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Chapter 1

| feel stupid doing this. | have no clue what | butp be writing. It's lucky
I've always been an early riser or I'd never hawgeed to this, getting up
at the crack of dawn to scribble the first banalugght that comes into my
head.

I’'m not even sure what good it does. That’s theghvith new shrinks. |
think Heather’s at a loss and this is some shrifidtying expedition — |
know, let's make her scribble whatever comes ietchiead before her
morning coffee and some repressed issue is syregaip.

My first attempts have all consisted of shoppistsli.. I'm sure | should
get moving soon if I'm to meet Trudie by nine. €aré the clock from
here. Must remember to move it nearer tomorrow.

And now look what I'm writing. | told Heather I'mohmuch good at
delving into my innermost at six thirty. I'm morieaolist maker. 1 like lists.
They make sense of things. I'm sure you couldw#halmost heartaches
and traumas that way ... List them in the great simapfist of life. Write it
down, tick it off, throw it away. Quite profouncatly, especially before
coffee. I'll suggest Heather write it up as a joakarticle.

In Jo’burg, you can always judge the time by thescBere it's the

roosters, then the birds, and the keening of thienext door. Taken from
its mother a bit earlier than it would have likgmhor creature. Spare a
thought for its mother though. Probably deservesrést. Doesn’t make her
a bad cow. Oh for heaven’s sake.

* * *

Mike’s electric fence went off apparently. His alabegan blaring and, by
the time he’d got up to check things out, he wasalaawy

‘So | thought I'd shoot down to your place, sintbad to be done
sometime.’



She considered asking why an alarm shrilling inh@ad should make him
think of her. ‘Well, you’d better come in,” she galf life had taught her
anything at all, it was to pick her issues.

He strode past her and found his way to the kitcherthough it didn’t
cross his mind that she might object or feel unastable. As though he
were entitled. Unless she relished a scene, sh&waasi have to be
gracious with coffee on her breath and a facerstilipled like the fine
cotton bed-linen she wondered if he still insisted

‘How’d you find the place?’

He shrugged. ‘GPS. Look, since | was up ... | doaitdhan early meeting
today, so it made sense. Means | don’'t have to amreethe weekend.’

Stepping in front of her to lift a cup from its Hgde poured from her
precious Arabica. A draught of city air flappedrfrdoeneath his jacket — the
sulphurous smell that clung to winter morningsohannesburg. And
probably in hell, if you were inclined to be fandif

He sipped and his mouth turned down. She might ieraed him had he
not just dragged her out of bed backwards. Tomgtfor his taste, but
watch, he wouldn’t unman himself by asking for milk

‘I don’'t have long, though. What is this?’

‘Rwandan. Don't drink it if you don't like it. MilR’

He gave an imperceptible shake of the head. Sheedée kitchen door,
tugging her dressing gown tighter as a breezeezhthie chill from the
river. ‘l don’t have long either, actually. I've gan appointment with my

new business partner ...’

‘Not exactly the stately country seat, is it?’ Hargced about the kitchen
then moved through to the lounge. A shot of furyasked her in the gut.



She followed him to see what he was inspecting néeuld it suit you
better if I lived in a Tuscan cluster-fuck with sety booms like all your
clients?’

‘Don’t be crude, Odette. It just demeans you.’

The trouble was, it did. She allowed him to provbke then handed over
the moral high ground, every single time.

‘You can be superior, but it's my clients that peada good deal of ... At
least | have some. | have no idea what you thinklydo here.’

‘I told you, I'm meeting my business partner. Webya big plans.’

‘Or what you imagine you’ll have in common with arch of Dutchmen
with sheep dung on their hands.’

‘Cow dung.’

‘I mean, come on Odette, you've made your pointy\Mitin’t you just
admit it was a mistake?’

‘Cow dung.’
‘What?’
‘It's cows, not sheep. This is cattle country.’

‘Whatever. Trouble is, it's going to end up being problem, | can just see
it. | hope you had the sense to keep ...’

‘Yes Mike, I've kept a foot in Jo’burg, if that'shvat’s bothering you. I'm
not an idiot. I'm still writing storylines for theoap, at least until the
business takes off.’

And this shanty? It didn't ... please tell me yourdicgell up everything to
buy it.’



She wouldn’t let him spoil it for her. She wouldtnGrossing to the double
doors, she flung them both open, though the breezebiting.

‘It's an original Free State cottage. They're meantave corrugated roofs.
It wasn’t easy to find one this unspoilt.’

She kept her back to him. Mist hunkered in thedwvadl, obscuring the river
across the commonage. The weeping willows andingdrush emerged as
spectres through the grey.

‘Whatever.’

She turned back. He was sitting in her chair, te £he’d found in the local
second-hand. Somehow he always honed in on hespmeal thing. It was
not a thing of great beauty when you saw it throhigheyes. Pink velvet
with a white tasselled trim and she’d bought itaowhim — probably for the
sole reason that she had only herself to pleasé b&nause it was a buxom,
generous chair that rocked gently on its heels.

It was too low for him. His knees poked skywaraklgk giant locust’s.
Looking down on him, she noticed that he hadn’ygdethese past years so
much as faded. Not that he was unpleasant to lbd#ead simply grown
ordinary. The blond curls, once his dominant featwere now more
mouse than fair, and trimmed to his head in a tgizzle.

‘What did you come for, Mike, besides the opportyitd criticise my new
home?’

He looked up, surprised. She was usually more tGatary, but then he had
just got her out of bed on the wrong side. He pdshmself upright,
tramping across the Indian rug without noticing ahit: the splash of art
across rough walls, the cushions, the hand-tufeal wn worn wood. Did it
remind him of anything, that rug? It was the onilgge of furniture she’'d
brought into — and then taken out of — their mageia

She darted about, straightening and retrievingkdushions. The room
was still warm where she had lain with her book bhedglass of wine the
night before. The old stove still smouldered.

6



‘Mandy’s stuff, remember? You were meant to fetcind Lindy wants ...
Anyway, I've been meaning to bring it.’

He glanced down as she tidied, then quickly awayhaugh the cushions
were doing something vaguely indecent, clusterethemug. And she saw
that he did remember: she and Melissa, just baxk f6oa, in the Melville
cottage which never got the sun. This same rugpimt fof the fire, how
many years ago? How old was Mandy now?

She rose with an arm full of cushions and, gripghrgstem with her toes,
inched her wine glass to the side of the stoveinoetme coal scuttle, before
he could notice.

I'll bring it in then, shall 1? Where’s her bedro@m

Oh lord. It was full of boxes, of course, and teevsig machine she hoped
she might finally have the time to use, besidegth®el she hadn’t touched
since she was a student. The room smelt faintlytyn@ite curtains
squawked on their rail as she tried to open thesatdh and then gave up as
though she’d simply changed her mind, not wantingsk for his help.

‘I thought I'd use it as a spare room in the maastiWhile she’s away, |
mean. In case anyone comes to stay.’

‘Oh really? Who exactly? Your mother?’ Then he te# room.

‘Hilarious,” she yelled after him. ‘Melissa saidesimight.’

‘Melissa’s in Australia, with a family to settle.aw likely is it she’ll come
back while Mandy'’s still overseas?’ His voice edthtierough the house
and her limbs felt drained.

‘Do you think perhaps you could bring yourself &g?’ Mike reappeared
in the doorway and let a box thump to the flooreBsated, she sank to the
bed and looked up at him.

He shrugged. ‘Fine. Suit yourself.’
7



‘Why couldn’t this stuff just have stayed wherevais for now? You can see
everything'’s still a mess.’

‘We’re clearing space for the baby, | told you. Yieeare supposed to fetch
it all weeks ago. As soon as you were settled,sad.’

She didn'’t feel entitled to say that yes, she krnawt,perhaps, just perhaps,
it might be his turn when Mandy finally came horggen for a short while.
It didn’t have to be long ... He wasn't stupid thougtis determined
hefting of boxes was eloquent enough.

On his third trip she heard him stop in the lourgjge found him leaning
over the couch, Mandy’s suitcase at his feet,mgfthrough the box of CDs
she’d been intending to unpack for days. He saaitdrem over the couch.

‘Been meaning to check,” he said. ‘There’s a feve lIhever been able to
find.’

She crossed her arms. ‘Help yourself.’
‘You're going to have to clear it up, you know.’ id&ln’t look up.
‘What've my bloody CDs got ...’

‘Mandy’s room. What if she comes home suddenlyz Thimine, by the
way. | remember buying it.’

‘Her contract’s for a year.’
‘And this. | asked if you had my Puccini box setuysaid no.’
She shrugged. ‘Why would she come back early? Simted to go.’

He stopped scattering CDs and turned to face @eme on, Odette. Don’t
be naive. Would you employ her?’

‘I would if I had small kids. And they did empldwer.’
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‘Sure, through an agency.’

‘It's just her manner. Anyone can see she’s grett ehildren. The kids'll
love her and that’ll win anyone over.’

She tugged the belt of her gown tighter, feelingaoountably vulnerable.

He turned back to the CDs. ‘Anyway, it's done ndMe’ll just have to wait
and see, won't we?’

It was too early to phone Mandy. She’d be seeintgedkids now, or still
getting up. Odette never could remember whethetthevas one or two
hours behind at this time of year. Anyway, she lagsfor Trudie. It was
already a quarter past.

The big farm gate, which had so delighted her,Hetvy and unwieldy. Her
fingers were stiff on the metal and misted bredtbcared the chain and
padlock. The gate needed to be lifted before itldiswing ... but no, she
would never wish it. Not for a moment. The rematatcol had tyrannised
her old life, she wasn’t about it to give it thatwer again.

The poor old Corolla sputtered and she revvedverse, annoyed with it
because she was late. Luckily nothing in this tevas any distance and a
taxi gridlock was a concept so absurd as to sebemworldly. It was clear
all the way up to the main road so she gunned DepVet, in control again
and somehow triumphant, like the feeling you goewlgou caught a green
wave coming down one of those long stretches orSaauts or Beyers.

Her tyres raised a screen of dust in the rears8ieeved around a chicken.
They were like pigeons — you expected them to mbuethey saw it as
your duty to dodge them. It tumbled in her slipeatn, righted itself and
flapped to the side of the road.



She glanced back at the road in front. A tractdhwan unwieldy trailer had
materialised from a side street. Adrenalin shotfbet out. Tyres bit and
crunched on gravel as the Toyota swung sidewagsslow-motion arc. She
felt herself slide, pumping the brake, thinkingshe did that it was the
wrong thing to do, that it would cause her to sKiden she stopped.

The tractor driver stared down at her. Dust billdwe the level of his seat
so that he floated above her on a grubby clouchat’'t moved. Just sat
there in his blue overall, hands on the bloody WHike a stupid chicken
who expected her to avoid him. She felt rage stirgrigh her arms and
shoulders. She threw her hands out, palm up, innthersal sign for
‘Stupid, fucking prat, where’'d you get your blodéyence!

It was about then that she saw the stop sign. dtlveat sideways,
admittedly, and the white line had long since waway, along with all but
the most obdurate traces of tar. She opened herasholostepped out.

‘Sorry, | didn’t see it was a 4-way stop.’
The man stared, arms stiff on the steering whedhaugh she were an
apparition from another world — which, of courdeg svas. She wanted to

sit down and cry. She had left her warrior-selflbecthe combat zone, and
now Mike had brought her here with him.
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Chapter 2

For the rest of that year, whenever she thougheohew beginning, she
pictured bones. White bones. Perfectly preservesklaying summers and
winters that cracked the flesh and turned theteaiust.

‘O genad¢ said Trudie, ‘the poison must’ve got him.’

Trudie had found the rat as she was clearing @uolth storeroom behind
the home-industry.

‘Oh don't ..." said Odette.

There was something poignant about the intricaaéfading that had once
supported a whole existence. Insignificant to aeyoutside of its tiny life.
Ridiculous even.

‘Serious? No, you're not serious. It's a rat.’

Trudie spread her legs so she could bend moreyeasil brushed him
briskly into a plastic pan. And that should prolyatdve warned her.

The room was dark and smelled of hessian and aoldrete. All it had
ever contained were eggs and sacks, old bottlesadiscf wire. And rats,
of course. It would be beautiful once it was fixed though. Mike would
dismiss it, but then he lacked the imaginationet® anything the way it
could be, if you attacked it with a mop and a dplaisvision.

‘Hey Trudie, how’s this room of yours ... Can youwtpire it in a couple of
months?’

‘Of course yes. We'll be full. Over there, we’ll\®a couple of farmers
drinking black coffees, and ...’

‘Yes, and over here, two tables pushed togethéirtAday breakfast. With
champagne maybe.’
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‘Why not? It'll be sophisticated. Like a Jo’burgapk.’

Trudie led them back through into the home-indusirpee buzzed
listlessly along the shelves of carrot cakes andshmaallow tarts, before
making its way over to the honey and preserves.@feudie’s army of
farmers’ wives drew up outside, leaving her bak#liemg as she hefted a
crate from the passenger seat and dumped it jsisieinthe door. From
where Odette sat, she could make out freshly piclaebts, a couple of
what looked like milk tarts and loaves of readybtike rusks.

It was good to watch them exchange goods for asshis of Kallie’s leg
and Klein Jan’s matric, while they just expecteel blakkie not to make a
break for it, but to stay exactly where she tolaitWhen the growl of
diesel faded, she sat across from Trudie at thdl siesk which held her
calculator and her red plastic file of accountsudle replaced the cash box
in the bottom drawer.

‘So, what was it you wanted me to sign?’ Trudieemsk

‘Oh shit.” Odette pressed her fingers into her ey#isvas my ex, Trudie.
Sorry, he turned up at the crack of dawn and maelsariate that | rushed
out without thinking. So idiotic. It was the maimason we scheduled a
meeting.’

Trudie looked at her uncomprehendingly.

‘We said nine, didn’t we? It was after half-pastOh, I'm being all Jo’burg
again, aren’t I?’

Trudie laughed. ‘You shouldn’t worry so much. Whesrauld | be going?
I’'m always in the shop.’

It was the laugh that reassured her, and Trudieright Life was lived
differently here...which was exactly the reason simeayed.

Trudie rose and began packing the milk tarts otveke Trudie? Look,
you’re busy. Maybe | should run back ...’
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‘Ag, sit a bit. Relaxmaar.l'll make us a tea. Just let me get these packed.

Trudie reached up to make room for the rusks bdabieldome-baked bread.
Before she had moved here, Odette hadn’'t come atyages that would
break apart into perfect rusks.

Okay, she hadn’t known Trudie very long, that muas true. But there
were times you had to trust your gut. Stoppindia town, then meeting
Trudie, had felt like more than chance. If you édased quite how many
Free State towns she had trawled through to firedshre liked, and at a
price she could afford, it had felt like fate.

She’d been driving back to Jo’burg when her eyeskieen drawn by the
sun glancing off the roofs in the valley. She hat-decided not to turn off,
but then she’d changed her mind. She had stoppibeé Aibme-industry
only to ask where the estate agent lived and tlee&l met Trudie, with her
giggle and the huge storage room behind the shepbggging for a bit of
imagination.

‘Listen Trudie, | can’t just sit like this, | miglats well get it now. I'll be
back before you're done packing, then we can belixrand have that tea.’

Trudie shrugged and laughed. ‘If you think it'sisgortant.’

Trudie had sturdy legs set on a torso that brookedonsense. But when
she laughed, she dropped her farmer’s wifelinedsbacame, just for a
moment, the young girl who must once have beereplassm the farm of
her father to that of her husband.

‘We should really sign it before we start breakihg wall open, and I'd like
to do that soon, so | can fetch the espresso machin

‘Are you sure you want it so very open? It'll jdatle the curtains.’

Anxiety flared again. What did she really know abibis woman?
‘Seriously, Trudie. Why would we block this viewd¥ Il be able to see all
the way to the river.’
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Trudie laughed and shook her head. ‘“You and yoewsy’

Oh lord, it was true. As usual Mike was right ahé svas the fool. What
did she have in common with these people? Whapbadessed her to
think she could start a business here?

‘What is it? What's the matter?’
‘No, nothing.’
‘Still think we’re doing the right thing?’

‘Never had a moment’s doubt. You?’

* * *

She carried the handset out to the back stoepesoahd watch the
herdboys leading the cattle across the commonagete.

If she made the call now it would be done. As Teuad said, she wasn't
going anywhere.

She felt the heat on her face and tried to pidt@reawkward daughter way
over there in a northern autumn. It seemed so rmsotvery far from the
life she was making here. She liked to imaginepitnene ringing in a
London house. Mandy, slimmed down and happy, skgpp the phone,
telling the Hopes not to worry, she was sure it nasmom and she was
dying to tell her ...

‘Mandy? It's me.’

‘I know.’

Across the commonage, two lone poplar trees guatdetbrtuous bends of
the river. Cows massed at the river crossing, suaiffown into the river-

bed and reappeared on the other side, singlerfith®eroded path like a
line of sugar ants.
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‘You're probably busy with the kids, but | havesjtoken to you in a few
days.’

‘Why do you always have to check up on me?’

She wondered whether Mandy ever imagined her eaparate being, with a
life that was hers alone. Perhaps it was just e#fsgeother way around.

‘I've been thinking of you, that’s all. | wanted bear your voice.’
‘Well, 'm fine.’

Of course, it wouldn’t be unnatural if Mandy alseaded these calls. She
was the child — it was almost obligatory. Odeti ttiink of her though and
she hoped Mandy knew that. She pictured her lieigown life, giggling
with the kids, perhaps. Playing horsey, paintingssand clouds ...

It was only now and again. And only for an instaddette might imagine
her new life, say, and in that moment she miglavakerself to forget that
she had a child like Mandy. It was probably becdheg shared no
memories in this town and she was trying to findrying to reclaim ...
hell, who was she kidding?

‘ just thought I'd phone and tell you | was thinki of you. But I'm happy
you’re doing so well.’

‘Emily’s crazy about me. She never leaves me alShe.even comes
looking for me when I'm off.’

‘You are taking your time off though, aren’t youwyé&etpea? It's hard to
find your way at first, but you must go out.’

‘When | go out they both cry, even the baby.’

‘You mustn’t think it's only you that feels nervoo$new places. And
many people aren’t great with maps, but you mustentiae effort.’

‘They cry for me more than their mom even.’
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‘Oh dear. Mandy ...’
‘When she goes out, they don'’t cry at all.’

‘Mandy, listen. You mustn’t draw attention to thaty not to let the mom
see ...’

‘Mrs Hope says she thinks they love me more thari he

‘Listen to me, now. Remember when you were littiesed to show you
pictures of people’s faces? To teach you how therevieeling?’

‘Don’t treat me like a baby. She was joking, | abtell. She was smiling.
‘Yes, but sometimes when people smile ...’
‘Why do you always think I'm stupid?’

‘It's got nothing to do with intelligence. It's god do with reading face
signals. Lots of people find that hard ...’

‘It's fine, Ma. You never trust me to do anythingnust go now. They're
waiting. Bye.’

Beyond the commonage, the hills were visible naat the mist had lifted.
Almost white on a chill spring morning, they buratl and gold in the
sunlight.

She found Trudie shaking the soil from a bunchasfats on the grass. It
took another ten minutes for her to pack the caretide the spinach and
wash her hands before she could be persuadedl®adahe desk with their
agreement. Even then, Trudie couldn’t read thed}dbing without lifting
her head every three lines with another question.
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It would be one thing if she wanted clarificatitmit would Odette miss
Jo’burg? What did that have to do with anything@dAow was she
supposed to answer anyway? How could you ever dendb’burg in
isolation? It was the bony structure that had doethan entire life. It had
trappings.

Odette shrugged. ‘I'm sure there’s some thingaiés, but it can wear you
down, that place. Tell me if there’s anything iera you don’t understand.’

‘I don’t know how you lived there. All that crime.’
Odette laughed. ‘“You can talk, you farmers.’
‘What do you mean?’

‘| read that farmers...as a category, | mean...arerapplgt murdered more
often than any other group in the world.’

‘Well, luckily we’ve never had any serious crimetire district.’
Odette laughed again. “You should work for the isturoard, Trudie. Don’t
worry, you don’t have to convince me. | know it'safe town. But out on

the farms now ...’

She was just being mischievous, but Trudie wasdiken, flustered and
indignant at being shooed off the road.

‘Willem lived on our farm his whole life. We’ve newvbeen scared, him and
I’

‘Come on. You moved into town.’

‘Lots of us live in the town these days. Not focety, though. It's the
convenience.’

‘Okay.’

‘No really?
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‘Okay, okay. I'm just teasing you. You're goinghave to get used to me,
if we're going to work together. Anyway, finish iag that contract and
I'll make us some tea. Remind me where...’

Trudie pointed. ‘You have to wiggle the plug a’bit.

Odette set out the cups and inspected the shalwes not to catch Trudie’s
eye and distract her again. The sugary smell ofecbionary mingled with
the red soil still clumped about the carrots. Peshehe would take a bunch
of spinach for her supper, and she might even havaesh at baking rusks.
As soon as she was settled, she would ask Trudeetas and grow her
own vegetables.

What the hell did Mike know about living in the ¢tdty? He was a spoiler,
that’s all. She carried the cups back to the tahk Trudie looked up.

‘Heard from your daughter? How’s she enjoying hiépPse

Odette shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know. All she tells msefine”.

Trudie gave her bell-like giggle. ‘All of them diike that on the phone.
Sjoe, you must miss her.’

Odette felt a small burst of irritation. It was tkied of comment mothers
made at the school gate. It didn’t require a resppso why bother to say it
at all? The trouble was, the irritation ushereddredety back. She was
entering into a kind-of marriage here, and with sorme who was little
more than a stranger.

The tea had brought Trudie out in a faint glow ahd lifted her forearm to
rub at her forehead. Odette must have stared bedaudie dropped her
hands quickly and spread them palm up.

‘What's the matter? Are they dirty?’

‘No, it's nothing.’
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‘What's so fascinating then? Are you a palm-reatesomething?’ Trudie
thrust her hand across the table and Odette wagedtb take it.

‘No, nothing like that. Really ... Okay, look. You\anly got one crease
line across your hand, that’s all. Instead of t®%ee? I've got two.’

Trudie retrieved her hand and studied it. ‘It'saal thing?’

‘People associate it with Down Syndrome, but atguade in thirty people
have it. It doesn’t mean anything. Sorry | raisedShe gulped the last of
her tea and rose, wanting to get home now.

‘How do you know all this?’

‘Research, that’s all. For the soap | write fordAmo, | can't tell you any
more, or it'll ruin the story for you.’

‘I wouldn’t care.” Trudie smiled up at her. ‘Peopi®uld suck up to me if |
knew what was going to happen nextrnophies.

Pushing her chair back, she bent to rummage idlita@ver, one curl still
plastered damply to her forehead.

‘If it had teeth, it would bite you.” Odette handé&tudie the pen that was
lying beside her hand. “Just make sure you're happy Trudie? You'll be
doing most of the day-to-day running.’

‘It's only fair. You bought all the equipment. Anwy, | told you, | have to
be here for the shop.’

‘So it's settled then.” Odette brandished an imagyrcup. ‘If we had our
machine, we could toast in medium-roast Ethiopiaihe meantime,
partner, here’s to our brave new career as baristas

‘It's a very grand name for a home-industry ladyt thank you. It's quite
special for me. I've never had a proper partneotzef
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Trudie rose and, for one awkward moment, the wayrsid her arms made
Odette think she was planning to dance her arduedaom. She stepped
back just as Trudie made a self-conscious atteongiribrace her. Trudie
dropped her arms abruptly and Odette instantlyetégpt her stiff shoulders.

‘Sorry Trudie. | just wasn’t expecting ...” She raise hand, but then was
unsure what to do with it. Trudie gave a laugh sindok her head.

‘It's not important, don’t worry about it ... Listetefore you go, there is
something ...”

“Anything, Pardner. Name it.”

“No, it's just ... that thing on my hand ...’

‘Oh hell, I knew | never should’'ve mentioned itslhothing, | promise.’
‘No, it's ... my brother ..."” Trudie cleared her thraatd Odette saw that
she’d gone and done it again. Guarded with hersiedfd somehow
managed to put a great calloused foot on what @reder and exposed in
someone else.

Granted, Odette hadn’t known her very long, butdieis face never
seemed to alter much, as though it had discovehad was expected of it
and just settled there. She looked different navugjin.

Odette sat down again. ‘You have a brother with D'e®

‘No, not that. | don’t exactly know what he had. pessed when he was
still young and Ma only said he was one of Godscsgl children.’

‘It's got nothing to do with the line on your harigeally.’

‘I was worried when my children came. And now my$o.. Soon they'll
be having their own and | don’t know what to tékm.’

Odette hesitated, then reached across the talag ber palm over
Trudie’s. She felt Trudie’s hand flip and grip loevn.
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‘I don’t know why all that suddenly came out.’
‘It's fine. Don’t worry about it.’
They sat like that, while the breeze stirred tlaés of the lemon tree

outside the home-industry. For ages after, thelssh&gmons would make
Odette think of empathy.
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Chapter 3

Odette stopped at the dairy, cheered by the thaafglhaking home an old
Coke bottle filled with unpasteurised Jersey nmykdJow cream floating on
top. To be honest, her city self had developeddetastes, but still. It was
the idea.

She crossed De la Rey: two rows of low shops, datadhat one end by a
massive silo and at the other by the sandstons slaihe Dutch Reformed
Church. It summed up the town, in many ways.

You did see the odd bit of litter; a pothole or twavas to be expected. A
Pep Store had wriggled in beside the outfittersh vs wooden sock
drawers and glass display cases. There was arngBealongside the
general dealer, who displayed his tin baths ank bags of mealie meal in
the window. It wasn't quite as city people likedeavision their rural
villages. It was flawed, but you couldn’t say itsm authentic. It was a
working agricultural town.

She was just grateful it triggered no memoriekatl no trappings. It was a
clean, white skeleton within which she intendeddastruct a new life.

Crossing De la Rey was like passing a border. Whis theonderdorp the
wrong side of the tracks, where sheep grazed grsssments and dusty
hens played chicken with bakkie wheels.

She unlocked. One key. No remote control. It wah susimple thing, yet it
made you feel as though something heavy had bited from you. Novel
but nice to feel safe at last, especially afteriheident.

Placing the bottle of milk in the kitchen to sosing retrieved the long-life
low fat for her coffee. It was ridiculous, but whihe hell.

* * *
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‘This is Mike Evans. I'm unable to take your cafjit now. Send a fax or
leave a message after the tone. And leave theaimdalate of your call.’

‘Mike? | just wanted to let you know that | spokeMandy and she’s doing
absolutely great. No problems at all and the kréscaazy for her. There’s
no reason for you to think she can’t make it w@k, and | do know it's
still Thursday, but | have no idea what time itD&n’t worry, it's a country
thing. You wouldn’t understand.’

She started to collect the CDs Mike had scatteved the couch even
though ... no, especially, since she had a deadiimeeiet. She felt a funny
mix of purpose and curiosity, a bit like pagingaihhgh someone else’s
diary. Perhaps she should classify them accordiridet stage.

There were her U2 and REM albums — from her rownalysdIf she were
inclined to alphabetise, she could place themraden ‘P’ for ‘Parties’.
Melissa had the much larger collection, of coubsg,then Melissa’s unruly
days hadn’t been abruptly curtailed.

What came next? The Melville house, where theythken turns playing

the Waterboys and Violent Femmes. The Waterboydbkad her thing —

pagan and party. She had fancied it suited hek farcher wild self, Celtic
for the inner romantic.

The Violent Femmes had been Melissa’s discovenyak this particular
album that had brought the neighbour over. He’chmge and blond and
they'd eyed him in the street. Then he’d popped twask them to turn it
down. He only listened to classical, he told thang Melissa had laughed
at him. He’d stuck to his guns though, saying hddwt abide punk, and
Odette had liked him for it.

‘Folk-punk,” Melissa had corrected him. ‘SeminaleWhave to educate
you. What are you doing for supper?’

Odette had only the one Violent Femmes. She wategbto know it was
there, but she had no desire to play it now. Slieben quite another
person when she’d cadged off Melissa to buy it.i8sal, of course, had
been desperate to lend whatever it took to buy timeme time at the

23



headphones. She had been cultivating a crush do@hé&/herehouse
manager and Odette would have done anything toMeligsa cultivate a
crush on the CD Wherehouse manager. Anything fce.l8vho was that
intemperate girl ?

It was funny to think that her whole life might leaturned out differently
had Melissa never set eyes on that ‘70s leftovér his straggly hair and
fake cockney glottals; if they had never boughtahmim; never played it
loud enough to bring the neighbour over.

There was a void where the ‘90s should have beevhde decade seemed
to be represented by a nostalgic ‘80s compilatieand Mike had bought
for his 28" birthday. In the end, they hadn't felt much likparty and she
wasn’t sure they had ever played it.

A couple of Patrick’s CDs had slipped beneath th&hons — which was
probably fitting. Too French and intellectual feerhaste. And besides, she
just had to hear Gainsbourg to conjure the smelitaste of Patrick. As for
Air, with their Amour, Imagination, Réve that was all Patrick was now:
love, imagination, dreanshe hardly needed reminding.

Somewhere here were a smattering of CDs, bougheifirst flush of her
Patrick year. They had dated in the old-fashionag:wield hands in the
movies, then browsed through Musica for CDs antbdexclusive Books
for Patrick’sTechnikart

Patrick had teased her for trying to be ‘Indie’eStadn’t known what she
was. All she knew was that she liked something wittody, but that
retained its bite. She liked music you could daiocd&ut surely, he had
asked, dancing her backwards on to the escalattlasshe gasped, the
slow dance was the best kimayr?

Actually no. All that wistful music had been hisrty, not hers and, right
now, she wanted some beat. Once upon a time, befstends and
children, before all of their skeletons had beenghinto cupboards, she
might have been tempted to dance. Just for theohéllfor the sheer joy of
having no one to please but herself. Nada Surf @vabmhost do, but not
quite. The Shins made her happy. But no, for nowpuld have to be the
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Dandy Warhols. Not their psychedelic exploratidng, their good, old-
fashioned rock.

She opened the double doors wide. It was theditahge she’d made to
this house. Not quite traditional for an old Freat& cottage but what a
difference it made. The nights might still be iayt mow, in the middle of
the day, the air was heavy with birdsong and thg of beetles. Tiny buds
were forming on the apple and fig trees. Her owait from her own
orchard, from which she could make jam, or eaigittaff the tree if she
felt like it.

She cranked it up. She felt a click as the muse tarough her feet and
unlocked some last remnant of her original seleréhwas no one to
embarrass. No one to watch her or snigger exchptdboy, way across the
commonage, leading his cows over the river.
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Chapter 4

It wasn’t the calf today, it was the dogs. What Mdhe collective noun be,
| wonder — a dissonance of dogs, perhaps. A disbaym.. sometimes |
even tire myself.

| think it was the Boerbul two doors down thattbet others off. They
drowned out everything else, even the rooster$, iB& better than traffic.
I've been neglecting my morning writing, but I'meowny little hiccup now.
And that’s all it was, nothing to bother HeathethlwiShrinks always make
things bigger than they are. The trick is to remenimot’'s wife. That's all
there is to it.

Anyway, | spent the perfect evening, setting thie tmisour before
watching the sun go down. Curds and whey alwaysieme of Mabel’s
room, somehow, with its smells of roots and paraffithe smell of refuge.

If | told Heather about the sour milk, she’d probabay | was trying to
reclaim a lost childhood. But of course that’s ddious. I've moved on.
Childhood is just one more thing | listed on my &ingpping list. Tick.
Crumple. Chuck.

This is exactly how I pictured my life here. Inkla’g | was always too
busy. There was always Mandy, and she always ndedstifed or nagged
or placated.

Last night | rocked in my chair with my glass oh&ivhile the sun
disappeared behind the hills, and then the hilesnkelves, into the absolute
blackness you get here when the moon is new.sloslaing | could feel the
chill creep up from the valley and smell the loamoiaxed from my garden.
Hell, if | stay here long enough, | may even lefrsleep again.

* * *

Odette had risen so early that she had time tolpag€si Stella’s. She
turned the corner and walked as far as the ruinbiheked onto her orchard
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and had once been a historic municipal house. Aigated iron sheet
grated aside, and Ou Stella blocked the doorwég stead. The wooden
door had long ago been sold.

‘Go-oed Miesies.’ She folded her arms.

Six scab-kneed kids pushed past her to goggle tipsabeing who had
clearly been beamed down from space.

‘How’re the kids?’ The youngest, caterpillar of smoawling mouth-wards,
reached up for the tinfoil bundle of last nighttiaken and the apples that
would rot if someone didn’t eat them.

‘Miesies?’ With a slightly baffled air, Stella witesl her offerings from the
child. She never smiled when Odette gave her thiddgette’s obligation,
Stella’s right. And Stella wasn’t wrong, she supgubhs

‘The children. Your grandkids, are they well?’

Stella shrugged impatiently. Odette hadn’t beenaige as to think Ou
Stella and she would be fast friends. But friengiils over the washing
line, perhaps? Metaphorically, she meant: her waslme had disappeared
the week she moved in.

Two yellow dogs sloped behind Stella, a low rumbhléheir throats. Past
them she glimpsed a cracked and blackened shadislgss windows
covered with cardboard. Stella cooked on a firdhengarden. Odette didn’t
like to consider the consequences of other mid#itigs ...

Why should Stella like her? Just across the fendesae didn’t have to sell
her toilet to survive.

‘Giving stuff to the squatters?’
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Her other next-door neighbour was hanging overfehee when she
passed. Marlise, nakedly curious about her evenyenmsucked her dentures
back into place.

‘Just encourages them.” She gave a reproving sbfatkee head. At a
glance, their cottage wasn’t in much better shhpa Stella’s squat, but the
distinction was obviously clear to Marlise.

‘I don’t mind.’

‘You must put a bigger fence up. They steal youitfr

Marlise pointed back at their littered yard. Bedige, a large girl pointed
too, mimicking the gesture. Odette had seen h#rarstreet, holding her
mother’s hand: a slack-jawed, fatter version of Idar

‘Hi.” She held out her hand. ‘I don’t think we'veqperly met.’

‘Don’t bother,” said her mother, with a cackle antlip of her hand. ‘She’s
a retard.’

‘Re-tard,” mimicked the daughter. So much for tieeties.

‘No but, serious, you must be careful,” said Willeishing away from the
wall beside his father. He and the old man satresgjéihe east wall of the
cottage each morning, absorbing the sun. ‘My nrate fschool’s a cop.
Told me all the sons are in jail. Stock theft.’

‘Whose? Stella’s? Well | haven't had any troubleexcept, well, my
washing line.’

‘Didn’t you see them in your fruit trees?’
She didn’t mind them shinning up her trees. Onegrecould hardly eat all

that fruit if it all ripened at once. But she swealied her reply. No need to
get prickly. At least they were friendly.

* * *
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She forced herself to walk toTrudie’s place. She toecurb her constant
anxiety about time. The air held only the lasttl&iedge of night. Already,
the chill had slipped away, leaving a day growingpl with heat.

The neighbour’s dog followed her with slicked-baeks and a lip lifted
derisively to show yellowed teeth. Mean-spiritatidifucker, in contrast to
his owners. Funny that.

Everyone had dogs, even the squatters. Two doeva,dud Boerbul’s
muscles strained at a spiked fence low enoughing Ipanic to the throat.
Next door were more white people, with two yappiagk Russells. The
corner house was the informal shebeen. Kitcherrshgre clustered in the
yard, damp still from the morning mist. This wae tftome ofPielhond,the
butt of all humour since a fight had given him ameiractable penis.

The black neighbours had lean dogs with fox-likeseeho ran in packs.
They were unknown above De la Rey, but down thisartown they were,
if not yet at every other fence, at least numeenaugh to sneak through
holes and form gangs. In the end, some minglinh®breeds would be
inevitable, of course.

‘Hey Trudie?’ she called, eyes blinded briefly by tdarkness indoors.
‘D’you think it looks like rain?’

‘I'm here,” came a muffled voice. "You can comedtgh, as long as you
don’t mention that word in here. Don’t even sagldud.’

Trudie was in the storeroom, packing cobwebbeddsoimto crates. ‘What,
“rain”? | thought you’d be longing for rain.’

‘It's only August. If it rains on the bailed graske cows won't eat it. The
new grass hasn’t grown yet.’

Odette slapped a hand to her forehead for Truterfit.

‘Never mind, you'll learn.’
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Odette doubted it. She unerringly hoped for raihaavest and clear skies
when it was time for growth. She suspected shddvalways wish them
high mealie prices when it was time to sell calteethe feedlot and low
when they gambled on the mealie market.

Trudie yawned and pressed her hands to her kndegeoherself upright.
‘Klein Willem woke me at 3. Forgot the time diffexee or, by the sound of
him, that he was in Texas at all. Sounded like thedn partying since |
don’t know when.’

She moved through into the home-industry. ‘Won’elbmoment. | boiled it
just now. | suppose yours is the same.’

‘My what?’ She yelled.

‘Your daughter. These kids go a bit wild on gapryspecially if you've
been a bit strict. | know farmhands party non-stafiau pairscan’t be
much different.’

‘Oh ... No you're right. Like crazy.’

Sometimes she liked to pretend she had a childliker children. That in
other circumstances, she might have turned oug @ tmother like other
mothers. It was just easier when Mandy was continaway.

She sighed, then joined Trudie in the home-indudtrydie handed her a
cup of rooibos that a teaspoon could stand uphe.|&ged for her Wega
to arrive.

‘Do you want me to bring anything back from Jo’bRitjs my storyline
meeting, when we all get together to brainstormstheg. You look nice, by
the way. *

‘It was the church dance.’ She patted her hairatEhwhy it still looks a bit
nice.’

Trudie and she seemed to have resumed their tnagkntle insincerities.
She wondered briefly if she was expected to mentradlie’s revelation or,
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ghastly thought, reciprocate with one of her owiney had no need to

labour on about it, did they? Jo’burg’s brisk exapain intimacies had
never attracted her and she wasn’t looking to em¢. They had each
other’s backs now, that’'s what mattered.

The shop darkened as a figure ducked to enter.aAd,here he is. Our
local engineer,” Trudie said. ‘Adriaan. Remembaidl you?’

‘Sorry, yes. For the doors, right? Thank you.’

He stretched out a hand. ‘For what?’

‘| suppose for saving us untechnical damsels ...,well quite in distress.’
‘| prefer to do my rescuing before the distress s&tif you don’t mind.’
Trudie fussed at him, asking if he was eating dkafpre packing him a
food parcel like a refugee. He looked vaguely em#ssed, but took it
meekly enough. His wife must be out of town. Trualways seemed to be
taking care of some helpless husband while his shfgpped in the city or

visited relatives.

‘So, you're the other foreigner.” He had a tentatsmile, which was funny
because his laugh was a bellow that bounced ofivtiks.

‘Didn’t Trudie tell me you went to school together?

He was in denims, not khaki shorts. And not from Bither. He wore a
white T-shirt, rather than a two-tone or khaki skand he clearly hadn’t
bought it from the farmers’ co-op. Adriaan shoppethe city.

‘Let’s say a returnee. Back five years. But whatught you here? You're
not exactly indigenous.’

‘It's a lovely town. And ... there’s no coffee shop.’

‘Yet!’ said Trudie.
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‘We’d better get a move on then. I've been dyingrfty coffee ... oh, for
about five years now? So where do you want thedarawlish German ...
no, Swiss ... French ...’

Odette laughed. ‘The French windows? I'll show ydiney moved
through to the storeroom and he retrieved a maagtape from a back
pocket.

‘So why d’you call them windows when they’'re dook@ld the end. No
woman, hold it still.” She glanced at him, but st he was grinning.

‘It's a foreign custom. How could you hope to urstand?’
‘It's not quite decent. | feel | ought to consuietdominee.’

‘The town was well named, then. Nagelaten, for Gadike. Whoever
heard of a town named “Left-behind”?’

‘We don't like brazen young women pointing out dackwardness,’
Adriaan tutted, shaking his head.

He squatted, marking a point on the wall with agle®dette glanced back
and caught Trudie frowning, hands on her hips. @detned, letting the
tape go.

‘You are okay with opening it up, aren’t you, Tradilt'll make it so much
lighter.’

‘Oh ja, ja, it's fine. Although | don’t think us N@latens worry so much
about that, it's always so hot. No, I'm sure youight. It'll look like a real
Jo’burg coffee shop.’

‘See? Foreign. What are you doing now?’ Adriaanterat. “Hold the tape
or they won't just be foreign window-doors. Theyk skew.’

She laughed. Somehow she hadn’t expected to hagk meommon with
the people of Nagelaten so it was a pleasant serpoifind someone she
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could kid around with. (A f-f ... what was that thiagain? Oh yes, a
friend.)

‘Adriaan, leave her alone. She’s got to get to Uggb Trudie still looked
flustered. ‘And don’t you have to get back to thar?’

‘What? | thought you were the local engineer? Deglitme we've got a
farmer measuring our doors.’

He shrugged and laughed. ‘Only son. Someone htakéoover the farm.’

Through the interleading door, Odette saw a figamer the home-industry.
‘Trudie?’ She gestured with her chin. ‘She’s righpugh. | should be

going.’

Adriaan stood, brushing off his hands. They folldWweudie and waited
while she handed a chocolate cake to a young blackan, blanketed
toddler on her back. It was a birthday cake, with tandles.

‘Vyftig rand.’

The young woman hesitated. “You want to put itha book?’ Trudie spoke
softly.

‘Ja miesies. End of the month is better.’
‘Okay, enjoy the party.’

It was one of the things Odette liked about th&epl You wouldn'’t find a
Jo’burg shop that kept a book.

‘I'll walk you home, shall 1?° Adriaan glanced upmm packing his tools.
‘My bakkie’s at the co-op. Loading fertiliser.’

‘Oh you don’t have to. I'm fine ...

‘Of course you are, this isn't Jo’burg. We justito be neighbourly, that's
all.’
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‘Adriaan?’ Trudie followed them to the door. Sheked anxious.
‘Shouldn’t you stay a bit? Finish the measuring?’

Odette glanced at Adriaan, but he shook his heleetcBing an ironic bow
to Trudie, he added: ‘I have them. Don’t worry.’

It was while they were walking that Odette notitiedt they were drawing
... perhaps not exactly stares, but certainly thenstin of the townsfolk
they passed.

‘Is this an issue here, Adriaan?’
‘What do you mean?’

‘No, just the looks we’re getting. | suppose itevitable — | am the big city
divorcee, after all. I just hope it doesn’t causass whenever | talk to
someone. I'd hate it to create a problem. With yeife, | mean.’

‘What makes...’
‘I bet the dominee doesn’t even countenance divorteft Behind.’

‘You've no idea what the dominee’s prepared to ¢enance.’ Before she
could ask what he meant, he stuck out his hartllééive you here, shall 1?
| can cut down De la Rey to the co-op. Good to ngeat Odette.’

* * *

‘So is the mayor’s wife going to confess aboutliack bastard?’ It was
Marta, elbow like an undercooked leg of lamb restn the door of her old
Beetle.

Marta smelt of fried fish and bigotry. Odette stegn to the pavement,
out of range.

‘I can’t tell you what'll happen next, Marta. Itieot allowed. You'll just
have to watch the show like everyone else.’
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‘Poor Pieter works his backside off trying to bstng mayor, while that
commie bastard’s popping out the woodwork to sgokevheel for him.’

Two responses sprang instantly to mind. One: Issap opera, Marta. It's
not real, for God’s sake. And two: The mayor’s Wikin, isn’t it obvious?
What was she talking about: Marta’s identificatwith him made perfect

sense.

‘I'll be sure to let the team know. In fact, | mussh a bit. I'm about to
leave for our brainstorm meeting.’

She crossed De La Rey, but Marta didn’t take thé hi
‘Want a lift?’

‘No, thanks. | like to walk. It's one of the joy$ this town.” She waited for
a tractor to pass, trailing diesel.

‘Still enjoying your house?”’

‘I am, actually.’

‘Blacks not bothering you?’

‘Marta, | told you before, | don’t mind a mixed gabourhood.’

‘ told you to buy above town, but you wouldn'ttiés.’

Besides running a fish ‘n chip shop, Marta was #tgdocal estate agent.
She kept walking, but Marta’s Beetle continuedreord beside her. Odette
was still puzzling over Adriaan’s abrupt leave-takiwondering if she’d

done something to upset him.

‘Your other neighbours treating you okay? At legst’'ve still got some
white ...’
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‘We pretty much live and let live, Marta. | reatipn’t mind living at the
wrong end of town.’

Marta would never see past Odette’s odd neighlkiousppreciate the glory
of her orchard and vegetable garden. Or the swkempty plot leading all
the way down to the commonage. She always seentsall{ang in wait for
the told-you-so moment.

'| see you've made a friend.’

Odette made a small detour into the road, avoithiegoow-legged pony
tethered to an acacia tree. She glanced at MahtaJooked arch.

‘Adriaan? He’s helping with the shop.’

‘Pity you didn’t come a year ago. He bought thet esise in town. Pre-
Boer War sandstone. A real beauty.’

She was interested — enough to be drawn into askgqugestion. ‘I thought
he inherited the family farm.’

‘That’s a beauty too, the old farmhouse. Wrap-adosiioep, all the original
floors.’

She stopped to catch her breath in the shade tliemacacia. Above her
head, a group of red-billed wood hoopoes chattérem. males seemed to
be courting the same female.

‘So, if it's such a beauty, why don’t they stiNé& there?’

Marta looked at her oddly. ‘He couldn’t stay theraturally. Not after what
happened.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Didn’t he tell you? Well, you're new in town. | ppose he didn’t want to
put you off.’
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She paused as the hoopoes flew over their heatlbeeks spread in a
raucous kak-kak-kak. Odette remembered hearing Zindii name meant
women'’s laughter.

‘They did live there for a couple of years, aftes lma passed on. When it
was still him and wife, | mean.’

Ah, so perhaps that was the source of his comniEnitahe dominee.
‘When did they get divorced?’

‘Not divorce. Murder. She was murdered.’

The sound of it paralysed Odette for an instané. Sbpped short and
stared.

‘While he was in Jo’burg getting supplies. It waaam murder. Blacks
looking for weapons and money.’

‘Oh my God. But | thought there hadn’'t been anyneriaround here.’

‘Shot six times. He found her on the lounge flodrenw he came home.’
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Chapter 5

The secondary road wove through the hills beforelleg out into the flat
yellow landscape that one tended to associatethdtlrree State. Behind
her, the road trundled off to KwaZulu-Natal, overdened by articulated

lorries avoiding the toll route.

She managed to pass a couple of trucks beforeitstie Hirst hilly stretch.
She was free and clear by the time she reachegbtigewhite line, which,

if you timed it wrong, could hold you tethered tmte diesel-belching beast
ahead of you.

Sunlight glanced off distant windows, forming ha@# condensation
around a church spire in the hollow of the hiltsvas a beautiful early
spring day and she wished she could just enjodtive, but her comments
to Adriaan still brought heat to her face. She &thbave known better than
to make such easy assumptions. But in her defesheehadn’t yet met a
Nagelaten farmer who didn’t have a wife tucked aaglgjome.

She hoped she hadn’t upset him too badly. No odeshiar accused her of
being the life and soul, but she had sensed inthépotential for
conversation that ranged beyond the rain, or lddk and that was a rare
commodity in Nagelaten.

Why on earth had Trudie not mentioned it? She ¢oufatecisely recall
their conversation, but Odette was certain sheasédd specifically about
farm murders. What was that about?

She passed the mine dumps, yellow in the morngid.lOnce they’'d been
Jo’burg’s mountains, source of a certain defiairdgarWwho needed a real
mountain anyway? They liked them; preferred theene¥And now they
were being reclaimed, little by little, for the s of gold dust they might
still contain.
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The highway swung by the grubby office blocks @& tid city centre, past
the glass Diamond building, once a monument taaebr city that could
take on the world. Empty now, its occupants reledatorth, to a newer,
higher, brasher testament to trade.

It was a city that sucked in the new and spat dwatwt had no more use
for. It was a fast-paced, fast-talking, fast-bumkmn. It was exhausting. It
wore you down and left you dried out and spent.

There was so little traffic that she got to Heathar a little under ninety
minutes. It was so quick that she barely had tiontedty her feelings and
compose what she would talk about. Nothing weirgualithat. It was no
different from clearing up before the cleaner ady

* * *

‘Look, it was a faux pas. | felt bad, but no dobbtll get over it. | couldn’t
have known.’

Heather poured the Earl Grey and placed a crurmhi@dette’s saucer.
Then she sat in the other armchair and crossedrthées.

‘It didn’t spark any flash-backs?’

‘Oh please. Mine was hardly more than a burgldmyas nothing compared
to that.’

‘You had five guys in your house, Odette. You thuiugpu might be raped.
Don’t minimise it.’

‘But no weapons, no real violence ... | was luckyn@ared to many, it
was hardly even an incident. It doesn’t entitle . me

‘Entitle? What are you saying? You got away witimgthing? You got off
easy?’

‘Of course not. But at the same time, we do liveeh®aybe it's just
something ...’
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‘This isn’t sociology, Odette, this is therapysltiot the space to haul out
our collective guilt. And you are not personallgpensible for the root
causes of crime.’

‘Maybe it was just my turn, okay? Whatever. | dedth it. The important
thing is I'm fine with it now.’

Heather picked a crumb from her lap and smoothegkid. Odette had
never seen her in anything but skirts — always séresible length, not too
long, not too short. What did it say about Odétiat she found such
evidence of control re-assuring. Perhaps she waisigpdo catch it. Like a
virus.

Heather was regarding her steadily. ‘You did ledo®urg though.’

‘Not because of that. What's wrong with everyontldl you, I've never
been able to choose before. My life was alwaysatikct by other ...’

‘And last week, you particularly mentioned how sgde! felt.’

‘Yes and nothing’s changed. Farm murders are a t=iglp different
phenomenon. There’s no crime in Nagelaten itseshé\at all, beyond
some petty pilfering.’

Traffic noise rose between them. At first it wastja cushion that absorbed
the silence, but the longer Heather contemplatediihe more it hardened,
till it seemed a brutal thing.

‘I jumped, okay? | wasn’t pushed. Nothing wronghwhoosing a simpler
life. Lots of people are looking for something marehentic.’

Heather reached over and tugged a tissue fromakei the table between

them. The snarl of traffic rose again while sheldabat her nose and
tucked the tissue into the sleeve of her cardigan.
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‘But your business partner did conceal quite aiatdact from you. How
did you put it? She let you believe ... It soundedhasigh you felt
betrayed.’

‘A bit strong, Heather. Jeez. I'm sure it was piallggust kindness. Come
to think of it, I'm absolutely certain of it — shidn’t want me to feel
scared.’

‘Okay.” Heather smiled and raised her hands ineswdter. ‘Funny name
though, isn't it, Nagelaten? Left behind. ForgottBg what, do you think?
By the world? The country? By life?’

‘What, you think | chose it ...? Oh Heather. Beinlgitditeral, aren’t you?
Actually, it's from the Great Trek. One brother fiel love with the other’'s
wife and next thing, the younger brother’s founddieeneath a rocky
koppie.’

‘Foul play?’

‘Who knows. It was the Wild West back then. But witkee husband
trekked on, the wife stayed behind to mourn heagi®/e. Romantic, no?’

Heather gave her mannered little laugh. ‘Not sta@uaromantic, but |
grant you it makes a good story. Funny how crinfgsassion always do.’

Heather placed her cup on the table and gave hietet look. ‘But let’s
leave the anecdotes now, shall we?’

‘But why? Why can’'t we just chat? Maybe | don’t demnventional
shrinkage. Okay, | admit | needed a bit of coumnsgll..’

‘You might have come because of the robbery, bertetimust be a reason
you've stayed beyond your four trauma sessions.’

‘Not much beyond, and maybe not for much longehesi’

‘Threatening me now?’ Heather cocked her head amigd.
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Odette laughed. ‘Maybe | just enjoy having the spaccatch my breath.
What's wrong with paying you to have tea with me?”’

‘Because that’s not the role of your therapist.tEhahat ... Okay, let’s
deal with that. Tell me about your friends.” Heatliked her cup, and
viewed her over its rim.

If you thought of the M1 as the sea, on the filghthof a holiday, perhaps,
it didn’t sound quite so threatening.

‘Here orin ...?

‘Both. Don't prevaricate.’

‘Shjoe Heather, you do use such big shrinky wo@dsay, okay ... so I'm a
bit of a loner. Nothing wrong with that.” Odettersfged. ‘It's not that I'm
unsociable. As a kid | was always hanging aroundelissa’s, and she had
a cast of thousands.’

‘Was the friendship reciprocated?’

‘Yes, of course. | wasn't implying it was one-gid&Ve just preferred her
place to mine.” Heather leant forward. Ah. Funnwhoansparent shrinks
could be.

‘Hey Heather, would you mind if | tossed this ctéa?’

‘As long as you don’t use it as an avoidance ta@iz on. You preferred
L7

‘All kids prefer other people’s homes, don’t theB@sides, Melissa had a
Barbie house her uncle brought from America.’

Odette looked around, then with a flash of insparattreated the rubber
plant to her tea.

‘So this gregariousness, when did it stop?’
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‘How would | know. When | grew up? Perhaps it’stjpart of growing up.
Do you think tea’s good for pot plants? | read satmere ...’

She rose to pour a fresh cup. Heather waited fotdhsit again, then leant
forward, keeping her body language very open. ‘LGalette, this is like a
friendship in that | will be on your side. | do werdtand that you need the
time to trust me, but when you’re ready, | hope knaw you can talk
about anything, even things that are difficult xplere.’

‘Oh | don’t need that. For God'’s sake, it's notteod to understand.
Especially now my best friend’s inconsideratelyksatfor Perth.’

‘That must be a big loss.’

Odette dunked her crunchie, certain that Heatherdat uncouth. But the
crunchie was like a sponge, sucking the moistune fner mouth.

‘This is a time out for me, that’s all. | thoughtnvould be nice to have
somewhere | could chat about myself and not wdbouaeveryone else.’

‘| said ...’

‘I heard you.’ Odette paused and said more quiéBlyt if Melissa’s happy,
| can’t begrudge her.’

‘And at a difficult time too, with your only chilteaving. That’'s a massive
loss. You can admit to it, Odette. It doesn’t mgan’re not happy for her.
It's nothing to be ashamed of.’

No. It wasn’t. Of course it wasn’t. It was the opjie that was weird.
Odette shivered. Heather practised from a statdlyyome built largely
from stone. It was lovely, but always cold, everaomarm day.

‘Enough with the empty nest, Heather. | have a Velhfife.’

Heather busied herself brushing Odette’s crumbs fiee table into the
palm of her hand.
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‘Not everyone needs a rent-a-crowd. | have a whele venture. That's
exciting. | don’t need to be validated by a relasbip.” Odette could hear
that she sounded prissy.

‘Of course not. But ... | would like to know what hgmed with Patrick.
Did he give you a reason?’

‘Assumptions are the death of good theories, HeaWw'll never get a
journal article out of me at this rate.’

‘You ended it? But why? | got the impression youeverazy about the
man.’

‘Yes, but I'm a realist. He could have anyone, pcadly anywhere. |
wasn’t going to wait for the axe to fall. Men amsentially practical
beings.’

Heather’s eyes followed Odette’s to the clock dreytboth began to rise.

‘Are you persevering with the Morning Journal thb@d thought it might

‘Oh yes, | meant to tell you how useful it's béen.
‘... help you open up a bit.’
‘It's an excellent way of getting my shopping listsne.’

She had the grace to laugh. ‘And that’'s exactly wWiecommend it.
Shopping lists are such good therapy.’

* * *

Okay, here’s the fantasy: Hot sun and rolling seattoo wild, no
dumpers. Mandy laughing. Patrick, brows salted smites, throwing her
into the waves. His skin would be hot from the sand tangled in the
patch of hair in the small of his back.
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Overcast afternoon: the three of them eating ieastis, walking on the
beach. Mandy laughing. She even had a rainy verpiaging Monopoly,
Patrick telling stories of faraway places from pesipatetic childhood.
Mandy laughing without reserve.

She had a fantasy for every eventuality, except &btally happened. The
charming guesthouse, chosen off the Internet, a@$atr from anywhere to
walk. Their bedrooms smelt of damp. Salt burrowed tlothes and pasted
them into a sticky semblance of family with nowherygo except with each
other. Anxiety crawled into her stomach like a qeede.

From the first day, she awoke far too early. Sembier wakefulness,
Patrick rolled over and entangled her in warm lintkise willed herself to
relax. Please let Mandy be okay. Please don't ke spoilt. Let him love
me enough.

‘What's the matter?’ He rubbed at her face withriese. His morning skin
smelt like happiness. Rough-housing her into pasithe hefted her bum
into the crook of his body and pinned her with em.dGo back to sleep.
We're on holiday.’

Wriggling from his grasp, she muttered somethingualzoffee and
disappeared to the kitchen. She waited till théd&stexhalation was louder
than the sound of Mandy’s door opening.

‘Morning Sweetpea. Do you want to go to the beackay?’ She was aware
of her tone, too full of cheer. Mandy lifted heradebriefly then closed her
eyes again. Odette scurried back to the bedroomangoffee for Patrick. It
would keep him happy in the meantime.

‘Why are you up so early? Who were you talking KMéhdy?’

‘Nothing. Don’t worry. It's being at the coast Iguose.’

She scurried between the two of them, speakingdody in a half-whisper,

not to alert Patrick to conflict. ‘Come on, sweetpae don’t want to sit
around till eleven. Don’t you want to explore?’
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‘You go.’

‘Patrick thought it would be nice to find a coffgleop for breakfast. You
could have a milk shake ...’

‘Tll stay here.” Odette tugged at the curtainckti on its rusted rail. Face
puffy with sleep and ill humour, Mandy reached apug it back, snapping
a curtain hook.

