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BUTCHER AND THE CLEANER 
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STHELO 
I storm out of the boardroom, feeling like all the air has been sucked from my lungs. My chest tightens with a pressure I can’t name. My heels echo down the hallway as I head for the water dispenser. My hands are trembling as I grab one of the flimsy paper cups, fill it, and down the water. Once. Twice. A third time. But it doesn’t help. The dryness in my throat isn’t thirst, it’s pain. 
A hand rests gently on my shoulder, grounding me. I turn. It's my cousin, Nombuso. The one person still firmly in my corner. She’s also my attorney, handling my divorce. 
"What the hell was that?" she snaps, her eyes sharp with fury. 
I shake my head slowly, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I’m done, mzala. I’m done fighting. I’m done pretending. I’m even done looking at them.” 
I pause, trying to keep my voice from cracking. 
“Did you see how my sister kept rubbing her belly?” My voice breaks. “My heart can’t take anymore of this.” 
Tears sting the corners of my eyes as I wipe them away with the back of my hand. 
“I didn’t marry Msizi for his money. But now he looks at me like I’m just another gold-digger. Let him keep it. Let him choke on it.” 
Nombuso sighs, her face softening with concern. “I get it, but what about Enhle? How are you going to take care of her without anything? You just agreed to terms that leave you with nothing but your daughter.” 
I let out a long, weary sigh. “Then I still have everything. Enhle is all I need.” 
I glance down, forcing the words past the knot in my throat. “She doesn’t even understand what’s happening yet. And while I was in the hospital.......fighting having a nervous breakdown, Duduzile slapped her. My baby. She laid her hands on my child.” 
Nombuso’s jaw tightens, but before she can respond, the boardroom door opens. 
And there they are. My sister. My husband. 
Duduzile struts out like she owns the place, her hand still protectively cradling her growing stomach. Msizi trails behind her, cold and detached. They look like a couple. And I....just the discarded wife. 
“Oh, you're still here,” Duduzile says, her tone almost patronizing. “Look, sis, I know this is hard. None of us planned for this, but life... happens.” 
My eyes flick between them. The two people I loved most in this world. The ones who broke me. 
“I understand,” I say calmly, though my voice is laced with heartbreak. “I truly wish you both the best.” 
I remove my wedding ring, slowly, deliberately. My fingers are stiff. The band feels heavier than ever. I hold it out to Msizi. 
But he doesn’t even look at me. His eyes are distant, indifferent. 
“Keep it,” he says, barely glancing in my direction before walking away. 
Nombuso scoffs in disbelief. “Wena, karma will show you flames. Your own sister? Sies.” 
She grabs my hand and together we walk out of the building that once felt like home. 
The moment I sink into the passenger seat of her car, a sob escapes me. Not a quiet, dignified cry. A raw, guttural wail from deep inside my soul. 
I can’t believe this is my life. I still can’t believe it. 
Msizi. My husband. The man I once believed God sent to rescue me. After seven years of marriage, he did this. With her. 
He was everything, wealthy, handsome, influential. But when we met, none of that mattered to me. I was working at a retail store, earning just enough to keep the lights on. I had no parents, they died in a car accident when I was ten. Duduzile was only three. We were raised by our aunt, who loved us like her own. 
My sister and I were inseparable. She was my best friend, my shadow. When I got married, she stood beside me as my maid of honor. I made sure she lacked for nothing. I even helped send her to university using Msizi’s money. 
Little did I know... I was paying for her place in my bed. 
And now, she’s pregnant. With my husband’s child. 
“Please,” I whisper, barely holding myself together, “come with me this evening when I fetch Enhle.” 
Nombuso exhales, her expression torn between worry and exhaustion. After a pause, she nods. 
“I’m happy I’ll be getting my attorney’s fee, but for you to walk away with nothing?” she mutters. “That doesn’t sit well with me.” 
I force a small, bitter smile. “I just want peace, mzala. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. Msizi’s used to getting his way, he would’ve dragged this out until I gave up. He doesn’t care about fairness. Or love. Or even his own daughter.” 
I wipe my tears again, but they keep coming. Each one burning like betrayal. 
MONTH LATER... 
The pain is still raw, sharp and jagged like broken glass under my skin, but somehow, I'm finding fragments of myself in the chaos. Bit by bit, I’m piecing together the woman I used to be. Or maybe... the woman I’m becoming. 
Nombuso has been a godsend. She opened her home to me and Mbeu-Enhle without hesitation, but I know this isn't easy for her. She never says it out loud, but I see it in the way she clutches her phone when her boyfriend calls, or when she silently rearranges the spare room after we’ve messed it up again. This isn’t sustainable. I can’t keep crashing in someone else’s life like I don’t have one of my own to rebuild. 
I need a plan. For me. For my daughter. 
“Are you sure about this?” Nombuso asks, watching me closely. 
I nod once, firm but tired. "Yeah. I have to be." 
“Joburg’s not what people think it is, hey,” she says, her voice tinged with concern. “It’s not the city of gold anymore. Not for people like us. The unemployment? The rent? It’ll chew you up if you’re not ready.” 
“I know,” I murmur. “But I’ve been thinking... maybe it’s time to start over. Durban feels too small now. Too many ghosts.” 
She gives me that look, the one filled with pity I never asked for and definitely don’t want. I hate that look. It makes me feel like a cracked thing, like I'm supposed to be handled gently because I might shatter again. 
“Is this about their wedding?” she asks carefully. 
I shake my head slowly, swallowing the lump rising in my throat. “They can’t kill me more than they already have. I survived the worst of it. Now, I want to live. For my daughter.” 
