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Author's Note

Hello, dear readers!

Welcome to 

The Circuit Breaker and The Rugby Player, a story set in the beautiful, vibrant, and wonderfully unique country of South Africa. While I hope the story of Juno and Ashton transcends borders and speaks to anyone who's ever felt like an outsider or found unexpected love, I also wanted to ground it firmly in the specific culture and language of South Africa.

Throughout this story, you'll encounter Afrikaans words and South African slang sprinkled naturally into the dialogue. I chose not to italicize these words or break the flow with constant translations because, to these characters, this is simply how they speak. It's the music of their daily lives.

However, I understand that some readers might be unfamiliar with these expressions, so I've put together this guide to help you navigate the linguistic landscape of the story.

​

Common South African Words & Expressions

Ag (pronounced "ach") - A versatile expression of resignation, sympathy, or mild frustration. "Ag, shame" is a common sympathetic response meaning "oh, poor thing" or "that's unfortunate."

Bakkie - A pickup truck. Essential South African vehicle, especially in rural areas.

Boet / Boetie - Literally "brother" in Afrikaans, but used as an affectionate term for a close friend or romantic partner. Similar to "mate" or "buddy" but warmer.

Braai - Much more than just a barbecue (see cultural note below).

Bru - Short for "brother," another term of endearment between friends.

Chirp / Chirping - To tease, banter with, or chat up someone. Can be friendly teasing or flirting, depending on context.

Eyyy - An enthusiastic greeting or exclamation, often elongated for emphasis.

Hey / Né - Added to the end of sentences as a tag question, similar to "right?" or "you know?" Very distinctive to South African English.

Jislaaik - An exclamation of surprise or amazement. Similar to "wow" or "oh my goodness."

Kief / Lekker - Both mean "nice," "cool," or "awesome." Lekker is more common and can describe anything pleasant - food, weather, experiences, or people.

Ma - Short for "mother" or "mom." Pronounced "mah."

Matric - The final year of high school (Grade 12) and the qualification you receive. The matric year is hugely significant in South African culture, and the matric dance (prom) is a major milestone.

Oke / Okes - Guy(s) or dude(s). "The okes" refers to a group of guys, usually friends.

Shame - In South African English, this is rarely about embarrassment. It's usually an expression of sympathy or endearment. "Shame, man" can mean "oh, that's sweet" or "poor thing."

Sharp - Can mean "okay," "cool," "goodbye," or "I understand," depending on context. "Sharp sharp" means "perfect" or "all good."

Soft - Weak or overly sentimental. If a rugby player admits to having feelings, his teammates might say "that's so soft" (but affectionately).

Rugby Terms

Flyhalf - A key position in rugby (Ashton's position). The flyhalf is typically the team's primary playmaker and decision-maker, responsible for directing the team's attack.

Lineout - A method of restarting play after the ball goes out of bounds. Players lift a teammate to catch the ball.

Scrum - A method of restarting play where the forwards from each team bind together and push against each other to win possession.

Try - The primary method of scoring in rugby (equivalent to a touchdown in American football).

The Sacred Braai: More Than Just a Barbecue

To understand South African culture, you must understand the braai (pronounced "bry" to rhyme with "eye"). While the rest of the world might call it a barbecue or cookout, to South Africans, a braai is so much more than just a method of cooking meat.

A braai is a social institution. It's how families gather, how friends bond, how important news is shared, and how communities come together. South Africans don't just 

have a braai—they 

braai (yes, it's both a noun and a verb). It crosses all cultural, racial, and socioeconomic boundaries. Rich or poor, Afrikaans or English-speaking, Black or white—everyone braais.

Key aspects of braai culture:

1. The Braai Master: Traditionally (though this is slowly changing), the men tend the fire and cook the meat. Being good at the braai is a point of pride. There are unspoken rules, fierce debates about technique, and strong opinions about wood vs. charcoal.

2. Never Rushed: A proper braai takes time. The fire must be built correctly, the coals must reach the perfect temperature, and the meat must be cooked just right. It's a social event, not fast food.

3. The Menu: Boerewors (farmer's sausage) is essential. Steak, lamb chops, and chicken are common. Sides typically include pap (a porridge made from maize meal), potato salad, and various salads. Braaibroodjies (grilled sandwiches) are also popular.

4. Weather is Irrelevant: South Africans braai in all weather conditions. Rain, cold, wind—nothing stops a braai. It might move under a covered patio, but it will happen.

5. It's About Connection: The braai is where conversations happen, where teenagers get relationship advice from uncles, where family gossip is shared, where friendships are deepened. Standing around the fire with a cold drink, talking and laughing while the meat cooks—this is the heart of South African social life.

In this story, when Ashton's family welcomes Juno to a braai, they're not just inviting him to dinner. They're welcoming him into their inner circle, into their family. It's an honor and a sign of acceptance. The braai scenes in this book represent the warmth, inclusion, and sense of belonging that transforms Juno's life.

A Note on Language

South Africa has eleven official languages, and the way people speak English is influenced by this rich linguistic tapestry. Afrikaans, derived from Dutch, is one of the most commonly heard languages, especially in the Western Cape and among the Afrikaner community.

The characters in this story, particularly Ashton and his family, speak a natural mix of English and Afrikaans—what linguists might call code-switching but what is simply everyday speech for millions of South Africans. This linguistic blend is not a barrier to understanding but rather a reflection of identity, heritage, and the beautiful complexity of South African culture.

