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Preface of this book
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A wealthy but emotionally fractured woman battles loneliness, illusion, and the weight of her own standards in a relentless search for love, identity, and peace.

True emotional fulfillment cannot be bought or built on wealth, status, or illusion. 

Real love and self-worth must be grounded in authenticity, vulnerability, and inner peace—not in material possessions or unrealistic fantasies.

In a world where image often outweighs authenticity, and success is measured by wealth rather than well-being, Liza Mothias is a mirror many may hesitate to look into—but one that reflects essential truths. This is not just a story about a woman navigating Sandton’s elite circles. 

It is a psychological exploration of how love, loneliness, class, and control intertwine in the modern world—particularly in a post-apartheid society, where gender and power dynamics are shifting in real time.

The character of Liza is both aspirational and tragic. She is a woman of immense success who has everything and yet feels emptier with each accomplishment. As the story unfolds, we see the heavy cost of living a life built on performance—of using men, status, and luxury to mask wounds that run deeper than wealth can reach. The choices she makes are not always likable, but they are deeply human.

This book raises important questions: What does it mean to love when you are afraid of being ordinary? How does power distort intimacy? In addition, in a society still healing from historical injustice, what happens when women become the ones who hold the power—but not the peace?

May this story provoke, disturb, and ultimately open new doors to empathy. For beneath Liza’s designer wardrobe and corporate armour lies something every reader can recognize—a longing to be seen, not just admired. In addition, perhaps, to finally see oneself.

— The Author, Branny Smith 
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I dedicate this story to all the people who aspire to become something and are struggling to reach their destiny.

I dedicate this book to all the hard working people in South Africa and the whole world. All the women who believes that women and men can contribute in this economy and stands for themselves. 

Many women are pursuing their own goals no matter what they may come across. I dedicate this book to those professional and nonprofessional women who will do everything to be in love.

I dedicate this book to those who are desperate for love and want to deal with the daily demons in their lives.

I dedicate this book to all the therapists, counsellors, holistic therapists, psychoanalyst and psychiatrists.
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The author of “Her Love is Gone”, How to ‘Negotiate, Present and Solve Problems”, A handbook of Stoma Care management, “How to live in Happiness and Peace”, “The Professor’s Descent”, Desperation, and “Chasing Where There is Love”, “My Wedding Contract Too”, was born and raised in Limpopo Province, in a small town, Mokopane in South Africa. 

Under the pen name Branny Smith, Mthelebofu crafts stories that delve into personal challenges, emotional trauma, and the transformative journey toward self-understanding. His literary works often feature protagonists grappling with internal conflicts and societal pressures, reflecting his deep interest in mental health and psychoanalysis. 

Branny Smith is a holistic therapist, and filmmaker who is producing feature films and feature documentary films and is a musician. He has worked as an investigative journalist and a researcher for more than 15 years in medical research and creative industry years of experience.

Branny Smith Mthelebofu is a multifaceted South African creative whose work bridges the realms of storytelling, healing, and music. As a filmmaker, nutrition therapist, holistic counsellor, and musician, he channels his diverse talents into narratives that explore the complexities of the human psyche and the pursuit of inner peace. His films have been shown in the UK, USA and currently, his feature film will be shown all over the world in film festivals.  He has published scientific articles in different publications.

He is a documentary filmmaker who loves political stories and tackle issues that affect the oppressed societies. 

He enjoys watching movies, cheers, and going out to the bush to watch nature. 

Beyond writing, Smith employs his background in holistic therapy to assist clients in achieving emotional well-being through interactive counselling sessions. His approach integrates scriptwriting principles to facilitate character development and personal growth, offering a unique therapeutic experience that resonates with individuals seeking happiness and fulfillment. 

As a musician, Branny Smith composes lyrics that address life's challenges, happiness, and the quest for peace of mind, utilizing music as a form of therapy for his audience. His passion for mental health and storytelling converges in his creative endeavors, making his work a compelling exploration of the human condition. He is a musician who sings dance, lounge and chilling music genres.

Through his multifaceted career, Branny Smith Mthelebofu continues to inspire and guide others on their journeys toward self-discovery and emotional resilience. 

The world of Love, Power, And The Appearances In Sandton

In Sandton, Johannesburg, Liza Mothias, a wealthy and image-conscious businesswoman, struggles to reconcile her outward success with her inner loneliness and emotional instability. 

Desperate for love but obsessed with status, she sabotages meaningful relationships, entangles herself with unethical romantic pursuits—including therapists and business partners—and spirals into depression, sleepwalking, and isolation. 

As she confronts the consequences of power, unfulfilled desire, and the illusions of control, Liza is forced to ask whether self-worth can exist without status—and whether love can exist without manipulation.

