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“There are hungers that the body does not author.

They are older. Deeper. They belong to the soul’s worst country.

And the worst country is also the most alive.”

— Anonymous
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The Weight of Good Names

In Jouberton, reputation is the first thing a child inherits. Before language. Before teeth. Before the knowledge of one's own smallness in the world. It arrives in the cut of a father's suit, pressed knife-sharp at the crease; in the way a mother crosses a room—not walking, never merely walking, but moving as though the floor owes her something, as though gravity itself has been negotiated and found agreeable. Reputation arrives in the silence that follows a family's name when spoken aloud in certain company. In the particular quality of that silence. Whether it is the silence of respect or the silence of carefully managed envy, which in a place like this are nearly the same thing.

The Pokompe house sat at the end of Moroka Crescent like a statement one has rehearsed until it no longer sounds rehearsed. Set back from the road by a sweep of imported lawn—kikuyu grass brought in from a nursery in the Magaliesberg and installed by a landscaper who also served the municipality—the house was not the largest on the street but was the most coherently itself. Sand-coloured face brick, dark wood window frames, a front door lacquered the deep red of old wine. Bougainvillea climbed the east wall in extravagant magenta, the only uncontrolled thing about the property. Everything else was deliberate: the placement of the river stones along the driveway's edge, the terracotta pots flanking the entrance, each one holding a specimen succulent of architectural exactitude. The garden looked like intention. It looked, Naledi had always thought, like a family that had decided who they were and spent thirty years making the house agree.

This was the first fact of the Pokompe family: their grass did not brown. Their hedges did not gap. Their driveway held no oil stains, no chalked games of hopscotch, no evidence of the provisional. Suffering, in all its ordinary forms, had been meticulously excluded from the premises, or if it had entered, it had done so through the back door and left no mark that anyone could point to.

Naledi arrived on a Thursday afternoon in the flat, anvil heat of late February. The sky above Jouberton was the particular white of a day too bright for colour—bleached, metallic, pressing down on the rooftops as though trying to flatten them. Her mother's Toyota sat in the driveway behind Constance Pokompe's Mercedes, and beside it was a silver Land Cruiser she did not recognize but which had the quality of a vehicle owned by a man who thought carefully about what he drove.

She was wearing a yellow dress—cotton, simply cut, the hem above her knee. She had not chosen it deliberately, had simply reached into her wardrobe that morning in the way of women who know what suits them without spending much thought on it. The yellow was the yellow of late mimosas, of something edible and bright. She had her mother's cheekbones—high and clean, casting small shadows in afternoon light—and her father's stubborn jaw and the kind of beauty that people felt vaguely threatened by without being able to say why. Not conventional prettiness, which is easy to catalogue and dismiss. Something more structural. Something in the way her face was organized that suggested a person whose interior life was also organized, was also deliberately, unhurriedly composed.

She was twenty-two years old. She was bringing a birthday gift for Mama Pokompe—a silk scarf, sea-green, chosen with care at a shop in Potchefstroom by a girl who understood what older women of this particular tier appreciated. She was not supposed to stay for more than an hour. She was not supposed to encounter Vincent Pokompe at all.

He was standing in the kitchen doorway when she came in through the back from the garden, the fly-screen door's spring hinging shut behind her with its small domestic complaint. Not posed. Not performing anything. Simply occupying the doorframe the way that tall, substantial men do—with that unconscious authority, that animal ease that has nothing to do with arrogance and everything to do with a man who has been comfortable in his body for a long time.

The kitchen smelled of cardamom and onion and the ghost of something roasted earlier. The afternoon light through the window above the sink fell in a warm parallelogram across the counter tiles, catching the dust-motes that hovered, turned, settled. He was holding a glass of water and not drinking it.

He was fifty-one years old and looked it honestly, without apology. The temples silvered, the jaw slightly heavier than a younger photograph, the lines around his eyes that have no polite name but which are really just the marks a life of looking makes on a face that has looked at things directly. He was wearing a dark navy shirt, open at the collar, and he stood with his weight slightly forward, his shoulders relaxed, the glass easy in one hand, and his eyes—dark, clear, very still—found her the moment she cleared the doorway.

Those eyes. That was the thing. She would think about this later, in the car with the windows down and the Highveld evening coming in all sharp grass and diesel and cooling earth. She would think: it was the eyes. Not their beauty, though they were beautiful. It was what they were doing. They were paying attention. The specific, deliberate, unhurried attention of a man who has decided that this moment is worth the full cost of his presence.

"Naledi," he said. Just her name. The way a man says a word he has been saving without knowing he was saving it.

She had known him her whole life. Had sat at this family's table at Easter, Christmas, the funerals of grandparents and christenings of cousins. Had watched him carve meat at the Sunday table with the economy of motion of a man who does things correctly once and sees no need to embellish. Had received from him, over the years, the mild, avuncular affection of a family friend who knows you since before you were interesting: birthday money in envelopes, a hand briefly on the shoulder, the generic how is school.

He had always been Uncle Vince. Not by blood—the name was a courtesy, the kind that Jouberton's close families invented to paper over the distances that law could not bridge. It was, she would later understand with a clarity that was not comfortable, a terrible preparation for what came after. To have known him as safe. To have organized all her feelings about him, for twenty-two years, inside the furniture of family.

"Uncle," she said. The word felt wrong in her mouth for the first time—not wrong like a mistake, but wrong like a shoe on the wrong foot, the right shoe, just placed incorrectly.

He looked at her for a moment that was one beat too long to be ordinary.

"Your mother's in the garden," he said. "Constance is with her."

