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Kieran Du Plessis is seventeen, sharp-tongued, silver-haired, and done with love. An emo artist who uses a wheelchair, he’s learned the hard way that people leave when things get complicated—so he’s built walls high enough to keep everyone out, even if it means being alone.

Ruan Venter is eighteen, the school’s rugby captain—broad-shouldered, soft-hearted, and quietly captivated by the boy who sketches in shadows and drinks his coffee black. When they’re paired for a cultural studies project, Ruan sees it as a chance. Not just to pass the assignment, but to understand the boy behind the armour.

Set against the jacaranda-lined streets of Pretoria, Scars and Stripes is a story about trust, tenderness, and the slow, brave work of letting someone in. It’s about love that doesn’t fix you, but sees you—wheelchair, scars, dark poetry and all—and stays anyway.
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This story contains:
• LGBTQ+ themes and romance between two male characters
• Discussions of disability and accessibility
• References to parental divorce
• Mild language
• Age-appropriate intimate scenes (no explicit content)
• Themes of overcoming internalized ableism and homophobia
Recommended for ages 15+
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PROLOGUE
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Ruan

Ruan Venter had a type apparently. Sharp edges, silver hair, skin the colour of rooibos tea and the kind of scowl that said, "don't even think about it." He'd been trying not to think about it for three weeks.

The problem was that Café Blend had excellent lighting.

It wasn't Ruan's fault that his mother's book club met here every other Saturday, or that they always claimed the large table by the window, or that said window had a perfect sightline to the corner booth where he always sat. The boy with the sketchbook and the perpetual look of someone who'd rather be literally anywhere else.

Ruan had noticed him the first time by accident - a flash of silver in dark hair, the stark contrast of black clothing against cafe-beige walls, hands moving across paper with the kind of confidence Ruan envied. He'd looked for maybe three seconds, told himself it meant nothing, and spent the next two hours pretending to read his architecture textbook while cataloguing every detail he could see from across the room.

The second time he'd come prepared with better excuses. Needed coffee. Lots of coffee. The kind of quantity that required multiple trips to the counter, each one taking him past the corner booth, close enough to see the art taking shape - dark, intricate, beautiful in a way that made Ruan's chest ache.

By the third week he'd stopped pretending he was here for the coffee.

"Ruan, sweetheart, are you listening?"

His mother's voice cut through his thoughts. Annika Venter had the uncanny ability to know exactly when her son's attention had wandered, probably because it had been wandering in the same direction for three consecutive Saturdays.

"Sorry, Ma. What were you saying?"

"I was asking if you'd decided on your university applications." Her eyes were warm, knowing, and Ruan felt heat crawl up his neck. "But I'm getting the sense your mind is elsewhere."

"Just thinking about the cultural studies project. It's due soon."

"Mmm-hmm." His mother took a deliberate sip of her cappuccino, her gaze flickering toward the corner booth and back. "That project seems to require a lot of... observation."

Ruan's stomach dropped. "Ma..."

"I'm not saying anything." But her smile was soft, gentle in the way that made Ruan's throat tighten. "Just that whoever has your attention must be quite something."

He wanted to deny it. Should deny it. This was exactly the kind of conversation that led to questions he wasn't ready to answer, truths he wasn't ready to speak out loud. But his mother was watching him with such careful tenderness that the lie stuck in his throat.

"He's..." Ruan started, then stopped, the pronoun hanging between them like a confession.

Annika reached across the table, squeezing his hand. "He must be very special, then."

Ruan's eyes burned. They'd never talked about this, not explicitly, not out loud, but somehow his mother had always known. The way she'd stopped asking about girlfriends last year. The way she'd started leaving university brochures for Cape Town on his desk, cities far enough away to start over. The way she looked at him now, like she was saying it's okay without making him say the words first.

"I don't even know him," Ruan said quietly. "I've never actually spoken to him."

"Maybe you should."

"I can't. Ma, you don't understand. If anyone at school found out -" He stopped, jaw clenching. "I'm rugby captain. I have scholarships riding on this season. The guys, they're... some of them wouldn't understand."

