 A JOURNEY TOWARDS HOPE     
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Nomsa Kumalo was born in a village called Tsolisa, which lay about 20 km’s from Qumbu. Her father was away, working on the mines; he seldom came home, but when he did his visit inevitably resulted in another baby. So, with little money and a growing family, her mother somehow had to manage. Nomsa, being the oldest child, helped her mother. There was no spare cash for schooling.     
One day a stranger arrived in the village - a young man from Cape Town. He caused quite a stir, arriving along the cart track in a small red Ford Escort. Everyone came out to see this amazing sight and Nomsa, by now a lissom fifteen year old, was fascinated by this city-wise and smartly dressed young man.  

His name was Peter Dayimani.  He’d been searching the villages for his maternal grandparents, or so he said. Having made himself at home in the village he began to pay attention to Nomsa, whom he rather fancied, she was beautiful and easy to impress. He’d follow her down to the river when she went for water, and make her sit beside him while he told her exciting stories about life in the city. She was entranced. He hinted that her life could be as full and exciting as his, if she’d go with him to Cape Town. She could stay with his sister while she looked for work, he said. 

The trouble was her mother would never agree to her leaving. 

‘Don’t tell her,’ Peter said.

Nomsa was shocked.

‘Your sister’s are quite old enough to help your mother,’ he said. ‘Just think how pleased she’ll be when you come back, a rich woman.’  So, day by day he talked with her, slowly breaking down her resistance, and eventually a plan was hatched. On the morning he was to leave, she would pretend to go for water, but instead she’d climb into the car when no one was looking and hide on the floor at the back under a blanket. A little later he would say his goodbye’s and leave. Easy!

And that is how it happened.

Now five and a half years later she was on her way home. A crowded taxi brought her and her toddler, Musa, as far as Qumbu. She disembarked in the early morning, tied the child to her back, balanced her bundle of possessions on her head and set off resolutely along the cart track that led to Tsolisa. 
She grew anxious as she trudged along. How would her mother receive her? She would surely be very angry. After all, what she’d done was very bad. How could she expect her mother to forgive her? And to make matters worse here she was, coming home with nothing but an illegitimate child, and an illness. In fact she was sure she was coming home to die.  After a little while, tired out, she sat down on a rock to rest, with Musa asleep on her back. All around her the grass was withered and dry; the little streams were empty of water and the cows grazing on the hills looked thin. Only the goats seemed healthy. There had obviously been no rain for some time. This would have caused her mother much trouble, for she had always grown corn and vegetables for her family and with no rain, to do that would be very hard.
As the sun rose higher the day became quite hot and Musa awoke fretful. He was hungry, but all she could give him was her breast. Thank goodness she still had milk after all this time, though it was not nearly enough to satisfy him. She herself had nothing to eat. What with the fevers and the sweats, the swollen glands and the diarrhoea, feeling hungry was the least of her worries. As the day progressed she could only walk slowly, each step an effort, so it was almost nightfall before she reached Tsolisa and made her way to her mother’s kraal. The dogs began to bark as she crossed the yard. 

She called out, ‘MaMa!’   
A figure appeared in the doorway.
‘Who is that?’

‘It is me, MaMa. It is Nomsa.’
Instead of being angry, her mother rushed out with a great cry and enveloped her in her arms. The children followed and crowded round her.

She was led inside and seated like an honoured guest. Musa was examined and passed around with admiring exclamations before he wriggled free and ran to his mother, taking refuge between her knees, where he stood staring solemnly at the family with his large dark eyes. 
When food was presented, Musa gobbled down the warm mealie porridge while Nomsa ate more slowly, glancing every now and then at her mother.  

‘Thank you for receiving me, MaMa,’ she said as she put down her plate. 
Then the tears came. In a moment her mother was beside her, murmuring words of comfort. 
‘We’ll talk tomorrow,’ MaMa said. ‘Now you must sleep.’

During the night, despite the heat, chills made Nomsa shiver violently. Also the diarrhoea was troublesome and she had to go out several times. 
The stars were fading when MaMa arose. Nomsa was awake. ‘Come outside,’ MaMa whispered. 

