A Hymn for Two Worlds
The church rose over Knocklyon like a quiet sentinel, its slate roof dark with rain. Inside, the air held polish, candle wax and a faint thread of old incense. Wooden pews stood in neat, unwavering rows, each one etched with the softened initials of decades of worshippers. Above the altar, a stained-glass window spilled red, gold, and blue light over the stone floor, pooling like quiet water.
Nandi had been to Mass here twice before, always keeping to the back pew. Now she stood near the front, clutching the thin blue hymnbook the choir director had handed her. She had agreed to join mostly because her mother insisted. "It will help you make friends", she'd said, but the thought of singing in front of strangers felt heavier than the Dublin clouds pressing against the roof.
The choir began rehearsal, their voices blending over familiar English hymns. Nandi followed the sheet music, her voice a small thread woven among the stronger Irish tones.
When the director paused to shuffle papers, something rose in her chest - not nerves this time, but the echo of home. She hesitated, then let it out softly:
“Sabela Nkosi, siyakudumisa…”
The melody slipped into the air like a bird testing its wings. Her Zulu words carried the warmth of her grandmother’s kitchen, the soft hum of Sunday mornings back in Pretoria.
The Irish voices around her fell silent, listening. Then, from the tenor section, a man hummed a harmony - tentative, but sure. A soprano joined, lifting the notes higher. Soon the whole choir was singing with her, shaping her tune into something new: an Irish swell beneath the Zulu cadence, bright as the stained glass, steady as the wooden pews.
The sound filled the church, folding the two melodies together until it was impossible to hear where one ended and the other began. Nandi felt her shoulders loosen, her voice growing stronger, her feet rooted to the stone floor as if this was where she’d always belonged.
When the final note faded, there was a breathless stillness. Then the director smiled - a smile that seemed to take in the whole room.
“That,” he said, “we’re keeping for Sunday.”
Nandi grinned, surprised at herself. Outside, the wind rattled the bare trees, but in the church, the air was warm, resonant, alive with the echo of their new song.
She realised she hadn’t just joined a choir.
They had joined her, too.
