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CHAPTER 1 — THE RETURN
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THE TAXI RUMBLED DOWN the R21 like it had a grudge against every pothole it met. Lwazi “Sjijo” Mtshweni sat by the window, arms folded, forehead pressed against the cool glass as the familiar landscape of Daveyton unfolded in slow, nostalgic pieces.

Seven years.

Seven years since he’d last seen these roads. Seven years since he’d smelled the mix of dust, street-corner braais, and the faint echo of kwaito leaking from passing cars. Seven years since he’d sworn he’d never come back.

Yet there he was, a black duffel bag by his feet, and a heavy, unseen weight pressing on his chest.

He tried not to overthink it. He always overthought everything, and it never made anything easier.

He closed his eyes for a moment.

Pretoria had been clean. Ordered. Predictable.

Daveyton was... home.

And he wasn’t sure if that comforted him or terrified him.

The taxi slowed as it approached the Daveyton Mall traffic circle. The driver’s crackling speakers blasted a familiar track — an old Afro Soul song his mother used to love. The lyrics pulled at his chest like a stubborn hand refusing to let go.

The driver announced, “Next stop — Rank, Daveyton!”

A strange mix of emotions swirled inside him — dread, hope, guilt, exhaustion, fear... and something else he didn’t want to name.

“Eh, mfethu. This your stop.”

The voice pulled him out of his daze.

Samkelo “Bob” Khumalo stood outside the taxi, hands in his pockets, broad smile shining like the sun itself. He hadn’t changed — still stocky, still loud even when he wasn’t talking, still wearing clothes like he expected a photoshoot at any moment.

Lwazi’s heart tightened. He hadn’t seen Bob in years, but the sight of him felt like a warm blanket thrown over cold shoulders.

He got out.

Bob opened his arms wide.

“My broer!” he boomed. “Look at you! Acting like Pretoria is Hollywood. Come here, man!”

Lwazi tried to smile, but emotion clogged his throat. He stepped into the embrace, feeling the forceful pat on his back, the way Bob squeezed him like he was checking if he was real.

“Good to see you too,” Lwazi murmured.

Bob pulled back, looking him over. “You lost weight.”

“You gained some.”

Bob laughed loudly. “Sharp! There’s the Lwazi I know — making jokes without moving his face. Stoic king.”

Lwazi shook his head, amusement tugging faintly at the corners of his mouth. “Still crazy.”

“And still handsome! Unlike Shede. That one’s a menace.”

They walked toward the car — an old silver Polo Vivo that had survived more than one reckless night, its left fender dented, its right speaker rattling with every bass beat.

Bob picked up Lwazi’s bag. “So... seven years, mfowethu. You finally back.”

“I guess so.”

“Hmm. Guess? You ‘guess’ you’re home?”

Lwazi avoided his eyes. “A lot’s changed.”

Bob paused. “Yeah, but some things are still the same. Like... me. Gogo. The streets. The noise. The drama.” He gave a small smile. “And us. We’re still here.”

The words stung more than they comforted.

Lwazi climbed into the car.

As they drove through the streets of Daveyton, everything felt surreal — like he was walking through an old photo album. Kids chased a worn soccer ball on the dusty field. Women sold vegetables by the corner. A group of teenagers hung out near the spaza shop, laughing loudly. Deep house music thumped from a passing Golf GTI.

Life had continued without him.

“Your mom is excited, you know,” Bob said, tapping the steering wheel. “She’s been cleaning like the president is coming.”

“I didn’t ask her to—”

“Of course not, but she’s your mother. She’s allowed.”

Lwazi exhaled through his nose. His mother’s love was soft but heavy. She felt deeply and prayed loudly, and he wasn’t sure he deserved that love anymore.

“Your dad’s been asking for you too,” Bob added softly.

A cold shadow draped itself across Lwazi’s shoulders.

“Things between us haven’t been great,” he said, voice stiff.

