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It was already morning when Harry Dama, known to everyone as HD, came out of his hut where he lived with his mother and his younger brother. His unshod feet were already calloused at his young age of 16 years by the constant pressure of the rough ground, and his shoulders were already hunched out by the burden of roles that no 16 years old teenager should have. It was the smell of burning cow dung and the morning fires; the smell of the first fires, to HD, a scent as familiar as the scent of his own skin.

Mercy, his mother, knelt at the cooking fire, her strong hands stirring maize porridge in the pot. This morning, the lines about her eyes were more noticeable, HD could see. She turned and looked in his eyes, dark, a little tired, but warm. "You are awake so early," she said in a rough, sleepy voice.

HD shrugged and rubbed his arms against the morning chill. “Dreams did not allow me to sleep”.

Mercy nodded. She didn’t ask about the dreams. Both knew what bothered him in his sleep, the thing that bothered her too: his father’s absence.

And in the hut, HD’s brother was still sleeping. Colin, 9 years old, knees and elbows sprawled like a starfish on their shared mat. HD gazed a moment at the regular fall and heave of their chests, then turned back to his morning chores.

Bare feet had trodden the way to the river for generations. HD balanced the empty water pot on his head, his small frame moving with practised ease despite the uneven ground. Village gradually leapt to life about him, women started on their day's work, old men puffed at pipes in front of their huts, chickens dispersed over the dusty paths.

At the riverbank, HD got on his knees to fill his water pot, and the freshness twirled around his wrists. He caught his reflection on the water: a long face, his big eyes and short hair against the heat. Still examining his face, he heard a pebble splash in the water alongside him, and the picture was spoiled.

“Beggar boy, make way”.

HD did not need to look up to know who it was. He had heard this voice of Given many times, an unwelcome voice. Given, at eighteen years old, was already taller and broader than HD, who nevertheless had a clean school uniform and hardly showed scuffs on his shoes. His fawning cousins and friends were standing behind him with the same broad smirk on their faces.

HD did not say much, and he kept filling his pot.

“Your mother stewing up some of that stuff she calls beer, yet?" Perhaps that was the reason why your father ran away.

A very hot and sharp pain flared in HD’s chest. In a moment, he was on his feet, and his fists were clenched. The older boys jeered. The rest of the boys were circling around him like hyenas around a wounded antelope.

From the riverbank, Gogo Maria's walking stick thumped against the stones. "Given! Is this how your father raised you? To bully boys half your size?" Her milky eye fixed on the older boy with disapproval.

A shade came across them. “Leave him alone”.

It was a low but strong voice. In the back of the group stood Thando with her schoolbooks clutched to her bosom. Thando was a college student; she was some years older than HD, and stayed in the adjoining village, and, so the story went, they ought not even be talking. Their families had been feuding since before these two were born because of some long forgotten, trivial issue.

Given angrily backed away. "Whatever. Come on, let’s get out of here."

After the boys left, Thando knelt and assisted HD to lift his water pot. 

Gogo Maria's bent fingers brushed the fresh bruise on HD's cheek. "Ehh, this one fights like his father," she muttered. "Stubborn as a union man in a locked warehouse."

HD frowned. "You saw my father fight?"

She waved him off, but her milky eye beamed. "Ask me again when your fists are wiser than your tongue."

“I didn’t need your assistance”, HD grumbled, but his tone had no conviction.

Thando with a shrug, her beaded plaits softly clicking. “What! Then you're stupider than you look”. Before HD could answer, she turned and walked away with her back straight, even under her heavy books.

The way back to the village was longer than usual, the water pot plunked with unexpected weight on HD’s head. Life went on around him as it always did, women discussing at the local tuckshop, children prowling after chickens, old Gogo Maria, inveterate storyteller, relating to all who cared to listen. HD hardly took notice. His cheek burned still, where Given had smacked him, and his ribs pained where he had landed upon the rocks in the river.

At home, one glance at him sent Mercy sighing. She took no note of this, as she rose and took the water pot out of his hands, but her hands lingered one moment longer on his shoulders than was necessary.

“Your brother should be preparing to go to school; go wake him up”, Mercy said.

Whenever HD stepped outside to go to school in the mornings, it was like running a gauntlet because he would run into bullies. Today, Given and his friends were waiting at the usual place, and their laughter was as sharp as broken glass.

"Look! HD: Wearing his father’s old shirt”, Given shouted.

This was indeed true. The faded blue material fell almost to the knees, the cuffs folded so that they fit his wrists. What he was wearing as shoes was something made from old tires, sewn together with twine.

The road to school felt longer than usual. When HD finally arrived at the school gate, Mr. Mmbi was there tapping at his thigh with his sjambok. The teacher was a mountain of a man, and his breath permanently stank of cheap brandy. One form of character Mr. Mmbi detested in society was what he dubbed the “lazy village boys”.

Dama! You are late, Mr. Mmbi shouted.

HD was about to say something about the water spilt, and of Given, when the sjambok told him to shut his mouth. The sjambok scorched on his palms, and HD did not want to cry. He must have discovered years ago that tears were no good.

All the figures on the chalkboard before him. His hungry stomach rumbled, so the girls in front giggled. Now, a miracle. A scrap of paper landed on his desk.

When the teacher, Mr. Mmbi called on him to answer a question, HD answered correctly, and Given’s smirk disappeared.

