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Her head ached.

Her body buzzed, white with static. Sparks arched along each nerve, fizzing up and down her limbs. She tried to groan with the pain of it, but no sound came.

Erased.

Rewritten.

Pressure, cold and hard, bearing down on her—

No.

Her body came back, and reality snapped into place. She was sprawled across a concrete floor, breathing in the scent of dust and disinfectant.

The tingling retreated, and she gasped with pain and relief. The floor, smooth and unforgiving against her face. Spit pooled near her lips.

She must have been asleep. Or unconscious.

What had happened?

Memories scattered like little fish, startling apart every time she reached for them. All she could do was wait till one, and then another settled, puffing up a silt of pain.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

Try to remember.

She’d been sitting on the barracks steps.

That’s right. Sitting, and staring out at nothing, as she’d done so many times, the view so familiar she hardly saw it anymore.

Her own feet in scuffed boots. Weed-ridden gravel that stretched down to the dried-up riverbed, fringed and fenced with barbed wire. Piles of rotting tires, corrugated sheeting rusted to lace, uncoiling spools of wire. Burst boxes spilling things gathered long ago, and long ago abandoned. The scent of wood smoke, the scent of supper cooking.

Then—

Static.

Pain.

…

Pain.

Static.

Concrete.

Her mind refused to close the gap.

She’d been home, and now she was lying here, with her hands bound behind her.

Even before she tried to move, she knew it was useless. Her wrists were securely tied, knees and ankles, too.

No blindfold, though. She could see the room. Small and dimly lit. She’d never been here before—she was sure of that.

And she was not alone.

She was sure of that, too.
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The Holdfast




“Well.” Anelle checked the moisture meter. “There doesn’t seem to be any damp here.”

Ray watched as her mother moved the meter across the wall, crouching to get it right against the skirting board.

“No, all fine.” Anelle rose to her feet, one hand against the wall for balance. She tucked the meter into her handbag. “It’s all dry. I don’t smell any mould in the cupboards either. So close to the sea, you’d think the place would be riddled.”

“The roof is good, too.” Ray studied the ceiling, its luxurious height one of the many things she loved about her new flat.

“Yes.” Anelle also considered the ceiling. “No leaks. No stains, at any rate. But, Reinette, it’s always so windy here in Muizenberg. You’re going to have to keep an eye on those roof tiles. They’ll blow right off, and then you’ll have rain leaking in all over the place. And sometimes a tile can crack enough to leak, but the crack is totally invisible so it’s nearly impossible to find.”

Ray couldn’t help smiling. Her mother sounded almost hopeful at the prospect.

Anelle ran manicured fingers along her handbag strap “I must admit, it’s a nice, quiet building.” Her habitually stern expression relaxed  as she regarded Ray. “Can’t hear the neighbours at all. Not like that other place you looked at. That one in Mowbray, right on the street. So unsafe. Burglar bars are just not enough anymore. I would not have been able relax for a moment if you’d moved in there.”

“It was more the traffic noise that bothered me,” said Ray. “And no garden or backyard. No garden here either, but the courtyard’s really nice.”

“No off-street parking, though.”

“I don’t have a car. Don’t need parking.”

“You’ll need to get your own car eventually, you know.”

Anelle, after another glance around, made her way towards the front door. Her clacking heels echoed in the flat’s empty space. “You can borrow my car, any time. Just let me know. I hardly use it these days.”

Ray allowed herself an eye roll as she followed her mother. “Ma. You always say that, but what about you giving lifts to the church ladies, and taking Aunty Pete to her doctor’s appointments, and helping that grumpy neighbour of yours to take his recycling to the dump—”

“What’s wrong with that? If I didn’t do something, nobody would, and Mr Minaar would let his bottles and bags and scraps of paper blow all over the place. And you know Aunty Pete has no one else to help her get to the doctor. Honestly, if I think of that big fat son of hers driving around in a new car every year, but never has time to help his mother, it makes my blood boil.”

“He’s quite something,” Ray agreed.

“So,” Anelle said. “I should be going. Give you a chance to settle in a bit.”

Ray waited for another warning about damp, noisy neighbours, or the dangers of coming home late all by herself in this neighbourhood, nowhere is really safe these days, you know…

“I hope you’re happy here, Reitjie.” Anelle’s eyebrows tightened slightly as she regarded Ray. “I know you’ll be happy here. You need your own place.”

“Ma—”

“Nothing wrong with that!” Anelle tucked her handbag under her arm. “I’m not complaining. It’s good, you moving out. Don’t worry about me. I’ve been living on my own for years. And it’s not like you’re all the way up in Joburg or something. Or in another country.”

“That’s true,” Ray said, “and now you can set up the guest room as a sewing room, like you’ve been threatening to.”

Anelle laughed. “Yes. No more excuses.”

When Ray made a move to walk her out, Anelle held up a hand. “No need. I can make my own way. I will see you soon again. And—”

“I’ll call you if there’s anything I need,” Ray said dutifully.

“You do that. Remember to close the windows when you leave. I noticed they were open when we came in just now. I know you’re on the second floor, but there are no burglar guards on your bedroom window—”

“Don’t worry, Ma.”

Ray watched as Anelle, one careful hand on the handrail, descended the stairs. She waited till she heard the downstairs security gate open and close, and the murmur of her mother’s voice, and the guard’s response.

She closed her front door, appreciating the weight of it, and the firm click of its latch engaging.

Nothing flimsy about this building. It might be old, but it was solid.

It was done. She was all moved in.

Alone, in her own flat.

Her own place for the first time since— Well, for the first time ever, really.

As a student, she’d lived in a commune with an ever-changing parade of housemates. After graduation, she’d moved in with Patrick. That had ended with the break-up, and she’d been camping out in her mother’s guest room ever since, a far from ideal situation for either of them, despite Anelle’s protests to the contrary.

The flat was rather breezy right now, with all the windows open to dispel the new-paint smell.

The previous tenant had had a taste for strong colours. When Ray had first seen the place, all the walls had been painted in shades of turquoise, amethyst, daffodil, and tomato, and had reeked of incense and marijuana.

Those scents were gone now, along with the carpets, raggedy soft furnishings, and saris that had been draped everywhere. Also gone was the layer of cat hair that had covered everything.

Sanding the floor and repainting the walls had removed most of the smell, although some of the kitchen cupboards still retained lingering traces of spice: cumin, garam masala, and vanilla. The bedroom cupboard was haunted, too, by the ghosts of patchouli and sandalwood.

The walls were all white, now. Boring, maybe, but to Ray, the whiteness made the place seem airy and full of potential.

She headed slowly to her new bedroom.

The view from the window here was the best part of the flat. She could hardly believe it. The sea was so close. When the tide was high, as it was now, she could look straight down at the waves lapping the big black rocks below.

No wonder Anelle was worried about damp. Reinette had no such concerns. This was perfect.

Here she was, on the second floor, high enough to feel secure, but not so high she felt removed from her surroundings.

As she watched, a wave withdrew, sucking at the beach. Sand rasped over stone, and pebbles clicked against rock as the water pulled at them.

It must be amazing to be here when the weather gets rough. Like being at sea in a boat, except much safer.

Ray hugged herself and sighed.

The move had been the right decision after all. What a stroke of luck, finding this place, still available, and so affordable.