Liza Mothias's perspective on the world as perceived by the author

The location of Sandton represents women upward mobility after 1994. Liza has worked hard for her fortune, but it has not made up for her lack of love, acceptance, or belonging. She embodies the idea that women in the modern day "have it all"—but at what price?

Are women in post-apartheid South Africa permitted to be vulnerable, emotional, and flawed human beings when their economic status increases? 
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The First Dream  
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The room was still dark when Liza opened her eyes.

Not the kind of darkness she knew now—the curated, soft dimness of blackout curtains and ambient lighting—but a thick, rural darkness that lived in the corners of mud walls and clung to the air like breath. The kind that carried the scent of earth, smoke, and yesterday’s fire.

She was six years old.

The thin sponge mattress beneath her creaked as she shifted, pulling the worn blanket closer to her chin. Outside, a rooster crowed too early, as if impatient with the sun. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once, then silence returned, heavy and familiar.

But something flickered. 

The winter morning unfolded slowly over the Van Vuuren estate, wrapped in a pale grey sky that seemed unwilling to fully awaken.

A faint glow danced against the far wall.

Liza turned her head slowly, her small body instinctively alert. The glow wasn’t firelight. It was softer, unstable—alive.

The television.

It sat on a crooked wooden stand in the corner of the room, its antenna bent like a tired limb. It was battery-operated, unreliable, and often more static than picture. But today—this morning—it worked.

Barely.

The screen trembled with lines. Faces appeared and disappeared, colors bleeding into each other. But Liza’s eyes widened as she pushed herself up, her heart beating with quiet excitement.

On the screen, a woman moved.

Beautiful. Bold. Unreachable.

“Ma...” Liza whispered, her voice still thick with sleep. “Is it on?”

From the other side of the room, her mother shifted.

Miriam Mothias sat on a low stool, her back slightly hunched, her hands busy tying a cloth around her waist. She didn’t turn immediately. She was already dressed for the day—worn skirt, faded blouse, headscarf tied tight. A woman prepared for labor before sunrise.

“It’s on,” Miriam said softly. “Come see before it goes off again.”

Liza didn’t need to be told twice.

She slipped off the mattress, her small feet touching the cold floor. The chill ran through her body, but she ignored it, moving closer to the television like it was something sacred.

The image sharpened for a moment.

A woman—blonde, bold, moving with confidence Liza had never seen before.

“Who is that?” Liza asked, eyes wide.

Miriam glanced over, a faint smile touching her tired face. “That is Madonna.”

“Ma-don-na,” Liza repeated slowly, tasting the name like something sweet.

“She sings,” Miriam added. “She dances. People all over the world watch her.”

Liza leaned closer, her nose almost touching the screen. The picture flickered again, but she didn’t move back. Even through the static, she could see something... powerful.

Madonna moved like she owned the world.

Like she wasn’t afraid of anything.

The signal shifted, crackled—and suddenly the image changed.

Another woman appeared.

Tall. Dark. Elegant.

Walking slowly down a runway that seemed endless.

Cameras flashed. Lights exploded around her like stars.

Liza gasped.

“Ma! Look! Look at her!”

Miriam turned fully this time, her eyes settling on the screen. For a moment, something changed in her expression. Something softer. Something far away.

“That one...” Miriam said quietly, almost to herself. “That is Naomi Campbell.”

The name lingered in the air.

Naomi walked like she didn’t belong to the earth. Like gravity didn’t apply to her. Every step was precise. Every movement carried something Liza couldn’t yet name—but she felt it.

Power.

“Why are they looking at her like that?” Liza asked.

“Because she is beautiful,” Miriam said.

Liza frowned slightly. “You are beautiful too, Ma.”

Miriam let out a small laugh, shaking her head as she stood. “No, my child. That is a different kind of beautiful.”

Liza didn’t understand.

She looked back at the screen, at Naomi, at the flashing cameras, at the way people seemed to pause just to watch her exist.

“What kind?” she asked.

Miriam didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, she walked to the small doorway, picking up an empty bucket and a worn rope. The day was already calling her.

“That kind of beautiful,” she said finally, “changes your life.”

Liza watched her mother carefully.

“But you are beautiful,” she insisted again, softer this time.

Miriam smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

“Come,” she said, gesturing toward the door. “I must fetch water before the sun rises too high.”

Liza hesitated, glancing back at the television.

The image flickered again—Madonna now, dancing, fearless, alive.

“I want to stay,” Liza whispered.

Miriam paused at the doorway.

“For a little while,” she allowed. “But don’t touch the TV. If it goes off, it goes off.”

Liza nodded quickly, already turning back.

“Yes, Ma.”

The door creaked open, and morning slipped in.

Outside, the village of Zebediela was waking. The air carried the scent of dust and dew, of wood smoke beginning to rise. Women’s voices murmured in the distance. A child cried somewhere. Life, simple and demanding, was already unfolding.

