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    Chapter
One


    Sen buttoned his shirt but his eyes lingered on her. Her dark, curly mass of hair was scattered on the pillow and her face was angelic. Angelic? He stopped himself chuckling out loud. Shona Shah was no angel. She was chaos. Her hair was damp with perspiration and, although her arm was flung over her face, he caught a glimpse of her mouth slightly ajar. Shona was real. She was unapologetically authentic.


    He got his car key out of his pants pocket and picked up his wallet and phone from the nightstand next to the bed. The crowded nightstand. Books, a hair tie, lip balm, a favour from a wedding that took place two summers ago, and other knickknacks that screamed ‘Shona’.


    She stirred for a moment and then turned onto her belly, her even breathing telling him she was still asleep.


    Sen padded out of the bedroom and spontaneously shook his head: earlier, they’d been forced to eat their cheeseburgers in the living room because a heap of white fabric, which to him looked like net, was obscuring the dining table. Shona’s sewing machine, boxes of ‘stuff ’ and a horrifying mannequin took up the remaining space.


    He moved towards the living room, the only organised room in the house. The contrast of the spotlessly neat living room and the chaos in the dining room had a deeper meaning but he wasn’t going to explore it – at least not tonight. He looked at his watch: 1 am. He certainly didn’t want to be likened to a living room at this hour, or any hour.


    I need sleep, he thought as he let himself out. He waited to hear the Yale lock click into place behind him, hurried down the stairs and strode to his car, which was parked on the street. Before getting in, he glanced up at Shona’s apartment. Why Shona? Why is it always Shona, he asked himself.
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    Shona slammed the invoice book on the table.


    ‘Aruna, can you not just convince them? This is madness,’ she said, pointing to the invoice book.


    Her sister sighed and fell into the nearest chair. ‘They won’t listen, Sho. We’ve been through this every single day for as long as I can remember. No one can talk to them.’


    Aruna went back to whatever she was doing on her cellphone. Even pouting, because she was annoyed with Shona, she looked beautiful. She was effortlessly graceful and the image of her sitting on that beat-up office chair could easily be on the cover of any fashion magazine. Aruna had inherited their mother’s looks: high cheekbones, deep-set almond eyes and a sharp jawline. Her long, black hair was straight and always silky, even when it was braided like today. She moved like a dancer because she had the body of one – slender and tall.


    Shona, on the other hand, had inherited her father’s thick, wavy hair. The style she’d chosen was flattering; her hair, which was the same rich midnight black as Aruna’s, framed her round face and brushed her shoulders. Her skin was warm brown and smooth. She had dark, steady eyes, a straight nose and full lips that were often poised on the brink of a smile. Her arms and hips were strong but soft, and her waist pulled in just enough to show a classic curve. Today, she wore a simple black blouse with earthy embroidery and fitted jeans. Silver bangles circled her wrist, catching the light when she moved. Shona looked like a woman completely at ease with herself, but there were many days when she envied her sister’s grace and figure.


    Shona would smile politely as if it was a compliment when people commented that she looked like her father’s mother. But she loathed the idea of any resemblance to her paternal grandmother.


    She picked up the invoice book again. ‘Fine. Fine. We’ll do it their way.’


    Shona was in no mood to get into it with Aruna, who was more than happy to stay and die in this tailor shop that was still stuck in the era when their grandparents managed it.


    She, however, didn’t want to work there forever. She knew she had to or her parents would fail, but it was starting to weigh her down. Her father didn’t want to evolve. He insisted on everything staying the same. Perhaps it made him feel closer to his parents, who had long passed. Or maybe he was just too stuck in his ways.


    Her mother simply went with the flow. She was all about ‘appearances’ – although Shona’s family had nothing to boast about. Sure, the family was a household name in the fashion scene. Well, you couldn’t really use Rally and fashion scene in the same sentence. Rally was a small town where everyone knew one another. Community spirit was at the forefront of everything because that’s what Rally was named after. The town’s tourism office spun a story that many moons ago during a devastating flood, which no genuine historical organisation could confirm, the community rallied together to rebuild the town. The town’s council was so committed to the story that when Shona was about three, they installed a statue in the town’s square to depict the spirit of Rally. It was supposed to be of two neighbours helping each other. But without a real sculptor in town, it was made by a local construction company with ambitious ideas and no clue how to sculpt. So, as its main feature, Rally got two clumps of cement, one with a red hat, the other with a blue hat, marble eyes and some other unrecognisable elements to finish it off. It was hideous. But it was Rally’s pride and joy. People still took photos in front of it as keepsakes and every important town event happened in front of the ghastly statue.


