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“All the same... you think you know me, don’t you... just when I thought he was

different,” she said as she tugged at the braids and removed the hair.

When she was done, she rubbed her neck from craning over the small mirror. She didn’t
have to, but she liked seeing herself transform as she changed her hair. She admired her new
hairstyle in the mirror, and rubbed the kinks from the braids in her now small afro.

“Much better,” she said as she observed herself from all angles, running her hands through

her hair.

Chalita looked at herself in the mirror. This time her hair caught her eye. Her short bob
was annoying her. She clawed at-her shoulder-length hait, grabbing a handful and pulling it
away from her scalp, inspecting the grey roots. She had the dye ready to cover up her roots;
the open box, colour and conditioner and plastic gloves to begin the process. It wasn’t enough
today. She didn’t just want red."She picked up a pair of scissors and held the open blades to a
section of the hair she held now between her fore and middle fingers. “Nee Lita, jy kannie,”
she admonished herself out loud in the mirror. Then she smiled. She cut, slow at first, and
then she started snipping, her laugh surfacing breathlessly from her belly. After a few snips
she even closed her eyes, delighting in the sound and feel of her hair disappearing beneath

her fingers and caressing her cheeks as it fell over her face.

When she opened her eyes, Chalita gasped when she saw the uneven hair and loose ends
standing upright. She smiled again, and knew that she had to get to the hairdresser
immediately to fix it. But she liked it. A brand new me, she thought. She mixed the dye and

shook the bottle. As she applied the dye and rubbed it in, she gave herself a nod.
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Xolisa sat on her bed looking out the window, like she always did, daydreaming. She felt
the familiar pain grumbling from below. She knew she had to make a plan soon. She had to
make many plans. She would not be able to keep her room on rez if she did not make a plan
to get back into the system. She knew that she had brought shame to her family by dropping
out. She held her hand to her stomach. It was not her time of the month, so it had to be the

other pain.,

Hunger. That word that followed Xolisa through her life. Her mother always told her that
they had enough, but she wanted more. The hunger for life; the hunger for new ideas; the
hunger for men; the hunger for a new life, it followed her from her home in the Eastern Cape.
The hunger to know herself was the pain she felt the-most. Xolisa, lying on her bed, stared at
the ceiling, white with brown stains and the beginnings of mould, and felt the contemplation
from her youth bubbling up again. She was the thinker, the loner, the one who sat at the back
of the class. She just wanted to be left alone, but she just wanted'to be loved. She rubbed her
hands over her starving, aching belly, and then pressed a little harder when it started
grumbling, to make the sound go away. She sighed and rolled over. She felt more alone than

CVer.

She looked over to the shelf where the canned food was, just above the two plate stove,
next to the small fridge. She looked at the books and course readers on the shelf above the
food and felt a sense of anger at how she had to negotiate between food and her education.
She surveyed her stock; two cans of baked beans, one small can of tuna and a small bag of

rice, folded over and kept in place with a hairpin.
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Xolisa had to decide whether to fashion a meal out the few goods she had left, or wait it
out and see how long she could stretch the periods between meals. She flopped down on her

bed instead and looked up at the ceiling, hands above her head.
“What to do, what to do?” she said to herself.

She reached over and picked up her bag from the floor next to her bed. She got her purse
out and checked what her situation was with regards to money. She had always hated how
much she needed money to survive. And she hated what she had had to do to survive while in

Cape Town.
“Not even enough to call home,” she said.

She threw the coins out onto-the-bed next to her and sptead them out. She stacked them
up, and when they got too high, she threw them over and spread them out again. Just as she

got bored of this excuse for a game, her phone beeped.

Hendrick sent the text message to Xolisa. He was also transforming himself, He sat in the
barber’s chair in the shed in the backyard of Mr. Davids. He had been Hendrick’s barber for
most of his time in Cape Town. The shed, a makeshift structure, a little bigger than an
outhouse, was big enough to hold three people; Mr. Davids, someone having their hair cut
and the next person in line. The area around the shed usually had one or two other men from
around the street waiting their turn, or just there to talk to others. Politics was always on the
table, and Hendrick, either waiting or having his hair cut, sat on his own trying to drown out

their noise.
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Today, despite it being a Thursday, it was full. There were four other men waiting to get
their hair cut. Mr. Davids, as usual, worked in silence, moving Hendrick’s head in a
commanding yet gentle way. The radio that hung on the corner of the mirror was reporting on
the recent strike action. The men were all speaking about it too. Hendrick, trying his best not
to make eye contact with anyone, kept his eyes down. He was especially grateful when M.

Davids trimmed the back of his hair, and neck.

