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Chapter 1: The Dawn of a New Chapter


Being the only girl between two fiercely protective brothers was exhausting and sometimes suffocating. Marvin is my twin, and Noah, my older brother, always watched me like a hawk, as if I might disappear any moment.
They'd act like secret agents, banding together to keep me away from guys, including my father.
Now, in a twist that stuns and amuses me, they're my loudest supporters, practically pushing me toward love, leaving me confused and oddly vulnerable.
It's not like I've never been on a date. I haven't yet found what I seek.
I'm Paige Mogale, 22 years old and from Tembisa. I like to think I'm easy on the eyes, with caramel skin and a slender frame. Marvin and I, as identical twins, could almost swap places—except for his signature bowed legs, which some people find charming.
I graduated with a Bachelor of Laws (LLB) from the University of the Witwatersrand, but I still need to complete my practical training before I can become a certified attorney.
Now, home for the festive season, I'm sitting at the dining table with my family, grateful to be reunited after some time away.
Dad: Noah, you're the oldest. You'll take over the business someday.
My father owns a livestock farm, and his business is thriving.
Marvin: Why him?
Dad: He's the eldest.
Marvin: Not fair.
Marvin stated sulking.
Dad: Noah, did you hear what I just said?
Noah: Yes, Dad, I'm learning the business as it is.
Dad: I'm not worried about your business skills, son; I'm just concerned about your lifestyle.
Noah: My lifestyle?
He placed his hands on his chest in disbelief.
Dad: Yes, find a decent young lady and settle down.
Noah: I hear you, Dad.
Dad: Stop changing women like your underwear.
Marvin and I burst out laughing.
Noah: Dad, you could have said 'socks.' You didn't have to talk about my drawers.
He sulked, while Dad, the king of family embarrassment, grinned.
Dad is right; Noah attracts girls from all directions. Even in high school, he would ask me to introduce him to my friends, yet he went wild whenever his friends talked to me. What can I say? My brother Noah is handsome—tall, almost like a giant, and he looks just like Dad. They both have light skin, while Marvin and I take after Mom with our caramel skin tones.
After dinner, as my family made their way to the lounge and Dad retired to the study, I got up to clear the table. Once I finished loading the dishwasher, I joined my mom and brothers for our nightly tradition of watching a soap opera together.
A while later, Dad returned from the study, interrupting our program as he switched the TV from the soap opera to the news channel.
Marvin: Dad, you have a TV in your bedroom.
Dad: Quiet! My house, my TV.
Marvin: I'm going to my room.
Mom: Let's watch TV in my room, honey.
Paige: Mom, I'm not a kid.
Mom: You're still my baby; come here.
This routine brought back memories of my teenage years—after evenings in the lounge, Mom would invite me into her room. She'd get under the covers, and I'd sit beside her on the bed, ready for one of our talks.
Mom: Let's talk about boys. Have you met someone special yet?
Paige: You just want to snoop, right?
Mom: We're just women talking about men.
Paige: I'm single, if you must know.
Mom: What about that nice young man you liked, Sbu?
Paige: I didn't. Dad did.
Mom: Well, he's still single, you know, and he has a decent job.
I could hardly believe Mom was playing matchmaker with Sbu. Luckily, Dad's timely entrance saved me from further interrogation.
Paige: Goodnight, Mom. Goodnight, Dad.
I went to my room, overwhelmed by my family's concern. At 22, I still have time. I dated James Mkhonto during university; although we had planned a future, our breakup over his competitiveness and my achievements has left me single since then.
The next morning, after a night's rest, we gathered for breakfast around the table while Dad sat nearby, absorbed in his newspaper.
Marvin: You have a phone, Dad. Why the newspaper?
Dad: I prefer turning pages to swiping screens.
Marvin: You mean scroll, Dad.
Dad: Quiet, Marvin.
Marvin let out a chuckle.
Dad: Sad about Lion.
Paige: Lion?
Dad: The late Mr. Motau. He was a ruthless gangster who everyone feared. Shawn, known as Tiger, shot his father.
Paige: I heard about that while I was in university. There was even a debate in my class about it.
Dad: What was the debate about?
Paige: The article said Shawn shot his father and then fainted, with the police finding him lying there holding a gun.
Dad: Yeah, that's what happened.
Paige: As a lawyer, I would argue that someone drugged Shawn, killed Mr. Motau, and placed the gun in his hand to frame him.
Dad: So, who did it?
Paige: You stated people feared him.
Marvin: Well, the court had already found the guy guilty, and he escaped custody the day they transported him two years ago.
Paige: Only an innocent person would do that.
Dad: Do you believe Shawn is innocent?
Paige: I don't know Shawn personally, but I think the police didn't investigate. He could be innocent, and the real perpetrator might still be out there, living a normal life.
Mom: Wow, you're going to make a brilliant lawyer.
Dad: Yes, my daughter, you are an excellent lawyer.
Paige: Thanks.
Dad: You know, I never considered that scenario. Mr. Motau was great to me.
Paige: How, Dad?
Dad: I used to supply fresh meat to his restaurants; he owned several.
Paige: Not anymore?
Dad: No, the younger son took over and ended our contract.
Once breakfast was over, and the chores were done, I collapsed onto the couch. Curiosity nudged me to grab my phone and search for 'Shawn Motau' on Google. Wow, he's seriously handsome.
Scrolling through photos of 27-year-old Tiger—Shawn Motau—it's hard to match the headlines with his looks. He could be a model, not a man accused of a crime. Surrounded by luxury, I wondered what led him here.
Marvin: Hey.
Marvin startled me, causing me to jump and scream from the couch.
Paige: Marvin! You nearly gave me a heart attack.
Marvin: What's so interesting on your phone?
Paige: Research. I'm preparing for my training next year.
Marvin: Paige, stop being a nerd. It's December—go out!
Paige: Noah ruined my friendship with Kgomotso.
I warned her about my brother, but she slept with Noah, anyway. She said I didn't think she was good enough for him, and he hurt her. That ruined our friendship.
Noah: Not my fault girls like me.
Noah said as he entered the house. He smirked at me.
