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To the ones who loved recklessly,
who gave their hearts even when the world said “don’t.”
To every soul who learned that desire can build you 
and destroy you  in the same breath.
And to second chances...
for proving that even after the fire,
love can still rise from the ash. ❤️‍🔥
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Chapter 1 – Daveyton Nights
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The taxi rattled down Eiselen Street, its headlights cutting through the thick Daveyton dust. Friday evening had already wrapped the township in a soft orange glow — the kind that made every wall look warmer, every street corner familiar yet foreign. Mbali Maseko leaned her head against the cool glass and tried not to think about what waited beyond the corner.

She had promised herself this visit would be short. In and out. Family ceremony, a few photos, a polite “It’s good to be home,” and back to Midrand before the streets started whispering old names. But as the taxi stopped near the rank, the smell of chisa nyama and the rhythm of distant amapiano thumped in her chest like memory. Daveyton had a way of pulling you back — even when you swore you’d escaped.

“Sisi, we’re here,” the driver said.

Mbali smiled faintly, gathered her bag, and stepped into the night. Her heels clicked against the cracked pavement. She hadn’t worn them to show off — not exactly — but she knew the power of looking like you’d made it. A soft beige trench coat hugged her waist, and the sleek bob cut framed a face that had learned to smile through struggle.

Home looked smaller. The house her mother kept spotless, the gate her father once painted blue, now chipped and rusted. Mama Dineo had called that morning — voice bright and proud — “My daughter, the PR executive, will finally come home!”

Now that she was here, Mbali felt both tall and tiny.

The gate squeaked open before she could knock. “Haibo, Mbali! You’ve arrived!” Mama Dineo rushed out in her headwrap and house slippers, apron still tied from cooking. She pulled her daughter into a hug so tight it almost cracked Mbali’s careful calm.

“Mama,” Mbali breathed, half laughing, half tearing up. “You still smell like sunlight soap and stew.”

“And you smell like Sandton,” Mama teased, holding her at arm’s length. “But you’ve lost weight, girl. Are you eating or just chasing these PR deadlines?”

They laughed, and the sound filled the yard like a hymn. Inside, the living room was already packed — uncles, cousins, the hum of conversation, the radio playing Brenda Fassie like it never went out of style. Mbali greeted everyone politely, feeling their eyes linger. Success looked good on her, but in Daveyton, success was also spectacle.

Later, she slipped outside to breathe.

The air was cooler now, scented with wood smoke and fried meat. Children ran past, laughing. Down the road, a car idled, bass low and steady. She closed her eyes, remembering other nights — stolen kisses under flickering streetlights, whispered promises that felt like forever.

That’s when she heard it.

“Didn’t think I’d see you here again.”

The voice froze her. Smooth. Confident. Familiar enough to raise every hair on her skin. She turned slowly.

Liam Cole stood by the gate, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a small brown bottle of beer. The same half-Zulu, half-English charm still lingered in his face, though time had sharpened it — jaw stronger, eyes darker, posture no longer that of a boy.

“Liam,” she said, her tone calm but her pulse betraying her. “You still drink that cheap beer?”

He chuckled, the sound low. “And you still judge everything that makes you feel something.”

She wanted to roll her eyes, walk back inside, end it before the ache returned. But he looked good — too good. Faded jeans, white T-shirt under a leather jacket, like he’d stepped out of an old dream with a new kind of danger.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Same as you,” he said. “Paying respects. My uncle’s part of the ceremony. Small world, huh?”

“Small township,” she corrected.

Their silence stretched — thick, awkward, alive. Around them, the night hummed with the sound of laughter and crickets. He stepped closer, the familiar scent of his cologne — sandalwood and something darker — catching her memory off guard.

“Still in the city?” he asked softly.

“Midrand. PR agency.” She crossed her arms. “You?”

“Sandton,” he said, a hint of pride in his tone. “Investments, real estate. I’m doing okay.”

Of course he was. He’d always been chasing something bigger — even when it meant leaving her behind.

“You look... different,” he added.

Mbali arched an eyebrow. “Older?”

“Stronger,” he said. “Like the world tried to break you, but you made it pay rent instead.”

She hated that he could still make her smile. Hated it even more that her heart had started its old rhythm — the one that used to skip whenever he said her name.

Mama Dineo’s voice called from inside. “Mbali! Come help dish up, baby!”

Mbali took a step back, clutching her composure. “Duty calls.”

