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“Oh what a tangled web we weave ...when first we practice to deceive” 

– Sir Walter Scott (Marmion, 1808).
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Eleven months earlier
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Aviva
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Aviva lay on the bed and gazed, dry-eyed, at the ceiling. She had no more tears. She was a dehydrated shell, too exhausted to sleep, too filled with self-loathing to get up. Her churning brain played the horror of that scene in the Steynspruit farmhouse lounge over and over: Arno staring at her in disgust, choking out those terrible, hideous words: ‘You’re my sister... Oh my God, you’re my sister!’ She’d fled down the passage to his room, slammed and locked the door and flung herself on the bed. His bed. The bed where they had made love just a few hours before, giggling quietly, terrified of alerting Annamari and Thys to what they were doing.

‘I know it’s stupid but, well, my parents are in the house somewhere and... well, we’re not married. Not yet, so shhh, No noise or I’ll have to tickle you here,’ (a kiss on her left breast); ‘...and here’ (a kiss on her right breast); ‘... and here...’ (her stomach) ‘... and ...here.’ His head moved lower and she wasn’t giggling any more. 

Then came the horror of Annamari’s revelation. She couldn’t stay in his bedroom, on his bed, a moment longer. She couldn’t bear to see that look in his parents’ eyes, in his eyes again – the disgust and horror and realisation that there was something very wrong with her; the recognition that she was sick, really sick. She had to get away from Steynspruit, from Annamari and Thys van Zyl, from Arno. From this nightmare. She stuffed her clothes into her suitcase, quietly opened the door and tiptoed into the passage. She prayed that the front door was not locked, or that the key would be close by. She’d find her way to the road, and then try to hitch a ride back to Driespruitfontein. From there, she’d... . She didn’t know. She’d disappear. She’d done it before. She’d done it when she’d run from her father. Now she’d run again. 

She spun around as the door to the next room opened and Arno appeared in the passage. He was fully dressed. His white face glowed in the pale moonlight filtering through the open curtains. 

‘What are you doing?’ he asked. His voice was dull, lifeless.

‘I have to go. I can’t stay here.’

‘Yes,’ he said. 

‘I’m leaving. I’ll walk. Get a taxi. I don’t know.’

He nodded. ‘Yes.’

They stared at each other. The only thing left between them was silence. 

Then he stirred. ‘You can’t go alone. It’s too dangerous. I’ll get my things. I’ll drive you.’

*** 

[image: ]


Aviva curled up on the sofa in Esther’s tiny bedsitter and listened to the roar of the traffic on Ben Yehuda Street below. Or perhaps it was the roar in her head. No. No. No. No. Impossible. She had been so sure that the first test was one of those false positives she’d heard about when she’d worked at the shelter. So she’d waited a week, and then snuck into the Superpharm at the Tel Aviv Central Bus Station and bought another – the most expensive one on the shelf. And within minutes, the little purple line appeared. She wanted to vomit. Or perhaps it was just afternoon morning sickness. She’d been feeling nauseas for ages; she’d put it down to stress. But then she’d looked at the calendar and the terrible realisation started to prick the edges of her consciousness. It had been six weeks since that four-hour drive in strained silence from his parents’ farm to O R Tambo International Airport in Johannesburg; six weeks since she’d boarded the El Al flight to Israel; six weeks since she’d arrived at Esther’s door and found a semblance of solace on her sofa; six weeks since her life had died – and a lot longer since she’d had a period. 

‘So what are you going to do?’ Esther asked. ‘Are you going to tell the father? Are you going to keep it?’

Aviva shook her head. She wished Esther would stop asking questions, questions for which she had no answers. 

‘How far are you?’ Esther asked. 

She shook her head again. 

‘How did it happen? Didn’t you take precautions?’

‘Of course we did,’ Aviva snapped. But they hadn’t. Not that first time. When Arno had arrived at her Ramat Aviv apartment and literally swept her off her feet. She had been so overwhelmed with joy and love and sheer, unadulterated lust, that she hadn’t thought; and, frankly, neither had he. Then Arno had asked her to marry him and that first indiscretion had been pushed right out of her mind, overtaken by endless days and nights of protected bliss. She looked at the calendar. And counted. It seemed like a lifetime ago, but it was... . Oh God, she had to be almost eleven weeks by now. She flung herself into Esther’s tiny bathroom and heaved into the toilet bowl.

‘You could still get an abortion, you know. But you’ll have to decide soon,’ Esther said

Abortion. What a terrible word. It wasn’t something she thought she’d ever have to consider. She never thought about being a mother. She’d never even played with dolls; she’d much preferred Yair’s cars although, she had to acknowledge, that could have been because it always upset him when she wouldn’t let him play with his favourite – a red Lamborghini. Anyway, having had to be more of a mother than a sister to Zivah had killed any lurking maternal desire that she might have had. But she’d never thought she’d fall in love. Never considered that she’d fall pregnant. Now she had to think about it, but she couldn’t, not with the noise of the traffic and Esther’s incessant chatter and questions. 

‘I have to get away,’ Aviva said. ‘I’m really grateful to you, Esti, for taking me in when I just rocked up on your doorstep. I’ve grown quite fond of your sofa. But I have to go.’

‘Go where?’

‘I don’t know,’ she lied. 

*** 
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Aviva walked slowly along the path that ran almost the full length of the crater. A movement among the rocks to her left caught her eye, and she paused. A large ibex with wonderfully curved horns materialised from the pale brown dust and stared at her. Then another of the strange goats emerged, and another. These creatures fascinated her. How did they live? What did they find to eat and drink in this harsh and barren wasteland? Yet somehow, the ibex not only survived, but they seemed to thrive. She had seen several young in the ibex herds that roamed the crater. What a harsh childhood they had to endure; what a terribly difficult life to look forward to.

