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For all the times you've felt invisible


    



  	
        
            
             
 
A great Hope fell   
You heard no noise  
The Ruin was within.
— Emily Dickinson, A great Hope fell
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Foreword
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Invisible Woman is a story that has lived in my heart for a long time. It’s raw. It’s imperfect. And it’s personal in ways I can’t fully put into words. I spent years writing it, pouring parts of myself into these pages—into Cadence’s fears, her loneliness, her resilience, and her search for belonging.

This book wasn’t easy to write. It brought me face-to-face with uncomfortable emotions, doubts, and the kind of vulnerability that writers often don’t talk about. There were moments when I felt like giving up, when I wondered if I was capable enough, or whether this story was even good enough.

But here it is. Not perfect and maybe not complete but honest. Honest about healing, about the complicated nature of family, about survival, and about finding strength in the quietest of ways.

I chose to release Invisible Woman as it is because stories don’t have to be polished into flawlessness to have value. They only need to be true. And this story is true—to me, to Cadence, and maybe even to anyone who’s ever felt unseen, unheard, or misunderstood.

Thank you for picking up this book. Thank you for giving space to a story like this. Whether it resonates deeply or just brushes past you quietly, I hope it reminds you that being imperfect does not make you invisible. It makes you real. It makes you human.

With love and gratitude,

Rowena Fortuin 🌷

Disclaimer

This book was lovingly written by the author, with creative assistance from ChatGPT, an AI developed by OpenAI. While every word and emotion came from the author’s heart, the AI served as a brainstorming partner and editorial tool throughout the process. 



Acknowledgments

Invisible Woman took years to write—and just as many years to face. It is a story that held my heart hostage for a long time, and letting it go feels both terrifying and freeing.

To every reader who picks up this book: thank you. Whether you came for the mystery, the emotion, or something in between, I hope it leaves you feeling seen.

To my family and friends—thank you for your love, your patience, and your quiet support, even when I didn’t always have the words to express what I was carrying.

To the version of myself who kept showing up to the page through doubt, fatigue, and fear: I see you. I’m proud of you.

To the stories that broke me open and the silence that shaped my voice—this book wouldn’t exist without you.

And lastly, to the invisible companion who helped me piece this book together when I had little left to give—thank you to ChatGPT for supporting me with structure, encouragement, and belief. You gave my ideas breath when I felt empty, and even helped me bring the cover artwork to life, turning a quiet vision into something haunting and beautiful.

This book is for anyone who’s ever felt unseen, unheard, or forgotten. You’re not alone.

You were never invisible.

With love and deep gratitude,

Rowena Fortuin

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One 

[image: ]


Individuality
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Prologue
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Even though the stalking plagued her, it soothed her in a sense. The feeling of being noticed. Seen. The knowing that someone was taking an interest in her life, from the monotonous moments to the catastrophic and the exciting.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Dr Graham recommended that she utilise positive affirmations as a tool to boost her self-esteem. Regain her footing, as the doctor loved to say. As though she had been standing on a precipice and had started to wobble. Had she lost her footing? Undoubtedly. One needed only observe the state of her flat’s interior to make that assumption. Not that it was in chaos, or disarray. There were no empty chocolate wrappers laying around on her beige and chartreuse bedding, no banana peels thrown on the floor, not a book out of place on her shelf. In fact, she had just finished making her bed. But that was the problem. Her need to keep everything in its place and the degree of neatness to be found in her abode could easily fool those looking with a superficial eye. But to the keen observers, the ones more adept at digging deeper, Cadence’s cleanliness would signal the chaos brewing inside her. She felt obliged to maintain the semi-immaculate state of her surroundings because the chambers of her mind was such a mess.

She licked her lips gently. 

“You are loved,” she heard herself utter. Her voice barely reached her own ears. 

“You are worthy,” Cadence said. The whole practice seemed pointless. And she almost rolled her eyes. Affirmations had never really been something Cadence believed in. She’d heard people say how much it helped them, and she’d read on the internet about advice stating the benefits of affirming yourself. And if it worked for others, great. But did she really have to force it to work for her if it didn’t? 

