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The Chosen One: Revised was born from a need to revisit a story very dear to me. This second edition represents an evolution of my literary vision, now divided into two distinct parts: a fictional narrative and an autobiography. By including my personal journey from Soweto to Daveyton, I hope to offer readers a "behind-the-scenes" look at the experiences that shaped the "everyman" who discovered the extraordinary within a mundane life.

I wrote The Chosen One because its themes mirror the complexities of our daily lives. Through this work, I aim to highlight four vital truths:

• Honest communication is the bedrock of all human connection.

• Unhealthy dynamics often take root in our most mundane interactions.

• Cultural norms frequently bear responsibility for relationship dysfunction.

• Human connection—both emotional and physical—is essential; life is far richer shared than lived in isolation.

While life is rarely easy, it is fundamentally simple. It only feels complex when clouded by external pressures or overthinking. We can reclaim that simplicity by adhering to core principles and trusting that good ultimately prevails. This journey is best shared through kinship—not just through family ties, but through the realization that as members of the human race, we are all related.

Regrettably, modern society is often defined by distrust and power imbalances. In this narrative, I explore how these dynamics manifest within our social and political spheres. Please note that the political views expressed herein are entirely fictional; I have no affiliation with the parties mentioned, and their inclusion serves only as a narrative tool to reflect social issues. As of this writing, the 2028 Olympics and 2029 South African General Elections have not yet occurred; all depicted outcomes are purely products of my imagination.

In taking my desire for harmony a step further, I would love to share a poem by Max Ehrmann titled "Desiderata," which deeply resonates with my thought process:

"Go placidly amid the noise and haste, and remember what peace there may be in silence. As far as possible without surrender, be on good terms with all persons. Speak your truth quietly and clearly, and listen to others, even the dull and ignorant; they too have their story. 

Avoid loud and aggressive persons, they are vexations to the spirit. If you compare yourself with others, you may become vain and bitter, for always there will be greater and lesser persons than yourself. Enjoy your achievements as well as your plans. Keep interested in your career, however humble; it is a real possession in the changing fortunes of time. Exercise caution in your business affairs; for the world is full of trickery. 

But let this not blind you to what virtue there is, many persons strive for high ideals; and everywhere life is full of heroism. Be yourself. Especially do not feign affection. Neither be cynical about love; for in the face of all aridity and disenchantment, it is perennial as the grass. Take kindly the counsel of the years, gracefully surrendering the things of youth. Nurture strength of spirit to shield you in sudden misfortune. 

But do not distress yourself with imaginings. Many fears are born of fatigue and loneliness. Beyond a wholesome discipline, be gentle with yourself. You are a child of the universe, no less than the trees and the stars; you have a right to be here. And whether or not it is clear to you, no doubt the universe is unfolding as it should. Therefore be at peace with God, whatever you conceive Him to be, and whatever your labours and aspirations, in the noisy confusion of life keep peace with your soul. With all its sham, drudgery and broken dreams, it is still a beautiful world. Be careful. Strive to be happy."

The Script and the Song.

The melody of "Missing You" often echoes in the quiet spaces of my mind—a poignant reminder of words left unsaid to my mother, Joyce. This autobiography began as a therapeutic necessity: a way to find clarity in the silence she left behind and to heal the wounds of a past shaped by absence.

Yet, as I traced the lines of my journey, I realized my story is not merely a collection of memories; it is a testament to a fundamental shift in the human narrative. To understand my path, one must understand the "altered script." I believe that while God penned our original purpose—one of dominion, fruitfulness, and divine union—mankind’s story was rewritten in the shadows of Eden. When Adam and Eve reached for the knowledge of good and evil, they diverted the trajectory of humanity. We moved from being "whole" in God’s image to living in a duality of light and shadow, governed no longer by the Holy Spirit, but by the consequences of free will in a fallen world.

My life began in the crevice of this "altered state." I was born into the fallout of another man’s choices—a father who chose crime over commitment and abandonment over accountability. Raised by a single mother amidst the systemic cruelty of apartheid, I inherited the label of "illegitimate" and the struggles that arise when the divine blueprint for family is ignored.

This book explores that gap. It examines how my father’s recklessness reshaped my world, how my own youthful errors compounded that struggle, and how I finally found the path back to God’s original intent. By sharing these chapters, I hope to demonstrate that while our scripts may be altered by the choices of those before us, we hold the pen for the chapters yet to be written. Through accountability and the pursuit of truth, we can break generational curses and leave a legacy of purpose for those who follow.
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Present Day

Aunt Nomalizo woke before dawn, driven by a precision that bordered on the dedication to perfection. By dawn, the helper was already in a flurry of activity, and even the gardener had been pressured into service on his day off, pruning a lawn Thami had long considered flawless. But in this house, Nomalizo was the matriarch of the house; what she decreed, the universe provided.

By midday, the guest arrived, and the air in the room seemed to thin. Thami found himself utterly mesmerized. She was a vision of vertical elegance—strikingly tall, with a complexion like polished amber. As he took her in, his pulse became a frantic drumbeat. She wore a floral blouse that flowed like water into a beige pleated skirt, grounded by chocolate-brown stilettos and a matching handbag. Her natural hair was woven into intricate, immaculate plaits, framing a face so radiant it felt like staring directly into the sun. Thami’s lungs suddenly forgot their primary function.

"Rose, my dear! What a blessing to have you here," Aunt Nomalizo chirped, her voice uncharacteristically soft.

"Hello, Auntie! It feels like a lifetime. You look wonderful," Rose replied. Her voice was melodic and seemed to vibrate right through Thami’s ribs.

"Two years, to be precise," Nomalizo noted, her eyes twinkling with a hidden agenda. "Please, meet my nephew, Thamsanqa. Thami, this is Rose Maphalala."

The name hung in the air. The last time Rose had stood in this house, it was amidst the heavy lilies and hushed grief of his parents' funeral. Thami had no memory of her from that dark fog, but as she extended a hand, the contact was electric—her grip was warm and certain against his own trembling palm.

"How are you, Rose? I’m... I’m delighted to meet you," Thami managed, his voice betraying him with a sharp, youthful quiver.

"The pleasure is mine, finally," she said, her smile so blinding it made his knees turn to water.

"Finally?" Thami echoed, swallowing hard against the lump in his throat. "You say that as if we’ve met, though I’m certain a face like yours isn't one I’d ever forget."

"I’m just glad to put a face to the name I’ve heard since I was a child," she teased, a playful glint in her eyes.

"How do you—"

"Please, let’s sit," Nomalizo interjected, slicing through the mystery with maternal authority. "Thami, don't let your manners escape you."

"Please excuse me," Thami stammered, his chest tight. He needed air. He retreated toward the gate, the cool breeze doing little to dampen the fire in his cheeks.

Out on the pavement, Sejake, the local fixture of the township’s taverns, was drifting past. "Heita, Abuti Thami! Why so tense? Surely the 'Kagiso Millionaire' has a few thousands to spare for a thirsty old man?" Sejake laughed, the smell of stale hops clinging to him.

