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    Chapter 1




    Hannah sped down the Mbabane-Manzini Highway in her rented Chevrolet Cruze as though her survival depended on it. It was always the case when she worked, and she was always working. Hers wasn’t what you call an eight-to-five job. It was some kind of mania, even if she wouldn’t admit it.




    Still incensed from her unsatisfactory outcome in Manzini, she overtook a snail-paced vehicle and honked at the driver as she passed. No one seemed to understand the urgency of her mission.




    When she’d engaged the Manzini Police Department, they’d been adamant that with no court order, Musa Shabalala’s failure to return home didn’t warrant a police search for him. His babynapping concerned no one, even those at the various television stations. Even the local newspapers chose not to mention the story. It appeared that pending the settlement of the divorce and the custody, that Musa Shabalala was fair game. Even though his mother, Betty, was frenzied, it appeared that everyone had consented to disregard the snatching; everyone! everyone but Hannah, who was not prepared to allow an eleven month old child, to become another casualty in a domestic conflict.




    ***




    The sun sparkled off a brown board that read ‘Café, Phone and Gas – next exit road.’ A muffled curse passed her lips. She’d sworn to call the office back in Mbabane at around ten. She flashed a quick look at her watch: one fifteen p.m. Notwithstanding her assertions, that she was absolutely able to take care of herself, her colleagues would be worried about her. Swerving off the road, she obeyed the sign and pulled up at a decrepit souvenir shop stuck at the side of the road. Its woody balcony needed only a gigolo with a sunhat covering his eyes, and a cheroot protruding between gritted teeth to be mistaken for the back lot of Channel S Studios. A large bird hung overhead, seemingly waiting for the shop to finish dying.




    The interior was dark with a faint musty stink. It was over thirty-four degrees Celsius outside and it had to be at least thirty-two inside. Apparently, there was no trace of a phone. Actually, there was no trace of life, but for the mould thriving on the angles of the old refrigerator case. Regardless of the tags promising ‘cold Coca Cola’ all around it, its mantelpieces were heaped with grimy brochures. They had titles that stimulated apathy at first sight, for Hannah. Titles like: Sex, Loneliness, and fathers. Hannah neither discussed nor read about such things.




    “Can I be of service?” Hannah turned around at the echo of a man’s voice. “Miss?”




    “Your container looks broken,” Hannah said, motioning towards the refrigerator. “Do you have something cold?”




    He shot the container a what-the-hell-is-that look. “Power’s out,” he eventually said. “None since four, maybe five weeks ago.”




    “All right then, a phone?” she asked.




    Just like her, he had denim trousers and boots on, but he had also added a cowboy hat, a blade on his girdle and a napkin around his neck. No one had told Hannah that in Siphofaneni, it was still the wild south.




    “Over there,” he said, motioning his head towards the dimmest part of the room. “Suppose it still works.”




    It was a British phone. Hannah couldn’t recall the last time she’d used one of these, but it served the purpose all right. It linked her to an operator, and she was connected to her office.




    “Social Welfare, Sophia speaking. Can I help you?”




    “It’s me,” Hannah said. “I’m a few kilometres past Siphofaneni now, so you can relax.”




    “Hannah? I’ve got Mrs. Shabalala on the line. Hold on a second, and I’ll tell her you’ve got everything in the palm of your hand.”




    “Just put her through, Sophia. I’ll talk to her myself.”




    She ran her fingers through her hair. The tiny phone booth was hot as a furnace, and she imagined something might have sneaked into her shirt. She hoped it was just a sweat bead.




    “Hannah,” Sophia went on, “Allow me to tell her. You have enough stress to handle without Betty Shabalala crying miles and miles away. I can manage.”




    “Appreciated, Sophia, but it’ll soothe her if she talks to me.”




    “Oh, it’ll soothe her. It’s you I’m concerned about.”




    There was a brief moment of silence, then Betty Shabalala was on the line. “Miss? Can you hear me?”




    “Yes, Mrs. Shabalala. Can you hear me?”




    “Oh! God be praised you’re there. I called John’s supervisor. I acted as if I was the bank, and that I required more information for his mortgage. It’s not enough to mother his child. He mentioned that John was leaving in a few days. When I pushed him harder, he said he supposed he might make a call in from the road, the road, Miss.”




    “I did imagine that. I did mention it to you that he would drive, didn’t I?” Hannah asked. Unless they could afford a private jet, they wouldn’t fly. It was too simple to track them that way.




    Mrs. Shabalala went on to talk about her former soon-to-be husband, and how getting Musa out of the country before the guardianship hearing befitted his character.




    Suddenly, her voice was choked with tears. “You’ll find Musa, won’t you?”




    “Of course,” Hannah answered. “Yes, I’ll find him.”




    “And you’ll bring him straight to me, right?” Mrs. Shabalala was candidly crying now, and Hannah had to wipe a tear from her eyes.




    “I’m sure I will find him,” she reassured her.




    If she failed to bring Musa back, she’d hold onto Ron Shabalala’s tail until the lawyer obtained some kind of court directive to bring the boy back. The imperative thing was to ensure that the man didn’t just take Musa and vanish off the face of the earth.




    “Do you have company?” Hannah asked, as she heard the unrelenting muffled sobbing. “I could request one of my colleagues to be with you while you wait.”




    A man’s voice echoed over the wire. “Miss?”




    “Who’s this?”




    “It’s Thabo Masuku. Betty’s father.”




    “I’m about two and half hours north of Lavumisa now.”




    “Please get him back, Miss. You can’t even imagine what it’s like to lose a child. I hope you never know such heartache and sorrow. I’m really begging the Lord on your behalf …”




    Hannah’s eyes finally gave way to tears. “I’ll get him. I give you my word.”




