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Many people get my name wrong. Especially 
people who are Afrikaans or English speakers. 

My name is not Sikelo or Sitshelo, it’s Sicelo. Please 
get my name right.

I’ve been becoming more annoyed lately when 
people get my name wrong even when I’ve taught 
them how to pronounce it. I try to remain patient, 
to be understanding. These people didn’t grow up 
speaking isiXhosa (or isiZulu, which is the closest to 
isiXhosa), I tell myself. Afrikaans or English speakers 
aren’t the only ones who get names wrong, is 
another thing I also remind myself of. But a number 
of people (such as colleagues and friends) have 
been telling me that I’m too nice. They 
tell me I shouldn’t let people get 
away with mispronouncing 
my name. But is it really 
that simple? Can I really 
just go around getting 
angry with people who 
mispronounce my 
name?

First, let me tell 
you why my name is 
important to me, why 
getting my name wrong 
may offend me. My name 
connects me to my people – 
Xhosa people, South African, and 
even other African people. It’s another 
way of telling people who meet me that I’m Xhosa, 
that at my core I not only have the skin colour, but 
I have the language as well. I’m proud of being 
umXhosa and sharing my name with people is how 
I express that. I have other ways I could express my 
pride (such as educating them about my culture), 
but my name is the starting point.

My name was an expression of my mother’s 
pride. It was her way of recognising that even though 
I wasn’t planned, I arrived, and she accepted me 
with open arms. She was declaring to the whole 
world that she was willing and ready to love me and 
care for me. My name was originally Sicel’ubunye, 

which means ‘We ask for unity’. It’s only when 
the Sister who helped my mother deliver me 
commented that the name was too long that my 
mother changed my name to Sicelo. According to 
the Sister,  other kids would’ve teased me about 
it. And I actually believe the Sister. So my name 
changed to Sicelo. Sicelo Kula. No middle name. No 
English name.

Just Sicelo.
So why is it problematic that Afrikaans or English 

speakers tend to get my name wrong?
There are a few good reasons. The first is that I 

always help people pronounce my name. It doesn’t 
matter where I am, and what I may be 

busy with at the time, when I meet 
people, I teach them how to 

pronounce it. I say it slowly: 
“Si-ce-lo.” I explain that 

to get the ‘ce’ part right, 
they must gently push 
their tongues against 
the roofs of their mouths 
when saying it – tongue 
against palette, I say. My 

success rate is about 50 
to 60%, meaning that just 

over half of them usually get 
it right. The rest either don’t 

want to or think it’s too difficult. 
Maybe getting my name right is rocket 

science to them.
And so we get to the second reason why them 

getting my name wrong is problematic. It’s racially 
insensitive. Maybe not necessarily racist, but 
definitely insensitive. My people, like other black 
South Africans out there, have fought to keep their 
identity, language and culture alive. We live in a 
country where the ruling white minority, at the time, 
forced them to learn to speak Afrikaans. Their white 
employers and oppressors forced them to adopt 
names such as Kleinbooi, Kleinboy and Smallboy 
to fit in, to make it easier to identify them. I know 
this because my grandfather’s second name was 

My name is a problem
Sicelo Kula

Hi, I’m Sicelo.
Sikelo?

Sitshelo?
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Kleinbooi. He used it in all his dealings with the 
apartheid government. Every black person he knew 
called him Sakathu Kula. But all the Afrikaans or 
English speakers he knew called him Kleinbooi Kula.

Because of all this, it’s hard to deny that getting 
names wrong has racial implications.

It’s an example of white privilege on some level. 
A white person who gets a black person’s name 
wrong and refuses to learn the pronunciation is 
enjoying a privilege that black people don’t get to 
enjoy. Black people need to learn to speak Afrikaans 
or English (and, therefore, the correct pronunciation 
of Afrikaans or English names) if they hope to fit in, 
to meaningfully participate in the economy, to know 
what’s going on. People often even measure a black 
person’s intelligence based on how well that person 
speaks English or Afrikaans, not even considering 
that it’s likely not that person’s first language. And 
even black people who don’t speak Afrikaans or 
English usually rely on other black people who do to 
translate. So, there’s no escape. That’s the reality of 
this country.

In contrast, white people almost never have to 
learn isiZulu, isiXhosa, Sepedi, Setswana, Sesotho, 
Xitsonga, Siswati, Tshivenda or isiNdebele. 
That tends to be a choice they make. And their 
intelligence is likely never measured by how well 
they speak any of the other official languages in this 
country.

As I get older, though, I realise that things are not 
always black or white.

Sometimes there’s another answer to something. 
We may just not have thought about it yet. And so I 
think there’s a third reason why people get names 
wrong.

This reason actually applies to all people, not just 
Afrikaans or English speakers. And that is: humans 
are lazy.

The reason I think this is because people of the 
same race also get each other’s names wrong. Look 
at how many Xhosa people get Sepedi, Setswana, 
Sesotho, Xitsonga or Tshivenda names wrong. Even 
when these Xhosa people find out what the correct 
pronunciation is, they get it wrong.

How do we explain that, considering that a Xhosa 
person grows up speaking such a complex language 
with many clicks? Do we say it’s racial or cultural 
insensitivity or just laziness?

I think it’s both. It’s an example of a Xhosa person 
being lazy and ignoring another black person’s 

culture instead of embracing it and learning about it.
So, to everyone out there, I challenge you to 

get other people’s names right. As far as my own 
name is concerned, I just know that I’ll keep 
trying. Si-ce-lo. Tongue against palette. Fingers 
crossed they get it right. n

Aluta Continua
Aluta Ntuli

Everyone has a name and everyone’s 
name has a meaning. I have a name that 

carries a deep, meaningful message. My 
father, an over-creative mastermind, gave 
me my name.

Growing up I never knew what my 
name meant – it was a big mystery to me. 
My school teachers always said it wrongly. 
But due to my lack of knowledge as to 
how exactly to go about pronouncing it, I 
accepted it.

There is a story behind my name. This 
story is a deep one. It was part of a historic 
movement – a rallying cry of the FRELIMO 
movement during Mozambique’s wars of 
independence against the colonisers. The 
phrase behind my name is in a foreign 
language – Portuguese.

My name was chosen for me because 
when I was born my parents were 
students. They didn’t have anything, 
because they were still in tertiary. They 
knew that raising me would be a struggle, 
a beautiful one. They knew the struggle 
would be over soon. They knew they 
weren’t perfect. They also knew that 
victory over their struggles was certain. 
Things soon got better for them because 
they started working.

I will always take my name seriously 
because it is very important to me. My 
name is part of my journey through life. 
Aluta Continua. Victory is certain. I am 
Aluta Ntuli. n
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A beam of light
Lilitha Giqo

On a Saturday evening in a labour ward at 
the Groote Schuur hospital a young girl had 

just given birth to a beautiful baby girl whom 
she named Lilitha. Lilitha means ‘a beam of 
light’. This teen mother saw this baby as a 
light – a glimpse of hope in her dark-filled life. 
My mom (the young girl) had just buried her 
parents a few weeks before she gave birth to 
me. Many times she thought of committing 
suicide, but I gave her a reason not to. Falling 
pregnant at an early age and losing both 
parents at the same time is not an easy thing, 
especially for a teenager. But my mom survived 
it all because of me. I am Lilitha ‘Hope’ Giqo. I 
gave my mom a purpose in life. n

Write about your name – who gave it to you, 
what it means to you. 

Write a paragraph

My name
Magoleng wa Selepe

Nomgqibelo Ncamisile Mnqhibisa
Look what they have done to my name...
the wonderful name of my great-great-

grandmother
Nomgqibelo Ncamisile Mnqhibisa
The burly bureaucrat was surprised
What he heard was music to his ears
‘Wat is daai, sê nou weer?’
‘I am from Chief Daluxo Velayigodle of emalu 

podweni
And my name is Nomgqibelo Ncamisile 

Mnqhibisa.’
Messia, help me!
My name is simple
And yet so meaningful
But to this man it is trash...
He gives me a name
Convenient enough to answer his whim...
I end up being
Maria...
I...
Nomgqibelo Ncamisile Mnqhibisa

These are the five most popular baby names (in order) 
in South Africa for boys and girls...Did you know?

BOYS
1. Enzokuhle 

(To do good)

2. Lethabo 
(Joy)

3. Melokuhle 
(Beautiful one) 

4. Lubanzi  
(Greatest)

5. Junior 

GIRLS
1. Enzokuhle 

(To do good)

2. Melokuhle 
(Beautiful one)

3. Amahle 
(Beautiful one) 

4. Okuhle  
(Good)

5. Lethabo 
(Joy)



5
 ☛

Proud to be me
Leanne Raman

SCENE 1 
In S’bu’s granny’s village a smart car pulls up outside 
her old, dilapidated house. The paint is faded and the 
gutters are broken. S’bu, his brother Nkosi, and their 
mom Ester get out of the car. S’bu’s granny comes out to 
greet them, then Nkosi runs off to play with the kids in 
the street.

GOGO: (pinches S’bu’s cheek affectionately) 
Hawu! Look how you’ve grown, nganeyami.

S’BU: (blushing) Ah, I missed you too, Gogo. 
GOGO: Oh Nkosi yami! You have become only 

bones, my boy. Don’t they feed you in town? 
Maybe you need to come back and live with 
me again! Did I not teach your mother to 
cook properly? But listen to me. I can see you 
want to go and play with your old friends. Off 
you go – I’ll have cooldrink for you when you 
come back.

S’bu runs to the park where he finds his friends from 
when he lived in the village.

S’BU: (smiling) I knew I’d find you guys here.
FRIEND 1: Hayibo! Look who’s here, bafethu.

The four of them gather around S’bu. He shakes each of 
their hands and gives them manly hugs.

S’BU: I’ve missed you guys so much!
FRIEND 2: Asikaze sicabange. We never thought 

we’d see you again.
S’BU: I’m just back for this week because we’re on 

school holidays.
FRIEND 1: Woza uhlale nathi. Come and chill with us.
S’BU:  I’ll stand, thank you.
FRIEND 1: Oh, now you are worried about 

messing your new clothes!
FRIEND 2: What’s it like that side – in the big city? 
FRIEND 1:  The food?
FRIEND 2: Aikhona. Who cares? Tell us, S’bu. 

Kanjani amantombazane? I bet they are 
really cute and pretty.

They all laugh.

S’BU: It’s different – very. But I’ve got used to it. 
It’s nice. And the school – there are enough 
books for everyone – plus extras! We’ve even 
got laptops and we get to go to the beach and 
museums. It’s fun … 

FRIEND 2: (whistling) That’s ngca, ne?

S’bu nods enthusiastically. 

S’BU: And forget Morabaraba. They have chess 
and hockey. 

FRIEND 1: Eish, one day I’ll live there too.
S’BU: Some things aren’t easy though. The cost of 

living is extremely high. And the kids there – 
they’re high class.

FRIEND 2: Uthini? Are we not good enough?
S’BU: N– no! That’s not what I meant.
FRIEND 2: Noma yini.  You think ’cause you go to 

a fancy school now and wear fancy clothes 
you’re better than us, S’bu?

CHARACTERS

S’BU: High-school learner 
GOGO: S’bu’s grandmother 
NKOSI: S’bu’s brother
FRIEND 1: Old school friend of S’bu from  

the village
FRIEND 2: Old school friend of S’bu from  

the village
PRETTY: Jeff’s sister
JEFF: School bully
SIYANDA: S’bu’s friend
BOY 1: Boy at S’bu’s new school
BOY 2: Boy at S’bu’s new school
MC: The master of ceremonies for the  

talent show
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S’BU: I don’t think that. You’re being 
unreasonable. It’s just that … I can’t explain. 
You wouldn’t fit in there … 

FRIEND 1: Wow! You’ve changed, umngane. 
S’BU: It’s not easy. Ma worked hard to bring Nkosi 

and me to the city.
FRIEND 2: You think our parents don’t work hard? 

Unenhlanhla. You got lucky. Coconut. 
FRIEND 1: Asambe, guys. Let’s go!

S’bu goes back to his granny’s house and finds her in the 
kitchen. She gives him some cooldrink. 

GOGO: Your mother says you have a machine 
now that washes your dishes. So now she has 
forgotten how to wash up! I love your mother, 
you know that, but lowo wesifazane – that 
woman she hates work. 

Gogo looks at S’bu closely. 

GOGO: Kwenzenjani, S’bu? What’s wrong?
S’BU: My friends think I’m a coconut. It’s not like I’ve 

changed … But it’s like I have to change who I 
am. At school I must speak English and act like 
the other boys or I get judged as a village boy. 
But here they think I’m too high-and-mighty 
and tease me too. What do I do, Gogo?

Gogo chuckles.

S’BU: What’s so funny? 
GOGO: Oh, son, uzolile manje. Be calm. Just 

breathe and remember who you really are. 
Be true to yourself. You don’t have to change. 
You must  just be you.

S’BU: Easier said than done. Sometimes I don’t 
know who I am any more. I’m ‘too white’ for 
my home and ‘too black’ for school. 

GOGO: Cha, nganeyami. If you keep pretending, 
you will lose yourself. Kufanele uzithole! – 
You must find yourself!

S’BU: Thanks, Gogo. I’m really tired now … I think 
I’ll go to sleep. 

Gogo kisses him before he goes to find Nkosi who is lying 
on their mattress listening to the radio.

What do you think of the term 'coconut'? Do  

you think it's fair to call someone that?

SCENE 2

It’s a week later and S’bu is back at school in town. He is 
chatting to Pretty in the school quad.

PRETTY: Did you have a good holiday?
S’BU: It was OK. I went to my grandmother’s place. 

There’s not much to do there. 

Jeff swaggers up to them, followed by some of his friends.

JEFF: What did you do on holiday, S’bu?
S’BU: I … er … went to my grandmother’s house.
JEFF: Your grandmother? That doesn’t sound very 

exciting.
S’BU: (lying) She lives up in Northcroft. You know, 

by the beach. We went swimming and jet-
skiing … 

Jeff and his friends whistle in admiration. Pretty pulls 
S’bu aside. 

PRETTY: Unamanga. You are lying. Why, S’bu?
S’BU: I’m not lying!
PRETTY: Ngiyazi, S’bu. I know, you told me before 

that your gogo lives in a village. Don’t let Jeff and 
his cronies make you feel inferior, ngiyacela.

S’bu shrugs, and before he can say anything, a group 
of younger students come by, including Siyanda, who is 
short and skinny.

JEFF: Hey, look who it is! Siyanda the sissy.
SIYANDA: (scared) Please let me go to class. 
BOY 1: Class? Go practise your singing skills before 

the talent show next week, Hannah Montana. 
BOY 2: And where’s your wig? And dress too. 
BOY 1: Hey! What’s in your bag? 

One of the boys takes Siyanda’s bag and holds it out of his 
reach. The boys throw it to each other.

SIYANDA: (trying to jump to catch his bag) Please give 
me my bag back. 

NKOSI: (runs up and shouts) Leave my friend alone!
S’BU: Nkosi! What are you doing here? Go away, 

this does not concern you. 
NKOSI: (fearless): Siyanda is my friend and you can’t 

make me do anything, S’bu. 
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The boys whistle at the argument that has begun between 
the two brothers.

S’BU: (pulling Nkosi away): Sorry, guys, I need to 
speak to my brother. I’ll meet you later. 

JEFF: Whatever. Let’s go, guys. Give the boy his bag 
back. We have better things to do.

Jeff and his friends walk away.

SIYANDA: Thank you so much, Nkosi. I’ll see you 
in class?

Siyanda walks off to class.

S’BU: Why were you challenging me in front of 
them, Nkosi?

NKOSI: (angry) Ungakwenza kanjani, S’bu? How 
could you do that?

S’BU: Speak in English, Nkosi. You know that’s how 
you gain respect over here. 

NKOSI: I will speak in whatever language I choose. 
Uyangihlazisa, uyazi! You embarrass me – I 
thought you were different.  

S’BU: (defensive) I am different!
NKOSI: Qha, you’re the same as them! You know 

they were teasing Siyanda because he sings 
so well and they don’t want him to win the 
competition, kodwa you did nothing. 

S’BU: What can I do? Even I’m afraid of them. 
That’s why I’m not entering the talent show 

even though I love to dance. If Jeff doesn’t win 
with his rapping, the entire school will pay for 
it. You know that. 

NKOSI: (clicks his tongue) Umbhedo! All it takes is 
one person to stand up to him. I will be  
that person.

S’bu grabs his brother by the shoulders.

S’BU: No, you won’t. Behave, Nkosi. We can’t 
be going around causing trouble. We’ll be 
outcasts. We live here now. It’s OK if village 
people don’t like us. But here …

NKOSI: Angikhathali, I don’t care. If you don’t stand 
up for something, you’ll fall for anything. Gogo 
did not raise us like this, S’bu.

S’BU: (thoughtful) But …
NKOSI: We’ve only been here for a few months 

now with uMama. Ungabavumeli ukuba 
akushintshe. Don’t let them change you. How 
can these people mean more to you than your 
friends back home in the village? You grew up 
with them!

S’BU: It’s not easy, Nkosi.
NKOSI: Nothing good ever is. I need to go now.
S’BU: Ima, Nkosi. Ngidinga usizo lwakho … I need 

your help.
NKOSI: (happy) I thought you’d never ask!

Do you think Nkosi is right? Would you want to 

stand up to Jeff too?
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SCENE 3

The school hall is packed as the learners watch the 
different talent-show acts and cheer for the performers. 
The panel of judges sits in the front row.

BOY 1: Wow! Jeff’s rap was amazing. He’s going to 
win this talent show for sure.

