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			part 1

			Karl
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			I reckon it’s very mean to cut a man out of the world and leave only his shadow. What if it gets lonely, misses itself? Because it does, you know?

			I knew a snow angel once, and he told me so.

			Somewhere in a place beyond sleep, adrift, he was aware of rain drumming on corrugated iron. Only that and a name came to him in his waking moments as drops driven by gusty winds splattered and destroyed themselves to mist against the roof and walls and window panes of the house.

			Some storm.

			It seeped onto ceilings, then dripped and piddled onto the old wooden floors around him.

			Karl. Drip, drip, drip.

			He is fully awake now, on his back, under a blanket in the sudden absence of noise. A dark, dead quiet has fallen over the world. The rain has stopped, the wind has died. The moon is a round white stain outside his window.

			Fingers of ice, reaching. He sits up.

			His body is sore, stiffened by sleep. The thin camping mattress and blanket rolled out onto planks has been too hard, the rest too absolute. A respite, snatched away in a room smelling of old mould and new wet.

			Karl sits listening, head bent. He hugs his knees to his chest and stares absently at peeling wallpaper, then up at the ceiling. Five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen.

			It’s immensely quiet. Drip.

			He gets up stiffly, goes over to the door, and tries the handle. The door is locked, key in it.

			In the corridor doors lead to empty rooms. All of this is right here and all of it is touchable. Moonlight sits on walls like pale pictures painted.

			Karl exists, he thinks. My shadow over there says that he does. Look, it moves, as I do.

			On the front stoep, he stands. It’s all real. The clouds too are passing. Bright stars are visible, a large leafy tree moving in a slight breeze. He sees a hedge with grassland beyond and lights in the distance.

			Not many.

			From under the tree he looks back at himself in the dark, turning to go into a house, to lock a bedroom door, to fold a blanket over.

			To sleep.
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			Unfriendly sun. Karl flinches, wipes sleep from his eyes, stares blankly.

			Sighs, moves.

			There’s a small bundle of clothes under his head fashioned into a makeshift pillow. It’s quite uncomfortable. Next to the mattress are hiking boots with socks, a packet of Paul Revere, a cheap lighter.

			bic. Red.

			He sits up and leans back, the wall cold against his skin. Karl is a smoker, he decides, and he’s hungry. He reaches over and lights up and sucks in and coughs and blows at the tip and sniffs and puffs.

			Hmm.

			Then sits inhaling and exhaling easily.

			Smoke curls lazily upward. It makes pretty pictures, this, like clouds, he thinks.

			Outside the window it is quiet regardless of it being day. (Except for the many birds in that tree.)

			Many. Birds. And cicadas. He concentrates and forms the sounds of the word with his lips, mouth. Over-pronouncing, in the quiet, blowing air words. “Ci-ca-das,” he says.

			There are damp spots on the floor planks still, but the high ceiling has stopped dripping. Karl gets up reluctantly and pulls on crumpled jeans from the clothes bundle. He unlocks the door again.

			In the bathroom he relieves himself, hoping that there’s water in the cistern.

			It flushes. Good.

			He is in the corridor, standing, peering at overgrown gardens squares set silently in dirty walls. At the front a living room reaches to a semi-enclosed stoep where dust drifts in slabs of sunlight. Three average-sized bedrooms, that bathroom.

			Kitchen?

			A counter with sink is set under a window open to the yard. There are shelves below, and missing and cracked tiles above, and something like melamine on the floor. Bare cement shows through in places. In a plastic bag he finds half a loaf of bread and a tin of bully beef. A can of Coke has been opened, then left next to the bag, as if the drinker was interrupted by something important.

			By what?

			He eats, staring out.

			Nothing, nobody. Only the wet, thick hedge, and, to the right, a driveway leading to a gate. A lockup garage to the left. He stands there for some time, staring at its shut roller door while meticulously breaking off pieces of bread and clumps of bully beef, chasing it down with sweet flat Coke.

			Afterward, he goes back to the room.

			He puts on a shirt and sits down on his makeshift bed to pull on the socks and boots. In the pockets of his leather jacket he searches for something that could waylay, challenge, his new awareness. Karl, he thinks, I am simply Karl.

			No wallet, no id, no credit cards.

			A name plucked from the nowhere. We are, he thinks, a spook.

			In an inner pocket he finds a keyring with two ordinary padlock keys dangling, and a car key. “And it seems we drive a Ford,” he says.