They sat leaning against the wall of the hut, in the freshness of the early morning. Soon the sun would come up and awaken everybody.
‘I see you are not well, my child. Tell me what has happened to you.’   

‘Oh!  MaMa. What a foolish girl I have been! Peter promised me so many things. He said he would take me to his sister so I could look for work. He told me I’d be able to make lots of money to bring home to you. Instead, MaMa he took me to Khayelitsa, a township near Cape Town, and there he raped me, MaMa, no matter how I screamed. And no one came to help me. There was no more talk about a sister or looking for work. He made me cook and clean and launder his clothes like a wife, but he often got drunk and then he shared me with his friends, so they could rape me too. He would never let me go anywhere alone. And if he had to go away he would lock me in the shack.  
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After a short time I began to feel very unwell. He didn’t like that and sometimes he beat me. I felt my life was over. But when so much later I became pregnant and gave birth to Musa Peter became very proud of ‘his son’. But who knows who the father really was? It could have been any one of them. Then one day Musa got earache and Peter took us for the first time to the clinic. We went there a few times after that. On that first visit the doctor also examined me and took some of my blood and tested it. Peter had to wait outside. I never told Peter what the blood test showed or what the doctor said.
Then just the other day, for the first time, I was alone in the shack! You see, there was some trouble in the township and shacks nearby were burning and Peter rushed to his car – that old red Ford Escort – to drive it away from the fire. And he forgot about me! His jacket was still hanging on a nail, and in a pocket I found some money. And MaMa I didn’t stop to think! I took the money, packed a small bundle and then we ran. There was just enough money for the taxi that brought me to Qumbu.’  Nomsa gave a great sigh. ‘I am so glad to be home at last, MaMa, even if I am sick.’ 
‘This sickness you have Nomsa? What is it?’

‘It’s the HIV, MaMa.’ 

Her mother stared at her for a moment then leapt to her feet. 
‘Eieie! We have heard of such an illness,’ she screamed. ‘It kills everyone! My babies must not be allowed to catch this thing. You must go, go at once, Nomsa, now!!’  Her wailing brought out the children. 

‘Get away children, get away from Nomsa!’  MaMa cried as she chased her children back into the hut. She grabbed Musa rather roughly and shoved him towards Nomsa. Terrified, he ran to his mother.  MaMa’s face was dark with anger as she turned on her oldest daughter. ‘How dare you come here to infect us, and disturb the ancestors,’ she yelled. ‘Go! Or we will stone you.’   

Nomsa took Musa and once again ran for her life, her heart breaking. 
She collapsed in a heap on the outskirts of Qumba, with Musa still strapped to her back. An ambulance took them to the Sulenkama Hospital where she lay unconscious for two days. 
When she awoke, she found herself lying in a bed with clean white covers and the sun was streaming in a big window. 
‘Ah, you are awake at last!’
A tall woman stood beside the bed, smiling.

‘You are going to be alright, child,’ the kind woman said. ‘And your son is fine. He’ll be so glad to see you! Now I shall bring you some tea. After that we will talk.’

So began her recovery and stay at the Sulenkama Hospital. Tests revealed AIDS so she was put on anti-retrovirals. Musa was found to be free of the virus. In time she grew stronger and put on some weight. Surrounded by loving, supportive people her heart began to heal. She learnt about Jesus and forgiveness, and was taught to read, proving an eager student. How she longed to share with her mother what she was learning. She hoped with all her heart that one day her mother would come to understand about HIV/AIDS and accept her back into the family…
On a bright, cold winter’s morning two years later this was accomplished. She and Musa and a mission team from the hospital visited Tsolisa. As they reached the village Nomsa recalled Peter Dayimani’s arrival there years before, in his red Ford Escort. She shivered. And as before, people ran out to investigate their arrival. There amongst the crowd was her mother.

Nomsa climbed out of the car with Musa.    
‘MaMa!’ she called softly.
Her mother didn’t move. She just stared at her daughter for what seemed to be a long, long time.  
Then at last MaMa spoke. ‘So, you are alive then, and well?!’ 
‘Yes MaMa, I am well. And I am so glad to see you!’  
Dear God, Nomsa prayed silently, may MaMa lose her fear and come to me and hold me.   
And that is what happened.  After that the rest was easy.
