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STRING OF PARLS: ONE

-Onezwa Mthethwa-

Tears prick at the corners of my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. I've promised myself never to shed tears again, having cried enough to last a lifetime. Today, however, I'm fighting happy tears. I'm overwhelmed with pride in myself and how far I've come. My friend and colleague, Amber, nudges my shoulder as Phil takes the stage, and I burst into a victory giggle.

When I first walked into Phil and Mai's realtor four years ago, I was desperate for a job to sustain me. Despite lacking experience and qualifications, I was determined to prove myself. I recall standing outside the company for hours every day, begging for a chance, until Phil noticed me and gave me my first shot. I started as an office aid and worked my way up. Today, I'm being promoted to senior associate.

This is the happiest day of my life, as this achievement once seemed impossible where I come from. My aunt's words still echo in my mind: "You'll never amount to anything except marrying a decent family." I was constantly told I'm fat and ugly, that no man would ever look at me twice, as if that were my life's goal. All I ever wanted was to design clothes for the rich and famous.

"Congratulations, baby!" Amber exclaims, snapping me back to reality.

"Thanks," I reply, smiling.

"Let's hit the club tonight!" Amber suggests.

I sigh, reluctant to come up with an excuse, knowing she's aware of my dislike for clubs.

"Come on, we need to celebrate. I'll make sure you're home by midnight," Phil says from behind me, making me blush.

"Okay," I respond in a suddenly squeaky voice.

Amber gasps.

Phil plants a kiss on my cheek and walks past us, leaving my stomach in knots.

"Hmmm, Mr. Boss spoke only once, and yeyi! I guess we're on for tonight," Amber says, and I sigh.

Why would Phil kiss my cheek in public? Next thing I know, I'll be labeled as the skank who slept her way to this promotion, which couldn't be further from the truth. I worked tirelessly to earn this.

"Don't be silly. I'll see you later," I say to Amber, turning on my heels.

Closing the door to my new corner office, I take a deep breath, soaking in the city's beauty. I run my hands over the new leather two-seater couch before approaching my ocean-inspired executive desk. Taking a seat, I admire the attention to detail in my new workspace. Phil really went all out.
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"Do you love it?" Phil asks, walking in and closing the door behind him.

"It's perfect. I don't know what to say, really," I reply, getting up and walking towards him. I wrap my arms around his neck, standing on my tiptoes to give him a passionate kiss that leaves us both breathless.

"Look at what you did to me," he says, revealing his arousal, and I blush shyly.

"If it's any consolation, my underwear is drenched," I whisper, biting my lower lip. Phil curses under his breath.

"I can't wait to taste the creamy wetness between these thick, sexy thighs," he whispers softly in my ear, nibbling on my earlobe.

"You're nasty, Mr. Peterson," I say, breaking away from him, and he chuckles.

"Oh, the day I get you," he says, shaking his head in mock sympathy, making me swallow hard.

That's the thing between my boss and me. It all started about a month ago when I delivered papers to his house. He invited me in, and we shared a drink, talking for hours. He confessed his crush on me since I started working for him. I couldn't believe it; Phil is a handsome, laid-back, and humble man. He built this business with his late wife, achieving great success until she passed away from cancer two years ago.

We haven't taken the leap yet, but Lord knows I need my lawn mowed and trimmed around the edges. It's been five years since my last intimate encounter, and I was content in my celibacy until Phil awakened a thirst in me.

"How about tonight?" I suggest.

"Let's skip the club. I can't wait that long," he says, attempting to touch me, but I slap his hand.

"Nope," I say, walking back to my seat.

"It was worth a try," he says, adjusting his trousers. I laugh, wondering how he'll hide that bulge.

Later that evening....

I've never understood the fuss about clubs. The blinding lights, ear-shattering music, and overpriced food just don't appeal to me. Give me a quiet night in any day. Yet, the electric atmosphere here is undeniable.

"To the new senior associate!" Amber shouts, raising her shot glass before downing its contents.

We're alone tonight, and I've been scanning the crowd for Phil since we arrived. He's the only reason I agreed to come, but now he's a no-show.

"Can you at least pretend like I have a dick too?" Amber asks, making me gasp.

"What? Your body is here, but your mind is on that man's...pink dick," she says with a frown.

