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Initially the collection represents the events of the 
poet-speaker’s life chronologically, and time as linear 
and straightforward. In these early poems, readers are 
offered snippets of their life—growing up, moving 
continents, struggling with their mother tongue, 
Sesotho, and exploring their faith and sexuality. That 
is, until the poem “Morapa-Šitšane (for survivors)”, 
dedicated to the survivors, which gently reminds them 
to breathe, “take a second, now. / breathe” (23). 

This is a much-needed cautioning, also to the 
autobiographical speaker of the collection, as Mohale 
thereafter painfully recounts their story in the titular 
poem. “Everything is a Deathly Flower” takes the 
form of a glosa (a poetic form of Spanish origin) and 
references the first four lines of Saeed Jones’s “Closet 
of Red” found in his debut anthology, Prelude to Bruise 
(2014). One of the many examples of the abundance 
of epigraphs and intertextuality in the collection, 
this serves as an acknowledgment to those poets, 
both black and queer, who came before Mohale and 
paved the way. Mohale reckons with the memory of 
their sexual assault as “the memory returns to me as 
a dream” (24), and their inability to use their words—
“you read my silence as Permission.” (24). With the 
lines “I am up to my ankles in petals, the hanged gowns close in 
ensnaring you and suddenly I am safe” (25, emphasis 
in original) they continue, while revealing their rage at 
their violation, expressing their need to feel safe and 
showcasing their ability to heal while acknowledging 
all the other survivors with the emotional line “there’re 
always more” (25, emphasis in original). The abuse 
depicted in this poem marks the disruption in both the 
poet’s life and their poetry. Time becomes non-linear, 
language becomes inadequate and/or ineffective, the 
poems’ forms change and become more experimental, 
new ways of love and support are offered; a reflection 
of the idea that healing is not linear. 

There is a series of poems, all printed in landscape, 
in which the poet uses imagery linked to photography, 
disrupting time, examining and capturing memory 
while making the reader turn the book 90 degrees 
in order to read the poems. In turning the book, the 
reader is forced to look at their words from a different 
perspective. In some ways it can be seen as the author 
forcing the reader to tag along and go through the 
labour of both healing and survival. For the most part, 
it seems as if Mohale goes through their ordeal alone 
until “Belief (Five Sunflowers)”, which is dedicated to 
their chosen family. The poem is fragmented into five 
memories—in which they memorialise the moments 
when they choose to tell their loved ones about the 
trauma that was enacted upon them in “Everything is a 

Deathly Flower”. The poet-speaker’s chosen family not 
only share their support, “I got you / I got you / I got you” 
(39, emphasis in original), their immediate reaction is 
one that leaves no space for doubt, and the speaker 
confirms “you believe me” (39). The lines “I pull a pebble 
out my cheek and tell. you throw your own at me” (39) 
highlight how prevalent experiences of sexual assault 
are. In continuing with their move from the personal 
to the communal, the poet devotes a poem to Karabo 
Mokoena, who was murdered by her boyfriend in 2017, 
one of the many Gender-Based Violence (GBV) cases 
in South Africa. In the poem titled “Sandton Skye”, 
Mohale shows how even the safety afforded to many 
through privilege does not actually keep sexual assault 
at bay, reminding readers of how prevalent violence is, 
“Unknown to me / uBaba has been watching us both” 
(55), even in spaces of privilege. 

Mohale ends their anthology defiantly with words 
ever so contested but self-evident: “I / don’t care / if you 
/ believe me” (62). This is the perfect ending to their 
journey of healing. These words leave the reader with a 
reminder to always believe survivors of sexual assault. 
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In the foreword of Fool’s Gold, the editor, Arja Salafranca 
writes that this short story collection “celebrates 
both the form of the short story and over a decade of 
publishing short stories” (7) by the South African 
independent women’s publishing house, Modjaji 
Books. The book achieves this intention by providing 
the reader with varied stories, writing styles and 
stunningly gripping themes. The collection boasts 
of a variety of creative writers who write compelling 
stories, some of which have won local and international 
awards. The editor lastly makes the remark that the 
form of the short story has the potential to “hold up 
a mirror to our lives and the place we live in” (11). The 
reader sees this in the ways the various stories reflect 
and capture every-day life through different narrative 
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strategies. The stories in this collection have the 
capacity to stay with the reader long after the initial 
reading has taken place.