She walked on until she came to what she had come to regard as her bench. She sat and gazed out over the crater. The changing colours of the sand mesmerised her. The crater itself was a veritable rainbow, from the palest tan through rich oranges and reds to almost black. As the sun moved through the cloudless cobalt sky, the colours shifted, becoming lighter then darker: blacks became purples, oranges turned to burned browns. Sometimes a slight wind would come up, awakening dancing dust spectres and bringing relief from the baking desert heat. And sometimes, the temperature would plummet – as she and Arno had discovered almost three months before when they’d dallied too long on the edge of the crater, fascinated by its shifting shades. Dressed only in T-shirts and shorts, they’d shivered hurriedly back to their B&B and warmed their cold bodies against each other in the king-size bed.

*** 
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‘I thought I’d find you here,’ he said. 

Aviva closed her eyes. It had been a mistake to come back to Mitzpe Ramon. She had loved the stark beauty and restfulness of the remote little town, despite the military jets constantly roaring overhead. She and Arno had planned to stop only briefly on their way through the Negev desert to Eilat. It had been their road trip of discovery—of Israel and each other—before heading to South Africa to break the news of their engagement to Yair and Zivah, and to his family. But the beauty of the place had captured their hearts and imaginations. So they had found a little B&B and stayed on for four magical days and nights. They had been the best four days of her entire life, days of love and peace and comfort and feeling safe and everything she had ever wanted. But then the world had intruded and snatched it all away.

Now he haunted her thoughts, which were so vivid, she could sense his presence, smell his intoxicating Arno scent, hear his voice. 

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ he said, indicating the crater... but his eyes were glued to her face.

Her mouth opened. Then closed. She wanted to ask him what he was doing here, why he had come, why he was torturing her. She was just starting to get her life together, she was starting to get over him, she was going to make a life for herself, she was... she was... conflicted. Her nerve-endings were frayed, screaming for his touch; her heart was pounding in her ears, but she quickly suppressed the surge of love and hope and relief that flooded through her veins because she knew it was wrong. And hopeless. 

‘I tried, Avi. I really tried,’ he said. ‘I tried to get you out of my system. I tried to stop thinking about you. I hated myself for wanting you so much, even though I knew I shouldn’t. I kept telling myself that everything about us was a sin – only... only it isn’t. Something so good, so wonderful, can’t be wrong. You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I can’t live without you. I won’t live without you.’ 

She stared at him. There were deep purple bruises beneath his sunken blue eyes, two new furrows carved their way from his nose down paper white cheeks to his chin, and she was startled to see flecks of grey at his temples. 

She opened her mouth again. Nothing came out. She saw him reach out to touch her hand and she flinched. 

‘Avi please. We belong together.’

‘No,’ she croaked. ‘No. We can’t. I can’t. It’s sick. No.’

‘Yes! Avi, yes! We belong together. What we have is special and perfect and right.’

‘But, you’re my brother, for God’s sake. It’s wrong. It’s incest. There, I’ve said it. It’s evil and a sin and against the law... and...’

‘Stop! Stop. Why is it wrong?’

‘Because it is. It just is.’

‘But why? Because we happen to have the same biological father whose relationship to me is no more than that of a sperm donor? Why should some freak accident of biology, some bizarre coincidence – why should that destroy what we have? It should not stop us from making a life together. I won’t let it stop us unless... unless, you don’t really love me. Do you love me?’

‘You know I do.’

He took her hand urgently. ‘Then let’s be together. Let’s get married.’

‘We can’t. You know we can’t. It’s against the law. We’ll be arrested. They’ll put us in jail.’

‘Why? Who are we harming? Anyway, think about it. No one knows. No one has to know. It’s no one’s business but ours.’

‘Your parents know. Your mother, your father. What about Tracy Jacobs – that journalist who was sniffing around. And people have always joked about how much you look like him. People will notice, they’ll talk, they’ll put two and two together.’ 

‘People see what they want to see. A lot of people have doubles. But to be safe, I’ll grow a beard. I’ll shave off my hair. We can go somewhere where people don’t know us. I don’t care where we live. I just want us to be together.’

‘I want that too,’ she said. ‘But, Arno, you realise it will mean that we can never go home again. You will never see your family again. I’ve cut ties with my family before, I know I can live without them. Yair will be fine and Zivah hates me, but you love your parents, your brothers. How will you feel if you can never see them, never hear from them again? You’ll start to resent me, even hate me. Do you really want that?’

‘My family have no idea where I am. They don’t need to know. I just want us. You and me. You’re all the family I’ll ever want.’

She smiled then. ‘I’m afraid that’s not possible. Not anymore.’ Her hand moved protectively over her stomach. ‘If you want me, you are going to get more family than you anticipated.’
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Chapter 1

Tracy
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Tracy slammed Buttercup into gear, revved the engine and hurled a blistering glare at the guard as he raised the boom in excruciatingly slow motion. Her knuckles whitened on the steering wheel and as the boom finally reached its zenith, she floored the accelerator. 

‘Fucking idiot,’ she muttered as the guard’s white teeth gleamed in a mockingly subservient smile. He’d delayed her on purpose, she just knew it. When Yair was driving, the guard had the boom open before the blue Range Rover had even rounded the corner. Yair barely had to slow down before he was on his way, through the security boom with a cheery wave. But whenever the guard saw Buttercup approaching—or, more likely, heard the old yellow rattletrap lumbering up the hill—he developed an acute case of memory and hearing loss along with a debilitating physical condition that prevented him from moving at anything faster than snail’s pace.