The title "Abuti"—usually reserved for an elder brother—felt heavy. Thami felt a jagged twist of pride and pity; Sejake was old enough to be his father, yet he bowed to Thami’s wallet. Is this what my money buys? Thami wondered. Unearned respect from a man ruined by the bottle? The irony tasted like ash; even as he pitied the man, Thami’s own mind drifted to the amber glow of his Johnnie Walker Black. Will I be the one wandering this fence in ten years? He shuddered, whispering a silent vow to the dust: "Never."

"Oh, Malume Sejake! The girls have bled me dry—I’m a pauper today," Thami joked back, masking his dread with a practiced grin. He slipped a hundred-rand note into the man’s weathered hand.

"Dankie, Abuti! This is two cold ones with my name on them!" Sejake chirped, his gait suddenly lighter as he shuffled off.

Thami watched him go, then turned back to the house, his stomach knotting. Rose wasn't just beautiful; she was an indictment. Beside her, his life with Rachel felt pale and two-dimensional. If Rachel possessed even a fraction of Rose’s gravity, he’d wear her on his arm like a trophy. But Rose was a storm he wasn't prepared to weather.

He re-entered the dining room just as Nomalizo was setting the table. He slid into the chair beside Rose, the scent of her perfume—something like rain and jasmine—enveloping him.

"After lunch," Nomalizo announced, her voice ringing with an ominous clarity, "we shall have drinks in the lounge. I have a very important announcement to make."

The tension in Nomalizo’s announcement stemmed from the jarring contrast between the leisurely setting and her authoritarian delivery.

By choosing to speak "after lunch," she hijacked the natural lull of digestion and relaxation. She wasn't inviting guests to drinks; she was summoning them to a hearing. This suggested her voice didn't just carry—it cut. By announcing that the revelation will happen later in the lounge, she ensured that the remainder of the meal was poisoned by suspense. Every bite taken between the announcement and the drinks was seasoned with anxiety. The lounge was typically a place of comfort. By using it as a stage for a "very important announcement," she transformed a safe, social space into a courtroom where she held the floor.

Suddenly, his phone began to ring. It was Tshidi. He ignored it, hoping she would just leave a voicemail. Rose shot him a curious glance, and for a moment, Thami felt like a schoolboy summoned to the principal’s office for bunking class.

He pushed the intrusive thought away, drowning it in the heavy aromas rising from his plate. It was a masterpiece of 7 colours: a mountain of yellow rice flanked by the deep brown of roasted lamb, vibrant orange butternut dusted with cinnamon, and the dark, velvety green of creamy spinach. Three different salads—French, potato, and coleslaw—jostled for space on the rim. 

As Aunt Nomalizo’s “Amen” hung in the air, the table fell into a rhythmic symphony of silver hitting porcelain. The first bite of lamb was butter-tender, dissolving against the crunch of the potatoes. It was the taste of a South African Sunday—heavy, salt-flecked, and heart-warming.

The silence wasn't empty; it was full of the focused energy of a family being nourished. Later, the savoury weight was lifted by the cool, bright acidity of fruit cocktail and a thick dollop of yogurt.

Moving to the lounge, the heavy afternoon air seemed to hum. Thami gripped his glass of orange juice, the condensation slick against his palm. He risked a look toward the sofa. Rose was already looking back. She crossed her legs—a slow, fluid motion that felt like poetry—and tilted her glass with a quiet, regal ease. Every time their eyes met, the corners of her mouth quirked upward, a silent language passed between them that required no words at all.

Aunt Nomalizo smoothed the invisible creases of her Sunday best and shifted closer, her perfume—a sharp, medicinal floral—invading Thami’s personal space. She didn’t bother with the juice.

"Your parents chose Rose for you," she said. The words fell like heavy stones into a quiet pool. She gestured toward the girl sitting across from them, whose spine was a perfect vertical line. "Look at her. Not a hair out of place, hands folded just so. She was groomed for this, Thami. A lady through and through." Nomalizo beamed at Rose, her eyes shining with the kind of pride usually reserved for a prize-winning heifer.

Thami’s jaw slackened. The air in the room suddenly felt thin, as if a vacuum had sucked out the oxygen. "A wife?" he managed, a dry laugh catching in his throat. "First the house, then the trust fund, and now a bride delivered to my doorstep. They really are pulling the strings from the graveyard, aren't they?" He forced a jagged smile. "No offense, Auntie, but who wouldn't want a ready-made princess?"

Nomalizo’s face turned to flint. The warmth vanished from her eyes, replaced by a cold, simmering heat. "Your tongue was always your undoing," she hissed, her voice trembling with sudden fury. "To mock the dead? To spit on the names of the people who broke their backs so you could sit in this fancy chair? You ungrateful boy!"

"I’m sorry—Auntie, please," Thami stammered, raising his hands in a defensive crouch. "I didn't mean... I know I was their world. I just thought—I thought the 'happily ever after' part was up to me."

"When you're ready?" Nomalizo snapped, leaning in until her nose nearly touched his. "You’re twenty-eight, Thami. The gray hairs aren't waiting for your permission. This house needs a woman, and your father's legacy needs an heir. Stop playing at being a boy."

"I understand the shock." Rose’s voice drifted across the room, silk over gravel. She didn't move, but the gentle tilt of her head was practiced, angelic. "Our fathers were brothers in everything but blood. They saw this union as a bridge—a way to make sure their bond never truly died." She looked down at her lap, a shadow of practiced grief crossing her face. "We are all they have left. Is it so much to ask that we honour their final prayer?"

"How am I supposed to just... honour it?" Thami’s voice cracked, a sudden, sharp bark of frustration. "You’ve had a lifetime to rehearse this! I’ve had five minutes!"

Rose didn't flinch. She met his outburst with a serene, unbothered calm that felt more intimidating than his aunt’s rage. "You’re right. It’s a mountain to climb in a single day." She stood up slowly, her movements fluid and silent. "Take your time, Thami." She stepped closer, and for the first time, the "angelic" mask slipped. Her eyes locked onto his—dark, piercing, and suddenly devoid of warmth. The intensity was like a physical weight against his chest. "Take all the time you need," she whispered, her voice dropping an octave. "Just don’t make us wait forever."

As the women’s chatter drifted through the house, Thami retreated to his bedroom. He collapsed onto the bed, staring at the ceiling as his mind began to churn.

He had been fortunate—dangerously so. His parents’ love had been a velvet cocoon, shielding him from every sharp edge of the world. Then came the sudden, brutal blow of their passing, a silence so loud it left him gasping. Without their steadying influence, the world felt unmoored. He found himself reaching into the air for that nudging hand that had always corrected his course, only to find empty space.

He had once been arrogant enough to believe he could navigate the currents alone, but that delusion was dissolving. Even from the grave, they weren't done with him. Their final, posthumous act of guidance—arranging his marriage to Rose—felt like a tether pulling him back from a cliff he hadn't realized he was standing on.

But he wasn't ready to be saved, and the reason was currently waiting for him in a cloud of expensive perfume. There was Rachel. To the world, they were a power couple; to him, she was a beautiful trap. Rachel moved through his life with the calculated grace of a predator who had finally cornered its prize. She didn't love him; she loved the "Kagiso Millionaire"—the title, the accounts, the gravity his name held in a room.