Some expressions might use Afrikaans grammar structures even when speaking English (like "I'm going to the shop, né?" instead of "I'm going to the shop, right?"). This isn't incorrect English—it's 

South African English, as valid and vibrant as any other variety of the language.

Why This Matters

I could have written this story in generic English, stripping away the specific cultural markers that make South Africa unique. But that would have been a disservice to the characters, to the setting, and to the many LGBTQ+ South Africans whose stories deserve to be told in their own linguistic and cultural context.

South Africa has a complex history with LGBTQ+ rights. While the constitution protects LGBTQ+ people and same-sex marriage has been legal since 2006 (one of the first countries in the world to do so), social acceptance varies greatly depending on community, religion, and region. In some areas and families, being openly LGBTQ+ is celebrated and supported. In others, it can still be dangerous.

Juno and Ashton's story is one of hope—of finding acceptance, of creating chosen family, and of two young men brave enough to love each other openly despite the challenges. Their journey is grounded in a specific place and culture because representation matters, and LGBTQ+ South Africans deserve to see themselves in stories that honour both their identity and their heritage.

I hope this guide helps you navigate the language and culture of the story. More importantly, I hope you fall in love with Juno and Ashton the way I have—two boys who found each other against the odds, who built something beautiful together, and who learned that love doesn't need to be calculated or explained.

It just needs to be 

lekker.

With love and gratitude,

Maria Rose
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Chapter 1

Forced Pairing

[image: ]


The announcement crackled through the auditorium speakers like nails on a chalkboard, and Juno Montgomery felt his jaw tighten with each syrupy word from Principal van der Merwe.

"...and so, to foster school spirit and interdepartmental collaboration, we're launching our first annual Tech-Meets-Sports Showcase!"

Juno slumped lower in his seat, the starched collar of his button-down suddenly feeling like a noose. Around him, students whooped and applauded. Of course they did. Anything that disrupted the normal academic schedule was a cause for celebration among the masses who viewed learning as a necessary evil rather than a privilege.

"Each matric robotics student will be paired with an athlete to create an innovative presentation combining technology and athletics. This will be unveiled at the Homecoming rugby match halftime show in six weeks."

Six weeks. Juno's mind instantly began calculating: that was forty-two days, minus weekends he'd already allocated to the regional robotics competition prep, minus the university application essay revision schedule, minus -

"Juno Montgomery."

His head snapped up. Principal van der Merwe was reading from a tablet, her smile wide enough to show all her teeth.

"You'll be working with Ashton Croukamp."

The auditorium erupted in more cheers - louder this time. Juno's stomach dropped as he spotted Ashton across the room, jumping to his feet with that infuriatingly perfect grin plastered across his face. The flyhalf waved at the crowd like he'd just scored the winning try instead of being assigned a glorified science fair project.

"Eyyy, partner!" Ashton's voice carried across three rows of seats, warm with that distinct South African lilt.

Juno raised one hand in the stiffest acknowledgment possible, his chest doing something weird and tight that he attributed to annoyance. Definitely annoyance. Not the way Ashton's smile seemed to light up the entire auditorium. That would be ridiculous.

He immediately pulled out his phone to email his AP Physics teacher about extending his lab time. This was going to require serious damage control.

xxx

The robotics lab had always been Juno's sanctuary. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting everything in clean, rational white. The smell of solder and machine oil was better than any cologne. Here, things made sense. Variables had values. Problems had solutions. Chaos was eliminated through proper planning and execution.

The door banged open at exactly 3:47 PM - seventeen minutes late.

"Jislaaik, this place is lekker!"

Ashton bounded in like an overgrown golden retriever, first team rugby jersey still damp with sweat from practice, bright against the grey walls. His hair was wet, sticking up in about fifteen different directions, and there was a smudge of mud on his jaw that he'd apparently missed in the change rooms.

Juno's brain stuttered for exactly half a second before resuming normal function.

"You're late," he said, not looking up from his laptop. "And doors should be closed gently. The hydraulic arm calibration is sensitive to vibrations."

"Ag, shame - sorry." Ashton actually looked apologetic, which was almost worse. He carefully shut the door with exaggerated care, tiptoeing over to Juno's workstation like a cartoon character. "Coach ran practice long. Some of the guys can't get the lineout calls right, hey."

"Fascinating," Juno said in a tone that clearly indicated it was not.

"So! This is so cool we got paired up." Ashton hopped up to sit on the edge of the workbench, his legs dangling. His thighs were massive, Juno couldn't help but notice, probably from all those scrums. The rugby shorts didn't leave much to the imagination. "I've been wanting to check out the robotics lab forever."

"Then perhaps you should have joined the club." Juno's fingers flew across the keyboard, documenting the afternoon's servo motor tests with perhaps more force than necessary. "We meet Tuesdays and Thursdays at half three. Sharp."

"Can't training." Ashton swung his legs like a little kid, nearly kicking over a toolbox. "But now I get the full experience? So, what're we building?"

Juno finally looked up, his grey eyes meeting Ashton's warm brown ones. Up close - too close, really, personal space was apparently not a concept rugby players understood - he could see the faint scar above Ashton's left eyebrow, the slight crookedness of his nose that suggested it had been broken at least once. Occupational hazard for a flyhalf. There were freckles scattered across his cheekbones that Juno had never noticed before.

He blinked and refocused on his screen, ignoring the weird flutter in his chest. Probably irregular heartbeat. He should get that checked.

"I've designed an autonomous
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