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For my Constant Reader

Prologue

Every town has an identity. Whether it be a feeling, a sense of its own being wrapped up in the collective conscious minds of its inhabitants or not, it is still there. It is in the buildings and the landscape, and it stalks the streets at night, wandering through shadowed laneways and painted with reminiscence and memory. Some might call it history, but it is more than that. The energy of a town lives within the walls and the gutters; it trickles through the day to day and stamps the impression of what it is behind the eyes of those who live there. If you look very hard, focus carefully, you might catch a brief glimpse of what lies behind.

People come and go, that’s sure. They move, they grow old, they leave to another place or another state of being when it comes down to it. Newcomers arrive, swelling the ranks of population, but counted as a part of the greater sum, they are mere sand grains in a town’s consciousness, in its memory of itself. They may add a shade here, or a burst of colour there, but the town itself goes on, heedless, until one day it may die as well, though that is rare. Somehow, they are far more adaptable than the individuals who might live within their bounds.

And sometimes, just sometimes, they might exert their own forces on the people who live there, whether they are aware of it or not. If we are not careful, the collected memories that shape the town’s identity, may become our own.
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Walter

The small corner store held a veritable plethora of delights. Tightly packed shelves that gave barely room to slide between them were stacked with spices and tinned goods and things that Walter could barely guess at. It was impossible to read some of the labels, but from time to time, Walter tried anyway, peering close, picking up a tin and turning it one way or the other trying to pick up a familiar script he could at least attempt to decipher. The family who ran the store worked long into the night, taking turns to stand or sit behind the counter, watching the small television up in one corner, and distractedly glancing at their intermittent customers. Pakistani, or Indian, something like that, they lived enclosed in their mercantile existence, somehow shielded from the rest of the world except for the lifeline that the tiny television provided and only really attached to the town by their sporadic interactions with their customers. Walter couldn’t imagine that they had a life outside the day-to-day ritual of the shop. Except for those rare times, early in the morning, when he passed the shuttered windows, they were always open. The problem with the little store for Walter was that he was just as likely to come away from it with something completely different to what he had originally gone in search of: those times late at night when he ran out of milk or coffee, or needed some drinks to restock the refrigerator, or just simply when he’d been too lazy to shop, and he needed something quick and nasty he could nuke in the microwave to fill a hole. The place was a blessing really in that respect. He hated having to order home delivery and where they were, with the outlying nature of the town itself, the options were limited anyway. The monosyllabic interactions at his doorstep were not something he looked forward to at any time and out near the edge of civilised suburbia, delivery was never to be relied upon anyway. Resisting temptation for today, Walter moved to the front counter with the packet of ground coffee he had come in search of. He was okay for milk, he thought, so that would keep until his next proper expedition.

Walter—never Wally—had moved to the little town by the seaside nearly a year ago. His rented house atop a hillside looked out over the water, giving him an uninterrupted view of the beach on one side, and looked back up to the escarpment behind, though he would need to stand on the tips of his toes to see over the side hedge at the back of the house that shielded his property from the neighbours to that one side. Woodford Park as a community suited him fine. It was small enough that you could know people if you took the effort, but if you had no such inclination, they left you pretty much to yourself. Two days a week, Walter caught the train into the city proper, a forty-minute commute, but the rest of the time, he worked from home. He lived in that conveniently engineered lifestyle where he could choose the hours he worked, as long as he produced the goods. Often, that meant he’d spend part of the day wandering along the beachfront or simply staring out over the ocean from the vantage of his front room while he waited for inspiration. 

When he’d first seen the house, it was that front room that had sold him, those windows with their panoramic view of the cliffs and water. One of the first things he’d done as soon as he’d moved in was to set his studio up in that precise room to make the most of the view. His drafting table sat right in front of the central window. It didn’t matter whether he was working late at night or in the middle of the day—he would always have the ocean.