Later that afternoon, while I was watching TV, a knock at the door pulled me away. When I opened the door, my ex-boyfriend, Sibusiso Mkhize, surprised me by standing there.
Paige: Sbu.
Sbu: Heard you were back. Can I come in?
Paige: Sure.
Sbu and I dated for a month after I finished my matric. The relationship never went beyond kissing, and I broke up with him four years ago when I went to university.
Sbu: You look great, Paige.
Paige: Why are you here, Sbu?
Sbu: I came to take you out on a date.
Paige: No.
Sbu: Hey, your father asked me to do this. He said You need some fresh air.
Paige: I don't want to go out.
Sbu: I promise it's just a friendly date, okay? Let's not disappoint the old man.
Paige: Not an actual date, right?
Vusi: Just two old friends catching up.
Paige: Okay, wait here while I get dressed.
I quickly showered and put on jeans, a polo shirt, and sneakers. With my cornrows styled, I walked out to find Sbu sitting with Noah.
Noah: Going on a date?
Paige: Yes.
Noah: Good! Mom and Dad can finally stop bugging you.
Paige: Let's go, Sbu.
We got into his car and drove away.
Sbu: I know I said it was a friendly date, but I have to ask—why did you break up with me?
Paige: Please keep it friendly, Sbu.
Sbu: Sorry.
Sbu whisked me off to a bustling tavern packed with men glued to a soccer match. I felt relief; this was not a date. He engrossed himself in the game, yelling at the players as if his voice could reach the pitch.
As I sat there, I remembered why I had broken up with him. In high school, Sbu had pursued me for four years, and after graduation, I decided to give him a chance.
His fashion sense was a deal breaker: shorts at restaurants, a suit at soccer matches. Maybe I'm just too picky.
The tavern wasn't my ideal spot; I prefer restaurants. It doesn't have to be fancy—fish and chips would be fine. I enjoy spending time in the park, having ice cream, or just taking a long walk while we talk.
I enjoyed the open field and the buzz of the match. It was good to breathe in some fresh air. But as soon as we arrived, Sbu morphed into a sideline coach, leaving me stranded on our so-called date.
As halftime arrived, he finally turned his attention back to me.
Paige: So, what do you do now, Sbu?
Sbu: I work for your father.
Oh, the decent job Mom mentioned.
Paige: Okay.
Paige: Sbu, get me ice cream?
The soccer match was back on.
Sbu: Get it yourself. Game's on.
He barely glanced away from the TV. Stung, I got up for ice cream, only to return and face the emptiness where my seat and my presence should have been. Sbu was lost to the game and the company of a stranger. Alone and invisible, I slipped out, heart heavy, and caught a taxi home.
When I arrived, I found Marvin and Noah watching the game as well.
Marvin: So, how was your date with Sbu?
Paige: How did you know?
Marvin: I made it happen.
Paige: He said it was Dad.
Marvin: Told him you needed out.
I responded with a gesture of frustration.
Marvin: I'm your older brother, you know.
Paige: By three minutes.
He chuckled, and I walked away.
Back home after my awkward outing, I made popcorn and joined Noah and Marvin in front of the TV. Soon, a knock at the door, and Marvin got up to open it. Sbu walked in.
Sbu: Paige, you're home. I was worried.
Paige: You were busy. I left.
Sbu: I would've but I don't have your number.
Paige: Sorry about that; I blocked you four years ago. I'll unblock you.
Sbu: Don't bother. I was worried, that's all.
Paige: You ignored me during the game.
Sbu: This was not a proper date, Paige; you said so.
Paige: True. I expected attention.
Sbu: Redo—this time I'll be a gentleman?
Paige: I'll unblock you.
Sbu: Cool.
He joined us for the movie.
One month later:
Mom: Your workplace isn't that far from home; you can commute, you know.
Paige: I know, Mom, but I need my space.
Mom: We're suffocating you, right?
Paige: No, Mom, you're just overprotecting me.
Mom: I love you.
Paige: I love you, too, Mom.
We shared a heartfelt hug, and after embracing each family member, Marvin and Noah whisked me away to my new apartment. Soon, new beginnings awaited.
Meanwhile, things fizzled out with Sbu. After three dates, our conversations felt forced, and he showed less interest in ambitions. The final straw was when he showed up at an upscale restaurant in sportswear, looking out of place and indifferent for someone his age.
Now, my apartment feels like a fresh start: two airy bedrooms, a cozy lounge, and a bright kitchen. Dad picked it out for me, and for now, is footing the bill.
Marvin: I like your place; it's nice.
Paige: Yeah, Dad and Noah picked it for me.
Marvin: They should have just let you stay in one room.
Noah: Hey, Paige isn't a student anymore; she's working.
Marvin: If she works, she can afford her place.
Paige: Shut up, Marvin; jealousy doesn't suit you, twin brother.
Marvin: I'm just kidding; you earned it. I'm proud of you.
Noah: What are we eating around here?
Paige: I just got here; I haven't bought groceries yet.
Noah: Marvin, let's get her some food; we can't let our sister starve.
Paige: Thank you so much, big bro. I'll clean this place while you shop for me.
Marvin: I prefer staying here with Paige.
Paige: Help me clean up then.
Marvin: No, I'm going with Noah.
Noah: Let's go. You know what kind of feminine products she uses.
Later, they returned with enough groceries to fill my cupboards for weeks. Then they headed home, leaving me to settle into my space.
After settling into my apartment, Monday morning arrived—bringing the start of my vocational training at Vilakazi Attorneys, one of the largest law firms in the country.
To make a strong first impression, I bought a new outfit—blue suit pants, a white blouse, a suit jacket, and black heels. After getting my hair done, I felt confident, took a taxi to work, and entered the building.
I greeted Gugu, the receptionist, whose welcoming smile and positive energy made her well-suited for her role. After I introduced myself, she directed me to the floor and instructed me to knock on the door labeled "Vilakazi Senior."
Mr. Vilakazi presented himself with a professional demeanor. While he appeared youthful, the gray in his hair suggested greater experience.
Vilakazi: "Welcome, Miss Mogale; please have a seat," he said.
Paige: "Thank you, sir," I replied as I sat down and handed him my documents. He reviewed them.
Vilakazi: "Your academic credentials are impeccable," he remarked.