He knew with a cold, hollow certainty that if his wealth evaporated tomorrow, the space beside him in bed would be cold by morning. For Rachel, intimacy was a transaction. She was a skillful lover, but she mistook physical heat for emotional devotion. She used sex as a currency, a way to buy his loyalty while ignoring the crumbling foundations of trust and genuine connection. Every time she touched him, the tension in his chest tightened; he felt like a man being fed a feast he couldn't afford.

His mind drifted, almost as a reflex, to Rose. He barely knew her, yet her image offered a strange, quiet friction to Rachel’s loud demands. Rose seemed mature, anchored by a sense of manners that felt like a lost language. When he had asked for time to process his parents' wish, it wasn’t out of respect for the dead—it was a tactical delay. He needed a strategy. He knew Rachel wouldn’t let go of the lifestyle he provided without a fight that would likely turn scorched-earth. Their last conversation had laid it bare: her loyalties were entirely superficial, pinned to his bank balance rather than his heart. He was caught between two ghosts: the one he loved who wanted to control his future, and the one he lived with who wanted to consume his present.

"Thami, Rose is leaving! Come say goodbye," Aunt Nomalizo called from the lounge.

The interruption pulled him back to reality. "I'll see her out," he replied.

Outside, a black Mercedes-Benz S600 sat in the driveway. As Rose pressed the immobilizer, the indicator lights flashed in the dimming light. She turned to him, her radiant smile momentarily catching him off guard. In that look, he saw the possibility of the unconditional love he sought.

"I hope this isn’t the last time I see you," Rose said, her voice dropping an octave.

Thami tilted his head, a slow grin spreading. "Not a chance. You’re not getting off that easy."

"Oh? You have a plan?"

"I’ll be in touch," he promised, stepping closer. "In fact, you might find yourself stuck with me for a very long time. Maybe forever."

Rose laughed, the sound bright and easy. "I think I can handle that. Don’t keep me waiting, Thami."

"Wouldn't dream of it. Bye, Rose."

"Bye."

The engine didn’t just roar; it vibrated through Thami’s chest, a mechanical heartbeat that felt steadier than his own. He watched the taillights bleed into the dust of the road, the finality of her hoot lingering in the air like an unanswered question. He lingered on the porch, clinging to the fading sound of the exhaust until the silence of the house began to pull at his back.

Inside, the lounge felt smaller than usual. His aunt was a statue in her armchair, her shadow stretched long and sharp across the floorboards. She didn't wait for him to sit.

"You need to seriously consider taking Rose as your wife," she began, her voice cutting through the leftover quiet like a blade. "I’m going to inform the uncles so the lobola negotiations can begin. We cannot have this hanging over the family name any longer."

The mention of the uncles made the room feel airless. This wasn't just a suggestion anymore; it was a mobilization of the entire family structure.

"Not so fast, Auntie," Thami countered, his voice sounding thin even to his own ears. He stayed by the door, keeping the exit at his back. "She agreed to give me space to process this. I really do need more time."

His aunt stood, the fabric of her dress rustling like a warning. "I don't understand you," she sighed, though her eyes remained hard, searching his face for a weakness she could exploit. "She loves you. She is ready to say 'yes' before you even finish the question, yet you stand here stalling as if you have a lifetime to waste."

"I know it’s frustrating," Thami said, his heart hammering against his ribs. The pressure of her gaze felt physical, a weight demanding he surrender his autonomy to tradition. "But I’ll make a decision soon. I promise I’ll let you know the moment I’ve decided."

She stepped closer, invading that "space" he so desperately claimed to need. "Do you promise? Because the uncles will not be pleased if I call them and then have to send them away."

"Pinky promise," he assured her, offering the childish gesture as a shield against the heavy, adult reality pressing in on him. He forced a smile, but his fingers remained cold.

Just then his phone rang. It was Rachel.

"Hi, Rachel," he answered, shutting the door and slumping onto the bed.

"Are you still angry with me?" she asked softly.

"What do you think?"

"I think you’re still furious. You have every right to be. I was insensitive and I’m sorry," she pleaded. "Please come over so I can apologize properly."

"No."

"Pretty please?"

"Fine," he caved. He knew he needed to break up with her, and this was the perfect opportunity. He also knew exactly what she meant by 'apologizing properly'—and despite his resolve, he found himself looking forward to it.

On the drive over, he decided to return Tshidi's missed call.

"Hi, lover boy! I thought you’d forgotten about me," a playful voice answered.

"How could I ever?"

"Well, you ignored my call."

"Sorry about that," he said smoothly. "I was tied up with something."

"Why don't you come over right now?" she invited.

"I can't tonight. How about I see you tomorrow instead?"

"Fine," Tshidi agreed, "but make it after two. I have to go to church."

"Then after two it is, sweet cakes."

––––––––
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En route to Rachel’s, Thami pondered his predicament. How had it come to this? His parents' choice had backed him into a corner. He realised that Rose carried the heavyweight of expectation; with his aunt’s blessing, she had become the "family project." The fact that his aunt had spoken for her stripped him of his autonomy entirely. Rose’s patience was striking—as if she were playing a waiting game, certain she held the ultimate trump card. If she discovered Rachel and Tshidi, it would spark a cross-generational scandal. Rachel was a toxic magnet; Thami knew he would eventually have to leave her for Rose, yet he wavered. Having only learned of his parents' decision minutes ago, his mind raced. And what about Tshidi? She was the secret he guarded from everyone. If the truth emerged, all hell would break loose. He became aware that he wasn't just juggling hearts, he was juggling different versions of himself. The tension lay in the fact that Rose was the future he’s supposed to want, Rachel was the past he can’t quit, and Tshidi was the present he’s using to forget both.

When he knocked, Rachel opened the door, the scent of her Dolce & Gabbana perfume hitting him instantly. She was wrapped in a blue kanga over a G-string, the fabric knotted loosely above her breasts, barely concealing them.

"We have to talk—put on something appropriate," he said, pushing past her.

She closed the door behind him and headed straight for the bedroom. When he followed her a moment later, he found her completely naked. His body betrayed him immediately, his manhood stiffening. Rachel stared at the bulge in his trousers and smiled.

"You want me just as much as I want you," she murmured.

"Rachel, we need to talk."

"We’ll talk after," she breathed against his lips, her hands already pulling him down. The kiss was a collision, a frantic attempt to drown out the questions screaming in his mind. Thamsanqa surrendered, but it felt like a defeat. As they moved together in that familiar, relentless rhythm, the ghost of the "chosen one" hovered in the shadows of the room. He was starving for truth; she was just hungry for him.

It was their cycle: he reached for meaning, and she reached for skin. Even as his heart hammered against his ribs, he felt the cold bite of resentment. He was drowning in her—the scent of her hair, the heat of her touch—while his higher mission withered in the corner. When they finally broke apart, the silence wasn't peaceful; it was heavy, expectant. He opened his mouth to finally speak the secret that was rotting inside him, but his voice died in his throat. Before he could find it, Rachel shifted, her lips tracing the line of his jaw. To his horror, his body betrayed him again, surging with a mind of its own.

After the second bout, the air in the room felt thin. Thamsanqa lay staring at the ceiling, Rachel’s soft murmurs sounding like static in his ears. She was his rawest temptation and his greatest cage. He was a man divided—trapped between the animal pull of the flesh and the desperate, unanswered call of his purpose.

