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Series 5 (Part 1) College

College

Uncle Tyler, my aunt's husband, was a doctor, and that morning he was waiting for me in his white bakkie, parked outside in the driveway. It was early, and the air was still cool as I made my way to the vehicle. The bakkie was tall and high, and I had to grab onto the door handle and use all my strength to pull myself up into the passenger seat. Today was my first day at college, and he was the one taking me.

They had enrolled me in this college because it offered education in English and once completed with the studies would be an equivalent to matric. I was starting my N2 course at the secretarial technical college, a step that felt both daunting and exciting. One thing I liked right away was that I no longer had to wear a uniform. The freedom to choose my clothes in the morning felt like a small victory, a new way to express myself.

As we drove, the silence between us was thick but not uncomfortable. Uncle Tyler wasn’t one for much conversation, and I had little to say myself. The road stretched ahead, and I watched the landscape pass by, lost in my own thoughts.

When we arrived at the college, I got out of the bakkie with my bag slung over my shoulder. The building was small and quaint, nothing like the intimidating all-girls high school I had attended in Durban. Its unassuming appearance made me feel a bit more at ease.

Uncle Tyler walked me to the reception area, where we made inquiries about where I was supposed to be. The lady at the reception desk was friendly, her warm smile putting me at ease. She gave me clear directions to my classroom, her voice cheerful and reassuring.

As I made my way down the hall, I felt a mix of nerves and anticipation. This was a new beginning, a chance to carve out something different for myself. And though I didn’t know what lay ahead, I felt a small spark of hope, a flicker of excitement for what was to come.

As I entered my new classroom, I quickly scanned the room and found a seat close to the door, where I could slip in and out without drawing too much attention. The room was filled with the quiet hum of students settling in, the buzz of anticipation before the start of a new day. I took a deep breath, trying to steady the nerves fluttering in my stomach, and focused on the small comfort that at least my lessons and textbooks were in English. That was one thing I didn’t have to worry about.

It took some time for me to get settled, both in my seat and in my mind. The unfamiliar faces around me added to the challenge. Even though the lessons were in English, I quickly noticed that most of the girls spoke Afrikaans. Their conversations, light and flowing in a language I hadn’t spoken in a while, swirled around me, reminding me that I would have to adjust to speaking Afrikaans again.

The realization brought a slight tension to my shoulders. It wasn’t that I couldn’t speak Afrikaans, but it felt rusty on my tongue, like an old habit I’d fallen out of. I knew I would have to get used to it, to reacquaint myself with the sounds and rhythm of the language. As I waited for the teacher to begin, I told myself that I could manage this, that with time, I would find my place here, just as I always did. But for now, I sat quietly, absorbing the newness of it all, preparing myself for the challenge ahead.

Every afternoon when my lessons were done, I would find myself sitting on the grass near the school gate, waiting to be picked up. The hours stretched long—two and a half to three hours every day. It was tough, especially as the hunger gnawed at my stomach. I could hardly concentrate on anything, least of all studying, when all I could think about was food. As I sat there day after day, I couldn’t help but wonder if they would have done this to their own daughter, Catalina. Would they have made her wait like this, hungry and tired, with nothing to do but watch the hours crawl by?

One day, I finally built up the courage to say something. After dinner, I approached Aunt Sage, who was tidying up the kitchen.

“Aunt Sage,” I began hesitantly, “can I talk to you about something?”

She looked up from the dishes, her expression neutral but attentive. “Of course, Theresa. What’s on your mind?”

I took a deep breath, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s just... Every afternoon, I have to wait for hours at the school gate to be picked up. It’s really hard, especially because I’m so hungry by then. And... I was just wondering if there’s another way.”

Aunt Sage paused, wiping her hands on a towel as she considered my words. “I didn’t realize it was that long a wait,” she said, her tone thoughtful. “That’s not fair to you, Theresa. I’m sorry.”

She set the towel down and turned to me. “You know, there’s a girl in your class—Raelynn. I know her and her family well. How about you go home with her after school, and Uncle Tyler can pick you up from her house in the afternoons? It’ll be a shorter wait, and you won’t have to sit at the school hungry.”