    She ended the call with her thumb and held the handset to her chest for almost a minute. Deep hatred for Ron Shabalala ripped her insides; and the same went for most fathers. Every brainless last one of them, placing what they desired before what they had to know was important for their babies.




    When she stepped out of the phone booth, the retailer was waiting for her. He looked at her, and he gave her a cold tin of Coke.




    “Kept cold in the cellar,” he said.




    She grinned her thanks. “Do most people drive out here? I’m searching for a young boy and his dad.”




    “Little boys and their fathers pass here, I see plenty. Is the baby yours?”




    His eyes were caught on her blouse. She glanced down and noticed the soaking that her tears had marked on her navy jacket. For a second, she thought of playing on his sympathies, but her conscience wouldn’t let her do it, no matter how much she would have enjoyed claiming any of the children she sought, as her own. She swabbed her cheeks. She took out a picture of Musa from her pocket and gave it to the man.




    “I’m trying to find him for his mother, who is deeply sunk into apprehension and worry over him. If you did see him, it could be helpful.”




    The man looked intensely at the picture. What he saw was a lad of twelve months or so, almost throttling a downy dog in a sweet cuddle. The man gnawed the inside of his cheek.




    “He’s with his pa, you say?”




    Hannah nodded and motioned to take the picture back. The man seemed hesitant to give it back.




    “Whatever you can remember,” she said.




    He transferred his weight, massaged his chin, and mopped his hand over his denim trousers.




    “The other day,” he said, “a group of guys walked in here, nomads perhaps. I recall a gun casing on one of them. He mentioned something about waiting for a man with a child; he had a photo and asked if I’d seen them. Perhaps it was this one.” He shrugged and gave back the photo; the boy’s brown eyes grinning at them.




    “Do you have any idea where they were going?”




    “There is definitely one place where the hunters would be from around here,” he said, taking steps around the counter to the cash register and tapping Hannah’s drink with his finger.




    “Do you have a map? The mountains of Big Bend-Lavumisa are kind of tricky.”




    ***




    After thirty minutes of suggestions first one way then another, Hannah received a pencil sketch of the journey. Waving goodbye, she went into her car. She drove straight through St Philips. The place had tourist shops here and there that tried futilely to conceal the view. She then drove away from civilisation for the hills once again. There, she rumbled along behind a deep green Jeep full of holidaymakers cheering at the awesome sight of shrubs around Jozini. She, too, had cheered, until she realised that she was desperately lost. It was nearly an hour since she’d last seen a green Jeep; and since then, she had not seen even one person.




    She took the sketch map and parked on the edge of the thin road. Turning the map and studying it, she realised that she was nearly there. Regrettably though, she was about ten kilometres laterally side-tracked from her supposed destination, with no perceptible way of reaching the place she sought. But still somewhere in the jungle there were men waiting for Musa and his father to show up, and she was absolutely determined to be there when Musa and Ron Shabalala arrived.




    In the car, she flipped her bush of curly hair up on her head, paying little attention to the fact that she might look like a mop, and pulled the hair off her neck. She then engaged the car into first gear and slowly returned to the road, searching for a route to the eastern mountains. When she finally noticed a fairly indistinct track heading to the east, she swerved off the gravel road and went after it. After less than a five hundred metres drive it was apparent that the car could go no further. She got out of the car to have a look. Almost thirty metres ahead, the track ended unexpectedly at a slim natural stone bridge that protruded over a small winding river, the consequence of thousands, perhaps millions, of years of speeding water, on an arch that reached nowhere.




    Wondering what she ought to do, she took a few steps towards the bridge just to try and see where she was. As she walked through the scrub, she lost her footing and muffled a curse at her boots. Considering what the girls in the office had said about scorpions and snakes, she’d set aside her Pierre-Cardin shoes and donned leather boots and wondered how the nomads had ever escaped the bad guys in slick-soled boots that didn’t even give at the ankles.




    With one foot on the bridge, she peeked carefully over the edge. Underneath her, hundreds of metres below, was a desiccated riverbed. Stones, boulders and pebbles, in every tint of copper, orange and red, lay piled into heaps and heaps over each other. Doubtlessly, the river once extended over hundreds of metres. But as far as she could see, the landscape didn’t change. So, this was it. The mystical Lowveld people talked about so often. This is what they meant. In spite of being cynical at heart, she could feel the force around her.




    Folks who were fascinated by these metaphysical forces argued that the place had some kind of electromagnetic force. The Dlamini tribe and the Maziya group had walked around and around this place unwittingly, until new groups formed and couldn’t find each other, tricked by forces they later agreed were supernatural. Even the man who had made her the map in the dilapidated little shop had warned her about the confusing forests there.




    A pebble loosened under her foot, and she stepped back, hastily, away from the ridge. It descended, rolling over and over, and she listened for the eventual clicking sound when it struck the rocks below. When none came, she leaned over carefully to look over the edge. The boulder beneath her moved, and her hands waved in the air like a buffoon on a diving board who had changed his mind at the last minute. She tried to turn and propel herself to safety, but her body betrayed her. She yanked in a futile scrabble of arms and legs, trying to drive herself towards a safer spot against the cliff, but failed to obtain a firmer foothold – then it happened!




    Her screech reverberated against the high banks of the river, a screaming that simply carried on and on, tossing her from pebble to boulder, boulder to boulder, one wail after another, as she dropped in freefall down to the river. She struggled for breath, but none was available, as if she drifted down an empty passage, with no air. Her drift became sluggish until she felt buoyant, descending like a leaf falling off a tree in a cool breeze. However, there was no gentle wind, no breeze at all, not even air to inhale; No resonance either. As if in some nightmarish movie, her lips were parted, but nothing escaped through them. Nothing seemed to move, except for Hannah. She drifted in slow motion, like the special effect on television, and she started to accept the fact that death was imminent, waiting edgily for her life to splash abruptly in front of her, so she could lament her faults and be penitent before splattering to her death on the jumble of rocks below.




