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AMANDA

The night my father begged the dead to loosen their grip on me, the goats would not stop crying.

It wasn’t the normal kind of sound. Not the impatient bleat they make when the boys forget to feed them. This was a thin, stretched-out wail, like something inside the kraal knew what was about to happen.

I sat on the reed mat in the corner of the main room, my knees pulled tight to my chest. The fire was low, but the smoke still found my eyes. It always did. Smoke and noise. Two things that loved me too much.

Outside, the homestead was awake in that quiet way it gets when everybody is pretending they aren’t scared. Feet shuffling softly. Women whispering. Men clearing their throats like it could turn them into stones.

My mother had braided my hair back so hard my scalp felt tender. She had dressed me in a simple doek and a long skirt, nothing bright, nothing that could be accused of calling attention. But attention had never been something I invited.

It arrived on its own. It arrived the way storms do.

“You will not look at them,” my mother murmured, sitting beside me. Her voice was calm but her fingers kept rubbing her thumb over and over, as if she was trying to wipe away a thought. “When your father speaks, you keep your eyes down. You hear me, mntanami?”

I nodded.

My eyes were already down.

That was how I survived the world. If I looked too long at people, they started asking questions I didn’t know how to answer. Why are you so quiet? Why do you sit alone? Why don’t you laugh like other girls? Why do you look like that?

Like what, I used to wonder. Like a sin?

A shadow moved across the doorway. The room cooled, even with the fire still breathing.

My father entered like he owned the air.

He was a tall man with shoulders that seemed carved rather than grown. Even now, even at night, he wore his seriousness like a uniform. Behind him came my uncles and two old men from the community whose names children weren’t allowed to say too loudly. Men who carried respect the way other people carried machetes.

My father didn’t sit. He stood in the middle of the room and stared at me like I was a problem he had tried to solve with prayer and failed.

“Amanda,” he said.

The way he said my name made it feel heavy. Like it wasn’t mine.

My throat tightened. “Baba.”

He looked at my mother, then back at me.

“You are not a child anymore,” he said. “You have become... difficult.”

My mother flinched, so small I would have missed it if I didn’t know her.

I stayed quiet.

He hated when I was quiet. He hated when I spoke too.

My father continued, his voice building itself into something official. “You are the only girl in this home. Your brothers will marry and bring wives. You will marry and bring honour.”

Honour.

My stomach turned. Honour was a word people used when they wanted to control your body with a clean mouth.

My father’s eyes narrowed. “But the way you are... it has become a sickness in this house. You refuse men. You refuse greetings. You refuse celebrations. You refuse—”

He stopped, like the next sentence was too ugly to allow inside his own room.

I knew the sentence anyway.

You refuse to be touched.

It wasn’t even like that. It wasn’t choice the way people thought choice worked. It was something inside me that rose like thorns whenever a boy laughed too close, whenever a hand brushed mine, whenever someone’s eyes said things their mouth pretended not to.

When I was younger, I didn’t understand it. I just knew crowds made my skin burn. Noise made my head split. And boys...

Boys came with a feeling like being cornered by a dog that wanted to bite.

The old men sat down slowly, one on each side of the fire. My father nodded to them, as if handing me over.

One of the men, thin with a white beard that made him look like a story, glanced at me and then away quickly. Like even he didn’t want to hold my gaze too long.

“Abantwana bamakhosi,” he said quietly.

Children of kings.

My chest went tight again.

I had heard whispers like that before. In kitchens. In church lines. In the spaces where women pretended they were talking about something else.

The ancestors. The bloodline. The men who once ruled and did not know how to stop ruling even when the earth swallowed them.

My mother’s hand found my knee. Her palm was cold.

My father lifted a calabash and held it with both hands. He began to speak in a voice that didn’t sound like him. Not the voice he used for me. Not the voice he used for the boys. This voice was older. It came from a place you don’t argue with.

He spoke to names I didn’t know.

He spoke to shadows I couldn’t see.

And the whole time, the goats outside cried like they were answering him.

The fire popped. A spark flew up, bright as a warning, and died.

