

    
        
          The Doctor's Burden

        

        
        
          Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert

        

        
          Published by Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE DOCTOR'S BURDEN

    

    
      First edition. September 17, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232900120

    

    
    
      Written by Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Epilogue

Further Reading: Ghostlight - A Culinary Ghost Story

Also By Beverley Lilliann Alice Joubert

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my loving husband, Shaun —your steady strength, quiet faith, and endless patience are the anchor that holds me fast. Thank you for walking beside me through every story, every storm, and every silence. This book carries my words, but my heart carries you.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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Willowmore, Eastern Cape – October 1918

The wind had stopped breathing.

Outside the cracked windows of the Vos house, the Karoo lay still beneath a sky the colour of burnt bone. Dust hung in the air like suspended ash. The stench of death—not rotting, not yet, but raw and close—clung to the walls, woven into the curtains, trapped beneath fingernails.

Dr. Pieter Vos stood at the washbasin, scrubbing his hands for the third time, though there was no water left.

His skin was chafed raw, pink and glistening. The carbolic soap crumbled in his grasp. Still, he scrubbed.

Behind him, on the bed, a boy no older than seven struggled for breath, lungs rattling with every gasp. His mother sat beside him, hands clasped in prayer though her lips no longer moved. She had given up bargaining.

There was nothing left to offer.

Pieter dried his hands on a threadbare towel, turned, and knelt by the bedside. The boy's fevered skin burned under his fingers. His pulse fluttered like a trapped moth.

Too late.

Again.

He reached for his bag out of habit, though he knew it held no cure. No quinine. No morphine. No hope.

Only his ledger.

Pieter opened it with a physician’s precision, not the grief of a man who had lost his wife and daughter to this same invisible scourge only two weeks before. He pressed the pencil to the page and wrote carefully: Marius van Staden. Age 7. Died: 17 October 1918. Cause: Influenza.

Then he closed the book and whispered, “Ek is jammer.”

I am sorry.

He rose without meeting the mother's eyes. She would not want them. Not from him.

Outside, the dust was beginning to shift. Clouds gathered low and heavy over the Swartberg mountains, swallowing the horizon.

He passed the chapel—full to bursting with the freshly dead—and walked toward the town’s edge, where the houses grew sparse and the children had stopped drawing on the walls.

No one came out to greet him anymore. Doors were locked. Curtains drawn. They’d heard the whispers. The rumors.

He knocks three times. And then someone dies.

Pieter stopped at the house with blue shutters. A thin trail of smoke rose from the chimney. A child’s cough echoed through the cracked stone.

He hesitated.

The weight of the bag pulled against his shoulder like an anchor.

He stepped forward.

Raised his hand.

And knocked—once.

Twice.

Three times.

Then he turned and walked into the gathering storm, the scent of camphor and carbolic trailing in his wake.

The door did not open.

Not this time.
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Return to Willowmore

The road into Willowmore was a single stretch of tar that vanished into heat shimmer. The land around it cracked in quiet protest beneath the weight of the sun—scrub, dust, and the occasional rusted windmill breaking the endless beige.

Zara Vos had forgotten how empty the Karoo could feel. It was not silence that greeted her, but something deeper. An absence. As if the air held its breath.

She parked outside her mother’s house—an old sandstone relic crouched behind a brittle hedge. The same blue shutters. The same narrow stoep with its chipped flowerpots. And that same ache in her stomach she used to feel as a child when summer holidays ended, and she had to come home.

Home. If you could call it that.

Her mother had called last week—confused, agitated, not remembering where the kettle was. Not remembering where Zara lived. Then the neighbour phoned. Annelise Vos had been found barefoot in the middle of the street, arguing with no one.

Zara stepped from the car, the heat pressing close, and opened the gate. It groaned in protest. A pair of eyes watched her from across the street—an old man on a bench, unmoving, cigarette smouldering between his fingers.

She lifted her hand in a half-wave. He didn't return it.

Inside, the house smelled of lavender polish and something older—musty, faintly medicinal. Like memories left too long in a closed drawer.

“Ma?” she called.

No answer.

Then, from the kitchen: “Is that you, Pieter?”

Zara froze. Her chest tightened.

“No,” she said, stepping forward. “It’s me, Ma. It’s Zara.”

Her mother stood by the stove, stirring an empty pot. She turned slowly, as if waking from a dream. Her face softened. “Zara,” she whispered. “You came.”

“I said I would.”

Annelise smiled, then frowned. “You missed him.”

“Missed who?”

Her mother looked out the window, eyes gone glassy. “The doctor. He was here. Knocking. You should have answered.”

Zara’s mouth went dry. “What doctor?”

But her mother was already humming, softly, a song Zara hadn't heard in years. A lullaby. Something old.

Something not hers.
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Chapter Two
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A Town Suspended

The next morning, Willowmore woke slowly, as it always did. Zara wandered down the main street toward the café. The pavement radiated yesterday’s heat; the sky above was a pale, chalky blue.

The town looked like it had been painted in a single afternoon and forgotten.

There were no children. No dogs barking. Only the quiet squeak of a shop’s sign swinging in the breeze and the rhythmic tap of her sandals on the pavement.

At the café, three older women sat with their tea, their sunhats pulled low. Conversations paused as Zara passed. She felt it in her skin—the awareness of being noticed, weighed, catalogued.

One of them—silver hair coiled in perfect loops—leaned toward her. “You’re a Vos girl, aren’t you?”

Zara hesitated. “Yes. I’m looking after my mother.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Family’s full of doctors, no? Wasn’t your grandfather the one from the... bad year?”

Zara gave a polite smile. “Great-grandfather. Pieter Vos.”

The other woman murmured something Zara couldn’t hear.

The first one continued, “Well. If you hear a knock you don’t expect, child, best not to open the door. Just a bit of advice.”

Zara blinked. “Excuse me?”

The third woman, who hadn’t spoken, finally did. Her voice was rasped from years of smoke or secrets. “He still makes his rounds, you know.”

The women sipped their tea. No one laughed.
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An Unfinished Visit

Later that afternoon, Zara was organizing the guest room when she heard the ambulance.

It wasn’t in a rush—just that slow, eerie crawl of inevitability. She stepped out onto the stoep in time to see it stop across the street, at the grey house with the cracked chimney. The old woman who lived there—Mrs. Greef, she thought—was being wheeled out on a stretcher.

Her son followed behind, his face set in stone.

Zara moved toward the gate. “Is she all right?” she called.

The man glanced up. His eyes were red, but dry. “You saw her this morning?”

“No,” Zara said. “Why?”

“She heard it,” he said.

“Heard what?”

His expression darkened. “The knock.”

Zara frowned. “What are you talking about?”

He looked past her, toward her mother's house. “You’ll know it when it comes. There’s always the same smell. Like a hospital left in the sun.”

He climbed into the ambulance and shut the door.

Zara stood there long after they were gone.

That night, while unpacking old linens, she found a rusted plaque wrapped in muslin. It must have fallen from an old box.

She wiped away the dust.

Dr. Pieter Vos

District Surgeon – Willowmore, 1909–1918

"In Service Unto Death."

Her hand trembled.

Behind her, the hallway door creaked open.

And for a moment—just a breath—she smelled camphor and soap.
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