			He stares at it bluntly before going out into the sun.
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			He treads the perimeter of the property along the thick hedge. We’re boxed in, Karl, he thinks. At the garden gate, he stops, looking out over veld.

			There’s a dirt road ending over there, he sees, in a cul-de-sac. A few long-forgotten concrete pylons demarcate the end of it.

			Tall, yellow grass. A skew, rusted sign: no thoroughfare. Also, another property with a sagging gate, a driveway going in. Neighbours? Not likely. Can’t see anything through this thick growth, but I would’ve heard them by now.

			There’s no one else here, just you and me, Karl, and whatever we’ve locked in that garage.

			At the back of it is a small room. Domestic’s quarters, probably, a toilet and shower and a high window open to the veld.

			The car.

			It will reveal more than clothes, cigarettes, half a loaf of bread and flat Coke.

			At the garage door, he stands.

			More cicadas screeching away, a cracked cement driveway.

			He waits a full minute before going down on his haunches to undo the catch. The hinges creak as the door rolls upward and the tail end of a car becomes visible. In the quiet, an old Ford Falcon rests.

			A very dark metallic grey, almost black.

			It squats too low, he thinks; two big-bore tailpipes set close together.

			Wide, gummy tyres. He goes down on one knee and sees some road dirt embedded in the grooves, as if this thing likes to collect remnants of towns, cities, far-off places.

			She carries no fancy wheels to go with those tyres. A dark car on plain steel rims.

			He leans lightly against the garage wall and stares out of the door at the overgrown lawn. There’s much sunlight flooding in. His heart bangs a drumbeat out against bare brick.

			Back outside he stands, gulping sun.

			Then he turns to the boot, opens it, and lights a cigarette.

			The spare wheel is fastened in the top right-hand corner and there’s a five-litre jerry can next to it. He shakes it, about half full, a faint petrol smell, sees a sturdy tow rope with slipover hooks and a set of jumper cables.

			Also a toolbox of good quality.

			Other odds and ends, water hoses, clamps, insulation tape and two bottles of radiator sealant.

			He bends forward and rests his hands on the rubber surround while looking intently at the carpet. Cigarette smoke swirls. He’s quite oblivious to it round his face and out the boot.

			Something. Something. Something.

			Why is the spare wheel not in the wheel well? He frowns quizzically, then bursts out laughing.

			He lifts the cover, reaches in and pulls a dark-blue duffel bag from there. He walks back to the house, carrying the bag like a man who recently found a long-lost body part, a leg, or an arm … a soul even, still in perfect working order.

			Inside, he’s still laughing. “Ha ha ha!” it reverberates off of walls, windows, the ceiling. The house wakes up from it, rustles her garments, peers down.

			In the kitchen he finds the db board, old, the type that has exposed conduits running down and up into the roof. The main switch is on and so are the lights, plugs, geyser.

			All of it.

			In the bathroom he shoves the duffel bag into a corner before sitting down on the edge of the bath. There’s a large, full-length mirror mounted to the wall above it and a small window set over the basin, tatty pipes curling below.

			A spider’s web, but no spider visible. He opens the hot water, sits.

			Something groans and shudders inside a wall, then the tap gurgles and spits and starts to run evenly. Brown water, but clearing. Holding his hand under it, he feels it change from cold, to lukewarm, to warm.

			Suddenly scalding. “Ouch,” he says, “bitch.” Tart.

			He opens the duffel bag.

			There’s a small toiletry kit inside, some cash, a cheap cellphone with charger, the battery detached. He finds he has no interest in that.

			And a Sig Sauer pistol, silenced.

			He stares at it, holds it limp-wristed, his tongue swiping his lower lip. Ja, well, anyway.

			“Ha!” he goes. “Seems whatever it is that we do, Karl, we do it at close range.”

			He frowns, continues: “Hope we’re not just common thieves, Karl. We would prefer to be more than that.”

			He doesn’t count the money, there’s enough in there not to need counting.

			While undressing, he’s thinking that you have to stink badly before you smell yourself. I’m probably overdue.

			He closes the tap and gets in, stands there for a while. Reckon Karl’s about mid-thirties, maybe pushing forty. Average height, average build. Average Joe? No. Zero body fat. Karl keeps in shape, I reckon. Wiry-muscled. Not an unpleasant face: three-day growth of beard, straight, blond hair. Unkempt.