Featuring seventeen stories that range from realist 
fiction to magic realism, Fool’s Gold elicits a myriad 
of emotions from the reader. “Prayers”, a story by 
Makhosazana Xaba which co-won the SALA Nadine 
Gordimer Short Story Award in 2014, evocatively 
comments on the horrific ramifications of AIDS on 
children who are orphaned by the disease. The story 
is narrated by Refilwe, a young, orphaned girl aged 13, 
who is taking care of her younger sister in the village 
of Bhekilanga in Limpopo. The story is narrated as a 
letter to an anonymous “you” at the request of Refilwe’s 
teacher, Mistress Maluleke. Refilwe writes this letter 
as a way of seeking some financial relief and support. 
It is also a way of “consolidating all [her] prayers” 
(142) and to give a “full picture of [their precarious] 
lives” (143). Xaba points out the discrepancies of the 
current South African government in ensuring the 
health and safety of AIDS orphans by focusing on 
children and their experiences. The theme of child-
headed households and the resilience of children is 
skilfully weaved into the narrative through Refilwe’s 
naïve and honest observations of her society and 
environment. Refilwe engulfs the reader in the poverty 
her family faces by recounting her family’s day-to-day 
routine as well as larger communal activities that they 
engage in. Refilwe’s experiences awaken the reader to 
the prejudices of her community towards those living 
with HIV/AIDS and the blind eye that communities 
turn to this pertinent issue. As Refilwe reveals her 
predicament, as well as that of many others like her, 
it becomes clear that “[their] very own existence is 
parsimony” (133).

Meg Vandermerwe’s “The Red Earth” is 
thematically linked to Xaba’s “Prayers”. It shifts the 
focus from the children orphaned by AIDS to the 
parents who die and leave their children behind. The 
narrator in “The Red Earth” is a mother on her hospital 
deathbed. As she recalls and remembers the past, 
observes the present and shares fears of the future, she 
laments that “soon soon, a country of orphans, soon 
soon” (33). Her situation is implicitly compared to 
that of orphaned children, as she too feels isolated and 
orphaned on the hospital bed where doctors speak and 
write about her and do not talk to her. She bemoans 
her isolation: “I am an orphan, understand. Apart from 
everything, everyone” (33). 

In addition to being informative and entertaining, 
each story possesses a variety of rhythmic styles 
and beautiful imagery. Kubuitsele’s “In the Spirit of 

McPhineas Lata” is a delightful read that centers on the 
sexual expertise of the protagonist, McPhineas. The 
story begins with McPhineas’ death. We are told how 
he has been an envy to the men, as well as a celebrated 
figure among the married women of Nokanyana village. 
In his lifetime he had made it his duty to sexually 
appease willing women in the village. Many called him 
“talented” while others argued that he “read books” 
(61) to acquire such prowess. Humorously, he dies “in 
the act of his more acrobatic performances” (61) leaving 
the concerned women grieving and spending their 
days lying on top of his grave. Similarly, in “Heaven 
(or something like it)” by Sarah Lotz, Adele spiritually 
returns to her old life and moves back into her flat where 
she watches TV 24/7. The tenants renting the flat after 
Adele’s death are shocked to feel a “chill” in the flat 
indicating Adele’s presence. None of the tenants stay 
long, until Carmen moves in. Surprisingly, Adele and 
Carmen enjoy similar shows and they become friends. 
They spend their free time watching fashion and reality 
shows. “[T]his was heaven after all” (105), for both 
women to find rare friendship somewhere between life 
and the afterlife. 

Several stories allude to the (dis)continuities 
of human migration and movement. This theme 
has become popular in the South African literary 
landscape, especially with writers exploring the 
frequent outbreaks of xenophobic attacks. In “Stain 
like a Map”, Jayne Bauling focuses on a couple’s journey 
from Mozambique to South Africa. The story uses the 
metaphor of a mattress as a map or a trajectory that 
the couple’s life has taken over space and time. The 
stains on the mattress are symbolic of the history of the 
couple. Not only is the mattress used for sleeping, but 
also for giving birth to their child and another child of a 
friend. They carry this mattress with them en route to 
South Africa by foot and through their displacements 
in South Africa. As the narrator observes, the stains 
which look like a map are “of those who had walked 
into South Africa” (56). In “Vivous Cycle”, Reneilwe 
Malatji explores the issue of absent fathers. Although 
this is the overarching theme of the story, the concept 
of home in relation to migration is weaved intelligently 
into the story. At the start of the story we meet Adichie, 
a Nigerian academic working and living in South Africa. 
He outwardly condemns absent fathers by comparing 
the manifestations of this social phenomenon in 
Nigeria and South Africa. He tells us “most men here 
abandon their children. In Nigeria that never happens” 
(121). Furthermore, “a bird does better than most South 
African black men” (121). Through these comparisons, 
Adichie expresses the common duality of identity and 
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culture that is shared by most migrants; the experience 
of being neither nor there. 

