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jadwong
by sydney mugerwa

When you’re seven and Jadwong tells you, “Galamira wansi!” you do as you’re told. You 

drop to the floor like a Mvule tree felled with the axe. Wherever you may be, stay down. Play 

dead or else things won’t end well. Brace yourself as a smoke-stained man-sized hand claps 

some sense into ‘that stupid head of yours.’ Steal a few gasps of air as he swigs on some of 

that zombie liquor and then brace yourself again as more sense is knocked into you. Count 

the seconds as the grandfather clock casually leaning against the peeling wall ticks away 

into the stillness of the night. It’ll be all over soon. Zombie mode any moment from now and 

then he won’t be able to hurt you anymore, verbally, physically or otherwise.

When your drunken father orders you: “Sooka ogende ondeetere omuggo!” you better hit 

the ground running. You better get a sturdy cane that won’t snap and break lest the next 

thing to break will be your ribs and your thick head. You don’t need to be seven to know 

that boots and fists can break bones faster than a cane and not even your mum will come 

to your aid. She’ll only break your heart, locked in her room praying for Jesus to come and 

save her children. She’s terrified enough as it is. Your brother and sisters are even more 

terrified, crammed into their tiny beds feigning sleep. What they don’t know is there won’t be 

any saving tonight.

And a stick won’t pick itself.

Get a cane that won’t deteriorate into splinters that might stab into your tender flesh in a 

moment of blind rage. You’re not seven; you don’t know the rage of a drunken father with a 



broken cane; with a lot of pent up frustration and a seven year old mirror image of his young 

self staring back at him in stark terror.

Pray you never find yourself out during a particularly nasty storm with thick heavy raindrops 

roaring furiously as they collide head-on with the corrugated iron sheets. You won’t even 

hear yourself howl in pain as Jadwong repeatedly dents your skull with a yellow Tumpeco jug 

in the process of giving you a late-night punishment shower. Worse still is that you won’t even 

feel the tears and the blood running down your face. The cursed rain simply washes away 

your hard-earned evidence. At least the bitter cold burrowing into your fragile bones will 

numb the blows when they come, for come they will right after Jadwong sucks the life out of 

his Sportsman cigarette. That’s any moment from now.

Mummy told me to pray that Jesus would come down from heaven and save us. I looked 

again at the grandfather clock and the second hand just ticks on in the aftermath. 

Jadwong has left to go waste himself some more and Jesus hasn’t yet come to save us. For 

someone Mummy says is the Son of God, I don’t think his daddy taught him well to keep 

time. I wouldn’t have this swollen red eye or this cracked lip. My head wouldn’t feel like it has 

a heartbeat too.

Last night, Jadwong came home in a good mood. He came bearing gifts but to claim them, 

we had to each give him a hug to welcome him home. When it was my turn, he sat me on 

his lap and enveloped me in a bear hug, prickly beard and all, the likes he only gives when 

he’s scared he’s punished me too hard.

It seems like Jesus came at last to save us and took my father’s form. He brought bread from 

Master Bakers and Jam to go with it. He brought matooke and meat, and rice for us kids. 

“Tulya omuceere ng’obunyonyi,” he’s fond of telling us—we feast on rice like chickens.

He didn’t notice the dirt under my fingernails. He didn’t ask for the remote when it was time 

for news on UTV but instead let us continue watching Wild Rose on TV Africa. His eyes were 

clear and warm with crow’s feet which means he felt amused by our tentative movements 

around him. There was no beer that night. There was no slurred repetitive zombie talk and 

no smoking monster to send me out into the night to fetch a cane. He instead let us have 

second and third helpings until our tummies were stretched like drums.

Mummy was right when she told me to pray. Jesus came to save us and He came in style. I 

am seven years old and God’s Son listens to me. I try not to think about him dying though. I 

quickly push it out of my mind.

I’ll be sad when Jesus has to leave again and Jadwong returns. We’ll have to call him 

Yaamo again and scamper off for cover when we hear his zombie talk and heavy footsteps 

announcing his arrival.

We’ll have to be as quiet as possible and eat as little as possible and be clean as only Omo 

detergent can make us. Then maybe he won’t notice we share a roof and he won’t get 

mad and bark at us. Then maybe he’ll have to leave and Jesus returns. Jesus will make new 

mummy’s promise that we’ll be alright, that we’ll be safe and happy with enough to eat.
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home time
by chumisa paquita ndakisa

It’s 17:00 and I am going home. 

Rushing, walking, waiting.

My first point will be the train station, at that time when the staccato announcements 

play like background music, spreading disappointment with each report. I’ll walk past my 

favourite snack vendor to buy bubblegum.

“How was your final day?” she’ll ask.

I’ll march up the stairs to Platform 4, braving the stench of exhaustion, holding my own 

against the shoving. We’ve all been rushing, walking and waiting.

On Platform 4 I’ll wait again. A train will arrive not even with space to put a foot in, or when 

the time comes, to put a foot out – so I’ll let it proceed. I’ll put on my earphones that are 

attached to my phone, which is stashed somewhere between my frayed notes and final 

report card. The breeze will flap my dress around, cooling my thighs. Just when I’ve finally 

caught up to myself, a fake silk shirt will blind me. The wearer will stand next to me until I can 

feel heat emanating from him, forcing me to take a step away. I’ll notch up the volume of 

my music and focus on the breeze coming up under my dress. When he feigns clearing his 

throat, I’ll roll my eyes.

“What’s your name?”

“Lindiwe,” I’ll lie.

“Such a beautiful name. You come from work or school, Lindiwe?”

“Well it felt like both.”

“Anyway, my name is Johnson.”

I’ll take another step away. The train signal will change to orange. He’ll touch my arm.

“Don’t touch me.”

“Lindiwe, just put your number here,” he’ll offer me his phone. It looks more fake than his shirt, 

with all that plastic shine.

I’ll leave him standing there while he laughs like I’ve surprised him.

“I can get you lovely things, Lindiwe!”

The train signal will change to green as I unclench my fist. When I find a seat in a 3rd class 

carriage I’ll still feel his touch on my arm.

My seat is right next to the door because it’s tricky to make it out in time when you’re 

sandwiched in between people. I’ll sit back and let my legs stick to the seat. The nurse next 

to me will shift with unease when she notices the rainbow-coloured phoenix that’s etched 

on most of my upper thigh. The man across her is busy with fanning himself with his cap. He 

won’t notice that the movement of his arm annoys the teenage girl on his left. She’ll keep 

looking at him, hinting, but he won’t notice. She’ll give up, take out a book and also fan 

herself. Their elbows will move up and down, each time just missing each other. Behind them 

the open window will blow in clean air, and the smell of the city will linger less and less. Tall 

buildings will become sparse, large family cars will appear and disappear from behind the 

fan man’s balding head. His overalls will blend with the green landscape bordering the train 

tracks. I’ll be popping my gum like crazy.

Thirty-five minutes later I’ll get off at another crowded train station and advance to the taxis. 

I’ll need to be alert enough not to step on sewerage or get in the way of the vans carrying 

fresh fish for people to cook at home. I must check my pockets and backpack every time I 

get bumped. One unlucky thief might get away with my final report card while searching for 

money or my phone. Maybe I’ll just throw it away myself.

I’ll be the second person to board the taxi, after the petrol attendant going on night shift.

“Sis’ wam,” he’ll say, “I see you often on this route.”



“It’s my way home, bhuti. I come from the college in the city.”

He’ll remind me of the fake silk shirt on Platform 4, when he laughs like I have surprised him.

“How can you afford renting a room near those big houses?” he’ll ask.

“I’m going home, bhuti, to my father’s house.”

He’ll laugh again with greater surprise. Then he’ll become strange and stop talking to me.

“Please say something else to me,” I’ll want to say.

We’ll wait for the mini-bus taxi to get full, both of us dreading our final destinations as we sit 

on the torn leather seats.

The taxi will drop me off at the entrance gates of the estate and pick up the formation of 

domestic workers and shop attendants who wait to be taken back to the rank.

Retief Lane will be the most treacherous part of my trek. The trees that line the streets are 

plenty, yet I won’t even feel the shade. What a spiteful street, unapologetic in its steepness. 

The dogs here never tire of barking, the cars are always leaving the long driveways and I’m 

always in the way.

I’ll advance to the top as a jogger approaches with his dog.

“Please leash your dog,” I said last week.

“Leash your dog,” I said yesterday.

“Leash your fucking dog!” I’ll shout today.

The dog will bark and bark; a small, white thing with too much saliva.

“Find another road,” the jogger will say.

“Voetsek!” I’ll yell to the dog and the jogger.

The dog will finally bite my shin. I’ll cry out in pain. I’ll wish that this surprise could make me 

laugh. Three years of rushing, walking and waiting; all I’ll go back home with on the last day 

of college will be a dog bite and the word ‘fail’ on my final report card. While he’s blaming 

me for his dog’s behaviour I’ll search for my phone and not find it. I’ll curse the thief who 

is lucky after all and be relieved that I now have an even better reason for my bitterness! 

The jogger will not care for my agony, I’ll see it in his blue eyes. He will coddle his dog as he 

averts his gaze from my bleeding leg.
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accounts of  a street urchin
by jude mutuma

You remember thinking as you stood there beside the road that you looked so much like 

your mother. Your mother, who disappeared into the night’s shadows a long time ago, 

leaving you in the hands of fate: the cruel act of a pitiless God. You remember hearing your 

dead mother’s voice uttering whispers into your ear. “Look right. Look left. Look right again,” 

then you crossed the road.

You remember shedding a tear from your left eye as you thought of the family you never 

had. Thoughts of the father who abandoned his pregnant wife and ran away into the night. 

Thoughts of the mother who had enough of this world and so sought refuge in the next. 

Traitors, both of them, bloody half-wit traitors. But then you quickly took a hold of yourself. It 

was no use wallowing in self-pity.

You remember thinking as you walked through the alley, how desperately you needed to 

take a nap. Not because your eyes were heavy, but because the painful pangs inside your 

empty stomach could not allow you to stay on your feet much longer. But you knew it was 

impossible to sleep at that time of day. You would have to wait till late in the night, when the 

souls of the city are no longer strutting through the alleys. Then you would sleep peacefully 

with the dogs.

You remember hearing someone call your name from a distance.

“Jonte, fom ya Leo?”

It was Yusuf, jolly as ever. There was something about him; beyond that ugly flat face with the 

huge hairy nostrils and a missing set of front teeth. He was always smiling, that ugly bastard. 

You could swear you’d never seen the guy sad or angry in your life. And you remembered 

something you’d heard your mother say once. The widest smiles hide the most grief.

“Jonte cheki hii maneno,”

He said as he let you take a peek into the black paper bag he was carrying. It was food. 

Food. It was probably left-overs from some rich people’s party last night. You laughed 

inwardly as you remembered that parable in the Bible: the rich man and Lazarus.

“Unadai?”

He asked you as he extended his arm to offer you a piece of half-eaten chicken wing. 

He was always so generous, Yusuf. You quickly received the chicken wing and bid him 

goodbye. He just smiled at you, with that toothless grin.

You remember the silent shouts inside your head when you saw the bicycle parked at the 

street corner. This had to be your chance. A bicycle like that would go for nearly as much 

as three thousand shillings, maybe more, which would be enough to keep you for three 

months. So you quickly made up your mind, sauntered in pretentious glee toward the lone 

bicycle, and applied the basic principle embodied in your mother’s words. “Look right. 

Look left. Look right again,” then you slowly picked up the bicycle and tried to walk away 

casually, whistling away the tension inside you.

You remember the severe bouts of panic that hit you when you realized that someone had 

seen you. Still you moved on, pulling the bicycle along, hoping beyond hope that he would 

not make it a big deal. Too late, the chap was screaming his lungs out.

“Mwizi! Mwizi! He is stealing my bicycle…”

He had gotten people’s attention, and you knew you were in trouble. So you dropped the 

bicycle, and for one last time took heed of your mother’s very dear words. “Look right. Look 

left. Look right again,” then you ran. And ran. And ran.

You ran like a rabid dog. But the crowd was catching up, and it was getting bigger and 

bigger. So in one last desperate attempt to save your breath, you muttered something, a 

hopeless cry to an unseen existence.

“God… help me,”

And at that very moment the coarse, firm grasp of a police officer clutched your arm. A 

stroke of good luck had saved the day.
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bead work
by caleb adebayo

You are crazy. You are very crazy. You must be completely crazy to sit in that chair, so prim in 

this little office and listen to that woman hurl insults at you and your mother and do nothing. 

Just because you want a job? I am not crazy like you. I’m not. So I stand up to the woman 

sitting at the desk.

“Don’t you ever try that again. What nonsense! Who gives you the right to insult this woman 

and her mother?”

The woman shifts sideways to face me. She must wonder where I come from to be so daring. 

We have been sitting here for two hours. We’ve been waiting for this woman to check your 

file for a job at the Ministry of Environment.

You tug at my arm. You urge me to sit down, to let things calm down but I am not crazy like 

you. I won’t.

“How dare you?”

By now I have the attention of everyone in the room; some staff are sitting at the other end 

of the room in front of a computer and there are other people who have been waiting 

along with us. None of them interrupts. All eyes are on us. The woman stands up abruptly. 

She hurls fire with her eyes.



“Come on, onyeocha, who do you think you are? Are you the one looking for job, enh? I na 

nu kwa trouble!”

She claps her hands in mock excitement and lets out a short laugh.

“Now get out of my office. Get out!”

She looks over my head.

“’Next person, o!”

You are torn. This was a chance. At least you have gotten into the office. You plead. I hate 

that you are pleading. I hate that you look weak. You did nothing wrong. She was the one 

who hurled insults at your mother. Your mother Maami, the poor woman in the village who 

works so hard while you played hide and seek. You seek and government hides. You search 

and government jobs don’t come to you. I am infuriated. I’m angry at you and mad at the 

woman who can’t see us for what we have to offer.

“Anyway, that is how you all are.”

I’m trying to dismiss the woman by challenging her authority, by masking the fact that we 

are being kicked out.

“It’s my friend here that lets you insult her mother who should be blamed. Let’s get out of 

here, Temi.”

