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    For mothers, fathers, and all who hold a child's world together

  


  
    
      The hardest truths aren't hidden.


      They live among us, unnamed,


      distorting what we believe we know.


      —Distorted Is The View

    

  


  
    PART 1

  


  Chapter 1


  Lightning ripped the evening sky; thunder answered close behind it. Sam broke into a sweat. Teresa rushed to the kitchen window and pulled it shut, trapping October heat in the house while the hail continued its assault outside. Beyond the house, Umtata River began to thicken and climb.


  “I can’t do this anymore.”


  A glass fell. Shattered. The storm found its twin indoors.


  It was one of the weekdays George was home, and the Klaasens sat at the dinner table. Sheena held their restless youngest on her lap, trying to eat one-handed. Teresa hovered by the sink as if she were afraid to sit for dinner at the same table with her employers. George set his cutlery down and watched the tension tighten, the broken glass at Sam’s feet.


  “Please take the kids to their room,” he said.


  “I will, Bhuti,” Teresa replied, reaching for the broom. “Just let me—”


  “Now.”


  Teresa nodded, wiped her hands, and lifted Gugu from Sheena’s lap. Sam climbed down from her chair, casting one worried glance at her mother.


  “I’ll come tuck you in soon,” Sheena said, trying to keep her voice steady.


  Teresa led the girls out, and left the bedroom door ajar on purpose, not by accident.


  “What do you mean you can’t do this anymore?” George’s voice followed, measured but tense.


  Sam turned to shut their bedroom door, but Teresa held it.


  “Shhh,” she hissed, silencing Sam, and stayed at the gap.


  “I mean exactly that,” replied Sheena. “I work almost ten-hour days, get home too tired to spend time with my children, and what do I have to show for it? Nothing.”


  “Sheena!”


  “No, listen to this. Today I was told that Lillian, the new girl...is now going to be my manager.”


  “They cannot do that. After the years you—”


  “They already did.”


  


  


  In the dim bedroom light, Teresa laid Gugu down and gestured Sam towards her pyjamas. Sheena’s words carried through the passage anyway, low but edged.


  “I trained her, George. Showed her the system. And now she’s going to manage me.”


  George exhaled. “Mamakhe.”


  “When I asked why, they mentioned protocol. Communicating with the head office.”


  Although Teresa never commented on Sheena’s work troubles, even when she shared them with her, her silence wasn’t indifference. They just felt like a luxury of sorts, fighting for recognition in a white company, while she, Teresa, had spent most of her days serving other Black women who’d “made it”. There was, of course, a sympathy there, maybe even admiration, but also distance.


  “What they want is someone with the right face in that managerial office,” Sheena said. “I’m done being the understanding employee who gets thanked with discount coupons instead of a proper raise.”


  Teresa watched Sam turn the pages of her storybook without reading. She smoothed the child’s hair, then left the room.


  Sam didn’t know what she was feeling. Only that her mother’s anger was heavier tonight, and her father hadn’t raised his voice once. She sat on the bed with the book on her lap while Gugu breathed softly beside her, and waited for her mother to come and read Goldilocks and the Three Bears.


  


  


  


  The Klaasens lived on the edge of town, where the river bent. Along this bend, houses that were otherwise identical stood out with cheerful paint jobs in teal, maroon and mustard yellow, resembling assorted candies. Traffic moving in and out of town made its own lullaby when everything else went quiet. Behind the neatness lay a rhythm that wore people down: commute, work, dinner, sleep. Repeat.


  George wasn’t bound to that rhythm the way Sheena was. He moved through roads and towns because of his job. And he would soften late returns with jokes and gifts, acting as if he could repay his absence with small kindnesses. He liked the motion, the sense of being out in the world. Sheena, meanwhile, counted hours under fluorescent lights and came home with tiredness clinging to her like a second uniform. And when George travelled, Teresa held the house together, quietly, without ever claiming the chair at the table.


  That night, as hail filled the river and the heat refused to lift, Sheena stayed on her side of the argument like it was a threshold she’d finally stepped over.


  Listening to her, George understood something had shifted, whether or not he was ready for it.


   


  Chapter 2


  The year was fresh, and so were the winds of change sweeping across the wild southeastern region beyond the Kei River. In the so-called self-governing homeland, power was promised and withheld with documentation that bound people to their place.


  With her suitcase packed, Sheena balanced Gugu on one hip and kissed her cheek.