    With the thriving city of Durban less than an hour away, Shah & Sons Tailors had its fair share of business. Sons. There were no sons. Just Shona and her sister Aruna. But her father was such a traditionalist that the name and even the signage hanging above the door hadn’t changed since 1964 when her grandfather opened the store.


    The invoice book was a reminder that nothing would ever change. She secretly kept the shop’s financials on her laptop. But it was becoming more difficult to do, especially now. Now. So much had changed. So much was happening. Six months before, Shona’s best friend Anni had got married. When Anni had asked her to make her veil, Shona was ecstatic, nervous and terrified.


    Her dream was to open a bridal shop that would be home to the designs she’d been sketching in her book since she was eight years old. One rainy afternoon, Anni had asked her to design her wedding veil. At the time, it was more of a joke because they were just 14 years old. Shona had shoved the book in the back of her closet and forgotten about it until Anni announced that she wanted to wear her ‘designer’ veil to her wedding. After begging Shona and bribing her with a daily iced coffee for a week, Shona agreed to do it.


    Anni, who ran a successful marketing business on social media, told the story of the veil in one of her online posts. Since then, Shona’s phone had been ringing off the hook and The First Look Bridal Shop was born. For now, Shona was specialising in veils. But she wanted more. She deserved more than ratty invoice books, a shop that she was left to run on her own, and navy and beige suits everywhere she looked.


    Her father’s voice made her look up: ‘Are you going to daydream all day or come out to the front to help me take down Mr Aiyer’s measurements?’ he asked, popping his head into the back office.


    Aruna didn’t even make an effort to move. Shona pushed past her sister’s chair and put on her customer service face.


    While her father measured Mr Aiyer, she notice how their longstanding customer had aged in the last couple of years. His dark, wavy hair was almost completely grey and, instead of his typically erect stance, he seemed to be hunched. Then she glanced at her dad. She loved him so much; couldn’t he see that this shop was sucking the life out of him, out of her, out of them?


    Her mother was out that morning. She insisted on attending those ridiculous Women in Business tea parties. Never mind that she knew nothing about the very business that had been a part of her life since she’d married Shona’s dad 35 years before. Prithi Shah would probably stick out like a sore thumb at the tea. She wouldn’t be comfortable in some tailored business suit – one that would definitely not have come from their shop! She would be worrying about the grey that was starting to peek through her brownish hair. But for one day a week, she got to pretend that they were like every other business family in Rally: rich, sophisticated and happy.


    Shona jotted down Mr Aiyer’s measurements and pursed her lips when her father insisted on giving him a ten per cent discount on the three suits he’d ordered. Mr Aiyer was polite enough to decline. He was the wealthiest man in Rally, yet he was surprisingly kind and thoughtful. He was also Sen’s grandfather.


    ‘Shona, I haven’t seen you in a while. You must be very busy with your new business,’ Mr Aiyer commented cheerfully.


    Shona was surprised but tried to hide it. Of course, her expressive eyes were not on board with that plan, so she stood there wide-eyed, staring at the distinguished older gentleman before he cleared his throat.


    She quickly blinked. ‘You know about my business?’


    Mr Aiyer chuckled. ‘Of course I do. Senthil told me all about it. He talks about you often.’


    Shona avoided his eyes. ‘Business is going well so I’ve been busy,’ she said.


    ‘I’m glad, my dear. My grandson raves about it,’ he replied.


    Shona’s cheeks flushed and she murmured a thank you before the old man waved and went on his way.


    She wanted to wring Sen’s neck. Why on earth was he talking about her when ‘they’ were a secret?


    On the other hand, maybe she was overreacting because everyone in town knew they were good friends. They’d known each other since they were kids before he was sent off to boarding school. When he returned, they hung out in the same circle of friends. Actually, it was the only circle. The town was small and even the 25- to 30-year-olds who had gone to school together hung out together. There really was no other choice. One weekend, while she was away at college, Sen’s university friend Sam tagged along when he came home to Rally. He took one look at Anni and that was it for him. Now that their best friends were married, she and Sen spent more time with each other. How did they end up in a no-strings-attached fling? Shona wasn’t sure. It started as soon as Anni and Sam left on their honeymoon. Shona vaguely remembers her dusky pink bridesmaid’s dress being ripped off her body. No, she was lying. Her memory was not vague; she vividly remembered every moment with Sen.


    He was a good distraction but a distraction all the same.


    She took her phone out of her pocket and typed:


    Coming over tonight?


