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    ‘Pitch perfect. A clever, bitingly funny novel. It had me riveted.’ – Finuala Dowling, author of Okay Okay Okay









    ‘Seldom, very seldom, does complete truth belong to any human disclosure; seldom can it happen that something is not a little disguised, or a little mistaken.’ – Jane Austen, Emma


    ‘There’s no such thing as an isolated man or woman; we’re each of us made up of some cluster of appurtenances.’ – Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady

  


  
    Preamble


    Margaret Crowley, handsome, clever and rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence; and had lived nearly fifty-six years in the world with very little to distress or vex her. It was therefore hardly to be foreseen that in her fifty-sixth year she would kill a man with a kitchen knife.


    *

  


  
    Saturday 10 November 2018


    Margaret met Jimmy on the day Benjy almost fell to his death. She was walking, as she did every morning, along the cliff path that ran past her house. Benjy had, ever since their first walk a month before, been warily interested in the dassies sunning themselves on the rocks, sometimes scurrying off at his approach, more often not deigning to move, having presumably by some evolutionary wisdom arrived at the insight that, given the shortness of their legs as compared to those of a large Doberman, not running was the safer option. On this day, however, a dassie, more nervous than its fellows, took flight when it saw Benjy approach; and Benjy, emboldened by the animal’s scampering retreat, gave chase. The dassie flung itself plumply but with surprising agility down one of the steep cliff faces onto a ledge below and disappeared into a crevice; Benjy, his normal caution overwhelmed by some atavistic hunting instinct, followed the little creature over the top of the cliff, and vanished over its edge. For a moment Margaret stood paralysed, thinking that Benjy had plunged to his death; then, peering over the edge, she saw him about two metres below her, cowering on a ledge barely wide enough for him to stand on, with a hundred metres of rock face and roiling breakers below him.


    She called to him, not really thinking he could or would scramble up the sheer face, but not knowing what else to do; she had horrible pre­visions of the dog panicking, jumping, and falling to his death in the sea below. She had to fight a rising hysteria: she felt as utterly helpless as she’d ever been in her life, and the sight of Benjy trembling on the ledge filled her with terror. Trying to soothe him, she knelt on the edge of the precipice, nonsensically promising him that she would rescue him, that he was to lie down and wait, anything to keep her own panic at bay. But she was near to breaking down when a voice next to her said, ‘What’s the matter, lady? You having a problem?’


    She was in such a state of heightened anxiety that she did not pause to assess the probable motives of the stranger: she simply said, ‘Oh heavens, yes, please, please, my dog’s down there, can you help us?’


    ‘Let me see about that,’ said the stranger, with a languid kind of sangfroid that she would under different circumstances have found irritating. He moved to the edge of the precipice, and knelt next to her to get a better view.


    ‘Please,’ she said, ‘don’t … don’t fall.’


    ‘Nope, I’m not scheming to.’ He looked back at her as he said this, with a sardonic smile that was oddly comforting. He seemed in total control of the situation, which she definitely was not.


    ‘I reckon,’ he continued, ‘if you pass me that lead, I can climb down and hitch it to the dog’s collar.’


    ‘But how …? I mean, how can you climb down there?’


    ‘I’ve done some rock-climbing in my time,’ he said. ‘So you just hang on to the lead, lady, while I go down, just so as to steady me – I won’t put my full weight on it, otherwise we’re all going to be doing doggy paddle with the whales.’


    They both got to their feet, she rather shakily, he extravagantly self-possessed. He took one end of the lead she’d given him and gave her back the other end – fortunately it was a very long lead that she’d used in Cape Town in parks that didn’t allow dogs off-lead – and inched his way over the lip of the precipice. Benjy was staring up at him warily: Margaret hoped the dog wouldn’t panic at the approach of the stranger, and jump.


    ‘His name is Benjy,’ she suggested. ‘Perhaps you can, you know, calm him.’


    ‘Right,’ he grunted, and started a slow, low near-chant: ‘Benjy, boy, come, Benjy-boy, we’re going to take you back, boy, home to your bone and home to your bed, Benjy-bed and Benjy-bone, hey boy, Benjy-boy.’


    Benjy seemed intrigued: he stood stock-still, his stump of a tail quivering tentatively, not quite daring a wag. Margaret was terrified lest an abrupt move on the man’s part might alarm the dog. The man seemed to sense this, too, and moved very slowly, changing hands and feet with extreme caution, not really holding on to the lead, just keeping it dangling down his shoulder, probably more as a psychological stabiliser than for actual physical support. He was wearing flimsy canvas sneakers; Margaret could only hope that the soles were more substantial than the uppers. His progress was agonisingly slow, and there were moments when she wanted to urge him on, but checked herself with the realisation that hurry could be quite literally fatal to both him and Benjy – who was, she was relieved to see, more fascinated than intimidated.


    ‘Here I am, Benjy-boy, and there you are, and there we are, Benjy boy, here today and here tomorrow, no sorrow, no grief, my chief,’ the man chanted. ‘Now slowly does it, slowly does it, low and slow my bro, slow and low.’ Reaching the ledge, he sat down at first to reassure the dog, before sidling closer, putting out a steady hand and clicking the lead onto the dog’s collar. ‘There we are Benjy-boy,’ he crooned, ‘safe and sound’s an English pound, sound as a hound, safe and sound.’


    He manoeuvred into position behind the dog and put his arms around his chest from the back. Benjy tensed up, and the man released one arm, scratched the dog’s head behind the ear, waited for him to relax, and then gently resumed his hold.


    ‘I’ll sort of lift him,’ he said, ‘and you hang on to the lead with every­thing you’ve got until he can find purchase for his paws.’


    Find purchase she thought irrelevantly, when last did she hear that expression? She bit her lip and hung on to her end of the lead, while Benjy, who now seemed to get the idea, scrabbled and scrambled up the steep rock face, dislodging sand and pebbles, while the man, without the support of the lead, steadied him from behind. The collar strained against the lead with the weight of the dog, and Margaret dreaded that it would slip over his head; but it was a martingale collar, designed to tighten when under stress, and held firm. At last Benjy’s hind paws found a firm footing, and he leapt onto the level, next to Margaret, wiggling his tail nonchalantly, as if pleased with his own achievement.


    ‘Oh, thank God,’ Margaret breathed. She rubbed the dog’s ears, peering over the rim of the precipice, to where the man was positioning him­self for the climb back.


    ‘Do you want the other end of the lead again?’ she asked.


    ‘Naw, I’ll be okay. I got down here, didn’t I, I can get up again, don’t stress.’ He smiled up at her again, defusing the slightly patronising tone of his reassurance. His super-cool attitude was belied by the fine beading of sweat on his upper lip and forehead: partly exertion, she thought, partly anxiety, which he surely could not help feeling. She herself felt drained of all energy, of all volition. If the man hadn’t been there, she’d have collapsed in a heap next to Benjy.


