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​​Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. The portrayal of cultural differences is intended for humor and not to stereotype or offend.
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Chapter 1: The Lucky Ticket
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Eish! This life, I tell you, it can surprise you when you least expect.

My name is Jabulani Dube. But everybody, they call me Jabu. I am 32 years old, living in a small village outside Bulawayo, in Zimbabwe. Africa. I drive taxi. My taxi? Yoh! That car is older than my grandfather's memories. It makes sounds like a sick cow. Sometimes it starts. Sometimes it doesn't. We have agreement. I don't complain, it doesn't die completely.

One ordinary day, I'm walking past the roadside stall. This girl, she selling tickets there. Hhayibo! (Wow!) She is beautiful. Face like sunrise. I look at her. She looks at me. I look away. I look again. She smiling small.

I walk to her. My heart beating dhiti-dhiti-dhiti (fast fast). I put one dollar on the table.

"Give me ticket," I say. My English is not so good. But I try.

She laughs. "One dollar? You want to win big?"

"If I win," I tell her, trying to be smooth like movie man, "I take you dinner."

She laughs more. But not nasty laugh. Nice laugh. Like water falling on stones.

I take my ticket. I walk away. I forget about it.

Next week? Majita (my friends)! Next week everything changes.

The ticket man comes to my house running. "Jabu! Jabu! You won! You won!"

I think he's lying. I think he wants to borrow money. But no. He shows me paper. I cannot read properly. But I see my name. JABULANI DUBE. And I see word: CHINA.

China? Where is China? I look in my mind. I remember that place where they make all the phones. The phones that don't break when you drop them. The phones my customers always asking for.

Prize is not money. Prize is trip. Fully paid. Flight. Hotel. Food. Everything free.

I go back to ticket girl. I show her. "See? I won. Now dinner?"

She laughs again. "Okay, Jabu. You win. I am Nomsa. When you come back from China, we have dinner."

Nomsa. Even her name is sweet.
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Chapter 2: Village Goes Crazy
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Yebo! (Yes!) When village hears about this China business? Hhayi-bo! (Oh no!) It becomes madness.

Everybody wants something from me.

My neighbour, Mrs. Khumalo, she comes with her son. "Jabu, take my Thabo with you. He can carry your bags."

"Mama Khumalo," I tell her, "ticket is only for one person. Only me."

She looks at me like I'm lying. "Then hide him in suitcase. He's small. He can fold."

Thabo is 15 years old and tall like tree. He cannot fold.

My cousin, Bongani, he grabs my arm. "Jabu, my brother, when you get to China, you must bring me phone. The new one. With big camera. So, I can take photos of girls."

"Bongani, I don't know if I can buy"

"Just bring phone. And charger. And maybe those earphones that go inside ear."

My uncle, he wants Chinese medicine for his back. My auntie, she wants fabric. My friend, he wants "one of those Chinese wives who work very hard and don't complain." I tell him, "Mfowethu (my brother), you cannot even handle one Zimbabwean wife. Chinese wife will finish you."

But my mother? My mother is something else.

She cries. Tears falling like rain. "My baby! My Jabu! You going so far! So far! Where is this China? Let me see map."

I show her map. She looks. She touches. She cries more.

"Jabu, that place is at the end of the world! Past all the oceans! Past where the birds stop flying!"

"Mama, it's not that far."

"It is that far! You will fall off the edge!"

Then she starts packing. Three bags. Not small bags. Big bags. The kind you use for moving houses.

"Mama, what are you doing?"

She ignores me. She puts in dried mealies (dried maize kernels) Dried vegetables. Dried meat. Umfino (wild spinach). Maheu (fermented drink powder). 20 kilograms of village food.

"In case China food is poison," she says.

"Mama, Chinese people eat every day. They are not dying."

"Maybe they have strong stomach. You? You have weak stomach. I remember when you were small, you ate that mango from Mrs. Dlamini's tree"

"Twenty years ago, Mama!"

"You were sick for three days. Three days! You think Chinese stomach is different? Take the food."

