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NOTES FROM THE EDITOR

I I deology crystallises itself like a map in memory. It legiti-
mises itself by propagating the false idea that the world in
which we live is the best possible world, or the system is the
best system, regardless of its shortcomings.” These poignant

words, penned by the great Chilean anarchist, Jesus Sepulveda, in his
philosophically profound book The Garden of Peculiarities (2002), have
continued to stir deeply within me for many years. As I sit here, at the
end of a long day, the air cold, the hour late, and my ginger cat asleep
and curled around my feet, I find myself reflecting on the ideologies
and conventions that persist in our world and within the realm of the
creative imagination, despite their inherent flaws and biases.

Put plainly, I am contemplating New Contrast—its history as one of
the first South African literary journals established in 1960, its legacy,
and its ideological underpinnings. Most importantly, I feel compelled
to “reopen a very old conversation about what kind of [future] we want
to struggle for” at New Contrast, to quote Robin D. G. Kelly’s Freedom
Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination (2002).

Indeed, what kinds of futures and world-making practices could and
should New Contrast dare to struggle for and insist on? I believe it is the
creative force of the impressive works featured in this issue that points
us towards horizons of possibility. Through their words and art, these
contributors map new landscapes in contemporary writing from across
South Africa and beyond.

In these pages, we navigate the labyrinth of human thought and
feeling, and we are proud to share a wide range of voices with you. In
this issue, we begin with an insightful conversation about the Divine,
feminine power, identity, and artistic practice. Our very own Robyn
Paterson sits down with our cover artist, Hakopike, to delve into these
profound themes.

In our poetry section, we are thrilled to present recent work from both
emerging and established voices, including contributions from Mangal-
iso Buzani, Olwethu Mxoli, Kobus Moolman, Paul Kammies, Shane van
der Hoven, Sue Nyamnjoh, Jacque Coetzee, and many others.

In our prose section, we present two remarkable excerpts from es-
teemed writers. We are pleased to republish “The Nine Lives of The
General” by Yewande Omotoso, offering a glimpse into her work-in-
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progress fiction, and to showcase “Deidre” from Karen Jennings’ up-
coming novel, Crooked Seeds. Additionally, we feature “Unwrapping”
by Frankie Murrey and “The Best a Man Can Get” by Hedley Twidle.
In the short story titled, “A Fistful of Dhal”, Pravasan Pillay takes us
on a deliciously disturbing journey set against the vivid backdrop of
Chatsworth.

In our criticism section, we open with “Bibi Binti Been-tu Bantu’s
Appeal for Languaging,” by Aika Swai. Swai offers an urgent, vulnerable
and poignant piece, inviting us into a deeply moving intergenerational
dialogue—a trialogue—that meditates on the extinction and preserva-
tion of language, the practice of languaging, as well as her personal
connection to Kimachame. With a sense of urgency and vulnerability,
she emphasizes the critical importance of every word in a language on
the brink of extinction. “When a language faces extinction, every word
becomes invaluable,” Swai asserts. “There is an urgent need to preserve
words that embody grammars of animacy and possess the power to
restore the sacred.”

We are immensely proud to have received such serious, insightful,
and engaged book reviews from well-respected literary critics. Our
very own Niamh Ahern offers a thought-provoking review of Ivan
Vladislavi¢’s The Near North. Additionally, Danyela Demir contributes
an attentive and exacting review of Nthikeng Mohlele’s latest novel,
Breasts etc. In her review, Demir raises intriguing questions, writing “It
is also not clear what exactly the purpose of this womanless post-apoc-
alyptic world is, save for the fact that the protagonist, at the end of
the novel, reveals himself to have been an archivist of sorts. Perhaps
his photographs of so many nude women will save the men’s sanity
during the apocalypse?”. Meanwhile, Allan Kolski Horwitz delivers
a nuanced analysis of Stephen Symons’s recent poetry collection, The
Algebra of Insignificance. Horwitz reflects, “Symons immediately thrusts
us into the metaphysical plane. Though with the anchor of algebra, we
descend to a more physical, human realm. For algebra, in this instance
- stemming from its Arabic root — is intended to mean “’the reunion of
broken parts” or “bone-setting”, which begs many questions”.

Our heartfelt congratulations to Keith Oliver Lewis, the distin-
guished winner of the 2023 National Poetry Prize, for his exceptional
work titled “the sum of absence”. Additionally, we celebrate Phelelani
Makhanya for achieving second place with the evocative piece “Ahang-
ing dream”, and Kerry Hammerton for claiming the third position with
the captivating poem “Dancing”. Many thanks to Bruce Jack Wines,
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the generous sponsor
of our prize.

Furthermore, I wish
to express a profound
sense of honour as I
reflect on the collab-
orative efforts and
discerning judgments
rendered by my es-
teemed co-judges,
Nondwe Mpuma and
Sarah Lubala. Their
dedication and exper-
tise enriched the selec-
tion process and sig-
nificantly contributed
to the recognition of
excellence within the
realm of poetry.

This  achievement
stands as a testament to the enduring vitality and creativity inherent
in the literary arts. We are deeply privileged to have played a role in
acknowledging and celebrating such remarkable talent. Once again, we
extend our sincerest congratulations to the winners and express our
gratitude to all participants for their invaluable contributions to the lit-
erary landscape.

We are enthusiastic about our efforts to attract a more diverse range
of contributors and readers, both locally and internationally. Further-
more, it is imperative that we uphold the significance of poems in isiX-
hosa, Afrikaans, Kaaps, isiZulu, Sesotho, and Setswana, with the same
level of respect and care as submissions in English. To ensure this, I am
committed to appointing respected editors for these roles as we grow
our editorial team, and I invite our writers to submit writing that re-
flects the richness of these languages.

Additionally, I am proud to announce that moving forward, a signif-
icant portion of our contributors” works will be made Open Access to
the public online. This decision reflects our commitment to promoting
accessibility and inclusivity within the literary community.

While these steps may seem small, I consider them crucial. There
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is much work to do. Where to begin? This is always the question.
Honestly, that question can feel like a provocation, a confrontation or
an invitation, depending on the time of the day and which direction
the wind is blowing. I firmly believe we begin together. I do. Thinking
back to the beginning, Jests Sepulveda, that ingenious Chilean anar-
chist, is right, the world in which we live is not the best possible world.
There is more, and together, I believe we will continue imagining and
creating the kinds of futures we dare to insist on at New Contrast and
in our own lives.

SINDISWA BUSUKU
Editor
New Contrast
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Robyn Paterson

in Conversation with

Hakopike

akopike (Amy-Leigh Braaf) is a South African artist born

and raised in Johannesburg, and has been working as a

painter, illustrator, and photographer for the last 8 years.

Multidisciplinary by nature, Hakopike has worked with
ceramics, textiles, video and photography, as well as illustration. She
is currently specialising in acrylic paintings and digital pieces that ex-
plore her mixed heritage and family history.

As a South African woman of mixed heritage, Hakopike has always
been searching, and speculating about her history/ies. This yearning
drives her practice towards exploring oral stories and ancestry in her
family.

Our managing editor, Robyn Paterson, sits down with Hakopike to dis-

cuss her inspiration for the cover artwork, why she feels drawn to trav-
el, and how she navigates being a woman making art in South Africa.

New Contrast Literary Journal 11
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R: Can you tell us a bit about your moniker — Hakopike?

H: I'd just finished my film degree and remember being on a layover in
Hong Kong watching all of my friends celebrating graduation in Cape
Town. Despite getting my degree, I definitely felt like I'd missed out on
something. There was this feeling I was carrying around at that time,
that made me want to lock down, or name, this ambiguous notion of
wanting a different kind of life. I was almost chasing it, this future ver-
sion of myself.

I couldn’t describe what that was, or who that was, so I gave them
a name, Hakopike. Naming this projection of myself was essentially
me trying to navigate my past, who I am in this present moment and
also, it serves as a future version of myself that I can constantly aspire
towards.

R: I'm interested in the impetus of your practice. Who are you in con-
versation with when making art?

