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Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction. Although inspired by a range of experiences and observations, the story, characters, and dialogues have been reshaped for creative purposes. Names, traits, and circumstances have been altered or invented to respect individuals' privacy.

Any similarity to actual people, living or dead, or to real events or conversations, is purely coincidental. References to real places, organisations, or institutions are used only to provide a sense of setting; no connection or endorsement is implied.

The author accepts no responsibility for any interpretation by readers who may believe they recognise themselves or others in these pages. This is a work of fiction.
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Clifton was quiet that winter morning. Silence takes many forms. This wasn't the kind that mourned or wept. It was a cultivated silence, the kind that comes with sliding doors, sea-facing decks, and the hum of wealth kept at a tasteful distance. Marco Ferrari sat barefoot at the edge of his terrace, espresso in hand, watching the Atlantic unroll like a silk ribbon beneath a sky already too bright for June. From a distance, his life still looked enviable.

Fifty-eight, fit and tanned, with the ease that comes from long hours on a surfboard and years spent managing other people's money. He had left the finance world before it could erode his health or his soul, whichever gave in first. His days now unfolded between the ocean and the canvas, between the thrill of speed and the peace of thought.

The walls of his Clifton apartment were lined with large abstract paintings, designer furniture and high-tech devices. He told everyone he didn't miss his wife. And most days, he believed it. The truth, which surfaced only in moments like this, was not so obvious. Maybe he didn't miss Rochelle in particular, but he missed the idea of someone being there. He missed the idea of another body moving through rooms he'd otherwise fill with silence. He missed the chance to share some good prose he read or a song he heard.

Rochelle had returned to Stellenbosch after the divorce, to a Cape Dutch house lined with olive trees and old friends who spoke crisp Afrikaans and judged Marco over their wine glasses. He imagined them there now, sipping and clucking, performing their sympathy like a carefully rehearsed choir. “Such a shame. He never quite fitted in, did he?” They weren't wrong, after all.

They had met in Milan. He was presenting an ESG fund to investors; she was between photo shoots. On a sweltering July afternoon, they found themselves side by side at a taxi stand in Piazza San Babila. He was discreetly observing her when he heard her mutter under her breath, "Waar is al die moerse taxi's vandag?"

That was his opening. He didn’t miss it. "As jy nie te ver hoef te gaan nie, kan ek jou 'n lift gee. My bestuurder is oppad." Her reaction - embarrassment at being caught swearing, astonishment that a stranger spoke Afrikaans - was genuine. Her beauty was immediate and arresting. They married, quickly. Too quickly, in retrospect. Initially, they attracted admiration, yet beneath the surface their lives grew increasingly apart. Marco became increasingly engrossed in opera, politics, and literature, spending nights immersed in Tolstoy, Camus, and Proust, works that perhaps made him wonder about the meaning of his new life. Rochelle, on the other hand, enjoyed wine tastings, gallery openings where art was secondary to canapés, and parties that lacked meaningful conversation.

She grew weary of the heavy books piling up on Marco's nightstand and of the long silences after especially moving arias. "You're becoming impossible to relax with," she once said, half-laughing. Maybe it wasn’t meant to offend, just honesty, clearly reflecting the fatigue in their relationship. The truth was that Marco stopped making efforts to include her. He gradually decided that retreating into his own world was simpler than continually trying to play his role. He convinced himself this was for the sake of their marriage, though he was most likely avoiding facing the reality of his failure.

Their parting had been polite, almost a formality. No shouting, no emotion. Just a slow unravelling of shared habits until only two people remained, with nothing left to share. Since then, Marco had embraced his solitude. Mornings were for the sea or the mountain. Evenings were for books, arias, and essays that left him thoughtful and increasingly dissatisfied. Some friends said they admired his freedom. Younger women still smiled. But lately, the silence had changed. It no longer resembled peace. It felt like what it was, an absence. I was the way that music reverberated in the deserted apartment; how often he paused in a passage of Anna Karenina not to absorb the prose but because unease stirred inside him, the words smudged, the book heavy in his hands. He had gone deep into ideas, into history, into the dense groves of thought. But there was no one to share it with. No one to argue with him when he was right or wrong.