    A few dots appeared on her screen as Sen wrote his response:


    Depends. What are you offering?


    Hotdogs.


    I’m in.


    Yep, Sen was in. And hard to shut out.

  


  
    Chapter
Two


    ‘Hotdogs are not really supper,’ Sen said, before shoving almost half of one into his mouth.


    ‘Do you want me to kick you out?’


    Sen held up his hands. ‘Sorry, hotdogs are fine dining.’


    Shona laughed. ‘I take it you never had hotdogs for supper as a kid.’


    Sen shook his head. ‘Have you met my mother? Malini Aiyer make hotdogs for supper?’


    Shona didn’t answer. Malini Aiyer was exactly the reason why Sen would always be a fling. His mother was high society and it was only natural for Shona to assume that she probably expected the same from her son and his prospective partner.


    Sen interrupted her thoughts. ‘What about you? Because I know your mom can cook. I think you just feed me hotdogs and cheeseburgers because I’m too easy.’ Shona laughed again. ‘I know you’re easy,’ she teased.


    Sen playfully punched her shoulder. ‘Not this again. You propositioned me and I obliged.’


    Shona punched him back. ‘That’s not how I remember it.’


    Sen stood up and held out his hand. ‘Then let me refresh your memory.’


    She stood too, and took in his features. Sen towered over her. He’d had a growth spurt when they were about 11 and since then she’d always had to look up into his face. Often, she stood on tiptoe to kiss him. Sen had always been the ‘hot guy’ in Rally. He was the real-life version of Prince Charming from the fairy tales: clean cut, symmetrical face, beautiful eyes and a short, preppy haircut. But what made heads turn was his confidence. When he entered a room, his presence was felt without a single word being spoken. His mischievous smile captivated women of all ages. He even walked with purpose.


    Shona took his hand and followed him to her bedroom. She flicked the light switch and ignored the pile of freshly washed laundry on a chair in the corner. She’d get to it tomorrow. Just like she would get to organising her dressing table where most of her makeup lay scattered after she’d used it that morning. Her room appeared cluttered because she hadn’t had time to put things away in their right places. She was just too busy. But she still made her bed every morning. Thankfully. With Sen popping over every night, she had to give him a good impression of her and, for now, the queen-sized bed covered in a soft coral duvet, the matching curtains, and clean wooden floors suggested that she was winning at life.


    She turned back to Sen. He smiled and reached for her to start undressing her, but Shona was quicker. Sen raised an eyebrow as she took off her clothes and flung them onto the chair.


    ‘What?’


    She smiled at the hint of surprise on his face.


    ‘Can you please get naked now?’


    Sen did as he was told but before he could pull her into his arms, she pushed him onto the bed.


    ‘What’s the hurry?’


    She ignored his question and lay down next to him. A lopsided smile tugged at his lips as he slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her in close, his movements slow, deliberate, as if he had all the time in the world. She shivered when his lips touched her shoulders. Soft, lingering kisses marked a trail from there to her hips. She closed her eyes and let herself sink into the warmth of his caress. His lips left her body for a few seconds, fanning her desire, her need for his touch.


    She was just about to object when he pressed his lips to her thigh, brushing kisses along her skin with maddening patience.


    Shona propped herself up on her elbows, glaring down at him. ‘We’ve already had foreplay. Can we skip to the main event please?’


    Sen paused, lips still grazing her skin. ‘When? I don’t think the hotdogs were foreplay,’ he murmured against her, grinning.


    She groaned. ‘Sen, I want you now.’


    ‘So impatient,’ he chuckled, tilting his head to look up at her.


    ‘Let’s do this please,’ she urged.


    Sen laughed, low and warm. ‘If I skip the foreplay, you won’t complain?’


    Shona threw up her hands. ‘Complain to who? There isn’t exactly a complaints department for this!’


    Sen sat up. ‘It could ruin my street cred,’ he teased.


    ‘Sen, I can guarantee you no one is talking about this out there. Your street cred is safe. Now are you going to do me or what?’


    Sen grinned and lay down next to her.


    She groaned again.


    But before she could say another word, he pulled her onto him so she straddled his hips. She gasped as he cupped the back of her head, guiding her face to his.


    ‘Kiss me. You’re in charge,’ he whispered.


    She kissed him slowly at first, then urgently, hungrily, until she was so lost in it that he slid into her with effortless ease.


    They both froze, breath catching in their throats. She sat up slightly, her hands on his chest, watching him.


    ‘Don’t move. I just want to take in this moment,’ he said.


    She nodded.


