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And for my father, Gilbert Habimana, who continues to show us how.
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Ukize inkuba arayiganira.


To survive the thunder is to tell the tale.


—RWANDAN PROVERB
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A long-forgotten essay:




The Last Ticket Out of Town


By Séraphin Turihamwe


Windhoek has three temperatures: hot, mosquito, and fucking cold. The city is allowed two or three days of mild spring weather in early September before the unrelenting heat crowds them out until May. The summers are long and sweaty, so much so that job offers can be sweetened by the promise of air-conditioning (and an overseeing committee to adjudicate on room temperature disputes because white people do not know how to share). Summer nights are stifling. Cooling breezes heed their curfews and leave the night air still and warm from the day’s lingering heat. The departing sun brings out the mosquitoes. They are organized, they are driven. If they could be employed they would be the city’s most reliable workforce. Alas, people do not have my vision. From sunset to sunrise they make enjoying a quiet evening drink on a balcony a buzzing and bloody affair. June, July, and August are bitter and cold. An ill wind clears out the gyms. Running noses are the only exercise anyone gets in the winter.


The city is called a city because the country needs one but, really, “city” is a big word for such a small place. But it would probably be offensive to have a capital town or a capital village so someone called it a city. The title stuck.


Life is not hard in Windhoek, but it is not easy either. The poor are either falling behind or falling pregnant. The rich refuse to send the elevator back down when they reach the top. And since cities require a sturdy foundation of tolerated inequalities, Windhoek is like many other big places in the world. It is a haven for more, but a place of less. If you are not politically connected or from old white money, then the best thing to be is a tourist. The city and the country fawn over tourists. The country’s economy does too. That is when it is not digging itself poor.


That is Windhoek. The best thing to do in the city is arrive and leave.


The mistake you want to avoid making is trying to “make the most of it.” My parents did that. I have not forgiven them for their sense of optimism. You will notice it in many people. There is a strange national pride I cannot explain, a patriotic denial of reality.


Beware of that optimism. It will creep up on you. It will make you notice how, in the early morning, the streets are hushed and the city’s pulse is slowed down to a rhythmic, nearly nonexistent thump-thump. The only people to be seen on the streets are drowsy night shift security guards, the garbage collectors hanging from the backs of dumpster trucks as they do their rounds, and a few stray cats. That is when it is at its best. Windhoek has not yet prostituted itself to neon and skyscrapers, so a horizon is always a short hill climb away and nature still squats on its outer extremities. The views are spectacular.


The same optimism might lead an early riser to be up before the sun to see how the approaching light gently shakes the city awake. Alarm bells ring as children and parents prepare for school; the blue collars make their way to a bus or truck stop and wait to be carried towards places of cheap labor; and the white collars take their time getting to desks and offices. As the day brightens, the cracked tarmac that lines the city’s main arteries sighs and stretches, preparing for the new day when the increasing traffic will become a viscous mess of commuters and taxis.


When it is going at full tilt, Windhoek does so at a slow hum. It pays respects to the Gregorian calendar and then some. Mondays and Tuesdays are busy. Wednesdays and Thursdays are reserved for concluding auxiliary matters. On Fridays everything shuts down with the firm understanding that the weekend is in session and nothing and nobody should upset the established order of things. The city has strict boredom and business hours and it keeps them.


The autumn days after the high summer are the best. The sky is afire with an intense passion; it burns with bright orange and red hues which tug at unprepared heartstrings before blushing into cooler pinks that tickle the clouds. The day’s fervor cools down into violent violets as evening approaches.


Windhoek has good days and it has bad days. But, ideally, you should not be here long enough to know that. If you have made the mistake of tarrying too long in the city, and forgotten to purchase the last ticket out of town, you might have to do something more challenging: actually live here.
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Beginnings are tricky because there are no countdowns to the start of a start. There is nobody to point out that this moment right here is where it all begins. Life starts in the middle and leaves people trying to piece the plot together as they go along. The only certainty is this: everything that is not the end must be the start of something else.


So disappointment must be curbed when one sits down to this story to find the trailers have been missed and the action is already devolving. It would be rude to walk out in a huff, squeezing past sourly retracted legs while spilling popcorn all over the other patrons.


Nobody ever makes it to the start of a story, not even the people in it. The most one can do is make some sort of start and then work towards some kind of ending. Endings are tricky too. But that is a discussion for another time.


Right now, we are concerned with starts.


It occurred to Séraphin, as he sank lower into the uncomfortable three-seater sofa in the lounge, and not for the first or last time, that family was something that had to be survived. He reckoned the public acknowledgment of such a truth would irrevocably destroy the foundation of human happiness. Stock photography would never be the same again, for one thing.


The day already felt insufferable: twelve or more hours spent cooking, cleaning, and arranging furniture in preparation for the New Year’s party with the handful of Rwandan families clinging together for community in Windhoek. He took private comfort in the fact that after tonight, it would be only two weeks before he could return to his university, with its curated diversity, its distance from family, and its perpetual air of youth in the fickle-weathered city of Cape Town. Séraphin wondered whether his desire to be distant from his family marked him as an ungrateful son. Or whether his sentiments were mirrored in other twenty-somethings who flourished in the absence of parents and siblings, whose characters were compressed and restricted by the proximity of dinnertime disagreements about religion, education, or the trajectory of a career. What he knew for certain, though, was how easy he breathed as soon as his family was behind him, when the adventure and uncertainty of Cape Town lay ahead, with Table Mountain’s flat top commanding the horizon, a monolith which said, “Here be adventure, kid. Welcome.”


In South Africa’s Mother City he felt cramped corners of his being relax and stretch as he filled out his skin. Avenues of his mind opened up as he envisioned the people he could meet, the meandering conversations he would have about parties, picnics, and politics. He would be with his friends once more. They would pool their arrogant youth together and cash in on capers that would be the subject of sly jokes and cell phone group chats.


Ah. Cape Town.


Even thinking about Cape Town’s smoggy summer air made Séraphin smile, but it also made him anxious about how little joy he found in spending time with his brothers, mother, and father. Home, to him, was a constant source of stress, a place of conformity, foreign family roots trying to burrow into arid Namibian soil that failed to nourish him.


Eish. Windhoek.


His attempts to invent a reasonable absence from home this year had failed.


At five o’clock that morning—the hour most loved by early-bird mothers and despised by night-owl sons—Séraphin’s mother, Therése, had come bustling into his bedroom, drawing back curtains and telling him to wake up. “Séra! Up! Now!”


The prone figure on the bed opened an eye.


Therése opened the windows, leaning out to smell the crisp morning air, tasting its coolness. By nine o’clock, sweat patches would bloom under every armpit. “We must get started,” she said.


