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1

Jay pries open a new
tin of black paint and feels the smell enter him, mixing with his
cells. ‘Use only in well ventilated areas,’ the can says. He makes
sure the windows are sealed shut, breathes in deeply, and
begins.

It was on the front
page of the local paper a few months ago: right here, a lawyer shot
a client and then himself. Jay tries to imagine the pain that
condensed in this office, the remnants of two evaporated lives
circulating through the building’s recycled air. He hears the
clatter of furniture, a chair crashing back, feral shouts. There
would have been blood and bullet holes, the smell of gunfire.

The strip lights ting
and buzz, the air conditioning grinds on. The wide bank of windows
waits, offering a fourteen-storey view over low suburbs. The
offices are upstairs from his local mall, a place where he used to
watch movies and eat dinner with his wife. He wonders if Lang knows
that, if it’s part of Lang’s scheme.

The paint slurps
heavily into the tray. Jay smears the sponge roller through it. As
he lifts the roller, black drool smatters the ledge and oozes down
the wall, sinking into the cheap carpet tile like used engine oil.
He swears under his breath.

Jay’s worked for Lang
before. The first time was in the early 1990s. Back then, in the
first transition, nobody had any idea who was in charge or where
one’s loyalties should lie. He’s done sporadic jobs for Lang since
then, demonstrating that his reaction to the changes has been the
best one: keep your head down, don’t ask, do your job. Don’t tell.
Lang probably has the same approach to his work. At first, Jay
found it strange that a coloured man would work for the apartheid
government, but chameleonic Lang has always made it look completely
natural. He was there through the ANC years, and now Gaia Peace
have kept him on as a vaguely titled ‘senior aide’. Each successive
government finds Kenneth Lang occupying the office down the hall in
the presidency. He seems to belong there more than they do, and
they don’t have the heart – or perhaps the spine – to evict
him.

The first stroke is the
best. With one wipe of the sponge, Jay obliterates the view of the
Rhodesfield power station. Next, Edenvale, the Gillooly’s
interchange, the Linksfield ridge. He obscures Bruma Lake, its
corpses no doubt still mired into the sludge at its bottom, and the
first coat of one window is done.

Lang sent him a text
message that morning. Can you do a job for me? Instructions in
poolside locker 110 at your gym today. KL. Jay was pleased; it
was the first contact in over a year. He wasn’t surprised that Lang
knew where Jay trained – used to train, when he was the other half
of Andrea’s power couple – and that he was available. Jay went to
the gym and collected the padded manila envelope containing cash,
an access card, keys and Lang’s instructions, written in his sharp,
precise hand. A miniature data card was taped to the handwritten
page. He pocketed the money – good, as always – and drove straight
to Mega Mica hardware to buy the materials for the task.

He tries not to wonder
what this job’s about. His neutrality, proving that he’s
professional and trustworthy despite the slide his life has taken,
should be more important than the details of the operation. It’s
good to be working for Lang again. He sees Jay as he was a year
ago. If he performs well, it shows he’s good for something, even if
it’s obscure and vaguely ridiculous government work. Perhaps that’s
all he’s fit for: meaningless, repetitive labour. It’s reparation
of some sort.

He follows the
instructions exactly. Clean the windows of this recently vacated
office in Bedford Centre and paint them with a mixture of black
tempera and PVA – nothing permanent, but enough to hold for a while
– then set up two wireless, passive infrared motion and heat
detectors patched to a specified frequency. Lock up and return the
keys. That’s all. It makes as much sense as anything he did for
Lang in the townships: poisoning livestock, setting booby traps in
the gas cookers of certain shebeens, distributing propaganda
pamphlets in Braille, in Afrikaans. Back then, too, he felt like a
bit player in some idle game.

Imagining echoes of
death, he sets the roller back in the tray and looks around the
room. It’s empty, an expanse of pigeon-coloured carpet tiles, with
shady outlines of compressions where dividers and desks and
cabinets once stood. Near the middle, there’s a span of six new
squares of carpet, a cheap memorial to the people who are gone.

Jay has installed the
application from Lang’s data card onto his phone. Now he uses it to
check the signal strength from the passives. The red lights in the
high corners of the office wink on and off in confirmation as he
moves about the room; the indicator on his phone jitters. At the
door, he turns off the lights. The darkness is so heavy it crushes
every memory of what has passed in this room, quells every fancy of
murder and rage. It’s utterly still, utterly affectless. He
imagines standing naked in the dark, feeling it take form on his
skin, feeling it enter him.

He imagines the
darkness is Beth’s mouth. He imagines a slick ride into the centre
of her body, the grain of himself lodging in a fold of her viscera,
safe, never to be exposed.

Gradually the sounds of
offices further down the floor assert themselves. Jay hears the low
vibrations of voices in the wall. A span of white noise takes on
the shape of a ringing phone, and he knows it is time to go. He
packs his equipment, bundles his overalls into the kitbag and
double-locks the office door behind him.






Walking back down to
the gym, he makes a call. Michelle Toureau answers after seven
rings.

‘Can I see you now,
Michelle?’

‘Jay, it’s important
for you that we stick to a routine. You had an appointment at
eleven. Your respect of the process is half the …’ She trails off,
not even convincing herself.

‘The job came up. I’m
sorry it was this morning. I need to make some money.’

‘I have to notify the
ministry if you skip a session.’

‘That’s why I want to
make it up now.’

‘Okay. I’ve got a free
slot at three. Bring a sandwich and I’ll see you.’

‘Thanks.’

Jay pockets his phone
and scans in to Planet Fitness. He walks through the wet area of
the men’s changing room to the indoor pool, leaves the office keys
in the locker and heads across the mall to pick up lunch. He’s
tempted to buy a double-taxed ham or beef sandwich for Michelle,
just to get her back for her attitude on the phone, but he goes for
the Caprese. Maybe he’s growing up. Forty-two seems a good age to
do it. What was it that government pamphlet said? Something about
the return of Saturn, or is it Venus? Every seven years your life’s
supposed to undergo some major revision. Woo woo bullshit, he used
to think, not so long ago, but Beth’s tolerance of these ideas is
rubbing off on him. What happened when he was thirty-five?
Twenty-eight? Twenty-one? Now, twenty-one he remembers. Ever since
then, his life has been a slowly decaying blur. He can barely peg a
memory to a decade, never mind a year.

Jay drives to the
suburban Kensington house with the spirals on the reduced wall. One
of those old Johannesburg houses, red brick and Harvey-tile roof.
He parks on the pavement – no secure parking for a Gaia-sponsored
practitioner, of course – and opens the low wire gate, probably
sourced from one of the booming antique-and-reduction shops on
Queen Street. He climbs the three steps to the red-polished veranda
and tinkles the chimes at the front door, turning to look at
Michelle’s view of the Observatory ridge while he waits for her
receptionist to shuffle to the door. Easier for the old woman if
they’d kept the intercom and door buzzer, but that would have
looked too much like high security.

‘Please come in, Mr
Rowan. Ms Toureau is just finishing up with her two o’clock.’

He sits on a couch in
the waiting room that was once a lounge. There’s a Kentridge print
on the wall, something coaly amid the posters for natural
mood-enhancing products that line most of the wall – all sunbeams,
blue ocean and flowers, perfectly illustrating Gaia Peace’s stance
that bright colour is healing, both to individuals and society.
They believe that they can shine away darkness, and more and more
people are believing with them. Despite himself, Jay’s drawn to the
shapes in one of the advertisements. A multiracial group of
twenty-something friends walk on a beach. Re-leeve, the natural
way to social harmony. He forces his eyes back on the
Kentridge, the angry scrawls of black clawing to obliterate
themselves and the paper. Jay bets Kentridge never voted for Gaia
Peace. Why would Michelle have this print? Maybe it was here when
the house was a family home and she couldn’t bring herself to take
it down. Maybe she gets as sick of the rainbow as he does.

The floorboards creak
and a huge man with a little pigtail patched onto the back of his
otherwise totally shaven head lumbers past and out the front door.
He has to be another probation case; Jay wonders what he did.

‘Come, Jay. You’re up.’
Michelle Toureau peers around the jamb of the second room down the
corridor. She’s mid-forties, trim, but the white clinical tunic she
wears gives little away.

‘I brought you Caprese
on wholewheat.’ He hands Michelle the brown bag.

In the therapy room, he
takes his clothes off, gets up onto the padded folding bed and lies
back, waiting for her to finish her sandwich. He hears her chewing
in the corridor as the quiet afternoon air settles around him,
imagines her leaning against the wall with one foot behind her.

‘Take your time,’ he
calls. ‘Why don’t you go and sit?’

‘Nearly done. I was
starving. It’s been so busy lately … You’re warm enough?’

‘Fine, thanks.’

The air is conditioned
to an ideal temperature. A clean sheet has been fitted to the bed
and a thick, warm, jade-green towel placed over it. Jay’s body
sinks into it and is held up against gravity without the tiniest
poke of discomfort, like he’s bathing in perfect water. His eyes
trace the interlocking pattern of bevel and indentation in the
pressed-steel ceiling. In the light falling from the canvas-blinded
window behind him and the muted standard lamp in the corner, he can
trick himself into believing that the ceiling is pressed outwards
instead of in.

He hears Michelle
washing her hands in the bathroom down the corridor. She comes in
and closes the door behind her, brushing her front for crumbs she
may have missed. Moving to a cabinet at the side of the room, she
starts to prepare the rocks. He hears the gurgle of water from a
jug, the click of a switch. There’s a print of an emerald Japanese
lake over her head, and he imagines peaceful ripples in the water.
The mood is broken by another of Michelle’s discordant artworks
pasted in the lee of the door and pulling at his peripheral vision:
a dove in flames, with the face of an old politician. He turns back
to the Japanese print, wishing he could transport himself to that
solitary boathouse, dissolving into the serenity of the scene. If
only it were that simple.

Lying naked on a
fold-up bed in the middle of a stranger’s house doesn’t bother him
anymore. The first two sessions, she allowed him to keep a towel
draped over his body, but by the third, knowing what the therapy
involved, he did without it. The terms of his probation demand that
he receive this recalibration treatment; effectively, the
government is stripping him down, asserting its mandated control.
That’s surely some sort of abuse – of body, of power – and he could
see how one might get agitated about it. But he really doesn’t
care. As far as he can tell, the government isn’t watching him
right now, just Michelle. It’s warm here, comfortable. He’s been
through worse.

The way Michelle places
the smooth, black rocks on him, with a detached precision, he might
as well be a car or a sculpture she’s working on. He wonders what
she thinks of his body. If she thinks of his body. And that huge
man before him – what did he look like, naked? How had this little
bed borne his weight?

She slides the first
rock under his scrotum, into the nook of his thighs. As always, it
feels too hot, warmed by the boiling water, but he’ll get used to
it.

‘Too hot?’ she
asks.

‘No, fine.’

She places the second
rock on his pubic hair, just above his sleeping dick. The third on
his navel, the fourth on his chest, precisely on the indentation
between his serried ribs. The fifth at the base of his throat,
fitting snugly in the hollow between his collar bones; the sixth, a
pebble, balanced in the middle of his forehead. The last rock is
large and flat, like a thick tile; she balances it edgewise on the
bed and leans it against his crown.

‘Being, creation,
sense, love, truth, vision, becoming,’ Michelle says quietly.

‘My legs and arms feel
left out,’ Jay says.

‘Your limbs are an
extension of your heart and your will, Jay, an interface. They
manifest in the world what your body desires. We must calibrate our
corporeal desires with the will of the universe.’

Eight weeks ago, when
his probationary therapy started, it took all his self-control not
to say something cynical, but now he knows it’s easier just to shut
up and let her get on with it. He closes his eyes and thinks about
the job he did this morning. Did it reflect the desires of his
body? That’s a fanciful thought. He has no idea what Lang intends
to do with that room, and there’s no point in wondering.

What would Beth say
about it? She might say the work is destructive, shutting out
light, concealing truth and memory. Or maybe she’d say it’s
protective, defending some vulnerable kernel from exposure to the
world.

Beth. He remembers how,
in the darkened office that morning, he imagined himself hiding
inside her body – viscerally, sheltering deep in the blood-slick
warmth of her entrails. His dick begins to stir and he moves his
hands to cover it.

‘I’ve seen everything,
Jay.’ Michelle speaks softly, invisibly, her voice an extrusion of
the womb-warm silence. ‘You’re safe here,’ she says, and he knows
that he is.

Michelle was a
psychotherapist before her redeployment by Gaia Peace. She has a
comforting way about her. If this were psychotherapy, he might tell
her that Beth phoned him yesterday, said she wanted to see him
again. They might talk about his visceral reaction to Beth, what it
means. But he knows what it means. When he’s with Beth, he feels
protected from the world, warm and safe, as if none of his failed
history matters, as if it never even happened. Being with Beth is
the closest he can get to rewinding and resetting his life before
it went off course. She silences the noise.

If he were sitting in
an armchair opposite Michelle, he might even tell her about what
happened with Andrea, and she might make him feel better about
himself. He might recall the images he’s pushing down. But he’s not
here for that; he’s here because he had an accident while driving
drunk. He’s here to have her glare a rainbow light in his eyes. He
turns his head and the pebble slides off his forehead and clatters
to the floor.

‘Uh-oh,’ says Michelle.
‘Seven years bad luck.’

‘Yeah. Just what I
need.’
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Standing here at Jay’s
door, Beth feels a nervous excitement, like she’s a schoolgirl
again, back in a world where transcendence is still possible.
Common sense, faith, loyalty, responsibility, all cower mute
somewhere inside her as her muscles quiver and her mouth tics into
a tense smile.

She presses the
doorbell button, pulse pounding in her throat, nerves rattling. I’m
going to fall apart, she thinks. I’m going to fall apart and it
won’t matter if I’m never assembled again.

Jay opens the door,
that default frown on his face. Defending his territory against all
comers. Still in the shorts and sweatshirt he sleeps in, even
though it’s almost ten. He takes two steps backwards.

She stands on the
doorstep, looking at this body she can hardly stop thinking about.
The stubble and the messy hair not styled and self-conscious; the
muscles from work and life rather than mirror-bound repetitions at
the gym. And she knows why she feels like a schoolgirl: Jay is the
guy her mother warned her about. The one who’d bunk and hop the
fence into a whole mysterious other life outside school.

‘I shouldn’t be
here.’

He finally smiles, and
her blood lurches simultaneously into her throat and into her
groin. ‘Come in.’

She enters and closes
the door behind her.

Jay goes behind the
kitchen counter, as if trying to keep as much space and mass
between them as possible. It’s her fault, of course, for not
phoning him for almost two weeks, dangling him as she comes to
terms with what she wants.

‘Coffee?’ He eyes
her.

She smiles, nods.

He gets a mug from the
cabinet, pours a cup plain, the way he knows she takes it, and
slides it across the counter. ‘Sit. Please.’

‘First …’ She comes
around the counter into the kitchen, watching his eyes for anything
they’ll tell her. His expression is neutral, maybe slightly amused.
She wants to know that he missed her, that he worried she’d never
come back. That he’s not disgusted by her, that he wants her here.
But he just looks at her, a slight smile kinking the corner of his
mouth.

Beth approaches
nonetheless and opens her arms, and he holds her and she knows he’s
missed her. When she presses herself into him, it’s as if they’re
two pieces of the same broken object – she can almost imagine their
skin bonding together. She never feels as warm as she does when
she’s holding him. Sorry, she wants to say, but she shouldn’t;
never accept blame at the scene of an accident. She steps back,
smoothes stray hair from her forehead and sits in front of her
coffee, on the other side of the counter.

He fills his own mug,
two sugars and full-cream milk. He leans back against the fridge.
‘I thought maybe you weren’t going to see me again.’

‘I wondered if I
should. It’s all very confusing.’

‘So?’

‘I wanted to see you,’
she says.

He looks at her from
his corner.

‘I sit at home all day,
and all I do is think about you. I go to lunch with my unfriends,
and I think about you. I go to church with him and all I think
about, for every one of those long, hard, pulsing sixty minutes, is
parts of you.’

He laughs. ‘You’re
fucked, you know that?’ He comes to the counter and pulls out a
stool opposite her.

‘In so many ways,’ she
says. ‘But too seldom the right ones.’

They drink their coffee
and look at each other.

When she got married to
Matthew, she was trying out the straight and narrow; she even
attempted to be a faithful Catholic woman. If she could stop being
young and stupid, act like an adult, Beth thought, then she could
avoid mistakes. And atone for past ones. Taking on Matthew and his
faith was an antidote to life, and for several years it appeared to
be working. But now she’s in love – in carnal, definitively sinful
lust – with someone who’s not her husband and the neat moral
pickets have been washed away by a hot flood. What is she doing
here this morning? Does she want to get into bed with Jay and fuck
him, spilling all her well hidden darkness out onto the sheets,
smearing herself in her shame? Does she want to render herself
irredeemable, untouchable? Put herself finally out of the reach of
Matthew’s concerned grasp, out of the famed warm embrace of Jesus?
She’s got a real man to embrace her now.

But as arousing as it
is to have Jay to hold her with a desire that’s long burned out in
Matthew, it’s not about sex. Sexual desire is transitory, everyone
knows. What Beth wants most of all is for Jay to clarify her, like
Matthew never could.

‘I’d like to get—’ she
says. A phone beeps in the lounge. Jay apologises and gets up to
fetch it. After a second, Beth is glad she didn’t have the chance
to complete the sentence.

‘It’s a job,’ he says
when he comes back.

Beth is disappointed.
They’ve just made it through the physical formalities that impose
themselves every time they meet; she thought they might talk for a
change. ‘What work do you do? I don’t even know.’

‘Uh, I’m a freelancer.
I do odd jobs for a contractor.’

‘What sort of
jobs?’

He shrugs. ‘Whatever he
needs. Installations. Construction. This one’s a painting job.’

‘I wouldn’t have
guessed.’

He weighs something in
his mind for a minute. ‘Why don’t you come along?’

She can tell Matthew
she had lunch with someone at the book club, if he asks. He won’t
ask.






When they get to Planet
Fitness at Bedford Square, she has to wait outside because she
doesn’t have a members’ tag. Jay heads in without glancing at her,
and she’s left peering through the plate-glass window at the
exercisers plodding along the raised running track. Beth sucks in
her stomach. She hears the earth tones of the body builders talking
outside the protein-supplement shop. They sit piled over petite
aluminium chairs in front of a window arrayed with buckets of
muscle food. One of the men, soft eyes and gentle mouth plastered
onto a slab of body, an afterthought of blonded hair on the muscled
skull, is the same man as on a window poster, tensing himself to
popping in an oiled pose. Nikos van Rensburg, the poster
reads, with a list of his awards. The shop is called NVR Nutrition.
Good for Nikos, she thinks.

Nikos looks up from his
conversation and at her; she turns away, stares through the glass
at the swimmers in the indoor pool. She’s electrically aware of her
body, the precise dimensions of the space occupied by its fluid
conglomeration. There’s a catastrophic imbalance in pressure; her
insides press relentlessly at her skin. She’s trying to understand
the excess current flickering through her nerves. It’s as if this
decision she’s making today – to turn away from the cryogenic
suspension of her marriage and towards Jay, to see where this
riskier path will lead – is reanimating her. She glances again at
the body of Nikos van Rensburg. She’s decided, without exactly
realising it until now, that her remorseful hibernation is over.
Not for the first time today, she imagines exploding.

She sees Jay at the far
end of the pool, bending into a locker then closing it again. He
disappears back into the changing-room tunnel. A cloud scurries in
front of the sun in the piazza behind her and she sees her face
reflected in the glass. She likes its balance; the fact that her
skin is still smooth and the amber in her hair natural. Experience
has not made her look hard. She wonders if the people on the track
and in the pool, jostling on the treadmills upstairs, can see the
chain between them. That man, this woman. Do they seem bound, or
are they just two more disconnected dots in the flurry of
static?

Jay emerges through the
automatic glass doors, his tog bag slung over his left shoulder,
holding his left forearm with his right hand. The few times she’s
seen him in a public place, she’s been struck by how he defends
himself like this, so often an arm crossed over his torso,
protecting his heart and viscera from the world.

‘The job’s in Parktown
this time,’ he says as they walk back to the car in the lot. ‘Not
too far.’

Beth gazes out of the
passenger window as they drive, letting the chatter on the radio
fill their silence. His old car has that redundant anti-hijack film
stuck on the windows. Only half the city’s light sifts through the
polarised laminate, giving the familiar roads the dusky look of
night scenes in low-budget movies, shot in daytime but overlaid
with a smoked filter. She remembers what she learned about
polarising screens in science class: that they’re actually
microscopic arrays of parallel stripes. It’s a sunny lunchtime out
there, but she’s viewing it through infinitesimal bars. She has the
urge to rip the film off. Take a key to one of the bubbles in the
layer and peel it all away.
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The flat is in
Horsefair Close, a three-storey medical students’ residence across
from the Park Lane Holistic Wellness Centre. From the outside, the
building looks tidy – honey-coloured face brick with freshly
painted yellow trim on the downpipes and frames – but inside, the
walls and lino are scuffed, the floor littered. The closest horse
is about twenty kilometres away. As they enter the unsecured front
door, a gust flips a flyer to Jay’s feet. ‘First year textbooks for
sale,’ it reads. ‘Anatomy, Genetics, Iridology, Group Wellness.’
The tear-off phone numbers at the bottom of the sheet look like a
gap-toothed laugh. The entranceway and the stairwell are bathed in
a dense fug of singe, ramen and sweat.

At the door of unit 3C,
Jay checks the instructions again. He casts a glance over the
landing.

‘What’s the matter?’
Beth asks.

‘It’s quite busy in
this building.’

It was easy to be
discreet in the quiet office block yesterday. The Bedford Centre
site was a dead room; his job was to close its eyes, like a
corpse’s. But here students haul themselves up and down the stairs
and Jay can hear low music and conversation from behind the other
doors. This flat won’t be vacant for long: there’s always a full
list of students waiting for accommodation. He looks at the note
again. ‘This is the right place. It needs to be done by five.’

Whatever Lang is up to,
Jay assumes it will be over soon. The paint is temporary and
washable, the batteries in the passives last only a couple of
weeks. It annoys him to realise that, despite his studious
disattachment, he’s trying to guess what Lang is devising; looking
for a pattern, like some tribesman picking through bird guts. He
should know from experience that it’s futile to impose significance
on the random fragments he sees. It’s not his place; he doesn’t
need to know. Doesn’t want to know. The fold of banknotes in his
back pocket imposes its own, cruder, more persuasive meaning.

He dumps the kit bag at
his feet and slides the key into the simple privacy lock. The hole
where a sturdier barrel lock was housed has been filled with a
wooden plug and painted over, clumsily enough that the government’s
compliance inspectors will notice the reduction. He scans the
corridor, feeling more than ever that he’s doing something
illicit.

Behind him, Beth also
peers around, frowning. She flinches as two students rounding the
landing bark a laugh and head downstairs.

‘I feel like I know
this place, but I can’t say why,’ she says as she follows him into
the flat. ‘I wonder how security reduction works here. When I was
at varsity, things were constantly getting stolen from residences.
And that was when there was card access through double security
gates.’

It’s a small studio
apartment. The central room might just about accommodate two beds
and desks, although it’s empty now: just an expanse of off-white
floor tiles, buffed to chalk where heavy furniture has been
shifted. Two pine doors lead off to the right and a bank of windows
line the far wall. No balcony. The third-floor view of Johannesburg
General Holistic Wellness Hub’s huge smokestack is hemmed in by
face brick and sliding glass; no burglar bars in this
government-subsidised building. The window has been left open a few
centimetres, enough to flutter a thin, abandoned curtain on its
rail. Rain has spattered a tea-brown stain over the limp
material.

Beth puts her shoulder
bag down next to the wall. Jay drags the supplies in and closes the
door. He gathers his overalls and paint-splashed sneakers and goes
into the bathroom to change. A shower rail with no curtain, basic
white porcelain. Nothing tells a story in here but the low beat of
music coming in from next door.

When he comes out, Beth
is standing by the window. She turns when she hears him and laughs.
‘You look the part,’ she says. ‘You look like a painter.’

Jay feels a warm flush
of wistfulness to have this lovely, casual woman smiling at him in
this closed room. The moment triggers strange nostalgia: it’s as if
he dreamt something like this when he was young, and then forgot.
If, when he was fifteen, he’d seen himself here, now, he would have
gladly fast-forwarded over several years of his life.

‘I suppose that’s what
I am,’ he says and bends to the heavy bag, taking out the
five-litre can of paint wrapped in plastic, the paint tray and
roller. He senses Beth watching him. He’s glad he asked her to
come, though Lang wouldn’t be happy if he knew.

The flat’s front door
creaks open. A dreadlocked kid lolls against the jamb, holding a
fat joint. The opaque smoke seems to defy the breeze as it wends
upward from his hand against his dark T-shirt, but is finally
whisked over his shoulder in the current. ‘Dude,’ he says to Jay in
greeting. And ‘Dude’ again when he notices Beth.

‘Can I help you?’ Jay
winces at the prim tone of his own voice. Even though grass is now
legal – and officially encouraged – Jay’s gut reaction to dopeheads
will take a lot of recalibration treatment to change. He should
have locked the door.

‘What you doin’?’ the
kid says in a faux-American post-skater accent.

‘Painting.’

‘You can do it up as
much as you like, but ain’t nobody gonna stay here. It’s
haunted.’

‘Huh?’

‘Everyone knows what
happened to Sonia. Nobody ever gonna live here.’

‘What happened? I
don’t—’

But the boy’s not
listening; he’s drifting around the room, trailing smoke. ‘There
were posters.’ He runs his hand over the walls, and Jay notices the
Prestik pockmarks covered hastily with a single coat of white
primer. ‘A desk unit here.’ Beth is drawn along in the wake of his
tour, stopping when he stops. ‘The bed was here.’ He stares down at
the space. ‘Yeah.’

Jay is still standing
by the window, paint tray in one hand and roller in the other.
‘What happened?’ he repeats.

‘They said Sonia killed
herself, but she didn’t,’ the boy says. ‘The way the cuts were –
too many, all over her body – she couldn’t have done it
herself.’

Beth’s face pales. ‘Did
you see her?’ she asks.

The boy nods. ‘It
wasn’t the first death,’ he says, the hem of his middle-class
Johannesburg accent showing, forgetting himself now in the details
of the story. ‘Another girl killed herself before her. Trini
Kabinde. Jumped out the window.’ He paces to the sliding window and
peers out.

Jay follows his gaze
down to the bricks below. Three storeys, a brave jump. ‘That
doesn’t mean …’

Behind him, there’s a
hitching, glottal sound. He turns to see Beth pressed against the
wall.

He drops the equipment
and hurries across to her. ‘Are you okay?’

She nods, but she’s
not. He puts his hand on her arm.

‘Why do you say it’s
haunted?’ Beth asks the boy.

‘There wasn’t anyone
here with Sonia. When it happened. They say it was Trini’s
ghost.’

‘Come on, you don’t
seriously believe that?’ says Jay.

‘Michael and Khosi
heard it next door. She was screaming, but the door was locked.
When they got inside, there was nobody. Just the window open. The
way Trini went. Sonia was on the bed, blood coming out everywhere.
That’s what they say. They also smelled Trini’s perfume.’

Jay shakes his head and
looks at Beth, who’s holding her hand to her head. ‘Thanks for the
story,’ he tells the boy. ‘Do you mind letting me do my work
now?’

‘Cool, man. Cool.’ The
boy looks at his joint, now dead in his hand. He hasn’t drawn on it
once since he appeared. He saunters out of the flat.

Jay comes to Beth and
puts his hand on her clammy brow.

‘I’m fine. I’m okay,’
she says.

He fetches her a bottle
of water from his bag. ‘You mustn’t believe that rubbish.’

‘I don’t know. This
place has a bad feeling about it.’

‘Of course it does, now
that you’ve heard that kid’s ghost story. And if those girls did
die here, well … Of course it’s not nice.’ He doesn’t want her to
be upset. But what worries him is what he’s actually doing here:
two rooms, two murders. That is not a coincidence. ‘Do you want me
to take you home?’

‘No. Thanks. I’d like
to stay here.’ She slides down to sit on the floor while he goes
back to the windows. ‘It makes you wonder, though,’ she says. ‘Are
people capable of such inhuman violence? I find it hard to
believe.’

‘Oh, come on, Beth. We
all know that people are capable of the worst sort of violence. And
no matter what the government wants us to think,’ – he becomes
aware of how loud he’s speaking and lowers his voice – ‘no matter
what they’d like us to believe, crime still happens here. They
haven’t magicked it away with their herbs and their group therapy.
Everyone’s in this huge state of denial.’

Beth raises her
eyebrows. ‘But can’t you consider the alternatives? Maybe it was an
unhappy spirit or something, trying to manifest a message in some
way.’

‘No. Bullshit. There’s
no such thing as ghosts.’

‘Why do you find it so
hard to believe in spirits? Not everything can be explained by
science and psychology; not everything’s material. And there have
been studies; the United Nations, the Commission of Spiritual—’

He puts down the roller
and turns to look at her. ‘I wasn’t born yesterday and neither were
you. Gaia Peace has been in power for ten years and everyone is
forgetting their lives before them.’ He hates arguing. She seems to
like it: her cheeks have recovered their colour and she’s grinning
at him. But he won’t fight with Beth; he’s not going to let that
darkness into this part of his life. ‘I just don’t buy it.’ He
turns to the window, shuts the sliding pane and starts wiping it
down with the cleaning solution.

He hears the door click
behind him and wonders if she’s left. But she comes up behind him
and presses her body against him and her heat almost burns. He
feels her hand around his waist.

‘I don’t know about
you, Jay,’ she says into his neck, ‘but I kinda like the idea of
forgetting my old life.’ She puts her hand under his shirt. ‘You’re
so fucking hot. You make me feel hot too. Young, brand new, like
none of it ever happened.’

Jay takes her fingers.
If only it were that simple.
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Kenneth Lang, standing
outside the minister’s office, tidies his grey hair and brushes
invisible crumbs off the lapels of his suit. He smoothes his white
shirt and his well contained stomach with a hand that’s becoming
browner and more leathery with every passing year.

The wood-panelled walls
of the minister’s anteroom are lined with posters from the current
local-government election campaign. Gaia Peace: healing the nation;
Thank you for loving crime and poverty away. Thank you for voting
Gaia Peace; Gaia Peace: lower your walls and become the change.
There’s a generic laziness about the campaign, Lang notes. The
rainbow colours, the royalty-free images of (exotic) flowers and
sunlight through leaves, the ultrabold Helvetica font are all well
worn, unimaginative. Why waste money on a creative campaign when
you know everyone’s going to vote for you? And if the minister is
right about this ‘Arrival’, it will hardly matter anyway. His
opinions about that he keeps firmly stowed, just as he always has,
not even within his own ready grasp. His mind is fitted with a
number of secure compartments, and he is adept at filing
information and opinions. For the past six years, he’s worked for
this minister; that remains his job.

Phumi Mnisi, the
minister’s PA, has her headphones on, transcribing, so he paces
before the closed door without her realising that he’s
eavesdropping on the conversation inside.

‘The security
protesters are just a fringe,’ he hears Minister Hewitt say.
‘They’re not a real threat.’

The president’s voice:
‘But during the campaign—’

‘They’re not a real
threat. I know this, and it’s not even my brief.’

‘I know. But when I
talk to Fikile, I don’t feel reassured. I wonder if I made a
mistake by appointing him to the Safety role.’

‘He’s very organised.
It’s a huge department, and they communicate the policies clearly.
It’s nothing short of a miracle that so many South Africans are
reducing their security, after so many decades – centuries – of
fear. I think he’s doing a good job.’

‘He doesn’t share our
values. Enforcing reduction seems contrary to the spirit of what
we’re doing.’

‘We’re playing in a
bigger field now, Verla. We’re not a couple of starry-eyed students
anymore; we’re not madwomen railing against the storm. We are the
government. Laws don’t apply only to those who agree with us, who
share our values. We have to make decisions and laws for the common
good and apply them.’

‘I know that, Meg,’ the
president snaps. ‘But—’

‘The policies we’ve
made as a government are far, far better than any government’s
before us. You’re the president of one of the most enlightened
nations in the world.’

‘But it’s my last term
– and you won’t stand. I wish you’d reconsider.’

‘This is far bigger
than just the two of us. The whole nation will take the work
forward.’

‘I don’t want to be
complacent. Our spirit can be eroded away, and before we realise
it, we’re just another abusive cabal. I don’t want that to
happen.’

‘It won’t. The people
are behind the changes. The tide has turned. Look at Afghanistan,
Iraq, Burma … There are vast forces at work throughout the world,
forces for good.’

A sigh. ‘I’m still not
used to this responsibility. I’ll never get used to it. We were
hippie activists, Meg. We weren’t made for this level of politics.
I always feel like I’m about to fall.’ She pauses. ‘I’m glad you’re
still with me, Meg. Giving me this pep talk every two weeks.’

The president stops
speaking and Lang steps back across the waiting room. A moment
later, the door swings open and Verla Motala emerges. She’s still
composing her public face.

‘Madame President. Good
morning.’

‘Oh, Mr Lang. Good
morning.’ She has her eyes under control now, and the foundation on
her face makes her appear imperturbable, but the skin on her neck
shines. ‘The Aids status briefing at two o’clock, Meg,’ she calls
back into the minister’s office. ‘Peace and light, Mr Lang,’ she
says, almost as an afterthought.

He watches her as she
walks out to the corridor. ‘Peace and light to you, Madame
President.’

‘Come in, Kenneth,’
says the minister.

He closes the door
behind him. Minister of Wellness Meg Hewitt, her stout shape
obscured today in a functional black caftan, presses a button on
her desk phone. She shows Lang to one of the two small couches in
the window bay, sits on the other. Minister Hewitt’s single vanity
is to colour and highlight her hair, and today it’s a streaky shade
of auburn. She opens the folder on the low table between them.
‘DARK WINDOWS’ is written in her hand across the cover of the
salmon-coloured folder – too fancifully, too overtly, he thought
when he first saw it. She shouldn’t flaunt state secrets.

‘How’s the preparation
going?’ She flips open the folder and Lang notices, in the front, a
letter on an elaborate and expensively printed letterhead. From
the desk of Ramnath Radhakrishnan. There’s something familiar
about the name and he makes a mental note of it. ‘Your man working
to schedule?’ she continues.

‘Yes, ma’am.’

The minister notes the
slight pause before he speaks. ‘But?’

He knows that she wants
his honesty. She is admirably unimpressed by toadery. ‘But I still
worry about our choice of the residence building. It’s too public.
The crime there was too sensational, too memorable. There’s a whole
… mythology developing around the death. It’s staying fresh in
people’s minds.’

‘I know. It was a
difficult choice. But you know our extremely short time frame. If
we don’t have the sites ready for the Arrival … We’ve got four days
and we’ve only prepared two of the five sites. It’s getting tight,
Kenneth.’

‘Yes, ma’am, I’m aware.
Are you sure there have been no further deaths in the zone?’

She sighs, forgiving
the question. ‘You know I’m looking. I’m digging in police files
and mortuary records. But we need vacant rooms and you know how
specific the target zone is. Souls have only recommuned in elder
sanctuaries and wellness centres. They don’t comply, even if we
could risk it. They’re even busier than the residence, and the
rooms are never left vacant.’

Lang shakes his head.
Whether or not he believes in what the minister is doing, the game
is compelling. The rules are clearly laid out. He wants to complete
the task, to see what happens. ‘Is there something we’re missing?
Is there something else we could try? These high-profile locations
are making me nervous.’

His phone vibrates in
his pocket; he ignores it. However they go about it, they have to
be careful. If President Motala found out about any of it, she’d
implode. Lang would lose his job, the minister possibly even hers,
despite her relationship with Motala. Some perverse part of Lang
would like to see the president when she heard that such a covert,
counter-colour operation was being organised by her most trusted
advisor, her best friend in the old days of ineffectual hippiedom
when they headed the Green Party; the woman who is now her wife.
He’d like to be a bug on the wall, but he’d need to be encased in a
nuclear-proof carapace.

The minister is still
searching through her folder and only now looks up at him. ‘I can’t
think of anything. Until someone in the zone recommunes, we’re
stuck with these old crime scenes.’ She turns back to the
folder.

She needs three deaths
in four days. Kenneth has been in public service for thirty-five
years, always on the ruling side: first the Afrikaner nationalists,
then the Africanists, and now this lot. In his time he’s seen three
politically expedient deaths in four days. Thirty expedient deaths
in four hours. He’s tempted to share with the minister his
experience of battles other governments have waged, but her naivety
– or is it genuine purity? – charms him. She’s unlike anyone else
he’s worked for. He could so easily make three deaths happen in
quiet locations in the zone, deaths that nobody will ever hear
about. But he’s never worked unauthorised, and he doesn’t plan to
start now.

‘Oh, hang on,’ the
minister says and pushes a piece of paper across the table to Lang.
‘This morning’s Social Harmony incident report. Elderly woman
recommuned in an Observatory flat last night. Looks natural. Would
you check it out, Kenneth? If it’s eligible, do you think you could
have it cleared and prepared by tomorrow?’

He copies the address
from the incident report into his notebook. Writes ‘Ramnath
Radhakrishnan’ below it and slips the book back into his jacket’s
inner pocket. ‘We’ll clear it this afternoon, ma’am.’

She looks across at him
warmly. ‘Thank you, Kenneth. I know this is not … that you don’t
necessarily … But you’ll see. The events on Saturday will catalyse
the profound changes that are to come. By working with me here, so
loyally, to prepare for the Arrival you will have been part of
humanity’s becoming.’

‘I’m at your service,
ma’am,’ he says. What he really wants to ask her is why she doesn’t
seem the least bit afraid.






Back at the far end of
the floor, his assistant flusters up to him, trying to intercept
him before he reaches his office door. ‘Sir, sir. Melanie’s here. I
know what you said, that she should always meet you downstairs, but
she insisted.’

‘It’s okay, Jabu.’ He
sets his face as he brushes past her into his office.

Melanie sits on the
edge of his desk, swinging her legs like a disconsolate child.
She’s wearing faded grey jeans and a droopy grey cardigan, a new
fashion that just a few weeks ago replaced her eighties-revival
gaud. He wonders if she’s trying to get him in trouble, wearing
these clothes to the office. She hasn’t been prone to making
adolescent political statements, from what he knows, but that might
have changed. She’s even thinner than when he last saw her, and the
dark shadows around her eyes deeper. Her peroxided hair is lank and
unwashed. She looks too tired to be nineteen.

‘Hello, Melanie. How
are you?’

She makes a face and he
has no idea what it should mean.

‘How can I help you?’
Lang is aware that he sounds like someone on a government advert,
but he can’t think of anything else to say. Melanie never just
stops by for a visit. Whenever she comes to him – and it distresses
him how seldom that is, these days – it’s because she wants
something.

‘I need some money,
Pa.’ Right on cue.

‘Money? You know you’ve
come to the wrong parent.’

‘I can’t live with Mom
anymore.’

Lang can empathise.
‘What’s your plan?’

‘To get a place of my
own.’

‘And?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Where will you stay? A
flat, a garden cottage? Who will you share with? Or do you plan to
buy a mansion in Hyde Park, perhaps?’ He expects her to roll her
eyes and fidget and sigh; they’ve had similar conversations before.
He goads her with his infuriating rationality, his ‘anal
retentiveness’, just so he can see himself having some effect. But
today he’s shocked by her listlessness.

‘Pa,’ she says and
looks at him. Her eyes are sunken, glutinous. He remembers times
she needed him and he couldn’t help, or helped too late, or helped
wrong. Sometimes he even got it right.

‘What’s she doing this
time?’

She pauses. ‘It’s not
Mom. I just need to move out. It’s …’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘It doesn’t matter. You
won’t understand.’

He knows he should
press her, but she’s probably right. He can think of a dozen ways
his ex-wife might be irritating her daughter and none of them seem
important enough to bother with. The phone’s buzzing in his pocket
again and he’s at his office. This is not the place for circular,
indulgent conversations. ‘If you can come up with a realistic plan,
I can find a way to help you with rent. Okay, Mel?’

Something goes off in
her eyes, and it scares him. Without a word, she slips from the end
of the desk and slouches towards the door. ‘I’ll see you, Pa.’

He wishes she’d reach
out to him on her way past, let him touch her, ask for a hug, but
she doesn’t.






The messages on his
phone are from Joseph Bala, his associate in Social Harmony Intel,
about a possible disciplinary infraction by one of the therapists
contracted to the Ministry of Wellness. He’s got to remind Bala to
put the details in his weekly report instead of phoning him every
time there’s a minor issue.

Lang checks the
large-scale map of Johannesburg on his wall. The Arrival zone, as
stipulated in the minister’s instructions, is marked with an
erasable red dotted line on the laminate. The simplicity of both
the outline and the instructions for preparing the rooms is what
most intrigues Lang. You can generally tell who’s behind some piece
of political chicanery, what the vested interests are. But the tone
of this … operation … is different from any other he’s come across.
If it is a hoax, it’s deadpan and without the usual
self-aggrandising undertones.

The dotted line’s
trajectory sketches out an elliptical patch of the city, from
central Johannesburg through the eastern areas as far as
Bedfordview, taking in the old suburbs of Jeppestown, Troyeville
and Kensington on the way and stretching from the main reef
northwards over parts of Braamfontein, Parktown, Orange Grove and
Observatory. It strikes Lang as an odd, unprofitable area to aim
at. There’s nothing there except cheap industrial and commercial
property, then low- and middle-income residential suburbs. It’s
almost as if the shape is deliberately designed to miss anything or
anyone of importance.

As he sticks a third
red pin into the map, into the flat of the late Mrs Erna Borowitz,
he imagines that most of the people in the zone would have more
than enough on their plate without being targeted by entities from
extraterrestrial or intrapsychic realms, or wherever.

He checks Bala’s
message again. The suspect therapist’s practice is in Kensington,
right in the middle of the zone. He decides to drive out and have a
look. He’ll get out of the car, sniff the wind and look up at the
sky, try to get a sense of what, if anything, makes this place
special.

He puts on his jacket.
As he closes his door, he glances at the map again. From this
angle, the outlined target zone looks like the fat shadow of one of
those comic-book bombs. A giant Little Boy coming to blast away the
eastern suburbs of Johannesburg. That’d be something; that’d liven
things up.

In his car, the
afternoon drive-time news is all about the security protests.
They’ve spread now to the Cape, Limpopo, the Free State. Farmers in
the rural areas have taken up the cause.

‘What started as a
fringe movement in the poorer suburbs of Johannesburg and Pretoria
has become a nationwide protest,’ announces the bluff radio anchor.
‘This lunch hour we ask: should the government be worried?’

In Lang’s guarded
opinion, they probably should. It’s not that people are objecting
to paying extra taxes on security installations; there have been
plenty of those objections already. What should worry Motala and
Hewitt is how the tone of the protests has changed. They seem to be
about something else now, something less specific; something
symbolic. When Lang looks at the faces of the angry men on the TV
news, he can only wonder if their objection is to being led by
women with unpalatably feminine ideas, like dismantling defence
spending in favour of social welfare. Strife, division,
acquisition, mastery, fear: these have been the currency of every
previous government, the certainty on which leadership has always
rested. Lang understands how unsettling this shift has been. He
feels it himself. These protesters were once children who slept
safely knowing their daddy owned a gun. They want their talismans
back; they need the comforting confinement of battle lines.

Pulling up outside the
therapist’s practice, he checks his phone. The signals from the two
prepared sites are flashing calmly. He scans the background
documents on this Michelle Toureau. Clinical psychologist
redeployed to colour therapy six years ago when psychology and
psychiatry were delisted. One or two reports of minor infractions
but nothing extraordinary. Frankly, he’d be more worried about a
redeployed therapist who’d never expressed a contrary opinion in
all her years of government service. He’s wondering whether he
should just write her a letter of warning when he notices a name on
her client list. Jay Rowan. Sentenced to twelve weeks’ probationary
recalibration therapy. Charged for causing an injury during a
drunk-driving incident.

He should have known
this about Rowan. And how is it that his operative is in
probationary therapy with today’s suspect therapist? Lang doesn’t
believe in coincidence.

He steps out of the
car, pockets his phone and looks up into the afternoon sky. Blue
behind a blanket of browning haze that will only be washed away by
the first summer rain. He thinks of that chubby bombshell,
whistling down upon the city from somewhere beyond the marbled
ozone layer. There’s a painter rolling custard yellow onto the
house next to him, another man on the roof banging in nails. A
woman walks up the street with two mongrels and a toddler.

Boom. Nobody would know
until it was upon them.

Self-conscious, he
flicks the wind chimes that serve as a doorbell.
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It’s just after six and
the rush-hour headlights scan across her like some clinical machine
as she skirts around the side of the building, steps back and
looks. She finds the blacked-out windows above, a gap in a yellow
smile. A competing throb of various bass lines vibrates in the
walls, and the smell of supper cooking in the residence’s kitchen
slicks on the breeze.

Right here. This is
where the first girl – Trini Kabinde – would have landed. Beth’s
standing on a path of concrete bricks interspersed with invading
clumps of grass and flat, hardy weeds. It’s sheer fancy that she
imagines a darker patch towards one edge of the pavement. Beth
looked up the news report for the details: Trini killed herself in
June, two weeks before Sonia’s death. Surely in the past three
months all trace of the violence would have weathered away.

Earlier this afternoon,
she fucked Jay in that dead room, pushing him against the window
before it lost its sight. Anyone walking here would have seen Jay’s
back, Beth’s arms, her hands and her hungry face trying to gather
him in. The thought arouses and shames her at once.