BOY 2: Definitely. Jeff for the win.
MC: All right, settle down, everyone. It’s clear who 

everyone’s favourite is. But it’s up to the judges 
now. Judges, now that all the contestants have 
performed in front of everyone at school, we 
will give you 10 minutes to decide and– 

S’BU: (standing up) Wait! My name is S’bu and I 
want to make a last-minute entry. 

MC: I’m sorry, S’bu, but the competition is over. It’s 
too late!

NKOSI: (shouts from the crowd) Give him a chance!

Everyone chatters again. There is a lot of noise as no one 
knows what to do. S’bu stumbles onto the stage and the 
hall falls silent.

S’BU: (nervous) Hi, everyone – Sawubona. As I’ve 
said, name is S – S’bu. 

BOY 1: You suck! We want Jeff!
MC: Be quiet, everyone! 

S’bu starts to take off his clothes: starting with his blazer, 
then his shirt, and then his trousers. The learners go wild 
and cheer. Underneath he is wearing traditional Zulu 
dress. S’bu nods to Nkosi who comes up onto the stage 
with a drum and starts drumming as S’bu dances.  The 
audience goes wild. Pretty sways onto the stage from the 
wings, also dressed in traditional Zulu dress, and joins in 
the dancing. She is followed by two friends, one wearing 
traditional Punjabi dress and the other in a hijab. Nkosi 
stops drumming and S’bu cues the DJ. As the backing 
track begins to play, Siyanda comes on stage and starts 
to sing a version of John Lennon’s ‘Imagine’. Everyone 
knows the words and Siyanda’s voice is melodic. The 
audience is spellbound. 

SIYANDA: (singing) Imagine no possessions, I 
wonder if you can. 

No need for greed or hunger. A brotherhood of man.
Imagine all the people sharing all the world, you …
You may say I’m a dreamer
But I’m not the only one

I hope someday you’ll join us
And the world will be as one

The whole hall erupts in clapping at the end of the song.  
The MC comes back onto the stage and has to wait five 
minutes before he is able to contain the crowd.

MC: Wow, that was … unexpected. I’m not sure we 
can consider it for the competition though – it 
wasn’t on the programme.

JEFF: (screaming from the crowd) Yes, they were 
unfair! And what a primitive performance!

MC: Quieten down, everyone. We need to respect 
the judges. Let them have a moment to decide. 

S’BU: While we wait, can I just say something? 

S’bu clear his throat. 

S’BU: I need to thank everyone who helped me here 
today. Even if we can’t win, we are still winners. 
When Pretty and I first decided to do this we 
called a bunch of people to see if they would 
join us. A lot didn’t want to and I understand 
that. They were frightened of what the reaction 
would be. But the brave ones stood up. 
Sometimes people just need encouragement. I 
was afraid, too. But my brother, Nkosi, and my 
friend, Pretty, showed me the light. I lost my way 
for some time but I think I’ve found it now. 

 A group of learners cheers from the audience.

MC: Thank you, S’bu, for reminding us that we 
should all be proud of who we are and where 
we come from and that this school should 
reflect the diversity of our learners and their 
backgrounds more. 

JEFF: (shouts) What a load of crap! That 
‘performance’, as they called it, was an outrage. 
It was chaotic. People were just wearing those 
dirty weird clothes and singing with that sissy 
boy. That was nothing to commend!

MC: I think we can all agree that that was a very 
worthy performance, even if it’s not eligible 
to win.

JEFF: That was not worthy of anything!

There are gasps from the audience.

PRETTY: (shouts) Thula, Jeff. 
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JEFF: I should have known you were behind this, 
Pretty. 

NKOSI: Don’t talk to her like that – she’s your sister.
JEFF: Oh, ho. Superman come to save the day? 

Go back to your little dump, little backward 
village boy. 

The audience gasps once more.

S’BU: You are mean, Jeff, and sometimes cruel. 
And it’s time people knew it so they can stop 
being frightened of you. Usually you hide it 
and teachers don’t see. Now everyone has 
heard you.

JEFF: (surprised, as if he has just realised all eyes are on 
him) I … I didn’t mean that–

PRINCIPAL: (from the audience) That’s enough, Jeff! 
Come to my office this instant. Your parents 
will be hearing of this.

JEFF: I’m sorry, sir. I wasn’t thinking before I spoke!
MC: The judges have given me their result. 

Unfortunately, the last act is not eligible, as 
it was not entered for the competition. The 
winner was Jeff. However, with his current 
behaviour … (he looks at the principal)

PRINCIPAL: The prize will be awarded later in 
the week. Right now Jeff and I are going to 
my office. 

Some learners in the audience laugh. Jeff looks hurt and 
embarrassed as he walks off the stage.  Pretty hugs S’bu 
and Nkosi.

PRETTY: We did it, guys!
S’BU: You both did it. Hopefully now the students 

won’t be ashamed of their culture and religion, 
even though we didn’t win.

NKOSI: Ngiyaziqhenya ngawe, S’bu. I’m so proud of 
you. I’m lucky to have a big brother like you. 

S’BU: It’s all thanks to you, Nkosi. You showed me 
the way and now I refuse to let anyone define 
who I am. I will be myself. And the world 
better look out for us in the next talent show! ■

 ☛

Black and proud
Phumla Khumalo

Sweet as sugarcane,
skin black like soil, and
eyes shining as a coin.
I’m glowing as the morning 

sunshine
and slow as the evening sunset.
Healthy as a lemon tree,
strong as a stallion and nothing
can prove me wrong.
I’m black and proud
I can read what’s written!
Speak what’s spoken!

I can do whatever can be done!
I’m black and proud
I’m intelligent and also
talented like you.
I’m stable like you and
more stable than you.
It’s true I’m stronger than you
I’m black and proud
I cry when I’m sad,
shout when I’m mad,
laugh when happy…
I’m black and proud.

What do you think?

Schools need to reflect the 

cultures and interests of their 

learners. It is good that S'bu 

celebrated himself and his roots.

No, learners need to fit 

into the schools and accept 

the school culture and 

traditions. Schools shouldn't 

change according to who   

   their learners are.
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i was walking with my uncle from the mall to home 
when a group of my friends passed us at speed. I 

coughed from the dust they were making.
“Exe, Mtibza,” my friend Sboniso greeted me. 

“You better come and witness when the X Factor 
beats Double-X Boys in Siluma Park.”

He sped away after I promised that I’d be there.
I lied.
How was I supposed to go when I did not have 

a bicycle? All of my peers had their own 
bicycles – it was only me who didn’t. 
This made me isolate myself from 
my friends and peers. I played 
marbles alone while they rode 
their bicycles.

“What will they be doing 
there?” My uncle saw through 
my lies. I told him how it 
sucked not having a bike and 
that I had to watch from the far 
side of the park with girls when 
other boys were racing and stunting on 
their bikes.

My uncle simply replied, “I will get you a bike, 
don’t worry.”

I was so happy. Every day I would clean his 
room and run errands for him without expecting 
something in return. I knew he’d be getting me a 
gift that would be the dearest gift to me. I polished 
his shoes, mopped his stoep, and did everything 
that I had never done when he had asked me to 
before.

My uncle surprised me. He didn’t buy me 
a brand-new bike; instead he opted to fix and 
resurrect an old one for me. He used a frame that 
had been abandoned on top of his roof. The only 
thing he bought were tyres; the other parts he 
collected from people he knew.

On Saturdays we sat in the backyard and 
fixed my bicycle. As each weekend passed, the 
bicycle started coming to life. I had the luxury of 
witnessing the making of my bike. Me and my 
uncle worked on it; he could work while he drank 

and smoked. The only time we stopped was when 
he started to get drunk.

Phew! After tiring months, my bike was 
completed. After putting on the chain, my uncle lit 
another cigarette. Puffing out the smoke, he asked, 
“So what are you going to name it?”

Mmm. I hadn’t thought about that yet.
“I think I should name it Spencer – for ‘speed’ 

and ‘enter’ because I’ll be entering races with 
speed.” We both laughed out loud.

My first ride on Spencer took me 
back in time to when Sbonelo 

taught me how to ride a bike. 
He gave me a push-start and 
yelled, “Pedal! Don’t stop 
pedalling forward!”

Oh, man! Look at me now, 
riding my own special bike, 

I thought on that first ride. It 
almost felt like Sbonelo was 

behind me, yelling.
Me and Spencer officially got the X 

Factor badge. We were officially in the crew. 
We did wheelies, spinning around like those BMWs 
in the So You Think You Can Spin show.

Even nowadays, when I wake up late, I use 
Spencer to get to school on time. I also run errands 
quickly and efficiently because of Spencer’s help. 
Though he has changed colourwise, Spencer’s help 
is still, importantly, the same. ■

Pedal forward
Motebang Disene

Words describing feelings
Here are some feelings the narrator had. 
How do you describe these feelings in your 
home language? 
What caused each feeling?
• surprised
• grateful and happy
• isolated and left out
• proud
Which of these feelings have you had lately? 
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Bandile Sibuyi

i remember every shoe I have ever owned. 
This is partly due to my habit of attaching 

sentimental value to the simplest of things. Being 
brought up by parents who couldn’t always afford 
to buy me a brand-new pair of shoes meant that 
I was obliged to fix, mend, repair and take good 
care of what I had, until a strong bond of love, 
trust – and sometimes betrayal – was forged. 
This is the kind of bond that I created in my 
matric year with Lefty and the other shoe.

A wise woman once said, “It doesn’t matter 
how great your shoes are if you don’t accomplish 
anything in them,” and I have always related a 
stronger sense of accomplishment to black leather 
shoes. The first ever pair of such shoes I owned 
were the small Toughies my parents bought me 
when I started going to school in Grade 1.

Over the years my father began to struggle 
financially. I went from wearing Toughies 
to settling for anything that was black with 
shoelaces, from generously smearing each shoe 
every night with shoe polish to cautiously waxing 
only the front tip of a shoe just twice a week. 
Financial struggles also meant the termination 
of chauffeuring privileges between home and 
school, and I had to learn to travel by foot.

After months of heat, dust and the careless 
steps of exhausted feet, one shoe proved to 
be more loyal than the other – Lefty was more 
reliable and trustworthy.

I can still see myself standing in the doorway 
of our classroom with my right foot strategically 
hidden behind a slab of brick wall. When the time 
finally came to walk home, I could not see one 
perfect shoe and pretend that the other was just 
a mirrored version of this perfection. I looked 
down at the burst tip of the shoe on my right foot 
and I hated it. It was a nameless and unloved 
shoe, the ‘other’, and it hated me back. It kept 
pinching, nibbling and chewing on my big toe – 
and it was a long way home. 

My father did try to tuck away all the extra 
leather that had protruded from the sole of the 
shoe, but that only brought its teeth closer to my 
toe for an even closer bite.

Months went by and the year came to an end. 
After I matriculated I went to university and I had 
an allowance. It allowed me, for the first time in 
my life, to stand over a pair of black leather shoes 
in a store, look the assistant in the eye and say, 
“I want this one.” I paid for the shoes and walked 
out of the store with a strong sense of pride, but 
knowing that I still had much more to accomplish 
in them.

PS: The new Lefty shoe is my favourite, for 
obvious reasons. ■

Write a short story about you and a pair of 
shoes.
What stories do your shoes tell? Write about 
a pair of shoes (or two) in your life you have 
loved … or hated!

Write a short story

Lefty and the other shoe
Bandile Sibuyi
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Dear black people, we need  
to rethink our funerals

As a people who’ve been at the bottom of the 
food chain since Jan van Riebeeck and friends 

docked on our shores, it has been a struggle to get 
to the top. Maybe, because of this – or as a coping 
mechanism – we’ve developed habits that don’t 
help our struggle for economic empowerment. 
Take for instance, how elaborate our funerals are.

The first funeral I attended was that of my 
paternal grandfather when I was just 11 years old. 
Even at that age, I noticed how over the top it was. 
Obviously back then I didn’t see anything wrong 
with this, but as I grew older and attended more 
funerals, the exorbitance started to bother me. I 
know that a burial is a way of honouring a loved 
one, a way of paying our last respects, but we don’t 
have to financially cripple ourselves to do this.

Now in my thirties, the one question I 
keep asking myself is: are these inflated costs 
necessary? Why should paying respect to the 
departed leave us poor? I feel the showiness of 
some of these funerals is self-serving and has 
nothing to do with the deceased – never in the 
history of burials has a dead person woken up 
and complained about how cheap their casket is 
or how bothered they are by the fact that there’s 
no after tears.

For those not familiar with a black funeral, 
allow me the liberty to give you a quick breakdown. 
From the time the community hears of someone’s 
passing, they start to flock to the deceased’s 
house for prayer. There’s nothing wrong with this 
– except it doesn’t come cheap. Members of the 
community will show up to help with preparations 
for the funeral. They will help with mundane tasks, 
like making tea and cooking for each person who 
comes to offer their condolences. From that night 
relatives from out of town will start arriving. Every 
room in the house will be lined with mattresses 
and blankets, brought to the house by neighbours. 
Some will show up with crockery and cutlery, 
and everything that might be needed to make 

the ceremony go as smoothly as possible. But 
the bereaved has to pay for the food that will be 
consumed for the next eight to ten days. I’ve just 
introduced you to our catering system – this will 
set you back by R18 000 minimum, including 
a cow, and a bit more if you treat your guests to 
mutton and chicken.

Then, in the coffin-versus-casket debate, the 
casket always wins. A cheap casket costs R8 000, 
an expensive one will fetch a cool R50 000. The 
casket needs to be accompanied by a grave, a 
headstone, undertaker fees and transport. By the 
time you’re done, the burial would have cost you at 
least R100 000 – if you can still live like a king and 
not be hounded by debt collectors after this, please 
go ahead and spin out of control. However, if you’re 
just like me, living hand to mouth, why are you so 
insistent on spending so much?

At home when we talk about burials, Mama 
always tells us that she wants a small burial, 
nothing lavish – “the cheapest coffin you can find,” 
she says. “People won’t die if they eat one type of 
meat.” Basically, what Mama is telling us is that we 
don’t have to break the bank to show people we 
loved her.

I, on the other hand, I loathe the idea of 
confined spaces (so no box for me), and I live with 
the fear of being kept in those massive fridges in 
morgues. Therefore, I would love nothing more 
than to be cremated as soon as humanly possible; 
I want my ashes to be kept for my son to scatter 
where he sees fit. Whatever pay-out I get from 
the funeral plans should go towards my son’s 
education, kept for his future travels or invested.

I know this will be frowned upon in my 
community, and will set the gossip mill running 
at full speed, but I’m OK with this – the dead feel 
nothing and hopefully the ones I leave behind will 
be smiling all the way to the bank. For everyone 
else who loved me, a memorial service will do, with 
a funeral for close relatives and friends only. ■

Amahlathi Aphelile
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Mourning Soul
Thendo Khumalo

We spent about half an hour
at the graveyard.
Your corpse laid inside a creamy casket, waiting
to be tucked into the dusty ground mattress that 

awaits us all.
The pastor preached, we simultaneously prayed 

and cried
As we vowed our goodbye to a soul that was once 

awarded to us.
We lowered your casket and watched it ooze 

majestically in
With ease to where it belongs.
Mama’s tears had run dry at the time.
Our rainy rainbow days were instantly shuttered 

by death.
It felt awkwardly hard to let go …
The choir sang a consoling chorus and our bitter 

hearts felt better.
We sealed your grave with a stoney tombstone.
Our dimples glittered with grief while yours 

disappeared into dust.
My heart felt faint.
Bab’ omkhulu spoke on the family’s behalf.
He expressed his gratitude thanks and token of 

appreciation
To everyone who was present and
offered your house a shoulder to cry on.
He cleared the lump in his throat with a cough,
Smiled out of sympathy and said,
“Indlela indlula ngasekhaya.”

hounded hate

insistent
chased, harassed (like dogs/
hounds chase things)

loathe
small, restricted (no space 
to move)

confined boring, nothing special

elaborate huge expense

exorbitance determined to, insisting

self-serving for the sake of the yourself, 
not for others

mundane
fancy, with lots of planning 
and details

Vocabulary
Match the word (in bold) with the definition (go back to the text to help you work it out).

Death sorrows
Nethengwe Rolivhuwa and  
Imani Mulaudzi

Bitter about the short life
We are given on condition.
A life set to be taken away unexpectedly.
Sad part is that it was written
In the book and proven.
Death
Boast not, for you have left our hearts broken.
Why do you take the innocent
And leave the cruel?
Why do you treat us like an asset
That you dispose of at your own will?
Value our lives like you value our souls.
Grim reaper
Boast not, about the lives you’ve taken.
Why do you take away the warmth
And loving hearts from the little ones?
Leaving them with cold hearts.
How do you think they will survive
Without their nurturers?
Leave us be.
Let us live with no wariness of you.
Soul snatcher
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The grim reaper 
Many poems personify death as the ‘Grim 
Reaper’. ‘Grim’ means serious and stern, 
even frightening, and the word ‘reaper’ 
refers to the person who harvests growing 
food – they ‘reap’ it. So death is seen to be 
harvesting our lives and cutting them down. 
Historians think that the image was first 
imagined in Europe in the 1300s, when 
about one third of Europe’s population died 
from a terrible disease that nobody could 
understand or prevent. This is known as 
‘The Black Death’. 

Other cultures have personified death 
in different ways. In Mexico, death is 
often personified as a skeleton. In Hindu 
mythology, the lord of death rides a black 
buffalo and carries a lasso of rope to catch 
the souls. 

It seems that in order to deal with death, 
humans in different cultures and different 
times have given death a shape and imagined 
it as a person, perhaps as a way to try to 
understand and come to terms with it. ■

Stock pic

The Memory Box
ANONYMOUS

For my mother

I shall put you in my box
The first kiss that you gave me as a baby
The warm hug you gave me
The generosity that you showed me

I shall put in my box
The toy you brought for me
The bicycle you bought for me
Indeed, I felt so special to have you Mom

Mom, I shall put you in my box,
Not forgetting the recipe that you taught me,
The crispy chicken skin,
And fresh food you made me.
The igneous rock that describes you,
Because you are beautiful outside, but tough inside.

