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About the Book
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Journalist Margaret needs a vacation.

After a difficult couple of years, some R&R is on the cards, and she’s taking her mom with her. Luckily, the office Quiz Night is coming up and the prize is an all-expenses-paid trip to Zanzibar. Good thing Margaret has never met a quiz question she didn’t like.

But Margaret has also never played against Jagger Villain. For the last six months, they have shared a desk and not a day has gone by when he hasn’t driven her to distraction.

The idea of sharing anything else with Jagger is unthinkable. But if she’s going get what she needs from this trip, Margaret might have to compromise.

Away from the office and in a tropical paradise, Margaret beings to wonder if her archnemesis maybe has some qualities.

Could the holiday from hell turn into the vacation of her dreams?




For my dad, who will never get to read this book.

(Not that romance was his thing and not that he would ever have read it anyway, because reading sex scenes written by your daughter is just . . . No!)

But it’s for him anyway, romance and all.




CHAPTER 1
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Everyone has a defining characteristic. That one thing that makes them who they are. For example, perhaps you’re a particularly upbeat person who always finds fullness in the glass. Or maybe you only ever see a small dribble of droplets at the very bottom, not nearly enough to quench your thirst. Or perhaps you don’t give a crap about the glass! Perhaps you push it off the edge of the table like an obstinate cat might do, watch it shatter on the floor, liquid gushing out in all directions; you’re a rebel like that.

Me? If I look at the glass, I will take out a ruler and measure the liquid before I pass any judgement on where it may, or may not be. I’ll double-check the glass too, make sure it’s not one that’s wider on the top and narrower on the bottom. Is the glass even on a flat surface?

I like details. I’m a perfectionist, nothing wrong with that! And as far as I can see, it’s stood me in good stead through the decades, especially in my work as a journalist. I think it gives me a certain edge, an ability to home in on all the details, bringing them into crisp, microscopic focus, to ask every conceivable question in the quest for a well-balanced article. But lately I’ve discovered I have a new defining characteristic . . .

“What’s this?” I pointed at the suspicious mauve smudge on my side of the desk. Under normal circumstances, I might not have noticed the smudge so quickly if it hadn’t been for all the other irregularities in the office.

The first irregularity was the loose partition in the middle of the desk, dividing his side from my side, so I didn’t have to stare directly at him all day. There was a definite slope to it this morning, which had not been there yesterday when I’d left work. The other irregularity was that my pink highlighter was lying on the carpet, and my trash can was also in the wrong place.

My office nemesis didn’t look up. Had he even heard me?

“JAGGER!” I shouted, and his head snapped up.

“What?” He rubbed his temples with his fingers, a sign that he was, as I like to politely call it—although I have no idea why the hell I even bother with politeness when it comes to him—“under the weather.”

“This!” I pointed and clicked my fingers. He visibly winced at the sound. Clearly he was a lot more under the weather than I’d initially thought.

“Whaaat?” Jagger groaned and finally released his temples.

I sighed. Well, it was more of a very pointed and purposeful loud inhalation, followed by an equally purposeful loud exhalation of breath. I followed it up with a tap of my foot, which was not nearly as effective as I’d hoped, given that the floor was carpeted.

“This! The mauve smudge on my side of the desk. And don’t think I haven’t noticed that the middle partition has also been moved and my pink highlighter is on the floor. And as for my trash can,” I bent down and picked it up. “It belongs on the right side of my desk.”

Jagger raised his red-rimmed eyes to meet mine. “Nothing escapes you, Detective Maggie May.”

“Margaret! Stop calling me that. How many times do we have to . . .” I stopped talking and inhaled slowly, drawing an imaginary infinity symbol in my mind with my breath—something my therapist had taught me. Jagger was riling me up, again. As if that was his sole purpose for existence. And he’d been doing it from day one, from the second we’d been made to share this way-too-small cubicle.

I’d been forced to hand construct—with very little experience in such things, I might add—a middle partition to divide our desks in half. Did you know that using a nail gun is not as easy as they make it look in those DIY YouTube tutorials? That had been precisely six months, three weeks and two days ago, yes, I was counting. Because that was the day when my entire work life changed. When it went from normal and pleasant to downright hell on earth, all thanks to him—Jagger Villain! I’m also not entirely sure that’s his real surname, by the way. Although there is definite poetic sense to it!

“So,” I said, “what is it, and why did you move the partition?”

Jagger gave me one of his signature shrugs, a move that totally ticked me off. Everything about him did, but it was these shrugs that really grated on me. They were always accompanied with this casual, bordering on utterly-uninterested-in-everything-around-him attitude that he seemed to ooze around the office. I say ooze, because Jagger Villain never walks—Oh no—he slips and slides through the office like shiny, liquid mercury. Glinting and gliding under desks and doors, flowing through small spaces and somehow always managing to be everywhere at once. And we all know how poisonous mercury is!

“God, it’s waaaay too early in the morning for this interrogation.” He gave me that stupid lopsided smile of his, which I’ve noticed seems to have quite an effect on all the females in the office. It seems to make them positively lopsided themselves. In fact, some seem so lopsided that they look as if they might fall over onto their backs. Not me, though. I remain upright.

“It is after nine, Jagger. I’m supposed to be working but, thanks to you, I’m officially—” I glanced down at my watch—“two minutes late!”

He chuckled. God, I hated that chuckle of his.

“Has anyone told you how funny you are, Maggie May?”

“Stop calling me that!”

“But it’s such a classic song . . . Doo, do doo, du, waaah!”

“Uh, what are you doing?” I watched in horror as he made some strange noises and did something with his fingers in the air that I couldn’t interpret.

“Catchiest guitar riff ever.”

“Stop!” I held my hand up.

