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The police have been to see me again. Or should I say just one cop from the local station is here now. A big man, large stomach, heavy arms, how I imagine King Shaka looked like once. I haven’t been very cooperative. I was out of it most of the time, drifting in and out of consciousness. I’d wake to see him standing at the foot of the bed, or on another occasion leaning up against the wall by the door in his blue uniform, Kevlar vest with a pistol strapped to his hip in military style Khaki webbing. Perhaps he’s here to keep guard over me?
   All the black nurses are in love with him. I suspect Princess is too? They cluck, gasp, “Eish!” when he is around. Then there is the white doctor who stitched me up. I find the vacuous stare from his eyes unsettling, like two pieces of dirty coal in puce dough sighting down the barrel of a Kalashnikov. I last felt like that in ‘88. 
   It feels as if my head is coming apart if it was not for the nylon stitches. A thick bandage runs diagonally from high up on the right hand side of the scalp down past an eye to where my left ear once was. I think the left eye might have gone too, like the ear. The ear’s flappy bits can be remade, I’m told. Plastic surgery. Then there’s my hearing. Burst eardrum. Apart from the damage I’ve sustained there appears to be little other trauma. The trauma is in my head. The doctor, with the eyes, said I will need to see a psychologist. The roads here are still closed after the rains. 
   The cops wanted a statement. What happened they ask? They know about the car with two wheels in a ditch with the passenger door and one of the rear doors wide open. The problem is I can’t talk. The cop taking the statement made no eye contact, nor did I make eye contact with him. He stared for a while at the paper, pretended to write something down. Then gave it up. I turned my head to the sallow tone of the prefabricated wall alongside the bed that does little to comfort me. Yesterday, when a cop persisted with his questioning, I told him through gobs of blood and bits of broken teeth, to go and fuck himself. 
   Bloody country!
   My high-handed attitude upset nurse Phiyega, or Princess as she is called here. The name Princess was once common in Black culture in my parent’s time, perhaps not quite so common anymore? Nurse Phiyega – Princess - is solidly built, a strong woman and looks a bit like what’s-his-name, the Shaka cop? They could be brother and sister, what with their behemoth rear ends. She is looking well after me. She says she understands post-traumatic stress. I watch her change the saline and antibiotic drips that hang above the bed in plastic bags from a metal stand. Black women know humility, they shed happy tears when a child is born, know crushing sorrow at death; know quiet resignation and burning hope. I could learn a lot from her. But now I don’t know what I feel. Despair? I haven’t seen the white doctor again. It’s almost like he’s avoiding me. 
   I found out from Princess today the doctor’s name is Pedro Fernandez.
   A Spanish Afrikaner? My smashed mouth prevents articulate speech. She sees my confusion.
   “He’s Cuban,” says Princess. “A lot of doctors from Cuba have come over here to help us. There’s an agreement between our two countries. Look at the good work he’s done.” She points to my head?
    My whole body is shaking. It’s not the outside of my head. It’s the inside what needs looking into. I was a naïve nineteen year old “troopie” in 1987/8 doing his compulsory National Service on the “border,” in the old SADF, along with many other guys my age. Then they had to go and send us into southern Angola! 
   Cuito Cuanavale. ‘88! Twenty-nine years ago now. It was terrible. I saw and did things at Cuito I don’t want to think about. We were not only up against SWAPO, The People’s Liberation Army in Namibia, and the Angolan army, but also crack troops from Castro’s Cuba. Some say contracting Cerebral Malaria was a blessing in disguise. I was air lifted out of the operational area back to Pretoria, but the hallucinations came regularly and I started to loose myself. Some days I would be lucid, but other times stark raving mad, pass out, wake, until next time. Others said it wasn’t just the malaria, it’s what war does to you.
   Princess seems cool towards me now, as if I haven’t appreciated what’s been done for me. I can hear her and the Cuban doctor, with the eyes, outside in the passage talking in whispers. But later when she comes to wash me she is friendly, chatty, telling me how few jobs there are in this part of KwaZulu Natal. She’s lucky, I think, and I feel like telling her so. It’s like that for everyone in South Africa. No work. Because of the inefficiency and incompetence of the bloody Government.    
   Bloody country!
   That puts her on a rave. She tells me if you have a job in KZN the family expects you to share your salary. Parents are struggling too. (We paid for you!) Aunts, uncles and relatives phone at the end of every month about their financial problems expecting money. 
