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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This novel is a work of fiction. Or is it? Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is… well, let’s just say it’s complicated. Coincidence? Maybe. Or maybe not. The crimes, the secrets, the shadows lurking beneath these pages? I invented those. Or did I? You never really know — people always have skeletons buried deep in their closets, whispering truths best left unspoken, waiting for the right moment to burst free.

Still, the story is born from an actual place: a Spanish language school in Málaga. The school I’ve studied at. The teachers, the students, the classrooms — somehow, they exist. Or versions of them do. People lend me their voices, their quirks, their tattoos. And once reshaped on the page, they carry secrets I may never fully know. That’s the danger of writing close to life: you blur the line between truth and invention until no one is quite sure where the mask ends.

Each book in this series called False Friends explores a different corner of Spanish grammar — a theme that shapes not only the classroom, but the story itself. As the title suggests, this first one belongs to the subjunctive. In Spanish, the subjunctive isn’t about what is — it’s about what might be, what you fear, what you desire, what you command. It slips into sentences after quiero que… (I want you to…), temo que… (I fear that…), es posible que… (it’s possible that…). It’s the grammar of shadows.

And that’s where this story lives: in the subjunctive mood. In uncertainty. In the space between what’s real and what’s imagined, what’s spoken and what’s hidden. Step inside the classroom, and you’ll see: once you start thinking in the subjunctive, you stop trusting what’s certain. You begin to fear what might be.

A.G.R. Goff


PROLOGUE

‘Obsession is admiration that lost its way.’ 

— Unknown —

She was alone again.

He watched her from the shadows of a shuttered souvenir shop across the sunlit street. Sunglasses sliding low on his nose, coffee gone cold between his hands. He didn’t notice. The warmth he wanted burned elsewhere — a quiet, relentless flame fixed on her.

Fourth table from the left. Back straight. Ankles crossed. Always deliberate. Always composed. To him she was part of the scenery here — the chipped white walls, the tangled bougainvillaea, the scrape of chairs across stone. A statue. Carved from sunlight and silence.

Behind her, a pair of American tourists debated the fastest route to Ronda — their drawling chatter, their crumpled Yankees cap — and her stillness was sharper for it. She didn’t flinch. Like she’d tuned the entire world out.

Her phone lay face down on the table. Not forgotten — placed that way. No scrolling. No distractions. As if she were waiting.

But for what? 

Or who?

Today she wore white. A silk dress that caught the light and shifted in the breeze, the hem flicking against her calves. Gold earrings flickered with every tilt of her head. Quiet wealth. Effortless power. She wasn’t trying to impress.

But she did.

She didn’t see him. 

She never did. 

Or pretended not to.

They’d crossed paths once before. Not with names. Not with promises. Just enough. He remembered every second. Number 7 — that’s how he thought of her. Not a name. Just a place in the order.

She spoke English with ease, her voice low and unhurried. He liked the way it sounded — steady, deliberate, different from the others. She was Danish. You could hear it if you were paying attention, though you didn’t need to be an expert. The trace was clear enough.

He told himself he wasn’t like others. Men with no control. Not really. He just noticed things, that was all. Collected them. Filed them away.

People assumed things about him. Smooth. Confident. Easy charm. But that was habit, not truth. Years of practised smiles and talk. Underneath: restless hands, a jaw that clenched, blinking too fast when the spotlight lingered. Little betrayals of nerves he couldn’t quiet.

So he drank. Whisky mostly. Jack Daniel’s. The cheap American kind he used to think made him look confident. Masculine. 

Half a bottle before every show. At first, it helped. Took the edge off. Made him seem relaxed. But it never lasted. 

Rehearsals slipped. Fights broke out.

That night came back in fragments. The show in Marbella. The crowd restless, the music falling flat. His fingers stiff on the strings. His throat dry.

When it was over, the guitarist said it. The words still echoed.

‘You need the bottle more than you need us.

And that was it.

But she’d been there. The woman in the green dress. Quiet, watching. Not clapping. Not leaving. Just sitting through it.

Later, she waited as he wound his cable.

‘You played like someone who’s finished with it,’ she said.

‘Maybe I am.’

No sympathy. Just a tilt of her head.

‘Then I guess we’re both passing through.’

After that, they walked. The bar behind them, the town asleep. Her dress caught the moonlight like wet leaves. His hotel room waited. Anonymous. Still. A nowhere place for two people trying not to be seen.

