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[bookmark: _Hlk105599184]Johannesburg was only a few hundred kilometers away from Lesotho. When Morena asked, the conductor promised that the trip would be no longer than three hours. It wasn’t uncommon for conductors to lie about trip times, or prices, or how many people would be allowed on.
“Three hours fela. You pay twenty rand. Taxi eena is perfect. Ten people only in this taxi, papa.”
As Morena entered the taxi, he counted fifteen people. He heard low murmurs and felt a collective sigh; they too had been promised that the taxi would carry only ten. This amused Morena. Taxi conductors in Lesotho were as notorious for their deceitfulness as they were for their wizardry with money. They could add and subtract arbitrary amounts and even guess how much was in one’s wallet judging by its thickness. One time in a shebeen, Morena watched as a conductor had correctly guessed the denominations on paper bills simply by feeling them. Everyone at the shebeen was filled with awe. There were whispers that the conductor worked in concert with powerful esoteric forces, maybe even Ikenga, the god of money, himself. Morena always thought there was a simpler explanation to all this; he was never moved by what he thought were simple tricks of illusion.
Morena maneuvered awkwardly down the taxi’s narrow length, made even narrower by the bulging hips, outstretched legs, and carelessly placed suitcases. On a row that seated three people, he saw a sliver of exposed seat. He motioned to the woman closest to the edge to give him more room to sit. The woman was on a mobile device, speaking in Shona. Morena did not speak Shona, but he suspected, because of the woman’s change in tone, that she was now talking about him. She moved slightly inwards, revealing more of the seat’s fissured leather and the moldy cushion leaking out from underneath it. He sat down and placed his bag on his lap.
The woman next to Morena continued speaking into the device, its copper antenna rising past both their heads. He wondered who she was talking to, what she was saying, why she was going to Johannesburg. Could she be going there for the same reason he was? Was she escaping the crushing unemployment that hung over Lesotho’s atmosphere? Unemployment that year was bad. It was the kind of unemployment that tore and flung families apart, forcing men to look for work and children to stay with aunts and uncles. Men feared leaving home; an unbridled hope would swell in the chests of their wives and children, only for them to return with nothing, deflating everyone, everything. It sucked the air out of lungs, it dried the Earth, and Morena needed to escape it. He—and maybe this woman too—needed to find a job.
Morena’s wife, Tlou, was his most potent reason for going to Johannesburg. He wanted his wife to fully reinvest in him. Tlou and Morena had gotten married when she was twenty-two, and he, twenty-seven. He was now thirty. Tlou was known in their township as obstinate, an adjective that was already damning but became fatal when describing a woman. At an age far too precocious, Tlou told her mother that she no longer wanted to go to church. When her mother asked why, she said that God did not exist, and if he did, he was cruel. Cruel because eternal salvation—or damnation—rested on whether one believed in his existence, and there was barely any evidence of his existence. A tautological mess Tlou called it. More surprising than her use of the word “tautological” was the conviction with which she spoke about such devilish subjects. Shortly after this, her mother discovered her poems about sex. When confronted about them, Tlou claimed that she had never had sex but thought about it often. She said that it was important for girls to know what they wanted, what they liked, before men dictated these things to them.
“Mme, I have to know who I am sexually. If I have no one to practice with now, I will practice with myself. And this, your Molimo, why would he give every woman a vagina and ask that they never use it?”
Any hope of Tlou returning to the path of the righteous evaporated with her innocuity. A woman who does not believe in God and desires sex is no woman at all, her mother thought. And as her desire for sex grew, her desirability diminished. With both men and women, Tlou would continue to discover her sexual self, and no one dared ask her hand, lest their line continue through a woman who did not know left from right.
She had been ostracized from the male gaze until she met Morena. He found her beautiful. She would read him her poems and ask if he saw any parallels in their own lives. He didn’t, but he would tell her that he did. He liked the unlikely pairing that was them. He, the diligent and stoic realist, and her, the idealistic dreamer who, as she would jokingly tell him, wrote prolifically about sex and love. When he asked to marry her and paid her lobola of fifteen cows, many said that this was too high a price. They said that instead, fifteen cows should be given to him for taking on the herculean burden of sharing a life with a likoena.
A few weeks before Morena’s trip to Johannesburg, Tlou had told him that she loved too deeply to love him. She was tired of him, she said. He could not understand this, the concept of loving deeply. Tlou compared it to a cup and a saucer.
“A cup collects what is poured into it,” Tlou said, in the same way that a disappointed parent might speak; “a saucer does not. Not liquid, and certainly not love.”
He was too flat, too utilitarian for something as dynamic as love. But Johannesburg would change this. Its high-rise buildings and its tarred roads. Its abundance of people in suits who owned the cars they went to work and came home with. In Johannesburg, people probably left their change with the conductor, if they had such things as conductors there. He hoped that he could in some way absorb the luster of Johannesburg, steal it and rub it all over himself, so that when Tlou looked at him, she would see a renewed, loveable man. Maybe then, she would stop daydreaming about the kind of love she saw on American television shows. That overly eager, convoluted kind of love. The way white people loved, with gifts and chocolate and long, unending letters. If Tlou did not love an unemployed man, then, surely, it should follow that she would love an employed one. What is there in life outside of food and shelter from night? Who is there to love outside of a man who provides these things?

