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PROLOGUE
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THE LETTER

DiZeteng, Jouberton, Klerksdorp — June 2007

I am not a man who writes.

I want you to understand this before you read further, Mama, because what follows will sometimes sound like a man who has been practising sentences all his life, turning them over in his mouth like smooth stones before releasing them onto the page. But I have not been practising. I have only been living, and living, as you once told me, is just another word for accumulating things you will eventually have to explain.

MaBontle is the one who put the pen in my hand. She placed it there the way a nurse places an injection — with purpose, without cruelty, leaving no room for negotiation. She said: "Thomas. Your mother is not sleeping. Write to her." Then she went to bed, and the authority she left behind in that room was so complete and so warm that even after she was gone I sat up straight.

So I write.

I am sitting at the kitchen table in our house in DiZeteng. The yellow curtain MaBontle sewed herself lifts and falls at the window with the winter breath coming off the Vaal Reef. Outside, the mine dumps are pale blue shapes in the dark — these mountains we have built from the earth's intestines, mountains that contain no water, support no grass, cast shadows over streets where men who have eaten the dust of them cough through the night. Somewhere in this street right now a man is coughing. He is always coughing. He is the sound this place makes when it speaks honestly.

I have been thinking about where to begin.

A man like me — a man who has done what I have done, been where I have been, loved who I have loved and left behind who I have left behind — such a man does not begin easily. Every beginning contains the seed of its own shame. Every clean first sentence is a lie by omission.

So let me begin with what is true.

I left Matatiele in August 1989. I was sixteen years old. The girl I loved was four months pregnant with my child. I did not say goodbye to her. I told myself I was going to build something in the city, something that would justify coming back. I never came back — not properly, not as a man should come back to a woman he has made into a mother.

I am thirty-four years old now, Mama. Sibabalwe is seventeen. He is the exact age I was when I ran. I have been living with this symmetry for the past several months and I cannot decide whether God is cruel, precise, or simply fond of poetry.

I am going to tell you everything. Not because I expect your forgiveness — I have not earned the right to expect anything — but because you are dying and you deserve to know who your son became, in full, without the careful editing I have been performing for you in letters and phone calls for the past fifteen years.

My name is Thomas Mxolisi Gqiba. Mxolisi — the one who brings peace.

I am still working on it.

* * *
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CHAPTER ONE
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What Boys Sound Like Before the City Corrects Them

Matatiele, August 1989

There is a particular sound that boys make when they are about to do something frightening and are pretending, to each other and to themselves, that they are not frightened at all. I have heard this sound in many contexts since — in the staging yard before a hostel fight, in the waiting room of a magistrate's court, in the minute before a prison cell door closes on a new man. But I heard it first and purest on the morning of the twelfth of August 1989, at the bus stop below Matatiele town, where four boys stood with their luggage and their bragging and their terror, watching the sun come up over the Drakensberg like a slow fire.

The sound is laughter. But it is laughter with a hollow centre, like a drum with a skin that has been stretched too tight.

Mzwandile Tshangela laughed this way the loudest. He always did — Mzwi, with his enormous feet and his secondhand Members Only jacket and his talent for making even honest statements sound like boasts. He was sixteen years old and built like a young ox and already shaving, which gave him a credibility among us that the rest of us resented with deep and private envy.

"Johannesburg," he said, for perhaps the fourth time that morning, as though the name itself were a meal. "Jo-han-nes-burg." He broke it into pieces and chewed each one. "Brothers, we are going to eat that city like a sheep at slaughter."

Vuyani Magadla clicked his tongue. Vuyani was seventeen, a year older than the rest of us, which in the arithmetic of teenage manhood made him approximately forty. He had a rolled exercise book in his jacket pocket — he was always carrying something to read, always slightly separate from the moment he was in, watching it from a careful distance. "You have never seen Johannesburg," he said. "You have never seen Butterworth."

"I have been to Kokstad," Mzwi said.

"Kokstad," Vuyani said, with the precise inflection of a man closing a case.

The fourth of us, Lungani Mbatha, said nothing. Lungani was like that — he conserved his words the way a careful man conserves money, spending only what was absolutely necessary. He came from a family that had less than ours, which was itself an achievement of a kind, given what ours had. His suitcase was a grain bag with a rope tied around it, and when Mzwi had made a small joke about it at dawn, Lungani had looked at him with eyes so flat and quiet that Mzwi had laughed again — the hollow kind — and looked away.

And then there was me.

I was standing slightly apart from the others, which I told myself was because I was studying the mountains. The truth is that I could not entirely trust my face. My face had a tendency to reveal things I had decided not to reveal, and on that particular morning there was much that I had decided not to reveal, and the effort of concealment was requiring most of my available concentration.