When she’d decided to move out of her mother’s flat, Ray had looked for something in that neighbourhood, but she’d soon discovered she simply could not afford the rent.

It’s all these foreigners, people had told her, knowingly. Paying with Dollars and Euros so South Africans just don’t stand a chance.

Whatever the reason, Ray could not afford a Woodstock apartment, or, in fact, anything anywhere in the southern suburbs. Not unless she was willing to share with others, which she was not.

For a while it had looked as if Bernie and Marcella would be able to help her.

They lived in the City Bowl, an area that was way out of Ray’s price range, but they would have given her a good rate.

“Come live with us!” they’d offered, but it had soon became apparent this wasn’t possible. They simply didn’t have the space.

Which was a pity. Living with her new friends would have been nice.

Apart from the fact that she loved both dearly, there was the convenience of being close to work as well, or at least, close to work while she still worked with Bernie and Marcella.

The commute to the City Bowl had been her mother’s chief objection to Ray moving to Muizenberg.

“It’s right at the other side of the world!” she’d insisted. “And you don’t have a car. And you simply can’t take a train—not these days. It’s not safe!”

But while Ray had enjoyed running workshops for Bernie’s photography students, the work was not consistent enough for her to rely on it for all her income. She’d had to find another source.

Thank heaven for the internet, and the new ways of working it made possible. Ray still felt far from secure in her new identity as a freelance graphic designer, but at least it didn’t involve a commute.

It was yet another thing in her new flat’s favour—it had that holy grail for freelancers: a good, stable internet connection.

She’d bought herself a decent laptop. It was more expensive than she could really afford but with a laptop, she didn’t need an office. With a laptop she could work anywhere she liked, and if she needed to meet with clients, Muizenberg had many good coffee shops.

She’d tried not to wonder who these clients would be, or how she would find them.

Her phone buzzed, and Ray drew it out of her pocket.

A message from Jaylene.

Am at Hang Ten Cafe meet for coffee? Then you can show me your new place!!

Ray responded: 

Yes please :) Where is Hang Ten? Don’t know the neighbourhood yet :)

Jaylene sent a map pin of a coffee shop well within walking distance, on Surfer’s Corner.

Ray felt a thrill of excitement. Jaylene would be her first visitor.

She neatened her already tidy bed and checked the other rooms to make sure they were presentable.

That didn’t take long—one of the advantages of having so few possessions.

She also checked that the kitchen window was open. Cat Thing hadn’t come back from his explorations yet.

The window had to be permanently open because Cat Thing refused to use the perfectly adequate cat-flap that the previous tenant had installed in the back door.

Ray gazed out over the courtyard, hoping for a glimpse of the small black cat, but he was nowhere in sight.

Not quite so small anymore.

Cat Thing had grown a lot the past few weeks. If he’d been an ordinary cat, Ray would have kept him locked in her bedroom for a few days while he adjusted to the new home, but it was impossible to lock up Cat Thing.

If it suited him, he’d waltz right through a closed door as if it wasn’t there. Which made his habit of mewing piteously at closed windows and ignoring the cat-flap that much more irritating.

It really was pointless worrying about Cat Thing. He could take care of himself. Cars, dogs, and the other dangers that faced a small animal in a new neighbourhood were no problem. After all, he wasn’t really a cat.

“Extra dimensional creature” was what Bernie called him.

Ray had met Cat Thing on a recent camping trip with Bernie and her friends. Cat Thing had been caught in a rat trap, and Ray had freed him. He’d taken a liking to her, and when the holiday was over, had come home with her, back to her mother’s flat.

During the car trip back, Ray had wondered how he’d get on in the normal world. How would her mother react to the uncanny little creature, and what would the neighbourhood cats make of him? Woodstock was notorious for its combative feline population.

As it turned out, she needn’t have worried.

Anelle never to notice anything odd about Cat Thing and he never gave her any reason to. Ray suspected her mother’s firm belief that Cat Thing was an ordinary kitten influenced him to behave like one.

She hadn’t seen the first meeting between Cat Thing and the resident Woodstock cats, but whatever he did, it had inspired a thorough and lasting respect. No cat so much as looked at Cat Thing during their stay there. In fact, they had behaved as if he did not exist at all.

That was convenient, but it also seemed rather a pity to Ray. Cat Thing might not have any enemies, but he also did not have any friends.

Maybe it would be different here.

After a last look, Ray closed the back door and locked it. She had to get going. Jaylene was waiting for her.

⌘⌘⌘⌘

Ray mounted the broad steps that led to the Hang Ten Cafe’s entrance.

She’d not been inside the place before, but it had caught her eye when she’d walked around the neighbourhood, trying to decide whether she wanted to live in Muizenberg.

It was a spacious coffee shop with big, mismatched tables, a rack of surfboards on one wall, and a shelf near the door, stuffed full of faded second-hand books. Unlike so many places in Cape Town, the décor was worn by time and use, and not the skilled hand of a paint-effects artist.

The music on the surprisingly good sound system was some kind of crossover between drum-and-base and reggae. The young man behind the counter swayed a little to the beat.

“Hey!” Jaylene waved her over to where she sat, at a long counter by a row of open windows.

“Hallo!” Ray said. “Nice place”

“Oh, it is. You should try their date balls.” Jaylene patted the chair next to her. “Have a seat.”

A skinny black dog approached and sniffed at Ray’s knees, then allowed her to stroke its enormous black ears.

“Cute, hey?” said Jaylene. “I think she belongs to the owner.”

When it was clear that Ray had no food to offer, the dog moved away to find more promising customers. Ray watched her go wistfully.

“Only interested in food, that one,” Jaylene said.

“You’re looking great.” Ray took her seat. “I love your hair like that.”

“Thanks!” Jaylene patted the black cloud of her afro. “How’ve you been? Surviving the move? Mom driving you nuts?”

“Oh, she’s been okay. She’s actually been really helpful.”

“I like your mom,” Jaylene said. “Bit of a worrywart, but she’s cool. She’s got a fierce spirit, just like you. She hides it well, but it’s there.”

“You think so?” Ray scanned the menu.

“Get the cocoa-chai,” said Jaylene. “You’ll love it. But I’ve not forgiven you yet.”

“What for?”

“Not asking for help with your move!” Jaylene stabbed a finger at Ray. “And I bet you didn’t ask anyone else to help you either, right? Nope, your mom helping you doesn’t count. You’d have done it completely alone, without your mom, even, if you could have.”

Ray shrugged helplessly. “I don’t like being a bother. Moving’s such a pain—”

“Total pain!” The finger stabbed again. “That’s the point. That’s why you get your friends to help you.”

“Well, uh,” Ray looked at Jaylene, trying to gauge if she really was angry. “I’m sorry—”

Jaylene laughed and leaned to kiss Ray on her cheek. She smelled faintly of vanilla. “Don’t look so worried! Just let me know next time, okay? We’re your friends. We want to help you.”

Ray was about to reply, but a waiter appeared at her elbow—a young black guy in an eye-wateringly bright tiger-striped T-shirt.

“What would you like?” He flipped a pen between his fingers.

“Could I have some of this cocoa-chai tea, please?”

“And date balls for both of us,” Jaylene instructed. “My treat.”

