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To Fiona Swaffield Melrose




Fear no more, says the heart, committing its burden to some sea, which sighs collectively for all sorrows, and renews, begins, collects, lets fall.


Mrs Dalloway, Virginia Woolf




6 December 2013,
Johannesburg, South Africa




Early morning


It had been a bad night for nervous dogs. Thunder, and rain, terrible and hot, had drenched the city.


September’s flattened cardboard boxes were wet through. From under his plastic sheet he already knew this. The corrugated boxes no longer had the sort of spring he associated with a dry night and a good sleep.


He had been awake for a while but had only just begun to register that he was back in the world. September felt as if his mind had begun to dispatch messages back to his body from a further, more mountainous geography, messages waylaid.


Some days he could leave his garden, walk to his island and set about asking for loose change from morning motorists. A hand would emerge from a car window to deposit a fat five-rand coin into his enamel cup. He would shuffle all along the waiting traffic (blinking, blinking to turn) and only much further down the line would he begin to register the sound (plunk) as the coin hit the bottom of the cup. What had happened in-between he could not say. Such was the nature of his mind these long, hot days.


And today would be no different. And all the days that followed. One, and another and then another.


He began to rustle himself to life. For he had work to do. Justice would not wait.
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There had been hail. Flowers and leaves had been stripped from full summer stems. It was a storm that announced itself with belly-fat kettle drums and flashes of lightning long before it even came onstage, raging and spitting. Even between wake and sleep Gin had felt the atmosphere refashion itself. So, when the storm had finally rolled away, there was a sense that something in the small world of uniformly laid out streets, swimming pools and flowering trees had been disturbed. Something had tilted by a degree or two on its axis.


But, Gin also knew, as she arched her body (it had crimped as she had slept so long, so deep) that being home and waking surrounded by this jolt of summer was a brazen-lit reprieve after the lacerating early months of a New York winter. So, here she was, to celebrate her mother’s eightieth birthday.


Even as she thought it, she felt her stomach flip a little and a matronly little devil-voice told her that it would all fail, her party, her preparations. And she would be judged by everyone who sat there and, of course, by her mother.


She unfolded herself from the covers. Her anchors had sunk deep, deep into the bed. The bedclothes were the very same ones from so many years before, though thinner now, gauzy almost, like a mosquito net.


Gin knew that the day would be thick and cumbersome and it would be too hot for picking what was left of the flowers.


*


Mercy had risen early, woken by the rain that had made all the gutters around her bedroom gurgle. She had drifted in and out of sleep until she had finally surrendered to wakefulness and had risen to run her bath. She sang hymns, mostly in her head, and thought about how she could find herself a new phone for a reasonable price. She opened and shut the large rolling kitchen drawers that held pots and pans and below them, in another drawer, larger platters and servers. As she bashed her way around the kitchen she kept one ear on the radio just outside the back door, listening for news on Tata Mandela. It was said that the family had gathered at the Residence the night before.


Gin had asked Mercy to get all the old platters out and wash them. Gin was home for five days only and before this day was done, there would be a party for Mrs Brandt, for her eightieth birthday.


Some of the platters had thin cracks no wider than an ant’s foot. Mercy ran her fingers across the fault lines. She liked how they felt and liked too the confidence she had that they would not break. The older things had a strength to them that the newer stuff did not. The same was true of women and girls. Mercy’s own daughters worried her. So here, so there and always more money and more things and no work.


She thought too about what had been said. About what Jacobeth and Anna from next door had told her about Tata Mandela, that there was bad news from the Residence down the road. All the family was gathered. The women, Ma Winnie, Ma Graça were there together, Jacobeth had said, and word was it did not look good for Tata. And perhaps he had already passed but no one was saying.


Nkosi, God bless him.


It is sometimes like that with these families Anna had said. But this illness had been going on for some months and maybe today was just his time, his day, in the way that it eventually just is, no matter who you might be.


