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			The Seven Wonders

			Stories About Witches

		


		
			Foreword

		

		
			Witches have long fascinated and terrorised humanity. Depending on who you ask, they are either scions of Lucifer sent to ensnare, seduce, and unmake the righteous or, and reader, it’s a big or, they are wise women, keepers of healing, protectors of memory, and guardians of intergenerational knowledge. The violence of that dichotomy has captivated me for as long as I’ve been aware of the concept of ‘The Witch’. As an archetype, she is both destruction and salvation, temptation and transcendence, the devourer or the divine. How could you not be compelled?

			In early English literature, the witch often appears as a prophet of doom or disruptor of order. Nowhere is this more iconic than in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, where the three witches, “secret, black, and midnight hags”, foretell ruin with riddling truths. They are not evil in the conventional sense, but rather instruments of chaos and revelation. Their prophecies do not cause Macbeth’s downfall; they simply expose it. This literary inheritance lingers: the Western witch is often portrayed as liminal: dangerous precisely because she cannot be contained.

			But our idea of the witch is deeply regional. The Western witch, the cackling crone of fairy tales, the midwife-turned-scapegoat of European witch trials, has dominated the cultural imagination. She is feared for her knowledge, her solitude, and her resistance to male authority. Her image is burned into folklore, and quite literally into history.

			In contrast, many African and Asian cosmologies offer different, and often far more complex, understandings of female spiritual power. In Yoruba cosmology, the Orisha Odù is the creator of the universe and all that thrives within it, the progenetrix of all things. In India, tantric traditions speak of Shakti, the sacred feminine force that underpins the cosmos. In East Asia, female shamans and spirit mediums (such as Korea’s mudang) serve as intercessors between worlds, blending the mystical with the communal.

			These traditions resist the neat binaries imposed by Christian moral frameworks. Power is not inherently corrupting. The sacred feminine is not an aberration. Instead, she is entred. Feared on occassion, but also revered.

			Fast-forward to the late 20th century, and we see the witch begin her rebirth in the West. In the late ’90s and early noughties, witches exploded back into popular consciousness. We were gifted the Halliwell sisters of Charmed, Willow Rosenberg, the awkward, nerdy girl turned Wiccan icon in Buffy the Vampire Slayer and, of course, the goth-pagan coven of high school outsiders in The Craft. Sandra Bullock and Nicole Kidman singlehandedly birthed a generation of kitchen witches who drink frozen margaritas with Practical Magic, based on Alice Sebold’s bestseller.

			By the 2010s, the witch had evolved again, this time into something decidedly more powerful, and more nuanced. American Horror Story: Coven made witches absolute it-girls. To this day I am haunted by Myrtle Snow’s final word as she burns at the stake. A simple: BALENCIAGA!

			 (And yes, reader, that’s where this anthology gets its name: The Seven Wonders are the seven feats a witch must master to become the Supreme. All hail Sarah Paulson.)

			Robert Eggers’ The Witch took us back to the haunted woods of Puritan paranoia, invoking the primal fear of a girl who wants more than she is allowed. The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina traded sitcom charm for Satanic subversion, threading queer identity, pagan ritual, and feminist rage into one spellbound teenage tale. Even the Marvel franchise couldn’t resist: Wanda Maximoff and Agatha Harkness are both firm MCU favourites. And we even got a lesbian kiss in Agatha All Along.

			In these stories, and many more like them, the witch is not just reimagined. She is reinhabited. No longer a shadow at the edge of the village, she is now centre stage. And beyond fiction, this reclamation has spilled into daily life. WitchTok thrives with moon water, glamour spells, and protection jars. Crystal grids are sold on Etsy. The meme economy is ruled by astrology girlies and Mercury in retrograde is bound to have someone in your office all twisted. 

			The witch is no longer just a figure of fantasy. She is a lifestyle. A political stance. A spiritual rebellion. For many, she represents a return to the sacred before commercialised religion and male-focused worship. Religions like Wicca, first codified in the mid-20th century, offer spiritual frameworks that prioritise seasonal cycles, the Goddess, and the magic of the everyday. Books like The Spiral Dance by Starhawk and Drawing Down the Moon by Margot Adler helped formalise these modern movements, urging readers to remember what had been buried and imagining new possibilities for pagans.

