thevoicesays.

KENNETH-

Thedrivetomyhousewasfairlylongthatshe

succumbedtoslumber,Iwanttobeherempathy

rock,careforherandmakeherfeelwanted.Iknow

howabandonmentfeels,itistheworstfeelingon

earth.

Zithobileishere,backinmybed.ThisiswhereIled

herwhenwegothome,herwordswerethatshewill

sleepforafewminutesbecauseshehastogoback

home.

Thisyoungwomanisreckless,daring.Whathas

madeherbold,clumsyandtruetoherself?PerhapsI

am attractedtoher,I’m notsure.



TheoneIneverhadstillexistsinmyheart,I’m not

readytolethergoandwhenStylesbroughtherup,a

deepcravingtocatchaglimpseofhertookovermy

entirebeing…Ican’tthough,she’sokayhere…inmy

heartandinmythoughts.It’swhattheuniversehas

offeredme,givingmenochoicebuttoacceptthe

dreadfulreality.

SomehowZithobile'spresencemakesmeforget,it

soothesthisdarkheartofmine.

“Whenwillshewakeup,bhuti.”She’sbeensitting

withme,watchingoverZithobile.Isisaisconvinced

thatsomethingiswrongwithher,Igaveuptryingto

convinceherthatZithobileisphysicallyandmentally

tired.Whowouldn’tbe,withthelifetheworldhas

forcedonher?

“She’llwakeup,don’tworry.She’sneedstorest,her

bodyistired.”

“Butheraunt,shehastobehomebeforemorning.”

Isisastresses.



“It’slatenow,I’lltakeherbackinthemorning.”

“Auntishome.”Isisasayswhenwehearaknockon

mybedroom door,aroom MaMkhizeisnotallowed

toenter,yetshecontinuestodefyme.

“Whyiseveryonegatheredhere?What’sgoingon?”

Shehasbarelymadeitinsidewhenshebombards

uswithquestions.Istandtoshiftawaywhenshe

positionsherselfbesideme.Distastecloudsher

faceashereyesfindZithobileburiedundermy

covers.

“Whatisthis?Whyisshehere?”MaMkhize.

“Iinvitedheroveraunt,she’smyfriend.”Isisa

explains,Idon’tlikeherlying.

“Yes,butIdon’tunderstandwhyyourfriendis

alwayssleepinginyourbrother’sbed,wehaveguest

rooms.”Mybrowscreaseatherremark,Idon’tknow

whatherproblem iswithZithobile.



“StatewhatyoucamehereforFezekileandleavemy

room.”

Thiswomanclearlycameheretodictateourlives

andIwillnotallowit,I’m welcomedbyadisgusted

lookassheturnstofaceme.

“Kenneth,youcan’tkeepbringinghertoyourhouse.”

Shethrowsherhandsupasifshe’shadit.“Am Ithe

onlyonewhocanseethisgirl’shiddenagenda?

She’sfrom thedumpsandlookingforaticketout,I

thoughtyouweresmarterthanthisKenneth.”

“Areyouquestioningmyintelligence,Fezekile?”

Zitha’seyessnapopen,sheheardeverything.Tears

leakfrom hereyes,Ican’tstandit.Howmuchdoes

shehavetosuffer?Insteadofansweringmy

question,MaMkhizetakesherattentionfrom me

andgivesittothegirlsprawledinmybed.

“YouneedtosendherbacktoOrangeFarm,she



doesn’tbelonghere.She’sagolddigger.”

HerstatementseemstomakeZithobiledepressed

asmoretearspouroutofhereyes.Shebringsher

bodytoasittingposition,hidesherfaceinthepalms

ofherhandsandsobs.

It’sthefinalstraw,Ibroughtherheresoshecan

havepeace,evenifit’sforafewhours.InasecondI

haveMaMkhize’supperarm grippedinmyhand,she

gaspsinshockasIdragherinthedirectionofthe

exitdoor.

Isisa’samplifiedeyesfollowus,she’sshakenabit

butgathersherselfatthelookIgiveher.Idon’twant

herfollowingus.

“Kenneth,whatareyoudoing?”MaMkhizeyellsat

medraggingherdisrespectfulassdownthe

passagetoherbedroom,thewomanstumbles,

almostkissingthefloorafterIshoveherin.

Thesoundofherdisbelievinggaspandthecrackof



thekeyaresecondsapart.Iturntoherandshe

startstrembling,quaveringmouthajarandeyes

piledupwithfearbutIdon’tcare.

“K-Kenny…what…what’sgoi…”Sheswallowsthe

restofherwordsasIgrabherbytheneckandpin

heronthewall.

Shetriestospeakbutmyhandisclaspedaround

herneck,wantingtobefreed,MaMkhizeattemptsto

releasethetightgripandgainsnoprofit,hereyes

turnbloodshot.Tearspoolbehindherpupils,they

rushtostream downherface.Iknowshecan’t

breathe,that’stheplanafterall.

“Youdarechallengeme,woman?Youdareinsult

thatgirlinmypresence?HowmanytimesdoIhave

totellyoutokeepyourmouthshut,huh?”

Idon’tplanonlettinghergo,shemeansnothingto

meandkillingherwouldbesoeasy.

“IswearFezekile,thisisthelasttimeyouwillopen



yourbigmouth.Ifthatgirlshedstearsonceagain

becauseofyou,youwillwishyoukeptyourdistance

from us.ThiswillbenothingcomparedtowhatIwill

dotoyou.”

“Bhuti.”BangingandIsisa’svoiceechofrom the

othersideofthedoor.“Bhutiopenthedoorplease.”

She’scrying,dammit.

“Don’ttryme,MaMkhize.I’m notthatlittleboywho

usedtorunbehindyouanymore,newsflash,Igrew

upthedayIkilledyouruselessbrother.”

Ilethergoandshedropstothefloor,coughing

hysterically.MysisterleersatmeasIpopthedoor

open,facesoakedtotheskin.Herweteyessprintto

MaMkhizethenbacktome,thelookscreamshate…

Idon’thavetimeforthis,IhavetocheckonZithobile.

Imanoeuvrepasthertomakemywaybacktomy

bedroom.

“AwhellomamakaZithobile.’



Musuk’lilalenhluphekoisazondlula’

MamakaZithobile’

Musuk’lilalenhluphekoisazondlula’

MamaKaZithobile,Zithobile.'

‘Zithobile’smother,donotgrievethisafflictionwill

pass.

'

ThisIdidnotexpect,I’m takenabackbyherloud

singingandstrangedancemoves.

*

*

*©

A/N:Notproofread,myapologiesforanyerrorsyou

found.



ROADTOROYALTY

Thirty-two

BAMBINDLOVU-

“Yeah,nightwalker.Mthakathi…ukhumbulekhaya?”

(Witch,yourememberedhome.)

Themandoesnotusuallyscareeasily,forhisheart

tojumptohisthroatatthesightofhissister

standingatthedoor,inthedarkisnew.Thisiswhat

hegetshometoafteralongdayof“hustling”…

Ademonwhowon’tgivehim amoment’speace,she

sureisusingherroleasalittlesisterprettywell.

“Whatareyoudoinginthedark,Sindi?”Helocksthe

door,switchesonthelightinthepassageandshe’s

stillhere,armsacrossherchestandeyesnarrowed

inquisitively.

She’snotabouttorevealthatshecouldn’tsleep



withoutknowingwherehewas,theyshareamother,

she’sboundtoworryabouthim.

“Wherehaveyoubeen,Ndlovu?Ifyourmotherwas

pregnant,shewouldhavegoneintoearlylabour

becauseofyou.”Hefrownsatherstatementand

whosaidmendon’trolltheireyes.

“What?Whywouldyouevensaythat?”Confusion

knowshim best,it’slacedoverhisfatiguedface.

“Tellme,I’m lying.Idareyou.”Theboldnessinher

voice…

“Youdareme?Yey,stupid.I’m notyouragemate,

you’reforgettingthatIbeat.”Hisfingerispointedat

theunbotheredshortpersonaudaciouslystanding

beforehim.

“NotwhenThandikelaisstillbreathing,youwillnot

touchastrandofhaironmyhead.”

Hetakesthedareandgrabsherdishevelledhair,she

flinchesandwhinesunderthetightgrip.



“Whatwereyousayingsbotho?”

“Ouch,Ndlovuyou’rehurtingme,”thechildwhines,

tryingbyallmeansnottomakenoise.

“WhoisNdlovu?”Nowaywillheeveracceptthis

name.

“Uncle-bhuti,I’m sorry.”Ashriekthistime,asshe

squirmsunderthepainfulhold.Bambindlovusmirks

attheplea.

“Ican’thearyou,sayitlouder.”

“I’m sorryuncle-bhuti,nowletmego,please.”He

doessoandthegirlfrownsthesecondshetastes

freedom,armsfolded.

“You’renotgoingtogetawaywithwhatyoujustdid,

Ndlovu.Youbettersleepwithoneeyeopen.”The

threatsoundsreal,“Andyourmotherwillhearabout

this,markmywords.”

“Voetsek!”Hechargesather…

“Mama,”sheyelpsandrunsbacktohermother’s

room.



Perhapsthisiswhatheneedstoclearhismind,a

whineybratgettingonhisnerves.Worryhasbeen

clingingontohim sincehemetupwithLiyana,she

hadcalledhim wantingtovent.Whenhearrivedat

thedesignatedplace,shedidn’tsayanything;just

satinuttersilenceforawhile.Surelyhewasbound

toaskwhattheproblem was,andwhenshedidn’t

provideananswerhefiguredthatmaybe…she

wantedtobeinthepresenceofsomeone.

Liyanamuttereda‘thankyou’beforejumpinginto

hercartodrivebackhome.

“Sokalisa,”thesmoothvoicebehindhim throwshim

intoapuddleofcomfort.HeclosesMaki'sfridge

andslowlyturnstofindhismotherandsister

standinginthenarrowdoorway.“Areyouokay?”

Henodsatherquestion,hereyesruntothepoton

thestove,somethingissimmeringthere.Itsmells

likemilk,hersonisnotamilklover.



“Teawithmilk?”Hereyebrowsraiseinworry.“You

don’tdrinkteawithmilk,unlessyou’retroubled.”

“I’m amanMaOlady,there’snothingIcan’thandle.”

“You’restillmysonandIworryaboutyou.”

Thandikela.

“Mama.”Thewhisperbelongstothelittleperson

clingingontohernightgown,sheelbowsher

mother’ship,remindingherofwhattheyspoke

aboutbeforetheyleftthebedroom.

“YouneedtostopfightingwithyoursisterSokalisa.”

Sindisiwestickshertongueout,it’sdirectedather

brotherwhoisstabbingdaggersather.

“Tellhertostopbeingannoying,maybeI’llhave

mercy.”Hisreply.

“She’syourlittlesister,ifshedoesn’tannoyyou,then

whowill?”Thandikelaremindshim.“Hugitout,”and

that’sanorder.

“Eewwmama.”Sindisiwe.



“I’m nottouchingher.”Hisfacecrinkles.

“Metoo,mama.Whathappenedtopractisingsocial

distancing?”Sindisiweadds.

“Sindiisright,I’m nottryingtocatchthevirus.”

Bambindlovusays,leaningagainstthekitchen

counterwithfoldedarms,buthissisterisnotokay

withwhathesaid.Confusionpaintsherfaceasshe

triestoregisterwhatherbrotherjustuttered.Her

eyeswiden,bottom lipquaversbeforeherfacial

featuresturnsour.

“Mama,”shecries,hugginghermother’swaist.

“NdlovusaysIhavecorona.”Shame,herinnocent

heartisbroken.

“Vele.”Heargues,theeyerolltakesplaceagain.The

childisnowsobbing,faceburiedinhermother’ship.

(Yes)

Mothersmusthaveithard,frustrationwashesover

Thandikela.“Sokalisastopitandcomehugyour

sister.”Hervoiceisfirm andauthoritative,soisthe

lookshegiveshim.



Therearegrumbles,draggedfeetandsoundsof

disgustbeforethetwosiblingsengageinahug.One

second…twoseconds…theyripapartwithsuch

speedthatthesmallonealmostfalls.

“Gosh,mylifeisruined.Ican’tbelieveIjusttouched

you.”Sindisiwe’stearsarelonggone.

“Thatwasthelongesthourofmylife.”Babindlovu.

He’sastraumatised.

“Itwasasecond,sir.”Thebratdropsinher

comment.

“Itfeltlikeanhourtome,”hedisputes.

Thandikelaseesahopelesscase,sheshakesher

headandgoesbacktoherroom.

“Ishouldhavemyhandssanitized,”thebrother

states,digsintohispocketandcomesoutwitha

handsanitizer.

“Iwantsometoo,myhandstouchedyou.”Standing

atasafedistance,thelittlesisterextendsherhands

towardhim.“Iwillneedtoburnmyclothesaswell.”



Bambindlovusqueezessomeintoherhandsand

getsaslimygrinasathankyou.

“Iwantanewbrother,”herrequestasshestridesout

ofthekitchen.

“Idiot.”Hisreplyishushed.

Hegoesbacktomakingtea,it’llbehardtosleep

withouttakingafewsips.

AMARA-

“Areyouonspeaker?”That’swhatNkomosaysover

thephone.Randalllooksmestraightintheeyeand

answershim.

“Yes,goahead.”Hisfocusgoesbacktotheroad.

“Areyousure?”Nkomochecks.

Whateverhewantstosaysoundsbig,it’sclearly

somethingIshouldnothear.

“Goahead.”Randallrepeats.



“It’salloversocialmediaandnewsstations;Olivia’s

disappearance,avideoofyoutorturingherandher

death.”Nkomoreveals.

Suddenlymyheartbeatincreasesattheshocking

revelation,mystomachtwistsandwhatfeelslikean

explosionburstswithinme.Thisiscompletelynew,I

thoughtsheabandonedherchild.Unableto

comprehendwhatI’m hearing,Isqueezemyeyelids

shutinthehopethatthisisonlyadream.

“HowisStyles?”What?Isheserious?

“DidyouhearwhatIsaidRandall?”Nkomo.

“HowisStyles,Nkomo?”Hisunresponsivenessis

shocking,honestly.

“Thatidiotwillbefine,hegotafrightandfainted”

Nkomomustbejoking.“He’sinterrogatingoneof

theattackers,nooneiswillingtotalk.”

“AndBalungile?”Randall.

Whoisthat?



“Myuncleranlikethecowardheis,Idon’tblame

him.HeisMkhize’scousin.”Nkomo’smention

punchesmeintheface,theymustbetalkingabout

themanwhowasstaringatme.Iknewhelooked

familiar,he’sBangizweMkhize’sbrother.Lord,don’t

tellmethemanisaftermylifeagain.

“Yourfatheristoomuchofacowardtotakehisown

life,he’splainlyaskingmetokillhim.”Randall

proclaims.

It’scrazyhowIam usedtothisnonsense,wehave

childrenforPete’ssake.Thiswarhastostop,the

killingandcreatingenemies.

“Dowhatyoumust,Randy.Ihopeyouhaveaplanon

howtogetyourselfoutofthismess,orstart

thinkingofaprisonnamebecausethosebastards

aregoingtoplayhousewithyou.”Nkomo.

Whywouldhesaythat?

“No,Randallisnotgoingtojail,nooneisgoingto

jail.”Ibuttinlookingatthemandrivingliketheworld

isnotcrumblingbeforehim.“You’vegottenaway

withitbefore,youwilldoitagain,right?”



Myirregularbreathingandwateryeyesremainfor

quitesometime,asIwaitforhim toacknowledge

mewithananswer.I’m unmoving,eyesonhim.The

phonehasgonequiet,IthinkNkomohungup.

“Tellme,you’renotgoingtojail.”Myvoicecracks,

he’snotsayinganything.“OhGod,whatam Igoing

totellLiyana?R.Jwillbedevastated.”

“Pleasecalm downAmara,you’repregnant.”I’m

marriedtoabastard.

“Whydidyoukillher?”

“Shefedmydaughterdrugsandmadeherwatch

whileshehadsexwithmeninherhouse,Idon’t

regretwhatIdid.”

Shocking!But…

“ShewasLiyana’smother,youcould’vegottenher

arrestedorsomething,youdidn’thavetokillher.”I

knowhe’skilledbeforeandgottenawaywithit.I

supported,andstoodbyhim evenwhenhewas



wrong.

“Youdon’tknowanythingAmara,soIdon’texpect

youtounderstand.”Keep-your-mouth-shutglare,

that’swhatI’m lookingat.

ZITHA-

Thisisawkward,Ididn’tthinkhewouldfindme

celebratingaunty’spunishment.

“Myphonerangandthesonggotstuckinmyhead,

sorryforthenoise.”IfIwasstilldrunkIwould’ve

usedthatasanexcuse.Heglidesinandstandsa

fewfeetawayfrom me.

“Whydidyoubringmehere?”Wecan’tstandhere

andlookintoeachother’seyesthewholeday,his

eyesnarrow…aninquisitivelook.

“Moveinwithme.”MaybeIstillam drunk,I’m

hearingthings.ThisiswhatIgetfordrinkingcheap

wine.



“I’m sorry,canyourepeatthat?”Iask.

“Moveinwithme.”Hesayswiththesame

indifferencelaininhisvoice,howdoItakehim

seriouswhenhisdemeanourtellsmenothing?

“Isthereacatch?Iwillhaveyouknow,Iam nota

prostitute.Idon’tevenknowyourname.”Hecan’tbe

anotherTshilidzicanhe?

“There’snocatch,Iwanttotakecareofyouandcall

meKenneth.”

“Okay,Kenneth.Whywouldyouwanttotakecareof

agirlyouhardlyknow?”Ienquire,makingmyself

comfortableonhisbed.Hishandsfindshelterinthe

pocketsofhispants,he’sgloweringandIcan’tsay

why.

“Idon’tknow,Ijustdo.”

Ihaveneverheardanythinglikethisinmyentire

existence.

“Areyouinacult?”

Thefrownonhisfacedeepensatthequestion,eyes



suddenlydubious.Iknewit,Icanreadpeopleand

myguttoldme.“Isthiswhyyourhouseisallblack?

I’m notafanofcults,andbelieveme,Iwouldmakea

terriblesacrifice.ThebloodofJesusrunsinmy

veins.”

“I’m notinacult,Iwanttohelpyou,that’sall.”

Sincerityinhisvoice,ithasmebelievinghim.

“Yousaidyou’llhelpmeabortthisbaby,notaskme

tomoveinwithyou.”Iremindhim,lesthehas

forgotten.

“Ididn’tsayIwillhelpyouabortthebaby.”Helooks

offended.“Youwilldieifyou...”

“Iwillnotdie.”Irefuse.“What,areyouadoctor

now?”

“Youcanhavethebabyadopted,we’llfindafamily

whoiswillingtotakethechildin,ortakehim tothe

father.”

Yeahright,asifTshilidziwillacceptthisbaby.

“Thatcowardwillnevertakeresponsibility.”



“I’llmakehim.”Hereturns.

“Whatever,aslongasIdon’tgettokeepamemory

ofhim.Iwantnothingtodowithhim anymore.”I

spillthecontentsofmyheart.

We’restuckinsilencesuddenly,it’sgettingawkward

inhere.Heclearshisthroatandspeaks,“You’llstay

thenight,I’lltakeyouhometomorrowtogetyour

things.”

Whoa!

“Ididn’tsayyes,Ilivewithanadultwhoisasking

aboutmywhereaboutsaswespeak.”

Whoam Ikidding?I’vealwayswantedtolivealavish

life.Excitementbringsmetomyfeet,theyleadme

tothemaninthemiddleoftheroom.Hisgaze

followsme,he’sthistype…thestaringtype.

“Whichoneismyroom?Iwantabigonelikethis

one,butnoblack,please.”Thisislife,wetakerisks.

Werise,wefallandthisismychancetorise.



Hismouthtwitches,ishetryingforasmile?Idon’t

knowwiththismananymore.

“Howoldareyou?”OhMr.Grumpy…

“Nineteengoingontwenty.”Withasmileonmyface,

Iraisemyhandtoshowhim thenumber,hedoesn’t

smileback.Iwastedmysmilefornothing,doeshe

knowtheeffortittakestostretchasmile?Stop

kiddingyourselfZitha,lookatthosebiltongcheeks.

Theyhaveneverstretchedintoasmile.“I’m counting

downtothirty,Ihearitistheagetobe.Ican’twaitto

bethirty,howoldareyouMr.Dreads?Fortyfive?

Fifty?”

Ichewtheinsideofmymouthwhenhescowls,

seeminglyintimidatedbythequestion.

“S-Sorry,youmustbethirtyninethen.Youlook

youngthough,Iswear…ageless.”

“Stoptalking.”Thedemandisstoic.

“Areyoualwaysthistalkative?”Heasks.



Ishakemyhead.Iwoulddoanythingtoseeasmile

onthatdarkfaceofhis,darkskinnedpeoplehave

Colgateteeth,superwhite.AndIwanttoseehis

teeth,maybetakeapictureaswell.

Ithinkhewouldwantmetobecomfortable,make

myselfathome,youknow?Doeshappinessreally

feelthisgood?Iskipbacktothebedtositonit,I’m

exhausted.ItmustbebecauseIjustwokeuporthe

bratinsideme.Lord,I’llbeusingawheelchairbythe

timeI’m due.

Fooddoesnotloveme,IgainweightfastifI’m not

careful.Ireallyam notlookingforwardtotheweight

gain,swollenfeet.Ihearsomedislocatetheirhands

orhips.Allthatforachildthatwilltalkbackwhen

it’sgrown,I’llpass.

“Doyouwantakiddiesmeal?”Ihappilyask,how

muchdoIevenhaveleft?“Ican’tusethemoneyI

wasgoingtopaythatoldladywith,Iborrowedit

from someone,soIhavetotakeitback.Ionlyhave

R40,Idon’tmindthough.Letmetreatyou.”



“Quiet!”

“Yesdaddy.”HiseyeswidenandIsmashmyhand

onmymouth.

“Whatdidyousay?”Hequestions,voicevoidof

humor.

Ican’trepeatthat,I’veembarrassedmyselfenough.

Mommy,IneedJesus.ButLordthisman;mymind

haspackeditsbagsandgoneonvacation.

“Isauntyokay?"Ichangethetopic."Ididn’tmeanto

causetrouble.”

Idon’tcareabouther,shehasn’tseenthelastofme.

ThedramaIpulledearlierwasateaser.

Wheredotheymakethesetypesofpeople,theones

whoarerudeenoughtoignoreapersonwhen

spokento?

Hemovesandmyheartstops,he’scomingover

here.



What’swrongwithme?Whyam Isuddenlyfidgety?

Mybreathingquickensathisnearness,we’reflush

againsteachother.Thishasgottobeextremely

uncomfortable,butit’snot.Mama,whydoesthis

strangerbringmesomuchpeace?

Hishandinspectsmybruisedcheek,Iglanceupat

him andsaythemostembarrassingthingIhave

eversaid,“Arewegoingtohavesex?”

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Thirty-Three

AMARA-

“I’llcheckonR.J.”He’smyfirstthoughtasweenter

thehouse,RandallnodsandIleavehim tolockup.

Thetensionbetweenusisthickasawinterblanket,I

betyouthoseonesyougetfrom thePakistanshops

intown.

Liyana’sroom isthefirstone,rightoppositethe

stairway.She’ssleepingwiththedoorslightlyopen.I

findR.J’sroom lockedwhichisstrange,henever

sleepswiththedoorlocked.

Notwantingtowakehim up,Iquicklyrushtomy

room tofetchtheextrakey.AsIenterhisroom,I

finditempty.Thebeddishevelled.

Strange!



Am Iwrongtoquicklyfallintoapondofpanic?My

feetleadmetothebathroom aroom awayfrom his,

he’snotthere.Iprobablymust’vemissedhim in

Liyana’sroom,I’m growinganxiousasImarchback

there.She’stuckedaloneunderthecovers.

Okay,itistimetopanic.

Worrystartstocrawlundermyskinandiceshoots

throughmyveins.Thehouseisbig,hemustbe

around,somewhere.Hehastobearound…

“Liya,wakeup.”Sheopenshereyesandinstantly

frownsinconfusionatmypresence.

“What’swrong?”Shequestionsasshesitsupand

fixesthewhitedoekthat’sslippingoffherhead,

surrenderingtoayawn.

“Yourbrotherisnotinhisroom.”

“He’sprobablyinthebathroom.”Myheartsinksto

thesolesofmyfeetatherassumption,Idon’twant

topanic,butmyheartisdrummingfasterbythe



second.

“He’snotthere,”Isquawk.“Gocheckmyroom

Liyana.”Iyell,runningoutlikeacrazyperson,to

haveasecondlookinthebathroom withthehope

thatIwillfindhim there.It’sstillempty,soishis

room.

MyfeetclunkonthewoodenfloorasIrunto

MaNtombi’sbedroom…OhmyGod,there’snoonein

here.Letheranswerthephone,please.Itsendsme

straighttovoicemail,discomfortsuddenlyrisesin

mychest…terror…panic.Thisismyfault,Ishould

nothavelefthim alone.

“He’snotthere,Icheckedeverywhere?”Liyana

states,emergingfrom thehallway,worryplastered

alloverherface.

“Whereismyson?”Ishoutwitheverythinginme,to

nooneinparticular.InasecondRandall’squick

stepsboom onthestaircase,I’m goingcrazywith

worryasIruntohisdirection.Mytearsbearing



witnesstotheagonyengulfedaroundme.

“What’swrong?”Hisquestioncomeswithadazed

facialexpression,hegripsmyshoulderswhile

inspectingmywetsurface.

“He’snothere,mysonisnotinthehouse.Themaid

too,shetookmysonRandall.Thatwomantookmy

son.”Thisisnothappeningtome.

“What?”Hemurmursunderhisbreath.

Itakenoteofhisroundedeyes,raisedeyebrows,and

slackexpression.

“No,thatcan’tbe.”Andlikeamanwhohaslosthis

mind,hescattersalloverthehousecallingouttoR.J.

ItfeelslikeyesterdaywhenLiyanahadgonemissing,

nowit’smyson.

“I’m sorryAmara,Idon’tknowhowhegotoutofhis

room.Ilefthim,inhisbed.”

“Don’tblameyourself,mylove.It’snotyourfault,I

hadaskedMantombitolookafterhim.Wheredid



shego?”

Liyanawipesherpersistenttearsassheresponds

withashrug,beforeutteringactualwords.“Shewas

inherroom whenIwenttobed.I’llgoasktheguards,

theymust’veseensomething.”

Sheleavesmeinthepassageway,Ican’tstandhere.

Ihavetohelplookforhim.Terriblethoughtsinvade

myheadasIdashfrom oneroom tothenext,

desperatelycallinghisname.Ihatemyselffor

thinkingtheworst…theunwantedvisualsclouding

myhead.

Thelastroom Ifindmyselfinishis.He’ssupposed

tobesleepingonthatverybed.

AbrokenLiyanamaterialisesintotheroom,face

stainedwithtearsandhopelessness.

“Theonlypersonthatwentoutofthepremisesis

themaid,shehadwithherasuitcase.Theydidn’t



caretosearchbecausetheythoughtshewas

movingout.”

LiyanabreaksthenewsandIloseallmysensesat

therealisationthatmybabyhasbeentaken.

Strengthdenouncesme,bringingmetomyknees

andIwaillikeawidow.Theonlylogicalthingisto

callthepolice,butmymindiswoozy,theonlything

itallowsinarethoughtsofhisdeadbody.

I’velostsightofmysurroundings,butmyears

managetoperkatthefeeblesoundofmovement

from underhisbed.

Withnotimewasted,I’m onallfours,withmyhead

dippedunderthebed.

He’shere…mybabyishiding,lookingbewildered,

likehe’snotsureifheshouldcomeoutornot.

“Baby!”Ican’tdescribewhatI’m feelingatthis

moment.“Comeoutofthere.”

“R.J?”Liyana’sdisbelievingquestionfollowsmy



request.

He’snotmoving,soIlayonmystomachinorderto

fitunderthebed.Hedoesn’tholdmebackwhenI

embracehim tightlyandshowerhim withkisses,but

squirmsinmyarms,wantingtobeputdown.Ican’t,

Iwanttocherishthismoment.

“Areyouokay?”Liyanaquestions,sandwichingthe

childasshejoinsinonthehug.Henodsinreturn,

he’smumblingthingsIcannotmakeout.Myarms

gentlytightenaroundhim,however,hisbodytenses

inmyarms,tellingmethatthisisnotwhathewants.

“Randall,Randall.”Myvoicebeamswithexcitement

asIcallouttohim,hemust’vebeenclosebecause

heswooshestothedoor,lookingwearyand

downhearted.Hepausesashiseyesfindtheboyin

myarms.

Inasecond,myhusbandfallstohisknees,right

thereinthedoorway,openshisarmsandR.Jslips

outandrunstohim.



Randallwhiskshim inhisarms,anembracethat

bringsabouttearsinhiseyes.Thismanrarelycries,

chancesareZerotonone.Helooksatme,relieved,

butguiltalsofightsforhisattention.

“Whywereyouhidingunderthebed,Kwame?”My

vocalsoundcracksandgetscaughtinmythroat,

duetothecryingI’vebeendoing.R.Jignoresme,

he’sclingingontohisfatherfordearlife.

HisfacehiddeninRandallshoulderandarmsaround

hisneck,hemumbleswordsbarelyaudible.“I’m

tireddad,canIsleepwithyouinyourroom?”

“Ofcoursemylove.”Randall’svoiceissoft,it

boardersondelicacy,asifitandhisheartwould

breakanyminute.Hestandswiththechildholding

tohim.

“Papa,canwetalk?”Liyanaasks.

“InthemorningLiya,”hesaysandleaveswithR.J.

“IseverythingokayLiya?”



“Likepapasaid,we’lltalkinthemorning.”Shecoos

withsadness,herheavyfeetcarryingheroutofthe

room.

ZITHA-

Don’tfeedyourmid-nightcravings,myfoot.This

babyiseatingmyintestines,that’showitfeelsin

there.Theclockonthewalltellsmethatitis00:18,

myphoneisoff.Ihadtoswitchitofftoavoidmy

aunt.

Ileavethebedandmynewappointedroom,tofind

mywaytothekitchen,that’sright,Iknowmywayto

thekitcheninthishouse.

Let’sseewhattheyhaveinthisfridge,IthinkIlike

whatI’m lookingat.Mytastebudsarescreamingfor

friedchickenliverswithwhitebreadandcoke,

there’sadefrostedpackinhere.Igrabitandgeton

withmycooking,thesmellspreadsthroughout.I

loveit,Icanjustdancetothesizzlingsound.



“Mustbenice,isthiswhatyoudoinpeople’s

houses?”Herslimyvoiceslithersinandspoilsmy

appetite,myfaceacceptsafrownasIturntoface

her.

“Idon’tknowaboutpeople’shouses,butIdoit

whereIlive.Thisismyhometoo,sinceKenneth

invitedmetomoveinwithhim.”

IthinkI’vehaditwiththiswoman,honestlyshe’s

startingtopissmeoff.

“Watchyourmouth,he’swayolderthanyoulittlegirl.

HeisMr.Mkhizetoyou.”Yawn!

“Lookslikesomeoneforgottotaketheirmedication

beforebed,isthatwhyyou’resosnappy,

MaMkhize?”Thequestionseemstoslapherinthe

face,shemovesin.Oh.Oh…Ihavemadeherangry,I

seeherhandcomingformycheekandblockit.

“NothereMaMkhize,I’m notgoingtobeyour

punchingbag.”Sheappearsshockedbymyaudacity,



thesearetrials.Ihaven’tbegunyet,it’seasierthis

side,there’ssomeonetofightforme.Icanbeas

cockyandnoonewillstandinmyway.

“Kennethhasdoneit,hehasbroughtasnakeinto

hishouse.”Icouldn’tagreemore.

“You’reright,that’sexactlywhatIthoughtwhenI

firstsawyou.PoorKenneth,Ifeelsorryforhim.”My

sallyisdeliveredthroughbitesofthedelicious

chickenlivers.

“DoyouknowNokzolaHlubi?She’smyaunt,youtoo

musthavebeenconjoinedtwins.”There’snodoubt

inmymind,sheremindsmeofmyaunt.

“Idon’thavetimeforyournonsense,Itoldyounever

tocomebackhere.”

“Yes,”Iflashasmile.“Iheardyou,butIwasn’t

listening.”

I’m goingtobeherworstnightmare.

“Youthinkyou’resmart,don’tyou?”Shehisses,



pointingafingeratme.

“Pointofcorrection,Idon’tthinkI’m smart,Iknow

I’m smart.”

Agaspwhistlespastmylipsasshegrabsmyarm

andharshlypullsmeoffthebarstool,Ialmosttrip

landingonmyfeet.

“Listenhere…”

Thisisthepartwhereshetellsmeallkindsof

nonsensethatwillannoyevenmyancestors.

ArethosefootstepsIhear?God,Iwillloveyou

foreverifthepersoncominghereisKenneth.Ineed

toteachthisladyalesson.And…thereheis,aknot

onhisforeheadasheleansagainstthedoorpost.I

havelongblockedMaMkhize’svoice,ithasbecome

backgroundnoise.

Timetoact,Iclosemyeyesandbitemylip.Tears

listentomewhenIdothis.

“What’sgoingon?”Kenneth.



MaMkhizeturnswithagasp.

“Kenneth,”hervoicecracks.

“Kenny…”Ibeathertoit,myfeettrailingtotheman

inblacksleepwear.“I’m sorryaboutthemessImade,

IonlywantedtomakefoodbecauseIwashungry.

Butauntydidn’thavetoinsultmyfamily...Because

ofchickenlivers,Kenny?Chickenliversandwhite

bread?Yoh!”

IdeservetobeonTV,darnit,Iwasbornforthis.

“What?”Sheyells,it’sgoodthatshedoesso.The

moresheloseshermind,themoreKennethseesthe

evilinher.

Shemaybeolder,butI’m moreexperiencedinthis

game.“She’slyingKenneth,I…”

“WhywouldIlieaunty?Ihavenoreasonto.”Mygaze

turnstoKenneth,Ican’tsaywhathe’sthinking…his

faceisblank.



“Thankyouforeverything,butIhavetogohome

now.I’dratherhavemyfamilytreatmeliketrash,not

astranger.Mustapersondiebecauseofchicken

livers?”

Ileanuptokisshischeek…thiskisswillscoreme

somepoints.AsIturntowalktowardtheexitdoor,

Kennethgrabsmyarm andpullsmebacktohisside.

“Whereareyougoing?”

“Home.”Ireply,squirmingwithanaddedspicy

drama.

“Withwhat?”ThistonetellsmethatIhaveaplacein

thishouseandinhislife.Don’tgetmewrong,I’m not

heretodestroyhisfamily.Isitwrongofmetoseek

security?

“I’llwalk.”Itellhim.

Yes,theplanistobeasdramaticaspossible.

“Don’tbestupidZithobile,goeatyourfood.”Ilove

youKenny.

“Butauntsaid…”

“Sitandeatyourfood.”It’sthesoft,yetauthoritative



toneheusesthathasmemelting.

"OkaybecauseI'm hungry,Iwilleat."

HereIwasthinkingIhavebadluck,turnsoutI’m the

luckiestwomanintheworld.

“Toldyou,I’m smart.”IwhispertotheauntasIwalk

pasthertofinishoffmymouth-wateringchicken

livers.

*

*

*©

A/N:Apologiesfornotpostingyesterday,mymind

waslooted.



ROADTOROYALTY

Thirty-Four

AMARA-

Sleephasnotcalledmynameyet,Liyana’spleahas

mebythelashes,forcingmyeyeswideopen.Could

shehaveseenthenewsabouthermother?Idoubt

Randallisreadyorwilleverbe;tofaceherwith

answers.

Howdoesafathertellhischildthathekilledtheir

mother?

He’snotsleeping,he’sbeensittingonthebenchby

thewindowsinceheputR.Jtosleep.Icanfeelthe

weightofhiseyesonmeandIhavebeenwantingto

turnaroundandaskhim tocometobed,butIknow

itwillbeawasteoftime.Heneverlistenstoanyone.

Hisphonerings,thesoundismutedinajiffy.



“Talktome,”hemurmurs.

Thelengthysilenceisenoughtositmeupandturn

onthesidelamp.

“Whoisit?”

“Gobacktosleep,I’llcheck.”Hesays,steppingout

oftheroom,heshouldknowbynowthatIdon’tstay

putwhenhetellsme.

I’m chidedwithaglareasIfollowbehindhim down

tothelounge,it’snotlikeIeverlistentohim anyway,

sowhystartnow?

Somethingiswrong,Icanfeelit.Myheartthumps

hardonmychestasheturnsthelightonandpeeps

outthewindow.Heturnstolookatme.

“RememberwhenItoldyouthere’sastorm

coming?”Idon’tlikewherethisisgoingandIdon’t

likewhatI’m seeingonhisface.“Thatthingsare

goingtochangefortheworst?”

“What’sgoingonRandall?”Myeyesarewidewith



unknownfear.

“Thepolicearehere.”Hesays,frowning.Thenagain,

he’salwaysfrowning.

DidIseethiscoming?No,he’sgottenawaywith

murderbeforeandnotonepersonofthelawhas

beenbroughttoourdoorstep.

“No,baby.”Ienfoldmyarmsaroundhim,givinginto

tears.“Don’topenthedoor,please.”

“IfIdon’t,theywillsurroundthisplace.Ourchildren

aresleeping,Idon’twantthem toseetheirfather

draggedawaylikeacriminal.Letmekeepmydignity,

Amara.I’m sorrythatIhavetoletthem takeme.”

He’smakingsense,buthowcanIlethim gotojail?

Myheadisgracedwithasoftkiss,hishandsgliding

upanddownmyspine.

“Protectmybabyfrom thetruth,don’tletherfindout

whathermotherdidtoher.Itwillcrushher,Iwill

explaintoLiyanawhentherighttimecomes.”Inod,

facenestledinhischest.



Theknockonthedoorstartlesme,theleastthey

coulddoisknocklikecivilisedpeople.Randall

detachesmyarmsfrom him,heslightlypushesme

backandopensthedoortothreemen.Twoarein

policeuniform andoneinformalclothing.He

introduceshimselfasadetective,andshowsusan

IDasproof.It’shappening,theyaregoingtotakemy

husbandaway.

“Anarrestwarranthasbeenissuedagainstyoufor

thedisappearanceandpossiblemurderofOlivia

Botha.”

Icursethisnight.

“Babyplease,”onemoretry.He’sasmartmanand

perhapshewillthinkofawayoutofthis,denythe

allegationsifpossible.

“I’llbefine,callStyles.”Hishandglidesupmycheek,

he’slookingintomyeyes.IsthisthelasttimeIwill

feelhistouch?Ican’thelpitasIcagehim inmy

arms



“Sisi,letusdoourjob.”Oneofthepolicemengrabs

myshoulder,pullingmeoffRandall.

“Don’ttouchher.”Hepushesthemanandhe

stumblesbackwards,hiscolleaguemanagesto

catchhim.

“You’reassaultinganofficerofthelaw,Mr.Okolie.”

Hecan’tspeakclearly,thetrembleinhisvoicewon’t

lethim.

“Youdon’ttouchmywife.”Randallhisses,activating

hisemotionalindifference,eyesthreateninglikea

drawnsword.Irememberthisdeadlyexpressionlain

onhisface.

“Thismanisdisrespectfulmphathiwam,let’sshow

him whatwedotoprisoners.”

Thesamestupidpolicemandarestosaysuch

nonsenseinmyhousewhilepokinghisfingeron

Randall’sforehead.Randalldoesnotreacttothe

assault,hesoldiersup,standingatattentionlikethe



leaderIknowhim tobe,headheldhigh.The

detectivereprimandsthepolicemanwitha

headshakeandscoldingglare.I’m notsureifit’sa

warning.

“Cuffhim.”Hegivestheorderthatbringsmyworld

toastandstill.Iwanttosheltermyhusbandinmy

arms,hidehim from thelaw.Ihavefailedasawife,

whatwillItellhischildren?Hisgranduncle?

“RandallOkolie,youareunderarrestforthepossible

murderofOliviaBotha,youhavetherighttoremain

silent.Anythingyousaycanorwillbeusedagainst

youinthecourtoflaw…”

Asthedetectivereciteshisrightsandthedumb

policemancuffshim,Randallislookingatmeallthe

while,tightjaw…yetcalm eyes.Mystubbornness

pushesmetothebrink,compellingmetoholdhis

hand.Eyespleading,thoughIknowitisfruitless.

“I’m sorry,takecareofourkidsandyourself.Don’t

starvethebaby,rememberyou'reeatingfortwo

now.”Hislastwordstomeastheytakehim away,



ourhandsslowlypullingapart.Howarewegoingto

fixthismess?

LIYANA-

Herstepmotherisnottheonlyonewhocouldn’t

sleep,shetoohadbeeninthecompanyofinsomnia

forhours.Ahardknockonthedoorgotheroutof

bed,shefollowedthesoundthatledhertoher

biggestnightmare.

Thepolicehadcomeintheweehoursofthe

morningtotakeherfatheraway,herprotector.The

onlymanshetrustsblindly…ortrustedrather.

She’sbeenlisteningandwatchingeverythingfrom

thecorridor,herheartisbrokenbeyondrepair.Mixed

feelingshavemadeherheadaplayground,ithurt

seeingherfathertreatedlikeabadman.Butthereis

abitofangerseepingthroughherbones,hekilled

hermotherandliedtoheraboutit.Cansheever



forgivethat?

Thephoneinherhandbeeps,it’samessagefrom

Bambindlovu.

ITHASBEGUN.

Thetextreads,Liyanadoesn’tknowwhattomakeof

itwhichexplainsthefrownonherface.Onelastlook

atAmarawhoisstationeryatthedoor,silently

sobbing,beforesherushestoherroom tocallher

acquaintance.

Onherwaythere,shetakesapeekinherparent’s

room.Thanktheheavensherbrotherissleeping

soundly.

“Ithasbegun.”Isthishowphonesareanswered

lately?

Afrownclaimsherfeaturesagain,witheverythingin

her,liyanaswallowsthelumpinherthroat.Her

emotionsareraginglikepeanutsonahotpan.



“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Sometimeshedoesn’t

makesensewhenhespeaks,thecompanionshipis

new,butshehasfoundtraitsonhim thatannoyher.

“That’sthemessageIgot,Iwastoldtorelayitto

you.”He’sstillnotmakingsense.Liyanagivesup

crackingherbrainanddecidestoshareherburdens

withhim.

“Myfatherhasbeenarrested.”Shescootsbackon

thebedtoleanagainsttheheadboard.

Normalpeopleoffertheirdeepestsincereapologies,

butthisoneissilent.NotthatLiyanaisexpectinga

responsefrom him.

“CanIseeyou?”Sheasks.

It’scrazyyeah,consideringthatit’sintheearlyhours

ofthemorning.ThemanlivesinHillbrow,criminals

arebredthere.

“Now?”Hesoundsworried,hisAfricanmotherwill

haveastrokeifsheweretoseehim leavethehouse



atthistime.

“Please!”

Yeahneh!Thejoysoflivinginahigh-gated

communitythatisclearofhooligansandpeople

whousebroomsasmeansoftransport…

“Howaboutavideocallfornow?Wecanmeetinthe

morning,whenthesunisout.We’reblackLili,we

don’tdounnecessarythingslikenightdrives.You

liveyourhouseonyourfeetandcomebackina

coffin.Mymotherwouldsurelybringmebacktolife

withjustaslapintheface.”

Hedoesn’texpecthertolaughandhewasn’ttrying

tomakeherlaugh,butohwell.Thesoundis

soothing,musictohisears.

“Videocall?”Heasks,amusementinhisvoice.

Avideocallisbetterthannothing,sheneeds

someonetotalktoandthisstrangerappearstobe

oneconsistentstranger.



NKOMO-

Itwaswhenhewitnessedhisfatherkillhismother

thathecuttieswithhim.Atatenderage,hebecame

fatherlessbychoice.Hischildhoodyearswerespent

movingfrom oneuncletoanother,tryinghisallto

avoidcrossingpathswithBangizweMkhize;his

father.

Thepagesofhislifewereclean,untilheturned

sixteenandmetStylesandRandall.

Theycameandfilledhisemptylife,forthefirsttime

inyearshehadpeopletoclaim ashisown.They

treatedhim likeabrother,thoughRandallandStyles

hadanunbreakablebond,Nkomocouldstillfitin.

Thetrio’sbrotherhoodhasbeentestedthroughout

theyears,withNkomoandRandallatdaggersdrawn

aftera“misunderstanding”withAmara.However,

Nkomosoughtafterthebrotherheloved,heproved

himselfworthyofhistrust.IttooktimeforRandallto

letNkomointohiscircleonceagain.



There’sawomaninhishouse,tieduptoachair.

He’snotdoingthistoprovehimselfthistime,butfor

thelovehehasforhisbrother.It’sthewitchhour,

somewakeuptopray,others…well,let’sjustsayevil

doesnotsleep.

Hegetsupfrom thesleepingcouchatthesoundof

aknockonthedoor,StylesandKennethwalkin.

“Whereisshe?”AnimpatientStylesspeaks,

standinginthelounge.

“Lockeduplikeyouordered.”Nkomoreplies.

Thetonehechoosestellsthem he’snotinterested

indoingthis.“Haveyouspokentohim?”Nkomo.

“Notyet,I’llgoandseehim later.”Justafewmore

hours,thesunwillkisstheskyginger,ignitinganew

dawn,bringingachoirofbirdsandStyleswillbeon

hiswaytoseethebrethrenhe’sworriedabout.

Styleshadrantothepolicestationafterreceivinga

phonecallfrom adistraughtAmara.He’sbeen



makingcalls,tryingtogethisbrotherout.

“Okolieinanorangeuniform,”howdoesthisman

knowhowtochuckle?“Takeapictureforme,will

you?”

BehaveKenneth,akingwasarrested.

Stylespayshim noattention,theyareherefor

somethingdifferent.

“IthoughtyoulackedhumourKenneth,butyou

chosethewrongtimetobeacomedian.”

Sensitivemuch,Nkomo?

Kennethshowsnocareatall,perhapshewon’thave

toshootRandallanymore.Havinghim spendtimein

jailismorethanenough,nothingpersonal.Theyjust

happentolovethesamewoman,comeonnow.

NkomoandKennethtrailafterStyleswhois

saunteringtotheroom wheretheirsuspectisheld,



onetwistonthedoorknobanditopenswithacrack.

Nooneusesthisroom,that’swhyit’semptyand

becauseoftheemptiness,voicesechowhenthey

speak.

Thewomanisawake,facesmudgedwithmascara

duetothetearsshehasbeenshedding.

Followingmenyou’veonlyjustmetisnotawise

thingtodo.

ShewasfoundbyKenneth,afterStylestoldhim

aboutherandhowshehadsupposedlyseduced

Randallandsentthewifeexplicitpicturesofthem in

bedtogether.

Nkomo’staskwastoleadthewomanon,bringher

tohishouseforasupposedonenightstand.Zulu

menandtheirpants-droppingcharms…theladywas

smittenbythestrangemanshemetatalocalbar

thatshewaswillingtogohomewithhim andride

him likeahorse.



Forsomeonewhoisheldagainstherwill,shesure

looksaudacious.Sheboldlystaresbackatthethree

menstabbingglaresather.

Noonehassaidaword,Styleswalksforward,

crouchesinfrontofherandremovesthegaginher

mouth.

Wormingonthewoodenchair,shegulpsadeep

breath,pursuingherinhalation.Themovementis

gettingonhisnerves,sohecupshercheeks,eyes

narrowedather.Itmustbethegentletouchthat

getshertostop.

“I’m disappointedinyou,Nkomo.”Hestarts,voice

coldasice.“Thisisnothowyoutreatawoman.”

Hefixesherloosethinbraidsandtiesthem intoa

ponytailusingoneofthestrands,thewomanseems

torelaxinhistouch.

“Shit,”realityhashitNkomo.StylescanbeRuthless,

andthiskindgestureofhiscan’tbeagoodsign.

“What’syourname?”Heasks,steppingbackfrom



theconfusedwoman.

“Nandipha.”Thecalm responseisexpectedsince

sheisbeingcaressedlikeaqueen.

AghostofasmilegracesStyles'face,hehuffsand

shakeshishead.“ThembelihleShezi.”Nowthisis

thenameprintedinheridentitydocumentandbirth

certificate.

“Haibo!Shukulas’,Mnomiya,dludl’owadli’mihlambi

yamadoda,wadl’izinkomozamandebele.”Kenneth

takesanunexpectedturnbycallingoutherclan

names.

Hereyesfindhim,he’snotlookingatherrather

throughher.Likeherheadistransparentandhe’s

fascinatedbyanobjectinchesfrom behindherskull.

Hisimpassivefaceturnsherstomacheverybitas

badlyasmeetingastrangerafterdark.

Theladyshiesawayfrom thesternlook,Stylesis

okay,he’snotcreepylikethatmaninblack.



“Whoareyoupeople?”Shestillhasavoice,we’reoff

toagreatstart.

“Doesyourhusbandknowyousleepwithmenfor

money?”Styles.

Livingadoublewasasecretshewasgoingtotake

tohergrave…peopleapproachher,placemoneyon

thetableandshegivesthem whattheywant.

“Leavemyhusbandoutofthis,doyouknowwho

you’redealingwith?Mypeoplearesearchingfor

me.”She’sbecomerestless,sinceherlittlesecretis

outintheopen.

Thingsarenotgoingaccordingtoplansofar,she

wassupposedtosinglikeabirdbeforehedecides

herfate.Nowhehastodragthetruthoutofher.

Anticipationsitsonthethroneofthewoman’smind

whenStylespullsoutaphonefrom hispocket.

Somesaywhenanangelpassesby,uttersilence

takesover,evennaturesubmitstoit.Butsheis



surroundedbymenwhohavenothingbutbad

intentionsandsheseesnoangelamongstthem.

AvideostartstoplayonStyles’phone,thereareno

wordsbutwhatsoundslikeamangroaninginpain

andsoftsnifflesofachild.Hetiltsthephonetoher

direction,hereyeswidenwithshock.There,her

husbandandtenyearoldsonheldcaptiveinaroom

withthreemenguardingthem.

“UnfortunatelyThembelihle,Icannotleaveyour

husbandandsonoutofthis.Youwentaftermy

family,it’sonlyfairIgoafteryours.”Stylessays.“I

havethem undermycustodybutdon’tworry,they

willbesafeaslongasyouandIgetalong.”

“Please,don’thurtthem.Theydon’tknowanything.”

Shestrugglesinthewoodenchair,prayingthatthe

ropesbreakandsetherfree.

“StarttalkingandIwillspareyouandyourfamily.”

Stylessays,firmly.



“Whatdoyouwanttoknow?”

“WhopaidyoutodrugRandall?”

AtthementionofRandall,hereyesdropasifshame

hascalledherbyname.

“Idon’tknowanyonebythatname.”She’safierce

one.

Stylesislosinghispatience,buthedoesn’tshowit.

Heplacesthephoneonhisears,“Now.”Anorderis

giventosomeoneoverthephoneandinasplit

secondascream ofalittleboyeruptsthroughthe

gadget’sspeaker.Sherecognisesthescream hence

herownwhilehumpingonthechairasifherbody

hasbecomeamealtodeadlytermites.

“Whatareyoudoingtohim?”She’sscreaming,

thrashingwithadesperateneedtogettoherson.

“Stopit,pleasetellthem tostop.I’lltellyou

everythingyouneedtoknow.”

Styleswhisperssomethinginaudibleoverthephone,

thebloodcurdlingscreamsstop.



“Makemyday,maybeIwillspareyourlifeandyou

gettogohometoyouruselesshusband.”Notthat

it’snegotiable.

“Amanapproachedme,butIneversawhisface.He

askedmetodrugMr.Okolieandsleepwithhim.

That’sallIknow.”

“That’shalfthetruth.”Kennethhasbeensilently

observingeverythingfrom thecorneroftheroom,

Hewantsthistobeoversohecangoandcheckon

Zithobile.She’ssounpredictable,hemightfindher

goneifhedoesn’thurryback.

Thembelihle’sfaceinstantlyturnsicecoldatthe

soundofKenneth’sremark.

“Youpeoplehavenoideawhoyou’redealingwith,”

hervoiceislow,smellsofhatred.“Theyaregoingto

destroyallofyouonebyone,startingwiththatugly

womanAmara.Noneofyouaresafefrom them.”

Them?Nothingisbeinggivenhere.Stylesfrowns,



he’snotamanwhoappreciatesthreatsthrownat

him.

“AreyoutalkingaboutMkhize?”Thisisgetting

frustrating,shedoesn’tanswerhisquestion,though

hissmartbrainpickssomethingfrom thevague

twitchinhereyes…

“I’m dead,theyaregoingtokillmeforspeakingto

you.Thosepeoplearebayingforblood,theyare

thirstyandwillstopatnothinguntiltheybringyou

andyourfrienddown.Yourfamilies,included.”

Shelaughslikeherstatementwastakenoutofa

comedybook.“Thefunniestthingaboutallofthis,is

thatyouwon’tseethem coming.”

Oh!That’swhatshe’slaughingabout.

He’sgettingnothingfrom thiswoman,andit’s

annoyingthehelloutofhim,threateninghisfamilyis

amistakesheshouldn’thavemade.Stylescarries

hishandsonhisbackandbendsoversohe’s



lookingintohereyes.

“Ilikeyou,Thembelihle,ofallthepeopleIhavekilled

inmyentireexistence.Youstandout,you’remy

favourite.”

Hissinisterplanisstartingtocometolight,Nkomo

seesit,hencethelookhegivesKennethwhodoes

notblinkawink.Hestandsconfident,unflinching,

andperhapshelikeswhatisabouttounfold.

“Yousaidyouwon’tkillme,”she’spleadingforher

life.

“IalsopromisedmydaughterIwillstaywithhertill

morning,lifeisabitch.”Styles’braincomesfully

onlineandflashesanelectricsmirk.Inthissmirkis

aproclamationthathishumanityhasabandoned

him,onlyevilremains.

Hekicksthechairwithsuchforcethatitbringsthe

womandownwithit,sendingherstraighttoher

demisethemomentthebackofherheadharshly

bangsagainsttheconcretefloor.



Mayhersoul…Oh!Toosoon…

“Great,justfuckinggreat.”Nkomodoesnotlikethis

onebit,apersondyinginhishousemeansarestless

soulwilllurkaboutthewallsofhishumbleabode

untilherfamilycomestocollectherspirit.Whichis

somethingthatwillneverhappeninthiscase.

“What’swrong?”EitherStylesdoesnotgetitorhe’s

plainstupid.

“He’safraidofghosts.”Kennethdisinterestedly

shedslight,heknowsabouttheritualoffetchingthe

soulofadeadpersonfrom theplaceofdeathand

takingithomewhereitisallowedtorestinpeace.

Butwhathashappenedjustnowmeansnothingto

him.

“Haveyoueverlivedinahousewhereyouhear

soundsatnight?”Thequestionisdirectedtothese

ignorantmenwhodon’tanswer.“Thenshutyour



mouths,Idon’tcarewhatyoudoStyles,Iwanther

spiritoutofmyhouse.”

“There’snosuchthing,relax.She’sprobablyonher

wayto…”

“Don’tpatronizeme,Sishi.We’reblack,youknow

howthesethingswork.Thiswoman’ssoulwillnot

restinpeace,notuntilherfamilyfetchesher.”

Theysaymoneycanbuyyoueverything,butthis

seemstoopriceless.

“I’llcallyou,Styles.”AfrustratedKennethsaysand

leavesthehouse.

“Youcanmoveinwithmeinthemeantime,untilwe

sortthisout.”

ReallyStyles?He’sagrownassmanwhoprobably

hasawomanwhowantstolayonhischestevery

night.

“Pissoff,andgetthisbodyoutofmyhouse.”He

sputters,trudgingawayfrom thecrimescene.

“Whereareyougoing?”Stylesyellsafterhim,tone



swirlinginhumour.

“WhereIwon’thavetoseeyourfaceandthatdead

woman.”

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Thirty-Five

ZITHA-

“I’llrequestanUber.”AsifIhavemoney…

He’sinmyroom,offeringtotakemehome.

Oneknockgothim in,uninvited…Peopleandtheir

houses.

MystomachgrowlsandIdon’tunderstandit,Ijust

atethirtyminutesago.Thisbabyissuddenlydriving

meinsane.Ididn’tconsumethismuchfoodwhenI

wasn’tawarethatthereisathinggrowinginsideme,

athingthatwillonedaycryformybreastthesecond

itenterstheworld.Iam notready.

“IsaidI’lltakeyouhome.”Whyishespeakingso

softly?

“You’vedoneenough,Kenneth.Ican’texpectyouto

holdmeupwheneverIneedacrutch.”Actingpolite



istoomuchwork,Ican’twaittogetusedtohim and

bemyself.Ilovefancythingsandbeingspoiled,and

treatedlikeIwalkonwater,andKennethmustknow.

“DidyouhearmecomplainingZithobile?”

“No,”Istandaftertyingmyshoelacestofinda

penetratingstare.“You’resokind,thankyoufor

everything.”

“Don’tthankme,itfeelslikeI’m doingyouafavour

andthat’snotthecase.”Hesays,hisvoicehasa

deeptimbre.

“Then…whatisitthatyou’redoing?Areyoulooking

forawife?”Aghostofasmiletwitchesoverhis

mouth,Iexpecthim toshyawayfrom myeyes.He

doesn’t.

“You’renineteen.”Hespeakslikeit’salife

threateningdisease.

“I’m legalenoughtomarryasixtyyearold.”Eat

that…

“Isisaisseventeen.”

“So?”Ihappentofindhisanswersveryoffensive.He



blinksandrubshishandstogether,hisheadturnsto

theside.He’scheckingtheentrance,probablyfor

thenosyauntwhodoesnotknowhowtoknock.

“You’relikeaniecetome.”Ohhellno…

“Whatdoesthatmean?”Myhandsmovetomyhips

asIstepcloser,hegulpsandtakesastepback.

“You’re…young…”

“I’m notyournieceKenneth,Iam anMthombeni.My

ancestorsandyourshaveneversharedacupoftea.

Whatam Idoinghere?”

“Itoldyou…”When?

“No,youdidn’t.Ihavenoideawhat’sgoingonhere,

allIknowisthatyouhavebeenappearingwhereI

am.WhichissomethingIshouldbefreakedout

about.”

“IwanttokeepyousafeZithobile.”Heholdsmy

hand,thetouchissoft,howeverIclaim itbackand

trytocontrolthefrownthat’sthreateningtotake

overmyface.



“Idon’tneedasuperhero,lifeisnotafairytale.”Itry

tobeaspoliteasIcan,keepinginmindthatIneeda

placetostayifIwillleavemyaunt’shouse.“Lookat

me,I’m livingproof.”

Mylifecanbebetter,itwillbe.

“WhatifIwantustodate?”Idon’tknowwhysuch

thingsarecomingoutofmymouth.

“Idon’tdorelationships.”Wow.

“Isthisyourwayofturningmedowngently?”Iask,

steppingawayfrom him.IthinknowIknowhow

Jesusfeltwhenhewasrejectedbythejews.

“Turningyoudown?”Agentlerubonhisforehead,

I’m makinghim uncomfortable.Idropmyeyes,what

I’m doingisnotladylike.Imightwanttotryhim out

forareasonI’m notentirelysureofandtheonly

thingIcanvouchforisthatheismypeace.WhenI

don’tgetananswerfrom him butadeepstare,Igrab

mybagfrom thebedandletmyfeetleadme



towardsthedoor.

“Let’sgo…uncleKenneth.I’m ready.”

“Uncle?”Thesoundofhisconcernedvoicefollows

medownthepassage,alongwithhisfootsteps.

“Yousaidyouseemeasyourniece,soyou’remy

uncle.”Idon’tlookathim asIanswer.

“I’m notyouruncle,Zithobile.”Nothingtastesbitter,

thanyourownmedicine.

“It’sonlyfairIcallyou,malume,ifyouseemeas

yourniece.Idon’tcallmyunclesbyname,it’san

abominationwhereIcomefrom.”

Ahandgripsmyarm andjoltsmeback,mybody

crashesagainsthis.He’slookingdownatmewitha

wrinklybrow.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Iquestionhisactions…his

closenessandcan’tseem toescapehissearching

eyes,theydawdlemostlyonmylips.



“Ihopeyou’renotplanningonkissingyourniece.”

Mytonguemustbepossessed,Ibiteitatthestare

downheregardsmewith.

“Whyareyoulikethis,Zithobile?”Hemurmurs.

He’sclose,tooclose.Myheartisexcited,Ithinkitis.

EitherthatorI’m nervous.Okay,breatheZitha.

“Likewhat,Kenneth?”

“This…daring…confident.”Helowersthetoneofhis

voice,andIam tryinghardnottoshudder.

Hiswarm breathwhiffsmyface,he’sleaninginandI

am readytotastehislips.Hesmellslikeaman,a

manwhoknowshowtoopenthetapofwaterinthe

bathroom andfillitwithexpensivefoam baths.

Thenearnessisprovoking,Iwanttoletmyhands

wanderalloverhim butitwouldbeinappropriate

becauseheisnotminetotouch,he’snotmineto

hold.

“Eitheryou’redrivingmecrazyorI’m losingmy

mind.”Thepitchinhisvoiceresoundinginmyear

causesmetoshiverthistimearound.



Hisstrongbigarm gripsmywaist,heslidesittothe

smallofmyback.Theregoesmybreathingrunning

atafastpace

“Yousaid…we’rerelated.”Asoftwhisperescapes

mymouth.

“I’m notyouruncle,don’tcallmeuncle.”Hesays

softly,eyesundisciplinedastheycontinuetochase

aftermymouth.“Don’tcallmeuncle,Zithobile.”

Hisvoiceisnowengravedinmymemoryandmy

heart,nomatterwhereIgo,IknowIcanneverforget

it.

“I’m notyournieceeither.”

Ilovethisrighthere.Hisarm aroundmywaistand

hisbodypressedagainstmine.WhendidIgethere?

Idon’tevenknowthisman,IjustknowthatIhave

beenlongingforhim andnowthathe’shereand

holdingme,Idon’twantittoend.

Kennethblinks,seeminglyknockinghimselfbackto

reality,hestepsbackwithaclearingofathroat.He



looksunflustered,ashishandshideinhispockets.

“Let’sgo.”Herelays,turningtowardsthedoor.

“Yebomalume,”atmyremark,themanstopsand

swivelstome.Icouldscowlathim orflaremynose,

however,I’m athismercy.ButthisIcando,hesighs

alittleasIwalkonignoringthestaredown.

“WhatdidIsayaboutcallingmethat?”Iswhathe

saysafter,hegetsintothecar.I’m buckledupand

notreadytogohome.

“Idon’tremember,allIrememberisyoureferringto

measyourniece.YournieceKenneth,ofallthingsI

canbetoyou,yougoforniece.Friendzoningme

wouldhavebeenbetter.”

“Okay.”Heshakeshisheadandrepeats.“Okay.”

Soundslikeawarning,I’m notdeterred.Withabitof

luck,hedoesn’tmindmeplayingmusic.Silence

makesmenervous,mymindwandersoffwithouta

leash.



*

*

Myaunt,NokzolaHlubiwasmarriedofftotheHlubi

familyattheageof18,itwasanarrangedmarriage

orchestratedbyherfather.

Hewasastrugglingmechanicwhohadbillstopay

andtenchildrentonurture,notcountingtheones

scatteredalloverthecountry.SolomonHlubia

villageboyfrom awealthyfamilysawherand

wantedherforhimself.Shewasn’tready,she

wantedtobeindependent,butmygrandfatherwasa

strictmanasmuchashewasamanwhore.

Solomondisappeared10yearsago,heranwithan

eighteenyearoldgirlwhom heknockedup.Noone

knowswheretheyare.Heisstilllegallymarriedto

myaunt,thecowardisnotevenbraveenoughto

senddivorcepapers.

Nokzolaistheseventhchildoftheten,fourhave

died,mymotherincluded,leavingmewithfour

unclesandtwoaunts.

Thismustbewhereherragecomesfrom andIwill



surelybeavictim ofitthesecondIstepintoher

house.Iwaswarnedaboutsleepingout,yetthedog

keepsgoingbacktolickitsvomit.

“Zithobile.”Awarm touchonmyhandslurpsme

from thelandofimagination,thecarhasstopped.

He’slookingatme,furrowedbrowdepictingworry.

Noone,butmymotherhaseverhadthatexpression

directedatmebefore.

“I’vebeencallingouttoyou,we’rehere.”Hesaysas

hepointsatthegatewithhiseyes.Heissmart

enoughtoknowthatheshouldnotparkrightatthe

gate.

“What’swrong?”Hesqueezesmyhandgently,

suddenlyI’m nervousandmyheartisdoingfunny

things.He’slookingintomyeyes,waitingforan

answer.

“I’m fine.”Godforgivemeforthislie,Iwon’tdoit

again.



“Callmewhenyou’redone,I’llcomeandgetyou.”He

takesmyphonefrom mylapandpunchesinhis

number…I’m puttingapasswordafterthis.Likemy

hair,noonetouchesmyphone.

“Thankyou,I’llseeyoulater.”Ornever,thereisno

certaintythatmyauntwillletmemoveout.

I’m outofthecarbeforehecouldsayanythingand

watchthehim driveoff,nowIcanfinallybreathe.

Ulwaziisstandingoutsidehergrandmother’sgate,

naturally,Iwaveather.Sheshakesherheadand

stridesbackintothehouse.Whatisherproblem?I’ll

dealwithherlater,rightnow,Ihavebiggersharksto

face.

Ibracemyselfbeforewalkingthroughthepremises,

asIpushthedooropen,I’m welcomedbysixsetsof

judgementaleyes.Shamecloakstheentiretyofmy

being,theymakemefeellikeIhavebeenfornicating

whereIwas.

“Malume,aunty.”Thesalutationisdirectedtothe

fiftyeightyearoldmanandmiddle-agedwoman



seatedonthecouchacrossmyaunt.Gatsha

Mthombeniismymaternaluncle,thewoman

percheduponhisside,lookingatmewithsomuch

condemnationwelledupinhereyesishiswife

Malindi.

Mygestureissnubbed.

“Whendidyoucome?”Whoislookingafterthe

goatsandchickensinNongomaiftheyarehere?My

unclehuffsandclapsonce,somethingisnotright.

MyeyesfindNokzola,shefiresanevilglarethe

momentoureyesmeet.

“Isthishowyouspeaktoyoureldersnow,

Zithobile?”Whatishetalkingabout?“You’regoingto

speaktouswhilestanding?Thisisthehighestlevel

ofdisrespect,Zolawasright.Youhavechanged

sinceyourmotherdied.”

Myauntnevermissesachancetogossipaboutme.

Iclearmythroatandfindaseat,theonlyone

availableunfortunately,isnexttomyaunt.



“Areyoupregnant,Zitha?”

Everythingaroundmespinsatthequestion,thisis

nothowIwantedhertofindout.Orthem,although

it’snoneoftheirbusiness.

“Aunty?”IsaythisbecauseI’m shocked.

“Iaskedifyou’repregnant.”Shehasbecomesnippy,

shethrowsafileatme.Ithasthenameofthe

hospitalIwasadmittedtoandmynamerightatthe

bottom.

HowcanIbesocareless?Iwasinarushtogoand

abortthebabythatIleftmybelongingsonthebed.I

answerherquestionwithasighandaheadnod.

Suddenlysittingnexttoherseemslikeabadidea,I

fallbackonthecouchasthebackofherhand

crashesagainstmycheek.

“Aunty?”I’m rubbingthepainaway,tryinghardnotto

letherseethepainshe’sinflictedonme.

“AftereverythingIhavedoneforyou,Zithobile.I

bringyouintomyhouseandfeedyouandthisisthe

thanksIget?Aplatefullofshit?Youdisrespectme



likethis?”She’sonherfeetshoutingherlungsout.

“Itwasamistake…”

“Amistake?Whatareyou,achild?”UncleGatsha

says,he’sasangryashissister.Idon’tjustifyhis

questionwithananswer,frankly,Ihavenothingto

saytohim.

“Whoishe?”Herhandsareonherwaistwhile

tappingherfootonthefloor,

HowdoItellherthatamanoldenoughtobemy

fathermademepregnant?WheredoIevenbegin

explainingmyshame?Idon’tevenwantthisbaby.

“He’snoone.”I’m theonlyonewhohearsthe

answer,afraidtobetooloudandgetanotherslap.

“Whoisthefatherofthisbaby,Zithobile?”Myuncle

shouldshutup,hewasneverherewhenmymother

wassick.Nowhewantstoplaytheperfect

“malume.”

“Youknowwhat?Idon’tcare.Packyourbags,you



aregoingtoKZNwithyouruncle.Theyareherefor

you.”Shesaysandmyhearthasbeenracingfrom

themomentshementionedpackingmybags.

“KwaNongomaaunty?”Iaskandshefrowns.

“Whereelsewillyougo?I’m strugglingtoputfood

onthetableandIcan’tfeedyouandthatthingyou’re

carrying.”

“Ifoundaplacetolive,I’m movingout.”

“What?”UncleGatshahasnosayinmylife,whythe

suddenbark?Ihavenocareinwhoheis.Hecan’t

tellmehowtolivemylife.

“Yes,myfriendinvitedmetomoveinwiththem.”

Concealingthepronounisveryimportantwhen

talkingtoancientpeopleliketheseones.

“You’renotgoinganywhere,yourmotherleftyouin

ourcare.You’recomingwithusendofstory.”He’s

tooloudforaman.

“Youruncleisright,theyneedhelpbackhome.Your

cousinisinawheelchairandcan’tdothingsonhis

own,theyneedyourhelp.”Shecan’tbeserious.



“WhyshouldIbetheonetolookafterhim?He’stheir

son,notmine.Malindiisunemployed,shedoes

nothinginthehousebutsitandgossipwithher

friends.”I’m notgoingtotaketheirshit,hellno.

“ZITHOBILE!”HechargesatmeandIshootupand

runtowardsthedoor,butmyauntblocksitbefore

lockingit.Thelookinhereyesisthatofevilandthe

extrahatredshe’sbeenwithholdinginherheart.An

unexpectedforcegripsmyhairandpullsme,forcing

metostaggerback.I’m turnedaroundandmetwith

anotherhardslaponmyface,itbringsmetomy

kneeswithathrobbingheadache.

Idon’tusuallydothis,Idon’tusuallycry.Butnow,

nowI’m unabletocurbthem.Everybitofmehurts,

myheartfeelingthemostexcruciatingpain.He’s

standinginfrontofme,shoutingasloudashecan.I

don’trecallmymotherbeingthisloud…likethese

people.

“Yourmotherfellpregnantatyourage,Igaveher



moneyforanabortion,lestshebroughtshameinto

thefamily.Shedidn’tlistentomeandhereyouare.I

didn’tthinkthesamebastardchildshefoughtto

keepalivewouldrepeathermistakes…bringthe

equivalentshameintotheMthombenifamily.You

don'tsleepathome,youjumpinandoutof

expensivecars.Youareyourmother’schildZithobile,

atotaldisgrace.”

Whatdoeshewantmetodowiththisinformation?I

knowtheydon’tloveme,it’snothingnew.

“Yebomalume,Iam mymother’sdaughter.”The

audacityIhavetolookhim intheeyefrom down

herewillgetmekilled,Istandtofacehim astallas

heis.

“Iam mymother’sdaughterandIam damnproudof

it.Youpeopleshouldbehonouredtocallheryour

sisterbecauseunlikeyou,shewaspure…untainted.”

“Youstilltalkbackwengane?”Malindiyells.

Whatsaydoesshehaveinthisfamily?Herjobisto

singpraisestoheruselesshusbandandjumpwhen



hebarks.

“HowcanInottalkbackauntMalindi?Iam tired,

mustIalwaysberemindedthatyoupeopledon’t

loveme?Mymotherdiedlikeanorphan,whileher

brothersandsisterswerealive.Herfather’schildren.

Youwatchedandprobablylaughedather

predicament.Notoneofyouevergavemeasingle

centforhermedicalbills,nooneeveraskedhowshe

wasandIhadtoburyhersinglehandedly.I'm onlya

child,butyouexpectedmetopayforthefuneral.Do

youknowthetraumayouputmethrough,the

burdensIhadtocarryandthesacrificesImade?”

Theangerinmehasmeshoutingatelders.

"Ohplease,nooneowedheranything,shebrought

thesicknessuponherself.That'swhathappens

whenyousleeparoundwithmarriedmen."Ihate

thisman.

"Mindyourwordsmalume,"Ishout."Thatismy

motheryou'retalkingabout.Youmightnothave

caredabouther,butshemeanttheworldtome.I

lovedandcaredforhermorethananyofyouever



caredtotry."

“Isthishowyouseeit,Zithobile?”Myauntwas

boundtosaysomethingafterthis,shewouldbag

thetrophyfortheloudestvoice.“Youandyour

delinquentmotherlivedinmyhouseforyears,ate

myfoodandyousayIdidnothingforher?”

“Sowhatifwedid?Wasshenotyoursister?I’m your

nieceaunty,ifnotyouthen,whoelsewasgoingto

takeusin?”

“That’sit?”Unclesays,walkingtowardsthecouchI

wasseatedon.Hegrabsmybag,I’m alittledazeda

minute,tryingtodecipherwhatisgoingthroughhis

head.

“Malumethat’smyphone.”Myauntstopsmefrom

runningtohim,Iwouldfightherifshewasn’tbigger

thanme.ThesquirmingIdoisajoke.

“You’recomingwithus,Sbongisenineedssomeone

tolookafterhim.”Hetellsmeandcrosseshisarms.

“Zolagopackherbags,Iwillnotbegovernedbya

child.”



Myauntnods,servesmeatongueclickbefore

rushingtomyroom.

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Thirty-Six

STYLES-

Hehasalwaysstayedclearofthisplace,sincehis

breakupwithhisex-girlfriendoffouryears,

KhethukuthulaDladla…itwastheonlywaytoavoid

bumpingintoher.

Herfatherisa“respected”policedetectivewho

nevermissesadayatworkandwhenStyleswoke

upthismorning,didhisa.m.mundaneandkissed

hiswifeanddaughtergoodbye;thoughtsofKhethu

wereforcingtheirwayintohishead.

Cloggingthem becameinevitable.

TherehastobeawaytovisitRandallwithout

bumpingintoDetectiveDladla.



Themanhasbeenwantingtobringhim downsince

hebrokehisdelusionaldaughter’sheartmanyyears

agobyfallingforSethuandeventuallyleavingher.

Dladlawasneverthisbad,hewasapeacemaker

comparedtohiswifeNobayeni.Butafterhavinghis

daughterthrownintoalooneybin,hewentballistic

withrageandbitterness.

“Oneday,justonedaySishiwillfall.Hewillpayfor

destroyingmybaby.”

Hewouldrepeatthesewordseverydaywhentalking

tohiswifeduringtheirlatenighttalks.

Stylesdoesn’tdeservethelifefatehasgivenhim,a

softlifewhilehispreciousgem hastolivewiththe

scarsofthepast.He’snotadepravedperson,justa

dirtycopwhohaseverythingtoloseifhesleepswith

botheyesclosedatnight.

Dladlahasnobusinessbeinghere,heshouldbeat

BooysensPolicestationcertifyingdocumentswitha

cupofFriscoandtwofatcakesonhistable.



“Sishi.”He’sneverlikedhim,notonebitandthe

feelingismutual.AllStyleswantedbackthenwasto

lovehisKhethuwithouthernosyparentstryingto

tellhim howtoloveawoman,asifhewereachild

whoknewnothingbuttosuckhisthumb.

“Dladla.”Stylesreturns.“What,youneedtoadda

fewmorezerostoyourprovidentfund?Don’tyou

thinkit’stimetoretire?”

Dladlaistheleastbothered,heknowstimeisnoton

hisside.ButwhocareswhatStylesthinks.

“Iseeyou’restillhidingbehindexpensivesuitsand

perfumes,howisbloodmoneytreatingyou?”Dladla

hasabigmouthforanoldman.

“Ishouldaskyouthesame,I’m surprisedyou

managedtoplaygoodcopandfoolCele.”Styles

retorts.

Thisoneslapshard,sometimesheforgetsthathe

acceptsbribesfrom criminalsasithasbecomehis

secondjob.



“Ihavealwayshatedthiscondescendingattitudeof

yours,Okolieisnodifferentfrom you.Youboththink

thepoweroflifeanddeathliesinyourhands.You

playedinthestreetsofjoburg,myterritory,breaking

everythingyoucanandleavingnothingbuthavoc

behind.”

“OhcomeDladla,thisplacewasneveryourstobegin

with.Youwerenevermanenoughtoholditinjust

thepalm ofyourhand.”Stylesisfrowingattheold

man,thewindowstohissouljudginghim.“Excuse

me.”

Hemanoeuvrespasthim,butDladlaisnotaboutto

losetoSishi.Notagain.

“He’snevergettingout,youknow?”Thestatementis

powerfulenoughtostopthealldauntingStyles,he

turnstofindhatredonthefacepaintedwithwrinkles

anddarkcircles.

“Don’tcelebratetoosoon,Dladla,Iwouldn’t

underestimatemejustyet.”That’sall…Randallis

waitingforhim,entertaininganoldmanwilleatup



histime.

Stylesturnsbackaroundandstartshispathdown

thedarkcorridorsofJohannesburgSunCityprison,

awardenleadingthewaytowardstheholdingcells.

“Dad,wasthatStyles.”LikedustinAugust,hervoice

chaseshim andreacheshim beforehecouldhide.

Hestopsandtriestocontrolthebeatingofhisheart.

Itwantstodofunnythingsandhe’snotamanwho

isfondofthingshedoesn’tunderstand.

Hedoesn’trespondwelltothem.Thenagain,that

womanbackthereusedtobehisweakness.Ifit

werenotforhisfriendsRandallandNeo,hewould

probablystillbewithher,livingunderhercontrol.

NotevenSethuhashadthatkindofpoweroverhim.

Sethu…hiswife.Rationalitybeatsthenameintohis

stupidbrain,heblinks,scratchesthebackofhis

headandcontinueswalkingwithoutturningback.

Goodboy…



He’sbroughtintoaroom wheretherearepeople

waitingtoseetheirwretchedcrimi…Imeantheir

lovedones.

Thejailerpointsatamaninorange,seatedatafar

corneroftheroom.Handsjoinedtogetherandhead

bowedasifhe’shavingaconversationwiththe

Almighty.

Stylesbreathes,it’snotoutofrelief,butconcern.

Neverdidhethinkhewouldseethisday,hisbrother

drapedinaprisonuniform.

“Don’ttellme,you’vebecomeapastorinjustafew

hours.”Thesearehisfirstwords,Randallliftshis

head.Helooksstrong,liketheRandallheknows.

“Forwhatit’sworth,orangelooksgoodonyou.”

Randallacknowledgeshisstatementwithafaint

smile,justatthecorneroftheleftsideofhismouth.

“Ishouldtakeapictureforyourwife,she’snever

seenyouinanythingbutblack.”



Uh!Styles!Limitplease.You’vecrossedthebridge…

Thesmileheworkedhardtoseevanishes,Randall’s

eyesfollowhim ashetakesaseat.

“Howisshe?”Naturally,sheishisfirstthought.

Don’tblametheman,he’sobsessedwithhiswife.

“Doyouwantmetoanswerthat?”Yep,it’sthatbad.

“Mychildren,howaremychildren?”Yes!Hispride

andjoy,hewouldchoosethem overanything.

“Amarahasn’ttoldthem,IsawKwame.Hedidn’t

jumpatmelikeheusuallydoes,theboysatonthe

kitchentableandplayedwithhisfood.”

Randallnods,henotedthechangeinhissonlast

nightandit’ssomethinghewaswantingtolookinto

thefollowingmorning.

NotonlyisKarmaab!tch,butfatewantstoplaytag

team withit.

“MyboyisnotokayStyles,Ineedyoutocallmy

brother.Tellhim thatmyfamilyisfallingapart.”This

isnotwhathewouldusuallydo,butit’stimehe



swallowshisprideandaskforhelp.

“Idon’thaveto,Nqabaisonhiswayhome.Hecalled

mefuminglastnight,askinghowIletthishappen.”

Stylestellshim,shakinghisheadintheprocess.Itis

solikeNqabatowanthistwinbabysatinhis

absence.

HedidnotmeantothrowtheblamecardatStyles,

hecouldn’tcontrolhisrageafterwatchingthenews

online.Hewantedtotakeitoutonsomeone,his

wifebeingoffthelist,thefirstpersonhecalled

seemedlikeagoodtarget.

“Pleasetellhim toseemethesecondhestepsfoot

inthecountry,somethingisgoingonwithKwame.”

Randallreciteslastnight’seventstoaflabbergasted

Styles.

“HelookedsouncomfortableinAmara’sarms,he

insistedonsleepingonthefarendofthebedandI

hadtobeinthemiddle.”

“That’sstrange,Amarawouldneverhurthim.”Styles



concludeswhatheknowstobeafact.

“Iknow.He’llopenuptoNqaba,Iknowhewill.”At

leasthehopes.“IhatethatI’m hereandawayfrom

myboy.”

Morethanthat,he’sfrustrated.

“Iwillgetyouout.”Styles.

“Iknow,Itrustyou.”Lookatthesetwo…“TheoneI

don’ttrustisthatlawyeryougot.”

“Lerumoisoutoftown,she’shisassistant.”Styles

explains.

“Idoubtsheknowswhatshe’sdoing,Idon’twantto

spendaweekinthisplaceStyles.”

“DidInotsayI’llgetyouout?”ThelookinStyles’

eyesisgenuine,Randallhasnochoicebuttotakeit

andgowithit.

Visitinghoursareover,thevisitorsaretoldtowrapit

up.Thebrothersbidtheirfarewellsandgotheir

separateways.



“Dladlawantstoseeyou.”Theguardwholedhim

saysastheywalkdownthesamehallway,bringinga

frowntoStyles’sface.

“Why?”

“Hedidn’tsay.”

That’sstrange,Dladladoesn’twanthim anywhere

nearhispreciousKhethu,thisheknowsforsure.

“Whoishewith?”

“Ibelievealone,Isawhim walkhisdaughterout.Are

youtwofriends?Maybeyoucanputinagoodword

forme,Ireallylikehisdaughter.Butshe’svery

unapproachable,herfathermakesitworse.He’s

alwaysprowlingaroundher.”Stylesglowersatthe

guardandthesinceritylaininhisvoice.

Heshakeshishead,rememberingthenightmarehe

livedwiththatwoman.It’snotthathedidn’tloveher,

shewas...well…herbrainlivedinadifferent

dimension.

“Idon’thaveanyrelationswithDladlaorhis



daughter.”Hesaysandwalkspasttheprisonofficer,

leavingthepoormandisappointed.

ZITHA-

“Don’tgivemethatlook,wengane.DoyouthinkIwill

letyoudoasyouplease?”Gatshaisonesonofa

b!tch.

I’vebeentryingtogetbackmyphonesinceweleft

thehouse,Malindihasnotleftmyside.Thewoman

watchesmelikeIwoulddisappearintheblinkofan

eye.I’m sandwichedbythesetwoanimals,withno

waytoslipoutandasksomeoneinthisstuffybusto

lendmetheirphone.

“Ineedtopee,malume.”It’sbeenlongsincewe

boardedthebus,Ihadnochoicebuttofollowthem.

There’snothingIcould’vedone,hetookeverything

that’smine.IncludingthemoneyIhadborrowed

from Ulwazi’sgangsterlookingbrother.

I’m prayinghehauntsmedownandwhenhefinds



me,Iwillriskitallandescapewithhim.

“Holdit,thedriverwillstopatagarageandwe’refar

from one.”Dropdead.

“I’m awoman,apregnantwoman.Youcan’tbe

serious.”Itellhim.

I’m notsurewhereweare,it’sinthemiddleof

nowhere.We’vebeenontheroadforawhilenow.

“Sorrydriver,pleasestopthebus.”ThesetwothinkI

willbetheirpuppet.

Grumblesfillthemotorvehicle,beforeI’m regarded

withcoldandmeanlooks.Blackpeopleand

complaining…

“Driverpleasestop”Thesecondtimemyvoice

peaks.“Ineedtopee.”

Morecomplaints.

“Thulawena,you’reembarrassingme.”Gatsha

sputters,nudgingmewithhisthickelbow.Istand,a

handpullsmebackdown.Theactonlyaggravates

me,causingmetoshoutattherooftop.



“Driverstopthedamnbus,thereisapregnant

womanwhoneedstopee.Unlessyouwantmetodo

itinhere.”

Thebusstopsinstantly,muchtothepassenger’s

annoyance.Myuncleisgoingtoexplodeanysecond

now.Hiseyesareredwithwrath,hisbottom lipis

quaveringwithunsaidwords.

Alleyesareonme,angryeyesIcouldn’tcareless

about.

“Youbetterhurry.”Heseethesawhisper,gripping

mybicepswithathreat.Idon’tacknowledgehis

nonsenseandstandtoleavethebus,eyesfollowme

asIwalkdowntheaisletowardsthedoor.

There’salsoaheavypresencebehindme,it’s

Malindi.Thewitch…

“I’m notgoingtorunifthat’swhatyouthink.”DoI

looksuspicious,I’m asinnocentasavirgin.

Shedoesn’tanswer,butslightlypushesmeforward.

BelievemewhenIsaynoonesawit,thisfoxwill



burn.

“Doitbehindthebus,”she’scrazy.

“Andriskbeingseen?Never.”

“Nooneisgoingtoseeyouhere,I’llcoveryou.”Yeah

right!

“I’m sorry,butourrelationshiphasnotreachedthat

levelyet.It’stoosoon,maybe…never”Ipopmalice.

“I’m notyourfriendZithobile,Iwillsmackthatbaby

outofyou.”

Thewomanisstupid,herwordsattesttoit.

“DoesGatshaalsosurrendertoboredom whenyou

speaktohim?”Ifakeayawnandpushheraside

headedfortheforest.Shefollowsmestill…Satan

takeyourdaughter.Howam Igoingtoputmyplan

intoactionwithherfollowingmelikeadamndog?

Therehastobeawaytoescapethiswoman.

“I’m goingtodoitbehindthatbigtree.”Isaypointing



atatreeafewfeetfrom us.“Waithere.”

Shecacklesatmywords,“Youcitygirlsthinkvillage

girlsaredumb.Iseerightthroughyou,Zithobile,

yourunclesaidnottoleaveyoursideevenifyou’re

takingashit.”

“Wena,agirl?Youcan’tbeserious,Malindi,your

timeisup.”Shefrownsandnarrowshereyesatme,

meanwhileminearesearchingforsomethingtoget

ridofher.Ican’tseethebusfrom here,it’shidden

behindthebigtrees.

“ContinueZithobileandIwillsendyoutoyour

mother.”

Thisisgoingtobemylifebasically,havingmy

mother’smemorythrowninmyface.Idon’thave

timetoanswerher,I’vefoundtheperfectweaponto

dealwiththiswoman.Thebigrockbetweenmyfeet

won’tdomuchdamagetoheremptybrain,itwilljust

puthertosleep.

ShescowlswhenIcrouchinfrontofherafter

unzippingmypantstomakeitlookreal.



“TurnaroundMalindi,thisissouncomfortable.

Jeez”

Isizzleandaddatongueclick,thehugeagegape

betweenusmeansnothingtome.Respectisearned

nottaken.Igrabtherock,slowlystandupstraight

andsmashitonthebackofherhead.Shefallshead

first…asecondpasses,she’snotmoving.Thisisa

favourIdon’tdoforjustanyone,heremptybrainwill

workafterthis.

“You’llthankmelater,grizza.”

Myfeetmoveintheirownaccord,leadingmedeep

intotheunearthlyforest.Theplanistohideinituntil

theygiveupsearchingformeandleave,I’llthen

hitchhikebacktoKenneth’splace.

Someoneisoughttostopforagirllikeme,I’m not

badlooking.

I’m notfaraheadwhenafigureappearsbehindthe

treesI’m headedfor,it’shim.Theuglyoldfool.

Hewashidingallthiswhile.Quickonmythinking,I



swiveltomyleft.Butastrangemanappearsfrom

there.Helooksreadytoslaughterme,it’sateeth-

grittingexperience,Ibitemytonguewith

nervousnessandthemetallictasteofbloodfillsmy

mouth.

Whatthefuckisgoingon?Wasmyunclewatching

methewholetime?I’m notstoppingforanyone,

therewon’tbeawayoutifImakeittoNongoma.

“Grabher.”Gatshaordersandlikeapredator,the

manchargesatme.

Myfeettakeonalifeofitsown,theyleadmetoa

differentdirection.I’m weavingthroughnature’s

heartytrees,andmustyairthatmakesitdifficultfor

mebreathe.

Theyarerightbehindme,probablyrunningfaster.I

knewskippingsportsatschoolwasgoingtocome

backtobiteme,adonkeycanrunfasterthanme.

Ascream eruptsfrom mylungsandescapes

throughmymouthwhenbighandsgrabmywaist

from behind.Iknowit’snotGatsha,he’snotthatfit



tooutrunmeandhedamnwellknowsit,hencehe

broughtthisbastardwithhim.

“Bringherhere.”That’smyuncle’svoiceshouting

from adistance.

“No,letmego.”Ikickandfightforfreedom,hisarms

aretightlywrappedaroundmywaistandthefightI

haveputonisnothing.

Gatshanearsus,workingextrahardtopumpairinto

hisuselesslungs.Morepeopleapproach…black

peoplelikethings.Whatishappeninghereisnoneof

theirbusiness.

“Yousee,Itoldyoushe’smentallyill.”Thestupid

unclesays,turningtofacethefewrubberneckswho

havecometowitnessmyfailure.“Youallsawmy

wife,shedidthattoher.Shealmostkilledher.”

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Ishout.

“Isaywecallthepoliceonher.”There’swomanhere,

whileothersareinthebusfeastingonpiesand



streetwisetwo.Shehastheaudacitytowantme

throwninprisonwithouthearingmysideofthestory.

“No,don’tcallthepolice.She’smentallyunstable,

we’retakingherbacktothevillage,wheremywife

andIwilllookafterher.Shewon’tsurvivejail.”He

smirksatme,hiseyeshintingatsomethingsinister.

“Areyoucrazymalume?Iam notmentally

disturbed.”

“Zithobile,don’tembarrassmeanyfurther.These

peoplealreadyfeelsorryforus,Ihatebeingpitiedby

strangers.”

“Whatthefuckareyoutalkingabout,youbastard?”

I’m screamingandthrashingabout,themangripping

mywaistrefusestoletgoandIcan’tbreathe…it’s

gettinghardertocatcheachbreatheI’m entitledto.

“Letmego,youpieceofshit.”Hedoesn’theedmy

cry.

Gatshastepscloser,hiseyesholdingmehostage

likethisstranger’sarms.



“Nothingcanbeatthepowerofpersuasion.While

youlefttoreleaseyourself,Itookthechanceto

convincethesepeoplethatyouarementallyilland

theybelievedme.Tosaveyourself,youhavetoplay

along,ortheywillkillyouforwhatyoudidtomy

wife.”

He’swhisperingthisshitintomyears,theman

eventuallyreleasesmeatmyuncle’sgesture.

“I’m notcrazy,thismanandhiswifehaveforcedme

togowiththem,againstmywill.”

I’m talkingtomyselfhere,thesepeoplearelooking

atmewithpityintheireyes.Theybelievehim,they

believeGatsha.

“StopitZithobile,”heshouts.“Stopembarrassing

yourself,it’senoughnow.YourauntandIaretrying

tohelpyou.Whycan’tyouseethat?”

Iignorehim andruntotheonlywomanwho

followedmenintoaforest.Stupidityisnota

respecterofpersons.



“Pleasebelieveme,ma.IswearI’m tellingthetruth.I

don’twanttogowiththem,theyforcedme,andIam

notcrazy.”Shelookswellinherearlyforties,with

themostarrogantfacialexpressiononherface.

“Youneedhelpsisi,letyourunclehelpyou.Thisnew

generationthinks…”

“Please,spareme,I’m notinterested.”Iarticulate,

cuttinghermid-sentence.Todayisnotmydaytowin.

I’m pulledasidebyGatsha,hegrabsmychinand

bringsmyheadup,somyeyesarelookingintohis

soullesseyes.

“I’m anoldman,Zithobile.WhichmeansI’m more

experiencedinthislifething.Youcanscream allyou

want,butnoneofthesepeoplewillbelieveagirlwho

attackedadefencelesswoman,overarespectedold

man.Don’ttryme,littlegirl.Icanbeyourworst

nightmare,Iwasn’tabletoputaleashonyour

mother.Iwillrectifymymistakeswithherdaughter.”

Hisvoiceiskeptlow,Ipushhisslimyhandoffme.

Thedisgustingbastardischallengingme.

“Youthinkyoucantrapme,weGatsha?You’renot



thatsmart,that’swhyyou’reasoreloser.Iwillonly

betrappedaslongasIwanttostay,beforeyoucan

blink,Iwillbefreefrom yourshacklesandyouwill

notseeitcoming.”

IliftmyheadasfrailasIam,weaknessis

somethingIrefusetobowdownto.Hemakessure

tograbmyhandanddragsmebacktothebus,

Malindiisstilloutofit.Theysatherononeofthe

seats.Shebetterhaveaheadachefrom hellwhen

shewakesup.

Gatshasitsnexttome,heleansintowhisper,“Wait

tillwegethome,IwillshowyouwhatIdotounruly

kids.”

“I'm notafraidofyou,GatshaandIhopeyouhaveall

yourkniveshiddenbecauseIwillstrikeback.”His

eyeswidenatmycomeback,mymothermighthave

letthem doastheypleased.Notme…

*

*
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Thirty-Seven

RANDALL-

Yearsago…

Hecould’vestayedhomeandcomfortedhis

daughter,perhapslookupnumbersofa

professionalpsychologistwhowouldhelpher.

Hypnosisissaidtobethebesttherapyifnotwriting.

ThenagainRandallisthetypeofmanwhoactsnow

andthinkslater.

Thepoorchildhadbeensubjectedtowatchinglive

porn,herhighlyintoxicatedmotherhavingsexwith

herboyfriendonthecouch.Shewentasfaras

addingthedrugssheenjoyedinherdaughter’sfood,



Randall’srageskyrocketedafterhearingthat.He

rushedtohiscarandcalledStylesonhiswayto

Boksburgtoendalifethatwasnothistoend.

Likeusualhisfriendtriedtotalkhim outofit,but

Randall’sangerwascomparedtothatofaserial

killer’surgetokill,hewasn’tgoingtobesatisfied

untilhewatchedOliviafightforherlifeand

succumbingtotheclawsofdeath.

“Don’tkillherRandall,howwillyouexplainthisto

Liyawhenshestartsaskingforhermother?”Styles

said,addingcoaltohisfriend’sblazingfury.Randall

putdownthephoneonhim.

Therewasnowayhewasgoingtobackdown,a

thoughtcametomind.Whynottorturehertillshe

begsforintimacywithdeath?Thatwayhewillnot

beimplicatedinhermurder.

Theplanwasperfect,aperfectmurderhewouldget

awaywith.



YouwantyourpreciousOliviaalive,getadefibrillator

deliveredtothisaddress.

HesentthetexttoStyleswhodidn’tquestionhim,

aslongasOliviawasgoingtolive.

Ithadbeendayssinceshewaslockedupinher

house,strangemenshedidn’ttrustguardingevery

corner.WhenRandallarrived,Oliviawasshockedas

always.Shewasnevergoingtogetusedtohisvisits,

solelybecausetheycamewithevilintentions.A

premeditatedmurderthatwasdueanytime.

Afewminutesafterhisarrival,thedooropenedand

oneofthemenhehiredwalkedinuninvited.He

carriedwithhim asmallpackage.

“Boss,yourpackagehasarrived.”Heannounced

whilestandingbehindhim,Randalltiltedhisheadto

thesidetoleerattheman.Asalways,Styles

delivered.



HeslowlyturnedbacktoOliviaandacknowledged

herwithabone-chillingsmirk.

“Perfect,wecanbegin.”Randallcoldlystated,

excitementsurgingthroughhisveins.

Hetookaropefrom thecoffeetable,handeditto

themanwhotieditintoanoose.

Frightenedandanxious,sheturnedandstarted

running,headedtothekitchen.Anarm roughly

encircledaroundherwaistandpulledherback.

“ClassisnotoverOlivia,Idon’tremember

dismissingyoueither.Whereareyougoing?”

Theladywouldbelessafraidifheweretoshoutand

ifhisangershowedonhisface.Thatquietnessof

hiswasthescariestthingshe’deverknown.

“Please,don’tkillme.”Shepleadedasheluggedher

backtothelivingroom.

"Whosaidanythingaboutkilling?Iam notgoingto

killyou.”

Theannouncementwasscarierthanthethoughtof

dying,sheshotaglareathim ashestood



condescendingandunflinchingwithbothhandsin

hispockets.Theposturewasdemeaning,hintingat

thehighestlevelofdisrespect.

“T-Then,whatistheropefor?”Thesyllablescracked

astheylefthermouth

“Illustrations.”Randallanswered.

Hereyeswidenedwithshockandhorror,itcan’tbe

good.“Whatdoyoumean?”Washernextquestion.

Onlytoreceiveaneeriegrinfrom him.

“Ilovethisteacher-studentrelationship.Youask

questionsandIanswer.”Cold,unsettlingchills

rushedthroughher,athisreply.Hereyeszipped

backtothemanwhohadtiedtheropeoverthe

woodenbeam ontheceilingandplacedachair

underit.

“Randallplease,tellmewhatIdid,soIcanaskfor

forgiveness.”

“Whatyoudidcannotbeforgiven,Olivia.”

Hewasstartingtoannoyherwithhiscalm



demeanour.

“Randall,Ihavebeenlockedupinmyhouse,andI

didn’tdoanything.”

“Ohreally?Whataboutfeedingdrugstoa10year

oldandhavingsexinfrontofher?”

Silence.

“Whathappened?Youcan’tspeaknow?”

“WhydoyoukeeplisteningtoLiya,Randall?She’sa

child,shecan’ttellthetruthfrom alie.”

Rageveiledhisfeatures,“Don’tfuckwithme,Olivia.

Childrenonlyspeakthetruth,Liyanadoesn’tknow

thedifferencebetweenrightandwrong.”

“She’saproblematicchildRandall,you’llseefor

yourself.”

“Woman,youbetterstoplying.You’refurtherpissing

meoff.”

“I’m notlying.”

Thecomebackthunderedintothelivingroom,Olivia



grippedherhairinfrustration,desperateforRandall

tohearherout.

“Fuckyou,Olivia.Notoncehasthatchildaskedfor

you.Whyisthat?Childrenareclosewiththeir

mothers,Liya’sstoryisdifferent.Shenevertalks

aboutyouoraskforyou.Ithoughtitwasbecause

Chiomahadfilledthatvoidbut,no.Shehasno

connectionwithyou,youfuckingabusedmybaby.”

Hegrittedhisteeth,eyesredandfulloffury.

“I’m sorryRandall,I’m sorry.”Seeingnowayoutof

herlies,Oliviawentforanapology.

“Thepersonyoushouldbeapologisingtoisnothere.

Iswear,Iwillmakesurethatsheforgetsyouever

existed.Iwillwipeouteverymemoryshehasof

you.”

“Youcan’tdothat,Imotheredher.She’smybaby.”

“Please,don’tdisgracerealmothers.”

Heglancedatthemanguardingtheropeandsenta



gesture,themanwentafterher,shetriedtorunbut,

herfeetweretooslow.Hehadherpinnedonthe

wall,Oliviafoughtforherlifeashetiedherhands

from theback,beforedragginghertothetrapthey

hadlaidforher.

“Randall,I’m sorry.”

Screamingwasawasteofbreath,Randall’sheart

hadgrowncoldinthatmoment.Theonlythingthat

wouldsatisfyhim wasseeingOliviasuffer.

Isthismanawarethatheisabouttocommitagrave

sin?

Herememberedtheinstructionsastheyweregiven

tohim byRandall.HeliftedOliviaupandforcedher

tostandonthechair,shewriggledherselfbackto

theground.

“Wecandothisthewholenight,Olivia,Ihavetime.”

Watchingfrom thecouch,Randalldelivered

impassively.



“Please,I’m sorry.”Thenumberofapologiesshe

offeredhadnotchangedherfateandbythelooksof

it,thefatherofherbabyhadmadeuphismindand

Randalldoesnotplaywithhiswords.

“Idon’twanttodie.”

Tears.

Themanplacedherbackontopofthechairandput

thehangman’sknotoverherheaddowntoherneck.

Desperationandtearspooledinhereyesasshe

staredatRandall.

“Randyplease,don’tdothis.Yousaidyouwon’tkill

me.”

Feelinghe’dwastedtoomuchtime,Randallstood,

tooktheboxfrom thetable,rippeditopenandpulled

outadefibrillator.Oliviawatchedinhorrorasher

mindfailedtograspwhatheplannedtodowiththat.

Hisgazefoundhisemployeewhowasconstraining

Oliviaandgavehim aheadnod.Beforesheknewit,



thechairwaskickedasideleavingOlivia’shanging

bodywithoutsupportbuttheknotaroundhercollar.

Shedangledintheair,astheropetightenedbythe

second.

Theabsenceofbreathisakintodrowning,thereis

nooptiontoswim upandthatwasthecasewith

Olivia.Lackofbreathwasfeltthroughherbody,that

feelingoftirednessandlassitude.Herlungsrefused

togiveuponher,theyworkedhardtopumpthe

neededoxygen.Itwaspointlessasshefeltasifshe

weredrowningintheair.

Thefastrateofherheartslackenedinbeat….Aslip-

awaytookplaceinherbodyashersightstartedto

giveuponher.

Sheblackedout.

Betrayalisaconsciouschoiceforcoldindifference,

totakeapersonalgaininsteadofalossthatwould

havesavedtheother.



UnbeknownsttoRandall,thekitchenwindowwas

slightlyopenandrightthere,amanstoodwitha

phonedirectedatthegruesomesceneintheliving

room.Recordingeverythingthatwillonedaysend

thekingtoaplaceheneverthoughthewouldenter;

jail.

PRESENTDAY-

STYLES-

Theguardtellshim towaitintheofficebefore

assuringhim thatDladlawillbewithhim soon.The

secondthedoorisshut,hisbraingoesondetective

modealthoughhe’sfarfrom beingone.Whydoes

DladlahaveanofficeinSunCityanyway?

Hefindsnothingusefulinthecabinets,thestackof

filesonthedeskcatchhisattention.Hepages

throughafew,there’sabrownfilewritten

UNSOLVEDMURDERCASES.



Interesting!

Heflipsitopen,therearepicturesofwomeninit.

Thethreewomenwhosebodieswerediscovered

buriedinshallowgraves.Okay…thisisnotwhathe’s

lookingfor.

He’shereforhisbrother,Dladlawassoconfident

backthere.Hehadtheconfidenceofamanwho

wearsthevictor'scrown.

Stylesclosesthefileandtossesitasideonlytopage

throughafewotherfiles.Nothinggripshisinterest,

maybeDladladoesn’thaveanything.

Hisphoneringsandbabysharkcomeson,Sihlewas

playingwithhismobileagain.Isn’tshetoooldtobe

listeningtobabyshark?ThecallerIDdisplayshis

wife’snameandpicture.Insteadofanswering,he

findshimselfstaringattheimage.

Whydoesitfeellikehesawthispicturemoments

ago?Alightbulbgoesoninhishead.



Hedoesn’ttakethecall,she’sprobablyfuming

wheresheis,buthe’lldealwithherlater.He’snow

lookingatthefilewiththethreewomen.

“Dammit.”Hewhisperstohimself.“Dammit.”

It’slouderthesecondtime.

Takingthefilewithhim isariskhe’swillingtotake,

Dladlaisold,hewillprobablythinkhemisplacedthe

damnthing.Hehidesitinhisjacket,andleavesthe

office.

There’snowayhe’llleavethepremiseswithout

beingsearched,hiseyesbrowsetheplaceinsearch

ofsomeonewhoisdesperateenoughtomakea

quickbuck.

Khethu’scrush-ee.

Thejailerspotshim andrushestohim.Theman

mustbesmellingmoneyonSishi,he’slikeapuppy

thatwantstoplay.

“WhatwouldyoudowithR2000?”That’sthebesthe

couldofferfornow,heknowsthemanwillcome



backformore.

“Shoshongamla.”(boss)

R2000wouldgoalongwayaddedtohissalary.Mr.

Risk-takerslidesthefileoutandstealthilygivesitto

theguard,he’squicktocatchwhat’shappeningand

hidesthefileinsidehisoversizedshirt.

“Meetmeoutside,you’llseeawhiteBentley.”Styles

doesn’tsayanythingmore,heleaveshopinghe

won’tbumpintoDladla.

KWAME-

Wakingupwithouthisfathernexttohim wasdarn

near-closetothenightmaresheissubjectedtoeach

timehegivesintosleep.He’sbeenaskingforhim

thewholedayandnooneiswillingtogivehim

answers.

Firsthissistersaidshehadtogoout,shewill

explainwhenshegetsback.Thedayisalmostover



andshe’snothomelikeshesaidshewould.His

mothertookthedayoff,leavetobeprecise.These

aretryingtimes.

Shehastobehomewithherkids.Kwameis

oblivioustowhatishappening,likeeverychildout

thereheiskeptinthedarkandhehatesit.Heneeds

hisfather,hedoesn’tfeelsafewithouthim inthe

house.

Thenewsofhisarresthasspreadthroughoutthe

country,alongthelinesofhim beingamurderer,the

factthatheisakingwasbroughtup.Itwasashock

toAmara,ifthenewshitsGhana,Randall’s

grandfatherwillkillsomeone.

Hismotherwalksin,shegrimacesuponseeingthe

fullplateinfrontofhim.Hefeelsherpresencebut

doesn’tlookup.

“Whyaren’tyoueatingyourfood?”She’sworried,

he’sdifferent.Theboyisafoodielikehisfather,he’s

asbubblyashisauntIfeanyi.Thisattitudeisnew



anditworriesher.“Kwame…”

“Don’tcallmethat.”Forthefirsttimeinhislifehe

snapsathismother,hegrabstheplateoffoodand

smashesitonthefloor,itcracksandshattersinto

pieces.

“Kwame!”She’sshocked,soishe,tearsrushtohis

eyes.

Amaraseesit,insteadofchidingthechildforhis

impudence,shedrawsclosertoinspectifhe’snot

hurt.ButKwamejoltsupfrom thechairwithsuch

speedthathestepsonbrokenglass.

“Becareful.”AmarayellsandGrabshishandto

movehim awayfrom theshards,hewincesinpain

buttakesitlikealittleman.

“Baby,Itoldyounevertowalkbarefootinthehouse,

you’vehurtyourselfnow.”

Shesitshim ontopofthetableandhurriestothe

kitchentogetafirstaidkit.Theblooddoesn’tgush

inaconstantflow,butintimewiththebeatingofhis



heart…thickandsturdy,oozingoutofhistinyfeet.

He’smesmerisedbythecrimsonbloodandsohe

startsswinginghislegsintheair,dropssplatter

severalinchesfrom wherehe’sseated.

Somehowthepainhelpshim forget.Itcastsoutthe

thoughtsandimagestormentinghim.Hisfacehas

anunhealthylooktoit,hewokeuplikethis.His

motherthinksit’scausedbylackofsleep.

Amaraisbackbeforehecouldinspectthethrobbing

paincallingforhisattentiononthesolesofhisfeet.

“Letmelookatthat.”Shesays,takinghislegto

cleanitup.Hewhimpersathertouchandhiseyes

becomehard,theystareintonothingnessasifhis

soulhasbeenrippedoutofhisbody.Hislegsare

notswinginginthecarefreewaytheywereanymore.

“Areyouokay?”Shecradleshischeek,wantingto

makesurebeforecleaningupthewound.

Hescootsfurtherbackinthetable,he’squietand

stillforamoment,frowningathismother.



Daysagohewasabletotoleratehertouch,she

madehim feelsafe.Butnowhe'sterrifiedbythe

sightofawoman.

“Kwame…”Comesoutalmostlikeasyringeplunged

intohisskin.Kwamejumpsfrom thetable,escaping

hismother’stouch.Theactbringsconfusionto

Amara’sface.

“Baby…”Hedoesn’trespondasherunsoutofthe

diningroom leavingbloodtrailsbehind.

Onhiswaytohisroom,hisphonevibrates.Hestops,

hisheartimitateshisactions.

OPENIT!!!

Popsuponthescreen,lasttimehegotintotrouble

fornotopeningthemessage,thepunishmentwas

severe.Hecan’tletthathappenagainandtheonly

waytoavoiditistobeagoodboy.

Disgustcoursesthroughhisveinsashiseyes



beholdthesightonthescreen.Thepersoninthe

videoisunclothed…facehidden…touching

themselvesinplacesachildshouldnotsee.He’s

horrifiedbythesight,whatterrifieshim themostis

howhisnameeroticallyswaysoutofthatperson’s

mouth.

Hisbleedingminiaturefeetscurryhim tohisroom,

helocksthedoor…throwsthephoneagainstthe

wall.Hegrabsablanketfrom thebed,runstolayon

thecorneroftheroom,takingupafetalpositionand

hidesbeneathit.

“Whatareyoudoingcurleduponthefloor?Youlook

sostupid,getupfrom thereandcomehere,

Kwame.”Thevoiceinhisheadsarcasticallyand

sharplydemands.It’safamiliarvoice,onethat

capeshim withfear.

“NO!”Ashoutfrom him ashecovershisears.

Asuddenknockatthedooraddstohisdelusion,

untilhehearshim.



“Kwame,ngubaba.Vulamfanawami.”(It’suncle,

openmyboy.)

Thatvoice,ittakesallthefearaway.

Theboyjumpsupandrunstounlockthedoor,the

samemanwhogiveshim thepeacehisfatherdoes

isstandinginfrontofhim.Concernetchedonhis

face,usuallythelittleboywouldattackhim witha

hug.

Hewaitstobetoldwhattodo,butNqabaliftshim

up,enwrappinghim inhisarms.Kwametightenshis

armsaroundhisuncle’sneck.

“It’sokay,myboy.I’m herenow.”

Thewordsarecomforting,notmorethanhisvoice.

Theboysnifflesandunderhisbreathcries,“Make

thevoicesstopuncle,theyareinmyhead.Make

them goaway.”

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Thirty-Eight

KENNETH-

IsittoosoontocallherhisZithobile?Whether,

whateverthereisbetweenthem isplatonicora

brewingdesireforeachother,sheishissomething

andhecan’tdenyit.

He’sdonewithhismeetings,thisgiveshim timeto

tryherphoneoncemore.Fortheumpteenthtime,

thewhitemantellshim thenumberhehasdialledis

notavailableandthatsendshim off.Thereisone

thinglefttodoandthatistodrivetoherhouse,ifit

meansknockingatthedoor,thensobeit.

He’sneverwaitedforagirlbefore,foranyone

actually.Peoplealwaysfollowhim,soheisnot

familiarwiththefrustrationsthatcomewithwaiting

forsomeone.



Anhourhasgonebywhileparkedtwohousesfrom

herhouseandnosignofher,theconfusionexceeds

theangerhefeels.Heblameshimselfforexpecting

toomuchfrom her…thatshewouldfollowhim,only

forhim todothefollowing.

Neverdidhethinkhewouldfindhimselfina

situationwherehe’strailingbehindawomanhe

hardlyknows,Amaraherselfwasneverpursuedlike

this.

Maybebecauseherdestinywastiedwithsomeone

else,thepathtoherheartwasoccupied,leavingno

wayforhim totreadon.Zithobileiswaytoodifferent

from theyounginnocentAmaraheonceknew,their

comparisonwouldbethatofalionessandalamb…

Zithabeingthelioness.

Thatwomanisdrivinghim insaneandhecan’ttake

it.Thereisnoturningbacknow,heneedstoknow

wheresheis.Foramanwhoisnotafraidofanything,

hisheartissurelyactingup.