‘Then we’ll have to come all the way back and fegol. You can’t walk
anywhere from here.’

Odette longed to snarl, set an ultimatum, coute¢mo But they were still in
stand-off, which was preferable. Way preferablee @liernative was not
what she had planned for their first morning: Maitlye about the mouth,
unquiet, unmoving, unnerving. Nor any morning untilwhat? Until he
loved the two of them enough? What had she beehitty?

Mandy buried her face in the pillows. Tendrils afrhstuck to her forehead
and tufted damply about her ears. Just don’t sebvtieOdette, whatever
you do.

She bustled back to the small stoep, the only ptagas light enough to
read. Patrick was wrestling for possession of tigallknock-n-drop against
the gusts of sea air funnelling between the holitity that blocked their
view.

‘Do you think we could make coffee here rather? Weéeajot the plunger ...’

He pinned the paper to the concrete floor, subdiyedd folded it into a
small square. Then he gave one of his shrugs. Ruséielthought. She
hadn’t yet learned to interpret them all. He lookdat her and smiled.
‘Come here.’

She squatted beside him, her face against his.thigbk at you.” He shook

his head. Dampening a finger, he smoothed the segrsshe’d applied a
little too hurriedly. ‘Relax. Just relax. It's okay
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But he didn’t know. He had no notion. She had sarfanaged to protect
him from the full force of Mandy’s rage.

‘Just tell her we're going. We're the adults, shestrfit in.’

‘I know. But it's ...” What did she want to tell himPs hell every morning,
Patrick. Support me. Be my rock ... No Patrick, ddat&me her. Don’t
judge. Don'’t think badly of her.

‘It's what?’ With thumb and forefinger, he smoothbeé frown lines she
wasn’'t aware had formed. ‘| hate to see what sl&s ¢io you. It makes me a
little angry.’ His ‘little’ rhymed with wheedle. inade her smile.

‘She’s ... she reacts badly to change. Some adolssceNew
environments are stressful.’

‘But this ...” Another shrug, disbelieving.

‘I know, but please be patient with her? She’lffine, once she’s settled,
and got to know you a little better.’

And back to Mandy, her voice still lowered to a mur. ‘You can't stay in
this dark cave all day.’

‘I didn’t ask to stay here.” Mandy’s voice was piedl to carry to the
balcony.

She was tempted. Just the two of them, a quieeead¥erlooking the sea
somewhere. It was Mandy’s choice after all. But Biatook ages to learn
routes. No sense of direction. She would hide imdingy room, too
anxious to go for a walk in case she got lost.dtuld only make her worse
later.

‘What's for breakfast?’

‘Well, you could have something in the coffee sh8ad idea. Mandy
liked her routines. The stand-off moved to thehett, but it was progress,
at least. Mandy was still in her nightie, diaphamenough to make Patrick
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uncomfortable. She should ... No, pick your battd® thought. One at a
time.

‘There’s cereal.” She thought she sounded calnimaygh it cost her. She
pressed a fist to her gut.

‘I don't like cereal.’

Patrick made a guttural noise. Odette bustlededodicony. ‘It's okay.
She’ll just have breakfast and then we’ll be off.’

‘| can’t stand the way she speaks to you.’

‘I know. But she can't ...” She shrugged. She suggkber own shrugs
expressed only defeat.

Patrick’s only daughter, who lived in a Parisiaadment somewhere in the
Marais, left lilting messages on his answer-phaoe)plete with little
kisses: ‘Mwah mwah Papa.’ Odette doubted she wagpgwand awkward.
And if she’d ever had a difficult adolescence, #sAong since expunged
from his memory.

Back in the kitchen, she enumerated its many dislighoast, Bovril,
porridge ... eggs. How about eggs? I'll cook you ahgou like, while you
wash?’

‘| hate Bovril. Eggs are my worst. Why is there eeanything for me?’

‘Well, if you told me what you wanted ...” Anxiety sgezed out through
her clenched teeth. ‘Mandy, please don’t do this.’

And so on. For the whole godawful week, she lortgegb home. She went
for long cheery walks, pressing a fist into herssjgacolon, commenting on
the flora. Patrick, disconsolate hands in poclkgw lined and dark-ringed
with misery.
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She pictured them still — on the boardwalk, onltbach, in town — Mandy
hunched forward, arms rigid, hair in clumps abaeartface. She should have
told her to wash it. Pick your issues, she thouglk your bloody issues.

‘A little smile, Mandy. It goes such a long wayodk Patrick in the eyes
when you say good morning, can’t you? Show thatnyatice him at least.’

Mandy was genuinely bewildered. Odette knew it maeleseem odd, so
she tossed red herrings, rolled her eyes andwidltda laugh: ‘Teenagers!
But she didn’t think Patrick bought it. She thrawai few difficulties for
good measure. Mandy’s concentration; her fine msitdis. Lots of
children had them. No big deal, except for how &d@ her feel about
herself.

‘She’s being a self-absorbed leedle monster. ’ ldenit wrong. She’'d said
it herself a thousand times. It's what she’d lonfmdwasn’t it? (Be my
support, Patrick. Be my rock.)

‘It's only because she doesn’t have friends.’

‘She doesn't consider others. She treats you liké d

‘She’s angry at the world. I'm the safest persobéaangry at. Can’t you be
a little understanding?’

She heard the sharpness and saw the misery setitie shadows beneath
his eyes. But how dared he? He couldn’t know. Hinhagiven Mandy the
life she seemed to despise so much. She wasrdihighter. He had no
right.

And there it was.
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Chapter 6

The steering wheel burnt her hands. She had pankibe irresolute shade
of a syringa tree, but too close to midday to hddyround, it must have
shifted shortly after she parked.

Heather’s gate slid aside and spilled her outtinéostreet, wide and silent
and fringed by jacarandas, whose tips were jushbeyy to turn green.
Gracious houses carved from the stone of the rnickye marooned now by
the M1, and by the disorder and decay of surrousuburbs.

She probably did have time to pass by Jake and btdwore the storyline
meeting. Melissa had given her strict instructiersomething about a
surprise — and she couldn’t honestly put it offdoother week. Odette
hated surprises only slightly more than she didliilexeiving presents. They
made her feel obligated to a degree that was gntlrgproportionate to the
value of the gift.

Best get it over. She cut through streets dappyeavBrarching trees,
gratified that she hadn’t lost any of her rat-rungnproficiency. It was one
of those essential Jo’burg survival skills, avogithe robots and taxi
routes. She did the twenty minute trip in undeeéh.

‘Hello there, stranger.” The disembodied voice tibaafrom the intercom.
There must be a camera trained on her somewhezttettbring the car in.’

Jake came out to greet her and she was surprisenvagenuinely pleased
he appeared, gripping her arms to look at her #émweloping her in a hug.
She felt inert and slightly overwhelmed. They witelissa’s friends more
than hers, shared as she had always shared hee&drér jeans and LPs.

She didn’t know how to respond, so she nodded. l3aighed. ‘So just
bugger off to the Free State and don’t bother i uis, why don’t you.
Listen, you're parked behind a client, but don’treypyou can move it
later.’
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‘I'm just popping in. | could’ve left it outside.’

‘No you can't. There’s a Polo gang in the area. \WHegy can’t catch them,
| don’t know, but they only take Polos and Toyctasspecially blue ones
apparently. Crazy, hey?’

Jake had a face like a favourite flannel shirt, msiept in. He had that skill
of instant familiarity, as though you had seen bimy yesterday. He led
her down the sloping drive, from the constraineatiipanes of the 1930s
frontage to the startling sweep of glass wheréhthese opened out on two
floors at the back.

‘I'm sorry | didn’t warn you. | wasn’t sure if I'thave time.’

‘Who the hell cares. You're here now. You'll stayr Bushi. We've ordered
in and Ravi wouldn’t forgive me. Ravi? Look whotss} blown in.’

She was surprised all over again, and touched. &uafted to one hip and
brought an index finger to his cheek to survey B#nding out through the
open doors, he lifted her from the ground and swhergrom side to side.
‘Where have you been, you silly cow?’

She couldn’t quite credit it. It wasn't as thoudte'sl ever contributed much
to the group. She’d been toted among them likecaessory. Perhaps she
elicited a kind of Pavlovian response: ah, heralgt@®. Melissa can't be far
behind.

The glass doors opened into the studio, wheredudralwing table stood
against the wall, piled high with old copiesArthitecture SAandHouse
and Leisure

‘Come, we’re about to eat,” said Ravi. ‘Let’s sit the patio so the minions
can get on with the actual work.’

A young man with trendy hair made a face over bisguter then moved
across to the plotter via the coffee machine. énglass boardroom behind,
a woman in dishevelled black leant over a planpirog things out to a suit.
Lawyer? More likely a company director.
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God, she could murder a tuna nigiri. She hadntiged quite how much
until she saw them. It was just a luxury, of cours® an essential. It was
something you could easily trade for a differemickof life.

Ravi settled beside her, crossing his powerful.lefgsseemed so smooth
and substantial, she had an urge to reach up &nlisihead. Melissa
would have got away with it.

Jake came down the stairs from the house, cargystgpebox. She felt rigid
with embarrassment already. ‘Oh, what have you gokedone, you two?’

‘Well, him and | got it together,” Ravi gesturedJake with his chin. ‘But it
was Melissa’s idea.’

Ravi pulled the box onto the table between themlifted the lid, revealing
a pile of envelopes and small parcels.

‘What is it?’ Odette asked, unwilling to rummagelamsure where to start.
Her face was burning.

‘It's a care package,’ said Ravi.

‘What, like for a refugee?’

They both laughed. ‘Not far off,” said Jake.

Where did they think she had exiled herself? Shegubherself a glass of
sparkling water and looked out at the garden, whlalays reminded her of
a page fronLandscaping DigesfThey had made a feature of the giant
koppie boulders in front of the house, surroundivgm with aloes and
indigenous shrubs. At the far end, a gardener w@gsng leaves from the
pool in a glade formed by camphor trees.

‘Well?’

‘Well, what?’
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‘Aren’t you going to open it?’ Ravi handed her tiwe first and she
skimmed it. She’d read it properly later, withoataudience. It was a
longish note, but the gist was that Melissa wahidto have the things
she’d be missing the most out there in the bunadd véhich she must not,
repeat not, give up on altogether.

Ravi handed her the packages one by one. Theydragtg so much
trouble and she didn’t know how to be the kind efgon who could make it
all worthwhile.

She opened each now to please them: the beautli@iyn token — by Jake,
no doubt — which awarded the bearer a bedroonh&duration of the
World Cup. From Melissa, a ticket to the openingaha‘'which we’ll be
back for, don’t ever doubt it, and you’ll go witk,uf we have to drag you
out from your hidey-hole’.

Another envelope contained a movie card and thextie to ‘see a bloody
movie once in a while, or you'll have nothing téktabout’. There was a
book token, with a note urging her to see it as»xause to browse.

She couldn’t look at it all now. She would opeaggin at home. And then
she would write to them. Slipping a tuna nigiriariter mouth, she held it
there, momentarily unwilling to let it go. It tadt&o her like tears.

In the end she had to leave rather abruptly. Thienseded to extricate his
Merc, and it seemed silly to come back in whenrsgéto leave in a minute
or two anyway.

She kissed Ravi ... ‘Bye sweetie. | must just make aind say bye to the
client. Can you walk her out, Jay? Don't forget tieams.’

Jake carried the box, carefully placing it on thegenger seat. ‘Are you
sure you won't still be here tonight? There’s dlyegreat opening. Part of
Kurt’'s Jo’burg collection. I've seen one or two.’slecally perfected that
light on the mine dumps.’

She paused, considering. There would be clevetesteatd art, glasses of
good wine ...
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‘You could stay over if you like.’

It wouldn’t be an admission of defeat. She knewdhede the right
choice. There was nothing wrong with wanting tlasell, now and again.
She stepped forward and was instantly engulfedsicr@eech of sound that
rocked her on her feet and battered at her sothatédhe covered her ears
and gasped.

‘Switch the fucking alarm off, can’t you?’ Jake lgel. The rush of
adrenalin made her light-headed, as though theddied deserted her
brain. She had forgotten.

Ravi's head appeared round the corner. ‘Told yasmtibich the fucking
beams off.” The sound stopped abruptly and the pl@gan to ring. ‘And
you can answer that.’

‘I'm seeing Odette off. How hard is it to pick ip®’

‘You're always setting the fucking things off, thgou leave me to make
the excuses.’

Odette leapt into her car and started it abruptly.

‘Oh for fuck sake, Ravi. Sorry, Odette, | must dd3hjust open for you

She reversed from the driveway as Jake began ajatplaack to the house.
When she reached the corner, an ADT van racechpasind drew up in the
driveway, disgorging men in helmets and bulletpnossts, carrying
automatic weapons.

Grey for the gate, blue for the beams, red for @ani

* * *

Venezia was cramped and dark, the owner creepyhancbffee not great,
yet their storyline meetings were held there emopdy week without fail.
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It was Lex’s local — and his alone, apparentlytherowner would surely
not have agreed to their taking it over once a week

She paused at the door while her eyes adjustedywhse)scrabbling about
for something he’d lost, snapping: ‘Jesus Margrg] ft, can’t you?’ Odette
wondered, not for the first time, why Margie allaiieim to treat her like
his personal skivvy.

Chevonne looked up as Odette made for her spohyHuow they all did
that, as though they had a homing instinct forsiéu@e chair every week.

‘So!l How's the great escape going?’ she asked ©d€ktere were
chocolate biscuits and brownies. Just for a change.

‘What do you mean?’
‘Oh nothing.’

‘Nothing what?’ Palesa always arrived on the verfjate, but not quite
late enough to draw censure. ‘Don’t you hate whawpte do that? Oh,
chocolate again.’

‘Well,” said Margie, ‘if you're all so fed up witbhocolate, then bring your
own.’

‘Imply something then withdraw,’” Palesa glance€hevonne as she
deposited her yellow legal pad with a crisp sndpgeaves you no
possibility of countering whatever it is they'rgitrg to say.’

‘Well | order the biscuits,” Margie cheerfully pusthahead on her own
personal tangent. ‘But Lex is the one who likesodtate and since he’s the
head writer, 1 think he has the final say, don't’ 9o

‘I meant her escape from real life in Africa, ifyaust know,” Chevonne

said righteously, an attitude undermined by the ttaat she was filing her
nails into sharp talons. She had clearly neven d&mgelaten.
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‘Since Palesa has graced us with her presence ldaked up at them for
the first time. ‘Perhaps now we can start?’

‘Thank you, thank you.’ Palesa sketched little b@ansund the table. ‘Of
course,” she hissed in Odette’s direction, but lendugh for everyone to
hear: ‘Chevonne only says that because she fektgdlio make it crystal
clear ...

‘Shut up, Palesa.” Chevonne’s eyes remained fixethe blur of the file on
her nalils.

‘... that all evidence to the contrary, she actualglightly tinted. Yes, it's
true, people. Absolutely true. Beneath that pinteear ...’

‘Come along, Palesa, settle down,’ said Margiex‘lants to get going.’
Palesa burst into raucous laughter — loud enougalifof them, since she
was the only one who could have made the commetrd)dne laughed so
hard at it. Chevonne shot her a look of malicéngiag her nail file across
the table like a weapon. ‘I said, shut up, Palksa.is starting.’

‘Okay, general comments?’ asked Lex.

‘Yes, me. I'd like to make a big jump forward.” Qteewaited till Lex
looked up and the hiss of the coffee machine dadnd

‘Look, I've written the current B story the way wiescussed last time, but
I'd like to propose a change. | just think thera’swuch better alternative.’

‘Just so long as there’s no baby on set,” said l@hrist,
remembefFemptationsThey tried to have a fucking baby ..." Lex dunked
his biscuit long enough to make it drip with chatel

‘I knew you were going to hate the idea, but ikesthe story so much
better if Rochelle doesn’'t miscarry.’
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‘She’s the coach’s piece of stray, Odette. We weesen going to keep
her, remember? We want to write her out once dheled up his
marriage.’

‘Just listen, okay Lex? It makes for a much strergstory. Which | know
is important to you since it's the emotional hedrthe soap.’

‘We can’t have a baby on set. It's too much troubl@o expensive. Like,
just no way, man. That foetus must die.” He begzrig each finger in
turn with horrible smacking noises.

‘I know where you’re going with this,” said PaleSdou want to keep your
storyline going for nine months.’

‘You dog-in-the-manger, you. You wangled the gtyys which is
certainly going to drag on for months.’

‘Well gay’s different. You can’t miscarry it, anefone minds having one
on set. Unlike babies.’

‘Kobus minds,’ said Chevonne. ‘He hates gays on set

‘Who’s Kobus again?’ Palesa was doodling wild amoshapes that took
over the page and swallowed whatever she wrote.

‘Six foot something cameraman. Remember? He olgeotéhe kissing
scene.’

‘It's just so predictable to miscarry the baby.” /& the hell was her rear-
guard? Come on, Palesa. Less concentration oresieg; a little more on
the complex cell structure she was proposing?

‘Don’t object to my baby, or I'll object to your gdoy,” Odette muttered.
‘He’s not immortal, you know.’

‘Ha, | just knew you were all itching to make mwl®@ositive. But
anyway, it needn’t even kill him anymore, so there.
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Palesa laughed and Odette joined her a secondltatexs a slightly
desperate joke. They both knew how much each of theeded a long
runner. As far as she was aware, Palesa hadrfoyet! herself a rich
patron and Odette certainly needed the work: Lug&sn wasn’t even in
operation yet and it would take months to buildhg business.

Odette had been given the pregnancy storyline lsecaurprise, surprise,
she was the only one to have been pregnant. NgtuPalesa had been
lumbered with the mayor’s gay son. She’d takermddynaturedly enough.
It was the C story and she was good at comedypuldcalso be eked out
over countless blocks, each five episodes longdGoark if you could get
it.

‘Look man, Odette, I'm not sure we should even ligdcex was saying.
‘This is a daily soap. Do you know what'’s involviechaving a baby on
set?’

‘Yes, but it's worth it. They can use a doll foetmost part. Or it can be in
the bedroom. At most there’ll be a couple of callmonth.’

Palesa leant across her and whispered: ‘Whats8 than’t bear your empty
nest, or what? Bit Freudian, don’t you think, retg your lost child with
an imagined one?’

‘Shut up, Palesa. Anyway, this is what I'm suggestil think she should
have an amnio. And | think she should find outéfer problem.’

Odette caught a quick exchange between Lex andi®)avpo was
supposed to be his script editor, not his cheeéleadl evidence to the
contrary.

‘Ja, that it's going to die.” Someone should tedkLhe would make a more
credible leader without the chocolate smear ombsge.

‘No. No, it shouldn’t. It should have Down Syndrome

Lex’s brownie halted. She wondered if anyone wdeldhim. Margie was
making surreptitious gestures at her own nosehéuwtas oblivious.
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From the street came the cacophony of Friday’s gingdfor the weekend,
the exhortations of broom sellers and the men wadewire sculptures,
cross-street greetings and pavement reunions. ‘étawe you? Going
away for half-term?’

‘Where would you find a baby who looks ..." Palesaléd off, looking
pensive. She tended to be preoccupied by pradigsalbut she did have
imagination, she’'d say that for her.

‘Is that the same as a mongol?’ asked Chevonne cddgin’s best friend
had one. Her boyfriend wanted to give it to thefarel. It was a huge
drama. He didn’t want to pay maintenance — saichg a waste.’

‘I rest my case,’ said Odette. Lex and Margie $idtin’'t said anything.
‘Don’t you see? | just think the A story’s a littey. And think of the guilt,
the blame, the drama.’

‘What d’you mean, dry?’ asked Lex, throwing per@éyglances at Margie,
who was squinting as she touched the tip of hee.nos

‘Not everyone’s wedded to your soccer corruptiod sinenanigans. Okay, |
get that this Nowhereville town might try cashing.i.’

‘Christ, with the World Cup coming, what could bem natural than a
small town trying to draw attention to itself? Itike ...’

‘It's “Full Monty” meets “Dream Team”,” added Margi ‘Only in South
Africa.’

‘What’s the matter with your nose, Margie?’ askedeBa, totally deadpan.
Margie jerked her finger back to the table withiapatient shake of her
head.

‘I don’t think it's dry,” Margie said, glancing atex. ‘I think it's romantic.’
Odette wondered if they were having an affair.
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‘What, small town proposes big charity match tondwff the World Cup?
What's romantic about trying to make lots of momeyl hob-nob?’

‘It's cute, in a naive kind of way. As though théitle team could ever be
good enough for a curtain raiser.’

‘But so far, except for the mayor’s gay son, itllshe&en corruption and
back-handers. Where’s the real human drama?’

‘But still,” said Lex. ‘A baby. They'll never agreée a normal one, let alone
‘When Eastenders introduced a Down’s characteir, #uglience ratings
shot through the roof. That baby’s still alive. Tmapular to Kill.’

Lex put his biscuit down. She’d mentioned the magieds. ‘Well, |
suppose ... while she’s pregnant at least, it woud#temt harder for the

coach. | guess it does put more pressure on hlgat@ his wife.’

‘Especially because she was so ambivalent aboutarisfer in the first
place.’

‘I suppose we could make a case,’ said Lex. ‘I meagire not tied into
anything. We can always Kill it at birth.’

‘Lex,’ said Chevonne. ‘Did you know you’ve got clodate all over your
nose?’

‘Bloody brown-nose,’ said Palesa and collapsedystdrics.
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Chapter 7

If there weren’t too many trucks, she’d be homénblj past. She could just
make out the cattle clustered in fields, but thalmestalks had gradually
darkened to bristling silhouette and then vanished.

Palesa had asked her to stay for a drink, buvtbatd have made it very
late to drive back. Ha, see, Heather? She didnstile friends. Of course
she had friends. It was just that Palesa couldlii#eaoverwhelming,
especially if you'd just spent the whole afterndogether.

Someone had told her — probably Chevonne — thasRalas sleeping with
a Cabinet Minister’s wife. Who knew. They didn’thge into each other’s
personal lives. There was nothing Odette hated rthare the peculiarly
Jo’burg habit of exchanging instant intimacies vatimeone you’d met half
an hour before.

She was nearly home. Another fifteen minutes aarsbshe could pour her
glass of wine and sit in her chair by the windowoTate to watch the
herdboys. And it would be cold. Once the sun disapgd, the chill still
inched over the hills from the Drakensberg and lgeabyou by the throat.
But she could treat herself to a fire if she fide lit.

This was the first place she had truly made her.@&ie had created a real
farm kitchen with a big table, where eccentric héigurs could jabber
away in Italian or French (with subtitles) whileestished up wine and
feasts of local delicacies. Uh oh, no filmic refere point. No one had
made a romantic comedy about escaping to the Rate.S

And of course, she wasn’t escaping. Okay, she nwgsaped to concede that
Melissa was right. She did miss the bookshops andes and openings.
She still loved Jo’burg’s oft-cited qualities, likéorancy, the urgency of its
engagement blah blah. She was just better ablepieeaiate it from a
distance. A bit like Mandy. But she didn’t wantttenk about that now.
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She opened the gate and parked under the peachitteés first hints of
downy blossom. She walked through the kitchen eirsad the lounge to
dump her bag in the bedroom and returned to thegewefore she realised
something was wrong.

Her chair. It wasn’t there. Now where could sheéhav Absurd, the
thoughts that flit through your head in that momefighock. She moved
back to the bedroom. Her bedside lamp was gonehansgmall stereo.

She realised why the kitchen had seemed so spadiousidge. The kettle
was gone, and the toaster. The crockpot she getWdding present. The
pressure cooker her mother-in-law had given her.

She opened a cupboard. Every plate was gone. Euprysaucer and
teaspoon. Everything gone. Every cupboard was bare.

* * *

| am standing on a high building. It's old, witHlat roof. There are
parapets at the edges, but these have largely dedrdway. Huge trees
spread almost to the height of the roof, whichizzyingly high.

| don’t know what the occasion is, but it's milliagth people. I'm standing
apart, watching. The others are drinking and tatkiwhispering together,
sharing confidences. They’re having fun, which makem reckless. | can
see they’re standing too near the edge. No ones&znotice.

Moving quickly, I approach a young woman who igitgg intently into
another’s ear. | grab her arm: ‘Can’t you see, thrcks are crumbling.
Don’t go so near the edge.’

The woman starts with fear. | can see the whitdgeokyes and she loses
her balance. | watch her slow pirouette through dla@pled sunlight, past
the great tree with its spreading leaves.

With growing urgency, | turn to save the otherse®my one, | clutch at
them, a crazed Ancient Mariner. ‘Look what happerm®zh’t go near the
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edge.” And one by one | startle them to a slow faltrumpled death at the
foot of the old building.

The funny thing is, it would be a lovely gardert ¥feren’t now crowded
with twisted bodies, leaking blood across the giass gravel paths. The
sunlight buzzes with insect life. The flowers avedwvith colour and scent.
It's a garden of childhood.

It had taken her ages to fall asleep. It was tlelshof course, and the
informal shebeen on the corner. She had becomesawis boom-
motherfucker-boom while brushing her teeth andvgagn’t sure what time
she had finally fallen into a drugged sleep. Bertht was the end of the
month and that was what happened when neighboushzeghn mixing. It
was a good thing, of course.

It was a stupid dream, but once she was awakeegjnetted coming out of
it. No coffee. No toast for breakfast. She could@ar to get out of bed. To
avoid the moment, she reached for her Journakddsdf concentrating on
the practicalities, which would at least have beseful, she found herself
recording the dream. Pity. She could have donke avitst or two: Buy new
cup to replace the one stolen because | was stupidgh to move to this
godawful town, with no electric fences and no sggwompany.

No crime, my arse. Why this conspiracy to keep peopthe dark? What
was that about?

The previous evening, she had rushed from rooradmrwith increasing
urgency. And when the house could no longer coritainshe had spilled
out into the darkness: a headless chicken, degpratomeone to help, to
say it was a mistake, to bring it all back. Herighzer things, her new life.
Oh God.

Stella had been tending the cooking fire in hedgarand she’d stumbled

through the fruit trees towards the fence, stubbinge painfully on a rock
or a root.
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‘Stella.” But Stella didn’'t appear to hear. ‘Stel&tella.” Her toe hurt like
hell, but at that moment, it felt less like an awa than the pain of loss.

Stella couldn’t ignore her forever. Still grippitige stick, Stella moved
nearer, but not close enough to make shouting @wssacy.

‘Did you see...?’
‘Angasi’ She shook her head vehemently.
‘Stella, I just need to ask ... | mean, did you se® ...

‘Angasi. Angasi This time she waved her arms before Odette’s.fac
Turning her back, she poked viciously at the fiegsing a cloud of sparks.

Angasi | don’t know. | don’t know what? She hadn’t evesked. She
turned and ran towards the gate, still with no pkor the first time since
she’d moved in, she felt her isolation in this rgace.

The neighbour woman appeared quite suddenly, drajeher daughter.
She must have been watching through the window.

‘You've been robbed.’

‘Did you see them, Marlise?’ A thread of hope.

‘It was the squatters ... through there. Told yopuba bigger fence up.’
Angasi. AngasiOf course. And Odette had said the kids couldheatfruit.
She had brought her food. Why had she ever thaheltcould be good
neighbours?

Rage rose like a sob. That beautiful old house. nmatter of months it had
been reduced to a shell — gutters, doors, alitiisgs, all gone the way of

her own stuff, no doubt. It was a disgrace. Theyusthbe evicted.

‘Did you call the police?’
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‘Those police, they never have vans. They're alwdrjgng them to their
girlfriends. It's how it is now.’

Marlise and the girl were joined by Willie, who stkohis head at her. ‘It's
bad, hey. These times ... If only I'd been herestBals.’

Side by side, they watched her leave for the paiagon.

* * *

Her phone was ringing when she got back from thieg@station. They
hadn’t stolen that. She unlocked and ran, thinkimgight be the detective.
There was silence at the other end. A dark silence.

‘Mandy?’

Silence. She waited.

‘Is there ... is something the matter?’

Don’t panic. Keep perspective. What was the wdrat tould happen: they
could send Mandy home. It would be difficult, dipapting ... Okay, more

than disappointing. But she was thinking worst dese and it still wasn’t
the end of the world.

‘Mandy? Just tell me. It can’t be that bad.’

Odette should be used to this by now. It shouldr@ke her heart batter at
her throat. Mandy was out there in the world, thas the main thing.
Somewhere along the line, she would learn to engmfife, wouldn’t she?
She would acquire that trick, or was it the skiflhappiness. Surely she
would. Somehow it was easier to imagine when tlenpldidn’t ring.

Enervated, she glanced about for the chairs the¢ ne longer there. She
sank to the floor. ‘Mandy, I'm afraid this isn’tétbest time.’
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Just breathe normally. Mandy was good at her jble.8ally, really was.
But couldn’t she try a little harder to fit in withe adults? How hard was it,
for God’s sake, to be a little more like everyoise@e

‘For goodness sake, Mandy. What is it?’ She hdaeddintest sound, like a
mew.

‘I can’t hear you. Just say what it is. Whatevas,ijust speak, can’t you?’
Deep breaths. In and out. In and out. If she’d M&hdy once, she’d beaten
it into her skull a thousand times. It was thost&elthings that made the

difference between normal enough — and odd.

‘Mandy, if you don’t speak, | can’t do anythingcdn't fight what | can’t
see.’

No doubt it was that bloody family too, with thelislike of the least
minuscule difference. Probably made out they werkerant, yet when it
came down to it ... Okay, okay. This was ridiculolise silence was
exasperating, but it didn’t warrant this ... thiseayj was unreasonable.
‘Mandy.’

Count quietly. Breathe from the belly, not the #ird&She could control the
rage. Always had. It was amorphous, without clearce or tangible target.
It wasn’t really Mandy she was angry at, she knleat.tlt was completely
irrational. It didn’t bear consideration. Mandy wage way she was. It was
something you accepted and then came to terms with.

‘Kids still love you?’

‘The kids are fine.’

‘And ... and the parents?’

Silence. Ah. ‘Do the parents ...?’
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What could you say? Do the parents find you sligbttange? Do they
worry that you don’t look them in the eyes and d@ahivays get their jokes?
Do they think there’s something ... something abaut y.. but just can’t
put a finger on it?

‘Did they tell you off? You mustn’t take it persdlya Just listen to what

‘I know. I'm not stupid. And they didn’t tell me Df

‘Well, that sounds okay then, doesn’t it? You'rstjteeling down. You'll
feel better tomorrow.’

Silence.

‘Okay? Mandy, I've just had a really bad burglanddhere’s things | must
deal with now. Will you be all right?’

Silence.

‘Okay Mandy? I'm going then. Bye.’

‘Bye.’

Oh Mum, what a terrible thing. Have you lost muéir@ you feeling okay?
Do you need anything? Yeah right. With life, you gdnat you got and you
moved right along.

She should have reminded Mandy to ask if she digmderstand
something. How hard was it? Speak up, for God’'e sBlon’t rattle on
about inconsequentials or, worse, just stand ttéver often did she have

to go on and on? Some quick life skills for goodcamee. In her chivvying
tone, as if she could fit Mandy for life within tispan of a phone call.

* * *
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She didn’t remember being quite as plagued by wdgn Mandy was at
school. There was something very satisfying abawuirty battles to fight —
actual ones she knew she could win.

‘You're a teacher. You should know five-year-oldst sit still for long.
Get her to run round the quadrangle between petiods

‘I'm sorry you think one six-year-old can disrupetwhole class by
banging her head on the floor. It's not like sHeasging her classmates.
Keep a cushion handy.’

‘Well, if you must put all the lunch boxes on theel next to her desk ...
You can’t expect such self-restraint from a sevearyold.’

Mandy was this close to being like everyone el$as Tlose. There were
one or two things she had to catch up on, that'sS#e Mandy? Happy
face. Well done. And this? No, this is a thoughtade. It's not cross at all.’

She could be fixed. Between them, they would figt battles. Anything at
all could be learned if you just pushed hard enoigho could remember
all those names, anyway? All those people in aclass.

‘Never mind, Mandy. Here’s a picture. We’'ll leatretn. No, that one’s
Jason. This is James.’

All those yuppie names sounded alike anyway. It m@sabsolutely not,
the time for fear. It wasn't a train smash. Theyulddight back. Mandy
would catch up. Fuck them all, with their loweremoes and meaningful
glances.

‘I know why no one plays with me,” Mandy told hartside the school gate
one day. She must have been six at the time. Sf&y/sicame out alone: a
potato sack among all those rangy legs and laughoes.

‘Is it something we can fix?’

‘Yes. We must buy Pokemon cards. Everyone has thexapt me. They
spend all break swapping them. If | had some, Ictin in.’
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‘Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go buy some.’

They stopped off at the CNA and bought an albunh&rnascent
collection. Helluva price, but some things were that.

‘What’s your favourite character?’ the assistakieds but Mandy didn’t
know. She rarely watched TV.

Odette bought a starter pack and then, just fodgoeasure, a handful of
booster packs. She had to be sure Mandy would $@we valuable cards.
But how would they know which were which?

Then she had a brainwave. Melissa, of course, whtepson was older.
‘Oh, he’s outgrown that stuff. Come on over. | fitse bloody cards in
every drawer and stuck in every skirting board.’

Damon was reluctant to part with his (she had ¥ saly magnificent
collection, until she flashed indecent amountsasihc Took after his father,
that boy.

‘Saving for a skateboard,” Melissa muttered, caumggttveen pride and
shame. She poured them both a coffee from Hansksiy espresso
machine that took up half the kitchen. ‘What did sedlect, again? Oh yes,
charms. Remember charms?”’

Of course Odette remembered charms. She’'d hadestecbllection in
Standard 4. Melissa had the best bedroom . An&ahnkie house, of
course. Odette spent a lot of time in that bedrogspecially after Melissa
was forbidden to go home with her. It was mosthe sometimes thought,
because of the currency of her fabulous charm aadke. That's how things
worked at that age. Well, if charms could buy héfealong friend, surely
Pokemon could do the same for Mandy.

Part of the deal was that Damon coach them thrailghe funny
handshakes of this latest cult. Odette began wydrgrself. They could
learn this, Mandy and she. It wasn’t so hard. Rikagasn’t strictly
valuable, but he was popular because everyone hikedA good mainstay
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for any collection. The shiny, holographic cardsyiously, were the most
valuable.

They spent the afternoon, Melissa and she drinkoumtless coffees while
Mandy and she memorised the three kings. She begaiteelight-headed.
It was probably the caffeine, but it seemed likensthing more.

Mandy was intent, rather than giddy. She frownetgaring Damon’s
cards to her memory of what the other girls hae ®hade deliberate
decisions and she learned her lessons well.

‘Hell, this is great. You can do this, Mandy. Tamuav you'll be able to
swap with the best of them.’

‘Tomorrow I'll have friends.” And Mandy smiled.

‘You'll totally have the most awesome collectiosgdid Damon. ‘Most girls
aren’t so hot at collecting. And this Venusaur was lucky to find him. |
shouldn’t really even give him up.’

‘Think skateboard,” Melissa said, and they all laed, even Mandy.

The next morning, Mandy was up and dressed befdet@ No hairbrush
assault on a screaming, ducking head. They wdheachool gates early.

‘I need the time for swapping,’ she said.

At home time, Odette was there to see her come oua cluster perhaps,
skipping a bit, calling her byes. Wouldn't thatdmmething.

Mandy exited last, and alone. She said nothinghaskmbed in, alboum on
her lap. Her expression was neutral. No light mintiph at a job well
executed — which it surely must have been. No anédchave faulted her
collection. But Mandy never did show much on heefa

‘Let me see.’
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She handed her album over and Odette opened tmjaty page. She

turned to the next, and the next. ‘What happenskl@’asked. ‘Where’s
your collection? Didn’t you swap?’

‘I swapped and swapped. | swapped before schoolreamdl swapped even
harder at break time.’

‘So what happened?’
‘They laughed at me.’
‘But ...’
‘They swapped from me. But no one swapped backed
She thought that must be the purest hatred shéhad her life. She often
wondered what happened to those children; wheliegrgrew up hale and

hearty, with all their faculties intact. Becausatttlay she visualised them
maimed and mutilated. With exquisite clarity, shehed them dead.
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Chapter 8

Pielhondand his bat-eared accolytes loped just behindikerjackals,
turning back only when she neared the market sq&xdking close to the
gated Boerbuls and Jack Russells, they flauntadfteedom, causing Old
Boer to fling himself at his fence in an ecstasylobd-lust.

She should have got over the burglary by now. Therg nothing to be
done about it so she might as well put it behind Atleast she’d forgiven
Trudie who had been wonderful, closing the homestiy to bustle over
with a spare toaster, a couple of pots, a bowld-amsurances.

Adriaan’s had been an isolated incident. Nothingennothing since. Why
would she scare Odette for nothing, more than aafkear the event? Just
like this burglary now. It was bad luck, that’s.aNrong place, wrong time.

It probably was. But somehow she had expected mamnethis town. It had
betrayed her with its promises of a less complittte, free from remote
controls and electric fences. She wasn’t sure sh&ldorgive it.

She had always liked the market square on a Satuedpecially at month-
end. This was what she had described to Melissa whe still hoped she
might understand this move. Donkey carts waitedriorsport customers;
women spread blankets and sat with legs stretchgdgelling socks or
fruit, their babies crawling between them.

Now though, it was out of kilter, like a favourgeng played slightly off-
key.The yell of conversations across its breadtimded raucous and
forced. The braziers of shin and samp gave ofsirde of fat, faintly

rancid. A whip-like breeze had mounted a quietrgfee. A film of dust
crept up bare legs and babies became earth-colasréte grassless square.
Children rubbed grit from their eyes and wailed.

Even on De la Rey, things were skewed. In a tokamNagelaten, people
greeted each other, stopping to exchange the tiviamily and friends
who had known each other all their lives. But tqdaye figure passed
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through them. They parted before him, as thougtahg a bell to warn of
his approach. Wearing a hat tugged low over palkgpyhair, he stuck to
the shadows, speaking to no one.

She leapt over the watercourse, trying to makeesehtheir reaction, or at
least see which direction he took ... and heard la Akthat moment, she
didn’t think she had ever been quite so gratefdee another soul. He
seemed so substantial and down to earth.

‘Heard you needed help. | was on my way to youc@lducky | saw you.’
‘At this moment, Adriaan, | can actually see youngg sprouting.’
‘No man. It's nothing.” He shrugged, embarrassétiis isn’t Jo’burg.’

Smiling his tentative smile, he leapt from the bakdnd walked with her.
Oddly though, he hadn’'t seen any strange apparition

Shaking his head, he laughed at her evident frisson

‘But then, everyone’s a bit strange in Nagelateena they? Come on now.
Let’'s get on with what needs to be done.’

She allowed herself to be led across the road p8iteably was being
ridiculous, letting her disquiet run away with h&hey haggled over a
discount for kettle, cups and a couple of plateabatndian shop, which
smelt of spices and Basotho blankets. Rugs weed pih the concrete floor
next to tin baths and teetering stacks of potspams.

‘Come, I'll stand you,’ he said when they'd finisheand she realised she
was hungry. She allowed him to buy her a boerieoutside the general
dealer, where men with bare thighs like tree-trueksled a boerewors
braai.

‘So how do you feel now? Are you okay?’
Acutely aware of what he’d gone through, she wasemrehement than she

felt. ‘Of course yes. Only a burglary. It's jusirs. It's not like they stole
my whole life or anything.’
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Speaking it aloud, faking it for his sake, sheiseal that it had become true.
She’d had worse. Perhaps she could forgive the thisrone infraction.

The wind seemed to have dropped, or perhaps they just more sheltered
in the lee of the church. They made their way ackards the market
square and Adriaan’s bakkie. A crowd had gathergside the Rendezvous
café, where a ghetto blaster pounded out slighsipded kwaito.

Two kids in oversized sunglasses stood on milkesrand lip-synced. All

around, people broke into jives, waving their hapsl calling *heh, heh’ in
time to the beat. Suddenly, the street had sonwtfia carnival air.

* % *

‘Oh come on, it’s not such a big deal. | had tarbewn to see a man about
a bull. Make us some coffee while | inspect thastaadish foreign doors
of yours and see what security gates they need.’

‘Machine’s gone, I'm afraid. All | can offer is téa

‘Fine. No wait. I'm going to need a writing implemte And while you're at
it ...” He nodded at his toolbox.

Adriaan treated her like an inept younger sisteenvbhe didn’t respond,
taking her by the shoulders to urge her towardsthewdrivers then rolling
his eyes when she passed the pencil instead.

“No man. The Phillips. Have you never handed a emaorewdriver
before?’

‘What do you expect? | don’t speak non-verbal.’
‘What's wrong with you? You were married weren't

‘Never to a farmer.’
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He smelt faintly of pine trees. It was a dependabtell. She wanted to say
something about her faux pas, but it had passetapg she should just let
it go.

‘Adriaan?’

‘Hmm? By the way, | asked Fitz to come over. Jastheck things out a
bit.’

‘Look Adriaan, I'll just say it, okay? The otheryladidn’t know ... | said
stuff ...’

‘Of course you didn’t. How could you. You'll likeiftm. Fitz, | mean. He’s
our best detective. Something of a magician. I'eean seen someone get
results like him.’

‘What kakare you talking now, jong?’ A man had appearedddahe side
of the house, making her jump. Adriaan made axtajasture with his
hand and pursed his mouth: don’t get all hystewcame.

Captain Fitzpatrick had the wide gait of a largeklforward, and was,
despite the name, decidedly Afrikaans. ‘His greaagoupa came out to
build the church,” Adriaan said. ‘Ended up stayiagfortunately. Which is
why we've ended up with this bugger.’

‘Of course he stayed. Groot Ouma was a knockowd.ds a flirt, the
Captain. Not in a serious way, but with the lazgroh of the small-town
hero.

‘It was a local tragedy,” Adriaan added. ‘If hisggt Oupa hadn’t ended up
here, we’d never’'ve lost that final game againan8erton.’

Fitz ducked his head and bulled his shoulder irdaaan’s chest. More
non-verbal, not worth translating, but it was dyartig, particularly after a
painful break-up. The men rough-housed, while Aatritried
unsuccessfully to make him admit he’'d been the ifost team captain in
the annals of the Nagelaten Hoerskool.
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When they were done showing off, Fitz got downusibess inspecting the
scene of the crime. Odette pointed out the poomaldicipal house and
sagging fence. He nodded.

‘Ja, ou Stella. Couple of her sons has been owstgag¢ the station. Stock
theft though. They didn’t try burglary up to nowlé took notes and paced.
Eventually he came back and said he’d be in touch.

‘There’s a chance we can find your stuff.” You abtell he wanted to
please, though. ‘If it’s still in town, that is. ilfs boarded the taxis for Natal
then I'm afraid it's gone.’

‘You all misled me, you know?’ Both men looked athYou Nagelatens.
Everyone said there was absolutely no crime. Mgkesvonder what other
skeletons lie in wait for unwary newcomers.’

There was an uncomfortable pause before they bmeed with laughter.
She hadn’t thought it warranted either the awkwasdror the hilarity, but
perhaps they weren't quite used to her humour.

‘Can | phone and see how you’re doing with the stigmtion?’ she asked

‘Only a pleasure. The wife’s also Captain Fitz thlouso make sure you say
which one you want.’

She and Adriaan continued inspecting possible gudmyts until the midday
heat of a premature spring urged them indoors.

‘Now, if our outlandish coffee shop was going, utmbinvite you there.’

‘Well, why don't I invite you for a drink and dinnénstead.’
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Chapter 9

So, this is the game: if the big Captain only fisdme of my things, which
would | choose? If I'm honest, I'd probably take agly chair, because it
meant something. Fridges and amplifiers can beaegd ...Oh what am |
doing. Everyone knows you only fill in police forfoisthe insurance. |
have to accept that it's gone and put it behind me.

Largely, | am getting there, | think. I’'m quite b of how | handled things.
I've even kept up this writing thing. At leastit&s me something to do in
the early hours.

You'd have thought the country air would have ginenback my ability to
sleep. | always blamed Jo’burg, but perhaps it fages time to lose that. |
still startle in the depths of night, thinking tleeaire urgent things to be
done. But then | can't recall what they are.

| got the angry treatment again last night: Whatydw care how I'm doing,
you wish I'd never been born, all the usual. | knekere it comes from.
I’'m the adult, | know there’s no one Mandy can bgrg at except me. Just
as | know there’s nothing wrong with hoping she/sthalfway across the
world. If she copes there, she can cope with teeather life and if she
can't ... well it's an intimation, isn’t it?

What would Heather know, with her views on motheistheir empty
nests. I'm sure most mothers feel the same, thangghnever dream of
admitting it to each other.

There’s nothing wrong with wanting a rest. Isn’pért of our natural life
cycle? And is it as stupid as | think it is to wrhetorical imponderables to
myself? As though some cosmic pencil will appednarite: No, it isn’'t
natural. Mend your ways.

‘Duck, Adriaan.’
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‘Not on this menu, I'm afraid. Th&/aenhuiss not what you’'d call haute
cuisine.’

‘No man, duck your head. Don’t look now ... uh oh tate.’

‘Ah Marta,” said Adriaan, all charm. ‘How are yauy dear. Gerrie over
his op?’

‘Ja dankie Adriaan. Thanks for asking. Everyone seems tukths very
funny. But | can tell you, piles at his age is sotvery funny.’

‘No Matrta. | feel for him.” There was an awkwardusa.

It was the waitress who broke it — the cook’s motpparently, which
obviously gave her the impression she owned theepklong with their
personal space.

‘Bietjie sit Marta? I'll bring you a chair over.’

Die Ou Waenhuibad the air and, Odette imagined, the smell,faharal
parlour: polish, musty carpet tiles and dead flmv&tarta’s presence did
nothing to dispel the impression. She wore a pegftimt would kill flies
and a face perfectly suited to the tragic progoessi Gerrie’s piles.

‘Dankie, Tannie Lettie. Well, he worked too hafaatts the thing. And for
what, | wonder? Ag Tannie Lettie, you'll let me kmavhen our takeaways
are ready, ne?’

‘Gerrie was the town’s utilities manager,” Adriaaxplained. ‘Lost his job
when the new council came in.’

‘When the blacks took over.” Marta’s cackle segued a cough. She had
the kind of cough that never cleared, like a startetor that turned, but
never caught.

Their wine arrived. It had been a choice betweeat€u Libertas and ...
Chateau Libertas, but what the hell. As her ougal tig say: ‘“You can’t go
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wrong with a Chat Lib.” Her mother, of course, abakver go wrong with
anything at all.

‘Just aklein glasie Adriaan. | must get home to Gerrie.” Marta nodélest
at him, then Odette, ‘I see you two are gettinghtygvell acquainted all of
a sardine.’

Odette didn’t know which was more excruciating, Mar grotesque
coyness around Adriaan, or the arch looks she tQydette. There was no
way she would gratify Marta’s prurience. She turaady to ask the
hovering waitress for water.

‘Ag no, Lettie, they can’t drink tap,” Marta addeéBring her a a tin of
soda.’

‘Can’t you drink the water here?’ She looked atiAdn. ‘No one told me.’

Adriaan opened his mouth, but Marta rabbited om. fhan, | wouldn’t
touch it. Haven’t you noticed what it tastes lika®@s.’

‘Well, it hasn’t seemed to harm me, although | adtrtastes a bit funny
sometimes, some days worse than others. | supjpose know all about
the water, with a husband in utilities.’

‘Manager. He was manager of Town Ultilities.” Shaned back in her chair
and took a great slurp of their Chat Lib. ‘They dé&mow how to do it, do
they?’

‘Who? The new ...’
‘The water would never have had that mouldy tast@errie’s time.’

‘Well, surely ... I mean, if Gerrie looked after tig;so long, couldn’t he
give the new council the benefit of his experience?

Marta raised both hands as though to negate albnssbility for the
iniquities of the new council. She tucked her dbéick into her dewlap:
‘They wanted to take over, they musaarlive with it.’
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Marta’'s takeaways arrived. There was silence afierleft.

‘Funny how satisfied she sounds about things geirang ..." she began,
at precisely the same moment that Adriaan saidrySabout old Marta.
But Gerrie lost a lot of his will ...’

They laughed and he raised his glass. Odette’®eead filled to the brim.
Short of bringing her mouth down to the glass, érs¥emed little chance of
avoiding her new white shirt. She wasn’t even sung she’d worn the
bloody thing. It wasn’t as though this was a date.

‘It'll be all over town by tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Sgrabout that.’

‘What? Us? Oh no, not that. Anything but that.” $he&ched at her throat
and Adriaan laughed. They were the only diners. Waikress had nothing
to do but lean against the heavy dresser, fiddiiitlg a dried arrangement
of proteas. Listening for all she was worth.

At the sound of a handbell, she shuffled to thehdgh and returned with
their ribs and chips, unadulterated by greeneriWdgelaten, the onion ring
was clearly considered a vegetable.

‘Dankie Tannie Lettie.” Lettie treated Adriaan td@neficent smile, which
disappeared before it reached her. Odette plabat@ over her glass,
holding her gaze as she brandished the bottletdmizaly.

‘No more?’ Adriaan asked gently, seemingly unavedréheir silent tussle.
To his credit. If he were fully conscious of hiatsis as town'’s prize
possession, he would be insufferable.

She shook her head. ‘I've had enough.’

‘Cheap date, hey.’

Odette laughed, to show that she knew he was joKioghange the
subject, she asked about the bull he’d been looking
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‘Bonsmara. Good buy or | wouldn’t get another b\WWle mostly use
artificial insemination these days.’

He seemed to find it odd that a city girl coulddhber own in a cow
discussion, but she explained that she’d beend&ge frustrated farmer.
She knew heuitskotfrom her bearing cows.

‘Well, you certainly know a good rib when you see0Sign of a good
farm girl.” She was rib sauce to her wrists, arltidegcky to her eyebrows.

‘Very fetching, I'm sure.’

‘Actually, you are,” he said. She concentrated enribs.

‘It's okay,” he said, laughing. ‘Let’s forget | shanything so stupid. I've
been meaning to ask about your name. It's unubuélyou still come
across it in the old Hugenot families. UnusualdoEngelsvrou

‘My mother was the grand romantic. I'm named asieme famous
Resistance heroine. Could’ve been worse, | supplsagh it probably
condemned me to be the very opposite.’

‘I like it. Suits you. No heroic siblings?’

‘Only briefly. Lucien. Named after an obscure Re&sise fighter, but he
never got much chance to be a hero. He was a ati.tde

‘That’s hard. Were you old enough to know what wamg on?’

‘Luckily no, especially because they suspected ..nAger mind. You
don’t want to hear all that.’

‘What? They suspected your mother? For the balsésh®”’
Odette nodded. ‘Probably because she was so hstyllyg. She struggled

with babies. But there were never any chargesnsaure it was all just
conjecture.’
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‘That must've been tough.’

‘I suppose. She never got over it. Made her ovértbe fact that she still
had a child, much of the time. But hey, that’sweg it goes. | never knew
any different, so it didn’t blight my life or anytig.’

‘But you and your mother ...?’

She shrugged again. ‘She removed herself whileslgrawing up. Not
physically, just away with the fairies, but we wetexactly close, so |
can’t really see why | should make the effort now.’

He drove her home when the waitress finally tutfezi out. (‘Don’t you
have to be up in the morning, Adri?") He switchéfitioe engine outside the
house.

‘I hope you enjoyed that as much as | did.’

He leaned forward at the precise moment she tum#thnk him. The kiss
he aimed at her cheek landed somewhere betweendwth and nose.
They laughed and it didn’t feel quite so awkward.

‘I'd better try that again.’

‘I suppose you'd better.’
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Chapter 10

Finish storyline
Phone Capt Fitz
Buy loo rolls and Handy Andy

That's about all | can think of now. It wasn’t adnight. | managed to get
some sleep and at least there were no dreams, wonge than the roof
dream. None that would make normal people run fsirait jacket. It
probably accounts for my mood. | suddenly feeldloauld be life beyond
Patrick. And burglaries. Perhaps living in a smi@lvn is beginning to have
its effect.

I’'m even changing my mind about this writing. hi@t just something to do
when | can’t sleep. Once | get beyond the listg,flnding ... | don’t know.
It's like | start to chew over the words, the tagteéhem, the patterns they
make on the page.

I’'m glad no one will see this but me. | spend samaf every day writing, it
can seem like a chore, and those words are so adrbp the busy
dialogues of life as soap opera. Or soap as lifend myself mulling over
things here. Like this morning, | was thinking abtiis town, and how
spoilt it had felt after the burglary which started me thinking about
Johannesburg.

Meaning is always sieved through your experience ace, isn't it — like
my incident, my marriage, my time with Patrick. Aridourse Mandy.
They all change the meaning of the word.

It's the same with marriage. It has such a diffénereaning for me and
Melissa. For me, it's like an absence. A void. Rer, wife probably means
the clatter of getting the supper on or arguingrove crossword. For
me... For me | suppose wife means silence.

And mother? Where to start with that one. With royher? With me? That
word could hold an entire lexicon. Best not to lgeré.
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‘Captain Fitz please.’

‘Man of vro®’

‘The man please.’

‘Captain Fitz the man. Wait please.’

Scuffling at the other end of the line. A yell. Meesipped her coffee. It
was a nice balanced Ethiopian blend she was tigindor the shop. The
grind was wrong for the plunger, but it was bettemn nothing and at least
she’d tracked a dusty bodum down, in the hardwlaog sf all places.

‘Fitz wat praat’

‘Hi Captain Fitz. It's Odette.’

‘Ja, okay.Hoe gaan ditOdette. Nice to hear you.’

This time, she wasn’t phoning to bargain or beg Béd put the burglary
behind her. It hardly crossed her mind, in factt Bdid no harm to check
now and again, especially when her storyline fatlett gave her something
useful to do.

‘Thanks Captain. Not that | want to rush you, bwias just wondering ...’
‘Ja well, we have made some progress. I've int&rgteou Stella the
squatter, and | also spoke to your neighboursgediney seem to be the only
witnesses.’

She stepped out on to her stoep and gazed acrbss@t municipal house.
Deep fissures divided the walls on either sidéhefdchimney. Stella was

leaning over a tin bath in the yard, scrubbingausiy at its contents.

‘Did Stella admit to anything?’
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‘| don’t think it was ou Stella’s sons. Not thime at least. Stock thieves
don’t usually switch to burglary. Also, in my experce, a thief will always
keep some small thing and we found nothing.’

‘But maybe they sold everything.’

‘Even then, they will always keep one thing. Likeavenir, you know? |
would say it's almost without fail.’

Stella yelled over her shoulder and one of thedphitddren appeared from
the house. Pulling a blanket from the bath, shelédithe end to the child
and they twisted it into a dripping rope betweesnth

‘And the neighbours? Couldn’t they give you any enolues? Surely they
saw something helpful?’

‘They saw black people with a wheelbarrow, and tveye definite they
entered through Stella’s ground.’

‘Well, that would seem ...’

‘Ja. Even if she and her children are not involves not to say she didn’t
allow other people through. | discount nothing.’

Stella carried the wrung blanket to the boundatyben her yard and
Odette’s orchard. Hanging it over the fence, slo&déd up and saw Odette
watching her. Stella stood her ground, holdingdeare. It was Odette who
blinked. Turning abruptly, she went back into tleise.

The Captain was giving her the rundown on leadisogten to him. It didn’t
sound hopeful. She didn’t know what made her femise: the thought that
Stella, eater of her food, pilferer of her fruigchdone the burgling, or that
she’d let other people in to do it. She had to gopning Captain Fitz. It
wouldn’t change anything and it didn’t speed up $teryline either.

She was still wrestling with Rochelle’s pregnanaog ¢he timing of her
revelation about the amnio. For some reason, skestiaggling to
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articulate how Rochelle was feeling, which was delerhaps she’d dealt
with her own feelings a little too well. Or perhagige was just tired.
Luckily Reno was a soccer coach. He wouldn’t be mgigen to emotional
outbursts.

‘... anything like that stolen?’

‘Sorry Captain, line’s bad. | didn’t catch that?’

‘| said, did you have any clothing stolen?’

‘Don’t think so. Or not that I've noticed, anywayometimes, it's only
when you're looking for that particular shirt, yenow?’

‘No, it's just that my contacts in the location ledound a stash of stolen
clothing, and | was wondering ...’

She moved through to the bedroom and began a silmitory of her
Jo’burg clothes, most of which she’d probably nevear here.

‘So you didn’t have a purple-coloured sunhat?’

‘Captain Fitz! I'm trying to make an impressionNagelaten. | would
definitely not make such a style error.’

‘Ag, sorry man,’ Fitz mumbled. Bless him. It prolhalvasn’t very funny
anyway.

‘Oh, but hang on a sec.” And there, in a drawet tiaa remained firmly
closed these past weeks, she discovered a void.

‘There is something. My ex-boyfriend had a collentof caps. He was
foreign, you see, so he liked to collect the looglby and soccer caps.’

‘And you definitely had them here. With you?’

‘Yes, | ...” (Go ahead, Captain Fitz. Underscore thra@ humiliating fact.)
‘He didn’t fetch them ... | don’t know. Somehow thegme with me.’
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Actually, she had pushed them to the back of hpbeoard while he’'d
packed the few things he kept at her place. Liteeaager, holding on to an
ex’s t-shirt to wear in bed until it lost the smellhim. Pathetic.

‘So these caps, what did he have?’

‘Pirates, Chiefs, all the usuals. And rugby onas.fairly sure he had
Sharks, And definitely Blue Bulls. | remember thatause he got it in
Pretoria and he couldn’t believe how the supporters

‘Never mind the supporters. We couldn’t believe pheeyers. Bulls have
just moered us in the Currie Cup. Anyway, I'd rathet go into that.’

