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Tuesday, 9 July 2019

Her finger rested on the spacebar. She wasn’t ready to un-pause.

Static Hours, Episode 118.

The waveform sat frozen on the screen, mid-sentence.

The shape of a recording could tell you more than the words in it, if you knew how to look. A held breath before a hard truth changed the whole waveform around it. A practised smile had a different silence from a real one. Lora had built an entire career on that fact and told almost no one.

She’d trained for it properly once: a journalism degree with a focus in radio documentary, here in Cape Town, the only city she’d ever really called home. These days she practised what she’d studied the only way that had ever suited her, alone, in a booth of her own making, turning true crime and the unexplained into hour-long episodes for listeners who wanted the company of a stranger’s steady voice.

The booth around her was a converted closet: three years of staple-gunned foam, and enough obstinacy to make it soundproof.

“…and that’s the part nobody can explain,” she’d just said. For recording she used a different voice, lower and slower, more campfire than USB mic, even though she was really just sitting in a Cape Town flat that smelled faintly of the bunny chow place two floors down. “Eleven minutes where four emergency calls just stop, mid-sentence. The logs show them connecting, then nothing, no disconnect tone, no static. The three callers still reachable afterwards all said the same thing: they couldn’t explain it. After that, they grew quiet.”

She’d paused there. On the word quiet.

Her left ear was doing the thing again.

Not pain, exactly. A pressure with the memory of a sound folded up inside it, something that sat behind the eardrum, tightly wound, and refused to let go, no matter how she tried. She rubbed at it, the small habitual wince of someone trying to shake water loose after a swim. Nothing cleared, as always. Years of doctors had given her two answers: tinnitus, said with the easy confidence of people who’d said it a thousand times, or, from the one specialist who’d run every test and found nothing, a question about childhood acoustic trauma she’d never once answered.

Her phone buzzed, face-down beside the keyboard. Against wood it always sounded more urgent than against fabric, flatter, more percussive, less room to absorb it. A distinction, she was fairly sure, no one else on earth had ever bothered to notice.

She didn’t need to turn it over. Exactly one person texted her this late.

She turned it over anyway.

Danny: call me. now.

She set the phone face-down with the deliberate gentleness of someone handling something that might go off. Picked up her script. Found her place.

“Some listeners have asked why I don’t cover cases close to home.” She kept her voice steady. It cost something. “Honest answer, I did, once. It’s why I do this job at all.” A breath. “And it’s also why I don’t.”

The phone buzzed. Then again. Then a different sound entirely, a sound with weight to it. It started ringing.

Danny Williams.

She stared at it. Counted the rings. Four, five, six. Then it stopped, and a notification appeared: Missed call. Voice note (0:42).

Lora set the phone down without meaning to, as you put down something that’s suddenly too heavy to hold casually.

She sat like that for what felt like a long time, probably only seconds, then picked up the phone and pressed play on the voice note. She put it on speaker rather than holding it to her ear, like it was safer that way, and let Danny’s voice fill the small foam-lined room.

“Lora.” His voice was tight. Controlled. The voice of someone who’d rehearsed what they wanted to say and was still losing the fight to keep it rehearsed. “It’s Danny. I know. But it’s Henry. Henry Van den Merwe, you remember, old friend of the family, he used to let you run your tape recorder loose in his archive room for hours when you were a kid. He’s dead, Lora. Someone found him below the cliff path. Nobody will say when, exactly, or how, they keep calling it unclear, and they haven’t ruled out…” He stopped himself there, the sound of a man walking right up to a word and refusing to cross it. A pause. The recording ended. The green waveform of his voice went flat on the screen.

Unclear. Not an accident. He’d chosen that word, or borrowed it from whoever he’d spoken to, the way she chose her own words, carefully, which meant that nobody official was willing to say what had happened, and that even the basic outline of it, when he’d actually died versus when he’d been found, was still up for argument. She caught the detail the same way she caught everything now in other people’s voices: professionally, at a slight remove, as if it belonged to someone else’s story and not the one she’d spent all those years making sure never got told back to her.

The pause was the tell. She’d edited enough interviews to know exactly what that particular half-second of dead air meant, not that he’d run out of things to say, but that he’d reached the sentence he’d been dreading the whole message and swallowed it instead. The small cold part of her brain that never fully switched off turned the question over anyway: what had the sentence been?

Before she packed, before anything else, Lora rewound the recording of Episode 118 and watched the waveform.

Her own voice. The close-mic intimacy of it slightly strange from the outside, as a recorded voice is always strange to its owner. She wasn’t listening to the words. She was watching the shape of the sound on screen, because something in the way Danny’s voice had landed made her need to look at the outline of this particular night. To confirm it was still where she’d left it.