    The man scuffed his feet, creating a foothold, tested the rock face for handholds, and started a slow ascent, foot by foot and hand by hand. He had large hands, strong, long fingers, hands well adapted to climbing, and his arms were slender but wiry. The veins on his forehead registered his exertion. His lips were curled back in a snarling grimace of effort.


    As he approached the edge of the rock face, he reached up, trying to hoist himself up, but he was still too far down to get a proper grip. He was wearing an expensive-looking watch, at odds, she found time to reflect, with the rest of his decidedly scruffy appearance.


    ‘Shall I help you?’ she offered, extending a hand.


    ‘No … yes, okay, if you could sort of grab this hand … I’ve got a good grip with the other. There …’ as she took hold of his hand, ‘steady now, don’t pull, just hold tight.’


    Holding on to him, she felt the weight of him, felt the force of gravity dragging her down, but she held on, as, with a sudden exertion that nearly pulled her off her feet, he hoisted himself up, and came to a stop looming over her, still holding on to her hand. For a moment they stood like this, as if making sure of the ground firm under their feet: his heaving chest in front of her, the smell of his anxiety strong in her nostrils, sweat seeping through the fabric of his T-shirt.


    ‘Phew,’ he whistled through his teeth, ‘that was a bugger.’


    She let go of his hand, but did not want to step back, did not want to seem to shy away from contact. ‘I’m so grateful to you,’ she said. ‘I was sure my dog was going to jump into the sea or do something stupid. But really … I didn’t want for you to risk your life.’


    ‘Oh, I can look after myself.’ He took a step back, wiping his face with the edge of his T-shirt. ‘I wasn’t really risking my life, was I?’


    ‘Oh, but …’ she started, but realising that he wanted to shrug off his own bravery, she interrupted herself. ‘Well, thank you very much all the same, and I’m sure Benjy would agree.’ She smiled down at the dog, who was in fact gazing up at the man with what seemed to be adoration.


    ‘You’re welcome,’ he said, patting the dog, ‘and you’re welcome, too, Benjy, anytime you need a leg up, hey?’


    ‘Do you like dogs?’ she asked, incongruously, not knowing what else to say.


    ‘Yeah, sure. I like most animals. They’re not full of shit.’


    ‘Unlike human beings, you mean?’ she asked.


    He grimaced. ‘Unlike some human beings, I guess.’


    They stood like that for a moment, perched on the edge of a con­versation that was more solemn than the occasion required or could support. Then, visibly withdrawing from the latent interchange, he said, ‘Well, guess I got to get going. You going to be okay now?’


    ‘Yes … yes, of course. But can’t I offer you a cup of coffee or something? I live quite close by.’


    He seemed to consider. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, ‘if you’ve got a spot of breakfast, a sandwich or something, that would be cool. I’ve had zilch to eat for bloody ever.’


    ‘Of course,’ she said, though in truth slightly taken aback. ‘That’s the least I can do.’


    ‘Or did you scheme to finish your walk first?’ he asked.


    ‘Thanks, but no thanks. To be honest, I’m still a bit shaken, and so’s Benjy, I should think.’


    ‘He’ll be okay. He’s clean forgotten about it already.’ And indeed, Benjy was running ahead as insouciantly as if he’d not just tumbled down a precipice.


    ‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘Are you all right?’


    ‘Sure. Except my jeans are showing strain.’ He pointed at his knee, where the fabric had indeed been scuffed, showing a bit of bare skin below, starting to seep blood.


    ‘Oh, you must let me replace that.’


    ‘Naw, it’s an old pair anyway.’


    ‘Still,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you a Band-Aid and some antiseptic for that graze. You don’t want it to get infected.’


    ‘I’m used to copping scabs and scuffs,’ he smiled, a sudden lightening of his intense features. ‘I’m a rough-and-tumble sort of oke. But sure, a Band-Aid will sort me out.’


    Reaching the house, she unlocked the front door with the remote control, and gestured him in. He looked about him, she noticed, with keen interest, but he said nothing, for which she was grateful. She assumed that he was not used to the relative prosperity that even her minimalist house could not but signal, and felt oddly embarrassed at exposing him to it. He, however, showed no sign of discomfiture or, indeed, anything else, except if it was a sign of interest that, without asking her leave, he walked into the sitting-room area, still looking about him with his air of silent attentiveness.


    Returning, he said, in a flatly factual way, ‘You’ve got some kiff paintings. That’s an Irma Stern, right? And a Gerard Sekoto?’


    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We were lucky – we bought them long ago, before they became unaffordable.’


    ‘They must have been pretty pricy even then. And that’s a Hockney drawing? And a Marlene Dumas?’


    ‘Yes,’ she said, mildly amused at his evident enjoyment of showing off his knowledge of modern art. Or perhaps, to be fair, he was just interested in art. ‘Yes, they were pricy, for young people starting out. But we skimped on grocery money to buy paintings.’


    He nodded. ‘Some groceries,’ he said laconically. He looked back at the room with the paintings, made a face that could mean anything, and turned to face her. ‘We?’


    ‘We?’ she repeated, puzzled.


    ‘Yes. You said we. Who is or was the other party to these transactions?’


    Margaret’s first instinct was to tell this forward young man that the composition of her immediate circle was none of his business, but he seemed to be quite a confrontational young man, so she deemed it simpler just to say, ‘My husband and I. That is, my ex-husband.’ Then, to fore­stall any further enquiries, she said, ‘If you’ll just make yourself at home while I get you something to eat?’


    ‘Sure thing.’ He stood in the middle of the kitchen, relaxed and loose-limbed, but attentive, taking in his surroundings. Then he said, ‘If you mean that about making myself at home, d’you mind if I have a bit of a wash-up?’


    ‘Of course. I mean of course I don’t mind. There’s a guest bathroom just along there.’ She pointed to the door leading into the guest suite.


    ‘Mind if I have a shower?’ he asked. ‘I’m a bit smelly after that lot.’


    ‘Of course. Go ahead,’ she said, though once again taken by surprise. She’d never before had people coming for breakfast and asking to have a shower on the grounds of being smelly. Well, she had told him to make himself at home. ‘There’s a clean towel in the bathroom, and there’s shower gel in the shower, and shampoo.’


    ‘Cool. I’ll give it the works.’


    ‘I’ll start the breakfast so long. What kind of sandwich would you like?’


    ‘Bacon and egg and tomato, if you’ve got it. I’m bloody starving, if you really want to know.’


    ‘Of course,’ she said, wondering what exactly she’d brought upon herself. He evidently was a young man who knew his own mind. And who hadn’t eaten or washed for a while.