‘I’m going to the Silvermans’ house,’ Tracy always yelled through the open passenger seat window as the boom remained firmly in place. ‘I’m going to the Silverman house,’ she always repeated when the guard eventually reached the driver’s seat window and stared down at her enquiringly. He always pretended he hadn’t heard her the first time. He always acted as if he didn’t know who she was despite the fact that she had driven through that boom dozens—no hundreds—of times in the past few years. 

‘He’s just doing his job,’ Yair always said when she complained. She’d eventually stopped complaining. But today of all days, she didn’t want to be late. She wanted to have a moment alone with Yair before all the other guests arrived. He’d said he had something he wanted to ask her, something important. She’d gone bed with his words playing a loop in her brain. 

‘You have to tell your news editor you must have Sunday off, Red,’ he’d said. ‘It’s not only the official housewarming after all the renovations, it’s also Zivah’s coming-home party and her twenty-first. She’ll be so upset if you aren’t there. And...’ he’d paused and then added, ‘I have something I need... something I want to ask you.’ 

Tracy was pretty sure Zivah would be delighted if she didn’t attend the party, but she was determined that one day, Yair’s little sister would at least trust her, perhaps even like her. Poor little thing. With what she’d gone through, it was no wonder Zivah was a bit hostile and suspicious. And now, after Yair’s words... if they meant what Tracy could hardly bring herself to hope they meant... well, if he asked her... if he... well, then, she and Zivah would just have to become friends. For Yair’s sake, if nothing else. 

Buttercup’s undercarriage shuddered and rattled as Tracy manhandled the old car over the speed control bumps. Yair always ignored the bumps, sailing over them at well over the 60km/h speed limit thanks to his Range Rover’s superb suspension, high chassis and enormous price tag. Buttercup, on the other hand, was literally falling apart and the speed bumps were torture, even if Tracy drove at 30km/h. But today, Tracy didn’t care. She was late, thanks to that fucking fat fart, Prince Tshukudu, aka Mafuta.

‘I know you wanted today off, TT,’ the news editor had said when he’d phoned her at some ungodly hour this morning. ‘But I need you at that meeting. It won’t take long and then, once you’ve filed your copy, you can go and do whatever you want.’

‘But Prince, you know those meetings never start on time. And what’s so damn important about this one that it has to be covered live? We never cover by-elections anyway. Surely I could just phone the chairman later—or tomorrow—for an update?’

‘Sorry TT. Editor’s orders. He lives in that suburb and he wants to know what the DA is up to.’

‘Having me at that meeting won’t change anything the DA does. Anyway why can’t Dudu go? She’s on duty today, isn’t she?’

‘Duduzile has other things to cover today. And you’ll blend in at the meeting far better than she would. Anyway, you aren’t telling me how to do my job, are you, Ms Jacobs?’

‘No... no of course not. But...’ Tracy bit back the accusing words that almost forced themselves past her disappointed lips. When Mafuta called her Ms Jacobs, rather than TT—short for Token Tracy—she knew better than to argue. Anyway, she had an excellent idea of exactly what Mafuta had in mind for Duduzile to cover today. The revolting image of her pretty colleague, her skirt bunched up around her waist, writhing on the fat news editor’s lap in the disused photographic darkroom would remain etched on her mind forever. Tracy had backed out, saddened that Dudu—who was a really bright and talented reporter—allowed Mafuta to bully and abuse her like that. Tracy had tried to raise the subject with her, but to no avail. 

‘You don’t know what you are talking about, TT,’ Duduzile had said. ‘I don’t do anything I don’t want to, ever. We understand each other, Mafuta and me.’ 

So today, while Duduzile was undoubtedly further enhancing her career, Tracy fidgeted through the Ratepayers’ Association meeting in the stiflingly hot, cramped lounge of the chairman’s townhouse, trying to pay attention as the pompous little man droned on and on about the 2016 municipal elections and the ‘decisive role’ the association could play in determining which political party would win the ward. About half a dozen blue-rinsed old women dabbed at their foreheads with pink tissues and fingered their pearls; a couple of old men in grey flannel trousers and Polo golf shirts nodded sagely. Or perhaps they were asleep. Tracy couldn’t tell. She declined a cup of tea and an egg mayonnaise-on-wholewheat after the chairman finally closed the meeting, which had agreed—unanimously—to support the DA candidate in next month’s by-election and the national municipal elections next year, provided said candidate/s met their standards as qualified, educated councillors who reflected the demographics, and upheld the liberal traditions, of the ward. 

Tracy rushed back to the Daily Express offices, dashed off a three-paragraph story—or non-story—about the meeting, submitted it and was almost out the door when Mafuta waddled in. His shirt, buttoned askew, strained over his stomach. 

‘Going somewhere, TT?’

An hour later, after rewriting the Ratepayers’ Association story three times before Mafuta was satisfied, Tracy ran for the door, ignoring the ringing phone on her desk. 

‘I’ll get that TT. I’ll call you if it’s anything important. Off you go, have fun,’ Duduzile warbled.

Thankfully, Johannesburg on Sundays resembled a ghost town. With no major accidents and only a few traffic lights out of order, Tracy made it to the dreaded boom at the entrance to Yair’s gated suburb in record time. Cars lined the street all the way to the Silvermans’ double-storey Georgian house and Tracy’s stomach clenched. Had Yair invited everyone he knew? Well, she couldn’t blame him. He had a point to prove.

