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The Saturday morning sun beat down relentlessly as the clock edged towards ten. Inside his small home, Mduduzi wrestled with his wardrobe. Sibonelo, his friend, gone too soon in a senseless car accident the previous week, was to be laid to rest. The planned T-shirt felt disrespectful under the weight of the occasion, and the oppressive heat demanded something cooler, yet still dignified. Time, however, was a relentless adversary. The Anglican Church, where the service would be held, lay a considerable distance away, a journey Mdu would have to undertake on foot. Taxis were out of the question. His wallet was a desert; the little money he had was carefully rationed for work transport until month’s end. Even that, he knew, would run dry soon. Debt was waiting just a few paces ahead.

As the iron hissed over his shirt, frustration bubbled up. His thoughts strayed to a colleague who still hadn’t paid back what he owed. Mdu had lent him the money in good faith, counting on that repayment. Instead, he received stories—long-winded tales of hardship and excuses. That money was supposed to stretch Mdu through the month. Now, it was gone. His plans, his dignity, all thrown into disarray. He couldn’t even afford to contribute to the offering at the funeral. The idea of the collection box passing by while he sat empty-handed haunted him. A sudden lurch of panic propelled him from the house, his stomach protesting the lack of breakfast. Shirt half-buttoned, he ran. The sun scorched his skin as he hurried down dusty streets.

When he finally reached the church, the yard was overflowing with mourners,  a clear indication that finding a seat inside was an impossibility. Sibonelo had been well-loved, and the crowd was thick with familiar faces and whispered conversations. Mdu stood at the edge of the throng, a sea of indistinct chatter washing over him. Many seemed lost in their own conversations, oblivious to the solemnity of the occasion.

Just as a wave of loneliness threatened to engulf him, an elderly man with hair the color of twilight appeared in the church doorway, gesturing for Mdu to come inside. A flicker of annoyance sparked within him. Why single him out from the crowd? Surely others would have preferred a seat. He, of all people, with his empty pockets and the impending humiliation of the offering, had found a strange comfort in the anonymity of the crowd. Now, that was about to be stripped away. Reluctantly, he entered. The old man directed him with a vague wave towards an unseen location. Following the gesture, Mdu found himself in an aisle, but no empty seats were in sight. He scanned the rows, a growing unease prickling his skin as curious and then irritated glances followed his fruitless search. His face burned with embarrassment. Finally, in desperation, he squeezed into a sliver of space on a crowded bench, perching precariously with only a fraction of his backside making contact. His gaze fixed on the pastor in front of the church, his discomfort a palpable thing.

A young woman beside him, startled by his sudden appearance, looked at him with wide, surprised eyes. Noticing his awkward posture, she called out good-naturedly to the others on their bench line, urging them to shift. They responded with smiles and shuffles, creating enough room for Mdu to finally sit with some semblance of comfort.

“Thank you,” he murmured, avoiding her gaze. It was a small kindness, but to Mdu, it meant everything. For a fleeting moment, the heaviness in his heart lightened—not all grace required coins in a basket. Some came in the form of a stranger’s voice, demanding room for a broken man to mourn.

The service continued, and as the hymns began, the young woman, dressed in the church’s uniform, offered him her hymnbook, pointing to the sung words. Their voices intertwined, a surprising harmony emerging despite Mdu’s occasional mumbled notes. His bass, unexpectedly deep, resonated beautifully with her clear soprano. She smiled at him each time his voice dipped low.

When the collection plate was passed, she discreetly pressed a ten-rand note into his hand. Surprise flickered across Mdu’s face. How had she known? 

“Thank you,” he said again, his second gratitude in as many minutes. He longed to ask her name, but shyness held him back. Perhaps this was just kindness, not an invitation for deeper connection.

