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    PART 1


  




  

    Chapter 1




    We had got there as soon as we could. The doctor, who arrived after us, touched and probed with expert fingers before confirming what we all feared. We stood around for what had felt like hours at the time, milling aimlessly, saying nothing, not knowing what to do. We were in shock.




    For thirty years this scene had played out thousands of times in my mind’s eye. Parts of it were still clear but most had faded like degraded celluloid. Names and faces had blurred, conversations were muted, and time had compressed the incident to a thirty-second sight bite. I was happy with the deterioration: it was an example of time as a healer. Guilt and shame still threatened to overwhelm me sometimes when the memory made one of its unwelcome, but now infrequent, recurrences, but I no longer knew why.




    All things considered; I was pleased that the memory had faded; until …




    ***




    ‘Oi, wake up, mate.’ The taxi driver’s sharp nudge added urgency. ‘Sorry about the beauty sleep, but which one’s yours?’ He seemed anxious to be rid of me and get his money. I could not blame him – the sound of the windscreen wipers had lulled me to sleep before we had even left Heathrow – I had not been good company.




    ‘Just past that bus shelter on the left. Pull in behind that white Merc.’




    Someone was sitting in the shelter, out of the rain. My first thought was that it was a child; very small. This impression was exacerbated by the green cagoule that was far too large. The person appeared to be writing.




    We stopped in front of my 1930s semi-detached. I paid the driver, pulled up the hood of my jacket and retrieved my bags from the boot. The house seemed to have made a special effort to look its worst. The front lawn was overgrown and scattered with litter, the gutters were overflowing, and a mossy hue streaked the walls and path. It was a picture of damp and neglect.




    I dragged my bags round to the back door where I spent ages looking for the keys, scrabbling around in my pockets. Eventually, I found them.




    ‘Mr Young, David Young?’ The call startled me, and I dropped the keys. I had not noticed the green cagoule following me up the path.




    ‘Sorry! Here, let me get them.’ It was not a child. The voice was a woman’s. She picked up the keys, found the right one first time and unlocked the door.




    ‘Bloody hood! It’s like wearing blinkers – I didn’t see you there. So, what is it you’re after?’ I asked abruptly. ‘Survey? Plastic brushes? Cosmetics?’




    ‘Nothing like that. Are you David Young?’




    I nodded. Her voice was pleasantly low-pitched with a hint of an accent; the north-east, I judged. If this had been an unsolicited phone call, I would have ended it there but, instead, I opened the door and ushered her into the kitchen ahead of me. ‘I’m sorry about the mess but …’




    ‘You’ve been away, I know. I’ve called round every day for the last ten days. I was about to leave you this …’ She brandished a business card with some handwriting on the back. ‘Don’t you talk to your neighbours? Tell them when you’re away?’




    I felt a sudden panic. Why would anyone want to see me so badly that they kept trying my door for ten days?




    ‘Not if I can help it. They only ever whinge about the garden and … are you the police or something? Has something happened … someone died?’




    ‘No, I’m not the police, and no one’s …’ she hesitated. ‘I guess someone did die, sort of.’ She saw the concern on my face and carried on. ‘I’d better explain. My name’s Sophie Addison. You used to know my father.’




    I shook my head; I could not remember any Addisons.




    ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘My father was James Lodge.’




    ‘Jim Lodge?’ That name had not escaped my lips in nearly thirty years. It was a shock. I shuddered; I felt the blood drain from my face. I turned away from her; I had to. Unwanted memories were stirring, and my mind was flooded with a medley of conversations, shared beers, work and … No, this was rubbish. ‘That’s not possible. It’s thirty years ago. And Jim had no kids; he couldn’t have.’




    ‘He died before I was born.’




    This was ridiculous. Yes, Lodge had married on his final leave from Angola, but … I turned back to face her. She had taken off the cagoule. Waves of rust-coloured hair framed her face. It was so like a face I used to know well. I stared like an idiot – dumb struck.




    ‘Are you all right?’ She sounded genuinely concerned.




    I think I nodded. I was speechless.




    She reached for the handbag she had put on the kitchen table. ‘I’ve got some papers here. I can prove who I am.’




    I waved them away; there was no need. I was still staring at her, believing the unbelievable.




    ‘Did he look like me?’ She sounded incredulous.




    ‘Well, you look like him, more like.’ I laughed nervously and she joined in, her face folding into a dazzling smile, Lodge’s smile. It lifted my mood in an instant. I had not realised how tense we had both become, but the laughter relaxed us.




    ‘I think you’ve answered one question, anyway,’ she said, grabbing a handful of her hair. ‘I didn’t know where this came from.’




    I felt my face reddening but fought off the urge to look away. Instead, I moved closer and scrutinised every detail of her face, comparing colours, shapes, and proportions with the mental portrait I had of Jim Lodge. She too blushed, embarrassed by the intensity of the examination, but she held her ground, knowing instinctively that this was an important part of the process, whatever that was.




    ‘It’s not just the hair … You’re incredibly like him.’




    Her eye colour was Lodge’s, the same shade of green. Her features were his too but softer, more feminine, and her hair had the same fiery brilliance as Lodge’s. But it was her determination; that she had persisted until I’d turned up, which convinced me she was Lodge’s daughter.




    ‘Tell me about him. He’s only a name to me; I want to know what he was like.’




    I wanted to tell her something, but my mind was awash with disjointed snippets: not a single coherent fact. It could only give her a jumble of half-remembered half-truths, and I wanted to do better than that. I also needed to think about why I had chosen to forget that time. Did I have something to hide? I felt physically and psychologically drained. I needed time to rest and time to read and remember.




    ‘Okay,’ I said finally, ‘but can you come back tomorrow? I’ve been on the go for hours; I need get myself together. Thirty years … it’s a long time.’




    She looked disappointed. ‘I was hoping …’




    I stifled a yawn.