    He took his time; she’d fried the bacon, but didn’t want to start the eggs and the toast before he was ready to eat them, so she felt at a loose end, waiting for him to reappear. She’d lost, she realised, the long-suffering patience every mother must cultivate if she is not to degenerate into a nag or a scold under the pressure of eternally waiting for children to get dressed, to get bathed, to get their school stuff together, just to get their act together; and now, waiting for a young man to complete his ablutions in her guest bathroom, she had to remind herself, in order to suppress an irrational impulse of impatience, that he’d saved Benjy’s life, at some considerable risk to himself.


    At last, after a good quarter of an hour, he reappeared, perhaps, she thought, a bit over-casually still pulling his T-shirt over his flat stomach. He had not put his jeans back on, and was wearing only a pair of boxer shorts, and carrying his sneakers.


    ‘If you can get hold of that Band-Aid,’ he said, ‘I can put my pants back on.’


    ‘Oh, of course, I am sorry. It’s upstairs, I’ll just run up and get it.’


    ‘No sweat. I’m not bleeding to death or anything.’


    ‘We don’t want to take any chances,’ she said, relieved to get out of the room. In his boxers he was perfectly decent, but there was still some­thing disconcerting about the very nonchalance with which he’d made his trouserless entrance, his hair still wet, abundantly frizzed out with washing, and smelling of her shampoo. Where before, in her alarm at Benjy’s plight and her subsequent relief, she’d not been very much aware of the young man as a physical presence, she now had to acknowledge him as an individual: there was something about his bearing that seemed to demand it, quite apart from his not wearing pants.


    In the first place, he was of mixed race, though that, too, had not really registered with her. In Cape Town, in her circle at any rate, race had ceased to be a marker of anything in particular: it was considered bad form to comment on or even notice someone’s race. And yet, of course, one could not not notice, just as one couldn’t help noticing whether someone was blond or dark-haired. And he … well, he was definitely coloured, or ‘so-called Coloured’ as she’d been taught to call it in her student days. He was, though, light-skinned, and his eyes were a striking blend of green and brown, his features clearly defined by the bone underneath the skin. His chin was strong, his nose small and pointed, the nostrils delicately flared. There was an alertness, a bright-eyed inquisitiveness, about him that reminded her of a well-adjusted dog, one of the long-legged wire-haired kind.


    She went upstairs to her bedroom and found the Band-Aid and a tube of Betadine that she didn’t know she had: she must just have thrown it in with the rest of the contents of the medicine cupboard in the rush of the move. There was some cotton wool as well, which she took with her.


    Coming downstairs, she found him standing in the middle of the kitchen, inspecting the control box of the alarm system. He’d placed his sneakers and his jeans on the kitchen counter.


    ‘Fancy system,’ he said, as she entered.


    ‘Yes, my friends insisted I should have a state-of-the-art system. For myself, I don’t have much faith in alarm systems.’


    ‘No, mainly they tell you there’s somebody in the house with you when he’s inside already.’


    She shuddered lightly. ‘That’s a scary thought. And by the time armed response has arrived …’


    ‘Exactly. But long as it makes you feel safe, it’s worth it, I reckon.’ He turned to face her, and she noticed again how thin he was, but saw for the first time, now that he was indoors, how tall.


    ‘Heavens,’ she said, ‘I hadn’t realised how tall you are.’


    ‘You can take off at least six inches for my hair. But yeah, even without my crowning glory I’m tall – about two metres when I last checked.’


    ‘You’re not still growing?’ she asked.


    ‘I reckon I am. But I guess I’ll have to stop now. I can’t keep replacing my clothes.’


    ‘They say you grow till you’re twenty-four.’


    ‘If you want to know how old I am, you can just ask. I’m not shy.’


    ‘I’m actually not all that interested in how old you are,’ she said, taken aback by his presumption and stung by his implication.


    ‘Sure,’ he said easily, ‘no reason you should be. But for the record, I’ve just turned twenty-four. I got this watch for my birthday.’ He extended his wrist. ‘It’s a Jaeger-Le Coultre.’


    ‘That’s quite a present,’ she said, though she had no idea how much a Jaeger-Le Coultre cost.


    ‘Yeah, sure. My mother gave it to me.’


    This, as far as Margaret was concerned, was a bit of a conversation-stopper. All she could think of in reply was, ‘What does your mother do?’ but that might be taken to imply that she wondered how she could afford such a watch. So she just said, ‘That’s wonderful. It’s a beautiful watch.’


    ‘Sure. My mother’s got an eye for beauty.’


    He seemed to want to introduce his mother into the conversation, but Margaret had no desire to be inducted into his family history. She realised that he was looking at her expectantly, and couldn’t figure out why, until he said, ‘D’you reckon I could have that Band-Aid now?’


    ‘Oh heavens, yes, sorry, of course.’ Flustered, she handed him the little box, but held on to the tube of Betadine.


    ‘I think we should disinfect that wound,’ she said.


    ‘Sure, thanks. Shall I sit down here?’ and without waiting for a reply he sat down on one of the bar stools at the breakfast counter. Placing the Band-Aids on the counter, he put his foot up on another chair and looked at her expectantly, evidently waiting for her to apply the antiseptic.


    ‘Do you want me to put it on?’ she nevertheless asked.


    ‘Sure. It’s easier that way.’


    ‘I suppose so,’ she said, although she couldn’t really see that it would be any easier for her than for him. She squirted a blob of the yellow-brown glop from the tube on to a bit of cotton wool and leant over the long leg resting on the chair. The abrasion was not particularly deep, but it extended across his knee and up his thigh.


    ‘This is going to sting.’


    ‘I know,’ he said, making a face. ‘Sting away.’


    ‘Hold on, here it comes.’ As she touched the cotton wool to his ex­posed flesh, the wiry thigh muscles tensed in response and then relaxed. She tried to concentrate on the wound, but was distractingly aware of the lean bare thigh, lightly covered in fine black hair, tapering into the sculpted hollow of his loins under the thin cotton of his shorts. The intimacy of it was disconcerting and disorientating: there was some­thing maternal about her function, but also, she was dismayed to feel, something erotic; and she sensed that he was acutely aware of her awareness. She dared not look up at his face, lest it established a kind of com­plicity between them.


    ‘Reminds me of dressing my son’s wounds,’ she said, wanting to de­fuse the tension.


    ‘You have a son?’ he asked. She was surprised at the real interest in his voice, not just a rote enquiry, and she was relieved at the modulation to a safe topic.


    ‘Yes, about your age, a bit younger, twenty-two. ‘He was an ace roller­blader, only tended to overestimate his own acrobatic abilities.’


    ‘So where’s he now, your son?’


    ‘In Cape Town. He’s at UCT.’


    ‘Cool.’ He made a face. ‘Or not, depending how you feel about UCT.’


