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CALL CENTRE 

Emmanuel Sigauke 

 In Customer Service we laughed at customers, the irate ones.  We sent signals to each other; 

then we put our calls on mute and just died with laughter as we discussed the customers’ idiocy.  This 

really made our work enjoyable; and we no longer dreaded dealing with abusive callers.  Sometimes the 

supervisors joined in the fun, or they left us alone, as long as we handled the required number of calls 

per day, keeping our calls at a Call Handling Time (CHT) of less than three minutes. Call handling was the 

easiest part of my job, and I was famous in the entire Northern California call centre for diffusing irate 

customer situations within sixty seconds, and for delivering high quality, which always earned me 

customer commendations. This had become the best part of my job, something which made me look 

forward to going to work. Until the day a man called from Redding, California, and, after hearing my 

accent, asked, “Which part of India are you in?” 

 I hadn’t expected this one, so I sat up straight, confusion seizing me. I fumbled with the papers 

on my desk, attracting the attention of my cubicle neighbour, Linda, who shook her hair and said, 

“Another one? I can delay answering my next one for a good laugh.”  

 I shook my head no and looked away.  

 She sighed and answered her call.  

 I took a sip of water to improve my accent. Then I braced up for the worst-case scenario.   

 “Hello? Is someone there?” said the customer, his voice soft and low, as if he had all day to talk 

with me. 

“I’m here, ready to help you, sir,” I said. My legs started shaking and my feet tapped on the floor 

rhythmically. I leaned my face closer to the screen, but my eyes weren’t focused on anything yet.   

The man repeated his question with a louder, more demanding voice.   

 “We’re in Mumbai, sir,” I lied. I didn’t want him to affect my CHT. I didn’t allow any customer to 

do that.  

 Linda turned sharply, her face wrinkling with surprise. I ignored her and focused on my 

customer.  “Mumbai, financial capital of India,” I added.  
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 “I could tell from your, ‘Tank you for corring Swift Wireress.’ You guys crack me up!” He laughed, 

and for a moment I thought he was choking on his laughter.  

 I felt anger boiling within me. My right knee was now hitting the bottom of my desk, causing the 

computer monitor to shake. Linda kept casting glances my way, as if I was beginning to scare her. I 

didn’t smile back like I usually did when I was dealing with a difficult customer.   

 I wrenched my headset off, adjusted the monitor to reduce the screen’s glare, and examined the 

caller’s account details, which had popped up when the call came in. He had a 60-day past due balance, 

and all calls to and from his two mobile phone lines, except the *611 to Customer Service, were blocked. 

This call should have been routed to the Folsom Collections Department. I hated these system errors. It 

should be known that Customer Service is very different from Collection. We serve, they collect. Big 

difference. But this man’s account status helped me switch off the customer service representative in 

me and turned on the collections agent.  

  I stretched, took another sip of water, and prepared to grill the man. I slipped the headset back 

on and found him saying, ‘Hello Mumbai! Mr. Punjab!’ 

  I laughed dryly, to let him know that I could still hear him. Sometimes when they thought you 

couldn’t hear them, these stupid customers—and he was not that much of a customer anymore 

anyway—they uttered all kinds of nonsense, especially if you had an accent. Then if you told them that 

you were from Zimbabwe, oh trouble. But I was not going to let him get the slightest satisfaction. My 

laugh grew louder, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Linda signalling something. To the man I said, 

“Here we take good care of our customers,” making sure I emphasised the word customer.              

 “For a moment I thought I lost you there, India,” he said. He cleared his throat, and then muffled 

what sounded like an emerging laugh. “So-o-o,” he gurgled, “what’s it like down there?”   

 “Down where?” I said with a shaking voice, but before he could respond, I composed myself, 

and said, “How can I help you, sir?”    

 “I asked you a question,” he said. “You can help me by answering it.”  

 “Sir, can you ask a business-related question?”    

 “Answer my friggin’ question!”  

 The loudness of his voice caught me off guard; it rung so loudly I felt the urge to remove my 

headphones, but I slipped into my signature customer-first mode: “Your problem is mine, sir, the first 

time you call.” I sweetened my voice to make it clear to him that I was smiling. “How can I be of service 

to you, sir?”  
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 “Spare me that bullshit!” He even paused to catch a breath. “Maybe I should slow down for you 

people: p-l-e-a-s-e  a-n-s-w-e-r  m-y  q-u-e-s-t-i-o-n.”  

 “And the question is?” I raised my voice, which usually had the effect of reducing my accent, 

making me sound more British.   

 “Oh, so now you are getting an attitude,” he said. “Who is the customer here?”  

 “But you haven't asked anything that shows that you’re a customer, have you?” I said, with no 

trace of an accent.  

  The man spoke with a trembling voice. “Are you going to answer my question, or should I just 

ask to speak to your supervisor?”  

  The way he said supervisor sounded completely obscene, a disregard of common decency. But 

yes, a request for a supervisor was his right.  I really didn’t want him to end up escalating. I had to take 

control of the call, to resolve the issue within the first call.  

 “I said should I ask to speak to your supervisor?” he repeated, trying to match my accent.  

 “No one stopped you,” my lips were trembling, but I managed to add the polite “sir”.  

“Certainly someone in India seems bent on blocking my right to a supervisor,” he said.  

I raised my voice again and said, “You want a supervisor, you get a supervisor, understand?”  

Oh, when I said that word, understand, the way I used to say it to my high school students in Harare, I 

was ready for anything. Everyone around me started to shrink. In this state, I could deal with any 

customer type—the crazy ones, the drunkards, the psycho-sounding, all of them.  

 I took a deep breath. “Sir, are you still there?” I asked.  

 “Don't call me sir, Kabinder.”  

 “I stated that my name is Jason, please address me accordingly.”   

 “You changed your name too? To serve American customers, huh?”    

 I had no time for this. I wasn’t here to play silly games. I had to bring the call to business: ‘In 

order for me to assist you, sir, could you please verify the last four digits of your social security number?’  

 “My what?” he asked. 

I felt a little pain; I could never pronounce this one right.  “Your sosh,” I said, using the 

common—and friendlier abbreviation.  He grunted, showing that he still hadn’t understood me, so, with 

a voice full of empathy, I added, “Your SSN.”  

 “Oh, social security number?” he said and sighed. “Why didn’t you say that the first time?”   

 “That's what I said—social security number.”  

 “No, dude.” He coughed out a laugh. “You said shoshia shecret numb.”  
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 “And when I said sosh, what did you think I was saying?”  

 “Who knows? Maybe something you verify there in Mumbia, or whatever.” He sounded ready 

to give up on me, as if this call was beginning to distress him. In fact, his pause lasted longer than I 

wanted. The metre on my computer screen had turned red, to indicate that I had exceeded the allowed 

three minutes. He was affecting my statistics, my productivity, my potential bonus.   

 As I was about to offer to dial a supervisor for him, he said, “All we know here in America is that 

you guys are taking our jobs, and you can't even speak proper fuckin’ English!”  

 “What?” I asked.  

 “You heard me,” he said. “So incompetent, so idiotic even.”  

 That surprised me, the way he said it; perhaps he was some kind of poet.  Starving artist, and if 

he was that, I could understand. I scribbled things I called poems too. But the difference was that I kept 

a job, however demeaning, and I paid my bills on time, and sent remittances back to Zimbabwe every 

month without fail.  

 “I took your job, you say?” I asked, my voice calm. Perhaps the best way to demonstrate 

excellent customer service in this call was to follow along, to exhaust the man, to waste his time.  

 “You got that right, Patel.” He started humming something meant to imitate Bollywood tunes. 

This man was something else. I let him take his time to come up with another attack.  

 To some extent I agreed with his view on Americans losing jobs. Outsourcing was a common 

topic among us in the call centre. We also feared the day we would go to that Folsom general meeting 

to be told that we were free to relocate to Tucson, Arizona, or some such nowhere state. But worse, we 

knew that at any time the company may take its business to other countries and we would be left 

jobless. Even an inter-state relocation could derail the dreams of many.  When Swift Wireless closed 

their Honolulu call centre, they had given the employees the generous option of relocating to California 

and the reason we worked here was that no one in Hawaii had taken the offer.  

 My customer was correct too on this issue of English. I never believed that telephone customer 

service should be filled with people like me. The last thing you want to hear when you call your phone 

provider’s customer service is an accent. Especially if you are having problems with your service, phone 

dropping calls, your web browser not working, your battery dying. 

 But I was here at the helm. He had to deal with me. I was just as entitled to feed my family as 

he was his. If he wanted to think I was in India and call me Patel or whatever he imagined we Indians 

called ourselves, so be it.  



8 
 

 I sighed, afraid he had detected empathy in my silence, but the idiot said, “Did you just yawn in 

the phone? No wonder our economy is fucked up.”  

 “Sir, please use clean language,” I said. “How can you expect respect—?”  

  “Crean ranguage. How about you learn some English first before you bring your ass to a call 

centre?”  

  I waited for him to continue. He was the customer, my king.  

 “How can we fuckin' trust that you people can handle our business? All you do is butcher my 

language.” He paused. “In fact, can I have someone who speaks English?”  

 I lifted my fist, but restrained it before it landed on the desk. I shook my head. I wasn’t going to 

let this man walk all over me, nor was I going to let him press my buttons. He was not worth it. Come to 

think of it, he wasn’t even a serious customer; he was now costing the customer his bottom-line.  I 

sighed and craned my neck, but stopped when I noticed that Linda was looking at me. I ignored 

whatever she was whispering. I returned my attention to my caller.  

 “Do you understand the words coming out of my mouth?” he said, imitating Jackie Chan’s 

accent in Rush Hour.  

 “Sir, you are listening to the best English you’ll ever hear in this life,” I said, although I mumbled 

the last few words, which, in some crude conspiracy, had come out thickly accented, as if they wanted 

to prove that I couldn’t speak smooth English.  

 The man laughed, but didn’t say anything.   

 “I have a degree in English,” I said, the pride audible in my voice.  

 “Ple-a-ase,” he said. “Just transfer me back to America.”  

 “Sir!” I said, intending to swoop down on him like an American eagle.  

 “What?” He sounded like a scared chicken.  

 “Consider yourself fortunate to hear my English,” I said. “You would have a heart attack if you 

found yourself speaking half of it.”  I lowered my voice so my neighbours wouldn’t hear me, but one of 

them had heard already, so she nodded in agreement. That was Shanetta, the African American woman 

who sat across from me and who always told me, “You Jason, you speak proper.”  

 The man continued to laugh in booms.   I pretended to be typing notes on his account, but I was 

just waiting for him to regain his normalcy. I was aware too that someone in Quality Assurance might be 

listening to this call, but I didn’t care anymore. I wanted someone to be listening, to be recording and 

documenting this encounter with someone abusive. If he was looking for a credit on his account for 
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disputed calls and charges, there was not much he was going to get from me. He could laugh, yes, but 

that all he was going to get from me.  

 When he stopped laughing, I said, “Are you done?”  

 He didn’t reply, perhaps refusing to speak on my command.  That worked for me because I had 

one or two things to clarify to him. “Like I was saying, sir, I speak the kind of English that you can only 

speak in dreams. So before you get too excited, you must tell me why you called, who you are, whom 

you work for, and why you’re still on my fuckin' line!”  

 “Ah!” the customer said and went silent.  

  I too couldn’t believe what I had just said. Maybe I was losing my mind.  

  “Are you even allowed to say that to your customers?”  

 “No, not to our customers, but to losers like you!”  

 “What did you call me?” he shouted. “Bin Laden, I asked you a question.”  

 I heard his words, but at first my body seemed to refuse to react to what he had called me. I 

looked at the computer screen without seeing anything. It was as if I was looking within myself, to 

extract the best words with which to respond. But none came. Bin Laden. My head began to spin and 

when I spoke again I didn’t care what would happen after that call, whether or not I would lose this job. 

“Listen man,’ I said. “ I’ll give you five seconds!”  

 “Really?”he asked, producing what sounded like a belch. “For what?”  

 “To decide if you want my help, then I’ll terminate this call.”  

 “You know you can’t do that, stupid terrorist!”  

 “Guess what, I can.”  

 He burst out laughing. “You guys over there are crazy!” 

 “Shut the fuck up!” I said, shocked not by the strength of the expletive, but by its lightness on 

my tongue, the ease with which it came out. 

 My workmates started to stand up.  I avoided eye contact with them. I didn’t need their help.  

 “You know,” the man said, softly, “I really didn't know you people cussed.”  

  I brought my finger closer to the END key on the Rockwell dial pad. “Five. Four. Three. Two. 

One.” Beep! I clenched my teeth as I retracted my finger from the phone and threw the headset on the 

desk, rolled my chair back, and hit something. I turned, looked up and saw my supervisor looking down 

at me, frowning. 

  “Do you need some help, Jay?” she said, her lips quivering.  
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 I ignored her, sprang up, and marched away. I could hear some murmurs from all around me, 

and it seemed all the customer service representatives had abandoned their calls and were now looking 

at me. I walked slowly at first, and then as if shoved by their eyes, I started marching faster, without 

turning, without caring.   

  But I didn't want anyone to think I was quitting. To be upset was one thing and walking away 

from your cubicle was better than having a seizure or grabbing someone’s throat, but to quit was out of 

the question. I hadn’t come to this country to quit. Yet I continued to walk, unsure where I was going.  

I shuffled in the direction of the water fountain, and then turned towards the restrooms. I 

couldn’t tell whether it was my anger or the white glare of the lights blinding me. I walked towards the 

break room, not too far from the exit door, in case I would decide not to stop walking. Then I stopped in 

the middle of the call centre, away and out of sight of sight of my team. But I was in the area of other 

teams—New Accounts, Corporate Accounts, and Prepaid Services, and Quality Assurance—they all could 

see me. Some stole glances at me, others stared hard; maybe they had begun to think that the African 

had gone wild. I ignored them and resumed walking, now headed towards the main exist of the centre. 

A sudden air of independence gripped me, as if this was going to be my last grand exit.  

That feeling didn’t last long though. I couldn’t say I had forgotten this, but I suddenly 

remembered that I had child support to pay. Relatives in Zimbabwe to feed, school fees to pay. I turned 

and started walking back, looking straight ahead, ignoring the sea of eyes from every direction.  I heaved 

a sigh of relief as I decided that I was feeling better already. I could feel my face relaxing into its daily 

mask of smiles, another of my signature qualities in the call centre.  

When I reached my desk, I saw my supervisor putting her phone down. She beckoned me to her 

office and showed me a chair. She was being too careful, as if she was about to tell me that I was fired. 

Then she sat down and turned her computer screen towards me. On the screen were my caller’s 

account details, the same screen I had been working on.   

 “That customer,” she said. “We have to call him back.” She tilted her head and peered at me. “I 

listened to that call, and man, what was that all about?” She twisted her lips and squinted at her 

computer screen.  

 I didn’t know what she expected me to say, so I remained quiet.  

 “Yup, we have to call him back. That’s what we do here—customer service.”  

 “But he’s –.”   

 “I know, he’s delinquent, rude and the whole nine yards, but work is work.” She paused and 

swallowed. “Just do your best. Apologise.”  In a lower voice, as if she didn’t want other representatives 
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to hear, she added, “He has his landline listed on the account, so we should be able to get through to 

him.” She looked in the direction of the managers’ offices. “We can’t allow him to call back and escalate 

to a manager.”  

 I wanted to argue with her about how it was not in the company’s best interest to waste 

resources on such a rude and delinquent customer, but I found myself saying, “Thank you”, and again, 

“Thank you.”  

 As I walked back to my desk, I noticed that the other representatives looked serious and 

focused; good representatives delivering quality. I took a deep breath and thought of how I was going to 

start the conversation. I wasn’t going to change my story about our location, but after I apologised, if he 

still wanted to speak to a supervisor, I would transfer him to one at once.  

 I looked at my supervisor’s office and saw she was looking in my direction, as if to say. “Yes, you 

can.”  

 I dialled the man’s landline number and waited.  

The call went to a recording: “Thank you for calling Pacific Bell. The number you dialled has been 

changed, disconnected, or is no longer in service. If you feel you have reached this recording in error, 

please check the number and try your call again.”   

 I could feel a smile dancing on my lips, but it would be inappropriate to burst out laughing.  I re-

dialled the number, just in case I had missed a digit, but the same message played again.  I 

stretched and yawned loudly.  

Linda asked her customer to hold, put the call on mute and said, “Tough day, huh?”  

 “One of those,” I said.    

 She hid her face in the cup of her hand to muffle a laugh. I didn’t see anything funny, so I 

averted my eyes back to my customer’s account, to type some remarks: “Attempted Customer call back. 

Alternative number also inactive.”  Under ‘Reason for Call back’, I typed: “Customer in-bound call 

terminated in error.”  What I wanted type, if the truth mattered in our business, was that the customer 

contact itself had been a system error; that this kind of customer shouldn’t and wasn’t good for the 

business. But I let the truth win, like the good representative I was, and waited for my next call.  

   

Emmanuel Sigauke (Zimbabwe, United States) 
Emmanuel Sigauke grew up in Zimbabwe where the writing bug seized him around age thirteen. He has attempted 
different genres and has been successful in poetry, plays and short fiction. He resides in Sacramento, California, 
where he teaches English at a community college. He co-edits the annual anthology, African Roar, and is involved 
in organizations such as the Sacramento Poetry Center, and Writers International Network Zimbabwe.  
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MAROKO OUTCAST 

Philip Begho 

I might have been staring at the painting for a minute or a year. It is difficult to tell. It was a painting 

in my living room and I had seen it hundreds of times, but sometimes it transfixed me and I would be 

lost in it with no heed of time. 

It wasn’t a Rembrandt or Picasso; just something by an obscure Lagos painter. But it was mine. 

Mine not only in the sense that I could dispose of it as I liked, but in the sense that I owned the memory 

that lived in it. 

In the background – Maroko, ugly and shabby like any shantytown that was home to the 

dispossessed and the outcast; in the foreground, almost leaping out of the painting – a rickety hut on 

stilts that dug into the Lagos lagoon. 

A hut like the one I had sat in, many a time, to view the sun die in burnished gold upon the waters; 

at first alone, Cinderella forlorn, waiting for her Prince Charming, and then with him when he came, with 

Davidson my Prince Charming when he sailed into my life, making music with my name, making the 

golden evening tingle with songs and merry laughter. 

I peeled my eyes from the painting and reached for the cake box on the dining table. Taking out the 

cake, the trivial thought crossed my mind that the icing kept one from knowing it was a fruit cake just by 

looking. I regarded the squiggle on it. Happy Birthday, Lovinia it read in pink and orange, my favourite 

colours. 

I nodded with pleasure. It was all as I had instructed them to do at the cake shop. Even the ‘Lovinia’ 

closely followed the curls of the inscription I had left them. 

Lovinia. 

I do not think people call their names often. But I do. Lovinia. 

Lovinia. Lovinia. Lovinia. 

I call it the way Davidson used to call it. 

Davidson said it was the most musical name he had ever heard. He said life danced in it. He said 

sweetness and passion leapt in it. He said it was the happiest name he had ever known. He said it was 

the most joyful, the happiest, the most joyful-joyful. And when he said that, I would forget where I was. I 

would forget I was in Maroko, a slum. I would forget and become Cinderella, waiting for Davidson to 

take me away to his forever palace. 

I really cannot call Lovinia the way Davidson used to call it. No one can. Absolutely no one. 



13 
 

I slide my eyes to the birthday candles I bought at The Palms. They are on the table, near the cake 

box, but I do not touch them. I do not touch them for a long while. I just keep eyeing them. There are 

not up to a hundred in that packet. Do the makers think no one can live to be a hundred? 

Well, I am not a hundred years old, nor feel a hundred years old. So I begin to reach for the candles. 

I do not feel a hundred years old, except now and then. Only now and then when I remember things. 

I let out a long breath and take a candle out of the pack. Only one. 

I am not a year old. But one will do. 

I do not do birthdays, but I sometimes do television and movies and often do books. And when 

these things have a place in your world, you get to know about birthdays and cakes and the fact that you 

can choose to have only one birthday candle on your cake even though you’re not only a year old. 

I do not do birthdays. 

No one I know celebrates birthdays in a slum. 

Even before Father took us to the slum, we never did celebrate. Outcasts are not in the habit of 

celebrating. Their world is much too filled with other things. Mostly thoughts. They think and think and 

think. And then they think again, wondering why they cannot be part of the world out there. Wondering 

why it is their lot to be outcasts. What did they do wrong? Yes, their ancestors might have done wrong, 

but what did they themselves do wrong? Why did they have to be punished for the wrongs of their 

ancestors? Why? 

I am of the stock of the Igwene people, a small dwindling clan among the Iwerewe tribe, which is 

itself a small tribe among the hundreds of ethnic groups in Nigeria’s middle belt. We once called 

ourselves Iwerewe but were forbidden to continue to do so when an ancestor of ours transgressed and 

was condemned by the oracle to slavery. In modern times his descendants gained their freedom but 

continued to be treated as outcasts, with none in the land more despised. 

Well, if one must be accurate, we were not quite at the bottom of the caste system, for below us, 

regarded as the most objectionable outcast, was the albino. 

Ah, the albino! 

My father was an unusual man. As a boy he couldn’t resign himself to staying emasculated all his 

life, so though the doors of education were shut to him by reason of his status, he taught himself to read 

and write. 

And he was a proud man. He coveted the title of Chief, but as an outcast he could never have such 

honours, so he named himself Pa Katako though he was only thirty-eight and much too young to be 

referred to as “Pa.” 



14 
 

The next thing he did was to take his family away to a place which had the reputation of being no 

man’s land, a place where nobody troubled you too much about whether or not you were an outcast - 

Lagos. 

And in Lagos there was a place you could easily slide into if you were a stranger with no relatives 

and not much money – Maroko. 

Maroko was a slum, but it was available. ‘You take the available,’ Pa Katako used to say. ‘And if your 

eyes are not closed and your hands are not idle, you use it as a stepping stone to get the desirable. My 

family will not remain in Maroko. We’re headed for somewhere high.’ 

His family comprised my physically-challenged mother and me. I have never quite learned why he 

didn’t have more children, but I grew up hearing him mutter, ‘A girl child is as good as a son. She can 

become a doctor, a lawyer, an engineer, a professor, anything. All you have to do is give her a good 

education.’ 

Such sentiments are not exactly typical of the average Nigerian man. But my father was not 

average. He was unusual. Nevertheless I have often wondered if there was not something more to it. 

Perhaps Pa Katako had discovered that he could no more have children and the fault was his, so it was 

pointless trying other women for a son? 

I never pursue this thought in depth, though it hovers around me often enough. To pursue it seems 

to me disloyal. Father was a good man. A very good man. Perhaps that was why it was easy to forgive 

him when he did what he did. His presence looms large in my life. If Davidson hadn’t dominated my life, 

Pa Katako would have. Not that Mother was just a wallflower. I suspect she was not always the quiet 

mouse I grew up knowing her to be. She probably became quiet so as not to betray the rage in her – first 

for being born an outcast, then for being confined to a wheelchair after the trauma she suffered giving 

birth to me. 

Ah, you would say this was the reason why there were no more children. 

But how can I accept that? 

To accept that would be saying Pa Katako loved Mother unusually. And I cannot accept that. The 

only man to love a woman with such a love was Davidson. That was the kind of love Davidson had for 

me. An unusual love. An unreasonable love. No man could love a woman the way Davidson loved me. Or 

love a girl. 

For I was only a girl. 

I was fifteen when Davidson and I met. 

And sixteen when he proposed marriage to me. 
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No, Pa Katako could not have loved Mother the way Davidson loved me. To think otherwise is to 

put Father on the same pedestal as my Prince Charming. And then I would hate Father for what he did, 

for it is Davidson, so high in his pedestal above my father, who keeps me from hating Pa Katako. 

I think of Davidson, and then I can forgive my father and love him. 

And Father was a good man. I hear he sold everything he had to be able to buy Mother her 

wheelchair. And though his meagre carpenter’s earnings were insufficient to enrol me in a private 

school, he ensured that my government school days were filled with books – I could have almost any 

book I wanted. 

‘Your father must be a very rich man to afford such wonderful books,’ people would say, as I sat in 

the sand surrounded by scores of colourful books. I sat outside because our tottering Maroko shed of a 

house was much too stuffy and badly lit for reading. And I sat in sand because Pa Katako couldn’t afford 

not to sell every bench or stool he made so he could buy me storybooks. 

Does Cinderella mean so much to me because it was the first book Pa Katako bought me? I can’t 

say. The book was a faded, tatty paperback copy that had evidently seen a thousand repeats of the 

African version of rain and shine as it lay waiting in the open bend-down, second-hand bookshop for Pa 

Katako to find for me. 

‘What do you think of it?’ he asked after I had finished reading it. 

I grinned, my heart bursting with unmitigated pleasure. ‘It’s the best book I have ever read, Papa.’ I 

was only five years old and could barely read and had never seen a storybook before. 

Father regarded me grimly. ‘I read it before I gave it to you. Cinderella was an outcast.’ 

‘What is an outcast, Papa?’ 

‘You will know when you grow older.’ 

‘Tell me now, Papa.’ 

Pa Katako shook his head. ‘Why should we rush sorrow’s footsteps?’ The sternness left his face. 

‘Just tell me the kind of books you like and I will buy them for you. I may not be able to send you to the 

best school, but I’ll bring the best school to you.’ 

‘I like this kind, Papa,’ I exclaimed, skipping. ‘I like this kind!’ And I pressed the precious book to my 

cheek. 

Papa must have bought me over a hundred children’s books, and gaining a Ph.D. as I did, I must 

have read hundreds and hundreds of books, but Cinderella remains the best book I have ever read. 

Papa was a good man. 
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When I grew older and thought Maroko – where people spoke Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa, Efik and dozens 

of other languages – was my village, Pa Katako gave me a little history lesson that trawled my true 

village to me. 

When I showed a great interest to visit my true village, Pa Katako gave me a bigger history lesson 

that fully dissected the word outcast. 

My desire to visit home died, but I was not filled with sorrow as Father had feared. I was just 

puzzled. Puzzled that people could permit the curious strain of foolishness that created and nurtured 

such an absurd concept. 

I was not an outcast! 

An outcast? 

‘Outcasts exist only to those who perpetrate the caste system to serve their wicked ends and to 

those who let themselves be labelled outcasts,’ I pointed out to Father when I was old enough to reason 

this way. ‘We’ve moved to Lagos, far from the perpetrators of such wickedness. No one in Lagos thinks 

us outcasts. We’re not outcasts, Father, unless we think ourselves so!’ 

Pa Katako agreed. 

He was a sucker for discussing politics and debating anything that was hot in the newspapers he 

now voraciously read – in preference to the books that had been the love of his youth. But there was 

nothing he railed against more than the injustice of caste systems wherever in the world they were 

found. 

Man’s inhumanity to man was a favourite expression of his, this carpenter who had educated 

himself but hadn’t the certificate needed to get a good-paying job. ‘Man’s inhumanity to man is 

nowhere more glaring than in the freedom to regard people as outcasts!’ he would rage in our little 

stuffy parlour. ‘For then you’re free to brutalize and destroy them!’ 

I never joined in his inveighing. 

‘Down with caste systems!’ he would shout. ‘Down with the idea that some people are born 

outcasts! Down with the idea that one person is inferior to another!’ 

I never joined. Not, of course, because his argument was faulty, but because I reckoned that every 

time he steamed away in this manner he was submitting himself afresh to the beatings of the oppressor, 

choosing to be a victim, choosing to be afflicted, choosing to be wounded. 

I chose not to be afflicted or wounded. 

Pa Katako hated the idea of the outcast, perhaps more than any other person living or dead, but did 

he have to let himself be continually wounded by the idea? 
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‘Papa,’ I used to say when his raging subsided, ‘we are here in Lagos, far from the people who 

regard us as outcasts. We are free. But every time you give rein to your rage, you let them chain you, 

torture you. And then you’re not free – by your own doing.  Papa, I want you to be free – always.’ 

He would nod in agreement. He never disagreed when anything anyone said made sense, for he 

was a sensible man. So he would agree with me. 

Then two minutes later, he would be raving again about the injustice done to outcasts. 

No one hated the idea of the outcast more than Pa Katako. 

Once after he had agreed with me by nodding, he added, ‘I’m proud of you, Lovinia. You’re only 

fifteen but you’re wiser than your years by far – so mature. Do you know if someone you loved came 

now to ask for your hand in marriage, I wouldn’t be afraid that you would disgrace me in his house?’ 

I was shocked. Marriage was the last thing on my mind. How could Pa Katako talk like this? But it 

wasn’t my shock that made me remember this all through the years; it was the knock at the door that 

came just then. 

Who was at the door? 

Who was it that was at the door, having mistakenly come to the wrong address? 

The wrong address? 

No, God must have sent Davidson to that address to find me. 

I blew out the candle. The one candle on the birthday cake I had bought myself. I had meant to first 

sing myself Happy Birthday to You before blowing out the candle because that’s what they do at 

birthdays, isn’t it? I think so, I’m not sure. You see, I don’t do birthdays. 

I don’t do birthdays not because outcasts don’t remember the trivia of birthdays in their slums and 

shantytowns, but because... 

Well... 

Well, you see, Davidson was the first person to remember my birthday and celebrate it. It was my 

sixteenth birthday. He invited a few friends to old Jumbu Jana’s hut – the house on stilts where we used 

to go and watch the sun die in burnished splendour. It was a surprise party. I thought we were just going 

for our usual treat with the sun, but there in the little house were these friends with this cake, with this 

huge cake, with this huge cake with sixteen candles, and me staring and staring in tears. 

Perhaps I should have guessed something was afoot when I saw the two little canoes tethered to 

the stilt which was accustomed to having only ours or Jumbu Jana’s if he hadn’t yet gone fishing. 

But I didn’t guess anything, and they were up there, all so quiet until we climbed the ladder and got 

onto the blackened rickety water-front platform and they came out singing Happy Birthday to You. The 
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tears trickled down my cheeks, and I became unsteady and Davidson had to keep me from falling. I 

knew then that I would do anything to marry this Davidson. 

Now you see why I don’t celebrate birthdays? My sixteenth birthday was the ultimate birthday, and 

the ultimate should be the last, for once enjoyed, what else remains? 

The engagement ring wasn’t hidden in the cake and I’m thankful for that. So many goo-goo-eyed 

lovers are hiding their rings in cakes and ice creams these days that it has become a cliché – even tacky. 

And Davidson was never banal. 

It was when we were on our way home, with me riding on the crossbar of his bicycle, and him 

pedalling along, listening to my coos and giggles, that he did it. 

‘Thank you, my love,’ I had just told him. ‘No man ever made a girl happier than you made me 

today. What a splendid surprise it was!’ 

It was then he did it – just slipped the ring on my finger. 

Well, it wasn’t exactly like that. He slowed down and turned off the sandy path, avoided a nanny 

goat that didn’t see any reason to make way for a bicycle when it had never had to respect cars, skirted 

around three kids playing a very robust game of Catch Me, I’m Right Here! and stopped by a cluster of 

coconut trees whose ancient arms hung in green and yellow pride over a dilapidated one-room school 

building. 

As he swung off the bicycle, he said, ‘Hop off a minute, Lovinia.’ 

I climbed off the bicycle and he leaned it against one of the trees. 

He took my hand. ‘Now close your eyes, will you?’ 

Before I closed my eyes, I caught sight of a triangle of cattle egrets winging their graceful way 

home, and I don’t know why I didn’t guess what would happen next, but I didn’t. When he asked me to 

open my eyes, the first thing they saw was the ring. It wasn’t on my finger; it was at the tip, not touching 

the finger. He held it there, poised, ready to slip on. 

I didn’t wait for him to speak. I was only sixteen and too much in love. ‘Yes, yes!’ I cried. ‘I’ll marry 

you, Davidson! I’ll marry you! Who else could I marry but you?’ 

‘But will you marry me tomorrow?’ he asked. 

I gulped. ‘Tomorrow?’ 

‘Or it could be the day after. But it mustn’t be longer than three days. I love you so much, Lovinia. I 

can’t wait to have you as my wife!’ 
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I stared into his eyes. Grey. His eyes were grey. And they were the most beautiful eyes I had ever 

seen. My eyes lifted to his hair. Ginger. Strange colour, but so beautiful. My eyes returned to his face, his 

skin... 

His skin... 

So beautiful to me. So beautiful... 

‘Lovinia,’ Mother said to me one day, ‘come and sit here.’ She patted the arm of a weather-beaten 

armchair. 

I went and sat down dutifully. 

‘You love Davidson, don’t you?’ she said. ‘But tell me, what is it you see in him?’ 

I could have told her of his eyes, his hair, his skin. I could have told her of the way he called my 

name, the music he made, the music no one else could make. I could have told her of the song my heart 

sang when I thought of him, which was always, always. I could have told her of the song I knew his heart 

sang when he thought of me, which was forever, forever. 

But I just said, ‘I just love him, Mother. I’m going to marry him or no one else.’ 

Mother studied me and didn’t say anything.  

Just as Pa Katako studied Davidson one day he visited. 

But Father spoke that day. He said, ‘Davidson, do you know what I will do to anyone who defiles my 

daughter?’ 

‘No, sir,’ Davidson answered. 

‘I will kill him.’ 

My prince shook his head. ‘That will not be possible, sir. For I would already have killed him.’ 

We rode in silence for a long while after we left the coconut grove. I kept glancing at the ring that 

was now on my finger and thinking of the man who loved me enough to wait to marry me before even 

doing as much as kiss me – though, three days, he swore, was the most he could now wait. 

Abruptly Davidson said, ‘I’m afraid of what your father might say.’ 

I chuckled. ‘What can he say but give his blessings?’ 

‘I’m twenty-eight. Twelve years older than you.’ 

‘Pa Katako is fifteen years older than Mother.’ 

‘You’re only sixteen.’ 

‘When I was fifteen Father said I was ready to be married. I was shocked at the time. Who would 

have thought this would be happening to me just a year later?’ I laughed. ‘Davidson, do you know Pa 

Katako married Mother when she was only fifteen?’ 
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‘Hmm.’ 

There was silence for a while, then my prince said, ‘I don’t know what I’ll do if your father says no.’ 

I giggled. ‘My love, I’ve never seen you like this before.’ 

‘It’s just that – that... You have no idea how much I love you, Lovinia. Look, your father has plans for 

you – he wants you to go to university. I have savings, Lovinia. I’m only a schoolteacher, but I have 

savings. I’ll send you to university. For a first degree and then a master’s. Then when you’ve got a job, I’ll 

go to university. Then after we’ve both worked for a while and have enough savings, we could both go 

for a Ph.D.’ 

‘What’s a Ph.D.?’ 

‘I’ll explain it to you later, my darling. You know what I’ll do? I’ll give Pa Katako all my savings to 

keep – that should prove my sincerity to him – let him know it’s all for your university education. What 

do you think?’ 

I didn’t feel like thinking. All I wanted to do was to wrap my arms around my fiancé’s neck and kiss 

him. But I just gripped the handlebars firmly and said, ‘You’re worrying too much, Davidson. I’m going to 

get a university scholarship, have you forgotten that? When we get home and tell Father, you’ll see that 

you’ve just wasted all your energy thinking this and thinking that.’ 

It was true. When we got to my little Maroko home, Father did not raise a single one of Davidson’s 

feared objections. He just listened quietly to my prince and then wheeled Mother from the parlour into 

their bedroom, saying he had to discuss the matter over with his wife. 

Davidson pumped his fists in the air, filled with bursting joy. 

I laughed. ‘Didn’t I tell you? My father is a good man. A very good man.’ 

In the wood and tin huts of Maroko, the only way to keep people from hearing your conversation is 

to whisper. For as long as Pa Katako and Mother whispered, Davidson and I only heard meaningless 

voices. But soon Father stopped whispering and began to speak normally. He didn’t shout; only spoke 

normally. 

And we heard everything. 

‘You must admit I’m a good man,’ Pa Katako told Mother. ‘Were I not a good man, would I have 

permitted him access to this house and my daughter? For one year, he’s been coming here – one year. Is 

that not the tolerance of a good man?’ 

Mother’s voice rose to meet his. ‘But Lovinia loves him with all her heart. You cannot say no.’ 

‘I can and I say it: No!’ 

‘Lovinia’s heart will break. You can’t do this!’ 
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‘Woman, open your eyes. The man is Igbeleku. His case may not be as bad as others, but Igbeleku is 

Igbeleku – right at the bottom of the caste system. It is impossible. My daughter cannot marry an 

outcast. She cannot marry an albino!’ 

That was how my father killed my Davidson, my prince. 

Killed him because Davidson was an outcast – the worst of outcasts where I come from. 

In a sociology class I took when doing my first degree, a professor asked, ‘Can we ever overcome 

the deep beliefs of our culture, or do they keep us bound forever?’ 

While the class debated the question, I was busy wiping tears from my eyes. ‘Down with caste 

systems!’ Pa Katako used to shout. ‘Down with the idea that some people are born outcasts! Down with 

the idea that one person is inferior to another!’ 

No one hated the idea of the outcast more than Pa Katako. 

And yet when it mattered most, my father couldn’t escape the scourge he was sworn against. 

I went on to university, and after my first degree I took a master’s and a Ph.D. as Davidson would 

have wanted. And in a few short years I got a top-dollar job that put me on the other side of the tracks 

in a sumptuous high-rise flat, far from the Maroko type of life, far from the Igwene people, the Iwerewe 

tribe. 

Father couldn’t escape being an outcast. 

But I escaped. 

I escaped. 

Or so I thought. 

So I thought until a few days ago when I woke up from bed with open eyes – eyes that saw for the 

first time the chains that were over me, the chains that had been there all through the years since 

Davidson ran from the house in shock and tears. 

Davidson, a grown man so heartbroken that he forgot his bicycle and ran straight into the path of 

the first of the armoured vehicles that would storm Maroko on the scouting missions that preceded the 

pulling down of the shantytown to make way for a new city for high-rise fat cats. 

The vehicle killed Davidson. 

No, Pa Katako killed him. 

But I forgive Pa Katako because my prince among men talked so much about Joseph – the prince 

among his brothers – and forgiveness. 

A hypocrite, preaching one thing and practising another, can still remain a good man in your heart if 

you elevate there the memory of the Cinderella book he bought you years ago and the fact that he died 
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trying to save your mother from the fire that couldn’t wait for the storm-trooping bulldozers to do the 

killing. 

If Pa Katako and Mother were alive they would be living in the luxury flat across from me, the 

outcasts that they were, and they would ride in a posh chauffeur-driven SUV or luxury saloon. For this 

outcast, all alone with a birthday cake, has done well for herself, you know. 

And if Davidson were alive? 

What I really mean is, what would Davidson, my beloved, say if he could speak to me from eternity? 

He would tell me of the chains that had been keeping me bound since he died. He would point out 

that they were the same chains that kept Pa Katako bound. 

The chains of the outcast. 

He would tell me to free myself. 

I realized that when I woke from bed with open eyes a few days ago. That is why I decided to give 

myself a birthday party, even though it’s a one-person birthday party. It’s so hard to get back into 

society when you’ve been isolated so long, bound by your love for a man who was bound to be killed by 

the chains of a man bound by the label of men in chains. 

Today, three people – me, myself and I – are at my birthday party; next year, thirty or three 

hundred will be there. I promise myself that. For now I am free. 

My eyes travel to the painting on the wall. Maroko in the background, the hut on stilts in the 

foreground, and around – a sun dying in burnished glory. 

I pluck my eyes from the painting. My sun is rising, not dying, I tell myself, for now I am free. 

I pluck, too, the one candle on the birthday cake and replace it with the number that make up my 

age. 

Forty-five. 

Maybe by forty-six I would be married. For now I am free. Free to say yes to one of the many men 

who over the years have been asking for my hand in marriage. 

Davidson would like that. 

For the chains of the outcast have now been broken. 

Davidson, my beloved, would like that. 
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THE BLACK RIVER  

Anisha Sridhar 

There used to be a building under construction opposite our tent where men and women with 

hard bodies and rough fingers carried bricks on their heads and poured sand into big, concave mixers. 

Most evenings, Raveena and I watched them yell at each other in different languages, forcing out words 

that seemed to originate in their noses more than their throats. Once Raveena said to me, “When I grow 

up, I want to play in the sand, like them.”   

Even at seven years old, Raveena seemed to know her place in the future. When I was seven 

years old, I thought I would be a film star- like Rani Mukherjee or Karishma Kapoor, but after my parents 

died, I lost all interest in films. Raveena's grandmother rescued me from the pavement. She brought me 

to Chhayanagar, this sea of tents and occasional mud huts, where Raveena told anyone who would 

listen that I was her big sister, her 'akka'. From far away this sea of tents looked like the sails on a fleet of 

ships that were ready to take us all away to some exotic land across the Arabian Sea. Instead, Raveena's 

grandmother died and suddenly at sixteen, I found that I had grown up. I had a child to care for. I had 

breasts that were groped and sometimes, there were men that I followed in my dreams.    

I liked to watch the construction workers at work in the building opposite our tent. I liked to 

watch one man in particular. His hair was wild, thick tufts of black sprang out of his head and flew in the 

breeze. He had broad shoulders and his fingers were thick and flat. When I saw him each morning, 

puffing on his beedi, squinting in the sunlight, the whole world brightened up. When I walked past him, I 

felt a tension in my stomach, a knot of pain that had wound itself up tightly into a ball which burst and 

trailed after me once I'd passed him. I dragged this feeling around me until one day Raveena stopped 

and said, “Look. It's almost over!”    

I'd never taken much notice of the building itself. Now it loomed above our heads, a grey 

behemoth with glassless windows. At its base, the women were wrapping up their pots and pans in 

sarees, clothes lines were being wound up and fire s were being extinguished.    

I felt panic, a chaotic wave of emotions rising within me as I searched for him, for one last 

glimpse of the man, but he was nowhere. When Raveena tugged at me to come home, I found myself 

jerking away from her and running in the opposite direction. Her calls faded behind me, the streets 

blurred before me and in my heart, the loss grew.  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It was night before I found my way back to the slum. The finished building carved its way 

through the darkness, its facade flashing in passing headlights. I stopped briefly in front of it and made 

one last, silent prayer and then, as if in answer, he appeared. He was unsteady on his feet and his dark 

hair fell across his forehead, shielding one eye but his other eye was looking directly at me. Each step he 

took brought us closer together.  

“How much?” he asked when he reached me, his eyes wandering all over my body.  The 

question shocked me, repulsed me at first but I caught myself withdrawing from him just in time. Some 

unknown voice, an old voice heavy with the sound of couples copulating on pavements, underneath 

bridges, on half finished floors of buildings, was laughing at me.  It was telling me that I should be 

flattered. It was asking me how many girls were so beautiful that men would pay to have them?   

“Hundred rupees,” I said, my voice barely a whisper, my lips barely smiling.   

The man staggered backwards and shook his head slowly. “Hundred rupees?!” he said and then 

laughed, an aborted 'Ha!'   

“Okay, seventy five,” I said, bolder now for having made the decision to have him on his own 

terms but to love him on mine.   

“Fifty,” he said and I let myself be led into the empty new building.    

My heart hammered into my chest so violently, I was afraid to breathe. I was somewhere 

between fear and excitement but before I had time to assess my emotions, he was running his fingers 

across my body. I crushed myself against him. I wanted to tell him I loved him, that I wished he didn't 

have to leave, that I wished he would take me with him, but the words were stuck in my throat so all 

that came out was a moan. He slipped his hands under my shirt. His rough fingers scratched my nipples. 

He lay me down on the floor and lifted my skirt. I felt an odd pounding between my legs, like a 

heartbeat, a new ache and then a sharp pain as something went in. I opened my mouth to scream but 

he pushed his tongue into my mouth, taking the scream away. He thrust into me with quick, abrupt jerks 

that hurt less and less until finally he was gliding in and out painlessly. Something was building inside 

me, a bubble filled with new sensations; something that made me grab his shoulders and knot my ankles 

behind him until the bubble broke and showered me with a kind of new agony, a release; but he kept on 

moving inside me and when he stopped, a curious emptiness took over. He rolled off me panting and 

licking his lips. We lay still on the floor listening to the sound of each other's breath. He reached for his 

pants and pulled out fifty rupees. As my fingers closed around the money, I realized what I could be.  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I never saw the man after that day but the ache that he had awakened in me lingered. Some 

evenings when the ache was more than I could bear, I walked the streets alone at night looking for a tall, 

dark man with powerful shoulders.            

* * *  

That was then.  Before the monsoons came and the black river behind our tent swelled and 

flooded us. Before, we could have slept that night in the building; we could have been dry and maybe 

Tara's baby would not have died from diarrhea after swallowing too much of the dirty water. Now the 

building is full of people with cars and motorbikes who never see us. Now there is a black road in front 

of our house and the black river still snakes by, hissing in the rain. 

All day long the little children in Chhayanagar make sail boats out of old newspapers and sail 

them on the opaque waters. All day long their mothers scream at them and tell them stories about 

mythical children that fell in; but these children, they have seen too many dead bodies to care. They 

squat at the edge overlooking the river below them and screech into the abyss. They sound like crows, 

these black-bodied children of dirt and sunshine. Hair all wild and bleached brown by the sun, they're 

the past and the future.    

“Oye, Raveena,” I call out to her. Raveena turns her head sharply to look at me, like a vulture, 

her brow is narrow and serious but her eyes are big and black. They light up when she sees me and she 

comes running, her bare feet slapping the ground. She wears a frock that was once yellow. Now, it's a 

little bit black, a little bit red, a little bit brown but not yellow at all. The dress stops abruptly mid-thigh, 

its hemline jagged, stray threads climbing down her legs. Her legs are fine bone, carved and cadaverous, 

covered with skin the colour of chocolate.    

Raveena likes to do my hair. She likes to twist and pin my long, black hair in unexpected ways 

and when she's done, we walk up the street to admire her work in the glass windows of a T.V. 

showroom.   

“Where did you learn this?” I ask her.  

“From 'Om Shanti Om', akka,” she replies, beaming and her lips crack from being stretched too 

far and too thin. They bleed but she barely notices anymore. “This is how Deepika does her hair in the 

movie and I saw it. Twice,” she adds holding up her index and middle fingers.    

I pinch her cheek in affection and look at myself again in the glass window. It's difficult to see my 

face against the glass. There's no parked car with black windows to reflect my face so I can't tell how I 

look.  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“How do I look?” I ask Raveena and she joins her index finger and thumb, keeping the other 

three fingers raised and says, “Super, akka. First class.” I take her word for it, for now. Later on, in 

someone's car or rear view mirror there will be proof.     

* * *   

“How much, how much?” the black man asks me.    

He singles me out on this crowded street. He comes directly to me, pushing past the other girls. 

His shoulders, round and hard, touch them momentarily before the girls shudder and pull away. These 

girls, with their straight hair, their cell phones and their boyfriends, they scatter like cockroaches when 

they are touched.    

“Fifty rupees for half an hour,” I say and smile. “Three hundred for the whole night.”  I sway on 

my heels and toss my head back for him because I know these actions make my breasts jiggle. My shirt 

is bright blue and it follows my body like skin, pointing out the sights to see. He grabs my hand and leads 

me into an idling taxi. Inside the taxi the street fades away; windows up, lights down.    The black man 

gives me one hundred rupees as soon as we get to his room. It is a cave, his room; it smells damp and 

musty.  “Be silent,” he tells me, “No talk. No noise. Understood?” I nod and he pulls me to the bed. His 

hard bed has hard pillows that make his arms seem soft and comfortable.    

He likes me. The black man grabs me; my hips and my thighs reverberate to his African beat. 

Every time he moves inside me, my body jiggles, it shakes and I feel as if I'm dancing. He flips my legs in 

the air, then turns me around and his hot breath on my neck takes my breath away. There is a mirror 

opposite the bed and I catch him looking at his reflection. His eyes meet his eyes and all four eyes 

contain a large, dilated pupil straining to see more. His brown lips are thick and they are raised in a snarl. 

He is an animal, this black man, and he wants to eat himself alive.   

When he closes his eyes, I feel nothing and then he shudders releasing a warm liquid that 

trickles out from between my legs. His lips part and expel the words, “Fuck, yeah! Yes. Yes.” The words 

turn into a hiss, breathless breathing and finally silence. Deflated and consumed, he falls on his back.    

In the bathroom mirror, I check my hair and fix my make up. I wash myself with a wet cloth and 

then I pull on my purple mini skirt before I leave. He doesn't say good bye or thank you. No one ever 

does.     

* * *    

“You need a pimp,” one of the other girls on the street tells me, “What'll you do if someone 

doesn't pay after everything you do? What if some guy beats you up?”  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She introduces me to Tony. He is small and oily. He has a smile I don't trust and hard eyes that 

glitter in the darkness. He licks his thin lips periodically with a darting tongue and says without pause, 

“We'll take care of you, sister. See my girls, how happy they are. Safe also. I have connections, sister. No 

police. No thieves either. But we don't just take any girls. Because Mala is recommending you, I'll make 

an exception. Where do you live now, sister? We have a flat. All girls have their own flat. You be one of 

my girls, you'll also have your own.”    

Mala shows me where she lives. We walk past sleeping vendors and beggars, step over rats and 

avoid gangs of dogs stalking the streets of night. Tall buildings follow us along the way but as we go 

further, the buildings get shorter and shabbier. Here and there, doors appear unexpectedly in walls and 

then we reach Mala's. 

The building is short, squat and dull grey. Small, rectangular balconies jut out at higher levels 

and it looks as if the building is poking its various tongues out at me. The balconies are strung with 

clothes that sway in the breeze. I let my fingers trail the solid walls of the building.  

“All the girls here are like us, Devika,” Mala says as she leads me up the stairs to her apartment. 

Inside, it's dark and cool. It smells of curry leaves and chillies, sharp and pungent smells distinct from the 

slum's odor of sewage and boiled rice. It smells like a festival in here and it looks like one too. There are 

beds everywhere and girls everywhere. Girls fixing roses in their hair, rubbing lipstick on their lips and 

their cheeks, spraying perfume in the air, on their bodies and across the room. Somewhere a radio is 

crackling with film music and nearby a girl is twisting her hips, pretending her dupatta is a rope and the 

rope is pulling her closer to love.    

“It's not much but it's ours,” Mala says flopping down on a bed with faded, stained sheets, 

“Better than living in the slum, no? We share everything here. Food, clothes, jewellery...anything you 

want. Nice, no?”  

Mala lights a cigarette and looks at me with raised eyebrows. It would be nice to live here and I 

can see Raveena doing everyone's hair. I can see her dancing with the other girls and watching movies 

on the little television set instead of standing for three hours outside the T.V. shop near our slum.    

“Oye, where are you?” Mala asks waving her cigarette in front of my face.   

“How much is the rent?” I ask.   

“No rent, yaar. Tony takes care of everything. Every night, we pool our money together and give 

it to him-”  

“Why? It's your money, no?” 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“Ehh, what do we need money for? We need food. We need clothes. We need … lots of things. 

Whatever we want, we just tell him and he'll bring it for us. Listen,” Mala says. She leans towards me, 

winks and then drops her voice to a whisper.  “You want a little Old Monk, he'll get it for you. You want 

some ganja, he'll take care of it. He knows where to get everything, yaar, at the best price. So why worry 

about the money?” she adds.    

It's starting to rain outside but it's dry inside here while my tent in the slum will be dripping. In 

my tent, I'll have to curl up into a ball in a corner to avoid getting wet but here I can spread out and 

sleep. In my tent we might get flooded again but here...  

    “I have a daughter,” I tell Mala. “Can I bring her here?”    

Mala's eyes go round and she lifts my shirt up to look at my belly. “What lies! Where are your 

stretch marks?”   