I take your hand and pull you, with your file and jacket and everything.

“Let’s go. You don’t need this.”

I hate government jobs. I hate government people. I hate thinking about the encounter I 

had at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. There was no day I wasn’t at the ministry in those days, 

lugging files with me, pleading, making calls, sitting and waiting, sitting and waiting. And 

every moment I thought something positive was going to happen, someone would say 

there was an oga who had an oga whose hands would need to be greased before my file 

could move. My file never moved and I never got a study leave for Dada. But you say a 

government job is what you want so as to have time for your bead work. In the hallway, I pull 

you aside.

“You are crazy, you know that, right?’

You look at me like I am insane.

“Me? Did you have to shout like that? If anyone is crazy here, it is you. I’m the one who is 

looking for work, not you!”

You stop walking and face me.

“Do you know what you just did? You are just too…”

You sigh. You seem to be lost for words.

“Think, Temi. Think! Are you not the crazy one, sitting there and letting that woman insult 

Maami?”

“Those are just words. I don’t have to swallow them. Sometimes there are things you can 

take…sometimes. Just so you can get…”

“No.”

I try to shut her down. It never works that way. If you don’t stand up to it one time, it just goes 

on. I just couldn’t let it go.

A woman approaches us, walking briskly. She is one of the other staff from the office.

“Excuse me!”

She is shouting after us.

“You.”

I wonder if she’s talking to me.

“No, not you.”

She waves me off. She is addressing you.

“I like that jewellery … the bead thing … the necklace, everything. Who does it for you?”

You speak up.

“Me. I make them myself.”

The woman’s eyes widen.

“All of them?”



“Yes. All of them.”

“Wow! So what are you doing looking for a job here?”

You look at me and then back at the woman who is now standing at arm’s length from us.

You laugh a small laugh. The woman smiles.

“Please.”

She sticks out her hand for a handshake.

“Sorry about my co-worker.”

I feel I should reply, but she focuses on you.

“So…”

“Temi. I’m Temi.”

“Okay, Temi. I’m Ugochi. I think you have a job already, if you want one. Do you know 

Curion House?”

You nod.

“My sister owns it. She’s been looking for someone to head up the bead-craft section. I think 

and I hope that I just found the person she needs. I mean, you’re good. That stuff is good.”

She points to the bead necklace that is shimmering with dignity.

“Here’s my number. Call me tomorrow morning, before nine. I’ll be waiting for your call.”

She turns to leave, then turns around again to face us.

“And I love your calm spirit. It will help you a lot.”

“Thank you,” you respond.

You turn to face me.

“It seems like I may just get a job. It seems like I will be doing bead work. And I didn’t have to 

shout at anyone for it. So who’s the crazy one now?”

Caleb Adebayo is a writer of fiction, non-

fiction and poetry. He hopes to explore the 

world of screenplays soon. He participated 

in the 2014 Writivism Workshop in Abuja 

and was mentored by Sylva Nze Ifedigbo. 

He was also recognized by the Nigerian 

government as the fourth best national 

essayist in the National Orientation Agency 

Essay Competition in 2014. In 2015, he won 

the Awele Creative Trust Prize for fiction. He 

is the founder of Creative Writers’ Niche, 

a campus hub for writers in Nigeria. His 

works have been published on Hackwriters, 

Miracle literary magazine, Bukrepublik 

and Muwado. He is a law graduate from 

Obafemi Awolowo University, Nigeria.



madam
by tiffany kagure mugo

Her finger traced the wine glass as her eyes scanned the room. She knew how to spot them, 

to identify a catch and draw them in. A talent honed from years of experience in dealing 

with ‘the industry’. She was a creature of habit and over time this bar had become her 

hunting ground. The cool ambience merging with an air of inconspicuousness often had a 

disarming effect on people.

She hoped this time she could stay, she liked the bartenders and the chardonnay was crisp, 

always chilled to perfection. Never have one too many mind you, that never ended well. 

Certain ‘incidences’ had forced her to move on from places she had begun to frequent, 

however when she found a place she was comfortable and free to manoeuvre unhindered 

she would settle in and stay there.

This bar had yet to fail her.

It was not always easy finding a space where a woman such as herself could simply be. 

There seemed to be something disarming about a woman, alone at a bar staring steadfastly 

ahead unhindered by the stares. It brought about a collective discomfort.

However the air in this place made everyone mind their own so she had never come here 

and left without someone to warm her bed for the night after emptying her wallet.

It was an intoxicating mix, the power, money and sex all cloaked in the hazy smoky 

anonymity of her chosen haunts. The fusion of the three was a blessing and a curse to her, a 

tripartite relationship she welcomed whole-heartedly.

They came together beautifully; the more of the first two at her disposal the more she 

enjoyed increasing amounts of the third.

She waited patiently, nursing her drink. They always came to her.

It was a strange phenomenon, difficult to explain, understanding probably came in part due 

to the job. The men all seemed to have the ability to spot and hone in on a woman willing 

to pay for their services. She would often be approached by an array of different ‘suitors’, all 

playing their cards close to their chest seemingly offering company with a hint of something 

else. She would closely watch their dance before she made her choice. She always 

discarded those who were not offering their services and merely ‘a good night’. She was not 

interested in ‘a good night’ which were merely scraps of knowledge these men had picked 

up over the years from former fumbled interactions.

This was a business transaction, what she wanted was expertise.

As someone who favoured the familiar picking partners was one aspect of her life in which 

she strayed choosing instead to enjoy diversity, always seeking something novel. She 

continuously craved something new in that particular area of her life which is why, although 

she had long been in a committed relationship, she went on these trysts. Excursions that 

could scarce be wasted on a lacklustre travel companion.

Swirling her wine in her glass she thought about how people who knew often misunderstood 

what this was about. Some equated it to boredom, insecurity or some latent childhood.

It was none of these things.

Neither was it based on a need to prove something or mask some hidden pain. It was a 

desire for the act itself. Some people liked chocolate. Others like wine. She liked sex. People 

seemed to find it incomprehensible that a woman would simply want it so she did not waste 

her breathe explaining.

These sessions never lasted more than an hour or so. It was again, not about filling some inner 

gulf so there was no need to take too much time. Also was a great deal you could do in that 

time if you knew exactly what you wanted. She was always crystal clear on her wants and 

needs, because she had very specific tastes.

These tended to change according to whatever mood took her but she never took off her 

heels, leaving them on kept her grounded when she engaged in her flights of fancy. She 

needed them to not only keep herself grounded but to show her domination. She wanted 

them to feel her power. Some rulers had a sash or a hide, others had a crown. She had her 

heels.



It was important to never let the business drown in pleasure.

This was something that could easily happen. From the way she rolled her hips to the way 

her orgasm came over her in waves. This whole endeavour washed over her and this 

engulfment was part of the allure of those nights. However, she had paid for them so she 

rode them.

Hard.

The whole thing was more of a whirlpool than a river flowing one way with the pleasure 

never flowing in any one direction but encircling them both. It was not just about receiving 

but also giving. She had spent a good deal of time working on external and internal muscles. 

She would envelop them, swallow them whole, ensuring there was no physical or mental 

escape.

Like any great artist she spent a good deal of time honing her craft. She induced climax 

after climax.

Ecstasy: then moment when one is outside of themselves. She brought them to an 

understanding of the original Greek.

She submerged them into an ocean of complete control, relishing the look of pure 

unadulterated release in which they forgot themselves, forgot who they were and what they 

were.

Only to resurface to the lack of understanding that a customer had somehow managed to 

make them act so unprofessional.

She always tipped them heavily, irrespective of performance, loving that she could mix 

business and pleasure. It was always best to keep an eye on what the competition was 

doing, this being a tough business. There was always someone thinking they could corner 

the market she had painstakingly carved out for herself. She had not become the areas 

premium madam by lying on her back, asleep.
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the wound of shrinking
by melissa keguwa

I wouldn’t be surprised if my mother committed suicide. She’s insinuated doing it since I was 

twelve years old. She’d say, Oh Solo…you know I’m not good at anything. I’m not even a 

good mother. If I died, it’d be a blessing I think.

At thirteen I tried to birth her desert roses, those impossible kinds that even bloom on land- 

locked islands. But she couldn’t see the roses springing from the openings in my body. The 

roots coming from my eyes, the stems from my nose. At fourteen, sinewy fibres vined their 

way down and porous mucous sapped from the inside of my ears. But she couldn’t see any 

of it.

Perhaps that is where my woundedness was born, from constantly trying to push something 

from my womb that wasn’t mine to carry. I would think, there must be something I can do – 

should do – to make the noise around us less shrill.

I felt maybe if I were better behaved and quieter, maybe then she would realize her place 

was with me. I tried to be quiet. I’d pull my lips in real tight so that I couldn’t say a word … 

But ten minutes in and my motor mouth would rev its engine.

At eighteen I felt like a weary dark-skinned Atlas. So I let it go, dropped the wound on its 

head and watched it roll away. I decided to focus on her brighter parts instead, those 

disorienting dissonances housed in one body. How she could weave the spiritual into the 

theoretical. How she lived in a room of moving colours and how the muses housed in her 

brain would craft beauty from the mundane. I always secretly wished she would give in to 

the artisan that sat inside her fingers. But she would get discouraged and pieces of majik 

would sit a dusty kind of lonely in the back of her room.

The first year of Moses’s and my relationship, whenever I spent the night I would ask him to 

tell me when to leave so that I didn’t bother him. He would sigh and ask why he would be in 

a relationship with someone whose presence bothered him. But how could he know I had 

started carrying it again? The wound of shrinking. And even though I told myself to believe 

him when he said he wanted me around, I still felt that tapping sound. The knock that 

whispered, you have overstayed your welcome, it’s time to go.

So I would watch him. The curvature of his mouth. The patterns of his footsteps. Any ritual 

that signified he was ready to be left to his solitude. And if you are looking, you will always 

find. I would find it, there inside the curvature when I said something he disagreed with. His 

lips would turn downward as though I had squeezed pili-pili on the insides of his mouth. And 

when I saw it I knew it was time to leave before I broke something I didn’t know the shape of.

But somehow he convinced me that perhaps, yes, with him is where I should be. I mean 

he even knew about the years I fell in love with a radical politic and other women. He 

eroticized it I think…the musky smells that at one time were my North Stars signaling me to 

realizations away from this one. But even though he knew of sexual acts, I knew he couldn’t 

understand that I had been desperately searching for life in the crevices of those women’s 

bodies. And today that Solome, the desperately searching one, is far away for him. But that 

Solome understands today’s one. The one who no longer searches for life, but for purpose 

everywhere … And can’t find it anywhere.

At twenty-five, I realize purpose has left me. Stretched along Moses’s bed, I prop myself 

up with a sigh and dial my mother’s number. I want to talk about the tunnel that seems to 

stretch into nothingness…how it could be hell, a purgatory limbo, or even heaven itself. The 

stoic nothingness that chills its way into my body until even my heart doesn’t want to pump 

anymore.

Instead, I tell her about Ngenyo.

I think the name Ngenyo does not make sense for me at this point in my life, I say into the 

mouthpiece. I don’t know what it means or where it comes from! And I get so embarrassed 

when people ask, where is your name from? What does your name mean? And I have no 

answers. I can’t be this old still dealing with identity shame!

Ngenyo, Ngenyo … We’ve real tried and tried to get a name or a number … Anything to 

give you some kind of an anchor, she says.

I know, I croon. I wish jaajaa gave us something! This whole thing has been so tiring … 

Stalkers masquerading as cousins … Clan meetings held without me to resume some long-

standing ritual … Realising jaajaa disowned everybody, except me, with the last name 



Ngenyo! I didn’t realize how stubborn he was until he consistently refused to give us any 

information.

Moses’s phone rings and my mother, laughing, asks, mafia girl, how many phones do you 

have?

I pick up the phone facing downwards on the table next to the bed and see the letter T. I 

silence the ringer quickly. Sorry about that … Anyway, mom, even Joseph …

You mean your father?

Yes, him.

She sighs. You’ve always been a writer Solo. I remember all the stories you wrote when you 

were a teenager … Even after you went to university. There would always be one character 

… Let me see if I remember the wording correctly … You wrote about a quiet man with 

glasses that reminded you of pictures of Patrice Lumumba. No matter how many times you 

wrote it, it always caught me unaware.

What caught you? I ask, a bit irritated that she cut me off.

The way you could do that … Capture the essence of a man in a sentence.

I smile, flattered. Well memories split. There is him, with the glasses, and then there are 

other patchy memories, the ones after the separation. Was it really him, flighty and hostile, 

banging on our door in London with police officers behind him?

Yes, she replies slowly, each letter suspended between the receivers next to our mouths. I 

visited with Joseph about five times after they separated, each time in a new residence. 

Once in someone’s garage, another time in a friend’s guest room, the other three locations 

silhouettes I can never place. The pictures of my mother during this time show a shell. Her 

cheeks sunken, her legs the size of twigs. She laughs when she sees I carry them in my wallet. 

You surely are a weird child, Solo. Why would you want to keep pictures of such an ugly 

woman? Look, you can even see the bones under my eyes!

I don’t know when we stopped referring to Joseph Ngenyo outside of family reunions. We 

learnt not to grieve over people who leave. I learnt, first from my mother, to fill the memory of 

emptiness through one-way tickets to places further away from the cradle of betrayal.

When she speaks again, her voice sounds like a faraway lighthouse beckoning me back, will 

you change your names into something more traditional and African-y? She asks. I laugh.

No seriously Solo, she says quickly, I know it’s what’s hip with the Pan-Africanists … I’m just 

waiting to read a poem by Olumide Ngenyo formerly known as Solome.

I laugh again, this time from somewhere deep and ringing. Olumide is so far from my reality! 

If you ever read a poem by Olumide Ngenyo formerly known as Solome, please give me a 

nice big mstcheeew slap over the phone!

She giggles. You haven’t answered my question. Are you going to keep Solome?

I mean … I’ve definitely thought about changing it. Especially when I first began going to 

these Afro events. Man, the way they Malcolm X us all into believing anything that seems 

relatively mainstream, read white, is somehow a false consciousness. But I think some things 

are a bit deeper than that. When you named me Solome, you did so with intention.