The waveform looked fine. Normal peaks for consonants. Normal valleys for breath.

Except.

In two places, where she remembered saying nothing at all, the waveform wasn’t flat. A low, wide band. Something that read, at a glance, like a tone held for three or four seconds. The first at 7:43 in the recording. The second at 31:09.

She sat with that a moment before she let herself reach for the obvious, boring explanations: a chair creak too close to the mic, the ancient aircon cycling on, a breath she hadn’t noticed taking. She’d talked herself down from stranger things than a wobble on a waveform.

She zoomed in on the first one anyway. It didn’t look like a chair creak, exactly, too even, too regular, and then she made herself notice that she was the one deciding what regular meant, sitting alone in a room at that hour, on a night that had ended with Henry’s name in her brother’s voice.

She put her headphones on and scrubbed to 7:43.

Listened.

Nothing audible. No tone, no click, nothing she could point to and name, only, maybe, the faintest change in the texture of the silence, the kind of shift a tired mind is perfectly capable of manufacturing out of nothing at all.

She tried 31:09. The same maybe-nothing.

Both fell during the passage where she’d been talking about the eleven-minute gap in those emergency calls. Both times, on tape, she’d said the word quiet. It was the kind of coincidence a mind builds for itself when it’s already looking for a pattern in noise, the same reason people found faces in wood grain. Almost convincing.

She was fairly sure she’d been alone in the booth.

She saved the file under a new name, EP118_SIGNAL, then closed the laptop and sat in the dark of her little foam-lined room. She decided, quickly and firmly, not to think about what she’d just found. A software artefact. Equipment interference. Something perfectly ordinary she’d look into later, once she’d slept.

She would not look into it later.

Behind her, the white-noise machine gave a single soft click, the kind of sound an old appliance makes settling, or a building makes around old wiring. She was almost sure she’d unplugged it already. She got up to check anyway.

Lora turned around slowly.

The machine sat exactly where it always sat. Dial on OCEAN. The small red power light dark, though the plug, she saw, was still in the wall.

It was an old analogue thing, older than anything else she owned, a hand-me-down from her mother, given to her as a child back in Voss Bay when sleep hadn’t come easily and Elena had decided, in her own quiet, deliberate way, that a manufactured hush was worth more than a lecture about it. Four settings, the labels worn nearly illegible under years of thumbs: RAIN. FOREST. FAN. OCEAN. She’d carried it with her out of that house and through every flat since, useful less for the sound itself than for the specific, borrowed comfort of it, the last unbroken thing her mother had ever given her. She’d left it on OCEAN so long she’d stopped choosing it at all, the way she’d stopped consciously choosing most of the small mechanisms she used to keep a room from feeling as empty as it was.

Behind it, the window had gone fully black with night, pressed so close against the glass that it gave back a mirror instead of a view, her own desk, her own lamp, her own pale reflection sitting where she was sitting. Every instinct told her to look away. Habit stopped her instead, the same professional habit that made her check a waveform twice before trusting it: something in the reflection wasn’t quite matching the room.

For one full breath she went still, as a body goes still in the half-second after a bad fall, before the pain arrives to explain itself, certain, for no reason she could point to, that she wasn’t alone in the glass. It passed almost as soon as it arrived. Knowing it was only a reflection didn’t make her heart slow down any faster.

She hit the overhead light hard enough to catch her knuckle on the switch plate, and stood in the sudden fluorescent flood breathing like she’d run somewhere, though she’d only crossed the room. She checked the room anyway, behind the door, inside the narrow closet, the small childish thoroughness of someone checking for a monster she knew perfectly well wasn’t there. Foam on the walls. Laundry on the chair. Nothing. Three days without sleep. Henry. A phone call she hadn’t answered. Any one of it was reason enough.

She watched the machine a moment longer, then unplugged it from the wall, wound the cord around her hand twice, and put it in the desk drawer. She left the overhead light burning, and did not look at the window again for the rest of the night.

She did not sleep. This, at least, was nothing new.

The flat was quiet in the way she’d spent three years learning to like: traffic hum, the fridge’s compressor, a neighbour’s television through the wall, a whole low chord of ordinary noise with nothing hiding underneath it. Somewhere below, a police siren rose and faded towards the highway, the kind of sound that ran through the CBD most nights of the week, so routine she’d stopped consciously hearing it years ago. She’d found, without ever quite deciding to, that she preferred it to silence. A siren meant somebody, out there, was responding to something, which meant the something had a shape, a cause, a case number. Voss Bay was never quiet like that. Voss Bay was quiet the way a sealed room is quiet, and all those years of choosing this instead had trained her ears not to miss it, until now.