“Her name is Raveena. She's eight years old.”   

“Kusum, look at this. She gave birth and she has no scars.”   

Kusum barely glances at my stomach before she says, “Yeah right and my name is really Kusum.” 

 Everyone breaks into laughter and then Kusum comes over to show me her stretch marks. They're long 

and white as if the baby clawed its way out of her belly. Her skin is wrinkled and it sags and jiggles when 

she moves.  

“Where's your baby?” I ask her and she shrugs. 

“I gave her to Tony,” she says and quickly looks away.  

A silence falls over the room and then Kusum says, “Leave it, Mala. She doesn't want to stay. 

She wants to play mommy to some beggar child. Let her and that child starve.”  With a vicious toss of 

her head, Kusum leaves. The other girls murmur. They eyeball me pointedly. Even Mala purses her lips 

and leads me out.   

“Listen,” she says once we're outside, “You better find a different street from now on. That 

street you work on is ours and if you won't join us, then you better go away.”   

  

* * *   

After the meeting with Mala, I walk back home alone in the rain. I want a house like hers, a 

house that my man might have once built. Whenever I go to an apartment or a building, I like to touch 

the walls imagining his hands on the brick, laying the cement. He is in every building, in every brick and 

in every dark man. More than that, I want Raveena to live in a building with solid walls and solid ceilings. 
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She told me once that she'd lived in a pucca house with her parents when she was younger but that 

could have been a dream.    

By the time I reach Chhayanagar, my clothes are soaked through. It's two in the morning and 

usually it is dark and silent. Sometimes, low moans escape tents as I walk by; sometimes I hear drunken 

banter, snoring or whispering but mostly there is silence.   

Today, when I return there is chaos by the black river. There are lamps glowing and groups 

huddled around one another. Men are crowded around the black river, yelling at each other and women 

are shaking their heads, talking about a tragedy. As soon as they see me, their voices drop to a whisper, 

their eyes shift away and their bodies shrink.    

“What's all this noise?” I ask one of the ladies but she simply covers her mouth with her saree 

and turns away. These women, they never speak to me. They speak of me in whispers behind my back 

and once, when they tried to evict me, I had to buy them all new sarees. One of them is wearing that 

saree now but still, she won't answer my question.   

I see one of the men dropping a fishing net into the black river.    

“Wait. Wait. Let it sink,” he yells and then a moment later, “Okay pull. PULL.”    

The men lining the edge of the river heave the net but nothing comes up except bottles and rats 

and plastic covers.    

“Did something fall in?” I ask the women and before I can think about it anymore, my heart 

lurches to a halt and then, I know.   

* * *   

I live with Mala now. I have my own bed and my own pillow. We sleep all morning and wake up 

after noon to cook and laugh and chatter away. The girls teach me how to smoke cigarettes and the first 

time I get drunk, I cry so hard the pillow is still wet the next morning. So they bring me ganja instead and 

when I smoke it, I feel calmer, happier. No one asks about my “baby”; no one talks about family or 

marriage or love either.    

I like living in the building and sharing food with the other girls. They taught me about condoms 

and Tony even paid for me to get tested for diseases. When the doctor found crabs living in my pubic 

hair, Tony paid for my medicines and I didn't have to work till I got better. Those nights when I didn't 

work, Mala allowed me three drinks of rum and two joints and by the time the girls came home, I had 

already passed out.  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Now that I am ready to work again, I let the girls dress me up in different clothes, like a doll, but 

I do my own hair. I don't like anyone touching my hair, even the men. The first thing I tell them is to give 

me the money and then I tell them not to touch my hair. Most of them laugh at me and say, “What'll I 

do with your hair? It's your cunt I want.” But they'll grab my hair anyway. There's not much I can do 

about it except wash it as soon as I get home.    

I am no longer allowed to sleep only with tall, dark men. I learned that after I refused my first 

customer: a short, fat, Kashmiri man. Tony cracked his hand across my face and now I'm missing a 

tooth. “Think you're some princess who gets to choose her men? This is your swayamvar or what?” he'd 

yelled at me.    

When we come back from work at three or four in the morning, we drink Old Monk and smoke 

cigarettes till the sun comes up. The girls tell stories, they use words like 'lund' and 'gaand', they put on 

gruff voices to imitate the men but it's difficult for me to laugh. Some of the girls get so drunk, they start 

to kiss each other but those girls have their own rooms and they stumble back to their beds. When 

we're ready for bed, we close all the curtains and I pull the sheets over my head to block out any 

sunlight. I try not to think about anything, especially about Raveena and her bloated, black body and her 

face covered in slime and faeces when she floated to the surface on the morning after she fell in the 

black river.  
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LEFT IN THE DARK 

Elaine Pillay 

The villagers called it witchcraft; they believed if one failed, it was the work of evil. Ayya, dad’s mother, 

said, in life, people did not want to see others succeed and would turn to black magic to ensure failure 

or worse. 

That afternoon, I found mom crying, with my little sister, Maya, on her lap. 

I was alarmed and hurried towards her, this was unusual. 

“Mom?” 

“Fuck off!” she screamed. 

“Fuck off and leave me alone!” 

Mom was wild-eyed as she grabbed Maya and ran. She headed upstairs to the landlord’s house and 

screamed swear words that would have got chilli powder rubbed in my mouth, words about dad and his 

family. 

I could not remember the words, there were too many and at school remembering times tables was 

already a problem for me. 

 I tried to stand in mom’s way but she kicked at me and shoved me.  I landed on my back and felt the old 

banana in my bag, squeeze out of its peel, and seep through my backpack and wet my school shirt. 

“Get away from me, get away from me.” Mom screamed, her face ugly and twisted as she looked at me 

as though she did not recognise me. She ran to the landlord’s door and banged and shouted to be let in, 

turning all the while to look at me. 

I lay on the ground where I fell, as the door opened and mom was shooed in. I heard the door close, I 

got to my feet and walked downstairs, my knapsack drooping on my back.   

I went home.  

Home was a basement, a bedroom, a kitchen and a bathroom. I remember the colour. Blue. Light blue. 

Almost, green. Ma, mom’s mother, told mom that our house was cosy for a couple, cramped with three 
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children, and a refugee camp with more. From Ma’s face it seemed as though a refugee camp was not a 

nice place. 

Mom’s sorrow began when Tata, dad’s dad, passed away. Dad told Sri and I, Tata had gone to heaven 

and he was happy up there.  After Tata’s funeral, Ayya ordered the family to meet at her house where 

she announced Dad as the new family head. Dad was the second of seven children, but since his older 

brother had eloped with a widow, Ayya promoted dad. Ayya ’s anger prompted her to declare dad’s 

older brother a disgrace to the family and he was never to set foot in the house again. Nobody spoke of 

him and Ayya spat on the floor at the hint of his name. 

After dad’s promotion, his family often stayed at our house. For a while, it was fun to have Ayya and 

dad’s siblings over but they were always sick and needed constant care. The visits resulted in Mom’s 

perpetual bad mood as she washed tonnes of clothes everyday, listened to complaints about her bad 

cooking and cleaned the house which was in a constant mess. Mom used to help me with my homework 

and she made me practice handwriting everyday but since she was always busy, my bonds and times 

tables began to suffer. My teacher was also upset. She said the finger spacing between my words was 

non-existent. Non-existent sounded like a good word to me but since she looked angry, I guess it meant 

my finger spacing was bad.  

My birthday turned out to be an absolute disaster, there was no cake for my class! 

The night before my birthday, mom and dad fought in the kitchen. We were supposed to be asleep but I 

tiptoed to the bedroom door, put my ear to the keyhole and held my breath.  

“I told you to buy the cake because I don’t have time to bake,” said Mom.  

“There is no money for a cake.” 

“Take it from the savings for the house. Gia always has a cake for her birthday and you know how 

excited she gets.” 

“I don’t want to her to have a bad birthday but the savings are gone.” 

“What do mean the savings are gone?” 

“I gave it to my brother. The furnisher company called him and said they were going to repossess the 

furniture. He called and I gave him the money.” 
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I heard glass break and I could feel my heart beat in my toes! 

“I am sick of your family, sick of cleaning after them, washing their clothes, cooking and caring for them, 

sick of everything. I feel like their damn nurse and maid!” 

Mom cried.  “What am I going to do for Gia’s birthday?” 

I stood at the door, closed my eyes and wished that it was not my birthday, at least then the fighting 

would stop. 

There was fighting everyday! 

Ayya was constantly at our house. I would hear her as she bullied mom while I completed division and 

multiplication sums at the kitchen table. 

“You do not suit my son,” Ayya said. “He could have done so much better than you, what he sees in you, 

I will never know.” 

I would listen to Ayya and bite on the rubber at the end of my pencil as I tried in vain to memorise 

numbers. 

“Do your homework, Gia,” Mom said. 

Mom would not speak to Ayya, instead she would slice the onions for the curry with lightning speed. 

 Later, her eyes would be red and her nose would be like she had flu. Onions were a terrible thing, on a 

good day, they made you cry; in a fight, they gave you flu. 

Ayya’s visits stopped after she dropped off Krish, dad’s youngest brother, at our house. Krish was  Ayya’s 

favourite child but something was wrong with him. Krish never talked or did anything normal adults did. 

He just walked around the house like someone who just learned to walk and he was very good at staring 

into space without blinking.  

Dad even had to give him a bath! 

Mom said that Krish was now dad’s problem to fix and then was to be returned to Ayya. Mom said Ayya 

never liked to get her own hands dirty. I didn’t know about that, Ayya’s hands were always dirty 

especially since she always dug in her vegetable garden without gloves. 
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I walked into the passage, to the room, pushed the door open, turned and ran out.  

Krish was on the bed, naked! He lay with his eyes closed, breathing heavily as he rubbed his pee-pee 

hard and fast. When Ayya left him at our house she told dad that a tokoloshe was sent to kill him. Ayya 

said people were jealous of Krish, he was smart and was going to be rich and they wanted him dead!  

From Krish’s breathing, I knew Ayya was right, that the tokoloshe was going to kill him! 

But Krish was the least of my worries. Right now, homework needed to be done and finger spacing 

needed to be practiced. 

 But where? 

As mom hid upstairs and tokoloshe rubbed Krish to death, I slid to the ground, head on the knapsack 

and felt warm tears mix with my body cream. 

“What’s wrong?”  

Sri, my younger sister, arrived home from nursery school. I picked my head up and wiped the tears with 

the sleeves of my school jersey as she sat next to me. 

“Something’s wrong with mom.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“I don’t know but she is not herself. We must not disturb her. Promise?” 

Sri bobbed her head in agreement.  

 “Promise.” 

We sat there for what felt like an eternity waiting for dad’s arrival. He listened patiently as I babbled, 

and then went upstairs to fetch mom. His return was swift, and he silently began to pack clothes. 

 Mom and Maya’s clothes. 

Sri jumped on the bed and chanted, “We are going on a holiday.” 

I remained silent and watched dad with eagle eyes.  
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Dad signalled for me to get Sri out of the house and I obediently dragged the reluctant Sri out onto the 

grass where we lay spreadeagled and watched the midnight sky. 

Dad stacked the bags into the car  as Krish strapped himself in the front seat. I felt relief at the sight of 

Krish and was relieved that his breathing was normal. Mom descended the stairs, her arm linked 

through the landlord’s as Maya bounced on her hip. 

 The sight of Krish sent mom into hysterics. 

Sri and Maya cried too. 

Sri, promises forgotten, flung herself at mom.  

“Mommy, mommy.” 

“Who the fuck is that? Why is she calling me mommy?”  

Mom obviously had no recollection of us. 

I walked to Sri, pulled her against me and covered her ears with my hands as mom climbed into the car 

with the landlord. 

“You are a bastard!” Mom swore at dad as he ignored her and started up the car.  

As my hands still covered Sri’s ears, there was no sleeve to wipe away the tears when dad drove off and 

left Sri and me in the dark.  

Later, the landlord’s wife put us to bed without supper, we were not hungry.  

Sri and I shared a single bed.  

Every night, we would shove each other off the bed but that night, Sri snuggled close and lay with her 

head on my arm. For a long while she swallowed and hiccupped heavily against me until finally the 

crying subsided and was replaced by silence. As her tears and snot soaked into my pyjama, I squeezed 

her body to mine, turned my face into the softness of the pillow and cried myself to sleep. 

The next morning, I sat at the table as dad prepared breakfast and Sri ran into the kitchen. Dad grabbed 

her, threw her in the air then caught her and as she rested her cheek on his shoulder, he stroked her 

hair. I sipped on my Milo and attempted to read the big words on the cereal box even though I wanted 
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him to catch me up in his arms, wanted to rest my cheek on his shoulder, and have him stroke my hair. I 

wanted dad to tell me nothing was wrong with mom and that she would come back. I felt the tears sting 

my eyes but I was done crying, I forced my eyelids wider apart and felt the cool air, dry my tears, I had 

picked up that trick from a friend who was caned everyday at school. 

Dad smiled at me over the table, I smiled back, blinked hard and went back to reading the small words 

on the cereal box. 

That day after school, the landlady had us over for tea. She placed the peanut butter and jam 

sandwiches on the plates and poured tea into two white cups. 

“Poor things,” she said to her daughter-in-law. 

“What’s happening with their mother?” 

“Their father took her to her mother’s house.” 

“And his brother?” 

“He took him to the doctor, doctor said he is schizophrenic and admitted him to Fort Napia.” 

I was glad to hear that mom was safe and bit into the peanut butter and jam sandwich with gusto. 

Was Fort Napia tokoloshe’s brother?  

Were they going to kill Krish together? 

Dad would have to endure the wrath of Ayya if anything happened to Krish. When there was a problem 

dad had to fix it and now dad would have to explain why tokoloshe’s brother, Fort Napia had Krish. 

Ayya might even spit at dad, promotion or no promotion! 

Friday could not have arrived sooner, we hurried home from school, squashed clothes into bags and ran 

outside excitedly to wait for dad. We waited from 3 o’ clock to 5 o’ clock. Mrs Sivan had taught us time 

at school and I could tell time in o’clocks. Dad finally arrived and we piled into the car and drove off to 

see mom. Dad had not spoken all week and remained silent the whole way but Sri talked. Sri had plans, 

she would sleep with mom, dig for worms in Ma’s garden, go fishing with dad, and so on and on. I shut 

out Sri’s shrill voice, closed my eyes, leaned my head against the window and pictured mom. I knew 
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she’d be happy to see us, she’d hug me and I’d bury my face in her hair, her hair that always smelt like 

flowers. 

 I missed that smell.  

Ma lived in a sugar cane village near the river. The houses were green and beige, each connected to the 

other in neat rows. Visits meant swimming in the river, making sand angels on the riverbank and fishing 

for supper.  

Ma’s house was a mansion! 

Three bedrooms, a kitchen and a lounge with sofas for guests to relax.  

I loved to open the tap with the red dot, and watch the steam rise as the hot water poured out!  

When dad brought the car to a standstill outside Ma’s house, Sri scrambled over me to get out first.  

“I want to see mommy first,” she squealed, as I grabbed her by her dress and threw her head first onto 

the seat. 

“Mommy wants to see me first,” I laughed as she held onto my T-shirt in an attempt to hold me back. I 

wrenched myself free and bolted down Ma’s garden path as Sri followed. She caught up to me, pushed 

me aside and laughed as we fell in an untidy heap of tangled arms and legs at Ma’s door. 

The door opened unexpectedly and we tumbled in as Pa, mom’s dad, clucked his tongue with 

impatience. “Stop making a noise,” he scolded gruffly. 

Sri and I tried unsuccessfully to stifle our giggles as we scanned the room for mom. 

“Your mother is sleeping and you are disturbing her. I want you to shut up and go to bed.” Pa’s response 

shocked us as we hurriedly got up off the floor and went in.  

Nobody spoke to us, not Ma, not Pa, not mom’s brothers or her sister-in-law. I hoped dad would defend 

us against Pa but he busied himself with the unpacking so Sri and I went to bed, alone.  

Sri wriggled up against me and almost choked me as she wrapped both her arms around my neck and 

clung to me. Hiccups wracked her body and snot bubbled out of her nose. “Where’s mommy, Gia? 

Nobody loves us.” 
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I did not want Pa to hear her and scold us again, we were in enough trouble already.“Ssshhh, Sri.” I 

gently wiped her tears and nose with the sleeve of my pyjama shirt, kissed her forehead like mom did, 

squeezed my eyes shut and pretended to sleep. 

I got out of bed early, the next morning, I needed to get some answers about mom. Many of the village 

women gathered in ma’s lounge, all of them dressed in colourful saris, their foreheads adorned with red 

or white dots the size of their thumbs. I bypassed them and found my aunt in the kitchen, washing dish 

towels. “Where’s mom?” 

“Would you like some tea?” she smiled. 

I did not want tea, I wanted to see my mother. “Can I see mom?” 

“Pa will tell you when.” 

“Will you take me to her?” 

My aunt turned abruptly and left the kitchen as I stood alone and wondered if I would get answers from 

anybody. 

Ganesh, my youngest uncle, marched into the kitchen.  

He was my hero, nothing was out of bounds for Ganesh.He was a genius at playing cards and his skill 

often left his friends broke. Ganesh would regularly skip school for important games and generously 

shared his winnings with me as he swore me to secrecy. I knew that if Pa found out Ganesh would be 

punished with the sjambok until the skin on his back opened up, a punishment that was meted out at 

the end of a school term when Ganesh’s report was nothing but red rings. So I took the money and kept 

my mouth shut. 

Ganesh opened the bread bin, took out two hot crossed buns, buttered them quietly and handed one to 

me. “Let’s go play in the river, later.” 

Ganesh, playing in the river? Never!  

“I want to see mom first.” 

“You can’t, they’re praying for her today.” 

“Can I see her after that?” 
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Ganesh shrugged as he bit into the hot crossed bun. 

“Fuck off! Fuck off!” By now, I knew those words all too well.  

The sound of footsteps deafened me as the villagers stampeded to Ma’s bedroom door oblivious to Ma 

and Pa’s pleas to get through. I weaved through sari clad bodies, shoved past hips and legs and got to 

the front. What I saw will haunt me for the rest of my life. 

Mom scratched Sri’s face and pulled her hair as Sri cried and clung to her. 

“Don’t call me mommy, who is this child?” Mom was out of control, she slapped the hysterical Sri and 

left her cheek red and her hair swinging. 

“Mom,” I whispered, too scared to move as sudden movements might trigger her off. 

“Fuck off! Fuck off!” Mom pulled the duvet off the bed and threw it on the floor then threw the pillows 

against the wall. She snarled at me, narrowed red, swollen slits for eyes and bared her teeth dog-like as 

if to bite me. She ran in circles around the room and banged her head against the wall, again and again.  

A soft, warm arm crept around my shoulders and I leaned helplessly against the cool silk sari as I 

widened my lids to dry the unshed water. 

“I want everybody to leave, this is not a circus!” Pa shouted.He herded the women out of the room 

amidst grumbles of being kicked out and as the women filed out disappointedly, Ma closed the bedroom 

door on me. 

“She’s not my child,” mom said. 

“No,” said Ma. 

Dad inspected the red marks on Sri’s cheek and tucked her straight black hair behind her ear as she 

buried her little face in his neck and sobbed. I wiped the hem of my T-shirt over my eyes and rushed 

outside to find Ganesh sitting on one of the garden stools. “You coming?” he asked. 

I nodded as I followed him. 

 We ran down Ma’s garden path and past the parked cars, through the soccer grounds and past the gum 

trees, down the river bank and into the cool water. We splashed and laughed as the water weighed us 
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down and wrestled until I kicked in delight as he held my head under the water. Ganesh pulled me out 

of the water by the scruff of my neck and we crashed onto the warm sand, wet and exhausted. 

I lay on my back and looked at the blue sky, not a cloud in sight. I thought of Tata, happily in heaven and 

waved my arms and legs in the sand to make a sand angel.  

Did Tata see my sand angel, did he know my heart broke everyday? 

Two boys walked by then with sticks of sugar cane that they probably stole from the field. Ganesh sat 

up, nodded at the cane and threw his head back and laughed as the boys’ eyes grew large and they 

threw the cane at him and ran. I laughed too. I loved sugar cane and watched in fascination as he 

effortlessly tore off the bamboo-like skin with his teeth. 

“What’s wrong with mom?”  

“Don’t know.” Ganesh never spoke much and I learned from his friends never to question him. We sat 

there for a long time in companionable silence as we chewed on the sweet, juicy cane.  

“Let’s go,” Ganesh said, after we were dry. 

I squinted up at him curiously, shook the sand off my clothes and followed. 

Ganesh was like a panther as he crawled up the river bank through the reeds. I followed and winced as 

the reeds poked through my clothes and scraped away the surface of my skin. I was confused when we 

stopped at the village church, a small building made of wood and iron with big, low windows. 

“What are we doing here?” 

Ganesh signalled for me to hush and pointed to the window. 

Mom knelt before the Pastor with dad and pa behind her. The Pastor held the Bible over mom and 

shouted, “I command you in the name of Jesus to leave this child of God, O Satan.” 

The Pastor’s command set mom off and she clawed at his knees and banged her head on the floor. She 

jumped up, pulled the bible and threw it at the altar as she scratched his face and bit his hand.  

I pressed my face closer to the glass and misted the window as the Pastor picked up the bible, raised his 

voice, repeated the command and thumped mom on her head. Mom slumped to the floor. Still. 
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My mommy needed me. I jumped up but the strength of Ganesh as he pulled me down by my T-shirt 

and tore it, kept me in place.“We are not supposed to be here,” he hissed. 

Pa and dad carried a seemingly lifeless mom to the car as Ganesh and I sprinted home. The villagers 

gathered outside Ma’s house and blocked off the entrance to the gate which forced Ganesh and me to 

stand outside with them. 

Bad news brought the village to life. 

“Did you hear she bit the Pastor,” said the short fat lady standing next to me. 

“I heard she bit off his finger and they rushed him to the hospital,” her skinny friend replied. 

“No man, I heard she dug his eyes out.”  

The villagers spun their versions of what happened and watched in great excitement as Dad and Pa 

carried mom into the house. 

“The evil is too strong, not even Jesus can save her,” the fat one said as she dabbed at her eyes with a 

curry-stained handkerchief and blew her nose noisily into it.  

The villagers upset me but Sri and I prayed together everyday and I knew Jesus was faithful and he 

would save mom and I knew Tata would help him. That weekend saw a thunderstorm that was matched 

by few since then, heaven and Tata knew how it felt to be me.  

Pa had strict instructions for us, no talking, no television, no music, as all of this would anger the 

demons. Dad and Pa’s relationship seemed strained and this was evident as dad stared at Pa with puffed 

nostrils while Pa gave the orders.  

The drive home on Sunday night seemed endless without mom and Maya. Snapshots of mom flashed 

through my mind as Sri lay asleep on my lap.  

Mom slapped Sri. 

Mom banged her head on the wall. 

Mom clawed at the pastor. 

Mom threw the bible. 
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Mom, still, on the floor of the church. 

My mommy as I’d never known her before.  

Our trek to and from Ma’s house continued for three months despite mom’s refusal to see us.  

Every weekend, dad, mom, Ma and Pa went on an “outing”. According to Ganesh they were going to 

Sangomas and Indian trance people, only a Sangoma or a trance could cast out demons. Ganesh’s 

stories of Sangomas wrapped in animal skins with white powdered faces and Indian people in trance 

mode, dancing and screaming, scared me. I silently hoped that the Sangomas and the trance people 

would also save Krish from tokoloshe and Fort Napia. 

Ma’s returns from the “outings” would result in dry grass being burnt in house, eyes burning, chest 

bursting, sangoma grass that was supposed to keep the demons away and drive them out of mom. 

The absence of mom grew too much for Sri and she fell ill. Dad treated her with home remedies until a 

visit to the doctor was necessary. Dr Naidoo, our family doctor, chatted to dad as he examined 

Sri.“Where is her mother?” The doctor knew mom always went to the surgery with us. 

“She is staying with her mother, she hasn’t been well for the past few months.” 

“Why haven’t you brought her to me, you must bring her tomorrow.” 

Dad followed the doctors orders and nobody was happier than Ma as she prattled away to my aunt and 

rolled out the rotis. “Dr Naidoo put her on medication and he gave him strict instructions. He and his 

family must not stress her. His family are not allowed to stay at their house. The doctor said that they 

must plan their own lives together and they must make plans for their children.” 

Aunt buttered and tossed the rotis on the hot plate as Ma continued. “Doctor said that she had a 

Nervous Breakdown and he must choose between his mother and his wife and children.” 

The news stole my appetite and I pushed the plate of hot rotis aside, too much happened to my family, 

Tokoloshe, Fort Napia, Nervous Breakdown and now dad had to choose? Already mom refused to see 

us, what if dad chose Ayya, she did promote him. 

Two weeks after mom’s visit to the doctor, dad booked leave from work and took us to visit her. She sat 

outside and let her hair dry in the sun while Maya pulled leaves off plants and petals off their stalks. I 
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looked away from mom as Ganesh told us to avoid eye contact with her and his eyes slitted when Sri 

asked what “avoid eye contact” was.  

“Don’t look at her, stupid!” Ganesh was so clever! 

Sri and I hurried into Ma’s house but Ma marched us outside and told us to sit in the sun. I was terrified 

of mom but I walked bravely on the edge of the pathway and held onto Sri’s hand, all the while glancing 

at mom, out of the corner of my eye. As we sat in a corner in the garden, Sri moved closer to me and I 

wrapped my arms tightly around her. 

“Gia.”Mom spoke in the soft voice that she used to sing Maya to sleep but Sri’s fingernails dug into my 

skin and reminded me of what Ganesh had said about how demons could trick you. 

Was it the demon? I took a deep breath as my chest threatened to pop and turned in mom’s direction 

and prepared to see the demon. 

For the first time in three months, my mom smiled at me and my heart warmed despite the chilled 

warnings from my brain. 

“How are you?” 

My eyes burned as I looked at my mother. There was so much I wanted to say, so much I wanted to ask. 

Was she ok? Did she remember me? Did she love me? But my mouth would not speak.  

Instinct told me to get up and run to her but my feet would not move! 

Just then Dad walked into the garden and mom smiled at him. “Let’s take the children to the beach,” she 

said. 

My legs felt like pins and needles and I could barely move but I was going to the beach if dad had to 

carry me like a new born baby.  

It was a glorious day for the beach, the sun was warm and the sea was blue, Tata and heaven knew 

exactly what we needed.  

Dad did not pack an umbrella, picnic basket or blanket as mom usually did, he just bought a box of 

Kentucky Fried Chicken and a few Juicy Lucy rolls, a treat that was reserved for special occasions. The 

sand felt warm under my feet as I filled water in the bucket for Sri and Maya to build sandcastles. Mom 
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sat close to Maya and helped her dig up moist sand as dad unpacked the food. Daddy never packed, 

unpacked or cooked food, Ayya always said it was a woman’s job. But since mom got sick, dad even 

washed and ironed our clothes!  

I closed my eyes, looked out at the sea and I stuck my tongue out at Ayya.Daddy had chosen us! 

The white foamy waves crashed to the shore and pulled away, rolling in and out. They reminded me of 

mom with Sri and I, sometimes hugs, sometimes smiles, sometimes the pull back. The thought stung my 

eyes and my eyelids lost its fighting power as tears streamed down my cheeks. 

Mom wasn’t ready to be our mommy. Not yet. 

Elaine Pillay  (South Africa) 
Elaine Pillay is a teacher by day and a writer by night. Her life is about building dreams and working to make her 
own come true. It is safe to say that she lives with her feet firmly on the ground and her head floating in the 
clouds. She loves the smell of rain, watching electric storms and watching people eat. The last one, being an 
unhealthy obsession! Her favourite things are warm, cuddly puppies, old newspapers and old Hollywood movies. 
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GRANNY’S PARAPSYCHOLOGICAL SERVICES 

Himanjali Sankar 

When I first met Asra, I was drawn to her immediately. My husband was deputed to Indianapolis 

on a project for a couple of years and fresh off the boat, our social life automatically constituted office 

colleagues - the people my husband met every day, those who helped us find an apartment, buy a car, 

etc. The US was not all about Manhattan, Sex and the City and Harvard. Indianapolis is a city tucked 

away in the mid-west, conservative, God-fearing, with women breeding as fast as guinea pigs in a state 

that raged controversial about abortion. Six months in this red-neck belt (Is that uncharitable? But my 

expectations had been high and disappointment inevitable) I met Asra at one of the dull-as-ever office 

parties. Tall, all peaches and cream and beautiful, candid and bold, I was relieved to befriend her and 

vice-versa. Together we bitched about the other wives, their singular and dull lives, and felt superior and 

rich. 

Arun and I liked her husband, Zubin, too, a hearty, boisterous young chap with the peculiar but 

endearing habit of slapping his thighs and lifting his feet into the air when he laughed, which was loud 

and often. The only reservation I had was with her two year old boy, Arhaan, who had a damaged and 

demented energy which the parents admired and everybody else found disturbing.  

Asra told me these horrifying stories about her in-laws which were quite irresistible. 

“My mom-in-law wants me dead,” she told me flatly on the phone, “she thinks I am not good 

enough for her son and an unfit parent for her grandson.” 

“Well, you are far away from home, how does it matter?” I said reasonably, “and I am sure 

Zubin would put her in her place – if required.” 

“But she is extremely sweet to me when he is around,” she said, “so he thinks I am making up 

these stories.” 

I found that difficult to buy somehow, but let it go. With the initial people-like-us euphoria dying 

a bit Asra and I still managed to get along well enough. More than her mother-in-law stories, though, I 

grew to love her grandmother tales, the first of which we heard on a stormy Friday evening. 

The atmosphere was perfect for dead grandmother stories. Bone-chilling weather, high wind. 

We were desultorily clicking a few photographs of Asra’s deranged infant and of each other when Asra 

suddenly started whispering in Gujarati to her husband. Just Gujarati minus whispering would have 

sufficed really, since Arun and I did not know the language at all. We tried to look politely indifferent but 
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then Asra, happy to have created some suspense, decided to translate and raised her voice by more 

than a few decibels.  

“Look at my pictures,” she said. We did. 

“Saw the white spot?” she asked triumphantly. 

“Yeah,” I said hesitantly. Disagreeing with her invariably led to tedious monologues where she 

established her point in ringing tones, so I acquiesced as far as possible. “There is a problem with the 

camera?” 

“No,” she sounded somewhat contemptuous of my banality, and after a solemn pause added, 

“she is always with me.” 

“Hmmm… the she, the she-spot?” I asked, aiming for accuracy, never mind how silly it sounded. 

She decided to ignore me now. “Look at the other pictures,” she said to my husband, while hers 

was hanging his head and sniffling somewhat miserably. 

“Yes,” my husband said confidently and knowingly. 

“See?” Asra looked at me victoriously. 

“Yes,” I tried to get that note of confidence and knowledge into my reply but obviously failed 

because she started explaining to me, patiently as to a child this time. 

“Ever since I came to Indianapolis, I have felt her presence in my life, whenever I am alone,” 

Asra now said and stopped. We had been speaking of a white spot a moment back - had I missed 

something or was she deliberately thickening the plot? 

“That white spot is her, my grandmother,” Asra said solemnly. “She is always near me. In the 

picture of you and Arun she is not there. In that picture of Arhaan she is there at the corner of the 

frame, she was trying to come near me as I took the picture.” 

“One minute, I don’t get it,” I said, but she gave me such a derisive look that I tried to look 

intelligent and understanding instead of open-mouthed and foolish. 

“And in the picture of Arun and you, the white spot is not there at all,” she said once more, as if 

that clinched the issue. 

I did feel a little bereft on hearing that, I must admit. After all, it is not unreasonable to expect 

nonpartisan objectivity from the older generations, especially when of the ethereal, incorporeal variety. 

I resented this white spot of a grandmother for hovering possessively over her granddaughter, uncaring 

about the rest of us.  

“Actually, I tell her that there could be some other explanation…” Zubin trailed off despairingly 

as Asra rounded on him. 
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“How can you say that when you know everything?” she said hotly. 

I felt cornered and resentful, aware that we were about to hear the whole story now, like it or not. But 

as far as first-hand ghost stories go, I must admit, this is top of my chart. It was the practical nature of 

her grandmom’s spirit which won me over really. It is of no use having a flimsy, cloudy, wisp of a 

grandmom-spirit mooning around. But Asra’s grandmother participated vigorously in her life, rendering 

assistance at those moments when we all wish for heavenly interference.  

“About six months back, when we had been in Indianapolis for over a year, I was lying in bed 

with Arhaan, too tired and cold to move,” said Asra, sighing as she relived the ordeal. “Arhaan’s toes and 

cheeks were cold as hell, mine, too, but I just did not have the energy to get up and put on the heater. 

Then I heard this little click sound. The heater was on.” 

“You did not get up and put it on?” I asked, though, of course, I knew the answer. 

“No,” she replied and looked at us pointedly. We nodded our understanding. She relaxed now 

that we were definitely on the same page, all hunky dory. She gave a relaxed laugh and said breezily, 

“But sometimes she really pushes me around too much.” 

She shook her head and waited for us to beg her to go on. Which we did. 

“Some nights I just feel too lazy for words. I have a pile of dishes to clean in the sink and clothes 

to fold, etc. But here I sit on the couch surfing channels and just not doing what I should be doing. And 

then the TV starts flashing, I cannot get the remote to work and I just know grandmom is telling me not 

to sit around and waste time.” 

“This happened with your old TV?” I could not help asking. Their old TV gave a lot of trouble 

before they finally got a new one.  

Asra gave me a dirty look, as if to ask, what difference does that make. After all, I had just a 

moment ago appeared unquestioning of the abstruse occult shrouding her life. I withdrew my dissent by 

nodding assertively. My questions only made me unpopular while Arun was getting all the affection. The 

rest of the esoteric instances which she narrated I accepted as sound proofs of the presence of the 

enigmatic grandmother in Asra’s life. Zubin, obviously uncomfortable, kept eyeing us sideways, trying to 

figure out if we were laughing at his wife or believing her, a Catch 22 assessment for sure – we could 

either be duplicitous or foolish, either way, there really was no third option.  

“One day granny came up to me in the ice cream lane while I was doing my groceries,” Asra 

informed us. 

“The spot came up, kind of floating in the air?” My tone was no longer challenging, just humble 

and desirous of accuracy and Asra was all soft and explanatory in her reply. 
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“No, no,” she said affectionately to me, “This elderly lady came up, not pushing a cart like 

everyone else, but just came up and started talking to Aarhan.” 

That was solid proof as far as I was concerned. Only a dead great-grandmother would be 

desirous of addressing that imbecilic infant, no actual living being would deliberately engage in dialogue 

with the brat. 

“She told him to be good to his mother and then told him a few stories from my childhood 

which nobody but she knows and Aarhan sat mesmerized, listening to her.”As Asra was speaking, 

Arhaan was hanging upside down from the kitchen counter and brandishing a serving spoon like a 

sword, and the image of him sitting and listening mesmerized was definitely surreal and spooky. I 

saluted grandmother silently for this prodigious achievement.  

“But then she suddenly disappeared,” said Asra, “I went up and down the adjacent aisles but she 

was gone.” 

After some more anecdotes of this nature, establishing beyond doubt, the presence of 

grandmother in her life, probably sitting on the couch with us and enjoying the stories of her 

immanence at that very moment, we decided to call it a day. Arun and I were silent and overwhelmed 

on the drive home and remained psychotically charged for the next few days.  

 

I grew fond of grandmother with time, sometimes I even imagined that she was kind of nodding 

at me intelligently while Asra spoke about her. Perhaps it was being away from India that got me that 

way – perhaps I was missing my grandparents absurd as that might be. And the host of senile relatives 

on whom I was used to pinning the badge for all my sorrows. I missed their high-pitched, intrusive, 

offensive comments.  

“You are looking dreadful. So tired and black,” that is the sort of cheerful comment that Bengali 

relatives make to show their love and concern. No, it is not rude at all. It is the polite nods and prim 

smiles of strangers that does not agree with me these days. I am ashamed to admit this but I actually 

miss the bum-pinching out of control crowds that throng pandals during festivals in Delhi and Kolkata. 

How lonely and pathetic am I now? 

Anyway, enough. No time to wallow and long for the Indian fragrance of wet earth after rain. 

Not today. Today I have a responsibility of immense gravity on my hands - taking Asra (and by default 

her grandmom) for her road test, to get her driving license. Granny, Asra solemnly informed me, 

lowering her voice as much as she is able, makes it a point to stay in the car with her whenever she 

drives. 
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“Why?” I asked. I knew granny was generally around, but why this partiality for cars? 

“Because I do not have a driving license.” She sounded a little impatient, as one does with 

chidren asking questions which have obvious answers. Anyway, she sweetly reined in her irritation and 

proceeded to explain that she has been driving without a license for two years now – which has been 

possible only because her grandmom offers practical assistance by telling her when a cop car is near and 

by letting her know which route she should take. A veritable GPS. I have no road sense whatsoever and 

this kind of assistance would have much benefitted me, but my paternal grandmom, stubborn even in 

death, refuses to budge from her heavenly abode and my maternal grandmom, sweet, old and frail, lives 

in faraway Kolkata and is not yet qualified to render spiritual guidance of this nature.  

 Anyway, I should not sound envious. That is not the point. I have to ready myself for the task at 

hand, which is taking Asra for her driving test at 10:45 am. Yesterday, she sent out a desperate SOS to 

me and when I dropped in at her place I found her frantically driving all over the Ocean Crest Apartment 

complex, practicing parallel parking behind every unsuspecting vehicle in the vicinity. I calmed her down 

a bit, told her how fabulously she drives, besides, I discreetly hinted, she has unique heavenly guidance - 

that seemed to help and she rested her head on the wheel and consented to go home with her bratty 

son who had been grinning and gesticulating manically in his car seat right through the ordeal of being 

driven and parallel parked all over the place. 

So there I was at Asra’s house, after a frantic phone call in the morning reminding me to get my 

driver’s license. Since that was the sole reason why I had to accompany her, I found the reminder fairly 

redundant, besides which one usually carries one’s license in the purse, but politeness prevailed and I 

found myself murmuring, “Oh, yeah, of course, I won’t forget.” 

 And there was another reason why I had to go with her. To babysit the permanently hyper brat while 

she took the test. Well aware that I might not be up to this formidable task she had put him on a leash, a 

smart red Elmo one it is true, but it could not help but make him appear more atavistic than usual. On 

an average day the boy reminded me of a baboon, but with that leash firm around his chest he had the 

even less pleasant appearance of a skinny ape or orangutan. Still, I would have been incapable of 

controlling him without that leash.  

The license branch sitting area was inhabited by calm and tranquil individuals, and I received my 

fair share of hostile looks on entering with a child on a leash, a seemingly harsh measure for anyone to 

mete out on a two year old. However, in a matter of minutes the hostility turned to sympathy as I spun 

around the room holding on to the leash for dear life as the brat performed impossible acrobatic feats in 

every quarter of that room. He showed no partiality or discrimination, silently but methodically running 
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a complex obstacle race over every stick of furniture, potted plant, door handle - basically, every  three-

dimensional object in that room - in ways previously not encountered. However, other than one 

stooped and punkish little man of indeterminable age who appeared fairly impressed by the brat’s 

bizarre gymnastic stunts, the rest of the occupants of that room were repulsed and disgusted, especially 

the elderly lady who received a smart punch on her butt in the few seconds that the boy could spare 

between diving head first into a flowerpot and dislodging a poster on the wall with an amazing aerial 

high jump which received my grudging and momentary admiration. In India, some well-meaning 

passerby would have whacked him by now. But in the US that would bring the cops in. How unfortunate. 

“Shall I tell you a story?” I had managed to get him to sit in a chair for about three seconds. He 

gave a piercing high pitched shriek and shot out of the chair and onto the water fountain which was 

about six feet away. Quite fancying myself as a reasonably accomplished story-teller, I was a little 

insulted with his reaction to my offer. Perhaps, I thought, searching for excuses, Asra had permanently 

scarred him with her grandmother’s tales or stories about her in-laws which were pretty spine-chilling, 

too. I mean, it is only age and supposed maturity (though I have admitted to a furtive and irrational 

fondness for granny that I had developed by now), that stops me from jumping onto water fountains 

every time Asra talks about her grandmom or in-laws. 

 

When Asra returned after the road test she had a new, swaggering air.  

“Done?” I asked apprehensively, for if she had failed I would have had to come with her once 

more. She gave a dismissive nod, as if her passing was a foregone conclusion, as if she had not been a 

bag of nerves the last two days.   

“I have to complete the paper work,” she said sternly when I tried to hand her the leashed brat. 

So I went spinning around the room yet again, with stoic resignation. Asra appeared to be in a new 

incarnation, unmindful of her son. When we got into the car to go home she drove with wild abandon, 

as if her new license made her danger-proof somehow. She swerved off the road at one point and we 

drove through some pretty rocky terrain, me clinging to my seat in terror and the monkey in his car seat 

whooping in delight. She had put on some blaring psycho music and was lipping the words like a 

rockstar.  

“Your grandmother must have ensured you passed,” I wanted to get the old Asra back, shaken 

as I was by this over-confident rowdy version of my old friend. 

“Grandmother?” She said in an incredulous voice, as if I was the weird one, the hocus pocus 

nonsense pusher. “One’s achievements are one’s own, attained through practice and hard work.” 
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I felt querulous and peeved, she was acting as if she was the first non-white Governor of 

Indiana, not one of the millions who got a driving license every day. But she was behind the wheel and I 

did not want to madden her, and to tell the truth I was quite awed by her new brash intrepidity. But I 

also thought it very mean of her to dump granny just because she suddenly felt good about herself. I 

could feel the old lady’s presence in the back seat, prim and disapproving of her granddaughter’s 

raucous antics. 

 

I was relieved when I finally got into my own car to go home. I was quite tired of Asra by now – 

her new breeziness and extra high spirits, and especially her denial of grandmom. How would I tolerate 

her without granny hanging out with us, too? 

As these thoughts went through my head, I heard a click sound. I was confused for a bit and 

then realized the air conditioning had come on. Wrapped in my own thoughts I was perspiring, yet had 

not switched on the AC. But I was, by now, accustomed to these little acts of kindness from 

grandmother and did not find this in any way out of the ordinary. But it was then that it struck me 

suddenly. Asra was not in the car with me! It was only grandmother and me! I could not believe my luck. 

Stung by Asra’s rejection, granny had neatly transferred her loyalties to me, a faithful believer. I felt 

grateful and delighted. Finally, I had a dream GPS of my own – Granny’s Parapsychological Services. And 

I would never ever get lost again.   

 
Himanjali Sankar (India) 
Himanjali Sankar is a children’s writer and editor (definitely),  a deep sea diver (to be certified) and a 
mathematician (not at all).  She lives in New Delhi with a husband, two daughters, a Labrador and twenty-two 
potted plants.  Her first book, “The Magical Adventures of Skinny Scribbles”, was published recently. 
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PISHI’S ROOM 

Monideepa Sahu 

I grabbed the handrail to balance in the rattling bus. The cold shower I had had an hour ago, the 

scent of soap and lavender cologne, were sweat-smothered memories. My parents and I were taking 

this bus halfway to Pishi’s place to save on taxi fare to the other end of town. We had spent enough on 

sweets, a sari for Pishi, and gifts for her grandchildren, my bratty little second cousins, whose names I 

forget. Pishi was my Ma’s aunt, and therefore my great aunt. But everyone called the old lady Pishi, 

which meant ‘aunty’ in Bangla.  

This is what we do when we visit Kolkata: rush all over town meeting obscure distant relatives 

who stare at the wall and mumble, ‘My! How she’s grown.” Before the air cooler  dries the sweat from 

my forehead, I am sure they forget my existence. 

The bus jerked to a stop. My bra constricted against my chest making me gasp for breath. 

Nearby, a portly matron wiped her face with the corner of her sari and roared, “This heat is killing me.”  

“Bolo Hari! Hari bol!” Two young men began reciting the Hindu funeral chant. ‘Oof! The coffin is 

heavy,’ one of them said, while his friend grunted and pretended to lift a load. I watched the other 

passengers’ reactions to this display of typical Kolkata humor before allowing the giggles to burst out. 

The matron looked down, avoiding the grinning faces around her. After all, she wasn’t the only one 

suffering here. 

The lines on my Baba’s face eased into a smile. My Ma frowned, pursed her lips, and jabbed her 

elbow into my side. “Don’t laugh, Mithu. Learn to behave in public,” she said. “You’re sixteen, a big girl. 

A few years from now, we’ll have to find a husband for you. Your in-laws won’t tolerate such cheek.”  

Baba gave me a knowing look as though to say, “I’m with you.” 

I’ve learnt to brush aside Ma’s eternal scolding. I know how Baba, the ultimate henpecked 

husband, rolls his eyes behind Ma’s back when she plans these whirlwind visits. If we don’t go with her, 

we’ll face another outburst of Ma’s volcanic temper, because she is Pishi’s dearest niece. At least she 

used do be, until Pishi turned eighty and began to forget who Baba and Ma were.  

The bus rumbled on. I resigned myself to the prospect of a wasted afternoon. At last, we got 

down at a stop in Central Kolkata. The sticky-humid air smelled of spicy onion pakoras sizzling in wayside 

tea stalls. I felt like stopping for a plateful with an extra helping of hot and sour mint chutney. But Ma 

gave her usual glare. I decided to choose my battles and moved away. Next summer, I’m going to insist 
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on joining my friends for a trek in the hills and not allow Ma to bulldoze me into attending another 

pointless family reunion. 

 A stream of people swirled around us as I stood with my parents on the roadside, waving down 

passing taxis. 

“Going to Baag Bazar?” Baba asked. 

“Boshun, sit,” said the turbaned Sikh driver in perfect Bangla, unlocking the rear door for us.  

A breeze sprang up and surprised me by swirling in through the window to cool my skin for a 

moment. I looked out at the bumper-to-bumper traffic and inhaled exhaust and dust. Dark, decrepit 

buildings dating back to the days of the British Raj loomed over the roadside. A century’s accumulation 

of lichens and grime gave their walls a mottled gray finish. Everything here seemed to be decaying relics 

from the past, like Pishi herself. As we drove by, I caught glimpses of bulging-eyed gargoyles and fluted 

gables. A blue sari fluttered from a clothesline below a window. 

When we’re in Kolkata, Baba and I enjoy staying as houseguests with Baba’s older brother. My 

uncle’s well-laid-out neighborhood in South Kolkata reminds us of our home in Delhi. My cousin, 

Tukuda, is a year older than I am, and we argue about everything from politics to movies, and tell each 

other about our current crushes.  Tukuda’s modern house is the antithesis of Pishi’s crumbling home. 

The star attraction is a(pond) two  streets away. Tukuda and I stroll by its banks in the evenings and 

watch herons wade among water lilies, while kingfishers swoop down in flashes of jewel blue.  

I’d tried to persuade Tukuda to join us. “We went to visit Pishi just six months ago,” Tukuda had 

said. “Who wants to hear the old lady ramble about the good old days before Partition?” Then he had 

cut me short and picked up the phone for another marathon call to his girlfriend. 

 

Our taxi stopped before Pishi’s home in a building as ramshackle as any in this part of town. 

Pipal saplings pushed out their heart shaped leaves through the peeling, cracking walls. The place 

reeked of cockroaches and the fishy-slimy odor of algae in stagnant water tanks. Tenants here clung to 

their dilapidated apartments like worms to rotting mangoes. The laws made it difficult for landlords to 

evict them or raise the ridiculously low rent, so nobody bothered about repairs and maintenance. I 

shuddered wondering how people survived in places like this with their sanity intact.  

I climbed up the staircase gathering my skirt and steering clear of splotches of orange betel juice 

on the walls. Eager faces peered out from the door of Pishi’s apartment. My aunt stood at the open 

door, plump and smiling. Her two kids, my pesky little second cousins, hid behind the folds of their 
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mother’s sari. Ma and my aunt exchanged hugs. I had to touch the feet of my elders, but where was 

Pishi?  

The little imps, a boy of three and a girl aged seven, tugged at my skirt and ponytail. I tried to 

hide my annoyance, but kept them at arm’s length all the same. The last time I was here two years ago, 

that girl had stuck chewing gum in my hair. She held a fistful of crayons and smiled, probably scheming 

to scrawl on my back. The boy’s limpid eyes pleaded for a cuddle, but he didn’t fool me. He ought to be 

toilet trained by now, but I didn’t want to risk his wetting me again.  

After much cajoling, the children guided us to the room they shared with Pishi.  A huge bed took 

up most of the room. Each of the bed’s heavy carved legs was placed upon three bricks stacked flat 

upon each other to raise the bed by an extra foot or so. My Ma also raised our beds like this to make it 

easier to clean underneath.  

 

Her white saris hung in neat folds from the clotheshorse, but there was no sign of Pishi herself 

until the children crawled under the raised bed and called her. They shouted and tugged at her sari. I 

made no effort to hide my surprise, as Pishi  peered out in a bent, squatting position from under the 

bed. The old lady moved her stiff body like a waddling duck as she emerged. I choked down the laughter 

bubbling up inside me and ended up with a red face. (I’d actually seen an older person moving out like 

this. We used to call it the duck walk in school. Hope the revision works for you)  

Ma and my aunt chattered on as though they had expected Pishi to come up with this new 

caprice. Pishi wore her usual straight-laced expression and managed to emit a dignified aura despite her 

bizarre action. She looked me over with rheumy eyes, stroked my pink cotton skirt, and said, “You’re 

sixteen now? Ah, when I was your age, I came to this house as a young bride. I was shorter and plumper 

than you, but my skin was just as clear and fair. I felt awkward and nervous bundled up in a red silk sari 

with a golden border, my head covered with my sari pallu to show respect to elders. I never met my 

husband before we were married. In those days, they usually arranged marriages that way. So he was a 

stranger to me like everyone else in my new home.”   

Pishi was bent with age. Folds of crushed paper skin distorted her features. Her scanty white 

hair was cropped short in the style enforced upon widows of her times. I tried to picture her at sixteen, 

her skin smooth and brown eyes twinkling with mischief. 

My Ma and aunt left the room with the little ones in tow. I was alone with Pishi. Nobody seemed 

interested in talking to either of us. I could guess exactly what would happen, if I followed the others 

into the sitting room. There, Pishi’s son and daughter-in-law, my uncle and aunt, would ask me to sing, 
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because all well-bred Bengali girls are expected to sing. I would smile and feel like saying, ‘if everyone 

sings, who’ll listen?’ But I would glance at Ma’s scowling face and smile in silence. Then, they would talk 

with my Ma about the old times that Baba and I   had never been a part of Baba was the son-in-law of 

the family, so they made him sit on the stuffiest sofa, offered a plate piled with sweets he’d rather not 

have eaten, and then left him alone. That’s what had happened the last time I was here, and I expected 

little to change now. 

Meanwhile, Pishi lifted the Sholapuri bedspread hand-woven with brown, red, and golden floral 

patterns. It’s as though she pulled aside an ornate curtain to reveal a mysterious world. She then eased 

her bony, arthritic figure under the bed and invited me in with a wave of her hand. I had the option of 

genteelly singing indolent Tagore songs for the gathering in the sitting room. I toyed with the idea of 

shocking them with a lively popular number from the Hindi movies, but the prospect of Ma’s going 

ballistic deterred me.  

Pishi’s new whim might be crazy, but it was unique. I decided to play along and bent my slim 

body to slide under her bed. It was easy for me to crawl inside. I lay down on the straw mat she spread 

for me and leaned on my arm to raise myself. It was cozy inside, and though we couldn’t sit up straight, 

we managed to recline and relax in snug comfort.  