Paige: "Thank you," I responded.
Vilakazi: "I have been searching for someone to occupy the desk in my front office for quite some time. Let's see if you can pass the test," he continued.
A wave of nerves crashed through me, my heart racing and hands trembling so much I had to hide them under the desk.
Vilakazi: "Let me show you the desk," he said.
They divided his office into two sections. Upon opening the door, I found a desk with another door leading to his private office.
Vilakazi: "This is your desk," he stated.
I took a seat while he returned with a box.
Vilakazi: "Learn everything you need to know about this case; make notes and research if necessary," he instructed.
Paige: "What is this case about, sir?" I asked.
Vilakazi: "Get to work," he replied.
He was straight to the point, with no small talk.
I opened the box and organized its contents—newspaper clippings, a printed draft, and a handwritten draft. The article headlines referenced serious crimes, yet the nature remained unclear.
Reviewing the document, I saw it included various cases: robberies, homicides, divorce, family court matters, and hostage situations, with no apparent connection.
I stood up from my desk and knocked on his door.
Vilakazi: "Come in," he called.
Paige: "Sir, you gave me a stack of cases that have no connections at all," I said.
Vilakazi: "Are you sure? I compiled the file myself," he replied.
Paige: "Yes, sir, I'm sure," I said.
Vilakazi: "Are you implying that I'm incompetent, Miss Mogale?" he asked, his tone sharp.
Paige: "No, sir; I believe you selected the wrong box. I can show you if you'd like," I offered, glancing down as he burst out laughing.
Vilakazi: "Welcome aboard, Miss Mogale. You've passed my test," he said, and I smiled.
Paige: "So that was a test?" I asked.
Vilakazi: "Yes," he replied. "It took my last assistant three days to figure it out; the one before him took a day. You managed it in just five minutes."
Relief swept over me in a rush, the tension draining as I let out a shaky breath I hadn't realized I'd trapped in my chest.
Vilakazi: "Welcome; you are my assistant," he continued.
Paige: "Thank you, sir," I replied.
Vilakazi: "I'm going to assign you a proper case," he said, gesturing for me to open a door in his office and retrieve a file.
Paige: "Here's the file, sir," I said as I handed it to him.
Vilakazi: "This is a genuine case," he cautioned. "Please keep it out of sight; it contains sensitive information."
Paige: "Understood, sir," I acknowledged.
Vilakazi: "I will also give you the password for the file room," he added.
Paige: "Yes, sir," I confirmed.
Vilakazi: "What would you like to order for yourself?" he asked.
His unexpected question jolted me. I blinked, my mind scrambling for a polite response as self-consciousness flared.
Paige: "I have a lunchbox."
Vilakazi: "What are you having? Let's share," he suggested.
Paige: "I'm having Weet-Bix, sir," I replied.
He laughed and told me to get to work.
I dove into the case, scribbling notes and sorting through facts and legislation. Absorbed in my work, I lost all track of time.
A lady entered. "Lunch delivery," she announced, placing a brown paper bag with a soft drink on my desk.
Lady: "Enjoy," she added.
Paige: "Thank you, ma'am," I replied as she exited. I opened the bag to find a burger and chips, which I enjoyed before returning to my task. I heard my phone beep with a message, but I ignored it, focusing on my work.
Vilakazi: "You can go home now," he said.
I checked the time; it was three o'clock.
Paige: "I thought we finished at four," I said.
Vilakazi: "Go home, Miss Mogale," he insisted.
Paige: "Thank you, sir," I replied. I returned to his office, put the file back, and then walked out.
Vilakazi: "Did you get my message?" Vilakazi called after me.
I turned and walked back in. "I checked my phone and saw that he transferred R2,000 into my account."
Vilakazi: "That's your advance for lunch money. No more bringing Weet-Bix to work," Vilakazi said with a laugh.
Paige: "Thank you. Good day, sir," I replied.
On Tuesday morning, I arrived at work to find Mr. Vilakazi absent from his office. Because the door was unlocked, I went to the filing room, entered the password, and got the file. I settled at my desk and got to work.
Around 10, Mr. Vilakazi arrived with a handsome man who resembled a younger version of himself, accompanied by another person. I stood up from my desk.
Vilakazi: "Morning, Miss Mogale. Please come with us," Vilakazi said.
We took a seat in his office.
Vilakazi: "Miss Mogale, this is my son, Vusi Vilakazi. He is a lawyer. Vusi, meet Paige Mogale."
Vusi: "Nice to meet you,"
I was still waiting to be introduced to the third person.
Guy: "Uncle, you didn't introduce me," the man said.
Vilakazi: "What are you even doing here? You're supposed to be in your office," Vilakazi replied.
Guy: "I came to meet the Weet-Bix lady," he said, and everyone laughed at my expense.
Guy: "Well, my name is Dumisani Vilakazi, his cousin, and I'm in HR," he introduced himself.
Paige: "Nice to meet you,"
Vilakazi: "Paige, put the file back, and Vusi will show you around," Vilakazi instructed.
I complied, and we stepped out together.
Vusi: "You know what my dad is trying to do, right?" Vusi asked.
Paige: "No. What is he doing?"
Vusi: "He is setting us up,"
I smiled back at him.
Vusi: "Do you have any plans for Saturday?" Vusi asked.
A heated blush crept up my cheeks—he was charming, and his resemblance to his father made my heart skip for reasons I couldn't name.
Paige: "Well, I just started here, and I don't want to rush into anything." I replied. I like him, but I want to maintain a professional image.
Vusi: "Okay, how about a friendly get-together?" Vusi suggested.
I hesitated for a moment.
Vusi: "I can ask Dumi to join us," he added.
Paige: "Okay, I will go out with you guys," I agreed.
Vusi: "Cool, let me show you around," he said.
Vusi introduced me to the employees in their cubicles and the managing partners in their offices. He guided me through the office, showing me where everything was, including the cafeteria and the boardroom.
Saturday afternoon arrived. Vusi and Dumi picked me up, and we settled into a restaurant.
Dumi: "I should have invited someone." Dumi said.
Paige: "Why" I asked.
Dumi: "I feel like a third wheel" he replied.