    She nodded reluctantly.




    ‘At about three o’clock?’ I suggested. I had to go into the office in the morning to report back and sort a few things out. We agreed on that and I offered to phone for a taxi. She shook her head and extracted a Mercedes-Benz key from her handbag.




    ***




    The weather worsened to a storm as the evening progressed into night. Doors and windows rattled; the house seemed to shake. Broken branches, rubbish bins and other loose items clattered disturbingly. I had gone to bed early but could not sleep. I needed peace and a clear conscience, but I had neither. My mind was active but not analytical; memories hashed and rehashed, fact and fabrication merged and blurred. What had really happened? Had anything? Why was I so worried and why was I hesitating to root out the facts? I knew I had taken notes, but I had no idea why I had chosen to set it down: maybe there would be nothing useful. Images of Jim Lodge flickered around in my mind in a fruitless, frustrating loop. I could not trust my memory and I needed to do something about it if I was going to get any sleep. I got up. It was two in the morning. I started my research.




    An old travel trunk in the attic was my repository for stuff I could neither throw away nor bring myself to look at again. The last time I had raised the lid was to put away the paperwork from my divorce and, before that, my father’s death certificate. It was a catalogue of failure and melancholy.




    I knew exactly where to find what I needed. The shoebox labelled ‘Angola 1985-6’ sent a shudder through me every time I saw it. I had not opened it since the day I put it away in the trunk thirty years ago, and I doubted if Rachel, my ex-wife, had ever pried; she was not the kind.




    I steeled myself and took the lid off the shoebox. Its contents were unremarkable; some photographs and press clippings; a wad of Kwanzas, the local currency; another wad of permits for travel and work; and there were two notebooks; one for each of the two six-month contracts I completed in Angola. I have never kept a formal diary, but I have always made arbitrary notes about my work contracts just in case I ever have to refer back to something. I guessed I would have written plenty about Jim Lodge as his death had been a rite of passage for me; the first dead body I had ever seen. I wondered to what extent my recollection of events had been, or would be, coloured by that.




    The first notebook was a disappointment. A quick skim told me little about Lodge. He was mentioned as a geologist, but he barely registered as a personality. I put it back in the shoebox and hoped for more from the second book, my second contract, during which Lodge had died. I took it, along with the press clippings and some photographs, down to the living room where I settled into my favourite armchair to read. My notes were a hangover from university, economical on sentences but rich on trigger words, a style that had always worked for me, making revision easy: Nocredo – Hercules – rains. Morgan – Thys Gerber – chopper – garimpeiros – Txicaca. It would have meant nothing to anyone else but me …




    ***




    I looked out from the window of the Hercules. It had begun its steep descent into Nocredo where the airstrip appeared as a bloody gash in the Angolan bush. The lushness and the lack of dust told me the rainy season had started while I had been away on leave.




    The Hercules taxied to a corrugated steel shed that served as the airport building and workers swarmed around its tail, waiting for the door to drop. I saw two old men struggling towards us with some rickety steps, manhandling them to the front door so that I, the only passenger, could disembark, along with the crew.




    I got up from my seat in the cargo hold and stretched; I was stiff. I adjusted my sweaty clothes and lugged my bags to the now open door where I stopped to look around for any faces I might recognise, to give me a lift to the mine. There was only one and he was a surprise.




    A stocky, pugnacious-looking man detached himself from a small group and swaggered over, dragging another man in his wake. He grinned and offered his hand.




    ‘Welcome back, lad. Good leave?’ His accent betrayed his roots in the Rhondda valley.




    ‘Great! Thanks Geoff. I wasn’t expecting you. I can’t believe you’re my taxi.’




    Geoff Morgan was the Mumbulo Mine Manager. ‘Don’t start,’ he laughed, ‘I had to come anyway … with the chopper. I’ve got Jan’s replacement with me. I’m showing him some of the illegal mining in the area.’ A sly smile creased his face as he nodded towards his companion. I sensed I was convenient to his plan; that I was going to have to work for my lift back to the mine. ‘Did you meet Thys before you went on leave?’ he continued.




    I shook my head. ‘I knew you had someone lined up, but …’




    ‘Thys has joined us from the South African Police. He’s going to give us a policing approach to diamond security.’




    The other man, tall and khaki-clad, with a terracotta tan, stepped forward and we shook hands; his grip was firm, but it tightened to a crush just before he released my hand. Was that a show of strength or a warning, I wondered.




    Morgan glanced at his watch and gestured towards the helipad. The Alouette helicopter, a Perspex bubble on a flimsy steel skeleton, did not inspire confidence, nor did the pilot who leaned languidly against the fuel bowser smoking and chatting while refuelling took place.




    As we approached, the pilot stubbed out his cigarette. He gave my smart new suitcase a contemptuous look before he snatched it from me and chucked it carelessly into the back of the cockpit. He then eyed the grubby, canvas bag that was slung over my shoulder. I hefted it to him and watched as he eased it carefully into a space behind the seats. That was a duty almost done. All that was left was for me to do was to sign in the bag at the mine office. I had picked it up at the company’s office near Hatton Garden in London before getting a taxi to Heathrow. It was an inconvenience but one that no one would refuse to do. The bag contained not only all the business mail for the Mumbulo Mine but also all the personal mail. Without that bag, and similar ones, passing in and out with employees taking leave, the mine would not function. There was no telephone connection between the mine and its Head Office and, for personnel away from home for up to six months at a time, the weekly mail bag was the only link to home.




    ‘É tudo?’ he asked.




    ‘That’s all.’ I nodded.




    Morgan checked his watch again. ‘Combustível? Have we enough fuel for the journey yet?’




    ‘Sim chefe.’ The pilot shrugged then set about getting his passengers strapped in and fitted with headsets.




