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THIS BOOK IS A REFLECTION of many hearts — not just mine. Every chapter was shaped by the voices, love, and strength of those who walked beside me when words were hard to find.

To my family, thank you for your unwavering love and patience. You carried me through the silence and believed in my light even when it dimmed. Your faith gave me the courage to keep writing when the world felt heavy.

To my friends — the quiet listeners, the gentle souls who offered comfort and laughter — your presence was healing. You reminded me that even in pain, there is still warmth to be found.

To every reader who opens Life: A TRIP WITH NO MANUAL , thank you for allowing my words to find a home in your heart. May these pages speak to your own story, your own journey through loss, love, and renewal.

And to the unseen hands of inspiration — the moments, memories, and people who taught me how to feel deeply — this book is for you.

— G. Lethoko

PREFACE

Life has never come with an instruction manual. We are all handed a blank page and told to write — not knowing when the ink will fade or when the story will change. Life: A Journey With No Manual is born from that very uncertainty. It is a mirror to the experiences that shape us, the lessons that bruise and build us, and the moments that remind us we are still learning, still growing, and still surviving.

In these pages, I explore the raw and unpredictable rhythm of existence — from love and loss to discovery and redemption. Every chapter reflects a different stage of the journey, revealing that there is no right or wrong way to live, only the courage to continue walking.

This novel is not a guide, but rather a companion — a reminder that even when the road feels rough, every step is a part of something greater. Life doesn’t promise clarity, but it offers meaning in the mess, beauty in the broken, and purpose in persistence.

May this story encourage you to embrace your own path, no matter how uncharted it seems. Because life, in all its chaos and wonder, truly is a journey with no manual.

— G. Lethoko 

INTERLUDE

There comes a moment

when silence becomes its own kind of language.

Grief loosens its grip,

not because the heart forgets —

but because it learns to breathe again.

This is where sorrow softens,

where memory turns to light.

— G. Lethoko
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​CHAPTER 1
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M

ary was a stunning and glamorous Cape Coloured damsel from Stellenbosch. She was so caring and kind, she’d never trade her soul and spirit for happiness. She had absolute beauty and the sweetest voice, with boundless absurdity. Her nose was sharp, and she had a curvaceous body. She was kind-hearted and so understanding. Her gait was one to die for, and when she ambled, it was like she floated—or so they said! One would swear she was an Italian lady. Apparently, her mother was from a Zulu clan, and her father a Coloured, born in the diamond-infested soil of the Northern Cape. Greg always wondered where Mary got such unique features from!

She was thirty-five but looked so young, people usually mistook her for a teenager, and when they heard about her true age, they would whisper about how amazing she looked—and of course, how the wonders of well-applied make-up suited her.

Mary relied on her husband, who worked at the city mines. It was that era when men left the village to seek proper jobs in the city, and women weren’t allowed to work, except on farms and doing house chores. Mary’s husband, Clarke, was one of those successful men staying in the city, living a luxurious life.

Clarke went home only after months, and that made Mary suspicious. She suspected that something was keeping him from coming back home. Mary never knew that Clarke was a scoundrel and a cheat who was dating her best friend, Linda. She trusted Linda with her life. Through Clarke’s eyes, Mary was just a stupid wife—a nuisance holding him back from pursuing the life he dreamt of. He usually sent her letters with messages that left her hallucinating, dreaming of a paradise—a place she never thought of. The aim was to make her think he had eyes only for her; those letters were sent to make her blind.

“Mary, be honest, do you miss him?” asked Dorah, Mary’s friend.

“Him? What are you talking about... oh, him? Oh, no!” said Mary with a smile.

“I know when someone misses a loved one. I’ve been around far too long—I know such things! Why are you smiling while looking at that piece of paper? Are you hiding something from me? Let me see!” said Dorah, snatching the letter from Mary. Dorah didn’t waste any more time; she read the letter right away.

Dear Mary,

It’s been a long time since I left home, my dear. Months went by, days passed, and a wrench has been bothering me. I can’t thoroughly help myself when I think of you—a flower so exceptional, my darling, my ride or die. I’ve been stoned by the cold, my skin lute. My face is blurry and stiff. My wounds are sore. I’m yapping, yearning for your warmth. I can’t bear the pain, but I promise I’ll stay strong just for you.

I would smile; my wretched heart would skip a beat and begin to pump with joy when I think of you. Every time I come near you, my soul feels comfortable, like blood in my veins, and my heart beats smoothly like the flow of water in a river. Your voice wakes up wonders upon my face, zest upon my heart, and endless thoughts in my mind.

My heart becomes zenith when I’m looking at you—my cultured damsel, my everything. If all were to be taken away from me and I were forced to choose, I would choose you, as you mean the world to me unlike materialistic things. You’re my red tulip, my anchor, my pillar of strength and support, a person better and greater than a red tulip. You’re a flower beautiful unlike any other, a flower so exceptional and scented.

You’re a sensation of happiness to all, an inspiration to those lacking inspiration, an apple of the world. Is your beauty still shining at a high note?