––––––––
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Thami smoothed the sheets with a mechanical precision that didn't match the chaos in his head. He was still dazed, his skin feeling like a traitor. Rachel’s "magic" wasn't a spell; it was a cage. He’d gone there to sever the tie, but instead, he’d let her materialism and their explosive physical chemistry dull his resolve. He detested how easily he could be bought with a touch, especially when he knew she valued the watch on his wrist more than the thoughts in his soul. Respect, trust, honesty—these were the pillars he craved, yet he kept building his life on the shifting sands of Rachel’s vanity. The  indecision was no longer just a worry; it was an albatross, heavy and cold, around his neck. His parents had handed him a solution in Rose—a woman who carried herself with a quiet dignity that Rachel couldn't mirror. Rose had already accepted her "fate," a word that made Thami flinch. Was he a man or a transaction?

He couldn't claim to love Rose—he’d barely known her for twenty-four hours—but the "spark" he felt near her terrified him more than his fights with Rachel. With Rachel, he knew the devil he was dealing with. With Rose, he risked the vulnerability of a genuine connection. If he chose Rose, he honoured his bloodline but lost his autonomy. If he stayed with Rachel, he kept his rebellion but lost his soul.

The door creaked. Aunt Nomalizo’s face appeared, her eyes far too perceptive for a Sunday morning.

"Morning, Thami!"

"Morning, Auntie." He forced a smile that felt tight across his cheekbones.

"Did you sleep well?"

"Well enough, considering yesterday's events," he replied, his voice sounding hollow even to himself. He wondered if she could smell the lingering scent of Rachel’s expensive perfume on him—a mark of his failure.

"If there were any other way of letting you know, believe me, I would have taken it," she said softly, stepping into the room.

"I don't blame you, Auntie. One way or another, I needed to know. Thank you for being the one to tell me." Thami felt a sudden, sharp pang of shame. He was thanking her for the truth while living a lie.

"I'm glad you see it that way. Just do the right thing—that’s my only advice." She paused, her gaze lingering on his restless hands. "Anyway, Mavis isn't coming in today, so I’ve left breakfast for you in the microwave. I’m off to church; I’ll be sure to ask the good Lord to help you see the light."

She gave his shoulder a supportive pat—a heavy reminder of the family expectations he was currently crushing—and exited.

Thami stood frozen. The "light" she spoke of felt like a spotlight on a stage where he had forgotten his lines. He looked at his phone—a text from Rachel flashed on the screen—and then at the framed photo of his parents on the dresser. He wasn't just choosing between two women; he was choosing which version of himself he could live with.

He went into the kitchen and found his breakfast in the microwave. After devouring it, he went into the lounge, opened the CD rack, and took out a James Ingram CD. He popped it into the player, and the speakers came to life as he pressed play on the remote. He slumped onto the sofa, sipping a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice while the lyrics of James Ingram soothed his soul...

"Tonight I look at you and you're so beautiful

There's so many things I want to say

Wish I could show you now, how far I'd go

Just to prove my love will never fade

I'd steal the stars above

But that would still not be enough...

Let me love you this way

By never letting go until my dying day

Let me love you this way

By staying near your side, always..."

A sharp knock on the door jolted Thami from the velvet dream world James Ingram’s soulful voice had built around him. He blinked against the morning sun streaming through the window and opened the door to find Sifiso standing there, silhouetted against the bright day. His blue overalls were faded at the knees but impeccably clean, a Sunday ritual in cloth.

“Hey Sifiso!”

“Hi, bra Thami!”

“How are you?”

“I’m good, bra.”

“You’re right on time. Take the keys and do your thing,” Thami said, stepping back to let the cooler morning air swirl into the hallway.

Sifiso moved with practiced ease to the cabinet, the metallic jingle of the heavy keychain echoing in the quiet house as he headed out.

From the window, Thami watched the transformation begin. The driveway soon filled with the rhythmic hiss of the hose and the rhythmic, circular motion of Sifiso’s sponge. Thick, white suds cascaded down the sleek curves of the Range Rover, catching the light like tiny diamonds. As the water hit the hot pavement, the scent of wet asphalt and lemon-scented car wax drifted through the screen door.

Inside, the ghost of Ingram’s lyrics—“Let me love you this way”—clung to the walls. Thami’s mind drifted to Rose. He pictured her smile, wondering if she would ever truly let him love her. The feeling in his chest was becoming a heavy, undeniable weight; she was a melody he couldn't stop humming. He took a deep breath, hoping that, like Sifiso’s steady hands on the cars, time would smooth everything into place. He shook off the daydream and dialled

Lebo.

“Hi, Lebo! How are you, my friend?”

“I’m good. Are we still on for today?” Lebo’s voice was warm over the line.

“Yes, we’re still on. I’ll bring the bottle.”

“Don’t worry about the Coke; I’ve got some chilled in the fridge,” Lebo added.

“Perfect. See you later, my friend.”

The click of the hang-up was immediately replaced by the sharp trill of Rachel’s ringtone.

“Hey you!” he answered, his voice automatically jumping to an enthusiastic pitch he didn't quite feel.

“Hey, sweetheart! I’m listening to Eddie Zondi’s ‘Sunday Repertoire.’ Want to come over and listen with me?” she enticed.

The mention of the show was a calculated strike; she knew the smooth radio vibes were his weakness. Thami gripped the phone tighter. He could almost smell her perfume through the receiver, a scent that usually led to the tangled sheets of her bed. He knew he had to hold the line; the talk of a breakup was long overdue.

“Sorry love, but I can’t.”

“Why? Are you still angry? You said we needed to talk—let’s do that.”

“I wanted to talk yesterday, but instead, you wanted sex,” Thami countered, his voice turning firm. “How do I know this isn't just another way to drag me to bed?”

“I promise, no sex today. Just come over, please,” she begged, her voice dropping to a soft, vulnerable register.

“Or is it money you want?” he asked, a hint of bitterness leaking through.

“I just want you,” she answered.

“Not today. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He hung up and exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. Bravo! he thought. His pulse was racing, his body betraying him with a dull ache to go to her, but he forced the impulse down. He had a path to walk, and it led toward Lebo and Tshidi.

Thami’s internal struggle regarding Rose acted as a quiet but heavy emotional anchor, contrasting sharply with the chaotic turbulence of his relationship with Rachel. His feelings for Rose were an undeniable weight in his chest—solid and grounding. Unlike the superficial, performative enthusiasm he used to navigate Rachel, his thoughts of Rose were instinctive and soulful, often triggered by the romantic yearning of a James Ingram melody.

This struggle stemmed primarily from a lack of control. He wondered if she would ever truly let him love her, sensing that while his heart was open, a barrier remained on her side—a fortress he didn't know how to breach. To Thami, Rose was a melody he couldn’t stop humming; she occupied his subconscious so completely that his current reality felt increasingly out of tune.

Watching Sifiso’s steady hands cleaning the cars, Thami drew a silent parallel to his own life. He hoped that time would eventually smooth his edges, polishing his "rough" situation with Rose into something refined and clear. Ultimately, it was the thought of Rose—the path he actually wanted to walk—that gave him the fleeting strength to resist Rachel’s manipulations. Rose represented a sincere future, rendering his lingering ache for Rachel not just a memory, but a betrayal of the deeper love he was desperate to claim.

