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  FOR MY FATHER


  Author’s preface


  Fulbright scholar Amy Elizabeth Biehl was set upon and killed by a mob of black youth in Guguletu, South Africa, in August 1993. The outpouring of grief, outrage, and support for the Biehl family was unprecedented in the history of the country. Amy, a white American, had gone to South Africa to help black people prepare for the country’s first truly democratic elections. Ironically, therefore, those who killed her were precisely the people for whom, by all subsequent accounts, she held a huge compassion, understanding the deprivations they had suffered.


  Usually, and rightly, in situations such as this, we hear a lot about the world of the victim: his or her family, friends, work hobbies, hopes and aspirations. The Biehl case was no exception.


  And yet, are there no lessons to be had from knowing something of the other world? The reverse of such benevolent and nurturing entities as those that throw up the Amy Biehls, the Andrew Goodmans, and other young people of that quality? What was the world of this young women’s killers, the world of those, young as she was young, whose environment failed to nurture them in the higher ideals of humanity and who, instead, became lost creatures of malice and destruction?


  In my novel, there is only one killer. Through his mother’s memories, we get a glimpse of human callousness of the kind that made the murder of Amy Biehl possible. And here I am back in the legacy of apartheid — a system repressive and brutal, that bred senseless inter- and intra-racial violence as well as other nefarious happenings; a system that promoted a twisted sense of right and wrong, with everything seen through the warped prism of the overarching crime against humanity, as the international community labelled it.


  In Mother to Mother, the killer’s mother, bewildered and grief-stricken, dredges her memory and examines the life her son has lived . . . his world. In looking for answers for herself whilst talking to the other mother, imagining her pain, she draws a portrait of her son and of his world, and hopes that an understanding of that and of her own grief might ease the other mother’s pain . . . if a little.
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  Mandisa’s lament


  My son killed your daughter.


  People look at me as though I did it. The generous ones as though I made him do it. As though I could make this child do anything. Starting from when he was less than six years old, even before he lost his first tooth or went to school. Starting, if truth be known, from before he was conceived; when he, with total lack of consideration if not downright malice, seeded himself inside my womb. But now, people look at me as if I’m the one who woke up one shushu day and said, Boyboy, run out and see whether, somewhere out there, you can find a white girl with nothing better to do than run around Guguletu, where she does not belong.


  And hey, while you’re at it, Sonnyboy, hey, if she’s American, all the better! As though that were something — a badge or label — she would have worn on her face. As though he would go out there, weigh the pros and cons, and carefully choose her for her sake, for being who she truly was.


  My revilers seem to think that, with such perfect understanding between mother and son, I wouldn’t have had to say one word more. Naturally, he’d’ve just known what it was I wanted done . . . what I wanted him to do.


  I should have such an obedient son! Why do they think he did what he did if he were such a lamb, a model child?


  Let me say out plain, I was not surprised that my son killed your daughter. That is not to say I was pleased. It is not right to kill.


  But, you have to understand my son. Then you’ll understand why I am not surprised he killed your daughter. Nothing my son does surprises me any more. Not after that first unbelieving shock, his implanting himself inside me; unreasonably and totally destroying the me I was . . . the me I would have become.


  I have known for a long time now that he might kill someone some day. I am surprised, however, it wasn’t one of his friends or even one of my other children he killed. Mind you, with his younger brother, he was wise not to try. That one would have killed him with his bare hands first. And perhaps that would have been for the better. If it had happened, your child would still be alive today. Except, of course, there is always the possibility she might have got herself killed by another of these monsters our children have become. Here in Guguletu or in Langa or Nyanga or Khayelitsha. Or, indeed, in another, far-away township in the vastness of this country.


  But, let me ask you something: what was she doing, vagabonding all over Guguletu, of all places; taking her foot where she had no business? Where did she think she was going? Was she blind not to see there were no white people in this place?


  Yes, the more I think about this the more convinced I am that your daughter must have been the type of person who has absolutely no sense of danger when she believes in what she is doing. That was your daughter’s weakness, I can see. How many young white South African women were here in Guguletu that day she was killed? Do you see them driving up and down this township as though they are going to market? But people like your daughter have no inborn sense of fear. They so believe in their goodness, know they have hurt no one, are, indeed, helping, they never think anyone would want to hurt them.


  I bet you anything, if she ever thought she might be in danger . . . she probably saw that coming from the authorities, who might either hamper and hinder her in what she was bent on doing, or in some way stop her altogether from doing it.


  To people like your daughter, doing good in this world is an all-consuming, fierce and burning compulsion. I wonder if it does not blinker their perception.


  And, if he had killed one of the other women who were with your daughter, d’you think there would be all this hue and cry? He’d be here now; like the hundreds of killers walking the length and breadth of Guguletu. But then he never did have any sense. No sense at all in that big head that burdens his shoulders till they stoop. Full of water, it is. What a shame. For the years he has lived, hasn’t he learnt anything at all? Did he not know they would surely crucify him for killing a white person?


  And your daughter; did she not go to school? Did she not see that this is a place where only black people live? Add to that, where was her natural sense of unease? Did she not feel awkward, a fish out of water, here? That should have been a warning to her . . . a warning to stay out. Telling her the place was not for her. It was not safe for the likes of her. Oh, why did she not stay out? Why did she not stay out?


  White people live in their own areas and mind their own business — period. We live here, fight and kill each other. That is our business. You don’t see big words on every page of the newspapers because one of us kills somebody, here in the townships. But with this case of Boyboy’s, even the white woman I work for showed me. The story was all over the place. Pictures too.


  It’s been a long, hard road, my son has travelled. Now, your daughter has paid for the sins of the fathers and mothers who did not do their share of seeing that my son had a life worth living.


  Why is it that the government now pays for his food, his clothes, the roof over his head? Where was the government the day my son stole my neighbour’s hen; wrung its neck and cooked it — feathers and all, because there was no food in the house and I was away, minding the children of the white family I worked for? Asked to stay in for the weekend — they had their emergency . . . mine was just not being able to tell my children beforehand that they would be alone for the weekend . . . not being able to leave them enough food for the time I was away . . . not being able to phone and tell them of the change of plans. Who was on the phone, in Guguletu then? And why would the awarding of phones have started with a nobody such as I am?


  Why now, when he’s an outcast, does my son have a better roof over his head than ever before in his life? ...living a better life, if chained? I do not understand why it is that the government is giving him so much now when it has given him nothing at all, all his life.


  God, you know my heart. I am not saying my child shouldn’t be punished for his sin. But I am a mother, with a mother’s heart. The cup You have given me is too bitter to swallow. The shame. The hurt of the other mother. The young woman whose tender life was cut so cruelly short. God, please forgive my son. Forgive him this terrible, terrible sin.
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  Mowbray – Wednesday 25 August 1993


  A clear autumn morning. The room, window facing east, awash with the thin August light. The window is open. Your daughter slept with it like that all night through.


  What thoughts filled her mind as she woke! What dreams were hers the night just past! What hopes did she harbour in her breast for the day just born! What, for the homing morrow!


  The shrill cry of the telephone jolts her. It dredges her from deepest sleep. Is the call expected or does it come as a complete surprise? I can’t say. But she is very happy talking on the phone.


  She tells the person, ‘See you soon!’ her voice, a swan’s at break of day. As she puts the receiver down, her face is bathed in radiant smile.


  She lies back and hums a tune, the smile lingers on, lighting her eyes. Mother? Or . . . boy-friend?


  Whoever it was has made her happy. A little while later, singing still, she leaps out of bed and jumps into the shower.


  Body, tall and strong, every sinew and limb fully awake, alive, tingling, she steps out of the big, white bathtub, with cracks and chips over its bone-coloured surface from which all gloss has long evaporated. The house is one of those old, decaying structures students love so much.


  A big, fluffy towel wrapped around her, barefoot, she heads for the kitchen. Long thick dark strands of hair plastered down her back, in quick, efficient movements, she fixes herself breakfast. Hurriedly, she gulps down cold-milk cereal. Chases it down with black coffee, piping hot. And a slice of wholewheat bread. Toasted. Butter and a dash of Marmite. As an afterthought, she grabs a thick slice of cheese.


  Still unclad except for the white towel, back to bed she pads on her long thin feet, pink against the deep brown, almost black carpet. Back to bed. To read, scribbling notes as she goes along, the hand holding the pen wagging furiously like the tail of an over-eager puppy. A little frown pleats her forehead.


  She stops. Cocks her head. Hears the shower gurgling. That tells her one of her room mates is up. Lisa? Tess? For a moment she listens. Smiles. Then her eyes go back to the book that lies open against her chest.


  What is the last act of her morning routine this day? Does she shout, ‘See you, later!’ to her room mates? Briskly, she walks to the car parked out in the open yard. Key turns. Door opens. She slides in behind the wheel and her eyes automatically leap to her wrist. The big round watch that looks like a man’s tells her: seven fifty-five.


  Twenty kilometres away, in Guguletu, that is exactly the time I leave the house.


  ‘You go on sleeping,’ I’d said earlier to the silent, inert log in the smaller of the two bedrooms. ‘It’s nearly eight o’clock, if you care to know. I’m about to leave.’ My daughter had mumbled and turned to face the wall.


  The ritual is unchanging. First I try her, then I go to her brothers, both older than her. Standing at the back door, the kitchen door, facing the back yard, where the boys sleep in the tin shack, the hokkie (you know these one-size-fits-all houses of Guguletu don’t expand as the children come), I holler:


  ‘Hey, you two! Time to get up!’ As usual, no response came from the hokkie.


  ‘Mxolisi!’ (That’s the older boy, circumsized just last year) He prides himself on his ability to stay up half the night. What he has not learnt, in all his many years, is that there is a direct relationship between when one goes to bed and when one wakes up. He will readily acknowledge his inability to get up in the morning, but sees no cause and effect, no link, between that daily difficulty and the hours he keeps. He insists that his condition is natural, just as some people have soft voices while others’ voices are gruff.


  ‘Lunga! Lunga, get up and wake your brother up! Hurry, before the water I’ve heated for you gets cold.’


  ‘Yes, Ma!’ Although Lunga’s voice sounds as though he has cotton wool in his mouth, I am reassured, deeply gratified that, once again, my power has worked, I possess the ability to raise the dead.


  Soon he and Siziwe are in the kitchen, having coffee and bread with jam.


  ‘Sit down! Sit down!’ Why my children never sit down to eat, especially mornings, is beyond me. Of course, now, they are in a hurry; you should see how they wolf the food down. Why do they never get up on time?


  ‘Is your bhuti still in bed?’


  Just then, a scratchy voice says from the door, ‘Can we have some money for eggs, Mama?’ My heart lurches. Some days Mxolisi sounds so much like his father I forget the years and think I will see China standing there when I raise my eyes.


  Giraffelike, knees semi-genuflected while neck flops head down to escape scraping the top of the door frame, he comes in. Soon he will be shaving, I see. Tall and muscular. Suddenly, Lunga, next to him, seems small for his age . . . or a lot younger than the six years between them.


  ‘Did we all sleep in the same room?’ I throw at him.


  ‘Good morning, Mama! Morning, Siziwe!’ in a voice gone loud and serious, he says; hand, palm up, stretched out toward me.


  ‘I’ll bring eggs when I come back from work.’


  At that, he turns his attention to his sister, ‘What’re you having?’


  Her mouth choc-a-block full, Siziwe mumbles something and shows him her bread.


  ‘Ma,’ he says, rummaging around the cupboard, ‘can we have the pickled fish?’


  ‘There is plenty of fruit,’ I tell him. ‘There’s bread, jam and the peanut butter, too.’


  ‘Bread’s running out,’ grumbles Mxolisi, holding up what is left of the loaf, about a quarter.


  ‘So am I,’ I say, smiling at him. ‘. . . running out. Or else, I’ll be late.’ There is no answering smile on his face. Instead, he says, ‘Wayeka nokusenzel’ isidudu, Mama! You’ve even stopped making us porridge, Mother!’


  ‘You’re old enough to make that for yourselves!’


  ‘But we miss your hand,’ says Lunga. I swallow my guilt. What would happen if I stayed home doing all the things a mother’s supposed to do? We couldn’t possibly survive just on what Dwadwa makes . . . we hardly make it as it is, with me working full time.


  As I step out of the door minutes later, I hastily throw out a couple of reminders: what they’re supposed to do for me that day around the house, what food they’re not to touch. ‘And remember, I want you all in when I come back!’ Not that I think this makes any difference to what will actually happen. But, as a mother, I’m supposed to have authority over my children, over the running of my house. Never mind that I’m never there. Monday to Saturday, I go to work in the kitchen of my mlungu woman, Mrs Nelson; leaving the house before the children go to school and coming back long after the sun has gone to sleep. I am not home when they come back from school. Things were much better in the days when I only had Mxolisi. I took him to work with me . . . did that till he started school. But what mlungu woman will allow my whole crèche into her home? Besides, the children are all big now, they go to school. To remind them of my rules therefore, each morning I give these elaborate, empty instructions regarding their behaviour while I am away. A mere formality, a charade, something nobody ever heeds. The children do pretty much as they please. And get away with it too. Who can always remember what was forbidden and what was permitted? By the time I get back in the evening, I am too tired to remember all that. I have a hard time remembering my name, most of the time, as it is. But, we have to work. We work, to stay alive. As my people say, ukulunga kwenye, kukonakala kwenye, the righting of one, is the undoing of another (problem). Life is never problem free.


  Does your daughter drive with others to school or is she by herself? Is the car radio on or does she put in a cassette, play a song that brings to mind her young man so far away? What plans does she have for the evening?


  Traffic is light as she leaves Mowbray. So is her heart. Light. Soon. Soon, she will be home. Strange how she was able to bear it — bear being away. Until now. With a day to go, it has suddenly become unbearable. Since that party on Saturday night. Smashing send-off these lovely people gave her. Really smashing. So, why is she feeling so blue? Ah, well, she thinks to herself, I’ve always had a problem, saying goodbye.


  She hardly has a moment to breathe through the day. So busy. Her very last day at this place she has called home these ten months past. Here at the university too, many people want to talk about her trip back home. If only they knew. If only they knew. Excited as she is about the prospect of seeing her family, of going home, seeing her friends, with all that . . . still, saying goodbye is not easy. Never has been for her. That is what she’s doing now. How she wishes everybody would just forget she was going back home. But no. People insist on saying goodbye, on giving her party after party. Therefore, she is forced to take leave of her friends, to acknowledge the pain of parting. Bitter sweet. How she wishes she were home already. But, of course, before that can happen, she has to say goodbye to all these dear, dear friends, these people of whom she has grown so fond. But perhaps she will come back. Of course, she will come back, one day. A not too far-away day too, that’s for sure.


  Yes, I can see how torn she must have felt. Excited and grieving. Happy and sad. At one and the same time. For the same, the very same, reason.


  Wednesday is a school day. However, not one of my children will go to school. This burdensome knowledge I carry with me as a tortoise carries her shell. But, it weighs my spirit down.


  Two days ago, the Congress of South African Students (COSAS) ordered the school children to join Operation Barcelona, a campaign they say is in support of their teachers who are on strike. Students were urged to stay away from school, to burn cars and to drive reactionary elements out of the townships. Flint to tinder. The students fell over each other to answer the call. Now, anyone who disagrees with them, the students label ‘reactionary’. This has struck stark fear in many a brave heart. One student leader has publicly announced, ‘We wish to make it clear to the government that we are tired of sitting without teachers in our classes.’ These big-mouthed children don’t know anything. They have no idea how hard life is; and if they’re not careful, they’ll end up in the kitchens and gardens of white homes . . . just like us, their mothers and fathers. See how they’ll like it then.


  As for Mxolisi, I’m not sure we didn’t make a mistake, sending him to the bush, last December. But, he was of age. Was old enough. However, since coming back, instead of showing improvement, he has grown lazier than ever. Whatever they removed from him at circumcision, it certainly wasn’t laziness or letting his foot hit the road. Although he is always but always the last to get out of bed, Mxolisi is always the first to leave the house. And the way he bullies his brother and the girl, he hardly does any of the chores. Often, unless the others throw it out for him, my husband and I have come back from work only to find the basin in which he washed himself in the morning still holding that dirty water of his. Lazy boy. Forever gadding about. Oh, yes! That is the one thing he is never lazy to do: going from the home of this friend or acquaintance to the home of that one . . . on and on and on . . . the whole blessed day. Seeing him do his daily rounds, one would be excused in thinking he delivers milk to these houses and gets paid for it.


  This day, Mxolisi leaves the house. He stands at the gate and takes a long look at the street. Like a general surveying his armies, up and down the street he looks.


  A whistle.


  That jerks his head up.


  From the corner, a wave of arm.


  He waves back and slowly saunters out the gate.


  ‘Yes, Bajita!’ he hails his friends.


  ‘Ja, Mjita!’ the others reply in chorus. The group opens up and swallows him. In their midst, he is lost. You couldn’t tell him from the others now. Although they are not wearing their school uniform, the clothes they have on are so similar in colour, cut, and the way they hang on their long, lithe and careless frames that the boys appear as though they are wearing a uniform of sorts.


  Like a gigantic, many-limbed millipede, the group swells as it moves up NY 1. There is neither haste nor dawdling in the manner in which its numerous feet eat up the distance. Hunched shoulders and uniform long, swaggering strides say much about the common purpose that binds the group together, cements the members into one cohesive whole. By the time it reaches its destination, St Mary Magdalene, corner of NY 2 and NY 3, the group has split into two enormous branches.


  Your daughter is in the University cafeteria. She is surrounded by friends. Many friends. Among these friends are three young African women, girls from the townships.


  ‘I guess this is the last time we see you?’ one of her black friends asks. Smiling eyes dim as a pang of sadness stabs her heart. Such a kind heart, this friend from overseas. Has she not promised to look into the possibility of scholarships for them? Might be going to the US of A, next year . . . if all goes well. A good person. She deserves better than tears. Far better. The very next moment, the girl’s demeanour brightens. This is her friend’s last day with them. It must not be sad . . . she must send her away with good memories: laughter, not tears.


  But, ‘So, this is goodbye!’ says yet another of the girls. The hearts of the young women, your daughter included, are heavy. They’re all loath to say goodbye. Your daughter has been a very good friend, full of enthusiasm and eager to learn: the Xhosa language, the African dances, and the ways of the people here. She learnt to appreciate the foods the country boasts . . . everything. Not a trace of arrogance in her . . . so full of childlike zest. A good person, her friends will say of her, later.


  Your daughter knows the problems her friends from the townships face. Also, she would like to extend this moment of saying goodbye to them a little longer. Where they stay, there are no phones and when she says goodbye to them now, it will be for good. Letter writing is so tedious. Moreover, with postal delivery such an iffy affair in the accursed townships, who knows whether they’d ever get any letters were she to write them? The scholarships will have to be arranged through UWC . . . only way to keep in touch with the townships gang. She hears herself blurt:


  ‘I’ll take you home.’ She cannot believe she has said that.


  ‘You will?’ asks one of her friends, in disbelief.


  ‘Sure!’ answers your daughter, convinced now this is something she should do. ‘But I can’t stay. I’ll just drop you guys off.’


  ‘I don’t think so,’ says Lumka, another of the Guguletu trio. ‘You said you have lots to do still.’


  ‘But taking you to Gugs will only take a few minutes, it’s just a detour.’


  ‘No! No! we can take a taxi,’ Lumka is adamant. She is uneasy about your daughter, a white person after all, going to the townships at this time of day — late afternoon, when people return from work and wherever else their day had taken them. Earlier, perhaps. But not this late. No, not this late.


  ‘I insist! You cannot refuse me this last wish,’ your daughter jokes.


  ‘Okay, then,’ Lumka acquiesces. She doesn’t want to be a spoilsport. Since the other two girls from Guguletu do not help her in declining the offer, she understands that they want to be driven home. They want to be with this friend, who is leaving them, just a little longer.


  Your daughter’s generosity has endeared her to many. She knows she should not be doing this . . . not with all the packing she still has to do. Packing. And all the innumerable last-minute things she has to see to: call and confirm her flight and transport arrangements to the airport; call the friends she has not been able to see for the last time; disconnect the telephone; pay bills; buy the few outstanding presents (she had no idea how many people back home she counted as friends who should get and were probably expecting her to bring them something from South Africa). Briefly, she wonders what some would say were she to tell them of the less romantic and downright hard, hard life of many of the people about to get the vote in this country? Worse than anything they could possibly imagine . . . far worse than she had imagined before coming here. She shakes her head, blocking off that trend of thought. Strides were being made. There was hope. Universal franchise was all but guaranteed.


  ‘Let’s go, now!’ she says, taking a peek at her inner left-hand wrist.


  ‘Why, thank you,’ the three girls say in unison.


  A flurry of hugs follows, for most of the people around the table will not be seeing your daughter again. She leaves with the three Guguletu women and another friend, a young man who stays not far from where your daughter stays. He’ll ride out of the township with her . . . the two will ride back to Mowbray together.


  ‘No, my friends,’ Reverend Mananga said to the group of students. ‘I’m afraid today, the Young Women’s Manyano is meeting there this afternoon. Always does, Wednesdays.’


  ‘There’, was the hall at St Mary Magdalene, the Anglican Church in Guguletu.


  ‘Every Wednesday,’ he reiterated.


  The minister’s refusal put the group in a quandary. They’d already been refused the use of the halls in the three local high schools. Even had they forced their way in (something they have successfully done before) this time, they’d have failed. In each school, a police blockade barred them entry to the grounds.


  They knew the minister was telling the truth. Most of their mothers belonged to the Women’s Manyano, which met Thursdays. A few had sisters who belonged to the organization the minister alluded to. But still they tried to reason with him.


  No, the minister said. He could not change the meeting place of the Young Women’s Manyano. Nor could he change the day or hour of their meeting. It was not up to him to change church programmes and procedures. No, it would not do to let them use the hall for even the half hour there was before the girls’ meeting. These boys could be unruly and it took time to arrange the seats and put everything in order once turned upside down.


  ‘Reactionary!’ — someone lost in the crowd, hollered. At which the man of God hastily whispered something to Mxolisi’s ear, before he beat a retreat.


  ‘We can meet here, tomorrow morning!’ Mxolisi told the group, even as the minister disappeared into the rectory.


  There were some half-hearted grumbles, nothing serious. Taking the time of day into account, many agreed that meeting early the next day might be more profitable, in any event.


  ‘Nine o’clock, then?’


  ‘Nine!’


  ‘Nine!’ the chime rang.


  Thereafter, the crowd broke into song: Siyanqoba! We overcome! Doing the toyi-toyi, they half-marched, half-danced away from the premises.


  A little while later, the song changed to a call and response chant:


  Ngubani lo? NguMandela!


  Uyintoni? Yinkokheli!


  The cry and counter-cry was repeated and the sound swelled and boomed over the low, lichenous roofs of the squatting houses of Guguletu. The amorphous group split into two. To facilitate mobility the amoeba divided itself. Over and over again, it splintered, broke off, as little groups reached their part of the road and branched off, heading in different directions, some going home.


  Mxolisi’s group toyi-toyied its way along NY 3, towards NY 1. As the vanguard neared NY 1, all at once, it came to an abrupt halt; hit by familiar cacophony: the crackling of hungry tongues of fire, busy devouring a house or a vehicle. The accompanying hoarse-voiced cheering of spectators. The loud thud-thudding of running feet.


  Galvanized by the commotion, the group stopped singing. It stopped toyi-toying. And ran, surged forward as though pulled by a gigantic powerful magnet. The forest of stamping feet and air-sawing arms hurtled along NY 3 till it came to an abrupt halt; stopped by the all-too-familiar but highly thrilling spectacle.


  At the corner of NY 1 and NY 3, a big van was doing a slow-motion dance to the shimmering rhythms of orange and red flames caressing it. On closer look, though, the van was still. The movement, mirage, an optical illusion. Only the eager orange tongues frolicked all around it, licking it, consuming it, making it look as though it were shaking and shivering. Even as the spectators held their breath, eyes popping, the van appeared to sway, teeter and falter drunkenly. Then, trembling still, with a deep crackling sigh, down it went, slowly lowered itself till it fell on its knees as though in prayer. By this time, the front wheels were completely gone while those at the back remained intact. However, a moment later, they too caught flame.


  & SONS.


  Now and then, swathes of blue and white letters peeped and winked from between the busy, eager tongues of flames. A long silent scream issued from the gaping, savaged doors - two in number; the erstwhile doors someone had wrenched open and through which now thick black smoke belched and intimate tongues caressed, darted and leapt, searching the most hidden corners and crevices of the fallen vehicle; lashing, licking. From the debris all around the furnace, it was obvious that whatever the van had carried had long ago been looted.


  ‘What d’you think this van was delivering?’ asked Sazi, a lieutenant in the group.


  ‘Ask the driver,’ retorted Lwazi, one of Mxolisi’s staunch followers.


  Those who heard this laughed. The driver of a delivery van was the first target in these cases of looting and burning. Drivers either fled or stood in grave danger of being fried alive inside their vehicles. The driver of this van, it was clear, had chosen the first option, discretion.


  ‘Probably making a delivery to the TB clinic here,’ said another member of the group, flicking his head toward the white building standing not far from the scene. This was the Guguletu Anti-Tuberculosis Clinic.


  ‘They’re good about giving us medicine to fight TB,’ said Lwazi. ‘But not books or good teachers.’


  ‘TB is catching, don’t you know that?’ asked Sazi. ‘The boers are scared we’ll give it to them. Since our mothers work in their houses, if we all get TB, then they will get it too.’


  Just then, police sirens sounded.


  Mxolisi’s group needed no further warning. The police would shoot first and ask questions later - that is, if they asked any questions at all. To the police, whoever was within sneezing distance of the burning van would be suspect number one.


  Fast, the group made itself scarce, leaving behind the crackling of burning metal as the van seemed to melt and all colour disappear. There it stood, a blank-faced shimmering hulk painted gun-metal grey, streaked black by the eager licks of the fiercely intimate flames. ‘& SONS’ too was gone. Had totally disappeared. Vanished from its charred flanks. On closer look, though, it could be seen, blanched like the picture on a photographer’s negative.


  The two groups had earlier arranged that those still walking south reconnoitre at the NY 7 Sports Field. That is where what remained of Mxolisi’s group headed. As did the remnants of the other group, whose members had fared much better. As it happened, they had also come across a vehicle that had been hijacked. But, in their case, they were able to scavenge from the victim, a meat delivery van.


  The groups then held a brief, informal meeting and shared what intelligence they had gathered on their way to this rendezvous. Several members of the second group also shared the prized spoils. Thereafter, the whole once more split, this time, according to which way the members’ homes lay.


  Some walked south, others pointed their noses eastward. As these splinters went along, they divided and subdivided even further as here and there a few broke away to channel themselves through the by-ways and other insubstantial side streets of Guguletu.


  Mxolisi’s group, much diminished now, continued southward. Suddenly energized, they went back to the earlier toyi-toyi:


  
    
      	Ngubani lo?

      	 

      	 

      	NguMandela!
    


    
      	Ngubani lo?

      	 

      	 

      	NguSobukhwe!
    


    
      	Baziintoni?

      	 

      	 

      	Ziinkokheli!
    

  


  Singing and half-marching, half-dancing, they wended their way down in the direction of the Police Station, always an exciting, tantalizing occurrence. Who knew what mood the pigs might be in? There was always the possibility of sporting with them.


  Your daughter and her four friends reach the car. She opens her door, sidles sideways in, reaches over and opens the passenger doors.


  ‘All aboard?’


  The car glides out of the parking space. She manoeuvres it out, turns, levels off and slowly pushes forward.


  As she drives out of the campus, a sudden hush falls in the car. This is unrehearsed leave-taking. It was not planned. But each of the five young people in the yellow Mazda silently gazes at the passing scene; taking stock and measure of what it is the eye records; deliberately holding the image, letting it linger long in the mind’s eye, tucking it safely away, storing it. For always.


  They reach the highway. A silent letting off, an easing of shoulders, a private, inaudible sigh. For each. Another day is done. Only, for all, this is a marked day. A day with a singular reason. A day that spells closure. Heavy as a prison door.


  Mxolisi’s group rounds a bend in the road. A sprawling greyish-white building hits the eye.


  ‘Yekelela! Yekelela, Mjita! Ease off, brother, ease off!’ Lumko, a lanky, solemn-looking young man of Mxolisi’s age and one of his mates in the bush, the year just past, cautions.


  At once, the fervour of the dance step dies down. So does pitch of song. The warning has dredged rumours of horrific deeds in that building. Unconscious memory takes reign. In the middle of the night, blood-curdling screams have been heard coming from it. Awful things were said to happen to those dragged there by the police. Terrible, terrible things, some, worse than death. Of course, death too happened there. Of course.


  There is a slight pause at the lights, a few metres past the Police Station. The group is splitting for the night. The Langa crowd discusses, bus or train? The rest have but their feet to see them home. From this point on, no one lives more than fifteen minutes away, at the very outside.


  Of the Langa group, a significant number is left at this corner. They have opted for the bus. Those who are taking the train continue walking with the Guguletu Section 3 crowd, down NY 1 and towards Netreg, the nearest train station at this juncture. The two groups will split at the next corner.


  The yellow Mazda enters Guguletu, over the south bridge near the coloured township of Montana. As the moment of separation approaches, conversation falters. To ward off the awkwardness and threatening tears, the girls break out into song, the mood of the moment giving license:


  We have overcome! We have overcome!


  We have overcome, today-a-a-aay!


  For deep, in our hearts, We did believe


  We would overcome, one day!


  After two or three rounds, however, the song peters out and the group is silent once more, each person mulling over private thoughts.


  Mxolisi’s group has reached the point of final separation. One block north of the approaching car, at the corner of NY 1 and NY 109, most of the young people break off and make a left turn. The station lies that way. However, they have hardly walked ten steps when a cry yanks them back to NY 1.


  Back they run, the magnet too powerful for their stomachs, hungry for excitement.


  They reach the corner they’d but so lately left. Down NY 1, to the left, a swarm is abuzz. In its midst, right in the middle of the road, they see what looks like a car. Difficult to tell, the way it is completely surrounded; the swarm growing even as they run towards it. In the tumult, patches of yellow peep and wink; appear, disappear and reappear. Only to blink away again.


  The car is small.


  The crowd totally eclipsing it is wild and thunderous, chanting and screaming, fists stabbing air. Fists raised towards the blue, unsmiling heavens.


  3


  5.15 pm – Wednesday 25 August 1993


  ‘Mandy!’ Mrs Nelson screams.


  That is what the white woman I work for calls me: Mandy. She says she can’t say my name. Says she can’t say any of our native names because of the clicks. My name is Mandisa. MA-NDI-SA. Do you see any click in that?


  Anyway, this day, here she comes, her eyes on stalks. ‘Grab your bag, I’m taking you to the station,’ she says. Now it is my turn to be astonished. What has come into her head?


  ‘But, Madam,’ I say, ‘I’m still cooking.’ I am not a little surprised, I can tell you. After all, this is Wednesday, a day on which I do not get to leave this place till as late as eight o’clock most times. I cannot imagine what has come over her, for her to tell me I should leave work early. On Wednesday, too. Usually, on this day she makes sure I not only cook and serve dinner but wash the last desert spoon before I can leave. Be that as it may, I am not complaining, though. In some ways, this is also the best day of my work week.


  Wednesday’s my mlungu woman’s ‘day off’, if you can imagine that. A woman gets a day off when she never does any work around this house. But I’m not complaining. Indeed, I look forward to her day off almost as much as I welcome mine on Sunday. Wednesday, I can breathe instead of having Mrs Nelson breathing down my neck every minute of the blessed day: Mandy, do this! Mandy, do that! Mandy, come here! Mandy, go there!


  However, on Wednesdays, all morning long I am free as air. First, she goes to the gym. She says it’s a big hall where everybody jumps up and down so they will not get old or sick or fat. Madam’s very scared of getting old. And she thinks she can stop old coming to her. She doesn’t know it comes quietly, when she’s fast asleep, or when she’s busy eating all those zimuncumuncu that she likes so much.


  She doesn’t even take the two girls to school. Mrs Thompson from up the road does that, and brings them back after school. Madam does the same for her on Fridays. I guess that’s Mrs Thompson’s day off.


  Madam tells me that after all that jumping up and down and her running, she gets so hungry she could eat a horse. So what does she do? This person who is so afraid of getting fat? Why, she has breakfast with her best friend, Miss Joan, who never married. Miss Joan is just the same as the no-marry women of the church, the nuns.


  But, ag shame, it’s so sad about Miss Joan. So sad. Madam told me how Miss Joan’s young man got killed in the war of the Boers. On the last day too, the poor thing. So Miss Joan stayed Miss Joan even though all her hair is goat-hair white, like she’s put it in Jik or Javel, the stuff you use to bleach your whites snow white. And she has a restaurant all her own. A nice one too, Madam says. Of course, I wouldn’t know anything about that. How could I? Unless we work there, we never go to restaurants or hotels or any nice places like that. But the food in Miss Joan’s restaurant must be nice. Very good. Look how fat Miss Joan is and look how happily unhappy the food makes my mlungu woman.


  One day I told her she must get nice and fat like Miss Joan. Madam was so angry she stamped her foot. ‘Mandy!’ she said, ‘I will never get that fat!’ That is when she told me about the young man Miss Joan was going to marry but who was killed in the war.


  After breakfast, Madam and her friends meet and go shopping. They have lunch, and play bridge when they’re done with that. That is her day off. She never sees her home that whole long day. That is also where her day off and mine are alike.


  By the time she gets home, it is dinner time. ‘Wheew!’ she will say, throwing herself down on the living-room sofa, ‘Am I exhausted!’ Always, she comes back exhausted from her day off. Always. Me? I just give a grunt, shrug my shoulders, and go on with the real and exhausting work I have to do. If she wants to see exhausted, she should see me on my day off. Indeed, on my day off, I think I work hardest and longest of all week.


  This Wednesday, however, here is Mrs Nelson butting in with her strange and silly talk of my going home just as I am busy laying the dinner table. Fresh flowers from the garden: ‘It makes the house cheerful,’ she always says. And a man comes twice a week to do nothing but the garden. It is practice that I put a fresh vase on the dining-room table even if all there is in that vase is leaves.


  I’m almost done cooking. Dinner is at six sharp, rain or shine. Going to the cupboard for the raisins, I look at the grey-faced clock on the wall and think: Master should be back any minute now. Then Madam will come puffing and huffing, flustered, just before dinner. She’s always late from her bridge. Except today.


  It is just as I pour out a cup of raisins over the rice in the colander, telling myself that Master will be here any minute now, that the clang-clang! of the gate as Madam’s car goes over the iron grate hits my ears. The raisins spill onto the counter. Quickly, I gather up the strays and stuff them in my apron pocket. She hates waste. But did I hear right? Is that her car? I’m quite surprised at this. Both her coming back before Master and the hurry the grate’s cry betrays. Ordinarily, she lets the car glide easily over it. Not today. Today, she is positively flying. One would think someone told her the house was on fire. But before I have finished that thought, hasty footsteps beat a staccato on the long wood-floor passage leading to the kitchen. This is another surprise, for I did not hear the car door close. Next thing I know, Mrs Nelson comes sailing into the kitchen. And she does not ask about the children. She always asks about them. Did Mrs Thompson bring them over? Are they all right? Is everything all right? She always asks about the children first — before anything else. Even before she asks about her telephone messages, she asks about the children or goes to them first. Not today. It is then that I notice that the engine of the car is still running. My, I think, my, she sure is in one big hurry . . . she sure is . . . not to even turn the car engine off.


  Now, no doubt, seeing the look of utter stupefaction that has painted itself on my face at these goings on, Madam nods her head several times and rather vigorously. Then she puffs:


  ‘Trouble in Guguletu, my girl! I think you’d better go.’ Even as she is saying that, she is already turning around and making for the door.


  ‘Come!’ she says, striding along the passage, her shoes going klap-klop! klap-klop! on the wooden floor. ‘I’ll run you down to the station!’


  Now all doubt leaves me. I know there must be big, big trouble, for madam is not complaining at all. Not about how much food she ate. Or how tired she is. Or all the work I’m leaving her with. On her day off too.


  ‘What trouble, Madam?’ My voice sounds strange to my ears. Too high. Squeaky. My mouth is bone dry. But she is calling out to the children. ‘Hey, Gang!’ she shouts. She does not wait for their reply or appearance, however, but scoots to the car.


  In a matter of minutes, she has bundled me into the Kombi. ‘Tell your father I’ve taken Mandy to the station,’ she yells as she reverses the car down the driveway, over the grate, out of the gate. I hope the children heard her.


  It is a grim-faced woman sitting behind the wheel. I watch her: a small marble is playing hide and seek along her jawline. I’ve never seen Madam quite like this. She is upset each time something happens in Guguletu. And these days, something is always happening in Guguletu. Or in Langa. Or Nyanga. Since the schoolchildren started boycotting classes, way back in ’76, when the riots in Soweto came down to Cape Town. August of ’76.


  Madam is not taking me to Guguletu, the township where I live. She never takes me to Guguletu. White people are not allowed to go there. We reach the bus terminus near the station and find pandemonium king.


  The queues were gigantic columns of ants disturbed into disarray. In a frenzy, people pushed and shoved, trying every which way to make their way into the buses. The very activity revealed a desperation, a deep distrust on the part of those waiting on the bus lines. They did not believe they would be adequately served. Or served timeously. Or served at all. The queue was a messy affair, not unlike the intestines of a pig that children are roasting over an open fire: jumbled and confused and everywhere all at once. Snatches of conversations conveyed the same anxiety and restlessness. The woman next to whom I was standing, a tall, large woman, black-skinned and small-eyed, yellow turban on her head, turned to me and, slowly shaking her head, volunteered, ‘Bekuse kukudala kakade! Two whole weeks with no trouble in Guguletu.’


  ‘What has happened, now?’ I returned, fishing for information. She might know more than I did, which was next to nothing. Madam’s ‘Something’s happened in Guguletu!’ was hardly a news bulletin.


  ‘I don’t know,’ the woman said and added that people getting off the Guguletu buses, who’d just come from there, said the schoolchildren were rioting.


  So, what’s new? The thought plopped itself into my mind. Haven’t we lived with these children’s riots since ‘76? What are they rioting for now? I was not a little upset. And angry. More angry than upset, if truth be known. These tyrants our children have become, power crazed, at the drop of a hat, they make these often absurd demands on us, their parents.


  No Going to Work!


  No School!


  Stay Away from the Grocery Shops!


  Don’t drink white man’s liquor!


  Don’t buy red meat!


  I, for one, have had it up to here, with all this nonsense.


  Pressed and pushed from all sides, I allowed the crowd to propel me forward, my feet hardly touching the ground. As I rode on tight-packed bodies, the feet scuffed unknown and unmatched ankles. Hands grabbed others’ elbows and dug into unfriendly shoulders. They were scoured by sweaty beards smelling of Lion Lager beer, greasy and matted hair, the roughened surfaces of threadbare coats. They were cold-slimed by the unwiped noses of little children on the backs of mothers. Thus did I slide my way forward. Passed along from bodies to bodies, with no volition or direction on my part. On and on I went, floating and bumping my way forward and nearer and nearer to the bus. Inch by bumpy inch. I clutched my bag tight against my bosom. Hugged it as though it were a new-born babe. Or a lover newly returned from a long stint in the gold mines of Johannesburg. If, in the pandemonium, the bag should fall, I might as well kiss it goodbye.


  Finally, I gained the bus. Was hurtled, headlong, onto the doorway. With my right hand, I grabbed the pole at the door for support, my bag flat against my chest still, the left arm securely stapling it there.


  The long narrow passage between the two rows of seats had become a tube, a giant sausage casing and we, minced meat, stuffed piecemeal down it. Shoved to the back. Shoved against the knees and elbows sticking out of those who, miraculously, had managed to find themselves ensconced in seats. Down the passage we staggered the best we could. We definitely were no smooth stuffing: lumpy, irritable, hard-edged and scowling at one another. A distinctly uneasy mix.


  Everywhere but everywhere, something takes up room, fills the gaps, arrests all circulation. Elbows, far flung from their bodies, heads that appear similarly grotesquely dislocated, tired and torn plastic bags from which protrude and spill sundry items of groceries: hard-edged bars of soap, bottles of cooking oil, packets of candles that are now broken and caking and flaking and crumbling so that the thin white wick in the middle is revealed dangling, limp and lifeless, packets of beans and stamped mealies rain out and onto the floor. On the rare occasion I can move a foot, the shoe scrunches on granules on the floor of the bus. Sugar? No, bigger. Samp? Can’t be, much smoother. Amazing how much one can tell . . . just from feeling the surface of things beneath one’s be-shod foot. Clever they are, aren’t they? The feet, I mean. Never knew they could tell me so much. Never realized so much could be conveyed in this manner.


  Mxolisi’s eggs! My heart sank. In the flurry of my leaving, I’d clean forgotten my promise of the morning. Just as well. Where would these eggs be in this mess?


  The packed bus groans under the weight of all these sweaty bodies.


  ‘They say Guguletu is completely surrounded . . . Saracens everywhere!’ The bus driver yells above the din of discordant voices. Does he really hope to be heard? But he is persistent and, indeed, soon gets results. There is a lull in the buzz and many faces strain in his direction.


  ‘When did all this start?’ asks a faceless man in that crowd.


  ‘When we left, just now,’ says the driver, ‘the police were at every entrance in Guguletu . . . Big trouble there, I tell you.’