"How do you know the color of his...?" I ask, and she giggles.

"He's colored, on the fair side. I doubt he's packing a black pipe," she teases.

Amber's crazy, but I love her.

"Ladies," Phil's deep voice interrupts, sending shivers down my spine as he takes a seat beside me. "Sorry I'm late. My mom dropped by unannounced with my kids."

Amber raises an eyebrow at me, and my mood sinks. I shaved, waxed, and wore my best underwear, ready to be devoured, but now he's talking about his family.

"Hey, we're still on. We'll just go to your place or a hotel; I don't mind," he whispers, his breath sending tingles down my neck.

A smile spreads across my face before I can stop it.

Amber's boyfriend joins us, turning the night into a fun couples' outing. With my two left feet, I dance the night away, feeling free and wild.

After saying our goodbyes, Phil and I head to my apartment. As soon as we step inside, his lips find mine, and we kiss hungrily. His hands roam my body as I search for the light switch.

"Onezwa Mthethwa," a low, resonant voice breaks the spell, and I quickly pull away from Phil.

A tall, dark man with broad shoulders and striking eyes stands before us, exuding a dark, heavy aura.

"I...who are you?" Phil asks, breaking the silence.

The man ignores Phil, his cold eyes fixed on me.

"Who is he?" Phil asks me.

"He's my—"

"I'm her husband," the man interrupts, his voice firm.

Phil's gasp makes me look down.

Just then, another man walks into the kitchen, dressed casually. Nkanyezi, the laid-back Mthethwa brother.

It's been five years since I last saw them. Now, here they stand in my kitchen, memories I tried to forget come flooding back.

Five years ago....
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TWO

FIVE YEARS AGO...

I sprinted into the kitchen like the bogeyman was chasing me. A massive SUV with the license plate "Mthethwa 6" had just pulled up at the gate. As chunky men stepped out, I dashed into the house.

"Ma, there—" I started, but didn't finish.

"Go inside your room and stay there until I say otherwise," she ordered, ushering me toward my bedroom.

Minutes later, Lihle, my cousin, burst in without knocking – a habit of hers.

"Do you know why the Mthethwas are here?" she asked.

I shook my head. "I was sitting outside when their car arrived. I ran in to inform Mama, and soon after, they started shouting our clan names."

Lihle's eyes widened. "Are you dating one of the Mthethwa brothers? I know I'm not, and there are only two of us girls here. Oh my goodness! What if they came to ask for my hand in marriage?"

"Marriage? Don't they need to court someone first before showing up randomly to ask for their hand?" I asked, bewildered. Was this the 1900s?

"Yeah, but these are the Mthethwas – ruthless, yet yummy brothers," Lihle said with a squeal.

I seemed to be the only one finding this odd.

The door swung open, and my aunt entered, looking like she'd inhaled something foul. Her nose upturned, she scrutinized me from head to toe as if I were rotten meat. Her behavior didn't faze me; I was accustomed to her hatred.

After my mother passed away, my aunt took me in, giving the word "wicked" new meaning. Since I was ten, I'd been the household maid.

"I need to wear a long dress and headwrap?" She said and i  frowned in confusion.

"Don't just stand there, Onezwa. Get your fat ass decent and come to the living room," she snapped before turning on her heels.

I obeyed, retrieving my Sunday best. At 25, I was stuck in the village with no job prospects – no one would hire me without a matric certificate. My aunt ensured I dropped out in grade 11 to help with her spaza shop due to her arthritis.

The irony? Lihle continued schooling while I took over the shop duties. To this day, we didn't know where her matric certificate was, supposedly stolen in a mugging. My aunt had funded Lihle's trips to the city's Department of Education, but Lihle mastered lying.

As I entered the living room, I almost passed out seeing the pair of eyes staring at me.

"Ah, my daughter, you're here," my aunt said in an suddenly sweet voice.

If I weren't petrified, I'd laugh at her pretentiousness.

"MaZondi, she's indeed beautiful – a true African woman," one of the men said. My aunt giggled, sounding fake.

The other man's words made me lift my head in lightning speed. "She'll make a great wife to our son and bear us many children." Tears burned my eyes as reality hit – I was being considered for marriage.