He stepped out onto the porch to check the progress. The BMW 750 and the Range Rover stood like gleaming monuments in the sun, their paintwork mirrored and streak-free. Sifiso was now bent over the Audi A6, the wet cloth slapping rhythmically against the door panels.

“I’m taking the BMW,” Thami called out over the sound of the water. He locked the front door with a decisive turn. “Lock the garage when you’re done and leave the key in the secret spot, okay?”

Sifiso gave a thumbs-up through a cloud of soap bubbles. Thami headed for the car, the keys cool in his hand, ready for the drive ahead.

––––––––
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The afternoon heat in Swanieville was thick, but under the wide canvas of a garden umbrella, the air felt like silk. Kenny Lattimore’s velvet vocals pulsed from a pair of Sony speakers, competing gently with the distant hum of the township. Lebo was sprawled in a plastic chair, flanked by a few friends and three women, the picture of weekend leisure.

Thami killed the engine of the BMW. He sat for a second, letting the silence of the cabin settle before grabbing the cold weight of a Johnnie Walker Black bottle from the passenger seat.

He stepped into the circle of music. The gravel crunched under his boots as he pulled up a chair next to Lebo, thudding the bottle onto the glass-topped table.

"Look who decided to join the living," Lebo grinned, shielding his eyes from the sun. He looked at the label on the bottle. "Black Label? You’re moving like a man with something to celebrate—or something to forget."

Lebo nudged the girl next to him. "Belinda, skip the small talk. Get the man some ice, glasses, and a two-litre Coke. Fast."

Belinda emerged from the house a few minutes later, the tray balanced effortlessly. She looked sharp—grey stone-washed skinnies, a crisp white top, and Chuck Taylors so white they caught the glare of the sun. She was petite, but she carried enough energy to fill the whole yard.

"Hello, stranger!" she chirped, sliding a glass toward Thami.

"Hey, Belinda. You’re looking good."

She leaned against the table, tilting her head toward the driveway. "I’ll look even better in the passenger seat of that Beemer. You’re taking me for a spin, right?"

"Name the time," Thami said, forcing a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

"Careful, I might hold you to that today," she teased with a wink before spinning on her heel and heading back toward the house, her laughter trailing behind her.

Lebo cracked the seal on the whiskey. The sharp, smoky scent hit the air as he poured a double, the ice clinking rhythmically against the glass. He handed it to Thami, his smile fading as he actually looked at his friend.

"You’re vibrating, Thami," Lebo said quietly, his voice dropping below the music. "What’s the story?"

Thami stared at the amber liquid, the condensation slicking his palms. "It’s been a rough one, man."

"I can see that. You look like you’ve seen a ghost or you're about to become one." Lebo leaned in closer. "Talk to me."

Thami glanced at the rest of the group. The music was smooth, but his nerves were jagged. "Can we step inside? Somewhere quiet."

Lebo didn't hesitate. He set his drink down.

"Yeah. Let's go."

They left the clink of whiskey glasses behind and retreated into Lebo’s room. The small space, one of two outside rooms Lebo had built to ease the squeeze of the main RDP house, felt like a sanctuary. They sat on the edge of the bed, the weight of the silence between them heavy.

"You look like you're carrying the world on your back, Thami," Lebo said softly. "Trouble in paradise?"

"More like a storm," Thami sighed, his shoulders slumped. "Rachel and I are hitting a wall, but she’s not the one keeping me up at night. It’s Rose."

Lebo’s brow furrowed. "Rose? Don’t tell me you’ve been hiding another girlfriend from me."

"It’s not like that," Thami said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "My aunt dropped a bomb on me. It turns out my parents chose a wife for me before they passed. They left the secret with her. Yesterday, she brought her home. She introduced me to Rose."

Lebo sat back, stunned. "That’s heavy, man. Real heavy. Is it the 'arranged' part that’s messing with your head?"

"No," Thami confessed, looking at his hands. "It’s that she’s... perfect. She’s like a princess, Lebo. Stunning, graceful, well-mannered. Just being near her feels like a blessing."

"Then I’m lost," Lebo said. "If she’s a dream, why the long face?"

"Because I’m trapped," Thami’s voice cracked. "I know Rachel is toxic. She’s obsessed with my wallet and what happens behind closed doors. I’m addicted to the physical side of her, I’ll admit that, but I despise the greed. I want to walk away, but I feel like I’m hooked on a drug."

Lebo leaned in, his tone shifting from casual to firm. "Thami, look at me. This isn't just about a 'phase.' This is the rest of your life. You said Rachel loves the money and the sex. Do you actually love her?"

The silence stretched for a long moment. "No," Thami whispered. "I like the high she gives me. But there's no love there."

"And Rose?"

Thami looked up, a small, genuine spark in his eyes. "I just met her, but knowing she was my parents' last wish for me... I feel a pull I can't explain. I think I’m already falling."

"Then the choice is already made," Lebo said, placing a steadying hand on Thami’s knee. "On one side, you have a woman who honors your parents' memory and brings a blessing into your life. On the other, you have someone who would leave you the moment your pockets are empty. You’ll never find peace in Rachel’s arms, man. You’ll only find a hollow heart."

Thami let out a long, shaky breath, the tension finally leaving his frame. "When you put it like that... the fog just clears. It makes perfect sense."

"So," Lebo nudged him, a small smile returning. "When do I get to meet the future Mrs. Lumile?"

Thami gave a weak, exhausted laugh. "Don't get ahead of yourself. I still have to do the hardest part. I have to end it with Rachel."

"Then don't look back," Lebo said, clapping him on the shoulder. "Go tomorrow. Close that door so you can finally walk through the one your parents opened for you. I’m here if you need me, brother. Always."

They hugged, then stepped out to join Lebo’s friends, who had already drained the whiskey. Thami handed over some cash to organize another bottle. When Belinda brought out a spread of food, they descended on it, devouring the meal like a pack of hungry wolves. Once the fresh bottle arrived, the party surged back to life—until Thami remembered his appointment with Tshidi. Lebo, visibly grateful, thanked him for the visit.

As Thami prepared to leave, Belinda walked him to his car, her voice trailing off in a constant stream of praise for the BMW 750. He bid her goodbye, and she leaned in to kiss his cheek. 

––––––––
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“You seem miles away. What’s bugging you, lover boy? Didn’t you enjoy the sex?” Tshidi asked.

“It was awesome,” Thami replied. “I just have some unresolved issues weighing on my mind.”

“Do you want to talk about it? You know it helps to let it out,” she suggested.

Thami thought long and hard. He decided to confide in Tshidi; she was different from Rachel. She was his side chick, and she was perfectly comfortable in that role.

“My parents chose a wife for me before they passed on,” he admitted. “I have to break up with my current girlfriend to marry the chosen one.”

“And you don't want to break up with her?” she asked, a playful glint in her eye.

“I want to, I just don't have the courage to tell her.”

“Well, you just told me, and—ouch!—that hurts,” she teased.

“Not you, silly,” he teased back.