She imagines being in
the room now, climbing through the window, flipping her legs over
the sill, sitting – there’s not enough room to stand. Looking out
at that view, the hospital’s obscene smokestack pumping burned
waste-flesh into the air between spitting pines and concrete, the
blue sky just a haze beyond; sparrows, perhaps, fidgeting in the
trees. Then pushing herself off, no more real idea of death than if
she were diving off a high board. Just enough time for a sloppy
half-turn before crumpling into the bricks.

When you fall, does
time speed up or slow down? Would Trini have stretched her arms to
accept the air’s embrace, the overbearing graunch of rock? Would
she have concentrated on the feeling of her body moving freely,
like it never would again? Maybe she was hoping to survive, to
crush just enough of herself to make a difference. Break so badly
that she’d always feel it. Or make someone else feel her pain:
parents, a lover. Was she fantasising about the weeks ahead,
confined in traction and steel, punctured organs knitting
themselves together again into a sad, experienced form of herself –
never innocent again, never overlooked?

Trini didn’t expect to
die. She had more to say.

Unless she was pushed.
Unless she was dead first. Is this why she ca—

‘Can I help you?’

The woman’s face is
hard and officious and then softens as Beth turns. Beth realises
it’s because she’s crying.

‘Can I … How can I …?’
the woman says again. She’s dressed in an amorphous green shift and
a thin blue cardigan, buttonholes stretched across her bosom. Her
eyes move to where Beth was looking, up to the third-floor
room.

‘What happened here?’
asks Beth.

‘They did it today. The
maintenance department arranged to have the windows painted in. I
don’t know why. I suppose they have some plans to build, to change
things, but they haven’t told me yet.’

‘The window. Oh. I
mean, I heard someone … a girl … I heard she …’

The woman’s face closes
again. ‘Who are you? Can I help you?’ she repeats.

‘I’m Beth Talbot,’ she
says – her unmarried name. She took Matthew’s surname but, despite
the rigmarole of passports and credit cards, in her mind her real
name has never changed. ‘I’m an insurance assessor,’ she plucks
assuredly out of the air. ‘The maintenance department sent me to
inventory the site before they start.’

‘Oh, okay. All I’m
saying is it’d be nice if someone discussed the plans with me. I am
the warden after all, and I need to make sure that everything’s in
place.’

‘I know,’ says Beth.
‘That’s one thing we were warned about before taking on the job.
University bureaucracy. You can imagine the number of forms we have
to fill in just to get the deposit paid.’

‘Good luck with that,’
the warden laughs, and Beth feels a kick of triumph. She’s won this
woman’s trust, that easily. This side of her has lain dormant for
so long. Can it be that she hasn’t had to lie her way into
someone’s confidence for all the eight years she’s been
married?

Except, of course,
she’s lying to Matthew, isn’t she? Call it what it is: she’s having
sex with another man and lying to her husband. And here she is now,
a woman alone in the night time, doing and saying things that have
nothing to do with her marriage.

‘So, do you mind? I
know it’s probably not something you want to talk about. But I
heard rumours, and I think I remember the newspaper reports. Was it
that room, up there?’

‘Yes,’ the warden says
with an appropriate display that she acknowledges the delicacy of
the things she’s about to share. ‘Trini Kabinde. Such a sweet girl,
and clever, and happy. It made no sense. But that’s what people
always say, isn’t it?’

‘Did she have lots of
friends? Family?’

‘Well, she was from
Zambia, so she was quite far from home. She studied hard and had a
night job, so maybe she didn’t have so much time to make friends.
Although she did belong to that group …’

‘Group?’

‘It’s that thing that’s
spread all over campus. What’s it called?’

‘What? The Right to
Fight?’

‘Oh, no,’ the warden
laughs. ‘At least most kids on campus are too clever to support
them. That lot just want to take us back to the old days. There was
nothing good about the old days, I can tell you that. You’re too
young to remember, aren’t you?’

Beth smiles. ‘No, not
too young. I was twelve when Mandela came out of jail. I remember a
bit of apartheid, then afterwards …’

‘It was a good time.
People were hopeful.’

‘Then disappointed,’
Beth adds. ‘My parents emigrated to Australia during Mbeki’s term.
They have no plans to return now that things are better. They don’t
believe it. They think we’re all fooling ourselves. Things are
better, though, aren’t they?’

‘They are, love. I’m
older than you, and I remember what it was like growing up, not
just poor, but made to be poor by the government. My father was a
teacher, my mother a nurse, and still we lived like, like someone’s
servants. Things are better, even if they’re not as much better as
we hoped they’d be. It goes up and down. Politicians are greedy,
selfish, but nobody else can be bothered to do the job.’

‘True.’

‘But here, where I
work, I get to see the good. To see all these young kids learning
how to care for each other. They seem genuinely interested, they’re
moved by love. I’ve been at the university for nearly thirty years
in some position or other and the kids today are friendly, most of
them. They’re not as aggressive or angry as they used to be. They
feel like someone’s looking out for them, encouraging them. They
don’t have to battle.’

‘Because of Gaia Peace,
you think?’

‘Absolutely. Free
training, well paid state work waiting for them? It can only be
good. I can’t wait to see the kids coming through ten years, twenty
years from now. They’ll be good people. I’m sure of it.’

A cool breeze rattles
leaves and litter along the footway and a student walks up the main
path a little way away, whistling. The women are reminded of the
hard bricks, of the dark window above.

‘I wonder what went
wrong with Trini, then,’ says Beth. ‘She was let down, wasn’t
she?’

‘It’s that group I was
telling you about. Like a church group or something. They’re
strict, joyless. Like being happy is a sin. They wear grey.’

‘Grey?
Deliberately?’

‘Yes. On purpose. It’s
like a statement.’

‘Hm,’ says Beth. That’s
what students do; they are political, they object. But an overt
anti-colour movement on campus? That surprises Beth. It sounds very
dangerous.

‘Trini was involved for
only a few months. I couldn’t understand it – she always seemed
happy, before. And then …’

‘Do you think there was
a connection? That this group – what’s it called? – was
involved.’

‘It’s something like We
Control Our Minds, or Keep Out of Our Heads or something like that.
They think we’re all being brainwashed.’

Beth can only laugh.
‘Evil hippies take over the world with their flowers and herbal
essences, huh?’

‘Something like
that.’

‘I can think of worse
oppressors, if that’s the case.’

The warden looks back
to the main path. ‘I’ve got to go now. Nearly dinner. It was nice
meeting you, though. Nice talking.’

‘I didn’t even ask your
name.’

‘Sindiwe Magopane.
Sindi.’ She shakes Beth’s hand and rounds the corner.

Then Beth remembers,
and runs after her. ‘Sindi. Sindi? Hang on.’

She stops and turns.
‘Yes?’

‘I heard … also … about
a second girl. She died in the same room. Was she also involved in
that group?’

Sindiwe’s face numbs
into a mask. ‘I can’t talk about that, Ms Talbot. I can’t believe
that … that kids … Listen, I’ve got to go.’

‘Okay,’ Beth says to
the warden’s dissipating shadow.

But she’s not ready to
go home yet.

Instead she goes into
the Sunnyside Hotel, just two streets away, and sits alone in the
pub like the woman she isn’t – like the woman she was? She orders a
burger and a beer. The cat’s fed and Matthew won’t be home.
Earlier, he’d sent her one of his curt messages that he’d be
working late.

She can’t get Trini’s
hard death out of her mind; the girl’s last somersault through the
air.






‘I’m going to fly,
Beth!’ Kirsten was tiptoeing along the parapet, arms out, silky
sleeves plucked by the breeze.

‘Come down, K!’ Beth
called. But she was laughing, slumped against an aircon vent,
feeling the throb of the building and the earth moving through her.
The stars and the city lights made rainbow trails. Kirsten looked
like a fairy, or no, like a gymnast, a cat; she had kicked off her
sneakers and climbed up and now she was walking on air. ‘You’re
doing it!’ Beth called. ‘You’re flying!’

Kirsten turned to look
at Beth, stumbled and clung to the flimsy aluminium rod of a
television aerial. Its nauseating sway, down and out, over the city
streets eleven storeys below, was enough to move Beth. Without
really knowing how, she was across the roof and holding her friend,
who came down in her arms, still giggling, nuzzling her neck,
lighter than any person could be. Beth often wondered, in her
ketamine dreams, whether Kirsten was a real girl, or whether she
was all in her chemical mind. Perhaps she was dreaming this all
from the future.

They went back down
into the loft, an office converted into a trendy communal living
space. A group of rich addicts was always lurking there, each
celebrating a separate party for one, experiencing highs they
couldn’t and wouldn’t share.

‘Let’s go to sleep,’
Beth said. We’re nothing like them, she thought.

They huddled warmly
together on the way to her bedroom, but by the time they got there
the younger girl was crying, brought down.

‘What’s the matter?’
Beth asked.

‘I keep feeling that
I’m forgetting something. That something’s pulling at me but I
don’t know what it is.’ Kirsten slumped on her mattress in the
corner of the vast room, the incense and the light from the
purple-draped lampshades coating her skin and making her Beth’s. ‘I
shouldn’t be here.’

Beth felt a stab of
cold. ‘Aren’t you happy?’ With me, she didn’t say.

‘I’m happy,’ Kirsten
snuffled. ‘But …’ She picked some papers and grass off the crate
she used as a night stand and started rolling a joint.

Beth knew what was
troubling the girl; it was clear to them both, although neither
wanted to admit it. Kirsten missed her home, her stultifying
parents, her ordinary life. And at times like these, when the
veneer wore thin, Beth could see that the freedom she was peddling
– a dirty sheet on a mattress in a draughty room with a handful of
second-hand paperbacks – was no fit replacement.

‘What do you want to
do, K?’

Kirsten gave her a look
of sneering disdain that made Beth gasp. ‘You mean, with my life?
You sound just like them.’

‘No, I didn’t mean
that.’ Beth backpedalled. ‘I mean, we’ve been doing this … you’ve
been here five months. What would you like to do? What do you want
to do? I’m not saying you have to have a plan. I’m just …’

‘Just what?’ Kirsten
snapped, firing up the joint. That mean fire in her that Beth so
desperately wanted to protect, to keep alight.

Beth came across to the
mattress, folded her legs under her. She brushed Kirsten’s hair
away from her eyes, and the girl’s flinch skewered her. Kirsten was
a seventeen-year-old girl being held back by an aimless woman ten
years her senior. It’s no surprise she saw Beth as old, as a
mother, just what she was running from. If anyone was stifling her
now, it was Beth.

What the fuck was she
doing?

But she couldn’t
conceive of life without Kirsten. If Beth was in love, it was with
the woman Kirsten could grow up to be, now that she’d been shown
life beyond her suburban walls. Beth couldn’t let her go back
there.

‘I was going to ask
what would make you happy,’ Beth said. ‘But then I remembered how
sad you were when you first came here. You’ve learnt how to smile
again, how to laugh.’

Kirsten pursed her
lips, trying to prove Beth wrong, but the laugh burst out and the
moody girl threw her arms around Beth’s neck and rubbed her wet
cheeks against Beth’s skin. ‘You do,’ she said. ‘You make me
happy.’

Kirsten crawled into
Beth’s bed, as she often did. Beth wanted them to be together,
maybe for the last time, so she locked the door and cooked them a
special dose. Some time after she’d slumped back in that floating
bliss, she noticed Kirsten moving, the lighter flaring. She dreamt
that she was flying with Kirsten like Chagall lovers in a
patchwork, playroom sky.

When she awoke around
noon, Kirsten was dead.

The uninterested,
hurried verdict was that it had been an accident. If it had
happened a couple of years earlier, before Gaia Peace, the death
would have been investigated with more intent. They would have
asked what Kirsten was doing with Beth, what Beth was doing to her,
whether anyone had given her the drugs. The dealer and the people
who cut the drugs with toxins could have been found. Beth might
have been convicted and gone to jail, and jail – pre-Gaia jail –
was not a place she could imagine surviving.

The idea of ceding
control over her body made her faint. It was less the unthinkable
violations that were possible – probable – in prison than the idea
of having her physical routines ordered by a mechanism, to lose
control of when she woke, when she cleaned herself, when she ate,
when she moved. She would have disintegrated.

But Kirsten died at the
right time, when what had been illegal was now merely controlled,
so Beth avoided culpability and remained alone and unhindered in
her guilt.

Afterwards, Beth tried
therapy, expensive and non-sanctioned private psychotherapy,
because she thought she needed more stringent help than the
touchy-feely cure Gaia Peace would have sponsored. But she found
that repenting to a secular therapist lacked the weight, the
cathartic capacity of repenting to God. That’s why Matthew,
originally. She knows this. The men and women on comfortable
couches in fresh-furnished offices with masks of concern couldn’t
match the smoky hocus-show of the Catholic church, the
knee-breaking wooden planks on which she had to renounce herself,
the scent of ancient violence, the miasma of hell that reminded her
that she was lucky to get away with her life – and her soul –
intact, and that not everyone did. That Kirsten Bohmer didn’t.
Penance and hard-earned forgiveness from the grudging priest were
more valuable than the unconditional onanism the therapists
offered.

Beth was in mourning
when she met Matthew. Though she didn’t realise it at the time, she
was waiting for someone like him to change her into someone new, to
be her warden while she paid her penance. Matthew was a workmate of
a friend and invited her to dinner one Saturday night. A delicious,
elegant meal and a polite, respectful man. Beth thought he must be
putting on a show and wanted to dispense with the slow reveal. She
wanted to see who he was when he wasn’t on his best behaviour, so
she dragged him along to a nightclub where some of her girlfriends
were gathered and she drank much more than he did and seduced him
on the dance floor. She would have slept with him that night, but
she woke up on his couch.

She liked everything
about the date. How he responded to her provocations at the club
and how he didn’t sleep with her. How he had removed her shoes and
– perhaps it was him – the clips from her hair, how he had arranged
her on the couch with clean pillows and quilt, how he’d placed a
glass of water and a red geranium from the pot outside on the
coffee table beside her. This was a man she was dealing with. A
gentleman, for fuck’s sake.

He asked her if she’d
go to confession with him.

‘Do you think we sinned
especially last night?’ she asked.

He had an adult man’s
car, not a boy’s car. It was clean inside, not littered with
bottles and stubs and crumpled flyers and bits of food. She
squinted out of the open window through her dark glasses,
considering moving away from the glare, but enjoying the fresh air
on her face.

‘No.’ She could hear
him smiling. ‘It’s just the first Sunday of the month. I go to
confession once a month. I could have gone later, but you told me
that you were Catholic too.’

‘Raised Catholic. I
haven’t been to church since I was a teenager.’

‘Once a Catholic,
always a Catholic.’

‘What sort of man
invites a girl to confession after their first date? You must feel
very dirty,’ she pressed again.

He laughed. ‘You can
just wait in the car. I won’t be long. I’ll go to Mass
tonight.’

‘Nah. I want to … I
suppose. You think they’ll let me?’

He just smiled at
her.

So she found herself on
the apology-hard kneeler for the first time since catechism classes
or whenever, telling a man’s occluded profile more honestly than
she’d ever told the therapists or herself what she’d done, and how
she was not sure that she deserved forgiveness.

The priest just said:
Say five Our Fathers and three Hail Marys and you’re forgiven.

Go, and sin no more, he
said.

Matthew’s late nights
started perhaps two or three years ago – she thinks; time has lost
its shape during her married life. She got into the habit of
sitting at home, on pause, waiting for him to return and press
play. She allowed herself to become nobody, featureless, spinning
aimlessly and minutely. It’s not like they had children she might
justifiably sacrifice her identity to; just a husband who didn’t
even seem to want her.

Then she met Jay at
unfriend Arlene’s Christmas-in-July two months ago, where the
hipster men gathered with their organic meat and craft beer and
discussed their hi-tech devices. At first, Jay had seemed to be one
of them, an ex-colleague of Arlene’s husband at a commercial design
firm. But she learnt that he had some unspoken tragic history, that
he was no longer holding down a steady job, not wearing chinos and
button shirts every day. If his body and his smile hadn’t seduced
her, his damaged, slightly dark presence would have. Nothing like
Matthew. Who, at Christmas-in-July, was working late. His mistake.
Beth decided her penance was over and gave Jay her number that
evening.

Now, here at the
Sunnyside Hotel – the frisson of being alone on a breezy night,
invigorated by her little adventure in the residence grounds, and
still feeling Jay’s effect on her body – it’s as if her marriage is
a frustrating dream, and she’s just waking up.






Beth is trying to draw
the attention of the barman when she hears a scuffle behind her.
She didn’t notice the young man sitting in an alcove near the
entrance, but now he’s pushed up from his place, a glass lying
spilled on the table top and his chair upended. He’s arguing with a
waiter. He has short-cropped hair, and wears a work shirt and
trousers of overt grey.

Grey. That
anti-colour group the residence warden spoke about.

‘It was just a mistake,
okay. I said I’m sorry. I’m all right.’

The waiter is mutely
wiping up the spilled beer; a woman in management, it appears by
her bearing, approaches. ‘Sir, you’re disturbing our other
clients.’ She indicates Beth at the bar and the couple at the wall.
‘Could I suggest you use our room service? If you have a room,
sir.’

‘This is a public
hotel. I’m allowed to eat here if I don’t have a room, aren’t
I?’

‘We have the right to
res—’

‘Aren’t I?’ the man
repeats.

‘Sir. We’d appreciate
it if you paid your bill and left.’

‘Or what?’ The man’s
aware of Beth watching from across the room and has already started
to deflate.

‘It’s really
unnecessary to—’

‘Forget it. Here.’ He
throws some cash down on the table and starts for the door. ‘It’s
because of my clothes, isn’t it? Free country, right?’ He snorts
with self-conscious derision and Beth realises just how young he
is: he may not even be twenty, although his voice is deep and firm
for his thin frame. His youth is incongruous in the sombre
clothes.

The waiter is counting
up the crumpled cash. His eyes dart between the door and his
manager, who’s standing in front of the cash register.

Beth leaves money for
her meal on the bar top and approaches him. ‘How much are you
short?’

‘Don’t worry about
it.’

‘Seriously. Let me
help.’

He glances at her.
‘Fifty,’ he says.

Beth hands him a
hundred, smiles at him and follows the young man out. Matthew does
good deeds without even knowing it. A step on his way to
heaven.

The man is pacing at
the foot of a bottom-lit plane tree in the hotel’s parking lot,
trying to fire up a cigarette.

‘You come here often?’
Beth says playfully.

The man – boy – looks
at her, suspicious and hopeful at once.

‘I mean, I don’t often
see students dressed like you eating alone in expensive
hotels.’

‘What’s it to you?’

‘Nothing. Except I had
to pay the rest of your bill. That means you owe me a drink. Or
something.’

The boy makes for his
wallet. She briefly puts her hand on his to stop him, shakes her
head.

His eyes don’t know
where to settle. He scans her from her shoes up. He scratches at
the lighter without success.

‘Tell me, though.
What’s with the clothes? They’re not really …’

‘What’s everyone’s
problem tonight? Why can’t I wear what I like?’

‘Grey? Has anyone ever
liked grey? When I was a kid, grey was the colour of school
flannels. We burnt them when we finished matric. You still in
school?’

The boy rolls his eyes.
‘Christ, you’re a little bit out of it, lady. You don’t know
there’s a war going on?’

‘Really? Where?’

‘Here. South Africa. A
war for our consciousness.’

‘Huh? Seriously? What
do you mean? Here, let me.’ She takes the lighter from his hand,
scooping her fingers over his palm in the process, and cups it over
the end of his cigarette. He inhales deeply.

‘The government. You
know all this stuff about getting rid of crime, a cure for Aids,
the growing con—’

‘Hang on. They haven’t
cured Aids yet, have they? Where have I been hiding?’

‘Well, not a cure, but
one being developed. Anyway, and all the free education and that
sort of shit. It’s all a hoax. It’s mind control.’

‘Mind control?’

‘Think about it. Which
is more likely? That society has changed overnight, requiring
massive resources and a frankly impossible social shift, or that
it’s just an elaborate hoax?’

‘Hmm. Interesting.’
Okay, so how do they do it, kid? Hire whatsisname, Uri Geller, and
send signals over the TV? But she pastes an awestruck look on her
face and says, ‘Where do you hear about this stuff? None of it’s in
the media.’

‘Of course not! The
media’s state-controlled. You have to learn the truth from the
source.’

‘And where, how do I?
This sounds like important stuff.’

She’s worried she’s
pushing her act too far, but the boy looks around, as if there
might be a government spy behind the bole of the tree. ‘There’s a
group. On campus. We meet Wednesdays and Fridays behind the Cullen
Library.’

‘Right in the open?
Aren’t you … afraid?’

‘They don’t take us
seriously. They’re as concerned about us as you’d be about ants.
They think we’re just kids, playing around. But we know the
truth.’

It’s a load of rubbish
– but what if those two girls really believed in what this group
was doing? Could Sindiwe be right, that their deaths had something
to do with it? ‘Can anyone come? I mean … what if I want to …?’

The boy looks
dubious.

‘And you do owe me that
drink, don’t you?’

‘I suppose. We’ve got …
non-students among us. But, seriously, don’t screw me.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of
it. What time?’

‘Eleven.’
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Carl Bernadie has a
round, cropped head and a bull neck around which a pair of
once-fashionable sport-brand sunglasses hangs, even though it’s
night time. His face reddens as he speaks from the hired-out pulpit
of the Melville Corner Church. Jay stands by the wall, nursing a
fifty-per-cent-fake orange juice.

Before it became a
generic evangelical meeting spot, this was the suburb’s most
popular Dutch Reformed church. Then people lost interest. That, at
least, they can’t blame on Gaia Peace; chalk it up rather to South
Africa’s late entrance into the twentieth century. When the
apartheid government left, their God packed up too, leaving all
manner of little gods behind in his place. There’s plenty of wrath
and vengeance, greed, spite and conquest to keep them busy.

Gaia Peace, in its own
way, is trying to resuscitate Beth’s New Testament values of
compassion and charity. Obviously not to everyone’s liking, Jay
thinks as he watches Bernadie nagging from the dais draped with the
stark insignia of Right to Fight.

‘They are still not
responding to our demands,’ Bernadie goes on, looking more like a
veteran-league squash player than the political firebrand he
desperately wishes he could be. ‘Despite the fact that we’ve kept
the protests peaceful. What are we, just a nuisance to them? Flies
they can just swat away? They have to realise that we are a
significant force, with significant support. What will it take for
them to understand that? That our concerns, the concerns we all
hold dear – the safety of our loved ones and our communities,
nothing less than that – are the concerns of the entire nation.

‘First, it will take a
massive reversal at the polls. Their magic potions have not healed
the nation; they have merely served to dazzle us so that we can’t
see behind the glitter. We need to go out and vote next month, and
vote in numbers. We can take the Johannesburg metro. With concerted
effort, we can unseat them in their heartland. We have several
rural municipalities wrapped up; our last, our major hurdle is in
the metropolitan …’

Jay slips out the
church’s side door and heads onto the lawn, where several men are
standing around a braai and women are selling beers and soft drinks
from behind a folding table. The men, with their thick, weathered
arms and two-tone work shirts, are evidently from Right to Fight’s
rural faction: farmers come to the meeting from Ventersburg and
Nigel, Magaliesberg and even as far as the Marico, from the swathes
of farmland that spread from the cosmopolitan island of
Johannesburg in all directions.

It’s no secret that the
farm-owners’ lobby and the original suburban Right to Fight group
are uncomfortable bedfellows. In a hand-to-hand battle between
Bernadie’s entourage and these men, Jay knows who he’d back. The
farmers are nursing generations of rage and thwarted entitlement,
the failure of their manifest destiny. What good is it to still
control the land when it’s barely arable and constantly under moral
siege?

Jay goes to the table
to buy another orange nectar – no-thanks-I-don’t-want-a-beer – and
then approaches the fire. The men make space for him and carry on
talking among themselves.

‘Bernadie’s an
arsehole,’ they’re saying quietly among themselves in Afrikaans on
the other side of the braai. ‘He’ll lose the election as hopelessly
as everyone expects. It’s a waste of money.’

‘It won’t matter when
Gerber takes over. He’s got plans,’ says the youngest man in the
group. Another man hushes him with a muttered oath and tilts his
head towards Jay.

Anthony Gerber. Jay’s
heard of him. He served as a junior defence-ministry professional
in the apartheid government, disappearing when Mandela took over.
After Gaia Peace beat Mbeki, Gerber re-emerged as a
political-science professor at the University of Pretoria,
apparently a remade man, preaching peace and love with the rest of
them. Then he was fired a few months back for openly endorsing
Right to Fight. It was in the press for a while. Gerber didn’t go
quietly, claiming freedom of speech. The Ministry of Vocation
issued a statement that Gerber was relieved of his post because of
contractual conflicts. They hinted, but didn’t say outright, that
he’d lied on his application to the position. All of a sudden
Gerber shut up, and that was the end of it.

Gerber’s another one of
those mismatched members of the Right to Fight steering committee.
The group’s got nothing holding them together but opposition to the
government; without a manifesto of their own, they’re never going
to be more than yapping dogs.

The men eye Jay,
watching his reaction to the mention of Gerber’s name, but he
pretends he didn’t hear them. To be honest, he really doesn’t care
what they believe, and his nonchalance puts them at ease again.
Their talk turns to rugby.

This group reminds Jay
of when he first met Lang, during his military service. He was just
twenty-one, but not as young as some of the others. Some of them
were sixteen, fresh out of high school at the minimum age. He’d
gone to university, not out of interest, but hoping to defer his
conscription indefinitely. But time ran out and there he was in a
Ratel on township patrol. He’d been led to believe that graduates
would get some cushy clerical job at SADF headquarters, but those
were tough years. Conscription shortened to six months and all hell
breaking loose in the limbo since Mandela was released. All hands
on deck. And no one knew exactly what they were doing. A lame-duck
army enforcing defunct rules in burning cities where much bigger
wars were being fought. The white boys in the armoured trucks were
as annoying to the jostling factions as mosquitoes.

Their job that day was
to slaughter some goats and pile them in the middle of a
rock-strewn, mud-rutted road in Sebokeng. Some of the boys ploughed
in to the task with relish. Jay closed himself against the noise
and smell and sight of the twitching animals dying affronted and
surprised. The goats’ owners stood against the shebeen wall under
guard, arms folded, hatred brewing behind their eyes.

A mustard-coloured
Toyota drove up and a coloured man in a dark suit got out. The
sergeant straightened himself from his slouch and screamed at Jay
to get involved. The man in the suit glanced across at the
slaughter and approached one of the women at the wall. She looked
like she was about to spit at him, but she didn’t. He spoke to her
for a few moments. She nodded.

‘Clean up this mess,
sergeant,’ the man said.

‘Yes, sir. Rowan,
Fourie, pick this shit up.’

The rest of the unit
leaned against the Ratel, smoking, while Jay and Fourie dragged the
carcasses behind the shebeen. Three women were waiting there with
knives.

When they were done,
the suited man was still there, standing in front of his car. He
beckoned Jay to join him.

Jay was smeared with
blood and shit and stomach acid. He stood at ease a considerate two
metres away, but the man approached him, shook his hand.

‘Kenneth Lang. You’ve
been inappropriately assigned, Corporal Rowan,’ the man said in
English. ‘You’ll come with me to Intelligence. You won’t be wasting
your skills on this rubbish. School’s out, but these people don’t
know it.’

 


‘You’re one of
Bernadie’s men?’ The man has to repeat himself before Jay realises
he’s being spoken to.

‘Sorry. Oh, no,’ he
replies in rusty army Afrikaans. ‘Just here out of personal
interest. I’m not sure who I support.’

‘But you’re suburban,
right? You’re protesting residential security reduction?’ The man
is perhaps mid-thirties, but looks older because of his full, dark
beard. In the firelight, Jay can’t see into his eyes. He’s holding
a plastic cup in one hand and braai tongs like a sabre in the
other. He looks at Jay’s juice bottle in his twitching hand and
gives what Jay takes for a knowing nod.

‘It hasn’t really
affected me,’ says Jay. ‘I live in a flat. The building’s in charge
of security. I don’t see the reduction rebates or the levies.’

‘Has your building
reduced, though? Or are they going the other way?’ The man’s tone
is pressing and Jay wonders why he’s asking. He has to remind
himself that he’s standing in the still-genteel suburb of Melville,
not out in the bush or in the ragged street of a war-torn
township.

‘I only moved in a year
ago. It was already reduced. No changes since then. Honestly, I
don’t feel unsafe.’

It’s been a year that
has remade Jay, shunting him off the complacent track he was
trundling around: the meaningless, high-tech job, a fair amount of
disposable wealth, an expensive but chicly understated car, a wife
– all the layers of urban joy he deployed to coat over the mundane
unpleasantness of his childhood and his experiences in the
military. It almost worked, until nine months ago. This year, Jay
feels he has become the sort of man who can stand with angry
farmers. Stripped of his bourgeois comforts, he thinks he looks
hard and scarred like them.

‘So why are you here?’
mutters an older man without looking at him.

Telling them how his
wife was attacked in their home would perfectly validate his
presence here, and he’s about to say something, but he stops
himself. It would make him belong, right now, but that story is not
social currency. He’s hardly even told Beth anything about it. ‘I
don’t believe crime has magically disappeared,’ he says. ‘That’s
all. I’m just interested in what we can do about it.’

The older man grunts
and trains his eyes on Jay.

It’s an act of will for
Jay to take a slow swig of his juice and stare into the fire for a
moment before greeting the men and the women at the table and
heading back into the church building.

Bernadie’s still
talking, saying things everyone’s heard before. Why is Jay here?
He’s never been into politics. Overall, he likes Gaia Peace.
They’re better than any of the previous governments. Who cares if
they put their strange hippie spin on things? There’s actually
something innocent and compelling about that. There seems to be
less corruption, less nepotism; international relations and
commerce appear to be based on integrity as far as possible, and
more money is spent on things like education, health, Aids-orphan
support, frail care, early-childhood development.

Naturally, what
everyone focuses on is how Gaia Peace cured crime. When their
policies worked in the Western Cape and Gauteng, that was enough to
get the party into national office. In the decade since then,
violent crime has declined ninety per cent. The developing world
sees a miracle. They’re not sure how Verla Motala’s mix of social,
economic and spiritual strategy works, but they know it does. Gaia
Peace owns the secret formula to beat crime: once a political
impossibility in South Africa, now a free pass to incumbency.

And in the process,
Andrea’s trauma is made invisible. A woman who believed in the
changes along with everyone else becomes a victim of random
violence that doesn’t officially happen anymore.

He looks around at the
people packed into the church. Most white, most middle aged, most
solidly middle class. People like him. Still, Jay’s uncomfortable
that his single political motivation – an attack on his wife –
aligns him with such a predictable crowd. It makes sense that Right
to Fight’s regional headquarters should be in Melville, where
twenty years ago young liberal couples and families – artists and
academics and media people – spent a lot of money gentrifying the
neighbourhood, only to have it besieged by the less bucolic world
outside. Now, ten years after the worst of the onslaught, most of
the crime’s in remission; but it’s hard for them to forget being
held at knife-point in front of their babies, or forced out of
their cars by a twitchy gun when trying to drive their kids to
school. It’s hard to forget the people who died, the people who
were raped, the people who were scarred. Why not just keep the
electric fence up, the double bars on the gate? Who’s it going to
hurt? Right to Fight was born out of these fears.

When Jay parked his car
far down the road and walked along 7th Avenue to the church at the
foot of the koppies, he scanned for trouble as he’s always done,
knowing that muggers and hijackers can melt out of the rocks and
back again in silence. People don’t get mugged here anymore, but he
always watches for danger; his muscles still stiffen, ready.

It’s difficult and
disconcerting for optimistic people to give in to fear, and just as
hard for disillusioned people to buy new illusions. Ageing people
with long-discarded good intentions all around him in this generic
church, each of them abraded by the country’s tides. Jay’s just one
more little point of discontent in this cluster of opposition that
collectively stands for nothing.

Bernadie’s wrapping up,
so Jay leaves to find the toilet before there’s a rush. He’s
decided by now that he’s not going to vote for Right to Fight, but
what’s the alternative?

He heads up a concrete
path to a little house with a small institutional kitchen and a
men’s room with three messy urinals. The jumble of indistinct
voices, the sudden warmth, the smell of braai smoke and even the
act of standing on a red-waxed floor and pissing into a small
urinal – it all reminds him of school fetes. Those nights when the
routine was unsettled, at school in his civvies, there was
possibility. A kiss or a joint, something illicit. The sweeteners
and chemicals in the juice seem to have made him woozier than
alcohol as he stands watching the congregation through the crusted
louvre window as they begin to pour out of the hall. It could be
Joburg’s short spring to blame: the pollens that make him stupid,
the disquieting switch from cold to hot and dusty.

Some of the crowd is
walking along the grey walkway towards the lawn, following the
scent of sin-taxed beer and charring meat. Beyond, out on the road,
he hears the multiple bleat and thump of cars being disarmed, doors
being slammed. Korean and German car makers are not going to
destandardise their security systems for the whims of a third-world
government. The car manufacturers will be in business long after
this government is history, thinks Jay, and to his surprise the
thought upsets him.

As he buttons up, he
hears a man’s voice crystallise out of the thrum passing outside,
because it has a sonorous rumble outside the range of normal
speech. It says, ‘I’ll find him at his car. Do you want me to
follow him?’

Jay races out to follow
the voice, his training kicking in, tuning his ears to the specific
timbre of that voice. In the seconds it takes, the man is gone. He
scans the crowd. The man might have been talking to anyone about
anything, but something convinces Jay that the deep voice was
referring to him.

No, that’s just
paranoia. This is a political rally. It must be crawling with
bodyguards and spies orbiting several far more interesting targets
than Jay. He’s just about convinced himself to turn back to his car
when he hears a languid roll of laughter from the rocks of the
koppie’s verge. A man, built like a sumo wrestler with a little
pigtail at the back of his shaven head, is moving into the full
dark of the hillside, scaling the rocks sure-footed, with a phone’s
luminous blush bathing one side of his face.

Jay’s chest tightens as
he remembers where he saw this man before. Yesterday, at Michelle’s
practice. And now, across town. Jay scurries quietly along the foot
of the koppie, keeping a parallel course with the man. ‘That’s
fine,’ the man says into his phone. ‘Just call when you need me to
pick him up again.’

Jay keeps a good
distance back, not as sure over the rocky incline as the big man,
aware too of the silence on the hillside as they move away from the
church and the rows of neat little houses sleeping below. The man
thumbs his phone for a minute before pocketing it and picking up
his pace. He’s reached the crest of the ridge now and is pacing
along towards Westdene. The trail along the top is clear and flat,
and there’s nowhere to hide. Jay makes a decision, falls into
stride behind the man. Despite himself, his heart has doubled its
pace. The man doesn’t slow or turn around.

What the hell is he
doing? He should just go back. Below them on both sides, the lights
of the suburbs sputter like a fallen sky.

They pass the water
tower and after a few minutes the man cuts down towards the street.
A short while later, he stops at the gate of a house and turns to
look at Jay. The man is even more imposing from the front; his eyes
are clear and sharp. Jay nods to him and carries on walking as if
he has some place to go.

‘Good evening,’ the man
says.

Jay walks on. The man
stands still on the pavement and watches him go, until he turns out
of sight at the next corner.
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‘Mr Rowan, good
morning. Thank you for coming through on such short notice.’ Lang
offers his hand and Jay takes it.

‘I need the work, sir,
that’s all.’ A pair of hadeda ibises soars, bellowing, down Kloof
Street from the ridge. Jay flinches.

‘It’s more than that,
Mr Rowan, you know it. You’ve always worked faultlessly and
loyally, and it’s appreciated.’

Jay nods.

‘Especially in times
like these,’ Lang continues. ‘Have you heard the news this morning?
The opposition have been having quite a night out, it seems.’ Lang
hands Jay the envelope and a plastic bag of electronics. ‘I would
have preferred to leave instructions for you at the gym again, but
time is short. My team has just finished clearing the site and we
need it prepared by ten.’

Jay checks his watch.
5.37 a.m. He’ll be done in time.

‘I hope you can be on
standby for the rest of the week.’

‘I’m available,
sir.’

Lang smoothes his lapel
and points to the doorway of Finster Mansions. ‘Up there. Flat 408.
It’s reduced, so you won’t have a problem getting in.’

‘Okay.’ Jay bends
slowly to pick up his kit bag. He hasn’t slept well. Should he
mention that someone’s following him? Lang would definitely want to
know, but Jay doesn’t want to be seen as a liability. Lang’s always
relied on him to do his job without trouble. Bringing complications
into the work would feel like failure. He doesn’t want to fail
Lang.

Still, the emerging
pattern of this project – the fact that someone’s died in each of
the rooms – troubles Jay. It’s always been clear who’s the boss,
and it suits him to follow orders. But this morning, perhaps
because it’s so early and he’s tired, he feels Lang shouldn’t take
him for granted, like he’s some sort of trusty automaton. Despite
his deepest conditioning, he calls out as Lang turns away, ‘Sir? Mr
Lang?’

‘Yes?’

‘What are we doing
here?’

Lang’s eyes narrow and
his mouth sets. He scrutinises Jay for a long moment. ‘Authorised
government work, Mr Rowan. As always. Do you need to know any
more?’

‘No, sir. But, all I’m
wondering is, why you’re asking me to do this work. You have people
on the payroll, surely?’

‘The work is sensitive,
Mr Rowan. As always. I consider you a neutral. We’ve worked
together for many years. I prefer someone like you to perform the
business end of this work rather than someone with … specific
loyalties. I take it I can continue to rely on your
discretion.’

‘Of course.’

‘Well, then,’ Lang
smiles and walks over to his silver sedan.

‘Mr Lang?’ Jay says
again, something inside him cringing. His stalker is a mistake he
doesn’t want to admit to, but what if he’s inadvertently
jeopardising the operation?

Lang turns. ‘Yes?’

Grow a backbone, Jay.
Sort it out yourself. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘Nothing.’

Not yet.

Lang raises his brow
and gets into his car.

 


The fourth-floor flat
feels submarine: mint-coloured walls, skew lace-trimmed lampshades,
an emerald hall-runner darkened with ingrained dirt. It’s a gloomy
flat with a main window looking south over the heads of a stand of
sticky black wattles. The sun’s rising now, making the birds
restive in the trees, but it does nothing to illuminate the flat.
It’s almost redundant to paint this room in.

The flat’s been cleared
hurriedly – drag marks score the parquet in the lounge – but so
recently that Jay can almost see the ghost of how it looked last
night. Overstuffed with polished mahogany, crystal and glass: the
detritus of a life. Things collected ages ago and leant on while
times changed and family disappeared, eventually borne into this
final, lonely home like redundant gravewealth. Mrs Borowitz was
eighty-seven, Lang told him. The place still smells of soup.

Jay puts in his
earphones so that he can listen to the six o’clock news while he
works.

‘Certain factions of
the Right to Fight group went on the rampage throughout Gauteng
last night,’ the newsreader reports with an urgency in her voice
she hasn’t exercised for some time. ‘In what seems to be a
concerted campaign of violence, several sections of the city have
been targeted, with bins overturned and shop windows smashed. Our
reporter on the ground outside the Carlton Centre in the
Johannesburg CBD says that the violence shows no signs of abating.
Lindsay, what do you see?’

‘Well, Sandra, I must
say that I haven’t seen the likes of this in all my time as a
reporter. The city centre looks like a war zone, with Commissioner
and Marshall Streets barricaded by Social Harmony divisions. ABSA
Bank has deployed a large force of private security around their
headquarters.’

‘Have there been any
injuries, Lindsay?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.
Rocks have been thrown at Social Harmony and Metro Harmony
officers, but so far there has been no reprisal from them.’

‘Did you get a look at
the people throwing the rocks? Is it certain that they are from
Right to Fight? Have they made any statements or demands?’

‘Well, Sandra, the
protesters are mostly young men with their faces covered by hoods
and scarves. They’ve been shouting out slogans in support of Right
to Fight. The windows of several businesses in the CBD area have
been smashed.’

‘Have you witnessed any
looting?’

‘Not that I’ve
seen.’

‘Is there any
indication of the aims of this violent protest? Has anyone
approached you with a message from the leadership?’

‘Not me, Sandra. I’ll
investigate and report back.’

‘Okay, thank you,
Lindsay. Our reporter on the ground in the Johannesburg CBD,
Lindsay Kekana. There have been reports of similar incidents around
the province, with government offices in Germiston and Randburg
being targeted. Several embassies and consulates have been placed
on high alert. From out of my window in our Sandton studios I can
see a cluster of police vehicles at the corner of—’

The earphone jack
flicks out of his phone as Jay sweeps the roller up the window.
Probably as well; he prefers the silence. Those kids on the radio
haven’t seen anything like this, but Jay’s witnessed his share of
chaos. He recalls the township duty before the first election.
There he saw a lot worse than rocks being thrown at passive police.
That violence had a vicious, desperate, apocalyptic intent. That’s
a long time ago; it surprises Jay just how long. Almost twenty
years, half his life, and yet it seems like the last significant
experience he’s had, as if everything since then has been washed in
corporate grey.

Is that true? Is it
fair to say that his work, his love, his dissolution since then
have all been insignificant? He’s probably just depressed. He
wasn’t one of those popular, sporty kids whose glory days came
early, with a childhood so gilded that nothing since can compare.
He looked forward to being an adult, to independence. If someone
had told him when he was nineteen that by now he’d be an
ex-designer with a criminal record and an ex-wife, earning good
money to paint windows in some covert government operation and
having an affair with a hot married woman on the side, he would
have been pleased. He would have thought, that’s a life worth
experiencing. So why does it all seem so mundane?

How long has he felt
this way? Always? He honestly can’t tell the difference between one
day and another. Decline happens inconspicuously. What he needs is
a map of his life, or a quantitative graph compiled from some
objective perspective. Would he notice a recession, starting when
their home was invaded, when Andrea was attacked?

At least if he could
blame himself, there’d be some meaning, some cause. But it was
random economic crime. There was nothing he could have done. Still,
the disjuncture between those cold, toneless phrases and the memory
of finding his wife bleeding into their carpet, her fingernails
broken, curled up like the weak little girl she’d tried all her
adult life to unbecome … he can’t bring himself to think of that.
He always flinches away.

The car accident is
easier to hold on to, to understand. He can blame himself; there’s
rational cause and effect. He became a drunk for a while after
Andrea was attacked. The booze made him impossible to live with,
but it was the only thing that numbed his rage. He’d been drinking
that morning while Andrea was buying groceries. She preferred him
to drive when they went out together; otherwise, she said, she’d
feel him judging her from the passenger seat, get self-conscious
and drive even worse. That morning, instead of looking for new
shoes as he’d planned, he sat in the car while she shopped,
drinking vodka out of the bottle and listening to music. Then the
car was moving along the road and the song had changed and she was
sitting next to him, telling him something about the shopping. The
steep price of organic eggs. He side-swiped the mother as she
crossed the road and she spun around and the blanket on her back
came loose and whirled the child out onto the kerb. Jay pulled on
the wheel and dragged the car into an oak tree then into a wall. He
must have sat there for a few missing seconds because when he
looked beside him for Andrea, she was not there. Her car door was
open and he thought she must be okay. And she was, squatted down
next to the mother on the kerb with the crying child.

He approached slowly,
the anger in the mother’s still face threatening to ignite the
fumes on his breath if he came closer. She was looking at him and
listening to Andrea and soothing the child all at once, and she was
furious – not passive, not shocked. Andrea looked up at him too and
the two women’s faces mirrored each other. The baby stopped crying
and Jay almost expected her to glare at him too, but she nuzzled
into her mother’s chest and stuck a dirty finger in her mouth.

Jay couldn’t come
closer. He stood metres away saying, ‘Are you … is the baby?’ and
Andrea cut him off with a turn of her head that told him to stop
where he was and shut the hell up.

‘Okay?’ she said to the
woman, and the woman nodded.

She passed him on the
way to the car, muttering. ‘Jesus Christ, Jay, you’re such a
fuck-up.’ Almost as if she didn’t want him to hear.

‘Hey,’ Jay said. ‘You
can’t leave them there. What—’

‘Is the car working?’
she said. ‘Can you drive?’

Sober now, immensely
tired, he checked the car. The front was pulverised into the wall
and the driver’s side had been folded by the tree. The wheels were
twisted. He didn’t want to look at Andrea, the scar across her neck
red in the cold air, and kept his eyes on the wreckage, on the
cracks webbing through the wall, until he was ready to face her.
When he raised his eyes she’d slung her handbag over her shoulder
and was walking away with the woman and the child.

He jogged to catch up.
‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m taking them to the
Wellness Centre. And I’m not going to be home for …’ Her tears
surprised him. ‘I really don’t want to see you again, Jay. I don’t
know how I allowed this to happen.’ She walked a few steps, but
then rounded on him, the cut-throat scar accusing. ‘I needed
you, Jay. I needed you.’ She turned away for the last
time.

His first feeling was
relief that he’d never have to show himself to her again. He
watched her go with the woman and child, then phoned a tow company,
but before they finished telling him that they couldn’t clear an
accident scene involving an injury without a police report, the
Metro Harmony patrol arrived. They surveyed the damage to the city
council’s tree and the Soul Centre’s wall and made him breathe into
a breathalyser.

‘I hit a woman and a
child,’ he told the policewoman.

‘Where?’ she said, as
if drunks regularly saw mother-and-child apparitions.

‘My wife took them to
the Wellness Centre.’

She looked at his
driver’s licence, wrote down his details and Andrea’s number. ‘You
will be charged, sir,’ she said.

He watched the car
being hoisted up on the hook of a tow truck. Burst milk and
expensive eggs dribbled out of the boot as it tilted.