    ‘Are you at UCT?’


    ‘Was. Left a couple of years ago.’


    He didn’t elaborate, and she thought he might not want to be in­terrogated on the subject. Besides, she was wary of a free exchange of personal information.


    She screwed the cap back onto the tube. ‘There, that’s done. I should think you could put your jeans back on now.’


    ‘How about the Band-Aid?’ he asked, not changing his posture.


    ‘Ah, yes. The box is right there, you can select the right size, while I see about that sandwich of yours.’ She kept talking almost mindlessly, just to keep the conversation going along impersonal lines. ‘Actually, it’s not a real sandwich, just a couple of slices of toast with bacon and tomato, and I’ll fry a couple of eggs. I didn’t think I could pile all of that between two slices of bread.’


    ‘Thanks, that’s cool, any old way’s okay.’ He got up from the stool and selected a plaster from the box. She sensed, or perhaps fancied, that he was trying to hold her gaze, but she did not want to face him, dreading the knowing half-smile she suspected she would find. The moment of sexual awareness that she was sure they had shared had not passed; it came to her, with a shock at the audacity of her imagination, that if she were to glance down at his shorts she would see the stirring of at least an incipient erection, and that he would make no effort to hide the fact.


    She resolutely turned her back on him and busied herself with frying the eggs and making the toast. When she was sure he’d put on his jeans, she took out a plate and a knife and fork and a napkin, and said, ‘Won’t you set yourself a place wherever you fancy?’


    ‘Sure, no sweat. I’ll eat here at the counter, if that’s all right.’


    ‘Of course. I think the toast’s just popped, will you get it? And the butter’s in the fridge.’


    ‘Thanks. Don’t fry the hell out of the eggs, I like them runny.’


    ‘Not a problem,’ she said, wondering anew at the liberties he was taking. Was he just unaware, a spoilt brat, or was he testing her, seeing how far he could push her? Perhaps a bit of both; well, she wasn’t going to let on that she was fazed by his presumption. Her own children had on occasion challenged her authority, all children did it, but they’d out­grown it along with their teenage pimples.


    She placed the open sandwich in front of him. It didn’t look too appetising, but there was only so much one could do with the breakfast basics, and she’d never really learnt to fry eggs so that they didn’t ooze all over the plate. In truth, she’d never really fried eggs: that had been very much the province of Rebecca, her imperious domestic aid.


    She thought he might comment on the uninviting aspect of the meal, but he merely said, ‘Thanks,’ and started eating.


    ‘Coffee?’ she asked.


    ‘Mmm,’ he said, through a mouthful of bread and egg.


    ‘I’ll take that as a yes, then.’


    She boiled the kettle and made herself and him a mug of Nescafé. Kevin had given her a new coffee machine as, she supposed, a kind of parting gift, but she’d glanced at the voluminous user’s manual with its incomprehensible Italian-inflected English, and decided she didn’t really need crema-rich espressos. She had grown up with Nescafé, and had never, at university, discovered the coffee sub-culture.


    She placed the mug of hot liquid in front of the young man, along with sugar and milk and a teaspoon. He looked up from his meal, critically peered at the mug of coffee and sniffed at it.


    ‘If you don’t mind my asking,’ he said, ‘is this instant coffee?’


    ‘It’s Nescafé. I have a coffee machine, but I don’t have beans. Is that a problem?’


    ‘Not having beans is a problem if you want to use the machine, obviously. But only having Nescafé is not a problem. As long as you don’t confuse it with coffee.’


    ‘Then we don’t have a problem,’ she said. ‘Because no, I don’t confuse it with coffee. But it’s all I’ve got, and I’m sorry if it doesn’t meet your standards.’


    ‘Cool, no sweat,’ he said, taking up his knife and fork. ‘I’ll wash down the breakfast with it.’


    Margaret did not trust herself to reply. She felt sure now that he was seeing how far he could push her – but why? Was it a race thing? Or just a young person testing the limits of adult authority? Either way, if he was trying to force a confrontation, she wasn’t going to give it to him.


    ‘Cheers,’ he said, as he resumed eating. He chewed in silence for a while, then he looked up at her and said, ‘And so how old are you?’


    Margaret had trained herself to be unselfconscious about her age: coy­ness about one’s age, she believed, showed a fundamental refusal to face facts. Still, she had seldom had the question flung at her in quite so unadorned a fashion. She walked to the sink and rinsed a cup to deflect her annoyance. ‘Fifty-five,’ she replied, she hoped as matter-of-factly as he’d asked the question.


    ‘Okay,’ he said, not looking up, getting back to his breakfast. ‘So you’re fifty-five.’


    ‘Why do you ask?’ she asked, determined not to back out of what seemed to be for him a battle of wills.


    This time he did look up, visibly assessing her. ‘No real reason. Idle curiosity, basically.’


    He did not deign to explain any further than this, once again con­centrating on his breakfast.


    He had not exaggerated when he’d said he was hungry. He worked his way through the two slices of toast, two eggs, two rashers of bacon and two tomatoes before she’d half finished her coffee. Having done so, he wiped his mouth and hands on the napkin, and looked about him as if, she thought, he expected her to offer him seconds. But her gratitude, not to say her patience, was wearing thin: Benjy’s rescue had been repaid.


    So she asked instead, ‘Where are you staying in Hermanus?’


    ‘In my mother’s house. She’s got a place overlooking Grotto Beach.’


    That would explain the expensive watch. ‘She lives here?’ she asked, though she wasn’t really interested in his mother or her whereabouts.


    ‘No, she lives in Joburg most of the time, just comes down here for holidays and the odd weekend.’


    ‘And you?’ she asked.


    ‘And me?’


    ‘What do you do when you’re not rescuing dogs?’


    He inspected a scab on his elbow and picked at it absent-mindedly. ‘Nothing, basically. I’m between jobs.’


    She guessed that this was a euphemism for sponging off his mother, so she did not press the point, merely asked, ‘Don’t you find Hermanus a bit dull out of season?’


    ‘Why?’ he demanded. ‘Do you find it a bit dull out of season?’


    ‘No,’ she said, ignoring his mimicry, ‘but that’s different.’


    ‘How different?’ he insisted. ‘What’s the difference?’


    ‘Well, for a start you’re twenty-four and I’m fifty-five …’


    ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ he demanded. ‘Do old people get less bored than young people? Or do they just expect less from life?’


    Old people – she winced. ‘No,’ she said, ‘but old people are generally better at occupying themselves than young people.’


    ‘Really? So how do you occupy yourself? Walking your dog?’


    She could feel herself flushing. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I used to be part of an architectural practice in town, and I’ve kept some clients.’ It annoyed her that she felt an urge to explain herself to this presumptuous young man.


    ‘So you’re an architect?’


    ‘So I said.’


