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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

 

This story took place in the foothills of the Drakensburg Mountains in the province of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Pietermaritzburg and Durban are actual cities in KwaZulu-Natal. I have created fictional names for the rural villages and the school where I taught. Except for my own, all of the characters’ names have been changed.
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PREFACE

SATURDAY, MARCH 15, 2008

 

It’s not supposed to end this way—expelled from Ezimolo Village, drenched with rain and nervous sweat, grateful just to be alive. Sitting on my suitcase at dawn, my back against the locked door of a small South African airport, I tremble with the emotions I’ve suppressed for the past thirty-six hours: rage at being torn away from the Zinti children, betrayal by the ones who invited me, shame that I failed, terror that I would be killed and my remains never found.

As the events of the past forty-five days replay over and over in my mind, I search for clues to what went wrong. How did I slide from being the eagerly-awaited first white teacher in this rural Zulu school—to a reviled outcast? I feel myself tumble into a dark tunnel, unsure if I will ever calm the anger that eats at my heart. Will I ever know what really happened?




 

 

FIVE YEARS EARLIER

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 20, 2002

 

After four days in my local hospital I’m loaded into a critical care ambulance, headed to San Francisco for open heart surgery. As the ambulance pulls away I catch a glimpse of my son on the sidewalk. Kevin tries to smile through his tears. I feel sorry for him. It’s easier to be the one who dies.

Why, at age forty-seven, has my heart crapped out? No mystery there. I’ve lost my passion for life. My relationship is troubled and I’m tired of struggling. Kevin left for college in September. I miss him. A lot. For eighteen years I’ve devoted myself to being his mother. Now what? I have a successful career, but engineering doesn’t satisfy my soul. Ministry has tugged on me forever. I’ve been a fool to think I could escape it.

Thirty-five minutes into the trip, stalled in bumper-to-bumper traffic on the Bay Bridge, the EKG alarm screeches as my heart slams against my ribcage in irregular beats. My two attendants hurry to silence the alarm. They inflate the blood pressure cuff and wiggle a stethoscope between the EKG wires. The cold metal presses against my chest. Like the hundred other times this week, we wait for the sound of a normal heartbeat to return to the monitor. Nothing. Forever.

They glance across me at each other. Their faces say it all.

The handsome, chatty nurse lays his hand on my shoulder and smiles. “Houston,” he says, “we have a problem.”

The other nurse pulls tubes and syringes from the overhead cabinets. The paddles have been lying on my legs the entire time.

“What’s happening?” I ask.

“Your heart is being stubborn this time. We can only wait a few more seconds before we intervene.”

“What will you do?”

“We’ll give you an injection to stop your heart. Let it rest for a minute. Then we’ll give you another injection to jump-start it. If that doesn’t work, we’ll use the paddles.”

“Do I have another choice?”

“No. Don’t worry, Karen. We won’t let you die on our watch. We have a perfect record.”

They nod at each other.

“Are you ready?” nurse Chatty asks.

Terror pierces me. “Will you do me a favor?”

“Name it.”

“Keep your hand on me so I stay connected to life.”

“That’s easy.” He lays his hand on my leg. “Here we go.”

The drug enters my vein like molten lava. Within seconds my bones are on fire. Immense weight flattens my chest. I can’t move. My entire body feels thick. Dense. I hear voices in the distance. The machine lights overhead fade from vibrant colors to shades of gray.

I close my eyes. Tears burn my face. My life has been hard. I’ve made mistakes, but none I haven’t tried to make right. I’m grateful for my son. He’s taught me what love is all about. I hope I’ve raised him well enough to go on without me.

Maybe I should let it be over. It would be easier to die than face another failed relationship. But I want to see Kevin marry someday. I want to be a grandma. Become the woman I’ve dreamed about. As I drift into unconsciousness it’s time to choose. I can stay. Or I can go. What do you want, Karen? The easy out? Or more life?




 

 

DAY 1

THURSDAY, JANUARY 31, 2008

 

The last sliver of moonlight hangs in an inky black sky outside my airplane window. By the time I arrive in South Africa there will be a new moon, another fresh beginning in the life I now embrace with enthusiasm.

It’s been an extraordinary few years, a wild roller coaster of change: engineering new subdivisions is over; interfaith seminary was perfect—bigger than any one religion, inclusive of all; ordination; breast cancer; Kevin’s graduation; his engagement to Ginger. The cancer scared me; slowed me down a bit. But only long enough to gather more strength. If God’s going to keep letting me live—I’d better do something useful in the world.

The passengers in my row listen to hours of passionate monologue about how helping Zulu kids with their English lessons will improve their lives, make them employable. Can I really make that much difference? For the ten-thousandth time I recite my prayer for this trip: May this work make a difference in the lives of these children, and may it anchor me in my emerging new life.

I ran out of No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency novels halfway across the Atlantic. Only fifty minutes now until the plane lands in Amsterdam where I have time to pee, grab a snack, and exercise my legs before boarding for the eleven-hour flight to Johannesburg. I close my tired, scratchy eyes and run my hand over my head, forgetting there’s so little hair to smooth. All but a half-inch is gone; my protection against lice and other creepy bugs.

The past four months have been a whirlwind of preparation: fund raising, inoculations, collecting books and school supplies. There haven’t been any extraordinary obstacles, a sure sign I’m on the right path. Even the airlines cooperated, turning a blind eye to ninety-five excess pounds of luggage. Leslie, my friend who set me up with Zinti, told me about the primitive living conditions in the remote village without running water, plumbing, or a bed. My personal supplies are minimal: a few clothes, rubber Crocs, a flashlight, two rolls of toilet paper, a muslin body sack to discourage crawling creatures as sleeping companions, an Eze-Dri camp towel, two wash cloths, high-tech water purification equipment, three blank journals, a snake bite kit, and my luxury item—a new iPod loaded with my favorite music. Hopefully there will be someplace to recharge it.

 

»»» «««

 

My travels have all been in the northern hemisphere. I wonder what it will be like to cross the equator. There should be a red stripe on the ground—like the globes I adore. Maybe the pilot will give a “shout out” to mark the occasion. Will toilet water really swirl in the opposite direction? These juvenile thoughts bounce through my mind.

As we cross the southern shore of the Mediterranean Sea, I feel drawn into the mystery of the African continent. The Sahara Desert stretches to the horizon in every direction. Nothing except pale caramel-colored earth, pock-marked with patches of grayish white. As a fifteen-year-old geography student, I dreamed of crossing the great desert with a nomadic tribe in a caravan of camels. Wrapped in layers of bright, gauzy fabrics, we would set up white canvas tents every evening and recline on sumptuous pillows in the cool shade of an oasis.

