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			‘A patiently crafted, beautiful and complex family story. I recommend 
The Book of Gifts highly.’

			 – eusebius mckaiser

			‘As readers, we turn to specific authors when we don’t want to be disappointed. The internationally acclaimed writer Craig Higginson has become one of these for me. His novel, The Book of Gifts, is another gem in his impressive oeuvre … This finely layered, mesmerising novel will cement Higginson’s position as one of the most gifted … writers in South Africa and beyond. His ability to shine a light into the darkest places of the human heart and confront them with empathy is remarkable.’ 

			– karina m. szczurek

			‘Craig Higginson has an extraordinary insight into the human condition and he demonstrates his acuity and empathy in The Book of Gifts.’ 

			– brian joss

			‘A beautifully crafted tale of memory and deception that explores the deep but conflicted love within families.’ 

			– kate sidley

			‘A new novel by Craig Higginson is an event in the literary world. He is an extraordinary talent, and a writer who can never be accused of churning out the same book over and over again: each of his works heads in a new direction … [This] is a story that is both moving and gripping in the way the best thrillers are gripping. The dynamics of marriage, of jealousy, of parental love, and of what we both gain and lose in the acts of giving and receiving are explored in Higginson’s beautifully crafted prose.’ 

			– margaret von klemperer

			‘Higginson has the power to create scenes that are indelible; that bring trepidation as you run through a darkened city towards the hope of light; as you plumb the depths of an ocean; or as you climb a tower. His characters are touchable – like them, hate them or despise them, you will have feelings about them ... This is literary fiction so powerful that, while dark in places, the moments of light are blinding and eminently satisfactory.’ 

			– beryl eichenberger
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			Her father was himself partly responsible for his daughter’s present danger, for he had handed her over to this strange man 
in the interests of his own love-affair.

			– Sigmund Freud, The Dora Case, 1905

		

	
		
			A new pair of swimming goggles

			Julian, uMhlanga Rocks

			That summer, his aunt gave him a new pair of swimming goggles.

			He sits on the edge of the hotel pool, the sound of the sea on the rocks below him, and lowers the goggles over his eyes, reducing the world to shades of blue. As he slides into the water, the light above and below the surface is given a new consistency. The lighthouse on the other side of the balustrade, painted like a stick of candy cane, becomes a blue and purple tower, like an image recalled from a fairy tale. As the other swimmers float around him, their pale limbs blind and floundering, he hangs suspended underwater, the only creature with the gift of sight.

			His mother appears at the pool to summon him for lunch and he climbs out of the water as if in a dream. He takes off the goggles as tentatively as you might remove a bandage. His new eyes feel untested and inadequate, they wince and brim. Everything around them is striped an electric red and white – the hotel towels, the sun loungers, the row of umbrellas, the tarpaulin shading the veranda, even the straws in the drinks of the guests, who smell of coconut oil as they drink champagne and surrender their bodies to the sun. All the objects in the hotel have taken their cue from the colours of the lighthouse, everything except for the blank blues of the swimming pool and the sky, and the shadowy strip of sea, where a speedboat cuts a clean, white line towards a distant cargo ship.

			Julian stumbles after his mother in a daze, the goggles dangling uselessly around his neck. His towel is wrapped around him as if he were the victim of a recent disaster. And he is the victim of a recent disaster, at least in the words of Aunty Jen. A few months ago, Julian’s father left his mother for a much younger woman. Where before Julian was located between two poles, his mother and his father, he is now left with only a mother, who stands entirely alone in an alien land, like that lighthouse out there on the rocks, lost in a thickening fog.

			But the truth is that Julian rarely positioned himself between his mother and father. It is Aunty Jen who has been his mother’s opposite. According to Jennifer, Julian’s birth was long and difficult, but his mother refused all pain medication. Jennifer had given Emma a book that claimed that if you relaxed and breathed properly during labour, the birth of your child could be relatively pain free. Relative to cutting out your heart with a blunt spoon? Emma later asked.

			Jennifer, who has never been able to have children of her own, was there throughout the nine-hour labour. She wanted the child as much as Emma did. When the baby – a battered, dark-red Inuit with jet-black hair and floppy ears like a puppy – was finally severed from the mother, measured and bound by the nurses, it was Jennifer who took the baby and held him close and told him that she would protect him forever. The first photographs of Julian in hospital are not with his mother and father, but his mother and aunt. Julian arrived in the world ten days later than expected and Aunty Jen said his father was away for the night on a long-standing business trip.

			This is not the first time Julian’s aunt and uncle have accompanied them on a holiday, but before his father was there to balance out his uncle’s presence, the two men in the family being further off and less in focus than the two women. Julian enjoys being the only child inside this architecture of adults. It gives him all the attention he requires as well as solitude whenever he needs it. But he also likes these moments alone with his mother, their wet feet slapping along the cement path towards their room, surrounded by the swaying green light of the trees. Julian’s mother is his home, his aunt his holiday home. He can tire of his aunt, but never his mother. His mother is inexhaustible, like the sea. His aunt is more like the hotel swimming pool, where he can pretend to be someone else.

			Since their arrival two days ago, Emma has been encouraging Julian to swim in what he likes to call ‘the actual sea’. But he is a boy from Johannesburg, a city without a decent river, let alone a sea. The idea of the actual sea still frightens him. There are sharks, of course, but what he dreads more is the thought of the riptide dragging him away from the beach and the familiar lighthouse being drawn slowly down into the weave of water. What would he do if he was taken out there? How would he judge the direction back to the shore? Would he be strong enough and patient enough to remain calm until his mother remembered to rescue him?

			Aunty Jen and Andrew are already waiting, his mother says as they enter the cool interior of their room. After lunch, Andrew wanted to know if you’d be up for a game of tennis.

			Tennis?

			Only for an hour or two.

			The idea of playing tennis with his uncle is something that has been mentioned several times before. Julian doesn’t know why his mother is being so insistent. All he knows is that she will keep nagging him until he agrees to it. There has always been an unsettling kind of electricity between his mother and uncle. They have a different voice for one another that they never seem to use with anyone else. It’s as if they feel sorry for each other, or share the same source of disappointment. Although Aunty Jen has never once mentioned this private voice to Julian, he knows that she knows about it. She knows about it because they have a secret voice of their own.

			I only have trainers, Julian says. What if I make black marks on the court?

			I shouldn’t worry about that.

			When he can find nothing to say to this, she adds:

			So you’ll go after lunch?

			All right.

			He knows the idea of tennis will only go away if he agrees to it. Hopefully during the meal the adults will get distracted by the champagne and conversation and forget about it. Julian is very good at slipping away at the height of a discussion, at that moment when the adults feel they have involved him sufficiently and can move on to subjects closer to their hearts.

			Julian has never had any reason to dislike his uncle. Uncle Andrew has always been a benevolent but distant giant with the tact to leave him alone. Now that his father is out of the picture, however, his uncle is being used in ways that Julian, and he suspects his uncle, never agreed to. His uncle’s profession has always unnerved Julian. He is some kind of analyst, which means that he is forever listening to what you aren’t saying instead of what you are. Which also means that he never seems to be paying any attention to what you’re saying at all.
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			Andrew and Jennifer are sitting at a table at the far end of the hotel veranda, at a table that overlooks the swimming pool and the lighthouse and that might have been set aside for lovers or couples intent on an argument. Already there is a bottle in a frosted silver bucket on the table. It took only moments after checking in for Aunty Jen to learn that the hotel provided free champagne to guests while occupying the swimming pool area. She has spent most of her time occupying the pool area since. She claims she likes to watch the monkeys, which sit in the rafters on their powdery blue balls, swinging down to a vacated table to steal a bunch of grapes or a slice of pizza whenever the waiters are distracted. But Julian knows his aunt better than that. She is never far from a good bottle of wine and a complicated-looking book.

			Uncle Andrew, who is wearing one of his navy-blue golfing shirts, is flicking through a newspaper while Aunty Jen sucks on another cigarette. Julian doesn’t mind the smell of the smoke, but he knows that his mother dislikes it when Jennifer smokes in his presence. Jennifer often reminds her that their father smoked constantly during their childhood and that Emma never minded it then – and this always shuts Emma up.

			Darling! Jennifer says, looking towards her younger sister with her usual irritable tenderness. I see you caught a fish.

			It’s those new goggles, Emma says. He never wants to take them off.

			Jennifer sends a smile towards Julian at the same time as she moves aside in her striped chair, inviting him to sit next to her – which he does, as he always does.

			Julian thinks of Emma and Jennifer as sisters, but they are only half-sisters. Emma’s mother was a beautiful Spanish marine biologist who stole their father from Jennifer’s mother, who was a less beautiful teacher of Latin and French. This is why Julian’s mother has crazy black hair that goes even crazier at the sea and his aunt has sensible reddish hair that always seems to be in danger of falling out. The two women couldn’t look less like sisters or be more different. Emma is a sculptor of magical, monumental bronze figures that sell for over a million rand each, while Aunty Jen is a modestly paid English teacher at Julian’s new school, St Francis College for Boys.

			By now Uncle Andrew has folded the newspaper and raised his glass to toast their arrival. Uncle Andrew keeps himself fit by swimming every morning at the local gym. He has dark-blond hair and pale-grey eyes and he looks much younger than Aunty Jen. Julian’s mother says this is because Andrew hasn’t yet started to really live and that people like that often die early because their bodies lose hope and give up on them.

			Julian says he’s up for a game after lunch, Emma says as she settles next to Andrew.

			He is?

			Uncle Andrew looks at Julian as if giving him the opportunity to contradict this.

			Sure.

			Your son has a very strong backhand, Emma, he says, still watching Julian. All he needs is more confidence to approach the net.

			The two of them smile as if this means more than it does, and Andrew fills Emma’s glass and tops up the glass of his wife. Even though Aunty Jen drinks much more than everyone else, she is the only one who never gets drunk.

			[image: ]

			The tennis court is deep in the garden behind the hotel and is surrounded by the kind of crowded, singing vegetation that ought to have tigers inside it. Usually the court stands empty, and when Julian saw it last there were puddles around the net reflecting fallen silver coins of sky. But today a girl is there, hitting a ball against the far wall of the court. She has long limbs and coppery plaits and looks like someone accustomed to swimming in the actual sea. There are no shoes on her feet and she is wearing a blue-and-white bikini that reveals the length of her spine. Julian, with his borrowed hotel tennis racquet and his faded athletics clothes from school, feels defunct in her presence.

			The girl only notices them at the squeak of the gate as Andrew enters the court. Julian is standing above them in the shade of the grass bank, having forgotten to move. He can see from the girl’s flushed face that she has been playing for a while, but he can also see from the way she holds the racquet and swings it about that she isn’t very serious about tennis and that she is only there to pass the time. When she sees Andrew, she lets the ball skip past her and drops her racquet with what looks like relief.

			Would you like the court? she asks, her voice bright with confidence.

			I think we have this slot booked, Andrew says pompously.

			At the mention of the ‘we’, she looks up at Julian for the first time. Her expression is neutral but not unsympathetic. She doesn’t seem to hold Andrew’s rudeness against what she must assume is the son.

			But you’re welcome to join us, Andrew continues, perhaps trying to present himself in a better light. We were only going to hit the ball for an hour.

			Thanks, says the girl, but I should be getting back.

			Already she is moving around, gathering balls and trying to hold them against her chest – but one ball drops as she picks up another, and then another three bounce away as she bends to pick up the one she dropped. By the time Julian enters the court, she is standing empty-handed.

			Julian takes her striped hotel towel and gathers its four corners to form a pouch. While he and the girl retrieve the balls, Andrew saunters to the other end of the court, flicking his racquet and clearing his throat.

			I saw you today, the girl says, quietly so that Andrew doesn’t hear.

			Sorry?

			Today at the pool.

			Julian nods, not knowing how to take this.

			Will you be swimming later?

			She seems friendly and conspiratorial in a way that feels forbidden and thrilling. Julian has never encountered anyone like her before: she seems intent on something in him that he is not aware of, as if she has mistaken him for someone else.

			I think so, Julian says, barely audible. Will you?

			Definitely.

			Julian gives the towel filled with balls back to the girl while Andrew watches from the baseline, bouncing a ball that he produced from the bulge in his shorts. The girl thanks Julian with the trace of a smile, which ripples right through him, from his stomach and all the way to the tips of his fingers and toes.

			Should we practise your return of serve? Uncle Andrew asks.

			If you like.

			Julian surprises them both by returning the serve with such a whirr of topspin that it sends Uncle Andrew scuttling off to the far end of the court, where he swipes at a place that the ball has already passed.
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			Next she appears as a golden mermaid leaving a stream of bubbles in her wake.

			Julian is floating in his underwater limbo when she dives towards him. She stops only when her face is almost touching his face, and he thinks for a moment that she is going to kiss him, but instead she laughs large bubbles at him and shoots to the surface.

			He returns to the outside world only to discover her gone. He has to duck back underwater to find her, where she is all floating hair and slow-moving limbs and large, greenish eyes that observe every aspect of his frog-like form. They hang there for a moment, suspended from speech, testing out the strangeness of one another, testing out the novelty of their interest and desire.

			Julian has never thought of himself as interesting or desirable to any girl, let alone a girl like this, but he knows as much as he has ever known anything that this girl likes him, and has selected him to play a part in some inner landscape of hers that only she can fathom. He wants to hang there forever, their limbs moving in counterpoint, their mouths slowly smiling, but soon he lacks the breath to sustain the moment and pushes himself up for air.

			When they are breathing oxygen again, she tells him to call her Clare.

			[image: ]

			They spend that afternoon swimming together and lying in the sun. He finds that he no longer needs the goggles to see underwater. He takes them off and throws them in the direction of his towel.

			Clare is like a figure in a dream. Every part of her is so perfect. It’s as if a thousand variations of an eye, an ear, a mouth, a neck have been sorted through to arrive at this eye, this ear, this mouth, this neck. She seems to have been assembled by some very patient, tender god. Yet it is not only this that transfixes Julian. It’s the way she gazes at him, and laughs with him, as if she already knows and likes every bit of him – and he has a perfection to match her own.

			Clare wants to know everything about him. She is intrigued to learn that he is an only child and is scandalised by the idea of his parents’ divorce. Within minutes, he has described his mother and the sculptures from her latest exhibition, each of which Julian has witnessed coming to life in his mother’s studio. Then he describes his disgraced father, whose name is Jonathan, making him sound far more interesting than he has ever been in reality. Clare is contemptuous of the nameless ‘younger woman’ with an immediacy and clarity that has never occurred to Julian before.

			How many times have you actually seen her?

			Only the once. She was sitting inside my dad’s car.

			Didn’t she try to make friends with you?

			No.

			What did she look like?

			I couldn’t see her face.

			You know what they say about witches? If they don’t want you to, you can’t see their faces. They can make themselves invisible even when they’re looking right at you.

			You mean you think she’s a witch?

			She stole your father, didn’t she? She stole your whole family.

			That was the last time Julian saw his father. It was two months ago and his father was dropping off his Christmas present before setting off for his new job in Dubai. The present was a favourite book of Emma’s father, as it turned out: the selected stories of James Herriot. Since then, Julian has hardly given his father any thought. For Clare’s benefit, however, he pretends to miss him more than he does.

			Your poor mother, Clare concludes. At least she’s a success. That must help. And I’m sure she’ll find someone else soon enough. If she even wants to. Not all women need a man to feel better about themselves, you know.
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			When Julian leaves Clare to get dressed for dinner, he says nothing about her to his mother and his mother mistakes his distracted air for sunstroke. He stands and looks at his reflection in the bathroom mirror, trying to see himself through Clare’s eyes. His shoulders and back are an angry brick-red and the places protected by his swimming trunks, his goggles and his watch are a stark white, as if his body has also taken on the colours of the lighthouse. He notices that his eyes are more green than blue and that his hair is thick and crazy. But in spite of the gaze and hair he inherited from his mother, he stands there as a stranger to himself. All he knows is that he is no longer his mother’s son.
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			Only when he is following his mother back to the main hotel building for dinner does it occur to him that he may not see the girl again – but when they enter the shining marble interior of the dining area, with its swollen pot plants, glittering mosaics of exotic birds and bamboo fans turning lazily in the high ceiling, he sees her at once. She is sitting at a table in a pale-blue dress, her hair coiled in a plaited russet bun. Not once that afternoon, Julian realises, did Clare say anything about her family, but now he sees that she had a family of her own all along. A younger sister and an even younger brother, who both look remarkably like her, as well as two gold and brown smiling parents. The whole family is dressed in shades of blue and white, as if designed for a magazine. It is a family that doesn’t need to look outside of itself because it is too busy being looked at. It makes everyone else in the room appear more important, or is it less important?

			When Clare sees Julian, she waves merrily.

			Is that girl actually waving at you? Emma asks, in a way that suggests the girl must either be mad or under some misapprehension.

			Her name is Clarissa, but she prefers people to call her Clare.

			You mean the two of you have already met?

			Today at the pool.

			Well I suppose there are no other children for her to play with at the hotel, his mother says, sounding amused in a way that feels designed to hurt him.

			It is true that there are hardly any other children at the hotel. Most of the other guests appear to be retired couples from Europe or America, or young couples on honeymoon or with small babies. On the day Julian first arrived, there was a family with a rabble of boys playing Go Fish in the lobby. When Julian wandered over to stroke the resident hotel tabby cat, they glanced across at him with an already formulated contempt, as if they knew that he was not enough of a boy – or indeed a girl – to warrant their attention. Thankfully, they left after breakfast the next morning, having stuffed their pockets with rainbow-coloured macaroons. Yet Emma’s attitude makes Julian see that Clare is only being friendly to him because she has nothing better to do. If there were other kids at the hotel, she would quickly forget all about him.

			He decides he will not look at her for the rest of the night. Finding his place next to Aunty Jen, he picks up a piece of Melba toast and smears it with a ball of butter so that it breaks.
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			But Clare is not so easy to get rid of: he encounters her the next morning with her family at the shops across the road from the hotel. They are sitting in the goggle-light of a French patisserie, their table strangely illuminated as if the family is on stage in front of an audience, even though there is no one else in the shop other than Julian and Emma and the fake French man behind the till. The room is also filled with bees, which stalk up and down the windows and crawl in and out of the petite vanilla custards and raspberry crowns.

			Those are French bees, not African bees, his mother tells him. So they won’t sting.

			But do they carry germs? asks Julian.

			Don’t be silly, darling. Bees are extremely clean.

			Julian is deciding between the almond croissant and the pain au chocolat when he feels Clare at his side. He doesn’t need to turn to her or say anything because her silky arm is pressed lightly against his arm and it says everything that needs to be said.

			Could I have the almond one? he asks his mother.

			Clare gives out a quick breath of what sounds like approval.

			From now on, Julian decides, he will share everything he has with her.
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			With Clare he learns to swim in the sea. She shows him how to select the right wave, turn with it and swim. The water heaves and bucks him as it gallops towards the shore, but he emerges chastened and aglow, laughing and spluttering. For hours they sit on the beach, just above the darker shine of the waterline, watching the pulsing tide approaching. They bury their toes in the coolness of the sand, their fingers salty and entwined, their narrow knees touching. Everything around them provides an opportunity for surprise. The honey-coloured sand is actually made up of thousands of fragments of colourful shells, and the plastic bag that looms inside a large, grey wave turns out to be an actual living jellyfish.

			They do not speak about the language their bodies are discovering. It seems to evolve on some other plane, brimming under the surface of everything and giving even the simplest exchange a new direction and significance. As she hands him a small, flesh-coloured shell, it becomes the declaration of something else: I am giving this specific shell to you, and only you, she seems to be saying. In giving you this gift, I am giving you a part of myself, just as you earlier gave me half of your almond croissant.

			By some miracle, Clare manages to sustain her chattering style while this other communication is going on. He learns all about her family and their thrilling life together. Her father is a heart surgeon and her mother was a physiotherapist but now fills her time with charitable work and looking after the children. Last year, they went on a skiing holiday in a place called Chamonix and next year they’re hoping to find a small house to buy in Greece. Clare explains she’s ‘an Aquarian’, which is why she isn’t afraid of the sea. For her fourteenth birthday, which is early next year, her father has agreed to buy her a pony. She is two-and-a-half years older than Julian, who is ‘a Cancerian’, which means he can be extremely sensitive and unpredictable. Because Cancer is also a water sign, he should feel far more at home in the sea. Their age difference strikes Julian as a long journey between two unknown towns, but he is happy to go along with her, wherever she might take him.

			One afternoon, her voice grows more deliberate and serious and she suggests they go up to her room, which has a view of the lighthouse and the wide vista of the bay. There she makes a tent out of the sheets and invites him to join her. All they do is hold onto each other and kiss, but it seems to go on all afternoon, and by the end of it Julian feels dizzy and out of breath. Clare is beginning to develop breasts and she invites him to look at them. She rests his palm against her chest and he feels the quiet hum of some other being beneath her – a woman, a mother, a creature so far away from both of them that, for a moment, he wants to run away from her and hide.
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			In the distance, the adults become drawn together by the sheer magnetism of the two children – or so it seems to Julian. Julian notices his mother smiling in the general direction of Clare’s parents one morning at the breakfast buffet and by the end of that day they are all drinking champagne by the pool.

			Two days later, the families meet for dinner on the veranda. Behind them is the thunder of the sea and the throbbing light of the lighthouse. Julian and Clare are sitting at the far end of the table with her siblings. As soon as they have placed their orders, Clare takes his hand under the table and grips it so that it hurts. Since their first kiss that afternoon, they have grown feverish and glum – but the adults, who are soon separated from them by a whole cityscape of bottles and glasses, don’t seem to notice. The adults are all laughing and talking at once, so that the people at the surrounding tables have to speak louder in order to be heard.

			Only Aunty Jen looks unhappy, and unhappily at Julian. For the first time in his life, however, Julian finds he doesn’t care about her, or the complication of her. The new feeling he has pushes all other feelings out. It is hard and cruel, he finds, and he will do whatever it takes to protect it.

			Why does your aunt look so angry tonight? Clare asks.

			I suppose she’s unhappily married, he says. All adults are unhappily married.

			Mine aren’t, says Clare, looking across at her parents with pride.
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			Over the days that follow, they kiss everywhere and at every opportunity: in the goggle-light of the patisserie, under the fresh foam of the sea, inside the cool, leathery darkness of the hotel library, and at night in the illuminated blue moonscape of the swimming pool. The marbelite at the shallow end of the pool is rough and cratered and Julian breaks off a piece of it and puts it in the back pocket of his swimming trunks. He knows even now that this moment is sacred, lifted out of time and space, and he wants a relic to prove that it existed – and that he existed inside of it.

			Clare’s mouth tastes of tears and her hair smells of hay. The more they kiss, the further he moves away from himself, the more lost he feels in her. Every time they kiss, it is like a death, as if he’s willing himself to die into her. Yet, at the same time, he has never felt more ignited or alive. Kissing Clare is like feeding off some subtle poison that leaves him more unsatisfied. As soon as he is away from her, he finds a long moan running through him. It makes him want to shout, it makes it impossible to sit, and it makes him argue with his mother and flatly ignore his aunt. When he is once again forced to play tennis with Uncle Andrew, he hits the ball so hard that he barely manages to win a point.

			As soon as the tennis is over, Clare appears with her little sister, Elizabeth. Clare tells her sister that she has to time their kisses with a stopwatch. Julian and Clare climb inside the cavernous rhododendrons, where it smells of slugs and wet earth, and there they kiss for half an hour. By the time they emerge, their clothing smudged with mud, Lizzie has run off to find her parents, leaving the stopwatch still counting in the grass.

			[image: ]

			At breakfast on their final day together, the families discuss a trip to the Sharks Board. The hotel driver has told them that you can touch real sharks there that have been caught in the shark nets. Julian is about to ask when they will be leaving when Clare declines the invitation on their behalf.

			It’s our last day at the sea, she says, and I’m still teaching Julian how to body surf.

			Clare’s mother looks at her with scepticism, but she seems disinclined to argue. Instead, she attends to the questions of Clare’s little brother, who has been nagging them about this outing since they first arrived. What kind of sharks are they, Mom? Do we get to look inside their stomachs? Will there be any great whites?

			Elizabeth agrees to go along, but she says she won’t be touching any sharks, dead or alive. She smiles across at Julian, perhaps hoping to impress him with her refinement, but at that moment Clare knocks her knee so hard against his thigh that he has to smile at her instead.

			Julian always keeps the plastic key card to his room in the back pocket of his swimming trunks. When the departure time for the Sharks Board has safely passed, Clare suggests they go to his room to kiss. The room is deep in the back garden of the hotel, surrounded by flaming hibiscus shrubs and framed by an ancient ficus tree that squats on a tangle of swollen, grey roots. Loeries flack through the gold light on scarlet wings, gurgling a diminishing string of kok-kok-koks.

			They enter the room silently, like thieves. The ceiling fan is rattling faintly above the unmade bed like an enormous, mechanical insect. Julian doesn’t remember leaving the fan on and he is about to switch it off when something about the room, and the charged atmosphere in the room, makes him stop.

			It is then that he notices the bed slowly moving in the dim light, as if something is trying to be born from under the sheets. He is about to gesture for Clare to withdraw with him when Clare says something that changes everything forever:

			Daddy?

			The movement inside the bed stops. Only now does Julian make out the yellowish, tangled hair of a man amongst the pillows. Julian turns to Clare, for some reason wanting to laugh, but she has already left the room.

			He follows her along the path that winds towards the back of the hotel. In the air is the smell of fish and chips. A waiter sits on a cement step, smoking in the sunlight, surrounded by overflowing metal bins. He raises a hand towards Clare, but she walks straight past, like someone who is running late.

			Clare!

			She is about to take the path towards the pool when he reaches her and catches her wrist – but she yanks herself free, her face blotched and swollen and unrecognisable.

			Get the hell away from me!

			Her eyes are dark with fear as she stares back at him, as if he is responsible for whatever just happened in that room.

			Clare, please—

			Why did you take me there? Were you planning that all along?

			What are you talking about?

			Just leave me alone!

			But—

			I never want to see you again!

			He stands there and watches her go – swinging her arms as if at any moment she might produce feathers and manage to fly.
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			Her family leaves the next morning and he doesn’t see Clare to say goodbye. All day, he sits by the swimming pool, his feet lost in the water. The sea and the sky are now two shades of grey – and only the pool carries the bright blue of the days before. Some smaller kid is wearing Julian’s old goggles and practising his diving at the deep end. The kid probably found the goggles some days ago, lying by the pool where Julian left them, but Julian doesn’t ask to have them back.

			Only later does Aunty Jen find him still sitting there. She calls out his name and comes over to pick up whatever is left of him.

		

	
		
			The gerbil and the cage

			Emma, Johannesburg

			By the time Emma returns from the hospital, it is already dark. The vacant dark of desert places. The headlights sweep across the bone-pale house and it looks as if no one has lived there for years. This is now a house without a child inside it. Four years ago, her husband left it. Now, it seems, it is the turn of her son.

			She takes out her key and tries to fit it into the lock. The lock responds automatically, out of habit, and the door swings open on its own weight. Although her foot knows where to step and her hand knows where to find the light, the world has changed irrevocably: unless some miracle comes down to alight on this place, she will never again call this house a home.

			It is only when she is pouring out some biscuits in the kitchen for the two cats that she remembers Princess Pickles. She hasn’t thought about Julian’s gerbil for ten days, let alone fed it. It resides up there in Julian’s bedroom and is probably dead.

			Julian has had the gerbil since his eleventh birthday and Emma has always dreaded the idea of it. The way it came, as yet another gift from Jennifer, already installed in its cage. The gerbil and the cage. You couldn’t have the one without the other. Emma immediately went out and bought some coloured, transparent tubes designed to surround the cage, along with a plastic house and a wheel and scented sand for it to roll in and clean itself, but these did nothing to help. Every time Emma and Julian cleaned out the cage, she rearranged the tubes – and as soon as they had been clicked into place, the gerbil set off up one of them, only to discover that this new configuration only led back to the cage it had come from. Although the gerbil has escaped several times and even been retrieved from the mouth of Blue, the blue point Siamese cat, it has endured for another four years.

			Emma has not gone into Julian’s room once since his fall. On that first day, Jennifer volunteered to go in there to fetch some pyjamas and a fresh set of clothes. At that point, Jen was still saying it would be only a day or two before Julian regained consciousness and was declared fit enough to come home. But over the days that followed, Emma has barely been able to ascend the stairs and walk past the room, let alone enter it. Instead, she has been camping out in the garden in her studio, which has a daybed, a shower and kitchen area so that it could double as a room for guests.

			But now the idea of the gerbil drags at her. How could she have been so cruel as to forget about it? What would Julian say if he came home to find it dead and gone? Emma should have been doing a better job of running things in his absence. The problem is, she fears his absence will last forever, in which case there will be no point in running anything again.

			When Emma enters the room, she finds the water bowl is filled with a gloop of sawdust and sunflower seed shells, and that the coloured tubes are sticky with urine-dissolved shit. The cage has an air of having been exhausted, with every nut and seed tracked down and shelled, and every bit of cardboard and paper shredded in the hope that it might lead to sustenance. But when Emma taps the cage, Princess Pickles climbs out of the window of her plastic house, looking as wide-eyed and resilient as ever, her fur as sleek as an otter’s.

			The gerbil sniffs her way into Emma’s palm to take hold of the peanut Emma placed there. While she nibbles at the nut from this angle and then that, Emma sits on Julian’s bed and looks around the room as if for the first time: the wooden mobile made of painted silver and yellow fish, the framed watercolour he made of a lighthouse at the sea, the desk where his workbooks are piled neatly, on top of which sits a piece of crystallised marbelite, a pink shell and an uncapped fountain pen. The room looks deep underwater. The walls are the colour of faded blue chalk, the duvet cover is striped cerulean and white, the slithery rug on the floor is indigo, and the curtains are the shade of twilight. Yet, thanks to Princess Pickles, the room smells like a stable: nowhere in the air can Emma detect a trace of her son.

			[image: ]

			She carries the sweetly reeking cage up to the studio, which stands in the terraced garden above the house. The sky is a dirty, blank orange that will later become brown, and an airplane winks its way towards a single star. The studio and the house face a bruise-coloured koppie and the dense glimmer of the suburbs beyond it, but Emma registers little of her surroundings as she slides back the glass door and feels for the switch.

			The studio is a room she is more used to entering alone. It is bare and functional and painted white at every opportunity. One thing she has always liked about the studio is that it is the only room in the house without a husband or a child inside it. Here she can resume an older idea of herself, the young art student who used to saunter down the Charing Cross Road with her paint-smeared smock and no knickers on underneath. In those days, she still felt wild and free and her powers were limitless. She would dedicate all her days to being an artist and nothing else would get in her way. She would avoid the traps of a husband and a child, a mortgage and life insurance. She would leave behind a series of images so alive that, once encountered, they would remain indelible.

			She places the gerbil and the cage on the black marble kitchen counter. By now, Princess Pickles is back in her plastic house, snuffling through an abundance of squeaky-clean cotton wool. Ten days ago, Emma might have turned back to the lumps of cracking clay standing on their pedestals around the room, wrapped in wet muslin like mummies, giving the room its mossy cave smell. She might have undressed one of them and worked her hands into it until it began to yield itself to her will. But she is no longer the person for this job, or for any job. She exists now only in order to sit in her house while her beautiful boy lies in purgatory, waiting for the butterfly winds of chance to determine his fate.

			Emma?

			She turns away from the cage to find Jennifer standing at the glass doors, tall and prim in her olive-green coat.

			When we arrived at the hospital, they said you’d already left.

			Yes.

			Her sister comes forward and Emma remains where she is in order to be hugged. Jennifer’s embraces are always too urgent and deliberate to feel like affection, but today Emma is grateful for the lack of sentimentality and fuss.

			Andrew will stay on at the hospital. In case there are any developments.

			Thank you. I appreciate that.

			Already Jennifer has moved off. She has a knack of turning every room she enters into her place of work. Even as children, the two half-sisters played the same game. Jennifer was the teacher in charge of the situation. She directed Emma towards the land of letters and numbers and facts long before she was ready. But Emma remained a disappointing pupil. She was too easily distracted, too interested in her own thoughts. She has never been a good listener. It was one of her many shortcomings as a mother, she now sees – now that it’s too late to do anything about it.

			How did he look to you today? Jennifer asks.

			Much the same. Maybe worse.

			The gay nurse was on duty tonight.

			Jennifer likes to present her open-mindedness with such a show of efficiency that she only ever manages to sound censorious.

			He’s the one with dreadlocks, she carries on. It turns out he’s also a Christian. He wanted us to pray together. He said even the machines come from God.

			And did you?

			What’s that?

			Jennifer is looking around for where Emma keeps the wine.

			Did you pray together?

			Sure we did.

			The sisters have always been able to fill a room with talk while their real thoughts, or perhaps it is simply their hearts, run along elsewhere. It usually comes as a relief to Emma – not having to worry about what is said or unsaid, not having to worry about being understood.

			Since when did you believe in God?

			The nurse did. At the time it seemed enough.

			When they were growing up and still living together, Jennifer was the one who addressed the adults in order to get what she wanted. Emma would content herself with whatever her older sister overlooked. Only when Julian was born did something finally seem to subside inside Jennifer. Having a child was the one thing she couldn’t achieve, and she tried to adapt herself more to Emma in order to get closer to the child, who presented himself to Jennifer’s gaze as a sunflower does to the sun.

			Emma found motherhood terrifying and exhausting, especially in those first years when she spent every moment with her baby and had to give up her art. She became more than grateful when she was able to hand her child over to Jen. In fact, when Julian was just over two years old, she went away to the south of France for a two-month artists’ residency. She left her child with her sister, who assured her that she would be like a second mother to the boy. The plan was that Jennifer and Julian would join her after three weeks, once Emma was settled and working again, but Julian got sick and the doctor advised against air travel. Jennifer said Julian was perfectly happy as he was, and it would be better to keep him in familiar surroundings. Emma let this happen because her art was going surprisingly well. The experience of childbirth had opened up whole new vistas in her creative life, it seemed. By the time she returned, Julian had almost become someone else’s son. Whenever she held the boy in those first days, he immediately began to cry. Emma still remembers the look of quiet triumph on Jennifer’s face when she handed the boy back.

			In exchange for this boy-child, Jennifer gradually seemed to forgive her sister. For being more beautiful, more talented, more loved – especially by their father. It was why Emma had asked Jennifer to be the godmother of Julian in the first place – in spite of already being his aunt. However, this is the first time Emma can recall Jennifer ever mentioning the idea of God.

			Today his chin wobbled, Emma says. I asked the doctor what it meant. Was he in pain? Or frightened? Was he crying in his sleep? The doctor said he doubted it. Doubted it. As if he didn’t really know what he was talking about.

			By now Jennifer has discovered the wine. She extracts a good bottle of pinot noir. Emma knows it’s a good bottle because Jennifer bought it herself. Not so much as a gift for Emma to drink – Emma usually prefers Irish whiskey with a block or two of ice – but so that Jennifer herself could drink decent wine during her visits. But it is rare for them to be in the studio together. Usually they sit in the garden by the old fish pond, surrounded by rosemary bushes and roses and the occasional plop of frogs.

			Jennifer blows the dust from two glasses and pours out the wine. It has the same reddish-brown hue as the diluted blood in Julian’s drip. As usual, she ensures that the glass closer to her is the fuller of the two.

			Did you eat anything today? she asks, the better to disguise her need.

			Jonathan gave me a pork pie for lunch.

			Emma’s ex-husband arrived back from Dubai a week ago, but Emma has barely been able to look at him. Thankfully, Jonathan couldn’t remain in the hospital for long. He has had a phobia of such places since his mother died a long and lingering death from liver disease when he was a boy. Emma always suspected that this was why he ensured he would not be around for Julian’s birth.

			One pork pie is hardly enough. Won’t you let me scramble you an egg?

			No, thanks.

			When I’m gone, at least try to get some rest. I can call if there’s any news.

			I can’t go down to the house.

			Why not?

			Emma looks across at the gerbil cage and decides not to answer. She tends to bow early out of contentious conversations with her sister. She has known since she first learned to speak that with Jennifer she will never win. Jennifer has always been like one of those circus performers with words, flashing them about like knives, never missing her target.

			I can rest here on the daybed, she says.

			They both know Emma is only saying this to placate her sister. As soon as Jennifer is gone, she’ll do exactly as she wants – as she has, in her unobtrusive way, from the start.

			He looks like a little boy again, Jennifer says, now they’ve cut off all his hair.

			I didn’t like the angle of his right foot, Emma says. The way it was turned in on itself, like those beggars at the traffic lights.

			Jennifer looks at her keenly. I’m sure it was only the way he was lying, she says.

			It’s like there is a pain pulling at him, deep inside somewhere. It’s as if a part of him already knows he’s dying.

			When Julian fell, he broke both his legs. The left leg, which took most of the impact, was broken in several places and is completely encased in plaster. The other leg also sustained a fracture and is plastered at the ankle and foot. Apart from the blow to the head, these are the only injuries Julian seems to have sustained. The one to the head is the only one that finally matters. At present, the doctors are draining the fluid from his brain in the hope that they will reduce the swelling and that the brain will return to its normal state. The extent of the brain damage, however, is impossible to ascertain.

			Emma, it hasn’t come to that.

			After Emma left the ward that afternoon, she took the metal lift down to the canteen, not yet trusting herself to drive back home. She drank some coffee without tasting it under the striped red and white canopy outside. The wind had started up and the ropes clattered on the metal poles like umbrellas at the sea. She sat alone except for an old woman who could only get about with the help of sticks. She looked like Julian’s gerbil in her fluff-brown dressing gown and sheepskin slippers. Her hair was peppery grey and cropped and in need of a wash. She looked entirely alone in the world as she worked her way through a hunk of carrot cake and, with an unstable, buckling hand, consumed her tea.

			As the ropes continued to clatter around the poles, Emma thought about the family holidays she once went on when she still had a father. She thought of a world in which there was such a thing as a family holiday and doubted there would ever be a family holiday again.

			Jen always liked to claim that they weren’t so great, those ­holidays with their father. There were holidays at the game reserve and a few trips to continental Europe, but the place they went to every year around Christmas was a hotel in uMhlanga Rocks. Emma’s parents usually stayed in one of the rooms in the back garden, which were less expensive and more withdrawn from the life of the hotel. Jennifer claimed that the first time their father fed Emma a fresh oyster, it was on the veranda of that hotel – at a table under one of those clattering umbrellas. Apparently, when Emma gagged and spat the oyster out, their father yelled at her – not so much for her bad manners as for wasting the oyster, which had been chipped from the rocks only a few hours earlier. Jen said their father was in a foul mood for the whole of that holiday, cursing the sea, the weather, the staff at the hotel, as if the whole world was conspiring against him. It would be their last holiday together as a family. Within six weeks, their father would be dead. But Emma has no memory of her father’s rage, on that holiday or before. She only remembers his love. To this, Jennifer replies that their father died when Emma was too young to perceive him properly.