It wasn't as if he lacked opportunity. In fact, the moment news of his divorce spread through the right social circles, ex-girlfriends began surfacing like driftwood after a storm. Women he had dated in his twenties and thirties, some from Johannesburg, where he used to live, suddenly started liking his Facebook posts or reacting to Instagram stories they would never have considered a year earlier. Some were now divorced. Others had never married and wore their independence like a medal - or maybe a shield. All of them came with stories, and behind those stories were often needs. Some hinted at rekindling what had almost been something. Others arrived with vague invitations. They weren't unappealing. Many were still attractive. But the conversations felt hollow, like browsing a book he had read before. The pages hadn't changed. He probably had. Later, he'd take his bike up Red Hill or Chapman’s Peak. And tonight, perhaps, he'd download the dating app his friend Julia had been suggesting for some time. Not because he believed in it, but because there comes a point when even disillusionment grows tired of its own voice.

He rose from the terrace and walked inside. He crossed the atrium, then stopped in front of the library. The library. His sanctuary or hermitage. Two floors of climate-controlled silence, housing thousands of physical titles and many more in digital form. Petrarch. Virgil. Dante. Sophocles. The Russians, in the original Cyrillic, though he read them in translation. He had built it over decades, book by book, shelf by shelf, as if each volume were a brick in a wall to separate him from the rest of the world. He entered the room and ran his fingers along a row of spines. Here was War and Peace, the Maude translation he'd read twice. Here was The Brothers Karamazov, the Pevear and Volokhonsky version, heavily annotated in his own hand. Here, on a lower shelf, were the books he never showed anyone: worn paperbacks from childhood, a collection of Neruda's love poems given to him by a girl at university whose name he'd forgotten, and a German edition of Rilke he'd got in 1997. That memory was still fresh in his mind. Her name was Beatrix. She was travelling to Italy to meet friends. He was driving to Tuscany to visit family. By the time they reached Calais, he'd offered her a lift as far as Bologna. By the time they reached the Alps, he'd stopped pretending it was just a lift. He hadn't thought of her in years. He pulled the Rilke from the shelf and opened it. Inside the front cover, in her handwriting: "For Marco, who reads with his eyes and his heart. Perhaps one day you'll read this in the original. B."

He closed the book, replaced it, and left the library. What else have I forgotten?
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He noticed her first, before she became aware of him. Tall and slender, she still moved with her confident, dancer-like glide, always in motion. Her dark-brown hair swayed with each step. Despite her dated denim jacket and worn boots, Julia seemed unchanged by time. She wore no make-up, just sharp features and that bright spark in her eye, loaded with mischief and defiance.

“You look great,” Marco said as she approached, arms open.

“You too,” she grinned. “Did you live in a freezer in the meantime?”

He laughed, her sense of humour a mix of old, sore scars and familiarity. She smelt of cedar and sunscreen. The hug persisted, inevitably rekindling buried memories, just enough to feel genuine, but not enough to reopen old wounds.

En route to Clifton, Julia chatted animatedly, sharing stories about flights, airports, narrowly dodging a taxi strike in Joburg, a director who had propositioned her during casting, and a new dance piece she was too exhausted to choreograph. Marco listened with amusement, her voice flowing with a mix of enthusiasm and sudden cynicism that made him smile. They hadn’t seen each other in over five years, since Rochelle had made it clear Julia wasn’t welcome. Their once close friendship, framed by spontaneous and intimate moments, had become a threat to their fragile marriage. Yet, seeing her now, he was surprised by how naturally they still connected.

They are both nine, walking back from school, crossing the street when a fast car comes around the corner. Marco freezes. Julia grabs his hand and pulls him. The car misses them by inches. The driver shouts something and keeps going. Julia doesn't let go. They walk the rest of the way home holding hands.

At her gate, she says, "Why didn’t you move?"

"I don’t know."

"Don't do that again."

"I won't."

Marco stands there for a long time. He doesn't know why his heart is pounding or why he feels so ashamed. He only knows that Julia saw him freeze and was there for him.

“Do you still have that same espresso machine?” she asked as she walked into his flat.

“The silver one? No,” Marco replied. “It broke. That one too.” He smiled.

She raised an eyebrow. “You always tend to be melodramatic after a breakup.”

They sat on the deck, sharing a bottle of Prosecco and a cheese board he threw together without much skill. Below them, the ocean was turning silver.

