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​Chapter One: The Height of the Bed
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The bed was waiting for Lwazi [LWAH-zee] Ndlovu [n-DLOH-voo] on four red bricks.

They were ordinary clay bricks, chipped at the corners, with old mortar caught in their grooves. Each lay on its long narrow side beneath a metal leg. They raised the mattress by a little more than a hand's breadth. In a room where almost everything was broken, somebody had taken considerable trouble to make the bed level.

Lwazi stopped in the doorway with a cardboard box against his chest.

“That staying like that?”

Mrs Diko [DEE-koh] looked back from the window. She wore a mustard cardigan over a dark skirt, and the silver in her tightly braided hair showed where the afternoon light touched it. Her keys hung from a leather strap thickened by years of handling. When she moved, they gave a small, industrious chatter.

“The bed?”

“The building project underneath it.”

She did not laugh. He adjusted the box against his ribs.

The room was the last he had viewed and the first he could afford. One bed, one desk, a wardrobe with a swollen door. The painted floorboards were dark around the nail heads. Moisture had lifted the yellow paint above the skirting, exposing a brownish layer beneath. Outside, rain travelled sideways across a narrow yard where a washing line trembled between two poles.

His previous landlord had given him three days to leave after a burst pipe brought down part of the ceiling. For eleven nights he had slept on Kamo's [KAH-mohz] lounge floor, rolling up his bedding before the other housemates came through for breakfast. He had told his mother the move was going well. She had enough to worry about in Gqeberha [click-eh-BEH-khah] without knowing her twenty-year-old son was revising pharmaceutical chemistry beside somebody else's shoe rack.

Here, at least, he could close a door.

Mrs Diko crossed the room and pushed her shoe against the nearest brick. It did not shift.

“They stay.”

“Because of the damp?”

“No.”

“Rats?”

“If there are rats, you tell me.”

He put the box on the desk. His saucepan knocked against the mug inside it.

“Then why?”

Mrs Diko moved the pillow away from the wall. There was a short pencil line on the plaster, with a small notch above it. The top of the mattress stood comfortably higher than the line.

“The bed must stay this high. Every corner.”

“How high is that?”

“Sixty centimetres to the line. This mattress clears it. I checked.”

She smoothed the cover, then pressed her palm firmly into the place where his shoulders would lie. Even compressed, the mattress remained above the pencil mark.

“You see?”

He saw. He also saw the care with which she made him look.

Rain whispered against the corrugated roof. A vehicle went past in the street, its tyres making a long wet hiss.

“Some things cannot reach a sleeper if the bed is high enough,” she said.

He knew the word before she spoke it. It came from his grandmother's house, from evenings when the electricity was off and the passage beyond the candlelight seemed longer than it was by day.

Tokoloshe [TOCK-uh-losh].

Mrs Diko watched recognition pass across his face.

“Seriously?” he asked.

“I asked you to leave my furniture as you found it.”

Lwazi smiled. He was tall and thin, with a narrow face, close-cut hair and a small scar through his left eyebrow from a childhood collision with a washing pole. When he smiled, people usually stopped asking whether he was managing.

“I'm studying pharmacy, Mrs Diko.”

“Then you know a warning can be useful before you understand it.”

She selected two keys and put them in his hand.

“The flat one opens the front door. Pull your room door towards you when you turn the other. The lock sticks. There is a spare in my kitchen cupboard. Don't leave your washing in the bathroom. The other tenant works nights and needs hot water when she comes home.”

She pointed along the passage. The kitchen and bathroom were at the far end; a heavy door halfway along separated these rented rooms from her own part of the house. Tonight she was staying with her daughter in Gqeberha, whose little boy had a chest infection. Her number was written beside the kettle.

“I'll be back early. If you need anything, phone.”

At the doorway she looked at the bed again.

“And keep the blanket off the floor.”

After she left, the room filled with the small sounds of an unfamiliar house. A pipe ticked inside the wall. Somewhere a refrigerator started with a weary clunk. Water ran off the gutter beside the window, striking a bucket in the yard.

Lwazi unpacked.

Two lab coats went into the wardrobe beside his shirts. He placed his textbooks on the desk, facing their spines outward as if order might compensate for how far behind he felt. His grandmother's photograph went beside the lamp. In it she sat beneath the shade cloth outside her house, one hand resting on her walking stick, looking faintly annoyed at being interrupted.

She had never used the tokoloshe as a joke to frighten him into good behaviour. It belonged among her other warnings: don't walk home alone after drinking; don't take medicine from somebody else's packet; don't laugh when a person tells you what has happened to them.

At university, he had learned to discuss those nights in the language of sleep paralysis. A waking mind in a sleeping body. Pressure on the chest. Hallucinated presence.

It was an explanation he liked. It fitted into sentences he could say without lowering his voice.

His phone buzzed.

Kamo wanted photographs of the new place.

Lwazi sent four, angling the camera away from the water stain above the window.

Why is your bed wearing heels? Kamo wrote.

Reece sent a laughing voice note. “You rented the room before they finished building it, hey?”

Then Naledi [nah-LEH-dee] replied.

Leave those where they are.

He typed Wasn't planning to, deleted it, and sent a skull emoji.

Kamo announced they were bringing food at eight.

Lwazi returned to the last box. A plastic tub of salt had split during the move. White grains lay among his noodles and bedding. He wiped some from the saucepan, folded the damaged tub into a shopping bag and pushed the box beneath the bed.

Cold air passed over his knuckles.

He paused. Beneath the smells of wet plaster and floor polish was another smell, thick and mineral: mud lifted from the bottom of still water.

He switched on his phone torch.

Dust. An old bottle cap. Four iron legs on four bricks.

“Very dramatic,” he told the empty space.

He pushed the box farther in. A loose flap dragged through the spilled salt, making a crooked white trail near the front leg.

In the wardrobe, something scratched once against the wood.

Lwazi straightened too quickly and knocked his elbow against the frame. The metal rang. He stood rubbing the joint until the sound had died.

Old wood. Rain. A house settling around its new tenant.

He put the kettle on.
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​Chapter Two: Housewarming
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Kamo [KAH-moh] arrived with chicken, chips and the sort of entrance that made a small room seem temporarily larger.

His name was Kamogelo [kah-moh-KHEH-loh], but only his mother and university administrators used all of it. He was broad across the shoulders, with a round face, a neatly edged beard and bright trainers he cleaned more faithfully than his kitchen. Rain had flattened the front of his hair. He held the takeaway bag above his head as though the food deserved better shelter than he did.

“Landlord charging extra for the smell of damp?”

“That's the premium package,” Lwazi [LWAH-zee] said.

Reece followed, pale and freckled, with ginger stubble and curls escaping beneath a black beanie. His windbreaker smelled of wet nylon. He studied the window latch before saying hello.

“That won't close properly. Got a screwdriver?”

“I've been here three hours.”

“So no.”

He had grown up in Kariega [kah-REE-khah], where his father repaired cars, and approached unfamiliar rooms as if they were engines somebody had failed to maintain. He found a coin, tightened the loose screw in the latch and pushed the window shut. Rainwater stopped collecting on the sill.

Naledi [nah-LEH-dee] came last. She was short, with deep brown skin, fine braids drawn back from her face and large round glasses already misted by the room's warmth. A pale scar marked the back of one hand. She put a bottle of ginger beer on the desk and took off her denim jacket carefully, folding the wet sleeves inward.
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