He smiled, leaned back in his chair, crossed his legs, and put his hands behind his head, another one of his signature moves. I glared right into those silver-gray eyes of his, which only seemed to make his smile grow.

“The mark!” I pointed back down at the desk. “What. Is. It?”

Jagger rose up out of his seat with a dramatic swoosh. He was tall. Taller than most men. This was the other thing I’d noticed women got lopsided about. They always seemed to gaze up at him with a ridiculous look in their eyes, as if they’d been living in a nunnery for years and were encountering the last male on earth.

Jagger straightened his T-shirt, although I have no idea why. His T-shirts were always old and crumpled and looked as if they’d been lying around on some floor in a twisted pile all night. Whose floor they’d been lying on, though, was anyone’s guess.

“Heeey, Jag.” I heard a voice and turned. It was Denise from Accounts. “Hey,” she said again, her voice sounding like the slow, high-pitched drag of a bow across a violin. The sound made my skin crawl and I wasn’t sure how to interpret her tone, but it did give me pause. It seemed to imply something. Something. And then her lips twitched into the slightest smile and . . .

“Oh. My. God!” I turned back to Jagger and scowled at him. Surely he wouldn’t.

I reached down and wiped the stain with a piece of paper and then raised it to my eyes; my suspicions about its origins were instantly confirmed. I glared at Denise’s mauve lips and then turned my attention back to Jagger.

“You did not! On my side of the desk? My side! I can’t believe you—well, I can—but I can’t and . . . Oh my God, it was Mark’s birthday last night, everyone stayed late for drinks, so of course you did!” Denise was looking decidedly sheepish now, and that pink flush in her cheeks really did not complement her lip color. Not that the brown melamine surface of my desk did either. She lowered her head and dashed off.

I analyzed the situation. Lipstick smudge, partition that had clearly been taken down, stationery on floor, moved trash can. It all pointed to one undeniable thing.

“You had S.E.X. on my desk!” I whisper-screamed at Jagger. “We have rules about being on my side of the partition and this is a clear violation of those rules. Not to mention that having S.E.X. at work, with a coworker, has to be a clear violation of about a million other HR rules!”

“Maggie May, please—”

“Stop calling me that!”

“Fine, Maggie, then—”

“My name is Margaret, which you know but choose to ignore!”

“It’s not what you think, Margaret.”

“Not what I . . . HA!” I threw my hands in the air. “How can it be, ‘not what I think—’” I wiggled my fingers around dramatically—“when someone else’s cosmetics are smudged on my desk. I mean, how did she even get her lipstick there?” I looked back down at the smudge and tilted my head from side to side, trying to imagine in what position a person needed to be in in order for them to produce this kind of . . .

My hands flew over my mouth when I figured it out. She would have had to have been on all fours—NO! I couldn’t think about it. It was terrible enough imagining it happening in the first place, but like that! Doggy style! On my side of the desk.

But what did I expect from a man like Jagger Villain? A man whose entire job revolved around dating and hooking up with women, and then writing a weekly column about his single-man sexcapades. A man whose job it was to go to concerts and parties, get drunk with celebrities and pen trashy, scandalous gossipy articles about who screwed who, or who came back from the bathroom with a white-tipped nose, for what was once a very respected newspaper. Whose job it was to consume strange foods—like the time he’d eaten that one-hundred-year-old egg and filmed himself doing it.

But now due to—what had my boss called it? “The need for clickbaity content,” whatever the hell that meant—he’d been hired and placed next to me. And now he was having coworker coitus in my once-calm cubicle. No, this time Jagger had crossed a line, and I wasn’t just referring to that line that clearly divided our cubicle in half.

“Margaret, it’s not what you think. I know you think you hate me—”

“I do hate you,” I snapped.

“Well, thanks,” he said sarcastically, “but I’m not so bad that I would have sex on our desk!”

“Stop talking,” I managed to say, even though my throat felt tight. “In fact, please don’t say another word to me for the rest of the day. The rest of the year, if possible.” I looked down at the stain again. “I’m going to get some coffee, and when I come back, I expect you to have disinfected the desk!”

“Don’t go like this,” he called out as I started walking away. “I swear, it’s not what you think.”

I brushed him off with a flick of my wrist and didn’t look back.

“‘Maggie May’ is one of my all-time favorite songs by the way.”

I swung around. “Well, I think it’s time you got a new one!” I said, and then stormed out.

Yes, my new defining characteristic was that I definitely hated Jagger Villain.




CHAPTER 2
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“He is the most selfish, egotistical, womanizing, unnecessarily tall—why is he so tall?—uh, uh . . .” I grappled for a word that would sum him up sufficiently. “Asshole!” I jabbed my fork into my cheesecake several times and then violently pushed it around the plate. “Why does he have to sit next to me? Can’t they put him somewhere else, preferably a cold, dark, moist, spider-infested pit, with black mold!”

“That’s specific,” Lesego said with a mouth full of cake. Lesego was my work bestie and, as such, was all too familiar with my Jagger issues.

“It doesn’t even have to be dark, or moist, or even spider-infested.” I downgraded my fantasy. “I would settle for mites and dim overhead lights. But put him somewhere else. Out. Of. My. Sight.”

“You know,” Lesego raised another piece of cake to her lips, “you’ve been talking about Jagger for the last five minutes. And yesterday you spent ten minutes telling me why he wasn’t a real writer. You talk about him so much, one might think you fancy him.”

“WHAT? . . . NO!” I spluttered. “Trust me, talking about him is not an indication that he is preoccupying my thoughts in that way. On the contrary, he is preoccupying my thoughts in a very different way—”

“But he is preoccupying them.”

