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 For my wife and children, 

The tribe that understands all the madness. 


 And for my mother, 

The woman who inspired my love of storytelling. 


 Finally, my late father, 

Every day, I feel your absence 



​
​The Last Witch of Sandton The Verdict 

 “The fruit ripens when it must.” 

– ZULU PROVERB 
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THE BEGINNING IS THE END 



“GUILTY ON ALL COUNTS.” 

The  words  detonated  in  the  North  Gauteng  High  Court  like  a bomb in a crystal shop. 

Judge President Mbatha's voice rolled through the courtroom with the finality of a tombstone dropping into place. 

Nomvula sat perfectly still in her custom-made Prada suit worth thirty-five thousand rand, the kind of investment that whispered rather than shouted. 

At  thirty-nine,  Nomvula  remained  devastatingly  beautiful.  No longer  beautiful  in  the  conventional  sense  anymore,  but  as something more dangerous: magnetic. 

Men stared despite themselves. Despite their wives sitting beside them. Despite knowing exactly who Nomvula was and what she had done to deserve the sentence. Her allure was undeniable. 

The Judge President cleared his throat. 

“Miss Magwaza…” 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton Not Lerumo. Not Matella. Not Van Der Merwe. Just Magwaza, stripping  away  her  three  married  names  like  removing  costume jewellery,  to  reveal  the  simple  village  girl  beneath  the  designer veneer. 

She  let  her  gaze  drift  across  the  courtroom  with  the  languid confidence of a lioness surveying her territory. 

Detective  Thabo  Lerumo  sat  in  the  third  row,  positioned strategically where Nomvula couldn't avoid seeing him. His uncle's eyes  stared  out  from  his  younger,  more  handsome  face.    Those penetrating  eyes  of  Thabo  had  been  her  downfall.  Judge  Justice Lerumo,  Thabo’s  uncle,  had  possessed  those  same  eyes,  though they  had  softened  when  they  looked  at  her,  turning  liquid  with desire and something deeper. Love, perhaps, or the delusion of it. 

Thabo's eyes held no such softness now. They were as hard as the diamonds she would never wear again. As cold as the prison cell awaiting her. But underneath that hardness, if you looked carefully, and Nomvula always looked carefully, there was something else. A wound that wouldn't heal. A desire that couldn't be extinguished. 

A war between duty and desire that had been raging in him for years. 

“Good,” she thought. “Let him suffer. Let him remember what it felt like to want me.” 
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Two rows behind Thabo, Adelaide Van Der Merwe sat rigid as a statue, her white hands clenched around her Jo Borkett handbag so tightly her knuckles had gone bloodless. She had attended every single day of the trial, arriving early, leaving late, and documenting everything  in  a  leather-bound  journal.  Nomvula  had  killed  her father, her beloved Pa, Johan van der Merwe, the mining magnate who  had  given  her  everything.  Adelaide  had  made  it  her  life's mission to see justice served for her Pa’s sake. 

But  it  wasn’t  justice  that  raged  within  her;  it  was  revenge.  The distinction mattered only to philosophers. To Adelaide, Nomvula was simply evil incarnate. A witch. A demon who had seduced and murdered her way through Johannesburg's elite. 

She wasn't entirely wrong. 

But it was the woman at the back who truly mattered now. Lindiwe Mavuso. Mkhaya. Sister. The village girl who had giggled with her in a Sandton club twenty years ago, when they were nobodies from nowhere, suddenly finding themselves amongst Africa's glittering elite. 

It was Lindiwe who had held her hand through that life-altering backstreet  abortion.  It  was  Lindiwe  who  had  been  her  most important celebrant with the first marriage. It was Lindiwe who had  ululated  at  the  second,  and  the  same  Lindiwe  who  had whispered warnings before the third and final marriage. 

It was also Lindiwe who had sold out Nomvula to the police for immunity, a reduced sentence deal for her convicted brother, and a future without blood on her hands. 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton Lindiwe's  and  Nomvula's  eyes  met  across  the  courtroom,  and Lindiwe's face crumpled like wet paper, with tears streaming down her cheeks that had grown gaunt with guilt. 

Nomvula felt nothing. The part of her that could feel betrayal and mourn  friendship  had  calcified  years  ago.  What  was  left  was calculation, assessment, and strategy. 

“She is the weakest link,” Nomvula thought coldly. “She will never survive what's coming, but I will.” 

The Judge President continued, his voice carrying to every corner of the packed courtroom. 