    In that moment, Shona understood why he wanted to savour it. Because when they were like this, everything made sense. Even sneaking away from Anni and Sam’s wedding reception to a hotel room felt right. Just like it felt right when they had lunchtime quickies. Just like eating hotdogs in her living room felt right. And that terrified her.


    She needed to break the spell fast so she began to move.


    Slowly at first, just enough to feel him respond beneath her, his hands resting on her hips. She rolled her hips in rhythm, steady and tantalising, watching the way his jaw tightened and his eyes fluttered closed.


    ‘Shona,’ he breathed.


    She leaned forward, bracing her hands on his chest, her hair falling like a curtain around her face. Her pace quickened, her breath coming in soft, shallow gasps. He met her movement now, hips rising to match hers, their bodies locked in a rhythm that made them forget everything else.


    She moaned, the sound muffled against his neck, where she’d pressed her lips to stifle the volume.


    Sen’s hands gripped her tighter now. His body tensed beneath her.


    ‘So good,’ she whispered, forehead pressed to his.


    ‘The best,’ he said hoarsely.


    And together they unravelled. Her cry mingled with his groan, leaving them trembling and breathless.


    She collapsed onto him, both of them slick with sweat, hearts pounding in sync.


    ‘I think I’ve just earned my street cred,’ Shona said quietly.
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    Sen looked at his watch. 2 am. He had to be in court at 9 o’clock and he really didn’t want to leave Shona’s warm bed, or more specifically her arms. But their rules were clear: no staying over, for both of them.


    He dragged himself out of bed and began to dress. Shona was still asleep when he left her bedroom. He stopped at the dining room table. How did Shona get any work done, he wondered, as he surveyed the chaos. He picked up her notebook and leafed through it. He knew nothing about wedding veils, but Shona was obviously brilliant because her business was soaring.


    He couldn’t understand why she didn’t take it to the next level. Why was she still working in her father’s shop? He couldn’t ask her because their relationship was not about getting to know each other better. Maybe that was what was bothering him; he wanted to know adult Shona better.


    By the time he reached his apartment, he was groggy and moody. It happened whenever he got back from being with Shona. He felt as if he was missing something. He knew that ‘something’ was her, but he wasn’t ready to explore that feeling.


    Three o’clock. Although he was sleepy he made no attempt to get into bed. Instead, he had a quick shower and started the coffee machine. While the coffee was brewing, he sat on a high stool at the centre island and scrolled through his phone. He knew exactly what he was looking for, having developed this habit a couple of weeks ago. He found Shona’s business page and lazily scrolled through it. Her last post had 50 000 likes and several comments asking for her contact details.


    The coffee was ready. He poured himself a mug and sat in front of the TV. With Shona on his mind, he forgot about his coffee on the table in front of him and drifted off to sleep.
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    Shona emptied the contents of her closet onto her floor. For someone who worked with clothing, she was pathetic when it came to storing hers. Most items were shoved in at the bottom of the closet. She fished out an orange tee and dark denim jeans. This was ridiculous. The town’s social committee had decided that everyone should wear orange to demonstrate their support for something Shona knew nothing about. Ordinarily, she would have ignored it but her mother, who believed she was the Queen of the Women in Business forum, had ordered her to show up in something orange.


    After getting dressed, she shoved the discarded items back into her closet and searched for her shoes. She usually wore comfortable sneakers to work but today she’d planned to wear her new flat, gold sandals. If only she could find them. She searched ‘the chair’ where she dumped everything that didn’t have a place. They weren’t there. Under the bed. Not there.


    She looked at her watch. She had 20 minutes to get to the store. It was two blocks away from her apartment. She gave up looking, pulled on her sneakers and pushed two thin, silver bangles over her right hand as she left her bedroom. She surveyed her dining room. I’ll deal with it later, she told herself as she raced out the door. Her parents were strict about work ethics and arriving late would be frowned upon, or more like her mother would nag about it all day long. That’s if her mother was even there.


    She was rounding the corner when a car slowed down next to her. She jumped back, startled.


    ‘Sen! What are you doing here?’


    He’d opened the passenger window and was leaning out.


    ‘Good morning. I just finished a meeting and was heading back to the office when I spotted you.’


    Shona looked at her watch. The store opened at 9 am and staff had to be there an hour before. It was 7.45. How early had his meeting been?


    He interrupted her thoughts.


    ‘You really take this orange thing seriously,’ he teased. She frowned, unsure how to interpret his mischievous smile as his gaze fell on her chest.


    Shona looked down. Oh no! She was wearing the wrong shirt. The words ‘Let me be your Fanta-sea’ stretched across her breasts.