We chuckled at his joke.
Vusi: "We're just friends having dinner. If you'd brought someone, it would have felt like a double date." Vusi chimed in.
Dumi stayed absorbed in his phone, completely oblivious to his surroundings.
Duni: "Man, I have to rush somewhere; it's an emergency," he said, sounding panicked.
Paige: "Oh my God, is everything okay?" I asked, concerned.
Dumi: "Yes, you stay here; I'll take care of it," Dumi assured us as he stood up and walked toward the door.
Paige: "I hope everything's alright,"
Vusi: "I'm sure it's nothing major," Vusi replied, looking relaxed.
As I glanced back, I caught Dumi grinning at a girl across the room before leaving; he didn't look like a man in a rush.
Vusi: "It looks like it's just us now," Vusi said.
Paige: "You guys planned this, right?" I asked.
Vusi: "Why do you say that?" he replied.
Paige: "Your cousin is a terrible actor," I said, smirking.
He smiled.
Vusi: "Okay, you got me; I just wanted to be alone with you. I hope you're not mad."
I chuckled.
Paige: "No, it's okay."
Vusi: "Should we order dessert?" Vusi asked.
Paige: "Yes, I'd like a chocolate cake," I replied.
Vusi: "I'll have vanilla cake."
He said, placing our order.
Vusi: "You have a beautiful smile, Paige," he complimented.
Paige: "Thanks, you're not bad yourself," I responded, and we exchanged smiles.
After our meal, Vusi paid the bill, and we stepped into the cool evening air. Since Dumi had left with the car, Vusi and I walked back to my place, suspecting this was all part of their plan. On the way, we shared stories from our childhoods.
Vusi: "May I have a friendly kiss or a hug?" Vusi asked.
Paige: "A hug will do," I said.
He hugged me, then kissed me. I reciprocated before stepping back.
Vusi: "I'll call you," he said.
Paige: "Sure," I replied.
As I went inside, I heard a car outside; Vusi was getting in. They had planned this.
On the Monday morning, I sat in the cafeteria, enjoying my meal, when Dumisani and Vusi joined me.
Dumi greeted me, "Sawubona (Hello), Paige," while Vusi smiled next to him.
Paige: "Yebo,"(Hi), I replied.
Dumi: "Unjani?"(How are you?) he asked.
Paige: "Ngiyaphila"(I'm fine), I responded.
Dumi: "You nailed it, Paige; you speak Zulu!"
Paige: "No, just greetings and asking for directions—that's all." I laughed,
Dumi: You'd better become fluent; my brother likes you.
At his words, I felt my cheeks turn crimson, warmth flooding my face as embarrassment and a flutter of excitement mingled.
Vusi: "We're at work, Dumisani."
Dumi: "How was dinner last night?"
Paige: The dessert was delicious; you missed out.
Some colleagues kept talking and pointing at us.
In the following weeks, Vusi and I went out a few times. He's charming, but his busy schedule and silence made things complicated. He admitted he wasn't ready for anything serious and that his father had nudged him to ask me out. Although disappointed, we agreed to keep things professional. Together with Mr. Vilakazi and Vusi, we made a strong team. We secured a high-profile case, even after a last-minute twist when recent evidence emerged in court. I dove into research, found a loophole, and we turned things around. As we left the courtroom, journalists swarmed us, and Mr. Vilakazi credited me for our win. I was trending.
Vusi suggested we celebrate our victory, but Dumi vanished once more, leaving Vusi and me in a moment of awkward silence before he offered me a ride home.
My parents and brothers saw me on the news and called to congratulate me. I chatted with them until I went to bed.
Chapter 2: Encounter with a Homeless Man
My morning routine unfolds as usual until I step out of the taxi, and Vusi's angry shouts slice through the air. I hurry over, worried about what might be wrong, only to find him aiming a kick at a homeless man huddled at the building's corner.
Paige: "Hey, Vusi, what are you doing?" I ask.
Vusi: "This smelly guy refuses to leave the building," he replies.
Paige: "He's outside, Vusi; he's not harming anyone."
Vusi: "Hey, dude, leave!" The homeless man lowers his head in silent defeat. At that moment, Mr. Vilakazi's car glides to a stop, and he strides over to join us.
Vilakazi: "What's going on here?" he asks.
Vusi: "Dad, this guy refuses to leave," Vusi explains.
Paige: "He's not bothering anyone," I interject, wanting to de-escalate the situation without creating further conflict. "Let's leave him be; if we hear any complaints, then he'll have to go."
Vilakazi: "Okay, Paige, you're right," Mr. Vilakazi concedes.
Vusi rolls his eyes and stalks off, his father trailing behind.
After sharing a glance with the homeless man, I hurried into the office, my nerves unsettled. Inside, the receptionist greeted me with a dazzling smile. Today, everyone seemed warm, showering me with congratulations. Their kindness caught me off guard, especially since I'd overheard a bathroom filled with gossip about me.
While sitting on the toilet scrolling through my phone, I caught snippets of their conversation.
Tasha: "Hey, Gugu, do you know the new girl?" Tasha asked.
Gugu: "Not really," Gugu replied.
Tasha: "She just got here, and she's already the boss's favorite," Tasha said.
Gugu: "Tell me about it," Gugu replied.
Tasha: "She's so full of herself, and she's just a PA. I bet she used her looks to get the job," Tasha sneered.
Gugu: "She is pretty; did you see her walk in heels and suit pants? She has a delicate figure," Gugu commented.
Tasha: "Shut up, Gugu," Tasha shot back.
As I stepped out of the bathroom, I confronted them. They froze in place. The next day, Gugu approached me to apologize, pleading with me not to report them. I assured her I wouldn't, since I didn't want to be seen as someone who runs to the boss when things get tough. However, Tasha still gives me dirty looks. Later, Gugu confided Tasha had a one-night stand with Vusi when she first started working here. Thankfully, my relationship with Vusi has never reached that point.
I was sitting at my desk when Vusi walked toward me.
Vusi: "You think you're a saint for saving that guy, huh."
Paige: "No," I replied.
Vusi: "He disgusts me. I want him to leave the premises."