    Abruptly, air filled her lungs, and she screeched again, immediately as her body struck the water with a monstrous splatter. She descended tenderly until her body hit the base, and she then ascended, struggling for air, to the surface.




    ***




    Somewhere in the bushes near the river was Welcome. He hid lying on his abdomen, mingling with the shrubs and the rocks among which he hid, keeping an eye on the river. He was sure that the Dlamini boys were somewhere on the distant side, along with Thandi and the baby, all holed up in that hovel, relaxing and safe in the belief that he was a carcass, decomposing underground.




    He had kept his eyes on the surroundings for a while now. He couldn’t afford the risk of not watching the direction from which the Dlamini boys would come. How else could he find a lair that a considerable part of the law society in the adjacent town, and the constabulary hadn’t discovered yet?




    When a sudden shout shattered the quiet afternoon, it was like a real wallop from an empty sphere. Nobody had approached from either side of the river, but unexpectedly, here was someone floating like a plug on the surface, spluttering and heaving in great breaths. And the splash that preceded it; huge as if he’d leaped from the ridge of the riverbank; or dropped. He had no idea whether the youngster, apparently a boy, had intended to leap into the river, but apparently, from the way he scraped at the boulders, he was resentful about being there. Welcome thought of helping but considered it against his dysfunctional leg, the gradient of the mountain, and the minutes it would take to reach there; not to mention the danger of being exposed before he was ready to take a step. He decided not to move.




    The colossal stallion he had bound to a solitary tree shook its head, crackling the leaves. It sounded like a breeze, and Welcome was certain that nobody would mind the wind, particularly with the boy screaming as he dropped into the river. Welcome remained where he was and observed. He had no intention of showing-up until it was really too late for the Dlaminis to react to his appearance. The boy, whose lengthy fluffy hair stuck out from his skull, had successfully dragged himself onto a smooth rock just by the river. The guy had his boots on, suggesting that he had been either thinking of risking the ‘great jump’ or had simply slipped and slid down and was fortunate to be alive. His boots were apparently causing him discomfort now, and Welcome observed with detached amusement as the youngster jumped around and twisted, attempting to balance on the rock while he shook the wet boots off his feet.




    Even from afar, it was apparent to Welcome that he shivered, rubbing his arms up and down, squeezing his shirt fringes, and returning to the job of taking off his boots. It called for great self-control for Welcome not to let out a hoot when the youngster finally managed to get one boot off and toss it towards the riverbank. The youngster used his free foot to assist himself to remove the second boot with less effort, and it accompanied the first one on the bank.




    Taking a break to rest one hand on the bank, the baby then eased himself to the safety of the concrete bank. Welcome bowed his head swiftly when the boy shaded his eyes and gazed up at the cliffs.




    “Is anyone out there?” a feminine voice shouted.




    Welcome was aware of the tears in the voice, and he wondered just how young the guest was. Suddenly, Welcome was pleased to see that the baby had managed to reach the safety of the bank. The voice trembled with cold, and Welcome wanted to tell him to remove his wet clothes, but he didn’t dare reveal his hiding place.




    Fortunately, the baby was clever enough to consider undressing on his own. Satisfied he was alone, he started to undo his shirt. His back facing Welcome, he pulled the soaked shirt off his head. Welcome saw a strap running across the boy’s back. Wondering just why the boy had worn the strapping, Welcome elevated his head a bit, to make sure that his kaki hat blended in with the brownish rocks, as did all he had chosen to wear, ride, and carry. The boy began to peel off his navy denim trousers, most likely store-bought Welcome guessed, which was apparent from the way the sun’s rays sparkled off the fasteners. Under the slacks, instead of the customary long johns, was some delicate kind of fabric that hardly concealed the boy’s ass.




    Once more, the boy yelled, asking if anybody was out there. Satisfied, he removed the strapping that ran around his back and shoulders. He stretched each of the clothes out on the rocks to dry, and then eased himself down onto the rock. Touching the heap of fluffy hair, he removed some fasteners and allowed the curls to float free.




    An inquisitive feeling began to well-up in Welcome’s belly, and he unhurriedly turned to ascertain that no one approached from behind. A hunch suggested that something was amiss. He couldn’t tell what it was until the baby stretched out on the bank to dry. Welcome gazed down and noticed two smooth bosoms with dark nipples, attached to what he had taken to be a boy’s chest.




    ***




    She stretched her hair out around her head on the rock, and excluding the smallest triangle of fabric, which seemed to be bound to a ribbon and only concealed her most private of places she remained naked. She relaxed in the sun, just like the day she had emerged from her mother. She was there for the remainder of the afternoon, slumbering on and off, standing up and patting her clothing now and again, constantly gazing around, and not covering up until almost dusk. Welcome was aware of just how long she had remained there, simply nude, as he kept his eyes on her the entire afternoon. Certainly, his mind was on the Dlamini boys, regardless of where his eyes happened to loiter.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    She slid back into the wet garments as if that would resolve everything. Well, anyway, she wasn’t dead. After surviving the great fall, that was not to be taken for granted. As to where the well had emerged from was anybody’s guess. She was certain that there had only been big boulders and pebbles there when she’d gazed down from the stone-bridge. What should she do now? Her car was tens of metres above, and her pencil sketch-map was in the car. She was lost in a no-man’s land, and darkness was falling.