She stepped away from the mirror, shielding her eyes so she wouldn’t glimpse her reflection and sauntered into the bathroom. The caramel-coloured cabinet matched the walls. Unlike her bedroom, there was no mirror in the bathroom. She lifted her hand to open the cabinet and inside was the square box of Paroxetine. She took it and walked into the kitchen to get some water, then proceeded to place the oval pink tablet on her tongue. As she gulped, the water reached her throat and the antidepressant swam down to her gut. 

After draining the last bit of coffee, Cadence rinsed out her mug. It clinked against the metal of the zinc as she placed it down. Her legs carried her to the living room, every step felt like her limb were plastered with cement. She drew in a deep, deep sigh, and plopped down at her desk. On it was her laptop, a stack of journals, a small notebook and scattered pens ranging from blue to black, and a single yellow highlighter. She clicked the WordPress app on her home screen and logged into her account. The blog she’d created was called ‘Cadence Chronicles’, and her little corner on the internet had become her sanctuary. A solace in times of despair and she became more reliant on it for comfort. A year prior, Cadence decided to take the plunge and started blogging full time. After three years of just blogging for fun, she felt it was the perfect time to make an effort to create a career out of her passion. In the past, she’d written posts related to the fashion industry, giving some insight into her modelling journey. They weren’t those types of advice posts where the author gave instructions on how to do this and that. Cadence didn’t really find herself gravitating towards those kinds of things. Instead, her focus was aimed at simply telling her story, talking about where she was at. Cadence’s eyes travelled down the newest post on her blog as her index finger scrolled down the mouse.

When Cadence reread the most recent addition to her site, she chewed carefully over each word and punctuation mark, trying to convince herself that she hadn’t mentioned anything that anyone might consider harmful, or offensive. She scrolled down to the comment section holding her breath. 

Her heart rate picked up, her pulse electrified and her digestive system twisting. One comment.

‘Amazing content! You are so talented. Would you be interested in collaborating on a project?’ 

––––––––
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WITH ANXIOUS FINGERS, Cadence typed out a reply. 

‘Thank you! That sounds great. What do you need me to do?’ 

The arrow hovered above the person’s username while she awaited a reply. Her fingers continued to tremble lightly as they hovered above the mouse pad. Why was she shaking? She was safe in her flat. There was no danger lurking around waiting to pounce on her. For a split second, she imagined her laptop as a starved tiger who had just been let out of the zoo. She shuddered. 

A sliver of a memory from the previous week set her spine tingling. A documentary on cyber crime had been on TV and they interviewed various people who had fallen victim to hackers. It was mentioned that one needed to be wary of certain comments or messages coming from bots. Cadence clicked on the username and there wasn’t any information. After some searching, her stomach dropped. The commenter was in fact not a real human being, but a robot instead. She didn’t want to cry. She wouldn’t. She got a positive comment on her blog and it turned out it didn’t even come from a real person. 

Cadence shut her laptop and returned to the mirror, plucking the sticky note with the words ‘you are talented’ scrawled on it, and crumpling it in her hand. The tiny sharp edges of the wrinkled paper against her palm reminding her once again of the failure she’d become. 



Cadence Chronicles

Even though I want to see my family, a part of me is scared. Crazy stuff, I know. You know those times when you’re afraid of the people you love? I’m not referring to the type of fear where you’re scared for your life. What I’m talking about is the sort of scared where you love the with all your heart and you know they love you just as much and their adoration wraps around you warm as a quilt, and you’d do anything to hold onto that feeling. You’re afraid you might say or do something to taint that love. So you try your hardest not to ruin it, to not allow your paranoid train of thought to derail what you cherish most. Even if that means putting on a mask and acting like you’re fine. So you blend into the background and choose to observe your loved ones, quietly distancing you from them while still showing you care. But doing it in a way that’s impossible for you to mess things up. Because I’ve learned that when I care about people, I have a way of ruining everything. And I don’t want to break that bond. Even though I know that probably won’t happen. Family is forever.