And what intention was that?

Well … The skin of sound is sometimes thick and taut, veiny and melanin rich. And I have 

fallen into the sound … Or rather the skin.

My God, she interrupts, where did you learn to become so melodramatic?

I ignore the question and continue. From me, Solome, to you, Sarah, whose mother named 

you a Biblical skin, to your mother, Juliet, who was grafted a skin of Latin derivatives. Three 

generations laden in a grip so tightly wound only we can see a reflection of something other 

than oppressed. I see it: the whiteness, the syllables that pray difficult on relatives’ lips…but 

still how can I change my name? As though I am ashamed of your decisions …

She interrupts me again, but it was Malcolm X who said he does not know his name because 

it was a slave name, hence the X. That his father did not know his name either and his 

father’s father because they were given names of the white man. There’s that story too Solo, 

the story of erasure.

I tell her, my story lies in you naming me. While it may not speak to nativity the way some 

would like to romanticise it, it does speak to our reality of passage, of conversion, and yes, of 

too much luzungu in our mouths.

She is quiet and I wonder if the international package on the phone I bought has finished. 

You know I was just reading about a tribe, I do not remember which but they have a 

practice that is so interesting … She pauses and sucks in air before she continues, well before 

a mother gives birth she goes to a tree. I’m not sure how the tree is picked, but it is picked 

and she goes to the tree and listens. Inside the tree plays her child’s song and as she listens 

she memorises it. When the baby is born, she sings the song. And that is how it is … Anytime 

the child covers a milestone or a rite of passage, the child’s song is sung … I read that and 

thought, my goodness! Maybe if I had a song life wouldn’t have turned out this way for 

me you know? If only… well, anyway, even when the child messes up, you know maybe 

becomes a thief or something, the family gathers and calls the child. They sing the song and 

it is up to the child to choose whether she or he wants to return to goodness…



She finishes her story and I sigh again, that is so beautiful.

Yeah, I thought so too. I remembered it when you told me the reason you wanted to keep 

the name Solome.

I smile into the phone. I want to sing her a song or offer her a gift of re-birthed desert-roses, 

but we never say the words that are most honest.

She interrupts my thoughts. Well … It is getting quite late your side and I know your credit is 

about to finish, love you.

Love you too.

We get off the phone and I climb off the bed and stretch a bit. I decide to check on Moses 

and walk downstairs.

He is asleep on the couch; I watch him sprawled like an unending question and try to figure 

out where I can squeeze myself in. I slide next to him, now the both of us curled into a pair.

Skin to skin the only thing clearly distinct between us, heartbeat and even the rhythm 

harmonises after some time.

With his mouth open the way it is, I imagine a dark hollowed tunnel where steam-engines get 

lost. Destination: beyond the limitation of boundaries and borders. But even I know it is never 

that simple. He shifts and sighs while snuggling me closer. Babe, I can hear you thinking.

I fall asleep snuggled next to him but his phone rings upstairs and I wake up with a start. I look 

at the lighted clock on the desk and ask, it’s past midnight and your phone is ringing?

Probably a silly telecom or something, he mumbles half asleep slowly nudging me off the 

sofa so we can go to bed.

The next day, I have lunch with a colleague. Moses is really a catch, she says as though I 

asked her opinion. Handsome, educated, successful. I mean … Every educated Ugandan 

woman is trying to meet such a guy … Perhaps if we all had that American accent of yours 

we would have a chance.

You really believe the only reason Moses is attracted to me is because of my accent?

She looks at me incredulously. Honestly the only reason you were able to meet him is 

because of your diaspora privilege!

I never know what weight to give such comments because to her, all things I do and say are 

viewed within the lens of diaspora privilege. But the nuances within desire and power are 

too mired for me to examine during lunch on a Friday, so I joke instead: Honey, with this face 

and booty, regardless of which country I’m in, I never have a problem getting successful, 

handsome dates!

She smiles at the joke in a fake kind of way.

Moses makes his pili-pili face when I tell him about the conversation. We are home from work 

lying on the sofa. He is seated upright and my head is on his lap, my torso foetal- position 

curved and my legs stretched across the rest of the couch. Miles Davis is playing and he 

slowly uses his index finger to tap elongated time signatures on my forehead.

He looks at me and stops tapping, privilege is a heavy word. I think these things have more 

depth than whatever she is jealous about. I think the real underlying point to take away is 

that you need to have lunch with other people.

I remind him it’s not just this person. That we are immersed in a global culture that values 

some bodies more than others. Valued bodies, if not white, tend to speak a certain kind of 

English. They tend to be groomed bourgeoisie in a certain way, and when you can play 

the game, the playing field is completely different. It’s important to know the ways in which 

cultural power structures position one’s body and experiences as valuable because it does 

so at the expense of others.

Oh my god, he says rolling his eyes. Edward Said called, he wants his thesis back.

I smile and roll my eyes back at him. As he smiles at me, I search to find it in his face. The 

rescue boat that will pull me away from an inherited depression and closer to a grounded 

shore.

Later that night, I revel in his tight grip. In the middle of making love, his phone rings. Because 

I’m on top, I see the flashing phone on the drawer. The letter T flashes and I’m suddenly un-

aroused.

Moses looks at me with a face I don’t recognize. Why the hell would someone call me three 

o’ clock in the morning?

I look him in the eye, I don’t know …. It’s probably important. Pick it up.

Nah, they can call tomorrow. By this time I’m climbing off of him. Baby, come back, he 

pleads. Where you going? I walk to the toilet and bang the door shut.

Babe, I hear his voice a few minutes later. You’ve been in there for a while. I miss you … You 

left me hanging. Come back to bed.

I shake my head, I’ll be in here for a while.



I hear his footsteps moving back to the bedroom. I somehow muster the strength to walk out 

of the bathroom and crawl back into bed. With my back turned to him, I curl into myself. 

Wrapping himself around me, he begins kissing the nape of my neck. Not right now, I say into 

the pillow, my voice drowned but still audible.

That’s alright, baby, that’s alright. Let’s get some rest then, he purrs in my ear.

My mother calls me in the morning to check in. Our conversation is brief because it is one in 

the morning her time.

Right before she says bye I ask, Mom let me ask you, what is better to use, the head or the 

heart?

She pauses, Solome … I’m surprised you have to ask. Remember when we were in the 

storm … The belly of the beast I guess you could call it? We went through those tough times 

together and you know better than I do that the head is what led us to better places. If I 

followed my heart, we would not be where we are. We would just be … Confused, I guess. It 

is always the head, Solo, always the head.

I want to joke that we are still confused, that she was right all along … We could end chasing 

all of this vanity by not waking up the next morning, but it seems today I have learnt to pull in 

my lips.

I have dinner with a close friend later in the evening. But Otieno, why are you single again? I 

ask mischievously. It just doesn’t make sense!

He smiles. You know I am married to my work.

I understand that it is easier to be accountable to something that does not demand an 

emotional investment, but to be thirty and accountable to nothing? What are you running 

from?

He looks at me. I should be asking you the same question, Solo.

How do I say that I searched everywhere for the wound to stop throbbing, but that it 

refused? How do I say I am running from the cradle of betrayal?
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nightmare
by nnedinma jane kalu

Uju watched her husband, Ikem, hunched over his laptop Facebooking and reading stupid 

tweets, activities he’d call ‘job hunting’ when Uju accused him of frittering away time. She 

sat on the couch in front of the TV with their son’s head resting on her lap. Ikem was at the 

dining table, his eyes were fixed to the computer screen and his eyeballs darted from side 

to side as he read. Uju wondered if he even knew she was in the room, he barely spoke to 

her or even looked at her. He had more fun giggling at his computer than he did talking to 

her. When she tried to make conversation, she got curt nods or silence in response. Uju spent 

more time with her son, Junior, instead and sometimes out of loneliness told him things a five-

year old had no understanding of.

As Uju tucked Junior in later that night, she couldn’t help but think how much his sleeping 

face looked like his father’s. She used to call Ikem my handsome man in the days they had 

been in love. What had happened that brought on so much coldness between them? 

What went wrong? She had even on occasion considered quitting the marriage but had 

only stayed for fear of what people will say, how her mother would have to cover her face 

in shame at the village meetings and how much her father’s heart would break. She smiled 

sadly at her sleeping son and drew the blanket up to his neck, kissing him a little longer than 

usual on his forehead and wiping the tear that slipped from her eye to his cheek.

The sex that night was as usual. She only felt a tingle when he penetrated her but nothing 

more than a tingle. He rode her fast and rough. He didn’t see her, his eyes were closed the 

whole time probably lost in his fantasy. His pig grunts grew louder as he climaxed and Uju 

was glad it was over when he lay limp, heavy on her.

She lay awake in the dark listening to his snore and wondered how much longer she could 

live that way. She should have heeded to her father’s warning that day many years ago in 

his shop at Enugu. Uju had gone to tell him about Ikem’s marriage proposal and was sure her 

father would be ecstatic, he worried that her bank job made her appear too expensive for 

any man, but Uju had been greatly surprised by his response.

“Don’t marry him Uju” he had said while ironing a customer’s white-washed brown shirt. He 

worked on a rickety table that took most of the space in the tiny room with one window.

“You haven’t even met him, papa”

“My spirit does not accept him. Asim mba”

Uju had gone crying to her mother who was unperturbed by her father’s disapproval 

and encouraged Uju to ignore him. She wasn’t getting any younger; she should grab the 

husband she was seeing now. What did her father know? Uju had gone back to Lagos and 

told Ikem he could bring the palm wine and dowry to her father, for the old man had said 

yes. Her father had accepted the items without a word and had barely spoken to Uju since 

the marriage.

She didn’t care, at first, about her father’s aloofness. Ikem loved her and they were happy. 

He treated her well. He left her chocolates and love notes at work. He served her breakfast 

in bed and massaged her feet when she came home after work. She excused his joblessness 

and always answered “he’ll get a job soon” to her colleagues when they inquired. But Ikem 

hadn’t made any attempt to get work; He changed like a green leaf in the harmattan 

season and started complaining about everything. I don’t like this bank job, he would say, it 

keeps you away too late. Who do you expect to take care of our son? You are neglecting 

your family. Once, Uju had had enough and told him she would quit if he got a job and he 

had responded with a shrug. Then he stopped talking to her altogether. He simply climbed 

on top of her every night and rode her like a slave.

The next day Uju came home and found Ikem in the sitting room laughing at something 

showing on TV while Junior lay on the rug in front of the TV asleep. She murmured a greeting 

and bent to carry Junior.

“Leave him. I want to speak to you first” Ikem said and Uju stood and stared at him surprised.

“Sit down” he said pointing at an armchair.

Uju sat and observed him suspiciously.

“Since you have decided that your job is more important and have neglected your duties 

as a wife, I have decided to marry a new wife. She will arrive tomorrow, I need you to 

move into the guest room because she will move into the master bedroom.” He waved 



offhandedly and turned his face to the TV.

Uju chuckled “You must be out of your mind” She rose to her feet as she spoke: “What 

rubbish, in my own house. You are mad!”

“What did you say?” Ikem asked and stood up.

“You heard me,” Uju replied close to tears.

Ikem stood up and grabbed her shirt collar. A pain tore at her cheek at the impact of the 

first punch and she couldn’t scream even though she wanted to. She heard her son cry as 

the other punches struck her cheek, neck, breast, arm and other parts of her body. She fell 

to the ground and her groans grew smaller and smaller with each kick he sent to her belly.

The beating finally stopped but the pain stayed with her. She couldn’t move a muscle, she 

lay there on the floor with Junior curled up by her side. She felt his tears on her breasts and 

she wanted to rub his head but her hands were too heavy. She wanted to tell him that they 

could leave now, with a reason that was visible to the world, but all she managed were 

laboured groans.
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my maths teacher hates me
by paul ugbede

My maths teacher hates me. He asked me to find y. I mean, how can I find y, something 

missing a long time ago? My brother and sister had tried to find it. Uwodi had searched for 

it when she was in class six. Then Atadoga also searched for it during his time in class six. 

My siblings, very brilliant, top of their classes, those children. But they are children no longer. 

Uwodi works in the bank at Kaduna and Atadoga is in the Army, a colonel now. They have 

both found happiness, but they couldn’t find y.

My maths teacher, he came to class yesterday very angry.

‘x2+3y =1. Find y’

I was not surprised. This had been the question for many years, the question that defeated 

my siblings in their respective class six. I had memorised it. I had waited for it. And it came, 

not in my class six, no; my class four. I mean, bearded man just walked into the class, straight 

to the board.

x2+3y=1. Find y.

Fine! I was not going to beg. That will give him the pleasure he wanted. I was determined 

to find y, for the family name. Well, secretly, it was to prove to Mama that I was better than 

Uwodi and Atadoga. They used to come home with big books; piles and piles of them. They 

will search and scribble and search and scribble. The defeated look on their faces always 



says it all. I was going to prove that I was better, that I had done what the two of them 

combined could not do. I mean, I was tired of being beaten by Mama’s long cane, tired of 

being called a block head, tired of being looked down on by hard to please Mama.

I went to Aunty Mona, down the block. Aunty Mona also taught maths in an All Girls’ school 

and was as bright as my Maths Teacher. She is the same age with Mama but they are not 

friends because she’s more beautiful and mama is always complaining that her husbands 

are too many. Mama does not like us visiting her.

“I really want to find y Auntie. Can you tell me where to see it?”

She looked at me queerly, touched the rim of her thick lens glasses. A dry smile showed 

behind those goggles.

“You can use the four figure table.”

The four figure table! I never thought about that and I knew my brothers never thought 

about it either. Where can I lay my hands on a well made four figure table?

Suraju the carpenter two streets before mine is the best carpenter in Akanampa.

“The table I have here has already been bought.” He said impatiently. “Come back 

tomorrow!”

“At least something small?” I begged, “something I can use for my assignment? We are 

submitting tomorrow.”

He grumbled and gave me a table, a little wooden thing with four sides. I searched all 

around it, turned it upside down, really shook it hard. Suraju was looking at me, a puzzled 

stare.

