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Part 1: Return to the Hometown
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Chapter 1: Homecoming
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The taxi rattled over the gravel road, dust billowing behind like a shroud. Muzi Sithole pressed his forehead against the window, watching the township emerge from the veld—a sprawl of corrugated roofs and satellite dishes, RDP houses painted in fading pastels, and the old matchbox homes from the apartheid era, their walls still standing despite everything.

Fifteen years. Fifteen years since he’d left Ezimangweni for Johannesburg, for law school, for a life that felt clean and ordered. Now he was back, summoned by a letter that couldn’t be ignored.

The briefcase on his lap felt heavier than it should. Inside, wrapped in a plastic folder gone yellow with age, was the file. The one he’d promised himself he’d burned. The one that contained testimonies, photographs, and witness statements from the Xulu case—the case that had never made it to court, that had been quietly buried under political pressure and community silence.

His monster in the box.

“Ezimangweni,” the taxi driver announced unnecessarily, turning onto the main road. The shops had changed—a new supermarket where the butchery used to be, a tavern with a bright Coca-Cola sign. But the church still stood on the hill, white walls gleaming, and beyond it, the cemetery where his father was buried.

“Corner of Mandela and Sisulu,” Muzi said.

The driver glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “You from here?”

“Long time ago.”

“Everything changes, ne? But also stays the same.” The driver scratched his grey beard. “You know, when I was young, this place—it was just dust and tin shacks. Now look. Brick houses. Electricity. Even Wi-Fi at the library.” He laughed, a sound like gravel shifting. “But the people? Still the same. Still remember everything. Forgive nothing.”

Muzi didn’t answer. The driver didn’t know how right he was.

They passed the old taxi rank where boys still called out destinations, voices hoarse from competing with idling engines. “Town! Town! E-town!” [To town!] A woman balanced a bucket of vegetables on her head, her back straight as a column, her infant strapped to her back with a colorful blanket. Young men in expensive sneakers and counterfeit designer tracksuits leaned against a corner store, watching the world with ancient eyes in young faces.

The soccer field where Muzi had played as a boy was now fenced, with proper goal posts instead of stones marking the boundaries. But the field itself—red dust and determination—remained unchanged. He could almost hear his father’s voice from the touchline: “Baleka, Muzi! Baleka!” [Run, Muzi! Run!]

He’d been running ever since.

The taxi slowed as they entered the older part of the township, where the streets narrowed and the houses pressed closer together. Here, the architecture told the story of apartheid’s cruel geometry—the four-room matchbox houses built to contain rather than shelter, their small windows designed to limit light and privacy. Many had been expanded over the years, rooms added with whatever materials people could afford: corrugated iron, brick, even cargo containers converted into bedrooms.

Muzi noticed the new things too. Solar panels on some roofs. Satellite dishes sprouting like metallic flowers. A beauty salon painted hot pink, promising “Relaxers, Weaves, and Miracles.” The old spaza shop [informal convenience store] where he’d bought candy as a child was now a fully-fledged convenience store with a bright blue Shoprite logo.

Progress and poverty, side by side. That was Ezimangweni. That was home.

“Here,” he said, and the driver pulled up outside a house with yellow walls and a garden of struggling roses.

As Muzi paid, the driver studied him. “You look like you’re going to a funeral.”

“Maybe I am,” Muzi said, taking his briefcase.

The driver shook his head. “Whatever you’re carrying, bhuti [brother], put it down before it buries you.”

The taxi pulled away, leaving Muzi alone on the street where he’d learned to ride a bicycle, where he’d kissed his first girlfriend behind the Ndlovu’s fence, where he’d stood the morning after Lindiwe Xulu’s body was found, watching police cars and knowing—knowing—it wasn’t suicide.

He looked at the briefcase. Fifteen years he’d carried this weight. Fifteen years of telling himself it was practical, necessary, survival. That speaking up would have changed nothing except destroy his family.

But silence had its own cost. He’d learned that in Johannesburg, in the clean offices and ordered courtrooms, where justice was supposed to be blind but somehow always seemed to recognize money and power.

A group of children ran past, chasing a chicken that had escaped from someone’s yard, their laughter high and bright. One of them—a girl with beaded braids—stopped and stared at him.

“Sawubona, mnumzane,” [Hello, sir] she said politely.

“Yebo, sawubona,” [Yes, hello] he replied, but she was already running after her friends, leaving him with the ghost of his younger self, the boy who’d believed in justice the way children believe in magic.

Muzi walked up the path to his mother’s house. The security gate, rusted but still functional, creaked as he opened it. Someone had planted impatiens along the walkway—his mother’s favorite. The flowers were wilting in the heat, petals browning at the edges.

He knocked, though part of him wanted to turn around, get back in a taxi, return to Johannesburg where he could pretend this place, these memories, this guilt, didn’t exist.

But ghosts don’t stay buried. Not in Ezimangweni. Not anywhere.

