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"She was everywhere in that house.

In the thread of every curtain, in the label on every wine bottle,

in the pause before her name was not spoken."
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PROLOGUE
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Last Night I Dreamt of the Willow

––––––––
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She is in a house she does not recognise but somehow knows.

This is the quality of the dream — not the strangeness of the unfamiliar, but the wrongness of the almost-right. The entrance hall is wider than it should be, the floors a shade darker than she remembers, the ceiling higher by half a metre in the way that ceilings only ever are in dreams, when the architecture of a place reveals what it is really trying to be. She walks. Her footsteps make no sound on the yellowwood floors. She passes a dining room where the table is set for a meal that no one has arrived for — crystal glasses, white linen, a centrepiece of proteas whose petals are already beginning to fall. She passes a library. She does not go in. She knows, without being told, that the library is not where she needs to be.

The passage at the end of the entrance hall is narrow and long. Doors open off it to either side but none of them interest her. She is going to the last door. She has been going there the whole time.

It is ajar.

Light comes through the gap — the quality of morning light that has just resolved itself from gold into white, the brief window between dawn and full day when everything is equally illuminated and nothing casts a shadow. She pushes the door open.

The studio is full of fabric. Bolts of it, rolled in their stands like sleeping figures — shweshwe in geometric indigo, kente in rust and ochre, a length of Cape lace so fine it seems to be made of nothing but intention. Sketches cover one wall from floor to ceiling, pinned without frames, overlapping: faces, bodies, dresses that appear to be growing rather than designed. And at the central worktable, her back to the door, a woman sits.

She is wearing something dark. Her hair is gathered at the back of her neck. Her shoulders are still in the particular way of a person who is deeply concentrated, or deeply afraid, or both. She does not turn when the door opens. She does not turn when Naledi crosses the room towards her. She does not turn when Naledi reaches out and places a hand on her shoulder.

She turns.

She has no face. Not a blank where a face should be — something closer to the opposite: too much light, a radiance where features ought to be, as if she is facing the sun directly and the sun has eaten her. Naledi should be afraid. She is not afraid. She is something else — a feeling for which she does not yet have a name, in the dream or outside it.

She wakes.

* * *
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The Silhouette Estate master bedroom is dark except for the strip of pale light beneath the curtains. Four forty-seven in the morning. The clock on the bedside table has a face that glows without illuminating — it marks the time precisely and gives nothing else. Lukanyo is asleep beside her, his breathing slow and even, his hand near hers on the duvet but not quite touching. This is how he sleeps: present, close, not quite arrived.

Naledi lies still and listens to the house.

She has been here for three months. In three months she has learned that Silhouette Estate is not a quiet place in the way that silence is quiet. It is quiet the way a held breath is quiet — full of pressure, full of the effort of containing something. The yellowwood floors settle and expand as the night temperature drops. The old gabled walls tick. The willow tree above the jetty, which she cannot see from the bedroom window but knows is there — one hundred and thirty metres down the slope, at the end of the path she has walked twice and has not yet been able to make feel like hers — the willow moves in the pre-dawn wind with a sound she has begun, without choosing to, to listen for each night before she can sleep.

She can hear it now. The faint sift of long leaves against each other. Water below.

She does not tell Lukanyo about the dreams. She has not yet learned what to tell him — which things, in which order, at which hour. She is still mapping the topography of his silences, still learning which questions he answers directly and which ones he answers sideways, still constructing the grammar of this marriage in a language she did not grow up speaking. He is a patient teacher. She is not sure he knows he is teaching her.

She turns onto her side and looks at his sleeping face. Even asleep he holds himself with the particular controlled tension of a man who has been managing something for a long time. She has wanted, several times in these three months, to ask him what it is. She has not yet asked. Not because she is afraid of the answer — she is afraid of no answer, which she suspects is more likely.

Through the window, over the curtain's edge, the first suggestion of the valley lightening. The Hottentots Holland mountains will be visible in an hour, turning from black to purple to the specific dusty green of a Franschhoek summer morning. They are extraordinary mountains. She has not painted them. She has thought about painting them twice and both times found herself thinking instead about the room at the end of the east wing passage, which she has not yet opened and whose lock she has not yet tried.