  The driver’s words brought back madam’s ‘. . . trouble in Guguletu, my girl.’ Trouble is, there is always trouble in Guguletu . . . of one kind or another . . . since the government uprooted us from all over the show: all around Cape Town’s locations, suburbs, and other of its environs, and dumped us on the arid, windswept, sandy Flats. My first impressions of the place are still vivid in my mind, etched inside my eyelids, fresh today as they were all those many years ago when I was still but a child, not even ten . . .


  No big, smiling sign welcomes the stranger to Guguletu. I guess even accomplished liars do have some limits. This place is like a tin of sardines but the people who built it for us called it Guguletu, Our Pride. The people who live in ‘Our Pride’ call it Gugulabo – Their Pride. Who would have any gugu about a place like this?


  It was early morning when my family got here, early in 1968. How my eyes were assaulted by the pandemonium. People choking the morning streets. People everywhere you looked. Stray dogs. Peddlers. Children roaming the streets aimlessly even in that early hour. And then the forest of houses. A grey, unending mass of squatting structures. Ugly. Impersonal. Cold to the eye. Most with their doors closed. Afraid.


  Guguletu is both big and small. The place sprawls as far as eye can see. It is vast. That jumps right at you when you see Guguletu for the first time. All that space. But even as you look you suddenly realize that it will be hard for you to find any place where you can put your foot down. Congested.


  As far as eye can see. Hundreds and hundreds of houses. Rows and rows, ceaselessly breathing on each other. Tiny houses huddled close together. Leaning against each other, pushing at each other. Sad small houses crowned with gray and flat unsmiling roofs. Low as though trained never to dream high dreams. Oppressed by all that surrounds them . . . by all that is stuffed into them . . . by the very manner of their conception. And, in turn, pressing down hard on those whom, shameless pretence stated, they were to protect and shelter.


  The streets are narrow, debris-filled, full of gullies alive with flies, mosquitoes, and sundry vermin thriving in the pools of stagnant water that are about the only thing that never dries up and never vanishes in Guguletu. From morning till night, ragged-clothed children wade these pools, playing in them, muddying each other, dredging them for precious treasure, the toys of the children of the streets: bottles, cans, the pits and peels of fruit and vegetable, scraps of food and anything else they can lay their hands on. For most, this is their only school, their playground.


  From the very first days in this place, how different everything appeared. Different from how we had been in Blouvlei, how we had done things in that beloved place we called home. Here, everything changed. It was not as if people didn’t try. But how can one welcome a neighbour and show her the ways of a place when one is also new there? That was part of the problem: this throwing together of so many, many people, all at once, into a new place. All of them new in the place. All of them still grieving, yearning for the places they were forced to leave. All of them with no heart for the new place, having left their hearts in their erstwhile homes: Blouvlei; Vrygrond; Addersvlei; Windermere; Simonstown; Steenberg; District Six; as well as many pockets of real suburbs, where predominantly white people lived. From now on, only white people would live in those places, places from which Africans and Coloureds and Indians had been driven off. The government had decided that residential areas would be segregated, strictly so, and by law. Nonetheless, people tried to follow the rules by which they had lived before coming to this place. At least, in the beginning they did. It was hard though.


  When we arrived here, it was to find that not enough houses had been built. Many families had to put up shacks on the white, white sand that said the sea had withdrawn from this area only yesterday. Bleak. Unable to hold down anything, not even wild grass. In no uncertain terms, the coarse, unfriendly sand told us nothing would ever grow in such a place. It would take a hundred years of people living on it to ground the sand and trample some life into it so that it would support plant and animal.


  My family was among the many, many unfortunates, people from whose shacks nothing could be salvaged. At the first touch of hammer, our shack had simply disintegrated, just turned to rubble. Unusable rubble which the trucks of the government continued to flatten like so many birds’ nests torn off bough and flung down by a tornado.


  You will eat what I eat and sleep where I sleep, so say our people, making the stranger feel he is never burdensome to the family. Saddest of all was Vuyo’s mother, Sis’ Lulu. On the day of the move she had given birth to twins and her husband was away, at sea. Sis’ Lulu’s little family had to be split as she had nowhere to stay. I was very happy that Mama took her son, Vuyo, to stay with us. It was like having a little brother. Tat’ uNonjayikhali, who had neither wife nor children, agreed to give his bed up for Sis’ Lulu and the little twin boys, so she stayed in his shack. Meanwhile, her furniture and other things she didn’t need as a matter of urgency, were divided among several people, all her former neighbours. They would keep them for her till she could build her own shack or she got a Council house, whichever came first.


  And where were people supposed to build those shacks for themselves? Where?


  Here, said the government pointing to the periphery of the new concrete township, where in its building the Council workers had dumped refuse and surplus matter. Here, it said, put up your shacks and wait in them until more houses have been built for you.


  The authorities had underestimated the numbers of Africans in Cape Town and the resulting housing shortage aggravated an already untenable situation. Of course, the government was not paying for the folly of its miscalculation. That, and the hope of an early escape ensured that the hastily-built shacks would be even more rickety than those we had left . . . forced to leave. Who would invest his hard-earned wages in the building of a shack the government would soon force him to tear down?


  Thus did my family, alongside thousands of families from Blouvlei as well as other parts of Cape Town, find its lot far from improved in the wake of the government’s ‘Slum Clearance’ project. Were we not still living in shacks? Moreover, where before we had been members of solid, well-knit communities, now we were amongst strangers, people we did not know from a bar of soap.


  However, in the eyes of the government the problem belonged squarely on the shoulders of the African. There were just too many Natives, said the government. How was that its fault?


  To add to the hardship of living in shacks, a vicious, gale-force wind blew ceaselessly through the area. By day, it whipped sand till it bit into skin on face, arms and legs; got into hair, into eyes, into food, into the clothes on the line, into each and every nook in house or shack. By night, it howled and wailed and shrieked like the despairing voices of lost souls. In fact, some said what we heard of nights were the voices of Malay slaves lost in a ship wrecked hereabouts, when the area was still all sea.


  Whatever it was, the relentless wind blew the sand everywhere. Day and night, it blew. We swept and swept and swept, but still the sand would not leave us alone. We shared our fragile homes with it. Every day. A reminder of how we had been swept into this howling place against our will. Yes . . . much against our will.


  No sooner had we settled in, so to speak, than a new problem cropped up when schools reopened, late that September.


  Blouvlei had boasted but one school. Guguletu had, at least, a dozen. In Blouvlei, registering a child for school had always only entailed taking that child by the hand to school, come opening day. Here, our inexperienced mothers assumed that their children would automatically go to whichever school the teachers from their old school had been assigned. And perhaps this should have been so, had the Department of Bantu Education, under which those teachers served, had a system. At the best of times that department was run in a chaotic manner and these were not the best of times. The influx of thousands of families into Guguletu would have been problematic to the most systematic of organizations. No one had ever accused the Department of Bantu Education of being that.


  Pandemonium reigned on schools opening day. Blouvlei mothers flocked to Vuyani Higher Primary School and Songeze Lower Primary School. And that was because most of the teachers from Blouvlei had been assigned to those two schools.


  When they were met with rejection, the teachers there saying they had already exceeded the number permissible under government regulation, the mothers were alarmed. They out and out panicked, when they were turned away by teachers they did not know, teachers with strange names from other parts of Cape Town. Blouvlei residents had assumed they would be able to keep their community, more or less, intact. It was a shock to them to find that, while it was true for most, not all their teachers were in these two schools, in their minds designated for Blouvlei children. Indeed, there were teachers from Blouvlei who had been taken to other schools, as the Department saw fit.


  From school to school our parents went, roaming the streets of Guguletu, looking for schools on streets they’d never before set foot. From school to school, only to be given the same unwelcome news: kugcwele kwesi sikolo — It is full in this school.


  Mercifully, because both Khaya and I were such good students, our teachers sneaked us in, trusting that, as things settled, some of those enrolled would fall away. Mama was greatly relieved at the turn of events and that my brother and I were able to be in the same school, and with our teachers, at Vuyani.


  However, when I came to school the next day, a rude awakening awaited me. Very few of the children from Blouvlei were in my new school. None of them, in my class. As none of my friends lived anywhere near where we lived, I had lost all my friends. My new school, ten times bigger than the school in Blouvlei, had hundreds of children more, none of whom I knew. I was completely bewildered. Lost. In that sea of strange faces, I was alone. I did not belong. Hither and thither, a gale-force wind had strewn us, chaff at the hands of a mad winnower.


  Mama did not want to hear any moaning about my not having friends at school.


  ‘Count your blessings,’ she said. ‘Do you know how many children would just love to change places with you?’


  Change places with me? Change places with me? I’d have done anything to change places with them.


  Mama’s lack of sympathy only added to my misery. I hated school and envied those children she pitied. What had they done to be that lucky? To me, the prospect of loafing the rest of the year away was quite appealing. What I didn’t know then, of course, was that some of those children would never go back to school again. Others who, like Khaya and me, were lucky enough to gain admission to a school, soon found the newness too much and played truant. From this group too, there were those who would gradually drift away from school . . . and eventually leave for good.


  To this day, there are not enough schools or teachers in Guguletu to accommodate all the children. You heard me talk about Operation Barcelona, just now. There never has been enough of anything in our schools. Therefore, many of the children, even today, do not go to school. There are not enough mothers during the day to force the children to go to school and stay there for the whole day. The mothers are at work. Or they are drunk. Defeated by life. Dead. We die young, these days. In the times of our grandmothers and their grandmothers before them, African people lived to see their great-great-grandchildren. Today, one is lucky to see a grandchild. Unless, of course, it is a grandchild whose arrival is an abomination — the children our children are getting before we even suspect they have come of child-bearing age.


  Good things are scarce in Guguletu. The place boasts not tree, nor flower, nor animal — except the mangy, discarded and ownerless dogs that roam the length and breadth of the township by day and by night, upsetting refuse bins as they forage for scraps of food. But those too are hard to come by. There is no harder luck for a dog than to be a stray in a place of poor people. What is such a dog to benefit, when the people themselves gnaw and chew bones to powder, suck in the last bit of juice therefrom before spitting out the useless pulpy matter? What can its desperate scavenging ever yield the poor mutt?


  I know that for years my heart yearned for Blouvlei. Mama Mandila’s vetkoek. The Storm Breakers, our rugby team, and the games Khaya took me to watch. Tata Mapheka’s isityhwentywe. My dear friends with whom I played ikula, jump rope, and pop-pie huis. For years, I mourned the loss of my friends and erstwhile playmates with whom I went swimming in the dam on hot summer days, and with whom I shared gossip in the shelter of the corners of our homes on frosty winter evenings. My heart bled for myself and what I’d lost, and for all those millions that had lost their homes. All those lives rudely disrupted, mercilessly plucked from hearth and the familiar. That sea of shacks forever silenced. To this day, I still remember how we laughed when the rumour of mass removals first circulated among us. The rumour that came softly, whispered with stark-naked disbelief, taken as the ravings of a man not altogether there, lightly dismissed.


  Yet, even today we still laugh sad laughs, remembering our innocent incredulity. Our inability to imagine certain forms of evil, the scope and depth of some strains of ruthlessness. We laugh, to hide the gaping hole where our hearts used to be. Guguletu killed us . . . killed the thing that held us together . . . made us human. Yet, we still laugh.


  We left Blouvlei in tears, forlorn and bereft in our loss. We were aggrieved anew when we came to Guguletu, for worse awaited us here. Blouvlei was an honest-to-goodness tin shacks place. No pretence. No fooling. Guguletu would have you think it is a housing development, civilized, better — because of being made of concrete, complete with glass windows. But we lived in Blouvlei because we wanted to live there. Those were shacks we had built ourselves, with our own hands . . . built them where we wanted them, with each put together according to the wishes, whims and means of its owner. The people there, a well-knit community. Knowing each other: knowing all the children, knowing whose wife a woman was, knowing where each man worked, where he worshipped, what drink he preferred.


  We came here and were confronted and confounded by all these terrible conditions: the loss of our friends, the distances our parents had to travel to and from work, the high fares we had to pay going to and from places with decent food shopping. And then there was the deadening uniformity of Guguletu houses. Had it not been for the strength of the human spirit, we would all have perished. The very houses — an unrelieved monotony of drabness; harsh and uncaring in the manner of allocation, administration and maintenance — could not but kill the soul of those who inhabited them. For some, though, the aridity was to be further aggravated: for some reason, the small, inadequate, ugly concrete houses seemed to loosen ties among those who dwelled in them.


  ‘Save your fighting strength for the township!’ An anonymous voice lacerates the silence in the bus. ‘There is real fighting there, today,’ it flings out.


  ‘Who’s fighting?’ asks another, also unknown and unknowable in that jungle of bodies. The exchange penetrates the fog. My ears antennae, I come up for air.


  ‘Appears there was a fight. The schoolchildren beat up the students from the university . . . this one of the boesmans, in Bellville.’ I cannot figure out what the man is telling me. Why would the schoolchildren fight with coloured university students? Where was the connection?


  A heated debate follows, people apportioning blame as presents from loving grandparents.


  ‘It’s not like that at all,’ shrilled one voice. A young man this time, from the sound of it.


  ‘What’s not like that?’ asks a woman’s voice. Gravelly. She must be the mother of many children, I tell myself. Whole day long, she has to scold them and now her voice has grown like that. Like the sound of the words her mouth must throw out many, many times each day. ‘Are you telling us the driver’s lying? He’s just come from Guguletu, why should he lie to us?’ Gravel-voice has gone shrill as though she were excited or angry or both.


  ‘I’m not saying he’s lying,’ the young man replied. ‘But I was there . . . I saw what happened.’


  The whole bus stopped breathing. Heads turned. Hands holding on to the supporting rods fell or were replaced as people readjusted their bodies the better to see the source of the knowledgeable voice.


  ‘Khawutsho! We are all ears,’ several voices said at once. Then another silence fell. A hush.


  ‘The trouble is in Section 3,’ ventured the young man. ‘A car carrying UWC students was stoned, overturned and set alight.’


  ‘Who did the stoning?’ Gravel-voice was back.


  ‘I didn’t take down their names,’ the youth threw back.


  ‘Awu!’ the woman ejaculated. ‘Today’s children have no respect at all for their elders,’ she said, clearly fishing for sympathy from the other passengers, where adults were the vast majority. ‘Such insolence!’ she finished, to accompanying communal clucking of tongues and sucking of teeth. But that was as much support as she got.


  ‘Where, in Section 3?’ an old man’s slow, high-pitched voice asks. Good question. My breath held back, I listen. My ears were burning. Rivulets ran in the palms of my hands. Section 3. That’s the part of Guguletu in which I live.


  ‘Right by the garage near the bridge going out of the township,’ replied the young man. Instead of easing my anxiety, the answer plunged me deeper into the hell of uncertainty. The description fitted two bridges. Did he know what he was talking about? Which of the two? Which bridge? Which? My mind turns to my children. Did they go to school, today? No. Were they home? All three? I was particularly worried about the boys, especially Mxolisi. He is the one who seems always to forget to get back from his wanderings before their father returns from work. What does he want, roaming the streets of Guguletu by day and by night? This is what Dwadwa often asks me. Asks me, as though I go around Guguletu with the boy. But then, I know that is his way of telling me I spoil him. Don’t ask me where everybody gets that idea from.


  We round a bend.


  A building, granite-grey and forbidding, looks back unblinkingly. Stern. Silent. To the front, several sinister-looking vehicles stand. They remind one of some of the frightening movies we used to see when we were children. Grotesque. Humongous. Reminiscent of a cross between a farm-fattened pig and a bed bug — if such a thing existed. Only huge . . . a thousand times larger than any hog could ever hope to be. Enormous. Appearing without legs, wheels, or other means of locomotion. Saracens. Deadly, bullet-spitting contraptions. The menacing building before which the Saracens stand is the Guguletu Police Station.


  Dear God, I pray, let my children be safe. Keep them safe, all of them . . . but especially Mxolisi. Immediately the thought leaves my control, as soon as it manifests itself, I catch my breath. No, I love them all . . . all three of them. My children. A niggling doubt persists till I ask myself whether, indeed, I loved him more or whether I was paying, compensating for the earlier rejection. But, quickly, I ask myself, Is that what that was? Rejection? My heart hastens to say NO. Bewilderment. Anger. Resentment even . . . But not rejection. Never any bad feeling towards him, directly. No.


  ‘Last stop!’ bellowed the driver.


  ‘What do you mean?’ some of the passengers demand. The driver doesn’t immediately answer. His Walkie-Talkie is crackling. He listens then barks back, ‘Roger!’ Then turns his head around, ‘Didn’t you hear me?’ he yells, ‘I said to get off this bus! Are you people deaf?’


  At that, a muffled grumble rises from the passengers. ‘What about refunding our fare?’


  ‘Refunding? What refunding?’ answers the driver crossly. ‘I bring you here all the way from Claremont and now you want your money back?’


  ‘Well, we still have to walk the rest of the way, past the train station, some of us. I live in NY 132, that’s a long walk from here and I’ll have to take a taxi.’


  ‘Ask these children of yours who have nothing better to do than start trouble to give you your money back,’ the driver retorts. ‘Now, go on! Get a move on and get off my bus! I have work to do.’ From the roar of the engine, the driver has plastered his foot firmly on the accelerator, virtually flattening the latter to the floor.


  Not a cloud in sight. The tight-stretched blue dome above looks down pityingly as the sun boasts, ‘Buy me if you can!’ — knowing full well that not all the gold that has yet to be mined in the world can do that. Low down in the far west, where the sky reaches down to kiss the earth, furious reds and golden yellows mingle and marry and striate the horizon, eye-blinding spectacle. The breath of approaching evening brushes softly against my cheek as I step off the bus. However, as soon as my feet hit the ground, it is as though I have walked into a cave or a gigantic pot. The crowd engulfs and swallows me whole. I can hardly breathe. But I am nearly there, I console myself . . . I am nearly home.


  Poor people. My house is a stone’s throw away from the police station so I am not unduly worried. However, a few steps after I get off the bus, I find I cannot take one step without putting my foot on a policeman. They are like ants on a saucer of raspberry jam.


  In that jungle, careless and uncaring bodies milling around, pushing and shoving, my thoughts did a three-hundred-and-sixty degrees turn-around. I froze. The proximity of my house, a source of delight a minute before, had become a curse, cause for great concern. With the swiftness of laser, fear zapped the anticipated pleasure of not having much distance to walk. In place of that consoling thought, now cold and naked fear coiled, gnawing at the very strings of my heart. Where was my daughter? In the midst of all this havoc, this bedlam, where was Siziwe?


  The safety of girl children has become a burning issue in Guguletu and all places like Guguletu. Every day, one hears of rapes. Rapes, not a rape. Rapes. Which means that, each day, more than one woman or girl or child is accosted. Each day. In this place. Surely, the crowd, if anything, heightened the chances that such an evil thing could happen. Happen for that reason. The mere gathering of so many people at the same time and place can precipitate inexplicable evil . . . unleash latent demons. That could happen. Happen right here, where so many mindless people thronged. Crowds are mindless. Walking heads where all thought is suspended. They are to be feared.


  My mouth, bone dry; heart pounding, the folds beneath my arms crawl with ants. Tiny, tiny ants. Lord, up above — I found myself doing something I had not known I still remembered. Please, Good Lord, keep her safe. Protect my baby and keep her safe!


  Then swiftly, to more practical, more feasible sources of help my mind turned, dumping the celestial. Oh, I only hope her brothers are home with her. Preferably both. But if I had to choose between the two, I’d go with Mxolisi. Lunga is a bit on the soft side. Gentle. Although, when provoked, he can be just as efficient in a fight as his older brother. But for the job of scaring the unsavoury off, I’d pick Mxolisi. Any day of the week. He is a pit bull where Lunga is a dalmatian.


  A thin, hard and very sharp elbow dug into the soft unboned part of my side between the rib cage and hip bone. Hot flashes erupted and rapidly radiated in a jumble of tiny, wrinkly, wavy lines of fire. I tripped on a body prone on the ground. Dead? I didn’t wait to see. I couldn’t look down as, even as I stumbled, my leg buckling on hitting the unexpected obstacle, the wave of harried humanity behind me pushed. Then suddenly, concrete. Hard on naked foot. Hard, grazing the now-naked sole. Cold. Shocked, my mind takes in the fact that my left foot is bare. How had I lost the shoe? There was no time to ponder the mystery. Can’t look for the shoe right now. Can’t. Didn’t remember it saying goodbye. I pushed. I shoved. Stupid rabble. More of them should be on the ground to allow me passage to my home. So near. So near, without their blocking my way I would have been home by now. Oh, I hated each and every person in that crowd. Right then, I loathed the stupid, mindless hodge-podge of unthinking, unfeeling, stupid riffraff with all my might. Hated them. Bitterly. ‘Move!’ I screamed. At the top of whatever remained of my lungs. My lungs, bursting as though I were in a furnace, forced to breath in and out although I knew perfectly well that the air had been oven baked. But push I did. I had to get out before I was trampled to my death by the brainless throng.


  People forget who they are when surrounded by scores of faces they do not know, eyes that do not recognize them and would not know them in the morrow, mouths that have never said their names. There is a comforting anonymity, a freeing face-lessness, when one finds oneself surrounded by strangers. Such people have no connection to one’s past or future, and the present is a fleeting blur, never to be remembered.


  Apprehension swamped me, giving me the strength of an ox. Blindly, I fought my way, pushing and shoving and screaming for people to get out of my way. Fording a mighty river would have been easier. Scared people are like blind-starving donkeys - stupid and stubborn.


  In what felt like a year but was, in all probability, perhaps just a few minutes, ten at most, I finally came within shouting distance of my house. Siziwe, my youngest and the only girl, was standing at the door when I eventually got there.


  ‘Where are your brothers?’ I said as I reached the gate.


  4


  7.30 pm


  ‘Where are your brothers?’ again I asked, for I had received no answer from Siziwe, who was standing at the door, looking at me as though she had seen a ghost. I know I looked a sorry sight, but right then, all I wanted was the knowledge, the certainty, that all three of my children were home. That they were all right. That nothing had happened to them. They were safe. I know that earlier, if anyone had asked me, I would have said my concern was for her, for Siziwe. A girl-child, she is more vulnerable than the other two children. However, now that I had seen her, seen that she was in no immediate danger, my secret worry resurfaced, variegated and magnified a thousand fold. Anxiety over the safety of the other two assailed me. But, deep down my heart, I knew I was more worried about Mxolisi. Perhaps it is because we were all alone, the two of us, all those years after his father deserted us. Or, it could be the unusual way in which he came to this world that has created this bond between us that is unlike any other . . . certainly unlike what I feel about my other two children . . . I really don’t know. And sometimes, I don’t even know whether the whole thing isn’t knitted and sewn in my imagination.


  ‘Where are they?’


  My daughter shrugged her shoulders. ‘Lunga is here,’ she said, ‘but where bhuti Mxolisi is,’ there was a slight pause. Then, raising her shoulders up to her ears, she said, ‘Who can say?’ With a careless shrug, she dropped the shoulders back to their accustomed place. This display of lack of concern for Mxolisi irritated me. She should care. Mxolisi, I knew . . . I was certain . . . would care very much were she the one who was not at home and whose whereabouts we could not account for at a time like this. He would be worried about her safety.


  ‘When last did you see him?’


  Siziwe gave me such a look as would be hard to describe. A disquieting look. A cheeky look? But then again, an I’m-sorry-for-you look: brow raised, ever so slightly. Cheeks mounded, just a little. Lips stretched sideways, carelessly, as though she were not aware she had done this. The overall effect was that the eyes, instead of widening because of the raised eyebrows, were narrowed. Baleful. Then, with calm deliberateness, slowly, ever so slowly, she turned away. Turned away and went inside even as I walked up the stoep toward her.


  What was that all about? I wondered. Wasn’t that just the welcome I needed? Here I had worried myself sick about her, and what do I get for welcome? How does my daughter receive me? A sour face. Yesterday’s custard left outside the fridge.


  ‘I asked you a question,’ I yelled after the receding back.


  ‘Mama?’ I wasn’t fooled by the tone of innocence. I’d seen that sinister look. Moreover, I was quite sure Siziwe had heard me the first time. I repeated my question nonetheless. By this time I was inside the house, in the dining-room. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, looking at me. Gone, however, the look that had so unsettled me a minute ago — the incongruous marriage of haughty indifference and naked pity that had sat on her brow.


  ‘Mama,’ she said, her tone much subdued, softer and without the brashness of a few seconds ago, ‘I have not seen him, today.’ Abruptly, she turned around, wrenched the back door open and left. I was a little puzzled by the brusqueness of her exit. What could be the matter with her? I wondered as I made for my bedroom.


  What is eating Siziwe? again I asked myself as I kicked the remaining shoe right off my foot. Fancy that, I thought, she never even noticed that I was limping . . . never noticed that I am walking without one shoe. How could she have missed such an obvious thing? Here I brave a veritable war, concerned for her safety, and she doesn’t even ask me what happened to my other shoe? I don’t believe she missed seeing that I was bedraggled, dishevelled, and totally worn out. Rattled by all the turmoil I’d been through.


  What bothered me more than that, though, was her attitude, her nonchalance and lack of concern for Mxolisi, who loved her so much. That is the trouble with womb siblings, it’s not blood and blood that binds them but blood and water. Besides, both Siziwe and Lunga often accuse me of favouring Mxolisi because I will let him do things I forbid them. But he is older than them. Is that my fault? I also knew that were the positions reversed, were it Mxolisi who was home, he would go in search of whoever was missing, his sister or brother . . . more so his sister.


  7.45 pm


  Bang! Bang! Fists pound on the back door. Could only be Skonana, my next-door neighbour. What does she want? Must have been lying in wait for me, watched me behind her new see-through curtains.


  ‘Ndiyeza, Mmelwane! I’ll be right there, neighbour!’ I had just put my bag down and kicked off the offending shoe but had not rid myself of the light spring jacket I wear when the South Easter’s a little too crisp for comfort. I reached under the bed and pulled my veldskoene, the old leather slippers Mrs Nelson had given me for Christmas five years ago. I liked shuffling in them around the house.


  ‘Yes!’ I called out as I stepped out of the bedroom. Skonana had started banging the door again. ‘Ndiyeza! — Coming!’ I shouted.


  Lunga was either asleep or reading a book. The house could burn down before that one noticed the fire, his eyes were forever buried in something he was reading. Or, exhausted from all that reading, he’d be snoring away, still in his seat, his head to the side, lolling against his shoulder.


  I shambled out of the bedroom, past the dining-room and into the kitchen. The door was slightly ajar. Skonana, leaning over the barbed wire fence that separates the two houses, saw me as I emerged from the dining room.


  ‘Molo, Mmelwane! Hello, Neighbour!’ I said as I opened the door wider and stepped outside.


  ‘Mama kaSiziwe,’ she shouted, totally skipping the customary greeting. ‘But what happened to you?’ She did not give me time to answer her question before saying, ‘I see you’re limping. And whatever did you do with your other shoe?’ Does the woman have eyes even at the back of her head? Trust her to notice each and everything that happens to me . . . or to the children . . . or to Dwadwa. I swear she sees even when she is fast asleep.


  ‘Forgive me for not letting you rest over a cup of tea first,’ she said. And while I was still groping for a response, deciding which of her questions to answer first, she continued, ‘but I . . .’


  ‘That’s nothing,’ I said, knowing there was no escape. She would not rest till her hunger for knowing had been fed. ‘I lost my shoe getting off the bus,’ I lied. ‘Now, you know what happens when anyone walks barefoot on these streets, on which people break bottles every day. I stepped on a bottle neck.’


  ‘Oh, no!’


  ‘Ag!’ I said, ‘Don’t let’s worry about that shoe. It was an old thing anyway.’ I looked her straight in the eye. ‘But, tell me,’ I said, ‘what has been happening here? What have you people been doing to our lovely township while we were busy sweating at work?’


  ‘My Sister,’ she shook her head.


  ‘What is it?’ I said, painting on my face a look that said I was duly sobered by her solemnity.


  ‘Sukuhlekisa ngathi, sizigugele, Don’t mock us, we are old,’ Skonana said. ‘Have our children not killed a mlungu woman?’


  ‘One?’


  ‘You don’t think killing ONE white woman is enough bad news for the whole of Guguletu?’


  ‘No! No! No!’ hastily, I said. ‘I’m only saying that because, on the bus we heard so many conflicting stories.’ I did not reveal the figure I’d heard on the bus. It would only compound the confusion if my information was inaccurate. But my neighbour’s words brought some relief . . . not much, but definitely some . . . more than I had had reason to hope. That thin shaft led to a fluttering, then an awakening, a resurgence. Was it not possible? Perhaps only one person had died. Perhaps no one had died. Serious injury, perhaps . . . even that would be something.


  Rude reality pulled me back to the here. ‘I don’t know what you’ve heard,’ Skonana was saying. ‘But Mzonke, my cousin who’s a policeman, told me himself that a white woman was killed here in Guguletu, today. A young woman, he said.’


  Guguletu is a violent place. Every day one hears of someone who was killed . . . or nearly killed. Often more than one. Every day — rape, robbery, armed assault and other, more subtle forms of violence. Every day. Guns are as common as marbles were when we were growing up. But, a white woman? To kill a mlungu woman? Where would we sleep? What would the police do to us?


  The police are not our friends. They are to this day worse than ineffectual. Here in Guguletu we do not like the police. They are an endless source of irritation, at best. At worst, a presence we dread, an affliction. We know that many innocent people have died in their hands. Their blood-stained hands. Died. Killed by the police. With impunity they killed our people in the past. Therefore the perpetrators of evil, those who have made crime a career, live in the benign atmosphere cultivated by that corruption. As warm wet dirt breeds maggots . . . so have criminals thrived. Sheltered by the police who conducted deeds even worse than theirs. Thus, crime thrives. But killing a white woman was quite another thing. Quite another thing.


  Young and old alike, men and women, no one is exempt from the scourge. Violence is rife. It has become a way of life. When a husband leaves for work of a morning, there is no guarantee he’ll safely find his way back home come night. Nor is there such casual certainty about children going to school. Between drunk drivers of stolen cars, the police, tsotsies and those who kill those with whom they do not see eye to eye in matters political — safety has become quite, quite fragile.


  I woke up as from a deep sleep. But the nightmare would not leave me alone. It was there in my neighbour’s eyes. It was not going to leave me alone. Real and tangible as the fingers on my hand.


  ‘What is the matter with our people? Don’t they know the police will pull this township apart? Is it not enough we kill each other as though the other is an animal and one is preparing a feast? Is that not evil enough? A white woman? Are people mad? Have they lost their minds?’ My voice was shrill to my own ears and I saw that my hands shook. Indeed, my whole body was trembling.


  ‘It’s schoolchildren who did that,’ said my neighbour.


  I gasped, memories of the debate on the bus returning to haunt me. Words I’d taken not quite seriously, now wore a ghastly sinister shade of meaning.


  ‘Who else would do such a mad thing?’


  I thought I detected a note of gloating in her voice. Skonana has no children and somehow manages to make that seem such a virtue. ‘I have no children and no worries’, is her favourite saying, whenever any one of us complains of some misdeed one of our offspring has sprung on us. Skonana seems to equate child with problem. Mind you, looking at what scraps our children do get into these days, she could have a point. But I wasn’t going to be the one to tell her that.


  ‘Murderers are countless as the trees of a forest in this Guguletu of ours,’ I told her. ‘Most of them, I’d say, are well over thirty and do not attend any school.’ I was fed up with her and wanted to go back into the house. Close the door to her face and go about my own business — change into something comfortable, which is what I was doing in the first place before she called me out, the meddlesome gossip. But I was also curious as to what, exactly, had happened. Skonana is a very busy, very successful Shebeen Queen and a useful source of information about the goings on in the township during the day. My curiosity got the better of me.


  ‘On the bus, people were saying that cars were stoned here in Section 3?’


  ‘What Section 3?’ she asked, her brows shooting up and writing semi-circles. What was she going to say happened to bring this pandemonium to our street? How account for the masses mobbing our very gates? We have no market anywhere near this street. And the Saracens. What were all those Saracens doing at the Police Station? Taking a vacation?


  ‘The thing happened right here on our street!’ my neighbour said conspiratorially. ‘Right here, on this same NY 1.’ Each word rolled off her tongue as a bullet from a gun: bang! bang! bang! bang! ‘Over there,’ she said, pointing toward the bridge further down NY 1, in a southerly direction.


  At that, I gave her a sharp look that asked a thousand questions.


  She nodded her head, eyes widened knowingly.


  ‘Oh, no!’ Now I understood. Her negative was irony, to emphasize the positive. Leave the rest of Section 3 out of it, she was saying. Only our thin slice of it is affected this time.


  ‘Ja!’ again she nodded her head. ‘And it wasn’t even one settler, one bullet, my friend.’ How could a person die from the car she’s in being stoned? Terrible visions of necklacing flared before my eyes. Oh, no! No! Not that! Dear God, not that!


  ‘What happened? How . . . ?’ I couldn’t finish the sentence. Couldn’t come out and say out loud — how did the children kill this woman? as though I were talking about the slaughter of a chicken. Wringing its neck. Nkq! Done.


  ‘Knife,’ she said quietly. Her right fist, thumb up, plunged into the cupped palm of the left hand, making a noise softer than that produced by two hands clapping against each other. Softer and duller than a smack or fist hitting hand. Harder, though. A thunk, lacking sharpness but heavy as hell. ‘They stabbed her.’


  5


  My stomach turned. Skonana’s eyes softened. ‘Come over, let me put the kettle on.’ I shook my head, closed my eyes for a moment, took a deep breath and said, ‘I’ve had quite a time getting here, I can tell you that. Let me lie down for a while.’ For some inexplicable reason, I felt weepy, like bawling my head off. My knees were giving notice of their intent to give up the duty of carrying me, of holding me upright. They were trembling and felt weak and wobbly as though someone had spun me round and round and then abruptly let go of me.


  ‘Thanks, Mmelwane,’ I said, my voice feathery, barely above a whisper. ‘Why don’t we have our tea on Sunday, when I’ll be off?’ Not waiting for her reply, I dragged myself back into the house. My head was reeling.


  Guguletu? Who would choose to come to this accursed, Godforsaken place? This is what I want to know — what I can’t begin to comprehend. I keep asking myself the same question, over and over again. What was she doing here, your daughter? What made her come to this, of all places? Not an army of mad elephants would drag me here, if I were her.


  As for myself, I came to Guguletu borne by a whirlwind . . . perched on a precarious leaf balking a tornado . . . a violent scattering of black people, a dispersal of the government’s making. So great was the upheaval, more than three decades later, my people are still reeling from it.


  It was on a Friday that the rumour of removals first surfaced in Blouvlei. Although we went to school five days a week, on no day were my nine-year-old feet as light as on Friday to take me there. They were lighter still bringing me back. Things happened on Friday. Good things. Lovely things. Delicious things. Everything seemed expanded and carefree, the parents relaxed and more generous than on any other day.


  Sure, there were more chores to do on Fridays, from early morning till late at night. But there was more play-time too, mother sending Khaya and me up and down the location: ‘Get me skaapkop from Mandaba! Get me isityhwentywe from Mapheka! Go to Mavuthengatshi’s shop and get me some sugar. Better still, she would send us to the shops over by the Main Road, where cars and buses zoomed up and down the busy streets that were tarred and where abelungu lived in their big, lovely houses with electric lights. When that happened, we were likely to be given a cent or even a whole five cents to spend as we pleased. With all the toing and froing of a Friday, Mama was not as particular as on other days about keeping time. She didn’t notice when I went in or out of the house. And that was just fine with me, for then I could play outside as much as Khaya did . . . play outside and not come inside till well into the night.


  Mama worked half day, so she was always home when Khaya and I returned from school. This Friday, I hadn’t even taken off my gym dress when she urged me:


  ‘Run to Mandila’s and get me a ten cent’s vetkoekies. Here,’ she said, fishing out money out of her overall pocket.


  ‘Put the kettle on first, and run!’


  I knew what that meant. She wanted me back before the water boiled. That was a test that I hadn’t dawdled on the road. I ran out of the house, across the field of scraggy grass, past the little dam fringed with a thin crop of straggling reeds and oonongobozana, so delicious to the taste. This day, however, I completely ignored the fare. On the other side of the dam, beckoned Mama Mandila’s little pondok, where could be found the best, the most scrumptious, cookies in all Blouvlei.


  Even before I reached her door, the warm, tangy smell of vetkoek frying hit me. My mouth watered and I swallowed several times. Swallowed, although there was nothing but good, fat hope in my mouth.


  Inside the house, Mama Mandila sat on a little wooden bunk. Next to her, on the floor, a big pan, silver shiny as new, sat plonk on a Primus stove that purred softly, stirring the pond of oil in the pan. Like ships on choppy seas, golden-brown peaked-shaped balls bobbed cheerfully in the turbulent oil. Now and then, Mama Mandila deftly turned one of these over with a fork, making the oil leap up and sizzle and gurgle, singing itself hoarse.


  At the sight of the vetkoek, the watering inside my mouth become quite unruly, the swallowing noisy. I could hardly get the words out of my mouth. ‘Ten cent’s worth, please, Mama Mandila.’


  Mama Mandila not only gave me the ten vetkoekies my ten cents bought, but an extra one just for me. An extra one she did not put with the others in the brown bag but handed directly to me.


  ‘Here’s one for my little good customer!’ she said, smiling.


  ‘Thank you, Mama,’ I said, brown bag at my feet, freeing my hands to cup in humble acceptance. Those days, it was the height of rudeness for a child to take from an adult. A child accepted, with both hands cupped, when given anything by anyone older.


  Good intentions are one thing, a warm, soft vetkoek in one’s hand, just begging to be swallowed, quite another. The water had not only boiled by the time I reached home but Mama, pouring out her second cup of tea, was waiting impatiently for her vetkoek.


  ‘Ah, I see,’ she said, looking at the tell-tale oily hands. ‘I hope my vetkoeks are still as hot,’ she added as she put two on a small plate. ‘Good,’ she said, munching on a vetkoek and chasing it down with her tea. ‘Good!’ her eyes closed, she nodded. I could see that she was enjoying Mama Mandila’s vetkoek.


  ‘Don’t tell me you want another one?’ Mama teased, looking at me with one eye, the corresponding eyebrow raised.


  ‘Yes, Mama,’ I said, hoping I was right that she was only teasing me. I would not have put it past Mama to turn around and tell me one vetkoek was enough for me, with supper coming shortly. ‘Yes, I’d like one very much, if I may’ I told her in my sweetest voice.


  After tea, it was back to the endless Friday chores. Fortunately, Mama made sure that most of these were done in the morning. After she’d seen to it that the house was tidied up in readiness for Friday’s business, Mama soaked the laundry while I strained and bottled the ginger beer which was the family business.


  Now, refreshed, we went out to attack the laundry. Mama did the washing while I rinsed the clothes and hung them up. When we were done, I took the used soapy water and scrubbed the floor. Then it was time for Mama’s last cup of tea before the workers came home.


  Early that evening, as was usual during the summer, a group of men, money in their pockets because Friday was Pay Day, came to cool themselves and wash away the cares of the work week with Mama’s ginger beer. I helped her serve them and then went off to play.


  ‘Mandisa!’ Mama called out a while later.


  ‘Mama,’ I answered, galloping back into the house. I prayed that whatever she wanted me for, would take so little time that I’d be able to go out to play again.


  ‘Get the empties from outside and put two bottles out for Nonjayikhali,’ said Mama. ‘He’s already paid for them,’ she added.


  I grabbed two bottles from the forest of ginger-beer bottles under the table flush against the wall on which stood our pail of water, the Primus stove on which Mama cooked, and a few other sundries besides, and hurried outside.


  ‘Here, Tata,’ I said, putting the bottles in front of Tat’ uNonjayikhali, right between his feet planted on the gray-black sand.


  ‘Enkosi, Ntomb’ am, Thank you, My Daughter,’ he said, giving me a whole five cents piece. Tat’uNonjayikhali was easily the most generous of Mama’s customers. All the children in Blouvlei knew how warm-handed he was and were eager that he send them to the shop, especially Fridays.


  Thus encouraged in my duties, I proceeded to gather the empty bottles scattered around the semi-circle of men and took them inside. This brought me endless praise from the mostly be-overalled workers, lunch pails beside them. I would keep a very good house when I grew up, they said, making me beam from ear to ear, as the compliments soaked through to the marrow in my bones.


  Tat’uNonjayikhali left, his bottles of ginger beer, heads together, held firmly in the grip of one hand. The other men grumbled playfully that he was leaving them dry-throated, going away with their drink.


  ‘You all have people to make you tea, in your homes,’ he replied laughingly. ‘This is my tea.’


  A moment later, as I was going back out, the hot clapping of hands beckoning, calling me to the game of ikula, I overheard Tat’uSikhwebu say:


  ‘Urhulumente, bonk’ abantw’ abamnyama kule ngingqi yeKapa, uza kubafudusela eNyanga. The Government is going to move all Africans in the Cape Town area to Nyanga!’


  ‘Wha-aat! What are you saying?’ said several voices, all at once. ‘How can such a thing be true?’


  ‘I heard this from someone we all trust,’ Tat’ uSikhwebu replied.


  ‘Ah,’ said one of men, ‘lies! lies! lies! All lies, if you ask me,’ I recognized the voice of Bhelekazi’s father, a neighbour.


  ‘You’re right, Bhele,’ said Rhadudu, also a neighbour. ‘Nothing like that can ever happen.’ He sounded quite convinced of what he said. He sounded quite convincing too. Then everybody started shouting. The voices were so many and so loud I couldn’t make out what was being said. I decided to go about my business; besides, the game of ikula was calling me outside.


  In any event, even had I continued listening, I would have gained but little. At that time, the words that were being thrown about, words that generated the heated debate, to me, merely registered as fantastic. To my bent-on-play mind, they were in the same category as all the other unfathomable mysteries of the adult world, like taxes, tikoloshes, gold in the mines and God in Heaven — nothing which had anything to do with me.