Bob didn’t push. “You’ll sort it out. Or not. But at least you’re here now.” He gave a crooked smile. “Besides, I need someone to help me beat Sthe at 8-ball. That girl’s too cocky. She thinks she’s the Pool Queen of Daveyton.”

Lwazi snorted. “She’s still around?”

“She runs her uncle’s tavern now. Cute as hell, but dangerous with a cue stick.”

The name tugged at another memory, but before he could linger on it, Bob continued, “And wait till you see Sintra. That one thinks he’s a DJ now. Refuses to speak unless there’s background music.”

Lwazi shook his head. “Same old crew.”

Bob’s smile softened. “We missed you.”

Lwazi looked out the window, trying to swallow the lump in his throat. He didn’t trust himself to respond.

The car rolled to a stop outside the Mtshweni home — a modest peach-colored house with a small garden and a washing line dancing with clothes. The gate squeaked as Bob pushed it open.

The front door opened before they reached it.

His mother emerged first.

Nomvula Mtshweni — smaller than he remembered, hair wrapped in a floral doek, eyes already shining with unshed tears.

She froze for a split second.

“Lwazi...”

The weakness in her voice nearly broke him.

He stepped forward... and her arms were immediately around him, holding him like she wanted to protect him from everything he had ever run from.

“My boy...” she whispered against his shoulder. “My beautiful boy. Thank You, Lord. You brought him back to me.”

He squeezed his eyes shut.

He didn’t deserve this kind of love. Not after disappearing. Not after the mistakes. Not after everything that had happened before he left.

But she held him anyway.

When they finally pulled apart, his sister Ayanda practically jumped on him.

“About damn time! I needed someone to fight these boys when they greet me like they’re brave.”

“Language,” Nomvula scolded.

Ayanda shrugged. “I said ‘damn,’ Ma. Relax.”

Lwazi chuckled despite the heaviness in his chest.

Then he saw him.

Standing behind the others, leaning on the doorframe, arms crossed — his father.

Thabiso Mtshweni.

Still tall. Still stern. Still wearing that stubborn expression Lwazi used to mimic as a teenager.

Their eyes locked.

A thousand unsaid sentences simmered between them — disappointments, misunderstandings, pride, silence.

“Welcome back,” Thabiso said, voice even.

Lwazi nodded stiffly. “Thanks.”

That was it.

His mother clapped her hands. “Come in, come in! I cooked your favorite!”

Bob cleared his throat. “I’ll leave you guys. Let the man settle.”

“Stay for dinner!” Nomvula insisted.

“Haibo, Ma,” Ayanda laughed, “he will end up staying the whole week.”

Bob put a hand over his chest dramatically. “I am wounded.”

Even Thabiso hid a smile.

Lwazi looked at them — the chaos, the love, the imperfections — and something inside him cracked open.

“Come tomorrow, neh?” Lwazi said.

Bob grinned. “Always.”

Then he left.

Dinner was loud — Ayanda constantly teasing him, his mother hovering, asking if he wanted more pap, if the stew was salty enough, if he wanted juice, tea, or “just water if you think you’re fancy now.”

His father mostly watched, occasionally making a comment about the news or the electricity situation.

But beneath the warmth, beneath the laughter, Lwazi felt a cold ache in his chest — a mix of guilt and the weight of everything he hadn’t faced.

He ate slowly, listening more than speaking.

He had always been the quiet one — the thinker, the observer. But tonight, his silence was heavier than usual.

After dinner, he stepped outside for air.

The night was cool. The streetlights flickered. Somewhere in the distance, someone played amapiano loud enough for the whole block.

He closed his eyes.

The past sat beside him like a shadow.

He had left Daveyton because of heartbreak — a breakup that had ripped him apart and convinced him he wasn’t enough. But more than that... he left because he didn’t know how to face his father’s growing disappointment. Because the future felt like a door closing in his face. Because he didn’t trust himself to fix any of it.

Pretoria had been escape, not healing.

Now he was here again... and everything felt unfinished.

He heard footsteps.

His father.

Thabiso stood next to him, arms folded. For a while, neither said anything.