You’re my secret weapon, my angel among angels. Your beauty shoots non-stop like bullets from an M16 gun, perplexing as the first shoots of roses. You’re the momentous gift that allures my hidden well-being. One would say you are my love machine, my beauty machine, my M16 gun, whom I’m attracted to. What a blessing upon curses, a blessing that confronts loneliness, retrieving its power to my cul-de-sac heart.

Your husband, Clarke

“You’re such a nuisance! That’s not funny at all. That’s private and a bit personal, and you weren’t supposed to read it out loud like it’s a public speech. No, mgani! You weren’t supposed to read it!”

“Why are you mad? You know that deep down in your heart, happiness is flowing like it’s nobody’s business. Cheer up!” Dorah responded happily.

“I’m just kidding. It’s not like I’m not happy—I just find this fishy because he doesn’t want to come home! All he does is send endless letters. I miss his touch, his scent, his foolish stories—you name it! I don’t want letters. Why doesn’t he just come home to spend some time with his wife?” Mary angrily muttered.

“I’m sorry to hear that, dear. I understand your frustrations, but don’t hold a grudge against him. He’s working to secure a future for both of you and your future children,” said Dorah.

“Okay, I hear you. Sorry for lashing out on you, mgani. This is just too much. I can’t bear it anymore—it makes me feel sick!”

“I get it, no hard feelings. I’ve been there too. It’s been years since my husband went to the city to look for work. He’s been gone for years. I tried getting hold of his friends, but none of them know where he might be. Some people say they usually see him in the suburbs, and it seems like he owns a house there,” Dorah shared her issues as well.

“That’s sad though. Who knows, maybe it’s true. Men are unpredictable, and they have a tendency of abandoning the women who built them once they start earning a fortune. They start to hang out with gold-diggers who have no clue how they became the people they are,” said Mary.

“I doubt Clarke would do that to you. You two have been through a lot together. As I remember well, you’ve been together for years—ever since high school—and nobody ever came between you. I tried and failed; do you remember the day when you found us kissing? You freaked out like a maniac. Honestly speaking, I never thought someday we’d be friends!” Dorah trekked down memory lane.

“It shows that your ancestors are with you every second, hey! I still can’t believe we are friends and that I’m still with the same guy I met years ago in high school—my high school sweetheart. Thank you for always being there for me, mgani. If it weren’t for you, I don’t know where I’d be,” Mary said to Dorah, appreciating their friendship.

Someday, Mary decided to go out and get some air. She missed her cousins who stayed down the hill in the nearby village. She was so stunning—her show-stopping shapely legs showing underneath her knee-high floral dress that concealed her well-contoured, seductive form. Blokes and teenage boys couldn’t stop praising her; she really captured the hearts of most people that day! You would swear she was up to something. She was the type of person who didn’t like to be around people, she’d rather stay home and knit.

Her cousins were so glad to see her; it had been a long time since they mingled.

“Hi Mary, how are you holding up? How’s married life, girl? As I remember well, I last saw you on your wedding day, looking so gloomy! How’s our son-in-law though?” Esther said.

“I’m doing just fine, my dear, and married life is at its absolute worst—as it always displays! I missed you too. My in-laws give me a hard time; they are so clingy and demanding!” said Mary.

“Who wouldn’t be clingy? You have it all, morals and beauty! You look worried. Talk to me, dear. What’s going on?”

“The way I remember those smiles we scattered, the way we used to talk about our future... His promises still make me suffer and feel broken. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive him! Just imagine—six months without communication. When you try to reach out to him, he doesn’t even bother to get back to you! What kind of husband does that?” Mary said, full of anger.

Mary burst into tears. Esther pulled Mary into her arms.

“What? I don’t understand....”

“I need to tell you something and promise me that you won’t mention my name to the elders when it comes out,” said Mpumelelo.

Esther tried to warn Mpumelelo through signs, but she had already opened a can of worms. She couldn’t resist letting go of the “bad news.” Esther did her utmost to distract Mary from giving Mpumelelo attention. Unfortunately, Mary became curious and started paying attention.

“What’s it, cuz?.”

“There’s a rumours circulating around the neighbourhood. People out there laugh at our family and call us a family of whores and return soldiers. Apparently, your husband has a second wife, and he goes around telling people how clumsy you are, and the kind of whore you are. It seems like you no longer exist to him...” said Mpumelelo.

Esther excused herself and ambled to her room. She felt guilty for withholding such information from her cousin. But who could blame her? Such rumours are both effective and disastrous.

All of a sudden, Mary fainted. Mpumelelo cried out for help.
“Esther! Please, hurry up here! Mary has fainted!.”
Esther came running like a maniac, and there Mary lay upon Mpumelelo’s lap.

“I rest my case now! I warned you about your big mouth—now look what you’ve done! I don’t know how many times I have to tell you to learn to control it. Did you really have to tell her? What if it’s all lies?.”

Esther kept rubbing Mary’s forehead with a wet cloth for a few minutes. She scolded Mpumelelo until she lost her temper, but Mpumelelo wouldn’t listen. She continued to spill the beans.