After the service, buses waited to transport mourners to the cemetery. Mdu lingered outside, engaging in polite conversation, the heat and the tragedy of Sibonelo’s young life were the main topics. These small talks caused him to miss the initial rush for the buses, and he found himself standing in a crowded vehicle, gripping the railing., trying to balance and reflect at once. Across the street, through the smudged window of another bus, he spotted her again. She waved, motioning for him to come over. A seat beside her was empty—held for him, it seemed. A wide smile spread across Mdu’s face. Could it be? Was she interested? Why this unexpected kindness towards a stranger? Was this her nature, or was it something more? She was striking, the kind of woman who could easily capture his attention. And a woman of faith, a rare and precious thing in a world that seemed to chase fleeting trends. In her, amidst the noise of modern life, was a devotion to something deeper. A feeling, unfamiliar in its intensity, stirred within Mdu. An angel in human form, he thought. But doubt quickly followed. Was it simply Christian charity, a random act of kindness born of faith? Brethren were called to help. Yet, the warmth of her gestures felt... different. Conflicting thoughts warred within him, leaving him uncertain. He stepped off the crowded bus, his heart pounding with a mixture of hope and trepidation, unsure of what awaited him as he walked towards her.

The rhythmic rumble of the bus was a soundtrack to Mdu’s burgeoning hope. He’d watched her guarding the aisle seat, politely but firmly deterring any would-be companions. It was a silent, sweet reservation – for him. Each small act resonated within him, a melody of interest that even his own doubts couldn’t quite silence. He knew, with a certainty that bloomed in his chest, that this connection was real, waiting only for his voice to give it form.

Stepping onto the second bus, his gaze found hers instantly. He settled beside her, a nervous flutter in his stomach mirroring the bus’s gentle vibrations. 

“Hi, Nokuthula Ziqubu,” he greeted, the words escaping with a broad, hopeful smile.

Her surprise was genuine, her eyes widening with a delightful thrill. “Wow! How did you know my name?”

He offered a sheepish grin, tapping the edge of her Bible.

“It’s written right there.”

“Oh!” A bright laugh escaped her lips. “You’re such an astute, do you know that? And how do I address you?”

“Mdu,” he replied, and then confessed with a playful grimace, “Though I’m not a fan. My name sounds so... old-fashioned. People probably picture some ancient man when they hear it. I’ve even considered braving the Department of Home Affairs to get something more modern.”

Nokuthula chuckled, a warm, melodious sound. “I can relate! My second name is Dorothy. Imagine, Dorothy! It makes me sound like I was born in the 1940s. I remember the police officers at the station practically doubled over laughing when they saw it on my ID. And the fact that it’s an English name? It makes me want to scream! If only my mother were still alive, I’d ask her what she was thinking.”

A shared wave of laughter washed over them, a comfortable understanding forming in its wake. They had found unexpected common ground in the most trivial of things. The conversation then drifted to the solemn occasion that had brought them together – the late Sibonelo.

“I knew him since we were kids,” Mdu shared, a touch of melancholy in his voice. “Primary school together, all those years growing up... Even on the day he passed, he called me early in the morning. Asked if I could take his daughter to the crèche because he was running late. I said no, I was exhausted from night shift. If only I knew it would be the last time I’d hear his voice.”

Nokuthula nodded her expression sympathetic. “I’ve known him for a few years through church. He was so gifted when it came to preaching God’s word. Everyone, especially the elders, admired his unique way of interpreting the Bible. Lately, he’d been talking about death a lot. Maybe... maybe he had a premonition.”

Despite the somber topic, a soft smile played on Nokuthula’s lips whenever her eyes met Mdu’s. Each glance was a spark, igniting warmth within him that grew with every passing moment, reaching heights akin to the majestic Drakensberg Mountains that framed their province.

Gathering his courage, Mdu asked politely, “Are you married?”

She shook her head. “No. Why do you ask?”

“The ring on your finger.”

“Oh! That’s not a wedding ring. It’s a symbol of purity. Church law. It means I’m married to Christ.” She paused, then added, “Only virgins wear it.”

