

    
        
          Bitter The Trust, Sweeter The Lies

        

        
        
          T. G. Nduna

        

        
          Published by T. G. Nduna, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BITTER THE TRUST, SWEETER THE LIES

    

    
      First edition. November 22, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 T. G. Nduna.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232699208

    

    
    
      Written by T. G. Nduna.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

EPILOGUE

Further Reading: A  Desert Rose In The Snow

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


Nnuse's hands were bleeding again.

She stood at the industrial sink in the Block KK Community Clinic's staff bathroom, scrubbing at the cracks in her knuckles where constant handwashing had split the skin. The water ran pink, then clear, then pink again—impossible to tell where the patient's blood ended and her own began.

Thursday night. Eleven forty-seven PM. Three hours left on her shift and already she'd treated: one car accident (the taxi driver would live but never walk the same), two stabbings (domestic violence, both women claimed they'd walked into doors), a baby with pneumonia (the mother had carried him on three taxis to get here because ambulance service had put her on hold for forty minutes), and a teenager with a bullet wound (gang-related, he wouldn't say which gang, probably smart).

Another day saving lives with equipment that belonged in a museum and a staff that was six people short of the legal minimum.

Nnuse dried her hands on paper towels that were rough as sandpaper—the cheap ones from the government supplier who'd won the contract through his cousin who worked in provincial health. She checked her reflection in the mirror: forty-one years old and looking fifty. Graying natural hair pulled back in a bun. Uniform that used to be white, now more gray despite her best bleaching efforts. Eyes that had seen too much and been paid too little.

You look like your mother, a voice in her head said. Her mother who'd worked herself to death as a domestic worker. Her mother who'd wanted better for her daughter. Her mother who'd died before Nnuse graduated nursing school, never knowing if the sacrifice had been worth it.

The question hung in the fluorescent-lit bathroom. The answer changed depending on the day.

Through the door, she heard Nurse Dineo calling: "Nnuse! Another one!"

Another one. Always another one. The city bled and they tried to catch it in their hands.

She pushed through the bathroom door back into the clinic's chaos. Every plastic chair in the waiting room was full, and people sat on the floor. A woman held a crying child. An old man coughed wetly into his hand. Two teenagers whispered urgently in Sepedi, glancing at the reception desk like they were planning to run.

The smell hit her as it always did—disinfectant trying to mask urine, sweat, blood, fear. The particular stink of poverty and illness mixing in inadequate ventilation.

"Where?" Nnuse asked Dineo.

"Treatment room two. Gunshot wound. Shoulder." Dineo's expression was grim. "Nnuse, he's—different. Something's off about this one."

"Different how?"

"Just—you'll see. And he's asking for you specifically."

"For me? By name?"

"By name."

Nnuse felt something cold settle in her stomach. In Soshanguve, being asked for by name was rarely good news. It meant you knew the person. Or they knew you. Or someone wanted you to know them.

"Did he say how he knows me?"

"No. Just kept saying 'Nurse Sera. Please. I need Nurse Sera.'" Dineo touched her arm. "Be careful. Something about him doesn't sit right."

Nnuse nodded and walked toward treatment room two, her sensible shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor, her cracked hands already reaching for fresh gloves.

She had no way of knowing that the man behind that door would change everything. That his bullet wound would be the first lie of hundreds. That his blood on her hands would be the least of what she'd have to wash away.

—-
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The man on the examination table was younger than most of her gunshot victims—late thirties, maybe. Handsome in a way that registered even through pain. He wore expensive jeans and a button-down shirt that was now soaked with blood on the left side. His right hand pressed a wadded towel against his shoulder. His eyes—dark, intelligent, frightened—locked onto hers the moment she entered.

"Nurse Sera," he said, relief flooding his voice. "Thank God. They said you were working tonight."

"Who said?" Nnuse moved to the supply cabinet, pulling out sterile pads, antiseptic, suture materials. Automatic movements. She'd done this too many times.

"I—someone at the taxi rank. I asked who the best nurse was. They said you. Said you didn't ask too many questions."

That reputation. It helped sometimes. Hurt other times. Tonight, she didn't know which it would be.

"What's your name?"

"Isaac. Isaac Modise."

"Okay, Isaac. Let me see the wound."

He moved his hand away. The towel came with it, stuck to the wound by dried blood. Fresh blood welled immediately—dark red, steady but not spurting. Nnuse assessed quickly: entrance wound on the anterior shoulder, no exit wound visible from this angle. Bullet still inside, probably lodged in muscle. He was lucky. Two inches to the right and it would have hit the subclavian artery. He'd have bled out before reaching the clinic.

"When did this happen?"