The door shut behind them with a soft click. Silence. Then his mouth was on her neck — slow, searching, not desperate, but deliberate. He undressed her without removing the dress, inching the hem up instead. She didn’t stop him. Didn’t speak.

He’d watched her writhe beneath him, the slow, deliberate movement of his fingers drawing her closer with each calculated stroke.

‘I want you sore,’ he murmured against her skin, voice low, dark — a promise, a warning, as he continued his sweet, measured torment. Backwards. Forwards. ‘Every time you move tomorrow, I want you to feel it. To remember I’ve been here. Only me. You’re mine.’

Two fingers had moved inside her — tight, but nothing she couldn’t take. He knew her limits, her responses, better than anyone. She was wet, ready. His thumb circled that tender, sensitive spot and her eyes rolled back as a moan escaped her throat. She was on the edge. Almost there.

Then she’d slipped down the bed, hands deft as she unfastened his trousers, eased his pants down over his hips. Her palm brushed along the length of him, featherlight, before she took him into her mouth. A guttural sound had torn from his chest — instinctive, raw — as he changed and buried his tongue inside her again, ruthless, relentless. She tasted like need. Like surrender.

She moaned lower — that sound. Unfiltered. Vulnerable. Perfect. She was an instrument, and he played her well — every touch coaxing out raw, exquisite music. He thrust one finger inside her, crooking it until he found it — that spot — and her moans turned into one long, broken cry. She’d clutched at his hair, pulling him closer, just as he’d told her.

She shuddered violently, legs quaking, climax hitting her hard. He didn’t stop — not until she was trembling and gasping beneath him, hair wild, face flushed and glowing. Wrecked. Beautiful.

‘You’re mine,’ he growled as he drove into her, the heat of her tight around him, welcoming, consuming. The force of his arousal was fierce, almost punishing. ‘Mine,’ he breathed again, voice raw with possession, before releasing her mouth and turning her around.

He pushed her forward, one hand flat on her back, the other gripping her as he yanked her legs apart and drove into her again — full, hard thrusts. No mercy. Her breasts bounced against the neckline of her dress with each movement, her body arching, gasping, accepting every inch of him.

And still, he didn’t stop. 

She was his. 

Only his.

When it was over, they didn’t speak. 

Not right away.

She lay on her side; the silk bunched at her waist, spine curved away from him. One hand beneath her head. Breathing steady. Almost too steady. Like none of it had touched her. Like she’d left her body somewhere else for the night.

He watched the outline of her shoulder, the soft arc of her hip. There should have been warmth between them. There wasn’t.

Only breath. Only silence.

He turned towards the ceiling, pulse still hammering, but the satisfaction never came. Not really. Not fully.

He didn’t ask her to stay. 

She didn’t offer.

By morning, she was gone. 

So was the dress.

But the colour stayed. Not simply green. Sea-glass. Rain-slick moss. It shimmered in his head like a memory trying to become permanent.

The shade pulled him back to Estepona — to the shore where he’d once pocketed a piece of sea glass almost that exact hue. He still carried it, smooth and cold against his fingertips, a reminder that even broken things could be perfected, given enough time and pressure.

She’d said it would be one night. 

He hadn’t believed her.
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BIANCA

AUGUST

The room was neat. Familiar. And entirely hollow.

The wooden urn on the fireplace’s tiled surround sat silent, cold, impossibly small. She stared at it; at the space it occupied. A life in a box.

Her eyes shifted, catching the hallway mirror. A pale woman stared back: skin drained of colour, dark-blond hair brushed into order. Henry had joked once, or maybe not joked at all, that he could lose himself in the colour of her eyes, that it might undo him if he let it. At the time she’d laughed, called it poetic nonsense. Now the memory came like mist. Uninvited, but oddly welcome.

She set the brush down and pressed her palms against the cool edge of the dressing table. And then — the memories pulled her under.

Just another day. Crisp, blue-skied, ordinary. Henry had been laying slates, his sleeves rolled up, back already sun-pinked. She’d taken Kito for a walk, come back, and stepped into the shower.

The doorbell had rung. Once. Twice. 

From the shower, Bianca hadn’t moved. Henry would get it. She expected to hear the scrape of the patio door, the low rumble of voices, Russell and Henry slipping easily into the rhythm of whatever they’d planned for the morning.

Instead — Russell’s voice. High, cracking.

She hadn’t believed it. For a second, she’d thought it was a prank, like old times. But the panic had been genuine in Russell’s voice. Real and cold.

‘Bianca — it’s Henry. He’s down. I think he’s had a stroke.’