Heknocksonceandstepsawayfrom thedoorway,it



swingsopenrevealingateenagegirlwhoogles

withoutaword.

Staringisrude…

“Hello.”

Heclearshisthroatbutgetsnoresponse,his

dubiouseyesbrieflytakeaglimpseintothehouse

hopingforasignofthewomanhecamefor.

Asmilemarksthegirl’sface,“CanIhelpyou?”

“IsZithobilehere?”Thisisariskhe’swillingtotake,

probablybecauseshe’sabouttomoveoutandthis

shamefulactoughttobepardoned.

“Zithobile?”Sheasks.

Confusioncrashesoverher,thesmileshehad

offeredhim vanishes.

“Sheliveshere,right?”Ofcourseshedoes,hevery

wellknowsthat.

“Yesbutshe’snotaroundatthemoment.Areyou

hersugardaddy?”



Whohasabelt?Anunrulyteenagerhasbeen

spotted.

“Who’satthedoor,Sizakele?”Amucholderfeminine

voicecallsoutfrom insidethehouse,awoman

revealsherselffrom behindthedoor.

“It’sanoldman,mama,he’shereforZitha.”

“I’m heraunt,canIhelpyou?”

Nowisthetime,hecouldtakeoutaweaponandend

herrighthere,buttherighttimedoesnotnecessarily

providetherightplace.

“I’m hereforZithobile.”Kennethdeniesthem asmile,

hiseyesarecoldandstancethatofamanyou’d

thinktwiceofapproaching.

“Whoareyouandwhyareyoulookingformyniece?”

Theaunttriesforafirm glare,Kenneth’sindifference

hasherdisconcerted.There’ssomethingdarkand

heavyhoveringaroundthestranger,drillingabitof

fearinher.

“He’shersugardaddy,mama.”Sizakelearticulates



andheraunt’seyesexpandattherevelation…and

Kenneth…well,thedeclarationisnotashocker.He

knowsthesetwotobetoxic.

“Sizakele,goinside.”

Thegirlobeyshermother.

Kennethisgrowingexcessivelyimpatient,hedoesn’t

usuallyassociatewithsomanypeople.Theoneshe

feelsareworthyofhistimearegivenattention.

“WhatdoyouwantwithZitha?”

Hefindsnoreasontogiveherananswer,hencethe

glareandfoldedarms.Nowhe’sconvincedthat

Zithobileisnothome,that’sallheneededtoknow.

Eitherthanthat,hehasnobusinessbeinghere.

“Zithobileistakingcareofhersickcousin,she’snot

here.”

Strange!

Hedoesn’tbelieveher,however,herefusesto

entertainherwithmorequestionsorcallherouton

herlies.HecanfindZithobileonhisown.



Kennethpusheshishandsintohispocketsand

beginshisjourneybacktothecar,nothankyouor

anything.Hisphoneringsjustintime.

“Sipho,talktome.”

“ShewasseenboardingabustoKZN.”

Sigh!

“GivemesomethingIcanworkwithSipho,KZNis

big.”Wewon’tblamehim forsnappingathisfriend,

it’sthefrustrationbuzzingaroundhim.

“I’m onitKenneth,I’llcallyou.”

Theassurancefrom Siphoshouldputhim atease,

buthe’stoorestlesstotakeabreather.Thecar

takesoffinfullspeed,KZNmightbebigbuthe’ll

makeaplanwhenhegetsthere.

BAMBINDLOVU-

Timeisnotonhisside,he’smeetingupwithher

again,likehepromisedwhentheyspokeoverthe



phone.Theyseem tobespendingtoomuchtime

together,notthathe’scomplaining.

He’sgotfriendsofcourse,amanofmanywordslike

him hastohavesomeonetoprattlewith.However,

sheisdifferentfrom hisfriends,firstlyshe’snota

guyandsecondlyheenjoysherpresencemorethan

hewouldliketoconfess.

ThesmellofIngramsfollowshim from the

bathroom afterthefifteenminutebath,hedressesin

thebathroom forthesakeofprivacy.

TheTVisloud,tooloudthetenantsshouldbe

complaining,butthankstohim,noonedaresto

questionhismother.Heshutsthedoor,brieflylooks

atthetelevision,thenhismotherwhoisengrossed

onthescreen.She’swatchingthenews,something

aboutamurder…anarrest…aking…Ghanais

mentionedsomewhereinbetween.

“Richpeople,”shedoesn’tgiveanyfurtherdetail,her

sonhastounderstandwhatshemeanswhichhe

does.



Thandikelaisnotafanofthewealthy,itwasnever

likethat.Herhusbandwhom shemarrieddespitethe

holesinhispockets,attainedwealthyatalaterstage

inlife.Shebelievesthatiswhatledhim toinfidelity.

Basically,moneytookherhusbandawayfrom her.

“Pleaseturnthatoff,it’supsettingyouandIdon’t

likeit.”Hetellsheranddoesn’twaitforherto

answerbutslipsintohissideoftheroom tograbhis

walletandcarkeys.

Televisionisascam tokeepthepoorentertained

whiletherichmakemoney,that’swhatBambindlovu

wouldtellyou.Hisearshavelearnedtoblockout

anysoundscomingfrom it,askillhe’sbecome

proficientatovertheyears.

Hismotherhasnotblinkedsincethenewsstarted,it

can’tberight,canit?

AnelegantyoungwomanappearsontheTVscreen,

she’ssurroundedbynewsreporters,bombardingher

withquestions.Sheissaidtobethewifeofthe



murderer.

“Nocomment.”That’sallshekeepssayingwhile

rushingtogetawayfrom thechoirofreporters.

Thandikela’seyesaresuddenlywide,shehasseen

herbeforeonthisverynewschannel.However,her

sonwasnevercloseby,herlifewouldbeoverifhe

seestheyoungwoman.

Shedoesn’tknowmuchabouther,exceptthatshe

hitthejackpotwhenshemarriedarichman.When

sheappearsonthescreentoreadthenews,

Thandikelawouldshedatear,ortwo.

Theyoungwomanlooksexactlylikehim,itissaid

girlsresembletheirfathersandsheisasplitting

imageofhim.

“I’m goingout,don’tdishupforme.”Hersonsnaps

heroutofwhereverhermindhadtakenher.

AshestepsclosertogiveheraR100note,herheart

skidstothecoreofherstomach.WithShiftyeyes,

shegrabstheremoteandswitchestheTVoff.His



responseisafrown.

“Whatareyouhiding?”

He’sinspectingherhesitanteyesandgetsa

headshakeinreturn.Ifhewereonetogiveinto

paranoia,hewoulddemandthatsheswitchesthe

TVbackon.

“Goingoutwithwho?”

Thandikelafindsawayoutofherson’sprobinggaze,

shestashesthemoneyinsideherbra.

“Withfriends,MaOladyandthatmoneyisforSindi.

She’sbeenannoyingmewithhercravings,don’tlet

hergoout.It’salreadydarkoutside,there’sanapp

onherphone.She’llshowyouhowit’sdone.Where

isshe,anyway?”

That’samouthful.

“Playingnextdoor.”

Someoneisatthedoor,theyexchangefinalwords

beforehe’sgivenacurfewwhichhechortlesat.He

amblesoutoftheroom toattendtothecautious



knock.

“Lili?”He’sshockedtoseeher.“Whatareyoudoing

here?”

“IthoughtI’dsurpriseyou.”Shesoundshappy.

Thisisdefinitelyasurprise,hewantstorebukeher,

butthatsmilecaptureshim.Hefindshimselfdrawn

toherwithoutavalidexplanation,theyarefaithfulin

spendingtimewitheachother,asifit’scompulsory.

“Surprise?Ithoughtweweretakingthingsslow,

you’regoingfullspeedLiliandImightjustrun.”It’sa

joke,sheacceptsitwithslightdabonhisshoulder."I

thoughtweweremeetingatthespot."

“DoesitmatterthatI'm here?Let'sgo.”Shesays,

impatiently.

“Don’ttellme,youclimbedthosestairs.You

should’vecalledmeandIwould’vehavewaitedfor

youdownstairsandyoushouldn’tbehereLili,

Hillbrowisnotasafeplaceforagirllikeyou.”

Hetalkstoomuchandithasherbrieflyrollingher



eyes.

“Howisyourfather?Haveyoubeentoseehim?”He

mentallysmackshimself,thequestionseemsto

haveruinedhermood.Herfacehasturnedhard,this

isnotwhatsheisherefor.Okay,it’snotabanger

thatsheneedssomeonetotalkandhe’sjustthe

rightperson.But,canshetalkaboutherproblems

withoutactuallytalkingaboutherproblems?

Liyanafrownswhenhistallfigurestandsinfrontof

herandhunchesasmidgeon.

“Andthen?”Herquestion.

Hecanberandom andunpredictable.

“Hopon.”Yep!That’swhathemeans.

“What?WhyshouldIdothat?”Shereallyisconfused

asthisisacasualthingtodo.

“I’m givingyouapiggybackride,mfethu,Idon’tdo

thisforallmyfriends.You’reluckyyouknow,that?”

HoponLiyana,aleastit’snotadonkey.

“Youregoisonanotherlevel,Bam-Bam.”It’snota



complaint…it’snotacomplimenteither.Heside

eyesher,showingheracontagioussmile.

“Areyoutakingthefreerideornot?”Amusement

playsinhisvoice.

Theyaredisturbedbyherringingphone,shepullsit

outandsighsatthenameondisplay.

“Ihavetotakethis.”Onewouldseekprivacywhen

talkingtotheirpersonoverthephone,butnotLiyana,

Bambindlovudoesn’tmoveeither.He’sgawkingat

her,anticipatingtheendofthecall.

“Ican’tcome.”It’sthefirstthingshehassaidsince

shetookthecall.Boredom liesinherface,theway

herwordsleavehermouthandthosearchedbushy

eyebrows.

“Ican’tseeyourightnow,Zweli.Ialreadymade

plans,surelyyoucan’texpectmetocancelthem.”

PoorZwelethu…hecallsbackafterLiyana

disconnectsthecall.

IsBambindlovuallowedtoletfrustrationembrace



him?ThisishistimeandZwelethuissnatchingit

from him,so...Iguessheis.Liyanadoesthe

unexpectedandswitchesoffherphone.

Therideisstillonoffer,Liyanajumpsonhisback.

“Yoh,mfethu.Don’tbreakmyspine,I’llforceyouto

pushmearoundifyouputmeinawheelchair.”

Yes,hesaidit…She’sheavy.Herresponseisa

heartylaughter,tooclosetohisear.Helovesit.

Hisenergyvibrationsareinharmonywithhers,he

feelscomfortableinherpresenceandtheyshare

more,thanusual.

KWAME-

Helethisunclebathhim,puthim inanonesieand

dresshiswounds.Hefeelsabitbetternowthathe’s

here.

“Wouldyoulikemetoreadyouastory?”He



remembersKwamelikingthose,hewasaboutsix

then.Thechildshakeshishead.He’ssettledonthe

bed,IndianStyle…glossyeyesrivetedonNqaba.

“Iwantmydad,pleasetell…mydadtocomehome.”

Thedeclarationbreaksthegrownman’sheart.

“Iwilltellhim,son.”It’sapromise.“Doyouwantto

tellmeaboutthevoicesinyourhead?”

Nqabasitsontheedgeofthebed.

Moneyboughthim atickettoseehisbrotherafter

visitinghours.That’swhenRandalltoldhim about

hissonandthestrangebehaviourhe’sbeen

harbouring.

NqabaandRandallfoundeachotheratalaterstage

inlife,intheirthirties.ThetwinswereborninSouth

Africaandseparatedatbirthbytheirmotherand

aunt.

WhileRandallgrewupintheroyalhouse,inGhana

withasilverspooninhismouth,hisauntdisguising

herselfashismother…Nqabahadtoplaya



Shepherd’srole,herdingcowsinavillageinKZN.He

wasraisedbytheirmotherandherhusbandDuma

Biyase,oblivioustohistrueidentity.TheOkolie

bloodrunsinhisveins.

Fateseemedtobringthetwinstogetherthrough

Neo,theybecamefriendsandtwoyearslateritwas

revealedthatthetwomenarefraternaltwins.The

revelationstrengthenedtheirbond,theygrewtolove

eachothermore.Theyneversayit,buttheyknow

theywoulddieforeachother.

“They’lltakemeawayifIdon’tbehave,butI’m nota

badboy,uncle.”

“Whowilltakeyouaway?”

Kwamedropshiseyes,clearlythereissomethingin

hischestandhe’safraidtoshareit.

“Whowilltakeyouaway?Issomeonemakingyoudo

thingsyoudon’twant?”

Silence.

“Hey,lookatme.”Adesperatepleafrom Nqaba,he



bringstheboy’sheaduptogetalookintohiseyes.

Maybethiswayhewillfindtheanswershe’slooking

for.

“Am Inotyourfather?”

“Youare.”

“Goodandyouknowyoucantellmeanything,right?”

Kwamereplieswithafaintheadnod,hiseyesfallto

hiscrossedlegs.

“Issomeonehurtingyou,Kwame?”

It’sthisnamethathashim franticallypolishinghis

eyes,it’sblemishedandhehatesit.Fearwhelms

him onceagainthathejumpsonhisuncle’slapand

hideshisfaceonhischest.

“Ple…pleasedon’tcallmethat.”Acrankyboycries,

whimpering.

Stunnedbytheyoungster’sdefence,Nqabagathers

him intohisarms,afrownclaiminghisfeatures.

“Butitisyourname.”Heremindshim,notbecause

he’sforcingthenamedownonhim butthere’sa

secretbehindthisretort.



“Idon’twantit,shecallsmethat,Ihateit...Ihateit.”

He’sshoutingnow,clenchinghisminisculearms

aroundNqaba’storso.

“Who?Yourmother?Liyana?”

Kwamegiveshim ahystericalheadshake.

“Shesaidshelovesmyname,butIhateit,she

doesn’tlovemelikeshesaid.She—Shemakesme

dothings…Idon’twant.”

“Hey,it’sokay.It’sokayR.J.”

Thesobsgettohim,hisheartbreakswhenhis

childrencry.Pushingitfurtherwillonlyupsetthe

child,maybetheycancontinuetomorrow.Nqaba

bringsKwametohischestandrockshim backand

forth.Theplanistoputhim tosleep.

Itdoesn’ttakelongforKwametofallintoaslumber,

Nqabadrapesablanketoverhim.Hiswifeshould

understandifhespendsthenight,thereisa

drowningchildwhoneedstoberescued.His

brother’schild.



Whenhe’sfinallyasleep,Nqabastandstoleavethe

room.Butsomethinggripshisattention,heseesit

throughhisoutlyingvision.

Thelittleboy’scellphoneabandonedonthefloor,he

picksitupandwhatheseesafterunlockingit

shockshim tohisdeepestcore.Ragesizzles

throughhim,disbelieftrailingnotfarbehind.

Hefallsintoastateofpanicattheterrible

discovery…he’salwaysbeenastrongbeing.But

today,hisbodythrowsinthetowel.Hisbackhitsthe

wallashecovershismouthtostophimselffrom

crying,howeverhistearsaretoodetermined,they

stream downhisfacelikeabrokendam.

*

*

*©
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Thirty-Nine

Hehadtospendafewmoreminutesinhisroom,

silentlywatchingtheyoungmantossingandturning

underhisblankets.Notoncedidheattempttowake

him up,afraidoflookinghim intheeye.Hefailed

him,ashissecondfather,hefailedthislittleboy.

Parentsaremeanttoprotecttheirchildrenfrom all

evil,butthis…thisisanatrocity.

AtickleonthedoorandaworriedAmarawalksin,

“Nqaba.”

Howcanhefaceherafterwhathewhatsaw;after

whatherchildhasbeenexposedto?

“Howishe?”Sheasks.

Asniffisheard,he’scrying…headdroppedandfists

clenched.

Amarahearsthesnifflesandpeeksover,Nqaba



slightlytiltshisheadtotheside,hidinghistears.

“What’sgoingon?”She’stalkingtoherselfhere,why

ishenotsayinganything?

Heleavestheroom,shelooksathersononemore

timeandfollowsherbrother-inlawtothelounge.

Impatienceresidesinherquicksteps,shefindshim

gulpingdownaglassofscotchorisitwhiskey.

“WhatdidKwametellyou?”She’sangry,withouta

reason.

“WhoisChala?”Hiseyesstillrefusetolookather,

Amarafrownsuponhearingthequestion.Whyishe

bringingupKwame’steacher?

“She’sKwame’sclassteacher.”Amaratellshim,

she’sgrowingweary.Thewaitiskillingher.

“Kwame?”Hechuckles,it’scoldandinexpressive.

“Didyouknowshe’sbeenmolestingyourson?”

Itcan’tbe…thelookinhereyessaysso.



“Whatdidyousay?”Sheheardhim,alright.“Nqaba,

whatdidyoujustsaytome?”

She’sscreamingandgrabbingthecollarofhisshirt,

likeshehastherightto.

“Whatam Igoingtotellmybrother?HowwillI

explainwhathappenedtohisson?”Thequestions

aredirectedtonoone,thoughheseeksforanswers.

Amara’seyespopopen,tearsflowdownhercheeks.

LikeNqaba,failuretapsherandswampstheentirety

ofherbeing.Herhandsstarttrembling,she'sunable

tocontrolherself.

“Notmyson,Nqaba.”Thisisnotimetogrieve.

“She’sbeensendinghim imagesandvideosof

herselfnakedand…”Heclampshisteethasthe

adulteratedclipsflashinhishead.It’sdisturbingand

disgustingtothinkKwamesawallofthat.

“Iwanttoseeit.”

Hecan’tshowhersuchfilth,notafterwhatshewent

throughinherchildhood.

“Whereisthephone?”Amara.



“Ican’tletyouseethatAmara,youwon’tbeableto

takeit.”Nqabagrunts,shakinghisheadin

disapproval.

He’stryingtocloghistears.

“IwantherarrestedNqaba,Iwantthatwoman

behindbars.”

OhdearAmara,areyousureyouwantherbehind

bars?

Nqabadoesn’tspeak,nordoeshelookather.He

heavesasighandleavesthehouse.Sheknowshow

herfamilyworks,theyarenotsaints,Nqabacanbe

excused,perhapshe’sgottenhishandsdirtybefore,

shemightneverknow.

“OhRandall,whathashappenedtoourson?”She’s

speakingtoherselfasshefindsherwaytoKwame’s

room.

He’sstillsleeping,browscrinkledasifhe’sfighting



demonsinhisdreams.Shetuckshim in,sitsonthe

bedandbrowsesonherphone.Ifsheremembers

correctly,ChalawasonceaMayor.Heraddress

mustbesomewhereonGoogle,shetypesinherfull

name;LeratoChalaand…giveGooglearoundof

applause.

Amaracopiestheaddressandsendsittoher

brotherin-law.Eyessquintedandjawclampedshe

sendsadeadlymessage,onethatwilltainthergood

girlimage.

IWANTHERGONE!!!

Themessageisread,thereceiverdoesn’tgivea

reply.Shedeletesit,locksherphoneandgoesback

towatchingherbaby.

STYLES-



Neoinsistedonavideocallafterhearingabout

Randall’sarrest.

“Ididn’ttellhim aboutthewoman,hehastoomuch

onhisplate.”

“YoustilltreatUzelikeababy,Stylos?Ithinkyou

shouldtellhim thatyoufoundthewomanandkilled

her.”There’sjudgementinNeo’svoice.

Thisisexactlywhathadhim runningforhislife,the

killing,livingyourlifeontheedgeandhavingtolook

overyourshouldereverysinglesecond.

“I’llgethim outofjailfirst,thenI’lltellhim.That

womanwasdefinitelysentbymkhize,Ihaveno

doubtaboutit.”Styles.

“So,theoldmanhastheballstogeteven.Ihave

alwaysknownMkhizetobestupid,hissonsarejust

likehim.Baatsoana.Speakingofhissons,youwon’t

believewhatIsaw.Hisyoungestischowingyour

god-daughter.”

Neo,itisbetteryoustaywhereyouare.Wedon’t



lightfireshereanymore,atleasttheyaretryingnot

to.

“Whatareyousaying?”

Somuchforstayingawayfrom trouble,Neohas

madeablunderallthewayfrom Nigeria.

“Liyanahasaprivateaccountwheresheposts

picturesofherlentwanaeaNkomo.”(AndNkomo’s

littlebrother.)

“Neo,areyousureofwhatyou’resaying?”

“Ketsebankoeo,Stylos.ItbelongstotheMkhizes,

theyallhaveitlevroueahau.”(Yourwifeincluded.)

Thisisnojoke,NeoisnotfondoftheMkhizes,they

havealwaysgivenhim weirdvibes.

Stylesdragsaheavybreathasangerplunges

throughhisbones,helovesLiyanalikehelovesSihle.

TohaveanMkhizetouchingherinappropriatelydoes

notsitwellwithhim.



“I’m goingtokillhim.”Hebubbles,suddenlyrestless

from thegnawingnews.“Thatsonofabitchisusing

Liyana,he’susinghertogettoRandall.”

“RememberhowMkhizewasobsessedwithyoung

girls?Whatifthisishisplan,hisperfectrevenge?”

Neoandhisactivebrain...

“I’m notgoingtoletithappen,Mkhizewillnothurt

mybrother,Neo.I’m goingtokillhim.”

ThewordkillishatedbythemanlivinginNigeria,it’s

neverafirstoptionforhim.StylesandRandallmight

notmindspillingblood,buthe'sdifferentalthough

hewantstheMkhizeclanwipedout.

Neoisneededbyhisdemandingwife,hesendshis

farewelltoStyleswiththepromisetodigmore

informationonMkhizeandhispestofason.

*

*

It’snotathingtowatchhersleeping,tonighthecan’t



helpit.Coulditbethathehastakenhiswifefor

granted?

Hisphonerings,it’shisbrotherinlawNkomo.His

chestheavesasheemanatesadeepbreathof

exhaustion.

“I’m outside.”Nkomoisusuallypoliteenoughto

greet.

Hecarefullyshutsthedoorlesthewakeshiswife,

herushestoopenandismetbyaswelteringman

whostridesinlikehehasadrawerofhisbelongings

somewhereinthehouse.

“Stylesisittrue?”NkomoasksasStylesclosesthe

door.“Ismysister’slifeindanger?”

“Iwon’tletanythinghappentoher.”Itisapledgehe

intendstokeep.Hesitsdownonacouchand

crosseshislegs.He’sfrustratingNkomo,howcan

helooksocalm atatimelikethis?

“Soit’strue?Thosethreewomenfoundresemble

Sethu?”Nkomoisnotgoingtosituntilhe’sgiventhe



answershecameherefor.

“Yes,butthatdoesn’tmeansomeoneisafterher.”

Stylesreplies.

Itcouldn’tbeacoincidencethatallthreeofthem

hadSethu’sfeatures.

“Don’ttrytocoverthisupwithlies,Styles,Neotold

meeverythingandthatanothergirlhasgone

missing.”FinallyNkomotakesaseat.“Sethutoldme

thatsomeonehasbeenfollowingher.”

“What?”Shockpusheshim tohisfeet,Sethuhas

neversaidanythingtohim.Howcouldshekeep

suchathing?“Sincewhen?”

Ahuffiswhathegetsfrom Nkomo,hisfriendhas

neverbeenthisignorant.Hegrimaces.

“I’m notsurprisedthatyou’reinthedarkaboutthis,

youhaveneglectedyourwifewhiletryingtohelp

Randall.”Okay,thathithome.

“Iwouldknowifmyfamilywasindanger,”

“Likeyouknewthatthere’ssomeonefollowingmy



sister?”Nkomoreturns,yes,theyarefriends.Butnot

wherehissisterisconcerned.Hecamehereasa

brothernotafriend.Stylessighs,gawkingata

fumingNkomofrom acrossthetable.

“Fairenough,don’tworryaboutmywife.Iwill

protecther.”Offcoursehewill,helovesher.

“Iwon’tstopworryingaboutmysister,”Nkomo’s

comebackhasStylesclenchinghisjaws.He’snot

onetobetoldwhattodoinhishousehold.

“Goodnight,Nkomo.”Hebids,dismissinghim and

theconversation.Themenengageinastaring

contest,there’ssuddenlyanelephantintheroom.

Nkomostandsandwalksoutwithoutanotherword

uttered.

ZITHOBILE-

Therearefourrondavelsinthiscompound,three

beingbedroomsandoneakitchen/eatingplace.As

expected,I’m giventhesmallestrondavel.Nothing



hurtsanymore,Iam sureIwasborninadifferentera.

Howdoesliferejectoneinsuchacruelmanner?

Unfortunately,mydoordoesnothavealock,that’s

whypeoplelikeSbongiseniwheelinastheyplease.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Istandfrom the

mattress.

Sbongisenigivesmethecreeps,hisparentswant

metobabysitatwentyeight-year-oldmanwholooks

atmelikeI’m abouttogivehim astripshow.Iwill

pass.

“Didmymothertellyou,thatyouseparatemy

clothesbycolourwhenyouwashthem?”Heee!

“Whatdoesthathavetodowithme?”I’m glancing

downathisarrogantface...likefatherlikeson.

“Aren’tyouheretolookafterme?”Haibo!Theworld

mightaswellendnow.

“I’m nothereatallSbongseni,justpretendthatyou

can’tseemeandyouandIwillgetalongwell.”He

snorts,Imust’vesaidsomethingstupidforhim to

givemethisattitude.



“Thisisfunny,youknow?Ubabatoldmeaboutyour

machomantendencies.Notheresiswam,youwill

learndisciplineinthishouse.I’m nottryingtofight

you,Ijustwantustogetalong.We’refamily,arewe

not?”

“We’refamilyonlywhenit’sconvenientforyou?”I

stilldon’tunderstandwhyhe’sinmyroom,it’safter

9:00pm.Thisistherurals,themoonishighinthe

skyandwitchesareclimbingtreeswherethey

gatherformeetings.

Heshrugs,condescendingly.I’m notcomfortable

withthelookhe’sgivingme,hesmilesandrunshis

tongueoverhisbottom lip.

“Pleaseleave,Iwanttosleep.”

Iknowhewon’tleaveonhisownaccord,asIreach

forthewheelchairtopushhim out,hesnatchesmy

handandwithonejoltpullsmetohislap.

Damn,Ithoughthishandsaren’tworking.

“Shit.”Icuss,tryingtogetupfrom hislap.Buthis



armstightlyholdmedown,mybloodboils.

“LetmegoweSbongiseni.”IshoutinZulu,a

languagehisstupidbrainwillunderstand.

“Ican’tdothat.”He’ssniffingmyneck,Iwhimper

withdisgustwhenhelicksmynape.

“Letmegoyoubastard,I’m goingtokillyou.”Ishe

crazy?We’refuckingcousins.

“YouseeZithobile,I’vebeenstuckinthiswheelchair

andthisdamnvillagemywholelife.Ifellinto

depressionandattemptedtotakemylifecountless

times,myfathercouldn’twatchhisonlybelovedson

losetodeath.”

“Whatdoesthathavetodowithme?”Dammit,ishe

supposedtobethisstrong.I’m disgustedbyhis

matchstickpokingmeandhisslimytonguegrazing

downmyneck.IhatethatI’m soweak,andcan't

fighthim.

“Didn’thetellyouthatyou’rehereforme,tocaterto

myneeds?”HegrabsmybreastsandIloseit.Ipull

outaknifefrom mybraandthrustitonhisthigh.He

screamsandthisgivesmeachancetoescapehis



hold.ThedooropensandGatshawalksin,eyeswild

withcuriosity.

“Whatthefuckdidyoujustdotomyson?”Heyells

anddartstotheidiot.

“Lethim touchmeagainandIwillamputatehislegs

andcastratethatmatchstickhecallsad!ck.”Itold

thesepeoplenottoplaywithme.Sbongiseniis

cryinglikeachild.

“Babatakethisknifeout,ithurts.”Heyells,tears

floodingdownhisface.Gatshawasnevergentle,

lookathim,evenhisstructurelooksrough.Hegrabs

theknifeanditsendshissononascreaming

marathon.

“Baba,babastop.”MeettheMthombenis,afamilyof

loudmouths.HowwasIbornintothisgodforsaken

family?

“Whereisthemanwhowasrubbinghisviennaon

myass?”Theyglareatme,eyesstabbing.



“Ihateyou,Zithobile.”Sbongiseniyells.

Jesusfixthismess.I’m tiredofthesefights,my

mothercan’tberestinginpeace.Notwhenher

child’slifeisthischaotic.

“Ihateyoutoo,allofyou.I’m notafraidofanything.I

havenothingtolose,ifjailcallsme,Iwillanswer.Try

me,Gatsha.Pleasetryme.”

“Shutup,shutupZithobile.Sbongiseniisveryfragile,

mysonisinpainandyou’renotsorryaboutwhat

youdid.”IthoughtGatshasaidhe’ssmart…Whatis

thisnow?

“Ohplease,it’snotabigdeal.He’llbefine,it’snot

likehemadeuseoftheleg.Maybehecanjointhe

Paralympicsinsteadofbeingapervertlustingafter

hisowncousin.Nowgetout,Iwanttosleep.”

Islippedahandundermypillow,theirjawsdrop

whenIflashanotherknifeintheair.

“Doyoustillwanttoplaymalume?”Heclickshis

tonguebeforepushinghissonout.



*

*

*

A/N:Noteditedandproofread...
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Forty-

Thischaptercontainsexplicitscenes,reader's

discretionadvised.

Zitha-

I’m wokenupbythedoorbeingopenedasitdrags

overtheconcretefloor,Ishootuptoasitting

positionatthesightoftwosilhouettesstandingin

mydoorway.

Theroom isdim,Icanbarelymakeoutwhotheyare,

asIblinkthewoozinessaway,thedoorisslammed

shut.Ascream gushesfrom mymouth,thefirst

thoughtissurvival,ithasmefishingfortheknife

underthepillow,myworldcrumblestopiecesasI

realisethatit’sgone.

Ihavetofightformylife,soIjumpfrom thebedand

whatfeelslikeapunchtomyfacesendsmeback.A

horrificscream echoesintheroom,itsurfacesfrom



thedepthsofmystomach.

AsIattempttojumpfrom themattressandrun

towardsthedoor,atallfigurestandsinfrontofme,

blockingmypath.

“Let’sseewhatyourbraverywilldoforyouthis

time.”Themansays.

“Sbongiseni?”Iyell,I’m notshockedthathe’sinmy

room again,thefoolissopredictable.Butthefact

thathe’sstandingbeforeme,cloakinghissecret

withdarknesslikeademon.Hisbodyisslumpedto

thesideasifhislegrefusestojoinforceswiththe

other.

“Grabher,ndodana.”Gatsha’svoiceordersfrom

behind.Instinctively,Iturnandlargearmsgrabmy

waistfrom theback.

“NO!SBONGISENI,NO!”

Iscreech,kickingandfloggingmyarmsindefence.

It’snotfairthatwomengettobeweak.Godhasleft

usinthemercyofmen,theytakeadvantageoftheir



poweranddoastheyplease.

Hethrowsmeonthebed,kickingandscreamingasI

am.Hepinsmedownwithhisbody,andpresseshis

handagainstmymouth.I’m fightingtofreemyself

from him,buthe’stoostrong.Howam Isounlucky,

twiceinanight?

“Hurryup,Sbongiseni.Thischildisdisrespectful,

we’regettingridofthatbabywhenyou’redone.”

Gatshamurmurs,hastily.Hisvoicehintingat

immorality.

“I’m trying,baba.Shewon’tletme.”

He’stryingtoripmypyjamatopopen.Iscratchhis

faceandhegroansinpain,joltingawayfrom meto

situpandnursehisface.Iusethisopportunityto

plungeafingerintothewoundonhisknee,I

rememberwhereIhadstabbedhim.Itsendshim

screaminglikethebitchheis,Ikickhim andhefalls

tothefloor.

“Sbongiseni!”Gatshashoutswithurgencyinhis

voice,runningtohispigofason,



Idon’tstaytofindoutifhefaintsduetopainbut

takeoffintothedarknight,mybodyslamsagainst

somethinghardthemomentIstepoutside.

“Comebackhere.”Ihearmyuncleshoutfrom

behindme,butI’m notthere,it’sthesepairofarms

enfoldedaroundmethathavemescreamingin

terror.Ipulloutoftheperson’sarmsjustintimefor

him tosay,“Hey,it’sme.”

Reliefsurgesthroughmeatthesightofhim,his

faceisalittleclearunderthemoonlight.Iattackhim

withahug,wrappingmyarmsaroundhim.

“You…youfoundme.”I’m tooemotionalthatIfailto

stopmyselffrom crying.Tearshavetheirwaywith

mewhenIfeelhisarmsencirclearoundme.“What

tookyousolong,Kenneth?I’vebeenthroughso

muchandI’m sotired.”

“You’regoingtobeokay,I’m herenow.”Heassures

meandItrusthim.

“Zithobile!”



IclingontoKennethasmyunclecallsmyname.

“Gotothecar,I’llbetherenow.”Kennethdemands.

“Comewithme,please.”Atthispoint,Idon’tcareifI

lookweak.Iam terrifiedtomywits.Kennethshreds

meoutofhisarms,helooksdownatme.

“IpromiseIwillbetherenow.”Hewarmlyreassures

me,cuppingmycheek.Iignoremyuncleandcousin

callingouttomeasIrushtothecarthat’sparked

outsidethepremises.Idon’tknowwhatKennethis

goingtodoandIdon’tcare.I’m donewiththose

people.

Itdoesn’ttakelongforhim tojoinmeinthecar,he

doesn’tlookatmenordoeshesayanything.He’s

drivingusawayfrom thisgodforsakenplace,Iam

nevercomingbackhereandIwon’taskwhathedid

backthere.

*

*

*



Ican’tsleep,Ikeepseeingmyuncleandhisson

ambushingme.It’sabaddream Ican’tescape.

Kennethissomewhereinthehouse,hewouldn’ttell

mewhosehousethisis,onlythatI’llbesafehere,

withhim andwe’regoingbacktoJohannesburgin

themorning.

Therearethreebedrooms,akitchen,livingroom and

bathroom.

Hisroom isnotlocked,thereheis,sleepingonthe

bed,ablanketcoveringhim waistdown.Thebedside

lampison,makingiteasyformetoamblewithout

havingtobecautious.

Noonemakesmefeelsafelikehedoes,Iknowthis

iswhereI’m meanttobe.Withhim,byhisside.I

tiptoetowardsthebedandsleepbesidehim,

scootingcloser,sowe’reflushagainsteachother.

Heopenshiseyesprobablywhenhefeelsthe

mattressshiftundermymovement.

“Zithobile?”He’sshocked.



“Ican’tsleep,myroom iscoldandIcan’tstop

thinkingaboutmyuncleandcousin.”Iplacemy

headonhischestanddrapemyhandoverhistorso,

hisbodytenses.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?Whyareyounotinyour

room?”Maybehedidn’thearmethefirsttime.

“Toldyou,Ican’tsleep…Don’tchasemeoutplease,

Kenneth.EverytimeIclosemyeyes,allIseeismy

uncleandhiscrookofason.Canyoubelievethat

idiotcanwalk?”Hedoesn’tcareandhe’ssoundless.

Ishuffleagainsthisbody,togetmorecomfortable.

“Thisisthepartwhereyourarmsgoaroundme.

MustIteachyoueverything?”Isay.

He’stooquiet,allIhearishisbreathing,running

awayfrom him.OnedayhewillholdmelikeIwant

him to,ifonlythatonedaycouldbetoday.

Secondspass,theyturnintominutes.Hisbodyis

startingtorelax.

“Kenny.”



“Hm?”Hehums,seeminglysleepy.Ithoughthewas

uncomfortable.

“Thankyouforeverything,Idon’tknowhowyou

managedtofindmeeverytimeIgotmyselfinto

trouble.I’m gratefulforeverythingyou’vedonefor

me,sofar.”

He’ssilentforamoment,Ilookuptomeethiseyes.

“It’snotthatyougetyourselfintotrouble,itseems

tofindyou.”I’m notgoingtoarguewiththat.He

sighsdeeplyandcloseshiseyes.

“Sleep.”Hetellsme.

Idon’toblige,insteadstareathim.Heisquieta

beautifulmanatthisrange,ageinglikefinewine.

“It’slateZithobile,sleep.”Herepeats,withoutparting

hiseyesopen.

MylipsturnupinasmileasIlaydowntorestmy

headonhischest.

“Iwanttokissyou.”Mywitlessmindspillsthebeans

andcompelsmetoliftmyheaduptofindhim

staringback.Hiseyesarecurious.



“Whatdidyousay?”Heasks.

“Sondelangithimanqa.”(ComeclosesoIcangive

youakiss.)

Shiftingtolayontopofhim,myhandsfindhis

cheeks,hefreezes,holdinghisbreath.

“Zithob…”Toshuthim up,Idipdownandcapturehis

mouthinatenderkiss.Itdoesn’ttakelongforhim to

sighcontentedly,heclutcheshishandsonmyhips…

thereisnowayI’m stopping,notwhenhemakesme

feelsogood.

Gradually,Imoveourlipstogether.Hishandsrubmy

back,eversolightly,holdingmeclosetohim.

“Won’tyouremovemyclothes?”Itossaquestionat

him.

Hiseyebrowselevateandeyesnarrowinthemost

seductivewaythatpiquesmyinterest.“That’show

theydoitonTV,right?”

“Iwouldn’tknowandweshouldn’tbedoingthis.”

He’slying,Iknowhewantsmejustasmuch.



“Areyouavirgin?”Igazedownathim waitingforan

answer,confusionmaskshisface.

“No.”Hisresponseisquick,profound.Menandtheir

ego.

“Then,let’sdoit.We’rebothadultsKennethand…”

“Zithobile,you’re…”

Ipressmylipsagainsthisandstartgrindingmyhips

downonhim,makinghim releasealowgroan.Ican

feelhisgrowingerectionpressedagainstme.To

stopmymovement,heslideshisstronghandsdown

tomyhips,holdingmefirm.Ishudderatthetight

gripandpulloutofthekisstoglanceintohishalf-

liddedeyes.

Theyarefulloflust,desire…need.It’sdifferent,I

haveneverbeenlookedatlikethis,hemakesme

feelwantedalthoughhiswordscontradictwithallof

him.

“Don’tsayI’m tooyoung,please.Can’tIbeyoursfor

tonight?JusttonightKenneth.”

“Dammit,Zithobile.”Hegruntsandflicksusoverso



I’m beneathhim,Ilovethegripofhishandsonmy

waist.“Whyareyoubentondrivingmeinsane?”

Hemutterslowlyinmyear,shiversripplethrough

meatthefeelingofhiswarm breathagainstmyear.

Hebringshisheadupintimeformetogivehim a

smallsmile,Ilookathim expectantly.

“Please,”Ibreathe,chestheaving.Myclitorisis

callingoutforattentionandIwillblowupifIdon’t

answer.“Makemefeelgood.”

Heleansin,attachingourlipsinanaffectionatekiss.

Warmthspreadsallthroughmeatthefeelingofhis

lipsonmine,he’skissingmelikeImatter,likeI’m

human.Hestops,looksintomyeyes.

“You’rebeautiful.”LikeheknowsthisiswhatI

wantedtohear,theassuranceinhiseyeshasme

believinghiswords.Hiseyesareconnecting

somethingonmyface,itdawnsonmewhathe’s

lookingatandTshilidzi’swordsplungeintomyhead.

“Nomanwilleverloveyouwhenyoulooklikethis.”

Tshilidziwouldsay.



Myeyesdrop,insecuritykicksin.

“Everyinchofyouisbeautiful.”Thedeclarationfrom

Kennethalmostreducesmetotears.

Iwrapmyhandsaroundthebackofhisheadand

pressasoftkisstohislips.

“Doyouwantme?”Ineedtobesure,soIenjoyhim

fully.

“Ido,”hedoesn’thesitate.Hepresseshishardened

lengthagainstmeforemphasis,Iwhimperunder

him.Almostlosingallmysenses.

Hetattoosopen-mouthedkissesalongmyshoulder,

hiswarm breathdrawingagainstmyskin.

Heusesalegtospreadmineopen,andfitshisbig

selfinbetweenmythighs.Ourlipscrashback

together,thekissisfrenziedthistime.

Kennethfindshiswaydowntomynetherregions,

leavingbehindkissesIwouldprobablyfeelafterall

ofthisisover.

Myheartdrops,I’m notentirelyconfidentwithhowI



lookdownthereandhavingvitiligospreaddownto

myinnerthighsmadememorecautious.Noman

haseverseenmysacredplace.

Tshilidziwasmoreaboutpleasuringhimselfthan

exploringmybody,hewouldthrusthispinky-finger

ofapen!sinsidemeandstartaonemanmarathon.

Thisisdifferent,Kennethisdifferent,he'shere,

downthere.Eyeswildwithcuriosity,heseemsto

likewhathe’sseeing.

Hepresseshishandundermythigh,pushingmyleg

towardsmychest.

“Thebaby,”Ibitemytongueafterthecomplainthas

escapedmymouth.Wheredidthatcomefrom?He

stops,suddenworrystampedoverhisface.

“DidIhurtthebaby?”

Ishakemyheadathisquestion,it’snotlikethebelly

isbig.

“No,justawarning.”Ibitemylip,myeyessearching

hisfacemomentarily.“Youbetternotbethinking

whatI’m thinking.”



He’sfrowningnervously.

“Maybeweshouldstop.”Hesuggests.

Kennethmustnotboreme.

“No,”IjumpinquickerthanIshouldhave.“Thepotis

boiling,youmightaswelladdwhitestarandcook

thepap.”

“What?”Heasks,somewhatmystifiedbymy

response.

“What?”Ianswerwithaquestion,lookinglikea

grilledchickeninahotovenatCheckers.He’sdown

there,betweenmylegs,glancingupatmeasifallof

thisisnormal.Isitpossibletofallinlovewitha

man’sabilitytoeaseintoanythinghandedtohim?

I’m there,I’m here,I’m inandthereisnoturningback

atthispoint.

“Yousaidsomethingaboutboilingwaterand

cookingpap.”DidIsaythat?Theanticipatedorgasm

mustbecloudingmymind,makingmespeak

gibberish.

“Imeantlet’sfinishwhatwestarted,thebabyis



fine.”Itellhim.

Nodoubtwhatsoever,hehaspickedupthe

desperationinmytone.

“WillitmakeadifferenceifIsayI’vebeenwantingto

getintoyourpantssincedayone?”Iask.

It’sanhonestquestionandthisismychance.

Kennethogles,mouthajar,hiseyescontractedina

waythathasmesquirmyandneedy.

Itmustberainingoutside,themanissilently

laughing,headdroppedandshouldersconvulsing.

It’scontagious,Iwanttolaughaswell,butI’m horny

andIneedhim insideme,now!

“Canwelaughlater?I’m tiredofholdingmyleg

open.”Iaskandreveal.Hebringshisheadup,thank

Godhiseyesarestilllustful.Thesmirkgracinghis

lipsisfaint.

Hestraightensmylegsandhoversovermybuild,

kissinghiswayuptomyface.Theopen-mouthed

kissesdrivemeinsane,myhandsexploreeveryinch



ofhisdarkchocolateskin.Icouldcum,justfrom the

wayhetouchesme.

Hisdarkeyesgleam,there’ssomuchfireanddesire

bathinginthem.Mybodyisengulfedwithheatunder

hisintensegaze,hetakesmylipsintoatantalising

kiss.Myhandsgoinsearchofhishead,Islipthem

intohisdreadsanduntietheponytail.

Hisdreadlocksfallbetweenhisface,coveringhis

chiselledcheeksandjawline.

Havingamanworshipmyinnermostbeingisso

fuckinghot.God,ifIeverdoubtedyourexistence.I

musthavebeendrunkthatday.

Ourgarmentsarebeinghurriedlytornoffourbodies

andflungwildlyaroundtheroom.Theneedtofeel

hisbareskinonminehasbecomeundeniable.

Inipathisjawlineandthroat,sprawlingmylips

towardshismouth.Iguesshe’simpatientbecause

hereachesformymouthwithhisandconfinesmy

lips.Histonguestopsdancingwithmineashepulls

outofthekissandlooksatme,eyesredrimmed



andbreathrapid.

“Shit!”Herasps.

Hispen!sbetterbeworking,sohelpmeGod.

“Whatisit?”

“Idon’thaveacondom.”

Whatmanwalksaroundwithoutacondom?NowI

mustmissoutonfunbecauseofacondom?Life

neverlovedme.

“Youmusthaveonesomewhereinyourpockets,or

inthecar.”I’m pleadingnow.

“Idon’t,”theaudacitytotellmethis.

“Kenneth,whatdomenbuywhentheymakeastop

atapetrolstation?Don’tyouguysgotheretobuy

condomsandcigarettes?”Thisthingofhisofraising

hiseyebrows,helooksshockedbymyquestion.

“Idon’tknowaboutsomemen,butmycardoesnot

runoncondoms,itrunsonpetrol.Sothat’swhatI

buyatapetrolstation.”Hereplies,I’m unabletopick

upanythingfrom thetoneofhisvoice.



ThisisnotwhatIwanttohear…

“Maybeyouhaveoneunderyourcarseat.”He

grimacesatmysuggestionasifacanofbaked

beanswasdroppedonmyheadwhenIwasababy,

atleastI’m comingupwithsomething.Bothofus

needtogetlaid,butIseem tobetheonlyone

comingupwithasolution.

“Fine…”Surrenderingistheonlyoption,but…“Iwant

toreachorgasm Kennyandyou’regoingtomakeme

cum ornooneisgettinganysleeptonightbecause

I’m goingtobecrankytheentirenight.”

Hiseyesdarkenfurtherwithdesire,hislipspartas

hereleasesasensualbreath.Imoanwithpleasure

whenhishandsgripmyhips,andtheintenselookin

hiseyeshasmeshiftingasmyclitjumpswith

excitement.

“Idon’tknowwhereyoucamefrom,butIam never

lettingyougoafterthis.”Hespeaks.Hisexpression

istailedbyaravenouskiss,histongueplungesinto



mymouthinsearchformine.He’sgrindinghis

erectionagainstmyvag!nawhilekissingmelikeI’ve

neverbeenkissed.

Heleavesmylipsthrobbingandcryingoutformore

ofhiskisseswhenhehideshisfaceonthecurveof

myneckandstartstrailingkissesdownmybody.

Hepartsmythighs,openingthem tofithisbigbuild

asheslithersbackdown,leavingwetkisses.My

handfindshisdreads,Igripthem topushhishead

downtomynetherregionswhilemyhipsbuckwith

need.

Hepressesapalm tomylowerabdomen,pushing

mebackdown,hiseyesfindmyfrowningface.

“Letmetakecareofyou.”Thetoneofhisvoice

causesmybodytoshudderpleasurably,Idon’tlet

goofhishairwhenhelicksme.

“Youtastenice,”DidhejustsayI’m delectable?I

doubtIam,butifhethinksso,thenIguessItaste

nice.

“Yousmellnicetoo,everythingIseeherelooksand

feelsnice.”Isheserious?Whosesonishe?



Khabazela,comegetyourlad.Hecan’tbereal.

Thecornersofmyeyesburnwithhottears,I

swallowthem back.

“IwillforevercherishthismomentKenneth.”Itell

him,earnestly.Helooksupatmeandaghostofa

smilepullsupatthecornerofhismouth.

“You’rebraveryandhonestyisattractive,perhaps

thisisthepullthatalwaysbringsmetoyou.”The

manisboostingmyconfidence.

Hedoesn’tgivemeachancetorespond,hisfingers

cascadeovermythighslikeapianistwouldskilfully

tracethenaturalnotesandsharpsofhisinstrument.

Igaspwhenheflickshistongueonmyclitorisina

waythatmakesmemoantheloudestandtighten

mygriponhishair.Histongueiswarm,wetand

thoroughlycurious.He’ssuckingandlickingallmy

mostsensitivespots,it’sslowandsoft,thewetness

isthebestpartofallofthis.Iraisemyheadtofind



hisshouldersmovinginasensualway,themanis

grindingonairandit’ssofuckingsexy.

Hespendstimeonmyclitoris,thenattheopeningof

myvag!na.

I’m suddenlyoverwhelmedbyaticklishsensation,it

feelslikeawet,soft,butpowerfulforceistouching

meinthemostvulnerableway.

Thrustinghistongueinandoutofme,notforgetting

myclit,themostimportantpart…Kennethbringshis

twofingersuptomymouthandcommandsmeto

open,theordersendsmeonhigh,Ialmostloseit

andcum.

Excitementcallsuponmynameasmylipspartand

heslithershisfingersintomymouth,Ispinmy

tonguearoundhisfingersallowingthem tofuckmy

mouth.

“Kenneth…”Ibreatheandmoanlouder,grippinghis

hairtighterasIfeelmyselfgettingclosertomy

release.Hisfocusisonmyclitoris,he’sflickinghis

tongue,givingmeunmodifiedpleasure.

I’m closetobursting,butIfeelit’stoosoon,soItry



toholdoff,mybreathingpicksup.Heupsthepace,

throwingmeovertheedgeanddenyingmethe

chancetoletmywholebeinglingerinthis

fantasticalmoment.

Knowinghe’senjoyingmesortofsetsthebarforan

overallsexualencounter,despitemyinsecurities.

IcomeundoneasIrelease,histonguecontinuesto

drivemenutsasheplungesitinandoutofmeand

eroticallyharassingmyclitintheprocess.Myhand

involuntarilypullshisdreadsfrom overstimulation,I

gripthebedsheetwiththeother,myeyesrollingto

thebackofmyhead.

MybodyintenselyshuddersasIletoutaloudcry,

I’m huntingmybreathduetotheimpactofmy

orgasm.

Kennethfindshiswaybacktome,heburieshisface

onmyneckbeforeflippingusoversoI’m lainonhis

chest.Hewrapshisarmsaroundme,crushingmein

ahugandcoversuswithablanket.

Idon’tknowwhatthismeans,themenI’vebeenwith



havenevercuddledmeaftersex,wellprobably

becauseIneverletthem.Butthis…thisfeels

amazing.

“Kenny.”Hedoesn’trespond,butIknowheheardme.

“Whatarewe?”

Isoundlikeadesperatewhore.

“Notjustfortonight,you’remineforeverZithobile.”

Heassuresme,remindingmethatIhadaskedhim

tomakemehis.

“CanyoutakemetochurchonSunday?”Mychin

restingonhischest,Ilookupathim.Hiseyebrows

areknittedinconfusion.

“Church?”

Igivehim anod.

“IwanttothankGodforyou.”Hesmiles,it’sgonein

asecond.“Iusuallybathfortenminutes,Sunday

morningI’m goingtoaddanextrafiveminutes.It’s

goingtobeaspecialday.”

IsthatasmileIseeonhisface?

“Howareyouthiscrazy?”Hequeries.



ShouldIbeoffendedbythisquestion?Idon’tanswer

becauseIdon’thaveone,soIrestmyheadbackon

hischest.

“You’rereallyhere,Zithobile.Inmyarmsandinmy

bed.”Idon’tknowifit’saquestionorhe’smaking

sure.

“You’renotdreamingincaseyou’rewondering.”I

convincehim.

*

*

*
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Forty-One

LIYANA-

She’salwaysfoundithardtoopenuptopeople,

mainlyherparents.Theyloveherlikenothingon

earthandthatsheknowsprettywell,butthislove

theyhaveforherhasledthem tocommitstupid

mistakes.

She’sneverbeenanunrulychild,missingclasses,

sleepingout,cominghomelatefrom whereverher

pathshadledonthatparticularday.Talkingbackto

herstepmotherorcompletelysnubbingher.

She’shurtingandmostlyconfused.Sheneeds

answersandtheonlypersonwhohasthem is

lockedup.

Thenewsaboutthearresthasspreadlikewildfire,

herfriendslookatherwithnothingbutpityhence

distancingherselffrom them.Zwelethukeeps



singingthe“Itoldyouso”song,Zithaistoobusy

fittingintohernewsecretlifeandBambindlovu…

wellhe’shere,besideherandhasnoplansof

leaving.He’sgonetoextentsofnotsleepingat

home,onethinghismothertrulyhates.“Nochildof

minesleepsoutwhentheyhaveabedathome.”

Thandikelawouldsay.

Hehasneverdefiedhismother,especiallyforagirl,

butthisoneisdifferent.Hecan’tdenyhereven

wheneverythinginhim tellshim to.

“We’regoingbackhometoday.”Hetellsher,settling

downontheedgeofthebed.Shelooksathim and

doesn’tsayanything,heknowsshe’snotready,but

youcan’trunawayfrom yourproblems.

“Liyana,we’vebeeninMpumalangafortwodays.

Yourfamilyisworriedaboutyou,howlongareyou

willingtohide?”

Mpumalangaisthelastplacetheythoughtthey

wouldfindthemselvesin,Liyanahadaskedhim to



accompanyherforadriveandtwohourslater,they

foundthemselvesinEmalahleni.Itwastoolateand

darktodrivebackhome,Liyanahadsaidand

suggestedtheybookaguesthouseandstayforthe

night.Onenightturnedtotwo,herreasonbeingthat

she’snotreadytogobackhome.

“Idon’twanttobethere,theyliedtomemywhole

lifeBam-Bam.Howwasmyfatherokaywithme

thinkingmyownmotherhatedmeenoughtochoose

amanoverme?”She’sleaningbackagainstthe

headboard,armsfoldedonherchest,angerresiding

onhersoftfeatures.

“Maybeyoushouldvisithim,talktohim…”he’sabout

tocontinue,buttheheadshakefrom herstopshim.

“Idon’teverwanttoseehim,Ihatehim.”Shecan’t

meanthat…thatmanisherlife.

“Angermakesussaythingswewouldlaterregret,

don’tuseyourwordscarelesslyLili.Trustme,you

don’twanttobeinthepresenceofregret.”Hewould

knowbecausehe’shadthehonouronceuponatime.



“It’sbeenaweeksincehewasarrested,sinceI

foundoutthetruth.Myangerhaslongjumpedship,

I’m dementedwithrage,Bam-bam.Theonly

differencehereisthatIhaven’tactedonit.Iwill

neverbeabletolookatmyfatherandnotseemy

mother’sbloodonhim.”Sheangrilypoursherheart

out,tearsarenotthatfamiliarwithher,howeverthey

areclose,sheblinksthem away.

Bambindlovufrowns,Liyanahasdifferentsidesto

her.Thisonehe’sneverseen…theLiyanawhogives

intoanger.

“Igrewupwithoutafather,hechoseanotherwoman

overmymother.”Heintroduces.

That’swhathewastold,hedoesn’tholdthe

memoriestoprovethisstatement.Whathe

remembersabouthim ishowhisfatherlovedhim.

“I’m notallowedtomeetmyfather’sfamily,maolady

woulddisownmeinaheartbeatandIcan’thavethat.

Youdon’tknowhowmuchIcravetoknowthem.



You’reluckyLili,you’reluckythatyouhaveafather.

Hearhim out.Don’ttakewhatyouthinkyouknow

andcrucifyhim.”

“I’m sorry,I’vebeensoselfishand…”

“No,”heclogstherestofherwordsasheplacesa

fingeronherlips.“Iliketheselfishyou,youknow

whatelseIlike?”Amischievoussmileplaysathis

lips.

“No,butyou’regoingtotellmeanyway.”She

predicts,thegloomyatmosphereissuddenlyoutthe

window.

“Ilikethatyou’reselfishwithme.”Heteaseswitha

grin.

“NoI’m not.”Liyanaargues,she’sbashfulallofa

sudden.Hiseyebrowsskyrocket,heknowsshe

loveshavinghim around,althoughshehasn’t

confessedtoit.

“Ihaven’tseenmymotherintwodaysbecause

someonedidn’twantmetogobackhome.”

He’sright,she’sbeenclingyaswell.Whentheygot



totheguesthouse,Liyanainsistedtheysharearoom.

Bambindlovudismissedtheidea,hewantedtostay

withherbuthe’saman.Sureamanandawoman

canbefriendswithoutanythingsexualtoit,but…his

headhasbeenentertainingthingsthatcould

possiblyhurthim inthelongrun.

Liyanashiftstolatchherarmsaroundhisneck,he’s

takenoffguardbythehug,butsecurelywrapshis

armsaroundher.

“Thankyouforstaying,you’reagoodperson

Sokalisa.”Shetellshim inasoftvoice.Hehumsin

thoughtashepullsoutoftheembrace,butherhand

rubsthebackofhisneckbeforesheplacesasoft

kissonhislips.

“Liyana?”Thiswasunexpected.

Acallinterruptsthem,Bambindlovufindsan

opportunitytoescape.

“I’m goingtotakeashower,attendtoyourcall.”He

closesthedoorbehindhim,regretcoursesthrough

her.She’snotsurewhyshedidthat,maybeshe’s



becometooneedy.

ShelooksatAmara’scallandrejectsit.

Amarahasbeencallinghersinceshelefthome,

Liyanadoesn’tcare.She’snotreadytofaceher.Her

stepmothertriedtoputherfootdown,butLiyanais

toohurttolistentopeoplewhohaveliedtoher,her

entirelife.

Amaraiscallingagain,herstubbornnessmustbeat

playandLiyanaknowsshecan’tignoreherforever.

“Yes.”That’showsheanswershermother’scallnow.

“Whenareyoucominghome,Liya?”Hereyeschase

thecloseddoor,worrywon’tletherfocusonthiscall.

Kissingherfriendwasamistake,shewantstogo

afterhim andofferanapology.

“I’m busyAmara.”

Lies.

“Liyanadon’tshutmeoutplease,Ineedtoknowif

you’reokay.R.Jneedsyouaround,he’sgoing

throughalot.”



Shehasherowndemonstofight,butshedoesn’t

raisetheissue.Althoughherbrotherisherlife,she

hasnocluehowtobethereforhim.Therewerered

flags,hismoodswings,stayinghomefrom school

andhavingapasswordonhisphone,hesaida

friendhadputitthere.

ThechildisnineandLiyanafounditvery

inappropriateforhim tohaveasecretcodeonhis

phone.Thenexttimeshespoketohim,sheaskedif

hewashidinganythingandwhenhesaidnoshetold

him toremoveit.

“Ihavetogo.”Shethrowsthephoneonthebedand

gruntsasworryengulfsher.

NQABA-

Unlikehistwinbrother,hedoesn’tactinahurry.He’s

beenstalkinghispreyforaweek,waitingtostrike

whensheleastexpectsit.

He’soutsidetheChalaresidence,despitebeinga



teacher,thewomanislivinglarge.Gatedcommunity,

highwalls,electricgate.Carsareparkedoutsidethe

house,todayoneofhersonsisgettingmarried.He

knowsbecauseheinvestigatedherwiththehelpof

hisclosefriendStyles.Heknowsthiswouldbea

greatopportunitytoattack.

Hisphonerings,it’sthecallhe’sbeenexpecting.

“Styles.”Heanswers,nottakinghiseyesfrom the

house.

“Thirtysixyearold,LeratoDebakisoChalawasborn

intheEastRand.Herparentsmovedtothestates

whenshewasten,growingup,shewasaproblem

child.Wasinandoutofjailthroughoutherteenage

years.Guesswhatthefelonywas.”

“Tellme.”

“Childmolestation.Atsixteen,sheworkedasachild

minder.Thechildrenshepickedwereallboysunder

theagesofnine.Ateighteen,shewasarrestedfor

molestingasixyearold.Shewasregisteredasa

childoffenderatnineteen.”

Stylesreallydidhishomework,Nqabanods



impressedbytheinformationgiventohim.Itstates

thatMrs.Chalaisawolfinsheep’sclothing.

“There’smore,”Stylesintroduces.“She’snot

qualifiedtobeateacher,sheusedfakedocuments

togetthejob.”

“Doyouhaveanyclipsforme?”Nqaba.

“Openyouremails,everythingisthere.Don’tmess

thisupMzi.”Stylessays.“Istillsayletmeputa

bulletthroughherskull.”Headds.

Wrongbrother,Styles.

“No,”Nqabadisagreeswithaheadshake.“Deathwill

beaneasywayout,I’m goingtodestroyherslowly.”

“Doyou,justdon’tgetyourhandsdirty.Yourwife

won’tbehappyaboutit.”It’sallajoketoStyles,

Nqabashakeshisheadatthehumourinhisfriend’s

voice.



“MysonwasmolestedStyles.”Angerfindsitsway

backtohim,heclencheshisteethandtakesadeep

breath.

“IknowMzi,andhisfathershouldknowaboutthis.”

StylesmeansRandall.

Nqabahasbeenstalling,tellinghisbrotherthat

Kwamerefusestoopenup.

“Iwilltellhim myself,letmefirstdealwiththis

pedophile.”

“YouknowRandallwon’tbehappyaboutthis,right?”

Styles.

Nqaba’sphonebeeps,it’sacallfrom hiswife

probablyaskingabouthiswhereabouts.

“Ihaveanincomingcall,I’llcallyouifIneed

anything.”

HethinkstwiceabouttakingThandiwe’scall,but

thatmeanshewillhavetodiganotherlie.

BAMBINDLOVU-



“We'lltalk.”He’sdismissingher,thetoneisenough

toletherknowthathedoesn’twanttobefollowed.

Hedoesn’tgiveheralook,hejumpsoutofthecar

withoutbiddingLiyanagoodbye.He’srunninginto

theflatlikeamadperson,hismother’sdistressed

voiceechoinginhishead.

“MaOlady,MaOlady.”Heshoutsashestormsinto

theapartment,atenantbumpsintohim onthe

corridor.There’snotimetobepolite,hefindshis

motherseatedonthebed,chinrestingonherpalm

andfacewetwithendlesstears.

“Mama.”It’sbeenforeversincehecalledherthat,

hersullenfacerisesandtearsseem toseethather

pillarofstrengthhasarrived.Aheartwrenchingsob

emergesfrom hermouth,hewouldcomforther,but

he’stooworriedabouthissister.

“Whathappenedmama?”Shedropshereyes,unable

tolookathim.Ithappenedinhercare,she’snever

beensocarelessinallherlife.Exceptthatonetime;



yearsagowhensheletangertakethesteering

wheelandherlifespiralledoutofcontrol.

“Whereismysistermama?”Heexpectsananswer

thistime.

“TheytookyoursisterSokalisa,theytookmy

daughterfrom me.”

Thisiswhatshehadsaidoverthephone,shewas

toohystericaltoexplain.

“Who?”ThequestionpullsasighoutofThandikela’s

chest,shelookslikeshe’sabouttohaveaheart

attackorfakeonelikeshe’salwaysdonewhenher

soninterrogatesherandshe’snotreadytoreveal

hershame.

“WhotookSindisiwe,mama?”It’snotanorm thathe

raiseshisvoiceather,helovesthiswomanfor

Pete’ssake.Thandikelaisshakinginherboots,her

lowerlipquaveringasshelooksupatherson.

“Herfather,hewasherewithhisuncles.Theysaid

shebelongstothem.”



“Iknewit,”Bambindlovuhisses,angersurging

throughhim.“GivinghertheVilakatisurnamewasa

mistakemaOlady.Itoldyoutochangeit,butnoyou

weretooinlovewiththatfoolSambulotolistento

me.”

Toolatetotakethewordsbackortheslap

Thandikelajustrewardedhim forbeingimpudent.

She’sstandinginfrontofhim,fuminglikelava.They

hardlyeverfight,maybeafewmisunderstandings.

“Don’tyouevertalktomelikethatSokalisa,yesI

havemademistakesinmylife,mistakesIam not

proudofbut…”

“Likekeepingmeawayfrom myfather’sfamily?”

Whathappenedtonotlettingangertakeoveryour

emotions?

Thandikela’seyesdrop,thisistheonetopicshe

refusestospeakabout.Thewomanisnotproudof

herpast,howevershe’stryingandhavingherson

victimisehersetshertenstepsback.



Bambindlovuflipsthecurtainanddashesintohis

room,hedoesn’texpecthismothertofollowhim.

“HowdareyouSokalisa?Howdareyoubringthat

thingintomyhouse?”

He’sgotagunwhichsheknewnothingabout,her

voicebecomesbackgroundnoisebecausehe

knowsshewillcomplainuntilshehasnowordsleft

tosay.Heflipsthemattressover,pullsoutajacket

andthrowsiton.

“Don’tdothis,Sokalisaplease.”Hersonisnot

listeningtoherandit’snotagoodsign,healways

listenstoher.

“Whatareyougoingtodowiththatgun?”She

questions.

Herfootfallsresoundbehindhim ashehurries

towardsthedoor,ifhewalksthroughthatdoor,

thereisapossibilitythatshewillneverseehim

again.

“Youarejustlikeyourfather,”sheyells.Maybethis



istheonlywaytostophim.Shelosthermanall

thoseyearsago,shecan’tlosehersontoo.Hestops

andturnstohisweeping—fragilelookingmother.

“Itoldhim nottogo,Ibeggedhim nottogo.Buthe

didn’tlistentome,heleft.”Hervoicetrembles.“He

choseheroverme,overmeandyou.Evenafter

givinghim ason,Icouldnevermeetherstandards.”

Ifshecouldrewindanderasethismomentshe

would.

“Youmakeitsoundlikeyouusedmetotrapmy

father.”

Hiswordskeepstinging,Thandikela’sfeebleness

hashersobbing.Hereyesfalltoherfeet,shehas

saidtoomuch.

“Callthepoliceplease,letthem handlethis.Idon’t

wanttoloseyou,you’remyonlyson.”Onlya

desperatebrothercanignoreamother’splea.

“Forallweknow,SambuloishalfwaytoSwaziland



withSindi.Iam notgoingtolosemysister.”Hisfinal

wordsandhe’soutthedoorinaflash.

“Sokalisa,ungahambi.OhNkosiyami”(Don’tgo.)

Thetenantsleavetheirroom toinspectthenoise,

she’sonthefloorweepinglikeamotherwhohas

lostherson.

Bambindlovuisherlife,sureshelovesherkids

equally.Butthere’ssomethingabouthim thatties

hertothepast,apastshe’sfightingtokeephidden,

aswrongasitis,shewouldchoosehim overhis

sister.

“Ican’tlosemyson.”Thandikelamumblestoherself,

shedoesn’tknowifhewillcomebackhome.What

willshedowithouthim?

*

*

*
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AMARA-

It’saweekaftermyhusband’sarrestandthepolice

areonmydoorstepflashingasearchwarrant.

There’ssuddenchaosasthepolicerushintomy

house,pushingpastmeandlikebeestheyscatterall

overthehouse,turningitupsidedown.

“Youcan’tdothis,it’strespassing.”Iholleratthe

chubbytallguy,he’stoofocusedonthatbloody

lollipoptopaymeanyattention.

Throughthechaosmyson’svoiceechoesfrom the

stairway,“Mom.”

Hiseyesarewildandfearful,gazingatme.He



doesn’tmovewhenIgesturethathecomestome,I

stepcloserandhetakesastepback.Ithurtsme

thathewon’tletmetouchhim,howdoItakecareof

him whenhewon’tletme.

“What’sgoingon?”Hequestionsashefoldshis

armsandleansagainstthestairrail.

Hedoesn’tknowabouthisfather’sarrestyet,it's

easiertohideitfrom him whenhe'salwaysathome.

Ipulledmysonoutofthatschool,asforChala,

Nqabasayshe'sgotitundercontrol.Thematterhas

notbeenreportedyet.

Goingouthasbecomeimpossible,therearecrowds

ofreporterssurroundingthepremises.

“Baby…”Icallout,myheartachingforhim.

“Mashenge.”Ohgreat!

IhavemanagedtoavoidauntPetuniasince

Randall’sarrest,nowshe’sherewithherhusband



andbrotherin-law.Theyarestandingatthewide

openeddoor,waitingformetoinvitethem in,Idon’t

likethelookonJonas’face.

“What’sgoingon,Mashenge?”UncleJonasyells

overthedisorderlyshoutingandbustlinginthe

house.

“Comein,”Iinvitethem inwhiletiltingmyheadto

thesidetolookatKwame.He’sstillstandingatthe

bottom ofthestairswatchinghisgrandparentslike

theyarestrangers.

“GrandpaMhambiishere,baby.”Itryforawhisper,

inchingcloser.HeandMhambihaveaspecialbond.

IthinkithastodowiththefactthatMhambilooks

likemyfather,Icouldbewrong.ButI’veseenhowhe

looksatKwame,likehewouldjumpinfrontofa

bulletforhim.Histenderloveandcareisdifferent

from theoneuncleJonasoffers.

“Whoarethesepeopleinyourhouseandwhydoes

theboylookfearful?”Petuniaasks,standingbeside

me.



Therearepeopleinmyhouse,that’swhyhelooks

fearful.

“Idon’twanttosayanythinginfrontofhim aunty.”

“I’lltakehim tohisroom,untilthesepeopleleave.”

Shemovescloserinattempttotakehim butR.J

tightlycloseshiseyesandshakeshishead,covering

hisears.Everyoneissuddenlytalkingatthesame

time,whilethepoliceareturningmyfurnitureupside

down.Thechaosisdrivingmecrazy.

“WhatisthisMashenge?Whathaveyoudonetothe

boy?”Canthiswomanwait?

“Iwillexplaineverythinglater.Ineedtotakecareof

myson.Canyoumaybecomebacktomorrow?”

“No,”uncleJonassnapsananswer.Whatthehell

wasIthinkingaskinghim forafavour?

“Yourhouseisfallingapart,yourhusbandisinjail

and…”doesJonassleepmeditatingonthesewords?

“Notnowmalume,please.”Isnapunintendedly.

“Iwilltaketheboyoutside,ndodakazi.Thisplaceis



toocrowdedforhim.”UncleMhambioffers,

scoopingKwameupinhisarms.Hedoesn’tflinch.

“Don’tcallhim Kwame,please.Iwillexplainlater.”I

sendawhisperintohisear,hegivesmeastrange

lookbutnodsstill.R.Jhidesinhischestasuncle

Mhambiwalksthem towardsthebackyard,where

it’slesschaotic.

“Mrs.Okolie.”Thisdetectiveinfuriatesme.

“Didyoufindanything?”Imakesureheseeshow

annoyedIam.

“Wouldyoukindlyfollowustothepolicestation,we

needtoaskyouquestionsregarding…”

“Iam notgoinganywherewithyou,”Igruntthrough

clampedteeth.

“AreyouhidingsomethingMrs.Okolie?”The

audacitytoaskmethisafterdestroyingmyhouse.

“Am Iunderarrestdetective?”

“Mashenge.”That’smyunclereadytotellme,I

shouldnotbetalkingtoamanwithsuchdisrespect.



“No,uncle.Whodothesepeoplethinktheyare?

Theycometomyhouseandtakemyhusbandaway

withoutsolidproof,nowthattheyareunableto

convicthim,theydecidetoturnmyhouseupside

down.Ihavealittleboydetective,whocrieshimself

tobedatnightbecausehisfatherisnotheretotuck

him in.”

“Yourhusbandshould’vethoughtofthatbefore

killingsomeone.”Heripostes,gazingatmewith

judgementinhiseyes.

“Forapersonofthelaw,youshouldknowthatheis

innocentuntilprovenguilty,thatlittlevideoyou

peoplehavespreadaroundmeansnothing.Forall

weknowitcouldhavebeentemperedwith.”Iclap

back,IwilllieformyhusbandifIhaveto.

It’sagoodthinguncleJonasishere,Iwon’thaveto

explainmuchwhenthiscopleaves.

Beforehecouldanswer,oneofhiscolleaguescalls

him andsaystheyareclearedtoleave.Hestaresas

ifgivingmeawarning,thepoliceforcefolloweach

otherout,leavingmyhouseinutterruin.



STYLES-

Ifhewasn’ttryingtofixthingswithhiswife,he

wouldn’tgotothestupidlunch.Hehadtorushout

oftheofficeafterreceivingatextfrom heraskingto

meetupinMabonengforlunch.

Firsthefounditstrangethatshewouldsuggesta

placetheyhardlyevergoto.

Hefindsparkingandbeforejumpingoutofthecar,

grabstheredroseheboughtatsomeflowershop.

Somethingaboutputtingasmileonherface.

Helocksthecar,weaveshiswaythroughcrowds,

searchingforthis“RooftopBBQ.”That’swherethe

textsaidhewillfindher.He’snotfamiliarwiththe

place,sohewalksaroundincirclesuntiltheonly

optionleftistoaskabystanderfordirection.

Ittakesafewminutestofindtheplace,heismetby

loudmusicandloudcrowdstalkingaboveeach

other.

Hestopsattheentrance,eyesbrowsingthe



spaciouseatery.Andtheresheis,seatedononeof

thewhitebencheslookingthehappiesthe’sever

seeninmonths.

Hiseyestrainedonhiswife,Stylesgingerlybegins

hiswalk.Thefaintsmileonhisfaceleisurely

dispersesatthemanseatedwithhiswife,Sethu

didn’tsaytheywouldhavecompany.Hethoughtit

wasgoingtobejustthetwoofthem.

Ashenears,hisheartclenchesatthefamiliarold

manseatedwithher.Sethuisthefirsttospother

husband,herdemeanourshifts,facegrowspaleand

eyeswiden.

“Sethu?”Anincredulouswhisperastherosetumbles

tothefloor.

Themantiltshishead,apompoussmileonhisface.

HestandstomeetStyles’height.

“Sishi,wemeetagain.”Theoldmansays,spitefully.

NowStyleshatessurprisesandSethuknowsthat.

“Whatthefuckisgoingonhere?”Styleswould



controlhisanger,buthedoesn’tgiveashitabout

whatpeoplethink.

“I’m havinglunchwithmydaughter.”Theman

answers.

Thatsmileonhisfacemightaswellbeaweapon,

it’sstingingStylesinallthewrongplaces.

“I’m nottalkingtoyou,Mkhize.”Stylesedgescloser,

shouldersstraight,eyesburningwithrage.

“Stylesno.”Finally,thewifeintervenes.Shestands

inthemiddleofthetwomen,facingStyles.Basically,

thewifeisshieldingherfather.

“WhatareyoudoinghereStyles?”Really,Sethu?

“Don’tplaygameswithme,Sethu.Isthiswhatyou

calledmeherefor?Toseethisshit?”Angryeyes

pointatMkhize.

“What?No!I—Ididn’tcallyou,Styles.”Sheargues,

hewouldpullouthisphoneandpresentevidence,

butfeelshedoesn’thavetojustifyhiswords.

“Whatareyoudoingwiththisman?”Styleshisses,

eyesdarkandheated.



“ItoldyouSishi,mydaughterand…”Mkhize

articulates,it’sthesmuglookonhisfacethatpiques

Styles.

“Howlonghasthisbeengoingon,Sethu?”Likeahot

knifeonbutter,hecutsthroughMkhize’sdisdainful

speech.

Sheseemsnervousandcan’tstopshaking,her

mouthhangsopenasifwordswillvolunteertostep

inandgiveherahand.Theyfailher,leavingher

muteandtearyeyed.Sheknowsthatlookonher

husband’sface,hehateslies,hedoesn’tforgive

betrayal.

“IaskedyouaquestionSethu.”Hisvoicerises,it’s

theangerclawingathim.

“Stylesplease,I-Icanexplain.”

Gosh,she’scrying.Lordhavemercy.

“I’m listening.”Itwouldbeeasierifshewasn’t

lookingintohiseyes,he’shurtandangryandshe



can’tstandit.

“HeneededhelpStyles,Icouldn’tletmyfatherleave

underabridge.He’stheclosestthingIhaveto

family.”

Theheatedlookfrom Styles’facefadesandhis

expressiongoesblank.

“Theclosestthingyouhavetofamily?Theclosest

youhavetofamilySethu?”Stylesshouts,the

loudnessofhisvoicewouldturnheads,butthe

musicislurid,peoplearedrunk,it’saSaturday.

There’salwaysacouplearguingandnoonecares.

“Whataboutme,whataboutSihle?Arewenotyour

family?”

She’spregnantStyles,calm downplease.

“That’snotwhatImeant.”Hervoicecracks.The

womanhasalwaysbeenfragile,lookather

swimminginherownpooloftears.Mkhizeoffers

handsofcomfortbytouchinghershoulders.That

onlyaggravatesStylesfurther,hepullshiswifeto



him.Mkhizepullsherback.Andnotonlydothe

Mkhizeshavebigbeaks,theyhavebighardheads

too.WordsofNeoMaake.

“Don’ttouchmywife,youbastard.”Stylesseethes,

grabbingthecollarofhisshirt.

“She’smydaughterfirstSishi,youshouldbekissing

thegroundIwalkon.Ifitwerenotforme,Sethu

wouldnotbeinthisworld.”

TheMkhizeslovediggingtheirowngraves.

“Fuckyou,Mkhize.”Stylesthrowsapunchthat

sendsthepooroldmanflyingacrossthefloor.

IguessIspoketoosoonaboutpeoplemindingtheir

ownbusinesses,theirnecksareaslongasa

giraffe’s,eyeswidewithwonderwhilesometake

videosbecausewhynot?Everyonewantstostarta

trend.

“Stylesno,whathaveyoudone?”Thedaughteryells

atherhusbandassherunstohelpherfossil…



excuseme…assherunstohelpherfather.

“Let’sgohomeSethu.”Hehasn’tmovedaninch.

Sethuistoobusynursingherfather’sbleedingnose

tohearherhusband’sauthoritativecommand.

Hemarchestowardsthem andMkhize’seyeswiden

withshock,hehideshiswrinkledfaceonSethu’s

shoulder.

“TouchmyfatheragainandIwillneverforgiveyou.”

Sethuthreatens,glaringatthemansheclaimsto

love.Stylesglaresbackunabletobelievethatthisis

hisreticentwife,speakingtohim insuchawayin

thepresenceofhisenemy.

“Fuckthisshit.”Stylesgruntsandnearlydashesout

oftheplaceinafitofrage.



ZITHA-

LivingwithKennethhasbeennothingbutblissful,

peacetasteslikenothingonearth.Whenwecame

backfrom Nongoma,Isisahadgonebacktoschool,

Fezekileissaidtobevisitingfamily,I’m notentirely

surewhatherstoryisandIdon’tcare.

I’m toooccupiedwiththoughtsofhowtoget

Kennethintobed,Ithoughthewouldhaveaskedme

tomoveintohisroom bynow.Themanisslow,I

needtoinitiateeverything.It’sintheafternoon,he

saidwe’regoingoutforlunchinanhour.Thatgives

meenoughtimetoputmyplanintoaction.

ThelasttimeIsawhim hewasinthelounge,Iwant

toseehisreaction,soIstripnakedandmoochout

oftheroom insearchofhim.Thereheis,inthe

kitchengulpingdownaglassofwater.

“Kenny.”

“Mhh!”Ittakeshim agoodsecondtolookatme,I

almostrushtohelpwhenhestartschoking.He’sa

bigman,he’llbefine.Hisjawdropsandeyesexpand



asheglancesmesmerisedbywhathe’sseeing.He

placestheglassonthecounterandclearshisthroat.

Mindyouittookonenightforthemantomakeme

feelcomfortableinmyownskin,hencethe

confidenceI’m wearingbeforehim.Icrossmylegs

whilesendinghim aseductivesmile.

“Is—Isitmybirthday?”Hestumblesonhiswords,

hisvoicehassuddenlybecomecroaky,heclearshis

throatagainashenotesthechangeinit.

“Itcanbeyourbirthdayifyouwant.”Ihintinasoft

tone.

Hiseyesflickeraroundmybody,hisAdam’sapple

moves.Isitmeoristhisgrownmannervous?

“YoushouldgetdressedZithobile,anyonecanwalk

in.”LikeIcare.

“Whenam Ishaggingyou,Kenny?”

“Youmeanwhenam Ishaggingyou?”Hecorrects,

negativelynoddinghishead.

I’m readytogivehim myheart,maybeafterhegives



meapieceofhim.Ihavetoknowhowhetastes

beforelettingmyselflovehim.

“Wecanshageachother,Idon’tmind.”

Ikeepmyvoicesensual,sweatisbiddingdownhis

neckashiseyestraceeveryinchofmynakedbody.

Hiseyesdon’tleavemineforonesecondasItoddle

towardshim totrailmyhandsdownhischesttohis

carvedtorso.IbitemylowerlipasIdipahanddown

hispants,heflinchesandgrabsmywaisttowhisk

meup.HeliftsmeasifIweighnothing,sitsmeon

thekitchencounterandstandsbetweenmylegs,I

releasetheabusedfleshwhenagiggleswooshes

pastmylipswhilelockingmylegsaroundhiswaist.

“Iwantyouinsideme,Kenny.”He’slookingatme

withknittedeyebrows,ifhewerelightincomplexion,

hisfacewouldredden.

Ipullhisshirtoverhisheadandtossitonthefloor

beforeleaningintopressbruisingkissesonhis

chest.

Heslightlypushesmebacktomakeroom forhim to

pepperkissesonmythroatandcollarbone.He



kissesdownmychesttosuckmyhardenednipple,

makingmereleaseaneroticmoan.Mybackarches

inpleasurewhenheflickshistongueovermy

sensitivebud.Idigmyfingersintohisbackand

drawthem downtothesmallofhisback,savouring

inthepleasurehe’sgivingme.

Ilovebeingpleasuredbythisman,maythislast

forever.

“KENNETH!”

Ormaybenot…Fortheloveofsex,whothehellis

that?

Webothfreeze,holdingourbreaths…waiting.

“Kenneth,whereareyou?”Thepersoncallsagain,I

recognisethatslimyvoice.

“IthoughtFezekilewasoutoftown.”Isayto

Kenneth,annoyedtomytits.Hestepsawayfrom me

creatingsomedistancebetweenus,Ihatethispart



righthere.

“Hideinthecupboard.”What?

“I’m notgoingtohide.”Imagine,me…hidingbecause

ofasingleoldwoman.

“Zithobile,you’renaked.Shecan’tseeyoulikethis.”

Heputsmebackdown,picksuphisshirtandwears

it.Idon’tunderstandwhyhe’spanicking.

“Yourauntisacockblocker,Idon’tlikeher.”I

protest,crossingmyarmsandstandingground.Can

youbelievethewomanisstillshoutinghisname?

Mayshegomute,Godhearmyprayer.

“Iknow,butIneedyoutogointhere.”Heanxiously

states.

“No,Kenneth.I’m notgoingtohide.I’lltellherIwas

goingtotakeabath.”

Okay,thatsoundsstupid.Thelookinhiseyes

confirmsmyabsurdity.

“You’regoingtohavetoshovemeinthere,I’m not

hidingKenneth.”



Histall-selftowersoverme,helooksintomyeyes…

gentlycradlesmyface,histhumbstentatively

massagingmycheekbones.

“Iwillneverforceyoutodoanythingyou’renot

comfortablewith.”Hemurmursandkissesmy

forehead.Idon’tknowhowtoreacttothissoIshrug

myshoulders,givinghim asmile.

“Fine,Iwillgo.Buttonight,it’smeandyouonyour

bed.I’m gettingmyhappyendingonewayor

another.”I’m agreeingtononsense.“Istillhateyour

aunt.”

Hishandonthesmallofmyback,heleadsmeto

thepantryfullofeats,givesmeanapologeticlook

beforeclosingthedoor.Thisismylife,Ihave

officiallybecomeasnack.

*

*

*
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RANDALL-

Theprisoncellwasahallowcubeofconcrete,one

wayin,nowindows.Inthereyoucouldhavenoidea

howmuchtimehadpassedorevenifitwasnightor

day.

IunderstandStylesnotbeingabletogetmeoutin

time,mylawyerwasonitaswell.Nonetheless,I

don’tneedhisservicesanymore.Thechargeshave

beendropped,Idon’tknowwhatstringsgranduncle

pulledbutI’m home.

“Nqabaishere.”AmaratellsmethiswhenIslipout

ofthebathroom afteralongbath.Shehandsmea

pairofblackjeanswithablackt-shirt.“He’sinthe

backyardwithnana.”

Ipullherintoahug,lettingmyhandslandonher



babybump.

“Thebabyisgrowing.”Iobserveinthemirror

reflection.Amaraagreeswithaweaksmile.

Shetellsmethatmysoniswithhisuncles,whenI

ask.ShehasnocluewhereLiyanais,I’m notreally

surprised.

“PleasecallLiyana,Ineedtotalktoher,”arethe

wordsIleavemywifewith,whenIstepoutofour

room.

IsaunteraroundthelargegardenuntilIreachalarge

tree,itsbranchesandleavesshadinghalftheyard.

Mybrotherwelcomesmewithahug,Ibowmyhead

asIturntothegrumpylookingoldman.He’ssitting

onachairfacingus.

“Whatwereyouthinking?”Heexclaims,thequestion

ismerelydirectedtome.Howeversincewefound

outwearetwins,we’rebothheldaccountablefor

whatevertheotherdoes.



“HowcouldyoubesocarelessUze?Whenwillyou

growup?IfyouhadcomehomelikeIhadtoldyou,

thiswouldn’thavehappened.”

Hisvoiceisloud,angerresidinginit.Icoulddefend

myselfandtellhim whatreallyhappenedbutIdon’t

daretomoveaninchlestIfuelhisanger.

“We’reallgoingbackhome,thetimeforyoutositon

thethronehaslongpassed.”Thekingcoldly

announcesashestandstohisfeet,he’satadabove

ourheight.

“DoIhavetogoaswell?”Thetwinquestions,hints

ofcuriosityfloodinginhisvoice.

“Yes,Irefusetobabybloodyfortyfiveyearolds.For

yearsweletyouchooseanddecideyourownlife,

drawyourownpath.IfonlyIknewyouweregoingto

messitup.”Afterhe’ssatisfiedwiththewarning,he

standsandleavesusinshockedsilence.

“Didyouseehowoldyourunclelooks?”Nqabayomzi



asks,takinggranduncle’sseat.Icatchthesarcasm

lacedinhisvoice.

“He’sstartingtolookmorelikeourgrandfather,

maybehe’sright.Maybeitistimetogobackhome.”

Ihavenochoicebuttoagreewiththeoldman,butI

haven’tbeentoGhanainyears,andIam notsureI’m

readytogoback.

“WhydoInottrustthat‘maybe?”Hejudgesmewith

alook

“Idon’ttrustiteither.”Nqabayomzilaughsatmy

response.

“There’ssomethingyouneedtoknow.”Herandomly

announceswhenIsitdownbesidehim.

Ifurrowmybrowsinconfusionandrubmynapeat

thesuddenstrangediscomforttearingthroughme.

“It’saboutKwame.”Hesays,rubbinghishands

together.

“Firstly,IneedyoutoknowthatIexposedherin

frontofherfamily.Herhusbandandchildren



disownedherbeforethepoliceofficerstookher

away.”

“Whoareyoutalkingaboutandwhatdoesthis

personhaveanythingtodowithmyson?”Iask

prudently,whiletryingtoremaincalm.

“Mrs.ChalawasKwame’steacher.”

“GettothepointMzi.”Isnap.

Hestares,asifreadingmyexpression.

PainlaceratesmyheartasIlistentoNqabayomzi

recitethehorrormysonwentthrough.Ragecreeps

uponmeasIfighttocontrolmyemotions.

Ishootupfrom thechair,Nqabayomzifollowssuit

andgrabsmyhand,haltingmyfeetfrom striding

intothehouse.

“She’sinjail,Randall,you’renotgoingtodoanything

toher.”Ishefuckingkiddingme?

“Thatwomanmolestedmysonandyouexpectme

todonothingaboutit?”

“Am InotKwame’suncle?YouknowIwoulddo

anythingtokeephim safe.”



“Iwantherdead,Mzi.”

“Chaladoesnotdeservedeath,lethersufferalonein

prison.Imadesureherfamilydisownedher,shehas

nothingnow.LeaveChalatome,I’m goingtomake

prisonhellforher.”Nqabayomzisays,pattingmy

slumpedshoulder

Ifeelmychestclosingin,it’sgettinghardtobreathe,

soIsitbackdown.I’m handedaglassofwater,the

coldrushsoothesmythroatandchest.

“Ithinkit’stimeyoureconsider,gobacktoGhana

andruleoveryourpeople.Giveyourfamilythenew

starttheydeserve,youallneedit.”Headvices,

supportively.

Sittingonthethroneistheleastofmyworries,I

needtodealwithmyenemiesfirst.Runningaway

doesnotmeantheywillperish.

BAMBINDLOVU-



Hedidn’tcrywhenhismothertoldhim hisfatherleft

them foranotherwomanandwasnevercoming

backhome.Hedidn’tcrywhenshetoldhim hehad

passedaway.

However,he’scryingforLiyana,hefoundherfloating

facedownintheVaalDam somewherein

Vereeniging,she’sunconscious.Itwouldn’tbethe

caseiftheywerenotsilentagain.Afterthevision

showntohim,hedidn’tknowwhichwaytogo.

Johannesburgisaprettydamnbigplace,ittooka

minutebuttheyfinallyledhim totherightplace.

Hercarisnowhereinsight,makinghim wonderhow

sheendeduphere.

Heplacesheronthegroundtostartresuscitating

her,theyarebothsoakingwet.Hestripsumqhele

(headband)offhisheadandthrowsitaside.His

handsareshakywhenhetiltsherheadbacktoput

hisindexandmiddlefingeroneithersideofher

windpipe.



There’saweakpulse.

Theprocessisforeigntohim,he’sreadaboutCPR

andhowtogoaboutitbutperformingitisnewto

him.Foreasyaccess,heripshertopopen.He

intertwineshisfingerstogetherandcentresthem on

hersternum,levelwithhernipples.

“Pleaseletthiswork.”Hecheershimselfon,

pressinghishandsdownasdeepashecoulduntil

hehearsacrack.

Hisstupidtearswon’tstopflowingdownhisface.

Hedoesn’tunderstandthem,hecan’tseem tograsp

whyhewouldshedtearsoverthiswoman.His

ancestorsmustsurelybeplayingagamewithhim.

“ComeonLiyana.”Thesyllablesbreakalongwithhis

voice,there’sahugelumponhisthroat.He

swallowstoridofit,tonoavail.He’spumpingher

chest,praying,recitingtheButheleziclannamesand

hopingsomeoneorsomethinguptherehearshim.

Tohisrelief,Liyanacoughsoutwater.



“That’sitLili,comebacktome.”

Thegodsmustbeinagoodmood.

Herskinfeelsicecold,she’stremblingandlooking

athim likehejustpulledheroutofhades.Thenext

logicalthingtodoisdrivehertothenearesthospital.

HeremembersseeingthesighSebokengHospital

onhiswayhere.

ThemomentLiyanaissecureinthebackseat,he

hopsin.Thecaravanwon’tstart,itcan’tbe.Itwas

runningperfectlywhenhegothere.Hewouldcallfor

help,butwhenhejumpedintothewatertorescue

her,hewasn’tsaneenoughtorememberhehada

phoneinhispocket.

Thesunissetting,theyaresurroundedbyvast,

contortedtrees.HethinksofcarryingLiyanatothe

mainroad,perhapstheywillcatcharide.AQuestion

nudgeshim.Willshemakeit?Thewalkisestimated

fortyfivetofiftyminutes,probablylessthantenby

car.

Frustrationlickshim,hegrowlsinangeranddashes



outofthecar.

“Isthiswhatyoubroughtmeherefor?Mysisteris

gone,ImightneverseeheragainandIam stuckin

thisgoddamnplace.HaveInotbeenfaithfultoyou?

You’repracticallystrangersandIdon’toweyou

anything.It’snotmyfaultthatI’m awayfrom you,

whyareyoupunishingme?”Heyellsoutallofhis

frustrations.

Hisattentionshiftstothewomaninthecar,she

mightcatchaseverecoldifhedoesn’tdo

somethingfast.

“I’m…freezing…Bam-Bam.”Liyana’svoicesounds.

Hisclothesarewetaswell,otherwisehewouldoffer

her.

“There’sonlyonewaytokeepyouwarm Lili.”The

thoughtdidcrosshismindawhileago,buthe

respectsher,herbodyissacred.Thenagain,shewill

giveuptheghostifhedoesn’thelpher.Bambindlovu

jumpstothebackseatafterremovinghiswet

clothes,leavingonapairofboxershorts.



Hecanhearhisheartpoundinginhisearsashe

postshimselfnexttoherandencircleshisarms

aroundhernakedbody.Shescootscloseratthetad

heatfrom hisbody,headrestingonhischest.Her

pantsaresoakingwet,sothisbodyheatwillnot

workthewayitshould.

“Lili,”hecallssoftly.

“Mmh.”Theresponseisunclear.

“Youneedtotakeoffyourjeans,atthispointyou’re

atariskofcatchingpneumonia.DoIhave

permissiontodothat?”

WhereisThandikela?Thereisayoungmanwho

deservesapatontheshoulder.Liyananodsasa

response,hepositionsherontheseatandrollsher

pantsoff.Thebragoesaswell.

Thisshouldbecountedasanachievement.Now

withtheirbodiesfullypressedtogether,hisarmsclip

aroundherwaist,rubbinghishandsupanddownher

backtokeepherwarm.



Twohalvesofoneholygrail.

Ishisheartmeanttobedancingthewayitis?A

conversationspeedsuptime,it’sbeenoverthirty

minutes.He’stellingherabouthissisterandher

uselessexcuseofafatherandhowhewillkillhim

onedayandgethissisterback.Liyanahasbeen

listening,shehasn’tgivenanythingback.Probably

becausethesoundofherheartbeatisfightingfor

herattentionaswell.

“Howdidyougethere?Whereisyourcar?”Heharks

backtowhenhearrived.

“Idon’tknowwhathappened,oneminuteIwas

drivingandthenextthecarwasintheriver,dragging

medownwithit.Ifitwerenotfortheopenwindow,I

wouldhavesankwithit.”

“SothatcreatureIsawcouldhavebeentheangelof

death.”Hemumblesunderhisbreath,shedoesn’t

catchanythingnordoessheaskhim torepeatwhat

hesaid.



Inthissilentmoment,thetwoareremindedthatthey

arenakedineachother’sarms.Bambindlovuclears

histhroatbeforeshiftingontheseattoposition

himselfproperly.

“YoumustthinkI’m rudefornotkissingyouback.”

Anythingtocurbhisbrain,it’spackeditsbelongings

andonitswaytogod-knowswhere.

“It’snotthatIdidn’twanttokissyouback,Idid.It’s

allIhavebeenthinkingabout.Ittookeverythingin

menottorushbackintoyourroom andtakeyou.”

Bambindlovu.

“Doit.”Comesaweakvoicewithshatteringteeth.

Hewouldlookdownathersosheseesthenervous

lookthathasvisitedhisface.

“Now?”Heasks.

Ofcoursenow.

Hisbottom lipslidesthroughtheseamsofhislips,

onlytoreleaseitinamillisecond.Liyana’sarms

clencharoundhim,herheadslightlytiltsup.Facing



him now,shewaitsforthefirstmove.

“DidInotbriefyou,mfethu?We’restrandedneara

dam,it’sdarkoutside.Anythingcouldbeoutthere,

ghosts,witches,devilworshippers.”

Heprattleson,nervousashell.Sheshutshim up

withapeckonhislips.Theyaresoft,warm.

Liyanabestrideshim,hishandsglideupanddown

herback.Sheshuddersatthetouch.

Thetwoshareakiss,it’sroughandrushed.He’slike

astarvedsexfreak,kissingherunprovoked,his

fingersclingtothehem ofherunderwearandone

pullripsitapart.Liyanagaspsinshock,there’s

somethingabouthisroughtouchesthathasher

aroused.He’slikeathuginsearchforsomething

illegal.

Liyanaisaprincess,thishasgottobeagainsther

rules...sexinthecar?

“Idon’thaveprotection.”Bummer.

“Ionlyneedtotaketheemergencycontraceptive



withinthreedays,I’m mostcertainwe’llbehome

then.”Shesoundslikeadesperatevirginreadyto

giveupthecookieforherhighschoolcrush.

Liyanawaitsforakiss,Zwelethuwouldalways

showerherwithtenderkisseswhileaskingifshe’s

okay,althoughtheirsexualencounterisnon-existent.

Butthisoneseemslikethetypewhowouldhavesex

withoutkissingher,hismouthisplayingfaraway

from hers.She’sprovenrightwhenhistwofingers

findherclit,hetapsitonce…twice…she’sreadyfor

him,wetasthedam bearingwitnesstothismoment.

Herfacehidesinthecrookofhisneck,armsloop

aroundhim.

Ascream emergesoutofhermouthwhenheslides

intoher,atleastthemanisthoughtfulenoughto

slowthisonedown.Nevertheless,thepain

suffocatesherwholebeing.She’sholdingontohim

asifhe’sherreasonforbreathing.

Hetiltshisheadback,looksintohereyes.Theyare



fulloftears,hisbrowsknitinconfusion.

“DidIbreaksomething?”He’sstupid,shetensely

laughsathisquestion.Thecornerofhismouth

twitchesasmidgeon,notsureifheshouldpartakein

thelaughterorcontinuetoworry.

Liyanapressesherlipsonhis,themotionisenough

togethim startedagain.

“Isthisthepartwhereyoutellmetostartthetumble

dryer?”Bambindlovupusheshislengthfartherin,

compellinghertowinceattheslightpain.Morethan

thatit’spleasurable,nothingshe’severfeltbefore.

“I’m notatumbledryerBam-Bam.”Shetellshim,

breathlessly.She’supclose,helikesithere.

“Youjustmetthetumbledryer,he’sinsideyou.”

Liyanablushesathisanswer.“Youshouldknowthat

I’m aromantic,soI’vebeentold.Idon’tsayIloveyou

unlessit’snecessaryandImeanit,Idon’tknow

whatlovemakingis,Ifuckandmostgirls…”

Whatthehell?



Liyanahastokisshim tostophim from uttering

nonsense.

“Don’ttalkaboutothergirlswhenyou’reburied

insideme,Bam-Bam.Whatawaytoruinthemood.”

Whosaidpeopledon’tcomplainduringsex?

Liyanathrustdownintohim,asmirkvisitshis

features,hetiltshishipsuptomeethers.Thisdrives

him evendeeperintoher.Itdoesn’ttakelongforthe

tumbledryertowork.He’sgroaning,hissingand

moaningwhiledrivinghertothebrinkofinsanity.

HishandscupherperkybreastswhenLiyanaarches

herbackatthepleasurablefeeling.Headfacingup

andhandsonhisshoulders.She’sscreaming,his

nameoccasionallygracingherlips.

Shehasnoexperience,Iguessitcomesnaturally

becauseBambindlovuisnotcomplaining.Theman

ishavingatimeofhislife,pursuinganorgasm.This

isaonemanmarathon,eachracingtofeelthat

magnificentexplosion.

He’sroughlyslammingintoher,twirlinghiships,



handsgrippedonherhipstocontrolhermovements.

Thecarisfilledwitheroticsounds,fogfrom their

sweatandheavybreathing.Feelinglikeshe’slosing

hermind,Liyana'shandslamsagainstthewindow,

asshedoesn’tknowwheretoplaceit.Herscreams

gothroughtheceiling.

“KeepitdownLili…ifsomeonecomeshere,they’ll

thinkI’m slaughteringyou.”

Hiswarninggoesundetected,she’stooloudthatit’s

startingtohurthisears.

“Yousoundlikeadyinggoat,am Ithatgood?”

Bambindlovuquestions.

Yetthemancontinuestothrustinandoutofher.

Coveringhermouthwithhishandwouldbewrong,

sohegagshermouthwithhertornpanties.

Haveyouever?

Nowhe’sglancingintohereyes,thrusting.Hiseyes

arered,bidsofsweataredribblingdownhisshiny



forehead.Helookslikeacriminalwhojustgotoutof

parole.Hismouthishangingopen,thesoundofhis

breathingcanbelikentoahovermachine.

Liyanareachesthepeakofsexualarousalbefore

him,convulsinglikeaNokia3310inhisarms.He’s

stillrunningtherace.Desperatetofinish.

“Dammit!”Hegrunts,thrustingfasterandharderinto

her.“Ican’tcum Lili,Ineedtostretchmylegs.”

Liyanaisonhersecondwave,notbotheredabout

hiscomplaints.

LookattheOkolieancestors,theprincessisgranted

anotherorgasm.

Bmbindlovuiswornout,depletedtosaytheleast.

“That’sit,Ihavefailedinlife.Sexmightaswellbe

banned.”themangrumbles,handsslumpingtohis

sidesandheadfallingbackonthecarseatasLiyana

hidesherfaceintohisneck.She’sbreathinghim in

andseemstobelovingthewayhesmells.



“Whatareyouonabout?”She’sstillclimbingdown

from herhigh.

“Ididn’tcum,Iwasbasicallyablowupdollhelping

youreachanorgasm.I’llhavetofinishthisathome.”

Hereplies.

Liyanacan’thelpbutlaughattheenlightenment.

Someone’ssonhasforgottenhehasasistertofind.

Fearsex…

“Ican’tbelievewejusthadsex.”Liyanapointsout,

it’sonlykickinginnow.

“Youmeanyoujusthadsex.”Thismanisnothappy.

“Comeon,Bam-Bam.”

Heshakeshisheadindisagreement.

“Nope,Irefusetoacceptlies.Inthiscase,youwere

CasterSemenyaandIwasOscarPistoriuswithout

theprostheticlegs.”Hiscomplaintcomeswith

puckeredlips.



Liyanacupshisface,placingalingeringkiss.

“Youdon’tunderstandwhatjusthappened.I’ve

neverhadsexwithamanbefore.”Shehonestlytells

him.Hiseyeswiden,he’snotentirelysurewhat’s

happeninghere.

“You’realesbian?”Hequestions,stillburieddeep

insideher.

“No,myancestorshaveneverallowedmetogoto

thisextentwithamanbefore.Whatjusthappened

nowmustmeansomething.”

Bambindlovu’smouthdrops,browsfurrowashe

takesonaheadshake.

“Okay...Isee...soyourancestorshaveusedmeto

maketheirdaughtercum?Wow!Isthismypurpose

inlifemfethu?IsthiswhatIwasbornfor?”

“Really?You’renotserious?”

Hedoesn’tgetherandshehasnocluehowto

explain.

“Please,I’m notokay.”Hishandshootsupin



defence.“Ineedcompensation,imagineusinga

wholeme.Howdoyousuetheundergroundgang?I

willneverrecoverfrom this.”Bambindlovu.

Liyanaseesnoendtothis,aseductivesmiletakes

overherlipsasshestartsgrindingonhim.

Hisarmsfoldacrosshischest,“Youowemean

orgasm mfethu.”

“Youowememultiplekisses,Ican’tbelieveyou

sleptwithmeanddidn’tevenkissme.”Liyana.

“Ididkissyou.”

"No."Sheprotests.

It’sgettinghardtoignorethewarmthsurrounding

hiserection.Herwallsclenchandunclencharound

hislengthassheslowlytwirlsherhips.

“Youdidn’t.”Liyanacontinues,she’smoaningand

canbarelykeephereyesopen.

“Westartedwithakiss,sexislikeeatingMcDonald's.

Youstartwiththechips,theneattheburgerand

washeverythingdownwiththecolddrink.Ihaven't



gottenmycolddrink,I'm stillthirsty.”Hegripsher

hipstogaincontroloverhermovements,Liyana

looksdefeated.Sheknowsshewillnotbegetting

herkisses.

*

*

*©

A/N:PictureofBam-Bam...



ROADTOROYALTY

Forty-Five

AMARA-

“Idon’tunderstandwhyshewouldlietome,haveI

notbeengoodtoher?”Hegulpsdownanentire

glassofbeerafterthewordsfalloutofhismouth.

It’sveryraretoseeStylesintoxicated,Idon’tknow

whichoneisbetter,drinkingyourselfsillyor

drowningyourlungsintoxicsmoke.

“Takethealcoholawayfrom him,Randall.”Iwhisper

tothemanseatednexttome.

“Lethim be,heneedsittonumbthepain.”

“He’llbenursingaterribleheadacheinthemorning,”

“Howelsewillhelearnnottodrinkhisproblems

away?ThisiswhyIsticktosmoking.”Nowhe

admitshe’sasmoker?



“Yourgrandunclemightwalkin,Randall.Whatwill

youtellhim?”

“Thatamanisheartbrokenandonlyalcoholcan

makehim feelbetter.”Igiveup…

Heripshisgazefrom Stylesandturnstolookatme.

“Don’tcallSethu,”iswhathesaystome,asifthat’s

whatI’lldo.

Whoam Ikidding?Iwasplanningoncallingherand

tellingheroff.Theaudacitytobetrayuslikethis.

“Youknow,Ithoughtshewasmyfriend?”Iventto

him,hedoesn’tseem tocareaboutthissocalled

friendshipthathasmebothered.I’m actuallytalking

tomyselfhere.

Myeyessnapuptothesourceoftheloudburp,it’s

barely9pm,Styleshasn’teatenanything,yethe’s

turningintoadrunkenmaster.

“IagreewithRandall,don’tcallher.”Averydrunk

voicestutters,he’snowlazedonthethree-seater

couch,facingup.“She’sprobablywithherfather,we



wouldn’twanttodisturbhernow,wouldwe?”

“Uze!”Anuncompromising-nonchalantvoicecalls.

Weturntofindhisgrandunclestandingonthe

stairway,hiseyesarejudgingStylesandprobably

everythingheis.

“Aword?”Hegrowlslowly.

Itcouldbethathe’saking,butthatmandoesnot

haveafriendlyface.

“Watchoverhim,I’llbeback.”Randallgivesanorder

beforestandingtomeethisgranduncle.They

disappearintooneoftherooms,Icanonlywonder

whathewantstotalkabout.

IneedtocheckonKwame,Mhambibroughthim

backawhileago.I’m gladitwashim andnotthe

devil’sagent,uncleJonas.

WhatdoIdowithStyles?

“WhereisLiyana?”Stylesrandomlyasks,still

countingthetilesontheceiling.



“I’m notsure,Ibelieveshe’sokaythough.Ididn’t

wanttocrowdherspacesoIleftheralone.”Maybe

itwasstupidofme,shedidn’tsleepathomefortwo

days.IthoughtRandallwouldgocrazywithrage,

strangelyhe’snotscrappingwallsoutofanger.

Stylessitsupfrom thecouch,clumsilyspreadinghis

legsopenlikeallmendowhentheysit.Hisshifty

gazeisstuckonme.

“You’retherightpersontotellthisto,it’suptoyouif

youwanttotellRandall.”Hepasseshisphoneover

tome,I’m dazed,unabletodecipherwhyIhavethis

gadgetinmyhand.

“Scrolltotheright,twice.”

Idoashetellsme,“That’sLiyanaandNkomo’slittle

brother.Theyareinarelationship,Randallwill

probablyloseituponhearingthis.”Stylessays.

Guardedly,Istudythepicture.“I’veseenthisman

before.”



“Yes,that’sNkomo’sbrother.”Stylesanswers,I

barelynoticedtheremarkescapemymouth.

“No,that’snotit,Styles.”I’m onmyfeet,scanning

thepicturewithmyeyes.There’sacollectivesilence

whenIclosemyeyesandletdownthemental

barrierIhadupsinceI’vebeentryingtohealwithout

goingtotherapy.Immediately,myheadpoundswith

memoirsofthatnightinthehotel.

“Thisishim.”Iexclaim,myvoiceandfacefilledwith

unforeseentears.“Thisishim Styles,thisistheman

from thatnight.”

“Areyousure?”Stylesasks,hestands,abruptly

lookingsober.Hetakesthephoneback,hisbrows

furrowasheleersdownatthepictureofLiyanaand

themanheclaimsisNkomo’sbrother.Themanwho

molestedmethatnight.

“AreyousureAmara?”He’saskingagain.Inodmy

spinninghead.TearsrolldownmyfaceandInippily

covermymouthasachokedsobescapes.

“Hisfacewasvagueatfirst,butnowthatI’m looking



athispicture…”Painripplesthroughmeasasecond

sobsurgesoutofmymouth.Mykneesbuckleand

mybodyfailsme,sendingmecrashingonthecouch.

“Amara.”IhearRandall’sconcernedvoice.He’snext

tomeinasplitsecond,eyeshystericallysearching

mybodyfordamages.Hislargehandsheepishly

caressesmybelly.

“Areyouokay?Whyareyoucrying?”Heasks.

Isnivel,lockingmytearyeyeswithhisfearfulones.

Wordsfailme,I’m unabletospeak.

“Styles,what’shappening?Whyisshecrying?”

“MkhizehasgottentoLiyana.”Stylesreveals.

Iam afraidtofindouthowRandallwilldealwiththis.

ZITHA-

JustwhenIthoughtlifewithKennethwouldbea

walkinthepark,Fezekilehasgoneanddoneher



worst.Lord,areyoupunishingmeforwantingtolive

lavishly?KennethismytickettoagoodlifeandI’m

notabouttoletanyonecomeinmyway.

“Sisi,Khabazeladoesn’teatbakedbeans.”Irollmy

eyesather.“IfMaMkhizeseesyou,shewillexplode.

Bakedbeansandmayonnaiseisnotasalad.”

“Aslongasithasmayonnaise,thenit’sasalad.”I

say,asIcontinuetopourthebeansintoabowl.She

givesmealookwhenIaddthreefulltablespoonsof

mayonnaise.

“Pleasegratethecabbageandcarrots,Iwantto

makeacoleslaw.”I’m givenanotherstare.“Whatis

it?”

“Khabazeladoesn’teatanyofthesethings,papand

meatwillbefine.”Iwillchophertopiecesifshe

continuestoannoyme.

“Didhetellyouanyofthis?”Iask,placingmybean

saladintothefridge.

“No,butheisaZuluman.Theydon’teatthistypeof



food,itdoesn’tmakethem full.”

“ImadethisforKennethlastweekandhelovedit.In

factheaskedforsecondsandfinishedoffthe

leftoversthefollowingday.”Iliethroughmyteeth,

takinguptheeyerollagainwhichIshouldgetpaid

for.Ihatecompetition.

Callmeevil,Icouldn’tcarelesswhatshethinks

aboutme.Ihateeverythingabouther,Ihateher

innocentface.Ihateherbigbrowncartooneyes.I

hatehersoftvoicethatdarnnearmeltsmyheart.

IspoketoosoonwhenIsaidKennethhadclothed

mewithconfidence,thisgirlhaspushedmeback

intoabubbleofinsecurity.

“Isthereanythingyouwantmetohelpyouwith?”

WhywouldIwanthelpfrom her?

“Thecabbagehasyournamewrittenonit,Ntombo.”

Shegigglesatmyresponse.Idon’tfindanything

funnyinwhatIsaid.



“It’sMantfombi,sisi.”

Shecorrectsmeandtakesthewoodenspoonfrom

myhandtostirthestewinthepot.

WhatkindofanameisMantfombianyway?

ApparentlyMantfombiandKennethgrewup

together.Hermotherandhismotherwerebest

friends,I’m stillwaitingforhim toexplaintheentire

storytomeandwhysheislivingwithus.

Idon’tlikehowhe’sprotectiveofher,Idon’tlikethe

hugshegavehim thedaythatwitchFezekile

broughtherhomefrom somevillage.Iwasstuckin

apantry,withnowayoutuntilIheardayoung

femininevoiceandhadtotakeapeekonlytofind

herwithherarmsaroundmyproperty.

“Sorry,Ithoughtitwasburning.”Sheexplainsher

forwardness,she’stestingmypatience.

“Whyareyouinthekitchen,Ntombo?”

Herinnocent-lookingfacedrops,Ihopeshe’snot



goingtocryonme.Ican’tstandcriers,theymake

thingsawkwardforme.

“IwanttohelpcookforKhabazela.”Shesays.

Ifshecallshim Khabazelaonemoretime,Iwill

scream.

“Howoldareyou?”Iask,lettingmyeyessweep

throughherbody.Thelongreddressdrapedonher

ishideous,althoughitflowsdownherbodyperfectly.

Fezekilemustbebehindtheheadwrap,Ihatethe

colourpurple.Astohowtheythoughtthesetwo

colourswouldmergeflawlessly,heavenonlyknows.

“Thirtytwo,Iwillbeturningthirtythreein

December.”Herreplyismodest.Thiswomandoes

notlookadayovertwentytwo,she’sfullfigured.

Lookinglikefreshlybakedbread,thosehips

definitelydon’tlie.

She’snotwearingabraunderthatdress,hernipples

areunashamedlypokingthefabric,maybeifher

breastsweren’tsoplumpIwouldn’thaveaproblem



withit.Thenthere’sherflawlesstannedskin,I’m not

okaywiththis.