Therése backed away from the window and noticed Séraphin had not moved. She clapped her hands together. A loud crack, which could have spurred on a team of wagon-pulling oxen, rang in the room. Séraphin opened his eyes and said, “Yes, Mamma, just now.”


“Now is now, Séra!” He heard her walk next door to Yves’s bedroom. A few seconds later another gunshot went off. He listened for the third and final explosion that would pull Éric, his youngest brother, out of his slumber. When it came it was even louder than the preceding two. It was followed by the sound of his mother walking back down the corridor. Séraphin shot upright and swung his legs out of bed. Even if he was about to become a graduate for the second time, and even if he believed his mother held a smidge more affection for him than she did for his brothers, he would not risk her ire so early in the morning. Not on a day when she would be operating at her most dictatorial.


Therése came gliding back into the room. “You are up,” she said. There was no question in her voice. That was the way it would be for the rest of the day. His mother would be a monstress, and her sons were blood-bound to do her bidding.


“I wasn’t given a choice,” Séraphin replied.


“You don’t need a choice. You need a shower, breakfast, and then you need to arrange the lounge.”


“It’s always arranged. Nobody sits in it.” Séraphin rubbed his eyes. “I think the lounge is fine, Mamma.”


“When it is your turn to entertain,” she began, “you will learn the difference between good enough for the family and good enough to avoid gossip.”


“So, the other families deserve better than we do?” Séraphin attempted to look disappointed.


“You deserve nothing, Séra,” she replied. She crossed her arms on her small chest and drew herself up to her full height, which would have been just tall enough to reach Séraphin’s chest if he were standing next to her. “What I deserve are sons to help me prepare for today and, would you know it, I have just the ones to do it: the dishwasher, the carpet cleaner, the window wiper, the sweeper, the potato peeler, the fire starter, the meat roaster, and the waiters too.”


Séraphin groaned. Again he thought about what he would be doing if he were in Cape Town. What parties would he be gearing up to attend? What crumpling of bedsheets could have ushered in the New Year?


Ah. Cape Town.


Therése, as though pulling an important thought out of the air, said, “And, of course, there is that one son who has to wash the walls, sweep the yard, pull weeds from the interlocks, and make sure the house looks like it was built yesterday, all in forty-degree weather.” She added, more quietly, “That’ll be the one who gets out of bed last.”


Séraphin stood up with false alacrity. “Jeez, Mamma, relax. Your favorite son is on the job!”


Therése walked out of the room in a mock huff. Secretly, she was pleased to have amused her eldest son. Lately she had been feeling distant from him and his brothers. The fierce and fearful closeness of their flight from Rwanda to their eventual settling in Namibia was dissipating. She felt as though her sons did not need her kind Rwandan words and comforting proverbs; they had developed their own English wit, picking up the language so quickly that even a question posed in Kinyarwanda would elicit an English response. Now they spoke using words and phrases that seemed to contradict the meaning of what was said. “Bad” was good, “good” was not so good, and “ill” did not mean “sick.” Their Kinyarwanda was used sparingly, for politeness, and to wheedle favors from her.


Séraphin stretched. “Just two more weeks after tonight,” he said aloud.


He walked to the bathroom and splashed water on his face. He leaned on the wide sink, his hands resting on opposite edges, and flexed and rolled his shoulders. His reflection looked back at him in the smudged cabinet mirror.


“Survive them,” it said.


“And then love them,” a second voice replied.


“Thank goodness, it won’t be too long now.” A third voice.


“Just two weeks and then—” said a fourth.


“—Cape Town,” sighed a fifth.


“Well,” Séraphin said, straightening, “let’s get this day over with.”


The morning passed in a blur of cleaning with the occasional berating from Therése about lackluster dusting, inattentive mopping, negligent arranging, distracted potato peeling, wasteful and uneven chip slicing, and shoddy dishwashing that would, according to her, shame the entire family. Exasperated, Séraphin waited until his mother’s attention was occupied by Éric’s weed pulling. When he heard the Kinyarwanda exclamations and criticisms, he sought the solitude of the lounge.


As a rule Séraphin tried to keep his sojourns to this city to a minimum by spending as much time as he could in Cape Town, but even he could not lie away the December holidays this year. There were no courses to take for unnecessary credits, or student jobs to fill out like in previous years. With his vacation work applications having been denied by all the Cape Town law firms to which he had applied, he was left with no choice but to return home after his last examinations.


The rejections had been uniform in their ardor towards his academic credentials. They were also firm and cool when they stated their reasons for not taking him on. They could not, by law, accept a non–South African or non–permanent resident for the position, trailed by the mandatory best wishes for all that he might do in his future endeavors. Séraphin had tried to make light of the bruising rejections by searching for an email that broke the well-established formula. The best one came from a young, personable director who ran a boutique law firm.




From: mark.kratz@kratzandco.co.za


To: seraphin.turihamwe@remms.ac.za


Subject: RE: Vacation work application


Hi Séraphin,


Hope you are well. No matter what you said in the interview—which was impressive, by the way—I know you applied to other law firms and I know we were not your first choice either. At best, we were a choice, but not the choice. I also know your inbox will be filled with rejection emails because the law is the law and nobody is going to risk their affirmative action rating by taking you on.


You are probably tired of reading blah-blah-blah emails trying to make you feel better, so I will just cut to the chase: you are the right person with the wrong papers. I think you knew that before you even applied. Also, I’m not sure if this is really for you. Don’t know why I got that impression but I just did.


Good luck for what comes next, Séraphin. And what does not.


Mark





The parting message had bounced through his head as Séraphin boarded the packed cross-country coach back to Windhoek. Mark was right. His heart was not really in law, but, even so, he could not stop himself from going through the motions. It was expected of him. As the coach pulled out of Cape Town, heading north towards Windhoek, it carried with it the curiosity of first-time travelers, the relief of the homeward bound, and the sulking silence of one. Ordinarily, Séraphin slept through bus rides, fatiguing himself the night before by partying or binge-watching a television series. After checking his luggage in, he would take his seat and sleep, only waking up at the South African border. His traveling patterns ensured he was never awake to see the monotonous, recycled Christian entertainment provided on board. The disappointments of the past weeks, however, had connived to drive sleep away, leaving him tired but awake and obliged to listen to pastors preach against evolution, offer postapocalyptic condolences for man’s innumerable follies, and promote limited-edition DVDs which, for a fee, could guarantee citizenship in the everlasting Kingdom of God.


By the time the bus pulled out of Springbok, the last northern stop before a straight run to the South African border, his mood was poisonous enough to constrict his airways. The pastor on the television screen asked the trapped congregation to give their life to Jesus. A hand shot up into the air at the front of the bus and Séraphin heard a voice say, “Praise Lord Jizzos Christs.”