“The  evidence  reveals  a  pattern  of  calculated  manipulation, utilisation of dark traditional practices, premeditated murder, and extraordinary callousness that chills the blood. 

“Three  distinguished  men  are  dead.  Three  families  are  forever shattered. Three legacies have been rewritten by your hand, Miss Magwaza. 

“You  are  not  merely  a  murderer.  You  are  a  predator  who weaponised beauty, intelligence, and cultural practices to destroy lives for financial gain.” 

The courtroom gasped. 

“Hang paal! Bring back the death penalty for this witch!” Someone at the back, a man with a rough Afrikaans accent, shouted. 

Outside,  two  groups  had  been  picketing  since  sunrise  despite Pretoria's punishing heat. 
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The  first  group,  vocal  and  organised,  was  pro-Nomvula.  Mostly women,  mostly  Black.  They  sang  and  danced  in  Nomvula’s defence, with placards that read: 

“Hands Off Nomvula Hands Off!” 

“Patriarchy Must Die!” 

“Black Don’t Crack!” 

They  saw  her  not  as  a  murderer  but  as  a  microcosm  of  the patriarchal society women were living under in South Africa. To them Nomvula was a woman who had done what she had to do to survive in a world rigged against her from birth. All because she was born female. “A Man’s, Man’s, Man’s World”, as James Brown once sang. Most of the picketers were only there because they were promised  a  KFC  Streetwise  two  and  a  hundred-and-fifty  rand payola for each appearance. 

The second group, less organised but no less passionate, called for blood.  They  wanted  the  death  penalty  reinstated.  They  held placards describing her as “The Black Widow”, with messages that read: 

“The Witch of Sandton!” 

“The Husband Killer!” 

“Three Murders = Three Life Sentences!” 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton The Afrikaans-sounding man from inside the courtroom was their self-appointed leader. It was later established that he was a bitter ex-government autocrat who had lost his job to affirmative action and  blamed  women  like  Nomvula  for  the  country's  moral  and institutional decay. He had an axe to grind. 

But  Nomvula  sat  perfectly  still  through  it  all.  Her  spine  was  as straight  as  a  Zulu  assegai.  Her  face  was  a  mask  of  serene indifference. She had learnt this trick from Judge Justice Lerumo, how to project calm whilst your mind worked furiously, calculating angles and planning moves. 

Nomvula remembered Gogo Zanele's words on betrayal after what Lindiwe had done. They were words Gogo Zanele had spoken in her dimly lit rondavel, in Umhlabuyalingana, many moons ago: 

“Be  more  worried  about  the  one  who  drinks  from  the  same calabash than a stranger.” 

For years, Nomvula had misunderstood Gogo's prophecy. She had thought  the  prophecy  was  talking  about  her  cousin,  Mbali.  For years,  Nomvula  and  Mbali  had  competed  for  everything.  They competed for beauty, for boys' attention, and for Gogo's affection. 

Nomvula  had  deliberately  kept  Mbali  at  arm's  length,  ever suspicious of her and her jealousy. Because of that, Nomvula never once invited Mbali to her spaces, nor to her weddings to her three husbands.  How  wrong  Nomvula  was.  How  stupidly,  naively, wrong Nomvula was. 
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Gogo's prophecy had meant Lindiwe all along. The one who had shared her meals, from pap and beans to five-course fine dining in Sandton.  From  money  struggles,  earning  fifty  rand  a  day,  to multimillion-rand  Joburg  estates.  From  dreams  of  staying  in Sandton to flying first-class to  Paris on Emirates. From MaSibisi's communal tea to expensive French bubbly just to quench a thirst. 

Lindiwe was the one who had drunk from the same metaphorical calabash as Gogo had prophesied. 

She was the sister who knew all her secrets. Knew all her moves. 

The maid of honour in all but one of her weddings. It was too late to change anything now. Too late to unmake the decisions she had made. Too late for everything. 

“I  hereby  sentence  you  to  life  imprisonment  for  the  murder  of Judge Justice Lerumo,” Judge President Mbatha pronounced, each word a nail in her coffin. 

“Life  imprisonment  for  the  murder  of  Pholo  Matella.  And  life imprisonment for the murder of Johannes Van Der Merwe.” 

The courtroom erupted. The Judge President slammed the gavel a few times, asking the court to go silent, before continuing. 

“These sentences are to run concurrently. You will only be eligible for parole after forty-five years. Court dismissed.” 

The Judge President stood up and walked back to his chambers. 