I let his words drift past me as he walked away. When lunchtime arrived, I found a spot in the cafeteria, only for Vusi to slide into the seat beside me.
Vusi: "I'm sorry about this morning."
Paige: "It's okay; we're cool."
Just then, Natasha walked in.
Tasha: "Vusi, when will I have time to talk to you? You're always with her."
I stood up.
Paige: "You can sit here, ma'am."
I picked up my tray and moved to another table, putting distance between us. Vusi's glare followed me, sharp and cold. Once I finished eating, I gathered my leftovers and headed outside.
Vilakazi: "Where are you going?"
Paige: "I'm giving this food to the guy at the corner."
He smiled and handed me his leftover food as well. I went outside.
Paige: "Hello, my name is Paige. I brought you food"
He met my gaze, and a flutter of nerves returned, He accepted the food and my half-finished bottle of water. I offered a small smile before turning to leave.
The following day, Mr. Vilakazi brought food for the homeless man, and I added my own offering. For four weeks, I brought him meals, wanting to show him consistent kindness; yet every time our eyes met, a nervous energy buzzed inside me. I only wanted to show him kindness. Today, I arrived with two burgers and soft drinks, settling down beside him.
Paige: "Here you go."
Homeless guy: "You're eating next to me; aren't you disgusted by me?"
Paige: "You can talk."
Homeless guy: "Only if spoken to."
We ate in silence. Vusi walked out of the building.
Vusi: "You're eating with this smelly guy."
Paige: "We're outside, Vusi; if he smells, then the fresh air is doing its job."
Vusi: Just disinfect yourself before returning to work.
Vusi climbed into his car and sped away. I stayed beside the man, the silence between us heavy with my frustration at Vusi's coldness.
Paige: My lunchtime is over; I must go.
Homeless guy: Bye, Paige.
Paige: Wait, I didn't catch your name.
Homeless guy: Call me Shadow Walker.
I let out a genuine laugh, the tension melting away as I appreciated his playful spirit.
Paige: Okay, Shady.
Back at work, the month slipped by. One chilly afternoon, thoughts of Shady tugged at me. As winter crept in and the air grew colder, I bought him a long coat, scarves, and a warm hat.
My mother called to complain about my long absence, so I picked up some delightful gifts and groceries before heading home. I greeted everyone with hugs.
Mom: You've been gone for too long; you never visit.
Paige: Mom, I video call you all the time.
Father: Video chats feel so impersonal.
Mom: I bet a lovely young man is keeping you away from us.
She is not off the mark. Before things shifted between us, Vusi and I spent nearly every weekend together.
Paige: Mom, this is why I don't come home.
Dad: I'm realizing I'm getting old; you're my last hope.
Marvin: Dad, we're right here.
Dad: Well, Noah is a man-whore, and you're gay.
Paige: Marvin, you're gay? I never realized.
I was surprised, and not knowing made me feel somewhat excluded.
Marvin: I'm not gay.
Dad: How come we've never seen you with a woman before?
Marvin: I have a woman in my room right now.
Paige: I'm going to prove it.
I jumped up from the couch and dashed to his room. He pursued me. I banged on it, but there was no response.
Paige: Hello, if you're in there, please say something. I just want to prove my brother isn't gay. No response.
Paige: You're a liar, Marvin.
Marvin: Baby, just say hello, okay?
Voice: Your brother isn't gay; I'm in the room, alright?
Paige: She sounds white.
He winked at me.
We returned to the lounge.
Paige: He's telling the truth; there is a girl in his room.
Mom & Dad: Oh, thank God; we were worrying.
Dad: Get her out; you can't keep the poor girl locked up in there.
Marvin: No, Dad, she's shy.
Dad: Get her before I break down the door and scare her.
Marvin disappeared into his room and reemerged with a light-skinned teenage girl, her rounded belly revealing her pregnancy.
Marvin: Hazel, this is my family: Mom, Dad, my brother Noah, and my twin sister Paige. Family, this is my girlfriend, Hazel Molefe; as you can see, we're expecting a child.
Dad fell silent, and Marvin grew nervous.
Paige: Sit down, Hazel.
Mom: How long has she been in that room?
Marvin: Two weeks now.
Dad: You've kept her cooped up in your room. How old is she?
Marvin: She's 19 years old. Dad sighs
Dad: We need to do this the right way, son. Her parents deserve an apology from us.
Marvin: I understand, Dad.
Dad: Noah, are you taking notes?
Noah: Yes, Dad.
Dad: Good. Now, get someone pregnant.
We all chuckle.
I moved to the couch to sit with Hazel.
Paige: Is she kicking?
Hazel: Yes. I saw you on TV; your brother can't stop bragging about his twin sister.
Paige: Good to know.
Hazel: Yes, he says you took all the brains.
Mom: It's true; she left him with the naughty brain. He was always causing trouble when he was younger.
Marvin: Mom, come on. You're embarrassing me in front of Hazel.
Noah: Hazel, you'd better get used to our parents embarrassing us because you're next. Don't take it by heart.
Hazel: Okay, thanks for the warning.
Sunday evening, I returned to my apartment. By Monday morning, I was back at work early, clutching a paper bag in hand. I felt relieved when I beheld Shadow Walker still in his usual location.
Paige: Hi.
Shady: Hello.
Paige: It's winter now, and it's going to get freezing soon. I bought you a coat, a scarf, and a hat.
He jumped up.
I handed him the coat, and he tried it on along with the scarf and the hat. I noticed tears streaming down his face, and then he sat down, covering his face with his hands.
Shady: Thank you.
His overwhelmed appearance and struggle to speak deeply touched me.
Paige: I'll see you at lunchtime.
I said, my voice trembling, and walked away, my thoughts still lingering on our emotional exchange.
On Friday after work, I went to visit him.
Shady: You're heading home now?
Paige: Yes.
Shady: See you on Monday.
Paige: Hey, I worry about what you eat on the weekends.
Shady: "I leave this place to find food, then I come back on Mondays."
Paige: "Okay, here's my address. If you get hungry on the weekends, visit me. If anyone gives you trouble, just say you're looking for Paige Mogale, okay?"