A night breeze did little to cool Séraphin’s pique when he disembarked to have his passport stamped by a disinterested border official on the South African side. The man flicked Séraphin’s passport open, scanned the study permit, and placed a departure stamp on a convenient page with a gap. Back aboard the bus, Séraphin’s spirits plummeted whenever he contemplated going through the Namibian border post, a port of entry which was porous for white tourists and semipermeable for black African nationalities. Immigration officers would process the queuing travelers with haste, casting cursory glances at familiar passports and rubber-stamping them in a steady rhythm that permitted the passengers to board the bus and catnap all the way to Windhoek. Every so often a detailed search required by the border police would make a stop longer by twenty or thirty minutes. The duration of such a police stop was dependent on the presence of non-Namibian passport holders from countries of international disrepute. Nigerians, Angolans, Congolese, and Cameroonians. Basically, anyone who said “Lord Jizzos Christs” was immediately flagged for invasive luggage searches. A bored dog would sniff at their bags while the unlucky passport holders were subjected to the indignity of having their neatly packed clothing and underwear deposited on the dusty, interlocked pavement and flicked through by a rude baton or a dirty boot.


On such occasions an uncomfortable silence fell on all the travelers. Some would walk away to smoke or converse in low voices, hoping for the discovery of contraband or undeclared goods to warrant the unfolding scene. Others—including Séraphin on days when his Rwandan passport wasn’t the lowest desirable denominator—would simply stand in silent solidarity, bemoaning the accidents of geography that determined fair treatment. To the disappointment of the guards and the relief of the bus driver and the other travelers, the foreigners would soon be released and permitted to go on their way. Suitcases would be squashed back into the bus and the journey would resume. Over six years of traveling the same route to and from university, Séraphin had mastered the humble and polite demeanor of the voyaging black man: “Yes, sir” and “No, sir” and “Thank you, sir, I will repack my suitcase now, sir” and “Rwandan, sir, permanent resident stamp is on page two, sir.”


On his latest return to Namibia, his toxic mood made him forget border control etiquette. The passport control officer in the ramshackle office on the Namibian side paged through Séraphin’s passport, squinting at stamps, trying to find a discrepancy in his travel documents.


“The permanent residence permit is on the second page,” Séraphin began, “the study permit on the fifth, and there is space on the sixth for a stamp. Please don’t stamp on a new page unnecessarily. It doesn’t look nice.”


The official stopped paging through the passport and fixed Séraphin with a baleful stare. Séraphin attempted to return it as his sanity finally pushed to the forefront of his being. The rest of the queue shuffled nervously behind him. Being flippant with a border official was an act as criminal as carrying a kilogram of heroin in a handbag.


Séraphin muttered an apology. “Sorry, boss.”


The official let Séraphin stew in his solecism for a few seconds longer. He reached for the reentry stamp, tattooed Séraphin’s passport, and limply held it out to him. Séraphin reached for it. The official clung to it.


“Chief,” he began, “you don’t make jokes like that, you understand? Otherwise, I keep you here all night. The bus will leave you, you understand? You will have to call your people to come and get you, you understand?”


Séraphin had the good sense to mutter a quick “Yes, sir,” and make his way to the exit. As the official reached for the next passport, Séraphin heard him say, “These foreigners, eh, they think they can just behave any way they want. Not in Namibia.”


Séraphin walked to the bus, took his seat, plugged in his earphones, and ignored the rest of the ride until the bus arrived in Windhoek, delivering him into his parents’ emphatic hugs, his brothers’ bored fist bumps, and a monotony of hot December days spent in frustrated solitude or squabbling with his family.


On the sofa, Séraphin pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and saw there were no messages in any of his group chats. Everyone, it seemed, was too busy with something, somewhere else. He looked around his family’s lounge.


Like most lounges in immigrant family homes it was a shrine to diaspora. Every picture that showed some form of triumph against the humbled life most immigrants are forced to live abroad found its way to a frame or a mantelpiece. There was Séraphin’s father, Guillome, beaming as he leaned against his new Volkswagen Jetta; Therése, looking attentively at a computer screen in an office; Yves and Éric showing off gap-toothed smiles on their first days of school; and Séraphin, attempting to look regal in his prefect’s blazer and tie.


The rest of the room was mostly taken up with furniture. Around the laminate wood coffee table were two black three-seater sofas and two plump armchairs that were never sat in. Most of the family life happened in the kitchen and the television room: food, the English Premier League, and the Sunday blockbuster films were what really brought the household together. Selected from a weekly flyer in a newspaper and paid off in monthly installments, the furniture set was like most others Séraphin had seen: uniform in its gaudy ugliness, weak in the way of structural integrity, and totally deficient when it came to comfort. Its only purpose, as far as Séraphin could tell, was to call attention to a family’s upward mobility. House guests lavished attention upon the set and inquired about its cost, only to be shushed by the proud owners—“to talk about the price of a thing is to cheapen it,” he had heard his mother say once. The sofas were sat in once or twice by a family member when they were entertaining and then rarely thereafter, lest they be worn out before a new set could be purchased.


Glass-fronted cabinets were positioned in three of the room’s four corners. They held ornamental china dogs and the plates that were brought out only on special occasions like the New Year’s party planned for this evening. For the rest of the time their shelves were home to misplaced keys and half-read newspapers. A voluminous Webster’s English Dictionary occupied a whole shelf by itself. It was kept company by a Good News Bible on an adjacent self. The Bible was a curiosity for Séraphin, who had never seen his parents or brothers open it despite their Catholic upbringing. Like many Roman Catholics who practiced their faith on a part-time basis, or when an airplane experienced a violent dip in the middle of turbulence, Séraphin opted to show his piety through waning Mass attendance and, eventually, distance-based faith. “Like distance learning, Mamma. God is everywhere anyway, right?” he had told her the Sunday after he was confirmed. The Webster’s English Dictionary, unlike the Bible, brought the good words to the family. It delivered swift, cross-referenced justice to anyone who spread falsities of vocabulary.


Carefully spaced out on the walls were pictures from former and present lives. While the average immigrant family will diligently collect the trappings of their surroundings to fit in and impress—the language, a house, a car, a dog—few things matter more than winning the war of memories.


A frame held his father’s graduation photograph from university in Brussels. Tall and well built, Séraphin’s father had dark skin and his hair was a black halo around his head. His eyes bristled with the kind of intellectual curiosity that was all the rage when Africa sent young men from villages to former colonial capitals to learn about engineering and medicine and commerce and bring their knowledge and polished accents back home to their fellow countrymen. In other frames on the walls were pictures of Séraphin’s father and uncles standing in poses that looked like the Jackson Five were touring Rwanda. In each photograph, Séraphin’s father could be spotted by his height and his stare, which dared the camera to make him look anything less than handsome.