			Some of the most famous Christian festivals have deep pagan roots: Easter is quite literally named after a pre-Christian goddess, Eostre. Christmas trees are based on Yule trees of the Old Norse, covered with candles to invite the Sun back at the Winter Solstice.

			Which brings us to this anthology. Here you will find seven stories about witches, each with a fundamentally different approach to what it means to be a witch. From the witches’ enclave Hekserij near Graaff-Reinet, to Indian hair magic, to good old classic fantasy witchcraft, this anthology offers a kaleidoscopic vision of how witches can be seen: as the villain, or perhaps as the liberator.

			Each story offers a different answer to a question that lives inside us all: What is a witch, and who gets to become one?

			So take a breath. Light a candle. Step through the veil.

			These are the Seven Wonders.

			Marius du Plessis

			Publisher, Mirari Press

		


		
			Editor’s Note

		

		
			Blessed be those who are called to read this anthology.

			Awaiting you, dearest reader, are stories about accepting one’s true nature, fables and familiars, reunions with Mother Nature and many a renaissance. These are true stories, of course; one need only wander the way of strange noises in the dark—you’ll know you’re on the right path as the black cat crosses—to find they happen all around us.

			Follow these tales of wonder and find yourself arriving at moonlit clearings in forests and castle towers reaching for the stars. Return to the earth or feel the cold river water cleanse you. Open yourself to love from those who truly know you and come into your own mystical power. Cardinally, remain curious and know that witches never really get caught…

			Spellbinding doesn’t begin to describe the feeling of reading these short works of fiction. Each author offers something extraordinary to this collection. It was a dream to gather, so to speak, with these writers around what they do best: storytelling. These quills only found their mark because of a publisher that gives a voice to those who are often burned at the stake. 

			Thank you, dearest reader, for choosing to make magic with us.

			Tiaan Booyens

		


		
			Mud Witch

			Ciaran R. Maidwell

		

		
			“By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, until you return to the ground, for out of dust you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” 

			Die Grondboek

			Beghinsel 3:11

			SARA 

			The day before her mother disappears, Mieke learns the name of the town where she was born: Hekserij. It is not a place that appears on any map, but it’s there – directly East of Graaff-Reinet, where they live now, trapped in the Karoo desert and cut off from the rest of the world by an ocean of dust. For the entire twelve years of her life, it’s all Mieke has known. Her mother points to the dark horizon, where the sun will eventually rise.  

			“All the way that way. I wish you could have seen it. It’s made of pure gold,” she says, head drooping against her shoulder. 

			Mieke thinks of suggesting that they visit the town together, but she doesn’t want to interrupt the rare flow of information. An hour earlier, her mother stumbled in from Die Stoutgat, her favourite dive bar opposite the Dutch Reformed Church they never visited, and called Mieke into the lounge. Usually, Mieke sat silently while her mom emptied a bottle of wine into her glass and watched reruns of The Gardener. Tonight is different. 

			“But they didn’t want me. They didn’t want you. Small towns are like that. It doesn’t matter how different you think yours is, they’re all the same. Small-minded and stupid.” 

			“Why didn’t they want us, mom?” 

			“I made a mistake, my sweet child. But it was the best mistake I ever made.” The corners of her mouth turn down. “My best mistake.” 

			Her mother lays her head down and begins to cry. Mieke remains beside her, gently patting her shoulder until the sobs become loud snores. Before climbing into bed, Mieke takes the red-stained wine glass to the sink, throws the empty bottle in the trash, and places a quilt over her mother. 

			Mieke wakes to the smell of burnt cinnamon. In the kitchen, her mom fries pannekoek over the stove and hums an unknown tune. This is part of the routine. Whenever her mom drinks herself to sleep, she makes pancakes the next morning, as if to say sorry, and Mieke pretends she hasn’t spent the night wishing her mom was normal.

			“Good morning, my special child.”

			“Good morning, ma.” 

			“How special are you?” 

			“As rare as a rose in the desert, ma.” 

			“Exactly,” her mom says, planting a kiss on Mieke’s forehead. “Never forget that. Now, sit tight. These are almost ready.” 