The unrelenting monochromatic sand below redefines my concept of isolation. No hint of water or shade. Not a speck of green for over four hours. No place to hide. No relief from the elements. Nothing to mark distance or direction. Any crossing, by camel or vehicle, would necessitate months of planning, a truckload of supplies, and a steadfast partner in survival. My illusions of romance fade.

A shadow approaches on the horizon. In the few minutes it takes to go from my seat to the bathroom and back, the lightness of the desert gives way to the darkness of the Congo basin. Hints of purple tinge the deep greens as cloud shadows pass over the thick forest. A long, muddy brown snake splits the dense wilderness. It grows wide at the bends as it creeps through the jungle. Narrow fingers of the Congo River slither off into the trees, thinning until they disappear completely.

The jungle canopy hangs over the edge of the river, sheltering the banks from the view of strangers flying overhead. My curiosity loiters there, in the concealed areas, where human life exists. I imagine thin African men, precariously balanced in their narrow dugout canoes, navigating the currents with long poles.

The sun sets over the Congo, leaving behind an oppressive black sky, vacant of moonlight. Not one light is visible from the ground below. A chilling sensation flows through my body: anxiety at being suspended in absolute darkness as I enter a deep examination of myself. I claim this journey as mine alone—one solitary woman, under her own magnifying glass, searching for her path, for meaning and purpose in her life. I feel the first tingles of fear. Stay present in each moment, Karen. Stay with yourself.

On the approach to Johannesburg the cabin crew distributes customs forms. Every question raises concern. Am I bringing goods into the country that are worth more than three-hundred rand? That’s only forty dollars! I have an entire suitcase full of brand-new books, each with a $15.95 price tag. I check the “no” box. Is my purpose for being in South Africa business or vacation? Neither feels accurate; there’s no box for “volunteer aid relief.” I check “other.”

Do I have any drugs other than a thirty-day supply of prescription medications with a doctor’s note? Holy crap! I have a whole medicine cabinet in my backpack; enough for one-hundred days and no note from any doctor. My daily thyroid and heart meds, packed in Ziploc baggies, stuffed in the nooks and crannies, bear no labels. Along with a generous supply of Tylenol and Benadryl, I have meds for common South African diseases: malaria, dysentery, skin infections, and yellow fever. At least they’re in original containers. Again, I check the “no” box.

How long will I be in South Africa? Eighty-eight days. My visa is good for ninety. Where am I staying in South Africa? The Zinti Junior Primary School in Ezimolo Village, in the foothills of the Drakensburg Mountains—the same location I’ve registered with the US State Department. It’s nice to end on an honest note.

When we disembark, determined to appear confident, I stride through the “green light” section of declarations. The worst that can happen is I plead confusion about the customs form and apologize profusely. My worry is for nothing. No agent is present to inspect my luggage. As far as I can see there’s no customs agent on the “red light” side of the glass wall either!

The Tambo International Airport in Johannesburg serves eighty-four destinations in forty-eight countries on six continents—the busiest airport in Sub-Saharan Africa. A cacophony of unfamiliar languages bounces off the concrete walls as I struggle to guide my flatbed luggage cart through the narrow, crowded corridor between customs and the ground transportation hub. It’s been thirty-one hours since I left San Francisco. If not for the adrenaline surging through my veins, I’d be passed out from exhaustion. Keep your mind on your next task, I remind myself. One thing at a time.

Anxious for my two-night stay in Johannesburg to recover from travel, adapt to the ten-hour time difference and the sudden change of climate, I’ve confirmed my reservation at the Airport Game Lodge numerous times. The lodge owner, overtly annoyed the last few times, finally grasped my concern. “I will be at the airport to pick you up,” he said. “You needn’t worry. I do this all the time.”

I don’t.

Hundreds of travelers crowd the ground transportation hub. They all seem to know what they’re doing. The jumble of languages assaults my senses. Moist summer heat pours in through the open doorways. I struggle to drag the heavy air into my lungs. Luggage carts continually bump against my legs. The payphones along the wall look impossible. My heart pounds as I turn in a circle, one hand always on my luggage cart, eager to spot the lodge driver who has described himself as “a tall white man with a sign that says Airport Game Lodge.”

He isn’t here.

Panic grips my chest. I stand motionless, frozen in the tornado of activity. If I don’t keep moving, I’ll drown in overwhelm. I must decide what to do next. A deep, male voice interrupts my thoughts.

“Who are you looking for, Ma’am?” he asks. A gleaming smile punctuates his dark, young face.

I struggle with his thick accent. “Excuse me?”

“Do you need transportation, Ma’am?”

Leslie cautioned me about airport personnel. “If they’re official,” she said, “they’ll have neon yellow vests and name badges on lanyards.”

This young man’s lanyard is tucked into the chest pocket of his one-piece, navy blue jumpsuit. I assume there’s a badge at the end. His filthy vest looks like it may have been yellow at one time. Through a fog of exhaustion and confusion I attempt to decide if he’s safe.

“Ma’am,” he asks again, “do you need transportation?”

“I’m supposed to meet the driver from the Airport Game Lodge. But I don’t see him. Can you tell me where to exchange money so I can use the payphone?”

While I continue to size him up—determine if he’s safe or likely to send me down a dark hallway where a friend of his will rob me blind—he pulls a cell phone from his pocket, dials a number, and sticks the phone out toward me.

“I have the lodge driver on the phone for you, Ma’am.”

Ashamed that I have assumed the worst of him, heat rises in my face.

He pushes his phone closer to my face. “The Airport Game Lodge, Ma’am. I have the driver on the phone for you.”

“Hello?”

“Ma’am, do you need transportation to the Game Lodge?” the man on the phone asks.

His European accent is a welcome relief. “Yes, I do. I have a reservation.”

“Your name, please?”

“Karen Baldwin.”

“Yes. I see you on my list. I am parked outside in a white van. I’ll meet you there.”

I return the phone to the transportation attendant and, to alleviate my guilt, dig in my pocket for two dollars to tip him. I hope he hasn’t felt my mistrust. “Thank you for your help,” I say. “I don’t have any rand yet. Will this be okay?”

“That is not necessary, Ma’am,” he says, brushing my arm away. “You must step directly through that doorway to meet your driver.” He points toward the inky blackness, pierced by occasional beams of light streaming from the rooftop to the sidewalk.