Yes, I could be slow, but I never thought anyone would want me, especially not the notorious Mthethwa brothers.
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A week had passed, and I was now married to Qhawe, the youngest Mthethwa brother. My aunt had tried to discourage the Mthethwas from marrying me, but they didn't listen.

As I walked through the living room, my mother-in-law called out, "Onezwa, come here."

I took a seat, and she asked, "How are you?"

"I'm okay, ma," I replied.

She nodded slowly. "Is my son treating you well?"

I nodded again, feeling a bit shy.

"Good. If he mistreats you, don't hesitate to let me know," she said, smiling warmly.

Just then, Qhawe walked in and sat beside me. He's seriously handsome – that smile, fade haircut, and trimmed beard? Wow!

I still can't figure out why he chose me, but here I am.

We haven't consummated our marriage yet, and I'm both grateful and curious. We've shared a bed for a week, but he's kept his distance.

"I've come to steal my wife away," Qhawe said with a smile, his deep baritone sending shivers down my spine.

His mom smiled, and he stood up, offering his hand. He led me to the bedroom and sat on the bed.

"Come here," he said, beckoning me.

I felt awkward sitting on his lap, being a bigger girl and all, but he made me feel somewhat at ease.

"You must be wondering why I married you," he said and I nodded.  
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"Well, I saw you a couple of months ago, walking back from church," he said, his eyes sparkling with amusement. "And I was intrigued."

I looked up, my eyes locking with his. "Intrigued?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

He nodded, a hint of a smile playing on his lips.

"I don't think that's reason enough to marry someone you hardly know," I said, my voice laced with skepticism.

He chuckled, his deep laughter sending shivers down my spine. "I'm impulsive like that. I see something I like, I go after it," he explained, his gaze holding mine. "With that being said, I promise to be a good husband. I give you my word."

His lips brushed against mine in a gentle peck, and my heart skipped a beat.
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I trembled as Qhawe's fingers traced my curves, sending shivers down my spine. His touch was gentle, yet electrifying.

"Relax, my mkami," he whispered, his deep voice soothing my nerves.

Easy for him to say. I was nervous, and my mind raced with thoughts of what if im not good at this?

His lips brushed against mine, soft and teasing. "You're beautiful, Onezwa," he murmured.

My cheeks flushed. No one had ever made me feel so desired.

His hands explored my body, leaving trails of fire. I arched into his touch, craving more.

"Qhawe..." I whispered, my voice barely audible.

He smiled, his eyes crinkling. "I've got you, Mkami."

With one swift motion, he lifted me onto his lap. Our bodies aligned, and I felt his warmth.

"Are you ready?" he asked, his voice husky.

I nodded, my heart racing.

His lips claimed mine, and our worlds merged. The room faded, leaving only us. I've had mediocre sex before but what this man is doing to me is just out of this world.  
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A month had passed since Qhawe swept me off my feet, and we were still basking in the glow of our honeymoon phase. Every day, he showered me with flowers and gifts, and I couldn't help but fall deeply in love with him.

But life had other plans. On a fateful Friday afternoon, I heard a car pull up in the driveway. As I cooked dinner in the kitchen, a loud knock at the door startled me. Who could it be? Qhawe always let himself in.

Curiosity got the better of me, and I found a large box on the doorstep. Assuming it was another romantic gesture from Qhawe, I smiled. But my heart sank when I opened it. Inside, I found my husband's head and limbs, brutally severed.

The world around me crumbled. A week later, I was back in the village, mourning the loss of my beloved Qhawe. His brothers, Nkanyezi and Mcedisi, sought justice, but their efforts brought no solace.

The elders' next decision left me reeling. I was instructed to marry Mcedisi, Qhawe's older brother – a man already married to the lovely Masibiya. The thought sent shivers down my spine.

After a brief mourning period, preparations began for my traditional wedding to Mcedisi. On the eve of the ceremony, Masibiya approached me.

"May I come in?" she asked, standing at the door as I put on my dress. She zipped it up, her eyes locked on mine.

"We'll be sister wives tomorrow," she said, her voice laced with resignation.

"I just want to mourn Qhawe," I whispered.

Masibiya's expression turned cold. "Why didn't you speak up when the elders suggested you marry my husband?"

"Like you did?" I countered.

She sighed. "Mcedisi is complicated. He doesn't know how to love. The Mthethwas want to control Qhawe's fortune through you."