			Her mom has a special trick that makes the pannekoek taste better than any others Mieke has tried. It’s supposed to be a secret, but Mieke knows: her mom adds heaps of cinnamon and a pinch of sage to the batter. Her mom loves to keep secrets, and Mieke loves figuring them out. Watching her mom scoop a spoonful of batter onto the frying pan, Mieke notices soil stuck beneath her mom’s long fingernails. Regardless of how late her mom goes to bed, she always wakes up early to garden. 

			“We are of the earth, and we must remain entwined with her,” she told Mieke once. 

			“Is that from the Bible?” 

			“As if,” her mom had said. 

			Mieke loves to watch her mom rooting around in the flowerbeds or pruning back the rose bushes. It’s the only time she isn’t angry or sad or pretending to be happy. It’s the time Mieke loves her most. 

			“Today, when you get home from school, I want you to eat the food I’ve put in the fridge and then go upstairs and straight to bed. Okay?” 

			“Mom, it will still be daytime.” 

			“No ‘buts’, miss Mieke – straight to bed. Okay?” 

			“What about my homework?” 

			“You can finish it over the weekend.” 

			“Where will you be?” Mieke asks, one eyebrow raised. 

			“Mieke, who is the parent here? It’s not a discussion. You need to do as I say. Straight to bed, okay?”

			“Okay, fine,” Mieke says, rolling her eyes.   

			“Good. Now,” her mom takes a breath, turns back to the stovetop, “how many pancakes do you want?” 

			“I’m not hungry.” 

			This time, her mom rolls her eyes. Mieke’s mirror reflection.   

			“How many pancakes?” 

			“Just two…” Mieke relents. 

			“Sure. Just two,” her mom says, sliding over a plate stacked with six pancakes. Mieke grins. She could eat a hundred of them. Two bites in, she looks up to see her mother smiling. “Mom, why are you watching me eat?” 

			Her mom laughs. 

			“A mother can’t stare lovingly at her daughter anymore? I literally made you. I’ll stare at you all I want. I’ll follow you to school and watch you all day.” 

			“You are so weird sometimes.” 

			“I love you, too,” her mom says. “I always will.” 

			It must be around midnight. Somewhere out in the vast desert, an owl hoots, a vulture screams. Her mother has taught her how to tell the time by listening to the ebb and flow of the natural world. Most vultures are active during the day, she knows. But the one who roosts in the Shepherd’s Tree at the far end of their garden is different, like a grandmother clock tipped upside down. 

			She gets out of bed and fills a glass with water from the kitchen tap. The wooden floors creak under her bare feet. On her way back to bed,  she stops outside her mom’s room, where the door stands ajar. Inside, the bed is empty, the sheets undisturbed. It isn’t unusual to find her mother gardening under the moonlight. She often suffers vivid nightmares that keep her up for days at a time. Though Mieke has asked, her mom has never told her what happens in them. 

			Outside, the Karoo glows in shades of sapphire under the full moon. From the stoep, Mieke can see there is no one outside. Her mother is not here. It feels like a puzzle, or some kind of weird game that they are playing, though she doesn’t know the rules. Her mother has never been ordinary, so it doesn’t occur to Mieke right away that anything is amiss. 

			Mieke steps down into the garden, the damp grass soft against her skin. Above her, the Milky Way glows dimly like a forgotten path. She pours the glass of water out over a patch of soil, splashing her toes and the bottom of her nightie with cold mud. The garden roars with the quiet sounds of the night: the clicking of rain locusts, the slurred call of the Bronze-winged Coursers. They are all trying to tell her something, all pointing to wherever they last saw her mother. But she can’t understand them. Her connection to the natural world is only just starting to grow.  

			Mieke sits down and moulds a tiny person out of the clay. Wet fingers knead and pull until she has formed a head, arms, and two legs. Once the figure can stand on its own, she leans in close. The garden is suddenly quiet, holding its breath, listening hard. Mieke whispers “Mom”. The mud figure animates instantly, bringing its stubby hands to its face. It mimes drinking from a glass while tapping its foot, which makes Mieke smile. Then, the figure downs its imaginary drink and starts stumbling around. Mieke stops smiling. She leans in again. 