Outside, a line of pale blue taxis stretches the length of the curb. Airport attendants load passengers and luggage with breakneck speed. Drivers lean incessantly on their horns as if that will speed up the line. Police seem to outnumber travelers. The officers’ white-gloved hands slice through the night directing traffic, accompanied by shrill blows on their metal whistles. Chaos reigns.

I feel like a rock in the middle of a rushing stream. From my spot at the edge of the sidewalk, I look up and down the curb one last time. I don’t see a white van. Steering my luggage cart away from the crush of activity, I rest my back against the cool concrete wall. Maybe, if I stand still, the lodge driver will find me. That’s my new plan.

A red-headed man approaches. I recognize him from my flight. “I see you are looking for transportation,” he says. “Where are you staying the night?”

“I’m at the Airport Game Lodge. The driver says there’s a van waiting for me, but I don’t see it.”

“I’m at the same lodge! Maybe they have left already. Let’s share a taxi and go together.”

Warning bells clang in my mind. “Never get in a taxi!” Leslie said. Of course, if I were to ignore her warnings it would seem prudent to do it with a big Dutchman who looks capable of protecting me. But who would protect me from the Dutchman? My mind races for an alternate solution, not quite ready to abandon all my rules about personal safety.

“I just spoke with our driver,” I say. “Not even five minutes ago. He says he’s here, waiting for us, and he has a sign. Why don’t we look around one more time?”

“Very good,” the Dutchman says. “But it is useless for both of us to push these carts around. You stay here with our luggage. I will find our driver.” He disappears around the corner.

His plan appeals to me. I’d never agree to leave my bags with a stranger, and I’m too tired to move. A minute later a transportation attendant approaches me from inside the building. “Are you the woman looking for the Game Lodge driver?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Ah. Stay where you are. He is inside looking for you. I will bring him to you.”

What good news. Now everyone is helping me reach my destination!

A tall, thin white man in a checked shirt and khaki shorts ambles up to me. His sign, “Airport Game Lodge” scribbled on a piece of white cardboard, dangles in his hand at his side. “Are you Miss Baldwin?” he asks.

“Yes.” I smile with relief, happy to finally make my connection. “You must be the lodge driver. It’s so good to see you.”

“Let’s go.” He tucks his sign under his arm and grabs one luggage cart with each hand.

“Wait! That cart belongs to a Dutchman who’s also staying at your lodge. He’s gone off to look for you. Can we wait for him? It should just be a minute.”

“Aye, no problem,” the driver says. “I’ve been looking for him as well. You two are my last passengers. The others are already in the van.”

The driver and Dutchman maneuver our luggage like toys—over the curb, across the taxi lane, through a dirt lot strewn with rocks—to the rear of a white Volkswagen van that’s seen better days. I don’t care. I’m within minutes of collapsing, fully outstretched, on a bed.

Including myself, six passengers scrunch into the front and middle seats, our luggage piled in the back. The others, from the Netherlands and Germany, are here on safari vacations. In the morning they will head out on flights to Tanzania and Zambia. Their stories of hunting the “big five”—elephant, lion, rhinoceros, water buffalo, and leopard—intrigue me. I’m curious if they’re actually hunting these spectacular animals or just taking photographs.

We pull away from the airport into the narrow unlit streets of Johannesburg. The Dutchman says he vacations in Africa every year, that Zambia is the place to see the most wild game in one week. He also says that over the past few years, due to the exploding crocodile population, residents of Zambia have begun to build their homes three to four meters above the ground.

“Crocs aren’t native to southern Africa,” he says. “They were unlawfully introduced by a foreigner and are out of control now. They invade homes and game lodges, especially at this time of year, in the rainy season.”

I’m sure he doesn’t mean our lodge.

We turn onto a dirt road where our driver dodges potholes large enough to swallow the van. The Airport Game Lodge emerges from the darkness, lit by a single halogen lamp mounted on the entrance gatepost. Only five minutes from the chaos of the airport, the sounds of crickets and birds saturate the damp air.

Our driver, Oscar, also the porter and front desk clerk, moves in quick bursts of energy, stacking our luggage in the gravel clearing. One at a time, he calls the guests into the office to register. After my turn, I follow Oscar along the smooth concrete walkway. He pulls my suitcases to a stop in front of my open sliding glass door. “Have a night of good sleep,” he says.

The sheer draperies at the door billow out onto the walkway. It would feel heavenly to sleep in this breeze, but the Dutchman’s crocodile story is too fresh. There’s also a thick cloud of mosquitoes under my porch light. The small, screened bathroom window will have to do for fresh air tonight.

I dig through my suitcases strewn about on the cool tile floor, searching for the thin nightshirt I packed for humid African nights. I’ve never been so happy to flop onto a narrow, short bed with a lumpy mattress. Home feels a million miles away. I thank God and all the airlines for my safe arrival, and close my eyes to the lyrics of a million birds.




 

 

DAY 2

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 1, 2008

 

A loud buzzing noise awakens me in the pre-dawn hours. It’s too big for a mosquito, a fly, or even a bee. Adrenaline surges through my body as I remember where I am and that my door was open last night when I arrived. I flip on the nightstand light, stand in the middle of my mattress, and scan the room for a snake.

There aren’t many places a snake could hide. I jump up and down on the squeaky mattress, then pause to listen for sounds of life under the bed. Nothing. I step across the narrow space between the two beds and jump on the other mattress. Still nothing. I scramble down from the bed, grab the desk chair and jam it hard against my open suitcase. Then, in what will become my nightly ritual in Africa, I get down on my hands and knees and inspect under the bed. No snakes!

There’s no hope of going back to sleep. With two hours until breakfast, I have time to catch up on my journal writing.

 

     … it’s not good that I’m already this scared. Every spooky story I’ve ever heard about Africa races through my mind. And I’m still in the big city! If I let myself obsess over this, it will be a very long three months. This intense fear makes me wonder if I’ve made a huge mistake coming here. Maybe when I get to the village and start working with the kids my fear will subside. Take one step at a time, Karen. Keep breathing …

 

By six I’m dressed, ready for breakfast, and step outside to take my first look at South Africa in daylight. Trees and tall grass sway on currents of cool air against the backdrop of a cloudless, electric blue sky. Everything exudes freshness, as though it has just been breathed into existence. I want to lie on the ground and soak up the palpable vibrations of life that emanate from the earth.

As I explore the grounds I’m surprised to discover a two-story brick building behind the lodge, invisible in last night’s consuming darkness. Uneven, pale blue letters painted on the bricks spell KITCHEN with an arrow pointing up an open stairway. At the top I’m greeted by a middle-aged black woman dressed in a navy blue smock that hangs to her knees. A bright kerchief, wrapped tightly around her head, frames her long, narrow face.