“Your mother is happy you’re home,” Thabiso finally said.

“I know.”

“She worried about you.”

“I know.”

Thabiso nodded. “Good.”

Silence again.

Lwazi chewed the inside of his cheek. “Look... I didn’t come back to cause problems.”

“You didn’t.”

“It’s just... things were complicated.”

“I know.” His father’s voice softened slightly. “Life is complicated.”

Lwazi swallowed hard. “I’ll... try to do better.”

Thabiso looked at him — not stern, not cold... but human. Tired. Caring. And uncertain of how to say it.

“That’s all I ask,” he said quietly. “Just try.”

For a moment, it felt like the first crack in a long-frozen wall.

The next morning, Lwazi woke early — partly from habit, partly from nerves. Despite his intentions, he wasn’t ready to face old memories or old ghosts. But staying indoors made him restless.

So he put on a hoodie and walked.

Daveyton felt both familiar and new. He passed the tuckshop he used to buy Simba chips from after school. The soccer field where he and Bob once fought after a disputed goal. The street where neighborhood kids still dodged cars while chasing balls.

He didn’t realize where he was going until he reached it — Jabu’s Corner Pub.

Even early in the morning, the tavern had life. The smell of beer never fully left the walls, and bright blue and yellow paint peeled near the windows.

Sthe Dlamini was outside sweeping, cue stick leaning against the wall like a loyal friend.

Her head shot up when she heard his footsteps.

Her eyes widened.

“No ways. No ways!” She dropped the broom dramatically. “Lwazi Mtshweni! Back from the land of the soft life!”

Lwazi laughed. “Soft life? Do I look like someone living soft?”

Sthe put her hands on her hips. “You look like someone who forgot their friends. But... it’s good to see you.” Her expression softened. “Really.”

“You too,” he said.

Before he could say more, a voice called from behind him.

“Excuse me... sir?”

He turned.

And saw her.

A woman standing a few steps away, holding a small notebook, her eyes searching his face with gentle curiosity.

Thandeka Mahlangu.

He didn’t know her name yet, but something about her hit him instantly — like a wave breaking against stone.

Warm brown skin. Tired but kind eyes. A soft, reserved grace. She wore a simple white top and jeans, but she carried herself like someone who had lived through storms.

“Um...” She gave a shy smile. “I’m sorry to bother you. I’m looking for the clinic. Google Maps brought me here instead.”

Sthe burst out laughing. “Yoh! Google is useless here. This is Daveyton, sis. You need human maps.”

“But,” she pointed at Lwazi, “lucky for you, this man knows every street.”

Lwazi blinked, caught off-guard.

Thandeka looked at him, hopeful. “If you could show me... I’d really appreciate it.”

“Uh... sure,” he said. “It’s not far.”

Sthe smirked as he and Thandeka started walking. “Don’t get lost, you two!”

Lwazi shook his head, embarrassed.

But Thandeka laughed softly. “She seems fun.”

“She’s trouble,” Lwazi said.

“I like trouble,” Thandeka replied, then paused. “The harmless kind, anyway.”

He smiled, just a little.

“So... you’re not from around?” he asked.

“I grew up here,” she said quietly. “But I moved away. I only returned recently.”

“Same.”

She glanced at him. “How long were you gone?”

“Seven years.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “That’s a long time.”

“Yeah.”

She looked down at her hands. “Me, I was away only three years. But it feels like a lifetime.”

There was something in her tone — a weight, a sadness she tried to hide.

Lwazi recognized it.

Pain meeting pain.

When they reached the clinic, she smiled at him again — grateful, soft, sincere.

“Thank you, Lwazi,” she said.

He froze. “How... how did you know my name?”

She pointed at Sthe’s tavern behind them. “The girl shouted it a few times.”

“Oh.” He scratched his neck awkwardly.

“I’m Thandeka,” she said.

A beautiful name. Fitting.

“Nice to meet you,” he replied.

She held his gaze for a moment — just long enough to leave a warm imprint on his heart.

Then she walked inside.