			A full, almost feminine mouth. Something about that, almost as if it belongs elsewhere. As if we stole it.

			Eyes?

			Two dark pools, set too wide apart, even when shut.

			Maybe, he thinks, I’m a long-lost blond Tibetan monk. Must’ve mislaid my orange robe somewhere.

			“Ha!”

			A scary fucker, no less.

			He gets down into the water and lies there a while, looking up at the ceiling. It’s just a white slab with a brown stain offcentre. He works up lather, stands again, washes. Being aware of himself all the time in the mirror is strange, intrusive, but he lets it be.

			For now, all of it for now.

			He towels down, gets dressed.

			Outside, the sun sits higher, a white-hot blaze. It’s maybe round about twelve, he thinks. His stomach rumbles. Food. He must find a town. There are no cities close by.

			He can smell a city, he can. A million miles off.

			He takes money from the bag and pushes the notes into his jeans pocket before hiding the rest, and the pistol, in the wheel well again. I must find proper storage for that and I must reconnoitre round the property more, for familiarisation … check the car … work on security … must do many things. But first, I must eat again.

			The Falcon burbles into life.

			Just a few short, sharp starter turns and she stands there rumbling, V8-lopey, and sweet.

			Open-arsed.

			He glances over that semi-rounded, nineteen-nineties-style dashboard in baby-shit brown. A massive rev counter at the top, various aftermarket gauges fixed into the hang-down centre section. Neatly done.

			Boost gauge, too. Fuck.

			He looks at his hands; they’re not calloused but, gripping the steering wheel, they do feel hard and solid.

			He puts the Ford in gear, lets out the clutch, and reverses out of the driveway, judging it by the mirrors alone. It all comes easy enough.

			Idling just out of the gate, in the sun, he looks at the squat shape of the house beyond that tall, leafy tree. It’s flat-roofed, decidedly unpretty, nothing but a middle-aged harlot. The front stoep has been haphazardly enclosed with insect screen pulled over wooden supports.

			Windows outside windows. A box inside a box.

			Shame, he’s thinking, she needs attention. Priority one. Must find out about the house.

			(Did she wink at him, just now, did she?) He smiles.
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			The dirt track stretches straight for kilometres through flat and even grasslands.

			Still muddy, but firming, orange-brown water in runoffs. The Falcon spins and fishtails, but he counters easily, keeping it on the straight and narrow.

			Karl can drive, he thinks, we’d freaking hope so.

			He meets up with a t-junction and a good, smooth-topped, tarred road.

			Here he listens to the rumbly idle, senses the direction of the town like a homing pigeon. A general down-and-leftward swoop of land urges him to turn that way. People settle close to water, in valleys, don’t they?

			About fifteen kilometres further, cruising easily at a steady one-twenty, he sees the beginnings of it.

			Next to a river, in a little valley. Ja.

			High mine dumps (artificial, flat-topped mountains), then mining headgear: large wheels up there flashing sunlight above processing plants, a splattering of houses.

			Town’s edge.

			Turning off the main road he finds similar-looking dwellings spread either side of the road.

			Seems they had only one architect here, he thinks, with about five designs up his sleeve.

			Whatever. Isn’t that the way they like to be kept, anyway? In familiar cages.

			He follows the road to where it swoops gently down to a traffic circle and left to a bridge across the river and upwards again into what seems to be the town centre. He passes a roadhouse painted pink on his left. An ugly fibreglass hamburger and hotdog pitch precariously on the flat roof.

			There’s a Shell filling station next to it with disinterestedlooking pump attendants, further down a Caltex and a bp. Opposite, he sees a wheel-and-tyre repair shop, but doesn’t catch the name.

			There’s a mechanic to the right down a side street. richter’s auto.

			It’s all pretty much standard. Cafés, a hardware store, chain furniture stores and two of the bigger banks. A couple of car dealers, new and used. There are the usual signs up in neon. Still further down squats a double-storey hotel, a harsh-looking face-brick apparition with two palm trees planted in large terracotta pots on either side of the entrance.

			A blue awning straddles it all haphazardly. The palm trees are yellowish, dying.

			Cars are parked outside the bar in a tarred parking lot. Basics covered, he thinks, Uncle Miner, sir? Hey? Food, drink, furniture.

			House? (Supplied by the bosses, guy, supplied.) Cars?

			Some new models about, some older, well-kept ones. Many of them fancy-rimmed and dropped. That wheel place must be doing well.