She packed before she let herself think too hard about it. A duffel on the bed, half-zipped, a few shirts, jeans, warm socks, muscle memory doing the choosing so she wouldn’t have to. She didn’t call anyone to say she was going. No one left to call who’d expect the courtesy. Years of choosing this flat, and every flat before it, precisely because nothing in it needed her to come back had always felt like independence. Standing over the half-zipped duffel, it felt, for the first time, like preparation, as if some part of her had been packing to leave for good since the day she’d first arrived, waiting only for a reason good enough to use.

She showered before she left, because standing under the water was the only place left where she could still pretend, for a few minutes, that she hadn’t already decided to go. The water ran hot longer than it needed to, then went cold before she shut it off, and still she hadn’t decided anything.

Her hair had dried into its usual morning argument with itself, curling wherever it pleased. She didn’t fight it.

She dressed without ceremony: a plain dress, easy to drive in, black Harrington jacket, Chelsea boots pulled on sitting down because her hands weren’t quite steady enough standing up.

By six in the morning she was ready to go. By seven she was on the R27 heading north along the West Coast, Table Mountain shrinking in her rear-view mirror, cloud draped over its top, three pages of unfinished script on the passenger seat.

Her left ear gave one thin, testing pulse, there and gone, like something checking whether the line was still connected, and did not do it again the whole first hour of the drive. She told herself that meant nothing.
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Wednesday, 10 July 2019

Somewhere along the drive, the highway stopped being a highway.

Two lanes instead of four. Then one in each direction, no shoulder, fynbos pressing close on one side and the grey Atlantic opening up flat and enormous on the other. Not a holiday ocean. A stormy ocean.

Lora had the radio on, classic rock fading in and out, the Langebaan signal giving up somewhere past Paternoster. She reached for the dial. Under the static, something arrived in her before it arrived in her ears, a change in the pressure of the car around her, felt first in her back teeth and the base of her skull.

Less than a second. Whatever her ears made of it afterwards, translating it down into something she could name, came out as a low, sustained tone. Not music, not mechanical, not anything with a category, specific enough that a part of her wanted, badly, to call it intentional, though she had no way to prove that and knew it.

Her hand froze on the dial.

It’s a radio, Lora. A forty-year-old radio in a car you bought for 20 000 rand. She snapped it off. Silence. Engine hum. The tick of a turn signal she’d forgotten to cancel. She turned it back on. Static, a guitar solo mid-song, nothing else.

She drove the last twenty kilometres with the radio off. Her left ear had got louder; she must have been registering it for kilometres without admitting it. Not dramatically. Steadily. Stronger the closer she drew to the coast, like a signal she couldn’t tune out.

She remembered the first time down to the minute. Twenty-three years old, jolted awake by something that wasn’t quite a sound, checking the clock twice, 1:58, then 1:59, as though the sixty seconds between them might explain themselves if she looked hard enough. They never had. She’d called it tinnitus, eventually. Seen doctors, on and off, for years. Every audiologist found nothing. The equipment always said her hearing was perfectly normal.

She’d never understood what the whine was. Still didn’t, not with the volume climbing in her skull now. But it had never sounded this alive. A small cold certainty settled in, one she wasn’t ready to name: she was no longer just hearing it. She was arriving at it.

The welcome sign hadn’t changed. She slowed onto the gravel shoulder without deciding to.

WELCOME TO VOSS BAY / EST. 1887 / POP. 612

Below it, hand-lettered on card gone soft with salt air: POLICE INVESTIGATION UNDERWAY. ANY INFORMATION, CONTACT THE STATION. Below that, zip-tied on with cheerful municipal indifference: QUIET WATCH OBSERVED THIS YEAR, JUL. 30 / ALL RESIDENTS COMPLY BY ORDER OF THE FOUNDERS’ TRUST.

Voss Bay ran on two clocks. One ordinary: tide tables, the school bell, the café’s chalk menu unchanged since before she was born. The other nobody wrote down, because nobody needed to: on the thirtieth of July, it started as soon as the sun went down, the whole town going quiet by degrees, curtains drawn by nine, every lamp dark not long after, doors locked, don’t go outside until the gulls start at five. Ask why, and you hit a wall of silence; she’d learned that by twenty-three and never got past it. The weirdness here had always arrived early enough and gently enough that a child could grow up inside it without noticing. She’d made a show of impatience at her mother checking the window latches twice at dusk on the thirtieth of July. She’d give a great deal, standing here now, to take that back.