The Lasting Box
Emihle Mtotywa

I shall put in a box
The tears that I saw
On your face on my farewell day
Those tears showed me that you love me

I shall put in a box
The earrings that you gave
Me when you saw that I was the
Only one who didn’t have earrings
It showed me that you care

My box is fashioned with love
And memories
It reminds me of you
When you were alive

I shall bring my box
In heaven so that
God can see that
You have done great things
When you were alive
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Chapter 1
Long, long ago, just after snakes had lost their 
ability to walk on land … and the sun was still 
in the early stages of turning egg-yolk yellow … 
when humans had just gained the gift of speech … 
and the rich, fertile soil was plenty … and life was 
prosperous, at the heart of southern Africa lived 
an indigenous group of Africans. They were called 
Bamobu: ‘Those of the Earth’. 

They lived side by side in a tight-knit 
community, in peace and harmony.

In those days, the people were as good as 
nameless because they called themselves only after 
their king, Kgosi Mathomo Mobu – ‘The First of the 
Earth’. He ruled relatively fairly over his people, 
without too much use of the iron fist. Although he 
ruled like a feudal lord, he made sure his people did 
not suffer. When times were hard, he would give 
some of his livestock to those in need and would 
take less of the villagers’ seasonal harvest in tax. 

But, of course, he made sure that no one 
surpassed him, or indeed even possessed wealth 
equal to him.

Time passed, and as is bound to happen, 
conflict started to arise amongst the Kgosi’s people. 
They began to complain at the Kgosi’s ‘unjust’ laws. 

Meanwhile, a man called Tsietsi – the wittiest, 
and yet the poorest among the villagers – was 
riddled by bad luck and bad timing. Something 
would befall his crop or livestock seasonally. 

Even though his experimental farming 
techniques were supposedly well ahead of the 
other villagers, they failed. If his cattle weren’t 
attacked by the predatory lions in the wild, they 
died of his experimental concoctions that were 
made to heal them. And so it was with the fate of 
his crops, which would either die in the middle of 
the season before fruition, or never grow at all.

Tsietsi was the subject of humiliation and 
mocking laughter amongst the villagers. Most 
people sang in one voice that his ancestors were 

unhappy with him, and that only by means 
of a major sacrifice would he see any divine 
intervention. And, because he couldn’t contribute 
rations towards the throne, he thus became 
infamous to the King. Due to his failures, much 
attention fell on him. 

Only his beautiful wife, Tshenolo, whom he 
dearly loved and had been with since they were 
teenagers, believed in and placed hope in him, and 
was his only solace. 

Should Tsietsi just go back to the old ways of 
doing things, and not draw unwanted attention 
through his experiments?

Chapter 2
After one scorching and adverse summer season, 
when nearly all of the village lands came under 
veld fires, the people were on the brink of famine. 
After successive days of torrid waves of heat and 
lack of rain terrorised the village, the people began 
to feel the extent of the consequences that follow 
from these conditions. Fewer crops were yielded 
for harvest than ever before. Most of the grass had 
turned ashy brown and unsavoury. Cattle, goats 
and sheep became emaciated to the degree that 
their ribs began to protrude like taut strings of a 
guitar. 

“It will all come to an end soon. Patience,” the 
Elders assured the people. “Such times are needed 
so that we can appreciate the sweetened success 
that will follow.” 

But the conditions only grew worse and lingered 
on for a few years to come.

By the third year the misery of the people had 
become hard-wired into the fabric of the society. 
Most of them had by now lost more than half of 
their livestock, and the remaining were mere skin, 
loosely balanced on sticks and straws called legs. 

The surviving crops were mostly plants such as 
millet and sorghum, and vegetables such as kale 
and sweet potatoes – ones that are resilient to heat, 

The Great Divide 
Tebogo Koza 
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and grow under unfavourable conditions. All other 
crops were obliterated. 

The worst period began in the summer of that 
year when the dogs and the hyenas began to attack 
the children of the village for food, due to shortage 
and scarcity. And the people were too hungry 
themselves, and too tired, to put up a fight.

In this state of depression in the village of 
Bamobu only two men now thrived. One was the 
King, and the other was the innocent Tsietsi. 

The King and his family continued to hoard 
crops and livestock tithed from the villagers. But 
he began to give little back for assistance, as there 
were now just too many mouths awaiting a helping 
hand. 

Whereas with Tsietsi, his skill and innovation 
had begun to pay off a year or two before. And now 
it was amplified tenfold. His land was evergreen, 
crops ripe and succulent, his livestock fresh and 
tender as a baby’s bottom. And, ironically, he had 
become the subject not of mockery, but of envy and 
attack – even by the King himself.

With his estate now even far exceeding the 
King’s, he became more selfless and open-
handed, as he gave away to those suffering from 
the extreme conditions. And, to not supersede the 
expectation of his ever-growing wealth and upset 
the constitutional balance, he settled his taxes with 
the throne: he paid all that he had owed from the 
past plus much more. 

“Tsietsi must be sent by God as His instrument!” 
the villagers began to energetically exclaim. “For 
his intervention in these times of need, he surely 
must be rewarded.” 

How do you think Tsietsi will be rewarded for   
his selflessness? 

Chapter 3
Yet this was to the King’s great annoyance, of course. 
He now grew more and more envious, and malice 
began to fully overtake and cripple his heart.

The King was usually a reasonable man, but he 
had been known to exercise the full might of his 
will and power now and then, lest anyone forget 
their affixed positions in life. He had once cut off 
the arms of two boys who had stolen cattle from a 
neighbouring villager, and had once cast a man out 
of the village into the wilderness for fathering too 
many daughters (and so accumulating too much 
wealth, derived from lobola). 

But now trouble began to brew when the King 
wanted to marry off one of his daughters to Tsietsi 
in an attempt to indirectly control Tsietsi’s wealth. 
This was something that was unruly and unheard 
of. A commoner wasn’t allowed to have more 
than one wife back in those days, no matter the 
resources they possessed. Although some men had 
concubines and bastard children, they were never 
legally allowed a second wife. 

And by so doing the King set in motion a great 
divide that began to tear the village into two 
stubborn opinions and factions. One side, which 
still firmly held to traditional customs and norms, 
objected to such nonsense and began to question 
the King’s position as a divine ruler sent from 
above. The other side thought this was good for the 
balance of the society. (Or, rather connivingly, they 
too wanted Tsietsi’s newfound wealth diminished.)

Tsietsi, being in love, and devoted to his wife, 
Tshenolo, denied the King’s request. This event 
made most villagers respect and grow even fonder 
of him. They admired his display of loyalty and 
affection to a woman who had been with him 
when he still ate hunger for breakfast; who’d been 
with him when the gods were still glossing over 
his poverty and readily preparing him for the 
successful man he’d soon become. 

Repulsed, insulted and feeling belittled, Kgosi 
Mathomo called for a meeting at the village lekgotla 
to which everyone was invited. His advisors, village 
men, women and children all gathered. Their eyes 
and ears hung attentively on each word from the 
King’s pierced and vibrating lips.

“You all know that by the divinity of the gods I’ve 
been chosen to rule over you, o’right?”

“Ya-ha!” the crowd resolutely responded at 
once.

“By that which resides above all of us, only 
embodied in me, I cannot be ruled or advised by 
any one of you. Yet some of you now, like snakes, 
conspire against my will on earth. I might have 
taken your advice in the past, but it’s never been 
gospel to me, and today it all comes to an end! You 
know yourselves, you sons of foxes and wildlings …” 

The King kept ranting and raving, with bulgy 
eyes and foam hanging from the edge of his mouth, 
as if he was suddenly having an epileptic fit. His 
big frame of a body began to sink and lean in 
towards the people. From his high throne, he began 
ferociously pointing at them. 
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“Some of you may try to raise to a status many 
wish for, but die never seeing! And you spit into my 
face, eh!? For that I’ll show all of you who I am, for 
standing with him!”

The King, with an alarming grin across his face, 
quickly rushed out of sight, surrounded by his royal 
guards. He returned to his palace. 

At first, only confusion and unfinished, mumbled 
words circulated among the people at the lekgotla. 
But they were soon in a frenzy, because they 
knew that the King in such a state was about to do 
something completely uncalled for and irrational.

Do you believe a royal leader is somehow 
‘divinely’ appointed, or closer to their god?  
(For example, Zulu King Goodwill Zwelithini  
and the British Queen Elizabeth.)

Chapter 4
For weeks thereafter, people would visit Tsietsi’s 
place to advise him to take up the King’s daughter, 
Sefako, as his second wife, and give away more than 
half of his wealth and assets to the King. 

But Tsietsi remained stubborn and steadfast to 
his word, bolstered by those who sympathised with 
his position. As he movingly reminded them, he 
was already paying his due to the village by assisting 
everyone, and he was already overpaying to the 
throne its required taxes. And yet these had abruptly 
begun to be hefty.

The King now acted on his anger. As the first 
step to exercise his power, he declared his daughter 
married off to Tsietsi by royal decree, and sent his 
army to capture Tsietsi’s livestock and crop stores. 

Secondly, he raised the rations each family was 
due to give him. 

With so much pressure exerted on them, 
and given that the weather conditions were still 
unfavourable, unrest grew. To survive, most families 
now married off their daughters at a tender age, and 
went as far as selling their sons to strangers outside 
the village for labour. 

Inevitably, the love they all had for the King grew 
thin, and diminished.

After four years had passed, Sefako returned to 
her father, who was now old, frail and at the mercy of 
dementia. 

All this while, while staying with Tsietsi, she had 
not given birth. Frustratingly, she had never slept 
with him, as he assured her he wasn’t interested. 
To her, that signified her inability to woo a man, a 
failure of her womanhood; indirectly an insult. 

On learning all that had transpired, the King’s 
temper exploded like a firecracker at a festival! He 
immediately sent out his emissary to announce to 
the village that there would be a meeting, a great 
spectacle, that afternoon, at the lekgotla. 

The people gathered, and were beginning to 
wonder what spectacle they had been invited to 
witness when Tsietsi and Tshenolo too entered the 
fray. They were excited to witness the spectacle 
themselves. 

Kgosi Mathomo called the couple before him, 
and without uttering a single word, brought forth a 
sharp knife. He handed it to the hesitant grip of his 
so-called son-in-law.

“For years we’ve suffered and we’ve thought it 
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would soon come to an abrupt end. I was mistaken 
all the time. Happily, the gods have now showed 
themselves in a vision to me. Ah-ha! Today we’ve 
come to witness a sacrifice – a human sacrifice that 
is! And who better suited as a sacrifice than the first 
wife of my son-in-law: Tshenolo. She whom the 
Gods loved so much that they opened doors to a sea 
of blessings and prosperity for her husband,” the 
King said, as he licked his lips, and an overwhelming 
bloodlust flooded his eyes.

Do you think the people will allow Tshenolo to  
be sacrificed to try to end the drought?

Chapter 5
Upon hearing these appalling words, Tsietsi fell to 
ground, knelt, shaking and muttering, “Please, please, 
no, please!” 

The King’s guards then grabbed hold of him and, 
with their own, forced his hands to firmly grip the 
knife and slowly drive it into Tshenolo. She all the 
while was shrieking hysterically, in tears, having 
heard what was to become of her, but she was also 
held down by the guards. 

Their mission over, the guards released Tsietsi’s 
hands. Upon seeing his lover, his beloved wife, lying 
lifeless and covered in blood, Tsietsi then turned the 
knife to himself, stabbing it into his own broken heart! 

The people were too shocked for words; some 
women fainted right on the spot, tipping over, leaving 
their breasts showing. Anguished cries were heard all 
over.

It was really for the love and veneration that the 
people had openly and stubbornly shown that Tsietsi 
had died. He had given much of his estate to them, 
and taught new farming techniques to the people of 
Bamobu. 

This generosity and leadership drove the King 
to jealous insanity. To him, suppressing Tsietsi’s 
ever-expanding wealth was taking away what people 
admired about Tsietsi. The King thought he was 
removing that which symbolised a threat to his own 
absolute authority.

Today, it is believed that after that gruesome and 
fateful act the gods grew so angry at the Bamobu clan 
that the sun became more unforgivingly scorching 
than ever before, and worsened the conditions that 
were already dire. Wildfires ate up everything, and 
not a single droplet of rain came down from the 
heavens, and everyone died from extreme hunger 
and thirst. 

Everything and everyone, in consequence, was 
shattered, simply disintegrated … and became the 
grains of sand that now make up the great Kgalagadi.

When you walk in the Kgalagadi today, you can 
still hear the growling stomachs of the Bamobu clan, 
as they wasted away in hunger. You can still hear the 
sharp, loud, chilling screams of the children who 
were once dragged into the wilderness and eaten 
by dogs and hyenas. You can still hear the shrieks 
and hysteria of the women who once gathered and 
cried over the King’s cruel act. You can still hear 
remnants of the deranged and enraged voice of 
Kgosi Mathomo addressing his people. 

But some say they have seen the ghost lovers, 
Tsietsi and Tshenolo, running across the sand 
dunes, laughing. 

The strangest, and perhaps the most wild 
of all conjectures to be reported to date, is the 
profound belief held by some anthropologists that 
maybe, just maybe, some of the members of the 
clan were able to withstand and survive the harsh 
conditions. They were able to integrate with others 
in the uppermost regions of the Northern Cape, 
becoming part of the San and the Batswana people. 
And that some oratory stories actually speak of 
them.

No one can ever truly know what actually 
became of the people, except for the fact that the 
Bamobu no longer exist. 

But it’s advisable to go to the desert yourself, to 
feel and experience the overwhelming presence 
– the aura – that the clan left behind. Be there 
especially during stormy times when the wind 
blows the grains of sand over your face. The grains 
that carry the tragic past of Bamobu … ■

Vocabulary
 adverse – bad
torrid – hot and dry, difficult
emaciated – very thin
protrude – stick out
obliterated – wiped out, destroyed
malice – wish to harm someone
connivingly – with their own plans
frenzy – great excitement, out of control
dementia – when the brain stops working well 
(people lose their memory, for instance)
scorching – burning hot
conjectures – ideas, guesses
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Find the metaphor
Can you find these metaphors in the story?

The woman within
Nande Mfunda
Woven she is
From the dry bare soil
Sculptured into a pot full of holes
But her moral compass has no holes
Multidimensional
She blooms on an Earth full of thorns
She is the fire in the veld
Warm enough to comfort those in need
And strong enough to scorch all in her way
Sacred she is
Her strength lives in the depth of her scars
She is steel
Flawless and strong enough to carry her own
Love she has and love she gives
She is the woman within

About fables
Fables are traditional stories, often with 
some sort of message or explanation of 
how the world works. This story is told 
in the style of a fable, but is not an old 
traditional story – Tebogo, the writer, made 
it up, using his knowledge of how fables 
are told. 

What message is Tebogo giving in this 
‘fable’? 

Did you like this traditional fable style?

I am the tree of life
Iphile Ntloya

I am the tree of life
I am the remote control of my life
I am a piece of a puzzle in my family
I am colder than the ocean breeze
I am an island

HUNGRY LIONS
The Dynamic Trio

We are the graves eating like hungry lions
We are the empty tanks of sadness
We are the rough hands of honesty
We are the drums soothing like the forgotten 
sounds of kofifi
We are the leaves flying like happy birds
We are the raging fire of passion

+

+
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I am a house on fire
Zilungile Zimela

I am a house on fire, blazing
An inferno
A heated cross between survival and demolition
Up in smoke, with no hope for redemption.
 
Kubhulwa kuseliwa.
[Sifting the corn in the tray]
 
I am a sea, a roaring sea of possibility
Caught between opportunity, chance, belief and 

the conflict of the voices in my head
The voices of my upbringing.
 
Intombi yeyase maMpondweni.
[The girl is from Mpondoland]
 
I am a fresh breeze of air at the break of dawn on a 

Sunday morning before the morning jog.
I am freezing in the sub-zero temperatures of the 

winter yet basking in the whimsical colours of 
spring – blissfully hopeful.

Ngoba elona likrakrayo lelona liphilisayo.
[The bitterest medicine is the one that heals.]
 
Unto this my surrender is one:
To allow myself to be chiselled, so as to be refined.
To be burnt so as to be reshaped.
To be frozen so as to be contained.
To be watered so as to be refreshed – to be birthed 

anew.
 Njengo libo lwesivuno esitsha, kude kufuphi 

kwindawo yexhwayelo.
[The first fruits of the great harvest, near yet far from 

where it began]

 I am a house on fire …
A flickering torch – the result of moth to a flame, 

the aim is for my fears to be set ablaze.
I am a three-storey house on the verge of burning 

down, one layer in the morning, the second at 
noon, the third in the wake of the night.

 
Njengeendidi ezintathu zamasi eselwa: ingqakra, 

umthubi nentloya.
 [Like the three forms of sour milk in the calabash, 

bubbles, cream and water.]
 Nakanye uthobela sikutyele!
[Not one who can be bullied.]
I am a house on fire …
Burning down from the burden of responsibility 

and the weight of emancipation.
Idiza dala belikhahlaza, ndinga-ndingaba kumila 

kumbi, ndiguqe nokuba kungedolo oku 
kokuba ndingangqengqi ngomqolo kukoyiswa 
ziinzingo zobubom. 

[Like the stalk of a mielie that is being harvested, I wish 
to be a different form, at least on my knees rather 
than defeated and flattened on my back.]

