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The Departure

The Port Elizabeth train station exhaled a grimy breath of coal dust and resignation, its iron bones a cage for those desperate to escape. The acrid stench of hot metal and sweat mingled with the scent of the sea, the salt air pushing in from the bay, as if trying to cleanse the sorrow that clung to the platform. Wendy Botha stood amid the chaos, her grip on the battered suitcase tightening as though it could anchor her to a life she was leaving behind.

She had imagined this moment countless times, had clung to it in the dead of night when the weight of her father’s expectations pressed against her chest like a vice. And yet, now that it had arrived, dread curled around her like the thick morning mist, coiling between her ribs, squeezing, suffocating. The station was alive with movement—porters shouting, children wailing, families locked in embraces both tender and final. But Wendy felt utterly alone.

Port Elizabeth was not a home; it was a purgatory; one ruled by the iron fist of her father and the shadows of her past. It had raised her, shaped her, broken her. And now, as the train’s hulking form loomed before her, it was spitting her out into a world she did not yet know how to navigate.

Jean stood beside her, their shoulders brushing, identical in every way except for the fire in Wendy’s eyes and the resignation in her sister’s. They had shared everything—their mother’s hushed warnings, the sting of their father’s belt, the quiet, desperate dreams whispered under their breath in the dark. But only one of them was leaving today.

Jean swallowed, her throat bobbing as she forced a smile. “I’ll write,” she said, her voice thin, fragile, as if she were afraid it might shatter under the weight of their parting.

Wendy tried to speak, but the lump in her throat choked her. She nodded instead, reaching for her sister’s hand, gripping it tightly for one last moment. This wasn’t just distance—this was the tearing of something vital, something she wasn’t sure she would ever fully recover from.

Then, the whistle shrieked.

Time lurched forward. Wendy pulled away, blinking against the sting of tears, and turned toward the train. The wooden steps felt impossibly high, but she climbed them, forcing herself forward, gripping the cold metal rail as if it could steady the quaking inside her.

She dared one final glance back.

Jean stood motionless on the platform, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, her expression unreadable beneath the veil of mist. For sixteen years, they had been halves of the same whole. Now, Wendy felt like a limb being severed, and she had no idea if she would ever feel whole again.

The train groaned, its wheels grinding against the tracks, and then it began to move.

Wendy stumbled into her seat by the window, placing her suitcase beneath her feet with the care of a mother laying down her sleeping child. The compartment was cramped, filled with the heavy scent of tobacco and sweat. Across from her, an older woman in a faded floral dress clutched a rosary, her lips moving in silent prayer. Wendy envied her certainty, her blind faith in something greater.

Outside, the station blurred, the last remnants of Port Elizabeth slipping away as the train gathered speed. The landscape unspooled like a ribbon, the arid hills of the Eastern Cape stretching endlessly toward a horizon she could not yet see.

Her father’s farm lay somewhere behind her now, shrinking into the haze of memory. The red dust, the dry heat, the fields of tobacco standing tall like soldiers awaiting orders. She could almost hear his voice still, each word a lash against her skin.

"You’ll board that train and learn discipline."

The words rang through her mind, hard and sharp as the edge of a blade.

"You’ll teach, and that’s the end of it."

Wendy turned her face toward the window, swallowing down the bitter sting of helplessness. She had fought. Oh, how she had fought. The night before, her voice had cracked with desperation as she pleaded with him, as she tried one last time to make him see that her heart belonged elsewhere.

“I want to be a nurse,” she had said, her hands trembling at her sides. “I want to help people. I want to make a difference.”

Her father had merely scoffed, his broad frame blocking the doorway, his presence as immovable as the land he owned. “Nursing is no future for a daughter of mine,” he had said. “No child of mine will wipe the backsides of strangers.”

And that had been that.

Wendy pressed her forehead against the cold windowpane, her breath fogging the glass. She had never belonged in his world of sweat and soil, of quiet women and hard-handed men. She had dreamed of hospitals, of white coats and crisp linens, of hands that healed rather than punished. But dreams, she had learned, had no place in her father’s house.

The rhythmic clatter of the train tracks matched the pounding of her heart. Her chest was tight, her breath shallow, as though the distance between her and her home came at a cost she wasn’t prepared to pay.