The thin old man leaned forward. “Girl,” he said, addressing me directly now. “When you sleep, what do you dream?”

My mouth went dry. I didn’t want to say it. Saying things made them real.

But my father’s stare pressed on me like a hand.

“I dream of a river,” I whispered. “A river that runs at night. And men standing on the other side. They don’t have faces.
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AMANDA

Morning came like nothing had happened.

That was the cruel part about it. The sun rose over our homestead in rural KZN, warm and ordinary, as if my father hadn’t spent half the night bargaining with men who no longer had lungs.

My mother woke me before the chickens did. She didn’t speak much. She just moved around me with that quiet, careful energy people use around a cracked glass.

“Eat,” she said, pushing a plate toward me.

I tried. My throat felt tight, like it was still holding smoke.

Outside, my brothers’ voices filled the yard. Laughter. Teasing. Life. The normal noise I never knew where to put inside myself. I kept hearing the goats going silent, like the whole world had been told to listen.

My father called me when the sun was high.

Not from outside, where men usually do serious talking. From inside. From the same room where the fire had bent its head.

I found him sitting on the stool near the doorway, his stick across his knees. His eyes followed me as I entered, and I felt that old familiar sensation of being measured.

He didn’t tell me to sit.

He just said, “Close the door.”

My fingers trembled slightly as I pulled it shut. The sound of the latch felt final.

My father stared at the floor for a moment, as if he was choosing which version of himself to be. Then he lifted his head and looked straight at me.

“Last night,” he said, “was not for play.”

“I know, Baba.”

He nodded once. “Good.”

Silence stretched between us. My father’s silence always came with weight. Like if I spoke at the wrong time I would make it worse.

“There is a man,” he said at last.

My stomach tightened.

Of course there was.

“In town,” my father continued, voice calm and firm. “He is working. He is making money. He has respect. He is not a boy who drinks your name at taverns.”

I stared at the wall, not trusting my face.

“You will meet him.”

The words landed on me like a blanket that was too heavy to breathe under.

I heard myself speak even though I didn’t want to. “Baba... must it be now?”

His eyes sharpened. “Now is when you listen.”

I swallowed. “I’m not refusing. I’m just... scared.”

My father leaned forward slightly. “You think I am not scared?”

That surprised me. My father didn’t admit fear. Not even to God.

He exhaled, slower, and his voice lowered. “You don’t understand what it means to be the only girl among sons. Your brothers will fight outside this home. You will fight inside marriages. I am trying to place you where you won’t be destroyed.”

Destroyed.

My chest tightened. “By who?”

My father’s gaze held mine too long. “By yourself. By what follows you.”

The river in my dream flickered through my mind. Faceless men watching.

I looked down.

“You will not shame me,” he said. “And you will not shame your mother. When you marry, you will be pure. You will not bring stories into my yard.”

My cheeks burned, heat crawling up my neck. Even when my father spoke about purity, it sounded like a threat.

“I have never—” I began.

He lifted a hand. “I know what you have done and what you have not done. Don’t make me repeat myself.”

I went quiet. In this house, innocence was not a comfort. It was something you had to protect like a fragile pot, because everyone was always ready to accuse it of cracking.

My father stood up. The stool scraped the floor.

“You will meet him this weekend,” he said. “Your mother will go with you. You will wear something respectful.”

He walked past me, opened the door, and before he stepped out, he paused.

“And Amanda,” he said without turning. “Don’t test the dead.”

Then he left.

I stood there a long time after the door clicked shut again. My heart was beating hard, but not fast. Like it was counting.

Later that afternoon, my mother sat beside me under the shade of the avocado tree and began to braid my hair again, slower this time, as if she was braiding courage into me.

“Your father thinks he is saving you,” she said softly.

“Is he?” I asked.

My mother’s fingers hesitated. Then continued.

“Sometimes men confuse control with protection,” she said. “But Bafana...” She paused like she was tasting the name. “Bafana is not a bad man.”

I turned my head. “You know him?”

