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TO  ELI

No matter what, we will always be together.

I’m sorry.
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The bleak, grey light surrounds and swallows everything that once promised a spark of joy. It’s a deathly, morbid-looking day with no cheer to offer. The sky hangs low, its leaden clouds pressing down. It’s the kind of day that feels weighed down by its own grief.

I sit on the old, uneven paving, staring at the house that looms in front of me — once a sanctuary, now a mausoleum of memory. Its walls, once alive with laughter and warmth, echo only absence. I wait for Ezra, wondering if together we can exhume the ghosts I tried to suffocate with silence and the passing years. I’ve been dreading this moment, though I try not to admit it. It will be a ritual of pain and nostalgia.

Yesterday I was on my little island in Greece, the Aegean whispering at my window. Today I am back in Johannesburg, nerves stretched thin, dread gnawing at me. I’ve rehearsed this return for weeks, but the act itself is no less harrowing. My stomach churns. Neurotic, they would call me. Let them. How many will ever know what it feels like to tremble beneath the shadow of memory?

There was happiness in that house once, but when I weigh those fleeting joys against the ruin, nausea rises to the surface.

The drizzle begins, pitiless and raw, seeping through my jacket into my bones. People imagine South Africa basking in perpetual warmth. They don’t know Johannesburg’s winter. They don’t know how cold it can get.

What brings me back after all these years? I thought I’d escaped — that I’d shut the door on the tears and ruin that almost broke me.

When Samir and I moved in, we affectionately christened the house “the castle” because of the fake battlements that ringed the roof. We laughed so much.

I press my palm into the sodden grass, leaving a mark.

The threat of tears tightens my chest.

Then I hear it — the familiar rumble of Ezra’s battered BMW intruding on my solitude. It turns into our street — still ours in my mind, despite everything — and against all odds, I smile. If only for a moment.

It clatters through the rain, the sound tugging at memories of simpler days. He joins me on the wet grass, pulls me close, kisses the crown of my head.

“Hello, Ezra. I never thought I’d be here again,” I whisper.

He wraps his arm around my shoulders, letting out a sigh. “And I never thought I’d be here with you. Christ, you’ve picked the coldest, bleakest fucking day.”

Ezra studies my face, his gaze lingering with the kind of searching intensity that always leaves me vulnerable. “Hey, it’s good to see you,” he says softly, though there’s no trace of a smile on his tired face.

He waits for me to speak, perhaps hoping I’ll offer something brighter. I shake my head gently. “I wish I was back in Greece,” I admit.

We sit together in silence, the cold seeping into my hands and feet.

“Can we just go inside?” I ask. My voice shivers with exhaustion. “I’m fucking freezing.”

Through the medieval gate, the entrance hall lies cloaked in shadows. I hesitate, regret and nostalgia pressing against me, suffocating.

“Come on,” Ezra urges gently. “Let’s just get this over with.”

I step inside. Memories surge, dense and unrelenting. I want to turn around and leave.

“ Ezra... I can’t. I don’t want to go through this again.

His hand steadies me. “Daniel, You’re the one who has to sort through it. If I could take it on for you, I would.”

Silence falls between us, deep and unspoken.

Bitterness rises. “Why did he have to put my name in his will? And who knew he even had a will? Fuck, Ezra, this feels like a last, cruel joke.”

Ezra shakes his head. “Don’t overthink it.”

I brace myself and step forward — into the house, into the memories, into the past I’ve tried so hard to outrun. And suddenly, as the shadows press close, I’m back at the beginning — outside the gate with Samir, laughter spilling like sunlight, the thrill of discovery alive in our bones.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Whoa, this place looks massive!” I said, peering through the gate. Sami was already giggling, his laughter spilling out like sunlight. That childlike joy was what drew me to him in the first place — it made everything lighter.

We stood outside the property we’d just bought, neither of us having seen it. Pressing our faces to the iron bars, we squinted like kids searching for treasure. In my memory it was spring — September, new beginnings. Samir’s dazzling smile caught the light, his arm warm around me. Our fingers brushed as we clung to the fence, sharing the thrill of adventure.

“Is that a tennis court down there?” I asked, squinting at the green patch hidden behind trees.

“If it is, we’ll throw tennis parties!” Samir declared in an appalling British accent that made me laugh. “Do you reckon there’s a pool?”

“I doubt it,” I said, shaking my head. “Sami, what have we bought? We don’t know what we’ve really bought.” Slight, hysterical panic rose in my voice. Samir and I had poured every penny into a house we’d never seen. All we had to go on was our excitement, our enthusiasm, and the word of our estate agent.