    We ascended vertically before heading towards the river, a fast-flowing torrent that etched a profound story into the landscape. It told, in a ratio of green to brown, where it ran and how it had been tamed. Huge blocky brown areas testified to man’s interference as a diamond miner – ugly eyesores.




    The racket from the rotors was deafening and I hated having to bellow to be understood. Even using the intercom, I had to shout and repeat myself several times, but Morgan felt no such reticence – he enjoyed shouting. He explained that he wanted my help to familiarize Thys with the activities of illegal miners: their numbers, their operations and their methods.




    We flew high to maximise our range of vision and we had only been airborne for a few minutes when I saw a reddish-brown discolouration in the river water.




    ‘Over there! Look!’ I pointed towards it. ‘We haven’t any plants near there – it’s got to be illegal washing, garimpeiros!’




    Morgan, sitting next to the pilot, jabbed his finger towards the dirty water and nodded vigorously. The helicopter swooped like a peregrine and its prey panicked.




    ‘Shit. There’s hundreds of the bastards!’ Thys shouted incredulously. Men, women and children scattered like shrapnel into the scrubby woodland, disappearing in seconds. All that remained were piles of muck, shovels, buckets and boxes.




    Thys’s request to land produced a withering stare from Morgan.




    ‘They’ll have AK–47s stashed close by. If we go down …’ Morgan caught the pilot’s eye and pointed up. I picked up flashes in my peripheral sight as the helicopter ascended rapidly: sun in the rotors, or was it a tracer? Either way, no one spoke for several minutes.




    Eventually, Thys asked about the illegal miners. ‘The garimpeiros? How many are there in the area?’ he said.




    ‘A couple of hundred,’ Morgan replied.




    I suppressed a laugh as my estimate was much higher. There might be two hundred men, but there were women and children too. I described to Thys how they dug gravel and dirt out of the riverbank and carried it to a washing area, usually upstream, in buckets and sacks. ‘They shovel the muck into screens with wire mesh bottoms and immerse them in water to wash away the silt and sand. Any worthwhile diamonds are in the stones left behind; they sort through them and sometimes they get lucky.’




    ‘All the illegals I’ve come across before have been after gold,’ said Thys. ‘That kit we saw … It looked the same as for gold to me. Are you sure they’re after diamonds?’




    ‘There is no gold around here. That’s right isn’t it, Geoff?’ I said.




    ‘Yeah, the geology’s wrong,’ Morgan confirmed.




    ‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘for gold, they’d use pans and sluice boxes. What we saw were screens; they’re a different shape. Sluice boxes are troughs, much longer than screens, and they have carpet or sacking in them, as a lining. The gold gets caught in the lining. Sluice boxes are not the best way to recover diamonds, but they’ve been used for thousands of years for gold. They reckon Jason’s Golden Fleece was probably a box lining.’




    ‘Who’s Jason?’ asked Thys.




    After a few more minutes Morgan bellowed into the intercom, ‘I want to call in here.’




    We were close to one of the Mumbulo Mine’s open pits where we could see yellow machines, like a colony of termites, working at various tasks. Shallow-gradient roads skirted the pit, easing their way down to where the excavators and loaders worked, filling the trucks that supplied the pre-treatment plant.




    A brown stain in the river, like an arrowhead, pointed accusingly at the Cambunda pre-treatment plant; I could see it was running. The plants were my responsibility.




    ‘I want to show Thys the new river diversion,’ said Morgan. ‘It’s just about finished, and we should be ready to start mining it in the next day or two. While we’re there, David, you could make yourself useful by checking on the plant,’ he added, wryly.




    In the distance, we could see that the river split into two channels. One carried the flow and the other was almost dry. Morgan, a mining engineer himself, boasted about the mining department’s achievement; completing the excavation of the new river course before the end of the dry season, and then breaking it through into the natural river. ‘We’ve just about finished pumping out the old course,’ he said. ‘There should be a nice production bonus next month if Jim’s instincts are right. I say instincts,’ he mused, ‘because all the other bloody geologists, with the same information, find next to nada. I reckon that bugger can smell diamonds.’




    Morgan instructed the pilot. He landed us at the helipad two hundred yards from the plant. We all clambered out and shuffled around, stretching and kneading muscles to loosen up after being in the cramped cockpit. A mechanic was working at the plant workshop close by, servicing a haul truck. He wasn’t using his Land Rover, so Morgan commandeered it to take Thys to the river diversion. I set off on foot to check on the Cambunda pre-treatment plant. The air smelled clean, refreshed by the rains; it had been heavy with dust when I went away.




    A loader was shovelling ore from the stockpile and tipping it into the feed hopper where a jet of high-pressure water from the monitor gun drove it down into the plant. A little Angolan man, partially obscured by water spray, was operating the gun, carefully directing it for best effect. When he turned off the water, I recognised him as Armando, the shift foreman. I smiled and waved at him. Armando and I had established an instant rapport when we’d first met, six months earlier. He was eager to learn everything he could from me about the plants and he had made it his duty to help me with my Portuguese and teach me a few words of Chokwe, the local tribal language.




    Armando gestured for a colleague to take over at the monitor, then he ran over to greet me, grinning hugely. We shook hands.




    ‘Como está, Engineer David? Is your family well?’ I nodded and confirmed that my parents were in good health then I asked after his family. He seemed to inflate with pride as he told me that his wife, Esther, was pregnant with their first child. He had known about it for some time but had said nothing before because she had previously miscarried several times.




    ‘Congratulations,’ I said warmly. We shook hands again, then I remembered something odd, ‘– but I thought you already had three sons.’




    ‘Ah! Those are my brother’s boys. In our society, my brothers’ and sisters’ children are my children, but …’ he chuckled, ‘some will be more mine than others.’ Then his grin unfolded into something more sombre and he told me that one of his sons, a nephew really, had died of malaria a week before. I was saddened by the news. We talked about his excitement at the prospect of the new baby, and then I told him about some of my exploits while on leave. After a while, my conscience finally stirred me to suggest that we inspect the plant together.