“Letmeguess,”myeyespiercethroughhers,she

doesn’tholdthestare.Theremustbesomethingon

thefloor,thatshekeepstakinghereyesthere.

“You’reavirgin,right?”I’m curious.

“Haibosisi!”Thesmoothdrawlgivesmetheanswer,

sheisavirgin.

“Goodness-gracious,Ntombo.Howdidyousurvive

allthoseyearswithoutsex?Pleasetellme,youat

leasttouchyourself.”Idoubtitandbythewayshe’s

blushing.

Herlegstartsdrawingcirclesonthefloor,she’s

bitinghernails.

“Sisi…I’m notsurethisissomethingweshouldbe

discussing,especiallywithKhabazelainthehouse.”

SheswitchesoffthestoveandIdon’tlikeit.I’m the

chefforthenight.

“HisnameisKenneth.”Icorrect,exasperatedwith



howsheregardshim.

“Huh!”HereyesexpandasifIhaveblasphemed

againstGod.“Youcan’tcallhim byname,itis

disrespectful.”

“What’sdisrespectful?”

Hiscolognehoversintothekitchenbeforehisface

appears,myeyesdarttotheshygirlanddearGod…

sheisblushingagain.Thelookinhiseyeswhenhe’s

lookingathermakesmewanttogag.It’slikehe’d

giveherheavenandearthifgivenachance.

“MaMthembu.”I’m goingtothrowup.Thisiswhat

hecallsher,bytheway.

“Khabazela,ngabeubabauyaphila?”(Howareyou?)

ShesaysandthismanI’m pursuingseemstobe

lovingtherespectderivingfrom this32-year-old

virgin.SomeonebookmeaflighttoKwaNongoma,I

needlessonsonhowtocatcharichZuluman.

Kennethspecifically.



“I’m fine,howareyou?”Hestandsbesideher,tall

andmajesticinhisblackattire.Theaurathisman

emanatesistoopowerfulforonetoignore.

“I’m fine,ZithobileandIarepreparingfoodforyou.It

willbereadysoon.”Shetellshim.

“IthinkweshouldgooutKhabazela,”myinsecure

assjumpsin.Istandinthemidstofthem.

“Khabazela?”He’sconfused.

“That’syourtotem right?”

“Yes…but,whyareyoucallingmeKhabazela?It

feelsweird.”

“ButNtombocallsyouKhabazela?”Yeyi,Yeyi!This

manmustnot,hemustnot.

“MaMthembucalledmethatsincewewerekids,it

soundsweirdwhenyousayit.”

Great,sotheyarehereregardingeachotherwithso

muchrespectwhileI’m stuckwithhiswesternname.

“FineKenneth,let’sgoouttoeat.I’m cravingspicy

chickenandricefrom Nandos.”



“Gochange,I’llbewaitingoutside.”Gochange?

“IsthequestiondirectedtomeorNtombo?”Iask,

readytoclapback.

“It’sMantfombi,sisi.”Shecorrectsfrom behindme,

Iwillnotbegivingherasecondofmytime.Kenneth

peepsover,he’slookingatherandI’m tryingmy

besttohideherfrom him.Heshouldbelookingat

meandonlyme.

“MaMthembu,don’tyouhaveadressyoucan

borrowZithobile?”MaMthembu…sigh!

Wait…what?

“Youwantmetowearherclothes?”Myvoicerises

justasthewickedwitchofthewestwalksin.

“Mantfombihasavarietyofbeautifuldresses,she

dresseslikearespectfulyoungwoman.Someone

onewouldtakeseriously.”Fezekilehasabigmouth,

Iofficiallyhateher.

“Iknowtheperfectdressforyousisi.”Mantfombi

says.Iam nothersister,whatthehell?



“Kenneth,istheresomethingwrongwithmyoutfit?”

Iignorethetwowomenandgiveallmyattentionto

thistallgiantinfrontofme.

“Uh…N...No.”He’sstammering,he’slyingtome.

ThisissomethingIhavepickeduprecently,he

stammerswhenhelies.Mayhebitehistongue,one

ofthesedays.

“Whatdoyoumean,no?”Fezekilecutsin.“She’s

wearingabodysuitwithleathertights.Cansheeven

breatheinthere?I’m sorry,butawomanneedsto

dressforherbody,wecanpracticallysee

everything.”

“NotnowMaMkhize.”Kennethreproaches,firmly.

“Iactuallyloveheroutfit,youlookbeautifulsisi.”The

newtenantsingsmypraises.Iwouldfindher

adorableifIdidn’tfeelintimidatedbyherpresencein

thishouse.

“Thankyou,Ntombo.Let’sgoKenneth,I’m hungry.”I



takehishand,heholdsmeback.“Don’twaitup.”I

tellthetwowomen.

“TakeMantfombiwithyou,showheraroundjoburg.”

Fezekilesays,pushinghertowardsKenneth.

“Idon’tthinkthat’sagoodidea,maybenexttime.”I

argue.

Thiscannotbehappeningtome.

“I’m sureMaMthembuwouldlovethat.”Kenneth

says,ishesmilingatheroram Iseeingthings?

Ican’tbethatpettygirlintheroom,Ihavenochoice

buttoagree.

“GochangeNtombo,we’llwaitforyouinthecar.”I

tellher,Ineedtorushtoclaim thefrontseat.This

oneandKennetharetoocloseformyliking.

“There'snoneed,shelooksfine,”IsthatKenneth’s

voice?JesustellmethismandidnotjustsaywhatI

thinkhesaid.

“Noshe’snot,shecan’tgooutwearingthisdress.

Lookatthesleeves.”Shewillthankmelater.



“What’swrongwiththesleeves?”Sigh!Kenneth

again.Mantfombihastakentimetoinspectthe

unsightlyshortsleevesofherreddress.

“Mygrandmotheroncehadacurtainthatlooked

exactlylikethis,Iwouldn’tbesurprisedifitwas

madefrom thesamematerial.”Liesaregoodforthe

soulsometimes.

Someonegasps,it’sFezekile.

“IsaidwhatIsaid,Ntombowillthankmelater.I

don’twantyoutrendingforthewrongreasons.

Peoplemakememesoutofanything.”Theybetter

takemeseriously.

“Idoubtthatwillhappen,yourdressisfine

MaMthembu.”ThisistheumpteenthtimeKennethis

takingherside.Ihopeheseesthiswomanasa

sister,I’m tootiredtobefightingdemons.

“Bab’Khabazelaisright,he’solderandwiser.”Iquip,

deeplyirked.

IknewIshouldhaveshaggedthisman,Ihatethis

softspothehasforMantfombi.Confusionplayson

hisface,he’scaughttheangerswirlingaroundme.



“Pleasegatherinthediningroom,dinnerisalmost

ready.”Sarcastically,Itelleveryone.

"I'm nothungry."Fezekilespits,shedoesn'teatmy

foodandIdon'tcare.

“Goahead.”KennethdismissesFezekileand

‘MaMthembu.’

Iturnawayfrom him thesecondtheroom iscleared.

“What’swrong?”Hisvoiceissoft,lacedwithconcern.

“Yousaidyouwantedtogoout.Whyhaveyou

changedyourmind?”

HemustbecrazyifhethinksIwillgooutwithhim

andNtombo,thewholethingisjustoff.

“Imixedbakedbeanswithmayonnaise,Ijustneed

tomakecoleslaw.MaMthembusaysyoudon’teat

those.Isittrue?”

Iputemphasisonhersurnameandlookovermy

shoulderintimetoseehisfacecrumpleintoafrown,

he’snotsayinganythingandthathurts.Knowing

thatsheknowshim betterthanmehurts.



Alumpformsonmythroat,Iblinkafewtimes

callingupontears.

Ifyouwanttoseeifamanisintoyou,playwithyour

tears,makesureheseesthem.Cryhim ariverifyou

haveto,Iguaranteeyourfatherwillwakeupthe

followingdaywithcowsgrazinghisyard.

Iturnawayfrom him.Thecabbagewon’tgrateitself,

Iwagewarwiththegraterandthevegmakingsure

heseestheangerdancingwithmyhands.

“Zithobiletalktome.DidIdosomethingwrong?”He

standsbesideme,hisscentisforeverintoxicating.

“Iknowyou’reaninfluentialmanKenny,you’reused

toeatingSushiandprawns.YoudrinkJacobs,when

IhavetosettleforFrisco,itlookslikecoffeebut

doesn’ttastelikecoffee.Ieatfatcakesforbreakfast

ifnotleftoversfrom lastnight’ssupper.Mybed

makesalotofnoisewhenIclimbonitthatIhaveto

freezeandholdmybreath,thinkingitwon’tbreakifI

dothat.That’smylife,it’sallIknow,It'showIgrew

up.I’m tryingmybest.Pleasesayyou’regoingtoeat



mybakedbeanssalad.Wecanevengiveitanameif

itwillmakeyoufeelbetter.”

Iflapmyeyesathim,he’sstillstaring.

“IwillneverrejectyourfoodZithobile,Iappreciate

theeffortyoumadehere.Ngiyabongamama.”

(Thankyou.)

Sheesh!Ihearsoundsofjubilation,weddingbells…

oldwomenululating.Getthosedressesmadeladies,

it’sawedding…

Hetakesmyhand,slowlybringsittohismouthto

kissit.Hiseyesnotleavingmineasecond,Iwish

Fezekilewouldwalkin.Apparentlyhedoesn’twant

hertoknowaboutwhateveritiswehave.

“Thankyou,Kenny.You’remymorningafterpill.”

“What?”Hisfacedrownsinconfusion,heneedsan

explanation.

“Itmeansyoumakemehappy.”

Heshakeshishead,nonchalantlyandturnstowalk

away.



“I’m givingyoupermissiontoaddloveportioninmy

food.”

Hesaysashedisappearsintothepassageway,I

needtotapthatbeforemypregnancybellygetsin

theway.

*

*

*

A/N:OurZitha
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ZITHA-

“Ihearwhatyou’retellingme,aunty.WhatIdon’t

understandiswhyyou’retellingmeallofthis?”

“YourcousinwasattackedZithobile,theybrokeboth

hislegs.He’llneverbeabletowalkagain.Gatsha

saysyousentamantoattackhim andSbongiseni

whiletheyweresleepingatnight.”

Thedevilmustbetestingme,whydoIhavetodeal

withthiswomanatsuchanungodlyhour?

“Whenwasthis,aunty?”Boredom liesinmyvoice.

“It’sbeenoveraweek,andthedoctorssayhewill

neverbeabletowalkagain.”

WaytogoKenneth…IlikewhatI’m hearing,Iwould

havelovedtoseehim torturethosefools.The

thoughtofitalmostgivesmeanorgasm.



“IsthisthesameSbongiseniIwastoldwas

paralysed?”Ienquire,feigningshock.Thesepeople

thinkI’m anidiot.

“Z—Zitha…I…”Shestumblesonherwords.“You

needtocomehome,I’m readytoforgivewhatyou

did.You’remysister’schild,youcan’tlivewith

strangerswhileI’m stillalivemybaby.I’m hereto

takecareofyou,Ilo…Iloveyou.”

Thereisnotruthinherwordsorvoice.Doesshe

thinkI’m thatgullible?

“I’m notcominghomeaunty,goodnight.”Idisengage

thecall,grabthegiftboxonthebedsidetableand

makemywaytoKenneth’sroom.I’m notsleeping

alonetonight,Imadesureofitbygettinghim this

present.Iknowhe’sgoingtoloveit.

Thedoorisclosed,oneknockandIwait.Thedoor

flingsopenasIscrapofftheitchtoknockagain,my



eyesimmediatelyfallonthemanwhomakesmy

heartskipabeat.He’sstandinginthedoorway

wearinglong-blackpyjamapants,hischestand

torsooutintheopen.

“You’relate.”I’m surprisedbyhisquip,thesternlook

inhiseyesisoverpoweredbyasmilethat’s

displayedinhiseyes.

“Youwereexpectingme?”So,he’sbeenwaitingfor

metobringmyselftohisroom?

“Comein.”myfeetdon’twaver,Ihandhim thegift

boxandbouncetowardsthebed.“Openit,it’syour

presentforbeingyourself.”

Ichoosetheleftsideofthebedandslideinsidethe

blankets,I’m nervousabouthowhewilltakethis

gesture.Mygazedartstohim,tofindhim inagood

moodwithanopenboxinhand.Hesimpers…

“Thisis…”hiseyesmovefrom theboxtofindme

bashfullystaringinanticipation.“Nice.”



Heclearshisthroat.

“Noonehaseverboughtmeanythingbefore.”He

continues,noddinghisheadwhilerevealing

multitudesofgingeredcondoms.

“I’m gladyoulikeit,itwasn’teasybuyingthose.”I

gotthem atagarage,thecashierstheregaveme

funnylooks.Iwon’tbegoingbackanytimesoon.

“Therearesomanyflavours,whichoneisyour

favourite?”Heasks,smilingatmewhichisrather

peculiar.Kennethhardlyeversmiles…Strangely,my

faceflashesfrom histongue-in-cheek.Hesaunters

tothebed,handsleisurelyplayinginthebox,ashe

examineseachfoilpacket.Ifeelmybodyheatup

whenhemovesatasnail'spaceonthebedbeside

me,toocloseformetosmellhisentrancingscent.

Theboxisplacedonhislap.

“There’smint,”helooksupatme,seductively.

“Bubblegum,strawberry,grape,orange…”



“You’reshameless.”Iteasehim,feelingwaytooshy

formylikingandstartlinglyembarrassed.

“Hey,Iwanttotestthem.Takethem forarideand

seewhichflavourIlikebest.”MyKennethissaying

this?

Placingtheboxonthenightstand,helaysnexttome,

coveringmewithhisarmsfrom theback.Ileaninto

histouchwhenhesnuggleshisfaceinmyneckand

sniffsinmyscent.

“Thankyouforthepresent,Iloveit.”Hewhispers

againstmyskin,showeringmewithwetkisses.

Ifeelhishandmovetowardsmybellyandcringe,

notbecausehe’stouchingme.Idon’twanthim to

bondwiththefetus.I’m gettingridofiteitherway.

Ishuffleinhisarms,hemoveshishand.Ilikewhere

it’sgoingnow,towardsmybust.

“Doyoulikethem?”Imeanmybreasts…hegroans

asareply.

“Whenlastdidyouvisityourmother’sgrave?”He’s



askingaboutmymotherwhilehishandisplaying

withmybreasts.Men!

“I’vebeentoobusytovisither.”

“Icangowithyoutomorrow.”KennethoffersandI

failtograsphissuddencuriosity.

“Ihavethingstodotomorrow.”I’m lying.

“Wecangowhenyou’redone.”

“Iwillbebusythewholeday,Kenny.”

“Don’tneglecthergraveZithobile.”

ThisisnotwhyI’m here,Idon’twanttotalkabout

mymother.

“I’m notdoingthat,I’m justnotreadytovisither

grave.”

It’sunexplainablehowthethoughtofvisitingher

angersme.

“Canwepleasenottalkaboutmymother?”

ItwistinhisarmsuntilI’m facinghim,Idon’texpect

toseethisgloweronhisface.



“Idon’tknowhowyourkissestasteanymore.”We

haven’tbeenkissingfortoolongformetoactually

craveforhiskisses,butIdo…everysecondof

everydayandImisshim,he’sherebutImisshim.

MyheartisstrangelyracingwhenIleanintonuzzle

mynoseagainsthis.Mybreastsarepressedtohis

chest,hishandsareonthesmallofmyback…

casuallycaressingme.

“Kenneth…”Ibreathe,hehushesmebysmashinghis

mouthonmine.Sketchinghistongueonmybottom

lip,henonverballyasksforconsent.Mylipspart,

givinghim accessandheslipshistongueinmy

mouth,whirlingitaroundinawaythatmakesme

dizzy.

Myheartfeelshappyandatpeaceathowcarefully

heholdsmeinhisarms.

“Rememberwhatyousaidthefirstnightwespent

together?”Hestaresatmyquestion,Iloopmyarms

overhisheadandpeckhislips.



“YousaidI’m yoursforever,”henods.“Iwantyouto

bemineaswellKenneth.”

Idon’twanttofeellikeIwouldlosehim anytime.His

eyesglintwithwhatIthinkisadoration.

“I’m allyoursZithobile,Igivemyselftoyou.Youhave

therighttodowhateveryouwantwithme,Iam

yours.”Isquirm andblinkawaytears.Hisdark

demeanourcontradictswithhissweetwords,heis

sosappyandromanticandIdoubtheisawareof

that.

“Kenneth,”Icall,tohavehim raisehisbrows.“Make

lovetome.”

Thelookreflectinginhiseyeswarmsmyheart,he

capturesmymouthinapassionatekiss.Iclosemy

eyesandallowmyselftogetsweptawayinalong,

insatiablekiss.

BAMBINDLOVU-

“Youshouldletmedriveyouhome,Lili.Yourmother



mustbeworriedsick.”Hetellsher,theywouldstill

bestuckbythedam haditnotbeenforthewhite

couplethatwashikingundertheblanketofstars…

Yeah!Strange…

Hiscargotajumpstartthankstothecouple.God

sureworksinmysteriousways,orwasittheir

ancestors?

“I’llgohometomorrow,I’m notinthemoodtosee

anyone.”She’sonthepassengerseat,curledupina

sweatergiftedtoherbythestrangers.

“Anyonebutme?”Asmirkvisitshisface,it’s

seductive.

“Areyoutryingtoseduceme?”Aquestionisthrown

athim,hereyesnarrowtohavehim laughoutloud.

Atexactly00:47am,heparksthecaravaninitsusual

spot.Sheinsistedongoinghomewithhim,although

parkedoutsidehisflat,heisagainsther



carelessness.Shehasbeenawayfrom homeforfar

toolong,it’snotrocketsciencethatherfamilymust

beworriedandheknowsit’scarelessofhim to

entertainherchildishbehaviour.

Theymakeitsafeonthestairs,thedreadedwalk

begins.

“Wehavetokeepitdown,mymotherissleeping.I'll

sneakyououtbeforeshewakesupinthemorning.”

He’sneverhadagirlsleepoverbefore,Thandikela

mightnotapprove.Liyanaisawarethatsheis

askingfortoomuch,shealsoknowsthatthisman

walkingbesideherwouldneversaynotoher.

TheyfindThandikelawideawake,seatedonthebed

andlookinglikeherworldhascrumbledrightbefore

hereyes.Thegirlwithhersonisnotthegirlhehad

saidhewasgoingtofetch.

“Whereisyoursister?”



Comeon!Sheknowswheresheis,shelethergo

withthosepeople.

Liyanaisinstantlyclothedwithablacklook,herback

pressesagainstthewallasshefailstofindaplace

tohidefrom thewoman’sglare.

“CanIexplainlater?Haveyouseenmyphone?The

otheronedied”Bambindlovuprattles.

He’sfindingithardtolookhismother’sway,he

failedherandhissister.

“It’sinyourroom.”Heknowsthattone,he’sin

trouble.

ThandikeladartshereyestoLiyanathesecondher

sonisoutofsight.

“Themanwhowasarrestedisyourfather?”That’s

anunexpectedenquiry,Liyanafrownsbecausewell...

Whywouldsheaskherthat?



“Howdoyouknow?”

“Isawhim onTV,he’stheonewhocametofetch

youthatnight.AndyourmotheristhatTVreporter?”

It’snotaquestionperse,Thandikelaisjust

observing,makingsuresheputthepuzzlescorrectly.

“Yes.”Liyanaisstartingtofeeluncomfortable,

especiallywiththelookgiventoherbythiswoman.

Thandikela’spenetratinggazeremainsonthegirl

leaningagainstthedoor.

“Haveyousleptwithhim?”Okay…Blunt,aren’twe?

Liyana’sheartjolts,shewondersifshecanseeright

throughher,ifshecansensewhattheydid.Ordoes

agirlwhojustbrokehervirginitygiveoffacertain

typeofaura.

“And?”Thandikelaiswaiting,glaringatthepoorgirl

andLiyanahastheanswerbutthat’snotsomething

youtellthemotherofyour…whataretheyagain?

“Itwoulddoyougoodifyouwouldstayawayfrom

myson.”Shecan’tbethosemothers,canshe?



Thesonwalksbackintoaheavyroom,swirlingwith

malice,confusionandpettiness.Hiseyesfindhis

mother’sdisgustedfacethenLiyana’sembarrassed

one.

“Whathappened?”Helooksathismotherandgets

nothingbutastone-coldlook.

“Herfatherwillneverallowthistohappen,hewillkill

youforevenlookingathisdaughter.”

Thandikela’stalkingaboutLiyana’sfather,andthis

thingthat’sbrewingbetweenthem.Bambindlovuis

confusedforameremoment,hewouldbeofcourse.

Hismotherishardlyeverrandom.

“DidSambulocall?”Hedecidestosnubher

observationorsnoopingrather.Whathedoeswith

girlsisnoneofherbusiness.Herjobistomother

him notpickawomanforhim.

“No.”Theanswerisforced,givesahintof

unimportance.Isthisnotthewomanwhocouldn’t

stopcryingoverherSindisiwe?



“GivemehisnumbersmaOlady.”He’sscrollingdown

hisphone,searchingifhehasthenumbersornot.

“WhathappenedSokalisa?”Annoyanceplayson

Thandikela’sface.“Youleftheresayingyou’regoing

tobringyoursisterhome.Butyoubringsomeone

elseinstead.Am Iafooltoyou,Sokalisa?”

“Haibo,maOlady?Z’khiphani?”(What’swrong?)

He’scan’tmanoeuvrehiswaypasthismother’s

moodswings,hisattentioniscaughtbyLiyana

clearingherthroat.She’snowstandingagainstthe

walllikeascaredlittlemouse.Notoncehas

Thandikelaofferedheraglassofwateroraseatto

restherfeet.

Thandikelashiftsonherbed,scratchesherheadas

iftryingtowardofftheannoyancepricklingather.

“IhateitwhenyouspeaklikethatSokalisaandI

hateitwhenyoudisobeyme.”

“Whereisallofthiscomingfrom?WhendidI

disobeyyoumama?”Maybecallinghermamawould



easeheranger.

“Youcomehomewithagirlinthemiddleofthe

night,youdarebringhertomyhouseaftersleeping

withher,Sokalisa.”

Havingheardenough,Liyanasnapsoutoftheroom,

maybesheshould’velistenedtoBambindlovuand

lethim takeherhome.

“Didyousleepwithher,Bambindlovu?”Bambindlovu?

Sincewhendoesshecallhim that?Shestands,eyes

engrossedonhim.

“Didyouhavesexwiththatgirl?”Thequestion

comesagain,demandingananswer.Bambindlovu

doesnotmoveaninch,howeverheisstunnedbyhis

mother’ssuddenanger.

“MaOlady…”

“Boy,Iaskedyouaquestion,youwillanswermeif

youknowwhat’sgoodforyou.”

Thisisuncomfortable,thestareisstern.



Howdoyoulietoyourmother,especiallywhenshe’s

standingtooclosetostranglethelifeoutofyou?He

dropshiseyesandnods,notasecondlater,

somethinghardcollidesagainsthisface.Itleavesa

burningsensationandthrobbingpain.Herubshis

cheek,eyeswildandfilledwithdisbelief.Shehas

neverlaidahandonhim,maybethisiswhyher

handsaretrembling.

“Mama.”Awhisperswayspasthislips,sheslaps

him ontheothercheek.

“Whatareyoudoing?Whatiswrongwithyou?”He’s

askinghismother,notetheirritationonhisface.

“YouaresostupidSokalisa.”She’sshoutingthis

time,throwingpunchesonhischest.Hewouldhold

herhandstohaltthiscrazybehaviour,but

ThandikelaisanAfricanmother.Sheismore

dramaticthanthewordoutlined.Bambindlovutakes

itall,thepain,theinsults.

“Whathaveyoudone?Iraisedyoutobea

respectableman.Nottothinkwithyourpen!s,like

youruncle.IsthiswhatIgetformyhardwork,for



youtobecomeyouruncle’sreincarnate?”

Shestops,eyeswideanddubious.Herhandrapidly

covershermouthasifchastisingherself.

“Myuncle?”Bambindlovuasks,andthishas

Thandikeladrawingawayfrom herson.“Whichuncle?

UncleJonas?UncleMhambi?”

Shechokesonhersalivaandturnsawayfrom her

son’ssterngaze.Thelasttimesheheardthese

nameswaswhen…when…Thandikelacan’tbring

herselftotravelbacktothepast,it’stoopainful…

toodisgraceful.She’snotthatwomananymore,she

believessheisnotthatwomananymore.

“Takethatgirlbacktoherfather’shouse,andstay

awayfrom her.”Thandikelademandsfoldingher

arms,she’slookingeverywhereexcepthisdirection.

Thetonesheusesstatesthatthisisnotupfor

discussion.

“Answermefirst,whichuncleareyoutalking



about?”He’snotgoingtoletthisgo,ishe?

Thandikelaclencheshertearyeyes,secretesalong-

deepbreath.Shegrabsthenearestobjectand

throwsitacrosstheroom,theboyducksthephone

comingathim.Ithitsthewallwithaloudbangthat

pullsLiyanabackintothebedroom.Eyesprobingthe

miniatureroom,shefindsafumingThandikelaanda

sadBambindlovuwhoisgatheringthepiecesofthe

phonefrom thefloor.

“IwillreplaceitbeforeSindicomesback,don’tworry

maOlady.Iwilltellheritwasmewhobrokeit.Iknow

howyoucan’tstanditwhenshe’supsetwithyou.”

There’ssomethinginhisthroat,it’smakingithard

forhim tospeak.

“Bam-Bam.”Liyanamurmurs,afterunderstanding

thesituation.Bambindlovuwouldlookherway,but

shamehashim snubbingher.Thandikelais

drenchedinregret,sheisunabletolookatherson.

“Takeherhome.”Thandikelainsists,asshe

moochesbacktoherbed.Hersonreplieswithan



exasperatedbreath.

“It’slatemaOlady,Iwilldriveherbackhomeinthe

morning.”

Thiscannotbehappening.

“DammitBambindlovu.”Thandikelashouts,startling

Liyanaandshockingherson.“Whyareyoubenton

becominglikehim?Youdon’tlisten,that’syour

problem.Isaidtakethisgirlbacktoherfather’s

house.”Herhandsarecurledaroundhisleopard

printvest,she’sfuming…breathingnothingbutfire.

“MissThandikela,no.”Liyanafindsherselfbudging

in,tryingtoloosenThandikela’sgrip.

“Stayoutofthis,”withonepushfrom her,Liyana

stumblesacrosstheroom.“Thishasnothingtodo

withyou,it’sbetweenmeandmyson.”

“Mama,I’m sorry.Ngiyaxolisastandwasam.”An

unexpectedapologyfrom him,hisarmsroam

aroundherplumpwaist,holdingherinatight

embrace.Hehastohunchoverforhisheadtoreach

herchest.



“Pleasecalm down,Iwilltakeherback.Iwon’tsee

heragainifthat’swhatyouwant.”

AmomentofsilenceforLiyana’shappiness.

Thandikeladoesnotreciprocateherson’shug,she

pusheshim offofher,fixeshergarment.“Iexpect

youhomebeforemorning.”Thisshesaysasshe

climbsbackonthebed,turnstofacethewalland

closeshereyes.Bambindlovucentreshisattention

onLiyana,he’snotsurewhattheexpressiononher

faceis,howeveritboarders,onmisunderstanding,

hurt,fear.Basicallyamixtureofemotions.

HewalkspastLiyana,knowingshewillfollowhim.

It’snotlikeshehasachoice,thisisnothermother’s

house.

*

*

*
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Sleeplessnightsareokay,Iwouldratherbe

dreamingofcourse.Butnotaboutmymother,ever

sinceKennethbroughtherup,sheappearsinmy

dreams.Sheneversaysanything,onlystareswith

sadnessinhereyes.

Sotoavoidseeingher,Ihaveacceptedtheinvitation

ofextendednightsofinsomnia.

I’m onthecallwithMandlathedriverwhotellsme

he’satacarwashandwillarriveatCrestaMallin

tenminutes.Tenminutesistoolongtowaitata

mall,I’m spent.Mantfombiinsistedontaggingalong

forgroceryshopping,shewenttothebathroom

whileIpushedatrolleytowardstheparkinglot.



“ZithobileMthombeni?”Afemininevoicecoos,

causingmetoturntothedirectionhervoicecame.

Twowomenarestandingbeforeme,onecouldbe

thesameageasmyauntandtheotherprobablya

fewyearsyounger.

“Yes.”

Theolderone’sfaceturnssourassherepeatedly

nodswithalopsidedgrin,eyessweepingthe

entirenessofmybody.

“Soyou’rethehomewreckerwho’sbeensleeping

withmyhusband?”Shebellowsoutanaccusation

thatrendersmespeechlessandmystified.

“What,youcan’tspeaknow?”ShecontinuesandI’m

lost.Idon’tdomarriedmen…ImeanI’veneverslept

withamarriedman.

“Ithinkyou’vegotthewrongZithobile,Idon’tknow

whatyou’retalkingabout.”

Shelaughs,sneeringly.

“DoesTshilidziMulaudziringabell?”



OhmyGod.IfallnumbtotherealizationasIlookat

theangrytwowomen.

“It’ssotypicalofmyhusbandtogoforayoung

prostitute.”

“Look,Idon’tknowwhoyourhusbandis.You’vegot

thewrongperson.”IdenyasIholdalookofworryin

myeyes.

ThatbastardTshilidzi…HowdidInotknowthathe’s

married?

Thewomenbawlprofanities,causingus

unnecessaryattention.Notwantingtobepartofthis,

Iturntogobackinsideandprobablyfindthewoman

Icameherewith.Mytripisshortlivedwhenastrong

handgrabsmyhair,pullingmeback.IyelpwhenI

landwithaboomingsoundtotheground.Idon’t

knowwhichonehasmybraidsinatightgrip,making

ithardformetogetbackupanddefendmyself.

“Whatareyoudoing?Don’ttouchme,letmego.”I

holler,tryingtoloosenhergripfrom myhair.



“Iwillshowyouwhatwedotoprostitutes.”It’sthe

olderwoman,she’spullingonmybraids.

“Umph!”

Aircomesoutofmylungslikeburpoutofadrunk’s

mouthwhenheraccomplicekicksmeonmyspine.

MykneesbendagainstmywillandImanageto

blockthenextkickthat’scomingformystomach

whilereachingblindlyforherleg.

Perhapsbeingghettomightsavemysorryass.

Theyoungerfemalefallswithaloudthudbesideme,

Istraddleher,myeyesrisingtocheckonherfriend

andthendartingbackdownwithequalmeasuresof

furyandterror.Myfocushaslongmovedfrom

Tshilidzi’swifewhocontinuestopullmyhair

forcefully,Islapherfriendwithmyopenhand-full

acrosstheface.Shescreams,rapidlyblinkingher

eyes.Herheadachemustbefrom thedeepestpits

ofhell.



Sheextendsherhandandscratchesmeonthe

cheek,beforeIcanattack,mybodyjoltstowardsthe

rear.Myback,andheadpainfullyhitsthegravel,I

feelatwitchofpainonmybody.Idon’texpector

anticipatethewifeoverlappingme,she’sshouting

vulgarandslursasshedoesso.

Myfacetakesmultipleslapsthathurtlikeabitch.

I’m palpitatingwithterrorwhenherhandstightenon

mywindpipe,deprivingmeofair.Herthighsclaspon

bothmysides,squeezingmywaist.

Tshilidziandhiswifemustbefansofwrestling,

damnthesepeoplecanfight.

JohnCenahasnothingonagirlfrom thestreets

though,Ismashanelbowonherfaceshatteringher

nose,shegruntsandfallsoverandthisgivesmea

chancetogetup.Ifeelasharppainonmylower

abdomenandpressahandoveritasIgruntin

agonisingpain,mybodyslumpedoverinprotective



mode.Imightlosethebabyintheprocess,Iwould

countthatasablessing.

“ShebrokemynoseRendani.”Thewifeyelpsinpain,

handinspectingherbleedingnose,whilegettingup

from theground.

“Ihaveablackbeltinkasistyle,touchmeagainand

Iwillslapyoubacktothesuburbs.”Theplucktotalk

backwhileI’m aching…Imusthaveadeathwish.

“You’regoingtopayforthis,youbitch.”

TheRendaniwomanshoutsandchargesatme,

growlinglikeanangrybull.Isliptotheright,which

throwsheroffenoughsothatIcouldnursethe

excruciatingsorenessonmybelly.Ifthisbaby

decidestogobackwhereitcamefrom,itbetternot

takemywombwithit.

“Rendanigether,grabhernow.”

Thewifeyelps,unnoticeablywarningmeofthe



dangerbehindme.

Peopleareshouting,orcheeringthefighton.Ican’t

tellwithhowmyheadisspinning.I’m notfast

enoughtostopRendanifrom grabbingahandfulof

myhair.Shepullsmyheadforwardandsmashes

herheadagainstmine,stillholdingmyhairinatight

grip,myvisionblursamillisecond

Iknewtheyarewrestlingfans.Whatkindof

witchcraftisthis?

I’m stilltreatingthethrobbingheadachewhenthe

wifeslapsmeacrosstheface,itrocksme,sending

meinreverse.Imanagetosteadymyselfandblink

awaythedizziness.

Thesepeoplearetwicemybodysizeandtwicemy

age,aretheynotashamed?Thespectatorsaswell,I

haven’tbeenpayingmuchattentiontothem butI

knowI’m currentlyliveonsocialmedia.That'sa

fact...Iwon’tbesurprisedifJubJubissomewhere

inthiscrowdthathasgatheredtowitnessmy

shame.



“Sesi,lookatherstomach.Thisprostituteis

pregnant,Itoldyoushewilltrytotraphim witha

baby.”

Rendanirevealsmysecret,damnmeforwearinga

tighttop.Thestupidbabybumpispoppingoutfor

thewholeworldtosee.

“Voetsekwenasfebe.”Thewifeyells,atleast

standingatadistance.“Youdon’tknowwhoyou’re

messingwith,I’m goingtomakesureyoulosethat

baby.”Fireinhereyes,thewifebawls.

Unbearablepainhasgriptmyattention,Ican’tthink

ofanythingelsebutthat.

Itakeadeepbreath.Ithurtsmyribcage.Ican’trecall

beingstruckthere.Iexhaleandinhaleagain,asthe

paininmystomachcomesbackstrongerand

vicious.

Itthrowsmetomyknees,grunting,myhandsclench



aroundmystomach.Myheadswims,Ifeelmy

stomachtightenandwhatIhadforlunchcomes

backupwhichhurtstheribsmore.

Ihearappalledsoundsspringingfrom thecrowd,as

iftheyhavenevervomitedbefore.Istayonmy

handsandkneeswithmyheadhanging,everything

blursforaminute.Thesetwowitchescan’tbethat

crueltoattackmewhileI’m down,Icouldgetupand

showthem theirmothersbutthisbabyisshowing

memyownmother.

Tshilidzihasalwaysbeenaftermylife,it’seitherhis

babywillkillmeorthatbullfighterhecallsawife.

“Getup,sfebe.Getupandfightmelikethestreet

trashyouare.”IguessIwaswrongabouthernot

attackingmewhileI’m down.

Thewifegrabsahandfulofmyhairandpullsmeup,

mymotherbetterslapthiswomanforme.I’m dying

here,howdoIfightafoetusanditsstepmother?My

lifeisaNollywoodmovie.



Rendanigoesformystomach,forsomereasonI

stepbackandshemissesmebyaninch.Igrabthe

wife’shairforcingascream outofher.We’repulling

eachother’shair,shoutingandscreamingateach

other.

Outoftheblue,bigstrongarmsencirclearoundmy

waistfrom thebackandjoltmeoutofthewoman’s

hold.

Heavingandgrunting,Isendmyfootbacktokick

theperson,thinkingitisRendani.ThenIfeelaface

onmyneck,thestubble-beardticklesthesensitive

skin.Imustnotbeinmyrightsensestosmellhim

afterkickingthepoorguy.

“Zithobile.”HisarmssqueezeafractiontighterandI

breatheslowly,mybodymeltingintohisasevery

musclelosesitstensioninhisarms.

“Whatisgoingonhere?”

Hisvoiceishalfwaybetweenawhisperandashout,

deep,rumblinglikethunderduringaperfectstorm.



“Thisbitchissleepingwithmyhusband.”Thewife

yells.Howembarrassing.

Iwanttoyellback,butI’m weakinhisarms.Maybe

ifheletsgo,Iwilltellmysideofthestory.

“Isthatthereasonyouambushedherlikeananimal?

Lookather.”Kennethsnaps,gentlyshovingmeto

hisside,hisarm remainsaroundmydiaphragm.

There’sapangofguiltinhiseyes,ashelooksatme.

“Whatdoyoumean?”Shecontinuestoyell,standing

probablythreefeetfrom us.“Ishouldkillherfor

sleepingwithmyhusband.”

I’m soembarrassedIcan’tmusterupthecourageto

utterasinglewordofdefence.

“Nooneiskillinganyone.”Kenneth.

“Whoareyou?Areyouoneofhersugardaddies?

Youshouldmindyourowndamnbusiness,thishas

nothingtodowithyou.Staythefuckoutofit.”This

womanhasnotbeentoldaboutthismanofmine,

he’salegbreaker,Sbongiseniwouldattesttoit.



“Listenherewoman,justbecauseyou’reusedto

speakingtoyouruselesshusbandlikeyou’retaking

ashit,doesn’tmeanyoucanpracticethatnonsense

onotherpeople.Speaktomeinthatmanneragain

andIwillfuckyouup.”

He’spointingaforefingeratherashethreatens,fear

flashesinhereyes…shegulpsanddropshergaze.

Heturnstomeandholdsmyfacebetweenhis

hands.Somethingiscausinghim toholdmealittle

tighterthanheprobablyintended.Iwinceinpain,he

letsgo.

“Areyouokay?”

“I’m fine.”Iwanttotellhim I’m notfineandthatI’m

insomuchpainandcryinhisarms,butIdon’twant

togivethiswomanthecontentmentofseeingme

reducedtotears.

“Shehurtyou,Zithobile.”Agravellyundertone,like

subduedthunder.

“Servesherright,”thewifeshouts.



Idon’tknowhowshepushespastKenneth.Thenext

thingIknowshe’sviolentlypokingmyheadwithher

finger.“I’m notdonewithyouwenasfebe.”

Ireturnthepoke,“Bringitonmagriza,I’m notafraid

ofyou.”

Sheslapsmesohard,Ireelbackbutnotfarenough

becauseIreturntheslapjustashard.Shescreams,

herfeetthunderingtowardsme.

“WOMAN!”

Kennethbooms,almostroughlyshovingherback

andthatcausesanunexpectedsilenceinthecrowd.

Rendanicatchesherbeforeshekissestheground.

Sheglareswithashockedexpression.

“TouchheragainandIwillkillyou.”Hisvoice

shattersthequiet,rumbling,trembling,almost

dangerous.

Thisisnotgoodforhisimage,Idon’twanthim

trendingforthewrongsreasons.



“Itoldyoutostayoutofthis.DoyouknowwhoIam?

Iwillruinyou,don’tyoudaretestme.”Thewife.

Kennethsnickers,it’scoldandeerie.

“Sisi.”Mantfombiishere,holdingontomyarm.Her

timingissonotperfect,Ialmostdiedwhileshewas

admiringherselfinthemirror.“Isawthosewomen

attackingyouandcalledKhabazela…”Oh!

“Thankyou.”Isaywithjustahintofshame.

Myattentionisstolenbyashowyhorselaugh,it’s

Tshilidzi’swife.

“Tshilidzihasalwaysbeenawomaniser,butIdidn’t

thinkhewouldgoforaloosecannon,gold-digging

bitchlikeyou.You’resoshameless,youseducerich

menandhavethem dowhateveryouwant.Didn’t

yourmotherteachyouhowtorespectyourself?Or

wassheyourmentor?Surelyyoumusthavelearnt

thisdisgustingbehaviourfrom her.”

Whothehelldoesthiswomanthinksheis?



“Youpieceofshit,howdareyouinsultmymother.”

AngerhasmetrudgingtowardsherbutKenneth

pullsmeback.“LetmegoKenneth,Iwanttohave

mywaywiththiswitch.”

I’m shoutingandwrigglinginhisarms,heinclines

hisfaceonmyneckandwhispers,“Don’t,please.”

It’senoughtogetmetocalm down.

“Getoutofhere,now.”Hetellsthewifewhogives

meadeadlylook,clickshertongueandmarches

towardsthecrowdwithRendani.Peoplestartto

scatter,finally.

Humansarestrangecreatures.

“Let’sgo.”Hetakesmyhandandlugsmetothecar.

It’stheRangeRover…bringsbacksomany

memories.“Getin.”

Idon’tmoveamuscle,mygazedartstoMantfombi

who’soffloadingthegroceriesthenbacktohim.



“Isaidgetin.”Thisisthefirsttimehe’ssnappingat

me.

“Ididn’tknowhewasmarried.”

Hedoesn’tsayaword,hestaresmotionlessly

straightatme.Hisbrowscurlagainsteachother

rightbeforehegrabsmyhandwithviciousmight.

“Ouch,Kennethyou’rehurtingme.”Iwhine,fidgeting

underhistouch.Thewindowonthepassengerdoor

rollsdownandafamiliarfaceappears.

“Youdon’twanttodothatKenneth.”It’sthatSipho

guyfrom Noordtaxirank,Ishould’veknownhe’s

Kenneth’sacquaintance.Seeingterrorinmyeyes,

Kennethreleasesmyhandanddrawsback.He

jumpsinthecarandleavesmestanding,Siphogets

out.

“Getinsisi.”Hekindlysays,holdingthepassenger

dooropenforme.It’snotlikeIhaveachoice,Ilive

withKennethnow.Assoonaswe’reallsettledin,

Kennethstartsthecar.ShouldItellhim I’m inpain

andneedthehospitalorendurethepainuntilthe



babydies?ButItrusthim,withmylife.He’sbeenmy

protectorthusfar.

“Kenneth.”Icall.

Nowthatwe’reinthecar,Ihavenoreasontofeign

nonchalance.

Ifeelmylowerlipquavering,tearspoolbehindmy

pupilsandthedam isreleaseddownmyface.

“Don’tcry,you’regoingtoupsetthebaby.”He

doesn’tgetit,Idon’tcareaboutthestupidbaby.

“Whydidyoufightthosewomen,Zithobile?You

should’vewalkedaway.”Isheserious?

“Walkedaway?Thosewitchesusedmyhairasa

weapon,theygangeduponmeandhadme

cornered.Ihadnochoicebuttofightback.”

Istruggletotamemytears,Kennethcanfrownallhe

wants.Iwillneverbackawayfrom afight.

“Idon’tunderstandwhat’sgoingonKenneth,”Icry.

“Mylifeisamess,wheneverIcatchabreak,

somethingcomeslikeafloodandthrowsmeinto



thedeepend.”

Hestealsaglanceandanotherone…andanother

one…Whyishenotsayinganything?

“I’m takingyoutothehospital,you’rehurt.”His

voiceissuddenlysoft.“Ididn’tmeantoscareyou.”

“Youdidn’tscareme.”Isay.

“YougotyourselfafierceoneKenny,Zithaisa

strongwoman.”Siphosays.

Howdoesthisoneknowme?I’m notstrong.

“Iagree,youshould’veseenhowshebeatupthose

twowomen.”Mantfombistepsin.

Ihaveafeelingtheyaretryingtocheermeup.I’m

notbotheredaboutthem,myworryisKenneth.I

needhim tobelieveme.

“Ididn’tknowhewasmarried.”Thewordsslipoutof

mymouthagain.



Kennethsighsandplacesahandonmythigh,it

slidestomyinnerthighsandhesqueezesgently.

“Iknow.”That’sallhesaysandI'm takingit.

*

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Forty-Eight

KENNETH-

IseeZithobile’sefforts.Iseehowdesperatesheis

inmakinguswork.Iseeherneedforapprovaland

acceptance.Iseehowconfusedandlostsheis.I

seeherpain.Iseeherpurity.Iseeallofher.

RightnowIseethestrengthSiphospokeof,which

wasprobablyoutofcontextconsideringthathe

doesn’tknowher.She’slyingonahospitalbed,

we’rewaitingforresults.Shehasn’tsaidaword

sinceshesawtheultrasoundandI’m worried.

“CanIgetyouanything?”Sheshakesherhead,

lashesrapidlyflapping,eyesstaringupattheceiling.



“Youcanlaychargesagainstthatwoman,ifitwill

makeyoufeelbetter.”

Shedoesn’tsayaword,thedoctorwalksinjustin

time.

“Kenneth,you’rehere?It’sgoodtoseeyouagain.”

ThisiswhatI’dcallincompetence,astowhythe

doctorshavebeenswitchedbafflesme.Imovethe

chairI’m seatedonalittletotheleftbutnotfarfrom

ZithobilesoIdon’thavetostrainmyneckwhile

lookingatthedoctor.

“DrLinda?”

Shenotesthemuddleonmyfeaturesandexplains

thatthepreviousdoctorhasanemergency,likethis

isnotanemergency.



“Howisshe?”Iswallowmyfrustrations.

“Who?”Aquestionfrom her.

Herbewilderedeyesareonme,scrutinizing,

rebuffingthebeautifulwomanonthebed.I’m not

easilytempered,mymoodsaren’tsociablewithme.

ThoughDrLindaisstartingatsomethingthatwill

havemesnappinginirritation.

“Sorry.”Hereyesdeter,eventuallynotingthepatient.

“Besidesthebaby’sheartbeatbeingweak,

everythingseemstobefine.”

“Thebaby’sheartbeatisweak?Isthatatrivial

matterdoctor?”It’sobviouslynot,I’m callingherout

onherstupidity.



“Itisnot.”Isastammeringresponse…nervousness

onherface.

“You’reaprofessional,giveusaproperreading.

Unlessyouboughtthedoctorscertificate?”

Itellher,withholdingnothing.Shethrowsahuffat

me,womanhavethiswayofrollingeyeswithout

actuallyrollingthem.

“Whenwasyourlastcheckup?”SheasksZithobile.

“Idon’tknow,”dispassioninhervoice,Zithobile

answers.“Probablytwo,threemonthsago,thedayI

foundoutthere’ssomethingleavingrentfreeinmy

womb.”Frustrationpuffsthroughhercurledlips.

“Isee.Thebabyhaswhatwecallfetaldistress,the

fetalheartrateshouldbebetween-110to160beats



perminuteduringthethirdtrimesterofpregnancy.

Yourbaby’sheartrateisabnormallyslow,thismay

leadtobirthasphyxia.Itmeansthebabywon’tbe

receivingadequateoxygenduringlabour.”

Itakenoteofthegleam inZithobile’seyes,ifonly

sheknewhowinnocentthisbabyis.

“AreyousayingI’m goingtogivebirthtoacorpse?”

MyGod.

“Zithobile?”Ichideonlytohaveherfaintlyrollher

eyes.“Don’tsaythat,thisbabyhasdonenothingto

you.”

“Whatdoyoumean?”She’ssnippy.“Thisthingis

insideme,Kenneth.Invadingmyspaceand

destroyingmypeace.Godhasdeemeditfittoplay

melikeapuppet,findingoutI’m pregnantat5

monthswasaplanofhis.Hewantstotakemeout,



that’shisplan.”

“Don’tbeabsurd…”

“It’sthetruth,IhaveneverhiddenthefactthatIdon’t

wishtomotherthisbaby.Idon’twantitinthisworld,

onlyoneofuscanlive.”Shedeadpans.

“Yousaidwe’llgiveitupforadop…”

“No,itwasyoursuggestion.Idon’trecallagreeingto

it.Iwasafraidyoumightchangeyourmindabout

wantingtolivewithmethatiswhyIdidn’tsay

anything.”

“We’lltalkaboutthisathome.”

AlthoughIdon’tseethepoint,hermindisalready



madeup.Shewillneverloveherbaby.

“Uh!.”Comesanawkwardsound.“You’vefinally

foundsomeoneKenneth,youknowInevertookyou

asthetypethatwouldtakeagirlseriously?”

Myeyesnarrowonthedoctor,readingthejealousy

onherface.I’veknownDrLindaforyears,we

workedtogetheronafewprojectsIhaveatthis

hospital.Amancantellwhenawomandesireshim

andDrLindaisasbluntastheycome,daringenough

towearherheartonhersleeve.

“Yes,Ihavefoundsomeone.”IglanceatZithobile

andcatchherinthepresenceofcuriosityandself-

doubt.Myhandgripshers,asham ofasmilecrawls

tohermouth.“She’smylife.”

I’vespentenoughtimewithhertobeconfident

enoughtosaythis.



“Funnyhowsomanygirlswerepreparedtobeyour

lifebutKennethMkhizewantednothingtodowith

love.”ThedoctorsoundshurtandI’m confusedasI

don’tremembergivingherhopethatwemighthave

somethingoneday.

“Isthereanythingelse?”Iaskher,sheflashesa

smallsmile.

“Irecommendbedrestforatleasttwoweeks,the

fetalheartratewillbemonitoredthroughoutthe

pregnancyandtakenateveryprenatalappointment.

Ifthereisnochangeanimmediateinterventionwill

berequired.”

“Suchas?”Iask.



“DeliverybyC-section.”

“Can’twedotheC-sectionnow?Idon’twantthis

baby.WhyshouldIcontinuetonurtureit?”Zithobile

grumbles.

DrLindalooksquiteuncomfortable,“Pleaseget

somerest,I’llbebacktocheckuponyoulater.”

“CanItakeherhome?”Iask,knowingZithobile

wouldn’twanttospendthenighthere.

“Youcanbutweneedtomonitorthebaby’sheart

ratefirst.”Sheflipsopenthebrownfileonherhands,

“Itsayshereyoudischargedyourselffrom the

hospitalthelasttimeyouwerehere,therewere

alreadycomplications.I’m surprisedthebabyisstill

alive.Iunderstandyouhavenoattachmenttothe

baby,butyouneedtotakecareofyourself.Your



negligencemightcostyouyourlifealongwiththe

baby’s.”

Zithobilesnorts,“You’renotlisteningtomedoctor,I

saidIdon’twantthischild.”

“Thankyoudoctor.”ItisbetterIdismissherbefore

Zithobileexplodes.

“Okay,youneedtoleavehertorestKennethorIwill

dragyououtofhere.”

Asofttouchonmyshoulderasshesmilesmyway.

“Well,that’sifyoucanhandlemedoc.”

Thedoctorsnickers,pushingregretdownmythroat.

Theretorthasmostlikelysentanotherwrongsignal.



Should'vekeptmymouthshut.

“YouknowthereisnothingIcan’thandle.”She

returns.

Iknowsheisahardworkerandthat’saboutit.She

directsherattentiontoZithobile,hersmileisnot

genuineIcantellandsoistheoneonZithobile’s

face.

“Youarealuckywomantohaveamanlike

Kenneth.”Idon’tseewhyDrLindafeelsaneedto

saythis.

“Iknow,he’sluckytohaveme.”Zithobileripostes.

“Areweallowedtohavesexafterthesetwoweeks?

He’safraidhe’llhurtthefoetus.”Ialmostjumptomy

feet,sheintertwinesourfingerstogetherwhenshe

sitsupandthatalonehasmegrounded.



“Idon’tseewhynot.”Atthedoctor’sreluctant

confirmation,Zithobilepresseshersoftlipsagainst

mine.Thekisslingers,it’ssweet,Iwantmore.

“Okay,Iwillleaveyoutwo.”

Zithobiledoesn’tpullbackuntilwehearthedoor

openandshut.

“That’sifyoucanhandleme?Really?”Shecreates

spacebetweenus,ascowlonherface.

“What?”

“Whatwasthatabout?”

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”



“ShewasflirtingwithyouKennethandyoulether

andentertainedit.”

“Shewasn’tflirtingwithme.”

“Yesshewas,I’m awomanokay.Iknowwhena

womanishittingonaman,thatdoctorwantsyou.”

“Zithobile...”

“Andyoutwoareonafirstnamebasis?”

“Ididn’tcallherbyherfirstname,andwegoway

back…”

“Yousleptwithher?”Sheinterjects,jealouseyes

penetratingintomysoul.



“No.”Honestly.“There’snoreasonforyoutofeel

threatenedbyher.”

“I’m not.”Shesnaps.“There’s…justsomanywomen

hoveringaroundyou.Firstit’sNtombo,nowthis

doctor.WillIhavetocompeteforyouKenneth?I’m

notsureIhavethecouragetodoso.”

Isqueezemyselfonthesmallbednexttoherand

pullherintomyarms,shewiggleswantingtospurt

outofmyarms.Buteventuallymeltsintomytouch.

“Youdon’thavetodoanythingZithobile,justbe

yourself.Ipromisetobefaithful,protectiveand

nurturing.IfIeverbetrayyou,ifIeverbetraymy

heartthenletmelosemylife.I’vebeenaloneso

longit'salmostunsettlingtohavecompany,butIam

attractedtoyou.Finallymysoulhasstoppedthe

searchithasbeenonforatimethatfeelslike

forever.You’reherenow,andforyouit’sthe

simplestthingsthatpullmetoyou.Yoursexy



confidence,youreyes,yourvoiceandhowyoucarry

yourself.Youcame,andclaimedme,something

otherscouldn’t.NotthatIrestrictedthem from doing

so,theyfailedtoreachmysoul.Asifthekeywas

hiddenonlyforyoutofind.Weareherenow,you’re

whatIwant.Althoughitallfeelssosilly.So

frustrating.Sopainful.”

Irunahandoverherbabybump,howdoItellher

thatIwanthertokeepit,thatIwanttohelpherraise

thebaby?

“It’sallrealandIwouldn’tdothiswithanyoneelse.

You’retheone.”Icontinue.

Shesighs,Isenseserenity.Smallarmsenfold

aroundmymiddle.

“IthinkI’m fallinginlovewithyou,Kenneth.”



Iknow,Iseeitinthewayshelooksatme.

“You’remypeaceZithobile,don’teverforgetthat.”

Sheshiftsandregardsmewithasmile.Myheartis

full.

ThedooropenswhenI’m abouttokissher,it’sDr

Lindawiththewhitemanwhoassisteduswhenwe

gothere.

“Mr.Mkhize.”WeshakehandsafterIstandtomy

feet.

“Isthereaproblem doctor?”

“DrLindamust’vebriefedyouinonfetaldistress.”I

nod.“Theinformationispartlycorrect.Thebabyis

alreadyatrisk.AnemergencyC-sectionhastobe

performedassoonaspossible.Ifnot,itcanleadto



thebabybreathinginamnioticfluidcontaining

meconium (poo).Thiscanmakeitdifficultforthe

babytobreatheafterbirthortheymayevenstop

breathing.”

“Idon’tunderstand,besidestheweakheart.DrLinda

saideverythingshouldbefineifshegetsenough

bedrest.”

“Mistakeslikethistendtohappensir.”HesaysandI

am pissedoff.

“Don’ttellmethatshitdoctor,Iwasreadytotakeher

home.Ifyouhadn’tpickedthismistakeupthenboth

theirliveswould’vebeenindanger.”

“IunderstandyourangerMr.MkhizeandI

apologise.”Hesays,genuinely.



MyeyeschaseDrLindashamelesslyhidingbehind

themaledoctor.Idon’tunderstandhowshecould

makesuchamistakebeingadoctorforyears.

“I’m readyfortheoperation,thesoonerIgetthis

babyoutofme,thebetter.”OhhowIwishZithobile

wouldrefrainfrom hertoxicwords.

“Okay,pleaseunderstandthattheC-sectiondoes

notguaranteethesafetyofthebaby.Whilethisisa

safeoperation,itcarriesextrarisktoboththe

motherandbaby.Thoseincludebloodloss,

infectionsandpossiblebirthinjuries.Buthavingskin

-to-skincontactwithyourbabyafterthebirthand

breastfeedingcanhelpreducetheserisks.”

Zithobilesighs,lookingupatme.“Iwantitoutnow.”

Sheisunabletohidethefearinhereyes.Isettle

backonthebedandcuphercheeks.Shecouldpull



awayfrom mytouchbutIdon’tseeanyfightleftin

her,justawelloftearsinhereyessherefusesto

spill.

“Iwon’tletanythinghappentoyou,Ipromise.”Itell

her.

Herheadmovesinagreementwithmystatement.

“Iwillneedyoutosignconsentforms.”Thedoctor’s

voicecutsin.“We’llmoveyoutoaprivateroom and

thefirststepwe’lltakeistogiveyoufluidsand

oxygen.Thenext24hourswewillbemonitoringthe

baby’sheartrate.Youdounderstandthatyourbaby

willbepremature,right?”

Idon’tthinkshecares,shedoesn’tcare.EitherwayI

holdherhandtoshowsupport,thewayshe

squeezesmyhandtellsmethatsheisafraid.



“Weunderstand.”Irespondonherbehalf.“IfImay

ask,willthebabysurvivebeingbornatseven

months?Ithasn’tcompletedthesevenmonths

period.”

“Well,ingeneral,infantsthatarebornveryearlyare

notconsideredviableuntilafter24weeksgestation.

Thismeansifyougivebirthtoaninfantbeforethey

are24weeksold,theirchanceofsurvivalis

frequentlylessthan50percent.However,it’satad

trickiertodeterminehowmanyweekssevenmonths

is.Itcanbeginbetween25weeksand27weeks

pregnantandextendedupto28to31weeks.I

wouldn’twanttogiveyoufalsehope,butsome

infantsbornbefore24weeksdevelopmentdo

survive.”

That’sarelief.



Thedoctorsayshewillsendanursewhowilltake

Zithobiletoherroom andleaveswithDrLinda.I

shoulddealwithherbutitwillbeacompletewaste

ofmytime.

“Areyouokay?”ItakeZithobileinwithakind

expression.

“Idon’twanttodie,Kenneth.Don’tletmediein

there.”Sheforcesathroatylaugh,probablyacoping

mechanism.

“You’renotgoingtodie,don’tthinkaboutsuch

thingsandyou’reallowedtobreakdownndlovukazi

yam.Myjobistoholdyouupwhenyoufall.”

Thetearswellsofastit’simpossibletoblinkthem

away,shemopshercheekswithherfingersbutnew

tearsstream down.Herheadfindsshelteronmy



chest,myarmsachetoholdhercloseandsoIdo.I

hearherchokeonasmallbutaudiblesob.

*

*

*

A/N:Iknowtheslowburnisagonizing,Ifeelittoo.

Butwe'reapproachingtheclimax.Pleasedon'tgrow

wearyincommenting,Ilovehearingfrom you.Thank

youinadvance.
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Forty-Nine

AMARA-

Randallhasn’tbeenhomemuchlately,he’supto

something.Iknowwhenhe’shidingthingsfrom me.

Whenhe’shome,hespendsallofhistimewithour

son.Ashisparents,wehaven’tsatdownand

discussedthetraumaticexperienceKwamewent

through.Idon’tknowwhathisexcuseis,butI’m

afraid…Ifailedasamother,Icouldn’tprotectmy

baby.ConversationsaboutKwamelastabouta

millisecond,theynevergobeyondtheabuse.

He’salsobeentakinghim totherapy.I’dliketo

believeRandallneedstherapyaswell.Ifeanyi,his

sisterwasrapedyearsago,ithappenedunderhis

watch.Tohavehissongothroughthesamethingis



tortureitself,andhe’stooproudtocryoutforhelp.

SometimesIwouldwakeupwithouthim inbedonly

tofindhim inKwame’sroom sittinginthedark.

ThetriptoGhanahasn’thappened,sadlybecause

theyhaven’tfoundZwelethu,itissaidhe’sinhiding.

IknowthisbecauseIoverheardRandallandStyles

talking,eitherthanthathewon’ttellmeanything

else.

ThemanIam marriedto,doesnotrunfrom his

enemies,heeliminatesthem,hethrivesonrevenge.

Onethingiscertain,hewillnotrestuntilZwelethu

andhisfatheraredown.

Theghastlytruthhauntsme,evenmorewhenIlook

atLiyana.She’savictim inallofthis.SomedaysI’m

overwhelmedbyastrongevocative-headyscent,and

I’m instantlysenttothatgod-forsakennight.



“We’realmostdone.”I’vebeenonthephonewith

Randallforthepastfiveminutes,herefusestocut

thecallandtheoldwomanI’m withisgrowing

excessivelyimpatient.Ithoughtshewashisnumber

onefan.

“Yousaidthat30minutesagowhenIcalledyou.”

It’sauntPetunia’sfault,nevergoshoppingwith

elders,theywilldragyoutoeverycornerlookingat

everythingbuyable.

“Tellme,Mrs.Okolie.Areyoubuyingtheentire

mall?”

“Hey,don’tjudgeawomanbytheamountoftime

shespendsatamall.”Myauntgivesmealook,she

shouldfocusonpushingthatdarntrolleyandnotmy

business.



“Pleasehurryhome.”Hesays,worrytintedinhis

voice.Ifitwereuptohim,Iwouldn’thaveleftthe

house.He’sbeenparanoidsinceNkomo’slittle

brotherdisappeared.

“Iwill,andyoudon’thavetokeepcalling.I’m fine,I

promiseandwehaveabodyguard.”

“Idon’ttrusthim totakecareofyou.”Heraiseshis

concerns.

“Youhiredhim tofollowmearound,remember?”

“Yes,butthatdoesn’tmeanItrusthim withmywife.

Yourlifeisprecioustome,theonlypersonItrust

withyouisyouraunt.”HesaysandIcan’trestrain

myselffrom laughingasIturntolookatmyaunt.

“She’sagladiatorthatone.”He’snotlaughing,butI

knowhe’skidding.



“Whatdoyouwantfordinner?”Ienquireandmy

auntshootsdartsatme.

“You.”

“I’m notonthemenu,sorry.”Imurmur,carefulnotto

letPetuniahear.

Theconversationhasbecomeheated,Iendit

becausewell…IhavedeputyJesushereandshewill

findeverythingwrongwiththispicture.

“Don’tbelong,it’sgettingdarkoutside.”Arehislast

words.

“You’realuckywomanMashenge,Iam yettomeeta

manwholoveshiswifethewaythatmanlovesyou.”

Herewegoagain,Randallismarriedtothewrong



woman.Idon’tsinghispraiseslikemyauntdoes,

shetakesthecup.

Shetellsmeshewantstosendmoneytoher

daughtersbackhome,wejointhelongqueueat

Shoprite.NewtownJunxionistoocrowdedformy

liking.

“Mashenge.”Gosh!Whatisshegoingtosaynow?I

don’tlikethatraisedeyebrow,thiswomanhasa

strangemind.“YourcousinNelisiweiscomingin

twodays,Iwasthinkingshecouldhelpyouaround

thehouse.”

“Idon’tthinkthat’sagoodideaaunty.”Nelisiweis

theirthirdborn,she’swithinmyagegroup.Aunt

PetuniaanduncleMhambionlyhavedaughters,I’m

notclosewithanyofthem.

“Itis,youneedahelperAmara.”



“She’smycousinaunty,Ican’temployfamilyandI’m

notusedtoher.”Wherehassheeverheardsuch

irrationality?

“Icanstaywithyou,untilyoutwogetacquainted

witheachother.”

Thedevilisaliar.

“It’sreallynotnecessary,andIdoubtRandallwill

agree.Nelisiweisfamily,maybeRandallcanhelpher

getajobatthecompany.”

“Nenefailedmatric,haveyouforgottenthat?She

hasn’tworkedadayinherlife,butdoinghouse

choresandtakingcareofanineyearoldwon’tbe

hardforher.”



“Auntythinkaboutthis…Nelisiweiswellinmyage,

she’sagrownwoman.HowdoIbringherintomy

house?There’samaninthathouse,surelyyoucan’t

expectmeto…”

Herhanduplifts,haltingmyobjection.

“Isityourhusbandyoudon’ttrustormydaughter?”

Thiswoman…Jeer!“I’m notgoingtoarguewithyou

aboutthis,thosechildrenneedaguardian.Thatlittle

boylacksamother’slove,you’retoobusywithother

thingsthatyou’veneglectedyourson.That’swhythe

devilfoundawayintohislife.Nooffence,butyou

areachild.Youstillneedproperguidance.”

“What…”

“Mashenge!”Sheharshlyinterruptsme.“Youshould

listenwheneldersadviceyou.Areyouproperly

takingcareofyourhusband?Howishe?Isheeating



well?Youneedtomakesureyourhusbandiswell

fedMashenge,helostsomuchweightinprison.”

Thiswoman’sframeofmindchangeslikeadamn

chameleon,Iswearit’ssohardtokeepupwithher.

“Icanonlydosomuchaunty.”

“Thisiswhyyou’reabadwifeandIdon’tmeanthat

inthemostdisrespectfulway,youarestillyoung.

There’salotyouneedtolearnaboutumendo.”

(Marriage.)

Thisiswhatshecalledmeherefor?Tothrowinsults

atme.TheonlyreasonIhaven’ttoldhertofuckoff

isbecauseIrespectuncleMhambi.

IwillspeaktoRandall,he’llhavetotellherno.



“Let’sgetsomethingatKFC,andhurrybackhome.”

Great,Ithoughtweweredone.“Yourunclemustbe

tired,takingcareofJuniorisalotofwork.”That’s

whatshecallsR.Jnow,sinceKwameisforbidden.

Grandunclesaysaritualhastobeperformedto

cleansehisname,I’vecometoknowthathe’svery

traditional.Randallwon’tlethissontouchblood,his

wordsnotmine.

“Yourunclelovesthatboyasifhewerehis.”Shelets

goofthetrolley.“Pushthis.”It’sacommand.We

manoeuvreourwaythroughthecrowdedfoodcourt

afterhercravingforKFCfades,we’reatShisanyama.

Sheorderspap,meatandwors.Therearenochairs

inhere,wehavetostandagainstwallswhilewaiting

forourorder.

“SometimesIseethelonginghehasforamalechild,

wethoughtourfirstbornwasgoingtobeaboy.”Eh!

Whendidwegethere?“Hewassoexcited,andso



sureaboutthebaby’sgenderthathenamedit

Malibongwebeforeitwasborn.Iwarnedhim

againstit,buthesaidhisancestorswouldnever

disappointhim.IguessIlethim downwhenIgave

birthtoagirlinstead.Iknewhewasdisappointed,

hedidn’tshowitthough.”Alongsigh!

“HelovedNotofolikeshewasagiftfrom God.My

secondpregnancyhehopedforaboybutwhen

Nandiwasbornhecelebratedherlifeandsaidwe

willtryforaboyagain.”

Didn’ttheyhaveultrasoundsbackthen?

“Buthebecamedistant,hedidn’tplaywithhis

daughtersasheshouldhave.Histoucheswere

different,hewouldavoidanyform ofintimacyor

cometobedafterIhadfallenasleep.”

Eww!ThisisnotsomethingIwouldliketohear.



“WhenNelisiwewasborn,hegaveuphopethatIwill

evergivehim amalechild.Nonjabulocamethree

yearslater.Hesentmydaughtersofftoboarding

schoolbecausehedidn’twanttolookattheirfaces,

hecouldn’tlookathisfailures.”

Thisconversationisreallydepressing.“Ithinkour

orderisready.”Isnatchtheslipfrom herhandand

hurrytothefronthopingshewould’vewipedoffher

tearsbythetimeIgetback.

SheavoidseyecontactwhenIhandherthefood,

thisiswhatIprefer.AbashfulPetunia.

We’redebatingaboutsittingatthefoodcourtwhen

wehearsoundsofgunshots,andlikeanyblack

person,Iduckandcrawltothenearestcorner.Turns

outI’m nottheonlyoneseekingshelter,whilesome



arescreamingandrunningaroundlikeheadless

chickens.

Mymindhurriedlyrunstomyaunt,engulfedwith

fearandpanic,myeyesbrowsethechaoticplace

andseeherfacedownontheground.The

bodyguardislyingnexttoher,hetooisnotmoving.

“AUNTY!!!”Iscream,Imustbedrivenbyinsanity

whenItakeoffrunningtowardsher.Idon’thearthe

gunshotsanymore,onlyhorrificscreamsandloud

lamentations.Someonehaslostalovedone,my

heartfreezesthinkingitcouldbemeinafew

seconds.Shehastobealive.

“Aunty,aunty…”Shedoesn’ttwitchasIshakeher

plumpbody,she’sdead.Myauntisirresponsive.

Myhairisunexpectedlygrippedandpulledweightily,

ascream escapesmymouth.



“Voetseksfebe,sukumanja.”(Getup.)

Ahuskyvoicebehindme,it’sloudandcarries

arrogance.Ahardobjectpricksmywaistand

everythingaroundmespinsattheknowledgethat

thepersonhasaguntomyside.

“Pleasedon’thurtme.”

“Thulamsunu.”Ahaughtybark.

I’m draggedonthegroundlikeabagofmealie-meal,

myfeetsupportmystructure,preventingmefrom

lyingflatonmyback.

“NO!NO!PleaseI’m pregnant.”Ipleadformybaby,

peoplearetoobusytryingtostayalive.Noonewill

thinkofhelpingme.



Hestopsandhisfacecomestolightasheslantshis

headtotakeapeekatme.Acreepysmilestretches

hisblackfulllips.

“Rememberme?”Herecalls,hedoeslookfamiliar

butIfailtohunkerbacktowhereIsawhim.“That

nightonthehighway…”

Helaughs,tighteningthegriponmybraidsandpulls

meuptomyfeet.“Ihadtothinkofanotherwayto

gettoyouafterthepolicecame,wewouldn’tbehere

ifyourhusbandhadlistenedtomeandhandedyou

over.”

NowIremember,itfeelseonsagowhenRandalland

Iwereheldatgunpointbythislunatic.Buthisface

wasmaskedthen,howishefamiliar?

“Ohyesandthatnightattherestaurant,”headds,



draggingmetowardsNewscafé.Theexitisthat

way,ifthismanleaveswithme,hewillkillme.“The

shootingwasallme.”

Helaughs.

“Ihadtwobulletswithyournamesonit,youand

yourhusbandImean.”

“Ba…BalungileMkhize?”Disbeliefleavesme,he

catchesitandacceptsitwithaloudsnort.Thegun

isstillpressedtomysideandIcan’tslipaway.

“Yes,intheflesh.”

“Bafodonsalomuntu,sihambe.”(Brotherhurrywith

thisperson.)



Amanstandingatthegateyells,there’saquantum

behindhim.ItrytoescapeBalungilebutthegripis

tootight.Peoplearegatheredinsideshopsand

eateries,watchingwithhorrorandsome

dispassionately.

“Pleaseletmego,IhavechildrenandI’m pregnant.”

“Ohyourkidswillseeyoudon’tworry…Inabodybag,

Iam goingtoenjoy…”Hisremarkisswallowedbya

blaringsoundofagunshot.Myheadregainsits

normalweightbeforealoudthudcapturesmy

attention.Balungileisonthegroundwithabullet

holeonhistemple.Iliftmygazetowardthegate.

Hisfriendisdown,Ithinkhe’sdeadaswell.

“AMARA!”Mynameechoesfrom afamiliarvoice,I

pivotandseeRandallrunningtowardsme…agunin

hand.Emotionspileupwiththreatsofescape,I



don’twanttocrybut…

Igaspforair,staringinhisdirection.“Randall!”The

dam breaks,IthoughtIwillneverseehim again.

Hepullsmeintoahugtheminutehegetstomeand

Iletthegriefconsumeme.

“It’sokaymehemma,I’m herenow.”

“Myaunt…she…she’sdead,Randall.”Myvoice

breaksasIrecallthehorrendoussight.

“Let’sgo.”

Hegripsmyhandandbeginstoleadmetowardshis

car,theJunxionissoquietandempty.Noone

daringtocomeout,asweneartheMarkettheatre



myheartjumpsuponseeingacrowdofmen

approachingus.

“Theyareheretocleanup,relax.”Randallelucidates.

Cleanup?Thatmeanstheyaregoingtodisposeof

thedeadbodiesandallevidenceleadingtothe

crimescene.Thisiswhattheydo,theykillandmake

everythingdisappear.Thisisthereasontheyare

nevercaught.Myauntisamongstthepeoplethat

havedied,Ican’tletthem throwherawayliketrash.

Shedeservesaburial,uncleMhambideservestosay

goodbyetohiswife.

“Wait.”Istopandheturnstomewithanimpatient

lookonhisface.

“WehavetogoAmara,it’snotsafehere.”



“AuntPetunia,Randall.Ican’tleaveherhere.”Iknow

her,shewillneverforgivemeforthis.Herghostwill

neverletmerest.

“Mymenwilltakecareofher.”

“Disposeofherbodylikeadog?Isthatwhatyou

mean?”Hegrimaces,pungentgazedubbingme

witless.

“Amara,I’m beggingyou.Wehavetogetoutof

here.”

Nosooner,Iseetwomencarryingabodyona

stretcher…It’smyaunt.

“Putherdown.”Iscream atthem,runningtotheir

direction.Randallcutsmytripshortbyringinghis

arm onmywaist.



“Mehemmano.”Thereproachismumbledintomy

ear,withhisarm aroundmywaistandtheother

handholdingagun,heliftsmeupandstarts

scuttlingtheoppositedirection.

“She’smyauntRandall…please…pleasedon’tlet

them takeheraway.”I’m screamingandfighting

withallthatIam,butthismanistwicemyheight.

He’sabiggiantandinhisarmsI’m likeababy

Kangarooinitsmother’spouch.

Heplacesmedownwhenwegettothecar.“Getin.”

He’sholdingthedooropen,impassiveeyeslooking

downatme.

“Myaunt.”Hegrabsmyhand,theimpassivelookon

hisfacenotpromisinganythingconstructive.“Get

offme.”



Isnap,yankingmyhand.

Hedoesn’tsayanything,thereisnoreasonforhim

tobesostandoffishandcold.

“You’reananimal.”Isnaponcemoreandjumpinto

thestupidcar.

There’samanonthedriver’sseat.Randalljoinsme

intheback.

“Drive.”Heinstructsthedriver,Ilookoutthewindow

asthecarmoves.

“She’stheonlymotherIhave,IswearIwillnever

forgiveyouforthis.Ifmyuncledoesnotgettobury

hiswife,Iwillgoawayfrom you.Iwilltakemy

childrenandyouwillneverseeusagain.”



“Amara!”Voicepompous.“Youwanttoleaveme?”

“Iwantmyaunt,”ismyanswer.

“Iunderstandwhatyou’regoingthroughAmarabut

don’tthreatenmewithmychildren.”There’sathread

ofwarninginhisvoice.Iturnawayfrom hissharp

gaze.

Aringtonepiercesthroughthesilence.

“Yeah..."Heanswers."Ifoundherandyouwere

right.”

He’sfrowningatme.“He’sdead…Whatabouther?...

Really?”

Whileintentlygazingatme,hiseyesglowwithrelief.



Hehandsmethephone.“Yourauntisunharmed,

shehadfaintedthat’sall.”

WhatinGod’snameisgoingon?Shemust’vehave

faintedwhensheheardthegunshots.

“Auntyareyouokay?”

“WherearethegroceriesMashenge?There’sa

strangemanhere,hesayshedoesn’tknowanything

aboutgroceries.”

What!Shecan’tbeserious…wealmostdiedfor

heaven’ssake.

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifty-

NKOMO-

It’sthelittlethingshisbrotherdoesthatfrustrate

him,nottakinghiscallsisoneofthem.

Thephoneringsonceandsendshim straightto

voicemail.Weekslater,Zwelethu’sphoneis

unreachable.TosayNkomoisupsetwouldbe

addingsugartoAmasianduphuthu;acompletejoke.

He’slividandinneedofanswers.

Hereceivesacallfrom aprivatenumberashe’s

gettingreadytoheadoutandanswerswithoutany

hesitation.

“Yes.”



“Bhuti,it’sme.”That’shisbrotheralright,theangerin

him skyrocketsuponhearinghisvoice.

“Whereareyou?”Nkomokeepshisvoiceneutral,

clampedteethinaction.

“Ican’ttellyouthat,yourfriendsareaftermylife.”

“WhatthehelldidyouexpectZwelethu?You

touchedhiswifeofallpeople?Doyouhaveadeath

wish?”

“Unlikeyoubhuti,Icouldn’tturnmybackonubaba.”

Nkomosnortsuponhearingtheabsurdexplanation.

“OhGod,Iwasafraidofthis.Mkhizehasslithered

hiswayintoyourhead.”

“Hedidn’thaveto,afterseeinghim downandoutI

couldn’tbringmyselftoturnmybackonhim.He’s

ourfatherbhuti,he’sfamilyandheneedsus.Please

helphim destroytheOkolies,theykilleduncle

Lungile.Ubabaisnotokay,he’sbroken.”

“Mkhizemeansnothingtome.”Hesputters,alook

ofdisgusttakingoverhisfeatures.“Getoutwhile

there’sstilltimeZweli,thiswon’tendwell.”



“I’m notturningmybackonmyfather.”

“Fine,sinceyoutwoaresobuddy-buddy.Didhetell

youwhattheOkolieancestorsarecapableof?”

Nkomowouldtestifygreatlyofthethingshe’sseen,

thehavoctheOkolieancestorshavecaused.

“Please,that’samyth.Besides,wefoundavery

powerfulsangoma,hestrengthenedus.Whydoyou

thinkIdatedOkolie’sdaughterwithouthim knowing

aboutit?”

Thisonethinkshe’ssmart.

“I’m warningyouZwelethu,getoutwhileyoustillcan.

I’lltrytogetRandalltopardonyoursin.”

“Listentoyoubhuti,yousoundlikehisdisciple.

Worshippingthebloodygroundhewalkson.You’re



notyourownperson,youliveforthatmanandIhate

him forthat.Ihatehim forhavingcontrolovermy

brother.”Zwelethu’sangryvoiceeruptsthroughthe

line.“I’m goingtokillhim myself,hiswifeaswell.”

ThelinediesbeforeNkomocanreprimandhim any

further.

Isittoosoontostartfuneralarrangements?Pinkis

thecolourtheme.



BAMBINDLOVU-

Sheletitslipagain,it’sbecomeathingnowwhere

shewouldletangerfillherupandexplodelikea

damnvolcano,spillingthingsshe’snotsupposedto.

He’snoticedthatalot,herangerishisticketto

findinghisfamily.Hejustneedstomeetupwithhis

uncles,herememberstheirnames,onlymetoneof

them.Hecan’trememberwhichone,thememoryis

stackedsomewhereinhishead.

“WhenlastdidyouspeaktoSindi?”

Shedoesn’tprovideananswer,shehasswornto

silence…Threedaysagotheyhadafallout,hesaid

somethingaboutreconnectingwithhisfather’s

familyandlikealwaysThandikelathreatenedto

disownhim.Atthispoint,he’snotsureifhecares

anymore.



“I’m goingout.”Saysabarely-therefrailvoice.

Hewouldaskherwhyshe’snottalkingtohim but

willgainnothingfrom that.Herstubbornnessmakes

onesbloodboil,it’sthekindofstubbornnessthat

wouldannoythegodsaswell.

“Whereareyougoing?”Nowshetalks?

Shedirectsherbodytoasittingposition,pleading

eyesfollowingthetraditionalheadbandhersonis

placingonhishead.Themanlooksthesameevery

day,perhapshim notwantingtoletgoofthiscrazy

attirehaseverythingtodowiththedesperatedesire

toconnectwithhisfather’sfamily.

“School.”Hersonhastoworkinordertoputfoodon

thetable.

“Comestraighthomewhenyou’redone,thereareno

customersinJoubertPark.I’llbeworkingatBree

today.”

Heshrugsbecauseofhismother’scoldtone,it’s

beenweekssincesheslappedhim andheranger



hasnotsubsided.However,he’snotsurehestill

knowsthereasonbehindit…SleepingwithLiyanaor

notbringingSindisiwehome.Theydon’ttalkabout

thatday.

Sambulowasmanenoughtolethim speaktohis

sister,hewouldn’ttellhim wheretheyareandmade

itclearthatRiverleaisnottheircurrentlocation.

Bambindlovuknewthenthathissisterisbasicallya

needleinhaystack.

Schoolswillbeoutby3:30pm,anhourfrom now.

Butthat’snothisproblem today.Heaskedafriend

todotheroundsforhim,hisdestinationistheReef

Hotel.HemakesittoMarshalltowninpeace,parks

thecaron58AndersonSt.

Astandarddoubleroom.Itissolikehertopicka



fourstarhotel,hewasagainstitbutLiyanaknows

howtohaveherwaywithhim.Forthepastweeks

he’sspentoverR3000inthisroom,itonlycosts

R720anightwhichisnothingtotheOkolieprincess.

However,Bambindlovuisamanwithdignity,hisego

doesnotlethim liveoffofher.Borrowingmoney

from histaxidriverfriendsisbetterthanletting

Liyanapaythefullamount.Theyalwayssplitthebill,

hemakessureofit,asbrokeasheis.

Heuseshiskey-cardtoopenthedoor,someone

runsintohim.

Ahead-oncollision.

Heholdsontothem lesttheyfall.Longlegswrap

aroundhim,tightarmsaroundhisneckandaface

rummagedonthecurveofhisneck.Herscent

enticeshim,assheiswrappedupinhisarms.

“ImissedyouBam-Bam.”Confessesacheerful



voice,warm breathstampingthedelicateskinonhis

neck.

“Iknow,that’swhyI’m here.Oryouwoulddiefrom a

nostalgicheart.”Heteasesherandshetakesitwith

aghostofasmile.Hisarmsloosenaroundher,but

she’sclingingontohim likeamonkey.He’sgetting

usedtohersnuggles,it’sgrowingonhim buthe’s

notgoingtotellherthat.

“Getoffmfethu,Ican’tbreathe.”

“ButIloveithere.”Shewhimpers,allofher

tighteningaroundhim.“Let’sstaylikethisforever.”

“Wewerelikethisyesterday,andthedaybefore

and…”Gently,heplacesherdowntomeetapouty

face.“Argh,I’velostcount.IfIcouldIwouldmakea

photocopyofme,oneyou’llclingontoalldayevery

day.”

LiyanaJabshisshoulder,agigglesosoothingit

bringsasmiletohisface.

“Yousecretlylovemyclingyass,you’rejusttoo



proudtoacceptit.”Sheissureofitbecauseofthat

smileonhisface.Hersmilegraduallyfadesgiving

perplexitythespotlight.

“Whyareyoutakingyourclothesoff?”Shequestions.

“Hamfethu!I’m savingyouthetroubleofhavingto

removemyclothes,plusyou’realwaystossingthem

recklesslyasifironingthem isnothardenough.This

savesusboththetrouble,Iwon’thavetowalk

aroundincrumpledclothesandyouwon’tcomplain

abouthowtightmypantsareandworkingextrahard

topullthem down.”

“WhywouldIwanttoremoveyourclothes,Bam-

Bam?”Herinquisitiveeyestrailthepileofclotheshe

hasneatlyfoldedandplacedonthechairnearthe

largewindowoverlookingGhandiSquare.He’s

standinghalfnakedwithhandsonhiships,theonly

thingcoveringhismagicstickisapairofanimal

printunderwear.



“We’rehavingsexlikewealwaysdowhenwecome

here,nowstopstaringatmeandtakeoffyour

clothes.Youcanleaveyourbraandpantieson,I

don’tminddoingthatpartmyself.”Aconceitedgrin

isrestingonhisface,Liyanafindsithardtokeepa

straightface.Ittakesaminuteforhereyestowater

from laughinglikealunatic.

“What’sfunny?”

Noanswer,justaloudhorselaugh.Foldinghisarms,

hewaitsforhertofinishherlaughingmarathon.

“OhBam-Bam.”Herarmsfindtheirwayaroundhis

shoulders,he’ssotallthatshehastostandontiptoe.

“Khulumamfethu,maraungang’bambi.”(Speakbut

don’ttouchme.)

Hesulks,peelinghimselfoffherarms.

“Iwanttofeedyoufirst.”Shesays,thecockysmile

won’tleaveherface.



“Oh!”Hegrabshispantsandslipsthem on.“You

shouldhavesaidso.Ithoughtyouwerereadytobe

eatenwiththewayyouwereclingingontome.”

“OhmyGod,Bam-Bam.Can’tyoutrytoberomantic

atleast?”

“IwouldfailevenifItry,mysyllabuswasdifferent

from yours.IwenttoZenzeleniHighSchool,my

schooluniform wasayellowshirt,brownpantsand

brownschoolshoes.MaruandAwalktoFreedom

wereourliteraturebooks.Whileyouamacoconut

wererecitingRomeoandJuliet,Othelloorwhatever

crapShakespearescripted.”

ShewouldbeoffendedbutheisherBam-Bam and

she’sgrowntomanoeuvrepasthisharshwords.

Theyareworldsapartbutloveknowsnobounds…

Wait,what!Love?That’sabittoosoon,right?

“Youdon’thavetobefrom aninfluentialschoolto

beromantic.”



“Yeahsure.”Hebrushesoffherremark.“Lalela

mfethu.Doyouwantatcharwithyourquarter?Coke

orFantaorange?YoulookliketheFantagrapetype.

I’llgetboth,womencanbeindecisivesometimes.”

Hewouldknowiftheyspentmoretimeoutthanin

bedsavagingeachother.Liyanafoldsherarms,

grimacingatthemanwhohascapturedherheart.

“You’reamazing,youknowthat?”

Agrin,it’shaughty.“Iknow.”Hereplies.Herneedy

sidecomestoplay,she’sshoweringhim withkisses.

“Let’sgobeforeyourfatherstartslookingforyou

again.”There’sboredom inhisvoice,thethoughtof

theirparents’dictatorshipisfretting.He’snotsure

aboutLiyana’sparents,buthismotherwillnever

understandnoracceptthisthingtheyhave.

*

*

*



ThatnightafterBambindlovudroppedheroff,she

didn’tthinkshewouldfindthehouselightsonand

loudvoicesinherparent’slivingroom.Shestoodin

theentrancebetweenthekitchenandthevestibule,

fiddlingwithherfingersthemomentherangryfather

caughtaglimpseofher.

Shecouldn’tlookupathim,notwhenshewas

drippingwithshame.Notwhenshehadjustgiven

herselftoamaninhiscaravanthattransports

schoolchildren.

Herouterlips,innerlipsandclitoriswerestill

swollen.Hervaginalwallsstillheldtheintense

feelingofhiserection.Herbloodpressureand

heartratewereonlybeginningtogobacktotheir

normality.



Shecouldsmelltheumblaselo-wearing,tsotsitaal-

speakingproudZulumanonher.

Whenherfathertookasteptowardsher,fear

laughedinherface,ifhecameanycloser,hewould

smellhim too.

“P—papa…”Hervoicerefusedtosupporther.“When

didyoucomeback?”

Shewouldknowifshewerehomeandnotout

screaming“OH!BAM-BAM.”

“Wherehaveyoubeen?”HeaskedbutLiyanatoo

hadquestionsforhim.Shedemandedtoknowwhy

hekilledhermotherandwhenhecouldn’tanswer,

shetoldhim howmuchsheloathedhim,scurriedto

lockherselfinherroom.Amarahadtobeamediator,

hisgrandunclesaidafewwordsaswell.Butweeks

havegoneby,Liyanaisstillwithoutanswers.

Somethingishappeninginherfather’shouse,her

stepmotherwon’tlookherintheeye.Herfather

doesn’tspeak,hesnapsather.Herlittlebrother,the



onlyoneshedeemsinnocentseemstobefalling

intodepression.

Sheisfumingandunhappy,theonlypersonkeeping

hersaneisherR.Jandthemansheenjoysspending

timewith.HerBam-Bam.

*

*

*

“Haveyoutoldhim aboutus?”Zwelethuhemeans.

Theystepoutofthehotelroom,sheinsistsonhim

holdingherhandastheywalkdownthecorridor.

Yep!He’llgetusedtoit.

“Ihaven’theardfrom him inawhile.”Itisbetterthis



way,that’swhatshethinks.That’swhathethinksas

well,althoughitwouldbeniceifshewouldend

thingswithhim.

TheyfindthemselvesinCnrFoxandRissikStr,only

becausehecouldn’tfindatuckshopwheretheysell

quarters(Bunnychow.)

Nandositis…

Heordersamealfortwo,1/4chicken,chipsand

beverages.Itsendshim overR100,it’shislast.A

friendpromisedtosendane-wallet,hedidn’tspecify

theamount.Hewillneeditiftheyaregoingtospend

timeinthehotelroom.Ashewaitsforhischange

from thecashier,helooksoveratLiyanawhois

reservingseatsforthem.There’sanelderlywoman

withher,hisbrowsclashasadesireforknowledge

nudgeshim.

Retrievinghischange,hestridestowardsthetable



ashenearshenotesthepaniccloakedonLiyana’s

face.Hiseyesshifttotheelderlywomanwhois

staringwithwideeyes,heknowsshockparalyses

andthisoldwomaniscurrentlyaprisonerofit.

Liyanagetsupandstandsnexttohim,“auntPetunia,

thisismyfriend.”

Isgrandma-auntaword?Argh…

Petuniahasnotblinked,herchestisheavinglikeshe

justranagainstUsainBolt.Herbodydropsdownon

thechairwhileherwideeyesremainontheman

drapedinumblaselotraditionalattire.

*

*

*©



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifty-One

BAMBINDLOVU-

Whenhewokeupthismorning,hisheartwas

soaringjoyfullywiththoughtsofLiyanacascadingin

hismind.Hecouldn’twaittoseeheragain,itissafe

toassumethatatthisstageinhislife,sheisthe

onlypersonwhobringshim peace.

Yes,todaywasnotgoingtobeperfectbecausethis

ishislife,it’sneverperfectevenifheaskedfora

twitchofitfrom hisancestors.Nowhereheis,

eyeballtoeyeballwithhisgirl’saunt.Thesenioris

scrutinisinghim underherwidespreadgaze,she

hasn’tsaidanythingsinceLiyanahelpedherupfrom

thechairshefellonandthingsarestartingtoget

uncomfortable.

“Aunt,pleasedon’ttellmyparents.Papawillkillme.”



Liyanajumpsthegun,assumingthisisthereason

behindPetunia’sshockparalysis.

Theelder’sgawkyeyesdeterfrom theyoungman,

meetingLiyana’svexedgaze.There’sanundeniable

shockinhereyes.

“I’llgethersomewater.”Bambindlovuoffersjustas

Petuniaopenshermouthtospeak.

“Whoisthatboy?”Thequestionisoutthere,unsure

voicechasingBambindlovu.Thesyllableslosetothe

youngman’slonglegs.

Liyanawouldsaytheyaresexbuddiesbecausethey

haven’tconfirmedtherelationship,butthisisher

“grandmother.”AndPetuniahasacrazymentality,

shewoulddraghertoherfather’shousewithmeans

toexposeher.

“He’s…”theregoeshergazeaccompaniedbyanxiety,

hereyesarescrutinisingthemansheadorestofind

him staringbackwhiletalkingtooneofthestaff

members.“He’smyfriend,likeIsaid.”



“No!”Petunia'seyesdashtohim.“Thiscan’tbe

happening.”Thementionisinaudiblesomuchso

thatLiyanabarelycatchesit.

“Areyouokay,aunt?”

Petuniaturnstofaceher,palefaced…cartooneyes

stretchedinpanic.

Withoutanotherwordoranyexplanation,the

grownupsitsbackdownasifherlegshave

commandedhertodoso.Inquisitiveeyescarefully

dissectingthemanwalkingtowardsthem witha

glassofwaterinhand.Anyonewouldsquelchwhile

beingporedoverlikethat.

Heclearshisthroathopingitwilldoawaywiththe

oldwoman’sofficiousstare.

“Uh,I’m sorry.What’sgoingon?”Aconfusedtone.

“Sokalisa?”Yep,Thandikelaisnottheonlyone

familiarwiththisname,soitappears.

Hislashesflaponce…browscrinklewithquestions…

curiositytakesoverhismind…Asfarasheknows,



Liyanahasnottoldanyofherfamilymembersabout

thisprohibitedaffair.Prohibitedbecausetheir

parentswouldwagewaragainstthem ifitwere

knownthattheirsoulsareone.

“Whatdidyoucallme?”

OhBam-Bam!That’snotwhatyoushouldbeasking.

“Howdoyouknowmyname?”

Goodboy…

Petuniacarriesherhandsonherhead,“Ohh

Jehovah.”Anexpressionofgriefbreaksforth.Face

twistinginagony,“Lord,I’vebeengoodtoyouallmy

life.WhatdidIdotodeservesuchapunishment?”

She’sloud,peoplearewatching.Liyanaandtheman

besideherexchangelooks,awordlessconversation

takesplace,theyshruginunison.

“Aunt,whatisit?You’rescaringme.Howdoyou



knowhim?HowdoyouknowBam-Bam?”Shehas

notmovedfrom Bambindlovu’sside,shewouldshift

ifsheunderstoodwhat’shappening.

Petuniagaspsdisbelievinglyandshakesherheadin

disapproval.

“YourmothernamedyouBam-Bam?Areyounot

BambindlovuButhelezi?”

Jeer!Whatisthiswomantryingtodo?

Althoughshehasgivenhintsthatsheknowshim,

shockripplesthroughhisbones.

“Iam,that’swhatmymothernamedme.”Heshakes

hishead,settlingdownbesideher.“It’swhatmy

fathernamedme,that’swhatshetoldme.”

Petuniaregardshim withasoftlook,shuddering

handsmovinguptocraddlehischeeks.

“Youlookjustlikehim,”awhispersashaysthrough

herlips.“You’reasplittingimageofhim.”



“Whatisgoingon?Whodoeshelooklikeaunt?How

doyouknowhim?”

Yes!Thegirlisstilldrowninginconfusion.

Bambindlovuwouldliketoknowaswell.

“Hisfather.”Okaywe’regettingsomewhere.“You’re

amannow.Youwerefourthelasttimesawyou.”

“Areyoumyfather’swife?Thewomanheleftmy

motherfor?”

It’ssilentforaminutebeforePetuniaspeaks,“Isthat

whatThandikelatoldyou?”

“Mkami.”Adeepvoicematerialisesfrom nowhere,

everyoneturnstheirheadstofindMhambistriding

totheirdirection.Eyesareonhiswife,softand

warm almostasiftheyaresmilingather.“Yousaid

youwon’ttake…”Hiswordsfalterashisgazefinds

theboywhosefaceisrestinginhiswife’spalms.

Mhambifreezes,PetunialiberatesBambindlovu.He

standsatthesightofafacehe’sbeenyearningto

seeallhislife.



“Malume?”Hisvoiceslightlycracks,tearsfillhis

eyes.

“Sokalisa?”Hisfacebaresafrown.“You’rehere?

How?When?”

Mhambistepscloser.

“Malume.”Vindicatedtearsrolloutofhiseyes,he

doesn’tcaretowipethem.Nothingmattersnow,but

thismanwhoisstandingbeforehim.

“Sokalisa.”Mhambihasalwaysbeensofthencethe

tears.

Nandosisservingnothingbutchilli-shocktoday…

“Wherehaveyoubeenmalume?”Themurmured

wordsarebumpy.“I’vebeenwaitingforyouallmy

life,wherehaveyoubeen?”

Mhambigetsintohisspaceandwrapshisarms

aroundtheyoungman.Snifflesareheard,they

belongtoMhambi.Thefirstandlasttimehecried

waswhentheyfoundhisbrother’sdaughter,Amara



aftershewas“soldoff.”

“Mfanawami,thereisnoplacewedidn’tlookforyou.

Thisisamiracle,you’rehomeSokalisa,you’rehome

now.”Mhambicomforts,theyoungmaninhisarms

istremblingwhilesilentlycrying.

“Mywholelife,Ihavebeenwaitingforthisday.”

Bambindlovutellshim,hesnapsanindistinctsmile

whenMhambiwipesawayhistears.

“Ihavefoundyounow,Iwillneverletyougoagain.”

Mhambi.

“Yourfathershouldbeheretowitnessthisday,he

diedSokalisa.Hediedwithoutknowinghisson’s

whereabouts.HowcouldThandikelabeso…”

SomeonetellPetuniathereisatimeandplacefor

everything.

“Mkami.”Mhambiinterjectshiswife’scandour,she

sighsshakingherheadindispleasure.



Liyanaisdubiouslystaring,shakyhandsonshow,

mouthhangingopenasdisbeliefclaimsthe

wholenessofherbeing.Somehowherhandfinds

thestrengthtoclingontoBambindlovu’shand,he

doesn’tholdherbackandthatterrifiesthelifeoutof

her.Sheletsgo,andbythegraceofahigherbeing,

theeldersdidnotseeanything.

“UncleMhambi!”Tears.“What’sgoingon?Whyis

Bam-Bam callingyouuncle?IsheuncleJonas’son?”

“Ohmychild,thisisyourmother’sbrother.”

OnlyPetunia…it’stimewegagthisone.

“What?”Theyoungcouplesizzleinunison,heads

snappingtothebearerofbadnews.

“YourgrandfatherVusamazuluhadanaffairwithhis

motherand…”



Petuniaforpresident…

“Petunia!”Mhambisnapsloudlyandthatgetsthe

attentionofcustomers.

Theirordernumberiscalledbutnoonepays

attentiontoit.Abombhasbeenthrownbytheone

andonlyMrs.Buthelezi,leavingthevictimsnumbto

thecore.

“Thatisnottrue,mymothersaidtheyweremarried.

Theylivedtogetherashusbandandwifeuntilmy

fa…”DefendingThandikelaissomethinghe’sbeen

doingallhislifeandhedoesnotplanonstopping.

“Letusgohome,Iwillexplaineverything.Thisis

neitherthetimenorplacetotalkaboutfamily

matters.”

Don’tyoujustloveMhambi’swisdom?



“Liyana,”Mhambiholdsherhand.“Yourmotherdoes

notknowaboutthis,pleasemychildkeepitto

yourself.Iwilltellhermyself.”Hisvoicepersuades,

oblivioustothefactthatthisistheleastofLiyana’s

worries.HertearyeyesareonBambindlovu,

desperateforhim toglanceather.Shedoesn’tknow

whatallofthismeans,maybehiseyeswillprovide

answers.

Gettingnoresponsefrom hisgranddaughter,

Mhambidecidesthattheyleave.

Liyana’spresenceweighsonBambindlovu,hefeels

everyounceofit.Buthe’sfindingitdifficultto

acknowledgeher,whathe’sjustfoundoutistoo

muchtograsp.Withoutgrantingheraonceover,he

followstheoldcoupleoutthedoor.AndLiyana…

welltheheavinessonherfeetwon’tlethertakea

step.

SETHU-



Stylessaidheneededspace,buthowmuchofit?

Shehasn’tseenhim inawhile.Theonlytimeshe

getstohearhisvoiceiswhenhecallswantingto

speaktohisdaughter.HefetchesSihlefrom school

everyFridayanddropsheratschoolMonday

morning,knowinghermotherwouldfetchherafter

school.Sethudoesnotapproveofthissilly

arrangement,butthat’swhatStyleswantsandwhat

Styleswants,Stylesgets.

“Pleasemom,please.”Thechildchorusesinthe

backseat,Sethuisentertainingherlastnerve.This

isnotthedaysheorderedwhenshewokeupthis

morning.

“I’m nottakingyouthereSihle,ItoldyouR.Jisnot

feelingwell.”

“That’swhyIwanttoseehim,pleasetakemethere

mom.”

Sigh!Howdoesshetellherdaughterthatsheand

Amaraarenotonspeakingtermsandshecan’t

budgeintoherhouselikeeverythingisokaybetween



them?

“IsaidnoSihle,nowstop.”Shesnapsandgetsa

grumpynineyearoldinreturn.Sethuisleeringather

throughtherearviewmirror,shewouldapologise

butsheisnotinherbestmoodtoday.

“Iwantmyfather.”Thechildcries.

Sethuistootiredtogiveabefittingcomeback.

Herphonerings,shereachesforitonthedashboard.

Suddenlysomethingrunsinfrontofthecarstartling

herintheprocess.Sethuslamsonthebrakesbut

thecarhurtlestotheside.Sheturnsthevehicleso

thepassenger’ssideisawayfrom theoncoming

cars.Thesoundofhercar’sscreechingbrakesand

Sihle’sloudcriesshattertheimmensesilencethat

washoveringinthevehicle.Asthecarspinsoutof

control,imagesofSihleflashacrosshermind.Her

babyhastobeokayafterthis.

Themetalofthecargroanslikeawoundedanimal

asitsmashesintoanonrushingvehicle,afterthe

disorderallissilentforawhile.



Sethuiswellawarethatshe’sluckytobealive,the

crashwould’veclaimedherlife,yetheresheis…face

pressedintoanairbag,stillstrappedfirmlyintothe

driver’sseatwithnothingworsethancutsand

scrapesasevidenceofthecrash.

“Sihle.”Thechildhasnotmadeanysound.

Shestruggleswiththeairbag,ittakesasecondto

finallypushittooneside.ThereisnosignofSihlein

thebackseatandthepassengerdooriswideopen.

“Sihle!”Shescreams,inpanic.Theseatbeltdoesn’t

giveherahardtime,neitherdoesthedoor.

ThemomentSethugetsoutofthecar,shenearly

fallsover.Dizzy,sherushestothebackseatto

doublecheck,thechildisnotthere.

“SIHLE!SIHLE!”She’srunningaroundthecar,

checkingwhereherdaughtercouldbe.Thesceneof

theaccidentiscrowdedwithvehiclesandpeople

watchingthispregnantwomanshoutinginhorror.

Theroadistoocrowdedthatanyonewouldleavethe

placewithoutbeingnoticed.



“Sisi,what’swrong?”Somerandom guyasks.

“Mybabyisgone,shewasherestrappedinthecar

seat.”She’sintears,bodyshudderingandheart

thumpingcrazilyinherchest.

Themandipshisheadinsidethecartocheck,“Are

yousureyouhadachildwithyou?Thereisnosign

thattherewasachildinhere.Likeabackpack,a

toy.”

“I’m notcrazy.”Sethuscreamsattheman,likea

womanwhohasneverhadhermarblesonpoint.“I

waswithmydaughter,mybabywashere.Please…

pleasehelpmelookformybaby.”

Shedoesn’thavetoasktwice,theciviliansscatterin

searchofthechild.

Somecheckundercarswhileothersscrapethe

sidewalks.Itiswhentheyconfirm thatthereisno

signofherchildwhenawaveofdizzinessrushes

throughher,shestartstofeelweakandnauseous.

Shecanfeelherbodystartingtoslow.

“She…shewashere,mybabywashere.Iremember...

shewashere.”Thewordstugatherforthelongest



time,chasingherthroughmomentsoflogic,

blankness…longenoughforthem toeventuallystop

makingsense.Thelastthingsheseesisaman

rushingtowardsherbeforeeverythinggoesblack

andherbodylosesitsnormalweightassheseems

tofloatawayintocompleteandutterdarkness.

KENNETH-

IexpecttofindZithobilewithherbabyinherarms

whenIarriveatthehospital,theC-sectionwas

meanttobeperformedthismorningandIbelieve

everythingwentwell.

AllthegoodemotionsandfeelingsdisappearwhenI

spotMantfombiseatedononeofthehospital

bencheswithherhandonhercheek,shelookstired

ashellnottomentiondrained.Myfeetrefuseto

move,thisisnotthestateIleftherinhoursago.

Oneofmytaxishavegonemissing,itwasvitalthatI



attendtothematter.Mantfombihasbeenshowing

insufficientsupport,comingtothehospital

whenevershecan.Ican’tthankherenough.

Hereyessnapupandmeetmine,worriedand

expectant.

“Khabazela.”Aloudsalutationasshehurriesmy

direction.

“Wherehaveyoubeen?Iwasworriedaboutyou.”

Mantfombisays,andgivesmeanunnecessaryhug.

Idon’tholdherback,shepullsawayatthetensingof

mybody…backpedals,eyeschasingtheflooruntil

theyreachherfeet.

“Howisshe?Aretheyokay?”That’sallIwantto

know,that’sallIcareabout.

“Noonehascomeoutofthatroom yet.”



Howisthatpossible?Theyshouldbedonebynow.

“I’m scaredKhabazela,whatifthey…”

“Don’t…”Idon’twanttohearanythingnegative

regardingZithobileandherbaby.“Theyaregoingto

beokay.”

Thedoctorsuddenlymaterialisesfrom thetheatre

room.Ican’ttellfrom hisexpressionifhe’scarrying

goodorbadnews.

“CongratulationsMr.Mkhize,you’reafathertoa

babyboy.”

“Godisgood.”Mantfombisingscheerfully,wrapping

herarmsaroundmeagain,shehasbeenlooking

forwardtothebaby’sbirth.Herexcitementis

justified,whileIcan’twaittohearhowZithobileis.I

shuffleuntilsheletsgoandstepsback.

“Whataboutthemother?”There’snopromiseor

anythinggoodinhiseyes.“Whereisshe?”



“I’m sorrysir,we…”

Asuddenwaveofheatrushesthroughmybodyas

thedoctorfailstogivemeareportregarding

Zithobile.

“No.”

Ittakesallthestrengthinmenottodroptomy

knees.

“Khabazela”Mantfombispotsmyweaknessand

holdsontomybiceplestIfall.

“WhereisZithobile?Isshe…isshedead?”Iaskthe

doctor.

Thiswordisdeathitself,ittakesthelifeoutofme.

ThereisneveratimewhenIhaveassociateditwith

hername,butnowithasbecomeareality,oneI

can’trunawayfrom andfortherestofmylifeI

wouldhavetoassociatetheworddeathwithher

name.

“Doctorpleasesaysomething.”Mantfombipleads

onmybehalf.Idon’tunderstandwhythedoctorhas

suddenlybecomemute.



Myheartisbeatingsofastitseemstohum inmy

chest.

“Ican’tsaywhatreallyhappenedinthere.Butshe

didn’twakeupaftertheoperation,wetried...”

Hisvoiceweariesoff,becomingnothingbut

backgroundnoise.I’m notweak,itgoesagainst

everythingIam—everythingIbelievein.

YethereIam,backpressedagainstthewall,heart

strugglingtokeepitsnormalbeat.

“Zithobile!”Hernamepurrsfrom mytremblinglips.

“Khabazela,”Mantfombi’sblurryfigurestandsbefore

myeyes,unshedtearsthreateningtotrailtheedges

ofmyskin.“Getaholdofyourself.”She’stouching

meagain.Idon’tknowhowIhavealloweditthusfar.

She’stellingmetogetaholdofmyselfbutIcan’t,

forthefirsttimeinmylife,myheartisintorment.

Thepainissuffocating,almostlifethreatening.

“I’m sorryKhabazela,youwillneedtobestrongnow,



forthebaby.”Mantfombi.

“No,Zithobileisnotdead.”Iwhizzpasthertogetto

thedoctor.“Whathaveyoudone?”Myhandsballthe

fabricofhiswhitecoat.“Sir,wedideverything

accordingly.Therewerenocomplicationsor

mistakesandmedically,sheshould’vehavewoken

up.We’restilldoingtests.”

“No,Idon’twanttohearthatshit.Gobackinthere

andbringherback.”

“Khabazelaplease,controlyourself.”

HowdoIdothatwhenI’m starkravingmad?Howdo

Idothatwhenallofmewantstokillthisman?

“You’regoingtogetintotrouble,please.Thinkofthe

baby,wehavetotakehim home.”

Shesucceedsinpullingmeawayfrom thedoctor,he

leavesuswithanotheruselessapologyandI

crumbletothebench.Iwanttocryandscream,but

nothingiscoming.Notears,onlytheurgetoburst



intofireworks.Smallarmsenwraparoundme,

bringingmyheadtoasquishyplumpchest.

Strangelyit'scomforting,homey.Shesmellsofa

familiarscent…strawberries,theodourdrawsmeto

thepreciousrecollectionsofmymotherbeforeshe

livedformyfather,beforeIsisawasborn.

Ican’texplainhowinMantfombi’sarmsIcanfeel

mymother’sshowerofcare,Icanvividlyseeherset

ofsternyetsofteyes.

“I’m hereKhabazela,letmetakecareofyou.”

PuffsofairblowmyneckasMantfombi’swarm

breathecrashesagainstmyskin.Noonebutmy

motherhaseverheldmeinawaythatmakesme

feellikeakid.

I’m pulledoutofherarmsbythesoundofmyphone

ringing.Aforeignnumberisdisplayedonthescreen.

“Kenneth.”Irecognisethevoice,ittakesaminutefor

Neo’sfacetoflashinmyhead.

“Maake?”



“Idon’tknowwhyyournamekeepsplayinginmy

head,withanundisputableurgetocallyou.”Yet

boredom abidesinhisvoice.

ImetNeothroughStylesandhappenedtoget

acquaintedwithhim.Ican’tsaywearefriends.

“I’m busyNeo…”

“There’sawomanonahospitalbedfightingforher

life,Ihearcriesofababy,probablyanewborn.Are

theysomehowconnectedtoyou?”

Coulditbe?MylipsfeelnumbbutImanagetogive

him ananswer.

“Zi—Zithobile.”Myvoicefightsthename,tempering

withthesyllables.

“IseeNtenga,Duma,Magagula.”Neocontinues.

Thiscan’tbe,Istandasastonishmentleansintome.

“ZithobileMthombeni.”Imurmursceptically.

“Ntenga,Dumaareherclannames.”



“Shehasn’tcrossedoveryet,Iseeaboutsixnaked

oldwomenstandinginfrontofacloseddoor,

movingsidetoside.Theyarestoppingherfrom

enteringthatdoor,butshe’sfrustrated.Shedoesn’t

understandwhytheyarepreventingherfrom

walkingthroughit,ifshedoesthenitwillbetheend

ofherlife.”

Ididn’tknowhe’sbecomeaprophet.

“TellmewhattodoNeoandI’lldoit.”

“Don’tletthem touchherbody,youneedtogether

familytothehospital…acloserelativeorsomething.

Theywillhavetoburnimpephoandaskthe

ancestorstoshowherthewayback.Someoneis

afterherlife,andtheyarenotgoingtogiveupuntil

she’sdead.PrayaswellKenny,I’m surethecultwill

understand.Shoshontwana.”

Thelinegoesquiet,he’sdroppedthecall.

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifty-Two

STYLES-

Thecallcameinwhileatwork,hedoesn’thavethe

fullstoryyet,onlythathiswifewasinacaraccident.

Shewashystericaloverthephone,toohysterical

thatshecouldn’texplainwhatreallyhappened.

Atreceptionheisgiventheroom numberandtold

whichwardtoheadto.He’srunning,crazythoughts

evadinghismuddledbrain.Aretheyokay?Iswhathe

wantstoknow?

Hewalksintoanotsocrowdedroom,there’sa

nursedottingsomethingonapatientfileandanold

womanseatedonachair.Theireyesclash,theold

woman’seyesareshiftyandhisinquisitive…incisive.

Thereisafamiliaritytoher,Stylesishavingahard

timepinningittogether.However,heissurehe’s



seentheoldhag…pardonmymanners…

He’ssurehe’sseentheoldwomansomewhere.The

nursemustbedonewithherrounds,shedeparts.

“Kitten.”Hisattentionshiftstothewomanwearing

hisweddingring,she’sonthebed,eyespuffyand

redrimmed.Apangofpainstingshisheartatthe

sight,it’snotasecretthattheyhavebeenapartand

probablythewholeofnorthknowsthattheSishis

havegonetheirseparateways.Whattheydon’t

knowisthatthismanrighthereisstillmadlyinlove

withthatfragileladylyingonthebed.

“St-Styles.”Shecries,hisnamebreakingintopieces

asitescapeshermouth.She’sinhisarmswhere

shefeelsthesafestandhe’stryingtocalm herdown.

“Excuseme.”Acrookedvoicetremblesintothe

room,Stylesshiftshisgazetoher.Theoldwoman

keepsherregardontheground,sheappearspanicky

andveryjittery.Inamillisecond,she’soutthedoor

likeanunwantedflybeingchashedoutofahouse

withadishcloth.



“Whoisthat?”

No.No.No.Styles,you’redoingthisallwrong.How

areyou?Iswhatyoushouldbeasking.

Sethu’seyesdartaround,shamecrownsher.

“Myfather’saunt.”Herresponseinvitesafrownto

hisface.