Liam nodded slowly. “Same Mbali. Always running when it gets real.”

That stung. “Maybe because when it got real, you left.”

He looked away, jaw tightening. “That’s fair.”

A beat of silence. Then he said quietly, “I’m in town for a few days. Maybe we should talk. Properly.”

She didn’t answer. Didn’t trust herself to.

As she walked back into the house, her mother’s laughter and the smell of pap and stew wrapped around her like safety. But her heart was still outside — pacing near the gate, where the boy she once loved stood under streetlight shadows, holding a bottle and a past she wasn’t sure she could face again.

Later, as she helped wash dishes and listened to her aunts gossip, her mind betrayed her. She remembered the way Liam once traced his fingers along her wrist at the back of the old high school classroom; the way he’d said, “One day, I’ll come back for you.”

He had come back — just not the way she imagined.

When she finally went to bed in her childhood room, the posters long gone, she stared at the cracked ceiling and whispered to herself, “It’s just one weekend. Then I’m gone.”

Outside, somewhere down the road, a car engine started. A beat of music floated through the night — familiar, teasing, unshakable.

And for the first time in years, Mbali couldn’t tell whether the warmth in her chest was nostalgia or danger.
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Chapter 2 – Back When We Were Us
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The year was 2014. The air in Daveyton carried the smell of dust and wet pavement — that after-rain scent that made the township shimmer like hope. Mbali Maseko was seventeen, hair braided neatly, school shoes polished to a mirror shine. She wasn’t the loudest girl at Daveyton High, but people noticed her.

She was the one who spoke softly yet made teachers pause when she asked questions. The one who sat at the back of class near the window, daydreaming about a life bigger than the street she walked every morning.

And that was where Liam Cole noticed her first.

He’d been repeating Grade 12 after a rough year — fights, rumours, a suspension for something that “wasn’t entirely his fault.” His mixed background made him stand out; half Zulu, half English, with light brown skin, curly hair, and eyes that didn’t belong in a township classroom. He’d just moved to Daveyton to live with his uncle, and everyone called him umlungu wase kasi — the township’s white boy.

But Mbali saw something different. A restlessness in him that mirrored her own.

They shared a Life Orientation class — ironic, because nothing about being a teenager there prepared you for real life. One afternoon, the teacher sent everyone outside to clean up the school yard. Mbali had her earphones in, pretending not to notice Liam watching her from across the grass.

“Need help with that bag?” he asked, when he saw her struggling to carry the rubbish sack to the bin.

“I’m fine,” she said.

He grinned. “You don’t look fine.”

“And you don’t look busy.”

He laughed, stepping closer. “You’re Mbali, right? From section F?”

She hesitated. “Maybe.”

He raised his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, Maybe Mbali. I’m Liam. From section C. Just transferred.”

“I know,” she said, surprising herself. “Everyone’s been talking about the new light-skinned guy who drives his uncle’s Polo.”

He looked pleased. “So, you’ve been talking about me too.”

“I said everyone. Not me.”

He nodded, still smiling. “Sure. Everyone but you.”

It started like that — a few exchanges, teasing and curious. Then one day, after school, he offered her a lift home. She said no. He drove slowly beside her anyway, music low, until she finally laughed and got in.

The car smelled like pine air freshener and teenage rebellion.

They talked about everything — how she wanted to study PR at Wits, how he wanted to start a business before 25, how both of them felt like outsiders even in their own homes. Mbali’s father was strict, a factory worker who believed girls should stay focused on “respectable futures.” Liam’s father had left years ago, his mother living in England, sending money but not much love.

Maybe that was what connected them — the quiet ache of missing someone who was still alive.

Over the months, they became inseparable. Meeting by the tuck shop, walking home after school, laughing over vetkoeks and cool drinks. But they kept it secret. Mbali’s father would never allow her to date, especially not a boy with a reputation.

One Friday evening, after study group, Liam parked the Polo near the open field behind the school. The sky was pink and gold, fading into violet. He leaned back against the car, watching her tie her braids.

“You ever think about leaving this place?” he asked.

“All the time,” she said. “Not because it’s bad... but because I want to see what else is out there.”

“And if I told you I could make that happen?”

She gave him a look. “You sound like those guys in the city who promise girls the world for a selfie.”

He laughed. “No, I mean it. I’ve got plans. My uncle’s into property. He says he can help me start something small. I just need to prove I can handle it.”