Chaos erupted in the courtroom as officials and attendees battled to make sense of each other and the implications for Nomvula. 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton Forty-five years. At thirty-nine, it meant Nomvula would be eighty-four years old before she would qualify for parole, if she lived that long. By that time, she would be a woman who would have spent more of her life in a steel cage than out of it. 

An old woman who would have traded twenty years of premium Egyptian  cotton  sheets  and  expensive  French  champagne  for forty-five years of concrete, sugarless tea, and despair. 

But Nomvula had lived her life like a candle in the wind – pursued by both God and the Devil – all through her life. 

The  policewoman,  a  Warrant  Officer  Ndaba,  approached Nomvula, surprisingly gentle for someone tasked with restraining murderers. The handcuffs clicked shut around Nomvula's wrists with a sound like a closing door, like a chapter ending, and like someone's life being permanently rewritten. 

As  the  policewoman  led  Nomvula  away  to  the  police  van,  she glanced back one final time. 

Adelaide had collapsed into a spontaneous, cathartic wail. 

They were tears of relief, of triumph, and of grief, finally allowed its  full  expression.  After  many  years  of  delayed  justice,  of  legal manoeuvring, of watching Nomvula walk “free” with her father’s blood  on  her  hands,  the  “witch”  was  finally  facing  her comeuppance.  She  cried  for  the  many  times  she  had  to  take sleeping drugs because she couldn’t win the battles in her mind. 

And, maybe, just maybe, Pa would finally rest in peace. 
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Closer to Adelaide, Nomvula's eyes met Thabo's. Thabo adjusted his tie slightly, a nervous gesture Nomvula recognised from their illicit encounters. 

His face was a battlefield: satisfaction at catching Nomvula, while warring with his own desire still burning in his chest like hot coals. 

This was the case that nearly destroyed him and his career. 

He  had  desired  Nomvula  even  whilst  investigating  her.  He  had dreamed  of  Nomvula  numerous  times,  even  whilst  building  his case  to  take  her  down.  He  had  come  dangerously  close  to sabotaging his own investigation just to bed her, at least one time. 

That internal conflict had slowed him down, giving Nomvula extra time to keep scheming, to keep living, and to keep killing. Time he had wasted on a woman he could never have. Time he would never get back. 

And, lastly, Lindiwe. She was inconsolable. 

Her  shoulders  were  shaking  with  sobs  that  echoed  through  the courtroom.  Lindiwe  was  terrified.  Terrified  that  Nomvula  could send inkabis (hitmen) to kill her for betraying their sisterhood pact. 

Terrified  of  what  she  would  become  now  that  NM  Boutique, Nomvula's high-end boutique, would be closed or forfeited to the state, and she would have no job and no income anymore. 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton She was terrified of having been an accomplice of a beautiful witch, a woman who commanded the heavens with her ephemeral beauty 

– a beauty that turned rational men into irrational desire freaks. 

Terrified for the loss of a friend she had loved like a sister for most of her adult life. Terrified of where her friend was going to spend her next forty-five years. Lindiwe knew that prison life wasn't kind to anyone, least of all to women with enemies, like Nomvula. 

Nomvula Magwaza smiled at the performance she was observing. 

Just a small curve of her lips. A Mona Lisa smile that gave nothing away whilst suggesting everything. Her detractors thought they had won  the  fight.  They  thought  they  knew  her  and  how  her  story would end. 

But none of them did. 

They didn't know about the girl who had arrived at Park Station in 1994 with nothing but sixty rand and a hunger that could swallow the world. They didn't know about the luxury magazine that had unlocked Pandora's Box. They didn't know about the backstreet abortion that had stolen her womb and hardened her heart. They didn't know about the first time she had used Gogo's muti and felt power coursing through her veins like liquid lightning. 

They didn't know how it felt to have nothing and want everything so  badly  your  teeth  ached.  They  didn't  know  how  terrified  and courageous you had to be when you heard footsteps in the yard, deep in the night, knowing full well that your Gogo was out of town, in a place that was dark and dangerous and where men were entitled. 
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They didn't know what it meant to be married to men who had powers  the  ninety-nine  per  cent  of  men  would  never  know  in several lifetimes. 

They didn't know about the incantations she had to whisper in the dark,  calling  on  powers  older  than  colonialism,  older  than Christianity, older than the thin veneer of civilisation that covered this city like cheap paint. 

They didn't know that even now, even in handcuffs, even facing life in prison, she was still calculating. Still planning. Still hungry. 

But they would learn. Oh, they would learn. 
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The City of Gold 

 “Hunger knows no friendship.” 