Miriam stepped out, balancing the empty bucket on her hip.

As she walked toward the bush to gather wood, she called out to a neighbor passing by.

“Did you see those women on TV yesterday?” Miriam said, her voice carrying lightly.

The neighbor laughed. “Those ones who walk like queens?”

“Yes,” Miriam said, a hint of longing threading through her tone. “I wish I was living like those women.”

They both laughed, but there was something underneath it. Something unspoken.

Liza heard it from inside.

She sat cross-legged on the floor, eyes locked on the flickering screen, but her ears caught every word.

I wish I was living like those women.

The sentence settled into her.

She didn’t fully understand it.

But she felt it.

Back on the screen, Naomi Campbell turned at the end of the runway. The cameras flashed brighter, faster. The world seemed to revolve around her.

Liza leaned closer.

“What makes them like that?” she whispered to no one.

The television didn’t answer.

Outside, Miriam bent to gather wood, her hands moving quickly, efficiently. The branches scratched against her skin, but she didn’t stop. She was thinking too—though she wouldn’t say it aloud.

Of a different life.

Of ease.

Of being seen.

She lifted the bundle of wood onto her head, steady and practiced, then began the long walk toward the river.

The Zebediela river shimmered in the early light, quiet and constant. Women gathered along its edge, filling buckets, exchanging stories, carrying burdens both visible and invisible.

Miriam joined them, lowering her bucket into the water.

“Your daughter was watching that TV again?” one woman asked.

Miriam smiled faintly. “She likes those things.”

“She will start dreaming too much,” another warned gently.

Miriam paused.

Her hands tightened slightly around the rope.

“Maybe dreaming is not a bad thing,” she said quietly.

Back inside the house, Liza was still watching.

The battery-powered television flickered, struggled—and then, suddenly, went dark.

The screen turned black.

The room fell silent again.

Liza stared at it, unmoving.

“Come back,” she whispered.

But it didn’t.

Slowly, she leaned back, her small body settling onto the cold floor. She looked toward the doorway where her mother had disappeared.

Then back at the blank screen.

In that moment, something small but permanent took root inside her.

A knowing.

A wanting.

A quiet, burning thought she couldn’t yet put into words:

I will be like them.

Not her mother, carrying water from the river.

Not the women who laughed and wished.

But the ones on the screen.

The ones who were seen.

The ones who didn’t disappear when the light went out.

Outside, the sun finally broke over Zebediela, painting the land in gold.

Inside, Liza Mothias closed her eyes—not to sleep, but to hold onto the images she had just seen.

Madonna.

Naomi.

Lights.

Cameras.

A different life.

And though the television had gone silent, the dream had just begun.
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The Girl Who Read From Dustbins


[image: ]


At night, when the village softened into silence and the world shrank into the dim glow of paraffin light, Liza Mothias transformed.

The house would be quiet—her father already asleep, his body surrendered to exhaustion; her mother folding the last pieces of laundry with slow, practiced movements. Outside, the wind would move gently through the trees, carrying the distant sounds of dogs and late conversations.

Inside, Liza sat on the floor.

Her books open.

Her future spread before her in pages both clean... and discarded.

“Sleep, Liza,” Miriam would say from across the room, her voice low but firm. “You wake up early tomorrow.”

“I will,” Liza would reply, not looking up. “Just a little longer.”

But it was never just a little.

Because beside her schoolbooks lay something far more powerful.

Magazines.

Old. Torn. Slightly stained.

Treasure.

She had found them in the dustbins at the orange farm.

Every weekend, after hours of picking and sorting fruit, she would notice them—glossy pages carelessly thrown away by the boss lady. Pages filled with women who did not belong to her world.

Women from Sandton.

Women with long legs, glowing skin, and lives wrapped in elegance.

At first, she had hesitated.

“Mama,” she had whispered once, holding a crumpled magazine. “Can I take this?”

Miriam had looked at it, then at her daughter.

“It’s rubbish,” she said.

“Not to me,” Liza replied.

And from that day, she collected them.

Now, under the dim light, she turned each page slowly, carefully.

Studying.

Learning.

Absorbing.

“How do they stand like that?” she murmured one night, tracing a model’s posture with her finger.

Her back straightened instinctively.

Her chin lifted slightly.

She mimicked the pose.

Then adjusted it.

“No... like this,” she corrected herself.

She didn’t just admire them.

She practiced them.

Every smile.

Every angle.

Every look.

This was her secret education.

By day, she was a village girl who smelled of dust and oranges.

By night, she was becoming something else.

School, however, did not see her transformation.

School saw only what was visible.

“Eh, Liza!” one girl called out during break, her voice sharp with amusement. “Why do you walk like that?”

Laughter followed.

Another girl stepped forward, circling her mockingly. “She thinks she’s from Sandton!”

“Slay queen!” someone shouted.