			“Find mom,” Mieke says.  

			The figure, her mud golem, bows and runs directly east, where the sun will eventually rise. 

			Mieke’s mom does not return. Neither does the mud golem Mieke sent to find her. After living alone for several days, Mieke in­forms one of the neighbours that her mother has disappeared. There is a big fuss among the neighbourhood moms, who talk over Mieke’s head as if she is not there. As if she has disappeared too. 

			“How could any mother leave their twelve-year-old alone like this? The poor thing.”

			“I mean, maybe it’s really for the best.” 

			“Not just for the girl, shame, but for the town too. Bit of a loose cannon, that one.” 

			“It’s no wonder there was never a husband.” 

			The moms all murmur in agreement. Mieke stays silent, seething on the inside. These people don’t know her mother at all. They don’t care that something must have happened to her. That’s the only reason she would leave Mieke alone. If she had left on purpose, wouldn’t she at least have said goodbye? 

			A woman Mieke has never seen before in her life arrives to look after her. She introduces herself as Aunt Sara. The woman smokes like the old train that runs through Graaff-Reinet, though Aunt Sara is much more efficient. One day, when Mieke comes home from school, she finds Aunt Sara has taken up residence in her mother’s bedroom. The lounge has been rearranged, and all the bedding has been swapped out. Instead of the vintage flowery designs her mom loved, everything is covered in shades of stylish, boring brass and cream. Aunt Sara does not talk about her missing sister. She doesn’t talk much at all. 

			“Aunt Sara, what is Hekserij like?” Mieke asks over a breakfast of lukewarm oats and honey. “That’s where you and mom are from, right?” 

			Her aunt frowns.

			“What stories has Helena been telling you?” 

			Mieke shakes her head. 

			“No stories at all.” 

			Even though Aunt Sara is technically, apparently, her family, Mieke never feels the same warmth she felt with her mother. There is no resemblance between the two of them. Aunt Sara doesn’t drink, always cleans up after herself, and never needs Mieke’s help. Also, she cannot cook anything without burning it slightly. One night, Aunt Sara cooks a chicken, which sends Mieke into tears thinking about how much better her mom’s chicken would have been. Aunt Sara doesn’t comfort her, just stands and watches while she cries. Somehow, the house is lonelier with Aunt Sara in it than during the time Mieke spent on her own. 

			Several weeks later, Mieke’s aunt wakes her early on a Sunday. 

			“We’re going to church. You ever been?” 

			“As if,” Mieke says, rolling her eyes. Her aunt nods. 

			The inside of the Dutch Reformed Church is hot and stuffy. They sit near the front while the dominee speaks about God and how he loves everyone, except for some people, who need to be saved before God will love them. Mieke does not hear much because her feet itch incessantly. They itch so badly that at one point, she cannot help but remove both shoes to scratch, letting out a relieved moan that echoes through the holy space. Her aunt picks her up by the collar and carries her outside. 

			“Just as I thought,” her aunt says. “Let’s never do that again.” 

			Her aunt lights up a cigarette and takes a long, suffering drag. She is sweating as much as Mieke is. Across the road, the neon sign for Die Stoutgat blinks on and off. Mieke is never asked to go to church again. 

			
JANA 

			Kleilat is an ancient game, passed down through generations of Afrikaners who had nothing better to do during the Great Trek than throw mud at each other. Before that, it must have been their Dutch ancestors who brought it with them over the sea. For years, Mieke has been the unofficial kleilat champion in Graaff-Reinet, a title she holds with pride and contempt.  

			Her mother taught her to play when she was six years old: first, pick a twig. It should be firm but flexible and of a decent length. Then, compact a handful of mud into a ball and skewer it with the twig. That’s where most other players went wrong. Instead of sticking an already-formed ball onto the twig, they moulded the mud directly around the stick, which impeded its ability to follow the desired trajectory. Next—her mother’s trick—cup the ball to your mouth and whisper your target’s name. Once that’s done, raise the stick above your head like a witch’s wand and fling it forward at full force. 