    ‘I have to go back to change. Oh no! she looked at her watch. She was cutting it fine but she couldn’t go to work in a tee that Anni had bought on her bridal shower weekend away.


    ‘Get in. It’ll be quicker by car,’ Sen said.


    As she slid into the passenger seat, she took in the image of Sen, hair perfectly styled and wearing a grey suit, crisp white shirt and a ridiculous orange tie.


    As soon as he parked the car, she leapt out, ran up the flight of stairs to her apartment and, at the door, impatiently searched her bag for her keys.


    ‘Damn it. Where are you?’


    She eventually found them and, as she opened the door, she noticed Sen casually walking up the stairs.


    ‘Why did you get out?’


    He didn’t answer and followed her into the apartment.


    Shona ran to her room and opened her closet.


    ‘Oh no!’ She stared at the heap of clothing.


    Sen came up behind her. ‘So, what are we looking at?’ he asked, surveying the heap.


    ‘What are you doing in my bedroom?’ Shona demanded.


    ‘I’ve been in here more times than I can count. What difference does it make?’


    She shot him a disapproving glance. ‘You’re not supposed to see this side … my stuff,’ she said.


    He smirked. ‘Stuff?’


    ‘Oh, Sen. What am I going to do? I don’t have another orange shirt,’ she wailed.


    Before he could reply, she raced to the dining room.


    Sen followed casually, with a hand in his suit pants pocket.


    Shona searched in a box of fabric and pulled out a black piece with a tiny orange floral print. She slid her phone out of her pocket, sent a text and pulled off her top. She sat at her machine and quickly sewed the strip of fabric over the slogan on her tee.


    Sen stood mesmerised.


    In no time at all, she jumped up and put on her T-shirt. ‘Always comes together in the end,’ she said triumphantly.


    Sen was dumbfounded.


    ‘Sen, let’s get out of here. I texted Aruna. She said she’d buy me some time so I can be a few minutes late.’


    Sen followed but just before they left, he grabbed her hand, pulled her to him and planted his lips on hers. It was different from the other kisses they’d shared. This one was not leading to anything. This one was saying something else. Neither of them knew exactly what.


    They got into the car without saying a word. Sen looked at Shona as she buckled her seatbelt. Something had happened in her apartment. He couldn’t explain how he suddenly felt.


    ‘Are you going to drive?’


    He snapped out of it and started the car.


    When he parked in front of the store, Shona jumped out before he could get to her side to open the door.


    ‘I think I may come in,’ he said.


    ‘Why?’


    ‘To buy a suit.’


    ‘Firstly, the store opens at 9 am and, secondly, you don’t shop here. Come to think of it, why don’t you shop here? You wear suits to work,’ Shona said, eyeing his ridiculously expensive designer suit.


    Sen didn’t answer immediately. He looked around. Shah & Sons suits were highly regarded in Durban, as they were in Rally but they weren’t his style. He just had to find the right words to convey this to Shona.


    ‘I do love the suits. The workmanship is top class but it’s just that—’


    Shona interrupted ‘Outdated?’


    Sen ran his left palm over his chin.


    ‘I know Sen. Don’t spare my feelings. Shah & Sons is where your grandfather shops,’ she said.


    And then suddenly Shona’s face changed. For a brief moment she looked sad and then immediately a bright smile formed as if she was about to serve a customer.


    Before Sen could react, she walked away.


    ‘Thanks for the ride, Sen.’


    She waved and went into the shop.
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    When he got to his office, Sen was still baffled by Shona’s awkward goodbye and by that scorching kiss. He was so deep in thought that he was slightly startled to hear Sam’s voice.


    ‘So, Shona?’


    Sen ignored his friend and went to his desk.


    ‘And how do you know I gave Shona a ride to work?’


    Sam gestured to the door.


    ‘Joanie.’


    Sen sat down.


    ‘News travels fast from Rally. When will Joanie stop gossiping?’


    His secretary shouted back, ‘Never. I quite enjoy it.’


    Sam laughed and pushed the door half-shut while Sen switched on his laptop.


    ‘If I’d known you were out and about in Rally, I would’ve suggested a breakfast meeting,’ Sam said as he sat down in the dark leather armchair across from Sen.


    ‘I went to see Avi earlier,’ Sen replied.


    Sam’s face fell. ‘How’s he doing?’


    ‘He’s alright. He’s busy settling his dad’s estate. Avi can be a handful, we know that. But I thought, as a friend, I should pop by to check how he’s doing,’ Sen replied.