    He looked about him. ‘And you designed this house?’


    ‘I did.’


    ‘Mm. And it’s obviously new?’


    ‘Yes. I’ve only been here about a month.’


    He sniffed. ‘Yeah, it still smells of wet concrete. And you like living in it?’


    ‘Of course I do. I designed it.’


    ‘There’s no of course about it. You don’t know what a house is going to live like before you’ve moved in.’


    ‘I like to think that as an experienced architect I can predict some­thing as basic as that.’


    ‘Mmm, maybe.’ He looked about him again. ‘But this kitchen, for instance, don’t you find it, like, a bit dark? I mean, wouldn’t you expect a breakfast nook to face east, so you get the morning sun?’


    ‘Do you think I didn’t take that into account?’ she asked, stung. Her builder had made the same point and she’d overruled him. ‘In fact, if it had faced east, I would have had a glorious view of my neighbour’s rubbish bins. This way I can see the mountain.’


    ‘Mmm. I should think you could have screened out the rubbish bins with a bit of effort.’


    ‘Are you an architect?’ she asked, not bothering to veil her sarcasm.


    ‘Not really.’


    ‘What do you mean not really?’ she demanded. ‘You either are an architect or you’re not.’


    ‘Okay, I did two years of architecture at UCT.’


    ‘And why did you stop?’ she asked, not minding now whether her question embarrassed him.


    She need not have worried: he seemed impervious to embarrass­ment. ‘I stopped because I was gatvol. The students were mostly just there to get drunk and get laid. And the lecturers were so bloody academic about it.’


    ‘You mean they expected you to pass exams?’


    ‘Oh, I passed my bloody exams, in fact, I was the best student of my year. But there was too much talk, talk, talk, and too little do, do, do. I’d have been better off at a technikon.’


    ‘Is that where you went? To a technikon?’


    ‘Yeah, sort of.’


    ‘What do you mean, sort of? You either went to a technikon or you didn’t.’


    ‘You’re really into either-or, aren’t you? So okay, I mean I went to hotel school, that’s sort of a technikon. I did a chef’s course.’


    ‘So you can cook.’


    ‘Sure. You want me to cook you a meal?’


    ‘Not right away, thank you.’


    ‘Just say when. Be happy to.’ He looked at the egg-smeared plate in front of him. ‘I think I can do better fried eggs than you.’


    ‘Pity you didn’t say so. You could have made your own breakfast.’


    ‘Naw, I was showering,’ he replied, deliberately, she thought, not engaging with her sarcasm. ‘I believe in division of labour.’


    ‘Then perhaps you won’t mind putting your dishes in the sink,’ she said, as he made to get up from his stool. ‘The dishwasher’s not con­nected up yet.’


    ‘Oh, sure thing. I guess my mother didn’t house-train me properly.’ He took his plate and cup and cutlery and placed them in the sink.


    ‘Did she do it all for you?’


    ‘Not a chance.’ He laughed. ‘I don’t think my mother knows the difference between a dishwasher and a front-end loader. But there were always loads of servants around.’


    ‘That figures. But I don’t have any servants, so—’


    ‘Why not?’ he interrupted her. ‘I mean, why don’t you have any ser­vants?’


    She suppressed a sigh of exasperation. Everything was a site of con­testation for him, it seemed. ‘I don’t think I need someone else to do my dirty work.’


    He turned to face her from where he was standing at the sink. ‘Isn’t that a bit, you know, selfish?’


    ‘Selfish? No, why?’


    ‘To protect your own self-image, you’re denying some poor woman an income. You can afford a servant, yes?’


    ‘I don’t know why I’m being cross-examined as if I were a suspect in a murder case. But yes, I suppose I can afford a servant. I just don’t want one.’


    ‘So that’s what I mean – selfish.’ His manner was belligerent, but almost good-humouredly so; it was difficult to tell if he was being serious. ‘You don’t want a servant, so it doesn’t occur to you that someone might just need a job.’


    ‘I don’t think I need discuss my needs relative to those of a puta­tive job-seeker with you,’ she said. Then an impulse to explain herself prompted her to say, ‘I did have someone working for me in Cape Town but she preferred to stay in Khayelitsha with her daughter.’


    ‘She preferred Khayelitsha to Hermanus?’


    ‘Yes. Is that so odd? All her friends and family are there.’


    He shrugged. ‘I guess that makes sense. And what about you?’


    ‘What about me?’


    ‘Yes. Where are all your friends and family?’


    ‘In Cape Town mainly,’ she said, as curtly as she knew how; curtness was not part of her normal range of tones.


    But he seemed unperturbed by, indeed unaware of, any brusque­ness of tone. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘I still think it’s selfish, not having a servant.’


    ‘So was it unselfishness that made your mother employ a houseful of servants?’


    He laughed again: his mother seemed to amuse him. ‘No, not a chance, not Mom. She was just too bone lazy to pick up her own clothes off the floor. But yeah, if you’d asked her, that’s what she’d have said, that she was providing employment for the underprivileged. She’s big on the underprivileged, is Mom. That’s why she married my dad.’


    ‘He’s underprivileged?’


    ‘Was. Sort of.’


    ‘Sort of? What’s sort of underprivileged? You’re either—’ She inter­rupted herself, but he completed her sentence nevertheless, walking back to the counter and sitting down again.


    ‘… underprivileged or you’re not? Well, judge for yourself. He was black. Which is, or was, sort of underprivileged, previously disadvantaged, even if you’re actually pretty much rolling in it, as he was – once the ANC top brass grabbed the pound seats. He was a big shot in the ANC. So he was a very privileged underprivileged.’


    ‘Was?’


    ‘Yeah. He died in a pile-up on the N2. His motorcade collided with a donkey cart in the Transkei.’


    ‘Oh. I’m sorry.’


    ‘You needn’t be. He was a prime shit. Pity about the donkey, though.’ She could tell that he’d used the line before.


    ‘But your mother …?’


    ‘Oh, she made the most of it. Got a dirty big settlement from insur­ance, not to mention the old man’s parliamentary pension. And he’d been stashing it away anyway, directorships, that kind of thing, not to mention tenders. Lots of BEE, lots of lovely lolly, most of which got passed on to Mom. Which was pennies from heaven, since she’d been scheming on divorcing him.’ He paused, pulling at a strand of hair that was more unruly than the rest. ‘Have I mentioned that she’s white?’


    ‘No, I think I would have remembered if you had.’


    ‘Yeah, but you could have figured it out for yourself, I mean that she’s white. Where do you think I get my café au lait complexion from?’


    ‘I don’t know. I hadn’t given it a thought. There are so many possible combinations producing the same result.’