We are who we are 
A Mass 

We are the daisies of hope
We are the hotdogs lying like lonely people
We are the cranky black sheep of depression
We are books standing like distant fingers
We are, we are, we are
We are the sour gums of sadness

We are the blue skies of freedom
We are lonely like a sleeping station
We are the leaves roaming like greedy people
We are the greedy trolls of anxiety
We are A Mass. 
I am the big book of sadness
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Write a poem
Write your own metaphor poem using the 
metaphor machine! Draw a table like this one 
and add to it:

ADJECTIVE
CONCRETE 
NOUN

ABSTRACT 
NOUN

scrambled bowl peace

self-serving tree joy

sweet clock hope

fat love

fear

sadness

loneliness

I am a scrambled clock of fear

I am a sweet tree of joy

I am a fat bowl of hope

I am the big  
book of sadness

I am the PHENOMENAL 
BOOK OF LOVE

Ntyatyambo funda

Avela Nompehle

I am the phenomenal book of love
I am the tall tree of joy
I am a bird flying like an eagle
I am the black sheep of the family
I am the feet walking like lost children
I am the hope of lost souls
Loving and comforting like an old soul

I am the big book of sadness
I am the beautiful street of love 

and joy
I am papers running like lonely 

people
I am the small table of trust
I am a beautiful piece of joy
I am the tall tree of joy
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Chapter 1 
My name is Phumlani Qhaga. I grew up in Cape 
Town’s biggest township – Khayelitsha. I had a 
brother, Zanoxolo, who was two years older than 
me. My brother and I were two of the many kids 
who were raised by single parents in the slums of 
Site C. But, unlike many other kids, I knew who my 
father was. He was my hero and role model in those 
early years of my life: a well-respected policeman 
and member of our community.

I remember the morning my father came into 
our bedroom very early. It was too early for us to be 
awake, and Zanoxolo and I pretended to be asleep. 
My father kissed our foreheads gently and he didn’t 
close the bedroom door on his way out. I pulled the 
curtain open and watched him leave the house with 
a suitcase and a big bag. Later, I heard my mother 
crying in their bedroom. Even though we were still 
young – I was only five at the time – my brother 
and I could tell something was not right. My father 
didn’t come home that evening, or the day after.

“When is Father coming back, Mama?” 
Zanoxolo asked my mother at the end of the second 
day.

“His captain sent him to Johannesburg to work 
on a big case. He will come back after the case has 
been solved,” Mother said. But he didn’t come back 
and we went on without him. 

Zanoxolo excelled academically at primary 
school and carried his excellent performance to 
high school.

“Is Zanoxolo Qhaga your brother?” teachers 
would ask me every time I started a new grade. 
When I told them that he was, they would go on to 
tell me what a brilliant student he was, and how 
they expected me to work hard like him. But I 
wasn’t as good; I was just an average student who 
tried his best.

My mother boasted about my brother’s 
academic success to our family and friends. She 
told them Zanoxolo was going to be a doctor and 

buy us a big house in the city one day.
Every year, at our school, there were award 

ceremonies. My brother had a collection of Top 
Achiever awards and I had a collection of Cricketer 
of the Year awards. Cricket was the only thing I 
excelled at, but my mother hardly mentioned my 
achievements. In fact, she always told me that if I 
worked as hard on my schoolwork, I’d be just as 
good as my brother.

But Zanoxolo was proud of me. He would come 
to the cricket field after school to watch me practise 
if he didn’t have an assignment to do, or a test to 
study for. He always came to watch me when I had 
big matches – he was my biggest fan. He was the 
one who first called me Ntini, after Makhaya Ntini. 
Soon everyone who knew me began calling me 
Ntini.

When I was in Grade 10, Zanoxolo was in Grade 
12. Gang wars were at a peak in Site C at that time. 
There were funerals almost every month and areas 
that boys from our neighbourhood could not go to; 
it didn’t matter whether you were a gangster or not. 

I knew boys who joined gangs while they were 
still in primary school. Many of them died before 
they reached Grade 9.

Every night, before I slept, I’d listen to my 
mother pray in her bedroom, “… and, Lord, protect 
my children from violence. Be their shield and 
guide. Keep them out of gangs. Keep them out of 
bloodshed. They are my happiness ...”

Children often think a parent prefers their brother 

or sister. How often do you think this really 

happens? 

Chapter 2 
“Wait for me, Ntini!” I was heading to the cricket 
field with my teammates when Zanoxolo ran to 
catch up with us.

We had a big match that day. It was spring time 
and not too hot – good weather for playing cricket. 

Covered in blood
Lukhanyo Matshebelele
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We were playing against a rival school. Zanoxolo 
hadn’t been to watch me practise for quite some 
time. He was already busy studying for trial exams, 
which were beginning the next month.

“Hey, Zanoxolo, aren’t you supposed to be 
studying or something?” I asked him.

“Not today. Today I am watching my younger 
bro play. Now go and show those boys why you 
are called Ntini.” He patted me on my back and 
signalled me to follow my teammates to the field.

The match was as tough as our team expected, 
but we had also practised very hard for it. I was 
the last bowler for my team, and had one ball left. 
The other team only needed one more run to draw 
with us. The pressure was on me, as my school 
depended on me to keep our one-run lead and 
win the match. The crowd shouted, “Ntini! Ntini! 
Ntini!” I rubbed the ball on my pants and bowled 
it towards the wicket. The batman missed it. 
“Howzat!” I screamed along with my school as the 
ball hit the wicket, ending the other team’s chances.

Zanoxolo ran onto the pitch and lifted me up. He 
was so happy.

“Well played, Ntini! Mama is going to be very 
proud of you,” he said on our way home. Our 
friends were walking behind us.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “I am a disappointment 
to her. All she wishes is for me to be as brilliant 
as you in school. But cricket is the only thing I am 
good at.”

Suddenly our friends were sprinting past us. 
“Run! Run!” they shouted.

I looked back and saw a group of boys carrying 
pangas, pocketknives, and golf clubs chasing us. I 
knew immediately that this was serious. Zanoxolo 
and I dropped our schoolbags and ran for our lives. 
But Zanoxolo wasn’t as fit as I was and he struggled 
to keep up. 

“Come on, Zanoxolo! Run! Run faster!” I 
shouted.

The boys caught up with him, and one of them 
hit him on the side of the head with a golf club. He 
lost his balance and fell down. 

“Zanoxolo! Zanoxolo!” I cried. I tried to run to 
my brother, but my friend, Thulani, pulled me by 
the collar of my shirt. I tried to fight him off but he 
held me back. Like something in a dream, I saw 
them hacking Zanoxolo with their deadly weapons. 
They all took a piece of him as he lay on the tar, 
helpless.

“You can’t do anything for Zanoxolo right now. 
Just save yourself. We have to go and find help – 
go straight home and get your mother,” Thulani 
shouted at me.

“Nqandani! Nqandani! Bayambulala!” I cried for 
help from the bystanders but they looked the other 
way.

***
The short distance home seemed to take forever. 
I was crying uncontrollably when we got there. 
My mother was off work that day, and heard me 
shouting from the door.

“What’s happened, Phumlani? Why are you 
crying?” My mother was shaking.   

“It’s Za … Zanoxolo, Mama.”
“Zanoxolo? What are you saying, Phumlani? 

Where is your brother?” My mother looked at my 
friend with eyes that demanded an immediate 
answer. “Tell me, where is Zanoxolo?”

“We … we were chased by gangsters on our way 
from the match. And we ran, but Zanoxolo couldn’t 
run fast enough. I … I think he’s dead,” Thulani 
stammered.

“Hayi! Hayi! My son! My son! Oh! Yhini 
umntwan’am, Bawo. Thixo onofefe.” My mother ran 
outside the house crying.

People often 'relive' terrible events. What 
questions about the attack on his brother will 

haunt Phumlani, do you think?
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Chapter 3 
We took my mother to the place where we had 
left my brother. The boys who had attacked him 
had long gone. There were police vans, but no 
ambulance. Zanoxolo lay motionless with a yellow 
tape surrounding his body. His face was covered 
with his bloody blazer.

“I want to see if that is really my son!” My 
mother tried to force her way through the yellow 
tape but the police stopped her.

She cried when she recognised him. “No! 
Zanoxolo! No! You can’t leave me, my son.” She 
collapsed against one of the policemen who was 
blocking her way. 

I couldn’t believe what was happening; minutes 
ago I was talking with my brother, then Poof! he was 
dead. If only I had pulled him by the hand when we 
were running, maybe he’d still be alive. Zanoxolo 
didn’t deserve to die like that.

“He was a gangster. These kids should know 
where the kind of life they are living will take them.” 
I could hear people who knew nothing about my 
brother talking in the crowd.

I hoped my father would return home, from 
wherever he was, after hearing the news of 
Zanoxolo’s death. My mother and I needed him 
now, but he didn’t come to the evening prayers, or 
the memorial service that was held at our school.

Zanoxolo was buried in Centane, Eastern Cape. 
That is where I saw my father again. He arrived in 
the middle of the funeral service, but he was not 
alone. He was with a woman who was holding a 
young boy by the hand – he must have been about 
six years old and looked very much like my father.

“Phumlani, my boy, come here,” Father called 
me after the funeral. He was standing next to his 
car, which was parked near the gate entrance to 
the cemetery. The woman and the young boy were 
inside the car, waiting for him. 

I stood in front of him and said nothing.
“You have grown up, son,” he said. Again I said 

nothing and stared at the car, then at him.
“Listen, my boy, I had to leave … but I never 

stopped loving you, my son. And it hurts me to 
see you again under these terrible circumstances 
after all these years. What happened between your 
mother and I had nothing to do with you, and I 
shouldn’t have let you suffer for it. I want to be part of 
your life again, Phumlani, my son.” His hands were 
on my shoulders when he finished his last sentence.

“And Mama?” I asked him.
“What about your mother?” he asked.
“Is she going to be part of your life too?” I said.
“I am afraid that won’t be possible, my son,” he 

said.  I took a few steps back.
“Eh, come and greet your younger brother.” 

He opened the passenger door. “Come, Phumlani, 
say hi to Sizwe.” The woman in the car smiled 
nervously.

I glared at them and walked away.
“Phumlani! Phumlani!” my father called after me, 

but I ignored him. I didn’t want anything to do with 
him and his new family. The only brother I had was 
dead, and the only mother I had was grieving.

Phumlani had wanted his father back, but his 

feelings change when he realises he has a new 

family. Do you think Phumlani’s father was fair 

to expect him to accept the new wife and brother 

at this time?   

Chapter 4 
After the funeral my mother and I went back to 
Cape Town. 

At school I could not concentrate; I was lost 
in thought. One day after the last period, Mr 
Zondwa, my English teacher, asked me to remain 
in class.

“I will wait for you outside, Ntini,” Thulani said 
– we always walked home together.

“Sure, Thulz,” I replied.
Mr Zondwa closed the door after everyone was 

out. He sat on his desk with his hands folded on 
his chest.

“How are you?” he asked me.
“I am fine, sir,” I said.
“Losing someone very close to you is very 

painful. It’s difficult to accept that you will never 
see your loved one again. You have to be strong, 
Phumlani. If not for yourself then for your mother. 
She needs you right now. Zanoxolo may not be 
with us in flesh, but he is with us in spirit. Do you 
think Zanoxolo would want you to be last in class 
because you are mourning his death?”

“No, sir,” I said.
“Is there anything you could have done to save 

Zanoxolo’s life?” he asked.
I kept quiet.
“Are you responsible for your brother’s death?” 

Mr Zondwa asked again.
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“No, sir. I’m not,” I replied.
“Then stop blaming yourself. There’s nothing 

you could have done. It was God’s will. Just be the 
Phumlani your brother knew,” Mr Zondwa said, 
looking hard at me. “And now you may leave.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 
I went out and found Thulani waiting for me 

outside. We walked home together.
“What did Mr Zondwa want?” Thulani asked.
“Nah, nothing. He was just showing me my 

mistakes in the essay that we wrote last week,” I 
told him.

***
When I arrived home my mother had not 
returned from work yet. I went to my bed to rest 
before I prepared supper. While I lay there, I 
thought about what Mr Zondwa had said to me. 
I tried so hard to agree with him that I wasn’t to 
blame for my brother’s death, but I couldn’t. How 
could he say I wasn’t to blame when Zanoxolo 
died on his way back from watching me play 
cricket? Could I have done anything else to help 
him? 

“Phumlani, Phumlani! Wake up! You 
knew I was coming home late, but 
instead of cooking you are 
sleeping.” My mother’s voice 
was shrill.

“Sorry, Mama,” I 
jumped off my bed and 
looked at the time on 
my cellphone.  I had 
been sleeping for 
more than an hour. 
When I went into 
the kitchen I could 
see the fury on my 
mother’s face.

“Leave that pot 
alone. I will cook 
myself. If Zanoxolo was 
still alive, I would not have 
returned to a dirty kitchen. 
If only he had listened to me 
when I told him not to go to that 
stupid cricket game,” she said.

I dropped the pot I was holding, and stormed 
out of the house.

“Phumlani! Come here, Phumlani!” she called 
after me, but I didn’t look back. I wiped my tears 

with the back of my hand as they began falling 
down my cheeks. I had never done anything 
good in my mother’s eyes; all I brought to her 
was shame and pain. I wasn’t a top achiever at 
school, and it was because of me that she lost her 
favourite son. 

From that day, on that walk, a new Phumlani 
was born. 

Phumlani's mother is talking out of sadness, 

not thinking about how her words will af fect 

Phumlani.  He is depressed, and he hears what 

his mother says as proof that he is a failure. Can 

you see any way out for them? 

Chapter  5 
“Ola, Ntini! Come here, Ntwana,” Sandiso called 
me, as I walked past the house that he and his 
friend were hanging next to. Sandiso had been 
friends with Zanoxolo when they were still young; 
they were inseparable in primary school. But 
everything had changed when they entered high 
school. Sandiso started smoking tik and robbing 

people to get his fix.
“Why do you pass us like we are 

strangers?” he asked.
“I didn’t see you; I was 

thinking about things,” I 
said. I think he saw in 

my eyes that I had been 
crying.

“Hey, Asanda, pass 
me that,” Sandiso 
reached out for the 
zol his friend was 
smoking. Asanda 
passed it to him and 
he inhaled deeply, 

then passed the zol to 
me. “Here, take a pull 

and all your stresses will 
go away,” he said.
I took the zol reluctantly 

and inhaled. I coughed and they 
laughed at me. I inhaled again and 

my head became heavier. The heartache 
that had been caused by my mother minutes ago 
slowly faded.

“We know the boys who killed Zanoxolo. One 
of them is inside that house right now. I think his 
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relatives live there,” Sandiso said, pointing at a 
house opposite us. 

I thought of how Zanoxolo had been killed and 
I could feel my anger building up. “And you didn’t 
do anything about it. You let him go. Zanoxolo was 
once your best friend, Sandiso, remember that,” I 
said. The weed was doing its work on me. I didn’t 
question whether what Sandiso said about the 
boy was true.

“Who says we are letting him go? The police 
haven’t caught him, but we can. Come on, take 
this knife. We are going to stab him when he 
comes out.” Sandiso took an Okapi knife out of his 
pocket and handed it to me.

This was happening very fast for me. There 
was no time to step back and think about the 
decisions I was making. If I had been my usual 
self, I would have been scared and walked away. 
But I wasn’t. I suddenly had the impulse to kill.

When that boy came out of the house he was 
accompanied by an older girl. I could see, by 
the shock and fear on his face when we blocked 
his way, that he hadn’t seen us coming. The girl 
screamed and tried to shield him from us.

“Please, guys, let me go! I am not a gangster. I 
just came to visit my uncle, not to cause trouble. 
Please let me go,” the boy pleaded.

‘Voetsek, wena!’ Sandiso said, shoving the girl 
away. 

I jumped at the boy and stuck the knife in his 
neck. He started bleeding, and staggered. Asanda 
struck him over his head. The boy fell to the 
ground. 

I got on top of him and stabbed him again and 
again. I was crying as I stabbed him, “Why? Why? 
Why did you kill my brother?”

We heard the police sirens approaching and 
ran away, leaving the boy lying there in a pool of 
blood. I followed Sandiso and Asanda to a shack 
deep in the squatter camp. The shack was stashed 
with home appliances. After locking the door, 
Sandiso and Asanda threw themselves on an old 
stinking sofa. My hands and clothes were covered 
in blood. 

My world stopped then, as I became aware of 
the meaning of what had just happened. 

Does the fact of his brother's death make a 

difference to how much responsibility Phumlani 

must take for his actions?    

Chapter 6 
The last time I saw my mother that year was when 
the police came to take me away. They had tracked 
me down to the shack in the squatter camp and 
arrested me. The boy was in hospital fighting for his 
life. 

I felt heartbreak in my mother’s screams and saw 
despair in her eyes as the policemen threw me in the 
back of the van. 

I was taken to the juvenile section of Pollsmoor 
Prison to await trial. Months passed as I waited 
for my time in court, and in that time I turned 17. 
I heard that the boys who had stabbed my brother 
were in the adult section, awaiting trial.  

It was a time I want to forget. Day and night I 
thought of the pain I had caused my mother. I had 
always felt like she did not love me as much as she 
loved Zanoxolo. But that day, the day when the police 
came to take me away, I realised how much she 
actually loved me. I saw the same pain in her eyes 
that I had seen the day Zanoxolo was killed. 

I cried every night when I thought of how I had 
let her down. I was supposed to wipe her tears and 
make her smile again, but I caused her more grief 
instead. 

The only person who visited me during that time 
in prison was my father. A month after he heard 
I was in custody he came back to Cape Town and 
visited me. After that he came every week while I 
was awaiting trial. He felt guilty for abandoning us 
and had moved back to Cape Town where he was 
living with his new wife and son, he told me. He was 
trying, but we were still awkward with each other. 
We had nothing solid to talk about because of all the 
years he had been out of our lives; I was so young 
when he left.