‘Yes, best we not dwell on these things, Captain.Fi

* * *

The day was mild rather than hot. A breeze blewstient of bluegum from
the trees that huddled at the far end of the conag@nThis was another
form of procrastination, but she still couldn’t dretr head around Reno and
Rochelle. It was peaceful, no sounds beyond aotagjieeting from the
township end and the bluegums, stirred into sils#an

She had waved to her next-door neighbours as ssegaallies now
against encircling crooks and thieves. Exceptherdirl, rolling in the long
grass, they had all been lined up against thevesktor the sun. Willie had
pushed himself up and ambled over to the wall.

‘Any news?’

‘Not much. Fitz is still interviewing people, bu¢ llloesn’'t seem to have
much.’

Willie shook his lugubrious head. ‘Bad business.’

She let herself through the gate on to the commaagws bunched at the
river crossing, picked at by cattle egrets. Proteadf their calves, two of
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them began walking purposefully towards her, héadsred. She shooed
them and they trotted back.

The rains hadn’t come yet. The wetland had driéal nmud-tiles under
sparse grass. The river was very low, a trickle impbetween algaed
pools. She sprawled on the flat rocks that swdheh the riverbed. They
were warm in the sunlight and water rippled eitside of her.

Her call to the Captain had settled something felsker. If he ever found
her belongings, she was determined to pack thgsewgaand send them
back to Patrick.

A cluster of hadedas, spooked by the skitter il mse with an
aggrieved cry. They swooped low over the river #ayoped away. She
tried to focus on Rochelle’s regrets and Reno’sdrer Poor old Reno.
Served him right, though.

She had once been late with her period. When shkldPatrick, his face
had flashed from an instant of happiness to a grenwd terror. Jesus Christ.
Not that she had wanted another child, but she'hadmted him to feel

like that. Not about her. Certainly not about Mandg one was allowed to
feel that way about Mandy. No one but her.

Striding back through the long grass, she feltdpetap of hoppers against
her legs. Warblers chorused from the bank.

Not better enough to greet Stella though. Theygquhssffly, Stella on her
way from town, bag of mealie meal on her headaadghild either side of
her. Odette averted her eyes.

She had popped into town for loo rolls and Handgywhen she caught a
glimpse of that gaunt face and wispy hair. So henita figment of her
imagination, but then neither was he some kingoob&. He was just an
odd-looking guy, nothing more.
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He was slightly ahead and she slowed to keep [@&eewas curious, that
was all. There were so many cross-cutting connestad family and church
in this town, yet he seemed such an outsider. Hen@ rang as they turned
off De La Rey.

Mike. Oh God, now what? She hung back to tak&itlétte? Mike. How's
Nagelaten?’

‘Good thanks. Jo’burg?’
‘Good.’

The man glanced back briefly, but continued walkifdlge let him disappear
around the corner. What was the matter with herwvaejust some weird

guy.

Mike breathed noisily. He did that when he fourcbaversation hard. He
used to speak to his mother like that when theyeweatrried.

‘Is something wrong? Is it Mandy?’

‘No, no, nothing like that. Thanks for your messagehe way. She doesn’t
really call and, | must say, most of the time Id¢o leave well alone.’

‘I try to call every couple ...’

‘Anyway, just thought I'd let you know that I'm gag over next week.
Board meeting.’

She began walking again. ‘Pretty sure you told Bawg.that was the idea,
wasn’t it? That you'd look in on her periodicallit® why we let her go.’

‘I's why you let her go, Odette. Let's be clearthat. | was just wondering
how I let myself get conned into this. When didgthecome my
responsibility? You're her mother, after all.’

She felt a moment of panic. ‘Because you said ybe'dack and forth all
this year, that's why. We discussed ...’

89



‘No, you discussed it. | can’t remember agreeirtgsTvas foisted on me
and now, besides a full schedule of meetings ...’

She turned the corner and started. Somehow shp&tted the man to have
vanished again, but he was struggling with a rubbesgy on the pavement,
torn open by dogs. She nodded and smiled at hinshde/ed no sign of
greeting.

An old stoep wall had collapsed, replaced by acsiine of stones, hubcaps,
an old cart wheel and beer bottles, which allowedsun to glance darkly
through them. Rising abruptly, he stepped ovenibdhe tiny stoep that
abutted the pavement.

‘Hang on a sec, Mike? Excuse me, you've left someth..’

But the man had disappeared, leaving his batteaedrihthe pavement
beside the spilled contents of the rubbish bag.

‘She’s fine, Mike. She might have had a shaky stalife, but she’s come a
long way since then. Didn’t you hear Mrs Brink iziad assembly? She can
do anything she sets out to.’

‘You just assume that I've all the time in the wbthough.’

‘All you have to do is show your face. A bit of esairance, that's all. We're
both just being over-protective. How's Lindy, bytivay?’

‘Fine. Really good. Not sure if | mentioned it, lhdr amnio results were
fine, so no worries there.’

‘Oh. That's nice.’
‘She really enjoys being pregnant. It's nice toengnce that.’

‘I'm sure it must be.’
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They said their cool goodbyes and she was lefteatariside the box of a
house, the last in the street before the coal gadda store selling farm
machinery. She hesitated. Lifting the hat, shepgdmpnto the stoep just as
the man reappeared in his doorway.

She started again. ‘You left your hat ...’

He nodded and stepped forward to take it. The heesmed to repel
sunlight. The unpainted concrete appeared damph®stoep stood the
bench seat from a 1950s car.

‘Dankie! He was younger than she had first supposed. yés were lined,
but he couldn’t be much beyond twenty. He reacledhe hat and turned
abruptly, moving back into the front room. It wamssely furnished — an
ancient armchair, a plain table and wooden chiawak the walls that held
her attention though. They were plastered or, rameared, with thick
clods of what looked like mud and cow dung.

She had seen it packed hard on the floors of olortvekker houses. On the
walls though, it made the room close, claustrophadither than cosy. And
darker than any room she had ever seen. It sméleaind damp.

She felt a prick of fear, not because she feltateneed by him. It was the
strangeness. The rancid darkness that felt, nbfgusidding, but
forbidden.

Odette would have loved to enjoy her pregnancyakin’t as though she
had refused to enjoy it, to prove her credentiala aew woman’, or
something equally banal.

Everything was different for Lindy, as Mike well éw. Odette’s pregnancy
had been so filled with uncertainty, for one thikig. couldn’t have
forgotten, though he now seemed intent upon airingsany part he may
have had in it all.
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It didn’t take a genius to figure that Lindy’s ararhiad subconsciously
sparked the idea for Rochelle’s. She should juse tk@pt her bloody mouth
shut and waited for the insanity to pass. Who bmadwoman would
choose to recall a time she had already dealtavithsuccessfully packed
away?

The birth itself had been nothing to write homewbbike a million other
women, Odette had gestured ‘begone’ to the anaestheuttering things
like ‘natural’ and ‘experience’.

After eight hours of torment, it was the nurseshtto mutter: ‘Too late, my
dear, it's just too late’, while their exchangedrgtes said:.Ja, hulle wil
mos’

The pethidine was marvellous though. Later, shegiglty about that too.
Other people’s babies slept. They made serenetigtleaux with their
mothers while adoring husbands snapped photografike.made guilty
appearances, muttering that he had to make mortlegyifwere to make a
go of this.

To be fair, he hadn’t wanted any of it: not therfed engagement, nor the
registry office nuptials at eight months, which p&ents chose not to
attend. ‘It's not what we would have chosen for y&on,’ his mother told
him, as Odette shamelessly listened in on the diterWhat was she, a
masochist? It was that bloody hopefulness, of aywsnting to hear
Sylvia say that nothing could make a mother hapgirese Odette clearly
made her boy so happy.

‘I know, Mom.” He had sounded so miserable, sogdeap that she had felt
it in her heart to be sorry for him.

Not as sorry as she was for herself though. Shdaind that odd: the
implication that shéad chosen it. That her girlish dream was to wait desi
her pacing bridegroom, cramping with braxton hiddeneath a sign that
declared: ‘Marriages’ this way; ‘Mental Patientsat.

‘What's the diffs?’ Mike had muttered.
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Her baby was the one the other mothers quietlychienurses to take to
the nursery. ‘We just can’t sleep. Not very restisiit?’

The child couldn’t seem to latch on. The nursesalestrated patiently. The
mother alongside smiled encouragingly, resplenaheatmaternal trousseau
that was bridal in its laces and bows. Her babdetes plump arms,
sucking greedily at a lard-white breast.

They showed her again. Then again, with patienaing as thin as their
mouths. Grabbing an aching breast in a meaty tirgy, shoved it at that
gaping mouth. But she just didn’t seem able to looid

‘Nonsense,’ the nurses told her. ‘You haven't Ie&ow to feed yet.” Was
it possible that a baby could be born without tistinct to suck?

‘Why aren’t you holding her?’ Mike said on one a$ inhappy visits. ‘The
other mothers pick them up. Look how they stopragywhen they cuddle
them. Why can’t you do that?’

‘She doesn’t seem to like it when | touch her.’

‘That’s rubbish. My mother says you may not loveady at first sight, but
as soon as you start cuddling it, you'll bond. Thabw all mothers feel.
Why won’t you even try?’

‘You try then.” Mike reached in gingerly and liftéebr from the basinette.
She arched her little back and howled. Other batiersched their hands.

She stretched them out like two starfish unablenba rock to cling to. Or
as a warning not to come near.

‘Well, I'm not her mother. She obviously wants you.

Eventually, Odette couldn’t stand it. She couldr@ar the rejection. She
sent her away. The nurses wheeled her to the yuSdette lay and
watched the other mothers fall in love with thaables. They laughed and
drew attention to every burp and fart. They fouralmost unbearable to
lay them down.
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Odette walked to the nursery and stared througlgldss. Her baby was
damp and red with screaming. Odette’s arms achatiaBs she touched
her wrongly. Perhaps she hadn’t been born with thens touch. She had
failed to learn it from her own mother, who had eelveen much for
touching. Too close a relationship with that otleee, Jack Daniels. But
perhaps it was just as well, considering what hapgéo her brother.

Odette’s arms ached, but they were useless arrtigutithe skill to
comfort. She watched as the nurses scurried ajiggitng her, laying her
down, swaddling and unswaddling her, feeding hé¢emand leaving her
be. Nothing worked and she couldn’t bear it.

She couldn’t bear that she shrieked and archetddwy. She couldn’t bear
that she was so unhappy. She was angry with treegador not trying
harder. She hated them for leaving her to cry.\&&ed to rush in and
snatch her away. She should be able to do it, #¥kay couldn’t. She was
her mother. What kind of mother was unable to caotrifer own child?
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Chapter 11

‘Here | am, packed with pathologies.’

Heather smoothed her skirt, caught between amugeandrexasperation.
‘If you're not careful | will write a journal artle — about all your devious
deflections.’

‘Ah, well done Heather. We could play alliteratimmnis. Maybe we could
keep it going for the full hour.’

Heather struggled to retain her severity. She wetfypwithout being
singular, Odette had always thought. Very few liaed none from
frowning.

‘At least | don’t have to sit through your interralrie heartbreaks to get a
word in. With real friends, decency eventually riegsi you to say: “Okay,
enough about my life. Let’s talk about you. Whatydo think of me?™

Odette would say this for her: at least she allayghed. She felt she
couldn’t sustain this — she still found it hardsty ‘therapy’ — without some
semblance of mutual exchange.

‘Now, if | recall, we were going to talk about yoigelings of loss.’

Ah, so Heather did dunk. But naturally she managedthout fuss, mess,
or biscuit debris silting up her Earl Grey. ‘I wjast admiring the neat way
you dunk. Did you need lessons?’

‘Odette, | do enjoy our chats, but you know thaix my role.’

‘Thank goodness. I'd hate you to dread my comingNa seriously,
Heather, | don’t have any issues there.” Heathekdd doubtful. ‘I tried to

tell you last time. Kids leaving is all part ofdis natural cycle. And no, |
don’t feel at all guilty about that.’
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‘Why do you ...?’

‘I don't believe in guilt, that's why. | think it'sinhealthy. What is, just is.
Deal with it and get on with your life, that's hdive always felt.’

‘Interesting you should bring up guilt. I never niened it.’

‘Oh but you shrinks always do at some stage. Y&er iih everywhere. |
know you.’

She smiled her shrinky smile. ‘Let’'s go back tefdships then. We’'ll
come back to the guilt issue.’

‘Ah don't labour it. I'm not the type to spill myugs to every acquaintance,
but | told you, I'm spoilt for choice. This very y&m meeting a friend for
lunch. And then there’s my business partner ...’

‘Yes, what happened there. Did you talk to her?’

‘Yes, it was just as | thought, she didn’t want todeel nervous. Talking of
which, | do actually have something real to telliybis week.’

Odette ran through the burglary with, she felttifizble pride. In fact,
repeating the story only emphasised quite how shredld coped. When she
finished, there was silence. Not what she’d expkcte

Heather leant forward. ‘But why didn’t you mentithns immediately? You
left Jo’burg partly to escape the crime, and now ...’

‘No | did not. Anyway, my burglary here ...’
‘Robbery. It was a robbery, Odette. We spoke abmait’

‘Well okay, then. But this really was just a bumglal actually thought
you’'d be proud of how | handled things.’

‘You did handle things, Odette, but perhaps eelittlo well, considering.
I'd prefer you to face your feelings, not bury themactivity.’
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‘| told you. It happened, | felt bad for a whilestihn| moved along.
Singularly healthy, | should say. And | did notyeaecause of crime.’

‘Why did you leave then?’

| left ... I don’t know. | just wanted something ... aher, | suppose. More
manageable. Something that was mine.’

‘Smaller? But why? Don’t you deserve a big life?’

Odette sighed. She looked up for inspiration asdjsaial, found none.
Heather’'s rooms were powder blue, with harmonigingts. Heather had
made damn sure there could never be the slighteasmn for: ‘Did you
find that sculpture on your last trip to Samarkand?

‘Is your life so very large? Is anyone’s? It wakhww-away remark,
Heather. And I'm busy talking about my burglaryydu don’t mind. This
is why | have to save up things to tell you.’

Heather laughed. ‘So you've had no flashbacks. ymdre sleeping fine,
no bad dreams ...’

‘I'm sleeping like a baby and no, | never dream.’

Heather watched her. She could feel herself fidgetMWell, hardly at all.
Nothing to write home about, anyway.’

The sound of traffic rose between them until itsed that, if she didn’t
break it, it would overwhelm them both. ‘Okay, gy after the burglary |
had ... not a bad dream, exactly. More ridiculoudiyegso you can stop
looking so expectant.’

‘Tell me this ridiculous dream then. Hopefullyhis at least a few decent

pathologies. By the way, you're dripping damp shi@ad on my new
carpet.’

97



Odette gave a rapid summary of the flat roof, hemapts to warn the
oblivious party-goers and their inexorable falleéictably, Heather asked
what Odette thought her dream meant. Odette shdu@ie'd been forced
to trot the bloody thing out, she wasn’t goingriterpret it too.

Heather smiled. Perhaps Odette was afraid of doémm while trying to do
good? Odette shrugged again.

‘Maybe you fear your capacity to damage the pegpiecare about.’
Odette still wasn’t buying. You could say that abauyone.

‘Perhaps you suspect that all your attempts to pawple are really
attempts to harm.’

‘Oh come on Heather.’

‘So you're not trying to shrink your life smallené smaller so you're less
able to cause harm?’

‘Oh for fuck sake, that’s a stretch, even for arj@lh article. I'm sorry |
raised the stupid dream. Maybe sometimes a dreamtia dream. |
probably just saw something on TV.’

Heather fussed with the tissue box. She alwayshditj making sure one
tissue was sticking out in a hopeful way. Heatlzerght her watching and
laughed grudgingly.

‘Well, you could do worse than use one now andragts good to cry.’

‘I've nothing to cry about. | have a new beginnargd ... | even have a new
friend, which ought to please you mightily.’

There were only five minutes left, so she told ddeout dinner with
Adriaan. She timed it wrong though. She should heaited a couple more
minutes. It was hard to judge, like dunking a dhaad.

‘Oh.’
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‘What do you mean, “Oh”? Sometimes a dinner is gudinner.’
‘Yes, much like your dream. Do you like him?’
‘I wouldn’t have dinner with the poor man if | didike him.’

Heather considered her silently. ‘Oh, don’'t ga¢hd've done the love-of-
my-life thing. I'm not looking to repeat the exeser’

Heather still didn’t say anything. Irritating.

‘It's emotionally uncomplicated. Totally. | had &ea dinner ... and he paid.
Always a plus.’

‘So, he didn't kiss you goodnight then?’

* * *

It was one of those still Spring days that asprkate summer. In just a
couple of weeks, winter had vanished. Baked jasmawe the air a holiday
smell. Bougainvillea massed on walls and coloniseels.

Newspaper sellers sweltered at intersections, thaidles proclaiming
FIFA’s confidence that the stadiums would be reiadyme. The World
Cup seemed to have become central to the city psyetike Nagelaten,
where she was hardly aware of it.

Heather'sStar, skimmed while her earlier client took his lealad
brimmed with earth-shattering conjecture: Wouldrtbeds be ready?
Would the world get lost on endless detours? Wihddights stay on or
would the world stumble around blindly in the dak®uld the world like
us? (Please like us. Please.) Would the world gejged? Would the world
get drunk at Ellis Park and wander off, unwaryoiHiillorow?

Beggars and hawkers had sussed the mood. Flagaaatapa helmets
were replacing cardboard signs declaring when tifeidren had last eaten,
that they didn’t do crime or the odd comedian’sitliog was dead and
their cat in rehab.
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They swarmed the red lights, making winding motiaen she shook her
head and failed to open her window. She had no. &éésthenough to spare,
anyway. But their hand-to-mouth gestures maderafiaer and filled her
with shame, making her wish the bloody robot watlidnge.

Had there always been so very many? She wasn’'ttagee roads any
more: the hooting, weaving chaos of them. The Wayaxis cut and thrust
and the Mercs jostled and bragged of their horsepolvtook her longer
than she expected and she arrived at bookshopd-attid slightly shaky.
This was why people left this place.

She had arranged to meet Palesa here so thatsdekdbtwo birds, one
being Melissa’s book token. It was cool inside ahd found herself
absorbing the peace rather than seriously brow§Shg.missed having a
bookshop to pop into, if only to hear someone as&mthe new Franzen
would be out, or what the name of that book wasnagfae one about...? It
made a change from the cattle auction, or the pficeealies.

Palesa managed to crack the still surface jushbgrieg the store. Robust
and shiny with vigour, she caused people to looknghsmile at the sight
of her. Odette ordered them each a slice of quaritka cappuccino (which
was good here). She carried them out to the caurtybere a yesterday
today and tomorrow overpowered even the smell tieeo

She was unused to being in Jo’burg company. Shiekehbriefly about
what she still had to talk about, so she rushemlantaccount of her
burglary — the short version, because burglariag Wardly hot news — and
she was relieved when Palesa lost interest andadweek

‘We rode a good twenty ks. Fine once you're ondpen road, but getting
through Jo’burg traffic! And it doesn’t help thaewvere two women.’

Odette was content to sip her coffee and punciudkethe odd ‘uh-huh’ .

Palesa could make even the traffic diverting, putietough her vociferous
engagement with it. It made Odette smile.
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‘... those snooty white women in their 4x4s are baough. But those Zulu
men: they’re not used to giving way to anyone,tleésll anyone they see
as weaker.’

Odette found she was enjoying herself. Heatherfilad a gap, there was
no doubt about that, but she wouldn’t be seeingerh longer. There was
something seductive about speaking entirely aboutself for an hour, but
it wasn’'t as though she needed the therapy. Whatheée had done, though,
was make her realise the need to make some effibrtire friends she still
had. If only to avoid becoming a loony recluse vgpoke only to her cats.

‘I could just imagine the headlines if we'd bothebeflattened by that bus.
We have to be a bit careful of things like that.’

‘What, of dying?’
Palesa laughed. ‘No, | mean ... you do know who latirey, don’t you?’
‘I've heard talk, but you don’t have to tell me.’

‘Chevonne, | suppose. | told her in a weak momut that girl never could
keep her mouth shut. No it's fine, | trust you. Yaan't blab.’

Odette wished she didn’t. She really wished shelavou No way of
stopping her though, without causing insult. Odggtelike clapping her
hands to her ears and breaking into raucous sartg?&esa was bursting
to tell someone, anyone, about her weekend witl€CthyeCouncillor’s wife.

It wasn’t that Odette felt strongly about the iedity. Their indiscretions
were their own responsibility, and only the Cityu@aillor's wife knew
what the City Councillor was like at home. It wadinat at all.

‘Funny, | heard he was a Cabinet Minister,” Odstal, largely to divert
her from more detail.

‘That Chevonne, she always has to make a mealaesf/thing. It's why |
should never tell her anything. | certainly havealt her why | don’t speak
to my family, so don't tell her, okay?’
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Odette didn’t say anything. She didn’'t know whyd2al didn’t speak to her
family and she so hoped that Palesa wasn't goitgltber.

‘| was dating this chick from varsity, see? It wast Christmas and she was
pissed off that | wasn’t showing her off to my faynii

Odette found she was holding her breath. Once gbthem off, Palesa’s
confidences were like an avalanche. After a while felt you might
suffocate beneath the weight of them.

‘So she goes and outs me. And right there at thiestdias table too. I'll
never forgive her for that. So, what about you? yoe seeing anyone?’
Odette shook her head.

‘Never mind. Without a kid in the house, I'm sutd be easier. Not that
I’'m suggesting you ...’

‘What, that I've pushed her from the womb? Helld2al, they should be
full-term by Mandy’s age, or at least viable. Eviehdid, it's at most an
elective C-section, not a sneaky abortion.’

‘Shut up, you. You've got your character on thermidalesa threw back
her head and laughed without the least awkwardfi&$sch reminds me,
I've been meaning to ask. With all that stuff yauwriting, your kid, she

isn't...?’

And here it was. It wasn'’t the infidelities or augs that made Odette
uneasy. It was friendship itself that she foundlh&he paused to form her
words.

‘There’s not much to say really. Yes, Mandy wasnbwith a condition ...
very manageable though.’

‘Not like in the storyline?’
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‘No, no, nothing like Down’s. Nothing to write honadout really. She
needed a few therapies, but only to write neaitya fball, concentrate, stuff
like that.’

‘Far as | can see, every bloody child needs thetlapse days. So was it
your ... | mean, was it from your family?’

‘Pointless to speculate. The way | see it, everygimes their kids
something: bad eyesight, fat thighs, a ghastlyqreaigty ...’

She should have stuck with Heather. At least shereguired to pay for her
time in cash, rather than confidences.

* * %

Venezia was still empty when she arrived, excepttfe owner, who was in
full sordid argument with his daughter in the carighey were a soap
opera in themselves, those two. Odette noddededigge She had never
cared enough to catch his name, and now it seenoddte to ask.

Palesa followed on her bicycle a minute or tworlatrong legs gleaming
with effort. Odette had offered to push the bikitihe back of her car, but
Palesa had countered that you didn’t push a ramkegyanywhere, least of
all into the back of a Toyota.

‘Pity the burglars didn’t take it. You could’ve at@ed and bought
something decent,’ she added, just as Chevonne icaBmody hell. She
hated to provide Chevonne with such a giveawagdébadenfreude

‘You were burgled?’ Unpacking her capacious baggv@nne burst into
gales of merry laughter. ‘You left here ... and gotdbed there?’

‘Why is this so funny, Sis’Chevonne?’ asked Palesa.
‘Oh, no reason,’ she said tilting a smug glancé thay. ‘Except ...’

‘Except what?’ Palesa shouldn’t get drawn in. Isvexactly what
Chevonne wanted.
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‘Where will the poor white folks go to escape ugté

That, however, Odette could not ignore. ‘| beg ypardon? Have you ever
been to Nagelaten?’

‘And since when did you become so very black?’ ddRalesa, hands on
hips, waggling her head from side to side

Chevonne’s needling always sent Odette’s irritatewel screaming into the
red. Somehow you shifted into defensive mode a@@mip furious at
yourself.

‘There’s bloody-side more black people in my neigintnood ...’

‘Eish. Exactly why | wouldn’t move there,” said Ba&. ‘What! Don’t look
at me like that. I've just moved to the suburbsuYleink | want the whole
township moving in next door?’

She and Chevonne both stared. Then the three mof biest into laughter.

‘Ag come on, girlfriend.” Chevonne looped an arneo®@dette’s shoulder.
‘Only kidding hey?’

Odette was relieved to feel her anger dissolve.t8blethe seat beside
Palesa as Lex cleared his throat. When they gotiette’s storyline, Lex
was sucking ruminatively at a chocolate digestiys, coated in a brown
veneer. He normally gave his notes first, but todayalled for comments.
Probably wanted to gauge the general reaction éefmmmitting himself.

‘| think it's great the way you do the pregnancyftt said Chevonne,
making up for her earlier goading.

‘Nice taut emotion,” added Palesa. Odette gave thaurreptitious thumbs-
up. ‘Hey, | was surprised. You're not exactly thesnemotional person.’

‘Doesn’t mean | can’t imagine it, idiot.’
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‘There’s just one thing | don’t get,” Chevonne saMy cousin’s best friend
was really old so it was her own fault. But Rocéslisupposed to be in her
20s.’

‘I's no one’s fault, ’ said Odette, probably withore asperity than it
warranted. ‘And Down’s can occur even under theadibly advanced age
of 35

‘Yes, you sickeningly young person,” added Mariad for your
information, women in their 40s are still fertilecado actually still have
sex.” She couldn’t resist a glance at Lex.

‘Ee-ooh,’ said Chevonne with a grimace of distalste,everyone ignored
her. Odette made a rubbing motion over Palesalsdap pad, to indicate
the R50 Palesa owed her. They waeodaving an affair. Palesa shook her
head and mouthed: ‘not proven’.

‘What are you naughty girls discussing there ambygsrselves?’ Margie
asked. Odette judged her to be at that stage efidere she couldn’t resist
letting it be known, despite their sworn secrecyex’s unhappy little wife.
All these social signals went directly over Lex&sal, of course. Sometimes
Odette wondered how he managed to appreciate tbhearal content of

her stories.

‘Margie? Anything?’

‘I have ... hmm, | have a couple of notes on Odet®sy. Lex? Why don’t
you have your say first though. | don’t want to rdydhe waters.’

‘Might as well. Lex is busy muddying his sparklingter,” Palesa muttered.

They paused while cappuccinos were served. Odéiselsa fern etched in
the foam, better than she could have managed. &wded more practice.

‘I'm liking it, | must say,’ Lex said. ‘I like thavay you set the poor bastard

up. First he’s actually quite happy about the ammesults. Like, whew,
now she really has to get rid of it.’
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‘Exactly what | was going to say,” added Margiedily. ‘I like that you've
even set the date for the abortion. Clever girl.’

Odette made another rubbing gesture in Palesastiin, but Palesa
frowned and feigned total concentration.

Lex ran through his notes quickly, always a gogghsan unmotivated
comment in scene 32 (Granted. Fixable with a woravo); scene 45
sounded like it would move a bit slowly (Idiot! Etramal content can’t be
rushed. Worth a relook though.); and a slight chtion in the final scene
(wording could be changed - for fools).

‘Should we quickly brainstorm the B story from hereout? | gather you'll
have her go to the brink. Does Reno go with her?’

‘Hang on a sec.” Chevonne, naturally. ‘I haven’t ti,e motivation for
changing her mind. Surely she wants her life back.’

‘Actually, that’s true.” Lex said. ‘Why the fuck?’

Odette spoke very slowly. ‘Well Lex, abortion isedsy, emotionally.
Rochelle’s been brought up strictly. This is likébybe very traumatic.’

‘Ja ja, | get all the trauma and shit. But thiglifferent. The child’s a ...’
‘Guilt, Lex. Ever heard of it?’

‘Ha. Not motivated,” said Chevonne. ‘You said itsm& their fault, so why
would she feel guilty?’

‘God, you guys? If you're not mothers, you musteasst have met one
somewhere along the line. Even your own will do.’

Everyone was talking at once, Margie shaking hadrend chuntering on

about children being a blessing, Chevonne withlardlower of wisdom
from her cousin’s best friend.
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Odette raised her voice over the din. ‘All mothiersl guilt, okay? Now,
multiply that by ten when the kid has a geneticditbon, irrational as that
may be. Goes with the territory.’

‘You don't,” said Palesa. There was silence.
‘Well you ... | mean, you don’t appear to.” She lodkencertain.
‘I'm highly evolved.’

‘Did | say the wrong thing?’ Palesa muttered, stgudown at her pad. ‘I
thought it was just a few school problems. | didmibw it was secret.’

‘It's not. | just don't talk about it — mainly begse it's not an issue.’

‘So what the helis wrong with your kid?’ Lex asked with admirable
sensitivity.

Stock version: Thousands of genetic conditions. WMampletely
unclassifiable. Still more completely random ...

She’d lost them. There seemed to be much runnirthe@pavement
outside. A few shrieks and yells. Chevonne, belmggybbungest, was first to
the door. Odette rose more slowly to see car gusralsering.

‘What's happening, what's happening?’ Lex calle@/.72vans were
screeching up in formation further down the road.

Palesa and Odette pushed past Chevonne to seeerslailgged children to
cars. School kids and delivery men ran towardstmemotion.

‘What's happening?’ Lex called plaintively. A youngpther, frog-
marching two toddlers and a pram to her car, gldmcefly in their
direction. ‘Robbery. Fruit shop.’

Candice from the stationery shop, who was marodtié optometrist, ran
by, yelling: ‘Thought it was Eddie’s shop. But iGarlos. They've gone
now. Five guys with AKs.’
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She and Palesa made their way through the meleer wake. They
reached the fruit shop just as Carlos said: ‘Okdist show’s over. Still
open for business.’

The 24/7 guards still stood about with rifles catlself-consciously. A
parrot-grey lady, unpacking her veggies, called ™ell Carlos, I'm not
surprised they picked on you. It's daylight robb&rghop here.’

Everyone laughed, except Carlos. Odette and Palasdered back down
the pavement, while Carlos berated all and sunairyhie injustice. Outside,
a man awkwardly patted the shoulder of a schoolginb wept into a
disintegrating tissue. Four women, shopping badiseat feet, clustered
outside Spar, one of them speaking urgently. ‘kmtaso much the things
they took...’

‘I know,” said one of her companions. ‘When we loags...’
There were no broomsellers to be seen, but thguzads were all at their
posts, waving motorists into parking spaces asghawthing had

happened.

Palesa put a hand on her arm before they reackeatltbrs. ‘I'm helluva
sorry, hey, Odes. | didn’'t mean ... | never realised.

‘It's nothing. It’s fine. | hardly think about ithat's all.” Gently, she
removed Palesa’s hand — but gave it a small squestze

‘Friends?’

‘Nah, hate your guts. You're just too insensitigetirow off.’ Palesa
punched her arm.

Chevonne was shaking her head as they returnedc&d come join you
in your little town? | am an Afrikaner after allcanpraatthetaal.’

‘Brown ones don’t count,’ said Palesa.
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‘Hey, so now I'm too brown? Earlier ...’

‘Oh shut up, you two. You're both welcome to joie in the Free State, but
just remember I'm a storyliner. | couldn’t affordet arty Karoo town with
guaint shops and galleries.’

‘Bugger that,” said Palesa. All you need is two bays to open a restaurant
and your prices will instantly soar. I'll use myfliurence.’

‘Look you guys,’ said Lex. ‘We’ve wasted enoughKung time sight-
seeing. Can we get on with this or what?’

The traffic wasn’t too bad. Where it really counteas on the secondary
road. You couldn’t speed on the main highway —dheas always at least
one trap. The secondary road was a pleasure, gatoyou missed the
potholes and didn’t get stuck behind a truck.

Once you’d been on the secondary road for a wihieeground undulated
like waves preparing to break. The land was yelloached by frost and
lack of rain. Before her move, she had considerdeeipallor of
deprivation, but now she could see the variatioitsinindertones: its
browns, fawns, vaals and wan yellows, even pinks.

She did end up behind a truck, sitting in his fufeeghree blind rises. On
the downhills, he gave the monster its head asckéd wildly over the ruts
left by its countless brothers.

There were few trees, except around farmhousesidages. She spied a
cluster of bushes, but dusk played tricks. It wgathering of cows —
Drakensbergers by the look of them, though it wasl o tell how black
they were in this light.

Funnily enough, she had always found cattle romaktaybe that was
what had drawn her to Adriaan. Awful thought, duwas true to say those
were probably the happiest times she could remenalter Lucien died
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and her dad left. Her mother had always told elall@ostories of wartime
spies and secret codes, but she could barely resrahit now. When the
task fell to Oupa, he could only rustle up stoabsut cows. Special breeds
of Nguni who, ‘like you and me,” had adapted toitiersh conditions.

‘Just as beautiful as you, with those specklegaur nose.” He would
break off to draw pictures of their dappled redd ashes of white.

‘You might think, because they're small, they'rdicate. But, despite their
beauty, they're hardy. Like you, my poppet. Yournmis not strong, but
you ... you are a true survivor.’

Poor old Oupa. He didn’t have the imagination f@d&-up stories. It was
the best he could do. That and the games he artbboys had played on
the hills outside Ixopo, before he’'d been sentdartling school. He told
her the names for different cattle markings, likg& of the lark, Hornbill
takes to flight. He had loved them, she thougmhost as much as he’'d
loved her.

She managed to pass the truck, though the manoeagra trifle hairy.
Just as she put on a burst of speed, she hadke ana veer onto the gravel
to avoid a cluster of potholes.

Oupa would have loved to sit down with his pipe agthsie brandewymho
discuss the cross-breeds and variations on theguidis. Or maybe he
wouldn’t. Adriaan might love his cows, but realrfang was a business,
whereas for Oupa it had been a romance, a love Hit never was.

The sky was dramatic, and vast. Cumulus, flattdresgbath, rose in
bulbous formations. Garlands of sunlight draped d¢ive sides of darkened
hills. Before her, the clouds grew intensely pinkl &led over the sky. In
her rearview mirror, they were a deep gold, ingjadontrast to the cobalt
beneath.

The pink disappeared first, then the gold. Darkmnigepped over the

landscape as though a black-out curtain had beamndacross one of her
mother’s stories.
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Oh well, her oupa would surely have been happg&her now. She had
come full circle. She had come to her own placeov¥s, where she was
fairly sure she could grow her own sturdy, specldigdngth, just as he had
always hoped she would.

She pulled up in the pitch dark, grabbed bags andIMs packets and
rustledawkwardly from the car. She put her bags down wdthie scrabbled
for the key. The Milky Way was a creamy smear acthse sky, the
Southern Cross so close it could be over the niéixt h

Something moved on her front stoep. For a secaraything halted. Then
the shadows clotted into a figure which advancedtere the moon
dribbled light across his face. Willie, from nexiad.

‘God, you gave me ... Williel What the bloody helearou doing here?’
‘Sorry man. | was waiting for you. Watching the Beu

‘Did something happen?’

‘No man, but they watch, you know. They can seenwymi’re gone.’

He smelt of cheap brandy and acrid stompies ledsiitrays overnight.
Gesturing in the direction of Stella’s tumble-dolause, he added:
‘They've been checking things out.’

‘Did you call the police?’

‘Ag, what's the use of them. But | can help yom Iback from Bloem for
good now.’

She put her bags down again. They were digginghatdingers.
‘Couldn’t get a job. All they want is the blacks.’

‘Okay that's ...’
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‘And if you get a job, they’ll chuck you out yourfany-bleddy thing.’
‘Okay | get it, Willie.’

He blinked at her, his gaze uncomprehending. Shddéeated suddenly.
She had no conception of what his life was like] arsense of grievance
was probably the only legacy he could expect fréanF@nie.

‘I'll stay in your house. In the back room. The atmvn there next to the
kitchen.’

Dismay rose in her throat, so sharp it burnt hegte. Would this happen
every time she travelled to Jo’burg? Would she &atla’s sons or cousins
or nephews had been ... were still ... inside her D»@&ee couldn’t live
like that. Yet this was no alternative.

‘Look, I don’t ... I work from home.” She picked ughpackets and took a
step.

‘You're a white woman on your own. It's not goinghe the last time. At
least then they know there’s a man around. Antinfrot here, I'll be next
door with the toppies.’

‘I know you're being kind, Willie and I'm gratefuBut | don’t think so. I'm
too ... I'm just too bloody solitary, okay?’

‘You're making a big mistake.’

She let herself in and poured a glass from the @imray she had opened
two days ago. It tasted sour. Probably just operidog.
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Chapter 12

‘Captain Fitz, please.’

‘Man of vro®”

‘Man. The husband, please.’

‘Fitz wat praat’

‘Hi Captain, it's Odette.’

‘Ja Odette, no news I'm afraid. But we are still ...’

‘No Captain ... well, partly. But | wondered if | claduask your advice.’
‘Oh, okay. Hundred percent. | was goingii@ak a draapast you anyway.
I’'m going to have one more go at talking with oelBt | still think she
know more than she says.’

‘Thanks Captain. | didn’t think you’d still be inmested.’

‘No man. In the city, they don’t care about burgdar But me, | never let a
case go. Besides, we like to look after our visitddake sure our town’s
treating them okay.’

He was busy with a stabbing in the new tavern treachurch, so they
made a date for the day after next, in the morrifglong as it’s not too
close to lunchtime. My wife will kill me if I'm nohome for lunch.’

‘The stricter of the Captain Fitzes?’

‘You have no idea.’

113



Something had changed in De Wet Street, much asgjie try to ignore
it. She tried to focus on the bank on De La Reygddme an incongruous
flourish in its row of dumpy shops, topped ande@iby the church and
town silos.

Those old buildings told you stuff: they said wha town was about, what
it existed for and what it had hoped to become ..hé&k; what did she
know. Perhaps they only spoke of the past.

De Wet was impossible to ignore. Overnight, it badome a field hospital
for cars: spent hulks drooling oil; entrails of areg carcasses leaning over
fractured axles.

A large black man — a giant of a man — leant agjain old bakkie, its hind
guarters resting on bricks. He held a spanner lthohhis left hand, as
though he were about to use it as a weapon. It @adte a moment to
realise he was speaking to her.

‘| said: “You're the Corolla”. I'm George.’

He had been impassive, sizing her up. But just beehroke into an abrupt
grin that split his face like the Red Sea parting.

‘Odette. Sorry? I'm the ...?’

‘The Corolla round the corner. Gauteng registration

‘Well spotted. And you're ... This is your, um ...?’

‘My business, yes. I'm the new neighbour.” He pukhanself upright,
buttons defending their stronghold against an acingrstomach. ‘Come,

I'll show you. Seen you a couple of times. Whateage have you done?’

‘Jeez, | don’t know, George. It’s like asking a wamher age. Probably
more than we’d either of us care to admit.’

George laughed musically, strange in so large a iamuushered her
towards his new house. Where a week ago, thathadderved as dainty
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display to an old man’s roses, it was now a riahdecently exposed car
innards. Before her eyes, she saw property vahlesg ... whee-ker-
chunk.

Two terriers, identical in their mongrel oddity,ached forward, yapping
frantically. George swiped a large arm at them.eigak.’

They voetsaked, disappearing beneath the rustdico$lagkombi from
where their noses emerged, emitting aggrieved y@lpsmalous creatures,
they combined the jackal ears of the township dwaig/s the long nose and
wiry hair of some trusty pedigree. Oh, the troudohel strife that must have
caused.

‘I know Toyotas. Taxis were my main business im8&ton. I’'m cheaper
than the white garage, because | work from home.’

‘Yes, convenient. Has anyone ... | mean, are yowmatbto open a
workshop here, in your house?’

He shrugged, a barely perceptible rise of mounterahoulders. ‘Some of
the white people around here are complaining to me.

Odette clicked her teeth and shook her head, disedsg herself from
such reactionary views. He looked her over, shrdgggin. ‘What must |
do? I'm a businessman. | must make a business.’

‘And the council?’ She felt uncomfortable askingt bhe did wonder.

‘The council has enough to worry them.’

In principle, she supposed there probably wasnthhdifference between
this and keeping cows or sheep. Less picturesquagth

‘If | pay them what they’re due, why should theguble me? It's a
business, fair and square ... And you? Where donyamy?’

‘Oh, I work from home too. Although,’ she glancedand at the
mechanical carnage, ‘writing doesn’t take up qadanuch space.’
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He laughed his tuneful laugh. ‘Lucky you brougtdttbhaby here. Corollas
are number one on the stolen car list ...’

‘... in Jo’burg, yes | know. And now | go and get ralfurgled here.
Lucky the car wasn’t around at the time.’

‘Eish. Bad. Very bad.” His large head swung to &od‘I'll speak to a few
people. I've got a few contacts. See what | cad @int.’

‘Thanks George. Captain Fitz is apparently somd kiihhot-shot, but he
doesn’t seem to be getting anywhere with Stell@’sStine old lady
squatting that house down there.’

‘The municipal house, yes, | know her. Tried to Ibhigt place myself.’

‘What happened there? Why was it standing empty@lthe municipality
could still use it?’

‘Housing clerk ate the housing money. They weramilag a big extension
to the township then one morning he was gone, Aildeafunds too.’

He shook his head and settled the folds of his li@ok into a scowl.
Leaning his elbows on the bakkie, he waved thersgraat her. ‘I'm not
sorry now. It wasn’t big enough for me, but Ou Btelas quick as
lightning. Squatted it before the council got thgbuhe red tape. Sorry for
them.’

‘And now it’s falling down. What a shame. And stendurgle me anytime
she feels the urge.’

‘Ai, I don’t know. She’s not a bad old auntie, ti&tella. My wife’s
mother’s cousin.’

‘Ah hell, 'm sorry.’
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‘Uh uh. Uh uh.” His cheeks shivered in harmonic imot ‘Every other
person you look at in Nagelaten will be some fartolyne. Half of them |
wouldn’t give water on a hot day.’

His terriers crept towards him. George treated e¢aehhind-quarter scratch
with the heel of his boot. They collapsed and batechachs in a delirium
of submission.

‘Enough,’ he said, throwing an arm upward. She wasme if he was
referring to the dogs or his relatives. The dogaldaled back under the
bakkie, just their noses visible.

‘If I can make a business ... we had the same chasee8 Why come ask
me for money, as if | owe them?’ He gave a resaumndiick. ‘But ou Stella
now. She’s the only one never asks for help.’

Bloody hell, she was getting tired of this. Why éxkryone defend Stella,
even Fitz? And when had she become the bad guy#nbuthings around,
wasn't it?

‘Well, I'm very sorry for her — all those kids. Lkpmaybe she wasn’t
personally involved, but she sure as hell let opjeaple through her

property.’

He gave another click, this one sliding off hisnfréeeth. ‘Ja no it’s bad,
man. Listen, | hope you come right with that. But@tella?’ He shook his
head, considering, ‘I don’t know.’

They parted and she continued up the road. Catedviar his attention
from his yard nearly as far as the Liebowitz Harteyan the corner of De
La Rey.

Dr Babu, white robes flapping, left the hardwagstwith a bottle of what
looked like paraffin. He headed across the roddd@lass-fronted shop. A
row of sad faces waited beneath a sign that prahpsais enlargement and
powerful erection; making you liked at work; curitige sickness of the
kidney; barren women; lost lovers and the bewitch&bkotela wesinto
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She passed the chemist and the Indian shop whetessas jostled
buckets and transistor radios across the covenashpent. Two women
wrapped in bright blankets, both carrying bulk bafjsrange chips, called
to friends on the other side of the road.

At the Chinese shop, two dark-eyed faces frameddoeway. Who had
decreed that these solemn little girls, the smalléhe two audibly sucking
a thumb, should circumnavigate the world, onlyrid @p in a dusty town
somewhere in the Free State?

A figure brushed out through the doorway, takinghwit the faintest whiff
of woodsmoke and dank spaces. She straightenedatoted the strange
guy from the dark house lope across the pavemehindm the street. He
kept his eyes to the ground, hair straggling froemdap he hid beneath.

Of course, it made perfect sense that he would bkopamong the
sunglasses, fireworks and junk. His affinity wikietowners lay in being
accepted by no one, black or white. And in haviadamguage that could
ever breach that divide.

The Nagelaten Ouftfitters still had all its origifidings — wooden cases and
shallow drawers for socks and underpants. Theresaa®thing reassuring
about its smells of polish and musty furnishindgse &ad the vague sense
that she remembered shops like this from her coddhbut then, perhaps it
just fitted her template of a rural town.

Odette greeted the owner with a passaldieldag’, but the woman
switched instantly to English. She had a hairdy \ige Trudie’s.
Nagelaten only had one hairdresser.

‘What can | do for you?’

‘I saw you had those warm flannel shirts marked mlow She lifted a
shirt-tail and rubbed it against her cheek.'Do thegke these here?’

‘What? Here?’ The woman harumphed. ‘Chinese, ofsmurhere’s not a
thing in my shop that's not Chinese ... except forand my cat.’
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Odette smiled and replaced the shirt. They weiEniice as she’d thought,
but she riffled through them, searching for sommegtother than XXL and
XXXL.

‘Aren’t you the English from Terblanche Street?’

‘Sorry? Oh, yes, that's me. The English from Temblze Street.’

‘I'm a friend of Trudie. From church. She tells y&u write forTrophie®’

‘I'm in the storyline team. We work out the stotlgen the script writers fill
in the scenes.” The colours were nice, but thessize€Do you watch?’

‘Every single day. On the dot of five I'm out ofrlee| was hoping to see
you, actually. Something’'s been worrying me.’

‘Have you got any other sizes maybe?’

‘What's the matter with you people? Can’t you sem®&®and Rochelle are
keen on each other? Even | can see that.’

She couldn’t find a shirt small enough. They wdtedy people, these
Nagelatens. Big-boned men who ran to fat in theddhe years, and farm-
bred women who became barrel-shaped before thegdiuorty.

‘Haven’t you noticed how they feel about each deher
She no longer found this weird. After a couple efss working in soaps,
she now just accepted that the existence of writehs't necessarily

preclude the reality of their characters in somalpe world.

‘Well yes ... Look I'm not allowed to tell you whathpens, but just so you
know, we've already written months ahead of what'g@watching now.’

‘You can just tell from the way they look at ea¢heay. His poor wife. You

don’t want that to happen, really, man. They must themselves together
before it's too late.’
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‘You know? | think you shouldn’t worry too much. \&twill be will be, |
always say. Think how | feel, being able to seésanto the future.’

‘That'’s all the stock I've got left. I'll get moneext winter. But now tell me.
That mayor’s son, he’s not really a moffie, is he?’

‘But you've seen that already, haven’t you? He hagn’t had the courage
to come out yet.’

‘No man. | don't like to see that in my home. Thare ways, you know?
He shouldn’t give in to it. He should trust in Giadhelp him. Will you tell
him that please? From me?’

She didn’t buy a fake flannel shirt after all.

* * %

The man turned as she entered, mid-complaint.nltdbink it's fair, that’s
all’

He was clearly at home in the home-industry, e¥ée idid look like a
parrot in a chicken coop. His shirt was brightlgtaact, gathered at the
cuffs. He wore it tucked into his pants.

‘Ag Danie,’ Trudie was saying, ‘you know what this tos/like. Oh hi,
Odette.’

‘Hey, the celebrity. I'm Danie.’

‘Celebrity? Hardly.’

‘You write for Trophies,don’t you?’

Trudie was sitting behind her table while Danieqghdifting jams and
inspecting tartlets. His lips were pursed, che&kshid. A plastic sheet was

taped across the doorway to their coffee shopyvangsatisfying sounds of
banging emanated from behind it.
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Odette appropriated the chair on the other sidaetable. ‘What’'s not fair
by the way? Or am | butting in where I’'m not warited

‘Ag nee,nothing really. Danie and | were at high schooktbgr. He went
away to be an artist, but now he’s come back tohteat at the high
school.’

Danie stood on tiptoe to see into the mirror Trudipt on the shelf above
her table. He inspected a minute red spot on t@slclnd rubbed at it
vigorously.

‘| paint nudes,’ he said, without turning. ‘Thatiee. It's my expression. But
now suddenly I'm not allowed.’

‘Now Danie, that's not exactly true. The domineé sy they can't stop
what you do in your own home.’

A farmer appeared at the door to drop off a loachitk tarts and carrot
cakes. Trudie broke off for an exchange over his'wblood pressure and
next week’s order. Danie waited for the man to éeav

‘What's the point if you can’t exhibit? Come onutiie. Whose side are
you on?’ Trudie began packing cakes on shelvesg8he a small shake of
the head and bestowed an indulgent smile on him.

Odette couldn’t resist: ‘I'm sorry, but | don’t uastand what the hell it's
got to do with some dominee.’

Trudie and Danie looked at each other. ‘They wtet'tne teach if | show
my nudes. Besides, he is still my dominee.’

‘Are you religious?’
Trudie and he exchanged glances again. ‘Look, d & last, ‘It's not like

| go to church every week. But | still have a cliurfEveryone has a
church.’
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They both glanced at her, realising she suppobatinbw perhaps someone
in the community may not actually have a church.

‘So you'd be like an outcast, or excommunicatedamething?’
They glanced at each other again. You’d swear ahedrom outer
Mongolia, not a city some ninety minutes away. [@agg@emed to be
forcibly restraining his eyes from rolling. Theythdaughed.

‘No man, it’s not like that,” said Trudie.

‘It's not medieval.’

‘But your church is your people. It's your communilt would just make it
hard ...’

‘Anyway, | can’t afford to live here if | don't te&.’

She told Trudie she’d arranged to fetch the coffieehine as soon as
renovations were complete. And, she certainly wotiddish it away, but
heavy rains were forecast and maybe they shouttithaimbs for it to hold
off? Just till the renovations were done?

‘Can you two use your influence? And maybe for Ly8ean’s grand
opening, while you’re about it.’

Trudie threw a superstitious glance at the ceiéind shook her head. Danie
waved a dismissive hand. ‘Nothing will put peopfeamming. Telling
you.’

‘We don't like to pray for no rain,’” said Trudidt’s not right.’
Trudie could remember drought more readily thancshad rain
apparently. ‘Seven years to one of rain — it's allbat. And then it usually

rains too much and ruins the crops. Stith&soesput somehow we prefer a
harvest ruined by rain. Feels more like plenty.’
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She started on the milk tarts. Danie whipped a lsoagj of fudge from a
shelf, tugged at its ribbon and popped one intartosith. Trudie slapped
his hand.

‘By the way you guys, I've been meaning to ask.réleethis strange guy |
keep seeing. Lives in a weird little house dowrth®y/coalyard.”’

She didn’t know what she expected to hear, butnstsn’'t much
illuminated. ‘Oh him? Ag no,’ said Trudie. ‘Don’taary about him. He's a
bit funny, that’s all.’

‘Every town’s got one, hey Trudie? Listen, have geen Rentia’s hair?
She got it cut in Bloem when they went to the aarctiooks a total fright.’

She should get going, but something still niggledea. She waited till
they'd finished with Rentia’s hair.

‘So when you say everyone in Nagelaten has a chdochiou mean ... like
everyone?’

‘You mean Adriaan? Don't think we don’t know youdha date.” How the
hell did Danie know? He’d only been back five mestTrudie looked
anxious, twisting the hem of her blouse.

‘It was not a date. Trudie? What on earth’s thetenat

‘Well Missie, it doesn’t matter if you call it a iy’ Danie pronounced,
hands on hips. ‘The whole town is calling it a d#ted of course yes.
Adriaan belongs to the same church as us.’

Trudie still had that look, but she nodded. ‘Thg RIG church in De la Rey.
Themoedergemeent&hat's the church we grew up in.’

‘And Marta? And ... and the Captain Fitzes?’ (Thisvaa evasive
manoeuvre.)

‘Marta went to the APK for a while. Afrikaans Prstantse. Same as NG.
but they prefer to worship with their own.’
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Odette felt very dense. ‘Like ...what? You mean vaither APKs? Other
Christians?’

‘No man, it's like the NG used to be. They still kearules about who can
come in. Like the old days.’

She felt like laughing hysterically. The old dagesied so remote now that
it hadn’t crossed her mind. ‘You're not seriousi'tishat illegal? But |
suppose it figures where she’s concerned.’

‘They did come back, though. It's where she grew-wgven if it has
changed. Anyone can come in our church now, asdsrgey worship
same as us.’

‘And the Captain Fitzes?

‘Hervormd.’” Trudie seemed more comfortable agaiscussing churches.
‘Your neighbours are with the PPK — the drums aaltelujah church near
the police station.’

‘Are they all so strict? About nudes and stuff?’

‘Our church is the least strict of everyone,” sérddie. ‘You know what
they sayEen mens mag nie dans nie, een mens mag nie deinRie NG
mag beide doen. Maar die dominee moenie sieh nie.

Danie gave small shrieks of laughter and Odetteepin. It was ridiculous,
but somehow infectious, imagining the whole congtey dancing and
drinking — but only when the dominee wasn’t watchin

‘But the woman from the outfitters goes to your i) doesn’t she? And
you won't believe what she just told me. She thitilesmayor’s son in
Trophiesshould pray for deliverance.’

They exchanged glances again. Then they both reddrer silently. ‘But
surely ...” She appealed to Danie. He stared bacldewly.
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Early on in the series, Odette had suggested #vagbvise the actor to
calm down on the mayor’s son. She thought he laskétlety; that his
mannerisms approached stereotype. And here wae Dano could give
him a serious run for his money. Oh well, what siié know? Perhaps
Danie had prayed.

She wondered what Palesa would make of them al w&tsn't one to miss
an absurdity, or take it too seriously either.

‘Look,’ said Trudie, ‘we’re not old-fashioned, bwe just believe ... this
town’s seen enough tragedy, especially from thetafahing.’

‘What kind of thing?’

‘There’s just legacy here, that’s all. | don’t waatburden you with it now.
It's gone and past so it doesn’t matter anymore jWedon’t talk about it.’

‘And neither should you,’ said Danie. ‘Especiallithw... other people. It's

okay with us, but just ...” He made a dousing gesiuitk his hand. ‘It's
best forgotten.’

The church spire dwarfed the dome of the bankgiftine silos. For the first
time, she noticed that it was topped not by a ¢Hogsa weather vane. A
subtle reminder to God, perhaps? (Hey, remembeAng?ain going
spare? When you have a moment.)

Adriaan pulled up in his bakkie as she reached|ardbe Street. He was
wearing work denims. She liked them better thargbiag-out clothes.

‘Brought your security gates ...’
‘Apparently the whole town is talking ...’
They both laughed. ‘Great minds,’ he said.

‘It's only great minds if we say the same thing.’
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Her neighbours were still lined up against the wadtching the last of the
morning sun. Their mutt raised a lip and snarled.

‘So we don’'t have great minds?’ He had a nice ti@nwhich always made
you happy to see him. That'’s all it was though, l#tily they were both
okay with that. ‘What were you saying?’

She followed him around the back, ineptly holdihg torner of a security
gate. ‘Apparently the whole town’s talking about us

He laid it down and took out his measuring tape.&moment, she thought
he wasn’t going to reply at all. Then he turnedaie her. ‘Do you care?’

‘Shouldn’t I? They care about you. I'm the intestwpit seems. | don’t even
have a church, while you, I'm told, have your ovttid pew.’

‘Ah, so that’s what's bothering you.’

‘Not really. | just wondered, that’s all.’

‘It's nice they still regard me as one of them. thrbe told, | haven't been
to church since my wife died. Probably infectedaliythat city-agnosticism

in my years away.’

‘It wasn’t so much that. | suppose it's what thetébuReformed used to
stand for.’

He shrugged. Taking a pencil from his shirt pocketbegan marking the
position of the door.

‘We grew up in that church. There wasn’t much choicthose days. It's
why | stayed abroad so long. The church has chatinged)h. Had to, same
as the town ... Just going to fetch my drill.’

She unlocked the house and returned to find adiyer of brick dust
spraying into the slight breeze. The drill hadtketsquatter dogs going.
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‘Talking about things changing, | had a coupleuwfrfy experiences this
morning. Not so much experiences as ... well, attitudsuppose. | was
surprised, that’s all.’

He stopped drilling. ‘You hit some old-style atds? Come on, Odette.
You don’t strike me as naive. Things are changmépst, give them a
chance to catch up, won’t you? Hey, tell you whaty about | cook you a
meal sometime. We can discuss religion, politicsitgyou like?’

‘It wasn't politics actually.’

Adriaan was drilling again She waited for him tape, so she could ask
what tragedies the town had seen, and what thisug was about
homosexuality, anyway.

She watched him place the drill down and wipe thekldust from his
forehead. He turned to face her, yet still she 'tsjmeak. She couldn’'t have
said why. Something about his set face, or perBapsad learnt to be wary
of asking questions she wasn’t sure she wanteddothe answers to.

‘One thing about coming back though,’ Adriaan sdido get tired of the
constant bloody gossip. People making up storiesake their own lives
seem more interesting.’

Oh, for goodness sake, she was being stupid. Oealhne could ask him.
He was a cultivated, well-travelled man. She wadder have considered
him a friend were she the least bit unsure of ttisides. But by then, of
course, the moment had passed.
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Chapter 13

The phone rang while she was planting her beanscematoes. She nearly
ignored it but changed her mind, scattering spbsoib as she sprinted
inside — and then instantly regretted it.

‘| thought | was just meant to look in on her, wasimat the idea? That |
would just check in now and again?’

‘Hello Mike, nice to hear you too.’
‘Did you know there were issues? Is that why yout see?”’
‘What's the matter? Is it the parents ...?’

‘No, | just don’t have time for dramas, that’s althink | made that clear.
Look, Amelia and John seem nice in their way, bualked into a bit of a
to-do and | felt completely unprepared. If you'dttold me ...’

‘What happened? Was it the child’s attachment todl§@ Because | told
her ...’

‘No, much more basic, I'm afraid. They'd just had@at her about
washing her clothes. And | must say | feel vindégcatOdette. The level of
personal hygiene that’'s acceptable in your house ...’