			You’ve always been so good to me, Jen, Emma says. I don’t think I’ve ever thanked you enough.

			Jennifer nods and swallows more wine. She always drinks more when Andrew isn’t about.

			I don’t know what I would have done without you these past days. I couldn’t have asked for a better sister – and Julian can’t have asked for a better aunt.

			You know how much I have always loved him.

			I do. Thank you.

			What Emma can’t tell her sister is that all of this is her fault. She and Julian had a terrible argument before his fall – at the end of which he called her something so shocking that even now she can hardly believe it, or believe it could have come from him. Nor can she tell Jennifer what the argument was about: it would end what was left of her relationship with her sister for good.

			I failed him, she says instead.

			You did your best, Jennifer says, pouring herself more wine.

			But that was never good enough, was it? 

		

	
		
			A bright-red, high-heeled shoe

			Andrew, Johannesburg

			Have you seen my other shoe?

			Jennifer is standing in the door of the office, wearing an unzipped silver dress and holding a bright-red, high-heeled shoe, looking as if she is preparing to squash a bug with it. She knows how much Andrew hates it when she barges into his office unannounced like this, as if his work deserves interruption.

			I’m afraid I haven’t.

			Jennifer still has the body she had when they first met. The student who first drew his attention has been sustained, somehow, within her attenuated frame. Yet for years Andrew has been unable to find her attractive. Is it that he has been unable to locate the young woman who drew him in the first place? Or has he merely come to realise that the girl who first enticed him never existed? He knows that such things as love and attraction can sometimes be a matter of perspective, of finding the right perspective, but he also knows that they become impossible once you’ve lost the will to do so.

			I have no idea what I did with it.

			She walks deeper into the room, her helicopter gaze scanning the scene in the unlikely event that her shoe might have landed up on his armchair or on his patients’ couch. She likes to mock his office at every opportunity – the leather furniture, the kilim rugs, the neat bookshelves with their first editions enclosed inside their leaded glass doors, the objets d’art arranged all along the mantelpiece. They went to the Freud Museum in Hampstead once and Jennifer was astonished by the extent to which Andrew had modelled his office on Freud’s study, even though Andrew was only a ‘psychoanalytical psychotherapist’ and not a proper psychoanalyst.

			She gives the couch her usual passing look, as if it’s a woman that has been flirting with her husband for far too long, and starts upsetting his expensive cushions. These days she has come to believe that the whole of therapy is simply perverted and narcissistic, and at every opportunity she likes to point out that ‘psychotherapist’ is only two small steps away from ‘psycho the rapist’.

			If you don’t know what you did with it, how do you expect me to? he asks, allowing his irritation to establish itself.

			You gave me these shoes last year for my birthday and I’m very fond of them.

			Well at this rate we’re going to miss the school play.

			It is the opening night of Julian’s mid-year play, The King and I. Julian is playing the lover Lun Tha who, according to Julian, sings two songs that are impossible to sing before dying offstage.

			Would you like me to look for it? Andrew asks without enthusiasm.

			No, she says, I would like you to zip me up.

			Not long ago, Julian was a clean-cut, clear-eyed, conventional kid. His mother would buy him a new cricket ball every cricket season that had a golden kookaburra painted on it, he was a flank in the B team, he featured well in school galas and he was noted for his capacity for long-distance running. His grades were usually above average but never remarkable, and he had a talent for drawing that came straight from the hand of his mother. He was also keen on creative writing and Andrew still recalls the first essay of the boy’s that he read, which was about a falcon attacking a duck in mid-air that was too heavy for it to carry. When the falcon couldn’t break free, they both plummeted to their deaths at the foot of the basalt cliff below.

			Over the last few years, however, Julian and his writing have taken a different turn. Jennifer – who has always encouraged Julian’s writing – was in the staffroom when she first heard the talk. Apparently, Julian had written a story about a boy and girl swimming in the open sea. When the girl is dragged out by the current, the boy does nothing to save her or call for help. He merely watches her bob away amongst the waves and disappear.

			It is his most recent essay, however, that has provided most cause for concern. It is about a boy burning down his family home while he remains trapped inside. In the story, the boy’s mother recently died of cancer and his father is out on a date with another woman. The essay prompted Julian’s English teacher, a Mrs Fish, to speak to Jennifer. Jennifer spoke to Emma before bringing the boy to Andrew – in his capacity as an uncle more than a psychotherapist. But this exchange, which took place earlier that afternoon, had been a disaster from whichever angle you might choose to look at it.

			You still have the same body you had when we met, you know that? he says as her sleek form slips away under the silver dress.

			I very much doubt it, she says, sounding pleased, but thank you.

			Now that Jennifer has been zipped up, she returns to the centre of the room, moving about like someone trying out a new dress in a shop.

			I was thinking, she says, that we need a holiday.

			She has something challenging in her gaze this evening that disturbs him. He would love to know what passed between his wife and Julian after that afternoon’s conversation. The two were thick as thieves. They always have been. He fears that Julian found a moment alone with Jennifer at the house before Emma arrived to pick him up. He might have told Jennifer everything.

			Even though I know how much you’ve always hated holidays.

			Whatever gives you that idea?

			Within days you get sulky and end up hiding inside a book.

			Isn’t it usually you who ends up doing that?

			Instead of answering, Jennifer starts to look around again for her missing shoe.

			At least we’ll always have Moravia, she says, sounding tart.

			Notoriously, they had spent their honeymoon in Freud’s place of birth. Their wedding took place in a registry office in London, where Andrew was completing his PhD and Jennifer was tutoring A-level English while trying to write a novel complaining about her childhood. The couple were staying with Emma and some of her art student friends in Chalk Farm and it was suggested the newlyweds go to Moravia so Andrew could complete his research ‘and kill two birds with one stone’. But it rained from the moment of their arrival and after their first night Jennifer developed a bladder infection that rather ruined the rest of the trip. While Andrew sat in their cheap hotel room and finished off his analysis of the Wolf Man and his dream of a tree filled with white wolves, Jennifer wept silently in the bathroom and peed blood.

			Moravia was your idea, Andrew says, not mine.

			Actually, it was your idea, but you were clever enough to get me to come up with it.

			Jennifer has made this point several times before and it always has the disadvantage of being the truth.

			I was also in love with you, she adds. I would have followed you anywhere.

			Jennifer likes to be very deliberate with the use of her tenses.

			How about uMhlanga Rocks? Andrew suggests.

			uMhlanga Rocks was over-priced and boring. We both know that. I was thinking of somewhere slightly more – aspirational. The Seychelles, perhaps?

			As long as I wouldn’t be expected to go snorkelling.

			You wouldn’t be required to be that interesting.

			And my patients?

			Fuck your patients.

			She has said this before too, and always with the same insinuation. A part of her would probably love him to fuck one of his patients. If only to make him lose the moral high ground that has for so long sustained him. Jennifer has always been a suspicious, threatened person, but in the court of unhappy marriage you don’t get very far without sufficient proof.

			Although we both know that will never happen, Jennifer continues. These days you’re far more interested in talking about sex than in actually having it.

			Do we really have time for this particular fight? We’ll miss Julian’s play.

			Does this sound like a fight to you?

			With you it never does, he says, knowing as he says it that he’s drawing them deeper into one of their danger zones, and yet he is unable to stop himself. You have always managed to say the most unreasonable things in the most reasonable way.

			You should have married Emma instead.

			What has Emma got to do with anything?

			She has always been better at throwing plates around a room than me.

			If Jennifer is jealous of Andrew’s small freedoms, whether they be real or imaginary, she is even more threatened by her sister’s great liberties. Emma got to be an artist and a mother while Jennifer failed at both. Emma even got to divorce her husband – and although the version of events trotted out to the rest of the world is that Jonathan abandoned Emma for a younger woman, Jennifer has always said that all he did was walk away from a wife who had long ago abandoned him, at least in any of the ways that mattered.

			Emma’s first priority, Jennifer has always claimed, is her art. Those strange, mythic creatures of hers that seem far more substantial to her than the humans standing right in front of her. Whatever Emma has left over from her art, she gives to her son. This can become excessive when she is between shows – or between new ideas for shows – but when she is deep inside the creation of a new body of work, even her son can become overlooked. Emma has been able to indulge herself like this because she has always known that Jennifer is waiting in the wings, ready to take care of Julian where necessary. Jennifer might have resented this more had she not so greatly desired it. If anything, Jennifer has encouraged Emma to go ahead and lose herself for weeks or even months in her art. I’m here to hold the fort, she has always told her sister. The fort being not a house that needed defending, but a baby and then a boy.

			Since Emma moved to Grant Smuts’s more commercial gallery a few years ago, she has also enjoyed increased financial success. It is why she is able to afford ten-day holidays at luxury hotels and insist on paying for everyone. This success, or so it seems to Andrew, has not been so well received by Jennifer. She was happy to have a self-obsessed sister who had an inconsistent attachment with her son, but that didn’t mean she wanted her sister to become an actual success.

			Like all Jennifer’s jealousies, however, the one about the connection between Andrew and Emma has enough truth in it to make it impossible to dismiss. She has always known that Andrew’s interest in Emma runs deeper than it ought to, and that the two have, in some subtle way, been conspiring against her from the start. Until this afternoon and Andrew’s exchange with Julian, there has never been enough evidence to convict them, but if she knows what passed between Andrew and the boy that afternoon, all the defences they have been so carefully harbouring will have to be scuttled.

			I have never seen Emma throwing any plates anywhere, Andrew says.

			Just toys?

			I don’t know why you resent her so much. What has she ever done to you?

			Who says I resent her?

			Since the day we met, you’ve hardly had a good thing to say about her.

			Maybe that’s because you’ve hardly had a bad thing to say about her.

			She has given me no reason to dislike her.

			Only reasons to like her?

			Oh for God’s sake—

			Andrew would love to get away from her, and from this conversation, but he is stuck here in this room, in this house.

			Yes, in your little book she has always been the opposite of me.

			I’ve never once said that.

			Only because you’ve never needed to.

			Andrew first met the two sisters when he was a tutor in the Psychology Department at a university in Johannesburg. Jennifer and Emma arrived in the middle of one of his tutorials and slipped into the front row, both of them pretty, vivacious girls with flagrant red lipstick and an air of amused scepticism that intrigued and unsettled him. The topic under discussion was transference theory and Andrew was trying to explain the distinction between an instinct and a drive. Afterwards, the girl with the strawberry-blonde hair remained behind to question him further while the darker, more attractive girl stood in the light at the door. Andrew asked the girl to join him for his coffee break so that he could fill her in on what she had missed, and he suggested that she bring her friend.

			She’s actually my sister Emma, Jennifer said, as you might announce a gifted but problematic child. She’s about to go to London to study art.

			She is?

			Have you heard of St Martin’s?

			Of course, Andrew lied, doing his best to sound impressed.

			They had coffee out of polystyrene cups on a block of rough cement in the cavernous hall of the canteen, the orange floor peppered with groups of students and the stippled burns from their cigarettes. By the end of that coffee break, Andrew was completely transfixed by the two sisters. What he thought of as their irreverence – these days he might call it their expectation of disappointment – made him laugh.

			Andrew had been a pensive, solitary boy. During his youth, his father was the one who worked and his mother was the one who stayed at home, often with a headache. Sometimes when his mother was feeling particularly bad, she’d encourage Andrew to miss school in order to be with her. That was until Andrew made a clear decision around the age of fourteen to break free from her. When his father was away, he learned to become impatient, sarcastic, abrasive. Later, he would feel terrible remorse. His mother would yell at him and claim he was becoming cold, like his father, but even at the time he understood that his small rebellions were the first sign of a nascent health.

			By the time Andrew met Jennifer and Emma, his mother was a problem he had come to abandon. The glassy confidence of these two girls felt like an introduction to a world he had never before been able to access. In the weeks that followed, they continued to meet and Andrew came to believe that he had fallen in love with both of them. He didn’t realise that what he most liked about Jennifer was Emma’s reflected light, which managed to bring out the best in Jennifer – her intuitive intelligence, her daring and wit. Because Emma seemed the less available of the two – not only figuratively but literally too, since she was about to go abroad to study art – Andrew gravitated towards Jennifer, whom he thought of, mistakenly, as the less complicated and more affirming girl.

			Jennifer, who seems to have run out of steam for a moment, is perched on the far edge of his leather couch, too miserable, it seems, to remember its significance.

			All I’m asking for is one holiday, she says, with just the two of us. I would like to lie by a pool with my husband and drink a cocktail the colour of a canary. Is that too much to ask?

			He sometimes wonders what his life might have been like had he never married Jennifer. One of Jennifer’s theories is that they were drawn together because they had an equal appetite for misery. Both of them had an ingrained expectation of disappointment and they had been reassured by having this expectation confirmed so consistently in the other. They were not missing out on life by being together because life was essentially an exercise in futility. At best, a person could draw comfort from a conversation that cast new light on a particular topic, or perhaps from a good joke, a stirring piece of music, a memorable story, a well-timed glass of wine or mug of coffee. In his youth, Andrew might have added sex to this list, but Jennifer was right: these days sex was something he preferred to talk about.

			If not the Seychelles, she says, how about Mauritius? Apparently, Mauritius is almost as nice – and it’s the cheaper of the two.

			It isn’t a good time at work.

			It never is.

			Why don’t you go with Emma instead?

			What about Julian?

			He could go too. Or stay behind with a friend.

			Julian doesn’t have any friends. And anyway, Emma hates holidays. What was that place she went to last year in Germany?

			Worpswede.

			Exactly. Who the fuck has ever heard of Worpswede?

			It was Andrew’s idea, Worpswede. He went there once when he was still an undergraduate. A German friend he’d met at the university invited him to his home in Bremen for a few weeks after the mid-year exams. One morning, they drove out to Worpswede in his little red Fiat to visit the artists’ village not far from where Rilke and his wife had lived. It was one of those mornings that is recollected forever, even though nothing especially out of the ordinary took place. Andrew remembers sitting with the window wound down, listening to Talk Talk on the tape-deck as they passed through the avenues of lime trees as though they were moving inside the richest vein of summer. The German countryside couldn’t have been further away from Johannesburg – which was as it is now, in midwinter, when everything seemed to be dying or dead.

			The play starts at eight, Andrew says. Can’t you find some other shoes to wear? You have an entire cupboard full of them.

			Sorry – yes. The schedule right now says school play, not fight. How stupid of me to forget!

			I hate it when you get sarcastic.

			Do you? she laughs, waving the shoe, which is looking increasingly dangerous. Maybe that’s because you hate it when I get anything. Being with you – it’s like being in prison. A life sentence. A death sentence, more like. While the rest of life just carries on.

			Don’t exaggerate, he says, as usual feeling the quiet justice of her words.

			Don’t you ever wonder what we’re doing this for? All those children I teach every year, and every year they’re exactly the same age and I’m another year older. I have given my best self to them, my whole youth, and what have I ever had in exchange for it? A husband who lies and sneers at me!

			Sorry, Jennifer, he says, but who are we attacking here? Your career choices or me?

			Who remembers their teacher or analyst? she continues. We’re little more than an embarrassment to them. We’re the very people they want to forget.

			We both know that isn’t true, he says. And do you really think having your own children would have been any more rewarding? All children ever do is take – and then disappear when they’ve used you up.

			At least a mother can’t be so easily dismissed. The Mother, The Father. That’s something immovable. A teacher? An analyst? We’re nothing but a means to an end. Like public transport, ushering them from A to B. When they look at us, they see straight through us.

			Then leave, he says, more generally than she might have wanted. Change your life. Move away. You’ve always threatened to write a book. Why don’t you go off and fucking well write one!

			He waits to see what she’ll do, what retort she’ll summon up, but instead she remains still. They have also been at this point before, this apparent breaking point, and yet never once have they managed to move anywhere more decisive. Perhaps if they do finally end it – they seem to feel at this cramped cul-de-sac – they won’t have anything left. If they both have something to fight about, at least they are still present.

			If you don’t like the idea of Mauritius, she says, hunkering deeper into the couch, we could try somewhere further afield. Like the Maldives, or even Greece?

			It would be too sad, he says. To see all those young couples on honeymoon, lying in each other’s arms, while we sat there under some straw umbrella with our sun-cream and our novels and our canary-coloured cocktails at our side.

			Her face wobbles briefly under its cool exterior – but tonight, he tells himself, he can’t pity her. Tonight, he has to give her the dignity, however painful it might be, of the truth.

			Maybe it’s true, he says. The only time I feel alive these days is here, in this room, with my patients. Even if it’s little more than borrowed light, at least something is lit up, ignited inside me. And yes, it may be all about fear and misery, but at least they’re trying to express something, and are wanting to move towards something, some idea of a better life. Often I will sit in here and think – they aren’t half as unwell as us.

			She turns the red shoe in her hands, her green eyes fresh with tears.

			I think I understand, she says. She says this almost happily, perhaps comforted by some private victory of perception. You’ve fallen in love with someone else.

			Please, Jennifer – not this again.

			I can feel something else in you, some new energy. And as you say, we’re half-dead these days. This thing in you, it must be coming from somewhere else.

			This time, he doesn’t deny it. He merely returns her look, feeling as neutral as the winter outside.

			Is she one of your patients?

			She is not a patient.

			It is then that they both understand that their cul-de-sac has been transcended – the little space on which the whole of their relationship has come to depend. Whatever happens, they have been telling themselves, we must keep denying, we must keep lying our way back towards our frightened lives.

			Who is she?

			In response to this question, the phone on Andrew’s desk starts to purr. He glances down at the screen and sees that he has had five missed calls. The phone must have been signalling throughout their argument.

			It’s Emma, he says, picking up the phone.

			I suppose we’re late for Julian’s play, Jennifer says, no doubt imagining Andrew is referring to the caller and not the woman Andrew made love to little more than an hour ago.

			Is everything all right? he asks the phone.

			It takes a moment for Emma to reply. When she does, it is in a voice that is no longer recognisable.

			Something has—

			Emma?

			Julian, he has had a fall—

			A fall?

			From the chapel tower at—

			What is it? Jennifer asks, coming to peer into the depths of his face.

			Or perhaps I think he might have jumped.

			Is he—?

			He was alive when they took him away, he was breathing still – but his legs, oh his legs were all broken up and—

			Where is he now?

			He’s been taken to the Milpark—

			And you?

			Someone is driving me. I’m in a car—

			We’ll meet you right now, at the hospital.

			Oh Andrew—

			Yes?

			I am so sorry—

			You’ve done nothing wrong, Emma.

			Andrew—

			Don’t worry, we’re on our way.

			When Andrew returns his attention to Jennifer, she has already left the room. On the leather couch, she has left behind a bright-red, high-heeled shoe.

		

	
		
			Julian’s favourite food, sushi

			Emma, Johannesburg

			When Emma arrived at her first day at nursery school, the term had started and all the other children knew each other. She was taken to a table where some boys and girls were seated in a circle and the class was told to draw whatever came into their heads. As soon as Emma picked up a piece of paper, she felt all the other children watching her. She knew that they were waiting to see what she would draw. They wanted her to reveal something about herself so that they could decide whether or not she should be liked. So she picked up a white crayon and started drawing on the blank page. She drew a picture that only she could see and that only she would ever know about.

			Emma’s first oil paintings as an art student were also of white images on a white background. It was as though she was still trying to get away from a world that was too much with her, a world of getting and spending that for some reason she associated with her sister. When you looked at her first paintings, they seemed to be about nothing. Only under a strong light would the tones and textures begin to reveal themselves, the oil paint moving in this direction and then that, and then settling into a long flat plane that felt as earned as silence inside a piece of music. Emma liked to think of these paintings as mirrors, as pieces that revealed more about the viewer’s own projections than they did about the work or the artist herself. Her first solo show in Johannesburg was like a hall of mirrors behind which Emma was trying to escape.

			When she began to tire of oil paint and started to work in clay, it became harder to make forms that were without substance. She found refuge in another mode of transcendence and that was the mythic, the body that was made half of earth and half of light. Again, the mythic was everything that her grounded, sensible sister was not. It was relativity instead of determinism, art instead of science, dis-ease instead of disease. But she soon found that the mythic had dangers of its own. In the realm of angels and archetypes were sources of attachment that seemed intent on threatening her existence in the very world she was trying to escape, a world in which she had not only a sister but a husband and, within a few short months, a son.

			Emma likes to work with materials that she has to struggle against. Her sculptures are constructed out of extruded clay or RhinoLite plaster that is mixed with rough sand and then worked around a metal armature. The extruded clay is delivered from a brick company in tall columns and she carves into it, taking away and then adding again, as she approaches the form waiting to propose itself. The metal armatures are made by an assistant who helps her to bring the two-dimensional drawings in her notebooks into three-dimensional life. These she plasters with the RhinoLite, which she mixes so that it is grainy and lumpy and imprecise. Her work is about making and destroying, advancing and retreating, asserting and then denying again. When the final sculptures are cast in bronze, she wants them to feel ambiguous and unsettled – forever restless, in spite of their weight.

			Jennifer likes to joke that Emma is the same in her life as she is in her art. It is why her house is always such a mess: the wooden floors that she once painted white and that are now scratched and scuffed, the light bulbs in the ceiling that have almost all died, the cupboards that don’t close properly, the doors that refuse to lock. Even the kitchen clock is permanently five minutes late and Emma never gets around to standing on a chair to correct it. And yes, she never puts a lid on anything.
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			Emma is currently going through the final arrangements for a new exhibition in her Johannesburg gallery, which consists of a series of glass boxes that float on the crest of a hill facing the northern suburbs of the city. On a clear day, especially after it has rained, you can see the Magaliesberg hills like a crisp bank of slate-grey cloud along the horizon. But it is winter now and the sky is blank and stained with dust and wood-smoke. The gallery director is a loose-limbed man called Grant Smuts who sports a ratty ponytail and lives in the highest of these boxes with his seven Burmese cats and his scarcely visible wife.

			Emma is sitting on a plate of thick, emerald glass that is supported by metal stilts that ascend from a primordial swamp of cycads and ferns. At two o’clock in the afternoon, the gallery director is already slurred with expensive drink. He has just come from a meeting with a young black artist called Napoleon whose studio is in a derelict building in the old city centre. Smutty is excited by this new artist, who was recently released after several years in prison. Napoleon was living as a street kid in central Johannesburg when he and his gang were caught and convicted for car hijacking. While inside, he started to paint large, garish canvases about the legacy of colonialism that recalled Guernica and Jean-Michel Basquiat.

			Each of Smutty’s artists has a narrative attached to them that makes it easier to sell their work. His clients – the rich and powerful businesspeople of Johannesburg, as well as a steady stream of tourists from abroad – like to be able to tell a story about the object they have bought. Napoleon is the enfant terrible of contemporary South African art, Emma its chaste mystic who dwells in the realm Yeats called spiritus mundi and who only comes back down to axis mundi in order to render her visions in indelible bronze.

			The only reason Smutty considers Emma chaste, however, is because he has never wanted to seduce her. He generally prefers ­people half his age, men more often than women. He only employs fey, androgynous people whose job is to agree with him on everything – and, it is often rumoured, occasionally sleep with him. It has been said more than once before that Grant Smuts is the last person in Johannesburg who should be living in a glass house.

			You must be extremely happy, Smutty says.

			Must I?

			This new exhibition will contain some of your finest work.

			Emma’s new show is scheduled to open in October. Bronzes of varying scale will be arranged throughout the glass boxes while maquettes and working sketches will be displayed in the entrance foyer downstairs. In the last few years since her divorce, Emma has been working on a series of mythic male figures associated with falling and flight – rebel angels, dragon-slayers, disobedient sons and father-killers.

			The boy fighting with the angel – I think I’ve already found a buyer for that.

			Oh good.

			Smutty likes to sell as many of the works before an opening as possible so that in the face of all those red stickers the potential buyers begin to panic and purchase something before it’s too late. This particular sculpture, called Icarus #3, is of a boy who is attacking an angel with a large, curved knife. He is trying to cut off the angel’s wings so he can have them for himself. In the sculpture, he has managed to cut the first wing free. It is still attached to the angel by a single, ragged ligament.

			It is a pity you didn’t make one ten times larger.

			Why’s that?

			We could have sold to the corporates.

			I’m not sure the corporates would want an image like that, Emma says. It’s about the opposite of everything they represent, isn’t it?

			Emma should only have reasons to like Grant Smuts. He rarely misses an opportunity to flatter her and he has helped to establish her as an important contemporary South African artist. He has also made her rich. Yet even at the best of times she feels herself wanting to protect herself against him. Everything he says, it often seems to her, is lubricated with a layer of self-interest.

			But today she is more than usually distracted. This afternoon, after school, Julian is going home with Jennifer. What makes this occasion different from the rest is that Julian is being taken to speak with Andrew about his latest essay – a story in which a boy sets fire to his house while he is still inside it. Jennifer scanned and emailed the essay to Emma shortly after Mrs Fish handed it over to her, and Emma came away from reading it with the feeling that some crime had been committed. Although she didn’t understand the exact nature of this crime, she felt, from some corner of her consciousness, that it had come from her.
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			Emma is used to entering Jennifer’s property through the garden door that leads up to the house, but today she rings at the other door – at Andrew’s door, which leads to the waiting room of his office. Although Jennifer and Andrew have moved address several times since their marriage, they have always lived in the same house. It is a house that comes from what Jennifer calls ‘old Johannesburg’. It has pressed ceilings, wooden floors, leaded windows and long verandas. She fills this house with antique furniture that gleams gold in the afternoon light, as well as efficient clocks, richly patterned crimson carpets that have never been gnawed at by any dog, and oil paintings of hunting scenes and ships straining against a dark and hostile sea. Jennifer’s famous roses also fill every room. She grows these in the garden wherever there is sufficient sunlight and space. Where Emma’s house looks like she has only recently moved in – in spite of the fact that she has been living there all her married and divorced life – everything in Jennifer’s house has its irrefutable place. There is nothing here that is not both functional and gracious – with the exception, perhaps, of her relationship with her husband.

			Jennifer keeps moving house in an attempt to get to what she calls ‘a more established address’. She claims that such an address will be good for Andrew’s practice, although the truth is that wherever Andrew has lived in Johannesburg he has never been short of traumatised or grieving clients. This current house is a few blocks away from the zoo and often at dusk while sitting together on the veranda with a drink the two sisters will watch the descent of the sacred ibises towards Zoo Lake and hear the yooping cries of the recently acquired lar gibbons. There they also like to speculate about Andrew’s clients as they leave his office through the main garden door. As Jennifer has joked, Andrew always likes to keep his entrances and his exits separate.

			When the door buzzes, she pushes it open to reveal a courtyard where elephant ears crowd a pond filled with blotchy, yellow koi. Julian, still wearing his striped school blazer, is visible in the discreetly lit interior of the waiting room. His hair, which Emma dyed for him in preparation for the mid-year play, looks purplish under the light, as if Julian is a doll in a shop window and not really a boy at all.

			Julian is flicking through a woman’s magazine and he looks surprisingly bereft. But what was Emma expecting? For years she has been pushing Julian and Andrew together – a game of tennis here, a walk in the park with Andrew’s Labradors there – and yet they have always remained formal and detached, putting on a brave face as soon as she came to check on their progress. Some people are simply incompatible, she supposes – which is disheartening, since she gets on so well with them both.

			Only when she pushes back the glass door to the waiting room does Julian look up. Julian’s skin is paler than usual, his eyes darker, but perhaps this is only because of the dyed hair. When he sees her, his expression remains decidedly unchanged, as if he decided even before she entered the room that he would not change it.

			Hello, Boo. Are we done with Uncle Andrew?

			Yes, we’re done.

			It is devastating the way a boy disappears around the age of fourteen. One minute he is your permanent, chattering companion who wants you to bear witness to every word he learns to spell, every dive he performs at the swimming pool, every insult he negotiates at school, the next he has shut the door to his bedroom in order to harbour an elaborate list of secret thoughts, each one of which seems designed to exclude you.

			Where is Uncle Andrew?

			In there with someone, he says, with a motion of his head.

			I see.

			He said he’ll phone you later.

			Right.

			Julian still hasn’t stood to join her. He is sitting there as if it hasn’t yet occurred to him to move.

			Why didn’t you go up to the house?

			I didn’t feel like it.

			Did Aunty Jen go out?

			I have no idea.

			Emma knows she shouldn’t pry into what Julian and Andrew talked about. She ought to wait until Julian is ready to talk. But will he ever be ready to talk?

			We’ve got the dress rehearsal at four o’clock.

			And the show starts at eight?

			He nods.

			I need to go straight back to school.

			But aren’t you hungry?

			I had a sandwich with Aunty Jen.

			How about some sushi on the way?

			If you like.
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			It’s Julian’s favourite food, sushi. One of their pleasures in recent years has been to bunk out from whatever they’re doing and go for sushi together. Sushi suits Emma because it is always there on its conveyor belt, instantly accessible and ready to be consumed. She can drop by with Julian on the way back from school, use it to punctuate the afternoon, or go back there with Julian for supper – since she can often become so embroiled in her work that she doesn’t remember to plan a meal until it’s too late. Fortunately, Julian always wants to go out for sushi. It’s something he can’t resist, even when he’s upset with her. Although Emma isn’t mad about sushi herself – she doesn’t like the sensation of all that dyed, farmed salmon slithering down her throat – she likes to sit there and swallow a few whiskeys while Julian talks about his day. Food has always loosened Julian’s tongue. He can’t sulk for long when there’s such a procession of his favourite food on display and he can help himself to whatever he wants – no matter the colour of the plate.

			Today as Julian takes his stool at the counter, however, he reminds Emma of his father. He is full of the same clumsiness and exaggerated hurt. Jonathan always went as a very boring man – and more often than not he did a convincing enough job of it. But privately, he could also be petulant, fastidious, moody. He wanted Emma to be his mother – a thing she was never prepared to do – which is perhaps why in the end he resorted to a daughter figure instead. Emma had hoped that Jonathan’s influence over her son would end with his departure to Dubai, but Jonathan still haunts her son in ways that neither she nor Julian can ever quite comprehend.

			How is your new art teacher? Emma asks as Julian pours some wasabi-infused soy sauce into his salmon-skin hand-roll.

			She’s okay.

			Emma has no interest in the new art teacher – an exhausting, gesticulating woman with the usual head of flossy, dyed hair and jangly, ethnic accessories – but she has always taken a special interest in Julian’s art. In Emma’s experience, the best artists are often plain-sounding, dull-looking people who give to the world only a ghost of their presence while their real lives are sublimated into their work. Apparently, this new art teacher has been knitting all her sculptures for the past decade, rather like the wife of Ulysses.

			I met up with Smutty this afternoon, Emma says. We’ve scheduled the show for the beginning of summer. Have you told your teacher who your mother is?

			No.

			Perhaps you should.

			Why?

			It might help.

			With what?

			Maybe it would help her to take you more seriously?

			Julian wipes his fingers on a serviette and delivers to his mother his shadowy gaze. Their family doctor, Doctor Pitcher, recently said the dark rings could be a sign of allergies, but as far as Emma can see Julian has never been allergic to anything.

			Do you think I need you in order to be taken seriously? he asks with a glimmer of contempt.

			Sorry, darling. That came out all wrong. What I mean is – she might sit up and make a bit more of an effort with you.

			She already makes an effort with me, Julian says, sounding for a moment exactly like his aunt.

			Emma has often worried about her son’s relationship with his aunt – and concerned about her role in it. As much as she might love Jennifer, and as much as she is grateful for the support Jennifer has provided over the years, she knows that at the heart of Jennifer there is a nihilism that Jennifer has never been able to get away from, in spite of her every effort. Emma first experienced it when they were children and Jennifer backwashed the whole swimming pool empty so that Emma couldn’t have her birthday party around the pool. The night before the party was scheduled, Jennifer slipped outside after dinner and switched the setting on the pump so that the water – which in the previous week their father had ensured was perfectly clear – gurgled into the garden, snaked through the front fence, wove around the apple tree and formed a little forked stream all the way to the bottom of their street. Emma saw the parallel lines of water running down the road that morning on her way to school, but in her innocence she thought nothing of it. By the time she returned home, however, all excited about her ‘pool party’ that afternoon, the pool was almost empty and the party was ruined. It was the only time their father hit either of the girls – with his hand, three times, until Emma pleaded with him to stop.

			Yet from the outset Emma has always encouraged the relationship between her sister and her son. Emma doesn’t seem to have the stamina to be a full-time mother, and whatever Jennifer’s shortcomings might be as a person, she has always been fiercely protective of those she loves. Didn’t she once climb over the desks at school to get at some girl who was flicking a fountain pen at Emma? It took two teachers to drag her off the poor kid, who never spoke to Emma ever again.

			I’m very excited to see your play, Emma says.

			Are you?

			I’m looking forward to hearing you sing.

			It’s a bit embarrassing, to be honest. You still have to have like a three-octave range to manage those songs – even after the teacher has lowered them.

			Well no one in our family has ever been able to sing, she says, trying to smile reassuringly. Your grandfather was completely tone deaf. Although it never stopped him from singing at the top of his voice in church.

			Throughout Julian’s life, Emma has been talking about her father to her son, perhaps in the hope that her absent father would provide a better role model for Julian than his own absent father. Emma and Jennifer spent most of their childhood in the Eastern Cape, where their father was a vet who specialised in horses, cattle and sheep. Jennifer’s mother was a teacher at a girls’ school in Grahamstown and Emma’s mother, who was living in nearby Kenton-on-Sea when she stole Jennifer’s father, was researching the mating habits of the brush-tipped octopus. Their family home was one of the first to be built in Grahamstown. It had three storeys and an interior made almost entirely of wood. Sometimes, it felt to Emma that she was living in a ship trapped inside an old stone house. The whole thing creaked whenever anyone shifted their weight. When Emma’s mother moved in – by then she was pregnant with Emma – the house became even more forgetful than it had been before. Everything got lost inside it: hairbrushes, pencils, stuffed animals, tennis racquets – even a stray kitten once, which lasted only half an hour before it was placed on the floor, rounded a corner and disappeared.

			But now Julian shrugs off the mention of Emma’s father, as if her techniques are boring him.

			Is Uncle Andrew coming to the play? he asks.

			He’ll be coming with Aunty Jen.

			Julian smirks and stuffs a whole prawn nigiri into his mouth. He has always held his chopsticks upright and alert, like someone preparing himself to conduct an orchestra.

			Across from them sits an elegant, solitary woman who is eating salmon sashimi and drinking a large glass of almost colourless white wine. Emma knows she has seen the woman before, but she can’t place her. Is she another parent, or someone from the art world? This is a familiar sensation, of knowing someone and not knowing them. As children, it was Jennifer who remembered the names and faces of everyone, it was Jennifer who kept track.

			The apparent owners of the sushi restaurant – a man and a woman, both wearing brimless black caps and fawn-coloured uniforms – slice a large lettuce in the middle of the circular island and murmur in their incomprehensible tongue. They always smile at Julian when he enters and immediately start making his salmon-skin hand-roll, yet Emma knows nothing about either of them. They have only ever had exchanges in the most rudimentary English.

			So how does it feel? she asks, once again to shift the subject.

			What?

			How does it feel to be fifteen?

			Last week was Julian’s birthday. She gave him a phone and made him the kind of cake she knew he liked best – a dense chocolate loaf sprinkled with icing sugar. Jennifer and Andrew gave him a camera with a zoom lens, in spite of the fact that there was a perfectly good camera on the phone.

			No different, he says.

			Uncle Andrew says it’s a significant age for a boy. You’re over the hump of fourteen and can start to settle again.

			At this, Julian pushes the avocado-green sushi plate aside and picks up his glass of tap water. They always order tap water with ice and lemon when they come here, perhaps to compensate for the cost of the sushi.

			Why do we keep having to talk about him?

			Emma is surprised by the way he says this, as if Andrew is the family disappointment, the source of shame, the proverbial drunken uncle – even though of the three adults in Julian’s life Andrew is by far the most consistent and sober.

			We don’t keep talking about him, Emma says, buying time. But as he did just talk to you, I suppose I’ve been sitting here wondering how it went.

			It went fine, Julian says, colouring slightly.

			He has never been any good at lying. There was always a trail of crumbs leading straight from the cookie jar to the door of his bedroom.

			Did you talk about your writing at all?

			You mean did he tell me to stop writing weird essays?

			I don’t mean that. You’re allowed to write whatever you like.

			Gee – thanks.

			I’m only concerned that there’s something you aren’t telling me. Is there something going on at school that you need to talk about?

			There’s nothing at all going on at school, he says, with a special emphasis on the word ‘school’.
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			They pay the bill and re-enter the traffic, stopping at a red light where the one-armed man stands, waving his stump. The man has a pleasing, open face, but he once told Emma when she failed to look at him that God would curse her. God will curse you, Mama! he shouted as she sped away from him. And although she has never believed in such a God – a God who kept account of each of our thoughts and actions – she felt shaken and ashamed, and ever since she has dreaded another encounter with the man. This is in spite of the fact that there are beggars at every other traffic light in the city performing their misery and poverty, as if their misery and poverty are not enough in themselves to warrant anyone’s attention.

			Uncle Andrew wanted to know what I thought of your art, Julian says, just when she is beginning to think that their conversation for the day is over.

			Oh yes?

			He wanted to know what it made me feel.

			And what does it make you feel?

			I said I’d never thought about it.

			She lowers the window of the old Volvo and drops some silver coins in the man’s remaining hand. He looks at her with neutrality, like someone who has never summoned a curse on her before.

			Is that true?

			No.

			She can’t help but feel pleased on some level that Julian was able to lie to Andrew about her art. After all, Julian wasn’t there to discuss Emma or her art, he was there to talk about himself. But it is typical of Andrew to make the conversation an opportunity to talk about Emma. He has always been in love with her – from the very first moment they met.

			What else did you talk about? she asks as they move away from the man and the traffic light, Emma feeling better now that she might have diluted the curse.

			My dreams, says Julian, sounding satirical. What is it with psychologists? Why do they always want to talk about dreams?

			Andrew is a psychotherapist, apparently. Not a psychologist. I suppose they think dreams are significant.

			Well they’re not. Although they say you go mad if you don’t dream, did you know that?

			The sushi seems to have softened him slightly. These days he is most talkative in the car, as if the journey between two known places provides him with an opportunity to slip into another self – the younger boy, perhaps, whom they often seem to miss.

			I didn’t know that, she says, even though she knows she once said this to him herself.

			Dreams are about breaking down our experiences and storing them, he continues with all the confidence of youth. But they don’t provide a doorway into your true feelings. They’re just – white noise.

			Perhaps you’re right.

			She likes to be a sympathetic ear for him when he rambles on. Today, however, there is an edge to his every gesture and statement. He seems to be defending some new notion of injustice that he doesn’t yet want her to know about.

			Did you tell him what your dreams are about? she asks.

			I said I never remember my dreams. Do you think he’ll find that significant?

			For them, everything is significant, she says, testing out his satirical tone.