[image: Illustration]


From her bed it seemed to Gin that the house, her mother’s house, was suddenly silent but for the hum of a lawn mower. Surely it was too early for a lawn mower? The gardener, whose name Gin could not remember as she lay between wake and sleep, liked to sing as he worked. Sometimes in a strange falsetto. Was he called Brilliant or Talent? She could imagine him as he crossed back and forth in front of the French windows that were left open to the verandah and the garden beyond.


It was a Friday. All over the city suburbs, verges and lawns were being shorn into precise shapes, given a cruel crew cut, which nonetheless smelled of childhood and tennis balls and space to stretch and run. And even in her half-waking place, Gin fell back towards those cut grass lawns at their old home, Eden House, not far from where she lay. Up the road, then down, then across the motorway and then towards the zoo. Eden House, where it would take a full afternoon just to cut the front terraces, which fell in tiers. Gin had thought in childhood that these sweeps of grass were tears, and how sad and beautiful it was that a lawn would shed tears as it fell away from the house in a kind of verdant longing. But fall it did, towards the swimming pool and tennis court, which lay around the boundary. And beyond it, in those days anyway, veld, so dry she felt her skin begin to prickle just thinking about it.


Eden House was long gone, sold by her mother just months after Gin’s father died (too large, too unsafe for a woman on her own) and then sold again within a month or so to developers who had torn it down, every brick, every roof tile and wooden beam and window frame. They had decimated the roses, the oaks and the willows that once had trailed their skirts over her bare legs as she lay hidden beneath them, pulling the heads from her dolls.


The trees were all cut and felled in four afternoons. And in their place were eight cluster-houses, each an exact replica of the other in the style that had become known as Johannesburg Tuscan. This denoted sienna walls and a terracotta roof, and some fully grown olive trees and cypresses – trees that a hyena-like digger had clawed out of their birth place – brought to the city on the backs of huge trucks and dumped into holes.


Turf would be rolled out to cover the scars and in less than a month what resembled an established garden would grow over the rubble and the rubbish and whatever else the developers wanted to bury. Fountains and lights would be switched on as if it were a theatre set and a king and his queen could walk through the door to play at their new and lovely lives.


And under them, the carcasses of the lives that came before, tennis balls and bones the dogs left behind, secreted in the cannas and the lilies. Somewhere too, was the necklace Gin had lost while tree climbing and never ever found again, in the compost heap that year after year produced pumpkins and granadillas, both so wild and ripe and abundant that they lasted the entire summer.


For this was Johannesburg, commerce was the new colonizer and all else that had come before was diminished and expunged.
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Mercy thought about Gin coming home to have a party for her mother. That was nice. It was a good thing. But if she loved her really, she would come back to live with her, look after her. That was what Mercy had done for her mother and she knew her daughters would look after her in her old age. It was how it was done. White people built old age homes without a blink of shame. The planted their parents in there and paid someone else to look after them.


Mrs Brandt was difficult though, strict, critical. And didn’t Mercy know it? Mercy there are still stains in the tablecloths, Mercy why are you late, Mercy this and that, Mercy, Mercy, Mercy on and on and on until she could hardly bear to hear the sound of her own name, spoken as it was, as an insult or a curse.


Mrs Brandt was old. No worse than Mercy’s own mother had been. But harder, less kind, and very white, all through her. Still, Mrs Brandt was better than Jacobeth’s madam from next door, who just shouted from the time the sun came up. They owned a bakery, Jacobeth’s ones – a whole chain of bakeries that supplied all the delis and hotels across the city. They were up with the birds. They woke up angry and went to bed the same. Some days you could hear them shouting over the wall – especially her. One time, she even shouted at her husband for bringing her flowers on her birthday. But Jacobeth reported to Mercy, as they sat, backs to the boundary wall, legs stretched out along the grass on the pavement, that later that same day, the angry bakers went out for dinner and came back holding hands. Later still, they swam together under the stars in their swimming pool that was tucked under the old jacaranda tree.


Mercy went out to the radio. Hymns were playing. The news would be later. Once she had done with the platters, which were too big for her to hold all at once, she being short, she would feed the dog and then see what Jacobeth knew about Tata Mandela. It was not yet seven o’clock.




