
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 

[image: ]




He came back without announcing himself.

The taxi dropped him two streets away, where the tar had split into uneven lines and the road signs leaned as if tired of pointing anywhere useful. He stood there longer than necessary, not because he was unsure of the direction, but because returning required a different kind of courage than leaving ever had.

When he had left, he’d told himself it was temporary. Most people did. Temporary made distance feel lighter. It made departure sound responsible, even necessary. But time had a way of hardening what was meant to be brief into something permanent.

The Cape Flats had not changed.

They had simply continued.

He took his first steps slowly, letting his body remember what his mind already knew. Children moved between houses with the confidence of those who learned early where danger lived. Dogs slept with one eye open. A radio played somewhere behind a wall, the voice cheerful in a way that felt misplaced. He recognised the smell immediately — dust, fried oil, something electrical burning faintly in the distance. Memory always arrived through the senses before it found language.

He walked without destination. That was deliberate. Purpose drew attention. Wandering blended in.

Every street carried its own education. Here, a corner where boys learned the cost of saying no. There, a yard where grief had been rehearsed so often it no longer announced itself. He passed people he did not know and places he did. That had become the rule now: faces changed, patterns didn’t.

A woman swept the pavement outside her gate, pushing dust from one place to another with no illusion of removal. She glanced up as he passed, her eyes sharp, assessing. Not suspicious. Accurate.

“Afternoon,” she said.

“Afternoon,” he replied.

That was all. The exchange meant more than politeness. It meant recognition without familiarity. The kind that said: you belong to the geography, even if you left it.

He had told himself he was only visiting.

That he would leave again.

But even as the thought formed, he recognised it for what it was — another temporary story meant to soften permanence.

He walked on.

Two boys passed him at a run, laughter loud, then abruptly cut short when they noticed him. They slowed, composure snapping into place with an ease that should not have belonged to their age. One nodded. The other did not. They disappeared around a corner, sound resuming only when distance felt safe.

He remembered that transition. The moment when play learned to disguise itself. When alertness replaced innocence without ceremony.

Inside a yard to his left, a television flickered behind drawn curtains. The sound was low, dialogue flattened by years of use. He caught fragments of voices layered over one another — entertainment leaking into a place where distraction was a form of relief.

Relief did not last.

The house sat back from the road, not larger than the others, just quieter. The kind of quiet that meant things were decided inside and carried out elsewhere. A gate that was never fully closed. A wall patched and repatched, like it had learned to survive more than weather.

He slowed as he passed. Not staring. Not pretending not to see.

He remembered how boys learned these houses early — how knowledge travelled faster than adults ever admitted. Which houses were safe to knock on. Which ones you walked past even if you were bleeding.

He had been one of those boys once.

That knowledge had never left him.

Inside the yard, laughter broke suddenly — sharp, brief, performative. It didn’t last. Laughter never did. It was always borrowed here, never owned. He imagined children inside, moving between instructions and permission, learning where obedience ended and fear began.

The men who ran things were not always visible. That was the first lesson. Power did not shout. It waited. It let others speak for it. It let boys carry weight that had nothing to do with strength and call it manhood.

He walked on, but the memory paced him.

He remembered the language that surrounded power. How responsibility was always postponed. How tomorrow was promised but never arrived. How men spoke of their own children while teaching other people’s children how to be useful in darker ways.
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