“Preoccupied thoughts are not an indication that I fancy him. And besides, he isn’t a real writer!” I pushed the plate away from me now. Usually, I could inhale cheesecake like air, absorb it through my pores, but today I couldn’t even look at it. The mulberry topping was just too damn mauve. “I have a degree in political science as well as journalism. And he did what? His LinkedIn profile says he studied at the ‘School of Hard Knocks’!”

Lesego laughed and I shot her my best unamused look.

“You have to admit, it is kind of funny.”

“It’s not funny. It’s cocky and purposefully facetious in that way that he thinks is so damn cute but isn’t.”

“Most of the women around here do find it cute, actually.”

“Do you?”

“I mean . . .” she started, and looked down, her eyes blinking rapidly.

“You do. You think he’s hot!” I eyeballed Lesego in a way that I hoped conveyed the sense I was certainly judging her. But not too harshly—after all, I did love her.

“I don’t know what you see in him,” I said.

“I see a lot, I mean . . . look at him.” And with that her perfectly cat-lined eyes moved over my shoulder and fixed themselves on a spot behind me. I didn’t need to look around to have it confirmed. I knew it was him. I could see it in the way heads were turning and felt the air in the room become sticky and musky with female pheromones. I straightened in my seat. I was not going to acknowledge him.

“Come on, haven’t you ever wanted to be with a bad boy?” Lesego asked.

“No!”

“Tattooed, probably has a ring through his dick, or nipple!”

“Stop!” I cringed. Lesego was never shy to say exactly what she was thinking.

“I’m sure he’s filthy in bed too, if those articles he writes are any indication of what he gets up to. That one about threesomes being the new nightcaps, or how to have sex on a stripper pole, or that one he wrote about that furry fetish when people dress up as woodland creatures and screw each other in the bushes or . . .” Her voice softened, and she giggled. ‘Hey, Jag.”

I rolled my eyes. I hated this shortening of his name that everyone seemed to do.

“Hey, Lesego,” he said in that smooth voice that I was sure was completely put on.

“Margaret,” he said very pointedly, as if he now wanted some kind of congratulations for getting my name right.

“Mmmmm,” I mumbled, still not looking in his direction.

“You can come back to the desk now.”

“Can I? Have you disinfected it after the S.E.X. you had on it? Not that I trust your disinfecting and will do it again myself anyway.”

He laughed, and this time I did turn to give him a glare.

“Why are you laughing?” I asked.

“Firstly, I didn’t have S.E.X. on our desk, and secondly, why are you spelling it? Can’t you say that word?”

Lesego also laughed and I aimed my gaze at her now.

“He has a point, you know. You haven’t actually said the word once to me either.”

“I can say that word. I just choose not to be hideously inappropriate by walking around the office talking about s . . . that, at work!”

“Ha! You almost said it.” Lesego pointed at me, looking way too pleased with herself.

“Just two more letters and you’re there,” Jagger added.

“Come on, you can do it!” Lesego teased. Whose side was she on?

“That’s it!” I stood up out of my seat and pushed my chair towards the table. Its legs squeaked against the floor, which I thought added something to the moment. “I don’t have time for this puerile, immature, egregious behavior. Unlike some people, I have real work to do!”

“I have real work,” Jagger said.

“What?” I put my hands on my hips and felt them wobble beneath my palms. “Dressing up as a panda to have a furry threesome while sliding down a bamboo shoot?”

He burst out laughing. Real, loud, big laughter that made everyone in the canteen turn. I physically shuddered; I didn’t want anyone to think Jagger and I were on friendly terms. When the laughter ended, he also put his hands on his hips, mirroring my pose. If he thought this would somehow build rapport between us—as behavioral psychologists claimed—he was sadly mistaken.

“No pandas, threesomes or bamboo today, but I do have to shoot a video. I’m going to the worst-rated barber in Jo’burg to see how it goes. Then I’m going speed dating tonight and writing about it for my column, and then I have to review the latest trends in male sex toys and—”

“That is not real work.”

“Well, what are you doing today?” he asked, smiling from ear to bloody ear like a clown.

“I am going to be writing an article about the new proposed wealth tax in South Africa and the impact that will have on the ultra-high-net-worth individuals. In fact, I have a phone call with someone from SARS in an hour, not to mention the CEO of Falcon Wealth Management and the head of private banking at First National Bank!”

Jagger whistled. “Wow. Very important and impressive-sounding. But not very fun, is it?”

I folded my arms across my chest, as best as I could anyway—my big boobs usually interfered with this activity somewhat. “Well, it is quite obvious that our definitions of fun are wildly different.”

“Or maybe you just don’t know what fun is,” he said quickly.

“I know what fun is,” I insisted.

Not that I’d had any in a while. My life hadn’t exactly been fun these past few years.

“You know what, Jagger?” I stepped closer to him. “This used to be a very well-respected newspaper, reporting on serious, relevant global and South African topics. It’s bad enough that we had to go mostly online because print is dying, but now we are online and you—you—are making a mockery of everything we’re supposed to be, with your ‘Swipe Write’ column—which by the way, is such a poor and cheap stab at a pun—and your belligerent ‘Jagger Tries . . .’ videos. Why would anyone want to watch you try to beat a lie-detector test—”

“That video got five hundred thousand views,” he chirped with a smile.

“But who, pray tell, is viewing it?”

“Now you’re insulting my audience,” he shot back, his smile faltering, which I took as a sign that I was finally getting through to him, breaking through that clownish exterior that always seemed to see everything as a damn joke.

“Well, you are insulting me!” We silently glared at each other for a while, before Jagger sighed.

“Okay. Come on, I need to show you something. I wasn’t going to, but I can see it’s the only way to settle this.” He started moving away.

“I have to work.”

“This will only take a minute.” He was exiting the canteen.