“Good morning, Ma’am. How are you today?” she asks, staring at the floor. Her slow, measured words have a melodic lilt. English is not her first language.

“I’m well, thanks. And you?”

She ignores my question and stares at my feet. “Will you take your breakfast now?”

Her submissive posture makes me tense as I recall childhood vacations in the Deep South, watching maids slip silently through the back doors of neighborhood homes. I don’t know how to behave. I’d like to tell her I’m not one of “them.” I smile at her, hoping she’ll relax and smile back. She doesn’t. Maybe she doesn’t want to talk to me. These mental gymnastics are excruciating. I want to crawl out of my skin.

“I’d love breakfast,” I say. “How does this work?”

“Please make yourself comfortable and I will bring your breakfast.” She turns toward the kitchen without ever making eye contact.

The dining room veranda overlooks the lodge grounds, separated from the expansive fields of tall grass by a simple wire fence. The airport control tower is visible in the distance. Planes come and go, but the birds drown out all noise of jet engines and city life. Their melodies play like a symphony, backed by the low resonant croaks of bullfrogs and incessant clicks of crickets and grasshoppers. I take a deep slow breath to absorb the rich, pulsating essence.

Beyond the fence, spotted deer, wild turkeys and ducks mingle in the field with exotic animals. Gazelles with long, graceful legs graze next to thick-bellied bushbuck with stubby antlers. Ostriches hold their tiny, peculiar heads high above their enormous, round bodies. The impalas are my favorite. Their warm brown eyes, alluring long lashes, and elegant curved horns exude magic. In time I will learn that the impala is abundant in KwaZulu-Natal; the most commonly hunted animal. Impala meat is prized. Witch doctors and healers treasure the horns, hooves and tongues for their medicine. Their bones make sturdy tools. Hides are crafted into shoes, vests, and rugs. Nothing goes to waste.

I return my dirty dishes to the kitchen.

“What time will you take your meal tomorrow, Ma’am?”

“Um, seven, please.”

“Very well, Ma’am.”

“Have a good day,” falls from my mouth by habit. It feels trite.

On the way to my room I bump into Oscar. “Are those animals on preserve land?” I ask.

“No,” he smiles. “They’re wild. The fence is there to prevent them from wandering into your room.”

“Are they really that bold?”

“Yes ma’am! Don’t put your arm through the fence near an ostrich. They are aggressive and mean. They guard their eggs ferociously. If they feel threatened they’ll take your hand off with one stroke of their beak. But if you’re lucky enough to snatch an egg,” he laughs, “one ostrich egg is equal to two dozen hen eggs.”

In the lounge I’m able to check my email on an old community computer. Friends and family are eager to hear about my travels. I revel in news from home, but the Internet connection is frustrating and slow. I’m repeatedly disconnected and manage to send only one brief, group message. I let everyone know I’m safely on the ground in Africa and promise more details later.

I’m content to spend the morning taking photos of the animals that crowd the fence hoping for an easy meal. They look like pets and I’m tempted to oblige. But common sense prevails. I don’t want to lose a hand my first day in Africa!

As the midday sun intensifies, I succumb to the need for a nap. Already I love falling asleep to the sound of birds. They will become my faithful companions, comforting me when I’m lonely. When I return home I will ache for the birds’ music during the night.

A harsh ring wakes me from a deep sleep. The sweat that drenches my shirt isn’t from the heat in my room, but from my interrupted dream:

 

     … I stand a short distance from my living quarters watching dark clouds approach. Black tornados swirl in the distance. Nearby, spinning funnels of fire circle around me. Nothing is damaged as they pass by. I’m not hurt …

 

I reach for the phone.

“This is Oscar, Ma’am. Would you like to order your evening meal?”

My greasy dinner, delivered from town, goes down well with a cold beer while I sit on the patio outside my room enjoying the end of my first full day in Africa. As the sun dips behind the acacia trees, the brilliant blue sky fades to splendid shades of vermillion and yellow, capturing the exotic lure of this country. I want this feeling to last forever.




 

 

DAY 3

SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 2, 2008

 

I indulge in a breakfast feast: soft-boiled eggs, British bangers steamed in smooth blends of Indian curry, scones, and rich Earl Grey tea. There will be nothing this lavish in the village. American oldies play on the dining room radio, taking me back to my teen years where music and memory are fused—On Top of the World by Karen Carpenter, my high school prom theme; Killing Me Softly by Roberta Flack, snuggling with my boyfriend on my parents’ sofa after graduation—sweet, long-forgotten memories called back by the music.

My anticipation grows as I repack my bags for the flight to Pietermaritzburg. Tonight I’ll be in the village, living a simple life, providing care and affection for children, many of them orphaned by AIDS. My heart swells as I sit on my patio enjoying the impalas.

Zap!

Behind me. The same buzzing noise that woke me during the night. I jump up and spin around. My heart pounds. I scan the ground. Two small birds lie dead on the sidewalk. Tucked under the eave is an electric mosquito-killing machine. Apparently it also kills small, errant birds. I’m sad for the birds, grateful for the reduced mosquito population, relieved that it wasn’t a snake. Perhaps my hyper vigilance is unwarranted.

 

»»» «««

 

Oscar drops me off at the airport, refusing my tip for lugging my overweight suitcases all the way into the terminal. “Your transportation is included in your lodging fee,” he says. He really means it. What a treat! Once again the airlines let me pass free of extra baggage charges when they hear that my suitcases are full of books.

The departure area of Tambo International has an entirely different feel than the somber transportation hub. Ablaze with neon signs luring travelers into restaurants and gift shops, it’s typical, except for the unique wares: long sticks of billabong—South African beef jerky; giraffes, hand-carved from exotic woods; ostrich eggshells the size of small melons, intricately etched with jungle scenes; beaded tribal jewelry. Even baby clothes are decorated with exotic beadwork.

The bustling luggage shrink-wrap business intrigues me. Travelers place their suitcases on a spinning carousel that enshrouds each one in clear plastic until it resembles a mummy. The attendant pulls a sharp knife from his tool belt, pierces the top of each plastic fortress, and pulls the luggage handle through the slit. A sign explains that this is the perfect protection against theft. They must mean protection from airline personnel. No one else will have access to my suitcases. I decide to take my chances.

