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“There is a unique PAIN that comes from preparing a place in your HEART for a child that NEVER COMES.” – David Platt.

For my late son, Ntsika Theodore-Ethan
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DEDICATION
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This book is dedicated to all the women who have gone through and still going through the pain of losing a child/pregnancy, women who have not yet carried their own blessings in their wombs, women who cry and pray for a miracle for them to be called mothers one day. 

To all the STRONG, COMPASSIONATE people who are always there for their sisters, mothers, aunts, relatives and all the couples in times of need, thank you. 
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Chapter One
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HOPE NTULI

Seconds are slowly ticking by as I await my home pregnancy test results. This is the third home test I have done this month alone. I have lost count the number of these testing strips I have bought this year. There are also the fertility acupuncture sessions I have attended, the supplements I have taken and the awful tasting traditional concoctions I have consumed. And then there has been the morbid and weird sex positions, monitoring my cycle like my life depends on it, and the womb-lining friendly foods I have eaten. All this in just the three years since I have been married to Maqhawe Dlamini. 

I think I'm the biggest pregnancy test strips client Ad-Care Pharmacy has ever had. I'm sure if Zimbabwe was a better country, the pharmacy would have offered me shares a long time ago.

We do have other kids – or rather he does – twin boys from Maqhawe’s philandering. I have never seen the mother. My husband just showed up with them one afternoon. The twins were five months old then. He was happy, and so was Mother-in-law. I on the other became an instant mother, two years after tying the knot, and I was expected to mother the kids with a smile on my face because I didn’t have my own.  

“Is it positive?” that's my husband asking from the hallway. 

“I... I don't know.” 

I'm now sitting on the toilet seat counting down the seconds and praying. The truth is, I'm terrified of the results. It is as if I know that the results will be another disappointment. I look away just before the strips – or strip – starts to form. 

“What do you mean you don't know?” there is distinct impatience in his voice. “What's wrong with you, Hope?” 

Who can blame him though? The man has been waiting for me to fall pregnant since the day he paid lobola to my parents. He didn’t just want kids; he wanted a soccer team. 

“I– I...” 

The door flies open before I can come up with an excuse. I look up with a start, at his reflection on the mirror. Still in his security guard uniform, his well-chiseled face under the full, dark beard still reminds me of the handsome man I fell in love with six years ago. 

He looks at the test strip that I had placed on top of the toilet tank. I feel a cold breeze hitting my insides and I start shaking involuntarily. 

“What are the results?” I ask but he doesn't respond. He pulls me up for a hug instead, and tears flow freely down my cheeks.

“It's okay, stop crying. We will try again. What is it that the pastor's wife said? God's timing is the best, right?” 

The words sound like he is trying to convince himself more than reassuring and comforting me.

“I'm sorry,” I sniff. 

“It's not your fault babe, stop crying,” he says softly, caressing my shoulder. “God will give us children when the time is right. Hang in there.” 

He kisses my forehead and leads me out of the bathroom to our tiny little bedroom. I sit on the edge of the bed, and I can't stop the tears that keep trickling down my cheeks. 

“Shh,” he says, rubbing my back. “We will have children; we are still young and maybe it's a good thing that we haven't been blessed with a child yet. Look at it this way, we get to enjoy ourselves...”

“Hey wena Maqhawe!” my mother-in-law’s voice barges into the bedroom before she makes her grand entrance. “Uyasangana (Are you crazy)?”

I don’t want to look up, but her press-ironed red and black Methodist church garb is too striking to ignore. This is one of the things that evoke respect about my mother-in-law – she is a prayerful woman and never misses the Sunday service. 

“Ma, what now?” Maqhawe asks despondently.

“Yini ukhohlisana nale nyumbakazi (Why are you deceiving this barren woman)?” 

“Ma–”

“Hey! Hey! This poor excuse for a woman must fall pregnant or get out of my house!” she splutters. “I can't keep saying I have a daughter-in-law but have no grandkids to show for it. I want grandchildren! Now I am off to church. God knows she would be better off if she joined me once in a while.” 