Jay carries an image of
his mother and father sitting at the rusted wire table under the
tree in their courtyard, amicably and wordlessly swapping sections
of the newspaper, the old cross-Labrador mutt curled at their feet.
He wanted that when he grew old. He was confident he’d attain it:
he was genetically predisposed to a contented marriage. He never
could imagine Andrea in that scene.

 


As Jay moves over to
the next pane he sees through a gap in the trees a pillar of black
smoke smudging the southern horizon. Germiston? What are these
people up to? The radio said the protests were a ‘concerted
campaign’, but after last night, he can’t believe that Bernadie
would go in for violent disruption. And those farmers, aggressive
and angry as they are, are just a belligerent handful, not busloads
of rock-throwing boys. He remembers their discussion at the rally
last night. Could Anthony Gerber be behind this too? He’s
apparently a firebrand, intelligent, opinionated. One of those few
academics who might be dangerous when mixed with society.

Jay plugs the earphones
in again, but by now the news is over and some nasal announcer
putting on an accent is telling a joke to the hoots of his
studiomates. He flicks through a few more stations – just adverts
or sports news. He thumbs through some websites, but their
information is old and vague. It could be they’re blowing it out of
proportion, playing up a little rare, minor excitement to get
suckers like him glued to the station and its ads.

When the first coat is
done, he switches off the noise and goes out onto the balcony. It’s
a cool, crisp morning, with a teasing hint of moisture in the air.
The suburbs around him are rumbling to life, thrumming like a
generator. A bus passes below him, the hadedas squawk. This doesn’t
sound like a city at war. It sounds like the same city he woke up
to yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that.

Being alone in someone
else’s space is a refreshing break from the routine. It’s not often
he gets the chance. Home, work, car, visiting, he’s always
surrounded by other people or things he knows, hearing his own
routine internal monologue. This is unanchored solitude; he could
be anywhere, anyone. It’s nakedness. He wonders what Beth’s doing.
Is she still in bed with Matthew, or is he up and off to work
already? He imagines Beth lies in late, since she doesn’t have a
job and she doesn’t need to do the housework. He likes to think of
Beth as a kept woman, a lady of leisure; she’s a titillating
contrast to Andrea, who worked all day and night and was at the gym
when it opened at five as if she were the battery that kept the
world going. Just as well they didn’t have kids, he supposes; she
would have short-circuited. Nice to think of Beth being pampered,
grubby Jay one of her servants, seeing to her needs.

But she isn’t really
like that. When he’s with her he can see her edge; she’s sharp and
suspicious, antsy; less a lapdog than a fox in a cage.

He wants to see her.
Despite the hovering guilt, the memory of Beth’s body makes his
blood relocate. He thinks of sending her a filthy message, but
he’ll let her sleep.
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‘News just in: violent
protests have sparked across even wider swathes of the province,
and reports are coming in from Durban and Cape Town of incidents of
unrest. More after the break.’

The radio station has
already developed a banner jingle. Synthetic trumpets and drums
kick in and a news reporter tries to sound like James Earl Jones as
he says, ‘Breaking News: The Security Riots’. He pronounces it
nooz.

Lang drives along
Commissioner Street in Jeppestown towards the middle of town where
he’s meeting Bala. The Security Riots.

‘Downtown Johannesburg
is a war zone this morning as sporadic clashes with police have
left dozens injured.’ The street slices through the city ahead of
Lang and he sees right into the epicentre and beyond. Nothing but a
normal weekday-morning cityscape.

He idles at a red light
and looks at green-bibbed nursery-school children lining up on the
pavement outside their early-learning centre, a cheerfully painted
new building. It’s flanked by the liveable old wrecks of Jeppe,
some dust-caked, cracked and peeling, others with full-body street
graffiti and more with hand-painted murals advertising haircuts,
hotdogs and airtime. The children jiggle, clutching their bright,
state-issued school backpacks and lunch bags. The minibus taxi
thrumming next to Lang bops on its suspension, its passengers not
listening to the news and clearly unaware of the war zone they’re
about to enter.

Now Lang is rolling
past the Carlton Centre itself as the radio presenter is recapping
the ‘pitched battles’ of the early morning that took place right
here, left ‘blood on the streets’ and ‘show no sign of
abating’.

As he waits for
pedestrians on the zebra crossing in front of him, Lang does see
spidered shop-windows, quite a few of them; but none smashed
through. A cleaner is standing a rubbish bin upright and another
collects the strewn litter. A Metro Harmony van is parked on the
pavement near the entrance of the Smal Street Mall, its blue lights
revolving lazily against the aqua of the arcade’s trim.

A few blocks down, he
parks in a government spot outside the Rand Club and heads to the
Library Gardens Rea Vaya Meditation Conservatory. Once a designer
bus station for the expensive and unused rapid bus transit system,
the red-flanged, plate-glass structure in the middle of the main
city street now hosts a schedule of free yoga classes, meditation,
iridology and nutritional advice sessions, and subsidised head and
hand massages. The station five hundred metres down the road at
Chancellor House is now a day clinic, and the one at the
Johannesburg Art Gallery a free adult-education centre.

Lang hurries over the
crossing in front of a growling wall of impatient traffic. The
black Mercedes in the second lane shunts towards him as he passes,
its driver arguing into a cellphone. Instinctively, Lang ups his
pace, and his left knee and lower back answer with a twinge. It’s
cool this morning; Lang finds it harder to warm up these days than
he used to.

He walks past the
raised station, where a row of meditating workers lie prone on
purple and green mats rolled out on the narrow floor. He enters the
long structure through the middle doors, where the defunct ticket
booths have become changing rooms, and goes into the space on the
left. Three padded massage chairs stand against the
bamboo-shuttered north window, alongside four consulting alcoves
like those in a cut-price bank. The incense and mood music
momentarily make him feel like he’s a spy from one of those old
films, exploring a city in occupied Vietnam.

The massive man
eclipses a chair in the waiting strip along the south window, his
eyes closed.

‘Sleeping, Bala?’

‘Just resting my eyes,
boss.’ He rubs his hands back over his shaven head and pulls his
little pigtail straight in a big-armed stretch. ‘This music. It’s
relaxing.’

Lang sits down next to
him. ‘Did you see any of the action this morning?’

‘The action?’

‘These riots. It’s all
over the news.’

‘Oh, I was wondering.
Gumede told me that something was going on, but he says Metro’s
handling it.’

The conservatory’s
receptionist approaches them with a clipboard and a card with a
waiting number on it. Lang shakes his head, no thanks, and she
returns to her desk in the corner.

‘Yes, don’t worry,
Bala. There wasn’t anything you were supposed to do. I was just
asking if you’d seen anything.’

‘You don’t think we
should get involved? Quieten things down?’

‘We? Social
Harmony?’

‘Yes.’

‘I work for the
Ministry of Wellness, Bala. Have done so for several years.’

Bala shrugs and Lang
silently concedes. He works in several capacities, really. Always
has.

‘Well, first we have to
find out what’s going on.’ Lang gestures out the window, back down
the road to the little mess at the Carlton. ‘If it’s anything like
that, I think Metro can cope with it. Besides, I’m not sure if
Social Harmony has the protocols to handle violent protests. I
imagine the president is discussing it with Minister Kanyane right
now.’

Bala shrugs again, his
great wrestler’s face pacific as a monk’s. ‘Okay. You know, I was
just looking forward to …’ He drums his fingers on his knee, turns
his face away to hide a smile.

Lang laughs. ‘Some
excitement. Right. Don’t you worry. Interesting times are upon us
once again. You won’t be on suburban snitch detail for much longer
if I’m right. Meantime, though, anything to report?’

‘You got my message?
About the therapist in Kensington?’

‘Yes. But that was
nothing that you couldn’t have kept till now. Why the urgency?’

‘There was nothing
obvious, it’s true, but I got … a feeling in that place.’

‘A feeling?’

‘Like, I don’t know.
Dark vibes, whatever.’

‘It sounds like you’ve
been breathing in too much incense. Honestly.’

Bala addresses the
glass wall opposite. ‘Sounds like you could do with some
enlightenment, old man,’ he smiles.

‘As it happens, I went
over there last night. It was a good tip. I was just pulling your
chain.’ Lang hands Bala an envelope. ‘Have you seen anything
else?’

Bala shakes his
head.

‘I’ll see you soon.’ He
looks around, wafts his hand in front of his face. ‘The spirits
willing.’

‘You’ll let me know if
I can help. With this.’ Bala inclines his head down the road.

‘Yes. I’ll keep in
touch.’ He buttons his jacket. ‘But that’s our priority,’ he says,
indicating the envelope in Bala’s hand. ‘Interesting times, Bala.
Interesting times.’ He nods to the receptionist and heads back to
his car.

He turns right at
Harrison Street and heads straight out to the presidency in
Braamfontein. The streets are quieter than normal. The radio news
still thinks the city’s on fire. Where are their reporters? What
are they seeing from their plush Sandton offices that Lang
isn’t?

 


Lang goes straight to
Meg Hewitt’s office. ‘The minister is expecting me,’ he tells
Phumi.

Hewitt opens the door.
‘Come in, Kenneth. Sit.’

He does, and Hewitt
takes the couch opposite him. She places the Dark Windows file on
the table but doesn’t open it. ‘Tell me. What do you know about
these protesters?’

‘Ma’am?’

‘The security protests.
It’s all over the news, Kenneth. You must have heard.’

‘I heard, but I didn’t
see anything. I came through town this morning. I don’t know where
they’re getting the story from.’

‘Do you really think
it’s RtF?’

‘I couldn’t say,
ma’am.’

‘But the radio says
they were young, throwing rocks. That doesn’t sound like RtF’s
constituency.’

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Do you think they’re
someone else altogether? Anarchists? I thought we had the youth
firmly on our side.’ She’s talking more to herself than to him.
‘Fikile – Minister Kanyane – has spoken to Bernadie and the
national leader and they both say they have nothing to do with
this. I’m prone to believe them.’

‘Me too. They’re
politicians, not reactionaries or revolutionaries. Just imagine …
Carl Bernadie and Barbara Festus setting fire to parliament.’

Meg Hewitt obliges with
a smile.

‘What have you heard
from Social Harmony, ma’am?’

‘Fikile was just with
the president. He told her that several government buildings –
Randburg, Germiston, Tshwane – have been targeted. There have been
several injuries.’

‘Civilians? Police?
What are the numbers?’

‘I don’t know,
Kenneth,’ she snaps. ‘I wasn’t in the briefing.’

‘I’m not trying to
frustrate you, ma’am, but all I saw were some broken windows,
overturned rubbish bins. Nothing major. No casualties. I’d simply
be more comfortable knowing the real details, and then—’ He
realises he’s getting ahead of himself and stops.

‘What is it?’

‘It’s not my area. I
shouldn’t be involved.’

‘And neither should I.
The president and Fikile will handle any response. I want to know
how this is going to affect our work.’ She raps a finger on the
pink folder in front of her. ‘Our deadlines. If this is a serious
threat, how can we go ahead with facilitating a …’

‘As far as I can see,
ma’am, it’s not a serious threat. The media is hyping up a trifle
for ratings, that’s all. And if it escalates, the president and the
Minister of Social Harmony will react. I wouldn’t worry. We should
proceed.’

‘Okay. You’re right.
How is the Borowitz flat?’

Lang checks his watch.
9.15 a.m. ‘In hand, ma’am. It’s just about prepared. Let me check.’
He removes his phone from his pocket, flicking past a message from
Jabu marked urgent. Three beacons flashing on the map. ‘The third
transmitter is already activated. I suspect my agent is just
finishing up.’

‘Now all we need is two
more sites.’

‘I found one more.’

‘How? Where?’

‘I spoke to my contact
in Social Harmony. He told me about an optimal site that’s just
become eligible.’ He writes the address on a notepad and slides it
to the minister.

‘Good. Okay.’ She tears
the notepaper off the pad and files it in the folder. ‘I’ll keep an
eye out for the last site.’

‘I will too, ma’am.’
Lang stands up and buttons his jacket and wipes his forehead with
the back of his hand. ‘If that’s all for now?’

‘Thank you,
Kenneth.’

On his way back to his
office, Lang scrolls to Jabu’s message. His chest tightens and he
rushes down the corridor. Jabu gets up as soon as she sees him and
hurries over.

‘Where is she?’ Lang
asks.

‘Park Lane Wellness
Centre,’ she says. ‘I’m so sorry. Can I—?’

‘Oh, Christ,’ he
mutters as he jogs to the lift. He can’t catch his breath.

The lift grinds down to
the basement parking, stopping every second floor to let inanely
chattering clerks in and out. They stand in the way, stopping the
doors from closing. By the fourth floor, Lang considers taking the
stairs, but he knows his knees and his lungs won’t let him. Acid
fear cramps his muscles. He tries not to think. He tries to make
the time between here and there go away.

Then he’s in his car,
moving past the Joburg Theatre or whatever they call it these days.
It’s not far, just down the hill, across Empire and he’ll be there.
A pair of tour buses is double-parked on the road outside
Constitution Hill. He’s not sure if he hoots. He can’t hear
anything. The car radio’s display says ‘pause’. The right indicator
goes green, black, green, black. He doesn’t know if he looks for
crossing traffic, but now he’s moving down the hill. Two minutes,
three, he’ll be there. The robot down at Empire Road is changing.
Orange. Now red and his windscreen is shattered. He feels something
hard in his eyes. His face itches. He can’t see if the light has
changed. Now the side window breaks and something is probing into
the car. It’s a hand, grabbing; two hands, eight. In the rear-view
mirror he sees a man bashing a metal pole on the back window. The
hands are still grabbing, trying to pull him out. He can’t count
them. He’s forgotten how many hands a man is supposed to have.
Someone’s standing on the bonnet of his car, jumping, falling,
sprawling, like a feral animal smearing his scent on his
territory.

The hands have given up
for the moment and beyond them, where the side window used to be,
is a pair of rage-compressed eyes showing between a hood and some
sort of cloth covering the lower part of the face. The man is
bellowing something – ‘Get out of the fucking car,’ probably. Lang
puts up his hands, then lowers the right one slowly to the handle
and pops open the door. He gets out slowly.

The man grabs him but
Lang shakes himself easily from his grip. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he
says. The angry man just stands there, planless once he has the old
man out of the vehicle. Lang can hear the other men banging on his
car, jumping, kicking, roaring, the inner circle of a wider
noise-scape. ‘I’ve got to go.’ He’s peripherally aware of coloured
lights, of high-pitched whoops, something heavy dropping. He walks
on, out, unhindered.

The angry man finds his
voice and shouts at Lang’s back. ‘Entitled motherfucker! Fucking
BMW-driving fuck! What’s fucking wrong with—’

It’s a Toyota, thinks
Lang as he walk-jogs as fast as he can up the road, not feeling the
pain in his chest, not feeling the twist in his knees. Why,
Melanie, for Christ’s sake?

When he gets to the
Park Lane Holistic Wellness Centre, the receptionist wants to put
him in a wheelchair. She’s calling the orderly.

‘No,’ he’s saying.
‘It’s not for me. I need to see my daughter.’

‘But, sir,’ she says,
‘you’re cut.’

He shrugs her off. ‘My
daughter. Melanie Lang. She’s here. I need to see her.’

Another clerk behind
the desk understands at last, and then he’s up in her ward holding
a soaked gauze to his face.

An old woman is lying
on her side near the window, a rosary clutched in her hand. New oak
leaves from the window reflect psychedelic green over her sheets.
Behind a half-drawn curtain on the opposite side of the room, a
young woman pulls her jeans on under her gown, then looks up at him
with an emptied face; the two beds either side of her are freshly
made. The space next to the old woman is vacant, a hastily mopped
patch of lino the only evidence. The last thing Lang wants to see
is what’s behind the curtain drawn around the last berth, the one
closest to him.

But he finds the
opening.

There’s a drip line in
the back of her hand; a tube feeds oxygen into her nostrils. Her
lips are grey, her skin is grey. Her eyes are bruised, open.

‘Melanie. What did you
do?’

She looks at him. Is
that satisfaction in her eyes, or is he reading too much into her
morbid stare?

‘Where’s your
mother?’

‘Work.’ She sucks some
saliva, swallows. Croaks, ‘She had to go to work.’

Lang fills a cup with
water from the nightstand, offers the straw to his daughter. He
puts an arm under her and lifts her, and his heart trips at her
lightness, a jolt of nausea heaves into his throat. She slumps
against him, sucking birdlike at the straw. He feels the warmth of
her face against his chest.

He decides to hold her
closer. Is he taking undue advantage of the situation? She pushes
away to look up into his face, perversely like a baby at the
bottle. When last did she look at him from this distance? Melanie
raises a weak hand, dabs at Lang’s cheek.

At first he thinks it’s
a conciliatory caress, and he’s not sure how to respond. But then
she sighs. ‘Pa, you’re bleeding.’
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Beth finds it funny
that the student group’s meeting is behind the library. At her
primary school, behind the library was an illicit zone beyond the
prying eyes of authority. Boys would go behind the library to
fight, you’d go behind the library to kiss and fiddle. A challenge
to meet behind the library was a dangerous assignation.

Now she’s meeting
Grey-Boy and his friends behind the library.

She parks in the
visitors’ parking lot by the planetarium and takes the steps up
past the swimming pool two at a time. A trio of skinny boys in
rumpled clothes watch her as she passes. Maybe they’re watching her
arse in her jeans, but she’s reaching that critical threshold,
she’s aware, when she’ll be lost even to the pheral radars of
nineteen-year-old boys. But for now she’ll give herself the benefit
of the doubt. Her appeal worked on Grey-Boy last night, after
all.

When she gets behind
the library, there’s nothing but another parking lot and a van
delivering disassembled desks into the basement service entrance.
She checks her watch. It’s 11.20 a.m. Could she have got it wrong?
Could the boy have lied to her?

She watches the men
unloading the desks for a minute, breathing in the scent of the
blue gums, rescheduling her day, trying to remember why she even
came here, when she sees two girls walk by. One in a flowing hippie
get-up and the other a high-street model, all spangles and tight
pants and boots – but all, remarkably, in shades of grey.

The girls head up a
staircase on the north side of the building and Beth follows. There
they all are, about thirty of them grouped on the lawn between the
Cullen library and the architecture block, looking like an art
installation: greyscale children clustered in foursomes and
sixsomes, picnicking on verdant grass against the spring straps of
agapanthus and the pink explosions of prunus, as if someone has
digitally doctored them: magic wand, desaturate. A classic,
state-sanctioned, colour-compliant Seurat scene vandalised. In her
blue jeans, white top and light purple cardigan, Beth feels like a
flower, an impostor.

The hippie girl and the
model join a cluster of other kids gathered around something. Beth
approaches cautiously. They look peaceful enough, but she’s always
been a little bit scared of young people. When she sees teens
walking in a group, she averts her eyes or crosses the road. Did so
even when she was young herself. Particularly then.

The girls are working
on a placard. Out Of Our MINDs!! it says, in grey on black.
The only bit of colour is a red X inside the first O of the
OOOM! at the bottom of the poster, like a logo.

Beth stands on the
path, a row of benches separating her from the lawn, and scans the
groups for the boy she met last night. It takes a special effort to
distinguish the ashy young men from each other. Some are wearing
suits, others faded jeans and rock T-shirts, still others new-old
hipster items from flea markets. Then she sees him, in grey
flannels and button-down shirt like last night. He’s been watching
her: he drops his gaze as she makes eye contact. She smiles, nods,
but he’s not watching. Perhaps he regrets having asked her, feels
caught in a mistake.

Beth expected something
bigger than this; something more inclusive, something less like a
cliquey, uniformed church group. Despite herself, she’s annoyed at
having been dragged here only to feel like an unwelcome outsider.
When the boy looks back towards her, she turns her hands up and
indicates that she’ll just go. The boy shakes his head and then
talks to the guy next to him, a chap with a stringy goatee and
bleached orange dreadlocks that he’s failed to quite conceal under
a grey knitted cap. She’s sure this guy would be happier in
different clothes, like tartan baggies and a red, gold and green
sweater. A tam on his head instead of the woollen cap. He looks
like something vaguely nasty from a fairy tale.

The guy with the goatee
stands and approaches Beth, and some of the other kids look over
with open-faced interest. The boy from last night trails him
deferentially.

‘Hey,’ says Goatee
across the bench barricade. The middle of his lips are yellow, like
his fingers and his incisors.

‘Hi,’ says Beth. ‘I
heard there was a meeting today. A public one.’

‘We’re here,’ says
Goatee, smug. This guy only has eyes for himself. It’d be a waste
of time to try to flirt her way into his confidence.

‘What are you doing,
you mind me asking? Your friend here told me some interesting
stuff,’ she smiles at Grey-Boy. ‘Last night.’ He looks away and
Goatee glances back at him, trying to imagine the scenario.

‘No, no, uh, sure,’
Goatee says. ‘The truth is free. You mind me asking your name? I’m
Ashwin, and you apparently know Rider.’

‘Beth. Beth
Talbot.’

‘Well, Beth,’ Ashwin
says, shifting half a metre to his left and obscuring Rider. ‘What
I’m doing here is telling the truth. We don’t hear it anymore. It’s
hidden from us. You know the Romans?’

‘Uh, the ancient
Romans? Like, from Rome?’

‘Ja. Well, they were
oppressed by their rulers, the Caesars, and if you were a Roman
citizen, they didn’t torture you or jail you.’ He stops, waits,
fully believing that she’s hanging on every word he says. Every
word he’s gleaned garbled from the internet for his first-year
Classics paper. This is the sort of boy she’s told to fuck off
several times in the past, but today she’s here to play a game. For
the dead girls, she reminds herself. To find out why they died.

‘No? What did they
do?’

‘They lulled you into
complacency with bread and circuses.’

She plays along. ‘Bread
and circuses?’

‘Yup. You make the
people think they’re comfortable, give them a few superficial
material needs, entertain them, and you have them eating out of the
palm of your hand.’

‘But what’s wrong with
people having their needs seen to by the state?’

But Ashwin seems to
draw a blank; he’s quite stoned, Beth realises. A moment passes,
the three of them standing like a provisional arrangement of
statues. Rider emerges from behind Ashwin and says, ‘We don’t need
bread and games. We don’t need to be told what’s good for us. This
free education, free health, moral regeneration, that’s all the
opium of the masses. There’s nothing free about it. We’re paying
with our souls. We need real freedom. We need to be able to think
what we want.’

‘And we aren’t now? Is
anyone stopping you from thinking?’

‘Yes, they’ll let us
think what we like here, in this little jail,’ he points around him
at the university gardens. ‘This nice little comfortable sanatorium
where we can’t do any damage.’

Ashwin shifts out of
his fugue and adds, ‘Check it, you think they’ll let me say
anything like this when I’ve got a job, got some money? Got some
economic power, political power?’

Beth’s losing interest.
This is nothing new. It won’t help her find out any more about what
happened. ‘Okay. Whatever. I thought there was something more going
on. Thanks for the invitation, Rider.’ She smiles at him again and
turns.

‘Well, uh, you heard
the news this morning, didn’t you, Beth?’ Ashwin says. Beth regrets
having given him her name to smudge through his dirty teeth. ‘We’re
taking it to the streets, hey. We’re not staying in our little
cage, okay.’

These ineffectual kids?
Up all night throwing rocks at the police, then back on campus to
sit in their morning ring, painting posters? Although perhaps she
gives stone-throwers too much credit for coherent opinions.

‘If you say so.’ Beth
carries on walking. Disappointment sits in her gut like hunger. Her
great detective adventure has fallen flat, not much of an adventure
after all, just a run-in with a couple of stupid students with ego
problems. The story of her life. Is this as exciting as it
gets?

In her hurry to leave,
she’s walked in the wrong direction and finds herself under a
still-wintry jacaranda at the edge of the piazza in front of the
Great Hall. She sits on the concrete slab under the tree. She
hasn’t been on campus for years, but sitting here makes it feel
like it was yesterday. Has she changed that much? Has life changed
around her?

Beth watches the
students shuffling by, burdened by the weightless clutter of their
lives. If she could have those years back, when she was young and
firm, she wouldn’t waste them staring moodily at the ground as she
walked, tearing herself apart from the inside. She would spend her
taut-skinned youth instead of letting it depreciate.

She picks her way
across the body-strewn upper lawn to the student union building to
find something to eat, but the cut-price franchises sell only the
grease-laden junk that she once enjoyed. She queues in a coffee
kiosk instead. A radio is playing in the background and Beth
strains to hear it over the elevated lunchtime conversations.

‘… Motala announced
that Minister Kanyane has drawn up an emergency plan to quell the
riots. She appealed to the leaders of this morning’s unrest to
respect his deadline or she would have no choice but to authorise
the minister’s emergency plan.’

Cut to Motala’s voice:
‘The safety and harmony of our citizens is this government’s
spiritual and moral responsibility. These disruptions remain the
retrograde action of a very small minority, which threatens the
wellbeing of ordinary citizens. We appeal to the leaders of these
groups to approach us and discuss their needs. Our doors, as
always, remain open to debate and diversity.’

Newsreader: ‘Sources
inside the ministry have confirmed that the emergency plan involves
arming police with live ammunition for the first time since the
disarmament in the second year of the GP administration. President
Motala has continued to insist that live ammunition will not be
used but …’

‘Next?’

‘Live ammunition. Jeez,
that’s a step backwards,’ Beth says to the balding man behind the
counter. ‘Have you heard about these riots? Have you seen
anything?’

‘Every day’s a riot in
here, miss. What can I get you?’

Beth orders and steps
back to wait, and the radio voices dissolve behind the chatter. The
student customers in this little shop seem entirely unconcerned
that people are fighting in the streets of their city. Perhaps
they’re too young to remember. You’d think that the country would
be scarred by its history, would react in post-traumatic panic to
any threat of violence, but there’s no history here, just people
getting on with their lives. To most of them, trauma and fear are
aberrations, worth no more lasting regard than last night’s action
film.

She takes her coffee up
the stairs towards the campus bookshop. The cashier eyes her and
indicates the sign: NO Food OR Drink in This SHOP. She sits
on a flight of stairs outside and drinks the coffee, shifted up
close to the wall so that she doesn’t get in the way of the people
walking up and down, watching the students below her skate and
gravitate according to their own complex logic. The pulls and ties
of student society used to be the focus of her life, too; she used
to be a pinchy little wasp in a hive, and now she’s a society of
one. Two if you count Matthew. Three if you count Jay.

The thought of Jay,
especially the thought of Jay counterpointed by the thought of
Matthew, turns her on and she wonders when they’ll get together
again. He was surprised when she visited unannounced yesterday, and
he seemed nervous when she was watching him work. He warmed up,
though, she remembers, and shifts on the step. She could send him a
message, ask him to meet her – he’s probably free – but no. She’ll
wait a while longer. Wasted opportunity, though, that’s what it
is.

A polished pair of
brogues passes her, so different from the scuffed boots and grubby
trainers of the other stair-climbers that Beth looks up to see the
grey slacks and shirt of the boy, Rider, heading off down the
first-floor corridor. She gets up and trails him, keeping back. She
shouldn’t have been so hard on the boys this morning. She’s just as
culpable of bullshit and delusion as they are; playing detective in
a parallel game to theirs, filling the void, marking time with
make-believe adventure.

The corridor has
darkened now, lit by only one strip light in three. ‘Save Power and
Share the Light.’ Somewhere along the way, the colour of the lino
changes from mottled blue to dark brown; the walls along this
stretch are unplastered, varnished face brick. Most of the
rainbow-hued doors they pass are pasted with badly copied flyers
and she can’t make out what they might be advertising. When she
studied here, this floor was where the student council was based,
or was it the student newspaper? The boy takes two corners in quick
succession and Beth almost loses him as he skips up an ancillary
metal staircase. When she turns on the landing, he’s waiting for
her at the top of the flight.

‘What do you want?’

‘It’s me. Beth,’ she
says.

‘Yes, I know. What do
you want?’

She’s not sure whether
he looks angry or scared or just annoyed, but his eyes flicker
around the gloomy stairwell.

‘I just saw you going
past. I wasn’t stalking you or anything,’ she smiles and reaches a
hand towards him, but he draws back. ‘I didn’t get what I came for.
I think there’s more you can tell me. I was really interested in
what you had to say, but I don’t think that guy – Ashwin –
represented you very well.’ She tries to flatter him like she did
last night, remembering the rush when she won him over, but he
doesn’t respond and it just seems silly. That was a night-time
game, alcohol required. Right now, she can’t muster enough concern,
and she wonders why she’s chasing this gaunt boy down a corridor.
‘Oh, never mind. Sorry.’ She turns to go back.

‘I shouldn’t have told
you about us.’

‘Ja, okay,’ she says
without stopping.

‘Ashwin isn’t the
leader, you know,’ he carries on talking to her back. ‘He’s just …
He doesn’t really believe in what we’re doing.’

She stops, grudgingly.
She turns back to him. He’s come down the stairs and is standing on
the landing, protecting himself unconsciously like she’s noticed
Jay do. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘Because we’re not
stupid. We’re not just kids. I know what we looked like to you,
outside. This is important to me.’

The phone buzzes in her
pocket. She hopes it’s Jay. ‘Okay. Good luck with it.’

‘I can show you,’ he
says.

‘What?’

‘What the group’s
doing?’

‘Huh? Why?’

‘Because you may be
interested.’

‘You want to bring a
complete stranger into HQ?’ she sneers. ‘I thought you were
supposed to be some secret organisation doing illicit things.’

‘Who told you that?
OOOM is a SRC-sanctioned group on campus, and we have an advisory
board made up of senior academics and members of civil society.
We’ve got over two thousand paid members on campuses across the
country. We’re even applying for non-profit status. Jesus, we’re
not some sort of …’ He runs out of words.

‘Okay, okay. Relax. The
first I heard of you was yesterday. I just jumped to a
conclusion.’

‘That fucking Ashwin.
I’m not surprised. He makes us look bad.’

You were my first
impression, not Ashwin, she doesn’t say. The brat in the bar,
remember? She’d rather not be wasting her time with this loser, but
the memory of Sonia’s bed flashes through her mind and chills her.
She has to carry on.

He leads her back down
the corridor and opens one of the scrap-plastered doors, which she
now sees is painted grey. SU117. There’s a grimy window that lets
in a thin gruel of light. The office is crammed with three desks
piled with boxes of photocopied pamphlets. The Anatomy of
Indoctrination, she reads, and State Control 101.
There’s an overloaded bookshelf and the walls are lined with pin
boards and posters. Everything in the office, apart from the faded
spines of the books, is black or white or grey.

‘Hi,’ she hears from
behind a stack of boxes.

‘This is Alexis,’ Rider
says.

A short young woman
stands up from behind the desk and scrapes her fringe back with a
dusty finger.

‘Beth Talbot,’ Beth
says and extends her hand. Alexis wipes her hand on her jeans and
offers it apologetically.

‘Beth’s, uh, visiting,’
Rider says.

‘Cool,’ Alexis says and
resubmerges behind the desk.

Rider hands Beth a
sheaf of pamphlets. ‘You must read these. This will tell you what
we do. It’s so important, and nobody believes it.’

‘Do you write these?’
Beth asks him.

‘Alexis is the
communications officer. I’m, I’m just …’

‘Don’t be shy, Rye,’
Alexis pipes up. ‘Rider is our chief financial officer. In that he
brings in the money.’

‘You have money?’

‘My father,’ he says
quickly.

Alexis comes around the
desk and brushes herself off. ‘But Rider’s managed to convince his
father to spend some of his money on our cause.’

‘What does your father
do?’

‘He’s in mining.’

‘And he supports OOOM?
Strange bedfellows.’

‘It’s not much. For
him. He’s just supporting me, I think, more than the cause.’

Alexis smiles across at
Rider. ‘Whenever he comes back to South Africa, he gives his boy a
gift. Last couple of visits, we’ve been the lucky
beneficiaries.’

Rider blushes. ‘Shut
up, man.’

‘You’re just grumpy
because you got stood up last night. Don’t take it out on the rest
of us,’ she joshes. Beth can’t gauge what’s between these two.

‘Fuck off,’ he says,
but indulgently.

‘Did she ever call
you?’

Beth feels like a spy
in the closet of a teenager’s bedroom. She moves across to a pin
board covered with photos, a collage of monochrome formal
portraits, and looks at it until it’s clear there’s no more to
their conversation. ‘What’s this?’

‘Those are our branch
members.’

Beth scans the faces.
Each is posed in the same way, unsmiling, like passport photos.

Alexis joins her.
‘Conformity is the new non-conformity.’

She says it with a
lashing of sarcasm and Beth turns to face her. ‘I heard you people
don’t laugh or joke in public – something like that. But you seem …
happy. Enough.’

The girl shakes her
head. ‘I don’t know. Some things are just … ridiculous. You need to
make the choice. Either laugh or cry.’ Behind them, Rider tuts.

Beth turns back to the
photos. Looking closely, she notices two of the photos have little
rosettes pinned into them, like crepe lapel poppies, but black.

‘What’s this?’

No answer.

‘Dead members?’

No answer.

One girl has cornrows
and a bright, open face. She’s doing her best not to smile, but
there’s a sparkle; crinkles around her eyes. The other girl has
sullen cheeks and sad eyes, and her hair is scraped back severely.
‘It’s Trini Kabinde, isn’t it? And Sonia … Sonia …’

Nothing for a long
moment, then Alexis says, ‘Genutti.’

‘You know the warden of
their res blames you?’

‘Jesus. Fucking.
Christ,’ says Rider, closing in behind them.

‘She thinks you’re some
sort of suicide cult.’

‘If I have to hear that
sort of bullshi—’

Alexis takes his arm.
‘Rye. Come on.’

He shakes her off. ‘No.
I’m bloody sick of it. We get tarred because of this bullshit.
Fucking depressives come and join us cos they like our fucking
fashion sense, and then they off themselves, and we’re to blame.
And then … and then … fucking pricks like Ashwin Sweet deal
fucking—’ He halts himself. ‘I’m sick of it. Why can’t people just
…’

Ashwin’s a drug dealer.
That makes sense. He’s in a profitable niche with these nihilistic
kids. It won’t be just grass for them.

‘Listen, Rider. I’m
sorry,’ says Beth. ‘As I said, I only heard about your organisation
yesterday. I found it interesting. I just wanted to find out what
you do. That’s all. I was interested.’

‘Okay,’ he says, calmer
now, embarrassed.

The ghosts of the dead
girls stare at her from the wall. Beth stares back.

‘I’ll read your
literature,’ she says to Rider.

‘Here, here,’ Rider
says, and hands her a card. Dog-eared, but still. A student with a
card. Claude Rider, it reads, and a phone number and social
addresses. ‘In case you want to, um, discuss anything.’

Beth puts the card in
her back pocket and Alexis creases her face, as if the pain of
stifling her laughter will tear her apart.
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Just finishing up at
the university, the text reads. Want to meet?

Sure. Where?

Portuguese place on
Queen. About 2?

Jay types Okay and
checks the transmitters before pocketing his phone. All three
beacons are blipping away.

He showers and changes.
On the way out of the flat, he scans the parking lot, as if the
sumo guy will be there waiting for him. He’s not accosted, and in
the fresh afternoon sun he can convince himself it was a
coincidence to see the big man in two separate places. Jay might
repeatedly cross paths with other, less noticeable people every
day. He was probably a security guard going off shift, or a
bouncer. It’s quite likely that someone like that could be in
probationary therapy for a violent misdemeanour.

The deaths nag Jay
more. The only links he can find between the office in Bedford
Centre, the residence in Parktown and the flat in Observatory are
that people died there recently, and they’re now vacant. Deaths in
two of the empty rooms might be a weird coincidence, but in three,
no. And they’re specific kinds of deaths. Clearly, they must be in
places that can be left sealed, darkened and undisturbed. That
rules out car accidents, plane accidents, streetside muggings or
any other open-air demise. Come to think of it, it must be
remarkably seldom that an urban space is completely emptied by
death. Survivors live on, even after office meltdowns, nightclub
massacres, restaurant chokings, factory slip-ups, mine collapses,
hostel asphyxiations and domestic beatings.

Jay shakes the thought,
pulls off into the street and turns the radio on loud. The
lunchtime news programme is still covering the riots, but the
announcers sound flat and disappointed. There hasn’t been much more
action to report on, apart from a small flare-up near Constitution
Hill that was quickly quelled. There’s been talk of the police
using live ammunition, and perhaps that’s staunched the protesters’
fervour. They seem to have made their point. Whoever they are and
whatever their point may be.

The coffee place is
crowded with lunchtime stragglers and overpaid creatives who work
according to their moods rather than the clock. Beth is sitting at
a long counter near a wall of wooden shelves scattered with
colourful and desirable unnecessaries. She’s wearing a blue summer
dress; her long legs are tucked under the bar stool, bright wedges
strapped around crossed ankles. She fits into this scene, with her
casual style and unforced looks. The rich women in this place
probably work all morning to achieve the same natural effect, but
he suspects Beth doesn’t. Jay feels like he should have come in the
back entrance, the door for impostors and drunks and fuck-ups,
people with dirt and blood under their nails. But then she smiles
up at him.

Jay doesn’t sit, but
bends to her ear. ‘You don’t think this is a bit exposed?’

‘Are you worried on my
account? He wouldn’t be seen dead in Kensington. He’s strictly a
northern-suburbs man.’

‘What about people who
know him? Who know you?’

‘Nobody he knows would
come here either. Relax.’

Jay glances around at
the bright conversations. ‘Still. Let’s get a takeaway and go
somewhere quieter.’

‘Are you
ashamed?’

‘No. Of course not.
You’re the one who should be worried.’

She frowns, then sighs
and stands. ‘Excuse me for a minute. Order me a coffee and one of
those chocolate things.’ She leaves her bag, phone and some papers
on the counter top.

He’s annoyed her and he
regrets it. Perhaps it’s true that he’s worried about someone who
knows Andrea seeing them, even though Andrea’s gone.

As he waits, Jay scans
the pamphlet under Beth’s phone. State Control 101, it
reads, next to an amateurish logo scratchily shouting OOOM!
Beth returns as the barista puts their cups and a brown paper bag
down in front of Jay.

‘Have you read this?’
he asks.

‘No. I picked it up
this morning. Interesting?’

‘It looks quite
hectic.’ He glances around him and lowers his voice.
‘Anti-government stuff. I’m not sure you should be …’

‘I really don’t think
anyone cares. We’re supposed to be free, aren’t we?’ She gazes at
his face for a moment. ‘I’m on a grand adventure, Jay,’ she says
with a smirk, slinging her handbag over her shoulder. ‘I’m Nancy
Drew.’

‘That so?’ Jay picks up
the takeaway and they squeeze between the tables to the exit.

‘I’ve been doing some
investigating. You know that flat you painted yesterday? The
residence?’

He nods.

‘Those girls. I can’t
get them out of my head. So I went there last night again.’ Jay
raises his eyebrows but doesn’t say anything. ‘I spoke to the
warden. She told me about how the first girl jumped. Trini Kabinde
was her name. The poor girl was all alone. But she didn’t want to
talk about the girl who died in her bed. Remember what that boy
said?’ Now Jay opens his mouth but she lifts a finger before he can
interrupt – ‘I know you don’t believe in ghosts. But I don’t
believe Sonia Genutti killed herself. It doesn’t have to be
supernatural causes. I’m just saying.’

Beth leads him around
to the back of the squat two-storey building. ‘There’s a staircase
up to the roof. I saw some smokers coming down. That private enough
for you?’

Jay smiles and follows
her. ‘Does it matter? If she was killed?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She’s dead either
way.’

‘You don’t think her
family would want to know?’

‘What do you know about
her family? I thought the warden didn’t want to talk about it.’

Beth’s quiet as they
climb the metal stairs to the rooftop. She makes her way over the
hot silver waterproofing to the edge and looks over. Jay stands
some distance away, watching. Her hair flicks in the breeze and she
looks like a movie star in a science-fiction film: a space ranger,
surveying alien terrain.

‘You’d like to see a
ghost, wouldn’t you?’ Jay says. She turns to him, frowning. ‘I
mean, to prove to yourself that there’s more to life than finite
time and death.’

She nods. Her face
slumps as a sad shadow passes across it. ‘Wouldn’t you?’

‘Jesus. I don’t know.’
Jay finds the idea of decay and nothingness far more comforting
than the Sisyphean torture of afterlives or reincarnation. Christ,
what a thought. Doing it over, and over, and over. Or worse,
floating about on a cloud in eternal, lobotomised bliss.

‘I know you don’t
believe in that stuff, but I’m becoming more and more convinced.
Especially these last few days …’ She looks at him. ‘Oh, it doesn’t
matter.’

‘No, carry on. Tell
me.’

‘I keep getting a weird
feeling, like – I don’t know – like things are drawing
together.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’ve been bumping into
the same people in different places. Being reminded of things that
happened long ago. Coincidences. All these years I’ve felt so
disconnected from the bigger scheme of things, you know? From
myself …’

Jay stares out over the
suburban houses, thinking of the sumo man, of Lang’s scheme. ‘Maybe
it’s … You’re getting out more lately. You notice more when you’re
out and about. And it’s spring – people linger outside and you
notice them more.’

Beth purses her lips.
‘People say that a coincidence is a stitch showing in the
universe’s pattern. I feel like the universe is gearing up for
something.’

He shakes off the
fleeting urge to give in. Believing is an attractive idea. What do
religious people say? ‘Let go and let God.’ Cede all control, cede
all responsibility. But it’s baseless superstition – there’s always
a rational, human pattern in those apparent coincidences; there’s
no cosmic intelligence behind them. ‘Could be,’ he says.

‘I trailed a boy this
morning,’ she says, changing the subject.

Jay laughs. ‘Ja?’

‘At the university. I
went to a meeting of a student group. And I’m not telling you why,
because you’ll just be cynical about it.’ She waits for him to say
something in his defence, but he only takes a few steps towards
her. ‘And I was trailing this boy along a dark corridor and I felt
like … like someone else.’ She pauses, looks out over the low
rooftops towards the curved ridge, like an animal’s back, to the
north. ‘Like someone I used to be.’

‘Did you catch
him?’

She snorts, as if
that’s beside the point. ‘Yes. But I’m not telling you what he
said.’

He watches her take a
bite of her pastry, a sip of her coffee.

‘You know,’ she says,
‘my little detective adventure has made me realise something.’

‘What?’

‘I should get a
job.’

‘As a detective?’

She aims a punch at
him, though he’s still out of range. ‘Any job. Anything other than
sitting at home.’

‘What would your
husband think?’

She considers. ‘He’ll
think he’s failed me. He wanted to provide, make it so I didn’t
have to work. I don’t have to work. But I’m so damn bored.’

‘Do you think that’s
why—’ He was going to say, why she wants to make up a story about
the girls’ death, but he thinks better of it. Too late.

‘Why what?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Why I’m fucking you?
If that’s what you think, you should be worried. One day I might
pick up an interesting novel at book club and then it’s all
over.’

‘I didn’t mean that,’
he says. He stands marooned in the middle of the roof, staring into
the distance.

Beth slides down to
sitting against the ledge. ‘Christ, Jay. Come here.’

He sits next to her.
The silvering is hot and tacky. ‘Sorry,’ he says.

‘Don’t be sorry. But if
you carry on hovering around like that, I’ll start thinking you
don’t want to be here. Do you?’

‘Yes. I do. I just
…’

‘You feel guilty about
your wife. You told me she left you.’

‘Yes. But I didn’t tell
you why. It wasn’t because we didn’t …’ He turns to her, looks into
her eyes, and decides that it’s okay. ‘She was attacked in our
home. She emigrated to New Zealand.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Beth says.
She puts her hand on Jay’s but removes it when he doesn’t take her
fingers.

‘She would have been
okay, though, if it wasn’t for me. I handled it badly.’

‘What do you mean?’

He shakes his head.
He’s not going to tell Beth how he drank too much and lost his job
and how Andrea ended up having to look after him when he should
have been looking after her. Or about that stupid little accident,
the last straw. It’s a portrait of himself at his hapless worst.
Not that attractive a truth.

‘We’ve all done things
we regret,’ she says, letting it go, saving him from falling. ‘I
still like you,’ she says, touching his fingers again.

This time he holds
them. He doesn’t say, ‘You don’t know me.’ Because that’s exactly
why he wants to be with her.

She slips her other
hand under his shirt, up his back. ‘Anyway, I didn’t really come
here to talk about the past.’

‘No?’

‘I can talk about the
past – or maids, or four-by-fours – with the unfriends at book
club. There’re other things I’d like to do with you.’

He leans into her,
slides his hand up her thigh. ‘A bit uncomfortable up here. We
should have met at a Formula 1.’

‘We’ll make a
plan.’

A flock of pigeons
rattle out from behind an air-conditioning duct and flurry over
their heads into the sky. They watch them join another large flight
above, circling over the houses and trees. Hadedas squawk, as if
disturbed by something, and dogs begin to bark.

Beth starts to speak –
but something’s happening; low at first, almost imperceptible. It
could even be a shake of his own body, until it accelerates and the
metal parts of the building start to rattle against the mortar.

‘Jesus.’

Car alarms go off in
the street below. There’s the sound of something smashing, and then
a heavier thump.

‘This is quite a
tremor,’ Jay says.

Beth stands, bracing
herself against the ledge, looking over. She’s shaking with the
building. She shifts her feet apart to keep her balance.

‘Come away, Beth. We’d
better go down.’

She doesn’t move.
‘Earthquakes don’t happen in Johannesburg.’

He gets up and grabs
her around the waist, is about to manhandle her towards the stairs
when the tremor slows and stops.

She puts her arm over
his, locking him there. ‘That was intense.’

‘Shit,’ he says.