    We worked systematically down from the top, following the material flow, checking equipment for wear and tear. We had just reached the bottom and were checking the pumps when we heard a shout that told us Morgan was back from the river. We climbed back up the steps to where Morgan and Thys were standing yards apart, near the feed hopper. Morgan seemed very agitated. He was staring down at the plant screwing up his eyes, but I could tell he wasn’t focusing on anything physical. I knew that any comment would only draw fire, so I kept quiet.




    ‘There’s fuck all in that river diversion!’ he snarled, breaking his stare. ‘Bedrock and sand, bugger all else; like an itchy arse, gritty, no real substance.’




    I said nothing and Thys kept quiet too; he’d obviously read the situation accurately.




    Morgan turned his back on us and wandered over to the stockpile; his manner did not invite company. I gave Thys an inquisitive look. He waited until Morgan was out of earshot before telling me that Morgan had been in high spirits on the short drive to the river, excited at the prospect of seeing for the first time what lay at the bottom of the new diversion.




    His mood had changed as soon as they crested the hill overlooking it, and they had their first clear sight of it. He’d stopped the Land Rover and they both got out. All they could see were small patches of what looked like sand in expanses of grey bedrock. Morgan went silent, his face lost all colour, and he started hurling stones in the general direction of the river. When he had calmed down, they climbed back into the Land Rover and Morgan drove them the rest of the way to the river where he just sat and stared at it for several minutes without uttering a word. He eventually got out and spoke to the mining engineer supervising the pumping operations.




    ‘River diversions are always hit or miss, a gamble,’ I said. ‘They are expensive and you never know what you’ll get out of them until you start producing. Your description of the riverbed doesn’t sound very promising, though. Maybe we should forget that production bonus.’




    ‘Some gamble,’ said Thys. ‘It seems to me that it’s one that Geoff didn’t expect to lose, and he looks like a bad loser to me.’




    Morgan seemed to have sorted his thoughts out and was strutting purposefully back towards us. ‘We need to get back,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to talk to Lodge.’ He moved towards the Land Rover then stopped abruptly. ‘We’ll need to run a test on the diversion material, David. Fix it for tomorrow morning.’ It was not a good time for a discussion so I called Armando over immediately and told him that he should start preparing for an ore test as soon as he came on shift the following morning.




    We drove the short distance back to the helipad where the pilot was asleep in the shade of the fuselage. Morgan rambled on about the diversion and concluded that Lodge must have been lucky in the past as he had certainly screwed up this time. ‘David, I want you to run the test tomorrow, personally, and I’m going to make sure Lodge is there with you to see his fuck-up.’




    ***




    The story felt real and fresh as though it had happened yesterday – my notes had done a good job. The faces, the places, the voices and even the smells seemed real, as though I was there again. I was hooked – I wanted to read on, but I was also frightened: there had to be a reason why I had chosen to forget. I knew that the more I read the greater would be the danger of digging up what I wanted to remain buried. I risked a few more pages then I skim-read the press cuttings before going up to bed.




    My mind continued to churn as I tried to sleep, linking the past and the present. I’d never said much about my time in Angola, not even to Rachel, but now I was awakened to the massive influence it had been on my career, and Lodge was a key part of that Angolan experience.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    The storm had blown itself out by morning, albeit with a trail of debris left in its wake. Yet more rubbish littered the garden and broken branches were scattered around. It was a beautiful day, though, and I found myself smiling at the prospect of seeing Sophie again. I went to the office of Flourish, the charity where I worked, but spent little more than an hour there as I was unable to concentrate. I made the excuse of travel fatigue and skived off long before lunch.




    I arrived home, intending to do more reading but my confidence deserted me. I saw my notes as a pathway to an unmapped minefield, so, instead of reading, I passed the time by dusting, polishing and tidying up. I was eager to make a good second impression. Time slowed as the appointed hour approached and I kept looking out of the front window every few minutes, hoping she would be early.




    I started thinking about the previous day’s brief encounter, analysing every word and action. Why had it taken thirty years for her to land on my doorstep and why was everything so urgent all of a sudden? It was also strange that she knew next to nothing about her father. Surely her mother would have told her something. But then she hadn’t known where her hair colour had come from. Maybe she hadn’t known her mother either. She was as much a mystery to me as her father was to her.




    I spotted someone approaching in the distance, hair shining like a beacon in the sun – Lodge’s colour – it could only be her. The baggy, shapeless clothes she’d been wearing when we first met had been replaced by figure-hugging jeans and a sweater. I had the door open before she had the chance to knock and I couldn’t help staring in admiration as she stepped past me into the kitchen. There was fire in her green eyes and her smile was warm. She oozed good humour and zest for life; an irresistible combination.




    She set about inspecting the kitchen, nodding approvingly at its transformation from yesterday’s chaos to something approaching order. Then she checked the kettle for water, switched it on and took a carton of milk from her shoulder bag. ‘I came prepared.’ It was the first thing either of us said.




    I pulled a cafetière and a couple of mugs down from a shelf and found the coffee. We talked about the storm of the previous night while we waited for the kettle, carefully avoiding any mention of Lodge. When we were ready, I led her through to the lightest room, the lounge, which had a south-facing French window and we sat facing one another over the coffee table.




    ‘Where should we begin?’ I asked.




    ‘Maybe I owe you an explanation first,’ she offered. ‘I have rather dumped myself on you. I don’t even know if I’m welcome.’




    I assured her I was pleased she had come but I secretly wondered if I would feel that way in an hour or so. I was keen to hear her story though. ‘All right, ladies first then.’




    ‘Okay, from the beginning; my beginning. I was born in June 1985. My parents lived in Durham, so I always assumed that was where I was born. I never questioned it … I had no reason to.’




