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About the Author

Sitting lonely on top of the beautiful blue and mist-covered peak of the Drakensberg Mountain Range, admiring the view, Ncwati looked down the mountain and saw students at the boarding school; some were singing, some were talking.

A voice came from nowhere: “If you cannot sing or talk, then write.”

“What must I write?” he asked, and no one answered as mist was approaching from the mountain peak called Mont-aux-Sources.

Going back to school, his journey of writing began and continued through the years, yielding four broadcast stories through the national radio and four books in an African language, winning literary awards twice in 1996 and 1997.
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Chapter 1

People change, things go wrong, but life goes on. Remember what you had, love what you have, learn from mistakes, but never forget your roots. Always forgive on this journey called life.

These days, the places, people, animals, and even the atmosphere are not what they used to be. That’s just how life is today. Life is what you make it, my friend.

The wind blew, creating circular, tornado-like whirlwinds in the streets of Evaton Township. Evaton, situated in the Gauteng region, is a forgotten township in the Vaal Triangle under the Sedibeng Municipality. Though it has stood for many years, it remains overlooked today.

Evaton used to be a respected centre of education, cared for by both its residents and the local municipality. Today, the entire place is neglected. Some of the mud-built houses—last renovated by the elders—are now dilapidated. Worse still, modern townships like Sebokeng, erected around Evaton, have lowered its perceived value. Though the municipality attempted to renovate and build modern homes, progress was slow because landlords continued collecting monthly rent from tenants.

A small, dusty whirlwind kicked up in the middle of Evaton Road, weaving from side to side, sweeping up discarded papers and hanging laundry while rattling windowpanes. The dark vortex rose like a pillar straight into the sky before veering directly into one of the decaying mud houses, where it finally dissipated.

As the wind damaged the structure, two figures came running out of the collapsing house. Almost instantly, the chaotic weather settled back to normal as if nothing had happened. The wind died down, leaving a cool, pleasant afternoon.

The two figures were soon identifiable once the dust cleared: a well-known older man named Welile, and a young boy named Regret.

Before the wind disturbed them, they had been busy repairing the old man’s trolley. Instead of panicking over his collapsing home, Welile was far more concerned with fixing his cart. As soon as the final piece was secured, his face lit up with a warm smile.

Welile had rolled up the right sleeve of his long-sleeved shirt to work. He extended a thick, calloused arm to shake Regret’s hand, thanking him warmly.

“Thank you very much, young man! If it wasn’t for you, I would be stuck tomorrow.” He looked proudly at his trolley. “This is my company and my boss. This trolley puts food on my table and pays all my debts. Without it, I am finished!”

Holding Regret by the shoulders with his strong right hand, Welile pulled him into an affectionate hug, fondling his hair like one would a small child. “You are my man, young guy!”

Regret was taken aback by the old man’s overwhelming gratitude. Welile rubbed his back with tender care, and Regret, moved despite himself, quickly wiped his eyes before tears could show. To him, helping had just been a small gesture; he hadn’t expected praise or intense gratitude.

Still, Regret couldn’t help but glance worryingly at the ruined house. “Mr. Welile, you do great things for the children of this township,” Regret said softly. “You did it for us when we were in kindergarten, too. We still see kids running after you every day while you sing and dance with them. Look—over at the playground, they’re playing your songs right now! Look how many empty cans they’ve collected just to dance with you.”

Children were indeed running and playing nearby. Regret looked back at the fallen mud house—a structure that looked as though it hadn’t been maintained since Welile’s parents were alive. Regret wondered how anyone could live in a place that resembled a pigsty.

Regret came from a wealthy family and was accustomed to looking down on those less fortunate. He was naturally contemptuous, though skilled at pretending otherwise when he needed a favour. He judged people by their clothes rather than their character.

In truth, Regret hadn’t intended to visit Welile. He had simply been caught in the sudden storm and ran into the yard seeking cover from the heavy wind and dust.

Looking down at the old man, Regret asked, “I can’t believe you live here, Mr. Welile. Is this really your house?”

Welile smiled proudly. “This is where I live. My parents left this house to me before they passed. Why do you ask? Do you like it, son? Over my dead body will I ever give away my parents’ estate. This house is all I inherited.”

Welile was genuinely content with what his parents had left him and what he had built for himself.

Regret looked away, whispering under his breath, Thank God I’m not part of this family. Over my dead body would my soul rest in such a filthy place. If they were my parents, they should have taken it with them to the afterlife. He felt a surge of irritation.

Welile, meanwhile, began loading his collected items into the trolley’s metal cage. He was a scrap collector who had never asked for hand-outs in his life. Collecting empty cans and bottles was his daily work. He covered every corner of Evaton—street to street, taxi ranks, dumpsites, and shopping centres—sometimes walking as far as town while pulling his custom trolley.

The trolley even featured a hand-painted registration plate: #NONE-GP. It was fully equipped for safety: big red reflectors served as taillights on the rear corners, yellow reflectors functioned as indicators, and a large chevron was mounted across the tailgate. Most local drivers and truckers recognized Welile; they would honk, wave, or occasionally toss spare change his way. Sometimes he stacked scrap so high he couldn’t see behind him, but he firmly believed that a person should live by the sweat of their own brow.

In winter, it was painful to see him trembling along frozen streets in worn-out shoes. In the rainy season, he draped himself in salvaged plastic to stay dry. Yet, through it all, his trolley was kept spotless and serviced monthly.

Regret remained agitated, his body tense with annoyance. “Old man, I can’t believe you’re proud of staying in a mud house, especially today. Why don’t you renovate it? Don’t you see times have changed? You’re lowering the value of the neighbourhood.”

Welile laughed gently. “What is your name, son?”

“Regret. My name is Regret.”

Welile stepped closer, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder and looking deeply into his eyes. Regret tensed, suddenly worried he had crossed a line, half-expecting a physical blow. He could feel the warm air from the old man’s breath as Welile surveyed Regret’s expensive shoes and clothing.