  However, a few days later, I heard the same rumour from other children. And one day, I even heard Tata, who seldom concerned himself with location talk, say something about it to Mama.


  When I told Khaya about the rumour that we were going to be moved to Nyanga, he replied that he knew all about that. He bragged he even knew who had started the rumor: ‘The unreliable Tat’ uNonjayikhali,’ he sneered.


  ‘It’s all over the location,’ brows raised, eyes half closed with a haughty knowing, he whispered.


  Everybody knew Tat’uNonjayikhali was not reliable. He didn’t even have a wife, to say nothing of children. Who could trust such a man? The people of Blouvlei would be crazy to do so, according to Khaya, the wise.


  Others, though, said the rumour was based on some truth and, although Nonjayikhali might have stretched that truth here and there, it was nonetheless still the truth. This group claimed he’d heard about this at his job, the big Post Office in Cape Town, where he worked. He’d mentioned it to his good friend, Tat’uSikhwebu, who’d whispered it to the ear of Mavuthengatshi, the store owner, who told his brother, the preacher, who passed it on to his son, the principal. From the principal, the rumor grew fast. Like wild fire, it spread. From person to person it went, with each embellishing it, stamping it with detailed individual whims and fears. Like the rollings of the dung beetle, merely passing it along carried within itself the mechanism for its own augmentation and it grew until it became the hoarse roar of a river greedily drinking down the first rains after a long, hard-hitting drought.


  The government is going to move all Africans to Nyanga.


  All? To the last one? Our parents laughed. Obviously, the government didn’t know what it was talking about.


  For several weeks thereafter, this was the favorite topic of the men who sat outside our house, evenings and weekends. As we were not the only family selling ginger beer, others selling even stronger fare, the scene outside my home was, in all probability, replicated over and over again, throughout the location. In similar scenarios or variations thereof — one thing all had in common, was people refuting the unpalatable.


  On upturned empty four-gallon paraffin tins, on the grimy dirt outside the houses, drinking ginger beer or beer and smoking their pipes, our fathers bared their teeth, stabbed the sand with long strong jets of tobacco spit, black-brown as tar, and shook their heads. Each little group of men — sitting as the horns of a bull, a friendly formation to lock the conversation within the breast — shared common, all too familiar, tales of the week-long ordeal at the places of their harness.


  Our mothers, to or from the communal water-tap that served the whole sprawling location, drums and big tins of water on their heads, clapped their hands and took them to chin and hip in gesture of incredulous amazement. Splotches of water from the buckets darkened uproariously giggling shoulders and stained the shawls wound around their waists like peplums. There were so many of us in Blouvlei, the tin-shack location where I grew up. Millions and millions. Where would the government start? Who could believe such a thing?


  The sea of tin shacks lying lazily in the flats, surrounded by gentle white hills, sandy hills dotted with scrub, gave us (all of us, parents and children alike) such a fantastic sense of security we could not conceive of its ever ceasing to exist. Thus, convinced of the inviolability offered by our tremendous numbers, the size of our settlement, the belief that our dwelling places, our homes, and our burial places were sacred, we laughed at the absurdity of the rumour.


  ‘The afterbirths of our children are deep in this ground. So are the foreskins of our boys and the bleached bones of our long dead,’ Grandfather Mxube, the location elder, told Mama one day, when they were discussing, once again, this very same question of forced removals. Blouvlei was going nowhere, he said. ‘Going nowhere,’ he reiterated, right fist beating hard against palm of the other hand.


  How his words reassured me. This was home, they said. Home. Always had been. Always would be. HOME.


  After a while, the whole move rumour thing became more of a joke than anything else. Our parents laughed at the absurdity of the rumour of the removal of Africans, all Africans, to a common area set aside only for them. A corral.


  But the government was not laughing. The government never showed its smiling teeth when dealing with any matter in connection with Africans.


  The year rolled on. I forgot the rumour. Or it paled . . . like the memory of a nightmare in the bold, unlying, evidence-inducing sun of day. The rumour paled, in time, it was all but forgotten. Forgotten, I dare say, by everybody, including Tat’ uNonjayikhali, who had brought it to the location, in the first place. If such was true.


  Then one day, the rumour, all grown and bearded, armed with the stamp of the government, returned. It was not smiling. Like its authors, it had learnt to bury its sense of humour when dealing with the African problem.


  The day was a Sunday. Sunday afternoon, I still remember. Tata, Mama, Khaya and I had been to church. Upon return, as usual, I helped Mama cook. The family sat down to the highlight of the week, the special Sunday lunch: meat and rice. With potatoes, carrots and cabbage. Sunday. The only day of the week we ever saw meat . . . and vegetable, instead of umngqusho or stamp-en-stoot, as our broken-corn-with-bean meal was sometimes called. As usual, my brother had escaped as soon as we’d finished eating. I washed the dishes and while the grownups, dozing, chatted, made good my escape.


  Up the hill and down the other side, and there I found my friends, who were overjoyed to see me. They’d been waiting forever for my appearance. My brother and I were among a small group of children in Blouvlei cursed with parents who not only went to church but had the hardened hearts to insist on their children going too. Not content with that form of torture, my parents put other impediments between us and carefree play: homework and the setting sun. Mama and Tata seemed to have no idea whatsoever that the Sunday sun was stingy as a young widow with a dozen little children to feed. So even as we played, now and then I threw anxious glances at the vicinity of my home. It was no accident that my friends and I chose to play on yonder side of the hill. If we played on the side nearer home, Mama seemed to think I was begging to be called home for the most insignificant reasons. She would come out of the house, stand by the door, and holler in her loudest voice, calling me back home so that I could do my homework, make her tea or, indeed, for no reason at all except that the sun was setting.


  Within minutes of my joining my friends, the play my arrival had interrupted resumed. Dress skirts stuffed in bloomers to avoid their getting soiled or tearing, we ran up and down the hill, chasing galloping goats and squealing pigs, chasing stubborn, bleating sheep. We picked wild berries from the thorny intlokot-shane bushes and scratchy-leafed ibhosisi vines, built sand castles, played hide and seek among overgrown evergreen thickets. We were completely absorbed in our play; giving it our best because, with the sun going home, our friends feared Mama’s voice would soon be calling me home, hauling me there long before the group was ready for the ordeal of separation. Khaya, because he was a boy, didn’t suffer from restrictions as I did.


  Suddenly, a deafening roar overhead stopped us in our tracks. All sense of play fled, heads jerked up, eyes pulled to the furiously bleeding sky.


  An aeroplane. Flying so low, my friends and I could see the people in it. See their pink-pink skins and the colours of the clothes they wore . . . see too the dark glasses hiding their coloured eyes.


  The phenomenon was that unusual, we forgot the ritual:


  Eropleyni!


  ‘Zundiphathel’ iorenji!


  ‘Zundiphathel’ ipesika!


  Don’t ask me why we persisted in asking the aeroplanes for these goodies when the silly things were either deaf or stingier than Ntshangase. Not one of us had ever been rewarded for all our efforts. On this day, however, the manner of its appearance, so close to the ground, so close to us, put this wonder on the same level as the burning bush, the water-sprouting rock and talking serpents of the Bible. It completely stole our tongues. Indeed, the phenomenon was so unusual, the noise so loud, that it hauled even the adults out of the houses and jolted those drinking beer outside onto their feet, heads upturned, hands capping eyes, open-mouthed staring skyward.


  Then, where a moment before, we’d been struck dumb, now a new concern smote us and restored our voices.


  ‘Uza kuwa! Uza kuwa!’ Wide-eyed with fear, we cried out. So did some of the grownups, especially the mothers. But through it all, our eyes stayed glued to the very sight that sent our hearts plummeting to our stomachs. Even as we recoiled from the horror, we felt compelled to watch . . . to look on . . . witness: Why was the man bending forward, out of the door or window of the aeroplane? ‘He’s going to fall!’ we screamed. ‘He will fall!’


  But the man did not fall out. Instead, the aeroplane threw up. It emitted a big, fluttering white cloud.


  ‘Bhasopha! Bhasopha!’ Harum-scarum, we scattered, running as fast as our legs could carry us. ‘Watch out! Watch out!’ we hollered, fleeing for the safety of our homes, the same from which we’d but so lately stolen away, the same to which we were so loath to return, just moments before. Even as we ran for safety, the frightened voices of our mothers rang out, calling us children home.


  Gasping more from fright than the unexpected sprint, we cleared the danger zone. Eyes once more turned to sky. Despite the noise still ringing in our ears, the aeroplane was already a small blot way over there. The cloud it had left behind was even then still disintegrating. Even as we looked, the cloud revealed itself as thin, flat birds, learning to fly. Wobbly, most did not make it, and came drifting down to earth. As some fluttered gently off and away, most spiralled downward and ever downward until, carried by the soft and playful waves and currents of the air, they’d danced their way to the very sand on which we’d been playing. Soon, the sand was carpeted with the flat birds that could not fly . . . or had lost their inborn fearfulness to come nesting on the dun-colored surface that was dimpled, pitted and pimpled with our footsteps, moats and castles. There they lay, as silent as the plane that had brought them had been noisy.


  In little clusters in front of our homes, children and parents huddled together as against a foe. Our eyes raked the sky. But whether the tiny black speck on the far horizon was our plane or a large bird returning home for the night, we couldn’t say.


  Meanwhile, the strange birds the plane had birthed lay there, all over the place, right in front of our eyes. A few brave souls, mostly boys, ventured forth. Cautiously, they approached the birds. Here and there, some of the birds fluttered and hopped at their approach and made as though they would take off. . .but instead hovered a heartbeat or two into the air, just above the ground, and then fluttering still, fluttering, settled back on the sand, a few centimetres or so from where they had been before.


  Greatly encouraged by the realization that all the birds wanted was a place of rest, that they meant us no harm, a few more from our numbers stepped out of the safety of our homes.


  ‘It’s only paper!’ shouted Lumko, one of the bigger boys. ‘Look! Look!’ he said, holding up several loose leaflets. ‘Look! It’s paper, that’s all!’ In a frenzy, willy-nilly, he grabbed an armful more of the papers.


  At that, we all scrambled back to our abandoned playfield and scooped up armfuls of the ‘birds’, now that we knew they would not bite, would not strangle or knife us.


  ‘Saphani, sibone! Saphani, sibone! Bring that here and let us see! Here, let us see!’ screamed some of the parents. A trace of fear still laced their voices.


  But even as the parents called the children to bring them the silent birds the plane had dropped, the demeanour of the older children abruptly sobered. For long moments, they stared at the paper. Looked at it . . . pushed their faces right close to it, earnestly examining it as though it were the prettiest face in all of Blouvlei. Their action made the rest of us nervous — what was the matter now? What, about the paper, was so mesmerizing?


  I looked at the paper in my hand. Writing. In big letters. Spelling errors. Whoever wrote this, can’t have gone far in school, I thought. Why, even I, only in Standard Three, would know how to write all the words written here. And I would spell all of them correctly too. Corrected, this is what the papers said:


  YONK’ IBLOUVLEI IYAFUDUSWA. ISIWA ENYANGA. KULE NYANGA IZAYO - 1 JULAYI. ABAZICELELAYO BAYA KUNCEDISWA NGELORI.


  The message was simple and direct:


  ALL BLOUVLEI WILL BE RELOCATED – MOVED TO NYANGA. NEXT MONTH – 1 JULY. FOR THOSE REQUESTING IT, THERE WILL BE LORRIES TO HELP WITH THE MOVE.


  A shock wave split my body. It was true, then? Tat’uNonjayikhali’s story was happening? I would be lying if I said the fulfilment of Tat’uNonjayikhali’s words thrilled me. Or that the thought of a new adventure filled me with excitement and anticipation.


  Although I did not ask myself why this should be so, instantly, I was assaulted by a vague disquiet. Now that it seemed more real than ever before that we might leave this place that I had not thought of as one that was beloved to me, Blouvlei suddenly seemed very important and dear to me. For the first time, the reality that it was my whole world, the only place I had ever known . . . had ever called home, hit me. Swift on the heels of that realization, came a bleak sadness. At the prospect of losing it, of no longer owning it.


  A hush fell on the playground. All play had come to an unceremonious halt once again. Zombies stood where we had played. Stood staring at their hands. Then, as suddenly as we’d been stilled, a veritable stampede broke out, every child, pamphlet in hand, racing home. Racing there with a new urgency now.


  ‘Mama!’ I cried out. ‘Mama! Mama! Mama!’ I hollered, hand high up in the air. Hand holding the paper with the lethal words, I galloped all the way home.


  Mama was waiting for me at the door, alarm written all over her face.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked. ‘What are these things the aeroplane dropped?


  ‘Look!’ I whispered, my heart in my mouth. ‘Look, here they are.’


  She snatched one of the pamphlets from my hand. Her eyes, unaccustomed to reading scoured it for a full minute before she turned around and, going back inside the house, said:


  ‘He, tata kaMandisa, kha ujonge eli phepha. Hey, father of Mandisa, why don’t you take a look at this paper.’ Her voice was low with disbelief. ‘I told you there were things that plane was dropping off. Look, now,’ she said, ‘d’you see, what it was bringing us?’


  ‘What?’ The caterpillars above his eyes chased the thick forest of his hair, dangerously narrowing the tiny strip of forehead.


  ‘Here,’ and she handed him the leaflet.


  ‘Tyhini!’ exclaimed Tata, after a glance at it. ‘Tyhini!’ again, he shouted, ‘what are these boers saying, now? What terrible thing is this that they are saying?’


  My parents, who never lost opportunity for praising my brother and me for a good deed, that day, not once did they thank me for bringing them that note. However, sensing a turbulence in them far greater than my little disappointment, I did not dwell on the oversight. Indeed, it was not until days later that the fact hit me. That, in the mad scramble, I’d been given no praise.


  ‘Where do they say they’re taking us?’ Mama asked.


  ‘I-iish!’ Tata said, ‘they’re playing children’s marbles, we’re not going anywhere.’ But the deep furrow that cleaved his brow, gainsaid the words of his mouth. My apprehension grew.


  Just then, the clangorous sound of stout wood striking hollow metal rang out.


  Like bees smoked out of their hive, the fathers and mothers of Blouvlei, the grandfathers and grandmothers too, every grownup in the location, poured out of the houses.


  NKQO-NKQO!


  NKQO NKQO-NKQO!


  NKQO NKQO-NKQO!


  Fast and furious, wood pounded on empty paraffin tins, Blouvlei’s summonses to a meeting filled the late afternoon air.


  Then, into the clamorous air, came the high and piercing voices of unknown women ululating, accompanying the hollering gongs.


  Yeye-e-ee-lee-e! Ye-yee-ee-eele-ee! It has drowned! It has drowned!


  Ye-ee-yee-lee! Ifun’ amadoda-aa! It has drowned! It needs men!


  The distress signal, trilling, a call to all residents of Blouvlei, reinforced the tin-pounding rallying cry to the gathering place, the open field near the dam.


  Our parents swarmed to the meeting-place. There was no spring to their step, their shoulders were hunched and rounded as their suddenly too-long arms dangled limp and useless at their sides.


  With Mama and Tata gone to the meeting, my anxiety soon subsided, displaced by more pleasurable undertakings. Even though the sun cast long shadows, telling me I should go indoors, Mama was not there to see whether I was in or out. She was not there to call me home. So, finding myself thus freed, I once more lost myself to the urgency of evening-play.


  The sun dipped beyond the hills and sank, painting the far sky in fiery reds, blinding yellows and searing vermillions. In the afterglow, the hastily convened meeting sat.


  As our play took place not far from the dam, now and then we would hear raised voices or even a shout. Even though we were engrossed in our games, we could not escape the anger of our parents, at war with the papers the aeroplane had dropped. Indeed, their wrath invaded the spaces where we hid, lost in the world of play. By and large, however, we kept a little off from the meeting as we did not want to remind our parents that we had not gone indoors.


  Imperceptibly, peach turned to plum, another marker of the unusualness of the proceedings. With no streets and no street lighting therefore, Blouvlei knew well enough to conduct its business by the benevolence of the sun. This day, however, there was no thought of adjournment, to say nothing of cancellation. Instead, the meeting was soon held by candlelight. Scattered at random, several candles held in arms pushed up to the sky, gave pale and ghostly light to the strange goings-on. But as the pitch of night thickened, their etiolated light became more and more inadequate and ineffectual.


  ‘Here, Kwedini!’ Tat’uMavuthengatshi hailed Sakhele, who was passing by.


  ‘Take this,’ he said, giving him a key. ‘It opens the shed next to the shop. Go get us some wood, my boy,’ he growled. ‘Hurry!’


  Soon, a full-blown fire was ablaze and, by its flickering light, the meeting carried on till very late that night. Relieved of parental supervision, we children were in paradise. That day, we chased fireflies and bats till late into the night.


  Although no one knew this that Sunday, that was to be the first of a month of meetings, sometimes as many as three or four in a single day.


  When that meeting was finally over, Tata and Mama called us in. They were both in a bad mood, which made Khaya whisper, ‘The meeting can’t have gone well.’


  Tata’s grumbling soon confirmed those words.


  ‘Questions! Questions and more questions, all night long!’ he spat out, clearly displeased.


  ‘Ja!’ Mama agreed. ‘There sure was no lack of questions,’ she said. ‘But who had the answers?’


  ‘You’re right there,’ Tata said. ‘Those were downright uncooperative and stubborn. They out and out refused to make an appearance.’


  ‘Perhaps, tomorrow, they will come,’ Mama said.


  They talked about the removals all night, till I fell asleep.


  The next day, our parents sent representations to the government. The government refused to receive the delegation.


  For weeks, following that first meeting, Tata took to coming home early, forgoing all overtime work. That was a tremendous sacrifice, indeed, for his wage at the Cape Town Docks was not high and he supplemented it by working overtime. Mama often said that Tata’s real wages came from the overtime and his job gave him but peanuts. But now, like everybody else, he had to attend the meetings and so couldn’t take any overtime work.


  Meeting after meeting was called. But after several such intense meetings with indecisive resolutions and feeble outcomes, our parents appealed for help to Mr Stanford and Mrs Ballinger and the other white men and women who had been the official Native Representatives in the parliament to which they themselves had no access.


  But even that was all to no avail. The government would not listen to anyone’s appeals. The government had long made up its mind. Long, long ago. On the issue of black removals. Sure, once or twice, there were postponements. Instead of July, we moved in September. In the final analysis, however, move we did. As the government had said we would. All appeals and delegations had failed.


  ‘Mandisa! Khaya! Mandisa! Vukani! Vukani! Wake Up - Wake Up!’


  Deep in sleep, I felt someone shake me roughly by the shoulders.


  Fire! The house was on fire!


  I leapt out of bed, to run for the door. Shack fires were common in Blouvlei.


  Hands grabbed me. Strong arms enfolded me to the not too familiar, tobacco–smelling chest of my father.


  Tata? Tata, hugging me? I knew the situation was far worse than a burning house. Something terrible had happened.


  Then, it came to me: I was either dead or dying. Why else would my stern, never-demonstrative father be hugging me? Tata was no dog that romped around with puppies.


  ‘Mandisa,’ Tata said, still shaking me by the shoulders. I was fully awake now and saw that Mama and Khaya were in the house. Their movements were not frantic. There was no fire. There couldn’t possibly be. But then, what was the problem? my foggy brain asked.


  ‘Abelungu bayazidiliz’ izindlu zethu. Whites are pulling down our houses.’ Tata said the words gently, with no hint of emotion whatsoever.


  I looked at Mama.


  ‘We have to hurry and pack up everything,’ Mama said. ‘Throw away anything for which you have no use!’ She, herself, was bent over a cardboard box, already half full with dishes.


  It was long before sunrise on the first day of September. Tata, who left for work at half-past four, had raised the alarm and Blouvlei awoke to find itself under siege.


  ‘Come and see,’ Tata said, then taking Khaya and me by the hand, he led us out of the house.


  Outside, the air was hushed, a steady drizzle beating on the still-black sand. In the grey half-light of a cloudy winters foredawn, foreign shapes loomed in the near distance. Menacing.


  As soon as my eyes accustomed themselves to the poor light, they broke my windpipe, robbing me of breath. An army of invasion: a fleet of police. Vans, bulldozers and army trucks surrounded the location. Completely. In its entire vastness, Blouvlei was surrounded and contained.


  As though enacting a long-rehearsed macabre dance, out of each of the army and police vehicles and bulldozers sprang uniform-clad white men. Hundreds of them. In a cloud of pink-fleshed faces peeping from beneath heavy helmets, beefy hands sprouting from camouflage uniform, the white men set upon the tin shacks like unruly children destroying a colony of anthills.


  Eyes peeled back wide, in horror, I watched. Abelungu men charged. Tin walls were torn down with the inhabitants of the shacks asleep inside some. Shacks came tumbling down, revealing Primus stoves alight, pots of mealie-meal porridge madly bubbling away in others.


  Some of Blouvlei’s more stubborn residents chained themselves to the doors of their homes. But the door frames were pulled down just the same. Pulled down with those poor desperate souls chained right onto them.


  Grandpa Mxube, who lived up near the top of the hill, broke an arm in one such scuffle. To the day he died, more than a decade later, he never fully recovered the use of that arm.


  The pitiless, ruthless attack of the government people jolted Blouvlei into action. Our parents scurried to take more realistic, more aggressive, action. Defeat looked them squarely in the eye and they hurried to salvage what building material they could (not new when first used to build our Blouvlei homes and now rust-riddled and rotting), bits and pieces off their shacks, their homes. Their homes that, even as they fended off the attack, the army and the police and the university students volunteering for public service were snapping off like toys.


  In the mad scurry and hustle of that day, somehow, Mama prevailed on Tata and a few other men and got them to help move Sis’ Lulu and her things.


  ‘If each family takes some of her things, by night we’ll have most of them in Nyanga,’ was how she persuaded them. She knew that if she asked even Tata to shoulder the full responsibility of moving Lulu, he would never agree to it . . . no one person would.


  Hastily, to beat the eager demolishers and salvage what little they could of their shacks, our parents pulled down the houses themselves. With eyes bright with suppressed tears, our parents pulled down their homes, put the rusty nails in newspapers and wrapped the packets, using old doeks or pinafores; packed cardboard, zinc, poles and planks; strapped them into long unwieldy bundles, and carried them on their shoulders and on their heads.


  Like imfecane fleeing Shaka more than a century ago, our parents trekked. Dejected and dispirited, but determined to build anew, they made the long journey through the Flats. From Retreat to Nyanga, going by way of back roads and by-roads, footpaths, barely-there, grass-overgrown dirt tracks, past the endless acres of farms taming the sandy Flats, where no trains or buses ran. Past Klip, Busy-Corner, and other out-lying settlements of Heathfield; past the farms that feed Diep River, Steurhof, Plumstead, Wittebomme, Wynberg and environs, they trod. In their hundreds. They trekked. Onto the sheep and maize farms of Ottery and past the chicken farms of Lansdowne, they plodded. A long line of wearied humanity: children, women and men, following their noses, going to a place they had never seen before, where they knew not what awaited them. They trekked. Leaving their lives flattened to nothing behind them. Government vehicles hounding them, bayonets prodding their backs; confused, bedraggled and spent, at last their eyes beheld the wilderness — the barren land the government had designated to be their new home.


  We got here, and everything and everybody changed, especially Mama. In Guguletu, the new houses changed us. People believed they’d been bettered, and strove hard to live up to that perception. In their wood and zinc and cardboard houses with wooden windows, they’d needed no curtains or carpets or fancy, store-bought furniture. In the brand-new brick houses of the townships, with their glass windows, concrete floors, bare walls and hungry rooms, new needs were born. But how to satisfy these needs? The wages of fathers had certainly not been augmented. Soon, all our mothers, who had been there every afternoon to welcome us when we returned from school, were no longer there. They were working in white women’s homes. Tired, every day when they returned. Tired and angry.


  In time we did not remember coming back from school to mothers waiting with smiles.


  10.05 PM — Wednesday 25 August 1993


  It was getting late. Very late. Still, of the three men in the house, only Lunga was home. Not my husband, Dwadwa, Father-of-Siziwe. But about him, I was not that worried. He works in the Docks in Cape Town and it is not unusual for him to be late. But where was Mxolisi? Not for the first time, I asked myself what it was that made him so different from the other two children. How many times had I not spoken to him about his gadding about? About his being the eldest and therefore the one who had to set a good example for the others? Why was he so consistent in being disobedient?


  Siziwe had a pot of mngqusho (samp) simmering when I came. I was rested now. As rested as I could get with all that had happened to me earlier that evening. I waited, hoping that Mxolisi and Dwadwa would come so we could all eat together. Hoping, though, that Mxolisi would be the first to make an appearance. I was sick and tired of hearing Dwadwa’s mouth on the subject of Mxolisi’s long foot that wrote itself on all the streets and corners of Guguletu . . . day and night. What had made Mxolisi stop confiding in me? And when had that wall of silence sprung between us? I couldn’t remember. He used to tell me everything . . . and then, one day I woke up to find I knew almost nothing about his activities or his friends.


  To take my mind off the worry about my son, I sorted out some of the washing and soaked whites and fast colours. That meant I’d have less work when I did the laundry, come Saturday. But it also meant I’d have to wake up half an hour earlier the next morning. I didn’t mind that. Besides, anything was miles better than the frantic feeling that enfolded me. Indeed, I’d do the laundry now, if it would help me escape the overwhelming anxiety. But I knew I couldn’t do that, though. Just a fanciful thought. I’d wake up with not one article up on the line — Guguletu thieves took even face cloths left on the line at night. Next, I took out clothes waiting to be ironed and started on those. That would keep me going . . . till my husband came.


  Dwadwa returned with a large packet under his arm. Meat. Spleen. He’d had no trouble walking home from Netreg, the train station nearest this part of Guguletu, less than ten minutes away from the house. Yes, there were police vans lying in wait at the station, when he got off the train. But the police were in the cars, not bothering anybody. Yes, he had also seen three or four more vans while walking home. And all those Saracens at the Police Station, inside the yard as well as outside.


  ‘You don’t know what a botheration I had getting here,’ I said. Then narrated my story to him.


  I was glad I had delayed dishing up. This mngqusho business, everyday, can be boring. I skinned the ‘poor man’s liver’, grateful that Dwadwa was such a good provider. Not many in Guguletu could boast of eating meat more than once a week, on Sunday. Indeed, there were some who did not have even that. But we had meat two or three times during the week. Mostly offal. But still, meat. Now, I seasoned and fried the spleen. Just as I would liver — keeping it a minute or two longer on the stove, because it is thicker.


  Everything was ready now. Still, I delayed dishing up. Just a little longer. Hoping against hope that the boy would come. Now and then I took a peek out of the kitchen window or went to the back door to listen for voices. However, each time, the same stubborn silence greeted my investigation. A sure sign that Lunga was still alone, or with his books — which comes to the same thing.


  ‘Mother-of-Lunga,’ Dwadwa said grumpily on my return this time. ‘You’re humming these tuneless songs of yours instead of giving us our food because, once more, this Long-Foot of yours is not home?’


  ‘Siziwe, go and see whether both boys are in the hokkie,’ I said.


  ‘Don’t waste the child’s time,’ Dwadwa retorted. ‘You know full well Mxolisi is not here. Don’t send the poor girl on a wild goose chase.’


  ‘Why d’you say that?’


  ‘You think if Long-bowel were here, he’d have kept his snout from the meat this long?’ Dwadwa scowled. ‘You know his throat is a magnet, where meat is concerned.’


  I took myself to the kitchen. Dwadwa’s portrayal of Mxolisi was accurate enough. But the boy’s greed, his love of meat, all this did not concern me right now. What did, and did so with painful urgency, were his whereabouts.


  I dished up and we ate in silence. I could hardly swallow a single spoonful of that food. The thought of Mxolisi about on a night such as this was too upsetting for words. It unsettled me all right.


  As I got ready for bed, heavy was my heart with the knowledge that horror and abomination had taken place a stone’s throw away from my home. Not just because of the violence. For years . . . many, many years, we have lived with violence. This was nothing new to us. What was new was that this time, the victim was white. A white person killed in Guguletu, a black township. Killed, from all accounts, for no reason at all. Killed, in fact, while doing good. . . helping the people of the township. But then again, even that was not totally new, was it?


  
    Hayi, ilishwa, eMonti!

    Hayi, ilishwa, eMonti!

    Hayi, ilishwa, eMonti, eMonti, eMonti!

  


  But that was so long ago, that misfortune in East London. So long, long ago. In a far-away town I had never seen.


  Nearer home. In 1960 we saw how little difference it made to black people that some whites were sympathetic to their cause. Three young nurses, new in the country, heard of the atrocities the police and army were inflicting on the African people in Langa. No doubt, thinking the presence of outsiders might act as a deterrent, they came to bear witness. Near the Flats, where ‘bachelors’ were housed, a group of African men, bearing sticks and God only knows what else, came upon them. And beat them. Three defenceless, unarmed women. Beaten by a troop of men. One suffered a broken jaw. Another, several deep cuts at the back of her head. The third, a sprinter, twisted an ankle. As soon as those poor women were discharged from hospital, they left the country. Back to Belgium.


  The night is quiet, punctuated now and then by the sound of gun fire. Nothing unusual about that these days, not in Guguletu. At last, Dwadwa asks, ‘Where is this boy?’


  ‘Which boy?’ I know perfectly well he means Mxolisi.


  Dwadwa harrumphs and says not a word more. But the question he has asked and which I’ve dodged answering hangs between us as thick as a curtain.


  ‘I don’t know whether he’s come in or not,’ I venture at last, uneasy with the pregnant silence.


  ‘Mmmh-mmhh,’ Dwadwa clears his throat. That lets me know he is about to tell me something he believes is important. He wants me to pay attention. I tense, an invisible hand squishing everything inside my stomach.


  ‘Be careful,’ says my husband in the dark, for we’ve already blown the candle out. ‘This child, always vagabonding in the middle of the night . . . I tell you, Mother of Siziwe, mark my words, he will bring you a big trouble one day.’ With that, he turns and faces the wall, giving me his stiff back.


  I do not like Mxolisi’s gallivanting up and down the township like a sow that’s littered during a drought, any more than Dwadwa does. I do not like the secretiveness that has crept into his manner, of late. But here I find myself defending him, ‘All the children are like that, these days.’


  In a shot, Dwadwa sits up as though a snake is writhing beneath him. Then, he appears to change his mind and remains silent . . . deep in thought. A minute or so later, he sighs, goes back under the blankets and says, ‘Hey, Mother of Siziwe, do you hear yourself? Do you hear what you’re saying?’


  I remain silent. I do not know how to respond to his question.


  ‘Let me tell you something, wife of mine,’ says he quietly. Very quietly. ‘That is not the answer of a wise mother.’


  I am stung to retort, ‘What do you think I should do? He is no small boy, you know?’


  ‘You are still his mother.’


  ‘And you?’ The minute the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. Dwadwa is good to my children . . . to all three children. It is not his fault that Mxolisi is so disobedient. He does not treat him any differently from the other two. The boys can accuse him of being overly strict, stingy, or anything else, but in all honesty, they cannot say that he treats them in any way different from how he treats his own child, Siziwe. After my outburst, we fell into an uneasy silence.


  I could not bring myself to apologize. I could only imagine what was going on in his mind. But where was Mxolisi? What was he doing wherever he was? Why had he not come home? Why did he stay out so late, despite the numerous talking-to’s we had given him? These questions dogged me all night, and they raced through my mind as I lay wide-eyed with sleeplessness.


  When I was in school, by the year’s end one had not yet learnt the names of all the children in the class. That’s how rife overcrowding was in our schools, how bad the education of the African child was even way back then. This is what happened one year during the annual visit of the school inspectors:


  ‘Who were the taller, the Hottentots or the Bushmen?’ asked our teacher, standing behind the school inspector, sitting at the teacher’s table.


  Our hands flew up, even Mehlo, the class dullard, had his hands up.


  ‘Yes?’ said Miss Mabanga, pointing to one of the pupils.


  ‘The Hottentots!’ came the answer.


  The inspector left the classroom and we all breathed a sigh of relief that the ordeal was over.


  How clever of the teacher to show us the answer, raising her arms up in the air as she said the word Hottentots and lowering the arms on Bushmen.


  With the passage of time, our schools only grew worse. In 1976, students rose in revolt and, before long, Bantu Education had completely collapsed. It had become education in name only.


  My son, Mxolisi, is twenty. Yet he is still in Standard 6. Standard 6! As though he were twelve or thirteen years old. But then, he is not alone, neither is he the oldest student in his class. Twenty. And still in Standard 6. And I am not saying he is the brightest pupil in his class either.


  Boycotts, strikes and indifference have plagued the schools in the last two decades. Our children have paid the price.


  And your daughter, did she not go to school? Couldn’t she see all the signs telling her this is a place where only black people live? Add to that, where was her natural sense of unease? Did she not feel awkward, a fish out of water, here? That should have been a warning to her . . . a warning to stay out. Telling her the place was not for her. It was not safe for the likes of her. Oh, why did she not stay out? Why? Why did she not keep off?


  Lying in bed, contemplating the events of the day, as much as I understood them, I was amazed at how an ordinary day can turn topsy-turvy with no warning at all.


  I’d had no nightmare, no premonition, no foreboding the night before. No prescience that morning. No foresight whatsoever throughout that day . . . a Wednesday. In fact, until Madams unexpected return, all was well with my little world. Until she came and dragged me out of the kitchen and to the train station to get my bus home, driving as though the devil himself were after her. Yes, till then, it had been an ordinary day — ordinary, in the context of our lives that have become quite complex and far from ordinary.


  Look now. Look what the children have done! Poor, poor child. The one who is dead. Poor child. And her parents. I feel for her parents. For the parents of this poor child, killed by our children. My heart sorrows for them. For her mother.


  The havoc our children are visiting upon our homes has made hell-holes of these houses in which they live with the adults who brought them into this world. Intolerable. The children, in their new-found wisdom and glory, have decided that all parents carry sawdust where their brains used to be. In this new world of confusion compounded, the children are aided and abetted by adults we call leaders. Leaders of the community. Women and men we all look up to . . . or should. People whose word and deed we emulate . . . follow without question.


  ‘Make the country ungovernable!’ So said the leaders. I don’t know about the government now. Whether or not it is coping with the task of ruling the country, I cannot say. But I do know that we, parents, have become toothless dogs whose bark no one heeds.


  How did it all start? How did it begin? Where were we when the problem first cut tooth? When it first appeared in our midst?


  The answer to that is very easy. What is not, are the whys and wherefores behind it. But even that, yes, even that we can answer.


  First, our children stoned cars. We cheered them on. The cars were not our cars, they were not the cars of our neighbours or our friends, they were the cars of white people.


  
    Hayi, ilishwa, eMonti!

    Hayi, ilishwa, eMonti!

    Hayi, ilishwa! EMonti, eMonti, eMonti!


    Bamtshis’ uSista! EMonti!

    Bamtshis’ uSista! EMonti!

    Bamtshis’ uSista! EMonti, eMonti, eMonti!

    Oh, what abominable misfortune — in East London!

    They burnt a nun — in East London!

  


  I was very young when the teachers made us sing that song. Seems so long ago now. I can’t remember how we heard about the event that inspired it, though. Now we have radio and television, but how did news travel back then? Travel such distances too? East London is a good one thousand kilometres away from Cape Town.


  I think I know how we must have heard. In all probability, the news came to us via some maid or other type of servant, people employed in white homes. They would have been told by their employers. It would have been an event of which the mlungu woman or the mlungu man would have felt compelled to inform her or his servant. See what those natives (I believe that was the term then) have gone and done? Just see what they have done! Murdering a poor, defenceless woman, a woman of God. And what was she trying to do? Help them, for crying out aloud.


  But, in our school, we sang the song of the nun who was killed by black people, Africans, in far-away East London. Sang the song when not one of the teachers had taken the trouble of explaining to us that the people of East London should not have done that.


  AmaBhulu, azizinja! Today’s youth have been singing a different song. Whites are dogs! Not a new thought, by any means. We had said that all along. As far back as I can remember. Someone would come back from work fuming: amaBhulu azizinja, because of some unfairness they believed had been meted out to them that day. A slap. A kick. Deduction from wages. A deduction, neither discussed nor explained. Unless, a gruff — YOU ALWAYS LATE! or YOU BROKE MY PLATE! or YOU NOT VERY NICE TO MY MOTHER! qualifies as explanation. So, yes, our children grew up in our homes, where we called white people dogs as a matter of idiom . . . heart-felt idiom, I can tell you. Based on bitter experience.


  AmaBhulu, azizinja! they sang. And went and burnt down their schools. That’s uncalled for, a few of us mumbled beneath our breath. Well beneath. Even so, we were quickly reprimanded. There was a war on. Besides, those ramshackle, barren things were no schools. No learning took place there.


  But swiftly, our children graduated from stoning cars, white people’s cars. They graduated from that and from burning buildings. Unoccupied buildings. Public buildings. Now, they started stoning black people’s cars. And burning black people’s houses.


  We reasoned that those black people to whom such a thing happened deserved what they got. The children were punishing them for one or another misdeed. Or, indeed, some misdeeds. They had collaborated with the repressive apartheid government. Iimpimpi, informers, we labelled the whole miserable lot. People on whom the students’ righteous and wrathful acts fell. They deserved all they got. And then, some more. Iimpimpi, we called them. We called them that, without tangible reason on our part. Had the students, our children, not told us that? By burning their cars? Why would they single them out for such treatment if it were not for their guilt? We saw no parallel between the actions of the children and the witchdoctor’s smelling out of a mthakathi, a witch.


  Our children made our homes the target of their wrath and visited untold devastation on them. A few of us gasped. Privately. Safely. In the comforting isolation of our homes. What were we so afraid of? Why didn’t we ask those questions buzzing in our heads? Loud in our hearts? Demanding our attention. Demanding answers. From us. From our parents, our children, our leaders . . . the one and the same? Why didn’t we ask those questions. Ask them out loud?


  Oh, what faith we had in the integrity of the court of public opinion. The majority of us, believing ourselves safe and sound, wearing the thin shield of our innocence, wondered how our erstwhile friends had fooled us for so long. Of course, they were sell-outs. Wasn’t that what the students said? Wasn’t that why they had burnt their houses down?


  The Young Lions! We praised them. Praised our children. Down with all iimpimpi! We echoed the slogans their mouths spewed, the slogans that had become their gospel.


  The Young Lions. From near and far, admiration fell on their already swollen heads. They had tackled the much-feared enemy, the big gogga that had for so long trampled on their parents and on the parents of those parents. And theirs before them.


  Our children fast descended into barbarism. With impunity, they broke with old tradition and crossed the boundary between that which separates human beings from beasts. Humaneness, ubuntu, took flight. It had been sorely violated. It went and buried itself where none of us would easily find it again.


  Then, a man was stoned. A black man from Guguletu. A man — not a car. He was stoned and kicked and punched and knifed. Senseless. Punched blind, he reeled, fumbling his way. The children put a garland around his neck, an old, worn tyre. Then, into the tyre they poured some liquid. The fumes hit the man’s nostrils. He gagged.


  A hiss and a flash. WH-H-HOO-OO-OSHH!


  In a flaming heap, the man fell to the ground.


  Cheers rose from the crowd. The children drew nearer and nearer. Nearer to the figure writhing on the ground. Grotesque, smouldering magnet. The spectators were positively mesmerized, dazzled by the brilliance of their handiwork. Drunk with power.


  Click-click! Would you believe human beings have the capacity to stand still long enough to take aim and shoot such a horrific, marrow-chilling scene? Take pictures? Instead of setting the poor person out of his misery? Click-click! went the cameramen — several from various newspapers — from all around Cape Town. The beautiful city of Cape Town. Click-Click! They jostled each other for better positions, a better angle.


  THE NECKLACE. A new phrase was coined. Verb: To necklace. Necklacing. Necklaces. Necklaced. A new phrase was born. Shiny brand new — necklace. More deadly than gun. The necklace. That is what we chose to call our guillotine. Necklace. What an innocent-sounding noun. Who could imagine its new meaning? Just as we kept on calling, insisted on calling, the people who did the necklacing ‘children’ ‘students’ ‘comrades’, we called a barbaric act the necklace, protecting our ears from a reality too gruesome to hear; clothing satanic deeds with innocent apparel.


  Not many of our leaders came out and actually condemned the deed. Indeed, there were those who actually applauded the method, the innovative manner of killing a human being, of doing away with those with whom one was in disagreement. They said it would lead us to freedom. However, to this day, I have never heard it said that even one of the oppressors was necklaced. I had not known that it was our own people who stood in the way of the freedom we all said we desired.


  Meanwhile, soon others were similarly garlanded. All those singled out for this form of execution, were thus adorned with the quick, flaming and caressing colours. Without benefit of trial, with neither judge nor jury. No due process. No recourse to defence or appeal. Human beings were summarily murdered — No, necklaced. Quite different that is to saying someone has been murdered or killed. Necklaced. Is it more palatable?


  The mighty police appeared impotent. They did nothing about the necklacing, or did so little as to make no difference. Justice was on holiday. Or busy with more deserving matters: terrorists who, at the instigation of foreign meddlers, especially communists, were planning to overthrow the government. And, of course, always there were the pass offences.


  A war was going on, the children said. They were fighting the apartheid government.


  6


  4 am — Thursday 26 August 1993


  The shiny green arms of the alarm clock next to the bed say it is half-past-three. Long before my wake-up time. But I’m wide-eyed up. I’ll call it up although Lord only knows if I ever was down. This night just past, Dwadwa and I finally fell into an exhausted, nerve-racked and sullen silence. It wasn’t long thereafter, and I heard him snore. Typical.