“And what about us?” Tshidi continued to needle him.

“We’ve only just met. Besides, you said you wanted to be the woman I turn to whenever I need to off-load,” he reminded her.

“A woman is allowed to change her mind,” she countered, still joking. “Is there any future for us now that a bride has been picked out?”

“I would hate to end what we have. Wouldn’t you?”

She simply nodded.

"Seriously, I don't fancy being a wife," she said, her voice heavy with sadness. "I can’t have children, and getting married means living with the constant trauma of that reminder. I think I’ll just settle for our secret affair."

"You can’t have children?" Thami asked, visibly shocked.

"Yep."

"Why?"

"I was abused by my uncle when I was eleven," she began, the words coming with difficulty. "He was a truck driver. One day, after delivering cargo in Krugersdorp, he decided not to book a hotel. He wanted to see my father, so he took a taxi to Kagiso. Since it was close, he reckoned he’d sleep over and leave the next morning. That night, he sneaked into my room, told me to be quiet, and... he hurt me. He gave me a R100 note and warned me not to tell a soul, not even my parents."

She sobbed as the memory surfaced. "I was terrified, so I stayed silent. He left early the next morning and I never saw him again; he died in a car crash when I was fifteen."

Thami pulled her closer, trying to comfort her. "Why didn't you report it to the police?" he asked, flabbergasted by such cruelty.

"I eventually found the courage to tell my parents. At first, they didn't believe me, but they investigated and found it to be true. He even confessed. But the family handled it domestically. They refused to involve the police because he was the breadwinner for seven children; they feared his imprisonment would make them suffer. But I was the one scarred for life. He ruptured my womb." She took a shaky

breath. "The doctors called it a uterine rupture. I could conceive, but it would be a high-risk pregnancy requiring extreme management and a mandatory C-section to prevent a life-threatening rupture. I chose sterilization. I couldn't face the fear of a pregnancy like that."

"I am so incredibly sorry," Thami whispered, wiping the tears from her cheeks. "To think such an ordeal befell you at such a tender age. He ruined so much. What happened to his family?"

"He died on his way to work one Saturday morning. He had a pension fund, so they received a sizeable payout and lived on that. I cut ties shortly after the funeral; visiting them just rekindled the pain. My parents arranged for counselling, and over time, I found the strength to forgive him. But the scars... the scars remain."

"Life is a strange, cruel thing," Thami murmured. "I can’t imagine the weight of that trauma."

"Such is life," she said, attempting to shift the mood. "Anyway, lover boy, I have to get to work. I’m standing in for a colleague whose brother passed away."

"I wish we could stay tucked in until tomorrow," he teased, though his heart wasn't fully in it. He dreaded Monday—the day he had to break up with Rachel. The uncertainty of her reaction hung over him like a cloud.

"Some of us have to earn a living," she smiled sadly. "We aren't all as fortunate as you."

She climbed out of bed and brought him his clothes. As a nurse at Leratong Hospital, she lived alone in her Kagiso home; she couldn't leave due to work commitments, though her parents and two siblings had since relocated to Rustenburg. She visited them whenever her shifts allowed, but for now, her life was here.

Once Thami left, she began readying herself for work.

––––––––
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When Thami arrived home, the first thing he did was call Rose. When she answered, his knees went weak at the sound of her angelic voice.

"Hello, Rose."

"It's good to hear from you," she replied warmly. "At least you kept your promise to stay in touch."

He marveled at the effect she had on him, wondering why he was reacting like a love-struck teenager. "It’s good to hear your voice, too. As promised, I’m calling to check in on you."

"That’s sweet of you. I’m fine—just dying to be with you."

Thami took a breath, his tone becoming more serious. "I want to let you know that I’ll be making my decision very soon. I’ll inform Auntie as soon as I do."

"I can’t wait," she whispered, sounding anxious.

"Me neither. I’ll call you during the week," he promised.

"Call anytime. I look forward to it."

"I will. Bye, Rose."

She didn’t disconnect. "Cut the call," Thami teased.

"You first," she shot back playfully.

He ended the call with a smile. The feelings growing for her were becoming impossible to deny; she was clearly "the chosen one." Recalling Lebo’s advice, he realized he would be naive to choose Rachel over this. His reverie was broken when Auntie Nomalizo entered the lounge. She sat beside him, her gaze piercing. He shifted, unsettled.

"Tick-tock, Thami. The clock is ticking. I am waiting for your decision," she reminded him.

"Do you really have to pressure me?" he asked, agitated. "I said I’ll make it."

"What I fail to understand is why it is so difficult to say yes. Is there something you aren't telling me?" She leaned in, her eyes narrowed. "I can see you’re stalling. I’m old enough to know when someone is hiding something. What is holding you back from taking Rose as your wife?"

Thami finally capitulated. "Honestly, Auntie, I’m in a dilemma. I have a girlfriend, and I want to break up with her before I commit to Rose."

"I had my suspicions," she said, her voice dripping with disdain. "You are delaying your future because of some girl? That’s preposterous. When are you going to grow up? Rose loves you. She has known since she was fifteen that you two would be together. She hasn't even dated anyone else because she chose to honour her parents' wishes."

Thami looked up, shocked. "Are you telling me she’s... still a virgin?"

"She waited for you! And what are you doing? You are delaying the inevitable. At least be decent enough to acknowledge her sacrifice. You must break up with this floozy and take Rose as your wife."

"The reason I delayed is because I don’t want to bring unnecessary baggage into her life," Thami explained honestly. "I’m not trying to dishonour my parents. I just want to end things with Rachel so I can be with Rose without any emotional encumbrances."

Auntie Nomalizo softened slightly. "When do you intend to break up with this Rachel?"

"Tomorrow. I’m meeting her then. Please, Auntie, now that you know, don't tell Rose."

"I won't," she threatened, "but I will expect your decision tomorrow. If not, I'll tell her myself."

"I promise, you’ll have my answer tomorrow."

"I must commend you, though," she added, standing up. "For wanting to start on a clean slate. Rose deserves that much."

"I know she does."

A wave of relief washed over him. The secret was out.

"I’m going to bed," Auntie said. "Lock up and switch off the lights when you’re done.

"Goodnight."

"Goodnight, Auntie."

––––––––
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He woke up on Monday feeling a strange sense of excitement; he was finally looking forward to breaking up with Rachel. It felt as though a massive weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He realized now that communication is the cornerstone of any human relationship. Had he simply told Rachel what he disliked earlier, they might have agreed to part ways long ago. The relationship was painfully one-sided,

built on a foundation of convenience rather than affection. He had been content with the sex, while she was content with his money—a cycle of conditional love that made it impossible for him to answer a simple question: Did he actually love her? 

He made the bed, pulled on his tracksuit, and headed for the bathroom. After brushing his teeth, he went out for a jog, hoping the exercise would clear the cobwebs clogging his mind and grant him the courage to face her. The rush of wind against his face acted like a propeller, pushing him forward. As he ran, his mind

replayed Friday’s events at Maponya Mall. She had suddenly lost interest in the secretarial studies at Boston College because he was "loaded," despite being the one who had begged him to pay her tuition in the first place. Her shifting attitude was a clear indication of her true intentions. 

