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CHAPTER 1: Beautiful Things in Ugly Places
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Friday afternoon. The freight train shakes my salon—walls rattling, polish bottle wobbling—and I almost lose my grip on Mrs. Gxoyiya’s foot. She doesn’t flinch. Trains are her breathing. For me, they’re warnings I can’t stop hearing.

Something about tons of steel screaming past on ancient tracks feels like a warning I should be paying attention to.

“Itiseng.” Mrs. Gxoyiya’s voice pulls me back to her feet. “You’re distracted today.”

“Uxolo, Mama” (Sorry, Mama). I dip the brush again, steady my hand. Cherry Bomb Red—her choice, not mine. I’d have gone with something subtler for a woman her age, but she likes what she likes. “Just thinking.”

“Thinking is dangerous,” she says, but her mouth twitches. Almost a smile. We’ve been doing this dance for two years now—me painting her nails every Friday, her pretending she doesn’t enjoy how I fuss over her. She’s never said it directly, but I know she disapproves of me. Of what I am. The careful way she doesn’t ask about my personal life, the way she calls me by my full name instead of “T” like everyone else, the way her eyes skip over the photo of me and Anele on my wall, both of us in full drag at Pride in Cape Town three years ago.

But she comes back every Friday. And she tips well. So we’ve found our balance.

“There.” I finish the last toe, cap the polish. “Ten minutes and you’re ready to stomp whoever needs stomping.”

She actually laughs at that. “Hayi” (Oh no), she says. “At my age, stomping is for special occasions.” She examines her feet critically. “You do good work, Itiseng. You could charge more.”

“Charge more in Nonzwakazi?” I wave around the salon—my salon, Golden Scissors, though there’s nothing golden about it except the name spray-painted on the outside. Converted shipping container, mirrors I salvaged from a closed hotel, two salon chairs I bought third-hand from a place in Kimberley. “From who? With what money?”

She grunts. Can’t argue with poverty.

The door bangs open—no knocking, never knocking—and Anele sweeps in like she owns the place. Which, emotionally, she kind of does. My best friend, my sister-not-by-blood, my favorite person in this whole dusty armpit of a town. She’s wearing her Friday night outfit: denim shorts that her mother would faint over, a crop top showing her flat stomach, heels she can somehow walk in despite the unpaved roads.

“Molo, Mrs. G” (Hello, Mrs. G), she says, all sunshine and manners. See, that’s Anele’s genius—she can code-switch faster than I can blink. Church lady voice for Mrs. Gxoyiya, street voice for our friends, client voice for the truckers on the N1. Survival skill.

“Anele.” Mrs. Gxoyiya’s voice cools several degrees. She knows what Anele does for money. Knows and judges. But she nods, polite, because she’s a good Christian woman and good Christian women are always polite, even to prostitutes.

“Don’t wait up for me, T,” Anele says, collapsing into my second chair, checking her makeup in the mirror. “Busy night ahead.”

“It’s Friday,” I say. “It’s always busy.”

“Pension weekend next week. These guys are feeling generous already.” She adjusts her wig—a beautiful Brazilian weave I installed last month, one of my best works. “You coming to Mama Poppy’s tomorrow? Charlie’s organizing some kind of discussion thing. Youth empowerment or whatever.”

“Maybe.” I help Mrs. Gxoyiya to her feet, careful of her wet toenails. “Let me see how I feel.”

Mrs. Gxoyiya pays me—R50 for the pedicure, R20 tip that she pretends isn’t a tip, just the change she doesn’t want to carry. I take it with the same pretense. Our ritual.

“Stay safe, Anele,” she says on her way out, and I hear the genuine concern under the judgment. See? Complicated. People are always complicated.

“Soloku” (Always), Mama,” Anele calls back, and we both know it’s a lie. There’s no such thing as safe, not in what she does. Not in what I am.

After Mrs. Gxoyiya leaves, Anele spins the chair to face me. “You took your meds today?”