  I blew the candle out and watched the dying glow of the taper. When it finally breathed its last, it seemed to give birth to a thickening in the air. In the dark, the smell of burning wax wafted slowly till it hit the bed. Imagining its aerial travel, in the gloom, I stared at shapes cavorting through the room, my fantasy working overtime.


  I guess some time between then and now I must have caught some sleep. From the way I feel, however, numbness more than sleep is what must have come over me — eventually. My eyes smart as though I’d spent the night cooking over an open fire in a windowless hut — using wood that I’d left out in the rain. The muscles supporting the neck tell me I’ve been standing on my head throughout the night. By the pale light of the moon, the room is cast in the thin gloom of almost-there light.


  What woke me up? Even the birds have not yet begun their morning chirping and twittering. In the foggy recesses of my mind, there is a hazy groping, a reaching, a searching for something that flits and slips further and away, always just out of my grasp. What woke me up? Dream or something real? What? What?


  In the flannel petticoat in which I’d slept I sit as though carved in stone, my legs dangling down the side of the bed. Behind me, Dwadwa’s breathing is steady and soft . . . calm as a new-born babe’s. Some people’s cool! I am not one of those people. All night long I fretted, tossed and turned in my half-sleep, half-worried-out-of-my-mind state. Not my husband. His capacity for sleep is truly amazing. He says all that loading and off-loading of cargo onto and from the ships saps every ounce of his strength. As soon as he flops into bed, closes his eyes, he is immediately snatched into the sea of unknowing. I work as hard. But does that give me this huge appetite for sleep?


  A sound hits my ears. Not loud, but still noise where, but a short moment before, deathlike silence reigned. The sound is muffled, but there. Suddenly, I knew.


  That sound! That is what woke me up. The same sound. Yes, yes, that’s it. I could swear it is the sound of a car door being shut. Carefully. Very, very carefully. Stealthily?


  Now I’m all ears. Waiting for another surreptitious, ever so slight clash . . . muffled . . . a car door closing. Will there be another, I wonder.


  Mxolisi? By car? Thoughts of car-hijacking flood my mind. Heaven forbid! And those can turn nasty. But Mxolisi is not a bad boy. Not at all a bad boy. Just a young person taken up with this business of politics. As all the students have been these past twenty years or so.


  Why, only two weeks ago, did he not risk his life saving a girl from a group of men who wanted to rape her?


  I strain my ears, hoping to catch the slightest sound. Silence. In my mind’s eye, however, I see people approach the house. There, they climb over the low fence, avoiding the gate lest it creaks. I wait for the inevitable footfall. Who are they and what do they want? Could it be Mxolisi? Did he ever come home last night?


  The only answer to my frantic questions is an eerie silence that blankets the pre-dawn air, pushing the walls of the house inward . . . inward . . . and ever inward. This is no longer the silence of before whatever noise hit my ear. This silence is fraught with all manner of possibility — bubbling with dark, shadowy happenings that force our eyes to scream and tear our ears. Happenings that will loosen some tongues, set them wagging for years to come, while others it will still . . . still as effectively as the tongues of izithunzela.


  My heart is a witchdoctor’s drum. The silence is suffocating. Scary. The lull between the thunder-clap and the onslaught of hail.


  GQWAA! GQWAA-GQWAA! BANG! CLANG-BANG! On door. On window. On wall. At once, the whole yard is alive and clamorous. Back and front. Torches shine through the bedroom window, accompanied by loud, unruly wraps — knuckles and sticks wielded with enthusiasm from the sound of it. I hear the same noise coming from the direction of the other rooms. The house is completely surrounded. More than the noise, however, it is the simultaneous nature of its occurrence, the intensity of the onslaught, that freezes the marrow in my bones.


  Dwadwa leaps out of bed. He is naked as the day he was born. My husband does not believe in pyjamas. He detests underwear, calling the short pair of pants he is forced to wear beneath his long pants ‘women’s drawers’. If truth be known, the whole concept of clothing is anathema to his nature. ‘If God had wanted human beings clothed, he’d have given them fur or some other kind of cover as He did with animals,’ is his constant rider whenever the subject comes up. If it were not for the fact that in his job he often has to strip to the waist, I’m sure he would not bother wearing underpants.


  Even as Dwadwa grabs his pants, which he’d thrown over a chair the previous night, and kicks his legs into them, Siziwe suddenly comes charging into the room. Next thing I know, there she is clambering right into the bed, into the space vacated by her father but a moment before. She is whimpering and shaking like a leaf blown about by a fierce south-easter gale.


  I put my hand over her mouth, shake my head at her while, with my other hand, I pat her on the back. Pat her as though I were putting a little baby to sleep.


  There is a fresh barrage from outside. Loud, gruff voices demand, ‘Open up! Open up!’ There is angry thudding and banging against the back door, as though someone were butting his shoulder against it with all his might. Pushing against it. Forcing the door open. Breaking in by force.


  Years ago, there would have been no question in my mind that this was a police raid. However, with things what they are these days, what they have become, who can be sure? It is not unheard of that skollies, hooligans, common criminals or comrades come disguised as police. And, at times, it is hard to know which is worse. To be fried alive is a terrible thing and little solace can come from the knowledge that one dies at the hands of one’s own group, fighting for everybody’s freedom?


  ‘Who’s that?’ Dwadwa, who by now has his pants and a shirt on, calls out in the dark. At the sound of his voice, the commotion stops.


  ‘Police! Open up!


  Is it the police? . . . At this time? A new fear stabs my heart. Mxolisi! Did he return last night? Has something happened to my child? In the back of my mind I know that the police wouldn’t come like this, in the middle of the night, to tell us about something happening to Mxolisi.


  “Coming!’ my husband shouts back, in answer to the resumption of the clangorous raps, which are, if anything, more ferocious this time.


  I reach for the box of matches under my pillow, strike a match, and light the candle. That is when I realize that I should put on a dress . . . that I am not dressed to have strange men’s eyes rake over my body.


  In the frail and reluctant light of the candle, no one speaks. No one has words to say. However, there are questions galore. Questions. Frightful, frightening questions chase each other. In our eyes. Wide with fear and apprehension. But there are no answers there. Not in any of the eloquent eyes. Only questions.


  Dwadwa turns on his heel and leaves the room. A second later, I hear him unbolt the kitchen door. Suddenly, there is a loud crash.


  ‘What d’you think you’re doing?’ I hear Dwadwa’s angry shout. ‘Don’t you see that I’m opening the door? Why do you break my door?’ he bellows.


  C-R-R-AA-A-CK! The sound of wood connecting with bone.


  ‘Uhh-huh!’


  Footsteps. A horde of feet, marching, trampling over the wooden floor of the kitchen. Bold and angry footsteps enter the dining-room.


  ‘They’re going to kill us! Mama, they’re going to kill us!’ The nearer the footsteps come, the louder Siziwe screams. Her eyes are wild with fear.


  ‘Sshh!’ I say, bending over the bed and scooping her into my arms. ‘Sshhh!’ I wag a stern finger at her then put it on my pouted lips.


  Clutching the blanket tightly around her, she nods. Several times rapidly, her head goes up and down. Her eyes are wider than the Sahara.


  ‘We said open up an hour ago!’ The voice booms as though coming through a loudspeaker; my heart stops; the walls of the house shiver. There is no answer from Dwadwa.


  ‘Why did you take such a long time? What’ah you trying to hide?’ Thunk! The sound of a boot connecting to but is quickly followed by the scraping of the floor as a chair or some other heavy object overturns.


  Through the slightly open door, agitated beams dart back and forth, illumining the pitch black of the dining-room; flashes of lightning spearing an inky night. I want to scream, but there is a frog at the back of my throat.


  I snatch the candlestick. The movement is abrupt and unplanned; it frightens the candle, upsets its tummy and it erupts, spewing molten lava which scalds the back of my hand. Fighting back the stinging tears, I bite my lower lip. Siziwe’s sharp intake of breath sounds like a sniff. I peer at her. Make my eyes hard, a sign that tells her Don’t Move! Then, holding the candlestick high, I make my way to the front room.


  An army of policemen has taken the dining-room over. I say policemen, for even in the erratic and unevenly flashing light the glimmer and glitter of brass epaulettes is unmistakable. Enough of the men are in police uniform, although just as many are in plain clothes. What a relief to see that our visitors are, indeed, the law.


  However, swift on the steps of that relief came apprehension. Yes, these were police, but . . . what did that mean? The police are no security to us in Guguletu — swift comes the correction as I remember people killed by the police . . . including children. Mzamo. Zazi. The police even killed important people like Biko. Even important white people, sometimes. That’s what people say. Although we do not know the names of those white people, but we know that they too were killed.


  Alarm tasted bitter in my mouth. What did the police want? And why so many of them? What did they want? And why this pre-dawn raid on our house?


  The police were everywhere; but where was Dwadwa? In the forest of blue-clad legs, bumbling bodies and flashing torches, he seemed to have disappeared.


  Meanwhile, my entrance seemed to have signalled an open invitation to the bedroom, the room I had just left. Unceremoniously shoving me to the side, three or four of the men rushed in, brandishing their torches.


  I turned to follow them.


  Another pushed past me, sending the candlestick skittering on the floor, plunging the room in darkness — complete darkness save for the flashing light of the torches.


  Without thinking, I fell down on all fours, meaning to retrieve the candlestick. A hopeless task since the fall had snuffed the candle out. The sudden dark, thicker than before I’d lit the candle.


  Just then, two sounds hit my ears: a loud crash from the backyard. Instantly, I knew that someone had broken the hokkie door down. And Siziwe’s scream.


  I forgot why I was on the floor, hands blindly groping around in the shimmer-filled, splintered dark, hands dodging angry raps of torches . . . searching. In one second flat, I reach the bed.


  Siziwe is no longer here. Even with the faint and flickering light of the restless beams, I see that the bed is bare. Nevertheless, I grope all over the bed.


  All the while, an unholy din dyes the air. Boots hammer the floor, boots kick at what furniture there is in the house, sending things crashing against walls, colliding with each other and clattering onto floor. Planks creak and groan. Walls reverberate while the very air grows thick and warm.


  A large, unfriendly hand grabs my neck, stapling flesh and garment. As a pin lifted by a magnet, I am snatched from the bed. Only to be dumped on the floor. The same hand (or its brother or cousin) clasps itself to my shoulder and hauls me up . . . drags me bumpity-bump along the floor. Out of the bedroom, through the dining-room and into the kitchen. Mercifully, this room is now all lit up. Enough torches in steady hands beam here. A whole klomp of policemen line the room, doing nothing except hold their torches high.


  My eyes dart about, searching for the girl. However, the search is disrupted as one of the men asks:


  ‘Where is he?’ The voice is raised and angry. It is a hideous voice, quite startling. There is something not human about it. And one look at his face and you know he robbed some poor bull frog of his . . . and an ox for his neck and eyes.


  ‘Where is he?’ bullfrog-face snarls at me. Only, the snarl is not at all successful — it is a cross between a growl and a bray. The voice comes straight from a donkey.


  ‘Where is who?’ I ask, putting my arm across my face to shield my eyes from the light of the torch trained hard on them.


  ‘This boy of yours?’


  ‘Which one?’


  ‘Wat is die jong se naam, jy?’ He addresses himself to one of the African policemen there.


  ‘UMxolisi, Mama,’ the African policeman, gives the answer directly to me.


  ‘Where is he?’ Donkey Voice glares at me.


  ‘I don’t know,’ I reply, truthfully.


  Quick as a wink, I feel the sting of his beefy hand. My face is on fire. Even so, lying on the floor, I wonder — Where did that come from? What amazing swiftness from someone of such girth! Crazy, the thoughts that assail one . . . crazy and incongruous at a moment like this.


  On the walls and ceiling of the unlit room, the unsteady, flickering torch beams paint thin, elongated, ghost-pale figures. The figures feint and dance and gaily frolic.


  As I get used to the light from this vantage, I see that Dwadwa and the children are here . . . the two younger children. Of course, Mxolisi is still God only knows where. Absurdly, that is when I realize that I am lying in that pool of light with nothing on but the flannel petticoat, thin with wear, that doubles as nightie by night.


  Had the police been searching for a needle, they could not have been more meticulous. They practically pulled the house apart; tore mattress, pillows, the doors off wardrobes and the lining off coats hanging in those wardrobes. They looked in beds, they looked under beds, and they took the ceiling down and peered between the rafters. They pulled the floor boards up. They knocked a wall down. Outside in the backyard, they simply dismantled the boys’ hokkie. They tore the planks off, breaking each and every one of them. Breaking them so that we would never be able to put them together again. That hokkie would have to be built up from scratch. Starting with getting new planks, new cardboard, and a lot of nails besides.


  When they were quite satisfied Mxolisi was not in the house, not in the hokkie, not in the garden, they beat up Lunga although we told them over and over again that he was not Mxolisi . . . not the boy they were looking for. They beat up Lunga even though we told them his name was Lunga and not Mxolisi. They beat him up because, as they said, he should have known his brother’s whereabouts.


  ‘You must be your brother’s keeper, ma’an!’ said one, laughing uproariously. ‘Otherwise, what kind’ affer brother you are, hey?’


  ‘We are tired of this andaz’, andaz’ of you people,’ another threw in, as they left. At last.


  Now they were gone. The police were gone. Gone to wherever they had come from. We could not. No, not us. We could never go back to who we were before they had come. We could never go back to that time or place. Nothing would ever be the same for us. We had been hurtled headlong into the eye of a raging storm.


  7


  From the beginning, this child has been nothing but trouble. But you have to understand my son. Understand the people among whom he has lived all his life. Nothing my son does surprises me any more. Not after that first unbelievable shock, his implanting himself inside me; unreasonably and totally destroying the me I was. The me I would have become.


  Troubles come thick as the hairs of a well-fed dog, my people say. In 1973, they certainly did for me. Fifteen. I was only fifteen. But that is the year my son was born. January 4th. And all I had feared at the beginning of the previous year was the monster of a teacher I was getting, strict Mr Vazi.


  I was thirteen, almost fourteen, January 1972. About to start the final class of Primary School. I was going into Standard Six and, come year’s end, would sit for external examinations. A not insignificant step, as Mama reminded me daily: Gone is the time for playing.


  Mama had high hopes for me . . . for both of us, my brother and me. Our parents believed that education would free us from the slavery that was their lot as uneducated labourers.


  Yes, we had our plans. But the year had its plans too; unbeknown to us, of course.


  Looking back, I don’t even know where to start. Where to lay a finger and say, this is where things began to unravel for me.


  But, of one thing I am certain: 1972 definitely delivered more than I had bargained for. However, things began going all awry from the previous February 1971, when my moon time first appeared. That was bad luck number one. As that upside-down year limped to an end, even the long summer holidays promised little reprieve from the ennui brought by Mama’s constant worry that I would get pregnant. Not that I’d given her any reason to think like that. But everything about me seemed to upset her these days.


  Then, my best friend and I had a fall out. On the first day of the year, too. New Year’s Day, 1972. Bad luck number two.


  We had gone to the beach, as was customary then. Teenagers converged at the beach during what we called the ‘Big Days’, the public holidays over the Christmas season. That day I discovered that Nono had a huge secret from me. She was my brother’s girlfriend. I felt such a fool. The two had been seeing each other for months. Nono coming over to my home, pretending she was coming to see me. Khaya, my stupid brother, just happening to be there. Oh, for weeks thereafter I would not speak to her. As far as I was concerned, she had betrayed me in the worst possible way . . . with my brother. So, for a while, I was a loner because, of my school friends, Nono was the only one who lived close by.


  One day, Mama sent me to Claremont, the white suburb where we did grocery shopping. Imagine my surprise and delight when I ran into a former class mate from the halcyon Blouvlei days. This was a rather rare experience, one often accompanied by promises of staying in touch forever thereafter, ‘Now that we’ve found each other again’. However, with no phones or money with which to take the occasional bus trip and visit one another, maintaining ties could not and did not happen. In what was a fond fancy, a feeble attempt to hide our embarrassment at yearning for the impossible, we’d say to each other on such occasions, ‘Come and visit me!’ We’d say that, not really expecting what we were asking for to happen . . . Not believing it would. And the answer, equally simple and easy and impossible, ‘Soon,’ never failed to come. ‘Soon!’ or ‘Sure!’


  Stella and I had shared a desk since Sub-Standard A, the first year of school, until, with the forced removals, we were separated. I was half-way through my errands, walking along the Main Road, when I heard a voice hail me from behind. Time simply fell away. I was flung back into then and there . . . to that warm and familiar place . . . to that other time, that had been so much sweeter. That voice — at once chesty and robust — as though the owner suffered from a perpetual cold but had lungs the size of an elephant’s — that voice that reminded one of an organ . . . never a pure note to it but far from frail.


  I whirled around and there three-four metres behind me, on the other side of the street, legs bent out backward at knee as though bracing herself to heave a mighty weight upward, there she was.


  Excitedly, we waved at each other in between gaps made by passing cars and bustling pedestrians. At once, Stella indicated by wave of hand, shooing me to stay put, that she would cross over to my side of the street. How long had it been since I’d last seen her? A year? More? My heart doing the gum-boot dance, I waited.


  At last, there she was, right beside me. We hugged and kissed, unashamed tears streaming down our cheeks. Then we stepped back, the better to see. We held each other at arm’s length. We were both a lot taller and carried a lot more flesh on the bone than we remembered each other. Acknowledging the tremendous changes that had taken place in our bodies, we smiled knowingly.


  The way a braggart of a boy would show off, Stella hooked thumb at shoulder, digging beneath the blouse, and pulled: thwack!


  My mouth fell open. ‘You wear a bra?’


  Her brows shot upward. ‘Of course,’ she said, lips slowly spreading sideways, chasing the ears.


  Arms slung carelessly around each other’s shoulders, we strolled to CNA bookshop to get Mama’s horse-racing card. This was my last errand and Stella had already finished whatever business had brought her to Claremont. On our way back the way we had come, now going to the buses, Stella suddenly stopped, looked at me eyes widened comically and whispered, ‘Let’s go over there.’ She was pointing away from the direction of the bus terminus.


  My brows shot up, this time.


  ‘You know how nosy these toppies are,’ she answered my unvoiced question.


  Although we had always felt that adults were meddlesome, I didn’t recall our ever actually fleeing from them in the old days unless, busy at play, we were dodging being called home. Why would she be avoiding grownups now?


  ‘Whatever for?’ I asked.


  ‘Just come!’


  Not waiting for my response, Stella lead the way up Station Road and toward Saint Saviour’s Anglican Church behind the shopping area. I followed her and we walked up the road and into the church gardens.


  As soon as we’d found a seat, my friend fished out a small packet of cigarettes and a box of matches from her bra.


  ‘Don’t be such a baby,’ she said to my involuntary gasp of astonishment.


  ‘You smoke?’ The silly question slipped past my lips. I felt such a clot. Why is it that a mouth doesn’t come furnished with a lid or zip? Lips can be so inadequate. This was one of those times I knew mine would certainly have done with a more secure guard.


  Stella blew smoke right into my face. I guess that was a fitting answer to a dumb question.


  I moved back; sliding along the bench till I was a foot or so away from her.


  She did not attempt to close the gap my moving away had created. The cigarette smoke curled up, forming a hazy screen in front of her face, making her eyes squint and cry. She looked so grown up, all of a sudden.


  ‘D’you know that Toptop has a stomach?’ she asked.


  ‘No, she doesn’t!’ I moved back, closer to her again. ‘You’re pulling my leg!’ I gave my friend a hard, searching look. Toptop was our age. How could she be expecting a baby?


  But Stella nodded several times slowly. ‘Yes, she does,’ she said, again blowing out smoke. Then she answered a question I had not even thought of asking.


  ‘My boyfriend taught me,’ and pulled hard on the cigarette.


  Stella stayed near many of the people from Blouvlei. The families that had got into concrete houses from the word go, formed a little cluster, an enclave within the township. They even called that part of Guguletu Blouvlei.


  The litany of disasters was endless. Nomabhelu, another ex-Blouvlei girl, had been married off to a man old enough to be her father, Stella said. And on and on and on. None of the news I was getting was cheering. Stella didn’t seem to have anything to tell me that was funny, happy, or carefree. Problem after problem, that’s all she talked about. And I was worse off. I had no news to give her . . . nothing that, in light of her startling revelations, seemed at all important.


  We were both quiet as we walked back to the Main Road and toward the buses. I suppose we both were a little sad at the imminent parting. I know I was somewhat subdued from all these things I had heard.


  Suddenly, Stella stopped walking and cried out, ‘Oh, I nearly forgot!’ A bout of coughing forced a pause before she continued. ‘Did I tell you that Sis’ Lulu passed away?’ A look of sadness passed over her face. Very briefly. One second, it was there, the next, gone. Had I imagined it?


  My stomach plunged to my knees. I dropped the bag of groceries I was carrying for my arms had died while the fingers of my hands changed to withered stumps, totally without feeling.


  ‘Wha-aat?’ I heard an unfamiliar voice croak.


  ‘Ja,’ Stella shrugged. ‘Last month. She and one of the twins. The one called Guguletu, nogal’. Incongruously, she smiled. That is, I saw her lips stretch sideways, barring her teeth. But as for her eyes, whatever lurked there, however briefly, horrified me. The furthest thing from a smile I’d ever seen. Since then, I have ever only seen such once or twice. Those eyes burned with an intense and urgent hate. A murderous venom.


  However, the next moment, the eyes returned themselves to their former look. Gone, the fierce loathing. And while somewhere in the deep recesses of my addled brain I feebly groped for understanding, Stella added:


  ‘You do remember, she had twins?’ Brows raised, eyes widened in question, she asked.


  All I could do is shake my head. Not that I meant that I did not remember. Indeed, I remembered only too well. The twins, nicknamed Guguletu and Blouvlei, because people swore one was born in Blouvlei and the other in Guguletu. Of course, that’s an exaggeration, they were hours old when they came to Guguletu. Still, it’s a way of remembering, I suppose, how they had to run to obey the law as soon as they were born. Guguletu and Blouvlei. And now little Guguletu and his mother were no more.


  Later, when I told Mama about Sis’ Lulu, she said, ‘God! we’ve been so dispersed, so divided and scattered in this place, we hear of such sad news months and months after the event and after the person’s been long buried.’ She stopped and looked at me . . . but her eyes said she was looking far away.


  ‘She was so young. Poor Lulu,’ she shook her head. ‘Wonder what will happen to the children now.’ Mama’s voice had aged. It had become her mother, Makhulu’s voice: thin, uncertain, distant and unfocused.


  Hearing bad news always makes me stupid. It’s as though my mind refuses to take in certain matters that it finds unbearable. It was only days later that I asked myself how Sis’ Lulu and her baby were buried. This time of year, I knew, Bhut’ Willie was away at sea. Who had seen to their funeral? Could mother and son have been buried without him? If so, what did that mean? Had he been told of the deaths? How? Would he return one day to find he no longer had a wife? Find one of his three boys also dead? Half his family was gone?


  I really meant to visit Stella. That would show Nono I didn’t need her. But, strangely, it was that meeting that put Nono and me together again. For when I saw her near the bathrooms, where hers and ours and those of the two neighbours between us converge, I couldn’t help blurting out:


  ‘Know what? I saw Stella in Claremont, yesterday.’ And that was the beginning of the end of our silly quarrel. Which was tremendous good luck, for me, as things turned out. A new boy arrived from the village of Cala. Handsome as spring weather, and as popular. But it was me China chose for a girlfriend. I, who had never before had a boy interested in her in her whole long life. Bliss was my name.


  Only trouble, boyfriends were forbidden. Mama would kill me if she found out. I wasn’t even sure that Khaya wouldn’t tell Mama if he knew. Nono was my only ally. Dear, darling Nono. And I sure needed an ally. Mama had become quite unreasonable. Ever since my moon time came. With the coming of the red monthly visitors, Mama went berserk, I swear.


  ‘Never let a boy come anywhere near you. Do you hear me?’ She said, ‘You will have a stomach if you do.’


  For months, thereafter, I went around avoiding touching, even hands, with any boy. Including my own brother. It was Nono who explained what Mama meant. Mama who used words so much, one would have thought she could have done a better job explaining this whole business to me.


  But that was not her way of doing things. Not as far as my being in danger was concerned. She seemed to think each time I left the house, I could only return with a stomach. To the disgrace of the entire Chizama clan; not just our family. Besides, she was a secretary of the Mothers’ Union at our church. With such high office, she didn’t want anyone to say she had raised a rotten potato. By all means, Mama made sure her potato stayed unspoilt.


  ‘Come, lie down, here,’ she said the first time.


  Puzzled, I looked at her and at the white towel to which she pointed. Why had she spread a clean towel on the floor? I wondered.


  ‘Take off your bloomers and lie down on the towel.’ Mama never used the word panties. Bloomers was her word. Always. She had explained to me that was what they were called when they first appeared in her village. Bloomers. So, in her mind, bloomers they stayed. Forever.


  There was a struggle, brief and feeble on my part. However, when Mama wanted something done, it got done. And in the manner she wanted it done. That was the beginning of many a trial, for me. Mama’s making sure I remained ‘whole’ or ‘unspoilt’ as she said.


  ‘God put mothers on earth, to ensure the health of their daughters,’ I heard often, whenever I attempted to resist the practice. Each time she looked, she’d wash her hands thereafter. But I was the one who felt dirty. But then, who could I tell the terrible secret to? My best friend, Nono? I’d rather have died first.


  During the March ten-day school holidays, bad luck number three fell upon us all. We closed school on Friday. When we woke up, Sunday morning, Ribba was dead. She attended our school and was only two-three years older than Nono and me.


  She died during a botched back-yard abortion. The only kind available then. Even then, pretty scarce, difficult to procure, and, needless to say, illegal.


  The monthly examinations changed to once a month and every time I was late coming home. No matter where I’d been or with whom. Next, Mama took out the hems of my skirts and dresses. She didn’t want me running around asking for trouble, she said. Besides, I was no longer a child. I was grown, a woman.


  Manono, Nono’s mother, let her wear pants, short skirts, and anything else she wanted. I was sure she did not inspect Nono. Of course, I didn’t ask my friend about that. How could I do that without letting her know Mama did that to me? I would die, I was sure, if anyone ever got to know that about me.


  China did, though. From our first meeting, he knew. He guessed from my blurting out, ‘Mama will know!’ and refusing even to sit next to him, in the bush, where we were meeting. Although I loved him with all my heart.


  Fortunately, he was a very sensible and sensitive boy. Respected me. Respected and feared his father. Therefore, he had no intention of getting me or himself into that kind of trouble. We spent any time we could squeeze together, kissing and having ‘play sex’. No penetration. Mama had warned me never to sleep with a boy as a wife does with her husband. With Nono and China’s help, I eventually worked out what that meant. And, with China’s complete agreement and support, stayed away from it.


  I don’t know what got Mama to suspect something was going on between Khaya and Nono. She began to find fault with Nono and her frequent visits. But, above all, with her going into Khaya’s hokkie even without me being there. Khaya, a year older, was Mama’s darling. It killed her that he was in the same class as Nono and me.


  Mama’s increasing dislike of Nono could hardly escape notice, for Mama mumbled what amounted to obscenities about the girl, whenever Nono came by.


  ‘Look at those short things she is wearing. Tell me, just tell me, is she not asking for trouble? What does her mother think, letting her go out of the house naked? Oh, she is selling herself, that’s for sure. She is selling herself. Do we not all know that a hoe is bought when its shiny sharpness is seen?’


  Nono told her mother about Mama’s remarks. Manono came to complain to Mama, who feigned shock and surprise that Nono had taken offence at anything she might have said . . . to her or about her.


  ‘Mmelwane,’ a much surprised Mama said. ‘Can we no longer tease our children? Has it come to that?’


  But Manono was no born-yesterday chicken. A few choice words were exchanged. By the time she left, she and her good neighbour had papered over things a bit.


  But, ‘I don’t care what they think or say,’ Mama fumed as soon as Manono left. ‘And the less you or Khaya see of that she-dog, the better,’ she said. ‘I don’t like her . . . and never will.’


  Imagine Mama’s chagrin, her bitter disappointment and anger, when, two short months later, in the second week of the June holidays, a tight-lipped Manono came to tell Mama that Nono was pregnant, and Khaya was responsible. An already far from pretty situation turned uglier. Naturally, in her anger and disappointment, Manono cursed Khaya. More, she cursed his whole clan.


  Mama retaliated by forbidding me to talk to Nono.


  ‘I will kill you with my bare hands if I catch you talking to that she-dog!’ she said, putting all the blame on Nono.


  ‘Nono should have taken better care of herself,’ she said. ‘It is the girl’s responsibility, as far as I’m concerned, to see that certain boundaries are not crossed.’


  Instead of blaming Khaya, Mama said, ‘Manono should look in the mirror and ask herself what it was she had failed to do for such a thing to happen to her daughter.’


  Not that she made much sense to me, but Mama seemed to be of the opinion that Manono was even more to blame for Nono’s pregnancy than Nono herself. Khaya, she pointed out, could not be blamed. ‘What do you expect from a boy if you go and spread yourself beneath him?’


  I was lucky that way. As I’ve already said, China was careful and all we did was play sex, with him never going higher than a little above mid-thigh. As I had so often heard Mama grumble, ‘A good girl does not sleep with a boy in the manner of a wife with her husband.’ And I was a good girl.


  Naturally, I was terribly sorry for Nono in her situation. Moreover, her getting pregnant got me back into a grave I had managed to escape. Mama went back to demanding to see me. When I’d come to realize that the event was going to be routine, I’d flatly refused. Not scolding nor threat of beating would move me. Not even threat of putting me out of the house would make me budge. Eventually, Mama had given up, telling me, ‘Isala kutyelwa sibona ngolophu! — She who refuses advice will learn through burn marks!’


  But now, with Nono pregnant, Mama resumed her demands and told me up front, ‘If you don’t want me to see you, I’m calling your fathers to come and do it themselves. I will not be responsible for anything untoward happening to you.’


  ‘Nothing is going to happen to me, Mama,’ I said. Not for the first time, I was deeply grateful China didn’t demand or expect that I split myself wide open for him in our secret encounters.


  The stand-off between Mama and me lasted less than a week. I fully expected Mama to act on her threat at the weekend. But, of course, I also hoped against hope that she wouldn’t call my uncles to come and inspect me. I also knew that if she did, they would certainly give me some kind of option, a way out in their eyes. I could hear one of them clear his throat and say:


  ‘Mmh-mhh! Our daughter, ehh . . . our sister, your mother here, has called us to our home because of her love for you. She only wants to do what is good for you . . . good and right and proper. Fitting. Now, are you going to force us to do this, or will you let your mother do what she must do, what all mothers should do?’


  But I had not realized how completely Nono’s pregnancy had deranged Mama. Come Friday, didn’t she come up with something I had totally not foreseen?


  ‘Mandisa, get your school books and uniform ready. On Sunday, I’m taking you to Gungululu.’


  I cried and pleaded with her. I promised to be good, do all the housework, do it even before she asked me to; never miss school; do all my laundry as well as my brother’s. I would do hers too, I said. And Tata’s, when he came back from sea.


  But all was to no avail. Nothing I said or did would change my mother’s mind.


  I was so desperate not to be sent away, banished to the village, where one never saw meat until a cow or another beast died, I even brought the hated white towel out myself, spread it on the floor and urged Mama to see me . . . see that I was still a whole girl, complete and untouched.


  But, nothing helped. Mama had lost all reason. She felt that the only way I could escape getting pregnant was if she went and hid me in the village, ‘where children still know how to behave’. She would not trust even her own eyes, she said.


  Two months to my fourteenth birthday, Mama took me, by train, to the hard place of her birth and growing up, the village of Gungululu, where children were named according to the spaces between the years of rain. Fourteen, almost. Banished to a far-away desert. To go and stay with her mother, Makhulu, someone I had not set eyes on in all my life. Someone who had never seen me before.


  Gungululu — September 1972


  First cocks had not yet crowed. The ridges of the grass mat on which I lay branded welts to my side. Not a mouse stirred, the rondavel was dead, dead quiet; a mirror to the eerie quiet pressing the walls inward till they threatened to collapse on me. Outside, I knew at this time of day, lay the heavy still darkness that precedes dawn, muffling all life as petulant night held its breath before it gathered itself up for inevitable flight at the assault of dawn. On my back, in the dark, I lay wide-eyed staring at the ceiling — at the dizzying rafters radiating from pillar to wall, dividing the thatch above me into twelve neat sections. I had counted them, soon after my arrival here, during those sleepless nights, three months ago. Three long months ago.


  Swifter than a blink, my mind sped to Cape Town. To a special someone there. Was he up? I wondered. China. The dear face swam before my eyes. Fleeing the all-too-familiar pain, I kicked the blankets off, got up, left the hut and went around to the back.


  I was just reaching for the door, on my way back, when Makhulu’s voice hailed:


  ‘Sowuvukile? Unjan’ ukuvuya, nivala?’


  ‘Ewe, Makhulu,’ I answered. That yes would suffice for both questions, I reckoned. I was up and sure was glad the school holidays had come. Finally.


  The last day of the third quarter of the year. My first quarter at a new school, hundreds of kilometres from home. My mind turned to the last school closing. June. And the events surrounding it. Events it hemmed. So remote they seemed now. Their consequences, however, were my daily bread. Bitter as gall. They were the reason for my being where I was: Gungululu Village, my mother’s girlhood home.


  I remembered my fervent promises to Mama. But those promises of good behaviour fell on deaf ears. Thinking about it, even now, made me so angry, my eyes smarted. I had given Mama no reason for concern, but had that stopped her from pursuing ‘ . . . the only solution I can see.’? She banished me to this remote village of the Transkei, where I thought I would die. The by-product of Mama’s caution, separation from China, was unbearable.


  China. I was certain that were it not for him . . . and, to a lesser extent, Makhulu, the end of the school semester would not have found me alive. Dear, dear China.


  But it was Makhulu, Mama’s mother, whose daily ministrations, especially in the beginning, had helped keep me not only sane . . . but bodily alive. She made sure I ate, in a roundabout way finding out my preferences and making sure to cook those even when, as I found out later, she didn’t particularly care for the dish herself. When I returned from school, I could bet on her saying, ‘Kalok’ umam’ akho akakho apha,’ as she plonked a bowl of umvubo or some other titbit on the kitchen table even as I changed from the black gym dress and white shirt to my day clothes. But I saw through her guise. If Mama’s absence were the only reason for her caring so much, her kind acts would surely have worn off soon after Mama left. However, Makhulu’s kindness, her gentle ways, could not stop that other hunger. The gnawing question in the mind of the abandoned child, the banished child, the forsaken child. Since the day I watched as Mama walked away . . . watched her dry-eyed, still as a heron fishing by the riverside, I had never again been alone. Mama left. A stranger walked into the place in my heart she had left unoccupied: grief, sharp as a new razor.


  But here I was. I had survived the first three months. Three to go. Then I’d be done with Primary School. What then? What special brand of torture was Mama brewing back in Cape Town? As far as I could see, we had two choices: Cape Town, where I could attend one of the two high schools in the area. Cheaper, as I would be living at home. Or, I would be sent to boarding school. I prayed it would be the latter. But of late, God had been less than inattentive to my prayers; so although I had not come to discount Him completely, I thought it best not to depend on Him wholly. Look where that had got me in the past.


  Three weeks before school closed, on my way from school, I had stopped for mail at the village shop, where the whole region, some twenty or so villages, got its mail. Baas Setheni, a white man, and his wife ran the shop. No letter from China. Leaving the shop, the detour I’d made suddenly wearisome, tedious and long, my feet lead, I trod homeward. Mocking me, was Makhulu’s letter in my hand. What did she need with a letter?


  As was her wont, Makhulu was sitting on her grass mat on the floor, doing some mending, when I got home. She sat with her back against the wall, and her legs, stretched out in front of her, were loosely wrapped in her black skirt so that only the feet peeped from beneath the loose floral pinafore she wore on top.


  ‘Where is it from?’ she asked when, following the exchanging of greetings and a few pleasantries, I told her she had a letter. She didn’t look up.


  ‘East London.’


  ‘East London?’ she stopped. Stopped the sewing and looked up. ‘East London!’ she repeated. However, this time, her words were more exclamation than question.


  ‘Yes, Makhulu,’ I said. ‘It is from East London.’


  ‘Hurry and get every living thing inside,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s not rain but a deluge that’ll fall upon us, if that letter’s from Funiwe!’ In the same unhurried voice, Makhulu continued. Sewing still in her hands, she had not resumed the mending but sat there, looking at me as though she couldn’t quite believe what I said. Auntie Funiwe is Mama’s younger sister. Her only sister. Malume, their brother, is the middle child.


  ‘What are you waiting for?’ Makhulu asked suddenly. ‘Open it and read it for me!’


  ‘What?’ midway through the letter, she interrupted my reading. ‘Read me that again,’ she said. ‘Read over that again.’


  I did.


  Again and again, Makhulu made me stop and go over some detail.


  ‘Bulisa kuBhuti lowo. Yithi ndiyamkhumbula, kumnandi ke kuba siza kubonana kungekudala. Greetings to older brother. Tell him I miss him and am glad we will see each other before long.’ I had come to the end of the letter. At long last.


  The mending carelessly thrust to her side — for once, she had not folded it neatly and put it back into the sewing-bag — Makhulu sat still, her jaw dropped so that her mouth hung open as her eyes stared blindly into the distance.


  ‘He, Mntan’ omntan’am, Hey, Child of My Child,’ Makhulu said solemnly. Her voice a bare whisper, she continued, without looking at me, standing there at her feet. ‘Where does it say, this letter, that it is coming from Funiwe?’ she asked, eyes still focused on some distant object only she could see.


  I showed her the name, knowing full well the squiggles on the page meant nothing at all to her. Makhulu scrunched her face. Eyes narrowed to a slit, she peered at the point where my finger lay. It would not have mattered two hoots whether I had showed her to the salutation, body, or ending of the letter. But the way she poured over those letters made me a little uneasy. As though she could really divine the mystery they held.


  I thought she was satisfied for, nodding her head, she harrumphed and made as though she were about to resume her mending. But as I turned around to go to the bowl waiting for me on the table at the top of the hut, once more, Makhulu’s voice arrested me to the spot.


  ‘You said, did you not, Mzukulwana, that the letter comes from Funiwe herself?’


  ‘That’s right, Makhulu.’


  ‘And it says she is going to have a baby?’


  ‘Yes, Makhulu.’


  There was a pause, but I remained where I was for I sensed that she was not done with her questions. I was right. Although, what came next were not really questions but observations, musings.


  ‘SesikaLizbethi waseBhayibhileni, ndifung’ uBaw’ ekobandayo! It’s Biblical Elizabeth’s story all over again, by my father’s bones in the cold earth!’ There followed some mumbled comments I couldn’t catch before she went on in a more audible manner, her voice once more raised:


  ‘Funiwe? The same who got married even before you were born? Funiwe? Expecting a baby?’ Then, in a calmer voice, she turned to me and, addressing me more directly, said, ‘Does she say she’s had the baby or she’s still expecting it?’


  ‘Makhulu,’ I answered, ‘Auntie Funiwe says she’s coming here to have the baby.’


  ‘Here?’ she asked and quickly added, ‘When does she say she’s coming?’


  ‘She doesn’t say exactly when . . . only as soon as schools close. But yes, she’s coming to have the baby here.’


  ‘Schools? Schools?’ Makhulu asked, brow furrowed. ‘What has she got to do with schools? When did she become a teacher?’


  She made me go over that letter four more times. Then, when she finally accepted what it said, when she allowed herself to believe the news, her shoulders sagged as a long soft sigh escaped through her immobile lips. Hands lay open and limp on her thighs. Her eyes closed. Only to open an invisible tap inside. Great blobs of silent tears coursed down her trembly cheeks and washed over the finely wrinkled face. I stood there, unable to move, filled with fear lest I disturb the wordless thanksgiving, so heartfelt.


  Many moments later, Makhulu brought herself back. Wiping her face with the back of her hand, she tried to smile. But that just brought a fresh waterfall. Quickly, she bent forward and reached toward her toes, grabbed the hem of her pinafore, turned it over and brought it to her face.


  That night, as I lay dozing off at that time between warm woozy wakefulness and complete collapse of consciousness, the final plunge into oblivion, a bell rang . . . deep in the inner recesses of my mind: BOO-OING! Triggered by something Makhulu had said earlier.


  Yes! I would ask Auntie Funiwe. I would ask to go and do my high school studies in East London. Stay with her. I could help with the baby too. She would need help. Anyone who had a baby couldn’t help it . . . they always needed help. They were such a load of work, babies were.


  The very next day, I sent off a letter to China, outlining my strategy.


  Every day thereafter, sometimes several times a day, Makhulu would make me read the letter to her. Whether she didn’t or couldn’t bring herself to totally believe the good news or bouts of doubts assailed her at moments, I couldn’t say. But her behaviour increased my curiosity about this aunt of mine, whom I had never seen. The aunt who was married seven months before I was born. The aunt I had determined would be my salvation. Escape from Mama. Escape into a better arrangement, nearness to China. He must apply to the boarding schools in the Ciskei, I’d told him in the letter.


