list for the NOMMO award for her short story “A Water Heart” as well as being crowned the 2020 Hadithi
ya Africa Ultimate Storyteller (Modjaji Books).
In her debut short-story collection, The Pride of
Noonlay (2020), Ndlovu introduces us to seven fantastical tales, exposing an imagination that might leave
the reader at a loss for words. While these stories share
the same universe and complement each other perfectly, they remain self-contained. Ndlovu takes us on an
epic journey, as the reader is transported from the Seasones, known for its magical tribes, to the cold deserts
of Lyringa. One almost wishes that there was a map to
better situate the reader in the world. In these exciting
new worlds, skilfully written by the author, we meet
characters like Alova, a fierce Malajan warrior who, after escaping her uncle’s attempted rape, finds herself
working as a cook for a noble family living in the Highlands (12). There is also Faenuni, a stone thrower from
the Seasones, who unbeknownst to her escapes persecution, and finds herself in Peresia, where she serves
a noble family but is later punished for her mistress’
betrayal (48). And then there is sweet brave Oshinia
known for her “ravenous hunger for words” (116) who
softens even the hardest of hearts. These women represent sheer strength; these are stories of women battling
and overcoming their insecurities, women who have
been displaced from their homes due to violence, women who still manage to love in spite of the immense loss
that they have faced. And while some of their stories
are triumphant in nature, they are still cognisant of,
and entrenched in, the reality that these women exist
in societies that reflect ideologies reminiscent of colonial practice.
In the opening story, “The Walking Fish”, the
words of Lady Stounel, Alova’s employer, reflect racist
beliefs as she tells her son that “witchcraft has burned
all the purity from your [Alova’s] skin, and that’s why
it looks like strong coffee” (5). She also believes that
the Arctuuse language is the only connection to God.
This sense of exceptionalism continues when the lord
of the house calls Alova to read one of his letters and
she mentions her inability to read his language called
“The Only Tongue” (14) and later comments on this
conceit stating, “Only the Arctuuse would ever be arrogant enough to name their tongue the only tongue
when it is only one in a few hundred thousand” (15).
In “The Stone Thrower”, Feanuni is referred to as “the
filth of life” (47) and worthy of death by the master of
the house, due to her being from the Seasones. However, there is a shift that takes place once the reader
is introduced to the cold deserts of Lyringa, where the
last three stories are set.
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In Lyringa, we are introduced to the Warms royal
family, Niva of Monti, Oshinia, Cories and his brother
Gaies. There we are familiarised with this community’s
royalty, their customs and beliefs. It is also revealed that
the people there are often ogled at by outsiders because
they have “skin that varied through different shades of
nighttime,” with eyes “the different clutches of a sea
storm” (105–6). It’s a community that is stuck, because
“the last time a Lyringa set sail and lived to speak of
it was a hundred years ago” (140). You read these stories and for the most part find yourself unable to firmly
place it on the African continent, while still feeling like
they are rooted in the familiar. And in some ways, these
stories may just carry the possibilities of what the imagined future of speculative fiction could be; a future that
is not fully situated in Africa in terms of the images used
but that, in some ways, still reflects issues reminiscent
of Africa’s current and past experience. Ndlovu’s ability
to conjure up these worlds is thrilling and speaks to the
future of speculative fiction on the African continent.
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A Hibiscus Coast.
Nick Mulgrew.
Cape Town: Karavan Press, 2021. 323 pp.
ISBN 9781990992582.
In 2022 there are few subjects that loom as large in the
collective imagination of white South Africa as emigration. This points to many different things, among them
white settler entitlement, privilege, and deep-seated
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racial anxieties. The belief that white people were
somehow shorted by democracy, that we fell victim
to something intolerable, and that we deserve a better
life elsewhere, is easy to make fun of. This is what Nick
Mulgrew does delightfully in A Hibiscus Coast (2021),
while also exploring complicated underlying issues
like human belonging, fear, grief, and the afterlives of
colonialism.