The lighthouse on its rocky point held dark windows. No beam, even in the flat daylight haze, though by every account she’d heard, the light had been automated decades ago and should have run on its own without anyone tending it. It hadn’t, not reliably, not in all the years she’d been gone, one more small neglect nobody in this town had ever quite got around to fixing.

Main Street hadn’t changed either. General store, the movie theatre shut since before she was born, THE GULL in red neon with only some letters lit, a white clapboard church, and set back, larger than a town this size had any right to house, the Town Hall, white with black shutters, brass plaque by the door.

She passed the church without looking at it, out of long habit. She hadn’t believed in God since she was fourteen, and had never, as far as she could tell, missed him. What she had kept instead was a suspicion of the buildings: that a church was less a house of worship than a town’s oldest piece of crowd control, a room where everyone learned to sit when told, stand when told, lower their voices on cue, and call the result peace. It wasn’t an opinion you said out loud in Voss Bay. In a place this size, it wasn’t one you could take back.

She had looked, once, properly, the way she would later look into everything: for evidence. A claim that large ought to leave marks, a record, something that could be played back and checked, and in all the years since she had never found any, not in a church or a cathedral or a forty-year-old tape, only people. Belief, as far as she could tell, was something a person took on from the room they were raised in, the way they took on an accent, and it said a great deal about where someone had been and nothing at all about what was true.

People on the pavement slowed as she drove past. Not staring: there’s a difference between staring and registering. This was the attention a town pays to anything out of place, cataloguing it before deciding what to do with the information.

She parked outside WILLIAMS AUTO. A pickup on the lift, a pair of legs underneath.

She sat with the engine off, looking at the garage like a door she wasn’t sure she was allowed to open. Then she got out.

“Danny?”

The legs stopped moving. A beat long enough that she wondered, absurdly, whether she’d got the wrong garage, the wrong town, the wrong life. Then Danny Williams rolled out on a creeper, wiping his hands on a grease-stained rag. Broader than she remembered. A beard he hadn’t had. She almost hadn’t recognised him. His eyes found hers and held.

“You drove the whole way.”

“It’s good to see you.” His voice caught before he let it go. “I’ve missed you.”

“Missed you too.” Quietly. She meant it more than a few words could carry. Their calls about their mother had never really stopped, not once in all these years, but calls weren’t this, weren’t a doorway and a face and the actual weight of him in front of her.

“You didn’t have to drive up for this,” he said, and it wasn’t an accusation, it never had been. “I’d have managed.”

“I wanted to be here.”

He studied her a second, like he was deciding whether to say the rest of it. “You know Ma and I never blamed you for building a life away from here. Somebody in this family needed to get out and do something with theirs.” A small, tired smile. “I just wish it hadn’t taken something like this to get you back in person.”

He crossed the lot in three strides and hugged her, hard, quick, more relief in it than warmth, the kind of hug that happens without thinking. Then he pulled away fast.

She’d gone stiff for half a second before letting herself be held, an old reflex, quick enough that he probably hadn’t felt it. He felt it all the same, filed it away with everything else too dangerous to look at directly, and let it go.

“Let’s get a coffee. Talk properly.”

“Danny, I don’t think…”

“Not out here.” He nodded across the street towards the café and started walking before she could argue, which, she remembered, had always been Danny’s way of winning arguments. Simply behaving as if they were already over.

* * *

The Gull Café smelled exactly as she remembered: coffee, bacon grease, decades of cigarette smoke the vinyl had never quite let go of. Conversation quieted as they sat. Not stopped. Quieted, the way a radio gets turned down rather than off.

A waitress in her fifties set a coffee in front of Danny with perfectly ordinary care, and set one in front of Lora with more force than was necessary.

“Still love me too, huh.”

“It’s not about you.” He wrapped both hands around his mug, not drinking. “People are scared. A man’s dead, and nobody’s saying how out loud, but everyone’s got a guess.”

“Why?”

He glanced towards the kitchen door, towards an old man in flannel two tables over deliberately not looking at them. Lowered his voice anyway. “Henry stopped answering his door about three weeks back. Nobody thought much of it, you know how he got, disappearing into that archive for days at a time. Then Tuesday night somebody walking a dog found him at the bottom of the cliff path. They think he’d been there a while, though the police haven’t said how long. Could’ve been Tuesday. Could’ve been most of a week before that. Nobody is saying anything.”

Lora set down her coffee carefully, her hands starting to shake slightly.

“Henry Van den Merwe.” Something in her voice caught before she got it flat again. “He used to let me run my recorder loose in his archive for hours. I couldn’t have been older than nine. Never told me to put anything down.”

