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CHAPTER 1
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The year was 1996, and the small town of Howick, just outside Pietermaritzburg, still carried that half-rural quietness of a place not yet swept up by change. The morning broke uncertainly, the kind of Saturday that couldn’t make up its mind. Sanele stood at the small window of his aunt’s house, watching the sun play hide-and-seek behind banks of grey clouds. One moment the world would brighten with promise, the next it would sink back into a cold, hazy gloom. He rubbed his arms absently, debating whether to fetch a jersey from the bedroom.

But he shrugged it off. The sun would probably come out properly later, and besides, he didn’t feel like carrying extra clothing around.

At twenty-five, Sanele had lived in Howick for nearly a year now, but his heart remained tethered to the village of Impendle, beyond the mountains where he’d grown up. His aunt—a nurse working in Cape Town—had offered him this small house when he’d found work at the timber door factory. It was a kindness he tried not to take for granted, even on mornings like this when he wished he could pull the thin blankets back over his head and forget that he’d agreed to work overtime.

The supervisor had been insistent. “Just this once, Sanele. You and five others. We’re behind on orders.” The man’s voice had carried that edge of desperation that made refusal feel like betrayal. So Sanele had nodded, though he hated weekend work—hated the way it stole the only two days when time belonged to him alone.

He grabbed his book from the table, locked the door behind him, and headed toward the taxi stop.

The weather seemed to mock his decision to leave the jersey behind. As he waited at the stop, the wind picked up, carrying with it a bite that made him shiver. He pulled his thin shirt closer and told himself it would warm up soon enough.

The taxi that eventually rattled to a halt before him looked like it had survived one too many journeys. Its yellow paint had faded to the color of old mustard, and one of the windows—the one on the passenger side—hung at an awkward angle, refusing to close no matter how the driver wrestled with it. Sanele climbed in with a sinking feeling, knowing exactly where he’d end up sitting.

“Squeeze in, squeeze in,” the driver called out as more passengers piled in after him.

Sure enough, Sanele found himself pressed against the broken window, the wind tunneling through the gap with vindictive force. He opened his book, hoping to lose himself in the story during the journey to Pietermaritzburg Central, but the wind had other ideas. The pages fluttered wildly, snapping back and forth until his eyes couldn’t track the words anymore. He gave up after the third attempt, closing the book with more force than necessary.

The cold seeped into his bones, and with each passing kilometer, his regret grew sharper. Why hadn’t he just grabbed the jersey? It was hanging right there on the hook by the door.

When they finally reached Pietermaritzburg Central, his fingers were numb. The city, already stirring with taxis and vendors shouting prices, felt colder than Howick.

He stood on the busy street corner, watching his breath fog in the air, and made a decision. He’d buy something warm before catching the next taxi to work.

The street vendors lined the pavements, their wares spread on blankets and hanging from makeshift racks. Sanele moved from one to another, searching for something affordable. Most wanted prices that would eat into his grocery money. He was about to give up when a young man with hard eyes and a swagger that spoke of street corners and quick deals called out to him.

“Bhuti, you look cold. I’ve got something for you.”

The man held up a coat—navy blue with a school crest on the breast pocket. It was clearly a student’s uniform jacket, the kind you’d see on teenagers heading to class. But Sanele was beyond caring about appearances.

“How much?”

The price was right—suspiciously right. Sanele handed over the crumpled notes and took the coat, not letting himself think too hard about how this hooligan-looking character had come by it. He shrugged it on immediately. It was tight across the shoulders and the sleeves stopped short of his wrists, but it was warm, and that was all that mattered.

He made it to the factory fifteen minutes late, the coat already feeling like the best decision he’d made all morning. His supervisor glanced at the clock, then at Sanele, and sighed.

“You’re late.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Can I have five minutes? I haven’t eaten yet.”

The supervisor waved him away. “Five minutes. Then I need you on the floor.”

The canteen was empty, most of the weekend crew already at their stations. Sanele bought a plate of pap and gravy from the kitchen window and sat down heavily. As he settled into the plastic chair, the coat grew even tighter, constricting around his chest like it was trying to squeeze the air from his lungs. He grimaced and began working himself out of it, twisting his arms awkwardly.