H: Out of all of the art forms and disciplines I've worked in—ceramics,
filmmaking, photography, textiles—painting is definitely the most in-
ternal practice for me. When I'm painting, I'm not really in conversation
with people in my real life. I think I definitely draw from real life experi-
ences in the past, but on a deeper level, I'm navigating my ancestry and
heritage. Within coloured communities, and mixed communities, I'm
navigating that in-between world of oral histories and stories passed
down. I grew up wondering about the mysticism in these stories, and,
more specifically, about the gaping holes in them, which I often then
filled with fantasy or magical elements. A lot of the time, I'm just trying
to continue this practice of filling in the holes myself, through spiritual
practices, and using painting as therapy and self-realisation.

R: Ilove how you describe this continual practice of filling in the gaps,
as one built on the foundations of fantasy and magic. There’s some-
thing in that, that speaks to a childlike sensibility that lives in artists to
remake and reimagine stories. When spoken of in terms of oral histo-
ries, I think there’s something quite radical in what you're doing.

The cover art for this issue of New Contrast is so striking. What inspired
you when making this piece? I am particularly drawn to the obvious

New Contrast Literary Journal 13
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0 fm sel f was essentiall to the Divine in some way—as
Yy Y well as the yonic imagery in the

me trying to navigate being’s garment.

my past, who I am in
this present moment and The artwork on the. cover of
) New Contrast was inspired by a
also, it serves as a f uture  eries of pieces I've been work-
version of myself that ing on, and does in fact relate
I can constuntly aspire to the Divine. It's Divine, in the
. sense of it being my own sort of
towards. Goddess, or guiding Deity that
I've imagined. It's myself, my
friends, the people around me. It speaks to a Divine femininity that ex-
ists beyond this physical realm, and is almost in touch with the cosmos,
maybe even in the cosmos.

This series speaks to the Divine desire to make magical things happen
through stream-of-consciousness by tapping into parts of our brains
with no inhibition or fear, in order to create something that can connect
with people around us.

When I learned that the New Contrast editorial team this year is all
women, I wanted to create a piece that reflects that specific feminine
power and energy. What came from that is something very bold and
striking, but also mystical. I like creating art that allows the viewer to
rest on it for a while, to come back to it and gain something new from
it each time.

R: You've been involved in some art residencies quite recently. Can you
tell us a bit about where those were and what your focus was in both?

H: I went to two artist’s residencies in 2023 - one Fukuoka in Japan, and
another in Sukawati in Bali, Indonesia. In Bali, I was solo, and the res-
idency culminated in an exhibition called Celestial Deities. In Japan, I
worked amongst a group of artists from around the world. We all lived
in a house together and worked in studios next to each other towards a
group exhibition. My exhibition there was called “Bye Bye Bokkie” and
it was an exploration of lost love and ancestry.
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R: Your work seems to be in conversation with multiple ancestries and
heritages in its imagery and symbolism. Can you tell us about how
Indonesia and Japan, and the residencies, became part of your desire to
understand and find out more about your own heritage, and how these
trips impact your art today?

H: The art residencies in Indonesia and Japan were extremely enlight-
ening for me. Mainly because my own family, on my father’s side, had
told me that my great-grandmother had Javanese heritage from Indo-
nesia. Growing up, my family would always ‘add in” different cultures
they thought we might have in our bloodline, and one included Japa-
nese, so both places were very active in my imagination.

Knowing this about my family and myself, really spoke to this notion
that I had of leaning into the ‘unknowable’ parts of myself and my her-
itage. I grew up with the narrative of being so ‘mixed’ that I can’t really
pinpoint one specific culture as my own and this definitely set up a
feeling of yearning in me that drove me to travel.

Growing up, I got really into Ukiyo-e, Japanese woodprints from the
17th century. I became very intrigued by the storytelling of these dis-
tant figures surrounded by these landscapes that seemed to hold them.
Visiting Fukuoka in Japan allowed me to see the same places that in-
spired me as a young child. This felt more like a therapeutic process for
me, more than a process of self-discovery. But, in Indonesia, I did feel
a connection to my heritage. I could see people who looked like family
members of mine, for example. I resonated with the fauna and flora in
Indonesia as well, more than Japan. I think Japan was more of a final
reflection of myself, in a space that was foreign to me. Even though I
had visited Japan twice before, Fukuoka was a place I'd never been to.

Understanding myself in these places, and examining what I resonate
with from these different cultures, informs my art in a pervasive, ho-
listic way.

R: You seem to take a multi-disciplinary approach to your practice—

can you speak more about that? I recently saw you customise a skate-
board and a dress—what draws you to work with different objects and
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how do you feel that speaks to your creative process?

H: I think one of the most interesting things about being an artist is
being able to examine how we “start’ versus how we ‘end up’. When I
was a young child, I used to paint on everything with my uncle when I
was five to seven years old. Including table-tops and doors and walls. I
remember painting little murals, before I even knew what a mural was.
It was almost like I had these ideas in my head that I felt compelled to
document. I liked the idea of using what was around me to tell a per-
manent story, and I think that’s followed me into adulthood.

When I was 18, I got a scholarship to study art and design, but I decid-
ed to say no and move to Cape Town by myself to study filmmaking
and English Literature instead. That

felt like an interesting choice for me, ”Every artist has the

because I felt like I wanted to explore free dom to devict
different art forms in one, which is P

why I chose filmmaking. After that, what they feel their
I decided to move to South Korea to calling is and I

teach English, and when I came back
to South Africa, I was a photographer would never aCtually

for years! Then, somehow, after ten f eel P ressured to
years, I found myself moving back to  produce work that

painting. caters to a specific

4 7
As you've said I've worked in mul- narrative.

tiple disciplines, and mediums, but

painting felt like a platform where I could express the deepest parts of
myself in a way I'd never been able to. It feels like when I was a child.
I'm still doing the same thing, which is to try and tell stories, to commu-
nicate with people through imagery and colours. Other artforms I've
worked in channel a different part of myself, and also elicit different
reactions from people too, but painting feels more intimate and impact-
ful with my audience.

R: As a woman in South Africa, have you felt pressured to make art

that responds to the socio-political status of your personhood in this
country?

16 New Contrast Literary Journal



H: This is a very powerful question, because South Africa is such a
complex place to live in, let alone make art in. When I lived overseas,
I'd bring up these topics and a lot of people wouldn't really have the
tools or vocabulary, or even just the experience, to converse with me
about it. However, I've never felt pressured to create anything specific,
just because I'm a woman living in South Africa. I've had people ask
me questions about my work, and they’ve definitely projected their
own experiences onto it, but I've never let this influence me to the point
where it affects what I create. I am open to interpretations and I do
internalise them, but it doesn’t stop me from creating work that comes
solely from my world.

I've never felt like I've needed to ‘take a position’, because my work has
always communicated what it means to be a woman, a Coloured wom-
an, a South African Coloured woman, so I think in a way, my paintings
navigate a softer side of that, which is more mystical.

Politically, working within the year of 2024, I think my work sort of
feels ancient and navigates a time that we can’t really pinpoint, or rath-
er a time that eludes us. This is a ‘safer’ environment to paint in and it’s
harder to bring up “‘modern” questions of “who is this person” when I'm
painting scenes and figures that aren’t really documenting history, but
rather an idea of who I am and what my history could be.

Every artist has the freedom to depict what they feel their calling is
and I would never actually feel pressured to produce work that caters
to a specific narrative. It would feel inauthentic and strained, and right
now, my practice feels the exact opposite of that.

R: Thank you so much for this discussion, Amy. You speak about your
practice, and the practice of making art in general, with such reverence
and I can really tell that you feel both privileged and humbled to be
contributing to people’s lives, conversations and experiences in this
way.

New Contrast Literary Journal 17
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IN MEMORIAM OF NANCY GORDON

New Contrast pays tribute to Nancy Gordon, one of our
founding members, who passed away at 102 years old in 2023.

Nancy at Clifton
Chris Chivers

In memoriam
Nancy Gordon (1921-2023)

Above the sea, a trail of torches

on Lion’s head, heralds a path;

full moon appears, as breathing eases,
birds’ night-time song, the gentlest laugh
gives way to memory’s rich harvest:
poetic touches of an artist,

Still Point’s repose, as music sounds
where dancing, softening love abounds.
Transformed by listening attentive,

tears halved, fine food, all simply shared,
a longed-for liberation dared

—a wide-eyed vision, so redemptive —
we glimpse life-lessons in your face,
your sparkling eyes, your wise embrace.
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Seen through the window during a meeting ...
Nancy Gordon

Against dark-shadowed foliage
Pink hibiscus blossoms

Flutter, starlike,

Stirred by

Tiny hopping birds

Releasing

Holy sparks.