Woodford Park had another advantage for Walter; two towns further down the coast and you’d be faced with tourists in high season, the family holidaymakers, or the simple day-trippers to the beach, but Woodford Park remained relatively unspoiled, a community unto itself. He thought that it was probably its position near a point on the coastline where the escarpment reached out, almost touching the sea, meaning that the beach and the town itself lost the sun earlier in the day than those places further along the coast. For that reason, it was as if the small community was off the beaten track, while being within striking distance of everything you needed. Of course, there were no cinemas or theatres, and the nearest supermarket was twenty minutes away by car, but those were things he could live with. And after the breakdown of his marriage, Walter didn’t need any of those things particularly. He’d been bitten, hard. Woodford Park gave him a refuge from the memories that lingered in the city itself and among people in general and it gave him the chance to come to terms with himself. There were times when he felt alone, but most of the time, he was perfectly content to live with his own company and the twice-a-week interactions that his architectural firm provided supplemented it nicely. For now, it was enough.

Having made his coffee, he sat sipping, his hands cupped around the mug, trying to prepare himself for an assault on the current project, but nothing was coming. By the time he'd finished his coffee and placed the mug back in the kitchen after rinsing it, there was still nothing there, not even a spark.

Walter looked out the window, down at the beach and along the coast road that ran along the ocean's edge, curving back and forth with the contours of the coastline. A line of trees ran along the beachfront, thick-trunked pines. They looked as if they’d been there for decades. Up to the left ran a row of houses, neatly tended gardens and the requisite rose bushes—old people's homes, he thought. He’d been playing with a ruler in one hand and chewing on his bottom lip as the thoughts of what had brought him here played through his head. That wasn’t productive at all. He slid the ruler back and forth in his fingers and then gently placed it down on clean, unmarked paper. Time to go for a walk; he was getting nothing done here.

Funny, he’d never thought about it before, but Woodford Park didn’t have a park. It wasn’t a park. It had enough trees, and enough green spaces, but that hardly qualified it as a park. Woodford Beach, Woodford Bay, maybe something like that. But Woodford Park? Perhaps there didn’t need to be a reason for the name. Maybe it was just a name after all.

He was still wondering about it as he reached for his old green coat behind the door, pulled it on, and then patted his pockets to check that his keys and wallet were in place before heading out. What he needed was a breath of fresh air and perhaps a whiff of old seaweed along the beach, the touch of iodine. Perhaps that would clear his head. 
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Angelica

As she lay sprawled across the bed on her stomach, her feet raised behind her kicking slowly back and forth, Angelica pored through her memory box, riffling through the collected keepsakes and correspondence that she had collected diligently over the years. Angelica often remembered, and she remembered very well. In some carefully constructed way, barely realised even by herself, she had made a particular talent of remembering. One could even say that for Angelica, remembering was somewhat more than a simple hobby, something she did on the odd occasion to pass the time; it was an essential part of what she was, a fundamental component of her being. After all, what we are, is as much what we remember we are, or what we have done. Our memories make us what we are, at least our perceptions of what we are. 

She lifted a single letter, slightly crumpled with re-reading, and then a photograph, peering down at the smiling face, not quite in focus, and gave a half smile in return. She traced fingertips across the boy’s picture chest. He had been so sweet, that one, her Damien. She wondered briefly where he was now.

The reactions invoked by the box’s contents came quite naturally; they welled up inside her and touched her face as she lay there, the breeze stirring the curtains, parting them from time to time and allowing the world outside through the half-open, wood-framed window, a mere glimpse into that secret part of her life, the part of many hidden events and components that made her what she was. To be honest, when she was rooting around inside her memory box, Angelica really didn’t care whether the world was looking in; she was somewhere else, in another place entirely, somewhere dusted by reality, but not necessarily of it.

She kept the memory box shoved under some clothes, some old knitted sweaters, in her bottom drawer, pushed right to the back, only pulling it out when she knew there was no chance she might be disturbed in her private ritual. Of course, there was always the possibility of a random visit from a friend, or the unexpected phone call, but they came rarely, but they still came all the same. Some days, she knew instinctively that she would be alone and would remain undisturbed while she indulged her ritual. 