    Sophie told me how Michael and Margaret Addison brought her up as if they were her biological parents. Michael was a school headmaster and Margaret an English teacher. Sophie’s childhood was happy, and she loved her parents. She had excelled at school, favouring the arts, and had won a place at Cambridge to read Modern Languages when she was only seventeen. It was at the end of her first year, on her eighteenth birthday, when her parents told her that she was adopted, and she saw her birth certificate and the adoption papers for the first time.




    ‘That must’ve been a hell of a shock, especially if you never suspected,’ I said. ‘I can’t imagine how I’d have reacted – with anger, probably – but it’s not something I’ve ever had to think about.’




    ‘Yeah; shocked and stunned would be understating it. My life, who I was, my genes, everything; all that changed in an instant. I just stared at mum and dad, expecting them to have some explanation, but they didn’t. I realised what unconditional love was that day. I tried really hard to hate them, but I couldn’t; I still loved them – that hadn’t changed. They’d always stood by me when I needed them, so I decided very quickly that they were still my mum and dad. They were the only parents I knew, and I had enough friends from broken homes to know that they were as good as I had any right to expect. Dad gave me the key to a drawer in his desk, which was always locked. He told me there was a file in there that contained everything they knew about my biological parents. I tried to give it straight back, but he wouldn’t take it. I promised myself that I wouldn’t look at the file until … well, anyway. But back then, I was at university and I didn’t want to be distracted from my studies.’




    ‘Weren’t you curious though? That must have been a dozen years ago or more.’




    ‘Of course, I wouldn’t be human otherwise. But I always keep my promises, even those I only make to myself.’




    ‘But you’re here now. That must mean …’ I looked away, realising I was probing into what was a deeply personal and painful subject.




    ‘… that mum and dad are dead, yes.’ She braced herself then said. ‘I really miss them. I’ve only just started getting my life back together again.’ She told me that they had been driving back to Durham after visiting her in Cambridge, where she had remained after her studies, and had been involved in an accident near Newark. They had both died from their injuries. That had been four months ago. She said that her world had fallen apart for a while and that she still felt guilty. ‘I know it’s stupid …’ She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye, ‘… but if they hadn’t visited me that weekend, they’d still be alive. I was devastated. I wanted someone else to blame: another car, another driver. I even went to Newark, to the spot where it happened. I got witness names from the press and spoke to them all. It was a one-car accident. Just as well there wasn’t anyone else; the way I felt I don’t know what I’d have done.’




    I said nothing but I couldn’t help thinking that Jim Lodge would have behaved in the same way. ‘Anyway,’ she said, anxious to move on, ‘this is what was in that drawer.’ She reached down and withdrew a thin cardboard file from her shoulder bag and put it on the table in front of me. I caught her eye; she nodded.




    I could see, before opening it, that there was very little in the file. The first few items were her birth certificate and papers relating to her adoption. The birth certificate named her mother as Gillian Lodge and her father as James Edgar Lodge (deceased), and she had been born in Whitby in North Yorkshire. The only surprise was Lodge’s middle name; I had known he intended to settle in Whitby. There were photocopies of two death certificates: for Gillian Lodge who had died of pneumonia in Whitby on 15th December 1985, and James Edgar Lodge who had died of injuries received in a road traffic accident on 14th December 1984, in Angola. The latter had an endorsement from the British Embassy in Luanda. My tongue felt very dry.




    The only other items in the file were three newspaper cuttings. Two were about the tragedy of a baby girl who had lost her father before she was even born and her mother before she was six months old. The other was about James Lodge’s death. It was the same as a cutting in my shoebox except that Sophie’s had a black and white photograph, which was missing from mine. It looked as though it had been taken at an end-of-week party, which fitted with the caption: ‘Party – 13th December 1984 – James Lodge (second from left)’. His face was almost completely obscured by another one, mine. We looked to be in earnest conversation.




    The report was very sketchy, and it told the story that had been agreed between the mine management and the British Embassy.




    British Geologist Killed in Angola




    Luanda, Angola, 18 December 1984. Sources at the British Embassy in Luanda have confirmed that a British geologist, James Lodge, 32, was killed at the weekend in a road accident in the north east of Angola, in the Lunda Norte province. He had been in charge of prospecting for a British diamond mining company. It is believed that the vehicle he was driving left the road and plunged into a river, killing him instantly. His body was found by a fellow worker, David Young, aged 25.




    This is especially tragic as Lodge had married two months previously in Whitby, Yorkshire. His widow, Gillian, aged 25, has been informed.




    His body will be repatriated for burial in Whitby.




    ‘It’s not much is it?’ she said.




    ‘No,’ I muttered. I suddenly felt very cold and my mind seemed to be jumping around; we weren’t supposed to be talking about this yet; I wasn’t ready. I panicked. ‘And it’s bullshit.’




    She had appeared quite relaxed until then, but I saw her stiffen, knitting her eyebrows in concentration. ‘You mean … it wasn’t an accident?’




    I hesitated, looking for a way out, ‘It wasn’t just me who found him; there was a crowd of us.’




    ‘No!’ She shook her head vigorously. ‘I’m not buying that. You wouldn’t say “it’s bullshit” if that was all there was to it. Was it really an accident?’




    Shit! I closed my eyes and squeezed the bridge of my nose. Not now! I’d planned to talk about Jim’s life and to leave his death till the end, where it belonged, but I sensed that she would not let it go. I would have to wing it and hope it satisfied her.




    ‘There was an accident and Jim, your dad, was involved …’




    She winced. ‘Please don’t call him my dad – father, yes – but Michael Addison will always be my dad.’




    ‘Sorry. It was a Sunday. Your father was driving home, to Mumbulo, from a party in Nocredo. Mumbulo was the mining town where we worked and Nocredo was the administrative centre for several mining towns. He was alone, but there was another vehicle a few minutes behind him. He was using one of the mine roads. Someone stepped out into the road in front of him and he hit them. He did what you or I would have done here in England; he stopped to help. Kevin Dryden, who was driving the second vehicle, stopped to see what was going on. Apparently, there was a huge argument between your father and a group of Angolans, and it was turning nasty. Dryden said he tried to haul your father away to his car, but your father refused to move and fought to help the man he had hit.’