She clicks her tongue and limps out of the bedroom, the stick she uses for balance tapping the floor and dissipating as she moves further away. Silence descends on the bedroom, so still you can hear a pin drop. 

“You know she didn’t mean all that, right?” Maqhawe finally says, rubbing my back. “That's her way of persuading us to try even harder. She wants grandchildren and that alone is a blessing from her. Don't take what she said the wrong way. My mother has always had her own strange way of showing affection.”

I wipe the fresh traces of tears off my face and stand up.

“Come on, you will be late for work.”

“Maybe I should call in sick,” he says, remaining stubbornly seated. “Will you be okay alone?”

“I'm fine, babe.”

“Okay, come here,” he stands up and wraps me into his warm arms and kisses the top of my head. “Have a good night, I love you.”

“I love you too.”

***
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My husband has been away for two days now. No calls, no messages, nothing. I'm guessing he has been stationed in the rural areas where there isn’t network coverage, because it is unlike him not to call me or send a text. Whenever he doesn't call or text, I become restless. There are constant dangers associated with his line of work, and I always pray for him to come back home in one piece.

How can a company expect a security guard to work a 48-hour shift? Is it even possible not to sleep on the job working all those hours? 

“Maqhawe called,” Mother-in-law says without even looking at me, as she limps into the kitchen. 

“O-okay,” I reply, trying to hide both my shock and disappointment that he opted to call his mother and not his beloved wife. I expect her to tell me more, but she ties her overlapping dress robe and starts chopping ‘ulude’. 

Ever since I came to this house five years ago, this is all Mother-in-law does during rainfall season – she dries vegetables and then sell them during winter.

“Is he okay?” I ask since she doesn't look as if she would elaborate on this call issue further. 

“Yes, he is,” she says, and as an afterthought, adds, “why would you think he isn't? Are you bewitching my son, Hope?”

She already has her hands on her waist, waiting for me to put a foot in my mouth so she can blow a gasket. I am used to her antics. Her son says it all comes with old age and that I should simply indulge her and not take it to heart. At times, she does get to my last nerve, and I find myself struggling to resist the temptation of slapping her wrinkly face silly. 

“No Mama, I was just asking,” I say, sigh and continue working on my dumpling dough. 

My mother-in-law is your typical ‘monster-in-law’ – you mentally replace the ‘mother’ with the ‘monster’, and that makes it easier to tolerate her because you accept that it is her nature. But of course, I wouldn’t dare call her ‘monster-in-law’ out loud. 

“Stop asking me nonsense!” she says, her eyes now fixed interestedly out the kitchen window. “You act like an innocent makoti but you are secretly wishing death upon my son? Ngek’ ukubone lokho, mthakathi ndini!”

“Ma...” my words trail off as Mother-in-law erupts in abrupt ululation and starts limping hurriedly towards the door, her walking stick bumping against furniture. 

“Lilililili! Lilililili!” 

For a moment I'm astonished. My eyes dart in the direction of where she is limping to, or rather taking her celebration. Wait a minute; is that my husband? 

Maqhawe is walking across the yard towards the kitchen door. In his arms, he is carrying something wrapped in a pink blanket, his hands curled around it so delicately it is as if he fears the tiniest squeeze might break or smother it. Across his shoulder hangs what looks like a nappy bag, and a big smile, so bright it can illuminate this tiny two-bedroomed house during a power cut, is plastered on his face. I'm still trying to figure out what he is carrying when Mother-in-law’s elated voice rings out again. 

“Finally, she is home,” she says, tossing the walking stick away and spreading her open arms towards her son. “Welcome home, Mam’ Mlangeni!” 

She takes the wrapped thing into her arms and the sound – the one sound I have longed to hear for five long years – blares out of the curled-up blanket. The voice of a baby crying.  

“Is that... is that a baby?” I ask, frozen to the spot at the doorway.

To say I am confused will be an understatement. Has my husband gotten so tired of waiting for me to conceive, he has gone on to adopt a newly born baby? At the same time, what I am looking at is giving me déjà vu vibes, as if I have seen this scene play out before.