I looked at Lesego, who was smiling from ear to ear. I raised my brows in a question.

“Maybe he’s finally getting a room for you two. God knows you both need it!”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s kind of obvious, isn’t it?”

“What is?” I pressed.

“You two.”

“Us two, what?”

“Oh please. Don’t act like you don’t know what I mean.”

I stared at her for a moment and then shook my head. No, I had no idea what she meant!

“You secretly want—” she mouthed the next two words—“dick ring!” She winked at me and I think I threw up a little in my mouth.




CHAPTER 3
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To say I followed Jagger down the brightly lit passage reluctantly would be an understatement. I had no idea where he was taking me, and I didn’t like that. I’d asked him multiple times and been dismissed with half-hearted hand gestures. He led me down the main passage that divided the huge building in half. Media 365 was an institution, and I’d always wanted to work here. It published more magazines and newspapers than any other media company in the country. From political to financial, trade publications for the banking and insurance industry, property magazines, travel magazines, and even a magazine called Submerge for submarine enthusiasts (there are more than you would think!).

I’d always wanted to work for one magazine and one magazine only: The Daily Tribune. I’d made this decision at the tender age of seven after seeing an article about Pathfinder landing on Mars. The red-tinged pictures splashed across the front page, with a headline that read The robot making paths 248 million kilometers away. I’d read that line over and over again, sounding out all the letter and words to get them right. How could something be so far away? It was almost impossible to imagine, and yet here was the photographic evidence.

That’s when I realized how powerful newspapers could be, bringing the seemingly impossible to life The first high-definition pictures of a planet that no one had ever been to before. I felt as if my world had opened up and expanded to encompass not only the planet I lived on but the solar system too. That’s what news does. From that day onwards, I knew I wanted to be a journalist and I’d planned my life accordingly. Every step I’d taken after that was to ensure that one day I too would open up people’s worlds. And I had. I did. Those journalism awards sitting on my side of the desk told me so. But now that desk was being shared with someone who laughed in the face of all the things I stood for, and somehow that took away from the importance of the awards that had once meant so much to me. Not to mention the fact that someone had probably been bent over doggy style across my Nat Nakasa Award for Media Integrity, all thanks to him.

I mean . . . sex toys? How was that going to open your mind to a bigger world view? And male sex toys? What the hell were those, anyway? I was glad I’d reached the three-decade-plus mark and never found out.

I’d encountered sex toys before, of course, but only the female versions. My ex-husband and I’d had a brief period where—on our marriage counselor’s suggestion—we had tried spicing up our sex life. The whole experience had been more cringe-producing than climax-producing, though. I wasn’t a sexual prude, but there was something about a bow-tie-wearing penguin sex toy that really didn’t turn me on.

“Here we go.” Jagger’s hip-swaggering finally ceased. He stopped by a door I’d never seen before in a passage I never knew existed.

“Where are we?” I tried to hide my growing anxiety.

“Don’t you trust me?” He smirked and leaned against the door, which was another thing he did a lot. He leaned. On everything! As if he couldn’t be bothered to hold himself upright in the world. It was very disrespectful. While all of us were going about keeping ourselves straight in the face of challenges and adversity, he didn’t give a crap. Screw social norms and expectations—that’s what his kind of lean said, anyway. In fact, everything he did reeked of someone who stuck up their middle finger to just about everything that I found sacred: order, routine, self-discipline, real journalism, and having the decency to stand up straight in an ironed shirt.

“I don’t trust you, actually.” I scanned the walls for some kind of sign that told me where I was.

“Well, now I’m just heartbroken,” he quipped.

“Get used to it.”

“We’ve been working together for six months already and you still don’t—”

“Six months, three weeks and two days! And calling it working together would be a stretch.”

“See, this is what I love about you.”

“What?”

“Your attention to detail. You’re the only person I’ve ever met who would know, right down to the day, how long I’ve been working at the office. Not to mention notice a slight tilt in an office partition, or a tiny mauve smudge.”

“The tilt was at least forty degrees.”

Jagger leaned even more now, and a big smile slipped across his stupid lips.

He wrapped his knuckles against the door, which only piqued my anxiety further. And then a man I’d never seen before peered around the door with one eye, looking suspicious as hell.

“Hey, Tebogo,” Jagger said in a low, equally suspicious voice.

“Jag,” Tebogo said with a sense of familiarity, and then he looked at me.

“Margaret.” I pointed at myself.

He nodded, didn’t say another word and then swung the door open with a flourish. My stomach dropped as I tried to imagine what could possibly be behind this door. Jagger and Tebogo stepped inside what I could now see was a dark room, apart from that strange blue glow emanating from the very back of it.

“What is this place?”

“The place that shall surely vindicate me,” Jagger said, and disappeared inside.

“Mmmm . . . Vindicate?” That seemed like a rather large word for the likes of Jagger Villain. I took a deep infinity-symbol-shaped breath and walked into the room and . . . Not what I was expecting. Firstly, I could actually see Tebogo now—he was more than just a suspicious left eyeball—and I could see that he was wearing a security uniform. The room was full of rows and rows of small TV screens. I glanced from screen to screen, recognizing the images in front of me.

The parking lot. The building entrance. The canteen. And then there it was: our open-plan section of the office.

“I didn’t know the building had so many cameras.”

“Ever since the riot,” Tebogo said.

“Yes. That,” I said, a slight sense of guilt creeping up in me, since I’d played a role in it. One of the political youth parties stormed the building after I’d published an exposé about their corrupt leader. But apparently they would rather take up arms and stand up for him than believe he’d stolen money to buy two Porsches, a seaside mansion with a helipad, and a Birkin bag for his wife that cost millions because it was made from the albino skin of a Floridian alligator.

“Security here is top notch,” Tebogo said.