Mbali looked at him — really looked. The confidence, the charm, the restless hunger. “And what if you leave and forget where you came from?”

His eyes softened. “Then I’d have to take a piece of Daveyton with me.”

Her heartbeat stumbled. “And what would that be?”

He stepped closer, close enough for her to feel the warmth of his breath. “You.”

It was reckless, tender, and everything she didn’t know she wanted.

Their first kiss was quiet — the kind that felt like a secret pact. He kissed her hand first, then her lips, with the kind of care that made her forget curfews and consequences.

When she finally pulled away, she whispered, “My dad will kill me if he finds out.”

Liam smiled faintly. “Then we don’t let him find out.”

Weeks turned into months. Every stolen moment — the corner shop, the taxi rank, the school corridors — became part of their language. A look meant “I miss you.” A brush of fingers meant “Later.”

But love in Daveyton was always on borrowed time.

Her marks started slipping. Her father noticed her smiles. One night, he confronted her. “Mbali, I see how you look these days. Who is he?”

“No one, Baba.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

She didn’t. She stayed silent, and that silence was answer enough.

Her father banned her from leaving the house unless it was for school. Liam waited outside her gate for days that turned into weeks, but she never came out.

Until one Sunday morning, she sneaked out after church, still in her white dress and headscarf. He was there — same place, same car, same song playing from the Polo’s speaker.

“Thought you forgot me,” he said quietly.

“I couldn’t,” she whispered. “Even when I tried.”

They didn’t speak much that day. They just sat in the car, holding hands, staring at the horizon. The silence between them felt like both a prayer and a warning.

As the sun dipped low, Liam finally said, “One day, Mbali, I’ll be somebody. And when I am, I’ll come back for you.”

She smiled through her tears. “Then don’t forget who you promised that to.”

Back in the present — years later — that promise still echoed in her mind.

Lying awake in her childhood bed, Mbali thought about the boy who once swore to return. The boy who did come back — as a man — but carrying the kind of secrets that could ruin them both.

And somewhere in the distance, beneath the hum of township lights, the past was waking up again.
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Chapter 3 – Love Behind the Gate
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The gate creaked softly as Mbali pushed it open, holding her breath. The sound of the hinges always felt too loud at night, like the whole street could hear her sneaking out. But tonight, the world seemed to sleep deeply — even the dogs were quiet.

It was close to ten, and the streetlights flickered on and off, casting long shadows over the yard. She paused, glancing back at the small house she called home — the lace curtains in her mother’s window, the flicker of the TV still on inside.

Just fifteen minutes, she told herself. Just to see him.

Liam was waiting at the corner, leaning against the Polo with that calm, infuriating confidence that made her both nervous and safe at once. The headlights were off, music low, the night soft with the sound of faraway laughter from a nearby tavern.

When he saw her, his grin appeared instantly — wide, boyish, disarming.
“Still can’t believe you actually come out for me like this,” he teased.
Mbali crossed her arms, pretending to be annoyed. “Don’t flatter yourself. I just needed air.”

“Air?” He chuckled. “You’ve got a strange way of breathing, sweety.”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide the smile tugging at her lips. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re beautiful,” he said simply.

There was something about the way he said it — not loud, not dramatic — just honest. It made her heart trip. She walked closer, careful not to let her heels crunch the gravel too loudly.

He reached out, gently pulling her in by the waist. She hesitated, glancing back toward her gate.
“Relax,” he whispered, his breath warm against her hair. “Nobody’s watching.”
She let herself lean into him — just enough to feel the heat of his body through her school jacket. It was still too new, too tender to be called love, but it was everything that made being seventeen feel infinite.

They stood there for a while, wrapped in the kind of silence that only made the night louder. Somewhere, a car drove past, music blaring. The township hummed its usual song — barking dogs, laughter, the wind rustling tin roofs.

“Do you ever think,” she murmured, “that one day this will all just... be memory?”

He looked down at her. “Only if you want it to be.”

“I want more than this, Liam. I want university. I want to work in the city. I want—”

“You want the world,” he said softly. “And you’ll have it. I know you will.”

“And you?” she asked. “What do you want?”

He smiled faintly. “I want to make enough money to never feel small again.”

There was a sadness in his tone she’d never noticed before — a shadow beneath the charm. She wanted to ask more, but he kissed her before she could.

It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t bold. It was the kind of kiss that asked for permission and gave it at the same time. The
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