			A minibus taxi veers in front of them and Emma slows down. On the back bumper is a sticker saying ‘GOD LOVES YOU’ and she wonders why God is so much in the air today. God and his angels. It’s as if some other world – the world floating just above or below this more mundane world – is trying to push its way into her consciousness. But tell her what? That she has been cursed by God or forgiven by Him? Without consciously thinking about it, she slows down, letting the taxi and its message of hope rattle away ahead of them.

			And is it true? Do you never remember your dreams?

			Actually, I remember quite a lot of them.

			She gives off a hard bleat of laughter.

			It doesn’t sound like your meeting with Uncle Andrew was much of a success.

			If she’s honest, she wasn’t so keen on this meeting with Andrew. When Jennifer phoned and suggested it, Emma immediately felt that her sister was meddling and giving Julian’s essay more attention than it warranted. What was wrong with imagining your own death? What was wrong with burning down your house? Weren’t such things necessary if you wanted to transform yourself? Wasn’t it a good sign that Julian wanted to shed the burdens of the past and move on? She has often worried that she has become too tied up with her son and that she ought to be encouraging him to cut himself free and become more independent. Fire was a transfiguring force, central to sacred rituals and ceremonies throughout the history of the world. It destroyed everything it touched, but it was also the source of all life. While it may be true that Julian’s essay was disturbing, did that mean Julian himself was disturbed? Weren’t you supposed to separate the dancer from the dance?

			You shouldn’t have gone to speak to him in the first place, she says. It was all Jennifer’s idea. I suppose she was just bored.

			Bored?

			You know how Aunty Jen likes everything to seem like a crisis. She was probably using you and your essay to stir up a bit of drama. And to criticise my parenting while she was about it.

			He snorts at this, in a direction somewhere between the two sisters – or perhaps his contempt is directed at both of them.

			Actually, he says, I told him you were in love.

			Emma almost collides with the taxi when Julian says this. The taxi has pulled over to the side of the road to release two oversized women with equally oversized bags.

			What was that?

			I told Uncle Andrew that you were in love with another man.

			Not knowing where else to look, they stare at the road – and the sleek shopping centre still under construction ahead of them. A panel of Prussian-blue glass is being lowered into some scaffolding by a cadmium-yellow crane. On a billboard outside the site is an image of the planned building, surrounded by trees and a park that everyone knows will never exist.

			All of this is like a bad dream. Has the boy gone mad? This is what it feels like to be inside one of his essays, she remembers, where everyone is skewed at an angle so as to make them seem slightly more dreadful than they already are.

			What on earth made you say that?

			Because it’s true, isn’t it?

			He says this with such knowledge that for a moment she is silenced. He also says it as if the idea of Emma loving a man is some kind of aberration of the natural world, like a lioness lying down with a wolf.

			Whatever gave you that idea?

			I saw him.

			You – what?

			I saw him one afternoon – coming in through the red door and climbing up the garden path.

			Sorry?

			The man you’re in love with.

			But – what man are we talking about?

			The air in the car is pressing in on her head, as if the street and the half-made building have descended under the sea. She wishes she could get out of the car and swim away – Julian is so cool, so full of casual malice.

			Why – it’s Uncle Andrew, of course.

			Andrew has always been in love with her – yes – and Emma has sometimes suspected he has only stayed with Jennifer so that he could remain close to her. Was that not why the couple followed her to London when they were still students and then back to Johannesburg as soon as Emma had graduated? As Emma recalls it, Jennifer wanted to stay on in London with Andrew and start a new life. She told Andrew that he would gain more by training to become a fully fledged psychoanalyst, a thing that was not possible in South Africa. But the couple returned to South Africa after Emma anyway, and over the years they have been buying properties that have circled Emma’s own home, each time coming another suburb closer.

			What Emma has kept from everyone is that she has also been in love with Andrew. She hasn’t even told Andrew this – but then she has never needed to. They have both known about their feelings for one another as clearly as they have known whether it is day or night, winter or summer. They have also known that their love would remain unexplored, like a country they have both heard about, but through circumstances outside of their control would never be able to visit. The most significant circumstance from the start has been Jennifer herself. In Emma’s mind, her love for Andrew is a sacrifice she has made for her sister – perhaps in compensation for the fact that their father never loved Jennifer as he did Emma. Emma and Jennifer have always known about this too, but it is another thing in Emma’s life that has been too dangerous to discuss. So how then – after all these years of sustained discretion – is it possible for Julian to speak of this love with such conviction? It has never been allowed to speak its name, not even by those most directly involved in it.

			Let me understand you properly, she says, in a voice she can’t remember ever using with Julian before. Are you saying that you saw Uncle Andrew coming to visit me one afternoon at our house? And that I’m in love with him? And that you told him all of this just now – when you were speaking with him in his office?

			I saw him coming into the garden. It was a few weeks ago.

			But that’s impossible.

			She knows it’s impossible because no man, let alone Andrew, has ever come to visit her in the afternoon and ascended her garden path. She was already married when she moved into her house and she was never once unfaithful to Jonathan. Since the divorce, there have been a few men, granted, but not one of them has ever come to the house. The house – the one that Julian has just burned down in his imagination – has been kept sacrosanct.

			Yet Julian sounds so sure of himself that Emma experiences a moment of doubt. Perhaps Andrew did come to see her one afternoon when she was away from the house. She was forever leaving the red door unlocked. But even if he did, how did Julian know about her feelings for Andrew? Was he simply indulging in another fantasy and making all of this up?

			What else did you say?

			Sorry?

			To Andrew, for God’s sake. What else did you say to him?

			What do you mean?

			Did you say you recognised him – when he came to the house?

			I said I couldn’t see the man’s face.

			Right. So you let him think this visitor was some other man – some man other than him?

			Does that upset you?

			Don’t be fucking ridiculous, Julian.

			She has hardly ever sworn at him before and it silences them both. Yet in the blasted air afterwards, it also settles as a declaration of love – or at least of Emma’s inappropriately strong feelings towards ‘Uncle Andrew’.

			I don’t understand why you’re making this up, Emma says at last, attempting a calmer tone. Andrew has never visited me at the house like that. At least, not to my knowledge.

			But you are in love with him, aren’t you?

			Julian waits for the lie that she can’t give – not any more.

			I do have feelings for Andrew. Yes.

			And?

			And we have never acted on them. Out of consideration for Aunty Jen.

			He scoffs again and looks out at the building site. The earth around the building is orange, clay-like. A little, yellow machine is shoving it to one side. It is a scene of chaos, of disarray, but most of the builders are merely standing around and watching, as if the construction work has little to do with them.

			So for all these years you’ve been lying to Aunty Jen?

			We haven’t been lying, Emma says, sounding angry again. There was nothing to lie about.

			But you love each other. You just admitted it.

			And we are also civilised people who don’t just give way to our feelings like animals. That’s what civilisation is for. To stop the animal in us. To prevent us from giving way to our basest impulses and hurting the people we love.

			She has no idea where this speech comes from. She has never spoken about civilisation before. Perhaps it’s because she finds she doesn’t believe in it. It’s a construct, a vision of something that will never exist – like this building standing in front of them.

			What about Aunty Jen?

			What about her?

			Don’t you think she deserves to know the truth?

			All she needs to know is that her husband is faithful to her and that her sister loves her. What else is there to know?

			I don’t know, maybe that her husband doesn’t love her – and that her sister isn’t faithful?

			All Andrew and I have ever done is talk.

			About what? Loving each other?

			Everything but that.

			Isn’t that bad enough?

			To sin in thought, word and deed. She remembers that. She knows that sin – if loving someone can be a sin – begins with the thought. The word and the deed are only ways of making the private public. Yet wasn’t there some merit in restraining yourself? Didn’t God give you any points for that, up there in his ledger for sins? God might have moved on from the world, but He has left us with the idea of sin. It stains our blood and will forever run its course through each of us.

			Well if you’re planning on getting married, Julian says, don’t think I’ll ever like him.

			She wants to laugh, but again she restrains herself.

			But you already like him, don’t you?

			I hate him!

			Why? What has he ever done to you?

			He’s a liar, for a start!

			Once again, Emma is reminded of Jonathan. The way he would always twist away from her during an argument. Perhaps Julian is Jonathan’s son after all, and would come to loathe her as Jonathan did.

			What has he ever lied about? she asks quietly, leaving another traffic light and another beggar behind, this time a hunched gnome-woman with a cloth over her mouth – and tears, real or performed, streaming down her face.

			He acts all holy, Julian says. Like some headmaster or priest. Always trying to seem cleverer than everyone else. While all the time, behind Aunty Jen’s back—

			Listen! she says. Andrew has done nothing wrong. If there’s anyone acting all holy around here, it’s Jennifer – and no one else!

			She always looks so unhappy. Now I know why.

			Do you? Because I don’t. I think Jennifer was born that way. Always seeing what she’s missing instead of what she’s got. Envy is a real affliction, Julian. It can eat away at you until there’s no good left in you.

			I love Aunty Jen, he says, sounding like a small boy again. And I think there’s lots of good left in her. And you know what else? She loves me too – in a way you never have!

			That’s probably a good thing. I could do without her kind of love. I sometimes think she’s little more than a bag of snakes!

			She realises with shock that they have arrived at the school entrance. It’s as if someone else has been driving the car. They pass under the security boom and into a car park that is usually filled with cars. Today it stands almost empty.

			When she looks again at Julian, he has already climbed out the car. His head hangs in the open door, haggard with rage, his lips blue, his hair inked like an apparition drawn by Aubrey Beardsley.

			The problem with you, he says, is that you’ve always messed everything up.

			I don’t understand—

			Why did you have to go and fuck her dad?

			Whose dad are we talking about?

			Clare! The girl I loved!

			But – but I never did.

			He stares at her, unblinking.

			We came into the hotel room, he says. We saw you. You were doing it in our bed.

			But that was never me—

			What?

			That – was Aunty Jen.

			You know what? You’re a lying, fucking bitch!

			When she remembers to breathe, Julian is gone.
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			She drives home the way they came, past the muffled gnome, the one-armed man, the sushi restaurant with its endless supply of food – but now she inhabits a new world where everything has been slowed right down, as if at any moment the world itself will stop spinning, and everything that seemed coherent before will drift apart and float off into space. Every time she stops at a traffic light, she jabs at her phone, trying to get hold of Andrew, but every time his phone goes straight to voicemail. His voice message manages to be both chipper and earnest, and she finds herself hating not so much Andrew as the voice itself, as if even this has detached itself from the actual person in order to conspire against them.

			Yet his midnight-blue German car – so dark it looks black – is parked innocently enough outside her house in front of the red door. She finds him in the studio, making a pot of coffee. On the marble counter stands a brown paper packet.

			I bought sushi, he says.

			How the hell did you get in?

			The red door was open – and I came up the garden path.

			She understands that, by using this terminology, he is testing her knowledge of the conversation between himself and Julian – but all she does is glare back at him.

			Where is Julian? he asks.

			I dropped him at school.

			Andrew looks relieved.

			Are you hungry? I ordered the salmon platter for two.

			No, Andrew – and I hate fucking sushi.

			Oh. I didn’t know.

			What happened in there?

			Andrew sits on one of the wooden stools, cradling a mug of coffee. His movements are deliberate, doctor-like. She can see that he is trying to appear much calmer than he feels.

			I don’t exactly know. I asked him a few questions, that’s all.

			A few questions?

			By the end, Julian was doing most of the talking.

			Well he really seems to hate you. And he called me a lying bitch.

			He did? I’m sorry.

			Where in God’s name did he get that story anyway?

			Which story?

			Don’t pretend to be stupid. The story about the man visiting the house. That wasn’t you, was it?

			No—

			You’ve never let yourself in as you did today?

			It was Julian who gave me that idea. I promise you – whoever that man was, it wasn’t me.

			If it was anyone at all.

			Andrew inclines his head slightly, as if already looking for ways of abdicating responsibility.

			He does seem to have a very active imagination, he says.

			You think he’s making all of this up?

			I have no idea. I suppose he must be, since none of it is true.

			Emma moves between the wrapped sculptures in order to collect her thoughts. She should be working now. She has a show in three months. She doesn’t have the time for any of this.

			Yet we also know, Andrew says, that he isn’t making it up. Something is going on between us – and it has been for a very long time.

			No, it hasn’t.

			It has. We both know it has.

			One of the things Emma has never told Andrew is that Jennifer and Clare’s father – his name was John – slept together during that holiday in uMhlanga Rocks. Jennifer told Emma about it when they were still at the hotel, but she never mentioned that the two children had walked in on them.

			There’s something you need to know, Emma says. Do you remember that family we became friendly with – down there at uMhlanga Rocks? The one later involved in that accident?

			Yes, of course I do.

			Jennifer and that man were lovers. His name was John.

			Andrew looks at her.

			I thought you should know.

			Right.

			Julian thinks it was me – and for all these years Jennifer has been letting him think it.

			Still he doesn’t move – he barely reacts.

			Aren’t you going to say anything?

			What is there to say? he asks eventually. It doesn’t surprise me. I’ve been waiting for something like this. I’ve been waiting for her to go off with someone else.

			And you? What about you? Why don’t you go off with someone else?

			Because the only person I have ever wanted to go off with is the one person I can’t.

			Still he stares at her, his eyes grown wide with what is beginning to look like fright.

			It’s almost like Julian is trying to push us together, he says, by insisting on things that we have denied for too long.

			We have been trying to protect him.

			Perhaps he no longer needs that – or wants that.

			She withdraws again amongst the blunt sculptures, which wait there, mute and shrouded. She moves between them as you might amongst a crop of boulders – to a place of safety from which you can view the plains, and the advancing hordes intent on your death.

			Believe me, she says, the last thing he wants is for us to be together.

			But what if he does? Andrew says, not taking his eyes off her. What if he’s making all of this up because he wants it to happen? What if all he wants out of this is a father?

			And Jennifer? He says he doesn’t want Jennifer to be hurt.

			Maybe he does. Maybe he finally wants to reduce the power of her.

			Or he wants her all to himself.

			Who knows?

			She holds onto one of the sculptures, letting it feed some life back into her.

			I don’t know what’s going on, she says. Why does everything have to mean its opposite?

			What do you mean?

			He loves you because he hates you, he hates Jennifer because he loves her, he doesn’t want us to be together because he actually does?

			Julian has suffered from some – complicated attachments.

			And I suppose that’s my fault?

			You’ve always made him know that he is loved.

			We both know that’s crap, Andrew. We sacrificed him. We handed him over to your wife.

			We did nothing of the sort.

			And we did it out of guilt.

			Guilt over what?

			He comes closer to Emma, but he dares not take her hand.

			Say it, Emma.

			Over loving each other, all right?

			Over loving each other?

			Yes.

			She doesn’t know who moves first, but his body arrives under her hands, and she understands that for years she has been sculpting him, this body, from the first moment she started making a man. As she pulls the clothes off him as she might tear the sheet away from one of her own works, she already knows every contour of him – she has already experienced every bit of him with her hands.

			What about Julian?

			What about him? he asks.

			What will we say to him?

			We will tell him the truth.

			We will tell him tomorrow, you promise?

			Tomorrow, we will make him understand.

		

	
		
			The camera with the zoom lens

			Andrew, Johannesburg

			Andrew goes to a saltwater pool every morning to be alone with his breathing. He has always been a natural athlete, like his father. Once a year, they swam the Midmar Mile together and when Andrew was older they swam in the open sea. He leaves the house before Jennifer is awake and drives to the nearby gym. The pool is suspended in ­bottle-green glass and circumvented by a road busy with fast-­moving traffic. Andrew swims up and down that strangely illuminated goblet for one hour exactly.

			He has no idea what he is swimming towards. Sometimes when he is swimming he feels transformed into his father. He swims his way back into his father’s arms and his father’s legs, and into his father’s breathing. He has read that infants in the womb have gills and breathe water. Perhaps it is actually his mother he is swimming towards, or his father’s mother who came before him.

			Today, he is thinking about the camera with the zoom lens Jennifer gave Julian for his fifteenth birthday. It was actually Andrew’s camera, given to him several birthdays ago by Jennifer, but Andrew had barely taken it out of the box. The camera had come with the standard 50-millimetre lens and Jennifer bought a new 16-300-millimetre zoom lens to go with it. The cost of the lens was excessive, like Jennifer’s attachment to Julian, but at least now the camera will be used. These days, Andrew can find nothing he wants to photograph, nothing he wants to preserve against the steady flow of time: he is content to swim on through the emerald light as if he was never born.

			Andrew’s first camera was a gift from his father. A Pentax K1000, the kind of camera that was once strapped to airplanes and used to take aerial photographs. At least, that’s what the man in the shop told them. When the camera was still new, Andrew dropped it in a stream in the Drakensberg during a school trip. Afterwards, he shook it off and found that there was not a single thing wrong with it. He still has the photographs he took on that trip up Cathedral Peak, faded yellow and pale blue. All the boys featured there have been long ago lost to the world, buried as they are somewhere inside the puffed-up bodies of middle-aged men, but the camera had remained unchanged in the drawer of his desk. Recently, he took it out and unclipped its leather case and fingered the dials and switches. The fluorescent orange arrows and crosses were just as bright as they were on the day he first held it in his hands, turning it this way and that, smelling the oil and leather off it. He could still remember how to operate the camera. The light meter with its different settings – most of his pictures were either taken on 125 or 250 – and the button with its swivel that he used to click open to feed in the film. He removed the lens cap and focused on the window of his office, crowded in at the corners by a star jasmine bush, and took a photo even though there was no film inside. Only the lens felt slow and gritty – and when he looked at it more closely he found that it had some beach sand stuck inside it from some long-forgotten holiday.

			Perhaps it is not these cameras Andrew is thinking about as much as himself as a boy – as the boy who swam the Midmar Mile once a year almost without effort. His father has been dead for ten years now and Andrew still mourns the loss of him. He was found in the bathroom of his apartment with his underpants around his ankles, dead from a sudden stroke. A good way to go, everyone said at the time. He was dead before he could pull his pants up. But Andrew found the manner of his death mortifying. That final loss of dignity. The vulnerability and helplessness of it all. By the time Andrew arrived to see him, the paramedics had laid him out on the bathroom floor and placed an old blanket over him. Only his sand-grey hair and his long, yellow feet were visible at either end. When Andrew summoned the courage to pull the blanket back to look at his face, the fabric had to be peeled away from his cheek, perhaps stuck to his father’s dried tears. His father looked so ancient, lying there. His face a wrinkled pod that had been abandoned. Without his spirit to animate him, his father was nothing more than a ghastly daemon from the underworld – his face dragged off to one side as if it had come up too fast from the unfathomable deep.

			People think that swimming is a clean sport, without blisters, without sweat, the body a hydro-dynamic spear slicing through the silvery blue, but Andrew knows otherwise. In the water are floatings of spit and snot from the other swimmers, hanging like threads of sperm. When he was a boy swimming with his father in a dam or the sea, he was always aware of the indistinct grey beasts revolving around him in the gloom, drawn to the bright moth-flutter of his ankles. To be a swimmer is to dwell in the nebulous realm of the unconscious, where there is no beginning and no end and nothing can ever be fully apprehended.

			But he likes the feel of himself in the pool and always ensures that he has a fluent finish. These days he is twice the age of most of the other swimmers and he is always gratified to find how easily he can outswim them. Since he is alone for much of the time during the day – often never more than when he is sitting with one of his patients – he loves to come to this pool, with its aftertaste of childhood, and dissolve into this water, even if it is little better than a petri dish. When he washes himself in the shower afterwards, soaping his father’s grown body with reverence and tenderness, he feels like a new man, a renewed man, with a whole life still intact ahead of him.
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			He tries to return to the house only after Jennifer has left it. Her coffee cup will be sitting alongside the previous night’s wine glass and ashtray at the kitchen sink, her lipstick marking the mug like a bite, and the Labradors – one chocolate and one black – greeting him as if he’s been away on a long trip.

			The house is at its best when the lights are off and the moted sunbeams of a new day are beginning to explore it. At such moments, the house could belong to anyone. Sometimes, he wanders from room to room like a prospective buyer, imagining the current inhabitants have already left. But he is soon brought back to his old life by one of Jennifer’s interventions: the blue and turquoise Tiffany lampshade bought on the Midlands Meander, the bowl of lemon-yellow roses from the climbing rose over the garage, the note left on the fridge to remind him to take out the rubbish, which he does every Friday morning, without fail.

			He uses this time alone to change into his working clothes. Good jeans, Chelsea boots and a fitted linen shirt. Then he makes himself a large mug of coffee, enters the maze of Jennifer’s cropped rose bushes and retreats to his office. He switches on the lamp at his desk and either looks at the morning news on his computer or pages through his notebooks to prepare himself for his encounters of the day.

			The first patient he will see this morning is a woman called Janet. Andrew recently observed Janet’s husband leaving a brothel in a nondescript house in a nearby suburb. Andrew knew it was her husband because they had attended couple therapy for a few sessions – and he knew it was a brothel because another patient used to go there and he mentioned the address. Janet’s husband was emerging from the property in a grey Peugeot that was shaped like a sand shark. Janet has a personality structure that consistently experiences itself as inadequate and full of longing and Andrew has been encouraging her to find ways to become more independent. Because of Andrew’s own need to be useful and repair everything, there has been more than the usual danger of transference during their sessions. Andrew often hears himself giving Janet the advice he wishes Jennifer would take.

			Another patient scheduled for the morning is a soft-spoken, Afrikaans-speaking man called Daniel, a furniture restorer who was brutally bullied as a child and who has since shelved his sexuality away as you might a forbidden book. Whenever Daniel has an orgasm, he gets an immediate migraine that can last for three days, as if his body is telling him that sex, or his own sexuality, is inherently wrong. Daniel talks to Andrew about everything but sex, and yet Andrew knows it’s all he thinks about. Daniel lives mainly off take-away food that is delivered to his house. He is forever exaggerating his badness and Andrew’s goodness. Andrew is attempting to model an example of healthy self-assertion for Daniel while also providing a framework in which Daniel can explore his desires – including his erotic transference to Andrew. Andrew hopes to build Daniel’s ego to a point at which he will stop needing to feed off Andrew – and take-outs – and learn to cook for himself. Andrew sometimes finds himself giving Daniel the advice that he wishes he himself would take.

			But it is his final patient for the morning sessions who most concerns him. In his notebooks, Andrew calls her Marianne X. She is a third-year Literature and Philosophy student and she often feels like the daughter Andrew and Jennifer never had. She is a pale, willowy girl with strawberry-blonde hair that she coils and pins above her slender dancer’s neck. She usually sits on the leather couch with her feet up and speaks with the practised dexterity of a concert pianist. Marianne X has been at the top of her class since she was a small girl – and she is able to appear so diplomatic about her accomplishments that she tends to be liked. She has an earnest, nurturing boyfriend with the usual long hair who plays the usual guitar. He also knows next to nothing about her interior life. Marianne X claims to be unable to feel anything – love, fear, envy, resentment – and yet these are the qualities in others she fears the most. She feels that if she lets such emotions anywhere near her, they will consume her. She has gone through her life like that concert pianist, able to play any tune and move every listener with her emotional range while remaining completely detached. She reminds Andrew of Jung’s ‘little match girl’ who was selling matches in midwinter but refused to enter the warmth of other people’s homes. The little match girl was later found dead in the snow.

			Andrew is finding it increasingly difficult to moderate his feelings towards this particular patient. He finds himself trying to give too much to her – a warmth she both dreads and unconsciously yearns for – and perhaps that is why she often feels like his own lost child. The two of them are able to communicate best when they are talking about topics detached from her current concerns – like literature and visual art – and Andrew recently made the mistake of accepting a small book of poetry from the girl.

			The exchange of gifts in the context of therapy is forbidden. The therapist is supposed to provide a rich projective space for the patient and is not supposed to be available as a person in the world to be bargained with. Under normal circumstances, this kind of boundary-crossing can be detrimental enough, but in the case of Marianne X it could be fatal. At the end of their last session, shortly after Andrew received the gift – The Selected Poems of the late Tomas Tranströmer – Marianne X once again threatened to hang herself. She said she knew she would succeed in this because she has always succeeded in everything.

			Andrew picks up the book of poems and looks at the cover image, which is of the poet himself, grey-haired and respectable, his eyes the same cerulean blue as the book’s spine. He opens to a random page and reads:

			Here I come, the invisible man, perhaps employed by a Great Memory to live right now. And I’m driving past

			the locked-up white church – a wooden saint is standing in there 

			smiling, helpless. As if they had taken away his glasses.

			Andrew realises only now that the man looks like his own father – who, like the poet in the photograph and unlike the wooden saint, never needed to wear glasses. Yet Marianne X could hardly have known this. Andrew is careful to keep the objects in his office as blank and impersonal as possible. They are intended to be totemic and symbolic: the couch, the lamp, the telephone, the notebook, the pen. Today he will return the gift to Marianne X and he will try to find a way for them to reflect on its underlying meaning without alienating her further.
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			He is ushering Daniel into the garden when the phone on his desk starts to ring. The call is timed a few minutes before the hour and the arrival of Marianne X, who always appears exactly on time. There are few people who know the number for this phone. Andrew reserves it for emergencies, for patients who might need to call him at any time of the day or night – and he is expecting Marianne X’s voice when he picks up, only to find Jennifer calling instead:

			Andrew? I’m bringing Julian home with me today.

			All right.

			I’d like you to spend some time with him.

			Sorry?

			I’d like you to talk to him. As an uncle, as another man, not as an analyst.

			But I am an analyst, Andrew says. If the boy needs professional help, I can easily refer him.

			I think he needs to speak to someone he knows.

			There is a pause as Jennifer exhales the smoke of a cigarette. She is sounding more than usually pent up.

			What’s going on?

			I have a feeling there’s something he’d like to say to you.

			What?

			That’s for the two of you to discuss.

			Andrew is sitting in his armchair by now. He looks across at the white painting Emma made while still a student in London. She gave it to Andrew and Jennifer as a wedding present. He has always liked the painting more than Jennifer has, and although it seemed to be about nothing – Emma once said it was about presence, about being present in the present – he has always felt a strange connection with it. He placed it above the couch where he would see it and his patients would not. Sometimes he thinks about the painting as a small window intended only for him.

			What could Julian and I possibly have to discuss? he asks. He’s hardly ever said more than two words to me. Why would he want to talk now?

			As I say – you can speak to him yourself.

			Is it about the camera? Because I can tell you now that I have absolutely no idea how to use it. I’m used to manual cameras where you do all the light adjustments and the focusing yourself. I’m sure Julian can look up how to work the thing on the internet.

			This is not about the camera. This is about Julian himself.

			Right.

			Andrew grew impatient with Jennifer’s intrigues not long after they first met. Before they were married, in fact. He thought she would settle down, learn to trust him, grow in serenity, but over the years she has only become worse.

			When should I speak to him?

			I thought during your lunch break?

			You have all of this worked out, haven’t you?

			I have nothing worked out, Andrew.

			If only that were true, he thinks as he hangs up.
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			His session with Marianne X passes more easily than expected. She accepts the return of the gift graciously, with an apparent lack of disappointment, and tells him she appreciates his position completely. Often the silences between them feel empty and hopeless, and Andrew can come away from her feeling more than usually inept, but today Marianne X slips the book into her leather rucksack and starts to talk about her mother – a successful lawyer who was always away from the house – with an ease that she has never managed before.

			Increasingly, Andrew’s approach as an analyst is concerned with how external objects – the breast, the mother, the father, the home, a camera, a book of poetry – become internalised objects. He tries to understand how each patient’s internal landscape comes to be conceived and structured. The biography of a person can be mapped through exploring how one internal object has been replaced or displaced by another, compensating for its lack or unreliability, for instance, or sometimes repeating its lack or unreliability in order to make the replacement object appear more predictable and less threatening. Often the lost object is idealised and the subject over-compensates for this loss or fixates on its absence, and Andrew’s task is to restore such objects to their simplicity, their basic freedom of movement, their capacity to be more than one thing at the same time. A mother is not only a mother. She is many people, to herself and others.

			Marianne X was provided with an apparently cold but accomplished mother who set her off on a series of object choices that perpetuated this same expectation for herself. Andrew was able to suggest towards the end of their session that Marianne X was pretending to be her mother in order to protect herself from being on the receiving end of such a mother again. She had chosen her long-haired boyfriend so that she could reverse the dynamic she had experienced as a child, where a devoted, loving individual with less status is constantly trying to reach the other individual through doing all the giving and emoting for them. Andrew was able to show Marianne X that in order to feel love, she first needed to experience herself as lovable. Before being able to give a gift, she needed to be able to receive one – not in order to objectify herself further but in order to see herself more clearly – not only through this one gift, but through the whole range of gifts she had been given throughout her life. Her mother might have been a disappointment, but she had also given Marianne X innumerable gifts over the years. She had given her a body to live in and she had given her a name. She had taught her how to walk and talk. As soon as Marianne had learned how to swim, her mother had driven her to the sea. She had taken her to riding lessons, tennis lessons, ballet and gymnastics. She had bought her every pair of shoes she had ever worn as a child. She had made her at least twenty thousand meals – together they had done the maths – and provided a plaster for every cut and a pill for every headache. She had been there when Marianne lost her first tooth and she had been there when she had had all her wisdom teeth removed under local anaesthetic, buying her a pile of books on the way home in compensation – Marianne’s mouth still filled with blood-soaked tissues as she chose her books from around the shop. Her mother may have been absent on many occasions – morning assemblies when Marianne had won practically every academic award, the evening when Marianne was getting ready for her matric dance – but in between those absences she had managed to provide a surprising abundance of gifts. By remembering these gifts, however slight some of them might have appeared at the time, Marianne could start to find her way back towards her mother’s love.

			A gift is never a destination in itself, Andrew told her, but a means to an end – a stepping stone towards somewhere else.

			But in the end Andrew also knew that Marianne X was far ­cleverer than him. As he let her out into the garden, he suspected that she had only been humouring him – and enabling him to feel better about himself so that he would leave her in peace.

			[image: ]

			Andrew is chewing a strip of dried mango when Jennifer arrives with Julian. The boy’s school blazer is sitting unevenly on his shoulders and his mop of dyed hair is not quite aligned with his face. Everything about him seems at odd angles today – everything except his gaze, which takes in the room as if it is a single entity that he is entering, like someone being asked to dive into an umbrous pool. Julian has always been an observant, polite, reticent boy – and consistently inscrutable.

			This is Uncle Andrew’s office, Jennifer says. I don’t think you’ve ever been in here before.

			Jennifer is wearing a faded, blue dress and a knitted, possum-coloured cardigan that hangs too loosely over her bony frame. She seems unusually on edge and expectant today, but still she manages to put on the spirited tone she likes to adopt around the boy.

			No, Julian says.

			Well come on in, Andrew says. Take a seat on the couch.

			Julian eyes the couch dubiously. Andrew intended it to be comfortable but firm enough not to encourage anyone to linger there for long. Julian seems too small for it as he alights on its closest corner, his knees, one recently grazed, pointing forward in a way that makes him look prim and tense, as if at any moment he might bolt from the room.

			When Andrew looks at the door again, Jennifer has gone. She likes to arrive and leave rooms without ceremony and often forgets to say hello or goodbye. Andrew once found it unnerving, but he has grown so accustomed to it that these days he often does the same to her.

			I liked your birthday party, Andrew says. That was a delicious chocolate cake your mom made – with the raspberries and the icing sugar and the melted chocolate on top.

			I don’t like normal icing, says the boy.

			So I gathered.

			In his marriage, it is Andrew who does most of the cooking. Jennifer has always been the one in more need of feeding. One of her ways of exerting control over him has been either to demand or refuse his food – especially since he’s grown less interested in bargaining with her through her body.

			I must say, your mother’s baking has improved over the years. In her time, she’s made some pretty disastrous cakes. I suppose she doesn’t have much time for all those measurements.

			Julian is looking across at him from a place of apparent confusion. He has always slipped more easily into the company of women. As Andrew settles into his own chair, he removes with his thumbnail the thread of dried mango that is lodged between his teeth, hoping the boy won’t notice – but this kid doesn’t miss a thing.

			Fifteen is an important age, Andrew says once the mango has been sucked away and swallowed. I’m fifty-three. Fifty-three isn’t a particularly important age.

			Isn’t it?

			The boy sounds serious and insincere, as if he is here only in order to humour another adult. Andrew tries to smile some encouragement and Julian lets out a quick breath as if he might laugh, or perhaps weep.

			Nothing much happens at the age of fifty-three, Andrew continues. Unless it’s a divorce or a dread disease. Or perhaps a sudden stroke. But at fifteen you are trying to put your boyhood aside. You are starting to test out the man you would like to become.

			He knows he sounds like an unusually dull headmaster. The truth is, he is also more at ease in the company of women – and he usually has better results with his female patients than he does with his male ones. He has always been reluctant to play the kinds of roles expected of him by most other men. Jennifer says he doesn’t like male patients because he can’t flirt with them, and that he only knows how to interact with other people by flirting with them, but this is only because Jennifer doesn’t know what it is to flirt. She has always been singularly lacking in the dexterity required for playfulness or humour.

			But Andrew is also consciously trying to bore Julian. It is a method he has used before with his younger or more truculent patients. He is freer to work with them once they have let down their guard by dismissing him as a fool.

			The thing about being fifteen, he says, watching the boy’s attention already beginning to drift, is that you will remember this time for the rest of your life. You will come back to it, look at it from different perspectives, test yourself against it. Whereas my age is instantly forgettable. In fact, he says, as if resorting to a predictable joke, you do your best to forget about it at every opportunity.

			Julian smiles so thinly that it becomes a kind of grimace. He shifts against the hardness of the couch, trying to find a better angle from which to endure the next thirty minutes. He has always had his mother’s dark beauty. Both of them tend to look at if they’ve just emerged from a night of shallow sleep.

			What did your mom give you?

			Sorry?

			For your birthday. What was your gift?

			A new phone.

			Is that what you wanted?

			I wanted a camera, Julian says, but she said the phone has a camera too.

			But isn’t that what we gave you?

			You gave me a camera with a zoom lens.

			He says ‘zoom’ in a way that gives the word more importance than it can sustain, and Andrew represses a smile. He is still far from putting his boyhood aside, this boy – this boy who still, at the age of fifteen, wants a cake with candles, and the opportunity to blow them out and make his wish.

			Why do you think your mom wanted you to have a phone?

			To encourage me to talk to my friends? I think she’s worried I don’t actually have any friends. In spite of the fact that she has no friends herself.

			Andrew nods to cover his surprise. He has always thought of Emma as popular. Her exhibition openings are filled with such a range of people, young and old, famous and infamous, and they all seem so anxious to greet her and assure her of the show’s success. One of Jennifer’s enduring complaints has been that Emma was the one with friends and boyfriends, and that she took them from Jennifer whenever she wanted to.

			You must have a friend you get on with best?

			I suppose I have Rupert.

			What’s he like?

			Andrew has never heard mention of a Rupert before, although there were some boys from Julian’s school at his birthday party the previous week. They all looked the same to Andrew, with their floppy hair and their shifty looks, as if at any moment they would slip off to cadge a cigarette. Only Julian looked different, with his heavy mouth and purple hair and long, unmoving face. Only when he blew out his candles and got to make his wish did he look like the little boy Andrew remembered.

			Rupert is very serious, Julian says rather seriously. We don’t have that much in common.

			You don’t think of yourself as serious?

			Andrew has attended almost every one of Julian’s birthday parties and yet he feels he barely knows the boy. Although the women like to say they want the two of them to connect, they have always remained resolutely between them – as they are right now, having orchestrated this current event.

			I’m not serious in his way. Rupert wants to be a lawyer when he grows up.

			And you?

			I want – I don’t know, just to be left alone?

			This is a small stab at a joke and they grant it a smile. It’s perhaps their first sign of progress.

			I don’t think I met Rupert at your party, Andrew says.

			He was away for the weekend. His parents have a place by the sea.

			And have you phoned Rupert – with your new phone?

			Not yet.

			What have you used it for then?

			The phone? I haven’t used it for much. I downloaded some music and books.

			Oh yes? What music?

			Bach.

			Right. And books?

			A novel by Nabokov.

			Which one?

			It’s called The Gift.

			I see—

			But I don’t think I’ll get very far with it. The only novel of his I ever managed to finish was called Laughter in the Dark.

			I don’t think I’ve heard of that one.

			It has a murder on the last page. These kids kill off this old guy – an art historian. The kids come from the generation of Germans that later sent the Jews to the gas chambers. It’s kind of a fore­shadowing. At least, that’s how I read it.

			Interesting. Have you discussed the book with your aunt?

			No.

			He is indeed an unusual boy. While the rest of the planet has become addicted to their phones, this boy is downloading Nabokov and Bach.

			Are you on Facebook, Instagram – that kind of thing?

			I was for a bit.

			But not on your new phone?

			No.

			Tell me more about the camera we bought you. The camera with the zoom lens.

			He looks up at Andrew again and shrugs, enclosed once more by his protective boredom.

			What would you like to photograph?

			Birds, maybe? I know the names of all the birds of South Africa – except for some of the small brown ones and some of the birds by the sea. It seems pointless to learn the names of the seabirds when the sea is so far away from here.

			But you do go there on holiday.

			Not for some years now.

			I remember you used to be afraid of the sea.

			Did I?

			And then one holiday you just slipped into it. You spent the whole holiday, it seemed to me, amongst the waves.

			Julian seems dead to this idea. He stares ahead, apparently vacant.

			You had a friend on that holiday. A girl. What was her name again?

			Clarissa. Although she preferred people to call her Clare.

			That’s right. Nice parents, I seem to remember.

			Like an idiot, only now does Andrew remember the car accident. He remembers that, against his own advice, Emma and Jennifer agreed not to tell Julian anything about it. They said they wanted to protect him, but Andrew argued it was better for him to know the truth. What if he tried to contact the girl and never heard back from her? He would think she was ignoring him, or had forgotten him. He would be searching for someone who was no longer there.

			Clare’s younger sister is in our school play, Julian says.

			Oh yes?

			Her name’s Elizabeth, but people call her Lizzie. She’s playing Tuptim, the slave girl I’m supposed to be in love with. We even have to kiss.

			Wow. And does she remember you – from that holiday?

			I don’t think so.

			Andrew lets him sit with this for a while.

			And she’s never said anything about her sister being dead, Julian says.

			Her sister is – dead? asks Andrew, feigning ignorance. You mean Clarissa?

			There was a car crash. It happened on the way back from that holiday. Their car hit a truck while going up the hill somewhere near Pietermaritzburg.

			Andrew nods.

			The brakes of the truck failed and it completely crushed the front half of their car. Clare was sitting with her dad in the front and they were killed instantly. At least, that’s what my mom said. Clare’s mother was sleeping in the back with the other two, the girl and the boy, and they were untouched.

			Julian barely moves a muscle as he says this, as if these people have little to do with him. But Andrew is not so easily fooled. Even though the accident took place around four years ago, there is a great deal of emotion behind Julian’s account – a great deal of violence and rage and grief sitting there, untapped.

			Didn’t you know about all this? Julian asks.