“Her name is Nothando Dlamini, and she is ours,” my husband purrs, a proud smile still dancing on his lips. 

“Huh? What do you mean ‘she is ours’? I don't understand.”

He stares at me, then at his mother, and for a moment the one corner of his mouth twists in disdain. 

“What is it that you don't understand, Hope?” he asks, his voice low but with restrained scorn in it. “It's been five years since I paid lobola. I worked my hands to the bone to give you a perfect wedding that you always wanted, but you are still failing to give me one simple thing! Just one child, Hope,” he sighs and shakes his head, “I am not getting any younger, Hope–”

“Maqhawe, are you saying this child... this child is...”

“You know I have always wanted kids, Hope – the Dlamini household needs kids – the more the merrier,” he says. “And since you are failing in that department, I have to do what I have to do as a man, as a Dlamini, for the legacy of the Dlamini clan.”

“You... you got someone else pregnant? Again?” it is a rhetorical question, uttered by my breaking heart and echoed by my trembling lips, and he sees the need to answer it. 

“You know that I have always wanted kids, Hope,” he says, his eyes fixed dreamily at the bundle in his mother’s arms.” 

I force a painful lump down my throat, blink away the sting in my eyes and respond as politely as I can, “Okay.” 

The mother and son duo glares at me as if I have grown a horn on my forehead. They seem confused.

“Is that all you are going to say? Just ‘okay’?” it's now my husband's turn to be stunned. 

“My opinion wasn't needed when you decided to help us grow the Dlamini clan. I guess it won't change a thing now, or will it?” 

He doesn't respond. The only thing I get from him is a grunt and then a chuckle, probably emanating from relief that I am not putting up a fight as any wife would. 

“Congratulations baba ka Nothando,” my voice comes out cracked, almost a whimper laden with pain. I turn to walk back into the house, but his hand curls around my wrist, pulling me gently to him. 

“I'm sorry, my love.” 

“You did nothing wrong. This wasn't a mistake, you planned everything. Stop apologising because you don't mean any of those words. Your actions were intentional and trying to act like all this was a mistake makes you nothing but a hypocrite. Stand for your truth, Maqhawe.” 

“Makoti, you listen to me carefully now–”

“Ma, not now please,” Maqhawe cuts her off and the interruption stings her like a hornet’s bite. “Hope is right, and she has every right to feel the way she does.” 

I wipe a stray tear off my cheek. His words are not sufficient consolation for what he has done, even with the cherry on top of snapping at his mother on my behalf.

“I understand that you want children, and I can't bear even one for you. I'm sorry for disappointing you and not living up to your expectations.”  

“Babe...” 

I walk away, dragging each step as if my feet are coated in dried cement. I am bottling in not just my emotions, but also the dam-burst of vile words my heart wants to unleash on this man and his mother. 

Once in the house, I break into a run to the bedroom blinded by a sudden avalanche of tears that I have been holding back. I shut the door behind me and slowly slide down onto the floor with my back against the wall. I cover my mouth with both palms, but the muffled scream still escapes and fills the bedroom. The waterfall of tears soaks my hands, cascading down my wrists to form a small puddle on the floor.

Anger and heartache are the two feelings tormenting me right now. I feel the urge to scream even louder but no, I won't break. I don't want to give them the satisfaction. Life has already prepared me for such situations and I'm not a coward. 

I count to thirty while doing breathing exercises to calm myself. As soon as I feel a little calmer, I drag myself up and stand in front of the broken wardrobe mirror. The person looking back at me no longer surprises me. She has grown older than she truly is. At thirty, she has developed bags under her big, permanently bloodshot eyes. Her once healthy, petite physique now borders on being emaciated, or as her mother-in-law puts it; withering away like a witch betrayed by her tokoloshes. 

“You better not forget that you have dinner to prepare before you go to work,” my mother-in-law's voice rings through the thin walls of this little house that's still standing only because of God's grace. “These children and my son won't feed on your tears. The baby will need a mother to take care of her too. A bath and diaper change will do her good.” 