  “Mamma is going back to school,” she said. “Want to come see what the place looks like?”


  Gugu giggled and nodded, oblivious to the price of “freedom” clawing at the windowpanes. Sam was already in the car, sullen since the news. George tried to lighten the air with jokes, but his voice sounded rehearsed.


  “It’s only weekdays, Sam. Maman will be back on weekends.”


  He was speaking to himself as much as to his daughter. Their bed was about to feel twice as big and half as warm. The changing shape of their family made him nervous.


  Sheena had finally handed in her resignation. At first, it had sounded reckless, but even George had come around to the logic. They lived in one of the few places where Black families could own land—on paper, at least—and Sheena wasn’t content with survival. She wanted something sustainable, something lasting. Her parents had benefited from mission-school education; she’d inherited their faith in stability rooted in learning and ownership.


  George came from a different world. He had carved out his modest success through sheer effort, not inheritance. Farming held no appeal for him. He dreamed of city lights and big money.


  “Why would you want to go to Johannesburg and breathe all that dust?” Sheena would tease.


  “And your sister breathes that same dust,” George would shoot back. “Yet she’s alive and kicking.”


  “My sister’s stubbornness knows no limits,” Sheena would say. “I fear the gunfire will get her before the dust ever does.”


  Her sister had thrown herself into the heart of Soweto’s political struggle: marches, danger, a life lived on the edge. But for Sheena, the fight was here: building a future in the homelands, away from pass raids and city policing, away from a life spent begging for permission.


  The answer, she believed, lay in making money from the land, and not from tending a small garden patch in the backyard. So, she enrolled in a land management training designed for the landed Black middle class. It taught her to treat land like capital, not memory: how to farm like a business, not a tradition.


  For the Klaasens, the shift promised a better future. It offered ownership, dignity and control. But it also came at a cost. The college was nearby, but Sheena chose on-campus housing during the week and took an internship with a small pay, saving on transport and meals, and buying time with both hands. Their income was now more than halved. George had sacrificed his sales commission for a nine-to-five office position with the same company so that one of them would be home each night to tuck the girls in. It made sense. Still, absence would creep through their home like a draft.


  “But who will read us bedtime stories?” Sam asked, her voice breaking, even though she already knew.


  The question lodged in Sheena’s chest like guilt. George cleared his throat and tried again.


  “I’m here,” he said, mimicking Papa Bear from Goldilocks.


  Sam gave a reluctant smile.


  “Someone’s been sitting in my chair,” he added in a gruff voice, adjusting the driver’s seat as he turned the ignition. Gugu giggled, and Sam cracked a grin.


  Sheena settled into the seat and closed the door with a finality that was subtle, ordinary and irreversible. The guilt sat like a stone in her gut. But so did the hunger for more.


  


  ⁂


  


  On Monday morning, the house moved as if it had learned a new rhythm overnight. Teresa woke before first light, hands already busy tending to outfits, fixing lunch boxes and brewing coffee. Because the day could not wait for anyone’s feelings to catch up.


  Sam sat at the table while Teresa tightened a shoelace and smoothed the collar of her school dress. Gugu, still half-asleep, clung to Teresa’s skirt and refused to be put down. The space where Sheena often stood—checking bags, counting cash, leaving instructions in her deep, steady voice—was suddenly empty.


  George tried to fill it with cheer as he downed the toast and drank his coffee, all while trying to pacify Gugu. Then he glanced at his watch with an expression of being unfairly rushed.


  While he had chosen the office job, that morning he looked like a man learning “home” could still feel unfinished. Teresa said little. Her care came in deeds: food wrapped properly, hair plaited tight, a hand at the small of Sam’s back when the child hesitated at the door. She did not offer comfort the way Sheena did, with explanations and soft reassurance. She also knew how to keep herself useful and invisible at the same time.


  When George and Sam were finally out the door, Teresa breathed. Then she noticed a small thing left behind on the counter. It was Sheena’s lipstick, uncapped and its red tip dulled from use. Teresa picked it up, surprised by its weight, by the faint scent of powder and something floral. She could have left it there for the weekend, as a quiet accusation. Instead, she wrapped it in paper towel and slipped it into one of Sheena’s handbags, where it belonged. It was an ordinary act, a kind of devotion.


  Gugu finally settled, wrapped on Teresa’s back, and the stillness in the house didn’t feel like peace. It felt like a task. Teresa crossed herself once, just habit, and began the day.


