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  Chapter 1




  RYAN














  Ryan slices his hand on a loose snarl of guttering. He jerks his arm away and the light bulb slips out of his hand.




  ‘Look out!’




  The ladder judders and he braces himself against the aluminium rungs, watching the kids below him scattering backwards, tripping over their feet, bumping into each other in their urgency to

  move. All but one. A new girl he’s never seen before drifts there, under the ladder, as if she hasn’t heard him shout, as if she doesn’t see the other children scurrying. The

  girl’s hair is pale – a strawy yellow that looks artificial. The space around her is a void. The other kids don’t look at her. The light bulb whistles an inch from her face and

  smashes at her feet with a hollow plock. She stops moving, but doesn’t even look up.




  The flexible frame of the ladder still bucks, and Ryan grips on tighter. Even though he’s only two nouveau-kitsch, architect-designed, concrete-and-veneer high-school storeys above the

  ground, he imagines himself shattering on the walkway like that fragile glass orb.




  ‘Mr Devlin,’ calls out a voice from below. ‘Mr Devlin!’




  It’s the headmaster, totally overdressed in a dark suit. ‘Yes, Mr Duvenhage.’




  ‘Are you all right up there?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ There was a time when Ryan would never have said ‘sir’ to a man like this, but now he knows what greases the wheels, what makes life easier.




  ‘Do try to be careful, would you?’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Ryan says cheerfully. One good thing about becoming a blue-collar worker at the age of thirty-eight is that he feels a righteous resentment towards the managing classes.

  Solidarity with the workers. He now understands what lies behind those blank, passive-aggressive looks he got from labourers on the side of the road, or in the backs of trucks he used to trail in

  his car. It’s hatred; a blanket, undifferentiated loathing. The same way he feels towards this little jerk barking orders below him. Their mistake, the reason they’re still at the side

  of the road, on the back of that truck, is that they show it.




  ‘And Mr Devlin...’




  ‘Yes, sir?’




  ‘You’re dripping.’ The man grimaces and steps backwards daintily before turning around and scuttling off.




  Ryan looks at his slashed palm, clasps his hands together in an effort to staunch the flow, but watches with perverse fascination as the blood oozes its way between his palms and snakes down his

  forearm. Blood always finds a way out.




  The flow gathers at his elbow, clotting with the late-summer sweat on his skin, collecting into a syrupy gout before reluctantly letting go and falling slickly. The kids have moved off along

  their lines like bees in an intricate dance. Except, right below him – he almost didn’t notice; she is half obscured by his body – the new girl. She’s like nobody he’s

  ever seen before. She looks so thoroughly disconnected from the school kids around her. She doesn’t move like other people. Most move along their predestined tracks just as they should, react

  to stimuli and repulsion just like idealised bodies in a science experiment. Occasionally they shunt off their path just a little – you can notice it in their lost expressions – but

  then they always correct their own course. Ryan sizes people up quickly, he knows where they fit. But this girl... she magnetises him like no other girl has before.




  As he watches her, his hands clasped, noticing how she exerts no gravitational pull or push on the other kids passing by, a clotty drop of his blood hits her on the head, staining the long,

  straight, yellow hair like a stabbed duckling. Anyone else would look up, but she doesn’t. She looks at her reflection in the ground-floor window. She calmly slides a middle finger over the

  blood on her head, then brings her hand down to look at it. She smears her thumb over the blood on the tip of her middle finger intently. Curiously.




  Then, way after she should have, she tilts her head backwards and looks up at Ryan, clamped against the ladder’s stilled struts. She stares at him, expressionless, causing Ryan to feel

  something very wrong. Then she lowers her head mechanically and continues to drift her void through the web of relationships in the yard below.




  Ryan washes and disinfects his hand in the sink in the maintenance quarters, takes a pull of Three Ships from the bottle in his locker and breathes the fumes out tremulously,

  bracing himself against the clammy metal of the lockers.




  ‘Eita, Ryan.’ Thulani Duma, the school’s chief groundsman, essentially Ryan’s direct superior, comes in, the blue hibiscus of his Hawaiian shirt showing through his

  buttoned-down overalls. He taps his watch and shakes his head microscopically. ‘Mr Duvenhage wants to see you.’




  ‘Hmm, what now?’




  Thulani shrugs.




  Ryan rinses with the Listerine in his locker, knowing as he does it that the reek of mouthwash is more damning than any waft of whisky. He wonders why it matters. When he was a scholar at his

  dark, faux-Gothic government-funded boys’ school, all the senior teachers were drunk half the time. It’s the same at Alice’s expensive Catholic private school... It’s all

  about the show, of course. They can behave how they want as long as they look right doing it. Ryan can picture men like Duvenhage going home and beating his wife and kid – something Ryan

  never did, even in the worst of it – then cruising the streets in his tame sedan and raping some street child. He beams that sort of malice from those tiny eyes of his, tucked away behind

  that unctuous rubber smile and that fussy haircut.




  Ryan’s aware, as he announces himself to the school’s ‘executive secretary’, that the ‘Crossley College’ stitched across the back of his blue overalls brands

  him. Property of the school. And since when did schools start needing ‘executive secretaries’ in the first place? This is apparently one of the innovations Duvenhage brought in when he

  joined the school at the beginning of the year, one of the wave of school administrators who take more pride in their MBAs than their teaching diplomas. Sybil Fontein is a fifty-something,

  thin-lipped, uptight bitch who reeks of her failure to land a job as a corporate PA. She treats her position as a portal to Duvenhage’s petty majesty like some sort of holy penance. One day,

  having cleansed herself sufficiently, she might climb a rung and become – what? – a vestal sacrifice at the monthly meeting of the school governing body?




