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Too late to remember

About the Author


It was late September when Nomusa and her mom moved into 14 Protea Crescent. The winter chill was finally breaking in KwaZulu-Natal, and the air had that soft, warm weight to it that told you spring wasn’t far off. Jacarandas down the street were starting to bud purple.

They weren’t poor, and they weren’t rich. Middle-class, the kind that owns a second-hand bakkie that still runs, pays bond on time, and counts every rand at month-end. Their new house was neat: face-brick walls, red tile roof, a small garden where MaZulu had already planned to plant spinach and imifino.

MaZulu wiped sweat off her forehead as she and Nomusa carried the last box inside.  

“Le ndawo izoba yikhaya lethu manje,” she said in Zulu, then switched back to English for Nomusa’s sake. “This place will be our home now. So you must respect it.”

Nomusa nodded, but she wasn’t really listening. Her eyes were on the house next door. Gate painted green, lawn trimmed, and a girl standing by the gate watching them unload.

The girl was about her age, maybe five. She wore a yellow dress and had her hair in two small plaits with pink bands. She didn’t wave. She just watched, quiet, like she was deciding if Nomusa was safe.

Nomusa wiped her dusty hands on her jeans and walked to the fence.  

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Nomusa.”

The girl blinked, then said softly, “I’m Thandiswa.”

And just like that, in late September in KZN, two five-year-olds became neighbors. Neither of them knew yet that their mothers would call it friendship for years, before they realized it was something else entirely.

*Chapter One – continued*

The next morning was crisp. KZN mornings in late September always had that clean smell after the first spring rains, like wet earth and dust settling back down.

MaZulu stood at the gate with a hairbrush in one hand and a lunchbox in the other, trying to tame Nomusa’s wild curls.  

“Stand still, wena! You’ll look like a bird’s nest for your first walk to school.”

Across the fence, the green gate creaked open. Thandiswa stepped out holding her mother’s hand. Her mother, MaNkosi, was in her work uniform — a navy blazer and skirt, neat and pressed. She worked reception at the clinic in town. Also middle-class. Also tired, but managing.

“Morning, MaZulu,” MaNkosi called over. “I thought we’d walk the girls together. It’s only two streets to Tholulwazi Primary.”

MaZulu smiled, relieved. “Eish, that’s better. Safer than them going alone.”

So the four of them started down Protea Crescent together. MaZulu and MaNkosi walked ahead, talking about bond payments, load-shedding, and whose neighbor’s dog wouldn’t stop barking at night. Normal adult things.

Behind them, Nomusa and Thandiswa walked side by side, clutching their school bags that were almost bigger than their backs.

For a while neither spoke. Then Thandiswa glanced sideways and asked, “Do you like yellow?”

Nomusa frowned. “Why?”

“Because yesterday you were wearing a yellow shirt,” Thandiswa said matter-of-factly. “Yellow is my favorite color.”

Nomusa thought about it. She didn’t actually care about yellow. But she said, “Mine too, now.”

Thandiswa smiled for the first time. It was small, but it stuck.

MaZulu looked back and saw them walking in step, both swinging their bags the same way. She nudged MaNkosi.  

“Ja, they’ll be fine. Look at them already.”

MaNkosi laughed softly. “Friends, I think.”

Neither of them knew that word would stop being big enough ten years later.

At the school gate, Tholulwazi Primary was already noisy with kids and parents saying goodbye. MaZulu crouched down to Nomusa’s level.  

“Be good. Listen to Miss Dlamini. And if anyone bothers you, you tell me, understand?”

Nomusa nodded, then grabbed Thandiswa’s hand without thinking.  

“I’ll sit with her.”

Thandiswa didn’t let go.

The bell rang, and just like that, Grade R started with both of them walking into class together, fingers still linked.

—-
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That sets up the bond starting early, with the mothers seeing it as normal childhood friendship. 

––––––––
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*Chapter Two: The First Time*

It happened in Grade 1. 

By then Nomusa and Thandiswa were inseparable. Same desk, same lunchbox snacks swapped at break, same way of whispering answers to each other when Miss Dlamini wasn’t looking. The teachers had given up separating them. “If you split them, you get two problems,” Miss Dlamini would say, shaking her head.

On a Thursday in October, the sun was out properly for the first time that term. Too nice to waste sitting inside learning to spell _cat_ and _dog_ for the third time.

During second break, Nomusa leaned over and whispered, “Let’s go to the park.”

Thandiswa’s eyes widened. “We can’t. We’ll get caught.”

“So we don’t get caught,” Nomusa said, like that solved it.

The park was just past the school fence, a small patch of grass with a broken swing set and one tree that gave shade at midday. None of the other kids went there because the jungle gym had a loose bolt. Perfect for them.