Beth stares down at the
road as a final shifted object falls and smashes and people come
out onto the pavement, blinking into the light, staring at the sky
as if that’s where the force came from, instead of from down
below.

 


Jay battles the
afternoon traffic back to Kensington for his five o’clock session
with Michelle. A large, dark-green panel van with an open trailer
is parked outside the house. When he goes up the stairs and shakes
the chimes, then knocks, there’s no answer. The door is locked or
bolted.

Jay knocks again, peers
through the textured stained glass into the shadows within, but can
make out nothing. A wiry man in overalls comes up the path along
the side of the house, pulling a deep trolley like a hospital’s
laundry hamper behind him. Its contents are mostly covered by a
dingy drop cloth, but it seems full. Jay sees the long, curved neck
of a green vase from Michelle’s therapy room. The man walks past
without acknowledging him.

‘Hello. Is there anyone
inside? What’s going on?’ Jay says. ‘I have an appointment,’ he
adds, immediately regretting it: telling this manual labourer that
he’s here for a scented rubdown is not going to get him any
answers.

‘Renovations,’ the man
grunts, proceeding to drag the trolley off the pavement and behind
the van. The doors open and someone inside helps him load the
contents.

Something’s not right.
Michelle would have told him if she were planning to close for
renovations. If something urgent came up – a burst geyser or broken
ceiling or something – she would’ve sent him a message. And where
is she? It looks to Jay like her house is being burgled, but so
brazenly? If she were hurt – or lying murdered in there – these men
wouldn’t be sauntering along so nonchalantly, surely.

People don’t get their
houses burgled in the middle of the day anymore, do they?

Jay finds himself
wanting to believe just as badly as Motala’s masses that things
have changed. And if they’ve changed, he can go down the side alley
here and have a look without getting killed.

His faith moves him
down the path and he finds his way into the back garden, where
another man in overalls is loading boxes and objects from the back
porch into another deep trolley.

The sumo man comes out
of the house. The hit of adrenaline exhorts Jay to back away slowly
and then run, but the man looks at him passively, as if he’s never
seen him before.

Jay works on relaxing
his muscles and his voice. If this man is in treatment with
Michelle, it’s no major coincidence that he’s here. Relax, he tells
himself. He smiles at the big man, repressing the chilling bodily
memory of trailing him along the ridge last night. ‘Hi. Is Michelle
inside?’

‘No,’ says the man.
‘The practice is closed for renovations.’

‘But Michelle didn’t
send me a message. Did you get one?’

The man eyes him, his
motionless face giving nothing away. ‘No.’

‘Oh, okay. Thanks.’ Jay
heads back up the side alley to his car. He sits, watching the men.
They work casually, just movers doing an uncontroversial job, but
something’s wrong. Should he call the police, or alert a neighbour
that a crime’s in progress? They’d react like he was claiming he’d
seen Elvis.

He dials Michelle, but
her phone goes straight to answer. He types a message: Michelle,
we had an appointment but you’re not there. Are you okay? I think
you may be getting robbed??? Jay. It sounds stupid. He
considers deleting the text, but presses send anyway.

The men are still
loading Michelle’s things into their van. He should call the
police. They still exist. That’s what they’re here for. He drives a
few blocks away, then makes the call. He has to phone directory
enquiries to find the local station’s number.
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Although Lang’s wounds
are minor – a few shards of glass in the skin, some scratches on
his arms and face – both the duty sister and Melanie insisted that
he have them dressed. Melanie taking care of him from a bed she
almost died in this morning. He watched his daughter watching him
as a nurse dabbed and dressed the cut on his arm and the short,
deep nick on his forehead. Her concern for him, at least, convinced
him that she planned to carry on living.

She looked even more
leached than she did yesterday. To swallow all of her mother’s
designer high-schedule pills: that took intent. She’s lucky her
mother’s lover blundered in at just the right time.

Lang sighs. How could
he fail, repeatedly, at this single most important job in his
life?

Since then, she’s been
sleeping, exhausted by the emergency, doped by the triple-taxed
sedatives. She was gripping his hand; it wasn’t until he thought
his bladder would burst that he gently unhooked it. Now he stands
watching the smoky evening fall into the old oaks outside the ward.
The windows are sealed but he can still hear the orchestra of
growling, hooting taxis thundering down Mahatma Gandhi Avenue, one
row of flats away.

He thinks he can hear
the background hum of muffled screaming – joy, terror, he can’t
imagine – in Hillbrow across the artery, but it’s probably just
fancy. The Wellness Centre is centrally situated. From here, on a
better day, he could walk easily to his office past Constitution
Hill, or to the General Hospital – Holistic Wellness Hub, he
reminds himself. The medical-school residence they prepared for
Dark Windows is just across the road.

He takes out his phone
and checks on the beacons in what has quickly become a comforting
ritual. There they are: three of them, flashing away patiently.
Four by the morning. He assumes the preparation’s in hand, but
he’ll check with Bala later. He’s not sure if he’s right to trust
Jay Rowan with this project, and instinct tells him to keep an
extra-careful eye on him.

The rosary woman by the
window has turned on the TV with the sound down. She lies on her
back, staring at the screen, still clutching the beads. The evening
news ticker scrolls the highlights: TRAPPED MINERS EVACUATED
AFTER MAJOR TREMOR; SERIOUS DAMAGE IN PARTS OF CITY. JOHANNESBURG
CALM AFTER VIOLENT SECURITY PROTEST; POLICE ON HIGH ALERT. He
phoned Jabu earlier to find out what was actually going on, how
widespread this thing was, but she didn’t have any information. And
all his contacts in Social Harmony were in meetings. Minister
Hewitt would know something but he doesn’t want to trouble her
unnecessarily. He should go in to the office later this
evening.

First, though, his
daughter. He sits down next to her and takes her hand again. She
turns to him sleepily and smiles, like a five-year-old dreaming of
a sweet day, not like a drained young woman who recently tried to
end her life.

‘Pa,’ she says, still
smiling.

Part of him wants to
slap her. If this makes you happy, if this is what you want, me
sitting next to you, holding your hand like you’re a little girl
again, surely there are better ways to ask.

But not most of him. He
smiles back and strokes her hair. ‘Are you okay, love?’

She seems to remember
herself, where she is, what she’s done. She starts to cry quietly,
shakes her head. ‘I’m sorry … I didn’t … I couldn’t …’

‘Melanie, what’s the
matter? You could have spoken to me. I know I’m stupid and slow and
impatient and I just do all the wrong things. I can’t … we don’t …
I don’t know your language sometimes. But you have to know that I
love you more than anything in the world. You should have known
that. If it’s something … like this … I’ll help you. I can help
you. Despite the fact that I’m stupid and slow. Please talk to me,
to anyone, rather. Don’t do it again. Please.’

‘I’ll never. It was a
mistake. I didn’t mean to … I don’t know how to say it all, Pa. I
don’t know how to say it to myself.’

He can’t understand how
her fragile body can hold so much pain. Just the overflow from her
is filling him up, weighing him down. He feels like he’s drowning
in a bottomless, angry sea. How do you even start?

He kisses her on the
forehead and strokes her hair back and can’t find anything else to
say. She drifts away again.

He takes out his phone
and runs a search on ‘Ramnath Radhakrishnan’, finds the neatly
curated internet biography:

 


A teacher and
spiritual leader who served at the Guadiya Institute (led by Swami
Sivananda Tripurari, an incarnation of the Swami Vivekananda who
taught the path of renunciation), Radhakrishnan split from the
institute because his connection to the universe had clarified; he
started having visions that the swami would not incorporate into
the teachings of the college. He was concerned that the institute
was too inward-looking. Feeling that the message of illumination
was too important to be cloistered and that it should be spread
into broader society, he started disseminating it through
mainstream publishers …

 


Then Lang remembers why
the name is so familiar: Ramnath Radhakrishnan. His wife used to
buy his books. Top of the bestseller charts every time he releases
a new one, which seems to be every three months. Ramnath
Radhakrishnan on Love, Sleeping Better with Ramnath
Radhakrishnan, Ramnath Radhakrishnan on Digestion,
The Ramnath Radhakrishnan Cookbook. If Lang’s not mistaken,
he saw an ad for Ramnath Radhakrishnan’s Seven Habits of
Superheroes. He digs a bit deeper, off the commercial search
engines, and discovers that Hewitt and Motala have been involved
with this man since their Green Party days. Conferences, retreats,
donations.

He isn’t sure what to
be boggled at first – the fact that millions of people buy this
nonsense or that Meg Hewitt is one of them. Despite everything he
knows about her, he expected better. Dark Windows has something to
do with this snake-oil salesman? Is this all it comes down to? He’s
struck by the depth of his disappointment.

While he’s staring at
the phone in his hand, it buzzes and Lang goes out of the ward to
answer it. It’s Jabu. ‘Mr Lang, Minister Hewitt needs to see
you.’

Damn it. Damn her. ‘I’m
with my daughter, Jabu. Does she know that?’

‘She says it’s
urgent.’

He takes a moment to
control his irritation. ‘I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.’ He
considers kissing Melanie but he doesn’t want to wake her. He
leaves a message with a nurse.

The intersection at
Empire Road where he was attacked is clean and quiet. Late-peak
traffic thrums in line at the lights. The only evidence of the
day’s violence is a small quarry of swept-up rocks and shattered
glass in the gutters and a tangle of discarded police tape. Come to
think of it, his blood is probably still on the tar. His trashed
car’s been towed to some government pound and Jabu’s arranged him a
rental.

At Gaia House, two
police officers in uniform are stationed at the vehicle entrance.
Despite President Motala’s objections, the building and her offices
haven’t ever gone without a small security detail, but uniforms are
something new. This is a statement, and more likely by Kanyane than
Motala. The officers eye his car but let him drive down to his
basement parking spot. There’s a good chance that the rioters will
be at it again tonight. If they come near the building, Minister
Kanyane will have his way: he’ll shoot them down. The battle lines
are drawn and Lang knows Kanyane’s been itching for a decent fight.
On a night like tonight, Lang is glad to have a man like that at
the controls. Kanyane learned his politics with the post-struggle
Africanists and he’s not one to let the president’s stubborn
idealism dent his pragmatism – or get them all killed.

Instead of taking the
lift from the parking garage, Lang walks up the ramp to appraise
the battlefield outside. He nods at the officers, who either know
who he is or aren’t doing their job, and rounds the corner. Dusk
has ceded to dark now and the snaggle-toothed officeland of
Braamfontein is all but deserted. The streets are quiet, apart from
some traffic going into the theatre down the road. The traffic
lights flicker and change for nobody, like wind-spun signs in a
deserted gold-rush town, waiting for high noon.

There are men on the
grass verge across the street, more posted a block down Jorissen:
plainclothes operatives failing miserably to look like vagrants or
off-shift workers. Two more uniformed officers flank the building’s
main entrance. One of them steps forward as he approaches.

‘Evening, officer,’
Lang says.

‘Evening, sir. Your
business?’

‘I’m Kenneth Lang.
Ministry of Wellness. Level G clearance.’ He remembers he has a
staff ID stashed somewhere in his office, but hasn’t had to use it
during this administration.

The second officer
checks his name against a sheaf of printouts on a clipboard.
‘Okay.’

‘I trust you have photo
ID on that thing.’

‘Yes, sir,’ she
says.

‘Good.’

He passes into the
building where the concierge greets him.

‘You’re out of a job
tonight, Roland.’

‘Yes, sir.’

On the eighth floor,
Jabu is waiting for him. Her face registers surprise when she sees
the overly dramatic plasters on his face. ‘Mr Lang? I’m so sorry,
Mr Lang. How is she?’

‘She’s okay. Thanks.
What’s the emergency?’

‘The minister wouldn’t
say. Just that it was urgent. She’s waiting for you inside.’

‘In here? In my
office?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Lang has always met
Hewitt in her office. The change in routine comes as an affront.
But he calms himself. It’s not worth it. Why should he feel
violated by his boss going into his office? He scans his mental
catalogue of its contents: nothing in there that she shouldn’t see.
He’s more careful than that. He sets his face.

When he opens the door,
she’s standing in front of the large-scale map of Johannesburg he’s
marked up for his various operations, including Dark Windows with
its red-lined bomb-shadow.

‘When you see it laid
out like this, it looks odd, doesn’t it, Kenneth?’

‘Evening, ma’am.’

He takes a clean shirt
out of the cabinet and places it and his briefcase on the desktop.
He joins the minister before the map and adds another red pin:
Phoenix Street, Kensington.

‘What’s that shape?’
she says, almost dreamily.

‘Forgive me, ma’am, but
is everything all right?’

She turns to him, her
eyes distant. Gradually they resolve and she finds herself in his
office again. ‘How’s Melanie?’ She takes in his cut face, lifts a
hand as if she’s about to clasp his arm – but, to Lang’s relief,
withdraws it.

‘She’s stable, ma’am.
Her stomach was pumped and she’s being rehydrated. I asked them to
put her on a chemical sedative.’ He’s surprised by how guilty it
makes him feel to admit this to her, as if he’s duty-bound to treat
his daughter with fairy dust and vegetable extracts just because
his current boss believes in them. But she doesn’t seem to notice
or care.

‘And you, Kenneth? Jabu
told me what happened. Are

you …?’

‘I’m fine, ma’am.’

‘I can’t tell you how
sorry I am. I can only imagine what you’re feeling. At times like
this, our abstract faith can fail.’

Lang did not come here
for platitudes, no matter how heartfelt. ‘Ma’am, you called me here
on a matter of urgency.’

‘I’m sorry, yes. I’ll
let you get back to her immediately. It’s just that I couldn’t
speak on the phone.’

‘Is it something to do
with our operation? Has something come up?’

‘No. As far as I can
tell, we’re still on track. We’ve confirmed that our placements are
correct. This is … something else. May I sit?’

‘Please. I’m
sorry.’

She takes the visitor’s
chair. ‘Verla’s sick. The president.’

Lang leans against the
edge of the desk. ‘Sick?’

‘She had a heart attack
this afternoon. It’s not the first. She’s being treated here, in
her office.’

‘She should be in
hospital, ma’am.’

‘The best healers and
equipment are here.’

‘But what if she needs
surgery?’

‘She won’t go.’

‘Ma’am?’

‘She won’t go. We
tried. She has complete faith in the natural treatments. Even if
she wanted to go the scientistic route, this is not the time to
show weakness or a lack of faith to the protesters, to the country.
She’s worried that Fikile Kanyane will take the gap in her absence.
If she needed surgery, she’d have to sign over authority to him.’
The minister rubs her face. She looks bereaved. ‘I was so stupid,
Kenneth. She’s asked me repeatedly if I would be her deputy, take
over from her at the end of her term, but I’ve been so stubborn. If
anything happens, Fikile will be in charge. He’ll take our dream
…’

‘Minister Kanyane’s a
good man, ma’am. He’s been loyal. He serves the party.’

‘I don’t know. This
crisis. We’ve seen his true colours.’

‘Ma’am, there’s an
entire structure behind the government. There are the ministries,
there’s parliament, the multilateral committees, the constitution,
the opposition. There are voters. One man can’t change the
direction the country has chosen.’

‘What I fear is that
this miracle was just some sort of spell, that it can be broken
just like that.’

‘No, ma’am. Eighty per
cent of the voters are behind you. It’s not some sort of confidence
trick.’ It worries him that he should need to convince her of
this.

She stands up,
straightens herself. ‘You’re right, Kenneth. You go back to your
daughter. I just needed to tell you this in person.’

In case Social Harmony
or Intelligence are bugging our phones, he thinks. That, at least,
is a familiar fear.

Hewitt looks at him,
dismissing him. He wants her to leave his office first, but can’t
say so. Thoughts of his daughter stifle his objection and he heads
back down to his car.

It’s 7.30 p.m. by the
time Lang gets back to the Wellness Centre.

‘Visiting time’s until
eight, Mr Lang,’ warns the practitioner behind the desk.

‘Are you serious? I’m
going to stay with her.’

‘Sir, she’s out of
danger and she needs her rest. You can see her in the morning
again. The chief practitioner may even decide to discharge her
after his rounds. She’s doing fine.’

Discharged, tomorrow
already? Lang is blindsided by the idea. He realises he wants her
here, safe, close to his office, monitored. If she’s discharged,
she’ll go back to her negligent mother’s house, and then what?

When he enters the
ward, two kids are sitting by her bedside. They look like faded
photographs. The girl is wearing a grey jacket over a grey T-shirt
and the boy is in bankers’ clothes, also grey. These are obviously
the kids who’ve been influencing Melanie – the ones who made her do
this to herself. He tries to control his mind and his temper, not
jump to any hasty conclusions, but fails.

‘Friends of yours,
Melanie? I want them to leave. Now.’

‘Hey, mister,’ the boy
starts, but shuts up when he sees the look on Lang’s face, the
tension in his body.

‘We’ll be outside,
Mel,’ the girl says and ushers the boy out as if she’s used to
directing him.

‘Who are these people,
Melanie?’ Lang asks.

She says nothing. Her
face is closed; he’s embarrassed her in front of her friends. He
doesn’t care. ‘Who are they?’ he repeats. ‘Did they make you—’

‘Nobody made me
do anything,’ she spits. ‘I’m not a fucking puppet, okay?’

Back to normal, then.
This is not the girl he sat with this afternoon. This is Melanie,
her mother’s Melanie, those freakish children’s Melanie. His petty
dream of redemption is over, isn’t it? He thinks of closing up,
walking away, reverting neatly to form, but something stops him.
Maybe it’s because the woman at the window-side bed turns over with
a groan, but he remembers where he is, where his daughter is,
what’s just happened. A fist of loss punches him. He feels ancient
and sore.

He puts his hand on top
of Melanie’s. She doesn’t take it like she did this afternoon, but
neither does she shake it off. She stares up at the ceiling.

‘I’m sorry, sweetheart.
I’ll ask them back in, let them finish.’

Outside the ward, the
boy and the girl are hugging each other in a histrionic way.

‘It is our fault,’ the
boy is saying. He splutters and hides his face in her shoulder.

‘She did this to
herself,’ the girl says. ‘We’re not responsible.’

‘I’m getting out,’ he
says. ‘We are causing harm. We’re inviting this. We’re creating
negativity. You know that was never my inten—’ When he notices
Lang, the boy disengages and wipes his eyes with the back of his
hand.

‘Please. Go back,’ Lang
says, thinking, I will find out what you’re not responsible
for and I will make you regret it.

The boy drifts back in
without acknowledging Lang further. The girl lags behind. ‘He loves
your daughter.’

‘Loves? How come I’ve
never seen him before?’

‘They haven’t been
dating long,’ she says, ‘but there’s really something between
them.’ The girl says this in an evangelical tone, as if he should
feel joyful that his daughter has found true love, her ‘soul mate’.
The way this girl is acting, talking on his behalf, she’s either
the boy’s sister or infatuated with him. She doesn’t realise that
her appeal to pretty love makes him want to break the twig of a boy
in two, throw him out of the bloody window.

Love: fluid and cheap
among the young. Way more reversible than death.

‘His name is Claude …
Rider. I’m Alexis Miller.’

She puts out her hand
and he shakes it. He’s struck by this young woman’s politeness, her
confidence, her grasp of normal social modes. She doesn’t shy away
defensively from adults like so many self-conscious youngsters
do.

‘What have you done to
her?’ he asks her, as if she might seriously consider his
question.

To his surprise, she
does. She looks inward for a long moment, trying to read an answer,
then gazes at the floor. ‘Something’s going wrong,’ she says. ‘I
don’t know. I’m sorry.’ Tears begin to run down her face. It alarms
Lang how firm she stands, in the middle of the floor, not
crumpling, not needing support, but with water pouring out and over
her face. It almost makes him want to go closer to her, but instead
he turns and paces between the nurse’s station and the window.
He’ll give the skinny boy three minutes with his daughter before he
throws him out.

Claude Rider’s
fortunate that Alexis goes in and fetches him in two. As they pass,
Claude looks up, and Lang notes the resolve in his eyes. Alexis
offers a wet smile.

He goes in to sit by
his daughter again. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have.’

She shakes her
head.

‘They say I can’t stay
tonight,’ he says, knowing she’ll be relieved. ‘I won’t go home.
I’ll sleep at the office. I’ll be here in ten minutes if you need
me.’

‘Okay, Pa.’

He wants to know about
Claude, what he means to her, but he’ll never get the chance to
ask. It’s not the sort of thing they talk about; this afternoon’s
intimacy is ancient history.

He’s thinking of going
when she says, ‘They’re good people.’

‘What’s with the grey?’
he asks. ‘Why do they want to be negative … depressed?’

She levels her eyes at
him. ‘It’s not about depression. Protest is positive when it’s
against something negative.’

He doesn’t feel
strongly enough to argue, he realises. Besides, he’s pleased that
she’s concerned about ideals and issues; he takes it as
confirmation that she’s interested in life. He kisses her on the
forehead and stands. ‘I’ll see you in the morning, love. Rest well.
And call me any time, okay?’

 


He walks out through
the Wellness Centre’s blue-glass lobby and stands on the pavement,
uncertain. Yellow-bibbed car guards scurry to usher the departing
visitors out of their spaces, and the stiff breeze rustles the
sickly palms lined in front of the building. Lang thinks of rain,
although September is too early to expect any. The wind churns
winter’s pollution and dust with spring’s pollens into a noxious
smog that holds Johannesburg’s shattered residents together like
tar. You don’t even notice it until you’ve managed to leave the
city and are coming back.

The visitors’ parking
lot is vacant now – how long has he been standing here? He checks
the beacons on his phone, then remembers that he’s two hundred
metres away from the medical residence where the second room was
prepared.

He crosses the street
to Horsefair Close, goes through the open gate and the block’s
unlocked door. If his daughter lived in a residence, he certainly
wouldn’t be happy if a strange man could just saunter in
unchallenged. He suppresses the thought. The fact is, since the
building reduced its security, there hasn’t been a single recorded
incident of crime here. Apart from the two aberrant suicides in 3C,
there’s been nothing to report for the past eight years.

Still, as he climbs the
stairs to the third floor, feeling his age and the effects of the
long run up the hill to the clinic, he can’t avoid seeing himself
as a prowling predator. Part of him wants to commit some
misdemeanour just because he can, to prove a point. What’s stopping
people, is what he wants to know. Even if it’s true that all their
basic needs are seen to, do people just stop being greedy; do they
just stop wanting quick and easy gains? Surely greed – our
instinctive urge to stockpile – is far more hardwired into the
human psyche than social harmony? Has humanity really evolved so
much in the past few years? He can’t credit it.

Again, by habit, he
suppresses the thought. It’s not constructive, it’s not loyal and
it’s not relevant. Too much thinking going on today; too much is
seeping through the cracks.

The light bulb – an
old, outlawed incandescent, he notes – flickers and buzzes on the
landing outside unit 3C, and a rose-beetle dings and singes itself
repeatedly against the scorching glass. The air is thick with the
smells of students’ transitory, exigent, myopic lives, but as he
approaches the door, a more distinct scent is matched with an
unexpected sight. An opaque gel has been daubed over the centre of
the door in the shape of a pentagram. He bends and puts his eye to
the lock, inspecting the barrel. It seems plugged with a glob of
sticky paste. He thinks of prising the plug out and using the key
Jay Rowan returned, but remembers the instruction not to disturb
the site in any way.

Instead, he straightens
and touches a finger to one of the lines of gel. He rubs it between
his thumb and forefinger; it sticks and strings like a mildly
adhesive glue. There’s a rough texture to the gel as he rolls it
between his fingertips. He sniffs at it. Thickly scented, almost
like the incense and oils where he met Bala earlier. He can’t see
very clearly in the murky corridor, but he brings his fingers close
to his eyes, the blood beating painfully behind them as he strains,
and makes out a pinkish powder mixed into the unguent. It has the
glittery sheen of mica or silicon. Where has he seen something like
this before? It’s almost a matter of principle that he should probe
further, force the door, but he decides against it, wary of
upsetting the arrangement.

He gets onto his aching
hands and knees and peers under the doorframe. He can’t see
anything; the gap is sealed with foam rubber, as it should be. On
his phone, the beacon is still flashing. Lang checks the
specifications and log times of the signal; it’s definitely still
on and hasn’t been triggered.

Turning down the
corridor to the next apartment, he hears a dawdling bass thrum
behind the closed door, reads 3B before the lights along the
corridor all trip. He hears a crisped carapace hitting the floor,
then muffled moans of dismay fill the air. Lang thumbs his phone
for light and is about to knock on door 3B when it opens.

‘Whoa! Dude!’ In the
flicker of the emergency strip light, Lang sees a shocked boy
clutching his chest, weed smoke pushing past him into the cleaner
air of the corridor. ‘What the heck, man? I was just going to piss
and the lights go out and then I see …’ He drags on his joint; the
end shines orange as the cigarette crackles and then fades again.
He regains his calm. ‘’Sup, elder?’

Lang grimaces. His
phone’s light fades out and he says, ‘Can you tell me if anyone was
at that apartment next door recently?’

‘There was someone the
other day. Maybe … last night?’

Lang describes Jay
Rowan. ‘Was it him?’

‘No, no. That dude was
here … earlier. Painting and whatever. Then this other dude came.
Ninja-style, high-tech black fatigues, jacket, head and face all
covered, kneeling down at the door there. Those black hi-tops you
see in the movies. I thought, dude’s a spy, SWAT team, you know.
Funny to see a SWAT team in Joburg. Cos we’re standing outside here
because someone had locked our door and Carlos and I didn’t have
the key. Carlos says, who locked the door? There’s no one inside.
Then we got a bit freaked out. Then I tried the door and it opened.
Carlos is such a douche. By then the dude was already long gone.
Like he was never there.’

‘You say this was last
night?’

The boy sucks on his
joint again and stares up into the darkened air, flips his thick
dreadlocks off his neck to freshen his skin. ‘Yeah … yeah. Last
night? Yeah …’

‘After the other man
was here painting?’

‘Yeah … yeah.’

‘Did he go inside the
flat, the ninja?’

‘I didn’t see. But he
was doing something to the door.’

‘Okay, thanks.’

The boy trails into the
corridor after Lang and catches sight of the pentagram gleaming in
the fluorescent glow. ‘Whoah!’ he says. ‘Awesome!’

A voice calls from
inside the apartment and the boy half-bows to Lang, slow and
courtly.

‘Tell me. What are you
studying?’ Lang says.

‘Surgery,’ the boy
gives a dopey, proud smile and Lang realises he’s not even twenty.
‘Surgery and reiki.’

‘Doing well?’

‘Got a bit of studying
to do.’

‘Good luck.’

Lang heads back down
the stairs. A woman with a headlamp is working on the electricity
board in the lobby. Lang greets her as he hurries past, makes a
note of her face. Who was the man at the apartment without Lang’s
knowledge, and what was he doing? Hewitt’s got to tell him exactly
what is going on. If she has someone else working on this
operation, she must let him know, and now. So far, he hasn’t asked
questions, but he does not like being kept in the dark.

 


 



12

Matthew sent Beth his
‘I’ll be late’ text after five; she wonders why he still bothers
telling her. She’s been edgy since seeing Jay and hasn’t wanted to
go home. Even while she was straddling Jay in the car down a quiet
suburban street, she kept thinking about Kirsten, seeing the girls’
faces, those monochrome portraits with death poppies pinned to
them.

She finds herself
driving back towards Horsefair Close, the girls staring at her,
screaming from behind their sealed lips. She’s never going to
uncover the truth, but she can say goodbye, honour these ghosts in
some way; tomorrow she may wake up a Stepford wife again. Her dream
of adventure will melt away in the sunlight.

She stops the car
beside the Park Lane Wellness Centre. The visitors’ lot is almost
empty. Beth checks her watch. Half past eight already. Shit, if she
doesn’t get going soon, Matthew might be there first. Last night
she was lucky; she made it back five minutes before he did. She
turns back to the car, takes three steps, then turns again to the
Wellness Centre’s doors, feeling like a slapstick fool. Just a
proper goodbye. Fuck Matthew. What’s he going to do? Will it hurt
him to wait for her for a change?

The cafe-giftshop in
the Wellness Centre’s lobby is darkened and the cash register shut
down. Beth cranes over the counter to see if there’s anyone in the
back room, but it’s vacant. She helps herself to a pack of stubby
red candles and a lighter and leaves a note and some cash under the
stapler, fighting outdated anxiety about security guards and
cameras as she does. For good measure, she goes up to the nurse at
the intake desk. ‘I took these from the shop there and left some
money. Okay?’

The nurse nods at her
blandly.

Beth heads towards
Horsefair Close. The chill wind whisks squalls of dust and litter
along the gutter and into the scrappy hedges along the pavement.
She short-cuts through a gap in a hedge and slips across the street
in front of a labouring baby-blue rustbucket that burps up the
hill.

The weather has gritty
teeth tonight and Beth’s underdressed. She wasn’t expecting to be
out for so long. She doesn’t know what she was expecting. She
wanted to light a candle on the path below the window where Trini
fell, but the wind would snuff it out the moment it was lit.
Besides, it’s too cold to stay outdoors. She pushes through the
entrance to the block. The door grates with an echoing shear, stuck
on something, and it’s dark inside.

A small light in one
corner of the lobby swells and rises and dazzles her. Beth raises
her arm to shield her eyes.

‘Hello? Who are you
here to see?’ A woman’s voice behind the stark light.

‘Sindiwe? Is that you?
It’s me, Beth Talbot.’ Quickly remembering the cover story she used
last night.

‘Oh, Ms Talbot. Yes.’
Sindiwe removes the LED headlamp from her brow and dangles it from
her hand. Beth’s sight is branded and slow to adjust. She only sees
the bright patch of light swinging on the floor between them. ‘How
can I help?’

‘I’m not here for the …
for the assessment. It’s a bad time, though? Your power’s out?’

‘The earth leakage
tripped, but I can’t get it up again. I’d call maintenance, but it
will take them hours to get themselves together. I can usually do
it myself …’

Beth approaches her.
‘Let me try.’ Sindiwe shines the light on the electricity panel.
Beth picks up a small screwdriver from the ledge where it lies and
touches it on two points of the board. She snaps down all the
switches, shunts up the main switch and gradually flicks the three
rows of local switches up. The main switch stays up as the lights
start coming on throughout the building, followed by whoops and
cheers from the residents. The lobby lights are among the last to
recover.

‘Okay. Thanks,’ Sindiwe
says. ‘What did …?’

‘Oh, just a trick I
learnt years ago. When I was a kid, I lived in a house that often
got hit by lightning. It’s dry tonight; there was a big build-up of
static in the board. It needed to be discharged.’

‘Thanks.’ Sindiwe wipes
her hands on her thighs, being gracious, but clearly embarrassed
and stressed. ‘How can I help, Ms Talbot? Tonight.’

Beth considers telling
a lie, but decides against it. ‘It’s going to sound silly, but I
wanted to … go up and honour the girls.’ She shows Sindiwe the
candles. ‘I was really affected by their story. I wanted to
acknowledge them in some way.’

Sindiwe softens. ‘Go on
up. Those poor girls need some rest. There’s been so much noise up
there lately.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing. Just,
everyone must just let it go now.’

That’s what Beth’s
decided to do, so she doesn’t probe further. She walks up the
stairs, the air thickening as she ascends. Weed, dirty clothes,
sour food, the rumble of crosshatched musical lines. It reminds her
of that shared loft she once stayed in. And of Kirsten. If she
could just appease them somehow, all these dead girls.

Her phone starts to
buzz. She wipes her wet cheeks, as if the person calling might see
her. But it’s just a text message from Matthew: Where are
you?

She feels her body
blushing, from her neck to her face and scalp and down her torso,
rippling back again, a flush of nervous sweat cooling. Her stomach
lurches, her heart trips and she wants to vomit – though she’s been
prepared for this, almost willing it to come. For the first time in
their marriage, she feels she’s crossed a serious line. Caught,
away without leave. She’s always considered the time when Matthew’s
out of the house as her own; it doesn’t matter if she’s having
lunch, at book club, swimming or having sex with Jay, she’s felt no
guilt. But now, thinking of him returning to an empty house, she
knows that she’s trespassed. She’s broken something now.

She doesn’t know
whether to text back or phone him; if she should lie, or what lie
to make up. Perhaps she should never go back home. Just hit the
road, run away, start a new life somewhere else. That’s how bad it
feels, to be caught.

The silent screams of
the greyscale girls have receded far back in her mind. But they’re
still there. She’s here now, she’s got the candles. She has to say
goodbye.

Sorry, she texts
back. Running late. See you in an hour. Some of his own
medicine. Will he sit there, wondering where she is, thinking about
her in bed with another man?

When she gets to the
door of unit 3C, she sees that someone else has remembered the
girls with glittery graffiti in the shape of a five-pointed star.
The girls’ memory still lives. She bends down and lines the three
stout little candles in a row in front of the door, kindling each
one mindfully like the votives she used to light as a child at the
altar of Mary. She’s still not sure what prayer is – perhaps now
less than ever – but she clears her mind and thinks about the girls
as the flames take to their wicks and rise.

It must be that she
stands too quickly from her squat, because a grey fuzz fills her
mind and she nearly falls. She braces herself against the door,
forearms and forehead, and vaguely, distantly feels her limbs
juddering. The grey noise cocoons her, separates her body from the
world around it while her knees shake and her arms jerk against the
wood. Deep inside the sheath, though, there’s clarity. She’s seeing
through the door. The room is furnished now: books, posters, a
cluttered hi-fi. The lights are off but the room is bathed in
bright colour. The girl on the bed is dressed in short pyjamas and
is screaming. Beth can hear her clearly but not loudly, as if
there’s glass between them. There’s a shadow on top of the girl,
drawing on her skin in red slashes. She’s pushing at the shadow and
screaming that incisive scream. Her panicked movements are louder
than her voice. The shadow continues to paint her skin and blood
streams off the lines.

A pain at her ankle
brings Beth back into herself, just as the shadow slides out of the
window, leaving the red girl – Sonia Genutti – to seep into the
sheets. The flame of the scarlet candle is burning Beth’s skin and
she jumps away from it, hopping on one leg and slapping at her skin
as if it’s caught alight.

The door is closed,
starred, one clipped candle spinning, drawing messy spirals in a
congealing splatter of red wax.

It’s not true, Beth
tells herself feebly; she’s making it up, joining the dots. Too
willing to believe the ghost stories. It’s not true.

But she retreats from
the vision until her back hits the opposite wall and she slides
down to sit against the skirting. Sonia. She remembers the girl’s
stern face in the photograph. Beth imagines the candles engulfing
those necrographic pictures until they are ash. A cloud of grey ash
that can fly out of high windows. She watches the flames,
forgetting time, until the candles drown themselves and the
quietened world sets in again.

Eventually she stands.
She comes down the stairs, still light-headed, careful not to fall.
Closed bedroom doors, leaflets rippling on the notice board in the
wind. In the lobby, Sindiwe has gone. She turns left outside the
entrance and walks down the side alley so that she can look up at
the apartment window for the last time, check to see if the ghosts
are in any way appeased, find out if the feeling she had there last
night is gone. She scrapes past some low-hanging branches writhing
in the wind, brushes the leaves out of her hair as she turns the
corner, and is punched in the face.

Her head cracks against
the wall. Someone strong grabs her around the neck with his
forearm. The coarse cloth of his sleeve stinks of ash and chemical
sweat.

She can’t make out what
he’s saying. There’s a clenched undertone in her ear, in her face,
the breath of it like shit and smoke, thick saliva and rot. Matted
ropes of something swatting against her neck and cheek as she’s
dragged along the bricks, off the path, across the lawn. His arm is
jamming her jaw closed. Beth can’t speak, she can’t scream, not
even inside her crushed throat.

His grip doesn’t loosen
as he pulls her into shadows. If anything, it constricts further,
and now his other arm is also around her torso, trying to crush her
entire body. He’s pulling her fast and she’s lost her footing. Her
heels drag on the grass and one shoe comes off. A flash of
streetlight between the branches and she glimpses scabrous
fingernails, orange dreadlocks, scummy beard, red eyes, pupils so
dilated she can’t make out the irises. Then back into the darkness.
She can hear the creak of his teeth grinding; spit flecks onto her
face, her lips, into her mouth. She’d lift her arms to wipe off the
filth but she can’t move them.

He has too many hands.
He’s holding her and grabbing at her and pulling at her clothes.
She stiffens as hard as she can. A board, a rock. She’s nothing but
bone; he can’t get in. He’s pawing, scratching. Gripping the skin
of her stomach, twisting as if he wants to pull the flesh off her
frame. The pain is centred there but it’s all connected; her skin
will shear away from her flesh, the muscle from the bone. He’s
trying to pull her apart. She’s pressure, contained by skin. If he
breaches her, she will explode.

But he gives up his
grappling and smacks her across the face. Once, twice, three times.
He’s shouting but she can’t understand. He kicks her,
half-heartedly it seems, into some deeper shade and then his stink
is gone.

She’ll sleep here, she
thinks. It’s quiet here, safe under the bushes. She tucks herself
back into her body, where it’s warm. She wraps her arms around
herself, tight so that her soul can’t escape. She doesn’t want it
to leave.
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‘You filthy bastard,’
the voice slurs. ‘You’ll burn in hell.’

‘Huh. Hello?’

The man doesn’t say
anything further but doesn’t disconnect either; there’s loaded
static in the background. Jay looks at his phone’s display: an
unknown number. It’s 2.27 a.m. He cuts the call and goes back to
sleep.

When he’s woken again
at 4.15 a.m. he’s forgotten the call, or it’s merged into a dream
clamouring with accusing voices. He sees the men with the knives.
Andrea is half-naked, her dress hiked up, and the men wear white
suits. One of them shot, the blood and scorch an appealing modern
canvas. The phone rings. That’s not real, he thinks and wipes away
the dream-residue from his eyes. That’s not real. He didn’t see it.
He wasn’t there. The phone rings again. It’s Lang.

‘Good morning, Mr
Rowan.’ No ‘sorry to wake you’. Military manners.

‘Morning, Mr Lang.’

‘We have another site
to prepare. Are you available?’

‘Yes.’

‘We must complete by
eleven. Collect the keys at the usual place at five a.m. Be at the
site by five-thirty. The equipment will be there.’ There’s
something different about his voice this morning. It’s less neatly
pressed. It sounds slow, distracted. It might just be the fog in
Jay’s brain.

‘Mr Rowan?’

‘Yes,’ Jay manages to
grunt.

‘Have you understood?
Can I rely on you?’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you, Mr
Rowan.’

The nightmare-vision is
still burned into his mind. He’s been having these dreams more
often lately, and he tries to drown them with strong coffee, but
every morning it’s getting harder to budge the images. More than
anything, he wishes he could forget.

It’s a couple of
minutes before five when he gets to the Bedford Square gym. The
piazza is still dark and cold, the sculptural glass cubes grey. At
night, they are illuminated with bright lights in ever-shifting
colours. When he used to come here with Andrea for the Euro-movies
she liked or for dinner, they’d sit and talk about mutual friends
or about her work. They’d watch the children playing around the
room-sized cubes, somehow managing to avoid tripping into the
fountains that flank them. Andrea had made it clear that she didn’t
want children, but he’d watch the kids playing and wonder if he
didn’t. When he drove into that woman and her child, he was
surprised by Andrea’s tenderness towards them.

The first time they
went, Andrea dismissed the mall and its piazza as gaudy Joburg
tastelessness: ‘Ersatz Europe plonked down for the provincial
masses in brand-new concrete,’ she said. Something like that. He
remembers she said ‘ersatz’. She underestimated the rich, detailed
lives of the people who came to shop in this mall. So, they weren’t
in Europe; they all knew that. Andrea was probably the only person
there who thought this was a moral flaw. Andrea kicked against
life, always wanting to be somewhere else, somebody else. Hence the
obsessive gymming, he supposes. He wonders if life’s more
sophisticated in New Zealand.

Jay checks his watch.
It’s just on five. A dozen or so exercisers togged up in expensive
tracksuits jiggle like junkies at the front doors of the gym,
joined by a trickle more crossing the hibernating piazza. The clock
ticks over and the automatic doors open. Jay folds his arms, puts
his head down and joins the traffic. He scans in, the keychain tag
another remnant of his relationship with Andrea, and ducks through
the changing room where the businessmen hang up their shirts and
ties. He goes through the wet area, where a group of trainers and a
bodybuilder he recognises from the shop next door are already
towelling themselves off after a private, earlier session. He opens
poolside locker 110 and retrieves the envelope. How did Lang get it
in here so early? Either he was here last night or, more likely, he
has contacts among the gym’s staff. It’s disconcerting how far his
reach extends; Jay wouldn’t want to be working against him.

Back through the wet
area. The bodybuilder looks like an effigy made of stone, or a
grotesque comic-book monster. Jay scans his features for the face
behind that mask, wondering what the man looked like as a boy,
before he did this to himself. It’s just a glance; a longer stare
might trigger a testosterone-fuelled challenge. To his surprise,
the man smiles at him softly, almost appealing: see me, don’t avert
your eyes. But a second later Jay knows it’s pure fancy, derived
from an invisible and lonely boyhood, to think that men-monsters
crave the regard of mortals like him.

Then the man nods, as
if they’ve concluded some business. This is the guy, Jay knows. The
guy who planted the envelope. Lang’s man.

 


Jay enters the
Kensington address into the GPS without really needing to – he
knows the road and it’s a short drive. But it’s only when he pulls
up outside that he realises: this is Michelle’s practice. He checks
the instruction sheet again, double-checks the street number.

Michelle never got back
to him last night. He told himself to stop being paranoid, that it
was just renovations, and the big man just a cancelled client like
himself. But those other men were clearing the house; they were, he
understands now, preparing it for him.

And if the other sites
are anything to go by, that means that someone has died here. Could
they have killed Michelle? But why? Jay knows it’s ridiculous even
as he’s thinking it, but … he thinks about the huge man again. It’s
possible he was working with the movers. Then he’d be working for
Lang. And following him for Lang.

He thinks of phoning
Michelle again, but it’s 5.20 in the morning. If she answers, good,
but if she doesn’t … Would that mean she was dead, or just
sleeping? Lang will be awake – the man doesn’t sleep – but what
would Jay say to him? ‘Have you killed my therapist so that I can
paint her windows black?’

If he knew Michelle
were all right, then it’d be fine to go ahead. She might provide a
rational explanation. Fuck it, he decides, and dials her despite
the time. It rings for a long while, but then: ‘Hello.’

‘Oh, Jesus, Michelle.
I’m sorry to call so early. It might sound—’

‘This is Michelle
Toureau. I’m not available to take your call but please leave a
message and I’ll get back to you.’

Christ. He doesn’t know
what to say – ‘Are you dead?’ – so he cuts the call and starts
sending a text instead. Hi Michelle. Please give me a call
when— The phone rings. Jay presses the button. ‘Hello?’

‘What’s your name? It
just says J here.’

‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Matthew
Cane. The husband of the woman you’ve been … seeing. Apparently.
Unless you’re just a very close friend. Tell me your name.’

Jay considers hanging
up, but he actually wants this. This is a fight he can handle. ‘My
name is Jay Rowan. Do you like snooping around Beth’s business? Did
you find what you were looking for?’

‘Listen, Jay. I don’t
have time for this. Now, I need to know: Did you do this to Beth?
Because if you did, I’ll fu—’

‘Do what?’

‘She’s alive, you know?
I don’t know if you intended that.’

‘What the hell are you
talking about? What’s happened?’

A long pause, behind
which Jay can hear electronic bleeping, and he knows before Matthew
decides to tell him. ‘Beth’s in hospital. She was attacked last
night.’ His voice is quiet and tired now, his hackles down. ‘If you
had nothing to do with it, I’d appreciate it if you … Oh, forget
it.’

The line goes dead. Jay
dials the number back and is answered with a sigh.

‘Where is she?’

‘Jay. You’re not
needed. Bugger off.’

‘Where is she?’

No answer.

‘I know who she saw
last night,’ Jay bluffs. ‘I know who might have—’

‘Tell me.’

‘Where is she?’

A pause. ‘Park Lane
Wellness Centre.’

 


The receptionist at the
Wellness Centre tells him that Beth’s in a second-floor ICU, but
when he gets there, they won’t let him in.

‘Family only,’ grumbles
the wellness practitioner he collars as she pushes through the
door.

‘But she’s a
friend.’

‘When she gets out of
special care and into the general ward, you can visit her. Visiting
hours are eleven to twelve, three to four, and seven to eight,’ she
reels off.

When she’s out of view,
Jay peers into the ward through the glass in the door. The ICU is
circular: six beds in alcoves ring the room and a round nurses’
desk sits in the middle. A youngish man in a blue button-up shirt
stands by a bed on the far side of the space. He might be Matthew,
but Jay can’t see the patient. Jay takes a breath and walks in,
ready to tell any practitioner who challenges him that he’s looking
for his wife. He strides across the space and nobody stops him.

The man at the bedside
looks up as he approaches: fair hair, blotched and jowly face, eyes
rimmed with red. Not how Jay imagined him. Jay half-closes the
curtain behind him and looks down at the bed. Where an old man
lies, gasping into a mask.

‘Sorry,’ Jay mutters
and backs out of the alcove. He pans around the room, searching for
Beth. Two empty beds, two others with curtains drawn.

‘Can I help you?’

‘I – I’m looking for my
… uh, for Beth Talbot. Beth Cane?’

‘Are you a close
relative?’ the practitioner asks. And before he has a chance to
answer, she says, ‘Family only.’

‘Okay. I … can I
just—’

‘Family only.’ She
minutely moves her hand toward the phone.

‘Okay. Okay,’ Jay says
and backs off.