“That all?” The waiter glanced between them. “Cocoa-chai, date balls. Sure thing. Coming right up.”

Ray checked the prices on the menu and wondered if she should insist on paying. That was the polite thing to do. But her mother had always taught her that part of being generous was allowing other people to treat you every now and then. So. What should she do?

“Anyways, tell me.” Jaylene smiled at Ray. “You all moved in? Everything sorted?”

“Yes. All done. Took about five times longer than I thought.”

“Tell me about it!” Jaylene patted at her hair with the heel of her hand. “It always does. Moving’s the worst. You think you’re finished, then you open a drawer and Oh My God more stuff you need to decide whether to keep or throw away.” She took a sip of her coffee. “But come on! You’re out of your mom’s place and living in Muizenberg! You’re going to have a blast.” She gestured at the view through the window. “I mean. What a place.”

Ray had to agree. Even in the middle of a weekday, Surfer’s Corner had a holiday atmosphere.

The window looked out over the promenade, so there was plenty to see. Like the tourist getting ready to go into the sea, the open back of their van a temporary changing room.

A young woman smoothed sunblock over her cheeks, as her partner struggled to don his new wetsuit.

Several car guards hovered nearby, shooting one another dirty looks as they whistled and gestured as they tried to attract the attention of drivers cruising past. A family threaded their way between the cars, mother and father, grandmother, and several over-excited children. They were draped with damp towels and carrying buckets and picnic baskets.

People ate soft-serve ice-cream, put hats back on toddlers, dusted sand from their feet, chatted, laughed, and argued.

“Here you go, sweetheart!”

The waiter was back with Ray’s order. He unloaded his tray with quick efficiency: a red, cast-iron tea pot, a blue-and-white willow-patterned China cup, and a bowl containing some sticky looking date balls.

“Thanks!” Ray touched the teapot with a fingertip. “That does smell good.” She lifted the lid to reveal a neat metal basket that fitted inside the pot, brim-full of spices.

Ginger and cardamom, from the scent of the steam.

“Don’t pour it yet,” said Jaylene. “Got to be nice and strong.”

“Looks pretty potent already,” said Ray. The tea was black as coffee.

Jaylene picked up one of the date balls, and rotated it between her fingertips, deciding which angle to attack it from. “Are you sorted for work?”

“Yes, actually,” said Ray. “I’ve still got that Metro Girl job.”

Jaylene quirked an eyebrow. “Isn’t that one of your ex’s clients? You still having to work with him?”

“No, that’s the best thing about it,” Ray said quickly. “Metro Girl is from before Patrick. So that works out well.”

“Metro Girl.” Jaylene wrinkled her nose. “So bland. And only one client?” She bit into the date ball.

“It’s an ongoing job,” Ray explained. “Updating their in-house literature, creating a whole new range of pamphlets and packaging.” She cupped her hands around the teapot, enjoying the heat that radiated from it. “Not exactly ground-breaking, but I know the work inside out. No surprises. Pay is good, and it’s a steady income for at least the next eight months, maybe even more. I should be able to get some new clients by then.”

“Sounds kind of boring.”

“Well, yes.” Ray pulled a wry face. “But at the moment, boring is good, if it means a steady income.”

“You’re telling me.”

“You doing okay?” Ray asked. “Jobwise?”

Jaylene nodded, mouth full, then swallowed, and wiped her lips neatly. “Oh, yes. Thanks to Bernie. She’s organised funding for me to tutor for the rest of the year. So I’m sorted.”

“Is it good work though? You enjoying it?”

“Yeah. It’s fun. I’m beginning to think that maybe that’s what I should be doing.”

“Really?” Ray looked at her friend, intrigued. “Teaching?”

“Yes.” Jaylene nodded, dusting a few shreds of coconut from her fingers. “It’s so interesting. Never thought it was my thing, but so far, I’m into it. That tea’s probably ready by now.”

Ray poured the chocolate-brown liquid into her cup and took a sip.

Jay watched her closely. “So, what do you think?”

Ray nodded, eyebrows up, unable to answer. The stuff was strong. Dark and bitter, glowing with the heat of chillies and ginger, subtly spiced with cardamom, cinnamon, and other spices she could only guess at.

“Now have some date ball,” Jaylene instructed.

Obediently, Ray took a small bite of date ball. Then she had to close her eyes to properly savour the combination of soft, sweet date ball and hot, spicy tea. “This is good!” she said when she could speak again.

“Told you.” Jaylene sat back, satisfied.

“So, you know Muizenberg well?” Ray asked. “You’ve clearly been here before.”

“Clarke used to live around here,” Jaylene said. “When he was in his surfer phase.”

“Clarke surfed?” Ray was surprised. “Doesn’t seem like, I mean—”

“Oh, I know.” Jaylene laughed a little. “I know what you mean. Clarke’s so, well, ironic, isn’t he? I think he was in it for the clothes and the slang. And the girls, probably. Not so much the actual surfing. But that was long ago. Just after high school.”

“I didn’t realise you’ve known him that long.”

“Oh yeah.” Jaylene’s lips curved into a small, tight smile. “We’ve been bosom buddies for years, now.”

Ray gave her friend a careful look. “Is there something going on with you two?”

“Why, did Bernie say something?” Jaylene signalled the waiter. “Can I have some sparkling water, please?”

“No,” Ray said, wondering if she’d said something out of line. “Nobody said anything. I just get the impression that something’s up.”

“Perceptive of you,” Jaylene said stiffly. Then she grimaced and shot Ray an apologetic look. “Sorry. I’m being a bitch. It’s not your fault. Yeah, things aren’t exactly great between us.”

“You guys had a fight?”

“Hmm.” Jaylene pulled a paper napkin from its holder and spread it out on the table, considering it carefully. “More complicated than that. You remember when we were all driving back from Laaste Bos? I made a joke that Clarke should pretend that he’d faked those damn photos he took of Amberside.”

“I remember.”

Amberside.

The name conjured the place up in Ray’s memory. The old house, deep in the forest of Laaste Bos, near Bernie’s new holiday home.

“That’s right.” Ray looked thought fully at Jaylene. “Faking the pictures. That was your idea, wasn’t it? I’d forgotten. He didn’t seem exactly enthusiastic about it at the time.”

“You can say that again.”

“Well, it worked, didn’t it?” said Ray. “I’m not on MyPics, so I didn’t see it myself, but Bernie told me about it.”

Jay leaned forward, her eyes sharp. “And what did she tell you, exactly?”

Ray was a little taken aback by Jaylene’s waspish tone. Was there trouble between Jaylene and Bernie? She hoped not. They had both become so important to her, in the short time she’d known them.

“Well,” Ray said, “Bernie told me that Clarke made it look as if those Amberside photos were totally faked. He changed the location data so that they seemed to have been taken in some forest in, uh, Europe, I think? He made it look as if it was all a Photoshop fake. There was a fuss, and Clarke nearly lost his MyPics account over it.”

“That’s right,” said Jaylene. “It was one of those outrage sensations for a hot minute, until everyone moved on to the next thing.” Her face was shuttered, her long lashes lowered. She tore the napkin in half, then folded that half and scored it with a fingernail.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Ray said. “I mean— I’m sure it sucked for Clarke, but it took some guts, right? He risked his reputation to protect Amberside. It would have been awful if a lot of MyPics photographers showed up there with their cameras. Although it would have been better if he’d not uploaded the photos in the first place.”