  Ryan shakes off the image before it becomes too deeply lodged in his mind. Graphic images are at the root of his problems, this urge to actuate what he sees in his mind. He’s never quite

  been able to separate the real world from the pictures in his mind.




  He sits nonchalantly on the hard wooden bench outside the principal’s office while, in the alcove opposite, Sybil Fontein makes a huffy show of filing papers and clattering on her

  keyboard. She looks up at him with distaste – the grubby help occupying her space – but then he smiles and she blushes and quickly looks down again. He knows she’ll look at him

  again. Three, two, one – there we go – and this time the look on her face is more inviting. Ryan knows what works.




  At length Duvenhage pokes his head around his door. ‘Mr Devlin. Come inside, please.’




  Like the rest of the school, the office is decorated in pale earth tones, with broad plate-glass windows, stone tiles and blond-wood furnishings. It’s expensive and new – just eight

  years old, as its shammy coat of arms with the ‘Est.’ date below it proclaims – and not what Ryan imagines when he thinks of school. It’s more like one of those corporate

  office parks. But as much as the rich parents are prepared to pay to keep their children out of the overcrowded, underfunded, directionless mess of South African state education, it’s still

  fraying at the edges, and that, Ryan supposes, is why he has a job. The ceiling boards in this office are sagging and there’s an invasion of rising damp and mildew eating through the wall

  where it abuts the picture window. Hurried architecture and shoddy work. Ryan goes to the corner to inspect the damp more closely.




  But Duvenhage indicates a chair at his desk. ‘Sit, please, Mr Devlin.’




  Duvenhage sits and faces him across the desk, his smooth-skinned, pudgy face sheened, that oily smile. Ryan sits across from him, all casual deference calculated to placate the petty bureaucrat.

  Duvenhage shifts a pink folder across his desk and clasps his hands above it. ‘As you know, Mr Devlin, Crossley College is concerned that the... ethos of the institution is pervasively and

  consistently upheld by each one of its members, whether that be student body, teaching staff or support services.’




  Ryan lets him talk, nodding at the right times. The ethos. He’s heard a lot about that. From what he can see, it’s the same ethos as at his own high school: bullying, repression and

  conformism. Couching it in corporate cant doesn’t change it. Ryan keeps his mouth shut. He needs this job.




  ‘To that end, your... uh, contract of employment states that all personal belongings brought onto the campus by... contract staff... are subject to regular inspection to ensure that the...

  said, ethos is upheld. At eleven fifteen this morning, I carried out a routine examination of the lockers in the maintenance staff changing room and found... uhm... certain items on the list of

  items banned from campus which was appended to your contract, namely... uhm... two bottles of alcohol and... uhm... one pocket knife—’




  ‘Oh, that. Don’t worry, I can—’




  ‘A minute, Mr Devlin,’ Duvenhage says. The smile is gone and there’s something cold behind his eyes. The man’s not used to being interrupted; he’s surrounded by

  sycophants. ‘You will have your chance to explain. Two bottles of alcohol, one pocket knife, and a book by a banned author. Let’s see...’ He takes out his phone and makes a show

  of flicking through a series of photos he has taken of Ryan’s things. ‘Yes, here. J. K. Rowling. The Deathly Hallows.’




  ‘It’s for my daughter.’ The mild irritation Ryan’s been feeling at this man’s constipated tone and mindless bureaucracy shifts up a gear into anger. He wills

  himself to keep calm. He has to keep a lid on it.




  Duvenhage pales and shakes his head, then finds solace inside the folder, opening it and shuffling through it as if to confirm to himself that the rules were laid down in ink. He finds what

  he’s looking for and holds it up to Ryan. ‘The list of banned authors is distributed to all staff on a weekly basis, Mr Devlin, and it is staff’s responsibility to familiarise

  themselves with the contents. There is really no excuse for this... book, or any of the other undesirable items, to be brought onto campus. What’s more, I can smell that you have been

  drinking alcohol, which is a gross contravention. I’m issuing a final, written warning which will go into your file. Hiring you in the first place was an act of kindness on the part of Mr

  Grindley – a misguided one in my opinion, since the security of our student body is the...’




  Duvenhage’s words have been dissolving as the anger simmers, and now they disappear. A familiar feeling wakes up and twitches inside Ryan, a painful itch that needs to be scratched.

  He’s successfully kept the compulsion at bay for months now. The psychiatrist said that what he called Ryan’s transient kleptomania was a dislocated symptom of the unresolved anger

  about the circumstances of his family’s dissolution, and treating the rage with antidepressants had apparently all but put an end to the episodes. The last time he had given into it was

  during his last job, a short stint as a hospital porter at New Hope Hospital. He had no use for any of the items he stole from the staff and patients and he left the job before his petty thefts

  were discovered. But, now, being treated like a child by this pasty bureaucrat, the urge is back, as strong as ever. He fidgets in his seat, clenches his leaking palms.




  ‘Are you even listening, Mr Devlin?’




  He makes himself speak. ‘Yes, Mr Duvenhage.’




  ‘I need you to countersign this official notification of warning.’ Duvenhage pages through the documents in the pink folder again, his face growing redder, his brow creasing.




  ‘Mrs Fontein!’ he bellows.