‘Hang on,’ comes a
voice from his right. A man comes from behind a curtain – clearly
Matthew, just as Jay’s imagined him. Uptight, responsible, in pain.
‘Come,’ he says to Jay. ‘If that’s okay?’ The practitioner nods,
taps her watch.

Beth’s face is the
first thing he sees. For a long moment, he can’t rip his eyes away.
It’s discoloured in a strange way. There are two small plasters on
her forehead and another modest dressing on her cheek. She’s asleep
or sedated. She doesn’t seem that badly injured, but she looks
unlike he’s ever seen her. He can’t place the change but, unbidden,
the image of that pile of slaughtered goats returns to him. At
length, he traces his eyes down her arms, bound in elastic gauze
sleeves, to her bandaged hands. One of the fingers on her right
hand is bandaged, two on the left.

‘They kicked her.’
Matthew’s voice behind him. ‘She’s lucky. The ribs were badly
bruised, not broken. She’s got serious lacerations on her stomach,
but nothing was punctured. There doesn’t seem to be internal
bleeding.’ Matthew looks back at Jay with tired eyes. There’s
concern in them, rage, yet here he is, giving a tour of his wife’s
body to her lover.

‘Was she … Did they
rape her?’

Matthew shakes his
head, and the relief makes space for Jay’s own rage. He wants to
eviscerate the motherfucker who did this.

‘So tell me,’ Matthew
says, the frightening calm gone from his voice, replaced now by a
tired anger. ‘You say you know who she went to see.’

‘Where was she
found?’

‘That’s none of
your—’

‘Where?’ Jay
repeats.

The practitioner
approaches them. ‘Please,’ she hisses.

‘Across the road,’
Matthew says. ‘At a residence building. A homeless woman found her
in the grounds. So tell me who did this.’

‘I don’t know. I don’t
know where she went last night.’

‘You told me you did.’
Matthew’s voice rises further. ‘You said that—’

‘Sirs,’ the
practitioner herds them towards the exit. ‘Outside, please.’

As soon as the ICU door
is closed, Matthew rams Jay against the corridor wall, grabbing a
fistful of his shirt. He’s a little shorter than Jay and he doesn’t
seem like a bruiser, but he’s strong. ‘If you don’t tell me now,
I’m going to …’

Jay grabs his wrists
and tries to break his grip, but then loosens his hold, just
keeping them still. ‘Listen. Listen. I know you’ve got every right
to be upset with me. But I swear I had nothing to do with this. If
I can, I’ll help you find who did. Just relax. The macho rubbish
can happen later, okay?’

Matthew lets go and
takes a few steps back. He leans against the opposite wall and
rakes his fingers through his hair. ‘Who would do this? Why?’

‘She’s been to the
residence before. There’s this story about these girls who died
there. She became quite obs— … interested in finding out what
happened. She told me she met a guy from a student group who may
know something. She saw him on campus yesterday.’

‘Students? Dead girls?
Are you serious? What’s this guy’s name?’

Jay tries to remember.
‘She didn’t say his name. But the group, uh, it was called, uh,
OOOM. That’s it. OOOM. OOOM. I saw one of their pamphlets.’ He
looks at his watch. It’s still only 6.25 a.m. ‘We should tell
SHS.’

‘Who?’

‘Social Harmony. The
police. We shouldn’t—’

Matthew springs at Jay
and sticks his finger into his face. ‘You don’t tell me what “we”
should do. You should go now. And seriously, if I see you again
…’

Jay raises his hands;
he’s not going to press the issue now. But his cheeks burn. He
doesn’t like the idea of this angry little man in Beth’s life.

 


It’s nearly seven when
he gets back to Michelle’s practice. The dark-green van is parked
outside. He hurries up the front stairs to ring the door chimes,
but the front door opens first. The sumo man emerges.

‘Mr Lang wants the
keys,’ he says.

Jay should have known
all along that this man worked for Lang. ‘But I’m here to do a
job.’

The man makes a show of
looking at his watch, strapped taut around his meaty wrist. ‘You’re
late.’

‘There was an
emergency. I’m here now. I can do it in time.’

‘I’m already doing it.
Mr Lang says he wants the keys.’

Jay retreats backwards
down the stairs, knowing that it would probably be a bad idea to
turn his back. Gaze fixed on the doorway, where the man watches him
with quiet eyes, he phones Lang.

‘Yes, Mr Rowan?’

‘I’m at the Kensington
site and there’s someone else here who says you want the house
keys. He says he’s doing the job himself.’

‘That’s right. You were
not there at the stipulated time. I needed to make another
arrangement.’

‘A serious issue came
up.’

‘Mr Rowan, I see no
need to explain to you that the work I contract is of crucial
importance and the timelines I set are not arbitrary. Yet here I
am, wasting my time explaining. I have made other arrangements. It
has been an inconvenience. Please give the keys to the man. You are
relieved to go and see to your serious issue. I hope it is
resolved. I trust you’ll remember that the work you have done in
this operation remains classified in the strictest terms.’

‘Of course,’ Jay says.
Then he realises this might be the last opportunity he has to talk
to Lang. Bugger it. Lang probably already knows all about his
therapy with Michelle. ‘What happened in this house?’ he asks
outright. ‘Can you tell me if something happened to the woman who
worked here?’

‘No, Mr Rowan. I
can’t.’ Lang cuts the call.

Despite himself, Jay
feels ashamed, like a boy who’s disappointed his father.
Wordlessly, he hands the keys to the big man, who equally silently
closes the front door on him. He sits on the stairs and dials
Michelle’s number. It rings through and he leaves a message.
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‘He was one of her
clients,’ Bala says. ‘He was there after me on Monday when I went
to investigate the sedition claims against her.’

‘I found out. You
didn’t think it was important to tell me?’ Sitting in the Wellness
Centre’s parking lot in the hire car, Lang grips his handset.

‘My brief was to
investigate the therapist, not catalogue her clients.’

‘You’re right, Bala.
I’m sorry.’

He’s been losing his
composure lately. Is it because of Melanie? He’s always been able
to keep the personal separate from work.

But what sort of
coincidence brings an agent to the house of his own therapist at
this stage in an operation? Of all the residences in the target
zone … Lang has heard people say they don’t believe in coincidence,
people who believe they’re strong and in control, not subject to
esoteric whims and auspices. But whether you believe in them or
not, coincidences happen. And this one could have been avoided.
It’s Lang’s fault. He knew Rowan was in probationary therapy. He
should have had the name and address of the therapist at his
fingertips and not rushed into preparing this house.

Rush. That’s been the
problem here. Operations should be handled more slowly and
carefully than this. It’s almost as if Meg Hewitt’s protocols were
devised and timed to create panic, chaos and mistakes. And now
someone else has been tampering with the Horsefair Close site …
he’s got to get to the bottom of it. He’s got to demand – like he’s
never demanded from a superior before – that Hewitt show him the
full details of the project. Lang needs to assess it for himself,
find out if the naive minister is getting played. A few days ago,
it wouldn’t have mattered if they were just wasting time on a hoax.
He’d have called it a training exercise – Lord knows, most of the
operations he’s been involved in over the years have been hoaxes in
some way or another, the grand confidence tricks of the Cold War
and the African Renaissance. But with the president’s illness and
Kanyane’s threats in the air, things feel more dangerous. The end
of Dark Windows might not be what Hewitt expects.

‘My concern is,’ Lang
says, returning to the current item, ‘that if Rowan suspects
something has happened to his therapist, he might tell
someone.’

‘Have you any reason to
mistrust him?’ asks Bala.

‘I don’t know. He’s
always worked discreetly. But something like this … I don’t know
what their relationship is.’

‘I could eliminate the
threat.’

‘No … no. I don’t think
it needs to come to that. I believe he has been faced with a
personal crisis. He came back, prepared to do the job, knowing it
was his therapist’s practice.’

‘Yes, he did.’

‘He’s a professional,’
Lang says, unsure if he’s convinced. There’s no doubt; this thing
with Melanie has put him off his stride, has led to this mortifying
mistake. ‘Keep tabs on him, though, will you, Bala? Monitor his
calls. I’ll send you the patch now.’

‘Of course. But if you
want my personal assessment—’

‘I’m not sure that more
personal assessments are what we need now, Bala.’

‘I just want to say I
don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about.’

Despite himself, Lang
is comforted by Bala’s assurance. His instinct agrees that Rowan
will not cause problems. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

After the call, Lang
clenches the steering wheel, breathing in the spray-on new-car
aroma, and tries to clear the noise from his system. Rowan’s been
engaged in operations that have involved civilian collateral damage
before, and he’s always been discreet. Lang selected him all those
years ago for his specific psychological traits, which haven’t
changed. Which don’t change. Even if Rowan starts to piece the
pattern of the operation together, he’s never been one to rebel.
And why should he? There’s a deep-seated loyalty that Lang relies
on in his most trusted agents. And Rowan’s been groomed properly.
Slowly. Without rush.

It was a grave mistake
to select a site with a connection to Rowan’s personal life, but
even if Rowan chose to tell someone what he knows, he knows
nothing. He’s been painting and setting motion detectors and
transmitters in certain empty rooms. It could be a routine security
installation. Safe rooms, observation, extraction, that sort of
thing. He has no idea of the project or the protocols, no way to
derail the operation, even if for some unforeseen reason he wanted
to.

Lang goes inside to
check on Melanie. They won’t allow him to stay until visiting time
at eleven. She’s sleeping peacefully. They say she had a good night
and that they’ve halved the dosage of the sedatives. Soon it’ll be
as if it never happened. Only Melanie and Lang will know the scars
are even there. And her mother? Lang doesn’t even know if she’s
come to visit. He supposes she has, but can’t be certain, wouldn’t
phone to ask her. They don’t have that sort of divorce.

But there should be
some more permanent marker of his daughter’s attempt to end her
life, more than colonic irrigation and a swift recovery. This is
not something that should just go away, or that she should recover
from. That would mean she’d be ready to do it again. Something
needs to break in her – the part of her that made her do it in the
first place. She can’t be allowed to trip out of here as if nothing
happened. As if she hasn’t butchered a part of him.

He knows he’s being
self-righteous. Melanie was already damaged well before she tried
to kill herself. This is not his injury; it’s hers. It will always
be there. He and her mother put it there.

He drives to the office
on the slick roads. The news on the radio reports no fresh
violence. They’ve already demoted the security protests to second
slot, after a follow-up on the rescue of the trapped miners.

Kanyane’s security
people are still littered around Gaia House, and this time he’s
even challenged for his ID. His official tag is still in his desk
drawer upstairs, but the guard accepts Lang’s driver’s licence,
making a slow demonstration of copying down his identity number –
as if that would save his arse if the president were assassinated.
Lang hasn’t got the time or inclination to despair.

On the eighth floor,
Lang asks Phumi if he can see Minister Hewitt and he’s ushered
in.

‘Tea, Kenneth?’

‘Coffee if I may,
ma’am.’

‘Sorry, Kenneth. I
always forget. And you needn’t sound so apologetic about it. I’ll
ask Phumi.’

‘Thank you, ma’am.’

She goes over to the
kettle and pours hot water into her herbal tea. The scent is part
of the landscape of this room. When he smells any of its components
elsewhere, he always gets a flash of this dark wood and
wallpaper.

‘Any news on the
president?’

‘She’s okay, Kenneth.
But it’s really knocked her. At least the healers aren’t waxing
philosophical yet. That wouldn’t be a good sign.’

The joke seems forced
to him, inappropriate. Lang looks across at her, but she’s turned
away, stirring her brew. When she faces him, her lost, empty look
frightens him. For as long as he’s worked for her, she’s always
been buoyed by some inner conviction, but now she seems deflated.
Lang is deeply discomforted: while privately writing it off as
delusional, he realises just how much he’s relied on her
positivity, taken it for granted. He needs her to hold her faith
this week. Right now he hasn’t got the energy to prop her up,
too.

‘Fikile still doesn’t
know, we think. But if he gets wind of it, if he realises she’s not
a hundred per cent, he’ll take his chance.’

‘She really won’t
consider doctors? Traditional – chemical, I mean. Just as part of
the treatment?’ For Motala to ignore her partner’s intimate pain in
favour of stubborn ideology is cruel.

‘She still considers
that giving in, showing weakness. I’ve tried to appeal to her, as
her adviser, as her wife, but she won’t have it.’ For a moment it
looks like she’s going to cry, but to Kenneth’s relief she hardens
her features.

‘How are our
sites?’

‘The fourth is being
prepared this morning,’ Lang says. ‘There was a … death there
yesterday. It happened to be a government property, so we could
move in quickly.’

‘That’s lucky.’

‘Yes.’ She honestly
believes in luck, more than a thousand other more effective ways of
getting what you want. How on earth has she managed this long in
politics? Again, he has the unprofessional urge to protect her
innocence, that powerful naivety. This is why, he thinks, he’s
trying so hard on this operation. If it were just his job, he
wouldn’t be this invested. He wouldn’t be going out of his way.

‘No leads on the final
site?’ she asks.

‘I’ll keep my eyes
open. It’s quite likely something will come up in time.’

Phumi comes in with
Lang’s coffee and Hewitt goes to top up her infusion.

‘But, ma’am, I
discovered something … unexpected last night.’

His tone makes her turn
to face him. ‘What is it, Kenneth?’

‘There was someone
tampering with the door at the second site. A neighbour described
his uniform and it sounded like the special security branch.’

The minister
frowns.

‘If I’m not mistaken,
someone in Social Harmony is taking an interest in the
operation.’

‘But what do you mean
“tampering”?’

‘When I got there, the
lock was not operating. It seems to have been jammed. The man
didn’t go in, and the beacon is still transmitting, so I can’t
imagine what they might have wanted. It might be the same person
who scrawled some sort of graffiti on the door.’

The desk phone rings.
Hewitt picks up, says, ‘Give me ten minutes, Phumi.’ She checks her
watch. Lang checks his. 8.55 a.m. ‘I know. They’re early. Please
make them comfortable in the Opportunity Room. I’ll be there as
soon as I can.’ She turns back to Lang. ‘There’s no way anyone can
know about the operation, Kenneth. It’s between us. And your
agents. So unless …’

‘I am confident in my
agents, ma’am.’

‘Of course, Kenneth.
That’s why I shouldn’t worry. You’re relying on a second-hand
description of this … tamperer. It could be anyone, couldn’t
it?’

‘I looked at footage
from the pinhole camera above the door. It certainly looked like a
special security man. Their uniforms are generic, but almost
characteristically so. The man was purposeful. But I don’t know
what he was doing.’

‘Why are there cameras
in the building, Kenneth?’

Lang catches himself,
forces his body not to betray his latest mistake. ‘I thought it
would be a good precaution to be able to monitor the sites remotely
during the operation.’ He can’t tell her that the cameras have been
in the building, and several like it, for six years, and were
installed on Minister Kanyane’s orders as a back-up in
state-subsidised buildings. If the miracle didn’t quite hold and
thefts and assaults continued in unprotected buildings, the
perpetrators could be identified and rounded up quietly while the
facade of order still held. Remarkably, that contingency wasn’t all
that necessary, but the details are not for Minister Hewitt to
know.

‘I had no idea of this.
Please keep me informed.’

‘Yes, ma’am. It was
purely logistics. I didn’t think you needed to be concerned.’

‘I did. I do.’ She
measures him with a gaze. ‘Did your cameras pick up activity at the
other sites?’

‘Yes. The playback
showed a similar figure at the first site in Bedford Centre at
11.17 p.m. Squat build, shortish, dressed in black fatigues and
hooded, kneeling by the door and doing something to the lock. The
same thing again last night at the Borowitz flat.’

‘What do you think
they’re doing, Kenneth?’

‘I have no idea, ma’am.
But I sent my man in Social Harmony to run a sweep for other
devices at each site, and our transmitter is still the only signal.
He confirms that the locks are also jammed with the same resinous
substance, the same star figure daubed on the doors.’ Lang rubs his
finger and thumb together, remembering the sticky gel, the
peculiar, floral scent. ‘Bala’s sure the plug is not an explosive.
It’s beyond me. I can’t imagine what they’re up to.’

‘But you say this
intruder hasn’t entered the rooms. That our transmitters are still
operating. That they haven’t been triggered.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Then I wouldn’t
worry.’

‘But, ma’am, whoever
this is knows exactly what we’re doing and where. They’re in our
footsteps. I’d like to know what—’

‘We’re on track,
Kenneth,’ she says, standing up. ‘I don’t feel this is a threat. If
this operation is meant to succeed, then it will. We’ve both just
got to keep our faith.’

Lang holds his tongue
and watches her, trying to remind himself that he’s just doing a
job that is of no special importance. Whether they fail or succeed,
nothing’s going to come of it. She finds the Dark Windows folder in
her desk drawer and sits on the couch. She motions for him to join
her. ‘I wouldn’t worry, Kenneth.’

The sloppy-mindedness
irks him. ‘But I would, ma’am. We’re this close to closing the
operation, and I need to know more. You know I wouldn’t normally
ask what I’m not being told, but I have to understand what we’re
dealing with. If Minister Kanyane has an interest, if he’s sending
one of his operatives to our sites, I need to work out what he’s
doing, what he wants. How it might affect us. I’m trained at this.
This is the advice I’m employed to give you.’

Hewitt slides the
folder to the middle of the table. ‘There’s no reason that I’m
keeping it from you, Kenneth. I trust you completely. It’s just
that … I’m … that I don’t think you’ll believe as I do.’

‘What I believe is
beside the point, ma’am. My job is to make this operation succeed.
If you have outcomes you need met, it is my task to meet them.’

‘All right, then.’ She
comes around the table and sits next to him, opening the folder and
pointing to a letter. ‘I was approached in May by Ramnath
Radhakrishnan. You may have heard of him. He’s an author, a teacher
…’ She gauges his expression, which he’s been careful not to
change. ‘Now, Kenneth, I know that you’ll struggle to accept
this.’

‘As I say, ma’am, my
opinion is irrelevant.’

‘I know. But I
understand how it might sound to you. This is why I’ve been
hesitant to discuss it, but you’ve asked to know the details.’

‘Please carry on.’

‘Ramnath Radhakrishnan
had a new vision which was specifically about South Africa, about
Johannesburg; he got in touch with me. He was most inspired by the
enlightenment in South Africa and saw it as a confirmation of his
vision. He knew that the progress we’ve made here has opened the
way for an evolution, and that the time was right for us to welcome
it. In the vision, there were five dark rooms where the presences
would arrive.’

‘What are we talking
about? Aliens? Ghosts?’

‘They’re presences,
Kenneth. Set to arrive in a union of five. As you know, the
five-pointed configuration is a very powerful symbolic
arrangement.’

Lang takes a sip from
his coffee cup, using the opportunity to discreetly shield his
features from the minister, but she’s not looking at him as she
pages intently through the correspondence. He bites his tongue.

‘It’s related to the
five points of the body, to the five elements,’ she continues.
‘It’s central to every spiritual tradition on Earth. The five
presences will combine and effect a transformation.’

‘I don’t … I don’t
think I understand. What sort of transformation? What does that
mean?’

‘The visions don’t work
like that. They’re not movies. They’re symbolic; one has to divine
their meaning with enlightened guidance.’

‘But what does Mr
Radhakrishnan suggest will happen?’

‘A transformation.’

The impatience finally
pushes its way through all his walls. Kenneth slams down his cup.
‘I don’t understand. I don’t know how we can be expected to mount a
real-world operation based on—’

‘I’m not asking you to
understand, Mr Lang,’ the minister snaps. ‘I’m asking you to follow
orders.’ She stands up. ‘This is why I didn’t want to discuss it
with you. I knew you wouldn’t understand. But I need you to do what
I’m asking you. It’s very important. You may not see it now, but
you will. I haven’t got time to try and convince you because I’m
late for a meeting. Now just carry on, will you, Kenneth?’

Lang stands up. ‘I
will. I apologise, ma’am.’

‘There’s nothing to
apologise for.’ She stalks out.

He’s never seen her so
angry before. The herbal tea is obviously not doing its job. But
it’s been a hard week for her too. Motala is ill, and this Arrival
is promised precisely at dawn on Saturday – in just two days. He
tries to put himself in her mind, tries to understand how she can
put her job, not to mention his own, at risk to fulfil this
absurdity. He scans through the preparations thus far. Has anything
been lost or damaged in pursuit of this nonsense? Not much. No more
than in other training exercises, he reminds himself.

He smoothes his jacket
and bends with an ache to pick up his coffee mug. Hewitt has left
the folder on the coffee table. He pages through it, trying to find
a reason why anyone other than Minister Hewitt would find Dark
Windows interesting or important, worth snooping around for. He
scans the original approach letter, flips through a little more
correspondence setting up contact, and then Radhakrishnan’s
description of his vision, including some arcane details regarding
the timeline of the Arrival. In Johannesburg of all places. Is the
man planning a press junket here by any chance, looking for a smart
suburban residence? Or is he seeking a powerful, naive ally when
much of the rest of the world sees him for what he is? If so, he’s
found just what he’s looking for in Meg Hewitt.

He pages to a map of
the eastern sector of the metropole, the site of the action. That
familiar flattened oval is traced over this copy too. On a small
page like this, it looks like someone hastily circled the area,
like you would circle a classified ad. That may be exactly what
happened. Under the influence of his guiding angels, Radhakrishnan
absent-mindedly marked out the zone, giving no more thought to it
than he would to signing another photograph. All along Lang’s been
assuming that this was a hoax carefully designed to cover its
origin and spread confusion about its purpose. But he’s had it all
backwards. It’s blatant and overt: a made-up message from one
self-deluded soul to another.

The instructions he
reads in an email are simple: ‘As we have discussed, prepare five
dark rooms for the Arrival of the presences. When all five
presences have arrived, the transformation will begin. We have
spoken of the promises of renewal, and it is my deeply held belief
that you have opened the way for the new awakening.’ They must have
spoken on the phone, Hewitt and Ramnath Radhakrishnan. With his
years of experience telling fortunes on a larger stage, he would
have told her exactly what she wanted to hear. Lang wonders how
much money has passed hands, or whether this man truly believes in
other sorts of rewards.

He’s about to close the
folder and return it to Hewitt’s desk when something catches Lang’s
eye. A conjunction of words on the last page in the folder, in a
recent message entitled The Signs. He bends over it to read.

 


Esteemed and
enlightened Minister,

We have spoken of the
confirmatory wisdom the Divine has supplied us in preparation for
the Arrival. I have transcribed the meanings of the precursive
Signs as clearly as I am able in my mortal condition. The presences
have told me of five indications, which, as I can understand it,
will manifest in the days preceding their Arrival. This is what the
Divine has told me:

The
[persecuted/voiceless] will rebel.

The
[ground/stones/dirt] will be unsettled.

The clear skies will
[open/break].

The [there is a word
here I cannot understand]

father will eat his
children [in fear/in envy].

When the domain is
prepared and as a final indication that the presences are to
arrive, the dying and the hopeless will be raised. [This one is
most clearly stated, but leaves open several symbolic
interpretations.]

By these Signs you
will know that the presences are ready to manifest in the domain.
Keep the [nodes – the terminology they have previously used for the
Arrival sites] sanctified and the transformation shall be set in
motion.






Rebellion, unsettled
ground. Lang checks the date on the email. Almost a month ago. It
doesn’t mean anything. There’s always someone rebelling, so that’s
an easy prediction to make. Unsettled ground doesn’t necessarily
mean an earth tremor; again, someone’s digging something up every
day.

Hocus-pocus aside,
Lang’s still no closer to understanding why Kanyane would send a
special operative to the sites.

He slides the folder
into Hewitt’s top drawer and goes to his office. There he scans
through the footage from the cameras again. Just one, quick,
purposeful visit to each of the three sites, no more tampering, no
other unusual traffic past the doors. He freezes the frame of the
figure bent at the door, at the lock. What is this man doing?
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On the cusp of waking
from her analgesic dream, Beth has a vision of herself stalking
seventy feet tall along the elegant streets of some first-world
city in a designer trench coat, the world under her stiletto heels.
That’s how, in some corner of her mind, she saw herself back then.
Just before the end, she thought it was the best time of her life.
In the self-deluded glory days, she pictured herself as a seductive
fixer, a creative whirlwind like you see in the movies; she and her
friends were counter-cultural, revolutionary trendsetters. But they
were squalid addicts, living in a loft whose windows they never
opened. When it was over and she thought of how it must have looked
from the outside, she burnt with shame. Functional addiction, they
used to call it, as if those bespoke uppers that high-functioning
rich kids used to take were some sort of legitimate aid to
creativity and productivity. Hubris. As the pain scouring her body
reminds her now, she was never anything more than a life-sized lump
of mortal flesh.

She forces her eyes to
open. The light coming from the window is too bright and she turns
her head away. A cotton-packed assault in her brain tells her it
will be dangerous to move again. She closes her eyes and lies
still. She’s in hospital. Where was she when she went to sleep?

Yesterday – was it
yesterday? – she was with Jay in the afternoon. Then … then she
went home, didn’t she? No … she went to the medical residence to
light candles for the girls, for Kirsten. Yes. The lights were out.
She felt faint. Then she left … and the memory makes her flinch.
Yes. Yes, that happened.

She scans her body,
privately; not saying the words, she probes for the sources of the
pain. Head, neck, shoulder, hips, shins. Looking past the twisted
ache in her stomach, looking deeper, looking inward, she can tell
he didn’t rape her. She held him off, her shell prevailed. She
wants to cry with relief, but it hurts too much. She shuts down
quietly. It’s okay, it’s okay. She’ll be okay.

Later, someone’s
talking to her. ‘I need you to apologise. I need you to tell me
that I didn’t deserve this.’

Who is this sad man? Is
it Frank Bohmer?

Beth had stood at the
fringes of Kirsten’s funeral, while her father kept his sloppy eyes
on her for most of the service. Afterwards, when they’d put Kirsten
in the ground, he came up to her, his feeble wife failing to
restrain him. ‘How could you? She was only a child.’

‘I don’t know what
you’re talking about,’ Beth said. ‘You should take a look at
yourselves instead of finding someone to blame. Ask yourselves why
she was so desperate to escape from you.’

Unspeakably cruel, but
she needed to share her pain. She would never see those old people
again.

But here Frank is
again, still nagging her, his sweaty fingers clasping her hand. She
pretends she’s still asleep; she doesn’t want to have to deal with
him now. ‘You know, whatever problems we had, we could have spoken
about them. I know I haven’t … I haven’t exactly. But I swear,
that’s all going to change.’

Oh, shut up, old man.
You’re pathetic.

‘I realise now just how
wrong I’ve gone. I took you for granted, I know.’

He doesn’t stop. Why
doesn’t he just leave her alone?

‘Excuse me, Mr Cane.’
There’s a shuffle and a tug next to her. Beth wants to open her
eyes to see who’s here, but she doesn’t want Frank Bohmer to see
that she’s awake. ‘The practitioner in charge recommends natural
pain relief after this dose. Your Private Aid will be liable for a
double-levied dispensing fee if you choose to—’

‘Give her the proper
medicine, for God’s sake. I don’t care what it costs. Does it look
like I—’

‘Yes, sir.’

Now Beth remembers
Matthew. Even though she has the burning urge to shift, she plays
dead and he carries on talking. ‘I have something I need to tell
you and then atone for. It’s not fair for me to talk to you like
this, when you can’t react. I’m not going to tell you now. When you
get better, we’re going to talk. We’re going to start again.’

She can almost imagine
she’s a little girl, pretending to be asleep in the car, listening
to the grown-ups talking in the front, the roll of the tyres
numbing their words. But her body, the clots of pain and the
brokenness, is not the body of that little girl. The things he’s
saying are not words of sure comfort. She wants to move, there’s a
cramp twining along her side; but more desperately than that, she
doesn’t want him to know she’s awake.

He’s stopped talking
now and is twisting her fingers painfully in his. She wishes him
away for countless long, self-conscious breaths. She’s sure that
he’ll see her eyelids twitching, and she’ll be unmasked for the
liar and cheat she is. Does he know about Jay? What was he talking
about? She tries to remember but can’t. She tries to disappear but
he won’t let her.

‘An officer is asking
for you,’ says someone else. ‘In the lobby.’

How am I supposed to
get up? Why doesn’t he come and see me here, Beth wonders.

Matthew sighs and tuts
and lets go of her hand at last and she can hear him walking away.
She lies still for another long minute to make sure he’s gone. She
can’t roll over with the sheets too tight around her feet, but she
allows herself to stretch. The short movement shears pain across
her torso and sends messages of panic up her spine and pounding
into her skull. With it, the too-close image of the grime-pitted
pores of Ashwin Sweet, his rank, off smell. Sleep, she hopes, will
come to cloud her.

 


‘Who did this to
you?’

Beth opens her eyes and
sees Jay’s silhouette in the flickering light from the window.

‘I was sleeping,’ she
says.

‘What?’

She could have played
dead again, but she doesn’t really mind talking to Jay. ‘Go
around,’ she mumbles, and turns her head away from the window.

‘How are … Is it really
sore?’

‘Mmm,’ she nods. But
she smiles too, or tries to.

Jay is holding a glass
of water to her face, fiddling with the side of the bed with the
other hand. ‘I can’t get this …’

She lifts her head to
the straw, expecting something to pull and tear along her spine;
but it’s not so bad now. ‘What’s that noise?’ Her voice is gunged
and broken.

‘Rain. There’s a
downpour outside.’

‘Monkey’s wedding,’ she
mutters.

‘What? Oh, yes,’ he
smiles, looks across at the window. ‘The sun’s still shining. What
happened, Beth?’ He puts his hand to her brow, tentatively,
smoothes her hair off her forehead as if he’s touching her for the
first time. He’s never touched her like that.

She shakes her
head.

‘They say you were
found in the grounds of Horsefair Close. Why were you there?’

‘I had to see the girls
again,’ she says.

‘The girls?’

‘The girls from the
flat.’

‘Shit, Beth. You know
that that’s …’ She notices the effort he makes to shut himself
up.

‘I was walking outside
and he came at me, around the corner.’

‘Who? Who did it?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t
see. It was too quick.’

‘Beth, try.’

‘It doesn’t matter.
Really. It’s over, it’s okay.’

‘It’s not okay.
It’s not bloody okay.’

She closes her eyes,
wondering why she doesn’t tell him. Is it because this is what she
deserves? Was Ashwin Sweet sent by God as penance for Kirsten’s
death, so that Beth could finally be forgiven? Did the candles do
their job last night? But even in her pain, the suggestion doesn’t
work. Martyrdom and self-abasement don’t suit her. She never went
back to confession after that first time with Matthew. So then why?
Why isn’t she telling them what she knows? If she just said the
name, they’d go and find him. Then what?

She hears Jay sit and,
for the first time, the murmur of conversations around her in the
ward. She hadn’t even noticed there were other patients, never mind
visitors.

‘Listen, Jay—’

Jay stands. ‘Matthew’s
here. I’ll see you later.’ He bends and kisses her on the forehead.
Before she has time to react, he disappears and his space is taken
by her husband.

‘They wouldn’t even
allow me to—’

She stops listening and
turns her head away as he grabs her fingers again.

 


When he’s gone, she
tries to stand up. She twists her trunk, but her feet are swaddled
tightly at the foot of the bed. She lies back and gently draws her
knees in; her feet slide up, tingling with new circulation. She
imagines her body like a diagram. Red blood rushing down arteries,
blue veins going back up to her heart, green and yellow pools
denoting sites where she’s been scraped and bruised, all of it
gradually finding its balance. She’s already managing much more
than she could just a couple of hours ago. Her body is alive, she
realises with relief, it’s working. For the first time she
understands, with cold distance, that she might have died. Every
stab of pain is a renewal.

When she gets her legs
over the edge, a twist of pain over her ribs makes her gasp.

‘You need some help,
love?’ The woman in the bed across the ward says. She’s a
day-of-the-dead skeleton, her skin brittle, painted paper over twig
bones. She lies so still, as if any movement would break her.

‘Uh, no thanks. I think
I’ve got it.’ Beth takes in the room properly for the first time.
It’s an eight-bed room, but apart from the old woman, there’s only
one other bed occupied, a rumple of dark hair snoring softly.

‘I couldn’t help
overhearing, love. I’m sorry. You get bored in here. You were
assaulted?’

‘Yes.’

‘Someone you know?’

‘Ye— no. I met him once
before.’

The woman tuts. ‘They
say we’re safe, don’t they? But I’ve been told a lot of lies in my
lifetime. I lock my front door. I buy the new gates, alarms. No way
they’re going to tell me what’s good for me.’

Beth’s irritated by the
woman’s presumption. It’s like it was in the old days: you’d get
collared by a white person in some place you couldn’t escape – a
post-office queue, an airport – and they’d assume they knew you,
that they could spout their hatred and you’d nod in solidarity.

‘Excuse me,’ Beth says,
lowering her feet. When she’s down, she tests her equilibrium and
shuffles out: a painstaking grand escape.

The ward is clean and
hums with quiet efficiency. Smart nurses and sisters and orderlies
go about their business. The air smells of flowers and lime and
there’s a low background trill of bubbling brooks and birdsong
piped through speakers in the ceiling. She tries to remember the
last time she was in a hospital. She can’t. When last was she sick?
When last did she visit someone in hospital? It must have been
before Gaia Peace. The upped funding is evident – this place feels
like a Swiss mountain spa. The music and the scent calm her; she
can allow herself to imagine the positivity knitting her broken
muscles together. She’s only suffered a scratch, a dent on her
vessel. The rest is intact: her spirit, her essence. The body will
heal and it will all be forgotten.

Now the dope-mist has
lifted, Matthew’s words come back to her clearly. Something I
need to atone for. He was about to confess something. She stops
in mid-pace: was he having an affair? All those nights working late
… He might have beaten her to it. She almost laughs out loud.
Nothing like the sight of a broken, passive female body to get men
waxing pure and true. What does he think? She’s Sleeping Beauty and
he’s Prince Charming? Arsehole.

She shuffles around the
nurses’ station and along the parallel corridor. With Ashwin
Sweet’s filthy orange dreadlocks branded in her mind, her chest
nearly shatters when she sees his friend, Claude Rider, standing
opposite a ward door. She stops and watches him from a distance,
trying to slow her breathing again. Her heart is beating painfully
and she closes her eyes, concentrating on inhaling the calming
scent, allowing the healing mood to mingle with her breath and
channel to every panicking cell. Calm down, Beth. It’s just another
coincidence. The universe is good; it’s just showing her its
plans.

‘Can I help you, ma’am?
Are you all right?’

‘Yes, thanks. I’m fine.
I’m feeling fine.’

The sister smiles at
her and continues checking supplies on the shelf. ‘If you need
anything …’

The girl, Alexis, comes
out and joins Rider. He runs his hands through his hair, his frame
slumped in the grey suit that hangs too loosely on him. The sight
of the girl gives her strength and she approaches them. They watch
her, the girl smiling when she recognises her, the boy frowning and
blushing. Beth remembers that she’s in a negligible hospital gown,
grabs at her back and pulls it together.

‘What happened to you,
Beth?’ Alexis takes in the dressings on her knees and arms.

‘I …’ She almost tells
them. They know the man; they’d understand. ‘An accident.’

It’s clear that Alexis
doesn’t believe her, but she plays along. ‘Goddess, will you be
okay?’

‘Yes. It’s not as bad
as it looks.’ She looks Rider in the face. He drops his gaze, his
eyes flittering over her face and body, her bare legs, down the
corridor, flickering across her eyes and mouth. ‘Hello,’ she says
to him. ‘You all right?’

He twitches his head
towards the ward door.

‘Who’s here?’ Beth
says.

‘A girl we know,’
Alexis says, answering for him.

‘Melanie,’ Rider says,
looking at the floor. ‘She tried to kill herself.’

What are the chances of
them both ending up on the same floor in the same Wellness Centre?
‘Shit. I’m sorry. Will she be …’

‘Yes. I think so.’

And Beth realises he’s
in love with the girl in the ward. She glances at Alexis: for an
unguarded second, the girl has dropped her smile.

On her way back to the
ward, Beth manages to pee, then stands watching the rain through
the window in a waiting area. It’s still hammering down in full
sunlight. It’s over an hour since Jay woke her. There must be a
huge cloud bank on the other side of the building. She shields her
eyes from the glare of the refracting drops as they curtain down,
but the display is mesmerising. The torrent begins to slow, and
then it is over. The sky is still blue and clear. The trees across
the road and the cars and wires and poles drip, rivers rush in the
gutters, the tarmac steams.

Figures emerge from the
shelter of a wall, homeless people shaking themselves and their
greasy blankets out, draping them over a fence. One figure among
them is still, though, not bustling to dry his belongings. He
stands on the pavement in a dirty orange halo, squinting up at the
clinic’s windows; then he locates her. He points two fingers at his
eyes and then at her, cracked lips baring ragged teeth. Beth can
smell the rancid, burnt breath.
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There’s a Social
Harmony cop talking to Matthew in the Wellness Centre lobby when
Jay gets downstairs. He peers at the torrent coming down outside,
wondering how to get past them and out the glass doors. The cop’s
nodding, making the occasional note, but can’t conceal her
suspicion: the husband’s as good a suspect as any. Jay watches her
eyes on Matthew as he tells her what he knows, his face
blooming.

He can’t stay here
anymore. Visiting hours are over and there’s nothing he can do. He
turns to leave, but as he braces himself for the rain someone calls
him. Matthew’s pointing at him. ‘He told me,’ he tells the
officer.

She raises her finger –
wait – and then crooks it, beckoning. Jay approaches.

‘Mr Cane tells me that
you know Ms Cane.’

‘Yes.’

‘He says you know where
she was yesterday.’

‘I … yes.’

‘He was with her. You
should be talking to him,’ Matthew tells her.

She hauls her gaze over
Jay. Dirty jeans, yesterday’s T-shirt, paint-spattered boots. This
is better, he sees her thinking, he fits even better. ‘Is this so?
When last did you see Ms Cane? Before the assault.’

‘About four yesterday.
I had coffee with her.’

Matthew huffs and turns
away.

‘Where was this?’

‘Kensington. Queen
Street.’

‘Did she tell you where
she was going afterwards?’

‘No. I assumed she was
going home. To him.’

The officer looks
between them. Jay can’t tell if her eyes are narrowed in scrutiny,
boredom or mild amusement. A cuckolded husband or a jilted lover.
There’s nothing more to this; the case will be neatly wrapped up
before lunchtime.

‘But in the morning she
visited this student group,’ Jay continues.

‘Is this the group you
told me about, Mr Cane?’

‘Ask him. I don’t know
anything about it. While I’m out working all day, these two are—’
Matthew stops himself.

‘They’re called Out of
Our Minds. It sounded like she found some quite, you know,
seditious stuff going on. You should check them out at least. Maybe
she stumbled across something she shouldn’t have seen. Maybe—’

‘Christ, Jay,’ shouts
Matthew, ignoring the glares of the people gathered in the lobby.
‘You’re a fucking child. You really think you’re a Hardy Boy or
something. You’re exactly like her. I can just see it. Living in
stories because you’ve got absolutely nothing useful to do with
your lives. You know, at your age, you should get a job and grow
the fuck up.’

‘Out. Of. Your. What
did you say that was?’ the officer asks Jay, ignoring Matthew.

‘Out of Our Minds.
Here. Here.’ He pulls a sheaf of folded papers from his back pocket
and finds the grey photostat among receipts and commercial
detritus. The officer scans it briefly, halves it once and slides
it into a deep part of her notebook.

‘We’ll look into it,’
she says half-heartedly.

‘I bloody well know you
won’t investigate anything,’ seethes Matthew. An old couple look up
from the waiting area. ‘We all know how undermotivated you people
are. You’ll do nothing. You’ll wish it away.’

The officer ignores him
again. ‘I’ll need your contact details, Mr—’

‘Jay Rowan.’ He
dictates his address and contact numbers, aware of his docility,
his obedience to authority. It’s something Michelle has raised in
therapy. That’s what he was doing this morning before he got the
call about Beth: following Lang’s commands, not questioning orders.
‘Is that all? Can I go?’ he asks the officer.

‘Yes, but we’ll need
you soon, probably. Don’t go far.’

He nods at her and at
Matthew, who looks away.

Outside, the downpour’s
stopped. Water gushes in the culverts and the awning over the door
is shaking off the wet. He takes shelter and dials Michelle. Voice
mail. ‘Michelle, please call me if you get this. I’m actually
really worried about you. I … I told you there was something
happening at your house. I want to know if you’re okay.’

He wonders whether he
should call Lang. The phone buzzes in his hand: Lang can read his
mind. But it’s a text from Michelle. Golden Man, Derrick
Avenue is all it says.

 


Fifteen minutes later,
Jay’s walking under the gateway to the dense main street of
Chinatown. The house where he lived with Andrea is just three
blocks away, but Derrick Avenue is a different country. Box-loads
of spiked and green-tressed vegetables are being hawked on the
pavement along with dazed fish in ice-boxes, meat skewers and
home-spun computer software. The rain has washed the pavements, but
pools of stinking water lie over the blocked drains. A small child
paddles a wooden toy in one of them. All the signs are in Cantonese
and Tuff Boyz security guards patrol the area, overtly bristling
with automatic weapons. Watchtowers face off at each end of the
street.

He locates the Golden
Man restaurant. It’s too early for lunch, but the unsmiling
proprietor, sitting on the step shelling peas, doesn’t seem to mind
him walking inside. An LED-lit Buddha fountain is gurgling on the
untended counter and Michelle is sitting in a corner of the narrow
room, drinking tea out of a porcelain cup. She glances up at him
and smiles thinly.

‘I’m glad you’re okay,’
Jay says as he sits opposite her. ‘Why didn’t you get in touch? Are
you okay?’

‘Not really.’

‘What’s the
matter?’

‘I’ve had pressure for
a couple of years. I always thought it was idle bullying, nothing
serious.’

‘Pressure like what? To
do what?’

‘To toe the line, I
guess. They’re concerned about whether I’m following the guidelines
for sanctioned therapy or not, which I suppose is their right since
they employ me.’

‘The government?’ Jay
wants to warn her that the big man who’s pretending to be her
client is working for the government, but he doesn’t know how to do
that without admitting that he’s working for them too.

Michelle gets up and
fetches an extra cup from the mirrored shelf behind the counter.
She pours a cup of green tea for Jay and he nods his thanks. ‘The
Ministry of Wellness is my employer, but the check-ups have always
come from the Ministry of Social Harmony.’

‘What have the cops got
to do with it? What’s their interest?’

‘I don’t know, really.
Law and order stretches broadly, I suppose, if you want it to.’

‘It’s Kanyane,’ Jay
says. ‘Have you heard what he’s been doing lately?’

‘Not really. I try not
to listen to the news.’

‘You should. He’s
making a play, and being in charge of Social Harmony is a useful
position for him. He can keep his eye on everything.’

She takes a long drink
of tea, inhales through her teeth and pours another cup. Jay can
feel the waves of dark feeling, worry or fear, coming off her. He’s
never known her to be anything but calm and confident, and the
change unsettles him. ‘As I said, I thought it was nothing out of
the ordinary until Tuesday.’

‘What happened?’

‘Mrs Rosenkrantz
died.’

‘Mrs Rosenkrantz?’

‘My receptionist.’

‘How?’ And then he
knows the more important question. ‘Where?’

‘At the practice. Heart
attack.’

Jay’s first response is
relief. If the old woman died naturally, it would be a comfortable
explanation, and Jay wants to believe that right now. It might be
true. The result is the same anyhow. If they have what they want –
another empty house – they have no more reason to trouble Michelle.
He sniffs the bitter tea and puts the cup down again. ‘She was old,
though, wasn’t she?’

‘Yes, but she was
healthy.’ Michelle lowers her voice. ‘It just doesn’t seem right to
me.’

The owner comes in from
the pavement and starts a loud conversation with someone in the
kitchen. There’s a burst of laughter and a clatter of cookware.

‘Did you know they were
clearing out the house? I got there yesterday afternoon and there
were people loading your things into a van.’

‘They phoned me on
Tuesday night, right after she died, and said they were using the
opportunity – the opportunity – to renovate the practice.
They’ve never had to give me notice on a decision like that, it’s
their property, but I thought it was extremely insensitive. They
could have let the poor woman’s spirit rest for a moment.’

‘Who phoned you? Did
you get a name? Did you recognise the voice?’

‘Just someone from the
ministry. Of Wellness, they said. I don’t think he left a name. I
wasn’t really concentrating at the time.’

‘If I were you, I
wouldn’t give Kanyane any cause to worry about you,’ he says.
‘Please take care. Just play their game for a while, until things
settle, okay?’

‘Well, I’m on paid
leave at the moment. It could be worse.’

He stands up. ‘And
you’re spending it here?’

She laughs as he
leaves, but her eyes remain anxious.

 


He wants to avoid it,
but he’s drawn to the house – their house. He hasn’t been there
since the chaotic week after the attack. As he turns into their
quiet cul-de-sac, he’s punched with nausea, and by the time he
reaches the pavement outside their gate, his forehead is clammy. He
sits in the car, as he liked to do, listening to the silence
textured only by the skitter of leaves corralled by the breeze. A
pair of sparrows peck a bit of stale bread in the middle of the
road.

He waits for the birds
to fly off before he opens the car door and steps out. Movement at
the graffiti-scrawled garage door across the road reveals a
transient man in a bundle of coal-coloured layers. The tree-shade
is cool on this south-facing slope. On top of the ridge he can see
the brightly painted upper floors of the renovated Hope Hill
Birthing Clinic, another public building that was left to languish
while the previous governments spent their money on weapons, perks
and parties; another phoenix the hippies have made rise from the
ashes. The clinic’s peach and green trim does cheer this entropic
old suburb, he admits. He looks back to the gate of the house where
he and his wife used to live.