She should sleep. She will not sleep.

She lies in the half-dark of her husband's house and listens to the willow and does not sleep, and does not know yet what she is listening for, and does not know yet that the answer has been waiting in a locked drawer since before she arrived.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Gala

––––––––
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"I can always tell the person who is looking at the room and the person who is in it."

— Lukanyo Sithole-Meiring, first meeting

The dress was wrong and Naledi had known it since she put it on in the hotel bathroom at six that evening, standing in front of a mirror that was too narrow to show her the full picture, which was perhaps the hotel's way of being merciful.

It was not an ugly dress. Mrs. Anneke Rousseau had chosen it from a rack at a Waterfront boutique three days earlier, holding it up against Naledi with the assessing eye of a woman who had strong views about what other women's bodies required, and Naledi had said yes because saying yes to Mrs. Rousseau in matters of clothing was faster than explaining that she was capable of dressing herself and had been doing so successfully for twenty-eight years.

The dress was champagne silk with a structured bodice. It was the kind of dress designed for a person who was expected to stand beside things rather than be looked at directly — a dress for the background of other people's photographs. Mrs. Rousseau had also chosen a small clutch bag in a matching shade. The ensemble communicated, with the precision of a well-briefed PA, that Naledi was professional, presentable, and not the point.

Which was accurate. She was not the point. She was the person who ensured the point arrived on schedule, remembered the names of the people she was about to meet, and did not embarrass herself or her employer in the process of doing so.

The gala was on the forty-first floor of a Sandton tower that Naledi had been in eleven times in the past two years. She knew the lift configuration, the location of the catering preparation area, the corner of the function room where the cellular signal was weakest and calls dropped. She knew that the woman who managed the venue's events — a Zimbabwean woman named Patience, who had the patient eyes her name implied — always positioned the welcome drinks table slightly too close to the entrance, creating a bottleneck in the first twenty minutes that Mrs. Rousseau found intolerable.

She had already sent Patience a message about the welcome drinks table.

The gala was in aid of a land arts initiative: an organisation that commissioned visual artists and architects to work with communities reclaiming land through the restitution process, transforming the legal act of return into something you could stand inside or walk through. Naledi had done the briefing research for Mrs. Rousseau the week before and had read rather more of it than was strictly required, finishing at midnight with the feeling she sometimes got from a piece of design work — the feeling of a concept that had found exactly the right form for its content.

She had mentioned this to Mrs. Rousseau over breakfast the following morning. Mrs. Rousseau had said: "Very worthy. Do you know if the Nkosi family will be there? I need to discuss the Stellenbosch auction piece with someone in that family."

Naledi had said she would check the guest list.

* * *
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The function room was already half-full when they arrived. Naledi deposited Mrs. Rousseau with her first target — a Deputy Minister of Agriculture whose name the woman kept mispronouncing but whose wife adored her — and then stood back and took the room.

This was her actual skill, the thing no one paid her for directly but that made every other thing she did possible: she could enter a room and within three minutes construct an accurate working map of it. Not just the physical layout — she absorbed that on the way in, it was as automatic as breathing — but the social architecture. Who was orbiting whom. Who was performing and who was watching. Where the genuine conversations were happening and where the strategic ones were. The room's load-bearing walls, so to speak, and the rooms-within-rooms where the night's actual business would occur.

It was a graphic designer's habit transposed to human space. Everything was composition. Everything had a focal point and a periphery, a foreground and a background, lines of sight and lines of avoidance. She had never been able to walk into a room and simply be inside it. She was always simultaneously inside and above, reading the layout.

She noticed him before she noticed him, which was the only accurate way she could later describe it.

What she noticed first was a space. A particular quality of negative space in the left quadrant of the room — an absence of the unconscious lean that people in a social gathering develop towards other people. She followed the shape of it to its source and found a man standing slightly apart from a cluster of wine industry figures, holding a glass he was not drinking from, looking at the room the way she looked at rooms.

He was tall, lean-jawed, dark-suited. Mixed-heritage: Xhosa in the structure of his face and his eyes; something else in the colouring, a warmth that suggested a different kind of South African sun than the Eastern Cape coast. Forty, perhaps a little more. He was handsome in the manner of men who do not use it — who carry their faces the way they carry their height, as a fact about themselves they have long since stopped thinking about.