  


  
 


  Chapter 3


  Sheena had never been home to welcome Sam from school, but it was her absence at the dinner table that carved the deepest void. Once content with being a provider, George grew more attentive, determined to soften the disruption his wife’s weeklong absence created. Still, the bedtime routine—stories, teeth, prayers—fell to Teresa, who relished the responsibility.


  Then George brought home a Labrador puppy one afternoon. Her soft eyes and boundless energy brightened the house at once. The girls bonded fast, and naming her Bella felt like naming a shared joy, a small certainty in an uncertain time.


  On weekends, Sheena swept back into their lives like a burst of colour in her polka-dot dresses. The aroma of lamb bredie wafted from the kitchen and spilled out onto the street like a signal: she’s back. She moved through the house with purpose, as if reminding herself and the neighbours that she was still wife, mother and a woman of refined taste.


  Behind lace curtains, people watched; some with admiration, others with veiled scorn: a woman quitting her job to study how to manage land, living apart from her children the entire week. Some called it brave, and others called it foolish. For Sheena, it was necessary.


  


  


  


  There was nothing glamorous about Sheena’s studies. Much of the learning happened outside rather than in the classroom. Before sunrise, she and six male classmates were already in the fields: irrigation, fertiliser, pest control, harvesting. Bookkeeping and business management happened later in the day.


  Even in this entrepreneurial world, she wasn’t free of what she’d hoped to escape. In the fields, her classmates admired her. In offices and corridors, she became hyper-visible. Politeness masked condescension. White administrators called her “well-spoken” as if it were a surprise.


  Her skin colour entered the room ahead of her. Once, she overheard the tea girls gossiping.


  “What is she?” one asked.


  “Whatever she is doesn’t matter,” said the other. “Because she thinks she’s better than us. Maybe her mother had a white lover.”


  Their laughter thinned when Sheena entered to return her coffee mug. She gave them a cursory glance and went back to her tiny workspace. What was the point of engaging, she thought. They had already decided what she was, not who she was. It was, by default, common to package and label people like face moisturisers for different skin types. So she played along: smiling when expected, silent when necessary, and excelling quietly.


  


  ⁂


  


  George tapped his pen against the corner of his desk, eyes glazing over the same customer list for the third time. Cold calling had lost its edge with the mindless loop: dial, pitch, decline, hang up and repeat. It was mechanical work for a man who once thrived on the road, closing deals face-to-face with charm and confidence. The wall clock ticked louder than the phones. A fan buzzed like a trapped fly.


  Outside, the late afternoon sky sagged under grey clouds. Through the window, a group of students marched past, placards raised.


  “Down with Bantu education!”


  George pushed back his chair and went to stand next to the copy machine outside his office to watch them. His jaw tightened with a frustration he couldn’t quite name. There was a time he might have argued with the younger ones, pushed them beyond slogans. There was also a time he might have marched with them.


  “You think they’ll make it home before the cops get there?” a colleague asked behind him.


  He hadn’t noticed her approach. She stood a few paces back, arms crossed, eyes on the same children. Her voice was dry, but not indifferent.


  “Depends who’s watching,” he replied.


  She stepped beside him. “Third march this month,” she said. “This time last year, I wouldn’t have believed it.”


  George said nothing. One marcher tripped, then scrambled up again. The image hit him harder than he had expected. He thought of Sam in her uniform, voice still bright, asking, Do people really listen when you shout like that?


  “You ever miss the road?” the colleague asked. “The freedom of it. Choosing your own route, your own music, your own silences.”


  He nodded. “I miss coming home after time away. That quiet moment before you turn into the driveway. When they haven’t seen you yet. That’s what I miss.”


  She rested her palms on the sill and watched the children disappear down the street. “They still meet you at the door?”


  “Sometimes,” he said with a brief chuckle. “Depends who’s winning the argument at home, Sheena or the nanny.”


  A faint smile touched her face. “Sheena,” she repeated. “She sounds…formidable.”


  “She is.” Affection softened his tone. “She’s got vision. Can’t say I always understand it. But I respect it.”


  The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It carried something unsaid, but not dangerous. Not yet.


  “You ever think we’re wasting our time here?” she asked. “Selling things people don’t need to people who can barely afford them, while out there…” She nodded towards the street.