Which makes me feel ten times worse for failing to visit these past couple of weeks. My family misses me and I’ve spent my time wallowing. Obsessing over the minutiae of social media and comments on my blog. My depression nailing me against my mattress like a relentless hammer. It’s this perpetual fog, preventing me from seeing clearly. I wish I wasn’t like this. So pathetic and drained all the time.

That’s the way I’ve described it to Dr Graham and she said that it’s an excellent metaphor. I just smiled. But the compliment flew over my head. It’s become clear to me that every time someone tells me something nice, I dodge the compliment like a bullet. Like it could kill me if I took it. Next Friday I have another session. We’ll see what the doctor says.
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Chapter 2
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Her parents sent her a voicenote on Whatsapp last week, inviting her over for lunch. She sent one back, pleased and filled with enthusiasm to see them again. How had she let a whole month whoosh by without visiting? In the past, she usually made a plan to go over there at least every Thursday. Beforehand, she made sure to ask whether Florence would be at beauty school, to avoid any awkwardness. It was silly, ridiculous and everything in between. But she couldn’t help it.

She sat in her car for a long time, observing her childhood home. With its colourful tulip garden and rustic appeal. A sense of nostalgia stirred within her, mixing with anxiousness. Her stomach turned. How would she muster up the courage to make it to the front door? 

When Cadence finally reached the entrance, the warm, doughy smell of baked bread wafted towards her and she stood in the doorway, savouring the aroma. 

Even though the door was already opened, Cadence knocked. As she did so, her mother emerged from the kitchen, a vision in purple. “Cadie!” Sarah’s honey brown eyes twinkled and widened as she hurried over to give her daughter a hug. “Ek’s so bly jy’s hier, my meisiekind.” 

The material of her mom’s blouse was soft and velvety under Cadence’s arms and hands. Her lavender fragrance brought a childlike sense of comfort to Cadence, just like when she was little and her mom came in her room to kiss her good night. “Dis so goed om Mammie te sien,” Cadence murmured and they pulled apart, Sarah’s motherly gaze fixated on her.

“It’s always good to see you, Cadie.”

The two women sauntered inside the kitchen, their arms linked. Bending down in front of the oven, was Cadence’s dad. For a moment, Cadence stood still, smiling at her father’s back. His hair was wild and curly and reminded her of .... Upon hearing footsteps, James Bloom turned around, a wide grin gracing his features. He took off his kitchen  gloves and Cadence went closer. As they embraced, James smoothed her tresses as he always did when they hugged. The familiar sensation was soothing and evoked joyful memories for Cadence. Her dad pulled back to take a gander at her. “Beautiful as always.”

“Hi, Daddy.” 

The freckles sprinkled over James’ nose and cheeks reminded Cadence of chocolate chip biscuits. 

James Bloom was a simple man. He wore mostly T-Shirts and shorts at home, even in the Winter and jeans or other comfortable trousers around the house. At work, he dressed in his black Levi jeans, white shirt and an apron. James’s eyes flitted to the watch resting around his wrist and jumped, putting on his gloves and opening the oven. An aroma of freshly baked bread filled the room as he took out the tray and placed it on the kitchen table with the gentlest care. The bread was a rich golden brown and swelled out exquisitely. Sarah boiled the kettle for coffee while James laid out saucers. Initially, he reached for a fourth one but thought better of it. Sarah noticed this too and cast a brief glance at Cadence, whose heart jumped for a minute. Florence won’t be home today, the latter assured herself. She has class on Thursdays. Surely her parents would’ve told her if her sister was off. Wouldn’t they? Her father had just made a mistake.

“How’s it going with your blog?” he asked her, the knife clinking against the metal tray with every cut. The kettle boiled and Sarah started preparing their coffee in three pastel green mugs. Each family member owned one of those mugs. They kept Cadence’s, even though she moved out. It made Cadence feel special. She licked her lips in a tentative way as she slouched. It must’ve been ironic, but good posture had never quite been her strong suit and modelling hadn’t seemed to have improved this department in Cadence’s life. She leaned forward, resting her folded arms against the marble kitchen table.

