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For the ones who learned to read the room before they learned to read.

For the children who became “easy” so the adults could rest.

For everyone who thought love meant shrinking, softening, or splitting themselves into pieces.


This is for the you that never got to exist out loud.
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We don’t lose ourselves all at once.

We misplace a boundary here, silence a truth there,

until one day the mirror is full of the strangers

we taught to answer to our name.
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Mbiganyi Malidza—



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Synopsis
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The first time I betrayed myself, everyone called it maturity.

The second time, they called it compromise.

By the third, I had learned to call it love.

I didn’t notice the first version of me dying.

It happened quietly—in a supermarket aisle, holding a carton of milk I didn’t even drink, because someone I loved did.

That’s the thing about becoming what people need: you don’t hear the original you screaming. You just adjust your smile, scan the loyalty card, and tell yourself it’s not that big a compromise. By the time you realise you’ve switched brands of everything—milk, music, opinions—it’s already too late to remember what you actually liked in the first place.

“You” could be anyone in Naledi Morwa’s life.

A partner.

A parent.

A friend.

A boss.

She has spent years editing herself for whoever is in front of her, slipping in and out of roles like outfits she never remembers choosing.

With her mother, she is the Perfect Daughter—careful voice, respectable plans, a life that looks good in family chats and church announcements. With Eli, she is the Chill Girlfriend—easygoing, undemanding, laughing off the moments that bruise. With Zinzi, she is the Strong Friend—the emergency contact at 2 a.m., the soft place for everyone else to fall. At work, she is the Reliable Professional—the crisis sponge, the one people trust to fix what they broke.

Everyone loves Naledi.

They just don’t love the same woman.

When a single celebration pulls her worlds into one room—her mother on one side, Eli on another, Zinzi somewhere in the middle, coworkers watching from the edges—small, harmless details begin to clash. A coworker mentions a job offer Eli has never heard about. Her mother retells a childhood story Naledi has always edited into something softer. A joke lands wrong. An old confession shows up in the wrong conversation.

By the end of the night, the image shatters.

So does Naledi’s performance.

In the quiet after the fallout, in a therapist’s office that smells like peppermint tea and dust, Naledi insists she was only trying to keep everyone happy. But as Dr. Amina Cole listens—and refuses to clap for the polished version—a different pattern begins to surface: Naledi hasn’t just been surviving. She has been disappearing, one softened boundary at a time, one swallowed reaction, one careful adjustment of her smile.

Now the applause has stopped.

Her mother is hurt.

Eli is distant.

Zinzi is angry.

And for the first time, there is no ready-made version of Naledi left to step in and fix it.

If she stops performing—if she shows up as one whole, inconvenient person—who will still be standing beside her? And who only ever loved the costume?

The People I Became for You: A Novel of All the Selves I Buried is an intimate, character-driven drama about identity, conditional love, and the quiet wars we wage against ourselves to stay chosen. For anyone who has ever read the room before they read their own heart, this story asks what it might cost to finally choose yourself—

and what you might find, waiting, underneath all the selves you built to survive.
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​Chapter One — The Woman in the Mirror
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The first time I betrayed myself, everyone called it maturity.

The second time, they called it compromise.

By the third, I had learned to call it love.

I didn’t notice the first version of me dying.

It happened quietly—in a supermarket aisle, holding a carton of milk I didn’t even drink, because someone I loved did. That’s the thing about becoming what people need: you don’t hear the original you screaming. You just adjust your smile, scan the loyalty card, and tell yourself it’s not that big a compromise. By the time you realise you’ve switched brands of everything—milk, music, opinions—it’s already too late to remember what you actually liked in the first place.

I didn’t understand any of that in the beginning. I only knew that it felt safer to be what people approved of.

On the night everything finally came together long enough to break, I was standing in front of my wardrobe mirror with my towel sliding down and steam from the shower still clouding the glass. The bathroom door was open behind me, letting out the last of the heat. My flat was quiet, except for the faint hum of the fridge and the occasional car passing outside—a small life, held together by rent receipts and reminders on my phone.

I wiped a circle into the misted mirror with the side of my hand. My face appeared slowly, like it was deciding whether to show up.

There I was. Naledi Morwa. Thirty next month. Brown skin. Tired eyes. A small scar under my chin from a childhood fall I barely remembered, but people liked to retell in their own versions. I had the kind of face that could either look soft or strict, depending on how much I let myself relax. That night, I looked like someone bracing for impact.

I studied my reflection as if I was seeing a stranger. The feeling wasn’t new. I’d had it for years, flashes of recognition that didn’t quite land, like catching a glimpse of yourself in a shop window and thinking it was somebody else.

It wasn’t the usual “I feel ugly today” kind of disconnect. It was something deeper, like stepping into a room full of voices and realising they all sound like you.

I straightened my shoulders automatically. My mother’s voice, in my head: Stand like you were raised, not like you just arrived.

I obeyed, even alone.

On the chest of drawers behind me, my phone buzzed once, then again. I didn’t look at it yet. I knew what would be waiting—my life, in separate threads.

Instead, I stayed with the mirror. My eyes, my mouth, the familiar slope of my nose. The parts of me nobody ever argued about. The rest of me was up for debate.

I’d always imagined that identity was something solid, like a stone you discovered in childhood and carried, polishing it over time. Mine felt more like sand. It was always taking the shape of whatever pressed against it.

I tightened the towel and opened the wardrobe.

Inside, my dresses hung in quiet rows: black, navy, floral, neutral. Work clothes, church-appropriate clothes, date-night clothes, the occasional “just for me” item pushed to the back. I ran my fingers along them like an absent-minded prayer.