Lwazi stood there, watching her disappear behind the glass doors.

Something shifted in him — subtle but powerful.

For the first time since returning to Daveyton...

he felt the possibility that maybe, just maybe, coming back wasn’t a mistake.

Maybe broken hearts really could heal.

Even his.

Even hers.
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CHAPTER 2 — OLD FRIENDS, NEW SHADOWS
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THE SUN WAS ALREADY climbing through a gentle haze as Lwazi made his way back toward Jabu’s Corner Pub. The streets were waking up — schoolchildren with overloaded backpacks, mothers hurrying to catch taxis, old men sitting outside small shops, already debating politics like they were in parliament.

But Lwazi barely noticed.

His mind was still lingering on that moment — Thandeka’s soft smile, the quiet weight behind her eyes, the way her voice carried sadness wrapped in strength.

He hadn’t expected anything to stir in him this soon. Not after everything he’d buried.

Yet here he was, replaying their brief walk in his head.

As he reached Sthe’s tavern, she was leaning against the doorway, arms crossed, a sly grin spreading across her face.

“You walked her all the way to the clinic?” she teased dramatically. “Haibo, Sjijo! One day in Daveyton and already escorting beautiful women.”

Lwazi rolled his eyes. “You’re imagining things.”

“Imagining? Not me, chief. My eyes work very well.” She poked his arm. “And I saw the way she was looking at you. Soft, soft. Like she saw something she liked... or something she recognized.”

He ignored the comment and stepped past her. “You always talk too much.”

Sthe gasped theatrically. “Such disrespect! After I welcomed you back with open arms! Yheyi.”

But her grin softened. “It’s good to see you walking these streets again, Lwazi. You belong here.”

The last sentence hit deeper than he expected.

He took a breath. “You still beat everyone at pool?”

Sthe straightened proudly. “Obviously. Even Bob knows better than to challenge me now.”

“That’s because you cheat.”

She placed a hand on her heart. “I am offended. Me? Cheat? Never.”

Before he could respond, a loud whistle echoed from the side — sharp, playful, familiar.

Sizwe “Sintra” Mokoena sauntered toward them, headphones around his neck, his walk full of that effortless rhythm he was known for. His clothes looked like he had stepped out of a music video, and he carried a small DJ controller bag like it was a trophy.

“Look who decided to return from City of Dreams,” Sintra called, throwing his arms wide. “My boy Sjijo!”

Lwazi chuckled as Sintra pulled him into one of those elaborate handshake-hug combos he always insisted on.

“You still dramatic,” Lwazi said.

“You still boring,” Sintra shot back with a grin. “Balance.”

Sthe snorted. “Sintra, please. You’re the reason people say musicians are unserious.”

Sintra winked. “I’m serious about vibes. That’s enough.”

Then he stepped back and gave Lwazi a once-over, nodding approvingly. “You look good, broer. Pretoria kept you alive, at least.”

“Barely.”

“Ay, don’t be shy,” Sintra said. “Bob told us you got a proper job there. You were living the life.”

Lwazi shrugged. “It wasn’t that deep.”

“If it wasn’t deep, then why you back?” Sthe asked casually, broom in hand again.

The question was simple. The answer wasn’t.

He cleared his throat. “Family stuff.”

Sintra nodded knowingly. “Ah. Life.”

Sthe tilted her head, watching him with the kind of intuition only she possessed. She could read people like they were written in bold letters.

But she didn’t push.

Instead, she slapped her palms together. “Sharp. All of you useless men — fetch the pool tables from storage.”

“What?” Sintra protested. “Me? Lift heavy things? Without payment?”

Sthe glared. “Payment is that you get to breathe in my presence.”

Sintra threw his hands up dramatically. “Say less! Lead the way, Queen of the Corner Pub.”

Lwazi chuckled before following them inside.

The tavern interior smelled of beer, polish, and the faint lingering memory of late-night music. Sunlight filtered through dusty windows, giving the space a warm, nostalgic glow.

Sthe directed them like a general.