– XHOSA PROVERB 



13 


​Tshepo Matjila 






THE ARRIVAL, 1994 



Twenty  years  earlier,  Nomvula  Magwaza  stepped  off  the  Metro Rail train into Johannesburg’s beautiful chaos. 

It was three o'clock in the afternoon on Monday, the thirteenth day of  June in 1994. She was just nineteen years old and terrified in a way that made her bones feel hollow. 

Johannesburg had a reputation for swallowing people whole. She could feel it in the way that the city opened its massive jaws to consume  the  desperate,  the  dreamers,  and  the  damned.  Some  it spat out transformed. Others it digested slowly, taking their souls and leaving nothing but bones and regrets. 

She  had  sixty  rand  folded  inside  her  bra,  her  original  matric certificate sealed in a plastic bag, and oodles of hope burning in her blood like a fever that wouldn't break. 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton Her  borrowed  suitcase  contained  everything  she  owned:  three dresses  (two  for  work,  one  for  church),  undergarments  worn multiple times, a bar of Sunlight soap, a pink toothbrush, Colgate toothpaste,  a  photograph  of  her  late  mother,  and  a  letter  from Gogo Zanele that simply said, 

“Hamba kahle, mntanam (Go well, my daughter). The bones have spoken. Your path leads to gold or to graves. Choose wisely.” 

That  June,  Johannesburg  was  uncharacteristically  brutally  cold. 

The  wind  didn't  just  blow;  it  attacked,  biting  exposed  skin  and finding every gap in cheap clothing to shame you for being poor. 

The wind whispered of death, of failure, and of returning home defeated. But Nomvula had no home to return to. 

Gogo  Zanele's  rondavel  was  overcrowded  with  cousins  who resented her beauty, her audacity, and her refusal to accept poverty as a destiny. 

Mbali,  her  cousin,  had  celebrated  openly  when  Nomvula announced  she  was  leaving  KZN  to  look  for  opportunities  in Johannesburg.  For  Mbali,  Nomvula's  leaving  meant  one  less competitor for the few men with enough lobola (bride price) in the village. With Nomvula's leaving, it also meant one less person for Gogo to dote on, automatically elevating her in the homestead. 

Nomvula pulled her cardigan tighter and found a spot near the wall that blocked some of the biting wind. She was supposed to meet her  cousin's  friend's  sister,  a  woman  named  Precious,  who supposedly  had  connections  who  could  help  her  find  work  and lodging and who might know someone who knew someone. 
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Classic Johannesburg. Everything here was built on connections of 

“I know so-and-so”, “there is a connection there and there”, and  

“you can get it cheaper here and here”. 

An hour crawled by; Precious did not arrive. Then two. Then three. 

Nomvula's worry shot up, as destitution loomed in a city she didn't know and that didn't know her. 

Park  Station  transformed  around  her.  Day  became  dusk.  Dusk threatened to become evening. The crowd changed faces but kept the  same  rhythm  –  the  rush,  the  shoving,  and  everyone  going somewhere with delirious purpose – whilst she sat, stranded, and going nowhere slowly. 

Nomvula finally admitted to herself that Precious wasn't coming. 

Moleta-ngwedi o leta leswiswi (Another promise broken). Another of life's doors slammed shut before her very eyes. 

This was the story of her life.  No one cared about a poor person beyond how much they could use you, and Nomvula was dirt poor. 

This became the first lesson she learned in this damned city: trust no one. 

But these were the stories she had heard in Umhlabuyalingana. She had  just  never  thought  it  would  happen  to  her.  The  lessons reverberated in her mind, including a repeat of the words Gogo had told her about the mgulugudus (criminals) of Johannesburg: 

…  who  lived  the  life  of  crime,  deception,  and  possessed  no ubuntu. 

…the aimless nothingness that defined city people. 
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…the material poverty, despite the gold beneath the soil. 

. .the ownership poverty – how they owned nothing, not even a single goat, a garden tomato or, worse, the places they inhabit. 

…the mental poverty that defined them – they were born to eat, get drunk, and die unclaimed in government hospitals. 

…the spiritual poverty that made them violent people – they lived with  mental  ailments  that  afflicted  sailors  and  Europeans,  with their unquenchable desire for everything and nothing at all. 

Nomvula had promised herself she'd be different. She would show the  city  people  how  a  village  girl  behaves.  How  discipline  and dignity could elevate you. How they could learn to lead their life with purpose. 