After washing my face with cold water, I go back to the kitchen where I find Maqhawe sitting on one of the remaining dining table chairs and rocking the baby back and forth. The baby is screaming her lungs out. Mother-in-law is nowhere to be seen. Oh, it is Thursday; she has gone to the mid-week church service.

“May I?” I ask for permission to hold the baby.

“You are her mother babe; you don't need to ask for permission.” 

I ignore his statement and cautiously take the baby into my arms. My husband has a guilty look on his face, but I just don't see why he's feeling guilty for ‘helping us’. 

“Nothando Precious Dlamini,” I blurt out the names and the chubby little baby smiles, revealing her toothless pink gums. 

She is adorable and cute, just like all the babies I see on a daily basis at work. What a beautiful creation my husband and whoever the mother is have crafted. My educated guess tells me she is about three months old. I might be wrong though. 

“Precious? You want us to add that name to her birth certificate?” he queries, and I nod. 

Why am I suddenly feeling calm about this whole thing, you wonder? Well, it is not the first time that another woman decided to bless my marriage with a child. There are two-year-old twins, too. Just like Nothando, Dylan and Denzel also arrived unexpectedly and without prior notice, and I had no choice but to accept them. What could I have done? My womb is as dry as the Sahara that causes seeds to wither instead of embracing them to germinate, and my husband wants children. 

A tear strays and falls on the precious little baby’s forehead. The droplet flows down to her eye, and she blinks rapidly, the salt in the tear blinding her. I wipe my tears off her face and hold her to my chest. 

My name is Hope Dlamini, maiden name Ntuli. I am traditionally married to Maqhawe Dlamini. I'm a qualified and practising nurse in the maternity/obstetrics ward at Mpilo Hospital. I think now is the opportune time to add one more accolade to my biography – I am a childless mother of three. 

I call in sick at work; I have to make sure the baby settles in well. I don't know why, but I feel somewhat connected to this baby. Is it that I am starting to accept that I will never carry a baby of my own in my womb? People have called me so many names I am starting to believe that I may indeed be barren, although science says otherwise. I did all the necessary tests and the gynecologist found nothing wrong with my body and hormones. But it has been five years of daily marathon sex with my husband, and I haven’t as much as experience the excitement that comes with missing my period, or having the cycle delayed by a day or two. 

“Can we talk?” Maqhawe asks as soon as I finish tucking in the boys.

“Yeah,” I say and sit next to him on the bed. “If whatever we are talking about is going to make tempers flare, I would rather we do it outside. I don't want the children to see us arguing. No child deserves to see the nasty side of his or her parents.” 

He leads me to the kitchen, and we sit on the crates since there's only one chair left. 

“I'm all ears.”

“I'm sorry,” he says, pauses and looks away, his mood pensive and sullen. 

“Did she know about this?” I ask and he just stares at me. “Did your mother know about all this?”

“You mean about you not being able to bear kids?” he jabs callously, the knowing look on his face confirming he meant for it to hurt.  

I wave it off and keep quiet. I am afraid that if I pour out what’s in my heart, I will break down. I don't want him to see my tears. I'm breaking inside but I will never let him know how much he has broken me. 

“I am sorry, I didn’t mean it like–”

“Who will take care of the baby when we are both at work?” I ask, opting to ignore his apology and talk about the bigger elephant in the room.

“We will find a live-in nanny.”

Seriously? This is a family house, and it is two-bedroomed with a tiny kitchen and a living room. It is full as it is. The twins used to sleep in the sitting room but every night, they would barge into the bedroom crying about ‘things that go bump in the night’ and we had no choice but to put them on the floor next to our bed. Where will this nanny sleep?

“With what money, Maqhawe?” I ask, arms akimbo. “We are struggling to make ends meet as it is, and you want us to add to our bills? How are we going to pay the nanny? The baby needs milk, clothes and diapers. How are we going to afford all of that? The twins need food, we also have to eat and have transport money. Where will we get all that money?” 

“How much do you have in the savings account?” 