My name is September. You will know me by my hump. It is a sacred hilltop that rises out of my shoulders. Others who beg on these corners make them for themselves, paper ones, card ones, using supermarket plastics so that people will give them more when they tap on the nice clean car windows. Mine is real. It is an authentic hump. I cut a round circle in the fabric of my shirt so that it rises up like a majestic peak of the Drakensberg. People must know that mine is authentic.


Every day I make my pilgrimage to the Diamond, the home of the mine bosses, the killers of men. I take my protest to their door. If you do not find me there, then my place is on an island. The island is between Eleventh Avenue and the motorway on-ramp. From here I can feel the whole city washing under me like a great tide as the people roar this way in the morning and that way as the sun sets and makes the roads run with its orange blood. I like it here on Eleventh. This is the corner of kings. Kings from Lesotho, Swaziland and those from farther away have come here to see Tata – he has received them now for years. I see them all. Caravans of cars wash along these roads carrying those who come to ingratiate themselves with our own, more golden king. They come to visit the father of our nation. He receives them and so do I. I shout out my greetings as they pass my island for he is our king no matter our tribe. But now, the king is dead. Long live the king.
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Gin showered slowly and deliberately. She craved the cold water. There was such luxury in that shower, all the little bottles of balsams lined up. Bottles from hotels that previous guests had stayed in and she would never see. Gin loved hotels, hotel bars, hotel towels fresh every day, and trays that arrived with breakfasts she would never have the energy to make for herself and would never eat even if she did. She could imagine all of that bounty, there in those little bottles, and she could feel herself waken.


She let the soap fall along her back, milky tides, and she ran her hands across her hips, feeling the reassuring peaks of bone as they protruded through her skin. A clean line, a geographic boundary; here I am, and there begins the world. She despised unclean lines, a shifting veil between this and that, blended margins, undefined borderlands. For this reason she could never work in charcoal. Her studio was airy, cold even, and filled with neatly stacked boxes, all labelled, dated, accounted for. Not one of them contained charcoal. It was all ink, metal even, plaster, bone, something three dimensional and quantifiable.


She dressed. Her jeans and shirt still wearing the fold-mark of their journey across the Atlantic. Her boots were a comfort as were the amulets, old gold, that she wore around her neck and wrists, worn every day in different combinations since, when? She left her hair wet, forming long burnt serpents, dripping venom along her back and arms.


The party.


She went downstairs to establish how rounded the day had become. And to wish her mother happy birthday. She could hear the lawnmower, Juno chasing it, barking with joy.
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Duduzile had already washed the dishes and swept the verandah before her people woke up. They stayed in bed well past sun rise and then found they were late for everything. She disapproved of this habit as it meant that from the time they woke until the time they left, with at least one child crying, there was chaos. Something was always lost. Someone had always lost this or that. And it created a chaos she was responsible for fixing. Find the car keys, feed the cat, find the child’s swimming goggles.


It was December, and the school holidays had begun, which was worse. All day, she had the children at home while their parents worked. At least on this day, someone else’s mother was fetching them and they would be gone until after six when they would return already fed. With the children gone, she would be able to take September food.


Her days were preoccupied with planning how and when she would see him, on his island, in his garden, outside the Diamond. His every movement registered on her wristwatch, the kitchen clock, the arc of the sun. So that each heartbeat was both his and hers and his life rested like a bundle of jagged rocks on her back.




I am my brother’s keeper.
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Gin found that her mother was dressing. The household routine seemed to have been transported across from Eden House along with Aunt Virginia’s writing desk and Granny’s painting of the veld that hung over the fire place, just as it had before. It was more a suggestion of the veld, a heat haze of colour. No more than an intimation of land. The longer you looked at the image, the further you felt you had wandered into the tall grass and knew the harder it would be to get back. The terror of being lost. Gin turned away.