Now, sitting alone as darkness settled, Nomvula wondered if she had  been  delusional.  She  wondered  if  the  money-poverty  back home  would  not  be  preferable  to  the  nothing-poverty  she  was witnessing here. At least emakhaya (in the villages) she knew the rules of engagement, and most families farmed mealies that they could grind into mealie meal for daily sustenance. Here she was a nobody in front of everybody. 

“Sisi (young lady), is everything all right?” A voice cut through her mental spiral, “You look lost.” 
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An older woman stood before her, perhaps forty, though city life made people age differently. She wore a dark blue doek, the ones worn by Nazareth church's adherents, and a smile that was equal parts  warm  and  equal  parts  calculating.  Her  eyes  held  the knowledge of someone who had seen thousands of lost girls just like Nomvula. The girls who came looking for something outside of themselves, only to return home looking like shadows of death. 

“I'm waiting for someone,” Nomvula said carefully, years of village teachings making her wary. 

“Haibo,” the woman's smile didn't waver, “And if that someone doesn't  come?  You  have  been  sitting  here  for  a  long  time.  It  is getting  late  now,  and  Jozi  is  not  safe  for  aboMafikizolos (arrivalists). The wolves come out at night. Where are you from?” 

“KwaZulu-Natal”. 

MaSibisi handed her a card – a cheap business card printed at a taxi rank, slightly bent. 

MaSibisi. 147 Twist Street, Hillbrow. 

Clean Rooms. Fair Prices. 

“Two hundred a month,” MaSibisi continued. “Fifty-rand deposit. 

That gets you a bed, a paraffin stove, and running water most days. 

The  toilet  is  shared  with  three  others,  but  it  is  clean.  I  run  a respectable place. No drugs. No prostitution. Those girls, I chase them out.” 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton Nomvula's stomach dropped. Fifty rand was most of what she had 

– everything Gogo Zanele had scraped together from selling hard-body chickens, from borrowing from neighbours, and from calling in favours owed by people who barely had enough themselves. 

But night was falling. And she had nowhere else to go. 

“I'll come look at it, Ma,” Nomvula said. 

"Asihambe ke (let's go then)," MaSibisi said, leading the way. 

They walked for what felt like forever, MaSibisi's thick legs moving with  the  confidence  of  someone  who  owned  the  streets,  whilst Nomvula struggled to keep up, her cheap shoes already rubbing blisters, and her suitcase growing heavier with each block. 

✽✽✽ 

Johannesburg revealed itself in layers. First came the CBD – still formal, still somewhat respectable. Office workers rushing home. 

Street vendors packing up. The last traces of apartheid's orderly segregation fading but not yet fully erased. 

Then  the  transition  zones.  Where  the  city's  carefully  maintained facade  began  cracking.  Buildings  showing  their  age.  Groups  of men  loitering  on  corners.  Music  spilling  from  taverns  where languages mix into a polyglot soup. The new South Africa. 
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Finally, Hillbrow rose before them like a concrete forest on fire. 

147 Twist Street was ten storeys of peeling paint, broken windows, and  dreams  piled  on  top  of  each  other.  A  hijacked  building  – 

Nomvula would later learn the term – where the original owners had  fled  and  enterprising  people  like  MaSibisi  had  carved  out fiefdoms, collecting rent, providing services, and creating a shadow economy that functioned in the spaces where government and law had withdrawn. 

“Don't look so scared,” MaSibisi laughed, reading her face. “It's better  than  it  looks.  We  have  security.  ‘Big  John’  at  the  front doesn't let trouble in. We have rules. You follow the rules, you'll be fine.” 

The room MaSibisi showed her was on the fifth floor, a climb that left Nomvula breathless. 

It was barely large enough for a single bed pushed against one wall, with  a  paraffin  stove  in  the  corner.  The  window  didn't  close properly,  letting  in  cold  air  and  city  noise.  The  wallpaper  was peeling in sad strips. The floor was cracked plastic tiles that might have  been  white  once  but  were  now  the  colour  of  an  old dishwasher. But it had a door that locked and a bed with an actual mattress. 

And MaSibisi clearly ran a tight ship… the hallways were swept, the shared toilet down the hall was basic but clean, and the other residents  she  had  glimpsed  seemed  working-poor  rather  than dangerous. 
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“I'll take it, Ma,” Nomvula said, having seen enough to know she had very few options at the time. 

What else could she do? Where else would she go? Joburg's winter night had fallen, and she had nowhere else to go. At least here she would be alive tomorrow to figure out her next steps. 

MaSibisi  counted  the  fifty  rand  slowly,  professionally,  and  then handed  Nomvula  a  receipt  written  in  careful  schoolgirl handwriting. 