			Mieke never missed. If she had a spare second while loading the mud, she could even whisper the body part she wanted to hit: chest, shoulder, forehead. The other kids hated her ‒ unless she was on their team. But Mieke preferred the last-man-standing deathmatches, where she was on her own team, and all the other kids flailed and fell to the ground before her. 

			By the time she was eight, the other kids had stopped inviting Mieke to play with them. The boys couldn’t handle being beaten by a girl, and the girls were jealous that she was both beautiful and powerful. At least, that’s what her mom told her. 

			After the other kids stopped playing with her, Mieke spent a lot of time on her own, making up games and inventing worlds where she was a queen, surrounded by a coterie of people and magical beings who loved and adored her. Sometimes, when her mother was passed out on the couch, the coffee table crowded with empty wine bottles and a red-stained glass, Mieke would stand precariously on the kitchen stepladder and fill a bucket with water from the sink. Out in the garden, she poured the water over a patch of dirt and stirred it in. Once a thick clay formed, Mieke dug her hands in and began to mould animals and people ‒ all the characters who inhabited her imagination. 

			Holding them to her lips, Mieke whispered stories into their tiny clay ears and watched as families of elephants took tentative steps forward while the villagers danced around them ‒ or hunted them down with spears. They were not her friends, but they kept her company when she felt lonely. Mieke felt lonely a lot. 

			Her creations did not survive for very long under the parching Karoo sun. As soon as the mud dried out, the clay people crumbled, their joints stiffening and their hands turning to dust. Luckily, the garden was thick with vegetation, imported from all over the world. Her mother coaxed forth not only the greenest grass but English Roses and tropical magnolias too. These lush shrubs, aliens to the desert, should not have survived out there, but her mom had a special touch. Mieke liked to hide her creations under the foliage, commanding them to wait for her until she could return the next evening. Those who listened often survived the night. Those who didn’t, Mieke never saw again. 

			No one told Mieke that what she was doing was wrong, she just knew. There was a tight feeling in the bottom of her stomach whenever she thought about the hours spent with her clay golems. So, she kept it to herself. She didn’t even tell her mother, who kept a lot of secrets. It’s what grown-ups do, and Mieke wasn’t like the other stupid kids from the neighbourhood anymore. She had a secret, her first one. 

			Her mom has been gone for three years when a girl in her class, Jana Visser, calls her name after school.

			“Hey, you left this behind in class,” Jana hands her a blue ballpoint pen. It does not belong to Mieke, but she takes it anyway. Where their hands touch, index finger to thumb, Mieke feels a sharp burn as if from a candle flame.  This is the first time in a long time that someone has looked at her without knitting their eyebrows together in concern. 

			Jana smiles. Mieke notices a galaxy of freckles splayed out across her nose and cheeks. She would do anything to dive into that Milky Way. 

			Over the next week, Mieke finds a thousand excuses to speak to Jana. She asks for help with an English comprehension question; she wants to know where Jana bought her hair scrunchies; she needs to borrow Jana’s cherry Zam-Buk. They sit together during break time, gossiping about the other girls, discussing their favourite books (Jana loves the Bible, Mieke prefers Twilight), and ranking movie characters they think are good-looking. 

			“And let’s be real, Belle from Beauty and the Beast is the most beautiful princess out of all of them,” Jana says.  

			Mieke doesn’t look up from her sand­wich. Her heart is beating fast. “You look like Belle, if Belle had freckles,” Mieke says. 

			Jana thinks for a moment, eyes locked on Mieke’s face.

			“You don’t look like Beast, but you’re mysterious like him.” 

			Mieke laughs. She doesn’t mind being the Beast. Everyone talks about Belle’s happily ever after, but the Beast is just as lucky. Luckier, even. By the end of their story, he’s found the love of his life, turned back into himself, and his house is full of people. People he loves and who love him. Belle doesn’t just help him find humanity; she cures his loneliness. 

			“So, what made you decide to become best friends with the Beast?” 

			“God says to love thy neighbour,” Jana says. “Even if the neighbour is a hairy monster!” 

			Mieke roars and consumes Jana with a hug. 