			I think I heard something about it – once.

			Well I never did, Julian says, allowing himself to appear more sardonic and more hurt. I was only told about it the other day, just before my birthday, when my mom was trying to make my cake.

			Oh.

			I don’t know why she never told me before.

			Perhaps she didn’t want you to be upset.

			Who knows?

			And did you like her – that girl, Clare?

			Sure I did.

			Would you say she was your first real girlfriend?

			I only knew her for a few days.

			I think she was a couple of years older than you, wasn’t she?

			Two or three – yes.

			Yet the two of you seemed inseparable.

			Only because there was no one else at the hotel for her to play with.

			For some reason, it is this idea that floods Julian’s eyes with tears. Andrew again lets him sit there quietly – and the silence stretches almost tenderly through the room.

			Did you like her very much?

			Julian looks towards the light and wipes his face.

			I suppose you still think about her – sometimes?

			I can’t even remember what she looked like.

			You mean there are no photographs from that holiday?

			I think my mother was too preoccupied to take any.

			This sounds contemptuous, as if the boy would like to imply, absurdly, that his mother is in some way responsible for the girl’s death.

			Well now you have a camera with a zoom lens, Andrew jokes. You will have to become the family photographer on our behalf.

			Julian looks past him, forgetting to smile.

			I find they really do help you to remember things, photographs. I used to take a lot of pictures with my camera when I was young, like you. We had a darkroom at school and I’d develop the images myself. I only used black and white film. I suppose colour was too expensive – or too difficult.

			Elizabeth’s family probably never got around to developing their photographs, Julian says sourly. That’s why she can’t remember me.

			Perhaps it’s a time she doesn’t want to think about.

			I’m sure you’re right, says Julian, sounding like he wants to shut down the topic for good.

			The problem with photographs, Andrew continues, pretending to take Julian’s cue, is that they can often become the actual memory. Everything else that happened, everything that wasn’t photographed, becomes less significant. If you were unhappy on a particular holiday, for example, you might not remember that because you look happy in all the photographs. Don’t you find that?

			My mother has hardly ever photographed anything in her life, Julian says, so I wouldn’t really know.

			I suppose she’s been too busy making images of her own.

			She also has a very bad memory.

			You mean – like you?

			I never said that. My memory is actually pretty good.

			Yet you say you can’t remember Clare’s face?

			Only when I dream about her.

			So you do still dream about her?

			These days, I never think about her.

			Andrew knows that much of what Julian is telling him is a lie, but he is used to that. He always perks up when a patient tells a blatant untruth. It means that there is some other truth to be unearthed that the patient is trying to avoid or protect.

			If you don’t dream about Clare, what do you dream about these days?

			Nothing, really. I don’t often remember my dreams.

			But is there one you do remember – one that you’ve had more than once?

			Maybe.

			Tell me about that.

			Julian shifts again as the silence sits between them.

			All right. There is one dream I’ve had before. I mean, more than once.

			Yes?

			I’m at home, standing in the garden, surrounded by those tall herb bushes. The ones you use to cook lamb?

			Rosemary bushes?

			In the dream they’ve grown so tall that I can’t see where I am. I can’t see our house or my mother’s studio and I have no idea where to go.

			What do you do?

			I have to start breaking the branches. And they always snap easily. But after a while, I find I have blood on my hands.

			You mean you have cut yourself?

			It’s the branches that are bleeding, never me. Even though at first I think it is me.

			The bushes are alive?

			They have blood inside them.

			What do you do when you’ve noticed the blood?

			Usually, I wake up. The first time it happened, I turned on my light and looked at my hands. I expected to find blood all over my hands.

			You sound relieved that you didn’t.

			But that didn’t make the dream feel less real. It made it feel like something that had already happened in the past, even though the blood was no longer there to prove it.

			These days, Andrew never has particularly interesting dreams. He leaves those to Jennifer, who is forever dreaming of lakes floating with dead babies, and labyrinthine staircases without doors or windows, and underwater bedrooms where sea creatures with a tangle of tentacles come out from under the bed to probe and devour her. A supervisor of Andrew’s once said that therapists often have dull dreams because they have quelled their demons through self-analysis, but Andrew worries that he has merely grown too dead to himself to dream any more. Analysts spend so much of their time absorbed in the inner lives of other people that they can forget to be themselves.

			Do you know why Emma and Jennifer wanted us to talk today?

			I suppose they want me to talk about my essays.

			What about them?

			I suppose the teachers at St Francis are beginning to think I’m disturbed.

			Do you think you’re disturbed?

			Julian smiles at this – and Andrew thinks he’ll go far, this boy, although not necessarily in a direction that will do him any good.

			If I was disturbed, wouldn’t I be the last person to know? Julian continues. Isn’t that what happens when you’re disturbed? It’s like being mad. You don’t know you’re mad, you think you’re normal, and that’s why you can never get back – because you don’t know where you’re supposed to get back to. You’re kind of lost, to yourself and everything around you, like you’re speaking in a language that no one understands.

			Is that what you feel? That you’re speaking in a language no one understands?

			Julian shrugs, as if he’s used up all his thoughts with his speech. It’s the most he’s said since he sat down. Andrew can sense that he is becoming increasingly interested in talking about himself, as his patients inevitably do. In the end, no one can resist the temptation of analysis, even if this is only a one-off conversation, a mere doodle in the margins of their constrained relationship.

			In that dream of yours, Andrew says, when you’re stuck in the garden, do you ever call out for help?

			I’ve never tried it.

			What if you did? The next time. Just to see what happens.

			What if nothing happens?

			What if something does?

			The boy’s dream is classically borderline. Such dreams often feature blood, violence and gore. But then the dreams of adolescent boys almost always are. It’s why they should never be foreclosed with a diagnosis.

			Is that why people come to you? Julian asks. Because they’re lost?

			People often come to me because they’re in pain. They are finding it difficult to function in the way they would like to function. Rather like in that dream of yours, my patients might feel they can’t move forward without harming something – themselves or someone else.

			I suppose I don’t want to hurt my mom, Julian says, but there’s no one else out there for me to hurt, is there? Except perhaps for Aunty Jen.

			Yet your most recent essay – do you think your mother might have found that in any way hurtful? The story of a mother dying a slow and painful death – before the son sets her bed on fire and burns down her house?

			There has been some significant writing recently around boys and the phallic potency of fire, but this is not the place to explore this idea further. Julian would benefit from some sustained analysis with a more disinterested adult – perhaps with a woman who could model a version of the female that is distinct from that of the mother. If Julian could do this with another woman, he might find it easier to do the same with his own mother – and his aunt.

			I wrote the essay to please my mom, Julian continues, not hurt her.

			How so?

			Maybe I was only trying to show her how creative I could be, you know? Like she is. Maybe the essay was just a kind of – hoax.

			Julian half-smiles again and Andrew can see that he doesn’t actually believe this. Julian has always been brought up to believe that he is gifted and set apart from all the other kids around him. This is one of the gifts that has been handed down to him by his mother and his aunt, although perhaps it has come to feel more like a curse.

			I suppose any act of creation is a lie, isn’t it? Andrew says. You could even say that every action is a kind of hoax, an experiment to see what will happen next, a provocation that we half-mean – or think we might come to mean by doing it.

			Julian nods to show that he understands this – gifted kid that he is.

			But artists are perhaps the most accomplished liars of all, Andrew says. They make up characters and put them in situations in order to manipulate us – and make us think and feel things we had no intention of thinking and feeling. They put ideas in our heads and try to turn us into something we are not. And why? Some people think artists are merely acting out of a kind of displaced or sublimated neurosis. They’re trying to make their illness publicly acceptable. Not only that, but they also expect us to model ourselves on their creations as if they’re the very embodiment of health.

			So you don’t think much of artists? asks Julian, sounding almost hopeful.

			I never said that. Other people have a far more optimistic view of artists and art. They believe artists can access realities unattainable to the rest of us – the realm of archetypes, for instance, or the collective unconscious.

			Julian takes this moment to look up at the white painting behind him on the wall. Andrew is surprised the boy knew it was there: he never gave any sign of having seen it when he first entered the room.

			Is that picture accessing realities unattainable to the rest of us? he smirks.

			Why do you ask about that painting in particular?

			Because my mom painted it. When she was still a student, probably. We’ve got lots of them all over our house. As far as I can see, they’ve just sat there on the walls. They haven’t made any difference to anything.

			You’re saying that picture doesn’t make you feel anything? You experience it as neutrally as you would a mirror, or a rubbish bin?

			Maybe it makes me feel that my mom is sitting in here, looking down at us.

			You don’t experience it as an object independent from your mother’s point of view?

			I don’t know, he says. Do you?

			Andrew has spent most of his professional life deflecting questions about himself from his patients. Like lies, he uses them to find out more about what preoccupies the person asking the question. Someone contemplating divorce will ask him if he is married, or they will ask him if he’s ever had a child because secretly they are longing for one.

			Did your mother ever tell you about her first day at nursery school?

			When she drew the white drawing with the white crayon? Sure. She often tells that story at press interviews. I don’t know why. I think it’s dumb.

			Why dumb?

			The story is stupid. It makes her look afraid.

			And you don’t want to think of her as afraid?

			She’s the least afraid person I’ve ever met.

			Andrew nods at this. He understands exactly what the boy means. Emma may be shy – she likes to call herself socially phobic – but she is far surer of herself than Andrew or Jennifer have ever been. Even today, she is still being buoyed up by what Jennifer calls ‘her father’s famous love’.

			Did my mom give you that picture, or did you buy it?

			It was a wedding present. For myself and Jennifer.

			Why’s it in your office then?

			Because I have always liked it.

			And Aunty Jen hasn’t?

			I think she finds it too – abstract. She prefers pictures that pretend to be something they’re not. Whereas this picture is only itself. It isn’t trying to be anything other than itself.

			Maybe it’s my mom’s point of view she doesn’t like having in the house.

			I doubt she thinks about the picture like that.

			Although Julian is probably right. There is an anarchic spirit in the boy today that reminds Andrew of Julian’s mother. Andrew recognised it in Emma when he first met her and it was why he thought Jennifer the safer of the two, the more reassuring. But these days he has come to long for this spirit of anarchy – the capacity to break free from your environment, tearing away at the rosemary bushes with blood all over your hands and never once crying out for help.

			If your mother was a colour, he says, what colour do you think she’d be?

			Julian again gives him that bleak look, as if he is the only adult in the room.

			Definitely not white.

			Or an animal? asks Andrew, pretending to be battling on.

			Definitely not a gerbil.

			What kind of house would she be?

			House?

			Big or small? The windows open or closed?

			Big. With everything open. Windows and doors, and all the cupboards.

			Once more, he feels the boy’s underlying eagerness to talk – and it feels dangerous and treacherous for both of them. Yet the thrill of talking about Emma is too much for him, and he has to carry on.

			If she was a garden, he continues, what kind of garden would she be?

			Overgrown. A bit neglected.

			I don’t suppose she has much time to go into the garden.

			She never seems to notice the plants. She only goes in there to pick flowers when people are coming around and she wants to brighten up the house. Then she goes into the garden like she’s never been in there before. The flowers always surprise her, like they were planted by someone else.

			Does she ever go into the garden with you?

			Not really. I’ve always played there alone. Since I was a kid.

			Your house reminds me of one of those houses by the sea, Andrew says, attempting to withdraw slightly. I’ve always thought that. The way everything has white and blue stripes, and all the furniture is pointed towards the view. Whenever I’m in your house and open a window, I always half-expect to see the sea.

			That’s because my mother paints everything white, Julian says, sounding more hostile again.

			I know she’s always wanted to live by the sea. Why do you think she’s never managed it?

			Emma’s house has always looked so unlikely, tacked there as it is against that rocky hill, as if it has only been placed there temporarily until something more suitable comes up. There has never been much space for a garden amongst all that rock – just uneven, terraced strips where roses and olive trees and rosemary bushes could climb and spread.

			She says we’ll move as soon as I’ve finished school.

			She does?

			Andrew feels an underground jolt of alarm at this. It’s a proposal that has never reached him before. He can see from Julian’s look of triumph that he wants Andrew to feel this way. He wants to unsettle and displace him, and shove him back into his marriage box.

			But she doesn’t want you or Aunty Jen to know about it, he adds nastily.

			She said that?

			The boy has a radiant, intent look as he returns Andrew’s gaze, but he seems to decide to leave it at that.

			Why would she want to move away from us?

			Who knows?

			A gap has arrived in the room between them now, a kind of crevasse, as if the earth has split open at their feet.

			I think we’d better leave it here, Andrew says.

			Leave what?

			This conversation.

			The boy shrugs and slides deeper into the couch.

			All right.

			The crevasse lies there still and Andrew badly wants to peer into it. It’s so enticing, so forbidden. Like the truth. As for Julian, he is looking more comfortable than he has for the whole conversation. He is looking completely at home.

			Why are you asking about my mother’s garden? he asks.

			Sorry – what?

			Is it because of my dream, or is it something else?

			I’m not sure what you’re getting at—

			Because you’re not the first.

			Sorry?

			To come in through the red door and walk up the garden path.

			Andrew stares at him, mesmerised by what feels like a familiar dread. Every year, Emma paints the door that leads from the street and into the garden a different colour. It’s as if she wants to define each year with a new colour, a new meaning. There has been the butter-yellow year, the cobalt-blue and the lilac years, the charcoal-grey and lime-green years. At the start of this current year, and in anticipation for her pending exhibition, she painted the door an oriental red, which, at least according to Feng Shui, is supposed to enhance your prospects for wealth. Emma joked that this would be the extent of her financial planning for the coming year. The door is hemmed in from both sides by an overgrown bougainvillea hedge and that summer, for the first time, the flowers exactly matched the colour of the door.

			I’m sorry, Julian, but I have no idea what we’re talking about.

			Julian waits as if for some signal from outside, or as if the conversation is obeying the dictates of some piece of music that Andrew has no access to.

			They only come when my mother knows I’m out, he says. Like when I’m at school, or having a play rehearsal or a piano lesson. But on the day I saw you, my piano teacher was sick and I got a lift home.

			I see, says Andrew, like a man trying to grope towards some sharp object that stands right before him in the dark. And who are these people who come to visit?

			Julian pauses again, like someone trying to recall a sequence of events – or statements – that he has rehearsed.

			I watched the whole thing from the bathroom window.

			What – thing?

			You know the upstairs bathroom window that looks back on the garden and the studio? I saw them on a red blanket, by the pond. At first, I thought he was trying to strangle her. I cried out to make him stop. But the window was still closed, or the wind was blowing in the wrong direction, or they didn’t expect to hear my voice.

			Andrew looks at the strange child and wants to be sick. There is something so deeply wrong with him, or deeply wronged inside him, that he seems to be enjoying describing the scene. It has the same shrill note of glee that sounds through his recent school essays. A shrill alarm bell that drowns out all other sounds, a fire alarm capable of burning down a whole house. Andrew can see nothing of the boy Andrew thought he knew in Julian now – and nothing of Emma. He’s like some cuckoo dropped down from the sky, sitting where Julian is meant to be. Isn’t that what Jennifer sometimes calls him? My cuckoo. My cuckoo child.

			You are talking about seeing your mother with another man?

			He’s speaking as if Emma is still married – married not to Jonathan but to him, to Andrew himself.

			Yes.

			And did you see his face?

			Yes.

			And do you know the man?

			I do.

			Well – who is it?

			You.

			As Julian looks back towards the declining light, Andrew doesn’t move. He knows the pond Julian is referring to – if that patch of unweeded bog filled with frogs could be referred to as a pond – and he can even imagine which blanket it might have been. A blood-red tartan rug Emma brought back one year from Edinburgh. But he also knows the story is a lie, or at best some fantasy, because he has never sat with Emma on a blanket, not by any pond.

			There must be a mistake, Andrew says. I have never sat with anyone at that pond.

			They weren’t just sitting there, Julian says darkly.

			Whatever they were doing, it wasn’t me.

			Julian seems to hear the new certainty in Andrew’s voice and a change of light flickers through him, it flickers through both of them. It is as if a thick beam of sunlight has entered the room to reveal every object, each edge of every object, and the effect is frightening and sickening.

			But you are in love with my mother, aren’t you?

			Before he can think up another lie, Andrew finds himself resorting to the truth.

			Yes, I do love your mother.

			Julian stares at him with disappointment. Perhaps a part of him was hoping for the lie. It seems for a moment that he has nothing left to ask and nothing else to say. The sheer scale and difficulty of adult affairs is maybe too much for him. He has stumbled into an altogether unknown land through a few well-chosen words – and a small strain of intuition.

			But nothing untoward has ever happened between us, Andrew says. I can assure you of that.

			Julian nods, but more as if he’s confirming some internal narrative that remains disconnected from this conversation.

			What made you say all this? Andrew asks.

			Because it’s what I saw, Julian says without conviction.

			Well if you did see that, I’m sorry. It must have been very upsetting.

			The boy slides forward again to his first position on the couch, the one aimed for the gap of the door.

			Uncle Andrew, he says, are all adults liars?

			I’m afraid they are.

			Are you going to divorce Aunty Jen?

			Probably not.

			Uncle Andrew – am I your son?

		

	
		
			My cuckoo child

			Jennifer, Johannesburg

			It was long after midnight, but the whole house was lit up like a scene under a streetlamp. David didn’t feel much as he stood in the front garden and watched the flames take down his family’s house. He knew the fire had started in his mother’s bedroom, from her bed, because he was the one who started it.

			Since his mother’s death, David didn’t like going into her room. With the smell of her like herbs everywhere. When she was still alive, the doctors had taken away each of her breasts and all of her hair, but it made no difference because everything that was left of her body died anyway. Now the only evidence that she ever lived was David himself, and her clothes in the cupboard, and her two cats, which still looked for her in every corner of the house, and the photographs, which his father only displayed in the entrance hall downstairs so that visitors would think that he still loved her.

			David couldn’t remember what his mother looked like any more, and he couldn’t remember her voice. Only the feel of her stayed with him, like an electric current all around him, which pulled him downwards like he was falling back forever towards a grave.

			His dad was at a party with his new girlfriend when David decided to burn down the house. Their house stood on the top of a hill and when his dad came home it was to find the air around the house alight. David and the babysitter were standing in the garden by the pool, the two cats threading themselves between their legs, when his father pulled up. David was busy wondering where they’d live now that there was no house and he hoped it would be somewhere near the sea.

			When David saw his dad coming towards him, he looked like someone else’s dad. His dad was calling out his name even though David was standing there right in front of him. It was only when his dad ran straight through him, like he was made of nothing more than air, that David understood that he was dead, and that his body was still up there, burning like a black candle somewhere inside the house.
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			That morning, she wakes up with a headache hunkered down at the lowest point of her skull. She doubts it’s a hangover since she drank no more than her usual amount of wine last night. She has learned to manage her drinking as she manages every other aspect of her day. It has a time and a place, and when she arrives at that time and place she conducts herself as efficiently as possible. In general, she tries to get so drunk that she no longer cares, but not so drunk that she begins to care again, because that is when the whole structure of her existence begins to teeter and she feels compelled to defend herself with violence, which usually takes the form of an attack on her husband.

			When she and Andrew first got married, they planned to start a wine collection, but even then Jennifer’s appetite for wine outweighed the generosity of their friends. The long-forgotten wine rack Andrew knocked together in the garage was recently broken up to feed the winter fire in the house – for Jennifer still insists on having a fire every winter evening. She likes to sit there with a glass of good pinot noir and lose herself in the flames as she once did with her father in the old house in Grahamstown – the house where the stray kitten rounded a corner and was never seen again.

			For someone who claims to have had an unhappy childhood, Jennifer spends a great deal of time wishing she could have it back. Andrew thinks this is because she would like to return there and intervene at some crucial moment when everything started to go wrong. The moment her father found the contents of his house dissatisfying, perhaps – with its sickly wife and doleful baby by the fireside – and started wanting to substitute them with something else. Perhaps Jennifer also wanted to replace that girl who was found lacking with some other version of herself, someone who might have done a better job at keeping possession of her father’s love.

			Andrew likes to talk about the wood-grain of a person’s internal life. Healthy, integrated people manage to live in touch with this wood-grain. When someone is dis-integrated and out of touch with themselves, it is because of some rupture that happened in the past and sent them in the wrong direction. She knows this feeling from when she and Andrew first got together and she used to write short stories. When a story lost its momentum and petered out, it was usually because of some error that had happened further back in the writing, some lie or shortcut, some moment of complacency or self-consciousness. The error usually happened earlier than you imagined, at a point where you still thought the story was going well – sometimes too well. One of these days she plans to write a novel with the whole of her family inside it. She will blast them out of their self-satisfaction with the brilliance and range of her perceptions.

			When she first met Andrew, she told him she was already a writer. Hadn’t she published some stories in two undergraduate magazines? She told him that he reminded her of the Yorkshire-born poet Ted Hughes. He was large and craggy and moved through the world with his own quiet integrity. He had a gaze like a zoom lens that seemed to see into places inaccessible to others. He was either all thought or all sex, she said, and switched between the two in a way that was unpredictable and thrilling.

			She offered her stories up to him as she imagined a patient who was in love with him might offer up their dreams. He would look through these scraps from her interior life and piece them together into constellations she had never imagined possible. For the first and last time in her life, she felt like an artist, an artist capable of outstripping her dreamy, prized sister. She imagined for a few months – because that’s how long it lasted – that she would be another Sylvia Plath. But in the end Jennifer kept shying away from the real inner life of her stories, their wood-grain, as a horse might shy away from its own shadow.

			Three years ago – and perhaps in an attempt to get back to the girl she had been, and the man her husband had been when she thought he loved her – she registered for her PhD at the same university she and Emma once attended. She walked around the campus through the clamorous sea of students and tried to imagine what it would be like to be young and free and arrogant again. She found a bench in the lilac light of a jacaranda and watched the other students lolling on the library lawn, exchanging cigarettes, laughter and kisses, as if they had all the time in the world. She tried to capture the scene in her notebook, but she sounded too overtly alliterative, and too snippy – and after a page she wanted to rip up the book and burst into tears. But such dramatic gestures were no longer available to her, so she merely closed the notebook, slipped it back into her handbag and walked back in the direction of her car.

			Her PhD thesis is supposed to be about the influence of Sylvia Plath’s writing on the writing of Ted Hughes. Critics have made much of Hughes’ influence on Plath – especially in their first years together, when they wrote drafts of new poems and stories on the back of each other’s manuscripts – and Jennifer thought that as a woman she would be able to reassert the balance in Plath’s favour. Wasn’t there supposed to be a great woman behind every great man? But the more Jennifer read their work, the more complicated her argument seemed to become. The two writers became so intertwined in her imagination – before Plath’s death but also after it – that it became impossible to separate anything out. Was Hughes’ big book on Shakespeare, for example – the book he claimed gave him the colon cancer that killed him – a private meditation on the stamp burned into him by Sylvia Plath? Was Plath the new death-force that entered Hughes’ green and pleasant land and threatened to raze it? Was the wood-grain of Sylvia Plath the new Puritan England of the court, the killjoy Malvolio and suicidal Hamlet? And was the wood-grain of Ted Hughes the older, Catholic England of the magical forest and the ancient wood, where Shadow and Silence reminisce in the shade of a pippin tree?

			If all criticism is a form of autobiography, could this idea be applied not only to Hughes’ critique of Shakespeare but to Jennifer’s critique of Ted Hughes? Was it possible that the PhD was little more than a strategy to convince herself that it was not Andrew who determined Jennifer – in the sense of determinism from philosophy – but Jennifer who determined Andrew?

			Yet Andrew would no doubt adopt a different angle. The PhD thesis was not about Ted Hughes or even Andrew, it was about Jennifer and Emma’s father. Their father died when Jennifer was fifteen and Emma twelve. After that, and until they were reunited at university, the two sisters lived separately – Jennifer in Johannesburg in a little yellow-brick bungalow with her scrimping mother and Emma in the grand house in Grahamstown with that usurping witch.

			Andrew has always encouraged Jennifer to separate herself and Emma from her mother and Emma’s mother. In rejecting Jennifer’s mother, her father was not rejecting Jennifer, and the fact that he loved Emma’s mother more did not mean that he loved Emma more. But Jennifer was there and she knows differently: he loved Emma out of love and Jennifer out of guilt, and love will always be a more consistent and sustainable emotion than guilt.

			And Andrew would also be right – at least to some degree – in his assessment of her semi-abandoned PhD. Jennifer had been drawn to Andrew because he reminded her of Ted Hughes and she had been drawn to Ted Hughes because he reminded her of her father. Her father was also larger than life, also forever buried deep inside some animal – and he also loved to track down animals in order to kill and eat them. He spent most of his free time fishing off the Eastern Cape coast or up some lagoon. Jennifer was his little helper, sheltering from the sun by standing in his shadow, ready to smack whatever fish he caught over the head. Jennifer wanted to write about Ted Hughes because she wanted to understand her own father better – and perhaps the mysterious inner lives of men in general. She wanted to believe that such a man could arrange his life around his love for one woman, a woman with death at the heart of her, sitting there where her maternal heart should have been. She wanted to believe that her version of Ted Hughes could love her version of Sylvia Plath in a way that her father had never – but might have – loved her.
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			She swallows two pain killers and looks back at her face. The eyes are decidedly worn around the edges and the sides of the mouth are heavier, giving her an expression of growing dismay. The hair, which has gone more peppery recently, is in need of a wash. She realises she hasn’t looked at her body properly in weeks, perhaps months. Usually when she looks in this mirror, she is pleased with the woman she encounters there. Her body was never yanked at and used up by a child as Emma’s was. Jennifer has always had a better figure than her sister, especially as the years have advanced – yet Jennifer knows that, unlike Emma, she still has an instantly forgettable face.

			Their bathroom has large windows that are pressed in by a mass of olive leaves. At this hour in the morning, the room is floating with shadowy light, as if the floor is all water and the ceiling all reflection. There is a small twist of pain inside her heart that might be indigestion or the harbinger of something more deadly, like heart disease. As she gets older, there are mysterious pains rising up throughout her body. She has learned to live with them as you might an unwelcome dinner guest. In half an hour, however, the codeine will have kicked in.
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			It is a still and thinly misted morning, which is unusual for this city. As she looks up at the sharp-edged branches of the plane trees climbing over each other towards an absent sky, she imagines for a moment that she is in Europe. But she is very far from Europe. In fact, all of these trees are busy dying. Each of them has a sign stuck on it announcing the presence of the polyphagous shot hole borer beetle, which has arrived from Southeast Asia and infected these trees with a deadly fungus. Every tree is currently filled with millions of larvae that are feeding off the fungus. The trees can’t be cut down because they will only spread the contagion. Instead, they have to remain there, gradually starved of water and weeping watery blood.

			She parks the battered Saab at the far end of the local shops, where a Congolese man sells bright-orange-and-blue paintings of the scene in which she has arrived. It is the same ill-conceived image reproduced a dozen times, yet the man obviously gets by since he has been selling his work on this corner for several years and he always seems to be in decent health. More recently, he has started painting scenes out of the Tintin books. The red-and-white rocket standing on the moon, the submarine shaped like a shark, the giant toadstool bursting out of stone. For a while, Jennifer has been meaning to buy one of these as a gift for Julian. The boy is currently trying to read all the Tintin books in French.

			She enters her local coffee shop and greets the row of staff by name – Ephraim, Margaret, Thamu – as she heads towards her preferred table in the far corner. Here a gas fire flickers and the smell of petrol drifts in through an open window. The ceiling is vaulted like a chapel crypt and the voices of the other characters echo around her head, which is still thumping like a muffled drum.

			Although she has a lot of marking to get through – it is why she told her colleagues she’d be coming in later than usual today – she takes Julian’s most recent essay from her leather bag. It was handed to her yesterday by Julian’s English teacher, Mrs Fish. Mrs Fish claims to be concerned for the boy and wants to know if some sort of ‘intervention’ is required. Jennifer promised to have a good look at the essay and speak to Julian’s mother about it. Mrs Fish, rather sensibly, is afraid of Julian’s mother, who made it clear during their last parent-teacher interview that she thought Mrs Fish an idiot.

			It was long after midnight, but the whole house was lit up like a scene under a streetlamp. David didn’t feel much as he stood in the front garden and watched the flames take down his family’s house. He knew the fire had started in his mother’s bedroom, from her bed, because he was the one who started it—

			The essay is written with a fountain pen in black ink. The writing looks like the line left by a lie detector at first glance and is difficult to decipher when you get down to reading it. Only a year ago, Julian had loopy writing that was far more available. This new style is something he recently conjured up. It recalls something of the handwriting of John Keats, which she first saw in a glass display cabinet in a house in Hampstead – where Keats rented a room before consumption sent him to Italy and death.

			It is possible that her reading of the essay yesterday triggered this current headache, which has retreated so that it feels less like a headache and more like a bruise left by a headache. It is a distressing read, this account of a mother dying, a father not caring and a boy not realising that he is already dead. Jennifer’s absence in the essay is also upsetting. So far, she has failed to appear in any of Julian’s compositions. Unless she could be associated with one of the replacement mothers in this current story – the babysitter or the father’s girlfriend – who remain faceless and ineffectual. Also, she can’t help but feel resentful of his literary skill, which is remarkable for a boy who has just turned fifteen. When she looks at his writing, she thinks of a tattoo – the pen the needle, the page a body the boy is marking forever. Her own attempts at writing usually feel as if they will be washed away by the next thunderstorm.

			It was only when his dad ran straight through him, like he was made of nothing more than air, that David understood that he was dead, and that his body was still up there, burning like a black candle somewhere inside the house.

			She picks up the mug of coffee that arrived at some point during her rereading of the story and scalds her lip. She pushes the page away as you might a letter from the revenue service. It is not so much the story that is disturbing – it is common enough for teenagers to fantasise about dying or their parents dying – as the heightened language, the elevated speech, the pleasure going into the description of the black candle burning up inside the house. She recognises this sound because it is the same dark ripple that runs through her own prose whenever she writes. She wonders if it was she who started up this appetite for darkness in him. Perhaps this story is not even about Emma, who has always had more than enough milk in her breasts and hair on her head. Perhaps this story is about the death of Jennifer herself – Jennifer who has never managed to make any milk and whose unwashed hair is even now threatening to fall out.

			She decides to hand the essay over to Andrew. Perhaps she could get the boy to go and speak to him. Andrew might be a disappointing husband, but she believes he is still a good analyst. He seems to have a way with younger patients in particular – and she has always known that, given half the chance, he would have made a kind and deeply committed father. She tends to blame their infertility on him, but secretly she suspects that it is all down to her – to the little nest of dead eggs she has hoarded inside her womb.

			As she glances across at the page with its spidery, black writing, she notices for the first time the name Julian chose for himself: David. She wonders who Goliath is to him. All the adults in his reduced world or only one of them? Is it Emma? Jennifer? Andrew? His absent father, perhaps? Or some other powerful figure Jennifer doesn’t know about? It is even possible that Julian’s antagonist will turn out to be an internal one. This is common enough in fiction. Often a protagonist’s journey is from thinking their obstacle is outside of them to coming to realise that it has only ever been internal, and that they have the capacity to do something about it. She decides to track him down later today to tell him this. Perhaps they’ll be able to agree that there is no Goliath for him to defeat after all.
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			Her classroom is towards the back of the school above a bald field and a row of beetle-infested plane trees that have come to resemble a row of bloodied skeleton hands. The rugby posts have already been erected and as she goes through her lesson plans for the day she glances down at some boys drop-kicking a ball below. As opposed to her mother, who only ever taught girls, she has always taught at boys’ schools. She has learned over the years to disguise her discomfort around them with a permanent hint of chastity. When she was younger, she felt their eyes roving over her woman’s body as if looking for some hidden joke, but these days they know better than to look at her for long. Her classroom persona is to be brittle and acerbic. She ensures that she is always a step ahead of their thoughts, turning their humour back at them before they find a way to get at her. But in the end she prefers boys – she finds them more forgiving than girls. Sometimes in the classroom she feels that she is standing on a hillside, the wind in her hair, and that she is surrounded by a boisterous gathering of ­bullocks – so wild and free and offhand her students are.

			Julian has never wanted to fit in with the herd. From her classroom window, she will often see him walking around the boundary of the field, it not seeming to occur to him that he could participate. The other boys seem to tolerate if not exactly like him. To her knowledge, he has never been bullied or picked on. He has always had a directness in his gaze that has deflected them. In the staffroom recently, Mrs Fish suggested that he was ‘sexually ambiguous’, a phrase so meaningless that it could be used to suggest anything. Wasn’t all sex ambiguous? But Jennifer knows what Mrs Fish was implying, and she knows better. She has observed Julian’s indifference to the life of the boys around him – the way he will look straight through them as if they barely exist. She has also seen the way a girl is able to light him up – igniting in him a hard, gem-like flame that can take Jennifer months to extinguish.

			She finds Julian during second break on a bench under a leafless stinkwood tree that overlooks the rose garden. He often comes here to read. Today, he is holding onto his book as if it is only a prop designed to tell others that he doesn’t want to be disturbed. This, however, only makes her feel more compelled to disturb him.

			You look tired, she says.

			His recently dyed hair accentuates the darkness of his mouth and the shadows under his eyes – which, like his mother’s, are as variable as the light. He looks up as if he was expecting her or they had arranged to meet. During school hours, he doesn’t like her to single him out and she pretends to keep her distance, but today he smiles with apparent relief and puts down his book, which is a novel written by an African writer with a long and unfamiliar name.

			We’ve just had double Science, he says, as if this is sufficient explanation for his tiredness.

			Physics?

			To which he merely nods.

			I also hated Physics, she says, although this is a lie since she has no memory of ever doing Physics at school. I spent years staring out the window.

			He nods again, perhaps to suggest that he’s heard all this before.

			She takes this moment to sit with him on the bench, which was recently painted that standard green and is still slightly sticky to touch. Through the roses, she can just make out the bronze school bell, which hangs under a white-washed arch that has the school emblem of St Francis College – a fleur-de-lys – painted on it. Ringing the bell is one of the traditions still upheld by the school and every day a different boy is on bell-ringing duty. There are only a few minutes left of break so Jennifer will have to work fast.

			I read your latest essay, she says. It was given to me by Mrs Fish.

			Okay, he says with a threat of disapproval. Did you like it?

			I thought it was very well written.

			Thanks.

			He would no doubt prefer to leave the discussion there, and it would be easier to sit out what’s left of break staring across at the remnants of last summer’s roses – but, as usual, she presses on. In her experience, you have to make a constant effort with boys. If you lose impetus for only a moment, their attention wanders and you have to work twice as hard to get them back.

			Was that the very first draft? she asks.

			The second. In the first draft I repeated the word ‘unrecognisable’ and Mrs Fish said you get marks off for that.

			Unless you’re using repetition as a device, Jennifer says.

			Mrs Fish also said I had to hold back the most important information and only release it at the moment I can get the most dramatic effect. So in the second draft I held back the information that I was already dead.

			That sounds like a good idea, she says, noticing the slippage into the first person singular. Even in Julian’s mind, the boy in the story carries something of himself.

			He dips his head at her compliment, a gesture that has been habitual since early childhood, as if he wants to duck under her praise, or perhaps try it over his shoulders like a new coat.

			Where did you get the idea of burning down the house?

			Mrs Fish asked us to write something that was to do with the elements. I chose fire because there isn’t much wind or water in Johannesburg, and at this time of the year the earth is pretty much dead.

			Like the mother in the story, Jennifer observes. I must say – you chose a long and difficult death for her.

			There’s a boy in our class whose mother died like that. You know Simon Spencer?

			She nods, although he doesn’t see this or attempt to look.

			All the teachers were aware of Simon’s mother dying. A tall, vibrant woman in a purple, satin coat who continued down the path between the car park and the classroom until the very end, with her silk scarves and painted stick that she carried like a wand.

			Well, I used what Simon said about her, Julian says.

			Did Simon read your essay?

			We had to read it out in class.

			How did he react?

			Julian glances at her with the realisation that he might have done something wrong. He is exactly like Emma in this. They both feel at liberty to use whatever they like from the lives of others if it serves their ‘art’. This would be more acceptable if they had the decency to keep their creations to themselves, as Jennifer always has – if her notebook jottings could be called something so lofty as art.

			It’s only a story, he says. I wrote it the day before my birthday. While my mom was making my chocolate cake.

			And has Emma read your story yet?

			Jennifer already knows the answer to this, but something inside her wants to stir things up. It’s the complacency of the pair of them that most often irks her. The ease with which they indulge their so-called gift while not giving a damn about the consequences for anyone else.

			No.

			Perhaps you should let her read it, Jennifer says lightly – the better to hide her treachery.

			Why?

			Because it’s so well written.

			He nods dutifully as she feels him pulling away from her. He has never liked it when Jennifer talks about his mother, even when what she says is meant to sound like a compliment. Jennifer has always done this dance around him, the pair of them, as if their relationship is hallowed ground. The problem with Julian is that he has always known too much about Emma’s affairs – and the larger problem is that he’s never known anything about them at all.

			Your story isn’t about her in any way, is it?

			Julian surprises them both by sneezing. He has been prone to bloody noses, especially during the dry winter months in Johannesburg. The slightest bump on the field can set him off, the blood velvety and dark as it spreads across his rugby jersey or T-shirt. It is usually followed by a look of relief on the boy’s face – now that he has a legitimate reason to withdraw from the match.

			No, he says, testing the tip of his finger against his nose but finding no blood.

			That’s good, Jennifer says without feeling. Because in a way it’s very violent towards the mother.

			You think?

			For a start, the speaker removes the mother’s hair and breasts.

			But he loves her, Julian protests. And he doesn’t take those things away from her, they are taken away from him. I mean – all of her is taken away from him. In the story, he can’t live without her. I thought the story was actually about love.

			This reading hadn’t occurred to Jennifer and she finds it distressing. Andrew has always argued that Jennifer is jealous of the love between Julian and Emma, yet he has never done anything to help her out of this state – like adopt a child, since they seem to be so incapable of having one themselves.

			I never thought about it like that, is all she says.

			They remain there unmoving as a small boy runs through the garden towards the school bell. He stops under the archway and consults his watch. The way he drops his arm suggests to Jennifer that they still have a few minutes left.

			You know that I never talk about the things we discuss with Emma or Andrew? I’ve always kept our conversations private.

			I do know that, he says, sounding as if he hasn’t been as loyal.

			Can we promise to keep it that way?

			Again, he gives that shrug of his.

			All right.

			I should add that I love your mother very much.

			He looks at her with forbearance, perhaps suspecting her of becoming unhinged. And she has become unhinged. But it happened a very long time ago – long before this alien, precious child took his first breath.

			We both love her, she says rather blindly. Which is why we can talk about her so freely. As we sometimes do.

			He waits for her to continue with that resignation particular to children – the resignation of those who don’t yet own their own lives and have to adjust themselves to the incomprehensible vagaries of adults.

			You say your story is about love, but it’s also about disappointment and loss. Don’t you ever feel let down at all, Julian?

			You mean by my mother?

