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2016

A light fixture crashes from the ceiling of the ruined guest room as my family and I stare at the damage left behind by the fire.

Daddy says the electrician messed up the wiring when we moved into our mansion in Cape Town a month ago. It’s the summer after my sixteenth birthday. My eleventh-grade year starts in a few months, and now I have to live in a house that smells permanently of smoke.

Only the East Wing was damaged. Our bedrooms on the West side are untouched.

Nancy stands nearby, popping bubble gum while texting her friends. Daddy paces around, yelling at the electrical company over the phone while Mom speaks calmly with the construction company.

I survey the destruction as if the fire has personally declared war on me.

Once my parents finally finish handling the situation, Daddy lightly claps me on the back.

“It’s all going to be okay, Hazel. Did you finish the summer reading I assigned you? You need to stay prepared if you want distinctions for the rest of the year. UCT expects excellence.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

The truth is, I only needed to read four books for English Literature, but that wasn’t enough for him. For every subject, he gave me ten extra books to study. It was all preparation for my future Chemical Engineering degree once I graduated from high school.

I twist the purity ring on my middle finger, turning the gold band around and around.

I made a promise to my parents.

No boys.
No sex before marriage.
Remain pure.
Be the perfect student.
I had to stay their innocent little daughter forever.

“Excuse me, Mr Banks, lunch is prepared in the dining room,” Audra, our housekeeper, says.

We follow her downstairs for lunch. I push around my quinoa salad, not feeling hungry at all. My hands tremble slightly, sweat sliding down my back as I sip my lemonade, trying to cool myself down. Summers here are unbearably hot.

“So, Nancy, have you applied for that position at the firm yet?” Daddy asks as he cuts into his steak.

Daddy hated salads. He always ate steak. I couldn’t stomach meat. Even the smell made me nauseous.

Nancy finally drags her attention away from her phone.

“Not yet,” she says absentmindedly before taking a bite of salmon.

The chef always prepared separate meals for us. None of us liked eating the same thing.

“The manager has been waiting for your application for two months. When exactly are you planning to send it?”

Nancy groans dramatically.

“Dad, I don’t want to work at your boring firm. I want to be an actress.”

Daddy lets out a harsh laugh.

“An actress? So you want to starve?”

“I’m not going to starve. I already have auditions lined up. Bea knows someone who can get me cast in a TV show.”

Daddy slams his hand against the table so hard that all of us jump.

“I did not pay for your Business degree just for you to waste your life chasing foolish fantasies. You will send that application, and you will work in the HR department. Do you understand me?”

The thing about Nancy is that she’s nothing like me.

If Daddy tells me to do something, I obey.

Nancy just rolls her eyes, finishes her meal, and walks away like none of this matters.

“Yeah. As if, Dad.”

She disappears upstairs.

Daddy exhales sharply and looks at Mom.

“Do you see what I have to deal with, Amy? She’s rude, defiant, and completely out of touch with reality. What does she think is going to happen? That she’ll magically become famous? She has real opportunities here, and she throws them away.”

Mom gently squeezes his hand.

“She’ll come around.”

But all of us know she won’t.

The truth is, I’m deeply jealous of Nancy.

She’s so comfortable being herself.

She dates freely despite my parents’ disapproval. She parties. She drinks. She skips Sunday Mass without guilt and never even touches a Bible.

Meanwhile, I sing in the gospel choir, pray every day, read scripture, and spend my summer buried in textbooks.

I’m the Good Girl.

Hazel Banks does not sin.
She honours her parents.
She obeys.
But lately, that identity has started to suffocate me.

I don’t want to disappoint my parents the way Nancy does. I know they only want what’s best for me. Daddy always says boys are nothing but distractions and that real love only exists between married adults.

Nancy brings the boys home anyway.

Sometimes I peek through the crack in her bedroom door and watch them kissing.

My heart always skips when I do.

Afterwards, guilt coils through me like poison.

One time, I borrowed Nancy’s tablet and watched a movie that girls like me were definitely not supposed to watch. Her devices aren’t censored the way mine are.

The movie made my face burn so hot that I had to turn it off halfway through and pray afterwards.

