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Neighbor

"Oh wow...now I'm beginning to be curious whether this is a weird coincidence or it's fate but I think I'm bumping into you everywhere I go, my new neighbor." Themba says with a smile as he approaches a beautiful woman in a shop aisle. She herself looks pleasantly surprised at this as she smiles back before saying, "Oh yeah...it would seem. It really is a small world, isn't it?"

"Well, this is the popular mall here in Hillcrest so I suppose we were bound to bump into each other here at some point if it wasn't at the library or if I didn't look through the window and saw you hanging your clothes on the line." Themba says jokingly but the blushing woman says, "Well, looking at your neighbor through the window is a little creepy isn't it?" with a smile as she looks away. It's hard to tell whether she is uncomfortable with the conversation or it's because there are other people in the aisle looking for items.

"Oh well, new neighbor you mean?" Themba says as he also blushes. "I mean, who doesn't do that to their new neighbors? You become curious to know who that person is and what they are all about. It's been what, three weeks since you moved in next door? And we have actually never spoken. If we saw each other from our lawns we just wave and smile, without saying a word. This is the first time I was this close to you."

"Well, I suppose life is funny that way huh?" the woman says as she blushes away. "Oh uhmm...my name is Themba Dlamini, your neighbor...hahaha..." Themba says with a laugh as he extends a hand to greet the woman who smiles and says, "Uhmm...my name is Candy Mbatha. It's nice to meet you, Themba." with a smile which seems to excite Themba as he looks at her in the eyes without blinking. It is as though it's the first time he saw such a beautiful woman in his life.

"Yeah uhmm...it's nice to meet you too, Candy...finally." he says as he lets out a little smile. He is trying hard to contain his excitement over this. "Wow, what a beautiful name....Candy. It suits you really." he says. "Why is that, you think?" Candy asks as she blushes again. "Oh I don't know, uhmm...I think all Candys are really beautiful I suppose." Themba says flirtatiously.

Candy thinks for a second as she looks at this man. It is as though there's something she wants to say to him but doesn't really know how. "Oh well uhmm...I better go pay for these..." she says with a smile as she lifts the items she picked from the shelves before putting them in the basket. "It was really nice to meet you, Themba." As she turns and walks towards the counter, Themba calls out, "You know what...I'm also done here, so can I walk you to the parking lot? I mean, my car is also at the parking lot." he says with a smile which seems to put Candy in a spot as she shrugs with a smile.

They both pay for their respective items and walk out of the store to the parking lot.

"So uhmm...Candy, you live alone or with a family of your own?" Themba asks curiously as they both push their trollies towards the parking lot. "Oh no, uhmm...I live alone.'' Candy says with a blush. "Seriously? In that big house? Couldn't you have found something small?" asks Themba as he seems a little surprised. "Okay can I ask, if you don't mind? How old are you? Of course you don't have to answer me if that's too personal for you, okay? And I'm sorry if I am over-stepping a little bit."

"Oh no, it's okay...you are not over-stepping." Candy says as she lets out a little smile. "It's just that no girl wants to be asked how old she is, you know. But if you must know, I'm 35." She seems a little uncomfortable with this conversation as they get to the parking lot next to her black BMW where she opens the trunk and puts her groceries in.

"Wow..." a pleasantly surprised Themba says. "Uhmm...can I be honest with you? For the past three weeks I have been waiting to see maybe your mom or dad walking around the lawn in the morning or something. You really must be doing well for yourself to be owning such a house at such a young age."

"Well, uhmm...it's actually inheritance from my late folks. I decided to use the little money they left for me wisely.” Candy says with a low voice. "Oh uhmm...I'm really sorry...I didn't mean to..." an embarrassed Themba says but Candy quickly cuts in, "Oh no, it's okay really..." she says with a smile. "My mom passed on when I was like 10 and my dad passed on about 5 years ago. So yeah...I have dealt with it. Since I was an  only child, I decided to use the money my dad left me to start a business, because I don't have an immediate family."