She considered driving Buttercup through the high wrought iron gates into the Silverman property, but changed her mind. Buttercup was sure to attract attention – the wrong kind of attention. And she was still in her ‘work clothes’ – grey trousers that bagged over her backside, a striped green and white shirt, fraying at the collar with a faded gravy stain on the pocket, and scuffed brown pumps. Her new leggings and oversized blue T-shirt with the stylised gold and green parrot emblazoned with faux diamanté and other bling that she had bought especially for today—and the low-heeled black sandals—were in the kitbag she’d had the sense to pack that morning in anticipation of not having time to get home and change. She also had to do something about her face: her nose was probably shining as brightly as the diamanté on her T-shirt and her freckles, standing out in stark contrast to her pasty white skin, would have to be covered with a liberal application of her new Estée Lauder bare-beige foundation. She also had that new mascara to try out, the one the Estée Lauder consultant had assured her would make her ginger, stumpy lashes all dark and lush and long. As for her hair – she dragged her fingers through the bright orange, frizzy tangle and sighed. She’d probably have to tie it up.

First, she had to get into the house without being seen. Then she could make herself presentable, so that Yair would realise that he wasn’t making a mistake when he asked her whatever it was that he was going to ask; so that when he did ask her and she said ‘yes’ and he made the announcement to everyone and they took photographs, their future children wouldn’t be ashamed of the way their very plain mother had looked the day their very handsome father had proposed.

Tracy shook her head. ‘Snap out of it,’ she told herself. The fact that Yair had told her he had something to ask her didn’t necessarily mean he was going to propose. Why would he? Because they’d slept together? That didn’t mean anything – did it? And it had only been that once. It wasn’t as if he’d declared his undying love for her afterwards. Or during, either, come to think of it. She’d been so scared that everything had been ruined, that she’d ruined everything. They were friends, just friends. They shouldn’t have... but they had. And then, after not hearing from him for two weeks—okay, she hadn’t exactly been easy to reach up in the wilds of Botswana and Zimbabwe—he’d phoned her when she got back to Johannesburg on Thursday and told her she had to come to the party because he had something to ask her.

Tracy parked Buttercup under a tree behind an oversized Mercedes, grabbed her kitbag and hurried up the street and through the open gates of the Silverman mansion. She could hear music coming from what she guessed was the patio. Everyone was probably in the front garden. She sneaked around the side of the house and slipped into the large kitchen. It looked like the Hell’s Kitchen set, with catering staff seemingly falling over each other as they loaded up and carried out trays of fancy-looking canapés.

‘Excuse me,’ Tracy said as she made her way through the chaos, into the passage and up the stairs. She hesitated at the door to Yair’s room – a suite really, now that Yair had converted the original five bedrooms into three self-contained suites, each with its own bathroom and lounge-cum-study area. 

Tracy opened the door to the next suite – the spare one that Yair had told her was for guests. The third suite, at the end of the hallway, was for Zivah, for when she came home again. And now she had. Tracy glimpsed Zivah, dressed in white as usual, coming out of her rooms just as she slipped into the guest suite and quickly closed the door. She didn’t want to face Zivah. Not yet. 
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Chapter 2

Tracy


[image: ]




Tracy gently spread her new T-shirt on the bed. It was creased, but what had she expected after it had been scrunched up in her kitbag all day? She went into the bathroom, wet her hand and then flicked some water onto the fabric. It was an old trick her mother, Maxine, had taught her: dampen the worst of the creases, then ‘iron’ the garment with your hand and leave it to dry on a flat surface. Once dried, the shirt should look far more presentable. Tracy had never tried it before. She hoped it would work and that it would dry quickly. The last thing she wanted was to have everyone commenting about what a frump she was. Not today of all days. She willed the T-shirt to dry and drifted across to the window while it did. 

The party appeared to be in full swing below. Dozens of people thronged the patio around the pool, a disco had been set up on the left and over on the right a spit braai was underway. Two men in white jackets and chef’s hats, armed with what appeared to be long-handled paintbrushes, were daubing the revolving lamb carcasses with some kind of basting sauce – honey probably, if Yair had had anything to do with the menu.

She scanned the crowd but he didn’t seem to be there. And then she spotted him. Her heart lurched. He was alone, about halfway down the garden, looking back at the house and party. It was all a bit like a scene from The Great Gatsby, with Yair in the role of Gatsby himself. She giggled. What on earth had made her think of that? The Great Gatsby had been one of her least-favourite setwork books at university; and she hadn’t bothered to see the movie – despite the fact that Leonardo Di Caprio had played the lead. If she remembered correctly, she hadn’t liked Gatsby—Jay Gatsby—very much at all. She hadn’t liked any of the characters in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s classic novel. They had all been so... so needy. And shallow.

Tracy stiffened as a dark-haired woman emerged from the crowd and tottered across the lawn towards Yair. The woman put her hand on Yair’s arm and leaned into him, turning her face up to his.

Tiffany! What a cow. Tracy wondered how that slut had managed to swing an invitation to the party. Yair had always been a bit scathing about her, indirectly confirming Tracy’s suspicion about the rumour that Tiffany had ‘done it’ it with virtually every boy in their school before she’d been forced to drop out after failing Grade 11. She’d thought that Tiffany was in America or somewhere with her latest conquest, Cecil Zaldain. Maxine had told her that the Chev had given Tiffany the job in its charity shop – a menial little job but she had obviously put her one and only talent to good use, charming all the men who came in. The last thing anyone had anticipated was that—according to Maxine’s impeccable sources—Cecil Zaldain had fallen for Tiffany’s effusive show of gratitude and sympathy when he’d taken the late Mrs Zaldain’s clothes to the Chevrah Kadisha to be given to a poor Jewish family. The community buzzed with shocked titillation when the odd couple had eloped and fled to America for a dream honeymoon. Tracy had felt a frisson of glee at Gilad’s obvious discomfort that one of his classmates, someone he had probably even screwed, given Tiffany’s—and his—reputations, was now his stepmother and undoubtedly spending her way through his inheritance at a rate of knots. 