Next to his father’s portrait was a picture of Séraphin’s mother. She had the look of a woman who might once have commanded a hefty dowry. In the portrait she stood before a small brick house with a blue door. Her hands were clasped in front of her and she wore a well-cut grey pantsuit. Séraphin had been told that the house in the picture had been her elder brother’s; she had lived there after completing her secretarial studies at L’École Parisienne. The portrait had been taken on the day she had secured her first job, as an office administrator at the local United Nations office. In all of her pictures, Séraphin’s mother was smiling or laughing genially.


Another frame showed a young girl surrounded by what could only be called a tribe of boys, their numbers and resemblance driving home the point that in the bygone Rwandan days parenthood was a numbers game; the more offspring one fielded, the better the odds were of defeating the child mortality rate. Séraphin’s grandmother from his mother’s side looked shyly at the camera. Surrounded by her brothers, she stood out only because she wore a yellow pinafore dress. Barring that, she could have disappeared into the mass of round heads, shaven bald to combat lice, mistaken for a boy in an oversized flowery shirt.


Elsewhere, a chubby, one-year-old Yves crawled on a mattress; three boys with too many knees among them stood together in matching soccer uniforms; a small, round face in a blue shirt smiled at the world as though the fourth grade of primary school were the promised utopia; and, further along the wall, a much older version of the boy looked past the camera hesitantly, his graduation robes billowing around him. Séraphin frowned with displeasure at his graduation photograph. In it he could see the fear and uncertainty he had appeased by securing parent-pleasing postgraduate study.


Séraphin, to his disappointment and his parents’ relief, had found out that an English degree was a precursor only to law school and not to the fabled life of the traveling intellectual and writer. Pursuing the English degree had been a negotiated and protracted affair. The normal qualifications, which offered a safe and predictable income, had been arrayed before him after secondary school. Something in finance or, better yet, accounting. Anything in engineering, medicine, or law. None of the five had held much appeal to him, though he could already see the pride that would mist his parents’ eyes if he chose any one of the careers on offer. He decided law was the least constricting.


Quite by chance, he had won an essay competition that secured a scholarship to study English. A paid undergraduate was a rare thing to come by so he promised his parents he would pursue the law degree after he’d completed the English one. His parents allowed him to enjoy three years of missed lectures and cavorting in the arts before collecting their pound of flesh. There were impending retirements to be thought about, futures to be planned, and roots to be anchored. Now, with graduation awaiting him in the New Year, doubts about practicing law grew within him. Mark was right. Séraphin would need luck for what came next. And what did not.


The lounge had been vacuumed and dusted. Some wooden garden chairs and cushions would be brought in from the backyard when the numbers swelled beyond what the lounge’s furniture could accommodate. Séraphin would scuttle to and from the kitchen, bringing drinks. After the fresh fruit juices and water would come the cold Heineken beer, followed by red wine along with unknotted tongues and gossip. He would have to smile, shake hands, accept hugs, and utter polite phrases in broken Kinyarwanda. He would have to accept compliments about how tall he had grown, and then answer some questions about his future as a lawyer.


If the Spanish Inquisition was deemed barbaric, it was only because nobody had ever written about conversations between East African parents and their university-going children. The questions would be detailed. Whatever answers he gave would be noted, filed away, and gossiped about in the event that he failed to deliver on them.


As Séraphin slumped further into the sofa he caught a glimpse of his mother walking out of the kitchen and into the dining room, calling out orders in Kinyarwanda to Éric. She shouted for a batch of chips to be taken out of the pot. “Ni ugu kuramo amafiriti!”


His mother was never still. Séraphin reckoned if she were to die today she would be up tomorrow, bright and early, preparing her own funeral. Her brown forehead was shiny with sweat and her new braids were in a net to protect them from absorbing the oily kitchen air. As soon as the house bell rang she would disappear into the main bedroom and reappear in flowing, flowery kitenges, trailing whiffs of expensive perfume. She would beam and hug each guest, cheeks touching twice, and then usher them into the lounge.


As she walked back to the kitchen she saw Séraphin in the lounge.


“Séra, you cannot come and help Yves with the fire?” she asked. “We need to start with the meat soon.” She sounded stern, but Séraphin sensed it was not genuine.


“Did he finish with the garden?” Séraphin asked.


“No,” Therése replied, “but we need to do other things now. Éric is busy with the chips. But you could have helped Yves, it would have looked much better.”


“Ah, Mamma, you know I am allergic to manual labor,” he replied.


“You are lazy, Séra.” She walked back into the kitchen. He could hear the sound of glasses being placed on a tray. Séraphin reached for his phone once more. Still no messages.


“I’m not lazy, Mamma,” he called after her. “I just don’t want my brothers to stand in my shadow so I’m giving them chances to be great.”


From the kitchen his mother laughed. “If you are so concerned about your brothers’ greatness, then you will help Yves get the fire going.”


“Tell him to use the Fire of Christ that burns within him. He was confirmed not too long ago, right? There should be enough left to light the braai.”


Blasphemy was always a shortcut to good fun in the household. He could hear glasses clinking as Therése carried a tray into the dining room. “Séra, I do not like those jokes. And you had better not make them later if you don’t want to scandalize us,” she said. She came into the lounge and fixed him with a look. “Today you will be nice.”


“I’m always nice, Mamma,” Séraphin said.


“Sometimes,” his mother said. “But you will not do that thing where you make people feel dumb around you.”


“What thing?”


“Sarcasm,” Yves said, walking in, his hands black and sooty from handling charcoal. His light brown skin had taken on the just-burnt dark brown of someone who had been in the sun too long.


“Et tu, Yves?” Séraphin stabbed his midsection with his cell phone.


“Yes. That is the word. Sarcasm. Don’t do that,” Therése said. She went back into the dining room and started placing the glasses on a small serving table. “And go and help your brothers,” she called out.


“I just got the fire going. It will be a while before we can braai the meat. Will you do that?” Yves asked.


“As far as I’m concerned, brother, I’m here to eat. Nothing else,” Séraphin replied, loud enough for his mother to hear. “Like most Rwandans.”


“If you don’t help, you won’t eat,” his mother retorted. On her way back to the kitchen with her tray she paused in the lounge doorway. “What are you doing in here anyway, Séra?”


“I was talking to my girlfriend,” Séraphin lied. He and Yves waited for the anticipated reaction.


“Do not talk about such things around me,” Therése said quickly.


“What things?” Yves pressed.


“Girlfriends,” Séraphin said.


“Girlfriends?” Yves’s tongue tasted this new word.