The box itself was deep and solid. It fit well into the heavy bottom drawer of the chest, painted white and decorated with small blue flowers, which stood near her bed. Cowry shells and lace designs adorned the box's lid and sides adding touches of white to the pastel blue motif. Pale blue and white, they were Angelica’s colours, and they matched the colouring of her room, the silken bedspread, the knotted lace strip that fanned out above the head of her bed affixed to the wall, just like the clothes she wore, all layered pastel, often offset by a knitted shawl. The incense smell that lingered in her room bore the taste of roses.

Summer had come early this year and already the breeze that tugged languorously at her curtains was heavy with warmth, full of the scent of seasonal grasses and slowly baking earth. When it was in the right direction, more usually in the afternoon or early evening, it carried the taste of salt and other hints of the nearby beach, sometimes the tang of seaweed after a heavy tide. She felt she should be out and about, doing something, perhaps going for a walk on the seafront, or wandering through the local market, picking through the stalls, looking for something new to echo the change of mood that came with the weather. Today, after all, was market day. She sighed and reluctantly closed the lid on those fragments of what she was, that jumbled stack that represented the collected pieces of her past, and she slid the box across the floor toward the large chest of drawers. It was time to be out and about. Rolling over, she propped herself on one elbow and combed her fingers through the long blond curls, dragging them through a resistant tangle on one side. Long pale fingers, always eager to touch, soft and sometimes hesitant in their explorations. Soft and fragile, somehow, like the image she held of herself.

Damien had definitely been the Sweet Boy’s name. She was right about that. She frowned a little as she tried to remember exactly how they had parted. She recalled that he had moved away, but there had to have been something that had caused him to make that decision. In the photograph, he was standing in front of a waterfall, wearing baggy green shorts and little else, his tanned, sleek body dappled with the shadows of surrounding leaves, his dark eyes slightly squinting against the sun, but grinning that broad infectious grin of his. He’d liked that sort of thing—trekking, going off to seek adventure—and perhaps in the end, that was what had taken him away It was a reasonable explanation, but there was something dissatisfying about the thought that the world might present more adventure to him than she had. Still, it had been his choice, and ultimately, she thought, it had become his loss. Angelica had simply moved on now, but she liked to remember all the same. It was strange that the memory seemed to yellow and fade with age, just as the photograph had. It was right that she had moved on.

Angelica had moved on after the funeral too. Well, things had moved on and she had moved on with them. She had adjusted, just as we all adjust, changing that place where life is characterised by empty hollows by filling them with things that mattered in what was to become her new reality in the sudden unfamiliar shape of her world. She had never expected it to happen, but then you wouldn’t, would you? Johan, Her Man—they used to joke about the way she called him that—Johan Her Man, brimming with life and his own special sense of adventure, Angelica's anchor, had ridden his motorcycle off the side of a cliff. He hadn’t meant to do it of course. They’d told her that Johan had taken the curve too fast. Maybe that was the real explanation, or maybe it wasn't, but the result was the same anyway. He had always liked to ride the curves in slow motion, his consciousness slightly altered by one substance of another. It was “experiential,” he had always said, waving away her protests. In that one act, whether conscious or not, he had left Angelica with spaces where once there had been someone there and present to fill the rough voids in what she was and how existence moved around her. That one act of consequence had been dreadfully unfair. Damn Johan anyway. He had always been so strong. Whether he was damned or not, he didn't have the right to have liberated that moment of weakness that had taken his life and hers along with it. She pursed her lips. She couldn’t afford to think like that. But that was gone, and she wasn’t going to think about it anymore, or about him, or about what could have been. Not today. She’d told herself the same thing countless times over the past six months. Outside, the sun was shining and really, she should be getting out and on with things again. She swung herself off the bed and stooping down, pulled out the heavy bottom drawer, lifted the layer of clothes with one hand and with the other, lifted her memory box, struggling with its weight, and then pushed it deep into the drawer’s back corner. She stood, and with the side of one foot, pushed the drawer closed. There were things to do, she thought, with a brief glance out the window through the curtains, which had chosen that moment to part, just enough to let her see out, down the hill and further to the arc of ocean and cliff top she could see from her bedroom window.
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Saturday