“Iknowthatwoman.”Hiseyesaredirectedtowards

thedoor.“That’sRandall’smaid.”

“What?”Herfocusisnotreallythere,she’sthinking

ofawaytobreakthedistressingnews.

“HernameisMantombi,right?”Stylesasks.

AnodisSethu’sanswer.

“She’sMkhize’saunt?”Anothernod,thistimeit

comeswithanexasperatedfrown.

“Styles…”Atremble…“Sihleismissing.”



Stylesisnotsureheheardright,hemustbegetting

oldorhismindistoobusytograspeverythingat

once.Mantombi’srelationtoMkhizeandSethu

beinghospitalised.Perhapshe’shearingthings.

“Whatdidyousay?”Hisbackstraightens,heart

stopsforameremomentashewaitsforananswer.

“Idon’tknowwhathappenedStyles…Iwasdriving,

thenextthingsomeoneraninfrontofthecarand…

andtherestisablur.”Shedeliverswithajaw

tremblingfear.“Ican’twordwhathappenedback

therebutIknowSihlewaswithme.Shewaswithme,

Styles.Ilookedeverywhereforher,ourbabyisgone,

she’sgone.”Thewifebreaksintoaheartwrenching

sob,bodytremblinglikeagenerator.Stylesis

standingthere,intotalparalysis,wideeyed,he

doesn’tevenshake.

“Whereismydaughter,Sethu?”Sheflinchesatthe

intensityinhistone.Unabletolookintohisangry

eyes,Sethuoptstofiddlewithherfingers.

“I—Idon’tknow,I…Itoldthepolicewhat…”



“Don’ttellme,youdon’tknow.Wasshenotwith

you?”Heshouts,it’sbarelyloudbutcarriesthesame

force.Hedoesn’tthinkofcalminghimselfatleast

forthesakeofthebabyshe’scarrying.

“SomeonetookmybabyStyles,theytookmybaby.”

Insteadofbeingdefensive,Sethuacceptsafloodof

tears.Cryingseemstobetheonlythingshe’sableto

doandStylescan’tacceptthat,themanneeds

answers,notabucketoftears.

“IbetterfindmydaughterorIsweartoGod…Iswear

toGod.”Hegrindsoutthewordsbetweenclenched

teethandstormsoutofthehospitalroom,hiswife’s

criesareheardfrom thehallwaybuttheyarenot

wrenchingenoughtosendhim backtopacifyher.

BAMBINDLOVU-

Hewouldn’tambushhismotherlikethishadhis

unclesnottoldhim whatreallyhappenedallthose



yearsago,howhecameaboutintothisworld.It’s

unlikehim todisrespecthisqueen.However,how

doeshegoaboutlife;pretendeverythingisokay

whennothingis?

Nowhe’sparkedoutsidehismother’sflat,heart

sprintinginapainfulway.He’snotonetoweara

cloakofbetrayal,nowhehastowalkintohis

mother’shouseadornedwithnothingbutbetrayal

itself.

“Letmespeaktoherfirstthenyouwillcomein.”

Mhambiseesnoproblem withthat,butJonas’

crinkledoldfacesayshe’sreadytodispute.

BambindlovulearntbackatthehouseinVaalthat

hisuncleJonasisthemostdifficult,notonlydoes

helookorcomeacrossasstrict,heistheword

elucidated.

Jonasappearedtobethemostvexedabout

Thandikelakeepingtheirsonfrom them,thelevelof

hisangerhittheroof.Hisbrotherwasabletocalm



him downasthemanwasreadytoactonhisrage.

Liyanawassadlysenthomebytheeversoloving

uncle-grandpaJonas,thecoupledidnotargueabout

it.Sheleftwithaheavyheartandunspokenwords

thatbotheredher.

“Wearecomingwithyou.”

Sigh!

Youcan’ttakeJonasanywhere.

“PleaseMalume.”Handsjoinedtogetherasif

offeringprayerstoadeity…

SeethethingsJonasmakespeopledo.

“Irespectmymother,althoughthishaseverythingto

dowithme.Letmehearhersideofthestoryfirst.”

It’sthatexpressiononhisface,theoneMhambiand

Vusamazuluwouldhavewhentryingtosoftenthe

manup.Astheolderbrother,Jonasremembersit

andguesswhat…dearoldJonashasaweakness.

We’regettinganod…



Praisethemosthigh…

Theprodigalsoniscontent,heleavesthem inhis

caravanandfindshiswayintotheflat.Thestairs

seem longertoday,probablybecausehe’sdreading

theconversationthat’sabouttotakeplace.

“Wherehaveyoubeenwena?Didn’tIsaycome

homeearly?Wereyouwiththatgirlagain?WhatdidI

sayaboutstayingawayfrom her?Whyareyou

diggingyourowngraveBambindlovu?Doyouknow

whosheis?Thisisanabomination.”

Thisisthethingaboutshouting,youspewthings

you’renotsupposedto…

AswewaitforThandikelatoexplainthe

‘abomination’part.



“Whathappenedwithyouandmyfather?”

Iguesswehavetowaitalittlelonger…

Thandikelastareswithshiftyeyes.Sincewhenis

thisonesorandom?Sheshiftsonherbed,

grimacing.Questionsshehasnoanswerstoflying

aroundherheadlikefliesonafreshlyslaughtered

cow.

“Wh—what?”Shestammers.

“Wehardlytalkabouthim,andtodayIgotcurious

andwanttoknowhowyoutwomeet.HowwasI

conceived?”

Okay,wrongquestionBam-Bam.

“Uyahlanyawena?Whatareyouaskingme?”She’s

snappy,probablyhasn’thadsupperyet.

“SorryMaOlday,thatcameoutwrong.”Wittinessis

foundinhisvoice,buthisfacelacksevena

smidgeonofit.“Pleasetellme.”



“WhyareyouaskingmethesethingsSokalisa?After

whatyourfatherdidtome,howareyousocruelto

wantmetorelivethepast?”Tears…theyalways

work.

Hemovesfrom thedoor,there’saplasticchairat

thefootofthebed,smallenoughtofitthehipsof

histwelveyearoldsister.Hesquasheshisbigself

onitbecausesittingonhismother’sbedisanogo.

Hegawks,eyesinvestigative.

“Itoldyou,wemet,fellinlove,gotmarriedandhad

you.”Thandikelastrugglestokeepeyecontact,for

somereasonshecan’tlookathim.

“Andthewomanheleftyoufor?”

“I’venevermether.”

“Whyareyoulyingtome,mama?”Heforceshimself

outofthechairandstandstohisfeet.“Abomalume

arehere,downstairs.Theywanttoseeyou.”

Thandikelaultimatelysinksintoaconditionof

mentalstupor,there’savoiceintheroom,herson’s



voice.Shehearshim butcan’tpuzzlethesentences

together.

“DidyouhearwhatIsaid?”

Attheloudnessofhisvoice,shejumpsoffthebed

feelingasifsheisemergingfrom astuporforthe

firsttimeinforever.

Sherunsoutoftheroom inastateofpanic,hetrails

afterherthinkingshe’sgoingtomeetupwiththem.

Thandikelamakesaturnonthepassageleadingto

thekitchen.He’sconfused,unabletothinkstraight

ashewatcheshismotheropenthecupboard.She

pullsoutabottleofparaffinandwithoutbattingan

eyeemptiesthecontaineroverherhead.

“Mama,wenzani?”(Whatareyoudoing?)

Heyellsmarchingtoher,butThandikelaisfast

enoughtogrababoxofmatchesfrom thetopshelf

beforehersonreachesher.

Hestops,bloodshoteyesscrutinisinghismother

drenchedinparaffin.

“Isthiswhatyoudotome,Sokalisa?”Thewomanis



screaming,it’stooloudthattheotherresidents

leavetheirroomsbecausewhowouldn’tmissa

verbalfightandit’sfree?

“Mama,”isallhistremblinglipscanmutter.

“Ibroughtyouintothisworld,raisedyou

singlehandedly.Awayfrom thosetoxicpeople,Ilet

youkeeptheirnameandallowedtheirancestorsto

invadeyourlife.IdidallthatforyouSokalisa,and

thisiswhatyoudotome?”

Hervoicecarriesthecriesofaburdenedwoman,

shelightsthematchstick.Disbelievinggaspsecho.

“StopherBambindlovu.”Oneofthemaletenants

alerts.Butthesonbaringanangryfacedoesnot

moveaninch,heisglaringathismother,chest

heaving.

“Itoldyoutimeandtimeagaintostayawayfrom

thosepeople,andyouhavetheaudacitytobring

them tomyhouse?LikeyoudidwiththatOkoliegirl.

Thisisallherfault,sheintroducedyoutothem.She

broughtthem backintoyourlife.”



She’snotgoingtostopshouting,isshe?

“Youshould’velistenedtomewhenItoldyoutostay

awayfrom her,nowlookwhatyoudidSokalisa.You

sleptwithyourniece.”

Gasps!MightaswellcallDailysunbecausewow,

Thandikelaisonfire.Notliterally…yet…

“Sheisnotmyniece.”Bambindlovudefends

whateverhehaswithLiyana,hewasrelievedwhen

hefoundouttheyarenotbloodrelated.Thetwo

havenotdisclosedtheirrelationshiptothefamily.

“Whatdoyouknow?Youknownothing

Bambindlovu.”Herscreamselevateandtheflame

diesout.Shemustreallywanttodiebecauseshe

lightsanothermatch.

Gaspsareheardagain…Thesetenantsareso…sigh!

“That’swhyyousleptwithyoursister’sdaughter.”

SheinsistsonLiyanabeinghisniece.



Thetenantswillbebreathlessbythetimethis

womanisdoneventingiftheycontinuegaspinglike

this.

“That’swhyyoubroughtthosemenhere,Iwillkill

myselfbeforeIletthem intomyhouse.”She’sdead

serious.Bambindlovulooksspent,drainedand

defeated.

Jawclenchedandeyesfilledwithnothingbutrage,

hebreathesheavilyasifrelievedandthat’swhena

pailofwaterispouredoverThandikela’sbody.She

wheezesandturnsaroundtofindMakiwithan

emptybucketinhand.Thandikela’seyeswidenas

sheturnsbacktoherson,themanisswimmingin

anger.Heregardsherwithanenduringexpression,

clickshistongueandwalksoutofthehouse.

KENNETH-



ThehospitalwassoadamantontakingZithobileto

themorgue,astheonlypersonresponsibleforher,I

hadtofightthem.Myworddoesnotstandsolid

becauseI’m notfamily.Iftheyprovidealetterfrom

thecourtstatingthatadeceasedisoughttobesent

tothemorguethenIwillloseher.Idon’tunderstand

howshewasdeclareddead,itdoesn’tmakesense

tome.Althoughthereisnoheartbeatorpulse,her

bodyiswarm.Doctorscamewithabsurdreasonsas

towhyherbodyisstillwarm.

NoneofZithobile’simmediatefamilyiswillingto

comeforth,eachclaimingtheyaretoobusytotravel

toJoburg.TimeisoftheessenceandNokzolaismy

lasthope,she’scloser.

ThatdayafterconfirmingZithobile’swhereabouts,

afterIleftthisplace.ItnevercrossedmymindthatI

wouldbebackhere.Iknockandstandameasured

distance.Ittakesaminuteforthedoortoopen.



“You?”Shockhitsheracrosstheface.I’m gladthat

sheremembersmyface,itmakesthingseasyfor

me.“Whatareyoudoinghere?”

WhenIdon’tgiveherananswershetellsmeto

comeinwhichiskindofunusual,Iwalkinanyway.

“Pleasesit.”Idon’thavetimeforthat,soIremain

standingwhileshesettlesdown.

“Zithobileisnotwell.”Honestly,Idon’texpectherto

beemotionalaboutthis,theimpassiveexpression

onherfaceisanindicationthatshedoesnotregard

Zithobileasfamily.

“Howisthatmyproblem?”

“Afamilymemberisneededtocommunicatewith

theancestors.”Mypleacomesacrossasrude,soI

tryagaininhopesthatIwillgetitrightthistime

around.

“SomethinghappenedtoZithobile,shehadto

undergoanoperation.Therewerecomplicationsand

shedidn’twakeup.Thedoctorshavedeclaredher

deadbutshe’sstillalive,Ibelievestucksomewhere

inthespiritualrealm.”Thelookonherfaceaffirms



thatIhavejustwastedmytime.

“Maybeitisbettershefollowshermother,theworld

isnotaniceplaceforyoungwomenlikeher.”

Myhandsclenchfrom insidemypockets.

“Whataboutyourdaughter?”Iask.

“Whataboutmydaughter?”Asexpectedconfusion

paintsherface.

“She’llbebetteroffburiedinyourgardenrightnext

toyourhusband.”Disbeliefrainsonher,shejoltsup,

framevisiblyshaking.

“Wha…what?”Herlashesrepeatedlyflap,shemust

thinkthisisadream.

“DoyoustillremembertheMthombeniclannames

Nokzola?”Iask,poker-faced.

Ipushbacktheurgetoslaptheshockinfestedon

herface.It’spurelytimeconsuming.

“Whoareyou?”Loud,againasexpected.

“IfIsayyourworstnightmare,wouldyoubelieve



me?”IraiseaneyebrowasIreadtheflurryof

emotionsplayingonherface.

“Getoutofmyhouse.”

“CarefulNokzola,youmightwakeyourdead

husbandwiththewayyou’reyelling.Remember,we

don’twantanyonetoknowhedidn’trunawaywith

anotherwoman?Butthatyouandthoseoldwitches

killedhim ”Ifeelmymouthtwitch,acceptingasnide

smile.Itdoesn’tfeellikemesoIwipeitoff.

“Ididn’tkillmyhus…husband.Heleftmeforayoung

girl,everyoneknowsthat,they…”

Ishouldbelaughingatherstupidity.

“Isee…”Leisurely,Icountafewstepstowardsthe

pictureofherdaughterdisplayedontheroom

divider.“Shelookslikeherfather,don’tyouthink?

Maybewecangethertodiguphisremains.That’sif

youhaven’teatenthem.”

Canapersondiefrom shock?Ican’thavethat,not

untilshedoeswhatisexpectedofher.



“AreyouokayNokzola?Youlookparched,perhaps

youshoulddrinkaglassof…”Ipause,asadistic

smugtakingovermyfeatures.“Whatisityouand

yourwitchfriendsdrinkagain?Ahyes,blood.”

Shechokesonhersalivaandstumblesthreesteps

backwardsandgripsthecoucharmrestforanchor.

Canhereyesgoanywider?

“Youdon’tknowwhoyou’remessingwith.”She

threatens.

“I’m notfazedbyanoldwitchwhothinksshe’s

powerfulbecauseshetrappedherhusbandspirit.”

Thisisgettingboring.

“Grabwhateveryoucanandfollowme.”

Iturntoheadtothedoor,hershakyvoicehaltsmy

movement.



“She’snevergoingtomakeitout,theMthombenis

willneverlethergo.”

MyU-turnisslow,cleanandnotgivingoffanysort

ofemotions.Astaringcontest…Ifindpleasureinthe

fearilluminatingfrom herwide-shockeyes.Icould

drinkitandrelivethismomentforatimethat

pleasesme.

“Amadloziamabi?”Acoldchuckleleaves,it’s

indifferent.“Aretheyyourescapegoat?”(Bad

ancestors?)

ShestepsbackwhenIstepforwarduntilherbackis

pressedagainstthewall.

“CallonthosebastardsandIwillmarkthisasthe

lastdayofyourlife.Trustme,Nokzola.Iwillmake

sureyourdaughteristhefirstonetosetyourold

bodyalight.”

Sheblinksbackinshock,mouthajar.Itiltmyhead,a

droptotheleft.

“Let’sgo.”Iburble,dismissively.

Withafearfulexpressionsplashedacrossherface,



shegrabsherbagfrom oneofthecouchesandIlet

herleadtheway.Iguessshe’stooshockedtothink

oflockingherdoor.

Onthewaytothehospital,thewomantriesto

convincemethatsheisinnocent.Idonot

acknowledgeherpresence.

Atthehospital,ImeetupwithDrLindaandtwo

nurseswheelingabedandonitisabodycovered

withawhitesheet.

“Kenneth.”Shesmilesatmypresence.“Goodyou’re

here,thetestcamebackasexpected.Wecan’tkeep

herhereKenneth.MissMthombeniisnolongerwith

us.”Ineverthoughtherpresencewouldeverannoy

me.Mygazemovesfrom hertothebed,Iflipthe

whitesheetopenandmyheartdropsathow

helplessZithobilelooks.Iadmittomyselfhowmuch

Imissherandhertalkativeness.Nokzolacackles

condescendingly,probablyatthesightofherniece.

Withatongueclickshestridestositononeofthe

benches.



“Whatdoyoumeanasexpected?Youdeclaredher

deadthesecondyougotthatbabyoutofher

womb.”

“ThatisnottrueKenneth,MissMthombeniwasvery

muchaliveduringthesurgery.Shejust…”

“SavemethedetailsofyourincompetenceDrLinda.

Iwasspecificthatsheshouldnotbetouched.What

thehellareyoutryingtodo?”

“Kenneth...”

“Mr.Mkhizetoyou.”Iinterjectcorrectingher,stoical.

“Iunderstandwhatyoumustbefeeling,but…”

“Youdon’tunderstandshit,”Isnap.“Iwanther

transferredbacktoherroom.”

“Thatwon’tbepossible,thehospitalwon’tallowit.

Weneedthebedforanotherpatient.Herbodyhas

tobetakentothemorgue.”

“Whoispayingforthebloodyroom DrLinda?Meor



you?”

Silence.

“Thoughtasmuch,nowtakeherbacktoherroom.”I

tellthenurses,theydoaspermycommand.Thisis

theonlywayIcangetZithobilehelp,theonlywayI

cankeepheralive;dishingthreatsandnottaking

nonsensefrom anyone.

“TSHILIDZIMULAUDZI?”Nokzola’sincredulous

shoutsnapsmyattentionfrom thedoctor.Iquickly

turnandthebastardishere.Whatthehell?

“SothisisyouTshilidzi,aftersomanyyears?”

Nokzolacontinuesandcuriositynudgesatme.

Thesetwoknoweachother?

*

*

*
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KENNETH-

“Nokzola?”Thebastardsoundsjustasshocked,my

intuitiontellsmenottointerfere,soIstandata

distanceandwaititout.Atsomepointtheywillsay

howtheyknoweachother.Nokzolafoldsherarms,

unshrinking.

“I’m surprisedyoustillrememberme,”Shecrows.

“Doyouremembermysisterperhapsandwhatyou

didtoher?”

Mulaudzisuddenlylooksuncomfortable,hishead

whipsleft,rightandbehindhim.Idropmyhead,my

hairhangingsluggishlyonbothsides,workingasa

disguise.

“KeepyourmouthshutNokzola.”Hechides,

mutteringfuriouslyunderhisbreath.



“Why?GivemeonegoodreasonwhyIhavetokeep

itdown?”ThewomanistooloudandI’m not

complaining.“Yousleptwithmysisterandhadthe

audacitytorunafterknockingherup.”

No.No.No.Thiscan’tbehappening,howdidImiss

this?IgatheredeverythingtherewasonZithobile,

includingherfamily’spast.

“What?”Issentoutinshock.“Whydidn’tshetellme?

Icould’ve…”

“Youcould’vewhat,Tshilidzi?Youcould’vewhat?”

She’spokinganindexfingeronhisshoulder.Asneer

crosseshisface,heisnottakingthiswell.

“Stop.”Hegrowls,shruggingherhandaway.“Iloved

yoursister,butwecouldn’tbe.Ihadawife,afamily.

TherewasnowayIwasgoingtoleavemyfamilyfor

her.”

“Hehehe!”Whatawaytobringattentiontoyourself.

“You’reafoolTshilidzi,abloodyfool.Doyouknow

whatloveis?Ifyoulovedher,youwouldn’thave

left.”



“Ohplease,wasitnotyouwhocontinuouslybegged

metoleaveherforyou?Ifmymemoryservesme

right,youwerereadytobetrayyoursister.Although

marriedtothatuselessmanHlubi,youpresented

yourselftomeonasilverplatter.Rememberthat

dayNokzola,thedayyouseducedme?Remember

howwewentonandoninyoursister’shouseonher

bed?Rememberhowyouscreamedmyname,telling

mehowgoodIwas?”

“Loweryourvoiceyoubastard.”Nokzolasizzles.

“NowImustlowermyvoice?Wereyounottheone

screamingyourlungsoutjustnow?What,can’t

standthetasteofyourownmedicine?”

“IhateyouasmuchasIhatethatdaughterofyours.

IhadtoraiseZith…”Nokzolaspits,maliceisfoundin

hervoice.

“Nokzola!”Iinterrupt,myfeetborderingonthem.

Idon’twantthisfooltofindoutbeforeZithobile

does,Iwillprotectherfrom Mulaudzi.Thiswillkill

herbutthenagain,sheisastrongwoman.Shewill



decidewhattodowiththisinformation.Iam going

toprotectZithobileandherbabyfrom thesetwo

lunatics.Nokzolablinksawaythedisgracedisplayed

onherface.Shamelesswoman.

“Let’sgo.”

IsnubMulaudzi,thoughIcanfeelhiseyesonme.

He’sprobablyshockedtoseeme,Iwillhavetodeal

withhim later.Idon’tkillpeople,orhewould’vebeen

agonerthedayIsawhim layhandsonZithobile.

“Wait!”Iwouldn’tstopmeifIwerehim.“You’rethat

guywhobeatmetoapulp,youtookmy…”

“Your,what?”Doeshehavetheaudacitytoactually

proclaim thathe’sbeenunfaithfultohiswife?His

eyesarehesitant,scuttlingeverywherewithnoplace

toland.Hegulpsanddropshishead.Bloodyfool.

HebetternotbehereforZithobile.

“Youtwoknoweachother?”Nokzola’scuriosity

comestoplay.It’sareliefthatnoneofthem know

eachother’sconnectiontoZithobile.Ineedtoplay

mycardsrightorIwilllose.



“Wedon’thavemuchtime,let’sgo.”Iwouldpullher

bythehandjusttogetherasfarawayfrom thisman

aspossible,theauthoritativetoneofmyvoiceis

powerfulenoughtogethertomove.

WefindSiphostandingoutsidethedoor,Iaskedhim

tocomebecausehe’sfamiliarwiththetraditionof

uk’phahla.He’llbeabletodetectifshe’stalkingto

thebadancestorsornot.

“Everythingisset,”hetellsme.“Areyousureyou

wanttodothishereandnotathome?”

“Shewillneedmedicalattentionwhenshecomes

to.”

Ilosemybreathingpatternforaminuteatthesight

ofZithobilepeacefullysleepingonthehospitalbed,

you’dthinkshereallyisdead.Ican’tkeepmyeyes

offher,there’salongingtohaveherbackinmy

armsbutaheavinessinmyheartpushesagainstit.

Neowassurethiswouldwork,ithastowork.Ineed

herback.



“Coveryourhead.”Siphothrowsaheadscarfather.

Wewatchherasshedoestheritual,bythetime

she’sdone,she’sonthecoldhardfloor,herbody

convulsingviolently.

“What’sgoingon?”Iaskandcatchsarcasm in

Sipho’schuckle.

“Awitchcallingupongoodancestorscannotbe

good,thisisnotherusualroutine.Let’shopethey

willhearher,sheisaMthombenibyblood.”

“Byblood?”Iquestiontheconfusionhe’sbrought

forward.

“Yes,whenshegotmarriedshenolongerbelonged

totheMthombeniclan.Butthatdoesn’tstopher

from messingwiththeirancestorsandthat’sexactly

whatthiswitchhasbeendoing.Isayweburnher,

thisonewillnotlivelonganyway.Herdaysare

numbered.”Helaughs,it’sunnervingandboarders

onbrutality.

“Idon’twantdeadbodieshere.”



“Don’tworry,todayisnotherday.Wecanchange

herfatethough,I’vealwayswonderedhowit’sliketo

burnawitch.”Sipho.

“Doyouthinktheywillheedherplea?Ineed

ZithobilealiveSipho.”Ichoosetoignorehismessed

upbrain.

“I’m notsure,we’lljusthavetowaitandsee.”

Athisresponse,Imovetoherbedside.It’snota

secondtillherhandtwitches,inaminiature,hereyes

snapopen.

“Zithobile.”Myarmsspreadtocuddleher,butshe

bendstothesideheaving.Iwatchmystified,as

vomitpassesbetweenheropenjaws,splattering

soundsresonateaslumpsofpukehitthefloor.The

colouringisabnormallygreen.Shecoughsandspits

outwhatIhopeisthelastofwhateveritisshe’s

retching.ItellSiphotocallthedoctorjustas

Zithobilewipesawaytheinvoluntarytearsthatare

streamingdownhereyesandthemucushanging

from hernose.



HeforcesNokzolatoherfeetanddragsheroutwith

him,hecanbebenderinsensitivesometimes.

“Areyouokay?”Perhapssomepainkillerswouldhelp.

Shegivesmeathumbsup.“Hanginthere,the

doctorisontheway.”

“The…baby?”Hervoiceisbrittle.

“He’sfine.”I’m notsureifIshouldgivehermore

information.

“Iwant…toseehim.”

Mybrainfallsintoamuddle,wonderingifshewoke

upwithachangeofheart.Twodoctorswalkin

snatchingmyretort.ThankfullyDrLindaisnot

amongthem,Idon’ttrustherwithZithobileanymore.

Shockslapsthem acrosstheface,theycan’tbelieve

thisisthewomantheydeclareddead.Theyaretoo

focusedonthesupposedmiracletopayattentionto

thesmokeandstrongsmellofimpepho,lingeringin

theroom.I’m toldtoleavesotheycandotheirjob.



ThesecondIstepoutthedoor,I’m metwitha

howlingsound.AsIturntomyleft,IseeSipho,a

conceitedexpressiondancingonhisface.Ican’ttell

ifhe’sfightingtheurgetolaugh,butIknowhe’s

enjoyingwhateverishappeningthere.

Shiftingmyeyescentimetrestothefloor,Ispota

fatiguedNokzola,legsspreadout.Besideheris

Mulaudzi,cryingasifatragedyhastakenplace.

Thatwitchcouldn’thavetoldhim aboutZithobile,I

willkillherifshedid.

Siphoapproaches,he’ssmilinglikeanidiot.

“Ilovewhoeverisinchargeupthere.Godor

ancestors.”Hesays,foldinghisarms.“Hiswifehad

astrokelastnight,shejustdiedafewminutesago.”

That’sthereasonhe’satthehospital?

“Whyisthisfunny?”Ireallywanttoknow.Sipho

huffs,andchortlesonemoretime.



“Rememberthefightatthemall,thewifemusthave

donesomethingtoZitha.Whywouldshehavea

strokeallofasuddenthendieswhenLazarus

comesbacktolife?”Siphoisinsane.His

assumptionsmakeperfectsensebuthe’sinsane.

“WhoisLazarus?”Iknowwhohe’sreferringto.Ishe

braveenoughtorepeatitthough?

“Zithaofcourse,siscamebackfrom thedead.”Why

didIask?“I’m gladshe’sback,Iwasn’treadytosee

youmarryMantfombi.”

“That’sacrazythoughtSipho.Whywouldyousay

that?”

Heconsidersmewithaneyeroll,Ifinditstrange

thatamanwoulddothat.

“Don’ttellme,youhaven’tnoticedhowshelooksat

you,she’sprobablyplanningaweddingand

Mamkhizeishermaidofhonour.”HelaughsandI

can’tfindmywaythroughthejoke.“Wouldyoulike

anythingKhabazela?Wouldyoulikemetofeedyou,

Khabazela?PerhapsIcouldsuckyourd!ck



Khabazela?”

Thisconversationisgettinguncomfortable.

“Fuckyou,SiphoMndeni.”

Hewillneverstoptalking.Myattentionisstuckon

Nokzola.She’snotherself,andmyfingersare

crossedthatsheremainslikethat,otherwiseshe

willsinglikeabird.

Mulaudziisstillgrievingandthatconjuresan

unexplainablesatisfactioninme.

“Mantfombiwouldlovetohearthosewordsfrom

you.”He’steasingme,nowIgetit.Itdoesn’tmatter

whatMantfombifeelsanyway,Ihavemyeyeson

Zithobile.SheisallIsee.

“Walkingaroundsmellinglikeyourmother.”He

complains.“BecarefulKenneth,Iseeredflagsall

aroundher.”Ishakemyhead,asIdon’twantto

dwellonthat.



“KeepaneyeonNokzola,Idon’twanthersaying

thingsshe’snotsupposedto.”IleaveSiphowiththis

instructionandheadbacktotheroom.Thedoctors

aretakingtoolong.

MKHIZE-

Iknewthiswasabadidea,thatboyisgoingtokill

me.”Thisiswhatshe’sbeensingingsinceshe

arrivedathishouseinDiepkloofextension.Mkhize

isdonetryingtokeephercalm,thewomannever

listensanyway.

“Wouldyoucalm down,andexplaintomewhat

happened.”Aheavybreathfollowshisorder.

MaNtombiexhales,faceshrinkingwithdisgust.She

dropsdownonthenearestchair.

“Ididn’tthinkhewouldfindmeatthehospital,Iwas

planningonleavingwhenhearrived.Icouldtellfrom

thelookinhiseyesthatherecognisedme.”

“So?”Voiceiskeptneutralandunbothered.



“Whatdoyoumeanso?YousentmetotheOkolie

mansiontospyonthem…”

“Andyoubailedout…”Mkhize.

“IhaveafamilytoraiseBangizwe,”Mantombi

sputters,noseflaring.“Itoldyoufrom thestartthat

spyingontheOkolieswasabadidea.”

“Yetyoucameoutaliveaunty.”

“Wouldyoustoppatronisingme?”Mantombiyells,

jerkingtoherfeet.“Letgoofthisangeryouhold,

leavethatmanandhisfamilyalone.”

“Thatisnevergoingtohappen.”Mkhizecontinuesto

keepitcasual.“Especiallyafterhehaskilledmy

cousin.”

“Mypointexactly.Whatifthesamefateawaitsyou

andyourson?”

“I’m notacowardaunty,Iwillcomeoutalivethis

time.OkolieandIcan’tleaveinthesameworld.One

ofushastogo.”

Thereisreallynopointinarguingwiththisone,



Mantombishakesherhead.She’sgivingup,

throwinginthetowel.

“I’m leavingforDurbantomorrow,don’ttryto

contactme.Iwantnothingtodowithyouanymore.”

Mkhizeisnotfazednorhurtbyherwords.

Assheturnstoleave,sheismetbyanelegant

womanwalkingintothehouse.Theyhavemet

before,andtheirspiritsdonotlikeeachother.No

onebotherstogreetastheyparadepasteachother.

“Thandazamydarling.”Mkhizesingsashestandsto

salutethewomanwithahug.

LIYANA-

Theresheis,lyinginbed.Ifanyonewalksinnow,

they’llthinkshe’ssleeping.Butshewouldseethem,

althoughhereyelidslookshut,theyarefluttering

slightly.Theyaretheonlypartsofherthatshecan

move,sheisfullyconsciousbutcan’tshoutto



anyone,herbodyiscompletelyfrozen.

Shefeelsapresenceofamalevolentintruderinthe

room,pressureonherchestasifsomeoneissitting

onit,squeezingthebreathoutofherlungs.Her

mouthhangsopentoreleaseascream,awhisper,

anythingthatwillalertanyoneinthehouse.But,

nothing.

Throughherheavyeyelids,sheseesaghoulish

figureatthefootofherbed,inasplitsecondthe

figureloomsaboveher…it’sanoldwomaninablack

cloak,herfacemorphsintosomekindofdemon.

Withoutnoticethecreatureshrieksanddrawsnear.

Liyanatriestoshout,topullathereyelids,desperate

tosnapoutofit,butcan’tbudge.

Thewomansmirks,it’seerie.

“Ndelu.Madiba.Dimba.Duma.Mseleku.”(Clan

names.)

Thewhispersswooshpastherears,thenames



uttered,birthanextensiveamountoffearinher

heart.“Asihambentombazane,ukhokhosekudala

alindile.”

(Comemychild,yourgreat-grandmotherhasbeen

waitingforyou.)

Suddenlyshefeelsasifsheisbeingdraggedoutof

bed,herbedcoversinstantlysnatchedfrom her.

Thereareominousvoicesandshecan’tmakeout

whattheyaresaying.Shewouldscream butsheis

helpless,everybitofherimmobile.Sheseesagiant

figureofamanwalkintoaroom,it’sherfatherand

he’srushingtoherbedside.

“Liyana,wakeup.”Inwhatfeelslikeforever,she

hearsthegrufftone.“Liyana.”Thevoicecallsagain.

“Wakeupprincess,you’redreaming.”Hereyessnap

open.

“Papa!”Herfirstwords,reliefshowersoverherat

therealisationthatshecanspeakandmove.



Hergazesearchesfortheclockonthewall,it’sthree

inthemorning.

“Areyouokay?”Herfatherasks,worrysplashedin

hisvoice.“Youwerecryinginyoursleep.”

Liyanahidesinhischest,armswrappedaroundhis

lowertorso.Randallistakenabackbutholdsherstill.

“Ihadaterribledream.”Shestarts.“Therewasa

scarylookingoldwoman,shewantedmetogowith

her.”

Shepullsoutoftheembrace,eyesstaringinto

nothing.

“Mseleku,Madiba,Duma…”Thecreature’ssayings

raidhermouth.

Randallisfirstsurprisedandthenaghastattheclan

names.

“Wheredidyouhearthat?”Hisvoiceisasoundless

whisper,concerninhiseyes.



“Theoldwoman,shewhisperedthem tomebefore

tellingmetogowithher.Shesaidmygreat-

grandmotherhasbeenwaitingforme.”

Aslightgrimaceonhisfeaturesisaccompaniedby

anonplussedshakingofthehead.Hishandslides

uptonestlehersoftcheek,hiseyesreciteataleof

animosity,dejectionandsadism.Noneofthem

directedathisdaughterbutwhathismindhas

gathered.Heholdsherinhisarms.You’dthink

Randallwouldoffercomfortingwords,buttheman

remainsquiet.

Eveninherfather’sarms,thedarknessweighson

her.Withthelightstreamingthroughoutherroom,

shestillfeelsuneasy,likethedarknessispressedup

againsther.

“Sleep,I’llbehereprincess.”

Liyanaturnstothelampstandandgrabsthewhite

doekgiventoherbyBambindlovuandwrapsit

aroundherhead.

“What’sthatfor?”Randall.



“Itkeepsthebaddreamsaway.”That’sallshegives

him,andhedoesn’tprobeanyfurther.Heshiftsback

alittleasshewrapsherselfintheduvet.Itdoesn't

takelongforhertofallbacktosleep.Herphone

pingswithmessageaftermessage,nowthedadis

morecuriousthanever.Histakesitfrom the

lampstand,amessagefrom acertainBam-Bam is

poppingonthelockscreen.‘Praynow.’

Hecan’tseebeyondthosetwowords,itpiqueshis

interest.Nowhe’seagertoknowwhothisBam-Bam

isandthemeaningbehindthemessage.

Hismindisnowoccupiedwithalotofthings,

Liyana’sdream beingatthetopofthecharts.He

knowswhotocallandhopesthepersonwillhave

answersforhim.

“Mzi,tellmeeverythingyouknowaboutourmother

andhergrandmother.”Hesaysoverthephone,turns

backtocheckonhisdaughterandleavesthedoor

open,barelyacrack.



*

*

*

A/N:ApictureofLiyana



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifty-Four

NQABA-

GrowingupintheBiyasehousehold,Nqabayomzi

wasoblivioustohismother’sevilways.Foryearshe

livedundertheillusionthatshewasasaint,yeshe

wastheleastfavouredbythewomanwhogavebirth

tohim anditbotheredhim butnottotheextentof

actuallydwellinginthematter.Hisstepfather,Duma

Biyasewastheretofillintheblanks.BarbraBiyase,

Blosebybloodpractisedwitchcraft,I’m nottalking

theHarryPotterkind.

Itwasyearslaterthathefoundoutwhoshetruly

was.

BarbrawantedtokillhissonZulu,theboyhasthe

Okoliebloodrunningthroughhisveins.Andthe

Okoliesdonotmindtakingalife,hellonearthis



whattheygiveyoufirstbeforeyoumeetyour

demise.Thewomanwasstruckbylightning,

courtesyoftheOkolieancestors.

Todayhe’sinhisbrother’shouseandaftertalkingto

themanwhohadtoldthem thattheirmotherwasa

witch,thetwinshavecometoaconclusionthatthe

womaninLiyana’sdream istheirmother’s

grandmother.

“There'sareasonthewitchrecitedtheBloseclan

names.HowdoIprotectmydaughter?”

Unquestionably,Randallwouldbeworried,thisis

biggerthanhim.It’snoteverydayyoudealwith

witchcraftordemonsorwhateverdevilisoutthere.

Nqabaglancesfrom acrossthecoffeetable,leans

backonthecouchandshrugsgesturingthathetoo

isclueless.

“Maybeweshouldseeasangoma.”It’snot

somethinghewouldrandomlyrecommend.“Itcould

bethatthere’sadarkcloudsurroundingyourfamily,



Kwame’smisfortune,Liyanafindingithardtocope

atschool...theterribledreamsandthestorm you’re

facinginyourmarriage.Didyougetcleansedafter

killingourmother?”

Randallleerstowardthekitchen,hecanhearhis

wife'sanddaughter’scheeryvoicesfrom here.

“Mightaswellstandontherooftopandtellthe

entireneighbourhood.”It’sajoke,Nqabafindsit

funny,mostlythemanifestationofdispleasureon

hisbrother’sface.

“Ididn’tkillthatwitch,Ionlytorturedher.Shewas

struckbylightning,remember?”Asfarashe

remembersNeo’sprophecy.

“Andyouheldhercaptiveagainstherwill,including

ourauntthewomanwhoraisedyou.”

WhyisNqababringingupthepast?

“Idon’tregretwhatIdid,theydeservedit.”Histone

mirrorshisfacialexpression,coldandemotionless.

“YouscaremesometimesRandall,ifyou’reableto



torturethewomanwhoraisedyouandnotfeelbad

aboutit.Whatwouldyoudotous?”

Okay,someonetellNqabatoshutup.

Randall’sgazenarrowsinonhistwin,heshouldbe

squirmingduetotheintimidatingglare.ButNqabais

neverintimidatedbyhishalf.

“IwouldneverhurtyouMzi,you’reapartofmeIcan

neverdiminish.Hurtingyouwouldbehurting

myself.”

Maybethisistoodeep,completelyoutoftheir

comfortzone.Theywillnevertalkaboutwhatjust

happened.That’sthecourseoftheirrelationship.

“Chalaisout,”Nqababreaksthesilence,heexpects

areactionfrom hisbrother.Nothingcomesforward.

“Herhusbandbailedherout,thatsonofabitch,I

thoughthedisownedher.Apparentlytheycan’tfind

thecasefile.”

“Iknow.”Randallnonchalantlyarticulates.

RegretjoinsNqabaonthecouch,heknowshis



brother’slethalcolossalbehaviourissomething

nevertobeconjured.Thatwhentriggeredit’shard

forhim tohaveself-control.

“Lendmeyourphone,IwanttocallThandiwe.”He

wardsofffrom theChalatopicaftergettingnothing

from Randall.“Mybatteryisdead.”Randallhands

him thephonewithaclearingofathroat.Afew

searches,Nqaba’sbrowsknitasconfusiontakes

overhisfeatures.

“WhyareyouGooglingdifferentwaystotorturea

person?”Hekeepshisvoicelow.

“Just.”Randallshakeshisshoulders.

“WhatareyouplanningRandall?”

“Nothing.”

“You’reanoldmannow,youdoknowthat,right?”

“We’rethesameage.”

“I’m warningyouRandall,don’tdoanythingstupid.

Whateveryou’replanningcancelitnow.”Someoneis

gettingworkedup.



“Yousoundlikeapastor.”It’smoreofareproach

thanacomplaintandithasNqabaexhalingdeeply.

“Ithoughtyousaidyouwantedtocallyourwife.

What,youhavetoGooglehernumbersfirst?”

Randallsayswhileamblingoutofthelivingroom,

hisdestinationisthebackyard.Nqabaknowshe’s

goingforasmoke.

AMARA-

“Ithinkthat’saboutit.”Thelastofthedishprepared

forlunch.Myauntlivestogivemestress,shewoke

meupwithaphonecall…herfavouritethingtodo.

Shestatedthattheyarecomingoverforlunch,my

mindimmediatelywentintoexcusemode.Shedidn’t

buyanyoftheexcusesIcameupwith,Iwenttothe

extentoflyingthatI’m goingtochurch.ForthatI

wascalledaheathenwhohasaspecialplaceinhell

rightnexttothedevil.



“Great,Icanleavenow.”Doingawaywiththeapron,

Liyanahonoursmewithasmile.

Iwon’tlie,hercookingskillsarestillterrible.

“Whereareyougoing?”Thequestioncatchesher

beforeshestepsout.

“Idon’twanttobeherewhenauntPetuniaarrives.”

Shesighswitharollofhereyes.“Youknowhowshe

canbe,Idon’twantherinterrogatingme.I’m not

readytotellherthatI’m droppingoutofVarsity.

Papaaswell,thosetwoareateam from hell.”

I’m stillstuckonthedroppingoutstatement.Atmy

disbelievingstare,hereyesduckforasecond.

Bottom lipslippinginbetweenherteeth.

“Why?”Igetasigh.

“Schoolisnotforme,Amara.Iknowit’snotwhat

Grandfatherwantsforme,IhaveacallingIneedto

focuson.”

“Acalling?”Iam familiarwiththevisions,but…“I

doubttheywouldwantyoutoneglectyour

education.”



“Somuchhasbeenhappening,thingsIhaven’ttold

youandpapaabout.I’vebeenseeingand

experiencingthingsthathavemademequestionmy

sanity.SometimesI’m notsureifI’m stillaliveora

lostsoulwanderingaroundwithoutapurpose.I

didn’taskforthisgiftAmara,andyesIfinditunfair

thattheywouldchooseme.”

That’sbecauseshe’sthefirstbornoftheirheir,well

thisconclusionmakessense.

“Ican’tdoanythingright,mygradesareterribleno

matterhowmuchIstudyIalwayscomedefeated.

I’m fightingbattlesIknownothingabout.Theonly

waytosmoothenouteverythingisformetotake

timeoffandfocusontheancestors.Grandpais

angry,thisissomethingIknow.Ihaven’theardfrom

him inawhileandIknowit’sbecauseIhaveturned

mybackonhim.”

“Baby,Ihearwhatyou’resayingandyouknowI’m

alwayshereforyou.Butyourfatherwillneveraccept

this.”



Randallisadifferentkindofspecie,sometimesI

questionhishumanity.

Latelythere’sthisdarkaurahoveringaroundhim,

he’snotthemanIknow.SometimesI’m wokenup

bychillsripplingthroughmybodyonlytofindhim

staringatme.

ThisonetimeIwaswatching‘EvilLivesHere’ona

crimechannel,heflatlyaskedifIwouldstilllovehim

ifheweretoexecuteanentirefamilylikethemanon

theshow.NotonlydidIfindthequestionuncanny,

thewayhesaiditmademyskincrawl.Therewasno

emotioninhisvoice,hiseyeswereemptylikehis

soulwasslurpedoutofhisbody.

“Iwilltellhim myself,”shesoundsconfident.“Papa

isaverydifficultmantoplease.”

“That’sbecausehewantsthebestforyou.”His

childrenmeantheworldtohim,hewouldchoose

them overme.Iwouldchoosethem overhim

withoutadoubt.



“Maybe,Ican’treallyattesttothat.HedidkillOlivia.”

Shepromptsandshiftstoabarstool.

“Liyana…”It’snotmyplacetoexplainthismatter.

“Iknow.”Shecutsin.“There’sareasonhedidthat

andI’m notsayingI’m okaywithit.Perhapsoneday

hewilltellmewhyhekilledher,Iknowthoughnotto

holdgrudges.”

“Wow,whendidyougrowup?”Ifindaseatbeside

her.

“Whenyoutwowerebusywithyourlives,”guiltgrips

me.Wehaveneglectedourkidsoverthepast

months,it’sembarrassing.“Imetafriend,andhave

learnedsomuchfrom them.”

There’saglowinhereyes,theyreciteataleofthe

affectionsheholdsforthisfriend.

“Aguyfriend?”

Hercheeksturnbeet-red.

“Yes,anddon’ttellpapa.Ifitwereuptohim he

wouldputmeinabubbleandlockmeupinmy

room.”



“Doyoulovehim?”Sheacknowledgesmyquerywith

asmile.

“MaybeIdo.”

Myhandslitherstoherthigh,Icatchaglimpseof

thetenyearoldLiyanaintheinnocenceofhereyes.

“I’m hereforyouLiya,don’teverforgetthat.AndI’m

sorrythatIhaveneglectedyouandyourbrother,I’ll

trytobeabettermother.”

“Ihaveneverquestionedyourparentingskills

Amara.”Shepullsmetomyfeet,anassuringsmile

onherfaceandenvelopsmeinhercordialarms.A

sweetgiggleeruptsasshebreaksthehug,she’s

scrutinisingthe5montholdbabybump.

“Ican’tbelieveyou’repregnant…again,whenwillyou

twostophavingbabies?”She’salwaysknownabout

thebaby,wejustneverhadtimetositandtalk.

“Comeon,youknowyourfatherstillwantsasoccer

team?Idoubthe’severgoingtostop.”

Inresponse,hernosecreasesindisgust.“Eww



Amara.”

Ichortleatthetonesheusesandcribhercheekin

thepalm ofmyhand.

“I’m happyyou’rehereLiya,Imissspendingtime

withyou.”

“Metoo.”

“WhydoIsmellfishinhere?”Lookwhatthedevilis

draggingintomykitchen.“Youknowyouruncledoes

noteatfish.”

Isshesupposedtobeopeningmypots?Auntyor

not,thisismykitchen.

“Wedidn’tpreparefishaunty,it’s…”

“You’rekiddingme.”

Whyissheshocked?Treadcarefullywoman,there’s

apregnantwomaninhere.Liyanasqueezesmy

hand,haltingmycrazyhormonesfrom spillingall

overthisplace.Ifindasoftsmileonherface.

“WemadeGhanaiandishesaunt,”shecomestomy



rescue.“You’regoingtoloveit,trustme.”

“Trustagirlwhocan’tevenboilwater?”Ahuff

slithersthroughPetunia'slips.

Thisonewasmadeandborninthekitchen,lookat

hertastingeverydishweprepared.We’restanding

behindherwaitingforaverdict,ifpossiblea

prosecution.ThisisPetuniaButheleziwe’retalking

about.

“MZALA!”Anearsplittingshoutemergesfrom the

hallway.“Whereismycousin?”

Awide,roundfaceappears.Eyesactive,lips

stretchedintoabroadsmile.She’scomingforme…

Right…Thehugisawkwardonmyside,bythetimeI

raiseahandtopatherbackshepullsaway.Nelisiwe

hasherfather’sheight,unnecessarilytall.

ThisisreallynottheNelisiweImetyearsago,Iknow

peoplechangewhentheygrow.But,howdidshe

growtolooktenyearsolder?

“Nelisiwe!”Isalute,smilinglikeI’m okaywithmy



auntbringinghertomyhouse.Iknowshe’shereto

stay.“You’resogrownanddifferent,”sheobserves.

No,you’redifferent.

“You’vegrowntoo.”

Literally…Shelookslikeshe’sbeenthroughthe

toughestbattlesinlife.

Youknowwhentheysaylifetookitstollon

someone?WelllifetookitstollonNelisiwe.

She’smyaunt’syoungerversion,afewshades

lighterandvibrant.What’swiththegrannylook

though?Thelongvintagedressisnotdoingherany

justice.

“Amara,Amara,Amara.”Itrynottoflinchatthe

loudnessofhervoice.“Lookwhatyou’vedonefor

yourself,onewouldthinkuthwele.Leavingsucha

lavishlife.DoyouknowIhadtotakeabusto

Johannesburg?ThattimeIhaveawholecousin

who’smarriedtoaking.”

“Uhh!”



“Speakingofaking,mza!”Shejabsmyshouldera

littletoohard.“Wheredoyoufish?I’m tiredofeating

LuckyStar,Ineedtotastesomesushiaswell.Does

hehaveabrother?Wecanbesisters-in-law…”

Geez…Willsheevergivemeachancetospeak?

Liyanaisamusedbythetalkativecousin,shetitters

andintroducesherself.I’m notafanofunplanned

events,Ihaven’tevenhadtimetotellRandallabout

Nelisiwe.

“Aunty,malumesaid…”Thefamilyreunionis

interruptedbyacalm throatyvoice,eagerlymy

attentiondartstothedirectionwhereitcame.A

strikingyoungmanintraditionalclothingisgawking

atus,myfirstimpressionisthathe’sinhismid-

twenties.BulgingeyesareonLiyana,she’sstaring

backwiththesameexpression.

“WhatisitSokalisa?”AuntPetuniaturnsher

attentiontohim.

Sokalisa?He’salsoaButhelezi?Andhecalledher

aunt.Idon’tknowthiscousin.



“He’shot,don’tyouthink?”Nelisiwewhispersbeside

mewithabiteofalip.

Whatisgoingonhere?

“Excuseme.”Liyanarunsoutofthekitchen,the

youngman’sgazefollowsher.

Waitaminute!

“Aunty,whoisthis?”HemustbeuncleMhambi’s

son,Ihearhehadawanderingeyeinhistime.

“He’smycousin,yourbrother.”Nelisiwechirps,loud.

Ifindherremarkquietfunny,Iam myparents’only

child.

“That’simpossible,myparentsonlyhadonechild.”I

dispute.Somehowthestareheconsidersmewith

seemstoconfirm Nelisiwe’sriposte.

“Nene,”auntPetuniarebukesherdaughter.“This

wasnotyourstotell.”

“Aunty,whatisgoingon?”Iask.

Cometothinkofit,helooksexactlylikemyfather...

LikeuncleMhambidoes.



ZITHA-

Threedays,it’sbeenthreedayssinceI’veseen

Kenneth.Hewasunabletodirectlylookatmethe

lasttimeIsawhim.

RememberinghispromisesItrynottoletinsecurity

claim me.Helovesme,althoughhehasn’tsaidityet,

helovesme.I’llaskhim whattheproblem iswhen

hecomesback,Ihavetoorelsemybrainwillbirth

crazythoughts.

Mantfombiisheretalkingnonestop,Ican’trepeata

wordshehassaidtome.I’m nothere,Idon’twantto

behere.IwanttobewithKenneth,Ineedhim with

me.

“Madlabantu.”Siphosays,walkingintheroom.The

statementhasmynamewrittenonitbecausehis

eyesareonme.Playfulandalineofafaintsneeron

thecornerofhismouth.Mantfombistands,thisgirl



istoodeep.WhyinthelandoftheZulusisherhead

bowed?

“Howareyou?”Nowhe’sserious.

“Fine,”I’m not.“WhereisKenneth?”

“Kennethhastaxistodrive,he’llbeherelatertoday.”

SincewhendoesKennethdrivetaxis?He’slyingto

me.

“You’reaterribleliarSipho,whereishe?Ihaven’t

seenhim inthreedays.Whyisheavoidingme?”

ThelasttimeIsawhim waswhenhebroughtthe

babytome,hesaidhisgoodbyesafterdroppinghim

inmyarms.Yeah,Yeah.Iheldhim inmyarms.

Theneardeathexperiencemademeseelife

differently,thelittlehumanisinnocentinallthis.I

haven’tnamedhim yet,I’m waitingforthesocalled

‘taxidriver’.Iwanthim tochooseanameforhim,

that’sifhewillcomeback.

Iwaswrong,from wantingtoabortthebabyto

givinghim awayforadoption.Toconceivehim and



wanttosendhim backtowherehecame…the

impressionaloneiswicked.

“He’snot,believeme.Maybehe’splayingitsafe,

tryingtoseeifyou’renotazombie.Phelayoucame

backfrom thedead.Whatifyourauntmessedwith

theritual?Wethinkwe’retalkingtoZithobilekanti

umgijimi.”(Azombie)

Whyisheseriouswhilesayingthis?

“Youtwoarehidingsomethingfrom me,Ijustknow

it.”Therecan’tbeanyotherlogichere.Menarebad

atkeepingsecrets.

“Yousee?”Hestepsback,pointingafingeratme.

Andthatfearonhisface…he’sfeigningit.“I

guessedit,you’renotourZithobile.Shewasn’ta

psychic.”

MantombiishavingfunbehindSipho,herlaughteris

reservedthoughasifshe’snotsupposedtolaughin

thepresenceofaman.

“Siphostop.”



“No,really.Howdidyouknowwearehiding

somethingfrom you?”Thismanwantsmedead

again.

“Spill,now.”Idemand.

“Well,thethingisKennethistransformingoneofthe

roomsintoanurseryforDlozi.”

“Dlozi?”Whoisthat?Hegrins,it’splayful.Ihaveto

admit,themanhasabeautifulsmile.I’m allowedto

appreciatesuch,right?

“Yes,thebaby’sname.Youshould’veseenhim on

hisfirstdayonearth,helookedlikeanoldman.One

ofyourancestorsescapedthelandofabafileyo,I

don’tblamethem really.Kumnandiukuphilasisi,ai

impiloimnandi.IwouldalsoforcemywaybackifI

weretodie,eitherasmgijimiorthrough

reincarnation.”(Lifeisnice)

EitherSiphoistryingtodistractmeorhe’slosinghis

mind.

“I’m notacceptingthatname,Sipho.”Thepoorthing



willhavetogothroughlifewithsuchaterriblename.

“Andstoplyingtome.”

He’slookingatmewithsincerityinhiseyes,afool

wouldactuallybelievehim.

“IneverspeakliessisZee,I’m aMndeni.”Thepride

looktickles,butthereisnourgetolaugh.“Ifyoutake

timeandlookclosely,you’llseeit.I’m sureit’syour

grandfather,orugogoperhaps.Youknowoldpeople

lookalike.”

I’m done…Andthen!Whyisthisonelaughing?

“Ohbhut’Sipho,you’resofunny.”Welcomebackto

Mantfombi’svoice.Thisgirldoesnotloveme,she

shouldberebukinghim andnotcheeringhim on.

Siphosmirksherway,“Iwasn’tmakingajoke,

Sarah.”

Siphonotestheconfusionhehascausedand

frowns,atthispointMantfombiandIarethecrazy

onesinthisroom.That’showhe’seyeingus.



“YournameisSarah?”Sherepliesmyquestionby

shakingherheadnegatively.

“Yessheis,you’reKhethiwe.”Sipho’seyespointat

me.“AndKennethisKhaphela.Ifeelsorryformy

friend,imaginehavingtwowomenafteryourheart.

Jolani,I’lljustwatchfrom adistance.”He’swalking

outashedropsthebomb,I’m leftwithadazedlate

bloomer.

DoeshemeanMantfombiisinlovewithKenneth?I

knewit,thiswomanishereformyKenneth.

*

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifty-Five

BAMBINDLOVU-

*Comehomeplease,Imissyou.Don’tletthem

comebetweenus.Wecantalkaboutthis.*

Atextfrom hismotherreads,thetipofhistongue

itches.Hewantstoclackit,however,he’sinthe

presenceofelders.

It’snotthathedoesn’tlovehismotheranymore,he’s

upsetwithher.Whatshedidwasutterlylow,and

Bambindlovuisfindingithardtoforgiveher.

Hehasn’tbeenhomesincethatday,hisuncleshave

givenhim aroofabovehishead.Theywere

disappointedwhenhetoldthem hismotherwasnot

home,heliedofcourse.Butitwasbetterthantelling



them hehasaselfishdramaticmother.Shewatches

toomuchIndiantelenovelas,thatwoman.

ComingtotheOkoliehousewasnotpartofhisplan,

heknewLiyanawashereandhadnoplansofseeing

heranytimesoon.Mostlybecausehehasno

explanationastowhyhe’sbeendistant,whyhe

hasn’tbeentoseeher.Textmessagesarenothing

comparedtotheheartachetormentinghim.

Thediningroom iscrowded…anuncle,anaunt,a

garishcousinwhowon’tstoptalking,hisnewfound

sister.Astandoffish,menacingbrotherin-lawwho

hasn’tsparedanyoneatthetableasmilebuthis

wife.Thesecondgiantmannexttohim was

introducedashistwin.Hewastoldthere’salittle

nephewwhoissleepingupinhisroom andthen

there’sher…Thiswomanwhosuddenlymakeshim

nervous,somethingheisnotaccustomedto.

Theireyeshavebeenclashingfrom thefirstbiteof

whateverispresentedonthetable,nowordshave



beenexchangedbetweenthem.He’sspottedanger

andaglinthurtonherfeatures.

Ifitwerenotfortheinconsequentialconversationat

thetable,heldbyPetuniaandherdaughter,

someonewould’veprobablynoticedtheirchemistry.

“Mzala,Ithoughtyou’dvisitmewhenIwasadmitted

atthehospital.”Nelisiwesaysaftertellingeveryone

how2020wasunfairtoherandshehadplannedto

make2021agreatone.

“Ididn’tknowyouwerehospitalised,whatwas

wrongwithyou?”Shewouldn’thavevisitedstill.

“Nothinghonestly.”Shewavesherhandasifthe

matteristrivial.“Thosestupiddoctorsdiagnosed

mewithbipolar…”

WelcometoIraq,bombsfallingleftrightandcentre.

“Whydidn’tIknowaboutthis?”Amara.

“Ithoughtyourmothertoldyou.”That’sMhambi

respondingtoAmara’squestion.



“Therewasnothingtotell.”Petuniasays,with

carelessnessinhervoice.“We’rehereforSokalisa,

let’snottalkaboutthingsofthepast.Howaboutyou

andyourbrotherspendtimetogether.Sokalisa

doesn’tknowmuchabouthisfather,maybeyoucan

lethim inonthememoriesyouhave,Mashenge.”

“Idon’tmind.”Bambindlovusays,andgetsaglare

from Liyana.Nowmorethaneverhe’seagertoknow

what’sonhermind.“Imean,whenwe’renotbusy.”

“MostofthememoriesIhaveareablur,Iwasvery

youngwhenhedied.”Amararipostes,thisisnota

subjectshewouldliketogetinto.Herparent’sdeath

wasatragedy,shewouldratherforget.

“Youdon’thavetodoitnow,mychild.”Mhambi

jumpsin,sendingherasmile.

“Howelsewilltheybondifnotthroughtheirfather’s

memory?”Petunia’sstubbornnessdisputes.

“Icantagalong,IrememberuncleVusi.”Aloud



gigglefollowsbehindNelisiwe’sinterference.

“Liyanacancometoo,I’m sureshe’dliketogetto

knowheruncle.Wecansetadate,maybegooutfor

movies.”Sheadds.

Bambindlovu’sheartdoesthatthingthatheartsdo

whencaughtbysurprise.Maybebecausehe’sfalling

forthisLiyana,theireyesclashagain.Shelooks

painedthistime,somethingtellshim thatthisisnot

whatshewants.

“He’snotmyuncle.”

“She’snotmyniece.”

Thecouplesnapinachorus,clearlythisfactbothers

them.

“You’reBam-Bam?”Randallquestions.

Oh!Oh!

Theroom isfilledwiththicksilence,eventhe

talkativeNelisiwedoesnotdareraisehergaudy

voice.Alleyesfallonthemanofthehouse,then

flickbackandforthonLiyanaandBambindlovu.

Bambindlovuclearshisthroatinhopesthatitwill



scarethishugeelephantintheroom.

“Ba—Bam-Bam?”It’saquestionwhichRandalldoes

notacknowledge,he’swaitingananswer;sois

everyoneatthetable.

“Whatdidyousay,papa?”Liyanacomeswithher

ownquestion,sheknowsherfatherwon’tsay

anythingnotbeforetheyexplainthemselves.

“Idon’t…knowwhothatissir.”Therereallyisno

needforhim tobesoformalwithhisbrother-in-law.

Randall’sgazeflickstoLiyana,she’sjustasnervous

asherBam-Bam.

“Doyoutwoknoweachother?”

AnyonewillingtodrawasmileonRandall’sface,

pleasecomeforward.

“Theydo.”Petuniaanswers.“Infact,thedaywemet

Sokalisatheyweretogether.”

SomeonecheckonPetunia’sservingdishweneed

heroutofthehouseassoonasasecondfrom now.



“Oh,whatasmallworld.”Amaraisnotascuriousas

herhusband,couldbebecauseshe’smostly

oblivioustohersurroundingsthanaware.“Howdid

youtwomeet?”

“We’renotthatfamiliarwitheachother,Imethim

throughafriend.There’sreallynothingtoit.”Liyana.

Firetothatlyingtongue.

“CanIbeexcused?”Strangehowtheonlyplateshe

grabsisBambindlovu’splate,justasthemanis

shovingaforktograbapieceofmeat.Everyoneis

nowlookingathim,hefeelstheirgazeonhim

howeverhedoesn’traisehiseyestocheck.

“Whatjusthappened?”That’sNelisiwe,herquestion

issnubbed.

Lunchwasnotmeanttobethisheavy,hethinksof

runningafterher,thenagainthatwouldconfirm her

father’ssuspicions.But,canheignorethisurgeto

chaseafterher?



“I’lltakethedishestothekitchen.”

Maybenot…

Gracelessly,hehunchesoverandpushesthechair

backashestands.

“Thatisnotaman’sjob,Sokalisa.Notthemeninour

family.”YohlookatousiePetu.“Nenegatherthe

plates,Mashengewillhelpyouwashthem."

“No,Idon’tmind.”He’shalfwayup,awkwardly

slouchedover.

“Soka…”Therehegoes,headedtowardsthekitchen.

Petuniaisveryeasytoreadandafterlivingwithher

forweeks,he’slearntthetrickonhowtoavoidher.

Thewomanispatriarchalinaway,she’sback

mindedandesteemsmenwaytoohighabove

women.Anotionhewasnotbroughtupwith,inhis

eyesmenandwomenareequal.Comeon,theman

grewupwithtwofemalesunderhiswing.

Somethingishappeningtohim,somethingcrazy



andscary.Thatdaywhen;thefirsttimetheyslept

together;hewascertainhelikedheralot.Loveor

anyotheraffectiondeeperthanthatwasnotonthe

list,nowwhatisthisthingthat’smakinghisheart

skipathousandbeatswhilewatchingherbustlingin

thekitchen?

Hewantstosayawordortwotoher,buttheyfail

him.Wheredoesheevenstart?

Sohestandsthereonthekitchenentranceand

continuestowatchthiswomanwithdifferenteyes.

Heblinkswhenshesuddenlystops,bodylanguage

gesturingthatshefeelshispresence.Hethinksshe

willturn,andhopefully,fingerscrossedandbible

oaths;she’snotasgrumpyasshewasbackthere.It

willbeeasiertospeaktoher.

“Youcanleavethosedishesonthecounter.”Her

voicehitshim onhisheartlikecupid’sarrow.When

lastdidhebaskinthesweetnessofhervoice?

“Mfethu.”There’ssomethingonhisthroat,heclears

itandtreadstowardsher,shedoesnotsparehim



evenatilt.

Hedoesherbiddingashenearsthekitchencounter

andcontinueswithhisescapade.It’snothim tobe

clingy,thisisanunusualthingtodo.Handsaround

herwaistfrom theback,faceburiedonavanilla

scentedneck.Hefeelsthetensingofherbody.

“Imissyou,mfethu.”ItisawhisperthathasLiyana

whimperingandonlybecauseherkneeshave

decidedtoreacttotheUmblaselo-wearingfreak’s

sweetnothings.

“Imissyou,it’sdrivingmecrazy.”Herepeats,deeper

andatadhush-hush;thistime.

“LetgoBam-Bam,”shesays,tryingbyallmeansto

schoolherbreathing.“Someonewillwalkin.”

“Letthem,Idon’tcare.UyabonaminanaweuZolano

Seven.Noonecaneverkeepusapart.”He’sserious

though.

It’seasytomakeherlaughandhedoesitso

effortlessly.



“Whyhaveyoubeenignoringme,Bam-Bam?”She’s

notgoingtocry,she’snotacrierthisone.

“Ididn’tknowhowtofaceyou,Lili.IguessIwas

overwhelmedbyeverything,Istillam.”Herhand

findshisforearm,asmileplayingonherface.

“Butwe’renotrelated,Irefusetoacceptthatyou're

mymother'sbrother.”Herwords.“Wecan’tletthat

keepusapart.”

“Andwewon’t,butweneedtoplayitsafe.Rightnow

isnotthetimetotellthem.Theywillnever

understand,mymotheraswell.”

“DoessheknowAmaraismystepmother?”

“Ihaven’ttoldheranythingyet,she’stooangryto

understand.”

Heturnsheraroundtofacehim andimmediately

cagesherlips;apassionatesexualkiss.Liyana

happilyreciprocates.Theywouldgoonalldayifthey

werenotinherfather’shouse.Theypullapart,

breathless.

“Tellme,you’rehappynow,Iloveitwhenyou’re



happy.”Shesmilesashisassertionhasherfeeling

bashful.

“I’m thehappiestwhenyou’rewithme,Bam-Bam.

AndIlovetheclingyyou.”

“Hey,thisistheonlychoiceIhadtomakeitupto

you,seeinghowmuchyouloveusplayingRomeo

andJuliet.”Hislipstouchhersagain.

“There’ssomethingIhavetotellyou.”Liyana

mouths,audibleenoughforjustthetwoofthem.

“Whatisit?”

Beforethat…herarmsloophisneck,drawinghim

closertoher,anotherkississhared.

“Haibo,sothisiswhatisdoneinJoburg?”They

knowthatvoice,howcantheyforgetit?It’sloud,it’s

annoying…itboarders,onfakesarcasm.Liyanais

thefirsttoslipout,theyturn,eyeswideanddubious.

“Nelisiwe?”Hervoicetremblesunderherbreath,

whileBambindlovulooksascalm asacucumber.



“Yourunclemfethu?”SheimitatesBambindlovu’s

voiceandtheendearment,asneerlainonherface.

“He’snotmyuncle.”

“She’snotmyniece.”

Thecouplesingagain,theyfindeachother’sgaze

andswiftlyglancebackatNelisiwe.

“You’remynieceandhe’smycousin.Thatmeans

he’syouruncle,thisisanabominationLiyana.”

Theyhearfootsteps,it’stwopairsactually.Petunia

andAmaraappearbeforeLiyanaandBambindlovu

couldasktheloudmouthtokeepitshut.

“What’sanabomination?”Nelisiwe’smother’s

questions,itmustbeamother-daughterthingtobe

sonosy.

“Uncleandniecekissing.”Anaughtysmileon

Nelisiwe'sface.Liyanaisfaintlyshakingherheadno,

eyespleadingandNelisiwe…wellsisisnottooblind

orilliteratetonoticeit.



“Ofcourseit’sanabomination,whyareyoutalking

aboutsuchaterriblething?”Petuniaagain.

“Noreasonmama,justabookI’m reading.”

Whatdoyouknow?Thegirlknowshowtokeep

secrets…

Liyanaregardshergratefully.

“I’lltellyouwhatelse,isanabomination.”Petunia

says,strollingtowardsthecouple.“Amaninthe

kitchen.”HerstrictgazeonLiyana.

“Whydidn’tyousendhim outLiya?”

Liyanahasnoanswerforher,whowouldhavea

responseforsuchadumbquestion?Bambindlovu

wantstoanswerherbuthisauntistiring.

“Hedoesn’tlooklikeheminds,besides,Randall

entersthekitcheneveryday.”Amara.

Maybesheshould’vekepthermouthshut.

“I’m goingtotakeashowerthencheckonKwame.”

Atleastsomeonehasfoundanescape.



“Pleasewakehim upifhe’sstillsleeping.”Amara

sends.

“Iwill.”

Liyanalooksatthemanbesideher,aconversation

issharedthrougheyecontact…noneofthe

spectatorscatchit.Shehurriesout,heartracing

againstherwobblyfeet.

AMARA-

IshouldbehappythatIhaveabrother,butIfeel

nothing.MaybeIshouldtakeaunt’ssuggestionthat

wespendtimetogether;gettoknoweachother.I

seehowshe’stryingtocontrolhim aswell,shewill

neverrest…myaunt.Randall,Nqabaanduncle

Mhambihavegonetothebackyard,I’m soglad

Jonasdidnotcome.Icametothekitchentoask

Neliswetohelpmeclearthedishes,nowmybrother

andIarewatchingherandhermotheradmiringthe

place.



“Don’tyouthinkthishouseisbeautifulNene?”Her

eyesmakelovetothefourwallsofthekitchen,

graduallymovingtothecupboardsandleavinglittle

kissesonthekitchenappliance.

“Idomama,youknowI’m soexcitedaboutliving

here.”Nelisiwehasthissmileonherface,oneIcan’t

makeout.Idon’tlikethechillsIgetfrom it.

“Ifonlywecouldjoinyou,mychild,Iwasthinkingwe

couldhaveyourbirthdaypartyhere.Ntombi’shouse

isold.”Joinwho?Where?Whatparty?“Nooneis

willingtorenovateitforus.”

"Amaracandoit,she’sgotthemoney.”Nelisiwe.

“Wait,whatparty?”Imust’veheardwrong.

“Herbirthdaypartyofcourse,didn’tItellyouaboutit,

Mashenge?”

No,youdidn’t.Whyisshelookingatmeasifit’s

somethingIshouldhavescribbledononeofthe



pagesinmydiary?

“No,”Isnarl.“Youdidn’ttellmeanythingaunty.”

AsneercrossesPetunia’sface,sheexchanges

glanceswithherdaughter,amotionIcannotgrasp.

“Well,nowyouknow.We’redoingthepartyhere,the

placeisbiggerand…”

“Thisismyhouse,aunty.”Isizzle,drillingmygaze

onthewomenlookingatmelikeIhavenosayinthis

matter.

“Weareyourfamily,infacteverycelebrationshould

bedonehere.Birthdayparties,Christmasgatherings

andfamilymeetings.Thehouseisbigger,Mashenge.

Youcan’tbesuchasnob.Doyouwantpeopleto

thinkwearepoor?”

“Whatdoesthathavetodowithmyhouse?”My

voiceescalates.She’sgettingonmynerves.“You

can’tmakedecisionsonmybehalfaunty,Ihavea

husbandwhoquestionseverythingwedointhe



Buthelezifamily.Hehasn’twordedhisconcernsyet,

butIknowtheyarethere.Youdecidedonholdinga

meetinginmyhousewithouttellingmeaboutit,

there’sasuitcasefullofclotheslyinginthefoyer.

Again,IdidnotagreetoNelisiwemovinginor

whateveritisyouwanthertodointhishouse.You

undermineeverythingIdoinmymarriage,callmea

badwifewhocan’ttakecareofherhusbandand

kidsandexceptmenottotakeoffence.Itookevery

blowfrom youaunty,withoutcomplaints.Butthis…”

Iwillnotallowthisnonsense.

“Whyareyoubeingdramatic,mzala?It’sjustaparty,

aonedaythingandit’snotlikeI’llbestayingwith

youforever.I’m justgoingtohelparounduntilyou’re

sorted.”Nelisiwe.

“Therewon’tbeapartyhereandNelisiweisnot

movingin.”Imurmurintothickair.

“Mashenge…”Petunia.



“Thisisnoneofmybusiness,butAmaraisright.

Thismightcauseproblemsinhermarriage.”My

brotherstepsin,shiftingclosertome.Ialmost

forgotthathe’shere,embarrassmentleansonme.I

hatethathegetstowitnessthis,howdysfunctional

thisfamilycanbe.We’restandingononesideofthe

kitchen,myauntandNelisiweontheother.Theydo

notlooklikehappypeople.

“Whatproblems?Mysonin-lawhasnoproblem with

usbeinghere.”Petuniareturns,soundingarrogant

andterritorial.Sheisrightthough,Randallhasno

problem withthem visiting,it’smycousinmovingin

hemightnotbehappyabout.

“WellIhaveaproblem withyouwantingtohave

controlovermyhome.”Itfeelslikeatonofbricks

havebeenremovedfrom myshoulders,Ihaven’t

offloadedmuchbutthismuchissomethingand

makesadifference.

“Fine,thepartycanbecancelledbutNelisiweis

movingin.”Eh!



“She’snotmovingin.”Iargue,browscrinkled

togetherasirritationgathersaroundme.

“Yessheis,Mashenge.Youneed…”

“Idon’tneedherhere,Idon’twantherinmyhouse.”

Theraisingofthevoiceisnotintended.“I’m nota

child,IknowwhatI’m doing.”

Atthis,Petuniacacklesandclapsonce.It’sloudand

boardersondisrespect.

“Youknowwhatyou’redoing,Amara?”It’sthe

daughter.Whyissheevenhere?Noonewantsher

here.“Ifyouknewwhatyou’redoing,yoursonwould

nothavebeenmolestedandyourdaughterwould

notbedatingher...”

“That’senough.”Bambindlovuchidesandtherestof

Nelisiwe’swordsarepushedback,downherthroat.

She’snotaffected,infact,hereyesrolltotheback

ofherheadinadisrespectfulmanner.

“Takethatback!”Furyisfoundinthetoneofmy

voiceasmytonguemovesfasterthanmybrother’s.

Clogginghisclapback.



“Thetruthhurtsmzala,doesn’tit?”

“Youdon’tknowshitaboutme,Nelisiwe.”Myquip

andstepsarepredatory,eyesscrutinisingher.Funny

howsheisboldenoughtomeetmehalfway,

arrogancepouncingonhercynicalface.

“Iknowenoughtoknowthatyou’reabadmother,a

badwife.Despitebeinganorphan,mymothertook

youunderherwing.Guidedyouthroughlifeand

wenaumbongangeplateyothuvi.Idramaengakafor

aparty?Youthinkyou’rebetterthanuswenamzala,

justbecauseyoueatcheeseforbreakfast.”The

slightshoulderpokesummonsadeepirritation,it

settlesonmythroatwithadesperatepleatospew

outofmymouth,vilewordsstandingatattention

andanyform ofregrettossedaside.

“FuckyouNelisiwe,doyouhearme?Fuckyou.”Iyap,

schoolingmyvoicebecauseIhaveanineyearoldin

thehousewhoshouldnotbehearinghismother

cursing.

“Amara.”Mybrother’scompassionatevoicetrickles

intomyears,asecondtoosoonhishandwraps



aroundmybicep.“Letherbe,you’repregnant.

Please,youshouldnotbegettingupset.”

“No,”Iyankitback.“Shedoesn’tevenknowmeyet,

shehastheaudacitytojudgeme.”

“I’m notjudgingyou,I’m onlystatingthetruth.”I

perceivethesocalledtruthiswhathermothertold

heraboutme.TothinkItrustedherlikeadaughter

wouldamother?

“Bullshit!”Ishout.“DoyouknowwhatIhadtogo

throughtobewhereIam?”

Silence!

“Exactly,you’rejustapretentiousbitterbitch.Idon’t

wantyouinmyhouse,Idon’twantyouanywhere

nearmychildrenormyhusband.Whateverfantasy

youhaveofeverlivinghere,cancelit.Idon’t

entertainserpentsandIdon’tentertainbullshit.Get

yoursuitcaseandgetoutofmyhouse.”

She’sstaring,eyesnarrowedandcondemningevery

inchofme.



“Aunty?”MaybeIshouldturntoher,she’stheone

whobroughtthiswomanintomyhouse,knowing

she’snotstable.“Isthisthewomanyouwantnear

mychildren?Acrazywitchwhohasnocontrolover

heremotions?”

“Whoareyoucallingawitch?”Idon’tcarefor

Nelisiwe’snonsenserightnow,Iwanttohearfrom

thewomanwhobroughtherhere.

“KeepquietNene.”Thetonesheusesisimploring.

Duskyeyespiercing,Petuniamovesatasnail’space.

Herthickhandcollideswithmycheek,generatinga

loudsound.Ihearmybrothergasp,‘no.’

Iwould’veseentheattackcomingifshehad

marchedtowardsmewithfuriousrage.

Aflashofimmediatepainandangerengulfsme.

There’sasplitsecondwhereI’m tryingtofigureout

whattodo.Myprimalinstinctistolashoutinanger,

butmyintellectistryingtotellmethere’sabetter

way.



Bambindlovu’shandisonmyforearm thistime,

pullingmeback.Ican’tmove,myfeetwon’tletme

orratherthelookinmycousin’seyes.It’sholding

mehostage,renderingmeaprisonerinmyown

home.

“Themeetingisover,getoutofmyhouse.”Iwill

mostprobablylivetoregretthis,Idon’tcare.Iwant

them gone.

“Let’sgosisi.”He’sdraggingmebackwards.

Givingthesewomenafinalglare,Iturntofollow

Bambindlovu,butatightgriponmyhairstopsme.I

shriekandgrabtheperson’shand.

“You’reevilAmara,you’reevil.”It’sNelisiwe,she’s

screamingandpullingonmyhair.Thenthere’smy

raginghormones,asmybrotherrushestogetheroff

ofme,Imanagetospinandgrabherbraids.Now

we’rescreaming,eachvoicefightingforattention.

Somewhereinthischaoticnoise,Icanhearmy

aunt’svoice.Ican’tmakeoutwhatshe’ssaying,

neithercanIseeher.MygazeisonNelisiwe,

Bambindlovuhashisarmsaroundherwaist,trying



topullheroffofme.

“Amara!”Randall’svocalsoundboomsintothe

kitchenandatthesametimemybrotherripsthe

crazycousinfrom me.IquicklyturntowardRandall,

embarrassed.He’sangry,puckeredbrowheavier

thanusual.Eyesconsumedwithfireonthepeople

behindme.

“Ra…Randall…”Icallout,buthiseyesinstantly

widen,ablowofshockknockshim,overtakingthe

angeronhisface,hispacequickens.He’srunning

towardsme,shoutingmyname.

“Nelisiweno.”Ihearmyauntyellfrom behindme,I

wanttoturntoseewhatishappeningbuttheman

comingformepullsmyinterest.

It’sasiftimeismovingtoofastyetsoslow

“Amaramove!”Hebarks.

He’salmostclosewhen,rapidly,asharpobject

penetratesmyskinandmuscles,gratingintomy

back.Whateveritis,ispulledoutandIfeelacold



burningflamethatleavesmewinded.Ascream

erupts,Iknowmyaunt’sscreams.I’m onthefloor,in

myhusband’sarmslookingatmycousinwhohasa

bloodiedknifeonherhand.Noexpressiononher

face.

*

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifty-Six

RANDALL-

Measlyseconds;that’showlonghefeelsshewas

outofhissight.Gonearethedayswhenhewas

alwayscarefulwhenitcametoher,shewasforever

underhiswatch.Nowshe’sinhisarms,withaknife

woundtoherback.There’schaosinthekitchen,his

wife’sauntwailinglikeabarrenwoman.Aquestion

stands;isshecryingforhiswifeorthewomanwho

stabbedher,herdaughter?

“Don’tmoveher,youmightcausefurtherdamage.”

Nqabahaltshisbrotherfrom whiskingAmaraup.

Theyweretogetherwhentheyheardthenoise

comingfrom thekitchen,Randalldidn’tthinktwice,

hisfeetwerefasterthanhisbrainasheheadedto

thedirection.Histwintrudgingrightbehind.



Inthiscongestedspace,Nqabaistheonlyonewho

thinksofcallinganambulance.Bambindlovuis

stationednexttothesuspect,lestshetriestorun

away.Shehasn’tletgooftheknife,rationalityhasn’t

takenoverherbrainyet.Thewomanisimmobile,

facetascoldasakiller’sheart.

“My…baby.”GriefcutsthroughAmara’sragged

breathingbeforeshepassesoutduetopain.Hadit

beensomeoneelse,they’dbeavictim toanxiety.

HoweverRandallOkolieisnotamanwhogivesinto

panichencethecalm demeanour

Therehastobeapulsesomewhere,hefindsoneon

oneofherpulsepoints.

“Theambulanceisontheway.”Nqabatellshim.She

isgoingtobeokay,Randallconvinceshimself.

Inhisyouth,themanhadanalterego,evengaveita

name.Anamethathadpeoplecrawlingunderrocks

atthementionofit,neverhadhelethisfamilysee

thatsideofhim.Perhapsit’sstillthere,lurkinginthe



shadowsofhissoul.Akissisplacedonhertemple

beforehelookstohisbrotherforhelp.

Ragepoundsinhim likeaheartbeatashepulls

himselfuponhisfeet,eyesglowwithsavagefire,

drillingthroughthesuspect’ssoul,Randall’sback

handattacksNelisiwe’sface.Itsendsherflying,a

loudthumpresoundsasherbodycollidesagainst

thewallandfallswithathudtothefloor.

“NELISIWE!”Hermotheryelps,eyeswidelikeadeer

stuckinheadlights.

“Howdareyoutouchmywife.Doyouknowwhoshe

is?”Flamesoffurylickthroughhim andescape

throughathunderousroarashishandtightensand

locksaroundherneck.He’sgotherpinnedagainst

thewall,aggressivedarkeyesconical.“Sheismy

wife,Iwillkillyou.”

ClawingatRandall’shands,Nelisiwe’seyesbulge



out.Wheezingwitheachgivenbreathshereleasesa

raspy,“can’tbreathe.”

“No,please…stop”Petuniascreams.“Pleasespare

mydaughter.”

Bythelooksofitnodaughterisgoingtobespared

here.

BambindlovuhasjoinedNqaba,watchingover

Amara.Theambulanceshouldbeherebynow.

“He’sgoingtokillher.”It’sjustathoughtthatslips

throughhismouth,Nqabahearsitandnodswiththe

words,“Iknow.”Thetoneusedlackscompassion,

andthatbirthsworryinBambindlovu’ssystem.

Dopeoplerandomlytakelivesandnoonebothers

aboutit?

“Howdareyou,howdareyoutouchmywife.Iwillkill



you,Iwillkillyou.”Voicecoldandexact,Randall

growlswiththecertaintyofsomeonewhowould

neverbesatisfied.

Petuniahasnochoicebuttowatchherdaughter’s

lifeflashbeforehereyes,shehasfoursolosingone

is…ahem…

Likeloadshedding,Mhambidropsin,hiswife’scries

must’vedrawnhim here.He’sasmartmanandit

doesn’ttakehim longtofigureoutwhathas

happened.

Afather’sjobistoprotectandthisiswhatPetunia

expectsfrom herhusband,toprotectthechildthey

helpedbringintothiscruelworldcrawlingwith

ruthlesspeopleliketheirsonin-law.Herfeetknow

theirwaytothemanshe’slovedfrom thetimeshe

hadroundhips,freshplumpcheeksandperky

breasts.

“Babastophim,he’sgoingtokillmybaby.”He’sher

onlyhope,arespectablemanintheButhelezifamily.



LikeJonas,hiswordisfinalanditstands.Randall

respectshim,she’sseenit.Buthowdoeshe

chastiseamaninhisownhouse?

Surethat’shisdaughter,Randallisabouttokill.

However,Amaraishisdaughteraswellandhis

brothertrustedhim withhischildren,evenbeforehis

passing.Vusamazuluspokelikeamanwhowould

jumpoffaclifftrustinghisbrotherswon’tlethim hit

rockbottom.

TothinkMhambiwilltakeastand,asanalternative

heacceptsatsunamiofshame,compellingtheelder

todrophisgaze.

“Mhambi!!!”

Ey!Fearanger!RespectfulPetuniahascalledher

husbandbyname.

“Whyareyounotdoinganything?”Herhandsgriphis

shoulders,she’svigorouslyshakinghim;yellingto

hisface.

“She’syourdaughter,baba,he’sgoingtokillyour



daughter.”

“Ifhedoesn’tkillher,I’lldoitmyself.”There’sa

threadofwarninginMhambi’svoice.

Disbeliefsmotherstheheartbrokenmother,she’s

becomeavictim ofdefeatandlethargy.

“WhathaveIdone?”Theoldwomanfallstoher

knees,fillingthevastkitchenwithherheart

wrenchingcries.Itdoesn’ttakelongforhertodrop

onherbackandrollonthefloorscreamingintothe

tiles,herdramaticsaredisregarded.

Randallisnotoblivioustowhatishappening,he

hearsandseesitall.Butthemissionisnotcomplete

yet,he’ssetonkillingNelisiwe.

“Papa,papa.”Apanickyvoiceshoutsfrom the

hallway,thereareloudfootstepsescortingit,a

personrunning.

“Papa,whatareyoudoing?”

Okay,that’sit.Wholetthelittlegirlout?She’stoo

innocenttowitnessherfather’sdarkside.Thelook



onherfaceisofdisorientation,shecan’tgraspwhat

ishappening.Anelderlywomanisembarrassingly

weepingonthefloor,hermotherunconsciousonthe

flooraswellandherfatherisstranglinghermother’s

cousinlikeit’sahobby.

“What’sgoingon,papa?Whatareyoudoingandwhy

isAmaraunconscious?”

Randalldropshisvictim likeadeaddoginthetrash,

shefightsforherrighttobreatheatthefirsttasteof

freedom.

ThemanofthehouseturnstofindLiyanacagedin

fear,bambieyesjudginghim.

“Gobacktoyourroom Liyana.”Hisvoiceisunruffled,

butfaceunkemptwithanger.

Seewhathappenswhenyougiveyourheartthe

remotecontrol?LookatBambindlovucupping

Liyana’sfaceinthepresenceofherfather.Does

angercloudone’seyesight?Randallshouldbe



questioningtheact,but…

“What’swrong?”Bambindlovumust’venoticed

somethingonherfeaturestoaskthisquestion.

Hasanyonecheckedontheambulance?There’sa

woundedwomanhere.

“Papa,”she’slookingatherfatherandforthefirst

timeinforever,tearskisshercheeks.Arivercurrent.

“It’sKwame,he’snotbreathing.Hewon'twakeup.”

Atthedropofthisbomb,Randallsnapsaquestion.

“What?”

Hetakesofflikeacrazedman,hehasn’tforgotten

hiswife.It’sjustthat…thisishisson,hisheir.His

giganticbodyalmostcrushesintothreeparamedics

inthecorridor.

Thattookthem toolong…



“She’sinthere.”Urgencyinhisvoice,hetellsthem,

pointingtowardsthekitchen.“You!Comewithme.”

Hepullsoneoftheparamedics,lugginghim alongto

theboy’sroom.

Meanwhile,Nqabamakeswayfortheparamedics

team.LiyanabreaksdowninBambindlovu’sarms…

AndMhambi…he’sseethingwithrageandhasabelt

onhishand.Oncethekitchenisclearedandit’shim,

hiswifeanddaughterleft,Mhambitargetsaweak

Nelisiwe.Shewouldstandandrun,buthermuscles

havenotcomebacktolifeyet.Shecanhardlysee

withallthebloodthathadpiledupinherheadwhen

Randallwasstranglingher.

“Babangiyaxolisa,”Nelisiwecrows,tremblinglike

thatstubbornleafindustyAugust.

Mhambiturnsacoldeyetohercries,Petuniacan

onlywatchfrom adistance.Perhapsthisisbetter

thanhavingherdaughterstrangledtodeath.There's



fearbehindNelisiwe.'sdistendedpupils.Atthefirst

whipsherumbles,hervoicerefusingtoreleasean

audiblesoundandcurlsintoafetalposition,it’snot

enoughtostopMhambi.Hegoesonandonuntil

she’swhimperingandsnivellinglikeadyinggoat.

STYLES-

“Don’tinvolvethepress.”

Styleshadmadeitclear,yettheirhouseisflooded

withnewsreportersreadyforhertocalloutto

whoevertookherbaby,grovelifshehasto,sothey

bringherbackunharmed.He’sbeensleepinghome

sincetheordeal,inawaySethufindshopeinthat.

MaybeonceallofthisisoverStyleswillmoveback

andtheywillfixtheirmarriage.

“Whereareyougoing?”Shequestiontheattirehe’s

wearing,it’saweekendtodayandasfarasshe



knowshedoesn’tworkonweekends.

“Out,Ihavethingstotakecareof.”Thisisthemost

he’ssaidtoherindays,itbothersherthattheyare

notonspeakingterms.

“Thereportersarehere,we’llbegoingliveinten

minutes.”Obscureeyesturntoher,thewifeseems

tohaveforgottenherhusband’swords.Stylesdoes

notspareherasingleglance,hestandsaftertying

hisshoesandheadsforthedoor.

“It’snotmyfaultthatshe’smissing,youknow?”She

shoutsafterhim,thetonesheusesisnotpowerful

enoughtogethim tostop.Hewalksoutoftheroom

andisoutofthehouseinajiffy,snubbingthe

reportersinvadinghishome.

Nothavinghisdaughterwithhim isdrivinghim crazy,

hedoesn’tunderunderstandhowshehas

disappearedwithoutatrace.It’sasifshenever

existed…ifitwerenotforherbelongingsand

picturesspreadoutintheirhome,onewould

certainlysaytherewasneveranineyearoldSihle



Sishitobeginwith.

HefindshimselfinthebusystreetsofJoburgwhere

itallbegan,wherehislifewithRandallbegan.Thisis

wherehumantraffickingismostlyprobablyactive,

it’sacrazythoughtyes,onethathaslefta

poisonousdaggerinhisheartbuthehastolookat

allpossibilities.

Ittakeshim aminuteorlesstofindaparkingspot,

todayhe’sdrivingoneofhisoldcars,aHyundaii20.

Itwilldrawhim lessattention,ifnoneatall.

ThepersonsaidtomeetatMcdonald’s,he

remembersthattherewasaSparcloseby.

“Youincompetentbitch.”Stylesiswelcomedby

slursthemomenthestepsintotherestaurant.He’s

notonetopayattentiontothingsthatdonotinvolve

him,sohecontinuesinfindinganemptytable.The

eateryisatadempty,whichisexpected,theyare

approachingmonthend.



“Lookwhatyou’vedonetomyshirt?”Thedeep

arrogantvoiceisheardagain.“Thisshirtalone

wouldbuythisdamnplaceandthepeopleworking

here.”

“I’m sorrysir.”No,hedidn’thearright.

Hisheadshouldbeupbynow,confirmingifwhathe

heardistrue.Isshereallyhere?Whyishisheart

doingthis?Movingwithafamiliarbeat,onethat

bringsaboutadéjàvufeeling.

“Stopsayingthat.”Thestrangercontinuestoyell.“Is

thatallyoucanoffer?Auselessapology?”

“Whatelsedoyouwantmetosay?Ifanapologyis

notgoodenoughforyouthendon’tmakeitmy

problem.”Thatvoiceagain,thistimehishead

involuntarilyflipsup.

lDamnhisheart,itshouldnotbebetrayinghim like

this.Damnhim forcominghere.Damnherfor

randomlybeinghere.Whatthehellisshedoing

workingatMcdonald’s?Thelasttimehechecked

hermotherwasasuccessfulbusinesswoman.

“Hey,hey.”Thestrangerinanoversizedsuitgrips



herwrits,thetouchmakesheruncomfortable.He

couldtellfrom wherehe’sseated.Hewantstostand,

interveneifhecan.Somethingishinderinghim,

probablythefactthathe’smarriedandhasawoman

waitingforhim athome.

“Letmego.”Shesnaps,voicecrackingandswirling

withdisgust.Themandoesnotconcedetoher

behest.

WelcometoJohannesburg,aplacewherewomen

aremanhandledandpeoplewouldrathertake

picturesandvideosthanhelp.

Darnit,whatharm couldlendingahelpinghanddo?

Hestandsbuthisunsolicitedplanisrubbedoffbya

shortmandressedinblack,facecamouflagedwith

hugeblacksunglasses.

“Sishi?”Theshortmanasks,atStyles’headnod,he

sitsuninvited.

Stylesstealsaglanceoveratthewomanheonce

sharedabedroom with,theargumentisover.Infact,

thepeoplethatwerearguingarelonggone.It’sasif



itnevertookplace.

“Yousaidyouhavesomethingforme.”Styles.

Themanlookstooedgy,headdartingfrom one

cornertoanother.

“I’m deadiftheyeverfindoutIwastalkingtoyou.”

It’sanenigmaticwhisper.

“Who?”

“IwouldtellyouifIhadadeathwish.”Hisanswer

pricklesStylesinallthewrongplaces.

“Whereismydaughter?”Frustrationkicksin.

“There’sanoldfactoryinCrownMines,it’sflooded

withSomalians.Itissaidtheyaretraffickinglittle

girls,shippingthem offtoEurope.”Themansays.

Thisisstyles’biggestfear,althoughthethoughthad

cometomindhehadhopedthatitcouldjustbethat;

athought.

“Here’stheaddress.”Heslidesapieceofpaper

acrossthetable.



“Iwanttoknow,who’sbehindthis.Whohasmy

daughter?”

“What’stheuseofknowing?Themostimportant

thingisgettingherhome.”

Bullshit!Stylesthinks.Asneeraccompaniedbya

nod,it’snothim agreeingwithwhatthemanis

tellinghim.Ratherasinisterthoughtisscratching

hismind.

“I’vedonemybid,it’suptoyouwhatyoudonext.But

becareful,theyhaveeyesandearseverywhere.I

havetogo.”

…Andthereheis,runningoutoftheeatery.Notonce

doesStylesremovehisgazefrom him,hisupperlip

twitches.Hestandsuptohisfeet,readytofollow

theman.

“Syles?”It’sthatvoiceagain,heturnsaroundthis

timebecauseitwouldbeweirdofhim notto.

Thisface,hehasn’tseenthisfaceinyears.Hefinds

itstrangethatitstillhasanemotionalimpactonhim,



hencethefrownlainonhissurface.

“Khethu?”NeoandRandallwouldprobablykillhim

fortalkingtoher,thelasttimehewasaweaklingin

herpresenceandhisfriendsfoughthardtokeephim

awayfrom her.

“Howhaveyoubeen?”SheasksbutStylesdoesnot

havetimeforsmalltalk,hehasadaughtertofind

andpeopletokill.

“I’m fine,you.”

Oh,Isaidittoosoon.

ThequestionseemstomakeKhethuhappy,asmile

brusheshermouth.

“I’m okay,”She’srubbingsomethingdownthere,

curiousandundisciplined,hiseyesdroptofinda

babybump.Couldbefiveifnotsixmonthspregnant,

shelookstootinyinthatMcdonald’suniform,too

tinyforapregnantwoman.Theyarenotfriends,so

hedoesn’tdwellonthefact.



“Whatisamanlikeyoudoinginthissideoftown?”

Funnyhewouldaskherthesame.Hermotherwas

swimminginrichesifhismemoryserveshim right.

“Business.”

“Oh!”Inaguestofdiscomfort,theycleartheir

throatsinharmony.

Lookingather,aquestioninvadeshismind.Doeshe

holdhatredtowardthiswoman?Ittakeshim a

millisecondofthoroughsoulsearchingtofindan

answer.Howdoyouhatesomeoneyouonceloved

beyondlimits?Noshewasn’thisfirstlovebutshe

wasoncehisonlyeye,awomanwhochasedaway

hisdemonsjustbyameretouchofthehand.

“Iheardaboutyourdaughter,I’m hereifyouneed

help.Icanaskmydadto…”

“I’vegotitcoveredthanks.”Stylesinterjects,he

wouldrathercutoffhishandthanacceptanyform

ofhelpfrom Dladla.Hisphonebuzzes,it’satext

from Randalltellinghim AmaraandKwamehave



beenhospitalised.

“Ihavetogo.”Styles.

Heshouldhaveranoutofthatplacethemoment

sheopenedhermouthtospeaktohim.

“Itwasnicetoseeyou.”Shemeansit,thesmileon

herfacesealsit.Styles’replyisashakyheadnod,he

leaveshopinghewon’tbebumpingintoheragain.

*

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifty-Seven

ZITHA-

Kennethreallyisavoidingme,tillwhendoIhaveto

dealwithSipho?NotthatImindhispresence,he’sa

greatguyandIdon’tmindbaskinginhisbeauty.It’s

noteverydayyougettodwellinthepresenceof

menlikehim.YouseeIgrewupinOrangeFarm

and…letmenotgetintothat.

Igettogohometoday,Siphoknows.Hepromised

totellthatdarkskinnedDracula,thepromisewas

unnecessary.Itwateredmysuspicions.

“I’llneedyoutosignheresisi,theseareyourrelease

forms.”Godmustlovemetogracemewithahunk

foranurse,pityI’m goinghometoday.Ishouldnot

besmiling,buthereIam.

“So,”mymindisstarting,Ifeelitcoming.“Youwork



here?”

MotherofChrist,sanctifymymouth.

“Uh…yes.”Thepoorguyisconfused,I’m tryingto

flirthere.Isuckatit,maybebecauseresentmentis

keepingmecompany.It’sKenneth’sfault,he’s

supposedtobeherewithme.Wherethehellishe?

“Nice…very,verynice.”WhatdoIsayafterthis?And

whyam Itryingsohardtogethisattention?“Your

workinghours?”

“Excuseme?”Hetakesthepapers,confusionetched

onhisface.

“Maybewecouldgooutonadateandyou’lltellme

about…”

“Maybenot.”Avoiceatthedoorpops,Ididn’thearit

opening.Siphoinstantlytowersoverthenurse,his

bigbuildmakeshim looklikeahighschoolkid.I’m

soembarrassedwiththewayhe’slookingdownat

theman.Sincewhendoeshehaveamenacing



approach?

“Don’tyouhaveshittowipe?”OhmyGod,hedidnot

justsaythat.Thenursenodsandlikealittlekitchen

mousescurriesoutoftheroom.

“Whydidyoudothat?It’snothisfaultthatI’m a

hussy.”I’m notokaywithhiswildbehaviour.

Annoyedeyesglareatme,adauntingstarethathas

melookingawaybecausethismanremindsmeof

Kenneth.Darkaura,eyesthatstabrightintoyour

soul,asiftheyseeallyoursecrets.

“YouneedtogetyourmouthcheckedZithobile.”

Soundsmorelikeawarning.I’veneverseenhim

angrybefore,Iguessthere’safirsttimefor

everything.

“Here.”Siphohandsmeagiftbag,it’snotmy

birthday,isit?I’m givenaphoneandtoldtospeak,I

don’tevenknowwhoI’m talkingto.

“Didyougetyourgift?”It’sDracula.I’m soupsetwith

him.



“Idon’twantgiftsKenneth,Iwantyou.”Okay,maybe

I’m lying.Ilovebeingspoiled,Ideserveit.Mylifehas

notbeeneasy.“Whyareyounotherewithme?”

“I’llcomefetchyou,openyourgift.”Sincehe’sso

eagerformetoseewhathegot,letmemakehis

day.

“Whatisit?”Iask,almosthappytofindout.

Apinkdress?Didhepickthisoutfrom mantfombi’s

wardrobe?Nothismustbeanightdressbecause…

God,whatam Ilookingat?IlooktoSiphoforan

explanation,he’sstillwearingafrown.Argh!

“Yougotmeanightdress?”Hisbankpinwould’ve

mademethehappiestwomanalive.

“It’sadressZithobile,”Kennethcorrects.Iknowit’s

adressbut…Thisiswhyyoutakeyourphonewith

youtothetoilet,toavoidsuchideascominginto

yourmind.Whoeverdesignedthiswasconstipated.

“Iwanttotakeyouout.”Towhere?Astokvel?“Ona

date,Iwanttodateyou.”



That’ssweetshame,butcanhedatemeinaGucci

dress?Imean,what’shismoneyfor?Themanlives

inabloodymansionforChrist’ssakeyethe’sgifting

medressesfrom RakeshandSons.

“Uh!Thanks.”WhatelsecanIsay?

“HowisDlozi?”Jesusslapthatmanforme.

“Ideservemultipleorgasmsforacceptingthis

name.”Siphochokesonhissaliva,Iforgothe’sstill

here.Heavoidsmyeyes,puffsoutabreathand

instantlyslidesoutoftheroom.Meanwhile,Kenneth

islightlychucklingontheotherline.

“Yesyoudo,areyoursticheshealing?Ican’twaitto

haveyoupowerlessbeneathme.”That’sright,I’m

teachinghim well.

“Youwillhavetowaitforamonth,sorry.”

“Don’tteaseme,Zithobile.YouknowhowmuchI

thirstforyou,I’m losingmymindhere.”

“Icansuckyouwhilewecountdown.”Ilovehow

he’slosingtrackofhisbreathing,seeinghim,getting



workedupovermysensualhintswouldbeasight

forraweyes.

“Ihavetogo,I’llseeyoulater.”Already?Iwashaving

ablast.

“You’restillfetchingme,right?”Thethrillofhaving

toseehim fillsmeupandoverflowslikeabroken

dam.

“Yes,goodbyendlovukaziyami.”He’sgonebeforeI

couldbidhim farewell.

NowIneedtogetthishideousdressintoafatal

accident,I’m notwearingit.

STYLES-

Hedidn’texpecttobeledonawildgoosechase,

followingthatshortshitwastherightwaytogo.He

can’texpresshowfrustratedhefeels,histimehas

beenwasted.Hisbrotherneedshim atthehospital,

hisdaughterismissingyettherearepeopletoying

withhistime.



Hisphonebeeps,alocationpopsupasheswipes

openthescreen,plustheman’spersonal

information.Everythingheneedstoknowisthere.

TrustNeotoalwaysdeliver.Hehastoadmit,it’snot

abigdealfindingthatshortman’swhereaboutsby

hackinghisphonebuthisboyisgoodatwhathe

does.

Stylesisalreadyontheway,hespeedsupandina

fewminuteshespotsawhitecarpullingoutof

KFC’sdrive-thru.Therearethreepassengersinit.To

avoidbeingseen,heslowsdownandoncetheyare

inasecludedarea,hehurtlestowardsthem and

parkshiscarrightinfrontofthevehicle.Thedriver

hitsthebrakestostopanddipshisheadoutthe

window.

“Hey,whatthefuckiswrongwithyou?”It’sthedriver

shouting,foreheadcrinklinginannoyance.Styles

rubsthebridgeofhisnosetoperhapsgetridofthe

irritationclawingathim beforejumpingoutofthe

car,clearlytheidiotcan’tmakeoutwhoheis.A

sneerreachesforhislipsandspreadsthem ashe

pullsoutagunfrom hisbeltbuckle.



“Getthefuckoutofthecar,allofyou.”

Stylesdemands,gunaimedatthem.He’saboutfive

feetawayfrom theircar.Hecouldseeawomanin

thebackseat,thepassengerseatisoccupiedby

anothermanhe’sneverseenbefore.

Noonemovesasifparalysedbyfearbuthecouldn’t

careless,hewantsthebastardwhogavehim wrong

information.

“Isaidgetthefuckoutofthecar,now.”Hebarks,

loadingthegun.Oneatatime,thepassengers

scurryout.

Yep!That’stheshortshitalright,thebastardlooks

poisedthanexpected.InawayStylesisstumpedby

hisblankface.He’susedtopeoplestaggeringand

quiveringatthesightofhim buttheconfidencethat

thismanisshowingscrabblesathim.Itgetshim

thinkingthatwhoeverhe’sworkingformustbeone

powerfulmotherfucker.



“Whatthehellisyourproblem?Whatdoyouwant

from us?”

Styleschortlesatthearrogance,theidiotistoo

braveforhisliking.Hisgazeshiftstothetwopeople

besidethemanhe’safter.

“Youtwo,go.”

Agunisdirectedatthem,andwithnothoughttoit,

theladyswivelsbuttheguygrabsherarm.

“No,we’renotgoinganywherewithoutMehlo.”

Wrongmoveonhispart,don’tbefooledbySishi’s

kindfeatures.Themanisapsychopathic,sadist

whomadehissister’skillerwatchwhilehe

slaughteredhisfamilyinonenightandwhathedid

tothemanafterwardscannotbesaid.

Thesecondchucklesoundslikeacocktailof

everythingevil,intheblinkofaneyehepullsthe

trigger,shootingtheshortguyontheleg.Hegroans

inpainashefallstotheground,afemininescream

erupts.



“HEY,HEY,SHUTTHEFUCKUP.”Stylesshouts.

Sheshakesherheadvigorously,obscuringher

mouthwithherhand.

“Yousonofabitch.”It’stheMehloguy,grumblingin

painonthetarredroad.Stylespayshim noattention,

hewantsthetwoidiotsgone.

“Seemslikeyourfriendisnotgoinganywhere,now

getthefuckoutofherebeforeIchangemymind

andkillyouall.”

“Siya,babyplease,let’sgo.”

Theladypleads,handwrappedaroundtheman’s

arm,he’shesitantatfirstbutseemstobe

cooperating.

“No,Siyabruh,don’tleavemeherebafo.Hewillkill

me.”Mehloyells.

Iffearhadaface…



“Siyaasambe.Comeon,let’sgo.”Acarhonkmakes

aracket,it’sthewoman.She’sfoundshelterinthe

car,readyanddesperatetogetawayfrom Stylesthe

maniac.

“ListentoyourbitchSiya,”awideunsophisticated

grinplaysatStyles’face.Likeachildlockedupina

candystore,excitementfillshiseyesandwithatilt

ofaheadhecontinues,“Idon’tminddiggingthree

graves,itwillbesomuchfun.There’snothingmore

beautifulthanwitnessingahumanbreathetheirlast.

Someorgasm from that,strangehey?”

Afterdeliveringhisstatement,Styleslaughslikea

hyena,startlingthethreehumans.

“Oh,I’m sorry.Idon’tknowwherethatcamefrom.I’ll

behave.”Heregardsthem withanunnaturalwink.

Siyacan’tfindthemapthroughthestatement,he

glares—jawclenchedbeforehurdlingintothecar,

ignoringhisassociate’spleanottoleavehim.

StylesturnstothewoundedMehlothemomentthey

driveoff.



“Mehlo,Mehlo,Mehlo.Youpieceofshit.”Hedrones.

Shouldhebeplayingwithagun?Themanactslike

he’sinkindergarden.

“Siyaisgoingtocallthepolice,youknow?”Mehlo

cracks,itsoundslikehe’stryingtoconvincehimself.

“Morepeopletokillformethen.”Stylesexcitedly

replies,hispupilsdilateandinaminutehe’ssniffing

theair,itlookstooinhumane.“Don’tyoujustlove

thesmellofblood?”

“You’reweakSishi,withoutthatgunwebothknowI

willkickyourass.”Theconfidenceemergingfrom

Mehloisonetobeenvied,Stylesseemstobeloving

it.It’sgrowingonhim actually.

“Iknowyou’veheardofme,MehloandwhatI’m

capableof.Surelyyoucan’tbethatstupidto

challengeme.”Stylescrouchesinfrontoftheinjured

man.“Praytell,hasuncleMkhizeeverreadyoua

bedtimestoryfrom theSishichronicles?”

Mehlolooksconfused,hewouldanswerhadhe

understoodawordStyleshassaid.



“What?”

“You’reMkhize’snephew.”Styles.

“I…don’tknowwhatyou’re…ta…talkingabout.”He

stammerswithfear.

Stylestakesuptheheadtiltagain,asmirkthat

wouldsetanevangelist’sbibleonfire.Alittleupand

alittledown,it’sawrinkledsmile,yetarumpled

frown.

“Let’sreviveyourmemory,shallwe?”Hepullsthe

trigger,piercingabulletthroughMehlo’sotherleg…

rightonhiskneecap.Themanroarsinhorrorand

excruciatingpain.

“Fuck!”Heyells.

HishystericshaveStylesrollinghiseyes.

“Ohrelax,it’sjustabullet.”Heyawns.“Youarelucky

you’renotburninginhell.Nowtellme.Whydidyou

sendmeonagoosechase?”

“Fuckyou!”



Asinistersmilewithafoulintentiontoimpose

cynicism appearsonStyles’features,he’snothappy

withtheanswer.

“Ireallydon’tlikeimpudenceMehlo,yourresponseis

verydisrespectful,butI’llforgivethat…fornow.”

Hestandstohisfeet,lookingdownathisvictim.

“You’renothingbutMkhize’smannequin,soI’ll

refrainfrom interrogatingyou.NowIwantyoutogo

backtoyouruncleandtellhim I’m comingforhim.

Hebetterhavemydaughterinonepiece.”

Mehloiswheezinginpain,chestrisingandfalling

likeaspeakeratarockconcert,theonlythinghe

candoisnod.

“You’reagrownassmanMehlo,I’m sureyouknow

howtospeak.Youstillrememberthe‘a,e,i,o,u’s

right?NowIwanttohearyousayit.”

Stylessmirkslikeajokersharinganon-funnyjoke.

“Iwill…givehim themess…message.”

“Goodboy.”Alittlepushsendshim fallingfacedown

totheground.



“Now,I’m sureyou’llbeabletofindyourwayhome.

LikeIsaid,you’reagrownassmananddon’tworry

aboutthoseshortlegs,bythetimeyougethome

they’llbenumb.Pain…less.”

“Noplease,atleastdropme…dropmeatthe

nearesthospital,Iwon’tbe…abletowalklikethis.I

willbleed….todeathplease.”

Hesquallslikealittlegirl,themanhe’spleadingwith

isnotmoved.Asamatteroffact,thereisnotraceof

humanityinhim.

“Don’tbeapussy,youshouldstartwalkingnow.

You’llmakeithomebeforecrackofdawn.”

Andwiththat,Stylesmarchesbacktohiscarand

drivesofflikenothinghappened.Thisiswhat

happenswhenpeoplepisshim off,somethingdark

insidehim disentanglesandheloseshismind.

Inthecar,whiledrivingbackhome,hecallsRandall.

Thephoneisansweredstraightaway.

“Howdiditgo?”Randall.



“I’m doneplayinghouse.Timetodropbodies.We’re

meetingatNkomo’shousetomorrow.”

“DidyouthinkthisthroughStyles?”It’sNkomohe’s

worriedabout,hewouldn’twanttheirplansruined.

“Nkomodoesn’thavetoknowtheentireplan.”Styles

vocalizes.

“Aslongasyouknowwhatyou’redoing.”Randall.

“MkhizewantstoplayagameRandall,it’stimewe

putonourbigboyshoes.”

“I’vealwayshatedthatbastard.”Randallspeakswith

maliceandStylescanrelate.Thisisonemutual

sentimentthey’vealwaysshared.

“I’m worriedaboutSethuthough,shethinksher

fatherisasaint.Ican’ttellherhehasourdaughter

withoutproof,thatbastardhasprobablyhiddenher

inamaze.”

“Youdon’thavetotellheranything,we’llfindSihle

first.Youcantellheraboutherfatheronthedayof

hisfuneral.”Anotherdryjokefrom hisfriend.

“HowisR.JandAmara?”Styleschangesthetopic.



Thelesshetalksabouthisdaughter,thelessithurts.

“Amarawillbeokay,theknifedidn’tdigdeepenough

tocausedamage.Kwameisphysicallyhealing,they

wereabletodrainallthepillsheconsumed.Myson

haslosthischildhood.Whatdoesanineyearold

knowaboutsuicide,Styles?”

“Isheawake?”

“Notyet.Oneoftheguardsfoundamemorystickin

hisroom,onitwasapieceofpaperwritten‘watch

thisaftermyfuneral.”

“Shit,thatbitchmessedhim up.”

“Chalashould’vestayedinprison,theoutsideworld

isnotsafeforher.”Randallreturns,thetoneofhis

voicehintingatsomethingsinister.

Styleswoulddoanythingtokeepthatboysafe,just

asRandallwoulddoanythingtokeepSihlesafe.

Theyareafamilyafterall,andfamilyisthemost

importantthingtobothmen.

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Fifty-Eight

MANTFOMBI-

I’m tiredofpretendingthatIdon’tlovehim,I’m tired

ofpretendingthathedoesn’taffectme,thattheway

mynamerollsoutofhistonguedoesnotaffectme.

I’veknownKennetheversinceIcanremember,he

wastheboynextdoor.Tootallforhisage,daunting

darkfeatures.

Ipracticallygrewupinhishouse,ourmotherswere

friends.Throughthatwefoundeachother,butI

foundmyfirstlove.Inevertoldhim becausehe

wasn’tlookingforapartner,helovedbeingalone

andintheyearsawayfrom him,Ibelievedhestilldid.

ThedayMamkhizecametomyhouseand

convincedmetogowithher,Iwassceptical,until



shementionedKenneth.

