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TWO DEATHS AT THE SAME HOUR

Vaalrivier Street, Jouberton West / Johannesburg, Parktown — 4:47 AM, 2046

The woman who found the body was named Nolwazi Dlamini, and she was thirty-one years old, and she had been making this walk in the predawn dark for eleven years without incident.

She left the yard of her cousin's house on Nhlangano Street at twenty minutes to five every morning, cutting through the back of Extension 7 toward the junction where the taxis collected. The air at that hour had a particular quality in the winter months — thin and cold and carrying the smell of woodsmoke and frost on concrete. The street lamps along this section of Vaalrivier Street had been unreliable for the past three years. There was a formal complaint lodged somewhere in a municipal office. There may have been a second formal complaint. The lamps continued in their unreliability, and Nolwazi continued her walks in whatever darkness the municipality provided.

She almost missed the shape entirely.

It was beside the wall of the corner house — the one with the broken gate that had been broken since at least 2041 — and at first she thought it was a bag of rubbish someone had set there and forgotten. The corner house sometimes had bags of rubbish set there and forgotten. She was already past it, her footsteps loud on the frost-hard pavement, when something stopped her. The quality of the shape, perhaps. The specific density of it.

She turned back.

A man. He was a man. He lay on his side with his back against the wall in the attitude of someone who had sat down to rest and would not be getting up again. He was perhaps fifty years old, perhaps younger — she could not tell in this light — and he was wearing a Bafana Bafana jacket and work trousers and one shoe. The other shoe was three metres away against the opposite wall, as if it had flown there. His face was turned toward her and she could see, even in the thin light from a window that burned somewhere further up the street, that something had happened to it that should not have happened.

Nolwazi stood very still for a moment. She had grown up in a place where bad news arrived regularly and rarely announced itself in advance. She had developed, across her thirty-one years, a practised stillness in the face of catastrophe — not callousness, but containment. She breathed out. She took her phone from her jacket pocket. She called 10111.

The operator asked her questions. She answered them precisely.

While she waited, she looked at the wall above the man's body. Someone had stencilled there, years ago, in fading blue spray paint, the ghost of an old protest slogan. The words were barely legible now — bleached by season and sun and the indifference of years. She could make out AMANDLA and then something that time had eaten. Power, and then something she could no longer read.

A dog barked twice on the far side of the extension and stopped.

A child appeared out of nowhere on a bicycle — small, red jacket, moving fast — and disappeared again into the dark at the end of the street as if it had never existed. Nolwazi watched the empty space where the child had been. She looked back at the man.

The operator came back on the line. Units on the way, she said. Stay where you are.

Nolwazi stayed where she was.

Later — when the detectives came, and the yellow police tape came, and the small crowd came despite the hour — someone would crouch beside the body and find, in the breast pocket of the Bafana Bafana jacket, a folded piece of paper. The folding was careful. The paper had been kept. On it, in a handwriting that was careful and educated and that would later be matched to the dead man's own hand, a single word had been written in pencil.

SKULD. [Debt.]

◆

In Johannesburg, at the same hour, the backup generator at a private hospital in Parktown failed.

It was Stage 6 load-shedding, which in the year 2046 was the ordinary condition of life in the city — not an emergency but a chronic indignity, a managed catastrophe that the nation had been managing for twenty-five years without resolution. Most private hospitals had generators with contracts that guaranteed uninterrupted power through Stage 4. A handful had contracts that covered Stage 5. Very few were prepared for Stage 6 in the cardiac ICU at four forty-seven in the morning.

The night staff scrambled. Torches came out. Someone shouted from the corridor. There were voices and quick footsteps and the particular alarm of trained professionals confronting what they had been trained not to confront.

In the corridor outside the ICU, on a plastic chair beside a row of other plastic chairs that were empty, an old man sat with his hat in his hands.

He was seventy-two years old. He had white hair and a white beard, trimmed close, and the kind of face that age had made more precise rather than less — the features settled into something that had learned its own proportions. He wore good clothes carefully maintained: a dark grey suit jacket over a white shirt open at the collar, pressed trousers, shoes that had been polished before he drove here. He had been in this chair since midnight. No one had asked him why he was here. The ICU nurse who had passed him twice between eleven and one had assessed him as a man with the right to be present in the corridor of someone gravely ill, and she had proceeded on that assessment, and she had not been entirely wrong.

He did not know the patient. Not personally. He knew the patient's name — Dr. Raj Govender — and he knew the name's significance, and he had driven through the empty city in the dark and parked in the hospital car park and found this chair and sat in it because he had run out of explanations for why he should not.

The generator failure lasted eleven minutes.

In the ICU, the machines that had been managing Dr. Raj Govender's cardiac function failed and then were managed manually and then were restored, but the restoration came in the way of restorations that arrive on the other side of the moment they were needed for.

When the lights came back on, the monitoring screen showed a flat line.