Little did she know, Mary was conscious—she heard every word they uttered.

You heard her too, saying her husband comes home after such a long time! She has every right to know the truth about her ‘loyal husband.’ He’s having an affair with her best friend, and I have proof of that, I can attest to it! I’ve seen them often in the city, strolling through the park, going to the cinema, and even on dates at a top five-star hotel where I used to work. She needs to understand that the man she married is no longer the man he used to be. He’s become something else,” said Mpumelelo.

“How could he do that to me? I knew it... I’m so foolish. I doubt I’ll ever forgive that son of a –” Mary murmured, sobbing in tears. “He chose my best friend out of all people. He has the guts!”

“Sorry, my dear. I should’ve told you a long time ago. It’s just that I felt like it wasn’t my place to say such things. I didn’t want to be considered a homewrecker, as I’m already called names in the neighbourhood. Don’t worry about that scoundrel. That’s life and love. When someone is surrounded by love, the feeling of excitement can fade, and they start to ignore the true love that lies in the peace and stillness. Some people forget how much they’re loved,” said Mpumelelo.

“I once told the elders about my suspicions, but none of them listened. They kept encouraging me to be patient.”

One day, after four months, Clarke decided to go home to fetch Mary. When he stepped out of his classy German car, Mary’s aunts ululated in excitement. One of the women was about to usher him into the house, but he rushed ahead, heading straight to the kitchen where Mary was.

Clarke, the son of a former Afrikaner racist who had once ruled over the black landowners in the region of Natal—had a cruel and mean streak. A strange man who used to be uncouth, but that day, he appeared humble. Clarke always managed to surprise those in his circle. At first, he had seemed to possess remarkable values: integrity, decency, and trust. He grew up with strong morals and a good sense of humour, a great companion by all accounts but then he changed.

Perhaps he was just a good pretender. Maybe he faked his character all along to win Mary over.

He greeted the elders with a gracious smile that filled Mary’s heart with gratitude. She came running toward him and leapt into his open arms, shouting with joy. Clarke’s hands waved through the air like a bird’s wings. Mary burst into tears of joy, and Clarke offered her a shoulder to cry on.

After that day, Clarke stayed at home for about three weeks, nurturing his wife’s heart and treating her like a queen, a true trophy wife. Mary let the affair slide because she believed Clarke had genuine intentions for their future. She never confronted him about the affair.

Clarke took his wife to the city and returned with one of the classiest cars imaginable. It was shiny and roared like one of those cars the youth only dream of. He was thrilled by the stares he received on the streets as he drove by. Mary was pleased to see him back, but deep down, she sensed a shadow behind his sweet smile.

Clarke glossed over Mary’s silence. After spending some time at home, he packed Mary’s bags in the boot, got into the car, and hit the road. When the couple arrived in the city, Mary was stunned by the boulevard, the bourgeoisie strolling across the streets, and bow-legged men pushing children in prams. A storm of worry brewed in her mind, and her imagination ran wild.

In her daydreams, she pictured Clarke pushing a pram with their child asleep inside, pottering around a garden.

Mary had already fallen in love with the city and they settled there for a year.

While living in the city together, Clarke began coming home drunk and being abusive towards her. The neighbours were always irritated by him playing music loudly during the night. Soon thereafter, Mary found out she was pregnant. Clarke, at first was startled by the news, but he soon came to terms with the issue. Mary’s hormones got her nagging though, and Clarke found her a nuisance.

“Clarke, where have you been? I’ve been sick and worried about you! What’s that on your shirt?” Mary looked closely. “Wow! You even have a lipstick print on your shirt!” she lashed out.

“What are you on about?” Clarke asked, heading to bed. “Sometimes I fail to understand how your brain works! Let me not worry much, maybe it’s the hormones that are doing the talking! You never know what to expect from a person in your condition! Anyway, are you done?”

“Just admit it, damn it! You were with her, right?” Mary asked.

“Her, meaning who?” Clarke asked, popping out his eyes.

“Lindi!” Mary said, trembling. “You go around sleeping with her while foolish Mary is left in the house looking at the walls! Don’t you dare deny it! Yeah, I know it, it’s been going on for years!”

“What are you on about?” Clarke ridiculed, smiling. “Nowadays, you never cease to confuse me! Oh God, please help your daughter, she’s losing her mind! She’s talking about things she knows nothing about!”

“Please share the joke! What’s funny? You cheat on me with my friend then have the balls to laugh at me, huh?” Mary said, she then threw her cellphone at Clarke.

“I can’t apologize for being nice and friendly to your friend!” Clarke said. “There’s nothing going on between us! Didn’t your parents tell you that a man isn’t supposed to be questioned about his whereabouts?”

“So, you’re a man now?” Mary said, pointing at Clarke. “Let me tell you something, you aren’t a man! You’re far from being one!”

“Since you’re God, our Almighty, what am I?” Clarke asked.

“You’re a boy, judging by your foolish behavior!” Mary said, fuming.

“God, the almighty, please give me an absolute definition of a man!” Clarke said with a twinkle in his eyes. “Since you’re Miss-Know-It-All, Miss Goody-Two-Shoes!”