These stories of being lost and never found again were repeated throughout her childhood. The threats and then the proof as yet another person was lost for lack of vigilance. As if being forever lost were always a breath away, an inevitable outcome if one so much as let one’s eye drift, undisciplined, across a night’s sky. Oh, he had walked in circles for hours, they said of the tourist who had died while they were on a bush trip one drought-addled summer. Damned idiot, her father had said, deserved what he got. That was more or less his attitude to everything.




I don’t miss him one bit.





Even as she said it she felt awkward in her venom – just being here, back among these old paintings and sofas and writing desks, brought it out again. As if her childhood was kept inside her bureau and just turning the key, as she had the night before to find a pen, had released that bitterness once more.


Her mother’s door was shut.
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Peter had been up for a few hours already. Even before he had left his apartment, his eyes hardly left the television screen. Anxious-looking news reporters standing outside the Mandela Residence. The foreign press would soon descend and begin their rigmarole suggesting the entire country would collapse the moment Mandela breathed his last. The streets will run with blood. The people are not capable of controlling themselves in the absence of their moral compass. No matter the moral compass had not been seen for months, years even.


Peter considered his holiday plans. A visit to see his parents, now sedately retired at Hermanus on the Cape coast. The regularity of the dread this produced became, through repetition, its own kind of comfort.


His father, an attorney by trade, played golf, his mother, bridge. His father attended Rotary Club meetings, she her book club. For the days between Christmas and New Year, his brother, David, would arrive with his family from Cape Town. They were good-looking, casual racists. His wife was blonde and angelic, their daughters, unfathomable.


Each passing year, his family parodied themselves with increasing accuracy. Every evening, cocktails were served from five o’clock until last man standing. As if pre-scheduled, about mid-way through (as his father called for more olives and lemon slices) jokes and jibes about Peter being single would be rolled out. Typically, the exchange would reach a point where his mother, unable to betray her primal anxiety, would interject, saying, ‘That’s enough, now.’ And then, ‘These days lots of young men are bachelors well into their forties.’ His father would make some comment about playing the field and sowing oats. They would all laugh. And, of course, so would he.


Each year he would return to work, pledging never to endure the pantomime again. But every year he booked his tickets and arrived two days before Christmas, mostly because he did not know where else to go.


Peter took the elevator down, nodded at the concierge, strapping on his training-watch as he went and attaching his phone to a strap on his arm. Concierge was rather too grand a word for the slovenly, rotund man who rarely had the energy to return the mordant greeting, let alone reach for the security buzzer to let Peter out onto the busy street.


He ran the same route every day. He liked to record how many kilometres he had covered in a day, a week, a month. He walked to the corner outside his building. Wide streets, sun, sixteen-seater taxis spilling their passengers out onto the pavement outside office blocks, or further up the road near shopping malls.


He set his watch and started running, warming up slowly but finding his rhythm, moving invisibly along, detached from himself as momentum took over. Suddenly, to his left, a crash. Metal, perhaps a bin truck, and birds, ibises, all screaming and flapping across the sky, their screech enough to make him shut his eyes against the din. The noise, the alarm of it was inside of him. He held his hands over his ears to make it stop. When he opened his eyes again the sun-glare had gone, a cloud perhaps, and still more traffic as a taxi blared and hooted trying to attract customers. He bumped into someone, turned to see the woman walking past, and realized he did not know where he was. He could not name the road, could not recognize the trees.




I am lost. I am lost.





He was holding his breath. He released his lungs. Breathing in and out until he no longer had to remind himself to do it. He was suddenly so tethered to the air around his body, so vulnerable to its loss.




I am breathing in, I am breathing out.
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September opened the carrier bag in which he kept his toiletries. His sister Duduzile provided them. His facecloth and sponge were getting ragged but no matter, he kept them clean. His body ached, his back of course but his shoulders too. The flesh where his placard rested every day was tender and torn.


He scraped himself up off his bedding and stretched, letting his lungs take in the fullness of themselves. Despite the rain of the previous night, September was pleased it was summer and that Christmas would soon be over and a new year would beckon, then Easter. The familiar passing of time was important. Without these markers, it was so very easy to get lost in the vast wash of days and weeks and years.