   “Eish!” She says, as she feeds me through a tube. 
   I’m listening and thinking: so will every little /brother/sister/cousin of yours expect to be teachers, nurses; want to go to university and trash the lecture halls - and the professors! Fees must fall. Not just fall? No fees! It’s de rigueur. I’m thinking too how blacks carry the burden of their family’s poverty. Every time a friend or family asks for cash and they’re told: I don’t have it - they start to hate you and call you names. I’ve heard it all before. What does she want telling me this for? Money? It happens to whites too. I’m in a similar position. I have not mentioned the make of my vehicle, it’s a Discovery – a model of Land Rover that comes with GPS and extra accessories. The Landy’s worth more than half million, a lifetime’s salary for anyone out here in the sticks. I understand the ongoing disillusionment and rage of those who have suffered gross violation of human rights in a brutal recent history. I don’t know what this has got to do with me?
   She hasn’t mentioned my wife? I was going to tell her I bought the SUV because of Deborah. The notion that everything is more beautiful, natural and wholesome outside the city is nothing new. A Land Rover Discovery is made, if the advertisement is to be believed: “For The World’s Toughest Adventures.” Do you know the song made famous by Frank Sinatra: Get Away From It All?  
   Let’s leave the hut, dear
   Get out of the rut, dear
   Let’s get away from it all.
Frank Sinatra? You’ve never heard of him? Okay, so it’s white man’s music. It doesn’t stop the pain. We were going to get away from it all.       
   My room, it’s a ward? is small and narrow which I share with three others. The beds have sheets, which I’m in no condition to inspect. There’s one green blanket which is not needed in sub-tropical heat, and a window with a green curtain. It’s the first time I’ve noticed the banana trees and mangoes outside the window. Do you know that four or five banana leaves wrapped around a fish give it a mellow, smoky, sweet flavour on the braai? I had the tent, flippers, goggles packed. I wish I was in Kosi now, even though it’s raining. 
   An umfaan, about twelve is moaning in the bed opposite. He’s had a botched circumcision, while the old madala next to him was bitten just above the ankle by a puff-adder. Both have let their wounds advance to a stage where gangrene has set in before seeking help. The umfaan still has his life before him. The old madala has had his life. I don’t hold out much hope for both of them. Then in the bed next to me is an Induna with swollen, blackened gums. I have little Zulu and he has no teeth. We have tried to say a few words to one another in pidgin; he to find out where the toilet is, which I don’t use even if I knew where it is. I use a bottle with Princess helping. Princess says the Indunas’ got gingivitis. I know enough about medicine to know that can’t be it. I also know my history. Magellan was the first to circumnavigate the world five hundred years ago when ninety percent of the crew died from swollen, blackened gums and no teeth. History should be put back in the curriculum, where we learn about history that’s not “decolonized” – Quito! Also learn about the benefits of tasty slices of lemon soufflé on voyages of discovery? There you go. “Discovery” again!
   Princess is shaking my arm. “There’s two gentlemen here to see you.” She delivers the news bluntly and without emotion. I shift my head on the pillow to see the Cuban doctor, with the eyes, King Shaka and two others in crumpled khaki longs, open-neck shirts and no jackets as if they’d just come up from the beach. I know who they are. They’ve been here before, but I was out of it then; plain clothes guys from the SAPS’ head office in Durban. There was bound to be an official investigation.
   I wanted to tell Princess about my late wife, but what with my mouth like it is, it’s impossible. My business had just gone belly-up when my wife, who is Catholic, not really practicing, or anything, filed for divorce. Catholics are not supposed to believe in divorce. All this time during my difficulties she’s been having a grand passion with her boss. It hadn’t been difficult to follow the lovers to their secret weekend rendezvous. He will no longer slip down her panties having  his way  with my lovely Deborah. They left the sugar cane fields and turned off onto a track, the vervet monkeys with their blackened little faces darting and jabbering in the trees, as if laughing. With the rain hammering down I closed the gap. Their car, an ordinary sedan, not built like a Landy for this kind of terrain couldn’t take the bend, slid sideways before landing in a ditch in a spray of mud and water. He was still behind the wheel when I wrenched open the rear door and shot him in the back of the head. My wife rocketed out the passenger side and ran. I shot her dead too. Quito taught me well.  
   Only one decision remained. 
   I stuck the gun barrel to the roof of my mouth.
END
(1870 words)