6.3.86
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FIRST PRIZE OF THE 2023
NATIONAL POETRY PRIZE

COMPETITION
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SECOND PRIZE OF THE 2023
NATIONAL POETRY PRIZE
COMPETITION

A hanging dream
Phelelani Makhanya
(Johannesburg, Marshalltown, 2023)

The tall building in

Johannesburg, Marshalltown smolders.
A potent smell of burned things:

paint, rubber, plastic, fabric, human flesh,
lingers on Albert Street.

Now the onlookers know,

how the burp of death smells like.

Somewhere inside the building,

by the rusty chain-locked emergency exit door,
burned bodies are scattered like casts of Pompei.

They say in the early hours of the morning,

the building was dropping bodies like a mulberry tree,
dropping mulberries on a blustery morning wind.

The Johannesburg sky

is hiding behind a plume of smoke.
Across the road, a woman in a blue gown
paces up and down.

The gown is the only surviving

smudge of the melted sky.

She wails; “Bashile! Bafile!”

(They burned! They died!)

On the shattered window of one apartment-
amid everything burned,

a small white school shirt is hanging,

as if the shirt was blocked by the bugler guards.
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on its attempt to escape.
The shirt is neatly ironed,
with sword-edge crisis on its sleeves.

Amid ash and smoke,

The school shirt remains the brightest item,

as if a dream is fireproof.

The little boy who owned it,

burned into ashes, we are told.

Isn’t death supposed to spare those,

whose dreams are on a hanger waiting for them?

Alazy wind blows.

The shirt flaps briefly.

Maybe the shirt is requesting

to be taken out of the building.
Maybe the shirt wants to be left alone,
hanging in a hijacked building,

where a dream has become null.
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THIRD PRIZE OF THE 2023
NATIONAL POETRY PRIZE
COMPETITION

Dancing
Kerry Hammerton

A windless night, air thick with heat.
Christmas beetles batter themselves
against the kitchen light. I am soggy
with a sorrow — the kind that drifts
in from nowhere. I have spent the evening
with quiet solitude, unmooring myself
from fluorescent lights and a salvo
of emails.

It could have been different,
you could have called.

There may have been
cocktails on a deck overlooking the river,
the earthsaltwater smell of mud rising
from the low tide. A candle

dancing between us.

Don’t rush. There is time.
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Blawa weekend
Olwethu Mxoli

On Saturday afternoon

after the washing has been hung

and our clothes damp-stained

with its constant carrying back and forth

we sit on grandmother’s stoep

the sun warming my scalp

as my cousin cuts neat rows through my hair
with the tail of the comb

she lays a path for the hair food

and gossips about the neighbourhood

before us the street hums

with the business of the weekend

the girls play uskodgi in the road

the boys chase their soccer ball

the one they made with wet newspaper and old plastic bags
and bhut’ Stera in his bare-chested glory
drags his large speakers

out onto the stoep as he sweeps the week
out of his backroom

and washes his white All Stars

for the evening's stroll into the midnight

uSdodo is already drunk

and speaks George’s English

and the kids laugh and call him ugly

‘ingathi yinto yokoyikisa abantwana’ they yell at his back
and laugh when he curses them

it is a rite of passage to be chased by uSdodo

to steal unripe peaches from Mlungwana’s trees
to get your ball gutted by Thulani’s grandmother
or to sit on a stoep

calamine-faced in a political t-shirt

and gossip with your cousin
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while she bases your hair
pulling tightly at the scalp
until your forehead gleams with her labour

it is Saturday
and the township is bathed in the soft gold of nostalgia
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Mother tongue
Olwethu Mxoli

Sometimes when I speak isiXhosa
I skip and glitch

like a badly scratched record

and I feel my mother flinch.

She never says a word

just closes her eyes for a second
and I hear her think,

“What is so great about this future
I have sacrificed myself for

is she cannot speak to me?”

And I don’t.

In the car, my father only plays isiXhosa talk radio
and I never touch the dial.

I know without being told

that I am not allowed to speak English in his car
and so, I do not say much.

In the kitchen my mother and I stand hip to hip.

I chop and chat while she stirs and flinches

before hesitantly handing me a broken plate of English
apologizing.

The heat in her cheeks does not come from the stew.

It is birthed from the coil of embarrassment in her belly.
And T hate it.

I hate how it infiltrates this moment

that is only ours

in our kitchen.

But I do not say anything.
Lately, my parents softly and painfully remind me

that I am not white
as if fearing one day I might forget what blackness means.
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I want to tell them I know.

I want to tell them I wont.

I want to tell them about the pain
of quiet erasure.

The white cleanse of tongue

until I cannot recognise my own mother in it.

But I don’t.
I don’t say much anymore.
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A pauper’s burial
Sue Nyamnjoh

Flowers are always welcome at funerals
Yellow dahlias

In the midst of black mourners

White lilies

To adorn the grave

Fists full of earth

Connect to wooden boxes

Encasing swollen bodies

Fat and ripe with decay

Do paupers get flowers?

I'met a woman once you see
With tight curls, dirty nails
And belongings stuffed in bright pink bags

She was going places
Bus card at the ready
Feet ready to prowl

I want to think that when she goes

Really goes
There will be flowers at her grave
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Small Miracle

(after Guy Davenport)
Jacques Coetzee

Some time in the 1950s,

during a visit from Tom Eliot

to St Elizabeth’s Asylum

where he’d been confined instead of standing trial for treason,

Ezra Pound—who had sought to command

presidents, reform governments

in accordance with the dictates of his will,

ranting at the entire world, insisting it should change—

put up his feet on a table

in a small room in a long, dim corridor

(Tom Eliot did the same) so as to make enough room
for one of the inmates, his name lost to history,

to manoeuvre an imaginary

vacuum cleaner.
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The moon’s reflection in a bucket of mop water
Paul Kammies

while preparing to clean the anticipation hangs

— there’s something for us.

when the store doors unfold

they close with brevity

the flat bleep signifying the end of the day, we mitigate the pain
of the day with

hi-hat laced trap, fresh vulgarities,

the shuddering of pregnant rail loaded and packed full of
clothing we revel in;

replens done without stress,

flaring clothing without interruption skinnel and
staff-purchases.

this is where we remind ourselves that we own this store

after sweeping through the departments

we mop

and in the early winter morning

the moon’s light imbibed in mop water from the previous night
is thrown down the drain the next morning
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Earthsong

Madeleine Bazil

What lies beyond indifference and care?
I used to misunderstand the texture of my own beloveds.

Now I grip them intimately—tenor of birds, silver trees
coruscating in lush breeze. Gravity’s hard embrace.

Yet we never live in tandem. The heat of sandstone
becomes belligerent. When the burn ends,

I press my body against scorched soil—
shallow pine roots ripe with unbelonging.

See how I'm capable of falling my way forward.
We are quanta laughing in the dark. I need love that survives.
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The Interview

Stephen Symons
Outskirts of Beirut, 6:30 pm, June 1974

I remember asking how he became a poet
and he replied, ‘I was born a poet,
becoming a poet, for me at least,

was the sum of many chance events.’

He pursed his lips as if preparing

to kiss a child at bedtime,

a mannerism that I would come to learn
was an exclamation of sorts.

As the sun listed towards the beginning

of the summer holidays, I watched his thumb
hop across his fingertips, wondering if

he was playing a silent melody from memory,
or preparing a thought for voice.

Swells of grey hair were aflame

with dipping sunlight.

Everything was skimmed with gold —

the rims of his glasses,

even the moisture on his lips.

The moment coiled,
waiting to be sprung, as the story
he was about to tell anticipated itself.

Looking out,

the desert blurred into a haze of amber

and indigo; closer, a jumbled puzzle of rooftops,
strung with lattices of washing lines,

satellite dishes, aerials and a flagless flagpole
collaged to form a skyline ebbing away

from the heat and last edges of daylight.

This was a view made for storytelling,

the music of the village crowded about us:

42 New Contrast Literary Journal



the preparing of family suppers,

couples shifting their rooftop chairs

for a better view of the fired sky,

all scaffolding our conversation,

except perhaps for the far-off rumble

of three tangerine scratches across the sky.