			By your mother – or by any of us?

			She’s always done her best, he says, neatly excluding her from his consideration.

			Yet it worries me, she continues, steeling herself with the small blade she carries inside her heart. It worries me that you think the boy in the story can’t exist because his mother no longer exists. And it worries me the way the boy is turning his violent feelings towards his parents towards himself.

			You mean because he ends up dead? he asks, perhaps trying to sound more stupid than he really is.

			Well – yes.

			Because I explained that, he says. That was just a twist in the tale. Mrs Fish said we must find what she called a reversal – something dramatic.

			Jennifer smiles with tolerance. You’re a clever boy, Julian. You’ve always been very good at talking your way out of things. But don’t forget that I’ve known you since the moment you were born.

			Again, his silent endurance.

			And I get the feeling – not only from this essay but from many of the things you say and do – that in some way you’re always trying to blame yourself.

			Blame myself for what?

			For your parents breaking up, for your father leaving. But I want to tell you that it was not your fault. It never has been.

			Whose fault was it then?

			Blame is a complicated thing. There’s always a reason behind it, and a reason behind that, until you go all the way back to Adam and Eve.

			So it’s the snake in the garden that caused my parents to divorce?

			At the other side of the bare rose bushes, the boy glances at his wrist again, but still he doesn’t move to ring the bell.

			In this case, it’s probably someone closer to home.

			It is?

			Emma has always been so – unreliable.

			He turns away on the bench, a huff of what might be anger or impatience coming out of him.

			You’re saying it’s my mother’s fault my dad left us?

			She betrayed him. Surely you know that?

			Sorry?

			And she betrayed me.

			This sounds absurd. To both of them.

			You?

			His face drops away as he turns inside himself to consider this.

			I’m sure you know exactly what I’m talking about, she says.

			The dark current running through her now – the same current running through Julian’s essay – suddenly feels as thrilling as sex. She has always associated sex with death. She has always known that sex has violence at the root of it, and that death is something forbidden and glorious.

			But perhaps you’d better be getting back to class, she says. The last thing I want is for you to get hurt – by any of this.

			He surprises her by taking her hand.

			Aunty Jen, you can tell me the truth. I promise we don’t have to mention it to my mom.

			But I’m not so sure I should.

			There are tears burning in her eyes as she says it. Perhaps it’s the surprising fact of his hand, so hot and alive in hers, like a rabbit caught in a trap.

			Whatever it is, he says with all his natural innocence, it won’t matter.

			You see, she does that, Jennifer says, feeling the cool poison pulsing into him through her touch. She keeps us loyal. Even when she herself never is. She has always had different rules for herself and everyone else.

			I probably even know who you’re talking about, he says.

			You do?

			Sure I do.

			This can hardly be true, but she nods anyway, wiping the wetness from her face with her one free hand.

			We always know much more than we’re prepared to admit, she admits.

			His hand has gone dead in hers, but still she holds onto it. He is staring at his knees – the pointed knees of a child, the one grazed recently – as if trying hard to concentrate.

			The thing is, I saw her once, he says.

			What do you mean?

			I saw her with another man.

			She waits with apparent tact.

			It was at the hotel we went to, at uMhlanga Rocks. She was with her dad.

			Sorry – whose dad?

			Clare’s. The girl who died. The girl who was killed in that car crash.

			Oh—

			We saw my mom and her dad doing it in our room. We walked in on them.

			You mean you saw Emma – in the bed?

			I saw him on top of her. We both did. I thought I’d be sick.

			Jennifer has to restrain herself from laughing. The opportunity is so perfect, she can’t have planned it better herself. How can she possibly tell him the truth? Especially after he’s been believing all along that it was Emma in that bed?

			So that’s why you were so upset at the end of that holiday?

			Clare blamed me. She said she never wanted to see me again.

			I’m sorry.

			She thought her parents were the perfect couple.

			Believe me, says Jennifer, there’s no such thing.

			Clare’s father was called John. A good, dependable name that could be used to describe almost anyone. Jennifer might have tried to see him back in Johannesburg had he not died on the drive home. At the time, she wondered if it was not her fault, the fatal car accident. Had the adults been arguing? Was John thinking about her when he should have been thinking about the road? Yet the image of the mother asleep with her two children in the back seat, like Hansel and Gretel returned to their long-lost mother, is far more reassuring. It is more likely that the accident had nothing to do with Jennifer at all.

			John Hamilton Browne is not the only person Jennifer has slept with during her marriage. There have been two others: a Science teacher at St Francis, which lasted a year until the teacher moved with his wife and sons to another province, and an old friend of Andrew’s from boarding school, who after only a few weeks of risible, scrappy sex wanted to leave his wife for her – and so Jennifer ended it. One thing Jennifer has always required of a lover is that they are only available in the immediate sense. She has never slept with a man because she is looking for love outside of a loveless marriage. She has always loved her husband very much – anyone could see that – but over the years Andrew has become so shadowy that the only way to survive the pain of this has been to become as shadowy as possible next to him. For much of the time, they have co-existed like two demure ghosts, only occasionally able to find their way back to a bat-flutter of their old physical connection. Taking a lover restores Jennifer to being a full-blooded body again. It reminds her that there’s still life left in her.

			No one has ever known about these encounters – at least to her knowledge – and, until John Hamilton Browne, that included Emma. Both Emma and Andrew have always felt a bit sorry for her. Little have they known that she has probably had more sex in the last several years than both of them combined. It is one of the reasons she has kept her jottings in her journal to herself. They speak for a person neither of them would recognise. But it is their smugness that most offends her. The idea that hers is an overlooked body worthy of pity. Emma and Andrew actually deserved each other – the tame, good-intentioned, self-regarding creatures that they were.

			Julian, who has no doubt mistaken her silence for shock, is busy staring at her with his mother’s eyes. That deer-faced concern that at the same moment is looking for a gap in the hedges through which to escape. And it is then that she decides to tell him about the dream she had recently – more of a nightmare, really – as if it were fact.

			The first time I knew it was happening, she says, I thought it was a bad dream.

			The first time you knew what, Aunty Jen?

			She sighs as if exhaling the smoke from an imaginary cigarette. I happened to be driving past your house, she says, when I saw his car outside. It was near the time of my birthday and so I thought – silly me – that maybe they were meeting to discuss a surprise party or a collective birthday gift. But then my birthday came and went and there was no surprise party or collective gift. All Emma gave me was a sketch of a man’s body – too old and out of shape to have been modelled on – him.

			Julian shuffles on the bench in an attempt to withdraw his hand, but she has him in her grip.

			So I took to driving past your house, waiting to see his car again. And then one morning, when he was supposed to be attending some conference at the university – I did. I parked across the street, under that big oak tree, and sat there and waited. Nothing happened for the longest time – until I became impatient and got out the car and crossed the street to the red door. When I tried the handle, it opened. As usual, your mother had forgotten to lock.

			Julian lets out a breath and takes another in, as if he’s doing the breathing for both of them.

			I thought I’d try her studio first. At that time of day, when you’re still safely at school, that’s where she likes to go. Of course, she never wants to be disturbed, she’s too busy with her work, but I didn’t give a damn about that. I was ascending the path around the side of the house when I heard a shout. I knew at once that it was your mother, and I thought at first she was under attack. The sound was coming from deeper in the garden, so I crept forward, as quietly as I could – until I saw them. They were there by the pond. He was lying on top of her. At first, I thought he really was attacking her, like he was trying to strangle her. But then I saw – and I understood. I could say nothing, I could do nothing. I could only stand there, unable to move – or even think.

			But – who was the man?

			I think we both know the answer to that.

			He takes his hand back now, but only because she has finally been able to release it. He massages the palm, perhaps trying to get some blood back into it. At the bell, the small boy takes another look at his watch.

			I sometimes think Emma expects everyone to leave us, like our father did by dying so young, and like your father did – or was eventually compelled to do. So what she does is she protects herself in advance by keeping us at a distance, so that when we finally give up on her she won’t be hurt.

			Jennifer is describing herself more than her sister, but Julian doesn’t object. Perhaps after all he doesn’t know either of them well enough to be able to object. Perhaps there are whole swathes of his mother and his aunt that he hasn’t even glimpsed.

			But she can be very subtle, Jennifer continues. You’ll never hear your mother say an unkind word about anyone. She always pretends to have a warm and loving heart. Unfortunately, that is not who she really is. I sometimes think she has something missing in her humanity. That white dot in the eye that makes a portrait look human.

			She sees through the rose garden that there are children running towards the classroom block. The bell must have sounded and she didn’t even register it – so huge is the roaring inside her head, the rush of endorphins that must come with every act of murder, with every child sacrifice.

			Which is not to say that Emma doesn’t love us, she says. I’m sure she loves us in her own way. I have always found with my sister that if you stick around for long enough, she always comes back.

			Julian doesn’t move, or move with the others towards the classroom block. Maybe he missed the sound of the bell too. Or is he simply feeling too lost?

			In the meantime, little Cuckoo, we have each other, don’t we?

			She reaches to pick up his hand and again he lets her.

			At least your father is still out there, alive in the world. When I was a few years younger than you, my father had a heart attack. I suppose you’ve heard that story, haven’t you?

			Bits of it.

			His face is the colour of marble.

			You’ve no doubt heard Emma’s version. One of these days, perhaps I’ll tell you mine.

			Still he sits there, stiff as a scarecrow.

			You should have been mine in the first place, she says as the few remaining boys disappear into the classroom block. The small boy is still standing under the archway. He has only rung the warning bell, one minute before the hour. The final bell will be coming in less than a minute.

			You know, she continues, Uncle Andrew and I were at the hospital when you were born. The nurse let me take you and hold you in my arms. You were wrapped so tight, like a Christmas present. I wanted Andrew to come in and take a picture of just the two of us, but Emma forbade it. She said she was tired and that you needed to rest, but I knew even then that she was jealous. Jealous of the connection between the two of us. So I gave you over to her as if I was the real mother giving up her child. You looked like neither of your parents. If anything, you looked more like Andrew. You were dark-skinned, like him. A little cuckoo you were. My cuckoo child.

			He is looking at her with wide eyes. She thinks for a moment that he’s going to burst into tears and collapse in her arms, and she is ready for him, ready to catch him as he falls – but instead a berry of blood appears at one of his nostrils and slowly drops out of him.

			You know what, Aunty Jen? he says, wiping the blood across his cheek. The violence in my essays, it doesn’t come from my mother. It comes from you.

		

	
		
			A dense chocolate loaf 
sprinkled with icing sugar

			Emma, Johannesburg

			Julian’s birthdays have been marked by a long line of failed cakes. Even the professionally made cakes have been a disappointment. Once an ice-cream cake arrived with the wrong age emblazoned across it and on another occasion a towering, vanilla edifice had icing that was made with rancid cream. There was an Afrikaans-speaking woman called Anna who worked in a local independent bookshop who once made a delicious carrot cake for Julian’s birthday, but sadly she married a sheep farmer and moved to Graaff-Reinet. The main thing that has been wrong with the home-made cakes has been Emma herself. She is a far too easily unhinged baker. Halfway through, one of the cats – usually Orange, the marmalade cat – might come to remind her that she hasn’t been fed, and Emma will forget which ingredients she has already put into the mix. The old scale has not worked properly since Julian tried to weigh himself in it when he was a toddler, and the new digital scale keeps getting buried under a pile of baking equipment, which means that when the moment to start baking arrives the battery is dead and Emma is left to estimate the amounts. Maths has never been her strong point and when she was at school she was eventually asked to drop the subject because her questions were not only confusing the students but the teacher herself.

			What makes the situation even more fraught is that Julian has never complained about any of his birthday cakes. Each time, he has given her that same smile of slightly baffled disappointment and pretended he likes the cake far more than he possibly could. Even when all his friends turned away from the rancid vanilla cake with disgust, he made a demonstration of cutting away the icing and eating all the vanilla sponge on his plate.

			For his fifteenth birthday, however, Emma has been practising a dense chocolate loaf sprinkled with icing sugar that she is sure Julian will love. Ever since the vanilla cake, he has been suspicious of conventional icing, so this recipe immediately drew Emma’s attention. It seemed improbable at first – that a cake could require over a cup of water, only two eggs and take as long as forty-five minutes to bake – but she followed the instructions as closely as possible and by her third attempt she managed to achieve something of the ‘aromatic gingerbread density’ described in the recipe book.

			Today she is fully prepared. She has bought all the best ingredients: raspberries from Tyrones, Julian’s favourite Côte d’Or chocolate and the muscovado sugar recommended in the recipe that gives the cake its ‘brownie-like, caramel stickiness’. She has preheated the oven, fed Princess Pickles, Orange and Blue, put new batteries in the scale, given a jumper of Jonathan’s to a beggar at the red door, switched off her phone and cleared the rest of the afternoon of all other commitments.

			What are you doing?

			She is melting the 225 grams of butter and adding the 100 grams of bittersweet, chopped-up chocolate when Julian appears in the doorway. Only yesterday she dyed his hair for the school play and for a moment she thinks some other boy has taken over her son’s voice.

			Oh hello, Boo. I’m making your cake

			He looks suitably circumspect.

			Why not order one?

			Because I have found the perfect cake for you – and I’d like to make it myself.

			Julian finds a chair at the kitchen table and watches as she cracks the two eggs into the bowl and switches on the kettle to reheat the water. This time, the baking process will evolve like a well-rehearsed dance and she is pleased that Julian is here to witness it.

			How’s the play coming along? she asks, taking another look at her purple-haired son. How are your songs?

			They’re okay, but I can’t reach the high notes – so they’ve decided to lower the key. But that means that I can’t reach the low notes and instead I just have to growl. The actual truth, Mom, is that I’m the dud of the play.

			What nonsense, says Emma, adding the 375 grams of sugar into the mix and stirring it with the large, wooden spoon she inherited from her mother. I’m sure you are by far the best looking of everyone, and the only real actor there.

			But I’m only onstage to sing two songs.

			Julian had a beautiful treble voice before it broke. He was in the choir from a young age and in junior school he sometimes sang a solo in front of the school. Emma remembers him singing ‘O Holy Night’ one carol service and it had been more moving than any piece of music or work of art she had ever encountered. She thought it was at least in part because the singer was her son, but by the end of the performance the whole auditorium seemed to be in tears. Since Julian’s voice has started to break, however, it has been difficult to know whether he would end up being a tenor or a bass or merely another bovine baritone.

			And the girls in the play? Is there anyone you like?

			Emma has been half-hoping that amongst all the king’s wives there would be at least one suitable girl for her son. She has sometimes wondered whether she should have sent Julian to a co-ed school after all. She only agreed to this current school after months of insistent flag-waving from Jen.

			Not really, he says, in that evasive way boys have. But there is one girl in the play we already know.

			There is?

			You remember that family we hung out with a few years ago at uMhlanga Rocks?

			Sorry?

			They had a daughter. Called Clarissa.

			He is looking at her with a kind of unshakeable sourness that, for some reason, makes her blush. She adds the half-teaspoon of powdered vanilla beans – which she has already learned to remove from the plastic cylinder with a chopstick – and mixes in the 200 grams of self-raising flour, creating a gloopy, mud-like substance that already begins to smell promising.

			She knows exactly what Julian is talking about. The famous Hamilton Brownes. Smutty still talks about his friend John, who died alongside his daughter, Clarissa. It was one of those shocking events that seemed to change the very air for weeks afterwards. It was too brutal, the way life just carried on – the small tragedy soon surpassed by another tragedy, and then another, leaving the ghost of a girl and her father standing by the roadside where no one would ever think to stop for them.

			Of course I remember them, she says, trying to keep her voice as light as possible. You and Clarissa used to go off to kiss in the bushes – thinking no one knew a thing about it.

			Now it should be his turn to blush, but he merely looks at her.

			We did, he says, his voice as level as he can make it. Her sister even timed us with a stopwatch.

			Emma smiles uneasily and places the bowl near Julian so that he might get a whiff of the cake mix. Although he can’t help but look at the slowly subsiding mass with some interest, he makes no move to stick his finger into it, as he would have as a small boy.

			So the younger girl is in your play? Emma asks, turning away to line the cake tin with baking paper and butter – and dropping a lump of butter on the floor for one of them to slip on later and break their neck.

			Her name’s Elizabeth. She’s actually playing Tuptim, the slave girl I’m supposed to kiss.

			Gosh.

			I know – right?

			And does she remember you?

			I don’t think so.

			And – has she ever said anything about that holiday?

			Why would she? It was years ago.

			For Emma, it feels far more recent, but at Julian’s age a few years is an eternity. He was certainly a very different boy back then.

			Lizzie was probably like – nine or ten at the time.

			She has never said anything to Julian about what happened at the end of that holiday. He was so clearly smitten with the girl, and he seemed to grieve for her for weeks afterwards, even though in his mind all she had done was leave the hotel, not die in a car accident. Emma remembers wanting to tell him, but Jennifer – or was it Andrew? – insisted that they should let the matter pass. It was agreed, perhaps mistakenly, that what Julian didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

			The kettle is whistling on the gas hob so Emma takes it off and starts to add the 250 millilitres of boiling water into the mix.

			Would you like to stir this water in for me? she asks, pushing the bowl towards him. You need to do it quite gradually.

			He takes the bowl and begins to stir in the water, as requested. The mixture soon looks wet, like pancake batter, and far too wet for a cake mix, but this recipe is full of the unexpected.

			So the Hamilton Brownes are back in their lives, and soon a hall full of people will watch Julian and Elizabeth Hamilton Browne pretend to kiss. Even if this Lizzie doesn’t remember them, Emma knows that the mother will, and that the story about what happened at the end of that holiday will finally reach Julian. She could pretend that she never knew about the accident, but Julian would not believe this. He has always had a good nose for a lie, especially when it comes from her.

			Darling, there’s something I don’t think I ever told you, she says, trying to keep her voice as casual as possible as she adjusts the oven from 180 to 175 degrees – since her oven always gets slightly hotter than it’s supposed to be.

			Okay—

			There was a car accident on the way back from that holiday. Clarissa and her father – I think his name was John – they both died.

			Oh.

			I don’t know if you remember, but we flew down for that holiday. But the Hamilton Brownes drove from Johannesburg in their new car – a silver Mercedes Benz. In fact, I think you even went in that car when you drove to the Sharks Board?

			I – never went.

			Well, she says, it happened on the hill above Pietermaritzburg. It’s often very misty on that section of road, and the hill itself is very steep – and there are sometimes the most awful accidents.

			He has already added all the water to the bowl, but still he holds the empty kettle and stares at her.

			Apparently, a timber truck was coming down the hill too fast and its brakes failed – and it collided with their car. Clarissa and her father were sitting in the front, the mom and other two kids were asleep in the back, and although they were in what was supposed to be the safest car on the road, Clarissa and her father were killed. They were both killed instantly. It was a horrific tragedy. At the time, I suppose, I just didn’t know how to tell you.

			She takes the bowl away from him and pours the thick mixture into the cake tin. As he sits there, she places the tin on a metal tray in case the mixture leaks, sets the timer and slides the cake into the oven.

			You should have said, he says in a quavering voice.

			I’m sorry, Boo. I know how fond of her you were, and it was wrong of me that I didn’t tell you. The thing is – I suppose I wanted to protect you.

			As she decants the raspberries for no clear reason into a china bowl, she understands that there is no protecting him, there is no protecting anyone. Life comes at us and it comes at us like a shower of arrows out of the blue. She has probably done more harm than good by trying to protect him. She has always mismanaged this miracle, this gift – her troubled and troubling son.

			Maybe it would be better not to mention it to Lizzie, she says. It might interfere with your play. I mean, if she hasn’t recognised you, perhaps it’s best to leave it at that – and if she has recognised you, it’s likely that she doesn’t want to talk about it. She won’t want to go back there, you know?

			When Julian remains silent, she adds:

			Does she seem happy – like a happy girl?

			I’m sorry, Mom, Julian says, pushing himself away from her, but I have to go.

			Right now?

			I have an English essay due for tomorrow. I haven’t even started yet.

		

	
		
			The half-sister instead

			Jennifer, uMhlanga Rocks

			Daddy!

			The man stops moving. In the distance, the thump of sea, the ceiling fan rattling high overhead, and him pulsing mutely inside her like some foreign artery. This is the current meaning of the word ‘John’. This moment, this man who smells lemony and musky, like some chalky sweet recalled from childhood – and the need of him, the need of all men from all of time running through him, rendering him tender and urgent and slightly ridiculous.

			Perhaps he is waiting for the moment to pass. Perhaps he is afraid of submitting to the sensation that was rising to meet them like a glorious, glassy wave under the foundations of the room, which would have lifted them and dumped them onto some alien and stricken shore. Coming now would be a fresh disaster on top of this disaster: his child has entered a room that by every single rule of decency should be closed to her.

			Clare?

			When he finally pulls out of her, sloppy as afterbirth, the girl is long gone. The door gapes open where before it was firmly shut. This can only mean that they did not conjure her appearance up.

			Fuck.

			Sorry—

			I’d better go after her. Explain.

			What is there to explain? Hopefully she didn’t understand what she saw.

			Even so—

			He has swung his feet away from the bed. Now he draws the sheet over him to cover his shame.

			Too little, too late, she thinks.

			Did she see me? Jennifer asks instead.

			No idea.

			And Julian. Was he with her?

			I have no idea.

			He runs his hand through his famously thick, famously blond hair.

			How the fuck did she get into the room? he asks. You said you locked it.

			I did. How many times must I say it?

			Then she must’ve had the key.

			Which means that Julian was with her – and that he saw her too. Even now, he is walking away from her with this new knowledge, this new way of thinking about her. His mother the Madonna, his aunt the whore.

			Do you at least want to finish? Jennifer asks – probably as a joke.

			What? Are you fucking mad? What the fuck is wrong with you?

			They do this, married men. They turn on you the moment they suspect they’re about to be exposed, as if all their guilt has now been transfused into you.

			There’s no need to shout.

			She turns to light a cigarette, no longer bothering to look at him as he slips on his swimming trunks and T-shirt, which she already knows depicts an archetypal holiday scene. A beach with palm trees and a wooden jetty and a serene bay. It couldn’t be further from their actual holiday location, with its black rocks and stark lighthouse and relentlessly pounding sea.

			A cold front is coming in, she says to no one in particular. The forecast for tonight is rain.
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			She takes her time to emerge from the hotel room. She makes the bed as best she can and stands under a lukewarm shower, where she finds one of Emma’s pubic hairs contorted in the soap. Children, especially punctilious children like Julian, tend to be disgusted by that kind of thing and she removes it for his sake.

			Altogether, it has been an unusual half hour. The sex had been savage and anonymous, which, at least these days, is how she prefers it. She doesn’t like a man to paw at her and ask for her consent every time he initiates something. In such cases, she comes away thinking she may as well have slept with her husband. Throughout the act, John Hamilton Browne was silent. The first word that was spoken in the room came from his daughter, not him, and that had made continuing impossible. She only asked him if he wanted to ‘finish’ because by then she had started to feel only contempt for him, this man who came in here hoping to find Emma and settled for the half-sister instead.

			She finds Emma lying by the hotel pool under one of those striped umbrellas. She is wrapped in the gown Jennifer gave her last Christmas, which is decorated with bright-crimson hibiscus ­flowers, and she is wearing sunglasses and a hat, both of which look too big for her, as if she’s only adopting them as a disguise. Who is that woman? the other guests might well have asked. I have never seen her before, but she carries herself like someone famous. They would never have said such a thing about Jennifer, no matter how large her sunglasses or hat.

			Did you send him away? Emma asks.

			Sorry?

			John.

			Jennifer lowers herself on the neighbouring lounger, which has escaped the umbrella’s shade and scorches her thigh. She is tempted to lie, but the truth is too thrilling – at least the first half of it. The children’s arrival is something she’d prefer to keep in the dark, at least until she is able to track Julian down and assess his state.

			I’m afraid it escalated into – something else.

			Emma lowers her sunglasses to get a better look at her sister. With her freshly applied lipstick and pale skin – and that whiff of something like sandalwood – she looks very much a part of this expensive hotel – and the red and white lighthouse that stands there, forever glaring down at them.

			You didn’t!

			I’m sorry. Are you upset?

			Emma seems to consider this.

			Of course not, she says too decisively.

			But already Jennifer can see some other current of thought running through her sister. Jennifer’s whole history of blurred boundaries. Of taking what isn’t hers and always wanting to show off about it afterwards. Yet why else did Emma send her there, into that room? She knew Jennifer and she knew John. As usual, she wanted Jennifer to do the very thing she didn’t have the courage to do herself.

			I only feel sorry for Andrew, Emma says.

			Andrew?

			Jennifer has failed to keep the surprise out of her voice.

			Your husband. Remember him?

			Jennifer wants to laugh. The truth is that she never once thought of him – not during the act and not afterwards.

			Whatever happens, Jen, he mustn’t know. Will you promise me that?

			Why?

			It would hurt him too much.

			You think? I actually think he’d be relieved.

			How can you say that?

			He’d be free, wouldn’t he? He’d finally be able to do whatever he wanted.

			And what is that?

			But Jennifer doesn’t feel inclined to answer this.

			Instead, she closes her eyes and stretches herself out on the lounger, letting the memory of John Hamilton Browne burn into her once again. She will contact him as soon as they’re back in Johannesburg. She would like to see him again. And this time she won’t make the mistake of telling Emma a thing about it.
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			Only when the Hamilton Brownes have departed in their silent car the next morning does Jennifer summon the courage to approach Julian. She finds him sitting at the edge of the pool, his feet drifting in the water like two fish he is observing and that are entirely disconnected from him. His hair looks blonder than usual, and fluffier, and his long neck seems too thin to hold up his head, which is inclined towards the oblivion of the water, like the head of the boy Narcissus.

			Julian?

			At the far end of the pool is a smaller, browner version of Julian who is wearing what appear to be Julian’s goggles. He is standing there as if waiting for Julian to look up and watch his next dive, but Julian is lost to him – he seems lost to everything.

			Cuckoo? Is everything all right?

			He looks up as if all he expects from her is an extension of his disappointment. She can see at once, however, that he doesn’t carry the knowledge she most dreaded: he seems to think that Jennifer is as far away from the hotel room and that risible man as can be possible. He seems to have no suspicion that Jennifer was not only there but that she was, at least to some degree, the cause of the charade. Does that mean he blames Emma? And is that what has reduced him to this raddled, dissociated state?

			Are you missing your friend? she asks.

			What friend?

			Clarissa.

			He shrugs as if he never cared about the girl anyway – but she can see he has been crying, even if the tears have long stopped coming out of him.

			Come, Cuckoo, she says. How about we go for a walk on the beach?

			Already the wind is picking up. The red and white umbrellas around the pool are yanking at their ropes and threatening to buckle. Beyond the lighthouse, Jennifer can see the storm coming in, like a dark thought across the sea. She decides to take the boy out to meet it. As they descend the wooden steps down to the lighthouse, his cool little hand slips into her hand and the first cloud settles itself across the sun.

		

	
		
			A game of tennis

			Andrew, uMhlanga Rocks

			On the third day, he agrees to a game of tennis. They borrow racquets and balls from Reception – where they find themselves surrounded by an enormous rainbow of tropical fish – and then he leads the boy along the flickering green garden path towards the court. Andrew is still dazed from the champagne at lunch, which has given him a casual, reckless quality, and he is looking forward to the opportunity to get his blood on the move again.

			He doesn’t bother to engage the boy in conversation. They are only playing this game to placate the woman they love. Ever since her divorce, Emma has been anxious to find other male figures to put in her husband’s place – at least the place where her husband ought to have been – and Andrew has been happy to take on the role. Yet he knows that there is currently little chance of a breakthrough between himself and Julian. Julian would have to want to free himself from his mother in a way that he is not yet prepared to do. Andrew also knows better than to try to come between them. That would only render him more visible to the boy as a potential threat. Instead he has chosen to be both present and absent at once, like one of those sea creatures in the hotel mosaic, which hides itself in full view, disguised as a piece of coral.

			Andrew and Jennifer were married for ten years by the time Emma became engaged to Jonathan, and she only did so because she was pregnant. Jennifer immediately encouraged her to abort the child. The fact that Emma was pregnant was no reason to embark on a marriage that she felt conflicted about. But Emma wanted a child and she had no desire to be a single parent. She also liked Jonathan well enough, despite her reservations. He was easy and ambitious, and Emma knew he would leave her alone. The last thing she wanted was someone who would resent her attachment to her child and her art. She needed a man who would come third in line and be too pleased with himself to notice.

			The pregnancy was already visible by the time they were married. The ceremony took place in a small, white-washed chapel in a Victorian town on the edge of the Karoo. There was a silver wind rippling through the dark-mauve olive grove outside, and the only other people present in the quivering candlelight of that room were Andrew, Jennifer and the priest – and Julian, curled up like a fern-frond somewhere under Emma’s sky-blue dress.

			Andrew had a theory that funerals bring out the best in people and weddings the worst. Weddings bring out their envy, funerals their regret. This wedding was no exception. He and Jennifer decided on the flight back to Johannesburg that the marriage wouldn’t last the year. Jonathan was a showy, hollow man – like one of those parcels that are passed around and unwrapped at birthday parties, but with nothing more than the financial pages stuffed up inside it.

			By then, Jonathan had already bought a house for his new family that recalled Emma’s father’s house in Grahamstown. He filled it with the same stolid furniture and commissioned a glass and concrete studio for Emma at the highest point in the terraced garden. Contrary to expectation, he proved to be a conscientious if often absent father. He sent Julian to the best schools, patiently taught him how to ride a bike and catch a cricket ball, and once a year he took them on holidays that seemed designed to make Jennifer – who never seemed to go anywhere these days – jealous.

			But however well Jonathan occupied the position of husband, in Andrew’s opinion it was never a real partnership. No man could ever compete with Emma’s dead father, and the loss of him seemed to have rendered Emma independent of men for good. The only men she seemed to pursue with any genuine interest were those strange figures that came to her through her art. Men who were half-angel, half-beast, with nothing fully human in between. They were never men of the world like Jonathan – who had something to do with investments, and quickly made a great deal of money by re-investing his investments before leaving for Dubai with his younger and more attentive lover.

			Although Andrew has never admitted this to anyone, over the years he quietly provided the oxygen required to feed Jonathan’s growing sense of grievance towards Emma. Andrew never made the mistake of openly criticising Emma, nor did he make the mistake of ever quite praising her, but when Jonathan finally confided in Andrew that he was planning to leave his disinterested wife for good, it came as no surprise: they had been having that particular conversation for years.

			When they arrive at the tennis court, it is to find a slender girl swatting a ball against the wall – as if the ball is an inconvenient thought that keeps bouncing back at her. With her striped bikini and golden ponytail, she looks like a character from a 1950s French movie, which is perhaps the look her mother was aiming for. Andrew has seen this girl before. She was sitting like a caged bird in a high-winged bamboo chair at Reception the previous afternoon when her family was checking in. Andrew knew at once that the family was from Johannesburg. Each of them was beautiful in a predetermined way and already they seemed accustomed to the place. The mother looked exactly like one of Andrew’s more intractable patients, a person who had spent so much of her life defining what she was not that she had very little idea of who she was. As for the father, he only seemed to have eyes for the other women in the room and looked through Andrew as if he was no more than a doorframe.

			As Andrew enters the court, the girl looks up, sharp with fright.

			I think we’ve booked this slot, Andrew says.

			At the mention of the ‘we’, the girl looks across at Julian. She seems to regard him with some interest – in spite of the fact that the boy is noticeably younger. The girl seems like a diminutive version of her mother. Hopefully, she won’t end up like her too – although sometimes the most awful people have the sweetest children, in spite of their every effort.

			You’re very welcome to join us, Andrew adds, hoping that he might be able to pair the children up so that he can slip away and find Emma. At this point in the afternoon, Jennifer will be sleeping off her two bottles of wine from lunch and Andrew might be able to find Emma alone.

			Thanks, says the girl, looking impatient to get away from them, but I should be getting back.

			The game of tennis lasts an hour. Julian is quicker around the court than Andrew anticipated and he manages to get in some excellent ground shots. Andrew is pleased to discover a competitive edge in the boy, but now and then he notices Julian glancing in the direction of the hotel. He and the girl exchanged some words when they were gathering the balls and thought Andrew wasn’t listening, and Andrew imagined briefly that Julian was disowning him.

			Are you getting tired? he asks at last.

			Julian shrugs, as if this hasn’t occurred to him.

			Perhaps we could practise your serve?

			Andrew stands a few steps behind the baseline to imply that he’s expecting a good, strong shot from the boy, yet Julian still surprises him with the speed and conviction of his serve. Andrew’s return snicks the net and lands just beyond the tramline.

			On the next occasion that Julian glances in the direction of the hotel, they find that the girl has returned and is watching them from the shade of a coral tree, but now her hair has been cropped into a bob and she is wearing an apple-green dress scattered with cornflowers. It takes a moment for Andrew to realise that this is the girl’s younger sister, an even smaller copy of the girl and her mother before her, as if she is the last in a line of Russian dolls. But this is not the version of the girl Julian is looking for, apparently, for within minutes his competitive energy starts to flag – and by the time they agree to call it a day, the girl in the sylvan dress is gone.
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			He finds Emma outside her hotel room, surrounded by redwing starlings and sketching an enormous ficus tree that looks like a tangle of grey snakes overgrown with vines. She seems entirely absorbed in the task of representing the tree and only registers Andrew when his shadow crosses her page.

			Emma?

			Oh – hello there.

			She looks disheartened at the sight of him. No doubt, she was hoping to find Julian at his side, their bond finally official, their faces flushed with the same sense of accomplishment.

			Where’s Julian gone?

			He went for a swim.

			And the tennis?

			It was good. He made me run around a lot.

			She laughs at this, looking pleased with the picture it presents, and puts her drawing aside – as if the picture of the tree can no longer compete.

			I haven’t seen anything of Jennifer, she says.

			She’s probably having her afternoon nap, Andrew says, trying not to sound too ironic.

			Emma gives him one of her lingering looks. When they are alone like this, they are often strangely shy with one another. The quiet hum of their unspoken connection becomes audible in a way it rarely does when others are around. Although neither of them has ever said a word about Jennifer’s drinking, Andrew senses they are thinking the same thing: Jennifer drinks because she is unsatisfied and unhappy, but she has always been unsatisfied and unhappy, and both of them have given up trying to do anything about it. Whenever they have intervened in the past, their good intentions are only ever received as criticism.

			Did you play any actual sets?

			Only a few rallies – and we practised Julian’s serve. He has a good backhand. Lots of spin on the ball. It’s his forehand that keeps letting him down.

			It’s a shame he’s never taken tennis more seriously.

			She says this more for his sake than anyone else’s, since Emma herself has never had any interest in games of any kind – ball games, board games, mind games. It’s one of the things Andrew has always liked about her.

			Anyway, he says, I was walking towards the pool for a drink – but I don’t want to disturb your work. I see you have chosen quite a challenging tree to draw.

			They look up at the tree as you might regard a hazardous mountain pass, and then they glance down at her page, where Emma’s attempt to render the tree looks more than doomed – it looks ill-considered, almost poignant. Once again, it seems, the drawing can provide no competition for the idea of encountering Julian at the pool – and perhaps having a drink alone with Andrew. Emma on holiday is far more easily seduced than Emma back home.

			It’s all right, she says, dropping her pad and pencils into a picnic basket. I think I’d like to have a drink. I could have one of those lovely banana cocktails.

			We are on holiday, after all.

			They find a table in their usual place at the far end of the veranda, the cane ceiling fans winding away overhead, giving the scene an air of leisurely opulence. The monkeys are sitting as usual in the rafters, looking for an opportunity to swing down to the half-empty tables, and the hotel’s famous curry is being removed from the beaten copper platters in the adjoining dining area.

			Today there is also the smell of something rotten in the air. Out at sea, the water has gone a steelier grey, flecked over with little white waves that rise up and flare and bury themselves in the water again. The lighthouse is the only thing that seems to be entirely still. It is fixed there like a chess piece, the last one left on the board.

			Andrew wonders why Emma chose this particular hotel. Was it because she and Jennifer used to come here as children, and sit with their father and Emma’s mother at this exact table? Yet this is also the table where the notorious oyster incident took place, when one of the girls – he forgets which – coughed up her first ever oyster and was reprimanded by their father for wasting it. From this angle, you had a good view of the swimming pool, the lighthouse and the restless strip of sea. Except for a few sceptical palms, everything you look at from this angle is a dazzle of red, white and blue, giving the scene an unreal quality, as if it’s been slightly lifted from reality. But perhaps this is the exact effect the hotel management was hoping to achieve. On the occasions Andrew has ventured down the steps to the public beach, with its overflowing swimming areas and its drunk vagrants and its waves choked with litter, it has felt like he was entering another country altogether.

			As soon as they move through the glowing light of the veranda, they discover Julian in the pool below, treading water in the deep end with the girl from the tennis court. She is wearing Julian’s new goggles and looks simultaneously like the frog and the princess from the folk tale.

			I see he’s found John’s daughter, Emma says dryly.

			You mean – you know the family?

			I hardly know them, but I’ve met the father once or twice. John Hamilton Browne. He’s a surgeon of some sort, I think. Perhaps of the heart. He’s a great chum of my new art dealer, Grant Smuts. He almost bought two of the larger sculptures from my last show.

			But then he decided not to?

			For that he blamed the judgement of his wife.

			He can’t criticise her judgement too much, Andrew says. She married him, after all, didn’t she?

			To which Emma gives a polite laugh.

			Andrew doesn’t like the way in which Emma talks about this man, this John Hamilton Browne, as if she wants Andrew to think that she’s less interested in him than she patently is. Perhaps it is the prospect of the sale that roused her attention. Not even Emma is free from the mercurial allure of wealth.

			I think I saw the family checking in yesterday, Andrew says. Quite a coincidence, don’t you think? To find them here?

			Our world is very small.

			I suppose that’s true, he concedes, finding the need to shift the subject. I’m forever encountering my patients wherever I go. Sometimes, I wonder if they follow me about.

			It must be awkward – knowing so much about them when they know so little about you.

			I tend to prefer it that way.

			Below them, the two children look as lively as otters. They laugh and descend underwater, apparently oblivious to being observed. Andrew sees that the girl has left the goggles at the edge of the pool. They look like a little blue fish, lying there, glistening and dead.

			It will be nice for Julian to have a friend, he says.

			When I bumped into John at breakfast this morning, Emma says, I suggested it might be a good idea – to get all the children to connect. But it seems those two have found each other anyway.

			Unless the father already spoke to the girl.

			Yes, Emma says. Although she strikes me as someone who only does what she wants.

			Doesn’t she?

			When their cocktails arrive, they clink glasses and meet each other’s gaze for luck.

			To our holiday, he says.

			Our holiday.

			I think we can agree that we’ve all got off to a good start?