			A small Opel passes him, a cone-type air intake, bellows. Ghuuuup! One has to smile.

			He makes his way to the edges of the inner town, then turns around and comes back the other way. Nobody gives him a second glance. After all, old Fords make you invisible, don’t they?

			This is true. Damn right.

			He’s thinking about that as he parks opposite the only estate agent he spotted coming down. Harry Truman’s, a one-man show. Too many mine houses about for the agent franchises to bother. He stands for a long time outside in the sun. It’s very hot, heat reflecting up from the pavement.

			He watches people passing by, looking as blunt and unhappy as the town.

			He’s sweating, bites his lower lip … senses the exact time.

			Old Harry Truman isn’t in, hasn’t been in for years, says a large receptionist. “We just never changed the name, but Miss Moss is in the back there.”

			“Oh.”

			She smiles quizzically, “Yes, but go through; she’s very helpful. As you know,” she winks, and points to a tall woman sitting alone in a far corner at one of two cluttered desks.

			“Thank you, thank you so much.”

			He goes over and Miss Moss looks up and smiles icily and asks: “Can I be of any more help, sir? We at Truman’s aim to please.”

			He stares, wipes over his face, looks back at the receptionist. “You reckon?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			He takes a seat as the phone over at the reception rings. The overweight woman answers; it’s a large office, and he can barely hear her talk.

			“Do you know who I am?” he asks the tall woman.

			She looks at him; he looks at her. She’s been around, he sees. Maybe late fifties. Lots of make-up. Lots of hair.

			Bottle blonde, frizzy. He giggles.

			“How the hell should I know?” answers Miss Moss.

			She opens a drawer, takes out a pack of Slims, and lights up without offering.

			“No?” he asks.

			“No what?”

			“No,” he says: “It’s not anything, is it?” Silence.

			“Karl?” he says.

			She smiles. “Look, mister, you rent a house nobody else wants—”

			“Oh.”

			“And you’ve paid us six months in advance plus commission. That’s all I need to know.”

			He stares at the wall behind her, licks his lower lip, fiddles with the bank notes in his jeans pocket.

			“Enough commission?” he asks. She smiles, says, “Is it ever?”

			He looks over his shoulder, but fatty’s still busy. With his back to reception he thumbs five hundreds from the wad of cash. Reaching out, their fingers touch like ice.

			“I’ll not appreciate neighbours,” he says. “Can’t make promises.”

			“Try?”

			She just smiles.

			He gets up, stares at the carpet. “The roof leaks.” “Not my problem,” she says.

			He’s outside on the pavement, about twenty metres up the road from Truman’s, thinking and smoking a Paul Revere. Much to do. There are ominous-looking cumulus clouds building on the horizon.

			Roof-leaking stuff, but first, food. Ja.

			He kills the butt underfoot and goes into what seems to be a small, no-nonsense takeaway. da souza’s it says on the window. It’s quiet. Greasy wooden picnic benches without tablecloths stand in a line. A young couple sits eating fried chicken on a bed of chips.

			“I’ll have that,” he says at the counter, pointing. “Takeaway?”

			“No,” he says, “eat in, and a Coke.” He waits just inside the door.

			They call his order and he collects his food and sits down at a bench in the furthest corner, with his back to the wall.

			He eats with his hands while looking at the sprawling town through the painted lettering on the window. Opposite the street is what seems to be a general dealer. An old, grey-haired man stands talking to a traffic policeman. (Indian? Pakistani? From thereabouts anyway.)

			The traffic cop has on brown khaki.

			There is a blue-and-white Chevy with roof lights parked at the curb.

			Another uniformed guy sits inside.

			The grey-haired man is dressed in a white thobe. Karl sees trousers over sandaled feet sticking out below.

			Above his shop, in big blue lettering: the great north end cash store.

			I need a kettle, he decides, and a two-plate stove. That place over there has pots and pans on display. Maybe tomorrow or the day after I’ll come back for a small refrigerator, even a microwave oven.

			Six months, hey?

			Seems we’re on holiday, hey, Karl, or in between … in between what? Who the fuck knows?

			I have electricity.

			He licks his fingers and pushes the tray to the middle of the table and sits back and exhales and tries to relax. There’s a great tightness between his shoulder blades.

			Fight or flight? Which one was it? Don’t know, mister. In his mind he spits it out like Miss Moss did

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