  No answer.




  ‘Mrs Fontein!’




  He gets up from behind his desk, muttering, ‘Where is...? Wait here,’ he says to Ryan and leaves the office, closing the door behind him.




  Now’s his chance. Ryan springs up, locks the office door and moves to Duvenhage’s side of the desk. There has to be something here. His lower belly thrums with the thrill of being

  caught. He’s forgotten how powerful the feeling is, how seductive; it’s almost sexual. He opens the desk’s top drawer, knowing that Duvenhage is just across the hall and will be

  back as soon as he’s found his document. Ryan’s got to hurry. He scratches through the drawer. A sheaf of letters and documents he wouldn’t mind reading sometime; a silver pen and

  pencil set, a stapler.




  The second drawer. A Bible, some thin manuals, a box of tissues. Uh-uh.




  He forces himself to slow down. The door handle rattles. ‘Mr Devlin? What the...?’




  Ah. There, there.




  ‘Devlin! Open the door. What are you...?’




  Duvenhage’s briefcase, resting against the side of the bookcase. It’s unlocked. Click, click. More papers, fuck it, but, yes, underneath, here we go. A tiny flash drive, shaped like

  a stylised dove. That’ll do. It’s something that Duvenhage will just think he’s misplaced.




  He shuts the briefcase, leans it back where it was, pockets the drive and rushes to the door, unlocks it.




  ‘Devlin, what the... on Earth... are you doing?’ Duvenhage is red in the face.




  ‘Sorry, Mr Duvenhage, I noticed that a screw in the deadbolt was loose. I was just... If I’d had my... my pocket knife, I could’ve...’




  ‘Don’t try your luck, Mr Devlin. We have a complete inventory of maintenance equipment, which, school regulations state, must be kept under lock and key in the designated storage

  compartments, not, regardless, in contract staff’s personal lockers.’




  ‘Yes. I’m sorry.’




  ‘Well, sign this, please, as acknowledgement of our discussion and of your warning. Note that this is a final warning, and contraband – and especially drinking during hours of

  service – will not be tolerated. Do you understand, Mr Devlin?’ Duvenhage holds up a pen.




  ‘Yes, I do, sir. It won’t happen again.’ He smiles his disarming smile, takes the pen and signs the paper.




  ‘Good. Now get that stuff off my campus.’




  Ryan nods and makes towards the door.




  ‘And, Mr Devlin...’




  ‘Yes, sir?’




  ‘See to this rising damp tomorrow, would you? I’m sure it’s unhealthy to work in this office. I believe there are spores breeding there.’




  ‘Of course, sir.’ The anger he was feeling just minutes ago is a distant memory. Now he just feels empty.




  At four o’clock, Ryan changes into his jeans and T-shirt, stashes the knife, book and bottle in his backpack and heads towards the school’s main gate. The elaborate

  boom system with a security booth in the middle is not designed for pedestrians and he has to take his chances against the polished 4x4s that choke the school’s parking ground as parents

  idle, like sharks in a tank, waiting to pick their children up from sports.




  Ryan crosses the main entrance road, scrapes past the security boom and out onto the street. It’s hot for March; the summer rain is drying up but the sun still blazes. There’s a

  steep hill up and over to his cheap room in Malvern; he’s one of the immigrants now, who overcrowd the run-down houses in that buffer suburb. Since he lost his licence – and his car,

  for that matter – walking has become easier. He gets into a rhythm as he walks and he manages to quiet his mind. He’s a lot fitter than when he used to drive to work, park near the

  lifts and ping out in his air-conditioned office. Not having a car is restrictive in Johannesburg, though, and he’s had to limit his orbit to the Eastgate and Bedford malls, the crummy shops

  on Langermann Drive, his rented room and the school.




  An image of that new girl flashes into his mind, the way she fingered the blood. It was intimate. She just looked at him, and there was no panic or disgust in her eyes. He couldn’t read

  what those eyes held, and that’s unusual for him. She must have just started at the school; it’s not possible that he wouldn’t have seen her before: he’s spent the last two

  months up ladders, washing windows, nailing guttering, looking into classrooms and down on school thoroughfares. There are not that many kids at the school, something like five hundred. The way she

  looked at the blood on her fingers. Curiously.




  ‘Ryan!’ An engine guns next to him. ‘Hi, Ryan!’




  An olive-green Land Rover is matching his pace up the hill, window wound down and a smell of expensive car and expensive perfume and cigarette smoke billowing out of the window. Julie Katopodis.

  She’s in good shape, fortyish, petite and buffed, straight black hair and manicured nails. Gold bracelets.




  Ryan smiles and approaches the door. Julie stops the car.




  ‘Hi to you,’ he says.




  ‘Hello again, Mr Maintenance Man,’ she says.




  Ryan smiles, knowing the effect his two-day stubble has on her.




  ‘Listen, do you want a lift?’




  Does he? Is he in the mood today? He supposes he is. What else is there to do? ‘Sure, thanks.’ He opens the passenger door as she dumps her handbag into the footwell.




  ‘I came to pick Artie up from hockey, but he messaged me to say he’s gone to his friend’s for supper. Would have been nice if he’d told me, like, before. I don’t

  like a wasted journey.’




  She lights up another Dunhill with a slim gold lighter. The gold suits her tan. She offers the plush pack to him, heavy on the finger contact.




  ‘No, thanks.’ He stares out at the flats across the road.