She’d run, half-dressed, wet hair dripping down her back.

Henry had lain beside the unlaid tiles, one arm twitching, mouth crooked, one eye focused and terrified. The other, lost.

She’d dialled. The ambulance delay was endless.

Russell had decided. ‘We can’t wait. Get your keys.’

The Geneva MediClinic in George had pulsed with mechanical indifference, its sterile corridors exhaling a low, omnipresent hum that vibrated beneath her skin.

Outside, the South African sun blazed with merciless clarity, illuminating every crack in the pavement where she’d paced — each one harsh and real, mocking the unreality inside her. The world burned with light, but none of it reached her.

Her fingers twisted together compulsively, white-knuckled, as though she could strangle her dread into silence. The air stunk of disinfectant — chemical, metallic, inescapable. It clung to her clothes, burrowed into her hair, filled her throat with a bitterness she couldn’t swallow.

Beyond the sliding glass doors, ghostlike figures moved in muted choreography — nurses in green and blue scrubs, masked and unreadable, almost inhuman behind plastic visors. Some of them she recognised, which only made it worse. They’d been part of the machinery now, complicit in the routine of dying.

Then the doctor came. Just a face above a mask, just a voice breaking through the static. She couldn’t remember the words themselves — only the force of them.

The words shattered inside her.

She convulsed forward in a dry, retching sob; her mouth had opened as if to vomit, but nothing came. The ground hadn’t caught her — it had rejected her.

‘Bianca.’

Tanja’s voice slid beneath the static, low and deliberate. Her friend leaned against the car, still as stone. Tanja rarely moved — stillness clung to her like armour. Her unreadable calm had always unsettled Bianca, but now it made her want to scream.

Tanja’s arms wrapped around her as the sound tore from her chest. Not grief. Not yet. Only noise. Raw, unformed, inhuman.

And all she could see was the last time she’d held Henry’s hand. The rise and fall of his chest, weak beside machines that beeped with ominous regularity. His body a skeleton wrapped in skin. His eyes too lucid. 

That one tear on his cheek — his only goodbye.

Bianca blinked, pulling back into the present. The urn waited, mute, while voices hummed through the room.

Tom stood near the window, solemn, his glass eye refusing to sit still. Russell hovered by the drinks, Hannah at his side. Devon, another friend stood by the pool. On the wall, the Zoom screen flickered with faces scattered across the globe — Ian, Henry’s oldest brother; Ellie and Matt, his children from a previous marriage; and Victoria, his sister in Australia. Each a pixelated reminder of lives lived at a distance.

And then one dark square. No name. No sound. Probably Stan. The brother who’d vanished with their life savings.

The officiant spoke, but his words fell flat, unable to penetrate the thickness in the room.

Tom pressed a tissue into her hand. Russell cleared his throat and stepped forward. ‘Henry… was the kind of bloke who’d laugh at me right now for choking up,’ he said. ‘He made life seem like a great bloody adventure. Loved a good braai. His jokes — sharp as hell, even when you didn’t want to hear them.’

A thin ripple of laughter moved through the room, tremulous but real.

Later, in the garden, Russell, and Tom swapped stories. ‘Swartberg Pass,’ Russell said. ‘Henry wouldn’t stop for photos.’

‘He’d be telling jokes about the hospital food now,’ Tom added. ‘Bloody Henry.’

Just then, a bergwind rose — hot and impatient, whipping the laundry on the line into flags of surrender. A brittle jacaranda branch cracked and spun to the ground.

The neighbour’s dog startled into a volley of barking; Kito answered once, a low huff, then pressed closer. The sudden wind snapped the living room curtains into the air and let them fall again like breath.

A white feather detached itself from nowhere and floated down. It drifted lazily, indecisive, before choosing her shoulder. It landed so lightly she felt it rather than saw it, a kiss of air.

‘I heard,’ she murmured to Hannah, ‘a white feather is meant to be a sign. From… someone.’

Russell snorted. ‘Sounds like a load of rubbish. But maybe there’s something in it.’

She laughed, but the sound cracked. ‘Probably is. But still.’

Tanja touched her arm. ‘If it comforts you, even for a second, it’s worth something.’

Bianca watched the feather lift again, caught in the wind, and disappear.

This was grief. Sharp, brutal, unfinished. 

But also — connection. 

And for now, that had to be enough.
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BIANCA

EIGHT MONTHS LATER

Days had turned into months, yet not one passed without the silent rooms of Bianca’s home in George echoing with the ghost of a life long gone. 