"So what kind of business are you into?" Themba asks curiously, which makes Candy think for a second before saying, "Uhmm...business consultant." with a smile. "Consulting on what, exactly?" probes Themba. "Well, uhmm...I find or create business opportunities for my clients. Once I know what your business does, I find the market for you or broker a business partnership on your behalf. But you know what...enough about me already."

"Wow, my firm could really use someone like you." Themba says as he looks a little impressed. "What do you do?" Candy asks curiously. "Uhmm...I'm an executive at Shell." Themba says with a little smile of pride. "Shell as in, the petroleum company?" a pleasantly surprised Candy asks. "Yeah, the one and only." Themba says as he leans against the trunk. "It took me a little while to get here but I did."

"Wow, you have done well for yourself." Candy says with a smile which Themba returns but that is followed by a little silence as the two seem to have run out of things to talk about.

"Well uhmm...I better get going." Candy says but Themba quickly cuts in, "Uhmm...you know what? Don't you wanna grab a bite since we are already at the mall? I mean, I think this qualifies as lunch time already." he says with a flirtatious smile as he looks at his watch. "Oh no I can't...there's somewhere I really got to be right now." Candy says, seemingly feeling bad about it.

"Oh well, I guess some other time then..." a disappointed Themba says with a low voice but Candy smiles and says, "Okay..." before getting in her car. Themba watches her as she drives away before heading to his own car that's parked not far from here.

***
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*Phone conversation*  

Woman: "Sir..."

Man: "Don't you sir me...what is that I hear about your asset?"

Woman: "Uhmm...sir?"

Man: "Hey, don't play dumb with me, alright? What's going on with her?"

Woman: "If I may, sir... think she has earned this retirement. Don't you think she has done enough already?"

Man: "When has it ever been enough, huh? That's not how it works, alright? As long as the earth is still spinning, it is not enough. Now, you better get her in line...you hear me?"

*little silence*

Woman: "But sir, after what happened in Cape Town?"

Man: "Yes, yes, yes...I know what happened in Cape Town, okay? But these things happen all the time and it doesn't begin with her. Does she think she's special?"

Woman: "Look, I will try and speak to her but I think for now we should allow her this time-out. Maybe after a little while she will come back to her senses."

*a little silence*

Man: "Alright, fine but you better get her under control...you hear me? I don't want this to set a bad precedent where everyone thinks they can do as they please. There's a lot to be done and time to nurse feelings is what we don't have."

Woman: "Sir.."

*Call dropped*
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I'm Candy; I'm Lindiwe; I Am Chameleon

"So, Mr. Dlamini sir, are you still spying on your new neighbor? Hahaha..." Reggie Malope says to his friend Themba as they take a break from playing golf on this hot Saturday noon at the lagoon country club. This is somewhat a tradition for these two friends, who have known each other since, to come here every other Saturday to blow off some steam after a long week. 

Themba is a 43 year-old who works for Shell. Colleagues say he is a level-headed but very much ambitious individual, who has always been seen by his bosses as a rising star in the company. He lives alone, which has often been interpreted by his friend Reggie as 'fear of commitment'- of course, he disputes that. He has great taste in almost everything, from his dress sense to cars and even a good choice of wine. It could be that his job exposes him to good things in life. 

Reggie is 45 years old and he is a DG for the Department of Energy. He has been married for about 5 years now and he and his wife have a four-year old daughter. He is one guy that Themba always turn to for advice on many things including work and relationships but he really doesn't like the spotlight very much. 

It's been a week or so since Themba had bumped into his attractive neighbor but he hasn't seen her since, which makes him feel a little disappointed. 

"No man, I'm not spying on my neighbor, alright? Why do you always have to be weird about it?" he says as he takes a sip from the water bottle while they sit under one of the trees in the golf course. "Oh really? You are not spying on your new neighbor?" Reggie asks as he chuckles. He seems to find this a little funny. 

"But I'm really not..." Themba says as he shrugs his shoulders, pleading ignorance to what his friend is suggesting. "Look...I often see her on her lawn most of the time and one time I saw her in a library, but a week ago I bumped into her in one shop at the mall. I swear to God man, it's like we are drawn to each other in some way, you know? I can tell that she is also interested to know about me but I just can't find anything about her, you know. Not on Facebook, Instagram or X...she just isn't there, man."