She leant against the wall, momentarily unablephy. When Mandy was
away, she always hoped ... she imagined ... well, gftarpd something
different, that’s all.

‘It was embarrassing, Odette. And | simply don'vé&ame for this. | told
you this was an important trip for the business.’

Odette tried to speak, then cleared her throatred again. ‘You know
very well she only forgets to wash her clothes whlesis stressed. If they
relax, then so will she. What the hell were theindan her room, anyway?
That’s her private space.’
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‘The trouble is, she goes blank when they try wagpto her and they think
she’s being obstinate. And then she won’t meet #nas. Even while | was
there ...’

She stepped outside and watched Stella’s grandehilday. A little girl
roared like a lion, hands raised into claws, whie brothers and sisters
and cousins ran from her with high-pitched shri€kdette turned back
inside. It was too hot there anyway.

‘Ok, so she sometimes does that, but it's justnh@nner, you know
that.Why is it such a big deal?’

‘Because it makes people think she’s shifty, thatyy. | just wish you'd
told her that. Anyway, let’s not start on recrintioas. Bit late now, |
suppose.’

Odette clamped her teeth down on her fury. Outsigechildren erupted
into laughter. Two herdboys held a lilting conveéiawhich carried across
the commonage. She longed to be planting agaimetong simple that
she couldn’t be blamed for.

‘Anyway, we sat down to a glass eventually — bigsfaf South African
wine, by the way ...’

‘I hope you told them shy people often struggle wpeople yell. And they
find it hard to look people in the eyes too. It 80 very strange.’

‘Luckily they did put a lot down to different cultes. Apparently they had
friends over and she dominated the conversatiarthlen there are times
they can hardly drag a word out of her.’

‘Well, that's actually true. It is different. Howodhey expect her to pick up
the cues when they deign to show half an emotion?’

A crescendo of shrieks rose from outside. Odediepsd through the door
to see Stella flapping a towel and advancing orcthlelren. She made a
lumbering attempt at a run and the children scedteall except for the
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littlest girl, who was lassoed by the towel andhga¢d, giggling, to Stella’s
stout side.

‘Look, they do say Mandy’s terrific with the oldkid. She’s good with the
baby too, but a little nervous. | said they sholldirry at all. It was
natural to feel anxious with such a young baby,dnat was more than
capable.’

‘Of course she is. We couldn’t exactly keep her bdracause she doesn’t
meet people’s eyes, could we?’

‘ just hope | did the right thing.’

The first time she wished her baby dead was at@asmery cold morning.
Ah hell, was that so very shocking? Surely shedwtibe the only one.

When she took her brand-new baby home from theitabsBylvia
impressed upon her the importance of allowing lusbhand to sleep if she
wished him to get ahead.

‘Michael didn’t expect to be saddled with a wifedamaby at this crucial
stage of his career, my dear, so you do need t@ m@ae sacrifices.’

It was achingly cold, yet the baby seemed to hihteeajerseys. Odette
asked if Sylvia thought they scratched, but she gavas her imagination.
They were the finest quality, how could they?

She was a funny little soul. It was hard to abgbéh this baby was hers.
Sometimes it seemed a small alien had been fomstéeer, while her
perfect, nuzzling baby had been given to other entl@serving people.

Dummy? No, that didn’t work. Okay, one more huntifig attempt at
breast-feeding. No? Well, perhaps she wasn't hurgjng tugged on the
string of the mobile. And back, by popular demawish Upon a Stait
wasn’t the best rendition, but the small body wegtd. She shrieked till
her upper lip turned blue and foam appeared atdhger of her mouth.
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‘Can’t sleep with that racket,” Mike’s voice emedgieom the bedroom,
muffled by warm duvet.

Odette carried her outside, swaddling her in akdgrihe softest she
owned; the one thing she’d kept from her mothends the only blanket
the baby seemed able to bear. They were housegditti Sylvia’s friends,
who were spending six months in Europe. Odette mieltequite at home,
never wanting to sit in the patio chairs in cagelibby puked, or worse.

She walked slowly around the pool, so tired sheighd she might pitch
forward into watery oblivion. Oh the relief. Youelesorry for yourself at
3am. You can't help it. They were lucky to have tiogise. It was a favour,
as long as they fed the dogs and the stupid bor’saigher way for Mike
to get ahead, while she and this ... this succulukeghim back.

Her eyes burned with tears she was too tired amarngry to shed. Her
throat felt rough and parched. The baby shriekeenngdie pulled her close,
and screamed when she held her away. Briefly, ©d&td her on the
concrete beside the pool. She seemed to cry maedyquout she looked so
neglected and abandoned that she lifted her again.

That scream could cut through your brain. It calide through flesh like a
red-hot knife. Was this her life now? Was thisH&Y fucking lot to stand
by this swimming pool in the freezing cold?

If she just dropped her arms ... If she tripped famiaute, felt light-headed,
fainted perhaps ... it would only take a minute oo.tWhere were two of
her that night. She was possessed by two forcesr&mped in her ear: drop
it, let it go, let it all go. Make it shut up, justake it, and listen to the
blessed, blessed silence.

There was another though, who spoke of sins andemgtwho defended
her baby fiercely, saying: You are not your mothé&u are not.

Odette gave the baby a little shake. She knewstd@mgerous. She did it
anyway. Then she clutched her convulsively: ‘Sofmg.so sorry.’
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That night she saw what she was capable of. She.khed somewhere
deep within her, she knew that this child knevod.t

Fitz shook his head. Nothing. No more from Steélla.more news at all.
She was starting to lose hope. If the burglaryd@matked an old fear, then
Willie had rekindled it. She realised just how mtie’d been relying on
the Captain to find the culprits for her.

Time had run away with her this morning. She wassked, but only just.
The house was a wreck — the curse of working atehérartunately, he
seemed perfectly comfortable leaning on the bimfgate. They talked
about Stella and what she might or might not know.

Marlise and her daughter returned from town witbpghing bags. Their dog
skulked out to greet them, turning to squint at {@d&gom under flattened
ears. Old man Fanie was sunning himself againsitle tortoise head
bobbing as he chewed — on what, she couldn’tRelthaps just his
dentures.

Marlise yelled at Fanie for not taking the washimgrhey must have
bought themselves a washing line. She hadn’t redl#ize one that had
vanished. It would probably just end up at Stell&s the last one.

Willie appeared from around the corner, trailingpipel with more bags. He
hunched and bobbed just like his old man. He loak#drent somehow ...
she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

The captain hadn’'t seen him yet. She wanted tdtellwhat Willie had
said, to ask for reassurance. She waited for hifimigh what he was saying
about Stella not having any souvenirs and not ngpd&iy slips at all, which
was unusual.

‘But | still get the feeling she knows somethingn just not sure what.
Can’t seem to break her story.’
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‘So Captain, this is what | wanted to tell you.INgifrom next door ...’

She gestured with her chin as he passed behindSfgzwas still trying to
work out what was different about him.

The rest happened really fast. The captain hatfediand Willie threw
them a self-conscious wave. As Fitz's head begareturn, it froze. He
turned his head again, this time extremely slotd\stare after Willie. Then
he began to run.

Fitz was a bulky man, with hefty thighs and largadis. He wasn't made
for quick take-offs, but when he picked up speetbb&ed like a runaway
tank.

He barrelled into Willie, knocking him clean offshieet. Willie’s shopping
bags went flying. Tins of pilchards clanked in thad and a bottle burst
and glugged milk into the gutter.

The two men sprawled on the grass verge. Willien@atdope against the
big captain. He was whipped over onto his stomachpaulled upright by
the scruff of his neck.

It was then that she realised what was differenualVillie. He was
normally bare-headed. Today he wore a cap ovanbiket head. It was a
Blue Bulls cap, remarkably like the one from Pa&tscollection.

Willie was pushed unceremoniously into the bacthefpolice van parked
at the verge. Captain Fitz brushed off his kne&ssadimows. A big grin
formed and, hard as it was for so large a man agger, she would have to
say that he made a remarkable attempt. He thrigt lsand at her,
clutching in his other the Blue Bulls cap.

‘Shake on thatiMejuffrow. I've caught your burglar, just like | said |
would.’

‘But ... how can you possibly ...?’
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‘This is Cheetahs country, Odette. No one woulddxn dead in a Blue
Bulls cap. In fact, | don’t think I'd be wrong tathat this here ... is the
only Blue Bulls cap in town.’
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Chapter 14

‘You could try the patience of the Dalai Lama, hggbu could.” Heather
re-crossed her ankles and continued staring aCudstte sighed.

‘Well, how do you think it makes me feel? Jeezvér there was an
irritating, shrink-like question. | feel fury. | & murderous rage. | could Kill
those bastards.’

‘Because they’re your neighbours?’

She wasn't stupid, Heather. Odette rose and pdwesklf another cup.
Tea, | ask you. If she came here much longer, shediahave to buy
Heather a plunger.

‘Yes, of course because they're my neighbours.’

Heather waited for her to set her cup down, slgfthre tissues to make
room. Come to think of it ... Odette grabbed the ho# dropped it
decisively on the floor.

‘Does that make you feel better?’

Odette had to laugh. ‘Actually yes, it does. Arldhbw, Stella is also a
neighbour, but that's different.’

‘Because ...’

‘Because she’s a squatter with lots of childrefetd. | was angry with her,
but not as bloody angry ... They were drunk, you kbidwat's why they
did it.’

‘It is okay to feel fury at them. There was a hiogeach of trust. They

offered to help you, to protect you even. And thagled you into believing
it was Stella.’
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‘But | believed them, didn’t I? | accepted theirndd

‘We all carry assumptions.’

‘Okay Heather. Thank you for pointing that outusf don’t like to think of
myself carrying quite so many. And quite so ... | ddike to think of
myself that way. Leave it alone now, can’t youdhdl want to talk about
Stella any more.’

Heather nibbled the corner of her damp crunchib slitarp mouse bites.
Odette watched, then shook her head in admiration.

‘If you must know,” Heather said, trying not to &y ‘I've been perfecting
the dunk since birth.’

‘Oh there you are then. Clearly | had a wasteddbloibd.’
‘Tell me a bit about that wasted childhood.’

She shrugged. ‘It was all perfectly ordinary, Hheat Nothing to write in
Morning Journal about. | had my slight traumasg l&kmillion others.’

‘What kind of traumas?’
‘I wasn’t chosen as Mary, and all the angels wéupid-looking girls with
blonde hair. You just can’t bear it, can you? That come to terms with

my stuff and got on with my life.’

Heather didn’t say anything, but Odette could s@&&scribed across her
forehead: Yes, but what kind of life?

Through the open window came the ocean roar othe'Before you say
it, there is absolutely nothing wrong with my lifespecifically chose it.’

‘| didn’t say anything, Odette. But since you rase are you sure you're

not accepting less? The way you describe the tgauncould be moving
into the TV-sized world of your soap.’
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Odette stared at the powder blue walls and cayefutitched prints, all with
touches of the same blue. She must’ve chosen thargs to match the
colour scheme.

‘What are you saying? That I'm trying to move istame kind offruman
Show?’

‘I'm just asking if you're realistically moving inta new phase of life. Or is
this some mythical time out in which you don’t hageexamine your real
self?’

‘That'’s just rubbish, Heather. There’s nothing mg#éhabout starting a
business.’

‘And this new relationship ...?’

‘He’s a friend, okay? Adriaan is a friend. Not solegser replacement for
Patrick. He'’s company, that’s all.’

‘That wasn’'t what | was going to ask you.’

‘But | can see what you're thinking. That I'm chaaghim because he
can't disappoint me. It's a completely differertusition. Patrick ...’

‘... was your great love, yes | know. And he did gisaint you, although
I’'m still not sure exactly how. It wasn’t he whoade to end it.’

‘| told you. He would’ve left anyway.’

‘So you say. Because you don't believe you desknve | wonder why that
is, Odette.’

The M1 swelled again, filling the room with the Kl@aound of seabeds. She
wasn’t going to mention George when Heather wdkisxmood. She would
just make it into a bad thing — another friend framifferent world whom
she wouldn’t have to get close to.
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‘Don’t you think it’'s healthier just to step ovérimgs? No, | suppose you
don’t, or you'd be out of a job.’

‘Yet you keep coming.’

‘Not for long at this rate. You were company aftey friend left, that’s all.
Doesn’'t mean | need all the deep-shrinkage.’

Heather gave her small laugh. ‘Perhaps you'd likese one of my spurned
tissues for your fingers?’

Heather must’'ve seen the look on her face. It wbealdo delicious to sully
the powder-blue perfection of that couch with adbisoggy crunchie.

‘Talking of leaving, is there anything you'd like say about your empty
nest?’ Odette raised her eyes ceilingwards, andndeamiled. ‘Okay,
okay. How’s she getting on, though?’

‘Great thanks. Mike’s there. My ex. Oh, there’re #tandard teething
problems, of course: new family, new culture, la# isual stuff.’

‘What kind...?’

‘No, nothing. That'’s all | was going to say. Shg&tting on really well and
she’s apparently very good with the kids. She’saydalent for that...’

‘Go on. We still have three minutes by the clock.’

‘It's slow. | checked my watch with the phone. Anldave to get way over
the other side of town for my brainstorm and | t&e late.’

* * %

She was way too early, of course. Not even Margis there. She asked for
a cappuccino and stood at the counter to watchoWmer let it gush a bit
fast — she considered telling him, but let it be.
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He was excellent at leaf patterns, but you coudtetéhe grind was off.
Patrick would’'ve ... oh, never mind Patrick. At lelstd got her into
coffee, so something good did come out of theimiahip. He’d even
encouraged her to do the barista course.

It would make such a difference to have a prop#&eeshop in Nagelaten.
And she was doing that. She was making that difie¥eOkay, it wasn’t
like curing cancer or eradicating poverty, but sqraeple were only
intended to make the small differences. Some peopWasn't this shrink
business supposed to make you feel better, noe®ors

She ordered a haloumi salad and settled at orfeeqgddvement tables to
watch the world go by. Nagelaten didn’'t go in favpment tables.
Acknowledging the Zimbabwean woman who sold croethearments, she
scratched around for change, but avoided askingdh@mwvas. The woman
had lost her mother and two brothers in the |lagtds. What could you
possibly say after that?

A toddler whizzed by on a plastic motorbike, folleavby his mother, who
stowed the bike, the toddler, a box from the fshibp and paid the car
guard without having to scrabble for coins or k&ydette was impressed.
Three schoolgirls in uniform sauntered by, comgatexts, each with a
sprig of jasmine tucked behind an ear. Bringingrtfaezes close — two dark
and one fair — they paused while they brought hamasouths and giggled.

It was a decent salad, she would grant him thatcteepy owner, and she
was starving. Rocket and sprouts and good olivestade a change from
burgers and chips with barbecue sauce. If she amndielserved salads,
would the locals eat them? Perhaps they couldraatise them by deep-
frying the rocket.

To start with though, they wouldn’t be doing anykimg. It would be
coffee from the machine and eats from the homestrguThe most they
might do is warm the odd muffin.

A man wandered by with wire sculptures. She shamlkhlead, but he thrust
a crocodile on to her table, where it bared itdleedaeeth and regarded her
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with beady eyes. She stopped eating. It didn’t figit to be stuffing her
face.

A woman followed, unfurling exquisitely embroidereddspreads. She put
her fork down again. Yes, they were beautiful, $he& didn’'t have the
money right now.

‘But it is a lot of work.’

‘I know. | wasn’t saying they’re expensive. | jukin’t have that much right
now.’ She could see the woman didn’t believe her.

A dreadlocked pavement artist stopped and madeall display of multi-
media street scenes against a pillar for her edifin. She pushed her salad
aside and agreed that they were beautiful. Yey, riéwdly, really were. But

‘Maybe later, okay? Let me just see what I've gohq, you don’t need to
wait. No, I'll find you in your usual place. Yesp the street. No. Not now
okay?’

The rains hadn’t come yet and it was so dry thatips were chapped and
her fingertips snagged on her top, yet a beadinmgm$ture had formed on
her upper lip. She had forgotten quite how tensely@came when you had
to refuse and refuse, and refuse again. She wiaeetiad endless money.
She wished she could just hand out to whoever askiegl wished she
didn’t have to say no all the fucking time.

It was when the broom-sellers arrived that shelggdlher salad and made
for the door. ‘I bought one last time, rememberéhiryou.’

‘Just another one. Please Mummy. | haven't soldhang for two days. I'm
hungry Mummy.’

Handing her salad to the owner, she stepped badi @arabble in her

purse. ‘I'll give you something, but | can’t buyather one. How many
brooms can a woman own?’
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Feather duster, then? I've got all colours — parken ... a purple one then.
How about red?

She escaped into Venezia just in time to see theepdisappear into the
kitchen with her salad. It hardly mattered. She loatiher appetite anyway.

* k% %

There was a flurry and a commotion as everyon¢estarriving — Palesa
wheeling her bike right in, since her lock had benpered with.
Chevonne was showing off a new hair colour; Pateshgone three whole
weeks without biting and would soon have to invest nail file; Margie
was red-eyed over a cat that might have to be pwhd.. And Odette’s
burglars had been caught.

‘It was the white people that burgled you?’ Trusie€onne to hone right in
on what everyone else delicately chose not to roenti

Palesa slapped her legal pad down and placed hdslwa her hips. ‘White
people do commit crimes, you know Chevonne.’

‘Yes but it is kind-of funny, the whole thing, ignt.’
‘I'm delighted to have brought you so much amusetheaid Odette,
caught between irritation and a grudging laugh.

‘It's just that her kidneys are shot,” Margie munmd, untangling a balled-
up tissue from her sleeve. Lex came in and beggangsing his pens,
failing to notice Margie hiccupping gently alongsikim.

‘l just don’t know if it’s crueller to keep her ak,” Margie said, a little
louder.

Having finally discovered a working pen, Lex lookgal ‘So where the hell
are the biscuits?’

Margie burst into tears. Lex looked completely ddweried. ‘What? What
did | say?’
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Chevonne leapt up and offered her a tissue, céydfalding her nails clear.
‘Her cat died, Lex,” Palesa said accusingly.

‘Well fuck me. | mean, why didn’t anyone tell me?”’
‘She’s not dead,” Margie sobbed into her tissube’S not dead yet.’

Odette chose the ensuing melee to slip off todbepassing behind Margie
to give her shoulder a quick squeeze. It was e#sier speaking.

Eventually everybody calmed down, Margie still ing and dabbing with
her balled up tissue. Lex had a few notes on Odedterylines, mainly
editing issues. Chevonne got the brunt of it. Alt bharacters seemed bent
on unmotivated acts, and no one (read: Lex) conttetstand what the hell
her dramatic imperative was.

They decided that Reno would drive Rochelle to dgldor the abortion.
She would seem resolved, but a little too quieenTshe would see
something ... a sign of some kind. Odette couldnitkhvhat it should be.
She couldn’t bear Chevonne’s idea of a weepingsléswas so on-the-
nose. Not to mention unlikely in the Marie Stopes.

Finally, they settled on a bird. It would come lmaugh the window and
batter itself against the walls. When it finallydsio the floor, nearly spent,
Rochelle would raise it to the window ... Anyway, tthaas the idea.

Palesa had the mayor’s son (finally) coming outisomother, and she
taking him in her arms, saying he was her onlyldah blah blah.

‘I don't think he’d tell his mother like that.” Cenne spoke decisively. He
wouldn’t suddenly say: ‘Hey Mom, I'm gay’.’

Lex didn’t say anything. Margie nudged him. ‘Wélgw the hell do these
things usually happen? Palesa, how did you ...?’

‘I've got an idea.” Odette didn’t, but it took tieat off Palesa. And then
suddenly she did. That trade in intimacies migiitgime in handy after
all.
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‘Well, I think he dates this guy, who gets in a kabout being kept a secret
from the family, so he outs him at the dinner tdble

Without shifting her hand or looking at Palesa, Sipped her pen to the
side and tapped Palesa’s fingers. Palesa nudgedthes knee.

‘Totally humiliating for the boy. Shocking for thgarents, of course, but
you could also quite easily play it out in a comway.’

‘That outing thing ... in this day and age?’ asked dila, sucking in small
breaths between words. ‘Does that still happen@saal

‘Maybe in your culture,” said Chevonne. ‘Maybe e ttownship. But I'm
not sure ...’

‘Oh and your community is so much more enlighten@dfesa didn’t look
up from her doodling.

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Last | heard, corrective rape wasn't entirely uakm in the coloured
community.” Palesa was starting to sound a bitujeget for this to be
entirely academic.

‘Well, it's extremely likely someone would be outiéke that in Nagelaten,’
said Odette. ‘Which means it's very likely in ous&willie-dorp too. |
think we should settle on it.’

Palesa nudged her again. She gave a small nudgelbiit quite good.

‘So how will the old bitch react?’ Lex ploughed alde‘She’s hardly going
to lovingly take the boy in her arms.’

‘No,’ said Odette. ‘Naturally she’ll drag him off thurch.’

‘Are you sure? Why church?’
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‘They'll pray over him, of course. They’'ll ask Gaéal cure him.” Everyone
laughed at the absurdity, but they liked the idea.

* * *

If she had read it in a book, or watched iThophies,t would have

strained her credibility. The sky was darkeningh#® east, but glowing to
her rear, the stubbled fields golden. The air wexssd with mouse birds,
weaving across the fields, long tails rippling. Yieheeled again and again
in their involved rituals of coquetry and courtship

It happened too fast for evasive action. There nadking she could do but
watch it happen. One of the birds miscalculate@ @tn’t think the car
actually hit it — no ominous thud — but its forgeld certainly did. She
slammed on brakes and watched in her rear-viewweas thrown clear,
tumbling through the air in a parody of earliergga

She slid to a halt on the gravel, heart poundiing. I%ad to run quite some
distance, but there it was, long tail draped oveluenp ofrooigras One
wing was slightly spread.

It seemed so frail and damaged that she reachedt ou#ts warm. A bubble
formed in her throat. She lifted and cradled iting to infuse it with a little
of her own life. Suddenly she imagined ... no, sltk 8he could just feel
the flutter of heartbeat.

She began to run, tucking the bird inside her sBine could still save it.
She would drive ... then the futility struck. The Ntagen vet would be
closed; that's assuming the bird even lasted thengy.

In this soap opera, there was no high window tactvishe could hold that
small beating heart. Curtains of dark fell eithdesof her, but she didn’t
move. She held the bird while its heart hovereavben life and death. She
held it while the small flutter of life falterednd finally faded altogether.
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Chapter 15

The kitchen was warm with the steam and fragrarara her slow cooker.
She opened it and stirred. The beef was fallingftbe bone, infused with
raisins and dried peaches, thickened by carrotdahy gems — all the
vegetables she could find in the house last night.

She found an empty ice-cream container, hesit#tted, spooned just two
scoops of stew into a bowl. Her supper. The restftowed the plastic
container and half-filled a second. She placed tleeapacket with the rest
of the dried peaches, some apples and a loaf aflbre

Catching a glimpse of Marlise through her open dsbe averted her eyes.
Tried to call the police, my arse. She turned ther, passed the side of
their house and stepped onto Stella’s small stékphe windows had now
been replaced by cardboard and plastic packetsh&henered at the
corrugated iron that covered the door.

There was a scuffle of voices and movement. Somsomeched the metal
across the concrete from the inside and threeremldppeared, dressed for
school. A tin bath stood next to a metal-leggedrdhahe backyard.
Blankets hung to air over the fence between heat gad Odette’s orchard.
In the middle of the central shell of the house wasetal sheet upon which
was laid the acrid remains of a fire.

‘Is your gogohere?’ The children goggled at her. ‘Ya@ogo?Stella?’
Stella appeared behind the children and Odettedthhdr the packet. She
nodded.

‘Stella? If you knew ... | mean, if you saw those jpledourgling my house,
why didn’t you say something?’

She shrugged. The children clustered about hey thgshing her skirt. She
slapped a hand either side of her, as though sgdties.

‘Did you see them?’
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She shrugged, then nodded. Odette waited, butashadmore to say.
‘Okay then,’ said Odette. ‘I'll see you around.’

The tall grass catapulted dew as she pushed #&,as0@king her legs and
shoes. The sun was coming over the rocky koppikee®@ast. From a cluster
of bluegums, horses surged across the commonag&sfthining.

They were from the stud at the end of town, buy tygoeared untamed,
part of the wilderness. Veering towards the ritleey startled a heron from
a weeping willow, its long neck thrusting above tiees.

As she reached the corner she heard a bakkie idlinglassim, from
Liebowitz Hardware. Leaving the engine running #relcar door open, he
manoeuvred his stomach from the driver’s seat.

‘No, no,” he said when she greeted him. ‘Call mehislmed.” He gave a
small laugh, then added: ‘It's not my real namd,dueryone calls me that.’

‘Well, wouldn’t you rather ...?’

‘Hardly remember it myself, now my mother’s passedMohamed’s fine.’
She gave a start. The strange man from the darkeheas behind her,
approaching so silently she hadn’t noticed himw#ées recognisable only
by his lope, blackened head to foot by coal duskndwledging neither of
them, he approached the bakkie, heaved a loadlwer shoulder and set
off down the road. Laden by sacks that wisped btagkt with every step,
he looked like a chimney sweep in a story.

‘Coal deliveries,” said Mohamed. ‘I give him oddg’

‘What'’s his background though? Do you know?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t ask and he doesn’t say.’

‘I suppose he was here before you got here. Wherthed? '94?’
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Mohamed opened the passenger door so he couldgface on the frame
and lean a beefy arm across the roof. ‘Strangg sitiually. | was made a
partner while old man Liebowitz was still here. I§a®@0s already. He
helped me get special dispensation to live in thaioipality.’

‘So is he still a partner? Liebowitz?’

He smiled and shook his head. ‘Followed the kid&rwmerica. | bought him
out. Gave me my start though, before they evenvallbus coolies to live in
the Free State.’

They watched the strange man lope back. Tom theray sweep waiting
to be freed by the water babies. ‘What’s his name?’

‘His? Wolfie.” He gestured with his chin. ‘That'shwy | try to help him, |
suppose. He’s pretty much an outcast. Also whypt kige name of the shop
too. Because he was a good Jew.’

* * *

She could hear her cell phone ringing as she uethdiut it had stopped by
the time she reached it. Mike. She held it for amant, then set it down.
She would clean up the kitchen first, then settie and listen to him
properly. She needed time to catch her breath first

She washed the dishes, then decided to dry thdrarrditan stack them on
the draining board. And since she’d dried them,ralght as well put them
away. She replaced the spices, and refilled anyebyitle before wiping all
the counters.

She made herself a cup of coffee in the plungetdaemilk on the stove,
then opened the double doors and carried the ptwint® the stoep. She
dialled, fumbled the number, then dialled againercarefully. It went
straight to voice mail.

‘Hi Mike, sorry I missed your call. | hope you weralling to say you'd
mollified Mandy’s family. I'm sure you did. You weralways good at that,
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although where you got it from ... not from your maththat’s for sure.
But | mean that fondly, as you know.

‘What a pity she didn’t live to see Mandy beingisdependent, holding
down a responsible job overseas. It's natural teboaild be hiccups, but
we ought to be proud. She’s really out there, Mikest like any normal kid
taking her gap year...’

The message came to an end before she was alalg heisgoodbyes. As
she disconnected, she remembered something aridtbdsthen dialled
again.

‘Sorry, the message cut off. | hope you remindeuirttshe did that au
pairing course, and her CPR certificate too. SHe’'tido at all badly either.
You must impress on them that she’s more than fighfior the job.

‘I know you're a worrier, Mike, but don’t worry tomuch. What's the
worst that can happen? If they really don’t copthwaer, the agency can
always find her another family.

‘Still hot as hell here. Waiting for rain, of coetd hope you're getting
some decent ...’

The message ran out again. This time she didi’beak. Opening her
computer, she read her mails, feeling guilty asditieso. She hadn't yet
replied to Melissa, and she wasn’t precisely sumg.w

Partly, it was hard to sound chirpy after your beend had fucked off to
the other end of the world. And then there wasbueglary. She didn’t like
to emphasise that — although it was hardly likegytwould turn around
and come back, was it?

At least it was over now. She could finally put theglary behind her and

forget all about it. The big Captain had found tiings and there seemed
to be no more bad news from London, so perhapsalid say that things

were beginning to look up at last.

148



‘Hey Liss,’” she began, then paused. The trick wadmthink too deeply or
be stalled by the words that sprang unbidden tdihgers. They weren’t
rational. Melissa had a right to move whereverp@eased. As long as she
was happy, a true friend ought to be pleased forkeep it light for the
moment. Just until she could control her fingers.

‘My new shrink says it's psychologically unhealttoybe living in
Australia. She says you must move back immediatelguffer irreparable
harm.

‘I hope | haven't missed you already. | know yowdssomething about
cycling through Vietnam, but I'm not sure when.\@ry, for that matter.
You never even liked Asian food. Anyway, | hopedmage to catch you
before you go.

‘I'm feeling bad that | didn’t get to answer thisfore and | know | haven't
thanked you properly for your care package. Yesnlstill glad | made the
move, you don’t have to keep asking. But | prontieise your package
and do the things we always loved.

‘It is amazing that Mandy’s actually out in the \Wbrit’s like a great weight
has been lifted, but you’re wrong about the otharg. | dumped the man.
He went back to France. The fact that Mandy’sHefihe doesn’t change
anything. He’'ll be taking arty pictures of someahRiarisienne by now, with
no stretch marks and certainly no baggage. Andoimfectly fine with that.
I’'m well and truly over him.

‘Anyway Liss, I'll write more when you're back. kabe you as much as
always.
Oxx (I'm going to stop ending like this now thatnl'in cow country.)’

Frommelissa.burnett@gmail.com
Odette@gmail.com

To

Automatically generated
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response:Away from Sept 10

Gareth and | will be away till Oct ¥8while our transfer comes through.
Please don’t leave messages here. | will only cinegknail sporadically, if
at all. If there’s anything urgent, please phonenba. We’'ll be checking in
with him regularly.

It had been a weekend away, that was all. Nothmagndtic or cosmic. She
and Patrick had walked among the rust-tinted rdhks$ sprouted from the
grassland in fantastical forms, she spotting thegoins and dinosaurs and
whales among them, Patrick photographing surfaskspes and wild
flower clusters. And Odette.

She didn't look at them any more, but somewherbancomputer was a
Patrick file, and within that, Magaliesberg: Odettémbing, Odette

laughing, head thrown back. Odette leaping, resimghe shade of an
acacia, fanning her face with the hat that Patna# laughed at. ("You look
like an Englishwoman on her Grand Tour.’)

There were only one or two of Patrick, when she agad to wrest the
camera from him, sheepish at finding himself ondtteer side of the lens.
If she scrolled down, she would reach the second dden they had
climbed to a rock pool in the depths of a ravineagonflies hovered over
the water. Directly above, a Martial Eagle spantieéir narrow cliff
trajectory. A baboon barked.

Patrick had photographed the rock lichen and tisigde formed by water
flowing over rocks. And Odette. He took picturesshe skinny-dipped; the
ripples caused by her sinking body and the spragnwier head emerged.

And then there were no more pictures. They had djcagled on the same

towel. She swam again then stretched her body, fcoal the water, over
his hot belly and clasped her arms around his bdekeant against a rock
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and entered her in the dappled light and her baay lreavy with the weight
of all that she felt.

When they finally scrambled out of the ravine, than was disappearing
behind the hills and they realised they'd miscalted. Landmarks had
vanished in the dusk that rushed in on them. Thmyldcsee no lights,
except for the flicker of a farmhouse in a distaaitey. A cold wind nipped
at their shirts, and she began to shiver, chiltechfher last swim.

Patrick found a wind-breaker in his camera bag iastted she wear it.
Holding her hand hard, he said they should disthisgs, not panic. He
asked what she thought they should do, and hexéidteHe didn’t bully and
he didn’t blame. They agreed on a direction andksta it — climbing, so
they would have some height to look out for lights.

That was all. It really was nothing dramatic. Fowahile they’d thought
themselves lost. But then they found themselved, lm@came giddy and
euphoric with the danger past. They giggled andedsand Patrick popped
the cork of the Veuve she hadn’'t known he’d brought

That wasn't quite the end of it. When he droppedhoene, he came in for
a while and she was relieved. She hadn’t wantexddnd just like that. She
was used to the way her life panned out from dajatg but after a
weekend like that, depression could drop as sugidenthe dusk.

When Melissa brought Mandy home, Patrick made tberalettes, then
handed each of them a package from the tiny sheiddéhe guesthouse
reception. To Odette he gave a seal, small ané sleg sewn from
sheepskin, with a card that said: ‘To remember’.

To Mandy he gave a rhino. Trained to observe, ldenodiced her fluffy
collection, and also that a rhino was the one ahsta didn’t yet have.
Odette still kept her seal among her underweart Wha the way it went.
Some memories were good to keep, as long as yout éxpect them to
last.
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Chapter 16

I’'m not supposed to lift my pen but if | glance éoels the commonage | can
see wheeling clouds of what | think are Amur Fagcdrhat’s what the bird
book told me, named after a river in Siberia. | htige wrong of course.

It's early for them ... I'd prefer not to find outrfsure though. It sounds so
romantic, and if they turn out to be some lesserenpoosaic bird it will

only disappoint me.

How did that happen? | was once the eternal optimife girl who
expected only good outcomes. | inherited that frayrOupa. Now things
begin hopefully enough, but then | envisage a lvalihg. | picture myself
walking down stairs and falling, cracking my hegzko. | walk past thorns,
and imagine them piercing an eyeball.

At least | dealt with my shit, though. | playedrgveand | was dealt and
I've moved on. That's something to be grateful &though | do wonder
how | managed to lose Oupa so completely alongvene | didn’t become
my mother though. At least | never did that.

Another day and I still haven’t heard from Mikec#n only be a good sign.
I’'m relieved he’s back and forth this year. He Iiaat skill for smoothing
things over. Much better than | would be.

| really quite enjoy this ritual, now I've got uséalit. Not that | do it every
day, but it helps me sort things out in my heatith®ise priorities and stray
thoughts that buzz around aimlessly.

Just a quick glance at the clock. (I have to, Heatkven you wouldn’t
want Captain Fitz finding me here in my pyjama®jféct. Just enough
time to slip to the café for milk before the bigo@an arrives.

| haven’t asked which of my things he’s manage@tioeve. Now that it's
certain, | don’t want to speculate. | want to bgpg, whatever he brings.
I’'m determined not to be disappointed.

* * *
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‘You feel sorry for my burglars? Don't tell me thiat

George had seen her turning into De Wet with hék amd biscuits. He

came across when she drew level with his housshbrg off enormous
hands. To his credit, he didn’t say ‘I told you.sbbo busy shaking with
laughter.

Droplets formed at the outer edge of his eyes,skmaly trickled across his
temples. Odette waited for him to scrabble for mkimand wipe his face.

‘What's to be sorry for? It's the lowest of the laavburgle your
neighbours.’

‘| see it like this. Before, there was always plémepeople like them. They
could work for the railways at least. Now they haeghing. No place and
no people.’

‘They do have people. They have a church.’

George sucked a click off his teeth. ‘Al, they'vs{ charity cases. That
church gives them second-hand clothes, but lasaild) they went and sold
them in the location.’

His body shuddered like a jelly. ‘They drink in ttaz’ern down by the
location side too. It's cheaper. And the whites Wwbave them.’

‘The one where there was a stabbing?’

‘Eish, Saturday night stabbing. Nothing seriouse tldmadalaand his
boy come there to drink most days. Maybe they ne#ue cash — the
tavern only serves if you've got money in the hand.

There was a flurry of dust &elhondand his gang raced at George’s
terrier twins, who were sniffing a polystyrene takgay container beside
the watercourse. A brief scrap followed beforettdreers tore free with a
chorus of yelps, making a break for their bakkieofge seemed
unperturbed.
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‘Sometimes | give them a few coins when they'vemuthing.” He
shrugged and looked back at his yard. ‘I can spare

Pielhond’sgang sauntered off to torment old Boer. He flumggdelf against
the gate, which creaked and shuddered beneathd®es r

‘Not very streetwise, your two.” She gestured at just visible noses, one
dripping little spatters of blood.

George shrugged. ‘They must learn to fight or rmayaquicker.’

‘Or join them, | suppose. But there’ll be big troeilif that old Boerbul ever
gets out.’

‘He’s strong, that one. But the others are manyaonever know.’

* * *

It was hazy with red dust and dried grass fragmdiitey were leaning on
her gate again, scene of the Captain’s greatesapt (in her eyes, if not in
his.) Another police van had just jolted over tlm¢holes, carting the old
man off to join Willie in jail. Captain Fitz had ot from ou Stella.

‘She’s not exactly a friend of the police, so sketkquiet at first. But when
| told her we already know, she started to talk. tdyoff fee doesn’t harm
either. She’s done quite well out of this in thel.en

‘She did see them, though?’

‘She saw them all right. That boy leads the old mathe nose. She saw
them wheeling your fridge away in a wheelbarrow .staf a white skin, if
you ask me.’

Odette avoided his eye, but didn’t respond. It gsvaent like that.

Someone jumped the post office queue and, surelaydu’d draw allies
on prejudice rather than principle.
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‘The good thing is, now we have a witness. Whiclansewe can push them
to plead guilty so you probably won't have to gexadence.’

He opened the cornucopia of his van and ... out danehair. Her pots
and pans and plates; her kettle and small coffeshime. Even her egg
timer. And those bloody caps, of course, which daé packed off to
Patrick forthwith.

The only things he hadn’t found were her good paspeakers and her TV.
‘Straight to KZN on a taxi, | should think. Anywayow at least you can
feel safe again in our town.’

‘Thank you Captain. No more strange neighbours.’

‘Yes, | don’t think they’ll trouble you again. THisteach them a lesson
they won’t forget in a hurry.’

‘Talking of strange neighbours, I've been meanimggk. There’s this
weird guy I've seen. Does odd jobs for Mohamed ...’

‘Wolfie, you mean? No, don’'t worry about him, hemitchurt you.’

‘I'm not worried. | just wondered about him, tha#B.’

‘If he bothers you, I'll have a word in his earfast ...’

A car rutted over the potholes behind them. Fit#euktill it had passed and
the dust settled about them. ‘You shouldn’t bothigh people like that. |
feel sorry for him, but what can you do?’

‘Why, what did he do?’

‘Not so much him. The whole family’s no good. Ag, fitts not a nice story.
He’s the son of his own great-grandfather.’

‘Oh my God. He’s the child of incest?’
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‘I told you it wasn’t nice. She was always a bitvifard for her own good,
that one. Everyone knew she’d get into trouble y@wklve when she had
her first.’

‘From her grandfather? What about the parents?’

‘Dead by then. Didn’t stop there either. Wolfie'srisecond.’

‘Why didn’t anyone help her? It wasn’t her faulheSwas only ...’

‘Who, his mother? No, | don’t know. People didriirik like that then.
Dead now, anyway.’

A stray cow found its path blocked by the policav@rossing the road, it
busied itself with a daisy busRielhondand his mates approached warily,
but decided it was too large to take on.

‘What happened to the older child?’

‘Set off one day and didn’t come back. Went offhwat truck driver. No
better than she should be either. | hear she’sstiprte down Durban way.’

‘But, even if no one helped her then, it's not Vi fault whose child he
is.’

‘Now don’t you go feeling sorry for everyone. THEjtust get you into
trouble in a place like this. Adriaan did — or &tlhis missus, and look
where that got them.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They gave him a job on the farm and he stole tissus’s pretty bits and
pieces. You can't trust people like that, it's jtis¢ way they’'re made.’

* * %
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The heat was like a great weight across her bodg f&t as though she
were being ironed. A chained dog howled its desp&irthe night. She
would never sleep.

And yet she must have dozed, because suddenlyahawake again. It
was pitch dark and there was a great roaring ntiige&s raining.

Thunder tumbled from the sky and exploded over iny houses. The
rain was like sheet metal. It was a weapon, a tiagfeam, set on crushing
them back into the earth.

She rose and gazed from the window. Lightning jdgaEoss the sky. Red
dust turned to mud. The smell of it rose mustye likots uncovered, like a
living thing that had crawled from the earth.

And then it was gone. It left her garden underwdéaves and small
branches afloat over her new vegetable patch. 8ha ppand out of the
window. Not a drop fell. Yet strangely, she couidl kear water —
drenching, pouring water — and it sounded as thatughre in her house.

Stumbling through the lounge, she found her kitch®far underwater as
her vegetable patch. The rain had stopped, yetrwete soaking through
the collapsing ceiling. The geyser had burst.

She hadn’t heard it because of the rain. Or malgbéhad, but hadn’t placed
it. Perhaps that had been the source of her anagetiye rain hammered on

her corrugated iron roof. She had suppressedtitt iad felt as though her

house, and she within it, might disappear benaath a deluge.

Without thinking, or considering consequences,@fwned Adriaan. She
knew he would help, that was all. He arrived wittvienty minutes and set
them both to work. She switched off the electrigityile he turned the
water off at the mains.

He looked scruffier than usual. His hair was rurd@ed his shirt hung
from his shorts, misbuttoned and loose enoughdavshpatch of dark hair,
silvered by threads of grey. Asking for her laddwer disappeared through
the manhole into the roof while she gazed anxiouplyard.
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‘All done,” he said when he reappeared. Oddly, densed different, more
light-hearted, than she’d ever seen him anyway.m€h as we can do
tonight anyway. You can call the plumber in the miog.’

Entirely without thinking, she stepped forward dipdtoed to kiss him. A
thank you kiss. But suddenly his unshaven cheekseasring her face. His
hand was under her tracksuit top and the icy ed¢fgecsink was pressing
into the small of her back.

Within her belly, she felt a chafe, like salt amghisurn on holiday skin.
After Patrick, she had cut off all feeling. She Haotten. But now it was
all she could feel. It was all she was aware dfla¢ could focus on, while
water sloshed about their feet and his tongue waard heavy on hers.

She took him to her bed. They waded through theh&it and up the step to
her lounge where they splashed red-polish and veaterher new carpet
and she didn’t care.

When they reached the bedroom, they could scarietiie clothes from
their bodies. Both their hands shook. He placegkléwands around her ribs,
just below her breasts and crushed her to thehaa® of his chest.

His belly slid on hers, slipping in their sweatfdlt, just then, as though he
might be able to fill the great hollow within her.

He wasn’t gentle and she wanted it like that. Hiktieer without apology
and without the courtesies of modern sex betwemost strangers. He
didn’t ask if she’d come. She hadn’t, but shedalisfied in a different way.
And besides, they could do it again. Or not.

She had no idea what would happen after and sim& date. It wasn't
love. She knew it was need, both his and herswBatthe hell could
guarrel with that?

They must have slept, restless with sheets and.diivey twisted in the
sweat of each other’'s arms, murmuring and half-ngko caress or bite.
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Odette woke to find him entering her again, pressier legs apart with his
knee. She only half heard the telephone. His tosgusothed her eyes
closed, reached into her ear.

‘Answer it,” he said, his breath cold on its wetfage. She shook her head,
but he insisted. ‘Answer it. | want you to.’

She half-rolled to reach the receiver and he thaasper, his tongue in her
other ear. ‘Hello.” She cleared her throat anditagain.

‘It's Mike.’
‘Mike? What the hell ...?’

‘Sorry to wake you.” He was breathing hard. Hisceoshook. ‘Oh God,
Odette. What the fuck have we done?’

Adriaan’s cock thrust up and through her. She wahitteut of her. It made
her feel ill. She pushed at him, and at first lssted. She shoved his throat
with both hands and he withdrew, rolled off her atwuimbled to the
bathroom.

‘What are you talking ... What's happened?’
‘The baby’s dead. Mandy was baby-sitting, Odettee baby’s fucking

dead. Just like ..." He didn't finish. But she did,her head. Just like her
brother. And, as only she knew, just like Mandyldao easily have been.
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Chapter 17

Mandy pointed and grunted before she learned takshike made jokes
about the child who didn’t speak for twelve yedregause she didn't have
anything to complain about before — ha ha).

It infuriated Odette because she was terrified bandy didn’'t speak.
Sylvia said that Odette didn’t talk to her enough.

‘When did you begin speaking, Odette? Michael watiqy two words
together by a year. But then | suppose your matfer't read to you.’

Funny that. Mike didn’t turn out the most verbalmma the world. Odette
wasn’'t sure when she had learned to speak. Byrtteeshe was old enough
to ask, her mother was in no state to tell her.

Sylvia was patrtially right. It's hard to speak tdervish. As soon as she
could balance on her two pins, Mandy spun or rargimtening circles until
Odette grabbed her and pinioned her arms.

Mandy still couldn’t stand to be touched. Her s&iawled if you brushed a
hand over her shoulders or head. It drove herargbrieking ball, mouth
flecked with foam. Odette must have discoveredttimsugh pure
desperation: if you held her firmly, preferably kvlter arms pinioned, she
guietened and, often as not, fell asleep.

Odette joined a mother’s group, but they said Mandye disruptive. She
took Mandy to the local library, but they were atke leave. She did plan
to read to her, but once she held her sufficignithjoned, Mandy passed
out and Odette ended up reading to herself, hagonge subliminal
language skill would filter through while she slept

The house felt so silent that Odette chatted awdnetself, while Mandy
spun or slept. Sometimes she promised herself shéw't look at a watch
until at least an hour had passed. Then she waouldtavas ten minutes
since her last glance.

160



One silver lining: Mandy’s toddler years taught @eeverything she
needed for her present career. She really absohbed afternoon soaps.
They were her only real company.

Sylvia did approve of her decision not to go battk iPR. Odette didn't tell
her it was less of a decision than the realisat@an she couldn’t leave
Mandy with anyone. They would phone within fiftemmutes to say she
was sitting quite calmly, bashing her head agdhesfloor. Odette got used
to it, if one ever truly does grow used to somegHike that.

At first it had horrified her and certainly it hdred her rare guests. Most of
them stopped coming after a time. Except for Maligdess her.

Okay, there were moments she cherished. Her faegpioto was one of
Mandy as a toddler, standing over the baby of dridike’s friends. Her
two hands were on its head and she was stroking.

As other perfect children were being told: ‘No Jdusyou’re hurting the
bunny’, her imperfect Mandy stroked with a genténp and crooned. She
stepped over the ants on their front stoep. Shed@unest of rat babies
after Mike had put down poison. She fed them wehdbolls’ bottle and
whispered to them.

When they died, one pink, wriggling death aftertarg she bashed her
head against the floor for an afternoon withouso®a When she thought
about it, the only person Odette ever saw Mandy\was herself.

* * *

The call went straight through to voice-mail, bl slisconnected, feeling
unprepared for what she wanted to say. She waiseg¢@nd, then rang
again.

‘Mike, I'm sorry not to get you ... Look, I'm reallgorry to hear about the
baby. Really | am. Cot deaths are tragic, but teegbbody’s fault. They
shouldn’t make her feel responsible. You must mekg sure of that. It
shouldn’t affect her confidence.
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‘And another thing: | don’t see why she should htoveeave. The other
child knows and loves her already — surely theydéd her more than ever.
Obviously they're in shock now, but in time ... yoancraise it when the
time’s right. Anyway, let me know how it's going.’

She disconnected and her phone rang again immbdiaiaking her jump.
'‘Odette? Can you hear me? It's Adriaan. Are youy@ka

‘Oh, it's you ... Yes, of course. You?’

‘No, | just wondered ... the phone call. Was evenyghall right? You
wanted me to leave in such ...’

‘Oh, that. Ag no, sorry. False alarm.’

‘I was just a bit worried, that’s all. Daughter gika

‘Oh fine. As always.” She forced a little laugh.l¥ays fine.’
‘Are you sure you'’re okay? You sound ... a bit odd.’

‘Why wouldn’t | be? | didn’t get a chance to thayu, by the way. For the
geyser, | mean.’

‘No man, it's nothing. All sorted now? | phoned Tins this morning ...’

‘The plumber? Yes, thanks for that. He turned ugh@at my even having
to phone.’

‘Okay then. Can | entice you to dinner? Any nigfu choose. I'll cook if
you like?’

Did she want to go? She didn’t much feel like cosagon. But then, did
she really feel like being alone?

* * *
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‘This is Mandy Evans. Leave a message.’

‘Mandy, give me a ring when you get this pleasp®t want to see how
you're doing. | don’t want you to worry too muclusi remember, it's not
your fault.’

She dialled Mike, but the phone just rang. Oh faven’s sake. Pick up,
Mike. Pick up. She sent him a text instead. Shevkdmien. He often found it
easier to tap out a message — even somethingagidded — than to
verbalise.

No news? | left you a voice mail. How are theybalhring up? M coping
ok?

A couple of seconds later, her phone tolMdli let u know. Can’t talk now.
Everyone being questioned.

It was starting to look like spring. The commonage turned miraculously
green. Pavements lush with grass seeds leapt ojpens. She wooed a
sheep grazing on the wide pavement, but it traitggdbf reach, nimble for
SO ungainly a creature.

Sunlight struck glancing blows against the chuf@louds massed,
submerging the street in a greenish unrealityhasgh the entire town had
sunk below the ocean. She thought she caught gsgimf the strange man
— Wolfie — straggles of hair bouncing about hisgdace. Before she could
be sure, the figure disappeared into the shadoviseowerge of town.

‘You're early.” Adriaan had a dish-towel over hisosilder. He was smiling,
and she was pleased she’d come. A friendly faceedicooked, a DVD to
watch: that’s all she wanted right now. And thimgent well — before
dinner anyway. He was making cottage pie. Not aeodrite, but she was
hungrier than she’d realised. She couldn’t rememlen she’d last eaten,
beyond a quick forage in the fridge.

163



The furniture was modern, almost utilitarian. Hestbave left the
farmhouse intact when he came here. New start ¢ilees, she supposed.
It stormed while she was making the salad, and toefdn’t hear
themselves speak. The lightning was near, and aminthey laughed at
their brief show of lip-reading and then fell silewaiting for it to pass.

He opened a chardonnay, but she said she’d sasddnghe meal. He
didn’t have any sparkling water so she drank tayak one of those days
when it tasted slightly mouldy.

‘Have you been okay?’ He gave a laugh. ‘It’s ... y@emed not quite
yourself.’

‘No I'm fine. Just stuff, you know: deadlines, expaions ... You must be
relieved about the rain.’

‘Of course. We want to be planting by mid-montts just ... | hope the
forecasts aren’t too accurate.’

‘Mealies?’

‘They say we're in for a helluva lot of rain ... Jaealies ... Just so long as
we can get the tractors into the fields. Anywayy'y® not interested in this,
and I, for one, would prefer not to spend anotlvenang worrying about
the maize planting.’

They chatted about whether they’'d be ready foMfoeld Cup. Not that it
meant much for Nagelaten, but she told him abaittnstruction work in
Jo’burg. Hardly a highway or main thoroughfare veheaffic wasn’t
detoured or delayed in some way.

‘Hard to believe it'll all be finished by next yedut who knows. Maybe
we can pull finger when we have to.’

‘Will your daughter be back?’

‘Mandy? We don’t know yet. She may just stay ondoother year.’
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‘But surely she’s keen to come back for it?’
‘She’s not that crazy about football.’
‘No, but still. That’s not really the point, is it?

She grabbed a fistful of cutlery from the dryingk@and began setting the
small table in the kitchen, but he shook his heatl@ointed to the door.
He’'d already laid the dining table. And there weaadles. A tremor passed
briefly across her shoulders. More expectations.

‘Why did she decide to go all that way? She’s stillyoung. Do you have
family there?’

‘No, why? And | certainly didn’t push her, if thativhat you think. She
wanted to go and she’s more than capable. Shedigdem au pairing
course. Did really well in it too.’

‘Not at all. I just ...’

‘I saw no reason to hold her back. All the kids ev&aking gap years. She
wanted to show ...’

‘No, no, Odette.” He laid both hands on her shod@ad brought his nose
briefly to touch hers. ‘I was implying nothing dfe sort. | just wondered
why she chose London, that’s all. Come, suppedsdyelet’s go through.’

The lounge was spartan. Couch, chair, worn legibeffe with aFarmer’s
Weeklyfolded open on it. She supposed he hadn'’t lived lmng enough to
develop clutter.

‘Any case, Mike’s got some deal in London. He’slband forth just about
every month. It's not like she can’t come backhiésvants. No one’s
forcing her.’

‘That much okay for you? And help yourself to saladutsourced that to a
truly expert salad maker.’
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He poured her a glass of chardonnay and she téoger gulp than she’'d
intended. She should leave it now or it wouldndt ldne meal.

Adriaan had bought a painting. A local artist; someshe hadn’t heard of.
‘But look how well he caught the Bonsmara in thaelgint.” Few people
would be drawn to buy a painting because he dittecatll. She thought it
endearing. Her oupa would have approved.

They watched one of that class of movie wheredh#urn man wanders
off into the desert (metaphoric or otherwise),ltlisioned by life and love.
She could have done without it. She didn’t liketimk that's what they
always did, one way or another.

She wasn’t sure how the argument started. Or whygshso upset. Perhaps
it was when she mentioned seeing Wolfie. Yes thast v She said she felt
sorry for the guy and Adriaan made a guttural scamdiclattered the plates
he was clearing.

She felt a rush of fury. More than that. A rustcold through the veins, as
though she’d mainlined it. It was followed by adiing light-headedness.

‘Where do you get off, you fucking Nagelatans. Haave you!’

‘Hey, come on now. No call for ... Look, I just thiylou shouldn’t get too
‘No, you listen. You're the people who stood by avaeitched while his
mother was abused. She was just a child. Justoaylchild.’

‘I know that, Odette. | wasn'’t here then.’

‘Why wasn't she protected? Why didn’t anyone watgbr her, take her
side? What must she have felt like, abused anddtiéaccused by the
community?’

She gathered up wine glasses and moved to theSiekielt a roaring in

her ears. It was as though reality had recededhadvas whirling, all
alone, within her rage.
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She slammed the glasses into the sink and thetesb@dt both of them. The
whirling stopped. She watched the blood gatherpaadd in the sink and felt
the room return. Muscles tightened around the turnbunvoiced sobs that
hardened in her throat.

The life he’'d been given. The lonely life that hsther had handed him
like a gift. A rotten gift full of misery. How musghat have made her feel.
She’d been able to do nothing to make it easidrpne thing to lighten his
load.

And then Adriaan, sweet man that he was, put msaround her from
behind. He didn’t ask what the hell had come owr Bhe would have.
Tutting over her hand, he found a first aid ki leer to a chair, cleaned and
plastered it.

‘I wasn’t here when all that was happening,’” helsglancing up from
plastering.

‘I know, I'm sorry. | don’t know what ...’

‘Leave it, it doesn’t matter. But just so you knawy antipathy isn’t a result
of his birth. I'm not a Neanderthal, even thougini a ...” He glanced into
her eyes and smiled, ‘... a fucking Nagelaten.’

She winced and opened her mouth to apologise agatime spoke before
she could. ‘I did give him a chance, you know. Betgot a thing about my
wife. Followed her everywhere. At first it was swewmit then ... not so
sweet. Especially considering what happened.’

‘But he surely ...

‘No, | didn’t then and | don’t now. | told Fitz #te time, | don’t think he’s
capable of real violence. Still don’t. No, | stiflink it was a common or
garden farm murder.’

‘Farmers are easy game, | suppose. Always gunsasiu’
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‘Wolfie started by just following, watching. Them Istarted taking little
keepsakes. A scarf once, then bits of jewelleryemhe was painting the
house.’

He was silent. She didn’t know what to say. Hestiaid with her hand and
turned to repack the first aid box.

‘Anyway, what does it matter now? All her jewellemas taken by the
robbers in the end. Makes you think about what'sartant, doesn’t it?’

You know, this might not be love, but it could beagh for her. She
wouldn’t ask for more. Nothing big or glamorous. dieat loves. Just this.
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Chapter 18

What would Reno and Rochelle do? What should tlefpdthe best? It
was always so hard. No one understood how hardsttev make the right
choices.

When the phone rang, she was confused, as thougtyyiar away in
England, was the fiction, rather than the other a@und.

‘Do you understand what | said?’ It was Mike. ‘Tihalice were here,
Odette. They took her laptop and her Ritalin. Qirse, | got straight on the
phone ...’

‘It's just ridiculous, all this. What's the mattesith them? It was a cot
death.’

‘Luckily I found a solicitor pretty smartly. Matef @rant’s, my auditor
friend. He asked if they were going to arrest hef they said we could
bring her in voluntarily.’

‘Oh but ... I mean, surely they just want to ask Wwhat happened? Aren’t
you being a bit dramatic? They have to ask, evéngfjust a cot death.’

‘For God’s sake, Odette. Get real. They suspettitheasn’t.’

‘Oh they always make out like they suspect. Evermmoyher. They have to,
just to show they’re investigating.’

‘The detective asked me what the Ritalin was fa.rhbde lots of notes,
like Attention Deficit was hugely significant. Hetad like it was a
dangerous narcotic.’

‘Well, she was medicated so strictly speaking,dida’'t have attention

problems. She functioned completely normally. Aedl,thalf the world’s
on Ritalin.’
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‘I'm just telling you what they said.’

‘If everyone who struggled to concentrate at scheed stopped from
teaching or ... or from having kids, just about thsole world would be
barred ...’

‘The solicitor told me not to say any more, sodrdi. Amelia’s beside
herself, naturally. She’s turned on me, which Etg.’

‘Some of the most capable people in the world naalie at school. Even
Bill Gates struggles with social cues. It doesnéam you can't be brilliant
at what you're good at.’

Odette’s coffee had turned cold. She fiddled with teaspoon, slopping it
over the rusk in her saucer. It disintegrated, d&rsiclinging to each other
like pale, desperate ants.

‘I have to just say, Odette, | told you at the tishe wasn’t ready.’ His
breathing laboured, drowning the London streetemizeyond him.

‘Oh that's just ... Even Mrs Brink said she couldato/thing she set her
mind to. She needed to be given the chance. Welgbwholly-coddle her
forever.’