  George didn’t answer immediately. He’d had this argument with himself often enough, with his manager twice, with Sheena over dinner more times than he could count.


  “Maybe,” he said at last. “But I’m not one to apologise for making a living. Not with sanctions and job cuts.”


  “Even if that living keeps the wrong people in power?”


  He turned and looked at her. “If you’re trying to start a debate, you’ll have to try harder.”


  “I wasn’t,” she said flatly.


  Their eyes held. It was not flirtation, but something slower: a recognition that they were both bored, and maybe afraid. The world was cracking, and pretending otherwise required a kind of betrayal neither of them had fully admitted to.


  George went back to his office, but his thoughts stayed with her. She wasn’t the reason he hated office life, but she was becoming the only part of it that intrigued him.


  And as the chants faded, he couldn’t ignore the shift, subtle but steady. The road was gone, and freedom with it. What remained were tidy desks, endless phone calls and Ivy—sharp, knowing—unafraid to name what most avoided.


  He told himself that he liked the challenge she presented. But a part of him, one he refused to name, just liked that she saw him.
 


  Chapter 4


  The protests were becoming a daily occurrence, and they had taken a darker turn. Tear gas clouded the streets, and rubber bullets were no longer fired in warning. One Tuesday evening, a protest outside the Parliament building had turned violent. Young activists, promising voices, whose names had barely surfaced in the press, were arrested. George had been there. So had Ivy.


  After the crowd scattered and the sirens faded, they ended up alone and parked outside the police station for hours, waiting for news because one activist was Ivy’s cousin. Her hands trembled as she pulled a cigarette. She lit it poorly, thumb shaking on the match. George watched without speaking.


  “They’re going to bury this,” she said at last. “The whole damn thing.”


  He nodded, swallowed hard and looked away.


  When she cried, it wasn’t vulnerability but fury and contempt for the system, and maybe for herself, for believing they could change it.


  George reached across the gearstick and held her wrist. She didn’t pull away. That was the first time they kissed. It tasted of smoke and bitterness. They didn’t speak of it afterwards but returned to their lives as if nothing had happened. But everything had.


  


  


  


  Later that week, on Sunday, Sheena pulled a few clothing items from the clean laundry basket and folded them into her travel bag. George and the girls would take her back to college late afternoon.


  While Sam and Gugu played outside, George followed Sheena from room to room, lingering close and starting conversations he didn’t finish.


  “You packed that book with the yellow cover?” he asked as she zipped the toiletries pouch.


  “With my notes? Yes. Why?”


  “No reason. Just…you mentioned it had a section on protest theory.”


  She looked up, brow furrowing. “You’re planning to become a protester now?”


  He chuckled. “Aren’t we all?”


  Sheena shrugged and went back to folding the laundry. George sensed her reluctance, which stemmed from anxiety about her sister’s political involvement, and tried banter to change the subject.


  “Just curious, that’s all. But I’m considering gardening with the girls as an alternative to street demonstrations.”


  “Clearing debris in the garden would be a fun project. The kids would love it,” she said, though she knew he’d rather pay someone to do it for him.


  His eyes moved around the room, pausing on small things: Gugu’s abandoned shoes near the dresser, the mug with a lipstick mark by the bedside. He felt like a man living inside a photograph of his own life.


  Then the back door opened. Teresa’s voice floated in ahead of her, full of laughter meant for the children. Sam was squealing and hanging on to her, while Gugu padded closely behind.


  “Teresa’s back.”


  Sheena stated the obvious. George wandered into the passage as Teresa emerged with the girls wrapped around her waist. He barely registered her new hairstyle, only that she seemed livelier than she had been on Friday evening.


  “Afternoon,” George said, catching her eye. “The girls missed you.”


  “Afternoon, Bhuti. I missed them, too.” Teresa smiled at the children. “I brought your favourite ginger biscuits.”


  Sheena stepped into the passage, a sweater still in her hands, and she noticed Teresa’s hairstyle at once. Then she noted her subtle glow, the faint scent of shea butter around her and the relaxed voice.


  “You look good,” Sheena said, half-smiling.


  “Thank you, Sisi,” Teresa beamed, touching her cornrows. “My cousin did them. I almost fell asleep while she gave my hair some needed TLC.”


  Sheena nodded, but something nudged at her. It was not jealousy, not exactly, but more a sense that the air in the house had shifted while she was away. The children clung to Teresa with an ease that suggested a growing closeness in her absence.