He seems a little worried about this but his friend jumps in, "Aw, I thought you said you weren't spying on her. Are you sure you weren't stalking her at the mall like a creep? Hahaha...." Reggie says as he lets out a huge laugh but Themba gives him an eye as he doesn't seem to like the joke.

"Alright look, why don't you just ask her out, dude? So that you will learn more about her instead of watching her through your window, like some psycho." Reggie says as he also takes a sip from his water bottle. "Well, I actually did ask that we maybe grab something at the mall but she couldn't." Themba says with a rather disappointed voice as he shrugs. "Well then, does that mean you may have misread her as far as what she may think of you? I thought you said she was also interested." Reggie says as he raises an eyebrow.

Themba decides to ignore that as he takes another sip of his water before saying, "I don't know man, there's something about this woman that has got my attention. You should see her, man...she is really sexy and very beautiful." with a sigh. "Oh come on, man...you have always been anti-commitment all the years I have known you..So please, don't read too much into this, alright?" Reggie says as he raises an eyebrow but Themba shrugs his shoulders without responding to that.

"Who does she live with?" Reggie probes. "That's just the thing bro...she lives by herself in a very big house and she is only 35 years old.  Don't you find that a little strange? A 35 year-old woman, living all by herself? A man could, maybe...but it's a little unusual for a woman." Themba says. "Maybe. What does she do?" Reggie asks curiously as he seems a little intrigued himself. "She said she is a consultant or something but also a trust-fund kid. That's how she bought the house. Apparently her parents were rich..." Themba shrugs. "Well then...maybe if you found out about her parents you would actually learn a little bit about her. Maybe her folks are well-known people." says Reggie.

"I know man, I think it would be weird if I asked her about her late parents. I'd have to explain why I'm asking and that might just be a deal breaker." Themba sighs. "Uhmm...yeah I see what you mean there. So what are you gonna do?" asks Reggie. "I really don't know man..." Themba says as he looks a little discouraged. This woman clearly has some effect on him.

"Well, since you don't have a solution for that problem, unto other matters of importance." Reggie says as he shrugs. "Do you remember that thing I told you about? About the deal that the minister wants to sign with a French company? Well, it looks like I'm right in the middle of it man." He suddenly looks a little worried as his face changes.

"What do you mean?" Themba asks curiously. "Well, the minister is trying to force my hand in this." Reggie sighs. "I have had some very influential people trying to put pressure on me over this deal but out of moral conscience I just can't do it. There are a lot of things wrong about this deal, man and if anything goes wrong it will be pinned on me, since I'm DG. So it's safe to say that me and the minister aren't really on good solid terms right now. I may sooner than later be out of the job."

"Man, why have you never told me how serious things have been?" a worried-looking Themba asks. "I mean, dude, you can always quit and come to work with me. You know that I can pull some strings for you. Your resume speaks for itself; it shouldn't really be a problem to get you over. You just name the salary package you want. Should I give you a blank cheque?"

"Oh come on, man...there's no need for all of that, right? I'm fine, dude. Besides, you know how much I love my job  and I'm really good at it. I just need to find a way to work around all of this." Reggie says with a low voice as he looks down. "Come on, man. This is different now. It is getting dangerous. You know very well how politicians can be. They will deal with anyone who gets in their way." a worried Themba says with a low voice. "Just resign and let them have whatever deal they want. Nothing is worth risking your life for. Just come and work with me and leave those corrupt bastards alone. Playing hero has no reward my friend...in the end, the villain always wins."

This makes Reggie think for a second before saying, "Look, you don't have to worry about me, alright?" with a smile. "Now let's freshen up and go have drinks so that you will tell me all about your neighbor."

They get up and head to the parking lot where their cars are.

***
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SOMEWHERE ELSE, CANDY is with some colored lady at this small coffee shop in a small and not so busy shopping centre. There seems to be a little tension between the two ladies but luckily for them, the shop is empty. There's just the two of them at the corner table and two waiters behind the counter.

