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DIANA

“I don’t know if I’m cut out for this, Travis,” I tell my brother as he guides me through his mechanic shop. Cars fill the space as several men and women tinker beneath their hoods, tools in hand and faces gleaming with sweat. It’s burning hot in Durban right now. I can feel the heat seeping through my skin, making me sweat through my tank top and shorts.

Travis gives me an incredulous stare.

“Are you my sister? Same girl who used to fix Dad’s car every time it broke? The same one who can ride a motorcycle backwards? You’re overqualified.”

“Maybe, but I was born to be a teacher. I’ve never been a mechanic before,” I tell him as he leads me to a convertible with its hood unhinged.

A tall Black woman with dreadlocks tinkers with the engine. Her forearms flex as she tightens something beneath the hood. Grease smudges her knuckles. She looks steady. Certain. Like she belongs here.

“Sorry to remind you, sis. But you got fired, remember?”

I groan at the reminder. My job of ten years as a primary school teacher went straight down the drain after I cussed out one of the kids’ parents in a fight because my ex-girlfriend was cheating on me with the parent. I got so mad that I choked the parent, prompting the principal to fire me for misconduct.

“Don’t remind me. Felicia got me fucked up.”

“You don’t have to tell me anything. That girl has been a problem since you started dating five years ago. Anyway, Diana, this is Vera,” Travis says, gesturing toward the woman.

Vera turns.

She has a sleeve of tattoos in extravagant designs that climb up her arm. Her piercing blue eyes catch mine immediately — bright, assessing, almost amused. She smiles, slow and deliberate. A gold tooth flashes.

“Nice to meet you, Di. Can I call you that?” Vera says.

The nickname lands differently when it comes from her. Softer. Personal.

I nod. “Sure.”

She wipes her hands on a rag but doesn’t look away from me while she does it.

“Are you new here, Vera? I’ve never seen you around,” I ask.

Travis interrupts.

“Vera here is part of a nomadic motorcycle club — The Iron Roses. I just hired her, but she’s an expert. You can work with her. She’ll help you out. Listen, I have some errands to run. Will you be okay here?”

I nod at him.

“Yeah, sure thing.”

Travis leaves.

For a second, it’s just Vera and me. The noise of the shop hums around us, but the space between us feels strangely focused.

She steps closer to the convertible — close enough that I can feel the warmth radiating off her skin.

“Alright,” she says. “Let’s get you started.”

As she shows me how to fix the dismantled hood of the convertible, she moves behind me to guide my hands. Her fingers wrap around my wrist — firm, steady.

“Not so tight,” she murmurs near my ear. “You don’t force it.”

Her breath grazes my skin. I swallow.

We work side by side for hours. Every so often, our arms brush. Neither of us apologises. By the time the shop closes at six p.m., we’ve made progress, and she’s shown me the ropes of being a mechanic.

“So, are you hungry? I usually get dinner after work,” Vera says, leaning against the counter, eyes still on me.

“I’m starving,” I admit.

“There’s a restaurant ten minutes from the shop. Hop on my motorcycle?”

There’s a hint of challenge in her voice.

“I’m in.”

It’s a cosy place that’s been open since the early two-thousands. The decor is modern, and a waft of garlic and dough hangs in the air. Vera and I find a spot at the back of the restaurant, tucked away from the crowd.

We order. I get steak and garlic bread with fries. She orders fettuccine Alfredo and a tall Long Island Iced Tea.

“So, Travis tells me you were a teacher,” she says, studying me over the rim of her glass.

“Travis tells me you’re in a motorcycle club.”

She smiles. “Travis is a gossip. It’s not really a club. We just happen to be a family of women with motorcycles.”

The way she says women lingers.

“My dad died and left behind his bikes. He used to have a shop. That’s how I learned mechanical engineering. I studied it in school too. I have five sisters. We all ride,” Vera says, sipping her drink.

I shake my head. “Five sisters? And you’re all cyclists? That’s crazy.”

“I’m sorry about your job,” she says softly.

“It’s no big deal. My ex-girlfriend Felicia... she wasn’t a good person.”

Vera’s jaw tightens slightly.

“It’s hard to find good people these days,” she says. “Seems like everyone is a cheater or a liar.”

“You sound experienced.”

“I am. My ex-wife, Tammy, left me for her boss. Cheated on me with him behind my back for ten years. I didn’t know a thing until two years ago. We divorced last year.”

My fork pauses mid-air.

“Ten years?” I breathe.

She nods.

“Damn. I’m sorry you went through that.”

She smiles — and it’s genuine, but there’s something fragile underneath it.

“Thank you. I’m sorry about your ex, too.”

Silence hangs between us, but it isn’t awkward. It’s charged. Heavy with understanding.