‘Anyway, this is no time for recriminations. AmeBaelling them all sorts
of things and they’re lapping it up. She didn’t Waeer hair, she froze when
they shouted ...’

‘None of that affects her child care.’

‘Amelia yelled at me. Screamed. Said she show lsaen there was
something wrong because her beady little eyes maeetheirs.’

‘She can’t help her fucking eyes.’

Mike breathed. She couldn’t listen. The sound hertears. She couldn’t
look at her rusk. It made her want to vomit. Sheegieout of the window.
Her refuge, her new home. Cows grazed as thougdtingohad changed. As
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though Rochelle wasn't having second thoughts abeeping the baby. As
though Reno wasn't full of blame, as though it veérall Rochelle’s fault,
as though she hadn’t caused all this harm to thlhedoved most ...

It made her feel a little insane. ‘Do you want me&bdme?’

It was clouding over, though it wasn’t yet noongeTheat was oppressive,
weighing her down. If it stormed, perhaps theredélief. Storms were
supposed to do that.

‘Let me find out what's going to happen here. By time you get here, it
may all be over. Let’s just see when we take hardim the station, okay?
I'll let you know.’

She felt a flash of relief. Mike was the one toldei#h this. He would sort
it all out. People from his kind of family could dwat. They could talk to
each other, make things go away.

But if they kept her there ... the thought flashedkas a minnow, before
she could bash it to death. An unforgivable thoutflibhey did — just if —
then it wouldn’t be her fault. Mandy would staya@nd it would all be
beyond her control.

‘Is she all right, Mike? She must be frightened.’

‘It's inexplicable. Something I've never understobébund her quite calm.
She asked if she’d done the right thing, calling @dmbulance when she did.
| told her she did.’

‘Does she understand?’

‘On a rational level, of course. She’s not complestupid, Odette. But
she’s blank. | heard the police commenting on &ek bf emotion. Oh
Jesus.’ She could hear him breathing.

‘It doesn’t mean she doesn’t feel it. Did you expldnat to them?’

‘They weren't talking to me. They didn’t see merthé
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‘Did she say anything to them?’

‘The solicitor told us she shouldn’t say anythiBgit even before that ... |
don’t know. She just closed down. Wouldn't say advo

‘Perhaps that'’s for the best.’

‘Perhaps it is.’

[Scene details

Rochelle has woken in the night.She wanders imtditchen to
make a cup of milk and honey. She is clearly distrd. Alerted by
her activity, Lettie comes through, begs her towhgt she’s
feeling. Rochelle finally bursts out: She’s notesahe did the right
thing, cancelling the abortion. For Lettie thingeeaclear. No sister
of hers should kill God’s creature. Things arerst@ear for
Rochelle. She fears she won't be up to the taskhalcan offer this
child is a difficult life, full of hardship. Shedis she won't be able
to give it any happiness. And when it matters, whermets hard,
she fears her own powerlessness to help at all.

She got up to make a second coffee. She would@mt the thing. She
couldn’t bear to look at it one more time.

* * *

‘Hello? Mandy? Mandy, are you there? I'm glad ywwitched your phone
back on. I've been trying to reach you. Are youysKa

‘I'm fine.’
‘How ...? I'm thinking of you, Sweetpea. How're yoogng?’

‘Okay.’
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‘Look, I know this is hard, but luckily your dadtkere. He’ll sort
everything out.’

‘I know.’

There was silence. She could hear Mandy breathkegher father, but
faster, lighter. Something kept niggling at here $buldn’t get a grip on the
thought, but couldn’t rid herself of the feelingheir.

‘Have you met the lawyer yet? Is he nice to you?”’

‘It's fine. He's fine.’

Had Odette known? That’'s what had been nigglingeatHad she? When
she blithely sent Mandy off overseas, had she @akiyng that it might all be
too much for her? Or that, in the middle of thehjgf the baby cried too
much, there might be two of her? Two forces thatadwith each other?
‘Well don't let it get to you. Just remember, yadmt do anything wrong.’
Had she prepared Mandy for that? For the feelihgsdome in the night?
‘Mandy, there isn’t anything you'd like to tell mis, there?’

‘About what?’

‘No, don’'t worry. It doesn’'t matter.’

* * *

They knew something wasn’t quite right. Or rathes knew, and Sylvia
told her not to wish things on her child. Mandyifatences were just so
subtle that everything could be explained.

‘My dear, all babies scream. And not all babiesakpa the same time. Life

would be very dreary, wouldn't it, if we were all although on our side, |
must say, we tended to be early.’
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The bottom line was that Mandy would catch up. €heas nothing
abnormal about her. Nothing at all. You took whai got with babies. She
was a bad mother even to suspect there might be toat:

Mandy struggled with toilet training. It wasn’t thielandy didn’t know
what to do if Odette sat her on the loo. She jid’'tseem to notice when
she needed to go. Sylvia was reassuring. Althougihd&l had been early,
she did know a cousin who had still been in napaiesirsery school.

Eventually, she just feared and wished in silefte year before diagnosis,
Mandy went for all the tests: IQ, psych, perform@anc You name it, she
had it. They scanned her brain and tested her bldoBrescott took his
time. Didn’t want to make a diagnosis lightly, ladslater. He interviewed
Odette several times, asking the same questionsaodeover.

‘Tell me about this head-banging business. And didnyou say she lacks
restraint? More than other toddlers? Why didn’t geek advice on that?’

She told him again. And then again. She shook éad hashamed.

‘You reported that Mandy has to be told thingstsnes. Is this an
exaggeration? Do you find that Mandy learns fromrhistakes? And did it
still not occur to you to seek ...?’

She shook her head. Of course not. Why shouldhn&€dShever had a baby
before.

‘You say she masturbates? As comfort behaviour?ltMgu regard it as
excessive? And this didn’t lead you to ...?’

No. For fuck’s sake, no. Lots of toddlers mastuedaShe didn’t want to
see it. She didn’t want to believe there was anglhwvrong. He tilted his
head at her quizzically, eyes a watery blue overdmding glasses. She
detested his thin smile. Did he really think itghssionate?

How did Mandy behave? How did she learn? He askedtauncles, aunts
and cousins; their great-grandparents, themsehesheir life together. He
asked Mandy questions, then he asked them agaigoHwer to draw
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pictures, made her do puzzles. He shuffled thrqagylchological
evaluations, reports on co-ordination.

He harped on about their flaws and family traitsady enjoying himself.
She and Mandy shape-shifted from human beingshijests for research;
fields of study. He despised them — wasn't it obgi®d He felt superior,
behind his desk blotter and his Mont Blanc pen.

Odette got a call quite late. It was a Monday. &meembered because
Mike phoned his mother. Or rather, he was impatidren the call came
through because Sylvia would be waiting.

‘Odette? Dr Prescott.” Funny how they did that,tdos They called you by
your first name, but denied you the intimacy ofitlosvn.

‘Can you pop in tomorrow? Around two? There’s sdnrgj I'd like to ...
urm ...’

In that moment, Odette realised that she had alkage/n. She knew
people said that in hindsight and it sounded all-agey and mystical. But
she wasn't like that. She didn’t believe motherssgel things. Yet, despite
not wanting to, she had known.

Mike slept fine. No, that was unfair. She didn’pbknthat he slept fine.
Maybe he just lay still and didn’t feel like speadi The morning was
interminable. Mike was at the office, but poppedkpunctually at one and
they dropped Mandy with his mom. (Or with Agnesuadlyy, who had
brought Mike up and was even more doting than hemrgy. Sylvia was

still at her bridge game.)

He kept them waiting, the bastard. He told them, toed made them hold
out, in a waiting room stuffy with temperatures amotty noses, till twenty
past.

He remained safely behind the desk portrait obloside wife and two

perfect daughters, his eyes fixed on a journatlastbut when they sat, he
looked up, all business.
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Uh-hrum. What they had here was a genetic conditiamas an
unfortunate twist of fate, in his opinion, and thets the way they should
look at it.

‘There’s no purpose served by hashing and rehasirigms with
conditions like this.” He glanced between them. tmg to apportion
blame. Deal with the present, that's my advice.’

He showed them a grainy picture to the side ofdbenal article. It was a
grotesque picture, nothing like Mandy. Nothing latEhe picture was bad,
but it was the sound it made when named, when spaloeid. It had a
shape. It formed a bubble, which grew and grewl utrftiled all the space
in your brain.

He couldn’t tell them clearly what it would meahwias impossible to say
which features she might have, and to what dedre’® $e affected. They
would discover that for themselves, ‘rather likeogage of discovery’. He
gave an uncomfortable bark of laughter.

She would more than likely improve as she gainedaturity. Some
behaviours, like head-banging for example, woulasgie. And she should
progress well with the right remediation.

You could teach people to be less impulsive, apyreYou could impress
upon them appropriate sexual behaviour. Socidkséiluld be coached:
‘Look at me. My wife says | had none when she met but she’s coached
me well enough.’

When it struck him that no one was about to joirhis laugh collapsed into
a small uh-hrum. (Perhaps a little more work resgliMrs Prescott.)

‘You're lucky. Her IQ is well within the normal rge. Look, she may not
... perhaps you shouldn’t expect her to get her RhiDthen many people
live happy, useful lives ...’

Odette stopped listening. There was a buzzingiirnbad. She caught
snippets: ‘No reason, with good remedial inputt 8fee shouldn’t be
absolutely average.’
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Average. What parent hopes for their child to berage. Why did he think
that would make them feel better? Fuck him. Mandyh bloody well be
more than average. Odette would drill her. Bully. lkéght her. Fight the
school system, fight anyone who got in her way.

‘... very manageable. Yes, an extremely managealniditton. If you put
in the effort, she could very well end up living@mpletely normal life. See
for yourselves. You can hardly tell.’

If you didn’t know, yes. If you didn’t know. But mothey did, and they
could never not know again. She thought of hedgluf the button eyes
that she’d thought were a legacy of a great-awarelip remembered. Never
again could her features be the eccentricitiesvoffamilies bonded, two
dynasties moulded into one individual. They wersmgrphic. They were
nothing but symptoms.

Odette changed paeds after that day. She couldaittb look at Dr
Prescott. Didn’t want to meet his eyes ever again.

During the unpleasant part, when the thought flieleghrough her brain,
she thought Mike might glance her way.

Would it not have been better for all of them, g, if Odette had gone
ahead? If Mike had never come round to dissuaddfidandy had never
... It was a despicable thought. She touched his.Hdadlidn’t respond.
She didn’t blame him. She probably wouldn’t havectted her either,
given the choice.

She genuinely hadn’t heard. Mike breathed heathign asked why she
insisted on making him repeat it, when she knew weall what he’d said.

‘You must know. We've all been expecting this. Beedon't be

disingenuous.” She was bewildered. What had theyvkr®? She never
seemed to know anything for sure.
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‘They arrested her. Actually arrested her. To catrytheir inquiries. They
didn’t mention a charge yet, but the custody sergedd her ...’

‘Surely they're just wanting to ask her what hapgukh

‘The custody sergeant told her they suspect shelmayvolved in the
death of little Daisy.’

‘That is ...” She cleared her throat, tried agairhatis such utter bull ...’
‘They cautioned her formally. All that stuff fromTthat you never think
you’ll hear in real life. About the right to remasilent, about harming your
defence.’

‘I'd better come. | should be there.’

‘There was a reporter outside. | managed to blaskiew of Mandy. |
didn’t want him to take some picture that would m&ler look ...’

‘But surely they can’t use pictures of her.’

‘Not at this stage, but later they might. AnywaydlRy asked the custody
sergeant not to put her in a cell because of herBugt the interview rooms
were all busy. Anyway, she only spent an hour celd’

‘By herself? Jesus Mike.’

‘I'm doing what I can, Odette. Anyway, it was ordg hour.’

‘I know, | know. But | should be there.’

‘Ridley told the custody sergeant he’d instructed to say nothing. Which
was probably lucky because she seems to have gtinthis total trance ...

| think you should just hold your horses, OdetteuYeed a visa nowadays

and by the time you get through all that, | may jus

‘So you do still think it'll all be okay.’
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‘I don’t know about “okay”. But at least she hasipéen charged. Not yet
anyway. At this stage she’s just bailed as a suispec

* * *

She resisted sex. Not so much refused as layeigpdigh to withstand alll
but the most resolute. And Adriaan was not thaé Ghrled into a ball on
her side. She could feel his flanks, radiating leather cold bum. It was
still chilly at night, especially after a storm.

She must have fallen asleep eventually becausavebies with fear
pounding in her chest. She thought she had leaptia&d out, but perhaps
she hadn’t. Adriaan was still breathing evenlymeal snore, like a growl,
in his throat.

It was pitch, the moon just a splinter, the stérds of light in the
darkness. That was one of the things she’d hadttaged to. In Jo’burg,
yellowish light always seeped through, not quiteetked by curtains.

It was cold in the room, but she was sweating.t8&ad to control her
breathing, not wanting to wake Adriaan. Her scalzé over.

What had she done? What had she wished for? Eceetlye Even as the
most furtive thought before she could trap andftitisShe hadn’t meant it.
She hadn't. Please God, she didn’t mean it. Héd cmuld barely cope
with life. How would she cope with jail? She wouldver get the social
cues. She wouldn’t know how to behave in ordetvise.

Nothing else mattered. Never mind this new life las trying so hard to
build. She would trade anything; anything at alle$ad given Mandy
precious little life of her own. Let her not haveelm responsible for
snatching what little remained.

179



Chapter 19

Another gusty spring morning. It ought to be exgtiShe was picking up
the espresso machine from its previous owner,aiauit barista whose
business wasn’t doing well.

Trudie was beside herself with anticipation. She &sked three times
about starting her lessons as soon as Odette eetwith the machine.
Odette reckoned she would have to, if Trudie wereet up to speed by
their launch date. They had put so much into ittiAdt time and
enthusiasm, which now felt vaguely naive.

The market square was already alive with peoplem@fosat on blankets,
selling old clothes, overripe tomatoes and eggsusited with chicken shit
and feathers. Crawling from their mother’s blanké&iddlers snatched at
plastic bottles and chip packets. People rubbedrgr their eyes. Babies
cried, damp cheeks crusting in the heat.

Flies settled in iridescent clouds at its verge neleeswollen dog lay
reeking. It had been dragged against the sand&igade of a shop
building. If you were able to ignore the dog, itwa be a beautiful shop,
square blocks carved from yellow stone, with woosiéa and frames.

The journey took forever. Consumed by fumes andjtbe/ of diesel
motors, she found it hard to focus on her usualr@arks. She registered
the church spire in its valley and usually she myadao see it just like that,
as it appeared from the main road, with sunlighhging off distant
windows. But today she couldn’t hold it steady.

Her mind’s eye slipped its leash and raced aclwsglain like a dog after
carrion. She couldn’t just leave it be. She hadidory at it, and what she
knew it had become.

It was a ghostly place now, infused with the desledi by its deserters, and
the disrepair it took from its appropriators. The willagers had drifted
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away, while the new lacked the means to visualias anything more than
just immediate shelter. But what the hell.

* * *

‘Unlike you to be late.” Heather buzzed her throtigh gate and waited for
her at the door.

‘Sorry. Had to pick up my Wega. | just made thafipayment, so Lucky
Bean’s set to go.’

‘That's exciting. Isn't it? Isn’t this what you’'vieeen waiting for? You're
not having second thoughts, are you?’

‘Yes. No, I'm happy.’

‘You don't look it. What's the matter? Problemsrural paradise?’

‘No, not at all, not with me anyway. It'll all bekay though. It'll sort out.’
A lawn-mower sounded, probably next door. She hadys found it
comforting, the sound of normal families, where glaedener came once a
week without fail.

‘Is it Mandy? Not serious | hope?’

‘No, not Mandy either. It's the family. The babydied. A cot death.’

‘How awful. How'’s she coping?’ Heather passed heup, keeping her
eyes on Odette’s. ‘Is Mike still over there? H&ting her home, no doubt.’

‘I'm not sure that would be good. The family wiked someone surely ...
Or if they don't, the agency could find her anotfamily.’

‘Would that be best? Isn’t she upset? Wouldn’&itdetter for her just to
come home?’

‘Far worse to make her feel like it's her faultybuld have thought. Or that
she didn’t cope. Jesus, | can't believe you evarktthat's a good idea.’
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‘Okay, Odette. Take a moment.’

‘I don’t need a bloody moment. | think it's a stdpdea, that’s all. I'm just
saying.’

‘Okay, | can see that you're angry...’

Odette shrugged, impatient with her. She wantdzktout of there, doing
... something, anything, rather than all this endtdesdy talk. What good
did it do?

‘I'm not bloody angry. It's not like it's anybody'fult. | was just
impatient, that’s all. I've got a lot on my mind.’

Heather was silent. Did she have no other strag@ghdl she had to do was
clam up and the traffic did her work for her, buniglinto a tsunami of
sound until you were forced to speak, just to stdgm engulfing you.

‘Look Heather, I'm upset about it, naturally. Whowdn’t be? It's hard on
her and | can’t get there in time to be any helpat® all there is to it.’

Heather still sat watching her. The lawnmower beggain. It was such a
tangible sound of homes and gardens that she fdarsé, as though it
could make her life as ordinary as the sound. 8ble & breath. It was only
an hour. Less than an hour. She could hold it tegdhat long.

Odette forced herself to smile. She sipped heamebcarefully replaced the
cup. ‘The worry just makes me a bit snappy, thai’sSorry.’

Heather shook her head and flipped her hands.ntitshat, Odette. | just
want us to look at why ...’

‘I'm not that concerned, really. It's not like skeh any danger. Mike’ll sort
it all out. He’s good at that.’
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They were silent again. Heather sipped her teaeogpiating her over the
rim of her teacup. Odette glanced at the clock tivacaught her at it, but
didn’t comment.

‘So it sounds like you and Mike are managing tasltae decisions on this.
What does he think?’

Odette gave a laugh. ‘Me and Mike? Share?’

‘| see. That's a pity. Is this something that hapgzeduring your
relationship, or is it a result of your separation?

‘Hell, 1 don’t know. It's no one’s fault. He's...’
‘He’s...what?’

‘I was going to say he’s a not a bad man ... oh'dknow. It's not so
very strange, is it? Many couples end up like that.

Odette rose, but felt awkward standing. Unsure windb with herself, she
carried her cup over to the teapot. It was cola THwnmower stopped.
Heather’'s room was south-facing. Outside, you cseeklthe kind of
buzzing sunlight that made you yearn for schoddeé@mut. Not much longer
to go.

‘Well, how can | remember?’ she said, sitting agdd@rhaps we just lost
the ability to talk without blaming each other.’

‘For what, exactly?’

‘Life, | suppose. Disappointments. | don’t know. Were so young. And
Mandy wasn’t exactly the easiest child. She justnitaShe was a tough
adolescent.’

‘That’s a hard feeling to have. Especially if ydarbhed each other.’

‘Mike and | didn’t part from hatred, Heather. Wefuan out of other things
to say. Banal really.’
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Giovanni helped her load the Wega, and asked Itistke him to throw in
the red-checked table-cloths. Same price. She weddeGiovanni were
his real name, or whether he’'d adopted it to magerattoria more
authentic. His accent was pure Jo’burg boytjie.

He didn’t say so, but he must have bought here velwenyone still thought
this would be the next, best trendy destination.

‘Considered holding out till the World Cup, buté\got some other deals
going down. There’ll be a boom, no doubt abowgpecially here. It's a
good time to buy. Give you a good deal if you'reenested.’

Odette smiled and shook her head. In the evenimggitt be cosy, but at
midday it smelled of damp and decades of olivatat had seeped into the
walls. He buzzed her back out through the stee tjett had kept its
patrons alive, at least while they were inside.

She cut through town, but hadn’t bargained on e bus routes. Running
down the centre of the one-ways, they made a foraiy of familiar old
streets. She found herself in a left lane wherwamged to turn right, cut
off by a concrete barrier just too high to driverdortably across.

Constant hooting made her jump and twist in het. #etaxi came to a
sudden halt in front of her. She slammed on brakeisfelt the shock course
through her legs. The driver slapped the flat effand on the outside of
his door and yelled from his window.

She only really panicked when she reached theinttsection. She had
planned to cut past the buses into the right-hand.|But a thousand taxis
had the same idea — despite the grid-locked intBose Cars pushed and
revved against them long after the light had turned

When the robot changed again, she found herselianad, the only driver
in the universe who appeared to care, or haveeuwat all.
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Hooters blared and men swore, making obscene gsdtwiough open
windows. Battered taxis shoved their way throughttihrmoil, while
between them all, a constant stream of pedestfiansd, like ants to a
sugar bowl.

She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t expel the @mfiher lungs. She needed
to breathe out. She couldn’t take a breath if shédn’'t breathe out. She
had to concentrate. She had to push the air out.

Desperate puffs. Just little puffs. Exhaust fumesddout her mouth. Her
fingers began to tingle. Her body was about to slowtn. Darkness edged
from the periphery of her vision.

The robot changed again. She put her foot dowhtifig the steel tide,
ramping the concrete barrier. She thought she ¢aaghe bumper a
glancing blow. She thought she was pursued beazHuseut she could
have been mistaken.

She cut down a side street, then another. Shdilestion in the one-way
streets. And suddenly it was quiet, like beingiedrover a waterfall,
battering over the rapids, then finding yoursel&aipool of calm.

She pulled to the side of the road outside thecCiwieatre, to catch her
breath and stop shaking. Across the road, a gigitadclock told her it
was 269 days until the World Cup.

‘You're very quiet today,” Margie said, and evergiattention was
suddenly fixed on her. ‘You haven't said what ybink.’

Odette had managed no more than a glance at Pakesaies. She would
have to wing it. ‘Well, actually | like it. Espediythe ... the church
intervention? It's very funny.’ Palesa shot henals.

‘Oh come on,’ said Chevonne. She was spinning aeriip the air and
catching it. ‘It sounded good in theory, but iesthes belief, don’t you
think? This whole church mobilising over some pgay boy?’

185



Lex sucked at his biscuit. ‘I just wonder if we waili these people praying
all over the place.’

‘Okay, | get that his mom goes all churchy andKgg'aChevonne chucked
her pen again. ‘But in this day and age, isn’tdbeninee’s reaction a bit
over the top?’

Any other day, Odette would have introduced thef®ater Mongolia just
ninety minutes away. But what would it prove? Ewery knew stories from
life that would stretch anyone’s credibility.

‘What do you think, Odette?’ Why did Margie keegplphg on her? She
attempted deeply contemplative, as though shelmdayht of nothing else
for days.

‘I think the dominee believes he has total say @waryone’s lives. And |
think he would totally think he can cure the poayg

In the end, if she remembered rightly, the chuntlrvention stayed, but
the dominee’s reaction was toned down a bit. Lexked fingers were
giving her a morning-sick quease. She took theiesmon her storyline
without a peep. Just wrote it all down. She woudiiny about it later.

‘But what happens next?’ asked Chevonne. ‘|l findlia little weird. She’s
cancelled the abortion, but then starts having thabout keeping the
ankle-biter?’ She thought she might murder Chevohslee didn’t stop
flinging that bloody pen in the air.

‘It means Reno’s still teetering: does he havestichis wife or not? If she
keeps the child, it'll come crashing down on threiationship like a ton of
bricks. So that’s the dramatic imperative.’

Lex licked another biscuit. ‘Ja, but I'm with Chewe. What's the
motivation?’

‘| thought | showed that, Lex. Bringing the childrhe will change
Rochelle’s life utterly. Nothing will ever be tharse.’
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‘But she must know no one’s going to adopt a batg/that?’ Chevonne
again, font of all genetic wisdom.

‘It would make an adoption harder, you're righttiidugh Down’s children
do have a huge range of IQ and ability ...’

Chevonne caught her pen with one hand. What wa#géiténking? They
weren't interested, and she just wanted to get home

‘It's part of the fantasy. It's the dream of thistrbeing permanent. That this
one slip won't somehow shape the whole rest ofifest

‘And when they realise they’re going to be stuckhwi forever, it's too late
for an abortion. | like it,” Lex added, waving adusting biscuit stump in
the air.

Nausea was coming in waves, each raising swehtindpe of her neck. It
was all she could do just to clamp it down. Perhapss the twenty-four
hour virus.

Then Chevonne dropped her pen. In the silence,lbayd it bounce and
roll away, coming to rest somewhere between PalrdaDdette. Palesa
slithered beneath the table and emerged wagglingdsa. Odette could
see this was aimed at her, but she couldn’t fatiuwext she was on about.
She just wanted it to be over.

Palesa widened her eyes, nodding in the directid@ and Margie.
Finally, she gave a loud click, fumbled in her guasd produced a
crumpled R50 note. The best Odette could managewasak
acknowledging smile. She couldn’t even enjoy hieniph.

* * *

Driving seemed to calm her stomach. She was spgedithe secondary
road, which she shouldn’t be doing. The potholesdeepened and it was
hard to see them in this light.
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She was trying to beat the storm. Concentratingammething made you
forget the nausea. The wind was bawling about énglifting dust devils
and whipping long grass strands across the roaallight was a sickly
grey. The sky felt like a too-low ceiling in a sas$ room.

It came when she only had twenty ks to go. It begim such violence that
it rocked the car and blinded her. No windscregoevd could withstand
that rain, if you could use so inadequate a wole: f8lt herself disappear,
sucked into its depths.

She couldn’t see a metre in front of the car. She grawling, fearing that
some idiot in a truck might ram her from behind.tkat she would come
up suddenly behind a truck and ram it. She coulskeét the centre line.
What if she hit something head-on. She wanteddp, £tut couldn’t see
enough to pull off the road.

A moment or two of straining and she saw the raggede. It had broken
away, creating a considerable drop from tar to gtevhe made it, pulling
as far as she could into the long grass. Rain sadlber in a solid capsule,
but at least she felt safer. Relief came in a thahforced a laugh from
somewhere high in her throat.

Her phone rang. She had to yell to make herselidhea
‘It's Mike. Odette, can you hear me? What? Whegeftltk are you?’ She
could tell from his voice that he was breathingviga

‘Never mind. Listen, I'm going to tell you this aqukily. We'll discuss it
more when I'm back.’

The car rocked, buffeted by wind and the dead weagivater. ‘You're
coming back already? Mike, you need to settlast fi

‘Jesus. Where are you living? What planet? Forstisake, | told you she’s
a suspect.’

‘Yes, but ... You know it's rubbish. | don’t want her feel like she’s
failed.’
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‘The press is saying they're close to a formal ghail heDaily Mail said
the police were holding someone for questioning pblice wouldn’t have
leaked that if ...’

‘Charge her? Actually charge her? With what?’ Hadest fear. Her
guiltiest thought. Her fault. Oh God, her fault.

‘Murder, Odette. Or if we're lucky, manslaughtehar’s the least we can
hope for. Okay sorry, | just ... it's hard, and yoantt seem to have any
clue.’

‘No, what? What are you saying?’

‘Look, I'll explain when we’re back. In the meanggnthe custody
sergeant’s agreed to bail and I'm allowed to bhieghome.’

She couldn’t hear what he said next. The wind waidivg about the car, as
though it were baying for blood. 'There’s thingsatwange naturally, but
we’ll be leaving within the week.” His voice fadadain.

‘I'm ... I don’t know what to say. Listen, I'll com®r a few days, when
she’s back in Jo’burg.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Well, she can't sit around for the rest of the iyddaybe she could study
something, do a course, so she needs to be sonestecan ...’

‘Odette. Odette.’

‘They can’t really believe that junk, if they'rettemg her come home. But
she’ll need to be in familiar surroundings to ragr@nd recover. She’ll
enjoy being around you guys, with Lindy about tgppand she’ll be a huge
help ...’

‘Odette, are you insane? We can’t have her in thesé with a newborn.’
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Part 2
Chapter 20

| can tell from the light that it's incredibly earl I’'m not sure what roused
me, but it was a relief. One minute | was deepoimdr, the next acutely
conscious.

The calf next door is still crying for its moth&€ows have motherhood all
worked out. No tug of war, just resignation. Retetiee hopes and desires.
Breathe them out. This is all there is now, so acstept. Deal with it, one
step at a time.

| wish | could cultivate some of that. | might eeicceed if only | could
sleep. Just one night of deep and dreamless dleas all | ask. | could
hear a baby crying last night. It went on and omlraadful sound.

| searched for it, to make it stop. | had to makshiut up or I'd go mad. |
rushed from room to empty room ... | woke up thenveamt to the
bathroom, but as soon as | lay down again, | wasklihere, searching.
This time, though, | found it. Oh the exquisiteafeBut that feeling only
lasted an instant. As soon as | snatched it upwl that it had no eyes. Sitill,
| tried to shush it, but | found that it had no tlmurhen | saw that it was
dead. | had killed it, but | wasn’t sure how. | Imidmeant to.

My breath feels trapped. It's like a bubble in rgoiat that | can’'t swallow
... Can't analyse it either. The commonage is stMlezed in a layer of mist.
Quite eerie against the dark hillside, especiallyew figures appear
suddenly through it. A herdboy leading his cows ...

When | write like this, | find that random wordspajar before me,
demanding to be written. Like anguish. | like thaird. It's a rushing word,
like water. It sounds as though you could givepirt,tallow it to carry you
away. Angst is a harder word, like a stone. Angst.

190



Angst is different from fear, which would mean ademal threat. Mandy
couldn’t be regarded as a material threat. Exceptnless ... but that’s
not something | can deal with right now.

Angst means the fear of what is strange, so angstdn’t be the right word
for any normal family homecoming. But perhaps gmido for one like
ours. Heather once said that growing up means legrto accept our
imperfect mothers. | managed that more easily Wiitke's mom. Couldn’t
stand her when we were first married, but evenyuasluppose | learned to
see her, rather than the image | cast through my msecurities. Funnily
enough, | miss her now.

Sylvia took care of herself. She didn’t smoke aenstretched to more
than a glass or two of wine and a sherry now andimg-How unfair that
she should be struck down in the middle of herd&igame. She was dead
before she could win the round. She would havedhiis.

And then my own mother, whose liver should nevee karvived a week
past her fiftieth, is probably still annoying hellit of retirement villagers in
Plett.

| read somewhere that Kierkegaard saw angst asoéopnd spiritual
condition of despair. Animals are slave to thestincts, but the freedom
granted humans leaves them in constant fear ohépiheir responsibilities.

He meant to God though.

‘What is it, Mandy? Are you okay? Is something ...?’
‘My shelves are different. | don’t have the samphmards.’

Mike shifted. He looked dreadful: bruised patchedar his eyes and hair
that was lank and greasy.
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‘They're a bit different, Mandy. Did you bring tts¢uff from your dad’s?
Your bears and your animal collection? Look, orieytre on your shelves,
it won’'t be much different.’

‘I don’t want them like this. | want them to looké they did before.’

She hunched in on herself, pacing the kitchendikempatient troll. Mike
rubbed a hand over his eyes. Odette knew the tedfiMandy were
different all the time it would be one thing. Bitescould be so nearly, so
very nearly, like everyone else. It lulled you.

‘Look, it's a different house. A new town. This radaces a different way,
so it won'’t be exactly the same, but once you hewe own things ...’

‘I want it the same.” She continued to pace, up @an, up and down.

‘It's a nicer room, Mandy. This one faces nortfs #unny and you can
watch the herdboys bring their cows to graze.’

‘I don’t want to. | want my old room.’

Mike slammed his cup to the counter, sloshing batdver his hand. He
shook it and brought it to his face. Odette thrémv & tea-towel.

‘Mandy, this is it,” he snapped. ‘Go and unpackw\do you hear me? |
won't hear another word.’

Odette tried to catch his eye, to shake her heiadylhad obviously been
lecturing him about limits again. As if Odette hadned that.

‘No, no, no no.” Mandy voice rose and she pacedk laad forth, back and
forth.

Odette could’ve told him that would happen. It omlgde things worse.

Mandy had worked herself into a terror. She stregglith change at the
best of times, and this could scarcely qualify as of those.
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Odette tried not to see Mandy’s rage as persosanaccusation. She was
supposed to be the adult, after all. She knewrttrdhers always saw the
very worst of their own children. Mandy could haoldngs together out
there, but when she came home, she could letgoallt was a safe place to
allow herself to be rushed away by it. Anguishppposed to angst.

Odette’s breath had formed a stone in her chegle Ras easy to walk
away from. ‘Come,’ she said to Mike. ‘Let’s get amithere. We can't talk
and Mandy won’t get over this while we’re both heyeant at. It could go
on for hours.’

‘No, mom, no.” Mandy gulped for air, hands jerkiagd panicked. Not so
easy to walk away from.

Odette wrapped her arms around Mandy’s stiff batty squeezed. It took
Mandy by surprise. She didn’t bend or soften ittdt wasn’'t an embrace.
It was all she could think of, an instinct thataleed back to Mandy’s
infancy.

‘Mandy, the shelves are different, but we are tmaes. It'll be fine once
you've put your things up.’

Mandy wrenched herself free, flailed her arms dndg herself against the
wall. ‘I hate you. | hate you.’

Rage. That was easy to walk away from.

* * %

It would get chilly when the sun dropped behindhiiks, but she didn’t
want to risk going back for something warmer.

‘I knew you should’ve waited before moving away,ikd muttered.

‘She wasn’t behaving like this before she left. 8aen’t done this for
years. Obviously it's because of what happened theze.’

‘Yes, and who ... Oh never mind. Let’s not get irftatt’
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Odette stopped walking. Mike’s flat hair appeareatherable to her. He was
proud of his hair. She felt like touching it, tdkaowledge ....

‘She’s just reverting, Mike. And it's understandalfl you think about it. It
wasn’t her fault, but even so, everything’s falsgart. It's frightening. She
feels powerless.’

She felt the need to explain Mandy to him. Perhiaptemmed from the
same impulse. He needed that. He needed thereaodason for her
oddness. They didn’t speak again until they reaéieddu Waenhuidt
was too early for other patrons. The restaurantdeals and silent, heavy
drapes sombre. It smelt of dust and dead flowers.

She led Mike through to the connecting bar — aiaptg, aside from a
couple of bleary drunks in the corner. It wouldl dip in an hour or so when
the farmers had dropped their workers in the townsh

Mike ordered a Bell's and a Grapetiser on the diitiette shook her head.
The wall-mounted TV showed two men in soundlessudision. They were
replaced by a stripey team failing to score a g#iast a hulking blue team.

‘Highlights,’” said Mike. He walked over and switch# to the football.
‘Qualifiers,” he said by way of explanation. Sh# gerush of irritation.
What did he think? They would hunker down compaalimy to discuss the
World Cup line-up? Jesus.

Arranging two stools to face the set, he turnedsthend way down and
then she understood. He would find it easier toifdhe didn’t have to face
her directly. He folded his arms, grasping the gjiashe crook of his arm.
It was smudged with fingerprints. Any other time,would have sent it
back.

‘Letting her come home was a good sign, surely?’

He glanced at her, then back at the screen. ‘Sfaded to return in sixteen
weeks. They can get her back easily enough whefréheady to charge
her.’

194



“If” surely. Not “when”.’

‘Look Odette,’ still without looking at her. “Youérgoing to have to prepare
yourself. They think she did it. Ridley’s working the assumption they've
only told us the tip of the iceberg.’

‘Why didn’t they charge her then?’

He didn’'t answer immediately. On the screen, a-tiaiked guy in white
blasted the ball into the net.

‘We’ve got Sally Clark to thank for that. Whoa, Lpard you beauty.’ He
said it under his breath, without altering his egsion.

‘Is she one of the lawyers?’

He didn’t answer during the replay. It was a pgnsittot. The goalie dived,
but it zipped past him. ‘Capello’s had a good ruthwhis team.’

‘Go on about this Clark woman? | asked ...’

‘She’s not a lawyer. She’s dead actually, but Ridlenks she’s the only
reason they haven't actually charged Mandy yetnizax?’

He gestured at his glass with a middle finger. ¢&n.. Better give me a
pack of that biltong too. Got to drive. Sally Clanas jailed for murdering
both her children.’

He thrust a handful of biltong slices into his moand worked his jaws
rapidly. Just to get it down, it seemed to hercdeldn’t be tasting it.

‘She was exonerated later. Devastating embarragdorethe prosecution,
apparently. | mean, how is it possible that ondgalocan quite categorically
see petichiae ...’

‘See what?’
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‘Burst veins in the baby’s eyes. Shows smotherhg.the other one saw
signs of shaking.’

‘In Sally Clark’s case, or Mandy’'s?’

‘No, that’s the thing. They're not telling us thatpology results. And we
can’t send in our own medical experts because abe'tbeen officially
charged. Yet anyway.’

He stopped and swallowed hard. ‘God, I'm goingéedh... got any
antacids at home?”’

She nodded and waited. From years of dealing wiindy, she’d learned
patience. On screen, the Croatian goalie diveldaight and caught the
ball.

‘It's relevant because Sally Clark became sucht@mna scandal. The
doctors disagreed, but she was convicted anywause some idiot expert
claimed two cot deaths in one family was like ..." pused to drain his
Grapetiser.

‘Like lightning striking?’

‘You get the picture. He’s completely discrediteniwa Apparently cot
deaths can be genetic, but they didn’t know thamth

‘That’s good, right? And if the doctors can’t agtiat’s surely even better.’

‘We don’t know that in Mandy’s case. We don’'t knauat they’'ve found,
except for what's been in thzaily Mail.’

‘Why the hell are they so interested in one smadleclike this?’
‘It's sensational, Odette. Obviously. They don'vea murder every half

hour over there. Anyway, let’'s not get into thadIBy thinks theDaily
Mail’s got a contact in the police.’
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He swallowed the last of the biltong. She waitedlevhe washed it down
with Scotch. Mike swallowed again and winced.

‘He wrote a speculative piece, quoting “sourcelfike sketched the
inverted commas with his free hand. ‘He reckong’teegetting their ducks
in a row first — with the medical experts specialijiey don’t want to make
a false move, considering how devastating the Glage was.’

The bar was filling up. So far, Odette was the amynan. She wondered if
it was that, or the fact that Mike was a strangdrich drew the looks.

Despite the evening chill, all but one of the regsilwore shorts, cut square
across their thighs. The shirts were khaki, ort#ih@tone variety from the
co-op. She saw, rather than heard, one of theralasht the two of them,
gesturing with a flip of his head. The barman sgadyand handed him a
couple of Castles and what looked like Klippiesiva coke on the side.

The one in longs was at the door, handing a cokéocan obese child
whose cheeks had swollen his eyes nearly closed.

‘For God’s sake, Odette, keep your eyes off thasélgs. | thought we
came here to talk.’

Three men stepped into Mike’s field of vision jastEngland headed the
ball into the net. He bent to see past them, lmyt tiere too obviously
blocking the screen. They turned, grinning, andsitreen once more
showed two men, now discussing last week’s Curup @ame at full
volume.

‘Hey, | was watching that,” Mike said, his voicsing.

The men were already walking away. Without bothgegren to look back,
one of them spoke: ‘Here ... we watch rugby.’

And that was that. It was a call to arms, of coukdike stiffened. Odette
placed a hand on his arm and shook her head. Tag, e big. She didn’t
voice it, lest he feel obliged to prove her wrong.

‘Let’s go,” she said. ‘I'm a bit worried about Mayd
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As they left the heat and stale beer of the barcsluld smell chilled soil
and coal smoke. They were high enough to see beaobftops at the
wrong end of town. Wisps of mist garlanded the camage. Mike
breathed in puffs of condensation.

‘Mike, do you think she ...?’

‘You're not seriously going to ask me that questiare you? This is the
situation. Let's deal with it in practical termsh@ best you can hope is that
Sally Clark goes on haunting them. Jesus, | so Wnsldn't listened to

you.’

‘Me? Are you going to blame this all on me?’

‘Okay, enough said. | allowed you to persuade nseippose | must live
with at least some of the responsibility.’

* % *

Children like Mandy are not made for schools. @heg schools are not
fashioned to accommodate children like she was.upket the equilibrium.
She annoyed the teachers.

It's hard to explain what she did to make herselfigerly friendless.

Odette wasn’t there and Mandy never told her meagbept that she wanted
to be home. The teachers said she spun hersef diizan in circles,

unable to stop. Odette said she only did that vatenwas feeling
overwhelmed. So if they would only make her feehtartable ...

When they put on music, she put her hands oveedisrand shrieked. So?
Couldn’t they just turn the music down?

If they tried to interest her in something, she ldalip away and run in
circles again. Well, obviously, they should fetar h.

And if they sat her back down, she slid to therfland banged her head
rhythmically against the floor. Oh yes, well theras that.
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Odette held this image of herself sidling throuigé $chool gate with
Mandy clinging to her legs. She always walked hehelped place her bag,
all the things mothers did.

She didn’t join the other mothers with their schgate chatter about play
dates. They didn’t have play dates. And none obther mothers struggled
to breathe when the time came to say goodbye.

‘Home, home, home.” Mandy clutched at fabric, fleshything she could
get a grip on. Odette had a deadline. She alwaysligeadline. Hell, they
needed the money. They always needed the money.

‘I'm going now, Mandy. I'm sorry, you can’t comedlthome-time. Why
don’t you start playing before | leave. Won't tinaéke it easier?’

‘Home, home.” Mandy'’s panic fed directly into hevmm ‘Mandy home.
Mandy home.’

Panic transmuted too easily to fury. For doing,ttasy after fucking day.
For making them so conspicuously bad at this ytteskmal thing. Mothers
raised their heads like thoroughbred horses, shiffe air and bolted in
their dainty brogues. No one wants to be a pasbafeone else’s misery.

Eventually a teacher would come out to prise Masdiyigers loose, wet
with anxiety and the exertion of screaming. Ohdkaguisite relief. She
should not look back. She should not. The child teegb to nursery school.
She needed to catch up. She had to learn. Whatidsx®ool would take
her if she hadn’t the grounding ...

When she did look back, Mandy’s upper lip had bezo®in-blue, etched

in white. Her hands clung like starfish to the fenas her teacher tore her
free. And as Odette continued to walk away.
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Chapter 21

Mandy woke at 10. There was no particular rush@ddtte had learned to
pick her battles. Once she was up, Mandy sat anbthe, rumpled and
sleep-eyed, staring at the place where the TV wbal|df Odette still had
one.

‘Have you kept up your sketching? Doesn’t this vieake you feel like
breaking out your sketchbook?’

Mandy shrugged. Odette had woken with a dull adhhesigned ... what?
Probably sadness. And somewhere she couldn’t fgeatflutter of panic.
She suppressed it fiercely.

The night before, Mike and she had found a teanasttMandy fast asleep
on her new bed. Mike had left without saying goaallipey both
recognised the advantage of letting sleeping Mdiedy

Odette had poured a glass of wine and wrestled dtirage. It appeared to
be focused on the Neanderthals in the pub, but senwho struggled to
face bad feelings head on, understood that heaggrdf returning t®ie

Ou Waenhuisvith a shotgun was somewhat displaced.

She’d spent all night trying not to fast-forwardarthe future. There was no
use in it. Mandy had some artistic talent, it waet Perhaps a little dark for
most people’s taste, but good nonetheless, conthaswirling blend of
realism with scary, dreamlike images. What could glo with that though?
Her real talent lay with kids, and now ...

She shouldn’t be doing this. She should just comagnon getting through
today. One day at a time, that was more than endRgthaps Mandy’s
future would be out of their hands ... but that sbeld not even think
about.

She left Mandy where she was to help Trudie sdbuthe opening, then
raced home with barely time to change and chivvgnt¥ was still lying
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on the couch, twirling her hair with one hand, nugbat her genitals with
the other. Odette hadn’t seen her do that sincevalsea very little girl.

It shocked her. But then she supposed her lourdyetdeally count as
‘public’. It just looked absurdly indecent throubhr teddy-bear pyjamas.
She took a deep breath. Remember she’d been theotrghmatic time.
Pick your issues, Odette. Just pick your issues.

* * *

Odette waited till Mandy raised her eyes to somee/hest above her left
shoulder. ‘Uh listen, Sweetpea, when you meet thwesaen, | just think ...
it may be better not to mention what happened igidhd.’

‘Okay.’

‘Say you came home because you were homesick.disaying ... not
because ... it's not because of you. | just thinkauld be better.’

Mandy shrugged. ‘Okay.’
They found Lucky Bean nearly full. The room hummeéth the high-
pitched tone of a party. Bless Trudie. They'd alin® on account of her,

and perhaps out of a certain curiosity.

‘Hell Trudie, if we have this crowd every day, wdibth be on duty all the
time. Do you think we can cope?’

‘They won’'t mind. | told them we were practising them. Sorry my lamb,
| didn’t see you there. You must be Mandy. Your motld me you came
home.’

‘She got homesick, didn’t you Mandy?’

Odette spotted Marta somewhere towards the baeyBed generically
coiffed as the best of them, she was nonethelgssssible to miss.
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Odette had met a few of the other women, but stete@distracted to
place them out of context. In which shop or bankuicher had she greeted
them? She was as bad as Mandy, unable to recqugigde having once
met them. This was meant to be the highlight, tienmation, of their
venture and it was all different now. Everythingll@oanged.

She watched Mandy carefully, ready to jump in & &furted something
inappropriate. God knows, first impressions matienred Mandy was here
... maybe not for good, but at least for the foeadde future. She didn’t
want them to find her odd. Not again.

A few of Trudie’s particular friends rose to examover Mandy, like a
flutter of pigeons. In Jo’burg, people’s eyes aleragemed to measure her
up. Odette was sure this was at the heart of heddo troubles. Blame the
unattractive girl, who lacked the charm to makeséimpersonable. It
wasn’t easy for a lumpy girl to come across fragitel sympathetic.

Here, she didn’t seem quite as out of place. Ohages they were just more
hospitable than city people. Odette needn’t haveiew about Mandy
standing too near — the women clustered closelutabbem both — and if
she didn’t quite look them in the eye, she shoaldsawith a slight smile.

‘Shame man, she’s shy. Leave the poor child befagxed Trudie, and
they returned to their tables.

Since Mandy’s troubles, Odette had lost much ofdxeitement over
Lucky Bean, but she looked about now and felt pr&uh streamed
through her outlandish French doors on to thefublytmismatched chairs
and odd pieces of salvaged china. The women exethower everything,
although someone did worry that the sun would tadenapkins.

Trudie asked if Mandy would like to serve, but Qdehade a quick excuse.
It wasn’t that Mandy couldn’t have done it easihoagh, but she was
clearly still in a bit of a state, and Odette didmant her forgetting orders
or dropping hot coffee on someone.

‘Co-ordination’s not the best,” she muttered todieu ‘Learning difficulties
at school. Just fine motor skills and stuff, budaes affect their dexterity.’
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‘Oh ja those,’ said Trudie. ‘We don’t go in for g®@problems so much on
the platteland. Sometimes | wonder if those citgtds don’t just make
them up so you must pay more to get them fixed.’

‘She’s absolutely fine now, of course. It's jushtlit’s her first day back
and ...’

‘Ag | know, it’s fine. Let her relax. We must gegihtogether with the other
young people in town.’

Odette watched Trudie prepare the first few coffeesdy to step in if
necessary. It had taken Odette a full six weeksThudie had been forced
to learn everything in just a couple. Trudie’s hahdok slightly, but she
dosed the coffee into the portafilter, tamped dushied the group head
with no problem at all.

Mandy had spotted a pram in the corner. Odette theptorner of an eye on
her as Trudie set four cups ready. She held hattbre. and four almost
perfect mouse tails trailed into the cups. It wasdypractice for Trudie so
Odette served, handing out scones and koeksi€laesor two of these
women had probably baked them for Trudie’s shopthey didn’t let on.

The baby‘s mother chatted to friends, completelgamterned. Odette kept
a covert eye on them. Just in case. Mandy liftednilggling baby and
jiggled it against her shoulder. Odette returnedvi@m more. Mandy
stroked its head and crooned. Trudie hadn’t manégedeaf patterns on
her cappuccinos, but it was doubtful anyone woale.c

For Mandy, holding a baby was transformative. Heef— to Odette
anyway — took on the serenity of an angel. All utaiaty left her. She no
longer looked sly. Or clumsy or ... Odette stoppetvben orders and
watched her rock back and forth on her heels tdlg#me infant.

‘She’s wonderful with him. She must come babysihebme,’ the mother
called and Odette nodded and smiled. Perhaps itdwdiwcome up again.
She hoped it wouldn’t. Because she couldn’t exaslyno, could she? Not
without giving a reason.
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Once they'd all been served, the noise level malwiéh much cross-table
laughter and teasing remarks that were hard tovoifl you didn’t know
them. These were hard-working farm women who priybdidn’t get out
much — not for events like this — so they madertypA it.

Eventually the baby slept and Mandy returned thepram without
waking it, which was more than Odette had ever mada

‘Where were you before?’ the baby’s mother askedda‘ln Jo’burg?
Were you working?’

‘No, au pairing in England. | was meant to be tHerea year, but | came
home.’

She needn’t have volunteered that, but it was okalgette saw old Marta
perk up in the corner. There always appeared embslement of malice to
her curiosity, but perhaps that was Odette’s ovejuglice.

Mandy went to stand beside Trudie, watching hestflthe group head.
‘You're wonderful with children,’ said Trudie. ‘Tlyemust’'ve loved you.’

‘Not really. In the end they didn'’t.’

‘Typical English,” Odette interjected, laughingni sure they did really,
they just don’t show it.’

‘Of course. It's always hard, dealing with peopleonaren’t your own. So
you were unhappy?’

‘Not really,” said Mandy. ‘But the baby ...’
‘She was homesick,” Odette said, nausea rising.
‘The baby died and they thought I killed it.’

She expected utter silence. To her relief, no dsw a&ppeared to have
heard. She caught Marta’s eye without meaning &rtdyknew something
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was up, probably from Trudie’s expression, andraheaged to look both
thrilled and malevolent.

Trudie clattered the cup, spilling a little inteeteaucer as she handed it to
Odette. Well, she needn’t have worried about theysitting. And that
should pretty much put paid to being set up withybung people too.

* * *

‘Are you angry with me?’

Odette didn’t answer immediately. Whatever she tadidnadequate. Or
inappropriate. She shrugged instead; more and hker&andy herself.
They were walking home and the smell of loam amibdwse from the
commonage. Above the twisting wetland, hadedasl crie

Odette had been more than complicit, no one wag wamscious of it than
she, but even so, Mike had agreed to it. And itnkass though she had
pushed and shoved while Mandy kicked and screakiethe kids at
school had been planning gap years and Mandy lysdl i@ Odette for
holding her back; for making her feel differenthmr very hesitation.
(‘Why can’t you ever believe in me?’ Why indeed.)

‘You’re my child, Mandy. Sometimes | get crosseBxone gets cross now
and again, but that doesn’'t mean ... 1 do always ...’

‘| can see you're angry with me.’

‘No. Ah Mandy, it doesn’t matter now. What's dowsedione. But | just wish
... I mean, bloody hell, if the kids were stressigiycouldn’t you just
have said something? Okay, okay, never mind. Youtd@ave to answer
that.’

Mandy didn’t. Just nodded. Sometimes you forgot hiteval she was.
Odette sighed. ‘Are you glad to be home? Here,dnf2e
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Mandy shrugged, and Odette couldn’t fault her foi’'m happy you're
home.” She smiled, trying to catch Mandy’s eye, Mandy was
concentrating on the road. Perhaps it came ouhstta

‘Mandy, this has been really hard on all of us, nadsll you, but I think
we do need to talk about England. Could you tryylme&’

There were few cars on the roads. They had stayeléar up, and the
women had all gone home to serve supper to hungtydnds and sons.
Clouds clotted about their heads, but no rain fell.

Mandy shrugged. ‘What d’you want to hear about? {lihe can be really
hard to manage sometimes. Everyone crushes intarydthen no one says
a word to each other. Sometimes | had to push tmEvnily and Daisy in
the push chair ...’

‘I know what you mean.’” Odette gave a companion&hlgh, only slightly
forced. ‘And | do want to hear all of that. | waathear all your adventures,
but ... Look, I know it was traumatic, but shouldwe talk about the baby?
About what happened, | mean?’

‘I am talking about Daisy. I'm telling you abouteitm both.” She raised her
face and, for once, met Odette’s eyes.

Odette struggled to compose something that woulddalearer. What
could you say: Did you do it, Mandy? Did she screamd scream until you
smothered her? Did you press a pillow over her tinge? Did you shake
her till her neck ...?

Oh Jesus, not now. She couldn’t do it now. She peadive it wasn't true.
It couldn’t be. And if — just if — well, they needface it right now, did
they? It was just too hard, for Mandy to expressl, for Odette to hear.

‘So did you find it hard to learn the tube routes?’

‘It wasn’t so bad. Me and Emily usually just walkiedthe park. Sometimes
we went on the tube. | know you think I’'m no godadreaps, but I'm not
that bad, and it's quite easy really because ottheurs. Sometimes we
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ended up going in the wrong direction, but then ysi have to get out
again. And Dad said everyone does that sometintexd to change a
couple of times to go meet him. He was stayindpigtreally nice hotel ...

‘The one in Kensington?’

‘Ja, Kensington. If | was there, that's where lkelto live. It's really old
and all the windows were these really long sastdavs. You would've
liked them. | remember when we had windows like thlaen | was little,
not such long ones though, and Dad wanted to tek®a but and put in
doors, you wouldn’t let him. | told him you shoulé staying there, not
him, because he didn’t even like old places, bufida’t answer that.’

‘What did you ...?’

‘It was much nicer than the Hopes’ place. | know d hotel, but it's quite a
small one and it seems like a house. | suppossed to be a house and
even inside, you don’t feel like you're in a hoteknow their place is
bigger, and it's much fancier, but I still likertore. I'm not sure if Dad
does though, because he said it's hard to geteaptéce, what with the
exchange rate ...’

When Mandy was past her head-banging stage, inexesr immediately
clear to her teachers why they should make alloesifar her.

‘She has ability,” Miss Andrews said. ‘She just sioétry. She doesn’t
listen. If I've told her once, I've told her a mdh times ...’

That was it, though. It was hard to understand] hat to get angry at her.
She wasn'’t stupid, not by any means. So why thiecbeldn’t she
remember an instruction? Why did she blather onamand on about
nothing? Why did she forget her locker combinageery single, bloody
day?

‘Mandy, for goodness sake, Miss Andrews is talkmgou,” Odette felt the
prickle of sweat at her armpits. ‘Look at her. Ldods in the eyes.’
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Mandy stepped in too close, yet still somehow thtle meet her teacher’s
eyes. After a while, she reached a hand out antdgpgingerly at her
teacher’'s middle-aged girth.

‘Do you have a baby in your tummy, Miss?’

The trouble was that another child, as innoceshas might appear cute.
Mandy only managed to look sly. It was somethinddowith the eyes.

‘I'm so sorry, Miss Andrews,’ Odette babbled, whiless Andrews rose
abruptly and shoved Mandy from her personal spaxétte too hard, but
with a quick glance at Odette to see if she’'d remtic

‘Miss Andrews.’ Oh, but she had. In those days,wsbeld snatch at any
small advantage. ‘It's your responsibility to makengs easier for Mandy
at school. | can't be here all the time. For goasdneake, why not just give
her lists, if she can’t remember? Then she can &aeg and tick things
off?’

It was a relief to feel angry at someone else. ddebefore, she had
double-parked outside the Spar and asked Mandyntorfor a newspaper,
milk and bread. Mandy had come back with milk i@ Star Irritating,

but not deeply meaningful. Anyone could forget @een, couldn’t they?
She’d done it herself enough times.

‘Where’s the change, Mandy?’

‘Change?’

‘Yes, the change. | gave you R100. You only boulgatmilk and
newspaper. Where’s the rest?’

‘A woman asked me for money.’
‘What, all of it?’

‘She said she needed it. You didn’t tell me | margtg it all back.’
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It was more satisfying to aim her fury at Miss Aeis. It was an easier
battle. She could wrestle the school to make lesipy notes, turn the music
down, explain to the kids that Mandy sometimes dtioo close or said
tactless things.

So she did. She fought this battle. She had to. @ could fit Mandy for
life? Before the time came for her to leave homanty had to be as
normal as anyone else. If she had to batter itMaady’s head, she would
make bloody sure of it.
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Chapter 22

‘What'’s for supper?’ Mandy asked suddenly. Odedteseéd. Adriaan merely
smiled, having no experience of how that one simgplkestion might
escalate.

‘Why? What're you hoping for, young lady?’

Mandy shrugged. Her eyes slid by him and settledesehere above his left
shoulder. His smile became fixed. Oh Lord, how m@émgs had she
drummed it into her? Just maintain the eye contaad. he? What was
wrong with him? He was the adult. How hard was igtasp that it was just
her manner?

‘It's curry, which reminds me, it needs a stir.’

‘I don't like ..." Mercifully, she was in the kitchebefore she could hear the
rest.

When it was served, Mandy ate it meekly enough.rSigét not be that
good at reading expressions, but Odette’s expressicst have underlined
her meaning tonight, probably in bold.

‘Little duck, little duck, it’s just your luck ...” Mndy burst into her ditty
just as they were finishing supper. Apropos nothAdyiaan looked startled
and Mandy laughed. ‘It's what | used to sing to Brm the bath. | made it

up.’

‘Oh well, that's uh ...’

‘| often made up songs. Children are very receptveusic. They can
learn much more if you sing it to them, did you wnibat? | read an article

about it. Shall I sing you the one | made up alloatrhinoceros?’

‘If you like.’
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During supper, she had regaled him with a percelgti@rgued account of
childrearing in the UK. It wasn’t all anecdotalret. She backed it up with
a Radio 4 discussion and ‘something | read’.

By now he was bemused. It would be followed bynst&escrutiny — let’s
just say Odette knew the process, and Adriaan’sesspns weren’t exactly
opaque. Okay, his face said, so she wasn’t stButithere was something
... hot quite right. Something strange ...

