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By eight-thirty the heat had already decided how the day would behave. It lay over Jouberton like a patient animal, unmoving, confident it would outlast everyone. Mpho Diale adjusted the stack of files on his desk so the edges lined up, a small protest against the weather’s indifference.

The municipal offices occupied a low building that had once been painted cream and now answered to no particular colour. From his window Mpho could see the taxi rank edging the road—white and blue minibuses idling, drivers leaning on doors, arguments starting and resolving themselves with familiar choreography. Every sound arrived softened, as if filtered through dust.

He opened the first file of the day. Erf numbers. Boundaries. Dates. Names written in different hands, all of them certain they would last.

Mpho liked certainty. He had trained himself to. He believed in procedures the way some people believed in prayer: not because they always worked, but because they kept you busy while things happened.

At nine exactly, the power went. The ceiling fan slowed, sighed, and stopped.

“Load shedding,” said Kabelo from the next desk, with the tone of someone announcing a familiar relative’s arrival.

Mpho nodded. He made a note in the margin of the attendance register — 08:58 –? — and closed the file. The generators in this building were reserved for departments with louder complaints. Records learned to wait.

He stood and stretched, careful not to knock over the paperweight his aunt had given him years ago: a smooth stone from the Vaal, heavy enough to insist on its place. Through the open door, the corridor hummed with conversation. Someone laughed too loudly. Someone else complained about a missing stamp.

“Diale,” called Mrs Naidoo from reception. “You have a walk-in.”

Mpho checked the clock that had stopped at 09:01 and followed the sound of his name.

The woman waiting by reception wore a navy dress that had seen better mornings. She held a thin folder against her chest, as if it might bolt. When she looked up, she didn’t smile. She assessed the room first—counter, chairs, notices curling at the corners—then him.

“Mr Diale?”

“Yes.”

“I was told you handle amendments.”

He gestured toward his office. “Depending.”

She stepped inside and waited for him to indicate a chair. Mpho closed the door, more out of habit than privacy, and sat opposite her.

“Name?” he asked, pen ready.

“Reabatswe Botha.”

He wrote it down. The pen hesitated on the g. “What kind of amendment?”

She slid the folder across the desk. “Historical correction. Possibly.”

Possibly was not a word Mpho liked. He opened the folder. Inside were photocopies: deeds registry extracts, a hand-drawn map yellowed at the edges, a more recent surveyor’s diagram stamped and signed.

He felt the smallest tightening behind his eyes. The map showed a boundary line that leaned where it should have stood straight.

“How did you come by this?” he asked.

“I’m editing a pamphlet for a housing NGO,” she said. “Local history. Someone noticed a discrepancy. I followed it.”

“Into municipal records.”

“Yes.”

He looked at her again. Her voice was calm. Too calm for someone bringing possibly into his office.

“These things usually have an explanation,” he said. “Rezonings. Consolidations. Administrative error.”

“Of course.” She nodded once. “That’s what I’m hoping for.”

Mpho turned the diagram around so it faced him properly. The erf numbers matched. The dates did not.

“How old is this map?”

“Early nineties.”

“And the diagram?”

“Two years ago.”

He tapped the paper with his pen. “You understand that correcting a boundary isn’t—”

“Simple?” she offered.

He allowed himself the briefest exhale. “No.”

Outside, a taxi hooted in a way that suggested impatience had finally become policy. Someone in the corridor argued about toner.

Mpho closed the folder. “I’ll need to log this. There’s a process.”

“I assumed.”

He slid a form toward her. “Your contact details.”

She filled them in neatly, her handwriting narrow and deliberate. He noticed she didn’t include a middle initial.

“Do you live in Jouberton?” he asked, without looking up.

“Yes.”

“Long?”

“Recently again.”

He nodded. Returned, then. That explained the careful distance in her tone.

“I’ll call you,” he said. “When I know more.”

She stood. “Thank you.”

She paused at the door. “Mr Diale?”

“Yes?”

“If this turns out to be nothing—”

“It often does,” he said.

She considered him, then nodded. “Still. Thank you.”

When she left, the office felt smaller. Mpho sat for a moment, pen resting on the closed folder, listening to the heat assert itself again.

He logged the request. Gave it a reference number. Placed the folder in the pending tray.

He did not open it again.

At lunch he walked to the café near the corner where the tar thinned and the pavement remembered dirt. The generator there made a brave, uneven noise. Solo Nkosi sat outside, balancing a Styrofoam plate on his knee.

“Diale,” Solo said. “You look like paperwork offended you.”

“It tried,” Mpho said.

Solo laughed. “It always does. Sit.”

Mpho ordered and joined him. The street shimmered. A bus from Klerksdorp CBD passed, half-full, everyone leaning away from the windows.

“Anything interesting?” Solo asked.

“Possibly,” Mpho said, and regretted borrowing the word.

Solo raised an eyebrow. “That’s not a work word.”

Mpho shrugged. “Someone brought me a map.”

“Maps cause trouble,” Solo said. “They pretend to be honest.”

Mpho watched a taxi pull away, dust blooming briefly in its wake. “This one’s old.”

“All the dangerous ones are.”

Back at the office, the power returned with a triumphant click. The fan resumed its duties as if nothing had happened.

Mpho stood, went to the pending tray, and removed the folder. He opened it again.

The boundary line leaned.

He checked the registry index. The amendment date was there, neat and unquestioned. He pulled the ledger. The entry matched.

Only the map did not.

He closed the ledger slowly.

Outside, afternoon clouds gathered with theatrical patience. Somewhere between the taxi rank and the filing room, a decision waited to be noticed.

Mpho returned the folder to the tray and placed the stone paperweight on top of it.

For the rest of the day, he worked carefully around it.
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