“Your name says it all,” Welile said softly. “If your parents had left you something like this, you would have regretted being part of the family because you wouldn’t accept their status. I can see you come from money. Tell me, who bought these clothes for you?”

Regret lowered his eyes, realizing his disrespect. “My parents bought them,” he answered hesitantly.

Welile turned back to his work, packing cans into the cage. “You see, young man, I am reaping what I sow. I made mistakes in my youth. My parents sent me to school, but I was unhappy because my friends had lunch money I couldn’t afford. I grew up poor, but I persevered.

“I am who I am today despite the burdens I carried. My parents once brought an old man named Monkeyhand to guide me, but I refused his help back then. Tell me, are you a student? I see you carrying books everywhere you go.”

Regret adjusted his tone, sensing something profound in the old man’s gaze. Still, he felt out of place standing in such a rundown yard, nervously checking to make sure no one from his social circle saw him talking to a poor scrap collector.

“No,” Regret replied carefully. “I’m at the university. I’m doing research on Evaton.”

Welile paused, chuckling. “You’re doing research on people like me? Ha! How can a rich young man like you come to ask questions of a beggar? Are you really going to ask a poor man to tell you his story?”

Before Regret could answer, Welile pointed toward the other side of the yard, showing him a large concrete foundation. “That is where I am building my new house,” he said proudly.

The house plan was extensive and modern—a structure that neighbours felt belonged in an upmarket suburb rather than the township.

Regret looked at the foundation sceptically. “What kind of house are you trying to build here, Welile?”

“It’s not just a house, my boy—it’s a mansion!” Welile replied warmly. “Why shouldn’t a township have beautiful things? Who says townships are only meant for poverty? Times are changing, young man. Building this will motivate others to take pride in their homes and environment.”

Welile explained his vision: once the mansion was complete, the original mud house wouldn’t be destroyed. Instead, he planned to convert it into a family museum and prayer house. The walls would feature painted portraits of his family tree, and the interior would store historical records and ancestral artifacts—from three-legged iron pots to old phonographs.

“That house will remind future generations to pray and give thanks,” Welile said quietly. “My parents weren’t perfect, but they taught me to pray to the Almighty. I must pray for their souls and for my own forgiveness. Their history matters. The genealogy of my ancestors belongs here. Evaton is my home, and this house is my altar.”

For the first time, Regret saw tears in the old man’s eyes. Within moments, however, Welile regained his cheerful demeanour.

Regret considered the idea. He recognized the value of preserving family history—much like the genealogies recorded in ancient texts. Still, his pragmatic side took over.

“I like the concept, old man,” Regret said. “The problem is how you’re funding it. Collecting cans and bottles will take forever.”

Welile instantly caught the condescension in Regret’s voice. He knew wealthy people often assumed financial superiority gave them the final say. But Welile wanted to complete the project through his own hard work, free from obligations or patronizing handouts.

“Tell me,” Regret pressed, frustrated by Welile’s independence, “where will you even get your family’s history written down? Hiring writers and researchers costs real money.”

Welile broke into a long, rich laugh.

“Did I say something funny?” Regret asked, his anger rising. He hated feeling dismissed by someone he viewed as beneath him.

Welile stopped laughing and held out his gloved hands, palms up. “What are these, young man?”

Regret stared at the work gloves. “Your… hands, sir?”

“These hands are meant to work,” Welile said, dropping them to his side. “They aren’t for decoration. I can work, and I can write. The education I have is enough for this task. As for history—I know the story of my family, and I know the history of this township.”

Regret remained sceptical. He couldn’t bring himself to believe an uneducated scrap collector knew genuine history.

“Knowing the history of Evaton?” Regret scoffed. “What qualifications do you have? You don’t own a car, a bicycle, a TV, or even a newspaper. All you have in this yard is a pile of trash attracting rats! You can’t tell me things that even highly educated people here don’t know.”

Welile laughed so hard he dropped to the ground, rolling slightly as tears streamed down his face.

“Why are you making me laugh like this?” Welile gasped, sitting up and wiping his face. “You know why those ‘certificated’ people can’t give you the full story? Because they care more about status than knowledge. An educated person shares wisdom and keeps learning from everyone—including the illiterate. A certified person just hangs diplomas on the wall and looks down on others. They don’t do real field research.”

Regret shifted uncomfortably, feeling exposed. His family was prominent and wealthy, yet he felt strangely outmanoeuvred by Welile’s simple logic.

“I’m researching this township because it produced great minds, yet so little is recorded,” Regret admitted in a quieter voice. “People call Evaton a goldmine, but everywhere I look, there’s poverty and decay.”

Welile grew silent. He turned away for a moment, then looked back at his damaged roof. “Help me prop up these roof sheets against the wall,” he said quietly. “I need a dry place to sleep tonight.”

Together, they angled the fallen metal plates against the standing wall to form a temporary shelter.

Once finished, Welile turned to Regret, his tone shifting to deep seriousness. “Evaton was a goldmine, and in many ways, it still is. But those who extracted its wealth took it away to enrich big cities, leaving behind empty holes and decaying structures. Education was the true gold. Doctors, attorneys, and scientists learned their craft right here. Yet the township remains undeveloped. There should be museums here celebrating those icons so our youth know greatness can come from home.”

Welile’s expression darkened, the laughter completely gone.

“In this forgotten township,” Welile murmured, taking a slow breath, “there was once a young man named None. None the hated, None the ignored, None the hero of Evaton—and the enemy of his own kin.”

Regret froze. During his months of research, he had heard scattered, conflicting rumours about a figure named None, but nothing cohesive. He hated seeing local figures forgotten by history, and he secretly hoped that writing None’s true story would secure his own reputation as a writer.