“Rent is due on the first of each month. You're late, you're out – 

no exceptions. No men in the room, not even brothers or cousins. 

You  want  to  be  a  good  girl  from  emakhaya,  angithi  (from  the villages, right)? You stay a good girl in my building. If you want to be something else, you do it somewhere else. Understood?” 

“Yes,  Ma.  Ngiyabonga  (Thank  you),  Ma,”  Nomvula  replied sheepishly. 

“Good. There are blankets in the cupboard – thin but clean. Shops close  soon,  so  if  you  need  food  tonight,  go  now.  Welcome  to Johannesburg, ntombazana (young girl). Don't let it eat you alive.” 

✽✽✽ 

That night, Nomvula lay on her thin mattress, listening to Hillbrow breathe around her like a living thing. 
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Car  alarms  shrieked.  Gunshots  popped  in  the  distance  –  casual, frequent,  like  punctuation  marks  in  the  city's  violent  grammar. 

Police  sirens  wailed  by  –  too  late  to  stop  whatever  had  already happened.  Music  poured  from  multiple  sources  (kwaito,  reggae, gospel, and R&B), all mixing into a cacophony that would become the soundtrack of her new life in the big city. 

Laughter. Shouting. A woman screaming, whether from pleasure or pain, Nomvula couldn't tell. A baby crying. A man yelling in Zulu  about  money  owed.  A  door  slamming.  Footsteps  running. 

Life compressed into too-small spaces, with everybody's business bleeding into everybody else's. 

She thought of home, Umhlabuyalingana. 

Where the Indian Ocean whispered its secrets to the shore at night. 

Where  the  air  smelled  of  salt,  earth,  and  wood  smoke.  Where darkness  was  truly  dark  –  not  this  perpetual  orange  glow  of streetlights fighting off the night. Where silence meant silence, not this constant urban roar. 

She thought of Gogo Zanele's rondavel, round and perfect, like a mushroom growing from the red earth. Of sitting outside grinding mealies whilst Gogo told stories about the ancestors and conquest stories  of  yore.  She  thought  of  sleeping  surrounded  by  cousins under one roof, everybody's breath creating warmth. 

She thought of poverty that at least had dignity to it, community to it, and roots going back generations. 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton She held her mother’s picture closer to her chest. A tear dropped, as if she was making a secret pact with her. A love she never knew well. 

She  thought  of  Mbali,  her  cousin,  probably  still  celebrating  her departure from the village. One less beautiful face to compete with. 

One less reminder that some people were born with gifts others lacked. 

Nomvula  closed  her  eyes  and  made  herself  a  promise,  her  lips moving silently in the dark. Whatever it takes. Whatever she had to do. Whatever she had to become. She will never be poor again. 

She will make Gogo and Mama proud. She will show Mbali and everyone else who thought she would fail that she will succeed. 

She  will  rise.  She  will  have  everything  she  has  ever  wanted. 

Whatever the cost. She had no idea then what the true cost would be. How high the price was going to be. How much of herself she would have to sacrifice on the altar of ambition. 

But lying in that narrow bed, with the city roaring outside and her entire future reduced to ten rand in her bra, and hope like a fever in her blood, she knew one thing with absolute certainty: she would rather die than go back to being nothing. 

The city heard her silent vow, and the Devil smiled. 
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THE PACT 



By lunchtime on her first day of job-hunting, Nomvula's feet were bleeding inside her shoes, and her stomach had moved past hunger into something like hollow desperation. 

She had walked from Hillbrow to the CBD and back, knocking on doors  that  didn't  open,  asking  at  shops  that  weren't  hiring,  and leaving her name and MaSibisi's address with people who promised to let her know when there was an opening but never did. 

Her  matric  certificate,  her  only  credential,  her  only  proof  of potential, grew damp with sweat inside its plastic sleeve. 

 “Thirty rand a day,”  she had been told by one sympathetic Indian shop owner. 

That's what general workers make, if you can find work, which you probably can't. There were too many people chasing too few jobs in the city. She had eaten nothing but black tea since yesterday. 

Free, courtesy of MaSibisi's communal kettle in the hallway. Her last ten rand needed to last until she found work. 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton She  couldn't  afford  food,  but  passing  a  street  vendor's  stall,  the smell of bananas made her dizzy with need. Just one. To stop her stomach rumbling. To give her the strength to keep searching. 

Five rand. One perfect banana. She ate it slowly, making it last, watching her safety net disappear with each bite. Just five rand was left to her name. It was now five rand between her and absolute destitution. 

She found a bench in Joubert Park and sat down, fighting tears. 