When the staff nurse emerged from the ICU and looked down the corridor, she found the old man exactly as she had left him: sitting with his hat in both hands, looking at nothing in particular. She told him the news. He was quiet for a moment. He thanked her. He stood slowly, with the careful movements of a man whose joints objected to plastic chairs, and walked down the corridor toward the exit, and went out into the dark of the Johannesburg morning.

These two deaths — one violent, on a Jouberton street; one medical, in a Parktown corridor — were separated by one hundred and eighty kilometres and connected by forty years of accumulated consequence.

This novel is the story of those consequences. It is the story of the people who made them, the people who inherited them, the people who tried to dismantle them from inside a dying institution with a torch and two weapons and a survey map of an abandoned mine. It is the story of a love that waited fifty-two years for its own permission. And it is the story of what South Africa looked like, in the year 2046, when several of its long and unhealed arguments came finally into the light — not resolved, but visible at last, named and set down.

It is also the story of a woman who walked home from a crime scene in the dark and a man who sat in a hospital corridor with his hat in his hands, and what it means that neither of them had expected to feel what they felt when the lights went out.

This is the year the lights went out. This is what was found in the dark.

◆ ◆ ◆
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1994 AND THE YEAR OF BEGINNINGS

◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER ONE
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Election Day, Clermont — April 27, 1994

The queue began at the corner of the street below the community centre and moved, slowly and then not at all and then slowly again, upward through the morning. By seven o'clock it stretched for two blocks. By nine o'clock it had grown to something that was no longer simply a queue but an event — a thing that was happening to people and through people, that moved through the crowd like a current in water.

Siphosihle Cele stood in it with his mother.

He was twenty years old and he had never voted before and he was aware, with the specific awareness of someone very young at the edge of something very large, that this morning was not ordinary. The air was not ordinary. The light was not ordinary — it was the particular light of a Durban winter morning, clear and precise and carrying in it the smell of the sea and the jacaranda and the specific human smell of hundreds of people who had been standing in it for hours. He could hear singing somewhere near the front of the queue, and the sound moved back through the crowd in waves, and some people joined it and some people wept and some people stood very straight with their hands at their sides as if they were afraid that moving might disturb something.

His mother, Dumile, was sixty-two years old. She had worked as a domestic worker for thirty of those years. She was small and precise and had the kind of face that expressed dignity as a resting position — not pride, exactly, but a settled knowledge of her own weight. She stood in the queue with her voting card in both hands, holding it the way she held her prayer book on Sundays: with a formal attention that was close to reverence.

She did not sing with the crowd. She was saving herself for later.

"Mama," Siphosihle said, at some point around eleven o'clock, when they had moved perhaps a third of the way up the hill, "are you tired?"

She looked at him. "Tired," she said, with a particular inflection that made the word entirely irrelevant.

He did not ask again.

He thought about the three poems he had written in the past year, which were the first poems he had shown to anyone. He had shown them to a teacher — a young man at the high school who had taught English with the genuine conviction that literature was not decoration but oxygen — and the teacher had read them carefully and said: these are good, Siphosihle. These are genuinely good. And then he had said something Siphosihle had been carrying in his pocket ever since: the best writing doesn't explain the world. It makes the world legible to people who are living in it.

Siphosihle had thought about that for months. He thought about it now, in the queue, with his mother beside him and the singing moving back through the crowd. He thought: what would it mean to make this morning legible? What words would be enough for this?

He could not find them. He was not sure they existed. The morning was too large for any single sentence, and perhaps that was itself the truth of it — that there were mornings that exceeded language, that demanded you stand in them and be exceeded, and that the proper response was not to write about them but to be in them and then, later, to write about the being.

He wrote a note in the small green exercise book he kept in his shirt pocket. He wrote: Some mornings you can only be inside of. The writing comes after, if it comes.

He drew a box around it. He looked up.

They voted at one-thirty in the afternoon. The booth was a folding screen and a small table with a pencil on a string, and the ballot paper was extraordinary in its ordinariness — a list of names, little boxes, a pencil that had already been used by hundreds of people who had needed it for this same thing. Siphosihle stood in the booth and looked at the list of names. His hand was not entirely steady. He made his mark. He folded the paper and put it in the slot and stepped back out into the afternoon, and his mother came out a moment later and looked at him and did not say anything.

She put her arm through his as they walked down the hill.

"Now," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"Now we are South Africans," she said.

"We were always South Africans."

"Yes," she said. "But now the country knows it."

◆

That evening there was a celebration at a school hall in Clermont — not organised so much as accumulated, the way gatherings happen in townships, where word moves through the community like water finding its level and people arrive by the logic of common knowledge. There were families from across the township. There were neighbours from Chatsworth who had come over because the boundary between communities, on this particular evening, had become a formality that no one was enforcing. There were old women in their best dresses and young men who had driven back from Johannesburg for this specific day and children who were being kept up past their bedtimes because their parents understood, correctly, that this was the sort of thing a child should be made to remember.