    Her boots stroked her feet through her awfully damp socks, and she was sure that she would develop blisters quite early before finding a bed to slip her boots underneath. Her soggy jeans excoriated her inner thighs and were cold and clammy as the sun’s rays played hide-and-seek with the shrubs that lined the cliff above her. The sketch-map had shown two ways that forked, and the address she searched for was somewhere along the right folk. She couldn’t see anything that looked like a path now that she was deep in the river canyon. If it wasn’t for the fact that she was an adult, and had she not trained herself to be courageous and capable and burly, she would have surrendered to the tears that threatened to block her sight. Instead, she snuffled stridently and wiped her nose on her shirt.




    Literally almost immobilised with pain and devastation but refusing to surrender, she raised her head and took off in what she hoped was the right direction. Before long, the stars would decorate the sky, and she could benefit from their guidance. How had the temperatures dropped so quickly when it had been so hot just a few hours ago? It was just the way everyone described the desert; as almost immediately after the sun goes down; all the heat vanishes. She remembered how sweaty she was when she had disembarked from the car, but now shivering overtook her.




    ***




    The earth had never appeared as silent as it was now as she paced to nowhere in the gloom. Only her footing, resonating from the rocks, walked with her. Every time she halted, only the wind was audible; with not even the sound of a moving car. She was at the opposite end of civilization. If the stillness was scary, the darkness was terrorizing. Darkness fell over the river, and it didn’t happen gradually. One instant she was engulfed by the loveliness of the mountains against the yellows and reds of the twilight sky, and the next moment, nothing was visible in front of her, and her overwhelming dread was that at any second, there could be nothing below her foot. The notion of dropping off the earth twice in a few hours halted her in her tracks.




    Well, she considered, trying not to surrender to her worries; Musa would still be there at daybreak, and she could still make it then. The best thing to do was just to settle down and wait until sunrise. Relying more on her sense of touch than her sight, she found a small stone and sat on it. As she sat her wet jeans hacked into her inner legs and calves.




    Damn! it was freaking cold. How freezing it is? She jested with herself. It’s so freezing that …




    Something scuttled over her left foot and started to work under her right one. She drew and held her breath and stayed absolutely motionless, saying her prayers without even stirring her lips. She could scarcely feel any motion under her right thigh. What was the best thing to do? That was the question. Should she lift her foot to let the intruder pass by, or would it be invited to bite her soft tissue through her stiff denims?




    Fortitude is virtue, Hannah. Be courageous, she encouraged herself, conscious that whatever it was, was gradually making its way out from under her foot. A second more, two at the most. Like a flash, she was up, trampling and yelling and hopping and shouting in the gloom as though the interloper had finally made its mark on her foot. Some people could settle in the centre of the wilderness and wait for the sun to come up, Hannah thought, but she wasn’t any of them. She fumbled in the dark; walking in what she prayed was the right direction.




    With the soreness on her feet, she imagined she had been walking for a couple of hours when she eventually noticed some smoke. It looked like an ash cloud against the murky sky, and it took her nostrils to confirm what she had seen. Civilisation! She scuttled towards the dirty fog, her feet ablaze as her sores rubbed against her damp socks and hard boots, shocked by how much further it was than it seemed. Who could have imagined that nostrils could smell smouldering stuff kilometres away?




    Candlelight glowed in the window, a male voice droned a hymn that seemed a lullaby, and a scent of fried chicken crammed the air. But she couldn’t creep up to the house yet. Not now. Not until she had dried her tears and collected herself. It took her a while.




    ***




    Finally, a man came to the balcony, and a second one followed, much shorter, with a tall lean dog that had lost an ear. Were these the guys who were to meet Musa and his father? Could there be such a pleasant coincidence? And they were crooning a lullaby. Had Musa already arrived? She cleared her throat, and the two men dropped to the porch floor. The dog exposed its fangs and snarled. In the soft glow that showed through the windows, she could see that the men had rifles, and that they were aiming them in her direction.




    “Who’s it?” One of them shouted into the dark.




    She didn’t know how to respond. Telling them her name would mean nothing to them and introducing herself as a member of the Social Welfare Child Section might only infuriate them and terminate any hope that she had of conning them into betraying themselves.




    “I … am,” she started to say in a rather gentle voice. She cleared her throat again. “I eeh,” she said more sturdily, “I apologise for troubling you, but I’ve missed my way, and I …”




    “Stand in the light so that we can see you,” demanded the man who had shouted before.




    “And don’t try anything stupid,” the other one added.




    He appeared younger than the one who had spoken before, more of an adolescent; and his short dreadlocked hair made him look more terrifying than she could have pictured.




    “No mischief, I’ve just lost my way,” she said, as she stepped to the light in front of the house.




    “There are ways of making sure you’re lost.”




    On closer scrutiny it was apparent that these men were more aggressive than she had imagined. It was just the way the man at the shop had said, two men with hunting guns. He had only forgotten to mention the dog, who was stiff with distrust.




    She felt a simple push on her back and cried out, certain that another dog had managed to sneak behind to her.




    “Very scared, aren’t you?” a man’s voice said, and she turned to see a third man. This one held a rifle only centimetres from her abdomen.




    “Oh my gosh,” Hannah said. “You terrified me to death. Where the hell did you come from?”




    The man smiled at her. In the dark he appeared menacing; the light from the windows reflected off his eyes, reflected off a rough scar on his face, such that for a second, she felt that she was involved in a TV show.




