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The garden boy’s hands move through the soil like they’re praying.

Emma van Zyl watches from her bedroom window, charcoal pencil suspended above her sketchbook. Below, Pontsho Rantsho kneels beside her mother’s prize roses, his fingers dark against the red petals, and something in Emma’s chest pulls tight. She’s been watching him for three weeks now—since he replaced old Samuel who retired—and each morning it’s the same. Her hand moves across the page before her mind can stop it, capturing the curve of his shoulders, the concentration in his posture, the way he handles the plants like they’re something sacred.

“Emma! Jy gaan laat wees vir skool!” [You’re going to be late for school!]

Her mother’s voice shatters the moment. Emma flips the sketchbook closed, hiding Pontsho’s portrait beneath chemistry homework. The sketch joins a dozen others—his profile as he drinks water from the garden tap, his hands covered in soil, the way he smiles at something only he can see when he thinks no one’s watching.

“Kom, Emma!” [Come, Emma!] Her mother again, closer now, footsteps on the stairs.

Emma shoves the sketchbook into her school bag and smooths down her St. Mary’s uniform—navy blue skirt, white blouse, the small golden cross at her throat that all the girls wear. She catches her reflection in the mirror: blonde hair pulled back, blue eyes too wide, seventeen and supposedly on the edge of adulthood but feeling like she understands nothing at all.

Downstairs, the kitchen smells of rooibos tea and beskuit [rusks]. Grace, their maid, hums softly while ironing her father’s shirts, something in Setswana that sounds like a lullaby. The radio plays in the background—Jacaranda FM mixing with a Motswako hip-hop track that makes her mother frown.

“Turn that down, Grace,” Annemarie van Zyl says without looking up from her newspaper. “That noise gives me a headache.”

“Yes, madam.” Grace’s voice is soft, practiced in the art of disappearing.

Emma grabs a piece of toast, her stomach too tight for real breakfast. Through the kitchen window, she can still see him—Pontsho—moving to the flowerbeds near the pool. The November sun catches in his hair, turning it bronze at the edges.

“Ek het vir jou gesê,” [I told you,] her mother says suddenly, and Emma realizes she’s been caught staring. “Don’t disturb the garden staff. Hulle’s besig met werk.” [They’re busy with work.]

“I wasn’t—”

“I have eyes, Emma.” Her mother’s tone is sharp, the way it gets when she’s worried rather than angry. “That boy is here to work. Nothing more. Verstaan jy?” [Do you understand?]

Emma nods, heat creeping up her neck. But how can she explain that she’s not trying to disturb anyone? That she simply can’t help noticing the way the morning light catches in Pontsho’s eyes, dark as wet earth after rain? That when he works, the whole garden seems to come alive, like he’s conducting some kind of silent symphony with pruning shears and a watering can?

Her mother returns to the newspaper—something about mine strikes in Rustenburg, load-shedding schedules, the government’s new youth employment initiative. The same stories, different day. 2010, post-World Cup euphoria fading into the same old South Africa, where everyone pretends the rainbow nation is real while living behind their separate walls.

“Your father wants you home straight after school today,” Annemarie says. “No stopping at Chloe’s house.”

“But Ma—”

“No arguments. He wants to discuss your university applications.” The way she says it makes it clear the discussion is already decided. Law at Potchefstroom. Following in her father’s footsteps. A respectable career for a Van Zyl.

Emma swallows her protest with a sip of tea that burns her tongue.

Outside, Pontsho straightens, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. For just a moment, he looks up at the house—at her window—and Emma wonders if he knows she watches him. If he feels the same strange pull she does, like invisible threads connecting them across the impossible distance between his world and hers.

Then Grace switches off the radio entirely, and her mother stands, car keys jangling. “Kom, Emma. I’m dropping you at school. I have a hair appointment at nine.”

Emma grabs her bag, heavy with textbooks and secrets. As they walk to the car, she risks one more glance at the garden.

Pontsho is bent over the roses again, his hands moving through the soil.

Like prayer. Like hope. Like something Emma doesn’t have words for yet.

But she will. She’s an artist, after all. Finding words for the wordless is what she does.

Even if those words are dangerous. Even if they could change everything.

—-
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The garden boy doesn’t look up as the Mercedes pulls out of the driveway, though he hears it. He always hears when Emma leaves.