I couldn’t believe people actually did those things.

The kissing.
The touching.
Oh God. It felt sinful just thinking about it.

After lunch, I retreat to my bedroom.

The walls are thin enough that I can hear Nancy talking on the phone.

“Yeah, there’s a party tonight. Apparently, a famous actor is going to be there. I’m definitely going, Bea.”

Jealousy twists painfully inside me.

Nancy is twenty-one and free to do whatever she wants, while I’m stuck solving physics exam papers during summer break.

I study for a few more hours before wandering back toward the burned section of the house.

Half the mansion is destroyed.

Sometimes I think my life is too.
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The construction crew arrives a few weeks later to assess the damage.

A swarm of older men spreads across the property, hauling equipment and shouting instructions over the noise of drills and machinery. One of the workers walks over to Daddy and shakes his hand.

“It should all be repaired within three months,” he says.

He’s tall. Muscular. Dark-haired.

Rugged in a way that immediately draws attention.

Nancy notices him first, of course.

Suddenly, she’s bringing him sandwiches during lunch breaks and handing him cold Coca-Colas after work. I usually sit in the kitchen studying while the workers eat outside, but somehow he always ends up sitting across from me at the table with Nancy beside him, talking endlessly about absolutely everything.

He barely contributes to the conversation.

Gruff. Quiet. Curt answers.

Completely uninterested.

But that never stops Nancy.

I know my sister well enough to recognise when she’s trying to lure a man in.

Usually, the guys she brings home are rich university boys or the spoiled sons of politicians and businessmen. They wear expensive watches and smell like cologne.

Josh is nothing like them.

He’s rough-looking, broad-shouldered, and intimidating, with a thick beard, piercing green eyes, and calloused hands from years of labour.

A blue-collar worker.

I lower my gaze to my homework, trying not to stare at his pulchritude.

He’s gorgeous.

Possibly the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen.

“So, Josh,” Nancy says casually, “how long have you been working construction?”

“A few years.”

“Did you study for it?”

He grunts softly while tearing into his chicken mayonnaise sandwich.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Couldn’t afford university.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-five.”

“Oh, cool. I’m twenty-one.”

Josh says nothing after that. He just keeps eating.

I notice his hands again.

They’re enormous.

One of them could probably cover my entire face. He’s tall too. Sitting beside him makes me feel tiny and childish.

“Are you new around here?” Nancy continues. “I haven’t seen you before.”

“I’m not from here,” he says before taking a sip of Coke. “Just here for the job. Need to support my family somehow.”

“Oh yeah? Do you have siblings?”

“Two younger ones. My mom’s sick.”

Something about the way he says it makes the kitchen fall quiet for a second.

“Need to be the breadwinner.”

I force myself to look back at my physics homework, but the equations blur together on the page. Josh is far more interesting than vectors and formulas.

I keep my head lowered while quietly listening.

“So,” Nancy says brightly, “there’s this party on Friday. You should come with me. We can dance, drink, loosen you up a little.”

Josh hesitates.

“I don’t know...”

Nancy grabs his arm dramatically.

“Oh, come on. Don’t you want a break from all this? It’ll be fun.”

Josh studies her for a moment before shrugging.

“I can stop by for a while.”

Nancy squeals excitedly.

“It’s a date.”

A date.

Nancy was going to date him.

For some reason, the thought makes my stomach twist painfully.

Suddenly, a large finger taps against my physics worksheet.

“The magnitude is fifty metres.”

I jolt at the sound of Josh’s deep, raspy voice and look up at him.

“W-what?”

“The answer,” he says. “You’ve been staring at that question for twenty minutes.”

Heat floods my face.

“Oh. Right. Thanks.”

“No problem.”

Humiliation crawls over me.

He noticed me staring.

I thought I was being subtle, but apparently not subtle enough.

Josh crushes the empty Coke can in his hand before standing.

“I should get back to work.” He glances at Nancy. “See you Friday.”

Then his eyes flick toward me.

“Good luck on your exam, Hazel.”

I blink in surprise.

He knows my name?

I never told him.

Nancy must have.

The moment he leaves, Nancy grins at me.

“He’s kind of closed off, but I think I can crack him eventually.”