On one of my father’s visits I took courage and 
asked him the question I had been afraid to ask 
before.

“Why has my mother not come to visit me, 
Father?” I asked him. 

“Your mother still needs time, my son. When the 
time is right she will come.”  

We sat in silence for a moment before he said 
softly, “Why haven’t you asked me why I left home, 
Phumlani? Every time I come here I wait for you 
to scream at me. I wait for you to tell me it is all my 
fault. I want you to know how sorry I am, Phumlani, 
my son …” 

I told him the truth: “It never felt like there was 
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someone missing. My mother was both a mother 
and father to Zanoxolo and me. I forgave you a long 
time ago, Father. Just be a better father to Sizwe. He 
still needs you,” I said. Tears built up in my father’s 
eyes but he quickly wiped them away with his hand.

Three days after that visit a warder told me to 
come down to the visitors’ room.  I wondered what 
had brought my father back so soon. I was only 
expecting to see him the following week. 

When I saw the person who had come to visit me 
I covered my eyes with my hands and cried.

“I am sorry, Mama. I’m sorry …” were all the 
words I could say.

“No, I am sorry, Phumlani, my child. I was too 
hard on you.” My mother’s voice was filled with pain. 

“Please forgive me, Mama. If Zanoxolo had not 
come to watch me play cricket he would still be 
alive,” I told her.

“It was not your fault. I am sorry for blaming you, 
my son. I have not visited you because I couldn’t 
bear to see you locked up in here.  But you are my 
son, Phumlani, and you always will be. I won’t cope 
with losing another child. I love you, my son,” my 
mother said. 

I wanted to jump over the table that separated us 
and hug her. But the warder would not even let us 
hold hands.

***
The trial took place a few weeks after I saw my 
mother. The boy I had stabbed had recovered and 
was out of hospital, my mother told me.  I was 

given a suspended sentence and was released 
under correctional supervision. I had to do 
community service and go to counselling sessions 
– but I was free. 

I am back now at a different school – Mandela 
High. I am the ‘new boy’ in Grade 10 – older than 
everyone in my class, but back at school. My 
classmates’ eyes water as I introduce myself and tell 
them my story – some of them have heard it already.

My mother works here as a cleaner. She applied 
for the job when she went to ask the principal if I 
could come to the school. She says a new school will 
be a good start for me, and for her.  

During school break I join a group of learners 
who are playing cricket with a tennis ball on the 
field. My mother is watching me at a distance 
from outside the school toilets, with a broom in 
her hands. I smile to myself as I spin-bowl the ball 
towards the wickets. 

Have you ever dreamt of a new start? What  

would it be?  

Imagine you are the narrator. Write a letter 
to the boy you stabbed, apologising for 
what you did.

Write a letter

I write letters
Zukile Jay Juwele

The lightbulb hangs above my head,
the room is warm and quiet.
My hands shake with anxiety.
The paper is my skin,
the pen is my soul and the ink is my blood.
Every word I write is a part of me.
I am forced to write letters to ease the pressure in 

my head.
My head is filled with thoughts, ready to escape 

like popcorn trapped in a closed, hot pot.
I write letters to ease the pain in my heart.
All I know is pain.
My friends speak of happiness,
a feeling this world has not allowed me to feel.

I write letters seeking love, seeking forgiveness 
and seeking shelter.

I seek shelter from this cruel world that feeds on 
our pain and misery.

I write letters about the opportunities I’ve missed,
the mistakes I’ve made.
I write letters to the people I’ve disappointed and 

whose hearts I’ve broken.
I write letters to the girl I like,
hoping her smile is the cure I am seeking.
I write one last letter,
a letter to my older self, hoping one day I will be 

around to read it.



28

it was sports day. I walked in to the classroom. 
The school tables were covered in eight-by-eight 

square cloths. Each big square had 64 tiny little 
dark-blue and white squares. There were two 
people around each, facing one another. But they 
weren’t looking at each other. They were gazing at 
the little black-and-white things on the cloths.

“I can teach you how to play.” A 30-year-old 
white guy called Corey brought me back to earth 
from space. He had probably been staring at me for 
a while, my puzzled face telling him I had no idea 
what this game was.

“What is this?” I asked him, my eyes still fixed 
on one of the fabrics. A player was moving one of 
his little white things, taking the other person’s 
black one. He seemed to be winning.

“It’s chess. Each player has 16 pieces on the 
board,” said Corey.

Board. Pieces. That’s what those things were 
called.

“How do you win?” I asked.
“This is the king; you win when you capture 

your opponent’s king!”
Opponent? My eyes widened.
Corey knew I wanted to hear more. He taught 

me how each piece moves.
The queen reminded me of my mom: always 

strong and the most powerful at home. The king 
reminded me of my late dad. The bishops made me 
think of church.

I was still deciding which piece I liked best when 
Corey told me about how special the pawns were: 
they could change into any other piece on the board 
once they reached the other 
side! I wanted to be a pawn. 
I was not important in the 
world, but the pawn made 
me believe that I could be!

“Let’s play!” I was excited 
to play against Corey and 
wanted to win as quickly as 
I could.

Three moves into the game, he took my queen. 
My interest for the game drowned in sadness. Salt 
water pricked at the edges of my eyes. I was losing. 
I was losing horribly.

“Let’s play again,” I said to him.
“I can show you where you made your mistake,” 

he said to me.
“No, let’s play,” I told him.
I lost again. I lost all the games we played. I was 

angry. My heart pumped. My blood rushed through 
my veins. I was sad. I felt betrayed. I wanted to 
leave.

I had started walking out of the hall when Corey 
said, “Justice, take the chessboard. Practise – we’ll 
play again next time.”

Four years later and I still play the game. Corey 
and I don’t play as often any more after I went 
on a winning streak against him. I still lose every 
now and then against other people, but I have 
experienced that it is only through losing that I can 
truly learn.

I was always too chubby for rugby. I was always 
too slow for soccer. I couldn’t jump high enough for 
basketball. But on the chessboard only my brain 
mattered! I could win against adults. I could learn 
from kids. I could be black and win. I could rule 
over the board. I could take back the land!

You win some, you learn some

Do you know what these pieces are called?
Chess pieces

Justice Jostino Ripinga
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in September 2016, an exciting film called The 
Queen of Katwe started showing around the world. 

The famous Kenyan film star, Lupita Nyong’o, plays 
a young mother in the film. But the main character 
is her daughter, a young girl called Phiona Mutesi. 
Phiona was born in Katwe, a very poor area of 
Kampala, the capital city of Uganda. Phiona 
became a chess champion and the film is the true 
story of how that happened.

Chess is an interesting and challenging game 
that is almost like a war on a board! Two players 
play against each other and each player has a set of 
pieces to move across the board towards the other 
player’s pieces. Smaller pieces are called pawns, 
bigger pieces are called bishops and castles, the 
most important piece on the board is the king and 
the most powerful piece on the board is the queen. 
The board has black and white squares and the 
rules say how each player can move each piece 
when it is their turn. The aim of the game is to 
move your pieces close to the other player’s king, 
so that they can’t move their king anywhere. Then 
you say ‘checkmate’ and you win the game. Chess 
is a game of strategy: in other words, you must 
think ahead and plan your moves to outwit the 
person you are playing against.

The game of chess started in India about 1500 
years ago. Over many years, travellers and traders 
took the game all over the world. Today about 605 
million adults play chess regularly.

Phiona Mutesi is a very unlikely chess 
champion: her family is very poor. She hardly 
went to school and at nine years old couldn’t read 
or write. She helped her family by selling cooked 
maize from a pot. There was very little food in her 
family. One day, she secretly followed her brother 
to see if he was going somewhere to get food. She 
watched him join a game of chess and she thought 
the chess pieces were beautiful. She saw how 
happy all the players were and she wanted to be 
happy like that too.

One day, the chess coach Robert Katende saw 
her. Katende had introduced the game to the poor 
children of Katwe, because he thought they would 
understand and be good at this game: to be a good 

chess player you must be aggressive and strong so 
that you can survive and win. He invited Phiona to 
join and within a year she had learned to play. She 
said: “Chess is a lot like my life. If you make smart 
moves you can stay away from danger, but any bad 
decision could be your last.”

Robert Katende coached Phiona and he taught 
her how to be patient in the game. When she was 
11, she became Uganda’s junior girls’ champion. 
In 2009, when she was about 12, she and two 
boys from the Katwe chess project were the 
representatives of Uganda at the International 
African Children’s Chess Tournament in Sudan. 
There she stayed in a hotel and said that she felt 
like a queen. Her team was the youngest, but they 
won the competition.

Since then, Phiona has triumphed as a chess 
player. She participated in the Chess Olympiad, 
the world’s highest chess championship, in Russia 
in 2010, and in Istanbul, Turkey, in 2012, where 
she became Uganda’s first Woman Candidate 
Master. Phiona is such a good player because she 
is fearless and because she can imagine the moves 
she will make far ahead.

Today, Phiona has nearly completed her high-
school studies. She visited South Africa in 2019 to 
talk about how joining the chess club changed her 
life. She hopes to go to university in America. Her 
biggest dream is to become a chess grandmaster, 
the highest rank any player can reach. ■

What games do you enjoy playing?

Phiona Mutesi

Chess pieces
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Phiona, Chess Queen
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My hood
Nande Mfunda

S amora Machel is a paradox. The identity of a 
daring struggle hero or the name of a township 

decaying and falling to its knees.
Though my home, I hate the stench that fills this 

township. The gross smell of poverty in the air. The 
hunger and desperation that fill the people around 
here. It’s contagious and the only antidote is work or 
school. If the two spit you out then you get caught up 
in the trap too, poverty destroys you. You become the 
puppet of poverty and here that means our brothers 
become thieves who steal from, kill and destroy 
their own. When poverty catches a glimpse of you it 
chases after your identity, your inner being, causing 
you to forget your dreams and aspirations, leaving 
you desperate to fill your stomach even though that 
means losing yourself.

I curse the day the first note was printed, 
currency. It’s not because I don’t have money but 
because of the acts people commit in the quest 
for money. How come a single note has enormous 
jurisdiction to dictate. The reason for that, ‘Ekse, 
sapha lo’bag’ by the corner, or the ‘Mali ye’skeit 
nje achuz,’ at the Somalian shop. Where your only 
protection against getting robbed, raped or killed 
is that R2 coin for a cigarette. Now a simple walk to 
the shop is a daily encounter with vultures willing to 
devour you.

Sometimes I wonder what it they are not 
all vultures? What if the voices inside them are 
screaming for help. If that tik-head at the corner is a 
boy dealing with loss, abandonment and pain, and 
his only outlet is his addiction. What if that woman 
selling drugs at her hair salon has no other option, 
trapped and abused, selling drugs just for another 
chance to catch the sunrise. People are like onions 
with layers that have to be peeled to get to the core, 
understand the core and justify their shortcomings 
means to the end, right?

But nonetheless we have ‘fun’ in Samora Machel. 
Every weekend we dress up, leaving our parents 
to fend for our kids in the name of our youth. We 
chase the monetary escape, that drop of alcohol and 
that pill leading you to forget. Do you really forget 

though? When you’re wet drunk and older men start 
preying on you. A mere slap to the bum or a brush 
on my thighs with the promise of another glass. Just 
to forget, right? It never ends.

We stick to school, not as a choice but because 
we have to, a need. We have to make it. We have 
to escape Samora Machel, with its long claws and 
lifeless eyes. We have dreams the size of mountains 
and ambitions the size of valleys. If we don’t run, if 
we let Samora Machel catch us, we will perish like a 
dry twig being crumbled up – we will perish. ■

Home
OLOTHANDO MAKALIMA

I am from a place where you sometimes go to 
sleep without food.

A place where you are compared to the 
neighbours’ child

And expected to go to church every Sunday.
I am from a place where your family turns 

into your enemy.
A place where your aunt doesn’t want you to 

be better than her children.
I am from a place where you become an adult 

at an early age.
A place where love becomes hatred because 

of money.
A place where you support people but they 

can’t return the favour.
I am from a place where we become jealous 

about each other but we are from the 
same blood.

A place where you are never taught about 
sexual intercourse because they say you 
are young.

A place where parents choose careers for you.
I am from a place where you are expected to 

be married with a house and a car.
That place is called HOME.
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Little did I know that I was black!
Munyaradzi Gumbo

When I am down and feeling lonely, I always 
reminisce about my childhood. The memories 

give me power, courage and hope. I grew up in a 
village stereotypically referred to by many as one 
of the worst backward rural districts in Zimbabwe, 
and it is magical to think of where I’ve come from.  
I was raised from the dust!

I can still hear the echoing of hard-hitting 
rhythms and well-composed melodies of two 
electric guitars and a bass guitar piercing my 
ears like an arrow. These creative melodies 
are matched with beautiful voices. The great 
mastery that was used to make the songs and the 
production time taken to release an album clearly 
show that to these 
men it was not just an 
occupation. Songs with 
well-crafted poetic 
lyrics – full of deep-
rooted meanings. We 
call it Sungura music. I 
adored the genre.

Back in Mberengwa 
village, my home, music 
was the main source 
of entertainment. 
We could walk miles 
to nearby shopping 
centres just to get a feel 
of these great melodies. While enjoying the great 
artistic work, the main debate that seemed to 
rock the most was, “Who is better, Alick Macheso 
or Tongai Moyo?” These were the great Sungura 
artistes of our time. They even rocked the radio 
stations. It was an endless one – like the soccer 
Messi/Ronaldo mantra.

Oh, how can I forget that?
I remember that a handful of families had radio 

sets. Usually those who did have one had a family 
member in South Africa – a border-jumper, of 
course. We called them ‘Ma Joni-Joni’. I was one of 
them, but that’s a story for another day.

It was chaos during the festive season when 
the Ma Joni-Joni came back home. They came 
wearing cheap white takkies, khaki side-pocket 

pants and summer shirts. Oh, how I envied them 
… Surprisingly, most of their clothes were new. I 
wonder!

They brought these big Tshangani bags, full 
of who knows what. Of course, a radio set is the 
main asset that one brings home after labouring 
the whole year in the sunny tomato fields of ZZ2 in 
Limpopo.

For us back home, we did not know how they 
had acquired these treasures. We only debated 
whose radio was louder. In most cases, those 
who had been given the opportunity to examine 
these ‘precious stones’ had the upper hand in 
discussions since they have all information, 

especially the number of 
watts.

For rural folks like us, 
it was heaven!

Christmas season 
was always the best. 
Our best artists usually 
released new albums 
during this period. It 
was time for sampling 
the new goodies. We 
could also showcase our 
skills of playing Museve 
(a fast-paced Sungura 
dance that involves 

stylistic moving of legs to and fro, accompanied 
by a swerving body language and hands while 
covering a small area). We enjoyed that!

I remember, one of the border jumpers came 
back home loaded with house-music CDs. He 
was a changed man. He never again listened 
to Sungura, the music that had brought us up. 
Rather, he then referred to our favourite music as 
‘barbaric’ and ‘backward’.

For me he was a Judas. How could he forget his 
roots? Just because he crossed the big Limpopo 
River? Back then, for me, Sungura was the only 
genre that one can listen to.

When I moved to the city, my peers referred to 
Sungura as ‘black music’. They hardly listened to it.

Little did I know that I was black …  ■
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Memories of Kwabhaca
Athini Lusiba

i grew up in a place called Kwabhaca where 
everyone was with no one but themselves. A 

place where everyone minded their own business. 
A place where you could see freedom every time 
you opened the window. A place of vast empty 
spaces and nature. A place where the smell of 
food from distant houses and the sweetness of the 
people were always in the air.

Then times changed. Things changed. Now I 
live in Chatsworth in KZN. Now I live in a place 
where there is no sweetness or freedom. In this 

place people live close to each other. There are 
no vast lands or nature to look at and think your 
thoughts, or dream your dreams. 

You don’t feel safe here. You are scared that 
someone will creep into your house and do 
something harmful to you, or steal your belongings. 
You are scared even when you are in the toilet. 

I miss the place where I grew up. I remember 
Kwabhaca where there was peace and quiet. I 
miss the nature, the vastness of the land, and the 
sweetness in the air. ■

My home, my hood.
Write a story about where you live, and how 
you feel about it.

Write a story

My sanctuary 
Onesimo Dokolwana

i am a citizen of South Africa from a well-
recognised township in Gugulethu, Cape Town, 

called KTC (Nyanga). This is where I was born, 
bred and buttered. Where I had planned my future 
with a crazy huge house, a stethoscope and had 
imaginary kids with no sperm donor in the picture. 
I still am striving towards those dreams. 

Living in a shack was actually something I 
never detested, but the poverty behind those 
closed doors was the enemy. Sleeping on an empty 
stomach, going to school with torn clothes and 
umphokoqo ne drink ‘o’ pop as lunch. I can never 
get over that, even though I’m now fully clothed 
with a sesame-crusted buttermilk chicken burger 
near me, in a five-roomed RDP house in Philippi. 

Visiting the place brings a lot of emotions 
upfront – and anger and sadness are the 
cheerleaders. I remember the night I lost my best 
friend in a fire. That was a winter night in 2011, 
but it still feels like yesterday, a flash of how their 
house burned down. It’s like I can still sense the 

smell. But I guess it was God’s plan, right?
I never knew life was cruel until that incident 

occurred. I was a happy child with no care in the 
world, but now being a sad teen in Cape Town, 
South Africa, is a norm, something that shouldn’t be. 

And I can slowly see my dream of having kids 
with an imaginary sperm donor fading. Who’s 
to bring a child into an unstable world? It’s not 
the crime, the femicide, global warming, climate 
change, it’s just God’s plan – it’s messed up, shame. 