The poet looked up and whispered, ‘Ah, Israelis’.
He turned his chair towards me,

its steel legs shuddered in protest on the tiles

as he adjusted its foam cushions.

He smiled and stretched to reach for a glass of tea
that cupped the last of the sun’s brilliance.

“You see,” he said, lips smacking, ‘I was born in 1930.

I grew up with poetry; I didn’t attend school until I was thirteen.’
Each slippage of visual detail directed me towards his voice,

its subtleties, frequencies and timbre.

‘I did not see a car until I was thirteen years old,

There were no telephones, nothing, not even a school.’

The gesture of a flat hand accompanied his voice,

fingers outstretched, similar to those of a traffic warden
directing traffic at a bustling intersection.

‘But my father was familiar with Arab culture,

and the soul of old Arab culture is poetry.

So I read all the traditional poets, stretching from

the pre-Islamic to the late Islamic period.

Among the poets, my father showed

great affection for was al-Mutanabbi,

Abu Nawwas and Imru” al-Qais.

I grew up with their voices. Poetry in my head. Poetry in my heart.
It was, therefore, a completely natural progression to begin
writing poems. It was to be.’

The sun’s afterglow lingered.

The sky was a vignette of scarlet and cobalt.

Here and there, the first stars pricked at the beginnings of night.
Below the rooftops, the blue flicker of TVs

and far-off conversations. Sounds of crockery and laughter
tumbled into twilight. I was transfixed.
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The poet smiled, took the slightest of breaths and continued,
‘One day in 1945, when I was thirteen years old,

almost a young man, Syria had just gained its independence,
although the French did not leave until “46.

Shukri al-Quwatli was elected as the first president

and as a means to familiarise himself with his country

he decided to visit all the Syrian provinces.”

At this point, a woman joined us on the rooftop.

She was carrying a wicker tray with more tea, a plate of dates,
olives and flatbreads. A mustard shawl shadowed her face,
prompting me to look again and imagine. The poet smiled,
and I was uncertain if he was acknowledging

me staring at her beauty or simply thanking her

for her hospitality. I felt a warm rush of blood to my cheeks
and hoped the poor light would mask the obvious.

The brief silence gave way to his voice,

“We had heard of the president’s visit to our village,

so I decided to write a poem in his honour to welcome him
and celebrate Syria’s independence. I hoped that, in return
the president would ask me how he could assist me.

So I formed this conversation in my mind and wrote the poem.’
How do we sculpt the future from the present,

whether good or bad? Unwittingly, the present holds

an infinite number of permutations and delicate forks

to vastly different futures, but sometimes,

as was the case with the poet; a happy accident occurs.

I was more familiar with unhappy accidents.

‘My father thought it was a lovely poem and wished me good luck
on my quest to gain the president’s attention with my poem.
When I heard the president was paying a visit to a nearby town

I was lucky to get a lift on the back of a truck to the village.

I was wearing a traditional gumbaz and a jacket,

and by some strange coincidence, I read the poem to him.

The president was impressed by my poem and embraced me.

He asked how he could help me and

I explained a desperate need to go to school.
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Later, the president used a line from my poem in a speech:

For us, you are the sword, / for you, we are the sheath?.

So you could say I got to go to school with a poem, and that’s why
I feel I was born for poetry.

I smiled. The poet paused, folded his hands
and looked up at the charcoal sky.

Despite the glow of the town,

the multitudes of constellations above us
seemed like spilt sugar on dark cloth.

I remained silent as we inhaled

the brief silence and its beauty:

The night had now come into its own
above the lighted houses of the town.

I sipped the tea and asked, ‘So how did you come to be known as
Adonis?’

‘Ah,” he replied, ‘the question on everyone’s lips. At school, I wrote
poems and submitted them to magazines and newspapers, but they
were never published. I signed my poems Ali Ahmad Said Esbar, and
they went unnoticed. I became angry, and one night, I read the myth
of Adonis, where he goes out on a hunting trip, but the wild boar
becomes the hunter and eventually kills Adonis. And a flower called
the anemone grows out of Adonis’ blood. I was deeply affected by
that myth. From that moment on, I signed my poems in the name of
Adonis. Those newspapers and magazines were like that wild boar.
SoIsenta poem ...’

I took another sip of my tea, no more than a nervous reflex, and
thought of the woman who had served us — the profound mystery of
her eyes and how every aspect of clothing conspired to fire my imagi-
nation. Who was she, and what was her connection to the poet? Were
they lovers?

Night had taken the village hostage,

each house and building now dark paragraphs
punctuated by yellow windows and

their own stories of longing, hope and loss.

I thought of the poet’s story.

I wondered what the woman'’s story was.

1 From: I Have Been Born Three Times: An Interview with Adonis. (Source: http:/ /tiny.cc/ipasxz)
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Would I see her again?

The poet looked at me, his face made far younger

by the darkness. Only his features remained,

traced by threads of detail from a nearby rooftop fire.

He leaned forward. The glow of the paraffin lamp on

the table between us returned the decades to his face. He smiled.

‘So, my friend, that’s my story. And what is your story?

I've told this story too many times; it feels somewhat artificial,
even fraudulent when compared to the beauty of this evening.
Look at this sky; yes, this is not New York, that city on four legs
heading for murder?. The insignificance of this village.

Its calligraphy of beauty is about to be overcome by war.
Christians and Muslims are constantly at war, yes?

But you seem distracted. What is it?’

I felt embarrassed. Was it that obvious?

I cleared my throat and took the last sip

of my tea. ‘Distracted? I'm sorry, no, not at all.
It’s just that ...”

He sat back in the camping chair and waved a mosquito away.
Once again, the chair moaned as he shifted his weight,
brought his hands together as if in prayer, and then chuckled:
‘Don’t worry, my friend; she has that effect on men.

Aiza, that is. Do you know what her name means in Arabic?

‘No,’ I replied. I could feel my face blush with embarrassment.
My story seemed irrelevant now.
There was little point in answering the poet’s question.

‘Her name means eternal beauty, apt, isn’t it?

She’s a lot older than you think.

She’s a widow, childless too.

Her husband was killed in “58. Malonite Christians, I think.
She never remarried. This is her house,

and I like to visit from time to time.

I think she studied at the Beirut College for Women.

Well, that's where she met Ghafran.

2 From the poem ‘The Funeral Of New York’ (1971) by Adonis. Translated by Khaled Mattawa.

46 New Contrast Literary Journal



He was a printer who happened to love poetry.
He used to print my poetry review Shi‘r” at great risk.
Ah, such a sad story.

Why was he telling me this?

I looked skywards; the night sky was cloudless, crisp,

and now bustling with the sharp glitter of stars.

Venus was unusually bright, or at least I thought it was.

The poet took a deep breath, leaned forward and whispered,
“You must meet Aziza. I will introduce you to her, yes?’

He lifted himself from the camping chair.

He gave an almost imperceptible sigh, walked to the tiled stairs
that descended from the roof and called,

‘Aziza, do come and join us.’

The poet then pushed a wooden stool near the table

and turned the wick of the paraffin lamp up.

Not moments later, Aziza emerged from the bloom of the stairwell.

‘Ah, welcome, Aziza. Let me introduce you to my interviewer.
He’s flown all the way from London to listen to me ramble.’
I placed my hand across my chest and smiled.

She nodded and took a seat. I was transfixed.

We spoke of why I was visiting Lebanon,

of the poet and my work as a journalist.

Yet, this was merely a surface made of sound.

Small cracks of silence ran over our words,

from which another conversation was initiated between us.
Its words were small physical gestures —

the movement of a finger, the tilting of a head,

culminating in long moments of silence,

sentences of sorts, a meeting of our essence, perhaps.

A type of knowing where I became convinced

we had met before. For the first time in my life,

I felt an unfathomable connection

with another human being that seemed to

transcend time and space, even physical attraction.

Yes, Aziza was captivatingly beautiful, but this

magnetism was the stuff of fantasy.

I had a life far from this sky ...

The poet must have noticed our unspoken conversation
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because he turned to me and said, ‘It’s been a delight, but

my dreams are calling.” I apologised for keeping him from

bed, gathered my satchel and bid him farewell.

That would be the last time I would see Adonis.

Aziza rose slowly from the stool and said, ‘I will show you out.’
As the poet took his leave, he looked back at me,

nodded his grey head and smiled before the stairwell’s light
swallowed him. Aziza beckoned me to follow her.