“I’m sure it is.” I smiled at him, validating the obvious pride he had in his job. “So, why am I here?”

“For this.” Jagger pressed play on one of the TVs. “It’s from last night.” I leaned in to look as our desks sprang to static life.

“You brought me here so you could show me—”

“Not having sex on our desk.” Jagger stepped closer to me and a deep, rich sandalwood smell wafted in the air for a second, and then it was gone.

“I’m not watching that.” I made a move for the door.

“I didn’t do what you think I did, and I want to prove it to you!” I stopped dead when I heard his tone. There was an air of desperation to it. A plea. Why on earth would Jagger be pleading with me? He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would ever plead for anything. Why did he care what I thought? Surely having me think he’d used our desk for some late-night fuck would have suited him and further cemented his reputation as the country’s number-one dirty playboy bachelor.

“Please,” he said, his voice sounding even softer now.

Despite myself, I felt something inside me slacken.

Shit, I was going to give in. I could feel it.

“Two minutes!” I said fast and then pushed past him back into the room.




CHAPTER 4
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I folded my arms tightly across my chest as I watched the figures of Jagger and Denise stumble into the office on the small screen. I could see they were both inebriated. There was a looseness to their limbs that you only got from alcohol. Screen Jagger pointed at something on his desk, and then walked over to it. He picked up his bag and slung it over his shoulder.

“I was leaving the party and realized I’d left my bag at my desk,” he piped up, as if narrating the event. “Denise followed me to my desk. I never asked her to come.”

I rolled my eyes. “Come” indeed she did. She probably came a few times if that smudge was anything to go by. I kept watching and then it started.

Denise slid onto Jagger’s desk seductively, put her hand on his bag strap and pulled him towards her.

“Uh . . . I thought you were going to show me you not having sex!”

“I am. Watch!” Jagger turned, his steel-colored eyes momentarily connecting with mine. I threw mine skyward, just to make sure that he still knew that this was the last thing I wanted to be doing. But then something strange happened.

I turned my attention back to the screen: Jagger took a step back, placed his hand on Denise’s shoulder, and started saying something to her. She reached up, put her hand over his, and started nodding. They looked at each other for a while, saying nothing, but I could see some kind of communication had passed between them. And then she pushed off his desk, straightened her skirt and started walking away. Jagger pressed pause and turned to me.

“See.”

“What did you say to her?” There had been something in their interaction that had fascinated me, and the reporter in me wanted to know.

“I told her I was flattered. But that she’d had too many drinks to be in any kind of position to give consent and I would not be a gentleman if I took her up on the offer. And if she wanted to, we could share an Uber so I could see she got home safely.”

“Oh!” I couldn’t imagine words like that coming out of Jagger’s mouth. Of course he could be lying to me, pausing it at a convenient spot, two seconds before the desktop screw, because this still didn’t explain the partition and the smudge. I pointed at the screen.

“Press play again.”

Something like a grimace moved across Jagger’s face. “I don’t want to.”

“I knew it! You’re conveniently pausing it at just the right moment. Just before it all goes down.”

“I’m not. But I don’t want to embarrass Denise by letting you see what happens next. But it’s not sex, I promise.”

“It’s not,” Tebogo piped up.

“How come Tebogo gets to see it and I don’t? That doesn’t seem fair.”

Jagger sighed. “I get it. You’re a woman of facts. Some people collect stamps—you collect facts. You want to be able to see it with your own eyes before you believe it. Touch it to know it exists. You want nothing to be left to chance.”

His surprisingly accurate insight into me made me freeze for a moment. “Just press play!”

“Fine, but please don’t tell anyone about this.” His eyes collided with mine.

I nodded. “Agreed.”

“Off the record,” he teased.

I nodded again and turned my attention back to the screen. The image started moving and, as it did, Denise stumbled back into frame. Her shoulders began to heave up and down and then she grabbed onto the desk as if she couldn’t hold herself up. Jagger placed a hand on her back and rubbed it in a small, almost comforting circle. Something in me softened for a second; this care seemed contradictory to the man I knew. These were the actions of someone with genuine concern—or maybe of someone who knew how to feign genuine concern. That was the thing with Jagger. I found it hard to read him. I could never tell what was a joke and what was not. If he was being serious or sarcastic. Understanding him was like trying to critically examine a piece of modern art, an entire canvas painted red with one yellow stripe in the middle. Everyone extrapolates something different: some see meaning in the colors; some read into the significance of the stripe; others, like me, just think it looks like crap!

The back circles abruptly stopped when Denise launched herself across the desk, knocking the partition aside to grab my trash can.

“She threw up in my trash can!” I pulled my hands away from my body. “Unbelievable!” Exasperated, I slammed out of the room and back down the corridor. I heard Jagger call out behind me.

“Maggie! Come back!”

I ignored him totally.

“You seem angrier about the trash can than about the imagined sex.” I heard a chuckle and stopped rushing. I turned to face him. He was smiling his mocking smile at me, and this time, this time, I really hated him. Gone were any softer thoughts I might have had about him earlier, or the fact that when Denise had been throwing up, he’d pulled her hair back like a best friend might do at a party. I gave Jagger one last scowl before turning away.




CHAPTER 5
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Jagger was absent from his side of the desk when I got back from the bathroom. When I’d seen the empty seat and his

missing notebook, which I was sure he never actually wrote in, and his absent laptop bag—this old, worn leather thing that reeked of pretentiousness—a warm happy feeling descended. When the laptop bag was gone, that usually meant he would be out the office for a large part of the day. It was an opportunity to get work done in silent, uninterrupted bliss.