“My savings accounts?” I ask, glaring at him with both eyebrows raised.

“We are faced with a financial crisis here babe, and you cannot say the savings account is yours. Yes, it's in your name, but we are married, remember? What I have is ours and so is what you have.” 

Wow! First, the twins came, and I had to empty my savings account. Now I have to do the same thing again! 

“Why are you doing this to me, Maqhawe?” 

“What did I do now? We are planning our future here, baby–” 

“A future dictated only by you. Only you have the paint brushes and I have to like whatever sketch you put on the canvas. I saved that money so that we can move out of this house, but now I have to use it.” I sigh, “You know what, it's fine. Is there something else you want to talk about?”

It's no use talking to him because he doesn't understand anything that wasn’t conceived by Maqhawe Dlamini – literally and figuratively. He doesn't mind giving away our bedroom and our bed to his rich brother and wife who live in South Africa whenever they visit, opting that we sleep on the hard floor in the sitting room. He is not the one who, after working a fourteen or sixteen-hour shift, has to wake up in the middle of the night when the twins start crying and say they want the light on when there's a power cut! He's not the one who borrows money from relatives just to keep this house going. So yes, as long as he is happy and our children are happy, nothing bothers him. 

“Baby please, don't be like that,” he pleads. 

“I am on an early morning shift tomorrow, let's go to bed,” I say, and he sighs dejectedly and walks out. 

I take a deep breath to calm myself, and then take my phone from the charger and dial my cousin, Tanatswa.

“Beautiful Onyinye,” she answers. She's a vibe, never a dull moment with her.

“I need your help, Sweetheart.” 

“I don't like the sweetheart part. If it's babysitting your husband's children while he goes out drinking and whoring with your money, and his evil mother hurling all sorts of vile insults at you, then no, not my kind of party.” 

“Please Cuz, I will pay you–”

“It's not about money, Hope! It's about how those people treat you, and you let them trample all over you. I'm not cut from the same cloth as you. My patience is very limited and trust me, one day I will thrash that mother-in-law of yours and you will hate me forever.” 

“Are you done?”

“As long as you are in that house, I will never be done,” she retorts, and I can hear her clicking her tongue.

“Tanatswa, you know I wouldn’t beg you like this if it wasn’t important.”

She draws a deep breath, “Speak bitch.” 

“There's a baby. She needs taking care of, and if I don’t find someone, I will have to quit my job and be a full-time mother, and my children will starve to death...” my voice breaks as a lump rise in my throat. I blink my tears away.

“What? Another baby, Hope?” she is livid. “I was with you last week and you didn’t have a bump that’s about to pop, so I know that brat isn’t yours. Why are you still with that man? What exactly do you want to achieve in that joke of a marriage–” 

“Please don't say that about my marriage. The pastor did say that there will be trials and hurdles, but I should never give up on the man I vowed to love for the rest of my life.”

“The pastor also said in sickness and in health and till death do us part. If I were you, I would fast-forward to sickness – poison his cheating arse and part with him already!”

Now my tears are flowing freely down my cheeks. 

“You know what? Fuck this marriage, fuck the pastor, to hell with everyone who thinks being married means accepting all the kak dished to you. But... because it breaks my heart to see you crying, I will come and help you.”

“Thank you so much, Cuz.” 

“You won't have to pay me; just buy me toiletries and make-up,” she says. “This is until we take that baby back to wherever it came from. You are not Mother Theresa; this nonsense has to end!” 

She ends the call. I heave a huge sigh of relief before heading to the bedroom. I sit on the edge of the bed and tie my head wrap. 

“Babe?”

“Not now, Qhawe, please go to sleep. I'm really tired and I'm working tomorrow.” 

I put on my robe and drag myself to the bathroom, where I kneel and give thanks to the Lord.