"About—" he winced as she began cleaning the wound, "—about two hours ago. Maybe three. I've been trying to stop the bleeding. Couldn't go to the hospital."

"Why not?"

"Because—" He met her eyes. "Because the people who shot me are looking for me. And hospitals have security. Security has cameras. Cameras have access to—" He stopped, breath hitching in pain as she probed the wound gently.

"To who?"

"Police. The police are looking for me. But not to help. To finish what they started."

Nnuse's hands paused for just a moment. Then continued working. "You're telling me the police shot you?"

"Not directly. But they paid the men who did."

It wasn't an unusual story. Corruption wasn't news in Soshanguve. But the way he said it—the specific fear in his eyes, the tremor in his voice that seemed too genuine to be performance—made her pay attention.

"This is going to hurt. But I need to extract the bullet and close the wound. You'll need antibiotics. Real ones, from a pharmacy, not the expired ones we have here."

"I can pay." He gestured with his good hand toward his jeans pocket. "Cash. Whatever you need. Just please—please don't report this. Not yet. Give me time to—"

"To what?"

"To get somewhere safe. To get evidence to the right people. To—" His voice broke convincingly. "To stay alive long enough to tell the truth."

Nnuse injected the anesthetic around the wound site. Waited for it to take effect. During those minutes of silence, she studied his face. Good-looking, but not the way gangsters were good-looking. This was someone who'd been educated. Someone who used words like "evidence" and "truth" instead of "proof" and "story." Someone who might actually be telling the truth.

Or someone very good at lying.

"What truth?"

Isaac looked at her for a long moment. Calculating something. Deciding how much to tell. "There's a corruption network. Taxi associations, police, local government. Money laundering. Payoffs. People who ask questions—" He gestured to his shoulder. "This happens."

"And you were asking questions."

"I was keeping records. I work—worked—as an accountant. For one of the taxi associations. I saw the books. I saw where the money was really going. And when I tried to report it, when I tried to do the right thing—" His voice was bitter now. "This is what the right thing gets you."

Nnuse began extracting the bullet. It was lodged in the deltoid muscle, not as deep as she'd feared. She worked carefully, feeling him tense despite the anesthetic, hearing his breathing quicken with pain he was trying not to show.

"Why me? Why specifically ask for me?"

"Because people said you were kind. That you treated everyone the same, whether they were criminals or clergy. That you didn't judge." He paused. "And because I'm desperate. I need someone who'll give me a chance to explain before calling the police. Someone who'll—who'll see me as a person first."

The bullet came free. Nnuse dropped it in a metal dish with a clink that was oddly loud in the small room. She began irrigating the wound, preparing to suture.

"I have to report gunshot wounds. It's policy. It's the law."

"I know. I'm asking you not to. Not immediately. Just—give me twenty-four hours. Let me get somewhere safe. Then report it if you have to. But please, Nurse Sera. They'll kill me if they find me here."

"If what you're saying is true, you should go to the Hawks. The anti-corruption unit. They'd protect you."

"The Hawks?" Isaac laughed, but there was no humor in it. "The Hawks in Gauteng are half the problem. You think corruption stops at local police? This goes higher. Much higher."

Nnuse didn't respond. Just focused on suturing the wound with small, precise stitches. Her mind was working through the possibilities: He was telling the truth and needed help. He was lying and she'd be complicit in something. He was delusional, paranoid, seeing conspiracies where there were none.

But his wound was real. His fear seemed real. And if even half of what he said was true—

"I need to see this evidence. Before I decide anything, I need to see what you're talking about."

Isaac's face flooded with relief. "I have documents. Photos. Recordings. Everything. It's hidden, but I can get it to you. Tomorrow. I just need somewhere to stay tonight. Somewhere they won't look."

"I can't take you home. I have children."

"I wouldn't ask that. But maybe—is there a storage room here? Somewhere I could rest until morning? Then I'll leave, I'll figure something out, I'll—"

"There's a supply closet." The words came out before she could stop them. "At the end of the hall. It's not used at night. It has a lock. You could—" She stopped. "This is insane. I don't even know you."

"You're saving my life. That's all you need to know."

She finished the suture. Bandaged it carefully. Gave him a handful of painkillers from the clinic's meager supply and a bottle of water.

"Until morning. Then you leave. And you bring me this evidence. If you don't, if this is some kind of scam, I report everything to the police. Understood?"

"Understood. Thank you. Thank you so—"

"Don't thank me yet." Nnuse helped him off the table. He was steadier than she'd expected. The blood loss hadn't been as severe as it looked. "Follow me. Stay quiet. If anyone sees you, I lose my job. Possibly my license."

She led him down the hallway, checking first that the
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