‘Mandy, | don’t think Adriaan really ...” It was exgciating. Funny, you
never could see your child as a separate beingatter how old they were.
Their social humiliation always punched you righthe gut.

‘Emily had never seen a rhinoceros. That's why tenap the song. We
read an article about poaching, but she didn’t kmdhat it looked like. She
thought it was a joke animal. Well, if you’ve newsen one, | suppose it
sounds like that, doesn't it? That weird horn.’

‘I suppose so. And it may soon be a kind of mythibeast, if we don’t
control the poaching.’

‘Rhinoceros ... Preposterous ... you were born ... witlty one horn ...’

Adriaan shifted, drawing back in his chair, as gjioghe were dangling
some putrid corpse of normality before his nosentdst have heard by
now, surely, especially in a place like this. Odetondered why he didn’t
say anything. But if he didn’t, she sure as hebmagoing to raise it.

‘Mandy.” She sounded sharper than she’d intendeth Bhe and Adriaan
fell silent and looked at her. ‘Come help me mdiedoffee.’

‘But I'm talking.’
‘You can talk when it's made.’
‘Are you angry with me?’ she asked as they clobedipor. Odette sighed.

She was already exhausted, and Mandy had onlyhmeee a couple of
days.
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‘No Mandy, I'm ...’
‘Because I'm doing what you always tell me. I'm nrakconversation.’

‘I know. And that’s good. Really. It's just thant' not sure Adriaan wants
to hear ... Can't you ...?

‘What?’

‘Well, maybe you could try to listen more. Hear wpaople are talking
about and try and fit in with that. It just souradbttle inappropriate when
you break in with a song.’

‘No one was saying anything so there was nothirfg to with.’

Odette was being over-critical and mean, but f@aviea’s sake, Mandy was
bright enough. Not a genius, but who needed thdt¢ ¥duldn’t she ever
bloody show it? Why did she always show her oddspects?

They returned to find Adriaan rising, patting hiscget for keys. She
couldn’t say she was sorry.

‘Must go, I'm afraid. Farmer’s life and all that.&Ve shearing tomorrow,
before the planting.’

‘Coffee’s hot though.’

‘No thanks. Long day. I'm sure you and Mandy hasts to catch up on. |
know what it’s like with mothers and daughters.’

The thought of hunkering down with Mandy to shalialfsecrets was so
absurd that she gave a little laugh. ‘Yes, it'shadoly better. I'll see you ...’

‘Yes, soon. I'll ... I'll give you a ring, shall 17

* * *
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Even at the age of six or seven, Mandy’s days \erghted with sadness.
There was a heaviness to her waking ritual, a tehoe that slipped into
resistance. Passive at first, limp and slipper@dstte wrenched a shirt
over boneless limbs; active later, when it camleréakfast.

Ah, the fight over food. How it had dogged theiat®nship ever since.
‘Shall | make you some toast?’

‘I don’t want toast.’

‘What's wrong with toast, suddenly.’

‘| never liked toast.’

‘You love ...’

‘No, | don't. | never, ever did. You just ...’

‘Well, what do you want?’

‘Don’t know. What is there?’

By this stage, Odette was breathing shallowly, glagat her watch. Mike
appeared in the doorway, shaking his head. A moweto later, she
heard the gate close behind him. He never ate fagtalPerhaps he would

have, had the scene in the kitchen not been sacgoth

‘Well, there’s cereal. Or porridge. Wouldn't yoldi some nice, hot
porridge?’

‘| don't like porridge.’

They were going to be late. And it wasn'’t as thotlgty arrived quietly.
The principal always watched with folded arms agt@drushed in,
misbuttoned and unbrushed. She seldom commentechargy Sometimes
she would raise her left wrist to eye-level, asutftoOdette were a
recalcitrant pupil.
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‘Well, you can have toast then.’
‘I don’t like toast.” Mandy gave a wail. ‘There’®thing to eat on toast.’

‘Well, if you told me what you like on toast, Mandycould buy it. But
right now, that’s all there is.’

‘I don't like any of it.” Mandy was damp and snotty now, one shoe left
optimistically beside her, so she could slip itvamnle Odette was busy
making her toast. Yeah right.

‘Well then you’ll have nothing. We're late anyway.’

The wail broke into heartrending sobs. ‘I'm so hiynd\nd Miss said |
can’'t concentrate if | don’t eat.’

Ah yes, Miss would have said that, as though slifellyideprived her
child of food. She knew when she was beaten.

Mandy’s hot breath came in foetid puffs. Odette feadinded her to brush
her teeth, but she had probably forgotten agaiet®dheld the rigid body,
creasing whatever she’d managed to tug over heat. hea

When Mandy cried, the verb didn’t do her justicke &eened, she wailed,
her whole body broke out in a sweat. ‘Okay Mandggyo What shall |
make you?’

‘What is there?’

‘| told you. Just choose someth ...’

‘Tell me again. | can’t remember.’

‘One more time, Mandy, and that’s it. Okay? Theposridge ...’

‘Don't like.’

‘And cereal.’
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‘You know | don't like it.’

‘Then there’s nothing, Mandy. Absolutely nothingouYcan bloody go
hungry and Miss Andrews ...’

Was this a genetic imperative? Other people’s kidated, but one’s own
child’s sobs sliced through arteries, embedded sedras in entrails, and
then still twisted in the wound.

If only | hadn’t been side-tracked by Patrick ... Hag head turned ... got
carried away with my own hopes and possibilitieemhshould have been
paying attention. | should have tried harder, kepteye on the ball.

She keeps asking if I'm angry. And | am. Of colies®, though | can’t
admit that to her. | can’t admit it to anyone. langry that she doesn'’t try
harder. That she doesn’t remember what | tell hérausand times. I'm
consumed by such awful rage. What kind of mothel?am

When she was diagnosed, | thought: Social skilksh8s like Mike, and
I've managed to train him. Just watch me, I'll taler parts and glue them
together — a little cracked maybe, but I'll make tole.

| created her. Surely | should have been ablextdér, this broken child ...
And maybe | could have, if | hadn’t started thirtklrmight have my own
life. | failed. | was so sure | could do it, butthts one, most important
thing, | have failed so fucking completely

I’m not going to do this fucking writing any more

‘What are you doing? Come back to bed.’

‘Writing.’

‘What are you writing at this ungodly hour? Let sez.’
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‘It would seem to me that anyone insane enoughakevibefore a farmer to
scribble secretly in the dark is not going to sharkm finished, anyway.’

‘So will you come back here?’

‘I'll make coffee. Then maybe you should get goiSBhearing remember?’
‘Aw plea-ease? Pretty please?’ Perhaps he thohghidyish wheedle
would make her laugh. Surely that was it. Shetleftroom before she
could say something she regretted.

She didn’t want to ruin it, not yet anyway. Thissasweet. He was sweet,
and he was just teasing. She was brittle. He cautdow that she had
enough to take care of without a great faux adel@s&he should allow the
man a little fallibility. Last night at least shadhfound him endearing, when
he’d appeared unexpectedly at her window.

‘Thought I'd sneak back. A bit exciting, like beitgenagers again. I'll
leave before she wakes.’

‘She’s a grown woman, Adriaan.’
‘I know, but | feel ...’

‘I know. Never mind. It won’t be hard to leave befshe wakes, |
promise.’

In contrast to his manner, Adriaan’s lovemaking hadn best suited to the

sexual discovery stage of a relationship. But pestshe just hadn’'t been in
the mood.
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Chapter 23

‘Did you come in on the M2?’ Heather warmed the good added a couple
of spoons of loose leaf. ‘We were in the Midlandssthe weekend. That
road ...’

‘I know, it's a mess.’

‘We took the wrong turn coming back. The signsdoen and the
construction makes it all look unfamiliar. Can'edeow they’ll get it done
by the World Cup and you?’ Heather passed her a"top look tired
Odette. Are you sleeping? Tell me what's happenring?

‘Sleep? What a strange concept. It's end of thettmand there’s this
shebeen across the road, as | told you.’

‘Not picturesque any more?’ Why had she never edtleefore what an
unattractive smile Heather had: long on gum andtsiroteeth.

‘Nothing’s picturesque at two in the morning.’

‘Even small lives have their disappointments, then.

On Heather’s planet, Odette supposed that passédifioour. She
concentrated on her tea till the irritation subdid&hen she looked up,
Heather was watching her.

‘Tell me what’s happening with Mike and Mandy. Biiattling it out?’
‘He brought her home.’

‘She’s home? With you? In Nagelaten?’

‘Yes, with me. Why's that such a big deal?’
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‘Wow, Odette. I'm just amazed you didn’t mentiomtlstraight off. So she
decided not to try for another family?’

‘She was upset about the baby dying, that's athdtle her homesick. It's
not so weird.’

‘Not at all. In fact, | thought it might. It's jusbat last time ...’

‘I was concerned about what was best for her thsk | explained. And
since she was homesick anyway, that turned oug taringing her back.’

‘Okay. | just wondered why you didn’t say anythivgen you came in. |
mean, your child coming home ...’

‘We were making tea and stuff. | had no reasonuad i out. | don't see
why you think it's so strange that she should beésick. She just came
home, that’s all.’

‘Tell me what'’s troubling you.’

The crunchie she had placed on her saucer seennedéaisappeared. She
reached for another.

‘Why do you assume I'm troubled?’

‘You've just told me three times that Mandy was lesick, yet you don’t
seem the least bit happy or relieved. That she'sd)d mean.

‘It's nothing, Heather. Well, it's a bit of a worrsn’t it?’

‘Does it disappoint you that she didn’t tough it®iid you want her to so
badly?’

‘Oh for God’s sake, of course | didn't. It's notali me. It's just ... well, if

your child comes home early, it's kind of a portetdn’t you think? For
how they’ll cope in the future?’
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‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that, especially under the amtstances. It wasn’t
exactly her fault.’

‘No, of course it wasn’t. No one said it was. Itearly wasn't implying ...’

‘Lots of kids come back early from gap year. Thegtill young. They
move on to other things.’

Other kids. Other kids come back and it's not ad®gl. They move on to
other things and it’s not a big deal at all. Otparents don’t see it as a
portent when their children come home.

Heather was looking at her expectantly. ‘I askegbii were hungry.
You've just wolfed down four crunchies.’

‘Sorry. I'll replace them.’

‘Oh for goodness sake. It's just not like you. Intvéo understand why it
makes you so concerned. | know you mentioned theabhad a difficult
adolescence ...’

‘Mandy has a genetic condition, Heather.’

Heather placed her cup down without breaking eygam. Old trees
shushed outside her window. A grey loerie whooped.

‘You've never mentioned that before.’

‘Well, it's not like we’ve been seeing each otherylong. And mostly |
hardly think of it. It's very manageable.’

‘What kind of condition? How does it manifest?’

‘Oh nothing drastic. Learning difficulties mainlMothing a million other
kids don't also have.’

‘And how does that make you feel?’
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She shrugged. The loerie whooped again. If shepsaery straight, she
could just see its crest bobbing. In her peripheisabn, Heather crossed
her legs at the ankles. Waiting.

She shrugged again. ‘It's not a big deal. | mehr,\8as coping so well.
She’d left home, got a job ... She was getting @h her life.’

‘Do you acknowledge that enough? You should s##ll foroud of that,
shouldn’t you? Rather than using her early retgra atick to beat yourself.
You are human.’

Her limbs felt jerky, as though they longed to baving. She knew all this.
She had dealt with it a million years ago. How sli@ allow herself to be
drawn back into it now?

‘You don’t blame yourself for her learning diffidids, do you? It's just that
| remember you telling me you and Mike ended upnitg each other.’

‘Of course not. That would be irrational. I'm nateof your ignorant
patients who sees it as a punishment from God.’sBh&hed at one of
Heather’s tissues and blew her nose. ‘Hay feveryso

Heather nodded. ‘So there’s nothing you’'d like to ...

‘Jesus, Heather. I'm sorry | mentioned it. You lda you want it to be a
problem.’

The other thing that worried her was Wolfie. Bué stiasn’t sure how to
voice that without sounding like everyone else aghBlaten. When he
wasn’t delivering coal, Wolfie was only ever tod®en in the shadows,
flitting down deserted side streets to his lair.

When she’d left for Jo’burg, though, he'd been diag right out in the
open, diagonally across from her house at Geopgjate. He had seemed
to be waiting for something, tracing a patternhia tlust with his toe. She
wondered if George knew he was there. Or why.
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She had bothered herself half to death about IgaMandy, without having
it compounded. Please God, let Mandy be settletth@iack stoep with her
sketchpad, as she’d suggested.

She had no idea how long she’d been silent. Heathsrstill watching her.
She glanced at the clock. Since he was on her rairedtold Heather about
Wolfie; his provenance, not her concerns. The ssegmed genuinely to
upset her.

‘That poor child. Only twelve and saddled ...’

‘With babies. | know.’

‘I meant with that shame. And it wasn’t even hexrsk to bear.’

‘I know, but isn’t that slightly easier than knowjiit is? Although | suppose
she may not have known that.’

‘Is that your experience, Odette? You bear a shituateyou feel is
deserved?’

‘It was an observation, Heather. Not anecdotala$ Wweing philosophical.’

‘It's not how people respond to Mandy’s conditiait? You don't feel
some shame — even if, as you say, it's irratiomhaouldn’t be unusual.’

‘Of course not. Jesus, it's not the dark ages.’

She couldn’t hear the loerie any more. Outsidendreow window, a
Yesterday Today and Tomorrow wafted the scent n§lsime through the
bars.

She felt a sudden yearning nostalgia ... for somgthinshe couldn’t place
it. More a consciousness than a memory. A desies¢ape some dark
room. Was it school, home? On the other side ofindow lay childhood.
But it was the childhood of stories, where birdgglaed in the trees and
sunshine smelt like honey on the skin. Not fart dusside.
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‘You haven't told me how you and Mandy are rubbahgng. How does it
feel to have her home?’

‘Come on, how do you think? She’s my child.’
‘My shrink’s intuition tells me you didn’t answerynguestion.’

‘Doesn’t deserve an answer. What kind of motherldidbe if | wasn’t
happy to have her home?’

‘I don’'t know, Odette. You tell me.’

* * *

All the robots were out on the way to pick up theel/s coffee beans.
Students streamed from campus. In her day, ordyvehfad jolted around in
jalopies. Now brash red Tatas and shiny 4X4s cradnime intersection,
with licence plates reading: ‘Dadluvsme’ or ‘Lindandi’.

She stopped for a coffee and a ciabatta beforerigade beans. Surely she
would feel less shaky if she ate something. It nvestber blood sugar. By
the time she had negotiated the obligatory disoussi grind and blends
and battled her way back through the traffic, slas the last to arrive at
Venezia.

It had all been so exciting, this coffee businékswy, collecting the beans
felt like another burden. The whole venture didi@em quite real, as
though she were playing shop. Her new life wasdieceas her old life
hounded her like one of those Pacman creatures.

Palesa was whispering something. She leant clodezdr. ‘| said, fifty
bucks on Lex never leaving his wife for Margie.’

Odette smiled, relieved to be drawn out of her tvad. “You only ever bet
on a sure thing, don’t you. But happily, I'm notaél of an outside chance.’

‘You romantic fool, you.’
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At that moment, her chances didn’t seem great. Mdogked near to tears.
Lex was beside himself. Apparently someone (reacgMpahad forgotten

to bring biscuits. After all these years as Lewsdl, Venezia still never
stocked the kind he liked. Margie glanced ovehatdwner, but he seemed
intent upon a hissed dispute with his daughter swere loserbilly who
schnarfed in the loo. If she were young, with les$ier mind, she would
take notes.

‘Oh dear, won’t someone run down to the Spar?’ Mangiled off. Palesa
stared her down. Margie’s gaze rested briefly oeM@hne, whose eyes
were on the pen she was chucking in the air. PalesaMargie an avid
glance that said: Oh do try. Go on, | dare you.

‘She’s chickening,” Palesa muttered. With a siglaryle awkwardly shifted
past Lex, who was rocking on his chair.

‘Oh,” said Chevonne, suddenly aware of Margie mgumthe door. Odette
and Palesa both stared. Surely, she wasn’t goin§f¢o ... ‘Get me a pack
of Stimorol while you're there, Margie?’

Palesa choked on her cappuccino. Chevonne leam&drbher chair and
muttered, to no one in particular: ‘She really ddaiit wear those pants.
Someone should tell her she’s a pear.’

It didn’t end up being their best session ever.€he mayor’s wife gets
over her attempts to pray the gay out of her soatses her best to accept
him. That opens the way for all kinds of comic plodisies: mother gets
ghastly makeover from son’s new date; grandmotiibo(n everyone
believes has no idea) asks when he’ll find a nitié&k&dans boy to bring
home.

The town has won its initial battle to host thetpd&rld Cup charity event.
The small-time baddie has been caught, salting daafunding for non-
existent consultants. This opens the way for tigetione baddies to enter
play. All pretty straightforward. It was Odette®/line, as usual, that
elicited the most comment.

‘So we're actually going to have this baby? Likerband on set and all?’
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‘| thought you wanted drama, Lex? Can you imagimatnt’s like for
Rochelle to have the baby home?’

‘Talk us through it then,” said Lex. ‘I'm not sufget all this emotional
stuff.” Palesa sniggered.

‘Look, Rochelle fears the future, of course, whighkvhere the story conflict
lies. And the suspense. But we can still kill hifh Bown’s babies can
have complications.’

‘Complications are what we like,” said Lex. ‘Go then. At least | can tell
them it'll probably die soon.’

‘| just don't get this other stuff, though,” saih& onne. ‘How can any
normal person feel angry at a newborn? It's hattiybaby’s fault it can’t
suck harder.’

And then everyone was talking at once. Well, theyld just get on with it.
She couldn’t get a word in, even if she tried. PRochelle, starting from
scratch with that tiny baby. She might fear it, blaé could have no real
conception of how relentless it would be, nor howaould define the rest of
her life. Other people might bemoan their emptyts1dsut deep down they
were grateful. Children grew up and moved on. I$ Wee natural order of
things.

‘Quiet! yelled Lex.

‘You're an idiot Chevonne,’ hissed Palesa, who dméver resist the last
word. ‘Any fool can see it's not really the baby&hangry at. Ever heard
of displacement?’

Chevonne made a face at her. Lex made a stop silyinis hand. ‘Quiet.
Margie, what were you saying about adoption?’

Odette felt an ancient rage stirring and for orfe@was in no doubt of its
origin. She’d written such fine, understated stogs. And now, these
dolts, these emotional retards ... all they wanted stareotype. They were
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going to dispute Rochelle’s renewed fight to hawe adopted. She wasn't
sure she could bear it.

‘Odette? What the fuck’s the matter with her? Qeléttex’s voice finally
got through to her.

Margie had her perplexed look on. Fool. ‘My deastjmotivate this for
me. Rochelle’s not a desperate teenager. Shes Inad person. What kind
of mother wouldn’t want to keep her child once sh®ld him?’

She wondered if she could be bothered to answertdik a very deep
breath. ‘A good mother.’

Her throat constricted. They were all staring at Bée gulped at ice-cold
coffee. ‘A good fucking mother would give her chilisomeone who might
do a better job.’

If Sylvia were alive, she would probably invite herstay.

The idea sprang into her head and she realisedrah she still missed
the old battle-axe. It was probably the thoughamiving home in the dark.
Little chance Mandy would have given supper a mde@onsideration.

Once Sylvia and she had grown used to each otiear hiad rubbed along
pretty well. She still said: ‘Well our side of themily ...” and ‘Michael was
very quick ...” Odette just didn’t take it to heartyamore.

Odette wasn’t what Sylvia would have chosen fordoer, but she’d say this
for her, she made the best of it. In those fewgybafore she died, Odette
came to rely on her more than she liked to admit.

Close on lunchtime, she would inevitably find héfrsgll in pyjamas.
Mandy was a toddler by then — she no longer haéxbase of a newborn.
Most of her friends had fallen away, except Melisgacourse, but she was
doing her work experience overseas, as they hagl glaaned to do
together, in another lifetime.
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Mandy couldn’t be left for an instant. If Odettent¢o the loo, she would
tug drawers out, drop the forks in the dustbin tfi¢ dishwasher with sand
from the sandpit. And there, like an angel of meveguld be Sylvia,
standing at the door with a quiche for lunch.

Sylvia got pretty good at pinning Mandy to her & spooning her lunch
in. Perhaps too good. Mandy never lost that needth&bant gratification.
But the main thing was, Sylvia was calm, never sigalnd fearful.

What had Odette been so frightened of? Her owr2Hilhad seemed so
real at the time, yet hard to reconstruct now. i8heembered how
desperate she’d been for Sylvia to stay. How iedighe was to be left
alone with Mandy. She feared ... those feelingsoofrge. It was the 3am
feelings she dreaded. She feared what she miglistie grew desperate
enough.

Her cell rang as she was about to overtake. Ah, wethaps it was a good
thing. Visibility wasn’t great and the tar had eqbsed into cavernous
valleys from too many heavy tyres.

‘Ja hello. Odette?

‘Captain Fitz? Is that you? Oh please don't tell me

‘No, no, nothing bad. I just wanted to tell you we’come to an agreement
that your neighbours will do community service.’

‘For burglary?’

‘Hell, | know. Their own neighbour. It's terribl&ut | think they've learnt
their lesson and it's better in the long-run noptd them in with hardened
criminals.’

‘Aren’t they ... isn’t Willie a hardened criminal? Keno baby.’

‘Yes, but the jail ...’
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They spoke for another couple of moments whiledmecdd about the
words he could no longer say. Green? No, not that Bed? The jails were
too red for them? She took pity on him eventuatig aut him off. What did
it matter anyway?

The streetlights in De la Rey were off again — piluip to save electricity.
No one seemed bothered, as long as they stayedrimg dhe World Cup.
(What would the world think of us?) It did makehérd to negotiate the
potholes though.

She was parking when she became aware of a shddstia thickened area
of darkness, where night had congealed in the cafite stoep. Her scalp
pricked. Oh God, Mandy. She had left her alondis $trange town.

The figure slipped from the stoep and loped off.IW¢goShe thought of

Adriaan’s wife and his obsession for her. She wdillchim. Never mind
how the town had treated him, she would rip hinblifmom limb.
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Chapter 24

‘Mandy! Where are you? Are you okay?’

‘Why wouldn’t | be?’ She was sprawled on the coudtere Odette had left
her that morning.

‘There was a man ... did he ... did you see him?’
‘You mean Wolfie?’

Odette visualised her heart. She pictured herssdoshing it back down
where it belonged. ‘“You didn’t let him in, did ygu?

She concentrated on her breath; forced herseif.tA svine glass stood on
the floor beside her. No ... two. Two wine glassesthBbeside the couch.

‘Why wouldn’t 1?’

A bottle stood on the mantelpiece. Fetching anogleess gave her
legitimate reason to pace, at least to the kit@rehback. She poured the
glass she’d been so looking forward to. It worted when Mandy drank.
Luckily, she had never seemed to like the tastehmBat she was
suggestible and he ... Of course, he would be a érink

‘What did he want?’ The wine burned her throat, ungpleasantly.

‘I invited him.’

‘What would possess you to ask a stranger intdhoore?’

‘He’s not a stranger. | met him when | went for alkv Do you know

there’s a whole lot of children in that little h@udown below? | thought
maybe | could help them.’
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‘I don’t think the squatters will require baby-sij. And never mind them
for now. This man, he’s not your friend. You've pijlist met him.’

‘He is my friend. What would you know? He was niceme.’

‘Of course he was nice to you, Mandy. He wants .,.fohGod’s sake.’
Mike would never forgive her. Not in the midst difthey had to deal with.

‘You said | should get some exercise.’

‘But Mandy, he’s ... I'm sure you can’t have muchcmmmon. | don’t
think he’s very bright.’

‘Well, most people think I'm stupid when they mes¢, so we have that in
common.’

‘Yes, but you're not. It's just ignorant people wtlon’'t understand.’

‘Well 'm weird anyway. And so is he. You're alwatalling me to be
sociable and make friends. And when | do, you nmedane.’

‘Yes, but not ... Listen Mandy, you don’t know abdig family.’

‘If you mean about his father, it's not exactly Fasilt, is it? Children can’t
help what their parents do before they’re even born

Pain irradiated her chest. She pressed at it whidnal till it subsided. ‘No,
it's not,” she said, more quietly. ‘It's not hisui&d We should be nice to
him. But that doesn’'t mean ...’

Odette finished the glass far too quickly. Now slwld have to face the
remains of this ghastly evening with none. Mandycheed over to the
coffee table and drew her sketchbook onto her kraethough the matter
were closed. But then she added: ‘Actually, hesasostupid as you think.’

Mandy began flipping through her book. Odette gbegbthe river, but she
had transformed a few plastic bags, left by therkiss, into evil-looking
fruit trailing from riverine branches.
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She paused over a minuscule figure menaced by#rsined buildings of
De la Rey Street. Wolfie. He was easy enough togeise. Mandy had
caught his lupine gait, weaving between a monstchusch and bank
which appeared to be closing in on him.

Mandy flipped. Wolfie again, this time close tothva gaping wound in his
chest, showing a perfectly detailed heart and luNgsdy paused, glancing
at them critically. Was it insolence? Defiance? bliogourse not. It just
wouldn’t occur to her. Mandy had no deviousness.

‘And actually,” she said, as though there had beepause, ‘| wasn’t
thinking about baby-sitting. | thought | could teabem. I've learned lots
of children’s activities now; ones that are gooddevelopment. | decided
that’'s what I'd like to do. I'd like to be a nurgeschool teacher.’

Odette nodded, unable to speak. There had stili heenews. There was
nothing to be done. Nothing at all but submit tig thing hanging over their

heads. And for just as long as it felt like handingre, like a dead cat
nailed to the doorframe.

‘By the way Trudie. I've been wanting to thank you.

‘Ag no man, we always knew I'd do most of the segvi'm here anyway
for the shop.’

‘No, | mean ...’
‘I've got Lindiwe for the dishes. It's nice if ygoop in when you can. Gives
me a chance to practise. And if it gets really bugyIl take turns like we

agreed.’

Odette was forced to spell it out. ‘No, | meantafik you for not telling
people. About what Mandy told you.’
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Trudie paused. Her hand shook slightly, smudgireghtbart she was
fashioning in the foam. ‘@hagtig Now, we’ll just have to drink another
couple.’

‘Terrible hardship. | mean it, Trudie. It's not g&e keep something secret
in a small town.’

‘No man, it’s nothing. | know with my brother ... semetimes used to
blurt out stuff.” She looked up. ‘Not that ... | kn@ke’s not the same as
Hendrik, but | could see there was something ...’

Trudie put the cup down and reached a damp haoover hers. Odette
allowed it to remain there as Trudie continued.€Thild needs a new
chance. | would've wanted that for Hendrik. Willkesbe okay though?
Hendrik’'s heart ...’

Odette swallowed. She noticed their hands wergethsShe gave Trudie’s
a squeeze and gently withdrew hers. ‘Yes, no haltlhes fine and you're
right. She’s not like Hendrik. She’ll be completéilye, as long as they just
leave her be.’

‘I'm sure it wasn’t her fault, or they wouldn’t havet her come home.’
Odette changed the subject. Lucky Bean was emptyltdie assured her
there had been a modest rush for their muffin Hessikit was a novelty in
Nagelaten, having breakfast out. ‘Even Marta cantle poor old Gerrie.’
‘Marta spent actual money here?’

‘Counted it all out in coppers.’ Trudie nodded. &trought it in an old
sock.’

‘You're not serious.’

They laughed until Trudie covered her face andsgdd$er legs. That set
them off again. Odette scrabbled for a tissue.
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‘The old witch. I'm sure she must've pressed ydatdoo. About Mandy, |
mean. | saw her watching.’

‘| put her off, don’t worry. Only thing ..."” Trudiedgan steaming the milk
again.

Odette waited, but Trudie side-tracked herselfcNiokuier a bit like this,
isn’t it? A good oldskinnerwhen there’s no one here.’

‘Only thing, what?’

She watched Trudie pour, executing a passablddafrhis time. ‘Thing is,
you never know with Marta, when she’s telling theh.’

Trudie slurped at the cup, giving herself a foanustache before scooping
the rest of the milk into a bucket. Above the na@féhe steam nozzle and,
without looking at her, Trudie said: ‘Marta saiduyand Adriaan ... you
know ... that he’s been staying over.’

Odette was completely taken aback. She felt likerenolgirl caught
snogging at her matric dance. ‘Trudie, it's noi®&s or anything.’

Then she was angry at herself for being defenaiwéhough she were
ashamed of him. Actually, she was more stunned hinain For a moment
there, she had let herself believe that she andidru.

‘But Trudie, we're both free. There’s no reasonsikeuldn’t see each
other.’

Trudie lifted her forearm to wipe at her upper lipou’ve just come from
the city. You don’t even know what we're like y¥ou hardly know him.’

‘Oh for God’s sake, | know I'm not exactly one afuy but | don’t see why
that matters so much.’

‘It's not that. I'm thinking of you. Surely you ddrwant to be tied down?
Just give yourself time.’
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‘I am giving myself time. We're just friends, okay?

Trudie smudged her fern leaf and clattered theéqufe counter.O
genade.

Odette walked home briskly. It did no good to agenPerhaps she should
just accept it at face value. Trudie had known Aalni since childhood. It
was natural she would hate to see him hurt.

She was just angry with herself, that’s all. Why lsae allowed anyone so
close, and Trudie of all people?

She speeded up, seeing George and his dogs oavbment, surveying an
old kombi that listed tiredly to one side. He wayetiile the dogs made a
dart in her direction. George shooed them undebdikkie with a good-
naturedVoetsek’then he grinned, closing one eye against the light.
‘I's what | like to see. Good watch-dogs.’

‘Yes, | was surprised they didn’t make more fussdther day. | saw
Wolfie hanging round outside here. Did you see hihat weird-looking
guy who lives down by the coalyard?’

‘| told the boy he could do a bit of work for me &rhI’'m busy.’

‘Is he capable?’

‘He’s quite handy with the motors. Doesn’t argue. ddmplaints. Doesn’t
ask for much either. Why? He doesn’t bother yowsdoe?’

‘No, no, | just wondered.’
The dogs crept out from under the bakkie and shifiler feet.
‘And | see he’s made a friend.” George’s chin quikas he gestured

behind her. She turned. Mandy was returning froenstiops, lugging a bag
in either hand. ‘Your daughter, right?’
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‘Mandy, yes. | can’'t understand how they met, tHoude never seems to
talk to anyone.’

‘| called her over to greet. Saw her in the steeet wondered who she was.
She made friends with my dogs and that's when saed talking.’

‘I'm not really that happy ...

‘You're a good person. | thought that the firsteéinve greeted. Not many
whites would have him in their home. Or blackstf@at matter. Not in this
town.’

It was time to start on supper, but her storylireswue and she was finding
it hard to concentrate. Somewhere out in the dakredog howled.

Rochelle’s mother is telling her to grieve. Thiskes Reno angry, but her
ma tells him in no uncertain terms that he hasid his wife yet, so he has
no say in the matter.

He retaliates by saying that Rochelle chose toatathe abortion. She
chose to let the child live so she has no riglgrieve.

The dog howled. She had no hope of locating hithendark, but tomorrow
she might see if she could find him. She wishediddalwas still here ...
but in the end it was her problem. She had craat&the should deal with
it.

She couldn’t bring herself to write it all downam email. It made it so
permanent.. She couldn’t even face her Morningrisdurght now. Her
hand kept drawing her back to things that were @eabburied. It couldn’t
be healthy to exhume them.

She lifted her cell, then replaced it. If there&kh more to tell, Mike would
have phoned. He was becoming increasingly curt.riblws,’ he’'d said that
morning. She had phoned just as she emerged freishibwer — when she
knew he’d be awake, but not yet in the traffic.
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‘But isn't it possible — what with the Sally Cladebacle — surely it's
possible she can still get out from under thisgRiThey don’t want to
make idiots of themselves again?’

She had heard the wheedle in her tone and wonadreghe thought she
was pleading with. What did she think Mike couldddot even his name
was any use to them in this. It must be strandedabso powerless.

‘| think you should resign yourself to the facttlishe won'’t ever be
completely free of it.” Mike didn’t plead. He grawore abrupt each time
she phoned, as though this were entirely her doing.

‘But if they don’t have enough to charge her?’

‘Don’t bank on it. They’'ve good policing over therend even if they don’t
find enough evidence, it'll still hang over her.opée will always know
what she did.’

Rochelle ... In a minute, she would yell for Mandystart the vegetables.
Or perhaps it was better just to leave her be shalfinished writing. She
never quite knew what to do for the best.

Rochelle’s ma is the wise one. Of course you caarméor someone who's
still alive, she says. You're not mourning the atichild. You're grieving
for what you imagined he would be. You're grieviog the imagined child.

The dog’s disembodied wail reverberated througtsileait town, setting
off all the yappers and barkers. Neither Rochedleher ma knew it, of
course, but they were lucky. Rochelle could allaxsklf to grieve. Other
people would understand; sympathise even.

If his condition were less obvious it would seeniratulgence. No one

would make allowances, least of all herself. Shdoo busy making sure
he was normal; bullying him into it. If the posdity existed, that is.

235



‘Can | see?’ Adriaan reached for Mandy’s sketchbdadtette stiffened. He
opened to a self-portrait. Mandy had exaggeratedrmall eyes till they
were no more than pinpricks in her face.

Adriaan had turned up with take-away burgers jaghay were starting on
the veggies. She was grateful. She was. It wadijesiness, that’s all. She
wanted to relax, not stand between Mandy and thédwoer cosmic
mediator. Oh, to hell with it, she might as welt geed to it again.

‘Well, this is interesting.’

‘She’s good, isn't she? Quite dark at times.’ Oelgtive a little laugh,
glancing over at Mandy, who was curled on the cpadblanket tucked
over her teddy bear pyjamas.

The evenings were still chilly and, to tell thetkrushe was relieved not to
make a drama of sending her for a dressing gowmdydidn’t always
notice things like that.

When he reached the drawings of Wolfie, he pausddaoked up. ‘Do
you think this is wise?’

Odette shrugged, framing the words, working out Inawch to say with
Mandy still in the room. Adriaan must have thougih¢ chose not to
answer.

‘Just because you don’t approve of the way we’gated the man, must
you make a project of him? With your own bloody glater?’

He had spoken softly, but she’d never heard hinaswefore. And
suddenly she was furious. What was she, a miract&er? People were
always expecting her to achieve such wonders. Niéady do this. Not let
her do that.

‘As you know, Adriaan,” her tongue felt thick andw, yet she’d had no
more than the glass he’d poured when he arrivéd,ribt constantly home.
And as | shouldn’t have to point out, Mandy is aula’
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‘Yes, but clearly she’s ...’

‘That’'s enough. Not another word. Mandy, I'd betgfal if you'd pick up
the plates and take them to the kitchen.’

‘Why do | have to?’

‘Never mind the plates. Please just go to your roaoist for a while, so |
can have a little privacy with Adriaan.’

‘I'm not a baby. You don't have to get rid of me.’

They'd been careful not to raise their voices, s culdn’t expect Mandy
to take the hint. Strained expressions went rigiet dier head. They could
have spent dinner glaring at each other and shédvwawe asked Adriaan

for the salt. Naturally, it would confirm all hisgronceptions.

‘Mandy.” She took a breath. ‘It's not about you dimd not trying to get rid
of you. Adriaan and | just have something to deihwguickly.’

Mandy didn’t move. Odette strode across the roothmncked the blanket
off her, largely to avoid ripping her head off. Aaficourse ... She should

have noticed that Mandy was twirling her hair wiile hand she could see.
She felt an overwhelming urge to burst into hystdriaughter.

Perhaps that’'s what Adriaan reacted to, she didrdtv. He stood abruptly,
grabbed Odette’s wrist and pulled her after hiro ihie kitchen. She just
laughed; couldn’t stop herself.

‘Stop it.’

The more she laughed, the more rigid he becamet@enchore she
laughed. She couldn’t take his outrage seriously.frhaps his was the
normal reaction. Perhaps she was just habituategitolness. That just
made her laugh all the more.

‘Stop it. Stop laughing. It's not funny.’
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‘Okay,” she said. ‘Okay sorry, | will now. Reallywiill.’

She switched on the coffee machine. They mightelshave some while
they were about it. ‘It's better to laugh than @y't it?’

‘Why the hell didn’t you stop her?’
Then she did stop laughing. ‘What did you expectongo?’
‘I'm a guest in your house. And you let her disedp...’

‘Jeez Adriaan. Itisn’t all about you. She hasmwhd that since she was a
tiny thing. Clearly it's because she’s all stressat’

‘You should have stopped her. Sex isn’t just ...’
‘Isn’t just what?’ The conversation was making hecomfortable.

‘No coffee for me. Sex isn’t just about urges aod yon’t have to look at
me in that superior way.’

‘I'm not. | just don’t understand what you're gettiat.’

‘How can you let her ... in public. No wonder ...’

‘It was me who pulled the blanket off, rememberd8o’t start with “No
wonder”. What did Marta tell you, anyway? She knawthing. Absolutely
nothing. The child had a few learning difficulti¢lsat’s all. No more than

millions of other perfectly normal ...’

Odette continued adding milk, aware that it wagnite hot enough. He’d
fucking well drink it, if she had to pour it dowistthroat.

‘Is that how you see sex?’ he asked.
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She slammed a mug down, sloshing most of the coffeethe counter, but
still he went on: ‘An itch to be scratched? Animahsation, without
consequence? To anyone? Without caring about tihhagka caused ...’

She stared at him. She was very good at nuance widsn't about her and
Mandy at all. Her anger drained. Just soaked alik&ya rain shower in
drought.

She still couldn’t deal with him though. Another mvan might reach up and
ask how he’d been hurt. But she had only so muotpayhy to go around.

‘Maybe you should just leave.’

Odette had once harboured the fantasy that shedviiodl a man who could
cope with them, Mandy and her. And for a split setcthere, she had
believed that she had.

She had imagined Patrick taking her part, but adhé point that it raised
her protective ire. He would get Mandy, but not@gtoto permit her total
liberty with Odette’s feelings. He wouldn’t blamel€te. Or Mandy.

She had seen them, in her mind’s eye, shaking tiegids, laughing ruefully
at things other people could never understand. Widoshe been kidding?
At least she’d realised before he had.

Oh well. Another one bites the dust. Perhaps itfoathe best.
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Chapter 25

She thought she knew all the dogs in the neighlmmghit couldn’t be old
Boer. He never howled. It wasn’t those small ratdeigher. Too full-
throated.

Eventually, she found him at the house behind lidesen. Poor Howling
Dog. He’d wrapped his chain around the stake he&hldastened to. His
head was tangled and a frantic paw had tipped atsnbow!. He was
fierce with fear and despair, but not vicious. Whenwas untangled, he
nuzzled his nose into her belly. She refilled hagav from the garden tap. It
was a nice feeling, being able to make him fedieet

Her detour made her late to open Lucky Bean. Cabtiiz and his sidekick
were already waiting for their coffees. ‘Sorry larbit late. Sit a minute
while | make them?”’

‘No worries.” He folded himself into a neat stadknauscle. Sidekick stood
by the door, arms folded, as though he weren’'tyd¢lakre at all. ‘Coffee,
Laaitie?’

Laaitie nodded unhappily, but kept his eyes fixedwenward. Imagine
what Laaitie’s drinking buddies would say if thegmshim in this hang-out
of moffies and women. He’d be dead in this town.

‘I wanted to tell you, Willie and the old man wile dropped by the prison
van this afternoon. If they give you any trouble Mércifully, the grinder
muffled his words.

‘Take-away or drink it here?’

‘| think we better get out and catch some crooky, lbaaitie?’ Laaitie
nodded, lips pursed. ‘They’ll be starting their goomity service next
week.’

She nodded. What the hell. ‘Cake or muffin to gd& shook his head,
patting his belly with a rueful tug of the mouthwanted to ask you
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something else though, Captain, just before yougythrere an SPCA in
town?’

‘Nearest in Standerton. You can report animal stuthe police though.
And isn’t it lucky that you has the police rightreen your shop.’

She laughed. He was all muscle and twinkle. Nothmgend it did her,
though. ‘Oh no. | thought you wanted to complaiowithe donkeys. Now
that’s a problem, those donkey carts. Kept as adgiiag, | suppose. Can't
do much about that. Ja, three sugBemkie.Don't tell the other Captain.’

‘Don’t tell the other Captain what?’ Trudie enteiiada flurry of floral.
Incongruously, she dropped her head and raisedyasras she addressed
him.

‘Trudie, it's your morning off. Go enjoy yourself.’

‘No man, | just saw the van as | was passing. Thoiignight be the
Captain. Can't | pop in for a chat?’ And with harigh giggle: “Thought

I'd be your customer today.’

‘Must be off in a minute,’ Fitz said. ‘I was jugliing your friend here she
shouldn’t get too sentimental. She can’t savehalldogs in town.’

‘Oh | didn’t even think ... but of course you shotliave a dog. It would be
protection too.’

‘No, it wasn'’t ... | can’t. | go back and forth toouch.’

‘Nonsensg said the Captain, opening the lid and blowingggirly at his
coffee. ‘Adriaan tells me his Jack Russell's aldoutave pups.’

Odette started to shake her head, but Trudie waagyat him with an
expression she couldn’t read. ‘Do you think thatgood idea?’

‘A dog, Trudie. What's wrong with getting a dog?,Aglon’t have time for
these woman things. Morning ladies.’
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After he left, they chose millionaire shortbreads anini milk-tarts from

the home-industry to display in Lucky Bean: forstmarket, the sweeter the
better.

‘Koeksisters, do you think?’ Trudie asked.

‘Why not. Everyone likes them. What did you meanthe way?’

‘About the koeksisters?’

‘No, about not getting a dog from Adriaan. Not thahatters, anyway. It's
not very likely now.’

‘Rather use a paper doilie. They leak everywheral éover them.’
‘I was going to. Flies are terrible today.’

‘Mm, it's the cows. | just ... | don’t know, reallyVhy do you say it doesn’t
matter?’

‘I don’t think Adriaan and | will be seeing eacthet any more.’
Trudie said nothing. Not a word or a sorry foriarid.

* * *

Rochelle is having a stand-up fight with the soaatker. The woman is
self-righteous. She explains that it'll be verydhtw place baby Ricky in a
loving home, especially since he has a mother sipeifectly placed to
keep him. She tells Rochelle that Down’s babiesdoa lot of joy.

They wrangle and the social worker is insultingRthelle an unnatural
mother? Does she feel nothing for this child? ks ashamed of him?

In the next scene, Reno comes over. He's in arfmdd, struggling with

whether to tell his wife or not. If Rochelle keaps baby, his wife is bound
to find out. It's a small town. They talk at crgsgrposes. He’s maundering
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on about Corinne. Rochelle is obsessing about thleasocial worker said
to her.

‘She thinks | don’t love Ricky.’

‘Sooner or later, someone will tell her, Rochelle.’

‘But if Ricky’s with someone else; if he’'s somewaalse ...’
‘Well maybe that would be for the best.’

‘If he’s in another place, with other people, | il see him in my mind’s
eye.’

‘That’'s what I've been saying, haven't 1?’

‘I'll see him learning to play. I'll imagine him kéng a life. And in my
heart it'll be the life he should have. The lifedeserves.’

* * *

She gave herself a break at 11. If she went ootiyoHowling Dog a
blanket, she might come upon Mandy perambulatiegdivn. That's what
she hoped Mandy was doing anyway. Odette hadmt Beesince her
second coffee.

Wolfie was a ghost, always in her peripheral visyehnever really there.
She saw signs of him everywhere: in a swiftly wakstwp, a glass forgotten
alongside the couch, a sketch rapidly flipped past.

She caught sight of Mandy outside the post oftoeg then the girl turned
and Odette saw that she was nothing like her. 8deah open face that
broke easily into a smile when she recognisedeadki

Pep Store was packed. She was jostled by mothéndalbies on their

backs and young girls trying on sunglasses. Wicderphor creams were
being shifted to higher shelves, making way for swensunscreens, but she
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found a blanket easily enough. Winter was sloweaving, particularly at
night and shacks were cold.

When she took it to him, Howling Dog nuzzled heddie, grateful for the
attention. She rubbed his ears, hating to leave tomfined to his half-life.
Even the squatter dogs were better off. They wadeted, but at least they
were free.

She tried not to think of him on the way home. éddt he would be
warmer, and perhaps she might even get some Seephurried when she
saw George slam the door of his bakkie, open #peftr his dogs, and
head into his workshop.

‘George? Is Wolf ... Have you perhaps seen Mandyhitdind her.’

He lifted a pan of old engine oil and joined hertlba pavement.
Positioning his feet further apart, he bent to placarefully alongside him.
How did you dispose of that gloop? She’d have tohas.

‘Your girl?’ He stretched an arm out, fingers uj/ént for a walk with the
boy. Not far, | don't think. Ja, there they comewmdwas finished with him
for the day.’

As she glanced towards the commonage, Wolfie dethbimself from
Mandy’s side and melted up the side street thatdéds house. Diagonally
across from them, Willie and the old man closedr thate and set off up
the street. Willie glanced behind him and, seeiranti{/, nudged Fanie.
They stopped as if to wait for her.

‘On their way to the churchyard,” said George, gesg with his chin.
‘Community service.’

‘I wish they’'d just been kept in jail.’

‘It makes a good joke though: two white garden boys
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‘Glad to be the indirect cause of so much enjoyméfitat do they want
with Mandy now?’ They were in plain sight. She didmant to rush over
like a crazy person, but still.

As Mandy reached them, each adopted an absurdégstbént pose.
Mandy reached into her pocket for her purse.

‘Mandy, no.” She seemed not to hear. Counting axduple of coins, she
placed them carefully in each of their palms. Thagked away, bobbing
their thanks.

The old crooks. They knew they were being watclAadhey set off again,
Willie glanced back, lifting his head at them. Wasiumph? Defiance? Or
just a greeting? Probably all three.

George was quivering with laughter, his stomachaading on his shirt
buttons. He reached for a hankie to wipe his dasnghiead, still trying to
control his amusement in the face of Odette’s pgdsak of humour. ‘Hey,
hey, hey,” he said at last. ‘She gave me moneyytoo know.’

‘What? When?’
‘First day we greeted. | went up to her, so mayieethought | was going to

ask for money.” When Odette still looked uncomprethieg, he added:
‘Because I'm black.’

‘Oh my God, I'm so very sorry, George. She doeahttays get ...’
Lifting the pan of engine oil in one quick movemgm emptied it into the
storm water ditch. The sludge began its long dlidine commonage, and

from there to the river. He raised his head agaih s grin.

‘No, no, really. | didn’t give it back because ddit want to hurt her
feelings. It was kind of her. She’s a good girl.uyghould be proud.’

* * *
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Mandy was in the bathroom when Odette followedld@ak into the house.
Her sketchbook lay on the kitchen counter. Fedlkega sneak, Odette
paged rapidly past those she’d already seen.

She came to Wolfie on the riverbank, a vicious-logihadeda at his left
shoulder. He looked dishevelled but, thank the Lardly clothed. Closing

it quietly, she noticed a smaller book beneathpfpieared to be an earlier
workbook. There were a few recognisably Englismesea bus, a park, the
elder of her charges ...

Oh dear God. She felt the hair pricking at herliesd. Thank God, oh
thank the Lord they hadn’t found this when theyrsleed her room. The
last sketch in the book showed Mandy and the lifitle side by side. Both
their eyes were on the baby, the inert baby, whoandy was placing in a
pram.

There was something about the baby’s attitude ..itwegsn’t the baby.
The baby looked peaceful. It could easily be asléepas the way Mandy
held her away from her body, as though in distaste.

Surely, it could be any time she’d put the sleefialjy down while the
child looked on. One of Mandy’s hands was beneattbhck, the other
under her neck, as though she were offering hsoteeone on a platter.

Up to now it had all been about themselves: haadfégcted Mandy and her
life; Odette and hers. Those nice English childrad barely entered her
consciousness, but now the sight of them broughbiie to her throat.

She had sent them a child not yet ripe or progeriped. And why?
Because Mandy had wanted to go? Yes of courseheralise Odette
hadn’t wanted to tell her she might not cope. Bsib & there was no way
she could escape this — because she had so bautkydazer to go.

She had wanted a break, that’s all. She had wdrgelife back. And she
had wanted to picture her there: laughing withnfdig, taking the kids to the
park, making a life for herself in the real world.

That baby’s inert body lay on her own hands as naschklandy’s.
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‘What are you doing?’ Mandy emerged, shaking daamuds. Odette
looked up slowly, feeling the flesh drawing itseéick from her mouth.
Mandy watched her for a moment in silence.

‘That’s mine. It's my private book. You shouldn’¢ looking at it.’

247



Chapter 26

It had been overcast in Nagelaten, but it was pgsdown in Jo’burg.

Odette collected the coffee beans and still somahawaged to be early.
Heather was busy with another client so she waitethe stoep, splashes of
water making her feet damp.

When she was growing up, summer had followed aariakle pattern: hot
day, spectacular storm between 4 and 5, followed Wwarm, still evening.
How effectively they had messed up the environnrejist twenty years or
so. Bad choices. Just like her life: twenty ye@s, &he’d also been warm
and sunny, with stormy patches.

‘Weather for ducks, hey?’ Heather opened the sicgaite, buzzing her
other client through a side door. Odette laid betrillionaire’s
shortbreads, slightly gooey from the drive. Heattiterse one, but Odette
could see it was to be polite. Then she settlegdtigiastidiously and
looked expectant. Sometimes Odette could murdefonéhat expectant
look.

She was well prepared though, and with a storydbakdn’'t make anyone
think badly of her. Satisfyingly, Heather tuttedddrowned through a good
few moments of Howling Dog. Everyone likes a miategl animal story.
‘Why is it you feel so responsible for Howling Dog?

‘Responsible? Wouldn't anyone?’

‘We’re not talking about anyone. You chose to opansession with the
confinement of this poor dog and your need to $awe’

‘So much for making conversation.’

‘I'm your psychologist, Odette. Friends are thengs you’'re making in
your new town. Aren’t you?’
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Odette got up to pour more tea. She clattered ld€attelicate china
teapot, feeling childish.

‘I'm tired, that’s all. It's been a long week. Sotimes | wonder why | put
myself through this, racing to Jo’burg to spendhaar drinking tea with
you.’

‘And? Do you have an answer?’ Heather gave her gusmile.

‘I don’t know, Heather, maybe | like you. But onishen you’re not being
so bloody patronising. Don’t push me, okay?’

Odette took her seat again. Somehow, she had mabagéosh tea into her
saucer. How come Heather never so much as suhiedige of hers? Right
now she was nibbling gingerly at the corner ofiindlionaire’s shortbread.

‘Bloody hell, eat the stupid thing, can’t you? @rdw it in the dustbin.
Don’t gnaw at it distastefully just for my sake.’

‘It's how I like to eat. How are you getting on WiMandy? Is she coping
with her feelings about the baby?’

‘I guess. Not that she says much. She just hanggtaldothing for her to
do there, of course. | wish she had something ép keer busy.’

‘Perhaps she should look for a job. Does she knbat\whe wants to do
next year?’

‘No, not really. Not yet, anyway. She has ... idd&s,just ... We don’t
know what's going to happen next year.’

‘Well, this move was unexpected, so it's natura’dmeed time to catch
her breath. Does it still worry you that she carama?’

‘No. No, she’ll be fine, I'm sure she will. Eventlya When ...’

‘When what?’
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‘Nothing. When she settles down, | mean. It's jusiThere was a bit of
bother before she left. But I'm sure it’ll soonfoegotten. It's best
forgotten.’

‘What kind of bother? Where, in England?’

‘Ag, it was just rubbish. There was some suspieigust a suggestion really
— that it might not be a cot death. But nothingisne of it.’

‘Goodness, they didn’t suspect ... No, but they Etdome home, of

course they didn't. | can see why you were so aaiéit, though. How did
it..?

‘It didn’t make me feel anything at all, Heatheechuse it was rubbish.
And | didn’t mention it because, to my mind, th@ser it's forgotten, the
better.’

‘I understand that, but it’s still tough. | knowwydeel you have to shoulder
everything, Odette, but this is the kind of thiruycan share with me.’

‘It's nothing though. Sometimes | think they jusivie to show they're
investigating. It's the new witch hunt, isn’t ithil abuse?’

‘Perhaps preferable to the alternative — look at goor boy in your town —
but yes, | agree. They can be a little over-zealdhsse poor parents.’
When Odette didn’t respond, she added: ‘How is Maad#ing it all?’

‘Just like normal, it seems to me. She resentsyévieg | say, sleeps all
day, mixes with unsavoury people and doesn’t hedprad the house.’

‘Goodness, she sounds like a perfectly healthyagen You must be an
excellent mother.’

Odette smiled, but it was an effort. She could liearain pattering on
concrete, competing with the hollow roar of the Bhe glanced at the
clock. Heather picked a non-existent crumb fromlaprand smooth her
skirt.
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‘So who saves you, Odette? When things are ditfisMho do you have to
untangle your chain?’

‘Are you still on about that bloody dog? | thougiou’d be interested, that's
all.’

‘I'm just interested in who you can talk to at tisnéke this. | know you're
an only child, but you never speak about family.’

‘No, and sorry to disappoint you, it's only becalision’t have any.’
‘Your parents ...?’

‘I hardly remember my father. | was crazy aboutanpa though. So, yes, |
do have a good model for my relationships.’

Heather smiled. ‘And women? You never mention yoother.’
‘My mother was an alcoholic.’
‘Oh, so she’s also deceased. I'm sorry.’

‘And lots of people have alcoholic parents, so gdedon’t go making a big
deal out of it.’

‘Did you get the chance to make peace with her?’

‘What, over my idyllic childhood? It's hardly uniqul dealt with it. Ticked
it off and moved along.’

It made her claustrophobic to be put in this positwhich was exactly why
she had always made a habit of avoiding subjdatsthiis.

‘Do you blame her for your difficulties with relatiships?’

‘What difficulties?’
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Odette got up and peered out of the window. Y anitcactually see the M1
from here, can you? Funny how much like a forefstaks from the ridge.
Must be great when the jacarandas are in bloom.’

‘How'’s it going with Adriaan? Is he someone you htigonfide in?’

‘We broke up.’

‘Oh? | thought you were just friends.’

‘Friends can break up too. It's not a big deal, prabably for the best
anyway. I've enough to deal with now Mandy’s home.’

A pair of loeries was romancing in the jacarandd f#inadowed Heather’s
window. Probably the same two she’d seen last tirheir crests bobbed
and nuzzled at each other. It gave her a funnynigel

Heather waited while she took her seat again. ‘l.dckn understand that
you don’t have space for a relationship. After yatiu’re still getting over
Patrick. But the timing ... was it connected to Mamdyning home?’

‘Not at all, I'm a natural introvert, that’s all. &all have things we can't tell
people. | just happen to find that more stres$fahtother people.’

‘Can’t? What can’t you tell people?’

‘Nothing. Forget | said it. | don’t know what | maa

‘About you or ... surely not Mandy? Learning diffitiels are nothing to
write home about these days. Even | spent a cafplears on Ritalin. It's
not shameful.’

‘No. For fuck’s sake, no, of course itisn't.’

Her bloody tea was cold again. She should moved@obast, where no one
knew her and the boiling point was higher.

* * *
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She couldn’t tell whether Margie had been cryingwhether she had a
cold. You could never judge these things by Lexémdanour.

‘Shit, what kind of weather is this?’ Palesa cratiee door of Venezia
open with the wheel of her bike. She parked it rgfahe wall and began
stripping off her rain gear. ‘I nearly fell in athole the size of the
Kimberley hole. Why don’t we talk about that in th@ap, by the way?’

Lex was paging through his notes, ignoring everyamoeind him. Margie
was blowing her nose, already red from dabbing.

‘Lex? Hey Lex? Why don’t we work the state of tleads into a storyline.
Maybe that’ll get their arses into gear and gentliixked before the World
Cup.’

Lex acted as though she hadn’'t spoken. He suckedbistuit, then
brought his notes towards Margie, muttering sonmgtlaibout ‘unrealistic
dialogue’.

Margie turned her head aside and snivelled, trianiind a dry patch on her
sodden tissue. Not a cold then. Palesa caught @slefte and rubbed her
hands together ostentatiously. Odette didn’t hheeheart to speculate.

‘How’s your cat, Margie?’ she asked. Margie brok®isobs. Odette
flipped her hands for Palesa’s benefit — good d&dthing to do with Lex.

‘I'm sorry Margie. Lex? Shouldn’t we maybe just get with this?
Margie’s obviously not feeling great.’

Lex turned, rearing slightly, as though he had ahiy minute noticed that
she was weeping. ‘Okay. Okay then. Let's get one¥ts Chevonne?”’

‘Here, okay? | was here. | just went to the loowHip you like my nails,
guys?’
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She held them under Margie’s nose, while Margegtsainly to turn her
head away, guarding with her tissue. Odette wontiéi@hevonne had
gone to the same sensitivity school as Lex.

Most of the notes were for Palesa. Lex didn't find gay story funny. Lex
was the kind of guy who said: ‘Oh yes, that’s agjokknew that.’

She was aware that she owed Palesa more suppuictulzaly since she’'d
blown her off for drinks again. It couldn’t be hetbthough. She couldn’t
do more than she could do. Couldn’t keep her eythempage either. A
couple of times she completely lost the thread ...

‘... don’'t get why she loses her friends.” Like thetex had moved on to
Rochelle without her even being aware of it.

‘Me too.” Margie was making an effort, determinedstand by her man.
‘Surely her friends would be her greatest support.’

‘My girlfriends would so be there for me,” addede@bnne, forming an
unlikely alliance. ‘In my culture, we stick by pdep

She turned her fingers and blew on the nails. Hierhoons had been
painted white. It made her look ill.