“A man is someone who sees other beautiful ladies outside and still comes back home without being tempted by them,” Mary said. “A man is not defined by the number of women he is with, but by staying loyal to a single woman! A boy is someone who thinks having multiple partners is the right thing to do. My dear, change! Be the man you want your son to be and be satisfied with the only woman you have.”

“Nxa! I won’t stand for this humiliation and rudeness from a farm girl! I’ll show you what I’m made of! This time you went too far!” Clarke said, walking away.

During the argument, Mary experienced contractions and Clarke called an ambulance. When they got to the hospital, she gave birth prematurely at seven months. The baby stayed at the hospital for a few days. Soon after that, Mary’s aunt went to visit her, and she was welcomed with sad news: Mary had made up her mind and she was separating with Clarke.

“Auntie I can’t stand this, I really can’t!” Mary said to her aunt.

“My girl, you can’t back down every time there’s a conflict in your marriage,” Auntie Sthoko said. “You have to fight! After every dark night, there is a bright day. So no matter how hard it gets, stick your chest out, keep your head up, and handle the situation with astounding strength!”

“Sesi, know your worth, so that you don’t settle for what is beneath you. You’re such a good wife to him!” Auntie Patricia said.

While the women were talking, Mary’s friend, Melissa, walked in and intervened. She was very cross, and Mary was so devastated that she had called her friend for comfort and to calm down.

“Friend, leave him once and for all! He disrespects you!” Melissa said.

“I can’t just stand up and leave,” Mary said angrily. “We’re married, so the elders expect us to solve our issues, and that’s the reason why I’m here!.”

“I’ll tell you one thing about a relationship that’s drowning,” Melissa responded. “I want you to realize that your happiness comes first and you’ll be happier. Don’t be afraid to be single, it doesn’t mean you’re alone; it just means you’re tough enough to deal with your troubles alone. It also gives you a chance to better yourself. Never settle for less, know your worth!”

“I hear you friend, and you’ve got me thinking!” Mary said.

“Nobody is worth your tears, and the one who’s worth them won’t make you cry!” Melissa said.

“What about his child? How will we survive financially?” Mary asked.

“He’ll have to pay child maintenance!”

“And what if he fails to do so? What will happen to us?” Mary asked.

“You’ll go to the Child Maintenance Court and report him!” Melissa advised.

“Life’s not fair!” Mary said furiously. “When will I get a rest from life’s torture?”

“Ask me, I know,” Melissa said while rubbing Mary’s shoulder. “Life’s full of disappointments and pain, but this cannot destroy you permanently!.”

“Why are you so positive?” Mary asked, shedding tears.

“It’s because you have power in you to overcome anything that life throws at you,” Melissa said with a smile. “Darling, believe me when I say the dust will soon settle down, and you’ll find your happiness!.”

“Oh! I can’t wait for that moment!” Mary said.

“Darling, I’ll tell you something about men. I’ve experienced it myself and learned a few lessons along the way. Men always say, ‘Women are complicated and unpredictable,’ but I believe we’re all the same. Men also have traits that can be considered complicated—they just express them differently. The true nature of a man is hard to define and often unpredictable. A man will still cheat and treat his partner badly, even if she does everything to satisfy him. He won’t truly be hers unless they both want to work things out. Sometimes, as women, we need to leave the table when love, trust, loyalty, and care are no longer being served. Love doesn’t require much to work. No matter how much you love, if it’s not mutual, you’ll always end up alone. Make sure he loves you too.” Said Melissa

“But how will I make him listen to me, how will I make him sit with me and fix all these? I no longer trust him, he proved me that all along I was right about his behaviour, he sneaks around with floozies. Sesi, I’m tired of fighting, the worst case, I still love him, I can’t just up and leave, we’re married! We ought to solve this in a proper and elderly manner!” Said Mary.

“Once you earn Clarke’s loyalty and trust, don’t do anything stupid to hurt him, because it will backfire — and you won’t have the strength or power to stand the consequences. A man’s loyalty and trust are the hardest things in the world to gain, and the easiest to lose. Bear in mind, I’m not blaming you for this mess or pointing fingers. I’m no love expert, but I know that love is about sacrificing and compromising. It’s about asking yourself whether what you have is worth it all. In love, it takes understanding, patience, and effort. Both of you have to put in the work to make it last,” said Melissa.

“There’s something I really don’t like about men,” Mary replied. “They make us wait — wait for them to grow up, to stop chasing sluts, to man up and take responsibility for their actions.”

“I used to think the worst thing in life was ending up alone,” Melissa continued. “But trust me, it’s not.”

She sighed and added, “The worst thing is ending up with people who make you feel alone — people who don’t see your worth or value. I know how it hurts to keep going back to someone who mistreats you, just to keep the family flame burning. I’m not saying you should walk into the lion’s den and expect not to get hurt. I’m just looking out for you. Women are already oppressed — and worse, they often end up oppressing themselves. It’s in their blood to believe: ‘Someday all the dust will settle, and my man will change from a rebellious animal into the sweet bloke I once knew.’”