He nodded, and I left, hope and worry tangled inside me. Weeks slipped by with no sign of him at my door. Then, on a cold, blustery day, I was sipping coffee when a knock startled me. Opening the door, I found Shadow Walker standing there, and relief flooded through me.
Paige: "Hi, you came," I said.
Shady: "Yes, it's tough to find food in this weather," he replied.
Paige: "Alright, I'll make you a hot chocolate; come inside," I offered.
Shady: "I know I smell, so I'll wait out here," he said.
I propped the door open and hurried to make a sandwich—Polish sausage, cheese, lettuce—and a steaming mug of hot chocolate. Guilt gnawed at me for leaving him in the cold. When I returned to the door it was shut.
Paige: "Did you close the door?"
Shady: "Yes, I don't want you to get cold," he answered.
Paige: "What about you?" I inquired.
Shady: "I'm fine; I'm a Shadow Walker," he replied.
I smiled at him as I offered him an encouraging smile as he ate. When he finished, he handed me the empty mug, gratitude flickering in his eyes.
Shady: I need to go now," he said.
Paige: "You can stick around.
Shady: "No, I must go," he insisted.
Paige: "Okay, wait a moment; let me make you a sandwich to take with you for tonight," I said.
Shady: "I'll save it for tomorrow," he replied.
Moved by his words, I went inside to prepare two sandwiches for him.
Paige: "This one is for tonight, and this one is for tomorrow," I said, handing them to him.
Shady expressed gratitude.
Paige: "Goodbye," I replied.
Shady: "Hey, if you don't see me, don't look for me; it means I'm dead," he warned.
Paige: "Stay then," I pleaded.
Shady: "Goodbye, Paige," he said, walking away.
I whispered silent prayers for his safety as the week dragged on. He vanished during the relentless rain, refusing my invitations to come inside because of his pride and discomfort with accepting help. By Friday morning, the clouds parted, and a sliver of sunlight warmed the street. I hurried towards him, praying nothing bad had happened.
Paige: "Hello, Shadow Walker," I greeted.
Shady: "Hi," he replied, his voice low.
Paige: "I brought muffins for breakfast," I said.
He nodded, and I handed him the muffins before heading inside, concern still gnawing at me. At lunchtime, I returned to check on him—the muffins sat untouched, and my worry grew heavier.
Paige: "Hey, are you okay?" I asked.
Shady: "I don't think I'm going to make it, Paige," he said.
Paige: "Oh my God," I gasped.
I reached out and touched his face—it was icy to the touch. I tried to lift him, but his body felt leaden and unresponsive, the chill seeping into my own skin.
Vusi: "What are you doing touching him?"
Vilakazi: "What's going on, Paige?"
Vilakazi approached us.
Paige: "He's not okay, sir."
Vilakazi: "What do you want to do?"
Paige: "We need to take him to a hospital."
Shady: "No hospitals, please."
Paige: "Is it okay if we go to my place?"
He nodded.
Paige: "Dammit, I don't have a car, and no one will give him a ride."
Vilakazi: "Are you sure you want this guy in your house?"
Paige: "Yes, sir. He's been here before."
Vilakazi: "Vusi, go get my van."
Vusi: "But Dad, he's filthy."
Vilakazi: "Just do it. You can wear gloves."
Shady: "You won't have to touch me; I can walk."
As Vusi went to fetch the van, I paced, every minute stretching into an eternity.
Paige: "Hang in there, Shady."
He nodded. After 20 minutes, Vusi arrived and drove us to my place.
Vusi: "Why are you helping this guy, Paige?"
Paige: "He's a human being, just like you and me."
Vusi: "He's so disgusting."
I fell silent, hurt by his words.
I eased Shady out of the van, his weight sagging against me. Inside, I guided him to the couch. The smell was overpowering, intensified by the closed space. His skin was rough and scaly, his lips split and parched.
Shady: "Thank you."
Paige: "I'll be back, okay?"
He grabbed my arm.
Shady: "Where are you going?"
Paige: "To the pharmacy to get your flu medication."
He released my hand. I returned with painkillers, cough syrup, and various medications, along with takeout, soup, and Mageu. When I opened the door, I found him sleeping. I shook him, and he opened his eyes.
Shady: You're back.
Paige: Yes, sit up so you can eat.
Shady: I can't eat anything.
Paige: I noticed you didn't touch the muffins, so I brought you soup instead.
I helped him sit up and fed him the soup.
Shady: It's not that bad.
He finished the bowl.
Paige: This is for your pain, your joints, and your cough.
I showed him the bottles and pills. He took them all and lay down on the couch.
I turned on the TV, grabbed the takeout, and started eating while Shadow Walker snored beside me. Feeling sleepy, I went to my room, got a blanket, and lay down on the sofa too, but not before taking the keys from the door—I didn't want him escaping. The sound of the door handle jolted me awake. It was Shady; he was trying to open the door.
Paige: "Hey, where are you going?" I asked.
Shady: "I feel better now; I thought I should get going," he replied.
Paige: "Look, it's just after midnight. Spend the night; you can leave in the morning."
He remained silent.
Paige: "Do you trust me?" I pressed.
Shady: "Yes," he said.
Paige: "You're not some werewolf who changes and feeds on humans when there's a full moon, right?" I said.
Shady: "No," he assured me.
Paige: "I trust you, too, so stay."
He returned to the couch. I opened the fridge, grabbed a bottle of Mageu, and handed it to him. He drank it all.
Paige: "Drink your medication, okay?" I reminded him.
He nodded.
Page: "I'm going to my room; don't leave before breakfast, okay?"
Shady: "Okay, sleep tight," he replied.
Dawn crept in as I woke. I smiled at him, still asleep on the couch. I made breakfast, setting the table in quiet anticipation.
Shady: "It smells good in here," he said as he woke up.
Paige: "Join me," I offered.
He sat at the table, and we shared our first meal. The quiet between us held the warmth of simple company.
Paige: "You need a shave and a bath," I pointed out.
Shady: "If you want me to leave, just say so," he retorted.
Paige: "No, it's just that you could blend in better if you looked like everyone else," I explained.
Shady: "I don't want to look like everyone else," he replied.
He looked disheveled, his neglected appearance raising questions about why he avoided a bath.