I hold up my water bottle in answer. ARVs at 2 PM every day, like clockwork. We found out we were both positive within a month of each other, six months ago. Bonded over it—the fear, the stigma, the clinic visits, the determination to not let it define us. We’re undetectable now. Science is fucking magic when you can access it.

“Kulungile” (Good). She checks her phone. “I should go. Meeting someone at seven.”

“Be careful.”

“Soloku” (Always), she says again, and kisses my cheek, leaving a lipstick mark I’ll wipe off later. Or maybe I’ll leave it. Proof someone loves me in this place.

After she leaves, I lock up, count the day’s earnings. R380. Not bad for a Friday. Enough for food, for electricity, for the small luxuries that make life bearable—nail polish, hair products, the good instant coffee.

I walk home through Nonzwakazi as the sun starts to set, painting the dust orange-gold. Even poverty looks beautiful in the right light. That’s the lie this place tells—that beauty makes the suffering worthwhile. I used to believe it. Some days I still do.

Past the spaza shops, past the churches (three on this block alone), past the shebeens starting to fill with Friday night drinkers. Past the men who stare and sometimes call me names and sometimes just look away, uncomfortable. Past the women who smile or don’t, depending. Past the children playing football with a ball made of plastic bags and string.

This is home. I chose it, this town where nobody knew me, where I could start over. Five years now. Five years of building something—my salon, my reputation, my precarious acceptance. Five years of being visible in a place that would prefer I wasn’t.

But you can’t unsee me. That’s the thing they never understand. I’m here. I’m queer. I’m not going anywhere.

At least, that’s what I tell myself.

I take the shortcut through Oranjeville on the way home—saves ten minutes, cuts between the Xhosa and Coloured sections. Neutral ground, more or less. The railway tracks run through here, massive steel rails catching the last light. Trains all day and all night, carrying goods to somewhere better. Somewhere else. Never stopping here.

That’s when I hear the shouting.

I should keep walking. I should mind my business. In a place like this, curiosity gets you killed. But I’m nosy, always have been, and the voices sound young. Scared.

I step into the shadow between two shacks, peeking around the corner.

Three men. One boy. The boy can’t be more than seventeen—I recognize him. Lunga. His mother gets her hair done at my salon sometimes. Skinny kid, always polite, called me “ousie” (sister) like I was his older sister. Sweet boy.

The men aren’t from here. I can tell by their clothes—too nice, too Cape Town. Prison tattoos on their arms. The 28s. Everyone knows the 28s. Cape Flats gang that’s been expanding into the Northern Cape, controlling the drug trade. You don’t fuck with the 28s. You don’t even look at them wrong.

“Nceda” (Please), Lunga is saying, hands up, backing away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know—”

“You stole from us.” The tallest one—gold teeth catching the dying light. “You think you can steal from us?”

“I was just—I needed—”

“What you need doesn’t matter.”

The shot is so sudden, so loud, I actually scream. Just a little sound, cut off fast, but loud enough.

Lunga drops. Just drops, like a puppet with cut strings. Blood pooling under him, black in the fading light.

And the tall one with the gold teeth turns. Looks right at me.

Our eyes meet. Two seconds. Three. Forever.

Then he smiles. I run.

—-
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My shack is a twenty-minute sprint from Oranjeville, but I make it in ten, lungs burning, heart trying to punch through my ribs. I slam the door—flimsy thing, wouldn’t stop a determined kick—and throw the bolt. Like that’ll help. Like anything will help.

I sink onto my mattress, which takes up most of the floor space in this place. One room. Corrugated iron walls. Plastic sheeting on the ceiling to keep the rain out, mostly. My clothes hanging on a wire strung corner to corner. My two pairs of shoes lined up neat by the door. My stack of magazines—Drum, True Love, one precious Vogue from three years ago. The poster of Beyoncé I salvaged from a bus shelter. The photo of my mother from before, when she still claimed me.