Someone had brought a radio. The ANC had won.

Siphosihle stood near the wall with a cup of something warm and watched the room. He was a person who observed, even at twenty — who stood a little apart from the loudest noise so that he could see the shape of things. This was sometimes mistaken for shyness. It was not shyness. It was the specific habit of someone who needed to understand what he was seeing before he could begin to know what to make of it.

He was watching, and then he was not watching the room anymore. He was watching a woman.

She was standing near the doorway with her family — a mother and a father and two sisters, by the look of them, and a young man who might have been a cousin or a boyfriend, though something about the body language suggested cousin. She was wearing a dupatta the colour of flame, burnt orange and deep red, and her hair was dark and precise and she was laughing at something her sister had said. She was, he thought, the most striking person in a room full of striking people, which was not entirely about the way she looked. It was something about the quality of her attention — the sense that she was entirely present in the conversation she was in, not managing it from a distance but actually in it, responding to something real.

She looked up.

Their eyes met.

The room was making the most hopeful noise South Africa had ever made, which was saying something, because South Africa had made remarkable noise over the years and some of it had been hopeful. The music from the radio competed with the singing from the corner where the old women had gathered. Someone was making a speech from a table. A child was crying. An old man was dancing with his wife in a way that was beyond comment.

Siphosihle heard none of it.

The woman near the door held his gaze for a moment — not shyly, not as an invitation, but as an assessment. And then she smiled, briefly, and looked away, back to her sister, and the conversation resumed, and the flame-coloured dupatta moved as she turned.

He had three more poems in him that evening, and none of them were about politics.

◆

Her name, he learned the next day, was Fatima Mhlanga. He learned it from his friend David, who knew everybody's cousin and through whom all social intelligence in Clermont eventually flowed. She was nineteen years old, David said. She was from Chatsworth — the Mhlanga family, her father was a businessman, they were Muslim. She was studying to be a teacher.

"She's not for you," David said, not unkindly. "You understand?"

Siphosihle understood. He did not say so. He said: "I'm going to write her a letter."

David looked at him for a moment. "You're going to write a girl from Chatsworth a letter."

"Through Priya," Siphosihle said. Priya Pillay was in the teacher training programme that Fatima was entering. They had been in the same school the year before. Priya had already mentioned, in the way Priya mentioned things — carefully and with awareness of consequence — that she had spoken to Fatima after the gathering and that Fatima had spoken warmly about the evening. Whether Fatima had specifically spoken warmly about the young man she'd seen across the hall, Priya had not confirmed. She had confirmed the warm tone. She had mentioned that she would, if asked, carry a letter.

"This is going to be complicated," David said.

"Everything complicated is worth it," Siphosihle said, which he had read somewhere and was now claiming.

He went home and opened the green exercise book and began.

◆ ◆ ◆
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Letters Begin — 1994

The first letter took him four days.

He wrote it and threw it away and wrote it again and threw it away and wrote a third version that he looked at for a full evening before deciding it was too formal. The fourth version was too casual. The fifth version, which he finished at eleven o'clock on a Wednesday night with the window open and the Clermont night sounds coming in — a dog, a taxi radio, someone calling a name down the street — was, he thought, something like honest.

He wrote about the morning of the election. He wrote about the queue and his mother and the weight of the ballot paper. He wrote about the room that evening and the noise it made. He did not write about the dupatta. He was not yet sure he had the right to write about the dupatta. He wrote, at the end, one careful sentence: I noticed you across the hall, and I thought that when something matters, you should say so. This is me saying so.

He read it back. He kept it.

He gave it to David. David gave it to Priya. Priya gave it to Fatima.

Three days later, Priya brought an envelope back.

Siphosihle sat on the step outside his mother's house and opened it. The handwriting was clean and confident, slightly left-leaning. The paper was pale blue.

She wrote:

I received your letter. I read it twice. I want to say several things: first, that you write well, which you probably know; second, that this is an unusual situation which you probably also know; third, that I think unusual situations sometimes deserve unusual responses. I was also in the queue that morning, in Chatsworth, with my father. I cannot describe what it felt like to see him vote. I lack your vocabulary. But I will try: it felt like watching a man have a door opened that he had been standing in front of his entire life.

I also noticed you across the hall. I thought: there is a person paying attention. That is not as common as it should be.

Write back, if you want. Priya has agreed to be our postal service, which I'm told she considers her contribution to the new South Africa.

Her name was signed simply: Fatima.

He read it three times. Then a fourth time. He folded it into the green exercise book between the pages where he had been writing about the election morning, so that the two things could keep each other company.

◆

The meetings began two weeks later — engineered occasions in places where both communities might reasonably appear. The Durban public library on Grey Street was the first: an institution so thoroughly dedicated to the premise that all knowledge was public property that it seemed appropriate. They met on a Tuesday afternoon in the reading room on the second floor, which was serious and hushed and full of the smell of old paper and human
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In the darkness, danger is just a heartbeat away...
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