“Which None are you talking about?” Regret asked guardedly. “If it’s the attorney people mention, most of those stories are myths.”

Welile looked toward the direction of Frederick Street and the old Matiking dumping site—now Mafatsana Park. “A wise man named Monkeyhand told me the truth about None. None grew up right at the dumping site. I used to cry because I was born poor, but None never blamed anyone. He started from nothing at Matiking and built a legacy. God gave us all brains to use, yet so many choose to let others think for them.”

Tears streamed down Welile’s face once more.

Regret grew agitated. “None grew up at a dump? Who told you that—Monkeyhand? Where is he? He’s lying! Tell me where Monkeyhand lives so I can ask him myself.”

Welile buried his face in his hands, trembling. “It’s my fault… I should have protected Monkeyhand. I failed him. Monkeyhand, please forgive me!”

Regret stepped back, genuine fear washing over him. The old man sounded distraught, almost unhinged. If this old man feels guilty about Monkeyhand’s death, Regret thought nervously, what else is he hiding? He might be dangerous.

“I need to go,” Regret muttered aloud, backing out of the yard. “I’ll get Atrocious to look into this. He’ll find out what really happened.”

Regret hurried down the dusty street, leaving Welile alone in the quiet yard.

Welile sat by his trolley, watching the dust settle. “No one can know the full truth about None, Monkeyhand, or Welile just yet,” he whispered to himself. “The secret must stay hidden until the right time. Regret has a role to play, even if he doesn’t see it yet. One day, the poor and orphaned children will read None’s story and know that their circumstances do not define their future.”

Taking a deep sigh, the old man wiped his face and returned to his work.





Chapter 2

It was still dark the following morning when Regret and Atrocious arrived at Welile’s house, a few hours before sunrise. Birds were singing, praising and thanking the Almighty for protecting them through the night.

Suddenly, the birds stopped singing and scattered to a nearby tree. The two boys realized something must have startled them—someone was coming. They wondered who could be up so early, especially on a public holiday when most people slept in.

With Atrocious by his side, Regret felt safe. He suspected it might be a thief trying to rob Welile’s scrap money, but if so, the robber had chosen the wrong day. Atrocious was short-tempered and rough. He believed problems were solved through fighting, and whoever won was in control. Yet, despite his tough reputation, the township respected him; he kept himself neat and never looked for trouble without reason. He despised people who started unnecessary fights or tried to cover up their wrongdoing.

Standing outside after receiving no answer to their knock, Atrocious grumbled, “Regret, is anyone actually living here? He’d better spill the beans quickly, or I’ll force the truth out of him about where he buried Monkeyhand and None. Look at this place—it’s terrible. No wonder he’s so miserable; he’s haunted by the secrets he’s keeping. This man is a serial killer!”

Atrocious’s eyes burned with anger, his dark face growing even darker as his temper flared.

Regret whispered quickly, “Don’t talk so loud! Someone is coming from behind. That’s why I brought you, my friend. I knew you were the only one who could straighten out a crook like Welile. Be quiet—he’s getting closer.”

They fell silent. Atrocious tensed, ready to attack.

The morning air was chilly. As they turned toward the door again, a voice called out from behind them.

“Who’s knocking at my door so early in the morning? Ha-ha-ha! Young man, is that you?” Welile asked, chuckling. “I knew you’d come back! I woke up early to chop wood and start a fire. A man has to make food before he goes to work—can’t live without food! Money is scarce, young man. I can’t afford electricity, but thankfully the Almighty gave me hands to make a fire.”

Both boys stared in surprise. Welile raised his hands, and they noticed one of them was covered in dried blood. To Atrocious and Regret, this was the final proof they needed: Welile had blood on his hands. Atrocious clenched his fists, waiting for the old man to make one wrong move.

Welile’s eyes were misty with tears as he looked at them. “Who did you bring with you, young man? What is your friend’s name?”

“Atrocious. His name is Atrocious, sir,” Regret answered.

Welile studied Atrocious in the fading darkness, reading the fierce determination in the boy’s shining eyes. He could see that Atrocious was not only hot-headed, but brave and ready for a fight.

Welile set his bundle of wood down, his gaze fixed on Atrocious. “You have a harsh name, young man—a very harsh name! I hope it’s just your name and not your heart. I assume your friend told you mine, so I won’t repeat myself.”

Atrocious held his gaze. “He did,” he replied bluntly.

Welile started the fire, brewed tea, and served sliced bread on a single shared plate. Regret and Atrocious looked from the plate to the shabby house.

Reading Regret’s hesitation, Atrocious spoke up first. “Thanks, but I’m not hungry.”

Regret stayed quiet. In truth, neither of them wanted to eat food prepared in such unhygienic conditions. Regret felt annoyed that Atrocious had refused, leaving him in an awkward position.

Welile noticed their hesitation but ignored it. Taking a sip of his tea while watching the sun rise, he asked, “Regret, do you see any dogs around here?”

“No, sir. I’ve never seen a dog here. Why do you ask?”

“I thought so,” the old man said calmly. “I don’t keep a dog. If I had one, I’d give it the leftovers. So, who does your friend think is going to eat the food I prepared for him? He had better eat it, or both of you can leave. I work hard for my food and I won’t waste it.”

Atrocious simmered with frustration, but he ultimately gave in, eating the bread and drinking the tea.

While they slowly finished, Welile washed his eating utensils. He then stepped inside the dilapidated house to grab his work bag.

While his back was turned, Atrocious whispered urgently to Regret, “Get straight to the point. Don’t waste time—you can see he’s getting ready to leave. Make it quick, because I want to teach this old man a lesson. The truth comes out today!”

Welile re-emerged carrying his bag, his blood-stained hand still bare and unbothered.

Regret took his chance. “Old man, I came here to write about None’s life. Will you please tell us who None was? How did he grow up, and where is he now? If he passed away, where was he buried?” Regret glanced at Atrocious to make sure the question satisfied him.