—-
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Echoes of the Past


[image: ]


His mother’s house looked smaller than he remembered. The walls had been painted a cheerful yellow, and someone had planted roses along the fence, but the security gate was rusted, and one of the windows was still cracked—the same crack from when he was seventeen, from the night the men had come.

His sister Nokuthula opened the door before he could knock. She stood there in her nurse’s uniform, blue scrubs with cartoon teddy bears that seemed absurdly cheerful against the weight of the moment.

“You look old,” she said, but her eyes were wet as she pulled him into an embrace.

“You look exactly the same.” It was almost true. Nokuthula had the same gap-toothed smile, the same way of standing with one hip cocked, but there were lines around her eyes now, and her nurse’s uniform hung looser than it should. She’d lost weight. Stress, probably. Their mother’s illness, the bills, carrying the family while he sent money from Johannesburg like guilt in envelope form.

“Mama’s resting. The medication makes her tired.” Nokuthula took his bag but eyed the briefcase. “What’s that?”

“Work,” he said, holding it closer.

She gave him a look that said she didn’t believe him; a look that reminded him she’d always been able to read him. When they were children, she’d known when he’d stolen biscuits from the tin, when he’d skipped school to watch soccer at the tavern, when he’d fallen in love with Zionele before he’d admitted it to himself.

“Work,” she repeated slowly. “The kind of work that makes you look like you’ve seen isithunzi?” [a shadow]

“Something like that.”

She sighed and let it pass, leading him inside. The house smelled of floor polish and old photographs, of impepho [traditional African incense] and the faint medicinal scent of illness. His mother’s collection of ceramic angels still lined the shelves—angels in every pose, praying, singing, watching over the house with painted eyes. His matriculation photo hung on the wall, a young Muzi in a too-big suit borrowed from a cousin, smiling like he knew where life would take him.

He didn’t know then. About Lindiwe Xulu’s body found in the quarry, bruised and broken. About the cover-up that would haunt him. About the choice he’d make to save his own future at the cost of someone else’s justice.

The living room had changed little. The same floral couch, its arms worn smooth by decades of use. The same coffee table with one leg shorter than the others, propped up with folded cardboard. The same framed picture of Jesus, brown-skinned and gentle-eyed, hanging above the doorway. Next to it, newer additions: Nokuthula’s nursing diploma, a photograph of their father before the mine cough took him, and a calendar from the local funeral parlor—a grim reminder of mortality’s commerce.

“Sit, sit,” Nokuthula said, disappearing into the kitchen. “You hungry? I made umleqwa.” [samp—crushed corn kernels]

“I’m fine.”

“You’re never fine when you come home. And you never come home unless something’s wrong.” Her voice carried from the kitchen over the sound of clinking dishes. “Last time you were here was for Baba’s funeral. Three years ago.”

Guilt settled over him like a familiar coat. “I send money.”

“Money isn’t the same as being here, Muzi. Money doesn’t hold Mama’s hand when she cries. Money doesn’t help me figure out which pills she needs to take when.”

He had no answer for that. She was right. He’d sent money, called every Sunday like clockwork, promised to visit soon—always soon, never now. Building a life in Johannesburg was his excuse. Building a reputation. Making something of himself.

Running away was the truth.

Nokuthula returned with a tray—tea in their mother’s good china, kept for special occasions, and a plate of homemade scones. She’d remembered he liked them with jam but no butter.

“Ngiyabonga,” [Thank you] he said, accepting a cup.

They sat in silence for a moment, sipping tea, listening to the sounds of the township filtering through the walls. A neighbor’s radio playing gospel music. Children playing in the street, their voices carrying the particular joy of being young and free in the afternoon. A rooster crowing despite it being well past dawn—someone’s prized bird that didn’t know or didn’t care about proper timing.

“Muzi?”

His mother stood in the hallway, smaller and frailer than he’d prepared himself for. The diabetes had taken its toll. She’d lost weight too, her dress hanging loose on a frame that had once been strong enough to carry babies, laundry, and the world’s troubles all at once. She moved slowly, one hand on the wall for balance, the other gripping a walking stick he didn’t remember her needing.

“Mama.” He stood quickly, went to her, let her cup his face with trembling hands. Her palms were cool and dry, her fingers bent with arthritis.

“My boy. My boy who became a lawyer.” Pride and something else—disappointment? regret? sorrow? —flickered in her eyes, dark and knowing. “You came for the case?”

He stiffened. “What case?”

“Don’t play games with me, Muzi Sithole. I’m sick, not stupid.” She shuffled toward her favorite chair, the one positioned to see both the window and the television. “The Xulu girl’s brother. Siphiwe. He’s been asking for you. Says you promised to help all those years ago. Says you have evidence.”

The briefcase suddenly felt like it was burning through the couch cushions.

“Mama—”

“He came here last week. Very respectful. Brought me fruit, asked after my health.” She settled into her chair with a small grunt of pain. “Then he asked if you still had the documents. The photographs. The testimonies.”

Nokuthula brought their mother tea without being asked
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