1st Place: Quito by Graham Wilson
This was a really intriguing piece which drew me in nicely. Overall the writing was tight and controlled with the author managing to cram a lot of story into very few words. It both started and ended with a bang:
· The police have been to see me again.
· Only one decision remained. 
I stuck the gun barrel to the roof of my mouth. 

The ending above was particularly good, in that it completed the story arc, bringing things full circle, and just when I was beginning to wonder if it would.
It also boasted some, for the most part, great descriptions:
 Then there is the white doctor who stitched me up. I find the vacuous stare from his eyes unsettling, like two pieces of dirty coal in puce dough sighting down the barrel of a Kalashnikov. I last felt like that in ‘88. 
(Although, not sure puce adds to the image here especially when used so close to ‘white’, i.e. puce is red/purple, Perhaps ‘ruddy’ would have worked better in that it would more accurately capture the doctor’s tanned colouring).
· Some say contracting Cerebral Malaria was a blessing in disguise.
· The beds have sheets, which I’m in no condition to inspect. There’s one green blanket which is not needed in sub-tropical heat, and a window with a green curtain. It’s the first time I’ve noticed the banana trees and mangoes outside the window.
· I have little Zulu and he has no teeth.
(This was a great summation, although in the context of the story, perhaps not entirely accurate, since this wasn’t the only reason they could not communicate. More on this later)
· There you go. “Discovery” again!

As well as some lovely little oblique references/themes which rewarded the careful reader, the last item above being a case in point, uniting the past voyages of discovery, with the protagonist’s recent ‘voyage of discovery’, in his aptly named Land Rover Discovery. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The author also very aptly captured the wandering state of mind the protagonist is experiencing, and we slip and slide from past to present and back again in a suitably incoherent fashion, well suited to someone drugged up on medication and fuelled by cynicism, betrayal and anger. This allows the reader much insight into the character who we at times both like and dislike. And it’s this emotional see-sawing which keeps us reading on.
The above notwithstanding there were several areas where I felt the text could be improved. Apart from one or two minor grammatical issues, the more pressing concerns for me centred around firstly, the occasional logical inconsistency which crept in, within certain descriptions and story elements and secondly the shift in narrative style: e.g.
Logical inconsistencies
· A thick bandage runs diagonally from high up on the right hand side of the scalp down past an eye to where my left ear once was. I think the left eye might have gone too…
Here we have, ‘an’ eye, (ambiguous) yet we also have ‘left’ (unambiguous). i.e. the first eye mentioned can only have been the ‘right’ eye. 
· Reference was made to the doctor ‘with the eyes’ several times which came across as the author trying too hard to be eerie, yet without trying hard enough. Especially given the protagonists precise earlier description. While the reader knows this is obviously not the case, logically, using ‘the doctor with the eyes’ as a distinguishing characteristic would suggest that the other doctors had no eyes. I would have preferred even a simple descriptor instead… i.e. the doctor with the ‘bullet-hole’ eyes etc.
· The characters verbal ability was also contradictory at times. On the one hand we have 
“The problem is I can’t talk.”… and… 
“My smashed mouth prevents articulate speech.”
 Yet we also have
“I have not mentioned the make of my vehicle, it’s a Discovery…”
“I was going to tell her I bought the SUV because of Deborah.”
“We have tried to say a few words to one another in pidgin..”
Followed by
“I wanted to tell Princess about my late wife, but what with my mouth like it is, it’s impossible.”
· At one point the character indicates “She’s lucky, I think, and I feel like telling her so.”
Yet despite not actually telling her, his actions somehow put Precious ‘on a rave.’ 

2. Shift in narrative style.
I was jarred on two occasions where the narrator broke through the glass wall and spoke to me directly. i.e. most of the ‘narration’ centres around the narrator’s internal thought processes, which although conveyed to us via ‘telling’, is subtle and in line with standard first person narration. However suddenly, without warning, the character turns to the camera and ‘communicates’ very directly. So directly that the illusion of the story is shattered, e.g.
· Do you know the song made famous by Frank Sinatra: Get Away From It All?
· Do you know that four or five banana leaves wrapped around a fish give it a mellow, smoky, sweet flavour on the braai?  
Who exactly is he imparting this info to? And how? And for what purpose is this shift?

In certain story constructs this can be made to work, but not, in my opinion with respect to a man who has just tried to commit suicide and who clearly has no need nor desire to continue communicating with anyone.

As a further note the more noticeable grammatical errors included:
· It feels as if my head is coming apart if it was not for the nylon stitches.  
(Mixing present and past verbs)
· She is looking well after me.
(looking after me well).
· I started to loose myself… 
(lose)
· The Landy’s worth more than half million… 
(half a million)

Lastly, I couldn’t quite get the reference to Quito? Was it a person’s name? Or did the author perhaps mean Quietus – a Latin term for the discharge of a debt?

All told a very good story that ‘captured’ me nicely.