Pontsho Rantsho knows he shouldn’t notice her. Knows the rules—spoken and unspoken—about garden boys and baas se kinders [boss’s children]. But knowing and feeling are different countries, and his heart refuses to respect the border.

He turns his attention back to the roses. Mrs. van Zyl wants them perfect for some church function next week. Hybrid teas, mostly—Double Delight, Peace, Mr. Lincoln. The thorns catch his skin as he works, drawing small blood offerings. His nkgono [grandmother] always said roses need tough love. “You must cut them back so they grow strong, Pontsho. Sometimes you must be cruel to be kind.”

The same is true for dreams, he thinks. His dreams of finishing matric at night school, of studying landscape architecture, of being something more than “the garden boy”—those need cutting back too. Pruned to fit reality.

Reality is: R120 a day, three days a week. Reality is: a four-room house in Jouberton Extension 12 with six people and a prepaid electricity meter that’s always running low. Reality is: his older brother Sipho asking dangerous questions about security systems and rich people’s schedules.

Reality is: Emma van Zyl is not for him, will never be for him, and he needs to stop letting his mind wander to places it has no business going.

But then—her smile, shy and surprising, like finding wildflowers in the veld. The way she brought him water last week, her fingers brushing his when she handed over the glass. The word she’d tried in Setswana: “Dumela” [Hello], her accent terrible but her effort genuine.

He shouldn’t. He knows he shouldn’t. But desire doesn’t ask permission—it just grows, wild and dangerous, like the roses climbing the garden wall.

Pontsho’s phone buzzes in his pocket. A text from Sipho: Call me. Important.

He ignores it. Sipho’s “important” usually means trouble—the kind that starts in shebeens [informal bars] in Alabama and ends with people hurt. His brother runs with a rough crowd these days, ever since he lost his job at the mine. Men who talk about redistribution and justice while planning robberies.

The roses don’t judge. They don’t care about politics or history or the color of the hands that tend them. They just grow—thorns and beauty together, pain and perfection inseparable.

Maybe that’s what love is too, Pontsho thinks, then immediately scolds himself for the thought.

Love. What does he know about love? He’s nineteen years old, a garden boy with dirt under his fingernails and dreams too big for his reality.

But when Emma looks at him—really looks at him, like he’s a person rather than furniture—something in his chest blooms despite all his careful pruning.

Dangerous. Foolish. Impossible.

Like roses in winter. Like hope in a broken world.

Like everything worth having.
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Chapter 2
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The taxi from Jouberton Extension 12 to town costs R7. Pontsho counts the coins twice, the way he counts everything twice these days.

“Town! Town! Alabama! Wilkoppies!” The conductor hangs from the open door, shouting destinations as the Toyota Quantum weaves through morning traffic. Inside, sixteen people squeeze into space meant for twelve. A woman with a baby on her back presses against Pontsho’s shoulder. Two men argue about Kaizer Chiefs’ performance in last night’s match. Someone’s phone blares a kwaito track until the conductor yells, “tima modumo!” [Kill that noise!]

This is Pontsho’s morning symphony—the soundtrack of survival in the township.

He watches Jouberton slide past the window. Extension 12, where Nkgono Nkele’s house sits behind a wire fence patched with flattened tin cans. Past Extension 10, where Cocekani High School releases a flood of students in maroon uniforms. Through Darkcity, where his cousin Thabo was stabbed last year over a girl and twenty rand. The informal settlement of Jakaranda spreads like a bruise at the township’s edge—shacks made from corrugated iron, hope, and government promises that never arrive.

“Wa go bowa neng, ngwanaka?” [When will you return, my child?] Nkgono had asked this morning, pressing two hard-boiled eggs into his hand. “Don’t work too late for those white people. A o jele? [Have you eaten?”]

“Ke tla bowa ka seven, Nkgono.” [I’ll return at around seven, Grandmother.] “And ja, I’ll eat something.”

A lie. The eggs are his breakfast and lunch. Mrs. van Zyl doesn’t offer food to the garden staff—Grace eats separately in the laundry room, and Pontsho brings his own or goes without.

The taxi lurches to a stop at the rank. Vendors swarm—selling vetkoek, airtime, loose cigarettes, phone chargers, knock-off Nike caps. A woman with a plastic tub balanced on her head offers magwinya [fat cakes] for R2 each. Pontsho’s stomach growls, but he keeps his coins. He needs them for the return trip.