He was looking at the room.

Not at the art on the walls, not at the assembled guests, not towards any particular conversation. He was reading the room. The same way she was.

As if he felt the direction of her attention — a thing she had never believed in until that moment — he turned his head and looked directly at her.

He did not smile. He did not look away. He held her gaze with the particular steadiness of a person who has nothing to prove and no reason to perform otherwise. Naledi, who had been looked at by a great many people in a great many rooms and had learned to remain composed under scrutiny, felt something shift in her chest — a very small thing, precise and specific, like a drawer finding its runners after years of sticking.

She looked away first. She had a job to do.

* * *
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"Naledi." Mrs. Rousseau had materialised at her shoulder with the uncanny timing she reserved for the moments when Naledi most needed three minutes alone. "Come and meet Mr. Sithole-Meiring. He has the most marvellous estate in Franschhoek and I want to talk to him about the silent auction."

His name. She filed it a second before she turned.

He was closer than she had expected — the room had rearranged itself while she was not watching — and Mrs. Rousseau was already talking, performing the introduction with the practiced fluency of someone who had made ten thousand introductions and understood them as a social technology rather than a human moment.

"Lukanyo Sithole-Meiring — my absolute indispensable Naledi Dube, who keeps my entire life in order and has probably already researched your estate and knows more about it than you do."

It was the kind of introduction that was meant to be charming and was in fact slightly diminishing, and Naledi had stopped noticing it months ago. She extended her hand.

"Mr. Sithole-Meiring."

He took her hand with a firm, brief grip. "Ms. Dube." His voice was lower than she had expected, with the slight deliberateness of a man who speaks in his own time rather than the room's.

Mrs. Rousseau had already pivoted towards the auction piece she wanted to discuss — a matter of commission percentages that Naledi could have resolved in forty seconds but that Mrs. Rousseau preferred to negotiate personally, at length, over two drinks. This left Naledi standing beside Lukanyo Sithole-Meiring with no immediate role except to exist politely until her employer required her again.

"You were looking at the room," he said.

She turned. He was looking at her directly, the same way he had from across the room, without social lubrication. "I was," she said.

"Not at the art."

"I'll look at the art when the room empties. The art doesn't change. The room does."

Something shifted in his expression — not quite a smile, but the precondition of one. "I can always tell the person who is looking at the room and the person who is in it."

"Which is better?"

"Neither. But they're different conversations." He looked back at the room, then at her. "You're a designer."

"Graphic design. For Mrs. Rousseau's foundation, currently. Before that, two years at a Joburg studio."

"Where are you from originally?"

The question landed the way it always did — with the double weight it carried in South Africa, the way it always meant two things simultaneously. She answered the surface one first, as she had learned to do. "Klerksdorp. North West."

"I know Klerksdorp." He said it without the faint surprise that Joburgers sometimes let into their voices when she named the town — the surprise that communicated that Klerksdorp was somewhere things came from rather than somewhere people were from. He said it the way someone says the name of a place they have actually been. "The winelands are far from there."

"Most places are." She kept her voice level. "You have an estate in Franschhoek."

"Silhouette Estate. Yes. Third-generation — well, it depends how you count generations, in my family." He looked at his glass. He had still not drunk from it. "Do you know the valley?"

"I know it from photographs."

"The photographs are accurate about the beauty," he said. "They miss the weight of it." He looked up. "The way beautiful places often do."

She thought about Tselantle Street in summer: the jacaranda trees on the pavement outside their gate, purple and violent, the dust coming up off the unpaved section behind the Masedi Primary School fence, the mountains invisible because there were no mountains but the sky so wide it substituted. She thought about beauty that had weight. She understood what he meant exactly.

She did not say this. She had been doing this job for long enough to know that personal disclosures, offered too early, were never neutral. They were either a test or a gift, and she had not yet established which kind of evening this was.

"Mrs. Rousseau will want to talk to you about the silent auction," she said instead.

"I know." He had not looked away from her. "She'll come back in about four minutes when the Deputy Minister's wife claims her. That gives us a little time." He paused. "I hope we meet again, Ms. Dube. I would like to talk to someone who sees things."