Tonight’s outfit had to survive multiple translations. It had to say to my mother: I am respectable and serious and therefore not wasting my life. To my colleagues: I am competent and confident but not threatening. To my best friend: I am still me, the girl you met before I could afford this restaurant. To my partner: I am worth showing up for.

One body, four languages.

My fingers paused on a navy dress with a clean neckline and a fitted waist—a dress that made me look like I knew what I was doing. I pulled it out and held it against me.

It was the kind of dress people called “classic” when they meant “safe.”

Safe was good. Safe didn’t start fights.

I dropped the towel, stepped into the dress, and pulled it up, the fabric cool against my skin. The zip slid up the middle of my back with that soft, final sound. I turned slightly, checking the fit. Not too tight. Not too loud. It behaved.

That was all anyone ever really wanted from me: behaviour.

My phone buzzed again, more insistent this time. I went to the bed, where it lay face-down next to my make-up bag. When I flipped it over, the screen lit up with my roles.

Mom:

Don’t be late, nana. People must not arrive before you. And please, wear something decent.

Eli:

Running a bit behind. I’m on my way, I promise. Save me a seat next to you ❤️

Zinzi:

If there’s no alcohol I’m leaving with the cake. Also I’m wearing heels so tonight you’re the responsible one.

Above their messages, a calendar reminder sat like an official label in the evening.

18:00 – Promotion Dinner (Family + Friends + Work)

Promotion dinner. That was one way to describe it.

I looked back at the mirror. The navy dress already belonged to the version of me my colleagues would recognise. If I added earrings my mother liked, lipstick Eli had complimented once, and the hairstyle Zinzi said made me look “soft but dangerous,” I could be everybody’s favourite at the same time.

That was the plan. That was always the plan.

I sat on the edge of the bed and opened my make-up bag. Foundation, concealer, powder, small brushes lined up in the plastic pockets like instruments. I started with my eyebrows. Focus on small tasks. Outline. Fill. Blend. Correct.

There’s a ritual to getting ready that feels almost holy if you do it slowly. Done right, it looks like care. Done wrong, it becomes armour.

My hands remembered the steps easily. My mind wandered.

A promotion dinner. A table with my mother, my boyfriend, my best friend, my boss, my colleagues, all in one place. This had seemed like a good idea when we were sending invitations. Combine the celebrations. Save money. Save time. One big night. One big version of “my life is together.”

Now, looking at my own reflection painting over dark circles, it felt like something else. An audit, maybe. An inspection. A chance for everyone to examine the product and confirm they approved.

“You’re being dramatic,” I told myself quietly. “It’s just dinner. People eat, they say nice things, they go home.”

Underneath the foundation, my skin felt warm. I pressed the sponge against my cheekbones and tried not to imagine the table as an interrogation room.

My mother had been the most excited. When I’d told her about the promotion, she’d gone silent for a full second, which in her language meant the emotion had exceeded her normal capacity to narrate.

Then she’d said, “You see what faithfulness does,” as if my degree, late nights, and stress headaches had been footnotes in a divine group project.

She’d turned it into a testimony by the end of the day. She’d already asked if she could tell the story at church.

“Tell them,” she’d said, “that you stayed focused. No drinking, no boys in and out. God honoured that.”

I hadn’t had the heart to tell her that God’s honour had come with panic attacks and a therapist’s appointment, but I hadn’t admitted to those either. Some parts of my life did not fit her version of me. I edited them out.

My colleagues had been practical about it.

“We have to celebrate properly,” Jordan had said. “You’ve held the team together all year. Let’s make it a thing. I’ll organise people. You just show up.”

Just show up. As if that was simple. As if showing up didn’t require endlessly adjusting yourself depending on who would be in the room.

Eli had hugged me tight, kissed my forehead, and murmured, “I’m proud of you, babe. Senior Project Lead. That’s huge.”

He’d then tried to convince me that we should do “something small, just us” for the celebration instead of a big dinner. He didn’t say he was anxious about meeting my mother formally, but the suggestion carried his worry like a faint after-smell.

I pushed for the dinner anyway. It felt important to see everyone in one place, for reasons I couldn’t articulate without sounding ungrateful. I’d wanted proof that my life could hold all these people at once, that I didn’t have to choose.

And Zinzi—Zinzi had sent a voice note that started with screaming and ended with her telling me exactly which dress to wear.

“Do the navy,” she’d said. “The one that says ‘I have my life together’ but also ‘I might cry in the bathroom later.’ Men respect that.”

I smiled now, remembering it. I blended blush into my cheeks and tried to aim for “alive” rather than “flushed with impending doom.”

My phone buzzed again. A new message from Mom appeared over the others.

Don’t forget to speak tonight. You must thank God. And your mother. And say something nice about your team. But not too much about them, otherwise people will think you are not the one doing the work.

I pictured her typing that, thumbs serious, Bible open next to her on the table, already planning which verses matched my promotion. I loved her. I did. But loving her had always come with a script.

I replied:

I’ll say something. Promise.

Three dots appeared, then disappeared. She was probably editing her answer, sanding off the harsher words before sending them. I knew the technique. I had invented my own version of it.

I put the phone down and reached for my lipstick. Deep berry. Not too bright. It warmed my face immediately, pulling me a little closer to looking like someone in control.

In the mirror, my expression shifted into the familiar polite curve. Not a full smile—that would wrinkle the concealer too soon. Just the suggestion of one. Just enough to signal, I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me. I’ve got this.