  ‘I wasn’t following you, you know,’ the woman’s saying, sighing her first drag out into the air. ‘Artie has practice every Tuesday and Thursday. Matches every

  Wednesday. Cricket and hockey.’




  Ryan turns back to her. ‘Hey, I believe you. You’re bona fide.’




  ‘So here’s me... come all this way with nobody to pick up.’




  







  Chapter 2




  TARA














  The library door slams, making Tara jump. She’s been daydreaming, lulled by the drone of Skye’s voice as he works his way through Tina and Kevin Go to the

  Zoo.




  She looks up, expecting to see Clara van der Spuy, the school’s head librarian, but a girl Tara’s never seen before is staring into the room, her back pressed against the door.

  Tara’s first thought is that the kid’s mother should be shot – poor mite is asking to be bullied; Tara’s almost certain her hair is dyed. It’s that peculiar bile shade

  that results when wannabe-platinum brunettes get the peroxide mix wrong. And there’s something off about her school uniform, her frayed blazer is a darker shade than Crossley’s

  regulation baby-shit colour, and her skirt is too large for her small frame; the stitching showing in the seams as if it’s homemade. Could she be one of the outreach kids, the small quota of

  less-privileged students Crossley College subsidises each year? As Tara stares at her she steps forward tentatively, then drops to her knees in front of the shelf of starter readers closest to the

  door. She grabs a book from the shelf, starts paging through it.




  Tara glances over at Malika, the other library volunteer on duty. Malika’s supposed to be supervising the quiet-time kids, but she’s smirking down at her iPhone and toying with her

  hair. It doesn’t look like she’s noticed the new arrival; either that or she’s pretending not to see her. And none of the other kids seems to have registered the girl’s

  presence. Tara would’ve expected at least a few of them to point and snigger, but perhaps they can’t see her from where they’re sitting. Unlike the rest of the school – a

  modern glass-and-wood structure with such crisp edges it looks like a giant Scandinavian architect’s model – the library is cramped, dingy and ill designed, full of useless corners and

  pointless pillars; plenty of places to obscure the view of the door.




  ‘Carry on,’ Tara says to Skye. ‘I’ll just be a minute.’




  Tara finds herself approaching the girl cautiously, as if she’s a wild animal that might dart off at any second. It’s only when Tara’s right next to her that she realises the

  book she’s paging through is upside down.




  ‘Hello,’ she says to the girl’s back, putting on her I’m-your-buddy voice. ‘Can I help you? Are you lost?’ No reaction. Tara gently touches the girl’s

  shoulder. ‘Hey.’




  The girl freezes, and then slowly turns her head and stares up at Tara through grey, unblinking eyes.




  ‘Hi. I’m Tara. What’s your name?’




  She whispers a word that Tara doesn’t catch.




  ‘Say again? Sorry, sweetie, must be getting old, I didn’t hear you properly.’ Tara’s used to her American accent breaking the ice with the shyer children, but it’s

  not working with this kid. The girl isn’t pretty – those eyes are way too large for her face – but there’s something charmingly old-fashioned and serious about her, as if

  she’s stepped out of an old sepia photograph. Tara crouches down next to her, notices a dark-red substance clotting strands of that strange hair together – and there’s more on her

  fingers. She can’t see any sign of an actual wound, but it certainly looks like blood. Paint, maybe?




  ‘Hey, are you hurt?’ The girl finally blinks and follows Tara’s gaze to her hand. Her tongue darts out of her mouth and for a second Tara’s convinced she’s going to

  bring her fingers to her lips and lick them. ‘Can I see, sweetie?’




  The girl bares her teeth at Tara, then throws the book to the floor, leaps up and darts through the door, body listing to one side as if one leg is shorter than the other.




  ‘Hey!’ Tara calls after her, her knees popping as she scrambles to her feet. She pokes her head out into the corridor, but there’s no sign of the girl. Could she have scuttled

  into one of the bathrooms? Maybe, but what the hell was she doing wandering around the school willy-nilly in the first place?




  Bemused, Tara returns to where Skye is still doggedly working his way towards the book’s predictable climax. ‘You know that girl?’ Tara asks.




  ‘What girl?’




  ‘The girl I was just talking to. She new?’




  Skye shrugs. ‘Ja. I s’pose.’




  ‘She in your class?’




  Skye looks at her blankly. Tara knows that he isn’t the sharpest tool in the box, but it’s hardly a challenging question.




  ‘You know her name?’ she tries again.




  ‘Can’t remember,’ Skye mumbles, bending one of the book’s pages into a triangle. Tara would usually discourage this, but in her opinion the only fit place for a book as

  stultifying as Tina and Kevin Go to the Zoo is the recycling bin.




  The end-of-class siren whoops, making Tara jump as usual, and there’s the screech of chair legs scraping on wood as the kids stand up quietly and file out.




  ‘Hey,’ Tara says to Malika, who’s busily rummaging through her Louboutin bag. ‘You see that weird-looking kid who came in here just now?’




  Malika shrugs. ‘They’re all weird at that age, aren’t they?’ She yawns, drags her fingers through her hair. ‘God, library duty is so boring. I can’t believe

  you signed up for another year. How on earth do you put up with this every day, Tara?’




  Tara shrugs. She started volunteering at the library last year to demonstrate to Stephen that she was at least trying to be involved in his son’s life (pointless, really, as the little

  snot couldn’t care less if she was here or not). Maybe she does it to get out of the house, as a tenuous link to her former profession, or to prove to herself that at least she’s doing

  something useful while she waits for her permanent residency to come through. Although helping privileged Joburg kids with their remedial reading isn’t exactly on the same level as, say,

  counselling AIDS orphans in the townships. Anyway, if all goes to plan – if her business takes off – she won’t have time to volunteer here, will she?




