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She was barely old enough to understand the world.

CHAPTER ONE

She was barely old enough to understand the world.

But she had a dream.

She dreamed of becoming a doctor—one who would treat the diseases that attacked elderly people. She hoped that one day she would be able to fight illnesses that had defeated even the most advanced doctors. Among those diseases was the one that had taken her grandmother, the only person she had left after losing both of her parents and her younger sister in a horrific taxi accident that claimed more than ten lives.

To everyone around her, she was simply a young girl.

A kind child. A child who loved people.

But deep inside, Zothile carried a great deal of pain.

Her smile had become her shield. Behind it, she hid her suffering. She used it to cover the wounds and scars that life kept inflicting upon her, one blow after another.

And when life finally took her grandmother too, it felt as though the entire world had split apart.

No one truly saw what Zothile was going through. No one seemed to notice the suffering hidden behind her smile.

People are right when they say that sometimes a person grows into their name. Zothile was always smiling, gentle, well-mannered and respectful. She was the kind of child who respected her elders.

Zothile was fourteen years old and in Grade Four at primary school.

She had grown up well. Her father and mother both worked. They did not have highly paid jobs, but they did everything within their power to ensure that their children had what they needed and were properly cared for.

But God did not give them much time on this earth.

He took them away, together with their youngest child, leaving Zothile behind.

No matter how many dreams a person has, life has a way of following its own path.

What makes it painful is that sometimes hardship seems to choose one person and keep returning to them again and again. Meanwhile, there are people who are born into comfort, grow up surrounded by everything they need, and seem to move through life without obstacles.

Zothile's life was completely different.

The hardest part was that all these troubles began while she was still in primary school.
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A SCHOOLGIRL WITHOUT A HOME

After her parents died, she had to leave her school and go and live with the elderly woman who had given birth to her father.

By the time Zothile arrived, the old woman was already weak and struggling with her health. She survived on a government pension and an old-age grant.

The burden placed upon Zothile was enormous.

She suddenly became a shepherd, a domestic worker, a nurse, a cook, a washerwoman—everything one could possibly imagine.

She was still just a little girl who had barely begun to understand the world.

She had once been the kind of child who could be sent to the shop and return almost immediately.

When she arrived at her new school, it quickly became obvious that she did not come from a warm and comfortable home.

It took her grandmother a long time to find her a school uniform.

The other children laughed at her.

They mocked her because her uniform was old, torn and worn out. Sometimes she arrived at school without shoes.

And this was during winter, when frost covered some of the valleys and the cold cut through everything.

As time passed, one of her teachers noticed her situation. The teacher approached other pupils whose families were better off and asked them to give Zothile some of their old school uniforms that they no longer used.

For a while, things improved.

The teasing became less severe because Zothile now looked more like the other pupils in their school uniforms, even though everyone could see that hers was not new.

But the deepest pain was still inside her.

There were many times when people would find her sitting quietly and crying.

It was obvious that there was a sadness that returned again and again, becoming too heavy for her to hold inside.

Eventually, this affected her in the classroom. She sometimes appeared frightened and withdrawn, and other pupils found another reason to mock her.

Then, before long, her grandmother died.

Zothile was left with countless questions.

She had depended on that old woman. She had dreamed that one day she would grow up strong and healthy and be able to take care of her.

She had often told her grandmother, “I want to become a doctor.”

She promised that she would do everything she could to make sure her grandmother received the best healthcare available.

She would even joke with her, saying, “One day, when I am working, I will build you a big house. We will never struggle again. We will have everything we need.”

But life had other plans.

Instead of protecting Zothile's dreams, life seemed to spit in her face.

It covered her with pain and buried her alive beneath one hardship after another.

When her grandmother's final hour came, the old woman called her granddaughter to her side.

She knew she was leaving.

She placed everything upon Zothile's young shoulders—the family responsibilities, unfinished matters, obligations and traditions that had not been dealt with while there was still time.

So much responsibility for such small shoulders.

Yet Zothile was made of something stronger than anyone could have imagined.

Even when her grandmother's eyes finally closed, Zothile was sitting beside her.

The old woman had been speaking to her only moments earlier, telling her things that Zothile did not fully understand.

Then she became quiet.

It looked as though she had simply fallen into a short sleep and would wake again.

But she never did.

The old woman was gone.

Zothile woke the following morning without the slightest thought that death had entered the house.

She told herself, “No, Grandma is fine. She is only tired. She will wake up.”

A neighbour came to check on them and discovered what had happened.

Once again, Zothile became the messenger.

She was the one who had to tell the relatives that the old woman had passed away.

After the funeral, the relatives began dividing the belongings that had been left behind.

They knew very well that nobody would challenge their decisions.

Zothile was still young. She knew nothing about what was supposed to happen in such circumstances.

But throughout all that discussion and division, not one person thought about the little girl.

Not one person said, “I will take this child and raise her as my own.”

Zothile was left to figure out what she would do.

At first, she slept at different homes in the neighbourhood. Some nights women from the area allowed her to sleep in their houses.

A week passed.

Then she began sleeping with neighbours' children.
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THE HOUSE BECOMES EMPTY

Eventually, it became normal for her to go without food for days.

The little food that had remained in the house after the funeral soon disappeared.

You cannot imagine the burden placed upon a young child.

The meals provided at school became one of the few things that kept food in her stomach.

There were days when she went to bed having eaten nothing except water.

Weekends were especially difficult because there was no school food to depend on.

She simply waited for Monday, when the schools would reopen.

As the days passed, criminals began noticing that the child lived alone.

Sometimes someone would knock on her door at night.

At other times she would hear footsteps outside in the yard.

But who could she tell?

She was alone.

And the most painful part was that she was growing older.

Her body was beginning to change.

Some men had started noticing her as a young woman and seeing her as an opportunity to satisfy their own desires.

Yet Zothile herself had not even fully realised that she was becoming a young woman.

At the end of the school year, Zothile surprised even herself by passing Grade Four.

But who was she going to celebrate with?

Her greatest fear was what would happen when the schools closed.

What would she do when hunger, which had already become her companion, returned in full force?

Even when awards were handed out for academic achievement, Zothile could not celebrate.

She was deeply disappointed.

Her
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