As he pulled the coat free, something fluttered from one of the pockets—a small piece of paper that landed face-up on the table. Sanele picked it up, curious.

Written in neat, careful handwriting was a physical address somewhere out of the city, and below it, a name: Ncumisa Mbombo.

Sanele stared at it for a long moment. The coat suddenly felt different in his hands—not just second-hand, but stolen. Probably lifted from a dry cleaner’s shop, still tagged with the owner’s information so it could be returned. That hooligan at the market hadn’t found this coat. He’d taken it.

Sanele folded the paper and tucked it back into the pocket. What was he supposed to do about it now? He couldn’t exactly return it—he needed something warm for the journey home, and he’d already spent the money. He draped the coat over the back of his chair and focused on his food, pushing the guilt aside. He had bigger things to worry about than someone’s missing school coat.

But when he returned to the factory floor, those bigger things came crashing down on him with the force of a landslide. His coworkers were whispering near the office door. Through the small glass window, he saw two police officers standing beside a young woman holding a baby. Sanele’s feet stopped moving. He knew that face. He knew those eyes.

Thembeka.

“Sanele,” his supervisor said carefully, “these people need to speak with you. Let’s go to the office.”

The walk to the office felt like marching to an execution. Sanele’s mind raced, trying to understand how she’d found him, why she’d brought the police, what she wanted after all this time. He’d left the village nearly a year ago, left without promises or explanations because staying had felt like drowning. Thembeka had been part of that old life—the life he’d needed to escape.

In the cramped office, one of the police officers spoke first. “Do you know this woman?”

Sanele’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

“She says you’re the father of her child.”

The words hung in the air like an accusation. Sanele looked at Thembeka properly for the first time, saw the exhaustion carved into her face, the baby sleeping peacefully against her back, oblivious to the tension crackling through the room.

Thembeka’s voice was quiet but steady. “I didn’t know I was pregnant when you left, Sanele. By the time I found out, you were already gone. My parents kicked me out of the house. They said I brought shame to them for getting pregnant out of wedlock. They won’t let me come back until you come home and pay for damages. That’s our tradition. You know it. That’s what’s right.”

“I’m staying with a friend,” she continued, and now Sanele could hear the tremor beneath her composure. “But I can’t stay there forever. This child is yours. You need to take responsibility. I brought the police because... I didn’t know how you’d react. I didn’t know if you’d be angry, or if you’d—”

“If I’d what?” Sanele’s voice came out harsher than he intended, rage and panic mixing into something explosive. “You show up at my work with police like I’m some criminal? Like I knew about any of this?”

“You left without a word!” Thembeka shot back, her own anger finally breaking through.

“What was I supposed to think? What was I supposed to do?”

“Enough,” one of the officers said, stepping forward. “We’re here to keep the peace, not to referee your arguments. The question is simple: are you going to accept your responsibility or not?”

Sanele felt the walls closing in. The tiny office, the watching eyes, the weight of expectation pressing down on his shoulders like the too-small coat he’d bought that morning. This wasn’t supposed to be his life. He was supposed to be working, saving money, building something different from the village existence he’d fled.

And now the village had followed him here.

“I need time,” he said, but even he could hear how hollow it sounded.

“Time?” Thembeka’s laugh was bitter. “I needed time too, Sanele. I needed you. Where were you?”

The supervisor cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Perhaps we should all take a moment—”

But Sanele was already moving, pushing past the police officers, past his supervisor, past the whole impossible situation. He stormed out of the office, his vision blurring with anger and something that might have been tears if he’d let it be.

“I can’t work,” he told his supervisor over his shoulder. “I can’t... I need to go.”

To his credit, the man didn’t argue. “Go. We’ll figure it out.”

Sanele was through the factory gates before anyone could say anything else, his feet carrying him toward the street, toward anywhere that wasn’t here. He’d made it halfway down the block when he heard someone shouting behind him.

“Sanele! Sanele, wait!”

One of his co-workers, a man named Bongani, was jogging after him, holding something dark in his hands.

“Your coat,” Bongani called out, breathless. “You left your coat.”