Welile loaded his bag into his trolley. “I don’t know who None was. I have never seen him, and I don’t know where he is. As I told you yesterday, the story of None was passed down to me by an old man named Monkeyhand.”

Welile glanced at Atrocious, and Regret could sense the friction between them. He wondered if Atrocious’s presence was making the old man reluctant to talk.

Atrocious snapped under his breath, “Here we go again! Regret, why did you bring me here?”

“Wait a minute, my friend. Give him a chance,” Regret pleaded softly.

Welile pulled up a wooden chair, laughing softly as he looked at Atrocious. “The story of None was told to me by Monkeyhand. They called him Monkeyhand because his body was covered in thick hair, and his large palms were covered with hair on the back. Everyone has body hair, but his was far beyond normal.”

Atrocious grew more impatient. He leaned in to whisper in Regret’s ear, “Tell him to talk about None! We came for None, not these random stories! This old man is stalling. Give him a slap between the eyes to wake him up. Like it or not, he’s going to tell us the truth.”

Welile continued smoothly, ignoring the whispering. “Monkeyhand had a hunchback, and his long, hairy fingers looked like a primate’s hands. Most people in the township dismissed him as mentally disabled, but he was actually highly educated. He predicted that people from all over would flock to our country and cause overpopulation. He urged children to stay in school, calling education the ultimate key. Monkeyhand always said the smartest way to defeat an enemy was with a pen and paper. He constantly pleaded with the youth to read.”

The boys shifted uncomfortably, annoyed by another tangent.

“Monkeyhand told me that None grew up at the Matiking dump,” Welile added.

“Matiking?!” both boys blurted out together.

To them, it was impossible for a respected attorney like None to have come from a garbage dump.

“This old man is telling fairy tales,” Atrocious muttered scornfully. “A man of None’s caliber couldn’t come from a place like that. None was a successful lawyer!”

“He was wealthy like us,” Regret chimed in, pulling out a cloth to polish his expensive shoes. Regret had been raised to believe that success was a product of high social status and lineage.

“Just because None became a lawyer doesn’t mean he was born rich,” Welile observed quietly. “Champions aren’t always born in comfort—they often come from dusty, dilapidated places. They view poverty as an enemy and fight it fiercely because they refuse to go hungry again. They develop a hunger for success that drives them past every obstacle.”

Atrocious ignored the lesson, leaning toward Regret. “He’s lying. He’s an old murderer, and I’m wasting my time. I’m going to shut him up right now.”

Atrocious started to stand, but Regret grabbed his arm and pulled him back down.

Noticing Atrocious’s hostility, Welile remarked, “Regret, your friend seems very angry. His face is locked in a frown, showing no patience. Maybe I should just leave for work. His name certainly fits him.”

As the old man prepared to rise, Regret begged, “Please, don’t go, sir! Continue.”

Welile paused, settling back into his seat. “Among the people living at Matiking back then were a man named Ronnie Fikile Magagamela and a woman named Pamela. They lived together in a shelter made of cardboard and plastic. Ronnie was older, but he acted like a reckless young man—always chasing women and spending time in taverns.”

Atrocious threw his hands up. “What did I tell you? Now he’s going on about Ronnie and Pamela! I’m tired of these side stories. I’m leaving.”

He stood up, heading for the gate. Regret knew he couldn’t stop him this time. But before Atrocious reached the street, Welile’s voice rang out behind him:

“Those two people were the ones who found baby None abandoned inside an oil drum at Matiking.”

Regret gasped. “What?! None was found in a trash drum?!”

Atrocious stopped in his tracks and walked slowly back, sitting down once more to listen.

“Ronnie noticed swarms of flies around the drum,” Welile explained, his voice softening with emotion. “He went over to check and heard a baby crying inside. The infant was kicking and crying for help.” Tears welled in Welile’s eyes, as if he were re-living the moment himself. Even Atrocious felt a prick of guilt seeing the old man’s raw sorrow.

“Ronnie and Pamela took the child in,” Welile continued. “Matiking became his home, and Ronnie named him None.”

Atrocious frowned. “Why didn’t they take him to an orphanage? What kind of people raise a baby at a dump site?”

Welile wiped a tear from his cheek. “Pamela questioned the name, too.” She asked Ronnie, “Why not call him Gift? What kind of name is None? It makes no sense.”

“Ronnie told her, ‘In Sesotho, None refers to a blesbok (African animal), but in Afrikaans, it means nothing. His biological parents wanted none of their family to know about him. His mother wished none of his future existed, and his father abandoned him when he was needed most. Neither parent wanted responsibility. So, he will carry the name None to represent the curse of being unwanted.’

“‘Pamela,’ Ronnie said, ‘I have abandoned every child I ever fathered. Let this boy be the one child I raise to atone for my past. Wealth doesn’t bring a family happiness; I learned that the hard way. I spent my life chasing women and luxury, but it brought me no peace. Raising this child is my last chance to do something right.’”

Welile continued, “Pamela had her own painful history. Her husband had cast her out because she couldn’t have children, and people in the township mocked her. But she was terrified of raising a child in a dump. Worse still, the baby’s left arm had been severely crushed and had to be amputated at the hospital.”

Regret gasped. “Amputated?”

“Pamela panicked,” Welile said. “One day when the dump was busy with trucks, she tried to smother the child to end his suffering.”

“She tried to kill him?!” Atrocious interjected furiously. “Why didn’t Ronnie stop her? Why didn’t you step in?!”

Welile glared at Atrocious. “How could I stop someone years before I was even born, boy? Use your head.”

Atrocious flushed. “Sorry…”

“Ronnie caught her just in time,” Welile said. “He saw her hands around the baby’s neck and stopped her. He forced her to bring the child outside, shouting, ‘He is not just a dump baby—he is a survivor! The people of Matiking need him!’ Ronnie held the baby up, praising him in front of the community, and the residents bowed before the child as a symbol of hope.”