“That’s him.” Danny’s mouth did something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Still had that recorder of yours in a drawer, last time I was in there. Kept meaning to tell you.”

“Three weeks missing, and nobody looked.”

Danny met her eyes. “Yeah.”

Then it happened, faint, at the edges of her own awareness. A drone, low and even, the floor seeming to vibrate with it, something she felt through her shoes.

Her hand went to her left ear. “You hear that?”

“Hear what?” her brother asked. Too quick, she thought. Or was it just wishful thinking? She couldn’t tell anymore. She just desperately wanted proof that she wasn’t alone.

“Nothing,” Lora said. “Tinnitus. It’s… nothing.”

Danny’s expression had done something complicated for half a second, there and gone. She would have labelled it recognition, if she trusted herself to call it anything right now. It could as easily have been the conversation itself, a dead man neither of them had properly said goodbye to, a sister he hadn’t seen in all that time asking questions he’d clearly been dreading. He looked into his coffee instead, and the moment passed, and the café’s ordinary noise filled back in.

“How’s Ma?”

Danny’s jaw worked for a second before he answered. “Same as always.” Then, quieter, like he was deciding whether she’d earned more than that: “Worse, maybe. Since Henry. She won’t say why.”

“She still not talking?”

“Not really. Good days she’ll ask about you. Bad days she just sits by the window.” He turned his mug a quarter turn on the table without drinking from it. “She’s been doing more of the window lately.”

“At least Dad never had to see any of this.” It came out dry, more reflex than joke, the kind of line siblings hand each other instead of a harder thing. Their father’s heart had given out one ordinary Tuesday at the boatyard, the same winter their mother changed, sudden and plain and his own, the one loss in this family the town had never tried to make stranger than it was.


Lora almost smiled. “Small mercies.”

It wasn’t a mercy, not really, and she knew it even as she said it. She’d spent years since doing the arithmetic of it without meaning to: a mother who’d always been private, difficult to reach even in the ordinary years when nothing else was wrong, and a father who’d simply been there, steady and unremarkable, the parent Lora had never had to work to understand, until the same winter his heart gave out and her mother went quiet somewhere far stranger. Two losses inside a handful of weeks, so different it took her years to see they were the same loss wearing two different faces. Nobody in Voss Bay had ever called either one what it was. They called Elena tired, or private, or grieving in her own time, all the soft words a small town keeps on hand for a thing it doesn’t want to look at directly, and they called her father’s death simple bad luck, a heart that had never given anyone warning. Lora had already learned, long before that winter, the way children learn anything they aren’t taught on purpose, that the house on Harbour Street ran on Danny noticing what needed doing before anyone asked. She’d packed her own school lunches from the age of ten, as he’d once packed hers. She’d signed her own permission slips, badly, in a hand she’d practised to look like her mother’s, as he’d once signed his own. What she hadn’t learned yet, that winter she turned twenty-three, was how to be the quiet one herself, and she found, once she needed it, that she already knew how: she stopped speaking up at work, stopped filling the silences at the dinner table, let whole days go by on as few words as she could manage, and told herself, at the time, that it was only grief for her father, ordinary and explainable.

Lora didn’t know what to do with the rest of it, so she didn’t do anything with it. She let it sit there between them, one more thing from home she’d have to look at eventually.

“I need to see whoever’s handling it,” Lora said.

“Lora.”

“Be careful.” She finished it before he could. “I know. You called me, Danny. You don’t get to call me and then tell me to be careful.”

He didn’t answer. He just looked at her the way he used to look at their mother, right before one of the quiet nights, like he already knew how this would end and was deciding whether to say so or not. It struck her, not for the first time, how little of their father she could find in him. Danny had their mother’s stillness under pressure, the same quiet refusal to be moved by a room that wanted him rattled, and he had Lora’s stubbornness besides, the same instinct to plant himself in front of a hard thing rather than step around it. Whatever he’d had to grow into, alone in that house for years after she’d left, he’d grown into something steady. She was only now starting to understand what it must have cost him.
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Wednesday, 10 July 2019

The police station was a small brick building with one bakkie parked outside, nose-in, as if it had been there for days.

Through the glass, a man at a desk he’d clearly been sleeping at, jacket draped over the chair, a cot visible through a half-open door. He looked up. Saw her. His face shifted: recognition first, then, half a second behind it, something that read very much like dread.

He rose from the desk and intercepted her at the threshold, his posture making it clear she wasn’t permitted inside.

“Why are you here, Ms. Williams?”

The way he said her name told her everything about whether he recognised her. Of course he did. She could have walked in wearing a disguise and someone here would still have known her by the set of her shoulders.