NowI’m here,inhishouse,readytogivemyselfto

him butthatcan’tbepossiblebecausesadly,his

heartbelongstoanotherwoman.

Ican’tbreatheeachtimehelooksather,it’sasifhis

beginningandendisfoundinher.Ididn’tknowthe

courseoftheirrelationshipuntilonenightIheard

them havingsexinhisroom.

MyviewonZithobilechangedfrom then,she’snot

thebestpersonintheworldandIfailtounderstand

whyaclassy,powerfulmanlikeKennethwouldgo

forher.Hecandobetterreally,she’sagaudylittle

girlwhospeakswithoutthinking.

Hervocabularyconsistsofnothingbututterrubbish,

don’tgetmewrong;Ihavenothingagainsther.She

iskindandloudandunnecessaryand…maybe

there’sapangofdistasteIfeelforher.Thegirl

leavesanaftertasteinmymoutheachtimeshe

makesherpresenceknown.



It’sembarrassingthatKennethisdatingagirlthe

sameageashissister.Iwanthim todobetter,I

knowwithoutashadowofadoubtthatIam that

perfectpersonforKenneth.

Ionlyneedtomakemyselfvisible,makehim seeall

ofme.Heneedsarealwoman,someonewhowill

takecareofhim andhissister,plusthishugehouse.

Zithobileshouldthinkaboutgoingbacktoschool,

it’stoolateforsomeofus.Marriageandbearing

childreniswhat’sleftformeandIwantthatwiththe

loveofmylife,Kenneth.

Kennethisnotyourtypicaltaxiboss,andnotyour

typicalmoderndayZuluman.ThemenI’ve

encountered,withoutadoubtprovedtimeandtime

thatallmenarethesame.NowaywasIgoingto

givemyselftosomesecond-rateloserwhohas

nothingbehindhisbrainbutapictureofapussy.

Avirginatmyage?Comeon!Thatisnothingtobe

proudof,butnoonehasbeenworthyenoughto

claim me.Givenachance,Iwouldgivemyselfto



Kenneth,riskingitall.

“Sisi,thefoodisready.Servehim beforeheleaves

forthehospital.”Mamkhizesaystomeaftercalling

meintothekitchen.“Don’ttellhim Imadeit.”

“Why?”Thelookshegivesmedubsmestupid.

“He’saverystubbornmanwhoprefersfood

preparedbythatuglygirl,hewillstarvetodeathifhe

continuesalongthatpath.”

Isee,Ican’tsealherwordsalthough,Zithobileisthe

onlyonewhocooksinthishouseandhehasn’tbeen

eatinghomesinceshewashospitalised.Thismight

soundevilbutI’m gladhe’snotthefatherofher

baby,yesIknow.I’veheardhim andSiphotalkabout

it.

Mamkhizetellsmeshe’sgoingtotownandthatI

shouldservehim now.

He’sinthelivingroom,standingbythelargewindow.



Headbowedashe’sengrossedonthephoneinhis

hand.Itakeamomenttobaskinhisgloriousbeauty,

itdoesn’tlastbecausehiseyessnapup,ablush

kissesmycheeks.Heacceptsaghostofasmile

thathasmykneeswobbling.

“Mantfombi?”Lord,Ican’tstressthenumberof

timesIhaveimaginedhim callmynamewhileburied

deepinsideme.Ihadinsistedthathecallsmebymy

firstnamesinceZithobilewasnotcomfortablewith

thesurname,Ihadtoscorepointswiththeguy.

“Areyouhungry?Imadeyousomethingtoeat.”

“I’m okaythankyou.”Alwayssopolite.“Ihaveto

fetchZithobile,sheandthebabyarecominghome

today.”

Musthiseyessmilelikethatwhenhetalksabouther?

Iam disappointedalittle,eventhoughIdidn’t

preparethefood.

“I’m notabadcook,Khabazela.”Theleasthecando



isgivemeachancetoshowhim thatI’m capableof

takingcareofhim.

Crinkledbrows?Heprobablydoesn’tunderstand

whatI’m talkingabout.

“DidIsayyouwere?”

“Then,whywon’tyoueatmyfood?Iknowsis

Zithobileistheonewhotakescareofyourmeals,

butshe’snotherenow.Idon’twanttoseem likethe

uselessoneinthishouse.”

Thisisnotemotionalblackmail,butthehonesttruth.

Icraveforhispresence,forhim tositwithmeeven

forasecondandforgeteverythingandeveryone

else.

“Whatdidyoumake?”Heasksafteralongmoment

ofsilence.Asmiledancesonmylips.Heaskstobe

servedintheloungeandtellsmethathe’llonlyhave

atastewhichhedoes,afewbiteslaterheplacesthe

plateonthetable.

IforgottoaskMamkhizeifsheaddedanyspices.As



farasIremember,hedoesn’teatspicyfood.The

seriesoflightcoughshavemeworried.Puffingouta

sighthroughhisnostrils,oneIcan'tdepict,Kenneth

slowlyleansbackonthecouch,hishandswaysto

histempletorubit.Helooksoutofitordrunkifmy

readingiscorrect.

“I’llgetyousomethingtodrinkkhabazela.”Hegrips

myhand,asI’m halfwayup.

Thisisthefirsttimehe’severwillinglytouchedme,

eitherthanthehugIinitiatedthedayIcamehere.

“Stay.”Hiseyesaresuddenlyenflamed,heavy-lidded.

Anappearanceofamanwho’shadtoomuchto

drinklikeIhadpredicted,Inotelustinthem.It’sfor

me,right?

“Staywithme.”Herepeats.

Thedeepdrawlhasmeshivering,Ihearthereare

tinyorgasms.Likewhenyouscratchyourear,and

yourtoescurloryourlegshakesjustalittle.Orwhen

yousneeze,butyoucan’tgetthefeelingbackatthe

secondsneeze.Orwhenyouholdyourpeefortoo

longandthemomentyourelease,itfeelslikeyou’re



flying.

Ididn’tknowithappenswhenhearingthevoiceof

someoneyoulove,myheartskidstomychest.

Moreover,myheartisfull,I’m content.Icandienow.

He’slikeagravitationaladdiction,absorbingmein

allfacetsofmybeing.Likeanaphrodisiac,hetakes

overtheentiretyofmybeingwithoutevennoticing.

“Khabazela?”Thelookinhiseyesconfusesme,he

regardsmewithadifferentaspect.Hislipstwitch

intoafaintsimper.

“Whydoyoucallmethat?”Whatdoeshemean?I

always…

OhGod,whyishemovingclose?Iholdmybreathas

heleansinandsniffsmyneck,mybodycounters

withalightshudder.“Yousmelldifferenttoday.”

Idon’tthinkso,IusedthesameperfumeMamKhize

boughtme.Awetkississwipeddownmyneck.

“Howam Igoingtomakelovetoyouwhenyousmell

likemymother?”Hisspeechisslurredandbarely



comprehensible.“Ineedtotouchyou,orIwilllose

mymind.”

Lorddon’ttakemenow,notwhenI’m stillavirgin.

Whatisgoingon?Whyisheactinglikethis?

“Kha…Khabazela?”Ican’tbreathe,myheartis

literallybangingagainstmyribcage.

Heisclose,socloseIcanalmosttastehisbreath.

Hisentrancingscentseepsintothedepthsofmy

soul,everyboneinmeacceptstheenthrallingdrug,

inducingadeeperneedforhim.OneIcanneverwalk

awayfrom.

“Aren’tyougoingtoaskmetokissyoulikeyoudid

lasttime?”Achuckletomyface,hisbreathesmells

ofthefoodhejustate.

“Wh…whatareyoutalkingabout,Khabazela?”Ifail

toschoolmytremblingvoice.

Howdoesheexpectmetobreatheandwalkoutof

herealivewhenhe’ssoclose?Hedoesn’trespond,

butviciouslyattacksmylips.Myeyesexpand,as

shocksmacksmeonthehead.Idon’tunderstand

what’sgoingon,whathe’sdoing.Iknowwhathe’s



doing,butwhyishedoingit?Ithoughthe’sina

relationshipwithZithobile.Thewomanwhoowns

theheartoftheonethatownsmine,thewomanI

wouldlovetohate.

It’swhenthepalm ofhishandcupsmycheekthatI

returnthekiss,he’ssucklingmylips,aslowdance

thatpullstearstomyeyes.Alaid-backtongueplay

onmybottom lip,beforehetriestopushitthrough

theseamsofmylips.

Idon’twanttomisstheopportunitytotastehim soI

openthegatesofmysoulandlethim in.Histongue

feelswarm andsodamngoodinmymouth.He’smy

firstkiss,Iwanttotellhim thatandifthisgoes

fartherwhichI’m hopingitwill.Hewillbemyfirst

time.

Kennethlightlyliftsmywaistupandlaysmeonthe

couch,thesuddenactmakesmelosemybreath.

Hiseyesarefilledwithlust,lustformeandonlyme.

Icouldtakeapictureandframeitonthewallinmy



bedroom.

Hespreadsmylegswidelywithbothhishandsand

getsinbetweenthem toshiftclosertome.I’m

pantinglikeateenagegirlexperiencingherfirsttime.

Hiskissesarelifethreatening,from thisday,IknowI

willdiewithoutthem.Hedisposesofmyclothingin

ajiffyandhasmelayingnakedonthecouch,legs

spreadoutinwaiting.Nomanhaseverseenmy

nakedness,nowIknowitwasreservedforhim.He

seemssosureaboutthisandIwantthisaswell.I

wanthim,I’vealwayswantedhim.

Idon’tknowwhenheremovedhisclothes,he’s

rubbinghiserectiononmythrobbingopening.His

faceburiedinthecrookofmyneck.

“Nexttime,wearthefragranceIgotyou.”A slurred

whisperintomyearthatcausesmoreconfusion,in

thismuddledstate,I’m notabouttorepudiatewhat

he’sabouttogiveme.

“Khabaaazela.”Idrawlwithbatedbreath,diggingmy

nailsintohisbackashesubmergeshimselfinside



me.There’sawayhe’smoving,aroughness…asif

we’vedonethisbefore,asifIshouldbefamiliarwith

howhemovesinsideme.I’m newtothis,maybeI

shouldhavetoldhim thatI’m avirgin.

There’sanundeniableuncomfortablepain,butwith

howfasthe’smoving,thepainquicklytransitions

intoanediblepleasure.Iclutchmyarmsaroundhim,

mynailsdiggingataddeeperintotheskinonhis

shoulders.

Deeplyhethrustsmywallsmakingmescream in

ecstasyformore.Ifindmyselfthankingthegodsfor

hismanhood,itmusthavebeenmadeforme,agift

giventomebymyforefathers.Aforbiddensin

borrowedforastolen-consumingpassion.I’m

whimperingfrom theincredibilityofhisskills,and

howhefeelsburiedballsdeepinme.

“Youfeelsodifferent,ndlovukaziyami.”Againwith

theconfusion,hisvoicesoundsdifferentaswell.

“Iloveyou.”Hehums,I’m toolostinthemomentto

drinkthethreewordsthatcanneverbetakenfor



granted.Inthisinstant,Ican’tbewithouthisdeep

thrusts,Ineedthem foralifetimeandaday.

Isquealashehitssomethingthatblindsmyvision,

makingmelosecontrolofmyselfandscream,

releasingeroticsounds.Myeyesrolltothebackof

myhead,asIbaskintheeruptionhappeninginevery

partofme.Atonicwarmthpulsatingfrom myhead

tomycurlingtoes.

Hehardensanddeepenshisthrusts,poundingme

likehe’sbeencravingforatasteofme.Hishands

onmybodylikeapaintbrushonacanvastocreate

thebestartevercreated.Asmysecondorgasm

attacksme,mylegstightenaroundhiswaisttobring

him closerintome

“NgiyakuthandaMamthombeni,uyathandwangilosi

yami.”Hiswordsfreeanduncensored,while

repetitivelyslammingintome,hislengthdivinginto

allcornersofmywallsandmywitlesshearttakes

theforeignnamelikepoison.

It’sher,it’salwaysbeenher.HethinksI’m Zithobile.



Howcanhemakesuchamistake?Ilooknothing

likethatlittlegirl,Iwillneverlookatherthesame

now.Notafterthis,notafterwhatIhavetastedand

hadhim callmebyhername.I’m suchanidiot,we

didn’tevenuseprotection.

I’vebeenrobbed,robbedofmyinnocenceandmy

firstlove.

Tearsofsorrowburnthecornersofmyeyes,his

eyesareshut,he’snotlookingatme.Infact,Idon’t

recallhim lookingintomyeyes.WhathaveIdone?I

shouldstopthis,butIlethim finishhisspree.I

watchhisbodytenseandtremblealittleashe

shootshisloadinsideme,darkskincoveredin

sweat…dreadstiedinaponytail.

Ihaveneverseenamorebeautifulsculpture,

MichaelangelooughttobejealousofwhatGodhas

created.Adeity,Iwouldfalldownathisfeetand

worshiphim.

AskmeKhabazela,askmeandIwillblindlygiveyou

mysoul.Mybodyhasalwaysbeenyours.Justsay



thewordandIwillgiveyouallofme.

Mysoulscreamsthesewords,butmymouthisnot

braveenoughtodeliverthem.

Eyelidsdroopingclosed,browneyesmeetmine.

Then;there’samomentwherehisfacewashes

blankwithconfusion,likehisbrainmechanisms

can’tturnfastenoughtotakeintheinformation

from hisabruptwideeyes.

“Mantfombi?”Anincredulousmurmur,lookinglike

hejustwokefrom atrance.I’m thankfulthathe’s

gentlewhenhepullsout,althoughdazed.

“WhathaveIdone?”Hewhisperstohimself,

throwinghispantsbackon.Tearsknowmebestand

theyhavemademyeyesaplayarea.Drowningin

shame,Ireachformygarmentandslowlyputiton.

“Kenneth.”Agrouchysharpvoice,distantlycalls.We



bothturntowardsthekitchenentrytoseeSiphoand

Zithobile.Thebabyisinhisarmsandaduffelbag.

Zithobileisaninchbehindhim,shewearsanaspect

ofgloom,wideeyestaintedwithpain,casttothe

loveofmylife.
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Fifty-Nine

ZITHA-

Blooddrainsfrom myskinandeverythingIever

believedinshatterslikeglassinafractionofa

second.

HeseestheshockregisteronmyfacebeforeIcould

hideit,Idon’twanthim toseehowmuchhe’shurt

me.I’m strongerthanthis,Ihavetobe.It’stheonly

thingIhaveleftnow,Ihavenothingandnoone.

Mymotherisstillangrywithme,Isawheragain.I

thoughtshehadcometotakemewithher,totell

thoseoldwomenwhowereblockingmypath,to

makewayformetocrossover.Butshetoldmeto

gobackandraisemyson,theboyinSipho’sarms.

Tearswouldstream downherfaceeachtimehewas

mentioned.She’sangry,Imust’vedonesomething

wrong.That’swhyshehasn’tprotectedmefrom this,



sheletthishappentome.

“Zithobile.”

Ispinaroundonmyheel,whenmynameleaveshis

lyingtongue.Mymovementhasbecomerobotic.I

can’tseewhereI’m going,unshedtearsareblinding

myvision.Thankstomybrain,itknowsitswayto

thebedroom.Hisbedroom,theonlyreasonI’m

goingthereisbecausemybelongingsareinthere.I

needthem ifIwillbeleavingthishouse.

He’sfollowingmetohisbedroom,yesit’snotour

bedroom anymore.I’m leavingandnevercoming

back.NotinamillionyearsdidIthinkKennethwould

everhurtmethewayhejustdid.

“Zithobilewait.”Hisgrandmotherwillwaitforhim.

Idashintothebedroom,lockingitbehindme.There

isonewayoutofthisroom,Kennethisstandinginit

andhe’sthelastpersonIwanttosee.

What’sleftofmyheartcrackswhenIseemy



suitcaseonthefloor,it’sopen,withmyclothesinit.

“Zithobileopenthedoor.”

Iwillopenthebloodydoor,alright.Iwanthim tolook

meintheeyeandtellmeheplannedthis…

Mantfombimovingin…Leadingmeonandcheating

onmewithher.

“Youpackedmythings?”Thelookhethrowsmehas

merepeatingmyself.“Youpackedmythings

Kenneth.”Ishout,eyespointingtothesuitcaseat

thefootofthebed.

“Ididn’t,Iwouldnever…Iloveyou.Thisisyour

home.”He’slying.Idon’tbelievehim,Iwillnever

believeanythingthatcomesoutofthatlyingmouth

ofhis.Hegetsintomypersonalspace,lookingtense

from headtotoe.Ican’thavehim thisclose,he

smellslikeher,it’snauseating.Istepback,creating

spacebetweenus.

“Don’tyouloveme,Zithobile?”



He’stheoneIlovemorethanbreathableair,yethe’s

theonewhohashurtmemorethananything.

“No,Idon’tloveyou.I’m incapableofloving,Ican’t

evenlovemyownson.”Iscoff.“Thankyoufor

everythingKenneth,Iwillgetajobandreimburse

everycentyouspentonme.”

“Zithobileplease.”

“Youdon’thavetocallme,youhaveanaccountant,

tellhim tosendmeaninvoice.”Withaheavyheart,I

turntograbmysuitcase.

“Stop,pleasestop.”He’spullingmyhand.Whyishe

touchingmewiththehandsthattouchedher?

I’m notstayinghereanotherminute,hethinksI’m

stupid.

Sipho’shint…Hewasright,Ishould’veknown.

Dammit,whatdifferencewouldithavemade?Still,I

believedinKennethsomuch,Ibelievedinhislove.

HowdidImissthis?I’m soangryIcan’tbreathe.

“Whereareyougoing?”

I’m marchingtowardsthedoorashepopsthis



question,thatfarm Juliaisonmymind.I’m goingto

teachheralesson.

“Zithobile?”

Fuckhim andthatauthoritativetonehe’susing,I’m

notgoingtotakeshitfrom thisman.

I’m pulledbackbyarmsthathaveencircledmywaist,

myfeetdanglingintheairasI’m carrieduplikeI

weighabagofpeanuts.Gently,hedropsmeinfront

ofhim,hisonehandremainsonmyside.He’s

lookingdownatme,menacingappearanceonhis

featuresandafrownIcan’tfigureout.

“No!”Hisvoiceisachidingbuzz.

“What,areyoutakinghersidenow?Wasshethat

good,Kenneth?”Thehurtinhiseyes…Yeah,feelthat

andchokeonitbastard.

“You’renotgoingtofighther,shedidn’tdoanything

wrong.Ifyouwanttovent,I’m here.”

Shit!No,thiscan’tbehappeningtome.Iknowhe

hasasoftspotforher,buttofallforthatwoman

wouldbethebiggestbetrayal.



“You’refallinginlovewithher,Kenneth?”An

indignantroareruptsfrom mymouth.“Howlong

haveyoubeensleepingwithher?”

“IhaveneverbetrayedyouZithobile,whathappened

todaywasamistake.Ican’texplainit,butthewhole

timeitwasyou,it’salwaysyou.You’retheonefor

me.”Whyishesofuckingcalm?

Thisgenderthrivesonlies,tothem it’sliketakinga

walkinthepark.

“Ihateyou.”Mywordsareshrillanddeafening.

Heshouldbehurting,notme.

“Iloveyou.”Kenneth.

“Shutup.”Myhandlandswithapunchtohischest,

thenanotheroneandanotherone.It’sallinvain,my

handshurtwhilehelookspainfree.Hegripsmy

wristtostopmycrazinessandpullsmetohim.

“IloveyouZithobile,ngiyakuthanda.”

“Don’ttellmethat,IhateyouKenneth.”Hisarms

ropearoundme,insisting,takingwithoutpermission.



Theyscream allendearmentsoflove,Ishouldbe

disgusted.Iam disgustedbyhistouch…apparently

notenoughtopushhim away.I’m melting,unsteady

inhishold.

“Youloveme.”Aconfidentexclamationintomyear.

“Yourbodytremblesatmytouch,thisishowIknow

youloveme.”

Mylifecan’tbesuchamess,thingsweresupposed

togoswimminglyafterImovedinwithhim.Howdid

Inotseethiscoming?Iwigglemyselfoutofhis

armsandtakehalfastepawayfrom him.Hedoesn’t

lookaffectednorhurt,hestandsbeforemewitha

blankexpression.

“Haveyoueverlovedsomeone,thatyoucanbarely

breathe?”

Sweetnothings?Really?

“That’showIfeelaboutyouZithobile,we’llneverbe

apart.”Argh!“You’remine,Isawyou,claimedyouas



myownandsealeditthedayImadelovetoyou.

We’llneverbeapart,becauseIrefusetoletanother

manevertouchyou…again.You’reminetotouch,

you’reminetohave.”

“Youhurtme,Kenneth.”

“AndI’m sorry.”HowdoIbelievehim?

“Howdoyouexpectmetostaywithyouafterwhat

youdid.”

“Itwasnotintentional,Ithoughtshewasyou.”The

audacitytotellmethis.

“Youbastard.I’m leaving.”Iyell,thepalmsofmy

handscollidingwithhischestwhichisawasteof

energy.Hebarelymovesaninch.

Helightlygrabsmyarm asItakeasteptowardthe

doortoenvelopmeinhisarmsagainandIsinkin

hisembrace,Iwanttopushhim awaybutmybody

andmyheartfailme.IhatethatIlovehim thismuch,

thatIwouldblindlybewillingtotakenonsensefrom

him.

“Noyou’renot.”Facepressedtomyneckandstrong



armsclenchedaroundme,hedeniesmydemand.

“You’renotkeepingmehereagainstmywill.”I

contendintohischest,squirmingtofreemyself

from hisclutches.Heletsmego,givingmeasortof

appraisinglook.

“You’reright,butyou’restillnotleaving.”

Thismandoesnotknowme.Swiftly,Imanoeuvre

pasthim,quickonmyfeetasIruntowardthedoor.I

guessI’m notfastenoughbecausehegrabsmeby

thewaistagain,pullingmebackintotheroom and

blocksthedoorway.

“LetmegoKenneth.”Inrage,Isweepourpicture

from theshelfsituatedbythedoor,sendingit

smashingtothefloor.MyheartisinsomuchpainI

can’ttakeitanymore.

“No,”Thebastardsnapsatme.“IknowyouZithobile,

you’rewild,daringandaudacious.Sometimesit

scaresmethatonedayyou’lldriveyourselfto

destruction.That’swhyIcan’tletyougo,Ihaveto

protectyouatallcosts.Iknowyouwillgooutthere



anddosomethingstupid.”

Hedoesn’tjustraisehisvoice,hismusclestense

andhegetsrightincloseformaximum impact.

“I’m notafuckingchild,andyoudon’towemeshit.

You’renotmyfather.”Theshoutingisaviolencein

theair,pollutingitwithrage.There’sahiatus,in

between.Shiftyeyesprobing.

Hebreathesinrealslow,“Iknow.”

“Thenletmego,stoptryingtosaveme,Kenneth.I’m

notadisasterwaitingtohappen.Peoplejustfuck

withmeandexpectmetorolloverandwagmytail,

youincluded.Youarenodifferentfrom everyone

whohaseverhurtme,”Painflashesinhisdarkeyes,

thisisit.ThisiswhatIhavebeenwaitingfor,butit

doesn’tlast.Damnit.Ittakesabatofaneyeforhim

todashoutoftheroom andclosesit,myeyeswiden

asIhearthecrackofthekey.Thesonofagunhas

lockedmein.



“Kenneth,whatareyoudoing?Openthedamndoor.”

It’snotmerelyaraisedvoice,there’saseething

behindit.

“Iwill,onceyou’vecalmeddown.”

Iam calm,there’sadifferencebetweenthatand

beingangry.

“OpenthedoorKenneth,letmeout.Idon’twantto

behereanymore,Ihateithere.”Isayinaway

matchingmyfranticpacingoftheroom,tearingmy

hairoutbecauseofreasonspreviouslystated.

“Lalandlovukaziyami,siyobuyesikhulumeuma

selehlileulaka.”(Sleepmyqueen,we’lltalkwhenyou

havecalmeddown.)

Throughthecloseddoorcomesthebastard’scalm

voice.I’m leavingthishouseonewayortheother,ifI

havetojumpoutthewindowthensobeit.Ihope

Sipholeftthehousewithmyson,I'llhavetofetch

him from him.



MANTFOMBI-

Ineedtogohome,myparentsneedme.Butthis

womanwon’tletmego,shekeepsinsistingthatI

stay.Thatshewillhelpmefindmyfamily.

“Ican’tstayhereMaMkhize,youtrickedme.How

willIlookatKhabazelanow?Hewillneverforgive

me.”Myraisedvoicematchestheonescomingfrom

theroom nextdoor,althoughentertainedby

MaMkhize,myearsperk,drawnwithcuriositytothe

shoutsfrom within.Ifshoutswerevisible,they’dbe

ripplingthroughthewalls.

“Ohplease,Ididyouafavour.”Mamkhizesnorts,

arrogantlyso.“YouloveKennethanddidn’thavethe

gutstoapproachhim,youcanthankmelater.”

Shepatsmyshoulder,alookofvictoryonherface.



“Iwasavirginmaandsavingmyselfformyfuture

husband.”Shecaresnothingaboutthetears

streamingdownmyeyes.

“SuckitupMantfombi,you’renotgettingany

younger.Kennethwillmarryyou.Iwillmakesureof

it.”FunnyhowIbelieveher.“Listen.”

ShegestureswithafingeronherlipthatIkeepmy

mouthshut.It’sawfullyquiet,theymustbedone

arguing.InawayIseealightthroughtheir

squabbles,awayinforme.Zithobileisaproudgirl,

shewillneverforgiveKennethafterwhatshesaw

andperhapsIwillbeheretonursehisbrokenheart

andfindmywayintoitandmakeitwhole.

“Letmegobeforehecomeshere.”Shealerts.

Sadly,KennethonlycaresaboutZithobile,he’snot

goingtocheckuponme.

“RememberwhatItoldyou,andkeepplayingwith

thosetears.Theyalwayswork,menareeasyto

fool.”MaMkhizeadvices.

Butthesearereal,myheartisbroken.MaMkhize

rushesoutofmyroom andshutsthedoor.



Inaminute,andafteraknock,thedoorisswung

openatthesoundofmyvoice.Myheartjoltsinall

crazydirectionsatthesightofhim.He’slookingat

me,thedeepstarecompelsmetodivertmygaze

andwipemyunsolicitedtearsasIstandfrom the

bed.

“Aword?”He’sleaningagainstthedoorpost,hands

dugdeepintothepocketofhisblackpants.

“Ididn’tknow.”Aneedtoexplainarises,Ican’thave

him thinkingIwouldbetrayhim.Noonewilleverbe

loyaltohim likeIwould,Iwouldbetraymyselffor

thisman.

“MamKhizepreparedthefood,I’m sorryIdidn’ttell

you.Thisisallmyfault.”

“You’recrying?DidIhurtyou?”Hedoesn’tdwellon

theconfession,Iwasworriedfornothing.

Myheadmovestoandfrotolethim knowthathe’ll

neverhurtme.Hewalksin,anddoesnotclosethe



door.Evenbeforehereachesme,Icanrecognisehis

scentbakingupfrom undertheblackclothes.

Maybebecausehisskinwasonewithmine,henow

livesundermyskinandIlovethefeeling.

“Myfamilyismissing,Khabazela.”Ianswerhis

question.“Dumisani’sgirlfriendaccusedhim ofrape,

thevillagerswentcrazyandburntdownmyparent’s

house.Theymanagedtoescape,Idon’tknowwhere

theyare.”

Painpuncturesthroughme,moretearsseek

attentionandtheyaregoingtobeseenbyhookor

crook.Iburymyfaceinmyhandsandsob.Iknow

mybrother,he’sapeacefulperson.Ineverlikedhis

girlfriendtobeginwith,thatwitchisaslyfox.

“It’sokay.”Awarm handonmyshoulder,Itakeitas

aninvitationtofindshelterinhisarms.Hedoesn’t

holdmeback,hedoesn’tpushmeawayeither.It

feelssogoodtofeelhisbodyagain,myfaceburied

onhisshapedchest.



“I’llaskMandlatodropmeoffatParkStation

tomorrow,I’lltaketheearliestbusifpossible.”Itell

him,pullingoutofhisarms.Myweteyesarelooking

everywherebuthisdirection,Idecidetograbmy

suitcasefrom thewardrobeandstartpackingmy

clothes.

“Wherewillyougo?”Iseefrom myvantagepoint

howheleisurelyfoldshisarms.

“Idon’tknow,”Myanswerisasnortyattitude,

somehowhisquestionannoysme.Isheokaywith

meleaving?I’m notokaywithhim beingokaywithit.

“Ihavetolookformyfamily,Khabazela.Theycould

bedead.Whatifthevillagersfoundthem?My

parentsaretoooldtobeontherun,myfatherwon’t

makeitthroughthenight.Hislimbsarenotstrong,

hehadastrokelastyearand...”

I’vetossedmostofmyclothesonthebed,Idon’t

wanttoleaveandIhavenoideawhereIwillstart

lookingformyfamily.



“Don’tgoMaMthembu.”Myheartstopsasecond

thenraces.DoesthismeanwhatIwantittomeanor

ishebeinggenerous?“Ifthevillagersareafteryour

family,theywon’thesitatetokillyou.”

You’dswearhecares,Idon’twanttolietomyself

andbelievethatlookofcompassioninhiseyes.

Feelingcontentwithhisdecision,myarmsfindtheir

wayaroundhiswaist,andmyheadfindsshelteron

hischestyetagain.Idon’tcarethathedoesn’thold

meback,lettingmetouchhim ismorethanenough.

“WhataboutsisZithobile?”

Hedoesn’tacknowledgemyquestionbutpullsouta

smallpackagingfrom hispocketandhandsittome.

“Pleasetakethis.”Arehiswords

“Whatisit?”

“Morning-afterpill,there’smorefortomorrow

morning.”Really?Sothisisthereasonhe’shere.It

hurtsthathe’swatching,waitingformetotakethe

damnpill.Thestaremakesmefeeluneasybecause

ofthesternlookonhisface.



“Areyougoingtowatchmedoit?”

“Idon’twantanymistakes.”

“Somybabyisamistake?”

“Thereisnobaby.”

“Iftherewas,ifIhappentohaveyourbaby.Heor

shewouldbeamistake?”Whyam Ihurtingmyself?

“No.”Hedoesn’tsayanythingmore,hisoneword

answerisenough,genuineandtrue.

Hottearsharassmyeyesasheholdsmeaglassof

water,it’snotnewsthathedoesn’tloveme,but

doeshehavetobeanassaboutit?He’swatching

tillIconsumehalfaglassofwater,thelookof

satisfactioninhiseyesleavesmepainfullygasping

forair.

“Ididn’taskforthisKhabazela,Iwasinnocentand

pure.SavingmyselfforthemanIlove,theonewho

hasmyheart.”Afrown,andnarrowedeyesdirected

atme.

“Didheknow?”



You’retheonewhohasmyheart…Iwanttotellhim

this.Ianswerhisquestionwithashakeofthehead.

“Then…hedoesn’thavetoknow.”Kenneth.

“Idoubthewould’vecaredifheknew.”Iconfess,

painfully.Inthismoment,Ican’treadhim.He’s

staringwithintensityinhiseyes,postureperfectly

straightlikearuler.

“Getsomerest,we’lltalkinthemorning.”Changeof

topicIsee.“Trynottothinkaboutyourfamily,they

willbeokay.”

Ithurtsthathewasheretogivemethatstupidpill,

andnowhe’sleavingmelikeImeannothingtohim.I

thinkhe’sbackwhenthedooropensonlytosee

MaMKhize’sunhappyface.Iknowwhyshe’shere,

thisisamess.

“And?”Thelookinhereyesisstrict,unrelenting.

ForgivemeKenneth,it’sjustthisonce.IpromiseI’ll



beloyalasadogafterthis.



ROADTOROYALTY

Bonus-

A/N:Thisisaworkoffiction,anyjabsfiredorslurs

thrownatbiblecharactersarepurelyfictitious.Do

nottakeittoheart.

KENNETH-

SiphoisintheloungewhenIgetthere,hemust’ve

putthebabytosleep.Iknowbecausehe’spaternal,

asstupidashemaybesometimes.Hehashis

seriousdays,dayswhenheswitchesonasideto

him socreepyyou’dthinkhe’spossessed,hence

comparinghim toStyles.

“You’restillhere?”



He’slaidbackonthecouch,handsbehindhishead

andalenientcontentsmileonhisface.Thattime

I’m suffocatinginmyproblems.

“AndyoustillhaveyourdreadsintactIsee,I’m

surprisedyourmaidenshavenotpulledthem outyet.

Doyouwantmetocountthem foryou?”It’sthe

playfulsmirkonhisface,toorascallyforamanhis

age.

“Excuseme?”I’m readytogoout,soIdon’tbother

joininghim onthecouch.

“Samsonwokeupwithouthishairandstrength,

you’realuckybastard.”Hesitsup,raisedbrows

twinklingonhisface.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Isnap,annoyedbyhis

needtoactlikeasixyearold.

“You’readarkknightKenny,sonofthedevil.That’s

whyyoujoinedacultandnotchurch,soit’snota

surprisethatyou’renotfamiliarwiththebible.”



“Pleasedon’tstart.”

“I’m onlylookingoutforafriend,”Ashouldershrug,I

don’tknowwhatitmeans.“Thelasttimeyouleta

womaninyourheart,youalmostlostyourlife.

Potiphar’swifecriedrapeandhadJosephthrown

intoprisonenragedbyhisrefusaltosatisfyher

sexualneeds.Womenareaspecialcase,youneed

tochoosethem wisely.”

WhothehellisPotipharandthiswifehespeaksof?

Anyhow,Iseewherehe’stakingthis.

“I’m notanidiotSipho.”

“Rephrasethat,afterIlistmytoptenbadbitchesof

theOldTestament.Comecloser.”Hepatstheempty

spacebesidehim,I’m notsittingdown.“I’llletyouin

onsomedeliciouswords,andI’m nottalkingabout

money,softlifeorwhiskey.Butaboutsharp-tasting,



overpoweringwordsthatyoucansinkyourcultteeth

into.I’m talkingwordslikewicked,mixitwith

‘women’and‘bible’andtheresultswillremindyouof

Luciferandwhyhewasthrownoutofheaven.”

Howam Ifriendswiththisman?Forgetthatwe’ve

knowneachotherforyears,Icannotforthelifeof

meunderstandhowhismindworks.LikeIsaid,I

wouldcomparehim toStyles,sickinthehead.A

damntickingtimebomb.

“ThefirstoneisEve,theoriginalbaddie.Ugabhadiya,

thecrownwearer.Becauseofher,evilwas

unleashedintotheworld,shemadethefatal-for-

everyonemistakeoflisteningtoyourfather’slies;

theserpent.IttoldherGodliedandlikeeverynaïve

womanoutthere,Evelina,Evivo,tookthebait.And

becausewomenareconniving,shehadherhusband

inonit.RemindmetoslapAdam whenwegetto

heaven...that’sifyou’llbewithme.”



Whathe’ssayingdoesnotmakesense,doeshe

knowthat?

“NumbertwoisJezelina,Jezifaya,MaJezisto,Jezi-

Jezi.”

“Whatthefuck?”He’slosingme.

“Haibo!Ken-Ken.Pleasetellme,youknowJezebel?

Thisoneisclosetohome,youcanrelatetoit.

There’snowayshecould’vemurderedmanyIsrael’s

prophetsandnothavebeenpartofacult,askyour

oldboss,thecultleader.HemustknowJezebel.”

PerhapsIshouldsitdownforthis,I’m already

entertaininghim,sowhynot?

Hegrinsatmysittingdown,it’sstupidandchildish.

Myownmouthtwitches,threateningasmile,thisis

thelittlebrotherIneverhad.I’dkillforhim.

“Shespentthelastfewmomentsofherlifeapplying

makeupandcombingherhairsoshecanlookher

bestwhenherservantsthrewheroutofthepalace



window,feedingherbodytothedogs.Nc,nc,nc…

Je…ze…bel…WomenItellyou.”

“Willthistaketime?Ihaveplacestogo.”Hefrowns

atmyquestion,sillyeyescondemningme.

“Ihopeyou’renotgoingtoseeAthaliah,”awitless

smilestretchesonhisface.“She’smynumberthree,

wasmarriedtothekingofJudah.Thebitchgrew

paranoidafterherhusbanddiedandmurderedher

grandchildreninordertosecurethethrone.”

SiphoneedstoknowIhavenoclueofthepeoplehe

speaksof.

“Thenthere’stheabominator,BrookLoganhas

nothingonHerodias.She’smynumberfour.That

littlefreakwasthegranddaughterofHerodtheGreat.

Marriedtwoofheruncles,sies.Tooambitiousand

ruthlessforanyman’sliking.Thewitchmadeher

daughterstripinfrontofherhusbandandhisguests,

thehusbandwaspleasedthathewantedtogranthis

stepdaughteranything.SoHerodiaswaslike‘baby,



tellyourdaddydearestthatyouwantJohnthe

Baptist’shead.Hey,fearwomen.PoorJohnhadto

meetGodwithoutahead,imaginetheterrorin

heavenwhenheadlessJohnrockedupthere.Angels

screamingbecausehere’sthisguy...withoutahead,

alldressedinwhite.Johnwasbrave,Iwouldhave

takenaU-turntohell.”

Helaughslikeit’sfunny,Ihavetowaitandwatch

him convulseinlaughter.It’sgettinglate,Ineeda

breather.Buthe’shelpingmeunknowingly,inawayI

havemanagedtoforgetmytroubles.Thetwo

womenupstairs,ZithobilebeingthemostI’m

worriedabout.

“Fiveremindsmeofthehappywomanupstairs,the

onewhojusttastedtheforbiddenfruit.She’son

cloudninethatone,won’tbegettinganysleep

tonight.Notafteryouthrewherupinorgasmicglory

andifshedoesfallasleep,she’llbegiftedwith

nocturnalorgasm.WadlaMaMthembu.”Sipho.



Ashakeofthehead,disapproval,mingledwith

sarcasm.Idon’tknowwithSiphoanymore.

“Butbecareful,Potiphar’swifewasnosaint.LikeI

said.”HisviewonMantfombiisinsane.

“Youwon’tbelievemynumbersix,thecutterofthe

hair.Umadlabantu,uphunyukabamphethe,inja

yegame.MissDelilah.”

“Delilah?Yourex-girlfriend?”Iask.

Thisismeanttopisshim off,twocanplaythat

game.

“Thatwasingrade12andhernamewasDeliwe,

Delilahwashergrandmother.”Hecorrects.

“Yes,that’swhoI’m talkingabout.”Iclapback,he

can’tinsultmeandnotexpectapunishment.Then

again,hisidiocywon’tallowanounceofannoyance

tocreepuponhim.He’sfallenonthecouch,

vibratinglikeanoverloadedwashingmachine,as

he’slaughinghisheartout.Zithobilebetternothear



hishorselaugh,shewillthinkwe’relaughingather

predicament.Ihateitbutthat’showinsecuresheis.

“GoodoneKenny,I’lltakethat.”Heshakeshishead.

“AsIwassaying,Delilahwasthequeenofgold

diggers,anancientslayqueenwhobetrayedher

foolishboyfriendSamson.Guywasstupidlyinlove

hetoldherthesecrettohissuperhumanstrength,

thathisstrengthwouldvanishthemomenthishair

iscutoff.Afterwheedlingthesecretfrom him,she

toldhisenemieswhohadpromisedhercoldhard

cash.Themanisinheavenwithnoeyesandabad

haircut.”

Istand,simplybecauseIdon’tseeapointtoallof

this.He’stalkingawholelotofrubbishthat’sgiving

menothingbutabadheadache.

“Whereareyougoing?”Siphoquestionsmystepsas

hestandstohisfeet.



“Out.”

“Butwe’renotdoneyet,there’snumber7,8,9and10.

Lot’swifeisoneofthem.Thatoneturnedintoa

pillarofsaltaftersheignoredtheangel’swarning.

That’swhyIdon’teatsalt.”

“Youeatsalt.”Ithinkhedoes.

He’sshakinghisheadlikealittlekid,itlooksstupid

becausehe’sagrownassman.

“Nope,Idon’teatothermen’swives.Besides,salt

tastesterrible.GoestoshowthatLot’swifewasnot

thebestinbed,poorguy.”

“Howdoyouknowsalttastesterrible,yousaidyou

don’teatsalt.”

“That’snotthecaseKenny,I’m…”

“Idon’twanttoknowwhatthecaseisSipho.You’re

notevenChristian,you’veneversetfootinchurch.”

“Iread,Iknowthebiblefrom ‘Inthebeginningto

Amen’.



There’snopointinarguingwiththisman.

“I’m outofhere,nomatterwhatyoudo,don’tlet

Zithobileout.”Ican’thaveherleavethishouse,she

doesstupidthingsoutofanger.

“SoyouareHitlernow?Imprisoningsomeone’s

child.”Siphothrowsback.

I’m beingjudgedhere,butthat’sokay.Aslongas

Zithobileissafe.

“Kennethdon’tgo,Joseph’swifeisofflimits.”Sipho

haltsmymovementasheyellsafterme.Whyishe

inmyhouseagain?

“WhothefuckisJoseph?”Thequestionspringshis

lipsintoaridiculoussmile.

“You’regoingtovisitvirginMary,aren’tyou?”This

manneedsabulletthroughhisstupidskull.

“What?”Ihaveneverbeenaprisonertoconfusion.

“ThisJoseph’sheartisasblackastheclotheshe



wears,hasagun…shootswithoutblinkingandno

angelwillvisithim tomakehim seereason,hewill

shootyouagain.StayawayKenneth,you’renotthe

HolySpirit.”

Myheadisspinning,whyishelikethistoday?

“Wouldyoupleasetalklikeanormalperson?I’m

losingmymindhere.”Isnaptohavehim stretchthe

stupidgrinonhisfaceintoaCheshirecatsmile.

“You’regoingtoseeAmarabecauseyou’rerunning

awayfrom thedragonladies.Randallwillkillyouthis

time.”

Ihatethatheknowsme.

“GohomeSipho.”

“Nope,I’m babysittingDlozi.Youlockedhismother

up,remember?WhatwillIfeeduKhehla?”

Dammit!He’sgotapoint.Myhandswimsintomy

pockettoretrieveasetofkeys,oneofthem opens

thedoortoourbedroom.ItrustSiphotonotlether

leavethehouse.

“Goseeyourthirdwoman,I’lltakegoodcareof



theseones.ButifRandallkillsyou,Iwillleavethem

aloneinthishousesotheykilleachother.”His

wordsarecarelessyetfirm,somehowIthinkhe

meansit.

“RunKenny,run.”

Helaysdownonmycouch,hisdirtyfeetspreadover

theexpensivefabricandwhathesaysnextleaves

mewishingIhadnevermethim.

“Alexaplay‘AyasabaamagwalabyDr.Mbuyiseni

Dlozi.”





ROADTOROYALTY

Sixty-

SPONSOREDBY:YaayaYamkelaNingi

KENNETH-

Suddenlyeverythingfeelssoright,Icanfinally

breathe.Perhapsthisiswhatdrewmetoher,the

peacesheundetectablybringsintomylife.Itfillsme

in,mybodysuddenlyfeelslight.

She’stheriskIwasstupidenoughtotake.Thisis

whereIbelong.

Thicklashesflap,aslowdance.AMillisecondand

hereyesarelookingintomine,adeliciousmomentI

wouldpocketforsafe-keeping.Beautifulcinnamon

brown,warmthandinnocencelodgedinthem…

bringingaboutareminiscenceofsafetyandasense



ofbelonging.TheonlyeyesIeverwantedtolook

into,getlostinandneverlookback.Mouthfallsajar,

andmynamedeliciouslyrollsfrom hertongueina

hush.

“Kenneth!”

“Ineedyou.”Thewordsweremeanttoplayinmy

head,yetheretheyareexposingmyimperfections.

I’m notaweakman,andsheknowsthis,hencethe

shockonherface.Lashesflapandshe’sblinkedit

away,it’sasifitwasneverthere.Iwouldlovetosee

gleeinhereyesbutintensedislikeliesinthem.

“Please.”Adesperategrovelfrom me.

She’smysanity,theonlyonethatkeepsme

grounded.Mydemonsarelaidtorestwhenevershe

isaroundmeandImissthisthemostabouther,I

missherthemost.Shetossesonceandturns,

takingthebeautifulsightofherfacefrom myview.

Thismustbeaninvitationtolayinbedwithher,I

needmore,butIcan’ttakewithoutbeinggiven.

HoweverIknowher,howhermindworks.She’s

lettingmein.Hopefully…



ThebedshakeswhenIscamperonitandshiftclose

toconnectmybodywithhers.It’sonlywhenIsnake

herwaistdoIrealisethatmyhandsareshaking.

Thisiswhatshedoestome.

Thewarmthofherbodyleavesmewinded,wanting

anddemandingmore.

Sheknowswhatshedoestome,thereisnowayshe

doesn’t.Ipressakisstothecurveofherneck,her

bodystiffensattheaffection.

“I’m tired,nottoday.”Comesasappedvoice,afew

kissesonherneckandcheekandIletmyselfbask

inherwarmth.

“Goodnightndlovukazi.”Idon’tgetanythingfrom

her,it’sokay.Lettingmetouchherisenough.Having

herhomewithmeisenough.

Sipho’slengthyspeechsentmeonalongdrive,it

hadmethinkingaboutthechaosinmylife.

RethinkingwhyIhadpursuedZithobileandthat’s



whenIcouldn’tdrivetothehospital,theloveIhave

forherkeptmeawayfrom myfirstlove.She’sthe

onenow,whoholdsmyheart.Mybeautiful,

audaciousZithobileanditfeelsdivinehavingto

comehometoher…havingherinmyarmslikethis.

BAMBINDLOVU-

Hisheartisfilledwithjoyatthesightofhisfather,

thisistheonlyplacehegetstobewithhim,theonly

placehegetstospendtimewithhim.Inhis

dreams…dreamsthatseem morerealthanjustwhat

hismindisplayingout.

Thestarsareperfectlyhoveringundertheblack

canvas,likepalecornintofreshlyturnedground.

God’smostbeautifulart.Identifiablehigh-pitched

soundsofcricketschirping.Aviciouswindsinging

itssongstostirtheemotions,bringingsweet

memoriesoftimesgone.

“Baba.”Hecallsouttohim withhissixyearoldvoice.



Sometimesinhisdreamswithhisfather,time

seemstobeimmobile,soishisage.Hisfather’s

appearanceisthesameasthelasttimehesawhim.

Youngwithoutastrandofgreyhair.

“Baba.”Hecallsoutagaintotheoversizedhuman

walkingawayfrom him,inhopesthathewillturn

thistime.

Hiswishisgranted,Bambindlovurealisesthat

somethingiswrong.Hisfather’sfaceisdrenched

withtears,darkeyesdrowninginsadness.Theman

seemslikeagiantstandinginfrontofhim ashe’s

lookingupathim.

“Uyaphibaba?Ngifunaukuhambanawe.”Hetells

him,blinkingawaytears.

Thethoughtofhisfatheralmostleavinghim breaks

hisheart.Hegetsaheadshake,nowordsaresaidby

thedisconsolatedad.Hishanddropstocaressthe

littleboy’scoldcheek.Heshakeshisheadin

disapproval,pivotsandcontinueswithhisstrolls.

“Babangiyacela,ungangishiyi?”Theboyiscrying,

pleadingundershudderinglips.Themanstops



again,tiltshisheadbackandstretchesoutahand

towardsthelittleboy.Joyfillshisheartandpaints

hisface,hedoesn’twastetimebutrunstograbthe

senior’shand.Atoothlesssmileonhisface.

Asthemanlooksdownathim,theboynotesthat

hisfather’sfacelooksdifferent.Althoughhisbody

remainsthesame.

“Babomncane?”

“Buyaekhayamfanawami.”(Comehomemyson.)

Thedeeptimberrumbleslikethunderunderthe

lethaldanceoflightning.Theboydoesn’t

understandwhathemeans,butfollowsasMhambi

leadshim towardsavillagehe’sfamiliarwith.He

remembersthisplace,thisiswherehewasborn.

Wherehisforefathersareburied.

Asheturnstohissidetospeaktohisuncle,hefinds

noonebesidehim.Fearandconfusionwraparound

him,adam breaks.

“Babomncaneukephi?Baba?”He’sshouting,head

whippingtoallcornersoftheearthashesearches

forthetwomenhehadencounterswith.



“Bam-Bam.”Asoftvoicecalls,itsootheshissoul.

Hiseyessnapopenandheshootsuptoasitting

positionstartlingthewomannexttohim.

“Areyouokay?”Sheasks,rubbinghisback.“You

werecryinginyoursleep.”

“Ihadadream,”ishisanswer.

“You’retrembling.”Herhandcovershis.“I’llgetyou

somethingtodrink.”

Atightgriponherhandstopsherfrom moving,she

turnstoseeneedonhisfeatures.“Staywithme,”A

softplea.Liyanaconcedes,shelaysdownforhim to

resthisheadonherchest.Hisbuildistoolarge,

almostcrushingherlungs…Itfeelsuncomfortable,

butthisishermanandheneedsherrightnow.She

bearsit.

It’swhenthebirds,startsingingoutsidethatshe

realisesshehardlysleptawinkandBambindlovu,

wellthemanisdroolingonherchest.Itfeelsgood



tohavehim lyingonherlikethis,asmilecaptures

herface.Sheletsherhandrunupanddownhis

spineandakissisgiventothatmqhele-wearingbig

headofhis.Sheplacesitlikeacrownisplacedona

king’shead.

“Whattimeisit?”Thekisshaswokenherkingup.

Hereyesshifttothewindow,it’sstilldarkoutside.

However,thehandsoftheclockonthewallconfirm

thatit’s5:10am.

“It’sstillearly,gobacktosleep.”TheclingyMs,

answers,placinganotherkissonhishead.

“Whyisyourheartracinglikethis?”Hismorning

voiceraspsintotheroom,itleavesaswayofshivers

onherbody.“Am Iresponsible?”

“Arrogantbastard.”Shetauntsandhecatchesthe

amusementinthetoneofhervoice.Asmilebrushes

hislipsasheraiseshishead,chinonherchestand

handsslitheringbeneaththesheetstocaressher

back.

Lustfuleyeslookintoinquisitiveeyes,his,hintingat



somethingLiyanaknowshecan’tgowithout.A

smileleapstohermouthatthegesture.

“GoodmorningmyLili.”Alipbiteatthesalutation.

Bambindlovushiftshisbigfiguresohe’sinbetween

herlegsandhislipsalmosttouchinghers.Awarm

handslithersunderhernight-toptolocateherleft

breast,pushingoutagaspfrom herhalf-closed

mouth.

“Wehaven’thadsexinawhileandImissyou.”He

almostsoundslikealittlekidbeggingforatreat.

“YouknowwhatelseImiss?”

Hismouthisgracedwithamischievoussmile,a

naughtykidwhowokeuponhisbirthdaytoaroom

fullofpresents.Hishandstealthily,glidesdownto

hernetherregions.Italmostknocksthebreathout

ofherlungs.

“Thisbabyrighthere.”Liyanashiversathiswords.

Hungryforherandwantingtoshowit,Bambindlovu

burieshisfaceonhercleavage.



Everheardofanexcitedtongue?

Hisissensuallytangoingonherbumps,softgentle

handsleadingthedance.

“OhwowBam-Bam,”shockisfoundinhervoice,

whichiswhyhebringshisfaceuptomeetanelated

youngwoman.“I’m amasteratthisteachingthing.

Yourclinginessissurpassingmine.Ishouldgeta

rewardforbestteacher.”

Raisedbrows,andasmirk.“Don’tgetittwisted

mfethu,it’stheneedforamorningglorythathasme

actinglikeFatherChristmas.”

“FatherChristmas?”AconfusedLiyana.

“Yes,allthislovelydoveycomesonceinablue

moonlikeChristmas.Soyoubetterenjoyitwhileit

lasts.”Justwhenshethoughtshewasmaking

progress.

“Infact”Akisstohertemplebeforehelockseyes



withhers.“Imissallofyou,yoursmell,yourtaste,

thetouchofyourskin.Thewayyourchestfeels

againstme,theelectricitythatflowsthroughmethe

momentyourfingerstouchmyskin.”Someonecalla

novelist.He’skissingherlikeshetaughthim,open

mouthed,tonguedancingwithhers.Heleavesher

breathless,stunnedandthirstyformore.

“Ihaveadesperatedesireforthattouch,”The

whisperisagainstherscrumptiouslips.“Thelust

andpassionthatburnsinsideofmewhenIlookinto

youreyes.BecomingonewithyouLili,feelingthe

desirethroughmybody.Consumingeachotherwith

ourpassion.

Ibelievesomeonewasaskedtocallanovelist.

Sokalisaisonfire.

“Givemeallofyoumfethu,Iwantyoursoul,your

body.Iwantallofyou.Iwanttostainyouwithmy

blood,Iwantmynameimprintedonyourtongue.”

Hetakesherbottom lipwithhisteeth,anerotic



movethat’saccompaniedbyadeeppassionatekiss.

Suddenlyhestops.

“Weneedsomemusic.”Hethinksandsaysbefore

jumpingoffthebed.Liyanatakesthistimetocollect

herbreathing.Shedoesn’ttakehereyesoffofhim.

Histasteofmusicconsistsofmaskhandi,

amapiyanoandabitofJoyousCelebration.Atleast

that’swhatshe’sheardhim playinhiscar.

Wait!IsthatKabzaDeSmall’sBopha?

“Really?”Liyanasoundsandlooksdefeated.

“Amapiyano,Bam-Bam?”Henods.

Thebigsmileonhisfacehasherrollinghereyes

withaghostofasmile.

Forgetthenovelist,callthepolice…

KENNETH-



MyheartthudsagainstmychestwhenIwakeup

andsheisn’tnexttome,thein-suitbathroom is

empty,theclosetaswell.Somethingtellsmethat

shehasleft,Idon’trecallhersayingsheforgivesme.

I’m alightsleeper,howdidInothearhermovements

andhowdidIsleepforsolong?Imust’vebeentired

from thelongdrive.

It’smorning,around6am tobeexact,Iflickmytired

eyesasItakeinthesunrayspiercingthroughthe

openwindow.

Thecurtainsdancingtothetuneofthemorning

wind,usuallythatscenebringsmepeacebuttoday

it’sadifferentscenario.Chillsgothroughmybody

asIglanceatthesceneandIcan’tseem toshake

thebadvibesknockinginmyconscious.

Frustrated,Iclosethewindows,theslidingdoor

leadingtothebalconyandthecurtains.Thisisall

Zithobile,shelovesopeningwindowsearlyinthe

morning.Myheartjerksatthethoughtofherleaving

me,andsomethingheavysitsonmychest.



‘Ineedtogetoutofthisroom,IwillsuffocateifI

stayhere.’Athoughttomyself.

IhavetolookforZithobileandbringherbackhome,

makeherunderstandthatI’m notthatperson.

Dammit!Whathaveyoudone,Kenneth?Youhave

pushedawaytheonlywomanyouhaveeverloved.I

grabmywalletandcarkeysandheadoutbefore

bumpingintoMantfombi,she’sanearlybird.

InJohannesburg,ZithobilehasnoonebutNokzola.

Itmakessensethatshewouldgobackthere,it

worriesmebecausethatwitchwillnotbekindtoher

nowthatshehasababy.

ItisthirtyminuteslaterwhenIdrivepastheraunt’s

house,hopingtocatchaglimpseofheroutside.It

wouldsavemethetroubleofhavingtobumpinto

thatwitch.Thestreetsarefloodedwithcommuters

goingtoandfro.

Impatiencehasmebytheballs,it’sbeenoveran



hourandthereisnosignofher.Neitherhasanyone

comeoutofthehouse.Iwouldcallher,buther

stubbornnesswouldneverlethertakemycall.

I’m thinkingofdrivingbackhomewhenluckcallsmy

name,theresheisafewhousesfrom herswithagirl

drapedinmen’sclothing.Idrivethecartowardthe

houseandstopablockaway.Herfacemeltsintoa

puddleoffrustrationwhensheseesmycar.Hastily

shegripsthegirl’shandandbeginsluggingher

downthestreet.

Don’tpanic…Idrivealittlefurtherandparkthecar

rightinfrontofthem,stoppingthem ontheirtracks,

oureyesmeethead-on.Anapologeticlookinmy

eyeswhilehersarefilledwithfrustrationand

bitterness,armsacrossherchest.Ineedtojumpout

fastbeforesheleaves,Idon’tremovemygazefrom

herasIdothat.ArolloftheeyeswhenIsaunter

towardthem.MydramaticZithobile.

“Zithobile!”Idon’texpectawhisperfrom menora

snortfrom theangrylookingladybesideher.She’s

notafactor,myfocusisonZithobile.Ineedherto

comebackwithme.Mystomachisinknots.



WheredoIevenbegin?

Icameheretogetherbackbutnowthatsheisin

frontofme,hereyeslacedwithhurtand

disappointment,Ican’tseem tobringmyselftooffer

apologiesagain.

“WhatdoyouwantKenneth?”

ShesnapsinannoyanceandIcan’tmisstheiciness

inhervoice.

“Isthishim?”Theangrygirlqueries,glaringupatme.

“PleasewaitformeinsideLwazi,Iwon’tbelong.”

I’m gladZithobiledoesnotgiveheranansweras

thishasnothingtodowithher.

“Argh!Whatever.”Withaheadshake,thegirlwalks

backtothehouse.

“Ithoughtyoumovedbackwithyouraunt.Whereis

thebaby?”

Mywordscreatanawkwardsilence,she’sstaring,

raisedbrowsatplay.



“Ulwazi’sbrothertookhim tohisfather,”achortle.

“Lovelyhowmoneycanbuyyouthings,themandid

notarguewhatsoever.Thankyoufortheallowance,

I'llpaythatbackaswell,onceI'm sorted.”

She’shurt,Iseeitinhereyes.Imessedupbigtime.

AndthatfoolTshilidziwillneveracceptthebaby,

thatmanissoshallowandselfish.

“Youdidn’thavetoleave,Icantakecareofyouand

Dlozi.”ImeanwhatIsay,butshedoesn’tbelieveme.

Shenods,incredulouslyandsharplyinhales.

“WhyareyouhereKenneth?”Okay,Ideservethat.

“Pleasedon’tcallmethat.”Kennysoundsbetter

comingfrom her.

“It’syourname.”

“Iknowbutwithyouit’sdifferent,youcallme

Kennethwhenyou’reangrywithmeorI’vemessed

up.”Frustrationbuildsuponherface,asshewiggles

hershoulders.

“WhatdoyouwantKenneth?”Thisisgoingtobe

harderthanIthought.



“Whydidyouleave?”Iask,keepingasafedistance

betweenus,notwantingtocrowdherspace.

“Youcan’tansweraquestionwithaquestion.”

Zithobile.

GivingmeatasteofmyownmedicineIsee.

“YouknowhowIfeltwhenIwokeupandyouwere

gone?”Perhapsgettingcloserwon’tbesobad,I

expecthertoshiftbackwhenIdobutIdontexpect

ittohurtthismuch.

“YouknowhowIfeltwhenIsawyouwithher?”Her

wordsstingmybleedingheart.

“I’m sorry.”It’spatheticIknow,butthereisnoother

waytoapologise.

“Iknow.”Zithobilearticulates.

SheknowsI’m sorry,thisgivesmethecourageto

takethegiantstep.Myhandsfindhers,“Thencome

homewithme.”

Desperationisloudinthetoneofmyvoice,itmeans

nothingtoher.Sheclaimsherhandsback.



“I’m notgoinganywherewithyouKenneth.”

“Zithobileplease.”

“Gohome.”Shesputters.

“I’m notgoinganywherewithoutyou.”

“Iam notyourwife,”Ibarelycatchthebitternessin

herwordswhenagroupofloudyoungmenwalk

pastus.Theyseem toknowthiswomanIlovewith

thewaytheysaluteher.Sheacknowledgesthem

withaheadnodandcrinkledbrows.

“Canwetalkinthecarplease?”I’m pleading,eyes

workinghandinhandwithme.Myrequestwillnot

begranted,it’snotgoingtohappen.Iseeitinthe

wayshe’slookingatme.

“Soyoucanforcemetogowithyou?Forgetit.”

Ifailtounderstandwhyshewouldsaythis,the

reasonIlockedherupwastokeephersafe.

“Isthathowyouperceiveme,Zithobile?”

Hereyesflattershutforabriefmoment,before



heavingasigh.

“GoKenneth,gobacktoyourMaMthembu.Ourtime

hasdepleted,Ican’tbewithyou,notafter…”

SometimesIforgethowstubbornshecanbe.Her

faceiscold,indifferent…nosignofsorrowor

anythingofthesort.Myhandglidestothesmallof

herback,pullinghertome,usuallyshe’dmeltunder

mytouch.Ihavebeenaspoiledlover,abrattosay

theleast.HereIam atthevergeofthrowinga

tantrum becauseI’m notgettingmyway.

“IsaidI’m sorryZithobile,wecan’tbeapart.Ilove

you.”She’sfidgetingundermytouch,angryeyes

flickingtomychest.

“Don’ttouchme.”

Smallbodyisrippedfrom me,shegivesmeavery

peculiarlook,breakingmyheartintheprocess.

“Thisistheproblem withyoumen,youthinkyou’ll

messup,offeralousyapologyandwe’llforgiveyou

after?Stayawayfrom me.”Sheshouts.



IlosehopewhenIwatchherfacesagintoboredom,

myfeelingsandeffortsaresocompactedIfeellike

mychestwillgoupinflames.

“PissoffKenneth,Idon’ttrustyouanymore,Ican’t

bewithsomeoneIcan’ttrust.”

Perhapsgoingdownonmykneeswouldworkinmy

favour.

Onlylovecanreduceyoutothis,Imadeamistakeof

cheatingonher.ButhaveInotservedmy

punishmentandthatisthethoughtoflivingwithout

her.Itkillsme,Ican’tbearit.

There’sacarapproaching,I’veseenitbefore…The

numberplates…Whatishedoinghere?Zithobile

noticesmygazedirectedaboveherheadand

beyondthebusydustystreet.

Iwanttopullhertothecarandtellhernottoturn

around.Butcuriositygetsthebestofher,herhead

whipsback.Agaspisreleased,astepistakenand

sheleansintomyside.Myhandquicklyslipstothe

smallofherback,agripthatletsherknowI’m here



andreadytofightherbattles.

Thebastardparksthecaronthesideoftheroad,his

bigheadturns,blacksunglassesmakinghim look

likeafly.Icouldsquashhim andflushhim downthe

toilet.

There’ssomeoneonthepassengerseat,theyjump

outofthecarafterTshilidzi.Ourgazeclash,inthe

midstofunsaidwords,asilentwararises.ButI

quicklyavertmygazetothewomantrollingtowards

us,thenurseuniform tightlyclutchedonherbody

andinherarmsisaninfantwithnoblanketwrapped

aroundhim.

“Shit!”Zithobilespits,shakily.Mygripmovestoher

hipbone,apromisetoprotect.Sheletsmetouch

her,unlessshe’stoounconscioustotakenotice.“I

toldthatidiottotakethebabytoLyndhurst.Whyis

myauntwiththem?”

InoticehowTshilidzihasnotmovedaninchfrom

hiscar,thecowardiskeepingdistanceforsafety

purposes.

“Au—Aunty?”



Nokzolahasnotsparedmeaglance,herpuckered

browismeantforZithobile.Thesecondshegets

intoherprivatespace,shegentlypushesthebaby

intoZithobile’sarms.InstinctismyinnerSherlock

butitfailstoalertmeoftheslapNokzolaslams

acrossZithobile’sface.

“You’regoingtoburninhellyoudirtychild.”

A/N:Eish!Kennethmissedthatone…This

cliffhangerhurtsmeasmuchasithurtsyou.

Thankyou@Maletsatsiforthereminderthat

Umalumeisthemother'sbrother.



ROADTOROYALTY

Sixty-One

ZITHA-

Realityhasawayofcrashingdownonyouthe

momentyouleastexpectit.TosayIam fallingintoa

darkholewouldbeanunderstatement.My

ancestorshaveturnedtheirbacksonme,thereisno

otherexplanation.Myauntwasneversupposedto

findoutaboutTshilidzi,themanisoldenoughto

havebeenmarriedtoherforPete’ssake.

Stunnedandalittleperplexed,Iwipeawaythe

stingingpainonmycheekwithonehandwhilethe

otherclutchedaroundthebaby.Thelittlehuman

thatwasnotmeanttobeborn,Ihadachangeof

heartaftertheneardeathexperience.Theplanwas

toraisemybabywithKenneth,butlifehappenedand

IrealisedthatIam brokenbeyondrepair.

“Au…”MycomebackisstolenbythemanIloveas



heswiftlypullsmebehindhim forprotection.I

appreciatethegesture,butnowisnotthetime.I’m

tooupsetwithhim toacceptanythingfrom him.

Itwasintheweehoursofthemorningwhenhe

camebackhome,heldmeinhisarmsasifIwere

theonlythingthatmatteredtohim.Ileanedintohis

touch,meltedintoapuddlelikealovesickpuppy.

Theactwasunintentional,butthere’ssomething

aboutKenneththatIcan’tseem towalkawayfrom.

Perhapsapull,afatalattraction.Apoisonouslove

thatIneverintendedtofindmyselfin.OfcourseI

wantedhisattention,Iwantedhim tolookatmeand

nooneelsebecauseIwaslonelyandempty,looking

forsomeonetofillinthegap.

Notevenmyfriends,LiyanaandUlwaziwereableto

makemewhole.WhenIstumbleduponKenneth,

everythingchanged.Hewasthisintriguingcryptic

manwhopromisedabettertomorrowwithout

sayingaword.Ijustdidn’tthinkmyentireuniverse

wouldrevolvearoundhim,notthewayitdoes.Now…

nowIseehim withadifferentlight,hisinfidelityis



somethingourrelationshipwillneverbeableto

weather.

Mygazetravelsfrom thearrogantbastard,Tshilidzi

whohasn’tmovedaninchfrom hiscar,tomyaunt

wholooksreadytomurderme.IpushKennethaside

tofaceher,butthemanrefusestomove.

“GetoutofthewayKenneth,”Isnap,annoyed.The

lookonhisfacescaresme,myauntlooksjustas

scared.Eyeslikesaucers,andchestheaving.

Somethingisgoingonhere.

“Kennethmove,please.”Dammit!

He’sgothishandspreadout,workingaswalltostop

mefrom movingforward.

“Thisisnoplacetotalkaboutthis,let’sgoinside.”

Hesays,andI’m unabletograspthemeaningbehind

hisremark.

NarrowedeyesonKenneth,myauntreturns,“You

knowthetruth,don’tyou?That’swhyyou’re

protectingher.”



“Whatisshetalkingabout?”HeknowsI’m talkingto

him.

Swiftly,heturnsanddoesn’twastetimeincupping

mycheekswiththepalmsofhishands.Isearchhis

face,lookingforsomething,anything…acluemaybe.

“Zithobile…”Timestretches,whilehe’slookinginto

myeyes.He’sannoyingmehonestly.

“WhyareyouprotectingthisJezebel?Shedeserves

toburninhellaftersleepingwithher…”

“Nokzola,shutup!”Kennethgrowls,glaringwith

blazingeyes.

“Whyareyoustoppingher?Iwanttohearwhatshe

hastosay.”IchideKenneth,pushinghishandsfrom

myface.

“AreyougoingtotellherthetruthorshouldI?”My

auntyells,seeminglyannoyedatKenneth.I’m notin

hergoodbooksaswell.

“Let’sgohomeZithobile,wecantalkthere.”Yoh,

thisman.HowmanytimesdoIhavetotellhim that

I’m notgoinganywherewithhim?



“WhatareyouhidingKenneth?”Ican’tanymore.Why

doeshehavetobelikethis?

Hishandwrapsaroundmyarm,“Thisisapublic

space.”KennethpleadsandIgivehim alooktelling

him withoutwordsthatthisisnottheanswerI’m

lookingfor.

Heisrightaboutitbeingapublicspace,peopleare

watching,somestoppedthesecondIwas

welcomedwithaslap.

“Don’tdothisagain,stoptryingtoprotectme.”Ispit,

inalmostawhisper.

Hebreathesheavily,getsintomypersonalspace.

“Firstly,Ineedyoutoknowthatthisisnotyour

fault.”Geez!Ihatesuspense.

“Justsayit.”

Kenneth’sjawticks,Ifollowhisgazethatshifts

betweenme,myauntandTshilidzi.Thecoward

hasn’tsaidawordsincehegothere.

“Yourfatherishere.”Myresponsetohisstateisa



frownbecauseIdon’tunderstand.Thepalmsofhis

handscradlemycheeksagain,heremovesthem

whenthebabystartsgettingcranky.Idon’tbotherto

rockit.

“Where?”I’m confused.

“ThereisyourfatherZithobile,”herhandnavigates

totheback.MygazefollowsittoseeTshilidziin

stupor.Helookslikehe’sabouttohaveaheart

attack.“Thatmanoverthere,theoneyou’vebeen

sleepingwithisyourfather.”

She’sloudenoughtoalerttheentireneighbourhood.

“What?”Tshilidziyells,feetthunderingourdirection.

I’m atalossforwords,Ican’tevenform abloody

thought.MaybebecausethisisNokzolaHlubiand

hertonguelovestastinglies.

IlooktoKennethforthetruth,he’sstaringback,

eyesrapidlyblinking.Iknowthisman,hewould’ve

calledNokzolaoutonhertrash.Whyishenotdoing

it?”

“Whatthehellisyourproblem?”Tshilidzihasahand

aroundmyaunt’sarm,twistingwithbitterconflict.



“Whywouldyousaysomethingsodisgusting?Isthis

yourwayofgettingbackatme?”

“Becauseit’strue.”Nokzolasnaps,yankingherarm

back.“ThisisthechildItoldyouabout,your

daughter.Theoneyouhadwithmysister.You’rea

disgraceTshilidzi,youhavemadeababywithyour

owndaughter.”

Panic,Icanfeelitallaroundme.Awispofunease

coilsinsidemystomachatthewordscarelessly

thrownaround.Thisisnotamovie,it’smylife.My

fuckinglife.

I’m unabletolookathim,mygazeisonKenneth.I

don’tknowwhyIstilltrusthim,Idon’tknowwhyhis

confirmationmatters…andthereitis…asubtlenod

from him.

Disgustlatchesontomyskinmakingmeshiverwith

coldunderthescotchingsun.

Itfeelslikesomeonehaswrappedmeinablanketof

pain,soggy,humid,noair.Thenextsoundthat

eruptsfrom mymouthisinevitable.



“Mama!”Thebabycatchesit,Ihavenostrengthto

gethim toquietdown,andI’m prettysureIhaveno

strengthtoholdhim inmyarms.Thiscan’tbe

happeningtome.

“TshilidziMulaudziisyourfather.”No!Iwantto

scream atKenneth,tellhim toshutup.Butmy

tonguewon’tcooperate,I’m numb.

“No,Irefusetoacceptthis.”Tshilidzideadpans,his

eyesnarrowintoslitssendingahardglaremyway

andtothebaby.Heseemstohaveaquestionatthe

tipofhistongue,“No,thisisbullshit.”Hegrowlsand

takesoffinfuriousstrides.Ignoringmyauntcalling

outtohim,hehurtlesthecardrivingawayinfull

speed.

Iwanttorunaswell,theonlythingIhavearethese

wobblyfeet,willingmetofallflatontheground…

andascreamingbabythatisinstantlytakenfrom

myarms.

“It’sokay,I’m herneighbour.”Ihearafamiliar



femininevoicesay,probablyrespondingto

Kenneth’sappraisinglook.

“Ungakhathazekimama,wetakecareofourown.”

That’sSipho’svoice,Idon’tknowwhenhegothere.

Kennethmust’vecalledhim.Throughmyvantage

point,Iseehim takethebabyfrom thewomanand

walkoff.

Zithobile”ComfortislaininthesoundofKenneth’s

voice,it’snotenoughtoerasethepainenveloping

mewiththicklayersofdarkness.There’ssomething

arisingfrom thedeepestcoreofmystomach,it

rushestomychest,overpowering.

“Aaahhhh!”Theroareruptsfrom mymouthasIsink

tothefloor,painetchedonit.Strongarmsstopmy

kneesfrom hittingtheground.Warm breathonmy

sensitiseskin,it’sfamiliar,speaksofpromisesto

protect.ButIcan’tacceptit,I’m unworthy.

“Don’ttouchme.”Iscream,pushinghim offme.My

heartrunningamileaminute.Herefusestoletgo

andIhatehim forthat,butIalsolovehim forbeing



here.

InhisarmsiswhereIwouldfindstrength,whereevil

ceasestoexist.Buttoday,notevenatouchofa

fingerfrom him woulderasethispain.

“Zithobile…”Hisvoice,myweakness…whatwas

oncemyweakness...maybe.

“Ican’tbreathe.”Isallmypatheticselfcanutter,I’m

suchapitifulloser.

“Shewasright,”aconfessionfrom me.Eyescastto

theground,perhapsthinkingofdiggingagraveto

burymyselfin.BetterthanthislifeI’m living.

“Sizakelewasright,mymothershouldhaveaborted

me.”

Hedoesn’trespond,hisarmstightenaroundme,I’m

swallowedintheembraceandIcan’thavethat.I

wanttobreakdown,Iwanttoscream andshout.I

wantmysoulrippedoutofmybodybecauseit

fuckinghurts.Ithurtslikehell.

“MaMthombeni…”No,nottheendearment,notthe



onethatrendersmeweak.“Ngiyacelamama,yehlisa

umoya.”

Hisarmsarestillaroundme,densecoversof

warmth,butit’snotenoughtoerasethepain

simmeringfrom mybones.

“Ihateher.”IneverthoughtIwouldsaythis,not

aboutmyqueen.“Ihatemymotherfornotaborting

me,Ihateherforgivingmelife.”

Ishoutfinallyslippingoutofhisembrace,however

KennethisasstubbornasanyZulumanoutthere.

Hisarmsreachouttomeagain,anembrace,

warmth.Howeverit’snotenoughtopullmeoutof

thedarkhole,it’snotenoughtochaseawaythecold

surroundingmysoul.

“Phephisamama,phephisasthandwasam.”His

voiceechoesinmyear,rumblingfrom hischest.I

removemyheadfrom it,buthepullsmeback.

“Youcanletitallout,I’m here.I’llalwaysbehere.”

Idon’twanthim tokeepthispromiseorwhateverhe



callsit.Iwantnothingtodowithhim,Iwantnothing

todowithDlozi.Iwantnothingtodowithmyaunt…

Tshilidziandthewomanwhobetrayedme…My

mother.

Takingadeepbreath,Iswipeahandacrossmyface,

wipingthetearsaway.“Ihavetogetawayfrom

here.”

“I’llcome…”

“No.”Ipullmyselfoutofhisholdandbackonestep,

Idon’twanthim anywherenearme.“You’reinmy

spaceKenneth.Wouldyoustoptryingtomake

thingsbetter,nothingisokay.Nothingwilleverbe.”

“IwanttohelpZithobile.”

“Idon’tneedyourhelp,”Ishout.“Youknewabout

Tshilidzi,youknewthetruthKennethandnotonce

didyoubothertotellme.”

“IfoundoutwhenyouwerehospitalisedandIwas

goingtotellyou,afteryouweredischargedfrom the

hospital.”

Idon’tcare,itdoesn’tmatter.Pointofthematteris



thatheknewanddidnotbothertotellme.

Seethatpityinhiseyes?That’swhatannoysmethe

most,Ihatebeingpitied.AtleastNokzolaandher

neighbourfriendscondemnmewiththeirnailing

stares,pointingaccusatoryfingersasifIaskedfor

this,asifIseducedthemantheyclaim ismyfather.

Idon’tseeSiphoanywhere,thebabytoo.

“Letmetakecareofyou,please.”MaybeDoom will

gethim tobackoff.

“Iwanttobealoneanddon’tfollowmeorIswearto

GodIwilldomyworst.”Itellhim.Withmyback

turnedIhearhim callouttome,I’m notgoingto

stop.Ican’tbearoundhim,notanymore.

MywobblyfeetleadmebacktoUlwazi’shouse,I’m

surprisedshehadn’tcomeoutafterthecommotion

causedoutsideherhouse.

****



“Gazilam,”Istopdeadinmytracksuponhearing

Ulwazi’sbrother’svoice,curiositypiques.Insteadof

walkingin,Iopttolistenin.

“Thisismorethanenough,it’sgoingtosustainus

forafewmonths.”That’sUlwazi,Ifeelastinging

pangofjealousyatthejoyinhervoice.HowIwish

togetatasteofthat.

“Ithoughtyoulikedleopardprint.”Herbrother

speaksagain,aglintofhumorinhisvoice.

“Hey,Itoldyounottocallherthat.Herskin

conditionisnotsomethingtolaughabout.”She’s

alwaystakenmysidethisone,andIwillforever

appreciateherforthat.Ifanyone,she’llunderstand

mypain.I’m goingtotellhereverythingthathas

happenedtome,from thesecondImetTshilidzito

minutesago.

“Listentoyoudefendingherafterbetrayingher.”

What?”

“Thatdoesn’tgivemetherighttoridiculeher.”A

derisivelaughterfrom her.“Anyway,shebetrayed

mefirstbyfollowingthattaxidriver.Iwasgoingto



loveherlikeI’veneverlovedbeforebutshewastoo

stupidtonoticeme.”

Whatbetrayalisshetalkingabout?

“Yourplanwasgeniusnganeyakwethu,honestly.I

didn’tthinkthatoldmanwouldgivememoneyafter

thoseliesIfedhim.”Herbrother.“ThefirstthingI

didwasplantaseedofdoubt,toldhim awhole

mumblejumbleabouthowhisreputationwasgoing

tobetarnishedbecauseofanoverlylooseambitious

girlwhowantedtopinababyonhim.Toldhim Ihad

picturesandfootagestoprovemystatement.He

panickedanddemandedtoknowwhoitwas,and

that’swhenIknewthatMulaudzihasastringof

womengracinghisbed.Sotrappinghim wasgoing

tobeapieceofcakeandthat,itwas."

Laughter.

Mypulsespeedsupfrom slowbeattoanangry

pounding.Whatthehellisgoingon?Ulwaziandher

brotheraretalkingaboutme,theybetrayedme.I



thoughtshewasmyfriend,Ithoughtshecared.

“IthinkithelpedthatIhadthebabywithme.Ihadto

playmycardsright,moneytalksiswhatItoldhim.

Thefoolwassweating,offeredme20Koutofpanic.

Youshould’veseenhisfaceafterItoldhim Zithobile

Mthombeniisthegirlinquestion.Beingamaster

manipulator,Iconvincedhim thatherauntwouldbe

theonetoputastoptohernonsenseandsowehad

tobringherintotheship.Thefoolwasdesperate,

dancedtomytunewithoutrealisingit.”

“Whatifthebabyreallyishis?Hewillcomeforus

whenherealiseswebetrayedhim.”Ulwaziasks,

thereisnosignofregretinhervoice.WhathaveI

associatedmyselfwith?

“We’llbelonggonebythen.”Thebrothersnorts.

“Besides,thatmanisrich.Idoubthe’llwantthelikes

ofZithaandherbratprowlinghismoneyandasserts.

Ihaveafeelinghe’saselfishbastard,whouses

womenforsex.”

Havingheardenoughandfeelingbetrayedand

confused,Ishowmyself.Ulwazi’seyesflashwith



panic,shejoltsfrom thecouch.Thenotesinher

handdroptothetable,there’sastaringcontest

betweenus.Meanwhileherbrotherhasnotmoved

aninch,hedoesn’tgivearat’sarseaboutmeormy

feelings.Idon’tcareforhim aswell,myheartbreaks

becauseofwhatUlwazihasdone.

“Howcouldyoudothistome?”Iquery,notmoving

from thepassageway.Sheblinksonce…twiceanda

smirkcrossesherface.

“Hellhathnofurylikeawomanscorned.”Herwords

birthconfusion.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Iyell,fightingtears

burningmyeyes.Ican'tletherseemecry.

“Youchosethatoldmanoverme,Zithobile.”She

yellsjustasloud.

“You’resupposedtobemyfriend,Ulwazi.Itrusted

you.”

“Well…”sheshrugs.“Lifeisabitch.”OhmyGod.

Ragescreamsmyname,takingcontrolofmy



emotions.Storminginthelivingroom,myhands

crashonherheadandgripherears.Shehasnohair

andit’stheonlythingIcangrabonheruglyface.A

scream isreleased,shescreamslikealittlegirl.

“Ihateyou,”IsallIcanbarkoutofanger.

She’sshouting,tellingherbrothertogetmeoffof

her.Ifeelatightgriponmywaist,rough…unkind.I’m

notgoingdownwithoutafight,thisbitchwill

remembermetillthedayshedies.Withnewfound

strength,Ileanintoherearandgripitbetweenmy

teeth.Anotherscream explodesfrom her,thisone

tellsmeshe’sinsomuchpain.Good,thisiswhatI

want.

Asherbrotherpullsmeaway,cursingme,Imake

suretotightenmyteethonherear.It’snotlong

beforeIcantastethemetalinmymouth.I’vegotthe

witchwhereIwanther,somethingsnapswhena

forceripsmeoffher.MybackhitsthewallandI

instantlyfeelsomethingcrack.Painrushestomy

back,thestichesonmylowerabdomentakeahitas

wellsendingmeonascreamingrampage.



“Myear.”Ulwazi,howls.Pinningmewithadeadly

glarefrom thedevilhimself.Herhandworkstocoat

thebleedingear,I’m nosadist,butdammitItakejoy

inseeingbloodoozingfrom hereardowntoherarm.

I’m notacoward,notinthislifetime.Ipickmyselfup

from thefloor,ithurtsbutIam sogoodat

pretending.GaspsresoundwhenIspitoutachunk

ofmyformerfriend’sear,withaslushofblood.

Disgusting.

“Youbitch.”Theoneearedbitchyellsyetagain.

“Youtastelikeshit,Ulwazi.”Isnapback,andquickly

grabthepieceofherearfrom thefloor.

Hereyeswidenwithhorror,“Whereareyoutaking

that?Giveitback.”

Ifshethinksdoctorswillsaveheruglyface,shehas

anotherthingcoming.Thedisfiguredearwillserve

asareminderofherbetrayal.

“I’m goingtofeedthistothedognextdoor.”I

announcewhiledashingoutofthehouse.



Outside,IseeKenneth,he’sseemstobewaitingfor

me.Thecrowdhasscattered.

Isparehim oneglance,tossthedisgustingearnext

door,Iremembertherebeingadog.

Adrenalinfloodsthroughmysystem,preparingme

torun,whichIdo.Peoplearestaringatthisperson

runningunderthescotchingsun,butIdon’tcare.I

wanttorunmyselfintooblivion,diveintoadeep

holeandneversurface.

Idon’tknowhowlongI’vebeenrunning,myfeetare

burning,kneeswobbly.Ariseandfallonmychest,

breathless…ThedayholdsnoneoftheairIneedto

breathe,humid,toomanyvoicesinmyhead.

Insultingme.I’m disgusting…awholefuckingmess.

NomatterhowmuchIrun,Ican’tseem tooutrunthe

voicesinmyhead.



NooneunderstandswhatI’m goingthrough.Who

am Ikidding?Noonewantstounderstand.That’s

whytheycontinuetohurtmewithoutacareinthe

world.I’m tiredoflifeandwhatithasforme,I’m

tiredofgivingitachance.

Mymothershould’veabortedme,everyonewasright.

LookwhereIam.

Ifeelanunexplainable,excruciatingpainandabig

lumponmythroatforcingitswayout.I’vefeltpain

before,infactallmylife.Painhasbecomepartof

me,mydailybread.Itlovesmedearlyandhas

refusedtimeandtimetodepartfrom me.Abigpart

ofmebelievesthatI’m amasochist.However,whatI

feeltodaythoughisdifferent,painmocksmeand

abusesme.

Unloved,depressed,unworthy.EventhemanIgave

myhearttoplayedmelikeagameofcards.He

emptiedmysoulleavingmewithablackholethat

suckedeverythinginme.

HowdoIliveafterthis?HowdoIfacepeople?Ihave



toenditall,Iwanttobefreeandatpeaceandthe

onlywayisformysoultodepartfrom mybody.

It’salmostlunchhourwhenIfindmyselfatalocal

tavern,drowninginheapsofalcohol.Lonelinessand

achekeepingmecompany.Timegoesbyinahaze,I

losetrackofit.

Ishouldbeokay,butI’m not.Theairishardto

breathe,damagedinsidemylungs.Mygazetravels

aroundthecrowdedplace,thepeopleherelookas

sadandlonely.Idon’twanttobehere.

***

ThesunisalmostsettingwhentheUberdropsatthe

cemetery,withoneshoeandablurredvision,I

stumblemydrunkselftohergrave.IfIcould,Iwould

wakemymotherupfrom thedeadandinterrogate

her.Ifonlyshehadbeenobedient…listenedtoher

brotherandgottenridofme.



“Mama.”That’sallmybraincanform,otherwiseI’m

blank...disoriented…Mytonguetriesforwords,

chewsonthem andspewsthem outinchunksof

vomit.Thedisgustingbilesplattersonmymother’s

grave,wettingtheredsoil.LikeeveryoneIdepended

on,mybodygivesuponme,throwingmeonmyown

vomit.I’m toointoxicatedtomoveamuscle,soIlie

there,facedown…explicitscenesofmeandthe

mantheysaidismyfatherassaultmefrom within,

killingmeathousandtimeseachtime.

“Zitha.”Sipho’svoiceresoundsfrom adistance,I’m

toodrunktotellfrom whichdirection.Inaspilt

second,I’m liftedupintenderarms.It’shim,he’s

here.

“Si…pho.”Hisnamebarelyleavesmylips.

Afaintsmileinplaceofsyllables,warm eyes

gleamingwithadeclarationoffortification.

“Sipho,”Withatanked-uptone,Idragouttheword,

encirclingmyarmsaroundhisneck.“Makeitstop…



pleasemakeitstop.”

Hiseyessearchmine,unwavering.Worrymarringhis

forehead,hemumbles,“I’llmakeitallgoaway,I’ll

makethem allgoaway.Everyonewho’severhurt

you.”

There’sanabnormaltingeinhisvoice,oneIdon’t

understand.PerhapsI’m toodrunktogetit.Ihide

myfaceinhischest,awayfrom thedarkworldwhen

heleadsustowardtheexitgate.

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Sixty-Three

LIYANA-

Thisoneshouldbeashamedofherself,tiptoeing

intoherfather’shousesoearlyinthemorning.

“Isthisthetimetocomehome?”Hisvoicecarries

from thekitchen,causingherhearttojumpatthe

startle.Turningswiftly,gladnessoverflowsbecause

themanstandinginfrontofherisnotherfather.

“UncleNeo?”Shedragsasmile,whiletryingtokeep

herheartatbay.“You’reback?”

She’dgivehim ahugbutitwouldfeelweirdbecause

shesmellslikeherZuluboy.

Ascrutinyfrom themanhasLiyanaonaseatof

unease,thepuckeredbrowdoesn’tmakeitbetter.

“Iseverythingokay?”Sheasks.

Somethinghastobewrongforhim tolookatherin



suchamanner.

“AreyouokayLiya?”Thequestioncatchesheroff

guard.

“I-Iam,uncleNeo.”Shestammers,meetinghim half

way.

“YouhaveagoodheartLiyana.”Neodrivesoutthe

wordsasifhewasboundtosaythem.Afrownfrom

Liyana,confusionsurroundingher.

“Thanks…”There’suncertaintyinhervoice,surely

Neoistakingthissomewhere.Eyesprobing,she

squintsthem,perhapsdebatingifthemanisfinein

theheadorhashadonetoomany.“Ishould…”

“He’sgoingtoreplacewhatshehaslost.”Neo

interjectswiththesewords

“What?”Shequeries,tentatively

“Godwillgiveyourmotherwhatshehaslost,butit

willcomethroughyou.You’restrong,that’swhy

you’rethechosenone.Don’tkeepitforyourself,

don’tclaim itorcryforit.Itwasneveryourstobegin



with.”

“Idon’tunderstandwhatyou’retalkingabout.”He’s

gotherthoughtsandemotionsallovertheplace.

Neobrushesoffherremark,thelaughterinhiseyes

gotherbrainfried.Neocanneverbeseriousevenif

hewerepaidto.

“Yourhusbandwillwanttowagewar.Itisyourjobto

makehim understand.”

“Idon’thaveahusband.”Thatandthefactthatshe’s

tooyoungtobemarried.

“Youdo,that’swhattheyhavetoldme.It’swhatI

seeinthespirit.Youareyourmother’ssavinggrace.

Ononeside,it’sthebloodofherforefathersandon

theotherabondsostrongnoonecanbreak.A

perfectcombination.Itwasthoughtthrough,

whateverishappeningorgoingtohappenwas

thoughtthrough.Everythingthathastakenplacein

yourlifehashappenedforareason.”

Sheeesh!Whatawaytostartamorningafter



spendingthenightaway.

“Allthistimeyouthoughttheyhavebeenignoring

you.”Hisvoiceholdsatoneofaquestion.“You’re

mistaken,theyhavebeentheloudest.That’s

probablywhyyoucouldn’thearthem.Theyare

everywhereLiyana,inyoursurroundings;thepeople

youcomeincontactwith.”

“Areyoutalkingaboutmyancestors?”Neonodshis

headinresponse.

“Whenareyougoingtotellpapa?”Asecreted

questionasheturnstolookpointedlyupthestairs,

Liyanafollowshisgaze,browscrinkledinconfusion.

“Tellhim what?”

“Thathisbabyishavingababy.”Herheartlurches

andhustlesasfastasaspaceship.

“Shhh,uncleNeo.Notsoloud.”Shemurmurs,pulling

him backintothekitchen.“Howdidyouknow?”

Iguessthisconfirmsitthen.TimeforRandalltoget



abiggergun.

“IspendmoretimeonmykneesLiyana,”Hishuffis

abitcondescending.“Godtellsmethingshedoesn’t

tellotherpeople.”Sheunderstands,Imeanshehas

agiftherself.

“Alittleprivacywouldbenice,hedoesn’thavetotell

youmybusiness.”

Neotakesherresponselightly,thesniggerisproof.

“Pleasedon’tsayanythingtopapa,Iwanthim to

hearitfrom me.”Asigh.“It’sbadenoughthatI’ve

droppedoutofvarsity.”

“Justsoyouknow,Ileftmyfuneralclothesin

Nigeria.Somakesureyousoftenhisheartbefore

youbreakthenewstohim.”

Ohwow!ThanksforthescareNeo.

Liyanasighsintotheairbeforerushinguptoher

room.



RANDALL-

StylesknewNeowascominganddidn’tthinktotell

me,hewouldn’tstoplaughingwhenItoldhim about

thegoat.HowGodtrustedacarelessTswanaboy

from Pretoriawithaspiritualgifteludesme.We’ll

neverheartheendofit.

IwasgivenstrictinstructionsbyStyleshimselfnot

toletNeoinontheplantotakedownMkhize,

knowinghim,hewillblatantlydismissitwhile

quotingscripturesfrom thebible.

Thunderisheardfrom adistancebeforethesound

ofraintapsontheroof.

Rightoncue,Amarastirsinmyarms,andawaveof

heatwashesoverme.Herwarm backpressed

againstmychesthasmeneedyandclingy.Ipressa

kisstohernape,lettingmyhandslocateherbreasts.

Asweetmoanleaveshermouthatthegentletouch.

“Randall.”Finallyawake.



“Goodmorningmehemma.”Inibbleherearlobe

whileslowlyrockingmyhipsforward,enoughto

drivemyselfinsane.

“IguessIshould’vesleptwithmyclotheson.”

Comesawhinymoan.

“YouknowIloveyounaked.”Isendtheanswerinto

herear,shereleasesamuffledmoanthatsendsme

onarampage.However,Icurtailmysexdrive,

rememberingthatshehasnotcompletelyhealed.

Myhandglidesdowntohervag!na,Ialmostmoan

from pleasureathowwarm andwetsheis.Iusethe

samehandtopositionmyerectionandgentlyslide

intoherwarmth.Herheadrocksbackagainstmy

shoulderasherbreathhitches.

Herwallsclenchingaroundme,onceinside,westart

tomovelikepartnersinaslowdance.It’ssocliché

howtherainmatcheswithourmovements.Our

bodiesfittogether,skinmovingsoftlytogetherasif

weweremadeforthis,tobecomeone.Herlower

partfeelswarm yetcold,itdrawsmeinalongwith

hermoansthathavefilledtheroom.



ThemoreIthrustthemoreIfeelmyerection

growingharderandlarger,andthemoreher

breathingchanges.We’vedonethismoretimesthan

Icouldcountanditkeepsongettingbetter.

“Youfeelsogoodmehemma.”Shefeelslikea

dream.Ipullouttoturnheroversoshe’slayingon

herback,myheartleapswithjoywhenherbeautiful

facecomesintofullview.

“Areyouinpain?”Icanneverforgetthescaronher

back.Abashfulsmilewetsherfaceassherapidly

shakesherhead.Ileanintopressakissagainsther

sweetlips,beforemovingmylipsdownherneckto

herbabybump.

ForasecondIbreatheinthesightandthoughtof

mybabyinherwomb,thelittlehumanisgrowing.So

muchhashappenedoverthepastweeks,Amarahas

lostatremendousamountofweight.Everythingshe

eatsendsupinthetoiletbowl,she’sbeenbattling

withmigrainesdoctorscan’tdictate.Alltestscame



backnegative.

“Please…pleasetouchme.”Abreathlessrequest,

whileshebucksherhipsup.

Withonekissonhernippleandtakingmytimeto

suckleit,myindecisionshiftstoenthusiasm.

Spreadingherthighsopen,Iplaceherlegsonmy

shouldersandtakemyrightfulplaceinsideher.

Everythrustisgentle,careful.

“Yes,Ran…”

Iknowshe’sunabletoarticulateasinglewordwhen

sheletsoutanothersensualmoan.Myskinis

coveredwithelectricity,myhandsmildlycaressher

skinasifaheaviertouchwouldbruiseit.Wemovein

anintoxicateddanceoflimbs,nevermakingthe

sameslipuptwice,notintheyearswe’vebeenlovers.

Oureyesmeet,asmile.Unspokenconfessionsof

love,Imovemyheadaroundherearwithsyllables

readytorolloffmytongue.

“You’retheonlywomanonearthforme,Amara,the



onlyonewhocanbreathefireintomeevenwhenI’m

cold.”Myneedylipsfindhers,Ifeelhersstretchinto

asmile,fightingbetweengrinningandkissing.

Smoothhandsstrokemyshoulders.

“I-loveyou.”Iknowshedoes,shelovesmewithher

eyesasmuchasherbody.

“Iloveyou,more.”Ireturn,withnotingeofliesinmy

declaration.

Sheblowsmymindwithhowperfectlyshemoves

beneathme,handsontheirownmission,touching

wherevertheycan.

“Fa-Fasterple-ple.”Thewordgetsstuckonher

tongueasifit’sphysicallyimpossibleforhertobeg.

“Youhavenoideawhatyoudotome,mehemma.”

I’m puttyinherarms,it’showsheissointroverted

andshyinthedaytime.It’sthethrillthatonlyIgetto

seemywife,theonewhohasmysoulandbody,in

suchavulnerablestate.Herhandsleavemyskin,



creatingalongingforhertouchagain.

“Yes,yes,yes…”Shebreathes,squirminginecstasy.

“Ra-Randall,I-Ineed…”

ForamomentI’m jealousofthebedsheetsthatget

tofeelhertightgrip.Iknowwhenshe’sreachingher

climax.

“Yousoundsosweetwhenyoubeg,Amara.”My

eyessearchhers.“I’dgoonthewholedayjustto

hearitoverandoveragain.”

IwininhittingherG-spotrepeatedly,eroticscreams

leaveherparchedlips.

“There’snothingthatmakesmehappierthanseeing

youlikethisAmara,there’snothingthatmakesme

happierthanseeingyourtoescurl.There’snobetter

waytocelebrateourlovethantakingyoutothis

place,ourplace.Tofeelyoursoulonewithmine.”I

don’tstopthrustingasIdominateherentirebeing.

Hereyesclampshut,hermoanselevate,raidingthe

steamyroom.



Oursoulsminglingintheheadymomentbetween

actionandtranquillity.Hererogenousscreamsand

moanssoundlikemusictomyears.Thesensation

makeshereyesrollintothebackofherhead,while

I’m sweptawaybythepleasure,notfarbehindher.I

racetowardmyclimax,aflurryofunexpected

moansescapemymouth.I’m neverthisloud,my

bodyfeelsalittleweakasI’m acentimetrecloserto

myclimax.

Afewkisseslaterandflyingwithoutwings,Itakemy

positionbehindher,envelopinghersweatybodyin

myarms.Ourbodiesarestill,oncemore,warm and

snuggledinascloseastwosoulscanbe.

“IspoketoAyize,she’svisitingtoday.”Shebreaks

thesilencewithherrandomness.

“Idon’twantyoudoinganythingaroundthehouse,

youhaven’thealedyet.”Iremindher.

“Iwon’t,besides,thisbabyisshowingmeflames.”I

chuckleatthefamiliarsaying,Liyanausesthis

phrasealot.



“Well,beingpregnantisnotforthefainthearted.”

Betterthisexcusethanthinkingbackonthedayshe

wasstabbed.“Butyou,myqueenareastrong

woman.Youhaveproventhattimeandtime.”

Silenceknowsusbest,Iknowshe’sthinkingabout

hercousin.I’m gladshewillneverhavetoseeher

again.Secondsturntominutesaswe’reentangledin

eachother’sarms.There’snowhereelseI’dratherbe.

“Canthingsgobacktonormal?Iwantushappy

againandfreeagain.”IfeelherandthekissIpress

onhercheekconfirmsmyunderstanding.“IfIcould,

Iwouldtakemyfamilyandrunfarawayfrom these

problems.Assoonasit’shumanlypossible.”

Shehadletthesethoughtsslipoutofhermouth

once,it’swhatIwantforusaswell.However,I’d

ratherwedon’ttalkaboutdepressingmattersright

now.

“Ican’tbelieveit’stakensolongtomeetsomeone

likeyou.ThatI’m freetositnexttoyou,tobeyour



friend,tobecomewhateverwewanttobecome.I’m

freetodowhateverIwantwithyoubecauseyou’re

mine.”Mystatementpushestittersupherthroat.

“Youmakeitsoundlikewejustmet,we’veknown

eachotherforyearsRandall.”

“Welltomeitfeelslikeweonlymetyesterday,I’m

stillasexcitedasthedayyouacceptedmylove.”

“Mmhh!”Ahum isheranswerbeforeshenods,she’s

beennoddingalotlatelybecauseatthisstage,it’s

allshecando.Herbodyistired,hersoulisfighting

againstitandhermindhasdeclaredwarwithit.

“Sleepmylove,thedoctorsaidtomakesureyouget

enoughrest.”

“Wakemeupbeforeyouleave,Idon’twanttowake

upwithoutyouhere.”

HereyesgiveintosleepbeforeIcangiveareply.I

snugglehercloser,wishingherapeacefulsleep.

Ablaringsounddisturbsthepeaceintheroom,I

reachforherphoneonthebedsidetable.There’sa

textfrom Petunia,somethingaboutNelisiwenot



cominghomelastnight.She’saskingforhelp,the

womanhasthenervetobothermywifesoearlyin

themorningandaftereverythingthathashappened.

Iturnthephoneoff,tossitbackonthetableandgo

backtocradlingmywifeinmyarms.

MANTFOMBI-

It’sapityMaMkhizewassentbacktoherhouse,I

finditstrangethatshedidn’tputupafight.Fora

second,IthoughtKennethwouldsendmeawayas

well.I’m tryingtobeasgoodasIcanbe,leavingthis

housewouldbeahugelossonmyside.

Iloveithere,hisroom Imean.It’swhereIspend

mostofmytimewhenhe’snotaround.Ilove

everythingaboutthisroom.Thedarkwalls,thehigh

ceilings,thehugebedandmostlyhisscentthat

hoversaround.Ilovehowitenvelopsmeintoa

comfortablesheet,howIcanjustfeelhisfirm arms

aroundme.ThisiswhatIlivefor,KennethMkhize,



mylifeline.

ImpeccablejoyoverwhelmsmyheartwhenIstandin

frontofthewalllengthmirrorandadmirehisblack

shirtonme.It’ssobigthatitworksasanoversized

kneelengthdressonmybody.Strangelyhedoesn’t

ownasingleitem ofcolourfulclothing,Iloveitstill.

Kennethisperfectinallhisways.

Myearsringwithanannoyingbuzzingsound,Ineed

tochangethestupidringtone.It’salmost1pm,

Kennethwillbehomefrom therank.He’sbeen

workingtherealotlately,probablyadefence

mechanism.Somethingtohelphim forgetZithobile,

I’velostcountofthenumberoftimesIhavesent

prayerstoGodthatheforgetsthatlittlegirland

focusesonme.

ThenI’m remindedthatInevergetwhatIwantinlife,

likemyfamily’sdisappearance.Twoweekslater,he

hasn’tfoundthem.Somethingisdodgy,theycan’t

havejustvanished.

IfeelbadforKenneth,hehastoworkonlocatingmy



familyandchaseafteralittlegirlwhowantsthe

worldtostopatherbehest.Zithobileneedsagood

hiding,clearlyhermotherdidn’tteachheranymorals.

Iwouldcallherandtellherwheretogetoff,but

Kennethwouldhatemeandthat’ssomethingIcan’t

lethappen.

I’m inthekitchenpreparinglunchwhenthedoorbell

nipsmyattention,oddbecauseKennethhasakey.

Heneverknocksandwehardlygetvisitors.

Ilowerthetemperatureonthestoveanddashto

check.

“CanIhelpyou?”

Aruggedoldman,tall,strangeinappearance.He

kindoflooksfamiliar,Ican’tpinwhereI’veseenhim

before.

“Sawubonantombazane.”Okay,deepZulu.Thisone

isstraightfrom KZN.

“CanIhelpyou?”I’m notabouttosmileathim,could

beaserialKillerforallIknow.Thesemansions



shouldhavesecuritybars.

“NgabeuKhabazelaukhona?”

Okay,I’m familiarwithaKhabazela.Maybehe’sone

ofthetaxidrivers,helooksit.

“I’m notsureyou’reallowedtobehere,theother

driversusuallysetanappointmentwhentheyneed

tospeaktohim.”IknowthisbecauseMaMkhizetold

me.

“I’m hisuncle,JamaMkhize.”

Iknewhelookedfamiliar,thedarkfeatures,the

lankinessanddeeptimber.

“Oh,he’snotaround.”

“Whenwillhebeback?”Iwouldknowifhetoldme

everything.

“I’m notreallysure,heshouldbeonhisway.Butyou

neverknowwithKhabazela.”

ThemanasksifhecanwaitforKenneth,Idon’thave

asolutionforhim.Theonlythinglefttodoistocall

Kenneth,hisphoneringsunanswered.Sincehesays

he’stheuncle,Ihavenochoicebuttolethim in.He



followsmetothelivingroom andacceptsaglassof

water.

It’slessthantenminuteswhenIhearthedoorclick

andshut.Iscurrytothelivingroom.Idon’tthink

Kennethishappytoseethisman,hisstancetriggers

fear.

“Khabazela,you’rehome.Yourunclesai…”Hegives

meastaredown,thaturgesmetofindthenearest

hidingplace.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Kennethdeadpans.The

oldmanjerksfrom thecouch,heappearsfrailin

frontofKenneth.

“Myson…”

“Iam notyourson.”Theharshresponseisshocking.

Myknowledgeofhim andhisfather’sfamilyis

narrow,Ionlyknowthathisfatherdied.

Theoldman’sshoulderstense,“Khabazela,please

listen…”

“Isaidgetout.”Kennethsnaps,it’showcalm his



voiceisthathasmeshakinginmyboots.Anyfool

canguessthatKennethdoesnotwantthismanhere.

“Whyisheinmyhouse?”

“H-Hesaidhe’syouruncle...”Andhelookslikehim.

“Soletmegetthisstraight,”Hisbrowsknitin

question.“Amanyou’venevermetcomesknocking,

claiminghe’smyuncleandyoubelievehim andlet

him inmyhouse?Whatifhedidsomethingtoyou?I

thoughtyouweresmarterthanthis.Usuyasangana

MaMthembu?”Theangerinhisvoicesendschills

downmyspine,chillsthatwindintomytummy

unpleasantmemoriesofabitterpast.

Thathurts,Iwon’tlie.ThelastthingIwantisto

disappointhim.Butwhyam Iintears?Thisisnota

cryingmatter.

“It’snotherfaultKenne…”Thisoldmanmustnot…

it’shisfaultI’m inthismess.

“You’restillhere?”Hisvoiceisdiscreetbutcarriesa

deadlythreat.“Isaidgetoutofmyhouse.”



Atremblingmesstheunclehasbecome,hescuttles

hislankybodytowardthedoorwithoutanotherword.

Fearlurkinginmyheart,Iwatchthepoorman

strugglewiththedoor.Ittakeshim aminutetogetit

open,Iwould’vehelpedbutmyhandsareshakingas

well.

“MaMthembu!”Hehasn’tcalledmeMantfombisince

thatdaywehadsex,notthatI’m complaining.

“Ngiyaxolisababa.”Perhapsthiswillsoftenhim up,I

wouldknowifit’sworkingifIwerebraveenoughto

lookhim intheeye.AllIcandoisentertainthese

floodsoftears.

MyheartdanceslikekingDaviddidbeforeGodwhen

hemovescloser,ohhowIwishhe’dshutthe

distancebetweenus.He’slookingdownatme,a

frownIcan’treadonhisfeatures.Inthissplit

secondashishandtouchesmycheek,everynervein

mybodyandbrainiselectrified.Itwasonlyfora

second,butIcanstillfeelthewarmthofhishand.

“Ididn’texpectthisfrom you,”Disappointinhis



voice.“You’reawoman,MaMthembu.Aninnocent

soul,anyonecantakeadvantageofyou.Youdon’t

knowthatman,thefactthathehasmysurname

meansnothing.Hecould’vedoneanythingtoyou,

whatifIdidn’tcomebackintime?”

“I-I’m sorry.”I’m anidiot.

“Idon’twantanyoneinmyhouse,noteven

MaMkhize.SiyezwanaMaMthembu?”

“YeboKhabazela.”Ireply,feelinghorribleasthe

concerninhisvoicefeedsmystupidity.

Silenceinvadesourspace,aminutetoolong.He’s

staring,intensely.

“Khabazela,”Pryingmightbeabadidea,butIneed

toknowhowfarwithZithobile.Ifsheiscomingback,

it’sbeentwoweekssinceherdeparture.

“AnyprogresswithZithobile?”Myvoicecomesout

asawhisper,dryandfrail.There’snoreactiononhis

face,andIdoubtIwillbegettingananswerfrom

him.Iwanttoinchcloserwhenhestepsbackafoot.



“Yourfamilyhasbeenfound,theyareonthewayto

Joburg.Youwillallbemovingtoahousein

Mondeor.”

What?

Asharppainshootsthroughmyheart,“I’llbemoving

out?”Ican’tbeawayfrom him,Ican’tgobackto

livingwithmyparents.Thisisallwrong.

“Yes,”Thedecisivetonebreaksmyheart.Isuddenly

feellightheaded,butmanagetopaddlethroughthe

wooziness.

“You’reabandoningme?”Thewordspushthrough

mytonguebeforeIcouldstopthem.

“Isaidyou’removingtoMondeor,Ididn’tsayI’m

abandoningyou.”Ialmostgrinathisresponse,but

hisnextwordspushmebackintosuffocation.“Then

again,you’renotmyresponsibility.”

“ButIam.”Iwanttobe,Ineedhim totakecareof

me.Tolovemeandcherishmelikehedoes

Zithobile.Moreifpossible.Hestaresatme,eyes



probing,furrowedbrowmode.

“Idon’twanttolivewithmyparents.”

“Whynot?”

“I-Ican’tgobackthereKhabazela,youdon’tknow

howit’sliketobeoverthirtyandstilllivingwithyour

parents.”Ican’tevenbegintodescribethetorture.

“MymotherlooksdownoneverythingIdo,Ineverdo

anythingrightinhereyes.Mybrotheristhegolden

child,maybebecausehe’saboy.Ican’tgobackto

thearguments,theconstantscreaming;theearly

morningbickering.Beingwokenupintheweehours

ofthemorningtocleanthehouseandcookfor

everyone.Ican’tgobacktobeingaslave.”

“I’m sureit’snotasbadasyoumakeitsound,your

motherwasgroomingyou.Isthatnothowyoung

womenaregroomed?”Wheredidhehearthat

nonsense?

“Groomingdoesn’tincludeinsultsandphysical

abuse.”



“Shehityou?”Igulpashisvoicechangesfrom soft

tocold.Memoirsofmyparent’sabuseforcetheir

wayintomyhead.

“Theydid,theyagreedthatIneededtobedisciplined

likeIwereachild.”Ilovemyparents,butthosetwo

areaterribleteam.

Aclearofthethroat,“GetyourCVready,youhavea

jobinterviewonMonday.”Hedropsthemicand

walksoff,headedforthestairs.

CV?Ididn’tthinkhe’dgetmeajob,Idon’twantajob.

Atleastnotawayfrom him.Iwanttobehere,taking

careofhishouseandhim.Ajobmeansalife

withoutKenneth,he’llsoonforgetaboutme.

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Sixty-Three

LIYANA-

Thisoneshouldbeashamedofherself,tiptoeing

intoherfather’shousesoearlyinthemorning.

“Isthisthetimetocomehome?”Hisvoicecarries

from thekitchen,causingherhearttojumpatthe

startle.Turningswiftly,gladnessoverflowsbecause

themanstandinginfrontofherisnotherfather.

“UncleNeo?”Shedragsasmile,whiletryingtokeep

herheartatbay.“You’reback?”

She’dgivehim ahugbutitwouldfeelweirdbecause

shesmellslikeherZuluboy.

Ascrutinyfrom themanhasLiyanaonaseatof

unease,thepuckeredbrowdoesn’tmakeitbetter.

“Iseverythingokay?”Sheasks.

Somethinghastobewrongforhim tolookatherin



suchamanner.

“AreyouokayLiya?”Thequestioncatchesheroff

guard.

“I-Iam,uncleNeo.”Shestammers,meetinghim half

way.

“YouhaveagoodheartLiyana.”Neodrivesoutthe

wordsasifhewasboundtosaythem.Afrownfrom

Liyana,confusionsurroundingher.

“Thanks…”There’suncertaintyinhervoice,surely

Neoistakingthissomewhere.Eyesprobing,she

squintsthem,perhapsdebatingifthemanisfinein

theheadorhashadonetoomany.“Ishould…”

“He’sgoingtoreplacewhatshehaslost.”Neo

interjectswiththesewords

“What?”Shequeries,tentatively

“Godwillgiveyourmotherwhatshehaslost,butit

willcomethroughyou.You’restrong,that’swhy

you’rethechosenone.Don’tkeepitforyourself,

don’tclaim itorcryforit.Itwasneveryourstobegin



with.”

“Idon’tunderstandwhatyou’retalkingabout.”He’s

gotherthoughtsandemotionsallovertheplace.

Neobrushesoffherremark,thelaughterinhiseyes

gotherbrainfried.Neocanneverbeseriousevenif

hewerepaidto.

“Yourhusbandwillwanttowagewar.Itisyourjobto

makehim understand.”

“Idon’thaveahusband.”Thatandthefactthatshe’s

tooyoungtobemarried.

“Youdo,that’swhattheyhavetoldme.It’swhatI

seeinthespirit.Youareyourmother’ssavinggrace.

Ononeside,it’sthebloodofherforefathersandon

theotherabondsostrongnoonecanbreak.A

perfectcombination.Itwasthoughtthrough,

whateverishappeningorgoingtohappenwas

thoughtthrough.Everythingthathastakenplacein

yourlifehashappenedforareason.”