    ‘Sure, it’s like the Plascon colour chart. Well, I happen to be a straight mix of black and white, producing, as you see, a beautiful brown.’ He held out his arm, as if for her inspection. She ignored it, feeling that she’d scrutinised enough of his body for one day. ‘A born-free one-man rain­bow nation,’ he continued, ‘a neither-nor person, if you like, you with your either-or hang-up. The only people who can’t deal with it are my grandparents, on both sides. My dad’s parents are hyper-conservative Xhosa types from rural Transkei, Mom’s parents are hyper-conservative Afrikaner types from rural Limpopo. Mom is hyper-alternative, hyper-radical, hyper-feminist, hyper you name it. Dad was a hyper-hot-headed student revolutionary who had greatness thrust upon him when he was sent to Robben Island at the same time as Nelson Mandela. Mom married my father to piss off her father. So I’m a product of intergenerational strife, and an embarrassment to both sides of the family,’ he said, with evident satisfaction. ‘And I owe my excellent English, in case you were wondering, to Wynberg Boys’ High, which my mother selected in oppo­sition to my father’s wishes.’


    That would explain his disconcerting switches of register, from near-archaic to flat vernacular. ‘He wanted you to go to a township school?’


    He snorted. ‘Jesus, no. He wanted me to go to bloody Bishops, no­thing but the best for the new elite, but Mom was on one of her anti-elitist jags at the time, and decided I should go to an “ordinary” school – ordinary Model C, that is. And her father, old Gerhard Prinsloo’ – he emphasised the guttural – ‘wanted me to go to Jan van Riebeeck, although even that was too liberal for him by half. Basically he wanted me to disappear off the face of the earth and take my coffee-coloured ass with me, but I stuck it out and here I am. He was AWB, then Freedom Front.’ He laughed again. ‘For a while he and my father were in Parliament together, grunting at each other across the chamber like two old buffalo bulls.’


    ‘You seem to come from a politically diverse family.’


    ‘Yeah, as I say, I cover the spectrum. And a beneficiary of both apart­heid and the Struggle, the Broederbond and the ANC. I guess indirectly I owe this beautiful watch to my father’s cosy relationship with the Guptas. So I’m beneficiary or victim, depending how you look at it.’ He spread his arms. ‘I contain multitudes,’ he declared, turning to her and pointing both long index fingers at her like pistols. ‘Who said that?’


    ‘I don’t know. Should I?’


    ‘Depends whether you call yourself educated. Walt Whitman: Do I contradict myself? Very well, then I contradict myself, I am large, I contain multitudes.’


    ‘That sounds like a very convenient philosophy,’ she replied, won­dering whether he was trying to impress her with his show of erudition, and if so, why.


    ‘It’s not a philosophy,’ he responded. ‘It’s a position statement. So why convenient?’


    ‘Convenient in that you don’t have to take responsibility for any­thing you say or do. It’s all just part of the multitudes that you contain.’


    ‘Responsibility is for your generation; we are the entitled generation, and you boomers owe us big time.’


    She decided to ignore his provocation, and asked instead, ‘How come you know Walt Whitman?’


    ‘You mean considering I’m a darky?’


    ‘No, I mean considering you’re a millennial. Young people don’t seem to read any more.’


    ‘Hey, you into stereotypes or what? But yeah, I read a lot of stuff, poetry and all, when I was growing up. I mean, everybody was reading Harry Potter, but I couldn’t get into it, I mean even at that age I thought life was a bit more gritty and shitty than wizards and witches. And Mom wasn’t exactly going to read me Harry Potter at bedtime, was she?’


    ‘But she read you poetry?’


    ‘Hell, no. Mom couldn’t tell Walt Whitman from Walt Disney. She would say she believes in actions rather than words, but basically she just doesn’t like reading. Anything that doesn’t do anything for her com­plexion or her figure or her bank balance is basically a waste of time. But her brother, my Uncle Nico, the only human being in their family – in my family – gave me lots of books to read, even poetry books. It’s good shit.’


    He was sitting back on the stool as he spoke, and the morning sun fell on his luxuriant mass of hair, and for a moment, in his pensive – or opinionated – mood he looked extraordinarily beautiful. He was an odd mixture, Margaret thought, of arrogance and bolshiness and show-off and introspection, a tougher version, now she thought of it, of her son Carl’s blend of crassness and sensitivity. Perhaps that was what it took to be young nowadays, a hard shell over a soft heart. Except that the soft heart was not really a prerequisite. A hard shell would suffice.


    ‘So you’re close to your uncle?’ she asked.


    ‘Sure. He sort of brought me up. And don’t ask me what sort of means.’


    ‘I wasn’t going to. Where is he now, your uncle?’


    ‘In Calitzdorp, if you know where that is.’


    ‘I know where it is, I’ve driven through it.’


    ‘Most people drive through it, it’s a drive-through sort of place, but it’s an okay little town, if you like your towns with one horse and two cafés. My uncle teaches school there. He’s an English teacher.’ He grinned. ‘A real labour of love, in Calitzdorp.’


    ‘So he’s happy there?’


    ‘Yeah, sure, happy as a clam on a rock at high tide. He and his partner run a guesthouse on the side.’


    ‘His partner?’


    ‘Yeah. He’s gay.’ He looked at her as if to gauge her response. ‘But he didn’t mess with me, if that’s what you’re thinking.’


    ‘Why should I think that? Just because he’s gay—’


    ‘Yeah, sure, but some people have weird notions.’


    ‘Well, I’m not some people,’ she said, impatient with his relentless challenging of everything she said, even of things she hadn’t said. ‘Any­way, it’s been very interesting, and I’m very grateful to you for rescuing Benjy. But now I have to get to work.’


    He recovered his half-belligerent manner. She guessed that he didn’t like being told what to do. ‘So where do you have to get to? On a Saturday morning?’


    ‘Nowhere, just to my studio upstairs. I meant get to work as in get working.’


    ‘Can I see your studio?’


    She hesitated. ‘To be honest, I’d rather you didn’t. It’s sort of a private space.’


    ‘Sort of? How sort of private?’


    ‘You mean it’s either private or it’s not?’


    He did a double thumbs-up. ‘Touché. So how’s it private?’


    ‘Well, it’s not private private, like a bedroom or something, but it’s still a space I like to call my own and don’t really want to share with other people.’


    ‘Suit yourself,’ he shrugged, with bruising indifference. ‘You’re ob­vious­ly not a great sharer.’


    ‘What makes you say that?’ she asked, stung.


    ‘Well, look at you …’ His hand gesture, thumb and index finger pointing, took in the kitchen, the whole house. ‘You live on your own with a dog, you don’t keep a servant, and then, you’ve told me abso­lutely zilch about yourself, while I’ve been unloading my stuff all morning.’


    ‘I can’t imagine that you would be interested in my stuff.’


    ‘Are you saying I bored you with mine?’