“Danny, this is us. Our time. Let’s enjoy it,” Samir grinned. That was Samir — living for the moment. I was the worrier, always overthinking, while he leapt in headfirst, embracing whatever came his way.

Right on cue, a car pulled up. Our estate agent tumbled out, loud and cheerful, waving the keys like a prize. The adventure was about to begin.

We followed her through the gate, hearts racing like children about to discover a secret garden. That fizz of anticipation. Where had it gone? Back then, it was everywhere, bubbling up until we thought we might burst with possibility. These days, the spark has dulled, worn away by regret and quiet cynicism.

I’ve noticed how doubts slip in quietly, changing the way we look at things, quietly dampening everything. Not that we’re all grumpy old sods by sixty, but let’s be honest — the spark isn’t always there. At least, not for me. I secretly envy those lucky souls who never lose that sense of wonder, always amazed by the world around them.

But in that moment, none of it had touched us yet. We were too busy being excited. Anticipation bubbled in us like champagne, every corner of the house a promise.

Years later, stepping through the front door again, that promise has turned stale, lingering only as memory. The smell hits me — musty, familiar, unchanged. It drifts up from the hallway, twisting my stomach, but I can’t help smiling.

Memory ambushes without warning — pain and tenderness tangled together.

To my right, the bold red painting still hangs, unsettling and magnetic, daring me to look away. To the left, the wood panelling clings to its sour aroma, grooves holding on to years I thought I’d left behind.

Ezra and I move deeper, brushing past the weight of old smells and older echoes until the lounge opens before us. Grey light seeps in, dull but fitting.

I pause, lips pressed tight, trying to steady myself. We’re not here to reminisce; we’re here to work. The house is sold. It’s changing hands soon. We just need to clean it. Get it ready to say goodbye.

But memory doesn’t obey purpose. It presses in, demanding to be felt.

“So, where do we even start?” I asked, though my voice carried more hesitation than resolve.

“These rooms don’t look too bad,” Ezra replied, a hint of optimism breaking through. “Let’s kick things off with the main bedroom.”

I nod, but inside I am already bracing myself. Every room is a threshold, every wall a witness. Cleaning is going to be more than dusting surfaces; it will have to touch the past, confront what has lingered in silence.

And suddenly, I am back in that bedroom with Samir, seeing it for the first time.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The first time Samir and I stepped into that bedroom, it felt unreal. The space was vast, one wall lined with mirrored cupboards, a sleek bathroom tucked to the side. We acted like children who’d stumbled into a secret treasure trove.

The room itself was a wreck — filthy carpets, a broken window, little things falling apart everywhere — but none of it mattered. We were buzzing with excitement, too caught up in the thrill of discovery.

I leaned in for a quick kiss, but Samir pulled me into a hug instead, his warmth pressed against my cheek. Even after two years together, the spark hadn’t dimmed. His eyes carried that silent “I love you,” and I never tired of it. Kissing him was always something special — his lips soft, inviting, always enough to make me smile.

“Check this out,” Samir said, pointing through the window. A pool shimmered beyond the chaos. We abandoned the mess and hurried outside.

The garden was wild, tangled, but beautiful, rolling into the hillside beyond. Sunlight danced across the pool, scattering glints of light that dazzled the eye. I paused, wondering what we had truly gotten ourselves into. Samir didn’t pause — he stripped down and plunged into the water, laughing as it streamed off him. He was never the strongest swimmer, but joy was his strength. Watching him, I felt something loosen inside me. Samir always found delight in everything, while I carried caution like a shield. Past hurts had made trust complicated. Yet with him, I softened.

“Come in!” he called, sputtering as he surfaced, water everywhere. He was wonderful. I never imagined I’d find this kind of ease with someone Watching him, I couldn’t help smiling.

I jumped in after him, the cold shocking me breathless. “Fuck, I hate cold water!” I yelled, while Samir grinned, splashing me like a mischievous child and retreating to the shallow end. I swam to warm myself, but soon my chest burned and I climbed out, shivering. We hadn’t brought towels, so I pulled on damp clothes, grateful at least not to be freezing.

“If I get arthritis, I’m blaming you!” I shouted.

He laughed, eyes bright. “You’ll survive, old man — and anyway, you’ll always be hot and sexy. You’ll never get arthritis.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Samir was wrong. My joints ache, stiff in the cold, miserable weather. I flex my hand, trying to ease the pain.