My eyes shift to Enhle. She's curled up on the couch, watching SpongeBob SquarePants, legs kicking softly in rhythm with the theme song. Completely untouched by the weight pressing down on this house. On me. 
God, what I wouldn’t give to live in that kind of bliss again.
But that’s not my reality. My job now is to preserve hers, for as long as I can, before life starts showing her flames. 
“Okay, I hear you, mzala,” Nombuso sighs. “But starting over in a city you’ve never lived in, with no job and a child to feed? That’s not bravery, it’s... scary. Why don’t you leave Enhle behind for a bit? Just until you find your feet. I’m sure Mama would look after her.” 
I stiffen. Shake my head, harder this time. “No.” 
She looks taken aback by the sharpness in my tone. I soften it, but I won’t back down. “The only reason I’m even still talking to you is because, just like me, you didn’t know about Msizi and Duduzile. Umamncani knew. She picked her side and it wasn’t mine.” 
She exhales, slow and heavy. “I don’t think it’s that simple, mzala. Mama was stuck. Between a rock and a hard place. She didn’t know how to tell you. She didn’t know how to break your heart.” 
“She didn’t have to break it. She just had to be honest,” I say, but my voice comes out quieter than I meant. I don’t want to fight. I’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime. 
I glance again at my daughter. My reason. My reminder that life didn’t end when my heart did. 
There is no way in hell I’m leaving her behind. Not even for a second.
––––––––
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BUTCHER COOPER 
I hate greedy people. Especially when I pay them better than their fathers ever could. 
The man at my feet whimpers, blood pooling beneath his cheek like cheap ink on marble. I roll up the sleeves of my designer shirt, now splattered in red. It’s always the ones who smile too much that end up stealing. They think the charm distracts me. It doesn’t. 
I land one final blow, just below his ribs. A grunt escapes him, followed by silence. My knuckles throb, but it’s nothing I haven’t felt before. Pain and profit have always walked hand in hand in my life. 
The door creaks open behind me. 
Without turning, I know it’s him. 
My father. 
Stan Cooper. 
I hear the rustle of his tailored suit as he pulls out a chair and sits, casual as ever, like he’s watching the news. I glance over my shoulder and smirk. 
"I know you're not here for the show,” I say, wiping blood from my hands with a silk cloth. 
He grins like the devil himself. "What I’m here for is far less entertaining.” 
I chuckle. There's never been anything soft between us, not love, not words. 
“You could’ve fed him to your pit bulls instead of staining your Valentino,” he adds, eyeing the crimson streaks across my shirt. 
He has a point. 
I gesture at Randy, my ever-loyal right hand. “Get him out of here. And while you’re at it, feed the dogs.” 
The fool starts pleading, tears, snot, panic. The usual. 
I tune it out. Weakness offends me. 
I pour two glasses of Glenfiddich, the twenty-one-year-old kind. My father raises an eyebrow in approval. We may rule through fear, but we still have taste. 
“What can I do for you, old man?” I ask, handing him a glass. 
He swirls it before taking a sip. “Your mother misses you. I miss you.” 
I snort, amused. 
“That’s rich. Touching, even,” I say with a sarcastic tilt of my head. “But you and I both know sentiment was never part of the job description.” 
He leans back, eyes steady on mine. 
“I know I was hardest on you,” he says. “Because I saw myself in you. I needed you to be tougher. Smarter. Sharper than I ever was. Maybe I went too far. Maybe I made you believe I didn’t care.” 
I study him for a second, long enough for silence to stretch between us like wire pulled tight. 
“You did what had to be done,” I say at last. “I turned out alright, didn’t I?” 
He chuckles. “More than alright. Some fear you more than they ever feared me.” 
I take that as a compliment. 
“I’ll come home,” I say, topping off his drink. “Tell Mom I’ll be there tomorrow night.” 
He smiles, genuinely this time, before rising from the chair. “Let me get out of your hair then.” 
“Tomorrow night,” I repeat. 
He walks to the door, pauses, then mutters, “All work and no play makes—” 
“You a very rich old man,” I finish, grinning. 
He laughs, the door closing behind him. 
For a few seconds, I just sit there, staring at nothing. The scent of blood still hangs in the air, mixed with my father’s cologne and the whiskey he barely touched. I drain what’s left in my glass, then let it dangle in my hand, heavy and useless. 
He always leaves like that, fast, like if he stays too long, we’ll say something we can’t take back. 
I rub my jaw, still tense from the hit I landed earlier. The guy had it coming. But tonight, it didn’t feel good. It just felt... like habit. 
Randy walks in a few minutes later, silent as ever. No questions. He’s been with me long enough to read a room. 
“Dogs are fed,” he says. 
I nod. “Good.” 
He hesitates. “You good, Boss?” 
I look at him for a second too long. It’s a simple question. And it shouldn’t bother me. 
“Yeah,” I say. “Just tired.” 
He nods once, then disappears. Door clicks again. Quiet returns. 
And this time, I feel it. 
The kind of quiet that creeps under your skin. Not the peaceful kind, no, I don’t get that luxury. This is the silence that reminds you you’ve built a life so loud, so violent, that normal doesn’t fit anymore. 
I run a hand through my hair, lean back in my chair, and close my eyes. 
“Your mom misses you. I miss you.” 
I hear it again, but not the way he said it. I hear it the way I needed him to say it twenty years ago, when I still believed missing someone meant something. 
He was right, though. He was hard on me. Groomed me. Sharpened me. Loved me, maybe, in the only way he knew how. 
But I learned too early that affection was weakness in our world. 
And I buried that part of me so deep, I forget where I left it. 
Still... I’ll go. For my mother.  
Not because I need anything. 
Just to remind her I’m still alive. 
That I’m still hers. 
Even if nothing about me feels like someone’s son anymore. 
––––––––
[image: ]