‘Okay,’” said Palesa, lifting her palms in surrendére all know you’re so,
like, ubuntu Let’s just hear what the poor white girl has4g.5

‘Bad things make other people feel superior ... Mat's the wrong word.
More like virtuous. No one wants to believe thdsads are random.
Random’s much too scary.’

‘Ah | get it,” said Palesa. ‘Like, if it could happ to anyone, then it could
happen to me.’ It was nice of her, especially adette had been so little
help to her. She tapped Palesa’s hand with herlprt pushed on.

‘So after a while, they start to think this persoast have done something

to deserve it. It makes them feel better to haveesme to blame so they
end up feeling justified in avoiding them.’
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‘Oh rubbish,” Chevonne didn’t look up from her aiiDo you really think
people would be so weird about it? She’ll end ughwib one to talk to and
she’ll turn into this weird recluse.’

‘Don’t really care,’ said Lex. ‘It's dramatic. THatall | care about.
Anyway, we won’'t have much chance to see it. Thadtybwill soon be as
dead as our chances in the World Cup.’

* * *

She was awake. There was a noise, a scratching sdenwindow. It was
at her window.

Panic was without words, without thought. It was-@old and viscous,
squeezing at the heart, swelling in the throatitstgiit down.

‘Odette? Are you awake?’

‘Oh, it's you. Of course I'm not bloody awake. Yecared me half to
death.’

Adriaan laughed. Bloody well laughed. ‘This isnldurg, you know.’

‘I nearly passed out. Now shut up before you walenty. What do you
want?’

‘Can’'t1...?
‘| suppose you'd better come in.’

She hadn’t seen Adriaan in a week. Not a word,a@pobr otherwise. Not a
bloody word.

She tugged on her gown and wrenched at the cuHainhands were still
shaking. She struggled with the French door, wiiak stuck from the rain.
He tried to embrace her, but she pushed him awas/ c8uld smell alcohol.
It reminded her of far too many childhood goodnsght
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‘Your hands are cold. What do you want?’
‘Now that’s a helluva way to greet a long-lost ...’

‘Cut it, Adriaan. You've been drinking so ... what@usuddenly think of
me?’ Despite herself, she became aware of how sisé look, with her

puffy eyes and flat hair. She resented the selcimisness, yet was unable
to banish it.

‘No,” he said, jocularity gone. ‘No, that's not ithad an idea.’
‘And it couldn’t wait till morning?’

‘Can | at least sit down?’ He perched on the bedak only a week, yet he
seemed out of place. She had grown reconciledetangvitability of her
solitary bed.

‘I'm sorry, my skat.”He had never used an endearment before. ‘I know |
behaved like an ox.’

‘And it’s not just Jo’burg, by the way.’ He lookeshcomprehending. ‘The
fear. I'd have thought you'd be the first ...’

She had wanted to hurt him, but his face changddhe regretted it.
‘Okay, okay. | accept your apology.’ Odette wondeifehe’d come in the
middle of the night to be certain of avoiding Mandy

‘I'm not going to sleep with you.” She sounded sevéie had his back to
her, fiddling with the French door, checking far gticking point. When he
turned he was smiling, a bit rueful. No, not rueRéproachful.

‘I didn’t come for that. And | wasndrinking. | had a couple with poor old
Gerrie, that’s all. I've been thinking about yolnaeek, but | couldn't ... |
didn’t know what to say.’

“Sorry” may have helped.” Her hands still shooldriaan stepped forward,
lifted one and kissed it. His lips were cold.
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‘I know. | started to drive home and ... | just mids®u. It seemed stupid
to waste a-whole-nother night.” He leaned forward ahe could no longer
smell the alcohol. He rubbed his nose to hers,dik&skimo. ‘So that’s
what | came for, suspicious woman.’

‘Did you get the shearing done?’

He nodded. ‘Pray we don’t have another cold fraviell, since you're not
going to take pity on me, I'd better be going. igkmy guys up at five.’

‘Planting?’

He glanced at the window viciously and shook hischéGround’s too
sodden.’

‘As they say: “It never rains ...

‘And we’re going to need a helluva crop, with Anteriflooding the market.
I'll see you tomorrow.’

‘What was the idea, by the way?’
‘Coming here? | told you.’
‘No, you said you had an idea.’

‘Oh yes. Are you intending to use that bottom roorh@ one that leads off
the kitchen?

‘No, why? It's half-in, half-out. It's got the wastg machine, but it's so
huge ...’

‘I've got a use for it. You'll see tomorrow.’
‘Ah hell, Adriaan, just tell me. I hate surprises.’

‘You'll like this one though, | promise.’

257



Chapter 27

She heard the bakkie from about De la Rey. The mgnvas silent, rain
gone for now. A gentle heat buzzed in the undergrpwith hoppers rising
in clouds each time you placed a foot.

‘How'’s this for an idea?’ Voice raised in exciterhefdriaan spoke long
before Odette could wrench the door from its daramé. He sounded like
a kid. Oh Lord, what had he thought of now?

And there she was again, expecting disappointrment évery good
intention. Shamed, she didn’t question his instouncto open the farm gate
and ran ahead of the bakkie to unlock the stickghlein door.

He had brought one of his workers. When she caugld them, they were
carrying school desks into the covered courtyatdrizeEher kitchen. Six of
them, the old-fashioned kind, with a hole for akwrell and an ancient
blackboard.

‘Dankie Piet,” Adriaan said as they placed the tdghem. ‘Look, it'll be
freezing in winter, but it’'s a long time till thén.

‘Where did you find them, though? Doesn’t somedse aeed them?”’

‘No man, they were piled in a barn, doing no ong good. From the days
of the old farm schools when our workers still iven the farm.’

Mandy appeared, dishevelled from sleep. She dgpeak, but walked
between them, touching seats and lifting desk lids.

‘Your girl might as well use them for some goode fpined Odette and
dropped his voice. ‘She’ll have something to shontfer time here. Maybe
she’ll decide to become a teacher for real.’

Odette wondered briefly if that was his real pumde urge Mandy from
the nest again, then felt guilty for doubting mtentions. Unable to contain
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himself, he followed Mandy about, pointing thingg,acshowing her the old
blackboard.

Mandy raised her face and Odette saw that it wals (iti glowed. For once,
her awkward child looked ... oh hell, she was bealtif

Odette walked to Adriaan and raised her arms. ‘Khau.” She wanted to
say more, but couldn’t form the words.

* * *

Adriaan left in the early hours for the stock aoitin Standerton. She had
taken him taDie Ou Waenhuias a thank you. Mandy had cried off,
unwilling to be dragged from her makeshift classnend Odette hadn’t
pushed it.

She couldn’t sleep again and it was too early wnghMike. Sometimes she
missed the stupid Morning Journal. It gave her sbmg to do with her
hands, at least.

When she finally admitted defeat and went throwgswitch on the coffee,
she saw two cups in the lounge. The couch wasdduak though it had
been doing something indecent. Two wine glasseshpdr a little too

close, on the small table. Mandy’s bed was empty.

‘Oh there you are. | was worried.” Mandy was in blassroom, walking
through the desks, trailing a hand, lifting lids.

‘They're a bit dirty. I'll have to clean them. Why?

‘You're never up this early.’

‘I am if I've got stuff to do.’

Odette found a bowl, wondering how to broach thdf\@assue. ‘This boy

you seem to like ...” She filled it with warm waterchHandy Andy and
found them each a cloth. ‘Here, you start at tipeatiod I'll do this side.’
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‘What about him?’
‘Mandy, I'd really rather ... | just worry. He doesmdok clean.’
‘He washes as much as you do.’

‘Leave the lid up for a while, so it can dry. Logku’'re a grown woman.
Just about anyway. | just hope you'’re sensible ghda use a condom.’

Mandy stopped wiping and looked at her. One eylensindered, usually
when she was stressed or tired. ‘He’s never doate th

‘I'm relieved, but sooner or later he’ll try.’
‘No, he’s never done it. With a girl. Anyone.’

‘Oh sure. And what is he? Twenty-three? Oh Mandy/'thelieve
everything a man says.’

Mandy threw her cloth down and crossed her armssadrer chest. ‘He’s
never had a girlfriend. No one likes him here.’

‘Yes, but there are other ...’
‘And besides, he doesn't like it. He told me.’

There was something deeply disgusting in this déslette scrubbed at it
vigorously, hoping it was vegetable rather thameai

‘His mom used to cry sometimes, but he was toke litt help her. | think he
felt ...” Her eyes wandered the room as she searidngde word. ‘He told
me he hates the things men do ... so | suppose tresfedmed.’

And so did Odette. She stopped scrubbing. ‘Welhages I'd better meet
him properly. Mandy, are you okay about ... | mehat old man should
have gone to jail for what he did.’

‘I know that.’
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‘Okay well, why don’t you bring him during dayligh®r for supper. Why
must he always skulk about in the darkness wheonfttoump into him?’

‘You mean like Adriaan does?’

Two horses with speckled flanks cantered acrossdhenonage. Halting
beside the weeping willow, they were joined by aerand her foal, black
silvered by sunlight.

The horses grazed, ignoring the cows lumberingudiindhe trees from the
township. The foal skittered as the herdboy swusgtick in wide arcs,
flinging it into the air and catching it.

The air was languid with heat and lush with jasmier garden, a
dustbowl just weeks ago, was profuse with shrullstdmssoms. The
orchard rustled with birds.

The landline was ringing. ‘Yes. Hello? Mike?’ Noebalse rang her on the
home number.

‘Is that Mrs Evans?’

‘Well, I ... who is this?’

‘Are you Mrs Evans?’

‘| don’t use the name.’

‘I'm sorry. But you are the wife of ...’

‘Ex-wife.’

‘Apologies. You're the mother of Mandy Evans tho@gh

‘Who is this?’
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‘This is William Ash from theDaily Mail in London. | wondered if | could
speak to you for a minute.’

Way, way across the river, two hadedas burst thrdlig bluegums at the
foot of the rocky koppie. Keening across the skgytstartled the horses,
who reared and raised dust before galloping away.

‘I don’t have anything to say. How did you get mymmber?’ Odette caught
herself covering her breasts, as though he coeldhee Ridiculous.

‘I'm afraid | can’t reveal that. But | would likevtget your family’s side of
the story.’

She’d been working in her pyjamas for an hour oS8 tried to relax her
arms, but still felt exposed. She sat in her déslrcraising her knees to
her chin. ‘We have absolutely nothing to say. Ta go anyone else.’

‘Would it be possible to have a word with your datey?’

‘Absolutely not. And if you dare ...’

‘Look. The Hopes are speaking freely. We just wdnitegive you the
chance to give your side before she’s officiallaed. At this stage, we
can’'t write anything that would jeopardise herlti@e can’t even identify
her.’

‘I. If she’s officially fucking charged. Not when.

‘But once she’s charged, there’ll be a bunfightttfs stage, only we know
who she is so you can be sure of getting a goodrfied&rom the Hopes’
side, she isn’t cutting a very sympathetic figure.’

Odette couldn’t speak. She could find no wordsn®ager this fast-talking

man. Excitement lifted his sentences as thoughntbie a game. As though
it were fun for him.
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‘Hello? Hello? Are you there? Mrs ah ...” She wouldgive him her name.
She would not be named by him. She would never lgivethat power.

‘I don't like the way you just assume there will dérial. Or that she will be
charged.’

‘Well look, I'm sorry, um ... Ma’am, but my sourceslltme, off the record,
they're confident they’ll soon be charging her floe death of baby Daisy.
They're preparing to interview the other child ...’

Her hair follicles pricked. She heard a rushinpén ears. Jagged shards of
ice filled her brain.

‘... Emily. She’s very young of course, so it’s slgaing. There has to be a
social worker present. Anyway, | understand thécpadre very confident
they’ll soon have enough to make a case ...’

Odette replaced the receiver, very slowly and célgefThen she unplugged
it at the wall.

Mike’s phone was off when she tried him on his.céle supposed he took
the view that he could always turn it on when he $@amething to tell her.

It clearly didn’t occur to him that she might haa@mnething that he needed
to hear.

She found Mandy in the kitchen, dressed and bogdadast. She looked
different, as though someone had placed a tinytor&ier mouth, glowing
pink through her cheeks.

‘Can Wolfie come for supper tonight? | thought uldbmake supper for
once. You know that pasta with the bacon? | thin&uld make that and
you like it too, don’t you?”’

‘Not tonight, Mandy.’
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‘But you said ..." Her eyes slipped away, mouth draggnto the thin line
it so often took with her.

‘Yes, | did. But not tonight. | think you and | haeétter talk.’
‘I don't want ...’
Odette’s phone tolled like a bell. ‘Look, I'll tak@u to theWaenhuisYou

can have a burger if you like. | know | said theyfrot good for you, but
just for a treat, okay? We really do need to talk.’

‘Is Adriaan coming?’

‘No he’s not. Just you and me. Adriaan’s in Statatefor a few days,
anyway.’

‘Well, why can't | ask Wolfie? Can’t he come witls?i
‘Not this time. Another ... any time. How about tomaw?’

Odette retrieved the SMS. Mikkindy in labour. Still no newsShe dialled
swiftly, but he had turned off again.

‘Your step-mom’s in labour, Sweetpea. By this engnhiyou may have a
new brother or sister.’

A scrap of joy fluttered to her face, lifting heres, unscrewing her mouth.
‘Do you still have my bunny plates?’

‘Of course. They're yours.” She meant the Royal Biushe had received
as a birth present from her grandmother. Thankftitigy'd been returned
with the rest of the stolen goods, and withoutia.ch

‘Can | give them to my new brother or sister?’ Qeléboked at her. Mandy
loved that set, still used the bowl upon occasmmen she felt vulnerable or
sad.

‘Are you sure? | thought they reminded you of ygran.’
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‘Yes, no they do but I'm sure. I'm too grown up tbem now. I'd like the
baby to have something from its big sister.’

* * *

Stella must have had the same idea as Odetteo8hd the old woman
peeping through the door at Mandy and the kidsak hot, but clouds were
massing for a full-on assault.

‘Miesies,’ she said, unsmiling, with a nod of head.

‘Afternoon Stella.’

‘What does thd&lein miesiesvant to teach them after the school?’ She
frowned, suspicious old witch.

‘From what she told me, Stella, I think she’s goiaglo activities that help
them learn and develop. And probably a bit of EstglShe’ll help them
read more easily and count.’

‘At the school they learn in English.’

‘Yes, but it's not their home language so it widllp them to have a little
coaching.’

‘Why does theklein miesieslo this?’

‘She likes kids, Stella. She enjoys teaching. Ananaybe this is a way we
can thank you. For telling the police what you saw.

‘Will you give them food?’
‘Well yes, | suppose we can. If you want.’

‘If they must come here, you must give them.’
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The matter settled, Stella turned and left withemdther word. Odette stood
a little longer, watching. Mandy was flushed witte importance of what
she was doing.

‘Look Janet, look. See how John runs.’ It flung @eleight back to Miss
Malan, who whacked their fingers with the metaledfa ruler and
humiliated her for having a mother who smelt of bmat the parent-teacher
meeting.

Mandy and she had found the mouldering reading $ookne of the
desks. God knows how long they’'d been there. Bytithe Mandy started
school, they had accumulated more appropriate mgadatter.

‘Very good, Bongi,” Mandy told the smallest girltithe largest eyes.
‘Let’s give Bongi a clap. Yay for Bongi.’

Odette felt an unfamiliar emotion. She realisaedas pride.
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Chapter 28

‘Dis die Engelsgthe waitress called as Mandy and she enterétkrei
unconcerned about their hearing or deaf as a post.

‘You're quite right,” Odette said with a smile. ik the English. Now the
English wants to know: if | order by the glass, sldtecome from a box or a
bottle?’

‘Box. Order a bottle.’

‘l only want one glass.’

‘Take it home. I'll give you the cork. We have a@iChateau Lib.’

‘And?’

She shrugged ‘And nothing. That’s the wine.’

Mandy ordered a mango juice. Odette was relieleel Ou Waenhuisvas
filling up. At the next table, four plump childrelmank lurid milkshakes.
Their slip-slops lay under the table as their baet kicked each other in a
tangle of scarred flesh.

‘Boet, moenie’ their mother said tiredly, before concentratorgthe heavy
drape of the curtained window. Their father atdiditg looking down at his
steak.

A black couple entered, flustered and dripping fiiie storm. They looked
to be in their late 30s, early 40s. She wonder#uely were local
government. Their clothing didn’t come from Pep &edvas dangling a car

key that brought German engineering to mind. Mikely just passing
through. Jo’burg people, washed up in another usée
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Odette held her breath. The waitress shuffled emdrgreeted the couple
scrupulously, showing them to the table betweemthed the plump
children. All four ceased sucking and kicking.

‘Boet, Leandri.’

She waited till their burgers arrived and the oetwyian retreated. ‘Mandy,
| ... look, I think we need to talk about what's ggion with the
investigation. Just so you know what’'s happening.’

Mandy nodded, but continued removing the onionsardping tomato
sauce from her patty.

‘I understand they’re questioning the elder child ...

‘Emily.” Mandy put down her knife, but remained t@=d on her plate.
Odette couldn’t read her expression.

‘They're going to ask her ... I'll pour my own wineshe snapped, as the
waitress appeared at her shoulder.

‘I hope they don't frighten her,” Mandy said.

‘No, but how do you feel about it from your poiritvdeew? When you
found ... when the baby died ... surely Emily was gsl&gasn’t she?’

Mandy glanced past her towards the door. Odet&adiher head, but there
was no one there. The rain battered on the tin B¢ leaned forward to
hear, but Mandy still didn’t speak.

‘Where was Emily?’

‘She was in the room.’

‘In the baby’s room?’ Mandy nodded, then begamgadigain. At the next

table, Boet was donnering his sister. The younggnas staring open-
mouthed at the black couple. ‘Boet, Klein-Jamgenie’
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Odette put her knife and fork down. ‘Did she see?’
‘Did she see what?’
‘Anything. Could she see anything from where slo@d?’

‘Of course. We tried to wake her, but she wouldveke up. That's when |
ran out to call the ambulance.’

It was only the next morning that Odette finallpched Mike. She’d been
trying since she awoke, not caring how early it vgise tried again while
washing, not really expecting it to be answered.

‘You woke me.’

‘Yes, but Mike, | needed to talk to you.’

‘Is Mandy there?’

‘Yes ... no, she’s still asleep. Look, | got a catirh theDaily Mail.’

‘Ja, they got me last night. Luckily, he’s the oohe who seems to have
our numbers. Ridley said the police must be gansgme trying to plug that
leak.’

‘The thing is, though ...’

‘Thank God he’s being scrupulous about not idemgyher. He hasn’t
mentioned her nationality so, for the moment weae from the local rags.
Small mercies, | suppose.’

‘But the thing is, he said ...’

‘I know. They questioned the child yesterday arappears she wasn’t even

in the room, thank the Lord. That'’s really good seim some ways, that
guy’s been a godsend. At least it gives us somiembkf what's going on.’

269



‘She wasn'’t ...? No Mike, no.’

‘What's the matter with you? This is good news. $fasn’t in the room.
She was asleep, so she can't ...’

‘But Mike, she was.’
‘She can't testify to what she didn’t see. Don'uyanderstand?’

‘But Mandy says she was.’ Odette stared at hertbhfase in the mirror,
half-smeared with cleanser.

Silence. ‘She must have ... she must be telling yodesus, Odette, that’s
not what she said in her original statement.’

‘I know. That’'s why ... Please don’t shout.’
She scrubbed at her face with a tissue, as thawgére somehow at fault.
‘| suppose ... there can only be one reason, caefethFor her to tell them

the child wasn't there?’

‘A bit idiotic though. Surely she knows they’ll inout? The child’s young.
She won't hold that secret for long.’

‘Why would the child ... Do you think Emily’s trygmto protect Mandy?”’

‘| think it’s far more likely she’s blanked it out.oo painful probably.’

* * *

Only when she replaced the receiver did she remethbeshe hadn’t
asked about the baby. His, that is. She didn't@ihdy he’d called,
regretting that she was unable to give her moresnBtandy tried him
when she awoke, but his phone was off. Probablyirstabour, Odette told
her. Sometimes it could go on for a couple of days.
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Teaching seemed to take her mind off him, as dedptieparations for
Wolfie’s meal. She didn't feel able to retract peomise, and at least it
gave them both something else to concentrate oett©aent with her to
buy the spaghetti and bacon. They found a negldtted tomatoes in the
cupboard and luckily, she’d brought olives fromhloly. Not much call in
Nagelaten.

Odette left her during the afternoon to take a airbucky Bean. Trudie’s
younger son had an appointment for his acne. Mdlgitthere were only a
few ladies in for tea. Unable to summon the enéogpcus on any one of
them, she bustled about asking generic family quest It was after five
when she was able to relax her painful jaw.

Reaching her front door at last, she heard animadegs. It wasn't yet
dark, and the jasmine climbing the front stoep ererpowering. It had
rained, but now the air was still and heavy witighance. The voices
ceased abruptly as she made her way to the kitsteaimy with Mandy’s
efforts.

‘How do you do. Wolfie, | presume.’ Odette was falpradding to Wolfie's
patent discomfort. She caught an exchanged glamt&as shamed, unsure
of her motives.

‘You seem nearly ready. It looks brilliant. Anythih should do?’ She sat
across from Wolfie at the kitchen table. He sméivood fire. Wielding a
dangerous-looking screwdriver, he was stabbingdet®’s expired
snackwich maker.

‘You can grate cheese,” Mandy said. ‘And pour yglass of wine, the
food’s coming in a minute. Wolfie said he’d fix tifar us. He’s really good
at fixing appliances, aren’'t you, Wolf?’

Both Wolfie’s eyes wandered outward, like errangslovhen a gate is left

open. He blinked firmly, squeezing his lids togethM#ghen he opened them
again, they were under control.
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Odette noticed that she had grated a veritable mourShe rose to pour
her wine. ‘I thought that snackwich was brain dd2wl.you think it can be
saved?’

‘We're losing her.” Mandy swung the colander of gipetti on to the table
with a clatter. ‘Asystole. Defib. Defib. Stat. Pdke paddles and ... clear.’

Odette laughed. Mandy was crazy about medical dsaiaw why
couldn’t she have been this vivacious when Adriaas here? She was
more relaxed now, of course. Less likely to migsgbcial cues.

‘Shall I be mother tonight?’

‘I await the day,’ said Odette. ‘I should only lige long. Though not too
soon, please.’

Odette couldn’t remember when they’'d accomplisiedmother-daughter
thing with such ease. If ever. Perhaps Mandy waalfi ... Then she
sobered. She pictured another baby, and anotheefattogether.

Mandy served and Wolfie placed the snackwich toside. He treated her
to a smile. His teeth were as bedraggled as hisliati it was a sweet smile
nonetheless.

‘My mom liked spaghetti.’ He struggled with his Hisg and spoke
deliberately. ‘She could eat it every night. Iceamn too.’

As he spoke, Odette developed a reluctant pictuinesonother: Eternal
child; perpetual grand-daughter; adult before imeet She didn’t want it.
She had enough sad pictures of her own.

‘She liked ... she played tricks. Sometimes shesplitin the sugar and my
..my ..’

She took pity on him. ‘Your dad? Did he get crodg?e Wolfie, maybe

you want a spoon as well.” He was struggling withdpaghetti, slurping so
that it snapped back, spattering tomato acne asdabe and neck.
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‘No, it's okay. He shouted at me, but | never hadelit. He take the
wooden spoon and .jaag?’

‘Chase. He chased her?’
He chase her outside.’ His shoulders heaved antt®dalised he was
laughing. Perhaps that was a skill he had learngtbrt laughter, silent

tears.

‘You were close to Adriaan’s wife, weren't you?'&bhouldn’t. She really
shouldn’t go there.

‘What do you want to know about her for?’ A hintMandy’s filial
asperity returned. ‘Have some more, Wolfie. We widinish it.’

‘Just curious.” And she was. Not just about Liesidelf, but to her surprise,
Odette realised she was genuinely interested isdnise of her. When you
got past the disastrous first impressions, thei® seaething ingenuous and
candid about him.

‘Missie Liesl?’ Wolfie looked up. His eyes were laging again. ‘She was
nice. She also liked to laugh, like my ma. | didikKe it when she cried.’

‘What do you mean? Why did she cry?’
‘I don’t know. She said life made her sad sometifmes

‘Sounds like maybe she got depressed. Finishedfi&¥dHave you had
enough?’

‘Ja thanks. Full.” He placed a hand over his belgn surprised her by
rising and collecting the plates. ‘She said shédsshe has a nice boy of
her own, like me.’

‘Maybe she wanted a baby. Maybe that's what madedsad. Don’t
worry with the dishes. We can do them.’
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‘She told me stories from when she was young oriaime. Once she give
me a stone on a chaif real jewel from her jewel box. They thought |
stealed it, but she gave it because | liked thewolShe said it's to
remember her by.’

To remember her by. How weird.

They were preparing for bed when the phone rangndyigot there first.

‘Mandy speaking, oh, hi Dad.” Odette switched tlkélk off, so she could
eavesdrop.

‘So I'm not an only child any more.” She soundedvaated. Good.
Something to take her mind off the other thing.tBam a big sister ...
yes, yes | know ... | know it's only half, but shatll my baby sister.’
‘Okay, I'll tell Mom. What’'s her name?’

‘Yes, | like that. It's a good name. Uh Dad? Whan ¢ come see her?’
‘Oh. Oh okay ... You mean when she comes out of hai§pi

‘Oh.’

‘Well, how long does it take ... to be accustomed tzaby?’

‘No, but how long? About. | mean like ... before gues to school?’
‘No, I'm not being funny, I just want to know.’

‘Okay, bye.’

Mandy came through to the kitchen. Their eyes atmg, but Mandy’s
swerved aside at the last minute. It was obviousttechad been listening.

Besides the hurt, it must be humiliating. Odetépped forward, but Mandy
was rigid and Odette’s arms fell away.
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Mandy moved to the cupboard, and she heard thibpesound of
porcelain being shoved and shifted. Odette saw slratvas after. Her
Bunnikins set: cup, bowl and porridge plate. Gattgethem in her two
hands, she placed them carefully beside the sink.

Odette lifted her hands and then dropped them agaie had nothing to
say. She couldn’t stand between the world andcthid. Never had been
able to.

Mandy turned then and met her eyes. ‘Give them aGaye them to the

kids down below ... or to anyone. | don't care. | ioeed them any
more.’

275



Chapter 29
Odette shook her head at Heather’s dry little offgs. Despite having left
so early, she still felt unable to stomach a thing.

‘| said we were seeing each other again. | didmytis was a relationship. |
mean, obviously it's as much a relationship asfaendship ...’

She petered out. Heather waited. She didn’'t hawemtlergy. She glanced at
the clock. Oh Lord.

‘He’s not Patrick though, is he?’
‘Why do you always bring up Patrick? Okay, you'ight. Adriaan and |
have very little in common: he’s a farmer with adevife and a church.

But in a funny way, he does get Mandy.’

‘Why do you make that sound so unusual? | thoughphoblems had
mostly to do with schoolwork?’

‘I mean for a childless man.’

‘Okay, although she really is more of an adult n@n;t she? So | assume
that lingering unpleasantness has dispersed?’

Odette launched into a description of Adriaan amgun his bakkie with the
desks, which Heather seemed to take as tacit assehe end, it
swallowed a good fifteen minutes, since one thathgtb another and they
ended up discussing teaching programmes, placgady, working with
kids.

When the subject was exhausted, there was sileyaie.dleather waited.

‘I'm not doing that Morning journal any more, byetivay. Complete waste
of time that was. It just ended up as a writingreise, that's all.’
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‘Then why did you stop so abruptly? Why couldn’tantinue to serve that
purpose?’

Irritation caused a restlessness in her limbs.gdhep and busied herself
placing a cup on its saucer, then changed her amddsat again.

‘In case you haven't noticed, | don’t have endi@s® for scribbling idly
on bits of paper. Or for chatting idly about my day

‘What does that mean? Sit, Odette. We've stillgéw minutes.’

‘I don’t know. I'm just wondering if our sessionaven’t run their course.
It's not like | really need you, is it? You werenalys an indulgence. Just
someone to drink tea with in Jo’burg once a week.’

* * %

Chevonne had a new set that she’d ordered ofitieeniet. It included a
small cup on a stick for pushing back her cutieled Odette found herself
fascinated in the way people are by alien livesosgd on TV.

‘And it looks like we’re going to have to kill othat baby, after all.” Lex
had been droning on, but now his voice penetrdteddg that surrounded
her.

‘What?’

‘What have | just being saying, Odette?’ Lex appdap have more
authority than usual. ‘I've been talking about #s®nomic downturn ... for
the benefit of those with better things to do.’

He waved his biscuit at Chevonne and then Odettev@hne appeared to
be rubbing at the surface of her nails with a ropgti, then turning it
around to smooth them into a sheen.

‘I thought it was only the SABC shows that wereggtting paid?”’
Chevonne asked her left hand quietly.
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‘They’re in trouble, but we’re all caught in theuach. We can’t be stupid.
We're going to have to write to keep productiontsa®own.’

‘Well, not with my baby, you’re not. You're not gaj to sacrifice him
because it's easy. Find your own bloody scapegoat.’

‘| grant you we've been getting a little lax witlew sets. We're all going to
have to keep to existing sets for a while, but ihig material saving we can
make. The baby must go.’

Odette felt a moment of relief for Rochelle. Thiaa pang hit. It was
unexpected, but it whacked her in the side likétals

‘How can you be so stupid? Can’t you see thisésniost emotional story
in the series?’

‘Well, that's another thing.’” Lex paused. She wasare if he was waiting
for the espresso machine to subside or just feceffiwWe have to remind
ourselves how close the screening of these stailebe to the actual
World Cup.’

‘I've got the mayor’s son designing matching Baf&adana T-shirts,” said
Palesa. She blew on her cappuccino and was frebkisgecks of foam
and chocolate powder.

‘Sure Palesa, all of that helps, but I'm also sgyin | mean, what does this
Mongol child ...

‘Baby with Down’s,” whispered Margie, with a meagfal look.
‘... have to do with the World Cup?’

Odette glanced around the table. Palesa was sgpomik foam into her
mouth. Chevonne was gently stroking on an undercoat

‘You can'’t just kill him because he’s in the wayhWis he always your
most obvious target?’
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‘Look, last week’s ARs were okay, but not great.’

‘Although | must say,” Margie placed a proprietbhand on Lex’s wrist,
‘we did beafTemptationsn the “All Adults” category.’

Lex’s arm twitched and she drew her hand awayhasgh she’'d always
intended it to rest there only for an instant.

‘Different LSMs,’ he muttered. ‘The advertisers dprefer a few more of
the 9 and 10s.’

‘| think we should all give Lex a little hand fdndt.” Margie burst into a
patter of applause, but gave it up when no onesgbimer.

‘And us. What about applauding us?’ said Chevotowking around for the
first time. She shook her bottle of nail polishatigusly so that it gave a
small ting-ting.

‘You know very well those ARs are for the stories wrote six months
ago,” Odette said, hearing the strain in her vdBefore she even had her
amnio. There was no baby. And certainly no Dowraib\b’

‘Goodness,’ said Margie. ‘You are spirited in deferf this baby. I'm just
wondering if you're not taking it ...’

‘And why the hell shouldn’t | be? I've got a reall{rong storyline. And
maybe, just maybe, other members of the team al@dethe pressure.’

There was uproar, as she’d expected, she suppbsey were all talking at
once. Chevonne poked her nail polish brush atrharthreatening way.
Only Palesa looked amused.

‘This is a small town we’re writing about.” Lex h#lte loudest voice.
‘There’s intense excitement. Come on, Odette. Yokl be able to give
us some idea of the feeling in places like thatgs) pennants. Those
helmet things. What're they called again?’
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The owner’s daughter came in looking like a drowredIt was going to
be hell getting home. And she had driven all thg fea this.

She took a breath. ‘Must | remind you the Down’dccbn East Enders
drew the highest ARs they'd ever had? Just giveathance. A proper
chance, that’s all he needs, | promise you.’

‘My question remains,’ said Lex, throwing his armg and swinging on his
chair. ‘What does this all have to do with a snh@n preparing for a
World Cup charity event?’

‘You're being incredibly short-sighted.’

‘We’re in the middle of an economic downturn ...’

‘Yes, and what happens when the whole World Cupgtkiover and done?

Do you want to be cancelled? Come on Lex, seésitthy. Like diamonds,
genetic conditions are forever.’

Odette was taking an inordinate amount of time g@rieg for bed. The
drive had been exhausting, headachy with fumes@ndark to see the
road clearly, yet she couldn’t settle while Mandyswstill shuffling around.
She was brushing her teeth when Mandy appearéz iddorway.

‘Adriaan phoned by the way. Before you got badkrgjot to tell you.’
Odette straightened, watching Mandy in the miri@h yes? Listen Mandy,
perhaps we should sit down and talk about your bidink Lindy’s just
being ...’

‘Nothing to talk about.” She had lost form, a figwe@ moulded from dough
and crushed too hard by an unthinking child.

‘So what did Adriaan want?’
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‘He said he’d be back tomorrow and asked us fawailat his farm Friday.

| said “okay”.
‘Oh good, that should be fun? Something to lookveod to?’

Sometimes she could make herself cringe. She mowethe bedroom and
began undressing. She didn’t want to look at Maidyond the windows
she could hear Howling Dog. Eerie, disembodied.

‘Also ... Patrick phoned.’

Odette whirled. ‘What did he want?’

‘He wanted you. He said he got the caps, whatdarmeans.’

‘Yes, but did he give you some idea ...?’

‘He said he was back in the country. He wantedhtmakhow you were. |
said you were fine.’

‘How did he find our home number? | switched cethpders ... he must
have gone to so much trouble.’

Mandy shrugged. ‘Maybe he just phoned 1023.

‘So was that all? Did he ... Did you tell him anythielse? You didn't tell
him why you were back ...?’

‘| told him you’ve got a new boyfriend.’

281



Chapter 30

After the night’s rain, the commonage looked freddgpite the chip packets
and polystyrene containers washed down from th&ebaquare. If you
raised your eyes, you hardly noticed them. Hartblla

Mandy and she were walking. It was unusual for Matedagree and
Odette was hoping she’d get a kick out of it, sgytimight find the space to
talk. Perhaps even make a habit ... but she shoyldnjp ahead of herself.
It was just a walk.

She waved to George. His terriers lolloped aboerrtlas far as the big gate
on to the commonage, when George whistled andréesd back. Mandy
turned a couple of times, perhaps to catch sighiVolfie. He didn’t appear.

They strolled in silence as far as the river. Gaditin’t want to spoil
things. The air rippled with warblers and the waskaof tick birds strutting
the backs of cows. Crystalline drops clung to thglgrass and spangled
the spiders’ nests in the undergrowth.

Calves pranced while cows stood their stolid groondgazed warily at their
approach. On the riverbank, they startled a raih&lulking in the
undergrowth in search of its breakfast.

They clambered down beneath the weeping willowagaded in plastic
bags carried downstream by the rain. Odette rdise@yes so as not to see
them, just as the rainbird took off in a descendicgle of displeasure. The
crossing was muddied and trampled by cattle. Tieeirsquelched into
what she hoped was mainly mud.

‘Oh by the way, just so you know, Emily told thdipe she wasn't in the
room when the baby ...’

Mandy nodded. They saved their breath to climbother bank. Odette

brushed past a bush that covered her pants injatsk She bent to tug
them free in small barbed clusters. It was slowngoi
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‘So how ... I mean, | suppose you'’re relieved. | amiy am.’
‘I hope that's the end now.’

‘I'm sure you do.” Odette found more blackjackshmar socks and picked at
them.

‘l just don’t want them scaring her more.’

‘Mandy you must think about yourself a bit too.Was a stupid thing to
say. What could Mandy do anyway? Nothing but htyeg didn’t question
the child further. Mike was right, a child of trege wouldn’t hold out very
long.

The smell struck them as they rose out of the biedron the other side. A
sickly scent that was hard to ignore. Hard to rgse senses above or
beyond it.

It grew stronger as they pushed through the ti@é#set koppie beyond. A
cow lay dead against a stump, abdomen bloatedesaty ito burst. Flies
swarmed in a buzzing cloud. A white-necked ravestudoed in the process
of pecking an eye, lifted its wings and flapped @dirinsolently away.

* * %
‘So, how was the auction?’
Adriaan shrugged. Patrick would have had storielseiver he went, he
would come back with anecdotes of people he’d emigwad. But then
Patrick was a photographer. A trained observerigadrwas a farmer. It

was an unfair comparison.

‘Was it the usual auction — the one in Standertgn8t wondered why you
were away so long.’

‘Why? Did you miss me?” Adriaan turned the chopgioperfectly glowing
coals. That was one thing he could do better trendR. She smiled and

283



shrugged. She didn’'t want the irritation to crawbieneath her defences. It
was Patrick’s fault, for phoning. He should havée\ell alone.

‘I went over Fouriesburg way after Standerton, thaty | was a bit
longer. Heard of a farmer selling up.’

‘Gone under?’ Perhaps she did prefer her grandfath®re quixotic view
of cows, but this was Adriaan’s life, after all.

‘Converting to game, like half the province. Sagssltgoing to open a
lodge. | got some good buys.’

She was past irritation at what Mandy had toldiBlatShe was resigned.
Mandy’s mouth just repeated whatever popped thranagtbrain. She
couldn’t help it.

‘... cows and calves. Bonsmara mainly. Great conalitidot the cheapest,
but good breeders.’

And to be fair, she wasn’'t wrong. What was Adria@t®pped liver? Why
should Odette find it so upsetting to have a forpatner find out she was
seeing someone?’

‘... Seller's market, of course, with the maize prszelow, but he wants a
quick sale and the cows were still thin from cadyin

Patrick would have turned the auction into an atlwen He would have
made her laugh. But then to be fair, it was hadilsable. She had never
expected him to settle on the bottom rim of Africalong, when he could
live anywhere, with anyone. Anyone who didn’t héaggage like an
albatross about her neck.

‘Needed some new breeding stock. And in six morititse calves will be
worth ... Now I'm telling you all the fascinating @ of my cattle auction
and | could swear you weren't even listening.’

‘I'm listening. You said you needed new breedingcktand you got some
nice Bonsmara. Pretty cows those. Red, aren’t they?
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‘Good girl. We'll make a farmer of you yet.’

What the hell. It was for the best. It was all loe best, even Mandy using
the word ‘boyfriend’, a term Patrick would find asing, and that he would
probably think she got from Odette.

Adriaan laid the braai tongs on the low wall of #teep and reached out to
refill her glass. She held her hand over it.

‘Move,’ he said. ‘It's a very nice Shiraz, whiclibfought back ‘specially for
you. If you don’t move, I'll trickle it through yauingers.” He was
grinning, but this wasn’'t Odette’s favourite joke.

‘Come on,” he wheedled. ‘Let your hair down for eric
‘Don’t be a bully, Adriaan.’

He jerked his arm back and clanked the bottle enataéill with an ominous
grating sound. Leaning away from the eddying smbkeshifted around the
braai till his back was to her.

She sighed. It was a beautiful evening. They werthe westerly side of
the wrap-around stoep of the old farmhouse. Berealty daubed with
pink and shades of blue, the land lay spread-eagéety with evening light.
To their left a barn hunkered beside a rock-streappie. And beyond it a
dam glistened, milky as a moonstone.

From this distance, stepping from the shadow obtra, Mandy seemed
part of a rural idyll. She bent to the spindly kidszzling and butting to
suck her hands and the last rays of sunlight caughin a web of fleeting
happiness.

‘Are you going to be angry with me now?’ she asked.

‘'m not angry.’
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‘I can see you're angry. Tell you what, I'll go afidd the loo and when |
come back, perhaps you’ll have forgiven me?’ Asstepped inside, a
jackal cried in the koppies behind the farm. Itrsed like a lost lamb.

The floor creaked and she stepped quickly intddbage where a floral rug
covered the wide floorboards. The furniture was mther than antique,
ball and claw and flowered linens. Against one waliioilie spread itself
protectively over a nest of tables and, on a secamtass cabinet held a
collection of thimbles and small porcelain dogs.

It felt like a parental home. But of course, thatlsat it was: a parental
home preserved in time. Adriaan no longer livecehatthough ... it had
been someone else’s home. Adriaan’s wife must bajeyed the same
tastes, or perhaps she had just been too sensitreeecorate once the old
lady died.

There was no rug in the hall. The floor was bdrghtdy darkened near the
door. It was at that point she realised she coaldthnding on the spot Liesl
had bled to death.

Had she let them in? Or had they unlatched onkaset old sash windows?
This wooden floor may have been the last thingsstve Did she cry? Call
for Adriaan? Or was she stoical to the end, suftethe lot of farmers since
Voortrekker days?

They shouldn’t have come. He shouldn’t have suggesihowing her the
old homestead. Perhaps he had felt that he wasngpleis life to her. His
life and his past. But it was too much too sooratMaas why he was edgy.

Here they were braaiing, laughing and teasing e#ieér when just beyond
the door ... What unimaginable horror must he feehdgame he opened the
great front door and his mind recreated how hefbadd her?

She stepped behind Adriaan and placed her armsacius waist. He had a

slight belly, which she found endearing. His musdlexed as he reached
out with the braai tongs.
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‘Come on, Adriaan, it's just a small idiosyncrabMy ma was an alcoholic.
It scares me a bit, if you must know. It's not sachig deal.’

He turned at last, wielding the braai tongs in baed, a bit like a weapon.
‘I'm not a bully.’

‘As long as you don’t attack me with those tongs, Beriously Adriaan, is
that what’s bothering you?’

‘I was teasing. It was a game. I'm not a bully. It that kind of man and
| don't like ...’

‘Okay, okay.” She raised her hands defensivelyn‘sorry | used the word.
Really. Come on, forgive me.’

‘Okay.” He planted a clumsy kiss on her forehe#idyou pass me that
torch. Can't see this bloody wors at all.’

She yelled for Mandy before it became too darkierto make her way
back. The night was pitch, or perhaps it just sekswe beyond the pale
light of the stoep.

Anyone could lurk just beyond the house. They couhtich and wait,
unseen and still, until the householders wereeit thost vulnerable ...
Okay, enough! They should just enjoy the braaeas$ they were able and
then get out of there.

‘Well, here she is,” Adriaan said heartily.

Mandy was pink, animated by the goats’ attentidhey’re so sweet, Ma.
You should’ve come down. They suck your hands.’

‘They can suck really, really hard, can’t theyAdsadriaan, who was
trying really, really hard. He was a kind man, &lrhis idiosyncrasies. And
who didn’t have those by this age?

Saying he had one more surprise, he led themhat&itchen where his
Jack Russell lay in her basket, surrounded by itind, nuzzling pups.
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‘Willem, my farm manager, was looking after themiwh was away. But
since I'm on the farm every day, | thought | coké&kp a better eye on them
here.’

Mandy could manage only an expelled ‘00-ooh’. Slas wndone by
anything helpless.

‘Be careful she doesn’t snap.’

But Mandy couldn’t hear and he needn’t have worrite laid her stumpy
hand over the dog’s head, as though blessing herfd@dled her ears till
the dog crooned. With a finger, she stroked eachepuppies while they
curled hairless bodies in bliss and nestled cltséreir mother’s belly.

‘Come,’ Adriaan said. ‘The food’s nearly ready.’

Mandy fixed Odette with an imploring gaze. Her @ye wandered slightly.
It hardly ever did that any more. Odette shookhead. ‘1 don’t think so.
We don’t know what's going to happen, or where Yicae ...’

Mandy nodded, but her eyes shut down, a translunentbrane closing her
off from the world.

‘You still have time to think,” said Adriaan. ‘Th&g very young.” Mandy’s
face soaked animation from the hope he fed hertt®de&in’'t contradict
him.

Adriaan served them chops, crispy round the edgessucculent
boerewors. After supper, Adriaan proposed thatteMandy check first
on the puppies and then the goats, while Odett@edasp and ladled out a
coke-bottle of milk to take home. He had clearlgided that Mandy
couldn’t be avoided. Well ... she’d have to see homglit would last.

Carrying the dishes through, she filled the sinlanély crooned at the
puppies and then set off with Adriaan for the barn.

Odette knew she shouldn’t. It wouldn’t make helt teey better. But she
found the bedroom at the far end of the musty ggssa
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She opened the cupboards. If she had expectedha,shir at least a life
preserved, she was disappointed. She opened culpdibar cupboard,
bedside drawers, small cabinets. She found oddaetaf Adriaan: a few
old batteries, coppers, a worn wallet, a singlé look and a James
McClure novel with its pages coming loose.

On the other side of the bed ... nothing. On one sidke cupboard, she
found a lone belt, a couple of flannel shirts —@kenese kind from the
local outfitters — and a greasy overall crumpledsatoot. On the other,
nothing.

The dressing table, shaped like a kidney and glagsred, was coated in a
fine dust. The shallow drawer was sticky to pull ewand completely
empty. It smelt of face powder and a perfume the waguely familiar.
Wrestling it back into place, something caughtdyes. It was the cracked
cover of a lipstick. She retrieved it, overcometlg poignancy of its bright
red traces.

It was strange how differently people dealt witlefgrPerhaps it was
because Adriaan came back here on a daily basigdvize popped into the
bedroom when he needed his overall, or it becanlly enough for a
flannel shirt. Perhaps he just hadn’t been abbtietd with the pain, but

Liesl was nowhere to be seen.

Not a picture or a lacy petticoat remained to rehhimm of happier times.
Not a perfume that brought her to mind, a booklsdgeread, a face cream
used every night before bed. She had been utteplyreed.

* k% *

Adriaan dropped them back and she hesitated. miesgehurlish not to
invite him in for a coffee, but she knew what theant and she wasn’t sure
she was ready. She didn’t want to compare him todRdhere as well.

That would be the end.

Adriaan might have sensed something of this, dngges he also struggled
with comparisons. ‘I'm up very early tomorrow. Haeeget the bakkie
serviced.’
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‘Me too. Up early, | mean.’

Mandy leapt from the double cab with a mumbled amation about hot
chocolate. Odette didn’t presume she had readaitialcues. She was sure
she just felt like hot chocolate.

‘I like your puppies. And your kids,” she said,@dette handed her the keys
and the bottle of milk. It was Mandy’s way of sayithank you.

‘Are you taking it to George?’ Odette asked. "Ydakkie? He’s a nice guy,
do you know him?’

‘The backyard mechanic? Seems nice enough. Ndhisatime. | need a
full service and you ..."” He ruffled her hair. “Yougt like everyone. You
don’t take enough care.’

‘But he is nice. There’s nothing ...’

‘No, | didn’t mean just with him. And | will giveim a try sometime. As
long as he doesn’t get big for his boots and raiserices.’

‘What d’you mean, big for his boots?’

‘He’s not a fully qualified mechanic — what did ytunk | meant? No, he
seems competent enough. He just shouldn’t charge Wieuns does or he
won't get business.’

He pulled the key from the ignition. Leaning oviee,draped an arm about
Odette. She felt like a teenager at the drive$o, ‘l didn't get the chance to
ask what's been happening in your life while I'eeh away.’

‘Nothing much ... oh, | meant to tell you, we had Wisobver. When you
get past his appearance, he’s not an unsweet bwyofdife’s innocents.’

‘Not such an innocent.” His voice hardened. ‘|l tgtali, you don’t take
enough care. Just watch your stuff, particularlytlimg shiny. Don’t say |
didn’t warn you.’
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‘There’s one thing | wanted to ask you, though.tbéld me Liesl actually
gave him that piece of jewellery. Don’t you thirtkesmight have given him
some little piece, out of kindness?’

He jerked his arm back and shifted upright. ‘Hekspabout that? He had
the cheek to bring it up?’

‘Look, not that I'd blame anyone for thinking hirgable, the way he
looks.’

‘It was not some little piece. It was a CharlesiGiteordered in
Johannesburg. For our anniversary. She was hakely ko give it to him a
few weeks later, now was she?’ Adriaan jabbed theldack in the ignition
and started the bakkie.

‘Okay sorry. | didn't realise.’

‘No, and neither did she. She didn’t suspect. 8baght she’d somehow
managed to lose it.’

He got out and came around to open her door. ‘Wkyaou’re trying to be

kind, but | told you before, it's best not to encage him. And he’s
certainly not the best companion for Mandy.’
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Chapter 31

Odette was making herself some lunch and takingpipertunity to slap
together the peanut butter sarmies and soup fasgbatter kids. There had
been no further word from Patrick. And why shouidre be? He was
probably just checking that she hadn’t topped herse

She hadn’t been able to bring herself to phone Mike very thought of
him filled her with a rage too intense to contaiet she would probably
have avoided speaking to him anyway. It was pupestition. She was
desperate for the interview with Emily to be thel efiit. Asked and
answered: couldn’t they leave it at that?

Mandy should have been making the bloody sandwicbdstte had
relented when Wolfie arrived out of the blue, watpuppy-like enthusiasm
she hadn’t seen before. Something about a surpmskewanting to take
Mandy for a walk to show her something.

Look, she was wary. It was true, Liesl would nelvave handed over the
designer jewellery her husband had just givenBet she’d seen no signs
of aggression and, if he couldn’t resist shiny gisirwell, he wouldn’t find
much shiny and precious in their house.

He was odd. No doubt about that. The thing wasghpwhen she saw the
two of them pottering off, side-by-side, she hadné& heart to put the
brakes on that friendship.

It had been springtime when Mandy had started tahiyether school.
Odette remembered the morning sun slanting achesslassroom of
miniature desks, one of which she’d been forceslitton.

Miss Pienaar sat on the edge of her desk, legyyrassed, looking down
at her. The jasmine had drifted from the playgroandhe slight breeze.
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‘We moved her here because we were told you dplrt'up with bullying.’

‘| think perhaps Mrs Brink didn’t understand quike extent of her
problems.’

She stood abruptly and strode to the window. It lrask. Little girls in
blue sat about in groups. They looked more growthap Mandy, more
substantial somehow.

‘| get the feeling she just doesn’t try. She coalldeast make some effort to
join in. Same goes for her handwriting. Shouldh#& e having
occupational therapy?’

There at the far end of the field, Odette couldisme She wasn't alone. She
was walking beside a smallish boy, who was dresseddinary clothes.

‘Once a week in the afternoon. Who's that boy Masayalking with?’
‘Well, | hesitate to criticise a professional, bumust show you their planet
projects. The girls didn’t even want her on thearhs, she makes such a
mess of everything, it's as if she just doesn’ecar

‘| said, who's that boy Mandy’s walking with?’ Théyoked like an ancient
couple, out for their constitutional. Hands behiineir backs, they leant
forward in earnest discussion.

‘Oh, don't tell me he’s there again. It's most ipappriate. The
groundsman’s son. Government schools are on holfdayveek. I'm sorry
about that. Mrs Brink did tell Lucas his son was twomix with our girls

‘No.’

‘I don’t know why he and Mandy ... he’s not really it's keeping her from
making an effort with the girls.’

Round and round the field they ambled, nodding gjsato each other.
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‘| said no. Leave them alone. Let them be friertlease. Just let her have
that.’

The landline rang. Odette couldn't find the handa@hmaging through the
lounge with the hand that wasn’t peanut butterée. fSund it slipped down
between the cushions of the couch.

Mike. She found it hard even to greet him, butdrsely mattered. He
spoke enough for two, desperate to justify himskihdy’s understandably
nervous. It's her first child. Surely you can seatt

She clamped the receiver between shoulder andesir get on with doing
something. (Preferably something that involved ashknife.)

‘Even you must be able to sympathise. | mean, yerew't exactly the most
maternal ... okay, no need to go into that, but ex@nmust understand the
need to protect ...’

‘And surely you can see what that did to her?”’

‘Perhaps she should have thought of that beforeookLI can't believe
you’re even questioning this. She needs to comenwhehome so | can
keep an eye on her. At this stage, | think it stqgust be a brief visit.’

Odette felt herself grow limp. It had rained durthg night. Sunlight
glistened in drops suspended from leaves and otrdbery of a spiderweb
in the bougainvillea.

‘Well, make sure you do that soon. Because | qaope with her
expectations. Or her disappointment.’

‘I'll arrange it as soon as | can, okay?’

There was silence, a chasm they both feared telbr&hne put the knife
down and sat. ‘Have you heard any more? Do you kihthvat last
interview was the end?’
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‘Ridley was contacted by thBiaily Mail guy again.” She waited, packing
the sandwiches into a neat pile, screwing the tofhe peanut butter.

‘His sources tell him the police shrink is goingtave another go. They're
not satisfied yet. They think the child knows mtran she said.’

The droplets were drying already. Without them,sphelerweb was tatty,
torn on one side, abandoned by its previous inaabit

‘Ridley says not to worry too much though. If tHeld changes her story,
he’ll have a lot of fuel for his cross.’

‘His ... "cross”?’ Absurdly, she pictured Mandy spdeagled, crucified.’

‘Cross examination.” Impatient with her, he put hasd over the receiver
and said something indistinct. Unmuffled againablded: ‘He can argue
"suggestion”. That she started giving answers Bhaght would please
them.’

‘You mean, in court?’

‘In Mandy’s trial. If the child changes her stowhich | fully expect her to
do, it seems fairly certain Mandy will be official€harged. Most probably
with murder.’

Odette heard rather than saw Mandy and Wolfie mebyrthe chatter of
children who wrapped themselves around her legslumdy to her waist.
She would wait to tell Mandy. That was one thing sbuld do for her now.
She could carry the worry alone for a while.

Mandy was pink with the exertion of lifting and dgang the small
creatures who clucked and chattered, clung todws &nd hitched rides on
her feet. Odette carried mugs of soup, sandwichéspples into the utility
room and they disengaged, surrounding the foodvioracious swarm.
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Wolfie began his awkward goodbyes. Mandy was gitilk — from more
than the exertion, it appeared. She had her hahdrtthroat, an unusual
mannerism. Wolfie was grinning, pleased with hirhsel

Then she dropped her hand and Odette saw a siaar on which was
suspended a rectangle. In one corner, a smaltoeé glinted. The piece
was too simple to be anything but extortionatelgensive. It wasn'’t the
kind of thing you would find in Nagelaten.

‘Where did you ...?’

‘Look what Wolfie gave me, Ma.’

Odette turned to look at him. No sign of guilt. Bllame that she could
discern. His eyes were steady, behaving thems&vesce. She struggled
to keep her voice calm, so as not to spook him.If/dook at me now.
Where did you get that?’

‘It was Missie Liesl’'s.” The follicles at her hamk prickled. ‘But she
wouldn’t ... she would like for me to give it to MandShe wouldn’t mind.
| promise.’

Locust-like, the children had finished every spetkood and were now
swarming back to Mandy.

‘Come,’ said Odette, placing a vice-like hand os\rist. ‘Come outside
with me. Mandy? You carry on. Give ..." But she cautdnot now. Let her
wear it for one afternoon.

When she closed the door, she turned to him. ‘Welfihis isn’t the stone
you said Missie Liesl gave you?’

‘No, | gave that to my ma, but they took it backany.’
So where did you get it? The jewellery was allestolvhen ...’

‘I found it in the veld.’
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Behind his head, she saw Willie and Fanie returfriogn their community
service. There was so much else going on in hethiit she’d lost the will
to hate them.

‘You saw it in the veld! Just lying there.’ If, Ispme remote chance, the
robbers had tossed a valuable piece of jewellergirapped it even, what
were the chances he would come upon it on some@napiece of veld?
‘Wolfie? Tell me the truth now, please. It's impamt. Did you get this
while she was alive?’ Please, please, let her baea alive. Let this just be
a petty theft.

‘lgotit ...’

‘What? What did you say?’ She struggled to hear &ove a chorus of
children’s voices from inside.

‘I say no. | found it in the veld. When ... after shas late.’
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Chapter 32

She got lost somewhere aftér Yrou is ‘n perel ..."Weren't good women
usually compared to rubies? The dominee spokeafaktas she tried to
summon the exact ‘rubies’ quote, she missed a &teaces of his ‘pearl’
metaphor. Her Afrikaans wasn’t good enough to pinckgs up in the
middle.

‘Why did you bring us here?’ she muttered. ‘You Icoust have strangled
me at home.’

Adriaan lifted a hand from the table. He didn’tlkoat her until the dominee
wound things up. She missed the punch line, bghead and joined the
smattering of applause. There was a general shgfiind clearing of
throats. People shifted and exchanged a word ar®eme of the women
rose to help with the lunch. (They might be pednig,that didn’t absolve
them from serving their menfolk.)

Only then did Adriaan turn to her. ‘You shouldnéve agreed to come if
you disapproved.’ A tiny gobbet of spittle struak lon the cheek.

‘Ah come on man, | was teasing. But | must sagipits surprise me you
wanted to come.’

‘It surprises you? I'm one of the few members of coynmunity who
doesn’t regularly attend church.’

‘S0?’ Surreptitiously rubbing the back of a handoas her cheek, she
returned to picking at the dry arrangement on aitiet The colour of dust,
it exuded the faint odour of dead leaves.

‘Is it so strange that | should want the acceptaridbe community | grew
up in? Is it so outlandish to want their forgives®s

His voice was hoarse and it struck her that he Wwasst being vehement.
Could he be angry? But what about, for God’s sake?

298



‘Forgiveness for what? For going away? For not gacnchurch?’

Trudie and the other women from their table wenedivag out plates. The
men had opened the side door and stood just outstie muddied yard. It
had clouded over during the speech and a fineldrinisted the air. She
couldn’t hear what they were laughing about, babitnded like rugby.
Probably rugby. A couple of them were smoking. @dbadn’t smoked in
years, but she had a sudden longing to inhale despsomething
unhealthy.

Adriaan and she were the only two left sitting. 8hght to join the women,
but now she’d started something she wasn’t suretbdimish.