Home.

Nkosi yam” (My God). I press my palms to my eyes, trying to unsee it. Lunga’s face. The fear. The shot. The way he just—stopped.

The way that man looked at me. Like he was memorizing my face.

They saw me. Oh God, they saw me.

My phone buzzes. Anele.

A: You home safe?

My thumbs hover. Do I tell her? Do I drag her into this?

Me: Yeah. Home. You?

A: At the truck stop. Slow tonight. Might go to the tavern after.

A: You OK? You sound weird.

I can’t tell her by text. Can’t tell her at all, maybe. What good would it do?

Me: Just tired. Long day. Be safe.

A: Always am, darling. Love you.

Me: Love you too.

I set the phone down, stare at the ceiling. The plastic sheeting rustles in the wind that leaks through every gap in the walls. Outside, I hear the sounds of Friday night in Nonzwakazi—laughter, music, shouting, a baby crying, someone’s radio playing gospel, someone else’s playing house music, competing for dominance.

Normal. Everything’s normal.

Except Lunga’s dead. Shot in front of me. And the men who killed him know I saw.

I should go to the police. That’s what you’re supposed to do, right? Witness a murder, report it. Let justice happen.

But this is De Aar. Justice doesn’t happen here. Police take their time getting to township crimes. Sometimes they don’t come at all. And the 28s—everyone knows they own half the cops anyway. Turn in a gang member, you’re signing your own death warrant.

But Lunga’s mother. Zuki. She comes to my salon every month, gets her hair relaxed, always leaves me a little extra. Says I remind her of her son, my gentleness. She doesn’t mean it as an insult, I don’t think. She means I’m kind.

How do I look her in the face knowing I saw who killed her boy and said nothing?

Sleep doesn’t come. I lie there as the night sounds shift—the parties getting louder, then quieter, then just dogs barking and drunk men stumbling home. A train passes at 2 AM, right on schedule, rattling my walls. Another at 4 AM.

At 5 AM, I hear sirens. Police. Someone must have found Lunga’s body.

At 6 AM, I give up on sleep. Get up, wash my face with water from the bucket—no running water in the shacks, we use the communal tap. Brush my teeth. Take my ARVs with yesterday’s leftover tea, cold and bitter.

Look at myself in the small mirror propped on my shelf. My face looks the same. How is that possible? I watched a boy die and my face looks exactly the same.

Outside, Nonzwakazi is waking up. Saturday morning. The spaza shops opening. Women walking to the communal taps with buckets on their heads. Children already playing in the streets. Church bells from St. Mary’s starting the call to prayer.

I walk toward the noise I heard last night. Toward Oranjeville. Toward where Lunga died.

There’s a crowd already. Police tape fluttering in the morning wind. Two SAPS vehicles, their lights still flashing, useless. Captain Botha standing there with his notebook, looking tired. He always looks tired. Fifty-something Afrikaner who’s been in De Aar his whole life, seen everything, cares about nothing.

And Lunga’s mother. I hear her before I see her—that sound, that sound that mothers make when their children die. It’s not crying. It’s deeper than that. It’s the sound of the world ending.

She’s being held up by two other women, her legs not working right, her whole body shaking. “Nyana wam” (My son), she’s saying, over and over. “Nyana wam, nyana wam” (My son, my son).

The body’s already been covered with a sheet, but you can see the blood. So much blood, soaked into the dust, turning it rust-red.

I stand at the edge of the crowd, invisible. That’s another skill I’ve perfected—how to be invisible when I need to be. Funny, right? Spend all this time insisting people see me, and then I can just—disappear when it’s convenient.

“Hayi, hayi” (Oh no, oh no), the woman next to me is saying. “It’s the drugs. Always the drugs. These young boys, they think they can play with fire.”

“He was a good boy,” someone else says. “Trying to get clean.”

