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The dead do not always lie still in Jouberton.

I have learned this over forty-one years of breathing this township's air — the sweet rot of mango peels on summer pavements, the diesel tang of taxis idling outside the rank, the ghost-smell of gold dust that still clings to the North West earth long after the mines gave up trying. The dead of Jouberton do not stay buried. They rise in the eyes of their children. They whisper through the corrugated iron sheeting of houses that were never meant to stand this long. They sit across from you in makeshift offices above hair salons on Voortrekker Street, wearing the faces of women whose husbands should have come home.

She walked in at ten past eleven on a Wednesday.

I remember precisely because I had been watching a dust devil spin itself to nothing in the street below, thinking that I was not unlike it — a great deal of motion signifying very little. Private investigation in Klerksdorp in the third decade of the new democracy is not the stuff of television. It is infidelity and missing teenagers and the occasional insurance fraud. It is sitting in a car eating a samoosa from a spaza shop and watching people who are not doing anything interesting. It is surviving.

She was not what I expected.

Not that I had expected anything. The door opened and she was simply there, the way certain moments simply arrive — without warning, without ceremony, carrying everything that is about to change your life in the set of their shoulders and the careful way they hold a handbag that has seen better days. She was perhaps thirty, dressed for church or a job interview in a navy skirt suit that had been ironed with the kind of devotion that speaks of dignity maintained against considerable odds. She had the face of someone who had been crying for weeks but had decided, this morning, to stop. The decision had not entirely held.

"Mphonyna Ndlovu?" she said. My name in her mouth was a question and an accusation at once.

"Sit down," I said, because I could see her knees were arguing with her resolve.

Her name was Thembi Mothibedi. Her husband Isaac had gone to Mpumalanga three months ago for what he believed was legitimate mining work — good money, she said, real money, the kind that doesn't come to Jouberton any other way anymore. He had called on the first two nights. Then silence. She had phoned the number he gave her. Disconnected. She had gone to the police. They had written something in a book and told her to come back in a week. She had gone back four times. Each time, a different constable, the same tired eyes, the same pen moving across the same kind of paper that absorbed everything and produced nothing.

I watched her hands as she spoke. They were still in her lap — very still, the way hands become still when their owner has had to learn to carry things alone.

"How much do you have?" I asked. I am not a cruel man. I am simply a man who has learned that sentimentality without money is just another form of helplessness.

She named a figure. It was less than I needed and more than she could spare.

I took the case.

Later — weeks later, when I understood what I had walked into — I would ask myself what it was in that first moment that made me say yes. I have turned the question over many times, the way you worry a loose tooth with your tongue, knowing it will hurt but unable to stop. Was it the stillness of her hands? The way she said Isaac's name, like a prayer she no longer quite believed in? Or was it something older — something that lived in my own chest like a stone, something that had my father's face?

My father also went to Gauteng and did not come back. I was nine. I am not nine anymore, but I have never entirely grown out of that particular shape of waiting.

That afternoon I went to see Bra Vusi.
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Bra Vusi operates out of a spot near the taxi rank that is simultaneously a car wash, a phone repair stall, and an informal intelligence bureau. If Jouberton were a human body, Vusi would be the nervous system — everything passes through him, every rumour, every whisper, every piece of information that floats between the spaza shops and the shebeens and the churches where the same people go on Sunday to pray for different versions of the same thing.

"Mphonyns," he said when he saw me, spreading his arms wide as if I had just returned from exile. Vusi greets everyone as though they have been away much longer than they have. It is one of his gifts. "You look terrible. Are you eating?"

"I need information," I said.

"I need forty thousand rand to fix my number two taxi," he said pleasantly. "We are all needing things." But he was already moving toward the back of the car wash where two plastic chairs and a small table constituted his office. This was how Vusi worked — he complained while helping. I had known him for thirty years and I had never once seen him refuse.

I told him about Isaac Mothibedi. I watched his face. Vusi's face is a remarkable instrument — it can maintain complete blankness while information is being filed, sorted, and cross-referenced at speed. Then something shifted.

"There have been others," he said. His voice was quieter than usual. "Five, maybe six young men in the last year. Recruited here, in Jouberton and Stilfontein, by a man called Papkie — small man, gold tooth, drives a white Fortuner. He promises good money in Mpumalanga. Mining work. They go." He paused. "They come back changed. Or they don't come back."

"Changed how?"

He made a gesture that meant: broken in ways I cannot name.

I drove back to my office above the hair salon. Below me, the sound of women talking and laughing, the smell of relaxer chemicals rising through the floorboards — the ordinary, sustaining sounds of women going about their ordinary lives while the men in their lives went away and sometimes did not return. I sat at my desk and I opened Isaac Mothibedi's file — which was thin, very thin, containing only what Thembi had been able to give me: a photograph, a phone number, a name of a mine that, when I searched it online, brought up a registration that dissolved into a holding company that dissolved into another holding company, each layer as empty as the one before it.

Somewhere in the nested emptiness of those company registrations, I could feel something massive and cold and patient, like the deep geology beneath the North West ground — the old gold reefs, the worked-out tunnels where men had spent their bodies and left their health and sometimes their lives for the enrichment of people who never once went underground themselves.

Nothing changes, said the psychologist who lives in the back of my skull — the one who reads everything and believes in patterns, who has understood since childhood that the surface story is never the real story. The real story is always underneath. It always has been.

I booked a bus to Mbombela for the following morning.
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