“So, tell me,” Julia said, sipping, “are you dating now, or just reading about it in old books?”

Marco smirked. “No, I’m not dating. Just observing.”

She cocked her head. “So you’re lonely and pretending it’s a kind of research?”

“Let’s say that I’m ... content.”

Julia rolled her eyes. “Marco, you're about as content as a caged leopard. Beautiful to look at, possibly depressed, and one bad day away from mauling someone.” He laughed again, louder this time. “You never told me what really happened with that therapist. The one who was supposed to save your marriage?”

Marco sighed. “Ah, Elsa. I’m not sure I want to talk about it.”

“Was it that bad?”

“Worse. It began as couples therapy. Rochelle attended two sessions. She was sceptical, but I convinced her there was nothing to lose. If there was a chance to save our marriage, why not? In the end, she agreed, though she still insisted it was a ‘waste of time for intellectual types who can’t handle real life.’”

“She had a point. And?”

“In session one, Rochelle spoke for thirty-five minutes straight, no exaggeration. Elsa listened, then gently questioned her logic. Rochelle lost it. She wasn’t there to debate her feelings or our relationship; she was lecturing us on why our relationship was dead. In session two, the same thing happened. She couldn’t bear not dominating the narrative. When Elsa held up a ‘metaphorical mirror’, Rochelle decided she had had enough.”

Julia laughed. “So she bailed out?”

“Correct. After session two, she stormed off mid-discussion, calling it a waste of time and saying we wouldn’t see her again, leaving me with four prepaid sessions. Elsa then suggested using them for solo therapy.”

Julia arched an eyebrow. “Solo, huh? A solo ‘couple’ therapy sounds like an oxymoron to me.”

“Exactly, but at first I thought, why not? She said she could help me process the loss and ease the transition back to single life. It sounded convincing.”

“And then?”

Fourth session. She shows up in a burgundy wrap dress that fits all the wrong places. Her hair is styled, and she's wearing a different perfume, something less clinical than lavender. It's more ... you know what I mean. I should’ve anticipated it, but I was still naive.

“Did she take the initiative?”

“Yes, she kissed me unexpectedly. I was talking about how strange it would be to start dating again and look at women flirtatiously. I’ve never been unfaithful to Rochelle. The last time I dated someone was in my late twenties, and then suddenly, she kissed me.”

“Obviously, she wanted to show you it wasn’t that difficult after all. She was trying to prove her point.” She giggled. “What did you do?”

“Well, I didn’t run away screaming, but I was flabbergasted. She said something about intimacy being a language of healing. It sounded vaguely Jungian to me. Next thing I knew, we were on the couch, and therapy had taken a distinctly Freudian turn.”

Julia burst out laughing, nearly choking on her wine. “So, you fucked?”

“Several times, actually, over the next few days. And let me be clear, it wasn’t the lingerie-and-satin kind of seduction. No candles, no soft music. This was industrial-strength sex.”

Julia leaned in, amused. “Go on.”

“She was unquenchable. We didn’t cuddle. We debriefed like after an Ironman race. And then she’d go again, different positions, different places. I couldn’t keep up. I began having to take protein shakes as if I were preparing for a workout.”

“Why didn’t you try to stop it? Rhetorical question ...”

“I actually did. That’s the thing. I wasn’t even divorced yet. I was still trying to process everything, and here I was being ... well, processed.”

“And psychologically?”

“Unsettling? Not sure that’s the right word. But to make things worse, she arrived with her bags and settled in. Rochelle’s clothes were still in the wardrobe. But that’s not even the point. The point is that I knew it wasn’t about me. It was about her satisfaction. I was the outlet, not a partner. A kind of breathing dildo that can also cook supper.”

“Yikes. How did it end?”

“One evening, I made dinner, but I didn’t even finish what was on my plate. She wanted to go again. I said not now. Let’s take a break. Let’s watch some TV, as most couples do. At least let me digest my meal.”

“And?”

“She got angry and said something like, 'If we weren’t going to have sex, there was no point in me being here.’ That was when I took the opportunity. I replied, 'Agreed,’ and helped her with her bags. She insisted she was serious and told me I wouldn't see her again.”

Julia grinned. “But of course, that wasn’t the end.”