  But she isn’t about to go into this with Malika, a member of that tribe of primped, alien women who waft in to fill in at the library and tuck shop, their bodies sculpted by Zumba classes

  and Botox, clouds of expensive scent trailing behind them as they clack through the corridors. Sure, they’re friendly enough to her, but Tara’s never managed to penetrate the clique, or

  make anything approximating a friend. Plus, she hasn’t missed the contemptuous glances Malika tends to direct at her old Levi’s and battered sneakers.




  Malika makes a show of glancing at her phone. ‘Do you mind packing up? I’ve got to meet my personal trainer at three.’




  ‘Sure,’ Tara says. She doesn’t really mind. She’s still got an hour or so to kill before Martin finishes rugby practice. Besides, she wants some time alone on the library

  computer. Her cellphone network is down again and she hasn’t been able to check her emails on her BlackBerry all day.




  It doesn’t take more than a couple of minutes to re-shelve the books; the class today was small and in any case there aren’t that many books to choose from. Most are dull, storyless

  starter readers along the lines of Tina and Kevin Go to the Zoo, but since Mr Duvenhage became head other, more disturbing, books have appeared on the shelves. Sinister self-published

  morality tales with amateurish illustrations, most of which involve a child getting his or her comeuppance in ways that pretty much amount to child abuse. Titles include such gems as Lying

  Means Crying and Malicious Molly Makes a Monstrous Mistake. At the beginning of the year, she’d enthusiastically brought in a selection of Winnie the Witch and Roald

  Dahl books, but Clara van der Spuy had nipped that in the bud: ‘We try not to encourage this kind of distorted thinking, Mrs Marais. It’s not really in line with the school

  ethos.’




  Tara slips into Clara’s small office at the back of the library, trying to ignore the saccharine baby-animal posters, complete with captions, that are tacked up all over the walls. Since

  she was last in here, Clara’s added a glossy image of a pair of terrified-looking kittens (‘I can haz friend’) and a soft-focus photograph of a traumatised baby gorilla

  (‘Needz a hug? Try me’) to her collection. Tara fires up Clara’s computer and quickly logs on to her website. It’s only been up and running for a month, and she still feels

  a thrill when she scrolls through the photographs. She checks to see if her clients have posted their promised recommendations on her feedback page (they haven’t), then clicks onto the Gmail

  account she uses solely for her work (her hobby, Stephen insists on calling it).




  There are two messages – not bad. She opens the first, which is from a Susannah Ferguson, subject line: ‘I Love Baby Paul!!!!!’




  ‘Hi Tara! My name is Susannah and I am interested in adopting Baby Paul. He is soooooo beautiful. Please how much is he? I will pay anything!!!! Is 900 rand enough? Do you do lay-byes

  too?’




  Tara smiles to herself. She knows most people can’t afford her rates, and while she’s tempted to cut the price, it’s a fraction of what they go for in the States or the UK. She

  keeps telling herself she’s not in it for the money, but since Stephen started whingeing about cutting back, she decided to do what the self-help books encourage and ‘turn her passion

  into profit’. She takes her time crafting a gentle, encouraging response, providing the link to the rates section on her website.




  Disappointingly, the second message looks like it’s probably spam. It’s from a Yahoo account, the sender’s name listed as ‘varder batiss’. No message in the subject

  line. She opens it anyway. ‘We require baby,’ is all it says.




  Tara snorts. Don’t we all, she thinks, pressing delete.




  A cough makes her jump again, and she looks up to see Clara van der Spuy standing in front of the desk, smiling fixedly at her.




  Tara feels guilty colour flushing her cheeks. It’s not as if she’s doing anything wrong – volunteers are allowed to use the library’s computer – but Clara’s

  perennial self-righteous expression always makes her feel as if she’s nine years old again. Tara has no idea how old Clara is – she could be anywhere from fifty to seventy – and

  she appears to have an inexhaustible supply of high-necked sensible blouses and tweed skirts. According to Malika – the font of all school gossip – before she joined Crossley College,

  Clara spent years teaching English at one of those old South African colonial institutions. Tara has no problem imagining Clara happily teaching apartheid dogma and stamping the word

  ‘Banned’ on any slightly controversial book that came her way.




  ‘Sorry about this, Clara,’ Tara says, trying to smile. ‘Just killing time before I fetch Martin.’




  ‘It’s fine, Mrs Marais. I was just popping in to add the new books to the catalogue. But I can wait until you are finished.’




  Taking the hint, Tara quickly clears her browsing history and gathers her stuff together. She pauses, remembering that strange new kid. ‘Hey, Clara, what’s up with that new

  girl?’




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘She came into the library earlier. Could be one of the outreach kids. Weird hair colour, might be slightly disabled.’




  Clara squishes her lips in disapproval. ‘You mean physically challenged, Mrs Marais?’




  Jesus, Tara thinks. Excuse me for breathing. ‘Yeah. She told me her name but I couldn’t quite catch it.’




  ‘I can’t say I have a clue who you mean, Mrs Marais.’




  ‘Really? I was worried she might have hurt herself.’ She shrugs. ‘Hey, maybe I just imagined her.’




  Clara doesn’t crack a smile. ‘I don’t think that’s likely, Mrs Marais.’