Sheeesh!Whatawaytostartamorningafter



spendingthenightaway.

“Allthistimeyouthoughttheyhavebeenignoring

you.”Hisvoiceholdsatoneofaquestion.“You’re

mistaken,theyhavebeentheloudest.That’s

probablywhyyoucouldn’thearthem.Theyare

everywhereLiyana,inyoursurroundings;thepeople

youcomeincontactwith.”

“Areyoutalkingaboutmyancestors?”Neonodshis

headinresponse.

“Whenareyougoingtotellpapa?”Asecreted

questionasheturnstolookpointedlyupthestairs,

Liyanafollowshisgaze,browscrinkledinconfusion.

“Tellhim what?”

“Thathisbabyishavingababy.”Herheartlurches

andhustlesasfastasaspaceship.

“Shhh,uncleNeo.Notsoloud.”Shemurmurs,pulling

him backintothekitchen.“Howdidyouknow?”

Iguessthisconfirmsitthen.TimeforRandalltoget



abiggergun.

“IspendmoretimeonmykneesLiyana,”Hishuffis

abitcondescending.“Godtellsmethingshedoesn’t

tellotherpeople.”Sheunderstands,Imeanshehas

agiftherself.

“Alittleprivacywouldbenice,hedoesn’thavetotell

youmybusiness.”

Neotakesherresponselightly,thesniggerisproof.

“Pleasedon’tsayanythingtopapa,Iwanthim to

hearitfrom me.”Asigh.“It’sbadenoughthatI’ve

droppedoutofvarsity.”

“Justsoyouknow,Ileftmyfuneralclothesin

Nigeria.Somakesureyousoftenhisheartbefore

youbreakthenewstohim.”

Ohwow!ThanksforthescareNeo.

Liyanasighsintotheairbeforerushinguptoher

room.



RANDALL-

StylesknewNeowascominganddidn’tthinktotell

me,hewouldn’tstoplaughingwhenItoldhim about

thegoat.HowGodtrustedacarelessTswanaboy

from Pretoriawithaspiritualgifteludesme.We’ll

neverheartheendofit.

IwasgivenstrictinstructionsbyStyleshimselfnot

toletNeoinontheplantotakedownMkhize,

knowinghim,hewillblatantlydismissitwhile

quotingscripturesfrom thebible.

Thunderisheardfrom adistancebeforethesound

ofraintapsontheroof.

Rightoncue,Amarastirsinmyarms,andawaveof

heatwashesoverme.Herwarm backpressed

againstmychesthasmeneedyandclingy.Ipressa

kisstohernape,lettingmyhandslocateherbreasts.

Asweetmoanleaveshermouthatthegentletouch.

“Randall.”Finallyawake.



“Goodmorningmehemma.”Inibbleherearlobe

whileslowlyrockingmyhipsforward,enoughto

drivemyselfinsane.

“IguessIshould’vesleptwithmyclotheson.”

Comesawhinymoan.

“YouknowIloveyounaked.”Isendtheanswerinto

herear,shereleasesamuffledmoanthatsendsme

onarampage.However,Icurtailmysexdrive,

rememberingthatshehasnotcompletelyhealed.

Myhandglidesdowntohervag!na,Ialmostmoan

from pleasureathowwarm andwetsheis.Iusethe

samehandtopositionmyerectionandgentlyslide

intoherwarmth.Herheadrocksbackagainstmy

shoulderasherbreathhitches.

Herwallsclenchingaroundme,onceinside,westart

tomovelikepartnersinaslowdance.It’ssocliché

howtherainmatcheswithourmovements.Our

bodiesfittogether,skinmovingsoftlytogetherasif

weweremadeforthis,tobecomeone.Herlower

partfeelswarm yetcold,itdrawsmeinalongwith

hermoansthathavefilledtheroom.



ThemoreIthrustthemoreIfeelmyerection

growingharderandlarger,andthemoreher

breathingchanges.We’vedonethismoretimesthan

Icouldcountanditkeepsongettingbetter.

“Youfeelsogoodmehemma.”Shefeelslikea

dream.Ipullouttoturnheroversoshe’slayingon

herback,myheartleapswithjoywhenherbeautiful

facecomesintofullview.

“Areyouinpain?”Icanneverforgetthescaronher

back.Abashfulsmilewetsherfaceassherapidly

shakesherhead.Ileanintopressakissagainsther

sweetlips,beforemovingmylipsdownherneckto

herbabybump.

ForasecondIbreatheinthesightandthoughtof

mybabyinherwomb,thelittlehumanisgrowing.So

muchhashappenedoverthepastweeks,Amarahas

lostatremendousamountofweight.Everythingshe

eatsendsupinthetoiletbowl,she’sbeenbattling

withmigrainesdoctorscan’tdictate.Alltestscame



backnegative.

“Please…pleasetouchme.”Abreathlessrequest,

whileshebucksherhipsup.

Withonekissonhernippleandtakingmytimeto

suckleit,myindecisionshiftstoenthusiasm.

Spreadingherthighsopen,Iplaceherlegsonmy

shouldersandtakemyrightfulplaceinsideher.

Everythrustisgentle,careful.

“Yes,Ran…”

Iknowshe’sunabletoarticulateasinglewordwhen

sheletsoutanothersensualmoan.Myskinis

coveredwithelectricity,myhandsmildlycaressher

skinasifaheaviertouchwouldbruiseit.Wemovein

anintoxicateddanceoflimbs,nevermakingthe

sameslipuptwice,notintheyearswe’vebeenlovers.

Oureyesmeet,asmile.Unspokenconfessionsof

love,Imovemyheadaroundherearwithsyllables

readytorolloffmytongue.

“You’retheonlywomanonearthforme,Amara,the



onlyonewhocanbreathefireintomeevenwhenI’m

cold.”Myneedylipsfindhers,Ifeelhersstretchinto

asmile,fightingbetweengrinningandkissing.

Smoothhandsstrokemyshoulders.

“I-loveyou.”Iknowshedoes,shelovesmewithher

eyesasmuchasherbody.

“Iloveyou,more.”Ireturn,withnotingeofliesinmy

declaration.

Sheblowsmymindwithhowperfectlyshemoves

beneathme,handsontheirownmission,touching

wherevertheycan.

“Fa-Fasterple-ple.”Thewordgetsstuckonher

tongueasifit’sphysicallyimpossibleforhertobeg.

“Youhavenoideawhatyoudotome,mehemma.”

I’m puttyinherarms,it’showsheissointroverted

andshyinthedaytime.It’sthethrillthatonlyIgetto

seemywife,theonewhohasmysoulandbody,in

suchavulnerablestate.Herhandsleavemyskin,



creatingalongingforhertouchagain.

“Yes,yes,yes…”Shebreathes,squirminginecstasy.

“Ra-Randall,I-Ineed…”

ForamomentI’m jealousofthebedsheetsthatget

tofeelhertightgrip.Iknowwhenshe’sreachingher

climax.

“Yousoundsosweetwhenyoubeg,Amara.”My

eyessearchhers.“I’dgoonthewholedayjustto

hearitoverandoveragain.”

IwininhittingherG-spotrepeatedly,eroticscreams

leaveherparchedlips.

“There’snothingthatmakesmehappierthanseeing

youlikethisAmara,there’snothingthatmakesme

happierthanseeingyourtoescurl.There’snobetter

waytocelebrateourlovethantakingyoutothis

place,ourplace.Tofeelyoursoulonewithmine.”I

don’tstopthrustingasIdominateherentirebeing.

Hereyesclampshut,hermoanselevate,raidingthe

steamyroom.



Oursoulsminglingintheheadymomentbetween

actionandtranquillity.Hererogenousscreamsand

moanssoundlikemusictomyears.Thesensation

makeshereyesrollintothebackofherhead,while

I’m sweptawaybythepleasure,notfarbehindher.I

racetowardmyclimax,aflurryofunexpected

moansescapemymouth.I’m neverthisloud,my

bodyfeelsalittleweakasI’m acentimetrecloserto

myclimax.

Afewkisseslaterandflyingwithoutwings,Itakemy

positionbehindher,envelopinghersweatybodyin

myarms.Ourbodiesarestill,oncemore,warm and

snuggledinascloseastwosoulscanbe.

“IspoketoAyize,she’svisitingtoday.”Shebreaks

thesilencewithherrandomness.

“Idon’twantyoudoinganythingaroundthehouse,

youhaven’thealedyet.”Iremindher.

“Iwon’t,besides,thisbabyisshowingmeflames.”I

chuckleatthefamiliarsaying,Liyanausesthis

phrasealot.



“Well,beingpregnantisnotforthefainthearted.”

Betterthisexcusethanthinkingbackonthedayshe

wasstabbed.“Butyou,myqueenareastrong

woman.Youhaveproventhattimeandtime.”

Silenceknowsusbest,Iknowshe’sthinkingabout

hercousin.I’m gladshewillneverhavetoseeher

again.Secondsturntominutesaswe’reentangledin

eachother’sarms.There’snowhereelseI’dratherbe.

“Canthingsgobacktonormal?Iwantushappy

againandfreeagain.”IfeelherandthekissIpress

onhercheekconfirmsmyunderstanding.“IfIcould,

Iwouldtakemyfamilyandrunfarawayfrom these

problems.Assoonasit’shumanlypossible.”

Shehadletthesethoughtsslipoutofhermouth

once,it’swhatIwantforusaswell.However,I’d

ratherwedon’ttalkaboutdepressingmattersright

now.

“Ican’tbelieveit’stakensolongtomeetsomeone

likeyou.ThatI’m freetositnexttoyou,tobeyour



friend,tobecomewhateverwewanttobecome.I’m

freetodowhateverIwantwithyoubecauseyou’re

mine.”Mystatementpushestittersupherthroat.

“Youmakeitsoundlikewejustmet,we’veknown

eachotherforyearsRandall.”

“Welltomeitfeelslikeweonlymetyesterday,I’m

stillasexcitedasthedayyouacceptedmylove.”

“Mmhh!”Ahum isheranswerbeforeshenods,she’s

beennoddingalotlatelybecauseatthisstage,it’s

allshecando.Herbodyistired,hersoulisfighting

againstitandhermindhasdeclaredwarwithit.

“Sleepmylove,thedoctorsaidtomakesureyouget

enoughrest.”

“Wakemeupbeforeyouleave,Idon’twanttowake

upwithoutyouhere.”

HereyesgiveintosleepbeforeIcangiveareply.I

snugglehercloser,wishingherapeacefulsleep.

Ablaringsounddisturbsthepeaceintheroom,I

reachforherphoneonthebedsidetable.There’sa

textfrom Petunia,somethingaboutNelisiwenot



cominghomelastnight.She’saskingforhelp,the

womanhasthenervetobothermywifesoearlyin

themorningandaftereverythingthathashappened.

Iturnthephoneoff,tossitbackonthetableandgo

backtocradlingmywifeinmyarms.

MANTFOMBI-

It’sapityMaMkhizewassentbacktoherhouse,I

finditstrangethatshedidn’tputupafight.Fora

second,IthoughtKennethwouldsendmeawayas

well.I’m tryingtobeasgoodasIcanbe,leavingthis

housewouldbeahugelossonmyside.

Iloveithere,hisroom Imean.It’swhereIspend

mostofmytimewhenhe’snotaround.Ilove

everythingaboutthisroom.Thedarkwalls,thehigh

ceilings,thehugebedandmostlyhisscentthat

hoversaround.Ilovehowitenvelopsmeintoa

comfortablesheet,howIcanjustfeelhisfirm arms

aroundme.ThisiswhatIlivefor,KennethMkhize,



mylifeline.

ImpeccablejoyoverwhelmsmyheartwhenIstandin

frontofthewalllengthmirrorandadmirehisblack

shirtonme.It’ssobigthatitworksasanoversized

kneelengthdressonmybody.Strangelyhedoesn’t

ownasingleitem ofcolourfulclothing,Iloveitstill.

Kennethisperfectinallhisways.

Myearsringwithanannoyingbuzzingsound,Ineed

tochangethestupidringtone.It’salmost1pm,

Kennethwillbehomefrom therank.He’sbeen

workingtherealotlately,probablyadefence

mechanism.Somethingtohelphim forgetZithobile,

I’velostcountofthenumberoftimesIhavesent

prayerstoGodthatheforgetsthatlittlegirland

focusesonme.

ThenI’m remindedthatInevergetwhatIwantinlife,

likemyfamily’sdisappearance.Twoweekslater,he

hasn’tfoundthem.Somethingisdodgy,theycan’t

havejustvanished.

IfeelbadforKenneth,hehastoworkonlocatingmy



familyandchaseafteralittlegirlwhowantsthe

worldtostopatherbehest.Zithobileneedsagood

hiding,clearlyhermotherdidn’tteachheranymorals.

Iwouldcallherandtellherwheretogetoff,but

Kennethwouldhatemeandthat’ssomethingIcan’t

lethappen.

I’m inthekitchenpreparinglunchwhenthedoorbell

nipsmyattention,oddbecauseKennethhasakey.

Heneverknocksandwehardlygetvisitors.

Ilowerthetemperatureonthestoveanddashto

check.

“CanIhelpyou?”

Aruggedoldman,tall,strangeinappearance.He

kindoflooksfamiliar,Ican’tpinwhereI’veseenhim

before.

“Sawubonantombazane.”Okay,deepZulu.Thisone

isstraightfrom KZN.

“CanIhelpyou?”I’m notabouttosmileathim,could

beaserialKillerforallIknow.Thesemansions



shouldhavesecuritybars.

“NgabeuKhabazelaukhona?”

Okay,I’m familiarwithaKhabazela.Maybehe’sone

ofthetaxidrivers,helooksit.

“I’m notsureyou’reallowedtobehere,theother

driversusuallysetanappointmentwhentheyneed

tospeaktohim.”IknowthisbecauseMaMkhizetold

me.

“I’m hisuncle,JamaMkhize.”

Iknewhelookedfamiliar,thedarkfeatures,the

lankinessanddeeptimber.

“Oh,he’snotaround.”

“Whenwillhebeback?”Iwouldknowifhetoldme

everything.

“I’m notreallysure,heshouldbeonhisway.Butyou

neverknowwithKhabazela.”

ThemanasksifhecanwaitforKenneth,Idon’thave

asolutionforhim.Theonlythinglefttodoistocall

Kenneth,hisphoneringsunanswered.Sincehesays

he’stheuncle,Ihavenochoicebuttolethim in.He



followsmetothelivingroom andacceptsaglassof

water.

It’slessthantenminuteswhenIhearthedoorclick

andshut.Iscurrytothelivingroom.Idon’tthink

Kennethishappytoseethisman,hisstancetriggers

fear.

“Khabazela,you’rehome.Yourunclesai…”Hegives

meastaredown,thaturgesmetofindthenearest

hidingplace.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Kennethdeadpans.The

oldmanjerksfrom thecouch,heappearsfrailin

frontofKenneth.

“Myson…”

“Iam notyourson.”Theharshresponseisshocking.

Myknowledgeofhim andhisfather’sfamilyis

narrow,Ionlyknowthathisfatherdied.

Theoldman’sshoulderstense,“Khabazela,please

listen…”

“Isaidgetout.”Kennethsnaps,it’showcalm his



voiceisthathasmeshakinginmyboots.Anyfool

canguessthatKennethdoesnotwantthismanhere.

“Whyisheinmyhouse?”

“H-Hesaidhe’syouruncle...”Andhelookslikehim.

“Soletmegetthisstraight,”Hisbrowsknitin

question.“Amanyou’venevermetcomesknocking,

claiminghe’smyuncleandyoubelievehim andlet

him inmyhouse?Whatifhedidsomethingtoyou?I

thoughtyouweresmarterthanthis.Usuyasangana

MaMthembu?”Theangerinhisvoicesendschills

downmyspine,chillsthatwindintomytummy

unpleasantmemoriesofabitterpast.

Thathurts,Iwon’tlie.ThelastthingIwantisto

disappointhim.Butwhyam Iintears?Thisisnota

cryingmatter.

“It’snotherfaultKenne…”Thisoldmanmustnot…

it’shisfaultI’m inthismess.

“You’restillhere?”Hisvoiceisdiscreetbutcarriesa

deadlythreat.“Isaidgetoutofmyhouse.”



Atremblingmesstheunclehasbecome,hescuttles

hislankybodytowardthedoorwithoutanotherword.

Fearlurkinginmyheart,Iwatchthepoorman

strugglewiththedoor.Ittakeshim aminutetogetit

open,Iwould’vehelpedbutmyhandsareshakingas

well.

“MaMthembu!”Hehasn’tcalledmeMantfombisince

thatdaywehadsex,notthatI’m complaining.

“Ngiyaxolisababa.”Perhapsthiswillsoftenhim up,I

wouldknowifit’sworkingifIwerebraveenoughto

lookhim intheeye.AllIcandoisentertainthese

floodsoftears.

MyheartdanceslikekingDaviddidbeforeGodwhen

hemovescloser,ohhowIwishhe’dshutthe

distancebetweenus.He’slookingdownatme,a

frownIcan’treadonhisfeatures.Inthissplit

secondashishandtouchesmycheek,everynervein

mybodyandbrainiselectrified.Itwasonlyfora

second,butIcanstillfeelthewarmthofhishand.

“Ididn’texpectthisfrom you,”Disappointinhis



voice.“You’reawoman,MaMthembu.Aninnocent

soul,anyonecantakeadvantageofyou.Youdon’t

knowthatman,thefactthathehasmysurname

meansnothing.Hecould’vedoneanythingtoyou,

whatifIdidn’tcomebackintime?”

“I-I’m sorry.”I’m anidiot.

“Idon’twantanyoneinmyhouse,noteven

MaMkhize.SiyezwanaMaMthembu?”

“YeboKhabazela.”Ireply,feelinghorribleasthe

concerninhisvoicefeedsmystupidity.

Silenceinvadesourspace,aminutetoolong.He’s

staring,intensely.

“Khabazela,”Pryingmightbeabadidea,butIneed

toknowhowfarwithZithobile.Ifsheiscomingback,

it’sbeentwoweekssinceherdeparture.

“AnyprogresswithZithobile?”Myvoicecomesout

asawhisper,dryandfrail.There’snoreactiononhis

face,andIdoubtIwillbegettingananswerfrom

him.Iwanttoinchcloserwhenhestepsbackafoot.



“Yourfamilyhasbeenfound,theyareonthewayto

Joburg.Youwillallbemovingtoahousein

Mondeor.”

What?

Asharppainshootsthroughmyheart,“I’llbemoving

out?”Ican’tbeawayfrom him,Ican’tgobackto

livingwithmyparents.Thisisallwrong.

“Yes,”Thedecisivetonebreaksmyheart.Isuddenly

feellightheaded,butmanagetopaddlethroughthe

wooziness.

“You’reabandoningme?”Thewordspushthrough

mytonguebeforeIcouldstopthem.

“Isaidyou’removingtoMondeor,Ididn’tsayI’m

abandoningyou.”Ialmostgrinathisresponse,but

hisnextwordspushmebackintosuffocation.“Then

again,you’renotmyresponsibility.”

“ButIam.”Iwanttobe,Ineedhim totakecareof

me.Tolovemeandcherishmelikehedoes

Zithobile.Moreifpossible.Hestaresatme,eyes



probing,furrowedbrowmode.

“Idon’twanttolivewithmyparents.”

“Whynot?”

“I-Ican’tgobackthereKhabazela,youdon’tknow

howit’sliketobeoverthirtyandstilllivingwithyour

parents.”Ican’tevenbegintodescribethetorture.

“MymotherlooksdownoneverythingIdo,Ineverdo

anythingrightinhereyes.Mybrotheristhegolden

child,maybebecausehe’saboy.Ican’tgobackto

thearguments,theconstantscreaming;theearly

morningbickering.Beingwokenupintheweehours

ofthemorningtocleanthehouseandcookfor

everyone.Ican’tgobacktobeingaslave.”

“I’m sureit’snotasbadasyoumakeitsound,your

motherwasgroomingyou.Isthatnothowyoung

womenaregroomed?”Wheredidhehearthat

nonsense?

“Groomingdoesn’tincludeinsultsandphysical

abuse.”



“Shehityou?”Igulpashisvoicechangesfrom soft

tocold.Memoirsofmyparent’sabuseforcetheir

wayintomyhead.

“Theydid,theyagreedthatIneededtobedisciplined

likeIwereachild.”Ilovemyparents,butthosetwo

areaterribleteam.

Aclearofthethroat,“GetyourCVready,youhavea

jobinterviewonMonday.”Hedropsthemicand

walksoff,headedforthestairs.

CV?Ididn’tthinkhe’dgetmeajob,Idon’twantajob.

Atleastnotawayfrom him.Iwanttobehere,taking

careofhishouseandhim.Ajobmeansalife

withoutKenneth,he’llsoonforgetaboutme.

*

A/N:Mantfombi



ROADTOROYALTY

Sixty-Four

LIYANA-

Somuchforleavingthehouseunnoticed,herfeet

areunenthusiasticasshespotsthegateman.He’s

sixtysevenyearsold,ifsherememberscorrectly

from thebriefconversationtheyoncehad.It’stoo

earlyinthemorning,whyishenothavingbreakfast

withtheotheremployees?

“Ms.Liyana.”Asmilecrosseshisface,he’snew

aroundhere.Amonthinandhe’ssofondofthis

youngwomanwhocomesandgoesinherfather’s

houseasifshe’ssellingfatcakes.

“Bab’Zondo.”Shereturnsthesmile.

“WhereareyougoingMs.Liyana?”

Notthatit’sanyofhisbusiness,“School.”

Shelieslikeshe’sgiftedinthatfield,herresponse



bringsafrownuponBab’Zondo’sface.

Nooneinthisfamilyusespublictransport,soletthe

manwonder.

“Areyounotdrivingtoday?Somanycarstochoose

from andyouprefertowalk?”

Sillyoldman.Liyanalaughsathisone-liner.

“No,Bab’Zondo.I’m takingataxitoday.Idon’tfeel

likedriving.”

“Oh.”Hiseyesaredistant,probingstill.Hisofficious

gazetravelseast,rightoutsidethegate.Awhite

caravanliesabandonedacrossthestreet.

“Thatboyisverypatient.”Great,he’sfiguredherout.

Bab’Zondotalks,he’saparrotandonewrongmove,

Randallwillknowtheirlittlesecret.“Doeshehave

cows?”



Liyanawinces,she’sbotheredbytheoldman’s

interference.Especiallysinceshewantstomakeit

outofthehousebeforeherparentsseeher.

“Marriageisnotinmyplansbaba,”shequickly

retorts,managingaweeksmileclearlyeagerto

leave.Hergazetrailsbacktothedoor,shestillhas

time.“Iwillseeyoulater,Bab’Zondo.Enjoyyour

day.”

Shepouncesoff,leavingthemanmumblingto

himself.Herfeetcheerheronassheapproaches

thecaravan,thepassengerdoorislocked.Shepeers

insidetoseehermanfastasleep,oneknockonthe

windowandhejumpstoasittingposition.Eyesred

andpuffy,lipsalittleswollenandpouty.Hefiddles

untilhe’soutofthecar,Liyanadoesn’texpecthim to

sweepherinhisarmsandattackherwithvarious

kisses.ThisistheBam-Bam sheordered.Isittoo

soontogiveherselfashoulderpat?

“What?”Hequestionshernarrowedeyes,after



settingherbackdown.

“Whatwasthatfor?”

“Ithink,Ifinallyunderstand.”

“What,Bam-Bam?”It’sinthewayshecallshisname

thatpullsasmiletohisface.Liyanatitterssoftly

whenhesnatchesherhandandpullsherintohim.

Animatedeyespaintingherwithcoloursof…love…

Hisarm snakesherwaist,heleansincloserandnips

atherbottom lip.Liyanacanonlyleanintohistouch,

mostlybecausehisnearnesshasweakenedher

knees.

“Whyeveryoneissoobsessedwithlove.”Hislips

pressedtohercheek,hearticulates.Herheart

sprints,leapsanddoesasummersault.“Iloveyou

Liyana.”

Sheknows,theywouldn’tbehereifthatwasn’tthe

case.



“Iloveyoutoo,Sokalisa.”

Hishearthasdoneplentyofthingssincehe’smet

thiswoman,butnotthis.Hedoesn’tunderstandit

yet,butonedayisoneday.Lustknocks,there’sa

deepurgetoletitin.Manyhavecalledhim bythis

namehe’sproudof,butnonehavesaidittheway

shedoes.Hislargehandskatesdowntomouldher

butt,asqueezethatleavesherbreathless.

“Canwehavesexnow?”

Liyanaalmostchokesongiggles.Hereyesdartto

herfather’sgate,thecoastisclearbuttheyshould

befleeinganytimenow.

“You’resilly,alwaysthinkingaboutsex.”Shescoffs

butacceptsasinceresmile,it’sbeautifulandhe

lovesit.Atleastthat’swhathe’dtellher.

“Isn’tthatwhateveryhumanunderthefaceofthe

earththinksabout?”Thatandmoney…

“No,there’smoretolifethanmindblowingorgasms

andpassionatekissesandlingeringstares.”



Pardonme;yesthere’smoretolifethantheformerly

mentioned.

“Okay.”Asolemnshadowlingersinhisgaze,he’s

notbuyingherresponse.Hewantshernow,pinned

beneathhisweight,moaninghisname.Herglorious

skinsweatyandslippery.Hewantsheruntainted,

mayberippedofherinnocence.Hewantsher

exposedinallfacets,ashedominatesoverher.

“What’swrongmfethu?”Hisbrowsfurrowashe

noticesthedistresslainonherface.

Liyanaheavesadeepsigh,steppingawayfrom the

mansheloves.“WouldyoustilllovemeifItoldyou,

I’m pregnant?”

Hissmalleyesturnintolargeorbs,mouthfallsopen

releasingashakygasp.

ZITHA-



Theneighbourssayacandlewasleftonthroughout

thenight,thepolicesuspectarson.Perhapsit’sa

goodthingshe’sgone.IwanttofeelbadforUlwazi,

thefriendshipweshared,althoughsheturnedoutto

beatotaldouchebag.Herbrotherdeservedit,that

sonofapig.Mayhisfriedsoulcontinuetoburnin

hell.Theworldisabetterplacewithouthim.

Myheartbreaksforhergrandmotherandherlittle

brothers,theyweresoyoungandhadtheirlives

aheadofthem.

ThenewsasSizakeletoldit,isthatUlwaziandher

familydiedinahousefire.Whentheneighbours

noticedtheflames,itwastoolatetoputitout.Their

bodieswereburntbeyondrecognition,thenewshas

beenonTVforthepastthreedays.

GuilthasbeenhoveringaroundmesinceIfoundout,

Siphosaystoshakeitoff.Impassivefaceatplay,

sometimeshedoesn’tacthuman.Whereisthe

compassion?



“Theworldisadarkplace,thosechildrenareina

betterplacenow,andtheoldwomanwasgoingto

diesoonanyway.It’sawin-winforthetakalanisand

magriza.”

SiphoblatantlyutteredthesewordswhenIcouldn’t

‘shakeoff’theguilt.

Hescaresmesometimes;Sipho.There’ssomething

playfulyetdangerousinhiseyes.Thepromisehe

madethatnightatthecemetery…Wasitapromise

oranoath?Rightatthebackofmyhead,something

keepsplaying.Ishetheoneresponsibleforwhat

happenedtoUlwaziandherfamily?

“Muntukabafo.”Hedropsintothekitchenwhistling

toafamiliarsong,ifmymemoryservesmeright,

that’safuneralsong.Thewordshaven’tcometome

yet.

“Whatareyouhappyabout?”He’stooelatedlately.



Heshrugs,plummetsdownontheoppositebarstool,

there’sthissmileonhisface.It’stoobright,dubious

and…noman…hashefoundsomeone?Onlylove

canmakeonesmilelikethis,andmoney.

“Oatmealagain?”Hejudgesthebowlinfrontofhim,

it’sallIcanoffer.

“Whatdoyoumeanagain?Weonlyhadit

yesterday.”

“Andtoday,”Ishecomplaining?“I’dratherdrink

Dlozi’sbabyformula.”

Dlozi!He’sstillaround,somewhereinthishouse.

Siphohiredananny.Mam’Rose,shedoesn’tspeak

awordofZuluandherTswanaistoodeepformeto

understand.Itrytokeepmydistance,from herand

Dlozi.I’m notreadytofacehim yet,Iwillneverbe

abletoacceptthefactthatIhadanaffairwithmy

mother’ssperm donor.

Ihatethatmanmoreeveryday,Ican’tfinditinmy



hearttoforgivemymotherandno;Iwillnotkill

myselfevenifIthinkaboutdeathmorethanIshould.

Siphoisstaringandit’sgettinguncomfortable,I

don’twanttotalkaboutDlozi.HeknowshowIfeel

abouthim,heknowshowIfeelaboutKennethas

well,andI’m thankfulthatheneverpushes.

I’m savedbymyphoneringing.WhatdoesSizakele

wantnow?

“Zitha…”Wrenchingcriesechoontheotherend.She

wasdumped,obviously.Whyelsewouldshebe

cryinglikethis?“Zitha…myheartissore.”

Irollmyeyesatherdramatics,thisgirlthinksIhave

timeinmyhands.Besides,sincewhendowe

confideineachother?

“Trywine,ithelps.”I’m notinterestedinwhyshe’s

painfullycrying.Sizakelecanbemelodramatic.

“I’m goingtomakeussomeeggs.”Siphoexcuses

himself,hetakeshisplatewithhim.Hecancook,I

cangivehim that.



“MamaisgoneZitha.”Andsoshecontinues.I’m so

bored,it’sasinthatIdon’taskwhatthehellshe’son

about.“Shehungherself,inherbedroom.”

What?

“When?”Nokzolaisdead?That’simpossible.

“Shemust’vedoneitlastnight,Ifoundherinthe

bathroom thismorning,hangingfrom theceiling.”

Awhistlesnatchesmyattention,Siphoiswhistling

tothatsongagain.Hisbackturnedtome,while

bustlingonthestove.PeoplesingalongtoBeyonce,

BrunoMarsorKillerKau‘yawn.’Not…amagugu?Yes,

that’sthesongthat’sgothim engrossed.I

remembermyauntsingingitatthetopofherlungs

atmymother’sfuneral.

AfrowncreasesmyfaceatbothSiphoandthe

depressingnews,“Calm downKele,I’m onmyway.”

“Pleasehurry,theambulanceistakinghertothe

morgue.Idon’twanttobealoneZitha.I’m scared.”

“Givemeanhour.”



TheregoesmyplanswithLiyana,it’sbeenlong

sincewelasthookedup.She’llhavetopardonme.

We’resupposedtobehavinglunchtoday,there’sso

muchIneedtotellher.

“Myauntisdead.”Itellthemanwhohasn’tgivenme

aninspection,atiltoftheheadwould’vesufficed.I

believethetoneofmyvoiceworkedprettywellin

relayingamessagethatsomethingisdeeplywrong.

“Youknow,theysaywhenawitchdies,youdon’t

attendtheirfuneral.”

Whatisheonabout?Ahardfaceconsidersme,

armsacrosshischest.

“MyauntisdeadSipho.”Nowitkicksin,apangof

painpricklesmyheart.Ican’tgraspwhyI’m hurt,

maybeit’sbecauseshewasmymother’ssister.A

blankfaceisrubbed,roughly…isheyawning?

“Whathappened?”Boredom isevidentinhisvoice.

“Suicide.”WhichissounlikeNokzola,sheisone

strongwoman.Whatcouldhaveledhertotakesuch



drasticmeasures?

“Peoplestilldothatshit?”Hiseyesdramaticallyroll

tothebackofhishead,underdifferent

circumstancesIwouldhavelaughed.He’sbackto

flippingeggs,Siphoandhisstandoffishbehaviour.

What’swrongwithmen?Thisoneshowsno

sympathy,andIcan’tforcehim toatleastact

human.

“Sipho!”

Silence.

“Thatdayatthecemetery…yousaidsomething

aboutmakingpeoplepay.”Whyam Iaskinghim this?

Yes,hisaurawouldmakeonepissontheirpants.

Buthisheartissoft,Iknowthisbecausehe’sproven

itbycomingtomyrescue,andtakingmein.Midrand

isnotsobad,hisapartmentissmall.Twobedrooms,

Ifeelbadtohavetakenuphisbed.Theotherroom

isoccupiedbyMam’RoseandDlozi,Siphosleeps

onthecouch,astallasheis.Shame.

Anyhow,he’sbeengoodtome.Treatsmelikea



brotherwouldasister.IenjoySipho’scompany,he’s

funnysometimesandsometimesremindsmeof…

Kenneth.

“Peoplesaythingstheydon’tmean,youshouldn’t

takeeverythingtoheartmuntukabafo.”

That‘muntukabafo’shitagain.It’snotthefirsttime.

Whatpointishetryingtomake?DidIflirtwithhim,

unknowingly?Givenhim mixedsignals?Imeanheis

beautiful,buthe’snot…him.Myheartcanneverbe

splitintotwo,itwillalwaysbelongtoKenneth.I’m

notangryanymore,whatIfeelnowisresentment.

I’m findingithardtolookpastwhathedid.

“PleasedropmeinOrangeFarm.”I’m standing

behindhim,waitingforhim toturnandfaceme.The

eggscanwait.

“I’m notgoingthere.”Really?Argh!

“Fine,I’lltakeataxi.”Idon’tmeanthat.

“Good,that’swhateverybodydoes.”Yoh!

“ComeonSipho,it’lltakeforevertogetthere.Iwill

havetotakeataxitojoburg,from joburgtake



anothertoOrangeFarm.”

“Likeallcitizens.”

I’m notwinningwiththisman.

“You’resoinsufferable,”Atmygrumbleheturns,

grinningachildishsmilethatreacheshiseyes.I’m

spent.“Fine,I’lltakeanUber.”

Ishereallylettingmewalkaway?Sigh!

Showersarefasterthanbaths,I’m doneinlessthan

fiveminutes.MaybeonedayIwillbreakarecordof

bathingforthirtyminuteslikenormalpeople.Sipho’s

room isconvenientforme,everythingiswithinreach.

There’snowalkinwhat-whatlikeinKenneth’sroom,

nocomplicatedtoiletsorshowers.There’sadouble

bed,adornedwithgreybedding.I’m relievedit’snot

red,youneverknowwithmen.Adressingtable

whereIcanstoremyessentialsandclothes.Mostof

them arestillinmysuitcase,whichhefetchedfrom

Ulwazi’splacethedayhebroughtmehere.



“Twoweeksistoolongtobeawayfrom home.”

Gosh,willIevergetoverthatvoice?Theinflexible

commandsitisaccustomedto,likethisone.

Iturn,myheartdoesaflipoveratthesightofhim.

Helooksdifferent,beardunkempt,droopyeyes.One

thinghe’llneverstoptakingcareofishishair,the

darnmopstilllooksthesame.Neat,cleanandwell

tiedinaponytail.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Iturnbacktothe

dressingtable,andcontinuetobuttermyskinwith

lotion.Ishouldbecoveringup,butIdon’tcare;he

foundmehere.Theonewhoshouldleaveishim.

“I’m heretotakeyouhome.”Hemustbecrazy.

“HometoNtombo?”

“Hometoourhouse.”

Iwaswaitingtohearpaininhisvoice,butthe

bastardhasgivenmenothing.

“Sotodayofalldays,youwokeupandsaid‘I’m

goingtobringZithobilehome?”



Ifonlythisdressingtablehadamirror,Iwanttosee

hisreactionbutIdon’twanttoturnaround.

“Idid.”Comesasilentanswer.“Yesterdayaswell,

andthedaybefore.It’sallI’vebeenthinkingabout

sincethedayyouleft,you’reallIthinkabout

Zithobile.Ican’tthinkofanythingelsebutyou.”

Doeshehavetobesooversentimental?Iwas

expectinghim tobetheassholeheis.

“Isshestillthere?”WhydoIbotherasking?Of

courseshe’sstillthere.

“I’vemadearrangements,she’sgoingtoleaveina

fewdays.”Hegotheraplacetostay?Gosh!Can’t

shegobacktothevillage?VirginMaryisluckyI’ve

beengoingthroughshit,I’vegotaslapreservedfor

her.

“It’syourhomeZithobile,itbelongstoyou.”Yeah

right.

“Andthatcouchyouslepton?”Itusedtobemy

favourite,Iwantitburnttoashes.



“Wecanchangeit,”Hemeansit,he’snotamanwho

speakscarelessly.“Wecanchangetheentirehouse

ifyoulike,paintitwhatevercolouryouwant.Wecan

changethefurnitureandthecurtainsandthekitchen

units.”

That’sabsurd,blackishiscolour,Idon’twantto

imposeonthat.

Iturnbackaroundandsurprisinglyfindhim twofeet

from me,myheartreactstotheproximity.Hiseyes

diggingintomysoul,searchingforsomethingonly

heknows.Theyareshifty,findingmybreastatevery

chancetheyget.Yeah,look,Kennethbecausethat’s

howfaryou’regoingtogowithme.

“Iwantanewhouse.”Itellhim,handsfallingtomy

hips.Godwasstingyinthatdepartment,Shakira

should’vesanghipsdon’tliebeforetheAlmighty

createdme.Thatwould’vegivenhim aclueonhowI

wantedmyhips.

Hislipstwistintoafaintsmile,hegulps,shiftyeyes

blinkingtheirwaytomylowerbody.Theyare



suddenlylustful,red-rimmedandhalf-lidded.“We’ll

buyanewhouse,wecanstartfrom scratch;youand

me.”

No.Cut!Ididn’tmeanit,I’m nogold-digger.

“Comehomewithme.”

Normalpeopleask.Theanswerisnoanyway,I’m

enjoyingbeingaMidrander.

Unwaveringgazelockedonminewithintent,he

confinesmeagainstthewall.Alotofthingsrush

throughmyclutteredbrain,Idon’tknowwhichone

tosayfirst.

Don’ttouchme.Holdme.Makemeyoursagain.I

missyou.

Histouchfindsme.Plumplipstracemine.

Unquenchable.Soft.Fervent.Eachkisssumsupinto



onepowerfulword.Love.

Iwanttobelieve;Iwanttobelieveinhiskisses.In

thisinaudibleexpressionofadoration.Bigstrong

handswormingtheirwayaroundmybody,forcing

metomeltinhisencirclement.

“BuyaekhayaMaMthombeni,kudalangkulindile.”

(Comehome,I’vebeenwaitingforyoufortoolong.)

Bodypressedagainstmine,hemumblesagainstmy

lips,handglidingupmynecktochokeme,fulfilling

myfantasy.Mylipsareattacked...unappeasable…

teethcrashing…tonguesfighting…lipbiting.Warmth

seersmyinsides,burningapathwayofneedand

comfort.

Arippingsound…Ijustboughtthesewithhismoney

thathegivesmejustforbreathing.Imaginebeing

paidtobreathe,that’swhenIdecideddeathisnotan

option.Ramaphosaneedsalessonortwo,realmen

giverealmoney,notR350.



Anyonewould’vesentthemoneyback,butI’m not

anidiot.Thismanhashurtmeandheowesme,let’s

justsayhismoneypatchesmycrackedheart.It’s

differentfrom theoneIgotfrom…Tshi…thatold

bastard.Kenneth’smoneyhasapurposeandthatis

totakecareofme.Perhapsoneday,whenthegods

ofemploymentdecidetofavourme,Iwillbeproud

enoughtodeclinehisallowance,andthat’sabig

‘maybe.’

“Thosearenew.”Acomplaintunderatrembling

voice,controlledbyaswiftbreath.Teethgrazemy

sensitiveskin,beforetheygrabmyearlobe.

“I’llbuyyounewones.”Hegroansintomyear,

sendingelectricwavesthroughoutmybody.Awarm

handgripsmythigh,myleglatchesonhiship,

beforetwofingersplungeintomyentrance.I’m sent

overtheedgeashestrokesme,unhurriedly.“I’llbuy

youanythingyouwant.”

Thishesays,unexpectedlyslammingintome,taking

withoutasking,andbecauseIlovehim,Idon’tdare

denyhim.Iam his,likehesaid,everypartofme

belongstohim.HegripsmyotherthighandIcurlmy



legsaroundhiswaist.Iputmyhandsonhis

shoulders,fingersgrippinganddigging.

“Iam notaprostitute,Kenneth.”Igrumbleintohis

ear,followingthepacehe’ssetandfightingto

controlthemoanshe’sactivated.Thisispure

fucking,adulterated.Rough.Histhrustsaredeep,

drivingmebackagainstthewall.We’retooloud,but

noneofusseem tocare.Mam’Rosebetterbe

sleeping.Herroom isrightnexttothisone.

“Ndlovukaziyam,thembalami.”Hebreathesintomy

mouth.“You’remyZithobile.Iam yourKenny.”

Hegripsmyhairandfindspurchaseashekissesme

withjusttherightkindofdesperation.Ireturnthem,

hiskisses;tryingnottoscream withhowhe’s

plungingdeeperintome,hittingtherightspot.

“Iwantyoutofeelme,sointenselythatyouknow

you’realive.Feelme,MaMthombeni.Iam yours,all

ofthisisyours.”

Ifeelhim,everyinchofhim.Yetdejection,

mortificationrefusetodepartfrom me.



Tearsblindmyvision,theystream downmyface.He

cupsmycheek,swipinghisthumboverittowipe

awaythedam.Myheadspinsandtheworld

vanishes,it’sjustustwo.Nothingelsemattersbut

thismomentandwhatweshare.Hisforehead

pressesagainstmine,he’skissingmeagain,

unrelenting.Everystrokematchesmyheartbeat,

fast,obligatory,rightontime.Myarmscurlaround

hisneckwhenhegoesdeeperthanIeverthought

possible,he’sgroaning,facetightwithpleasure.

“Ken…”IfailinexpressingwhatIfeel.

Hiseyesaredark,pupilsblownwide.Thestareis

toodeepformetohold,althoughIwanttolook

away,Ican’t.He’sgotmeenthralledinhisgaze.

“I’m notperfectZithobile,I’m onlyhumanandIwill

stumbleandfall.Ican’tavoidmakingmistakes,I

can’tavoidhurtingyou.Itwillhappen,butliketwo

grownups,wewillpickeachotherupandfixeach

other.Wecanneverbeapart,we’llneverbeapart

again.”

Voicenon-negotiable.Mylegstightenaroundhis



waist,chestagainstchest.Longfingersgrippingmy

ass,atighthold.

“Cum forme,sthandwasam."Heincreasesthepace,

throwingmehigherandhigher,buryingmein

consumingpassion."NgiyakuthandaZithobile,you’re

mine.”

WhydoIdesperatelywanttoreturnthewords?

“You’regoingtohavemybabies.”Deepmoans

resoundinmyearasheshootshisloadinsideme;

againtakingwithoutpermission.I’m goingtohellfor

this,myauntjustdiedandhereIam havingmind

blowingsex.Swimminginorgasmicglory.

Ihavetogathermybreathingforthereturn,“Ihad

mytubestied.”

Hisgazeholds,quickbreathsleavingandfinding

him again.

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Sixty-Five

BAMBINDLOVU-

Hewouldhaveoptedtosellhissoultothedevilthan

livewithoutthewomanwhogavebirthtohim,ifshe

hadn’tbeensoselfishandself-centred,ifshedidn’t

putherneedsbeforehis.She’shurting,heknows

thatandheshouldbehome,comfortingher.Making

suresheisawareofhispresenceinherlife,then

again,thisisThandikelawe’retalkingabout.

“Sheliedtome,mfethu.”It’ssomethinghecan’tget

over,somethingheneedsoutofhischest.He’s

takenupacuddleofferedbyhis,truly,assmallas

sheis,she’sgoodatthiscuddlingthing.He’snever

feltsocomfortableinhislife.

“Thestoryaboutmyfathertakingasecondwife,



leavingherforanotherwomanwhenshedeclined.

It’sallalie,shewastheotherwoman.Hismistress.”

Repulsionisheardinhisvoice.

“I’m sorryBam-Bam.”Asawomanoflittlewords,

thisiswhatshehasforhim.

“HowdoIfixthismess?I’m notchoosingmy

father’sfamilyovermymother,she’sbeenunfairyes,

butshe’sstillmymother.”

“Talktoher,lethertellyou,hersideofthestory.”

“Itriedthatonceandshealmostsetherselfonfire.”

Thethoughtangershim evenmore.Heraiseshis

headtofindpeaceinhereyes.Hiseyeslightupwith

intoxication,herskinsizzlesattheregard.

“Shallwegonow?”Sheasks.

He’snotsurehe’sreadytofacehismotherafter

weeksofbeingawayfrom home,totopitoff,he’s

gotnewsforher.There’saButhelezibunbakingin

theOkolieoven,arecipehismotherfindsbland.

HestandsandhelpsLiyanaup.



Theyleavethehotelafterfresheningupand

gatheringalltheirbelongings.MarshallStreethas

becometheirhomebasically,mightaswellname

thebabyMarshall.Orwasitmadethatnightatthe

dam,theycouldhavetwins;MarshallandDam-Dam.

****

Liyana’sphonevibratesasheparksbetween

KaptainandQuartz,HoofmanNewyorkercatches

hisattentionbeforehedivertshisgazetoapuffing

Liyanabesidehim.

“Papawantsmehome.”Shetellshim,unsatisfiedby

herfather’swatch.Bambindlovuflashesakind

beam,maybetoeaseherworries.“I’llbequick,then

I’lltakeyouhome.”Hesoothes.“HowisAmara?”

They;BambindlovuandAmaradon’tspeaklikemost

siblingsdo,thelasttimehesawherwaswhenhe

hadgonetovisitheratthehospital.Surehehadto

becausehewastherewhentheladywasstabbed.

Liyana’smoodchangesatthementionofher



mother,heseesitandwearsafrown.“What

happened?”

“It’sstillawkwardthatyou’remymother’sbrother,”

Herheadfindsshelteronhisshoulder,itisescorted

byasigh.“I’dratherwedon’ttalkabouther.”

“Whateveryouwantmfethu.”Ofcourseherwishis

hiscommand.

Anothersighleavesherchest,“Youknow,IthoughtI

wasinlovewithZwelethu?”

Whereisshetakingthistrain?Itbetternotcrash.

Bambindlovudoesnotlikethecourseoftheride,he

stiffensandoffersthesilentmomentaclearofthe

throat.

“OnlynowdoIrealisethatIhadnoideawhatlove

was,Iwasthisgirlrunningawayfrom thetruth.The

onlythingthatwasimportanttomewasfreedom,

findingmyselfoutsidemyancestors.Idon’tknow

howitcameaboutthatweareheretodayBam-Bam,

butIam thankfultowhoeverisresponsiblefor

bringingustogether.”



“I’m thankfultoo,mfethu.”Hesmileslikeshe’snever

seenbefore.“…andIwanttodothingsright.We’re

goingtobeparents,weneedtotelltheelders.”

Liyanasportsahalfsmile,thismightnotendwell.

Howdotheyevendothiswithoutcausinghavoc

withinthefamily?

“Idon’tseethem acceptingus,”herheartleaksat

therealisation.

“We’llholdeachother’shandsthroughout,there’sno

turningbacknowLili.Wehavealittlehumancoming

intotheworldinninemonths,whetherourfamilies

acceptitornot,we’restickingtogether.Amatheno

limi.”Hetellsher,chucklingatwhateverhefinds

funny.

LiyanahasnoreplyforBambindlovu’sretort,and

thatgiveshim atickettodashoutofthecar.She’s

leftbehind,awiseideatheyagreedon.

Whenlastdidheclimbthesedamnstairs?Itdoesn’t

takehim longtogettohismother’sflatbecausehe

wasskippingtwostepsatatime.Hisheartissitting



onhisthroatasheentersthehouse,thereisnoone

insight.Smellslikesomeonehadbeencooking

though,hedoesn’tfollowthearomaratherhisfeet

astheyleadhim totheroom heshareswithhis

mother.It’slocked,thankfully,he’sgotakey.

Thedragon…ImeanThandikelaisnothome,he

contemplatesonwhethertocallherortakeLiyana

homeandcomebacklater.It’simperativethathe

tellsher,he’sgoingtobeafather.Atimewillcome

whenhewillhavetogatherhisuncles,tellthem

aboutthedamagehe’smadeandleadthem tothe

Okoliehomestead,thesoonerthenewsisout,the

better.

CallingThandikeladoesnotseem likeanoption,he

decidestocomebacklater.Climbingdownthe

stairsistheeasypart,buthe’swornoutbythetime

hetakesthelaststep.Excitementswirlsinsidehis

stomachwhenthethoughtofseeingLiyanatakes

overhismind.Hehurries,eagertobenexther.

That’sodd,there’snooneinthecar.



Hechecksthebackseat,tofinditemptyaswell.

Liyanacouldn’thaveleftwithoutinforminghim.

Bambindlovutriesherphone,itringsunanswered,

anotherbizarrethingaddedtothelist.Ashe’s

runningdownthestreetsofKaptainandQuarts,in

searchofhisbeloved,hisphonespings,notifyinga

message.

“Iknowmydaughteriswithyou,bringherhome

now.”

Atextfrom Randall,astowherehegothisnumber,

hedoesn’twanttothinkaboutit.Thismessageis

tooloud.DoesRandallknowaboutthem?

Astreetvendorsituatedastreetawayfrom hiscar

questionshispanic.Shemightknowsomething.He

thinkstohimself.

“Sorrymama,therewasayoungwomaninthatcar.”



Hishandpointstowardthecaravan.“Didyou

perhapsseewhereshewent?”

Thestreetvendorisfirstconfusedbutgathers

herselfinstantly.

“Isawherleavewithanotherman,Ithinkshewas

drunk.”

Impossible,nothisLili.

“Whydoyousaythatmama?”

“Themanhadtohelpherwalk,shecouldn’teven

standstraight.”

Hismindtrailsoff,it’snotpossiblethatLiyana

wouldwillinglyleavewithsomeonewithout

informinghim.“Atfirsttheyhadanargument,I

couldn’thearwhattheyweresayingbuttheman

wasveryangry.Ithoughttheywereloversjudgingby

thewayhekepthuggingher,shewouldfighthim off.

Suchcouplesquabblesarenormalaroundhere,

somefighteachotherlikecatsanddogs.Noone

darestointervene.”

“Whatdidhelooklike?”



“Veryyoung,aboutyourage,ifnotolder.”

“Ngiyabonga.”

Somethingisamiss,hecanfeelit.However,thereis

nothingtostandon.Hecan’tturntothepolice,

they’llgivehim a24hourwaitingperiod.Theonly

personhecanturntoisherfather,he’sseenthe

guardsatherhouse.Althoughroyalty,theOkolie

familycan’tbeordinarypeople.Themoney,the

lavishlifestyle,thebodyguardsfloodingthe

premises.

Randallmusthaveacluewheretostartlookingfor

Liyana.

RANDALL-

“Pleaseson,helpmefindmydaughter.”Mhambiis

intears,asightRandallwouldratherwalkawayfrom.

It’ssounlikeMhambitogrovel,he’smakingthings

awkwardforRandall.

“Whatifsheranawaywithalover?She’snotachild



whoneedstobebabysat.”

Hehehe!OhRandall!

Mhambislidesoffthecouch,tofallonhisknees.

Thingswereweird,nowtheyarejustplainawkward.

Sonin-lawjerkstohisfeet,gazechasingashocked

Stylesseatedacrosshim.Theywerehavingatwo

menconventionwhenMhambicameuninvited,

Randallisannoyedbecausehehastoentertainthis

manwithliesanditfrustrateshim thathe’sweeping

overthatgoodfornothingNelisiwe.

“Pleasegetup,”Heoffersahelpinghandand

Mhambireluctantlytakesit.“I’llseewhatIcando,I

can’tpromiseanything.”

Sadlyhe’llneverseehisdaughteragain.

“Thankyou.”Mhambilooksandsoundsrelieved.

PoorMhambi,heshouldknowthatnothinglasts

forever,notevenpeople.

Likethegoodson-in-lawheis,Randallwalks



Mhambioutside.Oneoftheguardsistoldtodrive

theoldmanhome.Hedoesn’twantAmaracoming

downtofindthedistressedman.She’sawareofher

cousin’sdisappearance,notMhambi’sbrokenheart

andonceshegetsaviewofit,withnodoubtshewill

askherhusbandtolookforthewretched…ahem…

herbelovedcousinandthismanwouldhavetoadd

moreliestotheoneshe’stoldher,somethinghe’d

rathernotdo.

RandallcomesbacktoStylesdowningaglassof

scotch,helooksasdejectedasMhambi.Lifehasn’t

beeneasywithouthisdaughter,ithastaken

everythinginhim nottoraidMkhize’shomeandget

hisdaughter.Butbasedonwhatfacts?Suretheold

geezerisnotstupidenoughtokidnaphis

granddaughterandkeepherinhishouse.

That’sifhe’stheonewhohasher.

“WhatdidyoudotoNelisiwe?”Stylesknowshis



brotherlikethebackofhishand,insteadof

providingananswer,Randallpourshimselfaglass

aswell.He’sgotmorepressingthingstotalkabout

thanacrackedwoman.

“Youneedtoshave,Styles.Yourfather-in-lawis

gettingmarriedthisweekend.Areyougoingtorock

uplookinglikeahobo?”Hisvoiceroughanddecisive

ashegulpstheentireliquid,hegetsachidingstare

from Styleswhenhegoesforseconds.“I’m tryingto

quitsmoking.”

Undoubtedly,AmarawouldpreferRandallthe

chimneyoverRandallthedrunkard.Silently,thetwo

menfolloweachothertothebackyard,aquieter

placewheretheycantalkwithoutthewallslistening

inonthem.

“ThankstoNkomo,killingMkhizewillbeawalkin

thepark.”Hisfacehardens,shoulderstensing.His

resentmentoverMkhizegrowseveryminutehis

preciousdaughterisawayfrom him.

“Whowould’vethoughtthatThandazawas



associatedwithhim?Thatsmartbastard.”Randall.

Thenewshadcomefrom Nkomohimself,toldbyhis

stepmother.Hisfatheristakinganotherwife,a

MalawianyoungwomanbythenameofThandaza

Chitawo.DaughterofMalawiangovernor,Chitawo.

StylesscoffsatRandall’sretort,“There’snothing

smartabouthim.Webothknowhe’smarryingher

formoney.Ihatethatthisinformationwashidden

from me,theymademebelieveshewasanordinary

citizen.ThatbitchwasworkingwithMkhizefrom the

beginning.Thestoryaboutherbeingmarriedtoan

abusivemanwasalie,pretendingshecameto

SouthAfricatoseekrefuge.Everythingshehad

presentedaboutherselfwasnothingbutlies.”

“We’llfinallygetourrevenge,twodaysfrom now,the

entireMkhizeclanwithbewipedfrom thefaceof

theearth.”ThisistheruthlessRandalltalking.



Stylescloseshiseyesonlytoopenthem moments

later,theytwinklewithmalice,atypeofhungerthat

almostbringschillsdownRandall’sspine.

Amomentofabsolutesilencepassesbetweenthem,

theairthickwithanimosityandaglintofevil.Each

entertainingdiabolicalthoughts.

“Rememberthatmaidwhovanishedwithouta

trace?”Stylestakestherandom route,Randall

pausestheglassofscotchmidway,gazeheld.

“She’soneofthem.”

There’snoreactiononhisfeatures,heoptsto

continuedrinkinglikeStylesdidnotjustdropa

bomb.However,StylesfindsananswerinRandall’s

silence.Thereisnopointingoingcrazyandclimbing

theroof,justafewmoredays,andthey’llbedancing

ontheirenemies’graves.

Aringingphonestealsthemoment.

“Yes.”Randall.

“M-Mr.Okolie.”Hefamiliariseswiththisvoice,it’s

themanhe’dtoldtobringhisdaughterhome.The

onewho’sbeenmilkingthecowforfree.



“Where’smydaughter?”Hekeepshisvoiceflat,

givingoffnothing.

“Sir,someonehastakenLiyana.”Notagain.

Longlegsshoottoastandingposition,Styles

followssuit,eyesprobing,perhapstoreadhis

friend’sfacialexpression.

“Shesentmealocationnotsolongago,Itried

callingherrightafter,butherphoneisoff.I’m onmy

waythere.”Bambindlovusoundsdistressed,andnot

entirelyincontrolofhisemotions.

“Sendmethelocation.”There’surgencyinRandall’s

voice.“Youbetterpraymydaughterissafe.”

Okay,thatsoundslikeathreat.Styleshasgathered

theinformationfrom thefewwordsuttered.

“I’m comingwithyou.”Heoffers,thesecondRandall

hangsupthecall,pullingoutagun.

“Putthataway.”Randallchides,underawhisper.“I

don’twantAmaraknowinganything.She’sundera



lotofstress,shemightlosethebabyifwe’renot

careful.”

See,Stylesknowshowtotakeordersfrom other

people.IftheirnameisRandallOkolie.

“I’llsortthisoneout,don’tworryaboutit.”Randall

declineshisoffer,knowinghowhe’sgrievestricken

forhisdaughter.“YoufocusonlocatingSihleand

takingcareofyourwife.”

“But…”Stylesprobes,staringwithapiercinggaze.

“I’lltakeafewmenwith.”Randallinterjects,hoping

Styleswon’tpryfurther.He’dtakehim withifhis

mindwasnotcloudedwiththoughtsofSihle.The

twomensetofftodifferentescapades.

*

*...mmmm
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Sixty-six

LIYANA-

“You’regoingtolovemysurpriseLiya,”Themanon

thedriver’sseatchirps,parkingthecarinasecluded

area.

“Whereareyoutakingme,Zweli?Whatisthis

place?”It’sthefearoftheunknownthathasher

feelingsuffocated.Thismantookadvantageofthe

strengthGodbestoweduponhim,druggedherand

tookheragainstherwill.Liyanaismoreworried

aboutthebabythanherself.

She’snotfamiliarwithmanyplacesinJohannesburg,

butsheknowstheyarestillJoburgbecauseafew

minutesagoshehadnotedtheMabonengbanner.

“WelcometoJeppestownbaby.”Zwelethusings,

turningtowardthebackseattofaceher,ahumorous

shadeforminginhiseyes.



She’sheardofJeppestown,ratherghosttown.The

streetsareempty,itdoesn’tlooklikeanyonewould

walkpastthesestreets.Hergazemeetswhatlooks

likeanoldRDPhouse.

Asshe’stakinginhersurroundingsandtoooutofit

tomove,afigurecomestostandinfrontofthe

window.Liyanaisnotsureifshe’sdreaming,ifallof

thisisadream.

“Na…”thenamefallsawayfrom her.Shetriesto

blinkthebluraway,anattempttomakeoutwhat’s

beforeher.“Nana?”

Finally…

Great-grandfatheristhere,outsideherdoor.Orit

couldbeavision,he’snevershowedhimselfinthis

form before.It’salwaysbeenindreams.

“Whatwasthat?”Herkidnapper.

Helooksasconfusedashell.Liyananeitherspares



him aonceover,noranswershisquestion,ratherher

focusisonhergreat-grandfather.Instinctively,she

reachesforthedoorhandleandtohersurpriseit’s

nowunlocked.

Withthestrengththathadbeentakenfrom her,she

swiftlyopensthedoorandjumpsoutofthecar.

“Hey!”Zwelethushouts,shockevidentinhisvoiceas

heleavesthecaraswell.

Disappointmentsnugglesinwhenshestepsoutand

findstheoldmangone.

“Run”

Avoiceintowindtellsher,it’shim,shecan’tseehim

buthe’shere.Justassheturns,she’smetwith

anotheroldman.Atailoredsuit,ahatandawalking

canetomatchtheoutfit.Theeeriesmirkonhisface

leaveshergaspinginfear.Thisonelooksoddly

familiar,thoughshe’ssureshe’snevermethim

before.Hereyesshifttothemanwhobroughther

here,he’sstandingnexttotheoldman.

“Zwelethu?”



“Rememberhowyou’vealwayswantedtomeetmy

parents?”Zwelethugrins,eyesdubious.“Meetmy

father,BangizweMkhize.”

TheprideinZwelethu’svoice.

“You’restillasbeautifulaseverLiyana.”Asmirk

from theoldman.Liyanawincesashisgratingvoice

piercesherears,thelookheregardsherwithhasher

feelingallkindsofdirty.

“What’sgoingon?Whyam IhereZwelethu?”

Ofcoursetheydidn’tinviteherforaparty.

Bangizwetiltshishead,“Isthisthewaytowelcome

yourfather’soldfriendandyourfuturefather-in-

law?”

Hereyeswidenatthemention.‘Father’soldfriend?

Father-in-law?

Whatthe…



Liyanaisunabletograspeverything,perhapsthe

drugZwelethuinjectedherwithisworkingintheir

favour.

“Whatishetalkingabout,Zweli?”Quaveringlips

query.

“Us,mylove.”Zwelethugrabsherhandtopullherin,

butshe’sstillstrongenoughtopushhim off.Eyes

stabbingatthemansheoncecalledlover.

ArroganceplaysamajorroleintheMkhizefamily,

lookatthisone,standingtallasifhe’stheworld’s

greatest.

Oritcouldbethathisfatherishere,feedinghis

confidence.

“We’regettingmarriedLiyana.”

“Youandwhoelse?”Asnippyreturn,Zwelethu

gleamsacreepysmile,seeminglylovingthefierce

Liyana.

“We’reloversLiyana,remember?Idon’trecallus

breakingup.Westillbelongtogether.”



“Bullshit!”Anothersnap.“Wherehaveyoubeen

thesepastmonths,Zweli?Youleftwithoutatrace,

nowyou’reheretellingmethisnonsense.”

“Ihadtohidefrom yourfather,hewantedmyblood

afterhefoundoutthatIplayedhisdaughter.”

Thisisnewstoher.

Inaninstant,herworryunravels,narrowedeyes

engrossedontheyoungman.“Pl—played?”

“LoveisoverratedLiya,I’m notaboutthatlife.”The

bastardleansagainsttheG-Wagon,he’stallenough

torunahandontheroofofthecar.“I’m allabout

money,Ilikethefinestthingsinlife.Likethisbaby

righthere.”

Nohe’snottalkingaboutLiyana,butthestupidcar.

“Thiswasagiftfrom mydearstepmother,”Grinning

asmilesimilartothatofaCheshirecat,Zwelethu

turnstolookathisfather.“MyfatherandI,welike

thesamethings.Beautifulwomanwhohavemoney,



it’sneveraboutlove.It’sthemoney.Sodon’ttakeit

personally.”

Hisblabberinghasgivenherenoughtimetogather

thenonsenseplayinginhishead.

“Youwereusingme?”

Thefatherandsonduofallintolightchuckles.

Bloodymonkeyssoundthesame.

“You’resmart,I’vealwayslikedthataboutyou.PityI

couldn’tloveyou,Icouldn’tlovethedaughterofa

manmyfatherdespises.Butitwasfunplaying

Romeo,damnI’m goodatthisactingshit.”

Countingyoureggsbeforetheyhatchorisit

countingyourchickensbeforethey…Argh!

“Whydoyouwanttomarrymeifyouhatemeso

much?”

“Revengebabygirl,revenge.”ThearrogantMkhize



calfretorts,eyesfilledwithlaughterandvoice

humorous.

“You’renotgoingtogetawaywiththis,myfatherwill

findme.”

Morechuckles.Liyanawantstowipethegrinsoff

theirfaces,multipleslapswilldo.

“Nope,hewon’t.”BigMkhizearticulates.“Thewhole

pointhereistogoasfarawayfrom SouthAfricaas

possible,Iraqisalsoanoption.Yourfatherthinkshe

canplaygodwithpeople’slivesandwe’llsitback

andworshiphim?I’m inchargenow,Iplayedthat

foolOkolielikedicesandhedidn’tseemecoming.

Now,you’regoingtomarrymysonandservicehim

likethegoodlittlebitchyouare.Anddon’tworry

aboutthatbratyou’recarrying,we’llgetridofit.My

sonisnotgoingtoraiseanotherman’schild.”

Hermouthdrops,“Howdidyouknowaboutthat?”

HergazeshiftstoZwelethu,askingforhonesty.

“We’vebeenwatchingyou,youreverymove.”

Zwelethustatesinadarktone,Liyana’sworlddrops

from beneathher.



Hereyesdesperatelydarteverywhere,insearchof

hergreatgrandfather,hecan’tleavehernow.What

iswrongwiththeundergroundgang?Youcan’tjust

showupanddonothing,helpisneededhere.She

thinksofrunningbutknowsshewon’tgetfarwith

howweaksheis,ifshestays,thenthesepeoplewill

takeherawayfrom herfamily…thepeoplesheloves.

Timeseemstoslowassheweighsheroptions.

Decidingontheformer,Liyanaflees,butshedoesn’t

getasfarasfivefeet.Tightarmsenwraparoundher

waist,pullingherbackwithforce.Shescreams

whenherbackisroughlysmashedagainstthecar,

theimpactleavesherseeingstarsandhead

spinning.

“Carefulprincess,Idon’twanttoendupkillingyou.

You’retooprettytowaste.”Zwelethusnaps,

clenchinghercheekswithhishands.

“Myfatherwillfindme,andhewillkillyou.”

Theyarelaughing,shehatesit,shehatesthem.

“Youdon’tknowwhoyou’remessingwithZwelethu,



Ibelongtomyancestors.Youdon’ttouchwhat

belongstothem.”Thissheknows,she’sheardthe

tales.Sheknowsabouttheirwrath,howruthless

theycanbe.

“Yeah,yeah.Theycan’ttouchus,noonecantouch

us.”Zwelethusnarls.Withbrutalforce,Liyana

managestopushhim offofher.

“Don’tbesosureaboutthat,”Liyanaroars.“Yousee

thesestreets?”

Likefoolstheyfollowthedirectionofherfinger,

pointingattheemptystreetsofJeppestown.

“Thesestreetswillbestainedwithyourbloodbythe

endofthisveryday,infact,Igivethem permission

todowhatevertheywantwithyou.”Thedeclaration

hasthem steppingbackwithsuddenfearintheir

eyes.“Doyouhearthatnana?Ariseandavengeyour

daughter,fightthosewhofightagainstme.”

“Li—Liyana!”Bangizwestammersashakyshout,but

Liyanaisnotbothered.



“No,whothehelldoyouthinkyouare,daringan

Okolie?Achildofthegods?Youthreatento

terminatemypregnancy…ourbaby,agiftgivenby

thegods.Howdareyou,bothofyou.”

“That’senough.”Bangizwebarks,forcefullygrabbing

herarm.

“Don’ttouchme.”Thesescreamscannotbegood

forthebaby.

Bangizwetakesanotherstepback,confusion

evidentonhisface.Hedoesn’tunderstandhow

she’ssoconfidentandhasregainedsuchstrength.

“Whoareyoutotouchme?Areyouunsoiled?Who

authorisedyoutoputyourdirtyhandsonme?Do

youknowwhoIam?”Acrimonylacedinhervoice,

contortingthewordsintosomethingeerie.Eyes

burningwithanuncannyrage.Zwelethuand

Bangizweexchangedazedexpressions.Thiscan’t

beLiyana,theyhearitinthetoneofhervoice.They

seeitinhereyesandhowherbodystandsat

attention.

“Whatthehellisgoingon?”Thequestionfrom



ZwelethuisdirectedtoBangizwe.

“Putherinthecar.”Bangizwegrindsoutastammer.

Hissonisshakinglikealeaf,tooafraidtotakea

steptowardthegirlshudderingwithrage.“Doitnow,

Zwelethu.”

HerbloodboilswhenZwelethugrabsherarmswith

bothhands,heseemstobeusingallthestrength

he’sgot.Beingafightersheis,Liyanakickshim on

hisgroin,hedropstothegroundgroaninginpain

andthatgivesherachancetoescape.

Todaymustnotbeagooddayforher,something

collidesagainstherhead.Shescreams,sendinga

handtocuptheattackedarea.Asshegradually

turns,shefindsBangizwewiththewalkingstickheld

high.

Notwantingtoriskanything,heusesbotharmsto

grabherwaistandlocksthem.Hecarriesher

kickingandscreamingforhelp,tryingwithallher

mighttoescapehisclutches.

“Shutupyoubitch.”Zwelethusputters,openingthe



backdoorforhisfathertothrowLiyanain.

Thegroundunderherfeetshakes,thereisnoturning

backonceshe’sinthere.Herlifewillbeover,her

baby’slife.

She’llneverseeherfamilyagain,herunbornbaby.

She’llnevergettoholditinherarms.HerBam-Bam,

he’llneverknowhowmuchshelovesand

appreciateshim,she’llneversaygoodbyetohim,nor

lookintohissofteyes.ThisMkhizetagteam will

makesureofthat.

Herheadthrobsattherealisation,itpushesherto

putmoreeffortinfightingherattackers.Theywork

asateam toshoveherintothecar,she’stoldto

shuthermouthwhenshescreamslouder.

“Nanawhereareyou?”Sheknowshewashere,she

felthim.Helivesinherthat,sheknowsforsure.

Wheredidhedisappearto?

Inasplitsecond,crowsareheardfrom adistance.

Thepiercingsoundsnearingwitheachcaw.

Everyonepauses,eyesskyward.Birdsasblackas

nightandbiggerthanaman’shandareheadedtheir



way,withenoughspeedtomakeonerunfortheirlife,

butthesepeople.

Bangizweuseshiscanetoshoothem awaythe

secondtheystartattackinghim andhisson,the

noiseisalmostdeafening.There’snothingspookier

thanbeingattackedbyalargenumberofcrows,

hearingthem cawbirthsfearinmen.

“Zwelethuhurry.”Theoldman’sshoutisswallowed

bytheangrycawingblackbirds.Hissongets

multiplescratchesthathavehim bleeding,Bangizwe

receiveshisshareaswell.

Liyanacontinuestoputupafight,determinednotto

godownwithoutafight.Thepaingrowingonher

facecomesoutofnowhere,drivenintoherwiththe

forceofZwelethu’sfist.Shefallsbackontheseat,

dizzinesstakingoverher.Terrifiedandaching,she

staresatthethickdropsofblooddrippingfrom her

mouth.

She’dgetupandattempttorunagain,butshe’s



unabletogatherupthestrengthshewasleftwith.

Allshecandoislieontheseat,andprayfora

saviour.

Allofasudden,there’saloudbang.Itresounds

againandagain…countlesstimes.Duetoher

detachedstate,ittakesawholeminutetorealise

thatthosearegunshots.TheMkhize’sareinashoot

out,perhapssomeonesawthem andcalledthe

police.Shecan’thearthebirdsanymore.

Liyanahatesthatherbodyisfailingher,sheneeds

togetupandgetoutofthecar.Clenchinghereyes

andcoveringherears,shedecidestotravel

somewhereelse,somewheredeepinsideherself

whereBambindlovuandherunbornbabyflarealive.

It’shardwithhowloudthegunshotsare.A

massacreinJeppestown!Shecanimaginethenews

headlinestomorrow.That’sifshemakesitto

tomorrow.

Inherheart,deepwherenoonehaseverreached,a



silentprayerresides.ApleatoGod,thegods,her

ancestorsorwhoeverislisteningandwillingto

answer.

Deathuponthosetwomen,Bangizweandhisson

Zwelethu.Shedoesn’twantthem alive,she’snever

wisheddeathonanyonebefore.

Astrongwindembracesherasthebackdoorswings

open,itmustbeZwelethucheckingifshe’sstillin

thecar.Liyanalosesallhope,remembering

ZwelethuandBangizwe’sconfidence.Thebastards

aresureofthemselves.

Notboldenoughtoopenhereyeslestshemeets

disappointment,shestartskickingandscreaming

andflailingherarmsindefence.

“Liyana,it’sme.It’spapa,I’m here.”Herbodyfreezes

asherfather’svoiceripplesthroughher,hisfamiliar

gentletouchholdingherdown.Hereyesshootopen,

neverinherlifehasshebeengladtoseethisman.

Finally,theprincessshedstears,tearsofhappiness.

Hecameforher,herfathercameforher.



“Didtheyhurtyou?”Anincensedtone,eyesand

fingersinspectingherbloodiedmouth.Liyananods

vigorously,tearsofsorrowtakingoverthejoyshe

feltfrom seeingherfather’sface.Ashewipesaway

hertears,shewantstodothesamewithhim.It’s

raretoseeRandallintears,it’sneveranicesightto

behold.

“You’resafenow,theyaregone.They’llneverhurt

youagain.”Aseethingassuranceandpromise.

Randallpullshisdaughterintohisarms,sheholds

onfordearlife.

“Papa.”Shecries,atthecalmingfeelingofsafety.

“It’sokayprincess.”

Liyanaclenchesherselfaroundherfather,never

wantingtoletgoashescoopsherinhisarms.

Fightingthroughfear,sheletshereyesdartaround,

searchingforZwelethuandhisfather.Thequestion,

iftheyaredeadorranoffisthere,butthewilltoask



hasnotfoundheryet.

Sofarthereisnosign,thedentsinthecarZwelethu

wasshowingoffaretheonlyproofthattherewasa

shooting,andshewasn’timaginingthings.

Afewstepslater,Randallstopsforabriefmoment.

“Coveryoureyes.”

Nuzzledinherfather’sarms,sheglancesupathim

andforsomeoddreason,dropshergazedownward.

ThereliesBangizwe’sbody,inapoolofblood.

Zwelethu’sdeadbodyisnotfarfrom it,paintedwith

blood.Thecursereplaysinherheadlikeabroken

record.‘Thesestreetswillbestainedwithyour

blood.’

Nauseathreatensfartooclosetothesurface,her

focusswingingbacktoRandall,andfindsindifferent

eyesstaringback.RandallkicksBangizwe'sbody

outoftheway,andcontinueswalkingtowardsacar

Liyanaisfamiliarwith.There’sanothercarparkedin

frontofitwithtwomenleaningagainstit,guns

hangingfrom theirhands.Sherecognisesthem as



theguardswhoworkforherfather.

Neoisseatedonthedriver’sseat,inherfather’scar,

dressedlikeapriest.A23calibreonhislap,hehides

itbutnotfastenough.ThishasLiyanaconfused,as

farassheknows,NeoisamanofGod.

“Randallishere,he’sgotLiyana.”TheseareNeo’s

firstwordswhenthedoorclicksshutafterRandall.

“Styles?”ThequestionisforNeo,henodsinreturn

andtellsRandallthatStylesisonspeaker.“Youneed

tocheckonSethu,Liyana’sbleeding.Mygrandfather

won’thavemercyonanyone.”

“Issheokay?”Styles.

Liyanaistooshakentoanswer.

“She’llbefine.”Aresponsefrom Randall,pullinghis

daughterinthewarmthofhisarms.

“SethuisaSishibymarriage,IdoubttheOkolie

cursewillaffecther.NkomoistheoneI’m worried

about,hewasinfatalaccident.Hismother-in-law

waswithhim,shediedonthescene.”Styles.



“HowisNkomo?”Randallasks,noemotionfoundin

hisvoice.HisconcernisLiyana,herbruisedlip

bothershim.Butit’snotmorethanhecanhandle.

Theguiltofputtinghisdaughterthroughthistrauma

isfarheaviertobear.

“It’snotlookinggood,”Stylessoundsshattered.“The

doctorssaidhemightnotmakeit.Sethuisnot

coping,Randall.Nkomoisherbrother.Therehasto

besomethingwecandotoappeasetheancestors,

getthem topardonNkomo.”

Liyanamightbedisconnectedfrom reality,butshe

hearsandunderstandseverything.Sheknows

Nkomo,he’sagoodmanfrom whatshe’sobserved.

It’sshockingthoughtofindoutthathe’srelatedto

Zwelethu.

“Idon’tknowStyles,theirreactionhasneverbeen

thisfast.Mkhizemessedupthistime,unfortunately,

hisentirefamilywillpaywiththeirlives.”Everyonein

theOkoliefamilyknowsthatLiyanaisagiftedchild,



highlyfavouredamongsttherest.

“Eyy,buthe’slivedyoh.”Neointerjects,finally

startingthecar.“Isaymotloheleatsamaee,lethim

go.Youknowthesaying,injureone-injureall.The

Mkhizeshavetouchedtheuntouchable.Good

riddancetobadrubbish.”

RandallisdefeatedbyNeo’sstatement,Styleshas

noanswerforhim andoptstodropthecall.

“Whenthesunsets,ngizobambelela.Andhowwe

met,kyohlalakung’jabulisa.”Liyanaknowsthesong

Neo’ssinging,she’sseenitinpassingonthe1life

funeraladvert.OnlyNeocanbethisstupidduringa

sadmoment.

“There’sapartyinhelltonight,theMkhize’sare

home.It’sfallingdihelengvandag.”Neofinishes,

addingachuckleattheend.

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Sixty-Seven

BAMBINDLOVU

Hehatesthathewasmadetowait,heshouldbe

there;fightingforthewomanheloves.Butherfather

wouldn’thaveit.

‘WhatwillItellherifyoudie?’

Randall’swordslefthim confused,flabbergasted

andguessingifhe’sacceptingtheirrelationship.

That’sifhe’sawareofit.Ofallpeople,Randall

shouldbetheoneagainstthisunion,hisblessing

wouldmeantheworldtoLiyanathough.In

Bambindlovu’sworld,it’sallaboutLiyana.Herneeds

comefirst,shemattersmorethananything.

Therewasnootherplacehecouldgobutthishotel,



wheretheyhaveatemporaryresidence.Two

gnawinghourshavegonebywithnowordfrom

LiyanaorRandall.He’sgrowingimpatient,not

knowingifthewomanhelovesisdeadoralive.He

standsfrom thebed,andforthemillionthtime,

reachesforhisphonetocheckforanymessages.

Hewantsnothingmorethantoletouthis

frustrationswhenhe’smetwithoneofthose

annoyingtextsfrom CellC.

“Dammit.”Hegrunts,stomachclenchingwiththe

forceofhisrestraint.Likethegodsunderstandhis

restlessness,aknockatthedoorisheard.Itmustbe

room service,hefiguresandhurriestoopen.

Thehotelstaffinthisplacedon’tlooklikeHulk

Hogan,he’ssuretheydon’ttoweroverhim likethis

tower-lightinfrontofhim.

“Thebossrequestsyourpresence.”Thebigman

grates,hismenacingattitudehasBambindlovu

gulping.He’sconfused,hencethestaring.“Hefound



theprincess.”

ReliefsurgesthroughBambindlovu,thegiantwould

havesaidifsomethingbadhadhappenedtoLiyana.

Grabbinghiscarkeys,hefollowsbehindtheerrand

guy.Heartracingagainsttime,he’snervous,not

surewhattoexpectwhenhegetstotheOkolie

mansion.

Ittakesmoreorlessthanthirtyminutestoarrivein

Houghton,hisnervesarelaughinginhisfaceatthis

point.Parked,themantellshim togothroughthe

bigdoubledoorlikehedoesn’tknowhisway.

Whisperswelcomehim asheentersthehouse,

reluctantly,hefollowsthesoundthatleadshim to

thelounge,eachstepheavierthanthepreviousone.

Theroom isoccupied,buthe’sabletospothis

belovedperchednexttoherfatheronthecouch.

Hewantstocallouttoherasshehasherheadon

hisshoulder,eyescastdown,butthereareangry

convictingeyesonhim.Twomoremenarepresent,



glaring.HeremembersNqaba,Randall'stwin.The

secondmanisastranger.He'snotsureabouthis

race,hislightskincolourconfuseshim.

“Go—goodmorning.”Aclearofthethroat,his

salutationearnshim deadlyglares.

“It’safter3pm sdididi.”Comesachidingtonefrom

thelightskinnedguy,hisvoicecarrieshumour

despitehisthreateningaura.

“Bam-Bam.”Nowhere’safriendlyfaceheknows,

she’sonherfeetinajiffyrunninguptohim.Inthat

instant,withtheirarmswrappedaroundeachother,

everythingisforgotten.Theroom andeverythinginit

fallsaway.

“Areyouokay?”Hisarmsaretightaroundher,too

tightthefathermighthaveaproblem.“Andthe

baby?”

“We’rebothokaynow.”Liyana.

“I’m sorryIleftyoualoneinthecar,thiswouldn’t



havehappenedif…”

“No.”Sheinterposesbycoveringhismouthwithher

hand.“Don’tblameyourself,it’snotyourfault.”

Bambindlovurakeshisfingersthroughherhair,

kneadingherscalpwithhistendertouch.Liyana

purrs,pressingclosertohishand.

“Iloveyou.”Hislipstouchhers,once,twice,thethird

oneisdeniedbyamanpullingLiyanaawayfrom his

arms.

“Yeylona,aleswabi?Sies.Youdidn’teventryfora

churchhug.”It’sthemanwiththeconfusingskin

colour,he’sglaringatBambindlovu.Nowhe’ssure

he’snotlikedinthisplace,justwhenhethought

thingsweregoingtobeeasy.Theman’seyestravel

downtohispants,bythetimetheyreachhisface

again,he’sholdingadisgustedface.“Theseare

resultsofdatingaheathen,lelihormonestsa

ChristianGrey.Moshebe.”

He’spullingaconfusedLiyanabacktoherfather

whoisnowonhisfeet.Bambindlovuseesnothing



wrongwithhispants,he’snotturnedonlikethis

manisimplying.

“Neo,you’rescaringtheboy.”SaysNqaba.

BambindlovufindsitstrangethatNqabaaddsa

chuckleintohisretort.Aretheymakingfunofhim?

“That’sthepointMzi,heshouldrunandneverlook

back.Ketlomochoppermagrapesooanahana

horekemasende.”(I’llchopoffhistesticles.)

“UncleNeoplease.”Liyanalooksembarrassedtothe

limit,anddone.

“Gotoyourroom Liyana.”Randall.

Liyanaisreluctant,hereyesareonthemanshe

loves.

“Pleasebegentlewithhim papa,Ilovehim.”Akiss

onhischeek,beforeshetreadstowardBambindlovu.

“Yey,churchdistance.”Neoreproaches.If

nervousnesshadaface,anameandIDbook,

BambindlovuButheleziwouldbeit.

“Don’tletthem scareyou,theyarebarkingdogs



withoutteeth.”Shewhispersonlyforhim tohear,but

someoneforwardcatchesit.

“Nnakealoma,mgogoorPitBull.Ibite.”

Nqabafindsthejokeandswallowsit,causinghim to

laughatNeo’scomeback.

There’ssomethingaboutNeothatreminds

Bambindlovuofhimself.ThewayNeocarries

himself,thetsotsitaalandhiswaywithwords.

ThatBambindlovuisstillthere,somewheredeep

inside,seatedatacornerbecausethemeninthis

room areintimidatingasfuck.

“You’releavingmealonewiththem?”Bambindlovu

murmursunderhisbreath,hisbonesprobably

shudderingunderthatZuluskinofhis.

“Theywon’tletmestay,you’llbefine.Ipromise.”

Shepuckerstopressherlipsagainsthisbefore

walkingaway.

“You’regroundedLiyana,stayinthatroom andthink

aboutthesekissesyoukeepshoweringthisboy

with.”Neo’swordstrailafterLiyana,sheturnswitha



frownonherface.

“Neoshutup.”It’sNqaba,smackinghim onthehead,

andgesturesforLiyanatoleave.

“HuhahNqabayomzi,babusybasunanamona.”

(Theyarebusykisseshere.)

“Ngiyaxolisababa.”Bambindlovusoundsapologetic,

ifonlyneocared.“KeTaimaoahausaani?”(Am I

yourfather?)

“N—no,I’m sorry.”

“Areyougoingtostandthereorsitdown?”Theman

ofthehousefinallyspeaks,voicedistantandflat.

Hesitantly,Bambindlovusettlesonatwoseater.

He’sfacingthethreeintimidatingmenwhoinunison,

positionthemselvesonalargecouch,eyes

engrossedonhim.It’ssilentawhile,hedoesn’t

knowwheretolookastheyarescrutinisinghim

undertheirgazes.



Randallsitsback,handscrossedacrosshischest

andonelegovertheother.“Whatdoyouwantwith

mydaughter?”

Hisvoicesothoroughlydisengagedthat

Bambindlovuwondersifhehasasoulornot.His

stomachbottomsoutasherealisesthathis

assumptionswereright,Randallknowsaboutthem.

Howdidtheythinktheywouldhidesuchaheavy

secret?Feelinguneasyandsweatingunderthe

mblaselo,Bambindlovushiftstotheedgeoftheseat.

“I-Iloveyourdaughtersir.”

Randall’seyeswanderacrosstheyounger’sbody,

evaluatinghim from headtotoe.Hisnostrilsflare,if

onlyhecouldbelessintimidatingthenBambindlovu

wouldtellhim thatheandLiyanaaredestinedtobe.

“Thisiswhat’sgoingtohappen,you’regoingtotell

youruncleswhatyoudid.Iwantthismessfixed.”

Clearlyit’snon-negotiable.

“Yessir.”

“Youdoknowit’snotgoingtobeeasy?Amarais

yoursister,youruncleswillneveracceptthis.”The



distasteinRandall’svoice.

“Iknow,I’lltalktothem.”

“Sekeoashayagwaragwarasosoonsaani,just

becauseyou’renotdeadyet,doesn’tmeanwe

acceptthisnonsense.Wetolerateyoubecauseof

Liyana.”Neohadtoadd.

Itdoesn’tmattertoBambindlovu,thefatherofthe

womanhelovesisnotagainsttheirrelationship.

Curiosityhashim bythethroat,hewantstoaskhow

Randallfoundout.Thenagain,thatwouldbesigning

hisdeathwarrant.

“Iunderstand,”Joyisfoundinhisvoice.“Thankyou

sir.”

Hegetsnoresponsefrom Randall,butacold

shoulder.

“Shayisatwana.”Neodismisseshim,Babindlovuis

reluctant.Hewantstoseeherbeforeleaving.Infact,

hethoughtthey’dbespendingtimetogether.



“Ca—canI…”

HisqueryiscutshortbytheeversotalkativeNeo,

“Noyoumaynot.Wegiveyouabone,youwantthe

wholecow?”

“Neoisright.”Nqabayomzihasfinallyfoundhis

voice.“YouhavenorightoverLiyana,notbeforeyou

dotheneedful.Ourchildisnotgoingtobebornout

ofwedlock.”

Thedeclarationjarshim,eyespoppingoutoftheir

sockets.

“Umshado?”

“WhatdidyouthinkImeantwhenIsaidyouneedto

fixthismess?Liyanaisaprincess,she’snotgoing

tocohabitwithyouoranyoneforthatmatter.My

daughterwillneverstoopsolow.”Randallandhis

coldvoice.“Anddon’tthinkshe’sgoingtobea

housewifeandbearyouchildrenwhileyou'reout

therelivinglife.Afterthisbaby,youwillwaitatleast



tenyearstohaveanotherone.Liyanahadalife

beforethispregnancy,shewasstudyingtowardsa

goodcareer.Shewillcontinuewhenthebabystarts

learningtobeindependent.”

ThisonemustbeHitler’slonglosttwin.

Hewantstotellthem theyaretooyoungtoget

married,thattheycandoitatalaterstageinlife.

Perhapswhenthebabyisfiveorsix,butthatwould

takehim athousandstepsback.Thesemenarenot

playing,iftheycould,they’dstopthisrelationshipin

aheartbeat.

“Ihearyousir,Iwillspeaktomyuncles.”Likehehas

achoice.

“Go,getbacktomebytheendoftoday.”Randall.

Talkaboutpressure,itwasbadthathehadtotellhis

mother.Nowhe’sgiventheresponsibilitytoface

JonasandMhambisoonerthanhe'sprepared.

Thankfully,Mhambiissoft,Jonasthoughisa



differentstory.Hebidsthem goodbye,andleaves

withaheavyheart.Desperatetoholdhiswoman

oncemoreanddeclarehisundyinglove.

RANDALL-

“Johannesotlabolaeathatfool.”(Jonaswillkill

thatfool.)

It’snotasecondsinceBambindlovuleftandNeois

ongossipmode.

“It’sJonas.”Nqabayomzicorrects,addingashakeof

thehead.

“Who’sthat?”Squintedeyesfilledwithconfusion.

“Hisuncle’snameisJonas.”Nqabayomzianswers

Neo’squestion,clearlywastinghistime.Heshould

learnfrom hisbrotherRandall,whodoesnotbother

entertainingthelikesofNeo.

“Thenwho’sJohannes?DoesJonashaveatwin?”

Nqabayomziscratcheshisstubble,frustration



clawingathim.Hedoesn’tknowhowhe’sableto

laughwhenNeoisannoyinglyseepingthroughhis

bones.

“GeezNeo,you’reunbearable.”

Heis,that’swhytheylovehim.Hewouldn’tbetheir

Neoifhewasanydifferent.

“Ohho,Uze.”Neo’sattentionshiftstothewrong

person.Well,itdependsonwhatheplanstosay.

“Areyougoingtoletthatlaaitiemarryourdaughter?

Awholeprincess?”

It’snotsomethinghewantsforLiyana,butshe’sin

lovewithhim.Keepingthem apartwouldhurther,

that’ssomethinghewouldratheravoid.

“Helovesher.”Yes,hedoes.

“Yeahketwanaegrand.”Eh!IsthisNeotalking?

“Ithoughtyouhatedhim,”Nqabasearches,unable

tokeepupwithNeo’smoodswings.Neolooksup,

meetinghiseyes.Amischievousgrintakingoverhis

features.



“Idon’thatehim,buthedoesn’thavetoknowthat.”

Herejoinders,eyebrowspinchingtogetherashis

facefluctuatestoaseriousone.

Asharpknockdisturbstheatmosphere,Randall,

NqabaandNeorisetotheirfullheightwhenaman

withthesamestatureasthem walksin.

“Nkosi!”Randallmeetshim halfway,thehugthey

shareshocksNeoandNqaba.Thismanrighthere,is

oneofhisreliablemen.Overtheyears,their

relationshipblossomed,hewentfrom anemployee

toatrustedfriend.Withoutadoubt,Nkosiwould

takeabulletforRandall.

“Mhlonishwa.”Hisgreetinghasn’tchanged.

“YoufinallydecidedtocomebacktoSouthAfrica.

What,Namibiaisn’tyourthing?”Randallqueries,

leadingNkositothepatio.Nkosi’sresponseisasoft

laugh.

RandallisgladthatNeoandhisbrotherrespecthim



enoughtogivehim privacy,it’snotalwaysthathe

wantsthem inhisbusiness.Hewasshockedthough

whenNeotaggedalongtosearchforLiyana,the

priest’soutfitwastoodramaticifhemayadd.

“Doyouhaveanythingforme?”

TherewasnootherwaybuttocallNkosibackto

SouthAfrica,he’sgoodatwhathedoes.Youcan

sayhe’sanuncertifiedprivatedetective

“I’llneedalistofthepeopleStyleskilled,thechild

mighthavebeentakenbyoneofthevictim’sloved

ones.”Nkosistates.

Findingthesuspectmightbeharderthanhethought.

BAMBINDLOVU-

Fifteenminuteshavegoneby,he’sstillsittinginthe

car,thinkingofcallingLiyanaandaskingherto

comedown.He’sabouttodosowhenhisphone

rings.Anunknownnumberisdisplayedonthe



screen.Thinkingitmightbeher,heanswersbut

saysnothing.Quietsnifflesresoundontheother

end.

“Mr.Elephant.”Sindi,she’scrying.Hisearsperk,and

bodypoisestandsatattention.

“Sindi?What’swrong?Whyareyoucrying?”

“Idon’twanttobehereanymore,pleasecomeand

getme.”Hervoicecomingasanundertone,

secretiveandfrail.

“Areyoualone?”

“I’m inthecloset,babaisnotaround.Mystepmother

isinthekitchen,Ibrokeoneofherplatesandshe

lockedmeinsidethewardrobe.Shesaidshe’lllet

meoutwhenIhavemoneytoreplaceherplates.I

stolemystepbrother’sphonewhenshewas

draggingmeinside.”

Theworldspinsinitsaxis,hisjawclenchesand

unclenches.Notoncehashemaltreatedhissister,

forsomeoneelsetodaredosuchathingangershim.

“Canyoubelievethatbrathasaphonebuthe’s



youngerthanme?”Isthisnotthegirlwhowascrying

secondsago?“Ihateitherebhuti,I’m hungryand

thirsty.IseetheMcDonald’ssigneverytimeIclose

myeyes,ifIdieinsidethissmellywardrobe,burry

meatMcDonald’ssoIcaneatallthefriesIwant.”

Hetriestosupressachortle,butfailsdismally.“Are

yousureyou’relockeduporprankcallingme?”

“Iwouldneverlietoyou,MrElephant.”Hemisses

hercallinghim that,althoughhenever

acknowledgedthename.“NomaRussiaisevil,she

treatsmelikeaslavewhenbabaisnotaround.

Comegetmeplease,ordon’tcometomyfuneral.”

“Sindistoptalkingaboutdeath,you’renotgoingto

die.”Thethoughtburnshisheart.

“ButIfeelit,IthinkIseeJesus.He’sveryclose,he

wantstotakemetoheaven.Heavenisnotreadyfor

me,whatwillIconversewiththepeoplethere?I’m

alwayssleepinginchurch.”

“Youmeanyou’renotreadyforheaven?”Hehearsa

snort,andpushesbacktheurgetorollhiseyes.



“No,heavenisnotreadyforme.”

Sindisiwecanneverbeserious,hecan’thelpbut

wonderifshe’stellingthetruthorcookingupastory

duetoboredom.Anyway,thisishischancetoget

hissister.Thatfoolwhofatheredherwouldn’ttell

him wheretheywereandhe’dmonitorSindisiwe’s

phonecallswithhim.

“Whereareyou?I’m comingtogetyou.”Hestarts

thecar,wavestothegatemanashedrivesoutof

thepremises,heartstillheavy.

“WindmillPark…”

Findingapenandanoldreceiptinthedashboard,

Bambindlovujotstheaddressdown.

“Pleasehurry,Khayawillbelonelywithoutme.”

“Who?”

“Myboyfriend.”It’soutthereandbythesoundofit,

Sindiisnotworriedaboutherbrotherknowing.

“Whatthehell,Sindi?You’retwelve.”



“Putyourshielddown,Mr.Elephant.”Shecuts,not

forgettingtoaddanattitudetomatchhersassiness.

“HisfatherisrichlikeMpiyakheZungu,I’llbuyyou

anythingyouwant.Letmedatehim,please,please.”

Whitewashed,Bambindlovushakeshishead.“Are

yousureyou’relockedup?Youdon’tsoundlike

someonewhoisintroubleandscaredfortheirlife.”

“BecauseI’m notCinderella.”Asnap.“Justcome,

prayyoudon’tfindmeboiledinmyownsweat

lookinglikeanoutdatedrainbowchickenfrom Boxer.

IfIdon’tmakeit,pleasetellmamathatIloveher.I’ll

bewatchingoverherfrom heaven.Andyoutoo…

you’resomewherethere,atthedoorofmyheart,as

asecurityguard.Ican’tleteveryonein,it’salready

crowdedwithKhayaoccupyingmostofthespace.”

He’sconcluded,there’snootherexplanationthat

wouldjustifythethingsshe’ssayingtohim.Theyare

givinghissistersomething,ifnotdrugs,thenitmust

beblackmagic.



“I’m comingsiswami,andthefirstthingI’lldois

takeyoutoasangoma.Whathavetheydonetoyou?

Mypoorbaby.”

“Eww,don’tevercallmethatagain.NowI’m goingto

needtherapy.”Sindithrowsback,sharply.

“Iwillturnthiscararound.”

“Sorrybhutiwami,pleasecomefetchyourbaby

beforeNomaRussiadoesherworst.”Shepushesout

everyword,tryingtobesomeoneshe’snot.

Bambindlovuunderstands,hencethechuckle

resoundingfrom hischest.

*

*
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Neighbourswalkedmilesandmilesfrom whereshe

wastaken,sinkingdeepintothewoods,whilepolice

searchedfrom theair,lookingforlittleSihle.It’s

beenawhilesincethishappened…sinceher

disappearanceandstillnothing.InawayStyles

knew,heknewalertingthenationwasawasteof

time.

Theparthehatesthemostishavinghisdaughter’s

faceplasteredallovertown.Everytimeheleaves

thehouse,heisremindedthathisSihleisnotwith

him.

Theycameallthewayfrom thehospitalaftera

detectivesummonedthem tothepolicestation.

‘Wefoundasize11shoeinabushinNasrec.’



Thedetectivehadsaidoverthephone.

Theshoedoesn’tbelongtotheirchild.They

confirmedit.Comingtothepolicestationwasa

wasteoftime.

Theyleavethedetective’sofficewithslumped

shoulders,bleedingheartsandmoredistraughtthan

whentheygothere.

Stylesisthefirstonetoseeher,hethinksof

grabbinghiswife’shandandrushingoutofthe

station.Instead,she’sthefirsttotakehishand,

statingherclaim.Forgetthattheyhaven’tsortedout

theirdifferences,theyarestillmarriedandliving

togetherunderthesameroof.

Sethuseesheraswell,seatedononeofthe

benchesinthewaitingarea.

“Whatisshedoinghere?”Sheaskstonoonein

particular,perhapsshehadn’tmeanttosayitout



loud.Soberingupfrom theshock,Stylestiltshis

headdownward,throwingaglanceathiswife.

“Iwouldn’tknow.”Aninquisitiveresponsefrom

Styles.

“She’syourex,youshouldknow.”

Herdaughterismissingandherbrotherisonhis

deathbed…thisoneisexcused.

Herwordsthough,pokeathisheart.Choosing

peacelikehealwaysdoes,Styleskeepsthe

comebacktohimself.

“Styles!”Comesadistantcryofadistressedwoman,

thecoupledoesn’tknowwhattodowhensheruns

towardthem.Withoutwarning,shethrowsherselfin

Styles’arms.Hetensesattheunexpectedcontact,

hisbreathingpickingup.

No.No.Thisisallwrong.Khethucannotaffecthim

likethis,he’smarriedandhiswifeisstandingright



nexttohim.

“Styles,pleasehelpme.Iknowyouhave

connections.Myparentsaremissing,it’sbeenthree

days.”

HeractionsandpleaswashoverSethu,penetrating

throughthedeepestpartsofherbeing.Theman

trappedinanuncomfortablehugfeelshiswife’s

handslippingfrom hisandholdsontight,theireyes

meet.Tearsfalltothefloor,hehatesitwhenhis

wifecries.

“Khethu,detachyourselffrom me.”Movingbackis

futile,thewomanisholdingonwaytootight.Small

handsroughlygrabher,shestaggersbackafterone

push.

“Getyourhandsoffmyhusband.”Sethuhisses,eyes

sharpwithhatred.Sherememberseverysinglething

Khethudidtoher.Forgiveandforgetforwhat?Not



inthislifetime.

ShameenvelopsKhethu,shiftyeyesdrop.“I’m sorry,

I’m justoverwhelmed.”Tears?Really?

“Whatdoesthathavetodowithyouthrowing

yourselfatmyhusband?”

GiveSethuaroundofapplause,she’sgotavoice.

“I’m sorry,”Khethudrops,mostlytoStylesasher

gazewon’tleavehim.“MyparentsaremissingandI

don’tknowwhototurnto.Ifeelsolostandlonely.”

Sethu’seyesreachtheceiling,notbuyingthe

woman’sstory.

“Notmyhusband,”hervoicecomesoutsnappy.

“You’reatthepolicestation,they’llhelpyouwith

whateveryouwant.”

Khethulooksmortifiedforawhile,thenallofa

suddenshelookssad.TherewasatimewhenStyles

woulddropeverythingforher,sheremembersthose

days.Thebestdaysofherlife,andnowshe’salone



asshementioned,andshecan’thelpbutlookback.

Ifonlyshe…sigh!What’sthepoint?He’smarried.

“Ican’thelpyou,Ihaveamissingchildtofind.”

Dladlaistheleastofhisworries.He’dsaymorebut

hereceivesaphonecall.

“Ihavetotakethis.”Offtoacornerhegoes,after

accompanyingSethutoabench,awayfrom Khethu.

“Randall.”

“Ispoketogranduncle,there’sawaytosaveNkomo.

SomethingaboutanancientrootfoundinAburi,a

towninAccra.He’ssentforsomeonetodeliverit.

Plus,Liyanaiswillingtoappeasetheancestors.”

GoodforNkomo.

“Sethuwilldowithabitofgoodnews.”Asighleaves



Styles,showcasingbothreliefandsorrow.The

depressingfeelingisalmostbanishedbythegood

news,butit’snotenoughtomakehim jumpforjoy.

“We’regoingtofindSihle.”Randallassures,

soundingdetermined.

“I’m losinghopeRandall,it’sbeentoolong.Whatif

she’s…”

“No,”Aninterjection.“Sihleisfine.Nkosiislooking

intoit,youknowhowhefunctions.”

Therockturner,iswhatheis.

Havingtolistdownpeoplehekilledtookatollon

him,hefoundhimselfonthesideofguilt.Ifhe

hadn’tbeenthepersonhewasinthepast,the

personheisnow.Hisbabywouldbewithhim.

Meanwhile,Khethu’spresenceismakingSethu

extremelyuncomfortable.Theladymanagestoget

underherskinjustwithherexistence.



“Sethu,right?”What?

Shedidnotseehercomeuptoher,nowshewishes

shehadwaitedforStylesinthecar.Thesmileon

Khethu'sfacemustbefake,atleastthat’swhat

Sethuthinks.Thisisthesamewomanwhowasso

bentonwipingheroffthefaceoftheearth;allfora

man.Sethuheavesasighasshestandstoherfeet,

andbacktracksastep.

“Look,Iknowwehaveasourpasttogether.”

Souristakingitlightly.Youtriedtokillher,woman.

“I’m notthatpersonanymore,Sethu.I’vechanged.”

Anotherclearsigh,loudenoughforKhethutoknow

she’snotwanted.

“WhatdoyouwantKhethukuthula?”

Everysecond,hergazeavertstoStyles.It’sabit



calmingtoseehim inthesameroom.Buthe’s

takingtoolongtocomeback,thatphonecallhas

beengoingonfortoolong.

“IwanttoapologiseforthehellIputyouthrough.”

Ah!She’sstillhere,talking.

“Okay,apologyaccepted.”Sethushrugs,not

meaningthewords.

Kethudoesn’tdwellmuchonthetopic,hereyes

haverantoSethu’s6-monthbabybump.“You’realso

pregnant?”

It’smoreofanobservationthanaquestion,Sethu

nodsfoldingherarmsonherchest.

DammitStyles,comebackalready.

“Howfarareyou?I’m sevenmonthsandIcan’twait

tomeetthislittleman.”Theworld’sfriendliestsmile

latchedonherface.



“Five…sixmonths.”Notethedistasteinhertone,

she’sneitherinterestedinKhethuorherbaby,hence

theindefiniteresponse.

“That’sgreat,”HerenthusiasticvoicecatchesSethu

bysurprise.“Ourbabiesaregoingtobetwins.”

Isthisweird,oristhisweird.Sethuseemstothink

it’sweird.

“Amonthapartisnothingbasically.”Khethu.

“We’renotfriends,andwe’llneverbe.”Sethu

sputters,inhopesthatKhethuwouldrememberher

viciouspast.ThesmileonKhethu’sfacedoesnot

waver,nordoesthesociabilityfoundinhervoice.

“Ithoughtwecouldcallittruce,maybehangoutor

somethinglikethat.”Hervoiceissoftandserious,a

candouranyonewouldfallfor.



“That’snotgoingtohappen.”Stylesisback,sporting

crinkledbrows.“Stayawayfrom mywife,Khethu.”

Relievedthathe’sback,Sethufindsherplacebeside

him,lettingherhandslipintohiswarm touch.

“WewerejusttalkingStyles.”Defenceswimsinher

voice.“I’m tryingtomakethingsright.”

“Thepastbelongsinthepast.”Yet,hiseyesarefilled

withpity,pityforKhethu.“Youbelonginthepast,I

don’twantyouanywherenearmywife.Idon’twant

youbefriendingher.Sethuhasenoughfriends,she

doesn’tneedmore.”

Suddenly,hiswordsmakeitharderforhertobreath.

She’sonlyaskingforfriendship.Hedoesn’thaveto

behostiletowardher.Handinhand,thecouplewalk

outofthepolicestation,leavingbehindahurting

pregnantwoman.

BAMBINDLOVU-



Itturnsouthissisterwastellingthetruth,theyleft

herstepmotherinamuddled,dazedstate.Tothink

shewouldbehappythatSindisiwe’sbrothercameto

gether.

“Icanhearyouchew,calm down.Thatburgerwon’t

run.”It’snotentirelyannoyinghim,he’sjust

frustratedthathissisterwasstarved.Nowshe’s

feastingonaMcDonald’smeallikeherlifedepends

onit.

“Letmemakemystomachhappy,please.”Mouth

full,withbitsofthefoodgushingfrom it.

“ThatwasmylastR50,eatitwithrespect.”It’sa

tease.However,he’snotlying,hispocketshave

beenleftwithholesafterpurchasingthefood.He

couldonlyaffordakiddiesmeal,Sindisiwe

complainedfrom themomentheplacedtheorder

untilshedroppedthefirstchipintoherloudmouth.

She’sbeenquietsince,welluntilafewsecondsago.

“Icanaskbabatogiveyouajob,Ithinkhehasa



business.I’m notsure,buthiswifeandhersonlive

likeroyalty.”Sindisiwe.

“Idon’twantanythingfrom thatman,”He’sthelast

personhewouldseekhelpfrom.

Sindisiwelooksoverherbrotherfrom thepassenger

seat,“Pleasedon’tlethim takemeawayagain,Ilike

livingwithyouandmama.”Hehearsthepaininher

voice,apainsofragile,rippingthroughhissoul.

“Noonewillevertakeyouawayfrom us,Ipromise.”

Thistimehe’skeepinghissister,thistimehe’llkillto

keepherwithhim.

6:30pm findsthem enteringtheirmother’spremises,

hecanhearthenewsanchorfrom thepassageway.

WithSindisiwefastasleepinhisarms,hetreadsto

theirroom.Hemustbecrazytostillbenervous,

talkingtohismothercan’tbeasbadastalkingtohis

uncles.

Theireyesmeetasheenters,flurriesofemotions

emanatinginhereyes.She’sseatedonthebed,a

plateoffoodonthetablebesideher.



“You’rehome?”Hervoiceiscold,challengingthe

emotionsseeninhereyes.

“Ibroughtyourdaughterhome.”Hereyesfind

Sindisiwe,theyflickerwithrelief,mostlylove.Thisis

thelookhe’sbeenwantingtosee,maybeher

daughter’spresencewillsoftenher.

“Whathappened?”Thandikelastands,hands

reachingouttotakeherbabygirlinherarms.

“She’sheavymaOlady,I’llputhertobed.Shesleeps

likealog,thisone.You’lltalktoherinthemorning.”

Thandikelalingersasecond,asifshewantstotake

herstill,despitehiswarningaboutherweight.

Bambindlovumanoeuvrespasther,andtucksthe

littlesisterunderhermother’sblankets.

“CanIgetyouanythingtoeat?”Sheasksaftera

while,huggingherselfforsomereason.Shelooksas

nervousashim,it’sunderstandable;hersonhasn’t

beenhomeinweeks.



“I’m fine,maOlady.”Hereturnswithatensevoice.

“You’velostweightSokalisa.”She’sobservinghis

body,concerncarvedonherwrinkledfeatures.

Wrinkledbecausethesekidsofherswanttosend

herintoanearlygrave…theyaregivinghergreyhairs.

“Wherehaveyoubeen?”

Thequestioncomesafteranelephanthasinvited

itselfintotheroom.Somehow,hethinkssheknows

wherehe’sbeen.Heknowssheknows.Hejustwon’t

sayitthough.

“Doesitmatter?”Thisanswerisbetterthanlyingto

her,butdearoldThandikelaisnothappy.

“Canwetalk?”Thedreadedtopicbegins.Shesighs

asifsheknowswhathewantstotalkabout.Ittakes

alittlelongertosettledownonherbedwhilehe

remainsstanding.

“Imadesomeonepregnant,nowIneedtodorightby

them.”

Thandikela’squestiontakestimetoarrive,“Who?”



“LiyanaOkolie.”There’snotimetowaste,Randallis

waitingforhim.Hestillhastogospeaktohisuncles.

Heremotionaleyesaren’temotionalanymore,they

areburninglikelava,burningwithangerand

resentment.

“Iwantnothingtodowithanyofthis.”Notthisagain.

“IlovehermaOlady.”Herunrelentingfirm gazehas

him lookingaway,sheishismotherwho’salways

beenintimidating.

“Despitemywarnings,youwentandgother

pregnant?”

Yhu!!!Thandikela,havemercy.

Theladyraisesherhandsinsurrender,asourfaceat

play.“Dowhateveryouwant,continuewiththis

abomination?Iwantnothingtodowithanyofthis,I

wantnothingtodowiththosepeople.”



He’sexhausted,anotherargumentwithhismother

willdrainthelifeoutofhim.

“WearenotbloodrelatedmaOlady,there’snothing

wrongwithourrelationship.”Shedoesn’tlook

convinced,it’sthatbloodyheadshakeshe’sgiving

him.Heslumpsagainstthewall,feelingandlooking

fatigued.

“I’m goingtotalktomyuncles,theywillhavetogo

totheOkoliesandaskfortheirdaughter’shandin

marriage.”

Hereyesglazeoverlikeshe’slostinmemories,

bittermemoriesthatpullafrowntoherfacial

features.Theminutetheyjoltbackintofocus,she

burstsintouncontrollablelaughter.Herreaction

breakshim beyondmeasure,hewantstotellherto

stopbutthatwouldcomeacrossasdisrespectful,

accordingtoThandikela.



“WithwhatmoneySokalisa?Youhavenothingto

yourname.”Ithurtsthatsheofallpeoplewouldsay

thattohim,ofcoursehe’sbroke,butshouldn’tshe

beencouraginghim insteadoflaughingathim?

“Myfather’sbrothersarealive,I’m suretheyhave

livestocksomewhereinPongola.”

“Youwouldn’t.”Shocklaceshervoiceandpaintsher

eyes.

“Familyhelpsfamily,youtaughtmethat.”

“Iwon’tletthishappen,youcan’tmarryyoursister.”

Hecan’tdothis,thefightinghastostopatsome

point.

“IloveyoumaOlady,butthistimeI’m doingme.I’m

doingwhat’srightformychild,forLiyana.”

He’sreadytoleavewhenherwordscloghispath,“If

youwalkoutthatdoor,don’tbothercomingback.

Ever.”

Hecouldturn,changeintohisnighties,accepta

plateoffoodfrom hismotherandgoonwithlifeas



atransportdriver:asifLiyanaandhisbabynever

happened.Orhecouldwalkout,drivetoVaaland

talktohisunclesaboutthematterathand.That,

knowinghe’llneverseehismotheragain.

Thelatterseemstobeareasonablethingtodo,he

grewupwithoutafatherandhe’dbedamnedifhe

letshischildgrowupwithoutoneaswell.

Heartaching,hewalksoutofhismother’shouse,

herpainedvoicecarryingcurses,chasingafterhim.

*

*
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Liyana-

AfterthatdayinJeppestown,sheknewthisday

wouldcome.Sheknewhergreat-grandfatherwould

summonher.Tookhim alifetimetogetoverhis

anger,itdoesn’tmatteranymore.She’shere,with

him.Thefeelingofbelongingenvelopedaroundher

likeawarm blanketfrom Aziz.

Shecouldtellhim;complainactuallyabouthow

muchhissilenceandabsencefrustratedher.She

couldaskhim whyheletcertainthingshappento

herandherfamily.Whyhestoodbackandwatched

Kwamesuffer.Butsheknowsbetterthanto

questionhim.

“Whoarethesepeoplenana?”



Womenandchildrenaresplatteredeverywhere,

playingbytheriverbank.Noneofthem lookfamiliar

toher,theonlythingshecanfamiliarisewithisthe

traditionalAkanattire.

Shefindsitstrangethatthisplaceconnectswith

her—soul,bodyandspirit.Shelovesithere,she’s

alwayslovedit.Thestillriverthatneverruns,it

remainssilentasifhushedbythegods,themselves.

Theblueskiesreflectinginitaddsapicturesque

extracttoit.