“There’s something wrong with this town,” she said. “People just, they disappear, or they come back and they’re not the same. Henry’s dead, Themba, and everyone’s treating it like a fall off a path he’d walked ten thousand times. My mother changed, years ago, during a Watch, remember?”

Themba Ndlovu’s eyes, red-rimmed, the eyes of a man who hadn’t slept in days and had stopped pretending otherwise, searched her face. Whatever he found there wasn’t enough to open the door.

“I know who you are, Lora. I’m sorry about your mother. I mean that. And I’m sorrier than I know how to say about my uncle. But I can’t let a podcaster into an active investigation. You understand.”

“I understand.” She didn’t, not really, but there was no version of this conversation where saying so would open the door either. “He was your uncle.”

“Great-uncle, by marriage. Closest thing to a father I had, most winters.” It came out of him before he seemed to decide whether he wanted it to. He held her gaze for one agonising second, then stepped back and pulled the door shut between the two of them.

She was halfway to her car when someone said her name, not loudly, almost conversationally, from the narrow passage beside the building. A man in a plain dark jacket, leaning against the brick as if he’d been there long enough to get comfortable. Late forties, greying close-cropped at the temples. A detective’s badge on his belt.

“Detective Peterson. Daan Peterson. I worked with your mother, once. Long time ago.” He pushed off the wall. “Can I buy you a coffee?”

Back at the Gull, he chose a booth near the rear and ordered two coffees without asking what she wanted, then turned his wedding ring once around his finger, as Lora would learn he did every time he was about to say something he’d rehearsed and still didn’t quite want to say. Folding his hands, he waited. He had learned that the first person to speak in a silence like this was the one who needed something from it.

Lora waited him out.

“Your mother was looking into who’s buried under this town’s good luck,” he said eventually, picking up his coffee, not drinking. “Elena Williams was the most deliberate person I’ve ever known. She didn’t change without a reason.” His thumb found the ring again. “I’ve had all these years to decide that I should have done more than pull records for her. This isn’t kindness, Ms. Williams, whatever it looks like. It’s the closest I can get to fixing something I’ve been carrying since she stopped coming to collect them.”

“What was she looking into?”

“A cycle. The intervals weren’t random, and every family it touched traced straight back to the seven names on the founders’ deed.” He glanced up. “She asked me to pull records, three days before she changed. I pulled them. She never came to collect them.”

“Why tell me now?”

“Because Henry died Tuesday, or was found Tuesday, nobody’s straight yet on which, and the scene matches the same pattern I’ve watched for years with nowhere to put it. Themba can’t hear that right now. Not from me. Not this soon. Someone who isn’t Themba needs to.”

He drew a folded photocopy from his jacket pocket and slid it across the table, a page recovered from Henry’s desk, handwriting pressed hard enough to gouge the paper:

FIND THE 7.

Below, in what looked like a different pen: The founders never told it straight, not once, not to anybody. The ledger only counts from 1887 because that’s the year they needed something to count. Ask what happened before the first entry. Ask what’s in the cave.

“That’s Henry’s hand,” Lora said.

“Missing three weeks before anyone thought to look properly.”

Lora’s eyes went back to the page. “What cave?”

Peterson shook his head. “Wish I could tell you. Nothing on record, no cave marked anywhere near here that I know of. Whatever he meant, he never told anyone before he stopped answering his door.”

“Anything else?”

“Something he described hearing on the cliff path, in the weeks before he stopped answering his door. Told a few people. Nobody knew what to do with it.”

Something cold moved through Lora, slow, from her sternum outward.

“Others came before him,” Peterson said. “A Hermanus visitor found wandering the cliffs at dawn three years back, no memory of walking there, left changed, quieter, wouldn’t discuss it. The year before, a local woman spent two weeks avoiding any window facing the water.”

“All connected to the Watch cycle?”

“Every one, as far back as my records run.” He pushed a folded list of dates and names across the table. “I can’t give you the case files. I can give you this.” He stood, left cash for both coffees. “Themba will come around, he’s grieving, not stubborn, and that fades faster. Don’t go to the Trust before you go to him. They’ll close every door you have.”

He left unhurriedly, the way a man leaves a place he visits every day.

Lora sat alone with the photocopy a long moment. Outside, a thin sideways rain had started, the kind that turned bitter fast on the West Coast in winter, driving what few people were out back indoors.

FIND THE 7.

She put the photocopy in her bag and went to find her car. Her hands weren’t quite steady, getting in. Some part of her had already stopped being surprised by that.