  ‘Please, call me Tara.’




  ‘Best not to,’ Clara says. ‘It’s good to keep on formal terms. It confuses the learners otherwise.’




  ‘Well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.’




  Clara relaxes; her smile actually reaches her eyes this time. ‘Yes. We do appreciate all the good work you do here for us, Mrs Marais.’




  Tara steps out into the corridor. With the children gone now, the building feels more soulless and utilitarian than usual, as if it shrugs off the kids’ energy every day like a dog shaking

  fleas off its back. Not that there’s all that much energy to shake off. Even in the heart of the school morning, the kids who attend Crossley College are more subdued than the kids who

  inhabited the smelly chaos of the schools she’s taught at over the years.




  She heads out into the sunlight, sneakered feet crunching on the raked gravel. The grounds are similarly deserted and silent, just the distant buzz of a whistle and muffled yells from the sports

  fields. Ahead of her, a rangy figure emerges out of one of the maintenance sheds. Tara hesitates. If she carries on walking, their paths will cross. She pretends to fumble in her bag as an excuse

  to stop. She’s seen him before, of course. Well, she could hardly miss him; his appearance is so totally at odds with the rest of the staff. According to Malika (who imparted the information

  in a slightly breathy fashion) he’s the new maintenance man. He’s swarthy-skinned, wild-haired, always looks dishevelled, but in a cool way like the hard-eyed alternative kids who used

  to hang out on the fringes of her own high school. Dangerous. Sexy dangerous. Like a gypsy; maybe a pirate.




  But he doesn’t even turn his head in her direction. Feeling like a fool, she hurries towards the parking lot.




  Martin’s waiting by the car, kicking at the back tyre. ‘Where were you?’ he whines. ‘I’ve been waiting for ages.’




  Tara knows this isn’t true. She’s five minutes late, if that. ‘Sorry,’ she says anyway. ‘Hey, how was school?’




  He shrugs.




  ‘What would you like for supper?’ she asks brightly as he straps himself into the back seat. ‘How about chicken?’




  ‘I hate chicken,’ Martin mumbles.




  ‘Okay. Steak and fries, then.’




  ‘Whatever. Oh, and by the way, in South Africa we call them chips.’




  ‘Not at McDonalds,’ she says, trying to make a joke of it. ‘You order fries there, don’t you?’




  Martin mumbles something that sounds like ‘totally lame’.




  She zoots down the driveway, pausing to let a Land Rover with tinted windows pull out in front of her. The driver sticks her hand out of the window, waves her thanks with a flick of her

  cigarette. Tara squeaks into the traffic, which, as soon as they reach the first intersection, slows to a crawl.




  Martin’s phone beeps out a gangsta-rap riff. ‘Ja?’ He sighs and kicks the back of her seat. ‘It’s Dad. Says he’s been trying to get hold of you.’




  She reaches back for the phone, which is slick with Martin’s palm sweat. ‘Hey, honey,’ she says into the handset, automatically checking the mirrors for cops.




  ‘Where’ve you been?’ Stephen says. ‘I’ve been trying to get you all day.’




  ‘Sorry. Problem with the network again. What’s up?’




  Stephen huffs as if the vagaries of her cell provider are her fault. ‘One of Olivia’s clients needs her to go to Cape Town.’




  ‘What? When?’




  ‘Tomorrow.’




  ‘Tomorrow? And she’s only just told you?’




  ‘It’s not her fault. They sprung it on her.’




  Bullshit, Tara thinks, smothering a bitter response. She hates it when Stephen defends Olivia, which he seems to do more and more these days, but she can’t let Martin hear her bitching

  about his mother. ‘Right. So that means...?’




  ‘We’ve got Martin for another week.’




  Goddammit, Tara thinks. Just what I need. ‘Okay,’ she says, hating herself for giving in so easily. ‘No problem.’




  ‘You okay to man the fort? I’m going to the gym after work, might be back a bit late.’




  ‘I was hoping to get some work done tonight, Stephen.’ At least when Stephen’s around Martin is forced to be civil to her.




  A pause. ‘So? Martin’s hardly a baby. He can look after himself, can’t he?’




  ‘I guess.’




  ‘See you later.’




  ‘Love you.’ But he’s already hung up. In the rear-view mirror she sees Martin miming vomiting. She has to slam on the brakes as the taxi in front of her screeches to a halt,

  feels the bite of the seat belt digging into her breasts.




  ‘Don’t you know how to drive?’ Martin says. ‘I could have died.’




  Good, Tara thinks, furiously flicking on the radio and turning it up too loud. She does her best to concentrate on the Katy Perry track filling the car with perky good cheer, but her

  palms are aching from gripping the steering wheel.




  Martin pushes past her the second she unlocks the security gate, making a beeline for the kitchen. Tara hesitates in the corridor. All she wants to do is lock herself into her sanctuary, but she

  forces herself to follow in Martin’s wake, stepping over the shoes he’s kicked off, the discarded backpack that’s vomited pencil shavings, an apple core and textbooks over the

  tiles. Whenever she’s alone with him, her insides feel like stretched rubber, a twanging anxiety that’s grinding her down. Sometimes she fantasises about secretly dosing him with

  Ritalin, or even better, tranquilisers. Occasionally these fantasies turn darker – a swift plane or bus crash perhaps (instant and painless; she’s not a monster).




  Martin’s already foraging in the fridge. She knows that the glass of milk he’s pouring will sit, untouched, next to the couch until it grows a skin, until she clears it

  up.