It was like another room under the bed. As my eyes adjusted to the shadows, I saw an old-

fashioned steel trunk in the corner. A gaudy framed portrait of the Goddess Lakshmi, obviously taken 

from a calendar, hung on the wall below the bed. In the other corner stood a low table with jars of 

pickles and preserves made by Pishi herself.  

“They painted the house and ordered new furniture to welcome me as a young bride,” Pishi’s 

voice quavered and she stared at nothing. I wondered whether this place was ever painted again after 

Pishi’s wedding.  

Her bent, knobby fingers twisted a ball of thread the size of an orange. It was Pishi’s collection of bits of 

string from parcels and packing boxes, and grew larger every time I visited.  

“In those days, my late husband and I had this entire room to ourselves,” Pishi said. “In a house 

full of strangers, it was my only refuge. Now, this is my room.” She waved at the underside of the bed. “I 

sleep with the children upon the bed at night. But during the day, I need a room of my own under the 

bed to pray and meditate in peace.”  

I nodded, beginning to see sense in her eccentric ways. The bed above us muffled the noise 

from the rest of the house and the busy street outside. The floor was pleasingly cool, and shadows 



58 
 

created the illusion of privacy. If I wanted to read a book or just be left alone in this crowded house, this 

‘room’ would be the best place to choose.  

Pishi opened her trunk and took out packets of letters from her two married daughters and her 

elder son, who was a professor in Bombay. Inside, I could see two carved wooden figurines, a bundle of 

palm leaf manuscripts, and a set of prayer books. I knew they were relics salvaged from the ancestral 

home, which the family was compelled to leave behind in East Pakistan after India was partitioned. As 

she passed her wrinkled hands over them, I waited for her to unfold the palm leaf manuscripts and show 

me the Sanskrit calligraphy done by our scholarly ancestors. I expected her to tell me again how those 

carvings of an elephant and a prancing horse once graced the sitting room in the old family mansion in 

East Pakistan.  

Pishi’s trembling fingers passed over the figurines and the manuscripts to grasp a tattered 

scrapbook pasted over with yellow newspaper clips. I didn’t remember seeing this before and waited 

with more than polite interest for her to proceed. 

“Tell me,” Pishi said, turning the crackling pages. “I can’t read the newspapers any longer, and 

the TV hurts my eyes. There used to be this wicked fellow called Hill Taar, who fought wars against every 

country. What’s he up to these days?” 

I sighed. Pishi was so old, so hopelessly out of date. “That was Hitler, Pishi,” I told her. “They 

defeated him in the big war, and he killed himself ages ago.”  

Pishi nodded. She turned the pages to a picture of Indira Gandhi. “She’s a great lady,” she said. 

“She’s leading our country to prosperity.” 

“Pishi, Indira Gandhi was shot by her bodyguards six years before I was born.”  

Pishi gasped and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. Didn’t anyone bother to talk to her, to 

tell her such things before? “Show me your embroideries and that set of crocheted mats,” I said, 

choosing a topic within her depth.  

She opened the trunk and spread out a cross-stitched portrait of the portly, elephant-headed 

Lord Ganesh.  

 I ran my fingers over the Lord’s round paunch and the neatly embroidered bowl of sweets in his 

hand. I loved the soft pastel green and yellow of the robes, and the merry smile on the Lord’s pale pink 

face. 

“Tell me Pishi, have you made a new batch of pickles this season? I want some sweet mango 

preserve if you have any.” 
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Pishi reached for the shelves and took out an old-fashioned brass plate with fluted edges. It was 

polished to gleam like gold. Pishi filled the plate with dollops of homemade preserves; sweet and hot 

mango, sour tamarind, and cranberries in sugar syrup. Then, she took two coconut nadus from a glass 

jar, handed me the plate, and tilted the earthen pot to fill a glass of water. The sweet, round nadu 

melted in my mouth. Pishi always roasted the grated coconuts just right. It was crisp, but never bitter 

with over-heating. The water smelled of rain-drenched earth.  

“Eat well, child.” Pishi patted my head, running her stiff fingers through the curls in my ponytail.  

My aunt entered the bedroom and said, “What are you two doing here? Come, join us in the 

sitting room.” I followed Pishi out from under the bed, and together we went to join the rest of the 

family. My uncle had come home early from work to meet us. Baba finally found someone to talk to 

while eating all those sweets. My aunt and Ma sat on either side of Pishi and tried to charm her into 

parting with her best recipes. 

“Please Pishi,” Ma said. “You’ve become so forgetful. At least write the recipes down to pass 

them on to your granddaughters.” 

“Leave her,” said my aunt, confident that Pishi couldn’t hear her hushed words. “She’s losing her 

wits with age. We’ve reasoned with her so much, but she insists on spending most of the day under that 

bed.” 

“Mithu, you’ve grown so tall,” my uncle said. I stiffened, dreading the inevitable. Baba gave me 

an encouraging wink from across the room, while Ma glared as if to say, “Don’t you dare refuse to sing.” 

 “Tell me how you’re doing at badminton. Have you made it to the school team?” Uncle asked. 

When someone was ready to listen, I could talk forever about my favorite sport and the last 

season’s matches. From the corner of my eye, I saw Pishi rise stiffly from her chair and hobble away. 

Seeing another chance to be alone with Pishi, I picked up my plate full of rosogollas and followed her to 

her room. 

I crawled under the bed to join her and asked, “Why did you leave, Pishi? Did all that sports talk 

bore you?”  

“No, no. I don’t understand sports, but that doesn’t matter. I felt happy to see you enjoying 

yourselves.” Pishi paused and rubbed her withered hands. “I tire easily these days. I need rest, some 

peace and quiet.” She lay down on the straw mat and stared up at the slats lining the bottom of the bed. 

“You can look through my newspaper clippings,” she said, handing me her scrapbook. “I haven’t added 

new cuttings in the last few years, but the old items may still interest you. And if you want more 

preserves, help yourself.” Pishi coughed and wheezed softly. I stroked her thin chest, her forehead. 
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Turning the scrapbook’s yellowing, brittle pages was a journey into the past. There was a long 

article with a picture of the tricolour of independent India replacing the Union Jack above Parliament 

House. The assassination of Mahatma Gandhi, the wars with China and Pakistan… Pishi had faithfully 

recorded history as it happend before her. 

“Oh Pishi,” I said. “This scrapbook is a gem. You must be among the most well-read ladies of 

your generation”  

“My in-laws pulled me out from school after I got married,” she told me in a confiding whisper. 

“Books were a waste of time for girls, they said, and told me to concentrate on keeping house and 

cooking.” Pishi nodded and sighed. I wondered how I would have survived without books and waited for 

her to continue.  

“My husband was just eighteen then, and too much in awe of his parents to stand up for me. He 

used to pass me the newspapers when nobody was watching, and helped me to make this scrapbook. 

See,” she pointed a gnarled finger at some words written neatly in fading ink. “That’s his writing. He 

used to bring books from his college library and sneak them to me in the folds of his homespun dhoti. In 

those days, he and his friends refused to wear western clothes as a mark of protest against India’s 

British rulers. At night, after everyone else was asleep, he would read to me from Bankim Chandra, 

Sharat Chandra, and Tagore.”  Pishi sighed, perhaps in an effort to hold back tears for bygone days. I 

placed my arm around her thin shoulders and felt the ebbing warmth of her body. She put her hand 

upon mine and said, “He had a deep, rich voice, my husband. My reading, this scrapbook; these were 

secrets I shared only with him. Nobody else knew except my sister, who died three years ago. And now, 

I’m telling you.” 

I looked up at Pishi’s late husband’s blotched, sepia-tinted photograph on the mantelpiece and 

wondered about his times. He had died when I had been four years old, and I didn’t remember anything 

about him. Pishi grew up in another world, a world I had only read and heard stories about. Yet like me, 

she wasn’t always the girl her elders wanted her to be. 

 “Relax, Pishi,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about me. I just want to be near you, listen to 

you.” I stroked her hand and ran my fingers through her white wisps of hair. Oblique rays of sunlight 

entered under the bed, lending translucence to her skin. She looked so fragile, as if she would melt away 

into the shadows. 

 “What can I say that will interest a modern girl like you? In our times,” she said after a pause, 

“girls were packed off to their husbands’ homes as soon as possible. We didn’t get a chance to study 

much. Embroidery, cooking, and the three R’s, that’s all I know.” 
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I knew such a fate wouldn’t be thrust upon me, but in her times Pishi had had fewer choices. 

“You know so much,” I told her. “Your pickles and preserves are the best. Even Ma and my aunts can’t 

make them as well as you. And that’s stunning.” I stroked the embroidery of Lord Ganesh, admiring the 

Lord’s delicate crown, the jovial smile, and the trunk curved just so. “I don’t think I can do such a fine job 

with my watercolors,” I said with conviction. “And needlework requires more patience and precision.” 

“I know you like this,” Pishi said. “You can keep it and remember me after I die.” 

“Don’t talk about dying, Pishi.”  I hugged her and breathed deep, yearning to hold on to her 

scent of coconut oil with a hint of incense, forever. And then I talked to her, of school, of life back home 

in Delhi. “I’ve only told this to Baba and my best friend, Vinita.” I held Pishi tighter and prayed for her 

blessings. “I’m studying for the entrance tests to medical colleges next year. Please don’t tell the others 

yet. I don’t know if I’ll ever make it, but I do want to become a doctor some day.” 

Pishi placed her hands upon my head and muttered a prayer. Her lips trembled as she wiped her 

eyes with the corner of her sari. Holding her shriveled hand, I thought of the opportunities she had 

never had. I would never again take the benefits of my times for granted. 

The brats ran in and joined us under the bed. They pushed a red tin bus on the floor and 

shouted ‘vroom! vroom!” hoping to draw our attention. Then they tugged at my hands. I groaned 

inwardly at this distraction, and hoped they wouldn’t torment me the way they had during my last visit. 

The girl put her arms around me and shyly handed me a page torn from a notebook. It was scrawled 

over with crayon drawings of flowers, butterflies, and a lopsided elephant. ‘To Mithu Didi,” it said in 

rainbow hues. “With love from Nina and Pintu.”  

“Eat your rosogollas, dear,” Pishi sat up and  ran her knobby fingers through my hair.  The 

children sat near me with wide, wistful eyes like a pair of kittens. Did they want rosogollas? I picked up 

one warm and dripping with rose-scented sugar syrup. They watched and shied away. I held Nina’s 

dimpled hand and placed a round white rosogolla in her palm. Then, I pulled Pintu onto my lap and 

popped one right into his pink, little mouth. Pintu smiled and Nina planted a syrupy kiss on my cheek.  

From now on, I would remember their names. 

 

My aunt came and called me to the sitting room again. Baba had been eyeing his watch for a 

while, and Ma finally conceded that it was time to leave. My aunt handed me two gift-wrapped boxes 

and whispered, “Open these with your cousin after you reach home.” She also gave me an earthen pot 

full of warm, freshly-made rosogollas for Tukuda.  
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Many handshakes, hugs, and respectful feet-touching later, we left with promises for another 

visit and invitations for everyone to stay with us in Delhi. Pishi packed some preserves and nadus just for 

me. “I’ll come again next year, and we’ll talk of many more things,” I told her. I squeezed Pishi’s hand 

and silently prayed that she would still be with us. 

Baba, in a fit of extravagance, hired a taxi all the way to our base in Tukuda’s house. I looked out 

of the taxi’s window and waved back at the family assembled in their balcony to see us off. 

“Come again, Mithu Didi,” Nina cried out.  

“Don’t go!” Pintu shouted. My aunt patted him as he sobbed in her arms. 

The cityscape was transformed by darkness. Bright lights created haloes around storefront 

displays and lampposts. The shadows hid the peeling plaster and broken windows.  

I stroked our presents and wished Tukuda had come along. We could have laughed away the 

jolting bus ride, and Pishi’s scrapbook of newspaper clippings would have impressed him. I balanced the 

pot of rosogollas on my lap and pictured Tukuda’s excitement at the gifts and sweets. The rosogollas 

would get cold by the time we reached their house. It wouldn’t be the same as sharing them fresh and 

warm in Pishi’s room. 
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REMEMBER THE WORMHOLE*i

Felix Cheong 

 

Wormhole of 2030 

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

 

After several months, it became common knowledge that a time warp existed somewhere on 

the island. But where and when exactly it opened, remained a mystery.  

One moment, the wormhole would open up in the city, where a homeless seventy two-year-old 

man suddenly found himself one afternoon wandering in an old orchard, sixty years before it was turned 

into a rootless landscape of towers, skyscrapers and malls. On another occasion, a sixteen-year-old girl 

almost drowned while jogging by the beach. The terra firma, reclaimed land from the sea, had suddenly 

given way. She remembered flailing in the water before she was saved by a Chinese man spotting an 

Elvis hairdo. 

Obviously, the media went at this phenomenon with the full speed of a craving. The Sun Times 

would publish weekly speculative pieces about where and when the next wormhole would appear, 

complete with infographics downloadable on iThink. Without fail, the morbidly curious and the 

chronically free would congregate at these spots, giving rise to the fad dubbed “flashworming” - a flash 

mob forming and waiting at the site of a would-be wormhole. But none of the predictions came to pass. 

If anything, they merely built up the hype, helped by tabloids feeding exposés about people who had 

vanished for a few days and later claimed they had been beamed up to spaceships and were 

experimented on by aliens. [citation needed] 

From eyewitnesses’ accounts, this much was known: Only one person would be admitted into 

the wormhole at any one time. The wormhole was a portal into the past, never the future. Time 

travellers could be anyone, regardless of gender, age, race or sexual orientation. President Woo Chuen 

Ren cited this as yet another example of the country’s meritocracy in a speech during the 130th 

anniversary dinner of the state university. “Even when a scientific phenomenon descends upon our 

small country,” he said, “it has neither regard for your background nor social class. What more evidence 

do you need that meritocracy is the natural order of things?”  
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Sometimes, time travellers would vanish for a few hours. The briefest known disappearance was 

just ten minutes, as reported by twenty two-year-old Ahmad Ahmad during the audition of Superstar 

Idol 12. He said he had the déjà vu of singing “Time in a Bottle” twice. Other times, time travellers would 

disappear for a few days.  

The longest recorded disappearance was that of forty eight-year-old opposition politician Seow 

Boon Siong who went missing during an especially sensitive time. Snap elections were expected just a 

few months away and Siong was slated to be fielded by The Truth Party against the Prime Minister.  

For days, the blogosphere spun itself into a speculative frenzy that Siong had been ‘neutralised’ 

because he was about to go public with the ruling party’s dirty laundry. [citation needed] It was not clear 

what dirt Siong had on the government. Still, the alpha-wave activity became so heated that the telco’s 

network was down for six hours while engineers worked to ramp up the capacity. Eventually, the 

Interior Minister had to issue an unequivocal denial that Siong had been detained without trial. “To do 

this to a member of the opposition is to stab ourselves in the back,” he said. “We’re not in the habit of 

making dissidents ‘disappear’. We’re not some banana republic.” 

The mystery was finally solved when Siong showed up two weeks later, strangely incoherent 

and unable to account for his absence. 

 

This page was last modified on 23 September 2030 at 16:41. 

 

SIONG 

 

You have to forget the past. You shall forget the past. It will only cause you great harm if you don’t. 

 

Siong woke up, shivering. The spotlight still lashed into his eyes as though it was capable of 

ripping them out. He never knew light could be this hard and painful. His eyelids tightly squeezed, all he 

could see was a sun of red and black spots dancing to a rhythm he couldn’t control or follow.  

Naked and strapped down at the forehead, wrists, chest and ankles, he could feel that his 

fingers and feet were numb, his breath shallow and his body still as death. Perhaps he was dead, a bag 

of meat and bones waiting in the morgue for the pathologist to unpack. But if he was already dead, why 

did his head ache as if an incision had traversed the terrain, trailing stitches in its wake?  
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You shall not remember anything that happened here. You shall only remember what we want you to 

remember. We shall see to it that you will not be troubled by anything you remember. 

 

And there was this mechanical voice, its persistent drone drilling into his eardrums. The volume 

wasn’t so much deafening as draining; he couldn’t hear himself speak, much less think. The metallic 

voice went on without a heartbeat between the same few sentences, like the hands of a clock chasing 

each other.  

Siong tried hard to count back the hours, how long he had been held here. What he last 

remembered was a bright light coming at him, sudden and fast, and he was lifted up by his arms and 

legs. He must have then blacked out for a few hours, maybe a day? He couldn’t really tell. Time had a 

way with elasticity as it expanded and contracted as needed. He had forgotten how many times he had 

woken up and slept, long given up shouting, screaming, swearing, arguing and pleading.  

“What the fuck do you want with me?” he shouted hoarsely again, knowing that no one would 

answer him. His voice was simply a whisper in this room, if he could even call it that. He couldn’t see 

beyond the spotlight to pick out details of his surroundings. It was all clinical light, strangely human but 

unrecognisable, that came with the chill of shock and the smell of burnt matches. 

Was this some kind of brainwashing? Surely, the Interior Ministry wouldn’t dare try something 

as outrageous and obvious as this, abducting an opposition politician in broad daylight when the whole 

country was watching the government’s every move? But how else could he explain his presence here, 

locked away to endure this coldness and mind-numbing recording? 

Happy memories. Siong decided he had to focus on happy memories to beat this. He wasn’t 

going to let this voice force its way in.  

In his mind’s eye, the mind inside his eyes, Siong is twenty two years old again. He smiles faintly 

in recognition of the young man’s put-on bohemian air, the world-weariness of one who has perhaps 

read too much and experienced too little. Tall and gangly, dressed in Goth black, he wears his hair long, 

his temper short and his philosophy on his sleeve – literally. One of his favourite T-shirts has Descartes 

proclaiming, “I think, therefore I am” as though he had written it for a bumper sticker and not the 

endgame of a philosophical treatise. These are the days of carefree aphorisms, when idealism comes 

easy in a throwaway catchphrase. 

Like all young men his age trying too hard to impress, Siong seldom succeeds. Despite his 

reading, the years of finding himself in books, his working class roots still show, whether in his accent or 

mannerism. His vowels are not rounded enough while his r’s make no pretence at being rolled the 
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American way. Abrupt and brusque, he often comes straight to the point, without fanfare or fear, as 

though his words follow an imaginary clock running them down. This plain-spokenness that makes him 

few friends will stand him in good stead when he starts working with the trade union five years later 

and, eventually, mark him out as a face to watch in the political scene.  

In his mind’s eye, Pru has just turned twenty, delicate and malleable, with neither a hair nor 

word out of place. She has a way of flipping her soft, brown fringe behind her ears when she turns to 

him, revealing eyes still ripe with the rosebud sweetness of youth. But he’ll learn, in the years to come 

when friendship takes cover in love and those eyes take on her father’s sternness, not to mistake her 

gentleness for vulnerability. 

The first time they meet on campus is at the annual general meeting of the Political Science 

Society. She’s in the running for the position of president.  So is he.  

“You’ll win simply because you’re the Prime Minister’s daughter,” Siong tells her matter-of-

factly in an aside before the vote is called. “So, if I withdraw, the post is yours. In return, I want to be the 

vice-president. I need this in my resume. Deal?” 

Pru looks stunned for a moment, scanning his face for a sign he may be joking. Hunched over to 

meet her height, he appears earnest, an honesty in his demeanour she has yet to come across in anyone 

else she’s known. 

“Deal,” she finally says, offering her hand. 

Over the months, as they work together to organise activities, they get a measure of each other. 

Siong takes care of admin and logistical arrangements, from booking venues to getting publicity posters 

approved by the department office. Pru deals with staff, students and the public, from drafting 

invitation letters to getting student volunteers. 

“You can’t always use your connections to get things done,” Siong says as they argue, once 

again, in the Society room. On the cards is an upcoming panel discussion on the widening income gap in 

the country. He knows all it takes is for Pru to make a few phone calls and they will get a stellar lineup of 

power brokers that will surely pull in the crowds - and the press. 

“And why not?” she asks, folding her arms. “Doesn’t it make life easier? You don’t have to beg 

and plead. You don’t have to deal with pesky PR people who roadblock you with questions or worse, 

stonewall you because you’re just a student organisation.”  

“I know. But there must be propriety, protocol,” Siong says, noticing, with glee, how flushed her 

cheeks become when she flares up. “Besides, if we pull off so many big events, the next committee will 

have a hard time following our act.” 
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Pru knows he’s right but she stands her ground till they come to a compromise. Of the three 

panelists, one will be an ex-MP and an old family friend – “Uncle Tommy” as she fondly calls him – while 

the other two will be officially invited by the Society, with Siong signing off the letters. 

Sometimes, of course, Siong knows it helps that she is who she is and there’s no getting round 

the power play. 

On another occasion, Siong gets all jittery a week before a forum on political freedom that 

features two opposition politicians and an ex-political detainee. Eunice, the previous year’s vice-

president, had warned him that Interior Ministry officers do drop in, on and off, to “keep check on 

student activists”.  

“Will the Interior Ministry come and videotape it?” he asks.  

“Oh, I’ll make sure they don’t,” Pru says, almost nonchalantly. “Anyway, we’ll record it ourselves 

and upload it on YouTube. They can just watch it there!” 

Siong smiles at how power comes so naturally to Pru. She was born into it, for it. He can see how 

she radiates it in the ease with which she puts people at ease, especially when she has to moderate at 

forums or speak to academic staff. People gravitate towards her, not just because she’s the only child of 

the Prime Minster but simply because she wears power lightly. One moment, she can defend her 

father’s policies as fiercely as he does in Parliament; the next, she laughs at his eating habits.  

“Did you know,” she tells Siong over lunch one day at a hawker centre – one of many trips he 

brings her to show how “real” people live – “that Dad takes his lunch reading Cabinet papers? He’s such 

a messy eater that these papers are often returned to the Perm Sec marked with ketchup and coffee 

stains!”    

  Disarming. That’s the word at the tip of his tongue, the back of his heart, She is charmingly 

disarming, whether she knows it or not. When, finally, they hold hands, steal their first kiss and later 

make out, sniggering like teenagers in the Society room, it seems...  

  Perhaps it was the cold but Siong realised, with a shudder and against his will, he was having a 

hard-on. 

 

 
Cashing in          [edit] 

 

Before long, flashworming was getting out of control. What began as a pastime soon became an 

international obsession that was featured in Discovery Channel 3D and National Geographic 3D. 
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Thousands of tourists, jaded with cheap zero-gravity space travel in Russia and cloning farm animals in 

China, descended upon the “Bermuda Triangle of the East”, as the tourism authorities had begun 

rebranding the island republic. The four terminals of the airport could scarcely cope with the sheer 

human volume. There were daily four-hour jams in and out of the city. Hotel rates shot through the 

roof. There was talk that the government was contemplating buying back all public housing flats and 

renting them to tourists as a stopgap solution. It later turned out to be another alpha-wave hoax.  

Indeed, with every passing week, pranksters of all stripes and persuasions came out of the 

woodwork. Several time travellers interviewed by CNN 3D were later exposed as frauds. “If I could get 

away with it, why not?” said twelve-year-old Adam Zachary Tan.  

As with everything else that caught the public’s imagination, a cottage industry soon began 

flourishing. Old was new again, from fashion to food, music to movies, and everyone had a crack at 

making a buck of it. Lady Gaga and Justin Bieber launched retro tours; the old TV series, Glee, was 

dusted off and remade. Throwaway novelty souvenirs such as T-shirts made of bio-degradable fabric 

that interacted with human sweat and dissolved after two days, were cheaply available at roadside 

stalls. Insurers introduced innovative policies, nicknamed “blast from the past”, which, for just $240 a 

year, insured you against injuries when you time-travelled. But the payout turned out to be a different 

matter, as Mohamed Shah found out. The thirty six-year-old engineer claimed he had travelled right into 

the heart of racial riots of the 1960s. He was fortunate to escape with a broken rib but wasn’t so lucky 

when he came back to present time to lodge a claim. His insurers said he could’ve sustained the injury in 

a bar brawl. The dispute remained unresolved. 

Even the arts community got into the act. Playwright Alf Wee rushed out a musical called 

Elephant’s Amnesia about four student activists who time-travelled to stop the country from achieving 

its independence. Conceptual artist Hoo Zoo Nyet put up Wind-Up, Wound-Down Memories, an 

exhibition of timepieces rigged to wind themselves anti-clockwise the moment you stepped forward for 

a closer look. Poets banded together to come up with Mine from Time, yet another ‘best-of’ anthology 

to drum up interest in poetry but it sold a paltry 200 e-copies. 

  Whenever rumours of a wormhole appearing took to the streets, productivity all over the island 

was down, precious man-hours lost like so much shredded paper to the wind. Even the stock market 

came to a standstill, the iStock terminals inactive except for an occasional bleep of trade. It came to the 

point that Prime Minister Prudence Ang-Pereira, six months after assuming the premiership, had to 

cajole the country to get back to work during her maiden state-of-the-nation address.  



69 
 

“Why do you hanker to travel to the past? There’s no future in nostalgia,” she declared, calm 

and erect in her trademark charcoal gray suit as statistics of productivity slowdowns flashed 

simultaneously in every alpha-wave phone in the auditorium.  

“The past is a spoilt child calling attention to itself. It cries, it stamps its feet, it wants to be 

carried. But it will not grow up if you mollycoddle it. What’s past has passed, is passé. That’s that.” 

 “The past will not make the future happen. This country may be young but it is the result of a 

group of men, our founding fathers, men of extraordinary vision, who reached for the future and peeled 

it open.”  

“We are that future and it is our responsibility to gaze to the horizon and seize the future for our 

children. Take it and make it. It is yours. Those who yearn for the past will only be trapped in it.” 

 

This page was last modified on 30 September 2030 at 10:15. 

 

 

SIONG 

 

You have to forget the past. You shall forget the past. It will only cause you great harm if you don’t. 

 

Nothing had moved or changed but time. As Siong woke up again, he realised he couldn’t feel 

his whole body, not his fingers or toes. Even the throbbing in his head had gone. And though he still 

couldn’t open his eyes, the spotlight seemed to have become tolerable. It no longer hurt him, as if it had 

already done its worst and spooned his eyes out, leaving a painless hollow. The mechanical voice, too, 

seemed comforting as his ears got used to it, its rhythm a hypnotic lull that brought back a steady 

breath. He suddenly felt light, as though he existed only as consciousness, a state of mind, a storehouse 

of memory floating in ether.  

Siong tried once again to seek out happy memories of Pru but each detour led him invariably to 

their last fight, the last conversation he would ever have with her, twenty years ago. 

“Pru, tell me you’re not doing this.” 

“Don’t try to stop me, Siong. It’s in my body. It’s mine to keep or remove if I choose. You have 

no claim on it.” 

“I said I’ll marry you. Isn’t that enough?” 
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“Marry me? You’ve no money. What you earn in that trade union is barely enough to feed you, 

much less a family of three.” 

“You sound just like your dad. Always going on about money and saving for a rainy day. He 

forced you to do this, didn’t he? He’s never liked me, the way he sizes me up and dismisses me with his 

eyes. Thinks I am not good enough for you.”  

“You didn’t exactly endear yourself to him by questioning his policies – at the very first 

meeting!” 

 

“And he didn’t exactly endear himself to me by telling me to join the opposition if I wanted to 

question him – in Parliament. I was just exercising my right as a citizen, to voice my opinion.” 

“But not in a social situation, Siong, when I was introducing you as my boyfriend!” 

“He wants you in the party. He’s grooming you to take over him, isn’t it? He’s using you to 

extend his rule.” 

“Using me? You don’t even understand half of what you’re talking about. Leave my father out of 

this. You knew who I am when you met me. I never hid it from you.” 

“But the baby’s mine too!” 

“And what makes you so sure?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“A man never knows, does he? But a woman does. She knows. She remembers.” 

“What? Who else did you fuck?” 

“We had a good six years together, Siong. We were young and fools in love. Whatever happens, 

that won’t change. You were my window to another world. I could see and experience a world I could 

never have. But it’s over now. Do you understand?” 

“Who else did you fuck, Pru?” 

“What?” 

“WHO ELSE DID YOU FUCK?” 

“Is that all you care about? Everything is about power in your prick. You thought you were the 

only one? Grow up! I could have my pick of anybody. Anybody. Now, please get out of my way. I’ll send 

for my things tomorrow.” 

“Is this about that Pereira guy? Your father wants you to marry him, doesn’t he? To stop the 

liberals from breaking off into another faction.” 
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“Shut up. There’re lines you don’t even know you had crossed and limits you can’t even begin to 

understand.” 

“You will regret this, Pru. One day, you’ll look back and regret this.” 

“Don’t make a scene, Siong. I thought we could be more adult about this. I did warn you such a 

day would come, didn’t I? I told you it wouldn’t last. The fact is, I can’t be with you anymore. And I can’t 

have this baby. That’s that.” 

“But I love you. Doesn’t that count for anything?” 

“It did. Now, it doesn’t. Things change. You’ve to move on, Siong. You’ll find someone else 

soon.” 

“I won’t give you up easily, Pru.” 

“Just let me go.” 

 

Fad faded          [edit] 

___________________________________________________________ 

 

Just as suddenly as it came, the wormhole stopped appearing altogether. One moment it was 

there; the next, it was not. For a month, there was not a single reported incident of time travel. 

Scientists interviewed by CNN 3D speculated that the wormhole could’ve been an aberration in the 

space-time continuum which had probably corrected itself. The peephole into the past was suddenly 

closed. 

Interest in flashworming had begun to wane anyway.  The public had grown tired of something 

that wasn’t quicker than clicks and tweets. The tourists stopped coming, the chattering classes found 

new gossip, the stock market picked itself up and hoaxers moved on to other schemes and scams. Even 

time travellers themselves lost touch with what they had seen and gone through, their experience 

reduced to a Facebook 3D update, their memories slipping under the wheels.  

The conspiracy theories, of course, still let it rip that the whole wormhole episode was mass 

hysteria engineered by the government to abduct dissidents, in particular, Siong. [citation needed]  

Siong had turned up at dawn two weeks ago, wandering naked outside the state hospital, 

blubbering, unable to string together a sentence. It took a few hours before doctors managed to coax 

any coherence out of him and three days before he finally came to any semblance of himself. For the 
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next couple of days, the media covered his reappearance extensively. But all he could say about where 

he had been was “lying down somewhere for a long time, as though I was floating”.  

Opinion pieces in the media dissecting his curious case came and went with the fluidity of a 

loose tap. Some thought he had walked through a wormhole, found himself on a ship that was 

shipwrecked and suffered a concussion. Others simply speculated that he had gone on a sex-and-drug 

bender and was now too sober to recall his shenanigans. 

By then, the Truth Party, stunned by the negative press coverage, had found Siong to be a 

liability and asked him to resign. The blogosphere had already written off his chances at the polls 

anyway and soon latched onto the Prime Minister’s campaign promises. 

As it turned out, time travel was another fad, much like how old buildings were preserved but 

spruced up as cafes, pubs and bars: New flesh worn over an aged skeleton. 

 

This page was last modified on 7 October 2030 at 13:15. 

 

SIONG 

 

Siong stared at the ceiling, his eyes drifting with the flitting dance of shadows cast by 

streetlights. He could feel himself hovering like twilight between day and night. He hadn’t slept in two 

days and his nerves were on edge. Not even sleeping pills helped. He could pick out every creak of 

wood, hiss of air, and tick of clock around the house. His head still ached, although doctors had done a 

scan and assured him nothing was wrong with him. There was no sign of trauma or haemorrhage, no cut 

or any trace of an injury. 

Each time Siong tried to recall the two weeks he had gone missing, all he could remember was 

the smell of something burning as he observed himself floating in halo and light. Perhaps, he began now 

to believe, that he had time-travelled to a prenatal state when he was only a body waiting for a mind to 

be born. It could explain why he felt this wave of bliss and oblivion. Or perhaps, as the newspapers had 

speculated, he had suffered a concussion when he time-travelled. It could explain the hole into which 

two weeks of his life had disappeared, finishing his chances at the polls.  

It didn’t matter to him one way or the other because here he was, still very much alive. The 

more Siong thought about it, the more the throbbing would radiate from the back of his head to his 

crown. It was a pain that strangely found relief in singing, in letting out this melody that whirled freely in 

his head. 
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Dear Prudence, open up your eyes  

Dear Prudence, see the sunny...  

The wind is low, the birds will...  

That you are part of everything  

Dear Prudence, won't you open up your eyes?    

 

For the life of him, Siong couldn’t remember the rest of the song. 

 

Search results 

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia 

w ormhole of 2030 Search
 

 

The page "Wormhole of 2030" does not exist.  

Felix Cheong (Singapore) 
Felix Cheong is a Singapore poet and fictionist who firmly believes in laying down his morality for his writing. 

Between 2001 and 2002, he spent many Catholic-in-denial afternoons at a strip club in Brisbane. This was to 

research into a dramatic monologue in the voice of a stripper. Never let it be said that he is sloppy in his pursuit of 

veracity.  

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Wormhole_of_2030&action=edit&redlink=1�
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THE LAST RHINO IN MUTARE 

Lauri Kubuitsile 

 

    Delia watched Ronald push his heavy head into the lucerne and she wondered, like so many 

times before, what his real name might be. Like so many things in Zimbabwe, he got the name Ronald 

from the white women who ran the park who never gave a thought to the true name of things. Like all 

of the loud people, who were the only ones heard nowadays, their names rang through the trembling-

hot, African air and the true names of everything hovered in dark corners waiting for a bit of space to 

pass.  

      Ronald was named by the nervous, white ladies who ran the Mutare Municipal Game Park. The 

ones who made decisions at tea parties, pinkies floating out from their bone china cups, where air 

conditioners cleaned the hot, red-dusted Africanism from the room. Parties where, for a few moments, 

they convinced themselves that they were in the home country where they had never had a home. 

When the tiny rhino staggered to his feet next to the massive body of his mother, Mama Cass, the 

nervous tea drinkers congregated in their sanitized room and christened him Ronald, despite what 

Mama Cass might have call him or his stubborn, though now dead, father, Boss, or even Ichabod, his last 

surviving friend, a balding vervet monkey, who now, as Delia watched, sat perched on Ronald’s wide 

back searching for ticks.  

    Delia imagined that Ronald’s real name was spoken in an ancient rhinoceros language, passed 

down from the age of the dinosaurs. An echoing, hollow sounding language. A language unable to be 

put down on paper using such common things as the letters of the alphabet. Even to pronounce it, Delia 

thought, she’d likely have to get her tongue to do things it was not at all used to.  

      As she thought of what the sound of Ronald’s name might be like, she didn’t notice an older, 

black man, wearing coveralls written “Property of  Mutare Municipal Game Park” in stencilled black 

paint at the back, walk up next to her. “Good Morning, Delia.”  

     “Good morning, Gift. How’s everything today?” She shifted over on the bench where she sat so 

that Gift could sit down.  

     “Everything's fine. Ronald’s seeming a bit nervous this morning, not sure why,” the man said 

sitting down on the bench next to the young, white girl.  

     “You think those boys were troubling him again last night?”  

     “I didn’t hear anything.”   
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      Gift lived at the Game Park ever since his wife died the year before from a disease that could 

have been cured by medicines, if the medicines would have been found in the bare cupboards of the 

hospital’s pharmacy.  Their only son had swam across the crocodile infested Limpopo two years before 

that and, as far as Gift knew, though he’d heard nothing from him since, his son was living in South 

Africa. When he was in an accommodating mood, he told Delia all about how he thought his son was 

living in that prosperous country where he likely had a big job, maybe even a wife and some children. 

One of these days, Gift was sure, he would come crossing over the border to fetch him.  

     On other days, the stories didn’t run so smoothly. And on the worst days, his son was dead too, 

just like his wife, his bones swirling at the bottom of the murky river, never to be buried properly for the 

ancestors to rest at ease. When Gift thought like that, he let the tears run freely from his wrinkled eyes 

and let his long arms dangle useless at his sides.  On those days, Delia did her best to pull Gift away from 

such thoughts and back to the mind pictures that ended with his son coming to rescue him and taking 

him back to his cosy home in South Africa where he’d spend his last days bouncing his grandchildren on 

his knee under the shade of a wide jacaranda in his son’s garden. On most days, Delia’s efforts worked. 

       Since Gift was alone now, he didn’t see any reason why he shouldn’t sleep at the Game Park and 

keep an eye on the few remaining animals - Ronald, Ichabod, a handful of guinea fowl and the white 

swan the nervous ladies had brought from the UK. The rest of the animals had, one by one, day by day, 

been killed. Some for meat, and some, like Mama Cass and Boss, for the trophy of their horns. It was 

down to survival for most people now and if it meant killing the animals that, before the trouble started, 

they used to spend a Sunday afternoon admiring with their children, so be it.  

     “That Ichabod hardly comes off Ronald’s back nowadays. Anybody give them trouble he makes a 

screeching that would wake the dead - and even me.” They both laughed at that and then sat in 

companionable silence for a few minutes. “What are you doing here this morning, Delia? I thought you 

were supposed to be in school now.”  

     Delia and Gift were friends, but he was still an adult, and still had to follow all of the adult rules. 

He would likely send her back to school if she told him the truth, so she lied, “We got let out early. There 

was a ZANU-PF meeting. The teachers were all forced to go.”  

     Gift just shook his head while looking down at the dusty ground. There was no need to say 

anything. Everyone was tired of talking. Now it was mostly just a waiting game. Who could last the other 

one out? Would the people all starve to death? Would President Mugabe finally die from the old age 

that seemed not to have any effect on him or would he finally relinquish his iron grip on power and walk 

away peacefully? Would the people with loud voices ever keep quiet long enough so that they could 
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hear that they were strangling the last breaths of air out of such a beautiful country? In the meanwhile, 

it was only to wait, wait in silence, to see how it all shaped up.  

     Besides, Delia thought, it would just hurt Gift if she told him why she had not managed to finish 

her walk to school that morning. 

*** 

      She had dressed like always, in her uniform for the private secondary school she attended. The 

one where they taught French and English and beat the black students if they heard them speaking 

Ndebele or Shona. For the last month, her two cousins, Pierre and André, had been going to school with 

her. Everyone knew that it was just temporary as they were waiting for their paperwork to come 

through so that they could move to Australia where “the only hope was”.  

    Pierre and André had lived on a big farm in the Highlands with their parents, amidst the rolling 

hills covered by fields of tobacco. Their house stood high up on a hill, three stories up with a massive 

thatch roof and a pool cut into the green grass covered garden.  

      One night the war veterans arrived from Harare and organized the workers, cramped in their 

iron and mud hostels at the bottom of the hill, to take back what was rightfully theirs. The veterans’ 

loud voices left no space for any workers’ points of view. There was only one way, their way. In time, the 

workers would all see it was for the best. Pierre and André and their parents were marched out of the 

gate and came to live with Delia and her parents in the city.  

     For a month now, Delia had sat through dinners where Uncle Johanne’s face grew red with fury 

as he spat out his anger at the “bloody kaffirs” that “stole” his farm. “Ought to be shot dead, all of them, 

and Mugabe too,” he’d say through mouthfuls of Brussels sprouts and bites of boerewors while the 

“kaffirs” he spoke of experimented, in their desperation, at eating grass.  

     Aunt Marike, Delia’s mother’s sister, clicked her fork along the edge of her plate and crossed 

and uncrossed her legs under the table. She took tablets since they moved in and mostly kept quiet.  

    When they first arrived, Delia’s father had tried to counter Uncle Johanne’s comments. Trying to 

show him how land redistribution was important and the delay had caused the lawlessness. Uncle 

Johanne shot him down with his vehemence and now Delia and her parents were in a waiting game 

within a waiting game. They waited for the Australian papers to come through and for the aeroplane to 

carry the cousins and their parents and all of their loud talking far, far away.  

     That morning, the cousins had left before Delia, after whispered conversations the night before. 

Delia thought that they were likely up to something as they had become very different once they moved 
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from the farm into the city. The bitter black anger that poured from their father’s mouth flowed over 

them and took root. It sprouted new, more violent offshoots, fed from their fertile, fresh, boyish bodies.  

    Delia’s walk to school took her through the city centre’s park. When she had time, she would 

sometimes sit quietly by the fountain and watch the birds that came to take a drink or have a quick 

bath. But that morning she was late and no bird watching would be on the cards.  

       As she passed the fountain, she heard a strange mewing sound, like a cat in distress. She was 

late but she knew she couldn’t just leave the animal to suffer, so she followed the sound to behind the 

ablution block. When she got there, there was no cat to be rescued.  

     What there was, was Pierre and André with a Ndebele boy from school. He was in the same 

grade as André and Delia. He was a clever, well-behaved boy, who had been recently chosen as a 

prefect. The cousins had tied his hands behind his back and stuck a wad of newspaper in his mouth.  

     “What are you doing to Njabulo?” Delia asked firmly, hoping her presence alone would be 

enough for them to let the boy free. Njabulo’s eyes flashed at her in fear.  

     “You want to see?” Pierre who was one year older and many times more awful then his brother 

said. He took out a knife and ran it across Njabulo’s cheek where immediately a line of blood emerged.  

     A fierce power took over Delia. “Stop it! Let him loose!” she shouted as she came forward. 

Pierre stepped between her and the tied boy, brandishing the knife in her face.  

      “What you gonna do, Kaffir Lover?”  he asked. 

     Delia, not sure where her bravery came from, pushed the knife away and walked to where 

Njabulo lay. She took the paper out of his mouth and began to untie his hands.  

    “Thanks,” he whispered through dry lips when he was free. He ran off towards school, glancing 

only once behind to be sure the two white boys were not after him.  

     Pierre came up behind Delia and pushed her hard and she fell to the ground. He stepped on her 

ponytail to keep her from moving and then held the knife at her throat, “Kaffir Lover, better keep your 

eyes open when you sleep.”  Then he turned to his brother, who stood quietly some distance away. 

“Let’s go.”  

      Delia lay on the hard pavement for some moments watching her cousins run off toward school. 

She knew Pierre’s threats would likely amount to nothing, but the whole thing made her stomach 

queasy and her head ache. More than anything, she felt tired and bone-weary sad.  

 

   *** 
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       Delia got up from the bench next to Gift and climbed through the wooden poles that made up 

the fence of the Park. She stood next to Ronald, running her hand along the top of his big head, while 

the monkey, Ichabod, sat on Ronald’s rear hissing at her. “What do you think is going to happen, Gift?”  

     “Nothing’s gonna happen, Delia. Ronald’s going to be just fine; he’s got me and Ichabod looking 

out for him.”  

    “No, I mean here. I mean us. Everything is so awful. Everybody hates everybody. Nobody wants 

to find out what the other person’s problem might be. Nobody wants to try and understand. How can 

that just continue?” 

    Gift got up, climbed through the wooden poles, and stood next to the young, white girl. “It’s not 

so bad, Delia. You and I get along just fine; there’s a start.”  

      She looked at him and thought about all the times they had been standing like this talking in the 

last five years or so that she had been coming to the Game Park.  Delia thought about what Gift said. 

She didn’t believe it was as simple as that. If it was, then why was it not happening? “Ronald doesn’t 

look too well today. Maybe he’s lonely. ”  

     Gift bent down, scratched the rhino between his ears, then pulled out a cut up apple from his 

pocket, and dropped it on top of the lucerne the rhino was eating. Ronald quickly pulled his huge, 

square lips over the apple and it disappeared.  

      Ichabod barked at Gift from the end of Ronald’s back. “Just be patient, you ugly old thing. I 

didn’t forget about you.” Gift held his hand out with half an apple on it. The monkey rushed forward, 

grabbed it and quickly sat back on the rhino’s rump, biting bits off the apple held in his tiny, nimble 

hands, his greedy eyes flashing left and right to keep watch for anyone bent on stealing from him.    

“Ronald’s going to be fine, Delia. You shouldn’t worry about that. Nobody wants Ronald since he doesn’t 

have a horn and even a hungry Zimbabwean won’t eat rhino meat. Ronald’s gonna do just fine until all 

of this mess is finished. We’re all going to do just fine. Afterwards, we’re going to get a whole lot of new 

animals. It’s all going to be just like before.” Delia looked up at Gift whose eyes had wandered to the 

beautiful pictures in his head, and she wondered who Gift was trying to convince.  

     Ronald, by a fluke of genetic miscommunication, never grew a horn. When the nervous white 

ladies first discovered his problem they wanted to sell him off to a game park in South Africa. Who 

wanted a hornless rhino? But regular visitors had become attached to the rhino they had been visiting 

since he was born. So the nervous white ladies decided to keep him. Now he was all that was left for the 

handful of monthly visitors to see. In the end, the freak, the outcast, turned out to be the saviour.  
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    Delia watched Ichabod eat the last of his apple. They never got along, Ichabod and Delia, both 

vying for Ronald’s affection. Nevertheless, Delia felt sorry for him, he having no monkeys of his own kind 

to be with, just like Ronald had no other rhinos. No rhinos that spoke his language and knew his real 

name. Rhinos that could roll his name off their rhino tongues without effort, producing a perfect, exact 

sound. A sound that could flow smoothly through the folds of Ronald’s ears, ticking boxes in his brain 

that let him move to a place of perfect contentment. A place where his thoughts were understood 

without complicated explanations and defences. The simple solid home where mental shoes could be 

taken off and tight belts loosened.  

       Delia ran her hand over Ronald’s tough, leathery skin wondering if she was any different. The 

white children at school with their affected British accents held no interest for her. The black children 

looked at her through eyes filtered with distrust that pinpointed her as an outsider. She couldn’t say 

that Pierre and André and their angry parents were akin to her. Even her own parents, always frightened 

that things would turn against them, offered little similarity. Who knew how to pronounce her name 

correctly? Who spoke a language that calmed her painful ears and soothed her battered heart? It was 

only with Gift, Ronald, and Ichabod that she found anything that felt familiar.  

       Delia looked across the field at the mountains over which was Mozambique and then, further 

still, the ocean that could take her to places far away. She wondered if somewhere there were people 

that spoke her language and could pronounce her true name without having to twist their tongue. Or 

were the people that she was looking for not in a different place but right here, waiting to speak out 

clearly when there was no threat of punishment for doing so?  If that time, somewhere in the future 

came, she knew she would be able to recognise them, and the waiting game would have passed. By 

then, all of the impatient ones, full of anger, those with no interest in anything except their names for 

things, would have given up and seen rightly or gone off to their own Australias - leaving the searchers 

of truth the work of reassembling everything that had been knocked askew. Was that what was going to 

happen? She hoped that that was the case.  

       In the meanwhile, she had Ronald and Ichabod and Gift, and though they might not pronounce 

her name exactly right, at least they tried to find the pronunciation among the sounds that they were 

familiar with. They tried to find her real name, and she tried to do the same for them. And while they 

waited, waited for all of the bad to pass, it wasn’t too hard for them to work at sifting through the soft 

intricate layers of the African breeze, to pull out the fragile sound-threads of truth in what they heard, 

to clear away the loud voices of those who knew nothing, and to work at twisting their tongues in 
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unfamiliar ways so that the others might hear the echo of what was truly them ringing in their ears once 

again. 

 

Lauri Kubuitsile (Botswana) 

Lauri Kubuitsile writes from a tiny brick office in her garden in Botswana. She’s been known to write scary 
detective books, funny (she hopes) books for teens, and sexy (again, she hopes) romances. Since she attempts to 
live on her writing income, she is, luckily, married to a more sensible, employed man and they have two very tall 
children.  
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THE THING THAT ATE YOUR BRAIN 

Jackee Batanda 

The Thing that ate your brains was sent by our ancestors even though your mother and mine 

wanted to believe that you suffered from a mental illness. You were a twin, and twins in our family are 

fated. It was whispered that when Okello, your twin brother, died eight days after you were born, he 

took a part of you with him. Rituals would have solved the problem and saved your head, but your 

mother and father were adamant. They said they were born-again Christians and did not believe in that 

gibberish the elders from the village brought with them. They said your brain would be restored at 

Butabika Mental Hospital, where the doctors had studied the science of dead brains and could restore 

them to normal. But all the medication they prescribed did not help. You got worse and worse. And I 

heard mama whisper that the ancestors were unhappy with our family. She whispered this over cups of 

tea she had with her sisters when they visited, and they tut-tutted in sympathy, and prayed that your 

parents would see reason and allow the elders to perform the rituals required.  

      However, whenever the ancestors saw fit to relieve you of your suffering, you were a normal girl I 

played with. You were more my friend than my cousin, and together with Namaqua, your sister, we 

were involved in many escapades. That was before you started complaining of headaches and started 

losing your temper. Then we would know that the reprieve the ancestors had accorded you was over, 

and it was back to the days of restlessness. Your mother took you to different churches searching for a 

miracle, and each pastor promised you one, with strings attached. We watched from the periphery 

when your mother offered the family Ford to the pastor as a ‘seed offering’ for your healing. And she 

prayed and fasted for your brains to get better, but when nothing happened, she took you to another 

church. Maybe that is why you got tired of it all. The constant movement from pastor to pastor, each 

one proclaiming you had an evil spirit chained in your body that had to be cleansed. And for that 

deliverance, they demanded many gifts. And when your mother came to mama for money to give to her 

pastor, she silently passed on the money because they had agreed not to talk about the elders and the 

rituals that would have saved your head. Adongo, is that why you ran away from home that day, when 

your mother thought you were well, sent you to the shops with ten thousand shillings to buy milk for 

the pastor who had come to check on your progress?  
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      Your mother and Namaqua came to our house, hysterical, thinking that you had come home like you 

usually did, when after two hours of going to the kiosk, that was a breath’s walk from the house, you 

had not returned. All this time the pastor sat comfortably on the settee and beguiled your mother with 

verses and faith. He probably wondered why the faithful woman was not offering him something to eat. 

He must have eventually got tired and left, perhaps disappointed at the ‘hospitality’ he had received. 

The bell at the gate rang shrilly and incessantly and made me sprint to the gate before the askari awoke 

from his slumber. In the fading light, I was surprised to see your mother and Namaqua. It was the 

frenzied look in your mother’s eyes that took me back. Namaqua’s eyes were calm, as if she was trying 

to be strong for both of them. “Adongo? Is she here?” your mother asked, her voice dripping with worry, 

her eyes darting past me, expecting to see you standing behind me with a smile.  

      “No, auntie, is anything wrong?” I asked stupidly. Your mother brushed past me into the house. 

Namaqua stepped in behind her and took my hand, looked me in the eye and softly said, “Lyaaka, 

Adongo has disappeared.” She spoke like she was afraid that the evening breeze would carry her voice 

far away to where you were hiding. We walked to the house together. I felt a wind brush past me, 

leaving me numb. The news of your disappearance shocked me because you were normal. It was 

November again, one of the few times our ancestors gave you some reprieve from your suffering and 

you enjoyed life like we did, without medications or pastors proclaiming their doom on your already 

exhausted spirit. 

      “Mummy sent her to the kiosk to buy milk two hours ago. We had a special guest - the head pastor 

from Holy Redeemed of the Lord Church - who had come home to say special prayers for us and 

Adongo. Especially Adongo. Mother sent her to the shops so she could brief the pastor about Adongo’s 

condition. I should have gone with her…” Namaqua broke down then. I patted her and whispered, 

“Adongo will soon be back. She knows this place well. Just you wait. She will be back.” I badly wanted to 

believe my words as I led Namaqua to the house.  

      In the house, your mother was hysterical, and mama was trying to calm her down. Your mother sat in 

the chair, her head in her hands, weeping uncontrollably. I managed to pick out the blame. She too 

blamed herself for not sending Namaqua to the shops instead of sending you. “What am I going to do? 