The bedroom hasn’t changed much — just dustier, heavier with absence. Reminders of him are everywhere: half-crushed wine boxes, a urine-stained mattress riddled with cigarette burns, a shattered mirrored cupboard. Seven years of bad luck, I think.

I lower myself onto the bed. Ezra sits beside me, breaking the silence. “Let’s just get this done and head out. This place isn’t doing either of us any favours.”

But I know what I need. “Ezra... can I ask you something? I need today to myself. Pick me up tomorrow.”

He frowns. “It’s not a great idea.”

“I know. But I need it.”

He sighs, half-smiling. “You and your ghosts... I still think you should just clear the place and go.”

“I spent a decade with him. I can’t just toss him out with the rubbish.”

Ezra’s eyes soften. “No one’s saying that. Just... keep the important stuff before it all gets tossed.”  

He goes outside, unhappiness trailing behind him. My hand shakes, so I grip my knee to steady it. In the bathroom I sit on the edge of the bath, whispering to myself, “What a waste,” over and over.

I step outside and find Ezra staring at the ruins of our garden. Even in the grey, the hillside holds its wild beauty. My mother once called it “the wilds.” Now the pool is brown, the cottage collapsing, the tennis court cracked and forgotten. Everywhere I look, decay.

I sit beside him. “It’s all right, Ezra. I’ll be fine. I’ll keep my phone on. If you can’t fetch me tomorrow, I’ll manage.”

He exhales. “I still don’t think this is good for you.”

“Who said anything about good? Nothing about us was healthy. Especially at the end. But they’re my memories. I have to deal with them.”

He studies me. “You want to hold onto the good bits, but you’re forgetting how bad it got. Samir changed. He stopped working, started drinking, doing chems. He wasn’t himself. I don’t want you dragged down again.” 

I don’t answer. He’s probably right.

“All right. Call me if you need anything. I’ll collect you in the morning. If you don’t answer later, expect me to show up with the cavalry.”

“Thanks,” I murmur.

He kisses my bald head, then leaves. I listen to his car fade into the distance, sitting in the chill as if punishing myself. Eventually, I force myself to stand. Suddenly, sixty-eight feels heavy, crushing. I feel old — really old.

Inside, the French door shuts behind me. The tiles and walls are dark, the lamp barely cutting the gloom.

I move down the passage, each step weighted with dread. The pine slats press close, their grain scarred with stains no scrubbing could erase. In the dim light, dried blood glistens — a cruel reminder of what has been lost.

The spare room offers no refuge. Its back wall still bears the mark of my own blood, a silent witness to horrors I can never outrun. Shadows whisper, each one darker than the last.

I turn toward the downstairs lounge. The billiard table waits, dust thick on its surface, as if daring me to begin. Maybe it’s better to start there, I think, than in the bedroom.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The first time Sami and I tried to get frisky on the billiard table, it nearly turned into disaster — a story we’d laugh about for years. The table had come with the house, and I thought it deserved a proper “welcome.” After our swim, I led Samir to the sunken lounge, both of us dripping, giddy from the pool.

“What are you up to?” he asked, still in nothing but his birthday suit, goosebumps rising on his bare skin.

“I’m going to fuck you so hard you won’t be able to get off this table,” I teased, hoisting him onto the edge.

Suddenly Samir yelped. “No, wait — stop!”

I grinned, thinking he was playing along, until he blurted, “You’re hurting me!”

So I stopped, totally confused. “What’s wrong?”

“This table is killing my back,” he groaned, rubbing his spine.

“It’s a billiard table! You’re lying on veldt — how can it hurt?” I hopped up and threw myself back, smacking my head and spine so hard against the table I nearly blacked out.

“Bloody hell! That never happens in movies!” I said, laughing.

We tried playing around, but within minutes it felt like punishment — peppercorns under the knees, Catholic school all over again. In the end, we limped away, bruised but not beaten, and finished what we’d started somewhere softer. The bed wasn’t as adventurous, but it was kinder.

Now, years later, it reeks.
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CHAPTER SIX
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I flop onto the bed, not caring what I land on. The place has become a squalid dump. The mattress reeks of stale piss — depressing, but also a reminder of those reckless nights with Samir, when we thought we were being sexy and edgy. Later, the smell meant something else entirely: the nights he couldn’t be bothered to make it to the toilet. What a bloody waste.

Sadness turns to anger. Where has that bright-eyed man gone, the one I fell in love with? The guy who’d come bounding home, grinning as he announced he’d been made employee of the week. He was always winning something — top of the class, a bike, a kitchen gadget, once even a lava lamp. I was proud of him.