On a cliff top, overlooking Woodford Park’s smaller bay, sat on old hotel, disused now for years. Once it had sat resplendent in pastel yellow, a bright white sign announcing to the coastline at large, Hotel Bellevue. Now, only one or two bulbs remained, dusty and yellowing, the rest of the sign gaping holes where the bulbs used to sit, like a mouth full of missing teeth. The remaining bulbs were grey and brown with dirt and age. The yellow of the walls themselves had faded towards grey as well, and the windows lay empty and dark. From time to time, Walter would look up at the old ruin on his trek down to the beachfront and wonder what it would take to bring the place back to its former glory, how much money and madness would be needed to restore the hulk. He hesitated to think what it might be like inside, now. What would years of humidity and damp sea air do to the interior of a place like that?

He’d never broached the subject with any of the longer-term locals, but he would have guessed that the hotel had its heyday somewhere back in the fifties or perhaps even earlier. He could imagine the well-to-do resort set standing out on the terrace sipping cocktails or dining in their formal evening suits behind long, draped white curtains in the panoramic dining room. It was an era long past, but one that he fantasised about, polite society, what it would be like to have been a member of that set. In comparison, modern life was all that more mundane when set against those fantasies. Looking back up at the hotel though, he could see what might inevitably become of an imagined life like that, left to moulder and decay upon a windswept cliff top, but then was this any different? He wondered. Maybe his life had become the same thing—slowly bleaching to dried remembrance by the seaside. 

But Saturday was market day. It drew the locals, certainly, but also people from nearby towns and the local crafty community seemed to emerge from their burrows as well, so there was always something entertaining to look at, sometimes in a kind of car-crash sort of way, but enough to keep Walter vaguely amused, though still sufficiently detached from it all. The stallholders, local and itinerant both would set up their displays in the local school grounds, close to the small local shopping centre and the beach, including the contingent from the local church with their home-made preserves and chutney's in bottles sealed with diagonally checked waxed-paper and elastic bands, their labels painstakingly hand lettered in curling script. He would wander amongst the stalls, looking at the people more than the wares. Woodford Park also maintained a local artist’s community, and inevitably, there would be the ranks of tastefully brushed pastel watercolours depicting either beach scenes or simple sea and skyscapes. Nice enough if you liked that sort of thing, but he always thought that you could have only so many of them. Every beach front resort town boasted its seascapes and the boats upon the water, either in the distance or from a much closer perspective, although to be honest, Walter had never actually seen a boat on the small town's water, only those far off down the coast. All Woodford Park was missing really was the lighthouse which would, of course, have spawned endless series of tasteful watercolours—gulls over the lighthouse, sunrise behind the lighthouse, lighthouse, and the beach, and so on. Even the inevitable non-present yacht would have appeared, no doubt. Claims about the light being special in the bay were nothing more than propaganda, he thought, spread by the artists themselves to help justify their own lifestyle choice. Without the self-promoting community, he wondered how many of them would have remained as little more than hobbyists and how many of them really were anything more anyway? Then, of course, there were the potters, the woodworkers (all using either found driftwood or local timber), the intricate bead and feather work, the macramé, the knitted shawls. His favourite, he thought, was the local church, always there in the same spot, with their homemade preserves and knitted tea-cosies and the floral-dressed ladies with their tightly permed white or purple-rinsed hair. It was all very much a far cry from what Walter imagined life in Woodford Park must have been when the resort set were in their prime. No dinner jackets and cocktail dresses in this lot.