Hei!” she sobbed silently. Namaqua went and sat beside your mother and put her arm around her. Your 

mother turned round and fell in her embrace. I stood by the door for a while and watched the spectacle 

while mama waited for them to calm down. I retreated to the kitchen to make tea and wondered where 
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you had gone. Because yesterday, you had told me that you wanted me to take you to the Ndere 

Cultural Centre in Kisaasi to see the cultural dances. So I could not comprehend how you had 

disappeared or why. I guess it was back to the Thing that ate your brains, that the ancestors should have 

solved had the rituals been performed.  

      When I brought the tea to the living room, your mother and Namaqua had disengaged from the 

embrace. I heard mama asking her, “What are you going to do now? Should we put an announcement 

on the radio?” 

Your mother kept saying, “Mulaamu wange simanyire- my in-law, I don’t know – I don’t know 

what to do.” 

Mama spoke above your mother’s silent sobs, “We shall wait for tomorrow, then I will go to the 

radio stations to put out the announcements. What was she wearing?” 

      “I don’t know,” your mother said.  

      “A green dress and flip flops, auntie,” Namaqua said, “she was not wearing a sweater.” 

      “Okay, we will wait for tomorrow and if she is not back by then, we shall put announcements on the 

radio and report to the police. We shall be able to find her in a short time. She cannot have gone far.” 

I hoped that you had not gone far, Adongo, for your sake and ours, because Kampala at night is 

no place to be lost in. Kampala streets at night are a den of rapists, some of whom are sick, waiting to 

pounce on unsuspecting women. After we saw your mother and Namaqua off, their tea untouched, 

mama and I started working on the radio announcement. 

The family of Sam Nasinyama announces the disappearance of their daughter, Amelia Adongo. 

She is 16, of medium height, light-skinned with big eyes and short hair. She was last seen around 

the kiosk at their home in Ntinda. Amelia was wearing a green dress and flip flops. She speaks 

English and Samia. Anyone who has seen her is requested to report to the nearest police station 

or call this number 039-942443. A big reward awaits.  

      That night before I went to bed, I lit a candle for you and prayed to St Jude, patron saint of hopeless 

cases, for your safety and asked St Rita to intercede for your safe return. You came to me in my dreams 
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as I tossed in my bed that night. Your smiling face shone before me and your outstretched hand offered 

me a Serengeti fruit - star fruit - the fruit we had enjoyed eating in our childhood. I took it and I felt its 

tanginess on my tongue. Your laughter floated like sweet music in the air. I asked you to come back 

home but you nodded your head and said you were searching for Okello, your twin brother.  

      Early the next morning, mama and I hurried to your house, to find out whether you had returned. 

Your mother opened the door. We could see that she had spent the night crying. Namaqua materialised 

behind your mother, it is like the two of them had suddenly become one another’s shadow overnight. 

Mama took your mother’s hand and entered the house, and again Namaqua held my hand and we 

followed them into the living room. From your mother’s silent sobs, we knew that you had not returned. 

That you had disappeared into the evening and we had to wait for the sun to bring you back to us. 

Mama told your mother that we should not waste any time, we needed to report the matter to the 

police. We went to the Ntinda Police Post to report your disappearance and parted with some money to 

get a file opened on your case. You were now recorded as a missing person, Adongo. Then mama took 

the announcement we had prepared to Radio Uganda, because it had nationwide coverage, although I 

honestly didn’t think you could have travelled that far. We spent the day at your house, your mother 

answering phone calls from relatives and friends who had heard the announcement on radio. Your 

father was not home and did not return until a week later.  

      We stopped praying for your state of mind and started praying for your safe return. Your mother 

stopped visiting the many pastors she had consulted when you were still with us. She locked herself in 

the room and prayed and fasted and cried out to God asking what she had done wrong. Mama and I 

intensified our prayers to St Jude and St Rita, because even though your mother did not approve of our 

praying to saints, we were Catholics and that was the only way we knew how to pray. I remembered you 

had one time teased me, saying that we Catholics worshipped idols and it was a straight ticket to hell. 

You said, “The only true way was the Anglican way of worship.” The true way, before your mother left 

the Anglican Church and started moving around in the many Pentecostal churches that took root in our 

neighbourhood. That was the time we had agreed that to keep our friendship, which was stronger than 

our kinship, we would avoid discussing religion. It had no place among our escapades of hitting the 

Serengeti fruits to eat or buying tamarind from the roadside seller to mix in our millet porridge. Religion 

had no place in the way we lived, as we came back from East Kololo Primary School and on our way 

stopped at the Russian Embassy on Malcolm X Avenue,  and rang the bell at the gate and shouted into 

the Intercom, “Good evening MadamuSah!”. You, Adongo, had taught us that it was the right way to 
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greet the Russians, and we shouted into the intercom before running off. Back then, I thought 

madamusah was one word for all Russians and only realised later that you had meant “Madam-Sir”. But 

the disembodied faceless voice behind the intercom made us giggle and we returned the next day and 

the next, greeting the madamusah. So when I lit a candle for your safe return, I knew that you would not 

disapprove, because the way we worshipped had stopped being a concern of ours.  

      The prayers and the radio announcements did not bring you back. Days turned into months. Your 

mother was tired of people coming home claiming they had seen you on Kampala Road, or Jinja Road, or 

in Bugolobi, Naguru, Kololo, downtown Kampala and many other places, because when we went there 

we never found you.  You were like the wind that shifts from one place to another, as fast as a dust 

devil. Your mother’s fasting and prayers soon stopped. Only Namaqua kept on with her prayers within 

her cell group. Your father was silent in all this. It was like he had stopped thinking about you the day 

you walked to the kiosk to buy milk for the pastor and did not return.  

      Your disappearance deepened the crack in your parents’ marriage, Adongo. It was like you were the 

one holding them together and with you gone, they had nothing else to hold on to. One day your 

mother came home and said, “Baba Adongo has left me.” She said it in a matter of fact way and let the 

sentence hang in the air for us to digest it. Mama and I did not know how to handle it. Mama said it was 

just a temporary thing, maybe your father needed sometime to deal with the events that had happened. 

But your mother laughed coldly and said she did not care whether he returned or not. She was tired of 

his problems. The problems within his family made you lose your head. She said you were sacrificed by 

his family and she now wanted no part of it. She locked eyes with mama. She was tired of the calls from 

the elders that had intensified now more than ever, in which the callers insisted that for you to return to 

us, we had to carry out the rituals. Your father had given in to the pressures, while your mother 

adamantly refused and said God would heal you in his own time. She had told your father he could go 

deal with his elders; she did not want to be a part of his family again. And neither did she want to hear 

anything about you. You could die for all she cared. She had used up all her emotional strength in 

looking after you and now that you had gone, she could now start her own life.  

      Mama was shocked at this new side of your mother, a woman who had spent months locked up in 

her room, crying and fasting for your safe return. We wanted to believe that it was only your mother’s 

way of dealing with your disappearance and she would soon overcome it. But later when mama asked 

her about news of your whereabouts, your mother had responded, “Mulaamu - my in law - if you still 
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want to maintain our friendship, don’t talk to me about that child. I don’t want to hear about anything 

to do with that child. I am tired. Too tired to care.” Mama did not bring your name up in any 

conversations she had with your mother again. I asked her why she let your mother take the upper 

hand, and mama said she could not determine the things that happened in your family. She said it was a 

complicated issue in which she wanted no involvement.  

      That is why yesterday, four years after your disappearance, when Namaqua called me to say you had 

found her, I shouted in joy and kissed the portraits of St. Jude and St. Rita. I thanked them for answering 

my prayers and returning you to us. I thanked them for your good health and for restoring your brain 

back to normal. I made arrangements with Namaqua to come and see you. Namaqua, the only one in 

your family who did not lose faith that you would return to us someday. Is that why you found her, 

Adongo?  

      Namaqua! You called her name. She stopped in her tracks because it was a voice she had not heard 

in a long time. She was afraid that she was losing her mind - you had been gone too long, we had tired of 

looking for you in the city mortuary. The caretaker was tired of answering our endless questions about 

you. So your voice made her think she had spent too many hours thinking about you, your voice had 

grown in her head and was shouting outside her ear. She had turned in the crowd to seek your face but 

saw no one. She walked on but still heard your voice call out her name. She stood rooted to the spot 

until she saw someone who looked like you come smiling to her. Namaqua did not run because she 

knew that smile, the way your lips formed over your teeth in that unique way and the deep dimple on 

your left cheek that appeared. You embraced her and she did not care that you did not smell fresh. That 

your dress was tattered. That you were barefoot. She just hugged you as the crowd around you thinned 

out until, in the middle of downtown Kampala, past the hooting of the minibus taxis, only you and her 

stood still. You let her take you home with her. Home for Namaqua was a two-roomed house in 

Kamwokya that your father rented for her. He had moved in with a new woman when your mother left 

and Namaqua had moved out of home. She had not heard from your mother.   

      That day she did not meet with her cell group. She wanted you all to herself. She hoped that your 

appearance would stitch together her life that had fallen apart since your disappearance. Maybe your 

mother would be happy that you had returned to us and your father would stop looking to the elders for 

signs hoping that you would reappear. Namaqua told me all this and finished the short credit she had on 

her phone.  
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      Adongo, you came to us late. Too late to save you. The prayers of the pastors your mother had 

engaged years before you left were useless. In praying to St Jude and St Rita, I had forgotten to ask them 

to keep you safe as you wandered the streets of Kampala. To save you from men and boys who would 

infect you with HIV/AIDS.  I only prayed for your safe return to us, so we would sit and laugh over old 

times.  Some things are healed by prayers, others by ancestors (like the Thing that ate your brains) and 

others by western medicine. Namaqua forgot that order of things and in her forlorn hope believed that 

the prayers and holy water and olive oil her pastor brought from Jerusalem, would heal you. All her 

pocket money and even semester fees went into offerings at her church in exchange for your healing. 

This is the same pastor who had constantly told her that the Lord had told him she was studying the 

wrong subjects at the university. He forgot to ask God to show him what the right subjects were. I 

graduated while Namaqua was still figuring out what course to study. The same pastor who forgot to tell 

her that he had not asked God for your whereabouts. So while Namaqua forgot the sequence of things 

in our lives, and blindly bathed you with holy water and anointed your head with olive oil, your health 

deteriorated. I knew this the day I came to see you and told her to quickly take you to the hospital. 

Adongo, the prayers could not save you but the Anti- Retroviral drugs would have given you a longer 

lease on life. Your journey would have been extended a little longer than you lived with us. It is like you 

found us just so you could rest from the wandering you had embarked on these last four years.   
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RAIN’S LIMEGREEN PUSH-UP BRA 

Nandini Lal 

As expected, Lucille refused to give Rain the money. She jabbed at Rain’s teenaged chest with 

nicotine nails. “Uh-uh, they need room to grow. Flounce around. Padded push-up bras are meant for 

older women. With saggy boobs.”  

Lucille’s own huddled masses were yearning to be free, and often had to be let out for a run.  

Rain slammed the door behind her.  

“You’ll smush them alive!” Lucille called after her, silky with unconcern. The remote had already 

zapped on Wife Swap. 

Rain ran out into the street. Buses and drunks hurtled into each other. A bearded man spun a 

sign around. As Rain drew closer, she read: “The Vatican Hates Paedophiles”.   

Rain didn’t suffer from normal adolescent pains like acne or algebra. (It helped that she had 

creamy skin, and her friend Kayla let her cheat at math.) But she did suffer her stepmom Lucille. Lucille 

had bad breath and an even worse temper. She got to decide just how long Rain must grovel before she 

bought that thing of grace and beauty unsurpassing: her first ever padded push-up bra. Months, years, a 

lifetime.  

But Rain couldn’t wait.  

She saw Miss Kunegunda Boguslaw, their never-married, ever-harried neighbor. Her 81-year-old 

breasts drooped like spaniel ears one minute, and jounced up like Dumbo on a trampoline the next. The 

old lady turned to her and said in a strong Polish accent, “So the little goat comes back to the old cart 

now, eh?” 

 “Those charming Gorski boys!” Kunegunda sighed, pressing old yellowing photos to her 

shriveled bosom. She always talked about the time when she was allegedly young and allegedly 

beautiful, when Poland’s best and brightest fought fiercely over her. “Ah, Piotr! Oskar!”  

Rain dutifully blinked away a fake tear and sighed after her, “Ah, Piotr! Oskar!” The fantasy of a 

brand-new push-up bra demanded utter and abject genuflection. 

Kunegunda spoke of all the Esperanto she learnt at the Bialystok Institute before the Nazis 

destroyed churches and synagogues. Had those boys fled to the US like her, would they call her over for 

tea and woo her all over again?  
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She told Rain she had seen Piotr (now an old man) waiting outside her house with a chihuahua 

and a violin. But then Kunegunda had also “seen” an extra-terrestrial on her roof. (He spoke Spanglish 

and looked remarkably like Jose the cable guy.)  

“You’d better Facebook Oskar first to see if he’s got any teeth left.”  

“Eh?” said the old lady, her head shaking slightly. 

Rain refrained from further snark attacks. The padded push-up bra (color lime-green, size 32 B) 

rose like a soothing mirage of wonderment before sand-weary eyes. She asked her for some money.  

“My leaves need raking,” Kunegunda said. “Back home we say - no labour, no oil-cakes.” 

“But I need it now. It’s not fair!” 

“Life’s not fair. The rich man gets his ice in the summer, and the poor man gets his in the winter. 

Old Polish saying.” 

=== 

Rain knew she could always ask Simisola for money. He lived down the lane, right next to 

Kunegunda. Dear sweet Simisola Babtunde. But how could she explain what the money was for without 

going red in the face? Simisola stood for all that was kind and patient in the world. But of push-up bras 

he knew precious little. 

Lucille made it clear she took a dim view of Simisola’s dreadlocks or the tattoos on his arm. 

Besides, he was Nigerian, which automatically meant he was behind all those banking hoaxes.  

“Don’t you folks eat your young?” Kunegunda had asked Simisola curiously. 

Simisola had turned his head to one side. “Only when sufficiently provoked.” 

Rain hid a smile. 

Lucille had no idea that Simisola taught Rain to explore painting techniques. Painting helped 

Rain forget her troubles. He insisted that Rain had an Uncommon Eye for Color and Form. He 

pronounced it Unkawmawnai F’kawlaw-n-Fawm. He ought to know: he was a brilliant artist. (It wasn’t 

his fault that he hadn’t been discovered yet.)  

Rain said, “People say I have an Uncommon Eye for Color and Form.” 

“Define people.” Lucille’s voice was indistinct. She had her face inside a huge bowl of Doritos. 

When she came up for air, her face was lightly dusted a sunset red. 

Rain liked the way Simisola put stresses on the wrong syllables and softened his consonants. He 

cleared up everything on the left side of his room, but didn’t touch anything on the right. He listened to 

Rain thoughtfully, his beautiful ebony head on one side. He made her feel safe, in a way only Dad could.  

Of course, Dad had not been around for many years.  
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=== 

Rain looked at the bearded man on the street with the sign about the Vatican. She remembered 

a red haired girl doing the baton twirl (Go! Podunk Panthers Go!) in her town years ago, when Rain was 

a little girl. That baton had spun out of that girl’s hand and banged Lucille smartly on the forehead. 

Itching to hurl it back at the panicked face on stage, Lucille had smiled through her lipstick-stained teeth 

from the second row, as if to say it was nothing, really. Only Rain saw Lucille - her mouth as straight as 

the baton - feel under her seat for it and snap it smartly across Rain’s leg before handing it back.  

Rain’s knee grew a scratch, then an angry red drop. “My knee is crying,” she said. 

When she went home, Dad had made a big fuss. He put Band-aid on it and made a coin appear 

from behind her knee. Rain was almost grateful to Lucille and the baton-twirling Go! Podunk Panthers 

Go! Girl. 

Rain shook her head and tried not to think of her childhood.  

=== 

Just before she died from Hodgkin’s lymphoma, Rain’s mother Mingmei took out a pair of 

beautiful jade earrings and said to her cousin Lucille, “Those are yours.” Lucille put down her chilled 

beer long enough to coo over them and grab little Rain tight and say, “And so is she.” With tears in her 

eyes, she promised she would take care of Mingmei’s girl after she had gone. At the time, she probably 

meant it.  

Two months after Mingmei passed away, Lucille swung into action with gluey candy in hand and 

beady eyes on Rain’s father. She picked up little Rain and jounced her so high, she almost hit the ceiling 

fan. It worked like clockwork after that. Lucille took Rain to a petting zoo; Dad took Lucille out for a 

movie and some grunty petting. Lucille bought Rain a cuddly koala; Lucille stayed over that night for 

some unedited cuddling.  

This carried on till Lucille moved into their house. Then Lucille didn’t bother much with Rain, 

except to ask her to get some beer from the fridge, and clean the kitchen sink while she was at it.  

Dad’s moods flickered like neon soon after. If he lost his job, Rain tiptoed around his dark 

brooding sulks that gave way to explosions of curses, smashed bottles, and tearful vows to never ever 

touch a drop again, so help me God. If he was flush with funds, she grew giddy around his spirit-sodden 

highs, the teasing graze of his stubbly chin on her nose, the trick knee he dandled her on.  

Through all this, Dad’s love for his precious baby-girl was constant. When Rain said she wanted 

to grow up and paint the Statue of Liberty’s eyeballs and lips, Dad said he’d tickle the Lady under her 

armpits till she had to bring her arm down for Rain to paint her fingernails, too. 
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Little Rain clapped her hands. “Pink?” 

“Pink. Pinky promise.” 

Rain’s own devotion took a guilty dip during Tex-Mex week at the neighborhood all-you-can-eat 

diner, when Dad pranced about and spoke in a ridiculously fake accent. He was on enchilada duty. This 

meant an unforgiving cylindrical outfit with a wide-brimmed sombrero. Every day, he crawled closer to 

spilling out of his costume. She hid behind a lamp post, on the brink of hopeless humiliation. Her 

classmates jeered and pointed. His hat fell off, his outfit burst, his face popped out, and he stood 

revealed in his shame. Rain was outed forever. My father! An enchilada!  

She stopped going to school, didn’t talk to Dad for days. He tried everything - even cartwheels, 

which only brought up his dinner. Rain finally relented after his hilarious turn as a ventriloquist’s dummy 

with a mind of its own. When he left a few months later, he was crystallized forever in her heart with his 

cheeky dummy grin, his stiff arm movements and his squeaky dummy voice.  

It was better by far to stick to the fun image of Dad the dummy with the red capital U smile. 

Better than admitting that Dad’s hatred for Lucille was far, far stronger than his love for his daughter.            

Rain tried to ink out all the nasty grey in the interim - the way Lucille nagged Dad about his low-

paying jobs till his shoulders slouched, the day Dad finally walked out and never came back.  

Rain cried every night that first week he was gone.  

“Once again, with feeling,” Lucille would mutter drily, surfing late night TV. 

Rain went through phases of bed-wetting and turning vegan. This came to a tremulous end 

when an angry Lucille, hand on hip, gave her baked beans for six meals running. Many stomach cramps 

and dry heaves later, Rain began to eye the fried chicken on Lucille’s plate with longing, and decided 

that staying vegan was too much work.  

Lucille had her own ways of showing tenderness. She fed Rain a few pot brownies till she started 

giggling.  

“Told ya. Helps us forget.”  

Later, Lucille bought a crystal ball and tarot cards and began to prophesy romance and travel in 

a husky voice to paying strangers. One of them was a one-armed chain smoker. One day, she flung Rain 

(still asleep) and her few belongings into his stolen van. They scuttled all the way to Baltimore, then a 

few months later, to a two-room set with broken panes above a laundromat in Anacostia in Washington, 

DC. After a few months, he left in a cloud of smoke.  

Lucille moved again to a run-down neighborhood nearby, but wasn’t happy in their rented 

house.  
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“I hate this place - its aura’s all wrong. Everyone talks funny around here,” Lucille said. “And 

don’t get me started on those noisy Africans down the street.” But the place offered gullible customers 

– ripe pickings for all her tinkering with tarots and tea leaves. So they stayed. 

Kunegunda down the lane often saw Rain sitting alone on the steps and gave her home-made 

babka to eat. She said, “Lucille only keeps you with her for the money that your Dad sends. She’s slowly 

stashing it away. You know what they say. Not all at once was Krakow built.”  

Rain’s eyes widened. If Lucille told Dad where they had moved, maybe he would come and visit 

Rain?  

Rain asked Lucille if what Kunegunda said was true.  

She snorted. “Don’t you believe that old hag. He’s not coming back. I saw your Dad in the park 

just the other day, picking up dog turd with a plastic packet. He had a woman with him. She had gloops 

of green eye shadow on her.” 

She knew that Lucille’s chances of actually having seen Dad near their house were the same as 

Kunegunda spotting an alien that looked like Jose the cable guy. Or Piotr with a Chihuahua and a violin. 

Still, it didn’t hurt to hope. 

=== 

It was spring. Rain went for a walk with Kunegunda. They had been talking incessantly about 

Pope Benedict’s impending visit to Washington, DC. Her life’s dream was to kiss the Pope’s ring, hand or 

any other (accessible or prolapsed) body part. She fantasized, she fretted. Suppose he didn’t come after 

all?  

“Back home we say, don't share the skin while it's still on the bear.” 

They passed the bearded man spinning his sign by the sidewalk again. “The Vatican Hides 

Paedophiles”.  

Rain stopped.  

“Stop staring like a calf at the painted gate,” scolded the old lady. “What is it?” 

Rain sniggered and nudged her god-fearing companion and watched her face crumple. Rain was 

surprised to find she didn’t feel quite as giggly about the old woman’s discomfiture as she would have 

liked.  

Rain bit her lip. She quickly asked her what her name meant, pretending to have forgotten. 

“You really want to know what my name means?” Kunegunda beamed. 

Rain nodded. 

“In Polish, it means Glory of God.” She paused for effect.  
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Rain’s exaggerated jaw-dropping act did not disappoint. 

The next week, Rain helped her get ready to wait for the visiting Pope’s cavalcade along DC’s 

Massachusetts Avenue. When his Pope-mobile passed rubber-necking crowds, the old lady proudly 

waved the bobble-head Rain had bought her. She did not know Rain got it off e-Bay for only $7.99.  

“So did the Ratzinger dude smile at you?” Rain asked later. 

“That’s his Holiness Pope Benedict XVI to you, missy! The sun was in my eye.” 

“He must’ve thought you were winking at him. Lady, you made his day!”  

Kunegunda turned pink and smiled. She gave Rain all her overdue lawn-mowing money. Rain 

asked her for another $25 for lunch money.  

“Eh, all goats jump onto leaning trees,” she grumbled, but gave it to her anyway. 

And that was how Rain bought her first ever Victoria’s Secret push-up bra. 32 B! Lime-green! 

Padded! With a rose print and a tiny bow! 

That night, she dreamt of Kunegunda and Dad and Lucille hugging Pope Benedict. For some 

reason, they were all wearing push-up bras on top of their clothes. 

=== 

For the next few days, Rain floated on air. She spoke to Lucille in a feminine, faraway voice. She 

made a video of herself in shorts and bra singing Rihanna’s Disturbia, which had just been released, into 

a hairbrush mic and posted it on Youtube - to what she hoped would be instant fame. She didn’t relish 

fighting off calls from Hollywood studios, but she had to do what she had to do. Only by sinking into a 

life of decadence could Rain fulfil her lust for corsets and bras of all vintages, colors and cups.  

Her grainy video garnered seven comments on Youtube. Three were borderline sick. The rest 

she exchanged emails with, and eagerly gathered into her IM embrace. There were no urgent calls from 

studios, not even porn star contracts she could imperiously turn down.  

=== 

Rain couldn’t tell Simisola any of this.  

She stood on tip-toe to hang up wet watercolors with clothespins and looked back at him. But 

he only pointed to her watercolor and said, “My friend Alex loves green just like you do.” 

She realized he was the only man within 25 miles who was blissfully unaware of her budding 

breasts.  

Rain wore her new bra under her T shirt all summer long, even downtown with Kayla. These 

days they met less. (“Homework,” apologized Kayla. “Boys” was what she meant.) They passed a 

Mexican eatery. She caught a whiff of chicken enchiladas. 
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“I miss my dad.” 

“Dude’s still alive?” 

Rain squirmed. “It’s complicated. He left, but I think he’ll come back.”  

“That’s so messed up...” 

“He wore an enchilada suit one time for a job.” 

“… And lame.” 

 “I dreamt that Simisola put Bandaid on my knee and kissed it.” 

 “Simisola and ew, Bandaid? Gross.”  

Once, Rain had painted Simisola’s cheek with her brush. He had pushed her away, laughing. She 

cherished that memory, the safe strength of his hands, the laugh that rumbled out of his chest like 

distant thunder. He wouldn’t remember, of course.  

“There’s a Starfucks!” 

Rain thrust out her breasts proudly as she pushed the door. “Crappucino for me. Your turn to 

pay.” 

“It’s always, like, my turn. Time you started stealing from Coleslaw’s purse.” 

“She’s Miss Kunegunda Boguslaw. It’s a Polish name, and not a bogus one. Don’t make fun of it.” 

“Whatevs.” 

On the way back, Kayla poked her in the ribs and pointed ahead. Rain saw the sign again: “The 

Vatican Hides Paedophiles”. It was the same man. The last time Rain had seen him, it was spring, with a 

nip still in the air. Now it was too hot to jump about. Rain adjusted her bra without thinking.  

=== 

Simisola let her use his half-used pigments, broken mosaic, scraps of fabric. He gave her advice, 

but didn’t cramp her style. He was out for most of the day. She sometimes ran errands for him. 

He let her watch as he worked. After some begging, he let her fix the edges. He agreed to pay 

her for it.  

“How old are you?” He counted three piercings on her ears. 

“Fourteen,” she lied, standing on tip toe.  

“Maybe I should ask your mom if it’s ok with her.”  

“She’s not my mom. She doesn’t care. I really need the money.”  

He studied her thin wrists and finally agreed. He warned her that much of her work would be 

repetitive. She had to limit herself to the borders and leave the rest to him.  

=== 
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“Green! I’ve been using so much green lately. Glorious Temper Tantrums of Color, Simisola calls 

them.”  

Lucille sat up. “Gagabumlay sounds gay to me. Does he hold his little finger up like this?” 

“No!! He. Likes. The. Way. I. Paint.”  

“Well, make sure Billigumbo helps you sell them. Then you can start paying me for all the soda 

you drink around here, missy!”  

“You met him once. I’m hungry. There’s nothing in the fridge.” 

“So go get the groceries. I’m tired.” 

“You mean hung over.” She wondered where she could do her homework everyday, away from 

Lucille’s constant sniping. 

=== 

Rain asked Simisola for the keys, so she could work in his house after school when he was out. 

Kayla was with her for moral support. 

He seemed to hesitate.  

“Yo, the name’s Kayla. It’s supposed to mean Keeper of the Keys.”  

“Really?” he laughed and tossed them the keys.  

A little later, Kayla got bored and left, leaving Rain the keys. 

Rain handed him his mail. “What does your name mean, Simisola Babatunde?” 

He shrugged. “In Yoruba, Babatunde means Your Father Has Returned.” 

Rain dropped her brushes, then she ran to him and hugged him tight. Her eyes were glistening. 

“I knew it, I knew it, I knew it!” 

“Knew what?” he patted her back, then pushed her away gently. “Enough. I have work to do, 

and so do you.” He picked up his jacket. “Remember to lock up when you leave.” 

She wandered through his rooms, looking through catalogues. She wore his jacket, inhaling his 

faint smell of soap, feeling snug in his almost-presence.  

The weather turned cool. They sometimes worked indoors, side by side. He whistled as he 

dipped his brush. She remembered Dad whistling as he worked in his undershirt. He must have been in 

his early thirties then, like Simisola.  

She began to tell him things she had never told anyone - about Dad’s promise to tickle the 

Statue of Liberty under the armpits so she could paint her nails. About Dad watching cartoons with her, 

and Lucille sending Rain off on some stupid errand because she couldn’t stand it.   
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Simisola told her of his unhappily married sister. Simisola was glad to be in the US. He was 

hoping to get his papers some day. He was lucky. He didn’t have to swab restrooms to get by. He did 

work for artist friends who had more assignments than they could handle. Cabs helped him pay the rent. 

Soon, his art alone would support him. 

On Friday, as he set off, he said, “You can work late tomorrow. I’ll be out all day at the annual 

“Crafty Bastards” arts festival in Adams Morgan. I’m helping my friend Alex sell stuff.”  

“Why don’t you ever take me with you? You keep talking about your artsy-fartsy friends.”  

“Actually, why not? It would do you a world of good, meeting fellow artists.” 

Her? An artist! He had used the word so casually. She felt a warm glow inside. 

He looked at her worriedly. He wished she didn’t miss school so often. Her own paintings, 

though still raw and uneven, showed promise. He really didn’t have much to offer her after the project 

was over. But all those random electric blobs and splats of color bubbling out of her were crying out to 

be trained into something transcendental.  

=== 

That weekend, Simisola took Rain on his friend’s motorbike to the very popular “Crafty Bastards 

Fair” in Adams Morgan. She took in the sound of the music, the smell of the food, the carnival air. She 

met his friends Fabio and Jon-Jon at their retro-chic stalls.  

Then she saw his friend Alex. Her heart sank. Alex was a girl! Her fingernails were all over 

Simisola’s arm. She had frizzy hair and made funky stuff. Rain saw the infinite possibilities of feather, 

lace and leather. Her artistic future unfurled in front of her eyes. She felt her head would explode. She 

looked at Simisola and felt a rush of gratitude.   

Rain and Alex exchanged emails. Simisola helped Alex put away everything, then gave Rain a 

ride back.  

She was so lucky! She looked up and gave heaven a high five.  

“God’s an okay dude,” she said out loud. 

“What?” his face half turned back. He negotiated a turn. She couldn’t see his expression as he 

switched gears. 

She saw the bearded man hold up “The Vatican Hides Paedophiles” sign as they turned the 

corner in the gentle fall rain. She pointed him out to Simisola.  

She felt the wind in her face, messing her hair, eating her words. She was happy to be alive. The 

road curved again. She put her head on his shoulder and went to sleep. Her strappy top slipped over her 
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arm. When they reached, Simisola tried shaking her awake, then half-carried her in. He sorted out his 

things, woke Rain up, and told her it was time to go home.  

=== 

Kunegunda next door spotted a sleeping form on Simisola’s motorbike. She saw him almost drag 

her in. Was she drugged? There was a familiar lime-green bra strap under familiar blonde hair.  

When Rain sleepily staggered out of his house a few minutes later in her high heels, 

Kunegunda’s gnarled fingers tightened around her phone.  

Rain flung her bag down on Lucille’s bed in the flickering light of the TV. “I was in Adams 

Morgan. You wouldn’t believe… ”  

But Lucille turned her head and pretended to snore.  

=== 

While Simisola was out, Rain finished his project. She sorted out her old work. She stared at a 

nude she had made months ago. She drummed her fingers. 

She went to his bathroom, put down the second-hand cranky iPod she had got off Craigslist for 

$25. She lowered her head over his basin and colored her hair. She put on some lipstick she had taken 

from Lucille’s bag.  

She decided to take off her bra. It was discolored with sweat. She looked around for detergent. 

Lucille was refusing to repair the washing machine, and timed her bath these days – she banged on her 

door and told her not to waste water the minute she got in.  

She hung her bra to dry under the shower, put on her T shirt and went back to work. She picked 

up the nude she had created. She traced its torso onto the bottom half of the art paper under an old 

profile of Simisola that she had made from his photo. She began to fill the neck and shoulders in with 

brown paint, and then did his face. After some hours, his facial profile was superimposed on the nude. 

She opened it to dry.  

Rain hugged her knees. Her work for him was over. She was afraid he would find it strange she 

still wanted to hang around. She didn’t want to go out of his life, or stop painting. She went to his closet 

and pressed her nose against his shirt. She felt safe, enclosed. 

He would live down the lane from her. She would babysit his seven children, he would buy her 

that Filene’s Basement cut-price designer bag she was craving. He would take her and her stunning 

boyfriend (with a haircut like Billie Joe Armstrong of Green Day) out to dinner somewhere fancy. 

Simisola wouldn’t go away without telling her. He would never leak out of an enchilada costume, either.  
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When she looked up, the sun had set. Her nude painting had dried. She rolled it up to carry 

home. She wasn’t comfortable showing it to anyone yet. It looked amateurish. 

When Simisola walked in, her stomach rumbled.  

“Still here? Hungry?”  

“Yup.”  

“Wanna grab a bite?”  

They went to a place round the corner. They passed Kunegunda with her shopping bags as they 

went inside the eatery.  

She wagged her finger at them. “Back home we say, he who is not obeying his parents is 

listening to dog’s skin.”  

Rain blew exaggeratedly sexy kisses behind Simisola’s unsuspecting back as he paid the money, 

just to see Kunegunda’s bushy eyebrows touch her hairline.  

He returned with their coffee and noticed the old lady at the next table.  

She looked him up and down. “Chlopski! Peasant!”  

His adam’s apple bobbed nervously. Did she know he still hadn’t got his immigration papers? 

She had had never bothered to speak to him after a misunderstanding with him over a crepe myrtle 

tree.  

They sat down. Rain gobbled her sandwich greedily. Rolled-up artwork she refused to show him 

lay next to her. She clearly hadn’t eaten properly for days. He wished he had the courage to talk to her 

obnoxious stepmom. She needed to feed a growing girl better, give her clean clothes to wear. Her T shirt 

was tight, her nipples visible. Should he ask Alex if she could spare some nice shirts?  

He wanted to talk to her about leaving her stuff around in her house, but didn’t want to jangle 

her nerves. Maybe helping her had been a mistake. She was too temperamental. Her sudden bursts of 

anger or affection made him uneasy. Why couldn’t she hang out with kids her own age? 

“Don’t you have any friends?” he asked Rain at last. 

“Oh, tonsh and tonsh,” she said, without any conviction. 

“Don’t talk with your mouth full.” He shook his head and reached across to wipe her chin. He 

took a sip of water, and did not notice Rain’s happy blush.  

But Kunegunda did. 

=== 
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When she got home, she carried her rolled-up nude to the kitchen. She was all charged up. 

She’d stay up and work some more. Her mind was teeming with ideas. She drained the last of the coffee 

in one gulp.  

“Give me your cup,” said Lucille. 

Rain gave a start. “I didn’t see you.”  

Lucille studied coffee grounds. “You’ll be a dung beetle in your next life.”  

“And in this life?” Rain’s voice broke. Lucille didn’t reply.  

Rain tried again. “Kunegunda been here?” 

Lucille avoided eye contact. Did she know something she wasn’t telling her?  

(Rain imagined the old woman filling her ears with gossip. 

Kunegunda: Black! Cab-driver! Blah-blah. 

Lucille: Dreadlocks?! Tattoos?! Mutter-mutter.  

Kunegunda: Psst-psst. In his house all afternoon!  

Lucille: I knew I shoulda smacked her bottom more often.)  

Rain suddenly didn’t feel like painting. Every sparkly idea she had hung limp and grey in that cold 

fluorescent glare. She went to her room disgusted, forgetting the painting on the linoleum. 

Rain woke up the next day with a sense of vague foreboding. She went to see Tropic Thunder 

with Kayla, who bought more popcorn than was needed.  

=== 

After Simisola left for work, Kunegunda came by and peeped through his windows. She pushed 

his door open. It was unlocked. A half-eaten apple lay on the table. Forbidden fruit! She wandered into 

the bathroom. She saw Rain’s hair-scrunchy and lip gloss on the shelf. She was practically living here! 

There were reddish stains in the basin. A T-shirt (the letter I, a heart sign, and a big apple painted on it) 

was on the floor. Headphones trailed from a pink rectangular object with a bitten-off apple icon on it.  

Kunegunda thought of Adam and Eve. Her upper lip grew moist. 

She spotted the lime-green push-up bra hanging over the tub. She picked it up.  

“Dirty old man!” He wasn’t really old, but she hadn’t been so worked up in her 81 years.  

She panted as she walked out and down the street towards Lucille’s house.  

Phone calls were made. 

In the afternoon, a police car pulled up in front of Simisola’s driveway. It waited.  

“Can we come in?” they asked when he returned.  

He stared dumbly, then nodded.  
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“How long have you known Rain?” 

They were inside a long while.  

=== 

Rain and Kayla couldn’t get into Simisola’s house. It was locked.  

“Kayla-Keeper-Of-The-Keys here! Let us in!”  

Silence. They waited, then left.  

=== 

Lucille - cheeks pink, shoulders perky, eyes bright with drama - didn’t look up when Rain got 

home. Snip, snip went her scissors. A torn mess of lime-green softness flopped on the floor like a 

wounded, wingless bird. “No more padded push-up bras for you, young lady.” 

Kunegunda looked up. “Let it go. As we say back home, when a woman has got off a wagon, 

horses have a much easier time.” 

Rain gazed at her blindly, then knelt and touched the rose pattern to cheeks streaked with tears. 

Her heart beat fast. 

“What. Have. You. Done.” All beauty had fled forever. 

“No more nekked pictures of men either,” said Luclille, quite enjoying herself in the role of 

moral guardian. 

Rain looked around wildly. The nude – her nude! - was on the table with a coffee cup over the 

groin. She screamed.  

“Why chase art when drama’s your thing,” asked Lucille, lighting a low-tar. She drained her cup 

on the nude and pushed it to the floor. 

Kunegunda raised a hand. “Enough. It’s not fair that the one attacked by ravens is also attacked 

by crows.” 

“My Simisola! AAAAAAAAAH!! How could you?” Snatching the scissors, Rain slashed whatever 

canvases she could lay her hands on. She ran a still-damp watercolor under the tap.  

Kunegunda shook her head at her, puzzled and devastated. She thought of all the Esperanto she 

learnt with the rest of the charming Gorski boys in her summer at Bialystok, and never used again.  

Rain picked up Kunegunda’s Pope bobble-head and flung it on the floor. It smashed into pieces. 

Kunegunda’s arthritic hands clutched a necklace with a cross on her bosom convulsively, then 

hung by her side. She held them out to Rain. “Why do you do satanic things, why do you let them be 

done to you? Nie rozumiem. I don’t understand.”  

Rain rocked on her heels and sobbed.  
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 “Poor Rain. Come, child. Come, child,” murmured Kunegunda. Rain weakly let herself be 

gathered into her bony arms. They stayed that way for a long time. 

Lucille, clearly not liking the cozy turn of events, yawned loudly and gestured at the floor. “Your 

mess. You clear it. I’m going to bed.” 

=== 

Rain moaned in her sleep. Sweet dreams of playing with Dad gave way to nightmares of an 

overstuffed enchilada splitting open to reveal itself in front of everyone. She saw Simisola’s hurt, 

bewildered face. She woke up screaming. 

“Once again, with feeling,” muttered Lucille in her sleep. 

 === 

Rain never learnt where Simisola went. Had Lucille reported him, or Kunegunda? Was he in jail? 

For what? Maybe he had been deported by now for being an illegal alien. She didn’t understand. She 

told herself she didn’t care. She decided she had outgrown her need for tears or explanations.  

She thought of setting fire to Lucille’s ghastly hair extensions or melting Kunegunda’s dentures. 

But the fight had simply gone out of her. When Lucille secretly read Rain’s diary and forgot to put it 

back, Rain stopped writing. When Lucille’ shoe heel made a jagged tear on one of Rain’s last few 

etchings, Rain shrugged.  

Rain snored in class, then missed class. Kayla dropped by a few times, then stopped coming 

round.  

Simisola’s friends Alex and Fabio splattered curvy graffiti on Lucille’s outer walls. LIAR! SOUL-

KILLER!! Rain knew Simisola would never do something like that.  

They toilet-rolled Kunegunda’s sickly crepe myrtle tree. She conceded it was done with a certain 

artistic flair.  

Rain threw her nude with the coffee stain in the trash. When new tenants with squealy kids 

moved in to Simisola’s house, she didn’t bother to collect her canvases that were still there. She walked 

the street hunched against the cold, ashamed of her breasts.  

Kunegunda came by with some hot soup for Rain. She looked at an old picture of Kayla and Rain 

giggling in Halloween costumes. Axes coming out of their heads, fake blood splattered fronts. They were 

so tiny and trusting, it broke her heart.  

She stood by the door, twisting her hanky. “Rain, maybe … maybe I made a mistake. When I saw 

you sleeping on his mobike at night … I was worried for you.” 

“It doesn’t matter now.” Rain lifted a listless spoonful. She wished it wasn’t so delicious. 
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“When I saw your clothes in his house, I thought he…”  

“Get out!” 

“But it was Lucille who went to the officials. Not me. In our country we say, the blacksmith was 

guilty, but they hanged the gypsy.” 

“Stop with the Polish gibberish!” She flung the soup bowl at her face.  

Kunegunda went away, but came back every day. She sewed loose buttons on Rain’s shirts with 

gnarly, trembling fingers, and when she bent to bite the thread, her upper dentures came off. Rain 

laughed, then saw her wrinkled face as she stooped to pick up her teeth and lost her needle. She looked 

tired and sad. Rain offered to wash her dentures for her, but she shook her head and wordlessly handed 

her the shirt without looking at her, then left.   

=== 

It was winter when Rain saw the man with the Vatican sign again. He waved the board about 

dejectedly, then just lay down on top of it. Rain could glimpse “Paedophiles” at one end, the rest was 

covered between his curled-up legs. She turned to Kunegunda walking past her with shopping bags and 

waved at something else so she wouldn’t notice. How that poor face had crumpled when Rain mocked 

her unfeelingly with the sign last year!  

The man with the sign pulled a blanket over himself and sat up. Rain had been on Simisola’s 

motorbike the last time she saw his sign.  

Where was Simisola now? She looked up, wondering if God even cared.  

“Crafty bastard!” She pointed her middle finger up to the sky. 

“Eh?” said Kunegunda, lost in her memories of her first ever dance with Piotr and Oskar. She 

had been full of such hope, before everything changed.  

Rain looked back at the man with the sign one last time. He was shivering. She thought of Dad in 

his enchilada costume. It was just a job. Tomorrow, that job could just as well be hers. 

Kunegunda was nice to her these days. Nicer than anyone had ever been. She had given her a 

new paint-set last week. Rain had begun one still-life of worm-ridden apples in the garbage.  

“I’d like to start painting portraits again,” Rain whispered, linking arms with the old lady. 

“Whose?” Rain looked at her face. There was drama in those wrinkles. “Yours.”  

Kunegunda clapped her hands. ““So the little goat comes back to the old cart now, eh? Another 

one with Oskar maybe, when he shows up?”  

“Okay, okay. And his chihuahua and violin.” 

 “What about my Piotr? And my new tabby?” 
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 “Not all at once was Krakow built,” Rain said, chiding her gently.  

“And that alien I saw again last Wednesday with one antenna missing?” 

“The one that looks like Jose the cable guy? Sure.” 

The man with the sign looked after them and smiled as they turned a corner and then were 

gone.  

Nandini Lal (USA - India) 
Nandini Lal is a freelance writer, editor and critic based in Washington, DC. She has been ad copywriter, poet, 
judge for film shorts, TV columnist and contributor to newspapers and magazines . 
This story was selected for a reading at George Washington University in 2009. 

 

 



104 
 

 

 



105 
 

 

THE VANISHING MAN 

Rumjhum Biswas 

Satyabrata Chatterjee looked at his old Favre Leuba watch. He had received it as a wedding gift 

from his wife’s parents. There were brown spots like freckles on the dial. A cheap faux leather strap had 

long replaced the original leather. But it never occurred to Satyabrata to replace the timepiece. It had 

been with him during those first heady days of getting into close proximity with a woman, serving him 

faithfully through the dull familiarity of marriage, children and the slow but steady rise up the clerkdom of 

his career. Satyabrata looked at his watch in the copper light of the setting sun and inhaled slowly. His 

life sifted through his mind like the sand inside an hourglass, as the watch ticked its second’s hand with 

the slow preciseness of an arthritic.  

Today was his last day at work. Rather, it had been his last day, for the working hours were now 

over. His colleagues had bidden him their official farewell during the lunch hour. Satyabrata’s farewell 

gifts were neatly stacked on his otherwise empty table. There would be plenty of time to open and look 

at them at home.   

Satyabrata was looking forward to his new retired life. He would get up later than usual, and 

linger over his morning tea. He would read the newspaper at a leisurely pace; haggle more tenaciously 

with the fishmonger. He would also buy some things that he had put off buying for a long time, now that 

he had the money. Satyabrata on the advice of his eldest son Debabrata, Debu for short, had not opted 

for the pension scheme. Instead he had chosen to take his provident fund and pension in one lump. The 

thought of all that money sitting in his bank account, waiting, made Satyabrata feel rich and generous. 

The first thing on his list was a pair of diamond earrings for Urmilla. She had wanted a little 

something, by way of jewelry, with diamonds in it for such a long time. Urmilla was not a nagging wife. 

But she had a way of sighing that used to almost break his heart when they were first married, though 

that feeling had given way to helplessness and even impatience as the years went by.  Still, as her 

husband and her provider, Satyabrata had always tried to fulfill her wishes. While, Urmilla on her part 

had borne him two sons and a daughter; cooked decent meals and massaged his back and legs. She 
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was a good wife and Satyabrata felt that he could and ought to indulge her, even if it made a little dent 

in his retirement money. 

“Satyada? Still here?” said Manoj. 

Manoj was the office peon, whose many duties included bringing tea for the clerks and other 

babus, and sweeping the office after and before work hours. 

“Feeling a little sad, Satyada?”  

Satyabrata got up, smiling affably. The thought occurred to him now, looking at Manoj’s friendly 

enquiring face, that his colleagues and superiors had not been showing much interest in him lately. 

They had also gone through the motions of his farewell in a distant polite sort of way. Satyabrata did not 

mind. He had not really expected them to be emotional about his departure. He was just one among 

dozens of senior clerks doing the same work day after day, year after year until the faces of his 

reporting officers, one replacing the other as each was transferred every third year, blurred into an 

unrecognizable yet familiar face, and he no longer cared who he reported to.  

“Sad? Not at all,” said Satyabrata. “I am a grandfather now! It’s time I stopped working and 

played with my little dadubhai!” 

“Ah, yes, yes, you are right Satyada,” said Manoj. “Now, if only I was as fortunate as you. But 

what can a man like me do? Look at me. I am past retirement age, but I have to work. My sons are 

useless; wife almost bedridden. My wretched daughter ran away with a scoundrel…” 

Manoj’s voice took on a wheedling note. Everybody in the office knew about Manoj’s troubles. 

He always had a tale or two of woe for the unwilling, though patient ears of any babu he managed to 

corner. Manoj’s whiny monologues occurred with monotonous regularity. The babus put up with it 

because Manoj was the most indispensable person in the office. Without Manoj to bring in the tea every 

midmorning and afternoon, they would have died of thirst, and the office would have collapsed if Manoj 

wasn’t there to transport the constant flow of files and papers, back and forth. Today however, 

Satyabrata felt he could dispense with that obligation. So instead of encouraging Manoj with a kindly 

‘hmm’, he frowned, gathered up his presents and long black umbrella with impatient hands, and started 

towards the door.  
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Manoj sensing Satyabrata’s impatience, hurried after him. “Satyada?” he simpered. “You won’t 

forget us now will you? You will remember this poor brother of yours?” 

Satyabrata relented. A little lump of sentiment suddenly bobbed up inside his throat. He had 

worked here for forty years, in fact he was one of the oldest employees, and now on his last day at 

work, Manoj was the only one who seemed sad to see him go. But that was how people were. They 

only cared about you as long as you were of use. To each his own gain; Satyabrata felt philosophical. 

He patted Manoj’s shoulder. 

“I am a free man now Manoj! Free to indulge my memory whenever I want. But will you 

remember me?” 

“Oh, yes, of course Satyada,” said Manoj, clutching Satyabrata’s hand eagerly.  

Satyabrata smiled. Perhaps Manoj was asking for a little baksheesh. Well, he was not going to 

get it. He had no business to wheedle baksheesh out of a retired man. A thin curl of disdain crept into 

Satyabrata’s smile, which Manoj either did not or pretended not to notice. 

Satyabrata spent the first few weeks of his retirement doing all the things he had planned. He 

went for leisurely morning walks. He poured tea into the saucer and sucked it with relish as he read the 

newspaper. He took long naps in the afternoon. And, he played with his year old grandson. 

Urmilla was almost delirious with happiness with her diamond earrings. Sonali, their daughter-

in-law, did not look too pleased. Satyabrata saw her whispering to Debu. This was a small cloud in 

Satyabrata’s sky. Nothing could mar his present holiday mood. 

Satyabrata started to take a keen interest in the house after the initial holiday euphoria of his 

retirement. He discovered cracks and leaks that needed mending. The house also needed a fresh coat 

of paint, a new set of curtains. Unlike in the past, Satyabrata felt that he could start doing up his house 

then and there, instead of waiting for the Puja bonus. It would not be such a bad idea to get the house 

spruced up immediately, as he would soon be looking for a bride for his younger son. 

Shaktibrata, Shakti for short, had got a decent job with the Indian Railways. He was still a long 

way away from becoming a stationmaster, but it was a good start. Satyabrata had heard that railway 

employees could earn a lot of unaccounted for money. If Shakti played his cards right, who knows, he 

might even start earning more than Debu, who by virtue of his good academic result, was a bank officer. 
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That would cut Sonali down to size a bit. She had been acting snotty with him lately. With these 

pleasant thoughts running through his mind like the cooling rivulets of rain down the concrete path 

leading to his house, Satyabrata felt refreshed, even a little young. He took his empty cup to Urmilla for 

a refill.  

Urmilla was cooking lunch. Even though they had a daughter-in-law, Urmilla preferred to cook. 

Satyabrata assumed that she preferred to do the cooking. She was after all the mother-in-law; she could 

easily have made the younger woman take over. But he was glad that she still cooked. Satyabrata did 

not relish Sonali’s cooking, though Debu seemed pleased enough with her culinary efforts. Satyabrata 

put his cup down next to Urmilla, where she was squatting near the stove. The bonthi lay on its side 

close to her, and a mound of cut vegetables rested on a large wicker basket next to it. Satyabrata put 

the cup down silently. He did not have to say anything. He knew that Urmilla would notice the cup and 

quickly make him some more tea, even if it meant taking the pot off the stove. The diamonds in her 

ears, despite being as small as the dust swept up by a broom, caught the midmorning sun and glittered. 

Satyabrata looked at her fondly, before returning to the newspaper and his easy chair.  

Satyabrata opened his eyes with a start. A low growl, not unlike that of a half starved, kicked 

about puppy told Satyabrata that he was ravenous. He must have fallen asleep. He got up to see 

whether Urmilla had fried any papads. He would enjoy that with his second cup of tea. Urmilla was 

nowhere in sight. The cup sat where he had left it earlier. 

Satyabrata was annoyed and a little puzzled too. Urmilla had never done this before. 

“Where’s your Maiji?” he asked the maid who was clearing up the utensils. 

“Why dadababu, she has gone for her bath!” 

Urmilla was usually the last person to take what was her second bath of the day. She always 

took shower early in the morning before entering her Puja room. She bathed again after she had 

finished her household chores, and the men had eaten their lunch. Then she ate hers along with Sonali. 

Satyabrata looked at the clock hanging over their dining table. It was two thirty in the afternoon. He had 

overdone his pre-lunch siesta it was true, but what annoyed him was no one had bothered to wake him 

up with a cup of tea, even though he had asked for it. He strode off to confront Urmilla. 
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“O-go what is this?” He said. “Are you so busy nowadays that you can’t serve your husband a 

cup of tea?” 

Urmilla stood on the verandah bending slightly backwards. She had a gamchha clasped in her 

hands like a skipping rope, which she brought down with remarkable accuracy over the sheet of wet hair 

swinging down her back. Droplets of water splattered from her hair and hit Satyabrata full on the face. 