With no hope of understanding the conversations around me, I enjoy watching people speak. Their mouths form unusual shapes as words roll over their tongues and spill outward in round globules of sound. It’s mesmerizing; hard to believe that these intriguing words might mean something as simple as, “Honey, did you turn off the stove?”

Overhead, the electronic departure screen scrolls information in the traditional colors of South Africa: green, red, and yellow. The destinations—Gaborone, Botswana; Lusaka, Zambia; Harare, Zimbabwe—stir my sense of adventure.

 

»»» «««

 

As my twin-engine plane prepares for landing in Pietermaritzburg, I feel foolish for having only two brief email exchanges with the school principal, Phyllis Zondi. The first was to set the approximate time frame for my trip: three months beginning in early February, allowing the children four weeks to settle into the new school year before my arrival. The second email confirmed my exact arrival date and time. Two single-sentence emails suddenly feel insanely inadequate for a journey of this magnitude.

The plane pulls to a stop fifty feet from the small terminal. My heart pounds as the stairs are pushed into place. I hope Principal Zondi is waiting for me. I hope she recognizes me. I hope I can find her. I hope she is still as eager to have me as I am to be here. Nearly last off the plane, the heat and humidity suck my breath away as I descend the steps. My legs tremble on the short walk across the tarmac.

A welcome blast of chilly air cools my face when I step through the airport doors. I stop to take a deep breath. Then I see them. Two women and two teenagers, twenty feet away, in the center of the lobby. They hold brightly colored, handmade posters that proclaim: GOD BLESS YOU KAREN, WELCOME TO SOUTH AFRICA KAREN, ENJOY YOUR STAY AT ZINTI PRIMARY. Their faces light up as we recognize each other.

We stand a few feet apart, sharing tears of relief. A long moment passes before the woman in the royal blue tank top pulls me into her arms. Her eyes sparkle. She’s younger than I am, about my height, with ebony skin. A thick afro frames her face.

“You were so long to get off of the plane,” she says. “We were afraid you had changed your mind.”

“No! I didn’t change my mind. I was afraid you wouldn’t be here for me.”

She holds my shoulders at arm’s length. “You are a silly woman,” she says. “We have been waiting for an hour. We did not want to miss your plane.”

She releases me and steps back. “I am Ruby. And this is Ma’am, Principal Zondi,” she says, pointing to the other woman.

Principal Zondi steps forward and extends her hand. Like Ruby, she is stout, but several inches shorter than me, with milk chocolate skin and thin, loosely-curled gray hair. She wears a modest skirt and a short-sleeved, white knit top. Deep creases fan out from behind her dark, wire-rimmed glasses. I guess her age to be about sixty.

I reach to shake her hand. “Thank you for inviting me here, Principal Zondi.”

“You shall call me Phyllis,” she says. “We are pleased to have you. The children at Zinti are excited to meet you. You have already met Ruby. This is Patrick and Amahle.”

Both teenagers greet me with dazzling smiles and hugs. I let loose a deep sigh of relief. Mine is the only flight to arrive at the airport this afternoon. Within minutes the flight crew rolls our luggage into the building on long, flat carts. As we cross the lobby Ruby pulls me tight against her side. Her hand on my shoulder radiates a deep, warm heat.

“Please identify your bags,” Phyllis says. “Patrick will collect them for you.”

I point to two oversized brown suitcases. Patrick, rail thin, can’t even begin to lift them from the cart. I move to help.

“Ruby will get them,” Phyllis says, grabbing my arm.

Ruby reaches for the smaller bag. “Haybo! These are very heavy, Karen. Do you have bricks in here?” Her r’s roll over her tongue.

“Just books,” I smile. “Lots of books for the kids.” I reach for the large suitcase.

“You are too frail to manage such heavy things,” Ruby says, pushing my arm aside.

Frail? At five-feet nine-inches, one-hundred-eighty pounds? I’ve even put on an extra twenty pounds—my insurance against being malnourished. I expect food in the village to be sparse. And I’ll be walking to and from school every day. I’ve planned ahead. I’m proud of that.

Ruby strides for the door, one suitcase in each hand. Her hips sway from side to side. Her flat sandals slap against the concrete floor. The five of us squeeze into her white Corolla with my suitcases stuffed in the trunk. I’m surprised the car can still move. Unaccustomed to their thick Zulu accent, I struggle to understand their questions. Where do you live in America? Do you have children of your own? What does your husband say that you are here alone? What are your favorite foods?

“I live in California, near the ocean. I have one son. He’s grown now. Twenty-four. I don’t have a husband. And I suppose my favorite food is sushi.”

“Sushi?” Phyllis asks. “What is sushi?”

“Sushi is raw fish that’s wrapped in sweet rice and seaweed.”

The kids turn up their noses, drawing their faces into expressions of disgust.

“Do you not prefer your fish to be cooked?” asks Ruby.

“I like cooked fish, too.” Maybe they’re asking what they could serve me that would be special. “I like all kinds of food. Rice. Meat. Vegetables. Fruit.”

“Uncooked fish?” Phyllis asks. “This is quite strange.”

 

»»» «««

 

We travel through the suburbs of Pietermaritzburg where modest brick houses with manicured lawns line wide streets. An occasional lot stands vacant, overgrown with thick foliage. We could be anywhere in middle America except that each property is surrounded by a tall, steel fence topped with razor wire or sharp spears.

At Ruby’s house, the kids jump out of the car to unlock a massive chain that holds an iron gate closed across the driveway. We enter the living room first through a door of vertical steel bars, then a thick wooden door. Inside, Phyllis pulls her cell phone from her bra and begins making calls. Two more teenage boys appear from down the hallway. Ruby issues a flurry of instructions in Zulu. The kids fly into action: one boy disappears out the back door with my luggage; the other boys rearrange the living room furniture; the young girl heads to the kitchen with Ruby.

I feel awkward, uncertain what to do next. From my spot in the middle of the room, I take stock of the décor. Heavy draperies with a busy blue print are drawn across the front window. The deep maroon carpet darkens the room further. Brown velour furniture, covered with thick clear plastic, lines the wall. White crocheted doilies, embroidered with pink roses, decorate the back of each seat. Several portraits, yellowed with age, hang in random fashion over the sofa: a boy about ten years old, a middle-aged man in a graduation cap and gown, and Ruby as a much younger woman. There are also two university diplomas. It’s clear that this is the wall of honor.

“This seat is for you, Miss Karen,” Patrick says. He points to the arm chair and pushes the coffee table up close to my knees. “We are almost ready for your party.”