“What are you implying?” Mary asked, her voice tinged with rage.

“They forget that they exist too,” Melissa said gently. “The truth is that patriarchy does exist. The domination of men over women benefits men — and female liberation comes at the expense of male privilege. I’m not fighting you. I’m just being real.”

**
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THAT SAME MORNING, while Clarke was still in the bathroom, his old friend Ntuthuko dropped by unannounced. Months earlier, Clarke had confided in him, sharing his frustrations and doubts. But for reasons unknown, the issue had been left unresolved. Ntuthuko had hoped to follow up and help Clarke sort things out — little did he know Clarke wasn’t ready to face the mess he’d created.

“Qoh, qoh! Anyone home?!” Ntuthuko knocked on the door, which was already wide open.

From the kitchen entrance, the scent of foam bath drifted in from the bathroom. The house was awash with a sweet, heavenly fragrance of various flowers, the aroma floating in the air.

“Who’s it? I’m coming right away, wait a sec!” Clarke shouted.

He came running, wrapped in a sky-blue towel, the towel tied in a big, tight knot. He headed straight for the door.

“Ekse, my bro! Howzit? Zikhiphani? I see you’re preparing yourself to go meet my big sister, hey! How’s she doing though?” said Ntuthuko with a smile, standing at the door.

“Oh, it’s you Nja Yam! I didn’t expect to see you, how have you been though? Long time no see! Let’s not talk about that cry-baby,” Clarke said, shutting his friend down. “She disgusts me!”

“Jonga boy, look at her, man, she cries for you! Don’t think she’s weak; just consider yourself lucky that she thinks you worthy of her precious tears.”

“I’m not allowed to talk, smile, or even touch other women!” Clarke said angrily. “She bosses me around as if I’m a child! What type of wife does that! This lady tends to forget that there are plenty of women out there who wish to have me, I mean where will you find a hunk with a sexy oiled torso with a six pack? Look at you, you look like a middle aged man! I make ladies go weak at the knees! Do you remember last time we went to extension five, did you see how those ladies who sat at the car wash jostled and shoved to get a better view! They couldn’t resist me!

“But ...” Ntuthuko tried to get his point across.

“Whoa! But what?” Clarke asked, cutting off his friend with frustration in his voice. “Are you on her side now, huh? You’re now her friend, hey? You even have the guts to stand for her!”

“I mean, if she’s jealous of the other women around you, you don’t have to think that she is insecure. It’s just that she doesn’t want to see anyone else in your arms!” Ntuthuko said.

“Oh! That’s how it is, hey?” Clarke asked.

“Yeah, she doesn’t want anyone else to have your heart,” Ntuthuko said. “Ungadlala ngebhola but ungadlali ngomunt othandana naye because kuzobuya nakuwe sekuphindi.” (You can play with a ball, but don’t play with the person you are in a relationship with because the wheel will turn.)

“But that was a long time ago!” Clarke said. “She likes bringing up bygones! Can’t you see that she’s mad?.”

“Mfowethu, speak to your partner in the manner you would want them to speak to you, even when you’re angry at them,” Ntuthuko said. “If you somehow wronged or offended her, remember that ‘sorry’ might be the word that makes you forever.”

“Are you sure about that?” Clarke asked angrily. “I don’t want that woman near me!.”

“What I can say is that relationships are all about communication,” Ntuthuko responded. “I can see that your relationship is going through a strain, and I suggest that you guys need to sit down and solve your problems. You lost touch with your wife when you did what you did! You could’ve just admitted to what you did and apologized!.”

“I will say it again, I won’t take orders from a woman, out there women bow for their men, they praise the grounds their husbands walk upon, there’s no such thing as ‘equality.’ This media thing is messing with our cultures and traditions. Last week I heard women talking about empowering and lifting others and taking down pat...I forget the word!” Said Clarke.

“It’s patriarchy, I heard a lot about that, but I think they are doing the right thing because men tend to be too controlling and aggressive, and that leads to inhumane behavior such as rape, assault and murder. Men somehow think that women are their property, and they can do whatever they want with them, and they are absolutely wrong!” Said Ntuthuko.

“I never thought I’d see this day when a man would be taking the side of the snakes, helping serpents kill and destroy his brothers’ kingdom! Anyway, what’s that patriarchy of yours?” Asked Clarke.

“Patriarchy applies to the state when men hold power and predominate in roles of political leadership, moral authority and social privilege without women recognition. They established this culture of exploiting women for selfish and evil reasons. We often see patriarchy practiced in various societal institutions whereby young women are denied a platform to lead and prove their leadership abilities and capabilities. This form of inequality has been there for years, black men have been holding the fort, calling the shots, dictating leadership of the women.” Ntuthuko said.

“That’s nonsense! This equality thing makes women disrespect us even more! Shove off, let me pass, you’ve blocked my way! Stop advocating for Eve’s breed, it's disgusting!” Said Clarke Passing behind Ntuthuko.