It seemed cold outside the house, less unreal, as if a veil

had been lifted to reality. We waited in near silence for my taxi.
I tried to make small talk, but it seemed pointless.

Headlights in the distance announced the taxi’s arrival.

Shepherd’s Bush, 7:20 pm, February 1995

And now, decades later, I am back in that taxi, thinking of the poet
and Aziza, watching the headlights cast two milky beams that quiver
over the gravel road back to Beirut. The last scene of the movie, The
Name of the Rose, springs to mind. The apprentice monk, Adso, barely
out of his teens, is leaving the monastery with his master, William of
Baskerville. Low-slung smoke from the burning abbey mystifies the
scene. A beautiful peasant girl, whom Adso’s master saved from the
Inquisition, waits at the roadside. Adso hesitates for a moment, faced
with a life-altering choice, and looks at the girl longingly but then con-
tinues on his journey. As the movie concludes, Adso narrates, many
years on:

And yet, now that I am an old, old man,
I must confess that of all the faces that
appear to me out of the past ... the one |
see most clearly is that of the girl ...

of whom 1"ve never ceased to dream these
many long years.

The interviewer wipes his breath from the window of the home-
ward-bound cab. Outside, the London traffic is gridlocked as a fine
rain falls. He is much older now. Yet, at moments like this, he cannot
offer up that night to forgetting that infinite pin-pricked sky reflected

1 From the movie script of the The Name of the Rose (1986).
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in the spectacles of the poet and, of course, Aziza. He thinks of how she
let her headscarf slip to her shoulders, perhaps by accident, when she
waved goodbye: her jet black hair, those eyes — an impossible possibil-
ity. And not a day passes without the memory of what may have been
an invitation to a different future, of what could have been. But, again,
it was dark, and he was young. It was no more than a small village on
the outskirts of Beirut, insignificant yet forever welded to his future.

Outside, the heavens have opened; heavy rain raps on the taxi’s roof.
The driver slows to a stop at a pedestrian crossing. A woman hesitates
before crossing and lifts her umbrella to get a better view of the traf-
fic. The street is a shimmering river of reflected neon, cars and street-
lights. The taxi’s worn windscreen wipers strain, revealing more detail
with each rubbery shudder across the glass. As she crosses, the inter-
viewer leans forward and notices something. Something impossible.

k%%
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New Perspectives (after Mafika Gwala’s ‘Perspectives’)

Alexander Murie
greenbook bastard niknakpacket
fairways parkwood
jivetruckriot skin stain
nkosisikeleliAfrika

colour blind head line armsdeal
cheapsucker  kaptol

ourfather newpresident
éclair nightmare cigaretteburn
twothousandeight
damage damask damnthem
kword wakawaka
bricks  bobotie schooltie  socksup
bubblegum badhair bee-oh
hivshower rain  bow
pistorius gbv identity
firstkiss
firstyear
feesmustfall
wifi worldcup laybye
cabletheft taken marikana
skierlik july palestine
helenzille juliusmalema ramaphoria
mal function fantasy firepool
pandemic
threefifty couchdollars
loadshedding chinaloan = mandelamoney
potholefreedom
township tentcity taxiviolence
parliamentfire net flix

hardliving sidehustle history &
hardwords erotica
springboks and poverty
democracy and darkness
numb hysteria
cholera and dstv

50 New Contrast Literary Journal



clicks and killsong
bmw and starvingwoman
electionposter and electionsmile
load shed in the sun
light
dark
until
until
until.
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Square on Loadshedding and the Moon
Alexander Murie

when Apollo 12 left the moon, a piece of it broke
off and caused the moon to ring like a bell for
about an hour. Load-shedding, an organized dark,
echoes through a nation: drawers chatter, the
old lighters grind their teeth, candles crack wax
knuckles, someone faraway sighs the ends off
their words, still haunting Area 12. To freeze time
is to ring a bell that no one can hear. It is to go, to
go in secret. To go like a slice of evening, time’s
thesaurus, empty as the chair of the first man to
die on the moon, forgotten, after 6.8s of veiled
silence. Bells do not ring (the groundskeeper said)
without electricity. The rope was removed in 1969.
Later, bulbs popped. Things don’t last now, they
pop like burnt teeth (he said, smiled). Now, the
dark asks: what broke? rung suburbs like bells?
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i always wondered what white poets

(and doctors, dancers, dieticians, etc.)

did during the mud

of Apartheid™

convinced myself

it could never be me

there’s mos that moralistic rubber band

curled around my stomach

which makes me vomit bran

if something doesn’t feel ethical

is not kosher;

of course one has to at least mention something
crackle a tongue

at minimum somewhere communicate an awareness;
i reassured myself

i would sit in prison next to breytenbach
happy as a pig in Palestine

one moment of amnesia

unbutchered at a time

Shane van der Hoven
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The Traveller’s Companion

Zeenit Jacobs

There is a lesson in stillness, —
when silence speaks, listen to its
sermon and you will hear in the
loudest voice from either friend or
foe because silence is a mirror.

There is a lesson in love, — he who
loves not his own soul knows not his
beloved, — the one who knows not the
measure or the drink within their cup
cannot quench the thirst of another.

There is a lesson in faith, — if you are
without, you have failed tomorrow,
because faith in the self is belief in
tomorrow’s possibilities. No one walks
without faith knowing that their heel
fights with the earth to keep them up
while in the company of stones.

There is a lesson in loving the self, —
love sits in Today’s presence, but
regret and despair invites Tomorrow’s
nemesis, Yesterday, an old and bitter
hag. Yesterday will always try and
reason with Today on how to be
Tomorrow’s enemy.

There is a lesson in humility, —
never let an enemy of success trick
you into telling on your own self in
a battle of the egos, — the penalty for
having a knife as a tongue severs
such a person from wisdom
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Encounter

Rizwan Akhtar

I used the banister mounting the stairs,
creaking knees punctuated the mute
portico, each step separated like desires
yoked by words, but the body swerved
ridiculously until a bird squeaked inside
the spandrel, it was like a clause

alone and meaningless meanwhile

the janitor mopping the floor took out
ear pods, though his fingers carried

a sulking cigarette hurdling his job

we both met a stare like a stone unmoved
for ages, huffing and broken, the search

ended up agreeing to benefit from silence.
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Tenebris

Francesco Nassimbeni

I don’t know much
About foxes.

I saw four,
Though, in two
Fortnights

Sable rangers they seemed,
In the middle of the blurting
City’s huff.

Their ears are pointed,
But blunted, like the
McDonalds arches -

Foxes don’t mind being
Compared to fast-food,
They know that junk,
Lick chops.

Furtive, at first I thought they
Were cats — the same

Sly, almost not-there crackle
Of air.

But then they darted, dark
Arrows of non-light

Over the night field’s green
And I knew their emergency,
The nocturnal quest

For whatever it is
The fox mind suggests.

Couples.

Both time couples.
Urchins work better
In twos.
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I do not know

Much about foxes,

But I feel them, like shivers
On an arm, that shadow made
Form
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Excerpt from The Nine Lives of The General
Yewande Omotoso

I only ever know one place. Born and died there which, with all the
comings and goings, could be regarded an achievement if only I could
point to something I did to accomplish it. I think it’s just luck. Luck that
I had Finta. Luck that she too somehow stayed on and that we love each
other. After all isn’t love the deepest widest kind of luck there is.

They say I was a scared child until about the age of eight. I find this
easy to believe, when you think of the fact that I had no parents and
when you consider the kind of place I'd got myself born into. All T had
was Finta, ten years my senior and the palms of her hands already cal-
lous by the time my milk teeth fall.

Once I grow big people talked about me. Did you know, they’d say,
Allero need only look and she call the date and time your child would
born. They reckoned I must be the general of an army of unborn chil-
dren, that I held some preternatural authority over them. Not counting
the hard ones, in my fifty years I must have birthed hundreds and hun-
dreds. Truth is it’s not as if I knew anything special. It's more that my
hands were correct and my tone of voice was always right for a woman
in labour, always easy for her to hear, to heed. I could lay my hand and
I swear the baby feel it, know it, says “okay I'm coming”. No baby ever
died with me. Not a one. Not a single one. And no mother. A father died
once — white man. There and then had a heart-attack when him white
wife push out a baby black as me. Whatever the gift I do think it helped
me live, survive, kept me in one place that’s for sure. I born black chil-
dren just as much as I born the white and yellow. It wasn’t supposed to
be that I born the white children too but there was a time of death, many
deaths, babies falling like rain. And people got scared, got desperate.
Human beings are funny that way; the white people got real scared.
They heard news of a black woman property of the M, heard she was
good, almost like magic. They were scared enough not to care too much
that my black hands and black eyes would touch them, scared enough
to put their lives on my head, the lives of their children. By the time I
born my first white child I'd already born almost a hundred black ones.
I remember it so easy, in truth as if it happened an hour ago.