BUTCHER AND THE CLEANER 

TWO

*BUTCHER

I pull into the driveway slowly, tires crunching over gravel that hasn’t felt my presence in over a year. The house looms ahead—familiar but colder now. A museum of a life I left behind.

I cut the engine and exhale, long and hollow. No nerves. Just...weight.

The door swings open before I knock. Lydia. She’s been with the family longer than some of its blood members. Greying hair, dignified as ever. A woman time didn’t break.

“Young Mr. Cooper,” she greets with a soft smile, her eyes misting.

“Lydia,” I nod, voice even. She steps aside, and I walk past the warmth of her memory like it’s furniture.

Inside, the air smells of roasted meat and old wood. I move through the corridor and into the dining room. My father sits at the head of the table, back straight as a loaded gun. Beside him, my mother. Then Uncle Joseph and Tom, my baby brother, though he’s grown now. Their eyes snap to me like I’ve stepped out of a war zone. Like I’m a ghost.

“Evening,” I say, brushing my lips against my mother’s cheek. She smiles like she’s been holding her breath for a year.

“Now I can die peacefully,” she whispers.

I frown and lower myself into the seat across from her. The table falls into an uncomfortable silence, broken only by the clink of cutlery and the occasional throat clear.

Then, my father speaks.

“Your mother has something to share.”

All heads turn toward her. She offers a faint, rehearsed smile. The kind you wear when death is no longer a stranger.

“I have cancer,” she says.

The air dies. No one breathes.

“I’m dying,” she continues. “It’s the last stage. We’ve done everything we could... but it’s time to face reality.”

Her gaze sharpens on me. Of course.

“I worry about my children,” she says, voice thick with emotion. “Butcher... you were too strong. Even at five, you never cried, no matter how much pain you were in. You hardened too early. And I know, God, I know your father was no saint. A criminal wrapped in silk. But even he loved, in his own way. He was still a husband. A father.”

She pauses. Her voice trembles.

“But you... you’re different. You kill like it’s a language. Without mercy. Without memory. You survive, but you don’t live. I only wish I could die having seen you raise a child. Love something. Feel something.”

Tears spill freely down her cheeks as my father pulls her into his arms. The room folds into quiet grief.

I push back my chair.

“Thanks for the dinner,” I say. “Mom... it was nice to see you.”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Uncle Joseph snaps.