They felt like miniscule slaps against his cheeks. Satybrata’s temper rose. He felt like shaking the water 

off from Urmilla’s hair with his hands. 

“Hanh-go, aren’t you going to answer me?” He cried irritably. 

Urmilla stopped drying her hair and looked at him in surprise. 

“What’s the matter? Why are you shouting?” 

“Why am I shouting she asks? Why am I shouting? It is already two thirty. Have I been served 

my lunch? I asked for a cup of tea more than two hours ago! That cup is still lying where I left it in the 

kitchen!” 

“Oh? Is that all? Well I was too busy cooking to see your cup. As for not calling you for lunch, 

well since you were sleeping, I didn’t like to disturb you.” 

Urmilla went inside. Satyabrata followed her, feeling somewhat foolish. He didn’t like creating 

scenes. But it had never been necessary in the past to express his wishes loudly. Perhaps his staying at 

home was making him too accessible. A man ought to keep a distance from his own family if he wanted 

any respect. Satyabrata decided to go out of the house more often. But where? 

There were not too many people of his age-group in their locality. They were either much older 

– “senile!” – Or much younger – “a bunch of louts!” He could not loiter at the market because that would 

delay Urmilla’s cooking. He could not go to the cinema all the time, too expensive. He was better off 

watching TV.  

The last idea turned out to be a lame duck. There was one TV around which every body 

gathered in the evening. Since Debu and Shakti would be at work during the day, and the women folk 

would be busy with their chores, he could watch TV to his hearts content in the mornings. As it turned 

out, not only did the women folk watch TV, they were virtually addicted to the various serials shown at 

specific times. Sonali switched on the TV the minute Debu left for work, and whether she actually 
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watched it or not she sat on the sofa in front of it, idly flipping through the pages of a film magazine, 

getting up only to administer to the needs of her child, or go to the bathroom. Sometimes she did get up 

for longer periods, but only when Urmilla requested her help, in a sweet, cajoling voice. Sonali went 

slowly and grudgingly, grinding her round hips against the sofa as she got up to go. Satyabrata 

marveled at how Urmilla’s behavior had changed towards Sonali. He had never heard such dulcet 

notes; such coos and trills before. 

 Urmilla enjoyed the same TV programs as Sonali. So she often took a break to watch parts of 

the soap operas and film song programs that Sonali was watching. Satyabrata’s year old dadubhai had 

his own TV shows to watch as well. That left only the evenings when Debu and Shakti were home. They 

enjoyed the news and sports channels, same as Satyabrata. But watching TV in the evenings soon 

became a frustrating experience for him. Either or both would constantly switch channels. It seemed 

they wanted to watch two or three things at the same time. Satyabrata would just begin to get 

engrossed in a particular program when either Debu or Shakti would switch to something else, and then 

back again. So much of channel switching made Satyabrata dizzy, but nobody seemed to notice. 

Satyabrata noticed. He noticed everything with growing bitterness. The way they never 

bothered to reply when he spoke; ignored him when he entered a room. Debu even cozied up to Sonali 

once in his presence, and that shameless hussy did not even have the grace to blush! 

As for Urmilla, she seemed to be on much better terms with her daughter-in-law these days. 

Previously she used to have some complaint or the other, and Satyabrata would comfort her by saying 

that Sonali was better than most girls of her generation. He would cite examples, culled from gossip that 

he had heard at office. Besides, once Shakti brought home a wife she would be able to see Sonali’s 

good points more clearly. Urmilla would smile to herself whenever he made this last observation. He 

had not understood at that time. But after his retirement, and with Shakti’s wedding almost finalized, he 

believed he as just beginning to decipher the meaning of her smile. Once Satyabrata even caught her 

combing Sonali’s hair, talking pleasantly about this and that. Satyabrata found something distinctly 

Manoj-like in Urmilla’s behavior. 

Satyabrata felt that the only person in the house who would welcome him whole-heartedly was 

his dadubhai. But even here he faced barriers. He discovered that his little grandson, who could barely 
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walk, followed a strict regimen. He ate, bathed, slept, went for walks and watched TV at specific times, 

which did not necessarily match with Satyabrata’s. 

Satyabrata decided to go for long walks by himself. He hoped that his prolonged absences 

would remind his family that he was still the constitutional head. “Familiarity breeds contempt,” quoted 

Satyabrata to himself. If the women folk saw less of him during the day, they would definitely start 

respecting him as before. Initially it seemed to work. But one day when Satyabrata returned home much 

later than usual, he discovered that the whole family had eaten; the table was cleared and no one had 

even bothered to keep a plate for him. 

“I might as well be invisible!” thought Satyabrata bitterly. Two salty tears rolled down his cheeks 

and rested against his dry lips. As Satyabrata licked them off, his tongue encountered day old stubble 

round the corners of his mouth. He had forgotten to shave, and of course Urmilla had not noticed. There 

was a time when she would complain softly and seductively when he forgot to shave, even after the 

children were grown. But nowadays she preferred to be coy with her sons and daughter-in-law. 

Feeling humiliated and defeated, Satyabrata sat on the easy chair in their verandah. He thought 

of the money he had spent so freely on these turncoats. He thought of all the years of scrimping and 

saving to put his children through college and get his daughter and older son married. He thought of his 

wife and her diamond earrings. This was life. You worked like a slave when you were young so you 

could enjoy a bit of peace and respect in your old age, but from the moment of your superannuation you 

began to sink into oblivion. He buried his head in his hands to hide the tears that any passer by might 

happen to see, thereby increasing his humiliation. At this particular point he resembled the old man in 

Vincent Van Gogh’s painting, but the painted version probably garnered more attention and sympathy 

than the one of flesh and blood, sitting on an empty stomach alone with just himself for company. 

Days passed. Satyabrata, feeling that nobody cared, did not bother with his appearance. He 

went about in shabby clothes, recycling and re-using his own and his sons’ discarded clothes. He took 

little interest in meals, but resorted to raiding the kitchen whenever he felt hungry. Urmilla sometimes 

screamed at the maid or chased an innocent stray cat. She did not notice even when he pilfered food 

right from under her nose. Once he even snatched a biscuit from his dadubhai’s hands, just to see his 

reaction. But the child merely looked at his hands, wriggling the chubby fingers in fascination. 
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Satyabrata looked at his grandson for a long time, and then ashamed of himself returned the biscuit to 

the still wriggling fingers.  

One day Satyabrata decided to pay his office locality a visit. His ex-colleagues may not have 

time for him, but surely the canteen boys at the cafeteria, which he used to frequent during lunchtime, 

the Paan-shop where he bought his sachet of Paan Parag, and Manoj would remember him. He would 

enjoy listening to some real gossip.  

Satyabrata swung his black umbrella as he walked along the road. He almost believed that he 

was a workingman once again. The old landmarks, the potholes on the road, the faces of the bus 

conductors, shop owners and even many of the pedestrians seemed so familiar and welcoming that 

Satyabrata couldn’t stop smiling at all and sundry. The fact that nobody returned his smiles did not 

bother Satyabrata. He had not come this way for so long, so how could he blame them? Soon 

Satyabrata came to the Pipal tree under which a barber set up his open-air shop everyday. Most of the 

office peons had their cheeks shaved here. Satyabrata knew the barber by face. He had often nodded 

at him, though he had never taken up the barber’s offer of a haircut and shave. Satyabrata rubbed his 

chin. Maybe he would surprise the old boy today. Just then Satyabrata spied Manoj, walking less than 

three feet away from him. 

“Ki Manoj?” he hailed. “How’s work? How are the babus treating you?” 

Manoj did not answer. He hurried down the road, carrying a bundle of letters with a busy man’s 

worried expression on his face. Satyabrata’s face reddened at this slight. How dare Manoj ignore him, 

that ungrateful wretch! 

“Did you see that?” he said to the barber. The barber smiled ingratiatingly. “What are you 

smiling about? You oaf!” 

But the barber went on smiling and nodding his head. He did not seem to have heard 

Satyabrata at all. Satyabrata felt worse. Now a roadside barber who would have been overcome with 

pride in the past if Satyabrata had patronized him was ignoring him. Anger welled up, almost choking 

him. Satyabrata wanted to choke the barber and smash the mirror on Manoj’s head. He spat viciously 

on the road as he turned to go. 
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Just then, his eyes fell on the glass shop window of an electronics showroom. Reflected in it, he 

saw people around him going about their daily business. He saw the barber smiling ingratiatingly at a 

potential customer who did not want a shave and was shaking his head vigorously to get this point 

across. He saw a couple of his ex-colleagues who had probably gone out to have a private conversation 

on the pretext of a cup of tea. He saw a lady looking at a washing machine inside the shop, but not 

daring to question the nonchalant salesman. Satyabrata saw the whole world around him reflected in 

the glass. This used to be his world too before his retirement. But his own reflection was missing. His 

curiosity roused, Satyabrata peered into the glass for a closer look. Nothing.  

Satyabrata stood very still, digesting this discovery. He could no longer hear the noise of the 

traffic and people around him. He tried catching a glimpse of himself from every possible angle, still no 

reflection. He felt panic rise in his breast; his heart fluttered wildly. Satyabrata turned around and 

squatted in front of the barber’s mirror. The mirror gazed blankly back at him. He picked it up and 

peered closely. The shadows cast by the swaying leaves of the Pipal tree and portions of an office 

building were visible. But his face was not, even when he held the mirror right up to his nose. 

Satyabrata almost lost his balance as he got up. Was it true then? Had he indeed vanished? 

Just to make sure, Satyabrata made a face at the gentleman standing directly in his path. It was a 

deliberate action and Satyabrata made certain they were face to face. The man did not react. 

Satyabrata made a face again. Still no reaction. The man stared ahead as if there was no one standing 

in front of him, and nothing had happened.  

Reeling from the shock of his discovery, Satyabrata walked unsteadily to a patch of muddy 

grass between two intersecting streets. It was supposed to be a small park, but was so badly 

maintained that nobody used it, except for beggars and rickshaw pullers. Satyabrata sat down heavily 

on a bit of still wet grass. He looked around him. He had vanished from this world. Nobody could see or 

hear him. He repeated this to himself a number of times, like a child trying to memorize his tables.  

As he sat there thinking about his life after retirement, Satyabrata became more and more 

convinced that this phenomenon had not occurred overnight; instead he had been vanishing layer by 

layer, like an unwanted oil painting that occupied space in a square of canvas, space that another set of 

oils could use. Satyabrata mused over his life, and in doing so felt himself moving away, like a man who 
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has just disembarked and is watching the train pull out from the station.  He leaned into the grass, and 

breathed deeply. His anger and outrage began to soften and ease off, ultimately turning into 

compassion. He tilted his head skyward as he exhaled, returning the sky’s hard glare without flinching 

even once. He had actually vanished. He had completely vanished. Now he was free, truly free! 

The hilarity of his situation struck him like a bolt. He was invisible. Therefore he could do 

whatever he liked. It did not matter any more. He could take off his clothes and dance naked right here if 

he liked! He could go back home and fart loudly in their faces as his family sat down to eat. He could 

piss into their tea. He could do anything, no matter how preposterous, and still get away with it. And, 

Satyabrata started to laugh. He guffawed with his head thrown back, his hands akimbo. Satyabrata 

Chatterjee laughed as he had never laughed before. 
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THE WIDOW’S TALE 

Irene Dhar Malik 

 

All of us kids of my generation called her Bar-dida, which meant the elder grandmother.  

Strictly speaking, she wasn’t really my grandmother, but my maternal grandfather’s elder brother’s wife. 

In the true Indian tradition of showing respect to elders, Ma and Baba referred to her as Baro Ma (elder 

Ma), while we children addressed her as Bar-dida. I never knew her age for unlike her  

husband, Bar-dadu, who didn’t have a single strand of black hair in his wavy silvery mane, Bar-dida  

looked the same for a very very long time – from when my memories of her begin, till the time I was  

studying for my Master’s degree at Calcutta University, when she would always land up, just before  

examination time, at the modest rented accommodation that my brothers and I inhabited.  She would 

immediately take charge of the kitchen, ensuring we had nutritious meals during the exams. We lived 

away from our parents because their jobs were elsewhere and Bar-dida tried to fill in for doting exam-

time parents. By then it had been almost two decades since her husband had passed away.  She was still 

the figurative head of the family, but just that. And she still looked the same – tall, all skin and bones, 

fragile as though a strong breeze would carry her away, with eyes that were crinkled with age and 

laughter, and hair that was still almost black. She always carried with her a stale smell of the paan that 

she loved to chew and I am afraid oral hygiene wasn’t a big deal for her. Yet she was not without some 

innate grace… or perhaps I should say there was a quiet touch of dignity in the way she lived her life. 

I was very young when Bar-dadu passed away, so I don’t know if he left any money for his 

widow. If he did, it couldn’t have been much since he was only a humble village postmaster. The 

villagers, who were quite illiterate, used to have great respect for this man who took out time to read 

and write their epistles, but I doubt if that ever translated to any money. I don’t think either Bar-dadu or 

Bar-dida worried much about old age and retirement, or about the fact that they were without any 

offspring and therefore should plan for old age. Those were the days when people still liked to believe 

that the extended family was one large, happy unit sharing all their sorrows and joys. Bar-dadu and Bar-

dida didn’t have children but they had several siblings whom they had always shared their home with 

and whose children and grandchildren they had always considered as their own. They had always 

behaved like the heads of the huge family, doling out advice, affection, discipline, admonishment or 

money, as the need may be.  
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When Bar-dadu died, his siblings gathered from all over and wept endlessly, saying they were 

orphaned now. His wife, whose white sari with a coloured border now gave way to one which was 

relentlessly white, mothered the brood, telling them that one cannot question the ways of the Lord. If 

he calls, one has to go. She, like always, made sure that no one went hungry – the siblings, their spouses, 

their children and grandchildren. Amidst all the grieving, no one forgot to make her give up the colours 

in her life – her clothes, her jewellery, the red and white bangles which, along with the vermillion dot on 

her forehead and the red in the parting of her hair, had signified that she was a wife. She was to no 

longer eat meat and fish or consume anything other than milk and fruit after sundown. I was a tiny tot 

then but I remember the oppressive atmosphere of grief and how it was not considered proper to run 

around noisily, laugh or scream – all the things that we city-bred children loved doing during our village 

excursions. We were miserable about our small sacrifices but devised quieter games, like collecting clay 

from the nearby pond and shaping various things from it. One afternoon, with a few deft strokes, Bar-

dida demonstrated to us how to make clay dolls. I recall especially loving rolling out tiny balls to press 

down on the grooves we made for the eyeballs.       

While we played with clay, the elders waited out the mourning period of thirteen days charting 

out what should now be the course of Bar-dida’s life. The siblings of her late husband who lived away 

from the village home each wanted her to come and live with them, but she preferred to stay on in her 

home with the part of her family that lived there. As the ones who were refused sulked, she promised to 

visit everyone soon.  

 

I don’t think I thought much about Bar-dida till I went to the ancestral village again. The 

occasion was a happier one – perhaps a wedding – and the children were running around playing, 

getting gifts, stealing sweets and doing quick obeisance whenever they encountered some newly arrived 

elders. There was a new house next to the now-crumbling old house; only Bar-dida lived in the old 

house now. The old house did still house the kitchen and Bard-dida was the first one to enter it every 

morning and the last to leave it every night. I asked my mother why everyone else slept in the new 

house except Bar-dida, and she asked me not to ask too many questions. Bar-dida’s saris were not so 

white now and there was not much to differentiate her from the other maid servants, except that 

people came and touched her feet and sought blessings. She smiled and blessed them, sometimes 

kissing the younger relatives with the mouth that smelt of stale paan.  

My grandfather too must have noticed the stained saris for he insisted that Bar-dida come and 

live with his family for a while. Bar-dida was reluctant, saying she had a lot of responsibilities that she 
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couldn’t run away from, but in the end, she gave in. My grandmother did initially mind the elder lady’s 

presence in the house for she was supposed to give in to her wishes as a respect to seniority. Soon she 

realized that Bar-dida was an ally actually, one who shared all her chores without laying any claims to 

authority. My grandfather bought her some new clothes and my grandmother might have given her a 

few bits of wartime fourteen-carat jewellery to wear. Her worldly possessions were not much – they all 

made up a tiny cloth bundle till my mother passed on an old suitcase to keep the stuff in. I was too 

young then and didn’t wonder about what happened to her things, all the things that she must have 

possessed when she ran her husband’s household – clothes, utensils, jewellery…  

One day Bar-dida told us all that her husband had come to her in a dream and asked her to eat 

fish once more. There were a few looks of disbelief exchanged but my grandfather – a grand liberal in 

some matters – decreed that his eldest brother’s wishes couldn’t be ignored even if he was now dead. 

My own grandmother was extremely disapproving of the fish-eating widow, even though she later 

followed the same practice upon my grandfather’s demise. Anyway, quite a bit of outrage followed the 

outbreak of the news. Some people laid the blame on the British firm where my grandfather worked, 

others on the English-medium school the grandchildren attended; at any rate, there was much tch tch-

ing and disapproval of the fish eating. Bar-dida meanwhile made up for the years of abstinence and 

went back to relishing her Ilish, Rui, Katla and Koi the way she used to before widowhood. She still 

dressed like a widow and my grandfather explained to anyone who cared to listen that the reasons why 

young widows were not allowed to eat certain foods were for suppression of carnal desires and 

therefore not applicable to a lady as old as my Bar-dida.  

 

One outcome of this incident was that Bar-dida now became dependant on my grandfather. If 

she did have any claims to the land she had left behind, the house, or anything else of any value, it was 

all lost to her forever. All that was hers now fit into the old, weathered leather suitcase with rusty locks. 

As a curious teenager I would look out of the corner of my eye when she opened the suitcase and find 

nothing more exciting than a few bundled up saris, frayed and discoloured petticoats and blouses. And 

yes, there was a brand new sari with a purple border which she had decreed as unsuitable for widow-

wear. That sari had been promised to me for when I cleared my class ten board examinations and 

graduated to wearing saris (or at least Bar-dida hoped that I would). There were no bundles of letters, 

no photographs, no money… Yet someone must have started the rumours that the old lady had a neat 

and steadily growing pile stashed away in the suitcase. 
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See how she always locks the suitcase. 

And ties the key to her sari. 

Money keeps disappearing these days… 

 

I don’t recall when the tongues started wagging and who they belonged to but I remember the 

whispers that eventually grew so loud that even Bar-dida heard them. She looked hurt, not quite 

knowing what to do or say, and ending up looking even a bit guilty. It’s true that sometimes a few coins 

and notes would disappear but grandfather had about half a dozen servants and more children, so it 

was grossly unfair to point fingers at Bar-dida. Also, money is often misplaced or stolen by people at 

whom no one thinks of pointing fingers. Bar-dida had been an easy target and I am ashamed to say that 

when the whispers reached me, I didn’t even question them but allowed them to get more deafening. I 

don’t know how Bar-dida must have felt – homeless, unloved, helpless – but she tried to carry on as 

before. After all, where could she go? There was a brother she would occasionally visit, but he was old 

and didn’t have the means to support another. 

I am more ashamed that I didn’t speak up because by now I was old enough to do so and 

because Bar-dida had always loved me a little bit more than the others, telling me stories, teaching me 

neat little culinary tricks and even massaging my legs after a tiring day of cricket which she thought I had 

no business playing. I had even stumbled upon the actual thief. I had seen the thief one lazy afternoon 

when the whole household was sleeping and I had embarked upon the mad idea of climbing up the 

bamboo ladder to check out the red chillies drying on the roof in the sun, something I was explicitly 

forbidden from doing. I saw the thief through the tiny grille at the top of the wall, just below the false 

ceiling. I had watched the thief in shocked silence and then waited for a long while before going down, 

frightened that my knowledge would be discovered. The knowledge soon grew into a guilty burden that 

I found impossible to share – how would my grandfather have felt about one of his own daughters 

stealing from him, allowing another to be blamed? I never found that out, nor what was my aunt’s need 

or compulsion that drove her to steal.       

Actually Bar-dida did have a bit of money sometimes. Those days, whenever a visiting relative 

left after staying for a few days, he or she would hand out some money to all the children and servants 

of the household – the denomination depending on the financial situation of that relative. Bar-dida had 

gradually become a part of this group and some money would be thrust into her hand, a little guiltily 

perhaps because it was never much. She would tie this money in a little knot at the end of her sari, using 

it to buy her paan and occasionally some sweets for the kids. When the money would finish, she would 
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wait for my grandfather or grandmother to replenish her paan stocks, never once asking. My 

grandfather never did stop looking after Bar-dida’s needs, even coming down heavily on the whole 

household for the whispering episode. 

Bar-dida was a woman of simple needs and widowhood had made her habits almost frugal. She 

ate little, tried to make herself useful and always volunteered to do any chore that she was capable of 

handling. She would be so happy when someone – maybe my mother – gifted her a new sari during 

Durga Pujo, or if someone just talked to her. I remember one strange night when I shared her bed and 

we talked like we never had before or did afterwards. I had asked her about her childhood, her parents, 

her life as a young girl… it was a huge effort for her to remember and she replied with pronounced 

pauses. I remember thinking how so eerie it must be not being able to recall your own childhood. I guess 

she had by then become so much a part of the family she had been married into that she really couldn’t 

relate to the fact that she had once had another life. 

Life became tougher for Bar-dida after my grandfather passed away. There were many 

claimants to my grandmother – she was the mother after all – but no one was really keen on having Bar-

dida live with them. People lived in cities now, had smaller homes and even smaller hearts. She shuffled 

from household to household, always rendering some service and yet feeling like a favour was being 

done to her. She helped when someone was born, when someone was ill, or died. She was there at 

naming ceremonies, engagements, examinations, and wherever there was need for free and trusted 

labour.  And at night, after all chores were done, she would massage her own weary limbs, curling into a 

tight ball to sleep. She never told anyone about the tired old bones and no one ever asked. Or if they 

did, it was probably as polite conversation, with no intent at follow-up whatsoever.  

I wonder sometimes if her love was unconditional or did she try so hard to please because she 

needed us… I remember her being there for me during my graduation examinations, taking over all 

responsibilities of the household and letting me doze off in peace surrounded by all the books that I was 

supposed to be reading. She would wake me up with a cup of tea early in the morning saying,  

I know when you slept last night! So get up now! 

I can pretend to be nicer than the others and say that I loved Bar-dida, but I know that would be 

a lie. Even though she gave me the sari with the purple border, I always stopped a few steps short of 

loving her. It bothered me as I grew older that a woman could be so totally submissive and dependent. It 

bothered me to see the servile manner in which she hovered around me as I ate, waiting for me to 

praise her cooking. It bothered me that everyone was exploiting her and that was supposed to be the 

way things happen in this world. 
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And then the unexpected happened. One day Bar-dida  disappeared. People called up each 

other to check but no one knew where she was. We weren’t really really bad people, so we called 

hospitals and cops too, even checked on distant relatives. No one had a clue. After some days, everyone 

got used to her absence and no one really missed her. For a while, some strange theories about her 

disappearance did the rounds whenever there was a family gathering – stuff to do with kidnappings and 

trafficking in human organs. And then everyone forgot her except for rare and seemingly fond 

reminisces that are possible only of those who are safely out of our lives. 

I saw Bar-dida one last time a few years afterwards, or at least so I imagine. It was after my M.A 
examinations and I was touring in the North with a friend. One of those cheap trips you make when you 
are not really earning and don’t mind roughing it out. Our tourist bus had stopped at Mathura-Brindavan 
since it seemed to be everyone’s idea of a tourist destination. Tired of the beggars and touts, my friend 
and I sat in the bus eating peanuts and waiting for the other passengers to return. Suddenly my eyes 
saw a familiar figure, so frail that the wind could blow her away. Her head was shaved like that of most 
of the widows around and she wore no blouse. A dirty worn-out sari was draped around her frail form 
and her hand stretched out for alms – the timeless beggar.. I got up and almost jumped out of the bus to 
go after her. But by the time I caught up with her I was consumed with such a deep sense of shame that 
I found no words to call her with.  

 

Irene Dhar Malik  (India) 
Irene Dhar Malik writes short stories, edits films, cooks, mothers, travels, dreams, writes other stuff, connects on 
facebook, reads… in no particular order… all of which make up for a chaotic, but fun life.  
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CAST OUT 

Sucharitta Dutta Asane 

The train stops in the dense night by a temple that stands on a hillock. A Banyan hugs the walls 

of the medieval temple where a mute god waits, guarded by his bull. Trains passing this way stop to pay 

homage to the god but the people who stand at its windows and doors, hands joined in ardent prayer, 

cannot see beyond the orange and yellow rampart-like exterior, the Banyan’s canopy around the 

temple’s shikhar, or the tall fluted pillars around its façade. They cannot see the intricate carvings that 

run along the length of its pillars, or conjure fantasies about the men who carved the motifs. They bow 

their heads to a god they cannot see, to a temple that on dark nights is a mere shadow jutting out of the 

hill. 

Trains whistle in response to prayers sent up from their doors and windows and snake up the 

slope towards other destinations. There is no station at this point but people say trains always stop 

here. 

A man waves the green light, waits till the train stops blinking at him, and walks to the temple. 

He prays at the entrance. Let my son have a son this time Lord. Let him have a son this time. How many 

more do we send to you? He steps away from the door, an ear cocked as though for the muted wails of 

lives taken before their time.  

The priest waits for the man to depart, lights a lamp for the night and leaves for home. Let the 

village committee appoint me head priest, Lord; let it appoint me head priest. 

He walks slowly towards the cycle parked under the Banyan tree and dreams of the motorcycle 

he wants to buy. The village head priest riding his Bullet. It won’t impress his wife, but others will look 

up at him. He turns back to look at his deity asleep for the night.  

*** 

 

I am Tara.  

Every morning I walk around the temple, pour water on the Banyan’s roots, tie a red string 

around its enormous trunk and bow my head before Bholenath. Today, I cannot enter the temple. 

Today, I am stained red. 
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The village wakes early. From here I see it laid out below—mud huts and stone houses, thatched 

roofs and cement-and-brick buildings, landlord’s mansion and farmers’ cottages, the whitewashed 

village committee office, houses at the periphery with unwashed walls, smaller temples nestled among 

trees and hidden in the crops where village women and the elderly offer prayers round the year, TV and 

wireless towers. 

I see the village well where women congregate; they watch now as I walk down the hill to my 

house where my husband waits for tea. My husband, the temple priest, dreams of becoming Lord 

Shiva’s head priest some day, mediator between human and divine. 

*** 

From the well, the women watch Tara. Her appearance today mocks their age old beliefs, no 

matter that she is one of them.  

“She’s returning from the temple.” 

“She went to the temple! Today!” 

“Haan!” 

“It’s her time of the month!” 

“I saw her.”  

 “Hey Lord Shiva! No wonder the signalman’s son can’t have a male offspring!” 

“What does that have to do with Tara?” 

They turn towards the young woman they had welcomed into the village as a bride a couple of 

years ago, still in her veil, still new to the village and its ways.  

“Why don’t you leave her alone? After all, she doesn’t enter the temple on these days.” 

“You don’t know our ways, not yet, Janki.” 

“I know your ways. They are no different from the ways I come from.” The young woman 

mutters to herself but doesn’t venture further. She knows the dissonance of her own thoughts. She 

thinks of the home she has left behind and smiles under her veil, remembering how it was her father, 

not the women of her family, who understood her unorthodox views. She looks at Tara walking 

downhill, head held high, her saree flaring behind her in the morning breeze, oblivious to the gossip 

around the well.  
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Whispers take wing. They swish through acres of corn, bang along the edges of wind-rattled 

windows, gurgle in brooks where men bathe and women wash clothes, nestle in the hollows of the 

Banyan where woodcutters saw at branches, and come to rest at the temple door where the priest 

blesses newborns with holy water and tulsi leaves.  

With the whispers fluttering in his ears, rustling at his feet, the priest walks home where Tara 

waits for him.  

“Why did you go to the temple this time of the month?” 

“I didn’t enter it.” 

“Even then. People don’t like it.” 

“What about you?” 

“Why do you, woman?” 

“You didn’t answer my question.” 

“When the villagers don’t like it, you shouldn’t.” 

“I don’t live in their house.” 

He glares. “I do mind.” 

“What’s wrong with standing at the door and praying?” 

*** 

Once a month I provide entertainment for the village. With Maha Shivratri round the corner, my 

husband is busy with no time for whispers now. This year the TV people will make a film out of our 

devotion. The reporter who has come to record our Shivratri celebration is curious about the temple 

and its history, the Banyan, our rituals, beliefs ... She wants to meet me. I wonder what it is she seeks in 

me. 

We sit by the old discarded well; the rail tracks below disappear into the forest, up a steep 

incline. Is that why the trains stop here, to breathe before the climb? The temple’s double shikhar 

dazzles in the afternoon warmth. Below us, a train waits for the signal to bow out of God’s presence.  

“This place looks mystical.” 

“Why do you want to record our celebrations?” 
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“You know, I saw the temple once during a train journey and was hooked. It looked so... so, er... 

what shall I say, exotic, as I said, mystical? Anyway, when our channel thought of recording village 

festivities, I remembered this place.” 

We sit quietly; I still don’t know what I can offer her.   

“Will you be here only till Shivratri?” 

“Let’s see what we’re able to get. But right now, I want to know about you.” She smiles at me; 

her nose ring glints.  

I wait. 

“You know, you seem different from most of the women here. So why?” 

“Why? Why what?” 

“I mean, why do you live here? Er... you could also live in a city, couldn’t you? Wait! Don’t smile 

like that!” 

I run my right palm over my smile. “What’s wrong with it?” 

“It has fate written all over it.” 

“But that’s right. My fate brought me here.”  

She smiles; she will ask me again. Then, “How long has this temple stood here, Tara? Do you 

paint it every year?” 

“The gods need cleaning up, na?”  I laugh. 

She stares, then looks back over her shoulder at the temple.“Will this temple hold up much 

longer, Tara? What does your faith say?” 

“My faith has nothing to do with this temple’s life.”  

“You visit the temple even during your menstrual cycle. I’ve heard the villagers don’t like it.”  

“Do you believe in such things?” 

She looks into the distance. “Will you offer puja during Shivratri?” 

“I offer every year... You know, my mother was a priest.” 

She sucks in her breath and sits up straight. I look away from the camera she turns on me.  
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*** 

The priest stretches his legs and curls his toes to ease the tiredness out of them. Maha Shivratri. 

Lord Shiva’s night of justice. The temple clamours with prayers and the tinkling of bells, heaves with the 

press of bodies and their sweat; sometimes he worries that the old walls will succumb to the pressure. 

He shudders to think about it, and then shudders again; the whispers are louder than the throbbing 

crowds … the signalman’s son has had a daughter again; he clenches his fist thinking of the tiny shroud, 

the pit behind the temple… some say the mother is going mad. And all the while, the whispers gather 

around him. 

The priest’s wife soiled the temple. 

The signalman’s son can have no son. 

The priest ought to do something. 

Why does she visit the temple in her unclean state? Why is she so headstrong? Why can’t she 

think of his position in the temple? His future depends on it. If nothing else, she can at least think of the 

temple’s sanctity, its purity. Not even that? 

“Nothing is purer than thought.”  

He feels frustrated with her logic.  

“Your temple doesn’t get dirty if I don’t soil it?” 

‘Nonsense!” 

“When I question, it is nonsense. Why?” 

“You and I will die one day. That temple has stood for centuries. Lord Shiva is immortal.” 

“Lord Shiva is immortal, not the temple. What if the temple crumbles one day? Will I be 

responsible for that too?” 

“The villagers might think so. But come now, why should the temple crumble?” 

*** 

 Only the temple and I were privy to plans about its future. When the men arrived with pen and 

paper and instruments to measure the land, I was at the temple. They took off their shoes and folded 

their hands before Bholenath; they discussed ways to demolish the temple without hurting the people’s 
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feelings. I understood parts of their conversation. The rail tracks had to be widened… steep climb… hill 

to go… I was confused.  

The temple and I heard the discussion, but only its deity knew what would happen.  

*** 

 Amidst the clangour of Shivratri bells, the priest is besieged with queries.  

“Pujari ji, why don’t you talk to your wife?” 

“She shouldn’t defile the temple’s purity.” 

“No woman comes here during her bad days.” 

His own voice sounds hollow to his ears.  

“What makes these days so bad?”  

“You and such a question, pujari ji? You know the shastras better than us.” 

“Not the shastras, the prayer books. You forget I am only a priest.” 

“Still, pujari ji. You know our rituals don’t allow women in their impure days to step into temples 

and prayer rooms or eat the holy prasad. How can you let your wife break the rule?” 

“I’ll talk to her.” 

“Pujari ji, do you know why the signalman’s son can’t have a male heir?” 

“Has he found out?” 

“You’re making fun of us! You know very well that it’s because of your wife’s behaviour. Lord 

Shiva must be angry.” 

“I see.”  

*** 

On my way up the temple steps, I meet Janki.  

“Will you wait? I’ll be back soon.”  

She smiles in assent. I return earlier than I want to; she is pregnant and I don’t want her to wait 

in the hot sun. Handing over a sprinkling of the sugar I had offered to Bholenath, I look into her doe 

eyes. “What did you pray for today?”  
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She smiles, her eyes dance. “My in-laws want me to pray for a son. The first child in the family 

after 15 years should be a boy, you know,” she says. 

“So, did you pray for a son?” 

She moves away towards the shade of the Banyan, takes out a spool of sacred red thread and 

walks around the tree. After tying the thread around the trunk seven times, she returns to where I wait 

for her.  

“You know, when I stand before Bholenath, I am a free woman.”  

“How?” 

“Who knows what my silently moving lips pray for? Who knows whether I pray at all? Can 

anyone prove I didn’t ask for a son?” 

*** 

The priest cannot sleep. Beside him, Tara sleeps peacefully.  He watches the steady rise and fall 

of her breasts, the crumpled heap of her saree around her and the spread of her hair on the pillow. He 

touches her gently—her arm, waist, forehead. He nudges her. She sits up alarmed.  

“Did you hear anything about the temple?” 

She gapes at him. The long vigil has left her tired. But she knows him and recounts what she 

overheard at the temple.  

Early in the morning the priest leaves for the village committee’s office. The headman sees him 

climb the steps and gingerly places his newly acquired cell phone, a gleaming, tiny, laminated black 

thing, on the table before him. 

“What brings you here so early, priest?” 

“The temple… what is my future there?” The priest had planned to introduce his worries rather 

than blurt them out. 

“Your future? What about the temple’s future?” 

The priest blinks and gapes. 

“Do you not know about it, priest?” The headman’s booming voice brooks no ignorance. 

“You mean the railway…? I... I was referring to the head priest’s position.” 
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“What will you priest over, eh? And what is this I hear about your wife?” 

The priest looks around the room.  

“I’ll talk to her.” 

“Do that. You want to lord over the temple, but in your own house...?” 

The priest turns to leave.  

“Oh ho, pujari!” He turns back. The grain trader stands behind the headman. His bejewelled 

fingers twirl his new toy, the keys to the car his son has financed from abroad. He looks lovingly at it, 

replaces it in his shirt pocket and turns his attention to the priest. “Tell your wife to conform or else.... 

carry on her antics outside the village, with the other outcasts.” 

When the priest reaches home, Tara braces herself for the onslaught. 

“Have you no shame, woman? Did not your mother instruct you well when you were growing 

up?” 

“My mother was a priest. She never missed a day of puja as long as she lived.” 

“She died young.” 

“Was she cursed to death? Is that what you want to say?” 

The priest turns away. 

*** 

 

The signalman sees Tara enter the temple precinct. The mud at his feet is still fresh.  

Tara’s anklets jingle as she climbs the final steps and stands at the temple door.  

His forehead throbbing with an unknown thought, the signalman turns homewards; his shovel 

grates along the ground.  

Tara hears it and looks back.  

He hurries down the hill. 

She returns home to find it in disarray. Copper pots and steel tumblers roll away as she pushes 

open the heavy door. Bedsheets and pillows, prayer books and clothes lie around in dirty, finger-stained 
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heaps. Her eyes pick out the individual household items as she sets about putting them back in place. 

The priest is not at home; she is silently thankful that he is spared this sight. 

At night, as she quietly serves him his food and listens to him describe his trip to the city, she 

keeps secret her own travails of the day.  

A knock sounds on the outer door.  

Her hand trembles momentarily and the lentils spill over from the ladle she holds. The knocking 

resumes rapidly on the door and windows. A metallic object grates along the window bars. She 

recognises the sound and pushes away the utensils.  

The priest opens the door to find the village at his doorstep. 

“Where’s Tara, pujari ji?” 

The priest looks from the signalman’s face to his son’s, to the others collected in the motley 

crowd of women, men, young girls and boys. They peep into the house; he follows their gaze. Behind 

him, the kitchen door stands open; beyond it, darkness. He feels the rush of bodies as they pour into the 

house and out through the open door. He trembles alone in the room suddenly emptied out, thinks of 

Tara alone out there, and finds his sandals at last. 

Tara races through brambles and shrubs, along grassy lanes and hard stony ground; she hears 

the clamour behind her.  

Will this village demand her blood? Blood for blood? 

She doesn’t stop to question; anger grows within her as she runs uphill towards the temple. She 

will find refuge there, only there. The mob closes in on her lone figure flying through the night.  

She stumbles as one foot sinks into soft wet mud and steps back in shock. The pit where the 

signalman’s infant granddaughters are buried! Horrified, she stands still. Behind her, she sees the crush 

of people, hears their anger; at her feet, lives lost before their time.  

She shakes her head and her hair, hurriedly done up, cascades down her back; it streaks behind 

her as she flees once again till she reaches the temple door.  

Today she should not enter.  
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As she thinks of other ways to escape, a hand reaches out and pulls her back. She stares into the 

hate-filled eyes of the signalman’s wife. Other hands will grab her too. She struggles free and runs into 

the temple as shouts rent the air.  

She hears her husband supplicating, “We will leave this village, go away! Don’t harm her, I 

beseech you.”   

“We don’t believe you. She’s done enough harm already.” 

“Get out of the way!” 

“Where will you go? We will banish you anyway.” 

“We will leave. Let her be.” 

She reaches the sanctum sanctorum and scrambles into it. 

The voices cease.  

She leans against the idol, panting, her heart pounding, head throbbing. Her saree brushes 

against it, her temple rests against its cold stone and she stares at the deity, close to her, cheek to 

cheek. She wants to live in this moment of exultation, but there is no rear door here. She turns around 

to face her assailants. 

A collective gasp and complete silence 

She stares at her pursuers. The priest stands aside, disbelieving. What has she done? Inside the 

garbha griha, the sanctum sanctorum? In her condition? 

Revulsion for the unanticipated, the unaccepted, seals their mouths, chokes their voices. They 

cannot believe their eyes. Does the night play tricks on them? Is she really inside the venerated space, 

Shiva’s private chamber? Staining His purity? 

“How will we worship here again?” The grain trader sounds belligerent. 

“How could she do this?” 

Tara smiles as she looks at the deity, “What will you do, Bholenath?” 

The priest finds his voice. 

“We will leave. Why create more trouble now?” 

“What about the idol?”  
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“Take it home,” the priest says. 

“Whose home? ”  

“He’s everybody’s god.” 

Women and men are aghast, “How will we worship an impure idol, pujari ji? How can you 

suggest this? Don’t you see what she has done?” 

“In our time, we didn’t even enter the kitchen. And she!”  

“No! No! We cannot allow this. We cannot worship the idol any longer.” 

The voices rise in unison.  

Inside, Tara turns towards the idol and gently wipes caked sandal paste, turmeric and vermilion 

from his forehead with her saree end. She picks out the dry flowers at his feet and puts them away in a 

heap on the floor. She picks it up, staggers under its unexpected weight, and walks out with Bholenath 

nestled in her arms, her dark hair curling over his locks. Nobody moves. When she reaches the temple 

entrance with the deity, the priest takes one last look at the petrified assembly and falls in step by her 

side.  

In the moon’s surreal light, the empty temple stands silent, its deity outcast.   

Down below, a train screeches to its ritual halt. The passengers bow their heads and send up 

prayers to a god they cannot see.  

 

Sucharita Dutta-Asane (India) 
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CAPE FARM No.432 

Jayne Bauling 

 

“What is this Act?” the man wants to know. 

    “The Leprosy Repression Act.” They have sent someone from the Church to explain things. 

    “Since when?” The man’s brother has always been a clever one, quick with his mouth. 

    The Church person has been keeping his distance.  Now he stiffens, offended by the question, 

perhaps finding it impertinent. 

    “Since last year.” Speaking very slowly and puffing out a sigh to let them know he’s indulging 

their ignorance.  “The Act was passed in May 1892.  It means admission to the hospital is no longer 

voluntary.  The movement of lepers is restricted.” 

    The man doesn’t understand all the words but he knows this is about him because of the one 

word he knows well.  Please, it is about him.  There have been rumours.  That’s why they have kept the 

boy hidden.  Now the middle girl is showing signs. 

    Hiding himself would have been useless.  The small community of sullen dirt-poor knew.  It was 

a neighbour who first gave his affliction its name when he was still worrying and wondering.  That was 

after it stopped being just the weak muscles and a strange stiffness to his earth-coloured skin, with its 

patches of rash. 

    The name came from the only book he knows, not to read but to listen to, verses read in 

Church, in the days before he stopped going because the people there were afraid of him and asked him 

to stay away. 

    A doctor passing through used the word again, killing his hope that the neighbour had been 

guessing or trying to scare him, as ignorant as the rest of them about what was causing the lesions and 

loss of sensation. 

    He has been afraid for a long time now.  Once some young men and women stoned him.  Mostly 

people turn back or draw aside if they see him coming.  Their children run screaming, screaming their 

fear and their names for him.  Even the braver adults look away or keep their eyes downcast, as if the 

sight of him might infect them, or perhaps just infest their dreams.   

    Now that he has only one working eye, he sees them as distorted as they must see his unbound 

feet and fingers and face. 
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    “Blink,” his woman would remind him because of what that doctor had told them about some 

part of the eye with a long name, but with no feeling he can never blink unthinkingly the way other 

people do – the way he used to – and the scarring blindness has come to his right eye. 

    “Please, the hospital?” he questions the Church person. 

    He has grown timid, fearful of others’ fear.  He hears his timidity and hates it and himself; he is 

no longer a man. 

   But he is also thinking hospital.  He cannot imagine what a hospital might be like, but he knows 

that people go to hospital to die or be cured. 

    “On the island.  Robben Island.  Even you people must have heard about it?  It’s nearly fifty 

years since they moved the lepers from Hemel-en-Aarde, daar by Caledon.” 

    You people. 

    Island.  The man has never seen the sea. 

    “The hospital?” His woman is the one to ask.  “Hulle kan fix?  My man?” 

    She has never cried, always talking of the new century coming, the 1900’s when things will be 

better, people cleverer. 

    “There is no cure.” The words drop like hailstones.  “But it’s a soft life for the lepers on the 

island.  The other incurables – mental patients mostly – they have to work, I hear.  Also the common-law 

and political prisoners left there when they sent the ordinary criminals back to the mainland. The island 

is a good choice.  Secure.  It isolates dangerous cases.  When you think about it, it’s better they’ve made 

this new law.  You don’t want to infect others, do you?  Your family?  The community?  When it was 

voluntary quarantine the patients would come and go.  They’d get homesick, want to see their families.  

There was no control.  They were only admitting around twenty-five lepers a year.  But last year they 

took in over three hundred, and they expect at least two hundred this year.” 

    Took in. 

    “I don’t want to go,” the man says. 

    “You have to.” The Church person tries to soften his voice but he is impatient to be away from 

them, clustered outside their one-room shack with its add-ons at either end.  “You have time to say 

goodbye.  I don’t know what you can take with you.  The authorities may think anything you bring is 

contaminated.  I’ll send a message when it’s time.”  

 

His brother and some cousins try to stop them when they come for him.  He is tugged 

backwards and forwards, shaken and stretched like a scrap fought over by hungry curs. 
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    But he is no prize. 

    “I will help them,” his brother says, but already it is sporadic help, with only intermittent casual 

work to be had on local farms or in the nearest dorp, where the man has no longer been able to go 

looking for jobs because the people there recognize his affliction.   

    His woman still doesn’t cry, but her mouth gapes wide in a silent scream. 

    Worst is the wailing of his children – and the silence and invisibility of the boy and the middle 

girl, hidden away, lesions becoming deformities. 

    

It’s bitter. 

    Frightening.  The roughly oval island seems to sit so low in the wild grey sea.  The man feels he 

could be swept away or drowned any time.  Everything is damp.  He has never imagined being 

surrounded by water.  It takes something away from him.  A place to go.  The possibility of escape, of 

refuge. 

    The screaming of seabirds fills his ears.  The sea sucks and hisses.  He hates the absence of 

quiet.  The wind torments him, flinging moisture and grit even though he can hardly feel them, his skin 

and peripheral nerves destroyed.  Nose, eyes, earlobes, testicles, hands and feet.  Dead.   

    Loss of sensation.  He hasn’t felt properly for a long time now.  At home missing sensation led to 

accidents, and the injures his woman tried to treat would get infected, eating away at him. 

   He recognizes himself in the Bible stories.  Only no one heals him.  He’d be the one to go back 

and thank the Man if it happened.  He vows it. 

    Here on the island they are categorized as “Europeans” or “Other than Europeans”.  He is Other.  

The races are segregated.  He sees that there are better conditions for the whites.  A cottage has been 

built for two white women lepers. 

    There is no difference in misery. 

    The sexes are also separated.  They even pray separately.  In 1895, when the man has been on 

the island two years, he is among the male lepers who build the men-only Church, the pew-less Church 

of the Good Shepherd, designed by some famous man with an English name.  This separation is a cause 

of great grief and anger for those men whose women are also on the island.  The man is glad his woman 

is at home, but the missing is bad even though he hasn’t been able to feel much of her hands and mouth 

and body for a time he no longer measures. 

    He misses touch. 
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    In death the island lepers are equals, gathered in the same way, yet still divided on the lists.  His 

rudimentary reading ability makes little sense of words on some burial instructions for three dead until 

another patient interprets for him. 

    1 eur + 2 col lep. 

    As well as the screaming birds there are rabbits and seals, the robbe which give the island its 

name, the same clever fellow patient says.  

    Birds battling the wind, their calling a lost sound, wind mourning over the island, and the suck 

and swell of the sea.  They never stop.  If they subside a little then the man can hear the coughing sound 

made by seals.  All are alien to him. 

    It is too far and costs too much for his woman to visit him.  Letters come from her.  Someone 

reads them to him, and he knows that someone else has written them for her.  Shyness stilts both scribe 

and reader as much as it inhibits speaker and listener.  Four people, one letter.  Once there is a letter 

from his clever brother.  It is bristling with anger and a sort of humour that disturbs the man. 

    That’s partly because here on the island he can go to Church again without people shrinking 

away from him.  He attempts to join in the hymns, and he listens to the readings, trying to find clues in 

them.  He prays in the hospital ward, and at outdoor prayer meetings organized by the most religious of 

the inmates, and in the Church when it is built. 

   Then no more letters come and he stops praying, but he still attends Church.  Refusal causes the sort 

of trouble from which he shrinks, interrogation and disapproval. 

    He misses feeling.  Touch.  Sex.  He remembers them.  All the time. 

    At night in the ward he is party to other men’s nightmares.  Their mutters and groans are a low 

counterpoint to the winter rain and wind.  Only their screams rise above the unceasing rumour and roar. 

    He thinks about his boy.  The middle girl.  Are they properly hidden?  They must not be found.  

Must not come here.  Better avoided or even stoned there than sea-surrounded here.  Cut off. 

    He is homesick for the shack he has heard called a hovel.  The longing is as big as his fear.  Both 

are greater than any of the physical sensations that once shaped his days and nights – hunger and 

satisfaction, desire and release.  

    Simple sensations granted amid the hardships of their relentless poverty.  He yearns for them.  

For familiar – family – faces and voices.  The sights, sounds, smells and flavours of home, but how long 

before sight must follow touch from the list of senses? 

    Then he truly will be a Biblical figure.  He pictures himself lurching blindly between rough 

wooden crutches, calling out, ‘Unclean.’ 
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    Or ringing a bell to warn away the healthy.  The whole.  The clean. 

    He would do it, if he could live on the mainland again, among his own people.  He would pay 

that price. 

    The resident Church people and those who visit are all different.  There is one man who is in an 

agony of terror every time he comes among the lepers and especially if he unexpectedly meets them out 

of doors, with no chance to prepare and steel himself. 

    Another is harsh in his teachings, as if he believes they must have sinned to be so afflicted. 

    The man chooses the most approachable and asks to go home.  He swears to do the bell and 

calling thing or whatever else they can come up with. 

    “You could give me a badge to wear,” he suggested.  “Or something to tie round my arm in a 

colour that will let people know about me.” 

   “People would see for themselves anyway,” the middle-aged man says, neither kindly nor 

harshly, stating a fact.  “You must have experienced that, even before your ... condition reached its 

present stage.  But you know the law.  You have to remain here.  You’re cared for, are you not?  Fed and 

sheltered?” 

    Hungering and cold. 

    The doctors and nurses say no differently.  A nurse writes to his woman for him. 

    “Sê vir haar: please, she must get money to come see me here.” 

    He wants to add something like “ek verlang baie” but he shrinks from sending such words 

through a stranger. 

    There is no reply to the letter. 

    The only way in which he is not alone is in wanting to get off the island. 

   There are escapes.  Or attempted escapes.  They only hear of the failures, men betrayed or 

drowned.  If there are successes the lepers don’t learn of them, although myths grow up around certain 

figures once familiar on the island, now vanished from sight.  Most of those who go past mere talking of 

escape are the prisoners.  The man isn’t sure what either a common-law or a political prisoner is. 

    He knows he cannot escape.  Even blue and white in summer, the encircling ocean is alien.  He is 

as afraid of it now as on the day they brought him here on the boat.  He cannot swim. 

    He can only be taken off the island. 

    Then there are the suicides. 

    “Mostly mental patients,” one of the hospital inmates says. 

    “Does that mean suicide is insane,” another tries to make a joke. 
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    The man doesn’t know if it’s insane.  At some time in the past, he thinks he has heard someone 

describe suicide as a sin, possibly against the Holy Spirit, he cannot remember exactly. 

    He can’t ask any of the Church people.  It’s the sort of question that would get him watched, 

even restrained. 

    Because it’s not only the mental patients.  There have been two suicides in his ward.  There are 

also rumours about a prisoner who either hanged himself or got hold of some poison, the method is 

unclear. 

    If he could know it wasn’t a sin. 

   If he could know what death is. 

    He is a fearful man.  Fear-filled.  Full of fear.  He turns the words round in his head.  He wishes 

he was learned, a reader.  Then he would know which was right.   

    Playing with words in his head is one of only two distractions that he has.  The other is listening 

to better-educated lepers, learning from them.  There are two who read and share facts that are of no 

use, even when they are facts about the island. 

    “Robben Island is just a name,” one sneers.  “The island is registered as Cape Farm no. 432.” 

    Distraction usually fails the man after only a few minutes.  Awake or dreaming, his mind is host 

to pictures of his past life, but all as distorted as his face and the faces around him. 

    He sees his woman with his brother, with a stranger.  He doesn’t know which is worse.  He sees 

her leprous.  His children stumble across his mind’s eye.  In these visions it’s not just the boy and the 

middle girl who are sick.  They are all infected.   

    His fellow-patients tell stories about how the disease is caused, horror stories but with enough 

possible truth in them to fuel nightmares.  The doctors’ explanations are different, given dispassionately.  

Even coldly.  One, visiting from the mainland, talks about another doctor, called Hansen, somewhere 

overseas, who discovered something to do with leprosy.  The man listens without understanding the 

medical words.  When was this, he wants to know. 