"And so, you sit here week after week, looking at someone who makes you feel something real, and you tell yourself it's safer not to try." His mother's voice was sad but not unkind. "Oh, my boy. That's not safety. That's just a different kind of hurt."

Ruan looked down at his coffee, at the foam art his mother had insisted the barista make a lopsided heart that felt like mockery now. "What if I'm not ready?"

"Then you wait until you are. But Ruan..." She squeezed his hand again. "Don't wait so long that you forget how to be brave."

Across the café, the boy in the corner booth gathered his things. Ruan watched as he transferred from his wheelchair - smooth, practiced, efficient and folded it with the kind of muscle memory that spoke of years, not months. He was wearing all black, as usual, with a band shirt Ruan didn't recognize and boots that looked expensive and deliberately scuffed.

He was beautiful in a way that hurt to look at directly.

As he rolled toward the exit, the barista called out a goodbye. "See you Monday, Kieran!"

Kieran. His name was Kieran.

Ruan watched him leave, watched the door close behind him, watched his chance disappear into the Saturday afternoon crowd. His mother was still holding his hand, still watching him with that gentle, knowing expression.

"Do you know him?" Ruan asked, hating the hope in his voice.

"Tannie Marisa says he comes here most days after school. Always orders the same thing black coffee, extra shot, no sugar." Annika smiled. "She says he's brilliant. Artist, poet. Pretends to hate everyone but tips generously and remembers her daughter's birthday."

"He sounds..." Ruan couldn't finish the sentence. There were too many words trying to get out at once: perfect, terrifying, impossible, everything.

"He sounds like someone worth knowing," his mother said simply.

They sat in silence for a moment, the book club chatter fading into white noise around them. Ruan traced the rim of his coffee cup, thinking about the boy named Kieran - sharp edges and silver hair and hands that created beautiful things. Thinking about the walls he'd built around himself, brick by careful brick, all the ways he'd learned to hide in plain sight.

Thinking about what his mother had said: That's not safety. That's just a different kind of hurt.

"I should go," Ruan said eventually, standing and gathering his things. "Practice at three."

"Ruan." His mother caught his wrist. "Promise me something."

"What?"

"That when the universe gives you a chance however it comes, whatever form it takes you'll be brave enough to take it."

Ruan thought about Kieran's scowl, his silver-streaked hair, the way he moved through the world like he was daring it to challenge him. He thought about his own carefully maintained façade - golden boy, rugby captain, strait-laced and uncomplicated.

He thought about how exhausting it was, pretending all the time.

"I'll try," he said, and hoped it was true.

His mother stood, kissing his cheek. "That's all I ask. Now go. Don't keep your team waiting."

As Ruan left the café, he glanced back once at the now-empty corner booth. In two weeks, Mr. Khoza would assign cultural studies partners. In two weeks, the universe would decide if Ruan was ready or not.

Kieran Du Plessis. He turned the name over in his mind like a secret, tucking it away somewhere safe, somewhere close to his heart.

He'd been good at lying to himself for eighteen years - telling himself he was fine, he was normal, he'd grow out of this strange ache in his chest whenever he saw certain boy’s smile. He'd been very good at it, actually. Excellent. Practically professional.

But watching Kieran roll out of the café, sunlight catching in his silver hair, Ruan realized something that terrified and thrilled him in equal measure:

He was tired of lying.

Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But soon - soon he was going to have to choose between the life everyone expected and the life he wanted.

He just hoped, when that moment came, he'd be brave enough to choose right.

Three weeks later, Mr. Khoza would hand out partner assignments.

Three weeks later, Ruan's phone would light up with a number and a message that would change everything.

Three weeks later, the universe would give him his chance.

And Ruan Venter - rugby captain, golden boy, expert at hiding - would finally stop running from the one thing he'd been afraid to want.

But that was three weeks away.

For now, he just had a name, a hope, and the terrifying certainty that some people were worth the risk of being seen.
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Chapter 1: Black Coffee and Bad Poetry
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The wheels of Kieran's chair made a satisfying rumble against the brick pathway leading to Pretoria North High's art building. He had the route memorized down to every crack and uneven piece of paving - three years of navigating this school had taught him exactly where to expect resistance.