He walks the last two kilometers to Flamewood. Past Alabama High School, where a group of colored boys lean against the fence, smoking. Past Bona Night Club, closed now but alive at night with promise and danger in equal measure. Past the invisible line where township becomes suburb, where tar roads smooth out and walls grow higher.

By the time he reaches the Van Zyl estate, sweat sticks his shirt to his back. The electric gate hums open—Grace is already inside, starting her own day of invisible labor. Pontsho walks around to the garden shed, where his tools wait in the neat arrangement he left them.

This garden is another country. Automatic sprinklers hiss their morning greeting. The pool glows blue and clean—no one swimming, just existing like a status symbol made of water. Imported roses that cost more than his monthly wages perfume the air. The grass is the kind of green that only comes from money and daily maintenance.

His hands know this soil better than the soil at home. He’s shaped these flowerbeds, coaxed life from this earth, made beauty for people who barely see him.

But he sees everything.

He sees how Mr. van Zyl leaves at 6:30 AM every weekday, returning at 7 PM. He sees how Mrs. van Zyl goes to Woolworths on Tuesdays, book club on Thursday evenings. He sees how the alarm system’s back sensor doesn’t quite cover the garden shed. He sees the safe’s shadow through the bedroom window when the curtains are open.

He sees these things without wanting to. Without writing them down. But Sipho knows he works here, and Sipho has dangerous friends with dangerous questions.

His phone buzzes again. Sipho. Again.

Pontsho answers this time, pressing the phone between shoulder and ear while he uncoils the garden hose.

“Wena, you think you’re better than us, ne?” [right?] Sipho’s voice is rough, angry. “With your night school and your dreams. Wa bora, my brother.” [You’re boring.] “This is South Africa. Garden boy today, garden boy tomorrow.”

“What do you want, Sipho?”

“Slangjie wants to meet you.”

Pontsho’s blood goes cold. Slangjie—The Snake—runs the Alabama criminal network. The man whose name makes people look away, speak quietly, lock their doors.

“I’m not meeting him.”

“It’s not a request. Friday night. Moonlight tavern. Come alone, or he’ll come find you.” Sipho pauses. “Please, mfowethu. [my brother] I told him you were smart. Don’t make me look stupid.”

“You made yourself look stupid when you started running with gangsters.”

“I’m trying to survive! Not all of us can work in pretty gardens for white people and pretend that’s enough.”

The line goes dead.

Pontsho stands there, hose in hand, water pooling at his feet. In the house’s kitchen window, he sees Grace moving between counters, her life as invisible as his own. Beyond her, in the dining room, he catches a glimpse of blonde hair—Emma, maybe, though she should be at school.

Emma.

He thinks of her smile, shy and surprising. Her terrible Setswana pronunciation. The way she looks at him—really looks—like he’s a person with a name and dreams instead of just “the garden boy.”

He thinks of her fingers brushing his when she handed him water. How his heart had stammered in his chest like a boy instead of a man. How he’d wanted to hold that moment, press it between the pages of his life like a flower worth keeping.

Dangerous thinking. The kind that gets garden boys fired and worse.

But then Emma appears at the kitchen window—she is home, standing beside Grace, and even from this distance he can see her searching the garden until her eyes find him. She raises one hand in a small wave.

His heart blooms despite all his careful pruning.

He waves back, then forces himself to turn away. Back to the roses. Back to work. Back to the careful distance between their worlds.

But the distance feels smaller each day. Thinner. More breakable.

Like the wall between safety and catastrophe.

Like the space between thorns and the blood they draw.

—-
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That evening, Pontsho returns to Extension 12 as streetlights flicker to life—those that work, anyway. Half the township lives in darkness. ESKOM cut power again, and the prepaid meter at home blinks red zeros. Nkgono has lit candles that cast dancing shadows through the windows.

“Dumela, Nkgono.” [Hello, Grandmother] He finds her in the kitchen, stirring pap [maize porridge] on a small gas stove.

“Dumela, ngwanaka.” [Hello, my child] She studies his face with eyes that see too much. “O tshwenwa keng?” [What troubles you?]

“Ga ke na bothata.” [I have no trouble] Another lie. His mouth is full of them lately.

“Hmm.” Nkgono doesn’t believe him, but she lets it rest. “Your brother came home. He’s in the room. Bleeding.”