“Where are you from, Vera?” I ask.

“Sandton. My family and I can never stay in one place. We move together.”

“How do you navigate that? With work? Relationships?”

She shrugs lightly. “We’re staying here this time. We like living together.”

As she talks about her sisters, I find myself watching the way her mouth moves. The way her hands gesture when she explains something. I look away before she catches me staring — but when I glance back, she’s already looking at me.

“This feels like a date,” she says suddenly.

I laugh, a little too quickly. “It actually does.”

She leans back in her chair, eyes dark and playful.

“Or an interrogation,” I add.

“I’m just trying to get to know you,” she says. “Do you have any hobbies?”

“I mostly paint. Even after getting fired and moving out of my ex’s place, I paint landscapes and portraits like it’s my second skin. You?”

“I love the movies. I’m a cinephile. You’ll always catch me at the theatre. You’ll always find me at the ballet, too. It truly is a delight.”

We keep talking. Laughing. Sharing stories. At some point, I realise I’ve touched her arm twice while laughing. She hasn’t moved away. In fact, she leans in slightly each time.

When we walk out, the night air feels cooler against my skin.

She hands me a helmet and steps closer to adjust the strap under my chin. Her fingers brush the underside of my jaw. Slowly.

“There,” she says quietly.

For a moment, we just look at each other.

I climb onto the back of her motorcycle and wrap my arms around her waist. Her body tenses slightly before relaxing into my hold.

“You good?” she asks.

“Yeah.”

But I don’t loosen my grip.

The ride back feels intimate in a way I wasn’t prepared for — my chest pressed against her back, my hands splayed across her stomach, every turn making me hold her tighter.

When we reach my apartment, she removes her helmet.

“I had fun, Di. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says.

Her voice is softer now.

“I had fun too,” I reply.

She holds my gaze a second longer than necessary before driving away.

I walk into my apartment and am greeted by my cats, Archie and Dewey. I feed them and spend the rest of the night on the couch. Vera and I had exchanged phone numbers. I stare at her text on the screen.

Vera: Thanks for dinner! Had a great time 🙂

I read it again. And again.

Something tells me this wasn’t just dinner.
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VERA

I invited Diana to my motocross event after work, not expecting her to actually come.

She did.

Not only that—she showed up carrying a crate of bottled Long Island Iced Teas and a bouquet of white lilies tied with a gold ribbon.

When I won the race, helmet still tucked under my arm and adrenaline buzzing through my veins, she walked straight up to me and handed them over as if I’d just won a championship.

“What’s the special occasion?” I ask, breathless and grinning. “And how did you know this is my favourite drink?”

“You had them last night,” she says casually. “And today at lunch.” She tilts her head. “Are you an alcoholic?”

I laugh and shake my head.

“One bottle a day isn’t alcoholism.”

She rolls her eyes. “That’s exactly what alcoholics say.”

“You’re sweet,” I tell her, taking the flowers. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“I would’ve done it even if you lost,” she says, and there’s something steady in her tone that makes my chest feel... tight.

We start walking toward her car.

“I’ll come with you,” I say.

She glances back at my bike. “What about your motorcycle?”

“My sister Alex will take it. She’s right over there.” I point to the short blonde with the buzzcut, arguing with one of the race officials. Classic Alex.

Diana finds her immediately and waves.

Alex notices, pauses mid-sentence, and walks toward us with a knowing smile.

“Yo, Vera,” she says, looking Diana up and down. “Who’s this? Your new girlfriend? Already?”

I roll my eyes. “This is Travis’s sister. She’s working with me at the shop. Can you take my bike? We’re heading to dinner.”

“Actually,” Alex says, smirking, “Mom’s making dinner. She wants all of us there. You should bring Diana.” She looks directly at her. “You don’t mind, right?”

Diana shakes her head easily. “I’ll tag along. Meet the family.”

I groan. “You have no idea what you’re signing up for.”

“Oh, I love chaos,” she says.

That should’ve been my first warning.

I ride with Diana, giving her directions as she drives. Ten minutes later, we pull up to the house.

She slows the car.

“So,” she says carefully, staring at it, “you live in a mansion.”

I shrug. “I guess. I never really think about it.”

The house has always just been home—too big, too loud, always full of someone’s drama or celebration.

Inside, the kitchen is alive. My sisters and my mom are cooking and baking at the same time, flour in the air, wine glasses already half-empty.

They all turn at once when we walk in.

“Vera!”

“Who’s your friend?”

“Oh my God, you brought someone!”

McKenna drops a tray of cookies onto the counter and rushes over to hug Diana like they’ve known each other for years.

“I’m McKenna,” she says brightly
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