“What are you looking for?”

“I’m trying to find y.”

“Why what?”

“Just y.”

He turned his back to me and began to plane a wood.

“You can’t find ‘just why.’ You need to know which why.”

“So they are many y?”

“Of course! And each why has an answer. But you definitely will not see it in a table.”

“But Aunty Mona said it’s in a four figure table…”

“If it was there, you’d had seen it wouldn’t you?”

I went back to Aunty Mona. She was very surprised.

“Did you search it very well?”

“Yes Auntie. I turned it around, searched it inside out.”

She looked at me again. That dry smile is still there. “You may use the Almighty formula.”

“She means prayer.” Pastor Ichem explained. He is the General Overseer of Holy Ghost 

Pumping Church International, a wooden ramshackle close to our house.

“I’ll pray for you but you need to give an offering first.” He looked at me, hunger in his eyes.

“You have fifty naira?”

I gave him the only money I had, a dirty twenty naira bill. He quickly put it in his pocket. He 

prayed with me, a short spittle filled twenty naira worth of prayer, asking God Almighty to 

give me the wisdom to see why at the appropriate time.

God answered his prayer- through Mama Amanyi. She saw me rummaging through a refuse 

dump. She laughed a high pitched laughter when I told her what I was looking for.

“It is not called Wai. It is called Uwai.”

“Uwai?”

“I used to have two. Some school children from Nevasity came the other day saying they 

wanted to dance with it and I gave them one. I think I can find the other one somewhere.”

I went with her to her house at Pato, besides that puddle full of pigs. She gave me the 

wooden bowl covered with sooth.

Finally! I have found it- in the most unlikely places-I found y. I have beaten my brothers! I took 

it home and washed it clean.

Following morning, I went to Maths teacher’s office and submitted my Uwai. Apart from 

mine, there was none on his table. So I was the only one who found it? I was so proud. In the 

afternoon, maths teacher was standing in front of the class, eyes smouldering, my Uwai in his 

hand. “Who submitted this?” He asked.



“Me sir…it is not called y sir, it is Uwai and…’

Twak! Twak! Twak! The sting of his cane surprised me rather than hurt me. Instead of anger, 

I felt sorry for him. The pain on my neck only revealed to me the pain in his old heart; the 

humiliating pain of a little boy finding what he had searched for all his life.

My Maths teacher hates me…but I forgive him.
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the gift
by michelle preen

I sit on an upturned plastic milk crate and wait, just as I did every evening before today. Now 

I have nothing to wait for, so I count the chickens in Mrs Xingashe’s backyard. Seven. The 

skinny one with the nearly-bald head seems to have disappeared. Maybe it died or maybe 

she ate it.

I look at the watch. It is five minutes to six. If this was two weeks ago, I would have seen my 

father walking down the dusty road towards me. But not today. Not ever again. I try not to 

cry when I think about it, but I am so angry and so sad, all mixed together, that it’s hard not 

to. But I have to stay strong for my mother and my little sister.

I see Mr Rhadebe coming towards me, so I sniff hard and sit up straighter.

“Molo,” says Mr Rhadebe.

“Molo Tata,” I say.

“How is your ma, my boy?” I am counting the feathers in his hat and he has to repeat the 

question.

“She is okay, thank you, Tata.”

“Nice watch,” he says.



I smile. “Thank you, my father gave it to me a few days before… before he left us.”

I rub the glass with my thumb and he pats my shoultder and walks on.

“Hamba kakuhle,” he says.

I look at my watch again. I like knowing what the time is. It makes me feel in control of my 

life. Lately, it feels like things have been falling apart and moving faster than I can keep up 

with, and this watch makes me feel better. It tells me that no matter what happens, time will 

remain the same. Well, not that it won’t change, but it will keep on ticking along at exactly 

the same pace every day.

“Whatya doing?” My sister, Babalwa, bounces up to me and kicks the crate.

“Hey,” I say. “Just looking at my watch.”

“Let me see,” she says, stretching out her hand.

“Just be careful,” I say, undoing the strap and handing it to her.

“I will, silly.” She holds it in her hand then turns it over.

“What’s this say?” she asks.

I hadn’t paid much attention to the writing engraved on the back before. I knew my father 

had bought it second-hand. He could not have afforded a new watch for me. But now it 

somehow seems more important, so I read it out to her.

“It says the gift of time”.

“What does that mean?” she asks. She crinkles up her nose and tilts her head on one side, 

waiting for my answer.

“I suppose it means that someone gave the watch to someone else as a present.”

My father died twelve days ago. He worked in the kitchen at a fish and chips restaurant in 

the nearby shopping mall. I was seven years old when he started that job, so he must have 

been working there for about five years. Everyone who ate there liked him, or that is what 

the story in the local newspaper said anyway. I never met any of them.

He sometimes used to bring home a piece of fish for us. Once, he told us, he had even tried 

a prawn. I am not sure if I would have been that brave. Prawns are strange creatures, like 

pink sea insects, and I have heard that they eat the rubbish off the ocean floor.

“I grew up eating red meat,” my father used to say, embarrassed that he was bringing us 

fish. Red meat is expensive, so to make him feel better I told him that our teacher had said 

that too much red meat could be bad for your heart. But he wouldn’t hear of it. “It’s good 

for you, my boy,” he always said. I loved my father.

Twelve nights ago, it was a Saturday night. He was working night shift at the restaurant 

instead of during the day as he usually did. My mother had allowed my sister and me to stay 

up and wait for him because it wasn’t a school night, but he never arrived home when he 

was meant to.

At about 11:35 – I knew this because I checked my watch – we heard shouting in the street 

and my mother peeped out of the door of our shack to see what was happening. It isn’t 

safe to just step outside in the middle of the night, especially if there is a commotion. I heard 

her cry out and I ran out behind her. I saw my father covered in blood and being helped 

along by a neighbour. His head was hanging, just lolling around as if he had no control over 

his neck. His blue and white check shirt was torn and soaked in blood and some of it had 

even spattered onto his beige pants. He loved those pants and took such great care of 

them. All I could think about was that he was going to be upset when he saw that they had 

been stained by the blood, his blood.

I can’t remember much about what happened next because my mother was crying so 

much, and I was trying to stay strong and comfort her and Babs. That’s what I call my sister. 

The neighbour called an ambulance on his cell phone and we waited and waited. I wasn’t 

allowed to talk to my father because my mother said he needed his energy to stay alive. So I 

just sat there, with my arm around Babs, and prayed my father would live and that we would 

be able to get the blood stains out of his pants.

The ambulance took a long time to arrive so I counted the second hand on my watch while 

we waited. It could have been an hour, but it may have been more. They put my father on 

a stretcher and took him away and that was the last time I ever saw him. They didn’t put the 

sirens on and I remember wondering if that was a good thing or a bad thing. It seemed to 

suggest that they weren’t in a hurry.

The newspaper said he was a hero and so did my teacher. They said that he had tried to 

protect a young girl who was being attacked by a bad man with a knife, that my father had 

come between them and been stabbed by the man. They said he had saved the girl. I felt 

proud of him, but also cross with him because he had risked his life for a girl we didn’t even 

know. And now what about us, his own family. This is wrong of me, I know, but I can’t help 

feeling like that. I miss my father.

The newspaper people asked my mother and me if we would like to meet the girl so that 

they could take a photograph, but I said no. All I would see in her eyes would be my father’s 

face. My mother was much more understanding. She agreed to meet the girl, who wanted 

to thank her, but she refused to have a photograph taken. My mother is superstitious about 



photographs and believes that they steal away a little bit of your soul.

People in our community talk and some of them know lots of things. By now, we all know 

who killed my father. But he probably won’t be arrested. And even if he is, I am not sure if 

he will be properly punished. People are scared to be witnesses and so he would more than 

likely just spend a night in jail and then be let out again to attack another young girl and 

steal someone else’s father from them. I pray that it will not be my sister that is attacked.

He’s called Ithoba, the man who killed my father. That means nine. He’s mean-looking and 

doesn’t talk much, they say. I don’t know if he was given that name because he has nine 

lives like a cat or if he has taken nine lives, like a murderer. Maybe it’s both.

I kick the gravel with the toe of my shoe. I now own two pairs – this pair is a black leather 

lace-up that I use for school, and a pair of rubber flip-flops. My flip-flops are blue. I would 

rather have had red ones but a lady who felt sorry for me gave them to me after she heard 

my father was killed, so I couldn’t choose the colour.

We were also given food and some blankets by a charity when my father died. They usually 

give people blankets when there is a flood or a fire and you lose all your things. I guess 

maybe they had some blankets left over or didn’t know what else to give us. My mother 

is always grateful for anything though, and now that winter is coming the blankets will be 

useful. There was a pink and purple checked one, which my sister liked. She asked if she 

could have it and now she takes it everywhere with her, even to school. My mother is worried 

about that but I said that I think she just needs comfort after losing my father.

“Hey,” says Babs, “who did the watch belong to before you got it?”

I had forgotten she was standing there. Her hair is tied in three neat bunches, one on each 

side and one in the middle, and she is holding her blanket, which doesn’t look as bright as it 

did ten days ago.

“Dunno,” I say. The busy sounds of a weekday evening fill the smoky air around us. Dogs 

bark, taxis rev their engines and people talk and shout to one another as they come home 

after a day at work or school. Many people crowd around open fires trying to warm their 

chilled hands. It feels like I am on the outside looking in on their world.

I struggle to sleep that night. For some reason, my sister’s question keeps running around in 

my mind, going round and round in circles. I begin to feel that maybe I need to find out who 

the watch belonged to before me. It will also be a way to find out what my father was doing 

those last few days before he died. I know he sometimes bought presents for us from the 

animal shelter’s second-hand shop quite close to my school.

So, after school the next day, I decide to go there and ask.

The old lady in the shop looks at me suspiciously when I ask if a handsome black man 

bought a watch there about two weeks ago.

“Why do you want to know, sonny?” she asks.

“Because it’s important to me,” I say.

“I can’t go about telling you other people’s business, now can I?” she says. She walks off 

with a feather duster in her hand to dust the bookshelves, but I follow her.

“Excuse me,” I say, “this is the watch.” I hold out my wrist to her. “Can you at least tell me if 

you sold it?”

She turns around slowly and peers at me. It looks as if she can’t see that well, so I hold it up 

closer to her face. As she’s about to answer, a young woman runs in through the door.

“Sorry I’m late,” she calls. “Still struggling to get up in the mornings.” She looks sad and her 

hair is messy. She comes over to us and says: “So what do we have here?”

“He’s asking about the watch,” says the old lady.

“Let me see,” says the young one with messy hair.

“Aha.”

“What?” I say. “Do you recognise it?”

“Uhu,” she says.

I look from one to the other, hoping for more information.

“Why don’t you come through to the back with me,” the young one says, “and we’ll have 

a nice cup of tea? You don’t mind, do you Mrs Maytham?” She doesn’t wait for an answer 

and takes my hand.

I sit on an old wooden chair while she makes a cup of tea for each of us.

“Two sugars?” she asks, but before I can answer she pops them in and hands me a mug. She 

wraps her long skirt around her knees and sits cross-legged on the floor in front of me.

“Yes, that watch,” she says.

“Would you like to sit on the chair?” I ask. There is only one.



“Nope.”

I can see her ankle peeping out from under her skirt. There are three flying swallows tattooed 

on it.

“So, who owned this watch?” I ask.

“Me,” she says. “Well, not really me. I gave it to my husband.”

“Why did he sell it, then?” I am starting to worry that maybe someone stole it and now she 

might want it back. I rub the glass with my thumb.

“He didn’t,” she says. “I did.”

“Oh,” I say, “why?” I hope he didn’t divorce her and now she’s going to be sad and cry and 

I won’t know what to say.

“He died,” she says. Now I definitely don’t know what to say. I wasn’t expecting that. She is 

so young.

“Don’t worry,” she says. “I won’t cry.”

She must have read my mind.

“Someone shot him,” she says. “He was a policeman and he died in a shoot-out. I had given 

him the watch a few days before as an anniversary present. I had those words engraved on 

it because I thought we had so much time ahead of us, that we were still so young. We’d 

only been married for a year.”

Then I see a tear run down her cheek.

“I’m so sorry,” is all I can think of to say.

“Get rid of it,” she says, “it’s cursed. If you don’t get rid of it something bad will happen to 

you or your family.”

“It already has,” I say. “My father was killed twelve days ago. He gave me the watch.”

“Oh my goodness!” she says. “It is true.”

Mrs Maytham is now peering around the floral curtain which separates the back room from 

the front of the shop.

“I need a break,” she says to the young woman, whose name I still don’t know.

She gulps down the last mouthfuls of her tea and jumps up.

“Get rid of it,” she says once more, before patting me on the shoulder and disappearing 

through the curtain and into the shop.

“You can go out the back door,” says Mrs Maytham to me.

I think about it all the way home. I love this watch. It’s the last thing my father gave me. 

It’s one of my only links to him. But what if it is cursed? What if something bad happens to 

my mother or sister? Crime is so bad in South Africa though. People get shot all the time, so 

maybe it’s just a co-incidence. He was a policeman. But what about my father? He just tried 

to save someone. I love my watch. I loved my father. I love my father.

Just before I go to sleep that night, I say aloud: “What should I do, father? Please help me.” 

I am not sure if he can hear me, but I hope he will put an idea into my mind. When I wake 

up the next morning, the radio is on. It’s playing a song which goes ‘there are nine million 

bicycles in Beijing’.

“Nine,” my sister shouts, “nine million? Is that true? Where is Beijing?”

As my mother puts down my porridge on the table in front of me, I know what I must do. My 

father has spoken to me through the radio. I cannot concentrate at school. I am nervous, 

but excited at the same time.

At midnight when I am sure most people are asleep, I throw off my blankets and sneak out 

of our shack. The door hinges squeak but neither my mother nor my sister move. I stand 

still for a few seconds just to make sure. Then I start to run, down our road, then left past 

six shacks, then right, then right again, down the next road, past the Spaza shop and the 

shebeen, then here I am. I planned this all in the afternoon during daylight so I would know 

exactly where to go. It looks different at night, but I have a good memory.

