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Thando, I’m hungry,” Neo cried, and pulled at 
Thando’s hand. Her little face was dirty and her 
dress was torn and covered in stains. Her tears 
made grey smudges on her dusty face.

“I’m also hungry. When is Ma coming back?” Siswe 
demanded. His big round eyes looked up at his 
brother and he also started to cry.

Thando looked down at eight-year-old Siswe and 
four-year-old Neo and felt very sad. He tried so 
hard to look after them but he was only fifteen. He 
felt like crying too, but he couldn’t. After all, he was 
the man in the family now. 

“I’m doing the best I can and Ma is not coming 
back!” he snapped. Then he looked at their little 
faces and said in a softer tone, “I’ll go to the 
Tshabalala’s tomorrow and ask them for food.” 

“
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Thando had to reassure his little brother and sister. 
He was the head of the house now that Ma and 
Tata were gone. Who else could look after Siswe 
and Neo? There was no-one else now.

Thando remembered how Tata got so sick two years 
ago. Ma tried to look after him, but she could not 
stop Tata from dying in that hospital. 

Then, only six months ago, Ma got very sick too, 
and she also died. 

And now here the three of them were, alone in the 
little house in Soshanguve that was not so clean 
any more, and there was so little food. 

“If only we had stayed in the Transkei,” Thando 
thought sadly.
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 Three years before they moved to Soshanguve 
from the Transkei. 

“It will be better there,” Tata said. And at that time, 
when Neo was still a baby, it was better. Tata got 
a job at the big factory and Ma looked after the 
family. 

But then Tata got sick. He was so sick and so thin 
and weak and tired that he could not work any 
more. Tata lost his job and there was no more 
money.



8 9

After Tata died, Ma tried to put food on the table by 
taking in washing and ironing from the neighbours. 
But then Ma got sick too. Thando remembered how 
scared he felt when Ma got sick. He was so afraid 
that she would also die and leave them all alone. 

He remembered how, just before she died, Ma 
said to him, “Thando, you must keep the family 
together. You must not let anyone separate you. You 
must look after Neo and Siswe. You and Neo and 
Siswe must always stay together.” 

She said, “You know I’ve always told you that you 
are called ‘Thando’ because you are the child with 
love in his heart.” He had given his word.  



10 11

Thando would look after his little brother and sister. 
He had promised.

It was not easy for him, though. The neighbours, 
Mr and Mrs Tshabalala, tried to help but they did 
not always have enough to eat themselves. 

Sometimes Thando only had bread and jam for 
himself and Siswe and Neo. 

Sometimes he was luckier and they had phuthu 
and sour milk. 

And they hardly ever had meat.
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Thando tried to get money by asking the people in 
the big cars when they stopped at the robots. He 
would rub his tummy and point to his mouth. 

Sometimes they gave him some money and he 
could buy food, but the money was never enough. 

While he was out asking for money, Siswe was at 
school, where he was in Grade Two. Mrs Tshabalala 
looked after Neo, who was only four. 

Thando had not been to school since Ma died, six 
long months ago.
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Thando remembered his schooldays. He was a 
good student and all the teachers liked him. 

He remembered his Maths teacher, Mr Mogai, 
saying, “Thando, you have a gift for Maths. You 
must think about going to university when you 
finish Grade 12. You could even be an engineer one 
day.” 

Thando wished he was back at school instead of 
being on the streets. He wished that he did not 
have to ask the people with cold eyes in big cars for 
money. 

But what else could he do? He was not Thando the 
schoolboy any more. Now he was Thando the head 
of the house.
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Mrs Gumede, the Grade Two teacher at the Primary 
School, was very worried. She was so worried that 
she spoke to the principal, Mrs Mogai.

“I’m so worried about Siswe Sithole,” she said. 
“His clothes are dirty and his shoes are broken. 
He steals food from the other children. And he is 
not doing well in class any more. He was one of 
my best students and now he just does not seem to 
care.”

“Siswe Sithole,” Mrs Mogai repeated the name. 
“Isn’t his brother Thando in Grade 10 at the 
Secondary School? My husband is the Maths 
teacher there. He told me that Thando has not been 
at school for six months. It is such a pity because 
he was such a talented student. Do you think that 
there is a problem at home? Why don’t you go to 
their house tomorrow afternoon to see if you can 
find out what the problem is?”
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The next afternoon, Mrs Gumede drove in her little 
red Citi Golf to the house where the Sithole family 
lived. The windows were shut and the curtains 
were closed. 

Mrs Gumede knocked on the door. After what 
seemed like a long time, the door opened and there 
stood Siswe, looking very scared at the sight of his 
teacher. 

“Hello Siswe. Is your Ma or Tata home?” she asked.
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Without answering, Siswe disappeared. A short 
while later, Thando appeared, with a worried look 
on his face.

“Hello, Thando. Please may I speak to your 
parents?” Mrs Gumede asked.

“They’re dead,” he replied.

Mrs Gumede was shocked. She said, “Who is 
looking after you?”

“Our uncle. And he’s out,” said Thando.
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Mrs Gumede peered inside and noticed how dirty 
the house was. She tried to find out more about this 
uncle and when he was coming back. Thando just 
looked sullen and refused to answer. 

Eventually Mrs Gumede said, “I’ll come back 
later.” As she walked towards her car Siswe ran 
quickly and quietly after her. 

He held onto her arm and said, “Please don’t go 
Teacher. Please help us. Ma and Tata are dead and 
we are so hungry.”

“But isn’t your uncle looking after you?” she asked.

“We don’t have an uncle. We only have Thando. 
Thando is looking after us,” Siswe started to cry.
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Mrs Gumede went back into the house and asked 
Thando if the story was true. 

At first Thando tried to lie but then he couldn’t 
keep up the lies and he told Mrs Gumede the truth. 

“Please don’t report us to anybody,” he begged. 
“I’m scared they will split us up and I promised 
Ma I’d look after the little ones. I’m the man of the 
house now.”
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Later, much later, Mrs Gumede turned her car into 
the driveway of her own house. 

She had taken Thando, Siswe and Neo to the 
Wimpy and had fed them well. Then she took them 
home. 

She promised them that she would not call the 
social workers and that she would try to help. As 
she thought of the Sithole children, Mrs Gumede’s 
kindly face wrinkled with worry.

“What can I do?” she thought in despair. “I can’t 
report them because I promised I wouldn’t. And I 
can’t take them in myself because our house is too 
small even for us and our four children. But I also 
can’t leave them to live alone.”



28 29

Then suddenly she remembered her sister, Dora. 

Dora lived alone in a big house in Pretoria. She 
had been so lonely since her husband and children 
had died in a terrible car crash two years ago. Dora 
often said that she wished there were children in 
her house again.

Mrs Gumede picked up the telephone and dialled 
her sister’s number. “Hello Dora,” she began, “I 
have a story to tell you.”

The End
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