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    To my husband, Shaun—my steadfast root and gentle shade. Thank you for believing in whispered promises and wild trees, for holding me through every drought and bloom. This story is ours.
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Prologue
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The Tearing (Legend of Jan & Janine)

The pear tree stood sentinel over Willowmore long before names were given. Before the whitewashed church or the town hall’s solemn bell, before muddy tracks hardened into gravel roads, the tree had already driven its roots deep through slate and clay with patient certainty. No one knew if it was planted by pioneers or simply arrived — gifted by wind, bird, or miracle. By the time the first settlers whispered questions of its age, its trunk was already heavier than three men’s arms, and its branches arched like cathedral ribs, sheltering all beneath.

In those early days — when Willowmore was but clustered cottages around a spring — a fierce young love bloomed beneath the pear tree. Jan du Toit and Janine Lategan were flame-bright in their youth: their promises were whispered on star-soaked nights, hands clasped so tight their knuckles paled. Jan’s laugh rolled like distant thunder; Janine’s eyes were the colour of a Karoo sky before rain. They stole afternoons under the tree, pressing vows into bark.

Fathers and mothers disapproved. Jan’s stern father, Bible in hand, called Janine’s family opportunists. Janine’s lace-collared mother labelled Jan a dreamer who would never rise above dust and promises. The lovers tried to honour their parents’ wishes — until the ache between them became physical. One dusk, as the tree’s cool shadow stretched over the square, they returned, sat on its thick roots, and wept until their tears darkened the dust to clay.

“Please,” Jan whispered, forehead pressed to bark. “Help us.”

Janine laid her palm flat. “We promise to love without deceit, to be faithful — only show us the way.”

The tree listened. It had been listening since the first laugh beneath its leaves and the first cry in its shade. It tasted their salt, felt the truth in their trembling fingers. Love had a flavour — a warm metallic buzz like bees in blossom. The tree had no tongue, but it had a will. And where there is will, there is movement — even if as slow as rock.

That night, Willowmore slept. The pear tree reached beneath floorboards and thin foundations, wrapping roots around ankles and wrists — not to crush, but to still — and gently pulled. Earth yawned. Floorboards cracked. Screams vanished. By dawn, the lovers’ parents were gone, vanished without trace: whispered debts, elopements, even midnight carriages to Oudtshoorn. Jan and Janine asked no questions. They only thanked the tree until their voices were raw. That year they married beneath its branches, placing hands on bark as if on consecrated stone.

Children followed like seasons. With each birth, the couple laid their infant in the cradle of roots, whispering gratitude into bark. Around evening fires, they told the story — softening darker edges, emphasizing the miracle, never naming the cost. Some said Janine even carried a faded parchment, a deed of promise, though no one ever saw it. And so the ritual took root: lovers came to whisper vows in secret, the tree kept them, and within its rings, the memory of promises glowed bright as embers.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
[image: ]


Present-Day Willowmore

Morning light filtered through the bay windows of Willowmore Primary School, painting the classroom walls in buttery gold. The scent of fresh chalk lingered in the air as Ms Van der Walt tapped her ruler against the desk to call the day to order. Aida de Vries sat in the third row, her slender shoulders hunched, eyes downcast. She smoothed the fold of her skirt, her fingers tracing the grain of the little wooden bird she’d carved the night before — and tucked beneath her desk for safekeeping.

Willowmore’s pear tree rose tall in the schoolyard just beyond the classroom windows, its gnarled branches reaching toward the sky like supplicants. Aida glanced at it often — its trunk scarred with initials and heart-shaped carvings, its leaves whispering secrets when the breeze picked up. She loved the way the sunlight danced through the canopy in dappled patches, as though blessing the students who dared to linger in its shade.

At the centre of her thoughts, though, was Simon Venter. He sat two seats to her left, hunched over his glossy red encyclopædia, thick-rimmed glasses sliding down his nose. His braces caught the fluorescent light whenever he smiled — his smile so genuine, so unguarded, that Aida found herself offering a shy one in return, even though her cheeks flamed.

Today, Simon looked up from his book. “Did you know,” he began, voice soft with excitement, “that the pear tree in town has roots that stretch under every foundation in Willowmore? Some say if you plant a promise in its bark, the tree will keep you honest.”

Aida’s heart fluttered. She managed a small nod. “Yes, I heard that at home.” She tried to sound nonchalant — yet her pulse pounded in her throat. “I... I’m carving ornaments inspired by it. Wooden leaves and little pears.”

Simon’s eyes brightened. “Show me sometime. I’ve been working on a sketch of its branches for geography class.” He tapped his pencil against his book nervously, as though afraid to break the spell. Then, before Aida could answer, Ms Van der Walt called the class to attention.

The morning lesson stretched over fractions and grammar; Aida’s mind drifted between the pear tree’s rustling leaves and Simon’s eager gaze. At recess, she lingered by her locker, heart hammering as she edged past the door to the playground.

Outside, the schoolyard buzzed as classmates chased one another across the gravel. Aida darted toward the shaded bench under the pear tree. There, she found Simon already seated, sketchbook open on his lap.

“Mind if I join?” she asked, He scooted over.

She lowered herself beside him, careful not to touch his sketchbook — though her fingers itched to trace the pencil lines.

“Look,” Simon whispered, holding up the page. He’d rendered the tree’s wide-spreading roots with uncanny precision. “I measured the angle of each branch against the sun’s path. Science says it grows that way to capture the most light.”

Aida traced the pencil marks with her gaze. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. “You really see it, don’t you?”

Simon shrugged, cheeks pink beneath the spectacles. “I just like studying things. But... you carve, don’t you?”

She nodded, fingering the wooden bird in her pocket. “My grandmother taught me. Wood speaks to me.”

Simon’s eyes widened. “Can I... see?”

Aida hesitated. Then, with fumbling fingers, she brought out the little bird. Its surface was smooth and warm, feathers suggested by delicate grooves. Simon leaned in, inspecting the curves.

“It’s perfect,” he said softly. “You’ve captured something of the tree’s grace.”

Her face burned with pleasure. “Thank you.”

They sat in companionable silence as laughter and shouts drifted from the playground. Beneath the pear tree’s ancient boughs, the worries of school and childhood seemed to recede. Aida realized that here — with Simon beside her — she felt more sure of herself than anywhere else.



That evening, as the sun slipped behind the low hills of the Karoo, Aida walked home along Gravel Road C, hands deep in her pockets. The town was shifting toward dusk: shopfronts closing their shutters, the church bell tolling six o’clock. She paused in the square, gazing up at the pear tree, its leaves glowing silver in the last light.

Her mother, Mariska de Vries, appeared at her side, arms folded around her shoulders. “Busy again?” she asked, nodding at the wooden bird perched on Aida’s palm.

Aida
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