“You’re impressed?” Jaylene’s eyes flashed scorn. “Well, don’t be. He didn’t do any of it.”

“I don’t understand.”

Jaylene glanced around, as if checking if anyone was listening to their conversation. Ray nearly laughed at the theatricality of it. “Somebody hacked into Clarke’s MyPics account,” Jaylene said, voice lowered. “It was the hacker who changed the location data, which is, by the way, absolutely impossible to do even if you have a professional account, so I have no idea how they did that. And it was the hacker wrote all those confessional posts in Clarke’s name, about how it was all a fake-up and so on.”

Ray opened her mouth, but no words came.

“Yes.” Jaylene gave a grim little smile. “You might as well look like that. I was pretty surprised, too.”

“But— A hacker? You’re sure it wasn’t Clarke who did it?”

“Yes, I’m sure. And you know how I know?” Jaylene’s lips thinned with annoyance. “Clarke thinks it’s me.”

“What?”

“He thinks I did it. Hacked his account, faked those posts, made him look like a faker.”

“That makes no sense.”

“It makes no sense. But that’s what he thinks. He’s furious.” Jaylene shrugged stiffly. “Looking at it from his point of view it kind of makes sense. He shared his password with me. According to him, just me and nobody else. I was the one who suggested that fake-up plan in the first place. As a joke, but still.”

“Oh.” Ray drank some of her tea. “But who did the faking then? It wasn’t you, and if Clarke didn’t do it—”

“Honestly?” Jaylene balled the napkin in her fist, crumpling it up into a tiny wad. “I have no idea. If it wasn’t that I know for a fact Clarke couldn’t hack his way out of a paper bag, I’d think he did it, and is playing some kind of twisted mind game with me.

“But that’s just me being butt-hurt. It’s not really his style.” She blew out a breath. “It kind of sucks. I think he knows I didn’t do the actual hacking, but he seems to think I arranged it, somehow. Got somebody else to do it.”

“I’m sorry. That’s horrible.”

“Well. I guess it’s just what’s happened. And honestly, I’m glad somebody did that hack, whoever they are, because it saved Amberside.”

“And Bernie and Marcella? Do they know?”

“Do they know what?” Jaylene frowned.

“That it’s not Clarke who did it. Made the photos seem fake, I mean.”

“Oh. No. I thought it’s best to leave things as they are,” Jaylene said. “I was surprised, for a while, that he didn’t tell them he thinks it’s me, but Bernie was so thankful to him for keeping Amberside private, I think he sort of went along with it and after a while it became difficult to say oh well actually it wasn’t me it was Jaylene.”

“Hmm. Maybe.”

“Bernie’s supervisor for Clarke’s Master’s thesis, remember. He’s always careful to stay in her good books.”

“Just seems odd to me that you didn’t tell Bernie.”

Jaylene shrugged again. “Yeah. I suppose I thought at the time that it was more important to protect Amberside, and the story that Clarke was this apologetic faker did a good job of that. If it came out that his account had been hacked, maybe people would put two and two together and figure that the photos had been genuine after all.”

“But Bernie wouldn’t tell anyone. And neither would Marcella.”

“Not the point.” Jaylene shook her head emphatically. “Once a story gets out, it gets out. That’s just how it works. At the moment, Clarke likes being the brave one who risked his rep to protect Amberside. Once I start tugging at those strings, the whole thing might unravel.”

“Hmm.” Ray was unconvinced. “You should tell them. I mean— A hacker! If it wasn’t you, and it wasn’t Clarke, who is it? I don’t know anyone with those kinds of skills. And also, why did they do it, whoever it is?”

“Yeah. There’s that. The mystery hacker. I have no bloody idea.” Jaylene slipped her bank card out of her phone case. “Listen. You finished? Let’s pay up and go. I want to see this new place of yours.”

⌘⌘⌘⌘

“Welcome to The Holdfast,” Ray said as she held the gate open for Jaylene.

“Wow.” Jaylene looked up at the building. “This is great!”

“Isn’t it?” Ray felt a rush of pleasure at her friend’s approval. “Most of the buildings ’round here have converted their courtyards into parking lots. This is so much better.”

“Oh, totally!”

The Holdfast, a weathered-looking two-storey building, enclosed the courtyard on three sides. An enormous bougainvillea grew up around the building, a monster of a plant with long, black thorns among the nodding clusters of ember-bright flowers.

A balcony stretched the entire length of the second floor, shading a portion of the courtyard. The words The Holdfast had been spray-painted along one section of the balcony, directly on the brick in a subtle but clean-cut style.

The building’s name was wound about with painted strands of kelp, and striped fish nosed among them.

The courtyard was separated from the road by a high wall overgrown with hardy-looking vines and climbing succulents. The wall itself was almost completely hidden under these plants, but here and there faces sculpted from ceramic and rusted metal peeked through the leaves.

The courtyard itself was a combination of garden, workshop, and storage space.

A patchwork of shade-cloth created a partial roof that sheltered hammocks, worktables, a bicycle shed, a small greenhouse made of plastic sheeting, and a thing that was either a cement-mixer or a compost-bin.

Plants grew everywhere. Some directly in the sandy soil, others potted in a variety of containers: raggedy hanging baskets, kegs, kettles, old boots, teapots, and a cracked toilet.

This was all tough, indigenous vegetation that had survived Muizenberg’s salty wind and scorching sun.

A group of teenagers, skateboards scattered around them, sat chatting on the far side of the courtyard. A few glanced up as Ray closed the gate. She lifted a hand in greeting, but they didn’t seem to notice, too engrossed in their conversation.

“So many cats!” Jaylene crouched and extended a finger to a ginger tom who lay stretched in the sun, his fat, creamy tummy exposed. “Who’s this?”

“That’s Buttercream,” said Ray. “Or maybe Butterbur? I’m not sure.”

“Both names suit him,” Jaylene said, stroking the cat. “That reminds me. How’s Cat Thing fitting in? Where is he?”

The ginger cat closed his eyes and stretched, luxuriating at Jaylene’s touch.

“Fine so far as I know,” Ray said. “He disappeared this morning. I haven’t seen him for hours.”

“Cat Thing can look after himself, can’t he? Are you worried?”

“Not really. You go ahead. In here.” She directed Jaylene to The Holdfast entrance.

“Hey, Rawbone,” she said to a deeply tanned white man who sat, chair tipped back, at the security gate. He had a handlebar moustache and roughly scrawled prison tattoos, and blue eyes that seemed unnaturally pale in his sun-ravaged face.

“This is my friend, Jaylene,” Ray told him. “Jaylene, Rawbone. He’s security here.”

The man gave a nod, hooded eyes closing briefly in acknowledgement.

“There’s security here night and day?” Jaylene asked as Ray led the way up the stairs, then down a hallway to her front door.

“Yes” Jay said. “Rawbone’s the day guard. He’s really great. You wouldn’t believe how many times I managed to lock myself out while I was moving my stuff in. And he helped carry stuff, too. He doesn’t speak much, but he’s a real sweetheart.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Jaylene said. “He kind of looks like he just got out of prison, but maybe that’s an advantage when it comes to being security. There’s a guard here at night, too?”