"Oh my...Lindiwe Zwane. As I live and breathe." the colored lady  says with a smile as she sits down opposite the visibly annoyed Candy who says, "That's not my name. I am Candy Mbatha, and what the hell do you want?" with a low voice as she looks to see if the waiters are listening. "Oh wow...Candy Mbatha, huh? So you went back to your old alias when you used to play house wife, huh?" the colored lady says with a raised eyebrow. "Well, you may not be Lindiwe Zwane anymore but you are also not Candy Mbatha...are you? You know what your name is? The Chameleon. Do you still remember why we called you that?"

"What do you want Mitchell? And how the hell did you find me?" an irritable Candy asks as she raises her voice a little bit. "Oh look at you...you have only been gone for a second and you have already forgotten how good we are at our job." Mitchell says as she shakes her head in disbelief. "I am here to bring you in, Lindi. Oh I'm sorry, you are Candy, now...right?"

"Well, you can forget it, Mitchell, because I am not going back, okay? I'm out." Candy whispers with a rather unsettled face. "Oh you thought this was a request? Oh no, darling, it's not." Mitchell whispers back as she leans forward in order to look into Candy's eyes. "Look...the boss isn't happy and has asked me to bring you in. So don't think you or even I have a choice in this. That's not how things work, okay? So I suggest you get over whatever this is that's eating you up and get on with it."

"Look...haven't I done enough for you? I'm tired of it all, alright? I just need to be left alone, in peace.” a nervous looking Candy whispers as she looks around. "You, Mitchell... have you not promised to always be there for me? But now you, of all people, want to drag me back in...even though you know exactly why I'm doing this?"

This makes Mitchell think for a second as she looks at her in the eyes, "Look, I get it, alright? I know what happened in Cape Town was tragic but these things happen...all the time." she says with a sigh. "You just need a little break to get your mind right so that you can continue to do what you do best. This is what I told the boss as well, so please, don't make me look bad for trying to buy you some time. If the boss had his way, he'd have your head for this because he thinks you are being a bad example. I stuck my neck out for you."

"Well, the joke is on both of you because I am not going back...I'm done." Candy says firmly as she looks around the shop one more time. It's as though she wants to be sure there's only just the two of them in this conversation. 

"So what? Now you want to play good girl to your new neighbor,  Themba Dlamini?" Mitchell asks as she shrugs her shoulders but when she sees Candy's reaction she quickly jumps in, "Oh come on...don't act surprised." she says with a raised eyebrow. "Look here...you are really being valued by the boss, which is why he wants me to bring you in alive, instead of small pieces of you in a body bag."

Candy thinks for a second as panic begins to set in her eyes. "Mitchell, I beg you please..." she pleads with a rather nervous voice. "I can't go back, okay? Don't you think I have done enough already? I just wanna have a normal life, like everyone else. I can't be doing this for the rest of my life. There has to be more to live for, right? There are many things I wanted to do growing up and I want to live long enough to experience those things. I just want to be normal, Mitchell. Is that so wrong?"

"Well, except that you are not normal...are you? You are not ordinary. You are The Chameleon." Mitchell shrugs. "Look...my orders are to bring you in or else, it's my head. But I kinda like my life right now. So please don't make me do things the hard way. Just forget about having a normal life, okay? That's fantasy. Yours is for a higher purpose...it's what you do."

When she sees Candy's sad face, she kind of feels bad about it as she looks around the shop, which leads to an awkward moment in the room.

"Look...even if I were to let you be, the boss will have my head and will send people to hunt you down." she says with a sigh. "And that new neighbor of yours? He may find himself caught in it...is that what you want? My thinking is that...take some time out to pull yourself together. Once you feel better you can then come in. I will try and buy you some time but please don't take too long, okay? I'm under pressure as it is."

Candy thinks for a second. "What if I disappeared and went far away? Would you be able to buy me some time?" she asks with a low voice. "What part of 'it's my head' that you don't understand?" an irritable Mitchell asks as she raises her voice a little bit. "Look...if I had things my way I'd say go away and start over but it doesn't work like that. So I'm begging you, please...don't put me in a spot like that, okay?"