The first child I born my legs still swung free on the odd occasion I
had reason to sit upon a chair. I was a skinny child, darkened by field
sun which is a special kind of sun. If you haven’t worked the field then
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you would have no notion of field sun. Field sun is not something you
can regard from afar and comprehend, you must stand still beneath it,
bent over. Field sun will kill you slow. I don’t know if it's even fair to
say I born them. Wanting to live is the simplest desire. We walk out free.
For sure the breaches I take credit for, the hard ones, the complications.
But many many were just hell-bent on entering, all I had to do was
catch them.

A small room. The floors made of tamped dirt, cool and strangely
moist beneath my feet. It was past the middle of the night but not yet
dawn. How I came to be in that room is worth telling because it wasn't
my habit to pass the night in Nana’s cabin. Finta, whom I would later
discover had already been bleeding for two rainy seasons, had gone
and done the unthinkable, she’d smiled twice at one of the men who
worked the eastern fields, furthest from the big house and nearest the
boarder fence. Those eastern fields men had a reputation for being a
way with young ladies. Now as far as I was concerned Finta had never
been a lady, even at eight I could discern that but nonetheless she’d got
caught up in some man-lady foolishness and I found myself kicked
out for the night. “Go Nana,” Finta had suggested not caring much and
keen to return to her guest. ‘Return “pon the sun.” Young as [ was [ un-
derstood what the hulk of a man and my sister would be up to. Living
on the plant did not afford people the luxury of slowly breaking sex
information to the pickneys. It's almost like us children came out the
womb in full understanding of the act, as if we’d stood by while our
parents made us. Anyhow our bondage as women was as much labour
in the field as it was in the bed and there were enough stories told of
twelve-year-olds summoned to the private rooms of the M. Finta had
even taken the trouble one night to instruct me on what to do should I
be called upon for service. It had happened to her several times already.
I always knew when she was back from such because those are the only
days the love between my sister and I stretched taut, close to snapping.

Any-so there I am wandering into Nana’s cabin. Now when I say
Nana'’s cabin I give the wrong suggestion. Of course Nana’s cabin was
as much hers as you could own a dew drop. But in my memory it’s
become Nana’s cabin. A hut no bigger than a moment, slept normally
by eight but emptied out on this night — Finta couldn’t have known —
for the purposes of childbirth. I wandered, sleepy-eyed, into the room
and Granny Macah shout ‘Pass the towel.” She shout like that as if she’d
summoned me herself and in fact as if I'd taken longer than the situ-
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ation called for, a little edge to her voice like I'd been annoying her
for some time now. All the work was being done by kerosene lamp.
Even with the sex I'd heard and witnessed I had never seen anything
like this in my short life; I'd seen the act but never its consequence.
“The towel, the towel,” shout Granny Macah. ‘Hurry pickney, newborn
coming.” And I swear to you with that Granny Macah took one breath
and died right there, rude death, caught her off-guard. Now I've seen
many people die in my life and most not by nature, plus I too have died
and not just once but plenty and yet Granny Macah’s death remains the
one that would populate my nightmares. I've seen grown men hacked
to death by cutlass and women burnt alive, slow; I've seen a limbless
baby snatched from him mother’s teat and drowned in a bucket. Gran-
ny Macah’s death remains the most violent. She died by no other hand
but death’s and in all the lives I've lived I've never witnessed anything
more indifferent, more terrifying.

Everything moved quickly after that, after Granny Macah falls to
the floor not like a fall but like she was pushed. Nana breathing fast
and an occasional high-pitched moan. I walked up to where she lay,
the kerosene lamp there but flickering to go out. Normally we slept
on whatever leftover straw you can find but Granny Macah had put
Nana up on boxes, where she’d found them I can’t tell you. Standing,
my head reached just above the boxes. I've always been a small person.
I had to strain a bit to see past the belly and take note of the fear ‘pon
Nana’s face. “‘Where she be?” she asked between breaths. What with
all the pain of labour she had noticed that Granny Macah was absent,
but not that she was gone. If she’d been able to hoist herself up onto
her elbows, instead of lying back in the position Granny had set her,
she might have caught sight of the old woman’s naked feet, gnarled,
relieved of duty. “Where Gram go, chile?’ I couldn’t get the words out
but I was thinking “Heaven”. I wasn’t baptised or anything fancy like
that and Finta didn’t abide talk of divinity but I had quietly in myself
been cultivating the notion that there was a better place and what I'd
heard of Heaven — from those that believed — seemed as good a de-
scription as any. Just then Nana shout ‘help muh” so I moved in closer.
Over the years I would question the way in which Granny Macah had
arranged Nana. Lord knows the old woman had born plenty, she may
even have born me, I don’t know, but still I surmised, through my own
personal study, that laid back upon boxes was probably not the best
method. It's unlikely that position was Granny Macah’s usual mode,
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maybe death had been settling on her for sometime already, messing
and turning her mind, make her forget the best way to set a woman
for child-bearing. Who can know. Any-so, since then I'veexplored other
positions but really you ask the woman to choose. Of course I didn’t
know any of that yet. That day I just looked into Nana’s face and some-
how understood that there was nothing more for me to say. And then it
got quiet. Not quiet to the ear, no for the ear it is rowdy and rough, the
mother shouting or sighing or cussing. But I mean, when I say it gets
quiet, is there comes a silence underneath that all even those long deaf
can hear if they choose to. That’s why I'm special maybe. Although it’s
not my way to boast. But that’s where I do my work, in that silence.
Even the mother hears it although the few times I've asked women,
when the baby out and cleaned and sweet and the sweat dry on their
brow, I ask if they heard it and they give me rough looks. I think they
heard it and just can’t remember. And of course the baby hears it too
although there’s no way to check. So there we all are, the three of us,
in some kind of duppy space. In that space I ask the mother, although
I'm not using words now, I ask her if she wants to bring this. And to the
child I ask if it wants to be brought. Mostly the answers are yes. As on
that day with Nana. You don’t have to believe any of this if you don’t
want to. Although you are speaking to a dead person so maybe belief is
not something we should bother with for the duration. You might say
I was too young, how did I know to ask such things, where would the
notion have come from. You might say what is this fantasy of a quiet
still world beneath the noisy one we all know and labour through. You
might say all that but I'm telling you. That day with Nana that’s what
I did. I asked those taking part if it was their wish to do so. I collected
their desires like receipts for later, proof that we are in the world, that
we choose. And once that’s happened a small thing shifts, jus” a small
thing, and the world pours in. My head was positioned right between
Nana'’s legs which were flung apart and slick with sweat and juice. Her
pussy stretched so broad I thought it might tear in half but it didn’t.
And the pickney slide right out, Nana screaming as if someone stab-
bing her repeatedly in the heart. ‘Nough blood too. And me, right there,
with my little hands, I reach out to grab the boy before he fall ‘pon the
ground and crack him skull. Samuel, she called him. Those who famil-
iar turned it light and playful, turn into Sammy.

Five years pass before I born another baby. It perhaps if not okay,
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then right by life, that in the same year my first blood drip (same year a
man bring himself on me - with no invitation mind you) I start birthing
children, this time on purpose and soon on demand. I developed a hab-
it, start saying it, like a call, a herald, until it become a ritual and people
knew me by it. Some making fun, others thinking unless I spoke the
magic words nothing happen. I didn’t mind their foolishness, I knew
why I'said it. Every time just after I collected the desires and just before
I felt that tremor as life enters life, in honour of Granny Macah I repeat
her last words — newborn incoming,.

NOTES
A version of this piece was originally published in the Johannesburg Review of Books
in 2022.