Sanele stopped. For a moment he considered telling Bongani to keep it, to throw it away, to burn it for all he cared. But the weather was still uncertain, the clouds still threatening, and the journey home would be cold without it.

He walked back and took the coat from Bongani’s hands. The small piece of paper crinkled in the pocket—Ncumisa Mbombo, someone else’s problem, someone else’s stolen property.

“Thanks,” Sanele muttered.

He pulled the coat on and walked away, leaving the factory, the police, Thembeka and the baby behind him.
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CHAPTER 2
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Sanele walked fast, his boots crunching against the gravel road that led away from the factory. The coat he’d bought that morning felt heavier now, as though it carried more than just the chill of the day. 

He was heading home—moving as fast as he could. To get away from the prying eyes of his coworkers, from the supervisor’s raised eyebrows, from Thembeka’s trembling voice still echoing in his ears.

A baby.

The words repeated in his head like a broken record. You have a son, Sanele. 

He shoved his hands into the coat pockets, fingers brushing against that folded piece of paper—the one with Ncumisa Mbombo’s name and address. He almost laughed. How strange life could be. This morning, he’d been worried about a little cold air. Now he was a father. 

He turned off the main road and wandered into the heart of Pietermaritzburg’s town center, where taxis blared their horns and vendors shouted over each other. The noise was so comforting. It drowned out his thoughts. 

He stopped at a small street café near the taxi rank and ordered a quarter loaf with polony and fried chips. The vendor handed it to him wrapped in yesterday’s newspaper. Sanele walked in silence, staring at the passing taxis, the school children that attended extra classes on weekends, the mothers carrying shopping bags. Each person seemed to be living an ordinary life, uncomplicated and predictable. 

He envied them.

When got home, he thought of Thembeka again. Her face when she saw him—tired, cautious, hopeful. He remembered how they’d met back in the village beyond the mountains, when he was barely twenty. She’d been nineteen then, a farm girl with soft laughter and hands that smelled of maize meal. They used to meet by the river, where she’d wash clothes while he helped his uncle herd cattle. It had been a simple, youthful love. Then he left for the city to “find work,” promising he’d come back for her when life got better. 

But life in Howick had a way of swallowing promises. One month turned into six, then a year. Letters were written less often, then not at all. 

He sat in his bedroom, looking at the grey sky through the window.

“Damn,” he muttered under his breath.

He’d been young, broke, and foolish. But still—bringing police to his workplace? That humiliation stung the most. 

He leaned against the headboard behind him, watching the sky darken as thick clouds gathered. The day was turning colder again. The wind carried the smell of rain. He pulled the coat that had been on the down edge of the bed to his lap. 

Inside its pocket, his fingers found that slip of paper again. He pulled it out, staring at the name. Ncumisa Mbombo.18 Mthethwa Street, KwaMpumuza. He turned the coat over, examining the faded badge sewn onto the breast. The embroidery was worn, the letters barely legible, but he could just make out something that looked like “Laduka High School”—or was it “Laduma”? The coat was old enough that the fabric had thinned at the elbows. 

He wondered who she was. Maybe the owner of the coat, maybe a stranger somewhere who had her name written down for a reason. He almost felt like calling her—just to talk to someone who didn’t know about his mess. But of course, he didn’t have a phone.

KwaMpumuza wasn’t far from Howick, just a few kilometers away. He could probably take a taxi to there in under an hour. But why would he? It was just a coat, just a piece of paper with a stranger’s name.

He tossed the coat aside and shuffled to his small kitchen corner. He heated up the food he’d bought at the rank earlier, eating mechanically, tasting nothing. Hours slipped by. The afternoon light faded to dusk, painting the room in shades of grey. Finally, he crawled back into bed, pulling the thin blanket over his head as if he could hide from his problems.

Sunday morning arrived with the bright, insistent sunshine that Pietermaritzburg was known for. Sanele rose early, as he always did on Sundays, and dressed in his best shirt and trousers. Church was the one constant in his life, the one thing that connected him to who he'd been before the city had tried to grind him down. 