    ‘No, but then, you’ve had a more eventful life than me.’


    ‘That’s bullshit. Things have happened to you, I can see that.’


    She shrugged. ‘I suppose things happen to anybody who lives long enough.’


    ‘No, most people have bugger-all happen to them. They live and then they die and that’s that.’


    ‘What makes you the expert on most people?’ Perversely, though she knew that he was trying to provoke her, she couldn’t help being provoked.


    ‘I’m not an expert,’ he said, as if it were a point that needed making, ‘but I can see under the surface of things. It’s a gift I’ve got, or perhaps a curse, I don’t know.’


    It was difficult to tell from his tone whether he had his tongue in his cheek or was really as earnestly self-dramatising as he sounded. She thought it safer not to respond, and he continued. ‘And I can see things have happened to you, things that have left you really angry, as in totally pissed off.’


    ‘Oh? Angry at what?’


    ‘Search me. I can see what’s there, not what caused it. And what’s there is really pissed off. And it’s left you trusting nobody and nothing.’ He paused, letting this sink in, examining his fingernails; then he turned on her. ‘You don’t trust me, for instance.’


    ‘I don’t think trust or distrust enters into our acquaintance. I hardly know you.’


    He kept up the pressure. ‘That’s because you don’t want to know me.’


    ‘It’s not a matter of wanting, for heaven’s sake. I … I don’t even know your name.’


    ‘It’s to be had for the asking. And I don’t know yours, though that letter on the counter tells me that you’re Mrs Margaret Crowley. And mine is Jimmy.’


    ‘Jimmy who?’


    ‘Jimmy Mazibuko.’ He grinned suddenly, almost merrily. ‘Some­times I combine it with my mother’s name for effect, Jimmy Prinsloo-Mazibuko.’


    ‘Part of the multitudes that you contain.’


    ‘Sure, right. Or the multitudes that contain me. As I say, victim, bene­ficiary, they’re two sides of the same coin.’


    She was wearying of this conversation, which, as far as she could make out, was mainly a matter of posturing, of striking attitudes and proclaiming insights; she’d seen it in her own children and kept it under control with a mixture of irony and common sense. And yet, in him, she sensed a core of real … well, curiosity, underlying the studied provocations and adolescent pessimism. Not to mention the real anger. But she had no desire to indulge his curiosity, which seemed dangerously personal.


    ‘Well, then, Jimmy Prinsloo-Mazinbuko …’ she said.


    ‘Prinsloo-Mazibuko.’


    ‘Sorry, yes, Jimmy Prinsloo-Mazibuko, I’m exceedingly grateful to you for saving Benjy from a near-certain death, but I do have to get back to the drawing board, quite literally.’


    He made no effort to leave, settling himself more firmly on the stool at the breakfast counter. ‘You don’t mean you literally still use a drawing board?’


    ‘I literally do.’


    ‘Jeez, haven’t you heard of Revit?’


    ‘Of course I have, and I know how to use it, thank you, when con­ve­nient, but I prefer to see things on paper first. That way I have more of a sense of the spatial arrangement. I do the detailing later on the computer.’


    He nodded, looking insufferably smug. ‘That figures,’ he said.


    ‘What figures?’ she asked, but then wished she hadn’t. He was sure to tell her at length what it was that figured.


    She was not wrong. ‘It figures,’ he intoned, ‘that you should flee to a drawing board when faced with ordinary, undraughted reality. The diagram, the plan, is that much easier to control than the mess that is life, that much more flattering to your sense of order.’ He gestured about him, at the stove, the fridge, the dishwasher. ‘I mean, check out your kitchen – everybody’s Miele wet dream, plonked straight from the catalogue onto the drawing board to ground zero right here, without hitting any reality interface, except for a designer dog bowl.’


    ‘I’m sorry, but every time I cook a meal in my kitchen the plan hits a reality interface.’ He needn’t know that she avoided cooking meals as much as possible.


    ‘In my experience most people who have Miele kitchens can’t cook, they think just having a Miele kitchen is enough.’


    ‘Your vast experience of people with Miele kitchens?’ she asked.


    ‘Sure,’ he said, ignoring her irony. ‘My mother, for starters.’


    ‘She’s got a Miele kitchen?’ she asked


    ‘You name it, she’s got two of them.’


    ‘Well, it so happens I can cook,’ she said; then she reconsidered. ‘Well, I can sort of cook.’


    ‘So what’s sort of?’


    ‘I can cook myself a meal that I can eat.’


    ‘Can you cook me a meal I can eat?’


    ‘I don’t know. Probably not. You strike me as fastidious.’


    ‘I don’t like to see good ingredients wasted on crap cooking, if that’s what you mean.’


    ‘That may not be quite what I mean, but I suppose the bottom line is the same. You’re a fussy eater.’


    ‘Okay. I don’t eat shit, if that’s what you mean. But, as I’ve said, I’m a good cook, so I can afford to be fussy.’


    ‘As long as you cook your own meals.’


    He nodded. ‘Sure, and I usually do.’ He got to his feet, but sat down again almost immediately. ‘Seriously, I’ll cook you a meal. Put the Miele to some good use.’


    ‘Thanks, but I really can cook my own meals.’


    ‘Yeah, but that’s not the point.’


    ‘So what is the point?’


    ‘The point is that I’d like to cook you a meal.’


    Her first impulse was to laugh at what was self-evidently a bizarre offer, but he looked at her so seriously, even solemnly, that she thought he might be offended if she took the offer lightly; not, she reminded her­self, that she really need worry about offending him: he seemed robust enough to deal with anything she could inflict. So she said, ‘That’s very generous of you. But don’t you think it’s … well, premature, to offer to cook a meal for somebody on such slight acquaintance?’


    He drummed the countertop with his long fingers, his nails clicking on the marble. ‘That’s bullshit. Cooking a meal for someone is the best way of getting to know them.’


    As she hesitated to find a reply to this, he continued, ‘And don’t ask me why I should want to get to know you. That’s my business.’


    ‘Right. And my business is why I should want to get to know you.’


    ‘Right,’ he replied. ‘So that’s your business. You sort out your reasons and I’ll sort out mine.’


    ‘I didn’t say—’ she started, but he held up his hand to stop her.


    ’Don’t tell me what you said or didn’t say. It doesn’t matter. I’m going to get to know you.’


    ‘Why would you bother?’


    He combed his fingers through his hair.


    ‘To be honest, I don’t know,’ he said, with a disarming change of tone. ‘I don’t usually bother. But you interest me, Mrs Margaret Crowley.’


    The thought flitted through Margaret’s mind that nobody had ever told her this before, and that it was, as far as it went, preferable to any number of other tributes she’d received; but she suppressed the rush of pleasure she felt, and said, ‘Is that a threat or a compliment?’