But it seemed Maxine’s intelligence network had let her down this time because there Tiffany was, in a dress that barely contained her boobs, draping herself all over Yair. Tracy could just imagine Maxine’s face when she told her mother that the new Mrs Cecil Zaldain was back in town and trying to attach herself to Yair.

Tracy swung around as the door slammed open.

‘Zivah! Can’t you knock?’ she snapped. She massaged her palm where her nails had been digging into her clenched fist. 

‘It’s my house. I don’t have to knock in my own house.’ Bright blue eyes flashed as Zivah bounced down on the bed, right on top of Tracy’s T-shirt. 

‘Don’t sit there – you’ll crease it!’ Tracy yelped.

‘It’s my house. I can sit where I want. What are you doing here? This is my house. You don’t have the right to be here.’ 

‘Yes. It is your house, Zivah. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. But please, my clothes...’

The girl stood up and brushed at her long white skirt. ‘It’s my party. Yair said so. Do you like my party clothes? Do I look pretty?’

‘You always look pretty, Zivah. But yes,’ Tracy added quickly, ‘you look especially pretty today. I love those little pale blue flowers on your blouse. They match your eyes.’

‘And my hair? I did it myself.’

Tracy bit back her smile. Zivah’s hair looked as it always did: a fine blonde curtain hanging straight down her back. Today, it was held off her elfin face by a delicate white and blue Alice band. 

‘Very nice, Zivah. You look lovely.’

Zivah twirled around and beamed at Tracy. ‘Do you think Yair will think I look pretty?’

‘I’m sure everyone will think you look pretty, Zivah. Oh,’ she added quickly as Zivah’s smile faded, ‘how do you like your new bedroom? Yair wanted it to be really special for you now that you’re home again.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘Only okay? Yair really went to a lot of trouble to make it absolutely perfect for you, you know. He’ll be hurt if you don’t like it. I hope you told him you liked it.’

‘Of course I like it. And I did tell him I liked it. He helped me to put all my things away and now we’re having a party.’

‘Yes. It’s your party – for your twenty-first.’ 

‘I turned twenty-one ages ago. I’ve been a grown-up for months.’

‘Well, you didn’t have a party then and this party is also for your homecoming. It’s a double celebration, isn’t that wonderful? So don’t you think you should go down now and be with your guests?’

Zivah frowned. She wrapped her arms around her thin little body and shook her head. ‘I don’t really know anyone. I’d rather stay here.’

Tracy’s heart soared. This was the first indication of friendship Zivah had ever shown her. ‘That’s okay Zivah. You can stay and chat to me while I get changed. I’ve just come straight from work, you see. And when I’m dressed, we can do down together. Would you like that?’

Zivah sat down on the bed next to Tracy’s T-shirt and ran her hand over the fabric. ‘It’s wet! You can’t wear this. You’ll get sick if you put on wet clothes.’ She giggled. ‘Now you can’t go to my party. You’ll have to go home.’

Tracy sighed. Trying to befriend Yair’s little sister was more difficult than trying to pick up mercury with chopsticks. 

‘I’m going to the party, Zivah. Yair is expecting me. You can stay and watch me change and we’ll go down together. Or you can go down on your own. Isn’t your social worker coming? Or any of your friends from The Lodge?’

‘I don’t like Carol Aronowitz. She’s not a nice person.’ Zivah jumped to her feet and started pacing up and down the room. Tracy tried to hide her dismay as Zivah looked set to launch into one of her tantrums.

‘What do you mean? Isn’t she kind to you?’

‘Carol Aronowitz is not a nice person. She asks me horrible questions. She says bad things about daddy. She didn’t want me to come home. She is jealous that I have such a nice home and she has that horrible office. She wanted me to stay at The Lodge so she could still be horrible to me and they could lock me up again. She shouldn’t be a social worker. She isn’t a kind person. Social workers are supposed to be kind. She isn’t kind. I want another social worker. I don’t like her. I hate her. I won’t go back to The Lodge. I won’t. I don’t care what Carol Aronowitz says.’

‘It’s okay Zivah. It’s okay. Shh.’ Tracy put her arm around Zivah’s shoulders. She could feel the girl trembling. ‘You don’t have to go back to The Lodge. You are going to stay here, at home, in your beautiful new suite that Yair built, especially for you. Shh. Sit here and as soon as I’m finished, we can go down. Okay?’

‘No, not okay. You’re not a nice person either. I don’t like you. I don’t like anyone. Only Yair. You can’t come to my party. You must go home!’ 

Zivah flung off Tracy’s comforting arm and bolted out the door, slamming it behind her. Tracy didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. So much for making friends with Zivah. How on earth she and Zivah would ever be able to share a home after she and Yair... she paused. She was getting ahead of herself again. She unzipped her jeans and stuffed them into her kitbag. Her striped shirt followed. Armed with her make-up bag, she went into the en suite bathroom.

She had just finished applying her new Estée Lauder mascara to her left eye when the bedroom door opened again.

‘Zivah – I told you to knock,’ Tracy snapped.

‘I’m not Zivah, God forbid. So I was right. It was you spying on us from up here.’ 