		

	
		
			The honeymoon suite with the sea view

			Emma, uMhlanga Rocks

			Emma chose this particular hotel because it was where she had her final holiday with her father before his death. It was one of the happiest weeks she could remember, in spite of Jennifer’s story about Emma coughing up the oyster. They had stayed at that hotel several times before and Emma’s father usually booked a family unit at the back, but on that last holiday they were upgraded to a room with a view of the sea. Each morning, Emma woke in the morning light, which was striped like a tropical fish, slid back the shutters and stepped onto the balcony. The lighthouse stood there like an ancient totem, a lightning rod connecting earth and heaven, a place where a small girl could commune with the gods.

			Emma was given to secret praying as a child. One night on that holiday she woke to find a man-sized angel sitting at the edge of her bed. He had thick, chunky calves and large wings packed with feathers like the flesh of a fish. He seemed to be examining an injured left foot. Emma watched him for a long time, waiting for him to turn and look at her, or do something else to acknowledge her presence, but eventually she closed her eyes and feel back asleep. In the morning, the angel was gone, but Emma could still find the slight indent that he had left on the duvet.

			Later, she came to believe that the angel had come down from the spirit world in order to summon her father home. Or perhaps the angel was his spirit. Perhaps our spirit angel flies into the next world before the body has died, and the body only dies because the spirit angel has abandoned it.

			Since that holiday, the hotel has been renovated – and when they first arrive in the hotel minibus, Emma barely recognises it. Where before there was a modest gate and a long driveway enclosed with rhododendrons and coastal bush, there is now a glaring fountain of leaping dolphins and guards wearing crisp white uniforms and fawn-coloured pith helmets. When the guards see the vehicle approaching, they raise the boom and give a snappy salute, as if the family are dignitaries from a foreign land.

			I hope they haven’t ruined the place, says Jennifer as they are dropped off at the wood and glass doors revolving at the main entrance.

			Why don’t you take Julian to see the lighthouse while I check in? Emma suggests.

			Good idea. I’ll order us a gin and tonic.

			But the desk at Reception remains more or less as Emma last left it. It has the same mosaic along one wall depicting sinuous, bright seaweed, gaudy clouds of fish and the stunted, grey octopus emerging diffidently from a winding palace of salmon-pink coral. Emma’s mother, who knew everything there was to know about octopi, once assured the young Emma that no such creature existed in that ocean or anywhere else. Emma was extremely pleased to hear this.

			On an impulse, Emma decides to give Jennifer and Andrew the honeymoon suite with the sea view that she had booked for herself and Julian – and she takes for them the smaller room in the back garden. She knows Jennifer will feel jilted if she and Andrew are given the cheaper room, especially since Emma is paying for every­thing. Now that Emma is finally free from Jonathan, she would like one week of serenity, which means that Jennifer will have to get what she wants. And in the small hours of the morning, who knows? Maybe the spirit angel would come again to examine his injured foot at the edge of Emma’s bed.

			Needless to say, back then Emma never mentioned the angel to anyone. She knew that her sister would laugh and say she had made him up, and that her parents, who were both scientists, would tell her that angels do not exist. Yet if the old octopus was still up there in his mosaic, perhaps the angel was in the air too. Perhaps he would be able to keep them protected and safe, as angels are supposed to do.

			In Emma’s experience, if she can get through the first day of a holiday with Julian unscathed, their prospects of remaining accident-free are pretty much secure. The first day is always full of unfamiliar hazards: steps that Julian doesn’t know are there, doors and windows that can pinch his fingers, black rocks bristling with mussel shells that he hasn’t yet learned how to navigate. On a previous holiday in Southbroom – it turned out to be the last holiday they would have with Jonathan – Julian was knocked off the wall of a tidal pool by a wave within an hour of arriving on the beach. The one side of his body was grazed so badly that for the rest of the holiday he didn’t want to go anywhere near the beach, let alone the sea. He spent the rest of the holiday indoors, behind a book, while Emma and Jennifer went down to the lagoon and their husbands nosed their way around the golf course, looking for their lost balls.

			Two glasses of complimentary champagne later, a uniformed man leads Emma and Julian along the path to their room. Emma wonders what he might look like with a pair of wings and his pith helmet intact. The image would immediately become political, a comment on colonialism, and there were more than enough ­people commenting on the legacies of colonialism these days. If Emma were to render him in bronze, he would have to lay his pith helmet aside and become an ordinary man again.

			Do you think there are shark nets, Mom?

			I imagine so – yes.

			And lifeguards on the beach?

			I’m sure there are.

			If there are, maybe I’ll swim in the actual sea.

			The wingless man lets them in with his plastic key card and switches on the ceiling fan, which wobbles dangerously into life. There is a large double bed at the centre of the room that Emma and Julian will have to share. The room smells of rosemary and freshly laundered sheets, and all over the bed and scattered across the floor are blood-coloured rose petals. It is a scene intended more for newlyweds than for a recently divorced mother and her son, but Julian seems to take to the room at once: as he runs towards the bed, the fan stirs the petals like dark snow.
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			On their second night, Emma learns that John Hamilton Browne has followed them down to the hotel. Not long after Julian has fallen into that solemn and abandoned sleep particular to boys on beach holidays, she receives a message saying that he is outside, waiting. She finds him standing under the huge ficus tree, his presence betrayed by the light of his cigarette.

			John – is that honestly you?

			Sorry, but I had to see you again.

			This is basically stalking.

			I know. It’s unforgivable.

			He is wearing long, grey shorts, a black T-shirt with a green crocodile snapping on its pocket and navy-blue espadrilles – looking like a man who has already been on holiday for a fortnight. This is one of the things Emma likes about him: he always seems amused, at leisure, as if he has all the time in the world. It’s no doubt one of the reasons he is so popular with his patients. He might be about to cut open their hearts, but he makes it seem like such a casual and everyday matter.

			Emma’s first meeting with John Hamilton Browne – he is rarely merely John – was initiated by Grant Smuts when Smutty got wind of Emma’s imminent divorce. Having no intention of seducing Emma himself, he must have thought he could substitute himself with his friend. At first, she wasn’t at all interested in this shining, self-satisfied man and she asked Smutty why she would want to substitute a Jonathan with a John.

			Where the hell is your family? she asks.

			Oh – I brought them along.

			Christ.

			They needed a holiday – and this is a very fine hotel.

			Emma shakes her head in the darkness. She has seen John’s family before: the athletic-looking wife and their three perfectly symmetrical children. At her last opening, Smutty had pointed them out as if to say, You see what you’re up against?

			What exactly were you expecting?

			I was expecting to see you again.

			What for? I’m only away for a week.

			I have to leave Cynthia. I have to be with you.

			That’s completely insane.

			I know – isn’t it?

			John Hamilton Browne is not a man who is used to taking no for an answer. In spite of Cynthia’s ostensible opposition – or maybe because of it – he had already paid for those two sculptures from Emma’s exhibition – a pair of fine-boned, androgynous angels, one edition of which Smutty had placed on the deck adjoining the floating bedroom of his glass house.

			I’m sorry, John, but this is impossible.

			Don’t worry, I don’t want anything from you.

			You want everything from me. That is exactly the problem.

			He steps forward and takes her hand and she feels an immediate jolt of desire that she tries to suppress.

			What are we going to do? she asks.

			We can pretend we barely know each other, and then we can strike up a friendship at the hotel.

			I’m here with my sister and her husband.

			All the better. They can be our disguise.

			I’m also here with my son.

			How old is he?

			Eleven.

			I’ll tell Clarissa to be nice to him.

			Is that your middle child?

			The oldest one. She’s always trying to get away from her siblings. She can find refuge in your son. It’s Julian, isn’t it?

			Emma feels a moment of panic. The truth is, John wouldn’t have come all this way had she not given some encouragement. Their most recent encounter was at a private reception in one of Smutty’s glass boxes. It was an event designed to give the gallery’s more attention-seeking collectors an opportunity to engage more closely with the artist herself. It was a dreadful, male-dominated affair in which the men soon started to ignore their wives – and Emma, as it turned out – as they became increasingly competitive and drunk. When Emma managed to escape the room and step into the night, John joined her and she turned and kissed him very urgently on the mouth. She’s not sure why she kissed him like that – with such a demonstration of desire. Perhaps it was because she really had started to desire him. Since then, they have exchanged some messages and agreed to meet ‘one-on-one’ as soon as she’s back from uMhlanga Rocks, but it seems John hasn’t been able to find the fortitude to wait.

			I was hoping for some peace and quiet.

			And that’s what you’ll get. The last thing I want is to ruin your holiday.

			I think you’ve already done that.
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			Only at dinner the next day does she see John again. This time, he is surrounded by his whole family, all of them dressed in shades of blue and white. The older daughter – whom Emma recognised earlier that afternoon at the swimming pool – waves at Julian while John does his best not to notice them.

			That girl is waving at you, Emma says unnecessarily.

			Her name is Clarissa, but she prefers people to call her Clare.

			How lovely.

			Only now does John look at her. He smiles using all his teeth as he pours wine for his wife. Emma turns away before the bastard is tempted to wink.
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			The family present themselves the following morning in the window of a French patisserie. The interior is filled with fluorescent light and the whole family is drinking tall glasses of freshly squeezed orange juice. Even the bees know better than to bother them and walk up and down the window instead.

			Those are French bees, not African bees, Emma tells Julian as they enter the shop. Don’t worry – they won’t sting you.

			Do they carry germs?

			Bees are not like flies, Boo. They’re extremely clean.

			In the reflected glass, Emma sees John murmuring something to his older daughter, who slips away from her family and comes to stand right next to Julian at the counter. She leans into him in a way that startles Emma, and when she turns to look directly at John he is fixing her with a predatory grin as if to say, I have handed my daughter over to your son, what will you give me in return?

			I want an almond croissant, Julian says.

			With pleasure. But aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?
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			The two children become so grafted together in the days that follow that Julian seems to disappear entirely into the girl. They find each other every morning at breakfast and slip back into each other as if everywhere else they have been before that moment has been a dream, and this moment of arrival, this inevitable connection, is the only clear reality. Emma has never seen Julian as absolute as this with someone else before. She is the only person who has ever provided him with that kind of sanctuary. Even with Jennifer there has always been some small branch of him out there, testing the air, finding its way towards an alternative source of air or light.

			The two children soon find excellent reasons to elude the adults – reasons no parent could object to. They want to play tennis, collect shells, practise their French. Initially, Emma manages to be pleased for her son. He seems so ignited, so alive. Isn’t this what she has always said she wanted for him? For him to find a girl companion to go off with so that he no longer felt the need to cleave to her? He has always been one of those children who hides amongst the adults, especially when there are older children about. Older children have always frightened him and he has never been able to make himself visible to them, let alone been able to participate. Even if Emma was the one who initiated this relationship, this is the first time an older child has really paid proper attention to Julian. The girl can’t possibly be faking it to please her father: she is the kind of kid who doesn’t seem to fake anything.

			But after a few days, Emma grows more concerned for Julian. When he’s not with Clarissa, he is agitated and listless and impatient to get away. When he is with her, he is increasingly less like himself. He starts to adopt the girl’s confidence on subjects he knows nothing about, and Emma hears him criticising things that before he professed to like: his French teacher is lazy, their house in Johannesburg is falling apart and he doesn’t like his new gerbil, Princess Pickles, because she always bites. At odd moments, Emma will also catch him looking across the dinner table at Emma, Jennifer and Andrew as if finding them wanting. They are like country bumpkins under the crisp light of the Hamilton Brownes. Emma is too clumsy, Jennifer too drunk – and Andrew is probably not even worth thinking about.

			Emma knows that it is painful for Julian to feel like this, and think like this, but the momentum of the girl inside him is too strong. He and his clan are no match for the magnificent Hamilton Brownes. What makes it worse is that the Hamilton Brownes are nothing but lovely. They each behave impeccably as Emma knocks over the salt and Jennifer pours another glass of wine and Andrew nods at the conversation without listening, as if he is too dull to keep up.

			I’ve hardly seen you for days, Emma says one morning when she and Julian are lying together in the twittering morning light – the ceiling fan poised like a black wasp above them, preparing to launch into flight.

			You can see me right now, Julian says.

			He stretches and swings his legs off the bed, yawning like a little cat.

			By the time Emma finally got to bed the previous night, Julian was already deep in a comatose sleep. She had been sitting in the enclosed garden under the ficus tree with Jennifer and John, drinking chilled limoncello while her sister flirted with her potential lover. Interestingly, she had felt no inclination to intervene.

			During Emma’s marriage, Jennifer often used to flirt with Jonathan and Emma couldn’t help but feel hurt. Yet nothing ever happened between the two of them, and Emma came to realise that Jennifer had no intention of sleeping with Jonathan. All she was trying to do was provoke Emma, which meant that Emma never was provoked, which meant that Jennifer eventually lost interest.

			But the fact that Emma felt nothing the previous night also tells her something important about her feelings for John. It was a horrible thing to do – to let a married man with three young children flirt with her because his marriage had gone wrong. What was worse was that there was probably little actually wrong with John’s marriage. Emma had learned that Cynthia had once been a ballet dancer and that John had first seen her drifting like a water lily across some state-funded stage in Cape Town – or was it Bloemfontein? He had returned the following day, and the day after that, and within a month she had agreed to marry him. Since then – or so it seemed – Cynthia had performed her role with perfection, never once missing a step. Perhaps John was one of those men who didn’t believe himself to be fully alive if he wasn’t being, in some way, duplicitous.

			Well today Emma would end this mucky dance forever. After all, nothing more had happened since that first kiss – other than a second, half-successful kiss a day ago when John caught her alone on a sandbank during low tide at sea.

			You know what I mean, Emma says to Julian.

			You mean you don’t like Clare?

			I never said that.

			But you don’t like us hanging out?

			No – I’m very pleased you have a new friend.

			What is it then, Mom?

			I don’t know. I only mean I’m missing you.

			She feels bad as she says this, as if she’s drawing him back into a place he was finally getting away from – a place they were both getting away from. For some reason, she is reminded of the gerbil, Princess Pickles – which Jen gave to Julian for his most recent birthday. The only way to get the gerbil out of her cage is with food. You have to produce a peanut before she will make herself available to be stroked. And Julian was right, so far she hadn’t been a very successful pet. Even when there was a perfectly good peanut on your palm, she would often bite your hand anyway and scuttle back to the safety of her cage.

			I only have three days left with her, Julian says, falling back into the pillows. I have the rest of my childhood with you.

			She wants to smile at this, but she restrains herself. Since he was able to speak, they have been discussing his ‘childhood’ as if it were some separate entity they both had to preserve. Jennifer claimed that childhood was nothing more than a middle-class Victorian construct, a bolt-hole for Oliver Twist, a haven from artful dodgers and pickpockets. To which Emma responded, And what’s so wrong with that?

			Like I say, she says, I’m happy you have such a nice new friend. She’s pretty too, isn’t she?

			You think?

			Yes – she reminds me of Cinderella.

			She has a much nicer life than Cinderella, he says.

			Perhaps, my darling – but then so do you.

			He manoeuvres his body so that he fits more neatly under her arm, his cheek like warm velvet against her collarbone. Again, she is reminded of a small cat, trusting and absolute – yet still he lacks the final independence of a cat.

			I’ll tell you a secret about girls, she says.

			Okay?

			They will respect you much more if you don’t need them too much.

			She’s just a friend, Julian protests.

			All the same.

			Andrew has already reported that he saw the two children kissing in the bushes behind the tennis court, and Emma later saw them kissing again in the library that afternoon – although she withdrew and called out Julian’s name to give them time to recover themselves. Last night before dinner, the adults had laughed at this latest development. John called it harmless, Cynthia said that Clarissa had never had a proper boyfriend before and Andrew suggested that all they were doing was rehearsing for the relationships that were yet to come. Only Jennifer remained silent. Emma already knew her sister didn’t like the girl. The only member of the Hamilton Brownes Jennifer seemed at all interested in was John.

			I suppose you’ll be able to see Clare up in Johannesburg, Emma says.

			It won’t be the same.

			Why not?

			She’ll be with her other friends. They’ll laugh at her – for being friends with a boy so much younger than herself.

			I’m pretty sure she’s a girl who knows her own mind. If she wants to see you, she’ll find a way to do it.

			I’m not dumb, Mom. I know how the world works.

			She lets this idea settle in him, not wanting to disrupt it. The fact is, she would prefer the children to lose touch if only because it will make it easier to remain separate from John. She can’t bear the idea that they have been pawning the children off on each other like this: it was only a matter of time before someone got hurt.

			Anyway, she says, as you say, you’re on holiday. You must enjoy yourself while it lasts.

			Thanks, Mom.

			I love you very much, Boo. I hope you know that.

			I do.

			He swings himself off the bed again and pads towards the bathroom to pee. He doesn’t tell her that he loves her back: he doesn’t need to.
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			It is on that afternoon that Julian swims for the first time in the actual sea. Emma watches from the beach as Clarissa runs down to the shore and dives into a breaking wave – with Julian coming in just in time right after her. A few days ago, Julian’s body was like a pale-blue question mark, but now he looks like any other kid on the beach, as dark-skinned as he was on the day he was born.

			When they emerge on the other side of the shore break, Julian is already laughing. He seems surprised to find that he can stand and that there is no current pulling him towards the winking red buoys that mark the position of the shark nets. He flicks his thick hair, his smile wide, his laughter barely audible above the sound of the sea.

			Emma waves across at them and the two children wave back – and at that moment, and in spite of all her earlier reservations, Emma loves this girl, who has achieved more for Julian in the last few days than a whole lifetime of holidays.

			Andrew is observing the scene alongside her and John is sitting further off, placing shells on a sandcastle with his son. The middle child, Elizabeth, is digging a moat around the castle and filling a yellow bucket with the excess sand with that single-mindedness particular to children. When the bucket is as full as she can make it, she trots down to the edge of the water and flings the sand towards the sea – and for a moment the sand hangs in the air like a small, golden cloud, shaped exactly like an angel.

			I hope they don’t go out too far, Emma says.

			By now the children are closer to the back line, where the sea is a deeper blue. There are two surfers on the other side of the waves, balanced on their boards, watching the water rising to meet them. There seems to be a strange music underneath everything today, a music that is waiting for the right moment to announce itself. It makes Emma nervous: this arrival of the sand angel, this intuition of some more fundamental reality pushing up from under the surface of everything.

			Would you like me to swim out there? Andrew asks. I could keep an eye on them.

			She looks at him and smiles. She knows that if there is a real angel anywhere on this beach, it is this heavy-limbed man sitting here, watching over her, quietly comprehending everything.

			I wouldn’t want Julian to think we’re trying to rescue him, she says.

			He won’t.

			Andrew stands and walks down to the waves, looking like someone who is demonstrating a rescue operation rather than performing one. Emma is able to watch his movements under the pretext of watching her boy at sea. He has the body of the Belgian soldier Rodin sculpted at the beginning of his career for the Salon, which a newspaper critic claimed must have been cast from an actual human body, so animated and perfectly proportioned it seemed. Andrew must know that Emma is watching him as he plunges into a broken wave and emerges from the foam already swimming – and she finds she wants him to know this.

			He’s a good swimmer, that brother-in-law of yours, John says, settling himself in the very indent where Andrew just sat.

			John’s children are absorbed in constructing an adjoining citadel now that the girl has completed the castle’s moat – and their father has slipped away from their fantasy land unregarded.

			Dear Andrew, Emma says, watching Andrew circumventing the children and swimming further out to sea. He’s prepared to be not only a lifeguard but a shark net too.

			That’s because the poor chap is completely in love with you.

			You think?

			I know it – and you know it too.

			Emma doesn’t feel the need to deny this, as she usually does. Right now, she likes the honesty and consistency of John, which are perhaps contradictory qualities for such a philanderer.

			By now the tide is coming in, and with every broken wave the creamy foam pulses closer and closer to the children’s citadel. The girl alerts the boy and they start to dig a deeper trench to protect their creation from the impending flood.

			Do you think Jennifer knows it too?

			That her husband is in love with you? Sure she does. Everyone knows. Cynthia even asked me if I thought the two of you were having an affair.

			She did? Emma laughs. What did you say to that?

			I said that without question you were.

			They smile together until the mood establishes itself as something more sombre. Emma has been looking for a way to end things with John, but as yet she hasn’t found the opportunity. Perhaps he has sensed this – and not allowed the opportunity to present itself.

			What about us? she asks.

			What about us?

			Do you think Cynthia suspects anything about – you and me?

			Of course not.

			For a while, they watch Andrew swimming crawl along a building wave, his head up like a proper open-sea swimmer – or like someone on the lookout for the fins of sharks. Emma can sense that Julian is feeling more relaxed now that Andrew is there, even though the two children haven’t openly acknowledged him.

			Emma – all I’m asking for is one afternoon alone with you.

			Emma laughs at this.

			One afternoon? Will that suffice?

			That isn’t what I mean. You see – I have this theory that you can only know a person once you’ve made love to them. And that’s what I want. I want you to know me.

			In the Elizabethan sense?

			John remains silent. Perhaps he is not familiar with the phrase. Perhaps he is actually being genuine – philanderer that he is.

			I believe that if you get to know me as I really am, you will understand what it is we have to do.

			Which is what? Ruin the lives of your children?

			It won’t ruin my children. My children are absolutely fine.

			He says this with a protective edge that seems to imply that Emma’s child is not. Emma’s child needs to be rescued by a man who is secretly in love with her, while John’s child is already in full control of the workings of the sea.

			As they watch Andrew turning to catch the wave, it is clear to her that he is showing off, but there is something so sweet about this that she can’t but warm to him. She knows that John would never be able to make such an open gesture. John would never try to catch a wave to impress her – he would only ever catch one to impress himself.

			What do we say to the others? Emma asks, interested to hear his plan for them, even as she knows she is no longer interested in going through with it. Do we tell them that we’d like the afternoon alone and that we’d like to be left in peace? How long do we need? One hour? Two?

			I thought I could send them off to the aquarium.

			The aquarium?

			Or perhaps on a long hike.

			A hike?

			He glances across at her, looking unnerved by her irreverent tone.

			So we’ll send them on a long hike, but tell them we don’t want to come? Won’t that seem a bit obvious?

			I’m sure Jennifer will also stay behind, he says.

			Because she sleeps through every afternoon.

			Exactly.

			Which is when Emma decides on the method of her escape.

		

	
		
			A hockey player with thick, dark hair

			Jennifer, uMhlanga Rocks

			The main thing Jennifer likes about her holiday is her room with the sea view. In the afternoons, at about three o’clock, she will wake from her slumber and order a neat plate of cucumber sandwiches and a pot of coffee, which comes in a pretty silver plunger with white chocolate and cranberry biscotti arranged around it. The bed is deep and luxurious and without judgement. She feels like Leda, lying there, floating high above the water, carried away in the soft white breast of a swan. From her bed, she can see the balcony through the shutters, which lies in shadow in the afternoons, and the lighthouse standing not far beyond it, glowing lemony and rose-coloured in the Italianate light.

			What she likes less about the holiday is all the people around her. In particular, the dreadful Hamilton Brownes. The wife has clearly never read a book with any more text in it than Vogue and the three children have been presenting themselves as so perfect that all they have managed to achieve is being superior and fake. The husband has more potential, but he has been making himself completely ridiculous over Emma. As usual, Andrew has been looking straight through Jennifer, as if she is little more than an aspect of his internal life that he would prefer to forget. The only person who has been making any attempt to be nice to her is Emma, but not even Emma can manage to listen to the ends of her sentences.

			All of this would mean almost nothing were she at least closer to Julian, but it turns out that Julian has never actually cared about her at all. The older girl has completely transformed him. Perhaps into the boy he always was. On the rare occasions he has looked at her, it has been with the same satirical expression he’s learned from the girl, as if Jennifer is worthy only of mockery. Never before has Jennifer – a married woman surrounded by people whose marriages are either over or busy imploding – felt more like a spinster, a horrific word fit only for spiders.

			Her hotel room is the only place where she doesn’t feel alone. This room, with its shades of cream and lavender and honey-­coloured light, was clearly designed for people with higher aspirations than herself. Here she can experience some of the care and consideration that was intended for them. And yes – thought by thought, sentence by sentence, she can begin to plot her revenge. It will come in the form of the novel that Emma and Andrew have always believed her incapable of completing. Sometimes, in her more dramatic moments, she sees her book as a suicide note. At others, during even more dramatic moments, she envisages it as a ‘life note’, as a final missive that will enable her to free herself from the lot of them for good.
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			At the end of the week, the rest of the family leaves for the Sharks Board – or is it the aquarium? Either way, Jennifer withdraws to her room and her little book of hate. She has always loathed everything to do with fish. When she was a girl, she had to kill them for her father, she had to hold their hard, little bodies against a rock and beat them repeatedly over the head – and later she was expected to eat them. Perhaps one of these days she will tell Emma the truth about the oyster incident: that it was Jennifer who coughed up the oyster on the veranda downstairs, not Emma, and that it was Jennifer who was reprimanded because of it – and not by their father. Emma can’t recall the incident because she actually loved those oysters and ate every single one of them. Nor can she remember her mother’s rage because, as usual, her mother’s rage was directed at Jennifer – who absorbed that rage like a tonsil, gathering poison.

			Jennifer?

			It is Emma. Perhaps the Sharks Board was closed for the day – or it’s been boarded up. Jennifer waits for her to give up and go away.

			Jen – are you awake?

			But when Emma wants something, she never gives up and goes away.

			It’s me, Emma says. Please open the door.

			Come in. It isn’t locked.

			Emma enters as if half-expecting to find someone in the room with her.

			I’m sorry to disturb. Were you asleep?

			Jennifer had the time to slip her notebook under her pillow before Emma entered. Didn’t Philip Larkin say somewhere that English poetry only had potency when it was considered something shameful and had to be hidden under a cushion whenever anyone entered the room?

			I was reading, Jennifer says, realising as she says this that all of the books in the room are out of reach.

			Right.

			Emma – not seeming to register the untruth – settles herself on the edge of the bed. This is a scene straight out of their childhood: the younger sister coming into the older sister’s room with that air of secrecy, of conspiracy, that she only adopted when she needed Jennifer’s help. In those final months, when the two sisters were still living in the same house, it often involved a boy at school. Although Emma usually had at least one or two boys on the go while Jennifer had none, Emma tended to take her sister’s advice, apparently valuing age over experience.

			Where are the others? Jennifer asks.

			The Sharks Board.

			You mean you didn’t go?

			Only Andrew and Cynthia went.

			Alone?

			They took the younger children.

			And the older children?

			Are down at the pool.

			From her balcony, Jennifer has a good view of the swimming pool. She has been watching Julian and Clarissa all week. Julian knows her room is up there. On the first day, when they still liked each other, he even came to check it out. But not once has he looked up at her. She sits there and smokes and listens to their laughter, and when she’s done she withdraws with a flick of what’s left of her cigarette.

			So where is John?

			From the way Emma looks at her, she understands everything. The reason for the Sharks Board visit, the reason for Emma’s journey to this room. The two have a rendezvous and Emma is here for encouragement.

			He is about to meet me in my room.

			Emma says this even though they both know that Jennifer has understood everything. Emma has always been more than a little afraid of Jennifer’s cleverness. It runs ahead of them like a dog trailing a scent, discovering things about Emma long before even Emma is aware of them. Like Emma’s pregnancy – and, more recently, her divorce.

			What are you doing here? Jennifer asks.

			I need your help.

			Jennifer returns her gaze with an expression of distantly approaching concern. Surely this is something you can do yourself? she says, finding time for a joke.

			That’s the thing – I’m not sure I can go through with it.

			You’re saying you’re feeling bad about sleeping with a man who has a wife and kids?

			Well – yes.

			Is this something you want to do?

			No – not really.

			Then go down there and tell him that.

			Emma’s next look makes her understand the second thing, the thing that really brought Emma up to Jennifer’s room, even if Emma herself doesn’t yet know it.

			You want me to get rid of him, Jennifer says – not trying to turn this into a question.

			I don’t know what I want. I’m afraid if I go there, I’ll just – give in.

			Jennifer lets her wait. She likes to draw her sister out. It’s another one of their games. There is no enjoyment to be had if Jennifer too easily relents.

			Tell me something, have you two slept together yet?

			Emma looks scandalised.

			Of course not!

			But you knew him from before this holiday?

			We’ve been seeing each other, sort of. We’ve only ever kissed.

			It really is as if they’re teenagers again – Emma the girl with all the options and Jennifer the maiden aunt.

			What exactly would you like me to do?

			I need you to help me get out of this.

			How, exactly?

			Maybe you could go to my room and wait for him.

			And?

			Tell him that you know all about us and that it can’t continue. If he sees himself through your eyes, he’ll leave me in peace.

			So you want me to do your dirty work.

			If that’s how you want to put it, I suppose so – yes.

			That’s what it is, Jennifer says. No matter how we want to put it.
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			After their father’s death and before Emma’s mother sent Jennifer into exile from her home, there was a boy that both girls liked, a hockey player with thick, dark hair. He was not at first sight a particularly good-looking boy. He was slightly scraggy, his legs were bandy and his ears stuck out, but he was full of mischief and when he laughed the whole world stopped. Jennifer was the first to notice him, but when she mentioned him to Emma she piqued Emma’s interest too, and within a week Emma and the boy were inseparable. Emma has been trying to make up for this act of theft ever since. She gave her Andrew and then Julian – and now she’s giving her John.

			Of course, Emma may not have intended to give her John, but she won’t be surprised when she learns that it happened. That John will refuse Jennifer is not something Jennifer considers. She knows all she needs to know about the man. He has been prepared enough to meet her gaze.

			As she takes the glass lift to the ground floor, Emma’s plastic key card in her pocket, she decides that if all goes well she’ll include John Hamilton Browne in her book of hate. Surely he deserves it. The married man entering the room and expecting to find another woman, but deciding to fuck the half-sister instead.

		

	
		
			A good bottle of pinot noir

			Jennifer, Johannesburg

			He lies there like a large, wax doll. She can see the smaller boy inside him still, the lips pouting slightly like he’s just been kissed, the eyelids a pale rose-blue. His body looks so slight under the sheet that it barely seems to be there at all. Only the feet are oversized, the plastered left leg suspended at an angle as if he’s just kicked a ball, and the plastered right foot forming a little burial mound under the sheet. She thinks of the Greek boy whose name means ‘swollen foot’ – and that Julian has come to resemble one of his mother’s sculptures, made half of plaster, half of wax, as if what lies here is only temporary and the artist is soon to pour molten bronze all the way through him.

			Now that the nurse has cropped his dark-purple hair, he looks, ironically, more feminine, like some gamine girl. His hands lie unhappily at his sides, the fingers too thin and the rest of the hand too puffy. She picks up his left hand and holds it for a while, as she did in the school garden barely two weeks ago, but this time it feels less like a gesture of affection or control and more like an experiment to test the life in him.

			Will you wait here?

			Absolutely, Andrew says.

			Andrew is standing behind her between a yellow urine bag and another bag the colour of watered-down pinot noir. He has a blasted look on his face and doesn’t seem to know where to place himself. Jonathan was in the ward earlier and the two men went for a coffee in the canteen downstairs. When Jennifer came to find them, she saw Jonathan holding an uneaten pork pie in one hand and sobbing as if some vital mechanism within him had broken apart. Andrew was looking around protectively, ready to attack anyone who came to interfere with a father’s grief. Jennifer had never believed Jonathan capable of such a demonstration and she withdrew before Andrew noticed her – feeling sly and haggard, just like a murderer.

			When Andrew found her at the ICU an hour later, Jonathan was no longer with him and neither of them mentioned him again.

			What will you tell Emma? Andrew asks.

			The truth.

			Andrew nods and sits on the chair Jonathan occupied earlier, poised like a man in a doctor’s waiting room, expecting at any moment to be called through. Were a magazine available, he might have picked it up, but there is nothing for him to do but remain there until he is replaced by someone else.
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			The night outside feels like an immense cave with humanity no more than a puddle gleaming in the dregs of it. As Jennifer lights a cigarette and heads towards the car, she feels invisible in this towering night. Yet her feelings are of no significance, and when the little light that is Julian finally goes out, she knows it will pass unnoticed. The whole of humanity is nothing but a few flakes of gold that, if sifted and gathered together, might form no more than a single nugget. One golden pea. Next to nothing when dropped into an unfathomable universe.

			The road towards Emma’s house, with its rows of starved plane trees, feels even more desolate now that she knows Julian will never pass through here again. Jennifer had such expectations when Julian was born – for the boy, for herself, for their family, for their long lives together. But Jennifer ruined all of that – as she has always ruined everything. She keeps thinking of the berry of blood that dropped out of Julian in the rose garden. It was the moment she drew blood. It was the moment this whole nightmare started. Or did it start earlier than that? Did it start when she seduced John Hamilton Browne? Because, if she is honest, there was a moment in that hotel room when John hesitated. He looked around as if half-expecting some prank, perhaps imagining that the whole family might burst out from behind the curtains and shout, Surprise! But then it became clear that there was only Jennifer and himself in the room, and that Jennifer was making herself available in a way that her sister could not.

			Even the daughter walking in on them some minutes later was down to Jennifer. She hadn’t bolted the door from the inside as she’d said she had. Andrew would have told her that she didn’t lock the door because – on some level and even as she was deceiving everyone – she wanted to be caught.

			But was Jennifer also responsible for the accident the following day? Did John ask his daughter to sit next to him in the front because he was trying to make it up to her – and show her that, in spite of what she’d witnessed, she was still precious to him? Was John so intent on making things right with his family that he hadn’t been concentrating properly on the road? Perhaps he hadn’t slept the night before, or perhaps he had been arguing with his wife, and that was why he had been too distracted to register the approaching thunder of the truck? How much of all this death and destruction was due to Jennifer? How much blame could a single person take?
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			Emma’s car is parked at an unusual angle in front of the crooked white house. The interior light of her car is still on because Emma didn’t close the door properly. This is typical. Even under normal circumstances, and in one of the most violent cities in the world, Emma will forget to lock a single lock – and the red door could sometimes be nudged open at the merest suggestion from Jennifer’s foot.

			All the windows of the house are dark. Emma would have gone straight up to the studio at the back – the room Emma has been living in for the last several days, surviving off tea and snacks in between her pilgrimages to the hospital. If Jennifer hadn’t been supplying her with crackers and thin slices of cheese, Emma might not have eaten anything at all.

			Emma is sitting very still on one of the old armchairs from the sitting room of the Grahamstown house. The chair has a sheet draped over it that is stained with years of clay and oil paint. Emma is wearing the same cotton dress she had on yesterday and her arms are hanging uselessly at her sides. She might have sat down only a moment earlier or she might have been sitting like that for hours. There is also an insistent scuffling in the room and it takes Jennifer another heartbeat to identify the cause: it’s that underhand little hamster, riffling through a bowl full of seeds and nuts amongst the rank sawdust of its cage.

			All around the room are half-formed figures wrapped in wet bandages and strips of plastic, giving the room a claustrophobic basement smell. Emma has always surrounded herself with an army like this, a whole host of imaginary angels, as if her own presence in the world is not enough. When Julian was born, it still wasn’t enough – and he merely became another part of her entourage. And now what has Emma been left with? A room full of maimed creatures – monstrous, blind and silently fumbling.

			Jennifer steps into the coldness of the room, the glass door of which has been left open. In Johannesburg, even the air can feel dangerous.

			Emma, darling?

			Emma stands like someone caught doing something incriminating, but she makes no move towards her. She is looking thinner than she has been since her student days in London, almost as if a child never passed through her womb.

			They said you’d gone home, Jennifer says, almost testily.

			She comes forward and embraces her sister, attempting to get some sort of response out of her – but Emma stands there like a stranger in her own house, being hugged by someone she doesn’t know.

			I told Andrew to stay at the hospital, Jennifer adds. In case there are developments.

			She doesn’t know how to tell Emma what the nurse told her: that if there are still no improvements by the morning the doctors will suggest that the family withdraws the life support. Over the last days, they have been draining the excess fluid from Julian’s brain and waiting for the swelling to subside. They were hoping this would bring about some sort of change, but there has been no change. The machines are still doing most of the breathing for him and his motor responses – like his gagging and pupil reflexes – are either delayed or non-existent.

			Jennifer moves towards the cupboard where Emma stores the drink. Whenever Jennifer comes to the house for a glass or two of wine, she will bring along a good bottle of pinot noir: Emma has never had any idea about wine.

			The gay nurse was there tonight.

			Oh yes?

			It was the gay nurse who overheard the doctors talking about the machines. Jennifer doesn’t know for a fact that he’s gay, but he seemed too intuitive, too caring, to fit Jennifer’s conception of a heterosexual man.

			He said we should pray together. You want to know what he said? He said that even the machines come from God.

			Jennifer liked that idea: that the machines come from God. But if that is true, then everything else also comes from God: the chapel tower Julian fell from, the tarmac that cracked his head like a ­butternut – and the treacherous, smiling aunt who sent him up there in the first place.

			Did you pray together?

			We did, she lies.

			She sat there with her head bowed like Hamlet’s uncle, going through the motions while her words flew up like messenger pigeons, but with no notes attached to their leathery little legs.

			But you don’t believe in God.

			The nurse did, Jennifer smiles, and at the time that seemed enough.

			At least, she thinks she smiles. She has no idea of who she is right now or how she might be coming across. It is fortunate that Emma is so mesmerised by her own horror that she hasn’t been able to see the villain smiling before her, and the guilt clearly manifest in her every word and gesture.

			She takes out a bottle of pinot noir, blows the dust out of the glasses and pours a glass for each of them – giving herself slightly more because she knows Emma will barely taste hers.

			Have you eaten?

			I had a pork pie.

			They should be eating bread with this wine, Jennifer thinks. They should be performing the last rites, eating Julian’s body and drinking his blood, which has been shed for the forgiveness of their sins. They should be doing this in remembrance of him.

			When I’m gone, Jennifer says, I hope you’ll get some rest.

			I can sleep on the daybed.

			Jennifer swallows more wine. Maybe she shouldn’t tell Emma what the nurse overheard. What if the nurse misheard? What if the doctors were actually discussing another patient? If Jennifer were kind, she would leave Emma in peace – but she has been thinking about this particular wine since leaving the hospital and she wants to drink all of it before she goes.

			He looks like a little boy again, Jennifer says, now they’ve cut off all his hair. Just like he was on that holiday when we went to uMhlanga Rocks. You remember those goggles I gave him? He never wanted to take them off.

			The ghost of John Hamilton Browne now enters the room: he has a dead child standing with him too, another dead child with an unlived life lying ahead of her. Soon Julian will be joining them. They will form a macabre trilogy, accompanying Jennifer wherever she goes. Shakespeare was right. Our sins travel with us in the form of ghosts. They are the embodiments of our guilt, staring pearl-eyed back at us.

			I didn’t like the angle of his foot, Emma says. The way it was turned in on itself, like those beggars at the traffic lights, pretending to be spastic.

			There is a coarseness running through her sister that Jennifer recognises as coming from her. Is it possible that Julian’s accident has finally switched their roles? Jennifer will grow more peaceable and Emma will inherit her sister’s violence. Jennifer has no idea what it must be like to be on the receiving end of her violence. Andrew and Emma would know about it. Julian would too. Bandage the knife, she remembers reading outside an art gallery recently, not the wound.