He pushed himself harder, his body responding to the physical strain. Although he didn’t jog regularly, the exertion was a welcome release for his stress. Cars whizzed past, some drivers hooting in encouragement. After an hour, his lungs and legs could no longer take the assault. He walked the final two hundred meters home, showered, and headed to work. He knocked off early, driven by the need to end things. He parked his Audi A6 outside, entered through the gate, and walked around to the back door.

He knocked, and she opened it. She was dressed in a royal blue Guess top, matching jeans, and flip-flops. She smiled as she greeted him, seemingly oblivious to the fact that their time had run out. 

"Hi sweetheart! " 

Hello, Rachel!" 

"You’re just in time for dinner. Sit down," she commanded.

Thami didn’t want to refuse; he was too anxious about the breakup he was about to initiate. He pulled out a chair, his eyes wandering. Though he had been in this kitchen numerous times, tonight it felt foreign. The room was anchored by mahogany built-in units topped with black marble. A silver Defy refrigerator stood sentinel next to a matching four-plate electric stove. In the corner sat a simple rack, while opposite it, a freestanding cupboard housed the microwave. Beside the double sink, Rachel moved with practiced grace. In the center of the room, at the table, she set down a porcelain plate. She dished up mashed potatoes, sausages, and a French salad. After pulling a bottle of Wild Island concentrate from the fridge, she diluted it into a tall tumbler and placed the meal before him.

"Bon appétit," she said.

"Thanks. Are you not eating?" he asked, picking up a fork.

"No, I already ate. I’ll just have the juice." She poured a glass for herself while Thami began to eat.

"How was your weekend?" she asked.

"It was great, thanks for asking," Thami replied, his voice neutral.

"How can it be great without me?"

He stared at her, offered a small, tight smile, and continued eating.

"Don’t smile. How can you have a great weekend without me?" she repeated, her voice sharpening.

"What is this—an interrogation?" Thami asked, perplexed by her insistence.

"Not at all. I’m just curious. How does one have a 'great' weekend without me?"

He finished his last bite, drained the juice, and wiped his hands with a napkin. "The food was delicious," he said.

"Thanks, but you haven’t answered me," she prodded.

Thami leaned back. "When I’m with you, all we do is have sex. If it’s not sex, it’s money you want. This weekend, I had neither. Nobody asked me for a cent. That’s why it was great."

Rachel didn't flinch. "You act as if you don't love sex. As for the money—I have needs, those needs cost money, and you happen to have it."

"That’s the problem," he snapped. "The fact that I have money shouldn't justify your demands. I hate that you love my wallet more than me. Why can’t you just love me?"

"If you don't want to give me money, then you get no sex. Simple. It’s tit for tat," she said coolly.

"So, you equate sex with money?"

"Yes," she answered without a hint of shame.

Thami took a deep breath. This argument was the opening he needed. "You recall I said we needed to talk, right?"

"Right," she answered, crossing her arms.

"On Saturday, I learned that my parents chose a wife for me before they passed away." He stopped, waiting for the impact of the news to hit.

"They what?" Rachel retorted.

"You heard me," he replied.

"How can they choose a wife for you when you have me?"

"They made the arrangement before they passed away—long before I met you," Thami sighed, bracing for the inevitable outburst. "Now that they’re gone, I feel bound to honour their final request."

"Are you serious? Are you actually breaking up with me?" she asked, her voice trembling with disbelief.

"Yes. Believe me, I know how it sounds. My aunt confirmed everything; she’s known all along." He tried to sound nonchalant, though his heart wasn't in it.

"What does your aunt have to do with this?"

"She waited until last Saturday to drop this bombshell," he explained, attempting to sound reasonable. "It was sprung on me."

"No, it can’t be. I’m supposed to be your wife!" Rachel began to cry. "You can't do this."

"Listen, Rachel, I didn't ask for this. But I can't disrespect their memory. I don't have a choice."

"You do have a choice! You love me. You don't even know this woman. You love me, and I love you," she pleaded.

Thami’s expression hardened. "Rachel, you aren't making this easy. Especially not when you tell me 'no money, no sex.' I expect that from a prostitute, not from you. I’ve told you before: loving me for my bank account isn't right. Regardless, I have to do what my parents wanted."

He became firm, the shadow of his aunt’s warning looming over him. If he didn't end this now, the drama with Rose would be even worse.

"This is so unfair," she sobbed. "Tell me I’m dreaming. Tell me I’ll wake up and this won't be true."

"It’s not a dream. As much as I hate it, we have to stop seeing each other."

"So, you’re willing to sacrifice us for a stranger?" she asked, her voice regaining a desperate strength.

"If you were in my shoes, what would you do?" he countered, throwing the ball into her court.

"I’m not in your shoes!" she retorted, tears streaming down her face. "And I refuse to let you go."

Thami felt a pang of guilt, but there was no turning back. To end the painful cycle, he reached for a gentler lie. "Let’s be mature about this. I will always love you, but I have to do this."

"No! I want you to love me the way I love you," she begged, sensing her grip on him slipping. "Okay, fine—I’ll stop demanding money. Just stay."

"Come now," he whispered, hoping to break the impasse. "Why don't we forget this for a moment? Let’s make love, for old time’s sake."

She hesitated, then relented, hoping that intimacy might change his mind. They made wild, passionate love, but when he finally left, the silence felt heavier than before.

Thami had hoped the encounter would pacify her, but instead, she remained trapped in a cycle of denial, rambling about being 'the one.' It broke his heart, yet he remained resolved. He had weighed his only two paths: The first was

radical: defy his parents and keep Rachel. But he knew that path would only lead to regret and resentment. The second was the only real

choice: marry Rose. It was heartbreaking to leave Rachel, but it was the 'right' thing to do. He was certain his aunt would be elated with his decision.

He was torn between the guilt of the breakup and the liberation of it. Rachel failed to see that he was defending his heritage, not just arguing with her; her refusal felt like a direct insult to his mourning. When she attempted to bargain with sex and money, she inadvertently gave him the perfect exit strategy. Her final, desperate attempt to retract her demands only highlighted how fractured they truly were.
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Chapter Two
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He decided to visit Tshidi; he wasn't in the right headspace to face his aunt. After a quick call to confirm she was home, he headed over. Tshidi always welcomed him with open arms, and today was no different. Once he arrived and settled in, she looked at him intently. "How did the breakup go?" she asked, her curiosity piqued.

"It was painful. Sad," he replied somberly.

"How can you be so heartless? The poor girl loves you," Tshidi countered, trying to empathize with Rachel’s position.

"I hate being in this situation," he sighed. "At first, I was elated that my parents left me a sizeable inheritance. But then I discovered their condition: they had chosen a wife for me before they passed. It caught me completely off guard, but I feel I have to honour their final wish. Besides, don’t worry too much about Rachel—we were destined to end, even without my parents’ intervention."

Tshidi frowned. "What do you mean you were destined to break up?"

"Rachel loves my money, and I detest that. I’d been contemplating ending things for a while, but I lacked the courage. Plus, I was still enjoying the benefits."

"What benefits?" she asked, confused.

"The sexual benefits. Rachel equates sex with love. She knows that to keep the financial support coming, she has to give something back, and sex is the only thing she offers. In her mind, giving it willingly is the same as being in love."