This piece is a work in progress and part of a larger ongoing project.
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Deidre, Excerpt from Crooked Seeds
Karen Jennings

She woke with the thirst already upon her, still in her clothes, cold from
having slept on top of the covers. Two days, three, since she had last
changed; the smell of her overcast with sweat, fried food, cigarettes.
Underwear’s stink strong enough that it reached her even before she
moved to squat over an old plastic mixing bowl that lived beside the
bed. She steadied her weight on the bed frame with one hand, the other
holding on to the seat of a wooden chair that creaked as she lowered
herself. She didn’t have to put the light on, knew by the burn and smell
that the urine was dark, dark as cough syrup, as sickness.

There was no toilet paper, so she rose without wiping, pulling the
underwear back into place, feeling it dampen a little. Usually she would
reach across, open the window, empty the bowl over the rockery that
lined that part of the building’s wall, but there had been complaints,
a warning. Instead, she took a T-shirt that was lying on the floor and
covered the mouth of the bowl with it, before sitting down on the chair.
In sleep, the plate of her top front teeth had come loose, protruding a
little over her lips. Impossible with her dry mouth to push it back into
place. She pulled, snagging it on cracked skin, causing her to switch on
the lamp, to feel for blood with her fingertips. None. Then put the teeth
on the bedside table next to a mug from which the tea had long since
evaporated.

She shifted her leg, lazy to reach for crutches where she had dropped
them the night before. It was no distance from the chair to the place de-
scribed as a kitchen, with its bar fridge, sink, counter, and microwave.
She took hold of the chairback, the chest of drawers, the TV stand,
the various items that she had refused to give up and which she had
crammed into this room, making her way slowly across to the fridge.
She did not bother to move onwards to the sink, knowing that the taps
would be empty. The microwave clock read 05:18. Forty minutes before
the water truck came. Nothing until then.

Inside the fridge was a packet of discoloured Vienna sausages,
opened a week ago; half a tub of margarine; a jar of gherkins. She un-
screwed the lid of the jar, drank down the brine, closing her mouth
against its solids, then reached for a Vienna to blunt the sting, its puck-
ered ends like plastic. She spat out what couldn’t be chewed, ate two
more, spat again, then drew her forearm across her mouth, seeing after-
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ward the smear of grit and slime, and flakes of hideous pink.

The morning’s chill reached her as she approached the front entrance
of the building. She thought about going back for a jacket, but went on,
greeting the security guard as he came across from his hut to open the
door for her. "Hey, Winston, here we go again.’

‘That’s right, that’s it. Same again.’

She could see the queue from where they stood. It ran three blocks
deep, extended around the corner. Two armed guards patrolled the
outer edges, one more stood near the water truck and collection point.
Beyond the truck, a traffic officer had parked his car, the lights flashing
hotly in the morning gloom. He had put out cones, was directing the
few vehicles that passed by. Passengers and drivers looked out at the
queue, at the people with their array of containers, in dressing gowns
and slippers, wearing jackets and coats over their work clothes and
school uniforms, a few wrapped in blankets against the cold. Someone
was listening to the news on a cellphone, elsewhere music was playing.
Most were using earphones though, intent on something beyond this
slow, shifting wait. Few were interested in conversation.

“How’s it looking today?’ she said.

‘Nothing special. Same as always. I didn’t see you yesterday, you
okay?’

‘Ja, just wasn’t in the mood for all this shit.’

He nodded. ‘Ja, I know what you mean.’

She eyed the queue, saw a woman with a teenage daughter, the girl’s
arms crossed, the mother’s too. They wore headscarves and long skirts.
Behind them stood a man with his son and daughter. The man tapped
his foot, leaned forward, and said something to the scarved woman.
She shook her head, then took out her phone and showed him some-
thing on it, the light from the screen highlighting the darkness beneath
her eyes. The man frowned, rubbed hard at his jaw in irritation.

Deidre had already taken a few steps toward the queue, but she came
back now, said to Winston, ‘Give us a ciggy, hey? I'll get you back later.”

‘When'’s later? I'm still waiting from last week and last month. Eish
man, I'm still waiting from last year.” But he took one from his pocket,
lit it, handed it across.

She coughed wetly as she inhaled, then spat the wet out. ‘Ag, man,
don’t be like that. One day I'm going to bring you a whole pack, okay?
Like a whole pack, and not just any kind. It'll be the good kind, you'll
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see.

‘Ja, I'm waiting ...”

She blew him a kiss, adjusted the backpack that she wore slung over
one shoulder—an old thing from her daughter’s high school years,
tearing a little at the seams. ‘Bye, darling, let me get this over and done
with.’

A dull sunrise held back beyond the streetlamps and she crutched
toward it, into the road, ignoring the cone markers so that cars had to
stop for her, three in a row. She kept her eyes on the water truck, did
not acknowledge the cars, did not look at the queue. She went delib-
erately slowly, pausing every few steps to remove the cigarette from
her mouth, to exhale, inhale again. Before leaving her room she had
brushed her hair; applied makeup over the previous day’s smudges;
sprayed her armpits, crotch, and hair; licked toothpaste from her fin-
ger; reinserted her plate. She wore now a skirt that came to mid-thigh,
showing the blanched scar at her stump, and a T-shirt of cheap black
lace that revealed a purple bra, her breasts high and hard.

She tossed the cigarette end at the gutter, moved toward the trestle
table at the front of the queue, where two water monitors were taking
turns to fill containers from a tap in the truck’s side ...
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A Fistful of Dhal

Pravasan Pillay

Like a lot of Chatsworth’s service industry workers I ate many of my
meals at Imperial Curry House. The takeaway was popular with us
because it suited our odd working hours. It opened at noon each day of
the week and only closed at two in the morning.

Cooks and waiters would usually start arriving at Imperial around
eleven-thirty each night after having finished their shifts in the kitchens
and dining rooms of Durban’s hotels and restaurants.

The takeaway’s menu consisted of a variety of meat and vegetable
curries, served with rice, roti or puri; breyani; tripe — Imperial was one
of the few spots in Chatsworth that still served offal; bunny chows;
sweetmeats; soji; and snacks such as bhajis, puri pathas and samoosas.

The dish we almost always ordered though was dhal and rice. Rags,
Imperial’s owner, was known for the lentil curry and had been cooking
it for late night customers for over twenty years. The dhal was made
with cheap ingredients and sold at an affordable price. Customers paid
fifty cents and received a polystyrene bowl filled with steaming rice,
covered by several generous ladles of the curry.

Each night, after work, we would line up noisily inside Imperial.
Rags always stood at the head of the line, behind the counter with his
blackened pots of dhal and rice. An old ice cream container — which
served as a cash box — also rested on the countertop.

Rags was in his mid-sixties and apart from a cleaner and a prep cook,
who both worked the day shift, he ran Imperial on his own. He was
short, bald, muscular and had a severe, pockmarked face. He always
wore blue factory overalls rather than an apron and usually had on a
red Liverpool F. C. peak cap. Like most cooks I knew, his arms were
covered in burn scars and tattoos. He was a quiet man who rarely in-
teracted with customers apart from asking them to repeat an order if he
hadn’t heard it the first time.

Once you got your bowl of dhal and rice from Rags, you dropped
your fifty cents into the ice cream container and went into the small
dining area located at the back of Imperial. There you could hang up
your work uniform and your bag and eat, sitting at one of the tightly
packed benches and trestle tables lined with old newspapers.

Imperial wasn’t licensed but it still sold nips of cane spirit under the
counter. Almost every other worker would down a few shots during

New Contrast Literary Journal 67



Pravasan Pillay

their meal. When everyone was finished all that remained in the bowls
were curry leaves, mustard seeds and the occasional cassia bark.

The first time I ate at Imperial was in 1987. I had finished my first
shift working as a busboy at the Maharani on the Durban beachfront.
My father, who worked as a waiter at the nearby Blue Waters Hotel and
who had arranged the job for me, finished his shift at the same time. We
rode back together into Chatsworth on the packed eleven o’clock night
bus. My father dressed in a black Adidas tracksuit, his waiter’s uniform
in a suit bag; and me, in my now messy, new kitchen coat.

The only thing my father said to me the entire trip was, “Do your
graft, and two-three years you can be a waiter.”

I remember feeling completely exhausted. The job, which was my
first real one since I had finished high school the year before, was far
more difficult than I had thought it would be. I had barely had a chance
to rest the entire evening, running between the kitchen and the dining
room, carrying dishes, smelly trash cans and heavy pots and pans.