			Do you think a part of him knows he’s dying? Emma asks.

			Jennifer turns away so that Emma can’t see the knowledge burning inside her. Perhaps this is her opportunity to confess her guilt – and tell her sister everything she is, everything she has done. The wine tastes like confession, it might loosen her tongue. Julian’s watery blood fills her mouth – only it is sweet and without the chastening aftertaste of salt. Were she to open her mouth to speak, however, it would be with a forked tongue, slick with blood. She has always spoken with this double voice. She doesn’t know when it started, or why. Perhaps she was born with this helix running through her DNA, this evil pairing, where every gesture towards life has death inside it, and every vow betrayal behind it. She remembers her student days, when Andrew taught them about Thanatos, the death drive, which runs through our lives alongside Eros, the drive towards life. Jennifer has always wanted to return the organic back to its original, inorganic state. Life on earth seemed far more manageable that way.

			You’ve always been so good to me, Emma says, perhaps absorbing some of the atmosphere of Jennifer’s remorse. I should have thanked you more.

			There is a mirror on the far wall of the studio that Jennifer keeps walking through. Perhaps Emma saw the reflection of Jennifer’s grief and misunderstood it – but Jennifer knows the tall, teetering woman is an impostor, appearing and reappearing in the mirror with what was once her face.

			She swallows more wine as if to numb her serpent’s tongue. Of course, it is also selfish to confess. To pass the burden of your guilt on to someone else. Only God, the all-powerful, could take it – that is, until He left and shut his door on His creation and drifted off to some less compromised universe.

			Julian can’t have asked for a more loving aunt.

			You know how much I’ve loved him, Jennifer says.

			But there is something about the taste of the wine on her tongue, and the sense of an impending ending, that again gives Jennifer the urge to confess. If tonight is the night when everything comes to a halt, then perhaps it is better to do it properly, to kill everything off now that the doctors have decided that Julian is dead.

			I failed him, Emma says.

			You have done your very best, Jennifer says, pouring more wine and immediately draining it.

			But that was never good enough, was it?

			It would be easy to leave Emma to blame herself, it would be too easy. But Jennifer no longer deserves an easy life. If she is to live after this, every day must be an act of penance. If that means she will also have to lose her sister, then that is the price she will have to pay. Did she not lose her sister many years ago anyway? She has only ever loved with a divided heart to match her forked tongue, she has only ever left division in her wake.

			You know it’s all because of me, Emma continues. I’m the one who caused this. Just before he fell from that tower, we had a fight. He called me a lying bitch.

			I’m sorry.

			He blamed me for the death of Clarissa. He thought I’d slept with the girl’s father. He thought he’d seen me – with him in the bed.

			What did you tell him?

			I told him that it was you.

			In the past, Jennifer might have been angered by this, but now it comes as a relief – that some of the blame can fall on her, and in a way that has Emma’s consent. It is better that at the very end Julian saw Jennifer for the slyly coupling spider that she was.

			But I doubt he believed me, Emma continues. He probably thought it was just another lie. And that was the very last thing he said to me before he climbed that tower and decided to jump.

			I’m so sorry, Emma.

			I know.

			But we have no idea what happened – or what Julian was thinking. We have no idea whether he fell or decided to jump. The girl who saw it happen – she said it was all a mistake. Now you’re saying it was intentional. But the truth is – it’s impossible to know. Haven’t we been told since Aristotle that we should be judged from our actions? That it is through our actions in the world that we define who we are? But how are we to know what an action is, or who a person is, if we don’t have access to their intentions? If someone performs a good deed, how do we know that their intentions were good? What if they were doing something good only to disguise their evil intent?

			Emma looks at her impatiently, no doubt not in the mood for one of her lectures. I have no idea, she says.

			The wine has already infected Jennifer, but she pours herself another glass.

			All I’m saying, she says, is – who knows what was really going on with Julian? Who says he had any intention of falling at all – let alone of killing himself?

			At least it hasn’t come to that, Emma says.

			I’m sorry, my darling, but I think it has.

			What does that mean?

			In the morning, the doctors are going to advise you to switch off the machines.

			So he can breathe by himself? So he can fight his way back?

			No, Emma. I think it’s time we accepted it. There will be no coming back.

			What are you saying?

			I’m saying we need to let Julian die in peace. 

		

	
		
			A flickering light

			Emma, Johannesburg

			Emma bursts through the red door and onto the waiting street, where there is nothing but a row of dead lamps and dying trees, and a flickering light at the crest of the hill, as if a silver star has fallen there and is guttering out, feeding off what’s left of someone else’s home.

			She runs towards the stuttering light, away from the dark house and her sister standing there, calling out her name.

			Emma!

			Emma!

			Emma!

			But she is a stone that has been dropped into a black river, which unravels before her and pulls her on. She passes the fallen star and descends the hill, into the waiting city. High above her stands a tower, sitting like a space rocket preparing to take off, blinking a slow, red light – and she runs towards it, hoping it might provide a chance of escape.

			Emma!

			Her sister’s voice is lost behind the hill and she leaves it there.

			The river takes her through houses and streets she’s never noticed, through trees that run like a serpent ribcage along the shore, and there is a great rush of water in her ears, inside her head, as if she is deep inside some black current pulling her right down to the core of the world. Her heart pounds like a big drum inside her chest, and everywhere she goes

			she leaves a wail behind her,

			a kind of howl that comes from some other place

			she is doing her best to leave behind.

			Emma.

			The river takes her under bridges, past shop windows where dresses wait for bodies to step into them, and shoes wait for feet to slip into them, and cameras wait for an eye to direct them back to life – but all that’s left of the city is this river running through it, this dry, deserted city that has never experienced an actual river before.

			Em-ma.

			A church arrives on a corner and its windows have been trashed and the door boarded up and above it the tower pulses where the bell used to be, but the river passes it, flowing slower and thicker as it approaches the sea. Here the buildings have grown blind and serious, and the dying trees have thinned out and been reduced to streetlamps that have each given up their light, and her legs are running heavily a few steps ahead of her in a world that stands empty and defunct.

			Ma.

			She stops.

			But only because the river stops.

			And it stops being a river.

			Ahead of her, there is only a barbed wire fence and an overgrown field rising beyond it, and she hangs on the fence like a piece of washing, flapping and gasping for what’s left of the air – but again, just over that broken horizon, another light starts up, and she bends herself a hole in the fence to pass through, her feet shoeless and apparently bleeding, but she no longer feels a thing.

			Mama.

			The light is growing as she ascends, and she wades through rubbish and blackjacks and over bits of concrete and a large tractor tyre to get at it, and when she arrives at the summit of the rubble mound, there is no smoking star, but a small flame inside a punched-out tin, and some men fixed around it for warmth.

			Ma. Ma.

			Above them, the tower stands like that rocket out of Tintin, and she remembers a boy who told his mother that before he died he aimed to read all the Tintin books in French.

			Amai.

			The men do not turn to look at her, for she is little more than the rumour of a woman, a phantom mother on her burial mound, so she drops back to circumvent their sacrificial area, their solemn gathering of bowed heads – and climbs through bushes flowering strips of paper, and past a burned-out bus with a bouquet of weeds inside its bonnet, and around an old Victorian toilet with plastic sheets tacked to a dimly illuminated window.

			From within, she hears a child’s voice, but she can’t dwell on that because she has arrived at a small field of piled-up sacks, of rounded bags of rubbish, and she is wondering how to find her way over them or around them when one of them moves and produces a hand that grapples for her ankle, and then she sees that this is not a rubbish dump, but a gathering of human bodies interlocked for warmth, or perhaps safety in numbers, and that they are all the world’s homeless and dispossessed, the men who have lost their wives, the mothers who have lost their children, the children who have lost all idea of home.

			Amai?

			She turns to find an apparition wearing a long, tattered coat, his snowy beard glimmering in the firelight, his eyes rheumy with age or drink.

			Muri kuitei pano?

			She puts a finger to her lips, not wanting to alert the crop of sleeping bodies, for if they wake and discover her, they might climb over each other to get at her, and she might be buried under the weight of them, pressed into some dark corner from which it will be impossible to return.

			Pano pane njodzi!

			All around them, the earth rumbles, and only now does she look up to see the concrete bridge, swishing traffic back and forth high overhead. She has found herself on the brink of some overlooked hole, a place that she has probably passed a hundred times in her car before, the radio blaring some memory back at her, never suspecting that down here, between the billboard advertising Omo and the battered metal rail is a crevice where all the left-over bodies have been assembled, accumulating like an underground sea.

			Pane chaitika kwamuri?

			Emma shakes her head in incomprehension and moves away from the man and the hole overflowing with its breathing rubbish.

			Munogara kupi?

			And only now does she begin to feel afraid.

			She turns again, into a deeper darkness, where bottles clank underfoot and the earth is scratchy as a scab and something rots sweetly – a dead dog flung down from a road, perhaps, or some more intimate horror, like an abandoned baby, melting against the earth like a sticky black puddle because there is no one around to bury it.

			Amai?

			The field ends abruptly as Emma arrives at a dimly lit concrete gorge, from which she can hear the weight of a passing truck, and she continues along a barbed wire fence that seems placed there only to preserve her, the wire catching at her with its hooks as if trying to alert her back to a body of nerves and blood, and she is just beginning to draw comfort from the sharp little jabs of pain when the fence gives way to a thin metal bridge that provides a slim hope of escape.

			Amai!

			But still the apparition is behind her, waving an arm about like a broken branch. He seems to be gaining in energy as she feels the life leaking out of her. As she crosses the bridge, revealing herself for the first time as prey, a kind of animal terror thickens inside her blood. She has heard how hunted animals in the Kalahari will finally offer themselves up to the hunter because through the hunt the hunter and the hunted have become two parts of the same thing, and that in the end those two things actually want to come together, so that life and death are no longer distinguishable.

			Musaende ikoko!

			She scales a bank on the other side of the bridge and reaches a new road that dips into a maze of vacant office blocks. The tower is nearer and no longer always visible through the ascending buildings, but as she moves towards it, she catches a bit of blue light coming through here, and a flash of red arriving there, and she knows she has almost reached her destination.

			Munogona kusangana ne njodzi.

			She switches into an alleyway where music thumps from an unseen basement and turns into a side street, limping under the gaze of her hunter, her feet swollen and heavy and bleeding, but the pain filtering its way towards her feels like a song, a sweet song that might send her to sleep – only there is one last flicker of light ahead of her, insisting on drawing her, and she uses her remaining scrap of will to reach for it.
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			That is when she arrives at the familiar city square, where there is a gracious building from old Johannesburg. Below it, she sees a horse and a carriage waiting for her under the lamplight. Perhaps this has all been some dream, after all. She will walk towards the horse and carriage because they are so unlikely. They could only exist inside a dream. If she goes there and climbs into the carriage and takes up the reins, she will be able to ride away from here. Perhaps in this new world she will have a house on the hill filled with happy, confident children. A husband will be waiting to open the front door for her, and there she will be safe, and her son will no longer be lying in a bed behind her with pipes sucking the life out of him and breathing it back into him again.

			Mama!

			She turns and sees that there is another man approaching her. Perhaps the driver of the carriage, out looking for her. Where has she been all this time? she wonders. Up in the grand old house, her husband will be concerned for her, and her children, so many children, will be sitting around a companionable fire, waiting for their mother to come home.

			Are you my driver?

			She is pleased that it is no longer the old man, who lies like some error of judgement behind her.

			Ma?

			But as the younger man approaches, she sees he is wearing little more than rubbish, and when she turns back to look at the grand old building and her carriage in the lamplight, she sees the building is half-collapsed and that the carriage is merely a pile of abandoned boxes with some hopeless-looking people sorting through them – and shaping themselves, for a moment, into the stamping form of a horse.

			Where am I?

			Unafanya nini hapa?

			I don’t understand anything.

			Wapi watu wako?

			Please can’t you speak English?

			Unataka kwenda wapi?

			She shakes the thickness in her head, and then lets out a small lamb bleat of defeat as she sees the bearded man, her hunter, approaching.

			Ma—

			Is this the end of everything?

			Mama—

			Where are her angels now?

			Amaaai—

			Far away, she hears a police siren weaving through the city, headed for some other crisis, but as she buckles towards the pavement, she realises that the sound is coming out of her.

		

	
		
			Dodos in different shades of blue

			Andrew, Mauritius

			All night, a storm has been passing through the island, the palm trees heaving at the balcony, the sea edging closer to their room, the lightning disfiguring their bodies for a moment. He spent the early hours listening to the breathing of his drunk wife. He is always surprised at the resilience of the human body. The way it keeps absorbing food and drink into us, issuing air and blood through us, channelling the poison out of us – and preserving us in spite of all our efforts to bring it down.

			Jennifer has kicked the bedding away from them and is lying on her back, snoring slightly. What’s left of her hair is spread out across the pillow as if someone has arranged it for all to admire at her funeral. She is wearing a loose, embroidered cotton nightie that he bought for her from a village store on their first morning on the island. In spite of the air conditioning, she has been sweating throughout the night, and Andrew imagined that a fever had come to seek them out through the storm, some karmic spirit from one of the island’s Hindu gods.

			What woke him was a dream in which Jennifer was pregnant. He doesn’t know whose dream-child it might have been. It can’t have been his  – and he wouldn’t have put it past Jennifer to have garnered seeds from some other source. Thanks to Emma, he knows about that ignominious incident between Jennifer and John Hamilton Browne, but he imagines she has had other affairs before, and that with her usual tact she has managed to keep them to herself. He often wishes she would meet another man – another woman would also suffice – so that they might both have another chance at life.

			Over time, their relationship has come to feel like another one of his patients. It exists independently of them and needs to be maintained with the same forbearance and care. He even gives it the same client-therapist confidentiality he extends to his other patients. And he hasn’t yet given up hope for it. He knows that if he remains present with it in the room and gives it the space to work things out for itself, it will leave him when it is strong enough.

			From where he is lying, he can soon see the turquoise sea shimmering through the palms. There is little more than a stretch of rubbery, serrated lawn and a dead fountain between their room and the beach. The previous night, when Jennifer was already lost in sleep, he slipped away from their bed and went to stand in the warmth of the sea. He stared at the Southern Cross and wondered whether he would ever see Emma again.

			Are you awake? he asks Jennifer, to see if he can wake her.

			Mnnnh.

			He slips his fingers into her panties and pulls them down to expose a buttock. She still has a neat bum. All that swimming as a girl. Still half-asleep, she raises her hips very slightly, which is her signal for him to continue. He hasn’t been able to understand it fully, but over the last few months he and Jennifer have been making love almost every day – and in a way they barely managed to achieve even when they were first together. Yet he knows that it isn’t each other they are having sex with. They are merely using each other’s bodies in order to have sex. Perhaps it is actually their way of getting away from each other. When they are in this carnal state, they can dig deeper than thought, deeper than language, deeper than their own disappointing personalities.

			I don’t want to harm the baby, he says.

			What baby?

			I dreamed you were pregnant.

			Was it a boy or a girl?

			A girl. It was definitely a girl.
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			Their hotel was once grand and colonial, but now it needs plastering and a lick of paint. The waiters are Hindu and French-speaking and wear white overalls and red sashes and fezzes. The sliding doors to the outside terrace screech open to reveal the gritty beach with its bits of blanched coral and the serenity of sea beyond it. Every morning, Andrew and Jennifer have breakfast on a cement platform in the shade of some stately, law-abiding palms. Today there are already people in the water: a couple snorkelling along the far edges of the reef, and a rubber dingy beyond it that pulls a rotund, wobbling man on water-skis in its wake. Because the wind is up today, a woman has to hold onto her hat as she approaches the water, waving towards the dingy as if she wants it to pick her up and rescue her.

			Andrew helps himself to slippery fried eggs, waffles, crispy bacon and caramel syrup. These days he has stopped worrying as much about his weight. If he softens slightly around the periphery, who will be there to notice?

			I thought I’d go snorkelling, he says to Jennifer as he regains his seat.

			I thought we were opposed to snorkelling.

			Since I’m here, I may as well try it. There’s a glass-bottomed boat that leaves the jetty at nine.

			A glass-bottomed boat? That sounds precarious.

			He knows Jennifer would prefer to stay on the beach with her book and her cigarettes. Recently, she has been scribbling furiously in one of her secret notebooks – the books she thinks he knows nothing about. Once he opened one when she wasn’t around and peered into it. There he found a scene of a man and woman having sex under a ceiling fan in some hotel room – and he closed the book with distaste: Jennifer’s written versions of sex have always struck him as nightmarish and grotesque.

			You know what? she says. I think I’ll join you. I’ve always wondered what snorkelling might be like.

			Oh good, he says, in an attempt to mask his disappointment.

			It turns out that the sea is too rough and blustery to go out in the glass-bottomed boat, so the guide offers to take them to a nearby bay where they can go snorkelling from the shore. Jennifer thanks him in her schoolgirl French – even though the guide speaks perfectly good English – and immediately agrees on their behalf. They set off with the guide and a melancholic German tourist in the hotel Land Rover, labouring across the sugarcane field that surrounds the hotel.

			Andrew has seen the German before. The previous evening, he arrived on the beach with his son, who was about three and seemed completely blind. The German led the boy down to the water while the child whimpered and told him that he didn’t want to swim. The German kept telling his son that he would like the water once he was in it, and for a while they pulled each other in different directions until the father just picked up the wailing kid and waded with him into the water. As soon as the sea’s benign currents had enveloped him, the boy made long cooing sounds and all seemed well again.

			Andrew never mentioned the scene to Jennifer. It felt too close to home. The boy reminded Andrew too much of Julian, who had been terrified of the sea from an early age. Never had they picked him up and forced him into the water as the German had. It would have seemed too cruel. Yet maybe they ought to have gone through a bit more difficulty in order to get to the other side of Julian’s fear. The German hadn’t thrown the blind boy into the water, he had walked in with him, holding onto him until the boy felt bold enough to swim free.

			The guide settles himself in the shade of a fir tree while the three of them ease their yellow masks and flippers on and step like astronauts down the alien shore. The water is even warmer than it was the previous night, and once Jennifer has learned how to breathe and how to expel the unwanted water from her snorkel, they follow the German deeper into the sea, passing through the underwater floatings of dead coral on their way to the living reef.

			The guide has given Andrew a bright-orange buoy to alert any passing boats to their presence and Andrew has wrapped the nylon cord around his wrist. Jennifer is swimming ahead of the buoy, her body chicken-like and hesitant and rather touching. He remembers her as she was in his dream and thinks how pregnancy would have suited her. It would have softened her – and perhaps helped her move towards the woman they have both always wanted her to be.

			Only gradually do the fish appear – and, soon afterwards, the living coral flourishes and blooms. The German has bought a plastic bottle filled with breadcrumbs and he siphons these off into the current. He is soon surrounded by a shimmering cloud of fish, striped black and white, or royal blue with bright-yellow tails, or iridescent silver and mauve.

			Andrew and Jennifer hover together as if in a dream. They have found themselves in a place without gravity and within moments they have established a tentative symmetry. They move together as a single thing, balancing each other out as they revolve around the mounds of coral. At one point, Jennifer even takes the buoy away from him and wraps it around her own wrist so that it can no longer come between them.

			They encounter two angelfish the colour of buttercups and leave the German behind, following the fish deeper into the reef. Andrew feels the long, dark void of evolution stretching away behind him. He is connected to the whole of life, past, present and future, and he and Jennifer are floating together right inside it. He recognises a little knot of pettiness inside him, a meanness of spirit that he has quietly nurtured inside him during his marriage, and he wonders whether it will ever be able to dissolve into this water – or whether it will remain there like a tumour, waiting to burst.

			When the angelfish drift into a large edifice of ancient coral that is all overgrown with liver-dark weed, Andrew and Jennifer take the opportunity to resurface, lift their masks and look about. The German is only twenty yards away, but it feels like twenty miles.

			Jennifer is laughing with rapture.

			It’s like moving inside a song, she says.

			I’m glad you like it here, he says, realising that they might actually have come upon a place resembling happiness.

			I wish we’d come here years ago – with Julian.

			You always talked about it, he concedes.

			Even the name of Julian can do little to subdue them. He seems so far away, now that they are here, surrounded by such abundance.

			To think, she says, that all of this was always here, waiting for us.

			She places her arms around his neck and kisses him.

			Oh Andrew – thank you.

			Her mouth is clean and salty, like the inside of an oyster.

			We should leave Johannesburg and come and live here, she says.

			Do you think there’d be enough unhappy people to keep me in work?

			Probably not, she laughs.

			Before the glow has a chance to fade, she adds:

			Come – let’s carry on.

			It is then that they notice the buoy has come loose from her wrist and drifted off. It’s a short swim away, further out to sea. Andrew looks back at the shore and sees that the guide is still asleep under the grove of firs. The German is floating head-down, as before, like a dead walrus.

			Don’t go anywhere, he says.

			I won’t.

			Due to the combination of the wind and the current, Andrew soon realises that the buoy is moving away from him at the same speed he is swimming towards it: every time he looks up, the buoy is still where he last saw it, as if he isn’t moving forwards in the water at all.

			After a few more attempts at swimming like this, he understands that he is stuck. The tide is still too low and he has swum himself into a labyrinth of coral. Every time he puts his head back into the water to look for a corridor out, he finds that each possibility only leads him deeper into the maze. Soon the buoy is little more than an orange dot signalling amongst the waves.

			Jennifer has swum off in her own direction, perhaps assuming from his zigzagging movements that he has started snorkelling again. When he calls her name, hoping to explain what has happened and perhaps ask for help, she doesn’t seem to hear him. She is buried too deep in her dream, her Lawrentian sea anthem, and is oblivious to him and his predicament.

			When he returns to the water to try yet another tack, a shoal of black fish gathers around his head, smacking their lips and gawking at his intrusion. He has to put his palms on fluffy pulsating sponges to move forwards, and soon the spires of coral have cut his hands and arms and knees and stomach. Feeling desperate, he sits up, the coral snapping under him and tearing his swimming trunks. He is bleeding in several places now.

			It is ridiculous. The shore is only a hundred yards away and if he stood on the ocean floor his head would be above the water. Yet he is stuck, surrounded by a sea of spikes. The only way out is to wait for the tide to rise, but that is to assume that the tide is coming in and not going further out. Alternatively, he could try to free himself by breaking the coral – and cutting himself more as he does.

			The thought of his blood staining the water begins to worry him. Couldn’t sharks smell blood as much as three miles away? He has heard statistics along those lines several times before, never once thinking they would one day apply to him. If the water level rises, surely the sharks will come for him?

			The seclusion of this place, which only moments before was a source of wonder, now seems to conspire against him. What kind of guide falls asleep at a time like this? Surely he should have known that the water level was too low? Why didn’t he warn them against swimming too far out in his excellent English? As for the German, he is still oblivious, no doubt fixated on finding his way out of his own misery. But it is Jennifer who most enrages him. It was her fault he was in this situation in the first place. It was typical of her: to create this whole scenario and then leave him to deal with the consequences.

			It takes him ten minutes to break himself out of there. He knows it is forbidden to break the coral, but what else is he supposed to do? He has to resort to kicking the stuff with his flippered feet. It has come to disgust him. He knows that inside those calcified branches – which might look pretty enough when viewed through a glass-bottomed boat – reside real, living creatures that stick out their long feathery tendrils at night to filter the current for food. In reality, they are as hideous as the legs of centipedes.

			Hello!

			That is all Jennifer says when he has finally left the reef behind him and entered the shallower waters. She is wandering through the sea with a beneficent expression on her face – like some heaven-sent saint.

			But he is too aggrieved and angry to speak.

			What happened? she asks as they reach the shore.

			I got stuck, he says, pulling his feet from the yellow flippers.

			Only now does she notice the scratches all over him and the runnels of watery blood.

			I’m sorry.

			Are you?

			What – is it now my fault?

			Of course it isn’t your fault. It never is.

			He stalks past the guide, who looks all satisfied with sleep, and goes to wait in the Land Rover.
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			Why exactly have we come here? he asks when they are back at the hotel.

			They are lying by the pool under a straw umbrella and he has just ordered a second cocktail for each of them with extra rum. Jennifer has also asked for another bottle of mineral water, which comes at a mere two hundred rupees.

			Because we deserve a break, she says, lighting another cigarette.

			While he was still stuck in the reef, surrounded by all that coral, he remembered that dream Julian had. The branches of the bushes with blood inside them, exactly like the living coral.

			Do we? Do we really deserve a break?
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			The whole island is engulfed in a warm fog on the next day so they take a taxi to Port Louis to explore the local market. Jennifer finds a table on the embankment and orders herself a bottle of chenin blanc and a crêpe complet. While she smokes and stares at the dim fishing boats that come all the way from China, Andrew crosses a busy road and heads towards the older city buildings that house the old ­marketplace. He passes through butchers’ warehouses where portions of goats, cows, sheep and pigs lie on concrete slabs. Large, shining flies stick to his face and don’t budge, even when he flaps a hand at them, and he has to cover his mouth to stop himself from retching. Then he finds himself in a warren of stores packed with fake designer clothing, sticks of sugarcane, intricate textiles and cheap jewellery made from coral, shells and imperfect pearls. Women smile at him and thrust their wares in his direction, and as he tries to smile back he finds that knot of pettiness still inside him, that little tumour that, if anything, has only grown in conviction. He knows that Jennifer will never make it through the butcher’s hall, so he buys her some napkins and a round table cloth, which has a woven pattern of dodos in different shades of blue, spiralling towards a vacant centre.

			On their way back to the hotel, their driver stops at a Hindu temple, which is surrounded by another banana plantation. They already like their driver. He is reticent, like them, and seems pleased when they ask to visit a temple. On his dashboard, he has plastic icons of the elephant-headed Ganesh, as well as Parvati, the Divine mother. A red ribbon of miniature bells with leaden tongues hangs from his rear-view mirror, but they remain silent throughout the journey.

			There is no one else around, but they remove their shoes anyway and pad across the cement to examine the elaborate gods and goddesses, not quite daring to enter the dark interior. Were they in a Christian church, they might have the presumption to enter and light a candle for the departed, but they are too unfamiliar with this religion to know how to approach it. Instead, they stand in the sun and pat a yellow stray dog – and return to the hotel feeling more subdued. In an attempt to end the outing on a more positive note, Andrew gives the driver an extravagant tip.
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			But as the week advances, they start to relax and enjoy themselves. After breakfast, Jennifer retires to the pool with her notebook while Andrew goes off for his daily outing. He visits a famous lighthouse and an aristocratic estate made from wood, and he tries para­sailing and kayaking – and one morning he is pulled around on a tube behind a speedboat and his bum is pummelled numb by the water. It takes him a while to understand what is happening to him: he is feeling more like a man again – not an outsider, not an analyst.

			The only other activity he goes on with Jennifer, and it’s only the once, is snorkelling, which is much easier out in the open sea. This time, they each take a mineral water bottle filled with bread and drift off in opposite directions, each of them surrounded by their own shoal of fish.

			One afternoon after lunch, when Jennifer is lying sticky in his arms, she tells him she has a confession to make. Since his dream, he hasn’t been able to get the idea out of his head that she is pregnant, and he half-expects her to tell him this. She is going to be having another man’s child. Or perhaps she will claim that the child came from a dream, announced by an angel – like the one at the foot of Emma’s bed that Emma once claimed she saw as a child. It was the angel that took her father’s life away.

			I am writing my book, she says instead.

			That isn’t much of a confession, he says.

			It’s about you and me – and Emma and Julian.

			I see.

			He lets this unpleasant thought spread like a stain through him.

			So what are you planning to call it?

			There’s an idea you once told us about when we were students. The unholy exchange. The handing over of one forbidden thing in order to get some other, often more forbidden thing. The Unholy Exchange is my working title.

			I doubt anyone will want to read a book with a title like that.

			Maybe not, but we’ll soon find out.

			You don’t mean to tell me you have a publisher?

			As it happens – I think I do.

			He lets her lie on under his arm. He would like to pull himself away from her, but he is too disgusted to move.

			Why would you want to do this?

			Do what – and to whom?

			Write a book. About us.

			Because I think it’s interesting.

			Interesting? After everything we’ve all been through?

			Don’t worry, I’ve decided to publish under a male name. My father’s name, perhaps. Your name won’t be mentioned anywhere.
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			A waiter explains that there’s a weekend special in which the locals have been offered a special rate, and for the first time on the Saturday morning they have to queue at the breakfast buffet. They haven’t talked about Jennifer’s book again, but the topic has ended their holiday. Not once have they made love since then, and Andrew realises that his wife has found the lover she has always been looking for. It isn’t a man, or even a woman, but a book, a kind of confession box.

			On the last day of the holiday, he comes across an old acquaintance from school. They are standing together in the queue for eggs. It is clear that the other man doesn’t recognise him, yet Andrew grasps onto him like a life raft in minacious seas.

			Stephen, isn’t it? Stephen Hawthorne?

			Who’s asking? the man asks, looking around with mock jollity as if expecting to be arrested.

			It’s Andrew Fletcher. From school?

			Ah yes—

			The man keeps his face as blank as possible as he tries to remember Andrew or his name.

			You must’ve been a year or two ahead of me, Andrew says unhelpfully.

			Ah – yes.

			This is said with another level of meaning, perhaps intended to imply that the poor man can only be expected to recall boys his age or older – but then, to both of their surprise, his face lights up.

			Andrew Fletcher. Little bugger. Excellent at swimming. I think we were in the same house?

			That’s right.

			You were like a bloody fish. You won everything.

			Stephen Hawthorne looks at him again, impressed, and Andrew feels an irrational pride swell inside him. For a moment, it felt as if the reality of his whole childhood was under threat.

			What are you doing here? Hawthorne asks.

			A holiday, says Andrew with unintended disappointment.

			The other man follows Andrew’s glance across to where Jennifer is performing open-heart surgery on a ruby grapefruit at their table. From where they are standing, she looks long-limbed and elegant, and almost beautiful, but she doesn’t appear to notice them.

			I’m here for work, Hawthorne says, trying to sound chipper. Bonding, you know?

			Right.

			We’re playing volleyball later. Why not join our team? We could do with a sporty young chap like you.

			Jennifer witnesses their game from the safety of her deckchair. Since talking about her novel, she seems to have stopped writing it, and instead has endeavoured to get drunk as early in the day as possible. The book is most likely another one of her empty threats, like Andrew’s empty promises.

			Andrew’s new friend turns out to be the heart and soul of the gathering, the joker who gets them up every time they fall. Without him, the two teams would not be able to continue lugging their bodies about. They are like kids dressed in fat suits, playing a party game that they can’t get out of. Most of the time is spent fetching the ball and fighting for breath. Only occasionally does the ball seem to become a part of them, bouncing back and forth like a bright-yellow moon against the shadowy sea.

			Andrew is soon the hero of the game. He is the only player there who can not only return the ball but land it exactly where he wants it. He knows how he looks, with his dancer’s body, his ease, his grace. That was the boy he once was, the boy who never lost a race. Yet throughout the game he remains a step outside himself – as if, in opposition to the others, his young frame carries inside it the remnants of a mourning, much older man. He imagines himself to be out there on the coral reef still: the black fish gathered around him, smacking their lips, waiting for him to become food.

		

	
		
			Only one oyster on her plate

			Jennifer, uMhlanga Rocks

			She is twelve years old when she tastes her first oyster. She has always associated these animals with her stepmother, who is forever looking into the private parts of some sea creature – especially the octopus. Octopus, ostracod, oyster, those words that her stepmother is forever using that begin with a vacant hole, an open mouth, a void that threatens to swallow you whole.

			The first guests are gathering for an early dinner when the notorious oyster incident takes place. Night comes more quickly in Durban than it does back home – Jennifer has also noticed that the sea tastes saltier, that the sand is rougher and that there are fewer shells – and already there are candles dipping and ducking at every table and waiters lingering like spectres in the shadows. All along the horizon, the cargo ships are lit up like Christmas trees, and at the edge of the veranda the bats move back and forth as if trying to summon up more stars.

			From inside the marble interior of the hotel, a piano is playing a song about a French moon that Jennifer recognises as coming from her mother, even though her mother couldn’t be further from this place. Her mother likes to describe herself as a competent pianist, but Jennifer herself has never taken to any instrument.

			She’ll never eat it, Emma’s mother says. Her real name is Maria, which Jennifer’s mother says is just a pretentious way of saying Mary.

			At least let her try it, her father says. She can’t say she doesn’t like oysters if she hasn’t tried one.

			Beyond the swimming pool, the eye of the lighthouse roams across a hazy sea, back and forth, as if trawling for a precious object that has been misplaced by someone else. The wind is starting up, and the umbrellas around the pool begin to wobble and sway. The head waiter, an Indian man with a gold incisor, sends someone to catch and restrain them.

			Is it really still living? Jennifer asks, staring down at her plate.

			It is, Maria says, dribbling lemon juice over her own clutch of oysters. If they were dead, you wouldn’t be able to eat them raw. They’d make you sick.

			Everyone else has a dozen oysters in front of them, even Emma. But Jennifer has only one oyster on her plate.

			Does the lemon juice hurt it?

			Her father laughs at this. I’m sure being eaten alive hurts it more.

			It’s unlikely they feel pain, Maria says. Maria is one of those people who knows the answer to everything. They have no central nervous system like we do, she continues. Instead of a brain, they have two nerve masses called ganglia.

			Another vile word. A gang of dangling genitals.

			The oyster sits in its juices, layered, frilled darkly, plump and creamy. It doesn’t look alive. It is more like the internal organ from some alien. It should be beating like a little silver heart. It seems completely helpless, waiting there in the flickering light. It has no eyes to see, no mouth to protest, no limbs to run away.

			What does it taste like? she asks.

			Snot, Emma says.

			I think it tastes like the sea, their father says, smiling towards Emma as if she is far cleverer than she is. You know it was chipped off the rocks only an hour or two ago? he continues. You won’t taste a fresher oyster anywhere in the world.

			This is also the first time Emma has eaten oysters, but already she has become an expert. She severs them from the shell with the small fork and pours them into her mouth, wiping her mouth with her arm afterwards as the mollusc leaves its snail trail down her throat. But Emma doesn’t seem to mind that they’re alive. She eats them as casually as you might a plate of chips.

			Come on, her father says, just try that one.

			Jennifer takes her fork and nudges it under the creature until she finds the root. She cuts the oyster free and then holds the shell in front of her mouth. They say oysters make you want to have sex, but she never wants to have sex. Recently, during a play-date, her friend’s older brother led her behind the Wendy house and made her look at his thing. It gaped at her with its one eye, angrily. He said she had to touch it, but instead she ran away.

			Meanwhile, they are all watching her. Even Emma, who only has one uneaten oyster left on her plate. Emma said she was hoping to find a pearl in her batch, even though her father said it was impossible. Her mother added that a pearl was little more than congealed oyster spit.

			Just swallow it, Emma says impatiently.

			Before she can think another thought, Jennifer slops the creature onto her tongue. It floats in the cavern of her mouth like a jellyfish until she swallows down hard on it – but immediately she gags it up, and it lands back on her plate, glistening like a large, rotten tonsil.

			Jesus Christ!

			It isn’t her father who shouts this. It’s Maria. Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ himself. Emma looks at her mother with uncertainty, with a familiar dread.

			Jennifer, what the hell is wrong with you?

			Maria, please – it doesn’t matter. It’s only an oyster.

			It’s a bloody waste, is what it is!

			Jennifer—

			But Jennifer is already running away from them. She rounds the pool and heads for the stone steps that lead to the sea, the memory of the oyster still squatting inside her mouth. When she reaches the coolness of the sand, she fills her mouth with saliva and spits and spits and spits.
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			Her father arrives several minutes later. She has found a rock at the edge of the sea. The sand is wet between her toes and occasionally the foam comes to sizzle and pop around her feet. She has decided not to leave her rock all night, even if that means that the tide surrounds her and washes her away. Her father will be sorry when she’s been floated away to another country, and Maria will get all the blame for it.

			There you are, her father says. Are you all right?

			I’m fine, thanks.

			I’m sorry about the oyster.

			It doesn’t matter.

			They are pretty disgusting things if you think about them too closely.

			They are.

			Maria is feeling sorry about it too.

			Maria’s apologies always come to her through her father, which makes Jennifer think that they have never come from her at all. Her rages arrive like an epileptic fit, violent and unpredictable, and afterwards no one is allowed to mention them. Not even Emma is exempt from these attacks. When they are directed towards Emma, she seems to shut down, batten her hatches, a faraway look growing over her face. But usually their father is there to fight her mother off. Jennifer knows that this is why Maria prefers to direct her anger towards Jennifer: she is not as well defended.

			Her father sits down next to her and picks up her hand. His hands are always rough and papery and smell of lemons. The sea feels slower and thicker now that he is here, and not half as dangerous. But she also notices that her father is still breathing heavily, as if he ran here instead of walking. Even though he gave up smoking six months ago, he says he has felt no better since.

			You sound tired, she says.

			I think it must be something I ate.

			Maria has a theory that he is allergic to wheat. She likes to act like a real doctor, even though she only knows how octopi mate. Maria claims that the octopus was the first intelligent creature to populate the planet by millions of years. She is only ever interested in things that are important and significant.

			You’re always working too hard, Jennifer says.

			It is often her way to reprimand him. It is the most available way she has of expressing her love for him.

			Maybe it’s the pasta I ate at lunch.

			Jennifer keeps a studied silence. She does this whenever Maria or her opinions come up, however indirect. She would never be so dumb as to speak against Maria, since she knows that Maria could easily get her sent back to her mother in Johannesburg. She has that kind of power over each of them.

			Maybe you should retire.

			Her father laughs. I’m far too young for that. And anyway – who would pay for your education?

			Maybe I don’t need an education, she says, still feeling sorry for herself because of the oyster incident.

			So what’s your plan? To marry someone rich?

			I’m going to be famous.

			Oh yes?

			I’m going to be a literary novelist, Jennifer says. I’m going to write real literature.

			Right on cue, the moon comes out. It is little more than an oyster smear above the horizon, but there is enough light coming from it to establish a silver path right up to their rock.

			Even if you’re a well-known literary novelist, her father says, not choosing to refute her claim, you’ll still need to marry someone rich. Even the most celebrated writers usually don’t make much. Often they end up having to teach.

			Well there’s no way I’ll do that, Jennifer spits, the oyster taste still inside her mouth. This is her way of not only insulting Maria, but her own mother too – the woman her father didn’t think good enough.

			What’s wrong with teaching? It’s one of the most honourable professions a person can choose.

			I don’t like other children.

			She can feel her father’s smile on her, even though she doesn’t turn to look up at his face.

			That’s because you’re a child yourself, he says. When you’re older, you may feel differently. You may even want children of your own.

			Never.

			And why not?