He spent some time picking his way through the stalls. The weather was good, not too warm and a slight breeze blowing off the ocean and for a few minutes he stood in the centre of the market just breathing deeply of the smells. It was so removed from the life that he’d escaped by moving down here. The city, the social obligations, the restaurants and the clubs, the competition, and the noise, all those belonged to someone else now. In a way, they belonged to her; they had become a part of the divorce settlement. Thank god, they had chosen never to have more than one kid...not that it had really been a choice; it had just sort of worked out that way. Until the separation, they had both been too busy in their own ways, and then after, well, they were busy in different ways.

His thoughts were interrupted by an explosion of loud, female laughter from a stall at the end of the nearby row and he looked in that direction. Whoever it was, was making her presence felt. He took a slight step to one side to get a better view. Oh, talk about a car crash. She was standing next to one of the hippie stalls, second-hand clothing, and black and purple velvets, in an animated conversation, with much hand waving involved. Walter clasped his fingers behind his back, just standing there and watching. Yet another burst of laughter, and the woman tossed back her head with it, as if she were simply laughing at the sky. Funny, her dress was almost an exact match for that sky, even down to the faint white pattern, echoing the vague brushstrokes of high cirrus far above, reminiscent even of the ever-present watercolours dotting the stalls around them. He guessed she was about forty, but she was trying too damned hard. The blonde hair was heaped in a profusion of curls and the grand gestures showed the sparkle of chunky silver rings on both hands and silver bracelets on each wrist. She leaned in closer to the stallholder, a goth woman, heavy eye makeup, draped in black velvet, as if they were sharing a secret together, and then tossed her head back again with another loud laugh. Walter shook his head slightly and then looked away. God, what a disaster.

There seemed to be nothing to hold him in the market today and the woman's laughter was still grating on him, so he decided he’d head down for a stroll along the beach, watch the water for a while, and then make his way back home, perhaps pick up a couple of things at the corner store on the way back. The beach looked empty, apart from an old couple walking a dog, a scrappy brown and white thing that kept lunging at the waves and barking. It, at least, seemed to be having fun. Looking at the old couple, he wondered. Had they been together for thirty or forty years? Was it a generational thing? Or maybe they had found each other late in life, drawn together for the solace and the companionship they could provide to each other. No, he thought, it was better not to think about that at all. I would just make him maudlin.

He had turned his attention to making a list of things he might possibly need to supplement his dwindling supplies back at the house in his head when again that laugh interrupted his chain of thought, carrying all the way out of the school grounds and down the street even above the faint noise of the market itself.

Her laugh continued, following him all the way down to the beach and into his memory later that evening.
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Angelica

She had grown up in the country, the closed-community, little town environment had kept her apart initially. Though she had wanted to belong, to fit in, the town's population raised its invisible unspoken, but somehow mutually-agreed barriers. She had felt betrayed, abandoned after her father's disappearance, and desperately she had wanted a sense of family, of belonging. That was at first. In a small town environment like that, especially a few thousand souls separated from the masses by distance or geography, everyone knows everyone else or at least seems to. 

Angelica had gone to live with her grandparents in Sandton shortly after her parent's separation and divorce. Her mother was forced to take a job in the city to make ends meet, as her father was nowhere to be found. He had simply disappeared, and Angelica wondered, from time to time, whether her mother had suspected or had an inkling of what he had been planning. There was a time, a period of uncertainty, and then her mother had decided what would be best for her. In the woman's mind, it was the safe and stable environment of Sandton. Safe and stable for her mother, it might have been, but she, Angelica, was a newcomer, something to be wary of, and as a fresh arrival, she had not yet shown where she belonged as far as the town's collective shared subconscious perceptions were concerned. Sandton narrowed its eyes at her, and she felt it.