The Methodist Church on Cleland Road near Hayfields wasn't grand, but it felt like home. Unlike the church back in his village, this one didn't forbid him from honoring his ancestors. Here, Christianity and tradition existed side by side, and Sanele found comfort in that balance. The singing had already begun when he arrived. He sat in his usual pew near the back, letting the hymns wash over him, letting the pastor's words about forgiveness and redemption sink into his troubled spirit. 

After the service, he caught a taxi to Pietermaritzburg Central. His cupboards were nearly bare, and he needed to buy rice, cooking oil, and whatever vegetables he could afford. The central business district was always chaotic on Sundays—vendors everywhere, people streaming in and out of shops, the taxi rank a churning mass of humanity. 

Sanele was walking past the rank, a plastic bag of groceries in each hand, when he noticed the commotion. A crowd had gathered in a tight circle near the taxi bays, and angry voices rose above the general din. People were shouting, their faces twisted with rage. 

Curiosity pulled him closer. He edged through the crowd until he could see what—or rather, who—they were surrounding. 

His stomach dropped. 

It was him. The vendor who'd sold him the coat. The man was on his knees, his arms raised protectively over his head as fists and kicks rained down on him from all sides. 

“Thief! Isela!” someone shouted. 

“He stole my daughter's school uniform from the washing line!” 

“I've been looking for my jacket for weeks—this dog has been selling our clothes!” 

The vendor was crying, begging for mercy, but the crowd was merciless. Sanele stood frozen, his heart hammering in his chest. The coat. His coat. It wasn't just a good deal—it was stolen property. 

He took a step backward, then another. What if the vendor saw him? What if he pointed Sanele out as one of his customers? What if the crowd turned on him next? 

Sanele turned and walked away quickly, his groceries banging against his legs, guilt rising in his throat like bile. He didn't stop until he was three blocks away, breathing hard, his shirt stuck to his back with sweat.  

Back in his room, the coat seemed to mock him from where it hung on the door. Sanele pulled out the piece of paper again and stared at the address. 

Ncumisa Mbombo. 18 Mthethwa Street, KwaMpumuza. 

Someone had been violated, had their property stolen from their own washing line. And he—he had paid money for it, worn it, benefited from someone else's loss. The guilt gnawed at him, a physical ache in his chest. 

He made a decision. He would return the coat. It was the right thing to do, the only thing to do. KwaMpumuza wasn't far. He worked the night shift tomorrow, but he could go to KwaMpumuza during the day, find this Ncumisa Mbombo or her family, and give back what was rightfully theirs. Maybe then the weight pressing on his chest would ease. 

It was a small thing, perhaps, in the face of all his other problems. But it was something he could actually do, something he could make right.

Monday morning found Sanele at the taxi rank, the folded coat tucked under his arm. He climbed into a taxi heading to KwaMpumuza, paying his fare to the conductor who hung out the sliding door, barking destinations at passersby. 

The taxi filled quickly. Sanele found himself squeezed between a large woman with shopping bags and a young man who smelled of motor oil. The vehicle lurched forward, weaving through traffic with the casual recklessness that all taxi drivers seemed to possess. 

“Second stop, KwaMaqha!” Sanele called out when they entered the area. 

The taxi screeched to a halt, and Sanele climbed out, blinking in the bright late morning sun. He looked around, trying to orient himself. He'd never been to this particular part of KwaMpumuza before. The streets were narrower here, the houses smaller and more crowded together. Children played in the dusty yards, and somewhere nearby, a radio blasted kwaito music. 

Three young men lounged near the taxi stop, watching him with predatory interest. Sanele approached them, offering a friendly nod. 

“Sanibona,” he greeted them. “I'm looking for Laduka High School. Do you know where it is?” 

The three exchanged glances. The tallest one, wearing a faded red tracksuit, grinned. “Laduka? You mean Laduma High School, brother.” 

“Laduma, yes,” Sanele corrected himself. “Can you point me in the right direction?” 

“Yebo, we know it well,” the second one said. He was shorter, stockier, with a scar across his left eyebrow. “We can take you there. It's not far.” 

Relief flooded through Sanele. “That would be very helpful, thank you.” 