			To celebrate her 15th birthday, Jana invites a bunch of girls from school over to her house, which is three doors down from where Mieke lives. Jana’s mother is impeccably normal and sober. She has strung up bunches of pink balloons and laid out two tables of snacks: koeksisters, cinnamon doughnuts, coconut ice, and home­made fudge. Between the clouds of balloons, Mieke spots a crucifix nailed to every wall. This must be why Jana feels God is always with her. In the corner, an old woman sits hunched over in a chair, clutching a decaying cloth-bound Bible. She does not take her eyes off Mieke. At regular intervals, the old crone ex­plodes into a fit of phlegmy coughing. No one else seems to notice.

			Mieke stands near the door, petting Jana’s massive Great Dane and avoiding eye contact with the other guests. These are the same girls from school who stopped inviting her to play kleilat because she kept winning. Now, they pity her from a distance, scared to get too close in case they contract whatever Mieke has that would cause a mother to abandon her daughter. 

			The other girls make no effort to include her, but Jana keeps beckoning her over. She hovers nearby, listening to them swap stories about getting their periods or which boys have sent them notes during class. Mieke has nothing to add to either of these conversations; no blood and no boys. When the girls sit around in a circle to play truth or dare, Mieke eventually joins them. Jana goes first; she picks dare. 

			“I dare you to… kiss Magda on the cheek,” one girl says. Jana laughs and plants a big kiss on the side of Magda’s face. Mieke wishes Magda would burst into flames. 

			“Mieke, why don’t you go next?” Jana says. 

			“I want to go,” another girl says. 

			“Shut up, it’s not your turn,” says Jana. The girls fall silent. They are afraid of her, Mieke realises. Or afraid of being kicked out of the group. 

			“Um, okay. Truth?” Mieke says. 

			“Is it true your mom disappeared? Like, you don’t know where she is?” The same girl asks. Jana glares at her. 

			Mieke nods. 

			“What about your dad?” 

			“I don’t know if I have one.” 

			“I’m sorry, Mieke,” Jana says, reaching over to squeeze her hand. Mieke squeezes back and wishes she could hold on for­ever. “But you’re never alone when you have God in your life. Right, girls?” 

			The others nod meekly. 

			“Amen,” one of them says. 

			Mieke plans to give Jana the best gift she can think of: one of her secrets. Her best secret. After school, they walk home side-by-side,  hands brushing together every few steps. They bypass the house and go directly into the back garden, which has turned brown and dead. Only a few roses remain, clinging on for dear life. 

			“These are beautiful,” Jana says. 

			“They were,” Mieke agrees. 

			Mieke picks a spot in the far corner. On her hands and knees, she digs out fistfuls of dirt. Jana remains standing, frowning at her. When she has gathered a big enough pile of earth, Mieke pours water over it and mixes everything until it forms clay. 

			“You could have just baked me a cake like everyone else…” 

			“Or I could have gotten you an ugly belt like Marianne did.” 

			Jana gasps – and then doubles over laughing. “So ugly, what was she thinking?” 

			“That you regularly attend rodeos, maybe? She doesn’t know you like I do.” 

			“Okay, but seriously, what’s going on? Is my gift a mud facial? Because, I’d rather not…” 

			“It will be if you don’t shush,” Mieke laughs. “Your favourite animal… is a dove, right?” 

			Jana nods. “The symbol of purity and peace.”

			Mieke hasn’t made birds before, but she does her best to mould the rounded head and feathered wings. She gives the dove delicate talons and a beak to match. 

			“Mieke, if you throw mud at me, I’m going to kill you. We’re too old to play kleilat.”

			“Just wait…” Mieke says. Her heart is hammering against her ribcage, imagining the smile on Jana’s face when she sees what Mieke is about to do. When, finally, someone else knows her secret. She brings the figure to her mouth and whispers.

			“You’re a dove. Now fly.” 

			A long second passes where nothing happens. Then the figure hops up and down on Mieke’s finger, moves its head from side to side and shuffles its clay feathers. With an impressive leap, the dove takes off towards the sky. It does not get very far. After three heavy flaps, it drops to the ground and its body crumbles, leaving only the head intact. It stares up at the two girls, unseeing. It must have been too heavy to carry its own weight, Mieke realises. She looks back at Jana with a smile.

			“I’m better with elephants.” 