“Back then women had no leading role in any societal activity, men lead the way. My brother, we have to put an end to this, we have to stop it before it corrupts our off-springs, we have to normalize giving women a chance in all societal activities, young women with potential need to be taught leadership and not be subjected to sexual tools or objects. They aren’t meant to be consistent with men whereas they have capability and potential to do whatever they wish to pursue.” Ntuthuko said quite a mouthful.

“You’re starting to annoy me, let’s change the topic!” Clark shouted out of rage.

Ntuthuko saw it was better to walk away before he could ruin his friendship with his friend even further.

Mary and the child left the hospital and moved back to Clarke’s apartment. One day, he let the baby and Mary spend a few nights there. During the night, he struck the window glass and packed Mary’s luggage. He was so furious that he threw her luggage through the window and locked the baby in the other room. Mary screamed, but no one came to her rescue because her husband was plainly rude. She eventually got to a point where she had to develop a backbone and fight for herself.

“Baba, if you no longer love me, tell me straight ahead. I know about the shenanigans you’ve been up to in my absence, I know about the clumsiness and adultery you portrayed. There’s no need for you to look for perfect ways that will simmer down the disgrace. There’s no need for you to pretend to be a better husband, I heard about it all, cut the act! Don’t forget that I know you to the core; I could sense hatred in your heart, the feeling of disguise.  Why don’t you just say it to me, I won’t fight you, just say it right away. I promise to listen and to never react foolishly; I know it will break me. All that you’re doing shows that you never loved me. When I first saw you I thought you were cool and calm, for the first time I saw you I frankly thought you were a cute gift from heaven, a heavenly sent Angel. Your face spoke a foreign language but your heart a different one. Your greatest personality whistled for my attention. My eyes were deceived.” Mary said sobbing.

“You know what; tell someone who cares about your sob stories! I’m done with you, you make me sick, if it isn’t this then it’s that! Just accept defeat and go, I have no space for people who nag and make noise in my world!” Clarke harshly spat.

“You never loved me. All you did was play with my emotions...This is not the Clarke I married a decade ago, when did you become such a venomous being? You had a veil of secrecy wrapped around your mind, vanity being all you care about, you are always unscrupulous and unpredictable.” Said Mary, feeling heated.

“You’re such a clown; look at you, all messy with dry tears! You really became an unpleasant, unkind, and ungrateful scoundrel. You blew sombre of shame upon my image. You put my heart in solitude.” Spewed Clarke.

“It’s you who didn’t care. It’s not like I didn’t care. Our relationship was monotonous. I did it all, I put so much effort fighting for our marriage while you went away doing God knows what! I still repeat it, don’t feel sorry for me, I’ve dealt with it a long time ago, I’ve made peace with my fallen marriage. I’ve faced scandals and sorrows the society threw at my image; I can still conquer this! I know you’re seeing someone else already and the worst part of it is that she’s my best friend. Since you are brave enough, why don’t you say it straight to my face that you don’t want me anymore? Unlike other women, I’ll walk away without a fight. I prefer that way rather than investigating you, unfolding the truth behind your lies and pretentious acts.” Said Mary.

Clarke was amused by Mary’s bravery, so he called his friends to take her out of the building. They escorted Mary to an informal settlement near the city, but she found ways of going back home to the village where Clarke originates. Mary had no choice but to go back to Clarke’s home because, when she tried to get help, she was left in vain because the city was huge. Her in-laws, Clarke’s family, were so worried and amused to see Mary in such a state. They couldn’t digest what came through their ears, it seemed like a fairytale. Mary didn’t hesitate, she packed her remaining clothes and went to her aunt’s house down the hill in the nearby village, she didn’t mind walking for more than thirty miles away from a home that groomed a monster. Through God’s grace, Mary reached her destination. The elders were so speechless, the neighbours and gossip mongers glad to have a new weekly topic to host. Mary was then the talk of the town, it reached an extent where she couldn’t face people, and she stayed indoors.

Well, her aunt tried by all means to put a smile on her face but failed. She thought it's best if they talked things through, maybe a burden on her shoulders and knots of deceit on her heart will go lower.

“To start off with, I am so proud of you, my niece. Life hasn’t been too easy on you lately, and I am truly sorry about that. But despite it all, you have managed to keep your head up and continue fighting throughout the storm that nearly destroyed you. Stop being so hard on yourself, everything will make sense to you one day. All the pain, hurt, and frustration will become worth it. Remember, everything happens for a particular reason, and it happens because our Lord uses it as a test to prepare your heart and state of mind for the future.” Aunty said.

“Thanks Aunty, I needed to hear that! At least someone is in my corner.” Mary uttered.

“Wait, I’m not done yet! You are in the exact place you are meant to be right now. So, breathe, be patient, and trust the course of your life. Let go of all the expectations you have created in your head. Accept reality as it comes and life for what it is. You are perfect in every way, especially with your flaws. Accept the things that make you different, while embracing everything that makes you unique.” Mary’s aunt offered her unsolicited advice which she thought will make her niece feel better.

“But how do I do such when the world is against me? When my conscience is numb? I can’t do it when I have abandoned my son, I don’t think I even deserve to be called a mother!.” Cried Mary.