Jay peers over the
chest-high wall. The garden is strewn with rotten leaves, and
twists of pernicious morning glory revel in the spring air.
Nobody’s living here now. They sold it to a property developer
who’s biding his time. The low gate is blocked by a drift of
foliage and twigs and Jay can’t bring himself to go through.
Instead, he sits on the kerb until the feeling has passed.

He stands up and dusts
his trousers and pushes the gate open. Although they always used to
enter via the front veranda, he drifts along the driveway to the
back door, as if he’s never been here before. The jasmine in full
second bloom trails from the wall over the bricks of the drive. He
tries the handle of the French doors on the back patio; they’re
unlocked.

The dank kitchen smells
like cat piss. This is another dead room, he realises; not as clean
or clinical as Lang’s team have made the others, but the suffocated
air is just the same. Beth would say something about spirits or the
vacuum lack of them. Every day this week, he’s been living in this
room as he paints its windows in. He raises the dust-caked blinds.
The daylight sets a flurry of motes into action and the colours of
the room rearrange themselves.

He looks at the floor,
clean now of the blood.

It happened while he
was working late at that consuming job, the details of which he’s
already forgotten. They must have been sitting outside, waiting for
dusk, the two men who didn’t know that violent crime didn’t exist
here anymore. The French doors were unlocked. They didn’t even need
to break the glass to get in, but they did. They were busy
unplugging the TV when Andrea disturbed them, coming through from
the kitchen. One man turned and hit her across the face.

Afterwards, she said
she remembered falling, knocking her head on the coffee table and
curling into a ball, playing dead. They would have known she wasn’t
planning to fight, wasn’t intending to disturb them, but one of the
men put his boot on her face anyway, crushing her ear into her
skull. The other ripped some cables from the skirting and dragged
her up to sitting, hit her again and tied her arms and her ankles
together. The first man put a small folding knife to her torso and
she thought he was going to eviscerate her. He shredded her blouse,
slicing the skin from her chest up to her chin, and tied the cloth
across her mouth. The men were laughing. She knew they were
discussing whether to rape her. They seemed to decide to gather as
much as they could carry first – finish the job and see how much
time they had left. They carried the objects in pillowcases back
through the lounge.

One man knelt down in
front of her. Her mouth was gagged and her nose was blocked and she
was struggling to breathe and he put his rough hand under her
skirt, scratching her thighs with his fingernails, and shoved two
callused fingers inside her. Then his friend called him away.

Eventually, she worked
the gag out of her mouth and screamed. Nobody came.

Five hours later,
coming back from drinks with the people at work, Jay found her.

 


Jay stares out of the
French doors into the garden, not seeing anything. He can’t bring
himself to move for several minutes while the heat in him flushes
then dissipates. At length, he takes the phone out of his pocket
and dials Andrea’s number. It rings through to voicemail. He dials
again.

‘Jesus, who is
this?’

‘Jay.’

A lag the length of
half the world. ‘Oh. How are you?’

‘I’m …’ The last time
he saw her, she hated him, she was leaving him. He’s trying to
remember what it was like before. ‘I wanted to find out how you
are.’

There’s a muffled voice
in the background. ‘Just Jay, sorry … I’m tired, that’s how I am.
It’s the middle of the night. Why are you calling?’

He looks around him, at
the aged rot. ‘I … I’m at the house.’

A long pause. He’s not
sure if he hears her suck in her breath or if it’s just electricity
on the line. ‘Oh.’

‘I wanted to tell you
how sorry I am.’

‘Jesus, Jay. I know how
sorry you are. You were so sorry, you killed us.’

‘I—’

‘Okay, that’s not fair.
I can’t imagine what it was like for you to … find me. And I tried.
I really did. I know it must’ve been hard.’

Not this again, Jay
thinks, Andrea trying to console him. There’s really no way back.
They’ll be stuck here forever. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to start that
again. I just wanted to say, I just fucking wish it hadn’t
happened.’

‘I know. Me too.’

The tenderness in this
small affirmation makes him cry.

‘Look, thanks for
calling,’ she says. ‘I appreciate it. I’m doing well.’

‘I’m glad to hear it.
I’m really glad.’

‘I’ve got to go. I’ll
email you some time, okay?’

 


Jay sits in his car
after the call, feeling the absence, feeling the silence. With the
windows up, the radio off, he can’t hear anything, and that’s rare
in his suburban life: propelled along by torrents of white noise,
conversations, machines, construction and destruction always
impinging. Now, even his body’s operations are taking considerately
long pauses between sighs and ticks. His thin-skinned old Audi is a
hermetic bubble. In here, it can almost seem like nothing has gone
wrong outside.

What is he doing here?
He should be sitting outside Beth’s ward, waiting for the next
visiting hour. He checks the clock on the dashboard. Almost two.
Another hour until he can next see Beth – and face Matthew’s scorn.
If he’s going to have an affair with a married woman, he should be
tough enough to withstand an enraged husband, but he hates
conflict, always has.

What should a man do in
this situation? Find out who did this to his woman – his women –
and get revenge, swift and satisfying justice. Jay looks across at
his garden, abandoned and alive, for the last time. The dark
windows admit nothing. How do you achieve justice for something
that didn’t officially happen?

He pulls off, not quite
sure where he’s going, the direction drawing him as he drives. He
puts on the radio to drown the monologue in his head. ‘… what the
South African Weather Service is calling a freak anomaly,’ it tells
him. ‘Andile Botha says that their radars detected no cloud at the
time of the storm and that—’

He switches the station
to one that’s not talking about the weather. ‘The question remains,
what do the protesters want? President Motala’s office reports that
although she opened her door to the protesters, nobody has come
forward to state their demands or—’ He flicks over to a station
playing old music.

When he gets to the
campus, it feels illicit to drive straight through the portal on
Yale Road. When he was last here, years ago, for a book launch with
Andrea, the gate bristled with security: triple booms, tyre spikes
and cameras facing in and out. He expects a concealed security
guard to step out in front of him and impound him for transgressing
some law that only the university’s students and staff might know.
The university’s always been a clique he’s been excluded from, a
little town in the middle of Johannesburg that you need a secret
handshake to enter. He got his design diploma in an office park in
Rosebank, and he’s always imagined derision in the glances of the
degreed. He cruises for parking, politely avoiding empty spots
marked ‘Staff Only’, and eventually finds a place in a half-empty
visitors’ lot.

As he steps out and
locks his door, a woman in a day-glow orange vest approaches him.
Here we go, he thinks. How will he prove he’s a visitor? What is he
here for?

‘Good afternoon,’ she
says. ‘I’m a campus welcome warden. May I help you find your
way?’

‘I, yes, thanks. I
suppose I’m looking for the office of a student group.’ He’s not
sure whether to say the name, whether that will swiftly change this
woman’s attitude to one of suspicion. ‘It’s, uh, called Out of Our
Minds.’

But what she says is,
‘Sure, I think I know them. They’re in the east campus student
union.’ She describes the route and smiles after him as he sets off
up the hill.

Students lie about the
grass like they’re on a beach. Jay finds himself regretting the
lost years of his life, the wrong choices made. When he came out of
the army, he felt too old to be a student, but now he realises just
how young he was. That was more than half his life ago. Now, over
forty, more than halfway to death, he’s bleakly aware that he can
never go back.

For a couple of years
after the army he went along with Lang’s programme, until the
democratic changes in the country had bedded in and Lang’s work
slowed to a trickle. He enrolled in the design college thinking it
was just a temporary measure – he’d always been good at art and
computers at school – and that he’d find out what he wanted to do
with his life later. He married Andrea, contorting himself into
that role too. And later came and went.

Mortality presses on
him like an inevitable storm. It’s a typical mid-life crisis, he
supposes, that’s all, brought on by the divorce, nothing unique. It
happens to everyone in one form or another.

The kids glance at him
and look away, the smoke of their weed and hubblies mixing with the
breath of spring blossoms and green leaves. He’s nothing to them, a
ghost wisping off their retinas. All his life he’s practised being
invisible. He has nothing to show for himself, nothing at all.

The air in the student
union building is thick with grease and cheap spice. A few students
cluster around tables, most of the concourse in an after-lunch
clutter, chairs and cardboard cups and napkins strewn like there’s
been an evacuation. Jay checks an information board at the foot of
a rainbow-painted stairwell: ‘SRC/Sports Admin, 1st floor. Clubs,
2nd floor/Annex’. He guesses OOOM is a club. Put that way, it
doesn’t sound too menacing; nothing like a seditious terrorist
organisation.

He goes up the stairs
and follows a gloomy corridor lined with brightly painted doors.
Towards the end, the grey door stands out from the others,
unpamphletted and austere. He knocks.

‘Hello?’ A girl’s
voice.

He opens the door a
crack. ‘Er, hi,’ he calls in.

‘Come in. Hi,’ she
says, standing up from behind a cluttered desk. She’s a short girl,
pretty, wearing grey clothes that are unflatteringly tight.

‘I’m looking for …’
What was the kid’s name again? ‘Rider? Alex Rider, I think.’

The girl laughs,
lighting up her whole body. ‘That would be me. In my dreams.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Sorry. I’m Alexis. But
you’re probably looking for Claude. We just call him Rider.’

‘Yes, that’s it.
Sorry.’

‘He’s not here. Can I
help maybe?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe.
I’m a friend of someone who met him yesterday, and then she was
…’

‘Oh, Goddess. You’re
Beth’s husband? We saw her yesterday and then this morning she
was—’

‘No, not her husband. I
… I’m her friend.’

‘Oh, sorry.’

‘But do you know what
happened to her? Do you know who might have …?’

She shakes her head.
‘It’s awful. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to do that.’

Of course you can
imagine a woman getting attacked by some psycho scumbag, he wants
to tell her. You’re a woman. Aren’t you afraid at night? What are
you people on? ‘You people’ meaning everyone: kids, girls, grown
bloody adults, the whole country. Everyone who’s bought into this
rubbish. Ignoring the danger doesn’t make it go away. There are
people out there who can definitely imagine attacking and killing
and raping and stealing. For Christ’s sake, wake up.

He just sighs and looks
around the office, as if he’ll stumble across a clue like a real
PI. He sees a collage of monochrome photos on the wall, remembers
the girls, remembers why Beth came here in the first place. ‘Beth
saw this yesterday, didn’t she?’ He points at the two photos pinned
with grey rosettes. ‘These are the girls who … who died at the
residence.’

Alexis comes up beside
him. ‘Yes.’

‘Maybe it has something
to do with their deaths. What happened to Beth.’

‘They killed
themselves,’ Alexis says, but she’s hiding something. She’s bad at
it, her cheeks and neck blushing, her eyes darting all over except
towards him.

‘Tell me,’ he says.
‘Please.’

‘I don’t know anything.
Really. But I always thought it was suspicious. We knew that …
Goddess, Rider will kill me if I say anything.’

Jay stays calm, despite
the impatience boiling in him. ‘Whatever you know might help Beth,
might help find who did this.’

‘I honestly don’t know
who might have attacked Beth. But Trini and Sonia. We knew they
were using. Meth, heroin. Controlled things.’ She pauses again.
‘Rider’s put everything into this group, and none of this is his
fault. It will devastate him if it all gets ruined because of this.
But I think the damage is done. It’s going to come out in the end.’
She sighs and walks across to the desk, straightening piles of
papers with a slumping spine as if she’s begun to pack them away
for good, but she doesn’t say more.

Jay coaxes her again.
‘Please. For the girls. For Beth.’

She draws herself up
and turns back to him. ‘We think Ashwin Sweet has something to do
with it. He deals drugs. He came into the group and started dealing
and we overlooked it because he had a big following. His friends
joined – it was like a drug club for them. But they brought
membership fees and the numbers made us look impressive. Still,
they were just one part of the group. Most of the members really
believe. We’re trying to change things, make people aware of …’ She
trails off as she notes his expression. ‘So we – Rider and me;
we’re both supposed to make decisions – we let it carry on. But the
further it went, the more we knew we’d be shut down if the council
or the board found out. If they found out that we knew all
along.’

‘This Ashwin Sweet. Who
is he? Where can I find him? Why do you think he had anything to do
with the girls dying?’

‘Trini couldn’t pay. We
heard him threatening her. He was never very subtle. He’s
completely stoned all the time, and he’s a crackhead. It really
wouldn’t surprise me if, if …’

And at the same time,
it’s evident by the look on Alexis’s face, they both picture a girl
being thrown out of a window, probably dead already, her body
crumpling against the bricks. Another girl being stabbed to death
in a psychotic rage. So much for your spirits, Beth. For Christ’s
sake.

‘Police!’

The voice comes at the
same time as the door bursts in, smashing with an outrageous bang
against a filing cabinet and slumping skew off its broken hinge. No
time for the niceties, no ‘Social Harmony Services, please may we
come in?’

‘Against the wall!
Against the fucking wall! Hands over your heads! Now!’

Alexis and Jay comply
in silence, turn to the wall and press their hands against it, flat
above their heads. Jay thrown back into the army, where instinctive
obedience saved him from attention any number of times. Past the
rush of blood in his ears, he notices Alexis’s silence.

Jay risks a glance
behind him and sees the police, kitted in dark SWAT fatigues,
sweeping the piles of paper off the desk and emptying drawers
without any investigative finesse. A scare raid, old-style. They’re
either not expecting to find anything here, or they’re not looking.
His breath whooshes out as he’s nudged in the kidney with the butt
of an assault rifle.

‘Look at the wall!’

‘Hey, you can’t …’ He
stifles the rest. They can; they are.

When all the documents
in the office are on the floor, Alexis and Jay are turned
around.

‘Identification.’ This
officer is young. Apart from him and the woman handling Alexis,
there are three others, poking through the debris with their
boot-points.

‘I don’t have to
carry—’

‘You drive, don’t you?
I want to see your driver’s licence.’

Left hand still up, Jay
reaches into his right jeans pocket for his wallet and produces his
licence card. Alexis does the same. ‘What do you want?’ she
says.

One of the officers,
the one who was barking the commands earlier, says, ‘You know the
children who’ve been trashing the city and terrorising the
population? They sound a lot like you.’

Alexis looks over at
him. ‘That’s nonsense. You don’t have any basis … You don’t have a
warrant.’

The man takes a folded
page from his pocket, unfolds it and suspends it before her face.
‘Here’s my warrant. An emergency measure of the Ministry of Social
Harmony, signed by Minister Kanyane this morning. You kids think
we’re messing around?’

‘That’s …’ Alexis
starts, but shuts up.

They stand against the
wall as a couple of the officers half-heartedly scratch through the
papers.

‘We’re looking for
Claude Rider,’ says the lead officer. ‘You know him?’

‘Yes,’ says Alexis.
‘He’s not here.’

The officer presses a
card into her hand. ‘Tell him we want to speak to him when he comes
back.’ He looks around the trashed office. ‘It might be more
convenient for him if he comes to see us, instead of making us
visit again.’ They troop out, the female officer who frisked Alexis
last to leave, trying to close the broken door behind her.

Alexis turns in the
middle of the room, surveying the mess. ‘Shit,’ she mutters under
her breath.

‘What was that about?’
says Jay. ‘They can’t seriously think that you had anything to do
with the riots.’

‘They’ve been looking
for an excuse all along, and now they’ve found it. We’re a bigger
threat to them than anyone thinks.’

‘But why should they
feel threatened? Surely they should allow a bit of disagreement.
Isn’t that what Gaia Peace is supposed to stand for?’

Alexis rolls her
shoulders and shakes her head. At length she says, like confessing
something, ‘I voted for them. Not the first time – I was too young;
but in the last election. I probably will again.’ Then she smiles.
‘Rider would burn my membership card if he knew. Hang me on a
fucking—’ She stifles a laugh, and goes over to a slew of folders
spilt out of a cabinet. She spends a couple of minutes in silence,
piling the files together and flipping through them. Jay’s
wondering whether to leave her to tidy up, or offer to help, but
instead he walks to the window and looks out at the concrete-brick
terrace. Pigeons are preening and courting in the stark shafts of
sun like nothing happened.

‘Here.’ Alexis comes
around the desk and hands him a sheet of paper. ‘Ashwin’s address.
We got it from student records earlier this year when we had to
send him a demand for outstanding dues.’

Jay stares at the
paper. It feels heavy in his hands, slick, like gravity wants to
pull it away from him. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’

‘Absolutely. That
arsehole’s done enough. I really don’t know why we covered for him
all that time. I feel ashamed. And now,’ she takes in the strewn
office, ‘it’s over anyway.’

‘Okay,’ says Jay.

‘But listen, I’m not
saying he did that to Trini and Sonia, to Beth. But it’s
possible.’

‘Of course,’ says Jay
as he copies the address into the phone. ‘How will I recognise him.
If I bump into him?’

She hesitates, but only
briefly. ‘You won’t miss him. Tall, thin, scraggly beard, long
orange dreads. Always looks a bit, you know, skanky.’

‘Thanks. We’ll just
check him out and see.’ He’s talking like he has some sort of
authority, like he’s some sort of ‘we’. What is he going to do?
Give it to the police to file away with their invisible crimes?
Call Lang? Confront this psychotic kid himself? There’s no ‘we’;
he’s alone.

Alexis starts picking
up documents and pamphlets and stacking them back on the desk. She
struggles to reassemble a plastic in-tray for a few moments, then
smashes it against the side of the desk. She looks up; Jay notices
her cheeks and neck are blotched. She wipes at her face with her
sleeve.

‘Can I help?’ Jay
says.

‘No, this is Rider’s
mess. Let him help. I’m done for the day,’ Alexis says. She stands
and gathers three origami birds from the window sill, takes some
stationery from the desk drawer and crams it all into her backpack.
She walks out of the office and doesn’t bother with the door.

Jay trails her along
the corridor. ‘Where is he?’ he asks.

‘He’s at the Wellness
Centre.’ Saying the phrase naturally, without irony; she’s that
young.

‘Did something happen
to him?’

‘His girlfriend. She
tried to kill herself.’

‘Oh.’

‘I know what you’re
thinking: there’s a lot of that going around. But we’re not some
sort of suicide cult.’ To his surprise, she laughs darkly. ‘It’s
not our fault. It’s the sort of people these ideas attract. It’s
all wrong.’ She stops, pulls herself upright. ‘In fact, I’m really
done with it. I don’t know what I’ve been doing all this time.
Well, I do. But now I’m done.’

Jay looks at her, not
sure what to say, not sure what exactly she’s talking about.

‘I know I’m being a
real bitch, leaving him to his mess when he’s having such a bad
week, but it’s not my job to be there for him, to clean up after
him every time one of his stupid ideas goes wrong. I just can’t
anymore.’ She’s smiling with sad eyes when she looks up at him.
‘And here I am, telling a complete stranger about my massive
emotional breakthrough. I don’t even know your name.’

He puts out his hand.
‘Jay Rowan. And congratulations, I think.’

She takes his hand,
smiles, lowers her head.

On the way back to his
car, Jay checks the address he’s copied into his phone and notices
that the beacons from the three sites he’s prepared for Lang no
longer show on his map. He scrolls into his settings and notices
that, some time today, the software he was using has been
removed.
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‘Someone’s here.’

It’s Bala on the phone.
Lang checks his watch. Not even 4 p.m. ‘This early? Are you
sure?’

‘She’s kneeling at the
door now,’ Bala says.

‘What do you mean
“she”?’

‘I mean it’s a
woman.’

‘How can you tell?
Surely in the uniform, you can’t tell for certain.’ But Lang is
embarrassed for missing the plain fact: the movements, the shape,
for God’s sake. He jumped to a ridiculous, amateurish conclusion.
The kid next door said ‘he’ and Lang’s mind was set. It’s time to
retire.

‘No uniform, sir. Step
out onto a quiet suburban street dressed like that, you look like a
child going to a Halloween party. She’s wearing tracksuit pants, a
grey hooded top, like she’s going out jogging. Bit warm for a
hoodie this afternoon.’

‘Can you confirm what
she’s doing?’

‘Hang on.’ Lang hears
him put the phone down, imagines him adjusting his precision scope
somewhere inside the to-rent house abutting the property. A minute
later Bala picks up the phone again. ‘It’s hard to see for sure,
because her back’s obscuring the lock itself. But she removed a
small plastic bag from her jacket pocket and then a canister,
small, maybe two hundred mils. She seems to be finished now.’

‘Detain her. Take her
around to the back garden. Keep her quiet. I’m on my way.’

‘Yes, sir.’

 


‘So what lessons can we
learn from the recent uprisings?’ the radio says as he drives. ‘Is
it safe to say that discontent is growing and that people are
finding that the government is not addressing their basic needs?
This afternoon we ask—’

Lang flicks to the
classical music station. It’s been a long time since he’s done
that, but he’s finding it hard to remember what appealed to him
about the news. The music takes him back to her kitchen, a warm
heart forged with fury and tenacity out of a tiny fisherman’s
cottage. As a kid, he’d find a safe place under her kitchen table
and think his thoughts while she worked around him. His grandmother
behaved honourably when all around her gave in to the inhuman
times. He credits her with his level head, with the fact that he’s
survived so much in this country while most of his peers from back
then are probably dead.

By the time he pulls up
outside the Kensington house, he’s wondering what connects that
contented little boy to himself. He gets out of the car and looks
up at the sky. He imagines himself an ant on a map. A giant Ramnath
Radhakrishnan, coffee in one hand, looks down from the
dust-streaked blue sky and circles this quadrant of the city with a
red marker pen, smiling mildly and then looking back at his
newspaper. No different from any other benign and negligent god, he
supposes. He passes down the path alongside the house into the back
yard. When he rounds the corner, he sees Bala standing at
respectful ease on the veranda next to Meg Hewitt, in casuals on a
green plastic garden chair.

When she sees him, she
holds up her hands in wry apology.

Lang approaches.
‘Ma’am?’

‘It’s part of the
operation, Kenneth. I’m sorry you found out. I tried to change my
pattern when I realised you had me on camera. But it seems you were
doing your job well. Of course.’

He twists his mouth.
‘Why didn’t you just tell me this morning? I would have left you to
it. Whatever it is. But I have to say …’ He halts himself. He
doesn’t have to say anything. She’s the boss. Bala stands like a
statue, effectively making his bulk invisible. Lang admires the
man’s detachment; it doesn’t seem feigned.

‘It’s something I had
to do myself. The final part of the preparation. I didn’t tell you
because … not because I didn’t …’

‘You don’t have to say
anything, ma’am. Bala and I will leave and you can finish what
you’re doing here unimpeded.’

‘I want to tell you,
Lang. I owe you an explanation. I accept it’s frustrating for you
to run this operation without all the information and there’s no
reason for you not to know.’

I really don’t want to
know, he doesn’t say, but watches as she removes a small container
from her pocket.

‘The instructions
called for a charm to be set by the door of each room. To prevent
it from being disturbed, to keep the atmosphere’ – she hesitates
but uses the word anyway – ‘sacred.’ She raises the vial of pinkish
gel. It looks like a face scrub you can get at the supermarket.
‘This is a gel infusion of patchouli and musk. It’s a Sabbat oil,
opening the way for the deities.’

‘It’s all yours, ma’am.
Come, Mr Bala.’

‘What is it, Kenneth?’
she calls to his back as he leads the way down the steps into the
garden.

He turns. ‘What do you
mean, ma’am?’

‘I know you have a
problem with this.’

‘As I’ve told you
repeatedly, ma’am,’ he struggles to keep the impatience out of his
voice, ‘my opinions are not of any importance. I have a job to do
and, to the best of my ability, given the … circumstances, I’ll do
it.’

‘But I sense
something’s changed today.’ She glances at Bala, who’s as impassive
as ever. ‘Since I told you the full details.’

‘Nothing’s changed,
ma’am.’

‘But I need your
advice. I rely on your instincts. What do they say? Tell me
honestly.’ She gestures to herself, her casual clothing. We’re out
of uniform here, we’re out of the office, she seems to be saying.
We’re just two friends. And Bala.

‘I’ll go back to my
post,’ Bala says.

‘Thank you.’

‘Sit, Kenneth,’ she
says, pointing to a garden chair, and the veranda instantly becomes
her office, despite her will to break the constraints of their
relationship. But Lang realises that his days of treading lightly
are soon to be over. He’ll retire when this is done, he knows, so
perhaps it won’t hurt too much to speak his mind.

‘You think it’s a scam,
don’t you?’

‘I do, ma’am. This
Radhakrishnan’s selling you a fairy tale that he knows you want to
believe. I don’t know if you’re paying him in money or influence,
but he’s getting something valuable from this transaction. That’s
all it is for him.’

She smiles at him, and
the condescension infuriates him. ‘I can see how you might think
that. That’s how it might look, and I must admit that it’s not
unprecedented. False prophets give the real visionaries a bad name.
But I’m sure of Ramnath.’ As she speaks, she twirls the canister of
pink gel in her hands and Lang remembers its floral scent. He
couldn’t place the memory that night at the residence, but now he
does. It reminds him of Melanie when she was a little girl.

‘Do you know Ramnath
was raised in Iraq, Kenneth? In a diplomatic family. He understands
the miracle of the Axis of Light. After decades of systemic, brutal
violence, Iraq had its miracle cure and has become a beacon for the
region: productive, happy. Just like us. Like Russia, like Burma,
Afghanistan. It’s as if the Goddess pointed her finger at all the
bleakest spots of the world and said, “Enough.” What has happened
is awe-inspiring. I struggle to understand how you can’t
believe.’

Why didn’t Lang just
shut up, see it through? Waste another day or two like he’s wasted
the other thirty years of his adult life, in pursuit of other
peoples’ ghosts and demons. Why ask why? Why cause himself this
frustration?

‘So you’re right,’
Hewitt goes on. ‘Ramnath is invested, but far more deeply than with
money. Looking closely at South Africa, he can see just how fragile
the enlightenment is, how it’s based on a handful of personalities.
The idea of it all going back to chaos is untenable. For him, for
me. For the world.’

Lang’s not in the mood
for this empty cant right now. He stands up, an act that strikes
him as more disrespectful than anything he might say. But she
appealed for his honesty. ‘I’ll leave you to it, then. The last
site will be ready by tomorrow night.’

He leaves Hewitt
sitting on her plastic chair, folded into her baggy sweats like
someone far younger than she is, someone far less afraid than she
should be.

 


When he opens the door
of his flat, Lang’s greeted with a waft of damp must overlaid with
cat urine. The window’s ajar and the rain has flooded in, over the
bookshelf and onto the carpet. A salt-crusted plant pot is smashed
on the floor. Paw prints mark a trail across the lounge carpet and
into the kitchen, where the intruder has dug in the dustbin and
cleared an unwashed plate in the sink.

He gets a dust pan and
brush from under the sink and tidies, sops the carpet with towels,
conscious of the silence. When Melanie was little and Lang was
still married to Lydia, a task as simple as this would become a
crisis, an event to be strategised. Preventing little fingers from
getting cut and little feelings from getting hurt if he shooed Mel
away; avoiding Lydia’s histrionics. He empties the soil and shards
into the kitchen bin, wraps the limp plant and the rest of the pot
in newspaper and discards it with a tinge of regret. He can’t
remember where the plant came from but he liked it.

He washes the few
dishes, feeling the patina of dried cat saliva moistening again and
coming away from the plate, rubbing it until it’s no longer
slick.

On his way through to
the bedroom, he notices a single bruised purple petal on the floor.
He places it carefully on the shelf where the pot stood, in the
middle of the dark ring stained into the wood.

The single bed with its
featureless beige cover saddens him more than anything in this
stagnant dwelling. He sits at its foot and unties his shoes. He
thinks of the dead widow’s flat they prepared yesterday. Can it be
only yesterday? Has he been away from this place for fewer than
forty-eight hours? It feels like someone died here too. Why not?
This flat is in Ramnath Radhakrishnan’s zone, after all.

He’s never been at home
here. He’s never really made himself a new home since Lydia left
him. Seven years ago. He took this flat furnished – by another old
woman – and has been too busy to consider decorating. The walls are
bare and a faded avocado green, overdue for their triennial
repaint, the mismatched dark-wood furniture too heavy. It’s like a
transient’s hotel, and he’ll die here.

He was planning to have
a few minutes’ sleep before going back to the clinic, but now the
idea frightens him. He takes off his clothes, folding each item as
he removes it, understanding that this precision is another measure
of his solitude. No call for abandon in his regimented life; a
regiment of one.

He steps into the
shower carefully and clutches as if he needs to at the wall handle,
a remnant of the previous lonely expiration in this flat. He
fumbles the shampoo bottle and takes an inordinate time retrieving
it from the shower’s floor. He stands for a long time, until the
water runs cool, recovering.

He changes into clean
grey slacks and a fresh white shirt. He shuffles through his few
jackets but chooses instead a tan knitted sweater. Jabu gave him
the sweater, come to think of it, and it’s probably the newest
thing in his wardrobe. He forgoes a tie, wears the collar open. In
celebration of spring.

He heats up a frozen
meal of steamed vegetables and brown rice in the microwave oven and
sits at the dining table. The six o’clock TV news is a few stories
in, something about mass arrests in the United States, more
violence in western Europe, then the finance news. When they repeat
the headlines, he notes that the security protests didn’t rate a
mention on the national news. They’re still a localised urban
phenomenon, and besides, the state broadcaster’s task is to spread
the good news about the enlightened world, not highlight its minor
blemishes.

When the sports news
comes on, he gets up and makes sure to rinse the dinner package,
discard it and close the recycle bin tightly. He rinses his fork
and rubs the lip stains from his water glass. Next time the cat’s
near, it won’t smell anything appealing.

When he’s ready to
leave, he picks up his keys and realises his phone is still inside
his previous trousers’ pocket. He takes it out and sees he’s had
three missed calls from the hospital.

He listens to the
message left after the final attempt. ‘Mr Lang? I’m afraid there’s
… there’s been an … incident with your daughter.’

 


Night falls as Lang
drives. He takes the quicker route through Hillbrow, but he’s
frustrated by the short blocks and the several stop streets. The
mass of street life presses into the roadway from the pavements and
the balconies. It’s not as threatening as it was ten years ago, but
tonight the smells of herbs and essences and vegetable curries and
braising mealies, the chants of spiritualists, miracle men,
priestesses and witches infuriate him as he waits for crossing
traffic. He hoots at a band of hippies sauntering too slowly across
the road, one of them carrying a drum and a baby, another leading a
goat by a leash.

At last he is out of
Hillbrow and onto Empire Road. Lang speeds up to the Wellness
Centre and stops his car in an emergency spot. He ignores the
parking attendant calling to him as he runs through the sliding
doors, feeling the familiar clutch in his chest.

Melanie’s not in her
room when he gets there. He shouldn’t have expected her to be. A
practitioner directs him back down to Intensive Care. Lydia is
pacing outside the door of the unit and the sight of her cramps him
to a stop. There’s a wall between them, built of time and silence.
He never intended to see her again.

She looks at him, her
haughty face unwavering, and he imagines he might look the same to
her. Both of them supremely competent at one thing at least:
holding themselves in check. Lang gathers himself to walk calmly
towards her.

‘Lydia,’ he greets her
absurdly, with a nod. ‘How is she?’

She frowns at the
question. Brings the unlit cigarette up to her face and regards it.
Still rich, then, to be able to afford that. Ron Gordon keeping her
well, he supposes. She turns away and walks over to a waiting area
with some vinyl-covered chairs, a herbal tea dispenser and a little
multi-denomination altar.

Lang pushes the ICU
door open and approaches the practitioner in charge behind her
panopticon desk. ‘Melanie Lang,’ he says. The sister wordlessly
indicates an enclave with a semi-drawn turquoise curtain. ‘What
happened?’ he asks.

‘There was an error
with the medication. A decimal point was overlooked on the chart.
She was overdosed.’

‘How was that allowed
to happen?’ He’s keeping his voice down, stifling himself in all
sorts of ways.

‘Our younger
practitioners are not familiar with the off-schedule chemical
medication you’ve insisted on, sir.’

‘Don’t even try to make
this my responsibility. Where were you … where was the supervisory
staff when this was happening? For God’s sake, she was ready to go
home.’

‘I wasn’t there,’ is
all the sister can say.

Lang needs to walk
away. ‘May I?’ he asks. The sister nods and he goes across to the
curtain and peers behind it. Her hollow form barely disturbs the
sheets. The body lies there like an empty wrapper blown into some
arcane contraption. Tubes and wires snake beside her into
unnecessarily bulky machines. This can’t be her, he thinks, trying
to recognise something in the sallow, wrung-out skin of the face, a
composition of pallor, bruises and red rims.

He waits until he can
see the faintest movement of her breath, the sheet budging up and
then down again. He can’t bring himself to hold her hand; he
doesn’t want to feel how cold it is. He pulls a chair to the
bedside and sits, listening to the beeps, the whining, the
shuffling, the hiss of the oxygen, thinking this is what death is,
a bright, cluttered room with generic warmth coming from no source.
This is all there is.

It’s too early for
Melanie. There’s a road ahead of her. The world will jolt if she
dies, the unspent potential will ripple and tear the fabric. If he
could save her, he’d save the world from that cruel gash, but
there’s nothing he can do but sit here while the machines animate
her shape, their breath crinkling her in and out like wind-washed
debris. An essential part of him starts to bleed, the deepest, most
dangerous form of internal wound, and he knows he will never
heal.

If he could stop
this.

Something comes to him,
like some ritual refrain emerging from one of the locked drawers in
his mind, chanting out, insistent now: The dying and the
hopeless will be raised. What is that? Some passage of
scripture, long submerged?

Then he remembers. It’s
from the charlatan’s letter.

The dying and the
hopeless will be raised.

His chest begins to
hurt and he pushes away from the curtain and through the tense door
of the ICU.

‘The nurse says her
belongings are still up in her ward,’ Lydia says from her station
by the tea urn the instant he gets out, as if she’s been standing
there on pause. ‘Will you tell me where that is?’

‘I’ll go,’ he says. He
doesn’t say that a normal mother would know where the ward was
because she would have been here yesterday.

‘I don’t know why these
people insist on leaving their clients’ personal things lying about
in the open where any cleaner might just pick them up.’

‘People don’t steal
anymore, don’t you know?’ he says.

She skewers him with a
look and he’s relieved to have an excuse to leave her presence.
She’s always been out of step with his sense of self. She pulls him
back, makes him into someone he doesn’t want to be.

He goes back up to the
general ward. On the way to Melanie’s bed, he sees Jay Rowan
standing outside another room. Rowan frowns, probably wondering why
Lang is tailing him.

‘Mr Rowan,’ Lang says.
‘Good evening.’

Rowan nods.

Lang nods towards the
door. ‘Your serious issue from this morning?’

‘Yes,’ says Rowan,
defensive, unsettled.

‘I’m sorry to hear it.
I must apologise. I was unfair.’

Rowan folds his
arms.

‘I realise I’ve never
apologised in all the years we’ve worked together. The work does
not lend itself to apologies.’ He’s talking too much, but he wants
Rowan to hear him. ‘I was wrong,’ he says, feeling equal measures
of shame and liberation. ‘This work makes us do a lot of things
that are wrong. If it means anything, I’m retiring. So I can
finally admit my mistakes.’

Rowan says, ‘What do
you need from me?’

‘Oh, I’m not here for
you, Mr Rowan. I have … serious issues of my own here. My
daughter.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Thank you.’ A man’s
conversation, managing to communicate without saying anything. He
walks away.

The phone buzzes in his
pocket and he takes it out. He sees he’s missed three calls some
time in the last half-hour. It’s Hewitt. He doesn’t want to talk to
her, but duty compels him.

‘Did you speak to her,
Kenneth?’ Hewitt sounds like she’s speaking from a depth.

‘To whom?’

‘To the president.’

‘I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m
not following.’

‘Did you tell her about
Dark Windows?’

‘No, ma’am. Why
wou—’

‘Well, she found out.
She found out, Kenneth. You know how ill she is. This could … this
could.’

Is she crying? ‘I
didn’t. On my word. I don’t know how she might have.’ Then it hits
him … Bala. Surely not Bala. Why would he? More likely that Kanyane
has his own, separate intelligence. Or Rowan? Could he have told
Motala or Kanyane after he was dismissed this morning? He looks
down the corridor to where they were speaking. He can’t imagine it.
It has to be Kanyane.

‘She wants it stopped.
It’s stopped. Call it off.’

‘But ma’am, we’re so
close. There’s just one more,’ he says, speaking vaguely now, the
conversation shadowed by the spectre of Kanyane listening in,
although to his knowledge this line is permanently secured.

‘It could kill her,
Kenneth. I need to prove my loyalty to her. I tried to explain to
her what the operation means, how it advances our aims, her aims.
She was enraged that we could use the spirits of the recommuned for
any material end, and with such dark symbolism, no matter the
potential for enlightenment. She didn’t understand, she wouldn’t
listen. And then I told her I’d shut it down.’

‘But …’ The thought of
dissolving this operation now leaves Lang bereft and he doesn’t
understand why. ‘We can finish it.’

‘I’m ordering you, Mr
Lang. I’m telling you to follow my orders.’ The way she says it,
though, is unlike her. It sounds like a plea.
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Matthew’s sitting by
Beth’s bedside. When he came in this evening he asked her how she
was and squeezed her hand. The paternal, non-intimate contact makes
her crave to be held properly, to feel warm skin anywhere but on
her clammy palms.

‘Jay Rowan’s outside
again,’ he says. His voice drips scorn, this morning’s conciliation
forgotten. Now that it’s clear she’s not gravely injured, his guilt
has slunk away and he’s reverted. ‘I don’t know why he, how he can
have the …’

She turns her face away
and closes her eyes; but still she sees Ashwin Sweet standing down
on the pavement, making that threatening gesture. She thought about
asking a nurse or orderly how easy it is for someone to get in, but
she knows it’s easy. There’s no security and at visiting time –
right now – he could come into this ward along with anyone
else.

The sight of the stinky
brat staring at her from the pavement didn’t incite fear in her. It
incited rage. To think this morning, for a shameful moment, she
thought he was sent as some sort of penance. He’s vermin, nothing
more.

Matthew sighs, clears
his throat. He shuffles in his seat. After a couple of minutes she
hears him take his phone out of his pocket, tapping and
clicking.

‘I’m tired now,’ she
says. ‘You must be too. Go home and get some rest. I’m not going
anywhere.’ But why not? She wouldn’t even have to go back home. Why
not disappear from the clinic and never come back? Wouldn’t that be
the easiest way of finishing this marriage? She pictures the open
desert scrubland; the clean, uncomplicated wind. Everything her
life in Johannesburg is not.

As Matthew leaves, she
pretends she’s fallen asleep.

A minute later, she
hears Jay come in, as she hoped he would, rearranges herself and
opens her eyes again. Can she picture him in her grand escape? That
vision of freedom seems to be defined by its soloness.

‘I got his name and
address,’ Jay says, almost to himself.

She looks at him.
‘Who?’ But she knows.

‘Ashwin Sweet.’ He says
the name low, as if it might cause her pain.

A starpoint of shock
shatters through her. ‘How did you know?’

‘So you knew who he
was. I knew you did. Why didn’t you tell me? Or anyone?’

‘I wasn’t sure,’ she
says lamely, and she knows he doesn’t believe her.

‘It wasn’t just you,
you know. He might have been involved in the other girls’ deaths.
He might have …’

‘It makes sense, I
suppose.’

He raises his voice
now. ‘So why on earth didn’t you tell the police?’

‘I don’t know. I wasn’t
sure,’ she repeats. But now she does know: she needs to face Ashwin
Sweet again, alone, before someone takes him away from her.

‘I don’t get it, I
really don’t understand.’ He purses his lips. ‘Well, it’s out of
your hands now anyway.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m telling the
police.’

‘And what do you think
they’re going to do about it?’

He’s quiet for a
moment. ‘Something’s got to be done,’ he says. ‘Something’s going
to be done. I’m not going to let them wish this away, I promise
you.’

‘It really doesn’t
matter, Jay.’

‘It does. It bloody
well does.’

A nurse approaches.
‘Visiting time is over,’ she tells Jay.

‘How’re you feeling?’
the nurse asks when he’s gone.

‘Much better, I think.’
Beth scans her body. Her ribs are still throbbing in a way that’s
almost satisfying in its constancy. The bruises and scrapes hurt,
her chest and fingers spatter shards of pain and her joints ache,
but she’ll get by. She’s not sure whether to marvel at her body’s
capacity and will to heal itself – or at its unsentimental ability
to get over its trauma and just carry on. She finds herself
relaxing now that the ward door is closed. The nurses on the
general wards are more effective than a private security force
outside visiting hours. None of the men will be able to intrude
until the morning.

The nurse fishes a vial
out of the plastic tub she’s carrying. ‘I’m giving you some
category-three antibiotics and a sedative.’

‘Hang on. I’d rather
not. Wouldn’t you rather give me something in category one?’ The
truth is that Beth doesn’t want to be sedated tonight.

‘But Mr Cane said
to—’

‘This is my body, not
his. Besides, I thought you’d approve of going the holistic route.
It’s what you do these days, isn’t it?’ She looks at the woman,
tries to judge her age. She’s in her forties somewhere. But anyone
over thirty, Beth realises, would have been trained in chemical
medicine. Most of the professionals in the medical system have been
forced to adapt to a whole new model, on some politician’s whim.
‘I’m sorry,’ she says.

‘Nothing to be sorry
about, Ms Talbot,’ the nurse smiles conspiratorially, using the
name Beth told her rather than the one Matthew wrote on the
admission form. ‘And you’re absolutely right. You make the
decisions.’

‘Thank you,’ Beth
says.

‘I’ll bring the
medication up shortly. Have a good night,’ the nurse says.

 


She tries to rest for a
few hours, gathering as much strength as she can. But she’s
uncomfortable, her body fighting as she turns and tries to stretch
her muscles. She undertakes the laborious process of getting out of
bed, and though it’s more painful than it was earlier in the
afternoon, when she’s upright her legs feel able to support her.
She’s not as light-headed.

The old skeleton in the
bed opposite groans and mutters. Beth folds herself down and
retrieves the kit bag from under her bed, where Matthew left a
change of clothes and toiletries. The torn clothes, the ones with
her blood and Ashwin Sweet’s fluids, have been taken away by the
police. She hangs the bag on her shoulder, hoists herself up again
and shuffles into the bathroom. Only one of the shoes she was
wearing last night is there, but she puts on the new jeans and
blouse.

Beth knots the hospital
gown over her clothes as a disguise and pads painstakingly along
the corridor. It’s easier to walk now, in comfortable clothes,
without having to clutch the gown closed behind her. She looks out
of the window for any sign of Ashwin Sweet and nods at the night
warden at the desk as she passes. He turns back to his novel.

This is my body, she
reminds herself, fuelling herself with the force of her words,
trying to imbue her slow grind towards the exit with confidence and
righteousness. A night nurse comes out of a room further down the
ward, but says nothing when she sees Beth, assuming, perhaps, that
she’s going to the bathroom. Beth’s heart is hammering as she gets
to the lift and pushes the button. It opens, she enters, it closes.
Then she’s downstairs, in the lobby. The late-night receptionist
doesn’t look up as she leaves; just another walking corpse in the
night. This isn’t a jail, after all.

She sits on a ledge at
the base of the wall outside, her eyes trained on the street, and
finds her phone in the bag.
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There’s a child playing
in the front yard of the vine-covered, flaking old house, even
though it’s after midnight. Parked in his car across the street,
Jay watches through the slumped chicken-wire fence. The boy squats
in the yellow light from the veranda, shaping something in the dirt
and mouthing a commentary to himself, smiling from time to time,
jumping and flourishing, immersed in the intricacies of his game.
He must be about eight. Jay can’t remember ever being that young.
The kid should be in bed; there’s school in the morning.

Why am I here, Jay
wonders. Am I planning to knock on the door and ask for Ashwin
Sweet?

There’s movement in the
side mirror. A homeless man is shambling down the pavement with an
overstuffed plastic carrier. There’s a group of people in brown
rags gathered under a yellow Ministry of Wellness sign at the end
of the road, where the bottle store used to be. An over-painted
blue eagle, the mascot of the old liquor chain, stands ready to
launch itself from the parapet on the corner. He’s never been into
one of these Community Service Centres, but at this time of night,
shadows flickering over the dark pavement in the ill wind, he can
see the appeal. And perhaps one of these people knows about Ashwin
Sweet and his movements. His other option is to sit in the car and
stare at Sweet’s house, waiting for something to happen. Jay rolls
up his window and sets off down the road.

They stare at him as he
approaches and pushes through the door of the Service Centre. The
receptionist at the front desk looks at him and asks, ‘Here to
volunteer, honey? There’s a roster.’ She points to a pin board on
the wall.

‘No,’ he says. ‘I’ve
come … I just wanted to see what you do here, that’s all.’

‘Of course, honey,’ she
says, looks him up and down. ‘You should volunteer. It’s good for
the soul.’

‘Can I have a wander
around?’

‘Feel free.’ She turns
back to her reading.

It’s a bigger place
than the door suggests, with gleaming lino tiles, chequered green
and pink, stretching across the large shop-floor it used to be.
Along one wall, next to the pin board, there’s a table with a
hot-water urn, various teas and even instant coffee. There’s bread
and milk and fresh fruit and vegetables in tubs. Signs mark the way
to laundry and meditation rooms and, upstairs, a dormitory and
bathroom. At the far end of the space there’s a collection of
tables, a TV and two decent couches where a couple of people sit.
Notices on the pin board advertise a clothing and blanket exchange,
a free storage service, yoga classes, addiction support groups,
crèche enrolments and a mobile clinic’s visit.

The people who were
standing outside enter, one of the women laughing. Jay looks
across, taking in her scoured skin, her matted hair, her
neutralised clothes. She could blend into any background, disappear
as if she never existed. Except for that laugh. It reminds him of
Beth. Warm, embodied. Jay nods, walks down towards the couches and
sits. There’s live tennis on the TV from America. They’re piping in
premium satellite.