I ignore him. Kiss my mother’s cheek, fix my jacket, and walk out.

As I’m about to reverse, I see my father approach. He raises a hand. I roll down the window.

“Your mother is—”

“There’s a shareholders' meeting tomorrow morning,” I cut in. “Be there, Stan.”

Then I drive off.

I head to my club in Sandton. It’s dark by the time I arrive, city lights reflecting off the glass like fireflies in hell. The bouncers step aside. I don’t slow down.

Inside my office, Randy’s on the couch, pants halfway up, a waitress grinding on his lap like rent’s due.

“Boss!” he jumps to his feet, and the girl falls flat on the floor with a yelp.

“I’m so sorry....I was just.....”

“Get out,” I say, voice sharp enough to split bone. “And for fuck’s sake, my office smells like ass.”

He scrambles, dragging the terrified girl with him.

“Get me a cleaner,” I bark after him.

The door slams

Silence 

Good

*STHELO*

Look... Durban is that laid-back ex who smells like sea salt and coconut oil. He’s always got his shirt off, always late, and somehow, you still forgive him. Joburg? Joburg is that power-suit bad boy with a fresh cut and a black card. Always on time. Always on edge. Smells like ambition and danger.

Durban teaches you to breathe. To slow down. There, the air feels like it’s hugging you, soft, humid, scented with bunny chow and ocean breeze. People greet you like they’ve known you since primary. Ey, "Sisi," "Mama," "Skhokho" they speak to you like you're family. Even the taxis take their time. It’s home.

But Joburg? Yoh, Joburg forces you to move different. It’s fast, sharp, and always watching. In Jozi, you don’t wait for life to happen, you chase it, heels clicking, nails done, eyes open. It’s money, it’s hustle, it’s danger. You learn to read a room fast and trust no one but your gut. People don’t ask where you’re from; they ask what you do. What you have. What you want.

In Durban, your soul can rest. In Joburg, your soul has to fight. But if you survive it? You become a different breed.

Durban is heart.

Joburg is teeth.

And me, I'm finding my feet I this crazy city.  

––––––––
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Nombuso? She wasn’t keen on us leaving, but to be honest, Msizi and Duduzile’s lavish wedding was the last straw.  I’ll always love that place, it raised me. But my new life is here now.

Funny enough, the ring Msizi refused to take, came in handy. Pawned it for fifty grand. Enough to get me a back in Alexandra. An informal settlement inthe heart of Joburg.  

I've been in Joburg a week, and to my surprise, I landed a job sooner than expected. Not glamorous, just a cleaning gig at some high-end club. But work is work. Enhle’s with Mama Joyce, my landlord, who also runs a little daycare from her front stoep. I’m still hunting for a proper school for her, but with my crazy hours, that’s another battle for another day.

It’s just after 8:30 p.m., and I’m already eyeing the clock. My shift ends at nine. I’m practically halfway out the door in my mind when Lebo taps my shoulder.

“Randy wants you to clean the boss’s office,” she says.

I turn around slowly. “Are you... talking to me?”

She chuckles. “Yes, you. Who else here walks like they pay rent in Sandton?”

I roll my eyes. “I’m about to knock off. Ask Ntombi. She’s working until closing.”

Lebo scoffs. “Wena, you won’t last here. When I tell you to do something, you do it. Do you think this is your mother’s house?”

My mouth is halfway to giving her a piece of my mind when someone clears their throat behind us.

“Lebo. The cleaner,” says a man. The voice is calm but cuts through the noise like it owns the air.

It’s the guy who hired me. I don’t wait for him to say anything more. I just nod quickly and make my way toward the office like someone marching into detention.

I knock, softly, once. No answer. Maybe it’s empty.

I open the door and step in.

“Oh, sorry,” I say, startled, hand still on the doorknob. “I didn’t know anyone was in here. I was told to come clean.”

He’s not at the desk. He’s seated on the black leather couch, long legs crossed, a tailored suit draped on him like it was made just for him. White guy. But not the kind who smiles a lot or talks just to fill silence.

He doesn’t reply. He just stands, slow and deliberate, and walks to the window like he’s in a movie. Or a dream. Or a warning.

He doesn’t look at me. Just stands there, hands in his pockets, staring out at the night like it owes him answers.

I glance around awkwardly, my bucket in one hand and mop in the other. “I can come back if this is a bad time...”

Still nothing. Just silence thick enough to stir with a spoon.

I step inside anyway. I don’t know if it’s courage or stupidity that keeps my feet moving, but here I am, mopping the same spot three times just to keep busy.