  New life injected itself into Makhulu’s being. She hummed ceaselessly as she went about her chores. Old daily tasks were done with the speed of lightning. New ones were found and attacked with ferocious enthusiasm: let’s air the blankets! Are the visitors’ sheets clean? Have all the pots been scoured till they shine? Sinda! Smear the floors with cow dung to clean and freshen them. Auntie was arriving in two days. I began to fear that the excitement would kill Makhulu long before she arrived. I had not seen her this excited in the three months of my stay in Gungululu. She was a woman possessed. I shared Makhulu’s enthusiasm for Auntie Funiwe’s advent. I shared it because, for the first time since my bitter banishment, the serrated knife that ceaselessly tore at the tender flesh of my heart took a pause. I dared not hope, though. I had been too badly scarred by the move. I was too scared to hope . . . I couldn’t afford to have anything as precious as that be dashed. Once again.


  Now, wide-eyed, I lay on the bed, blankets flung to my feet, eyes wide with excitement. What did China think of my plan? Surely, he’d got my letter by now. And would Auntie Funiwe take me up on my proposal? Oh, Dear God, would she? And when, exactly, would she come?


  Stirrings outside. The animals, awake at last. To the gaggling of geese, who seemed always to wake up arguing querulously, sheep baah’ed and cows lowed. From behind the homestead, the trees were alive. Birds twittered and chirruped. A lone owl to-hoot-hooted and I imagined him circling lazily before gliding on one wing to his diurnal haunt. Through gaps in the curtain peeped jagged pieces of an angrily red mist risen high up above the still-black mountain peaks. Dawn had broken.


  Not one child was in uniform. The teachers had told us the previous day to come in our house dresses. There was to be a big clean-up for the closing. Looking at the motley gaggle all around me, I could have sworn there were more children than usual. Had the numbers swelled and multiplied? Then again I thought that might be the result of the day dresses we were wearing. Whatever it was, on one thing though, I’m certain: school was anything but ordinary that day. Even classes stopped early, with lunch break. Thereafter, assembly was called.


  In the courtyard, the hard clearing sheltered from the forever howling southeaster by the huddle of rondavels, our classrooms, we waited with barely concealed impatience. Eager and noisy. Unable to stand still or keep quiet. Again I was struck by how little resemblance there was between the rabble I found myself in and the neat rows of spindly-legged girls in black gyms and white shirts and boys in grey flannels and black blazers usually assembled there on normal school days. A slight, brief hush fell as the five teachers came and stood in front of us on a raised platform made from desks. The first six classes: A and B; One and Two; Three and Four shared a teacher and only Standards Five and Six had teachers all to themselves.


  We quietened down some. The teachers were about to give out the results of the end-of-term test we’d just written.


  Class by class, starting from the little ones, the Sub Standards As and B’s and going right up to Standard Six, the teachers called out the names and class positions of their pupils. After the Sub Standards came Standard One. Then, Standard Two. Then, Three. At fourteen, I was in Standard Six. And, at long last, our turn came. Mrs Songca stepped out of the line of teachers and called out:


  ‘Sidney Sokuyeka!’ My heart turned to a ragged-edged block of ice that tore at something inside me till it bled. I had not expected to gain first position, for although I had done exceedingly well in my old school, I’d been a little lost, if not downright bewildered, on coming to Upper Gungululu Primary School, back early July. All these months, it had not occurred to me that I could come last. But once the thought planted itself in my brain, it fastened itself there like a sore tooth. I could not shake it off though I told myself it could not be. There were hopeless cases, real duds, who could never, ever, get better marks than me or anyone for that matter. But still, the doubt stayed. How badly had I done? There were thirty-three of us in the class. I’d never in my life brought up the rear. Would this be the first time? Suddenly, my mouth went dry. I swallowed, but nothing went down. Again I swallowed. As though to make quite sure. Again, my throat remained stubbornly parched.


  Just then, the teacher called out:


  ‘Mandisa Ntloko . . . Number Two!’ A loud raucous burst of air escaped from my mouth. Till then, I had not realized that I held my breath. Waiting. Fearing I might be the tail. What would Makhulu have said to that? And China? God, I would have been so embarrassed. China was such a good student. Almost as good as I had been, back at my old school, my real school, Vuyani Primary School in Guguletu.


  After the cleaning and final announcements, we were dismissed. On the way home, I soon outran my group, left them behind. Twenty of us made the daily trip to and from the valley to the school, high up the ridges walling the village in. Not for me, today, the dillying and dallying of my school mates and fellow travellers.


  My feet swift and light, my heart sang for I was quite pleased with the test results. I knew that Makhulu would be pleased. So would China. And to me then, China was who mattered most.


  The thought of China lent me wings. However, much more than the ten days off school or even the good examinations results made my heart sing. My Auntie Funiwe, Mama’s only sister, was coming. As soon as schools close, the letter had said.


  Half-way home, I stopped at the village shop. To get Makhulu her Extra Strong’s, the triple X mints she called her snuff. Also to check the mail.


  Two letters. The maize-coloured envelope, one of them. Trying hard not to show my impatience and excitement, I snatched the letters from Baas Setheni’s hand, spun around and was at the door when a voice stopped me. Could this already be the reply to my letter to him last week? The letter about next year’s plans?


  ‘The Extra Strongs!’ Baas Setheni shouted, a hard bang on the counter, telling me he’d put them there.


  Leaving the shop, Makhulu’s mints gripped tightly in one hand, I raced downhill. The fast walkers ahead, clearly visible. The hum or buzz of voices too near for my liking. Especially with China’s letter burning a hole over my heart.


  If it had not been for his letters, I don’t know how I could have got over the months of banishment. Not that Makhulu was not kindness itself. But there was a lump in my throat each time I thought of how Mama had plucked me from Guguletu, in Cape Town, and come and dumped me in this remote village. Far away from everything and everyone dear to me. Not that, as I have already said, I was ill-treated or anything like that. The school was not bad either. I could have forgiven Mama all those things. Except China. Her taking me from Guguletu meant that I was separated from China. Even the pleasure of a good examinations result was marred by the anger that I still felt. It would have served Mama right had I failed the test. Served her right for taking me away from school, from my beloved teachers, and from all my friends. And China.


  Tall, handsome China. Small slanted eyes. Short hair, never combed but always resembled peppercorns carelessly strewn about. A decided mix of uncomplementary features that, somehow, managed to end up with the most pleasing outcome. And such a good sportsman. So popular with both students and teachers. How I missed him.


  However, as of now, my heart sang, my feet were swift and light, barely touching ground as I galloped towards the cluster of rondavels that, for the last three months, I’d called home. To be honest, though, I was not so much hurrying home as I was hurrying away from the other children.


  I reached the hillock beyond which lay Makhulu’s homestead. My back against a gum tree, I sat and took out the letter. Carefully, I down-tapped the letter, making sure the top end of the envelope was clear. Then, slowly, I tore it open. Slowly. Carefully.


  Four pages. Folded in three equal parts. Always meticulous.


  The unfolded pages lay open. The familiar scrawl. A never-ending source of amazement. China, so handsome, so elegant. How did he end up with such a handwriting? As though one had dipped a fly in an inkwell, fished it out, and let it crawl all over the page as the fancy took it.


  Nights in the village are total, pitch black and impenetrable, unless there is a full moon. Auntie arrived on a moonless night. In the unmitigated darkness outside, before she came into the rondavel in which Makhulu, already in bed, awaited her, I sensed more than saw that she was at least as large as Mama. Once she was inside, by the dim light of a candle, she appeared to have a milky-coffee complexion where her sister is the colour of the berry of isipingo, a blue-tinged black. However, because of the time of day and conditions of light, this was all rather vague, more an impression than firm opinion.


  The next morning, when I brought coffee into Makhulu’s bedroom, where Auntie had spent the night with her mother, I was too shy to out and out look at her, examine her better, see if my impressions of the previous night were borne out by the light of morning. What if she caught me staring at her? Wouldn’t she think I was rude? However, the eye being what it is, so difficult to keep in check, twice I stole a glance at her; twice I found her staring at me, a puzzled frown splitting her forehead.


  How sharp her eye to have discerned what the experienced one of Makhulu’s had failed to see in the more than two months of my stay in Gungululu. Although, upon further reflection, perhaps all Auntie Funiwe did was help peel back the veil of love that occluded the bitter truth from Makhulu’s vision.


  ‘Is this child of Kukwana’s well?’ she asked Makhulu as I left the hut. Kukwana is Mama’s girlhood name.


  ‘Why do you ask?’ I heard Makhulu ask, for Auntie’s words had stopped me just outside the hut, ears against the closed door. My heart-beat quickened. Why were their voices guarded, cautious?


  ‘When did you say her mother brought her here?’


  ‘June,’ Makhulu answered.


  ‘Three months ago!’ Auntie’s voice was slightly raised now. It sounded as though she were alarmed. A pause followed. Fearing discovery, I stepped back and quickly walked away from the door. But not before I had heard Auntie ask, ‘Has she been . . . ?’


  Been what? My mind groped for the rest of that question. Been what? What was it that so concerned Auntie? Her voice had been truly laced with apprehension.


  ‘How do you think I should know about such a thing?’ Makhulu’s voice, now querulous, reached me where I had stopped, just outside the kitchen.


  They both sounded angry now, their voices strident. Neither seemed bothered any more that I might overhear their discussion. Did this mean what they were talking about was not serious? Not something they needed to hide from my ears? Had I made a mistake, earlier, thinking otherwise?


  Relieved, I tiptoed back. From the sound of their voices, they had not moved from where I had left them . . . on Makhulu’s bed.


  ‘Mama!’ Auntie’s voice said she was agitated. ‘What are you telling me? Have you not seen . . . ?’


  ‘Seen what?’ sharp came Makhulu’s irate answer. ‘You know girls these days no longer use rags. What am I supposed to see?’


  Silence.


  How long did I stand there, my feet turned to lead? Makhulu’s words had laid bare an awful fact that I had ignored. How had I not realized that in all the time I had been in Gungululu I had not once seen my periods?


  Oh, the gruelling interrogation. The frantic and futile denials. Eventually, sobbing hysterically, I broke down.


  ‘Yes, Makhulu,’ I choked, ‘I do have a boyfriend.’


  Even so, I clung to the truth. NO NO NO! How could Makhulu and Auntie think I could have so misbehaved. I had done nothing wrong, I told them. Ferociously, I defended my innocence, despite the evidence that pointed so clearly and unambiguously to my guilt.


  ‘You have to believe me!’ I screamed. ‘Makhulu, and you, Auntie, you must believe me when I say I have done nothing shameful.’


  ‘Yes, Child of My Child,’ Makhulu answered, her voice heavy with sadness, ‘but you have to be completely honest with us about this matter.’


  Honest? But that is what I had been all along. Honest. I look at Makhulu, make my eyes look at hers. Long moments of silence follow. What’s the point? I think to myself. They already believe the worst about me. They all do. At last, I heard myself resume the discussion.


  No, I told them, Mama had not told me how to be with a boy. She had told me never to be with one. Never. Yes. Yes, the boy concerned had known what to do, how to keep me safe. No. No, not once. He had never gone inside me but always played outside, between the thighs. Yes. Yes, he respected me. He did. Neither he nor I wanted to do anything to disgrace our families. His father was a lay preacher in the church.


  Both Auntie and Makhulu wanted to know who this boy was. His name.


  ‘China,’ I said.


  ‘China?’ Makhulu asked, her brow creased. ‘From which family is he?’ She did not recall such a name, she said. Whose child was this China?


  ‘Makhulu, China does not live here,’ I explained, lifting my eyes in amazement at the realization that they thought I had a boyfriend here in the village.


  ‘He lives in Cape Town,’ I said.


  If I had said China was impundulu, the firebird, Makhulu and Auntie could not have been more shocked.


  ‘D’you see what I was telling you?’ Makhulu turned to Auntie Funiwe. ‘This child has been indoors every time she was not at school or in church. I’ve known her whereabouts each moment she’s been here with me. And nights?’ here Makhulu raised her voice. ‘Nights, why, she sleeps the sleep of the dead!’ There was a pause. As though both women were going over what had just been said, neither uttered a word. Then, once more, Makhulu spoke.


  ‘So, I kept thinking my old eyes were deceiving me . . . playing tricks on me . . . that it couldn’t be.’


  Again, she paused before adding:


  ‘Remember now . . . remember that her Mama brought her here saying she was whole. She told me herself that she had been seeing this child. So what was I to think?’


  ‘I see,’ answered Auntie Funiwe. ‘I see,’ she repeated as if to herself.


  ‘I told myself to wait and see,’ Makhulu went on. ‘With time, you know that if you have kneaded, the dough will certainly rise. I knew that, sooner or later, therefore, everything would become clear . . . obvious.’


  ‘I see,’ Auntie Funiwe said again. Her voice said she was as puzzled or as confused as ever.


  And it is after that discussion between Makhulu and Auntie Funiwe that Makhulu sent for the village midwife, an old, toothless woman with dry, wrinkled parchment for skin. Wise eyes. A walking bag full of the smell of snuff. The old woman who came and looked at me the way Mama had done. She looked and saw that what I said, that I had done no shameful thing, was true. But she saw something else . . . something I did not know — did not understand. Even when she put what she saw into words, I still did not know what it was she was saying.


  The old woman said, ‘Utakelwe! She has been jumped into!’


  If I live to be a hundred, I will never forget those days. The first days following the old woman’s one-word sentence: Utakelwe.


  Following the words of the midwife, the very next day, Malume went to town to go and send a telegram calling Mama back to the village. That day, too, the baby inside me announced his existence. Out of the blue, there in my belly, was the small, tentative movement of a mouse awakening from deep sleep. Slowly, gradually, the stirring quickened to a tumult. Equally bewildering, were the answering feelings inside my heart. A strong feeling I could not identify . . . too scared to give it a name. But I was warm, all over. And, from myself, I couldn’t hide the wide, wide smile in my heart.


  Two days later, Mama arrived in a hired car; the driver, a man I did not know.


  In silence she received the news. Eyes staring unseeingly, she sat slumped against Makhulu’s shoulders, listening as though the words meant little, if anything at all, to her.


  Then, the flood came. A torrent of tears gushing unchecked down her cheeks. Then followed the wailing. Mama keened as though announcing the death of a beloved, honoured relative.


  ‘What will the church people say?’ Mama wailed. ‘What are they to think of me?’ The shame to the family would surely kill her, she said.


  Auntie Funiwe reminded her that this was a sad accident and that the family had nothing to be ashamed of. ‘This child has not disgraced the name of the family.’


  ‘Oh, you don’t know anything,’ Mama continued her wailing. ‘My enemies are going to rejoice. They’re going to laugh at me now.’


  ‘What do you care for such small-minded, mean people?’ Auntie asked. ‘Let them laugh, their turn’ll come,’ she said. ‘Ours now is to look after this child,’ she nodded my way. ‘We must support and protect her now. How do you think she must be feeling?’


  Feeling? I was numb, beyond feeling. Mama’s coming, her reaction, had drained the last ounce of feeling from me. Fear. Shame. Anger. All these and more mingled together to form one strong thinning liquid that replaced my blood. A corpse would have more feeling than I had right then, I was sure. Like Mama, the fact that the midwife had confirmed that I was a virgin was little solace. I was pregnant, wasn’t I? What was to become of me now? What good was that precious virginity under these changed circumstances? I wished I would just die. Right then and there. I was so ashamed. So scared. My whole world had simply collapsed and was no more.


  However, despite all Auntie’s solicitations and Makhulu’s advice and admonition, Mama would not be consoled. Neither would she be moved. Not by word or by deed, not once did she indicate that she considered me an innocent victim and therefore someone worthy of her sympathy.


  How had this happened? How could a ‘tadpole’ from China’s ‘life water’ make its way up and inside me without me feeling a thing? How could it have entered me like that?


  Auntie Funiwe. So much store had I put on her coming. Made great plans, banking on her benevolence. But, the very next morning following her arrival, not only did those grand plans unravel but my very life came to an abrupt halt. The life I had known. The life I had envisaged. Everything I had ever known had been bulldozed, extinguished, pulverized. Everything was no more. Not as it had been or had seemed to be . . . or was about to be . . . such a short while ago. Only days ago.
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  Three children have come from my womb. Three claim me as mother. Three. But now, since your daughter’s unfortunate death, I have been called mother to so many more: Mother of the beast. Mother of the serpent. The puffadder’s mother. There are those who even go as far as calling me Satan’s mother.


  I know. With a mother’s pierced heart, I know. All these names refer to but one of my children. He who was first upon my nipple. He who came unbid; bringing a harvest of shame to my father’s house. Bitter tears to a mother’s proud heart.


  The journey back to Cape Town was strained, awkward and agonising, most of the time. It was filled with uneasy silences as the hired car rattled along the long, deserted dusty by-roads. We were avoiding the main roads and thoroughfares, the driver said, because of fear of harassment from the Traffic Cops, ‘Who will stop a car driven by a black man as a matter of course.’


  The driver, sure-handed on the wheel, was a taciturn man, quite content to hum along with the tune crackling from the car radio. Making the speech about the Traffic Cops was the most animated I’d seen him. Once the strategy of which roads to take and why had been decided upon, I rarely heard a word from him except, ‘Thank you!’ when Mama gave him something to eat or, ‘Excuse me!’ when Nature called and he had to stop the car by the side of the road and lean close to it or go into a nearby thicket.


  ‘Look at that!’


  The shout woke me up. With a start, I saw that I must have dozed off.


  ‘D’you see that!’


  What was all this screaming about? Without appearing too interested, I looked out the window. Nothing. Cows bent lazily over the grass. Hundreds of them . . . but still . . . cows were nothing over which to get all excited.


  ‘Can you believe that all these cattle belong to one boer? We have been driving, for over an hour, through ONE farm? The man owns half the Transkei, doesn’t he?’


  Surprise, surprise, surprise! The man of little words had suddenly become quite loquacious. On and on he ranted, Mama supplying the occasional ‘Mmhh-mh!’ The driver (whose name I didn’t get to know throughout the trip, Mama referring to him as Mntuwenkosi, Man of the Lord, which means nothing) went on about how the boers arrived in the country, long ago, with not one animal between them.


  ‘Stole them from us. STOLE everything from us. Where do you get to buy a farm such as this one . . . for a copper bangle?’


  ‘Mmmhh-mh! Mmhh-mmmhhh!’


  Bumpity-bump-bump-bump went the long, cavernous car; the driver’s thin frame hunched over the wheel. Mama huddled against the opposite door, and I sat somewhere behind them but in such a way that I wasn’t so much behind the driver that I was kitty corner to Mama, and thus in her direct line of vision should she turn around. At the same time, I had no wish to be directly behind her. That would be too close, certainly for my comfort. I might have been wrong, but I sensed that Mama too had no wish for my nearness. Although the music was not low, the silence between the three people in the car was louder. It nearly drowned the music. It hung over us thick and palpable. It enveloped us, each in a separate cocoon of terrible, unbearable unease.


  Whenever Mama broke that heavy and brooding wordlessness, it was with a haunted voice, a voice that said to the world at large that she had suffered some unimaginable pain. If she’d lost her husband and both her parents in one train crash, I doubt her face could have been longer, or her eyes more waterlogged. Her jaw set, now and then I would hear her grind her teeth. I tell you, that return trip was twice as long as I remembered the torturous journey out. And I had believed that one arduous, trying, and hard. Terrible. Compared to this one, it had been a slice of watermelon on a hot summer’s day.


  In Cape Town, the situation grew worse. If before packing me off to Gungululu Mama had been strict, following my return her restrictions bordered on the ludicrous. I was a prisoner in my home. Mama forbade me even to go to the toilet except during the period between the real dark that comes hours after sunset and the heavier dark that precedes dawn — she actually forced me to use a chamber pot during the day. That concerned she was about the neighbours and their wagging tongues. Like a brooding hen her nest, Mama guarded me that first week following my premature return. She didn’t even go to work, must have taken a two-week vacation, I reckoned afterwards. Those long, interminable days. Torture. Meals were silent, uneasy affairs. But even had I not lost my appetite I’d have found it difficult to eat.


  We arrived in Cape Town in the early morning, on Saturday, a week to the day since the old village woman, Madlomo, had told Makhulu, ‘Utakelwe!’ We arrived to find that in Mama’s absence, Nono had had her baby. What incensed Mama was to be told that the child had already been named. Named, with no consultation whatsoever with Khaya’s parents. Named, furthermore, Nobulumko, Mother of Wisdom, which Mama saw as a dig at Khaya’s family; implying that we had dealt with Nono’s family in manner sly and underhanded, clever or wise in the unsavoury meaning of the word.


  I’d spent that first day fearing the look on Tata’s face while itching to see China. To get word of my arrival to him, at least. Let him know how things stood. When Tata returned from work, that afternoon, he went about the house as though there was no one in my bedroom; as though I had not come back from the village. That whole day, I was confined to that one room in the house. Not allowed even to help Mama around the house, I sat forlorn in a corner of the room, where I’d sat since coming home. I sat there, too ashamed to lie on the bed although every bone in my body ached from the long car journey. I feared looking as though I enjoyed or took the slightest advantage of the unfortunate situation I found myself in. Oh, if only China could come. But I knew that was totally out of the question. I also knew I couldn’t go to see him. I could go nowhere, in fact. Not with Mama’s eyes stronger than a Master Lock. The next day, a Sunday, she didn’t even go to church. However, despite Mama, despite her weird actions, I continued to hope that by some miracle, China would come. Hadn’t he heard? Notwithstanding Mama’s precautions, I believed he would know I was back, that somehow he had heard. That powerful is the location telegraph, and that strong was my belief in it. Besides, our walls are nylon thin; visitors from outside the townships often request their hosts to lower the volume of the radio so that conversation can proceed at normal pitch of voice only to be informed that the radio blaring away is the neighbour’s.


  But China did not come. Not on Saturday. Not on Sunday. Not for the seven days of that whole week, including Sunday, our second back in Cape Town. Again, Mama stayed away from church.


  Tata continued to ignore my presence completely. I helped in the illusion, for as soon as it was time for him to come back from work, I made myself pretty scarce, went back to the confines of my bedroom. This seemed to suit him fine. Not once did I hear him inquire about me or my whereabouts.


  Locked in by day, there wasn’t even the chance I might catch sight of China at the back of his house. By night, the window stayed stubbornly quiet, undisturbed, the so-well remembered scratch of nail on glass did not come. It was so clear in my mind, so vivid, that I often imagined I heard it . . . and it woke me up from deepest sleep. Why, not just once I got up from bed and went to the window, believing I’d heard it . . . only to be mocked, laughed at, by the empty and sightless window. Worse still, when the light was on, my own stupid face stared back at me.


  The restrictions meant that I did not get to see China till I’d been back in Cape Town for more than a fortnight. Mama told me point blank to have nothing to do with him until my fathers had gone to see his people regarding payment of damages for what he had done to me. I didn’t see the logic behind Mama’s words.


  ‘Shouldn’t he know?’


  ‘Oh, he will know, all right!’ I knew she meant when men from my family took me to China’s home to present the case before them.


  ‘Isn’t it better that I tell him?’ I didn’t add the word ‘before’.


  ‘Why?’ asked Mama, brows bunched.


  ‘This has happened to him as much as it has happened to me,’ I said.


  ‘What, exactly, has happened to that dog?’ Mama spat out.


  I shrugged my shoulders and, with the numbness of the anaesthetized, went back to what I’d been doing, sweeping the floor. For, if she didn’t want me going out and about, Mama insisted on my stirring myself within the confines of the house.


  ‘You need the exercise,’ she said. ‘It’s good for someone in your condition.’ Till the baby was born, Mama never once used the word ‘pregnant’. I understood that, even at that late hour, we both still wished the ‘condition’ away.


  Late, one sleepless night, I scribbled a note to China. How I would get it to him was unclear but I decided it was better to be on the ready. This way, whenever the opportunity presented itself, I would be prepared. The chance never came. Not that whole long week of Mama’s self-imposed confinement.


  Finally, however, Mama had to go back to work.


  ‘Remember, now,’ she said, ‘do not get in touch with this boy.’ She had told me many times over that it would be unwise and dangerous to meet China before the case had been brought before his family. He might think up all sorts of excuses, try to wriggle out of assuming responsibility. He had to be taken by surprise, according to Mama.


  As soon as I was sure that she was gone, I went to the dining-room window, looking out to the street. Standing between the heavy inner curtain and the thin and transparent lace curtains on the outside, I could see the passers-by without being seen by them.


  I waited. But Mama had left so late, the school children had already passed. Thus it was not till the afternoon that my golden opportunity came.


  Jean and Joan, eight-year old twin daughters of a neighbour, came up the street. No one else with them.


  I tapped on the window pane. Beckoned. A finger on my lips.


  As one, their eyes widened in surprise. Because they did not know I was around? Or because they had not expected to see me?


  I opened the door before they came to it.


  Their eyes widened even more on seeing me, the whole of me, the now obviously pregnant me.


  ‘Please, take this to China,’ I said and gave the note to Joan, who seemed to take the situation more in her stride than her sister.


  ‘When did you come back?’ she asked, arm extended.


  ‘Last week.’


  ‘Oh!’ Came from both.


  ‘Don’t give that to anyone but him,’ I said, pointing at the letter.


  ‘That’s right!’ Again, it was Joan who answered. Jean had lost her tongue. I didn’t blame her. What had they heard? I wondered.


  ‘Oh, wait,’ I called out as they turned for the door. I went back to the bedroom. On my return, Jean was standing just inside the door while Joan had chosen to wait out on the stoep, midway between the door and the gate. So it was to Jean that I gave the twenty cents.


  ‘Get yourselves vetkoek or sweets.’


  ‘Thank you! Thank you!’ they said, in perfect harmony although more than a metre must have divided them.


  They had just disappeared from sight and I was still standing where they’d left me, wondering whether they had found him when someone burst into the house through the back door. Was it my brother, Khaya?


  ‘Mandisa!’


  That grating voice. Unmistakable.


  ‘Mandisa!’ China shouted from the kitchen. Shouted, even before I saw him . . . or, he saw me.


  ‘I’m here,’ I said. ‘Come right in.’ I had mentioned in the letter that I was by myself.


  Long, hurried strides blundered towards the dining-room, where I was.


  Hearing his footsteps nearing, my heart gave a violent lurch and a flood of warmth bathed me. He is here! Here! Then, as suddenly, a cold cloying shyness came over me. Suddenly, I remembered how different I looked — I would look to him.


  China bolted into the room. I had risen from my seat, ready for a greeting . . . a hug . . . a kiss?


  No greeting came. First, I had waited for his, expected him to greet me. When that didn’t come, my own greeting froze in my throat.


  At the sight: China’s face, a mask carved from the hardest wood, the greeting that had sprung to heart at hearing his footstep, died in my throat.


  My heart sank. This was a difficulty I had not anticipated. Belatedly, Mama’s words came to my mind. Had she been right, all along? Did I have something to fear from China? Was my trust in him misplaced? Could he turn against me? But how? Why?


  I spoke first. Told him everything. Which, in the stony silence of this new China, was brief indeed. Even as I spoke, I could see resistance in his granite face. I could see he didn’t want to hear a thing about his being a father-to-be. With the advantage of more than a week, I had forgotten how bewildering, how frightening, the idea had been to me at first. I was still grappling with it as it were, myself. Reeling. At odd moments, I found I actually slipped into fantasy; persuaded myself it was all a terrible mistake. And that I would wake up and find that it had all been a nightmare.


  ‘No!’ China snarled after I finally stopped talking, explaining the situation we were in.


  ‘No,’ he said, his voice low, barely above a whisper. The well-remembered, beloved eyes, mere slits at best of times, were narrowed till they looked as though they were closed. Yet, incredibly, from those almost imperceptible slits darted thin but deadly tongues of fire.


  ‘Mandisa,’ China hissed, voice now raised and forceful. Jaws clenched tight, he told me in no uncertain terms: ‘Go and find whoever did this to you.’


  A cold hand clutched my little heart . . . and . . . squeezed.


  ‘China,’ with a voice suddenly gone hoarse, I called his name.


  ‘China,’ again, I said, ‘let me explain. Please . . . please, let me explain.’


  ‘Explain to your heart, Mandisa! Explain to your heart, not me!’ roared China, turning away from me so that he now faced the door.


  Aghast, I looked at his rigid back. What was he saying? How could he say that? What did he mean? Why had he turned away from me? Was he leaving? How could he? But China wasn’t quite done.


  ‘You know as well as I do that I had nothing to do with whatever it is you are carrying in your belly!’ he threw over his shoulder.


  My legs buckled beneath me. An involuntary gasp escaped as I lunged forward, grabbing the back of a chair for support. But the awkwardness and suddenness of my movement sent the chair skittering across the floor while I staggered drunkenly and almost fell flat on my distended belly.


  The commotion startled China. He turned fully around and stood once more facing me; although not narrowing the gap he had created between us by one jot.


  His words had winded me with a force more than that of a physical blow. When I’d found my feet again, I stood where he had left me, struck speechless by them and the vehemence with which they’d been said. For a full minute neither of us spoke.


  ‘China,’ irritation now wrestled with fear. I had to make him see . . . understand. ‘It’s . . . it’s not like that, at all. I can explain everything. Give me . . .’ But he did not let me finish what I was going to say to him. My words seemed to have unbottled him.


  ‘I am going to boarding school the following year,’ he said, his voice flat, with neither gladness nor sorrow in it. With no trace of sadness or regret.


  I opened my eyes wide. Not in surprise. But I would not let him see my tears. I opened my eyes wide, spreading the tears plumping them, burning the widened space between my lids.


  ‘Mandisa,’ China said. I could see that he had difficulty reading my reaction. When he saw that I remained silent, still, he continued.


  ‘The teachers have helped me get a scholarship. They think I am bright, I deserve to get a higher education. And Father has been wonderfully cooperative . . . I have his complete support.’


  I could not believe his insensitivity. Did China really think I had wanted to leave school, have a baby, become his wife . . . or anybody’s wife, for that matter? Did he think I had not had plans for continuing with my education?


  I stood there, my feet weighed a ton. I stood there, and a heavy stone came and lodged itself inside my heart. While he was busy explaining his plans and his difficulties, I saw another side to the boy I had so adored and not that long ago. China was vain. Self-centred. And weak. He was a low-down heartless cur.


  All the pent-up disappointment and bewilderment and fear of the past ten days welled up, all rolled together into a massive wave of anger. A terrible roar threatened to burst my ear drums.


  ‘Why, you!’ I had not meant to, but I heard my voice scream.


  China’s small slanted eyes popped out. They grew so wide, it was the funniest thing ever. I would have laughed, had I not been so incensed.


  I strode forward, toward him, arms outstretched.


  He took one long jump backward, grabbed the door handle, opened the door and stepped out.


  Huffing and puffing, I stood in the middle of the dining-room, looking at him. Suddenly, I made for the door he had left open.


  China leapt for the gate, reaching it with maddening ease. He stood just inside the gate. Stood there as though he were at a loss what to do next, how to proceed. For a few seconds, we regarded each other . . . no love in those eyes, looking at me. Right then, I could have killed him had it been possible . . . and not illegal, something one would go to jail for. That was not an option I entertained. I was in enough trouble without going looking for more.


  ‘Don’t you ever,’ I hissed, then stopped, then continued.


  ‘Don’t you ever dare set foot in this house again!’ Without one word more, I turned around and sauntered away. Difficult as it was, in my condition, I did my best to carry it off. Without a single backward glance, I walked off. Leaving the door open as he had left it. If the knowledge of my pregnancy had been bitter, China’s betrayal was the thick turgid nectar of the plump aloe leaf.


  The dreaded day arrived. Already six months gone, I was taken to China’s home.


  It was not exactly a march. I walked ahead by a metre or two. The three men, my uncles, followed in a loose cluster; the two, Father’s brothers: Middle Father and Little Father, smoking their pipes while Malume, Uncle-Who-is-Mother’s-Brother, walked with both hands plunged deep into his trouser pockets.


  Down the short road, to China’s home. We were awaited.


  Three young men, in their thirties, at a guess. And an older gentleman, grey-haired and wearing a suit. Faded. But still, a suit. In Guguletu. On a Saturday. That, and some indefinable quality, something about him, but what? I couldn’t quite lay my finger on, set the grey-haired gentleman apart. He looked learned. His whole demeanour made him stand out from the rest. During the preliminary small talk, the how are you’s and where have you come from’s, he kept his silence. Looking from one to the other of those who spoke, a finger massaging the side of his nose, now and then.


  ‘Why do you bring her here, when she looks as though she is due any day now?’ One of the younger men chosen to negotiate the case for China’s side, asked, once the reason for our being there was stated. It had to be stated, although we had sent word, which is why the four men were there . . . why they awaited us.


  This was something my group had anticipated. One of my uncles explained the peculiarities of my situation: the late detection; being away from Mama; and then, the bomb shell, my relative innocence.


  ‘You say she is wha-aat?’


  ‘She has not been entered,’ explained Malume. ‘She is still whole.’


  ‘Who can attest to that?’ growled the older of the four, the gentleman. This was the first time I’d heard his voice, a deep-set bass. Low but thunderous.


  ‘The women have seen her. They say she is whole,’ Middle Father spoke up in his no-nonsense voice.


  ‘But, how far gone is she?’ the older gentleman asked, his voice lowered. The finger, once more busy at the side of his nose, his eyes on stalks.


  Back and forth. Back and forth, the argument went. In the end, the be-suited man told my fathers:


  ‘We will send word, soon. The clan’s going to meet over this, first. You shall see us, when we are ready to answer you.’ On the way back, the discussion of the small group centred on the fact that we had not been dealt the most terrible blow. China’s people had not out and out said they were not responsible. The words (hated by the family of the ‘damaged’ young woman): ‘We will see from the child’, had not been uttered. Words that cast doubt on the behaviour of the girl, that said the young man concerned might not be the only one implicated. No, China’s people had spared me that, at least. Although they’d been far from enthusiastic in assuming responsibility: they had not said they would not only pay damages but would take me for a wife — go up the whole arm and not stop at the hand — benyuke nengalo. So that was a little disappointing to my uncles. My disappointment was not catching even a glimpse of China. Some residual doubt lingered in me that, were he to get a second chance, see me again, surely, he would change his tune . . . especially, now that he had had time to think the whole thing over . . . adjust to the unexpected. So, even as we trod our weary way back home, how I regretted those hasty words: Don’t you ever dare set foot in this house again.


  I was eight months pregnant, big as a balloon, the next time I saw China. At the Priest’s office. Father Mark Savage had taken the matter into his hands. He was a white man and a priest. Therefore he did not have to convince China or his father or anybody else of his truth. It was a naked truth. Clothed only in the two things he was: White. A man of God. In straightforward and blunt language, he said, ‘My son, you will marry this girl. You were baptised. You are a Christian. A Christian can only do what is right.’ What was right, under the circumstances, was that the father of the child I was carrying marry me.


  All that remained, thereafter, were the formalities. The lobola, foremost. Hastily, new-wife dresses had to be sewn. And all the other paraphernalia I would need in my new life.


  China, too, needed to change his status. No boy can take a wife. He had to go and get himself circumcised. So, off to the bush he went. For a whole month, at least. We would get married as soon as possible after he returned.


  Nature follows a divine order. Predictable. Each day, the sun’s rays pierce dark night and bleed a new day into being. There is no stopping that, no hindering it, no slowing it down. While the two clans argued, fought, blamed and demeaned each other, my time came. As it was meant to be, set the day the seed that would be this stubborn child pierced my womb. Without my say-so, without any invitation or encouragement from me or anyone else, for that matter. While the negotiations regarding his parents’ union were still afoot, all over the place, he came. Waiting on no one’s readiness or convenience, flouting both legal and religious convention, he came.


  On the fourth day of January in 1973, my son was born. Eight pounds four ounces, he weighed. Throughout the pregnancy, I had had mixed feelings about him: anger, sometimes; joy sometimes. On the whole, though, I think anger was uppermost. His actual arrival didn’t improve things. The terrible pain that tore me apart with the savageness of the jaws of a shark, killing all feeling below my hips, thighs dead numb while my centre was blazing, a hot raging fire tearing through it, told me I hated this child . . . hated him or her with a venom too fierce ever to die.


  The minute I put his puckered, fumbling lips against my breast, guided my oozing aureole into that hungrily sucking mouth, felt the strong tug of his jaw, I forgave him.


  Forgive? Perhaps, that’s not the right word. What had he ever done to me that I should think I had to forgive him? Accept. Welcome. No, even those do not say what it was I felt at that incredible moment of oneness. All I know, all I felt, was this all-infusing, light-headedness that came over me. My heart melted, all pain forgot, all disappointment and bitterness, all grudges, everything negative, ablated. Joy, pure and simple . . . I think that comes closest to describing what I felt.


  And I named him Hlumelo, for even though I would be lying if I said his birth had been a cause for celebration, something that brought me pride, still I saw and thought and felt, that from him good things might come. Especially, the children, my grandchildren. Hlumelo, Sprig. Unexpected and unasked for, nonetheless in full existence now. He had to be acknowledged.


  And at first it did seem as though good things would come, for it wasn’t long before Tata had a change of of heart. ‘Ngawuthi ndigone lento yakho,’ he said one day. ‘Let me hug this thing of yours.’ And that was the beginning of the end. Henceforth the baby was his first stop on his return from work.


  More than a whole month after my baby’s birth, a grim-faced Tata said, ‘You hear, then, Mandisa, my daughter.’ His eyes were glued to his feet.


  I remained silent. Stunned. I couldn’t believe my ears. Tata had been the more supportive of the two. Once he had got over his shock. Or outrage.


  ‘Unfortunately, daughter,’ he stopped, looked at me as though he thought I would say something. But I kept my peace. Then, talking around my silence, he went on, picking up from where he’d left off — ‘ . . . we are ruled by laws. We live our lives through advice, consultation and allowing or bowing down to the voice of the majority. Never can I trust my eye above the eyes of the many, who are my family, my clan.’


  He looked up then. Looked at me, his eyes bright with unshed tears. There was appeal in those eyes. Only days before, we had gone over the whole affair. This marriage to China. The negotiations had been tardy, to put it mildly. I had told Tata and Mama then where I stood. And Tata had supported me. To Mama’s chagrin. Mama just didn’t understand.


  Late February. Hlumelo (or Michael as Mama insisted on calling my baby) was almost two months old. By this time, I no longer wanted to marry China. As I said to Mama then, the whole reason for marrying China no longer stood . . . was no longer valid.


  ‘I’ve had the baby now,’ I pointed out. ‘So what’s the point of marrying China?’


  ‘He is the father of your child, is he not?’ Mama retorted.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘So, why are we arguing? Why, now, when his people are beginning to see reason?’


  ‘Mama,’ I said, ‘we were supposed to get married so that the child would not be born out of wedlock. So that I would not be an unwed mother, bring disgrace upon the family.’


  She said nothing. Just looked at me as though I were something smelly the cat had dragged in. But I was not deterred.


  ‘Well, that has already happened,’ I said and, pointing to the bedroom, added, ‘There’s Hlumelo lying on the bed, inside there.’


  Mama’s eyes following my hand. Then, she pulled her eyes back and looked at Tata. When she saw that he was not going to say anything, she said:


  ‘It would still be the best thing to do.’


  ‘Why?’ China and his people had annoyed me greatly. He had turned out to be a lily-livered, spineless dog, who shunned his responsibilities. That had certainly cured me of any notion of love for him.


  Looking at Tata, Mama said, ‘Is this the last child she will ever bring to this house?’ She paused, turned her eyes to me, eyebrows raised to the ceiling, before continuing.


  ‘Or . . .’ again she looked at Tata, daring him, pulling him back into the argument, ‘. . . are we going to be raising a whole packet of Assorted Biscuits, here?’


  Tata coughed . . . or worried some phlegm, more imaginary than anything else, deep in his chest. Of course, the cough sounded hollow, as though he were dredging an old, dry, no-longer-in-use well. He shifted his weight from one to the other foot, looked around the room as though he had forgotten which way the door lay.


  ‘Mmhhm-mmhhm-mmhm!’ He loosened his shirt collar and scratched the side of his neck. But no word came from his mouth.


  I dug my heels in. I wanted to go back to school. We had discussed this and they had agreed. But that was when things looked bleak, as far as my getting married to China went. The negotiations had reached ugly. And looked as though they were going the way of all evil.


  ‘Mama, please think about this,’ I said fighting back tears. ‘What marriage do you think China and I can ever have, if he has to be forced into it? Asikokuzibophelela nenj’ enkangeni oko? Is that not tying oneself to a dog in a patch of nettles?’


  Mama looked at me as though I had suddenly sprouted horns. But I persisted:


  ‘Mama, what do you think the dog does each time he feels the sting?’ That started a heated argument, with Mama accusing Tata of siding with me. Which thing, of course, he denied vehemently, while I helped him do so. Now, we were all talking at the same time so that quite a racket resulted.


  Finally, after my impassioned plea, Tata spoke.


  ‘There is truth in what the child is saying, Mother of Khaya,’ he said.


  ‘If you say so?’ At that, Mama remembered she had something on the stove. Went to the kitchen, where she remained until Tata called her back.


  ‘Are we done, here?’ he asked her.


  ‘I think you and your daughter have made your decision.’


  ‘And you?’ Tata asked.


  ‘I do as I’m told,’ Mama said. ‘That is what my father taught me.’


  ‘I am not just taking what this child says,’ Tata explained. ‘But, you have to agree that these people have treated us shabbily. Time and again, they have broken their word. They have lied, prevaricated and accused us of being cheats, liars and worse. More and more I’m beginning not to see the sense of giving my child to such. Perhaps, she’s right and the thing to do is for her to go back to school.’


  Over Mama’s clear if unstated objections, Tata had agreed to my suggestion. That same week, had given me money and I went and enrolled for evening classes at St Francis Adult Education Centre, in Langa.


  But now, here was Tata, himself going back on his word. His brothers, and the whole clan, were opposed to the idea of my going back to school. Not when the Thembu clan, China’s people, were ready to make me a wife.