“But you smell like poverty!” another added, louder this time.

The laughter grew.

Liza stood still.

Her hands clenched at her sides.

She could feel their eyes on her—measuring, judging, reducing her to what they believed she was.

A girl with no new clothes.

No fancy shoes.

No status.

Just dreams too big for her body.

“You think those magazine people will come and fetch you?” one girl sneered.

Liza said nothing.

She simply turned... and walked away.

But inside, something burned.

Not shame.

Not defeat.

Something sharper.

I will show you.

Weeks later, during a hot afternoon, the classroom buzzed with restless energy.

The teacher, Mrs. Nkosi, stood at the front, holding a clipboard.

“Quiet!” she called out, tapping the desk.

The room settled.

“I have an announcement,” she said. “This year, we will be hosting a Miss High School competition.”

The class erupted.

Excitement. Laughter. Whispers.

“Contestants will be judged on confidence, presentation, and overall presence,” Mrs. Nkosi continued. “There will be prizes.”

Liza’s heart skipped.

Her eyes lifted slowly.

Prizes.

Opportunity.

Something shifted inside her.

“Anyone interested can sign up by Friday,” the teacher added.

Hands shot up immediately.

The popular girls.

The confident ones.

The ones who already belonged.

Liza didn’t raise her hand.

Not yet.

But her mind was racing.

That night, she sat with her magazines, staring at the women inside them.

“Confidence,” she whispered.

“Presentation.”

She stood up.

Walked across the small room.

Turned.

Walked back.

Again.

And again.

Her bare feet silent against the floor.

Her reflection faint in the dark window.

“This is my chance,” she said softly.

The next day, she signed her name.

But reality came quickly.

“What will you wear?” Miriam asked when Liza told her.

Liza hesitated.

“I... I will find something.”

Miriam shook her head. “This is not just walking, my child. These things need money.”

“I know,” Liza said quietly.

And for the first time... doubt crept in.

At the farm that weekend, Liza worked harder than usual.

Her movements were sharper. Faster.

Her mind restless.

The boss lady, a tall woman with sharp eyes and expensive sunglasses, watched her from a distance.

“Why are you so serious today?” the woman asked suddenly, stepping closer.

Liza froze slightly.

“Nothing, Ma’am,” she replied.

The boss lady tilted her head. “That is not ‘nothing’ work.”

Liza hesitated.

Then, quietly, she spoke.

“There is a competition at school.”

“What kind?”

“Miss High School.”

The boss lady raised an eyebrow. “And you entered?”

Liza nodded.

“But...” she added, her voice lowering, “I don’t have clothes.”

Silence.
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The Dresses That Changed Everything
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The worry began long before the stage.

It lived quietly inside Liza Mothias, tucked between her ribs, growing louder with each passing day as the Miss High School competition drew closer. It wasn’t the walking. Not the speaking. Not even the judging eyes she knew would follow her every move.

It was the clothes.

At sixteen, Liza understood something most girls her age only felt but could not name: presentation was power. The magazines had taught her that. The women of Sandton did not just arrive—they appeared. Effortless. Polished. Untouchable.

And clothes were the language.

She stood one afternoon outside the farmhouse office, her hands clasped tightly in front of her, her heart beating louder than the hum of distant tractors. The sky above Zebediela stretched wide and endless, painted in soft blue, while the scent of oranges lingered in the air—sweet, sharp, familiar.

“Come in, Liza.”

The voice belonged to Mrs. Van Vuuren.

Liza stepped inside.

The office was everything her home was not—cool, ordered, elegant. Cream walls. Polished wooden floors. A large desk that seemed to command the room. A vase of fresh lilies stood near the window, their scent soft and clean.

And there—laid carefully across a leather chair—

Clothes.

Liza stopped walking.

Her breath caught.

“Close the door,” Mrs. Van Vuuren said gently.

Liza obeyed, her eyes never leaving the chair.

“What is this?” she whispered.

Mrs. Van Vuuren leaned back slightly, studying her reaction with quiet satisfaction.

“Those,” she said, “are yours.”

Liza blinked.

“My... mine?”

“Yes.”

She stepped closer, slowly, as if approaching something sacred. Her fingers hovered above the fabrics before finally touching one.

Soft.

Smooth.

Alive.

There were dresses—more than she could count at first glance. Silk, satin, cotton blends. Deep burgundy. Soft cream. Royal blue. Elegant black. Some simple. Some bold. All... beautiful.

She turned to Mrs. Van Vuuren, her voice trembling.

“There are too many.”

The older woman smiled.

“There are fifteen,” she said. “Enough for your competition—and beyond.”

Liza shook her head slightly, overwhelmed.

“I only needed one.”

Mrs. Van Vuuren’s expression softened.

“No,” she said. “You needed a wardrobe.”

The word lingered.

Wardrobe.

Liza had never had one.