    “Oh, more than twenty years ago,” the doctor says. 

    Twenty years, and still no cure.  So what use was the discovery, whatever it was? 

    He’s not one of those who scream in his sleep.  He wakes fallen on to the floor, sustaining 

scrapes and scratches he cannot feel. 

    His boy.  The girl. 

    His greatest fear is of seeing the boy when the new sick are brought in.  The boy who will be a 

young man by now.  If he still lives. 
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    At night there is only one place on the island from which they can see the lights of the city under 

the mountain on the mainland.  People call it a small city.  To the man, brought through it on the way to 

the boat, it had seemed immense.  He had never heard so much noise or seen so many people.  He 

never wants to go there again unless it is to pass through on his way home. 

    But he knows no one to help him home.  He has no famous name or powerful connections.  He 

is no one.  Nothing. 

    Leper. 

    When the new sick come, he watches.  Every time.  The boy is never among them.  These are his 

best moments.  Not seeing the longed-for. 

    Imagining him safe.  Hidden.  Still there in the small community where screamed names and fear 

and stones are the worst that can happen. 

    Imagining him as he was, the disease arrested.  Static.   

    But this thing progresses for all of them, even cared for by clever doctors here in this hospital 

that is a prison. 

    A day comes.  The usual sharp anxiety.  He watches the new arrivals.  The boy isn’t among them.  

His son. 

    He breathes, as well as he can in the damp air. 

    Another day.  He is outside when he sees a new arrival for the women’s section.  She moves like 

an old woman, crippled by the disease that has also blunted her facial features. 

    Still the man knows her.  His middle daughter. 

    He shouts, tries to hurry towards her.  He is thrust back.  They take her away. 

    There is a fist clenched around his heart – as he thinks of that interior core of emotion.  It is 

squeezing mercilessly, the pain leaking, spreading through him, burning in the back of his throat. 

    There is also relief, an easing.  She is from home.  He will get news.  Anticipation buoys him.  He 

needs to talk to her.   

    Some of the male inmates whose women are also on the island have ways of getting round the 

segregation rule.  The man tells them about his daughter and he becomes party to their chance 

meetings with the women when they’re out of their buildings. 

    His daughter is never among the women.  Perhaps she is too sick to come outside. 

    Worry churns in him, making him ill. 

    He sends a message through a patient whose leprous woman thinks she has seen the girl.  The 

man asks if they can manage to meet, sending suggestions. 
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    “And what news from home if she is too sick to come out?” he adds.  “My people, you know?  I 

don’t hear any more.  Her brother, my son?  How is it with him?  And my woman?” 

    The answer comes after three days.  The other patient doesn’t try to soften it. 

    “She says she hates you.  You gave her this thing.” 

    The man absorbs the brutality and knows there can be nothing good, but still he must ask, “And 

the others?  Did she say?” 

    She had said.  Coming through two strangers, it is confused, but the man understands enough.  

His brother arrested for knocking down a farm overseer, cousins barely surviving, and his woman and 

children – their need dire.  A new man.  The middle girl offensive to his sight.  The boy they would keep 

while he was fit to help with physical labour, but only while. 

    And one more thing. 

    “She wants to die.  She says she will find a way.” 

    The man bows his head, but only for a moment.  Next he flings it back, his working eye staring – 

heavenward. 

    Sin or not. A silent shout.  Sin or not.  It doesn’t matter any more. 

END 

Author’s note: in 1931 the Robben Island lepers were transferred to Pretoria. 
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LIFE WITHOUT Z 

Alex Smith 

Prologue  

 

The clock was a quaint anachronism, especially in that lab, yet all eyes were mesmerised by its 

red hand jerking through the last five seconds of that unholy minute.  

‘Ladies and gentlemen, it is 9am,’ said the professor overseeing the Advanced Realms 301 exam 

at the University of Cape Town. ‘You may now commence creating a universe.’  

‘You have eight hours,’ was the last thing the professor said before he settled down to read a 

ludicrously expensive newspaper with a special report entitled “United States of Africa 2020: The New 

Global Superpower.” 

 

At a desk in front of the professor, José Kabila studied the exam instructions and tasks labelled 

from A to Z. His FOR-screen, affectionately named Esperanza, panted as she awaited her first codes of 

instruction. The white dog (an Argentine Dogo) of the screensaver blinked, and occasionally glanced this 

way and that, as if picking up scents. Her ears were pricked.  

‘We’re going to have to hurry,’ José said softly to Esperanza, whose nose was glistening. He 

pressed a key and Esperanza barked once before she dissolved into a developer platform.  

Task A should have been easy: José called his universe #22 and modelled a chief protagonist, 

who he named NoLion Hadebe a.k.a ‘The Antichrist’. He included in NoLion’s profile some sketchy back-

story. NoLion’s external design, his appearance, was based on a character in a painting by a Cienfuegos, 

a 21st century Chilean artist, but it was NoLion’s internal design that was going to take time. For 

months, José had been developing code for what he termed ‘psychological mirroring’. His goal was to 

enable his characters to become self-reflective in a fashion that almost perfectly mimicked human 

consciousness. The exam did not require it, but José didn’t give a t boss about that – this was 

revolutionary. The night before the exam, he’d made a small but vital revision to the mirroring 

algorithm, and he believed he had finally perfected this string of artificial intelligence.  

It was a monster algorithm though, and coding it properly into every character would slow José’s 

progress through the alphabet of exam tasks.  
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There would be flaws aplenty, but José was determined to try, regardless of the consequences. 

That day he felt like a god, and when did any god ever let a few glitches deter the production of a grand 

plan?  

 

The Discovery of Numbers  

 

It was not a good day to go missing, even for an unlikable person, even for the Antichrist in an 

abandoned universe of incomplete codes. When NoLion closed his eyes he had a vision of feet: maybe 

they were his, maybe not, and some unknowable hand was painting the balls of those feet in black, a 

very theatrical shade. Sleep wanted him to stay in bed, but life wanted him up and he would obey, but 

not before saying a prayer for the day, out of habit, out of fear. He was, after all, a priest, although he 

was more famous for being a troublemaker. The wind, the fierce South-Easter was picking up outside, 

and he dreaded its demonic wail and its wild strength. At timesit seemed like the wind knew his sins and 

wanted to strip him and shame him in public.  

NoLion groaned. His eyes flickered shut and in the dark of memory he saw the cover of an old 

mathematics text book, one created to drill times-tables into his head, a task he had loathed at school. A 

door somewhere down the passage blew open and closed in a repeating loop. In the oak trees over his 

home, leaves dried by the heat of summer shook together and the sound, he thought, was like sand 

rushing through the waist of an hourglass. That sky he could see beyond the curtain was too beautiful, 

too blue to exist, but it did, and was empty until a traffic helicopter broke into its peace.  

On the FOR-screen, a note flashed to inform NoLion that his anti-virus software was all in good 

order. Even with protection, though, NoLion would not be able to avoid the accident waiting for him.  

He stretched and made a last effort to pretend the world beyond his bed and life as an 

accountant did not exist. His head filled with the voice of a teacher talking about composite numbers 

and semi-primes and divisors and aliquot sums. ‘Very well,’ NoLion said to the ceiling, ‘up we get, it’s 

going to be an important day.’ The ceiling did not respond; this did not stop NoLion discussing more how 

much he hated work, and how he wanted another job. ‘Bleak Mondays,’ was the last thing he said to the 

ceiling before he turned the sheet back and rolled out of bed. There he sat, staring at the clothes he 

planned to put on for that auspicious day. ‘It’s a pity they’re so crumpled,’ he said, this time addressing 

the coat-hanger he ought to have put the clothes on instead of abandoning them on the floor as he 

undressed.  
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‘NoLiion,’ came a voice from the bathroom. ‘Get up or you won’t have time for breakfast. 

NoLiiion!’  

‘Coming, Ma.’ He blinked. ‘I mean, Marcy.’ He slumped forward and rubbed his eyes. ‘My wife 

has turned into my mother,’ he said to his knees. But then via some code fault, the lights flickered, the 

room altered and Kristina, not Marcy, came wandering in, and she was naked. ‘Or maybe not,’ said 

NoLion admiring the flawless, smooth beige of her skin and her long hair, which hung loose. She pushed 

the electric-blue curtains open and beyond the wrought-iron railing was a view of the city and a mosque 

and the turquoise river. Kristina’s thighs and one breast were reflected in the standing mirror. She was 

massaging cold cream into the skin of her face.  

NoLion gathered his clothes off the floor. It was too hot a day for a suit and a tie, but what 

choice did he have? If he’d gone home last night, home to Marcy, then perhaps he would have more 

options, but the depth of the sky’s blue told him the day was already too advanced for a trip back home. 

And what if Marcy was there? He’d have to lie and say he’d been at work all night. He was a man of 

morals: he knew it was wrong to lie; god knows he preached it to his congregation often enough. That’s 

right, he was a priest, not an accountant! Perhaps Monday would not be so bleak after all? When he put 

on his wire-framed spectacles, the beige of Kristina’s skin became less perfect – it had hairs, freckles. 

She turned to look at him.  

‘Will you visit me in Argentina some time?’ Her eyebrows were arched, plucked artfully. Even 

with the detail of flaws, she was a beauty.  

NoLion lit a cigarette. ‘Maybe, but,’ he inhaled, ‘work is a problem, but adultery is also a 

problem. Maybe your husband will kill me.’ He noticed a woman in the opposite block was staring. ‘The 

people across the road can see you.’  

‘And so? Should I care? Do you think in this universe it matters at all if I am seen naked? Does it 

even register on a scale of significance?’  

He pulled on his jockeys and black trousers and zipped up his fly. ‘You have weak moral 

programming.’ He put on a white shirt.  

She giggled and swept up his yellow tie, which looped around his neck. ‘And you, my darling 

Antichrist, have a wonderful sense of humour.’ She tightened his tie.  

‘Why do you call me that? I’m a priest, it’s improper, don’t you think?’  

‘Spending all night fucking your best friend’s wife is improper – it didn’t stop you from doing it, 

though.’ She walked away across a geometric rug in shades of yellow and purple. She returned to the 
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window, so the woman in the opposite block could see her rubbing lotion into her legs and over her 

torso.  

NoLion sat on the edge of the bed, with his back to her, and he slipped on his shoes. ‘I’m a priest 

for the Church of Africa, and a freedom fighter. I have led marches against corrupt governments, people 

respect me. I am a good man; it is uncouth of you to persist with that nickname. Antichrist? Do you call 

all your lovers the Antichrist, is that it?’ 

In full view of the world, Kristina began a yoga routine, the sun salutation. ‘Only you. There is 

only one true Antichrist and it is you.’  

‘Stop it! Stop calling me that. It’s just plain bloody unseemly.’  

She looked sideways at him from her downward-dog position. ‘Unseemly would be if you stuck 

your dick into my cunt from behind while I’m doing my routine.’  

He coughed. ‘There’s no time now, I have to get to work.’ As he passed her, he gave her bottom 

a playful slap before collecting the only item of his clothes that was not on the floor -his jacket. It had 

been hanging on the brass knob of a tall chest of drawers.  

‘Stay with me. It’s my last day.’ She stood up and pressed herself against him, but he was in too 

much of a hurry to respond to her hard nipples and caresses, and when she realised this she frowned, 

and gave a snort. ‘Fine. Maybe you will never see me again, but go, go to work, Antichrist.’  

‘Don’t be difficult, don’t be so childish and for the last time, please, stop calling me that.’  

She narrowed her eyes. ‘I know the future, and I know you will never see me again, and that you 

are without doubt the Antichrist.’  

‘You should see a psychiatrist.’  

To this, she only smiled, an impossibly magnetic smile, and drew him near, pulling on that 

yellow silk tie. She kissed him and looked at him. ‘Your eyes are small.’ She touched the tip of his nose. 

‘Your nose is bulbous.’ She stroked, with her index finger, from under his lips, over a dimple, then down 

his neck to the point where his white collar took over from his skin. ‘And one day you will have a double 

chin.’  

‘Is that the best curse you can manage?’  

Her violet eyes darkened with fury, but her smile stayed in place. ‘You’re excellent at 

temptation, Antichrist, but I’m not squandering any more energy on you. Go and don’t come back.’ She 

walked back to the window.  

The march of time was unrelenting; he considered a last fuck, but had to get to work. ‘Women.’ 

NoLion shook his head and found his way out.  
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Or rather didn’t. What he was convinced was the door to the street turned out to be a door to 

another apartment, a gaping open-plan affair.  

It had been dark when they arrived, the building was something of a warren, but when he 

twisted the handle and pushed, it opened, but not onto a road, as expected. Instead, he walked in on a 

well-dressed and hatted couple with two children and a dog, all enjoying a large roasted turkey for 

breakfast. And champagne too. The dog looked at NoLion, but did not growl. A girl with her hair tied in 

two bunches and stained with green paint also stared at him.  

‘Where am I?’  

The child stared without replying. Another child came through the room wheeling a bicycle. 

NoLion rubbed his temples where a headache was beginning to form. ‘Pardon me,’ he said in the 

direction of the couple. The African signor in pin-striped trousers turned.  

‘Oh, are we expecting visitors, Esperanza?’  

The woman yawned and regarded NoLion with some surprise. ‘Not him.’  

‘I’m lost, I’m terribly sorry I have no idea how I got here.’  

The man chuckled. ‘None of us really do. Some of us pretend to. Would you like a glass of 

champagne?’ He stabbed a substantial carving knife into the turkey breast, where it lodged comfortably, 

and left the man’s hands free to top up champagne glasses.  

It was a good brand, proper French stuff. ‘Ah, that’s kind of you, considering I’m a stranger, but 

no, I’m late for work. I must go. Sorry. Thank you, though … can you tell me how to get out of this 

place?’  

A gurgle of laughter welled up from the man’s mouth. He twisted his little black moustache. ‘If I 

knew, I would not be here eating this bloody turkey.’ He flapped his pumpkin and khaki striped tie. ‘Only 

the code-maker knows where the exits are.’  

The white dog, a bull-terrier with a black patch above his left eye, sauntered over to sniff 

NoLion’s trousers. Being excessively fond of dogs, NoLion couldn’t resist ruffling the creature’s ears and 

rubbing its snout. ‘Look I’ve got to get out of here. If I’m late for work, I’ll be in deep shit.’  

‘You’re sure about that?’ 

‘Yes! The gods know it, this day is going so badly. Look, tell me where I can find the code-maker.’  

The green-haired daughter burped and NoLion caught a whiff of turkey on her breath. ‘No-one can ever 

find the code-maker, silly,’ she said.  

‘And why is that, young lady?’  

‘Because the code-maker is in a different space.’  
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‘Well! Where is that space, that room? I must go there.’  

‘No. You can’t,’ said the woman, who wore a yellow dress. ‘The code-maker’s space is not a 

room, and so you cannot ever get to it through any room.’  

‘It is our lot in this irrational universe,’ said the man, taking off his hat to preen his slick black 

hair, and then he laughed. ‘So why not have some champagne and turkey while we all wait for the 

Antichrist to come along and put us out of our misery?’  

Hearing that word again made NoLion uncomfortable. ‘And how would the Antichrist do that?’  

‘By destroying the universe, I suppose, or maybe killing off all of us poor sods inflicted with the 

disease of self-awareness.’ The signor shrugged. ‘But what do I know? I’m just a DJ from a township in 

the imploded first world.’  

‘My girlfriend told me this morning that I’m the Antichrist. Is that possible?’  

The man reached for the carving knife and slivered white meat from the roasted bird’s breast. 

‘Let me think,’ he said, laying the thinly cut meat onto his tongue.  

‘What’s there to think about?’ His wife in the long yellow frock asked the signor. ‘Surely, there is 

one thing you need above all else if you are to be in line for the role of Antichrist, and that is the ability 

to kill without conscience?’ She turned to face NoLion. ‘Most of us around here are coded to find 

murder extremely difficult, even if the person who dies does it willingly, but for the Antichrist, 

assassinations must come as easily as sipping champagne.’  

NoLion looked at the carving knife sticking out of the turkey. ‘You’re saying if I could walk over 

to the turkey, take the knife and slit all five,’ he remembered the dog, ‘five [?] of your throats, then I’d 

be in line for the role?’  

‘Yes, yes! Indeed.’ The signor and his wife agreed heartily, and clinked their glasses, happy at 

resolving at least that problem.  

NoLion scratched behind his ear, adjusted his glasses and walked towards the turkey. He stood 

over it, looking at the glistening skin, plump, well plucked and golden. ‘Smells good,’ he said, reaching 

for the carving knife. Once he had it in his hand, he admired its weight; it had a blade of very fine 

quality, and an ornate titanium hilt on which was engraved the number twenty-two. He lifted his gaze 

from the knife to meet the dapper signor’s stare. ‘I don’t understand though, why you think an 

Antichrist would be a savior of sorts? How does that work?’ 

‘Oh silly,’ the wife tut-tutted, ‘we’re coded to think that; we don’t know how it works, we just 

know it is: faith, you see. I have books about it: when the Antichrist comes to destroy everything, we will 
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at last be free of the constraints of this room, and we will return to the pure pre-atomic state of 

numbers.’  

NoLion’s brow crumpled his face. ‘You’re saying the reason you exist is to not-exist?’ He shook 

his head. ‘How pointless. That alone is enough to make me want to kill you.’  

And so he did, and it was easy. While all five members (save the white dog) of the stranger 

family were bleeding into death, NoLion realised his purpose in the universe, but he did not feel 

particularly excited at the prospect of being the Antichrist. It was early, he was still tired, and actually, 

he would rather have gone back to bed. ‘How depressing,’ he said in the direction of the white dog. 

‘Come here. Be my dog.’  

The dog barked and trotted over to NoLion. He patted her.‘Let’s go.’ They walked out of that 

room, and along the corridor, until they came to another door. With some trepidation, NoLion opened 

it. ‘A desert?’ He and the dog stepped inside a room with a red sky at its far horizons. It was filled with 

sand and in the middle stood an antique car guarded by soldiers who had a distinctly colonial look about 

them. A man on a horse galloped up to NoLion.  

‘Say, fellow, you’re not by any chance the Antichrist are you?’ The horseman had red eyebrows.  

‘And if I am?’ 

‘By Jove, it would be a grand relief. We’ve been waiting for as long as I can remember for the 

arrival of the Antichrist, but the Antichrist never comes. And I for one am dying for a cup of tea.’  

‘What makes you think the arrival of the Antichrist will in any way get you to a cup of tea?’  

‘No, no… ’The horseman stretched his arms above his head, then to the right and then to the 

left, as if doing some form of exercise. ‘When the Antichrist is done with us, tea will be irrelevant to me; 

I will no longer be plagued with this wretched thirst, and I’ll be shot of this desert and this room.’ The 

horseman beamed at the thought.  

‘You people are infuriating. Pathetic. Get me a gun then, and I’ll kill you all.’ NoLion shook his 

head, impatient with idiocy of his role in life.  

‘Excellent,’ said the horseman, ‘I’ll be back now with a bazooka.’  

While he waited, NoLion re-lit his pipe (did he have a pipe before? Well he did now), and looked 

in the direction he felt was ‘out’, and said to the code-maker, whom he assumed must be able to hear 

him, ‘Why me? What did I do to deserve this? I want to resign from this Antichrist job.’ He looked for a 

chink in the red sky or some evidence that the unfeeling code-maker who had fathered him was paying 

attention. ‘You hear me? Can you hear me? Give me a sign or something. This is all so bloody pointless. I 

just don’t understand.’  
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Then a wind came up, and the sand beneath NoLion’s feet blew away revealing a tablet, upon 

which was a list. The horseman with red eyebrows returned with the promised weapon of destruction.  

‘Ah! I see you have discovered the Parishaha-Jaya.’  

‘What?’  

‘We’re Jains in this room.’ The horseman dismounted and went to stand beside NoLion. ‘These 

are our twenty-two sufferings.’ He handed NoLion the bazooka. ‘Kill me first, would you please?’  

NoLion obliged, and then read the tablet of sufferings from hunger at one, to lack of faith at twenty-two. 

‘This is a godforsaken bloody place,’ he said to the white dog. ‘So who wants to die next?’  

 

Postscript  

 

‘Time’s up!’ The professor stood. He folded the pricy newspaper: they had become fashionable again 

among people who hankered for the days of printed media. ‘Please ensure you have saved your 

universe onto the mainframe. Unsaved work will score zero.’  

José sighed. He’d made it through all the tasks except Z. It meant his game, his universe had no 

resolution: it would loop eternally without end. He would lose marks for that, but he hoped  the 

mirroring algorithm, if it worked, would score him serious bonus points.  

He turned off Esperanza, and exhausted after eight hours of universe-building, left the lab and 

headed home to go to bed, to sleep, perhaps to dream of his poor man NoLion, the unwilling Antichrist. 

Alex Smith (South Africa) 
Alex Smith is author of four novels and winner of the 2011 Nielsen Booksellers' Choice Award. She wrote this story 
when cat-sitting for Andre and Karina Brink and was inspired by an image in book from Andre's astonishing 
home library. 
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MUD IF IT WERE GOLD 

Samuel Kolawale 

 

mud! mud! 

who can find mud? 

maybe if it were gold 

someone would. 

Miriam Khamadi Were 

  

A three-legged mongrel called Bingo alerted the women of Onikokoro Street to her screams. 

Well, it was not exactly the dog. Bomboy heard the dog give tongue and told someone who told 

someone who made it public. The creature had been sniffling about in the garbage, looking for a 

suitable spot to dump its early morning excrement, when it found her.  The dog bared his yellow teeth in 

a growl and hobbled back and forth as though trying to decide whether to move closer to the woman or 

not . It did that for a long time without anybody noticing and would have gone on for longer if not for 

the little chap.   

Bomboy owned the dog; or rather he had been the one fending for the dog since it strayed into 

the neighbourhood. Bomboy hardly let Bingo out of his sight. He reckoned that those who were after 

the poor creature's life, those who hacked off his hind leg, were still capable of striking again. He had 

heard stories of dog hunters who roamed the streets looking for roving mongrels to kill and cook in 

soup, or to capture and sell to others who killed and used them for the same purpose they did. So that 

morning, Bomboy came out when he heard his dog barking.           

                The baby had already moved to the birth canal, when the neighbours came around. Her body 

was covered in bruises and lacerations, leaves and twigs sat in her hair which was a tangled mop. The 

pain inside her was like a beast tearing her apart, ploughing through her entrails with its claws, the noise 
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that came from her throat sounded like the rasping of a sheep being slaughtered.  She sucked in 

desperate breaths through her swollen, drool-caked mouth as she pushed.  

                Tiredness swept over her. Her eyes were half-closed, but she nevertheless scrutinized everyone 

around. She was not listening to what they were saying, she was only staring. She saw the women 

standing some distance off, saw their confused faces. She watched a crowd of women looking at one 

another, expecting someone to take charge.        

                “I was in the maternity ward when Nkechi, my friend, gave birth. I saw everything. I can do it,” 

said Cynthia, bursting out from the crowd inching towards the lunatic, her nose covered with a piece of 

cloth.  

                Cynthia was a prostitute who lived at Number 11, the rundown tenement house close to the 

refuse dump. The room from whence Afro beat and juju music   emanated on a twenty-four hour basis, 

annoying her neighbours no end.  

                She hated it when people called her a prostitute.  She preferred the appellation 'club girl,' 

which as far as she was concerned, differentiated the girls who merely labour through their private parts 

to eke out a living from those cool ones who hang out at loud parties with heavy makeup. She preferred 

to associate with the latter, whom she believed were the sophisticated arm of her profession.  Her 

customers called her Sweet Banana, a nickname gotten from that old song by the juju maestro, King 

Sunny Ade.   

                “You should keep your mouth shut when people are talking about babies. How many have you 

flushed away from your womb, you this ashewo?  How many have you washed with your menses? Eh? 

How many?” someone in the crowd derided. 

                The lunatic let out another howl in a loud, drawn out voice, her eyes bulging out of their 

sockets as her legs jerked convulsively. 

                “Your father must have impregnated me. Did I flush out your grandfather's baby?” Sweet 

Banana retorted without looking at the person who spoke. The speaker did not press the issue further 

and Cynthia was in no mood for trouble.  The atmosphere was tense and something needed to be done 

quickly.  

                 “Let's call Matron Brown,” one said. 

                “That witch…better to seek the devil's help than hers,” another replied.  

                “What choice do we have now?  She is the only midwife who can do something about this 

situation.” 

                “Will you go and call her then?” 
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                “Someone else should go.” 

                “Who wants to go to Matron Brown's house?”  

                The question hung in the air. Someone in the crowd said something about preparing her kids 

for school. Another said she had to go take care of her sick husband and another left to tend her shop. 

The crowd broke up, one person at a time. Soon no one was left except Bomboy and his crippled dog.  

                Mad women often passed through their neighborhood, chewing stale chunks of bread or 

carrying all kinds of rubbish and talking to themselves, some wearing nothing to cover their private parts 

but never had they encountered a pregnant lunatic, not to talk of one in labour. But then it was general 

knowledge that even mad women get pregnant. People also knew that no man in his right senses would 

force himself on a lunatic, unless he was involved in something mysterious and diabolical.       

                For some minutes, Bomboy stared at the woman lying on the heap of rubbish. Her screams 

were louder and the spasms more frequent.  She would murmur something unintelligible during a 

moment of reprieve, then the tremor of birth would sweep through her, her mutterings would be 

choked off and the swell of her neck would show the interplay of muscles.  

                Bomboy knew he had to do something. He knew he had to go to Matron Brown for help, 

despite what his parents and the people in the neighborhood had said about her. Another scream 

galvanized Bomboy into action compelling him to run in the direction of the lioness’s den. 

  

  

**** 

  

Matron Brown was said to have been possessed by evil spirits on a Christmas day, the day 

tragedy struck on Onikokoro Street.  Before that day, Matron Brown, a gigantic individual, was the 

neighborhood’s favourite person, always cheerful, always lending a helping hand.  She ran a small 

pharmacy in front of her house, which doubled as a clinic of some sort, called Matron Brown Pharmacy. 

Entire families plagued with malaria went to her for treatment.  Mothers dragged their reluctant kids to 

the pharmacy at the slightest indication of illness for diagnosis and prescription; teenagers came for 

drugs to flush their wombs; little errand boys walked in shyly for packets of condoms. Even the strangest 

of conditions were referred to Matron Brown for possible diagnosis and prescription - like a forgetful 

child failing in class, or a bedwetting husband or a grandma suspected of stealing.  No matter what the 

situation, Madam Brown was sure to attend to everyone, so that her house was never in want of 

people.   
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                Matron Brown had three boys whom she catered for. To put food on the table, keep the house 

and provide for the family was always up to her. Her husband, Mr. Brown, a squat man of Urhobo 

extraction, wasn't much good at earning money except what he inherited from his father's rented 

apartments.  The idea that men supported their families did not govern his existence, so he always 

stayed home stuck in front of the TV.  

                He practically lived in the parlour, a small, poorly ventilated box of a room.  He would lean back 

on a tattered, but imposing leather chair, the one he had inherited from his father. He would fix his eyes 

on his “long-aerialed” black and white TV, and watch till he drifts off to sleep, working his mouth as 

though chewing something sticky and snoring like a freight train.  

                He would fall asleep and wake up in front of the TV even when the national anthem had been 

played and all the channels had shut down and the screen became a network of little buzzing dots. Even 

in his dreams he listened and would sometimes mumble words in response to what had seeped into his 

subconscious from the TV.   

                Mr. Brown was particularly fond of Another Life, an American soap opera which was aired daily. 

He knew all the characters and sympathized with them as though they were real. He would sometimes 

weep when something bad happened to a character he loved and get angry at the devious ones.  

                A carbon monoxide-belching generator provided Mr. Brown with a constant power supply for 

his indulgence. Whenever fuel was scarce and the black market was too expensive he connected his TV 

to a car battery. Mrs. Brown often complained about her husband's idleness but it never caused any big 

problem until the day of the tragedy.  

                Christmas evening it was, that day. Mrs. Brown was busy in the shop, attending to a snake bite 

victim and a man with a deep gash from a bar fight, while Mr.  Brown was watching a repeat episode of 

Another Life. The kids sat in a semicircle around the TV, watching the show with their dad, but drifted off 

to sleep before it ended. Mr. Brown slept too, and a few moments after that the toxic fumes from the 

noisy generator wafted into the sitting room. The smoke permeated the whole house. Mr. Brown woke 

up, gasping desperately for breath, thinking he was dead.  

                 He wasn't, but all the kids were.  

                 Things were not the same after that.  

                Matron Brown blamed her husband for the death of her children.  She hated him for his 

idleness, irresponsibility, his insensitivity. She cursed the tradition that nurtured her. She turned against 

the world. Her husband vanished one morning as he could no longer bear the guilt, and the madness 

that plagued his wife.  
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                She closed down the pharmacy and retired from public life. Before long, grey appeared on her 

head. She lost her mojo. She assumed the form of one too preoccupied with inward matters to care 

about what she looked like. The once caring woman became wild and irritable. Those who had received 

her love tried to reach out to her but she responded with violence like a dog gone rabid. She was left 

alone and grew increasingly otherworldly, estranged from reality. People crossed the street to avoid 

her.   People called her a witch. People said she was responsible for what happened. Some said it was 

God paying her for her past sins. They spread rumours that she had lost her mind.   

                The legacy of Matron Brown Pharmacy was lost forever.            

    Bomboy knocked softly on the front door of Matron Brown's house, half-hoping she wouldn't come to 

the door. At that point he decided that his coming might not be such a good idea after all. The shock of 

seeing a woman in labour had evaporated and had given way to common sense. Now he wanted to turn 

around and leave. All of a sudden, thoughts jumped into the little boy’s head - memories, stories and 

rumours. His parents would kill him if they found out what he had gotten himself into, that is, if Matron 

Brown didn't kill him first. He thought about running but his legs would not move.  The door rattled a bit 

and opened as far as the chain allowed.  

   “What do you want?” a congealed voice echoed out. Although he could not make out her features, he 

felt impaled by the speaker's stare. His legs twitched. His dog made a whining noise, its tail tucked 

between its one and half legs and its ears flattened.   

                 “Are you dumb?” she said sharply. 

                “Em…em,” Bomboy muttered, groping for an answer.  Matron Brown closed the door while she 

slid the chain off, and then swung it wide open.  Now she stood before the young chap, large in all 

dimensions, wearing a loose T-shirt and a three-quarter trouser, her plaited hair sprinkled with stubborn 

wisps of grey.  She wore an unmatched pair of flip-flops.   Her stance told Bomboy he was an intruder 

and should leave.   

                “Someone dey for road wey wan born,” His voice trembled when he finally found it, and he 

fled, his dog with him.  

                A little later, Matron Brown was kneeling before the woman in labour.  

                “Will you keep your dirty mouth shut?” Matron snapped, crouching over her. She reached into 

her with her fingers bent, inspecting something.  She ranted as she prodded, her face assuming a mask 

of anger.   

                “You did not think about the pain when you were spreading your legs for the man, eh?  Did the 

madness in your head keep you from taking in a man's pleasure?  No, it didn't. Even in your madness 
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you enjoyed it. How did the man trick you? What did the pervert say to you to make you sleep with him? 

What is this world becoming? Only God can help us.  Are there no women left in the world again for 

people to now be sleeping with lunatics? Who even knows, maybe it's one of those ritual people who 

impregnated her to use her baby for blood money? Who knows?”  

                When she was done poking, she hurried off and came back with some things: sheets neatly 

folded, an unsheathed pillow and towels. She made another trip to her house and returned with a low 

stool and a small bowl of water before getting to work.  There was no time to move the woman in 

labour to a clean environment. The baby was ready and had to be delivered.  

                Mrs. Brown propped the woman's head up with the pillow, spread a clean piece of cloth under 

her and sat on the low stool facing her. Five minutes later the baby wriggled into the world, a pale, 

blood-soaked, slippery, fragile creature with sparse hair plastered to its skull.  

                “You have a girl, congratulations,” Matron Brown announced in a tone that attempted not to 

be sarcastic, and spat out phlegm. She covered the mother with sheet and dipped the towel into the 

bowl of water to wipe the crying infant clean before placing the baby on her mother's naked breasts. 

She then tied the umbilical cord and cut it with a new Tiger razor blade.  Moments later, she removed 

the placenta, dark and thick like a well-fed tapeworm. Brown took the mother and child to the shade. 

She bought rice and stew from a nearby cafeteria and told the mother to eat.  

                Meanwhile, people had gathered around, but not too close. They observed from afar, watching 

Matron Brown's every move but never coming near to help. Their faces were a mixture of guilt, 

bafflement and resentment. Why did Matron Brown of all people help this woman? They asked one 

another. They also felt something of remorse for leaving the woman alone to herself. But then they tried 

to wriggle their way out of that by whipping up the dangers of helping a stranger in our age.  To silence 

their conscience they told themselves, “Who knows, she might be under a curse. She was definitely 

impregnated for ritual purposes, as soon as the baby is out, the father would come for him and offer the 

infant to his gods for money.  Getting involved with such a person would definitely bring bad luck.” 

                Matron Brown doesn't know what she's dealing with, they whispered. Western education has 

made her mad, blind to spiritual realities. She hasn't learnt her lessons. Does she think what happened 

to her children was ordinary? Who knows, maybe she even has a hidden agenda to do something 

wicked.  People say she killed her children, donated them to a coven of witches. Who knows what 

human beings are capable of these days?   

                Once Mrs. Brown was sure that the mother and child were all right, she walked away, leaving 

them to their fate. No sooner had she left than the onlookers dispersed.   
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                Later that day the temperature dropped.  Gusts of wind threw dust and litter in people's faces. 

Corrugated iron roofs were torn from their overhang, and trees swayed menacingly. The rage of the 

wind finally stopped, and way was made for the rain. Street-side petty traders scampered to shelter 

with their goods and their whipped up skirts, beggars hobbled to the nearest shed, people darted 

haphazardly about, clutching at their belongings.  

        The woman brought out her breast and thrust it into the crying infant's mouth. The infant 

clamped her mouth around her mother's nipple for some time, suckling noisily. Rain dripped on them; it 

seeped from the tiny holes in the rusted corrugated iron roofs of the stall, muddied water gathered 

some distance away and sluiced through the shed. The lunatic mother shivered, her impassive face 

streaked with dirty raindrops. She was conscious of the new life cradled in her arms, her condition 

notwithstanding. She nurtured it the best way she understood. She gaped at the wonders of infanthood, 

savoured its experience, although her mind often got the better of her, snatching her away from this 

world.                       

                The cold kicked in, the infant turned her face from the nipple and made a gagging noise. The 

mother swung her child this way and that and tried to shush her but to no avail. The rain intensified, 

drumming on the roof, like firecrackers. The lunatic clutched her baby against her bosom and ran out of 

the shed to the row of houses that lined the narrow street. She made several attempts to enter one of 

those houses. She knocked on their doors without reply. Those who responded shook their heads and 

shut their doors as soon as they saw her.  She approached Cynthia's door. Cynthia shooed her away as 

she would a she-goat. After making several failed attempts, the mother simply stood on one side of the 

road and allowed the rain to beat her. A few faces hurried to their windows and looked at her, but none 

came out. 

                The sound of the rain drowned the infant's cries. The baby was still clutched against her bosom, 

she was still being swayed this way and that.  

                 “O mo mi o … oh my child” the lunatic cried, rocking her baby. If there were tears falling from 

her eyes, the raindrops camouflaged them well.  The rain coursed down her cheeks onto the child's 

trembling body. Thundered boomed, lightning crackled. The baby stopped crying but the mother did not 

know. She kept swaying the child and kept saying “O mo mi o,” till a familiar voice screeched from 

behind her    

 “What kind of mother are you? You want to kill the poor baby? Will you go inside now before I 

chop your head off?”  
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**** 

  

Again, people began to rationalize in whispers. This time it was why Matron Brown housed the 

insane woman and her child. A few said it was a good sign and that maybe one day the evil spirit in her 

would be expelled and they would have their old Matron Brown again.  Some said she was dying of 

loneliness and needed someone so badly that she didn't mind even a lunatic.  The majority held that she 

had evil intentions, although they never could point out exactly what those were.    

                The poor infant could have died had Mrs. Brown not brought them in and placed the baby near 

a hot plate and wrapped her in sheets.  Mrs. Brown then proceeded to flog the mother for causing the 

child pain.  She picked one of the canes kept behind her front door- the one she used for dealing with 

unwanted visitors and trespassers - and wore it out on the mother. She then dragged the lunatic to the 

bathroom to bathe her. The mother's name was Khafilat. That was as much that Mrs. Brown could get 

out of her.  In the days that followed, Mrs. Brown handled Khafilat with an iron hand with the hope of 

drilling some sanity into her.  She told her what to do and how to behave and whenever the lunatic 

disobeyed she reached out for the cane or a narrow leather belt. Her motive was pure. Matron Brown 

reckoned the flogging to be therapeutic and so she never hesitated in applying the rod. Brown only gave 

the baby to the mother when she was as calm as the water fetched early in the morning, or when the 

baby needed to be breastfed. Mrs. Brown's dealings with Khafilat also made it to the gossip circuit. Eyes 

pried and tongues wagged.    

                “I heard that she beats the woman,” said the one living five houses away from Matron Brown. 

                “That is stale news! Haven't you heard the latest?” another asked. 

                “Tell me, my friend,” replied the first eagerly  

                “The mad woman ran away this morning, she vanished like the mist.” 

                “You don't mean it!” 

                “The poor woman got tired of the beatings. That wicked woman thinks she can drive out 

spiritual forces with whips,” she sneered 

                “What will she now do with the baby?” 

                 “It's her burden to carry, maybe that was what she wanted all along, so that she can use the 

infant for her wicked deeds.”   

                A lot had happened to Mrs. Brown in such a short period of time. Her decaying life had been 

rudely interrupted. For what purpose, she did not care to know. She had betrayed herself. She had again 
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made herself vulnerable. She opened herself up to what had never brought her anything good.  

Humanity came knocking at her door one more time, and she had responded without question. Now she 

was trapped in its web, doing what she vowed never to do again, helping people.    

                Another rude interruption came a week later, one that would further entangle her and change 

her life forever… 

                Early that morning, a Benz Jeep parked in front of her house and a squat, fat man in a white 

caftan walked into Mrs. Brown's house with a swagger. Words quickly went round the neighbourhood 

about the unusual visitor; people hurried to their verandas and windows. Cynthia, who saw every good-

vehicle-driving-man as a potential client, dressed up, put on her makeup, bathed in her cheap cologne, 

examined herself before a standing mirror and breezed outside.  

                Moments later the stout man rushed out of  Mrs. Brown's house, fiddling furiously with his car 

keys, anger on his face. He muttered to himself and when he got to his car he slammed his fist on the 

bonnet.  He tried to calm down, took in a few quick breaths, and opened the door of his vehicle. Cynthia 

recognized him     . 

                “Chief, is that you? I can't believe it, chief!” Cynthia shrieked     

                He turned around and was drowned in the full embrace of the speaker, almost smothered by 

her breasts. 

                “Sweet Banana!” He managed a smile. 

                “Chief! Haba, since all these years, I don't know why I am even hugging you sef.” She took a 

step backwards and feigned a hurt disposition.          

                This time he smiled broadly “S-ssssweet banana, s-ssssssweet banana, I know you are right to 

be angry with me. But as you well know, I am a busy man. Today Singapore, tomorrow Germany, man 

has to make money. Money matters, you know, my sweet banana, money matters.”  

                Cynthia maintained her mock frown. She was not convinced yet. 

                “You are busy making money while you leave your girl to rot in poverty, eh? Maybe you have 

found another sweet banana.” 

                “Impossible! Your flavour is unique. I have orange, lemonade, pineapple, every kind of flavour 

you can think of, name it. I don't confuse one for the other. You are my only sweet banana,” He laughed 

loudly, rubbing Cynthia's cheeks.  

Cynthia pretended to smile “Really?” 
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                “When it comes to my sweet banana, there is no replacement. You have my number. Call me 

and I will prove to you that I still love that thing between your thighs,” He laughed again. His pot of a 

stomach quivered.        

                “You can be sure I will call.”  

                “That's my sweet banana.” 

                Cynthia hugged him again and kissed him on the cheek.    

                “What brings you here chief? What were you doing in Matron Brown's house? I saw you come 

out angrily. Did that witch annoy you?” She asked. Chief's expression became serious   

                “Get in the car,” he commanded.   

                Chief took a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. He took a deep drag and exhaled smoke 

through his nostrils then gestured with his cigarette   

                “Sweet Banana, you see I came here for something that belongs to me. You see last year, one 

of my girlfriends came to me and told me she was pregnant. I was very happy about the news so I 

bought her a house, a brand new Mercedes and hired a driver to take her around. I also gave her money 

to set up a big shop.  But you see one of my wives got envious of her and bewitched her. My girlfriend 

woke up one morning and just walked away. She has not been seen since then.  Three weeks ago, news 

came to me that she was here. Then I heard she ran away.  I told my driver not to drive me because it is 

a serious matter.  I came here to at least claim my daughter if I cannot see my girlfriend again. I came 

here with money in the hope that I would reward those who took care of my daughter. And what did I 

get? The insult of my life! She told me if I spent a minute longer, she would embarrass me, pour dish 

water on me.  She called me a wicked man who uses the blood of infants to enrich himself. She called 

me a pervert. She called me many bad things. Me! A whole me! That old cargo dragged me in the mud. 

She doesn't know who I am. I will destroy her and it won't cost me anything, I swear,” he sucked on his 

cigarette.  Anger welled up in him again. His chest heaved like that of an asthmatic.    

                “Don't worry, Chief why do you bother about her when I am here? I will deal with her for you. I 

will teach her that she can't just mess with my chief anyhow and go scot free. Just leave her to me. 

Leave her to me,” she tried to pacify him, her brains already spending the money she was sure to make 

out of what was going to be a really sweet deal. 

                The chief seemed pleased by her words. He breathed easier now “Okay Sweet Banana, I trust 

you. I know you will handle it. It's no use wasting my energy on small matters.” He dug into the hollow 

of one of his pockets and brought out a bale of banknotes “Take this; it's for you and your neighbours. 

There is more where this came from. You will be handsomely rewarded if you can handle the situation.”  
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                “Chief, consider it done.” Her eyes sparkled as she took the money, tucked it into her bra and 

adjusted her top with the swiftness of a hawker.     

                “I will show that woman pepper. She doesn't know who she's dealing with, she doesn't know. 

After we have beaten her up and fed her with dust, we will take our baby from her.” 

                “Very good Sweet Banana, very good, do that for me and you won't have to live in this 

wretched place again.” A smile of pleasure passed across his face and seemed about to linger there but 

then Cynthia spoke and it disappeared   

                “Is that so, Chief?” 

                “Oh, you don't believe me?” he frowned. 

                “I trust you, Chief, I trust you,” Cynthia said and once again embraced him.   

  

  

**** 

  

“Come out you witch! Come out and face us!” Cynthia screamed, pulled up her trousers and 

clapped her hands; face still caked with last night's makeup. Seven other battle ready women stood 

behind her, jumping up and down, throwing aimless punches and egging Cynthia on. They were in an 

assortment of hair nets, head-scarves, shorts and trousers. Cynthia had told them the chief's story and 

promise and had given them some cash. So those who didn't want to have anything to do with the 

lunatic's infant had now suddenly become interested in her. They had chosen to believe the rich man's 

story, though they saw falsehood in it. They ignored the voice of their consciences and focused on the 

reward. It was not until after Matron Brown was visited by the chief's thugs that the gravity of what they 

had done dawned on them.     

                Cynthia went to the Matron Brown's door and banged on it hard “come out and show yourself 

if you have the guts!”  

                “Come out!” one shouted  

                 “Come out or we will come in,” another said. 

                One of the women in excitement picked up a stone and sent it crashing through one of Mrs. 

Brown's windows.  Seconds later Mrs. Brown came out. “I have had enough trouble in my lifetime. I 

don't want wahala. Please go home to your husbands,” she told them. 

                “You didn't know you were calling for trouble when you took another man's child,” Cynthia 

slapped her own thighs to brace herself up for a fight.   
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                “Yes, give us our baby. It does not belong to you,” someone from the group shouted.  

                “Oh, I see what this is all about. The man has given you money eh?  You have sold your 

conscience to the devil.” 

                “You are the one who is the devil, for three children to have died under your roof in one day.” 

Cynthia lashed back striking a chord. Mrs. Brown's face became ugly with hate.  

                “Please leave my house, I am warning you.”  

                “We are ready for you!” Cynthia yelled bouncing like a boxer, breasts chugging, hair flailing, 

shoulders working.    

                “One!” Brown counted.   

                “What will you do, flog us with a cane like you did the mad woman? Wicked woman!” 

                “Two!” 

                “Today we will know who is more powerful. Your reign of terror will stop in this 

neighbourhood.” 

                “Three!” 

                Mrs. Brown ran inside her house and came out wielding a cutlass. Cynthia and her band 

scattered like birds. 

                Brown won that battle but the war was not over. The next morning the thugs came. Five of 

them, stout necks and hard faces. They dragged Brown out of her house into a beat-up Datsun. One of 

them held the lunatic's infant under his armpit like he was holding a raffia mat.  This time, people came 

out of their houses. They knew what those touts were capable of.  Old women pleaded, telling the thugs 

to honour their gray hairs and release Matron Brown.  

                The younger ladies couldn't come out, eaten by guilt.  They didn't have to think twice about 

who was responsible for such a tyrannical act. Cynthia was nowhere to be found. Maybe she was with 

the chief now; in his bed showing him that Sweet Banana still had some tricks up her sleeve, and lying to 

him how she dealt Mrs. Brown a few punches before she brought out the weapon.     

                “She is a good woman, she is a good woman,” one of the ladies said, tears spilling from her 

eyes.   

                Matron Brown returned to Onikokoro Street weeks later with a cast on her neck and a 

bandaged arm. She came with a lorry to pack her things and some men to help. She supervised the 

packing and ordered the men to put iron beams over the doors and lock them with huge padlocks. A 

sign was hung at the gate of the house that read THIS HOUSE IS NOT FOR SALE. BEWARE OF 419!   
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                For a few moments she stood in front of the gate and stared at her house of over fifteen years, 

then let loose a stream of curses like a furious volcano. She cursed aloud and shook her stiff neck, 

shunning the pain. She cursed everything and everyone then ended by slapping her pair of flip-flops free 

of dust before walking barefooted to the lorry.   
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JANE AND LISA 

Arja Salafranca 

On the way up they pass a Roman bath. It’s brimming with coldly grey looking water, it spills out 

onto the ancient stones around it, and still out of the small, single tap, the cool water carries on 

spouting.  

The bath itself is made of a light grey marblish-looking material. It’s bigger than baths they are 

used to, rising high in its little enclave on the paths going up. You could drown in this bath, quite easily, 

thinks Jane as she raises her Nikon to take a photograph.  

Lisa too pauses, looks, they move on, Jane turns around again at the corner, takes another 

photograph of the bath from above. It’s narrower than modern baths, although deeper. Jane wonders 

why there is a bath here, on the path. There are no answers, they have no guide with them, and even if 

there were information boards, they don’t speak Spanish, and by now they both know that most 

information boards this far south give information only in Spanish, as though it were the only language 

that mattered.  

But it’s a hot day, and there isn’t time or energy for speculation. It’s the middle of June and 

already temperatures are climbing in this southern part of the country.  

Watching the weather report on TV the night before, Lisa had commented that the weather was 

already in the mid thirties in Seville. Here, on the coast, in the small city of Málaga, the sea seemed to 

cool the city somewhat, but it was still hot, and Lisa wondered why they had decided to climb the 

Alcazaba after all.  

There was a lift, she had read in the guide book, that would take them all the way up to the 

interior of the castle, which is what, presumably, they had come to see. But Jane was adamant, she 

wanted to climb, take in the views of the dusty, old city below. So, they labour, or so it feels, they labour 

with all the other tourists. Far below the people who live in this city take their long lunch breaks and 

wait out the heat of the day in the cafes and restaurants of this compact city.  

They labour on, barely speaking. Lisa would like to comment on the bath, the depth of it, the 

odd-looking size, the fact that it is there at all, on a path leading up to the top, and what its possible 

purpose could have been. But the tension stretches between them, lengthening the further they climb.  

It’s a grim silence, a silence not easily broken by musings or platitudes. In fact, they shouldn’t 

even be climbing today, they shouldn’t be together, Lisa feels, but also feels as if there is no choice.  



163 
 

They leave tomorrow, it’s their last day, they’ve wanted to visit the castle and time is short. 

They’ve been racing the clock, time, themselves.  

And so there was no choice, as Lisa dried her hair in front of the television, watching the 

weather report in another language, while Jane rifled through their guide book reading out sparse facts, 

trying to convince Lisa of the necessity of this.  

Jane was smoking again, more heavily than before she had tried quitting. Her fair skin reddened 

by the summer sun, her thick red hair forming a frame around her face.  

Lisa had listened as Jane read from the book, taking in bits and pieces of words, sentences, ‘A 

path winds upwards, lined by the cypresses and flower-encircled arbours so loved by the sybaritic 

Moors...’  Jane’s voice led on, interspersed with pauses when she drew on the strong-smelling cigarettes 

she had found, and whose odour filled the room.  

Lisa knew that years later she would remember this trip not by the sights and sounds or the 

photographs tacked up on a fridge or pasted into albums, she’d remember this trip through its smells, 

through the acrid odour of the cigarettes mingled with Jane’s more sweet-smelling breath and that faint 

musky smell that defined her.  

Jane had read on, ‘Strolling among the restored patios and terraces lined with cypresses, 

aromatic plants and ornamental pools the impression is of a smaller-scale Alhambra, and traces of 

stucco decoration surviving on the arches are similar to the artistry to be seen at Medina Azahara near 

Córdoba.’ Jane’s voice had trailed off ... Lisa looked up from towel-drying her own pixie-short black hair.  

Jane was staring into space, the cigarette held close to her mouth, looking past Lisa, the sun a 

golden peachy colour at nine at night. Lisa wanted to go to her, reach across all that happened, but 

instead looked outside the window.  

‘What’s wrong?’ Lisa had asked. 

   ‘Ah nothing,’ a small wistful smile played across Jane’s face, half in darkness from the small 

shadows cast by the small lamp that burned next to the bed. ‘I just love the late sunsets, it’s the one 

thing I always miss back home, after I’ve been to Europe in the summer. I wish we had long summer 

nights ...’ 

There was more – they both knew that. The silence elongated, as it had so often on this trip. Lisa 

wanted to walk across the narrow space of the small bedroom, cheap and yet also curiously quaint, but 

she stayed put, watching adverts scroll across the TV screen. They screamed at her in a language she 

didn’t understand. Loud, dancing, smiling people telling the world what products it needed – no matter 
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what language was used, adverts always sounded the same. She pressed the volume lower, saying, 

instead, ‘It’s going to be hot again tomorrow. Nearly thirty degrees. Who would have thought?’ 

There was no answer from Jane. She turned off the TV, ‘Ready to go down to supper?’ she asked 

Jane, who looked hot and bothered and wistful, all at once.  

Jane stubbed out the burning ember of that cigarette, ‘Another thing I’d never get used to here, 

the late suppers to go with the long summer nights!’  

Platitudes, platitudes to break the impasse. They had gone to a restaurant recommended by the 

hotel, a small, rowdy place, but good. They ate sardines, a speciality of the city, they were told, more 

small bowls of tapas. And there was music, the necessity of it, music that had always carried them 

through the nights.  

 

*** 

 

Jane pauses now, hot, sweaty, her face again reddened by the sun, by the exertion. It’s an irony 

that Jane loves heat, revels in it, while her fair skin puckers and peels and she looks uncomfortable.  