I take the food. When mother decides, argument is finished. Khathelwa! (Full stop!)
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Chapter 3: The Airport Panic
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First time seeing airport. Yoh! This place is big. Too big. Like a whole village inside a building.

First time seeing plane. I stand at window. I look at this thing. It's huge. Like a hundred taxis put together. With wings. Tiny wings for such big body.

I ask myself: "Jabu, this thing really flies? Or they just telling us it flies and we believing?"

I think about birds. Small birds, they flap hard to stay up. This thing has no flaps. No feathers. Nothing. Just metal. How?

But many people going inside. They look normal. Not crazy. So, I go too.

Then comes security. Hawu! (Wow!) These people are serious.

A man in uniform says: "Passport."

I give him my passport. New passport. First passport. My photo looks like criminal. But that's me.

"Where are you going?" he asks.

"China," I say.

"Purpose of visit?"

I don't understand. "Purpose?"

"Why you going China?"

Ah! Now I understand. "I won lottery. Free trip. They give me food and hotel."

He looks at me strange. "You won a lottery to China?"

"Yes. One-dollar ticket. I buy from pretty girl. Now I go China."

He looks at other security man. They whisper. They look at me. They whisper more.

Then they take my bags. They open everything. They find my mother's 20 kilograms of village food.

"What is this?" security man asks, holding dried vegetables that look like old leaves.

"Food," I say. "For emergency."

"Emergency? What emergency?"

"In case China food is poison." I say it like it's normal. Because to me, it is normal.

Security man stares at me. Long time. Then he starts laughing. He calls his friends. "Come look at this! This man brought 20 kilos of Zimbabwean food to China!"

Now everybody laughing. I don't know if I'm in trouble or they just happy.

They let me go. But they keep my water bottle. "No liquids," they say.

I drink all my water fast before they change mind. Now I need toilet. But where is toilet? Too many signs. Too many people. I hold it. I will find later.
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​Chapter 4: Hello, China
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When plane lands, I'm sleeping. Well, not sleeping. More like unconscious from fear. That take-off? Yebo sibili! (Really!) My heart jumped out and came back three times.

But landing is smooth. Pilot knows his work. I clap when we touch ground. Some people look at me. Some people also clap. We are the clappers. The ones who know flying is not normal.

I step out of plane. Walk through tunnel. Then I see door to outside. I go through.

Hhayi! (No!)

Cold. So cold. Like someone put me inside fridge. Like someone poured cold water on my soul.

I'm wearing one thin jacket. Zimbabwe thin. The kind you wear in July when it's "cold" (20 degrees). This is not July cold. This is... what is this? This is pain cold. This is biting cold. This is I-can't-feel-my-nose cold.

Everyone around me wearing big coats. Thick coats. Coats with fur. Coats that say "we know this place wants to kill us."

I stand there shivering. My teeth doing chikichiki-chikichiki (chattering). My hands shaking. I try to walk. My legs? They forget how to work.

I look around. Everything is Chinese. Signs in Chinese. Writing I cannot read. People talking in Chinese. Sounds like: "Ni how zhe ge na ge ma?" I understand nothing. Zero. Lutho (nothing).

I think: "Jabu, where are you? This is not earth. This is different planet."

I want to cry. But tears would freeze on my face.

Then I see it. A man holding a sign. Big sign. Writing: JABULANI DUBE.

Ngiyabonga! (Thank you!) Someone knows me! Someone remembers I exist!

I run to him. Well, I try to run. My legs are stiff like wood. I wobble to him.

He is small man. Chinese man. Smiling. Wearing nice coat. Warm coat. I hate him a little for being warm.

"You Jabu?" he asks. His English is like mine. Broken. Pieces put together.

"Yes! I Jabu! You my driver?"

He laughs. "No no. I guide. Name Mr. Chen. I show you China."

"Okay Mr. Chen. But first question: Where heater? I'm dying here. Literally dying."

He laughs more. "Come. Car has heater. Very warm."

He takes my bag. The 20kg bag. He almost falls. "What's inside? Rocks?"

"Food," I say. "My mother's love."

He looks at me. He nods like he understands. Maybe he has mother too. All mothers are same everywhere.
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