Jagger hindered my productivity. It was his incessant chatting, as each person that walked past stopped at his desk to have a quick chinwag. That music he played on his air pods that was just audible over the general white noise of the office that made my toes curl, while making his feet tap. On several occasions when the foot tap got so bad that the desk wobbled, I was forced to kick his shoe under the table. I know, so childish. But this is what he’d reduced me to, especially when the foot kick was always met by a low-toned laugh and smile, as if he was actually enjoying it. There have even been many days when I’ve wondered what would happen if I simply took the pencil I was holding and jabbed it into his kneecap.

I’d made it through my article, and almost through the day, when Jagger slipped back into the office. I knew he was there before I saw him, because the energy in the room seemed to increase, like a beehive coming to life in the morning. A plume of laughter filled the room like a cloud of cheap perfume that catches in the back of your throat. A few wolf whistles sounded, and calls of “looking good there.”

I refused to look up. Instead, with a laser-like focus, I leaned closer to my screen and scrutinized the words in front of me. But after reading the sentence “the deceased’s estate is regulated by the Estate Duty Act and is levied at 20% on the first R30 million” ten times I gave up.

Jagger was surrounded by a small crowd. They were all smiles and joviality and outstretched hands touching his head. I still had no idea what was going on, so I forced my eyes back to the screen. I managed to make it through that sentence, and then the rest of the article, before I pressed send and closed my laptop. The crowd had dispersed somewhat and I was finally able to see him.

“What do you think?” he asked, sounding so smugly self-satisfied.

“What is it?”

“A checkerboard, it’s their specialty.” He chuckled as he ran a hand over the side of his head, where, indeed, a rather poor and disproportionate attempt at a checkerboard had been made with a razor blade.

I shook my head in disapproval.

“What?”

“Nothing,” I mumbled, and started packing up for the day. Why everyone in the office found this kind of thing so funny was beyond me. To me it reeked of a sort of narcissistic exhibitionism that was highly distasteful.

“No, seriously. I want to know.”

I slapped my book down and stopped what I was doing, and then made very deliberate eye contact with him. “I think it looks ridiculous.”

“That’s the point.” He shot me one of those cheeky Jagger grins that lit up his eyes.

“I don’t get it, then,” I said. “Clearly I’m the only one missing the point.”

His smile grew. “You get the point. You just don’t want to admit that you do, because God forbid that anything I do would ever be even vaguely amusing to you. God forbid I actually make Maggie May . . . sorry, Margaret, smile.”

Our staring intensified and I tried to pull my eyes away from his, but for some reason couldn’t. I was ever so grateful when Lesego walked up to my desk. But as soon as she saw Jagger, she burst out laughing.

“Oh my God,” she snorted, “that’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen. Where did you get it done?”

“Dye Hard,” Jagger said, which caused more mirth.

“Even the name!” she squealed in hysterical delight.

“They have seventy reviews on Yelp with an average of two stars!”

“Isn’t it funny?” Lesego asked, turning to me when she knew I would not find it funny at all.

I humphed my disapproval and continued packing up.

“So, quiz night on Friday,” Lesego said, changing the subject.

“Yes.” I slipped my notebook into my bag. I did actually write in my notebook.

“No guesses as to who’s going to win.” She pointed at me with a smile.

“What’s quiz night?” Jagger asked.

“It’s this company tradition—we do it every year. One or more of the advertisers usually sponsors the prize and Margaret always wins. And this year the prize is the best one yet.” She swooshed her hands around in the air. “All-expenses-paid long weekend in Zanzibar, business-class flights and luxury accommodation. That prize is so good that even I’m tempted to enter, although my general knowledge only extends to who wore what on the red carpet and what bangs are in this season. Although last year Margaret did take me with her on that spa weekend . . .” She eyed me hopefully.

I smiled apologetically at her. “No. This year I’m taking my mom. We need the break.”

Lesego’s smile faltered. “That’s a good idea. You guys really deserve it.”

“A general-knowledge quiz?” Jagger piped up. I’d almost forgotten he was there or maybe I’d just blocked him out. “My general knowledge is pretty good.”

I was just about to scoff at this when someone else ran up to him and suggested that they attempt to play a game of actual checkers on his head. This sent the office into more hysterics, and a call to find checker pieces sent people running in all directions. This was clearly my cue to leave. A man who would allow people to play a boardgame on his head could not be good at general knowledge—of that I was sure.

I arrived home that evening at the usual time, after stopping to grab Wednesday-night takeout for my mom and me. I’d been living back in my childhood home for just over a year now, in my teenage bedroom, staring at the posters of Linkin Park and Nickelback, which had never been taken down. During my teen years, I’d gone through a somewhat emo, rebellious phase and probably, percentage wise, had spent the vast majority of my monthly pocket money on the purchase of copious amounts of black eyeliner. The black clothes and racoon eyes had really been the extent of the rebellion, though; while other teens had been out partying and falling down drunk in their parents’ flowerbeds, I’d been indoors diligently studying—while wearing said black clothes and dark eyeliner. I’d once fallen asleep with my head on a history essay and woken up to find an eye-shaped black smudge on the paper. Unable to get rid of it, and utterly embarrassed to explain it to the teacher, I’d painted the cat’s paw with eyeliner and pressed it over the smudge.

“Cats!” I’d said when handing it in.

Mrs Drake had looked up at me and smiled. “Don’t I know it.” Clearly a cat lady. I’d still gotten a solid 95 percent for the essay though.

I felt a mixed bag of emotions living here. I’d moved back home to help my parents towards the end of my dad’s illness. When he’d gotten sick, there’d been a lot of driving to medical appointments and, since my mom didn’t drive, it just became convenient for me to be there instead of running backwards and forwards—besides, I was also going through a divorce at that stage and the fact that my husband had decided he wanted to live in our house with his new girlfriend made my living in the garden cottage rather awkward.