Candy thinks for a second as she looks Mitchell in the eyes.  "It's good to see you, Mitchell..." she says as she quickly stands up and walks out the door, leaving Mitchell glued on the chair with a cold cup of coffee in front of her.
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Networking
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TWO WEEKS OR SO LATER

*Mitchell is on a phone call with her boss*

Mitchell: "Sir..."

Man: "What the hell did I say to you, the last time we spoke on the phone?"

Mitchell: "Sir, you wanted me to bring her in..."

Man: "So? Where is she?"

*Little silence*

Mitchell: "I have made contact, sir."

Man: "And...?"

Mitchell: "I think I managed to get through to her..."

Man: "But I asked where she is..."

*Little silence*

Mitchell: "Sir, I  think we should give her a bit of time."

Man: "Didn't I not tell you that if you don't bring her in it's gonna be your head?"

Mitchell: "I understand that, sir but if we are being realistic, is it not better to give her time than to bring in an unstable asset? Isn't she useful to us when she is clear-headed?"

*Little silence*

Mitchell: "With all due respect sir, leave her to me. I can handle her. 

Man: "You better."

*another awkward silence*

Man: "You remember the brief we had last week? Well, it has just been moved forward, so we do need The Chameleon back in...as soon as possible."

*Little silence*

Mitchell: "Sir, I think I have a way of bringing her back in without any noise but you have to allow me space to do this my way."

Man: "Are you sure you can bring her in?"

*Little silence*

Mitchell: "Yes sir, I'm sure. I think she and I have some level of understanding."

Man: "Alright then, do it your way but do it quick."

Mitchell: "Thank you sir.

Man: "But, you need to get your people in line, you hear me? I don't want this becoming a habit."

Mitchell: "Yes sir...Thank you sir."

*Call dropped*

***
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FEW DAYS LATER

"So, Mr. Dlamini, are you sure you weren't just watching through the window, waiting for me to come out and hang the laundry?" Candy says with a smile as she approaches the fence where Themba is standing. It's been a little while since the day these two bumped into each other at the mall and they really haven't spoken since then, even though they wave from a distance whenever they see each other on their respective lawns.

"Actually, I had planned to cut the grass today..." Themba says with a little smile as he blushes. "Oh, on a Wednesday afternoon?" Candy raises an eyebrow. "Oh yeah, uhmm...it's my day off tomorrow, so I don't have to sleep early." Themba responds with a smile. "Oh I see..." Candy says as she returns it but what follows is a little awkward silence as the two stare at each other in the eyes, seemingly not knowing what to say next.

"Alright then, enjoy your afternoon..." Candy says as she turns to leave but Themba calls out, "No wait..." he says with a rather nervous voice. "Uhmm...look, do you wanna cook me dinner tonight or, alternatively I can cook you dinner? I mean, I'm sure it's not nice to keep having meals all by yourself...I know it's not." He kind of looks nervous, not knowing what kind of response he will get but Candy thinks for a second before saying, "Uhmm...I actually kinda do enjoy meals by myself...hahaha." as she bursts out laughing. "So uhmm...do you enjoy your solo date, Mr. Dlamini, hahaha..." 

She turns around to leave but Themba calls out, again, "Oh come on, Candy..." he says with a begging voice, "I think it's been two months or so since you became my neighbor but still, we haven't sat down  to get to know each other. I mean, a few weeks ago at the mall you turned me down but I realized then that maybe I was rushing things. It's just dinner, Candy...nothing romantic. I just wanna know a little more about you. Is that so wrong? What could be worse than drinking wine all by myself?"

Candy thinks for a second as she bites her lower lip. "Uhmm...thank you for the offer, Themba but I'm kind of pre-occupied with things these days. Maybe next time." she says with a low voice and a smile, much to Themba's disappointed face. "Well, I can't say I'm not disappointed but look...how about this?" he says with a low voice. "Uhmm...my friend Reggie has a birthday celebration at his house next week. Now, he is married and I am not. So he asked me to bring a plus one so that
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