Years later, I remember giving that bike away to someone who didn’t deserve it. The rest just vanished. Half of my life feels like it’s slipped away like that.

My eyes blur. Dammit, not again. More tears. This time I don’t hold back. I let the sobs come, chest heaving until I can barely breathe, crying until sleep finally takes me.

When I wake, late afternoon has already bled into another cold Joburg winter evening. The broken windows let the chill creep in. I rise, feeling every one of my many years, and stagger to the bathroom to splash water on my face, hoping to wash the stink from my nose.

Ezra has left cardboard boxes in the lounge. I start packing but it never stays practical for long. You stumble across forgotten things, and suddenly you’re trapped in a memory — sometimes good, more often bad. I used to think memories were worth keeping. Now the bad ones take over.

Looking at the chaos, I wonder — what’s the point? 

I could use a drink.

I start by tossing his clothes into the first box — don’t really look at them. Some are practically new. I spot a couple of shirts I bought him. Then there’s his favourite clubbing vest, now yellowed, the years cruel. But once, before the decay, there was music, lights, and the wild spark of a stranger named Samir.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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It was strange how we’re drawn to things or people that once seemed so foreign. What used to feel off-limits now looked inviting, even irresistible. That’s exactly how it was for me.

I met Samir at a club — my first real club. I was in my thirties, just beginning the uneasy journey of coming out. I felt like a child learning to walk again. The gay scene was foreign territory, but I was ready to dive in. That night, the lights were wild, the music pounding through my chest. I stood awkwardly on the dance floor — self-conscious but no longer hiding. My dancing was a disaster, yet I kept moving.

In the blur of sound and light, someone pressed against my back. I let the touch ripple through me before turning. A tall man stood there — skin glistening, hair wild, smile electric. His eyes sparkled even in the dark. He danced off-beat, arms flailing, joy spilling everywhere.

It was his openness that drew me in, a kind of innocence, as if the world was vast and he was ready to dive in headfirst. The age gap — at least twenty years — melted away. Someone once said, Growing old is mandatory; growing up is optional. Was that Disney or Davis? That night, I felt like I was waking up, ready to grow again.

He shot me a thumbs-up, grinning.

When we drifted off the dance floor, silence pressed between us. My nerves buzzed, but then words spilled out — laughter, confessions, a river of talk I could barely keep up with.

And then I blurted it: “Do you want to come back to my place?”

I instantly regretted how desperate I sounded.

Did I really just invite a stranger to the house I shared with my girlfriend? My heart hammered. He mouthed yes, and just like that, the night was sealed. Fate doesn’t mess about.

The drive home felt like an out-of-body experience, connected to everything and nothing. I was both the dreamer and the dream, slipping in and out of reality. I barely noticed that he was sitting next to me. We hadn’t even exchanged names. The intimacy of that absurdity made my nerves jangle louder.

In the bedroom, neither of us spoke much. He stripped down, and I followed, unsure whether to meet his gaze. He was looking at me, though — steady, unflinching. Suddenly we were naked. He was prepared — condoms, plural.

“I’m Daniel,” I said awkwardly.

“Samir,” he replied.

“I’m sorry, what was that?”

“Samir.”

Later I would learn his name meant good friend.

“Wine?”

He nodded.

“White?”

He smiled — and damn, his smile was something else.

I walked to the kitchen naked, oddly free, as if I’d crossed into new territory. Anything felt possible.

When I returned, Samir stood at the cupboards, unsettled.

“Do you like dressing in women’s clothes?” he asked.

“No. What? No — those are my girlfriend’s dresses.”

“Your girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t say.”

“You didn’t ask.”

“So, you’re into men and women?”

His tone was casual but edged. He pulled on his underwear; I tugged on track pants.

“Mira’s my girlfriend — we’ve been together a long time,” I began, fumbling. “This past year’s been rough... because of me. I’ve started noticing guys, in... in that way.”

This wasn’t the conversation I had imagined. In my mind, it was supposed to be my first fuck with someone I picked up in a club. That was the carrot. Instead, I stumbled through explanations, my face burning.

“We’ve worked out a thing. Fridays, I go to gay bars, and she goes out with her friends.”

Saying it aloud made it sound cheap. His smile faltered, a faint frown cutting across his forehead.

He was gorgeous. I wanted to trace his lips, kiss his eyelids, but I didn’t. I just looked at him — and maybe that’s when I fell for him. Or maybe I’m just nostalgic.

Silence stretched. I sighed. It got awkward.

“Do you want to head back?” I asked.

“Yeah. It’s late.”