Ray found her key, and as usual, struggled with the lock. It was stiff and temperamental, and she’d not quite mastered the trick to unlocking it yet. “Yes. There’s a night guard, too, but I’ve not met them yet. The guards all live on the property, apparently. Sorry about this. Sometimes this lock opens immediately, and sometimes it’s like this and I have to coax it open.”

“Is the neighbourhood that bad, then? That you need twenty-four-hour security?”

“I don’t know.” Ray withdrew the key from the lock, checked that it was the right one, then tried again. “The woman who used to live here before me said it was pretty safe. I mean, safe for Cape Town. I’m not going to go walking by myself at night, or anything. Apparently, the guards are caretakers as well. They fix stuff, and work in the garden, that kind of thing. Rawbone told me he used to live under that railway bridge near Main Road. Homeless.”

“That’s neat. That he found a place to live and work.”

“I know, right? It’s pretty neat. Ah. There we go at last.” The key finally turned, and the door opened. “Sorry about that. Well, here it is. Welcome to my new home. You’re my very first guest.”

“Apart from your mother, right?”

“Oh. Sure. But she doesn’t count.” Ray laughed. “That didn’t sound right. You know what I mean.”

Jaylene chuckled as she stepped inside. “Don’t worry. I know what you mean. Wow, you must be right on the sea. It sounds like the waves are in here with us.”

“It’s my favourite thing.”

“Nice floors.” Jaylene walked down the short hallway, eyes everywhere. “Oregon pine, ek sê. Ooh. And I like the bookshelves!”

“The owners had the floors sanded for me,” said Ray. “And paid to paint the place, too.”

“Really?” Jaylene touched the newly painted wall. “That’s unusual. Most landlords make that the tenant’s cost. This your bedroom? Mind if I have a look?” She pushed the door open. “What a view!”

She strode over to the bedroom window, and Ray joined her. The foam-flecked waves below glinted green in the sun, and gulls circled above them.

“You are, like, right on the water.” Jaylene said. “This is pretty awesome. I’m officially jealous.”

Ray grinned with pleasure. “It’s by far the best place I’ve seen. I can’t believe I can afford it.”

I hope I can afford it. She pushed down the familiar surge of unease at the thought of the rent she’d have to pay.

“And what’s the landlord like?” Jaylene asked.

“There’s more than one. I’ve only met one of them. They all live here, in the building. Some kind of cooperative deal.”

“Huh.” Jaylene turned away from the window and regarded the room itself. “You’ll need a better bed. A mattress on the floor just isn’t ideal. Ask me. I know.”

“Now you sound like my mother.”

Jaylene laughed. “Does she say that, too? She’s right. Let’s see the rest of the place.”

They moved into the small living room. “I like the light in here.” Jaylene looked up. “That skylight looks new.”

“I think the previous tenant had it put in. I can see why. Would be pretty dark in here without it. My mother kept going on about how it might start leaking.”

“Your mother likes to have something to worry about. Mine’s the same.”

The only other source of natural light in the living room came from the kitchen windows. The kitchen and living room were all one room, although divided by a counter with cupboards above and below.

Jaylene surveyed the meagre furnishings.

Ray, seeing the place through her eyes, had to admit that it did look bare bones. The so-called living room had no furniture except for two barstools pulled up to the counter, left behind by the previous tenant.

A white, built-in bookshelf covered most of one wall, but it held only a handful of books, all bought since she left Patrick.

The floor was beautiful, newly sanded and varnished Oregon pine, but bare. Her mother had offered her a carpet, but Ray had resisted, wanting to furnish the place on her own terms.

“What’s up?” Jaylene regarded her narrowly. “You’re upset about something.” Her eyes widened. “Wait a minute. What-his-name, your ex. Does he still have your stuff? Is that why the place is so empty?”

“Patrick,” Ray said reluctantly. “No, well, yes, sort of. I don’t really have much. Some of my stuff is still at his place. I’m still figuring that out.”

“What’s to figure out?” Jaylene’s gaze sharpened even further. “You still have a key to his place, right?”

“Yes, I have a key, but I can’t just show up there—”

“Why not?”

This was exactly what Ray had been afraid of. Once Jaylene got an idea in her head, she didn’t let go.

“I don’t want any drama.” Ray shrugged uncomfortably. “I’ve been meaning to let him know that I’ll be coming ’round—”

“Yes?” Jaylene folded her arms. “So, what’s the problem? Is he being a dick about it?”

“It’s not like that.” Ray rubbed her hands along her upper arms. “When I told him I’m not working with him anymore…He didn’t take it so well.”

“So, he is being a dick about it. You had a fight? He tried to bully you?” Jaylene’s eyes glinted with anger.

“No, no,” Ray said hurriedly. “Nothing like that. Patrick’s not like that.”

“I’m going with you.”

Ray opened her mouth to argue.

“I promise I’ll behave myself.” Jaylene held up her open hands as if to display how harmless she was. “No confrontations. No conflict. I’ll be sweet as sugar. Besides, you’ll need somebody with a car and a pair of hands to help you carry stuff.”

Ray wanted to refuse, but Jaylene was right. It was ridiculous to keep putting this off, and if Jaylene was willing to help, why turn her down? This way, she wouldn’t have to ask her mother.

“You’d do that?”

“Sure!” Jaylene squeezed Ray’s arm. “No problem. That’s what friends are for, right? Just let me know when works for you, and we’ll go.”

“That does make sense. I have to admit I’ve been dreading asking my mother to help me fetch that stuff.” Ray grimaced at the idea of that conversation. “She really likes Patrick. I can just see the two of them standing there making awkward but polite small talk while I get my stuff out of his flat…”

“You should have said! Come on. It’s no problem. Just tell me when and where, and we’ll do it.” Jaylene stepped ’round the counter that divided the living room from the kitchen. “Neat little kitchen! Lots of cupboards. I like that.”

“It gets sun in the morning.” Ray was relieved at the change in subject. “And that door opens to a balcony.”

“But hold on.” Jaylene frowned as she scanned the tiny space. “Where’s your fridge? Or is that also at Patrick’s place?”

“No. I don’t have one.”

“Dude, you need a fridge!”

“Honestly, are you channelling my mother?” Ray couldn’t help a chuckle, despite her frustration. “I’m getting a fridge as soon as I can afford it. In the meantime, I can easily make a plan. People lived without fridges for ages, you know.”

“People also used to paint lead on their faces to make themselves pretty,” Jaylene grumbled as she opened the door that led to the balcony. “And they used to eat— Oh, hey, you!” She stood back as Cat Thing stepped over her feet and into the kitchen. “Cat Thing. You’ve grown so big!”

“He has, hasn’t he,” said Ray.

Cat Thing mouthed a silent miaow at Ray and flicked his fluffy black tail in irritation.

“You been waiting out there long, boy?” Jaylene asked him.

“If he has, it’s his own fault.” Ray opened a cupboard. “There’s a perfectly fine cat door. He refuses to use it.” She found a newly opened bag of muesli. “And the window is open, too. And honestly, he can walk through walls if he really wants to. He’s just being difficult.”

“Well, he’s a cat, isn’t he? Comes with the territory.”

Ray laughed. “True.” She took out a white porcelain bowl that was the only thing Cat Thing would deign to eat from these days and poured some muesli into it.