  ‘My hands are tied, my child,’ Tata said, seeing my distress. Custom dictated that he listened to the counsel of the clan. I was not his possession but belonged to the whole clan in good and bad times. And decisions affecting my life were not his to make . . . not alone or to the exclusion of what collective wisdom dictated.


  Hlumelo was two months and three weeks old when we left the only home he had ever known. For the home that vowed to treat us as their very own. China and I finally got married. Not in church. Not in the magistrate’s office. But only by mutual agreement between our respective families. Which is to say, his people gave my people lobola and were accepted by my people as in-laws; people who had taken the daughter of this clan to be their child.


  There was no ceremony. The arrangements made, a day fixed, my dowry bought. On that day, Mama gave me a bag and said, as casual as you please:


  ‘I’d take my underwear, at least. And a sweater, if I were you.’ I gathered I was allowed to take a few of my personal things with me. Things from the girlhood I was leaving behind. The girlhood I had hardly had time to experience, never mind enjoy.


  Friday. Early evening, a little after dinner-time, Malume came, in a borrowed van. Malume, Tata, Khaya and Dumisani, Malume’s friend and the owner and driver of the van, packed the van.


  ‘Don’t’ forget your bag,’ said Mama.


  ‘Yes, Mama.’


  As I was leaving, Mama suddenly said, ‘Will you let me know when you’re going to the clinic?’


  Puzzled, I looked at her.


  ‘He needs me,’ she said simply. ‘He’s used to me and I haven’t really taught you how to take him about,’ she stopped, slowly shook her head, sighed, ‘and now, it’s too late.’


  ‘I’ll let you know,’ I said. Poor Mama. She had come not only to accept her Michael but love him too, I now saw. She would miss him.


  The men had finished packing the van. I stood in the middle of the dining-room unable to move. The thought that I was leaving had become intolerable. Unbearable. I did not want to do this. But, in this too, it was too late.


  ‘It’s getting late,’ Mama said, her voice catching. Her words unglued my feet.


  As I left, I thought I saw a glint in her eye. Was she crying? But why? To see me go out, baby on my back? Yes, I thought to myself, that must be something to her . . . awful. The final admission. I had a baby. All and sundry could see that plain as day. There. I was actually carrying the baby on my back. Mama had accompanied me to the post-natal clinic the few times Hlumelo and I had gone, and each time she had had him on her back.


  The two new suitcases, big and packed to suffocation, and two enormous cardboard boxes took up most of the space at the back of the van. Malume was driving and he told me to sit next to him. There was only one other person, sitting on the outside, Tatophakathi, Middle Father.


  This would be the first time I would sleep with the baby. Mama had done that from the first day Hlumelo and I returned from the hospital.


  Once more, it was brought home to me what turmoil the coming of this child had brought to my life. Were it not for him, of course, I would still be in school. Instead, I was forced into being a wife, forever abandoning my dreams, hopes, aspirations. For ever.


  We stood outside the gate at Tooksie’s, where China lived with his aunt. Tooksie’s mother. A young man I recognized as one of the three present the day we had brought our case came to meet us.


  ‘I’ve been asked to ask you to please come inside,’ he said.


  Malume thanked him and we trooped in. As on the day I’d been brought to this same house so my family could claim damages, I led the little party.


  As we opened the door, the sharp, piercing sound of a sole ululant greeted us. At once, other women picked it up, and soon the trill filled the whole house and spilled out onto the street.


  KIII-II-KIIKIIIIKII! HALALAA! HA-AALAA-AALAA!


  I imagined surprised doors, left and right and up and down the street, jerked open as curious faces peered, following the ululation.


  We were in the front room now, the dining-room, the largest of the four little rooms. Four, including the squat kitchen to the back. Malume took me by the hand and handed me over to a small group of young women, Tooksie among them. These would be the daughters of the clan . . . my new sisters, who would induct me into wifehood, into becoming part of this clan. Taking me by the hand, they led me away, to the smaller of the two bedrooms.


  ‘This is what she brings with her. Nantsi impahla eza nayo,’ I heard Malume say to the gathering from which I was being led away.


  The rest of the evening is a blur. Not because of the tears, expected of all brides as otherwise the woman is branded ‘a born-knowing’, umavel’ esazi, who came to her wedding day fully versed in things pertaining to wifehood. A curse to her mother-in-law, certain ruination to her husband, who would have to obey her rather than the other way round, as God long, long ago decreed. The marrow in every bone in my body seemed to have dried up. In its stead, filling the bones till they threatened to crack and split open, boiled all the resentment and anger and hurt and fear I had been experiencing lately. All this activity numbed me. Words were said, directed at me. My ears heard them. But they had little, if any impact on me. It was as though they were being said to another. Or to me at a time remote . . . a time still to come . . . or one long gone.


  Quickly, two of the younger sisters-in-law helped me get out of the clothes I wore while the ones who looked older directed operations. I was then dressed in two flannel petticoats, a blue, still-smelling-of-the-shop German-print dress, coming down to just above the ankles and a black headkerchief with a grey border pulled low down so that it almost hid my eyes. A towel around my waist and another over one shoulder, pinned under the other arm completed my new-wife mode of dress. It was time to be presented to my in-laws . . . presented to them as a wife, not the girl who had stepped in a little while ago.


  ‘Why,’ someone, a man, exclaimed, as we re-entered the dining-room, ‘the German-print has swallowed her up.’ I had been under so much stress during the pregnancy and after, I had lost a lot of weight. I had not been exactly heavy to start off with and now the German-print dress, tied around the waist, made me a veritable bean pole tied in the middle.


  ‘What are you calling her?’ asked someone else even as I was being led to a chair, in a corner of the room, to sit there all by myself. I waited, for I knew the ritual. Someone would bring me a cup of tea and call out a name. I could refuse the tea till a name I liked came up. On the other hand, if my in-laws wanted to be nasty, they could stop at some point and give me no alternative. Then, I’d very well be stuck with an unpalatable name . . . especially if they did not like me or thought I had refused names they themselves rather fancied.


  ‘Nohehake!’ said Tooksie’s mother, the sister of China’s father.


  A snake slithered down the furrow in my back. Hehake, an exclamation of utter surprise at some incredible, unimaginable monstrosity, some hitherto unheard of dreadfulness.


  Notwithstanding the turmoil raging inside me, my right hand calmly stretched itself out, accepting the cup of tea. Accepting the mockery of a name with which my in-laws chose to welcome me into their midst.


  I had expected the name of wifehood. It was the custom to leave all the things of one’s girlhood behind, including the name. But I was taken quite aback when my in-laws gave a new name to my son.


  ‘He already has two names,’ I said.


  ‘Molokazana,’ said Tooksie’s mother, ‘your family had no right to name our child for us.’


  ‘What name was he given?’ China’s father wanted to know. But before I could answer him, another man jumped in, ‘People seem to think naming a child is child’s play. All his life, this person will be known by the given name. And often, his personality will reflect that name.’


  ‘You can say that again,’ Tooksie’s mother said. ‘What are these names? You did say he was given two?’


  ‘I call him Hlumelo but Mama calls him Michael.’


  ‘You? You call him?’ China’s father asked, eyes widened. ‘Are you telling us you named him yourself?’


  I nodded.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘There was no one else at the hospital and the nurses wanted a name.’


  A long silence followed my revelation. Children are named by grandparents, more often than not. Events around the birth of the child feature a lot regarding what name the child will be given: Mfazwe, was born during a war; Ndlala, during a time of famine; Ndyebo, during a time of plenty; Ntsokolo, strife; Mbalela, drought; even the towns where the father worked as a migrant labourer when the child was born are sometimes used. There are a lot of Capetowns, Funarhenis (Vereeniging), and Rhawutinis (Johannesburg). The history of the tribe, the state of the clan, the hopes the family harbours are other determinants that may go in naming a child.


  ‘Well, Molokazana,’ again, it was Tooksie’s mother who broke the silence. She seemed to be the group’s spokesperson.


  ‘We have decided to call him Mxolisi.’ A picture of a snot-nosed boy in my class back in Gungululu flashed before my eyes. My head dropped, my eyes smarting. Please, God, don’t let me cry. Not now. Mxolisi?


  ‘We hope, though his coming and your coming to us were so fraught with debate and argument, that he will bring the two clans together . . . that he will heal the wounds and bring us all some peace,’ China’s father said.


  Mxolisi, he was named that night. Mxolisi, he was baptised, a few weeks later. Mxolisi he became to all, including me, in due course. For some time, however, I’d just called him Bhabha. But eventually, even I would come to call him Mxolisi. He, who would bring peace.


  The negotiations preceding my joining China as his wife were stormy, full of recriminations and mud-flinging. Where marriage and marriage negotiations are to bond two families or two clans — these were set on cleaving, sealing our families in a never-dying bond of enmity. Had Father Savage, under whom China’s father served as a lay preacher, not insisted that China ‘do the right thing as a Christian’, I doubt the marriage negotiations would have started at all. But then, how they dragged on and on and on! And, strangely, it was China’s people who, after the baby was born, turned around and now wanted the marriage more than anything else in the world. However, by then, by the time they were hell bent on it, I no longer was interested in it at all. Only the insistence of my extended family, their pressure on Tata, forced me to go through with it at this point.


  On the day of the wedding itself, by the time we eventually went to bed, all my doubts had resurfaced, multiplied a thousand times. The renaming of Hlumelo upset me. Shocked me. It was as though I had lost a child. What joy can there be in a mother’s heart even when the dead child is replaced? Hlumelo. Mxolisi? Thank God, no one thought to give him a school or Christian name. When he started school, I would use Mama’s Michael, I vowed.


  The snide remarks I’d overheard during my induction (and perhaps overheard is not quite accurate, as these were said loud enough that I should hear them) cropped up at bedtime.


  ‘How could you bring such a miserly dowry,’ said my husband. ‘I hear the girls’ skirts are some cheap material; the doeks of the grandmothers, too small to wrap in any but the most simple style; and only one bottle for the vat of beer?’


  ‘You should talk!’ I retorted. ‘Your people haven’t even finished giving us lobola. I shouldn’t even be here, lying next to you.’ We spent our wedding night with backs to each other.


  That was the beginning of a pattern: argument and counter argument formed the basis and back-bone of our marriage.


  The next morning, like all good makotis, I jumped out of bed at four, my day had begun. Half an hour later, took in coffee to Tooksie’s parents and China’s father, in the two bedrooms. China and I were in one of several hokkies in the back-yard. Instead of a garden, the back-yard had two rows of hokkies.


  I soon got used to the gruelling routine: last to bed and first to rise. I was perpetually so exhausted I took naps during the day. Naps of sorts. Sitting up, I would pretend I was feeding the baby while both of us were fast asleep. He, in my weary and aching arms. I had come to my wedding thin. In three months, I was skin and bones. When Mama passed by one day, she asked:


  ‘Do they hang you in the rafters when they eat?’ And the next time she came, she had a message for me from Tata. ‘He said to tell you to mind you don’t go out of doors on windy days as you might be blown away.’


  We laughed but Mama said, ‘Seriously though, Tata is worried. He said to tell you, don’t forget you can always come home.’


  China got a job working at the Cold Meat Storage in Cape Town. He got in at seven in the morning and knocked off at seven at night. There was a big break, from twelve to four in the afternoon and his mlungu said he could sleep at the back of the storage, during that lunch break. But although he needed that sleep, as he left the house at six, China wanted to get out of that place each moment he could.


  ‘Place makes my clothes smell of blood,’ he complained.


  Thus, China too suffered from lack of sleep. However, when he came back from work, he could take a nap. Actually get into bed or lie on top, close his eyes and snore should he chose. No pretend sleep for him. I was filled with envy.


  Before the baby had come, if you’d squeezed a whole bush of aloe and put the juice into a large pail, that pail would not contain half the bitterness in my body. Bitter. For the tadpole that was growing in my stomach when I had kept myself pure. Now, I was bitter for another reason. The fires that had so tortured China and me when we were not supposed to quench them in each other . . . now that we were man and wife . . . with everything else going wrong between us those treacherous and torturing fires were gone. Dead. I don’t know about China. All that tortured me at night, with him lying dead right next to me, on the same, same bed, were the vicious memories of our stolen nights together . . . long, long ago, it seemed now. Then, everything I could ever desire, was right there in his eye. All he’d ever thirst for, he found in mine. It was like that between us then. Which is why we could slake the burning thirst in each other’s knees.


  But now, with all Canaan open before us, we were suddenly struck blind to whatever beauty lay in the other. I was very familiar with China’s stiff back.


  ‘Don’t breathe on me,’ I would snarl, whenever I sensed he wanted to come close. Most nights, I confess, I wanted none of that. Too tired. Just simply too tired. All that work they made me do as a new wife, umakoti, just killed me. Soon, we got used to being together like that. Two dead dry logs.


  To leave at six, China had to be up at five. Being China, the moment of getting out of bed was always but always postponed till it became inevitable. Usually, to just a quarter of an hour before he had to leave. One morning, I heard Bhabha cry and went back to the hokkie. Seeing that it was half-past-five, I woke China up.


  ‘Wake up! Wake up!’ I said, patting him on the shoulder.


  ‘Shut up, will you?’ barked China, rolling over onto the other side.


  ‘Oh, excuse me,’ I said, attending to the crying child. The cold tone of voice must have surprised China. He shook the blankets off his face and growled:


  ‘Do I work for you? What d’you care when I wake up?’


  ‘I thought I was helping.’


  ‘It’s too late for that, now,’ he said. ‘When you could have helped me, you chose not to.’ I finished pushing the pin through the baby’s napkin and fastened it. Then I looked at him.


  ‘What d’you mean?’


  ‘Look at me!’ roared China, finally springing up and out of bed. Beating his bare chest with the thumbs of his balled fists, he screamed, ‘Look at the mess I’m in. Just look at me! Not yet twenty and already out of school, doing a job I hate!’


  I knew he was talking about our being parents. No. About his being a father and a husband. The dog in the patch of nettles. The dog and I. So soon, though? So soon, he had started feeling his life a waste . . . something he would always resent?


  ‘What’s that got to do with your being late for work?’


  ‘Don’t you see? I wouldn’t be working now, doing a stupid job, getting peanuts for it.’


  ‘That’s my fault?’


  ‘You could have taken your stomach out!’ China flung as he left the hokkie, punching his arms through the sleeves of a jacket as he stomped out of the door.


  Surprise sprung my jaws wide open. For a full minute they stayed like that. Mouth agape. But no scream came.


  All morning, all day, Ribba’s face stayed before my eyes. Her throaty chuckle that flashed the uneven but strangely attractive teeth; her carefully careless gait; feet always in shoes; always so beautifully attired. Ribba. Dead, long before she was twenty. Dead, trying to take her stomach out. Each time I thought of what China had said to me that morning, I sucked my teeth. Sucked my teeth in and shook my head. Each time I held my baby in my arms, put him on my breast. And die? For what?


  If China was fed-up with his lot, I could hardly wait for my period of ukuhota or initiation to come to an end. Ordinarily, this event is marked by the arrival of the first child or the end of what was deemed a significant period — usually, a year. Since China and I had put the cart before the horse, I hoped I would get a discount or abbreviated sentence. Six months, perhaps.


  My day was longer than China’s, who seemed not to notice that fact. When he left, the baby was getting his first feed, the adults had already had their morning-in-bed coffee, and breakfast was waiting in the wings. When China went to bed, Mxolisi drank his last bottle for the day. Between that bottle and the next morning’s, I nursed him at least three times. In the course of the day, I seldom put my tired bones down, not a moment’s respite. Early morning: coffee — breakfast — schoolchildren and adults — wash the younger children and get them ready for school — dress them up and collect their books, scattered throughout the house and in some of the outside hokkies — empty chamber pot now that the adults have left for work — get the children off to school —- pick up night clothes strewn all over the place — make up beds — sweep through the house — do laundry, iron yesterday’s — attend to the baby — it’s time to start supper — the schoolchildren will be back any minute now, get their snack ready — dinner almost ready — there — there, the first adult has come home: make tea — later, everybody’s back from the saltmines: feed the tired army — then much later: listen to China whine about his job, about the tiredness of his feet, about how much he doesn’t make a week.


  Lucky him, he got paid. He had money in his hands, and he had a week, with a beginning and an end. My week was one long round of chores, with no break whatsoever. Sundays were the worst. At least, during the week, I didn’t have to serve lunch. Not Sundays. The deacon, my father-in-law, had to come back to a meals-ready house. This, after the hefty breakfast I had served, had to serve, before they all left for church. And cooking for my father-in-law was no easy matter. The man perpetually reminded me of his prowess as a chef at the Grand Hotel in Muizenberg. Big abelungus ate out of his hand, he bragged often.


  As the year drew to a close, I began to feel better, to dare to hope. Things had to get better next year. They would get better. Would I not be taking evening classes at St Francis Adult Education Centre? When that happened, my in-laws would be forced to share the chores. Besides, my year’s initiation would be over. Yes, my heart danced, things would be much easier for me next year. I just knew they would.


  Early in December, fearing schools might close before I had registered at St Francis for the following year, I brought up the matter of schooling with China.


  ‘We’ll have to talk to Tata about it,’ China said. My father had already talked to his father about it. Way back during the marriage negotiations. Why did we need to do more talking?


  ‘Your father agreed I would go back to school.’


  ‘Well then,’ said China, ‘we’ll just let him know, then.’


  ‘Molokazana,’ my father-in-law said that Friday afternoon. He never did call me by my married-woman name, Nohehake, which Tooksie’s whole family used religiously. ‘My son mentioned you’re thinking of school, next year.’


  ‘Yes, Tata,’ eyes lowered, I replied.


  ‘Is it not too soon?’ My eyes flew right up.


  ‘I mean’, he said quickly, no doubt seeing the look of consternation on my face, ‘is the baby not too young still?’ I had no intention of waiting for my son to start school before going back to school myself. But how to approach this man, who wielded so much power over my little life?


  ‘Mama will look after him, when I’m in school.’ I could hear my heart knock against the rib cage. Painfully. ‘And’, I added as an afterthought, ‘it wouldn’t be every evening.’


  ‘We’ll see. Let me think about it, then.’


  That year, the baby was too young for his mother to be about at night. I had to understand that babies were fragile. All kinds of evil roamed about at night and I would bring him some of that evil. Did I want to kill their child?


  I waited. What else could I do? Mxolisi turned one year. A part of me hated him. Not him . . . but what he was . . . had been . . . the effect he seemed to have on my life. Always negative, always cheating me of something I desperately wanted. I shrunk; because he was.


  As for killing their child, now, that was a laugh. If I had not scrimped, scratched around for odds and ends, and stretched the scraps my father-in-law brought back from the hotel on the days he was off duty, their child would have starved to death. Why, on occasion, I had to take money or food or both from Mama. And I mean for the baby.


  ‘Don’t forget to leave me some money for the baby’s formula,’ I reminded China one morning.


  ‘Have you taken him off the breast?’


  ‘No. Why?’


  ‘You seem to be using up a lot of his SMA. Didn’t we just buy him two tins, the other day?’


  ‘Two small tins.’


  ‘Try to give him more breast than bottle,’ said my husband, reminding me his father gave him but so much a week.


  Mercifully, the interminable year drew to a close. Again I raised the question of my schooling.


  This time, money was scarce. My father would give me the money, I said. No, came the reply from my father-in-law. No, they had their pride. How often would I run home each time there was a problem in my new home? Would that not say to my blood family, their abakhozi, that my husband and his family could not cope with looking after their new daughter, now their own child? I saw then that the promises my in-laws gave, certainly as far as the matter of my education went, were water to a sieve. Those promises would be postponed, deferred and broken till my dreams were finally forgotten. Till they had died.


  Then, one shushu day, without warning, without saying goodbye, China just upped and walked right out of my life. These past twenty years, I have not heard a word from him.


  In the new year, we had celebrated Mxolisi’s second birthday. Two weeks later, his father was gone. Just like that. One Monday, he didn’t come back from work. The next morning, everyone looked at me as though I had done something wrong. Or, in some manner I could not fathom, had failed.


  ‘He must have gone to his father,’ Tooksie’s mother said. Her brother still worked at the grand Grand Hotel out in Muizenberg and came to us at weekends, when he was off duty. On Friday, my father-in-law arrived. He was furious that we had not called to tell him of his son’s disappearance.


  ‘Makoti, My Child!’ shaking his head, his eyes looking anywhere and everywhere except where I stood, he said in a low voice full of despair. ‘I thought I could trust you.’


  I was stunned. How could it possibly be my fault China had taken himself wherever it was he had gone? But his father was not quite done with me. Not by a long shot.


  ‘I leave you here with my son,’ he said. ‘And now, I find him gone. He is not here. But you are still here, with your son and you didn’t bother letting me know mine was gone.’


  ‘We thought he was with you, Tata,’ I said.


  ‘I see.’ But I could see that he did not see. That my words made no sense to him at all.


  After that, without even having had the cup of tea I had put before him soon after he came, he left. He was going to China’s place of work, he said. See if something had happened to him there. Since that was the last known place where he’d gone, that’s where he’d start looking.


  China had last been seen at his job on Monday. Knocked off at seven, as usual. Then he didn’t show up the next day, or the next. When he didn’t come on Thursday, his boss broke into his locker and found it bare. He hired someone else in his place.


  What was so clear to China’s boss was far from clear to his family. His face long, my father-in-law told us of his findings and then announced:


  ‘How does that mlungu know China ever kept anything in that locker, in the first place?’ The search had begun in earnest.


  Maybe he had been arrested for a pass offence or something else. His father went to the Police Station,. Then, to the hospitals. Phoned each and every one of those that had wards for black people. Took the train and went to those within the vicinity of Cape Town: Groote Schuur. Conradie. Wynberg. Up and down he went, up and down, that whole day. No China. Not a trace of him anywhere. A whole week my father-in-law spent looking for his son. Took off from work to do that. No pay for him that week. Looking for China. Everywhere. Everywhere. But the ground had opened up and swallowed him whole.


  Nearly twenty years later, I have not heard from him. Not a word from the father of my first-born child, in almost twenty years. I don’t think he ever got over not knowing, till I was full three months pregnant, that he was about to be a father. Going to Gungululu certainly messed things up properly for China and me. Perhaps. For, I can never say for sure. Will never know. Sometimes, though, when I think about it, I say to myself, perhaps if that whole sad situation of our finding ourselves about to be parents, when we had taken all necessary precautions, had revealed itself to both of us at the same time and place, things might have turned out differently. But, as I say, I will never be sure about the truthfulness of that.


  Meanwhile, with China gone to only God knows where, I soon found I needed a job. His father was so distraught, he couldn’t bear to come to Guguletu any more. He stayed away from his sister’s house. Naturally, that meant we stopped seeing the colour of his money too. And soon, it became obvious, although people kept calling me makoti that whose makoti I was, was a puzzle. A burden.


  I took a job. What else? As a domestic servant. Sleep out. That didn’t mean I was excused from my makoti chores. So I had to get up two hours before dawn. To get myself and the baby ready for work and then give everybody their breakfast before they went to work and I, baby on my back, made my way to my job. But, within the first six months of working, I left Tooksie’s house, where I had become a real square peg in a round hole. Which is why, desperate as my situation was, I didn’t go back to my home, my girlhood home. Instead, I looked for and found a hokkie for rent at the back of someone else’s house. A hokkie of my own.


  Mxolisi grew as though he were a sapling during a summer of bountiful rains. As fast as he shot up physically, other aspects of his development were even more spectacular. At two, he could say things in a way anyone could understand, not just his mama. By that age, he knew more words than children twice his age. He ran the day he learnt to walk. Of course, he never crawled. He was such a marvel child that everyone loved him. Mama and Tata absolutely adored him. More so when, following his losing his father, his other grandfather, China’s father, soon also disappeared from our lives.


  While I would be lying if I said these developments brought me any regret, still I felt Mxolisi’s distress at the abrupt changes in his little world. Certainly, to me, he appeared to miss the old geezer. And for a long time after China’s disappearance, he would ask me to do some of the things China did with him, such as kick ball or spin a top for him. Also, he would repeat the word tata tata tata to himself during play. Especially when he was all alone while I was busy around our little hokkie. In time, however, I found him saying it less and less. But, not once did he ever directly ask me for his father. Not once, until one day when he was three times the age he’d been when he last saw that father.


  Meanwhile, we did everything together. He went to work with me, and I played with him, when we were home in the evenings and over the weekend. He loved peek-a-boo and, later, hide-and-seek. What fun we had teaching him imfumba and qashi-qashi! Later still, I learnt a lot of little boys’ games. We learnt to kick ball and spin tops together.


  One day, Mxolisi was at the big house at the back of which we lived, where I almost always left him when I went to work or to do grocery shopping. He liked staying there because there were older children who doted on him. The two boys, Zazi and Mzamo, both in their early teens, took him everywhere they went: to the field where the location boys gathered and played soccer, a game of marbles, spun their tops, or just spun yarns about those things of interest to boys that age . . . boys knocking at the door of manhood.


  On this day, however, the boys had left Mxolisi behind as they did when going to school or somewhere else where his presence would be a nuisance. Recently, that had been happening with increasing frequency and not because of school either. Students were boycotting classes. Again and for the umpteenth time, in the past five or so years.


  Suddenly, gun shots rang.


  ‘Unganyebelezeli, kuza kudlalwa!’ piped Mxolisi’s little voice, calling for daring and defiance. To look at him do the war cry of the Comrades, poised in a defiant stance, his tiny fist up in the air, couldn’t but send all those who heard him into paroxysms of laughter.


  There was nothing unusual about this. Mxolisi, now four years old, could already tell the difference between the bang! of a gun firing and the Gooph! of a burning skull cracking, the brain exploding.


  This day, however, minutes after the onset of the firing, Mzamo, mouth frothing, ran into the house; Zazi, eyes hanging out of their sockets from fear, close on his heels.


  Quickly and with the help of their father, they opened the back door, flung out Zazi’s jacket, threw it far to the back of the path cutting through the hokkies and going to the back fence. The mother then squeezed the boys into the wardrobe and locked it.


  ‘Don’t move! Don’t breathe!’ said the father to the boys.


  Everybody went to the back in ‘witness’ to the fleeing boys.


  A few minutes later, the police stormed into the house. Casting caustic glances left and right and into the eyes of those present, they stomped through the house, into the bedroom, into the sitting room, into the kitchen and out onto the backyard.


  ‘Where are they? Where are the boys who ran in here a minute ago?’ they barked.


  Mute with grief-tinged fear, those at the back of the house pointed reluctantly over the fence.


  The police went to the fence, realized that the boys had cleared it and ran out of the yard of the adjacent house.


  ‘We’ll get them next time,’ they vowed.


  One policeman viciously kicked at the lifeless jacket on the ground. Kicked it till it jumped into the air, which filled it up, momentarily ballooning the sleeves. Then, slowly exhaling, the jacket danced its way back down. Slowly came down. Till, finally, it fell limply back onto the ground. And lost all its airy life-likeness. At which, one of the uniformed men viciously stamped on it and, with both feet, ground it to the the dirt-strewn earth; battering it although it offered no fight, no resistance at all.


  Then, epaulettes gleaming under beefy biceps, the three trooped back into the house on their way out.


  ‘Tell them, we’ll be back. They will not escape, next time!’ the leader, sandy, sparkless eyes narrowed, growled, standing at the front door, glaring at those inside the house.


  The last of the three men had one foot out of the door when he suddenly whirled around, stopped short by a small, shrill voice.


  ‘Naba!’ clear as spring water high up the mountains, rang the voice, once more raised in excitement.


  ‘Nab’ ewodrophini! Here they are! Here they are, in the wardrobe!’ screamed Mxolisi, pointing to the wardrobe. A clever little smile all over his chubby face.


  He said those terrible words and, swift as a wink, witnessed their outcome. The boys jumped out and made for the window. But when they hit the back garden the police were waiting, and shot them then and there. He was struck mute by what he saw the police do to the two boys. His beloved friends. After that, he zipped his mouth and would not say one word. Not one word more — for the next two years.


  On Saturday, that same week, the two boys were buried. We all feared for Mxolisi who, by nights, thrashed about and screamed in his sleep since that episode. By day, he was a walking zombie; went about wide-eyed, staring into nowhere and never said a word. Stared, not a tear out of those suddenly enormous vacant eyes. Not a tear. Could a child that age grieve? What were those sounds he made that day of the funeral? Sounds that came from deep down his throat? Why, no tears? Why, we all asked, had the child not said a word since?


  In the days before the funeral, we waited. In the midst of all that grief, the wailing and the swearing (for there were not a few who said big words of terrible anger against the boers as a whole and the government in particular), now and then our minds were pulled back to Mxolisi, who had stopped talking. Stopped, once he’d witnessed the children of the words his mouth had uttered.


  Then the day of the funeral arrived. Should he or should he not be taken to the grave site? They were his friends, some said. Therefore, he should go to the graveyard and say goodbye to them. If he doesn’t get to bid them farewell, he will think he is being punished and blame himself forever after for what’s happened, said others. No, said those directly opposed to the latter view. That’s exactly what will make him believe he is being punished; taking him there. Spare the child this much, voiced yet another group. He is too young to grasp the meaning of all these events.


  Mxolisi would not be left behind. Clutching my hand as though the two were welded, stone-faced, wide-eyed, he sat through the entire service. While tears streamed down the cheeks of many, Mxolisi’s eyes had become two deep, bone-dry wells on the plane that was his face; dry as the Namib, his cheeks.


  For days, then weeks, we waited for him to come back. Return from wherever he had gone. Clearly, he was not with us. Had not been since that day those two boys were killed. We waited. A whole month went by. Still, not a word from the child’s mouth? Had he permanently lost his power of speech?


  Mama took him to work with her. Her employer was a resourceful lady; always came through at times of stress. Also, she and Mama had known each other all these years.


  ‘Madam says we must take him to the children’s hospital, in Rondebosch East,’ Mama came back saying. Her mlungu woman had phoned the doctors there and we were to take Mxolisi to the hospital the following week.


  I’d asked Khaya to come and see me over the weekend. The hokkie had a leaky roof. One Saturday, he came with his daughter, Nobulumko. Mxolisi seemed happy enough to have Nobulumko all to himself while his Malume was on the roof. Before his silence, he’d enjoyed playing with her as well as with other children his age. And although she was seven months older, he appeared the older of the two. He bullied and took advantage of the poor thing till, more often than not, I had to step in.


  I held my breath. Would he say something to her? Would the words return to his mouth? But although they played, his cousin giggling endlessly at some antic or her fancy, I couldn’t say, Mxolisi stayed stubbornly dumb throughout the afternoon.


  At the Red Cross Children’s Hospital the doctors and nurses and social workers were kindness itself. We went there several times. But with all their kind hearts and the many clever things they made Mxolisi do, they could not bring words back to his mouth. They could not plant what the police had scorched away by their violent actions.


  They looked into his throat, into his ears, up his nostrils. They made him draw: complete half-drawn pictures, fill out sketchy outlines and make up completely new pictures. They made him imitate the sounds of animals, domestic and wild; watch children’s films and a host of other things besides. Why, one doctor even had him put to sleep . . . talked to him while the boy was fast asleep. However, in sleep or awake, Mxolisi still said nothing to the doctor.


  Finally, they threw their hands up and told us Mxolisi was sick. As though we didn’t know that. But, they said, he wasn’t sick in his body but sick inside. What inside? His mind? No, not his mind, his heart. He needed time, he would get well one day. We shouldn’t push him at all. Ignore his not talking. Just go on as though nothing were amiss. In time, he would surely heal.


  Well, that was something new. The child had been silent for months. What time did he need? How many years? Not push him? Not push Mxolisi? A child who’d made up his own mind before he was born? Decided he would be born?


  It was quite a pleasant surprise to see Nono. She had gone back to school and was too busy with her studies to be a frequent visitor.


  ‘Thought I should stop by,’ she said, finding me stirring a pot of mphokoqo.


  ‘What are you burning there? Smells dreadful!’ she said. When I told her what I was cooking she had the grace to add:


  ‘Oh, that! Difficult to escape burning, isn’t it?’ After all that, she wanted some. Then she asked about Mxolisi, who was at the front house, the house at whose back garden our hokkie stood.


  ‘He’s all right,’ I said. ‘Except he will not speak. He’s become as much good as a baby in that respect.’


  ‘Does he hear?’ asked Nono, explaining, ‘When you talk to him, does he appear to understand what you’re saying?’


  ‘Oh, there’s no problem at all as far as that’s concerned. He understands, all right. Will do what you ask of him, any time.’ I said, going to the door.


  ‘Mxolisi!’ I called out. ‘Boyboy! Where are you?’ The back door of the front house opened and there he was, standing, his hand on the door handle.


  ‘Come over here, there’s someone to see you!’ At that, he stepped out, closing the door behind him. Then, after several tentative steps, he stopped and looked at me, a question in those eloquent eyes that, now that he’d stopped speaking, seemed to have taken over the function.


  ‘It’s Nobulumko’s Mama!’ His eyes lit up and a huge grin painted itself all over his face. He would be disappointed. Nono had not brought her child along.


  But he wasn’t. She had brought something that took the sting of his cousin’s absence away. A toy car — sleek and long and gleaming black. She wound it for him, put it on the linoleum floor and, purring, it zig-zagged its way thereon, banging and clanging against the legs of chairs as it went along.


  Mxolisi clapped his hands in glee, threw himself on the floor, hands darting forward to grab the erratic car. And although she coaxed and provoked and trapped and in many, many ways tried to trick him into uttering a word, or syllable, some discernible semblance of human speech, a cry approaching it, Mxolisi did everything except utter that word or cry or part of a word. In the end, no doubt exhausted by the paces through which she put him, he fell asleep. Car tightly clutched in his fisted hand.


  For a while after I’d put him to bed, we talked about him. Finally, however, we fell to talking about other things. About us. The we we were or had been . . . when was it? How long ago had it been?


  ‘That last school year? 1972!’ said Nono.


  ‘Boy!’ I said, ‘that was a terrible year, all right. So many of us had to leave school.’


  ‘Three girls.’


  ‘Poor Ribba!’


  ‘That was so sad. Mind you, at the time I thought she was the lucky one.’


  ‘Lucky?’ I couldn’t believe my ears. The girl had died during or as a result of a botched, back-street abortion.


  ‘Do you remember the terrible anger we faced? Yes, I know it sounds stupid now, but there were days I wished I were dead, I can tell you that.’


  ‘It seems so remote now, doesn’t it? Our people say, “Thunder rumbles and roars but then passes away!” and those are very true words, indeed.’ All those memories came flooding back. ‘What was the absolute worst, for you?’ I asked.


  ‘Oh, the fear of discovery, first. And then, the shame once that had happened. The shame and the sense of having let one’s parents down horribly, irrevocably.’ She paused and, eyebrows raised, looked at me.


  ‘And you? What was the most difficult, for you?’


  ‘Well,’ I said, memory again plunging me back all those years. ‘Remember now, things were slightly different, for me.’


  ‘I know.’


  We both knew that the knowledge, the fact, of my pregnancy had come as a total shock, a bombshell to me. I had not at all known I was pregnant. What is more, at the time, I was a virgin.


  ‘Those were sure difficult times . . . hard times,’ Nono said.


  ‘You can say that again!’


  China’s father (for although he had little to do with us now that we had moved away from his sister’s house, my parents had felt it was only right to tell China’s people of the boy’s affliction) came up with the idea we take Mxolisi to see a sangoma. Six whole months had gone by, and still Mxolisi had not regained his speech. I agreed to the suggestion. I was desperate enough to try anything.


  The woman my father-in-law took us to was about my age. She saw us to one of the rooms, made us sit on the floor, our shoes off. Nothing unusual in that, all according to custom.


  Out came her goat-skin. Spread it on the floor before her. But instead of the bones I expected her to throw on it, the bones that would tell her who we were and what we’d come to her about, I heard her call for someone to bring her water. Water? What is she going to do with water? Wash us? Make us drink it?


  Another woman, much older than our sangoma, brought a clear glass of water, gave it to the sangoma and left.


  She put the glass on the goat-skin. Looked at us, at the three of us, one at a time. Her eyes intent, slow, deliberate. Then, gently, she laid her hand on the mouth of the glass, like a cover, but not quite closing it. Next, she closed her eyes. And only then did she slowly lower her hand till it rested firmly on the glass.


  The water in the glass changed colour. Right before my unbelieving eyes.


  Mxolisi gasped.


  I turned my head to him in surprise. That was the nearest thing to a word he’d uttered in more than two years full. Again, my eyes turned to the woman. Now, the water was working itself up as though, in another minute, it would come to boil. But no, instead, the agitation led to foaming and that spilled over, seeping from beneath the sangoma’s palm until it reached the goat skin and settled all around the stem of the glass.


  When the water finally calmed down, she opened her eyes. And, slowly nodding her head at the glass, she made low, grunting sounds before she turned those piercing eyes full strength onto the child.


  ‘Yebo, ngane yami! Yes, my child,’ in Zulu, she said. As one in a trance, eyes focused solely on Mxolisi as though he were the only person in the room with her, voice floating, soft and eerie, disembodied even, she went on:


  ‘For shoulders so tender, so far from fully formed, great is the weight you bear. You hold yourself and you are held . . .’ — she paused before saying the word . . . ‘responsible’. She said the word with a sigh, as though she were a judge sending a young person, a first offender, to the gallows. Sending him there because of some terrible and overwhelming evidence she dared disregard only at her own peril.


  Then she turned to us. Why the wrath in her eyes? I recoiled because those eyes, now narrowed, were fixed more on me than my father-in-law. And out of them shone boiling anger and . . . was it pity?


  ‘Mama,’ she said, her voice once more her own. ‘You must free this your son.’


  I said I didn’t understand.


  ‘You know what I’m talking about. Go home. Think about your child. Children are very sensitive. They know when we hate them.’ After a small pause she shook her head. ‘Perhaps, I use a word too strong . . . but, resentment can be worse than hate.’


  It was my turn to gasp. My whole being turned to ice. Tears pricked my eyes. I felt my father-in-law’s eyes on me and turned mine his way. His brow was gathered, his eyes wide with unasked questions. But the sangoma wasn’t done.


  ‘But to come back to why you have come to see me,’ she broke our locked eyes, ‘this child has seen great evil in his short little life. He needs all the love and understanding he can get.’


  She gave us medicine — roots and powders, with instructions as to how to use which. We paid and left. An uneasy silence between us, between China’s father and myself. What was Mxolisi thinking? How much of what the sangoma had said had made sense to him?


  ‘Will you let me know, Molokazana, of whatever progress the boy makes?’


  I said I would and we parted.


  A few weeks after the visit to the sangoma, Nono and I were in the kitchen part of my one-room pondok, preparing a meal while Khaya romped around with the two children.


  ‘So?’ said Nono making bedroom eyes at me.


  ‘So, what?’


  ‘When are you giving Mxo, here, a baby sister?’


  ‘You’re a one to ask me that,’ I said. ‘Where’s Nobulumko’s brother?’ At that, she pushed her tummy out, hooked her thumbs under the shoulder bands of her pinafore dress and raised her brows to her doek, startled lashes high up, widening the white of the eye till it showed blue. She exaggerated the pout of her mouth till it resembled Donald Duck’s beak.


  ‘I see,’ I said. That explained something she had said earlier . . . that she and my brother were getting married. I had wondered how the two sets of parents had agreed to the marriage. Well, my case was slightly different, now, wasn’t it? ‘Won’t that be a little difficult for me?’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Have you seen China, lately?’ We both burst out laughing. Afterwards, some hours later, when I’d forgotten about this little chat, Nono said, ‘Seriously, though, it’s been . . . what? over a year since China went missing?’


  ‘Over two years.’


  ‘And. . .?’


  ‘And what?’


  ‘We must find someone, for you?’


  ‘Who said I need your help?’


  ‘Is there someone I should know about?’


  ‘I don’t know about knowing about him . . .’ That had been a blatant lie. What is the matter with you, Mandisa? I asked myself. Who are you saving it for? China? D’you still want him? Are you waiting for him? Or, is it your good name you’re worried about? Your virginity, perhaps? D’you think you’ll ever be that again? Is that what is bothering you? What you’re trying to reclaim . . . what you were cheated out of?


  That is when the words of the sangoma hit me. In all the years of being a mother, I had held on to my having become one in spite of stringent precaution. My virginity was rent not by a lover or husband, even. No, but by my son. This fact, an accident, my people called it, had always set me apart . . . at least in my own mind. I, unlike the likes of Nono or even Ribba, had not been a loose young woman.


  Only now, the inverse of the equation hit me. Where I had often heard it mentioned that a woman will always have a tender spot for the man to whom she gave her virginity, how could I feel that way towards my son? Indeed, how often had I not wondered whether my feelings towards him would have been different had his coming been otherwise? When he cried, sometimes instead of feeling sorry for him, I felt sorry for myself. As though he had less reason for his tears than I for his being on this earth. Did I hate my son? Stop it! Stop it! Stop it! How could you hate him? Surely, you know full well that was not intentional. Boyboy never set out to ruin you. He just happened. Why, he wasn’t even there . . . not yet Boyboy or Michael or Mxolisi or Hlumelo.


  Although she was not yet showing, a few weeks after our visit to the sangoma, Nono and Khaya got married. Nobulumko was the flower girl and Mxolisi, the ring bearer. I used the sangoma’s roots and herbs faithfully, but Mxolisi had still not recovered the power of speech. More than a year since I last heard his voice.


  At the wedding, I met Lungile. Not much to look at — but, could the man talk! Short, squat, heavy-set shoulders, neck almost not there. A thick head of hair. Large forehead. And a nose that made me think of the map of Africa. Lips, thick and pursed as though he hid something in his mouth. Throughout the ceremony, he kept bumping into me till I saw that the encounters were deliberate on his part. My heart started pounding. Oh, Mandisa, Nono was right. How can you be excited by a thing like that? Look at him, short as the path to the faggot just outside the hut.