Her life had been built on few. Few choices. Few options. Few possessions.

And now—

This.

“There’s more,” Mrs. Van Vuuren added.

She opened a drawer and pulled out a box.

“A weave,” she said, placing it gently on the desk. “And a makeup kit. It’s been sitting in my house for years. I never used it.”

Liza stared at it.

“You are giving me all this?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

The question was honest. Raw.

Mrs. Van Vuuren stood up slowly and walked toward her.

“Because I see you,” she said simply.

Liza swallowed.

“I see how you walk,” the woman continued. “How you carry yourself. How you look at those magazines like they are maps.”

A pause.

“You are not dreaming,” she added. “You are preparing.”

Liza felt something shift inside her chest.

A recognition.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

But the words felt too small.

That evening, the sky over Zebediela burned orange and gold as Liza carried the dresses home carefully, each one folded with reverence.

Their new house stood at the edge of the village.

Three bedrooms.

Unpainted walls still smelling of fresh cement.

No electricity.

But space.

Real space.

It stood proudly against the open land, its structure simple yet strong. The yard was wide, bordered by uneven fencing. The ground was dry, but hopeful—like something waiting to grow.

Miriam stood outside when Liza arrived, her hands resting on her hips.

“What is that?” she asked.

Liza didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, she stepped inside.

The house was still bare—no proper kitchen, no defined sitting room, just rooms waiting to become something.

She placed the dresses on the floor gently.

“Mama,” she said softly. “Come see.”

Miriam followed.

And when she saw—

She froze.

“Liza...” she whispered.

“They’re mine,” Liza said.

“All of them?”

“Yes.”

Miriam walked closer, touching the fabric with disbelief.

“From where?”

“Mrs. Van Vuuren.”

Silence.

Then Miriam exhaled deeply, shaking her head.

“That woman...” she murmured. “She sees something in you.”

Liza looked at her.

“I see it too.”

Days passed, and the transformation became visible.

At school, Liza no longer blended into the background.

Her clothes spoke before she did.

Her posture confirmed it.

Her marks—already excellent—continued to rise. Distinctions. Consistency. Focus.

“She’s changing,” one teacher whispered.

“No,” another corrected. “She’s becoming.”

But in sports—

Liza remained distant.

“Why don’t you join athletics?” a classmate asked once.

Liza shook her head. “That’s not my path.”

She knew where her strength lay.

And it wasn’t on the field.

One afternoon, a truck pulled into their yard.

Dust rose behind it like a curtain.

Miriam stepped outside, confused.

“What now?” she muttered.

Men climbed down—garden workers, maintenance staff from the farm.

Behind them—

Furniture.

A couch.

A wooden table.

Chairs.

A cabinet.

And then—

A television.

Big. Modern. Shiny.

Liza ran outside.

“What is happening?” she asked.

One of the men smiled. “Mrs. Van Vuuren said we must deliver.”

Miriam covered her mouth.

Inside, the house began to change.

Furniture filled the empty spaces. The sitting room formed itself naturally. The bedrooms gained purpose. The television stood proudly against the wall, though there was still no electricity.

“We will connect it when power comes,” one man said.

But even without it—

It meant something.

The community gathered slowly outside.

Whispers spread.

“Is this Miriam’s house?”

“When did this happen?”

“Look at that TV...”

“Working at the farm can do this?”

Eyes watched.

Measured.

Judged.

Admired.

Miriam stood in the doorway, her posture uncertain, her pride carefully contained.

Liza stood beside her.

Straight.

Calm.

Certain.

“This is just the beginning,” she said quietly.

Miriam glanced at her.

“Of what?”

Liza looked out at the horizon—the same land, the same sky, but not the same future.

“Of everything,” she replied.

That night, in a house that finally felt like something more than survival, Liza lay on her bed, surrounded by dresses, dreams, and possibility.

The walls were still bare.

The lights still absent.

But inside her—

Everything was illuminated.

She was no longer just the girl who watched from the floor.

She was stepping into the frame.

And this time—

She was not leaving.

The path from the house to the bush was narrow and uneven, carved by years of footsteps that carried the same burdens—wood, water, survival. Liza walked behind her mother, her small hands clutching two thin branches she had insisted on carrying herself. They dragged slightly against the ground, making a soft scraping sound that echoed in the quiet morning.

“Mama, these are heavy,” she said, her voice strained but determined.

Miriam did not turn back immediately. The bundle of wood balanced on her head was far heavier, tied together with a frayed rope, pressing into her scalp. She walked with practiced rhythm, her body accustomed to the weight.

“You wanted to help,” Miriam replied, not unkindly. “Now you must carry.”

Liza adjusted her grip, her fingers tightening. “I can carry,” she said quickly, almost defensively. “I’m strong.”

Miriam smiled faintly, though Liza couldn’t see it.