    “Hey, be cool,” she said, trying to show an audacity she didn’t feel. “Put away that thing, okay? See, if you guys want not to be disturbed, that’s completely fine with me. But would you allow me to stay on your balcony for the night only? I’m in fact not too comfortable with all this desert thing and I …”




    A sneeze brawled from within the house. A frail, ill sound, and the guys appeared to have forgotten all about her. The younger one got up, placed his gun down next to the door frame, and went into the house, his head indicating irritation.




    “Stay here, Topsy,” he said to the dog, who redirected his concentration back to Hannah. The other rose, initially kneeling and then he leaned against the balustrade.




    The man behind her nudged her from behind and he motioned with his head for her to move towards the portico. A man whose teeth included two gold ones and a dog waited for her. Both of them were salivating as they observed her climb up the steps. It was noxiously quiet. She then heard a lady’s voice. It was soft, broken up by coughs and wheezes, but it was certainly a woman’s voice, and the man tried with difficulty to hear it.




    The younger man came back, something around his riding boots jingled with every footstep he made, making him seem like some kind of concierge with many keys. He muffled something to the guy who still had his gun on her. He frowned, his pockmarked face pulsating, but he nodded and put the rifle down.




    “She’s calling for you,” the younger man told her.




    He opened the door and held it for her, and Hannah shrugged and walked in. Topsy remained on the portico.




    The chalet was comfy, the light from a paraffin lamp casting a yellow glow on the little room. It was jumbled with the clear signs of three men living with no woman’s care. Dishes lay around; with their desiccated scraps of food stuck to them and were swathed with filth or dust. Someone had been generous enough to place curtains on the windows and covers on the settee; but now they dangled at angles and were about to fall onto the grimy floor at any instant. Hannah struggled with the urge to put things in to place as she walked across the room. Wood burnt softly in a bin, its whisper almost a sigh as if out of deference for the ill woman in the other room.




    The fluffy bearded man stood intolerantly waiting for Hannah to come with him, apparently disgruntled with her inspection of the room. Her eyebrows lifted at seeing yet another gun, this one placed above the doorway in which he stood. He traced the direction of her eyes and scowled. Taking the gun, he jacked it open and took out two cartridges, or whatever it was they put in guns. Hannah was amused that he suspected that she would attempt to take the gun and point it at them. She hardly knew which end was dangerous. When he placed the gun back in its place by the door, it made a thumping noise that reverberated around the room.




    “Ready now?” he asked as he opened the door. He beckoned her to come in after him.




    The bedroom was dimmer than the first room. Dimmer and colder. It took a minute for Hannah’s eyes to adjust, and as they did, she cuddled herself for warmness. She’d lost hope that her damp socks would ever dry, and now she wanted to remove her boots to rub some circulation back into the veins. Perhaps they would allow her to stand in front of the fire a little before deciding to chuck her out into the cold night. She felt a wince in her chest – The chill? Or dread?




    In the middle of a tiny bed lay a petite woman, her body scarcely visible under the weighty bedding that covered her. Her face appeared rosy in the flickering light by her bed. Her eyes were shut, but Hannah was sure that if she opened them, they would be light brown.




    “Thandi, darling,” the man called tenderly, and she opened her eyes. Hannah had been right. “Here’s the woman you asked for.”




    Hannah watched Thandi swallow. It was clearly a great endeavour.




    “What’s your name?” she asked.




    Thandi’s voice was so weak that Hannah could hardly make out the words. She went closer to the mattress, where Thandi could get a good look at her. Perhaps Thandi could tell the men to allow her to take Musa and leave.




    “My name is Hannah,” she said sincerely. “I’m here to take the baby.”




    Thandi grinned at her softly. She shut her eyes and folded herself.




    “Thank you,” she muffled towards the roof. “I’ve been praying you could come. They adore him, but how far can men go in taking care of a baby?”




    “We’ve done everything you told us,” the man with the gold teeth said, apparently less terrifying in the ill woman’s presence.




    “You and Themba have been truly good, Thabani,” Thandi said, thinking; “but a child needs a mama, and it won’t be much longer before I’m gone.”




    Hannah gazed around. No one differed in opinion. The whole thing made no sense to Hannah. Thandi wasn’t Musa’s mother. Why would they bring Musa here? Certainly, they didn’t expect Thandi to take care of someone else’s baby in her state.




    “Has she seen a doctor?” Hannah asked. “What’s wrong with her, anyway?”




    “The doctor said nothing can be done now,” the younger man said. Themba, began to explain, but Thabani stopped him.




    “Quiet,” he said, and Themba frowned but took the instruction. “She’s using something over there,” the man said, pointing to a litre of some concoction.




    He gazed at the bottom of the mattress, not at any point did he look at the woman lying on it.




    “See,” Hannah began, “I have no idea what’s wrong with her, but it seems to me your wife needs a doctor real soon. Why not just take her to hospital?”




    “Hospital?” Thabani giggled. “Nearest hospital is in Siteki, Good Shepherd. Thandi can’t even make it to the wagon in the shed, not to mention all the way to Siteki.”




    “Why not call an ambulance? Or call your doctor again, at least. Perhaps he can recommend something over the phone.”




    Themba glared at her as if she had implied that they take Thandi to Good Shepherd on a bicycle. Thabani just grunted.




    “You’re from the big city, aren’t you?”




    Hannah turned around. It was the third man speaking. She hadn’t even seen or heard him follow them, but the younger one’s nippy steps jingled so noisily that it was difficult to hear anything else when he moved. This was the second time that the man had sneaked behind her, and the cold that crept up her vertebrae wasn’t from the freezing night this time.




    He started again. “I haven’t got a phone out here,” his revolting pockmarks running up and down his face, and he turned so that they sparkled on what little light there was.




    “Don’t have anything here,” Thandi said, her eyes set on Hannah; “not a thing, but sickness and death. Thabani get me some water please?”