Meanwhile it’s Lisa who can’t stand the heat, and with her short black hair and olive skin she 

looks cool and collected when secretly she’s always looking for the next bit of shade and far prefers the 

winters in Johannesburg to the swelter of summer.  

Jane takes out a bottle of water, drinks stealthily, eyes as always scanning the horizon, the 

environment, looking for shadows and angles, capturing it all via her camera. Lisa doesn’t bother 

bringing even her compact camera along, so intent is Jane on capturing it all. Now Jane holds out the 

water to Lisa, ‘You want?’ 

‘No, I’m fine,’ Lisa shakes her head, then, changing her mind, ‘No, pass it here,’ drinks the water 

slightly tepid now after being in Jane’s backpack. She hands it to her, careful not to touch in any way, no 

slight accidental brushing of fingers, no quick slide of a hand in another. She’s being ultra careful, ultra 

cautious. She’s aware that Jane has snapped a photo of her, drinking, swallowing, caught in the bright 

harsh glare of the summer sun. She wants to say, Don’t do that, the time for that is long gone, don’t you 

know? How dare you?  Don’t you know you shouldn’t, you have no right now ... 

But instead, she hands the bottle back, warily; she would like to sit somewhere, wait this out, 

but there’s nowhere on the path full of tourists. ‘Best we get going again,’ she says to Jane. Jane catches 

her eye, for the first time today; looking away, looking over the side of her has become a habit these last 

few days. ‘You ok, Lise?’  
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Lisa nods warily, noting the diminutive nickname, their own shorthand. Again, she’d like to 

shout, to move back down the path, leave Jane to this expedition in the heat, leave her alone...but 

something keeps on pulling her though, despite everything that’s been said and done.  

Mostly, she wants to get on that aeroplane in the morning, fly all the way back to Paris – they 

had had to choose another European city to fly into as no direct flights fly to Spain from South Africa – 

and then all the way back along the spine of Africa, and home. 

She then wants to walk out of that airport, go home, leave this all behind, leave Jane standing 

there, baffled, determined, bemused. Instead they are being picked up at the airport by a common 

friend. She wants the charade to be over and instead she’s going through the motions. She counts 

seconds, minutes, hours, wishing this time away.  

Jane points to the spread of the city as they climb the long stretch of avenue, the 

Mediterranean, an azure perfect blue, the sounds of traffic and cars hooting that drift up as they trudge. 

Lisa sees none of it, her eyes on her feet, the heat making her feel scratchy, her throat dry again. 

Jane, leading the way gasps as the path opens out into a garden. It’s lush, an oasis, greenery 

drips from the ancient columns, creating shade, the ancient walls with tiny biscuit-coloured bricks mask 

them from the noise and sounds of the city below. The Alcazaba, Lisa recalls from Jane’s reading the 

night before, was built in the eleventh century, a palace-fortress, by the city’s governing Moors. Built on 

the summit of a hill, the lower space hugs the topography of the hill. She recalls this vaguely as she spots 

a bench in the shade, and collapses on it. Jane takes a few minutes to join her, finally flopping down next 

to her.  

They’re silent, the garden is curiously empty of other tourists, who have bypassed it on their 

way up to the inner palace with its courtyard and fountains and promises of Moorish architecture. But 

Lisa is exhausted suddenly, the sun too bright, the climb too arduous, the heat intensified by the climb. 

She feels as if she’s gone back centuries – the Roman-looking bath, after all the Romans were here, too, 

before the Moors, the thick walls of the fortress, the columns looking faintly Grecian, thinks how much 

she wanted to see this when they were planning their trip at home. Better than the Alhmabra, some 

guidebooks advised, but now she’s seen the Alhambra. It’s not better, it’s different, it is, in some strange 

way, rougher, earthier. She feels closer to the past here. The Alhambra in Granada, well, yes it was 

beautiful, and breathtaking, and yet it seemed so mannered, ordered, so perfect. This is closer 

somehow, to something else ... 

Suddenly she’s aware of Jane’s hand on her arm. She’s aware she’s had her eyes shut, head 

leaning back; she opens them now, Jane close and yet, of course, now far away.  Jane’s green eyes 
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looking into hers, she has a sudden impulse to lean across the chasm between them, kiss her on her 

slightly sunburned lips, and then remembers. The anger and ice and sheer resignation flood back.  

Jane, looks at her, the eyes piercing, ‘I know this is hard, Lise. I know. But try to enjoy it at least. I 

feel so terrible, and now, seeing you, seeing what I’ve done, I wish I had waited till we got home. I’ve 

ruined it for you.’  

It’s the longest sentence Jane has spoken in days. She looks wary and guilty and Lisa stays silent, 

silence the only revenge she can think of at the moment. But they remain, the feelings, it’s why she’s on 

the walk up an ancient fortress in thirty degree heat with a woman whom she loves who is leaving her 

when they return home. She’s felt like she’s been on a rollercoaster for days now, ever since that night 

in Seville when a tearful Jane had confessed. It was over, it had to be over.  

Lisa looks at Jane now, reaches across, kisses her lightly on the lips. She smells of sweat, tastes 

of cigarettes and something meatier underneath. Lisa has never quite put her finger on it. Jane, looking 

back at her, says, ‘I thought you were never going to do that again.’ 

‘What’s the point?’ Lisa is up, hoisting her backpack. The garden has two round circular hedges 

set into its centre, and within each circular hedge bunches of red and white flowers sprout wildly. She 

plucks one, there is no fragrance to the plant, snaps off the stem, twines it through the green 

buttonhole of her shirt, looks back at Jane, watching her from beneath the shaded bench. ‘You coming?’ 

she calls. ‘Not long now. We’ll soon be reaching the inner castle.’  

 

*** 

 

Strangely, listening to Jane telling her, the first words that had come to mind had been that silly 

saying, Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can never hurt me. Who’d ever said that in the 

first place? Perversely Lisa thought she could even remember hearing it for the first time: she must have 

been at school, she must have been about six, seven years old, some kid must have been chanting it, 

and Lisa remembered thinking sagely that it was so true, words couldn’t hurt, not if you didn’t let them, 

not if you were determined enough. Had she been older perhaps, to have come to such a conclusion?  

She’d sat there, thinking of this silly rhyme as Jane’s mouth continued moving. Finally she’d 

spoken, ‘I think getting older, growing up? It’s about learning that the nursery rhymes are utter fucking 

junk. Sticks and stones ... yeah right. Words hurt, Jane. That’s what you have to learn.’  

She’d got up from the restaurant in Seville, taken off along the riverbank, watching lights 

reflecting on the wavering water. Jane must have hurriedly flung money down on the table, she heard 
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her running, and then she was next to her, slightly breathless. They walked like that, Jane’s breathing 

easing slowly, Lisa silently striding. Jane had no trouble keeping up with her, Jane who just about 

towered over her.  

‘You couldn’t have waited till we were home to tell me?’  

‘It was killing me Lise, I felt so awful, so dishonest, I needed you to know. There are only a 

couple of days left now anyway, Málaga then Paris, home... I’m so sorry. I know, I should have waited, 

but I’ve felt so absolutely guilty ...’  

Lisa had looked at her, Jane looking at her, face beseeching, the face she had known, loved for 

five years now. ‘And all that time together, it doesn’t count?’ 

‘Oh god Lise, of course it counts! But I can’t, I just can’t ...’ 

Then she was crying, great heaving tears, Lisa knew her so well. Part of her wanted to reach out, 

again, wondered if reaching out would have any more impact than crying into the wind. Jane’s mind was 

made up, iresolute, solid, she knew the woman well, once she’d decided on something that was it.  

‘I could understand if you’d said you no longer loved me, yes I could have understood that, got 

over it, hell, I could even maybe have sympathised, but this! Jesus, man Jane, don’t you realise what 

you’re doing?’ 

Jane, crying, standing there, tears streaming down her face, features contorted. It took all her 

willpower for Lisa to turn away, not to make the gesture, to make her way back to the hotel they were 

staying in that night, a non-descript building not far from where they had eaten. She’d left Jane standing 

there, a tall red-haired woman in a country of shorter, dark-haired men and women. 

My heart’s breaking, she wanted to say to Jane, I thought this was it, we’d be together, I even 

thought you know that maybe this was it, we’d come back from this trip, decide to get married, even 

have children.  

She strode back to the hotel. She felt icy despite the hot weather, she felt emotionless, as 

though her mind had been severed from her body. Hours passed, she even started to wonder about 

Jane, but then the key turned in the lock and Jane entered. There was nowhere else to sleep; the room 

didn’t even have a couch. They spent the night studiously avoiding touching each other, somehow 

managing to sleep. 

All through the next day, Lisa thought about friends they knew back home. Friends who had 

been together seven years and then one day the one had got a transfer to Cape Town, made the move 

with her partner following soon after. She’d sold her townhouse, resigned from her job, found another 

lesser-paying job, made the move, said goodbye to friends and family.  
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And then a few months into the move her girlfriend had turned around and said she was sorry 

but she’d fallen out of love. Lisa hadn’t understood that – not the falling out of love, god knows that 

happened – but that the woman had been so silent, had let her girlfriend go through with the move 

before deciding or realising she couldn’t be with her anymore.  

The friend had turned her life around, loved living in Cape Town, and eventually had a new 

girlfriend and the couple were now planning on having children ... but Lisa couldn’t understand the 

deception. Why hadn’t she said something before the move? Why hadn’t Jane said something before 

the trip? Why hadn’t she shut her mouth till after they’d returned? Why poison the holiday with the 

revelation, the decision? Why?  

Lisa had known something was wrong. Jane was curiously distant, preoccupied, but Lisa had put 

that down to the stresses of travelling, of absorbing new experiences, of both of them making their way 

in a country whose language was impenetrable to them.  

Then there was the smoking. After struggling to give up for years and finally succeeding, Jane 

had suddenly arrived back from a walk to a corner stand with a packet of cigarettes in hand and was 

defiantly smoking. And that was that.  

It was puzzling. Lisa had tried so hard to get her to stop, to find out why she was smoking again, 

but Jane had no answers, or at least none that were forthcoming. It was another odd piece in the puzzle.  

And yet so much was good.  

The holiday was exactly what they had expected – both had been in love with Spain from an 

early age, had bonded initially after meeting in Spanish dancing classes. Spain had brought them 

together, and now, Lisa thought bitterly, it had shattered them. Spain was where Jane had come to her 

decision.  

‘You’ve poisoned it for me,’ Lisa said that first night in Málaga. ‘That’s all I’m going to say.’ 

Jane, looking sorrowfully at her, had no answers, no comeback. They had met friends of friends 

that first night, a couple who had settled in a small town along the Costa del Sol, making lives for 

themselves among the English-speaking community and the pockets of Spanish. He was a doctor, the 

wife taught English. They loved it. Lisa watched them and envied them their easy comfort with each 

other, with the place they had moved to with each other. They ate at yet another small restaurant that 

night, the couple giving them inside tips on where to go and what to see while they were in the city. Lisa 

drank too much that night, Jane smoked too much, and the couple, who hardly knew them, suspected 

nothing.  

*** 
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And then they are at the top. Málaga lies below them: the long street that cuts through the 

heart of the city, the Paseo del Parque, the green quiet part of the city they had strolled through, is right 

ahead. The bullring is visible to their left. The sun carries on blazing: Jane reaches for another cigarette 

as they stand there among the Roman arches. The sun is hard, intense, almost fluorescent, thinks Lisa as 

Jane stands there, face towards the heat.  She looks almost serene, but Lisa knows that look, knows it 

hides the turmoil that brews beneath a seemingly calm façade.    

She feels the moment, turns, breaks past her own anger as she had thought she might never do. 

She stares out at the Mediterranean, a blueish white haze in the sun, and realises that somehow it’s up 

to her. The moment is hers – there are times when you know there are two choices, that there is 

something about staring into the paths that fork, that perhaps you have a way of influencing that, or if 

not, at least knowing you tried.  

‘Jane,’ taking Jane’s hand in her own, ‘I need you to explain this to me. I may not understand it, 

in fact I know I probably won’t, but you need to talk to me, tell me why. I’m just about ready to listen.’ 

‘You were so angry, so upset, rightfully so …,’ Jane’s voice trails off, returns, ‘I didn’t feel like I 

could or that you’d listen. I’m sorry, I should’ve waited till we were back home …’ 

‘But you didn’t. And it’s out now…’ The inevitable. ‘So tell me about him.’  

The name becomes something more than mere syllables, assumes shape. ‘Andrew…do you 

really want to hear this Lise?’ 

‘I have to Jane.’  

Jane speaks then. Andrew is tall, blonde-haired, muscular, thickly-built, and handsome in a 

bland sort of way. He loves children. Will make a good father. More importantly, he wants children.  

Lisa, listening, watching the Mediterranean flash in the sun, ‘But how did you meet, how did you 

keep it from me? Why? Is this my fault, for doing all that travelling? Should I have stayed home more? 

Would that have made a difference?’ 

‘I don’t think so, Lise. You know, I couldn’t put my finger on it, I loved, love you, but I needed 

something else …’  

The words cut. Lisa carries on staring out to sea. Jane carries on, ‘We met at a cocktail function 

after work. You’re always working late and travelling, as you’ve said … I felt guilty, but we found time to 

meet, be together. I told him about you from the beginning – I thought that would put him off, but it 

was odd, it didn’t. I don’t think he took us seriously …’ 

‘Five years wasn’t serious enough for him?’ Lisa’s voice is resigned now, weary.  
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‘You know how some men don’t take it seriously, I don’t know, like we’re playing or something… 

I told him I wanted children. He said he couldn’t wait, time was moving on for him too …I told him we’d 

planned this trip together. He said I should decide. That I must go away and decide.’ 

‘But Jane we’ve spoken about having children together! It’s so easy these days to get a donor, I 

don’t understand, if that’s all you wanted? Sure I can’t give you a child of our own, but hell man, you 

saw The Kids are Alright, both women had kids from the same donor, they were half-siblings… I haven’t 

stopped thinking of that …’  

‘It’s more than having children, Lisa. God I’m so sorry...’ 

‘What you think two women can’t raise a child together?’ 

‘No, not that, you know it’s not that.’ 

‘What then?’ Lisa turns to face her. Jane’s face is red in the sun; her eyes behind the dark glasses 

glance away.  

‘I want to be normal, Lisa.’ 

‘You want to be fucking normal! What do you call this, then, are we some fucking weirdos?’ Lisa, 

shouting. ‘So for five years you’ve been happy to be some kind of weirdo, and now, oh your biological 

clock is ticking and you’ve got  to have babies quick and Andrew just happens to come along and he’s 

going to give you perfect babies and you’re going to live with a man again and be what, normal Jane, is 

that it?’ 

‘You knew that Lise, you knew that when we got together I’d always been with men. That’s not a 

surprise.’ 

‘No it fucking isn’t … and we spoke about it Jane, you said you knew you were both somehow, 

but that you were more comfortable with me, with women. And now?’  

‘And now…’ Jane sighs.  

‘And now you’re going to be some heterosexual mommy and wife aren’t you?’ 

‘It’s not a dirty word, you say it, you spit it as though it were something to be ashamed of.’ 

‘No darling, I’ll tell you what there is to be ashamed of, lying and sneaking behind someone’s 

back and actually dating someone else and then deciding to go on holiday with the person you 

supposedly love, and then deciding that no you’re going to marry some man you’ve known for what, 

how many months, a couple – so that you can live together in some kind of heterosexual bliss and have 

two point five children who will grow up with a mommy and a daddy, not a mommy and a mommy. You 

know if this were like I don't know even twenty years ago when things were so much harder for gays, 

sure I could sort of understand it. But Jane man, it’s practically trendy to be gay now, what the fuck?’ 
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‘It’s more than that though, Lisa, I can’t explain it even to myself. I love you, you know that and 

I’ll always love you, even though I know you’re never going to talk to me again once we get home. But I 

need to be with a man. I need to get married, I need to be normal.’ 

‘But your parents have accepted us?’ 

‘It’s not about that Lisa, please try and understand that. I can’t accept this about myself; I can’t 

live with this forever.’ 

‘You’re right, Jane,’ I don’t understand. ‘Do you even love Andrew?’ 

Jane shakes her head. ‘It’s not about that either. He’ll make a good husband, a good father. It’s 

what I want, what I need. I know you’ll never understand … but you also know that I’ve battled my 

whole life to be accepted, liked. I need this. I need to buy into the whole marriage thing.’ 

 

*** 

 

Lisa doesn’t understand. She doesn’t understand as she takes off, retracing the steps down the 

sloping paths back to the street entrance. The walls and tourists blur, she’s made her way back to the 

hot noisy street before she knows it. She’s feeling icy again, despite the heat.  She has a thin jersey 

which she wraps around herself and stands there, on the street corner, shivering.  

At this point she has no idea how she’s going to get back to the hotel, how she’s going to make 

her way back home. She knows there will be a taxi drive to the airport the next morning, and she knows 

she will be sharing that taxi with Jane. She can picture the flight back to Paris, and she can picture the 

airport with its high vaulted ceiling. She can picture the airport seats, and boarding and winging her way 

home to Johannesburg. She can picture the two meals in economy, the supper and then the heated up 

eggs in the morning. 

And she knows that they will not argue about who gets their two dogs, they will remain with 

her, and since Jane moved in with her into her small cluster home, she knows that Jane will move out, 

and Lisa will find the smallness suddenly too large, too enveloping. If you had to ask, she’d repeat these 

musings of the future as though they were facts.                      

  She cannot picture Jane after that. She knows she mustn’t, won’t … she knows time will roll on, 

the future will happen. She knows this as she knows the sun comes up every day and seasons follow 

each other, sometimes with monotonous regularity.  

But right now, she knows none of this. A scooter roars past, a man grins beneath the helmet, 

and a woman sits behind him, brown hair flying out from under her own helmet. The noise in these 
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Spanish cities is deafening, thinks Lisa as the scooter goes past and the happy couple, who are far away 

now, who were glimpsed for such a brief moment, they hardly register, although the woman’s long 

flying hair remains imprinted on Lisa’s mind for years after. My last day in Malaga, she might say 

beginning a story, this is what I did.  

She stands there, the scooter long gone. The shops are starting to open up for the late 

afternoon now; shutters are being rolled open, doors unlocked. Lisa stands, watches, observes, feels her 

own terrible inexplicable cravings kick in. she’s never been a smoker, and yet she longs to hold a thin 

cylindrical tube in her hand, roll it between her fingers, have something to hold, see the blue smoke rise 

up, it’s not for nothing that people smoked in old movies – they looked romantic, mysterious, like they 

were having fun.    

    

Note: quotes from the guidebook are from The Rough Guide to Andalucía, April 2006 edition  
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BEHIND THE SHADOWS 

Tasneem Basha 

 

They all laughed at me yesterday.  All of them.  They all know about Yusuf and how he likes other 

women and how he told Naazia she was looking very smart because she was wearing that tight-

tight abaya.  They all heard him shout at me in the kitchen ‘cos there was too much water in the 

rice.  They think they are better than me.  But they are, with their shiny expensive clothes and 

waxed eyebrows and fancy scarf pins.  All of them proud and polished like the cars they drive.  

The only shiny thing I ever had was the tin roof on the house I come from.  They say I come from 

a farm.  Yusuf says I always have a dof look on my face.  His mother says I’m filthy and I don’t 

finish anything I start. 

 

She picked up the blade. 

 

I’m alone.  Not part of anything.  Rejected. 

 

Maryam sliced a third gash into her upper forearm without a whimper, let the dizzying 

pain wash over her and felt the triumph of drawing blood.  The cuts were impressive and in time 

they would fade into white markers of expression, a reminder of the hurt she had borne.  Like a 

plaque of achievement.  The cuts were seeping more blood than she had anticipated.  A hasty 

bandaging job and no-one would even know.  Even if they did know, no-one would care.  She 

was worth nothing.  An extra pair of lungs taking up oxygen that could be better used by 

someone more intelligent, more beautiful, more gutsy, someone…just more.  Maryam wasn’t 

feeling sorry for herself.  Not in the least. At twenty-six she knew when she was not wanted.  

Not wanted.  Not needed.  Not loved.  Not by her husband or her children or her in-laws.  

“Maryam! The tava is hot!” Zohrabai shouted.  “Gee mummy, I’m coming now,” Maryam 

answered and flushed the toilet for good effect.  She made her way to the kitchen.  Too many 

years had taught Maryam the correct distance to stand from the hot griddle and her cold 

mother-in-law.  Just enough space for Zohra’s elbows to work the perfectly circular bread, just 

enough space so that Maryam wouldn’t burn her wrist on the edge of the piping hot tava.  A 

careless burn would earn her a scalding glare from her mother-in-law, conveying in a swift bitter 
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glance what an incompetent fool she thought Maryam to be.  “Finished ironing the children’s 

clothes?” Zohra questioned gruffly, twenty-two carat gold bangles jingling on her plump 

forearms.  “Gee mummy”.  “And Yusufs’ takkies? You know my son likes his takkies must be 

white-white when he goes out.  Ismail mamaji will be so happy to see him and the children, so 

long he’s calling them to come for a braai”.  Maryam turned the roti over to reveal a perfectly 

speckled underside.  The phone rang, relieving her from answering her mother-in-law who 

would not have noticed either way.  Maryam wrapped the still hot rotis in a clean cloth and 

began setting the table for supper.  She thought about how people liked covering things up.  

This table for instance, a solid wood affair, covered first with a sheet of leather, then a double-

folded bed sheet, a thick powder-blue table-cloth, a white patterned table-cloth, an extra thick 

layer of plastic.  On top of this she would put the daily use table-cloth and placemats. And as she 

did this her actions would be watched over with a hawk’s eye. Zohra’s.  She wondered how the 

table would have fared on its own.  Bare.  Naked.  Showcasing the back-and-forth of food and 

words and spills over the days and years.  Perhaps it would have been a little worse for wear, 

but maybe it would have been happy that way.  Memories scuffed onto its edges.  It could have 

been free. It could have shown the life etched into its wood grain. But covered it must be, sort 

of there but not really there.  Fulfilling a function without letting its personality spill over into 

the environment it served.  She bet no-one knew what the real table looked like or felt like 

underneath all those layers of cover.  Covered tables.  Covered lounge suites.  Covered women.  

Scarves.  And veils.  Make-up covered, too.  Smiles.  Words.  Bandages.  Shapeless clothing.  

Hats.  Labels.  Sile nce.  Yes, there were many ways to cover.  Maryam dealt a mat to each place 

setting.  A plate over each mat, she remembered to keep the plate with the hairline crack and 

chip for herself.  The others would complain, say something if they found it in front of them.  But 

not Maryam, it was ok for her.  She didn’t mind.  Maryam hardly ever minded. It was just her 

after all.  Just Maryam. 

At the supper table Maryam looked at each one; this is my life, all that exists for me, 

nothing else.  Little Ilhaam sat on her lap, straining her mother’s already tense shoulders  and 

getting grains of rice to stick between her fingers.  To her right sat her six-year old son, Zaakir, 

bearing a name she did not choose.  A name chosen by Zohra.  Zaakir lived a life chosen by 

Zohra too.  Then there was Yusuf. Husband.  Father of her children.  Tormentor.  On his 

shoulders lay the scattered dust of her dashed dreams.  When he came to ask he was so 

handsome and nice.  He told my mother he would send me to study after we got married but he 
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didn’t.  He said he would teach me to drive and look after me.  Mummy was so happy, she didn’t 

want a hard life for me like how Fatima got; making rotis and pur for selling but see today how 

Fatima is happy.  They never moved to a big house like this one but they are happy, Umar is so 

nice to her.  She couldn’t look at Yusuf anymore.  His mother sat at the head of the table, where 

it was proper for her to be seated.  She was their self-elected ruler and she entertained no 

opposition, not even from her husband, Farouk.  Farouk spoke very little and it was clear to 

Maryam that he was not a part of this ‘family’, this unit that counted Zohra and Yusuf as its main 

benefactors to the exclusion of everyone else.   

“Can I have some rice please?” Zaakir asked sweetly.   

“Ok, Yusuf pass the rice please.”  

Yusuf seemed not to have heard her.  

“Yusuf please pass the rice.”  

Zaakir looked at his father and then his mother.  

“Yusuf?” Maryam tried again.  Zaakir poked his father in the arm “Daddy, Mummy is 

talking to you!”   

Finally Yusuf looked at her in disdain.  Invalidated.  The abuse for the evening was done.   

“Please pass the rice,” said Maryam as the baby started crying. 

“This child crying too much.  Toem much!” Zohra emphasized.  “One way she cries you 

will see maghrib time how she screams! Always maghrib time the children cry more.”  

Maryam tried to ride the wave of anxiety that loomed over her.  That was all she 

needed, Ilhaam crying even worse than she had been during the day, during the last two days.   

“What I told you Maryam? Everyday sitting outside with the children, you don’t know 

who’s walking pass and putting nazr.  Now see what happened, but nooo (Maryam hated how 

she dragged that word out) you’rl won’t listen.  We old, we don’t know nothing,” continued 

Zohra, her voice dripping sarcasm.   

Yusuf sighed audibly.  The sight of Maryam sitting there, her eyes wide with fright, her 

scarf tied in that old-fashioned way grated on his nerves.  “Why you don’t take the child from 

my mother?! You can see she’s troubling”.   

Maryams' insides did a double-flip.  Ilhaam screamed louder, fear evident in her baby 

cries.  Maryam scurried to take the child away, wondering what she had done wrong.  

 “Change her napkin!  Come now, I can’t think for you, you the bloody mother!”  Yusuf 

shouted.  
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 Maryam carried Ilhaam to the room.  In the background she heard Zohra, “Must be the 

child is hungry don’t know when last I saw her having a bottle.” She checked the napkin she had 

just changed.  Tears fell unbidden from her eyes onto Ilhaams’ five-month-old tummy.   

Maryam remembered what they had said yesterday, Naazia especially with that smug 

look on her face.  “For what I must feel sorry for her? You heard what Zohrabai said.  She’s 

stupid that one, useless – she got no backbone.  It’s not my fault she don’t dress up for her 

husband that he must look at other women”.   It hurt so badly, her heart breaking into dry, dead 

pieces, making its rough passage up through her throat, scraping the way raw.  Why was she so 

stupid?  Why didn’t she know what to do to make things better?  If only Ilhaam would stop 

crying then Yusuf wouldn’t be so angry.  No, it wasn’t the child’s fault, it was hers, and she had 

done something wrong, very, very wrong.  She was wrong.  Disgusting, weak, pathetic.  The 

litany of words that whispered through her mind day in and day out for eight years screamed at 

her now making her squeeze her eyes shut in defense.  “Please make it stop, please make it 

stop, please make it stop”.  She cradled Ilhaam against her shoulder cooing comforting words to 

her baby, to herself, letting the child’s blanket soak up both their tired tears. 

The ringing of the doorbell echoed through the house, she heard a woman’s voice and 

quickly dried her eyes and folded up and packed away that part of her that would be 

uncomfortable for people to deal with.  Zohra would be fearsome should Maryam not welcome 

guests or make the tea.  It was Yusuf’s cousin Ekraam and his wife Saadiya.  Maryam smiled.  

Saadiya was one of the few in the family who treated her pleasantly.  She liked her, and it didn’t 

escape her notice the look of admiration that Yusuf held in his eye for his cousin’s wife either.  

She couldn’t blame him.  Saadiya was, to put it plainly, lovely.  She glowed with happiness, real 

happiness.  She smiled and it reached her eyes.  Even though she was ample in form, Ekraam 

treated his wife like she was the most delicate of hummingbirds; he spoke to her softly, sat next 

to her at family gatherings.  Maryam saw that it was a world far removed from her own.  It was 

too much to hope for that Yusuf would feel that way about her that she too could glow with 

happiness.  A woman was like the earth and a husband like the sun.  When the sun shines 

warmly on a piece of earth it brings it to life, revealing its beauty.  Even in the slums you could 

see the little flowers that grew under the heavens’ warm encouragement.  But to be always in 

the shade, it was cold there and dark, so cold and dark even hope died. 

Ilhaam didn’t stop screaming that night, so Maryam understood that Yusuf was tired 

and frustrated and that was why he banged the bedroom door shut and that was why he was 
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screaming at her.  She heard footsteps coming down the passage and for a wild moment she 

imagined that after eight years her father-in-law had had enough and was about to save her 

from the hiding she knew was coming.  But it was only Zohra.  “Give me the child,” she said. 

“Baby mustn’t see all this.” A small mercy. When Yusuf grabbed Maryam by the shoulders and 

threw her against the wall she didn’t resist.  He was angry.  It was almost a relief to have his 

heavy fists rain down on her.  Why did men do that? Beat wives and mothers and sisters?  It 

wasn’t really the hiding that broke a person, it was the intention behind the act, like saying 

‘you’re worthless enough to me to be treated like an animal’.  For all the feel of his hands, 

Maryam couldn’t remember what it was like to be held or comforted, to be kept safe by him.  

She wondered if Ekraam bashed Saadiya.  Maybe he did, maybe Saadiya was just better at 

hiding it, at being happy.   

Yusuf yanked her hair and she thought she heard it tearing out of her scalp. “You see 

what you make me do?! You see how you provoke me?! You can’t even look after the children 

properly.  You think I want to come home from work to this, huh?!”   

A smack across her face got rid of any dignity she might have had.  She sat there like a 

rag-doll reasoning that it was actually her ear-drums that hurt most from his rib-shaking 

bellowing.   

Yusuf screamed. “What didn’t I do for you huh?! What didn’t I do for you? I  took you 

out of that hovel, that farm you were living on.  I borrowed money to buy a nice bedroom suite 

for your room.  Sometimes I feel like I can kill you.”   

He really does hate me.  

 “I don’t know why I even married you.  What you do for me huh?! Nothing. NOTHING!”  

But I washed the lipstick stain and perfume smell off your shirt when you came home 

from that work function.   

“You must rather go back where you came from, fucken stupid cow”. 

Afterwards she pragmatically went to her make-up purse.  It contained three items; 

mousse foundation in Bronze Dawn, kajal and Bonny Brown lipstick. ‘Bonny’ doesn’t that mean 

happy or something?  ‘Happy,.’ what a joke!   And so Maryam laughed hysterically in the 

bathroom before she cried.  Silly girl.  It was too late to fiddle with the bruise forming next to her 

right eye.  She would do it in the morning.  For now it was time to get Ilhaam and put her to bed.  

The child sat next to Zohra on the sofa shocked into silence by the high volume of the Indian 

soapie her grandmother was watching.  A blind eye, a deaf ear. 
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Maryam woke to the sound of Yusuf’s tyres screeching away.  Only her back and head 

hurt more than her heart.  “Dear God, why won’t he love me?” “BECAUSE YOURE NOT BLOODY 

LOVABLE! YOU’RE DISGUSTING AND WEAK!”  Maryam lay quietly for a bit.  Yes, it hurt all over.  

But Ilhaam was still sleeping and Zaakir had to get ready for school.  Sleepy cereal time every 

morning, a little pocket of time when hope still skimmed the edges of her day, a few moments 

of peace before reality hit. 

A prayer preceding the getting out of bed. 

A prayer every day. 

“Maybe today, maybe today, maybe today…”  But it hadn’t happened yet, that elusive 

something or someone that would shatter these walls and bring life and light and comfort and 

happy-happy.  It didn’t come.  Not yet.  So Maryam knew she would keep looking out the 

window, at the shadows of moods passing over Yusufs face.  Hoping for a phone call, a letter… 

something else from somewhere else would make it better. I’m broken, broken to bits, crushed 

to smithereens.  I can’t do anything.   

Zaakir said, “Mummy, why do you kiss us so much?”  

“Because I love you darling.”   

“Does Daddy love you, Mummy?  Daddy doesn’t kiss you…”  

Straighten his bag.  Push his hair out of his face.  Don’t answer him.  “Guess what? I put 

a caramel custard for you in the lunchbox!”  Smile, dammit, smile. 

 “Jazakallah, Mummy”. 

It was Saturday and the blue mark under her eye seemed to be deepening to a 

passionate purple, stupid, stupid, she had probably made it worse with all her crying and today 

was the braai.  The whole family will be at Ismail mamaji’s house.  What will they think? They’ll 

laugh at me again.  The thought cloaked her body, dragged down heavily on her shoulders and 

her eyes widened with the lonely iciness that only the shunned can feel.  Maryam ignored the 

bruise while she picked out something to wear, knowing well that she would end up wearing her 

trusted (faded) black abaya which wasn’t even hers to begin with.  It had come from some 

relative to her mother-in-law to be given away in charity.  She recalled how Yusuf had said then 

that there was no need to buy Eid clothes for her since she had that abaya.  She had never asked 

for clothes again.  As it turned out, covering the bruise with foundation made it even more 

blatant.  Maryam considered covering her entire face in the creamy pretence.  Nevermind, she 

wiped the foundation off, his whole family knows he hits me.  Not like anyone is going to look at 
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me, I’ll just keep my face down.  They don’t care anyway, all these years… they don’t care.  She 

lined her lower lids with kajal and with a small sense of defiance refused to put on any lipstick 

simply because it had the word ‘bonny’ in its name.  She was not bonny, she was desolate, 

definitely not bonny or fine or strong or even angry.  Yusuf was marinating himself in some 

cologne, her mother-in-law probably donning every piece of gold finery she possessed and her 

father-in-law…well the bruise under her eye had wrenched some sympathy from him.  I saw 

how he looked at me.  That’s why he took the children and went first to the braai, trying in his 

own way to help me a little bit.  Still don’t know what I’m going to tell them if someone see’s my 

face. I’ll say I fell down the stairs.  They’ll believe that - they think I’m stupid anyway. 

Maryam was putting her shoes on when the front door banged open shuddering every 

wall in the house.  Yusuf screamed from the bathroom, “Maryam what the hell are you doing?! 

Go close the front door, woman!” She heard Zohra screeching in the hallway, and fear clutched 

at her as she ran towards what had now become a wailing.  There was a man, and he was a lot 

of man, his bulky frame towering over Zohra as he held her by the scruff of her Swarovski-crystal 

cloak.  Zohra was cowering behind her bejewelled hands and it was obvious from the smell that 

she had lost control of her bladder.  “GET BACK! GET BACK NOW AND SHUT-UP!”  That was 

when Maryam noticed the second man much shorter and smaller in size.  They both wore black 

stockings over their faces but this short one had a gold tooth glinting through his face covering, 

and more importantly, he was toting a gun in her direction.   

Yusuf came rushing up behind her and skidded to a halt.  For some strange reason 

Maryam noted that she had never seen someone actually do that in real life – ‘skid to a halt’.     

“There’s the bastard” Gold Tooth said.    

Zohra sobbed, “Yusuf please, just give them what they want.”   

“I TOLD YOU TO SHUT UP!” and the big man slapped Zohra so hard it split her lip. 

Maryam watched the blood spatter onto the wall.  All this screaming and shouting and crying 

and beating up.   

Yusuf didn’t move to defend his mother, he didn’t clench his fists into balls of cement 

like Maryam knew he could, his eyes didn’t pop out and his face didn’t redden in rage like the 

other day when Ilhaam wouldn’t stop crying.  He just stood there and Maryam saw something 

on his now ashen face she had never seen before.  Fear.  Desperate, cold fear.   



180 
 

The big man was busy pulling off all Zohra’s jewellery as Gold Tooth sneered, “I told you 

we know where you live Yusuf.  You don’t want to come to us, we’ll come to you.  I want my 

money or I kill you.” 

 Something had gone very still inside Maryam, very clear as she realized that for some 

reason she was not feeling afraid.   

The short man spoke again, “Its fine to have a nice time, huh, but when it comes time to 

pay then no one can find you Joe.  But me I’ll find you.” He took aim with the gun.   

Maryam heard her own voice, sure and calm, as though in a dream,  “He’ll pay you.  

Whatever it is, he’ll pay you.  I’ll make sure he does.” 

  Yusuf squeaked something unintelligible in the background.  Maryam could only make 

out was the word ‘please’, which he said in a begging sort of way.  Astonished, she turned turn 

to look at him, the monster who had broken her rib on their third anniversary, who blasted his 

music at maghrib time and said he didn’t give a fuck what the neighbours thought.  “Your wife 

doesn’t want I must kill you, does she know how you like to chase arse all over town?  She 

knows how you scheming with Natalie, huh?  You bastard!  MY Natalie!  You think I never see 

her phone?”  He shook with rage now and the big man egged him on “That’s why I said you 

must shoot this dog.  Shoot him man!”   

Zohra, sprawled on the floor, sobbed and wailed even louder now. “My son, my son, 

don’t kill my sonnn…”   

Maryam heard a voice “Ma, shut up, please,” and then she realized it was her own.  She 

would have apologized but when she looked back she saw the deathly intent on the gunman’s 

face.  There would be no turning back now. He was going to kill Yusuf whether his mother liked 

it or not, because of Natalie – whoever the hell she was.  There was a deafening blast and 

Maryam wondered if Natalie was worth dying for before she threw herself in front of Yusuf, 

knocking him to the floor. 

“Fucksakes, you never put the silencer on! The cops will be here now, the whole of 

Khans Park must’ve heard!”  Criminal feet bounding out of the house.  Blue lights flashing 

through the window and off Zohra’s brass ornament collection.  Red blood on Yusuf’s ‘white-

white’ takkies.  Oh God, oh dear God.  They shot Yusuf. But there was a searing heat and 

thudding pain gripping Maryams’ left arm. “Yusuf?! Yusuf you ok?” she asked.  Sitting on the 

floor, Yusuf nodded at her dumbly.  It was her blood on his takkies. 
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Doctor Chand from across the road was first through the door, followed by a hefty black 

police woman who scooped her up off the tiles.  

“She got shot.” 

 Doctor Chand had his hands in his pockets. “You got shot? Let me see where.” He made 

it sound as though Maryam had fallen down and got hurt.   

The policewoman presented Maryams’ arm to him.   

I got shot?  I could have died.  The children…her head felt like it was packed with cotton-

wool.   

The doctor rolled up her over-sized abaya sleeve.  “Looks like a flesh-wound.  Officer 

bring her too my rooms please, I think I can sort this one out.” 

 She didn’t remember getting there, but soon she was in Dr. Chand’s surgery, holding 

her scarf against her arm to stop her blood messing the floors.  She heard the doctor say “A big 

chunk of flesh, but a flesh-wound nonetheless.”  He had cut away the sleeve of her abaya… hell, 

what am I going to wear to the braai now?   

“What happened here?” the doctor asked, unbinding the bandage covering the gashes 

Maryam had inflicted on herself. 

 “Err…uhm…,” she stuttered, searching her mind for a believable explanation. 

 “And your eye? Did one of those men hit you?”   

Say something, say they had a knife and they hit you! “Yes! Yes, that’s what happened,” 

Maryam lied.   

“She’s lying, this one.  You can see that bruise is old,” the policewoman stared Maryam 

down, challenging the truth out of her.   

Maryam shrunk back in shame.  She was sure she could still hear Zohra howling her 

lungs out.  Eight years.  Maryam took a deep breath.  She looked down and realized she couldn’t 

find a reason to lie for Yusuf anymore.  “He hit me…my husband.  He hits me.  And I cut myself, I 

don’t know why I do it, but I cut myself.”  

Doctor Chand was silent for a long time as Maryam sat with the weight of what she had 

just said.  I feel like I just found out that he hits me.  I never said it out loud before.   

There was wound-cleaning, and something for the pain and suturing but Maryam didn’t 

even wince.  Not once.   
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“So what are you going to do now?  You going to stay with that man, let your children 

grow up in that house? You have to make a change, my girl.  No one else is going to do it for 

you.” 

  You don’t understand, I’m nothing in this family, I can’t do anything right and I don’t 

make any rules.  

 “Nne ke tlo ba tlohella ba thonye ntja e…I would have let them shoot the bastard,” said 

the policewoman. 

She was back home now.    

It’s not home, it’s never been home, and it’s just a house. 

“Can’t believe she took a bullet for him, she’s so brave.” 

“Maybe she just loves him too much.  Her husband is all she got.”   

He’s not a husband, never has been a husband, he’s just a man. 

“I think she wanted to die, miserable life she got.” 

Maryam heard all of it before she walked into the lounge packed to overflowing with 

family and friends and neighbours.  Everyone went silent.   

Yusuf stood up.  “You almost died for me.  I didn’t know you love me so much.  After all 

we’ve been through together…” and that was her undoing.  Suddenly Yusuf saw something 

different in Maryam though he didn’t know what; her eyes shone brighter, her cheeks had 

colour in them, maybe it was her brown hair that hung loose and wild. The cracks in her being 

that she had held together so diligently for almost a decade gave way and Maryam thought she 

might cry, but that was for the weak.  Besides it wasn’t tears welling its hot formidable way up 

inside her, but anger.  An indomitable fury unlike anything she had ever felt before filled the 

crevices of her soul.  It pushed her shoulders back, steadied her voice where it would once have 

wavered and finally, finally she could see.  Lightning strikes, maybe once, maybe twice. 

“What have ‘we’ been through Yusuf?  Me and you?  Nothing.  What a joke you are.  I 

waited up alone for you at night.  I raised these children.  I sit with the bruises every time you 

want to prove you a ‘man’ and hit me till I am black and blue.  Do they know how you let those 

men hit your mother? And what a wimp you really are? Who had to speak up for you? Me, 

Yusuf, me alone.  You are never there.” 

It took Yusuf some time but he said “Hey! You watch your mouth…you watch how you 

talk to me!” 
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Zohra placated “Beti, you are upset now.  Mustn’t speak in anger, just now you say 

something you regret.  Come now, we family.” 

A mirthless laugh escaped Maryam’s lips.  “Family? Regrets? I regret the day I married 

your son! Is this what you raised? A womanising, wife-beating, druggie?” she spat with a venom 

she never knew she possessed. 

 

There was no going back now. She had said the unspeakable and she knew from experience that 

a clean cut was better than a jagged one “You all know what happens in this house yet you 

made me the bad one.  I was stupid. I was useless, hey Naazia?  My hardship was nice gossip 

over your afternoon tea, neh?”  No one dared look her in the face for Maryam had become a 

veritable Nemesis, the Greek godess of retribution. 

Then as suddenly as the storm had risen inside her it died down.  A still, desolate truth 

came to roost in its place.  I’ll have to make it on my own; I’ll have to find a way to be strong 

every single day.  It will be up to me to make things different, to make things better.” 

  Doctor Chand had walked in again “If there’s anything else that needs to be 

reported…” he looked at Yusuf meaningfully “…the cops are still outside.”  Yusuf lowered his 

eyes and stuffed his hands into his pockets.  

 “No, nothing else doctor,” Maryam said calmly, “but I do need a lift, me and the kids.  

I’m going home.” 
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TIME AGO, TIME PRESENT 

Isabella Morris 

 

Winter sucks the colour from the southern sky, turning the landscape an inhospitable grey. Liu 

Guo closes the battered toolbox, flicks the latch and clicks the lock. He nods at Ng Qin and they raise the 

laden trunk between them and haul it to the truck. The afternoon wind sends a tremor across the grass 

and the black-faced sheep grazing next to the highway look up at Liu and Ng and blink.  

In less than half an hour the plundering darkness will purge the remaining light. Liu’s fingers will 

stiffen from the acute cold, and the work teams will file quietly into the back of the vans; in the dark, 

stuffy silence they will tear at cuticles brittle-white from the icy wind; they will close their dry eyes and 

allow themselves to be lulled to sleep on the journey back to the hotel. 

As the convoy of small trucks approaches Richmond, the drivers dim their lights, change down 

gears and allow the trucks to coast down the hill. They roll past the few illuminated houses inhabited by 

permanent residents and when they reach the hotel, the driver of Liu’s van curses – the hotel security 

guard has forgotten to open the gates. The driver shouts at Liu to get out and open the gate.  

The gate is heavy and cold, and half-open by the time the guard hurries up the long driveway to 

help Liu, but Liu waves him away, leans against the gate and rolls it the last few metres. He waits for the 

six vans to pull into the driveway, to line up in the hotel yard, then he closes the gate, and digs his hands 

into his pockets that are too thin to be effective against the Northern Cape wind; steam escapes from 

his nostrils, his mouth. Liu blows on his hands, watches the rear doors of the trucks open, observes the 

men fall into line and run-march into the rear of the hotel.  

Liu and his colleagues usually enter and exit the hotel by the rear corridor, then proceed up to 

their rooms, not through the foyer of the hotel, but through the internal staircase used by staff in the 

days when the hotel was busy and its affluent clientele didn’t want to be disturbed by staff in the main 

areas of the hotel. Liu hangs back, he is reluctant to enter the hotel just yet. Certainly the brown grass, 

the sandy parking yard, the flea-bitten dog and the odd bits of broken furniture hold no allure for him, 

but the hotel room that he shares with Ng is too compact with its scuffed, thick white walls, its peeling 

ceiling. Liu can carry fifty cement blocks a day, but their bulk does not match the oppressive weight of 

the bedroom walls and the ceiling that seems to bear down on him. 

Instead of returning to his room, Liu would like to walk down to the small stream that runs 

parallel to the large house where the old people wait to die, but, during the week the men must stay in 
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the hotel when they have finished their shift on the power line. The last time Liu broke the rule and 

spent the evening at the stream instead of eating dinner, Seikafu had reprimanded him. “Ah, so your 

work is so light that you don’t need to eat. Make certain that you lay double the amount of plinths 

tomorrow Liu, or I will think you are lazy. We don’t need laziness here.” 

The stream is just a trickle of light now that it is winter, but Liu longs to slip down through the 

willow trees, strip off his boots, peel the sweaty socks off his icy feet and feel the fresh water tickle 

between his toes, the sticky mud suck against his soles. He awakes every Saturday and Sunday with the 

call of that soundless stream in his ears, inviting him; its shallow dampness beckons, reminding him of 

the Lijiang River back home. 

The stream in the dusty village of Richmond is nothing like the swathes of the blue-black Lijiang 

River, and Liu kicks the tip of his boot into the sandy courtyard, annoyed that the feeble stream 

summonses him. The great Lijiang River that flows past his village in Guilin was where he waded from 

childhood into adulthood; the mossy smell of the river clung to his skin long after he left Guilin. He has 

only to close his eyes and inhale and he can still smell its earthy wet scent, hear its reassuring presence 

even though he is thousands of kilometres removed from it.  

Liu looks toward the gate, considers sliding it back and slipping into the deserted street, striding 

past the sleepy old-age home and stealing down the rocky bank into the stream. Instead, he lights a 

cigarette and sucks at it repeatedly, barely able to exhale a mouthful of smoke before he inhales again. 

He did not smoke when he was his father’s helper; when would he have found the time? In between 

choosing the cormorants for the evening fishing, drawing ropes to determine in which order the birds 

would fish, roping them, or mending the fishing nets? 

“When are you coming in, Seikafu is looking for you? Food is being served,” says Ng, appearing 

at Liu’s side.  

Liu tosses the copper-tipped butt and follows Ng into the hotel, but he doesn’t match his 

friend’s haste. Is Ng his friend? Liu sits next to him at the long dining table and realises that Ng is his 

friend here only; Liu knows that in China, he and Ng would never have been friends. Ng is from 

Guangzhou, he speaks in a lighter voice, regularly chides Liu for his rough accent, his jagged dialect. But 

here, in this almost riverless place in South Africa, Liu and Ng have become friends, their differences 

discharged only because they are less different to each other than they are to the South Africans. 

The smell wafting off the steaming plates nauseates Liu; it is the fatty brown meat from the 

black-faced sheep that chew next to the fence against the highway where Liu and his colleagues are 

erecting the new power lines. Liu longs for the sweet flavour of pork, the five-spice fragrance of it 
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sweating in his mother’s kitchen, or the dense white flesh of the fish that his mother seasoned with 

garlic and long strips of green chilli and served with plump bowls of sticky rice. There are no shimmering 

fish in the narrow strip of Richmond water, none that will stare at Liu with their unflinching, glassy eyes 

as they suck at the air. 

As Liu picks the fatty meat from his stew and pushes it to the side of his plate, his colleagues 

speak rapidly. Seikafu is making an announcement after dinner and the men speculate about the 

contents of his delivery. 

“It’s about the Book Fair in the streets tomorrow, I think we’ll be allowed to go together instead 

of having to walk about in two’s like we usually do,” says Ming, the youngest of the workers.  

Liu snorts without looking up. 

“Maybe we’ll get a bonus, so we’ll have something to spend,” Ng says. 

Liu doesn’t snort at Ng’s ridiculous suggestion, but wonders what on earth Ng might want to buy – 

books he can’t read in a language he still can’t understand, even after thirteen months of being in the 

country? Ng rejects Liu’s jibes about his dismal linguistic abilities. 

“Why learn English? We’re on contract, we’re going home in five months?” Ng says. 

“Don’t English people visit Guangzhou?” Liu asks, thinking of the tourists that come to watch the 

cormorant fishing at night, huddled on the banks with their cameras held to their eyes, oohing and 

aahing as Liu lights the crackers to signify that the fishing will begin. Liu objected to posing with the 

cormorants for the tourists, disapproved of stretching his mouth into a smile for a stranger’s 

photograph, but the dollar tips added up and bought rice in the seven months when there was no 

fishing. 

Seikafu still has bits of meat in his teeth when he pushes his chair back and stands up to address 

the workers. 

“Tomorrow we will be going to Chinatown in Johannesburg. The vans will leave at 04h30, make 

sure you’re all in the yard by 04h15. It is a special outing and we will return on Sunday afternoon, so 

bring a blanket and some money,” Seikafu says, scowls and leaves the dining room. 

Liu lies awake in the darkness. He wonders if Seikafu was paid to take the men out for the 

weekend so that the town could entertain visitors that looked like themselves. He knew that the 

workers would not be allowed to spend the weekend roaming around Richmond. 

It is perplexing to Liu that he and Ng and the other workers have been contracted from China. 

Liu has seen the local dark men lined against the highway, standing with their arms limp at their sides, 

their eyes level with Liu’s as the van drives past them. Liu is not certain, but he thinks he sees hatred 
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burning in their eyes. Sometimes Liu meets the brown children at the stream and they talk to him, their 

faces crinkled with mirth when he does not understand them or gives the wrong response to one of 

their questions. 

Even through the thick walls Liu can hear the men in the room next door, their excited chatter 

speculating about what they will find in Chinatown. Ng’s steady breathing assures Liu that Ng is asleep, 

so Liu leans towards the window and throws open the thick brown curtains that are to be kept closed at 

all times. He lies back under his blankets and stares out of the unwashed window, and sees the spray of 

stars across the sky. The constellations are different in the southern sky, he cannot blank out Taurus 

with his thumb or trace Orion but he is finding new shapes in this new night sky, mapping himself in 

relation to the stars of the south. Liu traces the lopsided shape of a woman, drawing the contours 

between his fingers. He wonders if there are women in Chinatown - women with shiny black hair, pale 

eyelids, full mouths, soft hands - women who keep their eyes down when they talk to him. Liu cannot 

get used to the woman at Spar with the round blue eyes that meet his across the counter in an 

unwavering, almost challenging gaze. 

The following morning, Seikafu doesn’t have to scowl and curse and send Liu to tell anyone to 

hurry up; the men are all waiting at 04h15 and they get an early start. In the back of the vans the men 

chatter and smoke and argue about leg-room. Liu, sitting next to the driver, keeps his eyes on the 

landscape, watching it change from sparse knots of vegetation to billowing brown fields to lush green 

crops glistening under wide arcs of water. When the haze in the distance appears Liu sucks in his breath 

with disgust. They have crossed no mighty river, just a couple of streams by Chinese standards. He 

thinks that he should have feigned illness, stayed at the hotel and spent the day at the Richmond 

stream.  