“Heavenly Father, thank You for the gift of life and protection. We are not any special for You to keep us all alive and safe as a family, it is because we are here to serve a purpose. Things are not looking good for me at the moment, but I won't question You, Lord. For You told us in Romans 8 verse 28 that in all things, God works for the good of those who love Him and are called according to His Purpose. I love You Lord, give me strength to soldier on. Even if You don't put out this fire Lord, hold my hand through it. Forgive those who disrespect my marriage for it is not their fault, the devil is at work. Show Your light heavenly Father, and let Your will be done in our lives so we shall always sing praises to You. Protect my family as we go to sleep, in Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.” 

***
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I wake up around 4am to wash the children's clothes, clean the house and prepare breakfast. Nothando doesn't have clothes, which means I will have to go to town later in the day and buy a few things for her. I don't have much in my bank account, but I will try to budget wisely.

It is 6 o'clock and Mother-in-law must get her steaming hot cup of tea, a hot plate of pap, meat and veggies – a balanced diet for all the shouting she unleashes from sunrise to sunset. This has been my routine since I stepped into this house.

I am still busy in the kitchen when there is a knock at the door. The door swings open before I could attend to it, and Tanatswa steps in. For such a tall, thin young woman, Tanatswa presence in any space is always felt. She is naturally bubbly and can be a chatterbox at times. The curly Afro wig she has on makes her oval light-skinned face look even smaller but does nothing to diminish the glow of her big, sparkly brown eyes. 

She momentarily stands across the threshold and glares at me, and I have no doubt she is about to utter a bit of her mind-blowing witticism.   

“Had you been dragged to America during slavery, the other slaves would have murdered you and buried you in the plantations!”

“And why would they want to do such a thing?”

“Because you would be working much harder than them, and that would make them look lazy to the master.”

“Nonsense! How are you?”

“It’s not nonsense. The master would have bred you, even! A negro that works this much, would surely give birth to other hardworking negroes. If he wouldn’t have shagged you himself, he would have found another hardworking slave in another plantation – an ugly, mean-looking brute of a man too – and you would have given birth to some burly, ugly babies–”

“Tanatswa, how are you?” I cut her short and we hug.

“I am free, sister, I am free, and you can be too!” she says and glances around to see if someone is close by, and then whispers, “So where did this baby come from? How old is she?” 

Here we go! The hardest part about my marital problems is having to explain where these children came from, as if people aren’t clued up about what happens when a man and a woman share a bed. I have never had the courage to ask my husband about his extramarital affairs. I don’t want to know the other woman or women; I don’t think I would be able to handle it if I knew. What if it is someone I know?

“I asked you a question, Mamiya, out with the truth,” Tanatswa demands, clapping her hands as if to wake me from a daydream. 

Tanatswa is also as feisty and bossy as they come. Listening to the things that come out of her filter-less mouth, you would swear she is older than me, but she is only twenty years old. 

“Cuz, I don’t know–” 

“You are joking, right?”

I really don’t know. I have no clue who my husband slept with and made Nothando. 

“Shh! Don’t say its name!” she hisses, looking around animatedly as if expecting the baby itself to pop out of nowhere. “Saying its name means accepting it, embracing it, giving it permanence.” 

She is serious, but I can’t help but chuckle. 

“Maybe Maqhawe is the one slave owners should hire to breed more slaves.”

“Really Hope? Your ‘husband’,” and she denotes the inverted commas with her tiny fingers, “goes out there, fucks another woman, comes back with the baby and all you do is say thank you, dear hubby? Are you sure you are not bewitched? Because wow! I don't think any normal person can stand for this rubbish. Pack your bags, we are going home.” 

She tries to drag me to the bedroom, but my feet may just as well be rooted to the floor.  

“What? You are not going?” 

“Go home and do what, T? Who do you know that has worn the badge of returned soldier with pride? Even a widowed old man, if my family marries me off to one, would expect his huffing and puffing on top of me to bear fruit. He can’t put himself on the brink of a heart attack extracting his seed to be in vain. In any case, all this is my fault.”  

“How is this all your fault?” she asks, her arms crossed over her chest.