  Teresa had always run the house with a steady hand, the kind of help that didn’t need watching. She kept her distance, never eating at their table, never getting “too familiar”, as if she could still hear her mother’s warning from far away: remember which pot you’re stirring.


  Sheena trusted that steadiness. But seeing Teresa so light, so newly softened, Sheena couldn’t tell if it was simple joy or something she was missing.


  After her bath late in the afternoon, tender loving care—Teresa had mentioned—was the thing on Sheena’s mind. She applied lotion to her legs and felt a slight tenderness on her thighs. George’s caresses the night before, as they shared an intimate moment, had felt like a man seeking confirmation that he still belonged. She liked the urgency, being wanted like that, which was rare since having children. But in the morning he’d gone slack again, drifting back to sleep too quickly.


  Sheena tried to read into it his desire; what it meant, what it was trying to cover. She made a quiet note to pay attention; not to ask, just notice. But there were exams coming, journal entries to balance, days until she could be fully present again. Whatever she’d sensed was probably nothing, she convinced herself. Still, her body remembered that something had been off all weekend until that sudden, hungry night.
 


  Chapter 5


  The next time it happened, it was later than usual. George was working on a monthly sales report when Ivy knocked and stepped into his office before he could answer. She looked as if she’d been crying, but didn’t speak of it. She sat across from his desk and asked again if he thought any of it made a difference. George shrugged.


  “Depends who’s asking. And how much sleep they’ve had.”


  That made her laugh. Not because it was funny, but because it sounded like him, and like her, from before everything soured. Before the client who kept her numbers alive went under. Before she was dropped from sales meetings after three straight months of decline.


  “Have you ever felt like you’re trimming the edges of a dying thing?”


  “I can’t say.”


  George knew what was happening to her at work, but he didn’t want to be her shoulder. He wanted her out of his office, out of his life.


  “You don’t seem bothered.”


  “Look, I have to finish this report.”


  “All right. I’ll leave you to it.” She stood and went.


  George glanced up when he heard the door shut. He slid the report into his drawer, grabbed his blazer, and headed out.


  “That was quick,” Ivy called after him as he reached the elevator.


  “I’m meeting my brother.”


  He regretted the lie as soon as it left his mouth. He didn’t owe her an explanation. But then her hand closed around his arm, and when she kissed him—quick at first—it felt like something they’d both known for weeks finally said itself aloud.


  They rushed back to his office. Ivy hitched up her skirt and George lost himself; excitement sharpened by the footsteps of a security guard passing beneath the window.


  After that night, things moved fast. Not in public, not in daylight. They stayed late under the pretence of finishing reports. She arrived with takeaways, closed the blinds, perched on the arm of his chair and talked about everything except what they were doing.


  Sometimes they didn’t even touch. They just talked. Ivy spoke about the person she’d meant to become. George wrestled with two hungers at once: wanting to be home with his children, and not wanting to eat alone in the evenings. Other times it was desperate, wordless, after hours, behind locked doors and once the parking lot emptied.


  It wasn’t love, George knew. It was need and collapse; an erosion dressed up as intimacy. Neither of them spoke about what came next. There was no plan. Only the pause between what they’d done and the moment one of them had to leave.


  


  ⁂


  


  Then, one morning, Sam saw her.


  On her way to the lounge, where her ironed uniform lay on the armchair, she stopped. A voice came from her parents’ bedroom. Not her father’s. Not her mother’s.


  Sam pushed the door open. A woman in a light blue shirt was dressing, carefree, as if she belonged there. Eyes brightened as she smiled at Sam. And Sam stood transfixed until her father’s voice broke the spell.


  “Blast it!” George paced, raking his fingers through his hair. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”


  The door snapped shut.


  Startled by his booming voice and the slam, Sam’s eyes darted, her face flushing as if she’d been caught stealing. Down the passage Teresa stood with a hand to her chest, mouth open. Their eyes locked and Teresa’s lips moved, but no sound came.


  Sam proceeded to the lounge, got dressed, grabbed her school case and slipped out the front door without a word. Teresa returned from the kitchen with the lunchbox. And Sam was gone. George stepped out of the bedroom; it was too late.


  He caught Teresa’s red, puffed eyes, her fury simmering beneath devotion: a woman in the house. In the marital bed. In front of the children. He punched the wall, then collapsed onto the floor. Bella padded in, and George buried his face in her fur.