The morning was cold. August in Matatiele is a cold that has personality — it does not simply lower the temperature, it inserts itself between layers of clothing and makes a home there, pressing against the skin with a familiarity that is almost offensive. My mother had given me her husband's old overcoat. My father has been dead since I was nine — a farm dispute, a night I do not discuss — and the coat still smelled faintly of him, of Iwisa porridge and engine grease and a time when the world had been a different shape.

I was wearing this coat and looking at the mountains and trying not to think about Nozuko.

I was failing.

* * *
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She had come to me three nights before the bus. Not to the house — my mother would have assembled a tribunal from every aunt within five kilometres — but to the place behind Ncwana's kraal where the thorn trees grew thick enough to be private, where we had been meeting since the previous winter in a series of encounters that had begun as talking and progressed, with the specific gravity of two young bodies discovering each other, into something that talking could no longer contain.

It was in this place, in the cold of the previous May, that what happened between us had happened. I say it like this — what happened — because even now, writing to you Mama, who knows all things and suspects the rest, I am not sure I have the language to be more specific without dishonoring her. What I will say is this: we were both fifteen. We were both afraid. We were both, in the specific way of young people who have not yet learned that bodies have consequences, swept away by something larger than either of us had expected.

When she told me, in July, her voice barely above a breath, standing three feet away from me with her arms crossed over her stomach as though she were cold — when she told me, I said nothing for a long time. The silence stretched between us like a bridge made of paper.

Then I said: "How far?"

"Three months," she said.

Three months. I looked at her belly, flat and completely unbetraying under her school dress, and felt a specific terror that I had no name for then and would only name years later, sitting in a prison library reading a book about human psychology, as anticipatory grief — the grief of a man who can already see what he is about to lose.

"I am going to Johannesburg," I said. "To work. For us."

She looked at me for a long time. Nozuko's eyes were — are — the colour of strong tea, with a quality of seeing that makes you want to be a better version of yourself while simultaneously knowing you are not. At fifteen she already had this quality. At fifteen she was already, in the ways that matter, more adult than I would be for another decade.

She did not say I believe you. She did not say I don't believe you.

She said: "Go well, Mxolisi."

She used my real name. Not Thomas — the school name, the missionary name, the name I wore for the world like a jacket that mostly fit. She said Mxolisi, which her tongue shaped the way only the mouths of people who have known you since before you were yourself can shape a name, and it entered me somewhere below the chest and has lived there ever since.

Three nights later I was at the bus stop with my borrowed coat and my hollow laughter and my beautiful, terrible, necessary lies.

* * *
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The bus arrived forty minutes late, which was expected. Everything in Matatiele arrived when it arrived — this was not laziness or incompetence but a different relationship to time, one in which time was understood as circular rather than linear, moving in seasons rather than minutes, and the bus schedule was simply a suggestion that time sometimes chose to honour.

It was a Translux. Blue and white. Exhaust smoke rising in the cold morning air. The driver, a man of no ascertainable age with a face like the sole of a work boot, stood at the door with a clipboard and looked at each of us as we boarded with the expression of a man who has ferried enough young men toward the city to know exactly how most of their stories end.

We loaded our bags into the belly of the bus. Mzwi's suitcase was proper — black vinyl with yellow clasps that did not entirely close. Vuyani had a bag from the OK Bazaars, brown, with a broken strap he had safety-pinned. I had the cardboard suitcase, held with the leather belt I had borrowed from my uncle Siphiwe. I would not return that belt for six years, and by then it had become, without either of us acknowledging it, a symbol of something unfinished between us. 

My mother stood at the gate of the bus stop. She had walked four kilometres before dawn to be there. She was wearing her good doek — the blue and gold one she wore for church and for important things — and her face was arranged in the expression she used when she needed to be a mountain rather than a woman. She was thirty-nine years old. She looked sixty and she looked ageless simultaneously, which is the appearance of women who have carried more than their share for longer than is fair.

She pressed three rand into my hand. I tried to speak. She said: "Don't shame me."

Then she said something quieter, so quiet that I had to lean in: "Come back."

Not come back when you have money. Not come back when you are successful. Just come back. I understand now, thirty-four years old at this kitchen table, what that meant. I did not understand it then. I was sixteen and the bus was running its engine and Mzwi was already shouting from the window for me to hurry, and understanding my mother's silences was not yet among my competencies.

I kissed her cheek. I got on the bus.

The Drakensberg was pink and enormous in the morning light, and as the bus pulled away and I watched the mountains through the window, watched them shrink and then flatten and then become a memory of themselves on the horizon, I told myself two things.