The laughter that had once filled the house had vanished, leaving behind a stillness so dense she sometimes strained to hear through it — waiting for Henry’s tuneless humming in the garden or his familiar call for tea. But nothing came. Only the steady hum of the refrigerator and the soft scrape of Kito’s claws across the floor.

Henry had left the world like a whisper — no last embrace, no parting words. And now the house carried his absence in every corner.

Kito, loyal and heavy-footed, followed her from room to room, anchoring her. His presence was warm, constant, and yet it reminded her too much of everything she’d lost. Sometimes she pressed her face to his fur and inhaled, clinging to him like he could hold her together.

Ellie called, first every day, then every few days, then every week. Their conversations stretched into the evenings, long threads across the silence. Sometimes they cried. Sometimes they laughed at Henry’s terrible jokes. Sometimes they just stayed quiet, the sound of breathing enough.

Matt, on the other hand, disappeared again. Ellie had shrugged when Bianca asked. He’ll call when he needs something, she said. He always does. But Bianca knew even distance could be love, though it left sharp edges behind.

One afternoon, grief struck her again with no warning. She’d gone into the garage to find a hammer, nothing more. And there it was: Henry’s KTM motorbike, orange paint dulled by time. She’d walked past it dozens of times, keeping her eyes ahead, refusing to look. But that day her gaze snagged on it, and it was as if the world collapsed.

Her knees gave out before she realised she was falling. She pressed her forehead to the cool metal, sobbing until her throat tore raw. It wasn’t discovery that undid her — it was the sudden weight of the truth, the realisation that the machine outlasted the man.

Later she found herself on the back steps, staring at the mountains, Kito’s head resting heavy against her thigh. The air shifted around her, restless. Somewhere deep inside, she felt the faintest tug — not healing, not yet, but the possibility of it.

The idea of leaving surfaced more often now. Europe. A place where her past would not follow her through every street, where the mountains didn’t remind her of Henry’s laugh echoing off the cliffs. But Kito was old, too large to travel. He was her tether. The last chapter of Henry’s story, she could still hold.

So she stayed.

For now.
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BIANCA

November came, bringing heat that pressed down like a hand. Grapes from the fridge were the only food she craved — sweet, cold, bursting against her teeth.

The house smelled faintly of tobacco sometimes, a phantom presence curling through the rooms. She knew it was memory. Henry, pacing the veranda, cigarette dangling from his fingers. Still, the scent haunted her, too sharp to dismiss. Bianca sometimes caught herself reaching for a lighter that wasn’t there, her thumb twitching like Henry’s. The small habit made her chest tighten — grief disguised as muscle memory.

Mornings belonged to Kito. Their walks were ritual: the park, the salt in the air, the cut grass underfoot. The space was alive with barking, children shrieking, owners shouting greetings across the green. She moved through it like a shadow.

And that was where she first noticed him. 

Noticed, but didn’t meet.

The man was always there. Lean, grey threaded through his hair, a German Shepherd at his side. Sometimes he stood apart, smoking while the dog tugged at the lead. Other times he walked slowly, head tilted as if listening to something no one else could hear.

Once, she saw him kneel to retie the dog’s harness with surprising care, murmuring something soft that made the Shepherd’s tail thump the ground. It unsettled her more than if he’d been cold.

Bianca found herself watching him in fragments. The way he tapped ash with precision. The way his eyes followed nothing in particular. Once, Kito stopped, ears pricked, gaze fixed on the Shepherd. The dogs recognised something in each other.

For days, the man was simply a figure at the edge of her walks. Present but silent. His existence pressed against hers like a question left unanswered.

The first time they spoke was almost accidental.

The Shepherd — Luca, she learned later — tugged forward, nose reaching towards Kito. Their leads tangled briefly.

‘Oh,’ the man said, surprised. His voice was low, warm. ‘Luca’s making friends.’ He bent slightly to smooth the dog’s fur. A cigarette smouldered between his fingers.

Bianca caught the smell. Smoke, sharp and familiar. Her stomach tightened. Henry. For a moment she had to look away, the air thick with memory.

Coincidence, she told herself. Just smoke. Just a stranger. But the echo of Henry in the gesture made her pulse quicken

The man glanced at her then, properly. Dark eyes, intent but not unkind. ‘You live nearby?’

She nodded. ‘Yes. We walk here most mornings.’ Her voice sounded thinner than she wanted.