  ‘Don’t forget to do your homework before you watch TV, Martin.’




  ‘Ja, ja.’




  ‘You need any help with it?’




  ‘Course I don’t. What are you? Stupid?’




  That’s exactly what she is, she thinks. Putting up with this crap. She can almost hear her mother’s voice: ‘You made your bed, Tara. This is what you get when you

  steal another woman’s man.’ It still rankles that her mother didn’t come to the wedding last year. Stephen offered to buy her a plane ticket, but she didn’t even respond to

  their emails until three weeks after the event.




  And anyway, her mother’s right. She did steal him, didn’t she?




  She’s done her best to connect with Martin; tried to imagine how she would have felt if her father had left her mother and married someone else. For the first six months after she moved

  in, Stephen had been supportive, sympathetic. ‘Don’t worry, my baby,’ he’d say when he caught her crying after Martin had called her a bitch, or refused to eat the lasagne

  she’d spent hours making from scratch. ‘It won’t be long before he accepts you.’ Deep-fried bullshit with a side order of crap, she thinks. And Stephen’s no longer

  quite as supportive; she knows he thinks she’s not trying hard enough, although God knows what he expects her to do. It’s not as if Martin treats only her with contempt. She’s

  lost count of the number of times Stephen was called into the school last year to discuss Martin’s ‘anti-social tendencies’ with the counsellor. The kid’s a spoilt brat and

  a bully. Plain and simple.




  She knows she should make Martin apologise to her for his rudeness, but she can’t be bothered. Leaving him to paw through the fridge, she hurries up the stairs to the only place she can

  really call her own – the smallest of the four bedrooms at the top of the house.




  She slips inside it, locks the door behind her and breathes in the comforting scent of Johnson’s baby shampoo and talcum powder. She buys the essence bottled, it lasts longer that way on

  the babies’ skin, and every day she adds a drop to the carpet so that it’s the first thing she smells when she enters the room.




  She opens the drawer where she keeps Baby Paul, all snuggled up in the monogrammed blanket she cross-stitched herself. She’s not a fan of sewing, but Paul is special – he’s her

  fourth baby, but her first boy. She’s only sold two of her babies so far, and both times it’s been a wrench. She doesn’t know how she’ll cope when Baby Paul is adopted, but

  if she wants to make this a success then she has to learn to let go. But, God, he’s so beautiful; that perfect blush of health on his cheeks, his little fists scrunched to his chest. For a

  second she can almost imagine he’s breathing. She gently strokes the fine hair that coats the shallow dip of his fontanel. There’s no doubt about it, she’s getting better. Really,

  she has every right to call herself a professional.




  She fires up her laptop, clicks onto the Gmail account again. Nothing from Susannah, but there’s another email from the weird, spammy account, this one saying: ‘Perhaps we were being

  unclarified. Be assured we are serious beyond belief. We necessitate a forespecial baby now. Can you dispense?’




  Could the sender be foreign? That would explain the odd syntax. And if so, she thinks, feeling a flicker of excitement, could this be a commission? God, that would be a real challenge. It would

  mean sculpting at least the head from scratch, rather than working from a kit, something she’s never done before. She knows that some of the more skilled Reborners work from photographs, and

  she’s well aware of the sad history many of the women who desire to own Reborns share. Women who can’t have children of their own; women who have suffered terrible tragedies – a

  cot death or premature death – and who long to hold a facsimile of their lost baby in their arms.




  People like her, she thinks, although she doesn’t allow herself to dwell on this. She’s only thirty-eight, there’s time to try again. She gazes down at Baby Paul, lifts him out

  of his drawer, gently supporting his head. She still can’t believe how quickly she caught the Reborn bug, remembers the exact moment when the desire to own one of these hyper-realistic infant

  dolls had swamped her. It had been during a holiday in Cape Town, a trip Stephen had organised a few weeks after their hasty wedding. They’d visited a toy shop in a sprawling mall to buy

  Martin a present, and she’d stopped dead, hardly able to breathe, when she spotted the Reborn section in the corner of the store. At first she’d been repelled, almost nauseated by the

  sight of the lifelike dolls displayed in their own little incubators, several complete with feeding tubes and heart monitors, a sign above the section reading ‘Shhhh, babies sleeping’.

  As she stood there, she felt her initial revulsion turning to fascination, and when a sales girl offered to let her hold one, she felt something inside her shift as she cradled its little body in

  her arms. The next day she’d made an excuse to return to the mall and, using her US credit card, she bought Baby Lulu, a preemie baby with darling curled eyelashes. Stephen had been horrified

  but she blocked out his reaction, and when she discovered that with the right materials pretty much anyone could learn how to Reborn a doll, she decided to purchase her first starter kit. She found

  that she had a talent for it – an artistic side she never knew she had.




  She writes a response before she loses her nerve: ‘Hi! Thanks for your email. Sorry for not responding earlier. Are you interested in commissioning a baby? I would be very happy to help

  you, if so. Reborning is my passion! I think you should know, though, that the rates for me to create your own special baby will be slightly higher than those for adopting my existing

  babies.’ How much? Five thousand? Should she dare? Why not? ‘R5000, with a fifty per cent deposit required.’




  Heart in her throat, she presses send.




