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1. Projection 
 

 

Tipsy from exhaustion and alcohol, we sit on upturned logs around a dead fire pit and 

stare up at the stars. South African stars hold more possibilities than Pennsylvania stars, a mirror 

image projected into the opposite hemisphere. I map my upcoming adventures onto them, trace 

paths between stars with my finger, connecting the dots until I create a solid picture of a new me. 

A brave me.   

Why do I love this view so much more? I don’t know. I’d just always been able to look 

away from Pennsylvania stars without taking a second glance back toward the sky. 

 

* 

 

 Nate writes songs and plays his guitar up and down South Africa for anyone who’ll 

listen. He stands on a raised platform in the hostel’s living room and sings about the ocean and 

mermaids and sun.  
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 I have two guitars under my bed at home—I could write some songs, learn a few covers 

and rebuild the calluses on my fingers from when I used to take lessons. I could stay at twenty 

other backpacker hostels like this one, sipping hard cider between songs and selling demos out of 

my backpack. A whimsical freedom I never thought I needed sweeps over me as I listen to 

Nate’s guitar.  

I could do this. I could stay here forever.  

  

* 

 

The village healer, the Sangoma, insists we take his picture.  

“You!” He points at us. “Photograph! Photograph!” As if he knows what he’s about to do 

is picture-worthy. He crushes herbs and dirt in a bowl, chattering energetically as our cameras 

flash.  

We look to our translator, who explains, “It is a love spell. The spirits make you fall in 

love with the caster.”  

The Sangoma stands, the powder in his open palm. “I say the name and blow it out the 

door,” he says, miming with his other hand the dirt catching the breeze. “It will work.”   

And of course, he shouts my name and puffs the herbs into the South African air. 

I close my eyes, waiting for some presence to overtake me, to succumb to a magic I only 

partially believe exists.   

 

 

2. Visit 
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From my top bunk in the village mud hut, I see them. The length of my pinkie, the color 

of a penny: geckos. They wriggle out of the thatch ceiling and down the walls, reclaiming the 

territory we invaded.  

I pull the sheet up to my chin, a flimsy shield. Eight of us share the room, seven sets of 

lungs breathe steady and slow in sleep. I hold my breath and imagine tiny writhing feet on my 

arms, my neck, my face. Scared to close my eyes, an invitation for scaly visitors to crawl onto 

my pillow.    

 

* 

 

 After a breakfast of cornflakes and toast with apricot jam, we hike into the village with 

our translator. He carries a walking stick to shoo away stray dogs and cows standing in our path. 

He chooses the neighbors we visit. 

 On Monday we met an elderly woman who had been kidnapped and forced into marriage. 

 On Tuesday a witch doctor’s wife ties a bracelet around my wrist, and on Wednesday I’m 

still waiting for its magic to present itself.  

 By Thursday I’ve learned to make bracelets of my own from a woman brave enough to 

divorce a cheating husband. 

 Friday finds me dressed in traditional Xhosa clothing and clutching a bucket of water on 

top of my head.  

 On Saturday I read the notebook pages I’ve filled and wonder how to explain my week to 

family and friends back home. I’d feared the villagers would see me as an intruder, but they 

welcomed me like a long awaited guest.  
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* 

 

 The dog followed someone back from the village to our hostel and now he won’t leave. 

An ash gray coat, no collar, boundless energy. We temporarily adopt him until he kicks sand in 

our faces at the beach. He throws himself against our closed hut door until he shoves it open, 

running in frantic circles while we cover our heads with pillows.  

Someone deposits him back in the village, but he always sprints back. The hostel owners 

won’t adopt him, but he won’t stay away. It’s our fault for gushing over him at first, including 

him in our bonfire huddles. I wonder how long he will survive at the hostel after we’ve departed 

for our next destination.  

 

 

3. Outsider 
  

Late for dinner, the group’s rebels return, bottles of Brutal Fruit and Castle milk stout 

clanking in their backpacks. They tell stories of driving in wild circles in open fields, the locals 

determined to scare them. I don’t tell them that I ate their bread at dinner or how I wish I’d gone 

with them.    

Empty bottles stand on our hut shelves, a tally of alcohol consumed this week. Ten, 

twenty, twenty-five. Every afternoon, their money spills from wallets at the shebeen, the local 

bar. The rationale? Take advantage of cheap beer while we can. Seize the local culture, wrap our 

fingers around its neck and slug it down, don’t waste one drop.   

Only one of those bottles is mine.    
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* 

 

We travel in a huddle, a blob, a crooked line, tiny ducklings trailing after our professor. 

He wants to show us his old dormitory, the building where he lived as a student at Cape Town 

University. Mostly, though, I think he wants to see it for himself.  

The brick, the stone, the ivy. It reminds me of a Hogwarts courtyard.  

The dorm desk attendant frowns at us. “The room’s locked,” she says. “Everyone’s in 

class.”  

My professor’s shoulders slump, but he peers down the hall anyway, runs his fingers over 

the door number. Then he turns and marches away. We fall in line behind him.  

 

* 

 

CTU, Cape Town University, I read off the sweatshirts hanging in the campus bookstore 

window. I run the South African rand notes through my fingers, contemplating purchasing one. I 

imagine slipping it over my head and disappearing. Just another college kid. I can roam through 

the library and the red brick dormitories covered in vines. I can lie on the hill where drunken kids 

come every night to stare at the city lights.  

Cape Town is the first place I’ve seen blond hair since the airport, people who look like 

me. If I don’t speak, no one will notice my accent doesn’t match.  
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