I will come back with money.

I will come back before she shows.

I kept neither promise. But I am writing this letter, Mama. That is the third promise, the one I am only now keeping. I am coming back to tell you everything.

* * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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Park Station, or How the City Teaches You Your Size

Johannesburg, August 1989

The first thing Johannesburg teaches you is that you are smaller than you thought.

Not in a cruel way. The city is not personal. That is precisely the point. You arrive from a place where every face is a story you already know, where the mountains have names and the paths between homesteads have been worn by your own grandmother's feet, where even the silences between people are full of specific meaning — and you enter this place where no one knows your name, where the faces are an ocean of strangers moving with the particular speed of people who have already decided where they are going and have no interest in where you are from.

You do not cease to exist in Johannesburg. But you become a different kind of existing.

We arrived at Park Station at half past four in the afternoon. The bus had stopped twice — once for a tire in Van Reenen, once for reasons the driver did not explain, standing by the side of the N3 for forty minutes while we watched trucks roar past and Mzwi said philosophical things about patience. By the time we descended the steps at Park Station I had been sitting for nine hours and my legs had the opinion that they belonged to someone else.

Park Station in 1989 was a city within a city and a performance within a performance. The main hall was a cathedral of movement — the ceiling so high it had weather of its own, the floor a tide of people going in every direction at once, the noise a composition so complex that individual sounds had long since surrendered their identity to the general roar. Taxis and buses and trains fed into it from every direction, disgorging people and luggage and livestock and children and old men and young women and boxes of things bound with wire and the smell, the smell of Park Station, which I will carry in my memory until I die: diesel and koeksisters and unwashed bodies and the particular dust of the Highveld that is nothing like the wet grass smell of the Eastern Cape and which your lungs reject the first several times before eventually, exhaustedly, accepting.

I stopped in the middle of the main concourse. People divided around me like water around a stone, barely glancing, entirely unbothered by my stillness. Mzwi was ahead of me, already walking with the swagger of a man in his element, his enormous feet slapping the floor with confidence that was pure theatre. Vuyani had his exercise book out and was consulting what appeared to be a hand-drawn map. Lungani stood beside me, grain bag over one shoulder, and looked at the ceiling with the expression of a man performing a quiet calculation.

"Thomas," he said.

"I know," I said.

We had both been going to say: this is larger than I expected. We had both decided not to say it. This was understood between us and required no further discussion.

* * *
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We found the right platform for the Soweto train through a combination of Vuyani's map and the charity of a woman selling fat cakes from a cart near the southern entrance, who looked at four young men with rural luggage and Eastern Cape accents and directed us with the brisk efficiency of someone who has given these directions ten thousand times and does not resent the eleven-thousandth.

"iSoweto — there, that platform, the yellow signs. Don't put your bag down. Don't take out money in the open. Don't stare at people."

We thanked her. She had already turned away.

The train to Soweto was a different education. The buses of the Eastern Cape are slow and personal. The Johannesburg train was a different animal — packed past what comfort permits, running with a speed that felt like urgency, filled with men coming off shifts and women with children bundled against the cold and young men like us with our luggage and our performed confidence.

We stood. There was no question of sitting — the seats were long since occupied by the people who boarded at earlier stations, the veterans of this commute who had their positions and their routines and their newspapers folded precisely to the article they were reading. We stood in the aisle and were pressed together by the bodies of strangers, shoulder against shoulder, hip against hip, swaying in unison with the motion of the train in a kind of enforced intimacy that the city manufactures constantly, this pressing of bodies that carry no emotional content, that mean nothing to each other, that will separate at the station and never think of each other again.

I was gripping the overhead bar. My left arm was pressed against the left arm of a man in a security guard uniform who smelled of sweat and floor polish and who was reading Ilanga newspaper with the concentration of a scholar. He did not look at me. I did not look at him. We swayed together for forty minutes in the orange light of the carriage and then we arrived at Meadowlands and he got off without a word and I never saw him again.

This is what the city does to you. It presses you against a thousand people, then releases you into solitude.

* * *
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Vuyani's cousin was named Siyabonga, a man of twenty-five who had been in Soweto for three years and wore this experience with the easy authority of a general receiving fresh recruits. He lived in a four-room house in Meadowlands Zone 6 with his wife, his wife's mother, his wife's sister's child, and a dog of indeterminate breed called Tiger who was missing one ear. There was no logical accommodation for four additional bodies. Siyabonga solved this with the pragmatic generosity of the township — he moved Tiger outside, put a foam mattress in the kitchen, looked at us with mild eyes and said: "Two weeks. Find work and find a place."









[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
T. G. Nduna






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