    Thabani walked over to the bedside and filled a cup with water from a little pail. Tenderly, he held Thandi’s head and placed the plastic cup to her lips.




    “Your wife looks very ill,” Hannah said. “Can’t you ask to use your neighbour’s phone?”




    “She isn’t my wife,” Thabani said, the gold teeth catching the paraffin lamp light and shooting sparks in the dim light.




    “And we haven’t got any neighbours,” Themba said, a grin disturbing the corners of his mouth.




    “Is she yours?” Hannah asked the third man, whose name was still not known to her.




    He appeared the most composed of the three, but in that tranquillity, prowled a restiveness that made her more scared of him than the rest.




    “No,” he responded, standing against the door frame as if he didn’t mind a thing in this world.




    His eyes ran over the ill woman’s figure, revealing the fine side of his face, nearly fine-looking in the dim light. Hannah felt his eyes turn to her, but when she gazed at his eyes, they were fixed on the far end of the room, as if the shades held some appeal for him.




    “Anyway, whosoever’s woman she is, she appears pretty damn sick,” Hannah said.




    “You have a big mouth, girl,” the man responded. “Where are you from, anyway?”




    “Yes,” Themba seconded. “How did you locate this place, huh? How did she find us, Mandla?”




    Thandi stretched out and put her hand on Hannah’s. It was warm to the touch, and Hannah placed the flipside of her free hand over Thandi’s brow. Not surprising, the lady was extremely hot.




    “I dropped from above, actually,” Hannah answered, a note of frustration apparent in her voice. She considered her answer. It was a fact, almost. “What difference does it make? We’ve got to act fast to rescue … this woman. Whose woman is she, anyway?”




    “Her man is dead,” the third man said, leaving the wall and taking a few steps into the room. “Died right after … well, you could say on his wedding night.”




    The three men laughed, and Hannah glanced down at Thandi enquiringly.




    “You came from above, did you?” Thandi asked, paying less attention to the men.




    It took great effort to say those words. Thabani placed the cup of water to her mouth again and elevated her head a little, to help her sip from it. He shot a look at Hannah, pleading with her to mutely concur with Thandi. The dog barked outside, a lonely, eerie call that crept down Hannah’s back.




    She smiled at the woman, who looked only twenty or so. “Yes,” she agreed, “I did.”




    “And you were sent to take care of my child?” Thandi asked, her breathing strenuous and her hand falling away from Hannah’s.




    “I was instructed to …” Hannah gazed around the room.




    Themba’s eyes were filled with tears, and the man they called Thabani gaped at a crevice in the roof. The last one, Mandla, turned and quietly left the room.




    “I … e-e-h …,” Hannah stumbled, but she was disturbed by the man’s return with a sleepy baby whose closed fists lingered over his eyes, rubbing them. He seemed nothing beyond eleven, twelve months old.




    Thandi started to cough hysterically, but the child was oblivious that his mother was drifting away, he still stretched himself out to her, and Hannah’s arms reached out of their own accord as she stepped forward and took the child from the man’s hands. She remained with him by the door, rubbing his back while his heavy head knocked against her chest as he attempted to fight sleep in vain.




    It was Musa, that was certain.




    “The lovely Lord brought you here to take care of my child, didn’t he?” Thandi pleaded, between coughs. “And you guys are aware that the good Lord will without fail put you to ruin just as certain as he’s punishing me if you upset a single hair of this seraph’s head. That’s the reason you’re here, Hannah, isn’t it? God sent you for this baby …”




    Hannah contemplated the matter as she kissed the boy’s brow and smelled the balmy sweet odour of the sleepy baby. The baby found his thumb without difficulty in his sleep and he began sucking on it. That and the spluttering of the kerosene lamp were the only perceivable sounds in the house. Who knew better about punishment from God?




    “Yes,” she said, just loud enough for herself and the woman approaching death in the tiny bed near her.




    She tried to disregard the fact that the man who had fetched the baby now held a gun to her head. In any case, if he really wanted to do it, he’d have first made sure that the child was safe, not with her.




    “Take Mashwa (Misfortune) back to his bed,” he instructed Themba. “And then show the girl a bed.”




    “I Suppose that would be under Thabani,” Themba said with a smile, but his smile disappeared as Mandla frowned.




    “No one is mounting anyone,” he said with a crisp finality. “And someone mind Topsy. He might be hungry. The damn dog’s howling is driving me nuts.”




    He motioned with his head and Hannah followed him. He pointed to a door at the end of the hallway. She smiled her thanks and went in, closing the door behind her. Then she took off her boots, removed her wet socks, and crept into the weird bed. It stunk as if horses and mules had used it for mating, but it was smooth and warm, and she was totally exhausted and bushed.




    She wondered if someone else had noticed yet that she had dropped off the face of the earth. She was certain that Musa’s mother and grandfather were frenzied by now, and that they had obviously called Sophia at the office. For a second, she wished that she was a significant person. Right now, her disappearance could warrant a police search.




    Oh, please, she whispered into the night, let someone come searching for me.




    ***




    Dawn presented Welcome with a surprise he wasn’t anticipating. He’d taken care of his needs and had his breakfast and lunch just before sunrise. He had been sitting on the ridge for just a short while when Thabani Dlamini’s horse came down to the river’s edge bearing two riders. Thabani turned around and let down the lady who Welcome had seen the previous day.




    She wasn’t wearing her Guess jeans anymore but had wrapped herself in some kind of long wrap-around skirt and a t-shirt Thandi often wore. Thabani lowered a soft sack and mumbled something to her. Welcome tried to listen but he couldn’t catch a word. He saw Thabani point towards some rocks, and the woman shaded her eyes from the morning sun as she gazed in the direction of his finger. She glanced at her wristlet and nodded. She stood looking at Thabani as he directed his horse to the rocks he had pointed at, and slowly he disappeared. Hannah picked up the bundle, hesitated for a moment, as though she wasn’t certain what to do, and then went closer to the water.