There’s something about his presence, still but charged, like a storm deciding whether to break. He hasn’t said a word, but I feel his eyes on me even when they’re not.

I glance at him again, and he finally turns. Slowly. His gaze is sharp, unreadable. The kind that makes you stand up straighter without knowing why.

“What’s your name?” he asks, voice deep and without decoration.

I swallow. “S’thelo. New cleaner.”

He nods once, then turns back to the window.

Just like that.

Okay then.

The air feels tighter in here. Not tense. Not hostile. Just... alert. Like something is awake between us neither of us is ready to name.

I wipe down the desk, aware of his silence, his stillness. The strange gravity of him.

I shouldn't be noticing how the sleeves of his shirt stretch over his forearms. I shouldn't care that he smells like cold air and something expensive. I really shouldn’t.

But here we are.

––––––––
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After cleaning what was already a spotless office, a complete waste of time, if you ask me, I walk out without saying a word. No nod. No goodbye. Just gone. The silence behind me feels heavy, like something unfinished.

I head downstairs, dump the bucket of water, and hurry to the lockers. It’s 9:14. Fourteen minutes past my shift. I doubt they’ll pay me for them, but I won’t ask. I just need to get to my daughter. That’s all that matters right now.

As I push open the locker room door, I bump straight into Lebo.

She doesn’t flinch.

“Oh, sisi,” she says with a smirk. “Don’t bother coming to work tomorrow. Because of your little attitude earlier... you’re fired.”

I blink, stunned. “What?”

“You heard me,” she says over her shoulder as she struts away, hips swaying like she owns the damn floor.

I just stand there, frozen.

Ntombi appears from the side, avoiding my eyes. “She’s sleeping with the boss. That’s why she talks to everyone like dirt,” she says, voice low. “Sorry, sisi.”

I swallow hard, the lump rising in my throat stubborn and hot.

“It’s okay,” I manage to say, forcing a weak smile.

But it’s not.

Not even close.

People are just mean. Cruel for sport.

And right now, the only thing holding me together... is the fact that Enhle is waiting for me.

BUTCHER AND THE CLEANER 

THREE

––––––––
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THE NEXT DAY...

*BUTCHER

I’m in my office, reviewing the agenda for the upcoming shareholders' meeting, but the words blur on the screen. My temples throb with a headache that refuses to let up.

Maybe it’s the lack of sleep. Or the bombshell my mother dropped last night.

It’s not that I don’t care. I just... don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to feel. Anger? Sadness? Regret?

No. I don’t do those.

We all die. I’ve personally handed death to more men than I can count. Cold. Clean. Controlled.

So why does hers feel like a gut punch?

"Sir, it's time." My P.A.'s voice slices through my thoughts.

I glance at the clock. "Is my father here yet?" I ask, already knowing the answer.

She shakes her head. “No, sir.”

"Try to get ahold of him," I say, standing and grabbing my jacket with a sigh sharp enough to cut glass.

—-
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The boardroom is suffocating. Words fly, charts flash, and people nod like trained dogs. The meeting drags far longer than it should, and I’m itching to leave by the time it ends.

But the moment I walk back into my office, I freeze.

He’s here.

My father is sitting in my chair, looking like a storm trapped in human skin.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” he snaps, not even looking up.

I arch a brow. “I should be asking you that very same question. You missed a crucial meeting.”

He stands, and before I can say another word, his fist connects with my cheek—swift, sharp, and without warning.

My head snaps to the side, but I don’t flinch. I smirk, tasting blood on my lip.

“There he is,” I say, wiping my mouth. “The man I grew up with. Not that soft-spoken stranger who pretends to care.”

He glares at me, his breath heavy with restraint.

“You think hitting me will make me weep over her? Beat me into caring that my mother’s dying?”

“She loved you, Butcher,” he says, voice gravelly, broken. “You broke her heart.”

I swallow, jaw tightening.

“I’m sorry I can’t be the son you need me to be. Affection doesn’t come naturally to men like us.” I pause, leveling him with a cold stare. “She’s dying. You should be with her... not here, trying to fight me into feeling something.”

His eyes dart away, full of things he’ll never say.

“Go home. Be with your wife. I’ll hold the empire up like you trained me to,” I say, my voice clipped, dismissive.

He stares at me for a beat, then nods silently and walks out—no goodbye, no words, just the fading echo of expensive shoes on tile.

I don’t realize I’m clenching my fists until the sting of my own nails breaks my focus. The cheek still burns from his punch, but I push the pain aside.

"Thandeka," I bark as I pass my P.A.’s desk, grabbing my car keys, "Reschedule all my meetings."

“Yes, sir,” she says crisply, not even blinking at the fury rolling off me.

