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KAEL

The power goes out at six forty-three every evening in my block. I know this the way I know which stair creaks, which neighbour beats time on the wall when my music is too loud, which direction the wind carries the smell of braai from the Dlaminis three houses down — people who share my surname but none of my blood. I know it because I have paid attention my whole life. Paying attention kept me alive once. It just became habit after that.

I'm standing at the kitchen window when the street goes dark below. Mofolo. A Monday. The sky above the rooftops is doing that thing it does at dusk in Joburg — burning orange at the edges, bruised purple in the middle, like the city itself took a hit and is deciding whether to cry about it or not. I watch it without feeling much. Ngiyabona. I see it. That's enough.

The generator at MaMkhize's spaza across the street kicks on. A thin yellow light falls across the pavement. Two boys — twelve, maybe thirteen — are kicking a Coke can between them, neither committing to a real game, neither willing to go inside. I was one of them once. Not those boys specifically. Just that age. That refusal to go home.

I move away from the window.

The flat is what it is — functional, sparse, clean in the way that only people who've had nothing keep things clean. A desk. A second-hand leather couch with a crack running along the left armrest that I've been meaning to fix for eight months. A bookshelf that holds mostly files and two novels I've never finished. A framed photo of my mother on the wall above the desk — not because I miss her the way people miss parents, but because forgetting her face felt like the kind of thing I shouldn't do. She looks younger in the photo than I am now. That still catches me sometimes.

I'm thirty-four years old. I run a private security consultancy — Dlamini Risk Solutions — from a corner office in Newtown that I rent by the month in case I ever need to leave quickly. Old habit. The work is steady. Corporate threat assessments, personal protection detail for executives who receive anonymous messages and convince themselves they are more important to someone's agenda than they actually are. Occasionally I consult for SAPS on organised crime links when they need someone who can walk into certain rooms without wearing a uniform. I am good at this work. I have no illusions about why.

I grew up understanding threat. Understanding which faces changed when they thought you weren't watching. Understanding what silence meant before a belt moved.

I go to the desk. Open the file that's been sitting there since Friday — a new client referral, a Sandton businessman named Ferreira who believes someone is watching his movements. I've done the preliminary background. Ferreira is the kind of man whose enemies list is long enough that 'someone watching' narrows nothing down. I make a note in the margin. Close the file. Look at it for a moment longer.

My phone buzzes. Sipho.

* * *
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'Sharp sharp, bhuti.' His voice is thick with something. Not alcohol — Sipho doesn't drink anymore. Something else. Tiredness, maybe. Or that particular tone he gets when he's about to ask for something. 'You eaten?'

'Why?'

'Just asking, man. Eish. Why everything with you is interrogation?'

I don't answer that. We both know why.

'There's a woman,' he says. 'New in the block next to yours, actually. Moved in Saturday. Journalist.'

'Sipho.'

'I'm not setting you up —'

'Sipho.'

'— I'm just saying. She came into the office today. The heritage outlet, Ntaba Media. She's their new head of investigations. English accent. Sharp. She's been asking about the Vusi Mokoena files. The cold ones.'

I'm quiet. The Mokoena files are not something I've heard spoken aloud in a long time. The name sits in my chest like a stone dropped into still water. Rings spreading.

'Why are you telling me this?'

A pause. Long enough that I sit down on the couch, the cracked armrest under my elbow. Outside, the boys have stopped with the Coke can. One of them is looking at something I can't see from here.

'Because someone else is already asking about her,' Sipho says. 'Someone who isn't a journalist.'

I look at my mother's photo on the wall. Her expression in it has always seemed to me like she knew something was coming but was too tired to say it.

'Send me what you have,' I say.

'Sharp.' He ends the call.

* * *
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I don't sleep well. I never have. I lie on my back in the dark, the ceiling fan turning above me, and I let the thoughts move through the way you let traffic pass — watching without stepping into it.

Vusi Mokoena.

Fifteen years is a long time. Fifteen years is also nothing, depending on what you buried.