‘Oh forget it,” said Adriaan, glancing over her deaith an approximation
of his bellowed laugh. She followed his gaze todbminee, who was
making a beeline for them. ‘I thought it might araysu, that’s all. And |
don’t want people thinking I've grown so citifiedévolks-vreemdhat |
can’'t even join them for the odd function.’

Perhaps she was mistaken about the anger. He fydbabght she was
being snooty, but his mood would make it difficidtraise Wolfie now.
And she couldn’t say he hadn’'t warned her. Whydtid always have to
know better?

‘| can understand that, Adriaan. I'm sorry if | ...’

But the dominee was upon them. Dominee Prinsla@nkimg them for
joining the Women'’s Lunch. He was a desperate-logkhap, not as old as
a dominee ought to look, but quite as fraught. [Btilged him to be
somewhere in his 30s. He was thin and pale, flesWmltaut across his
skull, eyes a white-washed blue.

Odette asked why they didn’t hold the lunch on Wols®ay — especially
since it was a public holiday these days. They bwiked at her absently.
She hoped the dominee wouldn’t notice the hillotlreed leaf fragments
in front of her.
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‘Well,” said the dominee at last, ‘This is a traaiital day for our people ...’
‘It's always been in Spring,” added Adriaan, ‘asgaas | can remember.’

‘More of a local celebration really. Started by ¥®ue Federasie. For the
women of the Great Trek who founded the town.’

Of course, of course. Women'’s Day was differentit€different. It was a
new-fangled holiday, to commemorate other womed,aother struggle
altogether.

She excused herself to join the women in the kiicddjoining the hall.
They stopped talking as she entered. Okay, shéd®iag paranoid. Perhaps
it was only because they tried to switch to EnmglShe had begged them
not to; sworn that she could understand every wautithat always
succeeded in bringing an abrupt hush to the room.

They worked in silence, bar the odd comment abaat’S koeksisters and
whether Liesbet had brought her bredie. Trudie toasing salads and
shaking a lump of coleslaw from tupperware to baddette busied herself
removing cling wrap from chicken a la king and &&kte so that Anna
could warm them in the microwave.

It was probably the silence. She could never beacaum. And you
couldn’t tell her they never skinnered about thenoheee when no one else
was around.

‘So, what's up with the dominee?’ Another colesklapped into its bowl.
Knives clattered. ‘| mean, here he is officiatingree Women’s Lunch —
with no woman by his side? Why hasn’t some mothapped him up for
her daughter?’

The microwave hummed gently to itself. Cling wrapakled.

‘Does no one want him? | know he’s a little ...’
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‘Dominee Prinsloo is divorced.’ Just that, from theman who ran the
outfitters where everything was Chinese. She wésgwslices of
government bread.

‘Now that | never guessed. Isn’t that a little sking for a dominee?”’

She could hear the swish-swish of a knife on mangar

‘Oh, don't tell me. He’s not gay, is he?’

Smash. Trudie caught her sleeve on the cupboandathabdropped one of
the coleslaws — as luck would have it, right at tbde feet. Her bare legs
were dripping with milky liquid, in which squirmdedt cabbage tadpoles
and wormy bits of carrot.

‘Ag sorry man. Come, let’s go clean you up.’ Thstref the women busied
themselves with their tasks. ‘“You're even bleedingt. Let’s go to the
toilet.’

It was a relief to leave the room, which smelt isigpproval and a perfume
that caught in the throat and made breathing diltfic

‘Ag Odette.” Trudie was leaning over with a papam¢l and at first Odette
thought she was shaking her head over the stdterdégs.

‘Can’t you ever leave well alone?’ So it wasn't lhegs.

‘What did | say? | was just messing about, Trudiggly no one took me
seriously. Half the world’s divorced, for God’s gakm divorced.’

A toilet flushed. Marta appeared and made her wakié basin. She looked
faintly thrilled.

‘For us, these things are different,” said Trudiabbing at the cut on
Odette’s calf. We don't like to talk of it.’
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‘Ag Trudie, if she wants to know, tell her,” saidalka, whirling to face
them. There was something malevolent mixed in Wiéhpleasure. ‘You
want to know about this town? I'll tell you abouid town.’

‘But | just don’t understand why it's so terrible.’

‘Sylvie, that was Dominee Prinsloo’s wife,” Martacok her hands dry,
‘came from Pretoria.’

‘Oh | see, an outsider.” Odette crouched to helpp,Tsudie shoved her
hands away and continued dashing at her legs vatipaper towel.

‘No, you don’t see. As the dominee’s wife, we ovired our respect, and
we gave it.’

‘Marta, | don’t think this is right.” Trudie shodker head, trying, but failing,
to get in the way of Marta the bulldozer.

‘We accepted her. Gave her our love even, sped&mmyself and my
friends.’

It was cold in the bathroom. It smelt of damp ceterand Jeyes Fluid. And
the sickly smell of pink soap that dripped fromdtspenser into the basin.

‘So when she ran away with someone, he followedahdrbrought her
back.’

‘Oh my God, he chased her down. And what? Forcedoheome back?’

Trudie made an abrupt shushing motion with the pagpeel. ‘It was right,
Odette. Maybe it's not your way, but she owed U ®as our dominee’s
wife. The mother of our community and she treated. U

Both women fell silent. Odette let the silence hdixggentually Trudie rose
again, hands to her knees as though they hurt her.

She leant over the basin, clutching its sides, dpager towel in each hand.
Seeing her from the back, matronly dress stretoved the indent of her
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bra, Trudie seemed ... old. Old and tired and it thekby surprise. She
couldn’t possibly be old. Trudie wasn’t much oldean she was.

‘Before the service that Sunday, Dominee Prinskdted her to the front,’
Marta continued, arms folded, feet astride. ‘Sbhedtbefore the
congregation and she said she was sorry: for Heavi@ur and for the way
she’d treated us.’

‘Poor woman. How humiliating. What happened to &fézr that? Where
did she ...?

‘No one kept in touch with her,” said Trudie. ‘ConWée must go back in.’
Odette glanced down. A carrot fragment still cltaghe side of her knee.

‘And the man?’ she asked ‘What happened to him?heidlso come
back?’

‘Odette, come we must go. Marta, let’s just ..."” Tiugdrabbed her arm and
dragged her from the bathroom. All the way bacth®hall, she could hear
Marta coughing, like a starter motor that nevergtau

Just before re-entering the hall, she tugged ali&rand whispered: ‘So
was he married? The man. Sylvie’s ...’

‘Oh Odette ... It wasn’t a man.’

[Scene details]

Reno and Rochelle are in the bedroom. She is rérgpmake-up.
He is buttoning his shirt. Reno says he hasn’t @ddinne — about
his affair, or the baby — but he has told his motlRecky is her
grandchild, after all. She’ll keep the confidenBechelle isn’t
bothered about whether she keeps the confideneés 8¥ing to
persuade Reno to go to the heart specialist withReno is really
uncomfortable talking about his child’s health issu
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She got up for a second coffee, but really to chgrknd down the road for
Mandy. She had walked off to the Chinese shop aosisvo hours ago to
buy a cover for her cellphone. Of course, she didally need to check on
Mandy. It was just habit.

Until the age of about fifteen, she hadn’t beeredbllet Mandy out of her
sight. Mandy would start conversations with drugldes on corners. She
would tell tuckshop moms she’d walked in on her Hading sex. She
would give graphic details of her mother’s pathétice life to anyone who
would listen.

When she was twelve, Odette had once lept frondlargicar to stop
Mandy going home with an older man who had offédreda new set of
charcoals and pastels. In Jo’burg. It was a mirdngecar was still there
when she’d retrieved her, followed by the sleazi/guly protesting his
innocence and threatening legal action if Odettggested otherwise.

Social skills could be learned. To an extent. And gould batter someone
into being less impulsive, thank God.

The sun was out today, but the ground squelcheddblermer feet. Peach
blossoms oozed the smell of spring. She leant inegate to absorb the
sunshine and watch the world go by. She needétealdreak from
Rochelle.

Odette hadn’t mentioned her encounter with Trudie ldlarta. Whatever it
was she had with Adriaan, she thought perhapsstheat left alone. It
wasn’t like her but then, as she had just obsers@ahe things could be
learned.

Adriaan had come in with her after the church-deedding more
confrontation, she hadn’t wanted to make an is$uteand she’d been
relieved to find that Wolfie was nowhere in sighfandy had remained
closeted in her room.

She had managed to pour a few espressos down fone lixed, since he’d
been forced to drink all but one glass of his Shinp himself. He had made
a valiant attempt to offer it around, but most fiesihad brought Coke or
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fruit nectar. One or two of the men had bottlebraindy or cooler boxes
filled with beer.

She would probably have sent him home had thepeen at the point
where it would have seemed a more significant tigge¢han intended.
Instead, she had turned her face into his neckréedito ignore the miasma
of alcohol. Aah, the heady smell of childhood.

Adriaan hadn’t seemed to notice the unavailabdither mouth. He’d made
brisk and vehement advances before turning ovepdlgrand falling
asleep.

That had once been her favourite time. She woaldurled against Patrick
and they would tell each other all the funny or semsical things that had
happened during the day. They had rituals, likekisses before sleep.
Sometimes he would tease her with nine, but shddwertestle him until
she had won the tenth. Funny what you could makeithg when push
came to shove.

The sun was getting too hot, but it was a reliedrathe overcast days.
Willie and Fanie bobbed past, on their way to therchyard. They greeted
her with a grin.

She didn’t hate them any more. But she didn’t gtieetn back. You didn’t
burgle your next-door-neighbour and then shakesgitilike a dog happy
with its own fleas.

[Scene details]

Rochelle is making a cup of tea for Reno’s momaRemvho is
sitting at the kitchen table. Renata says doctoesverong all the
time. Especially that rubbish about genetics. Stys Rochelle must
enjoy this time and shouldn’t long for her life kaghe child will be
grown up and gone soon enough. Rochelle breaks dodrsays:
Can’t you understand? There’s only two optionsusr Either Ill
never have my life back — Ricky will never be ceteb} ‘grown up
and gone’. Or else, he won't survive at all. Whatkof choice is
that?
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Chapter 33

‘Have you seen the puppies yet?’ asked Captain ¢hilzking through the
doorway for his morning fix.

It brought a spurt of irritation, but she turnediamiled. ‘I'm not sure |
want the added responsibility of a dog. Americdfaptein?’

‘Sommen coffee. Strong.” She had so wanted half an teotgset the
grinder. She’d had visions of testing the settingadarge cappucino, just
for herself.

‘I's a good companion, a dog.’

‘Yes, and | don’t have enough demands on my ematienergy.’ But she
muttered it, and the grinder was on.

‘Come again? Jack Russells is good little watchsgdggu know.’

Oh hell, he was just being protective. But now fas\going to stand and
watch her and, if she didn’t do this now, she walildet a chance. Trudie
might ruminate over the rain’s effect on plantinglee calving, but she
wouldn’t give a thought to how it changed the cef$econsistency.

‘How’s business, Captain? Catching crooks?’

He shrugged. ‘Luckily we don’t have the problemarfsierton does. We
have the burglaries, of course ...’

She flushed the group head and fitted the porafikh yes. A perfect
mouse-tail. What a pity the Captain would be ehtiomaware he’d just
been served the perfect cup.

‘But you do have some violent crime. | mean, youehaad one or two farm

murders.” She added water and steamed a full jugil&f She might as
well join him.
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‘It's a general problem. | reckon those okies cdmen far afield. They
look for isolated farms, hit and retreat. If it wiasal guys, I'll know about
it, believe me.’

She amused herself fashioning a heart in the f@imered her up
immensely. Sad, but true.

‘No, they're based somewhere they can get theidhdawn. Big location,
most likely Gauteng. That's where most of the &isestill happen. | think
I'll have one more quickly, and one of these ...’

‘Millionaire’s shortbread. Help yourself.’

‘They could just as well slip into Lesotho, for tmatter. Or they could
even be Zimbos.’

‘If someone here was involved in that kind of robyheou think you'd
know?’

‘Hundred percent. It's not such a big township #énd got informants for
Africa. Pay them well enough. Believe me, I'll know

‘So ..." Odette busied herself foaming her second dfgust say,
someone here ... someone like Wolfie, for a compjetdld example ...’

‘A-ag no, Odette. | can see ... Look, | sure as Wellldn’t be happy if my
daughter was seeing the man.’

‘Who told you that? Adriaan?’
Fitz consumed his millionaire’s shortbread in tweallows then shrugged,
brushing the crumbs from his hands. ‘He was corezrtnat’s all. But hell,

not for anything like that.’

‘So you don't think he’s violent?”’
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‘I've known that boy since he was born. Look, yoauldn’t take him for a
white man and | wouldn’t put it past him to pilf@thing or two. But
robbery ...’

She took a breath, but expelled it again. She dithve the will, or the
strength, to take on that battle. She had no ides 0 do about Mandy and
Wolfie and, right now, her first priority was todrehim out. ‘So you don’t

‘No man. If it was an isolated robbery, it would ddifferent matter. You
know the statistics. Every two days a farmer isaeued. It's organised,
this thing. Black on white. In the two weeks aff@lriaan’s farm, there was
another couple near Newcastle and then one negviBer

He shook his head and swallowed the rest of hieeoh silence. Abruptly,
with a ‘Have a good day further,” he left, no dowtrried that she’d start
bothering him with more suspects of her own.

Trudie arrived just as the van roared off. ‘Diddrdy have one cup today?
How could he have finished so quickly?’

‘No, two. But | opened early.’

‘Early? But why?’ The colour in her cheeks deepefladean ... not that it
... Of course he can get his coffee any time he ...’

‘Hell Trudie, here was | worrying about trivial tigs like coffee quality
when | should’ve been concerned with the biggetupec’

Odette started to laugh and after a moment Truiine@ her, pink and
slightly shame-faced, but a whole-hearted trilhet own expense.’Not that
... you know it’s nothing.’

‘Oh | know that, Trudie. Millions wouldn’t. Nah,Know he’s just your

excitement for the day. Look what I've done, by tegy. | reset the grinder.
Can | pour you a cup?’
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‘Please. | must just unpack these carrot cakes drpped them off for
Yolandi when he came through to pick up his work¥mu can still talk. |
can hear you from here.’

‘So do you have to keep farmers’ hours too? | tiwygu just packed
Willem off and stayed in bed. Here, I'll help yothere’s no one in here.’

‘No ... ag Odette, you do make me laugh. He droppechton my stoep.
He comes through before five.’

They packed cakes on shelves in companionablecsildmudie glanced
sideways at Odette. A couple of times she tookeathr then let it go.

‘What is it you want to say, Trudie?’ She couldméar it any more. ‘If you
want to tell me off, feel free. I'm used to it. hdw | put my foot in it the
other day and I've already said sorry.’

Trudie stopped and pushed the tendrils of hair fr@mforehead. It was
going to be a hot day. ‘I'm not ... why do you thih cross with you? |
just wanted to ask ... but it's none of my business.’

She felt a surge of hurt. ‘Hey, how should | kndm? just seeing the man.
| have no idea where it's going, okay? Does it sragb much to you?’ She
continued arranging cakes, but in a way that spelanger for carrot cakes
everywhere.

‘| just was worried, that's all.’

‘I know I’'m an outsider, but I'm not about to dragn away, or alienate
him from the community.’

‘It's not him.’

‘Am | not good enough for precious Adriaan? I'm mying to replace the
saintly Liesl.’

‘Odette, stop it. Leave those cakes. They're atiatho topple. And come to
that matter, Liesl was not so very saintly.’
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‘| can’t stop being the dreaded English, but I do.t. what did you say?’

‘| said, Liesl was no saint.” Trudie took a breatid looked at Odette,
pursing her mouth.

‘You mean ..." Trudie nodded. ‘Did Adriaan know?’
‘Of course he knew. Everyone knew.’

Odette reached convulsively for a cake but, nenadusopping it, set it
down again.

‘If we didn’t know before, we all knew when Sylhagologised to the
congregation. Then, everyone knew.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘Now maybe you can understand our feelings abaittkimd of thing.
Maybe it's okay for the big city, but we know howiom hurt it can cause,
and how it can damage a community.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me, Trudie? Didn’t you thinkdhould know?’

‘| tried, man. There’s just such deep hurts hedidih’t want to burden you
with all our old history.’

‘And Adriaan? When did he find out?’

‘Adriaan was there in church to hear it, along vatleryone else. Liesl too.
She didn’t look left or right. Neither did he. Biey both sat there and
listened while Sylvie told us all what they had don

Odette felt disloyal. Not just disloyal. She feliilty, as though she were

sneaking behind people’s backs doing somethingpdsirable. But she
had to know.
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Her car would never have managed the farm tractsfana while, it had
seemed impossible. She’'d been relieved. But theid shought of George,
the only soul of her acquaintance here who wouldmss-examine her.
The only person she knew (besides Stella) who woala no inkling of
the dramas playing out in the local Dutch Reformfgad who owned a
bakkie.

She hadn’t planned this. She’d been driving horamfthe coffee shop
when she’d seen Wolfie loping across to Georgdig. Sopped on impulse
to ask him where exactly he’d found the pendant.

It had been worrying her since he’d told her. Hensed so utterly without
guile that, instinctively, she believed him. Buediad to clear him
completely, in her own mind at least. And if it Haeken dropped by robbers,
the place might give an important clue to the dioecthey’d taken. Captain
Fitz might be instrumental in tracking a gang thras murdering farmers
across the Free State. Gauteng even.

George handed over his keys without a qualm, aridhed Wolfie leave
with her with no more than an inquiring look. Héeoéd the dogs too (‘for
protection’). But she didn’t want them raising tdarm.

‘Where exactly, Wolfie? Which direction?’
‘I can show ... just drive for now.’

Most of Adriaan’s workers were on the far sidehs farm, nearest the
main road, taking advantage of the clear day tdal@iOulandsgras and bail
it for the next winter. They didn’t see her turnt@the farm road. Mandy
would be teaching, which was just as well. Shétstided to blurt things
out when you least expected it.

‘Won’t someone see us?’

Wolfie shrugged. Why was she asking him? This wasésponsibility.
Her decision. And she was perfectly entitled talbeng this. It wasn’t as
though she were doing anything wrong.
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It would just have been stupid to raise the matidr Adriaan before she
had something concrete to report. And it was susetyer to make a quick
recce while he was in Standerton. He was therthtoweekly auction,
sellinguitskotcows for meat: the ones that had been barremfoyears
running.

She should have realised it might be on the faselifitSo why did she still
not tell Adriaan when she found that it was? He amay, that's why. It
wasn’t the kind of call he could easily deal withilg auctioning cows.
Second of all, it was a painful subject. Liesl| loked before he could
forgive her. Not that she had managed to forgivapfeewho were still
alive. Perhaps she never would, but at least ghbad the choice.

‘Go this way. Follow the track. Ja, it goes by tlaan. Here. Ja, okay stop.’
Just as well. The dam was full and the track mus$hg. last thing she
needed was to get George’s bakkie stuck on Adrsai@nm. How would
she ever explain that?

It was clouding over again, a Pierneef sky that vy and dank, broken
by eyelets of light. Elongated beams shone thrahg, creating tapered
spotlights for the side of a rocky koppie, thedad of the dam, a field of
cows on the horizon.

It turned out Wolfie came to the dam quite regylaahd not only when
Liesl had been alive. He often hitched a ride alttregmain road to fish in
the farm dams. Most farmers probably turned a bdiyel— if they even
knew. There was always the weekly auction daypif were clever.

He had told her all this so openly, and broughthege so unerringly, that
she didn’t doubt him. Yet something still didn’t sght. Would they escape
over the land like this? It was slow going. Wouldihey make for the main
road as fast as possible?

‘Wolfie?’ He stood staring at the water. ‘Where etkadid you find it?
Show me.’
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He pointed at the dam. ‘What d’'you mean? You saud fpund it in the
veld.

He nodded and pointed again. ‘Ja, | said ... therag.’

‘In the dam? But how did you find it then?’

‘Before the rains, it was veld then. But now thenda full.’

It only now occurred to her what he’d been sayfugd she also realised
that Liesl had been murdered in summer. Mid-sumifiee.dam would

have been full then too.

She had imagined it falling as they ran. Why watlely fling a valuable
piece into the dam? It didn’t make sense.

* * *

‘| was still asleep, Odette. What is it?’ Mike waarely audible. Oh, how
she remembered that — the whispering and tip-togiognd the transitory
silence of a sleeping baby.

‘| just wanted to know if there was any news. | @aw drive to Jo’burg.
Thought I'd check in before | left.’

‘Obviously I'll tell you when there’s news. We weune half the night with
the baby. | really don’'t need to be woken ...’

‘| just can’t bear the waiting. I'm going out of nmgind. When exactly are
they going to question the child?’

‘We don’t know. But perhaps you should just pudut of your head and
enjoy this time.’

‘How can 1? What do you mean?”’
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‘Exactly that. Live for the day. While things ardlsn limbo. Before
they've squeezed the truth from the child and thiersally hits the fan. The
trial, the publicity, the sentencing ... It's not ggito be pretty, Odette.’
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Chapter 34

Her mind felt like an electrical board that you dead and overload until it
shorts out. She remembered nothing of the driviesi#d knew was that
she’d left very late, yet still made it to Heatleth two minutes to spare.

‘What is it, Odette? You look completely rattled.’

‘I thought | was late, that’s all. | had a fighttviMandy this morning. It
held me up.’

‘Well, catch your breath. | made Earl Grey. Oh, agdhe way,” Heather
said it with a smile, slightly arch, ‘I'm happy yalecided to come back.’

Odette opened her mouth, but could think of nothingay. She had
forgotten she’d ever threatened to quit or, iflirbe told, that she’d even
had an alternative this morning. Her car had takesr, bringing her here of
its own volition.

She took a breath and poured. This was not hovilegeeHeather to see
her. Heather only had rusks. From a box. How rsinald become,
expecting home-baked goodies from farm kitchens.

‘Go on then. Tell me about the fight with Mandy.’
‘Don’t miss a thing, do you? You're like the neighly’'s dog with a
compost rat.” She needed time to breathe, tha&alahen she would be all

right.

‘I know you, Odette. You're playing for time. Yowabe a real problem with
relinquishing control, don’t you?’

She felt a surge of fury. What did Heather know?a¥\thd she really know

about anything, with her powder-blue walls, herl ey tea and dry
rusks.
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‘Jesus Heather, surely holding your life togetisethie healthy alternative. It
can ruin lives, losing control. It only takes onaad wham, your life is
never the same.’

‘Tell me what you mean by that. Have you experidnedoss of control
that changed your life?’

Odette took a sip and felt the flesh on the rodi@f mouth scald. It felt
good.

‘| was speaking hypothetically, but it's true. lg& just once and you could
crash a car or have unprotected sex with someaheHiN/ ... And before
you ask, | haven’'t done either. As you pointedymuirself, | have the
opposite problem.’

‘Did you lose control with Mandy this morning?’
‘No. Would've liked to, though.’

She had hoped to avoid speaking of that. Not thaas particularly
remarkable, just distasteful. And it didn’t refleegll. In any case, there was
nothing Heather could say that she hadn't alrealti/herself.

She was the adult, she ought to have retained ...sHa@&xercised more
control over the situation, it would never haveatsied. It would never
have happened at all had she just taken the blpedgant immediately, as
she had known at the time. Somehow she alwaysttripttase and ended
up making things worse.

‘Go on.’

‘Oh I don’t know. It was the usual sort of fightml the worst mother in the
world, apparently, intent on ruining her life. Sidipo get into it now.’

‘You mean, everything wrong in the world is youult& You're not alone. |

have a client whose child failed university andshal it was all his
mother’s fault.’
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‘Except that, in my case, she’d be right.” Shesharagain and felt a burnt
flap of skin loosen on the roof of her mouth.

‘Do you believe that?’ Heather had lost her joctitare. ‘Why is it all your
fault?’

Odette shrugged, worrying at the burnt place wéhtbngue, pushing at it,
feeling it bubble. ‘Isn’t that the universal sighmotherhood? Don't all
mothers think everything is their fault?’

‘I don’t know, you tell me.” Did shrinks really beve that worked?

‘How’s the weather been here? | hope we won't ldaaes and days of rain
this summer. Do you think that’s climate change?’

Heather laughed. ‘Okay, okay ... I'll pander to ybistonce. But just to
catch your breath. And so long as you don't feékgabout the weather
too.’

‘Well shouldn’t we? Isn’t it our responsibility?’

Heather crossed her legs carefully. She thoughimgptould faze her.
Odette would like to see her expression if someeaby did expose their
full ugly truth. Would she maintain that look ofuteal interest, or would
she forget herself for once and show some goodgelaliine disgust?

‘... you haven’'t mentioned your small town swain. Yare entitled to a
life, Odette, even with Mandy home. She’s a grovaman.’

‘But not like other ... not entirely.’

‘Well, she’s still young. And children with learrgrdifficulties mature later,
it's true. But as you said, Adriaan really doessée accept Mandy. The
way he brought those desks ...’

‘Patrick phoned, by the way.’

‘Oh, so | suppose that’s thrown you into a quandary
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‘Not at all, it's over and done. | didn’t even sgda him and he didn’t
bother to phone back.’

‘So why didn’t you phone him?’

Odette stared at her. Heather quietly filled thefgmm the vacuum jug,
swirled and refilled Odette’s cup. Heather waitedier to scald her mouth
again.

‘Are you sleeping okay?’

Odette shrugged, unwilling to say anything thathmhigert Heather to her
dream-riven nights. But she did want the spotlgfhPatrick and Mandy,
and there were still a good fifteen minutes towen she remembered that
absurd old dream. Nothing too bad. Just one ofktldistic dreams that
recurred from childhood.

‘Go on, then.’

‘It sounds stupid when you tell it. But when yaua child, some things
seem imbued ... They seem scary when they’re reatlyimg.’

‘And this dream retains that menace for you?’

‘| suppose, perhaps because it was real first. il8afavas a dream, | mean.
At least, | think it was. I've dreamt it so mangn8s, it’s hard to remember
exactly.’

‘So tell me the real incident, as you remember it.’

‘Okay, but it’s really stupid.’

‘It doesn’t matter. Just tell me what you remenmde®ing and hearing.’
‘Well, my oupa hadn’t been staying with us for laangd he didn’t know the

town well. He'd invited some second cousin overpwias visiting from
England.’
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The bubbling flesh on the roof of her mouth botlddrer. She longed to
worry at it with a finger.

‘Was this cousin coming to stay?’

‘No, for supper. She was just passing through. Aayvshe didn’t arrive
and didn’t arrive. It got darker and later ... Of ca} this was way before
cellphones.’

‘Yes, it's sometimes hard to remember what that hkas'

‘Eventually, she must have found a tickey box beeduemember Oupa
saying to my mother: “The child is lost, Vonnie.lpi@er, can’'t you? She
can't find her way”. Naturally, my mother was comigly incapable of
doing anything.’

‘So did she ever get there?’

‘Eventually. But | was scared because my oupa weaslyin tears. My
mother had passed out in the lounge and he kdigai her to pull herself
together because the child was lost.’

‘Did you meet her eventually?’

‘Not properly. | was out of my mind with exhaustjdrsuppose. She was
the palest girl I'd ever seen, almost translucendt dressed all in black. I'd
never seen anything like that. She looked like dlseme back from the
dead or something. Ag, this sounds stupid.’

‘You were a child. You didn’t know what was going.o

‘| suppose there was so much worry flying aroujust caught some. |

remember asking: “Are you the lost child?” Then @gent me to bed. He
forgot | hadn’t eaten but | didn’t care. | was tworried about her.
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‘In the morning, | didn’t ask Oupa because I'd ltklim say he couldn’t
help her; only my mother could do that. So | askgdmother if the child
was still lost and she said: “What child?™

‘So you dream of the pale child, floating out theoenewhere, lost forever
in a forbidding universe?’

‘Like a soul in limbo. | told you it was stupid.’

‘So Odette, who is the lost child? Is she you onifig”’

* * %

Odette drove down Munro Drive. The city rolled tiké a purple carpet at
her feet. It was days like this, when the jacarangere blooming, that
made you wonder why anyone left Jo’burg.

Lately, she’d been trying to remember what exasltly’d been hoping to
leave behind. It was the new grail — the new, isgagrail — not to stay; not
to grow old here. If only you could get out of Jarl, you felt you could
walk away from all that was venal and cruel andenbin the world.

You couldn’t though, could you? You carried the lddike a shell upon
your back. Whatever had given her the idea thateht&l simply walk
away? Or that, by leaving, you could somehow ditctountability for
what you helped create? These things were parwfihe very worst of
the world was part of you. You could never walk gsiram yourself.

She was early for the storyline meeting. Or perleMgsyone else was
simply late. It was summery and it seemed a crimteutry. People were
shopping in their sundresses. There were greetsngsed laughter with the
man who carried shopping from the fruit shop fé&t2acoin. Funny how the
whole mood of the country lifted as soon as thejas bloomed. Even the
broom sellers seemed less intrusive.

She sat outside, watching Rita, from Zimbabwetdrgell her hand-
embroidered table cloths in laughing exchanges pettple who no longer
seemed so harried.
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‘But Rita, how many table cloths can a person have?
‘For a gift perhaps?’
‘But how many gifts can a person give, Rita?’

She turned and peered through the door of Venkzias all set up for
them, but the owner and his daughter were argugagnaThe daughter
made some retort that Odette couldn’t hear, shavélge door and stalked
off down the road. He followed shortly after, sdvkibg for a pack of
Camels.

‘Daughters,’ he said, lighting and sucking. ‘Fugkitiaughters.” He spoke
through a held breath as though it were a joinet@ddidn’t say anything.

‘All I said was that it was hot and she could takieher bloody cardigan,
couldn’t she? But she can’t take anything at faalee. Suddenly now |
never trust her just because I'd like to see hesarow and again.’

Why was he pouring this out to her? They had nskared more than a
‘Cappuccino please. Hold the chocolate sprinkigbe wasn't that
impressed with his coffee either. He never bothéodtish the group head.

‘I mean, | haven’t been the most together man niy8eld it's true, | still
enjoy the odd spliff. Who doesn’t?’ Did it show tieat what it was? Could
he sniff out the signs of failed parenthood?

‘Now she says I'm a hypocrite and it's all my fa@ut | told her I've
never been so stupid as to cut myself. Who woulthdbto themselves,
you tell me?’

He gave a shudder of laughter, like a dog shaksweifi
She nodded vaguely, watching the breeze rustlpuh@e cloud of
jacarandas in the yard diagonally across.

‘It probably is. Jesus Christ, you’re made a ceartaay, then you have a
laaitie and all of a sudden you're expected todmaeskind of saint. And
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she’s probably fucking right. I'm probably the wofscking father. Do you
think we do this to our kids?’

‘Hell, don’t ask me. What do | know?’

She could see Lex and Margie meandering alongote iThey were in no
hurry. She’d be driving home in the dark, but witiatthey care.

‘I'm Paul, by the way. | see you every week, bat hot sure we've ever
really ...’

‘Odette.’
‘Hey! Like the Resistance heroine. My ma was maabalthat book.’

‘Mine too. She was reading it when she was pregr#mi is one supposed
to live up to that expectation of heroism?’

‘Jeez, sometimes | think getting through each dgyretty heroic. Maybe
that’s all she did. The original Odette, | meant Goough the days. Only
her days were different from ours.’

Odette laughed. ‘Just an ordinary day having yoanails pulled out. You
could look at it that way, | suppose.’

Lex and Margie had met up with Palesa, who wasimgsinom the fruit
shop. Margie was fingering the Zimbabwean linen lao#ing sidelong at
Lex. Unlikely. The last time Lex caught a hint walsen someone sledge-
hammered him.

‘Anyway, maybe it's genetic,” Paul said. ‘My daughtl mean. Maybe it's
not my fault she slices her arms to pieces.’

‘Oh don’t you worry. There’s always room to blamauyself if you've a
mind to. Either you did something wrong, or youdovathout paying
attention.’

‘But either way, you can just as easily blame yparents, can’t you?’
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‘What can you blame your parents for?’ Lex askedfly. He had a sprig
of jasmine behind one prominent ear. Margie, ndxtiolihey crowded
about Odette and Paul. She wished they hadn’t heard

‘For the way your kids turn out,” Paul said. ‘Syréls all because of what
your kids inherited, or how your parents dragged yp.’

‘But then you have to look at their parents for hiney turned out, ad
nauseum,’” added Margie. ‘How far back are you gamnilame?’

‘Good question,’ said Palesa. ‘And if we don't stliis meeting quite
snappily, I'm going to blame you, big time.’

‘Good news everyone,’ said Lex. ‘Our contract’srbe&tended for another
year. So we’ll be takingrophiesbeyond the World Cup. Paul, doesn’t that
mean you should stand us all a cappuccino?’

‘Jesus Christ, it's not my good news.’

‘And Odette, that beloved mongol of yours getsue + for a while,

anyway. The audience is responding well to thermagy apparently. So
maybe you should stand us all to a cappuccino.’

‘It's not his fault,” said Paul. ‘He’s a baby boom&hey're all stingy. It's
their parents’ fault, they lived through the depries.’
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Chapter 35

| awoke with the smell of spring. There’s a textaréeel to the air when
spring comes. In winter it's sharp, cutting. Itisplyour knuckles and lips.
In spring, it feels like moss. Soft enough to sl like musty soil.

It's odd | should be thinking like this. It's alnto®stalgic, as though | were
looking back on it, or as though | might not havior very long. But
perhaps it's good to appreciate something eveoufgee it every morning.
It's something my mother used to say ... funny. inadly credit Oupa with
the whimsical or romantic comments, but it's nosgange. She is his
daughter.

She was a terrible mother. It's just that | caréaily remember how she
was before Lucien died. Did she drink then? Or wasly after?

| wonder how much she blamed her parents for thtemgarent she was?
Because ... is this a new insight, or have | knowmdthalong? | don’t hate
my mother for the childhood | had. | can cope whidt. | hate her for the
rotten parent | became. All this time, | thougltt tome to terms with my
guilt. Dealt with it. And all this time, I've begrassing it all over to my
mother.

In fact, | haven’t even started. | haven'’t gothe entry point of this
particular fun fair. And another thing | suppos# Have to consider: rotten
as my mother was, as drunk and pathetic and indapahe never inflicted
the kind of damage that | did.

She dosed and groomed the coffee grounds, tryihgprialk to Trudie. It
wasn’t Trudie’s fault. She had to order her thosgptish them into
different compartments, or she’d go mad. She hath@th Mike before
leaving the house. Still no news. He’'d said shemwtas phone again until
he phoned her, so there was nothing to do nowdnrise.
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It was seeing the Captain that brought the othagthack. Not that it was
something you would forget in the normal coursewdnts, but when so
much was going on, something had to give. Some &drpiority formed
without your even realising it. And somehow, Liesturder had dropped
down her list.

‘You've been doing that for half an hour, Odettaréy it's ready for Fitz's
coffee?’

‘Sorry, yes. Americano, Kaptein?’
‘Sommern koffie, dankie.’

‘Don’t tell me,” he said, as she handed him the. c¥pu’ve found me more
suspects. What crime will you solve this week?Jéha burglary that is still
not solved.’

He was bluff and she smiled, but without much humdtudie giggled.
‘Ag Fitz man, you need a bit of something to keep going. Let me go
find something.’

‘DankieTrudie. One of those whatchamacallits ...’

‘Millionaire’s shortbread,” Odette said. Trudie dppeared into the back to
unpack the perfect chocolate confection to lay &fom. Around here,
food equated love.

‘Actually, I did want to ask you something.” Asshe didn’t have enough to
worry about. But now that he’d brought it to miisthe had to know. She
had to put this in its compartment so she could'yabout everything else
on her shopping list of anxieties.

‘I know you said you never suspected Wolfie of retyb But what if Liesl’s
death wasn’t a robbery at all?’

She was thinking as she went along. It was akwtfliee writing. She could
feel her mouth leading her brain, and into teri@®ishe wasn't at all certain
her brain was content to follow.
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‘Did you never consider that it might just have m@emurder? Like a crime
of passion or something, and nothing to do witheylg?’

The Captain put his cup down carefully in his saL€eudie came back
bearing her offering. She stopped in the entragiemced from Odette to
the Captain, then quietly deposited it beside oor Trudie. Again she’d
ruined the romance of it all.

‘You see, Wolfie found pieces of jewellery on Adnes farm. | think
they’'d been thrown in the dam.’

Trudie turned and shook her head at her, but shieico stop. ‘Why would
robbers throw the stuff away, and why would thegage over the farm
rather than the main road?’

The Captain hadn’t touched his coffee or his miéime’s shortbread. He
was staring at her. Something clicked in her bridimust have shown in
her expression because he stood abruptly, unbaatioe cup, which
clattered to the newly tiled floor and smashed.

‘You've been working towards this all the timeyka’t you? With your
talk of Wolfie and the location. This is what yoen really thinking.’

‘No, | haven’t. This has only just been occurriogie now. | was just
trying to make sense ...’

‘You are a stranger here,” he roared. ‘“You areams of us. But still you
must know the number of farm murders. We are usiggie here.’

‘Look, I'm sorry, | just need to ...’
‘You need what? We took you in here. We treatedwih ... with ...’

‘I know that.’
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Trudie had dropped into a chair and placed he¥fiings against her
temples, as though her head ached. She liftedylest but still Odette
couldn’t stop.

‘I'm not exactly sure what I'm saying, just thasistrange ...’

‘God almighty, she finds it strange. And do youdfibh strange that a farmer
is killed every second day in this country? Thatase slowly being picked
off one at a time? We are being decimated.’

‘I know all that. About the figures, | mean.’

‘We are in a deadly struggle for survival. AndIsybu want me to turn on
my own people. Never mind there are such obviolgitsiout there, you
still want me to investigate my own?’

‘It's not what | want ...’

‘Maybe you want me interrogate the dominee? Or &r der Westhuizen
perhaps? How about Meneer Scholtz from the pharnmadyr Bester, the
vet? Would that make you happy?’

‘| just know you're a good policeman, that’s allolY told me you once that
you never discount anything. So | thought ...’

‘And why, Missie? Why would | start looking at myva community?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe just to rule out the idea tlzettyone here was
involved.’

‘I didn’t need to, that's why. | have no need toatlv good money after bad.
| know these people. | know what they're capableaafl everyone knows
who’s responsible.’

‘So you didn’t even consider the possibility?’

‘Or would you only be satisfied if | tortured thesne by one till | found
some scapegoat among our own people. And for samgettmat’s
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systematically being done against us. I'm sorrydle, but | can't sit here

He looked down as though realising for the firstdithat he was already
standing. He strode to the door. Trudie stayed /bbe was, hands folded
on the table in front of her. The Captain turnethim doorway, silhouetted
by the bright day outside.

‘You have been shown nothing but kindness. We dedeyou in our
midst...” He shook his head and left.

Odette felt suddenly bereft. She hadn’t spotteddiadisation her words had
been edging towards until it was too late. Sheduagbly been trying to
work out an answer that made sense.

‘Ag Odette. Why do you always have to push and skaiwvhat is none of
your business?’ As though she could undo what leath ldone, unsay what
she’d said, and not think the unthinkable.

‘Do you know?’ Odette felt sick. ‘Do you know whountdered her? Please
tell me you don’t know for sure, Trudie.’

‘Of course not. How could you think such a thingle@e? How could we
possibly know that and not say anything. We're a-@aring community.
Any case, how could we know who did it? It was mfanurder.’

‘But the circumstances are so weird. Didn’t it mgke wonder? You
must’'ve known it didn’t make sense.’

‘I know nothing of the kind and neither does anyets® in this town. Fitz
thinks it's Gauteng blacks. Who are we to argud what?’

‘Just like the old days, right? Do what you're taldbn’t question a thing.
My God, Trudie, | thought you said the community lthanged.’

Trudie pulled back her head as though Odette hadksher. She was very
pink. ‘We are a community pushed beyond our tetfieu couldn’t

329



possibly understand. You are not one of us. Bt iBitight: we are under
siege. We mughaar stick together or we will not survive.’

‘I thought you were my friend, Trudie.” Odette I¢against the counter,
which she had planned and built for her new future.

‘I was ... | am your friend. But you just wouldn’sten, would you? If you
only listened to me, none of this would’ve happehed

Odette moved forward and stood in front of Trudi@o women appeared
at the door, but saw Odette’s face, or perhapslieayd the intensity of her
tone, and retreated.

‘Alles reg Trudie?’ came a disembodied voice from outsida, fa, alles
okay,” Trudie called back, but her voice was skdin

‘But you suspected, didn’t you? You suspected wheas or you would
never have tried to warn me off him.’

‘Are you mad? | told you, we’re a God-fearing commity. | suspected
nothing of the kind. | warned you because you’'stranger here. You get
the wrong ideas.’

‘No. You warned me because you were worried abautBecause you
were trying to be a friend to me.’

‘It's hardly likely, is it? A white man from a goddmily? But even if | did
... which | don’t. But just say | did, the wholant wouldmaarhave been
such a tragedy. The circumstances would never,repeiat themselves.’
‘Does that make it okay?’

‘No, of course not. And if we really thought foremoment ... No, Fitz
said it's a farm murder, and he should know. Yad gaurself he’s a good
detective. In any case, you of all people ...’

‘What do you mean: “you of all people™?’
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‘Don’t lean over me. | mean with your daughter. Whappened overseas.
You understand how ... tragedies can happen. Andupderstand the need
to protect your own.’

Odette walked without looking where she was go8tge had burnt her
bridges, made her bed, and all those other thingsdp when you've
nowhere else to go. She had sold her house in&p’Bhe had put all her
savings into this coffee shop.

Now what? She could go on. She could avert her ily@gveryone else in
the village. Who would it harm? Trudie was rightteShad no right to
comment.

She found herself at the commonage. The horsebdwretrieved by the
stud farmer. The cows had the place to themselesy and the tickbirds,
gorging themselves on their backs. The only souasl their hoarse Wa-
aark.

The river was full, but the rains had brought mwash. Packets and cartons
festooned the river’'s edge and hung brightly inibshes. The entry-point
to the river crossing had been trampled by manysimto a mash of mud
and dung and indescribable animal and vegetablainsm

The wind was blowing the other way. She came uperdead cow before
she remembered it was there. The abdomen had butsdjls exposed,
gnawed on by dogs, set upon by flies.

She blundered back into the trees, back towardeuwee They weren’t
indigenous, those trees. Bluegums for the most Barte winter,
awkwardly sheered stumps stood sharp-edged ard &tdner trees had
been stripped of their bark, fodder for still memoking fires. In a couple
of years, there would be no more trees here.
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Chapter 36

How do you break the silence of a lifetime? Howydo tell a child
something like this? There ought to be a best-prad¢tandbook for
mothers to explain how they came to ruin theirdiiaih’s lives.

It sounds so stark when stated baldly. So harshusfiorgiving. | wish |
could rather show her a young girl, not very muddteo than herself. |
would like her to see ... to feel ... that young gidiseliness. One mistake,
that’s all. One evening, out of a lifetime of eveys, when that young girl
reached out for the only thing she’d learned waalldays be there for her,
and in so doing, destroyed a life.

In that | am no different, no better, than anyoméhis town. | can face that
now. But | can do one thing differently. If | cheds. | can break the
silence. | can use this awful truth to some good.

No matter what she has done, Mandy is still mydchivant to save her the
pain of it. She wasn’t ready, and it wasn’t herlfauwant to give that to
her now, my tainted gift, so that she will have sone else to blame. | can
carry her guilt for her. I'm used to it.

This is why | have to tell her before the formahiges. Before the whole
awful thing lumbers to its inevitable conclusiosol wish | could rewind
that young woman'’s life, so that my child could feat it was like. | don’t
want to have to say it. I'm not sure | can form wards.

Because besides all that, | suppose, | still largher forgiveness.

* * %

Odette slipped out early to find boxes for packMéhen she returned,
Adriaan was lounging over her gate. He tried tklabease, but his fingers
drummed on the metal.

‘What do you want, Adriaan?’
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‘Who the fuck are you, woman? What kind? You let.meve made love,
for God’s sake. Then you go and make accusations?’

‘I wasn’t making accusations. | just couldn’t unstand why Fitz didn’t
investigate, that’s all, if only to eliminate angdering doubt ... Let me
pass, Adriaan.’

It's a strange feeling when you begin to fear taespn you thought you
might grow close to. She wasn’t fearful of whatwauld do, out here in the
street. It was the coldness she feared. The icyraléy of his expression
that made him a stranger.

‘That’s the difference between us. That's what gould never understand
about us.’

‘Look Adriaan, | was just trying to work out whybbers would fling
Liesl’s jewellery ...’

‘Because in the end it's your own people who shigkou. They don’t need
to eliminate doubt, because they believe in eaohrot

She looked at him now, this stranger. This aliendp&hom she had once,
so very long ago, thought might be enough for imeg, life that was small
and manageable, and that she had chosen.

‘Let me pass.’

‘So that'’s it then. | thought we had something sgletreally did. I'd just
like you to think about this for a moment. I'd like know ...’

She tried to walk on. She would walk around theklid necessary. But his
hand shot out; the capable hand that she had aincieeal.

‘I'd like to know where you get off. You people tthi you're better, but
you're no different from the likes of us.’

She began to walk to the front door so she wouldave to push past him
through the yard gate.
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‘With that murdering freak of a daughter.’

She stopped. Slowly she turned to face him. Sheedan say that she
knew. Up to that moment, she had not been cettatmow she knew
exactly who, and what, he was. She wanted to iellthat, as long as he
lived, he would know that she knew. She hopediitba hole in his life.
She hoped it shrivelled his soul. She hoped he dvbeldriven mad by it.

She said nothing.

Once upon a time there was a young girl who expegt®d outcomes. No.
This is something | have to face now. If | cantefa on paper, how will |
be able to explain it to Mandy.

Once upon a time there was a young girl who expegt®d outcomes. And
that young girl was me. | met a young boy with paroface and blond hair
that flopped down over his forehead. | was the gagin who envied his
ease, the way he could small-talk his way through@mpany. It was |
who thought myself in love. | thought | wanted Hnott, really | wanted his
life. | wanted his family and their Friday nightast.

The young girl, the person | used to be, didn’t meafall pregnant. But
she stayed over one night and she forgot her lititrol pills. She forgot
them through the next day until, the following ergnshe saw that the pill
she was about to take was labelled ‘Tuesday’, atstd ‘Wednesday'.

‘It's not what we would have chosen for you, sbins’mother told him. The
young girl was listening, of course, hoping his itgrmight overlook the
family, the neighbourhood and the school. Becaushe was part of their
family now, wasn’t she? Nothing could make thenplapecause she
made their boy so happy?

‘That evil bitch thinks she’s better than me. Wkeshe likes it or not, | am
the mother of her grandchild.’
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‘You were listening? That just shows how littleetery you really have. My
mother was right. In the end, class shows.’

‘You can’t stand to have a baby with someone likecan you? So what
do you want? Do you want to be rid of it? | bet yaah you'd never set
eyes on me.’

‘If you must know, yes.’

The young girl believed him. No. | can’t treat thsif it all happened to
different people. It was me. | did this.

| believed him, and that was the end of it. Afterweekend | would book
my abortion and | would never set eyes on Mikeradavould never
become part of the sibling squabbles over a Frigdayt, where there was
never more than an elegant sufficiency of food ioew

| drove home. No. | intended to drive home. Instedrdve to the bottle
store. | rushed into the arms of the lover | haarted would always be
there. That was the lesson I'd taken from my moth&ras her legacy to
me.

On the Sunday, Mike came looking for me, becauseaea decent young
man. He came to say that | shouldn’t have an abortit wasn'’t the right
thing to do. He had a duty here and he would do it.

And he found me, all right. Not some other youmigigisomeone else’s life.
He found me, where | had passed out, a bottlerofigbbling its last dregs
on to the carpet. | was sticky with sweat, vomiminhair and blood on my
teeth. He was kind. He unpeeled Friday’s clothes ram me a bath.

‘| drank though ... the baby ...’

‘You're hardly pregnant. And it was only this omaé. It can’t possibly
matter.’

Through all the nights of that pregnancy, | sweattl never touched
another drop. It was only that one time.
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So this is the woman who grew out of the youngwirb could only see
good outcomes. If I'm to get through this in oneqga, and still be strong
for Mandy’s sake, I'm going to have to face thisetwoman-the one |
became, and that I am now.

| lied to Mandy this morning. | swore to tell thaith, yet | lied once again,
because | wanted to get us out of there withoutlerd. Hopefully it will be
the last lie that | tell her.

‘But I've got used to the house now. What aboutdhiddren? I'm teaching
them. And Wolfie ...’

‘We’ll come back later. Maybe to stay, you neveown We have to come
back to get our stuff anyway.’

| took her round to Wolfie to say her goodbyes.yheth wept and | hated
to tear her away. | told him that, when we werdestwherever that was,
he could come and stay. That much was the truth.

When we got back to the house, Stella was waitidgn’t know how she
knew, but why was | surprised?

‘Miesies?’ she said. ‘Go well, Miesies, and therkIkliesies too.” And then
she smiled, showing the yellowed stumps of hehteet

| packed as much as | could in the car. I'd wotvgwt the rest later. George
appeared while we were packing, with oil for theydwa. | didn’t know

what to give him so in the end, | gave him the nfieah my freezer. | think
he liked it better than some useless token anyway.

| couldn’t face Trudie. Not yet. | would drop a eaiff about the Lucky

Bean. Maybe one of her church friends would buyowne Later on, | would
send her a longer letter. She had, after all, lagfeiend.
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And when we were on our way, first thing tomorréowyould do what this
town had never managed and probably never woulc&nMre were on the
road, we would stop somewhere for a picnic, justtito of us, and | would
tell her.

It was a Monday when Dr Prescott called. | rementterause Mike was
waiting to phone his mother.

| remember every detail of that day. | rememberyewerd he spoke. | can
recite it all still, word for word. He kept us weng, the bastard. He told us
two, but he made us wait till twenty past.

He remained safely behind the desk portrait obllaside wife and his two
perfect daughters as he showed us a grainy pidtutke side of a journal
article. It was a grotesque picture, nothing likg baby. Nothing at all. The
picture was bad, but it was the sound it made wiamned, when spoken
aloud. It had a shape. It formed a bubble, whicavgand grew until it
filled all the space in my brain.

‘Alcohol related neurodevelopmental disorder.’

‘But | thought you said it was a genetic conditidmemember being
surprised at the sound of my own voice. It wasngfesto me.

Glancing between us then, he smashed my last Hop&aming anything at
all of the young girl | once was. ‘It is geneticthmat the alcohol affected her
genetic make-up. It's not inherited though, if thathat you mean.’

‘But how bad?’ | asked him. ‘What will it mean? Wkand of life will she
live?’

‘At this stage, it's impossible to say preciselymioat degree she’ll be
affected. You'll have to find out for yourselvestHer like a voyage of
discovery.” And then he laughed, a short laughthasigh he had made a
clever joke.
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He told us her condition should improve as she neatuSome behaviours,
like her head-banging, would subside. And she wdck than likely
progress well with the right remediation.

He yammered on. She showed few clinical signswhatwhy he had taken
so long with a diagnosis. At least, he said, slda’thave full-blown Foetal
Alcohol Syndrome. She was just part of the spectAsif that made it any
better.

‘She’ll more than likely show some delays in mdass, as you've seen
already with her speech. Her concentration couldl e diminished, or
problems with memory and executive function.’

He talked about a ‘cocktail personality’, whatetke fuck that was. |
couldn’t take it in. She might relate more easilyyobunger people,
apparently, and react oddly to change.

‘But don’t forget, you can do a great deal, nowtti@au know what you're
dealing with. You can teach people to be less ismpell In time, | believe
you can impress upon her appropriate sexual behayvieven social skills
can be coached.’

He made some stupid joke that made me want tcoleaphis desk and
gouge his supercilious eyes out.

Finally, he told us how lucky we were that her 1&@svin the normal range.
‘Perhaps you shouldn’t expect her to get her Phii,then many people
live happy, useful lives ...’

| stopped listening. There was a buzzing in my higgdformed in my
mouth and my ears. | felt it hardening in the hafsny nose. | caught
snippets: ‘No reason, with good remedial input ttslae shouldn’t be
absolutely average.’

Fuck him. Why did he think that would make meletter? | would show

him. She would bloody well be more than averapadi broken her, it was
my responsibility to fix her. | would drill herwould wrestle this child of
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mine and everyone who stood in her way. | woultythdr into being
normal.

‘If you put in the effort, she could very well erlliving a completely
normal life. See for yourselves. You can hardly tel

If you didn’t know, yes. If we didn’t know. But naw did. And we could
never not know again. Her features would never & the eccentricities
of two families bonded, two dynasties moulded omt®. They were
symptoms, that’s all. Dysmorphic signs. Features.

‘How is this possible?’ | remember asking. ‘It'scbua devastating
punishment for one transgression.” | was beggloaggaining, as though
he were God.And as though he could return our pediild, the one we
had imagined.

‘I know you must wish you could take it back andt@dl again,’” he said.
‘But this is the reality now. You're going to haweedeal with it.’

‘But one weekend. Jesus.’

‘Believe me, that’s all it takes.You may not haatee much, and ... look at
you, you don’t weigh that much either.’

‘We just didn’t know though,’ said Mike. He hadsgioken until then. He
hadn’t looked at me either. ‘It's not fair. | tholkigthat only happened ...’

‘“To poor people. Yes, I'm afraid many people mélat mistake.’

During the unpleasant part, when the unforgivedbtaught flickered
through my head, Mike, who had been brought up eettency, never
glanced my way.

Briefly | wondered if the same unforgiveable thaugight perhaps have
crossed his ... | reached out and touched his haedlitin’t respond. |
didn’t blame him. | probably wouldn’t have touchee either, given a
choice.
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We left at first light and | pulled over before teéed of the secondary road
because | saw a weeping willow. We had to scranfstigh a fence and
down an embankment to a small river. The willowmmled a bit of shade,
but we had to perch awkwardly on coarse tufts aggr

Now was the time. No more excuses. Mandy had tevkmefore the phone
rang. Before her life was destroyed, she had teviavbose fault it really
was.

This was the one thing still within my power thatoluld do for her. It was
the only way | could make myself different from thidage | was leaving
behind.

‘Where’re we going, anyway?’ Mandy's face was giliffy from weeping.
‘We’re going to your ouma for a while.’

‘But she’s dead.

‘No, that was Gran. Your other ouma. My mother. ¥¥gjoing to get to
know her, just while we catch our breath and dewillat to do.’

Mandy reached for a sandwich. Bacon and peanutbiiter favourite. But
not crunchy peanut butter, because she couldmitidtae texture. Since she
was a baby, she hadn’'t been able to bear a mimobdt and grainy. It
made her sick. | couldn’t eat. Not yet. Not titbld her.

‘Why haven't | met her before?’

‘I was angry with her.’

‘So aren’t you angry any more?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps | still am. Or maybe | resa&ld it was myself | was
angry at all along. | suppose she did the bestshkl, in her way.’
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Mandy nodded. My phone rang. Oh no, not yet. Net.ribwas too soon. |
was prepared to ignore it, just for a little wHid@ger, but its insistence
broke into my thoughts. | could no longer rementimes I'd planned to
begin.

‘Mike? Please don’t tell me ...

| listened. | didn’t interrupt. There was no nekthok a sandwich. An egg
mayonaise with chives from the garden. It tastditides. Mike cut the
connection and | laid the phone between us.

‘Don’t you want to know what your dad said?’

Mandy shrugged.

‘He says you're free.” She sat looking at me, sanbdwn hand.

‘Do you understand? There’s no charge. Nothing.'Moluee of that
nightmare.’

Still Mandy said nothing. ‘Can you hear what I'nysey, Mandy? Do you
understand? Your dad says the little girl finatiidtthem what really
happened.’

Mandy laid the sandwich down and dusted her haag=dly.

‘It turns out she was the one who hurt the baby.’

‘I know. She dropped Daisy.’

‘You knew? But why didn’t you say?’

She shrugged again. ‘I went to the loo after |[paisy down. | thought
Emily was asleep. | even checked on her afterqmiffiaisy’s light out, but
she said something woke her — maybe it was me aiggok her. Anyway,

when she couldn’t find me, she went in to play vididisy. She just meant
to sing her a lullaby. She didn’'t mean to hurt’her.
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‘I didn’t know, but apparently dropping a baby puods symptoms that can
easily be confused with shaking. That's what thegaying, anyway.’

‘She took her out of her pram and sat with hertenlded. Daisy just slipped
off her lap. She couldn’t help it.’

| laid my sandwich down. ‘You protected her.’
She shrugged. ‘I promised. She was scared.’

‘But you? You must also have been scared. Yet youhat. You protected
her.’

After Mandy was born, | only saw bad outcomes. agned the worst. |
couldn’t expect good outcomes, not after what | iae. They were for
other people, not for me.

But this was a good outcome. Oh yes, this couldealenied. It was a very
good outcome. The best, in fact.

‘Why are you smiling?’

‘I don’t know. | suppose I'm just so proud of you.’

It was a novel feeling, but it was real and truevér mind all those fucking
perfect children, doing what they were meant toHiere was my damaged
child, my less-than-perfect masterpiece, and sdedbae something braver
than all of them.

‘What were you going to tell me?’ she asked.

‘Before we talk, I'm going up that hill over thete make two phone calls. |
thought I'd phone Melissa, if she’s back from Vitm’

‘Will you tell her about Daisy and Emily?’
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‘I'm going to tell her about you. She tried so h&wdshare the bad times, |
want to tell her something good for once. It's hatl to let people in, you
know, Mandy?’

‘| could’ve told you that.’

She looked so earnest that | laughed. ‘Why didatt tell me then?’

She shrugged, her face serious. ‘You never asked\the’s the other one
to?’

‘The other phone call? I'm going to phone Patrjcist to see how he’s
doing.’

She nodded. ‘And after that, when you come badq thill you tell me?’
| took a breath. ‘Yes | will. Everything.’

THE END.
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