She nodded. “I’ve seen him at funerals, at meetings. He is the kind of man who speaks with his chest, not his fists. He works in Johannesburg now. He comes home when he can.”

Johannesburg.

The word felt like a different country. A place made of lights and money and danger. A place where a girl like me would disappear.

My mother tied off the braid.

“Bafana’s mother asked about you long ago,” she admitted quietly. “Before you even became... noticeable.”

My throat tightened. “Noticeable?”

My mother’s eyes held mine, tired and honest. “You know, Amanda. People talk. They say your beauty is too much. They say it doesn’t belong to a girl who likes silence.”

I looked away. Beauty had never felt like a blessing to me. It felt like a target.

My mother continued, voice careful. “They say the men of your bloodline were kings. And kings do not like sharing what they think is theirs.”

That word again. Theirs.

A chill moved over my skin even in the heat.

I forced myself to speak, because if I didn’t, fear would fill the space. “What if I marry him and it doesn’t stop?”

My mother’s hands tightened around mine. “Then we pray it doesn’t follow you into his home.”

I laughed once, short and bitter, and the sound shocked me. I didn’t laugh often.

My mother looked at me with something like sadness. “Amanda... I need you to understand something.”

“What?”

Her voice dropped. “Marriage doesn’t only join two people. It joins spirits. It joins families. It joins enemies.”

Enemies.

The word sank into me like a stone.

That night, I lay on my bed and stared into the darkness. Every sound outside felt louder than it should. The crickets. The wind. A distant dog barking like it was warning someone.

I tried to sleep.

When I finally drifted, I was back at the river.

Only this time, there was a bridge.

And on that bridge stood a man I couldn’t see clearly. Not faceless like the others. Just blurred, like he was not fully decided yet.

But I felt him.

Strong. Warm. Close enough to change my life.

I took one step toward him.

The water below surged, black and moving like it had a mouth.

And somewhere behind me, a voice that wasn’t my own whispered, sweet as a promise:

Choose carefully.
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BAFANA

Driving into rural KZN always did something to my chest.

Even with the windows up, I could smell it before I saw it. That damp earth after sun. Woodsmoke clinging to the air like memory. Cattle somewhere far, bells talking to each other. The kind of quiet that isn’t empty, just watching.

Johannesburg had taught me a different kind of noise. Engines, alarms, people rushing like they were late to their own lives. In Sandton you could be surrounded by money and still feel hungry.

Here, even the poverty had dignity.

I slowed as I reached the turnoff, the gravel crunching under my tyres. My hands were steady on the steering wheel, but my mind wasn’t. When my mother said, “There’s a girl,” she didn’t say it like a suggestion.

She said it like a door had finally opened.

I wasn’t coming home for a holiday.

I was coming home to be judged.

My mother’s voice echoed in my head from the phone call two nights ago.

She’s beautiful, Bafana. But not the kind of beauty that makes men happy. The kind that makes them stupid.

I had laughed then, because my mother enjoyed frightening me the way women enjoy seasoning food. Just enough to make you feel it.

Then she said, quieter, She’s the only girl in that house. Her father is strict.

That part didn’t scare me.

Strict fathers were everywhere. South Africa had raised strict men like maize. What made my mother pause was something else.

People say she carries something.

Carries something.

Even in Joburg, where people pretended to be too educated for spirits, that phrase still had power.

I pulled up outside my mother’s place first, because that’s what a son does if he wants to keep his name clean. My little cousins ran out to greet the car like I was arriving with gifts instead of nerves.

My mother stood in the doorway, hands on her hips. She looked smaller than I remembered, but her eyes were the same. Sharp. Loving. Unforgiving.

“You’re late,” she said.

I got out and kissed her cheek. “Hello to you too, Ma.”

She sniffed. “Johannesburg has made you think time is yours.”

I smiled even though my stomach was tight. “Where’s everyone?”

“They’re waiting,” she said. “And don’t smile like that. Today you must look serious.”

I followed her inside, greeted the aunts, accepted food I didn’t want, listened to people ask about work as if work was the only thing that made a man.