Nonetheless, even though academic depression 
has me by my collar, I have my very own sanctuary. 
It’s not these dagga-filled streets. It’s me, myself, ■ 
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SCENE 1

School grounds. Raymond, Ashraf and Loyisa are 
relaxing during their lunch break. Raymond is sitting 
on a raised platform/fence, while his friends are on the 
ground. Raymond tugs on Ashraf’s sweater.

NARRATOR: Being in love is never easy. Meet our 
lovesick Raymond, for whom Portia can do no 
wrong. All he wants is her attention, but to get it 
he has to overcome a few obstacles first. Luckily 
for him, his best friends, Loyisa and Ashraf, are 
close by to give him guidance. 

RAYMOND: There she is, Ashraf, there she is! Check.

Ashraf half-heartedly turns to look at the girl Raymond is 
pointing at. He rolls his eyes and turns back to Raymond.

ASHRAF: Don’t ruk my sweater so, especially if it’s 
for this again. Raymond, you can stop now with 
this Portia business. You go on and on about her 
and nothing happens. Except holes in my jersey. 
Look! Now look here, this is from you, I know it. 
Get off, man!

Raymond waves Ashraf’s complaints away, still staring at 
the girl in the distance.

RAYMOND: What if I just went to talk to her now? I 
mean, what if she feels the same way about me?

Loyisa sniggers aloud and Raymond looks at him aghast. 
Ashraf is still fussing and mumbling about his jersey.

RAYMOND: Now what are you laughing so for? 
LOYISA: Raymond, look at you. You got no chance 

with Portia. Don’t even waste your time. You 
want her to laugh you right off the school 
grounds. No, brother, she might even call SAPS 
on you for a criminal offence.

RAYMOND: What offence?
LOYISA: Of blinding her with your ugliness.

Ashraf and Loyisa laugh as Raymond pretends to kick 
Loyisa.

RAYMOND: The mirrors at your house must be 
broken then because I wouldn’t be talking like 
that if I’d seen myself this morning.

ASHRAF: He’s not wrong, Loyisa. I wouldn’t talk if I 
were you.

Loyisa sucks his teeth and flicks his hand at them in 
pretend irritation. 

LOYISA: And you? I see the ladies lined up for you, is 
it? Hey, girls! (shouts) Get away, can’t you see he’s 
busy?

Two girls walking past them assume that Loyisa is talking 
to them and throw something at him in annoyance, telling 
him to get lost. Loyisa and Ashraf pretend to fight for a 
while, but Raymond hushes them. 

RAYMOND: It’s you – that’s the problem. You two are 
killing my chances. You’re too childish. Sit up, 
won’t you? Stop acting like idiots. I have to get 
some better friends. Better-looking, also.

LOYISA: But that would make you look even uglier 
then. 

RAYMOND: (thoughtfully) You’re right. OK, then just 
shut up for a while and make me look good. I 
think she’s coming in our direction.

Raymond sighs, still watching Portia in the distance.

RAYMOND: But you are right still … She won’t go for 
me. You know why? 

CHARACTERS
NARRATOR: Person telling the story
RAYMOND: Main character, schoolboy
ASHRAF: Schoolboy, Raymond’s friend 
LOYISA: Schoolboy, Raymond’s friend
TEACHER: Teacher at school
PORTIA: Schoolgirl who Raymond likes

Unrequited Love
T Thorne
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Both Ashraf and Loyisa open their mouths to say something 
but are stopped by Raymond’s raised hand.

RAYMOND: Shut up. I don’t know why I asked. Here, 
I’ll tell you – it’s money, guys. I don’t have any. 

ASHRAF: So? Everyone here is struggling. You’re not 
the only one. 

RAYMOND: Not like me. I mean, there’s poor and 
there’s poor. 

LOYISA: It’s true, I’ve been to your house. You’re 
poorer than Samuel Mgoduso, and nobody in 
his family is working. Nobody.

RAYMOND: Hey, I work, so I’m not poorer than 
Samuel. Oh wait, but they have that new RDP 
house, isn’t it? OK, but still, I work, so me and 
Mamma aren’t that bad off.

ASHRAF: Doesn’t your mommy work? How much 
money do you make at that butcher?

RAYMOND: She does what she can. Her gout is bad, 
though. Bad. And I won’t tell you what I make at 
the butcher – it’s no business of yours. But now 
tell me, what can I do if Portia won’t look at me 
because I’m so poor?

Loyisa sits up. 

LOYISA: You must make her think you’re not poor. 
ASHRAF: Ja, but even if she thinks you’re not poor, 

how do you make her think you’re not ugly?

Loyisa laughs and Raymond throws a stone lightly at Ashraf.

RAYMOND: OK, how?

Loyisa looks Raymond up and down with distaste. Raymond 
ignores him. He hops off his platform and does a little twirl 
for his friend, his antics goofy and exaggerated. He sticks his 
foot out to show broken shoes, sticks his finger in a hole in 
his trousers and then does a little dance to show off his worn 
sweater and school shirt beneath. Loyisa lies down again.

LOYISA: Nope, forget it. It’s hopeless. No way. Give 
up. Why don’t you try someone else in your 
league? What about that crazy old woman who 
swears at all the boys when they play soccer on 
Fridays? She might give you a chance.

Raymond gently kicks Loyisa and his friend grabs his leg as 
he does so, almost causing him to fall. 

ASHRAF: Stop! It’s Portia!

Suddenly, Portia walks into the scene, quite near them, and 
the boys immediately freeze, Raymond mid-fall. He grins as 
she goes past and gives her a little salute and a nod. She gives 
a small, polite wave and looks away quickly, talking to her 
small group of friends. After they leave, Raymond groans and 
grabs his face with his hands, kicking Loyisa off him.

LOYISA: What was that? Yoh, did you salute her? 
Is she a soldier, man? What’s wrong with you, 
brother?

Raymond returns to his platform, despondent.

RAYMOND: I don’t know, I panicked. Was it that bad?

Ashraf and Loysia both nod and laugh. Raymond rallies 
quickly.

RAYMOND: Never mind. Now help me, I need a way 
to convince her I’m not poor. Or at least not that 
poor. Come!  

Raymond claps his hands and the three of them talk 
inaudibly as the scene closes.

Do you also think that Portia won't like Raymond 

because he is poor?
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SCENE 2
NARRATOR: Raymond has been working hard at his 

part-time job at Mr Salim’s butchery all week. At 
the end of the week, when he is paid, he makes 
a plan to appear wealthier than he is to win 
Portia’s affection. He provides for his mother, 
but he also keeps a small amount of money 
aside, whatever he can.

In class Raymond, Loyisa and Ashraf are sitting at their 
desks, catching up on the weekend’s activities. Around them 
the students are chatting and joking around, throwing 
things at each other. They are animated and talkative. 
Portia sits with her group of friends at the opposite side of 
the classroom.

RAYMOND: OK, guys, I did something this weekend.
LOYISA: What, prayed to the Lord and Saviour 

for a new face? Because that one looks like a 
punishment for whatever your parents did 
wrong.

ASHRAF: Sins of the father, you know.
RAYMOND: Listen! I bought her something. To show 

I have money. Look, I know what I look like – 
torn clothes, borrowed books, whatever – but if 
I can afford to buy her something nice, then she 
might not think I’m so poor, right?

ASHRAF: (shaking his head thoughtfully) I don’t 
know, does it really cancel it out? Mustn’t you 
also look good? Because girls care about that 
stuff. More, even, than the stuff you buy them. 
I think you wasted your money, brother; you 
should’ve spent it on new pants. That one looks 
like it belonged to your oupa’s oupa. Did it? Is 
that where you got it?

LOYISA: Huh-uh, I think it belonged to his oupa’s 
ouma – look how much space there is in the 
hips. Those are some big-boned lady pants. 
Come here, what does it look like without the 
belt?

RAYMOND: (ignoring them both) It’s too late, I 
already bought her something. Now I must just 
find a time to give it to her. I don’t want everyone 
else around in case she’s embarrassed, you 
know? Not everybody likes to get presents in 
front of other people. Especially if they don’t like 
what they get, then they have to act like they’re 
happy and whatnot. I must find my moment, 
boys.

Loyisa turns to face Raymond and puts his hands on 
Raymond’s shoulders, looking him squarely in the eyes.

LOYISA: Listen here. I’m telling you straight. 
NOTHING you give that girl is going to make 
her like you. It’s about your swagger, boy. It’s 
about your image. You can give her a new car 
but if you go around looking like a beggar, she’s 
not looking back at you for a second. Mark my 
words.

Ashraf nods vigorously, agreeing with Loyisa. 

ASHRAF: Now what did you get her anyway? What’s 
this mystery prize poor Portia wins in the 
Raymond Lotto? I’m gonna guess it’s only worth 
three numbers, ne? 

Raymond leans over his bag and opens it, showing them 
the contents. Ashraf and Loyisa immediately burst out 
laughing, unable to contain their mirth. At that moment 
the teacher enters the classroom and calls out to them.

TEACHER: Ashraf, Loyisa, Raymond! What are you 
doing? Come show me what you’ve got!

Raymond groans, and reluctantly steps forward with his 
bag, opening it carefully without the rest of the class seeing, 
and showing the teacher the contents. The teacher reaches 
in defiantly and pulls out a soft teddy bear holding a heart 
and looks at it.

TEACHER: What’s so funny about this? 
RAYMOND: Nothing, sir. They’re just being stupid. 
TEACHER: Get back to your seat. No, leave the bear 

here! 

The teacher puts the bear on his desk where the entire 
class can see it, and it is left there for the rest of the period. 
Raymond, mortified, puts his head on his desk in shame 
and anguish. Ashraf and Loyisa, still giggling, pat Raymond 
on the back in an attempt to soothe him.

RAYMOND: (muffled) Well, I can’t give it to her now.
ASHRAF: You couldn’t give it to her in the first 

place. That Chinatown bear was never going 
to do whatever you thought it was gonna do. 
Hopeless, I tell you. You’re hopeless, man. Sir 
saved you some embarrassment, man. Take 
your winnings and get out.
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Raymond sits up, turning to his friends.

RAYMOND: OK, so tell me your idea then. What must 
I do?

LOYISA: Like I said, you must convince her you got 
money, man. You’re the poorest in the school 
– nobody will want you for a boyfriend. So now 
you mustn’t jump in, you have to take time. Get 
a reputation now, new clothes, the works. Maybe 
by the end of the year you can try your shot. If I 
don’t try first, that is.

Raymond punches Loyisa lightly on the shoulder at this last 
statement and thinks about what he’s said. 

RAYMOND: OK, I can do it. I must do it. Portia will 
have to wait. 

ASHRAF: Yes, she’s sitting in her room every night 
just waiting for you to phone. 

Raymond also punches Ashraf lightly on the shoulder.

What would you buy as a special present?

SCENE 3
NARRATOR: And, determined as he is, Raymond 

does just as his friends advise. He bides his 
time. He begs for extra jobs from his boss and 
anyone who will have him, and although he and 
his mother are desperately poor, he puts some 
money away, just a little, to rebuild his image. 
First, one or two new things. Shoes. Then a shirt 
or two. Loyisa arranges for him to have his hair 
cut to look good. But with all this extra work, 
his school hours are suffering, his grades are 
slipping, and he is tired, so little like his old self. 
Gone is the jovial character his friends have 
come to love. He is committed now to being the 
respectable boy that at least one girl might love, 
if his plan works. Months go by, and by the end 
of the year his image has changed entirely.

Raymond, Ashraf and Loyisa are once again sitting on the 
school grounds, in the same spot as where we first meet 
them. Once again Raymond is on the platform while the 
other two recline on the ground. Raymond seems agitated 
and tired. But he looks good. His shoes are newer and 
polished, his pants are ironed and have no holes in them. 
His hair looks expertly cut.

Ashraf tugs suddenly at Raymond’s clothes.

ASHRAF: Hey, Raymond, there she is! Don’t you think 
it’s time you talked to her? I think you look good 
enough now. It’s now or never, boy.

Raymond pushes Ashraf’s hand away.

RAYMOND: Are you mad to pull at my clothes like 
that? You think I need a hole in them now? You 
know how much this cost me?

Raymond yawns.

RAYMOND: Maybe tomorrow. I can talk to her 
tomorrow; I don’t feel like it now. I have to leave 
early anyway – Mr Salim’s going to paint the back 
wall there at the butcher and he said I can do it. 

LOYISA: You work too hard, man. Why don’t you take 
a break? You’re not even bothering with school 
any more – didn’t you fail the last maths test? 
How come? You used to be so good at maths, yo.

RAYMOND: Yeah, later. I’m close now; I have a lay-bye 
on this phone I wanna get. It’s not too much, 
but it’s better than this piece of junk. If I do this 
painting and a few more shifts for two more 
weeks, I can get it. 

ASHRAF: Oh, there she goes. You never even looked! 
What’s your problem, man? 

Ashraf kicks lightly at Raymond, but Raymond  is too tired 
and distracted to react, so the other two turn to talking 
among themselves while Raymond scrolls on his phone. 
Portia walks close to the group with one of her friends, 
and Ashraf waves from where he’s reclined on the ground. 
Raymond looks up at the last minute and gives Portia a weak 
wave and smile too, but immediately starts to yawn and by 
the time he has concluded his yawn, she has passed by.

LOYISA: Wasn’t this all to make Portia fall in love 
with you? Now you yawning in her face, brother; 
all she can see is a boy with holes in his teeth 
instead of holes in his pants. You out the game, 
man. Call it now, just give up.

Raymond shrugs. 

RAYMOND: I’m almost ready for her. So what if she 
doesn’t like me now. I can get better, even if I 
wait a few more months. 
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Suddenly, Portia returns to the group. She is alone this 
time, standing above them, looking directly at Raymond. 
All three boys look surprised.

PORTIA: Uh, Ray– … Raymond. Can I talk to you?
Raymond hops off his platform and follows Portia a short 
distance away from the others. Ashraf and Loyisa nudge 
each other and giggle. Portia is carrying her bag, and she 
opens it as they walk.

PORTIA: A … a few months ago. In class. Um, they 
took this away from you and … I just thought 
maybe you wanted it back or something.

Portia retrieves from her bag the teddy bear holding the 
heart. She gives it to Raymond.

PORTIA: I was in Mr Siphoyo’s class yesterday and 
he wanted … he wanted to throw it out. I just 
thought, um, maybe you wanted it back?  

Raymond takes the bear, looks at it and scratches his head 
in amusement. 

RAYMOND: Thanks, Portia. I forgot about this.

Portia turns to leave, but stops. She spins and faces 
Raymond again, looking determined. 

PORTIA: It’s not the same any more, you know. Here 
at school, without you. I don’t know if you’re 
working or what you are doing, but it’s not the 
same. I … I used to get excited to come to school 
mostly because you were here. I …

Portia is suddenly embarrassed and stops talking, turns on 
her heel and starts to leave. Raymond hurries after her.

RAYMOND: Portia! But it’s for you!

Portia pauses.

PORTIA: What? What’s for me?

Raymond laughs a little, scratching his head with 
embarrassment.

RAYMOND: All of it. The work, the clothes, this.

He hands her the bear and she takes it, gently. 

RAYMOND: I know you come from a nice family, no 
way you would want to be with someone like 
me. So I wanted to show you I can, you know, 
earn my way to impress you. 

Portia is still looking at the bear. 

PORTIA: It’s for me?

Raymond looks down at the bear.

RAYMOND: Yeah, but it’s stupid, I know. They 
laughed at me when I bought it, said for you I 
should get something nice, you know, valuable. 
Not a stupid toy.

She pulls the bear close to her.

PORTIA: I’m going to say something now and please 
don’t laugh at me. 

RAYMOND: What? OK.
PORTIA: The day Mr Siphoyo took that bear from you 

and put it on his desk, I started to dream it was 
meant for me. A present from you to me, and I 
knew it was just a dream, but it was a nice thing 
to dream about. When you didn’t say anything to 
me in all this time, and you barely even looked my 
way, I knew it wasn’t for me. And then … then you 
started to change. You went all quiet, all serious; 
you were hardly at school. You look … you look 
different. I was going to try to tell you I liked you, 
back before Siphoyo took the bear, but I was too 
shy, you know? And then I started to think you 
liked someone else, not me. And now you tell me 
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you did all this for me? Gone all serious? Changed 
the way you look? But … but why?

RAYMOND: Portia, I’m the poorest in the school. 
Well, after Samuel Mgoduso, but they got that 
new house and all. And you, you come from 
a nice place, nice family. Both your parents 
have jobs. I can’t expect you to just take me 
like I am. I must earn it. So now that’s what 
I’m trying to do. And that bear, it’s stupid. I’m 
working more now – I can buy you something 
nicer. Just give me a couple of months.

PORTIA: If that’s what you think, then the bear 
is less stupid than you. I liked you from the 
first day of school. I like the way you make 
everyone laugh. I like your confidence, I like 
your face, and I like that you didn’t care what 
other people thought about you. I wanted to 
tell you since the beginning of school, but I 
was too shy. I didn’t have your gifts – being 
funny, confident, smart. I kept trying to talk, 
but I never had the courage. But you, I thought 
you would never have been too afraid to talk to 
me. So I just assumed you didn’t like me.

RAYMOND: So I could have given you that bear 
months ago already?

Portia nods.

RAYMOND: You know, I’m going to kill Loyisa.

Portia laughs.

PORTIA: So, will you go out with me? Wow, I 
wanted to say that for a long time now. I can’t 
believe it’s this bear that got me to finally ask 
you.

RAYMOND: But if I stop working, I’m not going to 
be able to look this good any more. Or at least 
once these clothes start to wear down.

Portia smiles. 

PORTIA: Ray, you always looked good. 
RAYMOND: Really? Now I’m going to kill Ashraf.