She thought of her mother—small, faded, worn down to nothing but quiet obedience. Of the way she had stood in the kitchen as Wendy packed her bag, her hands wringing a dish towel as if it were her own heart. She had said nothing, offered no words of encouragement, no comfort. Only a single, whispered plea:

“Keep the peace, Wendy. It’s better that way.”

Wendy had nodded. But in her heart, she had already decided: she would not live as her mother had.

The train surged forward, carrying her away from the life that had been laid out for her and toward the unknown. The weight of expectation, of obedience, of a future she did not want, still clung to her like a second skin. But somewhere, far ahead, past the endless horizon, past the hills that blurred into gold and ochre, lay the only thing she had ever truly wanted.

Not freedom. Not yet.

But the chance to reclaim herself.

And no matter how far she had to go, Wendy swore to herself that she would find it.
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The Path Not Chosen

The sun sagged toward the horizon, spilling copper and gold through the narrow windows of the clay-walled classroom. The air inside was thick with the mingling scents of maize meal, chalk dust, and the faint, lingering smoke from distant cooking fires. The classroom was no more than a humble structure of mud bricks and thatched roofing, its wooden beams groaning in the late afternoon heat.

Wendy Botha stood at the front of the room, sleeves rolled up, her hands dusted with flour as she worked the dough between her fingers. The rhythmic push and fold, the slow, deliberate kneading—it was a skill she had learned in her mother’s kitchen, long before the weight of expectation had settled upon her shoulders. Around her, small hands mimicked her movements with careful precision, their fingers sinking into the pliant mass with wonder.

The children—barefoot and bright-eyed—watched her as though she were some mythical figures sent to guide them. Their faces, smudged with dust, were alight with curiosity, their laughter spilling into the air like birds flitting toward the dying sun.

They were eager to learn, and Wendy admired them for it. But as she shaped another loaf, pressing her fingers into its soft surface, she felt a pang of guilt twist in her chest.

She did not belong here.

At sixteen, Wendy had become the teacher her father had demanded she be. In this remote South African village, a world away from the tobacco fields and suffocating silence of her childhood home, she taught lessons in home economics to children who had never seen beyond the grass-thatched huts of their homeland. She showed them how to bake, how to sew, how to keep a home—how to be prepared for lives that had already been decided for them, much as hers had been.

The clay walls absorbed the heat of the day, making the tiny classroom a furnace, and Wendy could feel the dampness at the small of her back, her apron clinging to her skin. She looked at the children’s small, diligent hands pressing and shaping the dough, their determination evident in their furrowed brows. They worked as though each lesson was a step toward something bigger, something beyond their reach.

She envied them, for at least they still had the hope of possibility.

Yet, even in these small moments—when the scent of baking bread filled the air, and the children’s laughter made the walls seem less confining—Wendy could feel the cold grip of disappointment settling around her heart. Each lesson, each task completed, felt like a betrayal of the dream she had buried deep within her. A dream her father had stolen from her.

She should have been in a hospital, learning how to heal, how to mend broken bodies instead of mending torn fabric. She should have been wrapping wounds, not wrapping dough.

The rhythmic thud of her fists against the dough became an act of quiet rebellion, a muted defiance in a world that did not allow her voice.

“Miss Botha, is this right?”

Wendy looked down into the upturned face of a small girl, her expression full of expectation, her hands cupping a misshapen ball of dough.

“Yes,” Wendy said softly, adjusting the child’s fingers gently. “That’s perfect.”

The girl beamed, a flash of pure, untainted joy. Wendy’s throat tightened.

She had come to care for them—these children with their eager hands and open hearts. Their trust in her was undeserved, for she was only passing through. She had always been passing through.

Each night, in the solitude of her small room, she traced the edges of her decision to leave. The village had given her moments of peace, even kindness, but it was not a place to build a life. She had never been meant for this role, no matter how desperately she had tried to shape herself to fit it.

Her father had exiled her here to break her will, but instead, he had only sharpened her resolve.

She could not stay.

The decision was not made lightly. She knew what it meant to leave—to let go of the safety, however fragile, that this village had offered. But the weight of staying, of continuing down a path not her own, was far heavier than the unknown.

The morning, she left, the air was cool and crisp, the sky stretching wide and cloudless above her.

The children played outside; their
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