    ‘I don’t get it,’ she said. ‘He was trying to help. What was the argument about and …’? She hesitated. ‘If he wasn’t hurt in the accident, how come he died?’




    ‘All I know is that Dryden got away and drove to my house where a bunch of us were having a drink. He was obviously very shaken up; and pretty incoherent. He kept babbling random stuff like “he was stoned”, “he wouldn’t come”, “you have to go and help”. It didn’t make sense, but we could all see there was a problem and we had to do something. We got into whatever vehicles we had, everyone except Dryden, and we drove out to where he’d said. I can remember it being a very subdued drive. I had Carlos Pereira with me – he was a mining engineer – and we just kept on debating the phrase “he was stoned”. Was he on drugs, was he drunk, or was he stoned in a more biblical sense? We didn’t know what to expect. We were shitting ourselves. We didn’t know if we’d have to fight or what. When we got to the place Dryden had described, the road was deserted except for the body, your father. His car had been pushed over the edge of the road into the river. We were too late.’




    ‘Jesus,’ she said. ‘That must have been horrendous. Did you get counselling?’




    I was surprised that she could even consider my state of mind after what I had just told her, even though her question was naive. I grunted and shook my head. ‘No such thing then. Even if there had been, anyone having it would have been laughed out of camp. It was a different world; things have changed for the better now. We just went straight back to work the following day and got on with it. But I do get flashbacks. Your father was the first person I ever saw dead.’




    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘But how did he die? Was he stoned to death?’ Her face was a picture of horror.




    ‘I guess so. There were some rocks lying around and there was what looked like blood on some of them. There was blood everywhere. I never thought it was anything else.’




    She was silent for a while and there were tears in her eyes. I wondered if she was imagining her father’s death or shedding tears for a love she should have known.




    ‘What happened to the man he hit?’ she asked.




    The question hit me like a punch. Maybe the answer was in my notes, but I didn’t think so. I don’t think I had ever known. Had it even concerned me? I hoped so, but I couldn’t be sure and that worried me. I don’t think I had ever considered the other man. What had happened to him? ‘I assume he died,’ I said lamely.




    ‘Don’t you know?’ She sounded incredulous.




    ‘Why else would they have killed your father? It wouldn’t make sense if the other man hadn’t died.’




    ‘I guess you’re right, but I find it hard to believe you don’t actually know.’




    ‘Everyone was too traumatised and too focused on Jim to think about anyone else. We had a lot of theories, but I guess we mostly wanted to forget – it was too horrible. You might not believe me, but this is the first time I’ve spoken of this since about a month after it happened. We all just wanted to forget.’




    ‘What if there wasn’t another man … another body?’ she said.




    ‘There had to be. The Angolans would only have killed him if one of them had died, and there was a …’ I stopped. I couldn’t tell her that.




    ‘A what?’ she asked. ‘You were going to say something. What was it?’




    ‘Nothing,’ I mumbled.




    She smiled ruefully and shook her head slowly.




    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Everything seemed to suggest that an Angolan had died too: Jim’s body and the car in the river.’ It was as far as I could go.




    ‘This is my biological father we’re talking about. I wanted him to be more than a bashed-up body. I’ve only just got used to the idea that he existed, let alone died a violent death.’




    I grabbed my opportunity. ‘Look, this is hard for both of us, for different reasons. I’m not ready for this yet. Can we ease off for a while – calm down – then I’ll tell you about your father – what he was really like – alive.’




    To my relief, she nodded. But I knew we would be back.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Sophie went through to the kitchen to make some more coffee; hoping, I think, that it would give me time to come up with a more convincing story about her father’s death. Instead, I just sat and stared at the cover of the second notebook. It was identical to thousands of other notebooks except for the label: ‘Angola – Second Contract: Oct 84 –’. The lack of an end-date hinted at unfinished business. My thoughts kept turning to Sophie. She had a right to know about her father but her questions about his death had unsettled me. By inviting her back to my home I’d tacitly agreed to tell her what I knew, or most of it. But there was something about Lodge’s death that worried me profoundly; I had no idea what it was. It was like a splinter: I knew there was something there, but I couldn’t get at it. Did the notebook hold the answer? I didn’t know but I was reluctant to find out. In the end my procrastination earned me a reprieve. Sophie bustled back into the room with a tray of coffees and half a dozen biscuits that she must have ransacked the cupboards to find.




    ‘Ready to go again?’ she asked.




    I nodded uncertainly. ‘You hadn’t quite finished your story.’ I wanted to start the session on safer ground. ‘What is it you do now? For a living, I mean. You’re still in Cambridge?’




    ‘Yes, I really love it there. After graduating, I stayed on and did a doctorate in social sciences. I really wanted to work in that field, but nothing came up that was quite right, or that paid enough, so I fell back on my first degree, languages, and I’ve been a freelance translator and interpreter for the last seven or eight years.’




    ‘That sounds interesting. Who makes up most of your clients? Students, immigrants?’




    ‘No not really, though I do some work for individuals, but I get most of my business from the high-tech companies in the science parks in and around Cambridge, helping them work with international clients and partner businesses; plus, I get involved in acquisitions of foreign companies. I enjoy it – I get to learn the business side of things too. What about you? You obviously still travel.’




    ‘Yeah, too much I reckon. I’m a project worker with Flourish; it’s a development charity. We focus mainly on Africa and, to a lesser extent, South America and Asia. My area’s mining: I work with artisanal miners.’




    ‘Artisanal?’ She laughed. ‘Sounds a bit up-market to me, very arts and crafts. You pay a premium for anything labelled “artisanal”. Look at bread.’