I shrug, pretending not to care.

“Can you?”

She rolls her eyes.

“Obviously. I’m good with men, Hazel. Trust me. He’ll be wrapped around my finger in no time.”

Honestly, I don’t doubt it.

Nancy has always known exactly how to make men fall for her.

Still, a strange feeling settles in my chest.

Protectiveness.

Which makes absolutely no sense, considering Josh could probably crush me with one hand.

But I don’t want Nancy ruining him.

She gets bored easily. She moves from man to man like changing outfits, leaving chaos behind every single time.

Josh feels different.

He works hard. He takes care of his family.

And beneath all that roughness, I have this strange feeling that he’s much softer than he lets people see.
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“Nancy, just because men are working here all day does not mean you should involve yourself with them. They’re here to do a job. Nothing more.” Daddy glares at her across the dinner table. “You’re already a bad influence on your sister as it is. You know, Hazel made a purity promise.”

Nancy groans dramatically.

“It’s just a party, Dad.”

“With a construction worker?” Daddy snaps. “Absolutely not. I refuse to let you go.”

Nancy pushes away her plate.

“Well, luckily for me, that isn’t your decision.”

Then she stands and walks out before anyone can stop her.

That’s how Nancy handles confrontation.

She runs from it.

Nancy hates being controlled. She hates rules. She hates being told who she’s supposed to become.

Daddy exhales sharply before turning toward me.

“Hazel, sweetheart, please don’t become anything like your sister. Keep your promise to us. You’re the only child in this household who’s going to make us proud.”

“Okay,” I say automatically.

But my skin suddenly feels too tight.

Like there’s something trapped underneath it, trying to claw its way out.

The rest of dinner passes in silence.

Afterwards, I climb out through my bedroom window and onto the roof. I’ve done it enough times that the movement feels natural now.

The roof tiles are still warm beneath me from the heat of the day.

I lie flat on my back and stare up at the stars.

Whenever I’m upset, I look at the sky and invent constellations that don’t exist. It calms me somehow. I’ve always loved astronomy.

And astrology.

The zodiac signs guide almost every decision I make.

I’m a Libra, which supposedly means I avoid confrontation and crave balance.

Nancy avoids conflict by rebelling.

I avoid it by saying yes to everything.

By smiling politely instead of admitting when I’m miserable.

The December heat wraps around me softly. It’s warm enough that I don’t need a jacket. Crickets chirp in the distance while the faint smell of smoke still lingers from the damaged wing of the house.

Hours pass before I finally climb back into my room.

My purity ring suddenly feels unbearably tight around my finger.

I pull it off and place it carefully on my bedside table.

For a moment, I just stare at it.

Then I open my horoscope app and scroll to my birth date.

September 25th: With the Sun moving into your sign, you are being challenged to dream bigger, take control of your life, and reflect on the past. This is a time for growth, balance, and becoming the person you were meant to be.

I bite my lip as I reread the words.

A lot has gone wrong lately.

The fire.
I nearly failed my exams last year.
Daddy was yelling at me for not studying hard enough.
Nancy forces me to lie for her whenever she sneaks out, threatening to tell my parents if I don’t complete the required 5 hours of studying every day.
But maybe 2017 will be different.

Maybe eleventh grade will be better.

No more lies.
No more watching inappropriate movies on Nancy’s tablet.
No more sinful thoughts.
I’ll become more disciplined. More responsible. More godly.

I’ll study harder.

I’ll stop staring at boys at school like I’m starving and they’re something delicious I’m not allowed to touch.

I’ll stop dreaming about green eyes.

About rough hands.

About soft pink lips hidden beneath a beard.

Heat rushes to my cheeks.

I quickly switch off my phone and curl beneath my blankets, ashamed of myself all over again.

That night, I fell asleep dreaming of freedom.

And a summer that belongs only to me.
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Daddy asks me to fetch a toolbox from the East Wing.

The burned rooms are slowly beginning to look normal again. Half the walls have already been rebuilt, though the air still carries the faint scent of smoke and sawdust.

I step carefully over debris as I search the guest room for the toolbox.

Then I stop in the doorway.