Shady: "Can I use your bathroom?"
Paige: "Yes, it's in my room,"
He went into the bathroom and, after a few minutes, returned to the room, appearing unchanged.
Shady: "I must go now,"
Paige: "You can stay here on one condition,"
Shady: "I must bathe, right?"
Paige: "Yes, and please shave off that dreadlocked beard and hair,"
Shady: "Sorry, Paige, that's a condition I can't accept,"
Paige: "Where will you go then?"
Shady: "Just around the streets," he said.
Paige: Don't go; you don't have to take a bath," I urged.
Shady: "I know I smell, Paige. I have to go."
Paige: "Okay, go take a bath. You don't have to shave," I said,
A heavy silence settled. Between the two of us, tension lingered.
Paige: "I'm heading to town to buy you some clothes. Please come back tonight, alright?" I added.
Shady: "See you later, Paige," he replied.
Paige: "What's your shoe size?" I asked.
Shady: "Size 8," he answered.
Paige: "Please come back," I pleaded.
Shady: "I will be back," he assured me.
His leaving stung in ways I couldn't explain. Even as a stranger, I felt a fragile but undeniable bond.
At the mall, I stopped by Total Sport and bought him clothes: a tracksuit set, sweatpants, a hoodie, two T-shirts, and sneakers. It was winter, so I added a bomber jacket. I picked out a few TS-branded items for myself. After a stop at the pharmacy for lotion, jelly for his lips, and some snacks, I headed home. If he didn't show up, I planned to give everything to my twin brother.
Back home, I waited, nerves fraying as I checked the clock. Dinner sat untouched as the hours slipped by, and my appetite faded with each minute he didn't return.
I flicked on the TV. The movie's flicker barely registered. When a knock finally sounded at the door, I sprang up. Relief and a bright smile broke through my worry.
Shady: "Hi," Shady said.
I greeted him with a hug, holding on until he reciprocated. When we let go, we shared a brief, awkward moment of eye contact before he cleared his throat.
Paige: "Please take a bath," I said.
Shady: "Yes, ma'am," he replied.
I handed him the paper bag, his fingertips brushing mine—a fleeting touch that sparked something inside me.
Paige: "Clothes and some grooming products from the pharmacy," I told him, my voice softer than I'd intended.
He took the paper bag.
Shady: "Total Sport is expensive," he noted.
Paige: "I know. I bought TS because I can't afford Nike or Puma yet," I explained.
Shady: You could have gone to Jet or Pep instead.
Paige: Just freshen up. He sighed.
Shady: Can you take my picture and save it for me?
Paige: Sure.
I grabbed my phone and took a few pictures.
Shady: Save those pictures for me; they might come in handy later.
I had no idea what he meant by that, but as I saved the pictures, my curiosity nagged at me. Was there something I was supposed to see? I couldn't shake a faint sense of unease, wondering why he would need these photos later.
I aimed my phone at Shady and took several pictures of him as he stood in the room.
Shady: Save those pictures for me.
I waited, perched on the bed, caught between nervous expectation and helpless curiosity. When he finally emerged, shirtless, his skin lighter than I'd ever pictured. A tiger tattoo sprawled across his chest, its presence magnetic. The familiarity of it tugged hard at my memory, my breath fluttering as I stared. The moment felt heavy with tension— I found myself lost, staring.
Shady: What is it? You look like you've seen a ghost.
I realized that if I brought up his tattoo, he might leave and never return. The urge to ask burned within me, but fear of losing him held me back. My thoughts spun with questions I didn't dare voice.
Paige: I bet you 50 cents that a handsome man is hiding under that dreadlock beard and hair. He smiled for the first time.
Paige: Is that a smile?
He rolled his eyes, a reluctant smile tugging his lips.
Paige:  "You have light skin."
Shady: Yeah, I sometimes forget I'm a catch.
I rolled my eyes.
Paige: You look great; I see what you did with the time.
Shady: Thanks.
Paige: Let's savor dinner;
We settled at the table and dove into our meal.
Shady: Thanks for the food; I'll wash the dishes.
Paige: Okay.
I slipped away to fetch a nail clipper, and when I returned, he was waiting on the couch. I joined him, the air between us charged with a quiet intimacy.
Paige: Give me your hand.
He offered his hand, and I saw his nails had grown long and thick with grime. I tried to trim them, but the layers resisted, and when I pressed harder, he jerked his hand back.
Shady: Ouch, you're hurting me.
Paige: Good; it shows you're human again.
He fixed his gaze on me, eyes deep and unreadable, his face serious. I picked up a nail file, gently working away at his nails, shaping and smoothing each one on his hands and feet with patient care.
Paige: You left with your hair and beard.
Shady: I know. Just give me some time, and I'll let you.
Paige: Fair enough.
Shady: Thanks, one quire.
Paige: One quire?
Shady: Yes, a 96-page notebook.
Laughter bubbled out of me, and for a moment, a shy smile flickered across his face.
Paige: No my name is Paige, with an 'i', and a notebook has pages without the letter 'i'.
Shady: It doesn't matter.
We both chuckled, and I stared at him for a moment; he had a cute smile.
Paige: You have a beautiful smile.
Shady: I know it's hidden beneath this beard, but one day you'll see it, Paige. Just don't freak out when you do.
Paige: Now you're scaring me.
Shady: Don't be. I promise no harm will come to you.
Paige: Come with me; I'll show you your room.
We entered my guest room and sat on the bed.
Shady: Thank you for the food, clothes, shelter, and your kindness, Paige.
Paige: You're welcome, Shadow Walker.
He smiled faintly.
Paige: Promise me you'll never leave me.
Shady: But, Paige. 
Paige: Please, Shady.
Shady: I won't leave without saying goodbye.
Paige: Fair enough. Good night.
Shady: Good night, Paige.
Back in my room, I lay awake, thoughts of Shady swirling in my mind—why was his presence so important? I replayed our conversations, my curiosity about him only deepening. It took a long time before sleep finally claimed me.
In the morning, I woke to find Shady watching TV.
Paige: Good morning.
Shady: Morning, Paige.
I spent the day with him, trying to make him smile, but he remained serious. Later, he turned on a soccer match while I cooked dinner. We ate in companionable silence, the TV murmuring in the background. After dinner, I wished him goodnight.