“It’s been quite a night,” I said, trying to keep it light.

We drove through the city, toward Brixton. Back then, it felt worlds apart from the northern suburbs where I lived. He asked me to drop him a block away, not wanting to be seen. Before leaving, he asked for my number, then leaned in and kissed me — soft, gentle, unexpected.

“I’ll call you,” he said, disappearing into the night.

Call me.

It sounded like something you say when you don’t mean it.

I sat parked in the dark, watching him turn the corner. Eventually I drove off, my mind a mess. I had picked up a stranger with the promise of sex, and that promise had dissolved. No sex. Just a kiss.

Would he call? Did I even want him to? My ego felt bruised, my heart raw. Yet beneath the confusion, I sensed he was going to be in my life for a long time. That thought warmed me, even as doubt gnawed at the edges.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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I haven’t thought about Mira in ages. I guess I sidelined her when I threw myself into what felt like the wild, vibrant world of being gay — at least at first. But now, something she once said echoes in my head.

She warned me: the road I’d chosen wouldn’t be easy, and there was nothing inherently “gay” about it. She was right. At first, it was intoxicating — sex in abundance, drugs like candy, nights that felt endless, bodies stacked like trophies. But the rush fades. What follows is the silence, the loneliness, the gnawing insecurities. You watch your looks slip away, rejection piling up. What’s left is the emptiness. Despondency creeps in quietly, like mould in the corners. Confidence buckles. You start tracing the lines on your face, each one a tally of nights wasted, mornings blurred. The sting of being brushed off cuts deeper now. You realize most people aren’t searching for connection — they’re chasing the next fuck, the next high, the next distraction.

Call it bitter if you like. It’s what’s left. 

Being gay isn’t easy. Still, I’m proud of who I am. I carry it like something rare, luminous. But the shine dulls. The magic thins. And some mornings, staring into the mirror, all I see is a tired man, older than he feels, aching for something simple: someone to grow old with, someone to hold through the quiet.

So yes, here I am, sitting on this grimy, smelly mattress, going over everything that happened and all the things that never did. Old memories, and that familiar wave of sadness and regret. I force myself up, try half-heartedly to pack a few more boxes, but give up pretty quickly.

Then I call Ezra.

Later that afternoon we sit in a wine bar. Conversation dwindles, as if speaking requires more energy than either of us can summon. At last, Ezra lifts his glass of Chardonnay, his voice breaking the silence. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

I hesitate, my voice low. “It was awful. I couldn’t do anything after you left.”

Ezra looks at me thoughtfully, letting silence linger. “I thought so,” he says gently. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No. Already feeling shitty.” I pause, searching his face. “I loved him. I did. I know I was cruel, I know I messed up... but the love was real. It always was.”

Ezra reaches across the table, his eyes steady. My hand trembles as I whisper, “Please. Take my hand. Just hold it.”

He grasps it firmly, saying nothing. His silence is the comfort I need.

“I wish I’d never come back. This hurts more than I thought it would. Sometimes I wish I could... sometimes I wish I could start over. Don’t you ever feel that? 

His voice softens. “I think we all do. Why torture yourself? We can’t change the past. You know that. He’s gone. That chapter’s over. You’re here to clear the house. To put this to rest.” 

When our snacks arrive, I feel a wave of relief. Yet in that moment, I wish I were alone. I decide to eat quickly and make a quiet exit. What I need is my own company, even if it means sitting with my loneliness.

Ezra’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “Clearly, you’d rather be somewhere else. If you want to leave, go ahead. I’ll see you tomorrow — unless you don’t want to.” There’s a sharpness in his tone.

“It’s not you, Ezra. I just need space, that’s all. Sorry.” I stand, and as I walk away, I add, “I do want to see you tomorrow.” A weary smile flickers across his face as I leave.

The next morning, I plod through the house. Boxes fill slowly, the sun streaming in. I try not to think, setting up a rhythm — pick, pack, pick, pack. By midday I’m exhausted. I wander into the garden, the freezing air catching in my throat. This once spectacular space is now a tangle of neglect. Nature has claimed it, chaos reigning — but beautiful chaos. Bare branches twist against the sky, holding stories of the past. There’s a unique allure, an undeniable beauty in the chaos of an abandoned garden, its tapestry of tangled, naked branches whispering old stories.

The stillness is dangerous, inviting reflection, abandon. Sitting on a flat boulder, I feel a twinge of hope that after the dark, light might return. And in that quiet, I find myself missing Greece and the island I love, far from all this clutter. Sometimes you just long to escape it all and go back to where things felt lighter.
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