“Don’tworryaboutthem,you’rehereforadifferent

purpose.”

“Adifferentpurpose?”Ashardofconfusiongrasps

atherfrom deepwithin.

“ThesearethefinalstagesLiyana,yourjourney

beginsandendshere.”

“Idon’tunderstandnana.”

Hewalksuntilhisfeettouchthewater,plumplips

smileatherastheoldmanextendsahandtoLiyana



whotrustshim enoughtoacceptit.

“Youdounderstandthatyouhaveagift.Am Iright?”

Hesmileslikehealwaysdoes.“From thebeginning,

youwerethechosenone.Theonewhowillbeour

vessel,foracertainperiodoftime.Weneededaway

tocommunicatewithourKing,orelsehewouldhave

perished.Thelifeyourfatherhadchosenforhimself

wasgoingtoleadhim todistraction,theonlywayto

helphim wastogothroughyou.Apureinnocent

soul,untainted.”

Okay,he’sstartingtoclearthings.

“TheOkoliechildren,needguidance.Ourkingand

histwinbrotherhavegivenusgrandchildren,butwe

arenotcontent.Weneedonewhowillwatchover

them andthefuturegeneration,asonofthegods.

That’swhereyoucomein.”

“I’m lost.”Amyriadofquestionsariseinherfacial

expression.



“Ourqueeniscarryingachildthatbelongstothe

gods.Herbabywillbetaken,shebelongswithus.”

Nana.

“That’swhatyouhadsaidaboutuncleNqaba’sson,

youwantedtotakeZulufrom us.”Shewasthirteen

yearsoldwhenithappened,yetthememoryremains

freshinhermind.

“Yes,youpleadedforZulu’slifeandwegaveyou

whatyouaskedfor.Thetimehascomeforusto

collectthedebtyouoweus.Yourgrandparents,

SegunandBarbraareoutthere,withnoplacetocall

home.Theyareangrylostsouls,andtheywantto

destroywhatwehavebuilt;thekingdom.Wesimply

can’tallowthat,theseedinyourmother’swombwill

beyourshield.Hewillbeyouradvocate,yourvoice

whenyouhaveangeredtheancestors.”

ThisisalltoomuchtograspforLiyana,confusion

twirlsaroundherhead.



“Wechoseamanforyou,”Thesmileonhisface

broadens,it’sasifhe’sproudofhiswork.“Noone

wasworthybuthim,he’stheoneforyouandthose

whostandinyourwaywillberemoved.”

Sheknows,sheloveshim likehe’stheonlyone.

“Heandourqueenarefrom thesamefraternity,the

samebloodline.”Hepauses,makingsureshe’s

listening.“You’restrongLiyana,youwillovercome

everyobstaclecomingyourway.Youwillbeawife

soon,andamotherlater.It’sbeendecided,your

destinyiswithhim—themanwholivesinyourheart.

Hewaschosenbecauseofourqueen,theonewho

restrainedourkingandraisedhischildren.Thetwins

youarecarryingwerechosenbecauseofthequeen.

Wecan’tleaveherheartemptyandshattered,the

oneyouwillbearwillmakeherwholeagain.”

“I’m pregnantwithtwins?”Shelooksathim with

furrowedbrows,herchesttighteninguncomfortably.



Thishastobeajoke,acrueloneforthatmatter.

She’sbarelyawomanherself.

Nanaplacesahandofcomfortontopofherhead,

that’swhencalmnessseepsthroughher.

“Am Inotalwayswithyou?”Arhetoricalquestion.

“Don’tfret,everythingisgoingaccordingtoplan.

Thiswillbringyouandyourmothercloser.Giveher

whatbelongstoher…becauseofyourhusband,her

bloodrunsinyourson’sveins.Giveherwhat

belongstoher,letherhearthecriesofababyonce

more.It’stheonlywayherheartwillheal.It’sthe

onlywaythekingdom willstand.”

Herconfusedthoughtsfinallyfallintoplace,andin

thisinstantshe’sremindedofNeo’sprophecy.

“IwillhavetogiveAmaraoneofmybabies?”She’sa

bitshockedbythesavageryintonedinthe

expressedconcern.Howdoyoucarryababyinyour

wombforninemonthsthengiveitaway?



“Amaraispregnantnana.”

“MydearLiyana,”Thewarm smileagain.“Youhave

ears,butyoucannothear.Youhaveeyes,butyou

cannotsee.Howwillyouhandlethisgift?”

“Ihearyounana,Iheareverything.Idon’tunderstand

whyIhavetogivemybabyawaytoits

grandparents.”

“Ihaveexplained,timewillcleareverythingout.I

havedonemypart.”Helacesherhandwithhis,

beforeholdingit.Inpuresilence,Liyana

unwaveringlyfollowshim asheleadsherintothe

stillriver.

“Kwame?”Linayamumbles.

Thequestionmarkattheendismoreofa

remembrance,surelytheyknowwhathe’sbeen

goingthrough.Nanastopsdeadonhistracks,turns



tofaceLiyanawiththatsmilehelikestowear.

“Kwameisourfutureking,he’snotforsaken.The

evildoershavebeendealtwith.”Hisresponseisso

casuallyarticulated.“Hewillbefine,thegodsare

withhim.”

Hecontinuestoleadtheway.

“Todayisthedayoursonwillcomehome,andafter

thisday,noonewillbeabletotouchtheOkolies.

Thosewhohavesetanevileyeonyouwillbe

defeated,whetherspiritorhuman.Wewillfightfor

you,andyouwon’thavetodoanything.Ifanyone

comestoyouandtellsyouthatyouneedtobecome

atraditionalhealer,theyarenotsentbyme.Donot

believethem,donotfollowthem.Yourancestors

havechosenapathforyou,theoneswhodonot

knowyouhavebeentoldaboutyou.However,you

needtoknowthattherewillbethingsyoucan’t

prevent,thingsyoucan’tchange.”



LiyanafigureshemustbetalkingaboutAmara’s

baby,shedoesn’twanthermothergoingthrough

painwhenithappens.Can’ttheymakeitpeaceful?

She’sabouttoaskwhenthewatercoversherhead.

Sheholdsherbreath,fearingshemightsuffocate.

“Breathe.”Nana’svoicesweepsintoherears.How

doesonebreatheunderwater?Hereyesshut,asshe

preparestotakeadeepbreaththatwillsether

breathingbacktonormal.

AMARA-

TheChalagenocideshockedthenation,thefamily

offivewaskilledexecutionstyle.Mrs.Chalawas

foundtiedtoachairinherbedroom,nakedandhalf

ofherfaceburntwithacid.Theautopsyrevealed

thatshesufferedmultiplebeatingsandwasbrutally

rapedbeforeheruntimelydeath,shewastheonly

onetortured.



Thehusbandandthreechildrenallundertheagesof

twentyonewerefoundinthelivingroom,handsand

legsbound,withgunshotwoundstothehead.The

grislyscenefoundattheChalaresidenceisallover

thenews,apparentlymenbrokeintotheirhouse

duringafamilygathering.

It’ssadhowithappened,TVhasbeenrestrictedin

thehouse.It’seasiertokeepawatchonKwame

withLiyanaaround,she’saroundalotlately.I’m still

shockedthatmybabyisgoingtobeamother,anda

wife.It’saweekafterwefoundoutaboutherand

mybrotherandthebaby.She’shappy,shelooksthe

happiest.

Myuncleshavebeentold,apparentlythere’sadelay.

Noletterhasbeensent.UncleJonasisbehindit,like

weallexpected.Hewon’taccepttherelationship,

callsitanabominationandhissolutionisthat

Liyanaterminatesthepregnancywhilethere’sstill

time,beforethewrathoftheancestorscomesupon

Bambindlovu.



IwantthisforLiyana,Randallwantsittoo,although

hewouldneversayit.

Iseehowhe’stryingtokeepthefamilytogether,like

heshould.Hegivesbothhischildrenthesame

amountofattention,Kwameisslowlyhealingunder

hisfather’swatchandLiyana…er..well…she’s

becomeaclingyprincesswhowantstobearound

herfather24/7.Ithinkit’sthebaby,andit’scute.

AdéjàvusensationhitsmewhenIfindanoteonthe

bedinourbedroom.There’sablackoff-the-shoulder

splitthigh,bodycondressbesideit.Apairofsimple

studearringsandanecklace.HeknowsIlikemy

sneakers,healsarenotmything.Asmilegrazesmy

face,thinkinghowthoughtfulandromanticmy

husbandis.

‘Dinnerat7:30pm,putthisonandbereadyby6pm.

I’llseeyouthen.IloveyouMrs.Okolie.’



Hishandwritinghasalwaysbeenterrible,he

should’vebeenadoctor.

IthinkIlookbeautifulinthisdress,beautiful

becausehemakesmefeelit,withthelittlegestures

hedoes.Thelookinhiseyeswhenhelooksatme,

thewayhishandswouldtracemyskinleavingno

spotuntouched.Hiswarmth,histouch,his

vulnerability.Allwrappedupinone.

Weneedeachotherandthat’swhatpushesus

forward,ourloveholdsustogethereveniflife

sometimesseemstowanttopullusapart.

Thedressisperfect,Iloveitandcan’twaitforhim

toseemeinit.Thebabybumpseemstopopout

morethanitshouldbecauseofthescrawniness,the

weightlossbothersme.Butitmattersnot,when

RandalllooksatmelikeI’m themostbeautiful

woman.

It’safter5:47pm whichmeanshe’sonhiswayhome.

Itakeonemorelookinthemirrorbeforemarching



outofthebedroom towaitforRandall,andjustasI

reachthestaircase,Ispothim atthebottom ofthe

stairs.Myheartmeltsintoapuddle,mykinglooks

dashinginhisblacktux,hesubstitutedacollared

shirtwithablackround-neckt-shirt.

WeexchangesmilesasIunhurriedlywalkdownto

him.Flatteringeyesfixedonme.Randalloffersa

handandhelpsmewiththelaststep.

“Wow.”It’stheastoundedexpressiononhisface

thatbringsablushtomine.“Youlookamazing.”He

breathesintomyear,afterslippinganarm tothe

smallofmyback.

“Thankyou.Youlookamazingtoo,Ilovethedress.”I

complimenthim andhistaste.

“Iloveyouinthatdress.”Hisreplyisexpected.“Shall

we?”

Whynot?I’dgoanywherewithhim.Stealingalook

intothelivingroom,myeyescatchaglimpseof

KwameandLiyanaengrossedontheTVscreen.She

saidthey’dbingeoncartoonstheentirenight,Itrust

hertokeepKwameawayfrom thenewschannel.



******

“Youdidn’thavetobookthewholeplace.”Booking

anentirerestaurantforthetwoofusissomething

theRandallIknowwouldneverdo.Thisisprobably

mid-lifecrisis.It’sinsanethathewenttosuch

extentsjustforaFriday-nightdate.

There’saprivatechefandhisteam linedupinthe

kitchen,Irecommendthem onthecuisinethey

prepared.Itwasexceptionallytasty.Therooibostea

though,leftanoddaftertasteinmymouthwhichI

keepdilutingwithwater.

Sincetheunknownsickness,I’velivedonhealthy

eats.Foodwhichtastedlikecardboard,Ihadtostay

home,andlimitmymovementswhileatit.

Theheadachesareslowlyfading,it’stheweightthat

refusestofinditswaybacktome.WhenIaskedmy

gynaecologist,shesaidit’snotaffectingthebaby.



Somethingtellsme,shelied.Randallsaysthere’s

nothingtoworryabout.IguessIshouldtrusthim.

“That’swhatyousaidlasttimeIdidthis.”Randall.

I’m shockednowasIwaslasttime.

“YouknowI’m notimpressedbyfancythings.”

Maybeit’slivinginluxury,Idon’trememberatime

wewenttobedworryingaboutbills,thenextmealor

thechildren’seducation.Iwillforeverbegratefulto

thismanforthelifehe’sgivenme.

I’m takenabackbystonecoldRandallactingaclown,

handonhischestasifithurtstobreathe.The

wittinessinhiseyesmakesupforthestoic

expression.“Threeyearslater,you’restillnot

impressedbyme,Amara?”

Hetriestosoundsomewhatannoyedbutmissesthe

mark.

“You’refancy?”



Helaughs,andit’ssobreathtaking.Abeautiful

soundIseldom hear.

“Iwasimpressedbyyouthemomentyoustartedto

winmeoverandeverydaywithyouisamystery,

RandallOkolie.Butyoudon’thavetodothis,I

appreciateyouandwhoyouare.”

“Ifyouappreciateme,thenyoushouldappreciateall

thisbecausethisismefrom nowon.Iwouldrather

bealoneintheroom withyouthanhavethe

companyofthewholeworld,afterall,you’reallIsee.

WhathaveyoudonetomeMashenge?”

Ialmostcringeatthename,asitremindsmeofmy

auntandNelisiwe.She’smissingapparently,I

couldn’tcareless.Auntwantsmetospeakto

Randall,askhim tousehis‘skills’assheputitand

lookforthewomanwhotriedtokillme.Itriedto

bringitup,formyuncle'ssake.He’sbeenmoreofa

fathertome,andseeinghim inpainissomewhat



agonising.Iplanonbringingitupagaintonight

becauseIwasdismissedlasttime.

“WhatHappened?”Isaquestionthatseeksanswers,

astowhyIhavefallenintoatrainoflaughter.

“Flatterybecomesyou,”Andsuitshim well,ina

strangeway,onlyIunderstand.Asmilelingerson

hislips,sendingmeonajealousyroute.I’dliketo

getatasteofhislipsaswell.

“Ouch!IthoughtIwasbeingromantic.”Hestates,

bringingtittersupmythroat.

“Myromantichusband,dancewithme.”IfonlyI

knewhowtodance,havinghim closeistheonlyway

I’llbeabletomelthisheart.He’sonlysensitivewith

meandrecoilsfrom otherpeople.

Achairispulledforme,you’dthinkwe’regoingto

warwithhowhe’ssuddenlybecomeserious.

IscrambleonmyfeetandalmosttripwhenIstand,I

would’vefallenonmyfaceifhewerenothereto



holdme.

“Careful.”Hesnapsinfrustration.Thecoldnessin

hiseyesmakeswayforconcern.“Areyouokay?”

“Yeah,justalittledizzy.”

“Sitdownthen…”Nowayam Imissingachanceto

dancewithhim,somethingthatrarelyhappens.

“I’m fineRandall.”IthinkIam.

WarmthseepsintomewhenRandallpresseshis

bodyagainstmine,armssqueezearoundmeashe

pullsmecloserandleadsmetothedancefloor.The

warmthfrom hishandpenetratesthroughthethin

fabric.Forgetbutterflies,Ihaveawholeswarm of

beesinmystomach.

TheslowsongswitchestooneI’veheardmany

times,oneofLiyana’sfavourites.IbelieveEllie

Gouldingoutdidherselfhere,StillFallingForYouis

toobeautifulasong.

I’vegotawkwardfeet,dancingisnotmything.But



Randalltakestheawkwardnessaway,althoughthe

dancefeelsstrangebecauseofmyleftfeet.

Ourchestspressedtogetherandhislipsagainstmy

ear,hestartshummingtothesong,lettingmeslip

myarmsaroundhisneck.

“Yourheartgotastorywithmine…Yourheartgotme

hurtingattimes…yourheartgavemenewkindsof

highs…Yourheartgotmefeelingsofine.”

I’m stunnedbytheunspoiledpitch,furthermore,his

goofiness.Thismanofmineisfullofsurprises.I

wanttolaughwithjoyathowhe’sserenadingme,

butthere’sthisfeelingIcan’tshake.Likesomething

badwillhappen.

I’m inhisarms,thebestplaceI’lleverbe,butthe

darkblanketfindsawaytosurroundme.Perhaps

I’m overthinkingthings,thatit’sevengivingmea

headache.Ishouldtellhim thatwestop,buthe

lookssohappyandcontent.Idon’twanttoruinthe

moment.Wehaven’tbeenthishappyinawhile.



“I’m stillfallingforyou,mehemma.”Hepurrs,

staringdownatme.Heatrushestomycheeks,he

chucklesathowsheepishIhavebecome.

Unexpectedly,lackofbreathisfeltthroughmybody

theminutehislipstouchmine,thatfeelingof

drowsinessandexhaustion.Ifeelmylungsclosing

inasRandalldeepensthekiss.Itrytoenjoyitand

forgettheagitationscrapingatme.

Theinsatiablekissisgloriouslydiverting,taking

strengthfrom myknees.Iwon’tbeabletowalkto

thecarifhekeepsthisup.Hetakescontrolofmy

wholebeing,andIsurrendertohim…puttyinhis

arms.

Everynerveinmybodyisignited.Everykissis

alwaysdifferent,everykissfeelslikethefirst.This

oneisjustperfectlyconsumingastheothers.I

whimperashetakesmeintoaslowkiss—Imoanas

histonguetakesmineintoanexoticdance—I



tremblewhenhetugsmybraidsandgrumblewhen

hepullsawayagain.

Iwanttoexpressmylove,tellhim howmuchIlove

him.Mythroatwon’tletme,it’sonfire.Ifeelbeads

ofsweatform onmytemple,afewdropsdrizzling

downmyspine.Whendiditbecomesohotinhere?

Feelingnauseated,theworldspinninginallitsaxis,I

clingontoRandall.Eveninhistighthold,Ifeelasif

I’m drowningintheair.

“Areyouokay?”Randallasks,concernsharpinhis

voice.

Mystomachagitatesandgrumbleslikeanoff-

balancewashingmachine.IletgoofRandalland

nestlemybabybump.

“Something’swrong,”Itrytobreatheinslowly,

thinkingI’dfeellesspainandthatprovesfutile.A

sharppainpiercesthroughmybelly,andleavesmy

mouthinahorrificscream.Isag,claspingmyarms



aroundmybelly.

“Amara.”Hisarmsdon’tleavemybody.Thepangof

painhitsmethesecondtime,Ishriekthistime

around.Tearsstreamingdownmyface,tearsformy

baby.Everythingaroundmeflickersandwaves.

“Callanambulance.”IhearRandallshouttonoone

inparticular.AtthispointI’m convulsingonthefloor,

chokedbreathesleavingmymouth.I’m in

excruciatingpain,watchingadreadfulexpressionon

hisface.

“Blood!”Thewordslipspasthislipsinawhisper,as

ifhe’ssayingittohimself.“You’rebleeding.”

Mymuddledbraintakesawhiletoblendthe

declarationtogethersoitmakessense,thenIfeelit.

Awarm sensationonmynetherregions,andsome

partsonmythighs.Instinctively,Isendahandto

findtheheartpalpitatingsensation.Myearsring

withpanicwhenitcomesbackstainedwithcrimson

redthatsendsmewailinglikeawidow.



Whyam Ibleeding?Ican’tbebleeding,Ishouldn’tbe

bleeding.

*

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Seventy-

RANDALL-

SomethingIneverimaginedwaspossiblehas

happened,welostourbaby.Thebaby’sheartbeat

stoppedbeforewereachedthehospital.That’swhat

doctorssaid.It’sanhouraftersurgery,mywifehas

notregainedconsciousness.Shewaspoisoned.

IorderedalockdownintherestaurantafterNkosi

broughtforwardawomanwhowastryingtosneak

outthroughthebackdoor.Theheadchefisinhis

custodyaswell.

Someonewillexplainwhopoisonedmywife.

Thisishowthenanatakesmybabyfrom me?By



hurtingmywife,therehadtobeanotherway.

Liyanacalled,shetoldmeeverything,afterI

deliveredthesadnews.Thedream shehad...

grandfather'sprophecy.

Thewaitingroom feelstoocrowdedwithJonas

givingmedeadlystares,hehasn’tsaidawordtome.

Idon’tcarewhatthesepeoplethinkaboutme,I

marriedtheirdaughter,notthem.Maphikelelethrew

insultsmywayfrom thetimetheyarrived.

Apparently,Idon’tdeservetheirdaughter.Mhambiis

notonanyone’sside,he’stooquietlately.He

remindsmeofthetimehefirstmetAmaraafterher

unclesoldherofftome.Clearly,ithaseverythingto

dowithNelisiwe.

MybrotherandhiswifeThandiwearehere,itfeels

goodtohavesupportduringthishardtime.Neoand

Ayizewantedtobehere,Ihadtoaskthem tocome

tomorrowbecauseAmarawillnotbeinthemoodto



seepeople.

“MrOkolie.”Anursestandinginthedoorwaycalls,

thelookonherfacetellsme,Amaraisawake.“Your

wifeisaskingforyou.”

Myheartlurches,acrazymovethatalmostknocks

thebreathoutofmylungs.Thefamilyagreestostay

behind.Thenurseleadstheway,Istrideinandfind

Amaraseatedonthebed,legsopenandhands

searchingforsomethingonherbelly.Shefeelsthe

weightthat’sbeenremoved.Shefeelsthatthebaby

isnolongerthere.

Confusedeyessnapup,it’sthetearsinthem that

forcemeintoadarkplaceandarouseablazing

vengeancewithin.

“Randall,goodyou’rehere.”Thesmileonherfaceis

forced.“Comecloser,thebabykickswhenyou’re



around.Hehasn’tmovedsinceIwokeup,thenurse

won’ttellmewhy.That’skindofweird,don’tyou

think?Nursesshouldknowitall."

IthoughtIcoulddothis,butit’sharderthanI

thought.

“Thenursewon’ttellmewhymystomachfeelsso

light,it’snothardlikeitwasearlier.”Herhandsroam

theplumpflesh.

IknowAmara.Thatlookinhereyes.Sheknows,she

justrefusestoacceptandwon’tuntilshehearsme

sayit.

“Pleasetellhertocheckthebaby,hehasn’tmoved

sinceIwokeup.”

Ishouldbeholdingherinmyarms,whycan’tImove?



AllIcandoistrytofightbacktearsthatthreatento

bullyme.She’slookingintomyeyes,Idon’tknow

whatshe’sseeing.Ihopeshedoesn’tseeright

throughme.

“Randall,whyareyoustandingthere?”Herquestion

comesinastrainedvoice.“Whyareyouquiet?Come

on,tellhertoexamineme.Weneedanultrasound,

callthedoctor.”

Idoubtsherealisesthathervoiceisskyrocketing.

Standingoverfivefeetfrom her,Ispottearswelling

inhereyesanddrownherdilatedpupils.Ishootthe

nurseaglance,gesturing,shegivesusspace.

“Whereisshegoing?”Amarashouts,unshedtears

readytofalldownherface.

“Amara!”Myheartbeatfast-trackswhenshediverts

hergaze,avoidingmyeyes.



“IlovethenameAdekunle,there’ssomething

majesticaboutit.LikeKwame.He’llneedaZulu

nameaswell,IwasthinkingZuluKhaya.We’llcall

him Khayabecausethere’salreadyaZuluinthe

family.Wedon’twantNqabathinkingwe’restealing

hisson’sname.”Herfacefallsinsadness,butthe

smileonitremains.

“Ama…”Iswallowhernameasaloneteartracesher

delicatecheek.She’sshakingherhead,vigorously.

Welcomingmoretears.Myfeetareheavyanddizzy

asItrailtowardsher,thisisthefirsttimeIhavebeen

renderedweak.Unabletomoveorsayanything

sensible.

“I’m sorry.”It’slikeI’vestartedawildfirewiththis

apology.Amaratakesalongshakybreath,and

burstsintotears,thrashingherhandsinfrustration,

asifshedoesn’tknowwhattodowithherself.Her

heartbreakingcries,shreddingmeintopieces.



Ipracticallytossmyselfonher,catchingherarms

andpinningthem down.

“Welosthim Amara.”

Shecriesharder,pushingagainstmewith

diminishingstrength.Ilockmyarmsaroundher,

buryingmyfaceonthecurveofherneck.Ifeelher

chinonmyshoulder,herbodyshakingtremendously.

“Iwantmybaby.”Tearsdampmyt-shirt,paintingme

withherheartbreakandgrief.Withgladness,I

receivethem,desperatelywantingtotakeawaythe

pain.

Ittakesquiteawhileforherbreathingtocalm.

Preparedtodeliverconsolingwords,Ileanback,

cradlingherfacewithmypalmssoshe’slooking

intomyeyes.



“Iwasnotcarefulenough,Ifailedmybaby.”Her

vocabularytakesfirstplace.

“It’snotyourfaultAmara.”

Ican’ttellher,shewaspoisoned,itwilldeepenthe

pain.MaybeLiyana’sexplanationisbetter,Amara

willbeabletoliveknowingourbabyiswiththe

ancestors.

“Ishould’vedonethingsdifferently,Ishouldhave

eatenhealthier.Ishould’ve…”Iknowshe’saboutto

breakdownagainwhenherlowerlipquavers.

“Amarastop.”Ishakemyhead,itistosaywe’llget

throughthistogether.“Don’tdothistoyourself,I

won’tletyou.”



Herheadshakeisviolent,mythumbscatchafew

tenacioustears.

“I’m sotiredofeverything,Ifeelsouseless.”

Ifeeluselesstoo,I’drathercarrytheloadthanhave

herdoit.Shewillneverbeabletohandleit.

“Ithurts.”

Herpalm ispastedonherheart,she’scrying,the

uglycry.Tears…snort…dishevelledhairandred

rimmedeyes.

“I’m insomuchpain,andI’dratherdieRandall.I

can’ttakeitanymore,itfeelslikemyheartisonfire.”

Ishiftonthebed,andpullherintomylap.Myheart



feelslikeit’sbeenthrownonshardsofglass,

hearingmywife’swrenchingsobs.

*****

IttookawhileforAmaratosuccumbtoadeep

slumber,Ican’tstandthethoughtofhergoing

throughpain.Jonas,Mhambiandtheotheroneare

notinthewaitingareawhenIwalkin.I’m not

complaining.Itsavesmethetroubleofhavingtotell

them howAmara’sdoing.

“Howisshe?”Thandiwe’sconcernisappreciated.

“She’sgoingtobeokay.”Nqabacomestomyrescue,

Idon’thaveananswerforThandiwe.Ihave

unansweredquestionsmyself,andnoonetoanswer



them forme.Abruptly,mybrotherpullsmetothe

side.

“Whoeverisatfault,don’tgofortheentirefamily.”

Hiswarningiswhispered,asifwallshaveears.

“Don’ttellmewhattodo.”HowdoIfeedan

unquenchableangerwithoutspillingenoughblood

tomakemefeelaliveagain?

“I’m seriousRandall,”hislipsspreadintoathinline,

tonechiding.“IknowyoutookoutChala’sfamily.”

“Shehurtmyson.”

“Herchildrenhadnothingtodowithit.”

Nqabaispissingmeoff,Idon’thavetimeforthis.



“Youshouldknowbynowthat,I’lldoanythingto

keepmyfamilysafe.”

“Yournonchalancepissesmeoff,Randall.You’re

goingtoburnifyoucontinuealongthispath.”He

can’treproachmelikeachild,Idon’tcarethatwe’re

twins.

“GladtoknowI’m nottheonlyonewho’spissedoff,I

couldpunchyourightnow.”Hislipswarpintoan

impassivesmirklikehedoesn’tbelieveIwoulddoit.

“Goahead,takeitoutonme.”Heslamshishandon

mychest,enoughtoshovemeback.

“LeavemealoneNqabayomzi.”Myvoicerefusesto

carrytheconvictionitusuallydoeswhenaddressing

people.



Nqabagrabsholdofmywrist,tuggingmebackasI

hadstartedtowalkaway.

“You’vegotpent-uprage,takeitoutonme.Not

someone’schild.”Ihatehim forthis,Ihatethathe

knowsmesomuch.

“Staythehellawayfrom me!”Iyap,slammingmy

handsonhischest.Thebastarddoesn’tmovean

inch.IhearThandiwegaspbehindme,shemustbe

terrified.MybrotherandI;wedon’tfight.Our

argumentsareasplayfulasatoddler.

“No.”Nqabagrowls,voicecold.

“F*ckthisshit.”Iturnmybackandbegintohead

downthehallway,therearefootfallstailingme.He’s

purposelyrilingmeup,wantingareaction.Hethinks

punchingmyownbrothersenselesswillmakeme

feelbetter?Hellno!Ineedtosmellbloodforthis



trucksittingonmychesttomove.

“You’reacoward,takingyourangeroutoninnocent

people.”Hedoesn’tmeanit,there’satingeof

apologywrappedinthetoneofhisvoice.Butitdoes

nothingtokeepmecalm.Iturnaround,rage

deformingmyface.

“Whatdoyouwantmefrom me?”Myvoicesounds

toobrutal,atoneIdon’tusewhenaddressingmy

brother.

“Iwantyoutoacthumanforonce,Iwantyoutofeel.

God!ReactRandall,mournifyouhaveto.Don’tgo

onakillingspree,takingGod’speoplelikeyouhave

claim overthem.”

“Theygivemeclaim overthem themomentthey

decidetotouchtheonesIlove.”



“You’rewrong.”I’m notwrong,I’m neverwrong.

“Nqabastopplease,Randallisgoingthrough

enough.”Thandiwepleadsbesidehim,strokinga

handdownhisspine.He’sluckyhiswifeissane,

mineisslowlylosinghermindandIdon’tknowif

shewillmakeitthroughthenight.

“You’renotgoinganywhereRandall.”

“Doyouthinkyoucanstopmefrom leaving?”

Hiseyesaredaringmetomoveashetakesastep

intomyspace.Ifeelmyselfalmostgivingin,

throwinginthetowellikehewantsmeto.

“Enoughkillingpeople,”Hemumblesonlyformeto

catchit.“You’reafamilyman.It’stimetostop

greetingyourchildrenwithbloodstainedhands.It’s



timetogrowup.”

Ishrugoffahandheplacesonmyshoulder,a

spasm ofirritationcrossesmyfacebecauseofhis

stubbornness.Iwanttopunchhim,takeitallouton

him likehesaid.

“F*ckoffMzi,getoutofmyface.”

Thefirstpunchlandsonhisleftcheek,Thandiwe

gaspsloudly.Sheshouldn’tbehere,witnessingthis.

HergaspsturntocrieswhenIstartpunchingallmy

frustrationsandangeronmytwinbrother.Bythe

timeIstop,unsatisfied.Hislipisbleeding,lefteye

twitching.Ibacktrack,heaving,handsfisted.

“Don’tevertellmewhattodoagain.”Thepaininmy

voicepiercesme,Isoundlikeawoundedanimal.



He’sinmyspaceagain,anddoestheunexpected.

Hisarmsencircleme,pressingmeintoabearhug,

forcingmetostay.Idon’tholdhim back,wedon’t

hug.ThisisnotwhatIwant,hugsdon’tsoothme.

Blooddoes.

“Getyourhandsoffme,Nqabayomzi.”Istrugglein

hisarmsthrashing,kickingandwhimpering.From

myvantagepoint,IseeThandiwewalkingoutofthe

waitingroom.I’m thankful,Iwouldn’twanthertosee

melikethis.

“No,you’remybrother.Letmebehereforyou.”

Istopathisdeclaration,iffeelsstrangethathe’s

strokingmyback.HuggingmelikeIwereaweakling.

Ihatethatmybodyisnotobjectingthisstupid

embrace,itbetraysmeasitbeginstoshake.There’s

awetnessinmyeyes,Ican’tbecrying.Whycan’tI

controlthisoverwhelmingemotion?Iwanttowipe

thedamntearsaway,buthe’sgotmyhands



restrained.

“Ihateyou.”

Ishouldn’thavesaidsomething,myvoicehastold

onme.Itwasokaythathecouldn’tseemyface,now

heknowsthatI’m crying.

“I’m here.”Hedoesn’tsayanythingmore.

“MysonisdeadMzi,hediedandIcouldn’tdo

anythingtohelphim.”Myvoicetrembleswithevery

syllable,whilemybodycontinuestoshudder.I’m

unabletocontrolthedamnemotions,andburstinto

tears.Tearsthatrelentlesslyfallonhisshoulder.My

brother’sholdtightensaroundme.

“Whydidtheygivehim tousifhewasgoingtobe

takenaway?”ThisiswhyIneverwantedtobelieve,



whyIranfrom them.Theycontrolpeople’slives,

shakeusuntilwe’reupsidedownorconfinedintoa

corner.Thentheydishoutdemandsandexpectus

todotheirbidding.

“YouknowthereasonRandall.”

“No,”Ishout,cryingsoftlyinhisarms.“Irefuseto

acceptthat.Hedidn’tgettoseethelightofday,he

didn’tgettoseehisparents.Theytookthataway

from him,wehadplansforhim.”

“Iknow.”

“Letmego.”ItellNqabaaftertakingcontrolofmy

emotions,nippily,Iwipeawaymytearsandback

awaywhenhereleasesme.Thequietnessinthe

room doesnotsitwellwithmebecausemymindis

filledwithvoices,soloudthatthey’vegivenmea

headache.I’m notokay,I’llneverbeokay;notwhenI



havefailedmyson.

“Randall…”

“Mhlonishwa,wefoundsomething.”Nkosi’sthroaty

voicecutsthroughNqaba’s.Ididn'thearhim come

in.Nqabadoesn’tbreakhisstare,Iwanttobreak

mineandturntoNkosi.Butthere’ssomethinginhis

eyesthat’sgluedmeonthefloor.

“WefoundSishi’slittlegirl.”Nkosicontinues.

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Seventy-One

ZITHA–

“Turnleftattherobots.”Itellthestandoffishmanin

thedriver’sseat.I’m notaffectedbyhisrudeness,

butIfeelforhishusband.

Bulelwaissuchagreatguy,howishemarriedto

thisunfriendlyman?Heseemsalmostlifeless,

stoicalexpression,cold-emptyeyes.Notoncehave

Iseenhim smilesincehefetchedusatHarem,a

clubinRosebank.

TodaywastheonlytimeIcouldmeetupwithLiyana,

sinceit’saFriday.Mytimingwasbad,hermother

lostherbaby.

WithLiyanabusyandgoingthroughsomuch,lifein



Kenneth’sbighousegottooboring.Yes,Iwentback.

AweekafterKennethcametogetme.The

babysitterandDlozicamewith,Mantfombiwas

gonewhenImovedback.

Idecidedtogopartying,explorethenorth,using

Kenneth’smoney.HewasatworkwhenIleftthe

house.

He’sleftsomanymissedcalls,Idon’twanttodeal

withhim rightnow.We’lltalkwhenIgethome.

Hopefully,I’llbesoberthen.

ImetBulelwaattheclub,drinkingalone.Apparently

todayishissister’sdeathanniversary.Idespise

death,Idespisetalkingaboutit.Bulelwaofferedto

buymefreedrinksafterIbentmybacktryingto

makehim laugh.

Onethingledtoanotherandwefoundourselves

dancingourproblemsawayonthedancefloor.



Comparedtothegorilladrivingushome,Bulelwais

soft,looksalmostbrittletothetouch.He’sgay,he

didn’thavetotellmethat.Hisflamboyancegave

him awayandmyassumptionswereconfirmed

whenhishusbandZizwecametotheclub,fuming

likearaginglion,askingwhyhewentoutwithout

informinghim.

“Baby,Zithasaidtoturnleft.”Bulelwaremindshim.

Thisblackmandidnotjustdrivestraight,purposely

passingmyturn?

“I’m notdrivingtoplacesIdon’tknow.”Pompous

bastard.

“Arewetakingherhomewithus?”I’m asconfused

asyouBulelwa.

“I’lldropheratthemall,she’lltakeataxihome.”

What?WhodoeshethinkIam?

“Atthistime?”Thebastardrefusestomeetmygaze,



nomatterhowloudIshrieked,unlesshe’soneof

thosecarefuldriverswhodon’tblinkwhiledriving.

“Youcan’tdothatZizwe,she’sagirlandit’slate.”

YesBubu,tellhim.I’m nottakingataxi.

“Bulelwaisright.Incaseyouhaven’tnoticed,I’m a

girl.”What’swrongwithmenlately?“IhaveaMandla

whowasgoingtofetchmeandtakemehome.But

no,youletmegetintoyourcarandmademethink

you’lltakemehome.”

“Buttercup!”Zizwesnaps,continuingtoignoremeas

ifI’m nothere.

“PleaseZizwe,let’stakeherhome.”Hebetterlisten

tohisButtercup.Zizwesnorts,yep.Iseemyself

countingchangeinataxi.

“It’sokayBubu,themallisfine.I’llcallsomeoneto

fetchme.”



IwouldcallKenneth,butI’m notinthemoodforone

ofhislectures.Sometimesheactslikemyfather,

mustbetheagedifferencegettingintohishead.

“What’sgoingonthere?”Bulelwa’sinquisitivetone

forcesmeoutofmythoughts,Ifollowhisgazeto

myright.

There’sawomanstrugglingagainsttwomen…alive

kidnappinginJohannesburg.Iknewmylifewasa

movie.That’sMantfombi,fightingforherlife.She’s

ontheground,rollingandyellingforhelp,clearly

refusingtobetaken.

Thecarstopsattherobots,Itakethischanceto

jumpout.Idon’tknowwhattheplanis,butIcan’tlet

them takeheraway.I’vebeenavictim ofwoman

abuse,menwhomanhandlewomendisgustme.

“Hey,leaveheralone.”Ishout,runningacrossthe

street.



Themenstop,facestwistingwithanger.These

chimpanzeescanstaronLockDown.Dowomenstill

givebirthtoscarylookingcreatures?

“Pissoff.”Oneofthem growls,pushingmeharshly

soIwobbletillIcollidewithoneofthespectators,

watchinglikethereisawrestlingmatchgoingon.

I’m stunnedwhenonegrabsMantfombiandstarts

hisjourneytotheircar.Ican’tfightthesegoons

alone,myscreamswillhavetodothefightingforme.

PeoplegivemelookswhenIletloose,actingas

dramaticasIcould.WhatinGod’sworldiswrong

withAfricans?Iwanttosmacktheonetakinga

videonexttome.

“Help.”Iyell,whenMantfombi’sscreamselevate,

she’skickingandfightingwiththebestofherability.

Feelinghelpless,Idothenextlogicalthingthat

comestomind.Grababrickandtossit,ithitsthe

bigheadwhotoldmetopissoff.Theystopandturn

tomewithdeadlystares.

Myauntmustbelonelyinhell,shewantsmethere

withher.Thesethugsaregoingtokillme.



“Uzofasisi,youshouldlearntomindyourown

business.”

It’ssomerubbernecktellingmeshit,uselessprick.

Mantfombirunstostandagainstafence,trembling

withfear.

“AtleastI’m tryingtohelp,youpeoplearewatching

thesementakeawomanagainstherwill.What

happenedtoUbuntu?”

“Ubuntuforwhat?Wehavefamiliestofendfor.”A

mananswersmyquestion.

Thisisjustgreat,I’m goingtodiebecauseofa

womanwhosleptwithmyman.

Inaflash,Zizweslidesinfrontofme,gunaimedat

themen.Nigerianmovie…Ihavesaidit,Ihavesaidit.

“Yhuuu!”Someidiotsinthecrowdscream,itmust

bebecauseofthegun.Noonecriedwhentheywere

manhandlingMantfombi.



“Zitharun.”IhearBulelwashout,he’sstanding

besidemeinajiffy,andgrabsmyhand.

“Ntomboletsgo.”Iyellouttoher,thankGodshe’s

saneenoughtomove.Igrabherhandasshe

approaches,we’reheadedforthebigcarparkedon

thesideoftheroad.

Bulelwatakesthefrontseat,leavingmeand

Mantfombitoenterattheback.Onceinthecar,her

batteredfacecomestofullview.

“WhathappenedNtombo?Whatthehellwasthat?”

Shevirtuallythrowsherselfatme,sniffling.

“Thankyousisi,yousavedmylife.”

Herfingerstightenonmyclothing,herhugresolute.

Thedoortothedriver’sseatopens,Zizwepopsin

andisinstantlyattackedwithahugbyhishusband

Bulelwa.

“Sisi,”MrGrumpycalls,ashedrivesusdrivesaway.

“WouldyouliketotelleveryonewhyIgavethose

menmymoney?”



Mantfombidropsherhead,blinkinghertearsaway.

“MyfathersoldmetothosemenforR5000,they

draggedmeoutofthehouseandmymotherdid

nothingtostopthem.Imanagedtoescapewhenthe

carstoppedattherobots,buttheycaughtupwith

me.That’swhenyoucamesisi.”

No,Ididn’tcome.Itwasacoincidence.Jehovah!

She’scryingagain,Idon’tpushheroffwhenshe

usesmyshouldertoleanon.Herparentsare

stupidlycruel.Heartsofmenhavegrowncold.How

doesafathersellhisdaughteroff?

THESISHIS-

Themessagefrom herfatherthathe’sleavingthe

countrywithoutsomuchasagoodbyemattersnot.

Herhearthassunktothedeepestpartsofher

stomach,herdaughterhasbeenfoundaftermonths

oflookingforher.Inwhatstateshe’sinisunknown,



themanwhocalledStyleswouldn’ttellhim.

“TheyfoundSihle.”Hehadsaidtoherbackatthe

house,thecouplegrabbedwhatevertheyneeded,

jumpedintotheircarandarenowheadingtothe

designatedplace.SomeriverinVoslorus.

Shouldn’tshebeatthehospital?Istheirquestion.

Randallhascalledplentyoftimes.ButStylescan’t

musterupthecouragetotakehiscalls,afraid

Randallmighthavebadnewsforhim.

“Styles.”Sethupushesouthisnamebeforeshe

couldthinkwhattosaynext.Styleswantsto

respond,butfearhashim bythethroat,chokinghim.

Makingemptypromisesisnothisthing,hecan’tsay

Sihleisfinewithoutknowingforsure.

Carsareparkedbythedustyroad,anambulance

andpolicecarshavebeatthem tothescene.Nkosi

istheonewhofoundthechild.Whywouldhecall

thepoliceknowingtheydon’tworkwiththem?



“Whyisitcrowded?”FearechoesinSethu’svoice,

thesounddigsdeepintoStyles’stomach,settlingat

thecore.Hisgutknotstighterthanahangman’s

nooseroundtheneckofTheBigShow.

Nooneisbraveenoughtoleavethecar,theysit,

staringahead.Heartspulsingfasterthanusual.

“Iloveyou,Kitten.”Hehasn’ttoldherthisinalong

time,asmallamountofweightisliftedfrom his

shoulderswhenshereturnshisendearment,though,

throughashakybreath.

“Iloveyoutoo.”

Shemissesaninhalationwhenhishandslaceshers,

ifonlyheknewhowmuchshe’sbeenneedingthis.

Heleansover,topeckherlipswithasoftkiss.

Once…twice…thricehistongueplungesthroughthe

seamsofherlips.

Sethusnivels,lettingherselfgoinhisarms.Her



tearssmudgehisface,hepullsawayfrom thekiss

towipethem away.Foreheadagainstforehead,

breathingthesamebreath.TheSishisstayinthis

positionuntilaknockonthewindowonthedriver’s

sidelugsthem backtoreality.

Neo,ishere.Stylesdidn’tknowhewasgoingtobe

here.

“Stylos.”Neocalls,motioningthatStylesopensthe

door.HedoesasAyizestridestowardsthecar.

“Whereisshe?”Hisdaughterhemeans.Neodrops

hishead,shakingit.Styleswoulddoanythingtohear

Neocrackajoke,hefindsthem lamebuthe’ddo

withonerightnow.AyizeisonSethu’ssideofthe

door,herpregnantsisterisshudderingintheseat.It

doesn’tlooklikeshe’llstepoutanytimesoon.

“Styles.”WhatthehelldidNeojustsay?Hedoesn’t

callhim Styles,henevercallshim Styles.

“Don’tcallmethat,I’m Stylostoyou.”Stylessnaps,



pushinghisfriendwithnewfoundanger.Hedoesn’t

knowwhyhe’sangry.

Tears?WhyisNeocrying?ItannoysStylessomuch

thathemanoeuvrespasthim andamblestowards

theothers.Hecan’tgraspwhyhisfeetareheavyand

unwillingtomove.Hepusheseitherway,heart

racingfasterwitheachstep.

From adistanceofsevenfeet,hespotsRandall,

Nkosirightbesidehim.Twopolicemenarewith

them,scribblingsomethingdownonanotebook.

“Stylos.”

Neocallshim byhisrightfulnamethistime.But

Stylesrefusestoacknowledgeit,hiseyesare

engrossedonRandall.Likehefeelseyesonhim,

Randall'sheadsnapsup.ThestareforcesStylesto

standdown,heknowshisbrother.Heprobably

knowshim betterthananyoneandthatlookinhis

eyes.

“Styles”Randallmumblesbetweenawhisperanda

gasp.

“Whereisshe?”HisquestionisdirectedatRandall



whenhe’swithinearshot,thedarkskinnedman’s

eyesmovetotheleft,Stylesfollows.Hecan’tsee

anythingbutabluetoystoragetrunk.Apoliceline

hasbeendrawnaroundit,prohibitingpeoplefrom

comingcloser.

Unconsciously,Stylesfollowstheline.Heatcovers

hisbody,itfeelslikehe’sinafurnace.

“Youcan’tgothrough…”Auniformedpoliceofficer

attemptstostophim,butSishipusheshim outof

hiswayandlikehelivesonnoodlesthetinyman

losesbalanceandreelsback.

Randallisbehindhim,Styleshasn’tturnedbutfeels

hispresence.

“Idon’tthinkyoushouldopenit.”Awarningfrom his

brother,hecouldlistentohim likehealwaysdoesor

shirkhisadvice.

He’llneverknowifhedoestheformer,slowlyhe

flipstheboxopen.Thefirstthinghe’smetwithisa



tinyhand,ashockedgaspsashaysthroughhis

quiveringlips,asifpouredwithicedwater.

Hisbraintellshim toshutthebox,hishanddoesthe

opposite,pushingthelidwideopen.Athousand

needlespricklehisheart,drainingallthebloodinit.

Thiscan’tbereal,itcan’tbehisbabylyinginthere.A

firm handlandsonhisshoulder,it’sRandall,making

surehisfrienddoesn’tcrumble.

“No.No”

Awhisperedbreath…pained…ragged.Styles’knees

giveintothepainsurroundinghim,hedropsdown

incapableoflookingawayfrom thetinylifeless

humaninthetrunk.

“Aaaahhhh!”Comesahorrificscream,it’ssoloud

thatSethuhearsitfrom whereshewasleftbehind,

toocowardlytofollowherhusband.

“Sethu,stayplease.”Ayizepullsherintoherarms,

lockinghersoshedoesn’tmove.



“No,that’sStyles.”She’salreadyweeping,painfully.

Hercriesarecontagious,sendingAyizeonherown

cryingsession.Sethu’sweteyeswidenatthesight.

“Whyareyoucrying?”Withshakyhands,Sethugrabs

hersister’sshoulders.“Whyareyoucrying,Ayize?”

Sheshouts,almostgrindingherteeth.Ayizefailsto

controlherwaterworks,insteadsmackshermouth,

winninginstiflingasob.

Sethuisgettingfrustratedbyhersister’ssilence,a

wasteoftime,really.Styles’loudcriescalltoher

oncemore.

“Styles!”Pregnantassheis,she’srunningtowards

thedirectionhewent,shoutinghisnamethrougha

tremblingbreathingandtearsthatwon’tleaveher

alone.

“Styles!”



Shefindshim slumpedonthedirtygroundin

Randall’sarms,wailinglikeamanwho’slost

everything.

“Styles.”

Awhisperthistime,fearhasherparalyzed.She

wantstomoveforward,toseewhat’sinthatbox.

Deepdownsheknows,butshe’snotbraveenough

totakeapeek.

“Sethu,pleasecomewithme.Styleswilltellyou

everything.”AcryingAyizepleads,it’snothelping

thatshe’salsointears.

“Sihle.”Logichasknockedsomesenseintothe

mother.“Sihle.”

Shescreamslikeacrazywoman,andgainingher

strength,herfeetpouncetowardsStyleswhoturns

atthesoundofherhorrificexpression.Shecan’tsee

this,hecan’tletherseeherdaughterinsuchastate.

Chesttightwithpain,Styles’feetaccelerate.His

armsstretchtograbaholdofSethu,buthiswife

dodgeshim.Hercriesturntopainfulscreamswhen



shefindsSihle’sbodyinsideaboxinacurled

position.

“Sihle,Sihle,mybaby.”Handsonherhead,Sethu

yelpslikeshe’slosinghermind.Herbodyis

envelopedfrom behind,it’sthemanwhofathered

theirfirstborn.He’spullinghercloserandcloserinto

him asshecontinuestothrashandfighthim.

Desperatetogettoherdaughter.

“Getheroutofthere,Styles.Getmybabyoutofthat

box,she’sinpain.”

Hewantstogethertostopyelling,shemightlose

thebabyshe’scarryingifshedoesn’tcurtailher

emotions.Buthedoesn’tknowhowwhenhe’s

hurtingaswellandwantstoscream hispainout.

“ShehatesconfinedspacesStyles,youcan’tlether

stayinthere.”Hervoicecracks,strainsandelevates.

Styleshasnowordsforhiswife,hedoesn’tknow

whattosaytoher.



Ithurtstospeak,ithurtstobreathe.Dammit!Ithurts

allover.

Theriversightisfilledwithsoundsoflamentation,

AyizetrappedinNeo’sarms,shehasn’tstopped

crying.Randall’spainhasdoubled,from losinghis

sontolosinghisnieceinaspaceofaday.Thestars

bearingwitnesstothismustreportsuchcrueltyto

theirdeity.

“Nohumanshouldgothroughthiskindofshit,”

Throughgrittedteeth,Neogrumbles,gentlystroking

hiswife’sback.

EyesSkyward,hequestionstheGodwhospeaksto

him inriddles,theOnewhofoundhim worthytobe

Hisvessel.

“Idon’tcarehowpowerfulYouare,youdon’tdothat.

Youdon’tbreakpeoplelikethis.”Atthesoundofhis

complaints,Ayizeweepslouder,claspingherarms



aroundherhusband.

Sethuislosingallthestrengthshehad,findingit

hardtostand.Slowly,sheextendsherhands

towardsthetrunkdetainingherdaughter.

“Mybaby,”thecriesofamotherechointothethick

darkness.Seeingherinthere,immobileistorture.

SethufindsthestrengthtoescapeStyles’arms,with

thattinystrength,shescurriestotheboxandgrabs

herdaughter'sarms.

“GetupSihle,”Moreheartpiercingscreams.

Thelasttimeshepickedupher9-yearold,she

wasn’tthisheavy.Thelasttimeshetouchedher9-

yearold,shewasn’tthiscold.Thelasttimesheheld

her9-yearold,shewasn’tthisstiff.

“Baby,please.Mommyishere,getup.Weneedto

gohome.”

“Sethu.”Stylesistooweaktostopher.



“Iknowyou’reangryatmommybecausesheletthe

badpeopletakeyou.”Allthiswhileshe’scrying.“I’m

sorrymybaby,forgiveme.”

Thetinystiffarmsareslippery,itdoesn’tstopSethu

though.She’sdeterminedtogetherbabyoutof

there.

“Sihlegetup,let’sgohomeplease.”

“Sethu…stop.”Stylesfinallyspeaks,hisvoicenot

strongenoughtogethertolisten.

“Idon’tlikeithereStyles,it’stoodark.Let’stake

Sihlehome,she’safraidofthedark.”She’skneeling

infrontofthetrunk,upperbodyslumpedinthebox.

Thepolicehavemovedcloser,wantingtodotheir

job.

“Whatareyoudoing?”Shequestionsoneofthe

officers,whograbsthechild’sbody.

“I’m justtakingherout,weneedtodoan



investigation.”Theofficer.

“No,”Sethujoltstoherfeettopushhim away.“My

babydoesn’tlikestrangers,don’ttouchher.”

“Sethu.”Randall’svoiceseepsthroughherears,his

armswraparoundherfrom behind.Thisiswhenher

legslosethebattle,shesinkstothefloor,weeping.

Randallliftsherupbeforeshecrumbleslike

spaghetti,hercriesremindhim ofAmara’searlier

today.He’snevercarriedanyotherwomaninhis

armsbuthiswife,nevertheless,Sethuishis

brother’swife.Sheisnodifferentfrom Ifeanyi,his

father’sdaughter.

HersobsstarttodiminishwhenRandallwalksaway

withher.

“Sishi.”Nkosican’thelpbutinterrupt,he’switnessed

toomuchagonytolasthim alifetime.Firsthisboss,

nowStyles.“I’m sorryforyourloss.”



“Whodidthis?”Styles’voicedegeneratesintoa

gutturalrasp,nailsdiggingintothepalmsofhis

hands,ragingeyesengrossedonhisdaughter.

“JustsaythewordandI’llbringthem toyou.”Nkosi

returns,thetoneofhisvoicethatofamanwho’s

readytospillblood.

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Seventy-Two

Weareallbornforlove,sohowdoesonebecomea

personsodevoidofcompassionandempathythat

torturebecomesevenapossiblity?

RANDALL-

AdekunleZulukhayaOkolie.

Youweretooprecioustoliveonthisearth,soGod

changedhismindandtookyouback.

Theengravingonhistombstonereads.He’slefta

voidinourlives,avoidnoonewillcouldeverfill.

Donotcrematehim,buryhim inthegarden,under

thebigtree,ontheseventhdayfrom hisdeath.His



motherwillmournhim forsevenmonths,thenshe

cancontinuewithherlife.

Theseweretheinstructionsfrom nana,relayedto

Liyana.Amaraisnotyetcomforted,shespendsher

timewithourson,Kwame.Shewouldsitwithhim

forhourswithoutsayingawordtohim,watching

him playorwhateverhemightbedoingatthattime.

Wedidn’tenrolKwameataschool,he’llcontinuehis

studiesinGhananextyear.

We’regoinghomeafterthebirthofthetwins,these

arealsonana’sorders.Separatingthem isgoingto

behardforLiyana.

Thecalamitythathadbefallenmyfamilyhappened

becauseIhadnotappeasedmyancestorsandtold

them thatIwasnotreadytotakeover.Neo’s

cleansingdidnothappen,it’snotneeded;theyhave

mysonliketheywanted.Hisdeathhascleared

everythingforus.



LookingatLiyanatoday,Ican’thelpbutfeelproud.

She’scomesofar,hermaturityissomethingtobe

proudof.Shetoldusshewastakenunderwaterby

nana.Thatshedoesn’thavetogothroughtraining

anymore.I’vealwaysknowntheydoastheyplease.

SihlewasburiedthreedaysbeforeAdekunle,Iwill

neverforgethowStylescrumbledandcriedlikea

baby,watchingthecoffingodown.Noamountof

handsofcomfortcouldgethim tocalm down,not

evenhiswife.

Iwillneverforgetthatimagine,it’simprintedinmy

head.Sayinggoodbyetoyourbaby,thefeelingof

failure.Thewhatif’s,thetripsofguilt.Thosebring

suicidalthoughtsintoaperson’shead.

Sethucollapsedquiteanumberoftimes,shehadto

betakentothehospital.Thebabyisfine,Ican’tsay

abouther.Noonewouldeverdaresaythis,noone

willeversayshe’slosinghermind.Theydon’ttalk,

herandStyles.Hetoldme,hetellsmeeverything

now.Leavingnothingunsaid,hedoes,sohedoesn’t



losehismind.Noonewantstowitnessacrazy

Styles,he’scrazyenoughasitis.

“DidSethubuyMkhize’smessage?”Iwanttoask

him howSethuisdoing,howhe’sdoing.Usually,I

waitforhim tospeakfirst,notwantingtomakehim

feelsuffocated.

“Shedid,”Stylesisalwayssoftspoken,butnowit’s

kindofworse.Hiscalmnessscaresmesometimes.

“It’sagoodthinghisbodywillneverbefound,the

crocodilesreallyfeastedonthatsonofabitch.”

Igetachucklefrom him,it’slightlikehisvoice.

“Yeah.”Styles.

Wasitagoodideatolethim drive?NowI’m notsure,

hisheadisprobablyinmanyplaces,buthere.The

restofthetripweremainsilent.HowdoIpacifya

manwhohaslosthisdaughter?Nineyearsiswhat

shewasgiven.HowdoesGodtakeaftergiving?Iwill

neverunderstandthisconcept.



Thirtyminutesin,weparkoutsideabuildingin

NewTown.It’sabasementofsomesort.Don’tknow

whereNkosigetstheseplaces.

Wefindhim andhiscolleaguewaitingforusoutside

thegate.

“Mhlonishwa.”

“Howiseverythinggoing?”Iask,eagertohearif

we’vemadeprogressinthespaceofmorethana

week.

“Theyarereadytotalk,”Asadisticlaughswaysfrom

hischest.“Aftermanydaysoftorturethosebitches

havegrowntired.It’sfunnyhowhumansfeardeath,

afteractingbravefordays,nowtheyarereadyto

singlikebirds.”

“GoodJob.”Itellhim,gazecastonStyles.Iwishhe

couldsaysomething.

“Let’sdothis.”Stylesorders,leadingthewayintothe



basement.It’slateinthenight,perfecttimeto

committheperfectmurder.

Styles’facecontortswithanger,amixtureofpain

fightingitswaythroughaswestandinfrontoftwo

toytrunks.AshouldersqueezeisallIcanoffermy

brother.

“You’restrongStyles,youcandothis.”Cheeringhim

onisprobablybad,especiallyknowinghowhe

unravels.Whenheself-destructs,allhellbreaks

loose.

“Openthem.”StylesordersNkosi,hedoesastold,

excitementplayingonhisfeatures.

Inthefirsttrunkliesthewomanwhoissuspectedto

havepoisonedmywife.Theheadchefwasletgo

afterNkosifailedtopinhim tothecrime.The

secondtrunkrevealsthewomanStylesonceloved,

KhethukuthulaDladla.Likeherpartner,she’scurled

upinsidethetrunk,smallenoughtorestricther

movements,boundwithshacklesandagaginher



mouth.

Foroveraweekthesetwowomenwereheldcaptive.

IttookthatlongbecauseKhethuandheraccomplice

wouldn’tadmittotheircrimes.

Iwasn’tshockedwhenNkosirevealedwhothe

mastermindwasbehindSihle’skidnapping,the

evidencehegatheredpointedtoher.Nowweneed

tohearitfrom thedevilherself.

Noonewhohurtsmyfamilylives,theydon’tdeserve

tolive.Allthosewhohavediedbymyhandwill

attesttoit,withThandazaChitawobeingthelatest.

Unfortunately,GovernorChitawo’sprivatejet

crashed.It’ssaidtobelostsomewhereintheIndian

Ocean.

Ithadtobedone,Mkhizeistheperfectexamplethat

youneverleaveanenemybehind.Theyalwayscome

backtosettlescores,bringingalongtheirkin.



ThandazawasgoingtoavengeMkhize’sdeath,she

hadtodie.Shehadtodieforwhatshedidtomy

wife.Herfatherunfortunatelygotcaughtupinthe

mess.SomeonehadtoaccompanyThandazatothe

afterlife.

“Youshouldhavebeenheremhlonishwa,I’venever

hadsomuchfuninmylife.Wetrieditall,stressed

position…waterboarding.Theywereshackledtoa

chairwithabucketunderneathitandabagover

theirheads.Thisonewasthemoststubborn.”His

playfuleyespointatKhethu.“Wehadtokeep

pouringwaterandconcentratingonhernoseand

mouthuntilshereallyfeltshewasdrowningandher

chestabouttoexplodefrom lackofoxygen.Itwas

funwatchinghergagforair,deprivingherofairwas

thebestpartaboutthistorture.”

He’stellingmeeverythingStylesdidinmyabsence,I

couldn’tbehere.Grandunclewantedmepresentfor

thevisitorsfrom Ghanawhocametomournwithus,



hesaiditwasimportanttheycame.

Idon’tblameNkosi,Iwouldhavefoundjoyinseeing

itaswell.

“Herheadwasrepeatedlybangedagainstthewall,

shewasdraggedwithatowelaroundherneck,the

bleedingwasabonusforme.”Anothersickchuckle

from him.“Waterboardingsessionismypersonal

favourite.Atonepoint,shebecamecompletely

unresponsive,bubblesrisingthroughherfullmouth.”

Chillsrushthroughmybody,IknewStyleswas

capableofthis,Ididn’tthinkitwasthisbad.

“Canwedothis?Ineedtogobackhome.”That’s

right,Sethushouldn’tbealonefortoolong.

“Idon’tseewhynot.”



Nkosismiles,aheadbowwhichissounnecessary

andexaggerated.Withthehelpofhiscolleague,they

takethewomenoutoftheboxesandplacethem in

stressedposition,tiedtoabeam.Heproceedsto

grabtwobucketsoficedwater,poursoneonthe

firstlady.Herbodyshudders,beforehereyesshoot

open.Redandswirlingwithfear.IlovewhatI’m

seeing,Nkosi’sviciouschucklesayshedoestoo.

“Don’tbeshockedbytheirweakstates,thesetwo

weredeprivedofsleep.Thepunishmentinvolved

painfulshacklingandbeingdousedwithwater.That

motherf*ckerhurtslikeab*tch.Iwasavictim ofit

once.Itfeelslikeaneternity,tothepointthatyou

findyourselffallingasleepdespitethewaterbeing

thrownatyou.”

“YoudidwellNkosi,you’reatruesoldier.”Singinghis

praisesislikerecitinghisclannames.Aproudlook

etcheshisfeatures.

“Dankie,siyabonga.”Dramaticasalways.



Khethuispouredwiththesecondbucketofwater,

herarousalmatchesthesameasheraccomplice.

Herredfear-filledeyesmeetStylesfirst.Lowerlip

quavers,eyeswiden.Showcasingthepuppylook

thatalwayshadStylesbyhisnostrils.Nottoday

though,todayhe’scold.Inhumane,readytotaste

blood.

“Styles,whyareyoudoingthistome?”Typical

Khethu,playingwithtears.

“Whydidyoudoit?”Hisvoiceiscold…ruthless.The

devilhimself.

Dubiouseyesshutclosed,inaminute,theyopen

withadifferentaspect.Thefearinthem goneina

wink,thiswomanisapsycho.

“Youleftme,Styles,youleftme.”Really?Ishould’ve

known.“Icouldn’tgetoverwhatyoudid,foryearsI

plannedmyrevenge.Iwantedtomakeyousuffer

thewayyoumademesuffer.Iwantedyoutopayfor

breakingmeaftermakingmeloveyou.Ihateyou,I



hatethatwomanyoumarried.Ihatethatshegave

youababy,andIhateRandall.”

Shelooksatmewithspiteinhereyes,I’m not

deterred.

“It’sallhisfault,hedroveyouawayfrom me.

SupportedSethuoverme,thewomanwholovedand

tookcareofyouforfouryears.Iplanneditall,the

hotelincidentwithAmara.”Shelaughs.“Thatwas

partmeandpartMkhize,Ifoundhim whileplanning

myrevengeonallofyou.HewasasbitterandI

knewIhadRandallwhereIwantedhim.Theplan

wastodestroyhim andAmaralikehedestroyed

whatIhadwithyouStyles.”

Adozenneedlesdancetheirwayaroundmyheart,

“Youcrazybitch.”Icouldkillher.

She’snotputoff,hereyeballshittheroof.I’ddo



anythingtowipethatsmirkoffherface.

“Ienjoyedplayingallofyoulikepuppets,Ihadyouall

inthepalm ofmyhand.You’velostyourtouch

grandpaRandall,Nalediwasunderyournose,but

youmissedher.”Hereyesshifttotheladybeside

her.

“Shewasthereatthehotel,I’m sureAmaratoldyou

abouther.Thatwifeofyourstellsyoueverything,

bloodyfoolcan’tkeephermouthshut.She’sbeen

followingherandSethuaround,watchingtheirevery

move.”

Aboilingfuryswellsinsideofme.Sothisisthe

womanfrom thehotel,thestalker.IfIdidn’thate

Khethu,Iwouldapplaudherforajobwelldone.She

playeduslikeagamedominoes.

“IrealisedIshould’veletNaledigowhenshelet



herselfgetcaughtafterpoisoningAmara.Ihate

incompetence.Thepoisonwasmeanttokillboth

Amaraandthebaby,atleastIgotoneofthem.”

Angercurlshotandunstoppableinmygut,likeahot

blazinginfernothatwantstoburnmefrom the

inside.Itakeastepcloser,itchingtochokethelife

outofher.

Nkosimovesfaster,hisfistcollideswithhercheek

whensheburstsintoanannoyinghoarselaugh.

Bloodspewsfrom hermouth,andsplattersonthe

floor.She’sdizzyawhilebutquicklyregainsherself.

"Howcouldyoubesoevil?"Styles.

“Ohplease,you'renobetterthanme.Youand

Randallplayinthedevil'splayground.Ilivedin

anguisheveryday,foryearsStyles,Icouldn’tbreathe

withoutyou.TheonlywayIcouldfeedmywrathwas

tokill,soItookeverywomanthatremindedmeof



yourwife.Ihatedthem,likeIhateSethu.Iwanted

thatbabyinherwomb,Iwasgoingtotakeit,killher

andraiseitwithyou.Andformyplantowork,Ifaked

apregnancy.Whichwasfunbytheway.Sihlewas

notmeanttodie,Ididn’tknowshewasgoingto

suffocateinsidethatbox.Butohwell,heavencalled

hertoosoon.AtleastIsavedherfrom havinga

motherlikeSethu.MyparentsfoundoutwhatIhad

doneandthreatenedtohavemearrested,soIkilled

them.Youhavetolovemoney,itwaseasytoget

twodesperateguystodigaholeintheirbedroom,

undertheirbed.That’swheretheyareburied.”

“YoudidallthisbecauseIleftyou?”Stylesgrunts,a

lookofbittersweetsweptacrosshisface.Khethu

hassuddenlybecomequiet.

“Answerme.”He’stoocalm,butangerstillhashim,I

cantellbythewayhishandsareshaking.Thisis

howIknowhe’sabouttoexplode.



“Yes.”Heranswertremblesfrom herpatchedlips.

Nostrilsflaring,fistsclenchedathissides,hegrowls

drivingthem intothewall.

“Youkilledmydaughter.”Stylesyellsdirectlyat

Khethu,veinsbulgingoutofhishead.“Youfucking

killedmybaby.”

“ItwasamistakeStyles.”Thesoundofhervoiceis

remorseless.

“Untieher.”Hegrunts,makinghostiledemands.

Excitementlacedonhisfeatures,Nkosigladlyunties

Khethu.Heletsherfalltothefloorwhentheropes

arenolongerholdingherup.Stylesgrabsahandful

ofherhair,andbeginsdraggingheracrossthefloor.

Herfaintscreamsaremusictomyears.Hestands

herupandshakeshisfistinherface,itsends

Khethubackdownwithaloudthudresoundingfrom

thegreatfall.She’srollingonthefloor,weakfrom



thetortureshewassubjectedtoandtheblowshe

justreceived.

“You’redead.”Eyesnarrowedandteethclenched,

Stylesdeliversadeadlythreat.Hemeanswhathe

says,he’samanofstrongconvictionwhonever

backsdown.

Iwanttohandhim aknifesohecanslitherthroat

likeIplanondoingwiththatNalediwoman,hertears

havegonetowaste.She’sdeadanyway.

Stylesisbreathingheavily,almostasifhewould

burstashegripsthefrontofKhethu’sthroat,forcibly

bringingheruptoherwobblyfeet.She’spinned

againstthewall,eyesbuglingout.

“Can’tbreathe.”Saysaraspyvoice.

“That’sthepointsisi.”Nkosisimpers,crossinghis

armsacrosshischest,he’slovingthis.

Withherthroatclosed,noairisabletoreachher

lungs.Hervoicecannotbefoundandmovements

becomeslowerandsloweruntilshesuccumbsto



death.Herunmovingbodysaggingfrom hishold,

Stylescontinuestochokeher.

“She’sgoneStyles.”

He’snotlisteningtome,he’sheaving,tighteningthe

grip.Tearspricklingthecornersofhiseyes.Iwrapa

handaroundhisshouldertopullhim back,Khethu’s

bodyfallswhenStylesleansintomytouch.The

Nalediwomaniscrying,fearloudinhervoice.

LettinggoofStyles,Itargether,aknifeinhand.The

fearinhereyesandfacefuelsme,pushingmetodo

this.

“Please,I’m so…”BloodsplattersonmyclothingasI

slitherthroat,shegagsbeforegivingintothehands

ofdeath.

Ican’tsayIfeelbetter,ithurts.Theagony,thegrief,

theloss.It’sthere,sicklysweet.IturntoStyles,to

findhim staringback.Icatchsomethingfrom him,a

faintwhisper,“Thankyou.”



Myarmswraparoundhim.

“We’regoingtobeokay,you’regoingtobeokay

Styles.Youwillhealandliveagain.Yourheartwill

beatagain.”Hisresponseisanexasperatedsigh.

Eventhoughgriefandlosshavenearlydestroyedmy

brother,hepresseson.Hepressesonforhisfamily,

he’sf*ckedupandnotdoingwell,buthe’sstillon

mission.Hesoldierson,carryingouthismissionin

lifebecauseheistough.Icanseehowtoughheis,

preciselybecauseIcanseethedepthofhisgrief.

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Seventy-Three

ZITHA-

Thatnight,IbookedMantfombiintoamotel,noway

wasIgoingtotakeherbacktothehouseIshare

withKenneth.IhadR175tospare,shewasluckywe

foundheraplacetostay.

Nowaworkingwoman,abletopayherbills,andnot

wantingtogobacktothehouseKennethgotthem

becauseofthebadmemories;Mantfombifounda

comfortableapartmentinOrmondeViewestates,

awayfrom herfather’swrath.

Turnsoutshedidn’tlieaboutherfathersellingher

off,apparentlythemanhasadrinkingproblem.

Kennethsomehowfoundoutaboutitandsentthe

familybacktoKZN,avillageneartheonethey

stayedin.



HecontinuestoprotectMantfombi,Ican’tsayit

doesn’tbotherme.It’stoosoonintotherelationship

tochangetheman.

Allthesame,it’shardtoseethemanyoulovecare

foranotherwoman,maybethat’shisnature,caring,

compassionate.

I’m madetosignatthegate,presentmyIdentity

document.Theguardmakessmalltalk,asksme

what’sinsidetheShopriteplasticbags.Idon’tknow

whyheaskedifhewasgoingtocheck.Ileavehim

withapacketofsnackswhenhetellsmeaboutthe

specialhesawonthenewspaperthismorning.Buy

threeforR37.99.

Mantfombilivesonthesecondfloor,thestairsaren’t

straining,soIclimbthem withease.I’m metwitha

smilewhenthedoorpullsopen.

“Sisi,youmadeit.”Shedidn’tthinkIwouldactually

comewhenshecalledandaskedtoseeme.



“Iwasatthemallandgotthisforyou.”I’m givena

gratefulsmile.Ican’tsaywe’refriends,wejusttalk.

Mostlyaboutworkandfutureplans.Shedoesn’tsay

much,givesoffthatsheepishattitudeshehadwhen

Ifirstmether.

Mantfombitakestheplasticstothekitchen,anopen

floorplan.Theapartmentlookscosy.I’m offeredtea

onahotday,it’sbloody34degreesoutside.

“Don’tyouhavewine?I’vealwayswonderedwhy

participantsonDateMyFamilybringwine,it’sfor

peoplelikeyou.”

Thesoundofherlaughterswaysintotheroom,I

almostforgothertimidnature.Hercutenesswas

cloudedbyherbetrayal.

“Whyareyousokindtome,sisi?”

Iwouldn’tcallitkindness,Idon’thaveitinmeto

shunpeoplebecauseofthebadchoicestheymake

inlife.Idon’ttakenonsensebutI’m notabadperson.

God,pleasemakenoteofthat.



LikeIhelpedSizakele,aftermyaunt’sfuneralwhichI

didn’tattendbecauseofthatuncle,thatonewhois

evilandtwisted.Sizakeledidn’twanttomoveinwith

oneofouruncles,withnoplanonhowshe’llpayfor

rent,sheoptedtolivealone.SometimesIhelpwith

electricityandgroceries.She’sstillfamily.

“Idon’tdeserveyourkindness.”

IknowwhereMantfombiistakingthis,Idon’twant

totalkaboutKennethwithher.He’snotupfor

discussion,however,therearethingsthatwereleft

unsaid.

“I’m sorryZitha,Ididn’tmeantohurtyou.”Likehell

shedidn’t.“Ilovehim too,possiblymorethanyou

evercould.”

I’dbedamned…theaudacity…theliverofthis

woman.

“Isthiswhyyoucalledmehere?Toinsultme?”

“No,pleasehearmeout.”Shegripsmyhand,halting

mefrom movingfrom thesofa.Imeetpleadingeyes,



apologetic.Thelookplacesmebackdown.“I’m not

yourenemysisi.MaMkhizebroughtmeto

Khabazela’shousewiththeintentiontoseparateyou

two.Ididn’tknowherplotuntilshecametomeand

toldmeshehadaddedsomethingtohisfood.”

I’vealwaysknownthatwitchdidn’tlikeme.

“Somehow,sheknewhewasgoingtogivemea

morningafterpill.Shetoldmenottotakeitorshe’d

sendmebacktomyfather’shouse.Icouldn’tgo

backthere,myparentsareveryabusiveand

controlling.Theydon’tlovemeliketheyshouldtheir

daughter.ShepromisedtomakeKhabazelaloveme

ifIgavehim achildandIwasdesperateforhim to

loveme.Tobehonest,Istillam.”

Myheartthumpssoloudagainstmychest,I’m sure

shecanhearit.Theentiretyofmybeingbursting

withtrepidation.



“Pleasetellme,you’renotpregnant.”She’sshaking

herhead,I’m notsurewhatthatmeans.

“IthoughtI’dfallpregnant,Idesperatelywantedto

giveKhabazelaason.Iwantedtohaveapieceof

him,buthe’snotmine,anditwould’vebeena

mistake.Hedoesn’tloveme,he’llneverlookatme

likehedoesyou.”

Yes,anddon’tyoueverforgetthat.

“Whyareyoutellingmethis?”Surelythere’sareason.

“YousavedmylifesisiandIwillforeverbegrateful.

Whatyoudidformegavemeachangeofheart,I

realisedthatyouarenotabadperson.You’relike

me,agirlinlove.Iwaswillingtofightfor

Khabazela.”

“Iwasn’tgoingtoletyouwin.”Itwasgoingtobea

darnuglyfight.“Youwerenevergoingtowin.”

“Maybe.”Whatthehelldoesshemean?For

someonewhoisnotlovedby“Khabazela”shesure



istoobrave.

“Ithinkthat’senough.”Thingsaregettingstrangefor

me.“We’redonetalkingaboutKenneth.”

“You’reright,Icrossedmylimit.I’m sorry.Canweat

leastbefriends?”Yeahhey!Yougreetthem andthey

wantafullconversation.

“YoudidmedirtyNtombo.Ican’tlookpastthat,

whetherhewasdruggedornot,youshould’vetold

him no.Youknewweweretogetherbutyouslept

withhim.Friendshipisastrongword,I’m careful

withwhoIletintomypersonalspace.”

I’m basicallybreakingmyownhearthere,Ishould

stoptakingthingstoheart.

“Fornow,we’reokayjusttalking.”Istand,grabbing

mybag,readytoheadout.“Ihaveanother

appointment,maybeI’llseeyousomeothertime.”

Itwon’thurtgivingherachance,oneday,notnow.



“Sure.”Shestands,heavingdisappointedly.“Idon’t

haveanyonehere,youandKhabazelaaretheonly

peopleIknow.He’stakencareofme,Zitha.Gotme

ajobandalthoughmyparentsaretoxic,hestill

takescareofthem.I’venevermetanyoneso

genuineandcompassionate.”

Enoughwiththepraisesalready,I’m thejealoustype

andit’snevercute.

“Iknow,he’sagoodman.”HetookmeinwhenIhad

noone,treatedmelikefamily.

“Pleasetakecareofhisheart.”Shesoundslikethe

firstwifewho’sleavingtolookforgreenerpastures.

Peoplemustknowtheirplace.

“Iam hisheart,soyoubetI’lltakecareofit.”

Wepartwayswithoutanotherwordsaid.I’m

meetingupwithBulelwa,we’vebecomequiteclose,

amidsttheagedifference.Themanisageless,he



doesnotlookadayovertwentyfive.

ApparentlyLiyanaknowsBulelwa,he’sheraunt’s

bestfriend.IthinkThandiweishername.I’veseen

herpictures,shegivesoffsnobbishvibes.However,

Liyanavouchesforherkindness.

Bulelwa’shusbandstillscaresme,Itrytoavoidhim

whenheinsistsontaggingalongtooneofourdates.

Bulelwasayshedoesn’ttrusthim aloneoutthere

becausetherearewanderingeyeswaitingtosnatch

him from him.AbsurdItellyou.

IfindMandlaparkedatthegatelikeIaskedhim to,

weexchangepleasantriesashedrivesusaway.

“Mr.Mkhizecalled.”

Yeah,Mr.Mkhizeiscallingalotlately.



“Really?”

Idon’thidetheboredom inmyvoice,don’tgetme

wrong,IloveKenneth.It’shisinterferencethat’sgot

merunninginalldirectionsbuthis,Ikeepmyphone

onsilentmode.Airplanemodeisoutofthequestion,

he’dsendasearchpartytolookforme.

Hesayshe’sprotectingmefrom Tshilidzi,yesthat

bastardhasbeensendingmehatemail.Itstarted

twodaysagowhenIpostedapictureofBulelwaand

meonSocialMedia,heleftadisgustingcomment.

Callingmewhateverdirtynamehecouldfindfrom

thefaceoftheearth.Hemustbemiserabletobe

wastinghistimeonme.Itbothersmegreatly,he’s

disturbingmypeace.

ThenexttimeIvisitmymother'sgrave,whichIdid

lastmonth,I'llbesuretoremindherofherex.The

sperm donor...Strikinghim withlightningwouldn't

besobad.

“Kenneth.”Ihadtocallhim back.



“Whereareyou?”Argh!

“WithMandla.”

“Gohomenow.”Hecan’tbeserious.

“Bulelwa’swaitingformeatTasha’s,I’llgohome

whenI’m done.”

“Whichmall?”Nowayam Itellinghim this.

“ForgetitKenny,Iknowyou.Ifyoudon’tsendSipho

togetme,you’llshowupyourself.”

“Siphowasshot,he’sinthehospital.”Thisiswhyhe

soundssad?IfeelbadforKenneth,justweeksago,

hisfriendlosthisdaughter.NowSiphois

hospitalised.

“Whathappened?”

“Hisfatherismissing,Siphosuspectedhisboss.”

Siphooncementionedthathisfatherworksforan

AfrikanerinMpumalanga.HisfamilyisbasedinKZN,

hismotherandsiblingslivethere.



“Whenhewenttoconfronttheboss,heshothim

underthepretextoftrespassing.Thereare

witnesses,butthewhitemanseemstohavea

strongcase.Hemightwalkfree.”Kennethcontinues.

HolyGhostfiretowhiteprivilege.Idistastethatshit.

ThisisSouthAfrica,astrangeblackmaninawhite

man’slandspellstrouble.Theauthoritieswould

nevertakehisside.

“Weneedtogethim alawyer.”Listentomesaying

‘we.’Withwhosemoney?

“I’llseewhatIcando.”Kenneth.

“Letmeknowifthere’sanythingIcando.”Whichis

notmuchreally.

“Comehome,Ineedyou.”Theseductivetonebirths

shiversthroughoutmybodyandhasmewrithingin

theseat.

“It’saround2pm,thesunisonamissiontoburnus

aliveandyou’rethinkingaboutsex?”

Mandlamustnotlookatmelikethat,Iknowhe’s

marriedwithkids.Heandhiswifehadtosavesexin



ordertobringthosekidstolife.

“WehaveanA.C.”Ichangemymindaboutwantinga

man,theyarealotofwork.“Please.”NowhowdoI

saynotothatplea?

“Fine,I’llseeyouinafew,daddy.”Noresponse.“I

loveyou,Kenny.”

“Nam ngiyakthandandlovukazi.”

AhhJesus!Youhavedoneit.Ifhecontinuesloving

melikethis,maybe,justmaybeI’lltellhim thatIlied

abouthavingmytubestied.Iwantedtopunishhim,

makehim hurtlikehemademehurt.

Textingwillbebetterthantellinghim facetoface,

there’sapictureItookafewdaysago,wearingred

lacelingerie.IboughtitwhileshoppingwithBulelwa,

Kennethhasn’tseenmeinitasI’m savingitfora

specialoccasion.Nowwouldbetheperfecttimeto

lethim seemeinit,itwillgowellwiththemessage

I’m abouttosend.



‘Iliedabouthavingmytubestied,Iwantedtohurt

youlikeyouhurtme.’

MyheartstopsasIpresssend…Twoticksaregood.

Blueticksarebadwhenhe’stakinghistimetoreply.

Imessedup,hewon’tforgivemeforlyingtohim.

What,washetryingtosurviveatsunami?Tookhim

toolongtostarttyping.

‘Iknow,hurryhome.Ineedtobeinsideyou,now.’

Men!Lordgiveusstrength.

BAMBINDLOVU-

Mhambihasapproved,JonasisSwitzerland.He



doesn’tknowwherehestands,it’snothisbiggest

dream thathisentirefamilybeinvolvedwiththe

Okolies.Thenagain,he’snotGod.

Bambindlovuishappythathe’sgoingtobeafather,

moreover,he’sgoingtobewiththewomanheloves.

Butwhat’sthistalkaboutgivinghischildaway?

TheyareinVaal,anurgentmeetingwascalledto

discussLiyana’svisions.Nana’sdemandstobe

precise.Bambindlovuisfindingithardtobelieve

whathiswife-to-bejustrecited,itallsoundslikea

dream.

“Don’tyouthinkthisisacursethatneedstobe

broken?Yourfatherandhistwinwereseparatedat

birth,Ican’tletthesamefatehappentomy

children.”Heargues,facehotwithanger.

It’snotlikehim togiveintothisdangerousemotion,

Liyanaunderstandshim though.Shewantssobad

tostandfrom thatreedmatandpacifyherman.But

Jonaswouldsendherbacklikehemadehersit

whenhefoundhercomfortablyseatedinacouch.



“Thereisnocurse.”Nqabaarticulates.“Thisiswhat

theancestorswant,thereasonyourpathsmetwas

becauseofthis.Wecan’tcontinuetoexplainone

thingasifyou’reachild.”

Someoneisnothappy,BambindlovurespectsNqaba

hencethefaintheadshake.He’dtellhim allthe

nonsenserunninginhisheadifhewasn’tLiyana’s

uncle.

“WeunderstandNqabayomzi,Sokalisawillhaveto

dowhattheancestorswant.”BlessMhambi.

“WhataboutwhatIwant?We’retalkingaboutmy

childrenhere.Howdoyouexpectmetogiveone

away?”

“WehavenochoiceBam-Bam,theancestorswill

takehim backifwekeephim.He’snotoursto

keep.”Sincehermother’smiscarriage,morevisions

havecometoLiyana,she’smoreawareofher

surroundingsthananyone.Seesthingsthatare

abouttohappen,orthingsthathappened.Herthird

eyeisverymuchclearerthanhernaturaleyes.



BambindlovulookstoJonasforguidance,he’sthe

eldest,butJonasistooquiet.Hehasnotgivenhis

opinion,itissounlikehim.

Thefather-to-bestands,“I’m sorry,Ineedtothink.”

Hegrabshisphonefrom thetableandfindshisway

out.Noonecallsafterhim,he’sgladbecausehe

doesn’tneedtobepushed.Thepeopleinthereare

askinghim togiveawayhisbaby.Wherehaveyou

everheardsuchboloney?

Onceoutside,heleansagainsthissourceofincome,

thecaravan.Thoughtsofdrivingtoaquieterplace

visithim,heturnsbacktoglanceatthehouseand

can’timaginegoingbackinthere.

Ashestartsthecar,hehearsaknockonthewindow.

Ifanyone,thenMhambiwouldbetheonewhocares

enoughtogoafterhim.Theydolookalikeafterall.

Mhambiopensthefrontdoorandjumpsin.



“I’m goingwithyou.”

“Idon’tevenknowwhereI’m going.”Whathemeans

isthathewantstobealone.

“Youwerealonefrom thetimeyouwereachild,I

refusetoletyougothroughlifealoneagain.I’m here

Sokalisa,letmebethefatheryouneverhad.”

It’sallhe’severwanted,liketheZuluwristbandon

hiswrist.It’sbeenalongtimecoming,theritual

wentwell.NowhecanproudlycallhimselfSokalisa,

hewearsitwithpride.Hesobadlywantedhisfather

present,hismotheraswell.Butlifehastogoon.

Youdon’twaitforthedeadnordoyouwaitforthe

oneswhodon’twanttomoveforward.Theywill

meetyoualongtheway,iftheyarewilling.

“CanIcallyoubaba?”Yeah!He’sforwardlikethat.

Healmostsmackshimselfacrossthefacewhenthe

oldmaninthepassenger’sseatallowstearsdown

hisface.



“Iwouldlovethat,ndodana.”Mhambireturns.No

hugswhatsoever,justsmilesandtearsandsniffles

and…theretheygo,drivingaway.Hopefullywith

planstocomeback.Liyanawouldlosehermindif

hedoesn’t,heknowsthat.

From VaaltoSouthgate.Damn!

“TheysellpapatKFC.”Bambindlovutellshisuncle…

thathecanafford,thankstothestolentripshedoes

withhisboss’caravan.

Southgateispackedasusual,Mhambisuggests

theytakealifttothetopfloor,toolazytoridethe

escalators.Butthere’salongqueuefrom the

movingstairs,trailingtowardsCheckers.Grumpy

andhungrylookingpeople,waitingwiththeirhuge

trolleystoenter.

Aboutthreepeoplearewaitingforthelift,eachwith

atrolleyfullofgroceries.



“Monthendisacrazytime,peoplespendforgetting

there’satomorrow.”Mhambihasobservedand

concluded.Bambindlovuwouldn’tknowhowitfeels,

hisfamilyisnotprivilegedenoughtohave

experiencedcrazymonthends,fullgroceriesor

eatingoutateateries.

“It’showitis,baba.”Hehasn’tforgotten,thisboy…

excuseme;thismansureknowshowtomakehis

unclehappy.There’sasmileonMhambi’sface,one

that’sbeenAWOLsincethedisappearanceofhis

daughter.

Theymoveasidetomakewayforthepeople

departingfrom thelift.

“Sokalisa?”

Thisiswhathappenswhenyoudon’tletyoureyes

wanderincrowdedplaces.Whatinthedevil’sworld

isThandikeladoinghere?



“MaOlady?”Bambindlovuisasshockedashis

mother,herlipstwitching,tryingforasmile.He

knowsshecan’tdenythatshemisseshim.Once

uponatime,theywerebestoffriends.

“Thandikela?”Adeepervoicecalls.

Hereyesdivert,snappingtoMhambi,standingnext

toherson.Theatmosphereissuddenlythickwith

tensionandbitterness.Firsthereyesarewide,then

theyareglaringwithinasplitsecond.Thandikela’s

faceturnscold,ifeyesshotbullets,Petuniawould

beadornedinblackandmadetositonamattress

comeSaturday.

“Mhambi!”

Yep!Shedefinitelyvomitedhisnameout.

*
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BAMBINDLOVU-

LookatThandikela.NowlookatMhambi.Yes,yes.

TheyaresharingatableatKFC,thecreditgoesto

Mhambi.Don’tunderestimatethepowerofaquiet

person.

“Whenishecomingback?He’sbeengonefortoo

long.”Sherefusestocallhim Sokalisawhentalking

toMhambi,notwhentheydidn’tdorightbyher.For

yearshersonlivedinexile,awayfrom hisfather,

whentheycould’vedonethingsdifferently,playedby

herrules.

“HowhaveyoubeenMaMbele?”

Hehehe!Mhambi,noteverymanisMusaMseleku.



Addressingwomensolovingly.

Thandikelahasnotlookedhisway.

“NgikhulumanaweMaMbele.”SomeonecallPetunia

andtellhertobringafryingpan,thissweettalkcan’t

beright.

AngryeyesrushtoMhambi,“Don’tcallmethat.”

Butwhy?OhpreytelldearThandikela.

“Whynot?”He’ssmiling,notaffectedbyher

rudeness.

“Thisisawasteoftime,Idon’tknowwhyIagreedto

comealong.”She’stoosnippyforanoldie.Mhambi

gripsherhandwhenshejoltstoherfeet.

“Don’tgo.”Noplease.Justacommand.“You’verun

awayforwaytoolong,don’tyouthinkthatboy

deservestoknowthetruthabouthisfather?”



Hereyesnarrow,shootinginvisiblelasersatpoor

Mhambi.

“Idon’tknowwhatyou’retalkingabout.”Thandikela

snatchesherhandbackfrom Mhambi.

“You’vealwaysbeenselfishThandikela,that’swhy

you’reinthismess.”Mhambiclearlyknowsthis

womantoowell.Hiseyesmovetothelongqueue,

peoplemustloveKFCtocrowdhere.Hespotshis

nephewinthecrowd,eyesonthescreenofhis

phone.Mhambi’seyesightisnotonhisside,he

can’ttellwhetherBambindlovuisnumberfiveor

seven..

“Sitdown,peoplearestaring.”Thewarningfrom

Mhambicompelshertosearchhersurroundings.

Peoplearemindingtheirown…butshesitsjustin

caseshecausesthem toomuchattention.

“Bambindlovuisagoodkid,he’slikeasonto…”

“He’snotyourson…”Hereyesarewideandshifty,



handsfidgety.Mhambifrownsuponherresponse,

thiswomanmighthavelosthermarblesthroughout

theyears.

“Iknow,youmadethatclearyearsago.”Mhambi

musthavesaidsomethingterribleforThandikelato

chokeonhersaliva.“Youshowedmeproof,

remember?”

Ehhh!Andthen?

“Shutup.”Thandikelawhispershouts,fortunatefor

herit’snottooloudtogetblackpeopletostare.

“Don’ttalkaboutthat.”

“Whynot?Areyouashamedofyourpast

Thandikela?”

“No,I’m not.”

“ThentellSokalisaabouthisfather,tellhim his

fatherwasmarriedwhenyoumet.Tellhim youwere

mybrother’smistress.”

Theysaywhenahusbandisawayfrom hiswife,he



losesfocus.SomethingmustbewrongwithMhambi.

“Stopit.”Hereyesdrownintears,she’snotoneto

cryinpublic.Theremustbesomethingabout

Mhambithat’scausingalltheseemotions.

“Ican’tstopandIwon’t,Bambindlovuneedstoknow

thetruthfrom you.Youneedtoforgiveandletgo,

stoppunishinghim foryourmistakes.”

“WhataboutyouMhambi?”Thandikelahisses.

“Whataboutyourmistakes?”

“Whatmistakes?”

“Youdon’trememberwhatyoudidtome?Whatyou

andyourbrotherdidtome.”

That’sit,whoputthecooktopon6.Thefoodmight

burn.

ConfusiongrazesMhambi’sfeatures,hisbrows

nearlytouch.



“Whatdidwedotoyou?”

Herheadwhipsbackandforth,insearchofany

eavesdroppersbeforewhisperingwhatseemstobe

topsecret.

“Yourfamilyhatedme,Igavethem asonandyet

theythrewmeawaylikeIwasyesterday’strash.”

Shemurmursforhim tograsp,he’sshockedalright.

“Whatareyoutalkingabout,Thandikela?”

“I’m talkingaboutyounottakingmysidewhenyour

brotherwouldn’tchooseme.Youliedaboutloving

me,Mhambi.”

Turndowntheheat.

“Thatwasneveralie,Ilovedyou,Thandikela.But

likeafool,youalwayschasedaftermybrother.You



foundhim betterbecausehewaswelloff.”

“YouweremarriedtoPetunia.”Hurtinhervoice.

“Mybrotherwasmarriedtoo,besides,Iwantedyou

aswell.”

“KnowingwellIdon’tshareaman?”

“Yetyousharedbrothers?”

WhereisMhambi?Thiscan’tbePetunia’sMhambi.

“Howdareyou?”Thandikelaseethes,through

clampedteeth.Pityshe’snota2000,Mhambiwould

benursingathrobbingcheekrightnow.

“It’sthetruth,Ideclaredmylovetoyou.Promised

youabetterlife,yousaidno.Ihadtochaseafteryou

forayear.Whileyouhoppedinandoutofmy

brother’sbedandwhenhetoldyouhewasn’tgoing

toleavehiswifenortakeasecondwife,youcameto

meforcomfort.”



“YoumakeitsoundlikeIforcedmyselfonyou.”

Thandikela.

“Whateverhappenedbetweenusthatdaywas

consensual.Iwasblindedbymyloveforyouand

thoughtthatonenightstandwillfinallybringusclose.

Butyouwentbacktomybrother’sbed,leavingmeto

nurseabrokenheart.”Anyonecouldtellthatthis

manisnotoverwhateverhappened.

“Forawhile,IthoughtBambindlovuwasmine.You

brokemewhenyoushowedmetheDNAtest.Iwas

neverthesameafterthat.”Shame,where’sPetunia?

“Yourbrotherwascapableoftakingcareofus,he

wasgoingtogiveusacomfortablelife.”Thandikela.

“Soyouwereafterhismoney,that’swhyyoutrapped

him withababy.”

“Ididn’ttraphim withababy.”

“Yesyoudid,you’vealwaysbeenconnivingand



manipulative.Youthoughtgivinghim thesonhe’s

alwaystalkedaboutwouldmakehim leavehiswife

foryou.”

“Thatisalie.”Aballedfistslamsagainstthetable.“I

didn’ttraphim becauseBambindlovuisyourson.”

Mhambi’seyeswiden,slowlytheycrawlover

Thandikela’shead.

Someoneisbehindher,thatcolognehitshernostrils

andchurnsherstomach.Leisurely,sheturnstofind

herson.He’scarryingatraywithfoodinit,unshed

tearsinhiseyes.

Quiveringallofasudden,Thandikelashootsup.

“So…Sokalisa.”

HerSokalisamovesbackwhentremblinghandstry

totouchhim.

Heplacesthetrayonthetable,andturnstoleave

theeatery.

“Seewhatyou’vedone?”Mhambidoesn’trespond,



he’sparalyzedbyshock.

“ThisiswhyIwantedyoufarawayfrom us.”Shaking

withanger,shesputtersandstormsoutofthe

restaurant.

Bambindlovubumpsintoafewbodiesonhisway

outofthemall,hismindistoodisarrayedtostop

andofferapologieslikehewouldnormallydo.It

wasn’tthiscrowdedwhentheyenteredKFC,like

antsonahill,peopleseem toswamparoundhim;

stiflinghisspace.Weavingthroughthecrowdsis

suddenlydifficult,yethepresses,desperatetoget

out.

BAMBINDLOVUISYOURSON

Theconfessionisonreplayinhishead.Thandikela

liveson‘LiesStreet’sheeatsliesforaliving.What

otherconclusioncanhecomeupwith?Howdidhe



missthis?Thesigns,thehints,hismother’shostility

towardstheButhelezis?

“Sokalisa.”Adesperatewomanlyvoicecallsafter

him,chillsripplethroughhim atthesoundofit.He

shouldbeturningtofacehismother,it’snotwhathe

wantsthough;hedoesn’twanttoseeherfaceor

hearanymoreofherlies.

Whodoeshetellthisto?HewouldburdenLiyana

buthe’drathertalktosomeonewhowouldrelate,

likeAmara.Theyarenotthereyet,butareworkingin

buildingtheirsiblingrelationship.

‘PleasemeetmeatSouthgatemall,it’simportant.’

Hischestisrisingandfallingbythetimehepresses

send.Hegetsaresponsewithinfiveseconds.

‘Okay.’

It’snotmuch,italsomeansshecaresenoughto

travelallthewaytotheSouthjustforhim.



Sokalisapleasewait.”Itsoundsdifferentwhen

Mhambicallshim bythenamehecherishesso

much,notonlythatbutitdrainsallthestrengthfrom

hisknees.Thefeelingofwantingtoturnandthrow

himselfinhisfather'sarmsoverwhelmshim.His

voiceisthickwithauthority,parental.It’swhat

Bambindlovuneeds,whathe’salwaysneeded.His

feetwaver,draggingtowardsthecarparkedjust

threerowsfrom theexit.

Nohumanisspottedaround,thiswillgivethem time

totalk.Theyhavetotalk.Runningisneveranoption,

it’sThandikela’sfavouriteextremesportandhe

hatesit.

Mhambiisallowedintothevehiclebecausehe’snot

atfault,hewasalsokeptinthedark.Thereason

Thandikelahasjoinedthem inthebackseatis

becauseshehasalotofexplainingtodo.

“Why?”Thequestioncomesafteralongmomentof



silence.Shameenvelopstheelderlywoman,tears

cometoparadedownhercheeks.Hersareforever

onstandbyandtheydowonders,never

disappointingher.Thandikelahasfailedtolookinto

herson’seyes,she’sgotnothingtoofferbutalousy

apology.

“Don’thatemeplease.”Comesnextandirritation

crawlsunderherson’sskin.Annoyanceshowsitself

onhisface,fullandunashamed.

“Answerme,maOlady.”Todayhemeanttosnap,to

drillsomesenseintoherthickskull.Hertearsknow

howtoplaythisgame,they’vebeenloyalallherlife

andnowaywilltheyacceptdefeat.

Sobsjointheparty,asmileisshownonMhambi’s

face.He’sratheraccustomedtothissideof

Thandikela.

“Whydidyoudothistome?Whywouldyoulietome

alltheseyears?”Hurtisfoundinhisvoice.“Allmy

lifeyouhadmethinkingIwasfatherless,youkept

meawayfrom myfather.Doyouhatemethatmuch



mama?”

“No!”Herdictionisaccompaniedbyaheadshake.

“You’remyson,Iloveyou.”

“Youdon’tknowanythingaboutlove,you’reselfish

mama.Youdon’tcareaboutanyonebutyourself.”

“I’m sorrySokalisa.”Shetriestospeakthroughthe

tears.AmannishvoicebegsBambindlovutocalm

down,hisfatherplacesahandonhisshoulder.

“She’syourmother,don’ttalktoherlikethat.”

Okay,wherethehellisPetunia?Thisonewon’tlet

hissonvent.

“HowdoIlookpastwhatshedidbaba?”

Heblinksawaytears,tryingtokeephissanity

becauseit’saboutreadytoflee.Bouncyhandstouch

him,theyarewarm,amother’stouchinwhichhe



oncefoundcomfort.It’snotthesameanymore,now

hertouchmakeshim cringe.That’swhyheshrugs

them away.

“Sheliedtome,toldmemyfatherdied.”Seeingthe

tearsinhiseyes,Mhambiletshim yell.Buthisanger

doesnotfindThandikelawell.“Shepurposelykept

meawayfrom you,shetoldmeshe’ddisownmeifI

everassociatedmyselfwithyou.Allthiswhileshe

wasrunningfrom thetruth,from youbaba.”

“It’smeSokalisa,yourmother.Areyougoingto

speakaboutmelikethat?”Emotionalblackmail-train

onstandby.

“No,youhavenorighttocallyourselfthat.”

“Pleasedon’tsaythattome.”Panicforcesmore

tearsdownherface.“Ididitforyou,toprotectyou.”

“Protectmefrom what?”Heshouts.



“Them,”Ashortfingerpointstowardsashocked

Mhambi.“Youdon’tknowthesepeoplemyson.

Theyareselfish,theydon’tloveyou.I’veknown

them longenoughtoattesttothis.”

“ThatisalieThandikela.”WaytogoMhambi,it’s

naturethathestandsupforhisfamily.“Whatdidwe

dotoyoutomakeyouthinklikethat?”

“Yourefusedtoacknowledgemeandmyson,your

brotherrefusedto…”

“Towhat?Choosehiswifeoveryou?”OuchMhambi.

“Idon’trememberadayBambindlovuwasnot

welcomeintheButhelezihomestead,mybrother

acknowledgedhim ashisson.Yeshewasmarried,

anditwasstupidofhim tohaveaffairsoutsidehis

marriagewithnoplansoftakingresponsibilityfor

hisactions.Butnotoncedidheeverdenythisboy

hisrights,heacceptedhim anddidhisfatherly

duties.Youknowthatdamnwell.Youwantedmy

brotheralltoyourself,youwantedhim toleavehis



wifeforyou.”

“Ihadarightoverhim asmuchashiswifedid,she

couldn’tevengivehim ason.Whenhefoundouthe

wasgoingtohaveason,heshould’veleftthat

womanandherdaughter.Whatgoodisagirlchild?I

didwhathiswifecouldn’t,IgavetheButhelezisa

boychild.IdidwhatPetuniacouldn’tdoaswell.”

Truecoloursarebeautiful,you’vegottolovethem.

“IwastheonlyoneabletogivetheButhelezisan

heir,someonewhowouldcarrytheirlegacy.You

weresupposedtoworshipthegroundIwalkedon,

madesureyourbrotherlefthiswifeforme.Theonly

womancapabletobirthanheir.”She’ssettledonthe

edgeoftheseat,pointingaccusatoryfingersat

Mhambi.

PuredisgustlatchesMhambi’sfeatures.“Doyou

hearyourselfThandikela?Whatyou’resayingdoes



notmakesense.Whatiswrongwithyou?”

Please,someonetellPetuniasheisnotneeded

anymore.Mhambiishandlingthiswell.

“Nothingiswrongwithme,everythingiswrongwith

youandyourfamily.You’reallabunchofungrateful

hypocrites.ThisiswhyItookhim awayfrom you,I

hadtopunishyourfamilyfornotputtingyourbrother

inplace.Takingtheironlyheir,andIbelievenoneof

yourwiveswereabletogivebirthtomalechildren.”

WhatisthatsmileonThandikela’sface?Sucha

pridefulwoman.

“SoI’m right?”Duetoanger,Bambindlovu’s

presenceinthevehiclewaslongforgotten.Eyesas

bigassaucers,Thandikelaturnstoherson.Itisin

thismomentthatsherealises,shehasrevealed

morethansheshould.



“Youusedme,maOlady,youusedmetotake

revengeonmyfatherandhisbrother.Whyareyou

soevil?”

“I’m yourmother,watchyourmouth.”Thetearson

herface…yesthoseones,theystem from yearsof

anger.

“Ididnotdisputethat,Ialsodon’thavetotolerate

you.”Bambindlovu.

“Whatareyousaying,Sokalisa?”

“I’m sayingIwantnothingtodowithyou.”Notthis,

hecan’tdisownher.He’severythingtoher.

“Youcan’tdothat,I’m notatfaulthere.”Thandikela

snarls,voicetrembling.“It’stheirfault,Itoldyouthe

Buthelezisaretoxic.Lookwhattheyaredoingto

us.”

Bambindlovushakeshishead,he’sseenthelight.

“It’sthefactthatyourefusetoseeyourwrongsthat

irksme,youmessedupmama.Youliedtome,you

liedtomyfatheranduncle,andyoustillhavethe

plucktoputtheblameoninnocentpeople.All



becauseyoufeelyouwerenotacknowledgedfor

birthingamalechild.Youdisgustme.”

Atenderpainshattersagainsthisface,tearsfinda

waytoinvadehiseyes.Theslapisnothing,it’swhat

she’sdonetohim thathasdevastatedhim.

“Thandikela.”Alittletoolate,don’tyouthinkMhambi?

Theelderwoman’seyesrisewiththemissiontogo

throughtheceiling.

“It’sokaybaba,”Bambindlovuinterposes,an

indignanttone."Mymotherfindspleasurein

slappingherson.”

Atthis,heleavesthecar.He’dratherbeawayfrom

thiswoman,perhapsdistancewillcalm him down.

There’sanurgentneedtotraceherson’sfootsteps,

apologisemaybe.Herhandisgripped,forcingherto

sitbackdown.Theseeyesshe’slookingintoarenot

thekindeyessheonceknew,



“Don’tyoueverlayyourhandonmysonagain.”

Mhambisizzles,tighteningthegriponherarm.“His

fatherisherenow,hewon’thavetoputupwithyour

nonsenseanymore.”

AtongueclickcomplementsMhambi’sthreat,and

withthathejumpsoutofthecaravan.Headedto

god-knowswhere,leavingThandikelainthe

companyofherego,hercrocodiletearsand

recklessness.

*

*

.
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ZITHA-

Overthepastweeks,crowdscametogether,

marchedthestreetsofJohannesburgtofightfor

justiceforSipho.Ablackmanwaswronglyshotat

byamanwhothinkstheworldoweshim something

becauseofthecolorofhisskin.

*JUSTICEFORMNDENI

*PRAYFORSIPHO

*BLACKDOESNOTMEANDANGER

*AMABHUNUAYIZINJA

*SIPHOMARRYME

*LETMETAKEYOURPLACEMNDENI

*RAMAFIGHTFORMNDENI



ThenewsaboutSiphospreadalloverthecountry,

thankstohissisterSbahlewhowenttoallsocial

mediaplatformstospreadawareness.The

responsewasunexpected,peoplegoingcrazyover

thecase.

Siphohasbeentitledahero,hisfaceisplasteredall

overTV.Heregainedconsciousnessaboutamonth

ago.Onethinghaschanged,he’snottheSiphowe

knew.He’sbecomewellknownallinaspaceoffour

months,he’soneverynewschannel,TVprogramme,

gameshows.Hewasoncefeaturedononeofthe

dailytelenovelasashimself.

It’scrazyhowonepersoncangofrom nothingto

somethinginatwinklingofaneye.SiphoMndeni

hasbecomeSouthAfrica’smostsoughtafter

bachelor.

Funnyhowhecontinuestodrivetaxis,youcan

imaginethechaosinhistaxi.Kennethhadtoask

him tostepdowntoavoidtrouble,butthemanis



stubborn.Perhapsheenjoystheattentionhegets

from fans.Womenareatthetopofthechain,

embarrassinglythrowingthemselvesathim.

Ithinkthingswouldbedifferentifhewerean

ordinarymiddleclasscitizen,perhapstheyareafter

hismoney.Thegovernmentpaidhim aheftyamount

ofmoneyforthetroublehewentthrough,different

companiessponsoringhim withwhatevertheycan,

moneymostly.

Hisfatherhasnotbeenfound.Theycontinuetolook

forhim.SbahleandSibahissisterswentasfaras

seekinghelpfrom Khumbulekhaya.It’spossiblehe

waskilledandburiedsomewhereinthewoods,ina

shallowgrave.

TodayisoneofthosedaysIdoekup,wearaskirt

andvisitmyoldlady.Sizakelewantedtocomewith,

shewasreluctantintaggingalong.She’sbeenquiet

sinceweleft,somethingisamissbutIdon’twantto



dwellmuchintoit.Youneverknowwithher,might

beboyfriendproblems.Sheleavesthecarassoon

asMandlaparksontheside.Idoubtshe’sbeento

seemymothersinceshedied.

“Andthen?Thatone?”Isaymostlytomyself,gaze

onherasshe’sstridingaway.“We’llleaveherhereif

shegetslost,Ican’tbeyellingatthegraveyard.

Imagineallthosedeadpeoplehearingmyvoice,

that’sanightmareI’m notupfor.”

Alighttitterhasmeturningtomyright,Kenneth’s

emptysmiledoesnotmatchthechuckle.Hiseyes

arefilledwithconcern.

“Comehere.”Hepullsmeinforabriefhugashe

saysthis.“Doyouwantmetocomewithyou?”

“Ifitwasdark,yes.”Iappreciatehisgesture.Why

doeshelookworriedthough?“Don’tworry,ifwesee

anythingsupernatural,I’llpushmycousintowardit



andrunformylife.”

I’m tryingtolightenupthemood,Ithinkitworks

becausehegrantsmeaghostofasmile.Hishand

islikevelvettomyskin,hiseyesarelikeaflameto

mysoul.Hetellsmehelovesmewithouttellingme

helovesme.

“I’m notmovinginwithmymother,Kenny.I’llbe

back.”

Hisstubbleisticklishundermyhand.Hisworry

worriesme.

“What’swrong,baby?”

Hereplieswithaheadshake,mylipsfeelhisforthe

umptimetodayandit’sbarely12pm.It’sbestIleave

thecar,he’snotgoingtotellmewhattheproblem is.

Strangehowmycousineasilyfoundthegrave.



“Haveyoubeenherebefore?”Ididn’tknowshe

caredenoughtovisitmymother.

“Yes,withmom.”What?Nokzolahatedthewoman

laininthisgrave.

“HowdidInotknowthis?”Sizakelehasnotlookedat

meonebit,herside-viewisnotsomethingI’dliketo

keepformemory.Headbowed,eyesimmersedon

thegrave,sheanswersmyquestion.

“Becauseyouweresleepingmostofthetime.”The

wordsemergeinawhisper,Ihardlycatchsomeof

thesyllables.

“Idon’tsleepduringtheday,explainwhatyou

mean.”IfI’m readingcorrect,hervoiceiscoated

withguilt.Iwanttoturnheraround,toseeifherface

matcheshervoice.

“Theweekshedied,mymotherandIcamehere

almosteverynight.”

Forareasonunknown,chillsrushthroughmybody,

theyhavemeshiveringatherwords.

“What?”Inearlychokeontheword,thehairsonlegs



stand,mykneesweaken.Sizakelepaysmenomind,

tearshavecometoclaim hereyes.

“Aunty,I’m sorryforeverything.”Thatwasloud,Iturn

toseeifthere’sanyonearoundwhoalsowitnessed

heruglycry.

Thecarwecamewithisnotfarfrom here,Kenneth

isleaningagainstit,lookinglikeanoverpaid

undertaker.Ineedtodosomethingaboutthose

blackclotheshewears.Dloziwillwanttofollowin

hisfootstepssincetheyaresoclose,can’thavemy

babywearingblackallthetime,peoplewillthinkwe

fosteredhim from acult.

Theuglycrygripsmeback,Iwhipmyheadtoher

direction.She’sonherknees,weeping.Palms

plasteredontheredsoil.Shedidn’tcrythedayI

buriedmymother.Isitnottoolateinmonthstobe

showingcompassion?

“I’m sorryaunty,Ishould’vestoppedher.”Sizakele

continuestocry,curiositynudgesme.I’m notfond

ofsuspense.



“Whatareyoutalkingabout?”

“I’m sorryZitha.”Peoplewhocrymakeme

uncomfortable,It’sgettingawkwardandI’m not

abouttoputherheadonmychest.

“Sizakelegetupandtellmewhatyou’retalking

about.”She’sgotmeshoutingataplaceIshouldbe

showingrespect.“Whatareyousorryfor?”

She’sshakingherhead,wailingstubbornly.Idon’t

care.Ineedtoknowwhatshe’sapologisingfor.

Whatdidtheydotomymother?

Thesilencescrabblesthroughmybones,Iwantto

smackheracrosstheface,gethertotalk.

Inatwinkling,Ifindmyselftoweringoverherand

grabbinghershoulders.HercriesrisesteeplywhenI

brisklystartshakingher.Angerinplaceofpain,it

hasmebymytits.Pullingateverynerveinmybody,

pushingmetocausedamage.

“Yourmother’sdeathwasnotanaccident,my

motherkilledher.”Theconfessionspurtsfrom her



quaveringlips.

Myhearthalts,probablythereasonwhymyheadis

spinning.Thiscan’tbe,itcan’tbereal.Releasingher,

Iwobblebackacentimetre.Tremblinglike

ChristmasJelly.Sizakelemeetsmyeyes,herfaceis

drenchedwithtearsandsnort.Anuglycryatwork.

“Yourmotherwasbornwithluck,apparentlyshegot

itfrom theirmaternalgrandmother.That’swhy

thingswentwellforher,youtwolivedacomfortable

lifebeforeyoumovedinwithus.Mom dideverything

inherpowertosealthatluck,sheputischithoonher.

That’swheneverythingwentsouthforaunty.From

thebeginning,theplanwastokillher.Itbecame

easierwhenyoumovedinwithus.”

Ifeelapresencebehindme,hisscentstopsme

from startling.Kennethisalwaysontime,mybreath

hitchesasIwaitforhisarmstosurroundme,he

disappoints.That’salright,aslongashe’shere,lest

I’m tooweaktotakethenews.Sizakelehasdropped



hergaze,mustbeoutofshame.