Tracy flushed. She felt like a naughty schoolgirl. Having to speak to Tiffany at any time was bad enough, but having to face the voluptuous beauty while dressed only in grey Woollies bikini panties and a yellowing sports bra was just so humiliating. 

‘Tiffany! I’m not dressed. Close the door! I thought you were in America.’

Tiffany leaned against the bathroom door, swirled her champagne flute and appraised Tracy, who tried desperately not to cringe. ‘Nah. Poor Cecil couldn’t take the pace. I would have thought you’d heard. And Gilad was such a bastard about it. He left me stranded. No thanks for making his dad happy or anything. I mean, what a way to go – know what I mean?’ 

‘You mean Cecil Zaldain died? I’m so sorry. I wish you long life.’

‘Thanks. Yeah, well at least he died happy – very happy.’ Tiffany winked and giggled.

‘Oh my... um... you don’t mean he died... um... on the job as it were?’

Tiffany laughed. ‘Aah, now that would be telling, and I don’t tell. I was really very fond of Cecil you know – but Gilad was ...well, can you believe he wouldn’t even give me money to get back to South Africa? Just left me stranded, without a bean, in a foreign country. It was terrible. I was terrified and...’

‘So how... when did you get back?’

‘Then my luck changed. I couldn’t believe it. I was walking down Broadway, or maybe it was 27th Street, well, whatever, and next thing I know, there’s Yair right in front of me and he says... by the way, what are you doing in my suite?’

‘Your suite?’

‘Well... . Yes. Sort of. Now that little Zivah is home, I can’t very well stay in Yair’s suite, can I? And the guest rooms downstairs are not nearly as comfortable. So stupid really, but we have to keep up appearances in front of the child, don’t we?’

Tiffany giggled and ran her pink little tongue across her full bottom lip. She smoothed her dress over her curvy hips and took a sip of her drink. Up close, Tracy could see—she was almost positive—that Tiffany had no underwear on. Her dress was so tight, pulling a little over the sexy curve of her tummy, even a G-string would have shown. 

‘Nice dress, huh? Yair bought it for me. In New York... after we’d... well, you know... renewed our... um.... our friendship. And then he absolutely insisted on bringing me home, absolutely wouldn’t take no for an answer, said I just had to come back. I moved in... umm... on... ummm... yeah.’

Tracy gulped. ‘Yair never told me that ...that he’d seen you in New York. That must have been...’ Tracy calculated quickly. Yair had gone to New York on business just after her birthday. ‘...a couple of months ago. And you’re staying here?’

‘Like I said. Yair asked me to move in. Isn’t it wonderful? There were a few loose ends I still had to tie up in the States so I only got back a couple of days ago. But Yair was so helpful – you know how he is. Well, maybe you don’t know him like I do. I mean, well, you know, Yair and me – we’ve been... ummm ...friends since, gosh, forever. Wasn’t this Aviva’s room – before all the renovations? I’m sure this was Avi’s room. I’ll never forget it.’ Tiffany smirked and sipped delicately from her champagne flute. ‘I don’t think Yair has forgotten it either. Good memories in this room. Gooood memories.’

Tracy hoped she wouldn’t be sick. 

‘Such a fast learner, our little Yair was back then. He’s come a looong way, don’t you agree, Tracy?’

‘I don’t... I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Oh come on, Trace. Who are you kidding? I know you slept with him. He told me all about it. It’s okay. I don’t mind, we’ve a very open relationship. Oh my word. I do hope you didn’t think it meant anything? Oh darling, you didn’t, did you? Oh poor you!’

Tracy put the mascara brush down before she took her eye out. From a distance she heard Tiffany warbling on. She forced herself to focus on what the other woman was saying: ‘...so it’s best if I tell you now... wouldn’t want it to come as a shock when you find out later.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Tracy’s frozen lips could barely shape the words. She was hypnotised by Tiffany’s red mouth reflected like two bloody slashes in the mirror. 

‘Gosh Tracy. Don’t you listen? I’m pregnant and Yair is so happy about it. Bless him. I’ve always loved him. He’s special, you know? We haven’t told anyone yet, of course, but you’ve been such a good friend, you deserve to know and...’

From the corner of her eye, Tracy thought she saw a flash of white in the bedroom doorway before the door slammed. 

‘...hurry up Tracy and get out of the bathroom. I need to pee,’ Tiffany said. 
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Chapter 3

Tracy
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Tracy buried her face in the pillow, trying to stifle her sobs and willing Maxine to go away and leave her to wallow in her misery. She barely remembered the drive home from Yair’s house. She’d never know how she’d managed to walk across the patio, head held high, after telling him that she’d been called back to the office and just wanted to wish him mazeltov.

She had hardly been able to bring herself to look at him, to look into those blue, blue eyes.

‘Thanks Red – I’m really pleased with it,’ he’d said. 

It? It! She’d stared at him in horror. How could he refer to his baby, his impending marriage, everything, as ‘it’. 

‘I’m so glad you’re pleased,’ she’d said, dripping sarcasm. 

‘What’s up Red? I thought you liked...’

‘Tiffany is obviously very happy too.’ 

‘Tiffany?’ Yair’s eyebrows rose.

‘She told me about the baby, and everything,’ Tracy blurted, clutching her kitbag to her chest, a scruffy lifejacket that was unsuccessfully trying to save her from drowning in desolation.

‘Yeah? She told you she’s pregnant? What else did she say?’

Tracy couldn’t bear to see the deepening flush creeping up Yair’s tanned cheeks. She knew that if she didn’t get out of there, quickly, she’d dissolve in front of him, in front of everyone. 