He gestured towards the Shepherd. ‘Not my dog. A friend’s. I’m visiting for a while.’
His vowels caught her ear — weighted, deliberate, with a softness she couldn’t place. Not local. Spanish, maybe? There was a warmth to the sound, the kind that made words linger. She’d once wanted to learn the language, to roll its syllables like music, but life had taken her elsewhere — first England, then South Africa.

He was watching her, she realised. ‘Your accent,’ he said after a moment. ‘It shifts. English, yes, but something else. Afrikaans?’

She blinked, caught off guard. The way he said it — the quiet certainty, the small smile that followed — made her  aware of every word she’d spoken, every trace of home still clinging to her voice.

‘Bianca,’ she said finally, offering her name like a test.

He inclined his head. ‘Ramón.’

The dogs stood between them, patient, as if they understood.

Their conversation was brief, only that. But when Bianca walked home, the smell of tobacco lingered in her hair. She told herself it was Henry’s memory. But deep down she knew it was not. She almost laughed at herself for reading too much into a stranger. Almost.

That night, lying in bed, the thought of Spain no longer seemed so impossible. And as she drifted, almost asleep, she thought she heard the faintest click of a lighter in the hall — ridiculous, impossible — and opened her eyes to darkness that looked like a yes.
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SIX YEARS EARLIER

She appeared again — in Estepona. 

His town.

Not Marbella.

Not chance.

Then again.

And again.

She wore green the second time. Not the same dress — but close. Uncannily close.

And her dog — that ridiculous dog — now wore a collar threaded with the same impossible colour.

A message. It had to be.

She was building something. Composing it. Every detail — her silence, her posture, the untouched phone — all of it meant something.

Marbella had been the opening note.

Now she sat across the street. Hair pinned up. Silk glowing in the sun. The green glinted at the dog’s throat.

Her stillness. Her calm.

He watched.

And waited.

It hadn’t been enough.

Not then.

Not now.

When she rose, she left a half-empty glass, lifted her bag, and whistled for the dog.

She walked as if the street belonged to her.

He followed. Two car lengths behind.

Then one.

Then none.

The alley took her — narrow, whitewashed, balconies sagging with towels and vines.

She turned in.

He moved.

No words. Just motion.

His arm around her throat — not tight. Only enough to stop time.

She twisted. Elbowed. Gasped. The dog barked — sharp and panicked.

He squeezed harder.

Not to hurt her. Not really.

He wanted to stop it. The walking away. The noise in his head. That she hadn’t meant any of it.

The green. The night. It had to mean something.

She kicked. Slammed her head into his chin.

Fuck!

The world tilted — and he stumbled back, just enough to slam into a crumbling wall.

There was a snap.

His sunglasses — the only pair he owned — cracked across the bridge.

He looked down at them, blinking.

He’d had them for years. Just one pair. That’s all he needed. Owning more — that was greed, clutter. Pointless. If they hadn’t broken, he wouldn’t have replaced them.

But now, he’d have to.

He hated that.

She dropped.

He let go.

She collapsed to her knees, coughing, hand at her throat.

Her eyes found his. Wild. Drenched in fury.

He backed away.

Like she’d burned him.

She saw it then — for a second, where his sleeve had ridden up.

The tattoo. Big. Stark. Blue ink. A bare tree, branches reaching up and outward across his shoulder — but if you looked closely, there it was: a chameleon, nestled in the limbs. Almost invisible. Almost.

A friend had inked it, he always said. Practising. Just a favour.

‘You—’ Her voice cracked. ‘You fucking—’

‘I wanted—’

He stopped.

What else?

There was nothing else.

She didn’t get up. Didn’t come for him.

She sat there.

The dog pressed tight to her leg, growling low.

His hands shook.

She was alive.

She would always be alive.

And now she knew.
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BIANCA

NOVEMBER

The square of grass in Heather Park had its own cast of regulars. Bianca came because of Kito; others came for reasons of their own. Children cut across it on their way to school, their voices skipping across the morning air. An older man practised golf there sometimes, smuggling a handful of cracked balls from his bag and taking quiet swings as though the neighbours wouldn’t notice. It wasn’t a park, not really — just open ground pressed between houses — but it held the rhythm of a community.

And lately, it held him.

Ramón.

At first he’d been only a figure at the edge of things — a man with a German Shepherd, standing back, smoking, watching. She’d spoken to him once, briefly, their dogs tangling leads. Since then, she noticed him more.

He was always there when she arrived. Or already there when she left.