“Did they really bow down to him?” Regret asked quietly.

“They did,” Welile said. “To them, he represented resilience. The community agreed that fifty percent of all scrap money collected each day would be set aside for None’s education. Because of his amputated arm, he couldn’t do manual labour like the rest. They knew he had to use his mind.”

Atrocious’s eyes welled with angry tears. “Welile, why did you keep this a secret? Why did a little child have to suffer like that? It’s not fair! Did he die in the end? Why didn’t anyone put Pamela in jail?”

Welile slammed his hand on the armrest. “Did I ever say the boy died?!”

The room went dead silent.

“Stop jumping to conclusions!” Welile reprimanded them sharply. “I am telling you the story as it was told to me by Monkeyhand. How could he die as a baby and grow up to become an attorney? Use your ears and listen!”

The boys lowered their heads in embarrassment.

After a long silence, Atrocious asked softly, “Old man… why did you hold onto this history for so long without sharing it?”

Welile stood up and looked out toward the river. “Atrocious, if you want to catch a hare, what kind of dog do you use?”

“A greyhound,” Regret offered.

Welile turned around slowly. “Right. But I am a bull terrier. I don’t run fast like a greyhound, but I strike at the right time. Now is the right time for you to learn this story.”

Welile walked over to a basin and began rinsing his bloody hand. “Don’t just stand there staring. Help me unwrap these gloves and clean this up. I cut my hand deep while chopping firewood this morning.”

The two boys exchanged embarrassed glances. The blood they assumed belonged to a murder victim was simply from a firewood accident.

Atrocious quickly helped peel off the soaked gloves, while Regret ran to the local shop to buy antiseptic and bandages. Within minutes, they had cleaned and dressed the deep gash.

“Why didn’t you tell us you were hurt, old man?” Atrocious asked gently.

“You didn’t give me a chance,” Welile replied with a faint smile. “You were too busy demanding answers.”

Welile looked at both of them as the sun fully rose over the yard. “Make sure this story stays alive for the next generation. Material wealth can be lost, but a wise, focused mind is a gift from the Almighty. True wealth is built inside you. I may not have money, but I am here to prove that coming from poverty doesn’t mean you are cursed.”

The two boys stood in thoughtful silence. For the first time, their suspicion and hostility toward the old man began to melt away—though in the back of their minds, the mystery of what happened to Monkeyhand still remained.





Chapter 3

The following morning, Atrocious and Regret waited outside Welile’s house after knocking without any response. The mistrust grew inside them. With Welile’s disappearance, they knew now that they had him under their belt. He didn’t expect them, so he was out on his mission. Atrocious, the cruel one, wanted to force himself inside the house—which was covered with corrugated plates—to see if it was empty. He ultimately realised that the door wasn’t locked.

The door kept slamming whenever the wind blew; there was no need to force it open. From outside, one could see what was inside the house. The hinges were hanging, and the door was falling apart. Regret advised Atrocious not to break the door, warning that by doing so they would be breaking the law. They needed to call the police to assist them if Welile didn’t show up.

The absurd way Welile told them Monkeyhand had disappeared convinced them that he was the murderer. They were sceptical about the injury to Welile’s hand. To them, a killer remains a killer, and Welile was one of the serial killers in Evaton.

Atrocious, the mad one, told Regret that Welile’s stories must not divert them; they had to stick to what they came for: to dig the truth out of him. They waited aggressively, ready to strike if Welile put them in a trap. Then, speak of the devil, there he was, pulling a trolley full of empty cans.

Moving side by side, blown by a heavy, cold wind, Welile was trying to balance the trolley so it wouldn’t roll over. The trolley was packed so high that Welile couldn’t even see over it from behind.

Regret and Atrocious looked at each other in big surprise before going to assist the old man, astonished to see the heavy load he was pulling while trying to shield his face from the thick dust.

The boys knew that Welile was a can collector, but they didn’t know that he used to collect them during the night as well. Without a doubt, they figured out that he had gathered them from the local nightclubs. After offloading the cans, the boys looked as if they had never been tidy in their lives. Most of all, they stank like real drunkards. Seeing that they had finished offloading, the old man left the two boys and went inside the house.

“Atrocious, my friend, this is the first time in my life I have ever begged someone for something I need. I am desperate for this story, and now I have to beg a beggar. Everyone in this township respects our family, and because of that, everyone respects me. I hate to bow at someone’s feet. I hate myself,” Regret said furiously.

Atrocious answered, still staring at the door where Welile had gone inside: “You know what your problem is, my friend? You think that you are a super God. You must learn to keep your capital to yourself. You don’t have to brag and show the whole world that you are rich. Why do you worry about your well-being? All we are here for is to make this old man spit out the truth. My main concern is the truth.”

Atrocious let out a sigh. “I think maybe we must tie him tight and choke him using a car battery till the truth comes out. Or maybe…”

Regret interrupted. “What, are you mad? Can’t you see this old man is practically dead already? What if you choke him and he dies?” Regret asked. “You need to come up with a better plan than that. I want the truth, Regret, nothing but the truth. This old man must let the cat out of the bag.”

Atrocious was angry to the point of shaking. Regret knew that when Atrocious was this furious, no one could stop him. He knew that if Welile didn’t cough up the truth, his body would end up at the mortuary, if not the hospital. Regret was lost in deep thought, trying to figure out how to repair the damage Atrocious was about to cause.

“Maybe Atrocious is right; this old man needs to be taught a lesson. I am stinking like a vagabond because of this liar! Look how filthy I am—”

At that moment, the door opened. Welile came out with a basin full of warm water and soap for the boys to wash their hands before eating.

Welile came close to the boys and greeted them, looking them straight in the eye. He was reading the truth out of their minds like a scanner, examining what they were thinking. Though the boys were plotting something, they had earlier been surprised to see the old man using the very same bandaged hand that had been injured. Without wasting any time, Atrocious confronted Welile aggressively.