Josh Callaghan is standing in the middle of the room.

I know his surname because I saw his paperwork on Daddy’s desk while helping organise documents a few days ago.

Josh turns when he hears me enter.

“Well, hi there, sweetheart,” he says casually. “You looking for something?”

Heat rushes instantly to my face.

Sweetheart.

The word does something strange to my stomach.

“Uh... yeah,” I mumble. “The toolbox.”

He points toward the corner of the room.

I walk over quickly, trying not to look at him too much. Trying not to notice the dust coating his forearms or the way his shirt stretches across his shoulders.

Just as I bend down to grab the toolbox, something cracks overhead.

A chunk of damaged roofing suddenly crashes loose behind me.

Before I can react, Josh grabs my arm and pulls me hard against his chest.

The debris smashes onto the floor where I’d been standing seconds earlier.

My breath catches.

For a moment, everything feels frozen.

Josh’s arm is wrapped tightly around me while my hands press against his chest to steady myself. I can feel the firmness of muscle beneath his shirt, the heat of his body, the roughness of his grip.

“You okay?” he asks quietly. “That was close.”

I nod too quickly.

“I-I’m okay.”

His eyes flick toward the damaged ceiling before returning to me.

“You shouldn’t be wandering around here alone, sweetheart. It’s dangerous.”

Then he bends down, picks up the toolbox for me, and places it into my hands like it weighs nothing.

“Go on,” he says gently.

The moment he lets go of me, cold rushes into the space where his arm had been.

“Thanks,” I whisper before hurrying out of the room.

My heart refuses to calm down.

Thoughts race wildly through my mind.

He called me sweetheart.
He’s so strong.
His eyes are ridiculously pretty.
He smelled like sawdust and soap.
No. No, no, no.

I can’t think about him like this.

He’s older than me.

And he probably only sees me as a child anyway. Nancy’s little sister. The quiet girl who’s always buried in textbooks.

Girls like Nancy attract men like Josh.

Nancy is confident. Beautiful. Experienced.

She knows how to flirt without getting embarrassed halfway through a sentence.

I clutch the toolbox tighter as I walk toward Daddy’s office.

Men like Josh don’t notice girls like me.

“Everything alright, Hazel?” Daddy asks when I enter.

“Yes, Daddy.”

“Good. Help me assemble this desk.”

I hand him tools while he works silently, tightening screws and fitting the wooden panels together piece by piece.

But my thoughts drift somewhere else entirely.

Josh Callaghan is attractive. Painfully attractive.

Even a blind person would notice that.

Still, he’s completely off-limits.

Nancy already has her eyes set on him. They’re going to that party tomorrow night.

And me?

I’m too young for him.

At least, that’s what I keep trying to tell myself.

Unfortunately, my heart doesn’t seem interested in listening.
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Nancy calls me into her room on Friday evening.

“You have good taste, Hazel. Help me choose an outfit,” she says while digging through her closet.

“What’s in it for me?” I ask flatly.

I have absolutely no interest in helping Nancy seduce another man. I should be studying right now before Daddy notices I haven’t touched my textbooks all day.

Nancy grins.

“I’ll get you out of the house tonight. Come to the party with me. I’ll vouch for you.”

“A university party?” I frown. “I’m too young for that. And I haven’t studied.”

Nancy spins around dramatically and grabs my shoulders.

“I’ll lie to Dad for you. I’ll tell him you studied all day.”

“I don’t know...”

“Hazel.” She softens slightly. “Listen to me for once. If you ever get the chance to actually live a little, you should take it.”

I hesitate.

The thought of skipping an entire night of studying makes me nervous.

But exciting nervous.

“Come on,” Nancy says. “You know you don’t want to spend the entire night solving physics equations.”

I stare into her pleading hazel eyes. We share the same eye colour, though hers always seem brighter somehow. More alive.

Her dark brown hair is tied into a high ponytail as she waits impatiently for my answer.

Finally, I sigh.

“Okay. I’ll help you pick an outfit. And I’ll go to the party.”

Nancy squeals.

“Yes! Finally.”

For the next thirty minutes, she tears through her enormous walk-in closet while throwing clothes at me.