“I know,” she said softly. “You are my strong girl.”

They walked in silence for a while, the early sun rising slowly behind them, warming the dusty path. Birds chirped in the trees, and somewhere in the distance, voices of other women drifted faintly.

Then Miriam let out a long breath—tired, heavy, carrying more than just exhaustion.

“I left work early today,” she said suddenly.

Liza looked up, surprised. “Why, Mama? Are you sick?”

Miriam let out a short, almost amused laugh. “No. I just told them I am.”

Liza stopped walking.

“You... lied?” she asked, confusion written all over her small face.

Miriam finally turned her head slightly, glancing back at her daughter. “Sometimes you must choose which work matters more.”

“But... Baba is still working,” Liza said. “At the orange farm.”

“Yes,” Miriam nodded. “He will come back tired. Hungry. And what must he find?” She gestured ahead with her chin. “Cold food? An empty house?”

Liza frowned, trying to understand. “So you left your job... to come and do this?”

She looked around—the dry bushes, the wood, the long walk.

“This is also work,” Miriam said firmly. “A home does not run by itself.”

Liza shook her head slightly, still not convinced. “But at the farm, they pay you.”

Miriam’s steps slowed.

“They pay little,” she said. “Too little.”

“But still...” Liza insisted, her voice rising slightly. “Why not stay and get money, then we can buy things? Like those women on TV?”

The words hung in the air.

Miriam stopped walking completely this time.

She carefully lowered the bundle of wood from her head, letting it fall gently to the ground. For a moment, she just stood there, her back turned to Liza, her shoulders rising and falling with a quiet breath.

Then she turned.

“You think it is that simple?” she asked, her voice softer now, but edged with something deeper.

Liza hesitated. “I don’t know...”

Miriam wiped her hands on her skirt, then crouched slightly so she could meet Liza’s eyes.

“Life is not like the TV, my child,” she said. “There, everything looks easy. Beautiful. But here...” She gestured around them. “Here, we survive first. Everything else comes after.”

Liza looked down at the sticks in her hands.

“But I don’t want to survive,” she said quietly. “I want to live like them.”

Miriam’s expression shifted—something between sadness and recognition.

“So do I,” she admitted.

The honesty in her voice startled Liza.

They stood there for a moment, the bush around them silent except for the rustling of leaves.

Then Liza spoke again, her voice small but sharp with curiosity.

“Mama... why did you marry Baba?”

The question came out suddenly, almost innocently—but it carried weight far beyond her years.

Miriam blinked.

“What kind of question is that?” she asked, though there was no anger in her tone.

Liza shrugged slightly. “Because... maybe if you married someone else... we could live somewhere else.”

“Somewhere else?” Miriam repeated.

“Yes,” Liza said, her eyes lighting up as the thought formed more clearly. “Like the people on TV. Maybe... if you married a white man... we could live in those big houses. With cars. And nice clothes.”

The words landed heavily.

Miriam straightened slowly, her face tightening—not with anger, but with something more complex. Pain. Memory. Reality.

“Liza,” she said carefully, “life does not work like that.”

“But why not?” Liza pressed. “They look happy. They have everything.”

Miriam shook her head gently.

“What you see is not everything,” she said. “And you don’t marry a person because of what they have. You marry because... you believe in a life together.”

She paused, her gaze drifting for a moment, as if remembering something distant.

“I married your father because we had hope,” she continued. “We thought we would build something better. Together.”

Liza looked unconvinced.

“But we are still here,” she said, gesturing around them. “Nothing changed.”

The bluntness of it cut deeper than she intended.

Miriam inhaled slowly.

“Some things take time,” she said. “And some things...” She hesitated. “Some things don’t turn out the way we dreamed.”

Liza absorbed this quietly.

Then, after a moment, she tightened her grip on the wood again.

“I don’t want that,” she said.

Miriam raised an eyebrow. “Don’t want what?”

“I don’t want to live like this,” Liza said, her voice growing firmer. “I don’t want to carry wood. Or fetch water. Or wait for someone to bring money.”

Her small chest rose with determination.

“I want to be like the women on TV. I want people to look at me like that. I want to live in a big house. I want...” She searched for the words. “I want more.”

Miriam studied her daughter carefully.

There was no mockery in Liza’s voice. No childish fantasy.

Just conviction.

“You think it is easy?” Miriam asked.

“No,” Liza said quickly. “But I will do it.”

Miriam let out a quiet breath, something like a laugh but softer.

“You are still a child,” she said.

“Yes,” Liza agreed. “But I won’t always be.”

The words lingered between them.

Miriam bent down, lifting the bundle of wood again, placing it back onto her head with practiced strength.

“Then you must work harder than everyone,” she said. “Harder than me. Harder than your father. Harder than all those people you see on TV.”

“I will,” Liza said immediately.