“Of course not. After that, the messages began. They started with lengthy, apologetic messages about emotional vulnerability. Then they shifted to accusations, calling me a bastard, manipulative, withholding, and cold. Next, she expressed poetic regret and unconditional love. She kept cycling through these emotions. I didn’t even know how to reply.”

“Why didn’t you block her?”

“Eventually, I did it. Initially, she used different numbers, and when those ran out, she began showing up in person. It was clear she was stalking me, waiting at malls and restaurants for me to park, and leaving things on my car, including lipstick marks on the window, a rose on my motorcycle seat, and a G-string hanging from my rear-view mirror.” He tapped his phone. “Look at the pictures. I took them in case I needed to apply for a restraining order.”

“Oh god, Marco, you weren’t exaggerating.”

“One evening, she arrived at my place dressed as if she were going to an event. She said she wanted to talk and make up between us, and to collect the teapot she had left there. I wouldn’t let her in and handed the teapot through the gate. She parked in front of my garage and refused to move for three hours. Eventually, I had to call the security company.”

“And?”

“I was told she abused one of the guards after he asked for ID. The police arrived, and she was taken to the station. That was the last I heard of her.”

Julia looked at him in awe. “Who was she, a Bond villain with a counselling degree?”

Marco raised his glass. “To healing, huh?”

She laughed. “To restraint, both literal and metaphorical.”

“But that’s what made it strange. She has a good education and a good lifestyle, so in theory, she should help couples resolve their issues. Anyway, what about you? Are you still with, what’s his name?” he inquired.

“God, no. That relationship faded slowly, with endless polite texts, until it no longer made sense and I ghosted him. I’m single, thank you very much. Hence ... the app.” She pulled out her phone and tapped it with her usual theatrical flair.

“Tinder?”

“Nope. I'm not twenty. This one's more refined. Still trash, just a touch more sophisticated.”

She handed him the phone. He scrolled through dozens of profiles, all similar to one another. Pouts, Pilates, puppies, gym poses. Probably AI-generated motivational quotes. Marco arched an eyebrow. “Is this what dating looks like nowadays?”

“No, this is what not-dying-alone looks like these days,” she replied. “Welcome to the jungle.”

He returned the phone. “Pass.”

“You won’t,” she said. “It’s only a matter of time. Sooner or later, the opera will stop working.”

They both laughed, sharing a long-standing understanding forged over many years of friendship. Then the mood subtly shifted, as if following a script they had rehearsed years before and never forgotten. Julia set her glass down, came closer, and sat beside him. A touch, a glance, then silence filled with breath, memories, and a sense of the inevitable. They made love on the couch, perhaps not driven by lust or nostalgia, but as a way to celebrate a cherished ritual. Moving slowly, savouring the moment. Later, under the blanket, they sat in silence.

“Do you remember that dinner?” Marco finally asked. “The fish place in Rosebank, just before you moved in with ... someone else.”

She turned her head. “I do.”

“I intentionally chose that place to create a special moment.”

“It was.”

“I asked you whether we could make it official.”

She nodded.

“And you said ... you weren’t ready to decide and that you didn’t want to give up either of us.”

She didn't answer for a moment. “I remember it as if it were yesterday. It took me by surprise. I wasn’t ready, and you were a real asshole. I didn’t trust you.”

“I know,” Marco said. “You were simply honest, and honesty hurts.”

She whispered, “I shared you with Graham, but he never really saw me.”

“And me?”

“You? You saw too much.”

They drifted off to sleep like that, old lovers, still incomplete.

Julia woke up early, cheerful and full of energy, as always. She was determined to learn to surf before leaving, seeing it as something to tick off her list. Marco handed her a wetsuit, and they headed to the beach together. She waded into the water, stopping at ankle level, then paused, shivered, and took another step. “Absolutely not,” she gasped, hugging herself.


They laughed, and Marco handed her a towel as if overseeing a rookie chicken out. Later at the apartment, they brewed some coffee.


“Okay,” she said. “You win. No surfing. But you owe me some adrenaline. Take me for a ride.”

Soon, they were on the motorcycle, navigating Chapman’s Peak with cliffs dropping into the sea and wind rushing past like a breath of freedom. For a moment, it seemed as if nothing had changed.