I answered like a good boy. Business. Deals. Growth. God willing.

But all of it was just noise around the real thing.

Finally my mother wiped her hands on her apron and looked at me like she was about to send me to war.

“Let’s go,” she said.

We walked the path to their homestead with the slow pace of people pretending this was normal. My mother talked lightly, as if she wasn’t arranging the rest of my life with her steps.

“Her name is Amanda,” she said, like she was telling me about a new neighbour.

I repeated it in my head. Amanda.

It sounded soft. Modern. It didn’t sound like a rural girl’s name. It sounded like someone who would look you in the eye.

My mother glanced at me. “When you see her, don’t start acting like you’ve never seen a woman.”

“I’m not a child.”

She made a sound of disbelief. “Men become children when a beautiful girl looks at them.”

We reached the gate. Their yard was neat in that strict way, like even the chickens knew where they were allowed to stand. Someone had swept recently. Someone had prepared.

Her father was outside, already waiting. A tall man. Hard shoulders. A face that didn’t waste expressions. He greeted my mother properly, then looked at me.

I greeted him with respect. Hand out. Eyes lowered just enough.

He took my hand like he was checking strength.

“Bafana,” he said. Not friendly. Not hostile. Just... deciding.

“Yes, Baba.”

He nodded once and called for his wife. Her mother came out, and her eyes were kind in a tired way. The kind of kindness that has survived a strict man.

Then he called for Amanda.

I expected her to come out immediately. I expected a girl who walked fast, nervous, trying to impress.

Instead, there was a pause.

A silence that made the air feel thicker.

Then she stepped into view.

For one second, I forgot how to breathe.

My mother wasn’t exaggerating. Amanda wasn’t just pretty. She was... striking. Like someone had painted her carefully and then dropped her into a simple life that didn’t match her.

But it wasn’t only her face.

It was her stillness.

She didn’t move like a girl trying to be noticed. She moved like someone who had spent her whole life trying not to be.

Her eyes lifted and met mine for half a second.

And I felt it.

A warning.

Not from her.

From somewhere around her. Like the space near her carried its own rules.

She greeted my mother softly, greeted her father, greeted her mother, then looked at me again.

“Hello,” she said.

Her voice was calm. Warm. But her hands were folded tightly in front of her, knuckles pale.

I managed to speak. “Hello, Amanda.”

Her father motioned for us to sit. Chairs were placed. People sat in the order tradition demanded. Mothers on one side, fathers on the other. The young people in the middle like an offering.

Her father talked about families. Values. Respect. A man’s responsibility.

I listened and nodded. I gave the right answers. I spoke about my work in Johannesburg. I spoke about building a home. I spoke about my intentions.

But the whole time, I kept feeling Amanda’s presence beside me like a flame you’re not sure you’re allowed to touch.

Her father finally asked, “Why do you want to marry my daughter?”

The question was sharp. A test.

I could’ve said the safe thing. Because she’s a good girl. Because I want a family. Because it’s time.

But something made me honest.

I glanced at Amanda.

She was staring at the ground. Not shy exactly. More like she was holding herself down.

“I want to marry her,” I said slowly, “because when I look at her... I feel like I must protect her.”

My mother’s foot nudged mine under the chair, warning.

Her father’s eyes narrowed. “Protect her from what?”

I swallowed. I didn’t even know the answer. I just knew the feeling had arrived full and heavy the moment she appeared.

I looked at him. “From the world. From people who don’t wish her well.”

Her father stared at me for a long moment. Then he gave the smallest nod, as if I had finally said something useful.

He leaned back. “And will you respect her?”

“Yes, Baba.”

“And will you keep her pure until marriage?”

The word hit me like a slap.

Amanda’s shoulders tightened beside me.

I looked at her father and answered carefully. “Yes, Baba.”

Because I understood what he was really asking.

Will you keep my shame away from my yard?

Her father studied my face like he was reading a contract.

Then he stood up as if the decision had already been made somewhere else.

“My wife will speak to Amanda,” he said.

My mother rose too. Women business.