“You know, girls who are friends,” Séraphin replied, “and sometimes more than friends.” Yves and Séraphin watched their mother inhale sharply.


“They have”—Séraphin made a cupping motion around his chest—“abundant affection—”


“—and no lack of attention.” Yves attempted to lift a heavy derrière behind him.


Séraphin cackled and swished an imaginary lock of hair. “They have long hair, the white ones. They let you touch it if you have the right accent.”


“And longer hair, the black ones,” Yves said. “But they’ll only let you touch it if you’ve paid for it,” he added with exaggerated airs.


Séraphin stood up from the couch and came to stand in front of his mother, looking down at her. He hugged her as though giving her comfort. “I’m so sorry, Mamma,” he said gently, “that this is where our allowance is going. But, you know, concubines do not maintain themselves.”


Over his mother’s head, Yves stifled laughter by covering his mouth, forgetting the soot on his hands. When he pulled them away his lips were covered in black smudges.


“Shit,” he said.


“Enough!” their mother shouted. Séraphin felt a finger poke him sharply in the ribs. “You boys are sick with girls. It is all I hear about these days. You are going on about these… these things—”


“What things?” Séraphin asked, ready to start the carousel again.


“Séra! Yves! Stop it. Go and make yourselves useful.” Therése put some steel in her voice. She looked at Yves. “That language is not welcome in this house. You can swear in your own house, not in mine.”


“Okay, okay.” Yves held up his black hands in apology.


“And you,” she said, rounding on Séraphin, “you will not bring up girls in my presence. Not after—” She let the unfinished sentence hang in the air and Séraphin, who knew what was unspoken, smiled in apology. Yves, confused, was about to ask what was going on when a look from Séraphin cut him off. They had had their fun. Now it was time to let their mother be and get back to work.


“I’ll go and get some juice,” Séraphin said.


“Do you need money?” Therése asked, trying to transition into party preparations.


“I have enough from yesterday’s grocery run.” Séraphin squeezed his cell phone into his pocket and strolled to the front door, which Yves had left open.


“The nectar of the gods, bro,” Yves said. “Don’t shame this family with preservatives.”


“You boys are fools,” Therése said. “You want people to judge our hospitality? You do not know how these things go. If we were back in Rwanda—”


“—we would be dead.”


Whenever their mother began heckling them with bygone times in Rwanda they cut it off with the certainty that in days not too far past they would most certainly be dead and no amount of tradition, pure fruit juice, or carefully arranged lounges would save them. Neither of them noticed the pained look that flickered on their mother’s face, vanishing as Therése focused on the day’s remaining tasks. “Yves,” she said, with more authority, “the fire. And get those dirty hands out of the lounge. Séraphin, juice!” She whisked herself into the kitchen.


“Shame,” Yves said.


“Considering I was born out of wedlock, you would expect her to be a little more chilled about—”


A metal tray banged down on a kitchen table.


“SÉRAPHIN! YVES!”


The front door slammed as Séraphin departed for the shops. Yves made a determined dash for the bathroom to wash his hands.


In the kitchen, Therése wondered where she had gone wrong in nurturing her sons that they could make terrible jokes with such impunity. She wondered where she had learned the patience to put up with them. She noticed the pot of chips bubbling away on the gas stove. Éric was nowhere to be seen.


“Merde!” Therése walked over to the pot and stirred the chips. She shouted for Éric to come to the kitchen and attend to them. This, she thought, is not how things would have gone in Rwanda. There, children had respect. But in Namibia, quite the opposite seemed to be true.


She blamed the high school they had attended, pricey, with its ideas about how children should not be beaten. Therése blamed cell phones, the way they stole her sons’ attention. She blamed the Internet and how its content was the sole subject of conversation at dinnertime, a vast wilderness of sound, pictures, and videos she could never keep up with. Therése blamed the friends they hung around with. One of Yves’s had even gone as far as calling her by her first name at supper once and she, to defuse the palpable silence that had descended upon the table, laughed and passed the peas anyway. Later that evening she had pulled Yves aside and said, “Don’t bring that rude boy to supper again.” She felt guilty about it the next day and apologized for being old-fashioned and even just saying that seemed to age her twice as fast.


Mostly, though, she blamed a downed plane, radio broadcasts, the resurrection of long-held ethnic hostilities, Western indifference, nights of fear and days of hate which eroded carefully built futures and devoured connected pasts, forcing families to survive first and learn to live and, hopefully, love later. After all, she told herself, you only love after you have survived.


And her family, thankfully, mercifully, had survived.
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Windhoek West, in December, is a sprawling mélange of ghost mansions, boxy business enclaves, and desolate streets wilting beneath the sun. Ordinarily, the suburb is astir with residential and minor commercial activity, but at the tail end of the year it becomes still. During the day, the pot-lid-hot temperatures drive whatever is left of Windhoek West’s life into cool living rooms and sweaty siestas. At night, red pilot lights perched above garage doors and windows are all that remain to alert potential burglars that an armed response team is a short drive and rough beating away. As the city’s life migrates to the tolerated cold waters of the Atlantic Ocean in tourist-swamped seaside towns or crowded and boisterous family gatherings in Namibia’s northern and southern regions, Windhoek West becomes a taciturn purlieu.


Besides a few families on Séraphin’s street, the only people who remain behind are the dead classical composers and scientists who live a second but anonymous, mispronounced, and misspelt life on street plaques. Brahms, Beethoven, Bach, Mozart, Puccini, Strauss, Schubert, and Verdi; Behring, Best, Curie, Jenner, Pasteur, Roentgen, Watt—their importance is irrelevant to many of the suburb’s residents. In days past, though, they were the heated trivia subject inside a grey Volkswagen Jetta carrying Séraphin, Yves, and Éric to their private high school, where intimate knowledge of such personalities impressed teachers but failed to win the affections of teenage girls.


The three brothers tried to outdo each other by stating the streets’ namesakes and their achievements. Their knowledge became a source of pride for the car’s silent passenger, Guillome, who worked tirelessly to ensure that his sons’ home environment was hostile to ignorance. He would deny his growing boys nothing if it was in a book, and permit them to watch television for hours on end provided they watched nature, history, and science programs. Each evening when he came home from work he would ask, “So what have we learned about the world today?” and smile at the competition to impress him.


Of the three, Séraphin continued to consume the world in gulps, through books, television, and radio stations. He watched travel programs with a desperate longing to see the human-saturated streets of New York, Tokyo, and Lagos, and to taste the wriggling delicacies of Asia and South America. Guillome noted, with some trepidation, how vividly Séraphin’s conversations about his future life were always in some far-off place, and always in the singular.