Their exchanges grew by degrees. At first just a nod, then a word about the weather, then something longer. And after a while, she’d even told him a bit about Henry. Nothing intimate. Just facts.

Kito insisted, pulling towards Luca like a dog who trusted consequences. And each time, Ramón was ready to meet her halfway.

‘You lengthen the i’s,’ he said one morning, after she’d told him the time. ‘That’s English. But sometimes you cut them short. German. I hear them fight.’

Bianca laughed, uncomfortable. ‘I don’t notice.’

‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘It’s your own voice. But to me…’ He paused, eyes dipping briefly towards her mouth. ‘…it’s rare.’

The word sat between compliment and warning. She carried it home and put it on the shelf with the grapes and the half-hope.

Another morning, he asked where she’d lived. She told him: Germany first, then England, then here.

He repeated the words softly, testing them, as though they were foreign on his tongue. ‘That explains it,’ he said at last. ‘The mix.’

She shifted her weight, wishing she hadn’t told him. ‘It’s nothing unusual.’

But Ramón shook his head. ‘Unusual is not nothing.’

He didn’t smile when he said it. That, more than the words, made her uneasy.

Later at home, she caught herself repeating the countries aloud — Germany, England, South Africa — and hearing the subtle shifts in her own vowels. She resented the gift of attention and still leaned towards it. Almost without realising, she whispered the list again, her voice soft against the darkened room.
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BIANCA

The November mornings came hot and clear, a brightness that made every surface too sharp. Even before nine, the air already carried a faint tang of salt from the coast. Heat clung to her skin, the kind that promised to thicken as the day went on.

Kito tugged her towards the square of grass, his stride purposeful, his body still powerful despite his age. Without him, she might have stayed inside, curtains drawn, willing the day to pass without her.

The park felt too alive. Children practised cartwheels in the corner, their shrieks cutting through the heavy air. The older man was there again, taking half-swings at a golf ball with guilty precision, as though daring anyone to stop him. Dogs darted after one another in tangled sprints. Bianca stood apart, watching Kito find his rhythm.

And then Ramón. Always Ramón.

Luca trotted at his side, tail flicking, ears alert. Ramón raised a hand in easy greeting, cigarette pinched loosely between his fingers. The smoke curled upward, catching the light like a signal.

Bianca caught herself holding her breath, waiting for the smell to reach her. It did, faint but insistent, sharp enough to tighten her stomach. Henry. Always Henry.

‘You look tired,’ Ramón said as he fell into step beside her, his tone gentle, unhurried.

Bianca let out a short laugh that didn’t sound like one. ‘I don’t really sleep.’

He nodded, eyes on the ground ahead. ‘Desde tu marido? Since your husband?’

The word landed too squarely. She hadn’t said it today, but she must have before, in some sideways way.

‘Yes,’ she said, her voice quieter now.

He didn’t press, but his next words were softer still. ‘El duelo… grief… it’s like a second skin. You don’t notice it’s there until someone touches it.’

She turned her head, startled by the tenderness. A line rehearsed? Or real? She couldn’t tell.

He must have sensed the weight of the moment, because he shifted it away. ‘Perdona. Teacher’s habit. I talk too much.’

‘Teacher?’

‘Languages.’ He gestured with his cigarette as though sketching letters in the air. ‘But I tell you, in Málaga, they say I don’t speak Spanish at all. They say I speak Andaluz.’

Bianca tilted her head. ‘Is it really so different?’

‘Completely,’ he said with mock solemnity. ‘We drop half our consonants, swallow the rest. Even Spaniards complain they can’t understand us.’ He crouched slightly, directing his words to Kito as if giving a lesson. ‘Instead of para nada, we say pa ná. Nothing at all.’

She laughed — a quick, surprised sound. It felt like the first time she’d used that muscle in ages. ‘That’s awful.’

‘Awful,’ Ramón agreed, smiling, ‘but nuestro. Ours.’ He glanced at her, his eyes holding hers a moment longer than necessary. ‘Every accent tells a story.’

The dogs pulled in opposite directions then, as if breaking the spell, and they parted.

Later, leaving the Spar, her local supermarket, she saw him again. Ramón stood by the wall, Luca at his heel, a paper bag crumpled in one hand. He smiled as though it were natural, expected.

‘Bianca,’ he said, rounding the syllables gently, almost tasting them.

She blinked. ‘Twice in one morning?’

He lifted the bag. ‘Un amigo needed milk. We all need something.’