Desperate, I pleaded, "Help me run away."

Masibiya's eyes filled with warning. "You don't know the family you're dealing with. They're feared gangsters. Don't let their traditions fool you."

Just then, my mother-in-law appeared, beaming. "I'm glad to see my daughters-in-law getting along."
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PRESENT DAY

Tears streamed down my face as memories flooded back. I recalled escaping on the eve of my wedding.

"He's not my husband; he's my brother-in-law, a reminder of a past I'm trying hard to forget," I whispered, wiping my tears.

THREE: 

ONEZWA

As I sob, face buried in my hands, Phil's conflicted expression catches my eye. He yearns to comfort me, but the Mthethwa brothers' intimidating presence holds him back.

"Ndoda, you should leave. This doesn't concern you," Nkanyezi growls, his gaze flicking to Phil.

Phil's eyes lock onto mine, filled with concern. "Will you be okay?" he asks softly.

"I'll be fine," I lie, trying to shield him from the danger lurking around me.

Nkanyezi's impatience escalates. "You heard her."

With a hesitant glance, Phil exits, leaving me alone with the Mthethwa brothers.

Nkanyezi breaks the tense silence. "How have you been?"

I whisper, "I don't know how to answer that."

Mcedisi's deep voice resonates through the room, sending shivers down my spine. "Why did you run?"

I cower, despite his calm demeanor.

Nkanyezi intervenes, "That's not important now. We must focus on the issue at hand."

An uncomfortable silence settles among us.

"What do I need to sign?" I ask finally, my voice firm.

Confusion etches on their faces.

"You're here for Qhawe's fortune, right? You can't access it without me. Give me the papers, and let's end this charade," I declare, newfound courage surging through me.

Nkanyezi's expression turns grave. "That's not why we're here. Our brother loved you, and unfortunately, his enemies now target you."

I frown, bewildered. "Why?"

"They believe Qhawe hid diamonds with you," Nkanyezi explains, Mcedisi's piercing gaze fixed on me.

"Diamonds? I know nothing about diamonds!" I protest.

Nkanyezi presses on, "Your life is in danger. Come with us, and we'll protect you."

I stand firm, tears welling up. "I won't go anywhere with you. I know nothing about diamonds. I was married to your brother briefly, and now that he's gone, I'm free from your family's grasp."

Nkanyezi's patience wears thin. "Didn't you understand? These people are extremely dangerous."

I open the door, resolve etched on my face. "I'll take my chances. Leave, or I'll call the police."

Nkanyezi begins to protest, but Mcedisi interrupts, "Leave her, bafo. We've done our part."

With a heavy sigh, Nkanyezi follows Mcedisi out the door.

As I slam it shut, a dam of emotions bursts, and I surrender to tears. 

I was drunk in love, ready to surrender to Phil, but the past had other plans. Its dark shadows shattering our bliss.

After the Mthethwa brothers leave, I seek solace in a long, soothing bath, tears streaming down my face. Sleep eventually wraps me in its calming arms.

Now, I sit in the living room, phone in hand, wrestling with doubts. Should I call Phil? The battle rages within me until I finally dial his number.

"Onezwa," he answers, his voice warm and inviting.

But I freeze, words stuck in my throat.

"Are you there?" Phil asks, concern seeping into his tone.

I take a deep breath. "Yes... I'm sorry about last night."

Silence descends, heavy with unspoken emotions. Phil breaks it with a sigh.

"It's okay, but I think I should take a step back. Those men... they're powerful, and I have my kids to consider."

His words cut deep, a gentle rejection that slowly drains my soul.

"I understand," I whisper, before hanging up.
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_MCEDISI_

Nkanyezi hands me a cigarette as we stand on the balcony, overlooking the vibrant city lights of Jozi. Lost in thought, I tune out Nkanyezi's chatter. My mind is consumed by Onezwa.

I never took offense to her running away. It wasn't as if I loved her. But seeing her in another man's arms infuriated me, and her accusations of us seeking my brother's fortune only added fuel to the fire. If only she knew the truth.

When my father died, I was just 16. His ruthless family left my mother to raise three boys alone. I took it upon myself to help, stepping up to lead the Mthethwa family. Sacrifices were made, and desperation led me into the world of crime – killing for hire, extortion, and eventually selling drugs and organs on the black market. My little brothers joined, a decision I'll always regret.