The town boasted a single main street, shops, a couple of hotels, with the traditional working men's bars and a network of families that extended through the community like clans. There were the Stevens and the Blacks, and they were related somehow to the Franklins. On the other side were the Billings tribe, who were in turn connected to the Carmanolas by some curious quirk of marriage. The Carmanolas were a broad network, all fruit growers, of hardy immigrant stock that had been in Sandton for several generations, so they had proved many years ago that they were a part of everything that made Sandton what it was. Despite the name, they very much belonged. Their rambling orchards and vineyards provided summer jobs for the local kids, picking, or packing, wherever the need lay. Angelica herself had spent time in the large echoing green shed with its conveyor belts and stacks of boxes while the heat beat against the metal walls, broad doors pushed open at either end to give a cross breeze and some release from the sweltering heat. That experiment had been short lived. Her grandfather, a conservative country lawyer, blanched slightly and became very quiet when Angelica had returned one day and asked him, in all innocence, what a particular word had meant. He had glanced at her grandmother and then away, not saying a further word. It was more than enough for him, and it was enough to put an end to Angelica's association with the Carmanolas packing shed.

Of course, her grandfather's actions set her even further apart from the rest of the tribe, enforcing, in their minds, an unwarranted removal from the normal yearly rituals of Sandton life. It was clear that she thought she was better than the rest of them and they didn’t much like that. Afterwards, she had missed it though. Although the work had been repetitive and she had spent most of the time slick with sweat, they had called her Angel, and she had liked that.

The rest of the close-knit community was ordinary, uncomplicated. Many of them were farmers, though another section of the population toiled in the local mine. There were, of course, the local shopkeepers, and the people who also worked at the single small department store that sat right in the middle of Main Street flanked by a pharmacy on one side and a small bakery that specialised in frosted cupcakes. At the edge of the town clustered a small community of truckers, somehow related to the Blacks, and also boasting a few of the local miners. Of course, they had kids in the local schools, but she wasn't supposed to mix with them. In her grandfather's eyes, they were undesirable. Angelica never quite understood why. Was it what they did? Was it beneath them, the right living Coopers? Or maybe it was some dark secret that her grandfather knew because of forbidden knowledge granted him by the dealings of his profession. Maybe, it was as simple as the fact that they were Catholic, and in her grandfather's eyes, Catholics as a whole were an inferior part of the community, unlike the clean-living Protestants that they were.

During her time in Sandton, she saw her mother roughly once every two weeks, on the weekends. Her mother would make the journey down from the city late on a Friday night after work to spend time with her daughter and her parents. Angelica would accompany her grandfather in the old green Volvo he favoured, to the train station to pick her up. If she was lucky, he might splash out and buy her an ice cream at the small station kiosk while they waited in the tiny wood-panelled waiting room, the station clock above the ticket office window ticking away the minutes to her mother's arrival. Angelica would sit there in the slatted wooden bench, kicking her legs back and forth, in a nice, clean floral-print dress with her hair in braids and ribbons. Typically, her grandfather would say nothing, but then, he was a man of few words, and really, he had very little to talk about with a young girl, though he dutifully held her hand while they watched the minutes click past.

Although Angelica wasn't aware of it at first, her mother looked a little more pale and drawn with each successive visit. Holding down the job in the city, teaching at a day care centre, and keeping her modest apartment were taking their toll. Also, of course, the fact that her husband had abandoned her, and she, now a single mother, was the subject of sidelong glances and the moral judgement that came with the values belonging to the time, regardless of where the fault lay. It didn't matter that she was a divorcee; her mother had become a single parent. In a sense, it was guilt by association, and somehow, some way, of course, her mother was to blame. Looking back, Angelica could see the change that grew in her mother's demeanour, and the unspoken looks that passed between her and her grandfather with each new visit. Typically, Angelica would leap from the bench and run to the platform at the first sound of the train's approach, and then stand there, scanning the passing carriage windows for her mother's face. Her mother would emerge from one or other of the carriages, struggling with the small powder blue leather suitcase she carried on such trips and Angelica would race along the platform to throw her arms around her mother's waist. Her mother would drop the case, place one hand on Angelica's back and with the other, stroke her hair as she held her close. Over time, the stroking grew less frequent, the pressure of her hand on Angelica's back less firm, but these were not things that Angelica noticed, at least not consciously. Towards the end of that period, the case remained clutched in her mother's grip, and the stroking of the hair become an absent-minded patting on the top of her head, like greeting a family pet when you had something else occupying your thoughts, as thing of familiar ritual rather than consciously directed action.