His headphones blasted Bring Me the Horizon loud enough that he could pretend not to hear the morning greetings called his way. Not that many people bothered anymore. By Grade 11 most had learned that Kieran Du Plessis wasn't interested in small talk, school spirit, or whatever the fuck everyone was excited about today.

Something about the rugby team. There was always something about the rugby team.

He rolled past a cluster of girls in their summer uniforms, their conversation stopping abruptly as he approached. The familiar weight of stares pressed against his shoulders. He'd long stopped trying to figure out if they were looking at the chair, the black-on-black outfit that violated at least three dress code rules, or the silver streaks he'd dyed into his hair last weekend. Probably all three.

Let them look.

The art building was mercifully empty at 7:15 AM. Kieran preferred it this way - arriving early meant claiming the studio space by the window before anyone else, meant an hour of peace before the day demanded he interact with people who thought they understood him.

He transferred smoothly from his chair to the tall stool he'd specifically requested, positioning himself at his favourite easel. The canvas from last week waited for him, a half-finished piece that his teacher, Mrs. Naidoo, had called "hauntingly beautiful" and "deeply concerning" in the same breath.

It was a self-portrait, though not in the way most people meant it. The figure sat in a wheelchair forged from thorns - delicate and cruel, like something beautiful that hurt to touch. Smoke curled from the body, rising in soft tendrils, as if the person inside was vanishing slowly, piece by piece.

The skin he painted was the rich brown of over-steeped rooibos - earthy, quiet, unmistakably his mother’s. The jawline was sharp, almost defiant, and the silver streaks in the hair caught the light like echoes of a colder legacy - his father’s side, Afrikaans, distant, and better left unnamed.

Subtle, maybe. But honest. And haunting.

Kieran pulled out his sketchbook while waiting for his paints to feel less cold, flipping to a page covered in angry scrawled verses. Last night's insomnia had been productive, at least.


Love is a car crash in slow motion,

Everyone watching but no one can stop it,

Metal and glass and promises breaking,

And somehow we call the wreckage beautiful.


"Cheerful as ever, I see."

Kieran didn't flinch - Mrs. Naidoo moved quietly for someone who wore as many bangles as she did. She appeared beside him with two paper cups setting one on his workspace.

"Black coffee, extra shot," she said. "Because I'm an enabler of teenage cynicism."

Despite himself Kieran felt his mouth twitch. "You're my favourite teacher."

"I'm your only teacher who doesn't try to make you talk about your feelings." She settled onto a stool beside him, sipping her own coffee. "Though that poem suggests the feelings are happening whether you talk about them or not."

Kieran closed the sketchbook. "It's just words."

"Mmm." Mrs. Naidoo had perfected the art of the noncommittal hum that somehow conveyed both understanding and scepticism. "Speaking of words, I need to talk to you about the cultural studies project."

He groaned. "I thought art students were exempt from Khoza's torture assignments."

"Art students are still students, Kieran. And this one is compulsory - counts for twenty percent of your humanities grade." She pulled out a folded paper from her cardigan pocket. "You're doing a project on Pretoria's historical landmarks and their cultural significance. Partner work."

"No." The word came out flat, automatic.

"Yes."

"Mrs. Naidoo -"

"Kieran." Her voice was gentle but firm. "You can't work alone forever. And before you start, Mr. Khoza already assigned partners."

Kieran's stomach sank. Random names meant it could be anybody. Here is hoping it was at least someone he can half stand being with. 

"Ruan Venter," Mrs. Naidoo confirmed, watching his face. "I believe you know him?"

Everyone knew Ruan Venter. Captain of the first rugby team, built like he bench-pressed cars for fun - broad shoulders that filled doorways, arms that strained against his school shirt sleeves, the kind of solid, athletic frame that made people instinctively step aside in hallways. He had warm sun kissed bronze skin, honey-coloured eyes that somehow always looked kind even from a distance, and dark hair that never stayed properly styled despite his obvious attempts. A walking embodiment of everything Kieran actively avoided. The guy probably had a motivational quote tattooed somewhere inspiring.