I stand in front of a shack. It looks like all the others, but this one has the number ‘9’ painted 

in black on the door. But this isn’t just any old nine. The round part of the nine is a skull. I am 

breathing fast and I can feel my heart in my chest. I place my right hand over my watch. 

Then I undo the buckle. I hold it in my left hand so that my right hand is free to open the 

door. I am sweating. They told me the door would be open because he is afraid of nothing.

I am frightened. I walk towards the door, being careful to step quietly. I can hear someone 

snoring inside. At least he is asleep. I reach out to the handle and turn it slowly, then push the 

door a little way. It doesn’t creak and he is still snoring. I push it further then just stand there 

and look at him. I want to scream or hit him, sleeping so peacefully while my father is dead. 

But I know that would get me nowhere. It would probably get me killed too. I have another 

weapon. I tiptoe over to the small round table next to his bed and place the watch on it 

next to the empty quart of Black Label. I smile, no longer afraid.



“May you be cursed with the gift of time,” I whisper, and creep out into the dark night.
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on skeletons and tea
by lydia kasese

We had been seated at the botanical gardens for a good hour debating about ladybugs 

and how half the ones you have known in your life were not actually ladies. Nothing like the 

Virgin Mary the “lady” in their name refers to. You said they were pretentious and deceitful 

creatures who wore their sins as dark spots on their red coats. You wondered if they knew 

their transgressions were displayed for everyone to see, or was it God going for a sense of 

humour? I did not know the answer to this. This was some weeks ago in my previous life.

Today I am sitting in a cafe. Despite the breeze from the jacaranda trees, the heat finds 

ways to molest my skin and I’m a waterfall of sweat. The only thing holding me together at 

this point is hope that the drink I ordered some thirty minutes ago will arrive any minute now. 

When you have all of eternity at your disposal, you are never really in a hurry to get anything 

done. Ask the waiter and cook, they will confirm this to you, as they have to me.

Across the street from me are a couple of used-to-be bodies in light conversation. Bone thin, 

they hold glasses of wine and whether it has started to get to their heads yet, or not, I can’t 

tell. Maybe that is irrelevant. Every few minutes one or both of them rolls their head back 

in laughter whilst holding their rib-cages, perhaps praying that their used-to-be guts don’t 

spill out through the spaces in their ribs. Every once in a while one of them reaches out and 

holds the others’ hand, a gesture I assume is of deep affection and I can’t tell if the used-

to-be being smiles at this and wishes that it still had blood pumping through its heart so it 

can say to the other, “See how my heart beats for you” A waiter walks to them and places 

something on their table. One of the used-to-be beings gets down on one knee and as a 



proposal is made I find myself lost in their moment. Perhaps even consumed by it.

I have been told that I am on the other side of heaven. I’m not sure what you’ve heard 

about hell. I’d like to assure you it is not fire and brimstone. It is not the gnashing of teeth. It is 

the skeletal lovers of unknown sex having tea under jacaranda trees. The waiter eventually 

brings me my mojito and as I start to light my cigarette he whispers, “Can you believe those 

two lovers are both male?” As he walks away with an approving smile, I decide I’m where I 

should be.
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two years round rubble
by mbamalu socrates

He remembered the last time he saw her. That day, the Harmattan sun had blazed 

more than it did on other days; and the air, dry and harsh to his nose, made him carry a 

handkerchief around. More than anything, what he remembered from that day, the Fourth 

of October, was a face, one that had kept him awake every night.

The preparation for his mother’s burial was met with a flurry of activities. Meeting new people 

at every turn had been the hub of his activities. At the funeral, he had observed her from the 

corner of his eyes and, at times when their eyes met, he noticed that there was a particular 

way she looked at him.

“Who is the fair-complexioned lady?” He asked his sister.

“The one with the twin dimples on a green native gown?”

“Yes.”

“Kachi, we were course mates at the university. She now works with one of the banks,” 

she said, waving at Kachi who waved back with a smile. “Don’t you remember her? She 

escorted me to the hospital when I came to visit you.”

“She looks familiar,” he said, wheeling himself to meet more faces. It was just a month since 

he had been discharged from the hospital and there was a different aura to everything 



around him. Everybody acted extremely kind.

Each moment was spent reliving the accident. The words from his mother had made no 

sense to him that night. She kept muttering gibberish to herself in half-concentration and, 

before he could say Jack Robinson and point out the car in front of them, glasses shattered, 

bones broke, blood flowed and a heart stopped beating.

“Good afternoon,” she said, placing the wetness of her lips to his ears in a whisper. He could 

smell the perfume she wore. “I am Onyekachi.”

“I guess you already know who I am,” he replied. “I heard we’ve met.”

“I guess so.”

“Can we go out to the garden? The noise is getting at me,” he said as she wheeled him out.

She sat on a chair under the trees and faced him, and then she crossed her legs so that the 

freshness of her thighs lay exposed.

“You are tall for a lady,” he looked at her.

“Maybe a little shorter than you are,” she said and smiled.

He liked the fact that she did not act all pitiful towards him as if he was a helpless child.

“I used to run in secondary school. I could race you,” she said, giving that smile she had 

earlier given him, and looked at him as if her eyes had honey in them.

“One of these days we will race,” he said, smiling back. Then a funny silence came between 

them as if they were lost in each other’s thoughts. He stared at his legs.

She walked to him, squatted and stared into his eyes. “Everything is going to be all right.”

“Thanks Kachi,” he looked into her eyes and held her hands, as if searching for the gold that 

reflected the purity in her.

“My discharge letter arrived from the army headquarters today honey,” he pulled the letter 

from the left pocket of his combat shorts.

“You will do great with the new business you have started,” she read, and snuggled into him 

in the settee.

“You always make me feel like I am super human.” He gave her a long look as if mesmerized 

all over again by her beauty and personality. “I thought my world had crashed in that 

accident. My military career over in a jiffy, my legs useless, the last thing I expected was an 

angel to love a man confounded to a wheelchair. You made me a man all over.”

Her skin turned rubicund, and the dimples in her cheeks sunk into two pits of beauty, her dark 

deep eyes seemed to smile. She sat on his lap and planted a kiss on his cheeks and drew a 

long kiss to his mouth.

“You’ll always be my man. It was not a man confined to a wheelchair that I saw. It was a 

man my heart pounded for. A man I wanted to love.” She caressed him and rubbed her 

hand on his head, and then played with the hairs on his chest that peeped through his 

singlet, snuggling deeper into him and kissing his dark, smooth cheeks.

“Good morning mama,” Kachi greeted her mother as she cleared the utensils used the 

previous night.

“Good morning dear,” her mother said, with her hands crossed under her breasts that were 

held by the wrapper she wore.

“Mama, Damien proposed to me yesterday. You should have seen how handsome he 

looked,” she smiled as she recollected the moment.

“I thought you were no longer dating him.”

“I told you I want to marry him. We have been dating for two years mama. Two years.”

“But Kachi, he is a cripple!”

“That is not what I see in him.”

“I don’t care what you see in him. In this family we don’t marry cripples! Period!”

“And I will marry who I want to mama!”

That day, the Fourth of October, two years exactly since they started dating, Kachi came to 

visit him. Her eyes were red and her face was a long wet raincoat.

“I have been trying your number for a week. What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” She 

hugged him and wept on his shoulder, allowing herself to lean freely into him.

“Sweetheart. . .”

“What is wrong?”



Her sobbing increased. He embraced her tighter and kept quiet. They both heaved a sigh 

and kept more silence to breed between them.

“They don’t want me to marry you.”

“Why? We are from the same tribe. Why?”

“I . . .”

“Don’t you want to have my kids?”

“I do.”

“So why don’t they want us to get married?”

“They said I am breaking a taboo. The ladies in my family are not permitted to marry . . .”

“Cripples?” He felt his body grow limp and cold, as if the crutches could not support him.

She nodded her head and avoided his eyes. She did not want to see the pain hidden in 

them.

For two years he had built his life around her. He wobbled out of the living room to the clicks 

of his crutches. He would never forget her face.

Socrates Mbamalu (@linsoc) is a writer that 

has participated in two Writivism workshop 

editions (2014 and 2015). He is a blogger 

for Afridiaspora and Waza Africa and some 

of his works have appeared in Kalahari 

Reviews, Muwado.com, Deyu African 

and Muthal Naidoo’s website. He seeks is 

keen on Africa as a continent with regards 

to Politics and Arts. He was mentored by 

Yewande Omotoso in 2014.

early
by michelle preen

My voice has shunned my body. I hear it over there, dissociated from my being.

“Give me my baby,” it says. First frantic and then more softly, over and over until I can hardly 

hear it. Sobs rack my soul, merging eventually with the cries of my baby, in perfect harmony.

“I told you it was too early,” a sterile voice says. I cannot see who it belongs to because they 

are all hiding behind masks.

But early is good, I think. I can hear my father’s reassuring voice. The early bird catches the 

worm.

He loved idioms. My sister and I always used to joke and call them idiots. “Dad loves idiots”, 

we would shriek, dissolving into girlie giggles. Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, 

wealthy and wise. I hear him again.

“A woman too,” I would say to him now if he were still with us.

Then another voice, shrill and piercing, tweezes my wandering mind back to the operating 

theatre. My baby is quiet now and I can’t see where he is.

“What have you done with him?” I say, searching the room with my bloodshot eyes.



“You need to get her out of here. She’s disturbing the patient.” It’s the shrill one again.

“Doctor Jill.” A hand touches my shoulder. Is he talking to me? “We need to go. You aren’t 

well.”

“I’m not going anywhere without my baby,” I say. I wipe my nose on the back of my sleeve.

Then I see him on the operating table, all red and crumpled, and in the arms of a strange 

woman. She looks worried and I start to panic.

“Is he alright?” I say. I am crying again. “Is he alright?” The nurse is trying to guide me out, first 

gently, but now more firmly.

“Please doctor, you’re making this worse,” he says to me.

I lunge forward towards the operating table in a desperate attempt to grab my baby, but 

the nurse has me in a firm grip. The woman on the table is crying now, confused-looking.

“She lost her baby recently,” one of the masks says to the woman on the table. “Advised not 

to come back to work so early, but she insisted she was fine. I’m so sorry about this. We’ll get 

her out now.”

Lost. What? I wasn’t careless. I didn’t lose him! The blood-stained hands of Death wrenched 

him from me. I tried so hard to hold on, but Death was too strong.

“I didn’t lose him,” I hear myself whisper. “He was taken.”

They all look at me.

“Let her go,” says the woman holding the baby.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea, ma’am. She’s unstable.”

“Let her go,” she says again. “Please.”

Our eyes meet for the first time. I see the jumbled emotions in hers, mirroring my own – 

exhaustion, confusion, sadness – but in hers there is also a trace of joy, which reflects back 

into mine as resentment.

“Do you want to hold my baby?” she says to me.

“Ma’am,” the nurse says. “I don’t…” But she interrupts him.

“Do you, doctor?” she says to me again.

I step forward slowly, unsure now whether this is what I want. She holds him out to me and 

I can see now that he is not mine. I have delivered hundreds of babies, but I feel afraid to 

take this fragile creature in my arms. I take another step towards them and stretch out my 

hands. I hear a collective intake of breath as I take him and hold him to me.

His little wrinkled face looks troubled and in it I see my father. I smile faintly. His little body feels 

comforting against my chest. Time heals all wounds, my father whispers. The wound in my 

womb, the wound in my heart, the wound in my soul. They just need time. Better late than 

never.

Who am I kidding? Who’s the idiot now? The wounds might recover, but they will leave their 

ghosts behind. The scars will never disappear. I know I can never create and nurture another 

life inside me. Delivering babies, but never my own. I clutch my baby tighter to my chest and 

glance across at the anxious eyes. Then I spin around and run.
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the money shot
by amy heydenrych

At the edge of a sand street in Dar es Salaam, a toddler plays with a spark plug in the shade 

of a tyre-less truck. He whirls it through the orange sand, a colourful game unfolding in his 

mind. I watch him laugh to himself through the tinted window of my taxi. My heart leaps 

back to afternoons spent sliding down grassy hills in flattened cardboard boxes in a country 

and time far away.

“Mzungu!” He points as I step out of the car. His mother – spotting my camera – picks him 

up and carries him inside one of the dusty doorways. She need not worry. I am not here to 

capture little children with my lens. This sunburnt street lined with its bored jobless men and 

desperate shopfronts serves one purpose only: to give me the images needed to assure 

foreign investors of their contribution to economic development.

They have a checklist that demands scenes of abundance, women being employed and 

hands holding fountains of grain. .

These pictures will be emailed to countries their subjects will never see. They will be placed 

on billboards and websites by men who believe their USD 100, 000 grant is enough to 

transform entire communities.

“Karibu!” The owner of the factory I am visiting clasps my arm with chapped fingers. The 

dank, malt scent of the animal feed they are processing coils into my lungs. I hold in the urge 

to wheeze.

“Here is the raw product, here is the grain, here is the machine sponsored by your investors.” 

The dance is always the same, the owner awkwardly leading me through the details of a 

manufacturing process I will never understand.

“Take a picture of the new equipment,” he says. The light is too dark here. The reflection of 

the steel drum against my flash is too jarring. I take a few pictures I will never use, hoping the 

people I am here to capture are in the next room.

The sawdust and grain speckled floor clears as we step into a white air-conditioned 

warehouse.

“This is where we make the packaging for the animal feeds,” he offers.

Lines of women in white puffed hair nets hunch over in concentration, like uniform rows of 

cotton crops.

I weave through each row, focusing on hands that flutter delicately over strips of plastic and 

knit them together, criss-crossing over and over again. Most of the women look down, willing 

me to disappear.

“Mambo vipi!” I offer shreds of basic Swahili with false gaiety, hoping to illicit a laugh or a 

smile. I am shark-like. All teeth.

My gaze is finally met by the strange contrast of cobalt eyes set in teak-coloured skin. Her 

exhausted beauty is strengthened in its fight against the elasticised hair net digging into her 

forehead and her stained overalls. Within the humming fluorescent glow of the factory floor, 

she shines a natural light.