‘So I just wanted to wish you all the best and everything you wish yourselves but I can’t stay, so bye,’ she said, turning on her heel and pushing through the crowd. She thought he could hear Yair calling her name, but she wasn’t going to wait to find out.

‘Traysh...Traysheeeee, s’long time. Lemme buy you... .’

‘No thanks,’ Tracy said, trying to sidestep the stocky, bearded man who had planted himself firmly in her path. 

‘Aw cummon. Don’ be like that. I shaid I’m buying.’

‘It’s a party, Gilad. The drinks are free, and I don’t want one. I’ve got to go.’ Tracy moved to the left, but Gilad moved with her, continuing to block her advance. He pushed his ridiculous black trilby hat back onto his head from where it had slipped over his left ear with a pudgy, freckled paw and leered at her, breathing sickly sweet alcohol fumes at her. 

‘Wash’s your rush. S’ha great party, from the great Yair Shilverman. Cummon, have a drink – here, have thish one. Sh’only Sprite.’ He held out a glass of clear liquid that slopped over his hand as he thrust it towards her.

Tracy feinted to the right and ran. This party was going from bad to worse. How on earth had Gilad managed to swing an invitation? He and Yair had always loathed each other.

‘Have to get back to the office, emergency,’ Tracy mumbled at the radiant Tiffany who was ostentatiously refilling her champagne flute with sparkling water. Gilad’s stepmother, she realised with a start. If it wasn’t so bizarre, so horribly and disgustingly sick, it might have been funny. 

‘Oh that’s too bad,’ Tiffany cooed and swayed off to publicly claim her latest lover, fiancé, soon-to-be-husband, father of her unborn child... whatever. Tracy had no intention of being around when that scene unfolded. 

‘Miss Tracy? You going now? It’s too early,’ Stembiso Tshabalala said as she stumbled past him towards the now-locked wrought iron driveway gates.

‘Have to. Work. Emergency. Please open the gates. My car’s outside.’ 

Ignoring the bewildered expression on the old driver’s face, Tracy virtually sprinted the last few metres down the driveway, through the still-opening gates, and down the road to Buttercup.

A blur of salty tears and smeared glasses and hooting taxis and then she was home, safely behind her bedroom door, blubbering like a two-year-old. 

‘Trace? I know you’re in there,’ Maxine insisted. ‘I saw your car in the garage and I wondered... I thought you were going to Yair’s party. Tracy... open the door. Why have you locked it anyway? I can hear you. Are you crying? Are you ok? Answer me!’ 

Tracy turned over with a groan. ‘I’m okay, mom. Just a really bad migraine.’

‘A migraine? Where did you get a migraine from? You never get migraines. You poor baby. What have you taken for it? I’ve got some Brufen... I’ll get you a couple and a nice cup of Rooibos with honey.’

‘Mom, no! Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I just need to sleep. Okay? Really. I’ll be fine.’

‘Well... if you say so. But if you need anything, you call me. And unlock this door. What am I supposed to do if something happens to you? You know what happened to Bobba Fanny – three days it was before anyone thought to break down the door. Three days! If they had bothered... if they had cared... the suffering that poor woman...’

Tracy sighed with relief as the oft-repeated saga of her great-grandmother’s demise in the Old Age Home faded with Maxine’s footsteps. She reached for a tissue and dabbed her dripping nose. This was so humiliating. She had been so stupid. How could she possibly have expected a man like Yair to love a scarecrow like her? To want to marry her when he could have any girl he wanted? And he probably had – only he’d never flaunted it. But it was obvious to everyone, even her own mother, that he was waaaay out of her league. He always had been. Even at school, the only reason she had been invited to any of the Silverman parties was because the whole class had been invited. He was gorgeous. So how could she have been so bloody stupid, so naive to think she meant anything to him. But she had. She really, honestly, truly had. 

He’d said it had been special, that she was special. He probably said that to all the girls. And she’d been so bloody desperate, she’d really believed him. Or more likely, she’d wanted to believe him. She needed to believe him. How pathetic was that? He and Tiffany had probably had a good laugh at her expense and how she’d thrown herself at him. But she hadn’t exactly thrown herself – she’d been drunk, he’d also had a bit to drink and he had made the first move. Or maybe he hadn’t. It didn’t matter – she should have known better. She was stupid, stupid, stupid to think he loved her. Did he even like her? Maybe he’d just been tolerating her. He had always been kind to her, even at school when all the other kids had been so horrible. He was kind to everyone. He was the kindest person she knew. So it made sense that he’d let her think he liked her and that he liked having her around all the time when she must have been such a nuisance and she had been a total idiot to think he’d ever really wanted to be her friend, let alone more than that. It was so obvious now. He’d just felt sorry for her. And he’d slept with her because... well, he’d slept with her because he hadn’t wanted to embarrass her when she was drunk and needy and clingy... and all the while he had been with Tiffany and he hadn’t told her and now Tiffany was having his baby and they were getting married and... oh God, she just wanted to die. She buried her face in her sodden pillow and a great surge of white hot anger welled up, burning her throat, forcing her upright, gasping for air.

‘The fucking bastard,’ she hissed. She swung her legs off the bed and reached for her laptop. She’d show them – him and that slutty bimbo. She didn’t need his pity. She didn’t care who he screwed, who he married. And hats off to Tits Tiffany for finally landing a really good catch – far better than old Cecil Zaldain. Yair was young, handsome, virile... rich. Maybe not quite as rich as the Zaldains but still, rich enough. Clever, too. An amazing businessman in his own right. Hell, it hadn’t been easy to keep Silverman Properties going after everything that had happened, but he had. She was so proud of him... had been so proud of him. But she’d show him... she’d show him that she didn’t need him or his pity. 