I was nineteen when it happened. Nineteen and stupid in the specific way boys who have been hurt too much become stupid — reckless with their own safety because the calculus of pain has been so badly skewed that more pain feels like just more of the same. Lungelo — my best friend since standard two, the boy who knew where all my bruises came from and never asked about them in front of other people — Lungelo sold me to the Vaalrand Boys for six hundred rand and a favour I still don't know the nature of.

I ended up in a warehouse in Soweto for three days. What happened in those three days I have told no one. I won't tell it here.

What I will say is what I saw on the last night, when they brought Vusi Mokoena in. He was a community organiser — the kind of man who made enemies by simply refusing to be bought. He was brought in by two men who answered to a name I heard only once: Tau. The Lion. A man who, in the fifteen years since, has become a Johannesburg city councillor. A man who attends church openings and school fundraisers and is photographed shaking hands with ministers.

Vusi Mokoena did not walk out of that warehouse.

I did. Because I kept my mouth shut and my eyes down and when a gap appeared I took it. I ran. And I kept running, in every sense of the word, until running became this — this flat, this desk, this work, this careful careful life built on the bedrock of a silence I have never broken.

Now a journalist has come to Johannesburg asking about Vusi Mokoena's files.

And someone who is not a journalist is already asking about her.

The ceiling fan turns. Left, right. Doesn't decide.

I already have.

TWO

NADIA

The removal men left three boxes in the wrong room and one in the right one, which tells you everything you need to know about how Saturday went. I stood in my new lounge in Mofolo — Mofolo, of all places; I'd asked for somewhere with character and Ntaba Media's relocation coordinator apparently has a sense of humour — and I looked at the box labelled KITCHEN sitting next to the one labelled BEDROOM, and I thought: right then. Here we are.

I'd been to South Africa once before this move. I was seven. My mother brought me to Johannesburg to meet her sister who I'd never known, and what I remember of it is heat and the smell of something frying and a woman with my mother's nose who held my face in both hands and said something in Twi I didn't understand. I've spoken Twi badly my whole life, in the way second-generation children speak their parents' languages — enough to feel the shape of something but not enough to hold it.

Now I'm thirty-one. My Twi is still bad. My Zulu is nonexistent. My isiXhosa is worse than nonexistent. But I have three languages of journalism — English, persistence, and the particular fluency that comes from learning to read a room before you open your mouth.

I make myself useful. I unpack the books first. Always the books. James Baldwin faces out — I need to see his face in new rooms; it steadies something. Chimamanda spine-up. The battered Bessie Head from university, held together now with a rubber band and faith.

The bed I leave in pieces against the far wall. I'm not ready for the bed to be real yet.

* * *
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Monday morning. Ntaba Media is in a converted warehouse in Newtown, industrial windows and exposed brick and the kind of open-plan layout that means you can hear everyone's phone calls. My kind of place, actually. I like the transparency of it — the way you can see who is working and who is performing working.

Busi Ndlovu, the editor-in-chief, meets me at the door. She's fifty-something, reading glasses pushed up into her locs, wearing an expression that says she's assessed me and withheld her verdict. I respect that immediately.

'Osei-Barnes.' She says it the way you say a word you've been practising. 'Welcome. Conference room first. Then I want you to meet the team.'

'Lovely,' I say. 'And thank you for the relocation flat. I've been meaning to ask — is there a particular reason it's in Mofolo?'

She looks at me over the glasses. 'You said you wanted to understand the city.'

'I meant a context briefing, maybe. Not a postcode.'

Something moves across her face — not quite a smile. 'You'll understand it better from there than from Sandton. Come.'

The conference room has a wall covered in pinned photographs and printed articles and handwritten notes connected by red string in the way that looks like film props but, in actual newsrooms, is just how the thinking happens. I stand in front of it for a moment. Old Johannesburg. Faces from the nineties and early two-thousands — activists, councillors, community figures. Some of them I recognise. Some of them are marked with small red crosses.

'The cold case archive,' Busi says behind me. 'The paper ran a series in 2007. Named names, asked questions. Then the editor at the time left, the series stalled, and the questions never got answers.'

'Why now?'

'Because some of the names from that archive are not cold anymore.' She moves to the wall and taps a photograph — a
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