“And why would you go to Oslo?” Guillome asked him one night at supper. Therése had managed to get hold of some cassava flour and leaves to cook ugali and isombe, served with a portion of thick, saliva-draining brown beans. The boys were embroiled in their usual feuding and Séraphin had mentioned he would someday travel to Oslo to see the fjords.


“I saw a Ford,” Yves contributed. “It was red, with a big spoiler. So you don’t have to go all the way there to see it. And I saw it first.”


“No, dummy,” Séraphin replied, “fjord—like f-yord, not the car.”


“Don’t call your brother a dummy,” Therése snapped.


“Where did you learn about fjords, Séra?” Guillome asked.


Séraphin swallowed a big gob of ugali. “Boy, a book by Roald Dahl.”


“So, Séra, you want to visit the place because Roald Dahl wrote about it?”


“Yes,” Séraphin replied. “It sounds nice.” He paused to put some food on his fork and then added, “And far.”


Therése and Guillome shared a look. These days Séraphin spent more time alone in his bedroom and expressed himself with sharp, cutting comments. Therése noted how distant he seemed, as though he was in some interior world. What kept Guillome and Therése awake in their bedroom, though, were Séraphin’s silences. They were brooding, cavernous, palpable—Therése almost felt like apologizing when she spoke to him in this state.


“Of course,” Therése prodded, “a holiday in Norway would be fun together?”


“No,” Séraphin replied and Therése watched as her son retreated to that inner place she could not understand. “I read somewhere that people are much better in memories. And memories don’t take up so much luggage space or need visas.”


Therése and Guillome chewed in silence, she with renewed worry about her son, Guillome with mild surprise. They stayed awake late that night, their bedroom air afire with their worried whisperings, concerned about what Séraphin could have meant and lamenting the lack of an extended family or culture to fall back on. “It’s just a phase,” Guillome said softly to his wife. “I’m sure he will grow out of it.”


Séraphin did not. His mind grew fat on images and stories of places far away, and his soul longed to amble in the side ways and byways of places he had only read about in literature or seen on television. His mornings would be Viennese while his afternoons would be Parisian and he would spend his nights dancing in Havana to salsa and merengue. His happiness, he thought, would be found at the end of a pen, in a seat on a plane, with the wheels forever leaving the ground, going—always going. He masked his desire for difference with a boisterous exoskeleton of machismo, locker room talk about girls and their bouncing anatomy. By the time Séraphin reached university, he was determined to be a citizen of the world. His heart was a library of longings, his mind a hive of buzzing trivia.


Arriving at the Portuguese convenience store, he nodded to the bored security guard, crossing into a semicool interior that smelled of bread and oily chips. A queue snaked its way behind the shop’s deli counter, where day-old sandwiches, tattered pieces of fried hake, and passionless potato salads stood under the cold light of a bain-marie. In the juice aisle the price tags made him wince. They bore the crossed-out numbers of the previous day’s prices and announced, smugly, the new levy on goods one could have bought for less yesterday. Placing juice cartons in his pushcart, he wheeled it into the biscuit aisle, browsing the shelves, feeling peckish. Another cart from the opposite direction approached his and slowed down.


“Séra?”


He looked up. His face heated. “Jasmyn.”


She smiled and moved towards him, standing on her toes to throw her arms around his neck. Surprised by the forwardness of her greeting, he still had one hand on his trolley. The other was caught in a furious debate about where to rest on the no-man’s-land of skin between her neck and her lower back.


“Upper back,” said a voice. “Safe space.”


“Only if you want to wind up in the friend zone, nigga,” said a second.


“Lower back, then?”


“I say you grab the booty,” the other replied. “For control!”


Séraphin settled for an awkward pat-pat in the middle of her back. “Hi.”


She wore a light citrusy perfume and even with the hesitant Morse code of his back pat he could feel the warmth of her skin. Jasmyn pulled away and looked up at him. “Long time,” she said.


“Yeah, it’s been a minute,” he replied. “Keeping well?”


“I’m trying to. Work, rent, life—the usual shit.” Her shoulders shrugged, the shadows of her collarbones showing themselves underneath the light film of skin. “But I’m still holding out for my best life.”


“Isn’t everyone?” Séraphin hoped the question would keep the conversation going.


“What’ve you been up to? I haven’t seen you in forever.”


“I’m in Cape Town. Final year of law. Then—” He paused, lifting his hand to encompass the vastness beyond graduation. “Life.”


“Cool. Gonna move back when you’re done? You never liked this place.”


“Maybe. We’ll see.”


A smile hovered on Jasmyn’s lips. “Anyway, you’re massive now. I don’t think you were this tall the last time I saw you.” She let her eyes take him in. “You look good.” The “good” was stretched out, like a too-small scoop of peanut butter on a too-large slice of bread.


“You look good too.” He avoided her direct gaze, casting his eyes to the neatly packed shelves.


“Thanks.” Jasmyn flashed him a grin that sent a rivulet of sweat sailing down his back. “When do you leave for Cape Town?”


“Two weeks.”


“Soon.”


“Is that disappointment I heard?” asked a voice.


“Definitely disappointment,” replied another.


“Well, let’s get coffee sometime and catch up, yeah?” She dictated her number to him and he called it after he had taken it down. “Cool, got it. Séraphin—with an é,” she said as she typed.


“And Jasmyn—with a y,” he responded. They exchanged a look.


“Well,” Jasmyn said, “I need to get home. Family party tonight. We ran out of some spices.”


“I’m the juice boy. I gotta get home before my mom sends out the search-and-rescue.”


At the mention of Séraphin’s mother, Jasmyn’s smooth cheek turned the slightest shade of pink and her gaze flickered away. The shelves were subjected to an intense gaze, probably the only time the assortment of confectionery had ever been so appraised. Jasmyn made the first move, wheeling her cart away. “So, yeah, enjoy the party,” she said. “And happy New Year in advance.”


“You too.”


They moved apart, slowly, Séraphin’s back feeling sensitive with Jasmyn behind him. He walked straight to the pay-point and unloaded the juice cartons, fumbling and handing too many dollar bills to the cashier. After paying he exited the shop, his stride sprightly, his mind preoccupied, his cell phone itching with the number of one Jasmyn—with a y.
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Once upon a private school enrollment charter there were two Jasmines: Jasmine with an i and Jasmyn with a y. Both were pretty and intelligent in the way of girls whose parents are moneyed. They glowed with the health of children raised without chores, and the poise of privilege dangled heavily from their neat ponytails and wholesome smiles. They were smart, kind, and helpful; they were prized teacher’s pets. To avoid being ostracized by their peers they were generous with the treasures of their neatly packed lunch boxes: chocolate bars were fragmented into tiny fractions and shared, while sandwiches with thick slices of pastrami were passed around for delicate nibbles.