  She gets on with unpacking the parcels that arrived from the States yesterday – a selection of rooting needles, a fresh paint kit and a new torso that she purchased at a bargain price

  (and, again, bought with her American credit card so that Stephen won’t be able to gripe about the expense). Her latest baby – Baby Gabby – is almost complete, and she carefully

  removes the infant’s parts from her work-in-progress drawer. She finished mottling Baby Gabby’s limbs at the weekend, using a new technique she learnt from a step-by-step tutorial on

  the internet, so all she has to do is make a decision about the baby’s hair.




  Something makes her turn back to her computer. That was quick – a response!




  ‘This is primo news! We will supply mimeograph exemplar forthwith. The rate expressed meets our yearnings. Send remuneration details.’




  A mimeograph? Strange use of language. This Batiss person must be foreign; probably uses Google Translate to write the emails. She feels another thrill of excitement as she taps in a

  response, remembering to include her bank account number. This could be it. If she can’t go back to teaching, well, there’s no reason why she can’t make a success of her other

  passion, is there?




  ‘Tara!’ Stephen’s voice floats up from the hallway downstairs. She checks the time. God, it’s past eight already. She should have taken the steak out of

  the freezer hours ago.




  She rushes out of the room, pausing to lock the door behind her. She doesn’t dare leave it open for even a second. Months ago she’d made the mistake of showing Baby Lulu to Martin in

  an attempt to connect with the little shit. That had resulted in weeks of snide comments. She doesn’t want to imagine what destruction he would wreak if he found his way in here.




  She finds Stephen slumped in his La-Z-Boy in the lounge, flicking through the DStv channels. Martin’s stretched out on the opposite couch, laptop on his chest, earphones in place. She

  tries not to look at the detritus from his after-school snack scattered on the rug.




  ‘There you are,’ Stephen says.




  She bends for a kiss. He doesn’t smell as if he’s been to the gym. Perhaps he showered afterwards; he does that sometimes.




  ‘How was your day?’ she asks.




  ‘Hard. Yours?’




  ‘Usual. Hey, guess what?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Looks like I might have a commission.’




  ‘A what?’




  ‘A commission for a baby. They’re sending through a photograph for me to work from.’




  His eyes flick back to the reality show on the screen. ‘That’s great. We going to eat soon?’




  ‘Won’t be long,’ she says, fighting to keep the disappointment out of her voice.




  In the time she’s been holed up in her sanctuary, the kitchen has turned into a bomb site; the expensive Lurpak butter melting on the counter top, bread crumbs and empty Lay’s crisp

  packets scattered around it. And guess who’ll have to clean it up? Stephen refuses to hire a maid – he’s paranoid about security, says that letting a stranger into the house is

  asking for trouble, even though they live on a security estate with more razor-wired fences than Rikers Island. Tara often feels guilty about not providing employment for one of the desperate women

  she sees begging at the traffic lights; it’s not as if they can’t afford to hire someone, labour is cheap here.




  Tara hauls the steak and bag of fries – the chips, goddammit – out of the freezer. She chucks the steak in the microwave, presses the defrost button.




  ‘I’m starving,’ she hears Martin whine. ‘Can’t we get take-out, Dad? Her cooking tastes like crap.’




  ‘Martin,’ she hears Stephen say.




  ‘But, Daaad.’




  ‘Enough!’




  She puts the oil on the stove for the fries, then rests her head on her hands and watches the steak as it whirls round and round on its plate in the microwave.




  If she’s quick, she’ll have time to scoot upstairs to see if there’s another message from Batiss. Maybe this time he – or she, who knows? – will have attached the

  photograph. She flies up the stairs, unlocks her room, her heart leaping as she sees the ‘1’ next to the Gmail icon on her email.




  It is from Batiss, and even better, there’s an attachment! ‘This is what we require’ is all the message says. At first the attachment doesn’t want to open, and

  she’s forced to reboot her computer, then a tiny photograph about the size of a thumbnail appears on the screen. How is she expected to work from this?




  ‘Tara!’ she hears Stephen shouting. ‘Tara!’




  She clicks on the zoom icon, and the photograph instantly increases in size, although it’s too pixellated to see clearly. She experiments with the size settings, and gradually it begins to

  resolve; she’s never seen an attachment behave like this before.




  She leans closer. Is that...? There’s a leg, the chubby shape of a baby’s arm...




  ‘Tara! Something’s burning!’




  It’s a photograph of a baby all right, but there’s something wrong with its face.




  Her stomach tips over when she realises what it is.




  The baby’s eyes and mouth are sewn up, the flesh of its eyelids and lips scored with coarse, black thread.




  







  Chapter 3




  PENTER














  The thought-seep this morning is even more noticeable than yesterday. She can’t shake the feeling that she’s being disregardful, even though she knows she’s

  on assignment and has special dispensation from the Ministry. Up here she can’t get her regular penetration renewal; they can’t haul an entire clinic into the field with them. When

  you’re upside on a special project you’re on your own; you’ve got to monitor yourself. The drones warned her about the thought-seep. They said it would be disconcerting, and it

  is. She lies in bed, on the dark south side of the house, and tries to keep her mind quiet.




  She grabs her gelphone and hides under the blankets with it. She reads the proclamation ticker for comfort, to make herself feel closer to home. ‘Victuals are precious. The meat tree is a

  fable. Use your tokens appropriately.’ ‘Apparel does not auto-generate. Wash sparingly.’ ‘Energy is scarce and opulent. Save energy for essential tasks and services

  only.’ Everyone knows that resources are scarce, she finds herself commenting, you don’t have to repeat yourself. She tries to block out the disregardful thoughts.
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