On Monday morning, I got up and prepared for work. Shady joined me in the kitchen.
Shady: Good morning.
Paige: Morning.
Shady: I must go now.
Paige: Where are you going?
Shady: Well, since you're leaving, I thought I should go too.
Paige: No, stay. There's food in the fridge; feel free to help yourself.
Shady: You don't mind leaving a stranger in your home alone?
Paige: You not a stranger. Shadow Walker.
Shady: So, you don't mind leaving me?
Paige: See you later, okay? Please don't leave.
He sank into the couch, a quiet presence filling the room..
Shady: See you later, Paige.
I went to work, and Vusi approached my desk.
Vusi: Sawubona, Paige. (Hello, Paige.)
Paige: Hello, Vusi.
I only spoke Zulu with people I liked.
Vusi: Where is your smelly friend?
Paige: I gave him food; he gained strength and moved on.
Vusi: "Good, I don't want him near the building anymore."
He entered his father's office while I strove to concentrate on my work, though I couldn't get the sight of Shady's tattoo out of my head.  Had I seen it somewhere before? My thoughts kept circling back to him, mingling distraction with curiosity. Later, I returned home to find dinner waiting for me.
Paige: "Hello, you cooked."
Shady: "Yes, I can't offer you anything, so I thought I'd cook for you as a gesture of gratitude."
Once I'd changed, we settled in for dinner, the room filled with the warmth of shared company.
Paige: "Who are you?"
He remained silent.
Paige: "You'll tell me when you're ready."
He washed the dishes while I took a call from my twin brother. After a few minutes, I joined Shady. The week drifted by with him in my home, preparing dinner each evening. After his showers, glimpses of his light skin and that almost-familiar smile caught my eye more than once.
On Friday, after work, I decided to go home.
Paige: "Shady, I need to visit my parents for the weekend, okay?"
Shady: "Okay, I'm leaving. I'll see you on Monday."
Paige: "I want you to stay here; there's enough food to last you the entire weekend, alright?"
Shady: "So, you're willing to let me stay here alone for the whole weekend?"
Paige: "Yes, I need to go home. If I don't, my family might come here, and you're not ready for that."
Shady: "You're right; I'm not ready."
Paige: "Feel free to use whatever you need, okay? I'll be back on Sunday, and please don't leave."
Shady: "Bye, Paige." I hugged him before leaving.
When I arrived home, I tried to figure out where I had seen that tattoo before. I thought I might find the answer at my house. I knocked on the door, and Hazel opened it. I hugged her.
The weekend slipped away as I searched in vain for the meaning behind that tattoo. Regret tugged at me for not spending those hours with Shady. By Sunday morning, breakfast was over before I realized it was already eleven.
Paige: "Mom, I have to go back now."
Mom: "So early? You can leave later."
Paige: "I know, but I need to buy some groceries."
Marvin: "Do you want me to come with you?"
Paige: "To my apartment."
Marvin: "No grocery shopping this time; we could even wear matching outfits like we used to."
Hazel: "You two used to match?"
Paige: "No."
Marvin: "Yes, we did."
Paige: "I hated matching with you; Mom bought me boys' clothes."
Mom: "What? You wanted your brother to wear girls' clothes instead?"
Paige: "You dressed me like a tomboy, Mom."
Mom: "Did you hear that? Your sister has finally met someone and no longer wants to wear boys' clothes."
Dad: "You should bring him over for a weekend when you visit."
Paige: "Okay, that's my cue to leave. Bye, family—I love you!"
After I got a taxi to town, I purchased more clothes for Shady before returning home. By three, I had reached my apartment. The door was locked; after I knocked and the curtain twitched, he finally let me in.
Shady: "You're back."
Paige: "Yes."
He helped me with the groceries.
Paige: "It smells nice in here; you're cooking."
He nodded.
Shawn: "Just sit down and relax; I'll serve you."
I settled onto the couch, flipping on a reality show as he brought over steaming plates. We ate together, comforted by the easy routine.
Paige: "You're a good cook."
Shady: "Thanks."
Paige: "So, who are you?"
Shady: "I don't know much about you either, Paige."
Paige: "I'm Paige Mogale. I have a big brother, Noah, and a twin brother, Marvin."
Shady: "You have a twin?"
Paige: "Yes. Now tell me a bit about yourself."
Shady: "I go by Shadow Walker. I'm homeless, and you rescued me from the streets."
I got up from the couch and walked to my room, and he followed me in.
Paige: "Hey, I didn't say you could come in."
Shady: "I sense you are angry with me."
Paige: "I had no idea that crazy people had the ability to sense."
Shady: "So you think I'm crazy?"
Paige: Yes. People who live on the streets are often seen as drug addicts—crazy, abandoned victims. I am just trying to understand your story.
Shawn: So, you're going with crazy?
I kept quiet as he exited my room. I sprinted after him, my heart pounding, as he shut the front door.
Paige: Hey, where are you going?
Shady: I believe you started that drama because you don't know how to ask me to leave.
Paige: That's not true. I don't want you to go.
Shady: Paige, I've overstayed my welcome. It's time for me to move on. Thank you for everything.
I reached for his hands, my heart racing as I searched his eyes for answers I couldn't put into words. Each question I wanted to ask got caught in my throat—what did I really know about him, and why did I care so much?
Paige: Let's go back inside, okay? I offered him a gentle smile, and together we stepped back inside, the tension between us easing.
On Monday morning, I sat at my desk.
Vilakazi: Miss Mogale, what happened to that guy at the corner?
Paige: I gave him hot tea and food, and he perked up. The poor guy was just cold and hungry.
Vilakazi: I thought he just needed a makeover and a job.
Paige: Doing what, sir?
Vilakazi: He could start by sweeping the pavement.
Paige: If he comes back, we can offer him that job.
Vilakazi: Yes, research this company for me.
He handed me a file.
I browsed Google, checked the company, and jotted down notes. Then I remembered the tattoo. I searched for "Tiger Tattoo" and scrolled through various designs. I found pictures of people with similar tattoos until I came across a photo of Shawn Motau with the same tattoo.
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