Relief washed over me, and I nodded gratefully. “That sounds so much better. Thank you, Aunt Sage. I really appreciate it.”

She smiled, a rare warmth in her expression. “I just want to make sure you’re comfortable, Theresa. Let’s try it out and see how it goes.”

As I headed to my room that evening, I felt lighter, knowing that the long, hungry waits were finally over. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it was a step in the right direction, and for that, I was thankful.

The next day, after school, I went home with Raelynn. She was about the same age as me, with dark brown hair so deep it was almost black, cut into a neat bob with no fringe. Her eyes matched the darkness of her hair, and her skin had a golden tan that seemed to catch the light. She was shorter than me, but her bright smile stood out, though I could see the pain behind it, a sadness that lingered just beneath the surface.

As we walked into her small, cozy house, she seemed a little nervous but kept that smile on her face. The place had a warm, lived-in feel, with mismatched furniture and the scent of something cooking in the air. It was homely, comforting, yet there was an undercurrent of something more, something unspoken.

We sat down in her living room, and after a moment of silence, Raelynn took a deep breath and began to speak. “I wanted to tell you something, Theresa,” she said, her voice quieter than usual. “My mom... she left us a couple of years ago. She ran away with another woman. Just disappeared.”

I stayed quiet, letting her continue at her own pace, sensing how hard it was for her to open up.

“She fell in love with this woman and just... ran off. We don’t even know where she is now,” Raelynn went on, her eyes fixed on the floor. “She hasn’t contacted us, not even once. My dad—he’s never gotten over it. He’s still single, still trying to be a good dad to me and Matthew, but... it’s been hard.”

I listened to her, feeling the weight of her words. It was like she was laying out all the broken pieces of her heart, trusting me to see them and not judge. I admired her for that, for being so open despite the pain that clearly haunted her.

“I’m so sorry, Raelynn,” I said softly, not really knowing what else to say, but wanting her to know I cared.

She looked up at me then, her eyes a little glassy but still holding that brave smile. “It’s okay,” she replied, though I knew it wasn’t. “We’re managing. My dad, he does his best. And now... I guess it’s just something we’ve had to accept.”

As she spoke, I couldn’t help but take in the small details of her home—the faded cushions on the couch, the family photos on the wall, the sound of her brother, Matthew, playing in another room. It was a place full of memories, both happy and painful, and it felt oddly comforting to be there with her.

“Your house is really nice,” I said, trying to shift the conversation to something lighter, yet genuine. “It feels like a real home.”

Raelynn smiled a little more, this time with a touch of pride. “Thanks. It’s small, but it’s ours. My dad worked really hard to keep it together after... everything.”

I nodded, feeling a sense of understanding between us. “I think he’s doing a great job. And you’re really strong, Raelynn. I mean it.”

She gave me a grateful look, the bond between us growing a little stronger in that moment. “Thanks, Theresa. It helps to have someone to talk to.”

“Anytime,” I replied, and I meant it. As we sat there, the silence between us was no longer awkward but filled with a shared understanding, the beginning of a friendship built on honesty and trust.

Raelynn leaned over the table, her slender fingers expertly mixing brandy and coke in a crystal glass, the amber liquid swirling as the ice clinked softly. She lit a cigarette with a flick of her lighter, the flame briefly illuminating her face, then handed it to me, the smoke curling in the air between us. I took the glass from her, the coolness of it grounding me as I brought it to my lips, savouring the slow burn of the brandy as it mingled with the sweetness of the coke.

Raelynn turned away, her movements fluid as she sifted through a stack of vinyl records, finally selecting one. The needle dropped onto the spinning disc, and the room was soon filled with the heavy, distorted guitars and gritty vocals of Metallica. The lyrics painted a grim picture—a child saying a prayer before bed, fearing the demon lurking beneath. The irony wasn’t lost on me. I had my own share of demons that I had met under the bed from my own past experiences, and the song’s dark tone and lyrics disturbed something deep inside me. I didn’t care for this song actually despised it.