    Gosh! She possibly couldn’t teach a chicken to squawk, Welcome imagined as he looked at her approach the river, with her shoes on, and skirt hauling on the soil, mindless as the baby whose napkins she was no doubt about to wash. He pursed his lips and battled the urge to utter some words that had quickly leaped into his mind. ‘A stupid idiotic woman.’ But what more could he expect from someone who stayed with the Dlamini gang? He massaged his leg that was sore from remaining in one position for too long and counted himself in the same category.




    A few metres from the river, the woman sat down on a tiny rock to take off her shoes. She had forsaken her boots for soft flat shoes. From his point of view, they looked like genuine leather shoes, but he couldn’t be certain. He had heard that the Dlamini boys had some kind of arrangement with the South Africans and the Mozambicans, trading with them stolen rifles for various goods and services. He’d gathered, too, that the Mozambicans had offered their women. But this was no Mozambican, whose very light skin legs were now exposed as she tucked the front of her skirt up into her waistband and waded into the river with the bag of dirty clothes.




    He hadn’t seen women’s legs in over a year; apart from the exhibition this one had given him, of course, when she’d jumped into the river; sixteen months if he were to be precise; And the way things were now, he wasn’t certain if he’d ever be between a pair of them again. He was still sure of his prowess at it, all right. He’d tested that with a willing Mozambican woman who had pleasured him right in the presence of the traditional healer’s own son. But the bullets that had pierced his body had left his right leg nearly useless, and he was sure that between the scars and the clumsiness, that he was now a pitiful excuse for a man; surely no woman’s dream anymore.




    He remembered the girls who used to avail themselves after winning horses and marathon races in Big Bend, or those who had run after him when he had visited Lavumisa or Big Bend for leisure. Boys in the area always complained that there were not enough ladies, but they were always abundant for him, waiting for him after a contest, offering him home-cooked meals, offering to wash his clothes.




    Suddenly the woman screamed as she slipped in the water and caused Welcome to laugh. A fly on a mare’s ass had enough intellect to seek higher ground when flying across a river, but not her. The flipside edge of her skirt had become soaked that its weight had finally dragged her down. She squatted in the river, her buttocks half socked. She attempted to right herself when the current started to sweep her along.




    Thabani, who was seemingly taking a bath further downstream, ran towards her in his long dripping johns, slithering and slipping on the rocky base, shouting curses. By the time he got to the woman, she had started drifting down the stream, and the river was beleaguered with buoyant bits of dirty clothes that Thabani picked up as he ran after her in the angry water flow.




    “For life’s sake, woman!” he yelled after her. “Hold on to something!”




    “I’m fine!” she shouted back at him, wading her way to a ledge of rocks. “Pick up my jeans!”




    “What?” he yelled as he picked up her overalls and pulled her uncouthly from the water. She was painstakingly wet, and even from two hundred metres away Welcome could identify two dark nipples through the soaked fabric. Or perhaps he just imagined them – he wasn’t certain.




    He thought perhaps he would be treated to an exhibition, as Thabani stood there with her, staring at each other, the water dripping from their clothes. But Thabani just whistled, and his horse came running from farther downstream. Taking the blanket from his saddle, Thabani gave it to her and took the horse’s reins. He went back to his bathing site, not even glancing over his shoulder.




    Possibly it was not Thabani’s girl, Welcome figured. And certainly, someone this imbecilic couldn’t belong to Mandla. Themba? Yeah … she was just right for Themba. Two semi-idiots. Weren’t there laws forbidding mating of imbeciles? The thought slithered out of his mind when the woman removed her clothes for a second show in a row. She draped the blanket around herself and then attempted to pick up the clothes that had stuck to the rocks.




    “Thabani,” she shouted. “Are you there?”




    “What now?” he yelled in response.




    “Just remain where you are till I tell you, all right?”




    No answer.




    “Okay?”




    From where Welcome was, he could see Thabani hiding behind the rocks, not more than ten metres from where the girl stood waiting for a response. Thabani’s face was inclined against a rock, and Welcome deduced that he had a great view of her through a fissure, but she couldn’t see him.




    “What’s the matter?” Thabani shouted back, but somehow his voice was soft.




    “Just don’t move, all right?”




    “Okay,” he answered.




    Welcome shook his head. ‘Dirty moron,’ Welcome thought as he watched her remove the blanket and run stark-naked into the river, retrieving the clothes as swiftly as she could.




    A piece of navy-blue fabric lay on a rock at the far end across the river, and she waded in to pick it up. Midstream, she leaned her head back and soaked her hair. Her face turned up towards the sun, a generous grin on her lips, and Welcome wished that she had opened her eyes. He could almost take a good look at her. He cursed the fact that he hadn’t bought those binoculars he’d seen as he passed through Big Bend, but he didn’t want to draw any attention to himself. He’d only been there briefly, just to pick up a few things, and no one had taken any notice of him with his new beard and thick hair. It wouldn’t have been a good idea to throw money around, even in a little town like Big Bend.




    “Pick up your stuff, it’s time to go,” a voice said, and Welcome saw Thabani standing on the riverbank, as he waited for the woman to come out.




    The sun sparkled on his gold teeth as he stood with arms crossed, waiting intolerantly. If this was Themba’s woman or worse Mandla’s, he was about to get into a heap of trouble.