Amanda stood. For the first time, her eyes flicked to mine again, fast like a bird.

Not a flirt.

Not an invitation.

A question.

And something else underneath it.

Fear.

As the women moved away, her father gestured for me to follow him.

We walked toward the kraal.

“You live in Johannesburg,” he said, not asking.

“Yes, Baba. In Sandton.”

His eyes remained forward. “You will take her there?”

I hesitated. “If that is what we decide.”

He stopped walking and turned to me. The air felt heavier.

“You will not leave her here,” he said. “My daughter will not be a wife who stays behind while a man eats life in the city.”

My chest tightened. That surprised me. Strict fathers usually wanted daughters close.

But then I saw it. His control wasn’t about closeness. It was about certainty.

He continued, voice low. “In this place, people talk. In the city, people also talk. But at least in the city, she can disappear into noise.”

Disappear.

Why would a father want his daughter to disappear?

A chill slid down my spine.

“I will take care of her,” I said, because that was the only safe sentence.

He looked at me hard. “You must.”

Then he leaned closer, and his voice dropped until it felt like he was speaking into my bones.

“If she tells you she doesn’t like crowds,” he said, “you listen.”

My mouth went dry.

“If she tells you she feels watched,” he continued, “you listen.”

I swallowed. “Yes, Baba.”

He held my gaze. “And if she tells you she dreams strange things...”

His eyes sharpened. “You do not laugh.”

I didn’t answer immediately, because suddenly I understood.

This man wasn’t only trying to marry his daughter off.

He was trying to hand her over.

Like he had been holding something too heavy for too long.

I nodded slowly. “I won’t laugh.”

He stepped back, satisfied. “Good.”

From behind us, I heard Amanda’s soft voice call my name.

“Bafana.”

I turned.

She stood near the house, alone now, her mother and my mother somewhere inside. For the first time, she looked directly at me without dropping her eyes.

“I just want to ask,” she said quietly, “are you kind?”

The question wasn’t childish. It wasn’t romantic.

It was survival.

My throat tightened. I walked toward her slowly, careful not to invade her space.

“Yes,” I said. “But I can also be hard when I must. Johannesburg teaches you that.”

Her eyes searched my face like she was trying to see what kind of danger I was.

“And will you be hard with me?” she asked.

The question hit my chest.

“No,” I said immediately. “Not with you.”

Something eased in her shoulders, just a fraction.

Then she whispered, almost too soft to hear, “I don’t want to belong to anyone.”

The words sent a strange heat through me. Not lust. Not pride.

Understanding.

I kept my voice low, so it was only for her. “Then don’t. Be with me. That’s different.”

Her lips parted slightly, like she wanted to believe it and was afraid to.

Behind her, the door creaked. Voices. Mothers coming back.

Amanda’s eyes flicked away, and the moment closed like a hand.

But as she turned to go inside, I saw it.

Not a vision. Not a ghost.

Just a feeling so strong it made my palms sweat.

If I married this girl, my life would not be normal again.

And I wasn’t sure if I was about to save her...

Or become another man she had to survive.
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AMANDA

After Bafana left, the yard felt too loud.

Not because people were shouting. Because everyone was speaking with their eyes.

My mother walked me into the house and closed the door like she was closing out the world. The women moved around us, pretending to be busy, but I could feel their attention pressing on my skin.

My mother didn’t ask me how I felt. In homes like ours, feelings were private things. Dangerous things. She only asked what mattered.

“Did he touch you?” she whispered, like the question itself could bruise me.

I stared at her, shocked. “No.”

She nodded quickly. “Good.”

Then she hesitated, and her voice softened. “Did you like him?”

Like him.

I didn’t know what that meant. I knew what fear meant. I knew what peace felt like in small pieces. I knew what it meant to want to run.

But like?

I thought of Bafana’s voice when he answered my father. Protect her. I thought of the way he looked at me without trying to own me.

“He seems kind,” I said carefully.

My mother’s shoulders dropped a little, like she had been holding her breath for years. “Kind is a blessing.”

Outside, my father cleared his throat. That sound carried through walls. It always did. It meant decisions were being made.