“It is I who cannot give Maqhawe what he wants. Why should I hate him for going out there and getting the one thing his heart desires the most? I'm barren–” 

“Say that word once more time and the slap I will give you will surely tighten the loose screws in your head!” she snaps. “You are not barren. What if your husband is the infertile one? What if the holy ghost detects his sperm as the beginning of an impure race and shields you from carrying the spawn of the devil himself? Have you ever thought about that?” 

No matter how strong I am, my cousin always gets to me and breaks all the walls I build around me every day.

“T, he already has kids, so he is not the problem,” I state the obvious. “In any case, I have fallen in love with his children.” 

I truly love the kids like they are my own, and I will never let anything happen to them.

“I hope, for your own sake, one day you will finally open your eyes,” she says and glances around again. “Where's the new brat?” 

Speak of her and she cries. I am about to head over to her in the bedroom when a limping figure looms in the corridor – dearest mother-in-law.

“Had you given birth to at least one child shortly after my son paid lobola for you, I would have had my grandchild making my tea, and I am certain it would have long warmed my tummy by now,” she says, glares at me venomously, turns around and heads back to her bedroom. 

Her words used to make me cry but not anymore. Tanatswa already has a few choice words to fire back, but I stop her. She ends up merely wagging a finger irately at the departing old woman who didn’t even acknowledge her. I prayed for peace in this house earlier today, and I would like God to bless us with peace. 

“Let me take this to her, so I can spit into it as she watches!” she says.

“Cuz, no.”

“Fine, let me attend to the baby then.”

“You can’t go there either, my husband is still sleeping,” I say. “Let me take the tea to her, and then I will bring the baby right out.” 

I quickly serve Mother-in-law her steaming cup of tea with homemade bread. She doesn't eat bread from the shops, but when she visits her other children, she digs into it like it is the last delicacy left on earth. 

“I'm sorry for the delay, Ma.”

“No, I am the sorry one,” she says, pauses and studies me intently. “I am sorry I allowed my son to marry you.”

I smile at her. My therapist always tells me to smile at people who insult me for no reason, for they are dealing with the most and they just need someone to blame it all on. As black people, we are very good in this blame-game, maybe that's why peace is a stranger in our homes. Only if people can be strong enough to own up to their mistakes and stop blaming others. 

I leave Mother-in-law’s bedroom only to stumble upon my husband standing in the hallway, looking rather glum, with the crying Nothando in his arms.

“What... what is she doing here?” he asks, gesturing nervously in the direction of the kitchen with his head.

“What do you mean? She is here to take care of the baby when I'm at work...” 

“No! Not her, we... we will find another nanny,” he says vehemently, his face suddenly pumping out a gallon of sweat despite the chillness in the house.

“I don't have money to pay a stranger–” 

“Don’t you dare act as if you are the only one bringing money into this house, woman! Your contribution isn’t even that much. You are a nurse, not a doctor!” 

Someone clears her throat, and we look up to see Tanatswa standing right beside us.

“Maqhawe,” she says simply, with unmistakable disdain in her voice.

“Tanatswa,” he replies just as briefly. Had he been female, he would have also rolled his eyes. 

The greeting between them has always been cold, the mutual hatred loaded with a tad more venom each time they meet, and I always find myself having to play referee.

“I will take that, thank you,” she says, stretching her arms towards the baby in his arms.

Maqhawe tries to recoil but finds that his back is against the wall. Strangely, he pushes back even more, as if he wishes the brick and mortar would open up and swallow him. His face glistens even more with the sweat pouring out of the pores of his skin, and his eyes are fixed wide-eyed at Tanatswa as if she is some kind of monster gunning to feast on the child.

Tanatswa moves in and gently scoops the child out of his hands. He tries to resist, but eventually let go lest the bundle of joy becomes a tug-of-war between them. His eyes, though, are still on the bundle, as if he has handed the child over to a cult leader who intends to sacrifice her for a ritual. 

“Oh, the next time you feel the urge to speak to your wife like that, the woman who is mature enough to hide your dirty laundry, just remember that I wouldn’t mind serving time for murder,” says Tanatswa. “You disrespect her enough by sleeping around, Maqhawe. Her
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