“Muesli?” Jaylene leaned against the counter and watched as Ray sprinkled cayenne pepper, cinnamon, and ginger on the cereal.

“Yep,” she said. “This is how he likes it.”

Cat Thing weaved around her legs, purring loudly.

“Dry like that? No milk or anything? Aren’t cats, like, unable to digest grains? I’m sure I heard that somewhere.”

Cat Thing leapt lightly up on the counter, and paced in place, purring loudly as he gazed at the bowl in Ray’s hands.

“He’s not really a cat though.” Ray put the bowl in front of Cat Thing. “I don’t know why he eats at all. Echoes don’t need to eat, right?”

“They don’t need to, but they like to,” said Jaylene. “I’d be the same, if I was an Echo.”

Ray watched as Cat Thing devoured the muesli, crunching each mouthful loudly. “Maybe it’s because he’s still growing. But then, Wren said he only looked like a kitten because I expected him to be a kitten. I have no idea how old he really is. So, who knows?”

“Honestly, none of that stuff makes sense to me,” said Jaylene. “It’s all just crazy. Have you seen the other Echoes lately?”

“Cuervo and Riage?” Ray put away the spices and muesli. That was the thing about living in a tiny space. If you didn’t keep tidying up, it got chaotic in an instant. “Not for a while. Been so busy with the move. You?”

“I’ve been at Bernie’s quite a lot lately,” Jaylene said. “Riage is nearly always there. Working in the garden. Cuervo’s out and about. Been hanging out in St George’s Mall. Busking. Playing that nutty wind-instrument thing he made.”

“I heard about that,” Ray said. “It’s cool that they settled in so well.”

“Yeah.” Jaylene pushed herself up so she was sitting on the counter. “They did. Or those two did. I wish I knew where Wren was. It’s pretty messed up that she never came back.” Her gaze moved to the little radio the windowsill. “You still keeping that on all the time?”

“Uh huh.” Ray nodded.

“Ever hear from her?”

“From Wren?” Ray avoided Jaylene’s gaze and focused on wiping away the dusting of spices that had spilled on the counter. “No.”

“Well.” Jaylene sighed. “I guess one day she’ll show up, and we’ll find out what happened to her. And to— What was his name? The dog guy?”

“Axel,” said Ray.

“That’s right. Axel. He was hot. Is it safe to go out on that balcony?”

“Yes. It’s quite solid.”

They went out onto the balcony and stood there for a while in silence, looking at the courtyard.

Part of the view was blocked by the shade-cloth stretched just below, but they could see most of the space. The mosaic-tiled paths winding around the various shrubs and containers, a row of faded longboards leaning against the back wall.

The teens were still there. Some of them practised balancing tricks on their skateboards, the others sat, arms around knees, watching.

One of them, a lanky boy with a mop of curls, lost his balance and fell, to his friends’ amusement. They exploded with laughter and derisive comments as he tried to right himself without losing any more of his dignity.

“I like this place,” Jaylene said. “It’s got such a chilled vibe. How did you hear about it? It’s quite a find.”

“A, um, a friend told me.”

Ray silently cursed herself for her awkwardness. Her answer was so obviously evasive.

Jaylene didn’t seem to notice. “That’s how it works, right? It’s all about your network. Places to live, jobs…It’s who you know.”

“That’s true.”

“You’re going to have such a blast, living here. Once you get some more furniture, that is. And a fridge!”

“Give me a chance!” Ray smiled at her friend. “I’ve only just got here.”

“We’ll have a housewarming party,” Jaylene said. “Hey. How about that? We haven’t had a proper party in ages.”

“Not much space for a party,” Ray objected. “And I haven’t really met the neighbours yet. So, I don’t know—”

“Don’t worry about that. It doesn’t have to be a big deal. Just, you know. Friendly. But listen. I have to go. Got stuff to do still.”

Ray followed Jaylene to the front door and opened it for her. “Thanks for coming,” she said. “I’ve missed you.”

“Hey girl.” Jaylene leaned in and kissed Ray lightly. “Likewise. See you soon, okay?”

“Absolutely.”

“I meant it about helping you get your stuff from Patrick’s. You just let me know when, okay?”

“Tomorrow morning work?”

“Tomorrow morning is perfect.” Jaylene took a few steps down the hallway, and then turned. “Wait. How do I get out through the security gate?”

“There’s a button. Just to the left of the stair. Or Rawbone will open for you.”

“Okay, of course. Okay, bye then!”
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Fish and Chips




After Jaylene left, Ray wandered aimlessly around her flat, taking it all in again. It was still so new, and she relished the certainty that soon it would all be familiar.

The kitchen, bright with the dappled sunlight filtered by the bougainvillea hanging over the windows. The living room with all its empty bookshelves about to be filled with all her favourite books. The tiny, rather dark hallway by the front door, where there was another remnant of the previous tenant, a row of coat hooks shaped like elephants with upcurved trunks.

The tiny bathroom, tiled from floor to high ceiling with moss-green tiles. The wobbly, green-tinted bathroom window gave the light in there an underwater feel.

And best of all, her bedroom with its sea-view window.

She sat on her mattress, so thin she could feel the floorboards right through it. Jaylene was right. She was going to have to somehow organise an actual bed.

Ray closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall.

Moving was exhausting. She’d lost count of how many times she completed the trip from Woodstock to Muizenberg and back, driving her mother’s car.

Hiring a moving truck, even a small one, had been beyond her means. Her bank balance was looking rather low, after the deposit on the flat, the new laptop, and a frightening number of surprise expenses.

Her mother had offered to lend her the money, of course, but that was not an option.

Ray sighed and stretched. That was all in the past. The move was over. She could concentrate on simply being here.

She still couldn’t quite believe her luck in finding The Holdfast. If it hadn’t been for Wren’s text message, she’d still have been looking.

Wren’s message had been spare and to the point.

the Holdfast surfers corner muizenberg speak to mara or robbie they know about you

How had Wren known about The Holdfast? She must have come here and spoken to at least one of the owners. How else would she know their names?

Ray considered the little she knew about Wren.

Wren was an Echo. Ray wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, other than that Wren and the other Echoes looked human, most of the time, and had been brought across to this world from their own, at some time in the previous century.

Wren had spent her entire existence, before Ray met her, confined to Amberside, a house in the middle of a forest, hours’ drive from anywhere, out of reach of even cellphone reception. Her only companions had been the other Echoes. They’d all been completely cut off from the modern world, at least until they’d met Ray and her friends.

Wren had not been exposed to modern technology, but she’s figured it out with remarkable ease.

The last time Ray had seen Wren, was when she’d disappeared, apparently travelling along radio signals to an unknown destination.

Ray had thought the girl was gone forever, but on the car trip back from Amberside, a message had appeared on Ray’s phone.

A single word:  

 RAY

That had been the first of many messages, all equally terse and cryptic. Ray had kept it to herself, not telling Jaylene, Bernie, or any of the others.

She stirred uneasily. This line of thought always made her feel guilty.

She should have spoken up, of course. Told everyone about Wren’s messages to her as soon as they arrived.

When another message arrived, and then another, it was that much more difficult to bring them up, without explaining why she’d kept them secret.