“And you must be careful,” Miriam added. “Because wanting more can make you forget where you come from.”

Liza shook her head.

“I won’t forget,” she said.

But even as she spoke, her eyes drifted—not to the ground, not to the path—but somewhere beyond it. Somewhere far from Zebediela. Somewhere bright, distant, and full of promise.

They began walking again.

This time, Liza didn’t complain about the weight of the wood.

She carried it differently now—not as a burden, but as something temporary. Something she believed she would one day leave behind.

Behind them, the bush remained unchanged.

Ahead of them, the village waited—simple, demanding, real.

But inside Liza Mothias, something had shifted.

A quiet refusal had taken root.

She would not grow into this life.

She would rise out of it.

The wind moved softly through the trees.

The boss lady studied her for a long moment.

Then, unexpectedly, she smiled.

“You want to win?” she asked.

Liza didn’t hesitate.

“Yes.”

The answer came from somewhere deep.

The boss lady nodded slowly.

“Then you must look like a winner.”

Liza’s heart began to race.

“I will help you,” the woman said simply.

Liza blinked.

“You... will?”

“Yes,” the boss lady replied. “I have seen how you look at those magazines.”

Liza felt exposed.

“You don’t just see them,” the woman continued. “You believe you belong there.”

Liza swallowed.

“I do,” she said.

The boss lady smiled again.

“Good,” she said. “Then let’s make them believe it too.”

The day of the competition arrived.

Friday afternoon.

The school hall buzzed with excitement.

Parents filled the seats, dressed in their best clothes, phones ready, eyes shining with pride.

Liza stood backstage.

Alone.

Her dress—beautiful, elegant—fit her like it had been made for her.

Her hair was styled.

Her makeup subtle but radiant.

She looked... different.

Transformed.

But her eyes searched the crowd.

Left.

Right.

Again.

No familiar faces.

Her parents were still at the farm.

Working.

Unaware.

Her chest tightened.

“They didn’t come,” she whispered to herself.

A lump rose in her throat.

Around her, other girls laughed with their mothers, adjusted by their fathers, surrounded by warmth.

Liza turned away.

Tears filled her eyes.

“I’m going to lose,” she murmured.

“Why?”

She turned.

Mrs. Nkosi stood behind her.

“Because I’m alone,” Liza said.

The teacher shook her head gently.

“You are not alone,” she said. “You are prepared.”

“But—”

“No,” Mrs. Nkosi interrupted. “Look at you.”

Liza hesitated.

“You think those judges care who came with you?” the teacher continued. “They will look at you.”

Liza wiped her tears.

“They will see you,” Mrs. Nkosi said firmly.

A pause.

Then, softer:

“Go show them.”

When Liza stepped onto the stage, something shifted.

The noise faded.

The lights softened.

And for the first time...

She didn’t feel like the girl from Zebediela.

She felt like the girl from the magazines.

Her walk was steady.

Her posture perfect.

Her eyes calm.

The audience fell quiet.

The same girls who had laughed at her now watched... stunned.

“Is that Liza?” someone whispered.

“She looks... different.”

No.

She looked like herself.

Finally.

The results came slowly.

Third place.

Second place.

Liza stood still, her hands trembling slightly.

“And the winner of Miss High School is...”

A pause.

Her heart pounded.

“Liza Mothias.”

Silence.

Then—

Applause.

Loud. Surprised. Unstoppable.

Liza blinked.

“Come forward,” the judge said.

She walked.

But this time... it wasn’t practice.

It was real.

The crown was placed on her head.

A laptop.

A phone.

A certificate.

A two-year data plan.

Two years of airtime.

The crowd cheered.

But Liza... stood still.

Because in that moment, she realized something strange.

She had everything she had dreamed of.

Tools.

Access.

Opportunity.

But no one to call.

No one to say, “I saw you.”

Her parents were still in the fields.

The same fields she had left behind... even if just for a moment.

That night, back home, she sat alone.

The new phone glowing in her hands.

She opened it slowly.

Touched the screen.

And for the first time...

The world opened back.

Videos.

Fashion.

Sandton.

Everything she had imagined.

She smiled softly.

Not because she had arrived.

But because now...

She could see the road clearly.

And this time—

It was hers.
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The cold came before the sun.

It crept into the bones of the morning, settled into the metal of the truck, and wrapped itself around Liza Mothias as she stood outside their small home, rubbing her hands together, her breath visible in the early dawn.

At sixteen, she had grown taller, leaner, her movements sharper with purpose. The softness of childhood had thinned into something more deliberate. Her eyes—always observant—now carried questions she didn’t always voice.

Her father’s truck idled nearby, coughing thick clouds of smoke into the air. It was old, stubborn, and loud, but it worked. And in Zebediela, working was enough.

“Get in,” her father called, already seated behind the wheel, his voice rough with sleep and years of labor. “We don’t have the whole day.”