The three fell into step with him, leading him away from the main road. They walked ahead of him, talking to each other in low voices. Sanele couldn't make out their words, but something about their body language made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. 

They turned down a side street, then another, each road narrower and quieter than the last. The houses became more spaced out, some of them abandoned, their windows broken and yards overgrown. In the distance, Sanele could see what looked like old railway tracks, rusted and unused. 

His instincts were screaming at him now. 

“Bafwethu,” Sanele called out, stopping. “I might not be familiar with this place, but I'm sure that's not the way to Laduma High School. Why are we walking on lonely, silent roads when we can take busy routes with people?” 

The three stopped and turned to face him. The friendliness had drained from their expressions. 

“You said you needed help, didn’t you? Now you want to give directions? If you knew the way, why ask us at all?” The tall one in red said, his voice hard now.

“I just feel like something's not right,” Sanele said carefully, taking a step back. 

“Not right?” the stocky one challenged. “You're a stranger here. What do you know about what's right?” 

“I'm sorry, it was just an opinion—” 

“Quiet!” the tall one, with the toothpick snapped. “You talk too much for someone in your situation.”

The third one, who had been silent until now, moved closer. He was thin but wiry, with cold eyes that held no mercy. “You think we give our time—our time—to walk some stranger to his destination, and he stands here insulting our intelligence?” He shook his head slowly. “That's a dangerous mistake to make.” 

Sanele's pulse was loud in his ears now. “Bafwethu,” he said, one last attempt at reason, “I don't want trouble. No one needs to be angry here. I'll just go back the way I came, and we'll forget this whole thing.”

He turned, but the thin one was already there, blocking his path. The afternoon sun glinted off something metal in his hand.

A knife. 

“Go back?” the thin one said softly, almost amused. “We haven't arrived yet.” 

“You are not turning back until we reach Laduma High School,” the tall one said, and they closed in on him. 

Sanele's mind raced. Three against one. One armed. No witnesses. He was in serious trouble. 

As they moved toward him, Sanele deliberately stumbled, letting his body fall toward the stocky one. The man instinctively reached out to catch him—and Sanele used the momentum to shove him hard, sending him tumbling backward onto the railway tracks. 

“Why are you doing this?” Sanele shouted, his voice cracking—partly performance, partly genuine terror. “I didn't come here looking for this!”

But they were already on him. The tall one grabbed his shirt, the thin one swung a fist that connected with his jaw. Pain exploded through his skull. Sanele tried to fight back, throwing wild punches, but they were experienced at this. They worked together, one holding while the others struck. 

A kick to his stomach doubled him over. Another blow to the side of his head made his vision blur. His knees hit the ground, then his shoulder, then his cheek pressed against the gravel and broken glass beside the railway tracks. 

He felt hands rifling through his pockets, taking his wallet, his hat, even the few coins he had. The coat—the tall one wanted to take it, but others looked down on it, saying they wouldn’t find a buyer for a school uniform. They left it. Beside him. Then there were footsteps, running, fading into the distance. 

Sanele tried to move, but his body wouldn't respond. The world was spinning, darkening at the edges. The last thing he saw was the rust-colored railway track stretching into the distance like a river of blood. 

Then nothing. 



Voices. Distant at first, then closer. A woman's voice, urgent, worried. 

“Uyaphila kodwa? Is he alive?” 

“He's breathing. Help me lift him.” 

Strong hands under his arms, under his knees. Movement. Pain—oh God, the pain—radiating from everywhere at once. 

Sanele tried to open his eyes, but the effort was too much. He drifted away again. 

When consciousness returned, he was lying on something soft. Not his bed—the smell was wrong. Herbs. Smoke. Something pungent and medicinal. 

He managed to crack his eyes open. A ceiling made of corrugated iron. Walls painted a faded yellow. Late afternoon light streaming through a small window. 

A face appeared above him—an older man with kind eyes and greying hair. 

“Uyavuka? You're awake?” the man said softly. “Don't try to move. You were badly beaten.” 

Sanele tried to speak, but only a croak came out. His throat was dry as sand. 

“Thula, rest,” the man said. “My wife will bring something to drink.” 