    I snorted. ‘You’re not even close. Some prefer to call them small-scale miners; they’re subsistence miners really. They work independently, not for a mining company. They’re often illegal. It’s mining at its most basic: hammers, chisels, spades, pans, candles … you name it – bloody lethal.’ I told her about some of the mines I had visited in various African and South American countries. She blanched when I told her that I’d been down mine shafts forty or fifty metres deep without a rope: just bracing my back and feet against opposite sides of the shaft and walking down. She found it hard to believe that miners still use candles for light and that they worked with little or no ventilation.




    ‘What do they mine?’ she asked.




    ‘Anything, but often gold – precious stuff.’




    ‘Greed then. Why does a charity …’




    ‘It’s not greed,’ I interrupted. ‘It’s subsistence mining. Most of them barely make a living; even with gold. But it’s a sensible thing to mine if you think about it: it’s portable. A gram of gold is worth a significant amount; just over $ 30 at $ 1,000 an ounce. You’d need half a tonne of iron for the same return. I know which I’d rather carry around.’




    ‘Yes, but what’s wrong with farming? Surely that’s a better option for pure survival?’




    ‘Well, yes, if the land will grow anything. A lot of miners are, or were, farmers but droughts, floods and other shit like desertification has forced them onto plan B. If you can’t grow your food, you need money to buy it – and that’s where mining comes in. It’s a straight choice: mine or starve. What would you do?’




    ‘Start digging, I guess. It still doesn’t seem like a typical charity area though – too many environmental issues. It must be a struggle to get funding,’ she said. ‘How many at Flourish work in mining?’




    She wasn’t surprised when I told her I was the only one and she couldn’t hide her delight when she learned that we employed more than twenty social scientists as well as numerous specialists in other fields.




    ‘Where is it you’ve just got back from?’ she asked.




    ‘Ghana; I was there for six weeks. Some field work – projects, and a bit of networking in Accra. I had some useful meetings with influential figures from government departments and other organisations.’




    ‘What was the field work?’




    ‘I’ve been working with one of the big mining companies in Tarkwa, persuading them to work with and help artisanal miners in the area. I also took a fact-finding trip to a place near the Burkina Faso border, to see a real live gold rush. What an eye-opener that was.’




    ‘How so?’ She was interested.




    ‘It was so chaotic – a free-for-all – illegal, dangerous and criminally inefficient; an illustration of all that’s bad in artisanal mining. Take for example the mercury. Some of the miners evaporate it off using the same pots they use for cooking!’




    ‘You’ve got to be kidding. Surely they must know the dangers?’




    ‘They do, but they ignore them.’




    ‘Why?’




    ‘They live from day to day, literally. They focus on what might kill them today not on what might kill them twenty years down the line. If you can’t get through today, there is no twenty years.’




    ‘That’s really depressing.’ Her face reflected her words.




    ‘Yes, it is, it’s heart-breaking. Providing the dream of a better future is one of the biggest challenges. Going back to the mercury though; much of it ends up in the rivers, which is where their food chain starts! There’s just so much to do. There are other major problems too – AIDS and the sex trade not the least. I’m currently working on a funding proposal for a project to study the impact of AIDS in artisanal mining communities. But it’ll be hard to make it attractive to the donors. They’re falling over themselves to spend money on farming and microfinance projects, but mining …’




    ‘Funding,’ she sighed. ‘I had my fair share of frustrations with that too when I was in research. That’s one side of research I don’t miss.’ After a pause she asked, ‘Have you ever been back to Angola? Done any projects there?’




    I’d been wondering how long it would take her to steer the conversation back there.




    ‘No,’ I said. ‘I guess it’s because our partners and donors – for Africa, anyway – focus on English-speaking countries. Ex-Portuguese colonies like Angola and Mozambique don’t appear on our map, nor do any of French-speaking Africa.’




    ‘Even though some of those, like Mozambique, are in the Commonwealth?’




    ‘There’s plenty to do in English-speaking places without complicating life with other languages and the baggage left behind by other colonial powers. Britain’s past actions are hard enough to clear up.’




    ‘That makes sense.’ She stared at me, lips curled back between her teeth, deep in thought. ‘Why did you change your career? You’re like some sort of poacher turned gamekeeper.’




    I laughed. ‘Gamekeeper turned poacher, more like.’




    Sophie looked baffled; her face demanded an explanation.




    ‘It’s simple really,’ I said. ‘Most people regard artisanal miners as the bad boys: working illegally and screwing up the environment.’




    ‘Mercury?’




    ‘Not to mention messing up riverbanks and destroying vegetation. Then there’s child labour.’




    ‘Bloody hell. If they’re that bad, why do you support them? How can you justify it?’




    ‘That’s a big question, Sophie. Remember it’s for subsistence; they only do it to survive. If they didn’t mine, they’d either have to find some other way to get food or move on. The system, and the mining laws and the bureaucratic infrastructure, is rigged against them in favour of the mining companies. These people live where they have for generations, and they survive by whatever means they can, and as no one owned the land officially. They believe they can do what they want with it. Problems arise when one of them finds something valuable like gold, silver or precious stones and trades it to get money for food. It draws attention. Mining companies get wind of it and they snap up the mining rights, instantly making it illegal for the artisanal miners to mine their traditional land, as they are then on a mining company claim! They often can’t even farm it, let alone mine it, after that.’




    Sophie looked at me thoughtfully – she’d obviously never considered this before. While I had her captive, I continued on the subject close to my heart.




    ‘Many of the world’s biggest mines weren’t found by geologists, like your father, but by the local people who happened upon something while working in their fields or fetching water from the river.’




    ‘So why don’t the … artisanal miners you called them, just apply for the mining rights themselves; it would solve the problem surely?’