  On my way home, late that night, there he was. He had obviously been lying in wait.


  ‘May I walk you home?’


  ‘I’m not afraid.’


  ‘I want to talk to you.’


  ‘Can’t it wait till tomorrow?’ Then I remembered Nono’s words once again. And the sangoma. How long would I keep my life so uninteresting?


  ‘Let’s go, then,’ I said when he made no move to let me pass. He picked up Mxolisi and we walked back to my hokkie with the boy in his arms. The sight of my child seeming so content, head solidly against this man’s chest, did something to me.


  We spent that night together. And nine months later, Lunga was born. Lungile, his father, had become a permanent fixture in my home although I had made it quite clear, that first night, that I was not looking for marriage.


  ‘See that nail behind the door?’ I had said, pointing.


  ‘Mmhh-mmhh?’


  ‘That’s for your jacket, each time you come here. And when you leave, I want you to take it with you.’


  Lungile was fun. After the initial resistance, Mxolisi adored him. Lungile was patient with him, always trying to figure out what it was he would say, were he to talk. Never getting fed up or hurrying him or giving up when he didn’t get whatever the child wanted to convey in his new wordless way.


  Soon after Lungile entered our life, the two would often leave me at home and go to the shops or to rugby games together. They went grocery shopping in Claremont together. And even when Lungile’s friends came over, as sometimes they did, he would chat away with the boy sitting on his lap, listening, if not saying a word. However, even so, Mxolisi and I still shared what I came to see as Our private moments. Before he stopped talking, he liked whispering in my ear when he didn’t want other ears hearing what he was telling me. This started when he was still on the breast and people, especially my mother, would say he was too old to be suckled. When he wanted his drink, he would whisper in my ear and tug and pull till I followed him away from prying eyes. The habit persisted past that stage and after he stopped talking, he gave me other signs with which to interpret what he wished to say. So, our ‘whispering’ stayed on, if changed.


  Then Lunga, the baby, came. For a while, the whispering stopped. I didn’t notice this at first. In fact, I only remembered that it was so following later events.


  When the baby was about three months old, Mxolisi began to wet his bed. This child who was dry and out of napkins by his first birthday, wet his bed. I scolded, I shamed, I ridiculed — all to no avail.


  Lungile came up with mice. The idea, that is. Folklore has it that making the bed-wetter eat mice will cure him. But first, we told Mxolisi that if he wet his bed one more time, we were going to catch a mouse, roast it on the open fire, and make him eat it. With everybody, all his friends, watching.


  His eyes grew large and round. We felt we had scared him enough. Lo and behold, if the same acidy stench did not greet our nostrils the very next morning. That weekend, Lungile made good his threat.


  And all the time Mxolisi choked and gagged and finally swallowed the bits we’d chopped the roasted mouse into, his eyes strayed often to his younger brother as though to say: why me alone? What about him? Sure enough, the bed was dry the next morning. But then, even as we were crowing with pleasure at the success of our plan, more awaited us.


  ‘Uph’ owam utata?’ Out of the blue, my son asked, ‘Where is my own father?’


  I could hardly believe my ears. The dish in my hands dropped to the floor while, mouth agape, I stared. Then, ‘What did you say?’ I asked.


  ‘Uph’ owam utata?’ Again, Mxolisi said. Clear as clear can be. I had not been mistaken. He who had not said one word in almost two years, had spoken. Such was my joy that I lost sight of the meaning of the words he’d uttered.


  Yes, that is Mxolisi. He kept silent for nearly two years. And when he did speak again, it was to ask me a question to which I had no answer. To which I did not know the answer.


  ‘Uph’ owam utata? Where is my own father?’


  But it is not what he said that gnaws the pit of my stomach — every single day. No, it is not what he said that day but what he did not say . . . the question he did not ask . . . has never asked, that has stayed in my mind. Stayed in my mind, from then and from long before to this very day. Yes, it did. That question he asked only that one time . . . asked it twice, within a minute. Never asked it again. Instead, there came a stoop to the shoulder and his suddenly-old-man’s hooded look frightened me more than I can say.


  ‘Where is my own father? Where is my own father?’


  Yet the bed-wetting stopped soon thereafter. But then, there is the terrible guilt I feel he carries. Mzamo and Zazi. But he never says a word about them. Those friends of his early childhood. Poor children. Died like dogs. Shot by the police. Nobody blamed Mxolisi, he was just a baby then. Nobody blamed him at all. Today, you can kill Mxolisi before he will tell on another. His own sins, he will readily confess. Not another’s, no. He would sooner lie than do that, even take the blame himself. But he never tells on someone else, not even his brother or sister. Never. Even with this thing of the Young Lions and the necklacing. Although he is very active in the business of the comrades, himself a student so long in high school, he has denied over and over again that he has had anything to do with necklacing. When Dwadwa and I pointed out, one day, that it was students who went about killing people in this terrible manner, Mxolisi said, ‘Not me!’ Yes, he said, some of his friends were involved. ‘But I am no murderer.’ What do those friends of his tell their own parents? As amaXhosa say, ityal’ alingomafutha, alithanjiswa, guilt is no cream with which one anoints oneself.


  Other things happened and time passed and cheer returned to Mxolisi’s face. Hugs and kisses, too, returned. And so did our whispers. Mxolisi, who wouldn’t finish a bar of chocolate or other sweet without insisting I take a bite. To this very day, of my three children, he is the most demonstrative. However, it worries me that all these years since, he has not once asked for those two boys who used to take him everywhere with them. When he recovered his speech, he did not ask: Where is Mzamo? or, Where is Zazi? Not once since that day long ago when he was all of four has he asked for either boy. Many many times have I asked myself why he has never done that. Why? It is as though he never knew them . . . never called their names . . . never cried for them not to leave him behind . . . never once woke up in the middle of the night crying out for their company. Before he’d said those terrible words: Nab’ewodrophini.


  At some unguarded moments, however, I have seen the knowledge in his wounded eyes. I have seen the searing knowledge.


  When he started talking, Mxolisi had a few months left before he had to start school. However, once he did, it was as though the power of speech had never left him. In school, his progress brought to fruition the earlier promise. Invariably, Mxolisi was top of his class. The only problem, in primary school, came the day he was given corporal punishment because he had not paid his school fees. He was in standard five then. The caning upset him so much he refused to go to school. I cajoled, and pleaded and promised him things I had no business promising him. In the end, though, he agreed to go back.


  A few months later, however, Lungile skipped the border, to go and train as a freedom fighter. Once more, I was alone. Difference was, now I had two children. It was not long after this that I discovered that Mxolisi had left school. I came back from work one Friday, to find a brown envelope on my bed. Inside, two crisp twenty-rand notes.


  ‘Where did this come from?’ I asked, turning the envelope over. And there, in large black letters hand-written, was Mxolisi’s name. As well as the name of the company that had paid him.


  He had got sick and tired of being caned for nothing by his teachers, he told me. He didn’t have all the books they wanted him to have. Moreover, some of the ones we had bought at the beginning of the year had been stolen. ‘Besides,’ said my son, ‘with Tata gone, I can see how tough things have become for you, Mama.’


  Long and hard did I talk to him that night, explaining that he was too young to work. I would manage. I would leave my domestic worker job and start a business or take chars instead of the one steady job with one mlungu woman. He had to stay in school, I made him see. Were he to leave school before finishing high school, he would be sorry for the rest of his life. He would be part of the thousands upon thousands of young people who roam the township streets aimlessly day and night. That is how Mxolisi stayed long enough in school to become a high school student.


  Unfortunately, it is in that high school that serious problems started. Mxolisi got himself involved in politics. Boycotts and strikes and stay-aways and what have you? Soon, he was a leader in students’ politics and many who didn’t know his face knew his name.


  These children went around the township screaming at the top of their voices: LIBERATION NOW, EDUCATION LATER! and ONE SETTLER, ONE BULLET! And the more involved in politics he got, the less we saw him here at home.


  I now had three children, with the arrival of the girl, Siziwe. I had married Siziwe’s father, Dwadwa, a home body. The kind of man that, in my younger days, we used to laugh at and call imurhu or a ‘skom van ver! — despising him for his being new in town, his being unschooled in the devious ways of urban living. However, with experience, it was exactly that type of man I wanted in my life. The salt of the earth — solid, steadfast, predictable as the movements of the sun. Might be overcast sometimes, too hot at others, but always there at the set time. There, doing what it has always done, what it was meant to do — from time immemorial. However, the harder we tried to bring Mxolisi closer home, the harder he ran. But then, a thousand, thousand other students his age were doing exactly what he was doing. Here, in Guguletu, as well as all over the country.


  And in spite of all this politics, two-three weeks ago I could hardly walk anywhere in the whole of Section 3 without being stopped by people whose mouths had no other words to say besides singing Mxolisi’s praises. To everyone, he was a hero. People I didn’t know from a bar of soap stopped me. Young and old, they stopped me on the street to tell me:


  ‘Mother of Mxolisi, your child is really a child to be proud of. In this day and age, when children do everything but what is decent. We really thank the Lord for you. Yes, we really thank Him because of the son He has given you!’


  This Mxolisi! He can make one so proud sometimes. Apparently, he’d gone to the shops over at NY 110 the previous evening to get Dwadwa some fruit. He was gone a long time, a very long time. Of course we scolded him when he eventually returned. It was not till the next morning that we got to know the reason for his delay.


  Before five, the next morning, there was a knock at the door. A man and a woman walked in. Both strangers. Before we’d even heard who they were, they began praying and thanking God and Mxolisi and us, his parents.


  When he’d got close to the shops, onlookers’ stares told Mxolisi something was afoot behind the building. Curious, he asked one of them what was happening.


  ‘Some boys’ve dragged a girl over there,’ the man told him. But the girl was not screaming, he said. Therefore, no one thought to intervene. Because the girl was not screaming. Thanks to Mxolisi, the girl had escaped certain rape. ‘And who knows what they would have done to her after that?’ the mother asked.


  ‘This boy of yours has a good heart,’ the girl’s father said. Unashamed tears ran down his cheeks. They wanted to give Mxolisi money, but Dwadwa felt that was wrong. Mxolisi had only done what anybody would have done.


  ‘No,’ the girl’s mother said quietly. ‘There were many people there. Looking. Some were even laughing. None stopped the crime, none. Until your son arrived on the scene.’


  But now, some of those same people look at me as if I am the one who killed your daughter. Or expressly told Mxolisi to go and kill her.


  9


  6 am - Thursday 26 August


  At the departure of the police, a host of questions assailed us: Why would the police have come and raided our house at such an ungodly hour? What did they want from Mxolisi? Where was he? Why had he not come home all night? What did the neighbours think of the commotion?


  Then, as though the terrible questions were not unsettling enough, hot on their heels an army of answers came flooding us into a state of psychotic paralysis. All at once we knew everything. We had all the answers. The knowledge plunged us into despair, for everything we knew was bad . . . or worse.


  Of course, the police had not told us a thing. Why would they tell us why they were looking for our son? When have the Guguletu Police been known for being reasonable, to say nothing of polite? Courteous? HA! Don’t make me laugh.


  We were still torturing ourselves with our new-found knowledge, no end to the insights, suggestions, proposals and guesses gushing out of our mouths when, early as the hour was, our very concerned neighbours descended upon us.


  ‘Hey, Mmelwane,’ Skonana’s eyes were fairly popping out of their sockets. ‘What is this lawaai, in the middle of the night?’


  ‘As you, no doubt, saw,’ replied Dwadwa tartly, ‘the police paid us a visit.’


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘Yes,’ he said curtly.


  Skonana took a step back.


  ‘Said they were looking for this boy, Mxolisi.’ And before she could say one word more, Dwadwa added, ‘And now that you know as much as we do, may we try and put ourselves together without further interruption? We’ve had enough of that for one day, wouldn’t you agree?’


  ‘I know when I’m not needed,’ in a huff, Skonana stormed out. But not before she had flung back, over her shoulder, ‘I only came because I thought I should let you know what people on the street are saying!’


  ‘Don’t pay him any mind! Sukumhoya!’ I shouted at the retreating figure. But I didn’t get as much as a reply. Skonana did not halt or falter in her step. She did not look back. Her back stiff as though starched, she just kept on walking till she reached the door, opened it, and closed it ever so gently, so softly, you knew she was taking extra care to be civil, making it clear she would not stoop to our level.


  I turned on Dwadwa, ‘You didn’t have to be that crude.’


  ‘Your neighbour can be trying, sometimes,’ he retorted. ‘Anyway, what does she want? Couldn’t she wait, give us some time . . . God! the police haven’t even got to the police station yet!’


  ‘What did she mean by that?’


  ‘By what?’ asked Dwadwa crossly.


  ‘What people are saying?’


  ‘Go and ask her, if you really want to listen to gossip.’


  That shut me up. That’s my husband for you. But the piece about ‘Your neighbour’ annoyed me. As with the children, if any of our friends or neighbours annoys Dwadwa, he will immediately donate that person to me. ‘Your child’ and ‘Your friend’ or ‘Your neighbour’. His uncaring back increased my annoyance. There’s nothing more irritating than taking offence when the person who is the source of that is oblivious of your anger. Right now, Dwadwa was busy going about his business, while I fumed.


  ‘She is your neighbour too,’ I threw at him as I left the bedroom, where the exchange had taken place. I had to see to the children.


  Dwadwa did not take me on. And my mind turned on the one child for whom, at that moment, my very arms ached. Where was he? Where was Mxolisi? What had happened to him? And what did the police want him for?


  Thank God, Lunga’s cuts and bruises turned out to be superficial, more ugly than deadly: a cut lip, a loose tooth, a bump on the forehead busy turning red and blue even as I looked, and what promised to be a king-sized shiner in a couple of hours. The important thing, however, was that we all realized that, no bones broken, he would survive.


  Meanwhile, Siziwe, whom the police had hardly touched, was a wreck. Dwadwa took one look at her and opted for the easier task of tending to Lunga, although he himself sported a nasty bruise on the lower right arm, a little above the elbow. Must have got it when he’d fended off a blow aimed at his head.


  Just as I was getting myself ready to see to Siziwe, there came a knock, accompanied by: ‘Vula, ndim! Open up, it’s me!’


  ‘Me, who?’ asked Dwadwa in a voice thick with irritation. ‘And is your own house on fire that you should go about waking people up from their sleep?’


  ‘Are you asleep?’ came the swift response. From her voice, the woman was genuinely startled. The voice also helped me identify the caller, another of our neighbours, Qwati.


  Dwadwa opened the door to admit her, bandaged legs and all, ‘I didn’t think you would be,’ she wheezed as she walked in.


  In her early sixties, years of hard toil had left her a legacy — a network of varicose veins so pronounced her legs looked liked the trunks of ancient trees, twisted and gnarled roots choking the life out of them. The veins were perpetually on the brink of bursting, hence the bandages. Chain smoking and heavy drinking hardly improved the situation. Qwati, a very amicable woman, confessed to being diabetic and asthmatic. We all suspected she was alcoholic as well.


  ‘Mother of Siziwe! My Sister, what is this commotion so early in the day?’ But before we had answered her, she rattled on. ‘Nibanjelwa ntoni, ngenj’ ixukuxa? What are you being arrested for, at dog-wash-teeth time?’


  If Dwadwa had been abrupt with Skonana, he was downright rude to Qwati and sent her packing in less time than it takes to say How Do You Do! The poor woman hardly got an answer to her first question. Although I didn’t necessarily agree with Dwadwa’s harsh manner of dealing with our meddlesome neighbours, nonetheless, I had to agree that his method was effective. We certainly had enough on our hands with Mxolisi’s absence . . . and his being sought by the police.


  I walked to the door with her and said, ‘Come back later in the morning, Qwati. We have to straighten everything now, as you can see.’


  ‘I see,’ she said, leaving me standing at the door, holding the door open till she went out of the gate. I returned to the business at hand, tending to the two children and putting the house in order again . . . whatever could be righted, those things not broken beyond repair, that is.


  In the kitchen, Dwadwa was seeing to Lunga. Siziwe was in the dining-room, and that is where I headed.


  Eyes big and round, pushed out as those of a tadpole in a drying ditch, Siziwe squatted on the floor, right in the corner of the room furthest from the door and on the inside wall, the one adjacent to that of the main bedroom. Elbows to knees, she crouched and from deep down her throat came this panicky cooing of a frightened dove. No lifting upward trill. Just a deep dull growl, a trembly sigh, filled with blind despair. On and on and on the terrible wrawl, shoulders heaving horribly. But no tears came from those grotesquely protruding eyes.


  Gathering her in my arms, I helped her up and, half-dragging, half-carrying her, took her to my bedroom, where she flopped onto the bed.


  Shaking her by the shoulders, I tried to stem the haunted, tearless cry. However, she would neither stop nor answer my call.


  ‘Siziwe! Siziwe! d’you hear me?’


  No answer came from her. She just lay there on the bed, shivering. Although the room was far from cold, I took a heavy shawl and covered her with it and went to the kitchen, where I made her a strong cup of black tea.


  She took the tea, piping hot as it was, and gulped it down in one go, as though the tea were ice cold or her throat were beyond scalding, nothing living that could burn.


  After that, she sat up and, thinking she was about to say something, I waited. Watched her closely and waited.


  But she just went on staring, unblinking, quiet as though she had lost her tongue. A few minutes later, she flopped back onto the bed, lay stretched full out, and closed her eyes. Whether or not she was asleep, I couldn’t say.


  I put my hand against her forehead. No fever there. Relief. Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to go . . . to leave her alone. Instead, I stood there watching over her as though she were a baby only hours old.


  For a while, she tossed, turned and mumbled, fitful in her sleep, if sleep it were. Soon, however, her breathing began to ease, her muscles relaxed. Satisfied she was asleep at last, softly, carefully, I crept out of the room. But left the door ajar.


  ‘Mama!’ The hoarse cry whipped me round. It took speech away from my throat. I looked at her. Why had she cried out? And why like that . . . in that tone of voice? Such heaviness of heart in that cry. As of one in darkest despair.


  ‘What? What is it?’ I barked out.


  ‘Oh, Mama!’ Now, long fat tears gushed out and galloped down her cheeks, chasing each other to her chin.


  ‘Siziwe, what is the matter?’ I yelled, getting no answer. My anxiety level was shooting up. Why had the child called me? What was troubling her?


  She shook her head. Then, as though her hands were rags, she scrubbed her face with them; first using the one and then the other. As though the first had become saturated and had to be replaced.


  I waited. Quite at a loss as to what I could do. Finally, she spoke.


  ‘The police . . . Mxolisi was here . . . he . . . he . . .’ then, she stopped; closed her eyes and stopped talking. While the tears gushed down and all over her face.


  Again I waited. Held my breath still . . . couldn’t breathe. As though doing that might frighten her very thoughts away. I held myself upright by the strongest of wills. STAND! I told myself, not saying one word, silently, I told myself to wait, to be patient, to listen to what the child had to say. Indeed, after a while, again she continued.


  ‘He came here, before Mama returned. Came rushing in, went to his hokkie, and then left. I think he went to the hokkie to hide something.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I don’t know, Mama.’


  ‘Why?’


  Siziwe was silent.


  ‘Who was with him? Was he alone?’


  Like a shutter, something came over Siziwe’s face . . . over her eyes. Now, other eyes in another face looked at me. She had not moved. Had not even changed the manner of her sitting. But it was another girl who now looked at me. Cagey as a fox.


  Sensing her sudden reluctance, her unwillingness to go on with the conversation, I thought I might be close to some important clue.


  ‘Who was with him, Siziwe?’ I coaxed.


  ‘Mama, I don’t know.’ I noticed that the tears had dried up. I said nothing. Silently regarded her. Steadily. For a long minute we remained thus locked in each other’s gaze; neither of us saying a word.


  At last, she broke the uneasy silence.


  ‘Well, I can’t say. I wasn’t there.’


  I knew then I would get nothing more from her. I was left to wonder what it was she had started to tell me . . . something that, obviously, made her very uncomfortable . . . or, scared. I decided to leave well alone for the time being. That is not to say the matter rested there. Siziwe’s words left a hollow feeling at the pit of my stomach. However, more than what she had said, it was that cagey look that had shuttered her eyes that plunged me straight to Hades.


  From the kitchen, Dwadwa called out he was getting ready to leave.


  I left Siziwe in our bed. In her bedroom, we put Lunga, whose bedroom, the hokkie, was a complete write-off. He was in the kitchen with his father.


  ‘Mama, wake me up at eight,’ he said, before going in.


  ‘Why, where are you going?’


  ‘To school.’


  ‘School?’ What could he be thinking of? School? In his condition? ‘Have you seen what you look like?’


  Lunga merely nodded and ambled towards the bedroom.


  ‘You should listen to me, sometimes,’ I shouted after the receding figure.


  He didn’t even pause in his shuffle to the little bedroom, where his sister usually slept.


  ‘You’re in no fit state to go anywhere, as far as I’m concerned!’ I said.


  ‘Yes, Ma!’ he said quietly and closed the door.


  Dwadwa had put some cream on his bruise, after washing it. Both children had been taken care of. Everyone was fine now, I saw. Everyone, except Mxolisi, of course. But right now, I was thinking only of the three people who had been here when the police came. Suddenly, all the fear and anger I’d kept in check since those men had come and woken us welled up and mingled with this new fear of what Siziwe had almost told me. Or what I feared, and refused to accept, she had been trying to tell me. The whole mystery drained my very bones and tore my heart to shreds. I flopped onto one of the chairs miraculously still upright in the dining-room, put my head down on the table and felt the tears I’d suppressed till then wash my face and fall on the stiff arms beneath it.


  A hand, light as down, fell on my shoulder.


  ‘It’s going to be all right,’ my husband whispered softly. ‘Please, don’t cry, everything will be all right . . . just you wait and see.’


  A little while later, the hand on my back lifted. Footsteps. Uncharacteristically soft and quiet footsteps. Moving away. Going in the direction of the kitchen. Soon, came noises that told me Dwadwa was getting ready to go to work.


  ‘Will you be all right?’ a while later, Dwadwa asked, shaking me lightly by the shoulder. I tried to peel my eyes open. But the lids refused to cooperate. The lashes fused tight. They felt as though someone had sealed them with cement and it had dried, glueing them forever.


  ‘That tired?’


  ‘Well,’ I nodded in the direction of the voice and, with valiant effort, pried a few of the lashes apart.


  ‘There is that.’ Thinly, vaguely, I saw his brow shoot up in question.


  ‘I think I must stay at home. In case . . .’ Now it was my tongue that was lethargic. Or was it that it found what I wanted to say . . . what I had to say . . . too heavy a thing to say?


  ‘In case he comes home.’ In a gush, with a mighty effort, I pushed the words out.


  ‘What makes you think he will do that?’


  ‘I don’t know . . . but . . .’ He didn’t let me finish.


  ‘What if he doesn’t?’ My eyes popped wide open then. What did he mean? What did he mean?


  ‘Mxolisi always comes home,’ I retorted with a conviction that was fast deserting me.


  I could not decipher the look my husband gave me.


  ‘If he doesn’t come by lunch time, I’m going to go looking for him.’ The words were out of my mouth even before they were in my mind. They flew out of my mouth, shocking me more than they surprised Dwadwa.


  ‘I think you’re wasting your time, if you ask me,’ he paused, cocked his ear as though listening for something. Then, ‘In any event, the police are sure to get to him before you. And he isn’t going to come back here . . . wherever he is, he must know, by now, that they’re looking for him.’


  ‘Why?’ I jumped at him. Did he know something I didn’t know? something he was keeping away from me?


  ‘Why, what?’


  ‘Why are they looking for him?’ I trusted Dwadwa. He is one of very few people I know, who have no guile.


  ‘You ask me?’ His brows shot up, chasing the hairline. ‘You ask me?’ again, he said. ‘How long have I told you that this child will bring us heavy trouble one day because of this long foot of his?’


  I said nothing. What could I say? Anything I said would just irritate him more. I know my husband. For a moment we looked at each other — he, with one brow raised in query. Well, he could wait as long as he liked for the answer to that question, but he sure wasn’t getting the answer from me.


  ‘Also,’ I said, shrugging my shoulders, ‘let me see how the other two are doing.’ The excuse sounded lame to my own ears. The look my husband gave me told me that he saw through the lie.


  ‘No, don’t worry yourself about me and my stupid questions,’ he said. ‘In any event, I’ve got to be on my way, soon.’ Again he was all busyness, all the while mumbling and grumbling to himself. ‘Don’t say I never told you so, this son of yours . . . one shushu day, you mark my words, one shushu day, wait and see . . . he will come here dragging such a thorny bush of a scandal, you won’t know what to do with yourself or where to hide your eyes.’
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  There is knowledge with which I was born — or which I acquired at such an early age it is as though it was there the moment I came to know myself . . . to know that I was. We sucked it from our mothers’ breasts, at the very least; inhaled it from the very air, for most.


  Long before I went to school I knew when Tata had had a hard day at work. He would grumble, ‘Those dogs I work for!’ and fuss about, and take long swigs from the bottle.


  Mama’s own quarrel with bosses often came on the day when Tata got paid. For some reason, her dissatisfaction with Tata’s conditions of employment seemed to deepen on Fridays.


  I remember when, one Friday, she exploded:


  ‘Sesilamba nje, beb’ umhlaba wethu abelungu! We have come thus to hunger, for white people stole our land.’ And, with a disdainful flick of wrist, threw the envelope down on the floor. Later, I was to hear those words with growing frequency. ‘White people stole our land. They stole our herds. We have no cattle today, and the people who came here without any have worlds of farms, overflowing with fattest cattle.’


  I never asked Mama what she meant by those words. Besides, who asks her mother what she means when, pointing at the round yellow eye of the blue sky, she teaches, ‘Ilanga! Sun!’?


  Then Tatomkhulu, Tata’s tata, came to stay with us after Makhulu passed away. Lucky me, that he chose to come to his eldest son.


  Tatomkhulu, small eyes in a small lean round face, always had a smile. But one day, soon after he came to us, he asked me what I had learned at school.


  ‘Jan van Riebeeck and his three ships and how he came to build a half-way station at the Cape of Storms and called it the Cape of Good Hope!’ As usual, I was showing off, giving more information than was strictly required.


  Tatomkhulu’s smile left his face. ‘Cape of Storms! Cape of Storms!’ he harrumphed.’ Go and change your clothes and get something to eat, Mzukulwana,’ he said. ‘Then come over here and Tatomkhulu will tell you the truth of what happened. Cape of Good Hope, indeed.’


  I did as I was told, wondering at Tatomkhulu’s displeasure. My learning was usually a source of praise, not scorn. Puzzled, I hurried and changed into my day dress, grabbed a slice of bread and a glass of ginger beer, gulped the lot down and went out.


  ‘Rinse the dishes you’ve finished using,’ Mama reminded me as I left the house.


  As fast as I could, without making her make me do them over, I washed the cup and side plate and put them away. I crept out of the house and went to the back garden, where Tatomkhulu sat on a wooden bunk beside my brother’s hokkie, sunning himself. That was the beginning of many ‘lessons’ I learnt, sitting at his knee.


  ‘What did they mean, the Cape of Storms?’ he asked.


  ‘Because the sea was often rough and broke their ships.’


  ‘Why then, did they change the name to Cape of Good Hope? Did the sea stop killing them?’


  The teacher had not talked of the sea in connection with the renaming of the Cape. Tatomkhulu saw me hesitate. He said:


  ‘Because the sea was no longer as important to them. They had decided to stay here. They were no longer travelling in their ships.’ After that, he went on, his voice soft and far-away, as though he were talking to many people, whose ears were filled with nothing else except the sound of his voice.


  ‘Long, long ago,’ he began, ‘in the times of our ancestors, when abelungu first came to this country, they called this the place of storms. They called it that because the great blue river without end ate up their ships. That was more than three hundred years ago. And the chief mlungu man who came with his group, one called Vasco da Gama, chose to call it that. The place of storms.


  ‘Did he not know that the biggest storm was the storm they themselves brought?


  ‘They came to find food and water. Then they liked the food so much they stayed. They found people already here. But that did not stop them from staying. And, having stayed, from taking the land from the people they had found here.


  ‘Yes, Mzukulwana,’ he sighed, ‘the biggest storm is still here. It is in our hearts — the hearts of the people of this land.


  ‘For, let me tell you something, deep run the roots of hatred here. Deep. Deep. Deep.’ He was silent, thereafter. Silent for a long minute and so I ventured:


  ‘Why, Tatomkhulu? Why is there hatred in the hearts of the people?’ But he wouldn’t say. Only patted me on the head. Told me to go and play with my friends before Mama found me something to do or the sun went home to sleep.


  ‘Do you remember what I told you the other day, Mzukulwana?’ another day, he asked.


  ‘Ewe, Tatomkhulu,’ I answered.


  ‘Have your teachers taught you anything about Nongqawuse?’


  ‘Ewe, they have, Tatomkhulu.’


  ‘And what did they say?’


  ‘She was a false prophet who told people to kill all their cattle and they would get new cattle on the third day.’


  ‘And did the people do that?’


  ‘Ewe, Tatomkhulu.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because they were superstitious and ignorant.’


  Tatomkhulu shook his head, pulled long and strong on his pipe. ‘These liars, your teachers,’ he said. ‘But, what can one expect? After all, they are paid by the same boer government . . . the same people who stole our land.’


  He gave me a long look before saying, ‘Mzukulwana, listen to me. Listen and remember what you have heard, this day.’ Then, in the voice of an imbongi of the people, he recited:


  ‘Deep run the roots of hatred here


  So deep, a cattle-worshipping nation killed all its precious herds.


  Tillers, burned fertile fields, fully sowed, bearing rich promise too.


  Readers of Nature’s Signs, allowed themselves fallacious belief.


  In red noon’s eye rolling back to the east for sleep.


  Anything. Anything, to rid themselves of these unwanted strangers.


  No sacrifice too great, to wash away the curse.


  That deep, deep, deep, ran the hatred then.


  In the nearly two centuries since, the hatred has but multiplied.


  The hatred has but multiplied.’


  He stopped. Looked at me, a smile playing around his lips, twinkling his eyes.


  ‘Mzukulwana,’ he said, ‘mark my words. The storm we talked about the other day? About the Cape of Storms?’


  I nodded my confirmation.


  ‘Well,’ he continued. ‘The storm in the heart of a person is more dangerous than howling winds and raging waves. You can run from those and seek shelter elsewhere, perhaps escape them altogether. How does one run away from the heart, one’s own or that of another?


  ‘UmXhosa to part with his cattle, is no small matter,’ Tatomkhlulu said. ‘No small matter, remember that!’


  And, old as I am, those words of my grandfather Marhwanana ring fresh in my ears. His words on the matter of umXhosa and his cattle. Grandfather, his bones long white under the green blanket of the most serene sleep, said to me, that day, a very long time ago:


  ‘Child of the child of my child, a cow or an ox is no trifle. When one is hungry, there is corn in the field or enyangweni, amasi in the gourd, iinkobe in the pot, amarhewu engqayini. Cattle are not for food, something with which to tickle one’s teeth at slightest whim. If meat you must have, there are chickens, pigs, goats and sheep, but in truth cow or ox is no playing thing.’


  ‘But then, Tatomkhulu,’ I said, ‘why do we keep cattle, at all? Only to give ourselves work, herding them?’


  Tatomkhulu laughed, a deep growl of a laugh that came from deep down his enormous, trembly belly.


  ‘Ah, Mzukulwana,’ he chuckled, the ridges of his belly jiggling up and down. ‘What questions you ask.’ Then, appearing as though he were deep in thought or absentminded, he slowly ruffled my hair and said:


  ‘You are correct in what you say,’ he smiled. ‘It is no easy work to look after one’s herd. Remember though, Mzukulwana, remember, cows give us milk. From them, too, we get dung with which to smear the floors of our huts. We also use the hide from these same beasts to keep us warm and make implements and adornments with their horns.’ As he said this, with his one hand, he turned the bangle on the wrist of the opposite arm.


  Again he smiled. And then, bending down and ruffling my hair, he continued, ‘Wouldn’t you agree then that cattle pay for their keep?’


  ‘Oh, yes, Tatomkhulu,’ I replied. ‘Yes, I suppose they do,’ I said, more to dispel the doubt that wouldn’t leave me than convince him of his truth.


  ‘Suppose?’ he shouted, but there was the gentlest smile on his kindly face. ‘Well,’ he continued, ‘let me give you more reasons why I say cattle are important in our lives. These are reasons more important than the milk, the dung, or the hide we get from cattle.


  ‘And here they are, Mzukulwana: First, we keep cattle for a man to offer lobola to his in-laws, who in turn, hlinzeka him — the blood coming to his family from his intended’s a sign, a bond cementing the union; we pay homage to our chiefs, applauding their wise decisions and good governance; we bid farewell to our revered departed and greet and remember the ancestors who protect us; and, in times of war, we give cattle to our enemies in exchange for those unfortunate victims taken by the other side. Cattle are also used as umlandu for the services of the healer.’ Tatomkhulu was beaming, eyes sparkling with laughter.


  ‘Quite a load there, you will agree. Quite a load that cattle carry in the life of amaXhosa,’ he said.


  ‘Imagine then if the whole nation — yes, after much debate, wrangling and verbal mastication — agreed to slaughter all its cattle. Agreed to such an abomination. How deep the resentment to have spurred them to such terrible sacrifice. How deep the abomination, to trigger such a response. UmXhosa, again I tell you, does not lightly part with his cattle.


  ‘However, in 1857, the Xhosa nation killed all its cattle. Not for food. There was no feast or ceremony. No reason at all for the slaughter of even one beast. But all the herds in the nation were killed. The goal was to drive abelungu to the sea, where, so the seer had said, they would all drown. All, to the very, very last one.


  ‘Such noble sacrifice. But then, the more terrible the abomination, the greater the sacrifice called for. That is the simple law of cause and effect.


  ‘And they burned their fields. A people who lived off the land, who had no use for the button without a hole, who planted during the planting season, diligently tended their fields — hoeing and weeding — watered the plants and harvested them when the time was ripe. They burned their fields. People with izisele high enough for a full grown man to stand upright, so that you couldn’t see even a blade of hair from his head, burned their fields. What would they feed those large, hungry izisele now? Whence would the corn, pumpkin, beans and other vegetable to be stored come from?


  ‘But the same call to kill their cattle had also urged them to burn down their thriving fields. Burn them to the ground. Raze everything. Razed to the ground. Not a stump left standing.


  ‘With neither cattle nor harvest, never having handled the button without a hole, what would they do now? How would they live? How would they survive? Where would they go? How were they to live . . . to sustain themselves?’


  Tatomkhulu took a sip from the gourd of amarhewu Mama had come and put before him.


  ‘Here,’ he said, and lowered the gourd for me to drink. I gulped down some amarhewu and went back to where I had been sitting on the bare ground with my feet tucked under me. He took another swig and then continued:


  ‘On the appointed day, nothing untoward happened. Nothing unusual. Nothing out of the ordinary. The sun rose in the east. That had been expected. People waited. They waited till it reached the zenith, high noon, when it left no shadow on the ground.


  ‘Eyes unblinking, they looked at the sun.


  ‘Did it move forward?


  ‘No!


  ‘Yes!


  ‘Maybe!


  ‘For a few, very long minutes, they couldn’t tell. They went on hoping, though. Their very lives depended on the reversal of things, the natural order turned upside down.


  ‘Soon, soon, tragically soon, there could be no doubt however. The sun was progressing as before, continuing on its preordained path, going forward, forward, and forever forward. As it had done for a million million years. The first sign betrayed. Dared they hope still?


  ‘The sun went and died in the west.


  ‘What of the promise? What of the prophecy? The first sign betrayed, dared they hope still?’


  The sun will rise in the east, as usual. It will go up and up and up till it reaches the highest point in the sky. Then, instead of going west, it will turn back, turn back and go and set in the east. The sun will set in the east!


  Then, with the rising of the new sun, all the things that had been killed and burned would rise again. New corn, cobs tall and big as the thighs of a maiden; fruit and vegetable — fresh, firm, juicy and sweet — fruit and vegetable known and new to these lands; cattle — pure breeds: black-sheened, reds, nezimfusa, iinco — cows in calf, bulls lowing and strong, bullocks proud, muscles rippling as they, slowly, unhurriedly, moved . . . cattle, sheep, goats, and all other animals of the home, animals useful to folk . . . all these would rise from the ground. Yes, like plants, they would rise from the ground. As it was in the beginning. As it was when Qamata first made all the land and everything in it. As it was Embo, before the people wanted to see Qamata with their own, nothing, naked eyes. The very ones Qamata had given them to see. Things would be as good and unspoiled as they had been Embo, in the very beginning.


  ‘Those eyes now cast about in dire desperation. Where were all these things? The people of Embo looked . . . willing the promised miracle into being. And that was not all that had been promised them. No, that was not all they awaited . . . not all they hoped for in return for their terrible sacrifice.


  ‘That was not the miracle for which the People of Embo had sacrificed their all. After all, Qamata’s good earth was not without wild fowl and beast, not without wild herb and root. Rivers roared galloping downhill, skipped chuckling over boulders, meandered through sleepy fields of amazimba, before going to disappear among strange people, villages and villages away.


  ‘Remember now, the biggest miracle, the mother reason for the whole indaba, was the promise of a return to the way of before, when the people with hair like the silken threads of corn would be no more:


  ‘A great whirlwind will rise and drive all abelungu to the sea . . . where they will all drown.’


  ‘Would that happen? Could it happen even though not one of the other things promised had happened? Could it happen?


  ‘The people looked.


  ‘Where, then, was the sign? Where, the first intimation the prophecy would be fulfilled?


  ‘The people waited. Bile in their mouths. Anxiety grinding their intestines. They waited.


  ‘When not one of the miracles appeared, they wondered. Their eyes large with apprehension, they wondered. Wondered, still hoping. For, is it at a robust tree trunk the drowning man clutches?’


  Again, we wet our mouths at the gourd. After that, this time, Tatomkhulu said his voice would go unless he kissed his pipe. ‘Take another sip!’ he said. I did then waited as he drew a few more puffs, blew smoke into the air and, eyes closed, sighed in satisfaction.


  ‘The sun set in the west,’ he began after the short break. ‘The scorched ground remained wounded and black. Not a new blade of grass peeped. No great wind rose to drive abelungu to the sea. Not that day. Not the next. Not for all the days that the people waited. Meanwhile, abelungu remained stubbornly alive and well, their mines greedily hungry for the strong hands and arms of young men.


  ‘In a few days, the stench rose from rotting corpses of cattle killed in their thousands. Soon thereafter, the stench was of people dying. Old and young. Men and women. Children too. People dying in their hundreds of thousands.


  ‘Like a veld fire, the terrible news travelled. The vultures had heard of the great debate before the slaughter of the cattle and the burning of the fields. Now, the dying of the people of Embo brought them to the villages, Sir George Grey leading the pack. They came. Bringing gifts of food to the starving, dying people. Bringing a golden opportunity never to starve again. “To the mines, to the mines, hasten! hasten and be saved. Never will you hunger again. Never.”’


  For so long, Tatomkhlulu said, the villagers had resisted the enticement. Come to the mines! Come and get paid money, the button without a hole. The button without a hole will make you a very happy people.


  ‘But, long ago, Ntsikane, the Xhosa Seer, had warned the nation of the coming of the people with hair as the silken threads of corn. “They will bring you the Good Volume and the button without a hole.


  Take the volume! Take the volume!


  But beware the button without a hole!


  Do not take the button without a hole!


  Do not take it! Do not take it!


  Take the volume but not the button without a hole!”


  ‘Therefore, Mzukulwana, at the time of the killing of the cattle, amaXhosa still did not have the hunger for the button without a hole. Among them that hunger was still totally unknown. They had no need for the things the button without a hole could get for one.’


  
    Hayi, ilishwa!

    Amabhulu, azizinja!

    One settler, one bullet!

    By the match stick, we shall free our nation!

  


  ‘Oh, the road has been long, indeed. The songs came much, much later, I can tell you that. Before the songs, many others tried to rid our nation of the ones without colour, who had come from across the great sea.


  ‘Makana, the Left-Handed, prophesied outcomes similar to Nongqawuse’s. His magic would turn the bullets of the guns of abelungu to water.


  ‘At Isandlwana, with spear and shield, Cetywayo’s impis defeated the mighty British army and its guns.


  ‘Bulhoek, in Queenstown, is another example of resistance I can cite. Close to two hundred people murdered. Their sin? They wanted back their land and took possession of it, claiming it as their own. When they wouldn’t move, even by force, bullets were unleashed on them..


  ‘But it was all to no avail. All to no avail. To this very day, abelungu are still here with us, Mzukulwana. The most renowned liar has not said they are about to disappear.’


  Tatomkhulu was a fund of facts that, although seemingly different, made a whole lot of sense of some of the things we learned at school. He explained what had seemed stupid decisions, and acts that had seemed indefensible became not only understandable but highly honourable.


  1 pm — Thursday 26 August


  As from a deep slumber, I dredged myself up. Fog in my head, thick and heavy, made me reluctant to rise to the point where I would open my eyes. Why was I so loath to face the day? A heavy rock sat in the pit of my stomach.


  ‘Mama, you are awake?’ Siziwe was standing at the door leading from kitchen to dining-room. She looked fine. Why did this surprise me? Why was I surprised she looked fine? Vaguely, my mind grappled with the puzzle.


  ‘How are you?’