“Old man, I want to know why they did not look after the baby’s life. He was supposed to be taken to the orphanage; why did Ronnie refuse?”

The old man looked at Atrocious fearlessly. Instead of answering him, he diverted the topic. “Well, well, well, you need to clean up the mess on your hands, boys! By the way, thanks for your assistance. What would I have done without your help?”

Once the boys’ hands were cleaned and the dust from the cans was brushed off their clothes, Welile carried on with his story.

“On the eastern side of Zone 7, there is a railway line running from Johannesburg to Vereeniging. Before you cross the bridge erected over the railway lines to a place called De-Deur, you pass a railway station on the right-hand side called Residensia. The white settlement was next to the station, and their whole area was named after it.

“Both were settlements for white people, and the township was separated by an open field with Sebe Street crossing through. Places erected later became part of Evaton as the area grew bigger and people flocked in from all over the country. Though there was racial segregation, some white children used to play with African children from Evaton.

“Among the white children, there was one girl named Rita Mareyke Wessels. Rita was so fond of the African children that she played with them constantly and eventually became part of their group. When it came to speaking African languages, one couldn’t differentiate between her and the local children. The girl was only seventeen years and three and a half months old, and she was proud to feel African.

“Most white people never liked Rita because she was seen as semi-black. Rita knew how to play all sorts of games African children played. She was later given the African nickname Mankokone. She was very young, but she liked to be treated like a lady or an older girl. Since African children had many games and customs, there was a specific type of locust young girls would ask boys to catch for them.

“Once the locust was caught, it would spit out a dark green liquid to protect itself. That locust is called Mankokone—the sucking locust—and that is how the girl got her nickname. What middle-aged girls used to do when they wanted their breasts to grow was take that locust and place it on their nipples. The locust would tickle both breasts as it fought to be free.

“The locust would scratch the breast with its feet, tickling the girl, and spit the liquid so the girl would let it go. The girl would then rub the liquid over her breasts, hoping they would grow.

“Because the breasts had been tickled, the girls would keep scratching and rubbing them for some time until they started swelling, which gave them the impression that their breasts were growing. Naturally, because of their age, their breasts were already growing anyway, but in those days, the girls believed it was because of the locusts.”

Welile merely looked at the angry boys before carrying on with his story. Atrocious blew a gasket.

“Listen here, old man, we don’t have time to listen to your fairy tale about Mankokone, Residensia, and the segregation of people! We have read about that; we know everything. African games and customs are our heritage—we are Africans, we know them. Now cut your story short and get your facts together!”

Regret tried to stop Atrocious and encourage him to show the old man respect, but he was too late.

“Atrocious, where are your manners? This is an old man, not someone your age. Why don’t you show him respect and give him a chance? He will come to the point,” said Regret.

“Regret, I can’t believe you are on this old man’s side. Don’t you see he is trying to cover up his story? People like this old man are dangerous. I don’t mess around with them; they are not my cup of tea.”

Suddenly, Regret grew angry. “Enough, Atrocious! Where are your manners? Don’t make me lose it. That is not how your parents taught you to behave. Behave yourself!”

Atrocious sobbed. “Sorry!”

At that time, Welile was staring into the distance as if he hadn’t heard what the boys were saying.

There was silence for some time before Welile ignored them and carried on with his story.

“Well, as you have heard, Ronnie was a womaniser, and something foolish happened. That being said, the cheeky, big-bodied young girl with her plump figure was playing basketball in her mini basketball skirt, jumping and kicking like a horse whenever she caught the ball. That day, Rita was excelling, diving like a fish in water among the other girls.

“Rita was the best player of the day—the lady of the match—not realising that Ronnie couldn’t take his eyes off her. Ronnie was also there that day and saw this young girl playing netball in her miniskirt; he became enamoured of her. Without wasting any time, Ronnie said to himself, ‘Not for long, my girl, you will come to papa!’” Welile told the boys.

“That girl was supposed to be his granddaughter!” Atrocious flew off the deep end when he heard what Welile was telling them.

Shaking and tearful with anger, Atrocious stepped closer to Welile.

“Welile, what did Ronnie do? Why did you leave that foolish old man?”

As Atrocious drew nearer to Welile, Regret realised Atrocious was getting out of hand, so he quickly jumped in to restrain him. Welile carried on, ignoring Atrocious’s outburst.

“Well, Ronnie remains Ronnie; no female he is attracted to can get away from him.”

Both boys’ eyes opened wide.

“What do you mean?” asked Regret.

Atrocious was still furious. “You mean…?”

“Oh no, you bet! That was not a woman, it was a young girl! Rita was supposed to be Ronnie’s daughter!”

For some time, there was silence, and both boys were in tears. The old man realised the tension in the air; tears were pouring from the boys’ eyes. Hatred, anger, and revenge could be seen in both their eyes—especially Atrocious, who punched the wall with his fist until blood came out. After taking a sip of coffee, Welile sat down again and resumed talking.

“Well, which woman, girl, or lady could fall into Ronnie’s trap and escape it? Ronnie’s second name was Fikile, and his surname was Magagamela. As soon as he was finished with his prey, he would say, ‘Ronnie ufikile uMagagamela.’ (Meaning: Ronnie, the job is done.) Thereafter, he would go for the next one.”

Again, Welile took a sip.

The place was tense, and the boys’ voices were nowhere to be heard. They were full of anger and hatred. To them, the law and Rita’s parents had been far too lenient to put Ronnie in jail. Welile saw that the two boys’ hearts were broken; to break the ice, he carried on.

“The day was nice and warm. As usual, Rita’s friends accompanied her halfway after the match. They were scared to take her directly home because of the racial segregation caused by apartheid. The day was hot, and the sun was shining along Sebe Street, the road dividing Residensia and the railway line. Everybody was carrying umbrellas, moving up and down the streets.