    He leant back on the stool, tipping it backward, playing at over­balancing and steadying himself. ‘I don’t do threats and I don’t do com­pliments,’ he said. ‘I do facts.’


    The precocious pomposity of this made her laugh out loud; then she said, ‘Sorry, but you sounded so … so middle-aged there. I do facts,’ she mimicked him, and laughed again. ‘Really, a young man with such pre­tensions to certainty …’


    She was surprised at her own harshness: her very apology had turned into another barb. It was as if she wanted to hurt him, she didn’t know why. But if he was hurt, he didn’t show it, merely asked, ‘So why should old people have the monopoly on certainty?’


    ‘Old people,’ she repeated. ‘Isn’t that quite an ageist comment?’


    ‘You brought up the question of age, not me,’ he pointed out. ‘I don’t care a stuff about age.’


    ‘So what do you care about?’


    He made a face. ‘I’ll tell you when I’ve got to know you better.’ He got to his feet. ‘As I’m going to do, and that’s a fact. But right now, I know when I’m not welcome, even when I don’t show it. Thanks for breakfast.’


    ‘You’re welcome. And thanks again for saving Benjy.’


    ‘Benjy’s welcome. Bye boy,’ he said to the dog, who was looking up at him expectantly. ‘Stay away from the dassies now.’


    Then he was gone, without a formal goodbye, leaving her feeling oddly put out. She did not like him, or rather, she did not like his effect on her, which was to make her, she thought, uncharacteristically hurt­ful, even cruel. It was to do with his air of total control, of being above insecurity and tentativeness: it didn’t seem right that a young person should be so serenely – or presumptuously – self-confident. It made her feel uncertain of herself, which, she now realised, was not a feeling she very often experienced: in general, she felt she could deal with such challenges as life confronted her with. Yet this young man, without being truculent or openly confrontational – well, not openly – had the ability to unnerve her. Yes, it was easy to assume that his carping was a stand-in for berating the mother who had clearly let him down in some way; but surely he didn’t go through life holding all middle-aged women responsible for his mother’s derelictions of duty?


    She resolved not to give her new acquaintance much head space. He was an opinionated and rather self-satisfied young man who took pleasure in trying to disconcert such people as were provoked by pro­vocative statements. She had not been disconcerted – well, not very dis­concerted – but it had annoyed her that she had been … well, annoyed. She had enough experience of young people to take youthful presumption in her stride, she would have thought. Still, she would probably never see him again, and could now forget about him, in spite of his promise – threat – that he would cook her a meal.
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    Taking Benjy for an early-morning walk, for the time being on his lead in case his aspiration to catch a dassie had not been quenched by the previous day’s near-disaster, she kept her mind on planning the lunch that she would cook for Frieda, her best friend since university days, who was travelling from Cape Town ‘for an on-site inspection’. Frieda was not yet convinced that Margaret could survive in Hermanus on her own ‘without becoming eccentric, nattering on about chakras and astral bodies or growing comfrey and catswort. Or marrying some retired British general who’s looking for a cheap housekeeper and eventually nurse.’


    Frieda would, naturally, expect lunch: it was part of her good Jewish upbringing to believe that food was an essential component of any significant human interaction. Margaret, on the other hand, had grown up under the lax culinary regimen of her librarian mother, who regarded food as at best a necessity, at worst an inconvenience. Her lawyer father, for his part, was not exactly indifferent to food, but he belonged to the ‘plate-of-food’ school of gastronomy, and he accepted uncritical­ly if unrapturously the unadventurous fare served up by his wife, now and again hiving off with colleagues and cronies to have a steak and a bottle of wine – or two – somewhere. As Margaret grew up and started experiencing other people’s food and other people’s criteria, it dawned on her that not everybody relished ‘plain but wholesome’ food, as her mother liked to characterise the food served at her table. But for herself, at first immersed in her architectural studies, then fully occupied as a trainee architect and later as a partner in a busy firm, food just never seemed to matter. So she’d mainly left it to her domestic, Rebecca, like much of the rest of the housekeeping. Rebecca had a weekly routine of dishes that she rarely varied, which simplified shopping and avoided surprises. As the children grew up, they did, it is true, grumble from time to time about the ‘same old stodge and starch’, as Carl, her son, characterised her offerings, but they accepted with good enough grace that exotic fare was not to be expected from their mother’s kitchen as presided over by Rebecca. As for Kevin, her husband, now ex-husband, having grown up with his own mother’s watery cuisine – she was the pain­fully prim-and-plain wife of an Anglican clergyman in Grahams­town – he did not seem to mind Rebecca’s unvarying routine – or if he minded, it was not like him to complain.


    Now that Margaret was on her own, she gave even less thought to the food she prepared, other than compiling what she regarded as a ‘balanced diet’, which a magazine article had told her was a mixture of fibre, vitamins and proteins; so on most days she had muesli for breakfast, fruit for lunch and an omelette for supper, with salad and the odd rasher of bacon for variety. Now Frieda’s visit confronted her with the need to think up something other than her usual repertoire; but thinking up in her case meant fishing for ideas in a rather shallow pool. Her first instinct was to take Frieda to a restaurant, but Frieda had stipulated that she wanted to visit Margaret in her new home – ‘and I don’t mean one of Hermanus’s overpriced restaurants’.


    Well, if Frieda wanted home cooking, she was going to get it, and what could be more homely than cottage pie? It was, at any rate, a dish that she could produce without mishap, and if it wasn’t glamorous, it was quite tasty, and, when served with a salad, nutritious. Returning from her walk, Margaret consulted the modest little shopping list she had drawn up the day before, together with the schedule she’d devised (9 a.m.: Shopping; 10 a.m.: Chop vegetables, etc.), and rummaged in her new kitchen cup­board for used carrier bags. (Kevin, an inveterate recycler, used to tease her for ‘always coming home with a new plastic bag’; it was oddly as if, now that he was no longer there to take note, she was more inclined to heed his strictures.)


    Benjy, alert as ever to any sign of imminent departure, scrambled to his feet and stood wiggling his tail at her hopefully.


    ‘Oh, okay, Benjy,’ she said. ‘I suppose it’s still cool enough for you to be left in the car.’


    The dog, detecting the note of capitulation, rushed out to the car, which was parked outside because the garage was still full of building detritus, and took up launching position by the back door. Opening the door for him, she said, aloud, ‘You’re not much use as a guard dog, are you, if you’re forever being driven around?’


    Turning to open the driver’s door, she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. Her neighbour, the aged Mrs Kennedy, was standing on the border between their properties, glaring at her. Margaret waved lightly and smiled, she thought, in a neighbourly sort of way, but the wo­man merely glowered at her, before shrugging expressively and turning her back. As she walked off, she muttered something that sounded very much like ‘squatters’.
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