As the music played on, I glanced around the room. These small-town friends revelled in the raw, rebellious energy of ACDC, Guns N’ Roses, Nirvana, and, curiously, Bon Jovi. The latter seemed out of place among the darker, edgier bands. Perhaps they liked Bon Jovi for his looks, or maybe his music offered a brief respite from the shadowy themes that dominated their playlists. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t quite grasp their fascination with him.

During lunch break, I found myself standing awkwardly by the vending machines until Raelynn appeared, her presence a welcome relief. She smiled warmly and beckoned me over. “Come on, I want you to meet the girls,” she said, looping her arm through mine as we walked towards a lively group near the courtyard.

As we approached, Raelynn introduced me with a grin. “Hey, everyone, this is my friend,” she emphasized, “not just the new girl in class.” Her words sent a warm flush through me. The girls—Liliana, Vivian, Maeve, Melody, Melanie, and Remi—greeted me with smiles and a chorus of welcomes.

After some quick chatter, Remi suggested, “Why don’t we head to my dorm? It’s close, and we have some time before classes start again.” Everyone agreed, so we set off, weaving through the campus paths until we reached Remi’s building.

Remi’s room was cozy, with just enough space for all of us to sit—some on the bed, others perched on the small desk or leaning against the wall. Despite its size, the room felt warm and inviting, filled with the faint scent of vanilla from a candle on the windowsill. Remi grabbed a bottle from her mini-fridge and began pouring drinks. “Brandy and coke, as usual,” she announced with a smirk, handing out the glasses.

I accepted mine, taking a slow sip as I settled into the conversation. The brandy’s warmth spread through me, contrasting with the cool fizz of the coke. I lit a cigarette, the smoke mingling with the laughter and chatter that filled the room. The girls’ talk turned to boys—who was cute, who was flirting with whom, and the occasional giggle about a secret crush. I listened, feeling a sense of belonging start to take root as the conversation swirled around me.

Before long, the clock on Remi’s wall ticked closer to the hour, and we reluctantly began gathering our things. “We should head back before we're late,” Vivian said, her voice tinged with regret. We all nodded in agreement, finishing our drinks and stubbing out cigarettes, the room gradually quieting as we prepared to return to the routine of classes. As we left Remi’s dorm, I couldn’t help but smile, feeling a little more connected to this group of girls who, for a brief moment, had made me feel at home.

Melanie swayed slightly as we made our way back to class, her steps unsteady from one too many drinks. I stayed close to her, trying to offer support, but she waved me off with a hazy smile, insisting she was fine. When we finally reached the classroom, she slumped into her desk, her short brown hair falling messily over her forehead. She had a sweet, almost childlike face, which now looked strangely out of place as she stared blankly into space, lost in her own world.

As Mrs. Cooper began the lesson, her sharp eyes scanned the room before landing on Melanie. “Melanie,” she called out, her voice cutting through the quiet classroom. Melanie didn’t stir. “Melanie,” Mrs. Cooper repeated, this time more insistent, her tone laced with irritation. But Melanie was somewhere far away, her gaze unfocused, completely oblivious to the fact that she was being addressed.

The teacher’s patience was quickly wearing thin. “Melanie!” Mrs. Cooper snapped, her voice rising with frustration. When there was still no response, the teacher’s face darkened, interpreting Melanie’s silence as deliberate defiance. Without warning, Mrs. Cooper, now visibly angry, took the thick textbook she had been holding and brought it down hard on Melanie’s head.

The loud thud echoed through the room, snapping Melanie out of her daze. Her eyes widened in shock as she looked around, bewildered by what had just happened. She touched her head, wincing as she realized the source of the sudden pain.

The entire class froze, stunned by the violence of the act. We exchanged uneasy glances, the air thick with tension. Mrs. Cooper, usually so composed, seemed taken aback by her own outburst, but she quickly regained her stern demeanour, glaring at Melanie as if daring her to defy her again.

