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Morning in Jouberton

The sun hadn’t yet burned off the morning chill when Matshidiso stepped out of her house. She paused on the threshold, letting the door close behind her with its familiar scrape against the frame. The street was already awake—children in school uniforms clustered at the corner, a vendor arranging oranges in careful pyramids, the metallic clang of a gate somewhere down the row.

She walked.

Past MaMokoena’s spaza shop where the old woman sat on her plastic chair like a sentry, past the house with the broken fence that nobody fixed and everybody knew about, past the corner where the men gathered to talk about things that never seemed to change. Jouberton had its rhythms, and she knew them all.

“Matshidiso!”

She turned. Thandi was half-jogging toward her, one hand holding down her doek.

“Where are you running to this early?” Matshidiso asked.

“Running? Me?” Thandi stopped, breathing hard, grinning. “I saw you from my window. Thought you were trying to escape without saying hello.”

“You see everything from that window.”

“Somebody has to.” Thandi fell into step beside her. “Where to?”

“Just walking.”

“Just walking,” Thandi repeated, her voice skeptical. “You don’t ‘just walk’ unless something’s on your mind.”

Matshidiso didn’t answer immediately. They passed the church with its fading paint and the yard where someone had planted marigolds that bloomed stubbornly despite the dust.

“Nothing’s on my mind,” she said finally.

“Now I know you’re lying.”

“Thandi—”

“Is it Sipho again? Did he—”

“No.” The word came out sharper than she intended. Matshidiso softened her tone. “Sipho’s fine. We’re fine.”

Thandi looked at her sideways, waiting.

“It’s nothing,” Matshidiso said. “Just... restless.”

“Restless.” Thandi nodded slowly. “That’s a dangerous thing, restlessness.”

“Is it?”

“It means you’re looking for something.”

They walked in silence for a moment. Ahead, a taxi slowed at the corner, music spilling from its windows before it pulled away.

“Maybe,” Matshidiso said quietly. “Maybe I am.”

“And do you know what you’re looking for?”

Matshidiso didn’t answer. The question hung between them like the dust that never quite settled on the streets of Jouberton.

Thandi sighed. “Well, when you figure it out, tell me. I’m curious now.”

They reached the intersection where Thandi would turn toward the clinic where she worked. She paused, studying Matshidiso’s face.

“You know what your problem is?” Thandi said.

“I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”

“You think too much. You stand there thinking while life is passing by.” She touched Matshidiso’s arm lightly. “Sometimes you have to stop thinking and just...” She gestured vaguely.

“Just what?”

“I don’t know. That’s for you to figure out.” Thandi smiled, already stepping away. “But when you do, remember I said it first.”

Matshidiso watched her friend disappear into the flow of people heading toward the clinic and the taxi rank beyond. The street continued its morning routine—a woman sweeping her stoep, children running with their school bags bouncing, someone calling a greeting she couldn’t quite make out.

Stop thinking and just...

But that was the problem, wasn’t it? She’d spent so long being careful, being strong, being the one who didn’t need. And now there was this feeling, this hollow space that she couldn’t quite name or fill. Like hunger, but not for food. Like thirst, but not for water.

She turned down a side street she rarely took, letting her feet choose the direction. The houses here were slightly different—some better kept, some worse. A dog barked from behind a fence. Someone’s radio played a song she recognized but couldn’t name.

At the end of the street, she stopped.

What am I looking for?

The question felt too large for the morning, too heavy for the ordinary street. She turned back, retracing her steps toward home, toward the familiar, toward all the things she knew how to navigate.

But the restlessness remained.
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Arrival

Ivon Klauson stood at the window of the small flat in Klerksdorp, looking out at a town he didn’t yet understand. The light was different here—harsher, more insistent. It didn’t filter through clouds the way it did in Berlin; it simply arrived, uncompromising.

He’d been here three weeks. Long enough to learn the basics—where to buy bread, which streets to avoid at night, how to nod at people without promising more than a nod. Not long enough to know why he’d stayed.

Distance, he’d told himself when he booked the ticket. A break. But distance from what? The question followed him here, persistent as his shadow.

Behind him, the flat was sparse. A bed he hadn’t made. A table with his laptop and a stack of books he’d brought but hadn’t opened. A kitchen he barely used. The landlady, Mrs. Venter, had looked at him strangely when he’d said he didn’t need much.

“Young man like you,” she’d said, “should have more things. Should make it home.”

But he didn’t want home. Home was complicated.

He checked his watch—a habit he couldn’t break despite having nowhere particular to be—10:47. The meeting with the community center director was at eleven. He’d volunteered—English tutoring, administrative help, anything they needed. It gave him a reason to be here that sounded better than running away.

The walk to Jouberton took twenty minutes. He’d mapped it carefully the first time, noting landmarks, counting streets. Now he moved with more confidence, though he was conscious of being watched. A white man walking through the township drew attention. Some curious, some wary, most just observing.

He passed a group of men standing near a car with its hood up, passing tools back and forth with the easy coordination of long practice. One of them looked up, met his eyes, nodded. Ivon nodded back.

Small gestures, he thought. That’s all you can manage.

The community center sat on a corner lot, a low building with peeling blue paint and a sign that needed fixing. Inside, it smelled like floor polish and something cooking. A woman at the front desk looked up when he entered.

“You must be Mr. Klauson,” she said.

“Ivon, please.”

“Ivon.” She tried the name carefully. “Mr. Radebe is expecting you. Down the hall, last door.”

The door was open. Inside, a man in his fifties sat behind a desk covered in papers, files, and what looked like grant applications. He stood when Ivon appeared.

“Ah, good, good.” Mr. Radebe shook his hand firmly. “Sit, sit. Can I offer you tea? Coffee?”

“No, thank you.”

“Right.” Mr. Radebe settled back into his chair. “So, you want to help. That’s what you said on the phone.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

The question was direct. Ivon had expected it, but still he hesitated.

“I have time,” he said finally. “And I’d like to be useful.”

“Time.” Mr. Radebe leaned back, fingers steepled. “You’re young, educated—I can tell from the way you speak. Why do you have time?”

“I’m between things.”

“Between things,” Mr. Radebe repeated. “That’s a careful way of not saying much.”

Ivon met his eyes. “I needed to leave where I was. I ended up here.”

A pause. Then Mr. Radebe nodded slowly. “Fair enough. We all run from something. Question is whether we’re running toward something too.”

Ivon didn’t have an answer to that.

“Well,” Mr. Radebe said, shifting papers on his desk, “we can use help. English tutoring, like you mentioned. Computer skills too, if you have them. And we have an after-school program that could use another set of hands.” He looked up. “How long are you planning to stay?”

“I don’t know.”

“Honest answer.” Mr. Radebe smiled slightly. “Alright. Let’s start with Tuesdays and Thursdays. Four to six. We’ll see how it goes.”

They talked logistics for a few more minutes—what materials he’d need, what age groups he’d work with, when to arrive. Then Mr. Radebe stood again, extending his hand.

“Welcome,” he said. “And Ivon?”

“Yes?”

“Whatever you’re running from—it will find you eventually. They always do. Better to face it on your own terms.”

Ivon nodded, though he wasn’t sure what terms those would be.

Outside, the afternoon heat had settled in. He walked back through Jouberton more slowly this time, observing. A
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