Mdu’s mind reeled. A virgin? In this day and age? It felt almost mythical. His thoughts raced, painting a vivid picture of a life shared with a woman of such apparent virtue. He imagined the profound intimacy of replacing that purity ring with a band of his own, a symbol of their union. In that instant, a powerful feeling surged within him – love at first sight. He saw in Nokuthula his wife, the mother of his future children. A flurry of hopeful butterflies danced in his chest, urging him to ask for her cellphone number. But fear, a cold wave, threatened to extinguish the warmth. What if she refused? What if he embarrassed himself in front of everyone on the bus? What if this fragile, budding connection withered before it even bloomed?

The bus rumbled along the winding road, its heavy wheels carrying mourners to the final resting place of their loved one. As they were about to arrive at their destination, a stark realization dawned on Mdu: this might be the only chance he ever had. If he remained silent, the opportunity might vanish forever. He had to conquer his fear.

He cleared his throat, the sound amplified in the sudden lull of their conversation. “Nokuthula, I don’t know if I’m being too forward right now, or something...”

Nokuthula’s eyes flickered away, a slight roll preceding the movement. Mdu’s courage faltered.

“What do you mean?” she asked, her tone neutral.

“I don’t know... I just have this feeling that I might not see you again. Or if I do, it’ll be years.” He paused, searching for the right words. 

“Forgive me if you think it’s wrong of me to feel this way about you.”

Nokuthula glanced out the window, her profile a study in quiet contemplation. She seemed to anticipate the direction of his words.

Mdu pressed on, his heart pounding against his ribs like a bird trying to escape from the cage. “I know we just met, but... you’ve already captured my heart. I don’t even know how to say this in a way that will sound believable to you, but please, I mean it.”

She turned back to him, a hint of playful sarcasm in her eyes. “It hasn’t even been an hour since we’ve known each other, and I’ve already taken your heart? How weak must that organ of yours be!”

“An hour is far too long,” he countered, his gaze earnest. “You took my heart the moment I sat next to you – at the church. I don’t know, maybe this funeral... maybe it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me. It brought me to you.”

Nokuthula stared at him, disbelief etched on her face. Was this really happening? Was she being courted so abruptly, amidst such a somber occasion?

“What do you want from me?” she prompted, her voice still holding a note of skepticism.

“Please,” he pleaded, his voice dropping slightly. “If you could... your cell phone number...”

Nokuthula sighed, her gaze drifting away again. In a low voice, she said, “Perhaps my mistake was being nice to you, and it made you think I liked you in that way. I am not that kind of girl. As friendly and nice as I am, I also have a type. I can’t go around falling for whatever I come across. So please, whatever it is that you feel about me, disregard it.”

She stood up, her words a cool dismissal, and joined the other mourners disembarking for the burial site. Mdu felt a wave of humiliation wash over him. His hopeful assumptions had crashed against the hard reality of her disinterest. Their brief connection seemed to dissolve into the thin air. Her use of the word “whatever” stung, a sharp distinction from “whoever,” carrying a weight of disdain. His energy plummeted, replaced by a bitter self-reproach. He had rushed things, his confidence a flimsy facade. He should have waited, perhaps seen her again at church. This impulsive declaration at a funeral felt utterly foolish. Everyone else was grieving, and yet, he was... flirting. Maybe she had seen his stupidity too.

His thoughts spiraled, his confidence melting away like ice in the midday sun. He was so consumed by his internal turmoil that he didn’t even notice the bus emptying around him. Slowly, he rose, a heavy weight in his chest, and followed the others towards the burial ground.

During the cemetery service, Mdu avoided looking in Nokuthula’s direction. Shame was a heavy cloak. He resolved to sit on the opposite bus for the return journey, a self-imposed exile to avoid further embarrassment.

When the time came to fill the grave, he joined the other men, wanting to offer his respects in a tangible way. But as he swung the shovel, the soil arced awkwardly, landing on two elegantly dressed women nearby. Their annoyance was immediate and vocal. “Awful jerk!” one exclaimed, while the other muttered, “He’s that awkward boy from church, the one who couldn’t find a seat.” A ripple of laughter spread through the nearby mourners. Mdu’s head snapped up, and he saw Nokuthula among the group, though her expression remained neutral amidst the amusement. The humiliation intensified, a sharp pang of mortification at being scolded by strangers in front of the woman who had so quickly captured his attention.