And yet, everything had.
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They stopped for breakfast at a café right on the beach in Hout Bay. It was one of those fresh, end-of-winter mornings when the air smelt of sea air and fireplace smoke. The sea looked like glass. A pod of dolphins swept across the bay in perfect sync. Not an uncommon sight there, but they stopped to watch. They sat outside, unwilling to take off their bike jackets and gloves and be exposed to the cold breeze.

“Show me the app again,” Marco said, nodding toward Julia’s phone.

Julia smirked. “You see? You’re already hooked.”

“Not at all, I’m just curious to see what you see. How men ... advertise themselves.”

“Ooh, checking the competition?” She tapped open the app. “Relax, you're in pole position.” She giggled. “But let’s go slumming.”

The first profile she showed him was of a man in his fifties, shirtless, with a sagging, sunburnt belly. A bush of hair surrounded his navel as if it were nesting season. Julia burst out laughing. Marco recoiled as if he’d just smelt something damp.

“What, what is this? Is this guy trying to hook a Cape fur seal?” They both laughed hard. “Seriously, he needs to workshop his photographic narrative,” Marco said, scrolling down. Below the photo was the caption: "Dating me is like: a daily adventure!" Marco raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, sure. Catching crabs and dodging orcas.”

“Next!” Julia shouted, wiping her eyes.

Then came ‘Feet Guy.’ A bald man with a red nose, floating in a pool. But the only thing clearly in frame was his feet, wet, pale, splayed toes protruding from the water like overfed sausages. “Good God,” Marco gagged. “Is that his ... selling point?”

Julia raised her hand, laughing. “Watch this. I’m going to like his photo and comment: ‘Can’t wait to suck those toes!’”

“No, please don’t ...”

“Too late.” Tap. “Sent.”

Marco stared at her, unsure whether he was impressed or horrified. “And I thought I was the disturbed one.” They laughed loudly, attracting the attention of the other patrons. Even the waitress hesitated before approaching with the cutlery.

“But seriously,” Marco answered, still grinning, “did you ever actually meet anyone decent through this circus?”

“Sort of,” she said. “It’s like fishing in a sewage drain. You find ... things.”

“Such as?”

“Well,” she started counting on her fingers, “there was the widower who spent the entire date talking about his dead wife.”

“Sounds like he needed a Medium, not a date.”

“Then a guy who seemed decent until he asked if he could send me photos. I said: ‘Fine, as long as you’re not sending a photo of your genitals.’ He replied: ‘That’s exactly what I was planning to send.’”

“Did you block him?”

“No, I sent him my laundry list first,” she said. “Of course I blocked him!”

Marco was wheezing now. “And no success stories?”

“Only one, actually”, she said, softer. “There was a guy who seemed ... promising.”

“And?”

“He died. Heart attack. Six months after we started dating. I guess I was too much for him.”

“Oh no,” Marco’s smile faded. “I’m sorry. That’s really sad.”

Julia nodded, twirling a sugar packet. “Yeah. He had his baggage, but he was a kind soul. We connected. It really looked like it had potential.”

The waitress finally brought their food, breaking the moment. They ate in silence for a while. Not that they had exhausted their arguments; it felt more like the quiet that settles between old friends when there's nothing urgent to discuss. Both of them, in their own way, were doing a mental reckoning, not just of the weekend but of the previous decades.

After a few bites, Marco looked up. “We’ve known each other since kindergarten ...”

“Oh, wait!” Julia cut him off, eyes brightening. “I have a surprise for you.”

“A surprise?”

She unlocked her phone, eyes shining brightly. “My dad had this old Super 8 film of our school play. My brother digitised it last year.”

“You’re joking.”

“Look!”

She handed it over. On screen: blurry footage of four- and five-year-olds dressed as flowers, bees, and vaguely terrified mushrooms, performing around the ballroom. The lack of sound made it feel like a strange dream or an induced hallucination.

“Oh my God,” Marco gasped, pointing. “Look at the Rottweiler!”

“The what?”

“The schoolmistress! That beast haunted my dreams for a decade.”

Julia laughed. “She may well be still alive. Still scaring kids in their dreams.”

As the clips rolled on, Marco fell quiet. He watched the flickering images of a world he hadn’t thought about for decades. He could smell the canteen again and see the polished marble floor reflecting light from the tall windows. The drawings on the walls, the scratched wooden tables. The faces, some familiar, still friends; others, just soft shapes lost to memory.