  Sam—small, silent, distant—was already at Freddie’s door. At nine, she was too young to name it, but her throat tightened anyway. Trouble had found their home.


  At school, she drifted through the day in a haze. The teacher startled her more than once, expecting answers she couldn’t give. Giggles rose when she stumbled. It didn’t matter; she wasn’t there. Her mind replayed the stranger’s voice, her slender figure, her bright eyes, the light blue chiffon shirt—details that clung and would not let go.


  


  


  


  The day before, after work, George and Ivy left the office together. Ivy suggested they “unwind” at a nearby bar of a popular hotel in town. George agreed. One drink became two, then more. By closing time he could barely stand, words thick and his posture sagging. Ivy called a taxi for both of them, saying she wanted to make sure he got home safe.


  At the house, the children were asleep. Teresa heard the commotion at the front door and opened it to find George leaning on Ivy as though she were part of him. Teresa stepped back, thinking at first that the woman was only helping. Then George staggered down the passage towards the main bedroom, and Ivy followed.


  “That’s Sisi and Bhuti’s bedroom,” said Teresa.


  “I guess that’s where I’ll sleep,” Ivy replied.


  She was too calm, too sure, and the meaning landed. Teresa crossed herself, eyes smarting. Ivy helped George onto the bed, took off his shoes, loosened his tie and shut the door in Teresa’s face.


  Teresa hovered in the passage, torn between rage and the fear of waking the girls. When George’s snores rose, loud like a goods train, she retreated to the children’s room and lay awake with prayers that wouldn’t settle her mind.


  By morning, Ivy was still there. And in the minutes Teresa’s back was turned, Sam wandered towards the voices behind that bedroom door.


  


  


  


  The dismissal bell reminded Sam that she’d left without saying goodbye. What if Teresa was angry? She stayed for the noisy after-school games she usually avoided, the rough-housing that erupted when teachers weren’t watching.


  “Hey you all, it’s getting late. Time to head home!”


  Sam left the playground only when the teacher announced that they would soon lock the school gates. Although she walked to school with Freddie in the mornings, she returned alone in the afternoons.


  Near the busy road, she spotted Teresa on the other side, pacing with Gugu strapped to her back and Bella on a leash. Teresa often waited there to help her cross, but today she moved as if she couldn’t stand still.


  When she saw Sam, Teresa stopped and crossed herself. Sam remained on the far side, even though the road was clear. And Teresa called to her.


  “There are no cars. You can walk over now.”


  Sam didn’t move.


  “Now, quick.”


  Still nothing.


  “Samandla!”


  Sam stayed rooted, eyes locked on Teresa’s.


  “Dear Mother of God,” Teresa muttered, and crossed herself again.


  Eventually, Teresa crossed the road instead, Bella tugging at the leash, Gugu fussing on her back. Then she dropped to her knees and pulled Sam into a tight hug when she reached her. The gesture was unfamiliar. Teresa didn’t do hugs, ever. In that moment, Sam understood that what she had seen was big. Teresa knew it, and it scared her too.
 


  Chapter 6


  Sam was playing with Gugu on the veranda when she saw her mother in the distance. Surprise burst out of her like a shout.


  “Teti, Maman is here!”


  Teresa rushed out, wiping her hands on her apron. She crossed herself the moment Sheena came close enough to read her face. It was unusual for Sheena to arrive during the week.


  Gugu, a small blur of limbs and joy, ran first. Sam hesitated. The image of the woman in the blue shirt flickered, fear sharp as a pinprick. Then Sheena opened her arms and Gugu disappeared into them, laughing. The sound pulled Sam forward.


  Sheena smelled like the place she came from: work and soap and the familiar warmth of her skin. And Sam held on too tightly.


  “It’s good to have you home, Sisi,” Teresa said, taking Sheena’s bag.


  “It’s nice to have a day off for a change,” Sheena said, grinning. “How are my girls doing?”


  “All fine, Sisi. All fine.”


  “George isn’t home yet?”


  Gugu opened her mouth, but Bella came charging down the hall, barking and skidding in her excitement. And then George appeared in the doorway, smiling like a man with nothing to hide. He kissed Sheena as if he’d been waiting for this moment.


  “See,” he said, “I kept it as a surprise.”


  Sam frowned, watching their mouths meet. The kiss didn’t calm but unsettled her, like a picture hung crooked.