After the service, Mdu retreated to the other bus, his head bowed, his gaze fixed on the ground. He found a window seat and stared straight ahead, willing himself invisible. Across the way, on the other bus, Nokuthula also sat by the window. He couldn’t help but glance her way, his thoughts a jumble of regret and longing. Coincidentally, their eyes met. Just as Mdu was about to avert his gaze, Nokuthula smiled. Then, she leaned forward, as if writing something. His eyes locked on her, a flicker of curiosity amidst the lingering shame. She held up a large piece of paper against the window. The words scrawled across it sent a jolt of disbelief and elation through him: “If you want my phone number, come to church next week.” A wide, involuntary smile spread across Mdu’s face, and he instinctively gave her a thumbs-up. The two women who had berated him at the grave sat nearby, their faces a mixture of confusion and concern as they witnessed his sudden shift in demeanor.

Mdu vowed to himself that even if the heavens opened the heaviest showers ever, he would be at church the following Sunday. He wasn’t a regular attendee, but a few hours of service were a small price to pay. Nokuthula was beautiful, kind, and possessed a rare moral compass. In this day and age, such qualities were treasures. And time was marching on by the way; soon, he would need to find a partner, a mother for his children. Nokuthula, he thought with a renewed surge of hope, would be ideal.

The following week, Mdu was among the first to arrive at church. He had taken extra care with his appearance, hoping to make a good impression. His heart pounded with anticipation, each moment stretching into an eternity until the service began, ended, and he finally held Nokuthula’s number in his hand. Then, she arrived, not on foot, but behind the wheel of a car. Mdu was taken aback. He hadn’t pictured her owning a car, especially since they had both taken the bus on the day of the funeral. A fresh wave of insecurity washed over him. Was he even in her league?

Nokuthula stepped out, greeting other church members with a warm smile before approaching Mdu. “There you are! You actually came,” she exclaimed, her smile widening. Mdu instinctively opened his arms for a hug, but she offered her hand instead. For a fleeting moment, he felt a pang of disappointment, but then remembered the church’s conservative customs.

“I did, indeed. I read the note you wrote loud and clear,” he replied, a chuckle escaping his lips. They shared a brief moment of laughter, and then Nokuthula’s gaze turned appraising, as if she were assessing him anew.

“So, you came here just to get my number, not for the service, hey? I can see you’re not the church type.”

Mdu laughed. “I came for the service as well! In fact, judging by the generous contributions at Sibonelo’s funeral, I’m even considering becoming a pastor myself.” More laughter followed, a comfortable intimacy growing between them. Then, Nokuthula’s expression turned serious.

“What is it that you actually want from me? Me, or my number?”

“Both,” Mdu answered honestly, his eyes meeting hers. “I want both, but you... more than anything.”

A brief silence hung in the air before Nokuthula spoke. “I’ll give you my number after church. But you have to promise me you won’t be a burden once you have it.”

Mdu nodded eagerly, his smile radiating a hopeful future.

The familiar cadence of the opening hymn filled the church, a comforting echo of the funeral days before. Mdu, seated beside Nokuthula once more, found their voices intertwining in the shared melodies. With each note that escaped her lips, a profound certainty bloomed within him – his affection for her was an unyielding force. She was, in his eyes, perfection embodied. He longed to capture the sound of her voice, to carry it with him beyond the church walls and replay it in the quiet of his home. Every time the congregation rose in song, Nokuthula would quietly pass Mdu the hymn book, her fingers brushing his just long enough to leave a spark. To anyone else, it was a simple gesture—practical, polite. But to Mdu, it was a moment suspended in time. Holding that book, still warm from her hands, felt like cradling a piece of starlight. It wasn’t just paper and ink—it was hers. And in those fleeting seconds, it felt like the universe had tilted slightly in his favor. Then, a moment suspended in time: Nokuthula’s gentle hand brushing his cheek, removing an unseen speck. The fleeting contact erased the sacred space around them, leaving only the warmth of her touch. When the pastor’s voice resonated with scripture, their eyes followed the verses together, her cheek a soft pressure against his. In that closeness, Mdu felt a serene joy, seeing the mother of his children so near. Unaware of the intensity of his gaze, Nokuthula offered him a glimpse of paradise.