She owns more outfits than anyone reasonably should.

Eventually, she forces me into a tight red dress with a sweetheart neckline before immediately throwing a jacket over my shoulders.

“You’ll take the jacket off at the party,” she says. “This is just so Daddy doesn’t see the cleavage.”

I tug awkwardly at the fabric.

“I don’t know about this dress...”

“You only live once, Hazel. Forget the purity nonsense for one night and kiss a boy. That’s what being sixteen is for.”

Nancy settles on a cropped black top and fitted shorts paired with red heels.

I chose plain Nike sneakers.

The contrast between us is almost embarrassing.

When we head downstairs, Nancy smoothly lies to Daddy about us going out for dinner and assures him I have already finished all my homework.

The guilt immediately settles in my stomach.

“Alright,” Daddy says distractedly from his paperwork. “But bring Hazel home before you go to that party. Be back before midnight.”

He has no reason to doubt me.

But tomorrow he’ll check my work anyway, which means I’ll probably be awake until sunrise trying to catch up.

Outside, we climb into Nancy’s car.

“Josh lives outside the suburbs,” she says while adjusting the radio volume. “Apparently, he stays in one of the apartment complexes nearby.”

Pop music fills the car as we drive through the gates.

I stare nervously out the window, tugging at the hem of my dress.

I never wear clothes like this.

I never go to parties.

This entire night feels wildly outside my comfort zone.

What if my parents find out?

Nancy pulls into the apartment complex a few minutes later.

Josh is standing outside smoking a cigarette.

The second he notices our car, he immediately drops it onto the pavement and crushes it beneath his boot before climbing into the backseat.

Nancy glances at him through the mirror.

“Didn’t know you smoked.”

“I’m trying to quit,” Josh says. “Not going very well.”

Nancy smiles flirtatiously as she pulls out of the complex.

“I could help distract you from cigarettes.”

Josh snorts quietly.

“Is that so?”

“Mhm.” She glances at him again. “I’m very good at being distracting.”

Josh only shakes his head slightly.

Nancy keeps going anyway.

“So this mysterious construction worker lives here with his family?” she asks. “These apartments only have two bedrooms, don’t they?”

“They do.”

“That must be cramped.”

Josh shrugs.

“It works for now. My mom’s too sick to work, and my siblings are still in high school.”

Nancy’s expression softens.

“That sounds difficult.”

“It is what it is.”

The car falls quiet after that.

Eventually, we arrive at the party, which is being held at some wealthy student’s off-campus apartment near the university.

Music blasts loudly enough that I can hear it before we even enter.

Nancy parks the car.

The second we step inside, she turns toward me.

“Take off your jacket.”

I hesitate before slowly sliding it from my shoulders.

And immediately, Josh goes still.

His eyes move over me once before his jaw tightens.

“You’re seriously letting your little sister walk around dressed like that?” he asks Nancy.

Nancy laughs.

“She looks hot, doesn’t she?”

Josh shakes his head.

“Put the jacket back on, Hazel.”

I blink.

“W-what?”

“Put it back on.”

“Josh, you’re being dramatic,” Nancy says with a scoff.

“She’s sixteen,” he says sharply. “There are drunk college guys everywhere.”

“Exactly,” Nancy replies. “That’s the point.”

Josh ignores her completely.

He steps closer, takes the jacket gently from my hands, and zips it back up himself.

“No drinking,” he says firmly. “And don’t wander off talking to random guys. Understood?”

I’m too startled by the protectiveness in his voice to argue.

Honestly, the jacket makes me feel safer anyway.

Nancy rolls her eyes.

“Fine. I’m getting drinks. What do you guys want?”

“Beer,” Josh says.

“Juice for Hazel.”

Nancy groans.

“You are unbelievably boring.”

“She’s underage.”

Nancy disappears toward the kitchen.

Josh stays beside me, one hand resting lightly against my shoulder while his eyes scan the crowded room.

Every time a guy looks my way, Josh glares until they look elsewhere.

My throat suddenly feels dry.

A college boy eventually approaches us with an easy smile.

“Want to dance, beautiful?” he asks me.

Before I can


























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A A " R AR oLy 4





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