"Wait, aren't sex and love the same thing?" Tshidi asked, struggling to follow his logic.

"Love and sex are a package deal," he said, his tone turning philosophical. "I know that’s subjective. For some, they are intertwined; for others, they’re entirely separate. But I believe you can’t truly have one without the other. Sex is the consummation of shared love. You can’t consume something that doesn't exist. There must be genuine love before it can be expressed sexually. When that love is real, the intimacy is mutually beneficial."

He leaned back, staring into the distance. "What we call physical attraction is often just lust. That’s why people who don't love each other can still have sex. If it's just attraction, the act only benefits the one who lusts or the one seeking a specific gain. But when genuine love exists, sex becomes part of a shared bond—a mutual exchange that enriches both people."

"Were you physically attracted to Rachel?" she asked, her voice tinged with curiosity. 

"Yes, I was," he admitted. "I was content with the sex, even though I knew there was no real chemistry between us. The fact that she only loved me for my money gave me an excuse to hide behind the physical stuff instead of confronting the elephant in the room. I let it drag on, hoping it would just resolve itself—until I learned about the 'chosen one.'"

"Do you love her?" she asked.

"No."

"Then why was it so difficult to break up with her?"

"I guess I was just holding on for the sexual benefits."

"Like what we have?"

"I’m happy with our arrangement," he said, searching her eyes. "Unless you’re having second thoughts?"

"So far, it's no strings attached. Friends with benefits," she replied firmly. "Besides, I want an uncomplicated life. All this talk has made me horny, though. How about a quickie before I head out?"

She was working the graveyard shift and didn't have much time. She wrapped her arms around him, and they kissed with a sudden, sharp hunger. After they made love, Thami left, and she hurried to get ready for work.

––––––––
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Later that evening, Aunt Nomalizo joined Thami in the lounge. They had just finished supper, and he was watching Generations to pass the time. She handed him a glass of orange juice and sat beside him, staring expectantly.

"There’s no need to stare, Auntie. You don’t have to squeeze it out of me," he said with a confident smile. "I have an answer for you."

"I’m all ears," she said, leaning in.

"I broke up with Rachel today. It wasn't easy, but we’re no longer an item."

"Good for you! That is music to my ears," she exclaimed. "I was beginning to doubt you’d ever honour your parents' wishes. If you're serious, then you’re finally growing up. You know what this means, don’t you?"

"No, I don't," he answered, genuinely confused.

"It means there’s going to be a wedding! Oh, your mother would have been so proud. Thank you for making my day. Let me call Rose and tell her."

She fumbled in her dress pocket for her phone and dialled immediately. "Hello, Rose, my dear! How are you?" she shouted into the receiver, her face glowing with triumph. "I'm fine, dear," she continued. "Without wasting any more time, let me tell you why I called. Thami has finally consented to honouring his parents' wishes. Oh, I’m so thrilled! You are going to be a bride of the Cirha clan," she informed her excitedly. The

woman on the other end listened intently, nodding before finally responding, "Yes, I’ll see you on Saturday."

After hanging up, the aunt paced the room, her heart racing, before finally sitting down next to Thami. She leaned in, hugging him and kissing his forehead. "Thamsanqa, you don’t know how happy I am right now. A good decision like this brings peace; it shapes your future and heals old wounds. A bad one? That only leads to regret and strained hearts. I hope you see the lesson here. Your parents were visionaries; they wanted to chart a path for you because they knew how easily a young man can lose his way. That is what good parents do. They lay the tracks, but the journey—and the destination—is now your responsibility. You just need to trust the path they chose."

Thami looked at her, overwhelmed. "Wow, Auntie. That’s heavy, but I think I understand. I have a question, though."

"Yes, what’s on your mind?" she prodded.

"Why is it so important that I honour this specific wish? What would happen if I didn’t?" he asked seriously.

"In your case, Thami, your parents wanted to weave your family and the Maphalala family together forever. They imagined this happening while they were still alive, but they were taken from us too soon. To us, the wish of those who have passed is sacred. It cannot be ignored."

"So, they just wanted to extend their relationship with the Maphalalas?"

"Yes," she answered.

"But why?"

"Your father and Rose’s father worked at Nestlé together for over twenty years. They weren't just colleagues; they were brothers. They saw how families today are falling apart—broken by money, distance, and a loss of values. They wanted something different for you. They believed your union would restore the spirit of Ubuntu in our community. Through you and Rose, the Lumile and Maphalala lineages aren't just preserved; they are strengthened. This wasn't just a whim; it was a plan for a legacy."

Thami looked confused. "But that was their friendship. Why involve me in it?"

"Because parents want the best for their children," she said softly. "They believed Rose was the perfect match for you. They just never got the chance to tell you themselves."

"I wish they had told me sooner," Thami said sadly. "Now they’ve left you to finish their business."

"They wanted you to be old enough to understand," she said, trying to pacify him.

"Still," Thami replied forlornly, "I would have preferred the option to choose my own wife."

"Believe me, Thami," his aunt reassured him, squeezing his hand, "their choice is the best one you’ll ever make. You won't regret this."

The lounge was thick with the scent of sage and the weight of things left unsaid. Aunt Nomalizo sat across from him, her face etched with a seriousness that made Thami’s protest die in his throat. "It is time you stop looking at your life through a keyhole and see the whole horizon."

Thami sat and gripped his hands tight. "Aunt, I respect the family. But we are living in a different time. I should be the one to choose who sleeps beside me."

Nomalizo leaned forward, her eyes pinning him to the spot. "You think this is about a bed? You think you are just Thami, a man who works and eats and sleeps? No. You are Cirha. You are of the senior house of King Phalo. When you walk, a royal bloodline walks with you. A Cirha man is not an island; he is a custodian."

––––––––
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"But what does a royal bloodline have to do with a factory worker’s daughter?" Thami countered, his voice rising. "My father and Rose’s father... they were just men at a plant. They wore overalls, not leopard skins."

Nomalizo shook her head, a sad smile touching her lips. "That is where your eyes fail you. You saw two men in overalls; I saw a brotherhood forged in the fire of twenty years. That bond between the Lumile and Maphalala families is a debt of the soul—a bridge of Ubuntu built to withstand a world that tries to turn us into lonely individuals.

"It’s just... it feels like a transaction," Thami whispered.

"It is a restoration," she corrected. "For the Cirha, our Isiduko—our clan name—is the only anchor that holds when the storms of money and distance come. Your father didn't just want a daughter-in-law; he wanted to weave two spirits together so they would never unravel."

"And what about love?" Thami asked. "How can the elders know who I will love? Why can't I trust my own heart?"

"Because the heart is often blind, Thami," Nomalizo said, her voice dropping to a rhythmic hum. "The elders have Iso Lomoya—the Spiritual Eye. You see the flash of a smile or a temporary attraction. They see the compatibility of character. They see the architecture of a home that will not fall when the first wind blows." She reached out, placing a weathered hand over his.

"Your parents passed before they could finish this weaving. Their wish is no longer a suggestion, Thami. It is a mandate. To turn away now is to invite umnyama—a darkness that follows those who turn their backs on the final vision of their ancestors."
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