He did not like Christmas as much as he used to. When he and Dudu were children, Christmas could never come often enough. They knew that each year they would receive a new pair of school shoes, black, with laces. Dudu liked to wear hers before school began in January, to soften them up and make the long walks across field and veld easier from the first day. But September would keep his safe in their box under his bed, untouched until the first morning of term, when he would be up and dressed, the solid, unbending leather shoes on his feet, before the rest of the household stirred. After two days he would be unable to walk without bandages all over his toes and heels and ankles but he never minded and never listened to his mother’s protest.


These days, Christmas never meant new shoes or bags of sweets. Rather it was reduced to what Dudu gave him: clothes, money, things involved in the business of being alive. And every year she would beg him to go home and live in the clean air and the mountains among the people who knew them. Every year he promised that before Christmas he would be home. And he would have kept his promise, only there was the matter of justice. The matter of the bullet that had shaved the side off his face and the men in the Diamond who would not say they had given the order that it be done.




Today I will sing out my song.
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Neve Brandt was in disconsolate temper. She sat in her dressing gown in her chair next to the window. From there she could see the birds swooping and flopping onto the bird feeders she kept stocked with seed and fruit.


With her door closed she knew she would be left alone. Mercy and Gin would assume she was dressing. She was not dressing and had no intention of doing so in the next hour. Her tea was finished and though she would have liked a second cup, she decided to stay hidden, or trapped in her own bedroom as she preferred to think of it. A hostage. She heard the phone ring. Probably someone hoping to wish her well on her birthday. They could wait. She had no interest in feigning delight and gratitude, for she felt neither. Why was living to eighty more impressive than living to fifty? The process was the same. One day after the other. In that order, and with no alternative.
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With a cup of tea, dark, strong and sweet, Gin leaned back in her desk chair in the study. She had shouted a birthday greeting to her mother through the closed door of her bedroom. There was no response. Neve was clearly not ready to receive anyone, despite it being her birthday. The study was small and claustrophobic after the sweep of the rest of the house. Gin felt muffled around her head, half-submerged as she began to scroll through the news.


Her phone rang. She quickly turned off the sound.


She hardly ever picked up, she assumed that if someone really wanted her they could send a message, which was by far the more polite way of intruding on someone’s day. And it was just past seven. She glanced at the number. Peter Strauss. Just like him. How did he even know she was home? She turned back to the computer screen to read the news. Updates about Mandela had accumulated through the night. The family had gathered, the nation was holding its breath. Prayers and vigils. ‘Unconfirmed sources’ said he had already passed away. Already it was some sort of ridiculous bandwagon with rugby players and celebrities talking about how important he was to their lives. Gin felt something, a tightness around her throat, a sort of discomfort but she could not name it. The phone began to vibrate again.
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Mercy watched Gin for a while before she announced herself at the door. Ginny was reading on her computer about Tata Mandela.




She is so thin this one. Hard too, like her mother, but a good person. And she lives on her own over there, in America. No family, no man, no children. And she is forty. About forty. She looks younger though. She doesn’t dress like a woman. She needs to dress better. Instead she looks more like a girl. She should come back home where she could be fatter, find a nice man.





Mercy knew it was difficult though. To be a woman on your own was like that. There was no one to help, no comfort, and she knew it. Her husband, Petrus, was dead, shot by the white police in the eighties. No reason. No reason was needed.


This was years ago, when her girls were babies, one still in nappies. And what was there to do? Nothing. She took Petrus home to bury him, mourn those ten days. She allowed herself to weep whilst still in the embrace of the other women: her sisters who slept in her bed with her and on the floor nearby, her cousins who kept vigil in the kitchen, these women who held her. And then it was her mother who had said:


‘It is enough. Go back to work and provide for your children.’


Now, see how those children are? One a midwife, the other in teacher training college. This was what a woman’s work could do. But Ginny was too thin for babies and she did not like them.


Mercy padded into the study. She was barefoot. She was small on top, bony even and then widened out as she went down. People, men, used to tell her she had beautiful eyes. But, in the end, she was a woman who worried about things, about life, her daughters.