"Thank you," she said, and moved past him into the kitchen, and was careful, in moving past, not to meet his eyes again.
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What the Garden Saw

The birthday party was forty people arranged across the garden with the careful informality of a stage set. White lights strung between the three jacaranda trees that marked the garden's rear boundary—the trees were old, their bark silver-grey and deeply furrowed, their canopy in early February still holding the last of the season's purple bloom, petals dropping in the light wind and collecting in small drifts along the flagstone path. The caterer had set up under a canvas shade sail, and from this station came, at intervals, small plates of things: lamb sosaties charred at their edges, baby potatoes in herb butter, tiny cups of butternut soup with cream spiralled on top. A string quartet near the roses played something undemanding—Vivaldi softened into background, its edges blunted by the heat and the conversation.

Jouberton's particular class expressed itself in the deliberate understatement of its celebrations. No DJ. No hired photographer with a drone. No hashtag on a paper banner. Only this: the quality of the wine, which was good and presented without fanfare; the quality of the food, which was better than people commented on because complimenting the caterer too enthusiastically would suggest you hadn't eaten like this before; and the quality of the silence inside the conversation, the way nobody said what they actually meant but everyone understood it.

Naledi drank two glasses of white wine and talked to people she half-knew. The wife of a magistrate who wore her ambition in the architecture of her hair—a high, structured thing, lacquered into permanence—and who spoke about her daughter's gap year in Portugal with the particular pride of a woman whose children's achievements are also her own. A property developer's son, twenty-eight, who had the beautiful uninteresting face of someone for whom things had always been available and who was therefore vaguely puzzled by Naledi's failure to find him compelling. A woman her own age, already married, who kept touching her own ring as though confirming its continued presence, and whose eyes when she laughed had a quality of performance, as though laughter were a duty she was acquitting correctly.

Naledi stood at the margins of these conversations and performed her own version of them and the whole time she was aware, with an acuity that disturbed her, of exactly where in the garden Vincent Pokompe was.

He moved through the party the way certain men move—as though the event were happening around him rather than requiring him to participate. He paused beside a cluster near the roses and said something that made two people laugh genuinely, not the social laugh of the magistrate's wife. He leaned in to hear what a small elderly man was saying, and the lean was not condescension—it was real attention, the whole body orientated. He refilled glasses without being asked and did not make a production of it. He was, she thought, watching him from across the garden with the wine glass cool against her palm, a man who had learned—or perhaps simply always known—how to make a room feel looked after without making himself the centre of it.

She hated herself for cataloguing this. She inventoried the hatred and moved on.

It was when the heat of the party and the heat of the evening began to feel indistinguishable that she drifted away from the lights, away from the knot of conversation near the food, to the far end of the garden where the last jacaranda stood apart from the others. There was a bench here, teak, greyed by weather and seasons of use, set in the half-dark under the canopy. The purple blooms fell steadily in the light wind and the grass around the bench was purple-carpeted and the light from the party reached here only as suggestion, a warm glow from a distance that had nothing to do with her.

She sat. She took off her shoes. The grass was cool and slightly damp against the soles of her feet and the feeling of it—real, textured, immediate—was a relief after two hours of performing.

She heard him before she saw him. Not footsteps, exactly—his tread was quiet—but the particular quality of an approach that knows it is approaching. He came and sat beside her on the bench without asking. Without the performative pause of a man requesting permission. He simply came and sat as though the bench had always held a space for him, and perhaps it had.

"You've grown very quiet," he said.

"I'm always quiet." She kept her eyes on the lit part of the garden, the floating white lights, the drifting guests. "You just never noticed."

The silence that followed was not uncomfortable. It was the silence of two people who have discovered, suddenly, that the usual social machinery has jammed and they are going to have to speak to each other without it.

"I notice more than you think," he said. His voice was very even. Not quiet—it wasn't a stage whisper, wasn't pitched for intimacy—but it carried a weight in its evenness, a calm that was not indifference but something closer to the opposite.

She looked at him then. She looked at him properly, the way she had avoided doing in the kitchen. The jacaranda light—if you could call it that, the light that filtered through its canopy from the party beyond—fell across his face and made it half readable, half shadow. He was watching the garden. He was not looking at her.

"Why are you back here?" she said. "From the party."

"Same reason as you, probably."

"And what reason is that?"

He turned and looked at her. Those eyes again—dark, clear, steady—doing that thing they did: paying attention with the full cost of presence. "It's a lot of noise," he said, "for very little said."

She looked back at the garden, the floating lights, the performing guests. "Yes," she said.

A jacaranda petal landed on her knee. She didn't brush it off.

"Your thesis," he said. "Architecture. Constance mentioned it."

"Constance talks about a lot of people."

"She mentioned you specifically. A library in a flood plain."

She was quiet a moment. "Yeah. The problem of permanence in an environment designed to dissolve things. How do you build something that's supposed to last in a place that goes underwater once a year."

"What's your answer?"

"I'm still finding it," she said. "That's the whole thesis."

He was quiet, thinking about this. Not performing thought but actually doing it. She could feel it.

"Maybe permanence isn't the right ambition," he said finally. "Maybe the building needs to learn to go underwater and come back up."

She turned to look at him. The petal was still on her knee.

"That's exactly it," she said. "That's exactly the problem."

He didn't smile with any triumph. He just nodded, slightly, as though the thought were obvious now that it had been said, and turned back to the garden.

Twenty minutes later she said her goodbyes to Constance with a brightness that cost her something. Hugged Mama Pokompe, pressed the sea-green scarf into her hands, received the woman's perfumed embrace. Drove home through streets that looked exactly as they had looked that morning and which felt entirely different.

Her hands were steady on the wheel. The windows were down and the night air—Jouberton in February, warm and grass-scented and tasting faintly of iron from the mines
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