“You are so strong my dear. You have been through a lot and came out on the winning end. The world has tried to break you, but you never let it, Stay strong. Stand up tall, be more beautiful than ever. Make those gossip mongers wonder how you did it. No matter how good you are, there’s one person who will always talk bad about you. If you want to be happy, live your life to the fullest and don’t mind their negativity.” Said Aunty.

“I curse the day I met that scumbag, that son of a...He made my life a living hell. After all he did, I can’t believe that I still love him. Sometimes I think of calling him, I really miss him, his sweet baritone voice, it’s so unfortunate that he doesn’t love me anymore!.”

“Don’t think of going back to him, when you fought so hard to get back on your feet; don’t ever go back to the people and situations that knocked you down. Let him go, he doesn’t deserve you. You deserve someone who’s going to treat you like you matter every day, not just when it’s convenient for them. Don’t say words to people who deserve your silence. Sometimes the most powerful thing you can say is nothing at all. You don’t have to lose yourself trying to hold on to someone who doesn’t care about losing you, believe in yourself. Sometimes you have to make a choice out of selfishness; it’s neither cruel nor a bad thing! Just give yourself enough respect to walk away from someone who doesn’t see your worth or your value.” Said Mary’s aunt.

“Aunty, you’re right, I’m done with chasing people who don’t care about me anymore. I have changed. I’m not as nice as I used to be, because I get used to walking over. I won’t trust anyone and tell them my secrets, I distance myself from people because in the end, they always leave. I have realised that I’m the only person that I can depend on. The next time I love, I’ll choose the one who is already hurt, so that he knows the feeling and he can’t hurt me anymore. The truth is feelings will change and priorities will adjust, I’ll just make sure to be with someone who’s willing to stay committed to me, even on the most boring days.

“I simply want someone faithful and consistent enough to love me, to love all of me. It’s tiring to wake up every day and you are so scared to be left again. I’m tired of begging people to stay in my life. I wish to meet a man who’s brave enough to love me, wherever he is, whoever he is, I hope he’ll love me with all my imperfections and insecurities. I have scars in my heart, so it won’t be easy for me to trust again, I just hope he won’t give up on me.” Said Mary.

“I can see how hard you’ve fought just to keep yourself together. But you know what else I see?” Asked her aunt and Mary looked at her expectantly.

“I see a woman with such enormous strength and fortitude. A kind, genuine-hearted girl like you deserves more than just being awake in the middle of the night and crying because some scoundrel of a man left her broken. Sweetheart, there are good men out there, men who are willing to risk life and limb just to see you smile, but then they are rare to find.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever give myself to anyone, right now I’ll focus on healing.”

Sometimes we give ourselves to people who wouldn’t do that for us, we give ourselves to those who take us for granted.

“Dear, don’t worry, dust will settle, justice will be served. Be patient, time is but a river flowing from our past. There is a time in life that is full of uneasiness. We have no other choice but to face it. I just wish those people who will come into our lives will probably say ‘Hey I don’t have the intention of staying long so don’t get too attached so you won’t hurt that much later.’ There’s a thing about you youngsters, more especially damsels, you tend to go overboard trying to impress and seduce young men. Most of you use sex as a tool to trap men; little do you know that a man never gets satisfaction irrespective of how good you’re in bed.

“Not all men crave to wake up next to you. Real men will walk with you a mile and if he doesn’t notice the qualities of a wife in you, he will leave you. You fall for materialistic things not their bearer, that’s why most men win your love with cash. Little would you know that material things have their merits and that they alone cannot provide the riches of a truly meaningful life. Most of you change when you ‘grow older’, you forget what your folks taught you.” Aunty was on a roll to educate and pass on to Mary what she thought was great advice. She was trying to make sure that her niece will now know what to look for in a man and not just any man, a man that will take care of her heart.

“There are some things that money just can’t buy, things such as manners, morals and integrity. I know for sure that no soul will ever treat you as you treat them. I know that love, honesty, kindness, care and loyalty aren’t always returned.” Said Auntie. They were talking at great lengths.

“I get it, that’s true though...But what can we do to change that? We don’t have a choice but to live for money as nowadays money runs lives, without it, one is nothing! A person without money is like an empty tin, it’s as if you’ve got no worth and value. That’s how this generation sees life aunty, money always comes first, bathi fak’ imaliuzobona!” Said Mary.

Back at the city, Greg, who is Mary and Clarke’s baby, was nine years old when Clarke’s behavior reached new levels. He lost his cars, apartment and job in the process. They had to go to the old house in Soweto which belonged to Clarke’s mother. Luckily the house was empty, no one resided in there, Clarke’s mother was forced to go stay at the other township with her new husband. Clarke was then bankrupt, and so penniless that he would sometimes let Greg go to bed with an empty stomach, which was when he’d go out with his various ‘female best friends’. Greg had to rely on neighbours for food. He did all house chores; otherwise his father would beat him up with his leather belt to the point where the neighbours would intervene.