Ray had told herself that if Wren wanted to contact the others, she could do so at any time.

And it wasn’t as if Wren’s messages contained any useful information, like where she was, or what she was doing. She also never responded to any of the questions Ray texted in reply.

Sometimes, there would be a description that suggested where she was, but always vague enough that you couldn’t pinpoint it to a location.

the wind smells of leaves here but there are no trees i don’t know where the scent comes from

Occasionally, Ray’s radio would crackle or play snatches of ambient noise.

Footsteps echoing in the distance and a small dog, barking. Street sounds, with a voice chanting in a foreign language, possibly Turkish? Once, all there had been was a rushing sound like wind, woven through with birdsong.

Each message evoked such a strong sense of place that Ray had felt transported.

She’d got into the habit of sending Wren updates on her life. When she’d mentioned that she was struggling to find a place to stay, the message about The Holdfast had arrived soon afterwards.

Without Wren’s suggestion, Ray had no doubt she’d still be in her mother’s guest room, or in some dingy flat in Wynberg or Southfield.

It was going to be okay now. The worst was over. She had what she needed: a place to stay, and money to last till the end of the month.

Thank god for the MetroGirl job.

The work might be boring, but right now, boring was an advantage. It was income she could rely on.

Enough with the worrying. It was Thursday today, and she’d decided to take Friday off. She didn’t have to think about work until at least Monday.

Jaylene was right.

It was about time she got the rest of her stuff from Patrick’s place. It was ridiculous that it had taken her so long to deal with that problem. In fact, it was a bit surprising he’d not complained yet.

She found Patrick’s contact on her phone and started a message.

Hey there. Sorry to

No. That was all wrong. Starting off with an apology. She imagined Jaylene’s reaction, one eyebrow raised sarcastically. “Really? What do you have to apologise for?”

Start off as you mean to go on. Firm, but neutral. No apologies or explanations. Stop worrying what Patrick might think of her, and just say what had to be said.

Something soft and warm nudged at Ray. Cat Thing. He wanted to climb on her lap.

Ray leaned back to give him access, her mood lifting at the sight of him, as it always did.

To look at, you’d never know that there was anything different or uncanny about Cat Thing. A rather fuzzy black cat with extra-long whiskers and dark blue eyes. No longer a kitten, but still with that slightly cartoonish look of a young cat, the air that he might start chasing nothing at any moment.

“Hey there.” She stroked him, wincing as he kneaded her thigh. “Ow. No claws. You’ll ruin my jeans.”

When Cat Thing settled down, she went back to the message to Patrick. After several more attempts, she had:

Hey there Am collecting my things from your place tomorrow Friday morning I still have a key. Can let myself in

It worked out quite well, almost as if she’d planned it. Friday morning, Patrick was guaranteed not to be home. He’d be at Objeksio, running the weekly team meeting.

Ray could be in and out of his flat without ever seeing him.

She hoped.

The move had taught her that she tended to underestimate how long it took to move her possessions. It wasn’t much, but it wasn’t nothing, either. All her books, her sofa, and the clothes she’d left behind. There was some crockery as well, some pretty bowls her grandmother had given her.

Patrick had never liked those bowls. He wouldn’t mind—

No. She wouldn’t think about it. Wouldn’t imagine what it would be like, being back in that flat, taking things that had been part of her previous life.

She sent the message, then immediately read it again.

Was it too abrupt? He’d think it rude. Maybe she should have—

No. It was sent now.

She had to stop second-guessing herself.

Now for a message to Jaylene.

Hey J if it’s still okay, can we

She deleted it and started again.

If youre sure its no bother to

After several more attempts, she blew out her breath in exasperation with herself.

Jaylene would not have offered to help it if she did not mean it. She needed Jaylene’s help. She really didn’t want to ask her mother if she could borrow the car again.

She tried again:

all set for getting stuff from Patrick tomorrow friday 9:30 work for you?

She sent the message.

There. That was done.

Ray resisted the urge to read the message again and put her phone away. She eased Cat Thing from her lap and stood. Time to get out. Maybe get some fresh fish at the Kalkbaai harbour.

Cat Thing caught that thought and let out an approving chirp. He sent her a series of images of fish swimming alluringly just within reach.

His telepathic abilities were most certainly getting stronger.

“Okay. It’s decided.” Ray smiled down at him. “Fresh fish it is. Not too much, because we don’t have a fridge to store the leftovers. But with you around, I guess leftovers won’t be a problem, right?”

Cat Thing blinked in emphatic agreement.

“You coming with, or staying here?”

Cat Thing curled himself up into a tight ball and snuggled down into her pillow.

Ray was a little disappointed. It would have been fun, walking down the road with the little cat.

Not quite so little anymore. And maybe it’s for the best. Cat Thing would draw a lot of attention.

She found her backpack, made sure she had her keys, her bank card, and some cash, and headed out the door.

⌘⌘⌘⌘

Ray had never walked from Muizenberg to Kalk Bay before. She’d driven the route often enough, usually as a passenger in someone else’s car. Walking was different. It took longer than she’d expected.

She took the St James walkway, a narrow pedestrian path between the railway and the rocky coastline.

Damp stains showed where waves had recently washed over the path, which made Ray wonder when high tide was. Not for some time, she hoped. Waves lapped tamely around the rocks some meters away.

As she walked, the day’s tension fell away.

The breeze smelled salty, and the sea was postcard pretty. Foam-flecked, blue-green waves rolled towards her, occasionally displaying a glimpse of translucent green as they lifted high enough for the sun to shine through them. Gulls drifted lazily overhead, and red-beaked oystercatchers trotted among the rocks.

Ray was not alone on the path. A steady trickle of people, tourists as well as locals, were ambling along, taking in the view.

A train rattled past and drowned the world in the clanking rush of its progress. Children leaned from the windows, shouting and waving.

Ray waved back.

At St James, Ray turned and took the route under the railway line through a dim, arched underpass.

Main Road was busy this late in the afternoon, the traffic already building up to rush hour. The shops sold mostly touristy T-shirts and hats, beach gear and ice-cream, their signage quirky and hand-painted, or printed to look that way.

Much of the sidewalk was taken up by vendors with their displays of tie-dyed scarves, second-hand books, and toys made from recycled cans.

The route to the harbour took her few blocks further along Main Road, then back across the railway line again, this time at a big level crossing.

Ray always felt nervous crossing a train line, but the booms were up, and none of the lights were flashing.

At last, she reached Kalk Bay harbour, hidden behind a car park and more shops and restaurants.

To her disappointment, all the fresh fish had already been sold.

“Too late, my sweetheart,” said the woman who was sloshing water over a concrete slab, her arms sparkling with fish scales. “Come back tomorrow. Unless you want some salted snoek?”

Ray looked up at the garlands of dried fish draped overhead, but she didn’t feel brave enough to chance it. She never understood how that the dried snoek lasted, tied up like that, exposed to the weather. Why didn’t any of the hundreds of seagulls snatch it away?

Still, she was hungry, and Cat Thing would be disappointed if she went home without any fish.

“Fish and chips?” The woman nodded toward a ramshackle shop right on the edge of the harbour. “There you go. They’re still open!”

The fish and chips shop had clearly been there for years. Inside, the walls were plastered with handwritten notices about the day’s specials layered over signs warning patrons not to display their bikini tops or sit on the tables.