Liza climbed into the back, pulling her thin jacket tighter around her body. The metal floor was freezing beneath her worn sneakers. Her mother, Miriam, followed, carrying a small cloth bag with bread and leftover pap wrapped inside.

“You should have worn something warmer,” Miriam said, sitting beside her.

“This is warm,” Liza replied, though her fingers were stiff with cold.

Miriam gave her a look but said nothing more.

The truck jolted forward, tires crunching against the dry gravel. The village slowly disappeared behind them, replaced by stretches of farmland that seemed endless—rows and rows of orange trees, their leaves dark against the pale morning sky.

It was summer.

But the mornings were always cold.

Liza leaned against the side of the truck, her body swaying with each bump in the road. Around her, other workers sat quietly, wrapped in scarves and silence, their faces still heavy with sleep.

She had been doing this for two years now.

Every weekend.

At first, it had felt like something temporary—a way to help, a way to understand her parents’ world. But now, as the routine settled deeper into her life, a question had begun to grow inside her.

Is this my life too?

She glanced at her mother, who sat with her hands folded in her lap, eyes fixed ahead.

“Mama,” Liza said suddenly.

Miriam turned slightly. “Yes?”

“Will I always have to do this?”

Miriam frowned. “Do what?”

“This,” Liza said, gesturing around—the truck, the workers, the endless road ahead. “Fetching wood. Going to the farm. Working like this.”

Miriam sighed softly.

“For now, this is what we have,” she said. “We all contribute.”

“That’s not what I asked,” Liza pressed.

The truck hit a bump, and they both shifted slightly.

“I mean... is this going to be my life?” Liza continued. “Even when I’m older?”

Miriam studied her daughter’s face carefully.

“That depends,” she said slowly.

“On what?”

“On you.”

Liza looked away, her jaw tightening slightly.

“I don’t want this,” she said under her breath.

Miriam heard her.

“I didn’t want this either,” she replied quietly.

The honesty landed heavily between them.

For a moment, neither spoke.

The truck slowed as they approached the orange fields. Workers began to climb down, stretching their limbs, preparing for the long hours ahead.

Liza jumped down last, her feet hitting the dusty ground. The smell of citrus filled the air—sharp, fresh, almost deceiving in its brightness.

Work began quickly.

Hands moved fast—picking, sorting, carrying. Buckets filled, emptied, filled again. The sun climbed steadily, burning away the morning cold, replacing it with a dry, relentless heat.

Liza worked without complaint.

She had learned how to move efficiently, how to keep pace, how to ignore the ache in her back and the sting in her 

fingers. Her body adapted, but her mind... her mind was always somewhere else.

Counting.

Planning.

Dreaming.

During a short break, she sat under a tree, pulling out a small cloth pouch from her bag. She opened it carefully, shielding it from curious eyes.

Inside were coins. Notes. Small, crumpled, but meaningful.

Her savings.

Two years of weekends.

Not much to others—but to her, it was everything.

She counted quietly.

“One... two... three...”

Her lips moved silently as she added it up again, just to be sure.

Miriam sat beside her, watching.

“You count that money more than you count your school books,” she teased lightly.

Liza didn’t look up. “This money is important.”

“So is your education,” Miriam replied.

“I know,” Liza said quickly. “That’s why I’m doing both.”

Miriam raised an eyebrow. “And what will you do with it?”

Liza finally looked up, her eyes bright with something fierce.

“I’m saving,” she said. “So I can start something.”

“Start what?”

“I don’t know yet,” Liza admitted. “But something big. Something that makes money.”

Miriam chuckled softly. “You sound like a businesswoman already.”

“I will be,” Liza said, without hesitation.

Miriam studied her again, this time more seriously.

“You think money will save you from this life?”

Liza shook her head. “Not just money.”

“Then what?”

Liza paused.

Then she said, slowly, deliberately: “A different life.”

The words carried weight.

After work, when the sun dipped low and the truck carried them back home, Liza’s body was exhausted—but her mind was alive.

The moment they arrived, she washed quickly, changed into her cleanest clothes, and went straight to the small television.

The batteries were weak. The signal unreliable.

But she waited.

And when the screen flickered to life, she leaned forward, her entire being focused.

Music shows. Fashion segments. Interviews.

Celebrities.

Women like Madonna. Like Naomi Campbell.

Still.

Always.

Unreachable.

Her father walked in, tired, dust-covered, watching her for a moment.

“You like those things too much,” he said.

Liza didn’t turn. “I’m learning.”

“Learning what?” he asked, sitting down heavily.

“How to be different.”

He laughed, but it wasn’t mocking. Just... tired.

“Those people are not like us,” he said.

Liza’s eyes stayed fixed on the screen.

“They will be,” she replied quietly.

Her father shook his head, not arguing further.
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