“Mister Davids gehoor?” said Ruben, one of the men standing outside, smoking a

cigarette, asking if he’d also heard the news.
“Huh?” said Mr. Davids

“Hulle strike ooral. Even here in Bellville, Mister Davids,” said Ruben, gesturing broadly
in the direction of where Bellville was, the main road with its constant noise and filth, about

ten minutes away. They were striking everywhere, It was no longer a thing on the news,

“What do they expect with & government like this?” said M1, Davids. “In the old days it
was safer. Everyone had their space, and an opportunity. Us and them, we never had to mix,”

he said.
“Country’s going to the dogs, neh,” said Ruben.
The men were all agreeing with him.

Everything was coming to a head politically. Hendrick, even less interested in politics than
ever despite the brewing trouble in South Aftrica, and Cape Town, had one person on his

mind.

He looked different. New. Fresh. He felt cleaner, like a little weight had been shaved off

his head and face. The mirror was a little spotty from the spray and shaving foam that Mr.
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Davis, in typical barber style, splattered in tiny drops onto the mirror. Hendrick looked at
himself, and for once he also saw the good side of himself. Not bad, he thought, and really
believed it. Mr. Davids held his hands on Hendrick’s head, rubbing in the styling gel, as if he
were praying for him. As Mr. Davids brushed the rest of the loose hair off Hendrick’s neck
and head, he left feeling good, but still incomplete. It was her he missed. It was her that he
loved. He had to see her. He took out his phone and called her. He didn’t wait for a response

to his message; he wanted to see her.
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Part Three

The glitter and shimmer of the street lights danced as he stared at the broken glass. Sparkles
on a black road. Remnants of a fresh accident. No time to wonder about what had happened
to the peopte involved, probably just hours before. He pulled away into first gear, already
rolling forward waiting for the stream of cars ahead of him to subside and drove on, into the
night, his wife in tears next to him. How did it come to this? he wondered as he looked over
at her. He sped up as she was in a great amount of pain. As the cars went past him in the other
direction, he looked at his eyes in the rear view mirror. They were dead. Lifeless. Something
he had only heard of in story books, but there they were. Bloodshot and dark. Droopy. She
was sobbing next to him and rocking. In one motion he could have snapped the wheel to the
right and into the oncoming traffic. He could have ended the last month for the two of them
and everything would have been over. He was close to doing it. His hands trembled, they
were copying his lips. How did this happen? Why me? I deserved this. I did this. All my

fault.

Hendrick woke up in a gasp, sweating, He looked over at Chalita, sleeping. He wiped his
hand over his forechead, slow and hard and rubbed his hand over his head. She looked
peaceful, like she always did. He looked over at the clock — 02:36 — it would be three hours

until he would be awake before the alarm and pretend he was asleep so he wouldn’t have to

wake up to her.

“Have you heard about all this protest action lately?” said Xolisa

“Yip. They are even striking on campus,” said Mike. “Solidarity with the unions.”
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Xolisa sat on a chair, with Mike lying on the flooz, his head on a thin pillow. They were

fanning themselves with old magazines.

“It’s only a matter of time before they come for you; before they come for us,” he said. He

looked past her, into the night.

“In my country, they came for us. People were killed and things went up in flames.

Nothing ever stays the same, Lisa. There's always a change, a turn.”

She looked at him and waited for him to come back from wherever he was. But he was
still far off, eyes glassy, staring straight ahead out of the window.
“Relief. There's always relief. Look. at this weather..It can't go on for much longer. Too
much heat and the oppasite will happen,” he said.
“Do you miss home, Mike?” she asked. “Do you ever wish you could go back, to your life

and the way things were?”

“Yes. Yes I do,” he said and turned his/face back towards her, but his eyes took their time
in returning their full gaze to Xolisa. “But my familyis happy here. The parents work hard,
my brothers fitting in well. They are even learning Xhosa, for goodness sake,” he said, and

they laughed together.

“] just don’t get how black people can kill other black people, just for being foreigners,”

he said.
“] know,” she said.

Xolisa didn’t have any answers. She just thought about how grateful she was to know her
friend, and how alone she would have been without him in her life. But she missed him too,
her Hendrick. She missed what they were. How close they used to be.
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She thought about him often. Every day, in fact. She couldn’t help herself. She would be
staring out of a window, watching the world go by, and see his face. She wanted him to
herself, not to share him with someone else. She didn’t want to be just the girl on the side

anymore.

“So,” she said, trying to lighten the mood, “what are the plans for next year? Still going to

travel the world when you get your degree?”
“Oh, I’m trying to not think that far ahead,” he said. “What about you?”