    Avi had gone to boarding school with Sen and Sam. He was opinionated and a real snob. And when they were back home during their childhood summers, he’d bullied Sen. Sam, by association, had got caught up in the situation and, unlike Sen, would never give Avi the time of day. Sam and Sen had hit it off on the first day at boarding school and their friendship was easy. Sam was almost Sen’s height and, with his floppy brown hair, clean-shaven face and dimples, people naturally assumed he was friendly and easy-going. That wasn’t the case. Sam was stern, more so to his patients because he was serious about healthcare.


    He questioned everything. When they were at school, their teachers had called them ‘The critical thinkers’ – although it was also the name of the debating team they belonged to. But the teachers were right. Sam and Sen were critical thinkers. Sam analysed everything with intensity. Well, not exactly everything. Sen doubted that he’d compiled his usual pros and cons list when he’d met Anni; he’d been completely spellbound. By their second date he was already making enquiries about opening a medical practice in Rally. Sen was happy for his friend, but he was even happier for Anni, because she deserved the unconditional love and stability Sam offered her.


    ‘What are you doing here anyway? Don’t you have patients to see?’ Sen asked.


    ‘The locum comes in on Fridays. I came to see you because I need advice.’


    When he heard the serious tone in Sam’s voice, Sen discreetly closed the door to his office so they had some privacy, then sat down to listen, giving Sam his full attention.


    ‘You know Anni is not a risk taker. She plays it safe. She’s afraid to venture out of her own backyard. But she hasn’t travelled like us. I want her to experience new places. I know she’s always wanted to go to Paris and I want to take her there for her birthday next month, but she’s so afraid that her life here will fall apart if she leaves for a few days,’ Sam explained.


    Without thinking, Sen replied, ‘I’ll ask Shona for her input tonight.’


    Sam’s eyes widened.


    ‘Tonight? Why are you seeing Shona tonight?’


    Sen wasn’t known as a sharp, cut-throat lawyer for nothing. ‘I have to pick up Granddad’s suits,’ he lied.


    Sam’s demeanour softened again.


    ‘Okay. Because I don’t want you messing around with Shona. She’s all Anni has left in terms of family. The four of us gel together. Sure, when both of you find partners, we’ll welcome them into our circle. But I know you – you don’t date and you’ll break Shona’s heart,’ Sam warned.


    Sen should have been offended but he knew Sam was right. He didn’t do relationships. But he couldn’t ignore the surge of jealousy when Sam mentioned the possibility of Shona finding a suitable partner.


    ‘Have you spoken to Anni? Told her how you feel?’


    Sam nodded. ‘She says I won’t understand.’


    Sen ran his hands through his hair. ‘She’s right, you know,’ he said.


    ‘To some extent, yes,’ Sam replied.


    Sen shook his head. He stood and walked to the ceiling-to-floor window. He looked at the city below him and thought about Rally, the small town where everyone knew your name and business. It was nothing like the city Sam had grown up in. Sen’s office on the top floor of a high-rise building gave him a bird’s eye view of people rushing about their business. No one smiled at anyone. They didn’t even greet one another. In Rally, you couldn’t walk a couple of steps out of your front door without someone stopping for a quick chat. Sam would never truly understand what life in Rally was about or how his wife had grown up. But he had to at least try to explain.


    ‘To more than just some extent. Sam, look around. Look at us. We grew up with silver spoons in our mouths. Anni grew up with an abusive father, who left when she was five, and a drunk for a mother, who sold her prom dress – which the Shahs had bought for her because her mother needed her next bottle. Life has been tough and she’s afraid that she won’t fit into your world. She’s afraid that she may embarrass you,’ he said without turning back to look at Sam.


    ‘Damn, Sen. I never thought about it that way. And how do you know about all of this?’


    Sen turned to look at him and walked towards his desk. He removed his jacket and hung it over a coat hanger on a nearby stand.


    ‘I listen, I observe. And I grew up in Rally. You didn’t. Sure, I was at boarding school for most of my childhood, but I spent my summers and other holidays there. And let me tell you, it wasn’t easy. My father was too busy at work. My mother spent most of her time in Durban helping my father in the firm and I was left to my own devices. Granddad was there of course, but he wasn’t the kind of company a young boy wanted. I was desperate for friends. I’m embarrassed to even say it out loud,’ Sen explained as he sat down again.


    Sam was speechless and wide-eyed.


    ‘Don’t look so shocked, my friend. Don’t believe what the papers say. I’m only heartless in the courtroom,’ he joked.


    Sam chuckled and ran his hands through his hair. ‘I know the real you but I didn’t know this part,’ he said.