    ‘Ah yes, but they have had no formal education and wouldn’t know where to start with the bureaucracy! Many aren’t even aware of the existence of mining rights – until it’s too late – and the process for getting the rights requires you to go to a big city, typically the capital, which might be several days’ walk away. Most simply can’t afford the time or the legal costs. Mining rights are expensive. Artisanal miners stand no chance without some help.’




    ‘So, do they just stop, or carry on somehow?’




    ‘Well, it’s a dangerous game. The mining companies often deploy armed forces to clear illegals off their property so there’s a very high risk they’ll get shot or injured in some other way. They can’t even sell what they produce very easily. They’re forced to use middlemen who rip them off. They’re lucky if they get five dollars for a gram of gold. The middlemen will get upwards of twenty dollars for doing bugger all. The upshot is that artisanal miners have to produce a lot more gold to make a living than if they were legal. It means they have to cut corners and use whatever labour is available to them, and that means women and children.’




    Sophie looked at me long and hard. ‘I can understand all that but … You used to work for a mining company. You must have bought into what they stood for, including getting rid of artisanal miners. Something must have happened. You’ve changed sides and nobody changes sides without a good reason. What was yours?’




    ‘I’ve never really thought about it,’ I lied. ‘I just sort of drifted into it.’




    ‘For something you “just sort of drifted into” you’re very passionate about it. Something must have stirred you up …?’ She was very intuitive; it was unnerving and rather too close to the bone.




    She must have noticed that I kept glancing at my notebook because she asked if she could take a look. After some hesitation, I passed it to her. There was no way she’d be able to make any sense of my notes. Triggers are useless if there’s nothing to set them off.




    As she thumbed through, her expression turned from excitement to frustration. ‘You can’t be serious,’ she said. ‘This doesn’t say anything.’




    ‘I’ve got loads like that – it works for me.’ I held out my hand; she gave an exasperated sigh and passed it back to me.




    ‘Let’s go back to you and my father,’ she said. ‘How well did you know him?’




    ‘We were friends, good friends. I’d known him for about eight or nine months, I think, by the time he died.’ I told her that I had arrived in Mumbulo in early 1984, having been transferred from South Africa by the company. James Lodge had already been there for three or four years by the time I turned up. Sophie was both surprised and disturbed when she learnt that Lodge and I had barely known one another in my first contract. At work, in the Mumbulo Mine offices, Lodge’s Geology department had no direct dealings with my department, Metallurgy; plus, I was the shy, new boy, not yet fully integrated into the established social groupings.




    ‘We shared a beer from time to time of course, but he was more comfortable with his usual cronies,’ I explained.




    ‘But you said you were good friends.’




    ‘Don’t look so worried. We became very good friends later on. I believe I knew him as well as anyone in Mumbulo did.’




    Her face relaxed.




    ‘It took me a long while to get used to Angola. I didn’t adjust very well to begin with, and I found everything a struggle. Angola was completely different from here or South Africa: it was communist. There was a civil war going on and the poverty was in your face and far worse than anything I had ever seen in South Africa.’




    ‘It never occurred to me that my father had worked in a civil war zone. What motivates people to work in these places?’




    ‘I don’t know about your father but, for me, there were three things: getting out of South Africa, I hated the politics, the apartheid; adventure, I was a young man and I wanted to see and do things that most young lads of my age would have no experience of; and then there was the money … It paid well. I guess a lot of that was danger money … but we never saw or heard any serious gunfire.’




    ‘Serious? You mean there’s … I don’t know … casual gunfire?’ She chuckled.




    ‘Yes, sort of … The MPLA, that’s the government army, had a barracks in town. They would often fire their AK–47s down the middle of the road after dark and we’d enjoy the tracer show while we supped our beers on the veranda. The civil war passed us by, as did the war with South Africa.’




    ‘You couldn’t have known that you’d be safe though, could you?’ she asked.




    ‘No, but we were young. We used to joke about mortality; it was like some abstract theoretical concept back then. Anyway, after I left, the civil war did reach the mining area and UNITA, the rebels, did capture some of the mining towns. I heard they took Mumbulo – that’s where your father and I worked.’




    Her slow head shake left me in little doubt that she thought we were mad. ‘You said the civil war passed you by, but there must have been some effects of it?’




    ‘Loads.’ I told her that almost all supplies had had to be flown in; very little had come in by road. Angola’s roads had been heavily land mined and any convoys that there were had to have a military escort. They were always getting ambushed or would run over land mines. Every item was ranked in priority and only absolute necessities ever made it in. Even diesel had been flown in. Mining equipment, food and booze had been top of the list so spares for cars, for example, had rarely made it. I told her how we had driven around in death traps, that my Land Rover had had no brakes, rubbish lights, and the tyres had been worn down to the canvas. ‘It was all part of the fun of it,’ I said.




    ‘Some fun!’ she chastised. ‘Was that the cause of my father’s accident? An un-roadworthy vehicle?’




    ‘No, definitely not. He had a brand-new car; one of the few. It was a made-in-Mexico VW Beetle that came in on one of the convoys. The state of the cars had reached a crisis point – people couldn’t do their jobs – they couldn’t get about. So half-a-dozen VWs got bumped up the convoy list.’




    ‘So, how come he got a new car, and you didn’t?’




    I ran my fingers through the greying vestiges of my hair, and chuckled. ‘Because I was new back then. Your father was older and established. He was also someone the company would bend over backwards to please. He found them a lot of diamonds, made them a lot of money.’




    ‘I’m pleased to hear that.’ Her face lit up. ‘But, back to your friendship; what changed between you on your second contract? A party or something?’




    ‘No. We had some memorable parties … but it was a work situation that threw us together. It was right at the start of the contract.’ I pointed at the notebook as though its title would validate everything I was about to say. I told her about the helicopter flight with Geoff Morgan and Thys Gerber, and how we’d landed at Cambunda so Geoff could take Thys to see the river diversion. ‘The river diversion was your father’s baby.’
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