“What happened to those guys? Henry, Daniel ... Pony?”

“Pony!” Julia laughed. “That kid who looked like a horse!”

“Exactly.”

“Some of them emigrated. Australia, Canada. I reconnected with a few online, but most disappeared.”

Marco nodded. “Thank you for that. That little trip ... it actually got to me.” He paused. “Were you happy then?” Marco added.


“No,” she admitted. “My parents were already separating. I didn’t understand much. But I remember my mother crying. And that unsettled me.”


Marco looked away for a moment. “I don’t remember much either, but I know I didn’t like the adults. They didn’t treat us well, or at least I didn’t feel respected.”

They sat in silence again. Then Julia checked her watch. “We'd better go. I have to catch my flight in three hours.”

Marco hesitated. “Why don’t you stay another night?”

“I wish,” she said. “But I need to get back to my mum. The carer needs a break.”

What Marco wanted to say before she interrupted was that, throughout all their years together, climbing trees, sharing beds, confessing secrets, and laughing at the world, they had never once quarrelled. No fights, no cold shoulders, just that strange, enduring sense of familiarity that never faded. Perhaps, unknowingly, they spent their lives searching for soulmates elsewhere, unaware they had already found each other. But that moment was gone. He understood Julia would never relocate to the Cape, at least not while her mother needed her. She caught a taxi and left. The smell of burnt diesel, and not much else, meant the weekend was already over.
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The Sunday was still bright. The wind had dropped, and the swell was building. From his balcony, Marco could make out a few mates bobbing in the lineup, waiting patiently for the next decent set. He could have joined them, put on his wetsuit, paddled out, and traded waves and banter. But he didn’t. Instead, he added a few logs to the fireplace and sat on the sofa, his laptop open on his knees. At first, he wasn’t sure what he was looking for. A name, maybe. Then another. Digital presences of people he hadn’t thought of in years. Former classmates. Neighbours. The kid who once beat him in a sprint on the school field. The girl with a lisp who gave him a Valentine's heart cut from red felt. He opened a profile, then another. Remotely familiar faces attached to lives he couldn’t recognise. A name would stir a memory, a courtyard, a laugh, a winter storm, but the image remained blurred. Can that really be him? So many duplicates. And even if he found the right one, what then? Hello there. Remember me? I’m the guy who put salt in your hot chocolate when you weren’t looking. That was half a century ago. He paused over the message box, then closed it. Another name. Another face. He leaned back, the screen's glow faintly reflected in the window beside him. Before he had time to think any further, he downloaded the dating app.

“Gosh, how do I even start this?”

He opened a browser tab and typed ‘How to create a good profile on a dating app’. Thousands of results appeared instantly.

“What? Do dating coaches exist? Where have I been all these years?”

He clicked through a few sites. ‘Women only look at the photos.’ ‘Women always read the description.’ ‘Be yourself.’ “Well,” he muttered, “I didn’t need a coach to get that one.” Choose your profile type: Adventurous? Intellectual? Humorous? He frowned. That’s ridiculous. A man could be all of those, depending on the day and the company. He opened his photo library, scrolling past holidays, business trips, and a few decent portraits. He paused on one, zoomed in, then out again. His phone buzzed with a calendar alert. The Vernissage. “The vernissage!” He sat upright. “I completely forgot.” The app could wait.

The venue was nearby. He could have walked, but he drove instead. For once, parking was hassle-free. Inside, a small crowd had already gathered. Most stood near the drinks table, voices overlapping, glasses clinking. No one seemed particularly interested in the paintings. He moved past them. Abstract wasn’t usually his thing, but these held something. One piece in particular pulled him in, a vivid interplay of texture and movement. It felt nearly geological, like a cross-section of the earth pulled apart and reassembled. Ochres and umbers pressed against bursts of magenta and fuchsia, the paint thick, almost sculptural. He bent closer.

“May I offer you something to drink?”

He turned. For a moment, recognition flickered, then shifted. Not someone he knew, just a resemblance to Kim Basinger from years past. “Uh ... no, thank you. Not just yet. I’m curious to look at the artwork first.”

“I can see you’re quite taken by this one.”