They laugh, take each other’s hands, and walk off the 
scene together, Portia holding the bear close. Loyisa 
and Ashraf are still goofing around, and can be heard 
throwing insults at each other as the scene ends. ■

What do you think?

It's not right to care if 

someone has money or not. 

It's better to value what's in 

people's hearts.

That's easy to say but  

most people are more 

interested in what people 

own, and most judge others 

by whether they have money.

Black Love
Bonolo Matlala

Black love smells like
Warm honey
Brown sugar
Fresh buttered bread
Fries on the stove
And cheerios with cold milk

Black love looks like
His broad shoulders
Her wide hips
His chiseled chin
Her full lips

Black love sounds like
Soft giggles in the back of the class
Direct eye contact, lip-biting and whispers of
“I want you” at a family gathering

Black love is the melanin of your skin.
The caramel of her skin.
The freckles on his cheeks
And everything golden about us.

Black love is you.
Black love is me.
Black love is the singing wind of Mama Afrika  

as it blows through the trees.
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There is a high unemployment rate in South 
Africa. Daily we read stories of graduates 

standing near traffic lights with posters listing 
their qualifications, pleading for jobs. 

I have no glib answers to solve the unemployment 
crisis, and I can only imagine how disheartening it is 
to follow the rules by going to school and attaining a 
qualification and then still end up unemployed. 

In my neighbourhood there is an elderly 
Zimbabwean man who is an old-fashioned cobbler. 
He has been working at the same corner spot for 
eleven years. We all take our shoes to him for fixing. 
He manages to match shoes to their owners without 
writing anything down. He runs a service where you 
leave your shoes for fixing overnight. The next day the 
shoes are always immaculately fixed and polished.

Opposite him, in the same street corner is a 
hanging spot for the neighbourhood’s unemployed 
youths, where they spend their days lamenting the 
state of unemployment. They stand on the corner 
from morning to dusk, enjoying the camaraderie 
of being in the same dark spot. At night they head 
home and check their smartphones for online job 
applications. Then they head to the internet cafe 
to send application documentation. These young 
men wait, at first hopeful, and then hopeless, as they 
receive rejection letter after rejection letter.

Last year the cobbler, who works under a self-
made shelter, allowed the three young men who loiter 
opposite into his shelter during a thunderstorm. 
Before this, there had not been much interaction 
between them. One of the three young men, let us 
call him David, watched while he worked. He counted 
the number of shoes by the price per mend, as he 
has a qualification in financial management and is 
interested in these things. David worked out that the 
cobbler made  around R11000 monthly.

David then asked to be mentored – he wanted to 
learn how to fix shoes and turn his time and energy 
into income. So for five months he sat alongside 
the cobbler and learned. He was a keen and quick 
student. After five months the cobbler bought him 
equipment to start his own shoe fixing stall.

David has set up a stall near the gate of the 
biggest mall. He gets plenty of customers, and he has 
hired a friend who initially was embarrassed about 
being associated with a friend who fixes shoes. They 
are now working together and making some decent 
money while waiting to be employed.

Working in a stall fixing shoes might have not 
been the dream they had for themselves. But the 
time they are spending being self-employed is 
teaching them valuable lessons that will serve them 
well. They are learning to time manage, to budget, to 
meet customer expectations, to problem solve – and 
they are gaining money in the process. By the time 
they get work for the qualifications they have studied 
for, they will have polished their work ethic.

There are several lessons to be learned from 
people like our cobbler. Many immigrants do not 
have work permits because they are economic 
migrants, and so are forced to become self-reliant 
through self-employment.

David discovered that time can be a resource, like 
money. He and his friends had as much time in the 
streets as the cobbler, and then later they turned the 
time and energy into money.

Some immigrants can teach us to identify 
opportunities where there seem to be none. There is 
a Zambian woman who runs a laundry and ironing 
service from to the neighbourhood from her home. 
She identified a gap in the market – that there are 
busy working people who are not well off enough 
to afford a domestic worker, but have enough 
disposable income to occasionally have their linen 
washed and ironed by someone else.

The relationship between citizens and 
immigrants need not be adversarial; it can be 
symbiotic, as the relationship between David and 
the cobbler taught me. All that is required is the 
willingness to learn. Humans have moved and 
settled in different places because of things like war 
and famine from the beginning of time. Rather than 
trying to fight each other, we need to recognise that 
immigration is part of how humans live in the world, 
and that we can work together. ■

WORKING TOGETHER
Michelle Myeko
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Chapter 1
Leila slipped her phone into her handbag just as 
Alletta came around the corner. 

“What are you hiding?” Alletta said. 
Leila knew that telling Alletta anything about 

Hardy would be a bad idea. She saw Leila as a 
stupid, naïve young woman. If Alletta knew about 
Hardy she’d have more fuel for her already steadily 
burning fire. 

“Nothing.” 
Leila went back to entering the new books 

that had arrived at the library into the computer 
system. She wished Alletta would leave. One of the 
things she liked most about her job at the library 
was the long hours she spent alone with books, 
at her desk in the storeroom. Books had always 
been her friends. Much easier to understand than 
people. That was why, at 19, she’d never had a 
boyfriend; well, that was until Hardy. 

Alletta rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I don’t care. 
Keep your secrets. We’re taking Dikeledi out for 
her birthday after work. You need to come. I know 
you’ll try to dodge like you always do, but I’m 
not allowing it this time. You need to get out and 
socialise, Leila.”

Leila tried not to sigh out loud. There was 
little she hated more than going to the pub across 
the street for these work functions. It wasn’t 
mandatory but she knew the fallout from not 
going, and she didn’t want that either. On balance it 
was easier just to go and suffer through it.

“Okay. Let me finish this,” Leila said. “I’ll find 
you there.”

Alletta rushed out the door calling back, “Don’t 
be too late. You might find us gone to the club!” 

Leila went back to her work. She would delay 
for as long as she could. Maybe she’d get lucky and 
they’d be gone. Then she could go home and be 
with Hardy. 

Should Leila go to the pub, or just go home? 

Why or why not?

Chapter 2
An hour later she walked in the door of the noisy pub 
and straight away she heard Dikeledi’s voice: “Leila! 
We’re over here!”

Leila’s spirits dropped. Not only had she not 
missed them, she came late enough for them to be 
well on their way to being drunk. She knew Alletta 
and Dikeledi got over-emotional when they were 
drinking. It always made Leila uncomfortable. 

When she got near the table, Dikeledi jumped up 
and gave her a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. They 
were not that sort of friend, just work colleagues, 
but it was her birthday so Leila tried not to act as 
awkward as she felt. 

“Sit!” Alletta ordered. “You arrived just in time; 
we just got a new pitcher of margarita.”

Leila didn’t normally drink, but took the glass that 
was offered anyway. She looked around the table. 
Her boss was there: Mr Babedi. And Alletta’s always-
around boyfriend, Boxer, who once told Leila he’d 
never read a book in his life. Leila looked at him that 
day as if he had said he was a serial killer, and she 
had felt almost that way about him ever since. 

Luckily Leila was sitting next to Mphoentle, who 
was her favourite co-worker. She was not as loud 
and boisterous as Alletta and Dikeledi, but not quite 
as reserved and quiet as Leila. So she was a good 
connection between her and all the others. 

Mphoentle pushed a plate of nachos at Leila. “You 
better eat these. That margarita is strong and I know 
you don’t drink much.”

“Thanks,” Leila said. She ate some nachos and 
took a sip of her drink, which was much nicer than 
she had anticipated it would be. 

Then she heard her phone beeping in her 
handbag. She knew it was Hardy and so wanted 
to check what he had messaged her. They only 
communicated by messages, but they were lovely 
messages and Leila appreciated every one. Her 
heart always jumped a bit when she heard that tiny 
ding to indicate a message had arrived.

She noticed the others were busy listening to 
Dikeledi talking about her last birthday that she’d 

Catfish 
Lauri Kubuitsile
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celebrated at Victoria Falls. Leila quickly took the 
opportunity to look in her bag to check her phone. 

Good evening, Lea. Are you 
home from work yet?
Leila smiled. Hardy liked calling her Lea. She 

thought it was sweet. She liked that he paid attention 
to her day, cared that she got home from work all 
right. He was lovely like that. She quickly texted back. 

Hi Hardy! I’m out with work friends 
for someone’s birthday. 
But I’m going to leave soon. 
How was your day?
She looked up and saw Dikeledi was looking at 

her. Leila dropped her phone in her handbag and 
quickly zipped it shut. 

“What are you up to, Leila? Are we boring you?” 
Dikeledi asked. 

“No … I just … I needed to text my mum is all,” 
Leila lied. 

Alletta looked at her. “You’re acting very sneaky, 
Leila. That’s quite unlike you. What’s going on?”

“Sneaky? Me? No, I’m not acting sneaky. Why 
would you say that?” 

Even Leila could hear the panic in her own 
voice; they surely heard it too. She needed to calm 
down. She was acting as suspicious as they were 
accusing her of acting, and that was not going to help 
anything. 

Dikeledi looked at Alletta and back at Leila. 
“You’re hiding something from us. What is it?”

Leila didn’t know what to do. In a panic, she 
downed her drink and pushed the glass at Dikeledi. 
“This is great. Can I have some more?”

Dikeledi filled her glass and, for the moment, 
they were distracted when the cake arrived and 
everyone was singing happy birthday. Even with the 
singing, Leila heard the tiny tinkling of the bell of her 

phone. They weren’t looking. What would it hurt to 
just look at the message? 

Lea, I finished Black Rabbit Summer. 
It was great. Thanks for the recommendation. 
You really are a connoisseur when it 
comes to books. Have fun with your friends. 
We’ll talk later. XXOO

Question format: Why is Leila so secretive 

about her relationship? Should she be more 

open about it?

Chapter 3
Leila didn’t realise she was smiling until 
Mphoentle asked her what she was smiling about 
inside her handbag.

“Nothing,” Leila said. But then, maybe it was 
the alcohol that suddenly arrived in her brain, or 
maybe just her happiness at having someone as 
lovely as Hardy in her life, but she, unfortunately, 
continued, lowering her voice to a whisper. “I was 
reading a text from my boyfriend.”

“You have a boyfriend, Leila? That’s great. How 
long have you been dating?” Mphoentle asked. 

“Two months. His name is Hardy Miller.” Leila 
could not believe she had said that out loud to 
another human being. 

“Two months and he’s never come by the 
library?” she asked. 

“He lives in … London.”
“In London? Wow! How did you meet?” 

Mphoentle asked. 
“Well … we haven’t really.”
“What do you mean?” Mphoentle looked 

confused. 
“I mean we haven’t really met yet. I mean … I met 

him online. I met him on one of these dating sites.”
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“What? That’s crazy,” Mphoentle said. “How 
do you even know he’s telling the truth? Leila, you 
need to be very careful. There are people out there 
just looking for people exactly like you. They’re 
called ‘catfish’. He might have lots of girls he’s 
talking to. He might even be married or not even 
be a boy. I’ve heard so many terrible stories.”

Leila regretted telling her now. She wished she 
could take the words back. Mphoentle was talking 
about other people – not Hardy. He wasn’t like that 
at all. 

“No, Hardy’s not a catfish. I know he’s not. I … I 
just do. He’s not … he’s just not like that. You don’t 
understand.” 

Leila knew she shouldn’t have said anything, 
not even to Mphoentle. She needed to leave; she 
needed to be home. She suddenly felt scared and 
uncertain. She wished she could take her secret 
back and keep it safe in her heart where it had 
lived for these two months, making her happier 
than she’d ever been before. 

She suddenly stood up. The chair scraped and 
the group looked her way. “I forgot … I need to go … 
I’ve got a … my mother is ill.”

Alletta looked at her. “You forgot your mother 
was ill?”

“No, I mean my mother texted to say she was ill 
… I need to go,” Leila said, picking up her handbag 
and heading toward the door. 

She heard Dikeledi behind her: “But you didn’t 
even have any birthday cake!”

Do you think Hardy is real or a 'catfish'? 

Chapter 4
Leila nearly ran to the taxi stop. All she wanted was 
to be home and talking to Hardy all night through 
messaging. She knew he was real. She didn’t care 
what Mphoentle thought or what any of them 
thought. She and Hardy had shared lots of things 
with each other. He was not lying, making some 
false persona to capture her in some way. She 
knew it! She might not have any facts to prove it, 
but she knew in her heart. And more importantly, 
she was sure she knew Hardy’s heart. 

On Monday when they were back at work, to 
Leila’s surprise, Dikeledi, Alletta and Mphoentle 
were waiting for her at her desk deep in the 
storeroom. 

“Good morning,” Leila said warily. “Did you all 

have fun at the birthday party?”
She could tell by their faces that they were not 

here to talk about how the party progressed after 
she left. They knew her secret; they all knew it. She 
slumped into her chair and waited to see what that 
was going to mean for her. But Leila knew – it was 
not going to be good. 

Alletta pulled up chairs around Leila’s desk and 
they all sat down. They all wore faces of concern. 

“We’re worried, Leila,” Alletta said. 
“About what? I’m fine.” She gave Mphoentle a 

dirty look. 
“They forced me to tell them,” Mphoentle said. 

“Honest, Leila. I didn’t want to.”
“It’s because we care about you,” Dikeledi said. 
“Leila, this Hardy person is going to take 

advantage of you. I know about these things,” 
Alletta said. “You’ve never even had a boyfriend. 
This guy can sense that. That’s how this thing 
works.”

Dikeledi and Mphoentle nodded their heads. 
Leila looked away. Her eyes were filling with tears. 
Could they be telling the truth? Was Hardy just 
‘caring’ about her and saying all of the lovely things 
he said just to get something from her? Was it all a 
lie? Maybe she was too trusting, too naïve. She felt 
sick to have to think it though. 

“Give us your phone,” Alletta said. 
“Why?” Leila asked. 
“We want to check out this guy,” Dikeledi said. 
They were wearing her down. Maybe they could 

find out what Leila couldn’t. She handed them her 
phone. They copied down his details and handed 
the phone back to her. 

“Okay then,” Alletta said. “We’ll get to work on 
this scam artist.”

“But he’s not asked me for anything …” Leila 
said weakly. 

“Not yet!” Dikeledi said. “We know these types.”
They left and Leila let her head fall on the 

desk. She felt sick but she wasn’t sure why. Was it 
that she feared Hardy would be found out to be a 
catfish and all that they had between them would 
disappear in a cloud of lies? Or was it that she felt 
she’d now betrayed him? Whatever it was, she 
wasn’t looking forward to what would come of it. 

Do you think you could fall in love with a person 

you had only ever texted with?
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Chapter 5
A few days passed. She still messaged Hardy but 
tried to keep things more distant. He kept asking 
her what was wrong, but she always told him 
nothing. 

At the same time, Dikeledi and Alletta had set 
up a fake profile for a young woman called Carla 
de Beer who also lived in Joburg. Carla started 
chatting to Hardy too. 

“He told Carla a different story from the one he 
told you,” Alletta said to her after a few days. “If he’s 
telling the truth, why are his stories different?”

“I don’t know.” Leila didn’t want to hear this. 
“But one thing I can say, he told Carla he’s 

already seeing someone. That’s a good sign,” 
Alletta said. 

Leila’s hopes rose. “Yes … yes, that’s a good 
sign.”

“But I don’t think he lives in London. He told 
Carla he grew up on a farm in South Africa.”

Leila’s hopes fell again. Why would he say that? 
He told her he lived in London. It’s all true then: 
he’s just a liar and a scammer. She was devastated. 
After that, she ignored his messages even though 
it was hard. Because shutting off a heart was more 
difficult than Leila had anticipated. 

A few nights later, just before Leila was about to 
go to sleep Hardy sent her a text. 

I need to tell you something. 
But not on text. Can we talk 
on the phone?
Despite her resolve not to, Leila messaged back:
Won’t it be expensive? You’re in London.
She waited for him to reply. What was he going 

to say now? 
Can I just phone you? It’s urgent.
Leila agreed and waited by the phone. It rang 

and she looked at it. She was afraid. What would 
she say to him? Her friends set him up and now 
she knew he was a catfish, a liar, just like they had 
warned her. But she knew she’d never be able to 
say that to him. 

She picked up her phone. “Hello?”
“Lea? It’s me. Hardy.”
They were right. He had a South African accent. 

He had lied. She held back her tears though. 
“Hello, Hardy,” Leila said. “You sound South 

African.”
“I am South African,” Hardy said.
“Yes. I can hear it in your voice. Why did you 

not tell me? Why did you lie and say you lived in 
London?”

“I never lied to you,” Hardy said. “I do live in 
London. I’m at university here. My parents moved 
here when I was 16.”

“But why wouldn’t you say you were from South 
Africa?”

“I don’t know … It never came up. We talked 
about books and other things.”

He was mixing her up. Omission is lying too. 
Why would he not say he was from South Africa? 
Yes, they had talked about other things, but still? 
It proved he was a liar just as Alletta and Dikeledi 
had suspected. 

“Why are you calling me, Hardy? What is it 
you want?” Leila tried to harden her voice so as 
not to let the emotions that she was feeling come 
through. 

“I know you are Carla de Beer,” Hardy said. 
Why would he say that? How would he even 

know?
“I knew straight away that Carla De Beer was 

fake,” he said. “I suspected it was you even if I 
hoped that it wasn’t. But I can’t deny that I’m very 
disappointed.”

“Me?” Leila said. “I would never do that! I’m not 
a catfish – you are!”

“Lea, why didn’t you just ask me? I would have 
explained everything, I would have answered any 
question you had. I was so hurt when I found out 
that the Carla de Beer messages were coming 
from the same public IP as yours. My tech friend 
checked for me.”