My mother took my hands and pulled me close. “Listen to me, Amanda.”

Her eyes were glossy. She blinked the tears away like they offended her.

“You do not have to love him today,” she said. “Just respect him. And watch him. A man’s true heart doesn’t show at introductions. It shows when he is disappointed.”

I swallowed. “What if I disappoint him?”

My mother smiled sadly. “Then he is not for you.”

The door opened. My father stepped in, and the room tightened around him.

He looked at my mother first, then at me.

“The boy has agreed,” he said, like Bafana was still a boy even with a job in Sandton and a car that ate gravel like it was nothing.

My father’s eyes fixed on mine. “And you?”

My throat went dry. This was the moment where my life became something that could no longer be undone.

My mind pulled up every reason to say no.

The faceless men.

The river.

The feeling of being claimed.

But another thought slid in quietly.

If I stay here, my father will choose again. And again. Until I say yes.

At least Bafana looked at me like a human being.

I lowered my eyes. “Yebo, Baba.”

Yes, Father.

My father nodded once. He didn’t smile. My father didn’t celebrate. He only approved, like a stamp on paper.

“Good,” he said. “Then we will speak to his family properly. There will be no shame.”

He turned to leave, then paused at the doorway.

“And Amanda,” he added, voice sharp again, “you will not embarrass me in Johannesburg. You will behave like a wife.”

A wife.

The word sat in my chest like a stone.

When he left, the women exhaled all at once like they had been trapped underwater. Someone ululated softly from outside, a quick burst of joy, and then the sound died down, because joy here always knew to stay respectful of my father.

My mother hugged me so tight my ribs hurt.

“It’s going to be okay,” she whispered, but her voice didn’t sound sure. It sounded like prayer.

That night, my aunties came with advice wrapped in laughter.

They told me to listen.

To cook.

To be patient.

To never refuse my husband too much because men get angry when they’re refused.

I sat with my hands in my lap and nodded, nodding like a doll.

Inside, my thoughts were a storm.

When I finally went to my room, I sat on the edge of my bed and stared at my suitcase. It was under the bed, empty, waiting. I had never packed my life into anything before.

Outside, the wind moved through the trees and brought with it that smell again.

Rain on dry soil.

I closed my eyes.

In my mind, the river ran.

But this time, the bridge was clearer.

And the blurred man on the bridge looked almost like Bafana now. Not his face exactly. Just his shape. His steadiness.

I took a step toward him.

The water below surged, restless, hungry.

Behind me, the faceless men did not speak.

They simply watched.

The next weeks moved fast, like my life had been pushed downhill and could no longer stop.

There were meetings between families, money discussions spoken around me as if I wasn’t the thing being purchased. There were errands, clothes, and quiet moments where my mother stared at me like she was trying to memorize my face.

On the morning of my departure, she woke me before sunrise.

She dressed me herself.

She placed a small beaded bracelet in my hand, white and red.

“For protection,” she said.

I held it like it could save me from everything.

Outside, my brothers stood awkwardly, suddenly remembering I was their sister. One hugged me quickly, then stepped back like he was embarrassed by tenderness.

My father did not hug me.

He stood by the gate, hands behind his back, watching Bafana’s car approach with dust rising behind it.

When Bafana stepped out, he greeted my father respectfully. He greeted my mother with warmth. Then his eyes found mine.

I was carrying only one suitcase.

My whole life inside one suitcase.

Bafana looked at it, then at me, and something crossed his face. Not pity. Not triumph.

Understanding.

“You ready?” he asked softly, like he knew the answer could change everything.

I forced my voice to work. “Yes.”

My father stepped forward, his presence filling the space between us. He spoke to Bafana, but his eyes never left me.

“You will take her straight,” he said. “No stopping. No nonsense.”

Bafana nodded. “Yes, Baba.”

My father’s gaze sharpened. “And you will respect her.”

“I will.”

“And you will not touch her before marriage.”

Bafana’s jaw tightened slightly, but he kept his voice calm. “I won’t.”