Harmless. It should have been harmless. But the ease with which he appeared unsettled her, as though he’d folded into the edges of her life without effort.

That night, she whispered pa ná into the kitchen air and felt the word she didn’t know she was avoiding: maybe.

When she turned off the light, the living room window threw back a reflection. For a heartbeat, the silhouette behind her looked like a man holding a leash. She laughed at herself, turned on the lamp, and the room became a room again.
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DECEMBER

By the time the sun cleared the jacarandas, the square of grass was alive with noise. Children shouted as they cut across to school, already sticky with heat, and the older man had returned with his scuffed golf balls, taking guilty half-swings while pretending no one saw.

Kito padded forward at his steady pace. Bianca followed, slower, her eyes fixed on the way the tar shimmered at the edge of the park, the heat rising in restless waves. Somewhere nearby, someone strung up tinsel on a balcony — the silver strips catching the light, incongruous against the blue glare of summer.

Her second Christmas without Henry. Eight months, almost nine now. She caught herself thinking how time folds in on itself, faster than she could follow. A year ago she’d thought it impossible to survive the first December; now another one had arrived without asking permission.

Even after ten years in South Africa, she still found Christmas here strange. Heat instead of snow, beach umbrellas instead of fir trees, families gathering around braais while radio DJs belted out carols about sleigh rides. In Germany, it had been mulled wine and Advent wreaths, candlelight pressing close against the dark. In England, Henry’s England, it had been damp skies and crowded pubs, paper crowns slipping sideways during lunch. But here? Here, December smelled of sunscreen and smoke. She’d never made peace with it.

Ramón was already there, leaning against the fence, cigarette between his fingers. Luca lay at his feet, ears pricked.

‘Buenos días,’ he said, lifting a hand. ‘You look awake for someone who doesn’t sleep.’

‘I fake it well,’ Bianca said.

They fell into step together. The dogs trotted side by side, tails flicking, bodies brushing as though they’d known each other for years.

A hadeda screamed overhead. Ramón winced theatrically. ‘That bird. It doesn’t sing, it files a complaint.’

The laugh burst out of her before she could stop it. Short, sharp. ‘Henry used to say that. He had the darkest humour… the worse things got, the funnier he got. At least, to himself.’

‘Humour negro,’ Ramón said. ‘The English are maestros. My favourite. I study it, you know. Those TV shows — where everyone insults each other but nobody smiles? I watch them at night.’

‘Mock the Week. QI,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Henry adored those.’

Ramón’s expression softened. ‘He must have been… divertido. Funny.’

‘He was,’ she admitted, quieter. ‘Even when I wanted him not to be.’

They walked a stretch in silence before Bianca surprised herself by saying, ‘I even tried meditation. Thought it might help me sleep.’

Ramón’s head tipped, intrigued. ‘And?’

‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I’d sit there with my eyes shut, supposed to be at peace, but all I’d hear was Kito snoring. It made me jealous.’

He smiled. ‘I know that. I do it sometimes. Meditation, reading about Buddhism, Taoism. Out of interest. My friends call me el Budita — little Buddha. He flattened his palm at his own height, straight-faced. Because I’m not tall and always give advice.’ He lifted his hand, palm flat, at his own height, as if presenting evidence.

Bianca laughed, a real one this time. ‘You’re not that short,’ she said, smiling.

‘I am exactly that short,’ he said gravely, and bowed as if accepting an award.

‘Did it help you?’ she asked.

‘Sometimes,’ he admitted. ‘Mostly it helps me remember that everything passes.’ He glanced sideways at her. ‘And you?’

She shook her head. ‘Not really. Maybe I should just try magic mushrooms. Always wanted to.’

She said it half as a joke, but his smile sharpened, warm and alive. ‘Caramba, you go straight for the advanced course.’

‘Why not?’ she said, shrugging. ‘Nothing else has worked.’

‘Careful,’ he said, his voice light but edged with something unreadable. ‘Say it too often, and someone will take you seriously.’

They reached the far hedge where the pavement shimmered. Across the road, a plastic Santa clung to a palm tree, sun-faded and swaying in the warm breeze. Bianca felt a pang of dislocation, the way she always did in December — caught between continents, between winters that weren’t winters anymore.

‘You miss England, or Germany?’ Ramón asked casually.

‘Sometimes,’ she said. ‘Snow. Supermarkets with too many choices. Mostly I miss… not thinking about money. Since Henry…’ She let the sentence hang, unfinished.