    The woman waded to the clothing; she picked it up and wrapped it around herself in the water. It was the shirt Welcome had seen her take off the previous day. How long was it? Welcome tried to recall. Would it conceal everything? She’d left the blanket too far down the riverbank to simply take it.




    “Turn the other way, Thabani,” she said, and her voice echoed up to Welcome’s den. It was a gracious sound, filled with amusement, as if she thought her quandary was funny. “Come on, Thabani, I’m not moving until you look away.” Thabani kept staring at her. Welcome wasn’t sure if he shrugged. “Please,” she begged then, more quietly; the jollity had gone from her voice.




    From his hiding place, Welcome saw another rider just seconds before Thabani saw the horse. Thabani turned around, grabbing impulsively for his gun which wasn’t on his hip.




    A deep voice roared, incomprehensible to Welcome, but effortlessly recognisable. It was Mandla. Thabani’s hands went down, and he whistled for his horse.




    Mandla jumped down from the saddle and went to the edge of the water, grabbing the blanket on the way. He gave it to her, his eyes averted, and she grabbed it and wrapped it around herself. She then collected the napkins and other clothes that had escaped during her attempt at washing and silently put on her shoes. Thabani climbed up onto his horse and headed in her direction, but Mandla slapped the horse’s side and with a lurch, it took Thabani home.




    Welcome watched the chat between Mandla and the woman. He cupped her face to look into her eyes and she stared back at him. Apparently, content, Mandla climbed up onto his horse and considered his charge. He then pulled her up and sat her across his lap, allowing her to adjust her blanket, and then he started unhurriedly in the direction he had come.




    Welcome remained in his den until the three were long gone. Then he rose at a snail’s pace, clumsily, using his good leg and arms to right himself, and inspected the area. Now that he knew where the Dlaminis and their women were, it was only a matter of time.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Themba waited on the portico with the baby when they returned from the river. He gaped oddly at Hannah’s outfit but said nothing about it.




    “She’s shoddier,” he told Mandla.




    Hannah slipped from the horse, and Thabani caught and steadied her as though she were a lump of luggage he was unloading. Mandla gave her the wet bag of laundry and showed her the clothesline around the side of the house. She wished to take the baby with her, but between the soggy laundry bag and the blanket which concealed her nudity, her hands were fully occupied.




    The last time she recalled hanging wet laundry on a line was the week before she left Pigg’s Peak, Bulembu, and her family, forever. She’d hung napkins then, too. Her mother was unendingly pregnant. My duty – her mother would say. God’s will – was what her father called it. Children, Hannah thought, what did God have to do with all that?




    The laundry hung, Hannah passed Topsy and went into the house. She went straight to Thandi’s room to ask her if she could lend her another skirt and blouse, just until the other set dried. When she entered, the three men had knelt by the bed, their hands clasped in prayer. The sight shocked her. Somehow, she had convinced herself the previous night that Thandi Dlamini wasn’t as sick as she seemed or that somehow, one of them had taken her to a doctor before now.




    Mandla glanced at her as she stood in the doorway. She cupped her mouth with her palms, and Mandla shook his head and stood up. His steps were stern as he walked out of the room and gestured for her to follow.




    “Is she …?” Hannah started.




    He shook his head. “She’s asleep, again. Does that more often than I care to count; that and care for the baby. It’s been twelve months, now. She never really recuperated from having Mashwa.”




    “What an appalling name for a child,” Hannah mused. It was an insignificant thought to have in such an awful time, but she couldn’t ignore it.




    “Named after Thandi’s father. Hers and Themba’s.”




    “Themba is her brother,” Hannah inferred.




    “Themba, Thabani, me. We’re all her brothers. Only Thabani and me, we had a different father. But we’re from the same mother. She passed away after giving birth to Themba, sick right through, just like Thandi.”




    “Was Thandi ill when she was pregnant?” Hannah asked trying to follow the conversation.




    Mandla nodded.




    “And she lived here with you? Her man was already dead?”




    Mandla nodded again. “That might have been a mistake,” he said. “More I think of it.”




    “A mistake?”




    “Mandla,” Themba yelled. “Come quick! She’s breathing funny, Mandla hurry!”




    Mandla scrambled up from the couch where he and Hannah sat; shivering from the cold, Hannah wrapped the blanket tighter around her, and shuffled behind him at a distance.




    She stopped again in the doorway. Thandi’s eyes were wide open, and she looked frantic.




    “Hannah! Get Hannah! Where is she? Is she dead, too?”




    “I’m here,” Hannah said quietly, stepping forward. “I’m right here. Take it easy, now.” She turned to Mandla, aware that he was the one in charge. “You have to get her to hospital, or she’s going to die. She’s dehydrated, and they can infuse her with some fluids.”




    “She can’t swallow anything anymore,” Themba said, showing how the water had just trickled down her chin when he raised the glass to her lips.




    “They’ll use an intravenous line,” Hannah said.




    “A what?”




    She remembered the bloody rags in the bundle of wash.




    “Has she been bleeding ever since the baby’s birth?” No one responded. She assumed that to be a yes. “Post-partum haemorrhage and sepsis. Why haven’t you done something before this?” she begged them. “How could you let her get so sick?”




    “You heard her yourself,” Mandla said as he took his sister’s hand in his own. “God’s punishing her for the life she led. It’s his will. It’s too bad, though, for the baby.”




    Hannah could hear her own father’s voice reciting those very same words. It was the zealot’s explanation for suffering and death, and a way for them to escape the responsibility of doing anything to help.




    “Mama!” Thandi yelled, obviously delirious now. “Mama!”




    The men backed away from their sister’s bed, and Hannah came forward, sitting at the edge of the mattress and taking her into her arms.
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LOVE GROWS ON ROCKY TERRAINS