Yet  she  couldn't  let  herself  cry.  Crying  was  a  sign  of  weakness. 

Crying was to admit defeat, and she couldn't afford to feel defeated on day one of her life in the big city. 

“You look like how I felt when I first arrived,” a voice interrupted her emotional moments. 

Nomvula looked up. A girl stood before her, maybe her age, maybe younger.  Round  face.  Eyes  that  hadn't  completely  lost  their innocence yet, though Johannesburg was working hard on it. She wore jeans and a Beauty Supreme Salon t-shirt. 

“When  did  you  arrive?”  Nomvula  asked,  less  interested  in  the response than grateful for any human kindness in this indifferent city. 

“Three months ago. From KZN. Nongoma.” 

The girl sat down without waiting for an invitation, comfortable with making space for herself. 

“I’m Lindiwe Mavuso.” 

“I’m  tired  of  looking  for  a  job,”  Nomvula’s  mouth  blurted  out before she could stop it. 
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“Haibo ntombazana (No, girl). Is that your name?” Lindiwe burst into laughter – genuine, infectious laughter that made other people in the park smile. 

Nomvula couldn't help laughing too, the tension breaking. 

“No, no. I'm Nomvula. Nomvula Magwaza. I'm just. . It's been a long day.” 

“Tell me about it. My first week here, I cried every night. Thought I had made a horrible mistake.” 

Lindiwe pulled out a slightly squashed vetkoek (fat cake) from her bag. 

“Want half? You look like you need it more than me.” 

Nomvula wanted to refuse – pride, village girl manners, et cetera – 

but her stomach betrayed her with an audible growl. 

“Ngiyabonga,” she said,  wolfing down the half-vetkoek. 

It was the best thing she had tasted in the past three days. 

They sat together eating before Lindiwe told her coming-to-the-city story. Too many mouths to feed back home in Nongoma. Her mother sent her to Johannesburg with specific instructions: find work or an indoda (a man) and send money home for her brothers. 

She had lucked into a job at Beauty Supreme Salon in Yeoville after three weeks of job searching. 

Lindiwe’s boss's cousin had just left. She thought this might be an opportunity for Nomvula. 
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“We might have an opening at our place of work. Can you plait hair?” Lindiwe asked. 

“Haibo (Stop it), I am from emakhaya nje (the rurals)! We can all plait.  LOL.” 

“Then  come  with  me,  kaMagwaza.  Manje  (Now).  MaDlamini, that's my boss; she likes to make quick decisions. If she sees you today and likes you, you're in with a job. Tomorrow she might have hired  someone  else.  That's  how  things  work  in  Joburg. 

Kuyasheshwa  lapha  (things  move  fast  here),”  she  said,  pulling Nomvula from the bench. 

✽✽✽ 

Beauty  Supreme  Salon  was  wedged  between  a  chisanyama (butchery-turned-restaurant) and a tavern on a loud Yeoville street that never seemed to stop moving. 

The  smell  from  the  chisanyama  hit  Nomvula's  nostrils  first:  the rich, meaty aroma making her mouth water despite just eating the vetkoek. 

Then there was the loud music from the tavern, already blasting even though it was only afternoon, and it was full of drunk-looking men spending money they probably couldn't afford to spend. 

The salon itself was narrow and deep, with mirrors on both walls creating an infinity effect. On each side were product bottles, lined up like soldiers, wigs and weaves, four styling chairs, and two sinks for washing hair. 
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The salon smelt of toxic relaxer chemicals, hair oil, and the female ambition for undying beauty. Some of the salon patrons left the salon and entered the tavern to actualise their hopes of finding men who could take care of them. 

As Nomvula and Lindiwe entered, MaDlamini looked up, a large woman in her fifties, hair immaculate, nails perfect, eyes sharp as knives.  She  was  doing  a  client's  weave,  fingers  moving  with professional  speed.  She  looked  Nomvula  up  and  down,  like  a farmer assessing a beast at a livestock auction. 

“Village girl,”  her eyes said. 

“Mafikizolo,” her mind responded. 

“Desperate,” she convinced herself, seeing her at her salon. 

Lindiwe  did  a  brief  introduction  and  told  MaDlamini  that Nomvula is looking for a job. 

“You  know  how  to  plait  hair,  ntombazane  (girl)?”  MaDlamini asked without a preamble. 

“Yes, Ma. Ngiyakwazi (I can plait).” 

“I don't need a 'yes'; I want to see the work.” 

