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    To my husband, Shaun — the love of my life, my constant heartbeat, my truest home.

For every quiet moment, every shared dream, every light that steadied me when the world grew dark.

This story is for you — because even in the strangest places, love is what brings us back.
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Prologue
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Before the Swing Moved

Willowmore was the kind of town where time didn’t pass so much as it wandered off and forgot to come back.

Jo and Mike Berryman had lived on the same patch of dry land for fifteen years — a farmhouse bleached to bone, with a willow tree at its heart and the smell of dust baked into the curtains.

They’d married young, the way people still did when the nearest city was a rumour and the stars were the brightest thing you owned. Mike took over his father’s sheep and the cracked acres that came with them. Jo planted roses by the stoep and waited for something to grow that wasn’t just survival.

For ten years they tried for a child. There were doctors and promises, herbal teas and prayers whispered into pillowcases. Hope came and went like rain clouds over the Karoo — always near, never falling.

When Jo finally stopped counting the months, stopped crying in the bathroom, peace settled between them like truce smoke. She started a guesthouse on the farm to keep herself busy; Mike threw himself into the rhythm of farming — the kind of work that keeps grief quiet.

Then, one autumn evening, Jo felt something flutter inside her — light as a moth.

They didn’t dare believe it until the doctor smiled. And when Shamus was born, squalling and perfect, Jo thought the world had turned itself right again. Mike wept for the first time since his wedding day. The nurses laughed, saying the baby had his father’s serious brow and his mother’s stubborn chin.

Their home filled with sound: toy cars clattering across floorboards, a small voice calling from the willow swing. Shamus grew straight and clever, a boy with the sun in his hair and too much heart for one body. Jo watched him grow the way a parched field watches rain — drinking in every drop.

By the time he left for Stellenbosch to study accounting, the guesthouse was full of tourists and laughter, and Mike’s farm was finally profitable. They were proud, settled, grateful. When he called home on Sundays, Jo would remind him to eat properly, and Mike would hide his emotion behind the weather report.

Then came the day the phone rang before dawn.

There had been a student protest, the kind that starts loud and ends wrong. Shamus hadn’t even been part of it — just passing by when someone fired into the crowd. One bullet, a misfire, a senseless ricochet of youth and metal.

They buried him under the willow tree he’d loved, the same branch still holding his old swing. The townsfolk came with casseroles and quiet hands. After the service, Jo placed a single red rose on the mound and whispered, “Come home if you can.”

The wind lifted, carrying the scent of gin and roses from the house — Jo’s only comfort on sleepless nights. Mike stood beside her, hollow - eyed, one arm around her shoulders, both of them staring at the swing swaying gently in the still air.

And when the first dirt fell against the coffin lid, it sounded like the closing of the world.
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Chapter One
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The Night of the Swing

It was the kind of stillness that comes before a storm, though the sky was clear.

Jo woke to the sound of her own name. Just once — Jo... — like the tail end of a dream that hadn’t wanted to end.

Mike was asleep beside her, one arm flung out, the slow rasp of his breath steady and untroubled. The bedside clock said 2:14 a.m. The house was dark, its old bones creaking with the night wind. Somewhere outside, a loose shutter knocked against the wall.
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