The stories in this book have heavy themes 
highlighting a variety of people’s life experiences. The 
many voices of characters in these stories reflect the 
diversity of people’s stories as well as the diversity of 
the short story form. 
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“Oh fuck, I can’t seem to write anything that is not a 
cliché,” (86) exclaims Freddie, one of the characters in 
Barbara Adair’s second novel, End (2007). In her latest, 
Will, the Passenger Delaying Flight …, Adair pushes to the 
limits not only this preoccupation with predictably 
overdetermined categories of interpretation and 
identity, but also the questions of intertextuality and 
relationality that she began to explore in End as well 
as in her first novel, In Tangier We Killed the Blue Parrot 
(2004).

Volker is a German traveller waiting for his 
connecting flight to Namibia in Paris’s Charles de 
Gaulle airport, and it is through him and his wanderings 
in the airport that Adair grounds the onslaught of 
ironically stereotypical observations about the various 
people he encounters. Claudine, the transgender flight 
attendant who had attended to Volker on the plane, for 
example, is described as “thirty, almost past the sell-
by date for an air hostess, or is it flight attendant, but 
she can probably make it through the next few years, 
these days it is frowned upon to discriminate against 
the elderly” (10). Adair further writes that Lufthansa, 
the airline that Claudine works for, “although it is 
German and therefore has a suspect past, had put all 
prejudice and bigotry behind them. They now employ 
transsexuals, and, of course, Jews” (11). This sense of 
ambiguity—that is, whether Adair’s questioning of 
political correctness, which for her appears to traffic in 
the same kind of default, predetermined discourse as 

the cliché, verges into the questionable—pervades the 
entirety of Will, the Passenger Delaying Flight….

Other characters that Volker happens upon in 
the airport include Charles Grayson Smith Jr, a gay 
professor of economics at Harvard who “has been 
accused of plagiarism” (5) by a female student; Jim, 
who works in the airport curio shop and also likes 
to call himself Peter because of his resemblance to 
the well-known “American adventurer, hunter and 
photographer” (63), Peter Beard; Maria and Velda, two 
women who work as cleaners but also make artistic 
pornography in the storage room of the airport’s 
bathrooms with Dick, the director who is “slim and 
always wears clothes that have a very conspicuous label 
on them” (109); Karl, a “terrorist, a terrorist clown, a 
terrorist dwarf, a terrorist with dwarfism” who turns 
out to have “no cause but his own” (79); and Klint du 
Toit, a paedophile on whose shaven scalp is visible “the 
outline of a pink tattooed swastika” (88) and who is 
sexually involved with his 14-year-old “son who is not 
his son” (88), George.

Throughout the somewhat plotless novel that is 
Will, the Passenger Delaying Flight …, in which nothing and 
everything happens, Adair interweaves unattributed 
quotations, sometimes slightly tweaked, from other 
(white) writers—such as Oscar Wilde (The Picture of 
Dorian Gray), Samuel Beckett (on James Joyce), Albert 
Camus (The Fall), Ralph Waldo Emerson (the essay 
on self-reliance) and Italo Calvino (If On a Winter’s 
Night a Traveller)—and even her own previous work 
(a self-published pamphlet ostensibly about a road 
trip to Namibia, 6h00 In Somewhere, and Many Hours 
Later Somewhere Else). Adair makes this intertextuality 
clear right at the start: “All good writers borrow; all 
remarkable writers steal. Some of these words and lines 
are stolen from others” (1). This perhaps-contentious 
citation practice is something that Adair has engaged 
with since In Tangier We Killed the Blue Parrot, where she 
writes, in the opening acknowledgements, that “[r]
eaders of this book will know these words or sentences 
or paragraphs or poetry. They will know who wrote 
them. They will know where the words come from. 
They will also know why they are placed where they 
are in my text”.

The danger of this play—or stealing—in Will, 
the Passenger Delaying Flight … is that the reader might 
not know and thus miss it, and the satire, altogether. 
Volker muses, for example, that “[b]lack people have 
much melatonin in their skin, hence their skin is black, 
dirty, messy, without light, dark and illegal, disastrous and 
dismal, this is why white people came from Europe and 
black people, horrible, malignant and grotesque, unhappy and 
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