‘On a field trip,
guru?’ One of the new arrivals joins him on the couch, balancing
his mug of tea on the armrest and a plate with a sandwich on his
knee.

‘I was looking for the
bottle store, ended up here,’ Jay says.

The man laughs.
‘Nothing to offer you here. The maté tea has an interesting effect,
if that’s what you want.’

‘Nah. I’m fine,’ Jay
smiles.

‘Ja, times have
changed, huh?’

Jay shrugs. He looks at
the man. He’s probably not as old as he looks. Jay wonders how long
he’s been on the street. ‘Have they?’

‘Sure. You know, things
sure as shit could be better, but they sure as shit have been
worse.’ This country’s refrain.

‘I hear that a
lot.’

A shadow crosses the
man’s face. ‘We just lost a friend today. Wouldn’t have been dead
if he had a home.’

‘What happened?’

‘You know that earth
tremor yesterday?’

‘Yes, it was big,
huh?’

‘Julius was killed at a
building site.’

‘Jeez. Where?’

‘Jeppestown. He was
camping in a storage shed, all alone. Foreman only found him when
he came down for supplies and noticed the concrete bricks had
collapsed. Julius was underneath.’

‘Sorry.’

The man lifts his
shoulders, looks at Jay. ‘So why you here really? You need
something?’

‘I was looking for
someone,’ Jay says. ‘A guy called Ashwin Sweet.’

The man’s face closes.
He shakes his head. ‘Uh-uh.’

‘You mean you don’t
know him, or what?’

‘Listen. If you’re a
friend of his, good luck with that.’ He puts his mug on his plate,
shakily holds them in his right hand and stares at the TV. His
companions are watching them.

‘Hang on. I’m no friend
of his.’

‘Then what?’

‘I don’t know,
actually. He hurt someone I know.’

‘You don’t want to fuck
with him. He’s mad, that guy. He’s got kids mixed up in bad stuff.
He thinks he’s some kind of mafia guy, but he’s too messed up in
the head. He’s bossies, I don’t know.’

The woman comes across.
‘You okay, Vusi?’

The man nods. ‘He’s
asking about Ashwin Sweet.’

The woman glares at
Jay.

‘I’m not his friend,’
he says to her and turns to the man called Vusi. ‘I’m sorry. I
didn’t mean to upset you. But if he’s doing this stuff, why don’t
they just put him away?’

‘Who? For what? The
people in charge’ – he points around him at the comfortable
night-services centre – ‘have decided that the drugs he sells are
okay.’ His mouth twists. ‘And if some business dealings go bad and
a couple of homeless kids disappear, who’s going to notice?’

‘But I thought, I
thought they would do something.’

‘Ja, right. We’re
invisible, friend. Always were, always will be.’

The man turns away and
bites into his sandwich, and Jay feels like a tourist. He has a
passing urge to tell them about Andrea, to make himself feel more
real, but his experience is nothing compared to theirs.

‘I’ve got to go,’ he
says. ‘Thanks. And sorry.’

The man says nothing as
he leaves. The receptionist hands him a flyer. ‘Volunteers always
welcome,’ she says.

On the pavement, the
homeless woman’s voice calls behind him. ‘Wait. Wait.’

He stops and turns to
her.

‘You’re going to do
something about …’ She nods her head towards the vine-covered
house.

‘I’m going to try.’

‘Vusi’s just angry.
It’s not like the police aren’t interested. They’ve been
investigating. They just have no cause to arrest him yet.’

‘But everyone seems to
know that …’

‘No proof. People like
us move around. We disappear.’

But not people like
those girls, Jay thinks. Not people like Beth. Ashwin’s messed up
now. ‘He’s not going to get away with it. Trust me.’

She responds to his
false bravado, looking up at him with a relieved smile, and he’s
instantly ashamed of himself, offering baseless hope and making
weightless promises he’s in no position to keep. He’s no avenging
hero; he’s not going to confront this man.

The trees sigh and
presences skitter in the shadows. Jay gets into his car and drives
away. The streets of the city are deserted; the vacant blink of
traffic lights, the roll of crumpled paper down the tarmac the only
movements.

His phone rings. Beth.
He pulls over.

‘I woke you,’ she
says.

‘No. What’s wrong?’

‘I need a lift.’

‘What? Aren’t you in
the—?’

‘I left.’

‘Where are you
now?’

‘Just outside the
Wellness Centre. I can’t … move very fast,’ she laughs, then draws
in her breath.

‘Jesus, Beth. You
shouldn’t be—’

‘Can you help me?’

‘Of course. I’ll be
ten, fifteen minutes.’

He turns the car down
Rissik Street; the fountains play in the dark for the bats and the
sleeping birds.

When he gets to her,
she’s sitting stiffly outside the building, barefoot. He stops as
close as he can and helps her up. ‘Come. Get in. You must be
freezing.’ She’s light and cold. ‘Didn’t they stop you? How could
they just let you out?’

‘I didn’t ask,’ she
whispers, and looks in the direction of the night receptionist
through the clinic’s glass doors.

‘How long have you been
waiting?’

‘Not long. I saw a dead
man being taken out of an ambulance. Pulled up right here. I could
have touched him.’ She winces as he helps her buckle the seat
belt.

‘Why did you leave? You
should be recovering.’

‘Lots of people telling
me what I should be doing. I’m fine. Really.’

‘You don’t look it.
Seriously, I’m not sure I should be—’

‘I just need some rest.
You said you could help.’

‘Yes. Of course I
can.’

He starts driving and
she leans over and kisses him on the cheek. ‘You were the one I
called first, you know.’

He doesn’t say
anything. Some part of him is happy, the boy who might have dreamt
of a scenario like this, but he feels burdened. He looks down at
her bare toes, and the boy inside him takes over again. It warms
him. She leans on her elbow and stares out of the window in that
dreamy way he’s seen before, like a teenaged girl.

‘A lot of lights,
aren’t there?’ Beth asks.

‘Sorry?’

‘Security lights.’

‘Yes.’ Their still
brightness glares unrepentantly from every second or third
house.

‘There seem to be more
every night.’

Jay rolls his
shoulders, a microscopic gesture. ‘In the old days, whenever you
saw someone putting up electric fencing or razor wire, you knew
they’d been burgled or attacked.’ Always acting too late. It was
embarrassing, to watch their vulnerability paraded on the pavement
for everyone to see.

The car cuts a swathe
through the silence.

‘Maybe it’s just the
way we are,’ she says. ‘Imagine if one caveman came along and told
all the other cavemen they should trust him and sleep tight without
their campfire. It would never happen, so why should it happen now?
We’re hardwired to protect ourselves and our property. No amount of
moral evolution is going to change that.’

Jay looks across at
her, but can’t make out her expression. He argued for her to be
rational like this, but now that she is, she sounds defeated. It
shocks him, the thought that in the attack she may have lost her
faith. She’ll recover physically, but to have that part of her self
broken would be unforgivable.

‘I don’t know,’ he
says. ‘You’ve got to believe that people can get better, otherwise
there’s not much hope. Just more of us, fighting the same battles
at closer quarters until we run out of space.’

She puts her hand to
her bandaged torso, looks out the window for a minute. ‘You say you
got his address?’

‘Yes.’

‘I need to go
there.’

‘Christ, Beth. What you
need is to sleep, to get better. You can’t even walk, for God’s
sake.’

‘You should just drop
me at a hotel,’ she says, and her tone is flat. ‘There’s no
obligation.’

He glances across at
her, puts his hand on her thigh. ‘Shut up now.’

‘You don’t just harbour
a woman who’s on the lam. It’s heavy.’

He says nothing.

When they’ve parked at
the flat, he comes around to her door. She clasps her arm around
his waist and he helps her into the building. Jay deadbolts the
door behind them and switches on lights. ‘Would you like a shower?
A bath or something?’

‘I’m not sure about the
bandages. I guess I’ll have to deal with it tomorrow. The chickens
come home to roost for runaway girl.’

‘There’s a pharmacy
across the road. You’ll be fine.’

She goes into the
bedroom and eases herself down onto the bed. He should offer to
take off her jeans, she’ll sleep more comfortably without them, but
he doesn’t want her to take it the wrong way. He finds a blanket
and a pair of tracksuit pants in his cupboard, but when he turns
back to her, she’s already sleeping. He kneels at the side of the
bed and gently undoes three buttons of her jeans. The skin of her
waist and stomach is hatched with raw grazes smothered in brown
disinfectant. The tape at the edge of a dressing pulls and puckers
as she breathes. He kisses her stomach lightly and she puts her
hand on his head. He’s not sure if it’s a caress or a push, but he
stays still, watching this body on his bed, in his sterile home.
Something alien to him, anchoring itself here. She’s warm,
metabolising; she smells of life and process, vital, despite what’s
been done to her. He wants to crawl inside her.

Her sleeping face is
entirely at ease. He’s troubled by the power of her trust, by her
surrender and her repose. He pulls the bedspread over her, lays the
blanket on top and leaves the tracksuit pants folded on the pillow
next to her.

In the lounge, he turns
the TV on, mutes it and then goes into the kitchen. He crouches
down and searches through the cupboard under the sink, between the
detergents and the other poisons. He finds the bottle of whiskey he
didn’t drain away, the dose set aside for a night just like
this.
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Melanie has not
responded; she’s still asleep. The practitioners have been
describing her worsening statistics, telling him how the odds are
falling, as if she’s some man’s idle bet. They’ve been calling it a
coma, but he cannot admit the word to himself; it conjures deathly
halos and evil portents. It’s the phthisis dust around a comet’s
head, speeding from a dark dominion. Nothing good ever came from
outer space, surely.

The dying and the
hopeless …

Again, Lang tries to
shake the excruciating fancy from his mind, but it’s boiled over
from some deep place inside. He was indoctrinated into
Christianity’s spiritual magic as a child, so it shouldn’t be a
surprise that it is appealing to him now, when he’s once again
abject and helpless. Everything he’s learnt and constructed has
fallen away. The sweet, sad hymns learnt on his grandmother’s knee,
the peripheral flash of light through coloured glass, the faith in
ghosts – these have once again become his buttresses, as if they’d
never left him to flounder.

The dying and the
hopeless will rise. Nothing new in that promise. It’s telling how
he suddenly starts paying attention when the words relate to him.
His grandmother would be smiling.

She taught him to pray
after his father was taken, as if soft supplication could ever
replace those nights of rough laughter, the men standing around the
piano in the front room, little Kenneth sitting curled in a corner
with a book while his father’s guests sang, feeling safe in the
whirl. But those formulae, those pathetic appeals to all that is
not human for kindness and mercy, clearly lodged somewhere inside.
Lang can channel his grandmother now, can empathise with her fully
for the first time as he takes Melanie’s fingers and whispers
nothings to the void, his only remaining comfort the hope of a
miracle.

He detaches his hand
from Melanie’s and the blood rushes back into his arm with a
painful throb. When he stands, his joints object. He’s been sitting
slumped in this hard plastic chair for hours. They’ve allowed him
to stay by her bedside all night and he tries not to see that as an
omen. He goes out into the corridor and watches the grey dawn
lightening the windows.

They were old to be
parents, Lang and Lydia. Lydia was already running the salon, Lang
enmeshed in the middle tiers of government under the Africanists.
Lydia had been married before; she never spoke of why she hadn’t
had children with her first husband before he died. Young
motherhood was the expected course and, back then, as far as Lang
can tell, Lydia fulfilled most of her expectations. But if she’d
had miscarriages or other fertility difficulties, she would not
have spoken about it; it wasn’t the sort of thing a woman in that
community would trouble her husband with. Perhaps that intimate
silence portended the later freeze between them.

When Melanie was
conceived, and then lasted, and then was born just slightly
premature, Lydia bored into the responsibilities of motherhood with
an intense, joyless seriousness that excluded Lang. He thought a
peripheral, symbolic role was his expected position, and was fine
with that – until he gradually fell in love with his daughter.

On their combined
salary, they did all right. They had food and shelter. Schooling
was free and improved in quality and focus when Gaia Peace came
in.

They’d drive to the
West Coast in Lang’s government-issue Toyota to spend holidays with
his grandmother and his uncle. Whenever they went home –
Johannesburg has never been his home – his uncle asked him to stay,
to help with the fishing. But every child growing up in Saldanha
had a single measure of success: escape. You don’t grow up to fight
the nauseating swell and pack fish like your family; you don’t get
taken by the sea like your father. Up the civil-service ladder was
the only place Kenneth could run, with Lydia’s expectations and
material desires abetting his flight. He never managed to provide
enough for her.

But Melanie. He
remembers the last day of the last of those beach holidays, the
year before his grandmother died. The girl about five, wild-haired
and brown, coated in sand, laughing at the wind. Taking her off
that beach was like cutting a cord. She cried all the way back to
Johannesburg. He should have stayed with her there, that day. Let
Lydia leave. None of this would have happened.

‘I’m sorry I failed
you, love,’ he mumbles.

He has to finish this
thing, and he’s not interested in analysing why. There are a
thousand deep-seated reasons, but the most pressing is that it’s
not yet finished. If this is to be his last job, he’s sure as hell
going to complete it. He looks at his phone: four beacons flashing
on the map; an update from Bala. He walks down to the canteen,
orders a coffee and looks at the TV.

‘Turn it up, please,’
he calls to the woman behind the desk.

She stares at him,
points to the cashier behind the canteen desk.

‘Turn it up!’

As the cashier locates
the remote, he reads the ticker running at the bottom of the
screen: BREAKING NEWS: SOCIAL HARMONY CRACKS DOWN ON DISSIDENTS.
PRES MOTALA ON THE OFFENSIVE? The pictures show shaky footage
of a police unit raiding a building, then cut to shots of civilians
being shoved into police vans.

The newsreader’s voice
kicks in at last: ‘… several organisations overnight. Speculation
from inside sources suggests that Minister Kanyane has been granted
special emergency powers, despite the fact that Wednesday’s violent
outbreak of security protests was quelled. Keep watching throughout
the day as we update you on this breaking story.’

A woman is standing
near Lang, also watching with interest. ‘Have you been following
this?’ he asks her. The news cuts to a follow-up report on
yesterday’s freak flood. Death toll up to three.

‘I was listening on the
radio. They’ve arrested leaders of opposition organisations, even
Carl Bernadie.’

‘Bernadie? What on
earth? Under what pretext?’

The woman shakes her
head. Her face is pale; she looks afraid and riveted, like she’s
watching a plane falling out of the sky.

Lang jogs to his hire
car and drives to the office, scanning the short route for any
protesters. There’s only early-peak traffic, but if this carries
on, the city’s going to look very different, very shortly. Kanyane
is deliberately inciting his enemies.

When he gets to Gaia
House, two heavily armed tactical police officers stand by the
entrance to the parking garage, where a roll-down gate has been
lowered.

‘Yes, sir?’ one of the
guards challenges him.

‘Lang,’ he says to her,
placing his hands in plain sight on top of the steering wheel.
‘Ministry of Wellness, Level G.’

‘Can I see your
ministry ID?’

‘It’s in the
office.’

She scrutinises him,
then steps away and makes a call on her cellphone. She studies him
and his vehicle, clearly comparing them to a verbal description.
Her colleague with an automatic rifle takes up a ready position
behind the car.

‘This vehicle isn’t on
our list, sir.’

‘It’s a rental. My car
was damaged on Wednesday. My assistant will confirm.’

The officer phones up
again, then inspects the inside of the car while her colleague
scans the underside with a mirror.

‘Okay, sir. I’ll need
you to join the detail at the elevator. He’ll accompany you to your
office and confirm. You must carry your identification with you at
all times.’

‘Yes. Okay.
Thanks.’

The gate rises, Lang
goes through and parks. Another bristling officer escorts him to
his office and scans the ID into a handheld device before
leaving.

It’s too early for
Phumi to be at her desk, so Lang knocks on Hewitt’s door and opens
it. ‘What’s happening?’ he says, but she’s not there. It doesn’t
make sense. She should be here.

‘She’s gone, Kenneth.’
Lang turns around. Meg Hewitt is sitting on the floor in the
corner. She checks her watch, as if it matters. ‘Fifteen minutes
ago. She died, Kenneth.’

And Lang’s first
thought is that she said ‘died’ instead of ‘recommuned’. His second
thought is that this office is in Radhakrishnan’s zone. It’s only
his third thought that the woman in front of him has just lost her
wife.

‘I’m sorry, ma’am.’
Perhaps he should sit down next to her, or crouch to her level, but
he can’t bring himself to do so. ‘You’ve got to release the news.
There are protocols.’

‘Her office is handling
it.’

‘And Kanyane? He’s been
sworn in?’

She nods.

‘Damn it,’ he mutters.
‘Have you seen what’s going on?’

She nods.

‘Surely the cabinet
needs to ratify special emergency powers? Surely they wouldn’t
allow him to run roughshod over the constitu—’

‘There’s nothing
special.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘There’s nothing
special about what he’s doing. He’s having suspects arrested. The
country and the government have just been threatened. He’s quite
entitled to hold them for questioning. This is his line. There’s
nothing illegal in what he’s doing. He can say he’s re-establishing
order, his mandated task.’

‘But he’s only going to
incite them. He’s doing it on purpose, smoking them out. Looking
for trouble, for a pretext.’

‘It’s over, Kenneth. I
should have been there, but I was not. I should have stood up when
she asked me to be her deputy. And now this. We knew it would
happen. That’s the irony, isn’t it? Kanyane’s actions aren’t
aberrant. We were the aberration, and now it’s back to politics as
usual. It wasn’t meant to last.’

‘It was, for God’s
sake! We’re supposed to evolve, we’re supposed to get better …’ And
the realisation that all the energy he’s spent, his entire life’s
work, has resulted in absolutely nothing makes him crumple, at
last, to the floor beside her. ‘I’m so tired, ma’am.’

Hewitt nods. ‘It’s
bigger than us. It eats us. I’ve felt under siege since the moment
we set foot in here. Verla never did, or she never showed it. My
faith was never firm. That’s why I couldn’t sign up as deputy; I
knew I wouldn’t withstand it. But you know what? Now that it’s
over, I feel there’s some equilibrium restored, that things are
back in their natural place.’

Lang shakes his head.
‘No. I can’t believe that.’ But he knows it’s true. They were a
couple of girls, spitting into the wind; and he was right next to
them, spitting too.

Hewitt buries her face
in her hands, rubs her palms into her eyes and slumps further into
the corner.

‘We still have one more
site to go, ma’am.’

‘No, Kenneth.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ He knows
he’s being callous, but he continues. ‘I’m finishing this job, and
I need you to do that final touch, place the charm or whatever you
call it, when I’m done.’

‘But there’s no way we
could prepare her office without being detected. There’s no way we
could keep it locked. Kanyane will want to move in.’

Lang looks at her,
astonished that she’s been considering the same thing as he has,
despite her bereavement or perhaps because of it; gratified that
he’s read her correctly, that she wants him to finish. Is it
fortitude or is it insane obsession?

‘Not here, ma’am. There
are other options.’

Melanie’s even weaker
when he gets back to the clinic. His ex-wife is sitting in his
chair by the bed. When he approaches, Lydia looks up at him and for
a moment he can detect an opening in her pain, but it’s gone the
moment he registers it. He walks out of the ICU, removes from his
briefcase a bin liner containing the smashed parts of his cellphone
and laptop and drops it down the incinerator chute. When he left
his office, he erased the markings from the laminated map on the
wall and removed the pins. There was nothing else there that he
couldn’t leave behind, nothing that he cared to take with him: the
result of a lifetime’s training in slipping through the paper-thin
spaces between inflated egos. Kanyane’s police officers saluted him
on his way out.

The grey boy and the
girl are standing in the ICU waiting area. Lang approaches, ready
to accuse, ready to pummel his agony out on this gormless little
brat. But the child looks up at him and it’s clear in his bereft
face: this is not his fault; this is not what he wanted. Lang turns
away. He has work to do, something more useful than standing around
lamenting.

He keeps an eye on his
mirrors as he drives. He can’t tell if he’s being followed or not;
the cars blend and merge.

The radio is gabbling
like startled chickens. ‘There was no suggestion that the president
was even ill, but the media statement suggests that she died of
congestive heart failure. Medical experts say that there would have
been indications that she was in danger and that there is an
imperative for the head of state to be …’

He doubts he’s on
Kanyane’s radar, a nondescript aide on the staff of a low-risk
ministry; he suspects he won’t be missed at the office for some
time, until Kanyane takes stock of his assets. Operation Dark
Windows should be of no interest or threat to Kanyane; but Bala
knows what they are doing and Bala works for the new president.
That unsettling fact alone is enough to make Lang wary.

‘… Kanyane has been
sworn in, putting last night’s raids in a new perspective. Barbara
Festus, the deputy shadow leader, has called for an immediate
dissolution of parliament and the establishment of an interim
cabinet with executive powers. She was at the police station this
morning where Carl Bernadie, leader of the RtF coalition, was held
without charge last night, and has called it a return to …’

Lang parks at the mall
over the road from Jay Rowan’s flat. With a false ID, he buys a
cheap phone and a new SIM card.

Are you at home?
KL, he sends.

Yes, Rowan
responds.

 


There’s a woman in the
flat with Rowan, lying on the couch, watching a music channel on
TV. She’s wearing baggy tracksuit pants and a man’s T-shirt. Her
face is swollen and bruised and she has dressings on her forearms.
She must be the woman Rowan was visiting in the hospital. She
doesn’t look fully recovered. Rowan ushers Lang through the lounge
and into his bedroom. He closes the door behind them.

‘Is she all right?’
Lang asks.

Rowan nods,
discomforted by his intrusion. ‘What do you need?’ he says quietly.
‘I thought I was off your books.’

‘Things have changed. I
need your help.’ Lang is aware that he’s speaking robotically. It
must be annoying, being asked to trust someone who shows no degree
of human warmth, but that’s the way he talks in these
circumstances.

‘You know what? I don’t
think I do that anymore. I’m going to get a real job.’

‘I’m asking for your
help today, and it will be the last time. And I can only pay you
out of my pocket. A little less, I’m afraid.’

‘It’s not about the
money,’ Rowan snaps. ‘Do you think I’ve been doing this for the
money?’

‘I don’t know, Mr
Rowan. That’s always a rational motivation. Why have you been doing
it?’

Rowan folds his arms.
Petulantly. ‘To be part of something, I suppose.’ He reminds Lang
of Melanie. When she’s arguing with him, not when she’s lying in a
coma.

‘Well, you can be part
of finishing this. We’re doing something important, Mr Rowan. It’s
hard to explain, but …’ His voice has softened for some reason, a
paternal tone of encouragement, of guidance.

Rowan looks at him.
‘Okay. Where?’

‘I’m coming with you.’
The woman’s in the doorway.
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‘I’m Beth Talbot,’ she
says to the old man when she sees that Jay’s not going to introduce
her.

The man is standing
stiffly by the edge of the bed, dressed in a neatly tailored but
very old brown suit, his grey hair Brylcreemed into a sharp
parting. There’s a large plaster taped to his right cheekbone.
Apart from that, he looks like an encyclopaedia salesman from the
fifties; all he’s missing is the banded fedora. ‘Excuse me, ma’am.’
He walks a couple of paces and extends his hand and Beth comes into
the room to take it. ‘I’m Kenneth Lang.’

‘Ah,’ she says. ‘Come
through, talk in the lounge. I’ll make you some coffee.’

‘You don’t have to,
Beth,’ Jay says.

She feels a spike of
annoyance. She’s thrown herself on his mercy, and he’s offering it,
but in a courtly, detached way, as if he doesn’t trust her, as if
he doesn’t know her, as if he hasn’t been fucking her on and off
for the last couple of months.

‘I know how to make
coffee. Sweetie,’ she adds.

‘It’s not—’ he says,
but swallows the rest as she walks out.

She stops where they
can’t see her.

‘Do you mind if …?’
Jay’s asking Lang.

‘It doesn’t matter.
We’re near the end.’

‘She came with me on
the earlier job. At the residence.’

‘I know.’

‘I didn’t know if it
was—’

‘It’s okay,’ Lang’s
saying and suddenly they’re out in the passage and Beth is caught
eavesdropping. She controls her blush and faces them.

‘I’m with him,’ Beth
says. ‘He’s taking care of me,’ she says wryly.

Finally Jay cracks a
smile, thank God.

Lang eases himself to
the couch. ‘I’m going to tell you both something, then.’ Legs
crossed at the ankles, knees apart, his hands empty and facing
upwards in a practised pose of unthreatening frankness. ‘This
project is no longer official. But I’m completing it.’

‘Is it something to do
with this?’ Jay gestures towards the muted TV, where news of the
dead president is now scrolling.

‘No. Yes,’ says Lang.
‘The operation was being carried out under the authority of
Minister Hewitt, then President Motala asked her to shut it down.
I’m not sure what the new incumbent’s attitude might be. I can’t
imagine it’s of any importance to him at this stage.’

‘He seems to have his
own agenda,’ Beth says.

Lang sighs. ‘It’s none
of my concern. I’ve retired. This will be finished on the weekend,
and then I’m taking a break.’

‘How is your daughter?’
Jay asks.

‘Not well, I’m afraid,’
Lang says, then turns to Beth. ‘My daughter tried to kill herself,
Ms Talbot. She’s in ICU.’

‘Oh, God. I’m so
sorry.’ Beth bends to touch his shoulder at a bad angle and the
pain shears across her ribs. She winces and straightens.

‘Are you sure you
should be out of the clinic?’ Lang asks her.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘But
this work. Is it illegal, then?’

‘No. It’s not routine
work, but we’re not breaking any laws or contravening any formal
orders. As I say, it will be wrapped up soon, whatever comes of it.
Will you still assist me, Mr Rowan?’

‘Okay. But I’d like to
know what it’s for, what you’re doing. I realise that someone … the
similarities between each room. I want to know you didn’t …’ he
glances at Beth, ‘cause that.’

Lang smiles. ‘The rules
didn’t stipulate that we couldn’t, but we haven’t. We’ve found
sites that were vacated by other means.’

Beth’s not following,
and she feels like she’s intruding on a meeting of some exclusive
boys’ club, so she heads towards the kitchen.

‘Please, ma’am, join us
if you like. I’m tired of all the secrecy. It seems absurd.
Particularly for a project like this, which is supposed to be about
illumination and enlightenment. That’s a motivation I haven’t often
found in my work. I want more people to understand what happens
tomorrow, if anything happens at all.’

Beth turns back to
them.

‘So,’ Lang says. ‘The
Minister of Wellness has received instructions from an Indian
mystic to prepare for the Arrival of five cosmic presences in a
quadrant of Johannesburg. Mr Rowan, you’ve been creating incubation
rooms for these presences.’

Beth feels her mouth
drop open; she’s about to laugh but then she sees Jay’s face. As
Lang continues, telling them about Ramnath Radhakrishnan and his
messages, she watches Jay’s expression change from worried to
affronted to incredulous. She recognises the name, has even dipped
into a couple of Radhakrishnan’s books and found them quite
inspiring. But Jay’s shaking his head.

‘Nobody is quite sure
what form these presences will take,’ Lang finishes up, ‘but the
Arrival is due to take place at dawn tomorrow.’

Now Jay laughs. ‘I was
painting windows, that’s all. I’m sticking with that story.’

‘I was certain it was a
simple hoax. I was just following through, like any other training
exercise,’ Lang says. ‘But now I’m not so sure.’

‘What’s changed your
mind?’ Beth’s not sure what she makes of it. She’d like to believe,
but the scheme sounds so thin. It’s not weighty enough, not steeped
deeply enough in mystery, in death. She could believe a lot about
those girls who killed themselves, but the idea of some bestseller
guru doling out simple instructions for enlightenment to government
ministers strikes her as patently false. The truth doesn’t work
that way; it doesn’t reveal itself so easily, so comfortably, or to
the right people in the right positions to act on it.

Lang shrugs. ‘I’ve done
sillier things before in the name of far more serious ideals, in
the service of far more serious men. I want to see what happens.
We’ve come so close.’

Jay nods, and Beth is
astonished. She might have tried for years to convince him of the
emotional truth of her numinous faith, but in fact this is all it
took to win him over: Why not? Let’s see what happens. Boys playing
a game.

‘We’ve prepared four
sites and there’s one more to go. Without the resources of the
ministry at my disposal, we’ve been unable to find any new sites,
so I’ll have to cast around informally. There are already some
options, though. Have you got a map of the city, Mr Rowan?’

‘Please, call me Jay,
since we’re off the payroll. A map book?’

Jay brings an outdated
Gauteng street guide from the shelf in the hallway.

‘That’ll do,’ Lang
says, and takes a pen out of his pocket. ‘May I?’

‘Sure.’

Lang makes an oval over
a corner of the key map of the whole city. ‘This is the zone.’ He
draws four asterisks in various parts of the oval and circles them.
‘These are the four active sites so far. All we need is another one
in the zone. It needs to have been “vacated by a recent
recommunion”, Radhakrishnan said.’

‘What does that mean,
exactly?’ asks Beth.

‘Someone needs to have
died there.’

She takes this in
silently.

‘“Recent” means since
the beginning of the new ayana – a Vedic unit of time,’ Lang
continues. ‘Around six months, as I understand it. It’s important
that the person was the only soul in the site at the time, that the
sites have not been lived in since the death, and that they remain
undisturbed from the preparation until the Arrival. Simple enough
in theory, but it was difficult to find qualifying sites.’

‘No road accidents, no
hospitals, no family homes,’ Jay says. He had it about right when
he first detected the pattern.

‘Precisely.’ He hovers
his pen over the map. ‘So. Gaia House lies within the zone. The
president was apparently unattended when she died this
morning.’

‘Gaia House?’ Jay
says.

‘Barely possible,’ Lang
says. ‘Kanyane has asserted full security there, as befits a
presidency. I don’t think it’s feasible on our resources or in our
time frame.’

‘We’re in the zone
here,’ says Beth.

Jay ignores her and
Lang looks up at her with neutral, red-rimmed eyes which chill her.
She said it as a joke, but what do they know about this man? He
seems sensible, but he may well be a psychopath. What might he be
prepared to do to complete his mission?

‘Ashwin Sweet,’ Jay
mutters and Beth’s heart stutters and then cramps. He pokes the map
in the oval. ‘He lives here.’

‘Who’s that?’ Lang
says.

‘The … person who did
this to Beth.’

Beth takes note of
where Jay put his finger. Lang’s looking too.

‘If anyone deserves to
be bloody well recommuned, it’s that bastard,’ Jay says.

‘Does he live alone?’
Lang asks.

‘Shit. No. It looks
like a sub-letted slum.’

‘Did you go there?’
Beth asks.

‘Last night.’

‘Why?’ Beth’s surprised
by the force of her anger. This is not his fucking battle to fight.
It’s got nothing to do with him.

Jay doesn’t answer and
Lang says, ‘It might be difficult to arrange for him to be alone
there.’

‘Damn it,’ Jay
mutters.

‘Are you serious, Jay?’
asks Beth. ‘You’re truly considering getting together a band of
vigilantes and going to lynch a villain? I don’t think so. This is
not some Wild West fantasy.’

She shouldn’t have said
it. She’s embarrassed him; his face blooms and his jaw sets. She
tries to shoot an apologetic glance across at him but he won’t look
at her.

‘I have another
property in mind,’ Lang says.

‘Hang on. Hang on,’
says Jay. ‘I heard last night someone was killed in the earth
tremor. He was alone, apparently. At a building site in Jeppestown.
Would that work?’ Jay tracks his fingertip across the map.

Lang looks up with
those empty eyes again. He looks depleted. ‘It probably could. But
it doesn’t matter. The other site I have in mind qualifies. We’ll
use that one. I just want this finished, no complications. On time.
There’s a lot at stake.’

Beth’s phone bleats
from the coffee table. She leans over to fetch it, forgetting again
that her body has been beaten and kicked. Pain slashes a grey
swathe through her vision. In the middle, she sees Matthew’s name
shining. She cancels the call and sits back carefully.

‘We need to get you
some proper painkillers,’ Jay says.

Lang closes the map
book and stands. ‘Let me leave you,’ he says. ‘I’ll finalise the
last site, and I’ll get word to you within a few hours.’ He combs
his hair straight with his fingers and adds, ‘Oh, and Mr Rowan
…’

‘Yes?’

‘Keep your phone off
today. Remove the SIM and the battery.’

‘Why?’ asks Beth. It’s
the sort of question she knows Jay won’t ask in this situation. But
she wants to know the dangers involved in this game.

Lang regards her, and
seems to remember that they’re already in an extraordinary
situation and the rules are out of the window. He sighs. ‘I had his
phone bugged. When I was concerned about his loyalty. Now, in the
present dispensation, I can’t have that trace removed. Social
Harmony will know your movements and will be able to hear your
calls.’

Jay clenches his jaw
again but he says nothing, just nods, then turns away from both of
them.

 


Jay insisted on going
across to the mall to get her supplies, as if she’s a fugitive
holed up in a motel. On reflection, that sounds quite glamorous;
hiding in his flat elevates their affair from tawdry domestic
deceit to a little adventure. Beth supposes that’s part of what she
was looking for when they hooked up.

She wrote him a list of
things to buy along with the medication and dressings. Some
toiletries, a toothbrush, a few clothes from the supermarket; she
wrote down her sizes. She considered the small list. Is this all it
takes to start a new life?

‘Thank you, Jay, xx,’
she added at the bottom.

She looks at her phone,
the missed call from Matthew wheedling away, puts it down again.
She turns on the TV. She should sleep, she knows, but the news of
the president’s death has shaken her more than she thought it
would. She’s always been apathetic about formal politics but she’s
self-consciously participating in this moment, deliberately
imprinting a memory for when she asks herself later what she was
doing when President Motala died. She was recovering from an attack
in a guy’s flat. The guy was called Jay, wasn’t he? Would she like
the story to run longer than that? She thinks so.

What does he feel about
their affair? Does he take it seriously? She can’t tell. Although
he’s tender to her, he’s also tentative and she really can’t blame
him. She’s been wary, and wariness isn’t a great motivator for any
sort of positive action.

Beth needs the impetus
to start living this next part of her life. She needs to be forced
to use her life and skills and energy on something, on
someone other than herself. And that means being with
someone who doesn’t amplify her morbidity like Matthew does. She’s
thirty-six; that’s just too young to be preparing for the
afterlife, for death.

She briefly considers
packing her things and leaving; but she hasn’t got any things, and
at the moment, her only other option would be to go home to
Matthew. There’s still a lot of pain, so today’s not the day to be
making decisions. She relaxes back into the couch in front of the
TV. Within fifteen minutes any interesting information has been
squeezed out of the running reports, so she changes the channel
back to a music station, one that plays comforting old songs, songs
that shave two painful decades off her in four-minute snatches. She
closes her eyes, but Ashwin Sweet’s yellowed teeth resolve from the
entoptic flurry. She can see the pustules embedded in the wiry
coils of hair around his cracked and stained lips. His breath
batters her, gob spattering into her eyes …

Beth jolts alert,
wiping panicked at her face, wincing at the angry throb in her
ribs. She stumbles through to the kitchen and pours a glass of
water, then goes to sit out on the patio. It’s a fresh morning. The
shade is cool and the sun is hot; in the thin air, there’s a hint
of humidity being sucked out of the ground. Beth positions herself
so that her face is in shadow and her legs stretched out in the
sun. Her phone nags again from the coffee table inside. This time
she considers answering it, just to stop him from calling, but she
won’t make it in time. She feels the sun massaging her muscles and
bones. The world might be crumbling around her, readying itself for
cataclysm, but the birds are chattering to her on this little
island as if none of it matters.

She’s going to have to
go to work, get a career. Something that will challenge and
stimulate her, something she can build.

Before too long, her
skin starts itching in the sun. She can’t sit still; it’s never
been in her. She goes back inside and calls Matthew.

‘Where are you?’ he
says.

‘I’m not coming back,
Matthew.’

‘What?’

‘I’m not coming
back.’

‘Beth, I don’t know
what you’re … but you should be in the hospital, recovering.
Whatever you’re doing, this is, this is absurd. Now’s not the time
for—’

‘Listen to yourself,
Matthew. Just stop and listen. I’m not your child.’ The words sound
calm, but it’s a shock to feel just how much it’s hurting inside.
It seemed an easy decision, but you don’t just erase eight years
like that. You don’t just gouge yourself out of someone’s life.
Despite all that’s happened, she owes him something. ‘We’ll get
together some time soon, Matthew, and I’ll explain myself. But
you’ll realise …’ She stops before she starts crying, listens to
his silence.

‘Give me the credit to
understand what you need. I’ve known you for a long time, and
better than anyone else. He’s not right for you, Beth.’

For a second Beth
wonders who Matthew’s talking about. She looks around, at the
rumpled black leather couch she’s lying on. ‘No. No, Matthew. It’s
not about Jay.’

‘Whatever.’

‘I’ll speak to you
soon.’

‘Come back to the
hospital, Beth. Please. For God’s sake.’

‘I’m okay. I’ll speak
to you soon.’

She puts down the phone
and stares at a group of people dancing in hot pants on the TV.

The doorbell rings.
Then again. And again.

Beth eventually gets to
the door, peers through the spyhole at a distended man. She opens
the door a crack. ‘Hello?’

The long mouth on the
man’s huge face is like a happy bullfrog’s. ‘I’m looking for Jay
Rowan, madam.’ The way he says that last word seems sarcastic, an
aggression layered deep under levels of courtesy.

‘He’s not here.’

‘You mind if I come
in?’

‘It’s not my house. You
can wait outside.’ She closes the door and bolts it.

 


 



22

Walking across the
rooftop parking lot towards the mall, Jay sees a man and a woman
clinging to each other. The woman’s crying on his shoulder and he’s
looking out into the distance, ashen. His left arm is clasped
around her back and his right hangs limp, holding a phone like a
lost thought. Behind them, the eastward skyline of Johannesburg
looks monolithic and imperturbable. At the best of times it
contains a multitudinous clamour; today, Jay tries to imagine the
fear and rage and pandemonium its sharp edges conceal. If the
breeze blows just right, he imagines, he’ll hear the shots and the
sirens and the screams riding the wash to where he stands in the
long queue for the bank machines.

In front of him, a
middle-aged woman weeps quietly while her husband stares stonily
out over the cars’ roofs. Others in the queue watch a television
screen hanging in the entranceway of a restaurant. A child
hopscotches along the terrace, but a heavily armed security guard
steps out of a fat-wheeled truck and the girl’s mother snaps her to
a halt without explaining, drags her crying through the entrance.
The guard is greeted by a mall security man and another man in a
suit and tie, holster plainly bulging under his arm. A maintenance
worker joins them with a metal folding ladder.

Behind him, a young
woman is smiling to herself as she approaches, sipping a cold drink
out of a cardboard cup. In her sandals and light summer dress
printed with giant pastel hibiscus flowers, she looks like a woman
walking on the beach, the only tone of calm in this discontented
crowd. He recalls that poster in Michelle’s office, with the
hippie-sedated kids laughing their way along their fantasy island.
He saw that brand of dope being sold at the pharmacist when he
collected Beth’s medicine, before they pulled down the shutter. If
he squinted his imagination, this could be a beach. They might be
on that sedated island, but for the fragile, smoggy air and the
long view of Johannesburg’s landlocked hills. Instead of ocean
around the queuing people, a patchwork of parked cars, fewer than
on a normal Friday morning.

The breeze plucks at
the woman’s hem and hair. She seems oblivious to the stuck, grey
people staring up at TV screens running the same conjectures as
they have since the early morning. Someone in the queue gasps and
Jay looks across. The old woman is holding her hand to her mouth,
several other clients crane towards the television. The beach woman
doesn’t even turn her head, just stares out at the ridge, smiling
vacantly.

‘How can you be so
unaffected by all of this?’ the mourning woman says to her.

‘Does your worry change
anything?’ the younger woman answers. She takes another sip of her
drink, looking at the couple from under her loose fringe.

He suspects he won’t go
back to Michelle’s practice. Events have rendered his healing
redundant, have forced closure. They seem to be slipping fast back
into the real world, where the state won’t care what you feel about
your misdemeanours, where there’s crime and there’s punishment.
Faceless, routine. Time and attention are vanished luxuries; the
decade-long bubble has burst.

Jay leaves the queue
and walks away. The security team has successfully coaxed down a
rolling shutter that hasn’t been used for years. The shopkeeper
stands inside, shielded behind the counter, looking warily out at
the shoppers. There’s dust on everything.

 


‘Did you see him?’ Beth
asks when Jay gets back in.

‘Who?’ Jay puts the
parcels down on the kitchen counter. BREAKING NEWS, the
ticker on the TV reads. BLAST KILLS AT LEAST 8 IN DOWNTOWN
JOHANNESBURG. WIDESPREAD RIOTS AND LOOTING REPORTED.

‘A big man. You’d have
noticed him.’

‘Did he say
anything?’

‘No. Just that he was
looking for you.’

The affront of having
the man come to his home steels him; he refuses to worry, to show
worry. ‘I hope these are okay.’ He unpacks the clothes he bought
for Beth, a task that struck him as paternal, discomfortingly
intimate. A three-pack of briefs, socks, jeans, a couple of light
tops and a cardigan from the supermarket aisle. A pair of
trainers.

‘They look fine. Oh, I
like this,’ she says about a trim T-shirt with a lacy edge and a
youthful sequined design. He thinks she’ll look sexy in it, but he
doesn’t know what to do with that feeling now. He doesn’t know if
he’ll be able to touch her the same way again. Already she seems to
have changed. The levity’s been replaced by something darker, more
responsible.

She takes the bag
through to the bedroom while Jay unpacks the pills and the pads and
the dressings. He checks the clock stuck on the fridge, a thing
shaped like a daisy that Andrea gave to him. It’s almost one. ‘Are
you hungry, Beth?’ he calls. ‘I can heat something up.’

She doesn’t answer.

‘Beth?’

He goes to the bedroom
and sees her sitting on the edge of the bed, crying.

‘What’s the
matter?’

‘I can’t get this, this
bloody shirt off. It’s stuck on the edge of the bandage and it’s
sore.’

‘Here, let me.’ For a
second time, Jay finds himself on his knees in front of her. He
delicately pries the fabric off the sticky part of the dressing and
eases the shirt over her head. When it’s off, she covers her
breasts with her bruise-mottled forearms. Jay turns his head. ‘I’m
sorry,’ he says.

She lowers her head but
doesn’t say anything.

‘I’ll run the shower,’
he says. ‘I won’t make it too hot. Then we’ll get the fresh
dressings on.’

She nods and follows
him into the bathroom. He turns on the water and leaves her to
undress, coming back with two strong painkillers and a glass of
water. Her thighs are scraped and the bandages on her torso are
stained brown. Her arms hang limp by her sides; her cheeks are
sheened with tears. He comes to her and holds her, tries to shield
her gently, pressing as little as possible but covering as much of
her as he can. She relaxes onto him, lets him hold her up for a
minute.

She stands away from
him then, swallows the tablets. ‘Thank you.’

He sits on the edge of
the bath and she steps into the shower.

 


Jay is sleeping on the
couch when the doorbell rings. He’s been out for only forty minutes
and it’s an effort to claw himself back into consciousness. His
head rights itself as he stumbles across to the door. It’s the
giant, Lang’s man.

‘I haven’t introduced
myself, Mr Rowan. I’m Joseph Bala. May I come in?’ Bala asks, his
voice nasal and sonorous. He holds out his hand.

Jay takes it. ‘Sure,’
he says, rubbing life into his face and straightening his hair as
he leads Bala through to the lounge. He heads down the passage and
looks in on Beth sleeping in his bedroom. He closes the door and
comes back to the lounge. ‘Coffee?’

‘No, thank you.’ Bala
dwarfs his armchair as he sits.

‘What can I do for
you?’ Jay asks.

‘Mr Lang has asked me
to escort you for the rest of the day. Within a couple of hours,
he’ll let us know where the last site is, but there’s something I
need to do before then. I just wanted to establish contact and let
you know I’ll be back for you soon.’

‘Hang on. I’m not sure
I should be talking to you. I’m going to check with Lang, okay?’
Jay collects the disassembled parts of his phone from where he left
them on the kitchen counter and starts to slide the SIM card into
its slot.

‘I wouldn’t do that,’
says Bala. ‘The trace is still active and we cannot deauthorise it
at this stage.’

‘As far as I understand
it, you work for Social Harmony, for Kanyane. So I don’t think I’m
going anywhere with you. I’ll wait here for Lang.’

Bala flattens his
mouth, the closest he’s come to showing impatience. ‘Mr Lang is
otherwise occupied and he stipulated that he didn’t want to be
disturbed. But I understand your concerns. It would be unwise to
trust me in the circumstances.’ He takes out his phone and dials a
number, then passes the phone to Jay.

‘Hello?’

‘Is Bala there, Mr
Rowan?’ Lang.

‘Yes.’

‘He’s with us. Please
go with him today. We are near the end.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. You’ll have the
final address shortly and Bala will help you prepare it.’

‘Okay.’ Jay hands the
phone back to Bala. ‘Thanks.’

‘Stay here. I’ll be
back for you.’

But after Bala has
left, Jay turns to find Beth standing behind him, dressed. ‘I need
to use your car,’ she says.
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Clouds are assembling
to the south and Beth hopes there’ll be a storm. She loves rain;
there can never be enough. The wind has begun to flurry papers
across the road in front of Jay’s car.

‘Just let me go. I’ll
be fine.’

‘No, I’m coming in with
you.’

A woman is sweeping the
front yard of the vine-covered house to a hard-baked earth floor
and another is hanging up washing, away from the orange dust.
Children run up and down the front steps. ‘Nothing’s going to
happen in the middle of the day,’ says Beth.