This is the symbol I was hoping for. A young, female employee wearing the branded uniform 

of an investor-sponsored company. A picture guaranteed to be a banner on a website, or 

the compelling cover of a fund-raising proposal. A picture of hope. I twist my lens into focus. 

Her blue eyes gape open. She turns and whispers to the woman next to her.

“She doesn’t want you to take her picture. Not looking like this. She is studying to be a 

teacher one day and is embarrassed for people to see her with her uniform on.”

My cheeks are red with heat. I am stained with shame. I know the burden of being a 

woman, of being an object, an arrangement of features assessed on its resemblance to 

another’s desire. I know the helpless rage of being forced, pushed and stepped on by those 

with more power.

Today I am the predator. I am the one with the power.

She is so perfect, hands tangled in a nest of shredded plastic, factory machines groaning in 



the background. Nobody has to know who she is. It doesn’t need to matter who she is.

I crouch on the cold ground, raising my camera between us like a weapon.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, and take the shot.
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first cut
by catherine jarvis

His upper lip glistened in the sun as he pushed me aside, hands outstretched, fending me 

off. But he couldn’t say the words ‘break up’, or my favourite Sweet Valley High expression 

‘dumped’. He just kept repeating the word ‘over’ ‘over’ ‘over’, like we were at a cricket 

match. I would like to tell you that I maintained my dignity but how could I when pain 

consumed my entire being? Everyone else in the quad gawked as I watched myself 

clamour and grasp at him, while my head pleaded with my heart: ‘What the hell? Why the 

performance?’

Fingertips tapped away on touch screens and soon everyone on Facebook knew about it. 

I didn’t log on for maybe five days, until my courage seeped back. My first instinct was to 

search for his name. A big fat ‘+1 Add Friend’ appeared next to his smirking face, as though 

he had known I would look him up to see whether we were still ‘friends’ on Facebook. Tessa 

said would I really blame him after that spectacle?

I could, actually. We weren’t those Facebook friends who occasionally like each other’s 

updated profile pictures and quirky quotes. We were different.

I won’t lie and say we had many **Cardies* moments together, because we didn’t. We 

didn’t curl in front of a log fire, sipping hot chocolate with marshmallows and listening to 

Drake crooning over the crackling flames. He didn’t carry my bag to History class. We didn’t 

hold hands at break or make out behind the basketball courts like everyone else. He never 

publicly declared his undying, shatterproof love for me.



But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t felt. I know I am not being too bold in saying that we 

both felt it. When his gleaming lip curled at me and spat out words of hatred, he was 

unrecognisable – like he had somehow become unfelt.

We were in the same class for maybe four years before anything happened between us. 

Shuffling from class to class; passing one another in the corridors; sitting opposite each other 

in grade 8 isiZulu, completely unsuspecting of our connection. Then: we were in English and 

Mrs Joseph asked me to read Lady Macbeth’s lines while he read Macbeth’s. Normally 

the class stumbled over Shakespeare’s work, mispronouncing, faltering, and pausing in all 

the wrong places. The gap between Shakespeare and us usually expanded. This time was 

different. We were reading that part where Lady Macbeth manipulates her pliable husband 

into going through with Duncan’s murder. Our lines were fired off flawlessly, a seamless 

invisible thread between us. When the scene closed, approving murmurs surrounded us. We 

beamed across the classroom at each other in mutual awe. How did we do that?

After that, he began offering to walk me home from school, even though it meant he 

would have to walk back to school to wait for his lift. We shared our first kiss beneath the 

Jacaranda tree near my house, its tiny purple trumpets twirling around us. He murmured the 

word ‘wow’, over and over. After all those wasted years, we finally found what we had both 

been missing. We thirsted to hear each other’s life stories, both of us whispering things about 

ourselves that no one else knew.

But, within a few months, he drank himself full. He was slipping away. Slowly, our thread 

unravelled, and I could not reel it back. I found myself hanging around the basketball courts 

when he was busy playing, waiting for him outside Business Studies. I knew the cut was 

coming but I didn’t anticipate the hate.

Tessa said getting over him was easy: find Another Guy, and she was adamant that Another 

Guy would be waiting at a nightclub. Taboo was of the usual fare for kids faking it to get 

in – grey, dank, stank like piss, with suspiciously sticky carpeting. Tessa was perched against 

the bar, flirt-speaking to one of the Another Guys while I entertained myself by judging the 

bodies on the dance floor. Girls, consciously On Show, swayed their hips to catch Another 

Guy’s eye, swirled their hair in the air and laughed breathlessly with their girlfriends. The guys 

were just thumping their heads awkwardly to the music, not quite sure how to move the rest 

of their ill-at-ease bodies (and can we please not discuss the drunken one quietly throwing 

up next to the speaker). It was all an anxious performance (to fit in? to find the one? to nail 

that dance move?). The desperation sank into my pores.

On instinct my eyes felt their way to him. He was there, oblivious to me. I drank him in from 

my perch on the balcony. In my head, I knew it was not Fate – rather it was her dull sibling: 

Coincidence. Unfortunately the head had little control and I was horrified to watch myself 

marching towards him.

I saw his reaction when I came into view. Indignation. But there was no stopping me; my 

heart was cartwheeling my body towards him.

People were throbbing their way through a popular song, unaware of our confrontation. He 

glared at me, eyes flashing. Then he spat. He actually spat, as though I was a foul aftertaste 

in his mouth. It landed right on my big toe (unfortunately wearing open-toed shoes). The 

warm gobby substance slid down and pooled between my toes. When I looked up he had 

already submerged himself into the throng. The glistening slime was all I had left of him. It 

was part of him yet it wasn’t him. Was this really the same person who had shared himself 

with me?

It was then that I stopped. For those few moments, the longing, the fondness, the aching 

vanished. I became unfelt. Like my mouth had been washed out with soap.
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the life and times of a wanderer
by mary temiloluwa ajayi

What is the world not doing? Her whisper rode on the wings of the cold night air. They looked 

at her and slowly came to the conclusion that she was beyond redemption. Father shook 

his head and went into the house. Mother said a prayer and looked to her grandfather who 

simply smiled, ready to explain again.

There is nothing new under the sun; the world keeps doing what it has done already.

“Yes, nothing new,” Mother said.

She first heard the words, “nothing is new under the sun” in history class and something in her 

had disagreed; there had to be something new. Her grandfather talked about the places 

he had been and said nothing was new anymore: in fashion, religion, social practices, even 

the law; and that the world kept going in a circle.

She disagreed. There must be something the world has never done.

She looked at her family and knew she would not be staying much longer. She would not be 

having a life of her own either. It was upon her to set the world on a new course. She would 

give her life to it.

Under the shade of a large tree in a corner of the crowded park, she slowly let history 

come to a halt and listened to the birds’ twitter mingle with the scattered voices around 

her; perhaps they held answers. Reaching for the big brown bag, she removed her journal. 

On the cover were the words she had scribbled three years before: The Life and Times of a 

Wanderer.

She heard a child wail and saw a woman reach for her. She looked at the different faces 

in the park wondering what their stories were as she opened her journal and began to 

document what she saw. The ice cream seller, the woman with the crying baby, the boy 

with his eyes in a book, the couple kissing and posing for the camera… were they searching 

like her? Do they hunger to know what the world is not doing? What would those lips locked 

in sweet embrace say? What tale would that crying baby tell? What stories would the eyes 

belonging to the elderly woman buying ice cream speak?

“Hello ma, please can you buy me a meal?”

She looked up from her writing to find a boy of about ten standing before her. She smiled, 

closed her journal, and picked up her bag.

“Come with me.”

The boy followed. This is one of the things the world is doing, procreation without 

preservation. The world knows how to create things, especially people, just not how to 

sustain them.

They came to a secluded part of the park where there was a path. She took it and 

encouraged the boy to follow, convincing him of a food stall ahead. After walking a while, 

she stopped and began to fish in her bag for something.

“Where are your parents?”

“They’re dead.”

“Have you no relative?”

“I ran away. They’re mean.”

“Meeeaan” She stretched out the word as she dropped her bag and reached for the boy, 

holding his face to her bosom.

He began to shake and she soothed him. “It will be okay. You are safe now.”

She released him and he fell to the earth, the knife jutting out of his back, blood pooling 

around him.

She picked up her bag and walked back to the middle of the park.



That’s one thing the world is not doing, she thought- cleaning up its own mess.

It was time to move again.
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friday night
by chumisa paquita ndakisa

Sindi

Have I really spent all of Summer without you? We have not seen each other since last 

November … That time of the year when all the backpackers arrive in Cape Town. It was the 

same month you found out why your jeans wouldn’t fit anymore and you unexpectedly left 

for home a day after. I hope you and the one growing inside you are happy and well. And I 

hope you know that even though your silence is hurtful, I still think about you. You also missed 

my birthday, but whatever, I can no longer be angry with you for trying to be responsible.

It felt more worthwhile for Zizi to be writing a letter to Sindiswa than to be at yet another 

party. She had recorded a voice reminder on her phone and written in her notebook more 

than once, reminding herself to think of Sindi. It was three months since they had spoken, 

or at least since Sindi had communicated with Zizi. Putting pen to paper felt more real and 

appropriate for this kind of overdue communication. Touching the paper was like getting 

closer to the relationship they used to have.

As the Maharani incense wafted around her room she momentarily thought of how the 

smell had become so familiar in just a few weeks. Now she could not sleep without its 

scent fortifying the thoughts that would lull her to sleep – secretly selling her grandmother’s 

peaches during summer holidays, future travels, photography excursions to remote towns, 

romanticized erratic relationships. The moonlight came in perfectly through her window; it 

shone a light on one of the walls, allowing her to see the large map of Africa she had posted 



up on her wall. On the day she’d brought it home she put small red crosses on the countries 

she wanted to visit and a more noticeable red heart next to Zimbabwe. “Africa’s only 

liberated country”, she would always think to herself.

On nights like this she memorised the cities, small towns and capitals of each country, 

looked up images of the major cities and made ever-changing lists of the reasons why each 

country was important to visit. Nigeria; “to learn Yoruba, visit The Shrine, for the music and the 

ambitious men and to read a Nigerian book in Nigeria”. Zimbabwe; “just to see for myself”. 

Cameroon; “for its authentic film industry, the art scene and to meet the people who belong 

to it”. Burkina Faso; “to walk in Sankara’s land”.

Have you noticed that European and American travelers can be called “tourists, ex-

pats, backpackers” and other polite terms while African travellers are plainly labelled as 

“foreigner”, even on our continent? Or maybe we Africans are never just travelling. You and 

me noticed everything and that’s why this city drove us crazy. And yazi tshomi, it still drives 

me crazy.

In the four months that Sindi had been away, Zizi had moved out of her father’s house to 

share an apartment with her friend Khanya. She had become delirious with the idea of 

freedom. Delirious because just knowing that she can do whatever, whenever, was much 

more exciting than the actual realisation of this freedom she did not even know how to 

define. This delirium was caused by living in a space that expanded and contracted as and 

when she needed it to. Unlike the stuffy, sanitised Northern Suburbs of Cape Town, the city 

centre was more welcoming of her mistakes and learning.

It hardly ever stifled her questioning, but when it did she thrived on the challenge of 

deciphering the origins of her thoughts. Thoughts about race and politics that back in the 

old neighbourhood felt taboo even in her head. The myth of the Rainbow Nation. The myth 

of equality. The sheer lie of what Cape Town is, or is not. She was in (White) Liberal Land now, 

some kind of flashy Bohemia where her thoughts were allowed to become spoken words – 

even if they were too extreme or radical for some of the people who heard them.

Zizi’s phone buzzed.

“Do you want to split for a banky?” a text from Khanya. She calculated, 100 bucks for drinks 

in case we end up going out, fifty bucks for anything extra, and quickly replied before she 

thought about it any longer.

“Cool. I’ve got 50 bucks.” Khanya arrived home with the banky of ganja and a bottle of 

Pinot Noir, her favourite since she was buying. Zizi rolled three joints, two for now one for later, 

while Khanya spoke about her day at work. Khanya’s job at a glossy women’s magazine 

always provided stories that they could fill moments of silence with. They felt the same way 

about most women’s magazines – oversexualised, non-journalistic, white-gazey fluff. Khanya 

hated her job because they never took her input seriously. The editors expected her to 

speak on behalf of the black market yet when she did they questioned her insight.

Zizi was brief about her day, mentioning the chicken livers she cooked for lunch and figuring 

out their faulty kettle. She meant to deter Khanya from asking about the interview she went 

for in the morning. She had left the over-polished office of a corporate event company still 

feeling the odd, limp handshake she was offered as a final sign of rejection.

Drinking wine and smoking in the kitchen was always the best part of Zizi’s nights. The 

prelude to new experiences that she would start imagining while they listened to Fela or 

Phillip Tabane or Outkast or a mix of everything because they disagreed on what should be 

played next.

So I’ve been freelancing since you left and now that Summer is over, I’m doing a lot less 

shoots – which means it’s job search time. I’m stuck between self-righteous self-pity for not 

being where I planned to be at twenty-three and being totally disgusted with my laziness. 

On a good morning when I’m high, I might give myself a brief pat on the back and tell 

myself that one day I’ll be the most respected and acclaimed photographer out of this vast 

continent.

The wine finished and they decided it was time to go out. Zizi put the third joint into her 

bag and they left the house. They walked silently to their usual spot, Bassment. Khanya 

was hoping to see her on and off again man Tendai, Zizi was just hoping to experience 

something enlightening.

Bassment smelled of the Maharani incense Zizi loved so much, wood-floor polish, pure 

tobacco and good intentions. It was a compact jazz bar that seemed to stretch as much 

as it needed to, to fit whoever wanted to enter. On big nights when a popular band was 

playing, the narrow building never seemed to be full enough; it expanded to fit the people 

and the energies they brought. This place had its own rules and its own unique crowd of 

painters, writers, musicians, filmmakers, photographers and dancers. Zizi always thought of 

Bassment’s regular crowd as the loose ends of the city, just like herself; people she could 

complain to, about the absurdity of Cape Town.