“What?”

Pontsho rushes to the bedroom he shares with Sipho. His brother sits on the edge of the single bed they’ve shared since childhood, pressing a bloody cloth to his face. His lip is split, his eye swollen shut, his knuckles raw.

“Hebathong! What happened? Who did this?”

Sipho looks up, and Pontsho sees fear in his brother’s good eye. Real fear. The kind that makes men confess.

“Slangjie’s boys. They wanted to make sure I understood the seriousness of Friday’s meeting. That both of us need to come. That you need to understand your role.”

“My role? Sipho, I don’t have a role. I work in gardens. I go to night school. I stay out of trouble.”

“You work in rich people’s houses.” Sipho spits blood into the cloth. “You know their schedules. Their security systems. Where they keep their valuables.” He grabs Pontsho’s arm. “Listen to me, wena. Slangjie is planning something big. Flamewood. This week or next. He needs inside information.”

“Then he can get it from someone else.”

“He’ll kill me if you don’t cooperate.” Sipho’s voice breaks. “Pontsho, please. I owe them money. A lot of money. This is how I pay it back. Just tell them what they want to know. About the houses. About routines. That’s all.”

“Those people—”

“Those people?” Sipho laughs bitterly, spraying red droplets. “Fuck those people! They have everything while we have nothing! You think they earned it? They stole it from our grandparents, from our parents. They built their wealth on our suffering. Taking some back—that’s not stealing. That’s justice.”

“That’s what you tell yourself while planning to terrorize families in their homes?”

“Yes!” Sipho stands, swaying. “Yes. That’s exactly what I tell myself. And it helps me sleep at night.”

Nkgono appears in the doorway. She takes in the scene—her two grandsons, one bleeding, one horrified—and sighs like she’s carrying the weight of generations.

“Nnyaa. Nnyaa.” [No. No] She shakes her head. “This is not the way. Pontsho, your brother has walked a dark path. But you—you must choose light. Even if it costs you.”

“It’ll cost him me!” Sipho shouts. “If he goes to police, I’m dead. If he warns the white people, I’m dead. You understand? Either way, your grandson dies.”

“Then you chose your death when you chose your path, Rra.” [sir—term of respect] Nkgono’s voice is hard, final. “Pontsho cannot save you by becoming you.”

Sipho stares at her, then at Pontsho. “You’re really going to let me die? Your own brother?”

The question hangs in the candlelit room like smoke from a funeral pyre.

Pontsho thinks of Emma’s smile. Her terrible Setswana. The way she looked at him this morning like he mattered. If he stays silent, if Slangjie’s gang invades the Van Zyl home, Emma could be hurt. Killed. Traumatized forever.

But if he warns them, if he goes to police, Sipho dies. His brother. Blood of his blood. The boy who shared this bed, who taught him to ride a bicycle, who protected him from bullies at Cocekani High before dropping out.

There is no good choice. There is only choosing which part of himself to kill.

“I need to think,” he says finally.

“Don’t think too long.” Sipho lies back on the bed, curling around his pain. “Slangjie doesn’t wait for people who think.”

Pontsho walks outside into the township night. Children play soccer under a streetlight, their laughter bright against the darkness. Someone’s radio plays gospel music—Joyous Celebration’s “Ke ne saitsi.” [I didn’t know] A man staggers past, drunk or tired, singing to himself. Normal township life, carrying on despite everything.

His phone buzzes. A text from an unknown number, but he knows who it is. Only one person has asked for his number, and he’d given it like a fool giving away his heart.

Emma: Did you get home safely? I worry about you on those taxis.

His thumbs hover over the screen. What does he say? That he’s fine? That his brother just threatened to get him killed? That a gangster wants him to help rob her family’s home?

That every time she smiles at him, the distance between their worlds feels like a lie someone told them to keep them apart?

He types: I’m home. Don’t worry about me. You have school tomorrow. Study hard.

Safe. Distant. The way it should be.

Her response comes quickly: I drew you again today. In art class. Sister Margaret almost saw. I told her it was “a study in light and shadow.” She said it was my best work yet.

His heart does something dangerous in his chest. She draws him. She thinks of him. She risks getting in trouble for him.

He types: I think of you too. Every minute of every day.

Then deletes it before sending.

Instead: That’s
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