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The Burden of the Braids

In the village of Ha Kome, a place of stone huts and ancient cave dwellings nestled in the rugged

heart of Lesotho, lived a woman named Maseipati. Her name meant “Mother of Patience,” but

her spirit held none. She was a substantial woman, her form a testament to a life of determined

self-interest. Her world was her rondavel, her cooking pot, and the small flock of sheep that

annoyed her with their needs. But her greatest, most private irritation was her hair.

From the moment of her birth fifty-three years ago, Maseipati had possessed forty-seven thick,

ropelike braids of jet black. They were not creations of a hairstylist’s hands; they were a natural

crown, each braid as wide as two fingers, heavy and eternally neat. She had never cut them.

Once, her mother had tried, and the shears had blunted against them as if on iron cable, while

young Maseipati screamed as if her soul were being severed. They were a mystery, a nuisance, a

weight she carried every day of her life.

On this particular morning, as she hauled a bucket of water from the communal tap, the braids

felt heavier than ever. A streak of dirty gold shot between her feet, and she stumbled, cursing.

“Phokojoe! You devil!”

It was the cat. A scraggly, golden creature with a pronounced limp in its front right paw. It had

appeared weeks ago and seemed to have chosen her as its shadow. It was silent, persistent, and

unnerving. She shooed it; it limped a few paces away and sat, watching her with eyes the colour
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