We became a force to be reckoned with, our reputation preceding us. But Qhawe grew too ambitious, making side deals and seeking to branch out. I tried to shield him, but he pushed me away, ultimately crossing Kofi, a ruthless Egyptian.

Kofi killed my brother over stolen diamonds, and now he's hell-bent on reclaiming them. Onezwa's escape didn't concern me initially; I figured she'd return when she finished mourning. Years passed, and she didn't. I sought her out solely to protect her from Kofi, but my patience wears thin.

"What do we do now?" Nkanyezi asks, breaking my thoughts.

"Nothing. We go back home. MaSibiya awaits," I reply nonchalantly.

Nkanyezi chuckles. "Kofi will find her."

I shrug. "Maybe we should try again; perhaps she's calmed down."

Nkanyezi presses, "Let's do it for our brother."

"He's dead," I say.

"We can save his wife," Nkanyezi counters.

I shake my head. "She's no longer our concern. We tried; she's stubborn."

Nkanyezi scoffs, "That doesn't mean she should die for something she knows nothing about. You're mad because she was with another man."

My jaw clenches. "Ngathi uyakhohlwa ukuthi ukhuluma nobani? (Are you forgetting who you're talking to?) I don't care if she's been with every white man in the past five years. She's irrelevant to me."

Nkanyezi says, "Ngixolisa bafo" (I'm sorry, brother).

We continue smoking in silence.
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Days pass, and we return to the village. Nkanyezi's discontent about leaving Onezwa behind is palpable, but he'll come around.

As I enter my home, my wife greets me with a shy smile. "Myeni wami, you're home?"

I nod, offering a gentle side hug. "Let me run you a bath," she says, excitement sparkling in her eyes.

She disappears into the bathroom, then returns shortly. "Your bath is ready, sthandwa sam."

As I head to the bathroom, she stops me with a question. "Did you find her?"

I shake my head, "No," and continue into the bathroom, eager to avoid probing questions about Onezwa.

After my bath, my wife serves dinner, and we eat in comfortable silence. Later, she clears the plates and returns with a small box.

"What's this?" I ask.

Tears well up in her eyes as she reveals, "Nyambose, ngikhulelwe" (I'm pregnant). She cradles her flat stomach, and I rise to envelop her in a warm hug.

"Ngiyabonga, MaSibiya," (Thank you, MaSibiya) I say, genuinely elated. After six childless years of marriage, I'd begun to doubt my fertility.
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_NARRATED_

Monday arrived sooner than expected. Onezwa woke up with puffy eyes, courtesy of a sleepless weekend. She layered on makeup, hoping to conceal her fatigue and tears.

As she walked past reception, she dodged Amber's gaze. Luckily, Amber was distracted by the courier guy while receiving office supplies.

Onezwa slipped into her office, shut the door, and collapsed onto the couch, closing her eyes.

Just as she relaxed, Phil walked in. "Already lounging around, new associate?" he teased.

She sprang up, defensive. "I wasn't lounging! I swear."

Phil's warm smile put her at ease. "How are you?"

"I'll live," she replied with a shrug.

Phil's expression turned serious. "I have a client interested in the Hillcrest house."

Onezwa's eyes widened. They'd been trying to sell that property for almost a year! The commission alone would set her up nicely.

"If you're not up for it, I can assign someone else," Phil offered.

She shook her head vigorously. "This is exactly what I need. That 3 million commission will fund my dream holiday."

Phil chuckled. "Mind if I tag along?"

Onezwa playfully rolled her eyes. "Last time I checked, you dumped me."

Phil burst into laughter. "We'd need to date first for me to dump you, Onezwa."

She blushed, unable to retort. Their relationship remained unlabeled.

FOUR

_MCEDISI_

MaSibiya keeps stealing glances at me as I put on my formal clothes. Today, I have back-to-back meetings, and I need to check on my taxis.

"Uhm..." she begins, playing with her fingers.

"What's bothering you?" I ask, looking at her through the mirror.

"Myeni wam, should I be worried about Onezwa coming back to take my husband?"

I turn to face her, frowning. "Take your husband? Aren't I her husband, too?"

Her mouth hangs open.