MaDlamini pointed to a practice head in the corner of the salon and barked, “Cornrows. Neat ones. Start from the front. Show me when done.” 

There was no chance to be an imposter here. It's either you can or cannot; there is no try. 
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​The Last Witch of Sandton Nomvula's hands shook slightly as she picked up the rat-tail comb. 

Everything depended on this. If she doesn't get this right, she will be back to the rumbling stomach, the last five rand, and the fifty-rand rental due at the end of the month, if she survives that long. 

She forced herself to calm down, drawing on years of doing her cousins' hair and of lessons from Gogo, who could plait beautiful patterns whilst telling folklore stories. 

Her  hands  steadied.  She  sectioned.  And  then  she  began. 

MaDlamini watched for thirty seconds, then returned to her own work. 

“Finish that side,” MaDlamini barked. 

Nomvula braided with furious speed, aware of the test, aware of the other stylists glancing over, and aware that Lindiwe was holding her breath. 

When she had finished, MaDlamini came over. Examined the work critically. Pulled at a braid to test its tightness. Checked the parts for straightness. 

“Uyazama, ak’fani (You try, not bad),” MaDlamini blurted, half-impressed. “Fifty rand a day, plus tips. Tuesday to Saturday. Eight to Six. You're late; I dock your pay. If you steal anything, I'll call the police. You get pregnant, you're fired: I'm not running a crèche. 

You have a problem with any of that?” 

“No, Ma. No problems.” 

“When can you start?” 

“Tomorrow. Seven sharp.” 

29 


​Tshepo Matjila 


“It's eight, but I like your attitude. Hard workers succeed in this town. Keep that attitude, and you will go places.” MaDlamini's face softened slightly. 

“Welcome to Beauty Supreme Salon. Don't make me regret this. 

And get better shoes. Those ones will kill your feet by the end of day one.” 

✽✽✽ 

That  evening,  Nomvula  and  Lindiwe  sat  on  MaSibisi's  narrow balcony overlooking Twist Street, celebrating Nomvula's first job, sharing a plate of pap and beans that Lindiwe had made on her paraffin stove. 

The city spread below them like a living organism: lights coming on as darkness fell, people emerging for the night shift, music and laughter  rising  from  taverns,  sounds  of  running  from  people chasing street boys who had stolen something, life compressed and concentrated and pulsing with desperate energy. 

“So tell me,” Lindiwe asked. “Why did you really end up here?” 

“Same as you. Too many mouths to feed, not enough to afford us all.  We  were  all  depending  on  Gogo’s  government  pension.  My mother died when I was young. I was about five years old, I think. 

And I never knew my father.” 

“And?” 

Nomvula hesitated, then decided the truth was safe here with this girl who had shown her nothing but kindness. 


30 


​The Last Witch of Sandton 


“I was too poor to stay but also too proud to accept it. My cousin Mbali  is  beautiful  like  me.  So  we  ended  up  competing  for everything:  boys,  opportunities,  and  Gogo's  attention.  It  was exhausting. She was happy when I left. It meant one less person to outshine her, to compete with, you know?” 

Lindiwe nodded. 

“I have sisters like that, too. They think beauty is a competition.” 

“Isn't it?” Nomvula said, raising her voice a little. 

Nomvula was a beautiful young woman. She had an angelic face with  defined  cheekbones  and  an  English  nose.  Her  body  had proportions that made her look like a sculpture, with turns where it  mattered.  She  had  grown  accustomed  to  being  whistled  at  by older men and admired by young boys. 

“Maybe. But it doesn't have to be,” Lindiwe said, matter-of-factly. 

Lindiwe  was  quiet  for  a  moment,  staring  out  at  the  city,  before continuing:  

“You know what I want? If I win the lotto or find a rich husband, I want to live in Sandton. In one of those big houses with a pool and a garden. I want to drive a nice car like a Mercedes-Benz. One of  those  big  ones,  like  a  Toyota  Venture.  LOL.  Wena,  ntombo (You girl)?” 
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Nomvula turned to look at her new friend, half-laughing, “I don’t even know Sandton, but it sounds fabulous. Haha. But how do we dream that lavishly when we have just shared a plate of pap and beans,  living  among  imidlwembe  (criminals)  of  Hillbrow,  in  a building  without  proper  sanitation  like  MaSibisi's?  We  need  a better plan than just Beauty Supreme, men, and the lottery.” 

“We  need  a  pact,”  Lindiwe  responded  excitedly,  sitting  up straighter.  “You  and  me.  Sisters.  Mkhayas.  We  commit  to  each other right now: we will do whatever it takes to make
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