Jasmine van Zyl was fair-skinned, with blond pigtails, grey eyes, and a shy smile. She had inherited a robust frame from her deep Afrikaner roots, which stretched all the way back to the settling of Bloemfontein in colonial South Africa. Jasmyn Wolff was cream-colored, with soft hair that frizzed in the weather. Her eyes were light brown and bewitching, ringed by a green halo if one looked closely. She was all bones and curls, the product of an Owambo father in political exile in Moscow and a white mother from West Germany, also in Russia to learn the inner workings of the failing Communist economy.


When Namibia gained independence, airplanes began flying in all the men, women, and children who had lived abroad during the country’s armed struggle against South Africa’s apartheid embrace. Exiled families returned in droves, from Zambia, Zimbabwe, Angola, Tanzania, Cuba, and Germany—doctors, engineers, architects, political scientists—all coming home to be part of the country’s bright and free future. Some came to lead. Some came to serve. Others came to steal. Jasmine’s father, who owned a lucrative construction company, met Jasmyn’s father at a state dinner in the early days of the Namibian republic.


“Of course,” Jasmine’s father said, “such a young country cannot hope to get far without roads, hospitals, schools, and other concrete structures to drive the economy and bring in foreign investment.” He fronted a proposal to Jasmyn’s father: a partner was needed to deal with all of the handshaking and back clapping of the young democracy’s new black leadership. Jasmyn’s father was reluctant to agree at first. Socialism was still strong in him and capitalism was the enemy that made sister strive against sister, brother enslave brother. Jasmine’s father changed tactics. He offered Jasmyn’s father more than a title; he backed it up with equity. He sweetened the deal with promises of skills transfers and the integration of black faces into the construction company. It took some time but eventually Jasmyn’s father was sold.


Jasmine’s father’s surname was removed from the company to distance it from the recent past. He maintained the industry contacts and intellectual capital amassed over the years. Jasmyn’s father, with his political connections and dark complexion, roped in the government deals that flowed into the freshly liberated economy.


The new construction company quickly became one of the brightest rays in the young republic. Its cranes were a feature of the Namibian skyline as brick by brick, dollar by dollar, Windhoek grew. Their friendship became genuine after the money came in. Their families holidayed together. Their daughters, born three months apart in the late eighties before the men knew each other, progressed through school together, surrounded by the best of the Namibian upper crust. After primary school, St. Luke’s Roman Catholic College, with its evergreen soccer field; its blue, grey, and white uniform; and its sterling academic reputation.


It was not long into eighth grade that their fathers’ fortunes flagged. The lucrative deals from political connections dwindled. A fresh crop of young, hungry political cadres and comrades culled the elderly businessmen out of boardroom meetings. The two men’s once bountiful plates were reduced to begging bowls. They sold their construction firm and took early retirement.


Jasmine’s family, when not in Windhoek, retreated to their farm, where they ran a luxury lodge for shooters of big game. Their wealth still ran deep in shares and properties stashed here and there. Jasmyn’s family, now thoroughly indoctrinated in the ways of the rich, fell from Icarus heights without a parachute. The luxury cars were repossessed and their heavily mortgaged mansions were sold to defray debts. The fall hit Jasmyn’s father hard. Drinking and absenteeism became full-time professions when his fortunes failed. Their family tumbled west across the windy city to a somber house in Brahms Street.


The girls knew they had to move on to new friendships as the world spun and their bodies were possessed by puberty.


Jasmine was the first to blossom. Womanhood added weight to her hips and her breasts ballooned. Her face was peppered with pimples. Her lips were thin, suggestions more than real anatomical features capable of holding a layer of lipstick. Her hair went from spun-gold blond to dull yellow. To make things worse, her left eye became a bit lazy. Children’s cruelty christened her Jasmine-with-the-Eye.


While Jasmyn’s family slipped across the tracks, adolescence, at least, remained kind to her. It bequeathed her a pair of smooth legs with toned muscles. Her lips were locked in a perpetual pout. Her small ears were adored. Her shapely nose was praised. Her petite waistline provided enough motivation for boys to study and gain promotion with her through the grades. Her breasts bounced with healthy vigor in hockey matches and made netball practice as popular as basketball games against rival schools. Her posterior was the star of many short-lived, sticky rendezvous between sweaty boys’ palms and blood-hardened genitalia. She was aware of her sexuality. It confused male teachers and explained away incomplete homework. It threatened female teachers with the possibility of classroom rebellion if it even seemed as though they were picking on her just because she was unable to correctly balance chemical equations.


When Jasmine and Jasmyn passed each other at St. Luke’s, Jasmyn nodded politely to Jasmine out of respect for their former friendship. Jasmine did so out of deference paid to preternaturally beautiful girls. The two had little in common except their determination to lose their virginity. Jasmine considered it a rite of passage that would confirm her womanhood. Jasmyn considered it a matter of time.


Jasmyn is the first to misplace her virtue. It happens at the commencement of the eleventh grade. At one of those high school parties common to posh neighborhoods where parents are fond of traveling abroad for business, leaving their teenage children at home with a warning not to throw parties. Jasmyn lets her boyfriend, Keaton—an older, twelfth-grade, boy from a rival high school—press his nagging advantage home. It is all over in under a minute. A swift bite of red pain which fades to an aching itch. There is no romance, no page-turning passion. The soundtrack of the whole cherry-bursting affair is the chorus of Joe Budden’s “Fire” from the lounge below, accompanied by the ecstatic shouting of teenagers drunk on cheap beer and vodka.


Jasmyn and Keaton emerge from the master bedroom holding hands, trying to appear casual, failing to fool anyone. News of the deflowering diffuses around the party. Jasmine hears whispered words of Jasmyn’s tryst and feels an acute disappointment that even in this she has to yield to Jasmyn.


In the ways of teenage relationships, Keaton and Jasmyn’s does not last. It walks and limps, sometimes crawling to its final death throes like a bleeding Bollywood hero. Chat rooms are abuzz with gossip.




JohnNotTheBaptist: This Keaton guy has so many chances with Jasmyn. How does he do it, man?


MadeYouLuke: Bra, he’s white. Girls will forgive anything white guys do.


JohnNotTheBaptist: Ja, it’s true. Black guys are guilty until proven more guilty.


MadeYouLuke: Not you, John, you’re always guilty.


HannaStacia—Selma_Nella: She took him back.


Selma_Nella: Told you she would.


HannaStacia: Shame, she doesn’t know her first doesn’t have to be her last. Keaton is fine, but he isn’t thaaaat fine.


Selma_Nella: You made up with John and he isn’t half as fine as Keaton.


HannaStacia: You wouldn’t understand.


HannaStacia: By the way Séra says your username is a type of food poisoning and Selma_Fudd would be better. Like the bald dude from Looney Tunes.