“That’s why they killed him. You don’t leave the game. They don’t let you leave.”

“Did anyone see anything?”

“Hayi” (No). “You know how it is. Nobody sees nothing. Not with the 28s.”

Captain Botha is talking to people, writing in his notebook. But I can see it in his body language—he’s going through the motions. He already knows nobody’s going to talk. Nobody ever talks.

He catches my eye across the crowd. Just for a second. Something flickers in his face—recognition, maybe. He knows me. Everyone knows me. The moffie (faggot) with the salon. But he looks away quickly. Not interested.

Zuki breaks free from the women holding her, falls to her knees by the sheet covering her son. “Bonani” (Look at this)! she screams at all of us, at God, at the universe. “Bonani ukuba benzeni umntwana wam!” (Look at what they did to my child!)

And I can’t. I can’t look. I turn away, pushing through the crowd, my throat tight, my eyes hot.

“T?” Someone touches my arm. Nomsa, from the spaza shop. Mrs. Gxoyiya’s friend. She’s wearing her church clothes, must be heading to early service. “You knew the boy?”

“His mother. She’s my client.”

Nomsa nods. “Yintlungu” (It’s pain). “These gangs. This poison. When will it end?”

“Never,” I say, and it comes out harsher than I meant. “It never ends.”

She looks at me strangely. “Are you all right?”

“Fine. I’m fine. I have to go.”

I walk away before she can ask anything else. But I can feel her eyes on my back.

—-
[image: ]


The salon feels different when I unlock it. Like the walls know. Like the mirrors can see the knowledge I’m carrying.

I don’t open for business. Can’t face clients today. Can’t make small talk and do hair and pretend everything’s normal when a boy is dead and I know who killed him.

I sit in my chair, spinning slowly, staring at nothing.

My phone rings. Anele.

“Did you hear?” Her voice is rough—no sleep, or maybe crying.

“Ewe” (Yes).

“Lunga. Nkosi yam” (My God), T. He was just a kid.”

“I know.”

“They’re saying it was the 28s. That he stole from them. But you know how it is—everyone says everything, nobody knows nothing for sure.”

I say nothing.

“T? You there?”

“I’m here.”

“You sound weird. What’s wrong?”

Everything. Everything is wrong. I witnessed a murder and I’m too afraid to say anything and that makes me complicit, doesn’t it? Makes me part of the machine that crushes people like Lunga.

“Just tired. Rough night.”

“You want me to come over?”

“Hayi” (No). “I’m okay. Just need to be alone for a bit.”

“All right. But I’m checking on you later. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

After she hangs up, I sit there for another hour. Maybe two. The sun climbs higher. The heat builds. The salon becomes an oven.

Finally, I stand up. Lock the door behind me. Walk to the police station.

—-
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The De Aar police station is a squat concrete building that looks like it was designed to crush hope. Bars on every window. Peeling paint. A sign out front that says “SAPS: Serve and Protect” in three languages, but the English is half-scraped off and nobody’s bothered to fix it.

Inside, it smells like old coffee and resignation. The woman at the desk—Constable Nkomo, I’ve seen her around—looks up from her paperwork.

“Ndingakunceda?” (Can I help you?)”

I need to speak to Captain Botha.”

She looks me up and down, and I see it in her face—the quick assessment, the categorization. Moffie (faggot). But she’s professional. “About what?”

“The murder. The boy from last night. Lunga.”

Her eyes sharpen. “Uyazi into ethile?” (You know something?)

“I need to speak to Captain Botha.”

She studies me for another moment, then picks up the phone. Murmurs something in Xhosa. Hangs up. “He’ll be right out.”

I stand there, trying not to fidget, trying not to bolt. Every second, I’m thinking: This is stupid. This will get you killed. Walk away. Walk away now.

But I see Lunga’s face. His mother’s grief. And I stay.