Melanie, still in a state of confusion, blinked back tears, trying to process the situation. No one dared to say a word, the shock of what had just transpired hanging heavy in the room. The atmosphere was thick with discomfort, a stark contrast to the carefree moments we had shared just a short while ago.
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Back at the plot, Catalina's brother, Tucker, took quite an interest in me. He was eager to converse and seemed to follow me around, seeking my attention. As my dad’s sister’s son, Tucker was my cousin, a branch on our shared family tree. His dark brown hair mirrored my own, and his eyes, with their deep brown centres fading into green at the edges, felt familiar, almost like looking into a reflection of myself. When I gazed into his eyes, I felt a strong connection, a bond of family ties. It was as if we were part of the same tribe, united by the similarities in our appearance. Tucker’s skin, like mine, tanned a deeper shade in the sun, and although he was a bit older, the commonalities between us made me feel an undeniable kinship.

The relentless heat of Ellisras, so close to the border of Botswana, made the water behind the big, beautiful farmhouse all the more inviting. It seemed to cry out for us, offering a refreshing escape. Standing on the edge, I took a deep breath and dived in, cutting through the air with perfect precision. The cool water greeted me like an old friend, wrapping me in its refreshing embrace. Tucker was right behind me, splashing into the water with a playful grin.

We quickly fell into rhythm, our strokes matching perfectly as we swam side by side, gliding through the water in synchronized breaststrokes. Tucker’s laughter echoed around us, his playful nature turning the swim into a joyful game.

“Bet you can’t catch me, Theresa!” he teased, speeding up with a burst of energy.

“Is that a challenge?” I replied, smiling as I picked up my pace to match his.

He laughed, the sound light and carefree, and for a moment, it felt like I had a brother again—someone to share these simple, joyful moments with. But every now and then, I caught him looking at me from the corner of my eye, a glance that lingered just a little too long. It was subtle, but it made me feel a bit uneasy, like there was something beneath the surface that I couldn’t quite grasp.

“Tucker,” I said, trying to keep my tone light, “you’re not planning on cheating, are you?”

He grinned, the playful look back in his eyes. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied, splashing me with water as he swam ahead.

I laughed and followed, pushing the discomfort aside. This was supposed to be fun, and I didn’t want to ruin the moment. But still, those glances lingered in the back of my mind, a quiet reminder that something was different.

One day, Tucker came to pick me up from Ximena’s farmhouse, where I’d been helping out with some chores. As I approached the big white bakkie, I was greeted by Tucker’s overjoyed, friendly smile. I climbed in, and we set off toward our plot, the open windows attempting to coax a breeze into the stifling heat of the day. Tucker, always the chatterbox, started talking about anything and everything, filling the car with his light-hearted banter.

Then, out of nowhere, he turned to me, his tone shifting slightly. “I have a girlfriend,” he began, his voice tinged with uncertainty, “but she’s not as pretty as you. I’m not so sure I want to be with her anymore.”

I blinked, caught off guard by the sudden confession, but he continued before I could respond.

“There’s this other girl I’m starting to like more,” he admitted, his eyes flicking toward me before focusing back on the road. “I just don’t know what to do. I can’t stop thinking about her—she’s on my mind all the time.”

We reached a stop sign, and he slowed the bakkie to a halt. He looked at me then, his gaze lingering longer than usual, his expression soft but searching, as if he was hoping I could offer him an answer. The air in the car felt heavier than before, and I could feel my heart race a little faster. His words hung between us, and the implication was unmistakable.

For a moment, I couldn’t find my voice, the realization dawning on me. Was he talking about me? The idea seemed so surreal, yet the truth was staring me in the face. I felt a mix of disbelief and discomfort, unsure of how to respond.

He held my gaze for a moment longer, then sighed, his eyes clouded with confusion.

The car started moving again, but the easy conversation from before had vanished, replaced by a tense, unspoken understanding. I stared out the window, the passing landscape a blur as I tried to process what had just happened, feeling a strange mix of emotions I wasn’t sure how to name.

That night, after dinner, we all gathered in the small but cozy TV room, settling in for the evening. The room was dimly lit, with the warm glow from the TV casting soft shadows across the walls. I curled up on the couch, a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and a rusk in the other, ready to enjoy the quiet, simple moment of watching TV with my family.