I watched myself perform it for a moment. The tilt of my head. The way my eyes narrowed slightly, softening my gaze. The tiny breath I took before the smile settled, as if I was pulling it over my teeth.

If you’ve done something long enough, it stops feeling like performance and starts feeling like personality.

I screwed the lipstick cap back on and set it aside.

On the nightstand, my appointment card from Dr. Amina’s office peeked out from under a book. Next Thursday, 17:00. The small handwriting at the bottom read: We’ll talk about “this dinner” next time. Underlined once.

I wondered what I would say to her if I could fast-forward past the evening and sit in that quiet room already.

It was fine, I’d probably begin.

Nobody died.

I survived again.

And she’d tilt her head. Is that your standard now? ‘Nobody died’ means it went well?

I pushed the thought away. One event at a time.

I stood, smoothing the dress over my hips, and slipped my feet into the pair of heels resting by the bed. They weren’t new, but they were dependable—the kind of shoes you could stand in for three hours without praying for mercy. I fastened the straps, feeling the little lift in height, the subtle shift in posture they forced on my body.

Back at the mirror, the woman looking at me now was composed. Nothing out of place. Necklace resting neatly against her collarbone. Earrings catching just enough light. Hair pinned back from her face in a way that made her look open, approachable, professional.

She looked... correct.

If I’d sent a photo of myself to each of the people coming tonight, they all would have approved. That was how I knew I’d dressed successfully.

The thought should have comforted me. Instead, it sat in my chest like a stone.

The first version of me—the one who liked her music too loud and her clothes slightly wrong and her face bare on Saturdays—watched from somewhere behind my ribs, distant as a childhood friend you lost touch with.

“Tonight is important,” I told my reflection. “You don’t have to be everything. Just... don’t ruin it.”

The word ruin hung there, heavier than I meant it to.

What would count as ruin? Saying the wrong thing. Sitting wrong. Drinking too much. Reacting too honestly to a comment. Letting any of the internal noise slip onto my face.

Being myself, unedited, in front of people who only knew their favourite version.

The fear wasn’t that they would hate me. It was that they would look confused, like the picture on the box didn’t match the puzzle pieces.

My phone vibrated again, a short buzz this time—an email, not a message. I glanced at it.

Subject: Exciting Opportunity – London Office

I didn’t open it. I knew the content already. We’d been circling that conversation at work like a plane waiting for permission to land.

A role in London. Bigger scope. More pay. A chance to prove myself beyond the borders that had raised me. The kind of thing younger me would have dreamed about. The kind of thing current me knew would set off a new storm at home.

I locked the phone without reading further, dropped it into my handbag, and clicked the clasp shut.

There would be time for that decision later. Tonight, I only had to make it from my front door to the restaurant without losing my grip on any of the lives I was holding.

I sprayed perfume onto my wrists and neck—a scent close enough to what my mother preferred, different enough that it still felt like a small rebellion. Vanilla and something warm, like clean skin and late evenings.

One last look at the mirror.

“This is you,” I said softly, knowing it was only partially true.

Then I turned away, grabbed my bag and keys, and walked to the door.

The corridor outside my flat was dim, lit by a single overhead bulb that buzzed faintly. The walls carried marks from other people’s furniture, other people’s lives moving in and out. Somewhere a television murmured, laughter leaking under a door. A baby cried two floors down. Someone’s life was beginning. Mine felt like it was being inspected.

I locked the door behind me and checked it twice. Habit. Control masquerading as caution.

On the stairs, I counted each step silently. Twelve down to the landing, then another twelve to the ground floor. That small pattern soothed me. Numbers behaved. They did what they were told.

Outside, the air held the last trace of the day’s heat. The sky was shifting from blue to that grey-lavender in-between colour that never looks the same in photos. The streetlights flickered on as I walked towards the gate.

I ordered a ride on my phone and waited, standing just inside the complex fence. Cars went past. People walked dogs or children or their own tired bodies home from work. Nobody knew that inside my handbag was an energy drink a stranger would later hand me “for courage,” or that in my chest was a life held together by other people’s expectations.

All they saw was a woman in a navy dress, waiting.

While I waited, I caught my reflection faintly in the glass of a parked car. Not as clear as the wardrobe mirror, but enough to see the outline of myself, the careful curve of my shoulders, the way my hands were clasped around the strap of my bag.

For a second, I imagined another version of this evening. No navy dress. No dinner. No table full of people who knew parts of me but not the whole. Just me, alone, eating something simple on my couch, watching a show I didn’t have to pretend to like.

The thought felt indulgent, like fantasy. I let it go.

My phone beeped. Your driver has arrived.

Headlights pulled into the entrance. I took a breath that did nothing to steady me and walked forward.

I didn’t know it then, but this was the last time I would leave my flat as a tidy collection of roles. By the time I came back, I would know exactly how many versions of myself could survive one evening in the same room.

I opened the car door, lowered myself into the back seat, and closed my hand around my bag like it was the only thing keeping me from coming apart.

“Good evening,” the driver said.

“Evening,” I replied.

I tried on my smile again in the reflection of the window. It fit perfectly.

For now.
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​Chapter Two — Version: The Perfect Daughter
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By the time the car stopped outside the restaurant, I had rehearsed at least three versions of my hello.

There’s the casual one—Hey, you made it—the respectful one—Good evening, everyone, thank you for coming—and the one my mother trained into me, which isn’t really words so much as posture: shoulders back, chin level, smile at seventy-five percent power, eyes soft but not weak. Greet the older people first. Greet the men with an extra ounce of politeness, even if they haven’t earned it. Hug your mother whether you feel like it or not.