Wife? Where was he? What had happened? The memories were fragmented, jumbled. The taxi stop. Three young men. The railway. Fighting. Pain. 

A woman entered the room, carrying a clay pot that steamed gently. She was older, wrapped in traditional cloths, with beads at her wrists and around her neck. Her eyes held the same kindness as the man's, but there was something else there too—a depth, a knowing. 

A sangoma. A traditional healer. 

“Drink this,” she said, helping him sit up enough to sip from a cup she poured. The liquid was bitter and earthy, but warm. Almost immediately, some of the pain began to recede, or at least become more bearable. 

“Where...?” Sanele managed. 

“You are in our home,” the woman said. “My husband found you on the railway tracks. You were unconscious. How do you feel?” 

“Like I was beaten by three men,” Sanele whispered, and despite everything, there was almost humor in his voice. 

“That is what happened,” the man confirmed. “We saw their footprints around you. Amagwala! Cowards who prey on strangers.” 

Sanele tried to remember more, but his head throbbed with the effort. He closed his eyes and felt himself slipping away again. 

When he woke the second time, it was night. A candle burned on a small table nearby, casting dancing shadows on the walls. The sangoma was sitting in a chair beside him, grinding herbs with a mortar and pestle. 

She looked up when she saw his eyes open. “Better?” she asked. 

“A little,” he admitted. His voice was stronger now, though his body still felt like it had been trampled by cattle. 

She came to him with a cloth soaked in something that smelled of the earth and the forest. Gently, she cleaned the dried blood from his face, applied a paste to the cuts on his forehead and cheek. 

“You are lucky,” she said quietly. “They could have killed you.” 

Sanele knew she was right. He had been a heartbeat away from death on those lonely railway tracks. 

He spent that night drifting in and out of sleep, each time waking to find the sangoma or her husband checking on him, bringing water, adjusting the blankets. 

The next morning, Sanele woke feeling remarkably better. His head was clearer, and though his body ached, the sharp, overwhelming pain had dulled to something manageable. Whatever the sangoma had given him, it was powerful medicine. 

She came to check on him as the morning sun filled the room. 

“I think we should take you to the hospital,” she said, studying him critically. “To make sure there is no internal damage.” 

“No,” Sanele said quickly. “No hospital. I'll be fine. Your medicine is working.” 

She frowned but didn't argue. “You cannot go to work like this.” 

“I know.” He hadn't even thought about work. “I need to call them. Tell them I'm injured.” 

The sangoma's husband helped him dress in clean clothes—not his own, which were stiff with dried blood, but clothes from their own wardrobe. The pants were too big, hanging loose on Sanele's waist. The shirt billowed around him. The shoes they offered were at least two sizes too large, making him shuffle rather than walk. 

But he was grateful—more grateful than he could express. 

“There is a post office three streets over,” the man said, pressing some coins into Sanele's hand. “You can make your call there.” 

Sanele made his way slowly to the post office, every step a reminder of the beating he'd taken. He called his supervisor from the payphone, explaining in the vaguest terms that he'd been injured and would need a few days off. His supervisor wasn't happy, but Sanele was a reliable worker—this was the first time he'd ever missed a shift. 

When he returned to the sangoma's house, they fed him soft pap and gravy. He ate slowly, savoring the kindness of strangers who owed him nothing but had given him everything. 

“Thank you,” he said when he'd finished. “For everything. For finding me, for treating me, for the clothes. I don't know how to repay you.” 

The sangoma waved a dismissive hand. “We help those who need help. It is the way.” 

Her husband leaned forward. “But we are curious. What were you doing in KwaMpumuza? Where were you going?” 

Sanele hesitated, then explained about the coat, the stolen property, the address he'd found. About wanting to return it to its rightful owner at Laduma High School. 

The sangoma listened intently, and when he finished, she laughed—not unkindly, but with genuine amusement. 

“The place where we found you?” she said, shaking her head. “That is to the west. Laduma High School is to the south. Those boys were not taking you to the school at all. They were leading you away from people, away from help, so they could rob you in peace.” 

Sanele felt a fresh wave of anger and humiliation wash over him. He had suspected, yes, but to have it confirmed so bluntly made him feel foolish. 