Selma_Nella: Send him a big voetsek from me.


TheaElleC—Tri_SeraTops: Gossip! Jasmine-with-the-Eye also lost her virginity.


Tri_SeraTops: Eh?! To what?


TheaElleC: Don’t be an ass Séra! Layton Green.


Tri_SeraTops: Basketball Layton?


TheaElleC: Only Layton at school. He says he was drunk and she forced him. But people saw them through Tiff’s brother’s bedroom window and there was no force there.


Tri_SeraTops: Oh shit!


TheaElleC: Promise me that when you lose your virginity you’ll close the curtains.


Tri_SeraTops: Of course!


TheaElleC: And have some nice music. Like some of your playlists.


Tri_SeraTops: Haha! Okay.


TheaElleC: Maybe we should make Jasmyn a breakup playlist.


Tri_SeraTops: That’s lame.


TheaElleC: True. I also know you’re thinking of a name and you have the songs.


Tri_SeraTops: You know me too well. We shouldn’t be friends anymore.


TheaElleC: What’ll you call it?


Tri_SeraTops: Soundtrack of the Disconnect.





So it comes to pass that by the middle of the eleventh grade both Jasmine and Jasmyn have lost their virginity. At Tiffany’s party, with the writhing mass of pubescence taking cues from Rupee’s “Tempted to Touch,” Layton stumbles towards the dance floor and pulls Jasmine against him. It is an awkward combination of apologetic waddling on her part and eager hip-thrusting on his. At the song’s conclusion Layton leads her through the house, pulling on door handles and finding a utility closet occupied by a boy and girl slobbering kisses on each other, a guest bedroom occupied by another couple in flagrante delicto, and, finally, an empty bedroom at the end of the hall.


They collapse on the bed. In an uncoordinated mess of kissing they hastily unbuckle their trousers. Jasmine remembers to offer Layton the condom she has carried around in hope and it is fumbled onto an erect member. She looks away most of the time, trusting the providence of her shaking hands and whatever past experience Layton has. Then she finds herself pressed underneath him.


The first thrust shoots a pain through her. The second hurts even more. She bites her lip and pulls Layton deeper, determined not to let the tears in her eyes discourage him. Layton is lost to his own rhythms. He hammers himself into a climax before collapsing on top of her. After a breathy minute, Jasmine rolls him off her. Layton has fallen asleep. She stands up slowly, crimson snaking down her leg. She feels nauseous from the punch and Layton’s callous performance. She pulls on her clothes and walks out of the room, looking back at Layton, his buttocks exposed above the belt line of his cargo pants.


For the most part, Jasmine and Layton’s clunky dancing went unnoticed. Their tryst would also have gone unnoticed but for Paulus “Pontius_Paulus” Amukongo and Jurgen “Jurgen_Naut” Nacht, who, after baptizing an otherwise unobtrusive rose bush with their urine, passed a lit bedroom and the Green_Layton himself pumping away like a piston.


They set chat rooms alight with one-sided hyperbole and a few blurry photographs, a passing mercy for Jasmine. By the time Séraphin catches wind of it, rumors have become bloated with blame. Jasmine is suspected of spiking Layton’s drink, putting a hex on him, and, succubus-like, having her way with him. Even Jasmine’s friends do little to stop the gossip.


Thankfully, it is not too long before “Die Stem” calls to its Afrikaner seeds to come home and make roots. Her parents pack up their lives in Windhoek and make their way to South Africa. Jasmine sees an escape from hushed conversations and an empty chat room.




AllThatJazz—Green_Layton: Why won’t you talk to me? This is fucked up. Why can’t you stop all of these rumors?


AllThatJazz: Okay, it’s all my fault. I slept with myself. Fine. You’ll be happy to know that I’m moving away. All the best with your life.





While Jasmine’s life spirals into depression, Jasmyn’s is quite different. Her latest breakup with Keaton has held its course for three months. They are not talking, which means, of course, that they are tuned in to each other’s activities via third parties. Soon, word spreads that Keaton has moved on. Perhaps, Jasmyn thinks, it is time she did the same.


Boys are renounced. She reclaims her starting positions in netball and hockey. She immerses herself in academic demands. She even joins the school’s writing club, the Quill Club, which meets on Friday afternoons to weed out all but the most dedicated aspiring writers.


Jasmyn is late to her first meeting and arrives to find the group’s twenty members working in groups of two. Mr. Caffrey, the senior English teacher, casts around the classroom for a group she can join.


“Séraphin, John—I’m entrusting this young lady to your care. Be sure to give our club a bad reputation,” he says with a wink. He smiles at Jasmyn to welcome her. She is not like the other Quillians: comic book and video game boffins with intricate knowledge of the arcane, the mythical, the mystical, the fantastical; romantics with overstretched, flowery sentences; or literary aspirants, perspicacious in their wit and voracious in their consumption of words. Still, the club has no membership requirements and Mr. Caffrey is glad to see another student show interest in writing. He has learned to take them however they come and wherever from.


There is a shuffling as Séraphin pulls an empty chair next to him, to John’s frustration.


“Jasmyn, we’re writing opening sentences that will get a reader to hand over their money to us,” Mr. Caffrey says. “The kind of words that’ll make a drug addict buy a book instead of the next high. The scenario is this: teenage superhero or -heroine begins to narrate their autobiography. Get creative. Avoid clichés. And no profanity.”


A groan runs through the room. Mr. Caffrey is the only teacher at St. Luke’s who does not hand out detention slips when a swear word slips in his classes. He has realized the only way to make ancient texts relevant is to drop a cuss word. So the restriction on expletives in today’s writing exercise feels like a betrayal.


Jasmyn’s group—note how quickly it becomes Jasmyn’s group—turns to her.


“Any ideas?” John asks. His acne-crossed face red with eagerness to please.


“I’d rather add to your ideas if you’ve already prepared something,” Jasmyn says.


“Not much,” Séraphin replies. “We started thinking about our character. John suggested we make him—or her—about our age, funny, awkward, and with some sort of struggle. Mr. Caffrey likes a good character struggle.”


“Cool.” A small frown creases Jasmyn’s forehead. “How about this: Being a hero sucks because you never get to do what you want. That’s what the bad guy does. All you do is try to stop them. Basically being a hero is parenting, but with powers that can level a city.”
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“Out of Namibia, population 2.5 million, comes an
international masterwork for the twenty-first century.”

—PETER ORNER

<l”, P

1 §

«\\\\\\\






OEBPS/e9781982164447/images/title.jpg
72,
ETERNAL

AUDIENCE
OF ONE

I

REMY NGAMIJE

©

SCOUT PRESS
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/e9781982164447/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