“Among all of them, there was this beautiful, light-complexioned girl wearing a short yellow skirt that exposed her thighs, a light-yellow blouse, and white high-heeled shoes, holding a white umbrella in her left hand. Her body was well-built and plump, with a wide, attractive figure. She was strolling slowly down the street.

“The girl was very cute, with a long nose and blue eyes; her face possessed irresistible charm. Her head was covered with a cloth—looking like a real African woman with light skin. Coming closer to her was a two-seat sports coupé, a car with a colour all of its own. It was beautifully painted in a flat gold hue.

“It was moving very slowly, with the driver traveling intentionally to attract people’s attention, especially from the lower class. Cars like that were scarce in those days. The driver stopped right next to this young, beautiful girl. A slender gentleman opened the window and asked her to come closer to the passenger side.

“The gentleman was older, but because of his slim build, he looked younger. Best of all, he was wearing young men’s fashion: a tight shirt that exposed his well-built chest and bell-bottom trousers that made him look even younger. The middle-aged driver was smitten with the light-complexioned girl, whom he only recognised once he brought the car to a halt.

“At first, the driver wanted to speed off, but he was stopped by the young girl’s smile. Immediately, he seized the opportunity and spoke to her,” Welile told the boys.

“What? Rita’s father would never allow that man to speak to his daughter—especially with the expensive car he was driving!” said Atrocious.

Both boys seemed relieved that apartheid laws had restrained the driver from speaking to the white girl.

“The driver took a chance. The car he was driving also earned him high marks.”

At that point, Regret became excited because wearing expensive clothes was his own style.

“The driver opened the window after pulling up beside her. He then called the girl over and spoke to her.”

The girl stepped close to the vehicle.

“All he needed was a smile from her face, and that’s precisely what he got. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The girl was the very same one he had seen playing netball. As soon as she came closer to the window, she leaned against it. Through her open-neck blouse, the driver caught sight of her cleavage as she leaned forward.

“The driver could already feel this young, beautiful girl in his loving arms. ‘What is your name, beautiful?’ asked the driver, pretending he didn’t know who she was.

“‘Gosh, Mr Ronnie, it’s me, Rita! Can’t you see me? I always play with your daughter,’ answered Rita.

“‘Rita, is that you? You have grown so much, my girl!’ said Ronnie, taken aback.

“Rita was acting like a grown lady with a warm smile. Her eyes darted up and down beneath long, brownish eyebrows, enticing Ronnie. Ronnie saw no child in front of him, but a grown, beautiful lady—especially with the way she wrapped her hair like local African women.

“Ronnie didn’t know where to start at first, but Rita spoke up. ‘Am I so young, Mr Ronnie?’ she asked, still leaning close to the window. The light-yellow blouse she wore showed small breasts protruding with round areolas and small, needle-like nipples in the centre. Ronnie simply couldn’t resist.

“‘Young one, you are so beautiful,’ said Ronnie.

“‘Am I cute?’ Rita asked playfully, unaware of what Ronnie was up to.

“‘Beautiful girl, can I take you out to the festival tomorrow?’

“The girl was shocked and surprised to hear that; she pulled back from the window with a frown. The cloth covering her hair fell off, and her long blonde hair covered her face as she leaned down to pick it up. Ronnie, Ronnie, Ronnie!” Welile said, tears welling in his eyes.

“Ronnie saw nothing else but Rita in his arms. He didn’t view Rita as a child, but as a beautiful young lady meant to fall into his trap. The segregation laws were a minor complication to be sorted out later. The only thing he wanted was to feel his head resting on Rita’s chest.

“‘Me? Am I not supposed to be like a daughter to you, Mr Ronnie? Do you remember me? You helped raise me from when I was young!’ She took a step backwards, looking up and down both sides of the road to see if anyone was coming.

“Only she and Ronnie were standing there; no one could help her, even if Ronnie attacked her. Ronnie carried on speaking politely.

“‘Tractor, Rita, tractor! Have you ever seen a tractor—a beautiful tractor?’

“Rita was surprised. ‘What kind of question is that? Who doesn’t know what a tractor is?’

“Ronnie’s eyes brightened, and his expression grew cheerful. ‘Look at the tractor, beautiful, look at the tractor! Are the front wheels the same as the rear wheels?’

“The girl looked even more puzzled, trying to figure out where the question was leading.

“Ronnie continued, ‘Does it struggle when you drive it to turn the soil before planting, just because the rear wheels are larger than the front ones?’

“Rita looked down, rubbing her foot against the ground with a solemn face. ‘No, it doesn’t struggle; instead, it turns the heavy soil for planting.’ Rita spoke with lingering surprise, bamboozled by what Ronnie was saying to her.”

“Old man, I don’t understand what Ronnie was up to! What kind of words were those to say to a young girl like Rita? Rita was right! Where on earth have you seen a tractor struggle? What did the foolish man mean?” Atrocious demanded.

“‘That’s right. There is no difference between young and old, beautiful. Shall we? I would like to spoil you for once.’ Ronnie was as soft as wool, enticing and polite as he spoke to Rita. For a long time, Rita remained quiet. She felt like a queen being courted by a king, given how politely Ronnie spoke to her. In her mind, she told herself that maybe this was the right time to prove she had grown up.

“She looked at Ronnie again—no longer seeing an old man, but a slender, charming gentleman with a neat moustache on his face, wearing fine clothes.” polite to her. In her mind, she told herself that maybe that was the right time to prove that she had grown.

“She looked at Ronnie again and saw no old man, but a slender, nice gentleman with a beautiful moustache on his face, wearing nice, expensive clothes with a golf T-shirt exposing his well-built, six-packed body. Ronnie had a big, flat nose. His nostrils were open, taking in all the oxygen when inhaling and exhaling carbon dioxide, blowing it towards Rita’s nostrils,” Welile told the boys.