“I am, actually. There’s a kind of harmony I find ... calming, despite the colours.” He looked around. “Where’s the artist? Is she here?”

The woman laughed. “She’s here. She’s just offered you a drink.”

He blinked, then offered an embarrassed smile. “I’m terribly sorry. I ... I think I’ll accept that drink now. Maybe a few.”

She laughed again, and they started talking naturally, skipping formalities and relaxing. He responded instinctively, asking questions without overthinking. Eventually, they casually swapped numbers. The room filled with more voices and movement. Someone pulled her aside, and after waiting for a moment, he caught her eye from across the room and gestured with his hand. She nodded in response, smiling. On the way home, he stopped at a nearby pizzeria for takeaway and ran into a few friends. He stayed. Later, lying in bed, he listened to the wind returning, nudging the windows. Julia’s laugh surfaced first. Then the feel of her hand. Then the artist - Leigh - standing beside the painting, amused.

His phone buzzed.

Julz: Arrived home safely. Thank you for a memorable weekend. I actually forgot how good I feel when I’m with you.


Marco: Thank you! It was the best time I’ve had in a long time.
Julz: Did you download the app?
Marco: Which app?
Julz: You will. It’s just a matter of time. Good night!
Marco: Love.

He stared at the last word for a second longer than intended when another message appeared.


Leigh: I’m glad you were at my vernissage, and I’m sorry we had to cut our conversation short. I’m taking a lunch break tomorrow at 12. Would you like to join me at The President Hotel in Sea Point?


“Hell yes,” he said into the silent room.


Marco: It was my pleasure. I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a good night.
Leigh: Perfect. See you tomorrow.

He set the phone down, then picked it up again and reread the message. A smile crept onto his face before he could stop it.

Who needs a bloody app anyway?
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Leigh was already seated on the veranda when he arrived. Marco spotted her as he manoeuvred his old Jeep into the narrow space in front of the restaurant. He cut the engine and sat for a moment, watching her. As he walked in, she looked up and offered him her beautiful smile.

“Sorry, I’m late.”

“I just got here.”

“How did it go yesterday?” he asked as the waiter already launched into the specials beside them. Marco nodded without listening. His attention drifted back to her. Up close, the impression from the night before sharpened. High cheekbones, a defined jaw, softened by sun-touched skin. Her eyes shifted in the light, from green to something closer to hazel. When he looked at her, she didn’t look away.

“I don’t know,” she said, brushing a loose strand of hair back behind her ear. “South Africans don’t really understand art. Sometimes I think I’m wasting my time here.”

The waiter hovered.

“We should order,” Marco said, closing the menu. “So ... not a great show?”

“Plenty of compliments,” she said. “No sales.” She gave a small shrug. “And I haven’t painted in months because of a wrist injury.”

Marco nodded, though a second too late.

“And,” she added, “my lease is up in a few days. Still haven’t found a place I can afford.”

At those words, he leaned back slightly. “How bad is it?”

“Bad enough that I’ve started looking at things with bars on the windows and ‘character’ in the description.”

He smiled. “Actually ... I might have something.”

She tilted her head. “Might?”

“I’ve got a flat I don’t really use. It has a separate entrance and a kitchenette. The previous owner used it as an Airbnb.”

Her posture changed, just a fraction forward. “Where?”

“Clifton.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “You’re serious?”

“Depends,” he said. “What can you afford?”

“About ten. Maybe less if I want to eat.”

“That’s fine.”

She stared at him for a moment, then laughed, a quick, incredulous sound. “You’re joking.”

“I’m not.”

“When can I see it?”

“Anytime. There’s not much room for painting, but there’s a downstairs room you could use. I keep surfboards there but plenty of space. And I just need to fix the heater, though it’s a quick job.”

“That would work.” She exhaled long and slow. “That actually solves everything.”

Marco nodded. “I’m heading to Europe in a couple of days. There’ll be a house-sitter around, but she keeps to herself.”

“Perfect.”

They ordered. Leigh talked about galleries, buyers who never committed, and the strange economy of being visible yet unsold. Marco listened, though from time to time he lost the thread and had to pull himself back.

“... and then he tells me it’s ‘not commercial enough,’” she said.

“Is it?” Marco asked.

She smiled. “That’s not the point.”

His phone lit up beside his plate. Julia. It was on silent, so


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