*

Upon his arrival in Johannesburg, Morena slowly disembarked from the taxi. He collected his change from the conductor and began walking, moving around this new city with caution. By the taxi station, he noticed a cube-like structure built with tree branches of varying thicknesses. Inside the structure, precariously stacked on top of each other, were mounds of apples and oranges. A woman stood by the structure declaring the succulence and sweetness of her fruits.
“Tlo reka. Come and buy. Li fruits eena are the best you will find. I can give you discount.”
Morena slowly approached the woman. As he did so, he began to feel like an anachronism of sorts, a thing plucked from the past and haphazardly flung forward into the future. He feared that if he moved too quickly, allowed his actions to wrestle past his thinking, his alienness would leap out of him and become discoverable for all of Johannesburg.
“Excuse me, Mme. Ke fihla from Lesotho, and I was wondering if there are any jobs around here.”
“Oh, Ntate, you don’t want to buy my fruits?” The woman asked with an even tone, the kind that was uncommon in a question. “Lesotho? You are far from home.”
“E ya, Mme. I know there are many opportunities here in Joburg. I was hoping to find something.”
“What kind of work do you do?” the woman asked, the evenness in her voice abiding.
“Nna, I can do many things. I work with my hands, I can do electric work, and I can work with wood. Please, mama, if you hear of anything, let me know.”
Morena picked up an orange and wrote down his phone number on its rind. He handed the woman the orange along with a two-rand coin. When Morena left the stand, he turned around and saw the woman peel the orange, eat its watery insides, and throw the rind away.

*

Morena was unable to find work in Johannesburg. He applied for several jobs but was turned down for all of them. He looked for work as a gardener, a car guard, a security officer. All the positions had been filled, either by those more stubborn or luckier than himself. On one of his walks into the city’s business district, Morena noticed a tattered paper precariously stapled into a wooden pole holding up electric wiring. The paper had browned from both rain and heat, and the top and bottom edges were curled in towards its center. Morena grabbed the curled edges of the paper and spread them apart to fully reveal its contents. The words on the paper had faded considerably, but he was able to make out the phrase “Conductors Needed.” Morena found it odd that Johannesburg did in fact need conductors. Perhaps only to deliver the hordes of people from distant lands to this city. Those desperate for respite and hope, which Johannesburg had and flaunted in abundance. Below this phrase, Morena noticed that the application deadline had passed, a fact that he could have easily gathered from the paper’s worn condition. But Morena ignored this and hoped that in those faded words would lie the promise of paid work and vacant positions. Yet nothing was there for him. Morena immediately let go of the paper’s edges, and quickly, decidedly, the edges rolled back towards each other.

*

Morena stayed with a friend, Refiloe, in a small flat in Soweto, a township on the outskirts of Johannesburg. Refiloe had moved from Lesotho to Johannesburg two years earlier, also looking for work. He found a job in a diamond mine shortly after his arrival in the city. Refiloe advised Morena against looking for work in the mines.
“Hee monna, you must look for work somewhere else. Never work in the mines.” Refiloe warned.
“But you work there, Refiloe.”
“I shouldn’t be working there.” The honesty of Refiloe’s words contorted his own face. Morena imagined that Refiloe’s heart had admitted this before, but this was the first time his lips spoke it.
“What must I do hona tjena? I have been looking for work for a month and have found nothing,” Morena rebutted.
“Look, mfowethu, you don’t know what they do to us there. We work for 16 hours a day. At the end of the week, do you know how much I get? Fifty bloody rand. The kids are in and out of school. My wife, o koatile hampe, she is always angry.”
“Does she still love you?” Morena asked abruptly, as if that was the point of Refiloe’s tirade.
“I’m sure she still does. If I get a better job, she definitely will. Wena? Does yours?”
“Well, she certainly can’t love me this way.”

*

After another month of unsuccessfully looking for work, Morena decided to go back to Lesotho. He got into the taxi, found an empty row of seats, and sat down. A woman sat beside Morena, even though there were several other empty seats. Morena began to think about the woman he met on the way to Johannesburg. Had she found what she was looking for? Had she found the job that eluded Morena so slyly? The job that was never on the street that he was on or on the newspaper advertisement that he was reading. Did she maybe find it and take it from him? What might she say to him if she saw him? Would she mock him for his lack of persistence, or would she laugh that even with his persistence, he still had nothing?

*

As he began his journey back to Lesotho, a scorching heat enveloped the taxi. The heat compressed the taxi’s air into a hot, moist ball of sweat and other unidentifiable odors. Morena opened one of the windows to let cooler, breathable air in. He looked out the window at the undulating mountains that marked the borders of Johannesburg. As he got closer to Lesotho, those mountains would rise higher and grow more incongruent, with sharper peaks and more jagged outlines.
Tlou used to tell him stories about Lesotho’s mountains and how they grew so high to graze the sky. “When the Boers invaded Lesotho,” she would begin, with the voice of one who knew all the secrets but was never supposed to reveal them, “Moshoeshoe told his people to go to the top of the mountains. In that time, they were short. Moshoeshoe had prayed over the mountains so that when the Boers tried to climb them, the mountains would grow. The more the Boers climbed to reach Moshoeshoe and his people, the higher the mountains grew. The Boers finally gave up and retreated back to the other lands that they had conquered. But Moshoeshoe left the mountains to stand high among the stars so that the Boers and all their children were left with inescapable reminders of their failure.”
When Morena first heard this story, he did not believe it. Morena thought that she was once again taken by the winds of ephemeral and useless romances, stories without meaning. But as the taxi got closer to Lesotho, as the mountains grew into the clouds, Morena was left with the inescapable reminder of his own failure.