“After a while, Rita answered, ‘Yes, I accept the offer. I will go out with you.’ She had to come up with a good plan to tell her parents she was going out the next day. ‘But I wouldn’t have money to—’ She didn’t finish what she wanted to say before Ronnie said to her, ‘Don’t worry about money. You see, beautiful one, to me money is not a problem. The only problem I have with money is how to spend it.’

“He said that while giving five hundred rand to Rita. ‘This is for a taxi when you come tomorrow.’ Rita grabbed the money quickly before anyone could see her. As soon as Rita grabbed the money, Ronnie knew that he had got her. Those days, a taxi from Residensia to Evaton was only five rand; the rest of the money was Rita’s pocket money. To Rita, that was all she had been waiting for.

“Her family was rich, but her father never used to spoil her with money. He said children who are used to money have no future; education comes first. Rita wanted to see herself in control of money with all the other girls begging her. Her parents were filthy rich with a lot of farms all over the country, but they never spoiled her.

“They could see that she was money-greedy and liked enjoyment. ‘Ronnie uFikile uMagagamela,’ Ronnie said those words, asking Rita to come close to the window, and kissed her hand before he drove away. ‘Blessed are those who ask, for they will be given,’ Ronnie said. Cruising away, the coupé crawled slowly down the road.”

Atrocious and Regret were very angry. You could see their eyes were full of tears—tears of anger and hatred. If they had been there at that time, that would have been the last day of Ronnie’s life. Atrocious was angrier than the rest. He couldn’t speak; he wanted to grab Welile and give him his best.

“Welile, tell me. Did all of you people just leave Ronnie like that?”

Welile looked at Atrocious again and said, “I think your ears are deaf. How many times must I tell you that this whole story was related to me by Monkeyhand? Maybe I should leave everything and go do my job. I have sacrificed this day for you, hoping that one day the truth will come out.”

Regret regretted what they had said to the old man. As for Atrocious, he was very angry; he felt that Welile was telling them something they had never asked him.

Regret said apologetically to Welile, “Sorry for that, but I think Rita took into consideration that Ronnie was financially loaded. I don’t blame her for that.”

Atrocious was angry. “What does that mean?”

Regret took out his yellow duster rag, bragging, and wiped dust off his shoes where no dust was.

“Atrocious, which girl doesn’t want to be spoiled by someone who is well-off? Such opportunities are scarce, my friend. Girls are looking for men whose wealth can break the bank scale.”

Atrocious was furious. “Nonsense, Regret! We are talking about a school kid here, not a grown woman. Ronnie is mad!”

Regret answered softly, “Which man would like to marry someone’s woman or an older woman, Atrocious? If this so-called girl was just a kid, she would have told her parents that Ronnie proposed to her, wouldn’t she? She would have refused to take Ronnie’s offer unless she lacked discipline. She needs to take care of herself, doesn’t she, Atrocious?”

Welile looked at Atrocious, then at Regret, before he carried on. The way Welile was relating the story, both boys actually forgot what they had come there for. Atrocious, the cruel one, was the only one who remained inquisitive. The old man carried on with what he was saying.

“As for Rita, Ronnie didn’t want to disappoint her. Taking a young girl like her to low-class places was a disappointment to him. A five-star hotel was booked—top of the range. Rita felt like she was in heaven and the queen of her own destiny. She couldn’t believe she was at such expensive places, treated like a queen.

“After a few months, Rita’s baby was about to be delivered. White people all over Residensia and surrounding areas were very angry. They all wanted Ronnie punished or dead, but the police secured Ronnie by putting him in jail until the court day. Before that, the case was opened by Rita’s parents. The child protection units also opened a case for child abuse. The whole community went mad; everyone went to attend the case.”

“There we go, now we are talking. That is how it should have been from the beginning. Lock him up!” Atrocious said, very excited.

“Ladies, children, and their mothers were all scared of Ronnie. Ronnie’s family also hated him and were even scared of him, mostly scared of how their families would be treated by their white bosses.”

“We have been waiting for this for a long time. Let him go and rot in jail; he deserves it. He has got no chance—not with child protection units and the community involved,” Atrocious said happily.

Welile looked at how happy the boys were. He then carried on:

“The day of attending the court arrived after eight and a half months. Everybody attended the case. Most people took the day off from their bosses to attend the case. The bosses were also happy that the Black people would see how severely their brother would be prosecuted.

“Most of all, white people were happy that Ronnie was going to be judged by his own Black judge, Wolfgang. In this case, they wanted to see Wolfgang give his own Black brother a life sentence because they knew that was the standard charge for a Black man found guilty in cases similar to that. The case carried on, and Ronnie was about to be sentenced…”

Before he finished talking, Atrocious jumped and screamed, “Let the dog rot in his dungeon!”

Welile looked at how happy the boys were. For some time, he just looked at them.

“How many years was he sentenced to?” asked Atrocious. “I wish he was sentenced for his whole life. He doesn’t deserve to live among people.”

The only person who didn’t join in the conversation as much was Regret. Besides that, they were both happy to see the law taking its course. Welile looked at the boys, and that reminded him of how happy everybody had been on the day of the case.

“The case ended, and the judge found Ronnie not guilty.”

Even Regret, who hadn’t cared much about what they were talking about, became furious with anger. They wished so badly that they had been there. They couldn’t believe what they had just heard.

“I do not believe it!” said Regret. “What kind of a judge is that? Is he mad? Did Ronnie give him a kickback for the case because he has a lot of money? It is not fair! What about the girl whose life has been ruined? What is happening in this world? It cannot be! How come the judge said something like this?”

The boys were crying more than before. Their hearts were broken even further. They couldn’t believe that someone who was a judge could do something like that.

Judge Wolfgang, the trusted judge at the time, was never lenient and had no mercy, putting the
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