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Chapter One: The Tilt
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The jacaranda blossoms had started falling early that year, carpeting the dusty path to Ma'Masaka's gate in soft purple. Boy swept them off the veranda every morning out of habit more than necessity — his mother liked things looking cared for, even when nothing underneath was.

Thabiso Sithole had been renting the back room for three months now. "Ma-T," the neighborhood boys called him, half out of respect, half out of the wariness people reserve for men who've clearly lived through something they don't talk about. Tall, built like he'd been carved rather than grown — the kind of frame that made old aunties go quiet mid-sentence when he passed. Brown skin without a mark on it, and lashes so long and soft they looked borrowed, framing eyes that always seemed half-asleep and fully aware at the same time. Money came to him the way it comes to men who've stopped needing to chase it — a little of this, a little of that, nothing anyone asked about directly.

He stood by the orange tree most evenings to smoke, and it hadn't taken long for the local girls to start finding reasons to walk past Ma'Masaka's house more often than the road strictly required. Ma-T basked in it, unhurried, a little smug — a reserved kind of ladies' man, all charm and no follow-through, like a bad boy who'd decided, for reasons of his own, to behave.

Boy noticed him the way you notice a mirror. Same height. Same build, near enough. If you'd lined them up side by side, a stranger might've called them brothers. But whatever it was that made rooms lean toward Thabiso — that wasn't something you could copy off him. It just belonged to him.

Babalwa stayed in town for work, back only on weekends, sometimes not until Saturday if the transport was bad. On the evenings she wasn't around, Ma-T was a different man — looser, easier, quieter in a way that had nothing guarded in it.

It was on one of those Babalwa-less evenings that Boy caught him looking. Not a glance — a slow tilt of the head, half-lidded and unhurried, like he'd stopped bothering to hide it. Three, four seconds too long. Then he caught himself and the recovery was almost violent, a laugh aimed at nothing, suddenly loud questions about football to anyone who'd answer.

The bar was the old one down past the butchery — Boy used to go there before he'd left town for those few years, back when it still felt like his. Now it was overrun with boys just coming into their own, loud about it in the way only new arrivals to adulthood can be, and Boy mostly avoided it. But Ma-T kept inviting him, quart of Black Label in hand before they'd even sat down — always the same order, like a ritual — while Boy nursed a Savannah and wondered why he kept saying yes.

It was there, three rounds into a night Babalwa was meant to be back for and wasn't, that Ma-T's hand found Boy's waist and didn't leave.

"Wena," he said, close enough that Boy felt it more than heard it. "You're dangerous, you know that?"

Boy didn't move away. That, more than anything, seemed to unsettle Ma-T — like he'd expected resistance and gotten none.

By morning it was gone, replaced by a voice note about how impossible Babalwa was being, how she picked fights over nothing. "Some things you can't force, mfana." He didn't mention the waist. Neither did Boy.

Boy turned it over more than once, lying awake after the bar, after the waist, after the voice note that pretended nothing had happened.

It would've been easier if Thabiso were nothing like him — some stranger's magnetism you could file away as just a type I don't usually go for. But it wasn't that. Thabiso was the version of him that hadn't been rearranged by the last few years. Same height, same build, skin a shade or two lighter but the resemblance unmistakable enough that Ma'Masaka herself had joked about it once, before either of them had laughed a little too quickly and changed the subject.

Maybe that was it — not wanting him, exactly, but wanting to be the version of himself that hadn't cracked yet. Or maybe that explanation was just easier to sit with than the other one.

Because charisma like Thabiso's didn't need an explanation for anyone else. The girls by the orange tree didn't ask why they kept finding reasons to walk past. Nobody at the bar questioned why a table got livelier the second he sat at it. It was just a fact about him, like his height, like the lashes, like the easy money — something people adjusted around without noticing they were doing it.

What made it different with Boy was that it didn't feel like being pulled toward a stranger's shine. It felt like being pulled toward something already half-familiar, half-his — and not knowing anymore where the mirror ended and the wanting began.

There were things about Thabiso that took longer to notice than the obvious ones.

Like how he never raised his voice — not once, not even the night two men from the bar tried to start something over a card game gone wrong. He'd just stood, unhurried, said something low that Boy didn't catch, and the whole thing had folded like it had never been serious. People didn't cross him twice.

Or how, contraband dealings aside, he was oddly gentle with small things — the way he'd corrected a wobbling table leg at Ma'Masaka's with a folded matchbox without being asked, the way he always split whatever he was eating with whichever child from next door happened to be hovering nearby. It didn't fit the reputation. It also didn't feel like an act.

He had a habit of humming under his breath when he thought no one was listening — old Ndebele tunes, half-remembered, off-key in a way that somehow made him more likable rather than less. Boy had caught him at it twice now, doing something ordinary like folding his one good shirt, and both times had felt like walking in on something private.

And there was the voice. Low, unhurried, made for saying very little and somehow meaning a great deal — the kind of voice that made "wena" sound like an entire sentence.

It was easy, Boy thought, to see why the girls by the orange tree kept finding reasons to walk past. It was harder to explain why none of them seemed to actually land anywhere with him. He'd be warm, charming, give them exactly enough to keep the attention flattering — and then it would end there, like a door left open but never walked through. Whatever it was Thabiso was actually looking for, it didn't seem to be waiting by the orange tree.

Boy had started to wonder, uneasily, if it was waiting somewhere closer to home.

The days kept their rhythm — Babalwa gone Monday to Friday, back for the weekend, the house rearranging itself around her absence and return like tide. And underneath that rhythm, something else had started keeping its own quiet time, one that didn't answer to anybody's schedule but its own.
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Chapter Two: Ordinary Days
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Not every evening was heavy. That was the part Boy would never have been able to explain to anyone who only heard about Thabiso secondhand — the reputation, the smoke, the girls by the orange tree. Most days, what actually happened between them was smaller than any of that, and better for it.

Wash day was one of those. Thabiso was hopeless at it, hopeless in a way that seemed almost deliberate, wringing a shirt out with such theatrical incompetence that Ma'Masaka had long since banned him from touching her good linens. "You'll shred it, wena," she'd scold, swatting his hands away, and Thabiso would grin like a boy half his age and go find some other way to be underfoot.

"Teach me properly, then," he said to Boy one Tuesday, dropping down beside the basin uninvited, sleeves already pushed up his forearms. "Since apparently I'm an embarrassment to the household."

"You're not teachable. That's different from not being taught."

"Ah. Cruel today." He bumped his shoulder into Boy's, easy, unbothered, and reached for a shirt anyway, wringing it with the same hopeless technique as always, water spraying sideways in a way that made Boy laugh before he could stop himself, loud enough that Ma'Masaka called something from the kitchen about the two of them behaving like schoolboys.

Thabiso caught the shirt again, wrung it properly this time, slower, watching Boy's hands rather than his own. "There. See. Teachable."

"You watched me do it once."

"Fast learner." His smile did something
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