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Masking Tape

Staying with my Aunt Clarissa in Johannesburg felt like a pause in life, a moment to figure out what came next. I was restless, unsure of my path, so I enrolled in a two-week computer course at Damelin. It was my way of dipping my toes into something new, something I’d never tried before. Once I completed the course, I had a little more confidence and something to add to my CV as I ventured into the unknown world of the corporate environment. I felt curious, yet completely blank at the same time. I had never worked in an office before, and I had no idea what to expect.

Thankfully, an employment agency was helpful, and I landed my first job as an admin receptionist for a small business. The office was quiet, almost too quiet. I hardly saw anyone come through the front doors, and most days, it was just me, the phone, and the hum of the computer.

Ophelia, the owner’s wife, welcomed me warmly. She patiently showed me the ropes, explaining everything from how to answer the phone to the basics of bookkeeping. I scribbled down notes in my notebook, making sure I didn’t miss a thing. She walked me through the system they used, which wasn’t particularly complicated but felt overwhelming to me at first. There were ledgers to maintain, files to organize, and clients to call about overdue payments. I remember the first time I had to call a client to remind them of their debt—my voice was shaky, but I got through it. Little by little, I began to feel a small sense of accomplishment, like I was finally figuring things out.

Despite my growing confidence, I struggled with Piers, the business owner. He was a hard man to connect with, and our conversations were stilted, strained even. Over time, he seemed to lose interest in me altogether. He became distant, barely acknowledging me as I went about my tasks. I wasn’t sure if it was something I had done or if it was just the way he was. Either way, it made things awkward.

Then, one day, everything changed. Piers and Ophelia had experienced something horrific—something that left a deep mark on them both. A group of gangsters had broken into their home, just a block away from the office. Ophelia was home with their little girl, Talia, who was about five years old. She was also pregnant at the time. The gang had tied both mother and daughter with masking tape, and from what I’d heard, they’d even beaten them. They threatened to throw Talia into the pool outside, knowing she couldn’t swim.

It was unimaginable, the kind of trauma they endured. When they came back to work, it was as if the air around them had shifted, heavier now, burdened with visible scars.

One afternoon, as I sat at my desk, Talia’s piercing scream shattered the stillness of the office. I turned quickly to see her, wide-eyed and hysterical, pointing at the delivery man who was standing at the security gate by the reception area. In her eyes, he must have looked like one of the gangsters from that terrifying day. Ophelia rushed to her, scooping her up in her arms, whispering soothing words as she tried to calm her. I watched, feeling the weight of it all sink in—the fragility, the fear that lingered in this small family.

It was painful to see them like this. I had known them before, back when life was different for them, before they carried these deep, fresh wounds. Now, they lived with a constant undercurrent of fear. Talia’s scream stayed with me long after that day, a reminder of the darkness they had faced.

From that point on, the office never felt the same. There was an unspoken understanding between us all, a shared sadness that settled into the quiet corners of the room. I went about my work, filing papers, making phone calls, but my heart felt heavy, weighed down by the knowledge of their pain. I admired Ophelia for her strength, for how she kept going for the sake of her daughter and her unborn child. But I knew—just like I could feel it in the air—Ophelia was hurting.
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