I nod once and walk out without another word.

—-
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The café across the street is the only place I can think of to breathe without someone watching. I slide into the back corner, half-hidden by shadows and fake plants, and set my phone on the table. I scroll mindlessly, trying not to think.

But then something pulls my attention.

Not something—someone.

A voice cuts through the low hum of the café.

"Ma’am, I told you. There are no vacancies here. Try somewhere else."

I look up—and our eyes meet.

Her.

The cleaner from last night.

––––––––
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*STHELO*

––––––––
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I wasn’t nagging. I wasn’t even begging. I asked a simple damn question: “Do you have vacancies?” That’s it. But no, he had to snap at me like I’d spat in his overpriced cappuccino. Now people are staring like I’ve embarrassed myself in front of royalty just because they’re eating in some bougie café. Mxm. Please. I’ve seen better, eaten better, and walked taller in worse shoes.

With what’s left of my dignity stitched together by pride, I turn to leave, heels clicking against marble, when I feel a tap on my shoulder.

I spin slightly. A waiter. Young, polite, with one of those professional smiles.

“Ma’am, that guy over there wants to speak to you,” he says, pointing toward a corner table.

And just like that, my stomach dips.

Him.

––––––––
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The same terrifying man from last night. My boss. My former boss Or... whatever he was supposed to be.

I steel myself and walk over, arms folded, foot tapping, every step announcing that I’m not afraid, even if my heart’s playing the drums in my chest.

He doesn’t even look at me.

“Sit,” he says, tone dry and bored, eyes glued to his phone. Like I’m just another part of the furniture.

I roll my eyes hard enough to see yesterday, but I pull out a chair and sit, arms still folded.

“Why are you looking for a job?” he asks, still scrolling.

“Because I need one,” I snap.

“Am I not paying you enough?”

I scoff, dryly.

“I only worked for two days, remember? Got fired before payday. Hard to evaluate the salary when you don’t even make it to Friday.”

He finally looks up. Just slightly. Cold, unreadable eyes locking onto mine. It’s like staring into a freezer. My spine does a weird shiver thing and I suddenly feel like a schoolgirl being scolded.

“Randy fired you?”

“No. Lebo did.”

Now he lifts his head fully, brows slightly furrowed. There’s a flicker of something dangerous behind his eyes. Like something’s clicked in his head.

“Lebo? Who the hell is that?”

“Randy’s snack. She’s got... dick privileges.”

That makes him smirk and frown at the same time. A strange expression, but oddly fitting on that chiselled face. I hate how annoyingly attractive he is. That jawline could slice bread.

“And you took her word for it?”

“Did I have a choice?”

“Did you sign a contract?”

I shake my head.

He exhales sharply through his nose.

“Next time, don’t lift a finger without a contract. No one can touch you then—not even snacks with pillow privileges.”

I nod slowly, still wondering if he’s going to tell me to leave or offer me a mop.

“So... can I go back to work?” I ask hesitantly.

He eyes me for a long moment. Like he’s reading something beneath my skin.

“Tomorrow. 9 a.m. Cooper Limited. Ask for Thandeka.”

I nod, relieved. But something still feels off.

“What’s the job?”

His mouth curves just enough to suggest sarcasm before he replies flatly:

“My cleaner.”

“Your cleaner?” I echo, blinking.

He shrugs. That same casual shrug that tells me I’m dismissed. Conversation over.

Still, I walk out with a weird mix of humiliation and hope. I’ve got a job again. That's something. I rush off to Ma Joyce’s to share the good news, practically buzzing—until my phone rings just as I’m about to open the gate.

Unknown number.

Only one person has this line.

“Hello?” I answer, cautiously.

“Sthandwa sam...”

Just like that, my entire body stiffens. It’s him. My ex-husband. And worse, he’s using that name. The one that used to make me soft.

“Where did you get this number?” I ask, heart thudding.

“That’s not important, maka-Enhle. I miss you. You know, they say you don’t know what you have until it’s gone. I miss our life.”

Tears sting my eyes before I can stop them. I hate myself for this. For still feeling. Because I know him, he feeds off this kind of weakness. He’s like the devil with charm.

“You broke me. You shattered everything I ever loved. I didn’t just lose you, I lost her. My little sister, Msizi!” I scream into the phone, the name like acid on my tongue.

“Mama! Mama!”

Enhle’s voice cuts through the air as she comes running toward me. She must’ve heard me yelling.

“Don’t ever call me again,” I say, my voice steel.

I hang up, toss the phone into my handbag, and scoop Enhle into my arms, spinning her in a circle like we’re dancing in a fairytale.