“Everynightwithoutfail,atexactly3am,Malandela

wouldenterherroom andwraphimselfaround

aunty.Hewouldsuckherblood,that’showher

sicknessstarted.That’swhydoctorscouldn’tpickit

up.”

“Whoisthat?”Thoughdazedandimmobile,I

manageaquestion.

“Mymother’ssnake,helivesinherroom,inthe

wardrobe.That’swhyIcan’tmoveoutofthehouse.

HewillkillmeifIdo,heneedsamastertofeedhim

andorderhim around.”

ImustbestuckinahorrendousNigerianmovie

wheretherearecultsandshit.Orthisisaterrible

dream andmymotherwillwakemeupandtellme

everythingwasnothingbutabaddream.

“Hewaslikeslowpoisontoherbody.Thefirstnight

Malandelavisitedyourmother,Iheardhertellmom



inthemorningthatshehadsleepparalysis.It

happenedagainandagainuntilherlimbsgaveupon

her.Therewasnowayshewasgoingtoguesswhat

itwasbecauseshecouldn’tseehim.”

Thisisthepurestform ofevil.HowdidInotsee

them forwhotheyare?Thereweresigns,andI

ignoredthem.HowcouldIhavebeensoblind?

Armsgirdlemywaistintimeformetoreleasea

gasp,he’sstillbehindme,lockingmeinhisembrace.

AftertheTshilidziincident,Ihadpromisedmyself

nevertocryagain.ButIhavesuddenlyforgotten

everythingasIstruggletograspSizakele’s

confession.There’smore,shetellsmemore

unspeakablethingstheydidtothewomanwhogave

melife.

Mythoughtsshift.Theytiltandfallintobottomless

depths.

Whymymother?Iwanttoask,butIdon’twanther

tokeeptalking.Witheverythinginme,Iwantherto



shutup.Toneverutterawordinherlifeagain,Iwant

todotoherwhattheydidtomymother.

“Shutup!”Iscream,staggeringdeeperintoKenneth.

Hesteadiesme,withnowordfrom him.

“I’m sorryZitha,Ishould’vestoppedher.”

She’sstilltalking,“Afterauntydied,mom wantedto

useher,turnherintoazombiebecauseshecouldn’t

gettoyou.Youwereprotectedbyher,andour

grandmother.Theywereabletokeepyousafefrom

thegraveandmom hatedyouevenmoreforthat.

Shehatedthatshecouldn’ttouchyou.”

Igaspattherevelation,thefirstbreathsopainful

thattearspoolinmyeyes.Idon’twanttocry,I

thoughtheartbreakwasathingofthepast.Why

doesitalwaysfindme?

Myhandsrushtocloakmyears,“Nomore,Idon’t

wanttohearanymore.”Icryoutinpainasshe

continuestosinglikeabird,herspeechdestroying



mefrom within.

“Zithobile,”Heturnsmeinhisarms,afingeronmy

chin,hetiltsmyheadupsoI’m lookingintohiseyes.

Soft.Homey.Worry.“Itendshere…today.You’ll

neverfeelpainagain.Iswearonyourmother’s

grave.”

“Getheroutofhere,Kenneth.”Idon’teverwantto

seeherface.

“No.”Ascream eruptsfrom behindme,I’m toohurt

toturnandfaceher.“Pleasehelpme,I’m notawitch

Zitha.I’vealwaysbeenagainstmymother’sevil

doings,she’dforcemetodothingsIdidn’twant.

Helpmekillthatsnake,please.It’stroublingme,I

wanttoliveanormallife.I’m tiredofbeing

surroundedbyevil.”

Earnesteyesarelookingintomine,Ithinkhewants

metoforgiveSizakele.Itwouldbeacolddayinhell

beforethathappens.Irememberherwords.How

shetoldmehowmuchshehatedme,Iremember



everyinsult.

“Thatdayatthehospital,youshowedno

compassionaftermymotherdied.Youcan’t

possiblytellmeyouhadnothingtodowithit.”

“Pleaseforgiveme,don’tletmegobacktothat

house.He’sgoingtokillmeoneday,I’m tooyoung

todieZitha.Please.”

“Livingwiththatsnakewillbeyourpunishment,

Sizakele.Ifyouwanthelp,getitfrom someoneelse.”

I’m donewithfamily,toxicistoxic.I’m notgoingto

associatemyselfwithanyofthem.

“Getmeoutofhere.”IpleadwithKenneth,myhand

inhis,hestartstoleadtheway.

“Iknewyouwerenevergoingtohelpme.”Astrained

voiceclogsmefrom movingfurther.“Aleastfix

auntie’sgrave,she’snotrestinginpeace.Mymother

hadtoldmethatonlyaprophetcanreversethe

curse.”



Thistime,shockforcesmetoturn,intimeforherto

plungeaknifethroughherstomach.Bloodyhell.I

don’tfeelanything,I’m toonumbtomove.MaybeI’m

heartless,it’stheirfault.Theyrippedmyheartout,

mademetheirdream zombie.

“MaMthombeni.”Thesmoothintonationsayshe

expectsmetocryforher,I’m dryasadesert.A

corpsecannotfeelanything,myauntandherchild

killedmethedaytheykilledmymother.

“Takemehome.”Isoundcold,andprobablylookit

asIimpassivelywatchmycousinbleedtodeath.

Whydidshechoosetodieinfrontofmymother’s

gravewhenhersisburiednotfarfrom here?

Nonsense.

Hisarmshavenotleftmybody,heleadsme

towardsthecarandsnugglesmetheminutewe

settledown.Mandladoesn’thavetobetoldtodrive.

“Theyareallgonenow,”He’swhisperinginmyear,

plantingfaintkisseswhileatit.“Everyonewho’sever

hurtyou,willneverhurtyouagain.I’llalwaysprotect

youandDloziwithmylife.Ipromise.”



Strangely,mymindservesmewiththoughtsof

Nokzola,Ulwaziandherfamily.Didhegetthem

killed?

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Seventy-Seven

ZITHA-

Theknockatthedoorrevealsthepantsulawearing-

newcelebrity.Ithinkhe’llsmileliketheSiphoIknow,

buthegivesmeaforbearinglook.Hisfather’s

disappearancehastakenatollonhim andhisfamily,

Kennethhaslookedhighandlow,it’sasiftheman

hasdisappearedfrom thefaceoftheearth.

“Ifyouhavenouseforthemoneyinyouraccount,

giveittome.”Iteaseandgetasimperfrom him,he

slidesinthehouseandstandsinthecorridor.“Is

thisthepartwhereIcallthefashionpoliceonyou?

AmaTrompiesworeitbetter,youknow?”

Claphandsforme,I’vemadeSiphoMndenilaugh.

Okay,itwasn’talaugh.Achortleissomething,give

meabreak.



“There’snothingwrongwithmyoutfit,muntuka

bafo.”

Yhii!Wearestillthere?I’m notcomplaining,Ilove

beingumuntukabafo.Helovesmejustright,it’s

almostrefreshing.

“Findawomanfirst,thencomeandtellmehowshe

feelsaboutyoudressinglikeyou’regoingtoadance

competition.”ThePantsulawearingfreakgrins,he’s

stillabeautifulblackman.Hecockshisheadashe

foldshisarmsacrosshischest.

“Ihavewomen,andtheydon’tseem tomindwhatI

wear.”Listentothisone.HeremindsmeofLiyana’s

fiancé.Hethinkseverydayisheritageday,thatone

needsawakeupcall.

“Women?”Isnort,shooktothecore.He’sbecoming

Mr.Casanova.“YoumeanSTDandHIVand

unplannedpregnanciesand…”

Whereishegoing?I’m stilltalking.Isaunterafter

him,heknowshiswayaroundmyhouse.Imagine

that.



“Whereisbafo?”

I’m beingignored?Fine.Iwilllethismotherdealwith

him.

“Shower.”

It’srightafter1pm,that’swhythere’san

uncomfortablelookonSipho’sface.Ishould’vesaid

toilet.Nowheknowswhatwentdowninthishouse

beforeKennethjumpedinthatshower.

Idon’thavetotellhim tosit,hedoesitoutofhis

freewill.Notbeforeherushestothekitchenand

grabsabottleofBlackLabel.Howhestomachsthat?

I’llneverknow.

“Howisourbaby?”HemeansDlozi.“Imisshim.”

Ijoinhim onthesofa,“Youwouldn’tmisshim ifyou

hadn’tbeenbusyentertainingthewholecountry,



SiphoMndeni.”

Thisnamehasgonefar.

“UthweleSipho?”I’m curious,it’sareliefhe’snot

offendedbymyrandom question.Helaughstill

tearspricklehiseyes,it’sgoodtoseehim laugh

aftereverythingthathashappened.

“Yindaba?”(Why)

Right…we’rebacktobeingserious.

“Famefollowyou,moneyfollowyou,womenfollow

you.”IsingtoDavido’sfollowyousong,he’s

laughingagain.Ilike,Ilike.Marketingforwhat?

SpeeddialTrevorNoahforme.

“Favourisnotfair,butsomebody’sgottohaveit.”

Anyonewouldsaythiswithpride,butthismanisas

humbleaspie.That’swhatwhitepeoplesay,right?

Argh,idiomswillcrackyourhead.

“Yeah,somepeoplemakeusbelievetheyare



favouredwhiletheyknowtheydon’tsleepatnight,

busychantingotherpeople’snames,orentertaining

snakes.”

“I’m notsomepeople.”Sipho.

“Ifyousayso,Mndeni.”Istand,readytoheadout.“I

wasonmywayout.”

Hedoesn’tknowwhattosaytothis.He’sdrinking

theBlackLabel,asifitwasbrewedfrom theCoca-

colacompany.

IwouldsaygoodbyetoKenneth,buthehateswhere

I’m going.Bulelwaisnothisfavouriteperson,the

bastarddoesnotunderstandthatBulelwaisgayand

hasahusband.WhenItoldhim Iwasofferedajob

bythemaninquestion,somewhereinthemarketing

department.KennethtransparentlytoldmethatI

don’tneedtoworkforanothermanwhenminehas

allthemoneyI’lleverneed.

HethinksIwillstayhome,havesexwithhim and

birthhim anationofbabies.Iseehewantsto

continuefrom whereAbraham leftoff.I’m notcut



outtobeahousewife,boredom andIdon’tgel.

“UyaphiMaMthombeni?”(Whereareyougoing?)

Sheesh.Ishould’veusedthewindow,itwould’ve

beenfaster.Releasingthedoorhandle,Ispintofind

themaninmyspace.SocloseIcansmellhowfresh

heis,thescenttravelssouth,makingsacredplaces

twitchatthewrongtime.He’sgottobekiddingme.

“Don’ttellme,you’veadoptedmystyleofshowering

fortwominutes.”I’m stalling.

“You’releavingwithoutsayinggoodbye?”Bigbaby

queries.

That’sallhe’sgoingtosaytome?What,am Italking

tomyselfhere?

“I’m runninglate,Kenny.Bulelwaiswaitingforme.”I

say,droppingmyphoneinmyhandbag.Doeshe



havetherighttolookdisappointed?

“You’retakingthejob?”

Thisquestionshouldnotbemakingmefeelguilty.I

didn’ttellhim,I’m takingthejob,justthatIwas

offeredemployment.Luckdoesnotcomeeveryday

andIneedthis.Forme,forthedreamsmymother

hadformeandforDlozi.

“Yes,baby.I’m takingthejob.”Myhandsroam his

bodytilltheylandonthesmallofhisback,he

doesn’tholdmebutkeepshishandsinthepockets

ofhispants.Ohwell!

“Youknowyou’llbedoinganinetofive,right?”

Raisedeyebrowandall.

“Yesbaby,Iknow.”Mustbefun.Stayinghomeisnot

fun,I’llpass.

“Andyou’llbesurroundedbyotherpeople,right?”

Ehh!

“Yesbaby,Iknow.”

Wouldthisbeanappropriatetimetorollmyeyes?

I’m five-todoingso.



“Mostofthem willbemen,youknowthatright?”

Ooohhh!Thisiswhatit’sabout.Arghshame,myold

man,Jehovah.Blesshisvirginheart.

“IonlyhaveeyesforyouKenny.”ImightlookwhenI

seeeyecandybutitdoesn’tmeanI’lltouch,and

Kenneth’sgotmehooked.

“Iknow,”Hemumbles,confidentlyso.

Whythequestionsthough?Atlonglast,hishands

findme,theygripmyhips,pullingmecloserso

there’snospacebetweenus.Thekisstakesmeby

surprise.

“Comehomesoon.”

AsifIwillfindhim here,he’sforeveratwork.Imake

theemptypromise,kisshim andskidout.Don’tget

mewrong,Ilovehim likeafatkidloveschocolate

cake,butIneedtoeatmyyouth…Imeanenjoymy

youth.

Mandlamustbetiredofdrivingmearound,Ican’t

stayinoneplacefortoolong.Maybeit’stimeIput



myvaginatouseandasktheeaterofthecaketo

getmeacar.Iknowhe’lldismissthefactofme

drivingmyselfaround,heneedstorelax.

“Howwastheritualyesterday?”Mandlaasks,he’sall

forsmalltalk.Ilikehim.Itcan’tbestrangethatIsee

afatherinthisman.

“Itwentwell,actually.”

Aboutyesterday,wefoundaprophetwhohelped

cleanmymother’sgrave.TurnsoutSizakelewas

right,shewasn’trestinginpeace.Maybethat’swhy

sheneverlookedhappyinmydreams.Ihadtogo

forcleansingatariver.ColdwaterandIwillneverbe

friendsagain.Anunclesurfacedfrom somewherein

thiscountry.He’smymother’selderbrother,oneof

mygrandfather’smanychildrenthatarescatteredall

overSouthAfrica.

Kennethdidn’tsayanything,butIknowhe’sgot

everythingtodowithit.He’snice,theuncle.Ihaven’t

methisfamilyyet.I’m hopingsoon,itwillbegood

formetokeepasliceofmymother.Herbrotheris



theclosestIcangetsofar.

KennethtookcareofSizakele’sburial,Ihada

changeofheartwhenwegothomethatnight.

Luckily,hehadsentpeopletofetchSizakele'sbody.

Nokzolaistobeblamedformycousinunravelling,

shewasyoung.Ishould’velistenedtoherand

helpedher,herdeathgivesmesleeplessnights

sometimes.Nothingspiritual,justaguiltyconscious.

Damnyouanger,lookwhatyoumademedo.

Thesnakewasdealtwith,don’taskmehow.Iwas

notallowedtogo,Kennethwentwiththeprophetto

thehouse.Itstillstands,withpoise.Idon’tcare.I

willneverenterthosepremisesagain.

JohannesburgCBDwelcomesusinlessthan45

minutes,IthankMandlaandstridedownMainStreet.

Theplaceisnotfarfrom GhandiSquare.The

buildingisveryposh,ifIsteppedinheremonths

beforeImetKenneth,Iwouldhavefeltoutofplace.

Thereceptionareashowsaskimpywomanina

dresstootighttobeworntowork.Theweaveonher



headmusthavecostheranarm andaleg.

“Hi,isBulelwain.”

Dislikeatfirstsight?Okay,Isee.

“Whoareyou?Doyouhaveanappointment?”She

looksdisgustedbymypresence.

“Zitha,heaskedmetocome.”Idon’twanttobring

Zithafrom OrangeFarm intothis,butifshe

continueswiththisattitude...

“Chomie.”Anacquaintedfriendlyvoiceturnsme

around.ThankGodhe’shere…withhishusband.The

menlookandsmellexpensive,definitelyblendingin

withtheinteriorofthegarishplace.

“Ithoughtgrandpabaewouldkeepyoufrom

coming.”KennethiswhoBulelwaistalkingabout.

Mylaughboneshakesandreleasesacheerful

soundthroughmymouth.

“Hedoesn’thaveachoice,Iam myownwoman.”

Thatisafact.

“Yesqueen.”Hissassyresponsecomeswithabrief



hug,Zizwenodsasasalutation.He’sgettingusedto

me,buthewon’tadmitit.

“Andthen,what’swithyoursecretarylookinglike

she’sgoingtoKonka?”It’shisturntolaugh,it’sloud

andhasZizweshakinghisheadwithaghostofa

smile.

“She’sbeenaroundfortoolongthatshe’sgrowntoo

comfortable.”Bulelwaentertains,hookinghisarm

aroundmine.

Oh!She’sthoseones.

“Buttercup,I’llcallyouwhenIgetthere.”Buttercupis

givenaquickkiss,it’showhe’slookinginto

Bulelwa’seyesthathasmeworshippingtheirkindof

love.Helooksathim likehe’stheonlythingthat

exists,theonlythingthatshouldexist.

“Iloveyou.”Zizwetellshim andamblesoffbefore

Bulelwacanreturnthefondness.

“YourmanwalkslikeherubsshoulderswithBill

Gates.”Bulelwalaughsatmyobservation,mygaze



shiftstohim andfindshim literallylustingoverhis

husband,ashewatcheshim strolluntilhe’soutof

thebuilding.

“Helovesmeasifhe’scousinswithAzwindini,in

thissadcase,I’m vho-Susan.”Abubblyreplyfrom

him ashedragsmeaway,Ican’tstopmyselffrom

laughing.“Let’sgetyoutothatinterviewroom.”

BAMBINDLOVU-

“Iwillmakeaplansir.”

Thisiswhathetoldthefatherofthewomanhe

loveswhenheaskedwherehe’llhousehisdaughter

andgrandbaby.

Themoneyhemakesasatruckdriverisnotmuch

togethim ahouse,Capitecdisappointedwhenhe

wenttoseekforaloan.Thethreemonthsbank

statementwasnotmuchhelp,it’sthesalarythat’s



notenough.Thebondapplicationwasnotapproved.

Hecouldgetthem anaffordablehouseintheSouth,

startsmall.He’sbeenlookingathousesinGlenvista.

Sofar,he’sfoundnothingaffordable.Timeis

workingagainsthim,theweddingisapproachinglike

ahurricane.

Theonebedroom apartmentinJabulaniiswhathe

canaffordatthemoment,buthewantsthebestfor

hisfamily.

Lobolanegotiationswentasplanned,thankstohis

father,hewasabletopaytheaskedamount.Now

he’sallowedtohavehiswomanoverwheneverhe

visits.Hisfatherin-lawwasgraciousenoughtogive

him aweekoff.Itgivesthem timetoplanthe

wedding.

Threemonthsago,thedayheproposedtoLiyana

wasthehappiestdayofhislife.Sadlyhehadtogo

backtoworktheverynextday.Theycould’vegotten

marriedearlier,beforeshegainedthebabyweight

that’sgotherhighonhormonesbutfatehasaway



ofdetectingpeople’slives.

“Bam-Bam!”Thescream forceshim tohisfeet,

twistshisheartandhashisheadspinning.He

throwshisphoneonthecouchandrunstothe

bedroom,followingthedirectionthesoundcame.

“Lili,Lili,holdonI’m coming.”He’sshouting,running

asifthehouseisonfire.Healmostslipsandfalls

whenhepushesthebedroom dooropen.

Pantingandholdingthedoorforanchor,heasks.

“Whatisit?Isthebabycoming?”

Thelastquestionleaveshismouthwithouthis

permission,Liyanaglaresupathim from thedouble

bed.Theroom looksamess,clothesscattered

everywhere.Shelooksamessherself,hairunkempt

andhalfnaked.Men’strunksistheonlythingthat

fitsher,plusasportsbra,thatfitsherfullbreasts.

“What?”She’sconfusedbyhislastquestion.“I’m

sevenmonthspregnant,Bam-Bam.”



Nowhe’sconfused.“Youscreamed.”

“Yes,becauseIcan’tfindmydildo.”Hismouth

hangsopenasshockprodshim.Notsureheheard

right,BambindlovutakesslowstepstowardLiyana.

He’dgetclosebutshelooksscaryrightnow.She

standsfrom thebed,handsgluedtoherhips.Abull

readytofightiswhatshelookslike.

“I’m notsureIfollow,Lili.Uthikwenzenjani?”Imean

hehastobesure.AfrowncrossesLiyana’sface,

maybeheshouldn’thaveasked.

“Ican’tfindmydildo,it'sgreen,thesizeof...”

Confidentlysherepeats,gloweringatthemanwho’s

responsibleforherlookinglikeBarneythefriendly

dinosaur.

“Adildo?”Heinterrupts.

“Yes,it’sa…”

“Iknowwhatadidlois.Whywouldyouhavea

dildo?”Thisissomethingheneedstohear.

“Whywouldyouaskmeastupidquestion?Whatare



dildosfor?”Liyanasnaps.

“Mfethu,youdon’townadildo.”Hesnapsback,

maybetheysharepregnancyhormones.Liyana

looksreadytoattack,herbrowscrinklein

annoyance,andlikethethreelittlepigs,shehuffs

andpuffsanexasperatedbreath.

“Idotoo,Zithaboughtitformeformy18thbirthday.

Doyouwantmetocallherandask?”

“No,no.That’sinsane.”He’snotthetypetosharehis

bedroom matterswithfriends,notevenhisclosest

friends.

“WhywouldZithabuyyouadildo?”Hisquerypaints

adeeperfrownonLiyana’sforehead.

“BecauseunlikesomeoneIknow,shelovesme.”

Okay,thisisgettingbefuddling,Bambindlovuscowls

inconfusion.Heknowswhatshe’stalkingabout.

“Isthisbecausewehaven’tbeenhavingsex?”It’sa

wildguessfrom him.“Isthatwhyyou’reinsearchof

animaginarydildo?”



Ifshehadone,hewould’veknownbynowofcourse.

They’vebeentogethersincevantoekaaf.Jesus

came,diedandroseagainandtheyarestillpushing

theirthing;that’showlongitfeelstohim.

“Liyanathrowsherhandsup,showinghow

unfulfilledshe’sbecoming.

“Wouldyoustopsayingdildo?Thewordisstarting

nottomakesense,andit’snotimaginary.”Ashout

from thebabycarrier,Bambindlovugulps.

“Yousaiditfirst,Mfethu.”Menarelikekids,they

panicwhenyouconfusethem.

“Fine,Iwon’tsaythewordanymore.”She’sstill

snippy,Liyanaletsherfeetleadhertothewardrobe.

Alongmustardmaternitydressispickedout.“Why

areyounotchanging?”

Thequestionisfortheumblaselowearingfreak.

“Wherearewegoing?”

“Toanadultshop.”HeranswerhasBambindlovu

chokinginhissaliva.“You’rebuyingmeadildo,Bam-

Bam.”



Thismustbeabadjoke.

“Mfethu,youcan’tbeserious.Wearenotgoingthere,

you’renotgettingadildoLili.”

“Youcan’tdothistome,Bam-Bam.”Emotionshave

theirwaywithher.“Lookatme,I’m fat,unattractive

andhorny.Ican’tstopeating,IwalklikeaJapanese

sumowrestlerandIhaven’thadsexinmonths.

Whatdoyouwantmetodowithmyself?”

Wideeyedandmouthajar,hegaspsbeforecovering

hisopenmouthinshock.

“Umdavazo?Mfethu,you’recryingbecauseof

umdavazo?”(Sex)

Hiswordsseem toprickherwhereithurts,angry

eyesnarrowathim.Inherhead,she’sprobablyslit

hisuselessthroat,cuthim topiecesandstoredhis

remainsinafreezer.

“Yes.”Liyanacan’tseem tokeephervoicedown.

“Yes,I’m cryingbecauseofsex.DoInothavearight

tosleepwithmyfiancé?”



“Butwe’llhurtthebabies,therearetwoofthem in

thereincaseyouforgot.Thereisbarelyspaceto

accommodateme.”Bambindlovu.

“Thedoctorsaidit’sokay.”Desperationhasavoice,

itsoundslikeLiyana’s.

“No.”Heshakeshisstubbornhead,crossinghis

armsacrosshischest.“Idon’ttrustpeoplewitha

badhandwriting.”

Liyana’seyesdoaflip,“Youdon’thavetogodeep.”

Okay,parentalguidanceisadvised.

“It’sstillrisky,Lili.Can’twewaittillthebabiesare

born?”

Thetearsrefusetodepartfrom her,snivelling,she

drapesherbodywiththedressshepicked.

“Fine,we’regoingtobuythestupiddildo.”

There’sapairofwhitesnickersatthefootofthebed,

puttingthem onisharderthanalgebra.Atthispoint,

she’sbasicallytryingtosolvingforXandmathshas



neverbeenherfavouritesubject.

Withgreatdifficulty,shesettlesontheedgeofthe

bed.“Comehelpmewithmyshoes.”Liyana.

It’snotlikehehasachoice,plus,hedoesn’tmind

eventhoughhethinkspregnantwomenarealotof

work.Theireyeslockashekneelsbeforeher,alook

ofaffectionthat;atanordinarydaylikewhenshe’s

notpregnantandhighonhormones,wouldstretcha

smileonherface.

“Mashenge,mybeautifulbride.MybonelessChicken

Lickenwings,myskopodeluxsakwaMai-Mai.”

That’sagoodwaytostart,softentheGodzillaup.

“I’m notyourwifeyet,Mashengeforwhat?”

Thepoutmakeshisheartpliable,“You’rehalf-pastto

beingMashenge.”He’sright."Verysoonyou'llbe

wearingisicwayanesidwaba(leatherskirt),dancing

formeinfrontofourfriendsandfamily.Bytheend

ofthatdayyouwillnolongerbelongtotheOkolies,

you'llbemyMashengeandIwillneverletyougo."

Ah!Theregoesherheartdancinglikeit'sNewyear's

eve.



“Say,doyouthinkdildoscomein1centimetre?You

know,somethingthatwon’t…”

“Don’tpatroniseme,Bam-Bam.”

Heheavesasigh,ashetiesthelastshoelace.His

heartissittingonhisthroat,thumpingfirmly,andit’s

gettinghardtobreathe.There’ssomethingheneeds

tosay,it’sbotheringhim andwilleathim upifhe

doesn’tvent.Thefirststephetakesisbackwards,

justincasehiswomandecidestoattack.Herubs

hisforehead,ahabitofhiswheneverhe’snervous.

Hefocusesonherinnocenteyes,ratherthanthe

grimaceonherface.

“You’renotcheatingonme,Liyana,Iwillnotallow

it.”

“Whatareyoutalkingabout?I’dnevercheatonyou.”

Shesays,withoutaflakeofhesitation.Agrinand

pridekisshislips,hisbreathingsteadiesandeyes

gleam withadoration.Liyanasimperswhenhe

placesahandonhischest,chasingabreaththat

neverlefthim.



Dramatic!

“Phew!ThankGod,Icouldn’tbreatheforasecond

there,Ialmostgotgoosebumps.”Happinesslooks

goodonhim.

“Getreadythen,IneedmytoyASAP.”Shetellshim,

strugglingtogetbackup.Bambindlovu’sworld

collideswithhispride,hethoughttheyhadsettled

this.

“Really,mfethu?”He’sbeyondshocked.“Youmight

aswelltakemetotheGautrainstation,callthatguy

from SquidGameandletmedielikealoserbecause

youarekillingme.”

Hereyeswouldcompeteatahighjumpcompetition

andtakethetrophyhome.

“Oh,don’tbemelodramaticandgetyourstuff.

You’repaying.”Liyana.

Shemanoeuvrespasthim asshesaysthis,it’shis

turntohuffandpuffandblowofflikeachimney.

“Fine,”heconcedes.“I’llhavesexwithyou.”



From theback,hecantellthatLiyanaisswimming

inglee.Thesmileonherfaceremainsuntilshe’s

facinghim.

“Theworldisending,”Don’tbestunned,menwhine

aswell.Thefirstthingtogoisthewaistcoat,

followedbytheleopardprint-ingwevestbutthe

frownonhisfaceisnotgoinganywhereanytime

soon.“Menaredyingbecauseofumdavaso.”

Hehardlyevercomplains,andit’scomingfrom a

goodplace.

“Thereyouhaveit,”hecontinues.

Hispreciouspantsarefoldedandplacedona

dressingtablealongwiththerestofhisclothes,his

facesoftensashechairshishandsonhiships,

nakedasthedayhecameintotheworld.

“I’m nakednow,comemfethu.Dildomyfoot,what

thehellisthatanyway?Nithand’izintoLiyana.”(You



likethings.)

Ahappywife,ahappylife.Orisitahappywife,a

sparedlife?Lookathim,he’sstillaliveandkicking.

“IloveyoutooBam-Bam.”Shechirps,throwingher

armsaroundhisneck.Awhimpertakesoverher

whensteadyhandssqueezeherplumpass,it’sbeen

longsinceshe’sfeltthissensation.

“Yeah,yeah.Kodwangizoyifakakancane,youhave

oneminutetocum,60secondsndoda.Idon’twant

tohearstories.”(Iwon’tgodeep.)

Anotherobjectionfrom him,mingledwithhumour

andlove.Liyanashufflesback,togetalookathis

stupidface.

“Really,Bam-Bam?”Shewantstolaughathisstern

facialexpression.

“Yes,reallyhau.”Yep,he’sserious.“Idon’twantmy

babiesgivingmefunnylookswhentheygethere.



Nawedon’tmove,justlietherelikeagrilledfull

chicken.It’sgoingtobetouchandgomfethu,

touch…and…go.Nofunnybusiness.”

Herclitorisistoohappytocare.

*

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Seventy-Eight

AMARA-

Witheverythingthathappened,ourliveshadtobe

putonhold.Workandschool.NotthatIneedthe

moneyImadeasaTVanchor,wehaveenoughto

buythestationanyway.Ijustlovedthefeelingof

independence.It’sbeentoolongsinceI’vestoodin

frontofacameraanddidwhatIlove.MaybeI’llmiss

it,nonetheless,I’m nottooworriedaboutit.My

destinyisinGhanawithmyhusbandandchildren.

Wearetakingitonestepatatime,everydayisa

dread,butbearable.Inolongerforcemyselftosmile,

itcomesfreely,welcomed.Lovehasforcedmeto

wavegoodbyetothetwofacedagonyIwasforced

intobyfate.

Mymourningperiodhaspassed,theblackclothes



werenotburntbutleftatariver.Nana’sinstructions.

Weweretoldtoleavethem there,andwalkwithout

lookingback.

“Mrs.Okolie.”Awarm afternoonbreezetouchesmy

faceandleavesmeswayingwhenagarishvoice

bringsmetolife,IgazeacrosstheroadwhereZitha

iswavingatme,awidesmilealiveinher

youthfulness.AliveasIam.

“Hurry,it’sgettinglate.”Shegesturestowardsthe

blackGWagon.Liyanatoldme,Kennethgotitfor

her,IwasabittakenabackwhenIheardtheyarea

couple.Itdidn’taffectme,it’sthefactthattheworld

issosmall,wemeetpeopleweneverthoughtwe’d

everseeagain.Kennethwasthere,thenhewasn’t.

Idon’tknowwhathappenedtohim.Thereoncewas

potentialofusbecomingfriends,hewasquiet,

laidback.Istillhavethebookhegotme.Theonly

giftIevergotfrom him.

Thefriendshipwasnevergoingtowork,Randallwas

notafanoftheman.I’m happyforKenneth,thathe



hasZithanow.Lovehasnoage.Iwasnineteen

whenImetRandallandhewaswellinhisthirties.

“Amara,we’rerunninglate.”

Thesecondtime,Ayizeshoutsformetohurry.I

don’tknowhowtheyleftmebehind.Ohyes,Ihadto

validateourparkingticketwhiletheypushedthe

trolly

TodayIwasgivenfreedom toleavethehouse

withoutanyguards,thankstoAyizeandher

stubbornness.HowRandallgivesintoher,beatsme.

Ithinkhesecretlyhasasoftspotforher,something

he’llneveradmit.Wehadtopopoutofthehouseto

getafewthingsforthepartyandZithaofferedto

driveus.Ithinkshewantedtoescapethepots.

“Thequeencan’tbethisslow.”Ayizecriticises.

“Liyanawalksfasterthanyou,Amara.”

Liyanawouldnottakethiswell,atsevenmonths

pregnant-nearingeight,shehasgainedsomuch

weight.It’sthetwins.IalwaystellherwhenIfindher

cryingbecausenothingthatusedtofitfitsanymore.



Lobolawentasplanned,Bambindlovucamethrough

andpaidtheaskedamount.Ihadtoputmyhusband

onaleash,hewasplanningonleavingthepoorguy

withholesinhispockets.

Iwasshockedtolearnthathe’sMhambi’sson.

AuntPetuniadidnottakeitwell,Ifeelsorryforher.

Shelookslikealostsheep,partofithastodowith

Nelisiwe’sdisappearance.She’llrememberhome

onedayandmyauntwillgobacktothepersonshe

was.UncleMhambilookscontent,Jonastoo,

believeitornot.Bambindlovuhasbroughtsomuch

peaceintotheirlives.

Theywanthim homeallthetime,he’sstilltravelling.

Overworkinghimselftoexhaustion,unnecessaryif

youaskme.RandallandIarepayingforthewedding.

“Don’tletLiyanahearyousaythat.”Ayizerebuffsmy

warningwithaloudguffaw,she’sstillasgarishas

ever.



“Speakingofmommy-to-be,shecalled.We’relate.”

Zitha’sinterjectionisalmostinstant.

BabyAsanda;namedafterStyles'latesister,turns

threemonthstoday,we’reallgatheredattheSishis

tocelebratetheirnewbundleofjoy.Thecoupleis

learningtoheal,therearedayswhentheystumble

andfall.However,we’realwaystheretopickeach

otherup.

We’repackingthegroceriesintothecarwhena

random guyofferstohelpuspack.He’swearinga

neonvestwrittensecurity.

“Letmehelpyouwiththose.”HisVendaisdeep.

It’snormalaroundherefortheseguystohelpload

groceries,Idon’tunderstandwhyZithalooks

petrified.

“Whathappened?”Iaskher.

“Tshilidzi?”It’sasifthenametastessourinher

mouth.Themanstops,glaringhard.Idon’tknow



howtheyknoweachother,butIwanthim awayfrom

us.

“Zithobile,mychild.Isthisyou?Youlookdifferent,

grownandaffluent.”

What?AyizeandIexchangeglances.Thismanisher

father?

“Iam notyourchild.”Zithahisses,voicecatchingon

asharpinhale.TheTshilidziguydropshishead,

shameleaninginonhim.“Whathappenedtoyou?”

Zitha,withnocarefoundinthetoneofhervoice.

“Ilosteverything,mybusinesses…myhouse.Iwas

bankruptand…”

Araisedhandstopshiselucidation.“ForgetIasked,

I’m notinterested.”

Idon’tknowthissidetoher.Fierce…audacious.



“IwassabotagedZithobile,Ihavenothingleftnow.

Youhavetohelpme,please.Atleastgiveme10K,I’ll

investitandmake…”Heholdsouthishandtotouch

her,AyizehascaughtonbecauseshepullsZitha

back.

“Don’ttouchher.”Shecatcalls,voicepalpablyflat.

Themandrawsback,obviouslydrowninginshame.

“I’m sorry,IwanttoapologiseforeverythingIever

didtoyou.Youwereaninnocentgirl,Ishouldn’t

havetakenadvantageofyou.”

OhGodno...nothertoo.

“Let’sgo.”Zithaorders,pivotsonherheel,headedto

thedriver’sside.Wepursuit.Ayizejumpsinthefront,

Ifindaseatintheback.WewaitasZithasendsa

text,it’sareliefshe’snottooworkedup,speedkills.

ThesoundofNaijamusicfillsthesilencebetween



us,minutestickby,butnoonespeaks.Ithurtsto

knowthatZithawentthroughwhatAyizeandIwent

through.Wewereabusedbythepeoplewhowere

meanttoloveandprotectus.

***

Kennethiswaitinginthedrivewaywhenwearriveat

theSishis,Neoinvitedhim becauseStyleswants

him here.Herushestogetherdoorandhelpsher

outofthecar.Thetwoarelostineachother’sarms,

him askingifshe’sokay.Hersoftrepliesare

welcomedbykissesonthecurveofherneck.

Igetalookfrom him,butdon’tstaytofindoutwhat

it’sabout.AyizeandIsilentlyfolloweachotherinto

thehouse,someonewillhavetobringthegroceries

in.

Eyesshifttouswhenweenterthekitchen,itmust

bethegloomyexpressiononourfacesthathas

everyonegawking.



“Areyouokay?”That’sLiyana,she’sperchedona

chair,there’sadishoficecream onthetablebefore

her.Bulelwaiswhippingsomethinginabowl,he

knowshiswayaroundthekitchen.Thandiwesays

shetaughthim whatheknows,it’sfunnywhenshe

tellshis‘richboy’story.

“Yeah.”Ilienotwantingtospoilanyone’smood.

SethuissaidtohaveleftwithStyles,theyare

somewhereinthehouse.

“Youguysarelate,themenhavebeenserved.They

didn’twanttowaitforsalads.”Annoyanceisheard

inBulelwa’svoice,you’dneverseehim associated

withthe‘men’asheputsit.Unlesshe’sclungonto

Zizwe,theclingiestmanI’veevermet.“Whereis

Zitha?”

Thesourtonetransitionsintoabubblyoneina

second.He’smovinghishipstothesound

emanatingfrom themixtureandthebowl.



“OutsidewithherMkhulubae.”Ayizewouldsaythat

ofcourse,tothinkshewasneverafanofKenneth.I

thinkshetolerateshim,likeRandalldoesbecause

well,Styleswantshim here.“I’m goingtofindNeo,

someonedrainedmyspirit.”

ShemeansTshilidzi,Ifeelthesame.Hetookme

backtothepastforawhilethere,remindingmethat

therewillalwaysbemenlikemyuncleMoses…men

likeAyize’sfather…menlikeSethu’sex.

“What’sthatabout?”Bulelwaisacurioushuman

being.

“Don’tbesonosyBubu,mindyourownbusiness.”

Thandiwereproaches.

“Impossible,ifpeoplewantustostayoutoftheir

businessthentheyshouldn’tgiveanythingoff.It’s

likethosecoupleswhoposteverythingonsocial

media,from firstdatetothedaytheguyproposes.

Comeweddingday,nopictures.Justhintsthatthey

aregettingmarried,weareleftwithjust



imaginations.That’stoomuchwork,nothanks,my

minddoesn’tdoovertime.”

Thatwasalotsaid.

“IagreewithBubu,Ialsowanttoknowwhat

happened.”Liyanastepsin,leavingThandiwe

outvoted.

“Iwouldtellyou,butit’snotmyplacetotell.”Idrop

themic,joiningLiyana.Sincethemenhavebeen

takencareof,there’sreallynothingmuchtodo.The

momentiscutshortbyaterriblevoice,singingisnot

foreveryone.

‘IlikeshinythingsbutI’dmarryyouwithpaperrings.’

Onlyonepersoncanbethisloud,noscratchthat…

threepeople.ThevoicebelongstoZitha,my

assumptionsareconfirmedwhenshepouncesinto

thekitchen,dancinglikeanenergeticschoolkid.Her

moodschangelikeBulelwa’s,Ifindthem weirdreally.



Bulelwaispulledintothestrangemovement,they

aredancinglikewhitegirlsatanightclub.It’sloud,

chaoticandputsasmileonmyface.

That’saTaylorSwiftsongplayingloudlyonher

phone,

“Mehemma.”

Silencebreaksforth,hispresencefillstheroom…

intenseandslightlyworrying.I’m hiswife,but

sometimesfeelintimidatedbythisaurahecarries.It

mustbetheconfidencehewears,hewearsitwith

strengthandbeautywithcondescension.

“Let’sgo.”Musthebesoserious?Iwantsobadto

straightenthatarchedbrow.Ifollowhisextended

hand,feetpracticallyfaltering.Thekissonmycheek

woulddropmetomyknees,thankfullythegrip

aroundmeistightenoughtohelpmefindmy

footing.



“Imissedyou,wherehaveyoubeen?”Myskin

shiversatthesoundofthedrawl.Hiswarm handis

lightonmyback,caressingaswemakeourwayto

thelounge.

“Iwasgonelessthananhour.”

“Don’tleavemealonefortoolongagain,Ifeltlostin

thisplace.”Heignoresmyansweranddecidesto

sayhisownthings.IloveclingyRandall,apartof

believeshe’stryingtofillupthevoidourbabyleft.

“Iwon’t.”I’m lying,he’scrazy.

“Bulelwahadtoservemefood,canyoubelievehe

wentdownonhisknees?Everyonewaslookingat

me,itwassouncomfortable.”Saysthekingof

Ashantikingdom.

“Youknowonceyousitonthethrone,manypeople

willkneelbeforeyou?Presidentsincluded.”Imust

remindhim whoheis,thismantendstoforgethe’s

aking.

“Thatdoesn’tmatter,justdon’tleavemealoneagain.

Ihateglimpsesoflivingwithoutyou.”Hisretort

stopsmyfeetfrom moving,heturnsstillwearingthe



furrowedbrow.

"Promisewe'llgrowoldtogether,Randall."Ineedhis

assurance.Hishandglidesupmycheek,asoft

touch.Eyeslovinglygazingintomine.

"We'resoulmatesmehemma,twinflames.That

meanswe'llneverbeapart."

Iacceptthekissheoffers,Iloveithere.

***

Inawhile,everyoneisgatheredinthelivingroom.

MysmilefindsSethuandherbaby,theyareperched

besideStyles.ShelooksdifferenteverytimeIsee

her.

Everyoneishere,Nqaba,Nkomo,Zizwe,Neoand

Kenneth.Hedoesn’tappeartotrulybelong.It’sas

thoughhe’sbeenparachutedfrom adifferentera.

Whateverconversationhe’sin,Neo,Nqaba,Zizwe

andNkomolookenthralled.It’sasifhecould

conversewithoutleavinganyverbalfingerprint.His



eyesmoveandinaninstantlyareglancingmyway.

Atighthandsqueezesmyside,it’sRandall,still

holdingmelikeI’descapehim thesecondheletsgo.

Needlessly,hepullsmetositinhislap.LikeIsaid,

he’sclingylately,somuchithasKwame

complainingsometimes.

Speakingof…thekidsareinthegardenwithChioma,

Ayizehadajumpingcastleputup.Zuluhateditat

firstglance,he’sateenagernow,surroundedbykids

undertheageoffourteen.I’m certainhehateshis

life.

BulelwaandThandiweshareatwoseater,Liyana

perchesherselfbesideus.Zithaisnexttoher.

There’sameeting,clearly.Theatmosphereisheavy

withtension.

TurningtoAyizeforanswers,Iseehercarryingabig

framedpictureofSihleinherschooluniform.Thisis

whatit’sabout,Ididn’tthinkwe’ddoatribute.My

bodystiffenswhenNeorevealsababyultrasound

picture,framed.Irememberthedaywegotthat,it



wasthelastultrasoundRandallandIwentto.

Beneathit,ingoldisthenameAdekunleZulukhaya

Okolie.

Myheartbatterslikeadrum inmychest,debauched

andblisteringinexpectationofsomething…anything.

“Sevenmonthsagotoday,twoangelsweretaken

from us,waytoosoonifyouaskme.”Ayizestarts,

creatingaspotlightinthemiddleoftheroom.Her

husbandisrightnexttoher.Theportraitsofour

babieshangingbeautifullyfrom theirhands.“But

GodhasawayofremindingusthatheisGod,we

canneverquestionhim.Thereisareasonhedoes

whathedoes,andit’snevertoinflictpain.Heloves

youlikeyouweretheonlyoneintheworld.”

Hereyesmovefrom metoSethu,I’m havingahard

timefightingtears.Randallcuddlesmeinthefolds

ofhisarms,andkissesthecurveofmyneck.

“Areyouokay?”Inodtoreplyhisquestion.

“Babe,wouldyouliketosaysomething?”Ayizeasks,

gazefixatedonme.



“Youdon’thavetostand.”Randall'sarmsrefuseto

unlockaroundme,he’sright.I’dfallifIweretostand.

Eyesareonme,deepandpenetrating.

Myeyesfindthebabyultrasoundpicture,Ifeelmy

throatclosingup.Hottearsrendermyvisionoutof

focus.

“Mybaby.”

Thoughtstumbling,Ispeak,haltingly.Feelingasif

speakingisaforeign,farawayconceptratherthan

somethingIalwaysandregularlydo.

“Thesepastmonthsfeltlikeadream,ahellish

dream,thekindinwherenomatterhowfastyourun,

youbarelymove.YourfatherandIhadprepared

ourselvesforyourarrival.Yoursiblingswereexcited

aswell,itwashardforthem whentheylearntyou

werenevercominghome.Youcameunexpectedly

andleftthesameway.Thereisareasonyouarenot

withus,Ineedyoutoknowthatweloveyou.You’ll

foreverbemissedmylittleangel.”

Assoonasthewordsgetout,mythoughtsclickinto



place,finallysettlingintomybrain.Ihavenothing

moretosay,I’veentertainedtearsfortoolong.

“Youdidgood,”Randallmurmursinmyear,kissingit

asiftoeasemypain.Iappreciatehim.

SethuhandsAsandaovertoAyize,Stylestakes

Sihle’sportraitandplacesitagainstthecoffeetable

beforesnakinganarm aroundhiswife.

“Idon’twanttosaymuch,I’llendupcryingifIdo.”I

knowwhatshemeans,hencemywordswerelimited.

“Agonydoesn’tdrownyou.Itburnstheinnercoreof

whoyouare,leavingnothingbutashes,noteven

crackedpiecestohelpyoupiecesomethingof

yourselftogether.Nothingcancomparetothehole

inmychestrightnow,Imissyousomuchmybaby.”

Tearsfindawaytoescapethroughhereyes,she’s

strugglingtocontinue.Stylesholdsherinhisarms,

leisurelyrunninghishandupanddownherspine.

“LosingSihlehasbeenhell,”Hetakesoverfrom her.

“ForthefirsttimeinmylifeItrulyprayedtowhatever

higherbeingthereis.Iwasreadytogiveupmylife



tohaveherback.Iwentfrom begging,tobargaining,

tocompletethreats.IvowedthatthedayImeetGod,

Iwillpunchhim becauseoftheliehetoldus.”

Hiswordsbreakup,he’sfightingthestuttering

soundsemanatingfrom hismouth.Tearsstream

downhisface,heswipesoneawaywhenSethu

clingsontohim withbotharms,herwetfacehidden

inherhusband’schest.

“Thathe’sallpowerful,thefactthathecouldhear

meandchosetodonothing.Thesilencethat

welcomedmewasworse,theinevitableknowledge

thatyou’vebeenseparatedfrom someoneyoulove

andnoamountofpraying,beggingandbargaining

wouldkeepthem from leavingyou.”Stylesfinishes.

Sadnesshascomeasapainfulwave,iffeelslikea

bulletthroughmyheart.Itgrazesthroughme,rather

thanskatingovermyskin.Ittravelsthroughevery

celltoreachmyachingheart.StylesandSethuhave

ithard,IwishtherewassomethingIcoulddotorid



them ofthisburdentheyarecarrying.

“Canwepleasecutthisshort?”Neointerruptsthe

sobsthathavefilledthespaciouslivingarea,his

timingisperfect."Wecan’tbecryinglikethiswhen

there’sanewbabyinthehouse.Wecameto

celebratelife,notmourn.Sheba,leKennethontsea

lla.Kemanyallafella,mothoenoaisfrom acult.”

(Kennethisalsocrying.)

KennethdoesnotspareNeoaglance,he’sfocused

onStylesandSethu.

“Babayoudon’tsaythataboutpeople,”Ayize

reproachesthefatherofherkids.“MustIteachyou

everything?”

“MarababakeKenny,oalla.Thisissomethingyou

don’tseeeveryday.”Neoinsistsandmanagestoget

afewchucklesintheroom.ZithaandBulelwaareon

aroll.

“Neobasop,”Zithabudges,it’sfunnyhowNeogives

heralookhe’dgiveastranger.Ihopeherecognises

her.

“Kemangeo?”(Whoisthat?)



Igiveupwiththisguy.HeknowsZithaasLiyana’s

friend.Shedoesnottakeoffence,ratherlaughsat

hisresponse.Kennethisyettopayattentiontoany

ofthem.

“Okay,that’senough.”ThankyouAyize.“Mayweget

thisoverwith?”

Neo’sattemptstomakeStylesandSethulaughwere

invain.TheireyesaregluedonSihle’spicture.

“Myangel,therewillcomeatimewhenwerealise

we’relivingasifyouneverexisted.Thatwon’tmean

we’veforgottenyou,itwon’tmeanwe’reheartless

either.”Stylesstopstowipethetearsonhisface.

“Natureabhorsavoidandlifetendstofillinthe

gapsthatdeathdigs.Youwillalwaysbeinour

heartsmysweetSihle,yourauntAsandawilllook

afteryou.Restinpowermybaby,smileasmuchas

youdidwhenyouwerewithus.”



Outoftheblueasongfillsthespeakers,ittakesa

minuteformetocatchMariahCarey’svoice.Who

wouldplaysuchasadsong?Thegloomy

atmospheredrainsmyheart,leavingitempty,yet

heavy.IshiftinRandall’slaptohidemyfaceonhis

shoulderwhenthechorushits.

AndIknowyou’reshiningdownonmefrom

heaven.***

Thisisthepartthathitsthemost,whenyourealise

yourlovedoneisgone.Theyareinheavenlikethe

songsaysandthat’ssomethingIwillneverbeable

tograsp.

No,Ican’tdothis.Ican’tlistentothissong.

“Pleaseturnitoff.”IwhispertoRandall,thepainI

hadfoughthardtoforgetisstartingtocrawlback.

“I’llturnitoff.”Zithaoffers,Idon’traisemyheadto

check.Themusicdiesdown,ittakesasecondfora



differentsongtoburstthrough.Idon’tknowit,it

soundslikeBlaqDiamond.Shekeepsthevolume

down.

“Okay,nowthatthat’sover.”Neoyellsoverthe

smoothsound.“CanwetalkaboutKennethcrying?”

Therearecomplaintsandlaughs.

“Isaywecastvotes,Neoneedstobelockedupinan

asylum.”Nkomo’ssuggestionislaughedupon,not

derisively.Somepeoplehereseem tolovetheidea.

“Isaywelockhim up,Idon’tknowwhattodowith

him anymore."Neoisshockedbyhiswife’s

articulation.

“WhydidIgetmarried?”He’sdramatic.

“WhydidIgetmarriedtoo?”Ayizethrowsback,they

willneverstopifwegivethem thespotlight.

“Canwegotothegarden?”ThemanI’m marriedto

requests,atwingeofneedsmearedinthetoneof

hisvoice.“Ineedtobealonewithyou,mehemma.”



Idon’taskquestions,butlethim leadmeoutside.

WeleavetheMaakesinadebateaboutwhytheygot

married.

*

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

Seventy-Nine

LIYANA-

NeverinmywildestdreamsdidIseethisday

coming.Gettingmarriedwhileheavilypregnantat

nineteenwasfarfrom myplans.Fatesureknows

howtoplayatrickyoneonyou.

However,I’m notentirelycomplainingbecausewell,

I’m marryingmybestfriend.

Toavoidthebabiesbornoutofwedlock,we’regoing

tosignatthemagistrate,Irefusetowalkdownthe

aislelookinglikeaparachuteloadedwithpandas.

We’llhaveaproperweddingwhenthebabiesturn

fourorfivemonths.ThemanI’m goingtomarry

desperatelywantsatraditionalwedding,which

makesperfectsense.Apparently,we’lltravelto

Pongolaforthat,that’shishome,wherehewasborn.

It’swherehisforefathersareburied.We’llhavethe



traditionalweddingfirst,maybethewhiteweddinga

monthlater.

Asighseepsthroughtheseamsofmylipsathow

thisoff-whitedressfitsme.I’m notsureIlikethe

wayitlooksonme,howitmakesthebabybump

looklikeanoversizedballoon.Iwentforatightknee

-lengthdress.Anythingloosewould’vemademe

lookbiggerthanIreallyam.Otherthanthat,

everythingelseisperfect,hair,make-up.I’m content.

Isencanelengane,

Aniboyilekelela.(Uban’obengashad’emncane

kangaka.)

isencanelengane.

Joyfillsmyheartattheloudsingingcomingfrom

thecorridor,smilingwidelyIturntothedoorjustas

itrevealsmygirlbestfriendandBulelwa.Theyslide

indancingandsingingtothissongIrelateto,Iam



tooyoungtogetmarriedlikethesongsays.

ButI’m notpeevish,I’m inlove.I’m forcedintoa

danceIdonotwanttoengageinbecauseI’m too

heavytomove,plusIdon’twanttosweat.Iswear,I

canneverkeepupwiththeenergyofthesetwo,

sometimesIwonderhowwebecameacquainted

withhowcrazytheyare.Ourpersonalitiesdiffer

tremendously.

“Todayisyourweddingday.”OhmyGod,she’s

screaming.Myheadhurts,wehadalatenight

yesterday.ZithaandBulelwawouldn’tletmesleep,

thesetwocombinedareamassdestruction.Itwill

beamiracleifImakeitthroughtoday,it’snotevena

properwedding.Ican’timaginehowthey’llbeonthe

dayoftheactualwedding.

“Howareyoufeeling?”AtleastBulelwadoesnot

scream,blesshim.

“I’m notsureaboutthisdress,can’tIwear

somethingelse?”Thispregnancyhasnotbeenkind

tome,Ithoughtyouglowwhencarryingamalechild.



ThesetwohavedecidedtomakemelooklikeShrek,

andmindyouthesewereBam-Bam’swords.Sigh!

Mynoselookstwicethanit’snormalsize,myfeet

areswollenmostofthetime.

“No!”Liketwins,theyshoutinunison.Lordhelpme

getthroughthisday.

“YoulookperfectLiya,”Bulelwareassuresme.“Bam

-Bam willdroolwhenheseesyou.”

“You’resureIdon’tlooklikeShrek?”Yey!Insecurity

willkillyou.

“Please,Shrekwisheshelookedlikeyou.”That’s

Bulelwaagain.I’m hauledintoahugbyZitha,she’s

crying.

“Mybabyisgettingmarried.”Shemakesmesound

likearealbaby.

“Yourbabyisgoingtobesomeone’swife,stop

callingherababy.”

Shelaughsatmyretort.



“Okay,Fiona,let’sgetyoutothecourthouse.”I’m

goingtoslaughterZithaandthesejokesofhers.

“Fiona’sbeautiful,betterherthanShrek.”Bulelwa

jumpsin,I’m notgoingtoentertainthem.Theycan

haveallthefuntheywanttauntingmyweight,my

timetoclapbackwillcome.

There’saknock,Amaraandpapawalkin.Theylook

readytogo,suddenlyI’m intears.

“Nocrying,you’llruinyourmakeup.”Bulelwawarns.

“Wedon’twantyoulookinglikeCruellanow.”Argh!

I’m sodonewithhim.

TheduoexcusethemselvesaftertellingmethatI

lookamazing,IguessIbelievethem.

Mymotheristhefirsttohugme,Iexpectonefrom

papabuthe’sstandinginthedoorway,hands

rammedinhispockets.Helookspowerfulinthat

blacksuit,myprotector.I’m takenbacktothedayhe

rescuedmefrom Zwelethuandhisfather.Iwill

foreverbegratefultohim.



“Papa!”I’vebeenwarnedaboutcrying,yethereIam

blubbing.Heextendsanarm,aninvitationtofind

shelterinhisarms.

“YouknowthisisnotwhatIwantedforyou,atleast

notthissoon.”Hestarts,afterpullingawayfrom the

embrace.“It’shardformetoseeyouasagrown

woman,amotherandsomeone’swife.Itwilltake

sometimeformetoacceptthispathyou’vetaken,

bearwithme,princess.”

“Iwillpapa,I’m sorryI’vedisappointedyouand

Amara.”

“We’renotdisappointedbaby,ifanything,were

proudofyouandhowfaryou’vecome.”

Itmeansalothearingthesewordscomingfrom

Amara,she’sbeenthebestmotheranyonecould

askfor.

“Yourmotherisright,justpromiseme,you’ll

continuewithyourstudies.Setagoodexamplefor



yourbrotherandthetwins.”Papasays,cradlingmy

cheekinthepalm ofhishand.

“Ipromisepapa,I’llmakeyouproud.”

“I’m alreadyproudofyou,princess.”

Idon’twanttocry.

“Let’sgetyoumarried,yourhusbandiswaiting.”

AtAmara’sproclamation,weplodout.Bambindlovu

iswaitingatthecourthousewithhisunclesandaunt

Petunia.Weonlyneedtwowitnesses,buteveryone

wantedtobetheresoit’sgoingtobeafullhouse.

We’recomingbacktotheOkolieresidenceto

celebrate,thisiswhereBambindlovuandIwillbe

raisingourfamily.Ihonestlydidn’tthinkhe’dagree

whenpapaproposedit.

BulelwaisdrivingmeandZithatothevenuein

Newtown.Myheartsinkstomystomachwhenhe

takesaturnonAlbertinaSisuluRd.Myfuture

husbandisinthere,waitingforme.Atourarrival,we

findfamilyandfriendswaitingoutside.Asper



normal,myeyesdesperatelysearchfor

Bambindlovu.

“He’sinside.”That’smymother,awarm smile

spreadacrossherface.Thesenerveswillbethe

deathofme,we’reonlysigning,butI’m nervousas

hell.

Claimingmyhand,sheushersmeinside.Zithais

behindus,singingandululating.Mindyou,thisisa

courthouse.

MyheartdanceswhenIseehim,he’swearinghis

favouriteattire.Umblaselo.It’sanexceptiontoday,I

don’twanttoseeitonourweddingday.Hewillwear

acrispwhiteshirtandasuitlikenormalpeople.

Warmthstreamsthroughmewhenhiseyesmeet

mine,GodIlovethisman.Mhambiisstandingwith

him,Bam-Bam wantedhisfathertosignashis

witness.

“Whattookyousolong?”Heaskswhenhe’swithin

earshot.“Ithoughtyouwerenotcoming,Iwasready

tomovetoChinaandteachEnglish.”



Really?He’sstupid.

“Didshecome?”Iask.Hehadsaidhe’lltalktohis

mother,theyareatdaggersdrawn.

“No.”He’strieshardtohidethepainlingeringinhis

heart.“Sindiisherethough,andthat’smorethan

enoughforme.”

Yes,IdidspotherwithauntPetuniaandKwame

outside.

“Don’tworryBam-Bam,she’llcomearound.”I’m

hopingshewill,hedoesn’tsayanything,butgives

measlightheadshake.Hisfacesuddenlytightens,

he’ssweating.Myfatherishere,nexttome,glaring

atthemanIlove.

“Rememberthetalkwehadthedayyoucametoask

formydaughter’shandinmarriage?”

Whattalk?Noonetoldmeaboutatalk.

Bambindlovuguzzles,nervously.He’snoddinglikea

maniac,myfatherisnotthatscary.

“Good,Iknowhowtouseagunbytheway.”OhGod



andhe’snotkidding.

“Papastop.”Iwouldn’twantBam-Bam changinghis

mind.

Papaignoresmyreproachandheadsbacktohis

wife,asmilespringsonAmara’sfacewhenhe

enfoldsherinhisarms.Afewkisseshereandthere.

“Theirloveisadmirable.”Itellthemannexttome,

he’swatchingthem aswell.

“Iknow,ourbabywillbeingoodhands.”His

declarationisshocking,Ithoughthedidn’twantto

givethebabyaway.Seeingmyconfusion,hereadies

hismouthforanexplanation.

“Idon’twanttofighttheancestors.”That’sallhe

givesme,themagistratecallsustobeginbeforeI

canletoutmythoughts.

Inlessthanthirtyminutes,we’reamarriedcouple.

Friendsandfamilybreakintoweddingsongsaswe

stepoutamarriedcouple,thecourthouseisfilled



withsoundsofjubilation.Happinessfloodsmyheart,

thisisthebestdayofmylife.

“Iloveyoumfethu.”Ilovehim morethanlifeitself

andIlovehowhe’slookingintomyeyesrightnow,I

lovethetearsthatpoolinhiseyeswheneverI

declaremyloveforhim.Hekissesmylips,andhugs

me.

“Namingiyak’thandaMashenge.”(Iloveyoutoo.)

BAMBINDLOVU-

It’s9:15pm,someoftheguestshaveretiredforthe

night.Theremainingpeoplehavegatheredinthe

loungewherethegroom calledanunexpected

meeting.Nqabaishereofcourse,he’stheuncle.

Nexttohim areRandallandAmara.Mhambihas

foundacomfortableseatatacorner,thenewlyweds

arerestfullyperchednexttoeachotheronthecouch.

“Ihavecometoadecision,”HefeelsLiyana’seyes



onhim beforeshegentlysqueezeshishand.He’d

lookatherbuthereyesrenderhim weak,sohe

keepsthem onthefatherofhisbride.“Iwillaccept

thedecisionmadebytheancestors,butIhavea

request.”

There’sahuff,it’sfrom theuncleofthebride.“You

areinnopositiontobemakinganyrequests,the

ancestorshavespoken.Youwillgivethechild

whetheryoulikeitornot.”

“Iunderstandsir.”Arghshame!PoorSokalisais

trying.“However,thatdoesnotchangethefactthat

thebabyhasmybloodrunninginhisveins,he

belongstous.”Hereturnsthegentlysqueezefrom

hiswife.“Morethanhebelongstotheancestors,

theysimplycannothaveaclaim onhim whenhis

parentsarealive.”

Thatmakessense.Theroom fallsquiet,he’sgiven

them somethingtothinkabout.

“AnotherthingIwantedtodiscussis,howwillwe

knowwhichbabytogiveaway?”Heseemstohave



thoughtthisthrough.“Wecan’tjustpickrandomly.”

“Theoneborncrying.”Aninstantanswercomes

from Liyana,hereyeswidenandsheimmediately

turnstoBambindlovutofindhim staringback,

incredulously.

“Mfethu!”Hewhispersonlyforhertohear.“You

nevertoldmethis.”

“Ididn’tknoweither,Ijustheardawhisperintothe

wind.”Liyanaclarifies.“He’shere,Icanfeelhis

presence.”

“Nana?”TheOkolietwinsfalltotheirkneeswithouta

thoughttoit,headsbowedandhandsintertwined.

“Youdon’thavetokneelpapa,nanasaysstand.A

kingdoesnotkneelbeforehissubject.”Athis

daughter’scall,Randallslowlycomesbacktohis

feet,settlingwherehewasseated.“Youtoouncle

Nqaba.”

Twinnumbertwofollows.



“Youcangoahead,Bam-Bam.Hesaysit’sokay.”

Liyana.

“HetoldyouwhatI’m abouttosay?”Shockplays

aroundhim frequently.Whathe’sabouttosayisa

casualthoughtthatcametomindsecondsago,he

can’tletitgojustlikethat.Ashadowynodfrom

Liyanagiveshim thepush.

“Sir.”Bambindlovu’sincereeyesarescrutinising

Randall,tryingtoreadthegrim expressiononhis

frontage.“Ifyouwouldallowus,ifitisokay.Mywife

andIwanttomovetoGhanawithyou,Idon’twant

thetwinsseparated.Iknowwhatneglectfeelslike,I

knowtheagonyoflivingwithoutthemostimportant

personinyourlife.”

HiseyesfindMhambi.

“Igrewupwithoutafather,Ibasicallyspentmy

entirelifeyearningforone.Thetwinsdon’tdeserve

tobeseparated,letthem growuptogether.Itmight

notbeunderthesameroof…”



“Okay.”Aninstantanswerfrom Randall,itclearly

cameasashockertoeveryoneintheroom.Heturns

toAmaraforassurance,whichshegladlygives.“I

havenoproblem withthat,youwillbegivenaland

whereyou’llbuildahouseforyourfamily.Maybewe

canlookintoregisteringacompanyforyou,youwill

paymebackwhenit’supandrunning.”

He’snotacharitycaseandisgladhisfather-in-law

respectshim tonottreathim likeone.

“Thankyou,thatwouldmeanalottous.”

Bambindlovu.“LiyanaandIhavecometoan

agreement,thetraditionalweddingwillbeheldin

Pongolaasyouallknow,andthewhiteweddingin

Ghana.”

“Sokalisa?”Awordfrom Mhambi,themanappears

troubled.“Ijustfoundyou.”

“Iknowbaba,Iwon’tbeastranger.Ipromise.Ineed



todothis,Iwouldsacrificemylifeformychildren,

pleaseunderstand.”Forthefirsttimeinhispresence,

hisfatherdropshisgaze.Afrownbirthedonhis

forehead.Nevertheless,it’snotabouthim today.

“Wesupportyourdecision,bhuti.”Thequeenplumps

in,she’sbeenquietfortoolong.“Liyanasharedthe

sameworrieswithme.Besides,itwillbegoodfor

thetwinstobetogether.I’m surenanawon’tmind.”

ThisisareliefforBambindlovu,stayingawayfrom

hiscountrywon’tbeeasy.Buthewouldmove

mountainsforhischildren.

Themeetingisdismissed,he’sabletotakehisbride

asideforaquickchat.Theyfindawaytosneakto

thebackyard,theseclingyhandsofhis…theyare

touchingLiyanawherevertheycan.She’dnever

protest,infact,prideisshieldingher.Shetaughthim

this,howtobeclingy.

Theyhavecomealongway,from astrugglingboy

from thestreetsofHillbrowwhospeakslikehe



pickpocketsforalivingandisoblivioustothedo's

anddon’tsofromance;toamanwholoveslikehe

wasmadetolove.

“Whatdidyoudotome,Lili?”Agentlesoftvoice

pressesonthecrookofherneck.“WhydoImiss

yousomuchwhenI’m awayfrom you?”

“It’syourfault,youdecidedtolovemeandlook

wherethathasgottenyou.”Helaughsattheclap

back.“Anddon’texpectmetohavemercyonyou,

I’m havinganicetimefrom whereI’m standing.”

Thisisthewomanforhim,theoneheorderedwhen

hepresentedalisttohisancestorsandtheMan

upstairs.Afteraslowquickkiss,hetugshertowards

thepoolandhelpshersitononeofthegarden

chairs.Hesettlesbesideher,armsneverleavingher.

“AreyousureaboutmovingtoGhana?”She’sbeen

meaningtoask.

“We’renotlivingforourselvesanymoreLili,thereare



twohumanswhowilldependonus.It’suptousto

makesuretheyarealwaystogether.”

Anyoneorderedawiseman,onthego?

Thisistheparthe’snotcomfortablewith,whenshe

shedstears.Ifheknewwhattodo,thenhewouldn’t

beasnervousasheisrightnow.Hisheadwhips

backandforthinsearchofherfather.

“Lalelamfethu.”Awhisperleaveshismouth,hurried.

“I’m tryingtomakeittothebirthofmychildren,your

fatherwillkillmeifhefindsyouswimminginsalt

water.”

Liyanatreasuresthejokeandsticksonitlike

magnet,shelaughsheartily.It’stransmittable,thatit

hashim laughing,onlybecauseRandallwon’tfind

hisdaughterintears.Liyanacaresseshischeeks,

andkeepsalockedeyecontact.

“It’ssohardtobelieveI’m marriedtomybestfriend,

itfeelslikeadream.”Liyana.



“Wellbelieveit,Icouldn’tbehappier.Ilovethislife

withyouMashenge.”Thereissincerityinthewayhe

saysthis.Thehugtheyshareisbrief,lestfather-in-

lawcomesrunningwithashotgun.

LIYANA-

NowonderIoverslept,thismanisstillsleeping.He’s

habituallythefirstonetowakeupsincethetruck

drivingjob,hegotusedtotheearlyhours.Winter

mustbeapproaching,it’sstilldarkoutside.Thesun

isusuallyoutwhenIwakeup.

Feelingsticky,Idecidetohopintotheshower.I’ll

wakethisfoolwhenI’m done,he’llhavetomake

breakfastlikehe’sbeendoingsincewegotmarried

eightdaysago.

“Liyana!”Oh,he’sawake.Mybodyshiversatthecold

touchingmyskin.

“ClosethedoorBam-Bam,I’llcatchacold.”Idon’t

meantosnap.Letmewearasmilebeforefacing



him.Bracingmyself,Ishowallmyadultteeth.But…

whyishelookingatmelikeIescapedfrom an

asylum?

“Whatareyoudoing?”Hisquestionbafflesme,really.

Bydefault,Ihappenedtomarrythemosttalkative

manintheworld,hisvocabularyisfullerthana

dictionary.

“Takingashower,ofcourse.”

Myeyesareitchy,there’sadeepurgetorollthem.

InsteadIopttofacethewall.Thisiswhatpeopledo

inthemorning.Hasheforgotten?Idon’tblamehim,

drivinglonghourscanactuallymesswithyourbrain.

Icompletelymadethisup.

Icanstillfeelhim behindme,staringandIam dead

surehehasn’tmovedaninch.

“Areyougoingtostandthereandwatch,orjoin

me?”Menareweird.

“Idon’tdowitchcraft,mfethu.”Hepronounces,with

atingeofhumourinhisvoice.Thestatementhas



meturningtofacehim,he’sstillwearingthedazed

expression.

“Excuseme?”

“It’s2am,Liyana.”Noitisn’t.“Whyareyou

showeringatthistime?Uyaphi?”

HecantellIdon’tbelievehim,Iwon’tfallforhis

tricks.Herushesoutofthebathroom,andisback

beforeIcanbataneyelash.Embarrassmentslaps

meacrossthefacewhenBambindlovushowsme

thetimeonhisphone.That’sinsane.HowdidImake

suchamistake?Ihonestlythoughtitwasmorning.

Hetakesabathrobeandwrapsitaroundme.

“Letmetakeyoubacktobed,NomaRussia.”

Ihavenowords,justlostinworry.Ibarelymakeitto

thebedwhenasuddenpaintakesovertheentirety

ofmybeing,it’smoreintensethananythingI’veever

imagined.Ascream shootsoutofmymouth,he’s

holdingme,stoppingmefrom fallingtomyknees.

“Lili?”Hiseyesarewidewithfearandpanic.Water



splashesfrom mynetherregions,mywaterjust

broke.Ihaveneverseenanyonejumpsofast.

“Whatthehellisthat?”He’saskingmeastupid

question,shockinglyoglingatthewateronthefloor.

Canhiseyesgoanywider?Iwanttoslapthat

annoyinglookonhisface.

“Callmyparents,thebabiesarecoming.”Ishoutat

him.Hismouthdropsopen,eyesareimpossible

widerightnow.Isheswea…OhmyGod,he’s

sweatingandheavinglikeabruiseddonkey.

Paincomesdoubled,lockingmeinaseffectivelyas

aprisoner.

“Thebabiesarecoming,Bam-Bam.”

Anotherscream eruptsfrom mymouth,Iwantto

grabhisshirt,needingsomethingtogriponbutthe

mantakesoffrunning,rightoutofthebedroom.

Wherethehellishegoing?

“Bam-Bam,comebackhere.”Iknowheheardme.

WhoonearthdidImarry?



ROADTOROYALTY

Eighty-One

BAMBINDLOVU-

Hishandsaretrembling,itmustbecrazythatshe’s

gothim sweatingandfeelinganxious.Thisis

somethinghehastodothough,it’sexcusablethat

shedidn’tmakeittohiswedding,butthingsare

differentnow.He’safather,shecan’tmissthisas

well.Theleastshecandoisshowherface,she

doesn’thavetoembracethem.

“Whydon’tyoucallherandgetitoverwith?”Hiswife

isbesidehim,cheeringhim on.Liyanawas

dischargedtwoweeksago,theyareattheOkolie

residencewhereshe’llbestayinguntilthetwinsare

threemonthsold.Helooksather,longerthan

comfortable.Liyanareturnsafrownfrom thebed

she’slayingon.

“Comeon,callheragain.”Shepushes,helistens.



Thephoneringsunanswered,breakinghisheartin

theprocess.

“Dammit.”Hegrunts.“MaOladycan’tdothistome.”

Liyanashiftsonthebed,seeinghowtroubledher

husbandhasbecome.

“TryagainBam-Bam,she’sboundtoanswer.”She

soundsmoredesperatethanhim.Bambindlovu

settlesontheedgeofthebed,worrywrittenallover

hisface.

“Shewon’tanswermfethu,I’m wastingmytime

here.”Sadnessisevidentinhisvoice.

“Youcan’tgiveupnow…tryheragain.”It’snotlike

hertobesopersistent.

“Iwouldifshewantedtospeaktome,I’m notgoing

toforcemyselfonsomeonewhodoesn’twanttobe

inmylife.”He’sfrustrated,hencetheyelling.

“Youdon’tmeanthatBam-Bam,she’syourmother.”

Liyana.

DidIsayhe’sfrustrated?Scratchthat,he’shurtto



thecoreandhasnoideahowtoactuponthis.

Tossingthephoneonthebed,hestands,rubbinghis

faceinfrustration.

“Don’tyouthinkIknowthat,mfethu?”Hesnaps,

unintentionally.“Thewomanrefusestotakemycalls,

it’sfineifshedoesn’twanttobepartofmylife.Stop

grillingme,uyang’deepfryerndoda,Ican’tstandthe

heat.”He’snotlying,talkingabouthismotherhas

gottobethemostdrainingthingever.

New-borncriesfilltheroom,Bambindlovuhurriesto

thebabycribs.It’shisfaultanyway,shoutinglike

he’sforgottenhowtospeaklikeanormalperson.

It’sDumolwakhe,meaningGod’spraise.Heknows

thisbecauseofthebluehatonhishead.Thename

waschosenbyhisgrandmother,Amara.Herwayof

givingthanksorpraisetotheancestorsforgranting

herrequest.Kwenzokuhlewhoispeacefullysleeping

iswearingagreyoneinstead.Hisnamewasgiven

byBambindlovu,hefeelsit’sbecauseofhim that



theygettokeepDumo.

“Youwokethebabyup.”Liyanapointsattheobvious,

nothappyabouttheyelling.

Withthebabyinhisarms,Bambindlovuslideshis

pinkyfingerintoDumo’shandandwatchesashe

quietsdown.Heholdshim close,handoverthe

baby’sbacktogivehim somewarmth.

Heturnshisglossyeyestohiswifeandinavoice

that’salmostbrokeopenshismouthtospeak.

“I’m sorrymfethu.”Heis,Bambindlovuisapeaceful

person.Thespiritthatlivesinhim isaquietone,

unlessprovoked.

Throughherexhaustion,Liyanasmilesandletsher

eyesleavehisfacetotakeinthebabyinher

husband’sarms.

“Youhaveaspiritualgiftaswell,haven’tthey

showedyouanythingregardingthis?”Theymust’ve

comeforth,toldhim howtodealwithhisstubborn

mother.

“Thegiftisthere,butit’snotforme.”Hisancestors



nevertoldhim heneedstogotoaninitiationschool

andbecomeatraditionalist.“Ihaven’tbeenshown

anythingsinceIfoundmyfather,maybetheyareat

easenow.”

Dumolwakhe’ssoftcriesinterruptsthem,their

attentionsolelyfallsonhim ashisfathercradleshim

inhisarms.

“Theygrowupsofast,youknowthat?”Liyana.

“Iknow.”Hevoices,thoughtfully,walkingbriskly

towardsthebed.“ThisiswhyIwantthem toknow

theirgrandmother,shemeanstheworldtome,Lili.I

don’tcarewhatshedidanymore,Iwantherpresent

inourlives.She’smyqueen.”Anightmaretomany,

andaqueeninhiseyes,it’samustthatshe’sapart

ofhislife.

“Shewillacceptusoneday,nothinglastsforever.”

Hersmileisweak,almostasifshe’snotsureif

Thandikelawillhaveachangeofheart.

“Iknow,”hereplies,handingDumoovertoherso

shecanbreastfeedhim.“Rightnow,Iwanttodrink



thismomentinmfethu,thismomentwithyouand

ourbabies.Iwillforeverbegratefultoyourmother

forwhatshe’sdoneforus.”

He’sbeensayingthisforalmostweeksnow.That

day,whenAmaracametothehospitalandtoldthem

whathadhappened.Whatshehaddone,noone

questionedher.Joyhadtakenoverthemoment,

onlyonepersonwasnothappyaboutherescapades.

Randall…hewantedtoknowwhysheleftwithout

tellinghim anything.

“Nowthatwe’rekeepingDumo,arewestillmoving

toGhana?”She’saskingbecausesheknowshow

muchfamilymeanstohim.He’dwanttostayandfix

thingswithhismotherandbuildhisrelationshipwith

hisfatherandteachhischildrenabouttheirculture

andtradition.

“We’renotmoving.”Hesays,runningahandonher

thigh,eyeslockedwithhers.“Ifthat’sokaywithyou.”

Liyanashakesherhead.“You’remyhusbandBam-



Bam,Igowhereyougo.”

“Ngiyabongamfethu,thankyouforgivingmea

family.”Hesendshisgratitudelookinghersquarely

intheeyes.Cometothinkofit,afamilyiswhathe’s

alwayswanted.“Foreverwithyouisgoingtobefun,I

can’twait.”

Herlipstwitchintoasmile,“MetooBam-Bam.”

Thisloveisreal,hefeelsitineveryfibreofhisbeing.

KENNETH-

MNDENI’SALLEGEDSHOOTERDIESINHISSLEEP!

Thenewsbuzzedforadayanddieddownbeforethe

clockstruck12am.Siphodidit,thereisnodoubtin

hismind.Astohowhegottotheman’shouseand

didwhateverhehadtodo,he’llneverknow.Sipho’s

skillsshockhim sometimes.Thisiswhattheydo.

Killwithoutmercy.Killasifpeoplearecockroaches.



OnceuponatimebeforeZithaandherproblems

floodedhislife,Kenneth’shandswerefreeofblood.

Well…theonlybloodinhishandswasthatofhis

father.Now…nowhecanplacehistenfingersonthe

tableandcountthenumberofpeoplehe’skilled.

Heisfreefrom guiltthough,themansleeps

peacefullyatnight.

He’sstandinginfrontofthewallmirrorwhena

deliciousscenttakesovertheair,coveringallofhim.

Inajiffy,herfaceappearsonthemirror.Herarms

enwraparoundhim from behind.He’stootallthat

herheadrestsonhisback.

“Lookatyou,pinklooksgoodonyou.”Didshesay

pink?Ofcourseshesaidpink.Kennethrollshiseyes

withoutactuallyrollinghiseyes.Thiswomanhe

loveshashim wearingadifferentcolourt-shirttoday.

Hiswardrobehasbeenrearranged,sheleftafew

shadesofblack.

“Ilooklikeamarshmallow.”Hefiresbackandadds

asighofdispleasure.



Herhandsroam aroundhischestandlowertorso,

healmostshiversatthetouch.

“Don’tberidiculous,youlookamazing.”Shemeans

it,heknowsbecauseofthegenuinelookonherface.

“ThankyouKenny.”

“Forwhat?”

“Youdon’thavetochangeyourhabitsforme,but

themerefactthatyoutrymeanstheworldtome.

Throughthis,thelittlethingsyoudoforme,I’m

remindedhowmuchyouloveme.”

Prideknocksonhischest,heletsitin.Hewouldlet

thesmileintoo,buthehashisdays.

“I’djumpoffabridgeifyouaskedmeto.”

That’shisanswer,Zithobiledigsthroughitandfinds

ajoke.She’slaughingheartily,whilehespinsherin

hisarmssoshe’sfacinghim.

“CanIaskyouforafavour?”Thisisafirst,he’snota

requesterofthings,hemakesthingshappenrather

thanaskfrom people.Zithanods,certainshe’dgive



him anythingheasksofher.“CanInameourbaby

andgivehim mysurname?”

Shelocksherlipsbetweenherteeth,eyesbulging

andteary.

“Kenneth?”

“It’snotamarriageproposal,notyet.Iwillmarryyou

onedaywhenyou’reready.Iwantustofocuson

ourselvesandthebaby.Iwantyoutostandonyour

own,bethewomanyou’vealwayswantedtobe.”

“Saysthemanwhodidn’twantmetotakeajob.”He

stilldoesn’twantherworking,hecantakecareof

herandDloziwithnoproblem atall.Buthe’s

remindedthathisZithobileisnotakeptwoman,she

wantstobeoutthere,livinglifetoitsfullest.

“Ican’tstopyoufrom goingforyourdreams.Iwant

youtohaveeverythingyouwant.YouandBuhle.”

Thereitis,thenamehe’sbeenwantingtogivebaby

Dlozi.

“Buhle?”Asoftundertoneassheleansmoreinto

Kenneth’sbody.



“Yebondlovukaziyam.He’sourbeautifulbabyboy,

he’llbringbeautyintoourlives.”

“IloveitKenny?BuhleDloziMkhize.”

Achucklerumblesuphischest,“You’restickingwith

Dlozi?”

“Siphonamedhim Dlozi,Iwouldn’twanttobreakhis

heart.”Zitha.

Siphowon’tmind.Kennethshakeshishead,holding

herclosertohisbody.Theirchestscollide,nose

touch,lipsbrush.She’sstandingonhertoes,trying

herbesttomaintaintheheight.

“Iloveyou,Kenny.”

Hewouldsayitbackbuthewantstodevourher.He

kisseshersoftlips,almostdesperate,sweepinghis

tongueagainsthers.Thepassionbetweenthem is

alwaysinfullforce.



“Bhuti.”

Hislittlesister’svoiceforcesthem apart.Someone

forgottoclosethebedroom door.

“You’reback?”Kennethaskshisgloomylooking

sister,hereyesareredandpuffy,itisclearshehas

beencrying.

“Canwepleasetalk?”Isisa’seyessweepthrough

Zithaandherbrother.“I’llbeinthelongue.”

“What’swrongwithher?”Zithaasksthesecond

she’soutofsight.HerrelationshipwithIsisaatthe

momentisnullandvoid.Shelikedherduringthe

daysKennethwasfollowingheraround.Isisadidn’t

staylongenoughtobuildarelationshipwithher

brother’snowgirlfriend.

Kennethshrugs,takesZitha’shandandushersher

out.

OfcourseIsisawasgoingtobetheonetobringthis

womanbackintohishouse.Thelasttimehesaw



her,hethrewheroutoftheoldhousetheylivedin

andtoldhernevertoshowherface.

Boldnesshasnoshame,couldbethatshe’susing

hisnaïvelittlesistertoworm herwaybackintothe

house.Hedoesn’twantthatwomananywherenear

them.Hewantstotellhertoleave.HewouldifIsisa

wasnotholdingherhandlikethat.

ForasecondhethinksZithawillsaysomethingas

theysettledown.Reliefembraceshim whenshesits

quietlyfloatingbesidehim.

“WhatisthemeaningofthisIsisa?”Heasks.

“Firstdayyou’rebackandyoubringthiswomaninto

myhouse?”Tosayhe’sirkedanddisappointedin

herisanunderstatement.

“I’m movingout.”Shesays.Kennethfrowns,glances

atZithanexttohim thenbackathissister.

“Whatdidyousay?”Ohheheardheralright.He



wantstoknowifshehastheaudacitytorepeat

herself.

“I’m movingoutbhuti,I’m goingtolivewithauntin

ouroldhouse.”

Thescariestpeopleareusuallythecalmestonesin

theroom,that’swhatmakesthem interesting.

Kennethglaresathissister,longandharduntilshe’s

unabletostandthestaredown.

“MayIknowwhy?”Now,thisisthethingwith

Kenneth,heletsyouhaveyourmomentbutthefinal

saybelongstohim.

Isisa’seyesmovefrom herbrothertothewoman

he’schosenforhimselfandlastlytoMaMkhize

besideher.

“She’sthemotherIneverhad,Itoldyouthislast

time.”Funnyhereyesarenotabletolookather

brother.“Ineedherwithme.”

“DidInottellyou,youwillmoveinthathousewhen

you’redonewithschool,workingandabletopay



bills?”Kenneth.

Itmeansnothingthathegaveherthehouse,she’s

notmatureenoughtolivealone.

“Auntwillbewithme,nothingbadwillhappen.”The

girlhasmadeuphermind.

“Idon’twantheranywherenearyouIsisa.”Kenneth.

“Butshe’s…”

“I’m notgoingtoarguewithyouaboutthis.”He

stands,againtakesZitha’shand.“Yourpresenceis

notneededhereMaMkhize,pleaseleavemyhouse.”

He’snotkidding,Isisalookslikeshewantsto

protest.It’sthefrownonhisfacethat’sstoppingher

from voicingout.IfMaMkhizewasnotthepersonhe

knowshertobe,hewouldtreatherlikethemother

hissistersees.

MaMkhizestands,she’stooquietandhumblefor

someonewhousedtoflywithoutwings.

“Ihopeoneday,you’llforgivemeKenneth.Ireally

wantachancewithyouandIsisa.You’remy



brother’schildren,Iwillneverturnmybackonyou.”

“Okay,leave.”Kennethorders.

Isisaisnotokay,tearshavemadeheravictim.

“Thisisnotfair,Ihatemylife.”Shetakesoffrunning

togod-knowswhere.HefeelsZitha’shandslipping

from hisandgrabsontight.

“Letherbe,she’llbefine.”Thisheknows.Isisaisa

child,shemightbeinZitha’sagegroupbutpeople

maturedifferently.MaMkhizeisdeniedachanceto

explainherselffurther,andisescortedoutsidethe

house.

Thissighthatderivesfrom him,depictsexhaustion.

AburdenisliftedwhenZithaenfoldsherarms

aroundhisstiffbody.

“You’regoodatthisparentingthingKhabazela,I’m

proudofyou.”Zithacomforts.“Isisawillthankyou

oneday.”

Forthefirsttimeinforeverhisbodyandmindrelax.

Kennethloosenshisfigure,andletshappinesssoak



rightintohisbones.Hewantsthefeelingtostillbe

herewhenhe’soldandgrey.

“NgiyabongaMaMthombeni.Ngibong’uthando

lwakho.”(Thankyouforlovingme.)

Hecloseshiseyesandsavoursthemoment,arms

claspedaroundZitha’swaist.Inthissecond,there

arenoexpectationsuponhim,atleastthat’show

Zithamakeshim feel.She’sheretocarrywhatever

burdenweighinghim down.

RANDALL-

He’dratherbehomecuddlinghiswife,buthe’shere,

waitingforawomanhe’sonlymetonce.Thefact

thatshe’smadehim waitirritateshim,sureshe

doesn’tknowaboutthevisit,buthedoesn’tcare.It’s

5:56pm,sheshouldbehomelikeherdaughterhad

said.

“Uncle,canIcomewithyouwhenyouleave?Iwant

toseemybrother.”Shecallshim uncle,hetoldher



tocallhim that.He’smetheronce,monthsagoat

hisdaughter’swedding.

“Sure.”Hisresponseisquick,he’dentertainthelittle

girlbuttimeisbeingwastedhere.Thechildsmiles,

goesbacktoeatingtheicecream heboughtherand

tellinghim storiesaboutschoolandthefriendsshe’s

madeovertheyears.Inthepasthour,he’sfound

himselfsmilingwhilelisteningtoherbabbles,she

remindshim ofhisson.

Uponhearingthesoundofthedoorclicking,he

standsfrom thewhiteplasticchair.Thechildmust

haveheardit,orshe’sfamiliarwithhermother’s

footsteps.

“She’shere.”Sheshrieks,runningoutoftheroom.

“Mama,uncleisheretoseeyou.”Hecanhearthe

excitementinthelittle’sgirl’svoice.“Heboughtme

icecream andhesaidhe’lltakemetoseeMr.

Elephantandthetwins?”

“Whatuncle?”Thewoman’svoiceispanicky.



Anorm ofhisisramminghishandsinthepockets

ofhispants.“Didyouletpeopleinmyhouse

Sindisiwe?”

“Don’tbesillymama,”Thelittlegirlgiggles.“He’snot

people,he’syourson’sfather-in-law.”

Asshesaysthis,motheranddaughterappear

throughtheopendoor.Hereyesspreadwidelike

margarineonsteamedbread.

“Whatareyoudoinghere?”Wordsandsyllables

struggleoutofhermouth.

“Aword?”Heasks,eyescastonSindi.Thandikela

couldsaynoandsendhim away,butforan

importantmanlikehim tograceherwithhis

presencemustmeansomething.

“Sindi,makeourguestsometea.”Thechildnods,

scurriestogetthetuboficecream from thebedand

pouncesoutlikelifeisthebestthingevertohappen

tomankind.

“Idon’tappreciateyoubeingalonewithmydaughter,



Mr.Okolie.”Thandikelastarts,findingherplaceon

thebed.“Anyonewouldn’treadthistherightway.”

Ifitwereanyone,theywould’vetakenoffense,but

notRandallOkolie.Heraiseshiseyebrow,poker-

faced.

“Ididn’tcomehereforyoutoinsultme,Thandikela.”

Shetriestomakeouthowherwordshaveaffected

him throughthesoundofhisvoiceandgetsnothing.

He’sstaring,deeply.Shefeelsexposed,everydirty

laundryofhersoutintheopen.Unabletokeepthe

staringcontest,hereyesfalltoherfeet.

“Yourgrandsonsaretwoweeksold.”Hetellsher,

flatly.

“Idon’thavegrandsons.”Thatwasquickandsnippy.

“CutthecrapThandikela,Idon’thavetimeforyour

childishness.”

“Hesentyouhere,didn’the?Mysonhasbecomea

coward,hecan’tfighthisownbattlessohesends

hisfather-in-law.”Thandikela.

Randallfrowns,it’southischaractertopophis



knuckles.Maybeit’sbecauseshe’sgettingonhis

nerves.Foranoldwoman,shesureisfoolish.

“Idon’ttakeordersfrom anybody,noonetellsmeto

doanything.Youknowthat,giventheresearchyou

didonmeandmyfamily.”

Wellitwasn’tmuchresearch,withnomoneytopay

aprivateinvestigator,Thandikelacouldonlyturnto

Google.

“Getoutofmyhouse,Mr.OkoliebeforeIcallthe

police.”

Dopeoplelaughsodryly?Shewonders,tryingto

decipherthatonesecondchuckleRandallemanated.

“Enoughtalking.”Randallarticulates.Hehasn’t

movedaninchfrom whereshefoundhim standing.

He’skepthisvoicesoftandgentlesincethe

beginningoftheconversation,butshe’sshaking

underherskin.

“Thisiswhatyou’regoingtodo.Tomorrowmorning,

you’llgetreadyandcometomyhouse.Yoursonis



waitingforyou,he’sstressedandthatpreventshim

from givinghischildrenhisfullattention.Whenyour

sonstresses,mydaughterstressesandIdon’tlikeit

whenmybabyisstressed.Itmakesmeaverybad

manandI’m tryingtobegood,forherandmy

grandchildren.Andperhapsmaybe,getmyselfasit

inheaven.”Thelaststatementisajoke,but

Randall’smouthknowsnosmile.

“Nowyou’regoingtocallyourson,tellhim you’llvisit

him tomorrow.10am Thandikela,Iwantyouatmy

house.Bringyourdaughter,shemissesherbrother.”

Withthatheturnsandleaves.

*

*

*



ROADTOROYALTY

SeasonFinale-

Thereceptionisagardenpartyhelduponadayof

blueskiesandsweetlyrisingheat.Loveisintheair

asifitwereanewkindofelectricity,soprofound

andtangible.Amidtheflowers,amidthepetalsina

romanticshade,today,theyarealltransformed.

Theresheis,inherbestdress,eyesmoistwith

affectionatthethoughtofmarryingherhusband

again,thethoughtoffindingeverlastingloveinthe

armsofthemanwhohasherwholeworldinthe

palm ofhishand.

Threeyearslatertheyareherewherehisancestors

wanthim tobe,hishomelandAccraGhana.Ashanti

Kingdom.Threeyearslater,shegetstowalkdown

theaisleforthesecondtime.

It’sadaylikenoother,adayofcelebration.Amara’s



elegantwhitelacegown,hisCheshire-catsmile.Her

bridesmaidsAyize,SethuandThandiweinwhite,

dressedlikeminibrides,carryingjam jarsfilledwith

wildflowers.Champagneonthetable,theroyal

gardenbeautifullyornamented.

Theycould’vegoneforananniversaryparty.But

renewingtheirweddingvowsseemedlikethe

perfectwaytogo,thepeopleofAshantikingdom

wantedtowitnesstheirkingmarryhisqueen.Sothe

Okoliesindulgedthem andhavethrownthishuge

wedding,invitingeveryonewhoisanyone.

Atfourintheafternoon,theguestsareledtothe

reception,ahugehallinthepalace.Aliveband

playinghaspeopleenthralled…onthedancefloor,

relatives,friendsandassociatesareholdingeach

otheraroundthewaistsandshoulders.

Childrenruninandoutofthecrowd,screamingand

gigglingatthegamestheyareplaying.Tablesare

tangledinsquashedeverything,napkins,flowers.

Dirtyplatesandemptybottlesofwhiskeyandbeer



havebeencollectedbytheservantsassignedto

keepthereceptionclean.

“Dumo,don’teatthat.”Liyanayellsthroughthe

soundofthemusic,herbabyisatitagain.Eating

whateverhefindsedible.Withagentletouch,she

slapstheflowerfrom the3-year-old’shand,it

tumblestothetable.Bigeyesstareinnocentlyather,

he’sconfusedabitbeforehislowerlipstartsto

quaver.

Dumocrieslikehisbodyisrebellingagainsthis

existence,asifhe’sstuckinaworldthatmakesno

senseatall.Hisskinlongsforcuddles,hismind

cravestherockingsensationofbeingcarriedbyhis

mother.

Histwinisfrowningfrom rightnexttohim,hehates

itwhenDumocries.LiyanaandBambindlovunoticed

whenthetwinswereintheirfirstyear.Kwenzokuhle

wouldplaceahandonDumolwakhe’smouthsohe

won’thavetohearhim crying;whilepattinghisback.



Thetwinsaregrowingupinacomfortablehome,

theirfatherhaspartneredwithStylesinthelogistics

company.Theirmothercontinueswithherstudies,

she'sstillnotsurewhatshereallywantstobe.

Maybebeingaprincessisherlifegoal.

“Lookatyourson,”Theumblaselowearingfather

pointsatKwenzowithhisheadashescoopsDumo

from thechair.“He’sreadytoslaughteryou.”

Liyanashakesherheadindefeat.“I’m sorrybaby,I

didn’tmeantomakeyourbrothercry.”

Kwenzodoesn’tseem tocareabouttheapology,

nowthatDumoisnolongercrying,hisfocusfallson

Asanda’splate.Helooksatherlongandhardand

withoutaskinggrabsthelargestpieceofmeat.

Asandareturnsafrown,retrieveshermeatbackbut

Kwenzowon’thaveit.Hegrabsitback,andhidesit

inhisfist.

“Mine.”Thetoddlerpoints.Thelittlegirlscreams

andlikeacatscratchesKwenzo.Justashe’sabout



toreturnthebrutality,hismotherwhiskshim up.

“Wedon’thitgirls,Kwenzo.”Shechideshim.

Thischildisnotlikehisbrother.He'snotacrybaby.

Herestshisheadonhismother'sshoulderafter

watchingAsandacryingforherpieceofmeat.The

meathejustthrewinhismouth,andischewinglike

agoat.

“I’m soclosetohittingyourson,Bam-Bam.”Liyana

proclaims,placingtheboyonadifferentchair,away

from Asanda.She’sinherfather’sarms,whocame

outofnowhere;whimperinglikeherpatiencewas

nottestedbythelittledemon…Pardonmyspeech…

LittleKwenzo.

“I’m sorryuncleStyles,youknowhowKwenzocan

be.”StylessmilesuponLiyana’sapology.

“It’sokay,I’llgetheranotherplate.”Hedelivers,and

walksawaywithhisbaby.

“Kwenzo.”Bambindlovuisamused.“Nithi



niyakthand’ukudla,imaginestealingsomeone’s

meatasifyourfatherhasnocowsinhiskraal.”

Thetoddlerprobablydoesn’tunderstandwhathis

fatherissayingtohim.Heislaughingthough…it’s

loudandcuteandLiyanacan’thelpbutsmileback.

“WhereisMaMsontoandChioma?Ithoughtthey

werewatchingthebabies.”Liyanaqueries,eyes

scanningthecrowdedroom.ShespotsMamSonto,

tryingtoupherpacewith4-year-oldDloziinher

arms.

“WheredidAsandago?”That’sthefirstthingshe

asksassheputsDlozidowninachair.Thesekids

areinthesameagegroup,maybethat’swhythey

challengeeachother,innocently.

“Herfathertookher,someonedecidedtobeaninja

andstealpeople’sfood.”Bambindlovuanswers.

Dumohasfallenasleepinhisarmsamidthemusic.

“Shu!Minusoneproblem.”Thedeclarationruns

from MamSonto’smouthwithoutpermission,itfinds

Bambindlovu’ssenseofhumourandLiyana’ssmile.



“Don’tmindme,kidsarealotofwork.”

“Atleastyouliveinthepalace,youhaveonlyKwame

todealwith.There’sanarmyofworkersatyourbeck

andcall.Whilewehavetodealwithtwolittledevils,

oneisacrybabywhowantstobecarriedmostof

thetime.HesleepsoneithermyorLili’schest,the

secondyouputhim downhejumpsliketheworldis

endingandstartsscreaming.Theotheronelooksat

uslikehehatesus,thatfrownonhisfaceworries

me.”

BambindlovupointsatKwenzokuhleonthetable,

he’stroublingDlozinow,butDloziisjustassly.

“Kwenzoislikehisgrandfather,seriousasaheart

attack.He’llmakeagreatleaderoneday.”

MamSonto.

“Leaderofwhat?Grabandeatassociation?”

Bambindlovusnorts.“He’sabully,onedayI’lllethis



motherhithim.”

“Whyme?”Liyanaargues.

“Wasitnotyouwhosaidyouwanttobeatmyson?”

Basically,he’spointinganaccusatoryfinger.Liyana

throwsherheadbackandlaughs.

“Ididn’tmeanit,I’llletChiomadothebeating.But

theylistentoher,she’llneverlayafingeronthem.”

LikesheraisedKwameandLiyana,Chiomaoptedto

stayinSouthAfricawiththeButhelezis.Theboys

loveher,morethantheylovegog’MaMbelebecause

she’shardlyeveraround.

Shetriestoshowup,likeshedidthedayRandall

orderedherto.Shetriestobepartofthekids’lives.

It’sthethoughtthatcounts,right?

Damn!Thandikelaisstillfightingherdemons,

unabletobloodymoveon.Thewomanneedstoheal

andletgo.Overtheyears,SindisiweandKwame

becameclosefriends.



Thankstohispersistence,hermotherhadnochoice

buttogetheranaffidavitsoshefliestoGhana.

MhambiandPetuniacouldn’tmakeit,herheartis

weak,somethingaboutstressandlossand‘yawn.’

Maphikelelaisherethoughrepresentingthe

Buthelezifamily.That’swhathetoldAmarawhile

convincinghertobuyhim afirstclassticketto

Accra,hedraggedpoorJonasalong.

BulelwaandZizwehavealife.

MamSontomovedtoGhanawiththekingandqueen,

therewasnothingforherinSouthAfrica.Lifeis

betterwhenyou’resurroundedbypeople.

“I’m goingtoputDumotosleep,”Bambindlovu

excuseshimself,hemeetsChiomaontheway.She

offerstowatchoverthetoddlerwhilehesleeps.

From hisvantagepoint,heseesStyleswithhis

family.



****

Asandahasbeenpacifiedwithachickendrumstick,

notthatshe’lleatallofit.

“Thedaythischildgrewasetofteethshouldbe

declaredapublicholiday.”Thecouplelooksupto

meetAyizestandingbeforethem.

“It’snotherfault,Kwenzoistheculprit.”Stylesand

defendinghisdaughter…sameWhatsAppgroup.

“Yeahright,justadmititStyles,Asandalikesthings.”

Ayizeretorts.Asandawouldlikethingsbecause

sixtypercentofthetimeshe’swiththe

unmanageabletwins.

“IagreewithAyize.”That’sNkomoappearingfrom

nowhere,Neoistrailingbehindhim.Hisarmsinvade

Ayize’sspace,andhislipstouchthecrookofher

neck.

“Whatanuncleyouare,stabbingyournieceinthe



back.”Mr.Sishiisdefensive.“Leavemybabyalone.”

There’slaughterbecausehe’ssmitten,apossessive

fatherwhowatcheshisdaughter’severymove.It’s

thefearofloss,losingSihleleftagreatscarinhis

heart.

“CanyoubelieveUzeisanoldmannow,married

twice?”Neonevermissesachancetobestupid.

EveryoneturnstotheOkoliesacrosstheroom,

seatedattheirowntable—lookinglikeroyalty.They

areengrossedoneachother,notmindingtheguests.

“Yethedoesn’tlookadayold.”TrustAyizetostand

upforRandall.

“Amaraisglowing,Ihopeshe’snotpregnant.”Neo

again.

“Whatdoyouknowaboutpregnancyandglowing?”

Ayize.

“Iseethingsokay?”Hefiresback.“I’m achildofGod,

Ihaveagiftofseeingthingspeoplecan’tsee.”

Derisivecoughsareheard,it’sStylesandNkomo



beingdramatic.

“Yep,pastorNeothesniper.”Laughtersurgesfrom

Styles,Nkomojoinsin.

“Heythatwasonce,Iaskedforforgiveness.I’m

cleansed,washedinthebloodoftheLamb,baptised

withtheHolyGhost,Ispeakintonguesntwana.

Cavathat.”

Hetriestobeseriousbuthisfriendsarenothavingit,

theycan’tstoplaughing.AyizeandSethuare

obliviousastowhattheconversationisabout.

*****

Asthenightcontinues,theguestseat,drinkand

dance.Hourslater,menaredancingwithouttheir

blazers,shoelesswomendancingwiththeirphones

onlivestream.Morethanonedrunkenunclewho

forgottolockthesolesofhisshoesfallingoverthe

dancefloor.



“Malume!”Zithashoutsfrom acrossthedancefloor,

embarrassedisnotthewordtodescribehowshe

feels.BringingheruncletoGhanawasabadidea,

she’ssureofit.He’stheyoungestofthesiblings,

she’smetalotofthem overtheyears.

“You’reembarrassingme,malume.”Theytrip

togetherasshetriestohelpthefatmanup,laughter

boomsaround.Someroyalguestslookwith

condemnationwhilesomefindtheirsenseof

humour.

“Idon’tcareadamnnomatterwhat.”Theuncle’s

wordsareslurred,hegaspsinshockwhenhisniece

fallsandhurriestohelpherup.

“Mshana,uncleissorry.Indabauyatatazelanawe,

mshanaman.”(I’m sorry,you’retooforward.)

“Don’ttouchme.”Zithasnaps,annoyedasusualby

thismanshe’sgrowntolovelikeafather.Hands

clutchherunderarms,theybringherup.Sheloves

howKennethisalwaystheretohelpherup

whenevershefalls,literally.



“WhydidIagreetohim taggingalong?I’m goingto

bethelaughingstockofAccra,picturesofmewith

thisowlwillbesplashedalloverGhanabytomorrow

morning.Mycrushwilldieafterseeingmeinsuch

anembarrassingsituation.”Zitha.

Yep,thisiswhatKennethhadtofaceforthepast

threeyears.Nomatter,hetakesthem andbears

them allbecausewomencomplainandhehasno

choicebuttoloveher.

“Crush?”Browsraisewiththisquestion.Herlashes

bat,eyesturninnocent.

“Yes,GenevieveNnaji.”Shereplies,adorationlaced

inhervoice.

“Youhaveacrushonawoman?”Kenneth.

“Clearlyyou’venevermetGenevieve,you’dcrushon

hertooifyouhad.”Aneedtorollhereyesovertakes

herwhenheruncleyellstoasongthatbooms

throughthespeakers.

“That’smyjam,”hesing-songs,breakingintoa

voshoandmiraculouslymastersitwithhiswobbly

drunklegs.“Unolekae,waarwasjy.”(Wherewere



you?)

“Ohgosh,”Zitha’sslapsherselfontheforehead.

“Getmeoutofhere,please.”

AghostofasmilemarksKenneth’sface,hecrosses

hisarmsacrosshischest.

“Whatabouthim?”Kennethasks,inquisitiveeyes

pointatthemandancingtoanoldschoolsong.

“He’llseehimself,hisbrotherishereanyway.I’m too

embarrassedtocare.”Shedoesn’twanttocare.

Ahandslidestothesmallofherback,Kennethis

swayingtothemusic,bringinghertoadance.Who

saidblackpeopledon’tblush?Hercheeksflushred,

eyelashesflap.Seeinghermeltinhisarms,Kenneth

smirkstakinginthemostbeautifulthinghe’sever

seen.

“What?”Shewantstoknowthereasonbehindthat

crookedsmileofhis.

“You’reblushing.”

“NoI’m not.”Sheargues,hidingherheadonhis



chest.Hekissesthetopofherhead,hishands

leisurelycaressingherback.

“Jobe,Jobe,udlalakamnandi.”It’stheuncle.

“OhmyGod!”Zithaexpressesinirritation,banging

herforeheadonKenneth’schest.Heruncleis

singingoutloud,sweatingandheavingonthedance

floor,theotherdancershavestoppedtowatchhim.

“UyajiavauJobe,isdakw’uJobe…unemaliuJobe,

impintshiyam’uJobe.”Themanmakesuphisown

lyrics,he’shavingablast…aloneanddrunksilly.

“Thatisnotthesongplaying.”Shecomplains,to

receiveachortlefrom Kenneth.“Ihatemylife.”

Escapinghisarms,shetakesasteptothedirection

ofthedrunkuncle.Kennethpullsherbackintohis

arms.

“Let’sgo,he’llbefine.”



“Butbaby…”Heswallowstherestofherwordsas

hislipscagehers,thekissisdeepyetbrief.

“Ineedtoburydeepmyselfinsideyou,now,orIwill

die.”Hewhispersagainstherlips,beforekissingher

onelasttime.Hypnotisedbyhisannouncement,she

followshim towhereverhe’stakingher.

Itmustbeacustom forKennethtoglanceoverat

Amarawheneverhe’sfacingherdirection,or

perhapshiseyesareuntrainedandithappensthat

theyfindher.Heblinksonce,schoolingthedamn

eyes.There’snothingthereforhim,therewasnever

anythingthereforhim.Nowhelivesforthiswoman

inhisarms,themotherofhischild,theownerofhis

heart.

****

“DidwereallyhavetoinviteMkhize?”Apridefulking

willneveradmittojealousy,andthisoneisas



pridefulastheycome.Amarasmileshisway,she

shiftsherchaircloserwantingtobenexttohim…

forever.

“Ithoughtyoutwohavebecomefriendsoverthe

years.”

Randallsnorts,“Don’tpushitmehemma,friendsis

toopersonal.We’rejustacquaintances,Itolerate

him.”

Noliesaretoldhere,nevertheless,he’sgrownto

knowthatKennethisnotsuchapest.Thefriendship

hehaswithStylesissomethingtobeadmired.

KennethhasmadesacrificesforStyles.

WhileRandallwasonthethrone,leadingtheAshanti

Kingdom,KennethwasbackinSouthAfrica

watchingoverStyles.

TheSishishaddarkdays,dayswhenthey’dcrumble

andfall.DayswhenlivingwithoutSihlefelt

impossible…Dayswhentheyfelttheonlywayout

wasdeath…DayswhenAsanda’spresencecouldnot

knittheircrackedheartsbuttheywereforcedto

soldieronforthelittlegirl.DayswhenStyleswould



findcomfortinabottle.Kennethwasthere,every

day,helpingwherehecould.HelpingwhenRandall

couldnotberelievedfrom hisduties.

“Atthispoint,myking,I’m convincedyoutolerate

everyonebutme.”She’ssmilingupathim,leaningin

tostealakiss.

“That’sbecausetheyarenotyou,ifitwereuptome,

you’dbetheonlypersoninaworldwhereIexist.”

Herbottom lipiscaughtbetweenhisteeth,smiles

flashandgiggleseruptfrom thequeen.

“Eww,getaroom dad.”

It’snotnewthatthey’dforgettheyaresurroundedby

people,Amarasmilesathersonstandinginfrontof

them,asourfaceatplay,he’sdisgustedtosaythe

least.Nqabamust’vebroughthim here,lookathim

smirkingatthelovebirdsasiftheyweresinningin

public.

“Kwame?”Randallcalls,glaringathistwinbrother.

There’snohidingfrom thisone.



“That’sit,I’m resigning.”Thenowtwelve-year-old

grumbles.

“From what?”Amara.

“Beingyourson,”Hisreplyisquick,wellthoughtof.

“Seriously,Ican’tlivelikethis.Ifeellikeair,that’s

basicallywhatIbecomewhenyoutwoaretogether.

Everyonebecomesair,invisible.Thesearenotthe

parentsIordered.”

“Andwhatexactlyaretheparentsyouordered?”

Randallisamused,itshowsonhisface.

“NormalparentsthatknownothingaboutPDA,

you’rekillingmeguys.I’m done,literally.”Kwame.

Randallstands,“MyfriendgetoutofherebeforeI

sendyoubacktoyourmother’swomb.”

Thechildlaughs,raisinghishandsinsurrender.It’s

theGhanaianaccentthat’ssenthim toeuphoria.

“Relaxoldman,I’m justakidtryingtosurviveina



worldwhereRandallandAmaraexist.”

Hismotherislaughinglikethere’snotomorrow.

“SeewhatIdidthere,dad?Aworldwherejustthe

twoofyouexist,I’m trapped.Lordgivemestrength,

I’m tooyoungtodie.”

Hefinishes,saunteringawayfrom thetabletojoin

hiscousinsandfriendsonthekid’stable.

Nqabaisstillhere,ashakeoftheheadfrom him has

Amarafeelingbashful.

“Youtwooughttobeashamedofyourselves.”He

judgesthem,andleavesahappyman.

Randall’seyesfollowhim,“Thatidiot.”Hegrunts,

andreleasesacackle.

Amarastandstomeetherhusband’sheight,an

impossibletask.

“Yoursonissomethingelse.”Hishandsareallover

heragain.

“He’smysonwhenhe’strouble?”Herqueryis



answeredwithakiss.“He’shappy,Ilovetoseehim

likethis.”Amarafinishes.

Randallnods,peckingthelipshelovestotaste.

“Ilovetoseeallourchildrenhappy.”Randallsays.

Atthispoint,hisarmsaretightaroundher,theyare

flushtogether,asifthey’dlosetheirbreathsifthey

weretobreakapart.Glancingintohiseyes,shebites

herbottom lipbeforepreparinghermouthtospeak.

“Iknowyou’llwantthesamefortheoneI’m

carrying.”

Heatseepsthroughhisbody,itreacheshisears.His

heartracesbeyondthespeedlimit,tearswellupin

hiseyes.

“You’repregnant?”He’saskingtoconfirm ifheheard

right.



“Yes,”hertearsarequicktofall.“We’rehaving

anotherbaby.”

Histearsfollow,hedoesn’tbotherwipingthem.This

hasgottobethehappiestdayofhislife,thehug

theysharecatcheseveryone’sattention.It’stoo

intimate…it’stootight…it’stoomuch.Picturesare

takenasitwasdonesincetheweddingbegan.The

guestsstarewithadoration,thekingandhisqueen

areunashamedlyinlove.

“Medowo,mehemma.”(Iloveyou,myqueen.)

Thewhisperhashertremblinginhisarms,itfuels

thetearscoursingdownherface.He’ssaidthese

wordsbefore,buteachtimefeelslikethefirsttime.

Theendearmentchasesherheart,andhasitrunning

fasterthanitsnormalrate.Itbirthsgoosebumpson

herskinandhasherfeelingliketheluckiestwoman

intheworld.



“Medowo,mehene.”(Iloveyou,myking.)

Ofcoursesheloveshim,hecouldwellbetheonly

thingshelovesinthisworld.Buthey,she’samother

andaqueen.Herheartisbig.

Twolenient,scented,distinctlyfemininearmsclasp

aroundhisneck.Theirnosetouchand

simultaneouslythere’sasoundofakiss.Randall’s

handsmoveupanddownthelengthofherback,the

needtotoucheverypartofherisallconsuming.

Astheirlipsmeetagain,Amaralosesherselfinthe

passionofthekiss,herbodyseemstomould

againsthisasifsheisliquid.

Shecanfeelherselfthroughhim.Everypartofher

skin.Thewayherbodyexistsonlywherehetouches

her,therestofherismist.Iflovewerepartofthe

solarsystem,theirswouldbeauniverseofstars.

TheEnd…