“Eish I don’t know,” she said, iooking at her phone in her hand. She had agreed to see
Hendrick the next morning. She was undecided about him, about them, about her future about
everything really. She wanted to stay in-Cape Towmn, but missed her family back home. She
was a drop-out at the age of nineteen, and had no idea how she was going to take care of that
situation. She was in love with a married man, coloured, older. And she needed to make
money, and she couldn’t keep doing what she had been doing. She knew she was smarter

than that. But what else?

“Lisa,” said Mike. “Zoliswa!” he said in a loud exaggerated voice, mocking the way the

white lecturers would butcher her name.
“Nxa,” she clucked her tongue at him, smiling, and shooed her hand at him.
“You know I’ve got your back, right?” he said. “Don’t forget that.”
“Hayi!” she said, sitting up, looking at him, surprised “What’s wrong now?”

“Nothing. I’'m just saying, I do. Whatever you’re going through, whatever you got going
on, I’'m here for you. I know things aren’t going the way you wanted them to, but it will be

ok. And I’'m here.”
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He was still staring out into the night, cars speeding by below, coming to a stop at the red
robot. They always sped off again when it changed green. A police siren sounded. The blue
lights making a brief appearance down below, and then it was gone. Two homeless people
were fighting over something, drunk, slurring and tugging for something precious only to
them. Probably a bottle. The decay of the city coming out in the night. They were fighting in
front of Adult World, the yellow storefront and sign in red lights framing the two bergies, an
anti-postcard. Mike’s cheap flat off Voortrekker Road always provided an endless amount of

noise, if not entertainment from the street down below.
“Thank you my friend. That means a lot to me,” she said.

They sat in silence. She waited a few seconds so that he wouldn’t see her reaching up to
her face and wiping the tear from her left eye; It mixed with the sweat on her face. She wiped

it away and wiped her forehead too, and ran her hands through her afro.

She needed to change. She couldn’t live like this anymore,

It was the first time he had seen her without her braids. It was the first time she had seen him
with his new haircut. Xolisa had asked to see Hendrick again. She missed him and she knew

that he missed her too. Not being with each other was just stupid, she was convinced of this.

“Don’t go. Don’t even go back. Stay with me. I can make you happy,” she said, holding his

hand.

They were sitting in his bakkie in a parking lot, not far from where they had first met -

that night when her phone was stolen and Hendrick “saved” her.
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“Come on, I know it’s been a few weeks only, but this could be it for us. The country is
going to the dogs. Think about it, your last day alive, would you rather spend it with me, or

with her? Come on,” she said.

She moved up closer to him, her chest at eye level with him. She rubbed her hips up
against him and wrapped her hand around his neck, feeling the lower traces of his hair. Razor
sharp straight edges after his haircut. Straight, the line from his eyes to the necklace, the
jewel nestled in her bosom, the glint in his eyes in the moonlight. Straight down was the

cleavage in her top. His eyes met hers once more.

“I know,” he said.

“You know? What?” she said.

“What you’ve been doing. With other men, " he said and looked out the window.
“Hen...” she said and reached over to touch his hand.

“I saw you. I know everything. If you want me, it stops today,” he said, looking at her.
“Yes. Yes. I'll stop,” she said and looked past him at the world outside.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and looked down, her hands rolling over themselves and rubbing in

circles.

“Fine. But it stops today, ok?” he said. They looked at each other, faces blank, Xolisa

wondering if he was still angry. His face softened and his smile grew, ever so slightly.

She smiled back and they kissed. Their lips met and it was everything that they ever
wanted. It was the kiss that Chalita never gave him, soft and slow, innocent and gentle. For
her it was the opposite of the way boys would do it. They were rough and only kissed to get
to her body. She lowered herself onto him and their hearts met. She was convinced they were
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beating in time, the way she would read about in stories, or see in movies. Every beat
matched at the same time. But they were not. He was thinking about how he would explain
this to his wife, because he knew this could not go on forever. Nothing lasts forever, as he
was taught growing up. Xolisa was thinking how lucky she finally was. She thought back to
how boys would take her out, and eventually put their hands up her skirt. They would get
what they wanted and not call again. They would take a little part of her and not give it back.
She wanted more. She always wanted more, but would never get it. Sleeping with men for
money had become her way of not only getting some money, but getting back her power. She
hated herself for it, but it was something that she thought of as necessary. She was thinking
about how he had come at the right time in her life, to take her away from all of this. She
didn’t have to be strong anymore, or wonder if he-would hurt her. She was thinking about

how blessed she was.

Hendrick was still thinking about how he could possibly leave his wife.