  The next morning, Teresa watched them dress in their smartest clothes, observing the precision with which buttons were fastened and Sheena’s hair was smoothed. If they hadn’t been married already, Teresa might have assumed they were going to the courthouse. They didn’t explain. Teresa didn’t ask. There was a bigger elephant in the room, and she didn’t know how to put her hands around it.


  That Friday, Teresa announced she wouldn’t take her weekend off. Sheena protested and Teresa waved it away: her children were visiting their grandmother, so no one was waiting for her at home. It sounded practical. It wasn’t. Teresa wanted to stay close. She didn’t trust George anymore. And she feared what might happen if Sam, in her innocence, told the truth at the wrong moment.


  The strange thing was how George played at being good. He remained affectionate with his wife, helpful with the girls and almost tender in the way Sheena remembered. For a few days, the other woman felt impossible, like something Sam and Teresa had hallucinated between shadows. Yet Sam’s body didn’t believe the calm. She grew quieter, watchful, as if listening for a trapdoor beneath the floor.


  The next evening, Sam watched her parents dress up for a night in town. Later they returned from the bioscope with the energy of people trying to remember who they used to be. Two days earlier they’d stood side by side in a government office, listening to their names read from a crisp certificate. It was not a title deed, but permission to occupy, a step closer than most people ever reached. The paper had sat heavy in George’s hands, stamped and approved, months of waiting reduced to ink and authority.


  They’d gone straight from the issuing office to the bank, paid what was due and walked out into sunlight that made Sheena feel almost brave. It was too soon to tell anyone. Too soon even to imagine moving to a place they’d only seen in photographs. Sheena still had studies to complete. George—smiling, squeezing her hand—still couldn’t picture trading city streets for rural fields. Sheena told herself it didn’t matter. The farm would be her responsibility, a second income and their future.


  On Sunday morning, Sheena took the girls to their usual service, and Teresa went with them. It wasn’t faith that pulled her into the pew. It was vigilance. And George, who wasn’t big on church, sat beside Sheena with the face of a devoted husband. Teresa felt sick watching him. Yet she couldn’t confront him. He paid her wages, and owned the house in the eyes of the world. But she couldn’t ignore Sam either.


  When Sheena touched Sam’s forehead and asked if she was feeling unwell, Teresa answered too quickly.


  “There’s a flu going around, Sisi. Sam is likely catching something.”


  Sheena’s gaze softened with worry. “We must monitor your temperature,” she told Sam. “Tell Maman if something hurts, alright?”


  Sam nodded and Teresa’s anxiety grew. It wasn’t because Sheena’s concern was wrong, but because Teresa knew the ache wasn’t in Sam’s throat or belly. It was in what she had seen, and what she was being asked to pretend was not real.


  On Sunday evening, sitting in the car beside her mother, accompanying her back to college as they always did, Sam almost felt as if nothing had happened. No one mentioned the woman in the blue shirt. But Sam had seen her. Teresa had seen her too. And neither of them said a word. The weekend ended the way Sheena needed it to: happy, almost normal.


  By Monday, Sam took Freddie’s hand at the door again. And he cradled it with both of his hands, as if he could hear what she couldn’t name. They walked to school with Sam holding Freddie’s hand tight, for someone who’d sworn she was too old for handholding.
 


  Chapter 7


  Weeks went by and Sam almost forgot about the woman, until she heard the laugh again one morning. That sound, bright and careless, slipped through the house as if it belonged there. But Freddie was already knocking at the front door and Sam had no time to linger. She left for school with the laughter echoing in her head like a question.


  All day she wrestled with it. Had the woman been real the first time? Or was her mind inventing things it couldn’t explain? She didn’t need to figure out answers to those questions for long.


  Ivy’s visits became a fact of the household. They were regular enough to feel like a relative who had decided she had rights. Some weeks she arrived late from those “underground meetings” George spoke about with a strange pride in his voice; other weeks she showed up as if she’d always lived there. Teresa never knew which day she’d come, only that she would.


  Teresa, once fiercely protective of her weekends, began volunteering to work through them. She stayed out of the house whenever she could. When she couldn’t, she moved quietly, doing what needed doing. Nobody spoke about Ivy, not to Sam, not at all.


  Then one afternoon Sam came home early because the teachers had an annual meeting. Freddie knew and had arranged a long lunch break to escort her; something he and Teresa had agreed on without saying why.


  As Sam stepped into the
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