"Focus on the pregnancy and leave Onezwa out of this. She doesn't lose sleep thinking about you," I say, pecking her forehead.

"I'll be back a bit later," I say, and she nods.

I walk out of our hut into the main house and greet my mom. She doesn't look pleased.

"Say whatever you want to say or forever hold your peace," I say.

"When are you bringing my daughter-in-law home?" she fires.

"Your daughter-in-law is in her hut," I say mockingly.

She scoffs. "You need to protect Onezwa. Nkanyezi told me her life is in danger."

I cuss under my breath. What kind of man is Nkanyezi with a loose mouth?

"We did our part," I say, grabbing a piece of bacon before walking out.

I run a small coffee shop in the city and own a fleet of taxis. That's how I clean the money I make from my illegal businesses.

Nkanyezi barges into my office at the coffee shop and pours himself a drink. I ignore him and focus on the books.

"Word on the streets is that Kofi is coming to South Africa," he says.

I look up at him, giving him my full attention.

"I think he's here for your wife," he adds.

"She's not my wife," I protest.

"Yet you introduced yourself to that cheese boy in her apartment as her husband," Nkanyezi says mockingly.

I snort.

"Why are you here?"

"What are we going to do about Kofi?"

"I'll go see ubab Masoja tomorrow morning," I say.

Nkanyezi nods.

"Can you believe MaSibiya is pregnant?" I ask, lightening the mood.

Nkanyezi starts dancing. "Dingiswayo, Nyambose! Eww, siyabonga!" (clan names)

"Now I can knock up islenda sam madoda," he says, punching his fist in the air.

"Shouldn't you marry her first?" I ask.

Nkanyezi clicks his tongue. "She says she wants to pursue her modeling career first before settling down."

"Mmithise bafo!" (Get her pregnant, brother) he smirks.
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Nkanyezi eventually left, and I spent the rest of the afternoon catching up on work. Once satisfied that everything was in order—and the coffee shop hummed like a well-oiled machine—I headed to the taxi rank to check on my fleet. After attending a few owners' meetings, I walked to my car.

"Saobona," a voice called out.

I turned to find Khosi, a woman from my past.

"Yes?" I asked, my expression neutral.

Khosi swallowed, her eyes downcast. "Uhm... you never called."

"You said you would, and it's been months," she continued, her voice laced with disappointment.

I shook my head. "What's your name again?"

Her eyes flashed hurt. "It's Khosi."

I nodded, getting into my car. Without another word, I drove off.
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_ONEZWA_

I've been praying and chanting money manifestations since morning, desperate to sell this house. At almost 30, I've never taken a vacation, and the fat check from selling this Hillcrest property will be my reward.

After a refreshing bath and light makeup, I get into my Kia Picanto and drive to Durban, blasting Cece Winans' album. Five hours later, I arrive in Hillcrest, awestruck by the triple-story mansion.

Nine bedrooms, a tennis court, two kitchens, two living rooms, an indoor pool, a cinema room, a gym, and a study – this house has everything. At 16 million, it better sell.

On my way here, I stopped at the mall for essentials to make the place look homely. I assemble flowers and books, bake chocolate chip cookies, and welcome the enticing aroma

At 1 p.m., the doorbell rings. I hurry to answer, but my blood runs cold at the sight of six intimidating men.

"Are you going to let us in?" One man asks, his scarred forehead making my hair stand on end.

"Uhm... sure," I stammer.

The brief mentioned a middle-aged couple, not these menacing strangers.

"What's your name?" the scar-faced man asks, extending his hand.

"I... I'm Onezwa... Mthethwa," I reply, shaking in my Steve Madden sneakers.

Where am I hearing that name before? Fear clouds my thoughts.

"Shall we?" I squeak.

As I tour them around, I struggle to hide my fear.

"Very impressive, Miss Mthethwa," Kofi says. "Is it Miss?"

"Yes," I nod.

"Are you a Mthethwa by blood relation?" he asks.

"I'm married into the family," I explain. "I haven't changed my surname yet."

Kofi stares at me.

"You must love your husband to keep his name after he passed away," he says.

My frown deepens, sensing danger.

"How do you know he passed away? I never shared that," I ask.

Kofi smirks.

"Because I killed him," he says.

I step back, bumping into one of his men. A needle pricks my neck, and everything goes
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