Naledi Dube had been said things to before. Men in rooms said things to her fairly regularly, and she had a well-developed system for assessing the architecture of what they were actually communicating. But something about this sentence was not in her system. It was not a compliment about her appearance. It was not an opening move in a social game she recognised. It was simply a statement of preference, offered clearly, without expectation.

She looked at him for a moment.

"I'm in the book," she said. Which was not quite true — she was not in any book — but felt like the correct answer.

He smiled, then. The precondition resolved. It was a good smile: slow, specific, slightly surprised at itself.

Four minutes later, Mrs. Rousseau returned, as predicted, and the conversation about the silent auction began.

Naledi stood at the periphery of it and looked at the room and thought about the weight of beautiful places and was professionally available and otherwise completely elsewhere.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Courtship

––––––––
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"He looks like someone who has carried something heavy for a long time. That is not always bad. Sometimes people learn gentleness from weight."

— Mama Busi Dube

He found her in the way that men who are serious about a thing tend to find it: methodically, without performance. She did not give him her number at the gala — she had given him, more precisely, the information from which her number could be derived, which was both the same thing and completely different. He found it in three days. He called on a Thursday evening at seven-fifteen, which told her something: not early enough to seem eager, not late enough to seem strategic. Seven-fifteen was either an accident or a man who had thought about it. She was already inclined to assume the latter.

"Ms. Dube," he said. "It's Lukanyo Sithole-Meiring. From the gala."

"I know who it is." She was at her kitchen counter in her Braamfontein flat eating leftover rice directly from the container, which she adjusted slightly as though he could see her. "How did you get this number?"

"The land arts initiative has a donor register," he said. "Your employer is listed as a patron. The foundation's website lists you as contact for correspondence." A pause. "I also know the Nkosi family, and the Nkosi family know everyone. Either method would have worked."

"You used both."

"I wanted to be certain," he said. "I'm going to ask you to dinner. I wanted to be certain I had the right number first."

She set down the rice. "Mr. Sithole-Meiring—"

"Lukanyo."

"I work for your acquaintance's patron. That's a small world."

"South Africa is a small world," he said. "That's different from it being a reason."

She considered this. He was right, which was occasionally inconvenient. "Dinner," she said.

"Thursday next week. Or Saturday if Thursday is difficult. I'm in Joburg until the following Monday."

"Thursday is possible."

"Good." Another pause — not awkward, simply inhabited. "I'll text you the details. And Ms. Dube — I'm glad you were in that room."

She was quiet for a moment. "I'll see you Thursday," she said, and ended the call.

She picked up the rice. She was smiling at the container, which was a thing she would have found difficult to explain and so did not try.

* * *
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The seven weeks that followed had the quality that exceptional things sometimes have in retrospect: they felt inevitable rather than surprising. Not because everything went smoothly — some of it went sideways in the specific ways that two private, self-sufficient people go sideways when they are learning each other — but because the wrongness, when it came, had the shape of something that was going to come right eventually rather than the shape of something that was simply wrong.

He took her to dinner at a restaurant in Parktown that she had passed several times and never gone into, which turned out to serve exactly the kind of food that restaurants you pass several times without going into sometimes serve: extraordinary, uncomplicated, confident. He listened to her talk about the land arts initiative — she had read more of the briefing documents than he had, she discovered, though he had been a donor for four years — and then told her, without being asked, that the reason he donated to it was because his estate sat on land whose western boundary had been redrawn in 1963 in a way he was in the process of trying to address. He said this carefully, as if he had said it before in his own head many times and was testing whether it sounded right out loud.

She did not ask him the obvious follow-up questions. She stored them. She asked him instead what the estate looked like in winter, and he talked for twenty minutes about dormant vines and mountain fog and the colour the Hottentots Holland mountains turned in June, and she watched his face and thought about weight and gentleness and the things people learn from carrying things.

The second dinner was in Cape Town, where she had gone for a client meeting. He had a flat in De Waterkant — she did not ask whether the flat predated or postdated the estate; she did not know yet which questions to ask and in which order — and they walked from the flat to a restaurant in the Bo-Kaap and back, and the city was its specific version of itself at nine in the evening: warm, fragrant, the mountain above it
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