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ZUKISWA WAS A WHIRLWIND of words. From the moment she opened her eyes each morning until she finally fell asleep at night, her voice filled every corner of her world.

“Good morning, mama! Did you know that butterflies taste with their feet? And did you see the cloud that looks like an elephant? Oh, and can we have pancakes? I dreamed about pancakes shaped like stars and—”

“Zuki, sweetheart,” her mother said gently, trying to pour coffee. “Maybe we can talk about one thing at a time?”

But Zukiswa was already bouncing to the next room, chattering to her baby brother. “Good morning, Siya! Today we’re going to play pirates and I’ll be the captain and you can be my parrot, okay? Pirates say ‘ahoy’ and ‘yo ho ho’ and—”
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EVEN WHEN SHE BRUSHED her teeth, Zukiswa hummed loudly through the toothpaste foam, making up songs about mermaids and moonbeams.

Her world was a wall of sound in which she was the conductor, the orchestra and the audience all at once. She loved every note of it.

But not everyone else did.
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AT SCHOOL DURING STORY time, Mrs Mfundisi had barely opened the book when Zukiswa’s hand shot up.

“I know what happens! The princess finds a dragon, but it’s a nice dragon, and they become friends, and then they—”

“Zuki,” said her friend Lulu, “we want to hear the story too.”

“But I’m helping!” Zukiswa said, genuinely confused.
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DURING LUNCH, WHEN Zama started to tell them about her new puppy, Zukiswa interrupted with excitement. “Oh, I love puppies! We should get a puppy! Did you know puppies can’t see when they’re born? And they have to learn to bark? Maybe your puppy will learn to sing like my cousin’s dog who—”

Zama’s shoulders sagged. She closed her lunchbox quietly and did not finish her story.

That evening at dinner, Zukiswa’s parents exchanged a look across the table.

“Zuki,” her father said kindly, “could you try just listening for a moment? Your mother had something she wanted to share.”

Zukiswa squirmed in her chair. Listening felt like trying to hold her breath underwater. The silence pressed against her ears, making her feel empty and restless.

“But listening is boring,” she said, muttering under her breath. “And what if I forget what I wanted to say?”
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THE NEXT DAY AFTER school, instead of going straight home, Zukiswa wandered down a path she had never noticed before. It wound through tall grass that whispered in the breeze, leading to a meadow she had never seen before.

In the centre of the meadow stood the most magnificent tree Zukiswa had ever encountered. Its trunk was so wide that ten children holding hands could not wrap their arms around it. Its bark was twisted and weathered, telling stories of countless seasons. Its branches reached towards the sky like gentle arms, swaying softly even though Zukiswa could not feel any wind.
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NAILED TO THE TRUNK was a small wooden sign, carved in flowing letters:

“Only the quiet may hear me.”

Zukiswa tilted her head, reading the words aloud. “Only the quiet may hear me? But I’m not quiet. I’m never quiet. Does that mean—”

She stopped mid-sentence, struck by a sudden thought. What if she tried?
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