She didn’t drive to Harbour Street. Not yet. She took a room at the guesthouse on the point instead, lay down on top of the covers in the clothes she’d driven in, and listened to the sea until it got light.
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Thursday, 11 July 2019

The Voss Bay Family Clinic was a converted Victorian house at the quiet end of Main Street, the kind of building that had been someone’s pride once and been gently subdivided ever since. A porch that used to be for sitting now mostly held firewood.

Lora was sitting on the steps, not quite ready to knock, when the door opened behind her.

Lucas Smit stood in the doorway in blue scrubs, stethoscope looped around his neck, one hand checking his watch against the pulse at his own wrist, a doctor’s habit he’d probably stopped noticing in himself years ago. Neither of them said anything for a moment. He looked older, of course he did, but in a way that suited him. Lines around his eyes that hadn’t been there before. She noticed, and didn’t want to have noticed, the forearms bare below the short sleeves of his scrubs, the open collar, the steadiness of him in the doorway, and something low and unbidden stirred in her, a warmth she hadn’t felt for anyone in a long time. She filed it with the other things she had no intention of examining.

“They said you might be back.”

“Hey, Lucas.”

“All this time, and is ‘Hey’ what we’re doing now?”

“What else is there?”

He looked her over, travel-creased dress, boots not really built for gravel, all of it saying she’d left in a hurry. “You drove up in that? In July?”

“It’s not that cold.”

“It’s exactly that cold. You’ve been gone so long you forgot how this coast works.” The ghost of an old grin, there and gone. “Some things didn’t leave with you, apparently.”

An old warmth, an old hurt still underneath it. He had been the family’s young doctor that last winter, the one steady adult who talked to her as though she could bear the truth, and she’d left him the same week she left everyone else, ten years ago, without a word that could be called an explanation. Standing in his doorway now, that landed as its own unkindness for the first time, separate from all the others. She’d believed, once, that leaving quickly had been a mercy: to him, to Danny, to a mother who could no longer look at her the same way. She wasn’t sure now if it had ever been a mercy to anyone but herself. Some old reflex was already mapping the fastest route back to her car, the same one that had got her out of this doorway the first time, still running all these years later whether she needed it or not.

He stepped back and let her in. Her body remembered the hallway better than her mind did, the creak of the third floorboard, antiseptic layered over old wood polish.

The exam room hadn’t changed. Lucas settled on a rolling stool. Lora perched on the exam table the way she always had, feet not quite touching the floor.

He studied her once, clinical out of habit, as he probably checked every patient without meaning to. “You look tired.”

“I haven’t slept well in a long time, Lucas. Not new information.”

“Still the ear thing?”

She stopped. “You remember that?”

“I remember the winter after your mother.” He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. “You wouldn’t stop talking about it. Some sound you couldn’t place, couldn’t point to. I told myself it was grief doing something strange to you. Easier than the alternative.”

“Did you believe that?”

He let the question sit a moment before he crossed to a cabinet and produced, almost reluctantly, an old reel-to-reel recorder, two spools, chrome buttons worn smooth by decades of thumbs, forty years old and meticulously kept.

“My dad ran this in his office, at odd hours, whenever it felt right to him. Never told anyone why, not even my mother.” He ran his thumb along a spool. “After he died I found hundreds of hours of tape, boxed by year. Most of it’s room noise. Except.” He let the word sit. “Every winter tape has something on it. A low tone, more felt than heard, sitting almost under the range of hearing altogether, strongest a few nights before the thirtieth. There’s a boring explanation for at least some of it, probably. Infrasound off the cliffs. Wind through whatever caves run under the point. That kind of low-frequency noise is a documented thing; it’s been shown to make people feel dread, feel watched, even see things at the edge of their vision, without them consciously hearing anything at all. My dad knew that theory. He wrote it down in his notes, and crossed it out, and wrote it down again. Like it never quite satisfied him either way.” He hesitated. “It’s fainter some years than others. Almost gone on the night itself, some winters. He could never make the pattern hold still long enough to prove anything with it.”

“And digital recorders?”

“Rarely catch it, and badly, a smear on a waveform if you’re lucky, nothing like the clean tone on tape. Or catch it and the software throws it out as noise; my dad was never sure which. He always came back to the old reel-to-reel. Maybe just habit. Maybe something else. He wasn’t a man who trusted himself to tell the difference by the end.”

She touched the recorder’s spool, lightly, one finger, the way you touch something that belonged to someone who died.

“Can I hear one? The winter tapes.”

He threaded a reel labelled in his father’s hand: JULY 27TH TO 28TH, 1989.