I paid the driver, thanked him, and stepped out into the soft clatter of cutlery and weekend laughter.

The restaurant front was all glass and warm light, the kind of place where waiters wore matching aprons and the plants in the corner never seemed to die. Inside, blurred shapes moved at tables: couples leaning in, families negotiating children, groups of friends occupying entire corners like temporary kingdoms.

Through the glass, I could already see my mother.

She was standing near the host’s podium, back straight, handbag hooked over her wrist like a small, well-behaved child. Even from outside, I recognised the set of her shoulders—that particular combination of impatience and purpose. She checked her watch, then looked towards the door as if she’d summoned me with her eyes.

I smoothed my dress, tugged it once at the waist, and went in.

The air inside was cooler, edged with the sharp heat of kitchen smells—garlic, grilled meat, something buttery. A hostess looked up with a practiced smile.

“Hi, welcome. Do you have a reservation?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Morwa. It should be under—”

“Naledi,” my mother cut in, already moving forward. “She is with me.”

The hostess’s eyes flickered between us and brightened with recognition.

“Oh, yes! Promotion dinner.” She glanced at me. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” I said, while my mother answered on my behalf.

“We are very proud,” she told the hostess, as if this needed to be a matter of public record. “I told her, if you are serious about life, God will be serious about you.”

The hostess nodded politely, the way people do when religion enters a conversation they weren’t expecting.

“Yes, Aunty,” she said. “Your table is ready. This way.”

My mother didn’t move immediately. She turned to me first, eyes sweeping from my hair down to my shoes and back again, counting invisible points.

“The dress is good,” she said finally. “You look like someone who knows where she’s going. Just don’t forget to also know where you came from.”

This was her way of saying she approved. It still landed like a warning.

I smiled. “Hi, Mama.”

She seemed to remember then that I was her child, not a project she was presenting to a board. Her expression softened. She took my face in her hands and kissed my forehead.

“Look at you,” she said quietly, almost to herself. “My girl. Senior something.”

“It’s just Senior Project Lead,” I said, though there was nothing “just” about it. “It sounds fancier than it is.”

“Eish, you people with your English titles,” she said, releasing me. “As long as the money increases, the rest is story.”

The Perfect Daughter does not wince when money is mentioned first. She nods and says, “Yes, Mama,” even when part of her wanted the first question to be, How are you feeling? Are you okay? Are you sleeping?

I looped my arm through hers, the way she likes, and let the hostess lead us deeper into the restaurant.

Our table was tucked into a corner near a window, long enough to hold several lives at once. White tablecloth, heavy cutlery, the small folded tents of menus standing upright like polite soldiers. Two of my colleagues were already there, hunched over their phones, the way people anchor themselves in new environments.

Jordan stood when she saw us approaching.

“There she is,” she said, that warm manager-voice slipping into place. “The woman of the hour.”

I felt my mother’s arm tighten around mine, a minuscule claim.

“Good evening,” I said. “Thank you for coming.”

“Of course,” Jordan replied. “We wouldn’t miss this.”

I went through the motions. Handshakes. Half hugs. Introduction smiles.

“Jordan, this is my mother, Boitumelo,” I said. “Mama, this is my manager, Jordan. She’s the one who’s been... putting up with me at the office.”

They both laughed lightly at that. It’s an acceptable joke: I’m not too full of myself; I know I can be a handful. It reassures people that your pride won’t be a problem.

“You have a very hard-working daughter,” Jordan said. “We’re lucky to have her.”

My mother nodded, as if she had personally supervised my work ethic.

“She has been like that since she was small,” she said. “If you give her a task, she will do it. No wasting time.”

I could feel the picture forming between them: responsible child, responsible employee. It was accurate, in the way that saying a house has walls and a roof is accurate. You can live in that description, technically, but you’ll miss the drafts, the cracked tiles, the room where the door doesn’t close properly.

We sat. My mother claimed the chair next to me, positioning herself like a second spine at my side. Jordan took the seat opposite. My two colleagues—Thabo and Lerato—shifted slightly to make room, their eyes flicking to my mother with a mixture of curiosity and the universal fear of saying the wrong thing in front of someone’s parent.

“Can I get you something to drink?” a waiter asked, appearing with a timing that would have impressed my mother if he’d been her son.

“Just water for now,” I said. “Sparkling, please.”

My mother raised an eyebrow.

“Water?” she said. “On a night like this? Order something nice. They are paying.”

I wasn’t sure if “they” meant my colleagues, the company, or God.

“I’ll start with water,” I repeated, because my throat felt dry. “Maybe something else later.”

She clicked her tongue softly but didn’t push it. Not yet.

The waiter nodded and turned to her. “And for you, Ma’am?”

“Rooibos tea,” she said. “Strong. No sugar. Milk on the side.”

He scribbled and left.

“It’s evening, Mama,” I said gently. “You can have something else. A juice. A... mocktail?”

She gave me a look that could silence entire governments.

“Tea is fine,” she said. “I must keep my mind clear. Not everyone has that luxury.”

I let it go. That was an old conversation, and age had not made it more winnable.

For a few minutes, the table settled into small talk about how the traffic was. How nice the restaurant looked. How unusual it was to see each other outside the office.

My mother listened with the alert patience of someone sitting in a church she doesn’t usually attend.

“So, Jordan,” she said at one point, testing the foreign name on her tongue. “You are the one who decided to promote my child?”

Jordan smiled. “Well, it’s a panel decision, but yes, I advocated for her. She’s done a lot of good work this year.”