“I'm sorry you came to harm trying to do a good thing,” the man said softly. 

Sanele looked down at the oversized clothes he wore, thought of his wallet and money now in the pockets of thieves, thought of the coat that had started all of this. 

“Can you tell me,” he asked quietly, “how to get to Laduma High School? The right way?” 

The sangoma and her husband exchanged a look. 

“You still want to go?” she asked. “Even after all this?” 

Sanele nodded. He'd come this far. He'd been beaten, robbed, and nearly killed. But the reason he'd come—to make right a small wrong, to return something stolen—that reason still mattered. 

Maybe it mattered more now than ever. 

“Yes,” he said firmly. “I still want to go.” 

The sangoma smiled then, a smile that suggested she saw something in him, understood something he didn't yet understand about himself. 

“Then we will tell you the way,” she said. “And this time, you will arrive safely.” 
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CHAPTER 3
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The morning sun bore down mercilessly as Sanele made his way along the dusty road toward Laduma High School.  Each step sent sharp reminders of the previous night’s beating through his battered body. He would walk for twenty paces, then pause to catch his breath, leaning against whatever tree or rock presented itself. The oversized clothes the sangoma’s family had given him hung loose on his frame, the fabric still smelling faintly of wood smoke and medicinal herbs. In his hand, he clutched a plastic bag containing the coat—the very reason he had traveled from Howick to KwaMpumuza, the reason he now carried wounds that throbbed with every heartbeat. Just a little further, he told himself, wiping sweat from his brow. The winter sun seemed to mock the season, beating down as if it were high summer.

By mid-morning, Sanele crested the final hill. Below him, Laduma High School spread across the valley floor like a relic from another time. He paused there, studying the place that had occupied his thoughts for days.

He studied it carefully, his eyes moving over every detail. The school sat in a distinctly rural landscape, its buildings constructed entirely of red brick that had weathered to various shades of rust and clay. The road leading to the entrance was just packed earth—no tar, no pavement—and Sanele could see where the recent rains had turned sections into reddish-brown mud. Someone had tried to manage this by scattering white pebbles around the gate and along the path to the security guard’s small hut, creating a pale border against the red earth.

His eyes swept across the school grounds. Not a single car. Not one. The teachers here clearly earned modest salaries, far too little to afford vehicles. Instead, several cows grazed lazily near the far edge of the property, their presence so commonplace that no one had bothered to shoo them away. Beyond the school fence, Sanele could see the houses of the surrounding community—small structures, many built from mud bricks with corrugated iron roofs. This was not a wealthy area. These were people who worked hard for every rand, who knew the value of things.

A thought struck him then, sharp and curious: Where was Ncumisa getting the money to wash her clothes at a laundry in the city? Everything around him spoke of a community that washed their own clothes by hand, that stretched every resource as far as it would go. It seemed unusual, extravagant even, for someone from this area to use a laundry service in town.

He pushed the thought aside and began his descent toward the school.

At the gate, a security guard—an older man with gray stubble and watchful eyes—looked him up and down suspiciously.

“Sawubona, baba,” Sanele greeted respectfully. “I have come to see someone. A student.”

The guard's frown deepened as he took in Sanele's appearance: the too-large clothes, the bandages wrapped around his head, the way he favored his left leg.

“Wait here,” the guard commanded, gesturing to a wooden bench. “I will call the principal.”

Sanele sat, grateful for the rest. His legs trembled with exhaustion.

The principal arrived more quickly than Sanele had expected—a tall man with graying temples and spectacles perched on his nose. He studied Sanele with unconcealed skepticism, his eyes lingering on the bandages and ill-fitting clothes.

“Come,” the principal said finally, his tone neutral. “We will speak in my office.”

Sanele followed him across the pebbled path, past curious students who whispered and pointed. The principal's office was small but tidy, with a wooden desk and two chairs. Certificates hung on the walls alongside a faded portrait of Nelson Mandela—only recently freed, Sanele thought, remembering the celebrations of 1990.

“Now,” the principal said, settling into his own chair, “tell me why you are here.”