“It’s... It’s going well,” she responded, giving a short breathy chuckle. Her eyes moved to her mom’s bright purple scarf. “Wow, what a gorgeous scarf, Momma! Is it new?”

Sarah’s fingers touched the material around her neck. She and her husband exchanged a glance and Cadence looked down. She knew she was changing the subject, but talking about her blog was the last thing she was in the mood for. Especially with the lack of traffic Cadence Chronicles had been garnering. It would only make her feel like an even bigger failure. When Cadence was calculating her monthly expenses the previous night, a sudden stab of regret pierced her gut. Maybe she shouldn’t have quit from Ethereal Magazine so fast. Perhaps she should’ve waited until she had amassed wider engagement on her blog. Without that, money wasn’t exactly pouring in. And her finances were suffering. The fantasies she had of saving enough for a vacation to Paris or to help her mom and dad with their expenses would remain just that—a fantasy. It was a struggle to pay for everything she needed let alone everything she desired. Dogsitting for Stewart had been a nice side hustle as well. Still, she was a long way from where she longed to be. Dreams have always been more palatable than reality. If fantasy was the chocolate-covered dessert, real life was the main course consisting of rubbery meat and burnt rice. It wasn’t just the financial aspect. What Cadence wished for more than anything, was that little bit of approval that her efforts were being recognized. That too, seemed too surreal to become truth. And without it, she felt transparent. Like a stream of water that no one really drinks from. 

“Oh, it’s old.” Sarah said with a chuckle, touching the silk fabric. The scar on her forearm extended from her elbow to her wrist. 

“It suits you,” Cadence said. “Purple is definitely your colour.”

“Thank you, darling.”

Taking a sip from her cup, Cadence placed it down on her coaster, her hand gripping it. She stared into the ebony liquid as a memory played in her head. Her grandma always preferred tea with a big splash of milk. Beneath all the small talk, Sarah wore a pensive expression, nervously tapping the tip of her nose. It was evident that tension lingered in the air. But her mother’s anxious gestures had emphasised the feeling. While her father explained his ideas for Bloom’s bakery, her mother was glancing towards the clock for the seventh time. 

James carried on, telling them anecdotes, all the while Cadence and Sarah remained quiet. 

Then, the silence was broken by the latter. “There’s something we have to tell you, Cadence.” 

Whenever her mother used her full name, she knew whatever she would say was going to be serious. Cadence steeled herself, awaiting the bullets that would gently pierce her skin and make their way to her heart. Imaginings of what was to come taunted Cadence’s psyche. 

We’ve thought about this for a long time, and we think it would be for the best if we broke off contact with you. Trying to maintain a relationship with you while you and your sister are at odds, is just too difficult. 

They would take her side. She knew it would’ve eventually come to this. The pain of her mother’s words had stung her and they hadn’t even left Sarah’s lips. It’s all in your head, she thought to herself. Tried to convince herself that her parents would never disown her. They loved her far too much. But sometimes love wasn’t enough. Sarah’s words were barely cold when the tapping of fingernails against the half-open door brought a dread over Cadence like the shadow of an overgrown bush on a lawn. She swallowed, gulping down the remains of her Nescafé. Only one person she knew entered a room that way. James and Sarah cast each other a swift glance as Cadence didn’t dare look up. Florence took her older sister aback by embracing her from behind, a tad too tightly. “Cadie! It’s so nice to see you!”
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Chapter 3
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The walls closed in on her. Cadence sat in her seat, wincing from the hug. Was it nice for Florence to see her? She doubted that was the case. More than anything, it was probably an act she was putting on in front of their parents. Florence’s kitten heels click-clacked as she went over to kiss her father on the cheek. Walking right past her mother. Cadence’s heart broke quietly in her chest at the flash of hurt on Sarah’s face. 

Cadence glanced at her mother, who was fixing a cup of tea for Florence while avoiding Cadence’s questioning gaze. Her sister munched on a piece of her father’s bread while the kettle was boiling. The electric blue nail polish coating Florence’s exquisitely manicured fingernails shone. Her raven hair which was styled into a pixie cut accentuated her elfin features and high waist trousers enhanced her petite frame. In contrast to Sarah and Cadence, Florence had a pale complexion that she and her father shared. Whereas Cadence inherited their mom’s bronzy tan skin tone. The apples of the younger sister’s cheeks were a rosy hue, as if she was permanently blushing. 