“Of course,” my mother said. “She was always doing things. Even at school. Always first to finish. Always helping other children. The teachers would leave the class and say, ‘Naledi is in charge.’ She never gave me a problem. Not like other people’s children.”

Her eyes slid, just for a moment, to the empty chair on my other side. The one that belonged to Eli. My late arrival of a boyfriend. My mother’s favourite unfinished project.

“Eh,” she added, as if she could hear herself getting too close to saying something unkind. “God has been faithful.”

Jordan nodded again, that polite corporate nod that says I respect your faith even though I don’t know where to put it in this conversation.

“Yes,” she said. “We’re grateful to have her on the team.”

I smiled tightly, as if I were being described in a press release.

The Perfect Daughter knows how to sit through praise without visibly shrinking away from it. She knows how to look grateful, not overwhelmed. She knows the correct amount of deflection to use when her mother starts listing sacrifices.

As if on cue, Mom continued.

“You know,” she told the table, “it was not easy. Raising a child alone, in this country, with these economies. But I told God, I am not raising just anybody. I am raising someone who will make a difference. So I said no to many things. No to my own luxuries. No to going out. No to bringing men into the house. Women must decide what kind of children they want. You can’t live anyhow and expect your child to turn out like this.”

She gestured at me, as if I were a certificate.

Her voice wasn’t bragging. Not exactly. There was pride there, yes, but threaded with something harder—an old tiredness, a ledger of sacrifices that had never been fully paid.

I felt my colleagues’ discomfort like heat on my skin. They were suddenly inside a story they hadn’t signed up for. Their eyes shifted towards their drinks, their cutlery, the little folded napkins in their laps.

I stepped in, smoothing the edges.

“Mama worked very hard,” I said. “I just tried to keep up.”

It was meant to lighten the moment. It also split the credit in a way that might convince her she didn’t have to prove anything more.

She looked at me, eyes softening for real this time.

“She did more than keep up,” she said, quieter. “She stayed. She focused. She listened. Children these days—” She broke off, shook her head. “Anyway. Let me not start. Tonight we are celebrating.”

The waiter returned with drinks, giving us a reason to rearrange our hands, our expressions. Glasses clinked gently as they were set down. The water was cold, beads of moisture forming on the outside. My mother’s tea arrived in a small pot, steam curling from the spout like a ghost.

I took a sip of my water and felt it all the way down.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement towards the entrance. Zinzi, unmistakable even at a distance, stepped into the restaurant in a black jumpsuit and heels that looked like a dare. Her hair was up, earrings large enough to broadcast their own opinions.

She spotted me almost immediately. Her face lit up. She lifted both hands in the air like someone had just scored a goal and began weaving through the tables, drawing glances as she came.

I stood to meet her.

“There she is,” she announced loud enough for half the room to hear. “Senior Project Lead, destroyer of deadlines, breaker of generational curses.”

Before I could stop her, she pulled me into a hug that squeezed the breath out of me. I felt my mother stiffen beside us, her version of affection bumping into Zinzi’s.

“You made it,” I said into her shoulder.

“Of course I made it,” she replied, stepping back to look at me. “You look expensive. I’m scared to touch you.”

“You’re already touching me,” I said.

“Exactly,” she grinned. “Now some of that Senior Money will rub off.”

Her eyes flicked past me to the table. She saw my mother and instantly straightened her posture by instinct.

“Good evening, Mama,” she said, voice respectful but still coloured with mischief. “You’re looking beautiful.”

My mother received the compliment with a small nod, the way someone accepts flowers they’re not sure they asked for.

“Evening, Zinzi,” she said. “You are late.”

“I wanted to give Naledi time to shine properly before I arrived and stole attention,” Zinzi replied, dropping into the empty chair next to me with an ease I envied.

The Perfect Daughter smiled, lightly nudged her under the table, and tried to translate the joke into something softer before it reached my mother’s ears.

“She’s joking,” I said. “Traffic was heavy.”

“Traffic is always heavy for people who don’t leave on time,” my mother murmured into her tea.

I took another sip of water.

A small silence followed, the kind that needs steering. I grabbed the wheel.

“Zin, this is Jordan, my manager. And this is Thabo and Lerato, from my team,” I said. “Everyone, this is my best friend, Zinzi. She... knows too many of my secrets.”

“Which is why I’m here,” Zinzi said easily. “To make sure your co-workers know the truth.”

She smiled at them, and just like that, the tension broke. They laughed. Jokes were exchanged. An acceptable level of chaos entered the table, balanced against my mother’s sternness.

It almost felt normal. Almost.

In the middle of it, my phone vibrated on the table. I glanced down.

Eli:

Parking now. Two mins. You look beautiful, I’m sure.

I looked up at the door, imagining him out there, checking his hair in the mirror, rehearsing his own version of tonight.

A small knot loosened inside me. He was here. Everyone who needed to be here would be here. All the versions would finally sit in the same light.

“Is he coming?” my mother asked, as if she could read the screen without seeing it.

“Yes,” I said. “He’s just parking.”

She made a small sound in her throat that could have meant anything.

“Good,” she said. “He must not make it a habit, this coming-late business.”

“He’s only a little late, Mama,” I said. “You know how Fridays are.”

“If something is important to you, you will be early,” she replied. “I am here early. Does that not tell you something?”

The Perfect Daughter avoided the obvious answer—that it told me many things, most of them about her relationship with time and control—and instead offered a softer one.

“It tells me you love me,” I said.

She looked at me, then away, as if love were a bright light she could only glance at indirectly.