The sermon concluded, and a figure of reverence rose – Mr. Gwambi, a pillar of their congregation. His late forties carried an air of established success, his wealth evident in the funeral parlors and supermarkets he owned. His contributions to the church were legendary, his opinions carrying the weight of his generosity. Widowed for some years, he now stood before them, his presence commanding. “I greet you in the name of Jesus Christ,” he announced, met with a resounding “Amen.”

His voice, usually firm, held a note of profound revelation. “My fellow Brethren, God has spoken to me.” A pause, a thoughtful scratch above his brow, “As many of you know, I lost my dear wife some years back. It was a painful season. But recently, the Lord has revealed someone new to me. A woman—godly, gentle, and among us today.” His gaze turned to the left. “Her name is Nokuthula Ziqubu.”

A collective gasp rippled through the church, followed by a wave of joyous applause and surprised congratulations directed at a visibly stunned Nokuthula. Gwambi descended from the pulpit, approaching her with a solemn grace. He knelt, a velvet box appearing in his hand. The congregation erupted in ululations and wedding songs. Nokuthula’s hand flew to her mouth, her eyes wide with disbelief.

“Nokuthula,” Gwambi’s voice was a gentle murmur, “God has spoken. Be my wife.” He reached to place the ring on her finger before she could utter a word. A hush fell over the room, every gaze fixed on Nokuthula. She remained silent, her eyes flicking to Mdu, whose face was a mask of impending heartbreak. Around her, unspoken encouragement urged her to accept.

“Nokuthula, will you?” Gwambi’s voice softened further.

A barely audible, “Yes. Yes, I do,” escaped her lips, her head bowed. The church exploded in renewed celebration. Gwambi slipped the purity ring from Nokuthula’s finger, replacing it with his own. He took her hand, leading her to the front, the joyous sounds swelling around them. Nokuthula’s aunt, Bethany, beamed with undisguised delight, her avaricious heart already counting the benefits of a wealthy son-in-law. As the noise began to subside, the pastor prepared to offer his blessing. But before he could rise, a raw sound tore through the air.

“Out of all things that will never happen in this world, this will never happen the most!” Mdu’s voice, thick with fury, shattered the celebratory atmosphere. His fists clenched, he stormed towards Nokuthula, his eyes blazing. 

“You lied to me!” he roared, the accusation hanging heavy in the stunned silence. Fear flickered across Nokuthula’s face. She swallowed hard. 

“Why are you toying with my feelings when you know how much I love you?” His voice cracked with anguish. 

“I had no idea, Mdu. This caught me off guard as well,” she whispered, her body trembling. 

“You lie! You’re lying to me!” The silence in the church became absolute, every face etched with shock and confusion. Gwambi stood frozen, bewildered by the eruption in this sacred space.

“How come you never told me you had someone in your life, huh? You told me you’re single and a virgin! I knew you were hiding something! I knew you were hiding something from me. You see me? I loved you the first time that I laid my eyes on you. The day of the funeral.” His words trailed off, choked by a sudden wave of raw emotion. Then, a sharp crack echoed through the church as he struck Nokuthula, sending her reeling. Men moved forward, but Mdu’s hand flashed, a small, silver glint appearing – the unfolded blade of a nail clipper pressed against Nokuthula’s throat. They recoiled. Two large tears traced paths down Nokuthula’s pale cheeks. The gentle man she thought she knew had vanished, replaced by a terrifying stranger consumed by jealousy. “If anyone of you ever comes close, I’ll cut her throat out. I swear!”