			Jana is breathing hard, eyes wide. 

			“How did you do that?” 

			“I don’t know, I just did it,” Mieke says. Shame creeps up her neck, and the bottom of her stomach grows tight. Has she made a mistake sharing her secret? 

			“This is wrong. It’s… ungodly.”

			“What? Jana, no.”

			“What are you?”

			“Jana… I’m your friend. Your best friend. The Beast,” Mieke says. But Jana is backing away, her index finger outstretched and accusing.

			“Heks!” She yells. 

			Mieke stands, hands up like she’s been caught committing a crime. Jana turns and runs towards the house, shouting about black magic. Mieke grabs a ball of wet clay, whispers “forget” and throws it with all her strength. The ball hits Jana directly on the back of the head, sending her tumbling face forward into the dirt. She does not move as Mieke approaches. 

			“Jana?” 

			The girl doesn’t stir. Mieke rolls her over and splashes water on her face. Jana’s eyelids flutter. Mieke thinks of the emergency responders she’s seen on TV and bends down to give Jana mouth-to-mouth. As soon as their lips touch, Jana’s eyes open wide.  

			“What are you doing? Get off of me!” 

			“Jana, you’re okay.” 

			“Were you trying to kiss me?” 

			“No! I was waking you up. We were playing… You fell and hit your head on the stoep.” 

			Jana sits up and looks around, hand on the back of her head, blinking fast.

			“Where am I? Where’s my mom? I want my mom,” Jana says, her voice growing louder and louder. Mieke’s aunt rushes out of the house.

			“What’s happened?” 

			Mieke repeats her lie. Her aunt nods. 

			“Why don’t we all head inside for some tea?” 

			Aunt Sara puts an arm around Jana and leads her into the lounge. Jana walks like a hospital patient, slow and disorientated. Mieke trails behind them, the whole world slightly tilted. 

			Jana and Mieke sit opposite each other, while Aunt Sara gets the tea ready. 

			“I don’t even remember how I got here…” Jana mutters, more to herself than to Mieke. 

			“We walked. Together.” 

			Jana frowns but says nothing. They just sit there, Mieke trying to catch Jana’s eye. Jana desperately avoiding her. It’s like they just met. Worse, it’s like Jana has always known her, but always disliked her. 

			“Now, drink this, it’s nothing prescription. Just a home remedy for headaches,” Aunt Sara says, appearing with a tea tray and a vial of shimmering gold liquid. Jana downs it, and immediately her expression softens. They drink their tea in silence. Outside, the wings of the clay bird, disconnected from its head, flap pathetically. 

			Aunt Sara takes Jana home and explains the version of events Mieke has given her. She returns to find Mieke at the kitchen sink cleaning mud from under her fingernails. 

			“Jana says she can’t remember how she got here or what you two were doing,” her aunt tells her. 

			Mieke sighs. 

			“She also called you a witch, for some reason. Any idea why?” 

			“It was a game we were playing. Witches and princesses.” 

			“Right. She must have hit her head really hard.” 

			Jana stops speaking to Mieke at school, although she talks loudly about her whenever Mieke walks past. She can’t remember ever knowing Mieke, but she tells everyone about waking up to find Mieke trying to kiss her. In Jana’s version of events, Mieke en­chanted her and tried to turn her into a lesbian. The other girls latch onto this. She is no longer the kleilat champion, she is a Satan-worshipping witch. 

			Mieke feels the loss of Jana’s friendship like a physical force pressing down on her. Despite its absence, Mieke carries it like a heavy stone. Worst of all, she still longs to feel the burn of Jana’s hand, to stare into the cluster of stars on her face. But that will never happen. She is alone. 

			
			
FIONA 

			Mieke celebrates her 16th birthday with a host of homemade creatures and characters in the back garden, amid the skeletons of her mother’s exotic shrubs. It’s a Sunday, which means her aunt won’t be home. Mieke isn’t sure where she goes, maybe to church, maybe to a book club. She doesn’t care. Aunt Sara has never bothered to ask when Mieke’s birthday is. Mieke has never bothered to tell her. 

			This year, Mieke has decided to gift herself

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

OEBPS/image/The_Seven_Wonders.jpg