My dad had gotten sick one year and eleven months ago. It had been a Wednesday. An unremarkable, mid-week day. I suppose I had a notion in my head that when a day came around that changed your life forever, there should be some kind of a sign warning you about it. Like those on the highway, counting down the meters until the offramp, giving you adequate time to check your blind spot, put the indicator on, and change lanes. But I wasn’t given any time at all. Neither was my mom.

One minute the doorbell rang and my dad was going to fetch his delivery—one of those DIY diamond-art kits. He’d recently retired, thirty years spent working in insurance, and now he was “ready to embrace his creative side.” He’d opened the box, taken the picture out, and placed it on the kitchen counter. Then he turned to my mom to complain that they’d sent him the wrong design. He’d ordered an underwater scene, complete with dolphins, not this. And the next minute he was on the floor, shaking.

“Glioblastoma,” the doctor had said.

I’d never heard the word before. Isn’t that strange—that a word I never knew existed had the power to alter everything. As it turns out, as brain tumors go, a glioblastoma is the worst type you can have. Not that you would want any kind of tumor but, if you were forced to pick one under duress, this would be at the bottom of the list. At my dad’s age, he had a five percent chance of a five-year survival rate—not the greatest odds. But as my dad had said, the odds of dying someday were a hundred percent, so he had a better chance with the brain tumor than with death itself. He’d cracked these stupid jokes right up until the very end. I know he only did it for Mom’s and my benefit, so I would always force a smile, even though they broke my heart.

My dad survived for another three hundred and sixty-four days, one day short of a full year. I’d planned a party for him, invited all his friends and family, to mark “kicking cancer’s butt for an entire year.” I’d been so careful about organizing it and, only weeks before the date, when I was sure he was going to make it, went into full party planning mode. Turns out, his party became his funeral, except I couldn’t use the same decorations. My dad would have probably found that funny.

He deteriorated so quickly after his diagnosis with all the chemo and radiation and fistfuls of pills, he never did get to finish his diamond-art thing. Looking back on it now, the diamond art might have actually been the sign I’d been looking for. Instead of an underwater scene, they’d delivered him an image of an angel sitting astride a cloud, the sun setting in the background and a white dove hovering in front, backlit by the last ray of sun. I’m reminded of that Alanis Morissette song, crooning irony after irony in her husky voice. Well, if that wasn’t the ultimate irony, I don’t know what is.

I don’t necessarily know what I believe in but, when I’m alone and that feeling of loss creeps up on me and fills my chest, I like to think of him like that: shiny, existing in a sparkly diamond world of fluffy clouds and doves and angels blowing trumpets.

To mark the one-year anniversary of his passing, I’d opened the diamond-art angel kit and started doing it. I’d only managed one tiny corner. There was something so final about the act. Each colored crystal placed was just another pointed reminder that he wasn’t here anymore.

There’s something about losing a parent when you’re an adult that no one tells you about. It reduces you to feeling like a small child all over again. You think of that person as the man who carried you on your shoulders when your little legs were too tired to walk, who held the seat of your bike as you tried to pedal for the first time, who threw you up in the air and caught you in the pool, who drove you to school in the mornings on his way to work. And you crave those moments more than anything and wish you could go back and relive them all one more time, taking note of every single detail: the sights, the smells, the way the air felt against your skin. Because when they were happening you didn’t know how precious they would be one day.

“Hey, Mom,” I called as I arrived. I walked into the lounge and looked at the garden cottage: the light was on inside and the door pulled closed. That usually meant she was busy with a client doing one of the many things she does. Quite honestly, I’ve lost track of them all. Angel healing cards? Reiki? Transcendental meditation? Crystal aura cleansing? Who knows . . .

My parents’ house definitely pays homage to all the things that go on in the little purple painted cottage outside. The interior is absolutely festooned with chimes and feathery mobiles, crystals and little cross-legged Buddhas on windowsills peeping out from behind small mountains of rose quartz that only ever gathered dust. The smell of incense has seeped into the walls and carpet, so that even if it’s not burning, it’s always there. The only rooms that had escaped my mother’s exuberant decorating were my bedroom and my dad’s home office. His office used to be my refuge when I was younger and wanted to escape the purple everything. A big, dark mahogany wooden desk and a big leather chair. Brown bookshelves and a dark blue Persian carpet. I would spend hours in there reading from his set of Encyclopedia Britannica, and he would sit in the chair behind his desk and read the newspaper cover to cover. Those were the quiet moments that I missed most. We were two kindred spirits; I’d never felt more like I belonged than when I was lying on that Persian rug that always tickled my bare skin, a thick encyclopedia opened up in front of me, and the soft sounds of newspaper pages turning from time to time.

“Margaret-Skye,” my mom called as she walked inside. Lucy bounded up behind her and greeted me with a million wet Labrador kisses. My mom is the only one in the world who calls me by my full name. My hippie mother had wanted to name me one of those earthy ethereal names, Moon-Catcher or Forest-Fern, the kind that bare-breasted women dancing in the mud at Woodstock might have, and my dad had wanted to name me after his late mother. Margaret-Skye was their compromise. Even though I didn’t use it, I quite liked it. I liked it I suppose because in some ways it was the perfect representation of my parents’ marriage. Even though they were complete opposites, they always made it work.

“Hey, Mom,” I replied, grabbing two wine glasses after putting some kibble in a bowl for Lucy.