With every window and door is shut tight, sweat drenches my body. The ceiling fan stands motionless. Aren’t they suffering, too? I scan the walls looking for the fan switch. Maybe I can accidentally lean up against it and get a breeze going. There’s no telling how big a river of sweat I’m creating on this plastic seat cover. I mop my face with my sleeve.

“Would you like something cool to drink?” asks one of the boys.

“That would be great. Maybe some ice water?”

“We have orange pop for you.”

It’s been years. Maybe it’s not as gooey sweet as I remember. “Orange pop it is!”

Phyllis answers a knock on the door. Peeling my legs off the plastic chair cover, I stand to greet the visitors.

“Karen, this is…” Phyllis says.

I can’t quite catch their names. One at a time, three teachers from Zinti embrace me and thank me for coming to teach at their school. I miss far too much of the conversation, but it keeps right on moving. Ruby and the young girl return from the kitchen carrying trays of orange pop and a chocolate cake.

“Would you like a piece of cake?” Ruby asks.

“Yes, please. Chocolate is my favorite.”

A burst of enthusiastic Zulu erupts around me. I imagine they took bets on whether or not chocolate was a good choice. I guzzle my orange soda. It’s every bit as sweet as I remember. But it’s wet and cold.

Ruby sets a plate with a hefty slice of chocolate cake on my lap. In the heat the frosting has slid down the side of the cake. Everyone watches me take my first bite.

“It’s yummy, Ruby. Delicious.”

They explode with enthusiasm as they dig into their slices.

“Where do you live in America?” asks one of the teachers.

“In northern California, near San Francisco.”

“And what is your weather like?”

“Well, when I left home it was winter. Cold and rainy.”

“Ah. You will be very comfortable here.”

I can’t imagine what she means. This feels like Miami in August.

“Our winter will arrive soon and it is just as you have described,” Phyllis says.

“Do you have children?” one of the women asks.

“What does your husband say of you being here?” asks another.

“How do you like our country?”

“What kind of car do you drive?”

“How old are you?”

I feel bombarded by the onslaught of questions. They discuss each of my answers in Zulu. Unusual combinations of n’s and g’s roll from their mouths, punctuated with an occasional odd “cluck” that emanates from deep in their throats. I recall my interaction with the Barnes & Noble clerk at home. “I’m sorry,” she had said, “but we don’t have a Zulu-English dictionary. Zulu is a dead language.” If she could only hear this!

“Tell me about Zinti,” I say. “I’d like to hear about the school and the kids.”

Phyllis sits up straight, her shoulders held back with pride. “We have three-hundred and ninety-six learners at Zinti this term. Our youngest learners, through Grade Two, do not know any English. It is best not to confuse them while they are still learning their mother language. We have two rooms of Grade Three learners, and four rooms of Grade Four learners. Some of our children have moved to the village from city schools and are already proficient in English.”

“I teach Grade Three,” Ruby says. “I have forty-eight learners in my classroom.”

I brought thirty-six plastic recorder flutes, two dozen sets of colored markers, and thirty erasable white mats to save on paper. Unprepared for forty-eight kids in one classroom, I feel instantly deflated. The students will have to work in shifts.

“We have a woman from the village who prepares a hot meal for our children every day.” Phyllis says. “And she is very clever. She does not even need a refrigerator. Our children enjoy her meals very much. And she is paid well. Three-hundred rand every month!”

At about seven rand to the dollar, that’s only forty dollars. Phyllis makes it sound like an extraordinary income.

“But last week we had a terrible accident,” Phyllis continues. Her chin drops to her chest; she shakes her head. The teachers murmur in Zulu.

“What happened?” I jump to the worst imaginable scenario—a child was injured.

“We had very hard rains last week. Our pit toilets flooded. It was a terrible mess.”

“That sounds nasty,” I agree.

“The boys do not mind. They are accustomed to taking themselves to the hill behind the school. But the girls. It was difficult for them.”

“What did you do?”

“There is a man in the village who comes to school every day,” Phyllis says. “He is not right in the head, but as long as we pay him straight away, he will do whatever we ask of him.”

Not right in the head? And he hangs out at school every day?

“He cleaned the bathrooms with a shovel and buckets of water. You will see. They are now as clean as ever.”

I hope I packed enough hand sanitizer.

“You will love our country, Karen,” Phyllis says. “There is a legend about the creation of the Zinti valley. It is very beautiful.”

“Yes, it is beautiful,” Ruby says. “But my farm is even more beautiful. You will see.”

The kids and other teachers nod, seemingly content as observers.

“Will I see your farm?” I ask.

“Ruby will take you to her farm during the school holiday,” says Phyllis.

“It is in Ntwana,” Ruby continues, “far, far away. It is very different from my home here. We have goats and chickens. My relatives take care of the farm while I am away. There is also a boy from Zinti who lives at my farm.”

“From Zinti?”

“Yes. He was very young when his parents died and he had no relatives to care for him. He was lonely. One day I asked him if he would like to live with me.” Her face lights up. “He said he would like that very much. So that very day I took him from school to my farm. He has lived there ever since. He is twelve years old now. He is very happy there. But you must not tell anyone,” Ruby cautions. “They think he ran away. They do not know that I stole him.”

I shake my head, stunned. I watch for reactions from the others. Nothing. “I won’t tell anyone,” I say. My lips are sealed. Who would I tell? Who are “they?” I struggle to comprehend this concept of adoption. Who am I to say if it’s right? Maybe it’s enough that this boy has someone to look after him and food to eat.

My attention drifts. A Pepto-Bismol pink crocheted doily covers the dining room sideboard. The doily’s scalloped edges curl four inches off the surface. How is that possible with this much humidity? Through the open front door I see teenage boys in the street. They hang on the perimeter fence, peering into the house for a glimpse of me. They must be friends of Ruby’s sons. I smile, raise my hand in a gesture of acknowledgment. They smile back. Why don’t they just come to the door? Oh, yeah. The locked gate across the driveway. I forgot.

“So where will you start?” asks Phyllis.

“Excuse me? I’m sorry. I didn’t hear your question.”

“The teachers have been discussing how you can best serve our learners. They want to know if you will also teach mathematics to our Grade Four learners.”

“Sure,” I laugh. “As long as they aren’t ahead of my math skills.” I don’t remember what Kevin was learning at that age.

“They are having a difficult time adding columns of numbers.”

“Sure. I can help with that.”

All the teachers smile.

“I can also help with music and art if you like. I brought lots of art supplies. And a friend of mine sent plastic recorders for the kids.”

“The children will like that,” Ruby says. “You will see. They like to sing and draw.”