Aunt Sage sat in her favourite armchair, her knitting needles clicking softly as she worked on a new project. Uncle Tyler was sprawled out in the recliner, his eyes half-closed, already fighting off sleep. Catalina was nestled beside me, her feet tucked beneath her, her eyes focused on the screen. The program wasn’t particularly engaging, but there was something comforting about the presence of family around me, the sense of togetherness that filled the room.

After a while, one by one, everyone started to succumb to the exhaustion of the day. Aunt Sage was the first to go, setting aside her knitting with a tired smile. "I’m off to bed," she announced softly, leaning down to give Uncle Tyler a gentle nudge. "Tyler, let’s call it a night."

He grunted in agreement, struggling to his feet. “Goodnight, kids,” he said with a wave before following Aunt Sage down the hallway.

Catalina yawned next, stretching her arms above her head. “I’m beat,” she admitted, standing up from the couch. “Night, guys.”

“Goodnight, Catalina,” I replied, watching her disappear into her room.

Soon, it was just Tucker and me left alone in front of the still-playing TV. The room seemed quieter now, the absence of everyone else making the space feel oddly intimate. Tucker shifted beside me, his eyes still on the screen, though it seemed like his mind was elsewhere. I sipped my coffee, letting the warmth seep through me, but I could feel the tension growing, a silent anticipation hanging in the air.

For a while, neither of us spoke, the only sound the low hum of the TV. I glanced at Tucker, noticing the way he seemed to be deep in thought, his brow slightly furrowed.

“Theresa,” he finally said, his voice low, almost hesitant. He turned to look at me, his eyes searching mine in that familiar, unsettling way. “You know, it’s nice, just the two of us like this.”

I nodded, unsure of what to say. “Yeah, it is,” I agreed softly, though something about the moment felt charged, as if there was more, he wanted to say.

He took a deep breath, as if steeling himself. “I’ve been thinking a lot lately... about what I said earlier,” he began, his gaze not leaving mine. “I don’t want things to be weird between us, but I also can’t ignore how I feel.”

My heart skipped a beat, and I felt a knot form in my stomach. “Tucker,” I started, choosing my words carefully, “we’re family. It’s important that we’re honest with each other, but we also have to be careful.”

He nodded slowly, looking away as if he was processing my words. “Yeah, I know,” he said after a pause. “I just don’t want to mess things up between us.”

I offered him a small smile, trying to ease the tension. “We’re always going to be family, Tucker. That’s not going to change.”

He smiled back, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You’re right,” he said quietly, leaning back into the couch. “Maybe we should just finish watching this and call it a night.”

“Sounds good to me,” I replied, grateful for the shift in the conversation.

We both turned our attention back to the TV, the earlier tension slowly ebbing away, but the weight of the conversation still lingered, unspoken but not forgotten.

As the movie played on, Tucker got up and started arranging a blanket on the floor, smoothing it out until it formed a makeshift bed. He glanced up at me with a grin. “Come lay on the floor and watch with me,” he suggested, patting the spot beside him. “It’s comfier down here.”

I hesitated for a moment, feeling a bit weary from the long day but still wanting to finish the movie. Tucker’s offer was tempting—the couch, though cozy, wasn’t doing much for my tired body. “Alright,” I agreed, sliding off the couch and onto the floor. I grabbed a couple of pillows and settled down next to him.

The floor was surprisingly comfortable, and I nestled into the pillows, letting the softness cradle my head. The blanket was warm and inviting, and I could feel the tension in my muscles start to melt away. Tucker stretched out beside me, his arm resting casually behind his head as he watched the screen. The flickering light from the TV cast soft shadows across the room, creating a serene, almost dreamlike atmosphere.

“This is better, right?” Tucker asked, his voice low, almost a whisper.

“Yeah, it is,” I replied, turning my attention back to the movie. The floor was cool against my skin, and the closeness of the blanket and pillows made the space feel like a little cocoon, safe and comfortable.

For a while, we just lay there in silence, the movie playing on as the room grew darker and quieter. I could feel the pull of sleep tugging at the edges of my consciousness, the exhaustion of the day catching up to me. Tucker shifted slightly beside me, his arm brushing against mine in a
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