Mercy always stood with her feet planted wide apart. She knew she tended to over-explain things, which she felt annoyed Gin and Mrs Brandt, but she needed the information to be clear because misunderstandings were what led to trouble, and she could not afford any.


‘Ginny. The list. I have written the things we need. For the party tonight.’


‘Hey Mercy. Thanks. That’s good. Have you seen all of this?’ Gin waved at the screen.


Mercy nodded. ‘Maybe it is today. Maybe it has already happened.’


‘Maybe.’


‘It’s nice you are here, Ginny. You must come and stay here again. You must come and be with us.’


‘Thanks.’
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Outside the Diamond, Lungisane looked at his watch. Nearly eight o’clock. He was only two hours into his shift. His uniform was uncomfortable. He readjusted the shoulder strap of his gun, which had bunched up his shirt sleeve. It would be a hot, damp day. On the far side of the plaza in front of the building (fountains, flowers, benches) he saw two of his colleagues greet one another. They then separated to patrol the cars and service entrances every hour through the day. He would simply be required to stand in front of the sheet-glass doors and could circle the plaza occasionally to defer the tedium. He had not yet had breakfast.


*


Gin looked down at the list, written in Mercy’s clean, neat hand and felt the familiar anxiety over lists and chores and household things she never seemed to know enough about. And now for reasons, complicated reasons around fear and guilt and so much more, she was giving a party, an eightieth birthday dinner. And in order that it be fitting to the occasion and also so that she did not incur the criticism of her mother, it had to be perfect.


The fuzziness that had accompanied her waking was now dissipated. The focus of anxiety had returned. The flowers, the table, the food, the guests whom she had already instructed to dress properly, in case one of them, a cousin too fond of beer and rugby, arrived in a way that was just too casual for the occasion. And all of this fell to her, to Gin who had an oven she never used and had by all accounts failed to be a girl.


She’d had to surprise her mother with the party. She had expected that a few close family members might come over for tea. Instead, a dinner would be held in her honour and, as expected, she had refused the idea even before she had heard what it involved.


‘No. I won’t be here.’


‘You have to. You are turning eighty.’


‘Well, I don’t want a dinner. What on earth will we feed all of them?’


‘There’s no we. I am taking care of everything.’


‘You, my darling, cannot cook. I will have to do it all with Mercy. Oh dear God.’


‘Mum. No. I know what I’m doing. I’m taking care of everything.’


‘I’ve heard that before.’


Gin could feel herself beginning to bruise, in that acrid yellow and black way.


‘You’re turning eighty and I’m having a party for you. Only people you love, no one else.’


‘How many people do I love?’ Her mother was becoming impatient, which meant cruelty would follow.


‘Twenty.’ It was closer to forty.


‘Oh dear God. A disaster already. I’m not coming and that’s final.’
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Mercy’s phone beeped in her apron pocket. She extracted it with one hand as she opened a cupboard with the other looking for clothes pegs.
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Gin continued to sit at the desk. Her body was aching and wound hard, in a way that reminds you that you are, in the end, still a physical entity, were born with limitations and pain. All that tension of the flight from New York, the allotted spaces, the identical everything and the passengers, in her part of the plane anyway, the tail end, all dressed as if no one was watching. She hated it, the tattiness of it, the lack of imagination, of poetry. She hated sleeping next to someone she did not know, she could never trust them. As if the fact that someone had paid for a seat made it safer and more acceptable. If a man took up his place next to her she would arrange to move. What was more she knew he would spill over into her space and she hated it.


The plane itself never bothered her, the creaking ball of metal and wires. She craved the flight, in the air again, it was a relief to be so utterly powerless: finally, there was nothing she could do. No one who could reach her and no matter what happened, she was not responsible. She never chose the seats near the emergency exits, she could not be charged with the pressure of others’ lives, they needed to do that for themselves. The air stewards, so perfectly made up and beautiful in their hats with a small, draped veil down the one side, brought hot towels and neat little dinners. Later, when she had sneaked back to the galley to ask for some water on account of her rasping throat, they had suggested hot tea with lemon instead, and they were right. As the heat hit her parched throat, it was exactly what she had needed. She felt understood and cared for. And she was under no pressure whatsoever to care for herself.