I had also burned my hand on a pan about two hours into my shift.
One of the cooks handed me a large tub of Vaseline and a few minutes
later I was told to get back to work. Despite the hard work and injured
hand, I enjoyed the company of the other busboys, the cooks, and the
waiters. Everyone had an anecdote, joke or tip to share with me. I knew
quickly that this was a place that I wanted to work in.

It felt strange riding into Chatsworth so late on a weeknight. I had
never done it before. The streets were dark and still. Inside the bus,
men talked loudly and played thunee in the dull light. Some drank. My
father was one of them. He sipped brandy from a nip he kept stashed
in his hip pocket. On his lap was a copy of The Daily News racing form.

When we reached Road 501, the men got off the bus. The majority
of them headed off towards the shopping centre. I looked at the centre
and saw the lights on at Imperial. All the lights from the other shops
were switched off, and the fluorescent Coca Cola sign with “Imperial
Curry House” on it floated in the darkness.

After a moment’s hesitation, my father walked towards the Imperial.
I followed him.

I ate my first bowl of Rags’ dhal and rice with a lot of difficulty. Im-
perial didn’t provide cutlery so everyone had to eat the piping hot food
using their hands. Since my right hand was burned and bandaged, I
had to awkwardly scoop up balls of rice and dhal with my left hand.

It was delicious, the best dhal I had ever eaten in my life. I ignored
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the loud talking of the men around me, the stink of their sweat, and the
pain in my hand, chewing slowly, enjoying the savoury taste.

The dhal was different from the kind my mother or aunts cooked.
Rags’ dhal was lighter, more a broth, and bright yellow in colour due
to the manjal. It was milder and fresher — the main flavours were the
lentils, mustard seeds and dhania. I could have eaten bowls of it.

Every serving was topped with half a teaspoon of Rama margarine,
which made the rice softer, glossier and easier to digest. The takeaway
offered vinegar chillies and a selection of mango, carrot, lime or vege-
table pickles, but like most of the other men I ate the food without any
sides or salad.

I was the last to finish amongst the men on my trestle table. My
father sat beside me tapping his fingers impatiently on the table as I
scraped the bottom of the polystyrene bowl.

When I was finally done and stood at the wash basin, one of the
men, a tall, red-bearded Muslim cook who knew my father, asked,
“What you think of the chow?”

“It's genuine,” I replied, licking my fingers.

The man smiled through his thick beard.

Imperial Curry House closed its doors in October of 1992 after Rags
was stabbed during a night serving. He was attacked by a nineteen-
year-old prep cook, a newcomer who had just started out in the kitchen
of The Balmoral Hotel. I hadn’t noticed the boy until the night of the
stabbing, but friends told me that he was at Imperial most nights since
that July.

Kamal, a steward friend of mine who worked at The Balmoral, told
me that in the five months that the boy had been at the hotel, he had
developed a reputation for being hot-tempered. On his third week on
the job, he had gotten into a fist fight with another cook over a small
loan he had supposedly not paid back. And shortly before the stabbing
he had been given a warning by management, this time for throwing a
pan at a senior cook.

“Faulty lightie. Any other person, Chef should have fired him, but
the lightie’s a good cook. Chef wanted to train him up,” Kamal said.

I never found out why the boy stabbed Rags. There was a lot of spec-
ulation amongst my friends. Many of the men I spoke to said that the
boy attacked because Rags had caught him trying to steal money from
the container on the counter.
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The other explanation that had done the rounds was that Rags had
seen the boy harassing a lady customer outside Imperial earlier that
day and had ordered him not to come back to the takeaway. When the
boy showed up that night Rags got angry and tried to throw him out.
That’s when the boy pulled the knife.

I heard a few other stories as well but these two seemed the most
believable.

The night of the stabbing, and the last time I set foot in Imperial,
I lined up like I always did for my bowl of dhal and rice. I had got
there later than usual because I had lingered at the bus stop talking
to a colleague who wasn’t coming to the takeaway that evening. The
line at Imperial was about twenty men deep and stretched outside the
takeaway when I took my place in it.

The workers were loud, talking about the night’s service and passing
nips of cane and whiskey amongst themselves. There was also a lot of
good-natured banter about English football and horse racing, which
were the most popular topics of conversation at Imperial.

Then I heard the voices raised in anger come from the front of the
line. It was difficult to hear what they were arguing about. As the voices
grew louder, I picked up a few curse words. I didn’t think too much of
it at first. Fights were rare at Imperial but not unheard of — alcohol was
usually the cause.

I heard a shout of pain, the clang of a pot crashing to the floor and of
what I knew was dhal splashing everywhere. The line ahead of me im-
mediately dissolved and the men surrounded the front counter. I was
still at the back of the crowd struggling to get a look.

I heard the words drift through, “The lightie poked him. The poes
poked him.”

I pushed through the crowd and at the front saw three men restrain-
ing the boy. One man was punching him in the face. Everything from
the first raised voice to the stabbing had happened in the space of a
minute and a half or so, and yet the boy’s face was already a mess. His
nose was broken and bloodied, his lips split. Another man was kicking
him now. The boy’s eyes were swollen and tearing. There was little
fight left in him.

To the side, on the floor, propped up on someone’s lap, I saw Rags. A
paring knife, either the boy’s or one belonging to Imperial, was stuck in
the lower left-hand side of his back. He lay in his own blood, its redness
heightened by the paleness of the yellow dhal that surrounded him.
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Three days later, a few of us who were there that night tried to visit
Rags at King Edward Hospital. His son, Devan, met us at the door of
the general ward. He said that his father was asleep and wouldn’t be
taking any visitors, though he quickly added that the old man was okay
and that he would recover. The doctors had said that the stab wound
was deep but that the knife had fortunately not done any serious dam-
age. Rags would still need a lot of rest before he could be back on his
feet.

Devan thanked us for defending his father and told us that the boy
was also admitted in hospital — a different one, RK. Khan in Chat-
sworth. He would be arrested once he was discharged.

Before we left, Devan informed us that he was, with Rags” approval,
closing down Imperial. He said that he had been trying to convince his
father to retire for years and that this incident was the last straw. The
premises would be rented out to the supermarket next door.

“He can’t die for a few bowls of cheap curry,” Devan had said, stand-
ing at the door of the ward, facing a semicircle of waiters and cooks.

None of us could argue with that.

I remember riding home on the eleven o’clock bus the night after the
stabbing. There was a lot of talk about whether Rags was going to send
someone else to run the night serving.

“Who knows, the ballie might even come dish the chow himself,
wearing his hospital gown, drips and all,” Ranga, a cook, had said.

The mood in the bus was low and the joke eased the tension a little.
Everyone had a good laugh.

When the bus turned into Road 501, we all stared out the windows
searching the shopping centre for the glowing Coca Cola sign. But there
was nothing there. The shopping centre was dark and our stomachs
were cold.
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She has come to this place to find out how to breathe without crying.
How to speak out loud. How to laugh without irony.

She signs in at reception, her name in return for a key. It’s heavy in
her hand and the metal warms almost immediately. The heat makes
everything shimmer. The horizon is melted.

The room, when she unlocks it, is a shell. High-ceilinged. A place for
shadows to collect. Textured darkness. She enjoys the smell of thatch
until she thinks of it burning. Was she always so scared of fire? Wasn't
there a time when her body thrilled with excitement? A time before
understanding what fire takes.

There is a shower, but signs everywhere remind her of water restric-
tions. She will have to find another way to calm herself.

On the bedside table lies a pamphlet of things to do in the area. Plac-
es to eat. A map. Breakfast happens between seven and nine a.m. She
wonders if there are other guests. Eating food amongst strangers. The
sound of metal dragging over crockery. Discomfit spikes in her belly.

She chose this.
No. That’s wrong.
She ran out of ways to live, and this felt like all that was left.

She drops the pamphlet to the floor and lies down on the bed. Unex-
pectedly, she falls asleep. In her dream the moon tears itself apart, and
she screams until no air is left. She wakes and forces herself to breathe
in. To restart. It is a routine. This constant terror.

Outside, the stars seem to sing at one another. It takes her some mo-
ments to realise the sounds come from insects. The city is far away. She
wonders whether this place’s silence happens during the day rather
than at night.

She stands there for some time. The sound washes over her like water.
The taste of dust and metal