Sanele took a breath and began. He explained everything—how he had bought the coat from a vendor in Pietermaritzburg, how he had discovered the piece of paper with Ncumisa Mbombo’s name and the school’s address, how he had felt compelled to return it to its rightful owner. He spoke clearly and logically, his voice steady despite his nervousness.

As Sanele spoke, he watched the principal’s expression change. The suspicion faded, replaced by something like respect, or at least acknowledgment. When Sanele finished, the principal leaned back in his chair and nodded slowly.

“No crazy person would tell such a sensible story,” he said, almost to himself. Then, louder: “Wait here. I will get Ncumisa.”

The principal left, and Sanele sat alone in the quiet office, his heart beginning to pound for reasons he didn’t entirely understand. He could hear muffled sounds from outside—students moving between buildings, distant laughter, the low murmur of a classroom reciting something in unison.

Then he heard a different voice, closer, just outside the office door. A girl’s voice, animated and bright, speaking rapidly to someone who must be a friend. The language was Zulu, but underneath it Sanele detected something else—a Xhosa accent, softened and blended by time spent among Zulu speakers but still distinctive, like a watermark beneath paint.

“...no, I’m telling you, she said exactly that! Can you believe it?” The voice dissolved into laughter.

“Ncumisa!” The principal’s voice cut through from inside the office. “Come in!”

The door opened.

Sanele had intended to look polite, respectful, to make a good impression. But when Ncumisa stepped into that office, his eyes locked onto her and simply refused to move. He tried—he genuinely tried—to look away, to glance at the principal or the desk or his own hands, but his eyes would not obey him.

She was beautiful in a way that seemed almost impossible, as though she had been painted into existence rather than born. Her skin was light, smooth and even, catching the dim light from the office window. Her hair was cut short, practical for a schoolgirl, but it framed her round face perfectly. Her cheeks were full and soft, with dimples that appeared when she smiled—and she was smiling as she entered, still caught up in whatever joke she’d been sharing with her friend. Her eyebrows were delicate, perhaps a bit small for her face, but somehow they suited her. Below her nose, there was a slight darkening of the skin, the subtle shadow where a mustache might grow on a boy but on her only added character. When she smiled, her teeth were brilliantly white, as though they had never known stain or imperfection.

As she moved to sit down, still chuckling softly, Sanele noticed a small mole on her left cheek. It was perfect. Everything about her was perfect.

”Sawubona,” Ncumisa greeted him politely, her smile fading to respectful politeness as she sat down.

Sanele opened his mouth but no words came. He was frozen, blessed by her presence, his mind utterly blank. Several seconds passed.

Then, as though waking from a dream, he remembered that she had greeted him. He nodded quickly, perhaps too quickly.

“Sawubona,” he finally managed. 

Something extraordinary happened then. The wound on his head, which had been throbbing steadily all morning, suddenly stopped hurting. The ache in his leg, the one that had forced him to stop and rest dozens of times on the walk here, fell completely silent. It was like a toothache that vanishes the moment you sit in the dentist’s chair—the pain didn’t matter anymore, not in this moment.

Finding his voice, Sanele explained the journey of the coat. He told the story of the vendor who'd nearly been beaten to death by the angry community for stealing from the laundry. Both Ncumisa and the principal laughed at that, and Sanele felt his heart soar at the sound of her laughter.

But the meeting was brief. The principal, mindful of missed lessons, hurried Ncumisa back to class.

Ncumisa nodded and rose from her chair. She turned to Sanele, her dimples showing again.

“Thank you,” she said warmly. “Really, thank you for going through all this trouble. When I finish school and find work, I’ll buy you a gift you’ll never forget. For your loyalty.”

She said it lightly, playfully, but Sanele felt the words settle into his chest like stones into still water.

They left the office together, and the principal walked Ncumisa back toward the classrooms. Sanele made his way to the gate, but before leaving, he stopped and turned. Across the schoolyard, he could see Ncumisa walking toward her classroom, her figure growing smaller with distance.

This, he thought with absolute certainty, is what love feels like. 



Days became weeks, and Sanele could not stop thinking about Ncumisa from Laduma High School.
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