“Why are you crying, Mama?”

I force a smile through the cracks in my soul.

“These are happy tears, baby. I’m just so happy to see my little princess.”

But inside, all I can hear is Msizi’s laugh. And just like that, the day is ruined.

*DUDUZILE*

I think I should be basking in marital bliss by now, but Msizi has grown cold. Distant. Indifferent. And as if that distance isn't painful enough, he calls out my sister’s name every time we make love.

At first, I thought I must have imagined it. But no. He says her name. Out loud. As if I’m not even there.

I’m starting to believe that S’thelo is bewitching him. She must be. What other explanation is there for my husband looking at me like I disgust him? He yells at me over the smallest things, snaps at me like I’m a child. I’m tired. We’re supposed to be in the honeymoon phase, lazy Sunday mornings in bed, giggling over coffee, not this silence that bruises harder than fists.

So today, I decided to visit my aunt’s place. I just need someone, anyone, to talk to.

“I’m convinced S’thelo is up to something,” I say, clutching the mug she hands me like it might anchor me.

She shakes her head slowly. “Let’s leave your sister out of this for a second. Did you really think you could build a home on another woman’s heartbreak? Her blood? Her sweat? Life doesn’t work that way, Dudu.”

I roll my eyes. “I knew you’d take her side.”

“It’s not about sides. S’thelo loved you. And she would’ve forgiven you if......”

“If what?” I cut in. “Just say it. S’thelo acted like we were her backup dancers. Like the world revolved around her. Remember how she bragged about turning down Real Housewives of Durban? She thought she was untouchable. Someone had to bring her down a notch.”

“And how’s that working out for you?” my aunt asks quietly.

I don't answer.

“She left the place she grew up in just to find peace. And you? You’re still here. Still angry. Still unhappy.”

I stand up, grabbing my keys. “This was a waste of time.”

She doesn’t follow me. Doesn’t beg me to stay. Just says, “Your parents must be turning in their graves.”

Her words stick to my skin like cold sweat as I get into the car.

Maybe Msizi just needs a reminder. Maybe he’s turned off by the baby bump, but I still have another warm hole he hasn’t complained about. Maybe if I surprise him at work, give him a little midday love, he’ll come back to his senses.

When I get to his office, his PA’s desk is empty. Perfect. I walk straight to his door, expecting to let myself in.

Locked.

I lean in, press my ear to the wood.

And what I hear crushes me.

Moaning. Guttural. Intimate.

I step back. My stomach twists.

A few moments later, the door swings open, and there she is. His PA. Lipstick smudged, blouse half-tucked, startled.

“You bitch!” I scream, grabbing her braids.

Strong arms pull me back roughly.

“Don’t you dare make a scene,” Msizi growls, holding me with force. “Didn’t you sleep with a married man too? Stop acting like you’re some victim.”

His words land like fists.

“Msizi?” I whisper, unable to breathe.

He looks at me like I’m a stranger. “Go home. And don’t ever show up here unannounced again. Did your sister ever barge in when you were busy riding me?”

Then he walks away, just like that.

And the PA, still fixing her blouse, smirks at me with a calm that sends fire through my chest.

Tears blur my vision, but I still see that smirk.

And it breaks something in me.

BUTCHER AND THE CLEANER 

FOUR 

*STHELO*

"I'm here to see Thandeka, please," I say coolly to the overly enthusiastic receptionist perched behind the glossy front desk. She's got that fake cheerfulness that grates on your nerves—probably smiles in her sleep too.

I'm dressed to kill. Black tailored pants that hug my waist just right, a crisp white blouse tucked in like I own the damn building, and my signature eight-inch Jimmy Choo stilettos clicking against the marble floor. Poor? Maybe now. But once upon a divorce ago, boutiques were my playground.

"Take the elevator to the 13th floor, turn left, and you'll see a big sign that says CEO’s Office," she chirps like a GPS with lipstick. "Follow the sign down the hallway, Thandeka’s desk is on the right.

I give her a tight nod and head straight to the elevator before her voice gives me cavities.

Thirteen floors later, I step into a sleek corridor lined with glass offices and expensive art. At the far end, a stunning woman is glued to her laptop, casually sipping Starbucks like she owns stock in it. Her bone-straight lace wig flows like something out of a Brazilian hair commercial.

"Hi, my name is Sthelo. I—"

Wait.

Panic hits me mid-sentence.

Damn. I don’t even know the guy’s name. Smooth.

"Yes?" she says, lifting her perfectly arched brow. She sounds annoyed already. Great.