  The smell of fried eggs hit me. Just then, my stomach growled, reminding me it badly needed attention. Behind Siziwe, strong swathes of sunlight flooded the kitchen and yellowed the sink, cupboard, wall and linoleum. The kitchen and everything in it smiled sunnily.


  ‘I woke up,’ Siziwe replied. But there was no smile on the face looking at me.


  And suddenly, it all came back. The horror of last night . . . well, early this morning. My eyes flew open and I was just about to ask how her brothers were when, as though she had read my thoughts, she said:


  ‘He has not come back.’ She didn’t have to say which brother she was talking about.


  ‘And Lunga?’ I asked. ‘Is he still asleep? How is he?’


  ‘Mama, Lunga has been gone for hours now.’


  ‘But what time is it?’


  ‘One o’clock.’


  Hungry as I was, all my appetite suddenly left me. Either seeing or sensing my distress, Siziwe quickly added:


  ‘Some boys came to see him and although I told them he was not well, they insisted on talking to him. They wouldn’t go away.’


  ‘Who were those boys? People we know?’


  ‘Yes, Mama.’ She was quiet for a minute then added, ‘They came by car.’ Siziwe looked at me as she imparted this startling piece of news. My mind reeled. Lunga didn’t have any friends who had cars. We had no car. Our friends had no cars. We didn’t know anyone who owned a car. But, seeing she was getting no response from me, she continued:


  ‘I heard one of them . . . I don’t know his name but he goes to Langa High School . . . I heard him say something about Bhuti Mxolisi.’


  That gave me back my voice. And the words. At once alert, I asked, ‘They were talking about Mxolisi?’


  ‘Yes, Mama.’


  ‘What about him? Did they say anything about his whereabouts?’


  ‘No, Mama,’ she replied, then stopped and looked at me as though suddenly at a loss as to how to proceed, how to tell me some unpalatable intelligence. I remembered the talk we’d had earlier that morning, after the police had left.


  ‘What is it?’ Again, there was that look. Why was she being secretive? So, I asked:


  ‘What is it? What’s the matter, Siziwe?’ An edge I had not invited had inveigled itself into my voice.


  ‘Mama, I don’t know,’ she began, hesitated . . . her eyes fell to her feet before she continued. ‘I think . . .,’ she said, then stopped and started again. ‘It seems as though it’s something to do with what happened to the white girl yesterday,’ she uttered in a rush.


  The room spun. It did a crazy jiggermammaroll. Clutching at the arms of the chair near me, I lowered myself onto its comforting, accommodating lap. Slowly, carefully, my body gone all liquid, I watched myself pour it onto the chair. A great sigh escaped from somewhere within that soft, jellified body I couldn’t feel. I sighed, for the heart beating painfully against my ribs demanded relief.


  ‘The one who was killed?’ I couldn’t believe I’d asked that. Why was that the first thing that came to my mind, I wondered. When had I started thinking Mxolisi’s absence might be linked to those troubles?


  ‘Yes, Mama,’ Siziwe said quietly. She said that and left the room.


  I forced myself to eat something — partly so as not to disappoint Siziwe and partly because I realized that whether I wanted to or not I had to eat, I needed the strength food would give me. I had to take strength from eating, as we say.


  We had hardly finished our late breakfast when a car stopped outside, right in front of our gate. I jumped to my feet thinking, what now? Then remembering the car that had come for Lunga, I relaxed. Perhaps, the boys were bringing him back. And perhaps, Mxolisi would be with all of them. My heart started pounding at that thought. I went to the window to get a clear look at the car, at who got out of it.


  A man I didn’t know got out of the car.


  ‘Who is it?’ Siziwe asked.


  ‘I don’t know.’ Just then, I saw that he wore the dog-collar that ministers wear.


  ‘But he is a mfundisi,’ I added.


  At that, Siziwe bounded from where she sat and came to stand right next to me at the window.


  ‘Oh,’ she whispered, for the man had gone through the gate and was even then walking up the stoep, approaching the front door.


  ‘Who is it? D’you know him?’ There was urgency I didn’t intend in my voice. But the man was already knocking at the door.


  ‘Come in!’ I said.


  ‘It’s Mfundisi Mananga of the Anglican Church, in NY 2.’


  ‘Molweni, aph’ ekhaya!’ The Reverend Minister’s greeting was in a cheery voice. I wondered what had brought him to my humble house. We were certainly no members of his flock. Marriage to Dwadwa, a staunch Methodist, had meant that I left the Anglican Church, under which I grew up.


  After the introductions, Reverend Mananga, in a voice decibels too high, extraordinarily loud, as though he were speaking from the pulpit or deliberately wanted people two doors away to hear what we were talking about, said:


  ‘Aphi la makhwenkwe alapha?’


  When I told him that both boys were at school, he shook his head, exclaimed that it was a pity they were not home because he had very good news for the older boy.


  ‘It is Mxolisi Ntloko, is it not?’


  ‘Yes, Mfundisi,’ I replied, ‘Mxolisi is my eldest.’


  Well, Mfundisi went on, the boy and his friends had been to see him the previous day. ‘Looking for somewhere to hold their meeting. And now,’ he said with a flourish, ‘I’ve found a place for them. Tell Mxolisi to come to the Mission as soon as possible!’


  ‘Thank you, Mfundisi, thank you!’ I said, trying very hard to keep curiosity and consternation out of my voice, taking care that that voice remained calm and natural as can be.


  And that was not as easy as it sounds. For all the while, as he gave his speech, the Mfundisi was busy scribbling something on a piece of paper he had fished out of his pocket, nervously looking about him all the time as though he expected someone or something to jump him from one of the rooms. Ceaselessly, his neck swivelled this way and that, rotating as though it had a mind all its own. He was sweating profusely — huge beads of sweat poured down his temples.


  Straightening himself up, he passed me the note, nodded and winked as, aloud, he said:


  ‘Tell this boy, Mxolisi, that I will be home all afternoon. He must come and see me. Tell him he can come any time.’ And as though answering to something I had said, he went on, ‘Yes! Yes, perhaps it is already late for today.’ His index finger straight up, he put to his lips, a gesture that I be silent? or, not divulge a secret?


  I nodded.


  With an answering nod, slow and deliberate, conveying sympathy as I understood, the minister departed, leaving me as puzzled and agitated as ever. On his note he had written:


  THATH’ ITAXI, EYA EKHAYELITSHA, WEHLE KWISTOP SOKUGQIBELA.


  TAKE A TAXI TO KHAYELITSHA, AND GET OFF AT THE LAST STOP.


  With speed I would not have imagined was in me at all just a little earlier, I tidied myself up and left. My heart started singing for I was convinced this man was going to lead me to my son. But, as I waited for the taxi, I sobered a little. He had not said he was taking me to Mxolisi, I had assumed that. But then, where would he be taking me? I asked myself. And he had talked about Mxolisi, hadn’t he?


  The hour of day being what it was, the taxis were slow in coming. However, again because it was not workers’ time, when the taxi to Khayelitsha eventually came, it was not full and when I got in I even found a seat.


  The taxi had gone past two stops when a girl I’d seen at the stop, and whom I’d barely paid attention to, moved from where she was sitting, a few seats behind me and came to stand right next to me. Even then I barely looked at her, taking it she was getting ready to get off and vaguely wondering whether she could not have walked the distance, as we had been on the road but a few minutes. Indeed, we were still in Guguletu’s Section Two. My mind was so filled with questions that, had she not dropped the book she was reading, I doubt I would have noticed the girl at all.


  I looked up when the book thudded right next to my foot. Right then, she bent down to pick it up. A scratch on my foot, just below the ankle, between the ankle and the shoe, surprised me.


  I looked down then.


  The girl pushed something onto my lap and immediately, without once looking at me, moved away.


  I could feel a deep frown pleating my brow as I unfolded the little bit of paper, rolled into a tight little roll till it was pencil thin. I looked.


  YEHLA KWISTOP ESILANDELA ESI NDEHLA KUSO MNA. GET OFF THE NEXT STOP FOLLOWING THE ONE WHERE I GET OFF.


  I looked up. Now, the girl was looking at me as though she had never seen me before. Which, of course, was true. True, but only to a certain extent. We were linked now, were we not? Had she not put this mysterious message at my lap? Who was she? Again, my gaze flew down to the letter and back her way.


  With the barest suspicion of a gesture, a slow, ever so slow, narrowing of the eyes, she indicated there was to be no further communication between us.


  Again, I looked at the note in my hand. And saw something I had not seen before. The note was in the same, the very same handwriting as the one the mfundisi had given me. But then, he had written that one right there before my eyes.


  Involuntarily, my eyes again flew to the mysterious girl. The note says ‘I’, I was thinking. Was ‘I’ the girl? Common sense said yes, that was the case. But, even so, I knew in whose hand the letter had been written. Just then, my thoughts abruptly stopped as my heart fair flew out of my mouth. The girl was getting off the taxi.


  Panicked, I scrambled to my feet. This was the last stop in Guguletu, the taxi was headed for Nyanga after this. Wasn’t I supposed to get off here? Last stop?


  ‘Wait!’ I shouted, for she was the only one getting off at that stop and the taxi had begun to move.


  ‘Wait, I’m getting off!.’


  ‘Wake Up!’ yelled the taxi driver,‘ My taxi is no place to sleep!’ he said, bringing the taxi to a screeching halt and provoking grumbles and complaints from passengers thrown from their seats by the abrupt, unceremonious braking.


  ‘I . . . I’m so . . . so..sorr..r..ry,’ I stammered, realizing my error. The note said to get off the stop after the girl’s. What was I thinking, getting off the same stop as her? It was the first note that had mentioned last stop . . . and that last stop was in Khayelitsha.


  The taxi was still arrested from motion. All eyes were now on me. Again I mumbled my apologies. Confused and flustered, I couldn’t bring myself to look at the driver or the passengers. Instead, I looked at my feet.


  Gears grinding in protest, the taxi took off. I lurched to the side and nearly landed on a short, bearded man sitting on one of the outside seats.


  ‘Sorry,’ I gasped, as he gave me a nasty, unamused look of fed-upness. Well, couldn’t he see I was not holding on to anything? Did he think I just chose to fling myself on top of his lap? I returned the look with what I hoped was one nastier still and slowly sauntered toward the door. Right then, an unpleasant thought came to my mind. I realized I had the unwelcome task of asking the driver to put me off at the next stop. My tongue weighed a ton.


  ‘Next stop!’ an irritated voice yelled from the back. Thankfully, I edged my way to the front.


  Then, while waiting for the taxi to arrive at my stop, I threw my eyes to the source of the command, wondering who else was getting off at my stop. But no one was standing yet. That told me we were some ways yet from the next stop.


  When the taxi finally arrived at my stop, I was the first one out of that taxi. Two other passengers got out after me. Both men, both elderly. The voice that had shouted ‘Next stop’ had been a woman’s. Young. A girl’s voice. What had happened to the owner of that voice? I asked myself. For some reason, this bothered me.


  ‘Mandisa,’ astounded, I told myself the very next minute, ‘you’re becoming suspicious. If you’re not careful you’ll begin suspecting your shadow is following you and attach a sinister reason to that.’ Obviously, I now saw clearly, what had happened was that one of the old men getting off had asked for help. Either not trusting his own voice to carry as far as the driver’s ears or for whatever other reason, he had asked someone else to alert the driver of his intentions of getting off the taxi. A young woman, perhaps sitting next to one or both of these gentlemen, helped in that little way. What was so wrong with that? Seeing how ludicrous my earlier suspicion had been, I shook my head in exasperation. What had I got myself into? Why this mystery? Where was this mfundisi taking me? I said mfundisi because I was convinced he was the author of both letters. No two people could form their letters with such close similarity, I was convinced. Where was he sending me? And why the mystery to the destiny?


  My immediate problem, I now realized, was that I had no idea where I was going. Hadn’t he asked me to go to the last taxi stop in Khayelitsha? What was I doing here, far away from that stop? Why had I allowed myself to be led off the bus? There was quite a difference between the first stop in Nyanga and the last in Khayelitsha. And who was the girl who had passed the note I still held in my hand? Which way did I go now?


  As though in answer to the questions clamouring in my mind right then, a car stopped and the window came down. I stepped back from the road.


  ‘Ndim, Mama kaMxolisi, It’s me, Mother of Mxolisi!’


  Relief washed through me. It was the mfundisi. Mfundisi Mananga himself. In my state of mind, however, it took me an instant before this fact fully registered. Of course, it did not help any that the mfundisi was in a car different from the one he’d had earlier when he’d come to my house. What a lot had happened in the short time since then.


  ‘It is me,’ he said, again, for I had made no response to his greeting, or said a word acknowledging him.


  ‘Good afternoon, again,’ I said, convinced he was going to chide me for disobeying his orders. ‘A strange thing happened,’ I hastened to explain. But, holding his hand up, Mfundisi made me stop.


  ‘It’s all right,’ he said, smiling broadly. ‘I’m sorry I can’t give you a lift, but I’m going in the opposite direction to you.’


  ‘Oh?’ I said. I couldn’t, for the life of me, think of one intelligent thing to add, how to go on.


  ‘Wait here,’ said Mfundisi, adding to my confusion. A woman driving a red car will stop and ask you for directions. The answer you must give her is,’ he paused, looked at me and, saying the words very slowly, continued, ‘this is what you must say to her: I do not live hereabouts.’ Again he looked at me. ‘Will you remember that?’


  ‘Yes, Mfundisi,’ I replied. ‘I do not live hereabouts,’ I repeated. He nodded his satisfaction.


  Fast, confusion turned to alarm in my heart. What was this game this man was making me play? Where was my son? What did I do after telling this woman who would be driving a red car I was not from hereabouts? Why had I not asked Mfundisi, out and out, whether all this going up and down in taxis was taking me to Mxolisi? Had he even seen him? Did he know where he was? Why had Mxolisi not returned home last night?


  But by now, I was alone at the stop. Mfundisi Mananga had driven off as soon as he’d heard me say my piece, repeat the words he had given me.


  ‘Mama,’ a voice awoke me from my reverie. ‘Can you tell me how to get to the airport from here?’


  ‘The airport,’ I asked, ‘the airport?’ Then I saw that the woman asking me the question was driving a red car. My heart lurched so painfully that my hand flew to my chest, holding it back.


  ‘No,’ I said. ‘ No,’ frantically trying to recall the exact words Mfundisi had given me.


  ‘Oh?’ There was a question to her exclamation. In her twenties, she was very beautiful. And then, I remembered.


  ‘I am not from hereabouts,’ I threw in hastily. My palms were clammy from the effort of trying to remember Mfundisi’s text. My mind, now that I’d remembered the all-important words, took in this young woman. Teacher or nurse, I was sure. Educated, whatever she was. She looked educated. That skin. Soft sheen. Didn’t know hardship. Cheeks glowing with good health . . . and eating well. Soft hands, no doubt. Thus went my thoughts.


  The back door of the car quietly opened.


  ‘Get in, Mama,’ a voice said from the inside of the car. Deep and gruff. Definitely not a woman’s voice. In any event, the woman who had asked me for directions was looking at me, her lips still as can be.


  I edged towards the car.


  ‘Get in, Mama,’ the woman added, smiling, no doubt amused by my hesitation.


  I got in. Crouched low on the back seat, was a man in bright white training shoes and a black tracksuit. His face was almost completely hidden inside a black balaclava. As the car roared away, he straightened up, making room for me on the seat.


  I cannot tell you what twists and turns that car made. I began to wonder whether this woman, who had not said a word after taking off at great speed, knew where she was taking me or who I was.


  At last, the car came to a stop.


  ‘This is the house,’ said the man next to me.


  ‘What house?’ I asked.


  ‘Where we were told to take you, of course.’ Finally, the woman sitting alone at the front had spoken.


  ‘Oh,’ I said, scrambling out.


  As soon as I closed the door, the car zoomed off and away.


  I looked at the house. Orange curtains at the front windows. Drawn. Was there anyone in there? I took a deep breath and walked toward the gate, opened it, and walked up the red, highly polished stoep. I reached the door and raised my hand to knock.


  ‘Come in!’ said a hurried voice and the door swung silently in.


  Surprised at the ready reception, I made my feet take me inside that house where, I could clearly see, I was expected. The house where I feared my son would be. Why? Why was he in hiding? Why here, in this house? What house was this and who were these people who had brought me here? All of them, from Mfundisi to the two who had just dropped me off?


  Two men were standing near the table in the centre of the room. The woman, who had opened the door, was still holding it open.


  ‘You came just as we were leaving,’ she said. ‘Please, take a seat.’ She showed me to a dark-green sofa near the window and against the wall. ‘Take a seat and wait.’


  At that the men nodded their greeting and, without another word, all three walked out, leaving me alone.


  That I had been awaited at this place was obvious to me. No one had asked me who I was or what I wanted. I perched myself on the sofa, sitting at the edge as though I expected to be yanked out of there at any minute.


  Yes, I’d been expected. But now I was alone in the house. What next, I wondered. Would Mfundisi make another surprise appearance? Indeed, I half expected him to. My ear, I soon saw, was listening for the purr of a car stopping outside and, a minute later, his hearty greeting. Well, this time, I’d be ready when he came. There were a few questions I would definitely like to address to him.


  Full half an hour I sat there. All alone. There did not seem to be one more soul in that house. That still it was. Not even the sound of a mouse scurrying across the floor. I waited, the only noise in the place my own nervous breathing and the drumming of my heart. I waited, my curiosity growing, to say nothing of my anxiety.


  I jumped when I heard the door open. An inside door. Although no one had told me so, I had come to the conclusion I was alone in the house. But I’d been mistaken.


  Suddenly the room spun. I took a deep breath, fought to steady my reeling senses.


  Mxolisi. Wearing clothes I did not recognize. Clean, though he looked as though he could do with a week’s sleep.


  ‘Are you alone? Did you come alone?’ he asked, casting anxious glances this way and that. I noted that we had not even exchanged greetings yet.


  ‘Yes, I am alone.’ We looked at each other, standing on opposite sides of the room.


  The next minute, he was in my arms. Or, I in his. Hard to tell at times, especially when they grow this tall. The children we put on our backs, only yesterday. Now, they’re men and women. All grown.


  I don’t know who started crying. But, before the next words were said between us — our cheeks, so close together, wet with tears of an unacknowledged sorrow — I knew we were in deep, deep trouble. I did not remember the last time I had seen my son crying.


  ‘What is it?’ I pushed him an arm’s length away. I looked at him. ‘Why didn’t you come home, last night? And what is this? Why are the police looking for you and why are so many people taking all this trouble to hide you?’


  Tears now pouring down his cheeks, unashamed, unpretending tears, he looked at me. There was immeasurable fear in those eyes.


  ‘Mxolisi, what are you hiding from? Who are you running away from?’


  ‘They say I did it, Mama!’


  Even then, the full horror did not register in my brain.


  ‘They say you did it? Who are they?’


  ‘Everybody. Even the police.’


  A dim bell, somewhere in the deep recesses of my mind, began to ring. The question I had avoided asking without knowing that I was doing so, came charging through my lips.


  ‘They say you did what? What are you being accused of? Utyholwa ngantoni?’


  Slowly, haltingly, out came the story of the assault on your daughter. The terrible deed of the previous day. And my son told me:


  ‘Mama, believe me, I was just one of a hundred people who threw stones at her car.’


  ‘But’, I said, looking at him full in the face, Skonana’s words loud in my ear, ‘a knife killed her.’ I heard myself say those words. Words she had said, oh, so long, long ago. Thunk! Fist striking slightly cupped hand. Thunk! I heard it still.


  For a long, long minute, Mxolisi did not reply.


  ‘So?’


  Finally, with a heavy sigh, he said:


  ‘Even that, Mama, even that . . .’, then he stopped. There followed a longish pause I didn’t have the strength to bridge, to interrupt, before he continued, ‘. . . many people stabbed her.’


  Again, I looked at him, my heart pounding out a thousand prayers in different directions all at once.


  ‘Were you one of them? One of the many people who stabbed the girl?’ How I prayed, even as I asked the question, how I prayed that the answer would be an unequivocal NO. No, he had thrown stones at her car. And that was the only thing he’d done. Not the knife. He had not plunged a knife into her body. Not even one of many, many knives.


  But my son did not answer my pointed question. Even after I repeated it, not once, not twice, but many, many times. No answer denying that he used a knife on the dead girl came from my son’s lips. I waited a long time to get that answer, but it would not come. After some time, with a heavy heart, I knew I was not going to hear what I so urgently, so desperately, so fervently, prayed I might hear.


  Finally, I said what had to be said. ‘Did you do it? Are you the one who killed this white girl? Is it your knife that killed her?’


  At that point, I didn’t, for the life of me, know what I wanted him to say.


  But my son would not answer. He merely looked at me with those eyes glazed with a fear so deep, so big, not even his lies could hide it from me . . . could hide it from himself.


  ‘I didn’t do it, Mama. I swear, I didn’t do it!’ He was sobbing. Great, heart-wrenching sobs tearing at his guts.


  Wordlessly, I gathered him in my arms and slumped onto the sofa. And let him cry himself on and on till the sobs became dry gasps as of one fighting for air. Then, the weeping subsided. By this time, his head resting on my lap, the skirt of my dress was sopping wet.


  After a long while, I realized that he’d calmed a little. For whatever reason, we were now back on our feet, facing each other, eyes searching the others’.


  ‘Why?’ I asked. Quietly. No remonstration in my voice. No accusation. I asked, simply because I did not understand how something like this could have happened. How he, Mxolisi, could be part of that something . . . in whatever manner, great or small.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I said I did not do it, Mama!’ his voice high, an edge of anger had crept into it.


  Anger? At me? What had I done?


  ‘Then, why is everybody pointing a finger at you?’


  No answer.


  Again I asked the same question: ‘Why you? Why is it you, everybody’s picking? Why are they all saying you are the person who did this terrible thing?’


  Finally, after I’d repeated the same question (or variations thereof) many times over, Mxolisi burst out: ‘I was not the only one there!’


  ‘D’you realize she is never going to come back? Dead, means forever? Do you? Do you? Do you?’ Now, I was the one sobbing, hysterical.


  ‘Mama, I was not the only one there!’ he shouted. That only infuriated me even more. I was so scared. For him. For me. For all of us — his brother, his sister, Dwadwa. I was so terrified of what the morrow would bring. Now, of course, the earlier visit of the police to our home made sense, horrible sense. They were looking for . . . for a . . . The earlier terror returned, only amplified by the new, the realization that my son would be arrested. The police were, even now, looking for a . . . for him. He would be charged with murder. My mind refused to think beyond that. It balked at even taking a glimpse at what might lie beyond the trial.


  ‘Oh, you fool,’ I screamed, totally undone. ‘Don’t you see what you have done? Don’t you see that if your knife has her blood, it doesn’t matter if you stabbed her in her thumb! Don’t you see that? Mxolisi, don’t you see that?’


  For a split second, a jamboree of feelings infused my whole being, totally took over. All feeling, no thought, no thought whatsoever. What a state to find myself in. Drifting in a sea of undirected feeling, fear uppermost.


  Then, we were in each other’s arms. Who was consoling whom? I would be lying if I said I knew. My son patted my back as though I were a baby he was hushing to sleep. Dry sobs racked . . . which one of us?


  A hundred years later, we disentangled ourselves. But still, I held his hand. Spent, I looked into his eyes.


  He didn’t blink.


  I looked into my son’s eyes. And saw pain and terror.
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  But now, my Sister-Mother, do I help him hide? Deliver him to the police? Get him a lawyer? Will that mean I do not feel your sorrow for your slain daughter? Am I your enemy? Are you mine? What wrong have I done you . . . or you me?


  She had so much to live for . . .


  Oh, that she had harboured but an ounce of fear! She had a tomorrow. Much to look forward to. Much yet to do, even though she had already accomplished much in her young days.


  But, were there no such places where she came from? Places where she could have done good, helped the powerless, and righted what was wrong?


  And my son? What had he to live for?


  As for these heroes who lash out at my son today, voices raised in indignation, are they not the same who, only yesterday, were full of praise for him? Was he not part of the Young Lions they glorified? Did he not do as they shouted for all to hear?


  ONE SETTLER, ONE BULLET!


  AMABHULU AZIZINJA!


  WITH OUR MATCH BOXES, WE SHALL FREE OURSELVES!


  ‘Tsaa-ah! Go for it!’ We set the dog on. ‘Tsa-aah!’ It knows what to do, go after the target and grab it by the throat. There is no danger to ourselves. It is the dog we send out that is at risk. It is the dog that takes the risk, that could get hurt. Or killed. Or jailed.


  Shame and anger fill me day and night. Shame at what my son has done. Anger at what has been done to him. I am angry at all the grown-ups who made my son believe he would be a hero, fighting for the nation, were he to do the things he heard them advocate, the deeds they praised. If anyone killed your daughter, some of the leaders who today speak words of consolation to you . . . mark my words . . . they, as surely as my son, are your daughter’s murderers. And, in many ways, they’re guiltier than my son. They knew, or should have known, better. They were adults. They were learned. They had key to reason.


  Mother of the Slain, you whose heart is torn, know this:


  I have not slept since. Food turns to sawdust in my mouth. All joy has fled my house and my heart bleeds, it sorrows for you, for the pain into which you have been plunged. It is heavy and knows no rest.


  Other children throw stones at my children. They point indicting fingers at them. I am a leper in my community.


  But, even as these voices of concern are raised, calling for what we have not had in the townships for years and years and years, the same winds that gouged dongas in my son’s soul are still blowing . . . blowing ever strong. There are three- and four-year-olds as well as older children, roaming the streets of Guguletu with nothing to do all day long. Those children, as true as the sun rises in the east and sets in the west - those young people are walking the same road my son walked.


  Does anyone see this? Do their mothers see this? Did I see it? Was I ever scared that it mattered not, on any day, whether my son got out of bed or not?


  And the police. How can they tell, with absolute certainty, which of those knives that rained on your poor child killed her? How can they tell which hand held which knife, even? They readily admit many fell upon her. Many. How then are they able to tell which hand delivered the telling stab, the fatal blow? Again and again I ask myself, why him? Why do they single him out from the jumble that took your child’s life away?


  My son! My son! What have you done? Oh, what is this terrible thing that you have done?


  Father, All-merciful, save me!


  Help me! Hurry, help me, Lord, lest I perish.


  Help me! Hurry, help me, Lord, right now.


  Guguletu, much later


  ‘Who is it?’ I asked.


  ‘It’s me, Mmelwane,’ answered Skonana’s voice. My eyes filled. What did she want?


  ‘She has people with her, also!’ Qwati’s asthmatic voice filled the brief silence that had fallen.


  With the back of my hand I brushed away the tears, and got up from the side of the bed where I was sitting, my mind all over the place.


  ‘Which side of the house are you?’


  ‘Front,’ came a chorus of voices.


  Why can’t people mind their own business. I opened my eyes wide, to stop fresh tears from starting. Four women stood there when I opened the door. Lindiwe and Yolisa were also from my street.


  ‘We said to ourselves we should come,’ said Qwati. ‘We talked about this, we asked ourselves: should we not wait till she calls us? But the days have gone on . . .’


  ‘Call you?’


  ‘We are people who come to each other’s homes when there is a reason,’ Lindiwe said. I saw that her eyes had no trouble at all looking into mine. But still, my heart would not be at peace.


  ‘There is neither wedding nor feast at this house.’


  ‘Mmelwane,’ Skonana quickly jumped in. ‘We have come to cry with you . . . as is our custom, to grieve with those who grieve.’


  I didn’t know what to say or feel. I had not summoned my neighbours. Usually, the keening of mourners calls neighbours to the house that death has visited. I had not called my neighbours — I had not announced the death. Yes, there has been a death. But is it I who may keen? Is it I whom people should help grieve?


  ‘We have come to be with you in this time,’ Yolisa’s voice said.


  And we talked, my neighbours and I. It was like the opening of a boil. Thereafter, I was not so afraid of my neighbours’ eyes. I did not immediately see condemnation in the eyes that beheld mine. When some stay away, I do not tell myself they are embarrassed or avoiding me. And even if they do, I know there are some among my friends and neighbours who feel for me — who understand my pain.


  It is people such as these who give me strength. And hope. I hear there are churches and other groups working with young people and grownups. Helping. So that violence may stop. Or at least be less than it is right now. That is a good thing. We need to help each other . . . all of us, but especially the children. Otherwise they grow up to be a problem for everyone. And then everybody suffers. I pray there may be help even for young people like Mxolisi. That they may change and come back better people.


  Oh, My son! My son! What have you done? What is this that you have done?


  Your daughter. The imperfect atonement of her race.


  My son. The perfect host of the demons of his.


  My Sister-Mother, we are bound in this sorrow. You, as I, have not chosen this coat that you wear. It is heavy on our shoulders, I should know. It is heavy, only God knows how. We were not asked whether we wanted it or not. We did not choose, we are the chosen.


  But you, remember this, let it console you some, you never have to ask yourself: What did I not do for this child? You can carry your head sky high. You have no shame, no reason for shame. Only the loss. Irretrievable loss. Be consoled, however. Be consoled, for with your loss comes no shame. No deep sense of personal failure. Only glory. Unwanted and unasked for, I know. But let this be your source of strength, your fountain of hope, the light that illumines the depth of your despair.
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  And my son? What had he to live for?


  My son. His tomorrows were his yesterday. Nothing. Stretching long, lean, mean, and empty. A glaring void. Nothing would come of the morrow. For him. Nothing at all. Long before the ground split when he pee’d on it, that knowledge was firmly planted in his soul . . . it was intimately his.


  He had already seen his tomorrows; in the defeated stoop of his father’s shoulders. In the tired eyes of that father’s friends. In the huddled, ragged men who daily wait for chance at some job whose whereabouts they do not know . . . wait at the corners of roads leading nowhere . . . wait for a van to draw up, a shout, a beckoning hand that could mean a day’s job for an hour’s wage, if that. He had seen his tomorrows — in the hungry, gnarled hands outstretched toward the long-dead brazier, bodies shivering in the unsmiling, setting sun of a winter’s day. Long have the men been waiting: all day. But chance has not come that way today. Chance rarely came that way. Any day. Chance has been busy in that other world . . . the white world. Where it dwelt, at home among those other beings, who might or might not come with offers of a day’s employ. Where it made its abode — in posh suburbs and beautiful homes and thriving businesses . . . forever forsaking the men looking for a day’s work that might give them an hour’s wage. The men from the dry, dusty, wind-flattened, withering shacks they call home. Would always, always call home. No escape.


  Such stark sign-posts to his tomorrow. Hope still-born in his heart. As in the hearts of all like him. The million-million lumpen, the lost generation. My son. My son!


  Guguletu, late afternoon, Wednesday 25 August


  The yellow Mazda drives up NY 1, from the Bellville side going north towards the Lansdowne side of Guguletu. The five young people inside are singing. All along the street, little groups of people walking, talking, or just standing, perhaps waiting . . . for someone . . . or for a taxi. The pedestrian traffic is thick and heavy, workers are coming back from work, schoolchildren from school, women at home scurrying from the shops to get back and start that evening meal.


  Over there, near the Police Station, there is almost a congestion, the crowd is thickest here. There is a bus stop. Also, taxis to and from Langa and Nyanga stop here. So do some employers, fetching or bringing back labourers. There are several churches located in this area, as are a number of schools.


  Here, Mxolisi’s group changes both tune and gait. Gone the toyi-toyi, the freedom songs, and the marching. Shambling, is more like the step the group now adopts. All singing has stopped. Brief consultations are held, reiterating the next day’s plans and bidding each other goodbye.


  The larger group splits. A few of the young people, less than a hundred, walk down the street, towards the car fast approaching.


  There is nothing setting the car apart. Nothing proclaiming it as special, peculiar, or marked. It is just one car among several driving up or down this particular stretch of NY 1, at this time, on this day. Past the shopping centre at NY 110. Past NY 132, where three buildings squat inside a high wire fence. This is Zingisa Higher Primary School. It is silent now. All the students and teachers are gone. If they ever were in today. The buildings are silent now. Empty. To the left over the other side of NY 132 and well away from the road, beyond a lush green patch of lawn, there is a Shell garage, with three little pumps, red and white. The yellow car is now headed for NY 112. Nothing sets it apart. Nothing. Until you look inside.


  At the corner of NY 1 and NY 109, the group of students divides into two: the Langa crowd heads west, to Netreg train Station while their Guguletu comrades splinter into smaller groups of two, three, or four, each heading home.


  About midway between the garage and the second set of shops, smaller than the one at NY 110, the car comes to a reluctant stop. Three hundred metres ahead, the lights at the intersection of NY 1 and NY 108, also known as Klipfontein Road, have turned red. Several vehicles — delivery trucks, lorries, cars — between ten and twelve, are ahead of the little yellow car.


  Mxolisi’s little group is chatting idly. He can see his home, this side of the Police Station, a mere hundred metres from where he stands. Why, were he to hail someone standing at his gate, they’d hear him, it’s that close. They’d see him too, if he waved and they happened to be looking his way.


  Your daughter taps the steering wheel. The singing has long trailed to a stop. The engine purrs softly, idling.


  A casual glance from a passer-by. Instantaneous ignition.


  ‘KwiMazda! KwiMazda! Kukh’ umlungu kwiMazda! In the Mazda! In the Mazda! There is a white person in the Mazda!’


  ONE SETTLER! ONE BULLET!


  The cry rings out, sending a shock-wave through the hoards all around this part of NY 1. Not yet a crowd. Nothing binds them yet, but of course Operation Barcelona is in the air.


  Others pick up the cry, repeat it and send it along. More and more re-echo it.


  ONE SETTLER! ONE BULLET!


  The tremour flashes and spills over to all within hearing. And all who hear it are riveted. Heads swivel this way and that.


  The cry pulls women from their busy kitchens, stops in their tracks tired workers returning from work; children’s play comes to an abrupt halt; and the other drivers stopped at this point check that their doors are locked.


  ‘Over here! Over here, in the yellow Mazda!’


  The car has been singled now. It has been set apart. Noted.


  The same baptising cries meld the disparate individuals and little groups, isolated but a minute before, into a one-minded monster. A group. A crowd, with one aim, one goal — at first, far from sinister, just to verify what the ears have heard, see if it is true. Could it be? How could it be?


  Yet, doubting still, their feet all turn and point toward the car that has been marked. The yellow Mazda.


  ‘Drive on! Drive on!’ urges one of your daughter’s passengers, one of the girls she is giving a lift back home.


  Lumka groans, clenching and unclenching her jaw, fisting and unfisting her right hand. The hand is warm and sweaty.


  ‘Drive on!’ the first girl’s voice is hoarse with fear.


  Your daughter turns the ignition key. Crawls the space of one parked car. Stops. Stops because there is no going further, a car blocks her way.


  ONE SETTLER! ONE BULLET!


  Mxolisi’s group, what remains of it, are they deaf not to hear the cry? Are they crazy not to see the implications? Only one thing could have elicited the cry. One. Somewhere, nearby, some white person has been spotted.


  Incredible.


  A white person. Here in Guguletu? In these times? After what happened to that KTC mlungu woman only yesterday? No way! Most dismiss the cry as a hoax, the work of some bored lout, looking to stir things up.


  But the cry comes back again. Louder, this time, with more voices added.


  The pack races towards the source of the cry, as one, echoing: ‘One settler, one bullet.’ Although they have not seen the stimulus for the cry.


  ONE SETTLER! ONE BULLET!


  Mxolisi’s crowd quickly disintegrates, each person going full speed to the epicentre, searching for the one thing that will jump out, the oddity.


  ‘Please, don’t stop! Please, don’t stop! Drive on!’ Frantic, her friends shout.


  She steps on the accelerator. The yellow car leaps ahead, emitting a surprised groan. After three car lengths, however, it again halts. Engine running but nowhere to go. Blocked by the car before it. By all those before that.


  The young men who, a minute before, were standing at the corner of NY 1 and NY 109, have reached the mob surrounding the car. By now, the cry has become frenzied. From throats haphazardly all around the milling crowd it comes incessantly:


  ONE SETTLER, ONE BULLET! ONE SETTLER, ONE BULLET!


  There is a thickening in the long, bleak road. A knob of bobbing and weaving heads, all around the yellow car. Hands reach out, playfully, at first. They rock the car. Those inside shudder, but there is no going forward. The car is totally immobilised.


  Then, suddenly, the rocking stops.


  Relief.


  BANG! CRASH!


  Relief quickly shattered. The windscreen wrinkles as a million-million little web-cracks paint themselves on it.


  A scream escapes from someone’s throat just as a second rock comes flying through a window, showering sparkling shards on face and neck and arms and legs and feet.


  Don’t panic, she tells herself, silently. Her lips tightly pressed together, jaw clenched, she tells herself, keep calm. You can get out of this. Keep your head.


  ONE SETTLER, ONE BULLET!


  From throat to throat the cry gaily goes; carried by the unthinking winds. It becomes a joyous refrain, voluntary and instinctive in its cruelly careless glee.


  Another spray of broken bits of glass. The affronted flesh sprouts surprised eyes that open unseeingly. Red tears slowly ooze out of those eyes, and slowly trickle and join each other for solidarity. Red petals on shirt, on pants, and on legs and onto shoes.


  An earthquake rocks the car.


  ‘Drive on!’ There is a crazed tone to the voice, urging the impossible.


  Red petals in her eyes. Red petals blinding her to a halt.


  The dilemma of the passengers in the yellow Mazda is a spur to the mindless crowd outside. The chant grows. Rocks rain upon the car. They come flying through, into the car and onto its fragile cargo, clearly endangered now.


  Blocked, the car cannot move.


  Blinded, your daughter cannot escape. Not by driving on.


  ‘Let’s run to the garage!’ the young man cries out.


  NO! NO! DRIVE ON!


  The debate stops short as another earthquake rocks the car. In the darkened stomach of the car, all light is blocked by the mob of bodies all around it, pushing from all sides, pushing and yelling and stamping their feet, fists raised. Arms reach inside through the now naked, unglassed windows. The five young people are frozen scared. They are besides themselves with dread.


  AMANDLA!


  But now, inside the car, the so-loved, familiar cry triggers fear and panic.


  Yielding to the inevitable, your daughter turns the car engine off. In one last desperate bid for freedom, all five fly out of the car in a mad dash for the three petrol pumps – the building — yellow, gold, white. A haven. Safety.


  Smelling the climax, the pack is hot on their heels. Those with knives in their pockets, reach for them. Those unarmed cast their eyes about — in the forever debris-rich dirt of Guguletu they’re bound to find something useful.


  The students from the university run.


  The mob, like hounds, give chase, yelling and screaming in glee.


  ‘Don’t! Please, don’t hurt her!’ pleads Lumka.


  ‘She’s just a university student,’ another of your daughter’s friends screams, putting herself between her and her attackers. But ‘university student’ falls on deaf ears. The mob cares nothing for these words. My son and his friends and all those mobbing around your daughter’s car, they know nothing of universities.


  Your daughter falls on reason. ‘Please don’t do this. You don’t want to do this. You can’t do this. You can’t do this to me. Please, don’t. DON’T! Do-oo-hn-on-nt!’


  But her pleas fall on deaf ears.


  That unforgiving moment. My son. Blood pounding in his ears. King! If for a day. If for a paltry five minutes . . . a miserable but searing second.


  AMANDLA! NGAWETHU! POWER! IT IS OURS!


  AMANDLA! NGAWETHU! POWER! IT IS OURS!


  Thus rose the cry. Rose and fell to the cheering answer from the crowd. Amandla! a few cried out, their clenched fists high in the air. Ngawethu! came the unhesitating response from the fervid crowd. Ngawethu! Transported, the crowd responded; not dwelling on the significance of the word. Deaf and blind to the seeds from which it sprang, the pitiful powerlessness that had brewed this very moment.


  And the song in my son’s ears. A song he had heard since he could walk. Even before he could walk. Song of hate, of despair, of rage. Song of impotent loathing.


  AMABHULU, AZIZINJA!


  AMABHULU, AZIZINJA!


  BOERS, THEY ARE DOGS!


  BOERS, THEY ARE DOGS!


  Oh, that her goodness had not blinded her to the animosity of some of those for whom she bore such compassion! That her naiveté had not tricked her into believing in blanket, uniform guiltlessness of those whom she came to help.


  That irrevocable moment! The crowd cheers my son on. One settler! One bullet! We had been cheering him on since the day he was born. Before he was born. Long before.


  Nongqawuse saw it in that long, long-ago dream: A great raging whirlwind would come. It would drive abelungu to the sea. Nongqawuse had but voiced the unconscious collective wish of the nation: rid ourselves of the scourge.


  She was not robbed. She was not raped. There was no quarrel. Only the eruption of a slow, simmering, seething rage. Bitterness burst and spilled her tender blood on the green autumn grass of a far-away land. Irredeemable blood. Irretrievable loss.


  One boy. Lost. Hopelessly lost.


  One girl, far away from home.


  The enactment of the deep, dark, private yearnings of a subjugated race. The consummation of inevitable senseless catastrophe.


  I do not pretend to know why your daughter died . . . died in the manner in which she did. Died when the time and place and hands were all in perfect congruence; cruel confluence of time, place and agent.


  For that is what he had become at the time when he killed your daughter. My son was only an agent, executing the long-simmering dark desires of his race. Burning hatred for the oppressor possessed his being. It saw through his eyes; walked with his feet and wielded the knife that tore mercilessly into her flesh. The resentment of three hundred years plugged his ears; deaf to her pitiful entreaties.


  My son, the blind but sharpened arrow of the wrath of his race.


  Your daughter, the sacrifice of hers. Blindly chosen. Flung towards her sad fate by fortune’s cruellest slings.


  But for the chance of a day, the difference of one sun’s rise, she would be alive today. My son, perhaps not a murderer. Perhaps, not yet.
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