“Wonderful! I can’t wait.”

“Boys, please show Miss Karen to her room,” Phyllis says. “She is tired and must rest.”

This isn’t a stopover on the way to the village? “Am I staying here tonight?”

“Yes, of course,” Ruby says. She sounds surprised that I don’t already know.

“So, I’ll move to the village on Monday then? When we go to school?”

“You will stay here with Ruby,” Phyllis says. “She has a fine room for you. And she will feed you well.”

“Oh. I thought I’d be with a family in the village. That’s what Leslie said.”

“We have spoken with the Inspector,” Phyllis says. “He is pleased that you have come to teach our children. He wishes for you to have excellent accommodations. The Inspector wants you to have the very best experience while you are here. Besides, Karen, the children will tire you if you do not have a break from them at night.”

I feel cheated. This isn’t what I expected. This is practically like being at home. I want a real African adventure. I have dreams of cooking for the kids, walking with them to school in the morning, tucking them into bed at night. I’m not ready to let that dream go. Maybe they’ll change their minds in a couple of weeks. It’s too soon for me to argue with them. I shake hands with Phyllis and collect hugs from the other teachers as they leave.

“Can I help you clean up, Ruby?”

“No. That is not necessary.”

She nods to the boys. They lead me through the sliding glass door at the rear of the living room, onto a patio. A three-foot-high brick wall separates the patio from an immense lawn. And at the far end of the yard—a swimming pool! It’s beautiful, surrounded by old-fashioned torch-style lamp posts. I can’t quite see the water, but already I dream of a cool dip. We pass a brick barbeque built into the wall next to the steps that lead to the lawn.

“Do you boys help with the grill?” I know how much the men in my family like to cook with fire.

“Ma’am?” They tilt their heads with confusion.

I point to the barbeque. “Do you help cook meals on the grill?”

“Ah.” One of the boys raises the cover revealing an overflowing ashtray and several empty beer bottles. “It has never been used as far as I know, Ma’am.”

“Please call me Karen. Will you tell me your names again?”

“Yes, Ma’am, I mean, Karen. My name is Thulani. Tool-AH-nee.”

“And my name is Siphelele. Seep-eh-LAY-lay.”

They smile as I wrestle with the unfamiliar names. “Wow. I hope you’ll be patient with me.”

“It will get easier, Miss Karen,” Thulani says. “Soon you will speak our mother language.”

Hah!

We cross the length of the patio and stand in front of a concrete block structure about eight feet square—a pool building. Overhead, pieces of green and yellow corrugated fiberglass lay on wires stretched like clothesline between the block building and the main house. It looks makeshift, but provides welcome shade.

“This is your room,” Siphelele says. He opens the door to the block room, sweeps his arm in a grand gesture, and steps back. Hot air rushes out. My backpack sits in the middle of the bed. My suitcases occupy the only available floor space.

“You will be very comfortable here,” Thulani says. “Please tell us if you need anything. We will let you know when it is time for dinner.”

I am equal parts relieved and appalled. Grateful to have private space, a break from the barrage of questions, a bed up off the ground, time to process everything; yet so humiliated about living in the backyard. I was expecting to share a mud hut with an entire family. I was expecting to roll my inflatable cushion out on a floor made from smoothed cow patties. I was expecting to poop in a hole in the ground. Pump water from a communal well. Cook over an open flame. Why does this room in the backyard feel so wrong?

I push my suitcases against the wall under the window, close the door behind me, squeeze between the bed and the green plastic lawn chair, and hang my face over the sink. My tears mingle with the warm water that has been sitting in the pipes. I take a deep breath. As the water begins to run cool I splash it on my face, waiting for my emotions to subside.

Lying on the bed, my feet propped on my backpack, I examine my room. The window, up high on the wall, has steel bars and sheer yellow curtains. I can’t feel the breeze, but I won’t have to worry about modesty. I have a full-sized bed with clean sheets and a pillow. The plaster walls are chipped with big holes where things once hung. The tiny closet in the corner has plenty of space for the few clothes I brought. There’s also a blanket neatly folded on the top shelf. I can’t imagine needing that. A small night table is wedged between the bed and sink. A bare lightbulb with a string hangs over the door.

I’m missing a toilet.

Unpacking takes five minutes. The large suitcase with school supplies fits between the bed and wall, out of the way until Monday. I set the green plastic lawn chair outside my door; one less thing to trip over. My clothes don’t even begin to fill the closet. I stash my cameras on the top shelf, journals and toiletries on the night stand.

I lay down again. The room spins around me. Why is this so hard? Everything looks so—so? —American! But it feels so different. Deep breath in. Exhale. Breathe, Karen. In. Out. My heart rate eases back to normal. I’m embarrassed by my ignorance. This isn’t the Africa I expected.

 

»»» «««

 

“Miss Karen? Thulani here.” He knocks on my door. “My aunt says you should come now for dinner.”

Aunt? The boys are cousins? They do weekend sleepovers here, too?

“Okay. I’m coming.”

I rinse my eyes again and dry my face on my camp towel that hangs from the curtain rod. On my way to the house, I dash up the steps for a quick peek into the pool. Thick green slime hangs on the side walls. Black sludge covers the bottom. My stomach turns. Why is this beautiful pool so neglected? My fantasy of cooling off under a starry African sky vanishes.

“Have you seen the monkeys yet?” Ruby asks as I enter the kitchen. She stands over the stove, wooden spoon in hand, stirring a pot of rice. Her eyes twinkle with mischief.

I smile. “You’re pulling my leg, Ruby. I know you are. There aren’t any monkeys here in the city.” I’m wising up already. I won’t fall for the joke on the white lady from America.

“Yes, you will see.” Her grin grows even wider as she raises her eyebrows. “I would not lie to you about these things.”

“Uh huh.” I roll my eyes. We both laugh. “What can I do to help?”

“There is nothing to do.” She fills two plates. “Would you like tea with your meal?”

“Oh, Ruby. I don’t think I can drink tea when it’s so hot. Maybe just some water.”

“No. You must drink tea. It will cool you. You will see.”

We eat in the dining room at a beautiful, polished wooden table, on upholstered chairs covered with thick plastic. The fried chicken and cabbage are tasty. Fried anything is tasty.

“What’s this?” I take another bite of the white grain. It’s dry with a big pat of butter pressed into the middle, sprinkled with curry powder.

“This is putu. Do you like it?”

My nod elicits a smile. “It’s tasty. But what is it? It sort of looks like rice.”

“It is white corn meal. It is the traditional food of the Zulu people.”