‘You don’t know what
it’s like inside.’

She looks across at
him. ‘I appreciate it, really I do. It feels good to be protected,
but I don’t need it. I want to do this myself.’

Before he can say any
more, a rap on his side window startles them both.

‘Guru!’ the homeless
man shouts. ‘You’re here to save us?’ The man lets out a
cackle.

‘Vusi, I …’ Jay winds
down the window.

Beth gets out,
deliberately leaving the window open and the door ajar, and hurries
as fast as she can across the road. By the time Jay’s extricated
himself from the conversation and locked the car, she’s already
through the low wire gate that’s slung effectlessly between two
segments of slack chicken wire. She follows the children up the
stairs into the house.

‘Beth! Beth, wait!’
Jay’s hissing behind her.

The house is lighter
than expected inside, with white floor tiles in the main passage
and blank white walls. There’s a muffled background hiss. The
static air smells of oversalted meat and piss and weed smoke, with
a bitter undertone. Jay comes up after her, cautious now, slowing,
calling softly, ‘Beth?’ Muttering, ‘For God’s sake.’ She jags to
her right, into a front room, while he continues along the main
passage.

The smells and the
overused blankness of the house are familiar to her, the cheaply
rigged partitions and loose tiles and floorboards. It’s like the
communes and dealers’ rooms they used to visit all those years ago.
The decay of self-absorption. She steps into a side passage, the
new sneakers Jay bought her squeaking over the floors. She can hear
Jay calling, somewhere deeper in the house. A pair of small
children peer at her from behind a blanket slung over a doorframe.
‘Ashwin Sweet?’ she whispers at them. Expressionless, they point to
the ceiling.

Beth continues past a
bathroom with a broken tap gushing into the mildewed tub, past
another room subdivided by two closets, to the bottom of the stairs
beyond it. She can hear Jay, several rooms away, talking to a
woman. The two children stare at Beth from down the corridor as she
turns quietly and goes up the stairs, threadbare carpet revealing
clotted grey underfelt. As she ascends, the acrid smell of ammonia,
piss and acetone clogs the air and she knows she’s close. It’s the
same odour she smelt on Sweet that night, beneath the herbal singe
of grass. She fights the urge to retreat.

She pushes open the
first door on the landing to find a small toilet with a
dirt-puddled floor and a basin blocked with tissue paper and blood.
She quickly pushes on to the next door, where she sees three girls
on a rumpled mattress on the floor. One of the girls is grey and
Beth thinks she’s dead. She stands still and watches in the
dust-filtered light from the window until she notices the girl’s
stomach and chest moving in shallow breaths.

The second girl lies as
if dropped on her side, twisted in the sheets, smoke still rising
from the glass pipe on the crate at her side. The toxic fumes
penetrate too deeply into Beth’s brain and she feels herself
floating. She’s held her breath too long and now she’s slumping
against the door jamb and the floor has come away from beneath her
and she’s falling, spiking through the air like an arrow. She’ll
land head-first and crumple her skull when she finds the ground.
And as she falls, she’s Trini Kabinde, and she remembers Trini’s
life, can see her mother and her father crying as they sent her off
that last time, not knowing they would never see her again. She can
feel Trini’s rage as she tears at Sonia’s flesh, as she rips at
Sonia for the shame of living. And there’s Sonia Genutti, lying on
her stomach next to her, her orange dreadlocks splayed across the
pillow. She could pick up this blade and tear her up until she
soaks into the bed, until she joins Trini in her free flight that
never ends.

It’s only the pain that
brings her back. The feel of the rough wood on her knees, the rip
down her side where her muscles strain to hold her ribs together,
and fail, and tear. And she’s kneeling in a crack house and she
knows this is what she looked like, what Kirsten looked like before
she set herself free. This filth and decay.

And she can recognise
the orange-haired figure turning onto its back. It’s not a girl at
all; it’s Ashwin Sweet, wafer thin and vulnerable, translucent, now
sprawled like a sacrifice on the far side of the mattress. Beth
stands, picks up the pen knife from the crate. She kneels over his
body. The reek of the room seems to centre at his mouth, ringed by
that scabrous little beard. She touches the knife’s tip to his
lower lip. She presses harder, watching thin blood worm its way
out; then lifts the blade, considering. In his dream, he licks the
cracked skin, groans and stretches, settles again. She touches the
tip of the knife to his throat. She could press it in, she’d have
the strength to pull it down, slice him in two. Somewhere in her
head a girl is screaming.

Beth folds the blade,
stands. Puts the knife back on the crate. The horror is that she
understands Ashwin Sweet; she was like him ten years ago. She
almost feels sorry for him.

As she comes down the
stairs towards him, Jay stops dead, perhaps seeing something in her
face. Resolve, transformation. She passes by without a word and
heads towards the front door. Jay follows.

Outside, Bala is
waiting for them in the van. ‘I thought I told you to stay put,’ he
says. ‘Come, get in. There’s somewhere we need to be.’
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‘I won’t do it,’ Jay
whispers to Bala.

Lang is sitting
cross-legged in the middle of his empty bedroom with a handgun in
his lap. His head slumps onto the breast of his damp and
dust-smudged suit. Jay’s not sure if Lang’s asleep or is deep in
some fugue. He doesn’t acknowledge their presence.

Jay walks back along
the passage. In a living room coloured a gloomy shade, the bed’s
base and mattress are stacked against the wall, nightstands
propping them up. Lang has clearly hauled the bedroom furniture out
here himself. There’s not much, but it looks heavy.

He draws Bala into
Lang’s kitchen. ‘We’re changing venue.’

Bala looks up at the
kitchen clock. 7.13 p.m. ‘There’s no time,’ Bala says. ‘He’s
prepared to go through with it.’

‘Are you a bloody
robot? This is a man you’ve worked with for how long, who’s no
doubt treated you with nothing but respect, and you’re willing to
let him kill himself for some stupid project?’

‘The soul has its own
reasons, its own time. He’s directing his destiny. We should all be
so lucky.’

‘He’s depressed, for
Christ’s sake. He’s having a rough time. He needs support, not
these platitudes. Don’t you care?’

Bala looks at him,
rolls his massive shoulders.

‘There’s a site,’ says
Jay. ‘A building site in Jeppestown, and it’s right.’

‘I can’t authorise
that.’

‘Who can? Who’s behind
this? Who can I speak to?’

‘The minister, I
suppose.’

‘Can you get me in
touch with her?’

Bala looks down the
passage. He scrolls on his phone and places a call. ‘It’s Joseph
Bala, ma’am. We met at the … Yes, ma’am … No. He’s, there’s a
situation … Yes, I’m aware of that, ma’am, but I also know that …
Can I pass you to his agent, Jay Rowan?’ Bala hands Jay the
phone.

‘Minister Hewitt?’

‘Yes, Mr Rowan. You
understand I cannot be associated with this work?’

‘I don’t know what the
politics are, ma’am, but I’m not really … I thought you might like
to know that Mr Lang is planning to kill himself.’

‘What?’

‘He is prepared to kill
himself in his flat so that we can prepare it as the final
site.’

Silence.

‘But there is another
option that I need you to authorise. A man died alone in a supply
shed in Jeppestown.’

‘Go on.’

‘It’s in the zone. It
qualifies. We haven’t got time for anything else.’

She’s silent for
another while. ‘Okay, Mr Rowan. That’s fine. What will we do about
Mr Lang?’

‘We’ll bring him with
us, keep an eye on him, so he doesn’t …’ Jay looks across at Bala,
who nods.

‘Send me the address.
I’ll be there when you’ve completed the task. Will you be done in
time?’

‘We’ll be done.’

Jay gives the phone
back to Bala, who goes out onto the balcony and spends a few
minutes on his phone before returning to Lang’s bedroom. Jay hovers
in the doorway, not wanting to intrude on their intimacy as Bala
sinks to one knee before Lang.

‘We have the final
site,’ Bala says. ‘It’s not here. The incident reports from Social
Harmony check out. The site qualifies. The operation is nearly
complete.’ He reaches gradually for the gun and Lang makes no move
for it. Bala checks the safety and proffers the gun to Jay, who
holds it awkwardly while Bala hoists Lang to his feet.

Jay looks back at the
flat as the three of them leave. It’s bare and impersonal, a basic
lodging, nothing more. He wonders how long Lang has lived here.

It’s raining heavily,
something Jay hadn’t noticed in the stifling confines of the flat.
‘Good,’ says Bala. ‘That might quell the protestors for a while. We
may have a clear road.’

Beth opens the door and
helps Lang up into the front of the van. Jay gets into the back,
double-checking the painting supplies and the electronics as they
drive. The back of the van smells like grease and more of Bala’s
incense.

Beth looks over the
seatback at him. She’s awkwardly positioned between Bala and Lang,
who is staring quietly out of the window. He imagines her climbing
over the seats to join him in the back, smiling, gamine, like a
teenager in a scene from a childhood he never had; but he knows
that even if she wanted to, she couldn’t. That naive, guilty
pleasure of having sex in a parked car seems so far away now, and
he doesn’t know how to react when she looks into his eyes. He
twitches a smile at her and looks back down at the bag of
materials.

Bala turns up the eight
o’clock news on the radio. ‘… Harmony forces are on high alert
around the country tonight. Protests against the arrest of
opposition leaders have been reported in several districts in the
Johannesburg metro, with widespread damage and some casualties.
We’ll keep you updated with—’

‘Turn it off,’ Lang
grumbles, the first he’s spoken since they found him at his flat.
‘Please.’

The rain’s stopped by
the time they pull up outside the Jeppestown site. ‘Will you stay
with him here?’ Bala asks Beth as Jay gets out of the back with the
materials.

‘I’m fine. Let me
help,’ Lang says.

‘You’ve done enough
heavy moving for the day. Besides, since when have you got your
hands dirty?’

Jay glances at Lang and
then Bala; Lang wears a wry, tired expression, clearly not
offended. Jay feels a stab of envy at their bond.

Bala checks the details
of the site on the incident report and leads Jay through a gate,
past a half-demolished shop-front and into a muddy lot at the back.
There’s a prefabricated hut ringed by police tape. Bala slices it
open with a pocket knife and forces the lock. Jay dumps the bag
outside and opens the door.

Bala checks his little
watch. ‘Eight twenty-three. We’ve got till midnight.’

Without speaking
further, the men haul the contents of the storeroom piece by piece
around the back of the hut. The meditative muscle work helps Jay
quiet his mind. It’s a job, one with measurable and reasonable
objectives clearly delineated into stages, a job that will be
completed. The job will be done and tomorrow will come, not as if
none of it – the divorce, the attacks – ever happened, but despite
it all.

Within an hour they’ve
made enough space to work and cleared the pile of concrete blocks
that collapsed on the man. Jay pauses over the smeared bloodstains
on the cement floor. When they’ve dragged out all the dusty boxes
and tins of hard-set paint, the scaffolding rods and hoardings, the
drop cloths and account paper, the little capsule echoes with their
footsteps and the scratch and spatter of the pigeons shuffling
fitfully on the hut’s roof. The sounds send the cries scurrying
away to the dark corners. Andrea’s, Beth’s. It’s all in his mind
anyway. He wasn’t there. For either of them.

He scans the room. It
is empty; the echoes are gone; he is alone. Bala has left him to do
his work.

Jay seals the edges of
the windows and wipes down the glass with solvent. The paint slurps
heavily into the tray. Jay smears the long sponge roller through
it, careful not to spatter any on the floor or the sills.

The first stroke is the
best. With one tacky roll of the sheepskin, Jay draws a broad line
over the muddy lot outside, the carports containing piles of
rubble. He erases half of the sycamore tree hanging over from the
neighbouring property. He works precisely, closing the eyes of the
room with the softest touch he can manage with his thick hands.

The blank space is
foreign now; a set, a display. He wires and mounts the motion
detectors, checks their winking red diodes. He turns off the room’s
lights. The darkness is so heavy it crushes every memory of what
might have passed here. It’s utterly still, utterly affectless. He
imagines standing naked in the gloom, feeling it take form on his
skin, feeling it enter him.

He imagines the
darkness is Beth’s mouth, the grain of himself lodging in a hidden
fold of her viscera, safe, never to be exposed. He feels her touch
on his shoulder, then smells her scent, hears her breath hitching
in the void. It’s a disoriented moment before he realises that it’s
really her in the room with him, not his fantasy materialised in
the intense atmosphere. He reaches for her, traces her bindings and
her scars with his fingertips, afraid to touch too hard. She takes
his hand and presses it firmly against her, painting it over her
torso, pushing his hand into her, releasing the pressure subtly
where it hurts. She holds him and the weight of their losses
scatter; the only sound their tight breath and the crackle of the
city’s joists stretching.

 


Jay is packing the
materials back into the van when Meg Hewitt arrives. She’s carrying
a small cloth bag and is dressed in casual tan slacks and a bright
orange dashiki – a surprising mourning suit. Lang turns off the
radio, climbs stiffly out of the van and approaches her. He freezes
when she grasps him in a hug for a long moment.

Finally she disengages.
‘Kenneth. What were you thinking?’

‘Ma’am. We needed to
complete the project,’ he says crisply, as if nothing has happened,
‘and I thought—’

‘Don’t you dare blame
me for this. You know that I would never have wanted that. It’s not
as important as that.’

Lang nods, and Jay is
riveted by the sight of the old man being dominated.

‘Melanie needs you,
Kenneth. That’s the only thing that should matter to you.’

Lang looks around him:
at Bala and Jay, and at Beth leaning against the side of the van
sipping tea from Bala’s flask and exhaling steam into the still,
cool air. ‘I’ve failed her already.’

‘What does that even
mean, Kenneth? Listen to yourself. You were about to desert her.
For work?’ She turns to Jay, regards his paint-smeared jeans and
sweater. ‘Is this your agent? The one who was helping us?’

‘Jay Rowan, ma’am.’ Jay
extends his hand.

Hewitt takes it in a
double-handed politician’s grasp. ‘Thank you for all your
assistance.’

‘My condolences on the
death of the president.’ Learning to say the right thing.

‘Thank you,’ Hewitt
says. She looks at her watch. ‘Now we must finish this site.’ Jay
leads her to the hut. Jay has used several layers of tape to seal
the warped and damaged steel door.

‘I hope this is all
right,’ he says. ‘It won’t seal it forever, but will definitely
hold for a few days.’

‘It’s fine, Jay. You’ve
done good work. Thank you. Will you leave me for a moment?’

Jay goes back to the
pavement and joins Beth in the side door of the van while Lang and
Bala continue their vigil in the front. He sits close to her, his
thigh touching hers, and something feels light, but at the same
time permanent. He feels young again. She leans her head on his
shoulder.

Meg Hewitt comes out of
the site, smelling like flowers. ‘We must go. Seven minutes to
spare.’ She smiles at Lang. ‘We needn’t have rushed after all. Is
the beacon working?’

He checks his phone.
‘Yes.’

‘Keep an eye on it,
will you? Stay in touch.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Thank you, Kenneth.
See you on Monday.’

‘No, ma’am,’ he
says.

‘We’ll talk about it.
You deserve a proper send-off, if nothing else. Now go and see
Melanie.’

‘Get in, Mr Rowan, Ms
Talbot.’ Lang says. ‘We need to go.’

Jay and Beth get into
the back, bracing themselves against the plastic cases loaded
there. Bala pulls off roughly and Beth shoots out an arm to anchor
herself against Jay.

‘Are you all right?’
she asks him.

‘Yes, very,’ he
says.

‘I’m sorry for
everything,’ she says.

‘There’s nothing to be
sorry for,’ he says. ‘And I am too.’

She puts her hand on
his knee and, after a moment, he presses his hand over it.
Tentatively, he puts his mouth on hers.

‘Should I take you
home?’ Bala asks from the front seat.

Jay would like to
disappear with Beth somewhere much further away than that, but he
says yes.

They ride in silence
for a while; then Beth says, ‘What do you think’s going to happen
tomorrow, Mr Lang?’

‘Think or hope?’ he
replies.

‘Both, I suppose.’

Lang pauses, then
shakes his head. ‘Nothing.’
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Lang checks his phone
as Bala drives him home, watching the site beacons flash on
unperturbed. Would he really have gone through with it? Might this
afternoon really have been the last time he saw his daughter?
Maybe; if the circumstances had lined up right, if he believed it
could have saved her, he might have pulled the trigger. But the
minister was right: it would have been abandonment.

Now that the job’s
almost done, he sees it for the absurd hoax it’s always been. How
could he have taken Ramnath Radhakrishnan’s message seriously, even
for one moment? Radhakrishnan wasn’t going to raise his daughter
up. When he thinks of how weak he allowed himself to appear in
front of Rowan and Bala and Hewitt, crouching there in his
transitory bedroom like a petulant child in failed defiance against
life, he feels ashamed.

When Beth asked him
what he thought would happen in the morning, it struck him
objectively: nothing will happen, and pissing around in dead
people’s houses is not going to bring his daughter back to
life.

‘Trouble ahead,’ Bala
mutters, and before Lang has time to register the words and glance
across, he hears the loud crackle of ammunition and a heavy bang on
the side of the van, then another. The van jostles and rolls. He
remembers the attack on his car on Wednesday, how the events played
out unanchored from his life, from his panic about Melanie; it
seemed someone else’s drama he stumbled into. But now he can feel
the thumps reverberating through his aching body. This time he
can’t distance himself, can’t stifle the shock that radiates
through him.

Lang can hear a big,
low rumble like a massive hive of angry bees disturbed. He
concentrates on slowing his breathing and looks around him. They’re
stuck in a mess of cars just past the Soul Centre, and there’s a
swarm of blue and orange lights flickering in the broad
intersection about two hundred metres ahead of them. A cluster of
Metro Harmony and Social Harmony vehicles are apparently protecting
the entrances to a petrol station, hemming in a crowd of people. He
can’t tell how many people are behind the barricade, but the noise
is significant. The police officers appear to be taking cover,
bracing against the cars, but it’s not clear from this distance
whether they’re holding weapons.

Three youngsters with
fireworks popping from their grip run past, whooping and smacking
the doors and roofs of the cars as they run. Bala double-parks the
van and opens the door and the noise clarifies into a deep roll
echoing between the low buildings along Queen Street, and a higher
sound, like shrieking. A sustained screaming.

‘Let’s have a look,’
Bala says. And then, ‘Are you coming, sir, or have you already
retired?’

Lang grimaces as he
creaks out of the too-high seat again. He trails Bala towards the
knot of officers parked around the petrol station’s entrance. ‘What
is that sound?’

‘It’s music,’ says
Bala.

As Lang listens, the
rumbling resolves itself into a rhythmic pattern, the higher sounds
into a synthetic synchrony overlaid by whooping from a crowd of
revellers. It reminds him of driving Melanie to concerts and
outdoor dance parties; the sound would carry in the wind to where
he sat reading in the car, alone in the lot. The pavement here,
before the barricade, is knotted with groups of people, mostly
young, smoking, drinking, talking on their phones. But the further
he drifts into the crowd, the more older people he notices: parents
with young children, middle-aged men and women who’ve dropped their
lives and come out for the night, looking around them in wonder. He
glimpses himself in a shop window as he passes, a tired little man
in a rumpled suit, like he rowed here on a boat from the West
Coast. He stops, letting Bala approach.

A dreadlocked trio has
set up a sideshow on the pavement outside the Abyssinian
restaurant. The man and woman take turns blowing fire and juggling
their flaming torches while the child, a boy of about ten, sets off
strings of piercing jumping jacks. A banner, Long Live the
Miracle painted in rainbow colours on a sheet, is draped over
the veranda railing. The restaurant, like several others here, is
open, exchanging customers with the street. More banners are strung
up over doors and some of the revellers hold up hand-made signs:
We are the Miracle, Keep the Peace, Viva the
Revolution! There’s a scent of spice and sweat and savoury
meals and beer, the damp of the earlier rain, and marijuana.

Lang catches up with
Bala at the police barricade. The officers on the line are watching
the crowd intently, but their pose is relaxed. Those he thought
were bracing against their vehicles are leaning, nursing hot drinks
on the patrol cars’ roofs.

‘They’re on high
alert,’ Bala tells him. ‘Authorised to carry live ammunition, but
there’s no threat here. People are behaving.’

‘Who are they?’

‘Just seems to be the
community. Locals.’

‘Mr Lang!’ someone
shouts behind him. ‘Mr Lang! I thought it was you.’

Lang turns. It takes
him a minute to recognise the boy, but it’s the one who was
visiting Melanie at the Wellness Centre. Today he’s wearing blue
jeans and a black T-shirt with a red design of some sort of
spangled bird. He’s with a group of friends, but Lang can’t spot
the girl who was with him at the clinic.

‘We’re celebrating the
tenacity of peace, we’re celebrating new beginnings!’ The boy’s
drunk. He grabs Lang’s arm and embraces it. ‘It’s awesome to see
you here, dude. It means you believe too. Things are going to come
right, I can feel it. Can you?’

Lang disentangles his
arm. ‘I hope so,’ he says. ‘If you see Melanie before I do, please
tell her I’ll see her soon.’ For a second, it feels totally
reasonable to expect her to be awake in the morning.

The boy seems
momentarily sobered. He stands still and watches as Lang walks back
towards the van. ‘Sure I’ll do that. Sure, sir.’

‘Tell her that I love
her too,’ he says too softly for the boy to hear.

When they get back to
the van, Bala reverses out of the melee and skirts the clogged
streets to find his way over the ridge.

‘Do you think it’s like
this everywhere?’ Lang asks. ‘People celebrating like the world’s
about to end?’

‘No. The captain told
me there were several more threatening incidents around town.
Looting, torching, that sort of thing. Whatever Kanyane – President
Kanyane – has done today, it’s sparked some immediate reaction. It
takes a revolution to get a middle-class man out of his bed and
onto the streets in the middle of the night. I’m not sure he would
have expected this reaction.’

‘In our experience,
people curl up into a ball when provoked, don’t they?’

Bala opens his hands.
‘Some things change more than others, I suppose.’

‘And we’re powerless in
the face of it. I’m tired.’

‘You need to assemble
your bed again before you sleep.’

Lang rubs his face
deeply with his hand.

 


The job is not yet
done. Lang tries lying down, but he can’t sleep; he sits on the
couch, but his back begins to ache. So he stands in his lounge
instead, like it’s the waiting area of some anonymous public space,
watching the TV news on low. The same cycle of pictures –
ill-resolved images of fire and darkness that could be anywhere,
any time. Bala emits a quiet whistle as he sleeps on the armchair
behind him. The man seems able to detach himself from the world and
switch back on again at a moment’s notice. He’d make a fine
soldier, never taking the current engagement personally. Lang
wonders if Bala has some spiritual background or training in
meditative techniques, or whether his Zen-like manner is just an
affectation, a coping strategy he devised as a child to hide his
body. He’s worked with the man for more than ten years and he
doesn’t know the first thing about him. Perhaps that’s a result of
the professional detachment he admires in Bala, but now, at the end
of his own career, it’s a source of regret that he hasn’t made a
single lasting tie. He thinks of the stranger he used to be married
to, and of Melanie, his only link to the world, taken broken
flight. When he dies, he will be alone, and it will be by his own
design.

At 2.30 a.m., when Meg
Hewitt calls, he’s flooded by a rush of shame at how she saw him
last. But he’s pleased that he can at least answer her call as if
he’s been on alert, ready for it.

‘Good evening,
Kenneth.’

‘Morning, ma’am.’

‘Did I wake you?’

‘No, ma’am. I’m
watching the news. It doesn’t look good, does it?’

‘No.’

Lang recalls the
conversation he had with her the previous morning. She could never
have imagined Kanyane’s ascension to power would have such
immediate consequences. He wonders if she still thinks that
equilibrium has been restored. The good-natured protest party, or
whatever it was, back in Kensington shows that not everybody is
quite so willing to accept a reassertion of the old order. He knows
she blames herself, but now he blames her too, for her weakness.
Isn’t it a moral duty of a senior politician to lead, to show some
mettle against the tide of inevitability?

He can’t bring himself
to say anything and there’s a long pause. The silence sizzles in
his ear, punctuated only by Bala’s nose whining.

‘Are the beacons still
on?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘I knew they would be.
I’m not really calling for that. I’m calling just … to check on
you. How are you, Kenneth?’

The intonation of the
worn phrase grates at this hour. ‘Fine, thanks, ma’am. And you?
Have you got someone … to be with?’

‘I’m fine, Kenneth.
Thank you. Don’t worry about me.’

‘I’ll keep monitoring
the sensors, ma’am. I’ll let you know if anything happens.’

He disconnects the
call, considers brewing a cup of coffee. He should take up herbal
tea some day, enjoy his retirement. Setting down his phone to start
the kettle, he notices the flicker of an alert. He scrolls through
the event log: one of the sensors in the first site has detected a
single, small, anomalous movement, not sustained enough to indicate
a breach; the sort of pattern you’d find if something bashed on the
door without opening it, or if there were a sudden flare of warmth.
Now the beacon in the lawyer’s office is flashing green again, and
there appears to have been no further movement or heat
detected.

Lang briefly considers
waking Bala, but slips on his jacket, checks for his wallet, takes
Bala’s van keys and sets off. He shouldn’t try to guess the cause
of the activation, which is likely to be innocuous. But … could it
be Hewitt again, doing something to the site? Testing him at this
late hour. Or what if it’s someone else – what would it mean if the
site were disturbed now, between Hewitt’s final charm at midnight
and the Arrival at dawn? Would they need to reseal the door? There
are no protocols.

He retrieves his gun
from the van’s cubby and takes the long way round through Bruma, in
case the celebration on Langermann Drive is still happening. The
streets are desolate and he speeds along them, which amplifies the
jolts over the bumps and ruts. They rattle his painful bones, but
still he feels a small, stifled sense of exhilaration, something
buried and young in him crying out in a final whoop of
anticipation.

He parks on the kerb
outside the closest entrance to the office tower, the van almost
sliding into the mall’s glass doors as it comes to a halt. He moves
as fast as he can to the lifts, the lack of security still niggling
him after all these years. Most likely, in a week, the fingerprint
scanners and turnstiles will be back up and he’ll be challenged by
an armed security guard. Tonight, the only obstacle is the long
wait for the lift and its excruciating trundle as it hoists him to
the twelfth floor. He couldn’t imagine climbing the flights, so he
has to watch as the display rolls languidly over.

When he reaches the
fourteenth floor, he unholsters his gun and exits the lift
watchfully. The lights are dimmed in night mode, every third strip
glowing at half-strength. He scans the corridor to the right, in
the direction of the dead lawyer’s office, and slowly proceeds. He
hears a noise behind him and spins around, an uncomfortable
wrenching in his side, his heart beating too fast. There’s a
flicker of shadow down the corridor, a movement in the junction
with a side-passage. He follows. Then an unexpected noise, like
something mechanical, but also liquid, a slosh and a squeal and a
hard clank. He’s trying not to, but he imagines a science-fictional
monster, something organic and industrial, a damp hybrid stalking
the underlit corridors. He stops. What if something has come out of
the site? What if it’s early? Should he be here?

Don’t be absurd,
Lang.

But there’s another
clank, and a slosh, a heavy bump into the thin prefabricated walls
of an office around the next corner. Is he up to this? Is this what
his career has come down to? He could just turn and leave,
silently.

Then there’s a treble
click, something that instantly matches with the sounds on file in
his head. It’s a mop. Just a mop.

He holsters the gun and
rounds the corner. A cleaner is there, her yellow trolley parked
against the wall, mopping the wood-strip corridor outside an
airline office. She startles when she sees him and jerks the mop
handle into the glass door of the office, the crack reverberating
in the charged air.

‘What are you doing
here?’ Lang demands.

‘Cleaning,’ she says.
She brings her eyes to his and keeps them there, challenging.

‘There are instructions
not to come onto this floor after office hours.’

She twists her mouth.
‘I didn’t get them.’ She shoves the mop through its clamp and into
the square yellow bucket below it.

Lang points his thumb
over his shoulder, towards the sealed site. ‘Were you there just
now? Ten, twelve minutes ago?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you knock into a
door with your trolley?’

She bunches her
shoulders, turns her hands up. How am I supposed to remember?

‘Please go to another
floor. And stay off this one. Tell your colleagues too.’

She pushes off towards
the lift without a word. Lang ushers her from behind, watching
until she’s entered the lift and he can hear it’s moved off.

He strides towards the
lawyer’s office, site number one. He scans over the door with the
bright light from his phone; sure enough, there’s a scuff mark at
about the level of the cleaning trolley. The gel star hasn’t been
affected by the bump: it’s hardened into an enamelled design. Does
it matter if some was chipped off? He wouldn’t know. He knows
nothing about magic. On his phone, the contrapuntal green flashes
of the beacons tick away positively. There seems to be nothi—

There’s something
behind him. He stiffens at the change in the air, the sudden shift
in heat, the scent. He has his gun in his hand and is pointing it
at the dark shape when the blood rushes from his head to his legs.
His vision goes grey and he concentrates on holding the gun steady.
The large form reaches out for him, grabbing his shoulder.

‘You okay, boss?’ it
says.

His sight resolves and
his head clears. ‘Christ, Bala, what are you doing here?’

‘I’m following you,’ he
says in that arch fashion of his. ‘I’ve been asked to keep an eye
on you. Which is hard when you steal my van.’

‘You almost gave me a
heart attack.’ Lang holsters his gun. ‘I almost shot you.’

‘Your gun isn’t loaded,
sir.’
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Jay lies with Beth,
afraid of waking her, afraid of upsetting the equilibrium, the
front of his body warming the back of hers, holding her as she
shudders and jerks through her dreams. He doesn’t sleep. He listens
to the cars going past: several with loud music, as if it’s just
another normal Friday night. Then their passage thinning, the
occasional interloper slicking past on the tarmac like prey
scurrying across no man’s land under the eyes of something dark and
hungry in the sky.

Beth sleeps fitfully,
thrashing and crying out for stretches before sinking into deep
unconsciousness. In those lulls, the only sounds are the occasional
tyres streaking by, Beth’s rough breath, and a sussurant background
radiation he’s never noticed before that flares and settles as the
wind flurries. It’s an unsettling sound, as if he can hear all the
voices of the city, not only the violence he imagines erupting
around him but also the domestic noises, the snores, the shouts,
crying children and gasping lovers, all compressed into one stream.
It’s like eavesdropping on the private life of the city’s populus,
and Jay knows he shouldn’t be hearing it. The city should be
resting, but it’s baring itself tonight.

Around five, he gets
out of bed and makes a pot of coffee. Sunrise is at 6.14 a.m.
today; that’s when it’s meant to happen. He turns on the TV,
bypassing the images of the bonfire night and skipping to a travel
channel. He drinks his coffee, muting the television’s sound and
opening the patio door to let the birdsong in. The migratory birds
have returned for summer, adding their exotic flutes to the chitter
of the perennials. They compete, at last drowning out the city’s
enraged background hum, their songs rising to a buzzing pitch that
makes the air vibrate. On the TV, he watches a time-delay sequence
of tropical spring colour rising along the ridges in some rural
place, and just as soon falling into functional green. As suddenly
as the time-lapse spring ends, so the birds outside stop. Their
celebration is replaced by strident music from down the street; a
bellowing chorus, the clash of drums and bells.

Beth comes through from
the bedroom, wearing one of his T-shirts.

‘Did you sleep well?’
Jay asks.

‘Mmm. I think so. But I
feel so tired.’ She goes across to the kitchen counter and pours
herself a cup of coffee. She stretches, wincing.

‘It’s still early.’

‘I didn’t want to miss
it,’ she says.

Jay glances at her. She
looks like she lives here. ‘Are you okay? I mean, are you happy? To
be here.’

She smiles, looks at
him through the thin wisps of steam from the coffee cup. ‘Can I
tell you at seven?’

He turns off the TV and
approaches her, pours a cup of coffee and kisses her on the neck.
She doesn’t flinch. If anything, she leans into him for a moment.
The music down the street is growing louder. ‘You were having bad
dreams,’ he says.

‘Yes. I can feel their
traces. My muscles are sore.’

‘I can’t forgive him,
you know. He nearly took you away from me.’

‘I’m right here.
Look.’

‘But that skanky fucker
is still out there, destroying people. He hurt you. He almost
killed you.’

‘Yes.’ She sips her
coffee. ‘But I’m alive. We’re alive. He will get his justice.’ She
takes his hand, grips it as if he’s the one who needs solace. Then
she lets go and walks across the room to the patio door. ‘There’s a
lot you don’t know about me.’

If Jay is to start
knowing her, he decides, he’ll need some sleep, a new day. He
smiles. ‘You can tell me all about it at seven, okay?’

The noise that’s been
rising now asserts itself outside. It’s not music after all; it’s
an urgent, scattered mass of voices punctuated by the plosive smash
of glass and metal. Loud shouts peak out of the thrum.

‘What—’

A rock smashes into the
patio door next to Beth. The plate glass crazes into a web but
stays intact. Beth doesn’t flinch, as if she were expecting it; as
if she were somehow conducting the events outside.

He hurries over and
shuts the cracked door, hustles her deeper into the flat.

‘Trini and Sonia spoke
to me last night. They said they are at peace.’

Don’t start that, Jay
thinks. They didn’t talk to you. They’re dead. The dead don’t
talk.

‘They just wanted their
story to be told.’

This woman is standing
in his old clothes in the middle of his lounge, and he feels his
kneejerk negativity receding as she talks. He’s been given a second
chance, and he feels blessed to recognise it. ‘Well,’ he smiles at
her. ‘It does feel like something’s been settled.’

She looks at him,
frowns for a moment. ‘Let’s go up to the roof. We can see it from
there.’

They climb the two
flights and push out of the service door on the roof. From here
they can see the city’s buildings to the west, stained pink by the
eastern sky behind them. 6.11 a.m.

‘You’re not immortal,’
Jay says. ‘You know that, don’t you? Despite your faith. Your gods
are not going to stop rocks from smashing your head. It would be
good for us both if you got that. Do you get that?’

She turns to him and
smiles, looks so closely into his eyes that her forehead brushes
his. The charge between them jolts them apart, and he gasps. ‘I get
that, Jay,’ she says.

Jay’s phone rings. Beth
is standing close to the edge, and he wants to skip the call but
it’s Lang.

‘Hello?’

He sounds different.
‘Mr Rowan. I had nobody else to tell.’ He sounds like he’s
crying.

‘What happened?’

‘She’s awake. Melanie
woke up.’

Below them, the small
band of vandals has made its way along the road, smashing car
windows along the way. There are only perhaps seventy of them, with
bats and clubs and metal poles, swaggering like revellers returning
from a long, successful night.

‘That’s wonderful news,
Mr Lang. Thank you.’

The sun is now catching
panes across the cityscape and the suburban expanse at its feet,
igniting more and more windows as it rises. Beside him, Beth
reaches for Jay’s hand and again they’re stung by a snap of static.
The hair on their arms is standing up. They hold on. The city
glitters.

Beth sinks to her
knees, pulling Jay down with her. He feels the rough bitumen on his
skin, the solid presence of Beth leaning into him. They don’t see,
behind them, the world ripple as the first wave comes.

‘It’s starting,’ Beth
whispers.
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 Interview with Joey Hi-Fi,
Dark Windows’ cover designer, from the blog Violin in a
Void

 


Welcome to Violin in a
Void, Joey! It’s a great honour to have you. You’re one of the few
people who’s had the privilege of reading Dark Windows; the rest of
us will have to wait until next year. What did you think of it?

It grips you from the
first page. It’s unusual, straddles a few genres and takes you to
very, very unexpected places. It’s an alternate history of South
Africa you’ve never read before.

 


Unlike most cover
designers, you’re known for immersing yourself in the novel before
creating its ‘face’ – you read the book when possible and
collaborate with both the author and the publisher. Can you
describe this process for Dark Windows? What was it like working
with Louis?

I loved The Mall, which
Louis co-wrote with Sarah Lotz under the guise of S.L. Grey. It
still has me looking nervously over my shoulder while shopping at
malls! So I was very excited when the cover design brief for Dark
Windows landed in my inbox. That being said, it was fantastic
working with Louis. He supplied me with additional info whenever I
needed it – and his insights were invaluable during the design
process. It’s always a plus when you have access to the author.

Although I try to apply
the same steps in the design process to each book-cover-design
project, every novel is obviously different and publishers and
authors work in a variety of ways. Along with the brief, I usually
ask for a manuscript and any other additional info (either from the
author or publisher).

Along with the
manuscript, I received a rough cover concept from Louis as well.
His rough idea immediately intrigued me – but having not read the
novel I wasn’t sure of its significance. About two or three pages
into the manuscript I was pretty sure that it was a solid direction
for the cover. By the last page of the novel I was convinced of
it.

The title of the novel
is very evocative and conjures up a particular set of images in
one’s mind. The plot in part deals with windows that are being
painted black by the protagonist in the novel. So I thought that
image would be unique and mysterious enough to draw the viewer
in.

I also decided that the
cover concept would be best communicated by using either a photo or
a photorealistic illustration. I’m not a big fan of using stock
photography on book covers, so in the end I decided to engage the
warp drive on my Wacom pen and go the photorealistic-illustration
route.

Thus the cover is not
one photo at all – but mostly an illustration with a little
photography thrown in.

 


[What the... That's
illustrated?!]

Illustrating the cover
gave me more control over what kind of window frame I wanted, how I
wanted the paint to look and what the atmosphere of the room should
be.

Using Louis’s initial
rough idea as a starting point, I worked from there to produce a
first draft. To get both Umuzi (the publisher) and Louis on board I
initially presented a more pared-down version of the cover. I
wanted them to be happy with the direction before taking the
illustration and design further.

Once both Louis and the
publisher were on board with the direction the cover was headed, we
discussed ways to take it further. I’ve always loved working with
positive and negative space. So the positive and negative spaces
provided by the black paint seemed like the perfect opportunity to
add additional detail to the cover. I liked the idea of the cover
having details that wouldn’t be immediately visible – but would be
revealed upon closer inspection.

I then asked Louis for
a list of elements he thought were key in the novel. Working from
this list I picked a few which I thought would work on the cover. I
then wove those into the illustration of the black paint.

Once I’d crafted the
cover somewhat, I presented the final draft of the cover – which
was approved by Umuzi and Louis.

Thus the cover for the
mysterious creature that is Dark Windows was born.

 


The title suggests
windows made of tinted glass, but the blurb and your cover describe
a window obscured with painted images. One reality blocks out
another. What is being covered up and why? Is this how Jay paints
the windows?

As the cover and title
suggests, part of the mystery in the novel involves windows which
are being painted black by Jay (the protagonist in the novel).

So the cover is
inspired by a scene in the book. The images woven into the black
paint are more representative of events in the novel and are not
meant to be taken literally. To find out the significance of the
black painted windows and various images, you would have to read
the book!

 


The cover could have
focused only on the window pane, or the window and the frame, but
it takes a step back to include the wall, putting the viewer inside
a cold, hard space. Why the interior perspective?

The vacant rooms
mentioned in the novel have their own dark story to tell. So I
wanted to communicate that in a subtle way using lighting and
colour.

I felt that just a
close crop of a window would lack that uneasy, almost eerie
atmosphere that I thought the cover needed.

 


Let’s look at the
images on the window; what made you choose these?

All the images are
inspired by events or characters from the novel. I wanted to choose
a set of images that I thought would represent the world of Dark
Windows. And since the novel deals with themes that are quite
varied in nature, this meant everything from New Age symbols to
ritual sacrifice to protesting students to political intrigue … and
haunted rooms.

 


Louis described the
novel as a ‘literary thriller’, and for me the cover evokes both
mystery and horror. Many of the images are explicitly threatening
(the screaming woman, the heavily armed police) while more
innocuous images take on a sinister tone. The man having a hot
stone massage looks to me like some kind of cultist or human
sacrifice; the smoker with the dreadlocks looks more like a
Predator than a human. Was this intentional or is it just my weird
interpretation?

That was intentional.
Although Dark Windows is a ‘literary thriller’ it also has mystery
and horror elements to it. All the images included on the cover
depict scenes or characters from the book in some way. Since the
novel has this undercurrent of unease and menace throughout, the
images tend to lean towards the darker side. As you read the book
the meaning behind each image will become clearer.

 


This is a relatively
sparse piece compared to your other covers, which typically feature
a riot of detailed illustrations. Does the tone of Dark Windows
require a more subtle approach?

In a way, yes. I
obviously take my visual cues for the cover from the novel, and I
let the novel dictate what the cover should be.

For Dark Windows, I
thought the image of a window painted black captured the tone of
the book well. I also felt it was an interesting and strong enough
image to carry the cover.

 


There’s a lot of
texture in the paint of the window and the wall – will the cover
have any finishes to match the visual with the physical?

I hope so! *Looks
longingly at the publisher*. We have discussed adding a UV spot
varnish for just the black paint on the window.

 


Well I can’t wait to
get my hands on it! Thank you so much for your time and insights
Joey!

 


I also have to thank
Louis for inviting me to do his cover reveal; it’s an honour and a
pleasure to host it. I really enjoyed doing this interview, not
only because I love Joey’s work but because it made me take a close
look at every element in the Dark Windows cover.

I hope everyone finds
this close-up equally illuminating. Now we just have to wait oh so
patiently for Dark Windows to be published so we can discover the
true significance of all those images and find out exactly what
happened in those vacant rooms. I have already demanded my review
copy …












 Writing Dark Windows: Note to
my inner brat

Louis Greenberg

 


I’m in the middle of
writing a solo novel and I’m having a bit of a wobbly at the
moment. It was all going so well. I would get up, have ideas and
batter out a couple of thousand words in the morning. For two days,
that is. Before that was Monday and, of course, I had to reboot
from the weekend. I’m a father of two young children, you
understand. The week before was okay: a good day, a bad day, a
mediocre day, two days lost to paying work. Don’t get me wrong, I
like earning some money to help my wife pay the bills, but really
what I want to do is write. Except when I have the time to write,
when I prefer to agonise.

Don’t you hate people
who update you on their poxy word counts?

I work at home as a
freelance editor, proofreader and general book-production guy, and
this quarter I’m lucky enough to have two regular part-time
retainers which allow me at least half of my working days to write.
I’ve jumped on this space to work on this solo novel, and realise
that it may well be the last time I have the luxury of so much time
to work on unsolicited, unpaying work.

It doesn’t always feel
luxurious, arriving at the page in the morning knowing that time is
finite and that I owe this draft to my family, who graciously allow
me to idle at half-speed and indulge in my hobby instead of filling
up my gaps with paid work, and to my writing partner, who’s
patiently waiting until January to start our next collaborative
novel – one that we’ve actually been paid an advance to write. It’s
sort of like if you told your bank manager you were actually not
going to repay that loan but were going to move to Tahiti and carve
aardvarks out of coconuts. It’s utter self-indulgence, I know, and
that knowledge often drives me to work on the novel rather than
mess around.

But sometimes my inner
brat rebels against all the pressure. It tells me in unconvincing
hippie tones, ‘Chill out, what’s all the striving for?’ And despite
the bad California accent, it’s rather compelling sometimes. Yes, I
would rather play solitaire all day. Yes, I would rather treat my
inner brat to a movie date. Yes, I would rather tweet and facebook
all day and hope that people laugh at my jokes. Yes, I would rather
lie on the floor and read my book.

NO, I wouldn’t. I’d
like to write this novel.

More honestly, I’d like
to have written this novel. I’m enjoying it. (I know there are lots
of writers’ advice columns that warn you against enjoying your own
work because it’s a sure sign that blah blah blah – but if you’re
not enjoying it, I wonder, why would anyone else?) I wish I could
read more than the half I’ve written. I want to know what happens.
I can’t wait for my wife to read it, then my writing friends, then
an agent who’ll fall off his chair because it’s so good and sign me
up, then the publishers, who will come to physical blows over it,
then millions of fans and then the movie producers and then, and
then, you know … and then.

Problem is, I have to
wait. I have to have lots of days when I squeeze out five hundred
grudging words containing two decentish ideas that might work, or a
couple of lines of plotting. I have to be here for those days. I
have to stare at this monotonous screen and force it out while
everyone else is frolicking outside.

Okay, they’re not doing
that. People are stuck in hot traffic, a lucky few may enjoy their
jobs; more are doing menial and unacknowledged work for
mean-spirited bosses. Or they may not have work, or food, or a
home, or their dignity, or their health, or their freedom. Reality
check, please. I owe it to decency and the world not to complain
about how tough my job is. Shut up, inner brat. I know this adds to
your pressure, but suck it up.

Novel-writing is
isolated, solipsistic work, and when you live in your head for long
stretches it’s hard to empathise with the outside world. But isn’t
empathy the very substance of fiction? I never regret having to
switch off at five and on weekends. My children and their demands
are my anchor to the real world, and I don’t say that because I’m
smug and pious. It doesn’t always feel that way and I often have to
remind myself of it. I know others who have gardens, animals,
charity work, running, meaningful employment which keep them real.
Lots of writers’ advice columns will tell you that your writing has
to be the top priority and blah blah blah, but it doesn’t matter if
the draft comes more slowly.

Sometimes, in rare
moments of peace and clarity, I realise the world won’t change if
this book never gets published. But that doesn’t make it
unimportant. Writing makes me happy, it justifies me, it makes me
feel that I’m meeting a serious challenge. And nothing leaves me
feeling better when I go in at five than a good day’s writing. I
suppose one way I can repay my family for the time I’ve borrowed is
to spend it graciously and be happy.

So shut up, inner brat,
and do some work.











 For Louis Greenberg’s latest news and highlights,
visit http://louisgreenberg.com






Follow Louis on
Twitter: http://twitter.com/louisgreenberg
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