“Of course I love you,” she said. “Otherwise, I would not be here.”

It sounded harsher than she meant it, but I had lived with her long enough to hear the underlying note. I chose to let that be the translation.

I could feel Zinzi watching our exchange, the way someone observes a play they’ve seen before but still hopes will end differently.

“So,” she said brightly, leaning into the space between us, “are there speeches tonight, or can I start roasting her from Standard 3?”

“Speeches,” my mother said immediately. “Proper ones. Not these things you call roasting.”

Jordan laughed. “Maybe we can do both,” she said. “A little bit of formal, a little bit of fun.”

I smiled, though my stomach tightened around the word “speech.”

I had always been good with words when they were dedicated to other people. Presentations at work. Tributes at church. To-do lists. Apology texts. It was speaking about myself, truthfully, that felt like climbing a wall with no handholds.

The waiter returned to take our food orders, giving me a temporary reprieve. Menus opened, pages flipped. My mother squinted at the unfamiliar dish names and eventually surrendered.

“What are you eating?” she asked me.

“Probably the grilled fish,” I said. “With vegetables.”

“Then I will also have that,” she told the waiter, handing back the menu. “Please make hers with less salt,” she added, pointing at me. “She works too much. Her blood pressure must be high.”

I wanted to sink under the table.

“Mama, I’m fine,” I said.

“How do you know what is happening inside your veins?” she replied. “You, you think you are still young.”

The waiter, caught between duty and discomfort, scribbled dutifully.

“Less salt,” he said. “For both.”

Zinzi snickered quietly. “Can you imagine being your blood pressure in this family?” she whispered. “It’s not safe.”

I swallowed a laugh, grateful.

When my turn came to order, I kept it simple. Fish. Vegetables. A side of patience.

As the waiter moved on, my mother leaned in closer, lowering her voice.

“By the way,” she said, “when you speak later, remember to thank God first. Then your mother. Then these colleagues. You can mention your boyfriend if you want, but not too much. Otherwise, they will think you are doing all this for a man.”

I looked at her. She was serious.

The Perfect Daughter nodded.

“I’ll remember,” I said, even though the list in my head rearranged itself as she spoke. God. Mother. Colleagues. Man.

My own name wasn’t on it.

“Also,” she continued, as if we were planning a programme at church, “don’t talk about this London business. People are jealous. Until things are certain, keep quiet.”

The words slid under my skin like a sudden draft.

“What London business?” Zinzi asked, ears immediately sharp.

My mother cut her a look.

“Nothing,” she said. “She will tell you when it is something. Right now, it’s still a dream.”

Her voice made the last word sound dangerous, like dreams were wild dogs that needed to be kept outside.

Zinzi looked at me.

“London?” she mouthed silently.

I gave the smallest shake of my head. Not now.

My mother saw the exchange and sat back, satisfied that she’d established the boundary first.

“It’s just a possible role,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “Nothing is final.”

“Exactly,” my mother said. “So why tell everyone? Ah-ah. Don’t invite witchcraft into your plans.”

She wasn’t joking. For her, that was a real thing—the spiritual weight of other people’s envy. She’d grown up in a world where success was safer in whispers than in announcements.

I understood the fear. I did. I just wasn’t sure anymore where her caution ended and my own shrinking began.

Before I could answer, I felt a shift in the air around the table, the way you can feel the temperature change before a storm. I turned.

Eli was walking towards us.

He had on the shirt I’d once said I liked on him—a soft blue that made his skin look warmer, his eyes lighter. His hair was freshly cut, sides neat, top slightly grown out in the way that made him look younger. He was scanning the tables, searching for me, lips pressed together in a line that was supposed to be neutral but betrayed nerves.

My heart reacted before my brain did. It lifted and clenched at the same time.

I stood as he reached us.

“There she is,” he said, relief in his voice. “Sorry I’m late. Parking was—”

“Traffic,” I finished for him, to save him from my mother’s judgments. “It’s okay. You’re here now.”

He smiled at me, that small, real smile that had once made me say yes to a second date, and leaned in as if to kiss my cheek. I stepped into it, aware of my mother watching, the way the whole table seemed to shift around the act.

“This must be Eli,” Jordan said, standing to shake his hand. “Nice to finally meet you. We’ve heard a lot about you.”

That was an exaggeration. I’d kept him carefully rationed in my work conversations. But it was the right thing to say.

My mother did not stand. She let him come to her.

“Good evening, Mama,” he said respectfully. “I’m sorry I’m late. Congratulations on your daughter. She’s incredible.”

She studied him for a moment, her eyes scanning his face, his shirt, his hands, the same way she had scanned mine. Then she nodded once.

“Good evening,” she said. “We are already here. Sit.”

It wasn’t approval. It wasn’t rejection either. It was... admission. Provisional entrance to the room of her trust.

Eli took the chair on my other side, opposite Zinzi. He squeezed my hand under the table, a small gesture I clung to more than I wanted to admit.

“Hi,” he murmured. “You look amazing.”

“Thanks,” I said. “You made it.”

“I told you I would,” he replied, like the promise had weight.

I introduced him around the table. Names went back and forth. He was charming in that polite, quiet way that doesn’t take up too much space. Safe. The kind of man my mother had once described as “steady,” which is the highest compliment in her vocabulary.

For a while, the conversation stretched and folded around us. Work stories. Childhood stories. Zinzi’s exaggerated versions of things I’d lived through in smaller, less dramatic ways. My mother’s gentle corrections. Eli’s contributions whenever there was a gap.