Grits! That’s what it looks like. Coarse white grits, cooked like polenta.

“You’re right about the tea, too. It is refreshing.”

“I know what will make your spirit happy,” Ruby smiles. “You will be sick in your lungs if you drink with ice when you are so hot.”

I point to the pink, ruffled doilies on the sideboard. “Ruby, I’m curious about these. How do you keep them curled in this humidity?”

“They are beautiful, yes?”

“They are.” At least my grandmother would have thought so. Someone spent a lot of time crocheting such tiny stitches. “Did you make them?”

“They were a wedding gift from my mother. After I wash them, I dip them in a bucket of starch. Then I lay them flat and put plastic bottles under the edge until they dry. They will stay curled like that until the next time I wash them.”

“That’s very clever. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

The kitchen door opens and shuts. I hear footsteps in the hallway. I turn to see if the boys are joining us for dinner. A tall middle-aged man, wearing olive green dress slacks and a short-sleeved sport shirt, smiles at me. His sunglasses are pushed to the top of his cleanly shaven head. “You must be Miss Karen,” he says. “We have been anxiously awaiting your arrival.”

I stand and offer my hand. “Thank you. I’m happy to be here.”

“I am Mhambi Ndlela. I am Ruby’s husband.” Despite his Zulu accent, his English is crisp, clean. So easy to understand.

“It’s nice to meet you. May I call you Mhambi?”

“Yes, please. And how were your travels from America, Karen?” He looks straight into my eyes when he speaks. It feels like he has all day to wait for my answer.

“My trip was good. I’m amazed how smooth it went.”

“And how long does it take to travel from America to our country?”

“Thirty-two hours.”

A whistle escapes on his breath. “That is indeed a very long time. And how do you like our fair country so far?”

“It’s beautiful, Mhambi. I’ve never seen such a brilliant blue sky in my entire life. And the vegetation is so lush and green. We have lots of rain at home, but still our trees aren’t as green as yours.”

He smiles with pride. “This is God’s country. I am pleased that you have an opportunity to share it with us.”

Ruby slips out to the kitchen and returns carrying a metal tray with Mhambi’s dinner plate and tea. She sets it on the coffee table in the living room, in front of the armchair.

“We are very impressed by your courage, Karen,” Mhambi continues. “You are a generous woman to leave your family for three months to come teach our children. We are very grateful for your sacrifice.”

“I’m happy to be here. It doesn’t really feel like a sacrifice.”

“You are too modest. It is a great gift you give our people. We will honor you by speaking English to you in our home.”

I hadn’t thought of speaking English as an honor, just a practicality. Actually, I hadn’t considered it at all. Now that he mentions it, though, I do feel honored. “Thank you.”

“In return, will you learn to greet us in our mother language?”

“Absolutely!”

“Very well. Has my wife taught you our greeting yet?”

“No,” Ruby says. “Karen has needed to rest this afternoon.”

“Then we shall have your first lesson right now.”

“Great! Can you wait one second? I want to get a piece of paper to write this down. I’m afraid it won’t stick unless I see it in black and white.” I race for the back door, across the scorching bricks, grab a journal and pen from my night table and hurry back to the dining room. “Okay, I’m ready now.”

Mhambi explains the order of the greeting and how to greet one person versus a group. Ruby spells each word. “S-a-w-u-b-o-n-a. Sah-u-BOE-nah,” she says. “This is how to say hello to one person.”

By the time we finish I have an outline for the entire greeting:

Sanibonani. Sah-nee-boe-NAh-nee. hello, plural conjugation.

Unjani? Une-JAW-nee? how are you?

Ngiyaphila. N-gee-yah-PEE-lah. I am well.

Uphila njani? Oo-PEE-la n-JAH-nee? And how are you?

Yebo, ngikhona. YAY-boe n-gee-yah-HOE-nah. yes, I’m also fine.

Ruby and Mhambi smile, so patient with me as we practice over and over until I can manage some semblance of adequate pronunciation. Thulani passes through the room.

“Sawubona,” I say.

“Haybo! Miss Karen,” he says, his eyes huge. “You are amazing!”

Mhambi and Ruby smile. “Very good,” Mhambi says. “You are a fast learner. You will learn one new word every day. Before you leave us we will speak our mother tongue together.”

I feel proud. hopeful. “I would like that.”

 

»»» «««

 

As I step out the back door headed to my room for the night, Ruby stands in the doorway and wishes me good-night.

“What should I do if I need to use the bathroom in the middle of the night?” I ask, remembering the backyard camping adventures of my youth. “Will you leave the door unlocked for me?”

Her vacant stare penetrates me, as if I were invisible. she slides a steel mesh gate across the doorway. “You must close your door for the night to keep the monkeys out. I will wake you in time for breakfast.”

Her sudden shift from helpful, jovial teacher, to cold, absent stranger, disturbs me. We stand, in silence, on opposite sides of a steel gate. Dumbstruck, I turn and walk toward my room, across bricks that still radiate the day’s intense heat. Behind me, the padlock on the gate clicks. What just happened?

 

»»» «««

 

I can’t be the only one who needs a toilet in the middle of the night. What do they expect me to do? I vow abstinence from all things liquid after dinner. Never mind that my doctor advised me to stay well-hydrated as my first line of defense against heat stroke and disease.

My senses feel heightened. Why doesn’t Ruby trust me with a key? Do they always lock the house up at night? Even with the barbed fence surrounding the property? should I be afraid? I close my door and slide the chain into place.

Lying in the darkness, adrenaline works against exhaustion. There are no stars in the patch of sky I can see through my barred window. This feels like prison. could a snake climb the wall and come in through my window? I inspect under the bed with my flashlight. Nothing. I can’t bear the thought of closing my window, sleeping in a sauna. I close my eyes and listen. Animal sounds. some are familiar and close by: birds, dogs, roosters. others are further away, unfamiliar. hyenas? What else howls like that? This is your life in Africa, Karen. you’d better adapt.

Sleep overtakes my busy mind, but I wake at every noise. I lay still, hold my breath, and listen for silence to assure me that I’m still alone. The tenth time I wake, I realize I need to use the bathroom. It can’t wait until morning.

My mind races through various possibilities. I don’t have a bucket. I might still get to use a hole in the ground. but my skin is so white, I’d glow in the dark. What would the neighbors say? Besides, if the Ndlelas lock up so tight, maybe I should be wary of what looms in the yard. I don’t want any creatures to think I’m marking territory they consider their own. My distinction as a human feels lost. I am just another animal.
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