    Sen sat back. ‘I would go out every day trying to insert myself into someone’s little gang. Obviously, Avi was a dickhead so I didn’t stand a chance with the popular guys. He used to call me poor little rich kid. I honestly don’t know why I tolerate him now,’ Sen pondered.


    He shook off the thought and continued. ‘I found two ridiculous girls. They were outsiders themselves. By the time I was 11, I looked forward to summer just to catch up with them. It wasn’t exactly the kind of friendship where we would confide in each other, but they never ever told me to get lost.


    ‘The summer I turned 16, Anni and Shona were almost 15 and no longer the girls I knew. Or rather, they were the same but they didn’t look the same. They were young women … beautiful young women, and people – guys specifically – started to notice.’


    Sen stopped, picked up a pen and clicked it twice. Sam was sitting almost on the edge of his chair.


    Sen sighed. ‘I don’t think it’s right that I continue. I think it’s best that you speak to Anni.’ He folded his arms and looked away.


    Sam sat up straighter. ‘Sen, you can’t start a story and then suddenly stop. Anni is my whole world. I love her more than anything. She just won’t tell me about her past. She won’t open up. We’re best friends; you can trust me. I promise not to breathe a word of this conversation to her or anyone else,’ Sam pleaded.


    Sen didn’t want to reveal that the real reason he was uncomfortable telling this story was that it had dawned on him how vulnerable Shona had been and when he remembered that day, his heart raced thinking about what could have happened if events had turned out differently.


    He took in his friend’s despondent expression. He would tell him, although maybe it was more to get it off his own chest.


    ‘Fine. Not a word.’


    Sam nodded.


    ‘We’d made plans to meet outside the library in front of that ugly statue, to take a bus into the city. Shona and Anni were proud – they always insisted on paying their own way. Shona had saved her pocket money and Anni was given some cash for her upcoming birthday. It was from an anonymous source,’ Sen said.


    ‘You?’ Sam asked.


    ‘No, Granddad. We’d been talking about this trip for days and we had it all mapped out. But when I got to the statue, they weren’t there. I was so angry; I thought they’d ditched me. I was about to board the bus to go on my own to get back at them and my parents, who would be livid when they found out that I’d used public transport alone, when I had a weird feeling. I started running towards Anni’s house. I’d only ever seen it from the road. It was dilapidated and not something I would associate sweet Anni with but I knew where it was and I had to get there. When I did, I opened the gate and went into the yard.’


    Sen stopped and shook his head before he started speaking again.


    ‘I didn’t know what I was going to say or do, but my feet propelled me to the front door. I heard screams for help and pushed the door open. Anni and Shona were tied up with some kind of frayed cord and her mother was passed out, drunk, on the floor. My body moved like a robot as I untied them. All Shona could say over and over was “he didn’t touch us” …’


    Sen paused as he remembered that moment. Shona’s hair had been uncontrolled curls back then. Her mother had forbidden her to cut it. Her face had appeared so small when she looked up at him as he untied them.


    ‘Sen …’ Sam’s voice urged him back to the present and he shook off the memory.


    ‘Anyway, Anni’s mother had told her boyfriend about the birthday cash and you can figure out the rest. They made me promise not to tell any adults because Anni would be sent to a foster home here in Durban. We never went on that bus trip and we never spoke about it again. My point is our backgrounds are different. It may not be an obstacle but it will pop up from time to time. Think about it, Sam. We would never have been in that position, but Anni had been in more than one situation like that,’ Sen said.


    Sam looked pale and shaken.


    ‘It’s okay, Sam. They’re safe now. We won’t ever let anything happen to them. I promise.’


    His friend nodded but didn’t seem convinced. Like him, Sam had lived a charmed life. He couldn’t even imagine Sam in Anni’s old house, or what looked more like the ruins of a house.


    Sen got two bottles of water out of the mini fridge beside his desk and handed one to Sam who, after taking a big gulp, looked a little better.


    ‘Did they ever find the boyfriend?’


    Sen shrugged. ‘We never spoke about it again. When Anni’s mom died in my first year of university, I came back for the funeral. But something had changed. We were almost adults and the carefree summer days were over.’


    ‘Can I ask you something?’


    Sen nodded.


    ‘How come you never asked Shona out? I remember you telling me that you regarded Anni as a sister. You never mentioned Shona in that way but you spoke about her more than you did about Anni.’


    Sen turned to the window again. He didn’t want his face to betray him.