During that period, the Sandton period, of her father she heard nothing. He had simply vanished into thin air. Sometimes, late at night on the weekends when her mother was in town, she could catch snatches of furtive conversations where her father's name was mentioned, but she either could not hear enough, or she didn't understand what they were saying. Little by little, her father became little more than a collection of disembodied images, like pieces of torn-up photographs, scattered on the wind. After a time, even his face became an indistinct blur, an image she could almost make out on the passing breeze as it fluttered past her face. Funny that the clearest image she had was of his hands. They were firm and solid, almost tangible in her mind.

It soon became clear to Angelica that there were very few individuals she wanted to be associated with in Sandton town, so rather than fighting her exclusion, she embraced it. At school, she was surly and tended to one word answers, never one to raise her hand in class. She sat alone, at the back of the classroom and scribbled in the margins and across the front of her notebook. She doodled on her pencil case with markers. As a result, her performance was less than stellar, and in later months it was to become a topic of conversation between her grandfather and her mother. In her maths class, however, the story was different. Over by the window (they all had their regular seats) sat a boy that interested her. He was something of an outsider too, a swarthy, good looking boy with longer curly dark hair. She knew, from snatches of overheard conversation, that he belonged to a family that lived about a mile outside of town, an extended network of children and faceless parents and relatives. She knew also, that somehow, the family was related to the Carmanolas, and hence they received a kind of grudging acceptance in the town, though they clearly chose to set themselves apart. The name, Minovic belonged to that clan, and Rudy was the boy by the window. There were other Minovics in the school, scattered throughout the various grades, girls, and boys both. You could tell them from the similarly dark and curly look they bore. But it was Rudy that held her interest. For some reason, she thought he looked deep, mysterious and in some ways, he was a little aloof and she could appreciate that.

In her Maths class, Angelica did well. Rudy was one of the top performers in her class, and Angelica made a point of trying to compete. It seemed to her that this was the best way to get his attention. Rudy would lazily lift his hand to answer a question, but Angelica's would be there before his. What was the teacher, Mr Banks going to do, pick Angelica or Rudy? The answer was clear and ingrained in the behavioural patterns that belonged with the town. It wasn't long before the glances started coming her way, at first with narrowed eyes and then, something else as she boldly returned his looks, making it very clear that she was looking back.

It was not long after that first couple of weeks that the pair of them started hanging out together after a hesitant introduction. Angelica could not remember particularly the first real words they exchanged, nor what they talked about during their many breaks and lunches, or walking to the bus stop after school—Rudy would always walk her to the bus stop, wheeling his bicycle along beside them—but it must have been something. There was a small cafe on Main Street, and they could be found there, huddled in a booth over milkshakes or cokes, talking about school, perhaps, or people in their class, or something that had been on television the night before, though Rudy didn't seem to watch a lot of television. The closest thing they had to a cinema was a drive in movie theatre about ten miles out of town, so that was a major expedition, and certainly not something Angelica's grandfather would have initiated, so it was unlikely that it was the latest movies they discussed. Perhaps it was simply that Rudy had stood out as different and so, to Angelica, was something of the same thing she was. Perhaps that alone was enough to keep them in each other's company during those couple of years that she thought of as the Sandton period.