They slipped out through the gap in the fence near the netball court. No one saw. 

For two hours they did nothing important and everything that mattered. They swung on the broken swing until it squealed, climbed the tree and dared each other to go higher, picked wild cosmos flowers and braided them into each other’s hair. Thandiswa taught Nomusa how to make a whistle from a blade of grass. Nomusa taught Thandiswa how to spit it back out without laughing.

They lost track of time. 

By the time they remembered school, the bell for home time had already rung 20 minutes ago. 

They ran back, jumped the fence, and walked in through the front gate like nothing had happened. But the school yard was empty. Miss Dlamini was waiting by the gate with her arms folded, and both their mothers were standing next to her, faces tight.

MaZulu didn’t shout. That was worse.  

“Where were you?” she asked quietly in Zulu. _Nibekuphi?_

Thandiswa looked at the ground. Nomusa said nothing. 

No excuses would make it better.

—-
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*The punishment came at home.*

MaZulu took Nomusa’s TV time for a week and made her do extra chores after homework. “You don’t skip school,” she said, voice low. “Not ever. Do you understand me?”

Across the fence, MaNkosi made Thandiswa sit in the corner for an hour, then write lines: _I will not leave school without permission._ Fifty times.

That night, both girls sat on their sides of the fence in the dark, grounded, staring at the stars.

Nomusa whispered over the fence, “Was it worth it?”

Thandiswa was quiet for a long time. Then she said, “Ja.”

Nomusa smiled in the dark. “Me too.”

It was the first time they got punished for something they did together. It wouldn’t be the last. 

But it was the first time they both realized — whatever _this_ was between them, it made getting in trouble feel less bad.

—-
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*Chapter Seven: Late Nights, Bad Decisions*

Twelve years later, 14 Protea Crescent and the green gate next door still stood side by side.

Nomusa and Thandiswa were 17 now. Grade 11. Too old to be punished with early bedtimes, too young to know what they were doing.

The bond hadn’t broken. If anything, it had gotten sharper. They moved through school like a single unit—same friend group, same subjects, same way of rolling their eyes at teachers. But something had shifted around Grade 9. The childhood thing stopped being just friendship. 

No one said it out loud. Not yet.

The bad decisions started small. 

Staying after school to “study” at the library, but really sitting on the steps outside talking until it was dark. 

Walking home the long way through the park, even when MaZulu told Nomusa not to. 

Going to Thandiswa’s house after supper for “homework,” and ending up on the stoep at 10pm with cold tea, whispering about everything except what they actually felt.

By Grade 11, it was worse.

*Thursday night, 11:23pm.*

They were sitting on the wall outside the 24/7 Spar on Ridge Road. Streetlights buzzed overhead. The air was warm, sticky with late summer. 

Thandiswa had her blazer slung over her shoulders, tie loose. Nomusa was barefoot—she’d lost her takkies somewhere between the park and here. Both of them should have been home an hour ago.

MaZulu had been calling Nomusa’s phone for 20 minutes. Nomusa kept silencing it.  

“They’ll stop soon,” she said.

Thandiswa nudged her with her shoulder. “And if they don’t?”

“Then we deal with it tomorrow,” Nomusa said. 

That was their rule now. Deal with it tomorrow. 

Tonight was for being out past curfew, for sneaking into the empty parking lot behind the Spar to sit on the wall and pretend they weren’t scared of matric, of life after school, of what would happen if they admitted the truth.

A patrol car passed slowly down the road. Both of them went quiet, staring straight ahead like they weren’t two schoolgirls out way past safe hours.

When the car was gone, Thandiswa laughed. Low, shaky.  

“We’re going to get caught one day.”

Nomusa looked at her. “So?”

“So MaNkosi will kill me. And your mom will cry.”

Nomusa shrugged. “Let them.”

Thandiswa didn’t answer. She just reached out and laced her fingers through Nomusa’s. 

It was reckless. It was stupid. They both knew their mothers had been side-eyeing how close they’d gotten the last two years. But in that moment, sitting on a cold wall at nearly midnight, it felt worth it.

They got home at 12:15am.

MaZulu was waiting in the lounge with the light on, arms folded. MaNkosi was on the phone with her, voice tight.

The punishment this time wouldn’t be chores and no TV. 

This time, it was “We’re talking tomorrow. Both of you. And no more going out alone after 7pm.”

Neither of them said sorry.

Because they weren’t sorry they’d stayed out. They were only sorry they got caught.

—-
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That’s the first real taste of them making choices that put them on a collision course with their parents and the rest of the town.

*Chapter Nine: The Movie Night*

It was a Saturday. Load-shedding had knocked the whole street out, so MaNkosi decided the
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