Khanya separated from Zizi soon after they entered the building. Tendai had pulled her to 

the dance floor. Zizi caught the bar lady’s eye. Comfort nodded in salutation and raised an 

empty wine glass, Zizi nodded and smiled. The whole building was vibrating.

It was one of those nights that a movie would depict as a night of a full moon, when 

everyone transforms and transcends into their true selves in what feels and looks like an 

underground charismatic church service. A night that would only end after sunrise, after the 

band had performed an hour over what they were booked for and the DJ had sufficiently 

tired out his congregants with an electrifying, heavy playlist.

One young woman was in a trance on the dance-floor. Her strapless, vintage dress kept 

slipping down to reveal her breasts. She wore braids that reached down to her waist. Each 

time she jumped, the braids covered or exposed her breasts. After the second slip no one 



even paid her attention. She was part of a sequence of movements and her stomping was 

only part of the greater piece. Everyone would think about it the next day and remember 

that it was beautiful and necessary.

Bassment is exactly the way you left it. If not, then it’s probably better. As you might expect 

I still go there for questionable reasons (sometimes). Questionable in the sense that I would 

leave my dark room on a still night and carry my wistful mood to the doors of Bassment, just 

because of the thought of Kwesi. I scold myself Sindi and try to stop myself. But my willpower 

is low when I haven’t felt his gaze for some time.

Sindi had been there on the night that Kwesi and Zizi met outside the entrance of Bassment. 

He was in Cape Town from Ghana for an artist’s residency and was considering making his 

stay more long-term. It was a Tuesday night, one of the calmer nights for the club. Zizi and 

Sindi were standing outside enjoying fresh air when Kwesi greeted them and walked into the 

building.

He said, “Good to see you,” and gave a brief nod as he respectfully put his right hand to his 

chest.

By the end of the night they were sitting on a mattress on the floor of his studio, drinking 

ginger and honey tea. Zizi and Kwesi spent almost everyday of the next three months with 

each other in Kwesi’s studio – talking, painting, taking photographs, and making love. She 

was the one who caught him burning one of his paintings during a bout of self-doubt, she 

had helped him come up with the title of his exhibition, and on the night that his exhibition 

opened, she noticed how much Kwesi revelled in the attention, contrary to the bashful man 

she knew. If his art were a person, it would have a fist raised to the sky.

Then one afternoon, she found him and a blonde woman on the mattress in his studio, lips 

locked and heedless.

Zizi positioned herself on a bar stool in a corner, Comfort timeously placed a glass of their 

house red in front of her. The spot gave her a good view of the dance floor and the main 

door. As much as the mood promised memorable images and conversations, Zizi didn’t 

quite feel like she would make it to the end of the night. Not unless Kwesi walked in.

“Hey sister,” an American accent broke her gaze from the DJ.

Zizi flinched as if the words were a dirty hand trying to touch her. She took a sip of her wine 

and looked away. “Excuse me, is this seat taken?” the voice asked. “No.”

The woman sat on the stool next to Zizi. She looked at Zizi and grinned.

“Hi, I’m Alexis.”

“I’m Zizikazi.” They shook hands.

“Wow, I don’t know if I’m going to be able to say that!” Alexis said as she giggled.

Zizi took another sip of her wine and waited for the next affliction.

What do your friends call you?”

“Zizikazi.”

“It’s a really pretty name, though.” Alexis bit her lip nervously then smiled before ordering a 

local beer.

Marvin Gaye’s ‘Got To Give It Up’ came on, DJ Sello nodded and smiled coyly to himself 

as his congregants extolled him. Fist-bumps reigned as some people came on to the small 

stage to thank him personally for the blessings. Surrounded by crates of vinyls, his turntables 

and the laudation, it was not clear whether he was on a pulpit or a throne. Khanya caught 

Zizi’s gaze and called her to the dance floor. Zizi shook her head and Khanya rejoined the 

rhythm of movements.

“Oh my God, I love your hair,” said Alexis.

Before Zizi had time to respond, Alexis had already run her fingers through her hair. Zizi 

backed her head away and ran her own hand through her Afro as if to check if it was all still 

there.

“What makes you think you can do that?” Zizi asked.

“I’m sorry, I just wanted to feel it.”

“Don’t you think you should ask me before you touch me?”

“I’m sorry sister, I just wanted to know how it feels.”

“You didn’t make an effort to say my name, you touch my hair without asking and then you 

call me ‘sister’?”

“I’m just trying to get into your culture. I’m sorry.”

Khanya came to stand next to Zizi, her face gleaming with sweat. Her smile slowly faded as 

she caught on that this was not a jovial conversation.



“You can’t just get into my culture. Especially not by touching my hair and calling me sister,” 

Zizi said.

“Come upstairs with me,” Khanya said, “light one up.”

Zizi stood up and took her half-empty glass of wine, leaving Alexis without saying a word 

or giving her a look. Khanya held Zizi’s hand as they walked up the narrow staircase of 

Bassment. The upstairs was lit up. Bassment regulars called it The Purple Room. It was painted 

a dark purple and had mismatched sofas and cushions on the floor. A mural of Sathima Bea 

Benjamin, her face brooding and shadowed, adorned the wall opposite the stairs. Unlike 

downstairs, the distinctive smell was not only of incense but also the smoke from different 

strains of ganja.

The space was lively yet easy going. Small groups occupied different parts of the room; 

either deep in conversation, smoking, or both.

Zizi and Khanya joined a group, greeted everyone and were soon assimilated into the pace 

of the room.

Coming to Bassment, Zizi’s mood was already leaden, but the encounter with Alexis weighed 

her down further. Her sense of autonomy was stolen. Of all the clubs or bars in Cape Town, 

this was where she was accountable to no one but herself. The experience with Alexis was 

atypical for Bassment, an aggravating reminder that maybe autonomy didn’t really exist for 

the black person in Cape Town.

“I’m trying not to be mad so don’t bring it up,” Zizi whispered into Khanya’s ear.

“What happened?”

“The usual, my name.”

Khanya waited.

“Only this time I was called sister. And she touched my hair without asking.”

“Damn. Well, let’s smoke and forget about her.”

Zizi settled against the wall with her almost empty glass of wine still in her hand. The Purple 

Room didn’t need many people to make it seem full. She felt a serene daze creep up on her 

as she looked around the room, at the people laughing genuinely and being light about life.

Sindi, this city is too hostile to experience alone. I feel like it forces people to behave in ugly, 

unnatural ways. Large monuments of men we don’t know tower over us and remind me 

every day that this city does not belong to us. I can just imagine you say, ‘My friend you can 

do whatever you want’. Can I really?

Maybe I can do whatever I want but can I say whatever I want?

Can I think whatever I want to think? I don’t know, I’m trying. The only thing I can rely on is a 

good high. When it gets too complicated I can smoke and feel my mind clear. I start to think 

of beautiful things like streets void of election banners, trains with no class partitions and a 

glorious heap of ash – the remains of that stupid statue of a Dutch coloniser that I must walk 

past every day on my way home.

“Zizi I’m going back downstairs to Tendai. Are you coming?” asked Khanya.

“I think I’ll just get a cab home. I’ll see you in the morning?”

Khanya nodded and smiled. They would probably see each other late afternoon the next 

day, when Khanya came back from Tendai’s place.

Khanya walked Zizi out of Bassment.

It was still crazy and crowded in the street, the clubs and bars were still a few hours away 

from closing and the police vans were just starting to become visible.

“There’s your man,” Khanya said, looking across the street to a man who was standing alone 

smoking a cigarette.

Zizi turned and smiled at him, her heart knocking on her better judgement and her armpits 

tingling as she willed him to notice her.

“Do you think I should go say ‘hi’?” Zizi asked.

Khanya stayed silent.

“He didn’t tell you he was back in the country,” Khanya said.

Zizi felt Khanya’s eyes on her while she watched Kwesi. The real figure of him and not the 

lookalikes she had trained herself to ignore. Zizi looked at Khanya. “I’m going to go say ‘hi’.”

Khanya stayed silent.

A woman coming from lower down the street approached him. Kwesi put out his cigarette 

and watched the beaming woman until she was standing right in front of him. He might 

have smiled back. They shared a long hug; his hand was on her lower back, pulling her 

against him. Then she kissed him, the blonde woman. Up until the kiss, Zizi believed that the 

woman might simply ask for a lighter or where she could find a cab.

Khanya held Zizi’s hand and rubbed gently with her thumb; she pulled her up towards the 

corner of the street where the cabs always idled. Zizi stopped at the first cab she saw and 



got inside.

“That was the worst,” Zizi said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Call me when you get home.” “Okay.”

Zizi left with the cab driver.

Anyway I’m trying to grow up you know? Trying to become my real self, whoever that is – 

without you, without the high walls of my father’s home, without Kwesi and his blondes. I 

know you’re doing the same where you are and I’ll see you when I see you.

I miss you always, Zizikazi.
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on a hot summer’s night
by catherine shepherd

The heat is as familiar to him as the smell of Hudson Street.

“Hey my sweet,” he pats the neck of his hound, then scratches his own neck absently where 

fleas have left red welts: a slow version of swatting flies that have long gone. The two of them 

sit on the cement bench looking out across the bay, their familiar spot. Jack, a small version 

of a pointer, nudges his back into Samuel.

The light is fading fast, and the shadows of the couple holding hands on the beach 

elongate: feet large at the waters edge, tiny bobbing heads further up the white sand. The 

sun is almost behind the mountain that guards the beach and its secrets, but the tar steams 

when drops of ice cream spill from the cone of a girl heading toward Jack. She seems eager 

to pet the dog but veers off suddenly as she gets close. Samuel notices pink drool on her 

chin. He shifts, a little uncomfortable, and tries to hide his grubby bandaged foot behind his 

good one. It’s been days since he had a wash.

The beach parking lot fills up: Children, dogs and lovers run to the water’s edge, sea 

sparkling in the dying sun on this hot February evening. A man uses driftwood to carve a 

heart into the wet sand and the woman with him decorates it with shells. Side cafés dotted 

along the promenade send tangled wafts of Malaysian curries, vetkoek, waffles with blue 

gum honey, fish fingers and fresh dark roasted coffee into the air.

A car drives past playing an old hit. The words are perfect for the moment: on a hot 



summer’s night would you offer yourself to the wolf? He looks around and she enters his 

vision with those pouting lips and dark eyes, whirling around, taunting him just a little and 

then laughing. His lady. She is so beautiful. She was so beautiful.

“Come Jack,” he says to his dog, “let’s get some of that coffee from our Francis.”

The sky is ablaze with shades of deep blue, yellow and orange. It is as if the sun wants the 

world to know it will return soon, a finale of fireworks. Francis sees Samuel hobbling towards 

her stall for his usual cup of roasted beans. Her little shop is the brightest in the line of 

makeshift stalls. Colourful cloths hang down on either side of the serving counter, the cool 

breeze flowing through the transparent cotton.

“How you doing love?” he enquires, his lips curling ever so slightly to hide his missing teeth. 

She has the same dark eyes as his lady, but her mouth, yes, her mouth is Samuel’s.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Samuel. I bought you a special mug to mark the occasion. The 

twinkle in her eye is home if he ever had one.

Samuel takes the gift and blushes. He wants to tell her but the words don’t come. They never 

do.

“Happy Valentines day, Sweetheart,” is all he manages. She laughs and turns toward the hiss 

of the pot.
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the man in the raincoat
by nduta waweru

He was a familiar sight amongst the villagers of Makutano, present on Main Street all day, 

every day. No one knew where he came from. But he was as there as an overlong incisor, 

chiefly because of his raincoat. Oversized and long, with a slit starting just below his buttocks 

all the way down to his ankles, it was greyish and had huge patches of yellow, blue and 

green. It earned him the name Mtu wa Koti. He seemed a walking rainbow amongst the 

villagers.

Every day, he sang for the children on their way to school and made sure they crossed 

the main road safely. And for all the things he did, including telling them stories they had 

never heard before, the children furnished their parents with stories of the stories he told 

them and the songs he taught them. Makutano had flourished on diversity. Its name 

meant ‘meeting point,’ as it lay at the junction of the two roads that led to Sokomoko and 

Karuganga villages. It had remained small, with just a pharmacy and a general goods store, 

for decades until people from far and wide moved in, one by one, and made a village of it. 

Makutano became a home for everyone.

Until that one day when Chief Kadiri held a baraza. Three children had been killed in 

suspicious circumstances in Karuganga. They had last been seen on their way back from 

school with a tall stranger, light-skinned, slim. Only one person fit that description in the 

village. So Chief Kadiri decreed Mtu wa Koti a persona non grata. The villagers’ reaction was 

swift and precise. They walked to his shack—a plain wooden structure with rusted mabati— 

and demolished it, one plank at a time, poking at his possessions before securing petrol 



for them. Because Mtu wa Koti was not around, no harm came to him, but there was no 

guessing what could have happened. So it was not a surprise that Mtu wa Koti disappeared. 

He got the message.

But a month later, the killer of the three children was arrested in his hideout in Sokomoko 

village. Makutano villagers decided to look for Mtu wa Koti. They even sent someone to the 

city, but their long incisor was gone. Soon enough, the villagers simply forgot about him.

One evening during the maize harvest season, just after the villagers had downed their 

dinners, news spread that Mtu wa Koti had been found dead on Main Street. The chief 

confirmed it. The priest of the local Catholic church confirmed it. So the villagers prepared to 

bury him. His funeral was solemn. A stranger arrived. This stranger stood out in his crisp, dark 

blue suit.

“My name is Peter Lugano. I am Mtu wa Koti’s lawyer. His real name is Joseph Lukaku. He 

was a teacher.”

Lukaku, the villagers learned, had run away from his village, Marisho, after being involved in 

an accident. A school bus, carrying forty-five children, was headed to Nairobi for a school 

tour when it veered off the road and hit a tree before rolling a number of times. Lukaku 

alone survived. He woke up in the hospital to the news from his lawyer that he had been 

sacked. Marisho villagers had denounced him for witchcraft for surviving their children’s 

deaths.