Captain Botha emerges from the back, coffee cup in hand, looking like he hasn’t slept. Up close, he’s even more worn out than I thought—red-rimmed eyes, gray stubble, the sour smell of too many cigarettes.

“Jy’s die haarkapper” (You’re the hairdresser), he says in Afrikaans. Not unkind, but not warm either. Just stating a fact.

“Itiseng Mthembu. Yes.”

“Come.” He gestures to an interview room.

It’s a small room with a metal table bolted to the floor, three chairs, and a camera in the corner that may or may not work. He closes the door, sits down heavily, waves at me to sit.

“Wat weet jy?” (What do you know?)

I take a breath. This is it. The moment. After this, there’s no going back.

“I saw who killed Lunga Zuki.”

Botha goes very still. Sets down his coffee cup carefully. “You witnessed the murder?”

“Ewe” (Yes).

“Last night? In Oranjeville?”

“Ewe” (Yes).

“Jirre” (Jesus). He runs his hand over his face. “Tell me everything.”

So I do. The words come easier than I expected. Maybe because I’ve been repeating them in my head for two days, rehearsing, making sure I don’t forget.

“I was walking home through Oranjeville. Taking the shortcut by the tracks.”

Botha’s pen scratches across the paper. The sound fills the small room.

“I heard shouting. Xhosa. A young voice, scared.” My throat tightens. I swallow, push through. “I looked. Three men. One boy. The boy was Lunga—I recognized him. His mother gets her hair done at my salon.”

I close my eyes and I’m there again. The smell of diesel from the tracks. The way the evening light caught the dust in the air, made everything look orange and soft. Beautiful, almost.

And then the violence.

“The tall one—the one with gold teeth—he said, ‘You stole from us.’ Lunga was backing away. Hands up. Begging. ‘Nceda, nceda’ (Please, please). He was crying.”

My hands are shaking. I press them flat on my thighs, feel the coarse denim, the heat of my palms.

“And then—then the tall one shot him. Just—” I make the gesture, pointing my finger like a gun. “One shot. Lunga fell. So much blood. Black in that light. Spreading.”

The scratch of Botha’s pen stops. The silence is enormous.

“The tall one turned. Looked right at me. Gold teeth catching the light. He smiled. And I—I ran. I just ran.”

Botha sets down his pen with deliberate care. Looks at me with something that might be respect or might be pity.

“That took courage,” he says quietly. “Coming here. Telling me this.”

Did it? I don’t feel brave. I feel terrified. I feel like I’ve just signed my own death warrant.

But I’m here. I said it. It’s on the record now.

That has to count for something.

When I finish, he sits back, looks at me for a long time.

“You know what you’re doing here?”

“Telling the truth.”

“Jy gaan jouself doodmaak” (You’re going to get yourself killed). He says it flat, matter-of-fact. Not trying to scare me. Just stating reality. “The 28s don’t forgive witnesses.”

“I know.”

“So why are you here?”

Good question. Why am I here? Pride? Stupidity? Some misguided sense of justice?

Or maybe just because I’m tired. Tired of being afraid. Tired of everyone being afraid. Tired of watching this place eat its children and nobody doing anything about it.

“Because someone should say something,” I finally answer. “And nobody else will.”

Botha sighs. Long and deep. The sigh of a man who’s seen this movie before and knows how it ends.

“All right. I’ll need a formal statement. You’ll have to identify the men if we find them—though we both know how likely that is. And you need to understand—I can’t protect you. We don’t have the resources, and even if we did...”

He trails off, but I understand. Even if they could protect me, they probably wouldn’t. Not for someone like me.

“I understand.”

“Jy’s mal” (You’re crazy), he says, but there’s something that might be respect in his eyes. “Mal of dapper. Ek het nog nie uitgevind nie” (Crazy or brave. I haven’t figured out which yet).

We spend the next two hours going through everything again. He has me describe the men in detail—height, build, tattoos, clothes. I tell him about the gold teeth, the prison ink, the Cape Town
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