Mom waltzed into the kitchen, her purple flowing dress flapping behind her. She had this ghostly way of walking, where clothes always seemed to float on her, as if a mysterious breeze was perpetually following her around. Her long gray hair was tied in its usual side braid, falling down over her shoulder, tied at the end with a purple hair band. She sat at the kitchen counter, stretching her hands out across the top of it; her various crystal-encrusted rings always made a drumming sound when she placed them on any surface. Her rings were bulbous affairs, made from aged pewter and amethysts and opals. The only traditional ring she wore was her wedding ring, a plain gold band with a single diamond on it. She always said it was her favorite, even though all the others completely dwarfed it.

My mom and I have the same type of body. She likes to call hers “abundant”; I’m more a fan of “plus sized.” I’d watched my father love my mother passionately over the years, and growing up in that environment had instilled in me this notion that our size was not an issue. It was certainly not a hinderance to love; in fact, my mother’s favorite saying was that there was just more of us to love.

“How was your day?” she asked.

“Good,” I lied. I’ve learned that lying about these kinds of things is usually better because, if I tell her anything other than this, she will want to know every single detail of the day, and I mean every. single. detail. I once made the mistake of raging to her about Jagger, only for her to pull out her pack of well-worn Tarot cards to “get a better understanding of him and what he is trying to bring into your life.” My mom firmly believes that nothing happens by accident, that every event, every moment, holds some kind of grand cosmic relevance, and contains within it a valuable life lesson. She’d even tried to find this kind of meaning in my father’s death, something I just couldn’t wrap my head around.

As far as I was concerned, from what I’d observed in my own life, and as a journalist often having to report on the bad, rather than the good, it seemed to me that life was very random in how it doled out misery and sadness. In my opinion, most tragedies seemed utterly pointless and held no intrinsic hidden meaning other than just being downright shitty. But apparently Jagger had been put into my life for some grand reason. I’d cut her off before she could tell me anything. I didn’t need to be told. I knew what that reason was. He’d been put in my life to upend it, to bring chaos to my peaceful work environment, and to irritate me constantly.

“How was your day?” I returned the question.

“Wonderful. Your father’s favorite roses started flowering today even though it’s too early. It was such a beautiful message from him.”

I smiled at her. I didn’t really believe in these messages my mom was always getting from my dad, but they made her happy. Sometimes I think it’s easier for people who believe in this sort of thing to come to terms with death, because then it’s not finite. A constant line of open communication remains between you and your loved one: white feathers falling from the sky, roses that flower ahead of schedule, and even that rainbow that comes out when there’s been no rain.

“And look at these gorgeous flowers that arrived today.” She gestured at the enormous, opulent vase on the dining-room table and I knew who it was from immediately.

“What did he say this time?” I walked over to the table and opened the card.

This is not a gift—this is a bribe! I expect you to send back a batch of those little lavender lemon-meringue tarts that you make! L

I smiled. My best friend Leighton never liked to be sentimental; he found sentimentality to be utterly disdainful, even though deep down inside he was one of the most sentimental people I’d ever met. He was a closet sentimentalist. This was a gift—everyone knew you could not post lemon-meringue tarts.

My phone suddenly beeped at the same time as my mom’s, and we looked at each other and sighed. This could only mean one thing.

The neighborhood WhatsApp group. Possibly as irritating as Jagger. Possibly. If you want a front-row seat to people behaving badly, join a WhatsApp group. There’s something about WhatsApp groups that tends to bring out the worst in people.

“The neighborhood vandals are back,” my mom said, somewhat amused. “Apparently, they wrote ‘fuck off’ on Jean and Basil’s postbox.”

We both burst out laughing and then watched the stream of horrified messages cause our phones to flicker like Christmas lights. Jean and Basil were probably the most uptight neighbors on the street, the kind who spent their weekends manicuring the promenade of lollipop-shaped trees with nail clippers and taking photos of the neighbor’s cats using their flower box as a toilet. I’d often wondered why they’d moved into this area. My mom lived in an old, arty neighborhood. It was mainly inhabited by creative people, but the addition of a university made for an interesting melting pot of drunken vandal students, old hippies and theatre doyens. It probably had the most esoteric shops per square meter than anywhere else in the city, those and vaping cafés (as they liked to call them), as well as shops that sold handmade trinkets and, with the word “artisanal” attached to the product, felt that they could charge a lot more than market value.

But this also meant that many a drunken student incident occurred, which was always reported and then discussed ad nauseum on the group. In fact, recently one of the neighbors’ gardens had been broken into by a group of partying students late at night who all skinny dipped in their pool and then made a half-naked run down the street when the police had been called. But as my mom always says, a real university experience is not complete without at least one run-in with the law. Hers had happened when she and her friends had been caught ripping up National Party posters at an anti-apartheid rally. I’d not had a run-in with the law, despite my mother always encouraging me to “at least try and get into some kind of trouble.”

“In all the years you were at school, I was never called to the principal’s office! Not even once,” she told people, but not how other parents would, with a sense of pride, but rather as if she’d missed out on something. In kindergarten my mother had encouraged me to color outside the lines. At university, she’d offered to put me in touch with her weed dealer, who sold quality stuff, in case I was thinking of “smoking that crap you buy from the campus dealers that has God knows what in it.” She’d looked so disappointed when I’d informed her that I had absolutely no desire to partake in illegal substances.

We ate our takeout the same way we always did, in front of the TV, Lucy sprawled out on the carpet between us, watching one of the very few things my mom and I have in common—the reality TV shows about finding “love” that we both adore. This week we were catching up on last season’s The Bachelor. We hadn’t seen it while my dad was sick and were currently binge watching it together.

“He’s not going to find his true love on this show!” my mom said suddenly, sipping on the glass of wine she’d been nursing for so long that the ice cubes had melted in it. “She’s not here.”

“Here?”

“His soul mate is not on this show. I can tell. None of these girls are right for him.”

I laughed. My mom did this every season with the most uncanny accuracy. She was good at reading people, and would often call the winner way before I even
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