Clarke didn’t like it when Greg played in the neighbourhood, and he insisted that he should not air their family’s dirty laundry in public. However, the neighbours noticed and took action.

In September 1999, early in the hot summer, one morning while Greg was sleeping, he heard footsteps. It sounded like people were circling the house. He slightly opened the curtain, looked through the small window, and saw a crowd and fleet of cars. He started shaking and froze where he was standing by the window. ‘Maybe the police are ambushing us, thinking that we’re criminals because our section is awash with criminals,’ he thought to himself.

“Your neighbours have contacted the Social Services and South African Police Services. Can we come in?” Said one of the police officers as they pushed inside the house. The social workers packed all of Greg’s stuff and dealt with Clarke. He tried to fight the duo but they told him where to get off, their response to his behavior wasn’t what he expected, it was way above his imagination.

Clarke then did everything in his power to fight for Greg but failed because he had no money for legal fees, so the state won Greg’s custody. He was then taken to the orphanage home, where he spent years until a couple adopted him. He then settled in with the couple, which took good care of him. His new life made him forget what he had gone through. But, like any other teenager, he had his own flaws.

A brief time after, Greg saw this other stunning and glamorous young lady who engrossed his feelings and drove him crazy in such a way that he has never felt before. He never stopped dreaming about her ever since then. A vibration pierced through his heart, mind, body and soul, he was really attracted to her. He couldn’t even take his eyes off her whenever he saw her.

At first, it looked like nothing, but they soon got closer as each day went by. Greg loved the girl to such an extent that he stalked her on social media; he compiled every detail about the girl on his smart phone. The way in which his phone was awash with the girl’s pictures, you’d swear he’s a photographer, he cared less about the phone’s memory. The girl had no idea how happy Greg was to have her pictures at the time, and during the night, he would look at those pictures and smile. Once, when they were writing examinations, she noticed that he wasn’t determined to write, and she encouraged him to. Every time Greg closed his eyes, her face appeared, and her voice echoed in his ears.

On the first day when school reopened, Greg saw the girl and, when she greeted, he ignored her. from all the actions Greg scattered, the girl could sense that he got feelings for her, although she wasn’t so sure about it. She saw how Greg acted on her presence, one would swear there’s a slight mystery to be discovered. The guy kept away from the girl, he couldn’t look the girl in the eyes, Greg maintained his eye contact, he looked away whenever she looked at him. Greg’s feelings for the girl kept on growing deeper and deeper, though, but he kept brushing them aside because of doubts and low self-esteem. His background also affected his confidence.

Greg was haunted by undying, irresistible and uncommon love for the girl. He once found her sitting in the classroom crying, and her tears got his heart awash with anger. He felt helpless for not being there for her, but she was so embarrassed to see him staring at her that she walked away.

It was on the 13th of January 2008 when they found out that they hadn’t made it to the next grade. They were seated in the classroom, and Greg noticed that she was looking at him and, when he looked back at her, she quickly looked on the opposite side. Days went by and soon it was February, the month of love. Greg thought of making something special for her, but he was penniless, so he gave up. He wasn’t happy at all at the fact, even the heavens knew that he wouldn’t be able to afford ‘Mbali’s standards. Mbali seemed to be from a middle class family, the clothes she wore, kind of jewellery she had, you would swear she’s a daughter of a prime minister.

“Hello, my sister,” Greg said to the girl. “How are you doing?”

“Why are you so kind to me?” Mbali asked. “Everyone is so hard on me because I’m living with albinism!”

“Oh, sorry about that! I’m not like them, I don’t discriminate! My case is different; I’ve fallen for you.” Greg said.

“Please tell me you’re joking! Fell for me how? Go drink some water before you get me into trouble! You boys all say that! Please get out of my way!” Mbali said.

“Can I walk you home?”

“No! I know my way home, so I don’t need you to accompany me!” Mbali responded.

“Please man, just let me introduce myself properly,” Greg pleaded.

“Dude, what do you really want from me? You’re now becoming a nuisance!” Mbali said.

“Words really can’t express how I feel about you,” Greg said. “But all I know is that I love you with all my heart... I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want us to make good memories together. Please find it in your heart to give me a chance.”

“But you don’t even know me! How can you say that? Grey, Greg, or whoever you’re, just let me go!” Mbali said, smiling.

“Enhlizweni yami kugqwel’uthando, nhliziyo ayikwaz’ nokuzibamba. Indlela engizizwa ngayo ngawe ntombazan’. Ngicela uwazi ukuthi yoh ngiyak’thanda,” Greg said.

“Are you sure? Tell me that you’re not serious!” Mbali said, still smiling.

“Of course, I’m serious! Ngiyaz’fela ngawe!” Greg responded.

“My father taught me that everyone we meet is fighting a battle we know nothing about. We’ve got to be kind always, sorry for being rude.” Mbali said.

“I hear you, sis! It really shows that you come from a respectful and kind family! It’s unlike some people who always treat me like I’m a piece of crap!” Greg said.

“Don’t lose yourself!” Mbali responded. “Be a good person, but don’t waste time proving it. You just must understand that the world will never appreciate the good
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