"I'm here to see Mr. Cooper," I blurt, quickly scanning the plaque on the door beside her desk. Mr. Cooper – CEO. Jackpot.

"Do you have an appointment?" she asks, eyes sliding over me like she's scanning a barcode.

And here it comes, the corporate ice queen routine.

"Uh... yes. I mean, kind of. He told me to ask for Thandeka," I say, flashing what I hope passes as a confident smile.

She frowns, clearly confused.

"For the cleaning job," I add, watching her expression shift from confused to disgusted.

"What does a cleaning vacancy have to do with Mr. Cooper? I think you’re lost. Try HR."

Dismissive. Just like that.

And just like that, I take back the 'beautiful' comment. That lace front is doing overtime to distract from the massive hairy mole squatting on her upper lip.

"Can’t you at least call him?" I ask, trying not to let the desperation leak through my voice.

"Nope."

No emotion. No sympathy. Just a sharp pop on the 'P'.

I nod slowly, swallowing my pride like a dry pill. I turn, heels clicking like shame against the tiles, and head back toward the elevator tail firmly between my legs.

The elevator doors slide open and....

Lord have mercy.

There he is. God's personal artwork. Sculpted jawline, piercing eyes, dressed like he just stepped off the cover of GQ. And he smells like sin and success.

"Sthelo," he says, stepping out smoothly, voice as rich as a velvet cupcake. At least he remembers my name. Thank you, Universe.

"Your PA refused to hear me out," I say, trying to sound unfazed, but it comes out more like a whimper.

He glances at Thandeka without a word and then turns to me. "Come with me."

No further explanation needed. I follow like an obedient schoolgirl on her first crush.

We stop in front of her desk again.

"Thandeka, this is Sthelo. Take her to HR. She’ll be my cleaner."

Boom.

Just like that, Ice Queen melts into a mute little mouse.

"Thank you, Mr. Cooper," I say, my voice suddenly too soft.

He nods, already turning away. "And make sure you come see me after signing the contract."

"Yes, sir," I say, straightening my posture and following Miss Thing, who now looks like she’s chewing on lemons.

Now what’s her deal? Jealous I got the job or salty that Mr. GQ talks to me like I matter? Either way, this day just got interesting.

––––––––
[image: ]


*DUDUZILE*

This... this is what my life has become.

I swallow insults like breakfast now. Every day, Msizi throws a new one at me, sharp, deliberate, and cruel. He’s not the man I married. No. That man vanished. Whatever shell is left behind is colder, meaner... and last night proved it.

After what happened at the office, after his outburst, his cheating, he came home, didn’t even look at me. Just breezed past like I didn’t exist, grabbed a change of clothes, and disappeared into the night.

He only returned in the early hours of the morning, reeking of cheap perfume and sex. I didn’t even need to ask where he’d been.

When I confronted him, he had the audacity... no, the rot in his soul to raise his hand and slap me across the face.

I’ve never felt pain like that, not just the sting on my cheek, but the ache in my chest. The betrayal. The confirmation of everything I feared.

No one will convince me otherwise, Sthelo is bewitching my husband. There's no other explanation for this sudden shift. It’s as if some darkness has taken over him. He wasn't always like this. Not before the wedding. Not before her.

“If this is karma for sleeping with my sister's husband, then maybe I deserve it,” I whisper to myself, heart splintering with every word.

––––––––
[image: ]


But even that doesn’t feel fair.

“I didn’t chase you, Msizi. I wasn’t looking for you. I was living my life, minding my own business. You’re the one who came for me. You’re the one who made me break things off with my boyfriend. I was weak, yes, but not malicious. I didn’t scheme or plot. You did.”

––––––––
[image: ]


My voice shakes as I speak, standing in the doorway of his study. My face is still slightly swollen, and I haven’t even looked in the mirror since the slap.

“There’s a special kind of hell for what we did,” I continue, voice trembling, “but why am I the only one burning in it?”

––––––––
[image: ]


Msizi doesn’t even look up. He’s behind his desk, clicking something on his laptop. Like I’m a fly buzzing in the background.

“I never knew a father’s love,” I say, stepping further into the room. “He died when I was still a child. I’ve never known what protection feels like. But what I do know, what I do know....is that this,” I point to my face, “this is not love. Being beaten up.”

He finally closes the laptop with a click. Leans back in his chair.

“So a little slap is being beaten up now?” he scoffs, raising an eyebrow like I’m being dramatic.

“That’s how it starts,” I say, voice low but steady. “First a slap. Then maybe a push. Then fists. And then maybe I don’t wake up one day.”

He shrugs, unfazed. “Then leave.”

I flinch. The way he says it—like I’m disposable
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