Room noise. Distant traffic. The building settling. And underneath, so low it barely qualified as sound at all: a pressure, sustained, even, the kind of thing you’d register in your sternum a full beat before your ears ever caught up to it. Not music, not mechanical; the nearest thing was the one in her left ear that had never quite gone away.

“It sounds like…” she started, and stopped. “I was going to say it sounds like something breathing. That’s not right. It sounds like the idea of something breathing. The space breathing would occupy, if there were breathing there.”

Lucas went quiet a beat too long before he answered, like the admission cost him something. “That’s the best description I’ve heard. I’ve listened to hundreds of hours of this.”

He stopped the tape, then threaded a blank one. Set it to record. “Start talking. About what you just heard. About whatever it is. Just describe it out loud.”

She frowned, but turned to the mic. “It’s a low tone. Consistent. Almost below hearing range. It’s on your father’s tapes every winter. It doesn’t appear any other time of year.”

Lucas held up a hand.

The input meters had risen, not sharply, as they rise with speech, but climbing slowly from the bottom to the middle of their range, and holding there.

“It happens most times I run this,” Lucas said. His voice was even. His eyes weren’t. “Not every time, I made myself keep a log, because I didn’t trust my own memory of it, but often enough that I’ve never managed to talk myself all the way out of it.”

“It’s responding to the conversation?”

“Maybe. Or people’s voices change when they talk about this, go quieter, more measured, more breath held between sentences than usual. That alone could move a meter this sensitive, and I know that, and I still can’t make myself stop running the test.” He turned the spool over once in his hands before he went on. “My dad’s notes call it a reflex, once or twice. Not a decision, more the way a surface registers pressure: not because it’s deciding to, but because that’s what surfaces do when contact is made.” He set the spool down. “I don’t know if that’s an insight or just what happens to a person’s thinking after thirty years alone with something he couldn’t explain.”

He switched off the recorder. The meters dropped instantly. In the new silence, her left ear pressed forward in a way it hadn’t a moment before, the old sensation sharpening now that she’d spent the last few minutes actively describing it out loud, as a sore tooth gets louder the moment you start talking about it. She kept that to herself. There would be no version of this investigation where she got to stay a spectator, she was starting to understand. Every question she asked cost her a small, specific piece of the distance she’d been keeping.

“Why can’t digital equipment pick it up?” she asked instead.

“Technically? Digital records discrete samples, thousands a second, but with gaps. Analogue records continuous.” He stopped himself, rubbing a thumb along the console’s edge. “That’s the textbook answer, anyway. My dad never fully believed it either. His notes keep circling something else, some idea that what the tape catches isn’t sound so much as the effect of something on the room, and the tone is just the machine’s best attempt at describing that in a language built for sound.” He looked almost embarrassed saying it. “I know how that sounds.”

“The night Danny called, I’d been recording, digital, laptop, USB mic, exactly the gaps you’re describing,” Lora said slowly. “Two places in the waveform looked like something. I couldn’t hear anything there. Probably a chair creak. Probably nothing.” She heard herself say probably twice and didn’t examine it too closely.

Lucas let the silence hold a moment. “That’s a strange coincidence,” he said, carefully, the sentence of a man deciding not to make it stranger than it had to be, at least to her face. “Or it isn’t a coincidence. Or we’re just two people who grew up in the same town, primed the same way, both finding shapes in static because we already know what shape we’re supposed to be looking for.” He set the reel down. “I honestly don’t know which of those I’d rather it was.”

“Then what is it?”

“I don’t know. My dad didn’t either. He just kept recording.”

Neither of them said anything for a while.

“Henry had been spending time on the cliff path,” Lora said softly. “Peterson told me. In the weeks before he went quiet. Something out there. A pressure he couldn’t explain.”

Lucas didn’t move. Something crossed his face that was more than news, the look of a man hearing a thing he had been quietly carrying for a while. “Henry used to come by the clinic some evenings, these last few months,” he said. “Told me it was his blood pressure. It never was.” A pause. “Seven.”

“Why does everyone keep saying that number like it means something?”

He took his time weighing it, the way you weigh telling someone something that will change how they see the place they grew up. Got up, crossed to the window, came back, sat down again, the small circling of a man deciding whether a promise he’d never technically spoken still counted as one. “My dad used to say some doors, once you open them for someone, you don’t get to watch them close again the same way.” He exhaled. “I’ve spent all these years being the guy who keeps other people’s secrets safe. Turns out I don’t know how to be the guy who breaks one.”

“There’s a ledger,” he said. “In the Town Hall basement. The Trust keeps it. Nobody’s supposed to see it who isn’t.” He looked at the recorder instead of at her. “Family, maybe
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