He nodded once, letting the silence sit. Then: ‘I’m sorry. Lo siento.’

She shook her head. ‘There’s a little insurance. Not much. And his brother…’ The name caught in her throat. Stan had always been a shadow in the corner. She let it go. ‘I may have to downsize. Eventually.’

Ramón didn’t push. ‘If you downsize, you keep Kito,’ he said gently. ‘Otherwise, he will put you on Gumtree.’

She laughed again, surprised at how easily he pulled it from her.

They turned a corner and almost collided with Tanja. As always, she appeared suddenly, still as glass until she moved.

‘Bee,’ Tanja said, her eyes softening. ‘Good to see you out.’

‘Kito insists,’ Bianca said.

Tanja’s gaze moved to Ramón. She didn’t extend a hand. ‘A new friend?’

‘Ramón,’ he said smoothly, with a small bow. ‘Encantado.’

‘Spanish. Could be worse. I’m Tanja,’ she returned, cool. Then to Bianca: ‘I’ll drop the estate agent’s numbers later. Options. No rush.’ Her eyes lingered a second too long, reading, measuring.

‘Thanks,’ Bianca said quickly.

‘Text me later,’ Tanja said, then glanced at Ramón, her mouth almost a smile. ‘Buen día.’

She was gone before Bianca could answer.

Ramón looked after her. ‘She approves?’

‘She tolerates,’ Bianca said.

‘Then I will aim higher,’ he said. ‘From tolerated to tolerated with coffee.’

She shook her head, smiling despite herself.

‘Barista’s Café? Or Deacon House?’ he asked, casual. ‘You choose. Tomorrow, next week, cuando quieras. Whenever you like.’

‘Deacon House is quieter in the mornings,’ she said, surprising herself.

‘Perfecto.’ He patted his pockets, then held out his phone. ‘Your number?’

Bianca hesitated, but he waited without pressure, the phone open in his hand. Somehow, refusing felt heavier than typing the digits. She keyed them in, quickly, then handed it back.

Seconds later, her own phone buzzed.

Now you have mine too. 

Tomorrow, Deacon House?

She looked at the message, then back at him. He only smiled, Luca tugging gently at the lead.

‘Maybe,’ she said.

He slipped the cigarette back between his fingers, exhaled smoke through a half-smile. ‘Or pa ná. Another day. When you like.’

Her name followed softly after, curved in his accent: ‘Hasta luego, Bianca.’

And though she walked home with Kito at her side, the echo of it lingered, threaded through the strangeness of another South African December, another Christmas she wouldn’t celebrate.
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The January heat pressed down like a fever. 

George shimmered beneath its grip, the air flickering above the salt-stained roads, thick with the wing-beat hum of cicadas.

Inside Bianca’s house, the stillness felt alive, taut with expectation. It clung to the walls and wrapped around her, a silent companion.

She sat by the window, twisting a glass ornament in her hand. Fragments of light fractured into fleeting rainbows, scattering across the room.

Beyond the kitchen, the garden lay wild and unruly — green spilling into brown, a long-abandoned surrender.

A sales agreement sat nearby, crisp, untouched.

She wasn’t selling. Not while Kito was still alive.

Her phone buzzed. She glanced down, hesitant. Finally, she answered.

‘Bianca? It’s Ramón.’

Her pulse stirred.

‘I’m just down the road,’ he said, his voice casual, steady. ‘Mind if I bring coffee to your house?’

‘You know where I live?’ she asked, her tone light but her grip tightening on the phone.

‘You mentioned it,’ he replied with laughter threading his words. ‘Notsung Avenue.’

Bianca frowned. She tried to recall ever mentioning her street, but the memory slipped away like mist. Had she told him? She was almost sure, she had. Perhaps in passing. Yet the certainty in his tone made her uneasy, as though he remembered her better than she remembered herself.

‘I’m almost there,’ he added.

Five minutes later, his car rolled into the gravel driveway. She heard the crunch of tyres before she saw him. Dust swirled in the air behind the vehicle, catching the light.

When he knocked, she opened the door slowly.

He stood there in sunglasses, two takeaway cups in hand, wearing a grin that felt a shade too confident.

‘Latte with way too much foam — just how you like it,’ he said, holding one out.

She took it, their fingers brushing. ‘Thanks. How do you know how I like my coffee?’

‘Just a guess. Most people like milky coffee.’

They moved to the veranda, escaping the sun’s oppressive gaze. Overgrown shadows from the garden stretched long and dark.
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