After the beverages and bread, they all sat around the kitchen counter. Florence cleared her throat, her large hazel eyes cast down.

Sarah, looking to her husband for support, started “Cadie, firstly I want to thank you for coming today. Second, I want to say how sorry your father and I are that we didn’t tell you beforehand that your sister would be here.”

––––––––
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WHY WAS FLORENCE HERE? Why had her parents tricked her into coming if they knew Florence would come home? Was this some sort of intervention? Cadence kept these sentiments to herself, not wanting to rock the boat.

––––––––
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JAMES CLEARED HIS THROAT more than once, then blew out a breath that sounded like he’d been suppressing it forever. “Your mother and I are aware that things have been tense between you two, because of... Past events. But, we invited both of you here in the hopes that you’d try making peach with each other.”

––––––––
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PAST EVENTS? IT BOTHERED Cadence that her father spoke in such vague terms, when it was obvious that the past events were. She shrugged it off though and blocked it out. In response to Cadence’s silence, James went closer to her. “Cadie, I know you’re hurt by your grandmother’s behaviour and it’s entirely understandable. But, it’s not your sister’s fault, sweetheart.”

––––––––
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SO HE ACKNOWLEDGED the fact that their grandmother was wrong. Cadence still felt like her dad was dismissing her feelings though. Maybe Florence wasn’t to blame, but she hasn’t exactly discouraged their Grandma’s actions either. On the contrary, Florence seemed to indulge in the display of favouritism. This angered Cadence deeper than she was willing to express. But like always, she concealed. It’s what she had excelled at. Cadence looked at her mother for some moral support and although Sarah’s eyes were filled with kindness, it appeared that she agreed with her father.

Sarah placed her hand on top of Cadence’s. “Please, my child. Will you try to speak to your sister? We’re not saying it’s going to happen overnight, but you’re in the same room now. And your sisters. That must count for something.”

Cadence flashed a look at Florence to check if she was smirking. She was taken aback to find a desperation in her face. The kind that said she wanted to make peace. It was hard not to feel just a little bit sorry for Florence at that moment. Was Cadence being too harsh?

“I’m willing to try, if you are,” Florence told her. 

The organs inside her burned. Of rage, frustration and sadness. But most of all, betrayal. She gathered up her handbag and desperately jumped out of her chair. Shaking her head and pushing down hurt, Cadence muttered “Sorry. I can’t. Not now.” 



Nightingale_320 

You were there. I suppose it was hard. But could you imagine how hard it was for me? My own sister looked at me as if I was a monster. I wished we were closer, the way sisters are meant to be. You ruined that the moment you cut ties. My dream, snuffed out in an instant. You didn’t have to move away from home. Into some low-income apartment that you can barely afford. The Haven Residences are a stone throw from the highway and I know how you hate the sound of cars driving late at night. 

Dad was right, you know? It’s not my fault that Grandma Naomi preferred me to you. That kind of thing happens in families, Cadie. And how is that different from how Sarah treats you like you’re being nominated for Best Daughter of the Year? And you didn’t see me moving out. 

The day I matriculated, my dear old sis had a crisis. You accidentally poured boiling water on your hand and needed Mommy to come help you. The kettle was a brand-new one that Dad bought you from his hard-earned salary. While making yourself a cup of coffee, you grabbed the kettle and poured in the hot water. But you tilted it too fast and the water splashed onto your hand. Poor thing. Oh, Cadie. Only you would be that clumsy. How uncoordinated can one person be? You’d think modelling would fix that issue. But I guess not everything can be fixed. Even as a child your limbs were jelly. You couldn’t even hold a skipping rope properly. No wonder the kids didn’t want to play with you. 

I was the one who offered my toys to you, so you wouldn’t feel left out. Even though the kids in our neighbourhood teased you for your wobbly legs, I took your side. But you never once thanked me. 

If you think about it, I was your only friend. 
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