Framed photographs of fishing vessels held pride of place, advertisements for snorkelling trips and shark-cage diving tucked into their frames. The serving hatch was decorated with a rainbow of multicoloured foreign bank notes.

Ray ordered snoek and chips.

Luckily, she had enough cash on her, because, as the old man behind the counter told her, there was no card machine.

As she waited for her order, Ray amused herself by watching the gulls on top of the tarpaulin that shaded the space. The gulls were invisible, except for the shapes of their feet that appeared and disappeared as they walked about, like a minimal cartoon animation.

Other gulls, perching nearby, spotted her and flew over for a closer look. Some of them stretched out their necks and keened at her in a most undignified way.

“Hey,” Ray told them. “Chill, dudes. I don’t even have any food yet.”

The gulls, unimpressed, increased their efforts. They glared at one another with red-rimmed eyes, and every now and then a flapping altercation broke out.

“You shouldn’t be eating battered fish and chips anyway,” Ray told them. “It’s unhealthy for you.”

Then she felt bad. The fish she’d ordered had been caught right here, in the ocean these gulls would normally be hunting. They undoubtedly had more of a right to it than she did.

“Number fifteen!”

A waitress had emerged. “Number fif-TEEN!”

Ray fumbled with her till slip, embarrassed. Where did it say what your number was? At last, she spotted it. “Over here,” she called. “Thank you!”

Her resolution to take the food home and eat it at a table like a civilised person evaporated as soon as she held the warm, vinegar-soaked packet.

She quickly found a spot on the harbour wall, with a view of the rows of anchored fishing boats.

Fortunately, the gulls had not followed her, so she was able to eat in peace.

A burst of laughter drew her attention. Nearby, some people were watching an enormous seal that slouched on the edge of the pier. It scratched its ear with a hind flipper, exactly like a dog. Another, smaller seal nestled up against it, fast asleep, and just off the pier, yet another swam, looping through the water in slow, graceful curves.

What must it be like, to be able to sleep so deeply, in such a public place? And what was it like, to be so at home in that chilly, salty water?

Ray watched the seals as she ate. The fish was delicious, the batter not too salty, and the chips just right, crispy on the outside but soft inside, oily and vinegary.

She was sorely tempted to finish all of it herself, but remembering Cat Thing, folded the remains of the fish in the paper and tucked the packet into her bag.

Time to head back home.
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Road Rage




The walk home was not quite as enjoyable. When Ray reached St James, she somehow missed the entrance to the seaside walkway, which meant she had to stay on Main Road all the way to Muizenberg.

The cars were bumper to bumper. Traffic had slowed to a near stand-still, and the air stank of exhaust fumes. The sidewalk vendors were frustrating rather than charming, and at one place she had to step into the road to get around one of their tables.

Tires rasped on tar as a cyclist braked to a halt.

“Careful!”

A gloved hand rested on Ray’s shoulder, steering her back to the safety of the pavement. She caught a glimpse of intent, bright eyes in a dark face. No helmet and long, dark hair.

“I’m so sorry!” Ray was mortified, but the cyclist gone already, flashing away past the row of cars.

Ray stood with her hand to her thumping heart. She had to wait till she caught her breath and felt able to start walking again, this time careful to keep on the sidewalk.

Soon enough, she spotted the Muizenberg bridge and knew she was nearly home.

Nearly, but not quite.

Despite the obvious landmark of the bridge, she still managed to get lost in the maze of small streets beyond it.

All the streets looked familiar, that was the problem, and they weren’t in anything like a proper grid, so it was easy to walk ’round in a loop without realising it.

At last, she found the right turn, and headed down the road toward The Holdfast. A group of teens walked ahead of her, headed in the same direction.

Surely those were the kids she’d seen hanging around in The Holdfast’s courtyard earlier?

A hooter blared, so close and loud that the breath was startled out of her. Brakes squealed, and a bulbous silver SUV barrelled past, much too fast for the narrow road.

“Hey!” Ray shouted after it. Wasn’t this a one way? She was sure the car was driving the wrong way. “Hey, slow down!”

The hooter blared again, this time at the kids who scrambled to get out of its way.

“Hey, watch it, asshole!”

One of the teens, a tall, gangly boy with curly hair, banged on the car’s rear window as it went past. The car drove onto the pavement and jerked to a halt, breaks squealing.

“You touch my car?”

The driver-side door opened, and a man emerged. Shaved head, white shirt. His voice was a harsh with rage. “You touch my car?”

The kids backed away.

“Yes, asshole!” It was the boy who’d hit the car. “You coulda killed us. Watch where you drive! Pedestrians have rights, too, you know!”

The man narrowed his eyes and balled his big fists.

Ray felt nauseous. This was bad. This was going to get ugly.

She broke into a run, fumbling to get out her phone. The man was moving, too, his body radiating rage. She had to get between him and that boy. He might hit the boy, but he was much less likely to hit her. If she could get between them—

It was too late. The man shoved the boy up against a wall.

Curse words. Ugly, racist, abusive, right in the boy’s face.

The other kids, distress clear in their faces, hovered nearby, torn between running or protecting their friend.

One of them, a thin girl with beaded braids, grabbed the man’s sleeve. “Los hom!” she yelled. “He didn’t do nothing! Leave him alone, you vark!”

A meaty elbow lashed out and sent the girl sprawling. One of the other kids screamed.

“Excuse me!” Ray was distantly surprised at how calm she sounded. “What is going on here?”

The man swung ’round, his fist still wrapped in the boy’s shirt. “What the fuck—” He dropped his gaze to Ray’s phone. “You better not have taken any photos, you skinny bitch.”

The menace in his voice made Ray’s stomach go liquid. She swallowed and lifted her chin, returning his stare. “I got your number plate. And if you don’t let him go, I’ll call the cops.”

“The cops?” The man laughed, relaxing a little. “Go ahead, then. Save me the time.”

He released his grip on the boy, who backed away out of reach.

The thin girl was on her feet again. She clutched her skateboard in front of her chest like a shield, her eyes hot with anger. “You leave us alone!” she hissed at the man. “Don’t you dare!”

Time was getting short. She had to defuse this. Things were getting out of hand.

The man was right, she couldn’t call the police. They were far more likely to side with him, a neatly dressed, thirty-something driver of a shiny SUV, than with a bunch of raggedy, mixed-race teenagers with skateboards.

With the cops involved, anything might happen.

The man glanced at Ray’s phone again. Was he going to try and grab it from her?

“Right, then.” Ray spoke with a confidence she did not feel. “I got a nice clear shot of your number plate. Driving recklessly, endangering pedestrians, and attacking a child.” She made herself meet his gaze without flinching. “What’s your name?”

He was going to call her bluff. He must know she’d not had a chance to take photos.

“Oh, bullshit.” The man came a step closer, lips drawn back from his teeth. “You know what? People like you make me fucking sick. Bleeding-heart fucking liberal fucking hippies. No wonder the country’s going down the fucking drain.”

“Hey. Lady.” A small voice sounded at Ray’s side. The youngest of the kids touched her arm. “Look there.” He pointed at a sticker on the car’s bumper. “Call that number!”

Reckless driving Please call…

The name emblazoned on the side of the van finally registered, and Ray realised
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