My father’s eyes flicked to me.

“And you,” he said, voice lower now, “you will remember you are a Mthembu girl.”

I nodded even though my chest ached.

He stepped back.

That was it.

No blessing.

No soft words.

No goodbye that sounded like love.

Just release.

My mother rushed forward and held me. For a second she held me like she wanted to hide me inside her ribs.

“Be careful, mntanami,” she whispered against my ear. “Don’t let the city swallow you.”

My throat burned. “Ngiyabonga, Ma.”

Thank you, Mom.

She pulled back and wiped her face quickly, angry at her tears.

Bafana opened the car door for me.

I climbed in.

As we pulled away, I looked back.

The homestead grew smaller. The people became dots. The yard became a memory. My father stood by the gate like a statue, watching until the dust hid me from him.

The road stretched ahead.

Unknown.

Johannesburg waited somewhere far, full of lights and rules I didn’t know.

Bafana drove quietly for a long time, as if he was giving me space to mourn the life I was leaving.

Then he spoke.

“Amanda,” he said.

I turned to him.

His hands were steady on the wheel. His eyes stayed on the road.

“I meant what I said,” he told me. “About being kind.”

I swallowed. “Men say many things.”

He nodded once. “True.”

Then he glanced at me, quick, and his voice softened. “So don’t believe my words. Watch my actions.”

The car moved faster, leaving KZN behind.

And for the first time since the ritual, I wondered if maybe the bridge in my dream wasn’t leading me into danger.

Maybe it was leading me into a different kind of war.
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BAFANA

Johannesburg doesn’t welcome you.

It tests you.

The first time you drive into it after a long absence, you can feel the city watching through glass buildings and tinted windows, deciding whether you belong. The roads get wider, the cars get cleaner, the people get faster. Everyone moves like time is money and money is oxygen.

Amanda sat quietly in the passenger seat, looking out of the window like she was trying to learn the city without letting it learn her back.

We’d stopped once for petrol and food. She ate like someone who didn’t want to take up space. When the cashier smiled at her, the girl smiled back, polite and distant, the way rural girls learn to smile at strangers so nobody thinks you’re rude.

But I saw the tension under it.

The city was loud for her even when it wasn’t.

When we reached Sandton, the streets looked expensive in a way that can make you forget people die in this country too. High walls, electric fences, security guards with calm faces and hard eyes. Trees planted neatly like someone had ordered nature to behave.

I turned into the complex.

Amanda’s shoulders lifted slightly as the gate opened, like she was expecting something to jump out.

“You’re safe here,” I said, and immediately regretted it.

Because men say “safe” when they want to believe it more than they can prove it.

Amanda’s eyes flicked to me. “Are we?”

Her voice was soft, but the question had teeth.

I parked, killed the engine, and turned to her fully. “Yes.”

She studied my face like she did in KZN, searching for cracks.

I didn’t smile. I didn’t try to charm her. If I wanted her to trust me, I had to let her see I wasn’t afraid of her suspicion.

“My place is small,” I said. “But it’s clean. And nobody will bother you.”

Amanda nodded once, slow. “Okay.”

We carried her suitcase upstairs. It felt strange that her whole life fit into one bag. It made me angry at her father, at the way some men treat daughters like objects you move from one shelf to another.

Inside, the apartment was neat. Simple furniture, neutral colours. A place built for a man who worked too much and slept too little.

Amanda stood near the doorway like she didn’t want to touch anything yet.

“You can sit,” I told her. “You can take off your shoes. You can breathe.”

She did none of it.

Instead she walked to the window and looked down at the parking lot, the cars shining under the afternoon sun.

“My father said the city will swallow me,” she said quietly.

I leaned against the counter. “Your father thinks the world is always trying to swallow women.”

She turned slightly. “Is it not?”

The question hit hard because it was true.

I answered honestly. “Sometimes it is.”

Amanda’s gaze held mine. She didn’t look shocked by the honesty. If anything, it eased her. Like she preferred danger named out loud rather than hidden behind comfort words.