    ‘Because Shona was … Shona. Chaotic. Talking about big dreams and falling in love with a knight in shining armour. All that bridal shop talk was enough to put a guy off. Also, I don’t think Shona would have given me the time of day. Everyone else thought I was a pretty fine catch but Shona let me know far too often that I wasn’t.’


    Sen found himself smiling.


    He turned back to Sam, who was now standing.


    ‘Thank you, Sen. You’ve given me a lot to think about. I knew you’d help me and you did. I’m going to leave you to do some work while I surprise my wife with some flowers and a fancy lunch,’ said Sam.


    ‘Don’t mention it. You know I always have your back,’ Sen smiled.


    He watched his friend leave. When the door closed behind Sam, Sen sat down at his desk and held his head in his hands.


    That memory. He hadn’t thought of it in years. For the past six months, he’d been in Shona’s bed almost every night but they acted as if they had no attachment. Dammit, they had a past! And now that Sen had unlocked the memories, he couldn’t ignore it.


    [image: ]


    Shona shoved the roll of fabric back onto the shelf.


    ‘It’s not what we usually order,’ her father complained.


    ‘Dad, I’ve explained to you: the company that makes that fabric has closed shop. This is the closest colour and texture I could get,’ Shona replied, trying to keep the exasperation out of her tone.


    ‘But we’ve been using it for over 30 years. What do I tell our customers?’


    Shona had a choice: she could let her father win or tell it as it was.


    Aruna sat in the corner, glued to her cellphone. Drake, who was one of the tailors, observed from a safe distance. When their eyes met, he mouthed to Shona, ‘Speak up.’


    Shona licked her lips. Her mouth was dry. ‘Dad, when last did a customer order this fabric?’


    Her father scratched his head. ‘The customers want it. It’s what we use, Shona. You want to dress our customers in sacks? Is that what you want?’


    Be calm, Shona. Do not be irrational, loose-cannon Shona. 


    ‘Dad, I stopped ordering that fabric three years ago because no one ever wanted it. I only ordered this replacement because you asked for it last week and I knew the company had gone out of business,’ she explained.


    Her father’s eyes widened. ‘Well done, Shona. You’ve fooled your father because your father is a fool. What does he know? Shona went to college and studied fashion. Shona’s a designer. Her father is a fool who only worked in a tailor shop for most of his life,’ he shouted. His eyes glistened with what should have been anger but to Shona it looked like pity. She didn’t know whether he pitied her or himself.


    Aruna was now looking at Shona for a response. Drake was shaking his head and her mother stormed in.


    ‘What on earth is going on? We’re lucky there are no customers in the store. They would have heard this barbaric argument.’


    Typical of her mother, Shona thought. Exaggerating. There was nothing barbaric about this argument.


    ‘Your daughter thinks we are fools. Shona knows everything,’ her father whined.


    Shona took in the scene. It was like watching moments of her life on replay. The same scene had played out ten years ago when she’d suggested moving to a computerised accounting system. Then again five years ago when she suggested a social media page. It had happened countless times. And it all involved change – the very thing that she yearned for was what her parents resisted the most. Shona could have come home pregnant as a teen or joined a crime syndicate now and the bigger shame would be her walking away from the family business. The only other person in the room who could sympathise with her was Drake. He’d been there long enough to know that nothing ever changed.


    ‘I’m leaving,’ Shona said.


    Her mother gasped. Aruna stood up. Her father’s eyes were now popping out. Drake smiled.


    ‘I AM LEAVING,’ Shona said louder, more clearly, with more confidence.


    ‘You can’t leave. What do you mean you’re leaving?’ Her mother seemed shocked but was also calling her bluff.


    ‘I can leave. I’m handing in my resignation. Because we don’t have a formal contract, I think I can just walk out,’ Shona said. Her palms were sweaty, her throat was dry and her heart was racing.


    ‘Sho, don’t be—’ her sister started to say.


    ‘I am walking out of that door,’ Shona interrupted.


    She quickly rounded up her bag and jacket and moved towards the front of the store.


    Her family stood frozen. It was as if they wanted to say something but were frozen with shock. Drake was still smiling. Martha, a seamstress, had joined them and was smiling too.


    When Shona got to the door, she turned to look at her bewildered family.


    ‘I’m walking away from the shop, not my family,’ she said, surprising herself with her even tone.


    ‘The shop is your family,’ her father spat out.


    ‘No Dad, it’s not. My family – you, Mom and Aruna – have always been more important than the shop and that’s why I must walk away,’ she said quietly.


    The silence was deafening. Her father looked away. Her mother was wiping away tears. Aruna was too stunned to react.
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