Of her grandmother, Angelica remembered very little at all. She was there, ever present, but a blurry shadow in the background, always the dutiful silent wife. Her grandmother, a slight pale woman with nervous hands and angled glasses seemed not to have opinions of her own, just those received from her husband. Everything she did seemed to be driven by duty in one way or another. Dutifully, she attended Church each Sunday and dutifully she cooked the meat and two vegetables every evening. Dutifully, she nodded her agreement when her grandfather was loudly reviling something they had just watched together on television, usually some news story or another. Angelica, however, was her grandmother's precious little doll, but for all that and the behaviour that went with it, she left only minor marks upon Angelica's life. She remembered her sitting at the kitchen table, telling Angelica slightly off-colour jokes in secret, and getting a mischievous look on her face, as if she revelled in being 'naughty,' just like the cigarettes that she smoked whilst sitting at that kitchen table. Of the latter, her grandfather must have known, but he turned a blind eye to it, and it was something that only happened before he arrived home from his office in the centre of town. The strongest memory of her grandmother was when she had returned home one day from school and announced that she wanted to get her ears pierced. Rudy had an earring; Angelica thought it would be cool if she could have one too. (She didn't mention to her grandmother that she only wanted a single piercing, not two.) Her grandmother had hit the roof, even shouting at her, as if the mere suggestion upset the natural order. How dare she suggest such a thing? Was she mad? Did she want to look cheap? What would her grandfather think? And that was the root of it...what would her grandfather think? Her grandfather's conservatism ruled her life, even by proxy through the little bird woman that sneaked her cigarettes in private and treated Angelica, somehow like a girlish confidant. 

When the heat of her outrage had subsided, her grandmother drew her close, conspiratorially, and told her she must never speak to her grandfather about this, ever. Angelica had nodded her understanding, solemnly, but her mind had already been made up.
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Walter

The Woodford Park house was probably too large for him, in truth. It boasted three bedrooms, a dining room, kitchen, lounge, a couple of bathrooms, and what Walter referred to as the 'front' room, though, in reality, it was more at the back of the house. The true front, the side that faced the street, was, in Walter's mind, the rear of the house. There sat a garage built of dark brick, obviously a later addition that now housed a stack of boxes and other remnants of what he'd been able to salvage from the divorce. He had no car for the moment, though he'd been considering replacing the family estate he'd used to drive before his grand, enforced change of lifestyle, so the garage remained unoccupied apart from those packaged reminders of what had been before. As the garage was positioned closer to the street, those memories clustered at the back of the house and therefore conveniently positioned in the back of Walter's mind.

The house was a long, low slung, wooden affair with a driveway up one side bordered by a tall hedge that shielded him from the neighbours, and in the right month, crawled with large green caterpillars that seemed never to move, though if he stopped to stare at them, he could see their little mouths moving industriously demolishing the current leaf like an old-style typewriter. Someone, he supposed, would have classified them as pests, but Walter didn't begrudge them their itinerant residency, not so unlike his own. He would pass them on his way down the driveway to the back door, the door he always used and occasionally, he'd stop along the way to peer interestedly at their industrious destruction while he felt for his keys.

Three short steps led up to the back door and every time he returned, Walter would pause for a moment and turn, staring out at the beach below and the end of the Hotel Bellevue that he could see from his position. The faded building kept its own vigil over the waves, impassive, thinking its own thoughts, though in truth, when Walter sat watching the waves, he wasn't necessarily thinking about anything in particular either. The back door led straight into the room he used as his workspace, his drafting table, his computer, and his desk. He'd set up a wireless network shortly after arriving, although sometimes he wondered why, as the only computer he owned was a chunky desktop with a boxy cream-coloured tower planted beside one end of the desk. Apart from that, there was the printer, monitor, the usual set of peripherals needed for the home office. He actually used the computer probably less than he should, but it was a necessity for work, and the lifeline to the office for emails when he needed them, but that was enough. Infrequently, he'd go online and browse for nothing in particular. Though he knew his way around computers, they really didn't form a major part of his life. Even Woodford Park boasted an internet cafe, recognition of the lifeline the technology increasingly provided to the rest of the world, but it was something he had no particular need or desire to visit. He had set up his old favourite chair (another thing he'd managed to salvage from the tatters of his marriage) a large, yellow, wing-backed affair, in one corner of the room, affording a view over the beach. Pamela had hated that chair anyway, so it had been one of those few items that remained uncontested when he had labelled it as 'mine.'
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