From the outside, we probably looked like a perfectly normal group: a family proud of their daughter, colleagues proud of their coworker, a friend proud of her person, a boyfriend proud of his partner.

On the inside, I could feel the fault lines.

When my colleagues spoke, they mentioned late nights, tricky clients, the way I “always had things under control.” My mother’s eyes shone at those parts. Her story about me—responsible, disciplined, a credit to her—was being confirmed in real time.

When Zinzi spoke, she slipped in little rebellions. That time I cried on her floor because I didn’t know what I was doing with my life. The time we skipped a lecture to go to the beach. The version of me that laughed too loudly, that made up songs in taxis, that could be silly.

Eli laughed at those stories like he was hearing fan fiction about his favourite character.

“That doesn’t sound like my Naledi,” he joked at one point, squeezing my knee under the table.

Everyone laughed. I did too, but there was a small sting hidden in the joke.

My Naledi. As if he had his own exclusive version. He did, of course. We all did. That was the problem.

My mother buffered the more chaotic memories with her own additions.

“Those were small mistakes,” she said. “She was a good girl. Never gave me real trouble.”

The Perfect Daughter internalised both sides. Good girl, small mistakes. She knew exactly how far she could stretch without tearing the image.

At some point, between the main course and the dessert menus arriving, I felt my chest pulling tight again. The room was warm. The noise around us grew louder as more people arrived. Laughter, plates clinking, a baby somewhere protesting bedtime.

Our corner table, though, felt like a stage. Every reaction of mine felt visible, weighed, interpreted.

I reached into my bag under the table and brushed my fingers against the cold metal of the energy drink can the street vendor had pressed into my hand outside the complex.

“You’ll pay me by surviving,” he’d said.

It was ridiculous, but the contact steadied me. A secret little pact between me and a stranger who didn’t know my history but understood the night.

“Are you okay?” Eli murmured beside me, low enough that only I could hear.

“I’m fine,” I said—the automatic answer. “Just... taking it all in.”

“You’re doing great,” he said. “Everyone’s proud of you.”

I nodded, letting the words sit there between us, then drift away before I had to decide what I felt about them.

Jordan tapped her glass lightly with her spoon.

“Before dessert,” she said, “can we maybe say a few words? Nothing formal, just... it’s not every day we get to celebrate someone like this.”

My throat closed slightly.

My mother lit up.

“Yes,” she said. “We must speak. These things, you don’t just pass like that. We must mark them.”

All eyes turned towards me.

The Perfect Daughter smiled.

“Of course,” I said. “We can... we can do that.”

My mother looked at Jordan expectantly.

“You can start,” she said, as if assigning reading in class.

Jordan obliged. She stood, said kind things about my work, my reliability, my leadership. Thabo added a short comment that mostly consisted of the word “sharp” repeated in different tones. Lerato spoke about how I’d helped her settle in when she first joined the team.

With each tribute, I felt myself being constructed in front of everyone: calm, capable, steady, always there. It was flattering, and also suffocating.

Then it was my mother’s turn.

She didn’t stand. She didn’t need to.

“I won’t speak long,” she began, which meant nothing. “Everyone here knows Naledi in their own way. Work people, friend, boyfriend. But I know her from the beginning.”

Her eyes moved over my face, then settled somewhere just above my head, as if she were addressing a wider audience.

“When I had her,” she said, “I asked God for one thing: that she would not live a small life. I said, ‘Lord, whatever I must sacrifice, fine, but let my child go further than me.’ I refused many things. I refused to bring confusion into her life. I refused to let her say any nonsense to me. That is why she is here today.”

A part of me bristled. Another part softened. Both parts stayed silent.

“People see the promotion,” she went on, “but they don’t see the years. The homework. The crying over textbooks. The shoes she wore until the sole finished. The way she would sit with me and say, ‘Mama, one day I will buy you a house.’”

The table faded a little as she spoke. I was pulled back into the small lounge of our old house, books spread over the coffee table, her watching me from the kitchen doorway with tired eyes and fierce pride. It was true. She had given up a lot. It was also true that she had never stopped reminding me of it.

“So I am proud,” she said now. “Not of the title—those things can finish—but of the fact that she stayed. She didn’t run away. She didn’t give up.”

Her gaze dropped to mine.

“And I am also telling her,” she added, voice sharpening just slightly, “this is not the end. This is just the beginning. We still have far to go.”

Everyone murmured their approval, their agreement. It was the kind of line that sounded inspiring if you weren’t the one being told that your current mountain was just the warm-up.

She sat back, satisfied, and took a sip of her now-lukewarm tea.

“Now she can speak,” she said, gesturing to me. “Then we can eat cake.”

All eyes turned to me again.

My heart thudded in my ears. My tongue felt heavy. The Perfect Daughter rose to her feet anyway.

I could have told the truth then.

I could have said: Thank you, but I am tired. Thank you, but I am scared that if I stop being useful, you will stop loving me. Thank you, but sometimes I don’t know if these achievements belong to me or to the version of me I built to keep you proud.

Instead, I smoothed my dress, picked up my glass of water, and smiled.

“Thank you,” I began. “I’ll also try not to speak for long.”

A small laugh rippled around the table. People always laugh when you say that, as if they’re grateful you’re aware of your own potential to drag things out.

“I just... I wanted to say thank you for being here,” I continued. “I know everyone is busy, and life is... a lot. So it means more than I can say that you chose to sit in this room with me tonight.”

Safe. Polite. Grateful. I could do this in my sleep.

“To my team,” I said, looking at Jordan and the others, “thank you for trusting me, for letting me grow with you, and for not letting me drop any balls even when I tried to juggle too many.”