"Can I request a transfer?"

"No."

"Mrs. Naidoo -"

"Kieran, he's a good student. Smart, responsible. This could be worse."

This is already worse. Partner projects meant coordinating schedules, meant someone else depending on him, meant the inevitable moment when they'd realize working with the emo kid in the wheelchair was more complicated than they'd signed up for. Then would come the careful distance, the over-helpful suggestions, or worse - the pity.

It always ended the same way.

"When do we start?" he asked, defeated.

"First meeting is tomorrow after school. Mr. Khoza's classroom." She squeezed his shoulder. "Give it a chance. You might be surprised."

Kieran seriously doubted that.

The rest of the morning passed in a familiar blur of classes, navigating crowded hallways between periods, and perfecting his resting bitch face. By lunch, he'd claimed his usual spot in the library's far corner - technically not allowed to eat there, but Mrs. Paulse the librarian had given up enforcing that rule with him two years ago.

He was three paragraphs into an essay about postmodern symbolism when his phone buzzed.


Unknown Number:** Hey, this is Ruan. Got your number from the class list. Want to meet up today to talk about the project instead of waiting until tomorrow?


Kieran stared at the message. How did this guy already have his number? And who was eager to start a school project early?


Kieran:** Who says I want to talk about it at all?


The response came almost immediately.


Ruan:** Fair. But I figure if we're stuck together, might as well make it painless. Coffee after school? There's that place in Brooklyn you're always at.


Kieran's fingers froze over the keyboard. Ruan knew where he hung out? Was that creepy or... actually, yeah, that was definitely creepy.


Kieran:** Are you stalking me?

Ruan:** My mom's book club meets at the same café. I've seen you there a few times. Noticed you're always in the corner booth.

Kieran:** Observant.

Ruan:** Guilty. So... coffee? My treat. I promise I'm less annoying than you probably think I am.


Kieran could think of seventeen reasons to say no. But Mrs. Naidoo's words echoed in his head, and somewhere underneath his carefully constructed cynicism was the faint memory of wanting to believe people could surprise him.

That memory was stupid and naive, but apparently still functional.


Kieran:** Fine. 4pm. Corner booth. And I order my own coffee.

Ruan:** Deal. See you there.


Kieran put his phone down and returned to his essay, trying to ignore the strange flutter in his chest that felt uncomfortably like anticipation.

It was probably just anxiety.

It was definitely just anxiety.

He didn't believe in anything else.
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Chapter 2: The Corner Booth
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Kieran arrived at Café Blend at 3:45 PM, fifteen minutes early because he'd rather die than let Ruan Venter see him rolling up after him. Control the narrative, control the situation that was the rule.

The café was his sanctuary, one of the few places in Pretoria that had gotten accessibility right without making a big deal about it. Wide aisles, ramped entrance, bathroom he could actually use. The owner, Tannie Marisa, had just nodded when he'd first asked about it three years ago and said, "Of course, my boy. Everyone needs good coffee."

"Early today," Tannie Marisa called from behind the counter as he came in. She was a round woman with kind eyes and zero tolerance for bullshit - Kieran's favourite combination.

"Meeting someone," he muttered, heading for his usual corner booth.

Her eyebrows shot up. "Someone? As in, a person? Voluntarily?"

"Don't make it weird."

"Too late, it's already weird. You want your usual?"

"Yeah. Extra bitter, like my soul."

"One Americano, extra shot, no sugar, coming up." She grinned. "And I'll make one for your mysterious friend. What do they drink?"

Kieran realized he had no idea what rugby captains drank. Protein shakes? Liquid testosterone? "Just... make something normal. With milk. I don't know."

He positioned himself at the corner booth, back to the wall so he could see the entrance. His sketchbook came out automatically, a pencil finding his fingers like an old friend. He started drawing without thinking - harsh lines, sharp angles, the outline
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