That evening as Hendrick was reunited with Xolisa, Chalita sat on her bed looking out the
window, like she always did, daydreaming. She had already finished the bottle of red wine in
the kitchen. She swayed as her vision blurred and the room moved before her eyes, back and
forth. She closed them tight and opened them again, watching the tree sway before her
through the lace curtain. She fell back onto the pillow behind her, with more force than was
necessary, and looked up at the ceiling. She closed her eyes and felt the room spin all around
her. She had always enjoyed that feeling. She let gravity pull her lips down into a smile and
allowed her head to sway around on the soft pillow. She exhaled, emptying her lungs as she

took delight as the room spun faster and faster all around her. She giggled. It was soft at first,
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the usual start to her drunken laughter. Then she started laughing at full volume. Moving side

to side, the room seemed to spin even faster.

And then it stopped. Chalita sat up, the smile on her face gone. She got up off the bed, the
tree still swaying through the lace curtain. Chalita moved slowly, her hands kept out for
balance. It was the early evening and the lights were not on, but the sun was setting enough to
give the house a sense of darkness. She got to the kitchen and sat down. She looked at the

bottle of wine in front of her.

Inhale, exhale. The curtain blows in and out. Floral, dull, indistinguishable blots of

flowers. In... and out. Gentle, calming. Cool and careless. Then the cold.

Rainbow Crescent had a row of houses that each had gardens and lawns. Walking up the
street with all these houses, each one was unique, yet the same. As one got to number 94,
Hendrick and Chalita’s white-painted home with the razor-sharp edged hedges and blue post
box, there was a manicured lawn and path leading up to the door. Saturdays were spent
trimming the lawn, being careful to clean up any last bit of grass left. The ladder was hauled
out and the tops of the hibiscus bushes were pruned, as well as the hedges between the
neighbours® properties. The paved driveway was hosed down, but only after everything got
an equal yet liberal amount of sustenance. Everything here was neat and pretty. Everything

was in place. From the outside, everything was just...

“Perfect, just perfect! It really was everything I thought it would be, and so much more,”
said Mari to Chalita. She had asked to see Chalita to tell her all about their holiday and show

her the photos from their two weeks in paradise.
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“And you know what, and then I realised that so much has happened in my life, and many
situations I wish I could’ve changed or done differently,” said Mari, illustrating her story with
her hands, eyes looking in the distance. “But then I thought that if I changed anything in my
past, I wouldn’t be the person I am today. And I realised that I'm not lost and I'm not finding
myself, ’'m making myself, creating myself, shaping myself, It’s like all my “mistakes™ or
experiences shape me. And I'm going to continue shaping myself and not try to find myself,
because I’'m not lost. I'm here!”

Mari put down her glass and looked at Chalita, who was listening to her. Chalita could
think of a million other places she would rather be than sitting in her kitchen, listening to
Mari go on and on about her “two weeks of bliss in paradise” with her perfect husband Karl.
You selfish bitch, thought Chalita. She imagitied herself standing up and slapping Mari,
throttling her, laughing as her friend struggled for breath. Can’t she see that I'm hurting?
thought Chalita as Mari went on about perfect blue waters and friendly, welcoming people.

“Sounds lovely. Just lovely. So happy for you both,” seid Chalita as she nodded her head.

“But enough about me,” said Mari “You still haven’t told me about you, and the new do.

What made you cut your hair?”
“Not all of us can afford the holiday, so I had to go for the change,” said Chalita, deadpan.

Mari looked at her, then down, and tried to hide her discomfort. Chalita, realising that she
went too far, laughed and said, “I’m just kidding. It was actually a dye job gone wrong, so 1

thought, why not?”

After Mari had left, Chalita stared at the bottle. She saw it all there -- her past, her former
life, her childhood, the innocence. She saw the times she missed desperately, that she would
have given anything to get back, but she always shoved it back to where she would forget

whenever it threatened to appear. But most importantly, she saw herself. She saw her face in
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the dark red bottle, not the best quality mirror by any means, but enough to clearly see the
person staring into it. It was really her. Lita. She looked old. Her face sagged; she looked
tired. Her mouth had a natural frown to it. Her lips razor sharp as she always kept them
pursed, nervous and tense, lines forming around them, clearer every day. She could not
remember when this happened to her. She smiled; a fake one just to remind herself how she
looked when she did. She didn’t like it. Her mouth went back to the frown, the grimace it
always reverted to. She touched her hand to the frown line between her eyes. She rubbed the
lines gently, then pressed and rubbed at them harder, as if that would erase the lines, and
everything else. She picked up the bottle and walked over to the sink. She emptied it. She
watched the red glug out and wind its way down the hole. There was a dull pop as the last
glug of the wine left the bottle. She opened-the tap.and rinsed away all traces of the wine.
The red was gone. She sat down again and looked at the bottle in her hand. She hardly saw

herself now. She too was nearly gone.
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