The book starts when the Da Costa family learn
that their neighbours were murdered. It is Christmas
in 1997 in a security complex in Durban North. A few
days later, after some drinks in a bar on New Year’s
Eve, Mary Da Costa’s boyfriend hits her in the face. The
combined shock of these two violent events prompts
Mary’s parents to buy her a one-way ticket to New
Zealand where she is to stay with family friends until
her parents are able to join her there permanently.
At one level, the book is a portrait of white South
Africans living in New Zealand, and Mulgrew spares
us none of the garish and unflattering details. There is
the heavy drinking; the casual homophobia; the shop
that sells Rascals, All Gold and Pronutro; the men
that easily shift “into army mode” (136); the Mad Dogs
tracksuits, the conspiracy theories, the perceived victimhood, potato salad seasoned with Aromat and the
parties complete with Johnny Clegg, blackface, and
“dunes of cheese Nik-Naks that glowed like fool’s gold”
(259). The expats talk endlessly about crime, their
conversations repeatedly loop back to debates about
whether Nelson Mandela is a hero or a terrorist, “all
their video tapes [are] just old rugby games” (162).
They are looking for a place where they can be
unashamedly themselves, away from the judgmental
gaze of politically correct post-apartheid South Africa
and the alienating presence of their new compatriots.
Looking in on them is very funny, but also embarrassing and, most of all, unsettling. What emerges is a deep
displacement—both spatial and temporal. At stake is
the preservation of a past that is long gone, in a country
that is far away. The expats find themselves living in a
place that is no place, not unlike their settler forefathers
with their anxious attempts to cultivate an anachronistic England at the sun-drenched tip of Africa.
Mulgrew explicitly expands on this parallel by
bringing the South African expats in conflict with the
local indigenous population. The South Africans want
to establish a South African Centre which would offer
“a bar to watch rugby” and “a place to have New South
African parties where half-a dozen shoe polished-faced
Nelson Mandelas wouldn’t raise an eyebrow” (137). For
this centre, they have their sights on a property that
currently houses the Māori cultural centre. “Those
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South Africans […] Here they come with their ill-gotten gains to take the land everyone else hasn’t already
taken” (38), Māori leader Nepukaneha Cooper laments.
A book such as this runs the risk of being simply
judgmental and moralising, and this could have been
the case with A Hibiscus Coast if it was not for the complicated, interesting, and wonderfully vivid main character whose struggle to find her feet in adulthood adds
profound depth and complexity to the story. Mary, a
grungy nineties kid, “swathed in black” and “shod in
work boots” (136), seems displaced even while she is
still in Durban and living in her parents’ house. At the
time she works at the local video store where she passes
the hours rewinding video tapes and eating microwave
popcorn. A few chapters in, the reader starts to understand that Mary is grieving, permanently unmoored by
her brother’s death. When she arrives in New Zealand,
she is put up in a room with walls covered in old pictures of Decembers in Durban. She waits for her parents to arrive, or at least to call, but neither of those
things seem to happen. In the narration of Mary’s story,
the perspective switches between first and third person, intensifying one’s sense of a character disconnected from her own centre.
The book starts with, and the rest of the story
is permeated by, white South Africans’ fear of violent
crime: “They’d spoken already about crime, and they
would surely return to the topic” (169). Paradoxically,
this fear offers comfort to the expats—“[c]rime could
be relied upon” (169)—it implies for them a danger that
is contained by the Black racial Other, something that
New Zealand offers refuge from. But, as the narrative
progresses, the unease mounts, an inversion happens
and the threat of the racial Other is replaced by something far less clear:
No one saw them. Maybe that word should be
capitalised: Them. That’s how everyone speaks about
criminals over there. What did They do? What did
They take? Did they catch Them? But no one saw
Them. Yet we all knew what They looked like. We all
thought we saw Them, all the time. Like a shadow,
trailing us (19).

Insistently highlighting the overt (but determinedly
overlooked) violence of patriarchy, whiteness, coloniality, and capitalism, Mulgrew repeatedly reveals the
dangerous stranger to be within, rather than without.
A Hibiscus Coast does not simplify anything, does
not try to redeem nor condemn—it complicates. It
shows how much we lose when we close ourselves
off to that which is strange, Other and new—whether
it is at home or somewhere else. Although it resists a
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linear path of character growth and healing for Mary
(or any of the other characters) it does offer hope; hope
in connection and relation, and in the expansive power
of opening oneself up to that which is unknown and
outside.