She had gone back to her seat, never bothering to strap on the seat belt and closed her eyes, holding the cup until it was empty. Turbulence over the Sahara. There always was. She knew this from a pilot she saw for a while. He had also told her that, over Africa, there is no radar. Any change in the flight path risked collision with another plane. You had to ride out the turbulence. You had to hold your course, he’d said.




You just have to hold your course.





She remembered repeating it in her head. The pilot himself had become tedious fairly quickly. All she remembered, clearly and very precisely, was what he taught her about turbulence.


And what if the plane had suddenly plunged towards the earth with an engine on fire? But for the noise of the other passengers screaming and trying to cling on to life when it was already too late, Gin felt sure she would have been completely calm. There was simply nothing to be done. She reverted so very easily to death as simply another option in the business of living. Having that option was sometimes the only way she could survive the gales that blew hard against the window panes, the precarious light, the near permanent jeopardy of living. To live with an option, even the option of death, stopped her feeling trapped. It freed her from fear and that freedom, to choose another way, gave her the courage to continue when, at times, those skinless days, there was really no reason.
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Mercy glanced at her phone. ‘Tata Madiba has passed,’ wrote Jacobeth. ‘It was his day. Nkosi.’


Nkosi, God bless him, thought Mercy and crossed herself. God rest his soul. Everyone will have their day. And today was his.


‘Ginny, Tata has passed. Today was his day.’


Gin said nothing. Mercy was surprised, shocked even to see that her eyes filled and then overflowed. But she was not surprised when Gin turned quickly away and said in a child’s voice: ‘I’ll tell Mum. She must be up by now.’
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September had finally sat long enough in the sun to forget the damp of the night and the rain that had lashed through the dark and drenched his legs. He reminded himself to try and find a better piece of plastic, or at least another one that he could add to his own. He would wander past the building site on his way to his street corner.


His days held a familiar course. This routine of his own making was of great comfort. He would rise, beg for money on his traffic island during the morning rush hour. Then, if Dudu had brought him nothing that day, he would take his earnings to buy half a loaf of bread and some maas, which was rich and thick enough to be both food and drink. After eating, he would proceed with his placard to his usual position outside the Diamond to resume his daily protest. Then, back to his island, by now bathed in the blood of the setting sun, in time for the evening rush hour. This rhythm, these goals and their fulfilment, gave his life their substance. And that was what mattered to him. A life worth living, something that was done and something achieved.
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Mercy had looked at the message again. She wondered whether or not she should have told Ginny about Madiba passing. But she had to tell someone. This was something important. Something you would remember until you were old. It was not yet announced, no one from the Presidency had said anything nor anyone from the family. It was only Jacobeth who had said. And perhaps she should not have. There were ways of doing things with that family. It was how it had to be.
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‘Mandela is dead.’


‘I can’t hear you.’


Gin opened the door a crack; she knew never to enter until her mother was ready. She registered the slight clink as a cup was replaced on a saucer.


‘Mandela. He’s dead.’


‘Oh God, now there’ll be a rumpus.’


‘Right. Happy birthday.’


There was no reply. She shut the door again.


Back in the study, Gin had a pencil out and was writing herself lists for the party: flowers, napkins, cutlery, place names. She knew her mother was dressing as slowly as possible in some sort of protest. She tried to remember what flowers she had seen in the garden when she had arrived.




I will pick them myself.





The computer beeped, a message from a girl she knew from back home. Gin was not in the mood for other people’s success. She rarely was. It was only her own success or lack of it that mattered. She thought, as she often did, that if she wanted to announce to the world her terminal joy at being alive, she would have children and announce it through them.