She checked her watch. Just over half-an-hour to the first edition deadline. She’d just make it. She opened her notebook and started typing. Twenty-five minutes later it was finished. A gossipy, bitchy little story about the forthcoming nuptials of one of Johannesburg’s most eligible bachelors and upcoming entrepreneurs, Yair Silverman, and the buxom beauty and mother-to-be Tiffany Horwitz Zaldain. She hadn’t even had to quote anonymous sources for the slither of scandal surrounding the good news. It was the 21st century, for God’s sake – no one would care that the blushing bride was pregnant. And anyway, the two principals themselves had confirmed the good news, directly to her, so they obviously didn’t care if everyone knew. 

Her cursor hovered over the ‘send’ button. She knew Yair would be angry, really angry, with her if she published the story. Did she care? After what he’d done to her? Of course not... but. She caught her breath. Perhaps she should ask him first, ask whether she could use the story. Even though she didn’t need his permission – or Tiffany’s for that matter. Their conversation hadn’t been ‘off the record’, not really. Not in the strictest sense of the word. Since when was a private conversation between friends ‘off the record’? And so what if it was – or should have been? It wasn’t as if she was giving away anything that wouldn’t be public knowledge soon, if it wasn’t already. Everyone at the party probably knew by now. Yair and Tiffany had probably already made the announcement. And even if they hadn’t, why shouldn’t she use her ‘insider’ status to break the story? Mafuta was always going on at her to get her own stories, to bring him a ‘scoop’.

‘You’re not a junior any more, TT. It’s time to prove yourself, to show whether or not you’re a journalist, or just a hack.’ His tone always made it clear exactly where he thought she stood on the journalistic spectrum.

She bit her lip. She read the story once again. She moved her cursor back to the send button.

*** 

[image: ]


‘Hey Trace. You didn’t tell me about this.’ Maxine said pointing her blood-red nail at the Daily Express front page as her daughter shuffled into the kitchen, puffy-eyed and fuzzy-brained with tearful exhaustion after tossing and turning all night. 

‘About what?’

‘This. This story. About Peter... Peter... um, I can never pronounce his name. That man you were so interested in.’

Tracy grabbed the newspaper from her mother and speed-read the article. Nausea threatened to choke her. This was her story – her’s! This was the story she’d been chasing for weeks. This was the story she’d driven hundreds of kilometres in blazing heat in a car with broken air conditioning and obsolete shock absorbers across the worst roads imaginable in Botswana and Zimbabwe to get an interview with Mr Peter fucking Lepalake... and there it was. On the front page. Under Duduzile Zulu’s byline. 

She blinked, forcing herself to focus on the fury-blurred words. It seemed Mr Lepalake had sat down with Duduzile and spilled his guts. Some of the facts were wrong—Tracy knew they were wrong—but Duduzile had had no way of knowing. It hadn’t been her story. 

‘I’m going to shower,’ she muttered. ‘I have to get to the office.’

‘What about your coffee – and breakfast. You know you have to eat breakfast. You look awful. Are you going to start crying again? Why were you crying last night? You were crying last night. I heard you.’

Tracy ignored her mother’s barrage and hurtled into the bathroom. She tore off her pyjamas, turned the shower on full blast, and stepped into the still icy torrent. The water would warm up eventually but her heart, her body would remain frozen. She just knew it. She had died inside. She stood motionless as her tears washed down the drain.

It was all too much. First Yair. Then this. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fucking fair. She had worked so damn hard on that story. Lepalake had promised her... he had promised that he would phone her the next time he was in Johannesburg and... and he had! That phone call that Duduzile had so kindly offered to take just as she was leaving the office yesterday – that had to have been Peter Lepalake. And instead of Duduzile calling her back, the bitch had kept the story for herself – and Mafuta had obviously helped her, filling in some of the blanks from the things Tracy had told him over the weeks she had spent working on the story. Damn him. At least she hadn’t filed her story about Yair and Tiffany. It would have seemed so petty, such a nothing story, in comparison to Peter Lepalake. Mafuta and Duduzile would have made her life a misery—more of a misery—if she had given in to her spiteful temptation. They’d be saying she was only capable of stupid gossip, not real news.

Hammering on the bathroom door startled her.

‘Your news editor’s on the phone. Can you speak to him or will you call him back?’ Maxine shouted.

‘Tell him I’ll phone him,’ Tracy said and poured some shampoo into her hand to lather into her hair. Mafuta could wait. He probably just wanted to explain why he had given her story to his mistress. Maybe. Mafuta never explained anything to anyone. Ever. Too bad. He’d just have to wait until she was ready to speak to him about whatever he wanted. She wasn’t supposed to be on duty until 9am... he could fucking wait. 

Tracy rinsed her hair, massaged in a liberal amount of conditioner, shaved her legs, rinsed off the conditioner, switched off the water, stepped out of the shower, wrapped herself in her threadbare towel and padded down the passage to her bedroom.

Her cellphone was ringing as she stepped through the door. She picked it up. Mafuta. 

Her finger hovered over the red icon – but she couldn’t bring herself to cut her news editor off.

‘Hello Prince.’

‘TT, what the fuck has taken you so long. I told your mother to tell you to call me back urgently. And when I say urgently, I mean immediately. Not a fucking half hour later.’

‘Sorry. I was washing my hair. I supposed you wanted to tell me about Peter Lepalake. Don’t worry. I’ve read Duduzile’s story. It’s full of mistakes. Why didn’t you call me when he phoned? I was still in the building.’
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