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PROLOGUE

They Chose Me Before I Chose Myself

"Moshimane, you did not find this road. The road found you. Now walk."

Let me tell you something about the office before I tell you about the man who sits in it. The office is on the second floor of West End Building in the Klerksdorp CBD — Office 103. The lift works most days. On the days it doesn't, you climb the stairwell, which smells of the Kota shop on the ground floor, and by the time you reach my door you have already been greeted by the warm, democratic perfume of other people's lunches. I find it appropriate. A therapist's rooms should not smell too clean. Too clean says: nothing human has happened here. Too clean says: leave your mess at the door.

My door carries a brushed-metal plaque. Two lines, the first says: TEBOGO SELOTHEGO — REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST. The second says: TRADITIONAL HEALING CONSULTATIONS BY APPOINTMENT. People stare at the second line for a moment longer than they stare at the first. I understand why. We have been taught — by school, by church, by the particular shame that colonialism left behind like furniture nobody ordered — that those two things cannot share a door and certainly cannot share a man. I spent a large part of my thirties believing that too.

I don't believe it anymore.

My name is Tebogo Selothego. I am thirty-eight years old. I was born in Jouberton to two teenagers who had no business making a child and every biological reason to do so. I was raised by my maternal grandmother in Letsema. I went to Matlosana Senior Secondary School on Modisane Street in Extension 6, where I learned Mathematics badly and languages excellently and discovered, in a Tuesday afternoon double period in Grade 11, that I could see the dead.

I am a registered psychologist. I am a trained sangoma. I am a prophet in the apostolic tradition. I speak Setswana, IsiXhosa, Sesotho, and Afrikaans, and I think in all four simultaneously, which my university lecturers called a cognitive asset and my ancestors call the minimum requirement for the work.

I have two sons I do not see enough. I have a girlfriend named Pinky who runs my reception desk with the calm efficiency of a woman who has decided that love and administration are not separate things. I have a practice that is, on most days, more than I can manage and exactly what I was made for.

I am going to tell you how I got here. Not the clean version — the other one. The version with the trances and the women and the violation and the grief and the muti and the moments at three in the morning when the ancestors would not let me sleep and I sat at the window arguing with a grandmother who had been dead for six years and somehow kept winning.

I am going to tell you about the road, and what it cost, and what it gave back.

But first — Nolwazi, because she is where this story becomes a story, before her, it was just a life.
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The Buzzing Office

─────────────────────


CHAPTER ONE

"The ones who come to you have already been sent. You are not the beginning of what happens to them. You are the middle."

She arrived at eight-fifteen on a Thursday morning, which in itself told me something. Pinky opens the reception at eight. For a client to be there at eight-fifteen means they left home in the dark. Means they have been sitting with something long enough that the moment we unlocked the door, they were ready to walk through it.

I was in my consulting room doing what I do in the first fifteen minutes of every morning: sitting at my desk with a cup of Ricoffy — not because I love Ricoffy but because it was what my gogo made every morning and the smell of it is a kind of prayer — going through the appointment book, feeling the room, asking the ancestors quietly if there is anything I need to know before the day begins.

That morning they showed me a woman on an escalator.

I have learned not to argue with these things. I wrote down what I saw in my notebook — the escalator, the gold-wrapped box, the man she was buying it for and what was wrong with him — and I closed the notebook and waited.

At eight-seventeen, Pinky knocked twice on the consulting room door. That is our signal for: the client is here and I need you to know something before they come in.

I opened the door.

Pinky was standing in the doorway with her tablet in one hand and her reading glasses pushed up on her forehead. She had her professional face on — composed, attentive — but I know her face the way you know a road you have driven a thousand times, in every weather. Something about this client had unsettled her equilibrium.

"She says she doesn't have an appointment," Pinky said, keeping her voice low. "She says she saw you at City Mall last month. She says you said things to her on the escalator that—" A pause. Pinky choosing her words the way she always does, with precision. "She says she needs to speak to you."

"Send her in," I said.

"She looks like she's been crying. Also like she would never admit it."