They smiled. Thabo lifted his glass in acknowledgement.

“To Zinzi,” I went on, “thank you for reminding me that there is life outside of work, even when I pretend there isn’t. And for always having a place for me to fall apart, even when I insist I’m fine.”

She made a small, emotional face that she’d later deny making.

“To Eli,” I said, turning slightly, feeling his presence like a warmth at my side, “thank you for... believing in me, even on days I don’t. And for all the quiet things you do that other people don’t see.”

He squeezed my hand under the table. My mother’s eyes narrowed a fraction, as if measuring how much of this part belonged in the public story.

“And to my mother,” I finished, swallowing around the lump in my throat, “thank you for... everything. For the sacrifices, for the prayers, for the times you said no when it would have been easier to say yes. I know I don’t always show it, but I see how much of you is in every step I take.”

Her face did something then that it rarely did in public—it wobbled, just slightly, like a surface disturbed by stones dropped long ago.

“I’m grateful,” I said. “To all of you. I hope I can keep making you proud while also...”

The next words came before I could edit them.

“...also figuring out who I am, outside of what I do for you.”

Silence landed on the table with a soft, audible thump.

I hadn’t planned to say it. It slipped out between the rehearsed lines, small and naked.

For a second, nobody reacted. The air held still, like the moment before glass breaks.

Then Zinzi smiled, slow and wide.

“Amen to that,” she said, lifting her glass.

Jordan nodded thoughtfully, something like respect in her eyes.

Eli looked at me like he was seeing a new angle, one he wasn’t sure how to frame yet.

My mother’s expression was harder to read. A flicker of something—confusion, maybe. Concern. Then the familiar mask slipped back into place.

“Well,” she said, after a beat. “As long as who you are doesn’t forget where she came from, we will be fine.”

The table exhaled. People laughed lightly. The tension eased enough for dessert menus to be picked up, for someone to make a joke, for the moment to be folded into the evening.

But I felt it.

The slight turn. The line I’d stepped over without meaning to. The first small, audible crack in a version of myself I had spent years polishing.

The Perfect Daughter sat back down, heart pounding, smile still intact.

She knew her lines. She knew her cues. She knew how to recover.

Naledi—the version of me who wanted something beyond making people proud—sat quietly behind her eyes, holding onto the one unscripted sentence she had managed to sneak into the room.

It wasn’t much.

But it was the first true thing I’d said about myself all night.
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​Chapter Three — Version: The Chill Girlfriend
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If the Perfect Daughter was built in my mother’s kitchen, the Chill Girlfriend was assembled in grocery aisles and WhatsApp chats, one swallowed feeling at a time.

She was the version of me that never made a scene.

The girl who said, “It’s fine, don’t worry about it,” and meant, “I am cataloguing this in my bones.”

By the time dessert menus hit the table, she had taken over.

The speeches were done. The plates from the main course had been cleared away, leaving only stubborn crumbs and the faint shine of sauce on white porcelain. The room buzzed with the low roar of other people’s joy. Someone’s birthday song rose from a table across the restaurant, all claps and off-key harmonies.

At our table, people were relaxed enough to lean back in their chairs, to laugh with their whole bodies. My mother had unclenched by three degrees. Zinzi was leaning on her elbow, drawing small circles on the tablecloth with a dessert fork. My colleagues were checking their phones between jokes, sending photos to people who hadn’t come.

Eli’s hand rested on my knee under the table, thumb moving in slow, reassuring arcs.

“You did well,” he murmured, low enough that the words landed directly in my ear. “The speech. All of it. You were... I don’t know. Impressive.”

Impressive. The adult version of “clever girl.”

“Thank you,” I said, keeping my voice light. “I was aiming for ‘didn’t embarrass anyone,’ so I’ll take that.”

He smiled, his face softening in that way that made him look younger, almost boyish. For a moment, I remembered why I’d said yes when he’d first asked me out. There had been something open about him; a kind of gentleness that felt like an antidote to a world that constantly demanded sharp edges from me.

The waiter arrived with a tray of desserts—small, dramatic things with sauces drizzled at angles and berries placed just so. Chocolate tart. Cheesecake. Something citrus with a shard of sugar glass sticking out of it like a warning.

My mother watched the plates land with suspicion.

“All this sugar,” she muttered. “This is why people’s bodies are confused.”

“Mama, you ordered it,” I reminded her softly.

“I ordered it to taste,” she said. “Not to finish. There is a difference.”

Across from us, Zinzi had no such reservations. She immediately stole a forkful of my chocolate tart before I could protest.

“I’m helping you,” she said. “So your blood pressure doesn’t rise. I’m contributing to the vision your mother has for you.”

I shook my head, but the joke did what it needed to—it loosened the air again.

For a while, the conversation scattered into safer topics. Work gossiped about work. My mother asked Lerato if she was married yet, then made sympathetic but pointed noises when the answer was no. Zinzi told a story about a client at her job who had tried to pay her in “exposure” instead of money.

Eli listened, adding little comments, laughing in the right places. I watched him from the side, cataloguing.

He looked good at this table. Presentable. Kind. His shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing the forearms I’d once found far more interesting than a woman raised in church was supposed to. My mother’s eyes softened whenever he spoke and he said something respectable. He remembered to call her “Mama,” not “Ma’am,” which helped.

In another version of my life, this night might have been enough: a decent boyfriend, a proud mother, colleagues who respected me, a best friend threatening to steal the leftovers. I could have convinced myself that the twinge in my chest was just indigestion.
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