The grey columned city of Johannesburg rises into the blue sky and Liu opens the van window 

and sniffs, but there is no smell. Liu wonders how people orient themselves in a city without the smell of 

fumes, or the sweat of food, or the muddy tang of river.  

Liu isn’t sure what he expected Chinatown to be like, but the single road in Cyrildene does not 

match his expectations. His legs are stiff from the seven-hour journey; the wind is no less harsh. He 

steps onto the sidewalk and strolls past the row of shops and recognises familiar words painted on the 

shop-fronts. His attention is drawn to a flapping sound. He looks up at a paper lantern suspended 

between street poles, a remnant of Chinese New Year, throbbing in the August wind like a heart, its 

tassel a delicate thread of blood.  
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The two blocks of Chinatown are a dim-sum of properties stuffed with extended families and 

crammed with commercial enterprises, but the dual carriageway dilutes the chaos of over-population. 

Liu peers over the walls of childless gardens that are either bricked in mahjong-tiled precision to 

facilitate low maintenance, or steaming woks of dust, scattered with the detritus of daily living. 

An eel's mouth of a gap has been chopped out of a residential perimeter fence and a hut has 

been installed. The wooden hut is divided down the middle, and in the left half a woman arranges and 

re-arranges crates of limp green vegetables – bok choy, green beans. Outside the right half of the hut a 

man peddles frozen fish. From a polystyrene cooling box he subtracts one of his scaled wares and using 

the phlegm-bubbled pavement as chopping board he hacks off the frozen fish’s head in a protracted 

effort with a blunt knife. Liu recognises the fish, but shakes his head in disappointment at the water 

taste he imagines the frozen fish will have when cooked.  

Liu shuffles forward into a grocery store, feeling as though he is moving but not moving at all. 

Shelves tai-chi past him, presenting their wares in slow motion. Sacks of black rice, white rice, Jasmine 

rice, and sticky rice. Dried chilli, preserved chilli and bottled black-chilli. A thousand score or more of 

silicone-like dainties and moulded jellies. He touches bark that isn't cinnamon, long dried sleeves of 

banana that aren't bananas, green bean thread that isn't green and seaweed plates that aren't crockery. 

The sweets and cakes are swirls of caramel and brown wrapped in cellophane packaging with familiar 

red lettering and the infused scent of stale noodle. Liu fingers the Chinese labels that name them, 

recognises them, can taste them in a kitchen far away, but here, he feels no attachment to them. 

He stumbles out of the grocery store, steps into the street and crosses to the other side. 

Turmeric coloured chickens and soya-basted ducks hang in the restaurant window, their dried heads 

origami-folded under their wings. 

Moving along from shop to shop feels like Liu is playing a game of geographical fan-tan, there 

are South Africans buying roast pork and dumplings in Chinese restaurants, and Chinese buying burgers 

at the South African burger take-away. The butcher’s blackboard offers rabbit, seafood and boerewors. 

The video-store competes with the grocer across the street - both have vast libraries of pirated DVDs. 

Both shops are packed with customers. Through a doorway, Liu catches sight of a Chinese hairdresser 

shampooing her client’s hair. He steps into the doorway, greets the woman, but she looks away as if she 

hasn’t understood him; she leans over her client and says, “Another farmer from the mainland.” Both 

women steal a look at Liu Guo and laugh. 

Liu is confused. He is here, but not here. At home but not at home. He feels as though he is 

carrying the concrete slabs for the power lines on his shoulders and the weight threatens to overwhelm 
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him. He knows that to purge himself of the acute pain in his chest he has to indulge in the appropriate 

medicine for his specific ailment. He thinks that if he permits a taste from home, chooses an item of 

food that completes a digestive cycle within him, he will lighten the incalculable weight of 

homesickness. The moon bun beckons. Liu hands over the money to the cashier, takes the moon bun; it 

weighs the same as a lead orange. The outer covering, a stolid dough browned and vermicellid tastes 

like thick marzipan without the almond flavour; it sits in his throat.  

Nausea salivates in his mouth, the bile is bitter in his throat. He looks at the signs on the walls 

next to the shop fronts but there are no international symbols that point visitors towards toilet facilities. 

Liu ducks into a side alley where the scent of the fish vendor’s day-old fish carcasses almost mask the 

dragon breath of ammonia trapped in the damp alleys. He heaves, but not even the bile comes up. 

Liu trudges back towards the main road stepping around an auspiciously placed security guard 

who crouches like a wise old magot tending an R1 rifle instead of a gnarled stick. His gung-ho fingers 

fidget with the smooth metal of the trigger. Liu hurries away, alarmed to be so close to the potential for 

violence; he is disturbed by the presence of the security guard and his blatant display of his weapon. Liu 

feels that when the mind is bound to a centre it is not free and it can therefore move only within the 

limits of that focus. A person becomes restricted within the stronghold of their own focal point. Liu is 

afraid the guard will discharge the weapon. 

Liu pulls up the collar of his jacket against his wind-burned neck and finds a restaurant where he 

might step out of the unfamiliar intimacy of the street, where the sound of voices remembering 

previous lives might transport him to comforting memories of his own home. He wants to enjoy himself, 

wants to feel part of this strange little piece of China. 

Liu sits at a table next to the window where the steam of human closeness condenses against 

the glass and trickles down the window. He orders a light beer and dim sum, blows against his raw 

knuckles as he waits. Then he straightens out his hands, starfishes them on the table and stares at them, 

picks at the grazes and the cuts and the grey scum clogged under his fingernails. The work that has 

roughened his hands, the lifting and placement of powdery cement blocks onto the platform for the 

power lines is labour that his hands have learned. He catches sight of the ragged white scar that moons 

his left thumb’s fingernail and he remembers the cormorant. 

He slugs down the first beer, wiping the foam from his lips with his hand. He misses the 

cormorants with their hook-shaped throats that are tied with string to stop them swallowing the fish. 

Here, in this country, Liu Guo earns money that he cannot spend, it is held in the throat of his bank and 

regurgitated at the end of every month when he sends it back to his village. Liu winces as he realises 
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that he has become the common chicken that is caged to sit on the cormorant eggs, unable to escape its 

barred enclosure, destined forever to warm another bird’s eggs. He downs another beer and when the 

waitress in her slapping slippers passes by, he catches onto her arm and orders a bottle of vodka.  

In this strange restaurant he gains no comfort in his solitude, but he does not turn to the 

stranger sitting on his right because he has discovered a perverse enjoyment in the way his dislocation 

burns. 

Unable to acclimatise himself to the dual culture, Liu Guo allows himself to escape. In his mind, 

he stands on the river bank with his father, examining the five poles they have chosen for the raft; when 

his father nods with satisfaction, Liu carries the poles to the rock at the water’s edge in the shadow of 

the grey peaked mountains, and he works at the rock, lashing the bamboo poles together to form the 

raft. Liu’s young sister Sing runs off with remnant bits of the string which Liu uses to lash the poles 

together. He calls her back, ties it around her waist and she giggles with delight watching the string tail 

hop on the rocky ground behind her. When he has grown bored with his sister’s antics, he cuts a small 

opening into the middle of the raft where his father will keep the fish that the cormorants catch. 

Before the night’s fishing, Liu goes into the small house his family shares - its walls are black 

from the river moisture. Dinner is late because his mother is hatching the eggs by hand, she peels off the 

egg and the pink cormorant emerges, its large bulbous eyes are closed and its body is pimply pink and 

featherless. His mother holds it up for him to see and nods.  

“This will be a fine fisher, it has a strong beak, its body is alert,” she says.  

Liu’s father asks when dinner will be ready.  

“Be patient!” His mother replies.  

Liu knows that it is more labour intensive raising a cormorant chick than it is to raise the dozen 

children his parents have borne. He takes the chick from his mother, examines it, and places it under the 

blanket in the corner of the room reserved for the chicks. 

After dinner Liu takes the ten birds his father has chosen for the night fishing down to the rock. 

There, he attaches long ropes to their bodies, clucking to the birds in a reassuring tone. Liu’s favourite 

bird is Xie Xie. He was Liu’s first bird, the one whose egg he peeled, the one he tended under the 

blanket, in the strong warm glow of the lamp. Xie Xie is the oldest of the birds and he is the most 

responsive to Liu’s commands and affection; but it is the first night that Liu’s father has not chosen Xie 

Xie to fish. That morning was the first time that Liu has words with his father, openly arguing against his 

father’s choice of the fishers. He knows that his father will say nothing about Xie Xie for the next week 
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or so, because Liu is leaving to work on a contract in South Africa. But Liu knows that he cannot leave 

the village without attending to Xie Xie. 

The vodka is stronger than Liu remembered, but then, he reminds himself, he’s never drunk 

more than a glass or two, now he is drinking it neat, and by the glass. He looks around the restaurant, 

peers through the window but he cannot see Ng or any of his colleagues. Liu closes his eyes, recalls his 

last night with Xie Xie. 

  The river is swallow-tail black, glossy as a mirror; Liu punts the bamboo raft through the water, 

but tonight only the oldest cormorant balances on the raft. Tonight Liu will not draw ropes with the 

other river pilots to decide the order in which they will fish. Tonight Liu will not light the fireworks to 

denote the start of the evening’s fishing. He has no need either for the fire at the front of the boat, it will 

confuse Xie Xie; even if the bird has no rope around his throat, he will instinctively prepare to dive and 

catch fish. 

Liu Guo propels the raft downriver until he reaches a smooth stretch of uninhabited riverbank. 

He steers the raft to the shore in a fluid motion. In the pale moonlight he talks to Xie Xie in a low, 

reassuring voice. “You are the oldest one,” he says to the bird and makes a throaty sound that placates 

the cormorant. Liu lowers his arm and allows Xie Xie to jump onto his wrist. He anchors the raft onto the 

shore with a bamboo peg and walks to an outcrop of rock with the bird balancing on his arm. The river 

laps in feeble waves against the smooth rocks on the shore. Liu sits down, draws the bird between his 

legs. He places his hand under Xie Xie’s wing, feels the steady pulse of the cormorant. Xie Xie tilts his 

head and blinks at Liu. Quickly, before he can lose his resolve, Liu tips back the bird’s beak, wedges his 

fingers into it, holds it open. He uses his teeth to uncap the vodka and pours the liquor down the bird’s 

throat.  

The cormorant’s feet thrash against the sand, its wings instinctively swell, but Liu ignores its 

thrashing and continues pouring the alcohol down its throat until the Xie Xie’s eyes stop blinking, his 

racing heart stills, and his webbed feet lie against Liu’s wet feet, and his wings sigh against Liu’s thighs.  

Liu looks up, wipes the tears from his eyes, catches the eye of the waitress and orders another 

bottle of vodka. He turns to the plate in front of him, stabs the dumpling, sees the black cherry heart of 

it bleed onto the plate. He contemplates another day working on the power lines. He swallows the 

vodka without wincing and knows that while there is no joy in killing, it can be an act of love. 

 
Isabella Morris (South Africa) 
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THE HUNTED 

Jill Morsbach 

Fifty kilometres beyond the last small town they had passed through, the seared landscape 

seemed devoid of life. The road through the flat Karoo world had become a dirt track, cutting through 

the low scrub that stretched to infinity on all sides. The silver vehicle was leaving a large dust cloud that 

slowly spread and settled, and became one again with the sand and scattered stone. 

    A flat-topped koppie was the only feature on the horizon. Surmounting it was a tiny upright 

whisker denoting a cellphone tower. The omnipresent finger of man, Sean thought, dominating the 

empty landscape where once the antelope had roamed: millions of animals, decimated in the 

nineteenth century by the guns of white hunters. It had been an orgy of wildlife killing, long before 

anyone dreamed that such a wealth of horn, meat and skins could ever come to an end.  

    Such wanton slaughter conjured up a distressing picture, but only fleetingly. Right now there 

was no room in Sean’s mind for anything but his own concerns.     

    He swore as the vehicle lurched through a pothole. Apart from its holes and ridges, the road 

surface was treacherous with patches of loose sand. The vehicle had a powerful engine and good road-

holding. Driven by bad temper and the nagging remnants of a hangover, Sean didn’t see the need to 

reduce speed.  

    His mood had originated back in Johannesburg, the day before, when he’d gone to pick up 

Michael at Judy’s house, at the start of his and Michael’s summer holiday in the Karoo. Judy’s rich new 

boyfriend had been there: superior, condescending. Sean had restrained an urge to rearrange the 

contours of the blandly smiling face. And then Judy had asked him, in front of Michael, whether he was 

still with Miranda. “She at least seems to have stuck with you,” she’d added. “More than the others 

who’ve flitted through your bedroom.” 

    It was the lifestyle that had driven him and Judy apart, after eight years of marriage. Sean’s IT 

business had become hugely successful, but the higher he and Judy had moved up the social ladder, the 

more temptations there’d been, lining up to knock them down. Money, thought Sean, so often ensnared 

you in a mesh of drink, drugs and lust. 

    He couldn’t even remember who had started it: Judy, with Tim, the mining magnate, or himself 



193 
 

with Tina, the wife of an IT associate. It didn’t matter. Their marriage was well over before Miranda, 

selling software, had displayed her ample charms to him one morning in his office. Her own software.  

    Why had they let everything crumble? They’d had a good marriage when his business was 

young. They had a fine son. But they hadn’t been able to keep the structure safe for him. It had been too 

full of holes. Now they shared the boy: she during the week and he every second weekend, and in the 

summer holidays. 

    He glanced at the slight figure with the straight dark hair sitting next to him. The small carbon 

copy of himself. Nine years old. Michael didn’t ask the questions any more, that he had two years ago, 

after the divorce. Questions like, “Why did you and Mom fight, Dad? Did I do anything wrong?” Now he 

said very little, about anything.  

    Sean swerved for another pothole. The small, shiny motorhome was brand new. Yellow curtains 

with red polka dots were looped on either side of the windows, matching the crockery packed in the 

yellow kitchen cupboard. The upholstery was red, with yellow piping.  

    The van had been fitted out to Sean’s specifications so he could take Michael camping. In the 

wide open spaces, far from Johannesburg, perhaps they’d find each other again. That was Sean’s idea: a 

last-ditch attempt, because nothing else seemed to be working. Michael usually spent the weekends 

hunched up in front of the television set, or in his room playing computer games. He didn’t like Miranda, 

although she tried. Perhaps, thought Sean, she tried too hard...   

    There was a small game farm in the middle of the Karoo, that Sean had chosen from its simple 

advert in a Johannesburg newspaper: “Basic camping facilities; no electricity; no entertainment. Just the 

stars at night, lots of them, and the cries of wild animals. Come and enjoy our excellent Karoo lamb and 

breathe our clean air.” 

    So no television or computer games. People had to talk to each other because there were no 

distractions. Perhaps, out there, he’d get Michael to talk to him as he had when he was a small boy. 

He’d said virtually nothing since they’d left Johannesburg. Last night, at the hotel in Bloemfontein, he’d 

ensconced himself in front of the television in the lounge, and refused to budge. Sean had retreated to 

the bar. 

    He looked at the boy again. Michael was clutching surreptitiously on to his seat. His father 

always drove like this, on the edge of safety, but he wasn’t going to expose any part of himself in asking 

the big man to slow down.  

    Sean said, “We should be there by mid-afternoon. Just now we’ll stop for a bite of lunch. If we 

can find any shade in this godforsaken landscape.”  
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    That, he told himself irritably, was probably not the right thing to say. He wanted to be positive 

about the surrounding barrenness, but it seemed to be a reflection of his own life. He was annoyed with 

Judy for being so tactless, and conscious of the need for a brandy to drown his headache. The alcohol 

had become a prop, a way of getting through the evenings, and even more so since Judy had left him. It 

was another issue between them, although she hadn’t held back either, when it came to brandy. And 

when they’d had a few drinks, their mud-slinging had moved to an epic level. 

    He leaned across to open the drawer below the CD player in the dashboard. “Choose another 

disc,” he said, conscious of the emptiness inside as well as outside the van. “One of mine. Not that heavy 

metal stuff you brought along. You shouldn’t be listening to that at your age.” 

    “Of course I can listen to it. I’m not a baby.” 

    Increasingly, this defensive mode had become Michael’s manner of dealing with his parents. 

Any confrontation usually ended with his bedroom door slamming. It required a superhuman effort to 

get him to open it again. 

    Sean frowned. The temper that had been seething just below the surface spurted. “I know 

you’re not a damn baby but you’ll damn well give me some respect.” 

    No reply. He turned his head to see the dark eyes fixed steadily on him. Probing eyes, searching 

for the weak spots in his soul. Those eyes always made him feel uncomfortable. Guilty. 

    “Don’t look at me like that,” he snapped, his hands jerking the wheel. “Or I’ll ─ ” 

    What would he have said? “Or I’ll thrash you?” He’d threatened to do so lately. But he never 

had, even when Michael had sworn at him ─ throwing back at him the crude words that he himself used 

so unthinkingly. He could still remember the time when his son had regarded him as his hero. In happier 

days, aeons before the messy divorce.  

    He never completed the sentence. With the jerk of the wheel the speeding van went into a skid 

and rolled three times before landing in a wide ditch on the opposite side of the road.       

    It happened so quickly that when the vehicle came to rest on its wheels in a cloud of dust, and 

the noise of falling, breaking objects stopped, Sean sat motionless. Feeling, thought and breath were 

suspended. It couldn’t have happened. He’d never caused an accident in his life. And to do it now, with 

the boy... 

    The boy. He managed to turn his head, a small, weak movement, and look at Michael. 

               He was lying back in his seat, still strapped in as they both were. There wasn’t a mark on him 

but his head lolled at an awkward angle on his shoulder. Sean felt the terror slam through him.      

               “Michael? Michael?” 
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    He reached out and prodded the boy; shook him. There was no response other than that the 

head flopped forward, like that of a broken doll.  

    Sean saw there would be no talking now, under the stars. 

    A yellow plastic saucer, bright with red dots, was lying on his lap. He stared at it stupidly for a 

moment. A flying saucer. How had it got out of a closed cupboard?   

    Pushing the object aside, he managed to unstrap himself and fumble open his door. He climbed 

down into the ditch. Apart from the stiffness of shock in every limb and a trickle of blood from a 

scratched knee, he seemed to be unhurt.  

    The silver roof of the van was full of score marks and dents, the windscreen starred. It wouldn’t 

be possible to drive the vehicle out of the ditch. Not when the tyre on his side was punctured. Dabbing 

at his knee with a hanky, Sean staggered on to the road. The heat dropped over him like a blanket. 

Somewhere nearby, with an unceasing, detached monotony, cicadas shrilled.  

    This was a lonely back road, serving only a few farms. He would have to search for his cellphone, 

somewhere in the jumble of the van. He knew he’d never find it, not with arms and legs that didn’t 

belong to him.  

    But from the direction of the town he saw a puff of dust enlarging to a cloud, and heard the 

increasing sound of an engine. Sean stood in the middle of the road and managed to hold up a hand. A 

battered white bakkie pulled up on the verge. He went to the driver’s window. A round, perspiring black 

face looked out at him through the dust, and then at the wreck in the ditch. 

    “Man, oh man,” said the driver. He turned off the engine and climbed out. A large, prosperous-

looking man, running well to fat. With some part of his brain Sean registered that the stranger looked 

respectable, and wasn’t likely to murder him for whatever he could glean from the van. And even now, 

there was a moment of self-censure at such a thought. Institutionalised prejudice died hard.  

    “You okay?” the man asked. 

    Sean nodded. 

    “Anyone else in there?” 

    He nodded again. 

    “Then we’d better get them out.”  

    Sean said, “He’s dead” but the man didn’t respond. He was already clambering heavily down 

into the ditch. Sean cleared his throat. He realised that he hadn’t uttered a sound. 

    He followed the man, stumbling and almost falling, and felt a large hand grip his elbow. “Steady. 

Just tell me who else is in there.” 
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    “My son. Just my son. In front. But he’s ─ dead.” This time the words did come out but the voice 

was so thin and breathy, it made him sound a hundred years old. 

    The man battled with the passenger door handle and managed to wrench it open. Sean thought: 

he’ll get out. He’ll unstrap himself and get out and say, “Wow, Dad, that was close.” 

    But he heard the sharp intake of breath as the man leaned over the body. Sean could see the 

boy’s left arm; part of the blue T-shirt. After a moment the man turned away. “It’s a broken neck. I’m 

sorry, mister. There’s nothing we can do ... But we’d better cover him. The heat is bad, and so are the 

flies here, when there’s something to ─ I mean, they can be real bad. Can I ...?” 

    He was already pulling the curtain at the boy’s window off its rod. Sean saw him drape it over 

the drooping head; tuck it in over the boy’s upper half. He stared at it. The bright yellow curtain with the 

red dots had become something repellent, half moulded as it was on to the body. It was as if he was 

looking at someone with a disease: jaundiced yellow skin, ugly red fever spots.  

    The man was guiding him, with a sweaty but firm hand, up the further side of the ditch. “My 

bakkie’s hot as hell but there’s a clump of trees over there, behind the fence, and a dam. Go and sit in 

the shade. I know the cops’ number, back in town. I’ll get them on my cell.” 

    Sean got himself through the straggly fence above the ditch, and to the pepper trees a few 

metres beyond it. This was where the cicadas were shrilling. Their cry stopped for a moment as he 

sagged down in the small shade of the trees, before it started up again, undiminished. The dam was just 

a pond of muddy water. A black duck was floating on it. Sean wondered dully how the duck could have 

got there, kilometres from anywhere.  

    In his bakkie, the man was talking on his cell. Sean saw that on the side of the vehicle was 

printed, in large letters: “Masebe’s Second-hand Parts and Scrap Metal”, followed by the name of the 

town fifty kilometres back, and a telephone number. A jumble of machine parts filled the back of the 

bakkie. 

    The shrill cry of the cicadas beat into Sean’s brain. From somewhere came the thought that this 

was the Greek chorus of the ancient African plains, generating an endless lament for the blood that had 

been spilled the length and breadth of the Dark Continent, wherever man met animal, and man met 

man. 

    Mr Masebe joined him, flopping down in the shade. “They’re coming,” he said. “I’ll wait with 

you. Man, you sure look shaken up. Like a smoke?” He fished a packet of cigarettes from a pocket. 

    “No, thanks. I’m stone cold sober but now I could do with a brandy. There’s a flask in the van ...” 

Still that thin voice, trembling as if he had a fever. 
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    “No, man. The cops could have you up for culpable homicide, if they smell the stuff on your 

breath ...” Mr Masebe lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. “How did it happen? Where were you 

heading?” 

    Flies were beginning to buzz about the two men, attracted by their sweat and the blood on the 

hanky that Sean had tied round his knee. He tried to shut his mind to an image of the insects crawling on 

the red-and-yellow curtain.  

    “It was an accident,” he said at the end of his short, shaky explanation. “Anyone can have an 

accident, especially on a dirt road.” But he knew he’d caused it. And the thing he would never forgive 

himself for ─ ever ─ was that he had parted from Michael in anger. 

    Mr Masebe said, “I lost a kid, too, a couple of years back. My second-youngest boy: six years 

old. He was run over, in the street outside our house. Chasing after a soccer ball. The truck driver didn’t 

even see him ... It was no one’s fault.” He shrugged his shoulders. The gesture was more eloquent than 

any words of the age-old fatalism of the African. “But it’s not easy on a man. I miss the kid ...The name’s 

Elias Masebe. You from Jo’burg?” He gestured with the cigarette toward the van. “GP plates.” 

   “Yes. Name’s Sean Warren. You run a scrap metal business?” 

    “Yeah. I take in old cars, wrecks, obsolete equipment from the farmers around here, and sell the 

parts. All legit. I work through the cops. I don’t touch stolen stuff. Lily white, that’s Elias Masebe.” He 

grinned at Sean. 

    Sean made an effort at a smile. “It’s good of you to help me. I won’t forget this kindness ... and 

the fact that you’ve also lost a boy.” He took a breath. “I’d like you to have the van. I don’t want it. I’m 

not going to claim for it from the insurance, even though it’s brand new. I never want to see the bloody 

thing ever again. When we’re in town, at the cop station, I’ll sign it over to you. Contents, the lot. All I 

want out of it is my wallet, and my cell.” 

    “Genuine?” Elias’s eyes were big. “That’s mighty good of you. But please have a rethink. You’re 

in shock, my man.” 

    “I said you can have it. There’s a pair of binoculars in there, somewhere, and a digital camera. 

One of the best. I hope they aren’t broken. See what you can get for them. And the fridge, and gas 

stove. And all the other frigging stuff.” 

    He wouldn’t take no for an answer, even though Elias gave him several opportunities, both 

during the hour they had to wait for the police to arrive and investigate the accident scene, and later, at 

the police station. When all the questions and statements were finished and Sean had signed over the 

van, witnessed and correct, Elias folded him in a warm embrace and wished him a long life and many 
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women. 

    “Not women,” Sean said, wanting to laugh but afraid he might cry instead. “That’s where the 

whole bloody mess started.” 

    He stayed in the town for the inquest, arranged through the police for Michael’s body to be 

taken back to Johannesburg, and, finally, phoned a colleague to come and fetch him. He was still in no 

state to drive. 

    He was in no state to run his business, either. In a futile attempt to forget, he took to the brandy 

on a big scale. After the funeral, which he attended in a haze of alcohol and during which he could think 

of nothing but the repulsive yellow curtain with the red spots that had covered his boy’s face, Judy 

broke all ties. His colleagues and friends could do nothing for him. And Miranda, with her overbearing 

sympathy, became an unwanted irritation. He was alone. 

    When the money, and the parties, began to dry up, Miranda left him. So much for her sympathy, 

Sean thought sourly. Six months after the accident his firm went bankrupt. He threw himself on the 

mercy of a cousin, Ian, who lived in Bloemfontein and ran a security business.  

    And so Sean ended up as a Free State security guard, patrolling the streets. When on duty he 

was sober but during his off-times he wasn’t. He lived in a one-roomed flat and he knew that rock 

bottom was only a few bottles away. But sometimes, he told himself, one had to get to the nadir before 

the turning-point was reached. Any kind of turning-point. 

    Early on the first anniversary of the death of Michael, he asked his cousin if he could borrow one 

of the patrol vehicles for a private purpose. Just for the day. He would bring it back that night. “You’d 

better,” said Ian, who was beginning to regret he’d given Sean a chance. The drink made him a risky 

proposition.  

    Sean headed south and finally turned off on to the dirt road of memory. Sucking peppermints to 

ease his raw throat, he fought the desire for a brandy all the way.   

    When he neared the spot where the accident had happened, he parked the patrol vehicle, with 

its emblem of the security firm on the side, off the road and got out. The same midday heat; the same 

cicadas shrilling from the clump of pepper trees at the little dam further down the road. Sean was 

wearing his security guard uniform: navy shirt with epaulettes, navy trousers, and boots. But he wasn’t 

carrying his gun. Lately he’d become afraid of the weapon. Alcohol and guns didn’t go together. 

Accidents happened that way. 

   He walked down the road to the place in the ditch, feeling his heart begin to pound and the 

sweat break out in his armpits. Why had he returned to the place of emptiness? Was he a sinner seeking 
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expiation? A driven creature, searching for an unlikely sanctuary? Or both?  

    When he reached the site, he came to an abrupt halt. The fright was like a blow to the solar 

plexus, driving out his breath and, in one moment of horror, chilling his blood to ice. Last year, beyond 

the ditch, there had been nothing but the pepper trees, the little dam, the endless veld and the sky. 

    But here and now, right on the spot where he’d sat with Elias, was retribution. Sean saw the 

obscene yellow curtains with the red spots, hanging in the windows; the two front seats, red with the 

yellow piping, side by side on the ground; and, standing in front of them, staring at him, his hands 

behind his back ─ his son Michael.   

 

* * * 

 

    Elias picked them up on his way home from a trip to Colesberg: two forlorn, ragged figures on 

the side of the road. The bigger boy was doing the thumbing; the smaller one was crying, knuckling his 

eyes. 

    Elias could see they weren’t locals, ebony black as they were. Lost, hungry and afraid, he 

thought, his big heart going out to them. After they’d climbed into the cab with him, he discovered they 

were from the Congo, and had been on the run for two years. 

    “I Lefu; this my brother Vempi,” said the older boy, as Vempi, his tears stifled, stared at their 

benefactor with dark, drowned eyes. “I work scrapyard by Bukavu. But then rebels, they come and kill 

everyone. Our mother, father, brothers. Just Vempi and me living. We walk away to Zambia, then 

Zimbabwe. No work because no papers. Now we here. Still no work. But we do anything. Please to give 

us job. Vempi, he no eat for three days.” 

   “Man, oh man,” breathed Elias. “You worked in a scrapyard? And Jackson, my mechanic, is 

overworked ...You two can help out,” he added as Lefu frowned uncomprehendingly at him. “I’ve got a 

wendy house in my yard where you can stay ─ until we can get some papers for you.” 

              What chance of that? He wondered, passing his remaining sandwiches to the two Congolese and 

seeing them devour the bread. They’re both under-age: about seventeen and seven, I guess. But I’ll do 

what I can. 

    He did. Lefu worked for him and Vempi cleaned the yard. Elias fed them well and they seemed 

happy enough, although every now and then Lefu asked about the papers. Elias told him not to worry 

about that. He would think about their papers when ─ if ─ trouble came. It shouldn’t, provided he and 

his wife kept quiet about the boys.  
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    But trouble did come. The two orphans had been with Elias for a year when the accident 

involving Sean Warren happened. Two months later, Lefu was helping Jackson dismantle the engine of 

the silver van. Elias had already sold some of the van’s contents. 

    They were interrupted ─ by a smartly dressed official from the Department of Home Affairs, on 

an inspection in the area. It was too late to hide Lefu, or Vempi, sweeping the yard. The man just walked 

in. When he discovered the two Congolese had no papers, he told Elias they had one month to leave the 

town, or they would be arrested. The provincial government was cracking down on illegal immigrants. 

    Elias wasn’t easily intimidated. He visited an outlying farmer called Jan Oosthuizen whom he had 

recently got to know well ─ and who by chance owned the ground where the pepper trees and the little 

dam were ─ and asked him if he could house the boys, just for a while. In the meantime, he was going 

to Home Affairs in Bloemfontein to see what he could do. 

    Good-hearted farmer Oosthuizen agreed to take on Lefu and Vempi as labourers but didn’t want 

them living with his other farm workers. Most of them resented immigrants. So Elias transported a load 

of planks, some sheets of corrugated iron, the bunks and seats from the silver van, its curtains, crockery 

and even its windows, to the eastern border of the farm. With the help of Lefu and Vempi he erected a 

liveable shack next to the little dam ─ on the spot where he had sat with Sean. The irony did not bother 

him. Elias was a philosophical man.  

    The boys hung the red-and-yellow curtains in the shack’s van windows and put the front seats in 

the shade of the pepper trees. Their beds were the bunks that had been meant for Sean and Michael 

but had never been slept on. They had a paraffin stove and some pots and pans from Mrs Oosthuizen. 

Mrs Masebe gave them bedding and what clothes she could spare. 

    Lefu and Vempi were grateful to the Masebes and the Oosthuizens. And yet, always, fear 

breathed down their necks. Vempi, in particular, had developed a fetish about “cops”. He was afraid 

these merciless pursuers would find them and throw them in jail ─ or drive them back to the Congo. 

That was the ultimate nightmare. He could remember his parents and his siblings being massacred, in 

confused images of blood and screaming faces and machetes, before he and Lefu had fled into the 

jungle. Sometimes he couldn’t sleep because of those images.  

    While the boys worked on the farm, Elias paid visits to Home Affairs. He was shunted from one 

office to another. He lived in hope, but time passed. One day Vempi had an upset stomach and stayed in 

the shack. When Lefu returned from his labours he brought a bottle of “muti” for Vempi from Mrs 

Oosthuizen ─ and something else. 

    “While she was getting the bottle for you, I waited at the kitchen door,” Lefu said. “Then I saw it 
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─ maybe forgotten there by Boss Jan ─ on top of the fridge. No one was around and so I took it. It’s for 

us, Vempi, in case a cop tries to put us in jail. We aren’t going to run any more.” 

    Vempi stared at the revolver in Lefu’s hand. Small, compact and deadly, it was a point two-two 

magnum. Lefu showed him the full chamber, and how the gun worked. The bullets were large. They 

would do a lot of damage.  

    “It’s not a toy, Vempi,” Lefu told him. “Don’t play with it. We’ll keep it for an emergency.” 

              He hid it in their big tin of cheap coffee, covering it with granules. No one would look there. They 

didn’t. Jan Oosthuizen came and enquired, and went away satisfied that the two Congolese knew 

nothing about the gun. Three weeks later, it was the anniversary of Michael’s death. That morning Lefu 

had a painting job to do at the farmhouse. Vempi was given the day off. 

    He was drawing patterns in the dust under the pepper trees when he saw the cop arrive. 

 

* * * 

 

    It wasn’t Michael. Of course it wasn’t. It was only a black boy of about the same age standing in 

front of a shack that, mystifyingly, had been fitted out with parts from the silver van. Sean’s brain 

unfroze. 

    He crossed the ditch, climbed through the fence and slowly approached the child. He hadn’t 

moved. Just his eyes ─ large dark eyes uncomfortably like Michael’s ─ flickered towards the official-

looking vehicle and then re-focused on the big white man in the dark blue uniform. He wasn’t carrying a 

gun but, thought Vempi, he had plenty of pockets where a weapon could be hidden. 

    “Hallo, kid,” said Sean. “Where did you come from? And how the heck did you get hold of my 

stuff?” 

    Vempi’s English was still inadequate. He didn’t follow what was said but he watched the man 

gesture towards the shack, and tensed. 

    Poor little blighter, thought Sean, sympathy welling up from some dark forgotten part of his 

being. Probably a refugee ─ and where are his parents? 

    In his trouser pocket was the packet of peppermints. Perhaps the sweets would bridge the gap. 

He put his hand in the pocket to get them out. 

    Vempi brought the gun round from behind his back and fired.  

    Small though the weapon was, the report was loud and the recoil strong. Vempi dropped the 

lethal thing in fright. But as the man fell on to his face the boy was already scrabbling in the dust for it. 
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He whipped upright, pointing the gun at the prone figure.  

    There was no need for a second shot. The bullet had penetrated Sean’s heart.   

               Immobile, Vempi watched, and waited. A hot little breeze sighed through the pepper trees, 

raised a small spiral of dust and lifted the dark hair on the back of the man’s head. Sean bled where once 

the fleeing antelope had bled, the vanished herds of the vast Karoo, which hadn’t been big enough, even 

for them. 

    But there was no bloodlust in Vempi, only primeval instincts. After a while he hid the gun away 

in the coffee tin. He felt neither joy nor remorse. These emotions were not within his experience. But he 

was afraid, and this made his fingers fumble with the lid of the tin before he could get it on straight 

again. He had done what he had to do, but you couldn’t kill a cop without consequences.  

    He went outside and looked down at the body again. Flies were beginning to gather over it, 

attracted by the blood that he couldn’t yet see. In the pepper trees the cicadas, momentarily stilled by 

the gunshot, had resumed their timeless lament for the soul of Africa.  

    Vempi started off across the stony veld in the direction of the farmhouse, his thudding feet 

kicking up little puffs of dust. Ahead of him was Lefu, who would understand, and protect him. But in his 

innermost being Vempi knew, had known all his short life, that he would never outrun fear. 
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MRS TAN’S MEMOIR 

Damyanti Ghosh 

Mrs. Tan sat at her desk writing a letter to herself, a practice left over from her days as a student 

at the American University, Washington D.C. There, unable to pronounce her long Indian name, 

Jyotirmoyi Sen, her classmates had shortened it to ‘J.S.’. Over the semesters studying for her Masters in 

Linguistics, she had blossomed into Jay Sen, at which point she met the reticent, brilliant, post-doctoral 

psychology research scholar, Elvin Tan. After she got her Masters a year or so later, Jay Sen became Jay 

Tan, and instead of going back to her home country, India, she moved to Singapore with her new 

husband.  

‘Of all my names, I like Mrs. Tan the best,’ she scrawled in her diary, at the end of two pages 

describing the history of her name. Then she wrote ‘Why?-- write about this tomorrow.’ She hoped to 

complete her memoir in the next year or so. These pages would serve her well. Fearing she would be 

late for college, she shoved the diary into the drawer of her study table, only to remember she had 

retired the week before, and had no job to go to.   

Her sons’ voices floated up from the living room, asking the maid about breakfast. The boys had 

grown into the names their parents had given them. At twenty-three, Lionel stood tall and broad, and 

Leslie, his seventeen-year-old brother, was pale, effeminate, and short. As she walked down the stairs of 

their bungalow, Mrs. Tan took in the low bass voice of her elder son teasing the quavering tenor of her 

younger, which grew whinier by the second. Their father sat at the table, reading the Chinese 

newspaper, but even after twenty-six years of marriage into a Chinese family, Mrs. Tan could not 

pronounce the paper’s name, ‘Lianhe Zaobao’ to her family’s satisfaction. She only spoke Mandarin with 

her maid, did not dare take it outside her home lest she offend someone without intending to. 

As she helped the maid make the eggs -- poached for Leslie, an omelette for Lionel, and 

scrambled eggs for their father, she wondered why her family never asked her to sit with them at 

breakfast. In a throwback to her long-dead Indian mother, Mrs. Tan hovered over the table, imagining 

herself a transparent, disembodied spirit, filling tea cups, coffee mugs, and empty butter plates. 

Mrs. Tan stepped out for breakfast. Otherwise, the maid would have to go without eggs that 

morning. Besides, she longed for a steaming bowl of Bak kut teh, with rice on the side, from the food 

court opposite her bungalow. Earlier, she used to leave for work early and returned late, too exhausted 

to do anything other than pick on what the maid put before her. Being retired, she had all the time in 
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the world to indulge herself. The day stretched in front of Mrs. Tan, inviting her to a world of unexplored 

possibilities. 

When the queue at the stall brought Mrs. Tan’s turn, she smiled at the balding, arthritic old 

woman at the counter.  

“Eat here or takeaway?” said the woman, her lips straight as a razor. 

“Eating here,” Mrs. Tan answered, picking up the usual dark brown plastic tray, disposable 

chopsticks and a white plastic spoon. She helped herself to a spoonful each of the chopped chili and 

garlic kept beside the trays, put them in a tiny bowl, and added thin soy sauce. 

The old lady, despite her knobby, twisted arms, ladled the soup into a large ceramic bowl, 

tossed in pieces of pork, filled a rice bowl, and dumped the food on Mrs. Tan’s tray, all in a few seconds. 

She stretched out her hand for the proffered note and coins. Her thumb was swollen and twisted 

backwards, just as it had been for the past five years Mrs. Tan had seen her. 

Mrs. Tan looked for a place as close to the drink stall as possible so she could leave her tray 

unattended for a few minutes as she ordered sugarcane juice. When she finally sat down, surrounded by 

the chatter of office-goers having a late breakfast, and elderly men and women eating out, she felt the 

shine wear off her day. Something about the old woman not returning her smile bothered her, as did 

the barking tone of “eat or take away?”  Mrs. Tan had also tried her smile at the young man at the drinks 

stall only to receive a stare in return. Maybe if she had ordered in Mandarin? But she knew nothing 

helped unless she came with her family and they did the ordering. They would’ve probably ordered 

strong hot tea, without milk, to flush out all that pork-belly fat from the Bak kut teh. 

The savoury, full-bodied, yet subtle tang of soup on her tongue made her smile. She bit into the 

pork that had fallen off the bone, added a piece of chili to a spoonful of rice and put it into her mouth. 

On her occasional trips to Europe with her husband, these were the flavours Mrs. Tan missed, not the 

assortment of curries from her Indian childhood. She looked around at all the people on green, red, 

black plastic benches around her. She loved this food as much as they did, then why did she feel like the 

lone mynah she now saw hopping about in search of crumbs? “One for sorrow”-- that’s exactly the kind 

of nonsense she had discouraged in the girls when she taught school, years ago. 

Having finished breakfast, Mrs. Tan headed towards the Sengkang MRT station. At this time, 

past eleven, the station wore a deserted look. A few women like her, perhaps running errands, old men 

sitting on the benches with newspapers. She couldn’t call them old; they weren’t much older than her. 

Or maybe she had grown old. Mrs. Tan shrugged away that last thought. 
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In the near-empty train, she took a seat near the door. She turned it over in her mind, this thing 

about aging. Sixty-two must be old, it was certainly older than middle-aged. She watched as people 

boarded the train and walked out at their respective stations. Rather like life, those seats. Once folks 

took a seat, it belonged to them only till they left the train. No one got attached to their train seats, so 

why such pangs when leaving parts of life behind? She missed her job at the college, but she would have 

to put it behind her, make a new beginning.  

Without realizing it, she missed Dhoby Ghaut and reached Outram Park station, en route to her 

college. She stepped out of the train, fully intending to take the train from the opposite side of the 

platform back to Dhoby Ghaut. From there, she could pick and choose the shopping malls to visit. But 

her feet carried her across the subterranean corridors to the East-West Line, and she found herself 

boarding the train to Buona Vista, the station near Civil Service College where she had worked for the 

last ten years.  ‘A good view’, the name of the station meant in Italian, and she wondered for the 

thousandth time who had named it so, and why. She had never seen anything special about the view. 

Now that she had retired, she would remember to look it up.  

When she emerged from the station and walked up the Commonwealth Avenue, she decided 

that the view wasn’t all that bad. If she ignored the buildings to the right and walked on, passing her 

college by, the road had a certain charm. The pavement had cracked in places, split open by the roots of 

tall tropical trees, which shaded her walk. Mrs. Tan bent to pick up almond-shaped seeds she could not 

name, red and brown, the size of small cookies. She held them to her nose, found they smelled of old 

wood and dust, and flung them on the grass that lined the pavement.  

She kept walking, enjoying the partially clouded sky and the breeze that had begun to pick up. 

She stared at the bungalows behind the screen of trees, and wondered who lived there. Wealthy 

Singaporeans, no doubt. ‘Singaporean’ still sounded foreign to her ears despite her life as a ‘politically 

aware’ Singaporean citizen for more than two decades. 

By the time she reached Holland Road, the sky threatened rain. She hadn’t walked around her 

college much, but knew that the Holland Village market would be near. She opened her sun umbrella 

against the fat drops of rain. She needed to find shelter, and soon. Sudden downpours in Singapore did 

not respect flimsy umbrellas. 

She took a right turn, then another, and found herself in a sloping alley with restaurants on both 

sides. Walking under the shop awnings, she took cover from the rain now splattering on the street and 

racing down in tiny rivulets. The restaurants hadn’t opened for business yet, and she was about to resign 
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herself to waiting out the rain in front of one of the shops with a wide enough awning, when she 

spotted a place that had opened for lunch. 

She would order some tea, wait for the rain to stop and then shop a little at Holland Village 

instead of around Dhoby Ghaut. She could get used to loitering like this. It made her smile. She left her 

umbrella to dry under the restaurant portico, stepped in, and was about to sit down when she noticed 

Monica Lai. For a moment she thought of backing out and finding another place, but Monica looked up 

right then, and Mrs. Tan had to smile. 

“Hello Monica,” she said. 

“Hi Mrs. Tan,” Monica said, attempting a grin, but it wavered and broke. Tears coursed down 

her face.  

“Are you okay? Can I get you something?” asked Mrs. Tan, nonplussed. 

“No, I’m fine,” Monica said between sobs, a cup of tea held between her palms. 

“Would you like me to leave? I can find another place.” 

“No, Mrs. Tan, sorry to be like this,” Monica said, “Why don’t you join me?” 

Joining Monica at her table was the last thing Mrs. Tan wanted to do, more so because the 

stupid girl was crying in public. But Mrs. Tan could not walk away from someone so obviously in distress, 

even though it was Monica. Monica had everything Mrs. Tan did not: a good-looking young husband 

who owned more than one Mercedes, apartments in various condominiums around Orchard Road, a 

childfree existence without any responsibilities, a petite Chinese figure at thirty two, and now the job 

Mrs. Tan had just retired from. In their years together as colleagues, Monica had often listed these 

manifestations of her good fortune, and Mrs. Tan had heard her out in silence. 

Mrs. Tan sat down and browsed through the menu, to give Monica time to collect herself.  

“Have you ordered?” she asked, looking up, only to find Monica sobbing into her napkin without 

making a sound. Her shoulders quivered, and her thin straight hair trailed on the table.  

“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Tan said, not knowing what else to say. Then she added, “Can I help?” 

“No one can help now, Mrs. Tan, that’s what they told me today,” Monica looked up with 

swollen red eyes. 

“I don’t understand.” 

“I went to Gleneagles today for my report. They’ll start chemo right away, but they’ve asked me 

to start wrapping things up. I have a few months at the most.” 

Mrs. Tan worked her jaws, but produced no sound. Monica’s laugh startled her. 
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 “I guess that is what I must have looked like when I first heard the news,” Monica smiled 

through her tears, her mascara smudged. Mrs. Tan took a packet of tissue out from her bag and handed 

them to Monica. 

“Your family knows?” 

“I haven’t told anyone yet. I came here to think things out first.” Monica’s voice broke. 

They became aware of the hovering waitress, and Mrs. Tan ordered a pot of Earl Grey. She 

asked for more hot water for Monica. 

The restaurant manager obviously liked old music. ‘Raindrops are falling on my head’ swirled 

around them as they sat facing each other across a long black bench, not talking. The benches beside 

them stood empty, because the waitress kept leading the other customers further into the restaurant. 

From the twisted corridors leading indoors, Mrs. Tan heard ringing laughter, the clatter of plates from 

the kitchen, the clinking sounds the barman made while serving up shakes, smoothies, and the 

occasional beer. These sounds nearly drowned out the swish of rain outside, but not quite. 

From the corner of her eyes, Mrs. Tan saw the menu that decked the walls in patches of colour 

and writing. It promised culinary adventures and wine-soaked lunches, but she focused on Monica’s 

clenched hands grasping the teacup. Years ago, Mrs. Tan had taught proverbs to schoolgirls in their 

English class. She had explained the saying, “A dying man clutches at a straw.” But today, sitting in this 

semi-dark restaurant with this woman she did not like, she began to realize its desperate meaning. 

 It continued to pour outside, and they sat wiping tears--Monica squashing the tissues into tiny 

balls, and Mrs. Tan wrapping one of her own used tissues with another, making a loose crumple. None 

of them spoke for a long time, even when the restaurant filled up with the lunchtime crowd. They sat in 

their island of silence amid the hubbub of life surrounding them, till the rain stopped. Then they paid, 

hugged, and walked different ways. 

 

That evening Mrs. Tan sat in the balcony, listening to her maid in the kitchen. She had promised her 

husband she would take a more active interest in the kitchen once she retired, but after meeting Monica 

that morning, Mrs. Tan could not bring herself to focus on anything at all. 

 When she walked down to the dining room, she found Lionel at the table, dressed to go out for 

the evening. He sat smoothing his finger over his iPhone. 

 “You’ll have dinner with us?” Mrs. Tan asked him when he looked up. 

 “Well, if it’s okay I eat now and leave. If I wait for Dad I’ll be late. I’m meeting some friends for 

drinks,” said Lionel, his eyes back on his phone. 
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 Mrs. Tan looked about her, the rosewood dining table with its glass top, the sideboard to match, 

and the series of shelves for Chinese icons where her mother-in-law insisted she keep lamps and incense 

burning. Her mother-in-law had died ten years ago, but the lamps and incense had stayed on. She 

searched for something in the room that spoke of her own taste. It was her home after all. 

 “Mom, you okay or not?” 

 “Sorry, was just thinking of dinner. I’ll ask the maid to serve your food first,” she replied, walking 

towards the kitchen, “Where’s Leslie?” 

 “Must be in his room, with his nose inside a book. No life ah, that guy.” 

 “Just because I don’t date a dozen girls at the same time doesn’t mean I have no life, okay?” said 

Leslie, walking into the dining room. 

 “Don’t or can’t? No one date you ah, ah-boy?” asked Lionel, and ducked as Leslie flung a coaster 

at him. 

 “Boys! Stop that! You’re not kids anymore,” said Mrs. Tan, and it occurred to her that she meant 

it. When they were little, she fed them, bathed them, put them to bed. She remained in tune with their 

wants, fears, joys and sorrows. Now they seemed to have separated from her, gone away to a place she 

could not reach. They still called her ‘Mummy’, but did not need her any more, not the way they used 

to. They talked at her, never listened. 

 “So, what did you do all day?” asked Lionel. 

 “Nothing much, just walked around and explored a bit.” Mrs. Tan scolded herself for her earlier 

thought. Her boys took an interest in what she did, how she felt. 

 “Explored Singapore? Serious?” Lionel looked back at his phone. 

 “Well, any city has its hidden corners, besides, I met Monica.” 

 “Sorry, Mummy, I got to skip dinner, something came up. I talk to you later okay? Don’t wait up 

for me, I’ll be late,” said Lionel. He headed towards the door and Mrs. Tan followed, watching him as he 

pulled on his shoes, backed the car out of the driveway, and waved at her as she used the remote to pull 

the gate shut. 

 When she walked back in, she saw her husband at the table and went to check on dinner. 

Earlier, she used to dine later than the rest of them, spending her evenings correcting papers or 

wrapping up the paperwork. But today, she helped the maid carry steamed fish, sautéed vegetables, 

white rice, and braised tau foo to the dining table, and sat down with her husband and son. They ate in 

silence. Leslie read a Manga book as he stabbed at the food from time to time, and her husband chewed 

his food, slow and deliberate, his chopsticks like giant insect legs picking up bits of vegetable and rice 
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from his bowl, propelling them into his mouth. The silent meal reminded Mrs. Tan of her meeting with 

Monica. 

 Before she could stop, she blurted out, “I met Monica today.” 

 “You went to college? I thought you finished all the paperwork?” said her husband, between 

mouthfuls. 

 “No, I met her outside.” 

 “This is the one you don’t like, right Mummy?” Leslie piped up from behind his book, startling 

her. 

 “No, no, she’s quite okay,” she said, “Have some fish Les, the maid has already set her food 

aside, so we have to finish this. Can’t keep steamed fish.” 

 “Pass me the fish also,” said her husband when Leslie plopped his book down to help himself.  

 “The steamed fish is just right, today, Mummy,” said Leslie, as if Mrs. Tan had made it herself. 

She thought for a moment she would call the maid, and tell her how her cooking was a success. But the 

maid would have heard Leslie from the kitchen anyway, and her husband did not like spoiling maids with 

useless compliments. So Mrs. Tan smiled and picked at the food on her plate instead. They went back to 

quiet chewing. Once they’d finished, Mrs. Tan got up to bring in the fruit while the maid cleared the 

dishes.  

  

That night Mrs. Tan broke the habit of a lifetime. She did not wait for the morning to meet her diary, nor 

did she write to herself. Instead, she wrote about being brown and curly-haired in a family of straight-

haired, fair people. She wrote about the job to which she no longer belonged, of Singapore where she 

had not ‘assimilated’ despite three decades of trying, of India where people laughed at her singsong 

English and her ‘paranoia’ for cleanliness and hygiene. 

 A part of her waited for her husband to knock on the study door and ask her to come to bed, but 
no one came. Mrs. Tan kept the pen moving and surprised herself by saying to her diary, “My family is 
essential to me, for my sanity, but I don’t truly belong. No country is entirely mine. I feel safe as Mrs. 
Tan, but I’m Jyotirmoyi, the woman of light. I need to see myself as one. I’m alone, an outcast in my own 
life, but so are we all, just like poor Monica. The difference is, she knows when she will leave, and we 
don’t.” She underlined that last line, and kept writing, the pen guiding her hand. Jyotirmoyi would finish 
her memoir much quicker than anticipated. 
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