Makutano villagers stood in the open with arms on their breasts that cloudy Saturday. And 

when the church junior choir started singing, it started raining, as the villagers lowered their 

guilt into his grave.
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day after tomorrow
by paul ugbede

In the year 2032, exactly two months after President Makari heard clearly from God that 

Abuja should bomb Washington on the day of the blood moon, I heard the knock. Bekky 

was sleeping on my lap and I think she heard the knock before I did. She was already at the 

edge of the sofa, her eyes, two large saucers, her lips, a badly written ‘O’. Those lips always 

got me and I wanted to push my breast in her mouth. She liked that, she called it impromptu 

harassment. She would suck at my nipple and clasp her long fingers around my arse.

The knock came again, this time sharp, brittle and hard on my chest. Mama was sitting on 

that single chair by the window, not flinching, her face chiseled out of stone. That moment, I 

knew I shouldn’t have told her.

“Why?” I asked her. She just stared above my head, above my question. I wanted to ask why 

she had to call the Soja Allah and not her friend who was supposed to get us the train tickets 

to Ghana. Instead, I focused on how much I looked like her, how much of her long hair I had 

… How much of her dark skin colour … How much we had shared for twenty-three years.

“Why, Mama?”

“You need a cure Hajarat …” Her thin fingers clamped on the edges of her seat. “Root 

Camp is for your own good.”

The door crashed open and they spilled in. Twelve Soja Allah – their blue uniforms giving a 

sad hue to the dark room. “Salam Alekum, Salam Alekum!”



Bekky dashed to the door but two of the men grabbed her mid stride and pushed her 

to the floor. She fighting and screaming, they pushing and shouting Allahu Akbar! Allahu 

Akbar! I felt sorry for her, hating myself for not listening to her, for thinking that my mother was 

different from hers, that she would understand and help us escape. Her scream clutched 

my intestines, turning them round and round in a tight knot. My knees buckled but strong 

arms held me and pushed me to the floor. A sharp needle pierced through my neck. Bekky’s 

scream now sounded like a dull drum and Mama was now a fiery ghost. I think she was 

saying ‘I love you Hajarat’ but I was not sure as I was any longer in the room.

“Stand up! Idiot! Nyanch banger! Toto licker! Up on your feet!” The voice sounded from 

somewhere inside my head. Gradually it became real, a male voice. I scrambled to my feet 

and bumped my head against something.

“Bekky!” I called softly, peering through the darkness. “I’m here!” Her hand found mine and 

she held me. Her fingers were cold and she was trembling. “Where are we?”

Strong light hit my face. I squinted and held Bekky’s hand tightly. The light left my face and 

my eyes followed it. We were in the back of a truck and we were not alone. The truck was 

filled with young boys and girls.

“Oya bigin come out one by one!” The male voice barked again. “One single line! See 

them! Nyanch banger! Toto licker! Gerrout!’ Bekky came down after me. Her hand found 

mine again and I held her. A stick hit my hand, making me wince in pain. I quickly let go of 

Bekky’s hand.

“Dirty girl!” The voice barked. “You still wan lick toto for Root Camp? Oya forward marsh!”

How many were we? Fifty? A hundred? I didn’t really know, but we all marched for a long 

time, through tall shadows of caricature trees hugging the dark night. Once in a while, the 

male voice hit someone on the head with his stick and shouted, “why you dey look me? 

Why you dey look me? You wan fuck my nyanch? You wan fuck my nyanch?”

We came to a high-fenced building with a mighty blue gate and bright lights. There were 

blue uniforms everywhere.

“Straight to the gate! Straight to the gate!”

Root Camp comprised two tall white warehouses with little windows high up in the sky. We 

were huddled between the two buildings, trying to melt into one another, trying to get away 

from the Soja Allah who were moving around us, ogling us, weighing us with their eyes, 

touching our breasts, squeezing our buttocks. Bekky was seven girls behind me. Was she 

limping on her left leg?

A tall woman walked briskly from one of the buildings towards us. She was so tall that her 

uniform hung on her like a question mark. Her fair face reminded me of onions and she had 

an oily smile. The men quickly stood to attention.

“Welcome to Root Camp, God’s healing Project!” she said huskily. “I am Aunty Caro, spiritual 

head. All the men please go to the right and all the women to the left.”

No movement.

“Una no dey hear? Toto lickers to the left, nyanch bangers to the right!” That now familiar 

voice barked. Aunty Caro glanced at him, her smile not wavering.

We quickly made two lines. The male line was shorter than the female line.

“All the males follow this man and all the females, follow me.” She turned round and headed 

back towards the building from whence she had come. A blue uniform opened the metal 

door and we all went in. It closed with a loud clang behind our backs. The building was in 

darkness and a light came on.

“All of you will sleep here.” Aunty Caro’s oily smile became wider. “This is the last night you 

shall spend together for the next six months. This night is called silent night because whatever 

you do, God will not be watching you.” She turned around and disappeared with the light.

Through the darkness, we began to search each other out, creating pockets of worlds within 

the walls. I found Bekky and she held me tightly.

“It’s going to be alright.” I stroked her corn ridge.

Silence.

Someone was kissing someone in the darkness, a noisy, slippery, sloppiness.

“Are we really sick?” Bekky’s whispered question scratched my silent mind.

Are we really sick? It was a painful question, one I had never thought about. The freshness 

of it bled down my heart, trailing the crevices of my mind for answers, answers that were not 

really there. Are we really sick?

Bekky fell asleep, curled in my arms. Capsules of snores rose from different corners. The 

kissing was still going on, the slippery sloppiness accentuated by gentle moans.

I did not know how many minutes I’d closed my eyes for before the scream tore through the 

night. It came again, a loud soul-rendering wail. Everyone must have heard it too because 

the snores were gone, kisses stopped.



“What is that?” Bekky asked. Her fear visible in her question. She was sitting up now.

It was the scream of a woman and it was coming from somewhere inside her, from 

somewhere under her bile, somewhere in the nest of her life. How old was she? Twenty? 

Forty? Can one tell age through pain? Does pain have an age?

“It will stop soon. Try not to think about it,” I said. But it did not stop, it kept on and on, 

torturing our senses, tearing through our souls until it became a part of the night, a block in 

the wall…a thought in our minds. By the time I found sleep, the scream was in my dream and 

this time, it was Aunty Caro screaming in my ears through her oily smile.

“Get up! Get up!”

Morning had come unnoticed. It came with three guards, Aunty Caro and her oily smile. The 

morning light lent a little moisture to her onion face. There was a pile of white clothes on the 

floor.

Aunty Caro’s voice was a husky blue. “The world out there belongs to God’s servant, 

President Makari. But Root Camp belongs to me. After God, it is President Makari, then me, in 

that order. Your parents don’t know where you are so if you want to get back to them, you 

must cooperate with me. Is that alright?”

“Yes Aunty Caro,” we chorused.

“What is happening to you is evil. For a woman to have feelings for another woman is evil. 

For a man to have feelings for another man is evil, but God will heal you. There were others 

here before you and they have been healed and gone home. God will heal all of you!”

“There was a scream last night …” I said though it was meant to be a question.

‘The scream … It is coming from those undergoing the spiritual therapy. It is the only music 

you’ll hear in Root Camp, so get used to it.’ She stared at me, a spark in her eyes. I turned 

away. I knew what that spark meant.

“Each of you will be allotted a room. Please get into these clothes and enjoy your stay at 

Root Camp.” As she left, she threw a glance at me. Her oily smile was beginning to make me 

feel queasy.

My room was a smaller version of where we slept last night, nothing except for an empty 

bucket. The odour of urine was masked with Izal. I went to the corner of the room, away 

from the bucket and sat down. As I examined my new white overalls, my door opened. A 

Soja Allah pulled me up by my arm and pushed me out of the room. Still holding my arm, 

he dragged me to a door at the end of the hall. He knocked, shoved me into a room and 

closed the door behind me. The room was furnished with a red bed and a red rug.

Aunty Caro stood in a corner of the room, smiling. “So this is the intelligent girl that asked 

a question?” She was close to me now, her hot breath fanning my face. I took a step 

backwards and was against the door. She smelled like a newly washed cat. Her eyes 

undressed me, her onion face overwhelmed me.

‘Intelligent and beautiful,’ she whispered into my ear.

‘You’re mine. I chose you.’

Then she kissed me. She kissed like an angry bat. I was dazed, not from the kiss but from the 

fact that we were in Root Camp, the house of God and this was Aunty Caro our healer.

She peeled off her uniform and stood before me, naked. Her breasts looked like two 

deflated egos.

“Suck my breasts.” She threw her head back, eyes closed.

“Squeeze them.”

I squeezed.

“Harder.” She let out a little moan.

“Harder, you bitch!” My hands were numb with pain but she kept urging me to squeeze. I 

was sweating now and the pain was surging through my brain.

“Squeeze harder, bastard!” she shouted.

“My hands…”

She gave me a sharp slap, cutting my sentence. “I say squeeze!” Her eyes were animated 

and the oily smile had melted into molten desire.

And I squeezed, crying now. The more I cried, the more she moaned until I crashed on the 

bed in painful exhaustion. “Please!” I cried.

She was on me, tearing at my overalls. Her head went between my thighs. Her tongue felt 

like a slimy snake darting in, oozing venom. As the snake probed deeper, I thought of Bekky, 

of what she was doing, of whether she was still limping on one leg. She came back the 

following night. And every other night. The cycle became familiar; she would come in, satisfy 

herself, flop into a thunderous snore and by first dawn, she would rap on the door thrice and 

be gone, leaving me scratched and broken. I began to dread the nights, the sound of her 

footsteps, her onion face, her oily smile, her touch … What kept me sane was that scream.

I selfishly longed for it. It was better than Aunty Caro’s moan. I noticed it was not just one 

scream. There were many of them, from different girls, each one with its own octave…each 



one with its own story. I could tell when a scream was repeating a cycle, when a scream 

died. I envied them, those screamers. At least they could scream. I longed to be a part of 

that scream too, to scream my heart out and stop myself from falling into darkness.

She noticed I was dying silently and I think she was genuinely concerned. “You can ask 

anything and I’ll grant it,” she said one morning after she had woken up and was putting on 

her uniform.

“I want to see my friend.” It tumbled out of my mouth.

Her oily smile slipped a little but it was back again.

“Bekky?” My eyes opened wide.

She smiled. “You’re surprised? It is my duty to know about my patients.” She looked at me. 

“Tonight.” And she was gone.

The thought of seeing Bekky after four months overwhelmed me. Had she grown lean? Was 

she eating at all? That night, I took my bath and waited on the bed, wearing the gown 

Aunty Caro had bought for me. For the first time in four months, I unstrapped my desire from 

the window where I had hung it and put it on.

At night, the door opened and she was there, a little frail, a little smaller.

“Bekky!”

She held me close. Sniffing my neck, letting out a soft sigh. I missed her so much, her lips, her 

eyes, her hands …

“You are living better than the rest of us,” she said, when we sat on the bed.

“Aunty Caro …”

“I know … We all know … We hear it every night.” She stared at me. “I was angry at first but I 

understand now.”

I wanted to say I was sorry but I was looking at her instead, thinking of how thin she had 

become, how distant her eyes were …

“She told me I have not gone for therapy because of you … Thank you.” She quickly stood 

up and was out of her overalls. Bekky was gaunt and her fair skin had become white.

“Stop staring and come here. We have this night alone.” My gown slipped down my legs. A 

cold sadness hung somewhere inside my soul. Have we finally lost each other?

When her mouth found mine, I realised this was what I wanted … Who I wanted. The tension 

between us melted with the kiss and we were moaning, squeezing, climbing higher and 

higher … Then the door opened and they were upon us, blue uniforms shouting Innalillahi! in 

horror. We quickly disengaged, screaming in fear as they dragged us up. Aunty Caro stood 

in the doorway, smiling her oily smile.

“Have you ever seen what makes those girls scream?” She asked me, her oily smile 

glistening. “You will come and watch.”

They dragged Bekky along the corridor. She was screaming and calling on me to help her. 

I ran after Aunty Caro, begging, crying but she just kept smiling her oily smile. The therapy 

room had a single six-spring bed and the Soja Allah threw Bekky onto it. Eight men crowded 

the room and began to remove their clothes. Bekky struggled, thrashing her legs in the air 

and screaming in fear. Two blue uniforms held her legs and spread them wide.

The first man thrust into her, a long, vengeful thrust. I had never heard such screams before, 

loud animal screams that were tearing into the night, wrenching my brain apart. I was crying 

and begging, lunging towards Bekky, but powerless against the hands holding me. Aunty 

Caro kept smiling. When the sixth man was halfway, Bekky passed out. But they continued.

Becky came to and started screaming again, a cow-like scream that seemed to ooze from 

the pores of her skin. After an eternity, the men left and another eight entered. I threw up. By 

the time they had finished, Bekky was lifeless.

They buried her that night in a fenced-out yard in Root Camp, among thousands of other 

graves. That same night, Aunty Caro came to me.

“I don’t share, you should know that,” she said, still smiling. As her snake went in and out of 

my thighs, I thought about all those graves at Root Camp, all those people who have ‘been 

healed and gone home.’ Did they wear white hand gloves? I thought all dead people wore 

white hand gloves so they could become angels in heaven. My father wore white hand 

gloves when he was buried. Bekky did not wear any.

Aunty Caro lay face down on the bed snoring louder than ever. I watched her back rising 

and falling and I made up my mind. This is the night I must kill her. I had thought about it 

every night, how I was going to do it, what can kill her faster than sixteen penises.

I stood up and put on her uniform. It was a little tight on the bust but it fitted. I rapped thrice 

on the door and it opened. I walked down the corridor, past open gates, past saluting blue 

uniforms saying, Allah ya taimake Makari!

Outside, I paused to breathe in the fresh night air and stared up at the sky. The blood moon 

was up. The sign President Makari was waiting for. Everyone was chanting Allah ya taimake 

Makari.

I ran through the forest, away from Root Camp, from the chanting, from Aunty Caro … 



Mama. To somewhere? Anywhere? Nowhere? I didn’t know. I just kept running.

It will be a while before the blood moon goes down. President Makari will direct his nuclear 

missile at Washington, his face to us … And nothing will ever be the same.
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