No matter what Gin wrote in her messages, the friend would revert to her own special kind of brilliance; her life, her husband, her children, her lovers. In that moment, Gin resolved to drop the woman from her life – something she did often and with incredible precision. If someone became too demanding, too intimate, too inconvenient, she would cut them loose. She had briefly been friends with a man who was consistently an hour late, for coffee, for dinner, for anything and affected a false intimacy at every turn. They had met at a dinner of a mutual friend. After a few of these inconvenient meetings, Gin went to Seattle for a week to set up her exhibition space and when she returned she simply deleted and blocked the man’s numbers. She had, over the months, already sacrificed over seven hours, a full working day in her studio, waiting for the man to turn up at various venues across the city. A full day.
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Neve Brandt sat straight and strong at her vanity. What a day it was already. She pushed her hair back from her temples. Dark hair, still, with bolts of gunmetal and ash streaked through it, cut straight and sharp along her jawline. She tucked her hair behind each ear with a fore-finger, before she ran the thick, white, paste-like cream across one cheek first and then the other. Like a Xhosa woman, she thought. Shame about Mandela. The father of the nation. He was ninety-five. And look at me. Eighty years old. I don’t look it. Seventy perhaps.


She absent-mindedly sniffed the little gold pot that held the moisturiser. Roses. Gin had brought it from New York for her. She rubbed it in and added another stripe to her forehead. The cool confectionery of it was satisfying. The day would be hot. This will probably be the last happy moment of the day, here alone, thought Neve as she turned her head left and then right to admire her reflection. She put another dollop of cream on her neck, just to feel it roll out across her skin. A party. What could be worse? It was the most miserable possible outcome for any birthday.
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Gin looked under the desk at Juno, who was dutifully shivering in an agony of neediness and longing. Gin dragged the round of fur up and onto her lap and sunk her face into the secret, lovely place behind Juno’s ears. She breathed in all the warm dustiness and said ‘ ‘I love you Jube-Jube. I could eat you up,’ and squeezed her arms around the solid little barrel of ribs until it wriggled and twisted and then leapt to the floor and danced around yapping before disappearing through the door towards Mercy in the kitchen. Whichever dogs had conspired to produce Juno were indistinguishable in her constitution. Silky, ginger and white, a sail for a tail, half-cocked ears, a long narrow nose ending in a neat, black sponge. A body too long for her legs. She was Everydog. Gin decided that she would get one when she was back home. A small rescue type – Juno, but smaller – who could hang out in the studio and get covered in paint and glue. She felt herself fill at the prospect. She wouldn’t tell her mother. She would just do it. She always considered it and always had a reason not to do it; none of the reasons were good and most of them were her mother’s.


The desk chair was her father’s. She had buried him in three hours. The funeral had taken less than three days to organize after she had landed back in the city. She had had to pay for the funeral notice for the newspapers in the same place you went to buy tickets for the theatre or the cinema. This still surprised her. She hadn’t known what to write so she simply copied another one she saw and changed the names. It was done.


Before her phone rang again she decided to assemble herself and her lists and head out to buy the food for the party, despite it still being so early. She would see her mother properly on her return.
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After pulling himself together, giving himself a talking to and then, inexplicably, stupidly calling Gin, Peter decided to run in the direction of the Residence. His thoughts fidgeted with each foot-fall. He moved largely unseeing. By the time he looked around, he saw immediately that there had been a change. There were media trucks, buzzing their power and lights, a small woman reporter he recognized from one of the major networks standing on an upturned plastic beer crate, facing into the lights, looking earnest. He had seen her reporting in Egypt and Libya. The Arab Spring.


Stupidly, he felt he would like to call Gin again to tell her, Mandela’s gone.


Of course she had not picked up the first time. Who in their right mind would answer a call at that time of the morning? And, he suspected, knew, that she would not pick up any call from him.


She had been back in the city less than a full day, according to his estimations, and already he was lost. And even as he turned his back on the Residence, he knew he would run the route back past her mother’s house.
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Richard plopped himself into his office chair. Deep and leather-smelling despite its age. It had been his own father’s chair and it had moved everywhere with him. Richard was already three years older than his father had been when he had died. Sixty-four.
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