			Because I’m far too mean.
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			Her father died six weeks later of a heart attack. That was the last significant conversation she remembered having with him before his death. It also seemed like the last coherent event that took place in Jennifer’s life for some years afterwards. Her father’s death was followed by the unreal spectacle of his funeral, where Jennifer stood alone while Emma sobbed inside the circle of her mother’s arms. Jennifer’s mother didn’t come to the funeral. She said she didn’t want to impose on Maria’s grief. Jennifer’s grief didn’t seem to come into it.

			It took Maria another nine months to get Jennifer exiled permanently to Johannesburg. With her father gone from the house, there seemed little point in Jennifer living there. She was only permitted to remain because Emma explicitly asked for it. She said she’d just lost her father – must she now lose her sister too? But that was before Emma stole the hockey player with the thick, dark hair. After that, Jennifer didn’t speak to Emma for weeks – and that was all the ammunition Maria needed. She came into Jennifer’s bedroom one afternoon to deliver the news. It was a small room with a sash window and a view of the oak-lined street and the township catching the declining light on the opposite hill.

			I’ve just been on the phone with your mom, Maria announced. We have both agreed that you will be much happier if you’re based with her in Johannesburg.

			And Emma?

			Obviously, she’ll have to stay here with me.

			Will I ever see her again?

			You can come and visit her as often as you like. This can be like a second home.

			Maria was only saying this to feel better about what she was doing – but at that moment Jennifer only wanted to get away from both of them. Even now, Emma was off with that boy Jennifer liked. The hockey player who wasn’t nearly as attractive as he thought he was. The longer Jennifer stayed in this house, the more Emma would take from her. Emma used up all the oxygen in a house: when she was in a room, there was never any air for anyone else.

			So Jennifer moved into the flat, yellow bungalow in Johannesburg with the thin strip of lawn around it and the overgrown hedge where a feral cat called Spare Cat lived. However, she quickly thrived in this new environment. Her father’s death was a traumatic event that had been inflicted on her – and she did everything she could not to think about it. It also turned out that Jennifer’s mother was a lot less intense than Maria, and it was a relief to have Emma’s shining example out of her life for good. She went to the private school where her mother taught – which meant her mother didn’t have to pay the bulk of the fees – and her marks were always satisfactory. The other girls learned to like her because she was witty and cynical, and the boys because she loved to dance and could hold down her drink. In fact, since vomiting up the oyster, she had never vomited again.

			At the age of fourteen, Jennifer terminated her virginity with a boy without a face – at least not one that she later remembered. Sex still vaguely disgusted her, but it was something she could control, and use to control others: boys especially became so helpless in the face of it.

			Throughout those years, there was not a single picture of her father in the house. Nor was there a picture of Emma or Maria. But in an old cardboard suitcase at the top of her mother’s bedroom cupboard, Jennifer one day discovered some pictures from the time her parents were falling in love. She hardly recognised either of them. Her father looked too bony and angular, with too many teeth inside his mouth, while her mother was full of flair and flirtation, and very much like the girl Jennifer was trying to become. Jennifer took from the suitcase one picture of her father that was entirely unlike the others. Here he was on a small racing yacht, straining against a pregnant sail, his shoulders skimming a lake that was crowded with stars. He looked like an angel, made half of darkness, half of light. She bought a frame for the picture and kept it hidden with her condoms and her cigarettes in her drawer for socks.

			What she liked most about the photographs in the suitcase was that they were from a time before Maria and Emma. Jennifer had hardly seen her sister since moving to Johannesburg. Although she visited her a couple of times during her first year away, the house and everything in it had already turned against her. Her bedroom had soon been converted into a guest room and her father had never been more dead. In her second year away, she declined all invitations to return, and by the third year the invitations stopped.

			Halfway through her final year at school, however, and at the height of her popularity, Jennifer decided to write to her long-lost sister. To her delight, Emma wrote straight back. It seemed that the life Jennifer thought was dead to her was still alive and available. By then, Jennifer had committed herself to being a writer and she was encouraged to hear that her sister was good at art. It seemed they might have more in common than Jennifer thought.

			In their letters, they found they could talk about absolutely­everything – everything, that is, except the past. They talked as if only the future would be allowed to exist, and soon Jennifer agreed to take a gap year so that she could go to university the year afterwards with Emma in Johannesburg. They would take up their relationship exactly where they had left off.

			It was typical of Emma that she was already thinking of applying to art schools in England and that she never thought to mention this to Jennifer. As it turned out, she and Jennifer only had nine months together before Emma moved to St Martin’s. But that still lay in the future – and by then Jennifer had secured Andrew Fletcher, the Psychology tutor, for herself.

			Only once during their school correspondence did Jennifer write at any length about their father. When she did, it came out as a lie. It was a lie that would become known as the oyster incident, and as she wrote it down, Jennifer morphed into Emma and Maria morphed into their father. It became Emma who was reprimanded by her father for vomiting the oyster on her plate, it became their father who had Maria’s bad temper, and it became Jennifer who was always there, trying to stand up for her little sister.

			Jennifer was not sure why she lied, but as she wrote that letter, the taste of the oyster once again filled her mouth, and she knew that she was to blame for her father’s death. It was she who had caused his heart attack. If only she had remained on the hotel veranda with the rest of the family and swallowed that oyster, everything would have been different. Her crime had been to be out of joint with the rest of the family – and her only way of getting back to her sister would be to lie her way there. She made it Emma who coughed up the oyster, not her. It was Emma who had incurred her father’s wrath. Emma was the misfit, the artist, the lying bitch – never her. 

		

	
		
			The girl with the stopwatch

			Julian, Johannesburg

			But that wasn’t me – that was Aunty Jen!

			You’re a liar and a bitch!

			He throws the car door back at her and runs.

			The school is almost deserted at this hour and there is no one there to look at them. As he flees from her forever, he knows exactly where he is headed. By now the library and the classrooms will be locked and the theatre will soon be filling for the dress rehearsal, but the school chapel, which grows out of the rock high above the school grounds, is always open and welcoming.

			Julian discovered the chapel during his first week at the school when he knew no one and didn’t know where to place himself. Since then, he has gone there to hide several times before. He likes to stare up at the stained-glass saints in the apse where the choir sits. The windows were funded by the families of old boys who died in the First World War, and he feels reassured by those long, Byzantine faces, whose large, staring eyes have outlasted any misery. In their hands they hold olive branches and simple offerings of bread and wine, and they are surrounded by soft green hills where angels have never feared to tread. But the saint he likes best is St Francis himself, the school’s patron saint, who has prime position above the altar and is surrounded by animals and birds that all come from South Africa. In his hands, he holds the doves of peace – a white dove and a black dove – and there is a paradise flycatcher on his shoulder and a malachite sunbird launching itself towards a bedazzled sky. The handsome young saint is framed on either side by a blue duiker and a leopard, which stand together in a country where there is no longer victim and perpetrator, predator and prey.

			It makes sense that it was Aunty Jen. He remembers the way she came to him at the hotel swimming pool the next day, when the Hamilton Brownes had departed and were driving towards their death. He remembers how tentative and full of care she seemed as they walked together along the beach through the fine, almost invisible rain. She could see he was upset, but she seemed to understand that it was too contentious to question him. How could she already have known everything if she had not been the other person in that bed? And how could his mother have been in that bed when later she acted so natural around him? At the time, he experienced his mother’s apparent lightness as another level of treachery. She knew he and Clarissa had walked in on them, yet she never felt the need to look contrite or even refer to it again. At the time, he was left to conclude that she had chosen her lie over him.

			And Aunty Jen let him believe all of that. She watched while Julian tried to digest this new version of his mother – even more, she encouraged it. She dripped poison into him with every kind word, with every gift she ever gave him, just like the witch with the poisoned apple. As he arrives in the apse and takes his place amongst the doleful saints, he recalls something Clare once said to him. It was perhaps the most memorable thing she ever said: If you look at a witch who doesn’t want to be seen, you won’t be able to see her face.

			Already he is feeling bad about speaking to his mother like that. He pats his blazer pockets for his new phone at the same moment that he realises he left it in the car. He wonders where she will go, as she re-enters the city with its beggars on every corner, his rage still ringing through her like a fire alarm. He doesn’t know where all this emotion comes from. Sometimes it feels as if it will consume him completely, feeding off him like the black candle. Even now he is panting from the rage burning through him – and the emerging horror of the scorched landscape he has left in his wake, where his mother lies smoking. If only he could phone her and apologise and explain, but it’s too late for that. His words have flown off like that sunbird from the shoulder of the saint.

			All along, his mother was innocent. All along, it was Aunty Jen. It comes as no surprise now that he knows it. Hasn’t every word she’s ever said to him contained a shadow? Yet he can’t blame Aunty Jen alone. It is also Julian himself who has been at fault. Above him, the breast of St Francis is illuminated by the declining sun, and he knows that if he himself were to be depicted in stained glass, it would be the doves of death he would hold in his hands – and that it was not only Aunty Jen who had lured them there. Julian has been feeding them and encouraging them too. In the end, wasn’t it more interesting to be bad? Even now, he could feel the molten, glassy thrill of it: speaking to his mother like that because he knew she didn’t have it in her to defend herself, and knowing as he said it that he held all the power. The love parents have for their children renders them defenceless. At least, his mother’s love for her son did that, accomplished that. Even St Francis knew about it. The way he cupped those two doves of peace in his hands, trapping them as he protected them, wondering if it might be easier for everyone if he just crushed the little bone cages around their hearts.

			The afternoon light lingers in the arched doorway at the other end of the chapel, gilding the flagstones and the edges of the pews with gold. From here, he can hear the clacking of the fountain in the quad outside, and if he looks carefully he can just make out the image of the stone boy standing waist-deep in lilies and holding up the offering of an enormous, slimy fish. Julian knows, however, that there is no one up there in the sky to receive that offering, and that the eyes of the saints lead to nothing but a blank void. They are merely images of men who came before, wide-eyed men who spent their long lives looking in vain for God.

			Last year, Julian also tried to look for God. He thought it would be a good idea to get confirmed, along with his friend Rupert. Rupert wanted to look for God because he knew he was gay and he wanted God to cure him. Julian was simply curious to see if He was there at all. Every morning at chapel, he knelt on the firm, knitted cushions and sent his prayers heavenward. He tried to live like a saint and gave up meat and was kind to animals and old people and the new boys at the school. He even managed for a few months not to think about girls and what he would like to do with them. But everywhere he looked for God, all he found was an absence, a waiting place. And when the school chaplain stood and recited his sermons, all he saw was another teacher showing off. The hymns also offended Julian. What kind of God wanted His subjects not to be worthy to eat the crumbs under His table? What kind of God needed to be referred to with a capital G and a capital H? After his confirmation, Julian was allowed to receive the wafer on his tongue and feel it being dissolved by the sweet, sickly wine. He was allowed to kneel at the altar as one of the chosen ones. But afterwards, in the privacy of his room, he could also look at himself in the mirror and he knew deep down that there was no God watching him, and that he was free to do with his body whatever he liked.

			As he sits on in the rose-coloured light, he begins to feel afraid. Without his mother’s love, he is nowhere, he is invisible. He really is sitting in a place waiting for significance. He wishes again that he could phone her. He wants to tell her that he has spent years blaming her in places where he should have been blaming Aunty Jen. In the car driving home tonight, he will tell her that he never saw any man coming up the garden path to see her, let alone lying with her like that by the pond. That story came from Aunty Jen. He will tell her that she is completely fine as a mother and that he will never use such words against her again. If only he could talk to her right now. Wasn’t that why she gave him the phone in the first place? In case of emergencies. And what was this if not an emergency? This mangled solitude, this ruined place surrounded by its circle of dead, staring saints. He remembers the prayer every boy at the school is taught to recite. The Prayer of St Francis of Assisi. But now all he can see in its shadow, its cruel opposite:

			Where there is pardon, let me spread injury,

			Where there is faith, let me spread doubt,

			Where there is hope, let me spread despair,

			Where there is light, let me bring darkness.

			That was the prayer he had learned from Aunty Jen, and it was living inside him still. It would make all the simple creatures of the world shun him, like birds fleeing the sight of a scarecrow, clanking his rusted tin for a heart.

			Julian?

			He turns to see a figure standing in the arch-shaped light of the entrance. It is a small angel, its wings hanging loosely.

			Julian, is that you?

			The figure approaches quietly, not even making a whisper with its feet – but as it comes nearer, the wings resolve themselves into a winter coat and the angel becomes a girl. It is Elizabeth. Tuptim. The young sister of Clare.

			Hey, Lizzie.

			What you doing in here?

			Just sitting.

			Is everything all right?

			It’s fine, thanks.

			You arrived early. Like me.

			He lied to his mother about the starting time of the dress rehearsal. After his conversation with Uncle Andrew, he knew he would need some time alone – time to move all the ideas around inside his head, which were as heavy and sharp-edged as the old furniture in his mother’s house. He never intended to talk to his mother about any of this. Hadn’t he promised Aunty Jen to stay silent? But those days were done with now, those days of staying silent.

			By now Elizabeth has reached him with her smile.

			Do you know that we know each other already? he asks her.

			Sorry?

			We know each other from before. That holiday at uMhlanga Rocks.

			She lets out a laugh that sounds like relief.

			You remember that? she asks.

			Sure I do.

			I thought you’d forgotten me.

			I thought you’d forgotten me too.

			She smiles again, the smile coming from a deeper place this time.

			I was the girl with the stopwatch, she says.

			You also remember that?

			It was like you two never needed to come up for air.

			They laugh again, but this time with a new level of knowledge – of something like wariness reflected back and forth between them. It is as if the older sister has arrived inside the girl, and the younger boy has arrived in him.

			I only just found out, he says.

			What do you mean?

			About what happened.

			She holds herself very still inside her coat. She is more like a little bat now, defeated and contained and wistful.

			I’m really sorry, Julian says.

			Thanks.

			The vaulted, wooden ceiling shifts above them, as if someone is up there, listening. Otherwise, the room is silent. Not a pew creaks, not a rock pigeon stirs. There is only this waiting moment, this air of listening, this awareness of some new possibility all around them. Has Julian got God’s attention at last?

			You know she was way too old for you, Lizzie says, trying to sound lighter than she probably feels.

			Sorry?

			She was already like – thirteen.

			I know.

			But you didn’t even notice me.

			You?

			I was only a year younger. We could’ve been friends.

			Clare kind of picked me, he says. I never understood why. But I went along with it, you know? Because what else was I meant to do?

			You’re saying you didn’t actually like her?

			I did like her. I just couldn’t believe it was happening to me.

			Elizabeth laughs more forgivingly.

			She was like that, Clare. She always got what she wanted.

			Until she didn’t, he thinks.

			Even the stopwatch, Lizzie says. That was typical Clare. Seeing how long it would take.

			How long what would take?

			I don’t know – the perfect kiss?

			In the rehearsals for the play, Julian and Elizabeth have already kissed. At least, they have pressed the dryness of their lips together. Each time, they have been surrounded by the collective gaze of their teachers and friends, and they have remained completely shut off from one another. They have only ever kissed because the play demanded it. All they have ever done is present the idea of a kiss. But now Julian can imagine exactly what it would feel like to kiss Elizabeth properly, as if they have already performed this real kiss a dozen times before.

			Are you excited about the play? he asks.

			I’m nervous.

			Don’t worry, you’ll be great. You have such an amazing singing voice.

			Thanks. So do you.

			They both know this isn’t true, but Julian appreciates the gesture.

			We should rehearse, she says abruptly.

			Sorry?

			We should rehearse our scene.

			You mean – run our lines?

			She looks at him as if she has already read all his thoughts from a moment before. I mean, we should rehearse our kiss.

			He laughs.

			Are you serious?

			Very.

			They look around the waiting room. They are in the house of God, and never before has it felt so glorious. It feels like the whole building and all its saints were brought together just for them.

			But not here, she says.

			You mean – because we’re in chapel?

			She laughs at this.

			No – I mean because someone might come in.

			Okay.

			He waits for her to speak, but she seems to be enjoying ­tormenting him.

			Where? he manages finally.

			The chapel tower.

			As in – right now?

		

	
		
			A small miracle

			Emma, Johannesburg

			Napoleon’s studio is on the top floor of an art deco building called Hofmeyr House. They get there via an ancient, shuddering lift that smells of grease and cigarette smoke. Napoleon looks at her torn dress and wild hair and scuffed feet and asks if she was robbed.

			I ran away.

			From where?

			I suppose I ran away from home.

			He nods, as if this is to be expected – at least once in a person’s life.

			It’s just as well I recognised you down there, he says. Although those people – they were only trying to help.

			They were?

			Sure they were.

			I had – no idea.

			I suppose you’d like me to call Mr Smuts.

			If you like.

			Napoleon’s studio is nothing more than a large, almost vacant room. Huge canvases and drawings are nailed against the walls and at the centre of the space is a long trestle table piled high with his work. In the far corner is a rumpled double bed where a woman and her baby are silently sleeping. Yet all the fluorescent lights are on and it could be any time of the day or night. Napoleon – the enfant terrible of contemporary South African art – turns out to be a clean-cut youth with braided hair, red trainers and a sky-blue Adidas tracksuit.

			You look like you need some coffee, he says.

			Thanks.

			While Napoleon switches on the kettle and looks around for his phone, Emma examines the images along the walls, which are all of twisted, chained figures with severed, bleeding stumps. They all seem to be about colonialism and slavery, and although Emma finds them too overt in their symbolism she can’t deny that the young man has a certain graphic skill. She knows that these pictures sell for hundreds of thousands of rand each and wonders why he still chooses to live here. Apart from anything else, it is no place to raise a child. But what does she know about raising children?

			Grant is on his way.

			Who?

			Mr Smuts.

			Oh, Smutty. Thanks.

			He hands her a mug of coffee. It is sweetened with condensed milk and she gulps the whole thing down without a breath. How long ago was it since she ate anything? In another world, she had a pork pie for lunch.

			I heard about your son, Napoleon says.

			Sorry?

			Did you know I was at school with him?

			With Julian?

			You needn’t look so surprised, Napoleon laughs. I was also at St Francis. I was a few years ahead of him.

			This can’t be possible. Napoleon lived for years as a street kid from the age of ten before being arrested for stealing cars – or was it for rape? He spent the rest of his youth in prison, which was where he started to make his art.

			But I thought—

			Oh – that’s just a story I told Mr Smuts to get his attention. You know how art dealers like to have a good tale to tell about their artists – especially the black ones. You only get their attention if you were once a criminal.

			Emma laughs. You mean – none of that was true?

			Not a single word of it.

			Does Smutty know?

			He worked it out soon enough.

			But the story—

			Was out there already, so we decided to leave it to its own devices.

			She looks across at the woman and child on the bed.

			Is that your wife and child?

			That’s a friend, he says. Sometimes she shares the studio with me. She sleeps here if she misses the last taxi home.

			I see.

			Nothing is as it seems, he laughs.

			No – apparently not.
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			Emma is feeling calmer by the time Smutty drives her back to the hospital. She has decided that she will sit with Julian until it grows light and she can speak to the doctors. She owes it to her son to make whatever decisions the doctors recommend – and then remain with him until the bitter end.

			Smutty lets her out at the emergency entrance. As he drives off to find parking, she takes the lift to the ICU. There is an airless ­little waiting room there, where she finds two members of a Greek family who have been waiting for a year for the grandmother to die. The woman’s husband, who is toothless and deaf, is sitting with his daughter, who is several times larger than him. They look up at Emma with a certain fatalism, as if they have been eavesdropping on the nurses too. They already seem to know what Emma is here to do.

			Julian is in the furthest bed by a large, dark window. Andrew is also there, looking yellow and very old, and the nurse with dreadlocks is sitting next to him and holding his hand. They look like an unlikely couple – but tonight, as Napoleon said, nothing is as it seems.

			Andrew?

			Emma—

			She sees then that Andrew has been weeping.

			What is it? she says, coming towards him. Am I too late?

			Both men have turned to Julian and are looking at his face.

			It is then that Julian opens his eyes and looks straight at her.

			Mom?

			This is all he says.

			But it is enough.
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			Julian is discharged a few days later. Although his feet are still in plaster, he is able to get about on crutches. The only thing that seems to be permanently affected is his sight. He will always be blind in one eye, the left eye, the eye that was non-responsive during the motor tests. It is also the eye that he once favoured, and now whenever he talks to her that eye seems to forget itself, or forget that it is attached to him, and drift off to contemplate something else, perhaps the place he so recently emerged from – the underworld, the abyss.

			Contrary to what Jennifer says she heard, the doctors were not about to advise Emma to switch off the machines, even if the prognosis at that point was far from good. His breathing had declined during that final evening and at one point the machines were doing seven out of every ten breaths for him, but around the time Emma ran off into the night, it was as if some fresh impetus started up in him, and his breathing returned, and Julian returned not far behind it. It was Emma’s arrival at the hospital and the moment Andrew said her name that seemed to bring him back, although the nurse attributed this particular gift to the hand of God.

			They enter the house like two people who have never been there before. Emma opens all the windows and doors to bring in the weak winter light and Julian immediately climbs into bed and falls asleep. For the rest of the day, Emma sits with him, listening only to the sound of his breathing.

			One morning during breakfast, she suggests they sell the house and move to the sea.

			I’ve always wanted to live by the sea, she says. As I did when I was a girl.

			But I like it here, Julian says.

			She knows he is really talking about Elizabeth. The poor girl visited him every afternoon at the hospital. Emma had already learned by then that Elizabeth had witnessed ‘the fall’ – as it has come to be known – and was the first to reach him afterwards. It was her cries that bought people to the scene – the event itself was almost silent. Elizabeth also insisted over the days that followed that he hadn’t jumped on purpose and that from where she was standing it had definitely looked like an accident. She added that Julian seemed happy at the time and had no reason to want to hurt himself – but Emma knew better.

			The other person who has come back into their lives, albeit on the periphery, is Elizabeth’s mother, Cynthia. At the hospital, she had waited for her daughter in the hospital restaurant on the ground floor. She looked older these days and was only blonde because she dyed her hair. Emma had spoken with her properly only on the morning Julian arrived downstairs with his oversized feet and his wheelchair, pushed along by Elizabeth. Emma found her to be a dignified, trim woman with a steadier gaze than she had ever managed before her husband’s death. Although Cynthia has since remarried, Emma learned that she has never had another child.

			Elizabeth is slower and softer than her older sister, the girl who preferred to be called Clare. Now that Julian is back at home, she comes and sits in the afternoon light of his bedroom and reads to him. She also manages to make conversation with Emma in the kitchen as she’s making Julian a mug of tea – and yesterday she cleaned out the cage of Princess Pickles. Apparently, The King and I went as well as could have been expected. Although the understudy had a good singing voice, he had none of Julian’s stage presence. Elizabeth said how hard it was, having to act with that other boy in front of a whole audience while Julian lay in a coma. There was a sadness around the play, she added. Even the happier moments in the plot made everyone cry. When Lun Tha, Julian’s character, died offstage, it was the prospect of Julian’s death that everyone was thinking about.

			I suppose we can stay on in Johannesburg, Emma says, but maybe we could move to a smaller house?

			What about your studio?

			I could rent a space somewhere else.

			But I like this house, Julian says.

			You do?

			It’s where we’ve always lived.

			But – wouldn’t you like a new start?

			All we have to do is find another colour to paint the garden door.

			[image: ]

			When Andrew arrives at the garden door after his holiday, Emma once again finds that she barely recognises him. She has been avoiding Andrew since the fall, and Julian himself has expressed no desire to see his uncle or aunt. As it has been the mid-year break, there has been no opportunity for Julian to see Jennifer at school either. Whenever Emma brings up the idea of a visit with Jen, he comes up with some excuse. Perhaps he hasn’t forgiven her for sleeping with Clare’s father – and for leaving Emma to take the blame. Perhaps Julian has simply come to associate Jennifer with his previous life, a life in which he saw more but understood less. The fact is, Emma has no desire to wade back into any of that muck. The boy is in analysis and that is the appropriate place for him to work through his feelings. When Emma last heard from Jennifer, they were planning a holiday abroad, but that was a week or two ago. Emma assumed they left without saying goodbye.

			What are you doing here?

			You never answered my messages. What was I supposed to do?

			Take a hint.

			His face twists into a failed smile. He has obviously been somewhere with an abundance of sun: he is looking even more tanned than usual.

			I see you’ve painted your door bright pink.

			I let Julian choose the colour this year.

			Where is he now?

			With his analyst. I have an hour before I have to pick him up.

			I’m pleased to hear that.

			I suppose you’d better come in.

			Andrew follows her up the path that leads to the studio. She finds she doesn’t want him inside the house. She glances up to see if Julian’s face is there, watching them aghast from the bathroom window, even as she knows that the boy is safely far away.

			They arrive amongst the sculptures, which Emma hasn’t once looked at since the fall. She finds she has no inclination to pull away the plastic sheets and strips of muslin to find what might lie underneath – and the clay will be too cracked and dry by now to work with anyway. Perhaps one day she will exhibit them as they are, stuck in time like those figures buried in volcanic ash when the mountain exploded above Pompeii.

			So you went on holiday?

			We did.

			The Maldives, was it?

			Mauritius, in the end. Didn’t you listen to any of my messages?

			The truth is that she deleted every message that started with his voice.

			And Jennifer? she asks. Did she enjoy herself?

			I think she did.

			Which means you never told her? I mean – about us?

			I didn’t know what to say.

			I suppose it’s impossible to tell the truth anyway. Where would you start?

			He still hasn’t sat down and she hasn’t asked him to. She prefers him standing there, awkward and provisional.

			I know what you mean, he says lamely.

			Although I suppose that’s not what you tell your patients. For them, you have to dangle a bit of hope.

			Actually, I have suspended my practice, he says. I had a patient called Marianne. I was trying to get her to accept that she was worthy of being loved.

			And?

			When we were in Mauritius, she hanged herself. As she always said she would.

			But you never believed her?

			I thought it was only to get my attention.

			And did it get your attention?

			It did.

			Emma moves away from him. It is just like Andrew to make the death of this woman and his own inefficacy an opportunity to feel sorry for himself.

			What will you do now?

			I thought I might teach. It isn’t so different from being an analyst, after all. Providing a frame for other people’s learning. Taking them through a process that is more about their needs than your own.

			Did you go snorkelling?

			Sorry?

			Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do in Mauritius?

			We did go, once or twice.

			Was it pretty?

			It was. Although I got stuck in the reef and cut myself. I was afraid I’d attract sharks.

			He shows her his arms, his hands, where there are grazes, slight cuts. Hardly the stigmata. Hardly anything worth talking about. But he is a man, after all: they feel the grief of every single wound.

			And did you attract sharks?

			I don’t think I went out deep enough.

			She smiles unsmilingly. Well your holiday doesn’t sound like much of a success.

			By now he has landed up, uninvited, on her father’s old armchair. It is the same chair Jennifer uses when she comes in here. It gives a good angle on the room and the view of the faded suburban hills beyond it.

			It was only on the last day that I started to relax, he says. I even played volleyball on the beach.

			And Jennifer? Did she relax?

			She sat under one of those straw umbrellas and worked her way through the cocktail menu. Twice.

			I see.

			You know that novel she always threatened to write?

			What about it?

			She’s written it. She’s even found a publisher.

			Well good for her.

			Apparently, it’s coming out next year, in the spring. The Gift of Sight, she’s calling it.

			And what’s it about?

			Us. It’s about all of us.

			I don’t fucking believe it.

			Emma has failed to keep the anger out of her voice. It is also typical of Jennifer to pull something like this, as if Julian’s near-death wasn’t enough.

			Have you read it yet?

			No.

			Why not?

			We aren’t living together. She has asked for a divorce.

			I’m sorry to hear that.

			Are you?

			No – not exactly.

			She sits across from him. The air between them feels less angry, suddenly.

			Why did you come here, Andrew? What is it you want?

			I came to apologise.

			For what?

			For my part in what happened with Julian. I want you to know that I will never forgive myself.

			You already did that, she laughs, when you played volleyball on the beach.

			He takes this. He doesn’t try to defend himself.

			But don’t worry, she continues, I don’t exactly blame you. It’s what we do. We forgive ourselves.

			He seems smaller now that his wife has left him with her book of revenge under her arm. He has been restored to a more likeable scale.

			At least we know that what happened with Julian was an accident.

			Do we? I thought in your world there was no such thing as an accident. On some level, maybe Julian wanted to fall. Why else go up there? Why else stand on that parapet and tempt fate? Perhaps what happened to him was little more than a Freudian slip.

			Neither of them smiles at this.

			You could at least tell me what you two talked about on that day, she continues.

			She can see he would prefer to pretend that he can’t remember, but they’re beyond that now. He settles deeper into the chair, as if trying to make himself even smaller.

			He had a story, Andrew says. He said he’d seen us together in the garden.

			He told me something about that.

			He did?

			Not the details, but enough. Do you think he made it up?

			I have no idea.

			Well he described the scene shortly before he called me a lying, fucking bitch.

			I’m sorry.

			Did you deny it had happened?

			Of course.

			But did he believe you?

			He must have. Because at that point it also had the merit of being the truth.

			What else did he say?

			He wanted to know if I was his father.

			Jesus Christ.

			Andrew looks at her squarely. I’m sorry, Emma, he says again.

			Did you at least tell him that you weren’t his father?

			I said I loved you, but as a sister.

			As a sister? You mean in the same way Jennifer loves me?

			Not exactly – like that.

			She rubs her eyes and considers her bleared version of him. You should have lied, she says. You should have said there was no love between us.

			I should never have spoken to him in the first place.

			All I wanted was for you to spend some time with him, Andrew. Listen to him as a member of the family. As an uncle, not some kind of bloody expert. Was that too much to ask?

			His face doesn’t move as he absorbs this.

			At least I’m giving it up, he says, like a drinker once again vowing to give up drink.

			You won’t be able to, she says. You’ll have a divorced novelist to support. She’ll need her own house, for a start.

			I’m giving her the house.

			Where will you live?

			I found a garden flat where they don’t mind two Labradors.

			She stands and walks across to the nearest sculpture and pulls the wrapping away from it. There she finds a large hunk of angel, too heavy-limbed for flight, his wings no more than under-­developed stumps. Then she goes to the next sculpture and the next, each time revealing shapes she once knew as intimately as her own body. Yet these figures have nothing to do with her. They are the work of someone else entirely.

			Everything has changed, she says, dropping the wrapping in a heap.

			Yes.

			I’m sorry, but there it is.

			He looks at the strange menagerie around her. It’s as if his gaze can’t differentiate between her and the sculptures, and for a moment she feels the strength of them: together, they form a pack of wolves.

			Everywhere we went on our holiday, he says, I found myself looking for you. At the airport, at the hotel. I even looked for you at the local village. I kept thinking I’d seen you. Everyone seemed to have your hair.

			What did you want to say to me?

			I only wanted to see you again.

			Well, I am right here.

			I can see that.

			They look at each other in something like their old way, in a way they have both forgotten about. It is more than friendship, more than tenderness. It is a look of acceptance – of being present with each other in the present.

			I think you’d better stay, she says at last.

			Stay?

			I only mean for supper.

			But – what about Julian?

			What about him?

			I’m sure he still despises me.

			He never despised you, Andrew. I doubt he even thinks about you these days. He has his own concerns, and they have little to do with you or me.

			I’m pleased to hear that.

			It seems we’re finally beginning to do something right.

			A small miracle, Andrew laughs.

		

	
		
			The perfect kiss

			Julian, Johannesburg

			Holding on to the ends of her fingers as if they are about to perform a dance, he passes through the wooden door that leads to the winding stairs of the chapel tower. He goes up first, through the bell-ringer’s room with its pedals marked with letters and masking tape, and up the thin, metal ladder that ascends to the chamber where the bells dangle like dusty, stone fruit. He climbs the final metal ladder and pushes the heavy trapdoor open, lowering it carefully back on itself so that it doesn’t slam. The school flag hangs limp in the windless air and the sky around them is the colour of pearl. He takes her hand to help her up the remaining rungs and she laughs breathily, whether from the climb or the prospect of the kiss isn’t clear.

			Are you afraid of heights? he asks.

			Not at all, she laughs, but more as if to reassure herself.

			From here they can see both sides of the city: the old city centre with its jumble of decaying apartment blocks and its pulsing cement tower – like a version of that lighthouse at uMhlanga Rocks – and then, in the opposite direction, the forest that is the northern suburbs of Johannesburg, where the financial hubs of Rosebank and Sandton are marked by the half-constructed glass buildings and crops of yellow cranes above the dying trees. It was said by one of Julian’s teachers that their school provided a boundary between two distinct worlds: the emerging world and the decaying world. The boys were tasked with writing an essay that argued which was which.

			Here we are at last, she says.

			They are facing each other exactly as they do in the play.

			We’re supposed to kiss in the shadows, not the daylight, Julian laughs, quoting their song.

			We have nothing to hide.

			He touches the sides of her face as if he is afraid that he might miss her mouth – and then he kisses her at the same moment that he is kissed.

			[image: ]

			Only when she has gone does he remove his blazer and step across to the parapet. He feels like the last person left on earth in this illuminated tower, the smoking city lost beneath him. Already there are stars appearing, and cars accumulating in the field below, their headlights sweeping across the vacant quad, lighting up the image of the boy and his wet fish.

			He has never felt more decided as he climbs onto the parapet. He balances on the edge of the tower, like a bird preparing itself for flight. He has only walked along this wall once before, but that was with Rupert and it was during break – when they could see exactly what they were doing. This time, all Julian has to go by is the texture of the stone beneath his feet.

			Julian!

			Elizabeth has appeared in the quad, wearing her coat. She flaps her arms up at him.

			What are you doing?

			We are all angels.

			The whole known world is pure song.

			This is where life begins, he thinks, as he takes another step into the dark.
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			ALSO BY CRAIG HIGGINSON

			The Ghost of Sam Webster (coming September 2023)

			Writer Daniel Hawthorne is packing up his mother’s house in Johannesburg when he hears about the disappearance of Sam Webster, the beautiful daughter of his friend, the famous historian Bruce Webster.

			When the body of Sam appears briefly on the banks of the flooded Buffalo River, Daniel decides to visit the Websters’ luxury lodge in the heart of Zululand. Under the guise of researching a new novel about his disgraced ancestor, the lepidopterist Lieutenant Charles Hawthorne, who fought in the Battle of iSandlwana, Daniel starts to investigate the reasons for Sam’s disappearance. The lines between loyalty and betrayal, love and hate, cowardice and courage, redemption and shame soon become blurred as Daniel gets closer to the truth.

			Written in Craig Higginson’s masterful prose, The Ghost of Sam Webster is at once a war novel, a murder mystery, a multi-layered love story and a robust reassertion of what it is to remain human during the most challenging times.

		

	
		
			The White Room (2018)

			South African playwright Hannah Meade arrives in London for the opening night of her new play. She has arranged to meet Pierre, the student she was in love with when she taught English in Paris. During their time together, they lied their way towards truths they were too young and inexperienced to endure. Perhaps this time they will have a second chance.

			As the reader is drawn from contemporary London back to Paris on the eve of the war in Iraq, the mystery of past events is brought to vivid life in a series of dramatic, intriguing and deeply moving encounters. Written in layered, stark prose, The White Room lays bare many of our assumptions about language, identity, memory, loss and love.

			‘Craig Higginson is at the vanguard of the latest and most ­exciting novelists in South Africa, offering a barometer of the best to be expected from the newest wave of writing in the country.’ 

			– andré brink

			‘In prose pared to the bone Higginson explores the complex nature of love. Most importantly, we realise love can become what you will it to be – and that once you’ve grasped it, you should guard it with all your life.’ 

			– fred khumalo

		

	
		
			The Dream House (2015)

			Winner of the 2015 University of Johannesburg Prize for South African Writing in English

			Shortlisted for the 2015 Sunday Times Barry Ronge Fiction Prize and the Jenny Crwys-Williams Fiction Book of the Year 2015

			A farmhouse is being reproduced a dozen times, with slight variations, throughout a valley. Three small graves have been dug in the front garden, the middle one lying empty. A woman in a wheelchair sorts through boxes while her husband clambers around the old demolished buildings, wondering where the animals have gone. A young woman – called ‘the barren one’ behind her back – dreams of love, while an ageing headmaster contemplates the end of his life. At the entrance to the long dirt driveway, a car appears and pauses – pointed towards the house like a silver bullet, ticking with heat. 

			So begins The Dream House, Craig Higginson’s riveting and unforgettable novel set in the Midlands of KwaZulu-Natal. Written with dark wit, a stark poetic style and extraordinary tenderness, this is a story about the state of a nation and a deep meditation on memory, ageing, meaning, family, love and loss. 

			‘It’s here at last – the South African novel that throws off all the literary baggage of political cliché and posturing, and gives us an honest exploration of not only what it is to be human, but what it is to be South African.’

			– city press

		

	
		
			The Landscape Painter (2011)

			Winner of the 2011 University of Johannesburg Prize for South African Writing in English

			Shortlisted for the 2012 English M-Net Literary Award

			‘It is in The Landscape Painter that Higginson unfolds the mastery of his craft on all fronts … Haunting long after the last page is turned, The Landscape Painter is one of those rare gems which allows readers to rediscover themselves. Higginson is already one of the finest South African writers around, but his star is surely and steadily on the rise.’ 

			– karina m. szczurek, sunday independent

		

	
		
			Last Summer (2010)

			Shortlisted for the 2011 English M-Net Literary Award

			‘This is a tale of understated elegance and empathy, piercing in its honesty, and utterly beguiling from the very first sentence.’ 

			– john van de ruit

		

	OEBPS/font/SabonMTPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
  Contents


  
    		The Book of Gifts B ebook


    		‘A patiently crafted, beautiful and complex family story. I recommend The Book of Gifts highly.’


    		A new pair of swimming goggles


    		The gerbil and the cage


    		A bright-red, high-heeled shoe


    		Julian’s favourite food, sushi


    		The camera with the zoom lens


    		My cuckoo child


    		A dense chocolate loaf sprinkled with icing sugar


    		The half-sister instead


    		A game of tennis


    		The honeymoon suite with the sea view


    		A hockey player with thick, dark hair


    		A good bottle of pinot noir


    		A flickering light


    		Dodos in different shades of blue


    		Only one oyster on her plate


    		The girl with the stopwatch


    		A small miracle


    		The perfect kiss


    		Acknowledgements


    		ALSO BY CRAIG HIGGINSON


    		The White Room (2018)


    		The Dream House (2015)


    		The Landscape Painter (2011)


    		Last Summer (2010)


    		cover.xhtml


  




		Landmarks


			
						Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/The_Book_of_Gifts_PB_front_cover_300dpi.jpg
‘An intriguing and complex family story. I was hooked from the first sentence.’

— Nozizwe Cynthia Jele, author of The Ones with Purpose

CRAIG
SO

K
T

Author of The Dream House and The Landscape Painter





OEBPS/font/SabonMTPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/image/2.png





OEBPS/font/SabonMTPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/1.png
‘An intriguing and complex family story. I was hooked from the first sentence.’

— Nozizwe Cynthia Jele, author of The Ones with Purpose

Author of The Dream House and The Landscape Painter