"I know," I said. "I already know."

Pinky gave me the look she gives me when I do that — the look that sits somewhere between exasperation and wonder, the look I fell in love with the first time I saw it — and went back to reception.

✦  ✦  ✦

Nolwazi Dube entered my consulting room the way certain women enter spaces they have never been in before and immediately need to establish their own terms with: she assessed the room in a single sweep before she looked at me, taking inventory of the psychology certificates on one wall and the muti shelf on the other, the diffuser releasing impepho oil, the two chairs positioned at a considered angle to each other rather than facing off across a desk. She was perhaps thirty-five. Sharp suit, navy blue, the kind that costs what it looks like it costs. Hair natural and precisely shaped. A face that had been beautiful for long enough that it had graduated from beauty into something more useful — authority.

She sat. She crossed her legs. She put her handbag on her lap as if she might need to leave quickly.

"Mr. Selothego," she said.

"Dr. Selothego," I said, mildly. "But Tebogo is fine."

She noted this without expression. Then: "I don't know why I'm here."

"Yes you do," I said.

A silence. She was testing whether I would fill it. I have learned — from psychology, from sangoma training, from sitting with my grandmother in her kitchen on cold Highveld mornings — that silence is not a vacuum. It is an instrument. You play it correctly and people hear themselves.

Nolwazi heard herself.

"You said things to me at City Mall," she said finally. "On the down-escalator. I was coming from Edgars. I was carrying — I was looking at something on my phone, I wasn't paying attention, and I walked into you at the top and you—" She stopped. Recalibrated. Started again. "You looked at me and you said: 'Mama, don't give him the gift. The gift will be the last thing he receives from you, because the last thing you will receive from him is a fire.'"

She was watching me for the performance of remembering. I gave her none.

"I remember," I said.

"That's not—" she started. "That's not something you say to a stranger on an escalator."

"No," I agreed. "It's not."

"Were you following me? Had someone told you about me? About Thebi?"

"I had never seen you before that escalator," I said. "But I had seen you before that escalator, if you understand the difference."

She didn't. I saw that. So I explained — the way I explain to everyone who sits in that chair for the first time, the way I have practiced explaining since the day I finally accepted that this is the work:

"I sometimes dream people before I meet them. I had dreamed you three nights before City Mall. In the dream I saw a woman from Khuma — I saw the Khuma township, the street-side spazas on Mthembu Road, the way the light sits on that stretch in the early morning. I saw her considering a gift for a man who did not deserve the consideration. I saw the man. I saw what was in his blood — the burning that my people call Molelo wa badimo, the Ancestor's fire. What the clinic will call syphilis, once he gets around to going to the clinic, which he has been avoiding because men like him are always certain the fire is in someone else's house." I paused. "And I saw that the gift would be the thing that ended it. Not because of what was in the box. Because of what it would make her see, when she handed it to him and watched his face."

In the silence that followed I could hear Klerksdorp outside the window: taxis on the rank, a security guard's two-way radio, the muffled bas-boom of a car stereo three floors below doing its cheerful violence to an amapiano track.

Nolwazi uncrossed and re-crossed her legs. She looked at the window. She looked back at me.

"He was with someone else," she said. "When I gave him the watch. She phoned while we were at dinner. He looked at his phone and I saw it in his face and I knew. All of it — all of what you said — I knew it in that moment."

"I know," I said.

"And the—" A pause. The word cost her something. "The syphilis."

"Yes."

She looked away again. Outside the window a pigeon landed on the ledge, surveyed the CBD with the philosophical detachment of something that has made peace with ugliness, and left.

"How do you do this?" she asked. Not aggressively. Genuinely. The sharpness in her had dropped several degrees, the way the Highveld drops temperature at sunset — quickly, and all at once. "Is it — I was raised Catholic. We went to Kriste Motsogi in Jouberton. The priests would call this—"

"I know what the priests would call it," I said. "I was raised in the shadow of a Presbyterian preacher who called it the same thing. I spent years calling it the same thing myself. Then I spent two years learning how to
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