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The Promise.
Damon Galgut.
Cape Town: Umuzi, 2021, 269 pp.
ISBN 978-1-4152-1958-1.
Damon Galgut’s novel, The Promise (2021), winner of
2021 Booker Prize, is a poignant voice within the white
South African literary Canon. Perhaps this might
beattributed to the various identity positions that
Galgut simultaneously occupies as a white and queer
male. Galgut’s occupation of the centre and margins of
racialised and gendered power enables him to narrate a
story that indicts and places the Afrikaner at the heart
of South Africa’s delayed and convoluted political
and economic transitions. The novel is set on a very
important, yet barren piece of land/farm near Pretoria,
halfway to the Hartbeespoort dam, during the 1986
state of emergency. This time was characterised by a
sweltering township atmosphere; political unrests/
violence; ambivalent feelings of entrapment, nostalgia,
loss and defeat within the Afrikaner nation. The
narrative of The Promise revolves around the members
of the Swart family who also double as a microcosm
of the Afrikaner nation. However, Galgut does not
use the family as symbol for the nation in the crudest
Fanonian mode and/or the tradition espoused by the
first generation of post-independence African writers.
The family in this text is used as narrative tool that
traverses through apartheid and its aftermath in a
manner that enables alternative ways of race relations
beyond the horizon of apartheid.
The heightened political unrest of the time; the
National Party’s loose yet tightening grip on power;
the racial tensions in the country; the licensed killing
of black people; the death of Rachel (the Swart’s matriarch and domestic martyr) and the stench of death she
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leaves behind in the Swart’s house—all allude to the
impending fall of apartheid and the falling apart of the
Swart family. The barren land and Rachel’s death due
to an unnamed sickness that has hollowed her body are
at the heart of the novel’s conflict. It is Rachel’s dying
wish (a promise made over a terribly sad knot of crying
and Manie’s choking sounds) that Salome, the black
house help, should be gifted the Lombards’s house.
The Lombard/Salome house, perched on a useless piece
of land filled with stones, remains at the heart of the
Swart family drama and conflict for 33 years—the span
of the narrative.
The history of the Swart family is narrated alongside the South African national history from 1985/6 to
the present decade (post Jacob Zuma’s resignation),
with the divergent national atmospheres accompanying each presidency. These also form the backdrop of
each of the Swart funerals. Manie is buried on the eve
of the iconic rugby world cup game that temporarily
unites a nation ravaged by racism and political violence. Astrid dies in a crime-related incident during the
Mbeki era—an era infamous for a rise in crime and the
HIV infection rate. Anton, the heir of the Swart family,
is haunted by social and personal impotence, symptomatic of postcolonial nations and masculinities. His
impotence is physiological, spiritual and psychological.
His spiritual bankruptcy is mapped onto the Dutch Reformed Church’s support of racism and its representative in the novel, dominee Alwyn Simmers, fornicates
with his sister and harbours sinister intents towards
Manie. As a result, he sacrifices Manie for material gain.
At the age of eighteen, Anton is conscripted into
the army. His cousin, Wessel, who has completed military training, suffers withdrawal symptoms that no
one understands. The family describes him as “lazy,
depressed, finding his way” (15). Anton realises that
he lives in a psychological hell caused by his intentional/nonpolitical killing of a black woman in Katlehong
in 1986. He conflates the death of the black woman
with his mother’s death, and from then on, the country becomes a miniature hell for Anton. He becomes a
fugitive and seeks solace in alcohol. Manie’s death, his
quest for redemption, reconciliation with his father as
well as financial freedom compels him to come home.
The return follows a decade-long family fallout due to
Manie’s refusal to honour the promise made to Salome.
Anton returns to a farm that is bursting at the seams.
On the one hand, he has to deal with land grabbing from
the dominee turned pastor and the black people. On
the other hand, he is unable to run the family businesses—the snake park and the farmhouse renovations. He
lives on handouts from his father’s trust funds and fails
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