I cleared my throat. “I have to go to work tomorrow. But for today, you can rest. I’ll order food, or we can cook.”

Amanda blinked as if she wasn’t used to choices. “I can cook.”

My chest tightened, not because I wanted her to cook, but because I heard the training in her voice. Rural wives are raised to offer service as love.

“You don’t have to,” I said.

“I want to,” she replied, almost stubborn. “If I’m here... I must not be useless.”

I walked closer, careful not to corner her. “You’re not useless, Amanda. You’re just new.”

Her eyes softened, then hardened again quickly, like softness embarrassed her.

That evening she cooked quietly, moving around my kitchen like it was a test she was determined to pass. She didn’t make fancy food. Just something warm and familiar.

I watched her when she thought I wasn’t.

There was a loneliness around her that had nothing to do with being alone in a room. It was the loneliness of someone who had never been allowed to belong to herself.

When we ate, she kept her plate close and her eyes mostly down. Not submissive in a sweet way. Defensive. Like if she relaxed, something might take advantage.

I didn’t push her.

After we cleaned up, I told her which cupboard had extra blankets, which light switch did what, where the towels were.

Then I paused by the bedroom door.

“There’s one bed,” I said, because pretending it wasn’t a fact would feel like lying. “But I can sleep on the couch.”

Amanda’s head lifted sharply. “Because my father said—”

“Not because of your father,” I cut in, gentle but firm. “Because you’re in a new place with a man you don’t fully know. I won’t make you feel trapped.”

Her lips parted slightly.

A moment passed.

Then she nodded once. “Thank you.”

I slept on the couch that night, staring at the ceiling. The city hummed outside, far away, like a giant animal breathing.

At some point, I heard her door open softly.

I didn’t move.

She padded across the floor in bare feet and stopped near the couch. I kept my eyes closed so she could leave without feeling watched.

For a long moment she said nothing. Then her voice came, barely above a whisper.

“Bafana.”

I opened my eyes slowly. “Yes?”

She stood there in the dim light, her hair loose, her face half shadow. Beautiful in a way that made me understand what my mother meant about men becoming stupid.

But I refused to be stupid.

“I can’t sleep,” she said.

“Do you want tea?” I asked.

She shook her head.

She hesitated, then said the thing I didn’t expect.

“I feel... like something followed me.”

My skin prickled.

I sat up, keeping my voice calm. “What do you mean?”

Amanda hugged her arms around herself. “In KZN, even when I was scared, I knew the fear. It belonged there. Here the fear feels... different.”

I wanted to tell her it was just the city. That everyone feels strange in Johannesburg at first.

But I remembered her father’s warning.

If she tells you she dreams strange things, you do not laugh.

I held her gaze. “Where do you feel it?”

Amanda’s eyes shifted toward the bedroom, then back to me. “In my body. In my head. Like I’m being watched.”

A silence stretched between us.

I stood up and walked past her to the front door. I checked the lock. I checked the chain. I checked the..
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CHAPTER 6
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AMANDA

Sandton was beautiful in the way knives are beautiful.

Clean. Shiny. Expensive. Dangerous if you didn’t know how to hold it.

The first week, I kept thinking I was visiting. Like at any moment my mother would call and tell me to come home because the aunties missed me, because my father had changed his mind, because someone needed help with something small and familiar.

But nobody called.

And Bafana... Bafana was there, but he was also not there.

He left early, smelling like cologne and ambition. He came back late, smelling like traffic and other people’s conversations. When he was home, he tried. He asked me about my day, he ate my food, he laughed at the right moments.

But his mind stayed half-open, like a door that wouldn’t close properly.

At first I told myself it was normal.

A man who worked the way Bafana worked didn’t switch off. Not in Johannesburg. Not in Sandton. Money didn’t come to you like rain. You chased it.

Still, the flat felt too big when he wasn’t in it.

The silence here was different from KZN silence. KZN silence was full of nature. Wind. Birds. People living nearby. Even when you were alone, you were not alone.

Sandton silence felt like being locked in a beautiful box.

The first time I went to the mall by myself, I lasted ten minutes.
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