Leila couldn’t stop the tears now. They were 
tears of disappointment and also anger. Hardy 
thought she was the liar and that was so unfair. 

“Why did you lie from the start?” Leila said. 
“Why did you say all of those nice things? Why did 
you tell me I was your girlfriend, when you knew 
you were just a liar?”

“I was honest with you. But you couldn’t be 
honest with me. Everything I said I meant. I love 
you, Lea. But I can’t love someone who is so sneaky 
and untrusting.”

He hung up before she could explain that it 
wasn’t her, that she was not Carla de Beer. She fell 
asleep crying. 

What should Leila do now? 
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Chapter 6
In the morning at work Leila avoided everyone. 
She didn’t want to talk about anything. She wanted 
only to be left alone to nurse her broken heart. 
If she had only kept her secret, then Alletta and 
Dikeledi would not have catfished Hardy with Carla 
de Beer and they would still be happily together. 
Now it was all ruined. 

She’d gone through all of their messages and 
he was right, they’d never talked about growing 
up. They started talking about books and then it 
was just their daily lives. He was right. He hadn’t 
hidden anything. It just never came up. 

In the afternoon, Dikeledi and Alletta arrived at 
Leila’s desk. 

“What do you two want?” Leila said. 
“Leila, Hardy messaged us. He thought we 

were you. We explained the truth. But we think we 
messed everything up for you two,” Alletta said. 
“We’re sorry.”

“Yes! You did!” Leila shouted. “Why couldn’t you 
just leave me alone?”

“We thought we were protecting you. We 
thought we were helping,” Dikeledi said. 

“Well, in the future just remember I don’t need 
your help.” Leila turned to her computer though 
her eyes were filled with tears. “You can go now. 
I’ve got work to do.”

They left and Leila rushed to the bathroom. She 
went into a stall and cried until there were no tears 
left in her eyes. She’d loved Hardy, but she had to 
accept that it was over now. 

At her desk she got back to work. Her life would 

shrink back to how it was before Hardy. It would 
be work and home. Books and quiet walks alone. It 
had seemed a good life then, but now it seemed so 
lonely. 

She fetched a stack of new books from the 
storeroom and sat down at her desk to start 
entering them in the computer system. Just then 
she heard her phone ding. She looked down at the 
screen and her heart stopped for a moment. It was 
a message from Hardy. 

I’m sorry. I was wrong. I accused you 
without listening. Your friends told me the 
truth. They were trying to protect you 
from me. But they don’t need to. I love you. 
Will you forgive me, my dear Lea?
Leila looked down at the message. Had she ever, 

in all her life of reading, read such beautiful words 
before? She grabbed up her phone and wrote back:

I forgive you. Yes! I forgive you!
Two months later, Leila was gathering up her 

things to leave work when Alletta poked her head 
in the office. “So, are you off to the airport then?”

“Yes,” Leila said. “I’m so nervous. But I can’t 
wait to see Hardy in person.”

“Don’t be nervous. Hardy’s a good guy. You two 
are going to hit it off in person just like you did 
online.”

“I hope so.”
Leila rushed outside to the taxi she’d booked 

to take her to the airport, and to bring them back 
to her flat once she’d collected him. Despite her 
nerves, she knew Alletta was right. She knew 
she and Hardy would be fine. The thing is, unlike 
Alletta, she’d known it all along. ■ 

What do you think?

Social media has been great 

for dating and meeting people 

who suit you.

Social media has brought 

so much pain and heartache, 

it's much better to meet 

people locally, face to face.

Do you know what  

a catfish is?

Originally a catfish was just a kind of 

fish. But today it has come to mean 

something dif ferent: Urban Dictionary 

defines it as 'a fake or stolen identity 

created or used for the purposes of 

beginning a deceptive relationship'.
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Book review: Catfish 
Motebang Disene

The author is one of those talented writers 
who draws inspiration from anything and 

any place possible. According to her, she could 
easily be inspired by something she hears, 
sees on the TV and even just something in her 
regular everyday life. In the story, ‘Catfish’, she 
came with a fresh, unique and clever approach 
around the theme of cyber dating.

We all know that love is one mysterious but 
lovely thing that God has blessed us with. We 
also know that there is no manual for falling in 
love. Each one of us has a unique way of falling 
in love. Each one of us finds love in different 
places. Some find love in churches, stadiums, 
streets, and anywhere you can possibly think 
of, while others find it in bizarre places you 
wouldn’t think of; places like hospitals and 
even in banks – places of seriousness, where 
you might think people are not pleased to be at 
but, hey, love is everywhere.

To many, cyber dating is seen as risky 
activity as there are lots of perverts out there 
who lurk, preying on vulnerable people, 
especially women, who just want love. People 
disguise themselves and even go to lengthy 
measures like using celebrities’ photos to 
hook people. This is what the friends of the 
protagonist of this heart-warming story, 
Leila, also think about cyber dating. They are 
sceptical after learning that their ever-quiet, 
introverted friend is dating online with a 
stranger she hasn’t met, like ever!

This results in them convincing her to 
research this guy of hers just to be safe, to see 
if indeed he is genuine, and double check to 
see she is not falling in the trap.

Leila has never had a boyfriend. A librarian 
whose life is deemed as boring has suddenly 
found love – but with a mysterious guy who 
apparently lives in a different time zone.

She tries to hide the fact that she is seeing 
someone but ends up letting it out to her 

friends. They don’t trust this Hardy guy from 
London! They decide to lay a trap for him, but 
their precious friend ends up caught up in it. 
Leila is on the brink of losing all, thanks to her 
protective friends, and she learns the hard 
way that not everyone should be boxed and 
stereotyped.

I love how the story sheds some positivity 
on cyber dating, and perhaps does stir people 
to give internet dating a chance (but they must 
be one hundred per cent alert and aware of 
cyber bullies and criminals).

I absolutely love each character from the story. 
I love how Mphoentle, Dikeledi and Aletta are 
protective of their dearest friend, Leila, and would 
actually do anything for her. I think we all deserve 
to have friends like Leila’s. As much as they 
went about this in an extreme way, surely Leila 
understands that they were looking out for her.

The pace of this story is so gently slow. 
I got wafted into this cute story’s six short 
chapters that I absolutely loved. The author 
really achieved her goal. I love the irony of how 
Leila’s friends are the one who catfished Hardy 
because they are the ones who are hellbent on 
the activity of catfishing.

A totally relaxing story worth reading and 
rereading by young adults and teenagers. 
Cellphones can connect us in a big way, they 
can even connect hearts! This was warmly 
illustrated through Kubuitsile’s penmanship. 
It is absolutely worth a read. You will love and 
enjoy it! I rate it the whole five stars. ■

Write a review
Write a review of a book or story of your 
choice. See how in the review above 
Motebang gives us a taste of the story, but 
doesn’t give away too much. He also gives his 
own feelings about it.
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the sun-baked stoep
Singathiwe Athiwe Mthethwa

I remember walking on the sun-baked hot stoep 
after school to go and play.

I remember Ma’am Nkosi, my Grade 1 teacher, 
standing by the door in her flowing floral skirt.

I remember the smell of my first pencil case – it 
was yellow with blue lines and smelt like 
endless possibilities.

I remember Dad coming to check on Mom, and the 
only thing standing between them was Gogo’s 
half hedge by the side of the yard.

I remember sunny summer days sitting under 
Gogo’s big apricot tree with Mom, watching 
the neighbours pass by.

Sundays 
Phumelele Buthelezi

I  remember when Sundays were the best days 
of the week because you couldn’t wait for 
Monday.

I remember the excitement of wearing new shoes 
and the smell of freshly polished new leather.

I remember butterflies on the first day of high 
school, the intimidating high walls around the 
playground and suddenly thinking of primary 
school and how I thought I had it mastered.

I remember the irritation of being asked out by 
boys in higher grades.

I remember how Mama used to say that if a boy 
asked you out you should run away from 
him or else all your teeth would fall out if you 
talked to him.

I remember my first crush and how afraid I was of 
going home, as if the guilt of talking to a boy 
was written on my forehead for Mama to see.

I remember my heart beating so fast when a boy 
spoke to me – it was pleasant and frightening 
at the same time.

I remember the chills under my armpits as I 
suddenly froze from the heat of my beating 
heart – how could I tell him not to speak to me 
without fear of my teeth falling out?

macarena 
Nothando Biyela

I remember a time when the makarena put joyful 
cheers in people’s mouths.

I remember a time when rhythm and dance 
were the best form of communication and 
expression.

I remember playing hopscotch and deliberately 
forgetting my homework.

I remember holes in my school shoes and the rain 

pouring in on my toes, izinzwane zami zazi 
shaya idadamu.

I remember my mom’s awful cooking, but it was 
humbling because she tried her best.

I remember the sweet taste of victory when I 
became 1st Miss Mandeni in primary school.

I remember doing twirls for friends and family, oh 
that exciting moment!

when I had it all 
Siphamandla Vezi

I remember when I thought I had it all.
I remember the walks at the mall, the food I ate,
I thought I had made it.
I remember the TV shoots, the radio interviews,
I thought I had made it.
I remember 5th of December 2016 at 09:30 in 

Fourways Netcare Hospital, where reality 
kicked in.

I remember your last breath and having to start 
all over again.

I remember you, Tata Sfiso Ncwane.
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the Doo-be-Doo song 
Zakhele Mkhize

I remember when Freshlyground composed the 
‘Doo-Be-Doo-Be-Doo’ song. Those days were lit.

I remember the whole country was happy – that 
song brought pure joy.

I remember my grandmother and grandfather 
beshayo ama-get down. We would laugh at 
them. Those were happy times, even the 
beatings disappeared in those times.

I remember my mother played that song over and 
over. She would dance all around the house. 

My Grandma Thandi, My Home
Singathiwe Athiwe Mthethwa

D urban can feel so foreign sometimes. I have 
been dreaming about going back home a lot 

these days. I miss my Gogo.
I imagine walking through the gate and the first 

thing I’d hear is her shouting at anything she sees 
wrong in the house, with the loud jazzy sounds of 
Hugh Masekela in the background, and the smell of 
freshly cut grass, egcekeni, home. It’s true what they 
say: “Home has never been the walls but the people”.

I remember when I was younger, about seven 
or eight, she would yell, “Hambisa okwe-lady 
uziqhenye”. It only started making sense the more 
I grew. I remember she would take me wherever 
she went and show off her first granddaughter, not 
that I am complaining. I kinda loved the attention, 
my favourite was hers. She always looked at me like 
she’d never seen anything more precious.

She would make and sing music with me and 
made sure I was fed, more like overfed. How I 
wish to come back to Gogo Thandiwe’s soft, filling 
dombolo and beans, but that’s one wish even God 
can’t make true. I can’t come back to her shouting, 
her food nor the loud jazz music anymore.

Dad says years back she woke up one morning 
and started knitting in preparation for a baby 
girl. When he asked her, she replied, “Uyeza 
uSingathiwe.”

“But Mama, who is that?” my Dad would ask in 
curious confusion. Dad says that she would just 

smile and say, “She is my Singathiwe.”
A few weeks later my parents learnt they were 

pregnant and it was a girl.
Till today nothing flatters me more than 

realising she knew about my arrival before my 
parents even figured they had conceived. Most 
found it to be expected since she had a gift and was 
a sangoma, but to me it meant more.

I remember feeling lemon was sweeter 
compared to when the thief took her and we had 
no choice but to let go. I swear I felt robbed, why do 
I feel that way? Is it because they hid it from me till 
two days before they, well we, laid her to rest. Was 
it because I never got to say goodbye?

After the funeral when everyone was gone all 
that lingered was the scent of her. I swore if I threw 
that scent in a wishing well all the wishes in the 
world would come true.
Silver lining: though she is physically gone I know 
she is with me everywhere I go. She is my guardian 
angel. My grandma Thandi. ■

Every time that song came on the radio we 
would be overwhelmed with excitement. 
Oh boy! those were days of laughter and 
happiness.

I remember that people came together and were 
sensitive to the needs of others and their right 
to be different.

Write your memories
What are some of your memories? Write at 
least three sentences (or paragraphs), each 
one starting with the words: I remember …
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Using the Funzine in your reading clubs: 
session outlines

Names
•  Read My name is a problem (p2). Ask 

participants for their opinions on how 
important it is to pronounce people’s names 
correctly. 

•  Then read Aluta continua (p3) and A beam 
of light (p4). 

•  Participants can then do the writing activity, 
writing a paragraph describing their name, 
who gave it to them and how they feel about it, 
for instance.

• Ask participants to read their paragraph to a 
partner. Ask some to read out to the group.

• Ask them what names they like the best, or 
what they would name a child.

Proud to be me
• Ask confident readers to take parts and read 

the play Proud to be me (p5) out loud. Stop to 
discuss the questions briefly at the end of each 
scene.

• Discuss the speech bubbles at the end of the 
story. What do participants think?

• Ask a confident reader to read the poem Black 
and proud (p9).

Something special
•  Read Pedal forward (p10)  and then do the 

activity ‘Words describing feelings’ at the end 
of it.

• Read Lefty and the other shoe (p11).
• Get participants to either do the writing 

activity at the end – the story of your shoes – 
OR just ask them to choose anything special to 
them and write about that (e.g. a special item 
of clothing, a special photograph).

• Ask participants to edit their work: did they 
include details about their shoe – or something 
special – the colour, feel, smell of what they 
were describing? Small details – and direct 
speech – can make their writing come alive. 

• Ask participants to read their piece to a partner, 
then get some to read to the whole group.

Death
• Read Dear black people, we need to 

rethink our funerals (p12). Ask participants 
what they think – do they agree?

• Do the Vocabulary Activity – notice that it is 
a matching activity, words having the wrong 
definitions. Participants can write the words 
with their correct definitions in their own 
notebooks.

• Read and appreciate the poems and the 
explanation of the Grim Reaper.

• Read the poems The memory box and The 
lasting box. The writers chose a special 
person and put special things in a box. 

• What special things would your participants 
put in a box for someone special? (The things 
can include kisses, hugs, thoughts, as in the 
example poems.) Let them write their own 
poems.

Fable
• Read The great divide (p15), getting 

participants to discuss the questions at the 
end of each chapter.

• Answer the questions in the ‘About fables’ 
activity, and also find the metaphors shown 
in the pictures.(Cattle ribs compared to guitar 
strings. Fresh and tender livestock compared 
to a baby’s bottom.)

• Then, if you have time, ask participants to find 
words they are not sure of in the story, besides 
those that are given definitions. Ask them to 
work out what they think the word means from 
the context. Make a list of these words to look up 
in a dictionary to check their meanings.

Metaphors
• Read the poems on pages 19 and 20.
• Ask participants which line or poem they 

really liked, and why.
• Get participants to draw the metaphor table 

in their notebooks and then add their own 
words to the lists – adjectives, concrete nouns 
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(things you can touch, taste, see) and abstract 
nouns (feelings, ideas, such as freedom, hope, 
jealousy, etc.) Then do the list separately, first 
a list of adjectives and then a list of concrete 
nouns etc.

• Then get them to write their own poem. Each 
line starts with: I am … and then they choose 
an adjective, concrete noun or abstract 
noun (e.g. I am an old book of confusion!)

• Ask willing participants to read their poems 
out loud. (Remind them that they are not 
expected to make a whole lot of sense.)

Covered in blood
• Read the story Covered in blood (p22) or get 

participants to read it to each other in small 
groups. Let them answer the questions at the 
end of each chapter.

•  If you have time, ask participants to complete 
the writing activity after it, individually or in 
pairs. Ask them to read theirs to a partner, and 
then get some to read to the whole group.

•  Ask a confident reader to read the poem I 
write letters (p27).

Chess
• Read You win some, you learn some (p28). 

See if participants can recognise the different 
chess pieces. 

• Then read Phiona, Chess Queen (p29).
• Ask participants what games they enjoy (it can 

be card games, a sport, or a board game). 
• In pairs, give participants a short time to write 

down instructions in any language on how to 
play one of the games mentioned above.

• Let pairs swap instructions and see if they 
understand the instructions. Instructions are 
very hard to write accurately – identify and 
praise the best set(s) of instructions!

My hood
• Read the five pieces of writing on pages 

30, 31 and 32 where writers describe their 
neighbourhoods. 

• Then get participants to do the activity (p32) 
and write their own story about where they 
live, and how they feel about it. OR they could 
write it in a poem format: they write ‘I come 
from a place where…’ and then complete the 
sentence. They repeat this three times at least, 

completing the sentence in different ways.
• Ask participants to share their work in 

pairs, with brave participants then reading 
to everyone.

Unrequited love
• Get six confident readers to read the play 

Unrequited love (p33) to everyone, or else 
divide the class into groups of six and get them 
to read the play in their groups.

• Discuss the speech bubbles at the end, and/
or get participants to write a short personal 
response to the ideas in the bubbles.

• Read the blog Working together (p39) for 
enjoyment, or let groups read it individually 
once they have finished the play.

Catfish
•  Read the story Catfish (p40) or get 

participants to read it to each other in small 
groups. Let them answer the questions at the 
end of each chapter.

• Then read the review of the story – it’s an 
excellent example of a book review as it gives 
a feeling for the story, gives the reader’s 
opinions, but doesn’t give too much away. 

• If you have time you could do the activity and 
ask participants to write a short review of one 
of the previous stories in the funzine.

Memories
• Ask participants to volunteer to read the 

different texts describing memories on page 
46 and 47. 

• Ask participants to tell a partner which text or 
poem they enjoyed most, and why.

• Then get participants to write their own 
memory. They can write about happy 
memories, memories of first love, of 
when they felt safe, or memories of being 
frightened. Remind them to use ‘images’ – 
word pictures, as in the poems they’ve read, 
so we almost get a little movie clip in our 
heads as we read their words.
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learn some
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