“Lwazi, you get the folded pool table. Sintra, you carry the box with cues. And don’t drop anything — we don’t have money for replacements.”

As they worked, Sintra chatted endlessly.

“So, Sjijo — when you seeing Bob again?”

“Later,” Lwazi said. “He said he’ll come by.”

Sintra raised an eyebrow. “He didn’t tell you about tonight?”

“Tonight?”

Sthe groaned. “Oh no. Not this nonsense again.”

“It’s not nonsense!” Sintra insisted. “It’s culture.”

Sthe shook her head. “It’s chaos.”

Lwazi frowned. “What’s happening tonight?”

Sintra threw his arms wide, smiling. “The Daveyton Night Run!”

Lwazi blinked. “People still do that?”

“Every month!” Sintra said proudly. “We run down the main road, boom boxes blasting, cars following, people cheering — it’s vibes. The whole kasi comes alive.”

Sthe muttered, “Last month someone twisted their ankle and blamed me because I was selling chips at the finish line.”

“That’s part of the fun,” Sintra argued. “Drama is the seasoning of life!”

Lwazi shook his head, amused. “I haven’t run since varsity.”

Sthe pointed at him. “Good. Then don’t start.”

But Sintra grinned slyly. “Don’t listen to her. Come tonight. Bob said he’s fetching everyone at eight.”

Lwazi hesitated.

He wasn’t sure he was ready for big crowds or loud events. He had barely settled back home. His emotions were still raw, fragile, uncertain.

But part of him missed this — the rhythm of community, the chaotic warmth, the sense of belonging he used to take for granted.

He didn’t answer.

Sintra nudged him. “Come on, mfethu. Don’t think too much.”

Lwazi rolled his eyes. “I’ll see.”

“That means yes,” Sintra decided.

Sthe clapped her hands. “Enough chitchat. Move these tables!”

They continued setting up, the banter light but comforting. For a moment, Lwazi felt like he had never left.

As they finished, the tavern door creaked open.

Everyone turned.

And there she was.

Thandeka.

Holding a small envelope. Wearing a soft grey top that hugged her gently, jeans rolled at the ankles, and hair loosely tied back. Her eyes still carried that quiet sadness, but today... there was also a little light.

The world slowed a fraction.

She paused when she noticed the three of them staring.

“Oh... sorry,” she said softly. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Sthe’s grin grew mischievous. “Interrupt? Haibo, you’re welcome anytime.”

Sintra whispered loudly to Lwazi, “Oho... she’s back for him.”

Lwazi elbowed him.

Then stepped forward. “Hey... Thandeka.”

Her smile warmed him instantly. “Hi. I just came to return this.” She held out the small envelope. “I found it outside the clinic when I arrived. It looked like someone dropped it.”

Sthe took it and examined the name on the front. “Yoh! This is for my uncle. He’s been looking for this the whole week! Thank you, Thandeka. You’re an angel.”

She waved it off shyly. “It’s nothing.”

But the way her eyes drifted to Lwazi told a different story — she had come partly for this envelope... and partly for something else she didn’t know how to name yet.

“You guys setting up?” she asked.

“Pool tournament,” Sintra said proudly, wiping imaginary sweat off his forehead. “Very important cultural work.”

She laughed softly. “I see.”

“You should join us tonight,” Sthe said. “We’re doing a night run.”

Thandeka’s face fell just a little. “Oh... I don’t know.”

“Come on,” Sintra urged. “Everyone’s going. Even Sjijo.”

Lwazi blinked. “I didn’t say that.”

“You thought it.”

Sthe ignored them. She stepped closer to Thandeka. “You don’t have to run. Just come watch. Laugh at the boys when they get tired. It’s fun.”

Thandeka hesitated.

She looked at Lwazi. Searching. Unsure.

Something inside him tugged, uncoiling gently.

“You should come,” he said quietly. “If you want.”

Her eyes softened. “Maybe.”

Sintra clapped dramatically. “We have convinced her! She is one of us!”

Thandeka laughed again — a laugh that seemed to lift the whole room.