Real work started after school. HD, with his family’s three scraggly goats, kept trying to drive them away from Gogo Maria’s washing line for what seemed to be the hundredth time. HD also had to go and fetch firewood.

He took his mother’s homemade beer to the shopkeeper at the market, and one gulp of it made him make a face. Said the man, with a scornful push of the container behind him, across the counter, "Tell your mother to quit watering it down." 

That same night, when they had supped their little supper of pap and one fish, to which they had to share, Colin put the question HD never dared to ask.

“Mama, when will Papa be returning?”

The pause was lengthy, and HD thought that she was not going to respond. Then, Mercy answered, “Eat your food”.

That same night, HD lay awake listening to his snoring brother. The stars, through the roof holes, stared back at him, the same that his father was at that moment, perhaps, gazing upon. At the door, he heard a rustling that made him tense, but relaxed as he recognised it was Gogo Maria.

Gogo Maria spoke softly as she sat down beside him, "You are being too noisy in your head, boy. She laid a hand on his brow and sang the old Venda lullaby. Her voice, low and uneven with age, hummed through the hut like smoke curling from dying embers. She sang a lullaby older than the village paths, one that had once been sung to HD’s father before the world hardened him.

“And this shall you remember, Harry, that even the tallest tree had once been a seed that refused to remain in the ground”.

HD fell asleep and had a dream, he saw an image of a city dotted with tall lights, and himself walking in the streets where nobody addressed him as “a beggar boy”. As he awoke, he found his pillow drenched in tears as he was crying in his sleep, but his heart was certain.

One day.

Things will be better.
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The Storm and the Fire

The rains, like thieves in the night, were quiet until their downpour proclaimed them with the pain of a violence that rattled the thatched roofs of Vuwani. HD awoke to the beating of great drops on dry ground, the odour of wet earth forcing through crannies of the hut. Beside him, Colin, oblivious of the wrath of nature.

Mercy had already swept the dark hut, her figure bobbing in the infrequent lightning wrack, as she picked up their meagre belongings. “Help me with the maize sacks”, HD, Mercy whispered sharply.

The storm was inflamed as they worked. The wind howled through the village, ripping the roofs and banging the doors. The next thing, a thud which HD can never forget, was the loud crash of the old mopani tree behind their hut, splitting into two.

“Go get your brother”! Mercy shoved him toward the sleeping mats as the first section of their roof tore away, letting in a horizontal sheet of rain.

HD had barely woken up Colin when the world exploded in light and sound. There was a flash of lightning that fell near the cattle kraal, the blue and white glare throwing all in stark shock, the frightened face of Mercy, the terrified eyes of Colin, the scorched thatch where the cinders of their fire had scattered.

Then the screaming started.

The small family ran to Gogo Maria’s place to find shelter.

At dawn, Vuwani could be seen shattered but not conquered. Half of the village tops were hacked wounds. The cattle kraal of the Mbedzi family was in an ash cinder heap. And the Dama homestead...

HD walked on the pile in his bare feet. Their hut stood no more. Not damaged but gone. The clay support poles stood in ruins like adornments of graves, sole evidence of the fact that once there had been a carpet.

Instinctively, Mercy went through the ruins with mechanical precision, a cooking pot charred black, the metal framework of their bed, a family Bible that by some miracle was not torn to shreds but had its pages moistly wrinkled.

Gogo Maria came close to HD, and with a gnarled hand, she held on to his shoulder. “It is the ancestors who saved your life, son. All these are simply things. You can stay with me for the time being.”

However, when it is all you have, things matter.

It was three days later, and as the village was still staggering, the white bakkie came grinding into Vuwani.

HD was in the process of assisting in the rebuilding of the goat pen of Old Man Ndou, when the noise of the strange engine caused all around to stop. The car pulled off close to the chief’s compound, and dust settled on its shiny metallic body. Out of a man emerged a tall man, in city clothes, his face covered by his sunglasses.

“Who is” HD was about to say, when Gogo Maria laid hold of his arm to silence him.

It was a hissed warning in her tone. “That is trouble walking, Gogo Maria said."

The stranger called a meeting with the village elders, which took the entire afternoon. Towards evening, whispers spread like wildfire among the boys that the stranger intended to bring strong boys to work in Joburg. Three meals every day. Good pay. Real shoes. 

HD tossed and turned in a bed that night, and the words were running around in his head. Joburg. The dream city.

"HD." He was startled by his mother’s voice. Cross legged she sat on the floor, her face in the pale light of the one candle they had rescued. “He asked about you”.

HD was caught off guard. "Who?"

"Your father”, Mercy replied.

The world shifted.

Kevin Dama was not on the run.

The letters, a score of them, poured out of the tin box, the battered mechanism of which Mercy produced. And HD trembled as he leafed through the withered pages, all with the Joburg post office stamp.

“He used to send money every month”, said Mercy, her voice faltering. I have not told you because the shame was easier than the hope.

By candlelight, HD read the latest letter:

“The construction company is a good job, my love. The foreman tells me that in half a year, I can bring HD. The city is tough, but we’ll manage. HD will come and join the mining company, a subsidiary of my current company.

The letter ended abruptly, dated just six months before the storm that destroyed their home.

"What happened?" HD whispered.

Mercy's tears answered before her words. 'The mine accident. His body was never... they said it was a total collapse. No survivors, no bodies recovered.'"
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