Nokuthula’s voice, though trembling, held a surprising resolve. “Okay, you want to kill me? Go ahead and do it now. I will not scream, I will not cry for help, and I will not fight you back. If you want to kill me, kill me now.” Her tears flowed freely now, a silent torrent. Mdu’s fury seemed to falter, a flicker of recognition in his eyes. He hadn’t envisioned this – her tears. He released the makeshift weapon, letting it clatter to the floor. He sank down, a wave of self-loathing washing over him. What had he done? His eyes, pleading for forgiveness, met hers.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Nokuthula. I don’t even know what I’m doing right now. Please say you forgive me.”

Nokuthula’s gaze was cold, distant. Mdu rose, his hand clumsy as he wiped her tears with his sleeve. “Say you forgive me, Nokuthula, and promise me that you’ll forget about this day for the rest of your life.” She looked at him, a slow, reluctant nod her only response. He retrieved his nail clipper and ran out of the church, his head bowed, oblivious to the sea of watching eyes. All gazes remained fixed on Nokuthula. She turned to Gwambi; his face etched with shock, and wordlessly returned his ring. Then, she too, ran out into the morning light, chasing after the retreating figure of Mdu.

The church stood in stunned silence, the pastor’s blessing left unspoken, and the echoes of a celebration-that-almost-was lingering in the sacred stillness.
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My Hope Was Shrouded
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The morning sun stretched its golden fingers across the sky, casting long shadows on the grounds of Isabelo High School. The day had barely settled into its rhythm when a boy—sent by none other than Principal Mnguni—wove his way through the corridors toward Grade 12C. His mission was simple: summon Thandeka Zulu.

Thandeka was not just a name whispered between classmates; she was a force, a presence that unsettled the very air around her. She was the girl who turned heads without trying, whose beauty felt almost unfair, as if fate had chosen to place the perfect symmetry of her features in the world just to tease the boys who sought her attention. Her name, rich in Zulu heritage, translated to “be lovable,” and lovable she was—but only from a distance.

A hundred hearts, it seemed, ached with a silent longing for her. Her skin held the warmth of rich earth, a smooth canvas framing a face so perfectly round it begged to be cradled. Above lips that naturally curved into a gentle pout sat a delicate mole, a tiny punctuation mark on her exquisite features. She had scattering of freckles that danced across her cheeks, like golden dust sprinkled by the sun. Many boys at school had tried, their carefully rehearsed words and charming smiles aimed at breaching the fortress of her heart, but all had failed. She remained an enigma, her affections stubbornly guarded, unmoved by even the most persistent of suitors. At seventeen, she was a year younger than most of her classmates, a testament to her sharp intellect, yet in matters of the heart, she was an unyielding stone. Even the self-proclaimed conquerors of affection—the ones who never lost—became nothing more than forgotten names before her. Thandeka Zulu was not just a girl; she was a lesson. A reminder that some hearts remain untouchable, not because they do not feel, but because they choose not to be swayed.

The world outside the school gates held a different kind of intensity for her though. At home, Thandeka lived under the iron rule of her father, Zulu, a man whose anger was a storm that knew no mercy. His pronouncements on her conduct were delivered with a chilling finality.

“If I ever hear you’re involved with any boy,” he’d rumble, his voice thick with menace, “I’ll kill you with my bare hands. If you fall pregnant at this age, I will disown you forever, do you hear me?” And so, she had trained herself never to listen to the fluttering of her own heart.

Zulu was the kind of father who believed in lines—sharp, unwavering, and meant to be feared. A child’s character, in his eyes, was sculpted through discipline so rigid it felt like stone. He was stuttering and that punctuated his often-explosive pronouncements, and his anger was a force of nature. To defy him was to invite a wrath akin to the destruction that rained down on Sodom and Gomorrah. Never having stepped inside a classroom himself, people often said had he ever sat in a classroom, maybe—just maybe—he would have learned to unclench his fists. Some whispered that education might have tempered his fierce spirit. But to many, he was simply a stubborn, unyielding man, having a mind as fixed as concrete, a 'dragon' shackled by his lack of schooling.
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