Sthe pointed at her. “Eight o’clock. No excuses.”

Thandeka nodded. “I’ll try.”

She turned to leave, but paused.

“Lwazi...” she said softly.

He stepped closer. “Yeah?”

“Thank you again... for helping me yesterday.”

His chest tightened. “Anytime.”

She smiled — that small, tender smile — and left.

The door closed behind her, but she lingered in the air like a warm afterglow.

Sintra exhaled loudly. “My broer... you are gone.”

“I’m not—”

“Yes, you are.”

Sthe pointed her cue stick at him. “Deep. Gone. Finished. That woman touched your soul.”

Lwazi tried to hide the smile threatening to escape. “You two are crazy.”

But that didn’t stop the warmth blooming in his chest.

Later that afternoon, after helping Sthe finish preparations, Lwazi walked home.

He needed space.

Not physical space — emotional space.

Every moment with Thandeka replayed in loops he couldn’t stop.

Her gentle voice.

Her guarded laughter.

The way she held herself like someone who had lost pieces she was still searching for.

He didn’t know her story. She didn’t know his.

But something in her felt familiar — a mirror of his own pain.

When he reached home, his mother was sitting on a chair in the yard, peeling potatoes.

“You’re back early,” she said with a knowing smile.

He sat next to her. “Just walking.”

“You look... lighter,” she observed. “Something good happen?”

He looked down at his hands. “I met someone new in the neighborhood.”

“Oh?” Her eyebrows lifted. “A girl?”

“Ma—”

“What? I am your mother, not your enemy.” She smirked. “Is she beautiful?”

Lwazi hesitated. A soft smile escaped. “Yeah.”

His mother exhaled deeply, relief in her tone. “Good. Your heart needs softness again.”

The words stunned him.

He looked at her.

She didn’t say anything more — just kept peeling potatoes.

But the meaning hung heavy and true.

She knew. Even without details. She knew he had been broken once. She knew he had locked himself away emotionally. She knew something had hurt him so deeply that he stopped believing in love.

But she didn’t force it.

She just let the moment breathe.

“I’m going out tonight,” he finally said.

She touched his shoulder. “Go. Live. Let your heart feel again.”

He swallowed.

Maybe... he could.

By eight o’clock, Daveyton was alive.

Cars lined the streets. Music vibrated through the air — amapiano thumping from one corner, afro-soul from another. Street vendors sold boerewors rolls, cooldrinks, and packets of chips. Children chased each other between groups of teenagers. The energy buzzed like electricity.

Bob’s Polo honked loudly as he pulled up next to Lwazi.

“Get in!” he yelled out the window, smiling like he hadn’t a single worry in the world.

Inside the car were Sintra and Shede — Bob’s wild younger brother — who immediately shouted, “Lwazi! My guy! You back for good? Or you running away again?”

“Behave,” Bob warned.

Shede laughed and threw sunflower seeds at Sintra, who retaliated by pinching his ear.

Chaos. Beautiful chaos.

They reached the meetup point near the taxi rank. The whole street was packed. People warmed up, stretched, danced, shouted inside jokes. The atmosphere pulsed with life.

Lwazi stepped out of the car.

His heartbeat quickened — unfamiliar, nervous, excited.

Then... he saw her.

Thandeka.

Standing near a lamppost, holding a bottled water, dressed in a light jacket. Her hair was slightly loose from the wind. She looked around uncertainly until her eyes found him.

Her face brightened — subtly, gently, naturally.

She walked toward him. “You came.”

“So did you.”

They stood too close. Neither stepped away.

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I wasn’t sure if I should. I don’t know many people anymore.”

“You know me,” he said softly.

She looked up — and something vulnerable flashed in her eyes.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I do.”

Before the moment could deepen, Sthe appeared between them, linking their arms like they were kids on a school outing.

“Sharp! Let’s run!”

People cheered. Music blasted. The countdown began.

Lwazi and Thandeka exchanged a faint smile.

Then the run started — a wave of people moving together through the heart of Daveyton.
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