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Chapter One: The Return
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The township woke the same way it always did — without permission and without apology. By five in the morning, the air over Jouberton was already thick with the smell of coal smoke and yesterday's fat cakes and someone's livestock three streets over that had no business being three streets over. The sun did not so much rise as it was dragged up by the noise — the clatter of spaza shutters rolling open, the first taxi leaving the rank like it had a personal grudge against silence, a baby's cry cutting clean through a zinc wall, Mrs. Mokoena's gospel cassette already at full volume as though the Lord himself might be hard of hearing.



The streets of Jouberton did not forget. That was the thing about a township — the tar remembered your footsteps. The neighbors remembered your business. The children playing between houses remembered your face from before you even knew they were watching. You could change your clothes, change your walk, change the way you greeted people at the gate — but the street held your history in its mouth like a piece of bone it refused to swallow. It filed everything with the thoroughness of a clerk who has nothing else to do. And it retrieved everything at exactly the moment you needed it least.

Sello Bothile came back on a Thursday.

He chose Thursday deliberately. Not a Monday — Monday felt like a declaration, like the first page of something, and he was not ready for the weight of first pages. Not a Friday, because Friday meant the taverns would already be warming up by afternoon and Down would be alive and people would be outside and the whole of Phelandaba would see him arrive with the amplification that weekends gave to everything in a township — where every return, every departure, every piece of news was processed publicly, collectively, with the communal enthusiasm of people who live in close enough proximity to each other that privacy is less a right than a polite fiction everyone agrees to maintain. Thursday was the quiet middle of the week. Thursday had work in it, which gave people something else to look at. He had decided, with the careful stubbornness of a man who has spent eight years making decisions about very small things in a place where small things were all you had, that he was not going to make his return into a performance.

He came off the Jouberton-bound taxi at half past two in the afternoon, one bag in hand — a black refuse bag, because the duffle he had gone in with had disappeared somewhere in the second year inside, absorbed by the institution the way institutions absorb everything that isn't nailed down. Inside the bag: three shirts, one pair of formal trousers that no longer quite fit across the shoulders, a Bible he did not read but could not throw away because it had been his mother's before she stopped knowing who he was, and a photograph of her taken in 1998 outside a house in Klerksdorp, squinting into the sun with her hands on her hips and the expression of a woman who has plans. That was everything. Eight years of a life, reduced to what fit inside a grocery bag that still had the Shoprite logo on it.

He stood at the corner of the main road and breathed in.

Jouberton smelled the same. This was the first thing — the surprising first thing — how unchanged the smell was. Coal. Dust. The grease of boerewors already frying at the tuck shop across the road even at this afternoon hour, because at the tuck shops in Phelandaba there was always something frying. The particular sweet-vegetal smell of a yard where someone grew things — spinach, a tomato plant, the herbs that elderly women grew in old cooking oil tins along their fences. The smell of someone's washing on a line in the sun. It arrived before anything visual organized itself back into meaning, before the familiar shapes of streets and fences and peeling gables assembled from memory into the present, and it did something to his chest that he had not prepared himself for. It pressed and opened simultaneously, which was the specific cruelty and grace of coming home.

He put his head down and walked.

* * *
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The blue gate of Aunt Rosina's house on Tladi Street had been losing its argument with the weather for at least fifteen years by his estimation — it was still recognizably blue, just a blue that had decided to tell the truth about itself, the blue of something that had been the color blue a long time ago and was now the memory of that color, which was its own kind of color. The latch was the same latch. The particular sound it made when you pushed it — that metal scrape and clang — was the same sound he had been hearing since he was six years old. He pushed it and the sound went up through his palm and into his arm and settled somewhere in his chest like a struck string vibrating to stillness.

He stood in the yard for a moment and let it finish.

The aloes his late uncle had planted along the fence were taller. This he had not expected. He had fixed this yard in memory exactly as it was the last morning he walked out of it at nineteen, and the aloes in that memory were waist height, exactly as they had always been. These aloes were chest height. Almost shoulder height on one of them at the end. Eight years of growing while he went nowhere. He looked at the tallest one for a moment too long.

The front door opened before he reached the steps.

Aunt Rosina stood in the doorway in her housedress and pink doek and she was the same — this was the second surprising thing, because everything else had changed or grown or moved on and Rosina was the same, short and wide and immovable as a municipal water tank, with the expression she always wore, the expression of a woman who has already decided what she thinks and is simply waiting for the world to catch up with her assessment. She looked at him. She looked at him the way you look at something you have been waiting a long time to see and have been afraid, in the waiting, to fully picture — with relief and grief braided together into something that could not be called a simple expression.

He stood in her yard with his refuse bag and let himself be looked at. He had nothing to offer this look except the truth of himself as he currently was: thinner, older around the eyes, careful in his posture in the way that men who have lived in confined spaces become careful — who learn to take up exactly the room that is available and not extend beyond it.

She said: "You are thin. Come inside. I made samp."

That was all. No speech. No rehearsed words for the occasion, no list of conditions, no expressed catalogue of feeling. Just the fact of his thinness and the fact of the samp and the open door. He followed her in. This was, he thought, the most perfectly calibrated welcome that had ever been offered to him by anyone in his life. It asked nothing of him except his presence.

He cried in the bathroom later, running the tap so she wouldn't hear.

She heard. She turned the gospel radio up.

* * *
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The sitting room had a new couch — new to his eyes, though it had probably arrived three or four years ago and was already worn to the shape of the people who sat in it most. The television was larger. There were more photographs on the wall: his cousins in graduation gowns, both of them, which gave him something quiet and good to feel. A school photograph of a child he didn't recognize — someone's grandchild of a relative he had lost track of. And then, small, in a plastic frame in the lower corner of the wall grouping, the photograph of his mother circa 1998. He had not known it was there. He had not known she had it.

He looked at it longer than he meant to. He looked at her hands on her hips, at her squint, at the house behind her he also didn't recognize. He thought about the last time he had seen her — properly, with her present — which was before the second year inside, before whatever had started happening to her thinking had progressed to the point where she looked at him through the prison glass with the polite uncertainty of a woman meeting someone she was almost sure she should know.

He went to the kitchen.

They ate at the kitchen table with the radio on at a low volume and Rosina's dog — a small mixed-breed animal named Soldier who had not existed eight years ago — sitting near the back door regarding Sello with the considered patience of a creature who has learned to take the long view on strangers. Rosina talked while they ate: Mrs. Lebelo across the road had had a stroke, not a bad one, her left eye drooped but she was walking again. The family at the bottom of the street had fixed their roof after years of buckets in every room. The spaza on the corner had changed hands twice and the new owner stocked different things and some people approved and some people didn't and the matter was ongoing.

She did not mention his mother. He did not ask. His mother was her own conversation, for another time.

She did not mention Ephraim Sithole. She did not say the name or approach the matter from any angle. This was not avoidance — with Rosina, avoidance was not in the toolkit. This was sequencing. She was feeding him first, which was her primary language of care, and everything else would come when it was the right time for it to come. She had sequenced things this way his entire life: food first, difficult truths later, never the other way around.

After dinner she washed the dishes and declined his offer to help with the specific firmness of a woman who washes dishes as a form of meditation and doesn't need company in the meditation. She came back to the table with her Four Roses tea — she had always drunk Four Roses, she had never seen the appeal of rooibos, she considered it a dietary fashion — and wrapped both hands around the mug and looked at him.

"Segoe," she said. "You report to him on Wednesday mornings. Third floor of the Correctional Services building in Klerksdorp. Be there by eight. He is not a bad man. He has a long memory and he keeps records. Do not give him anything to record."

"I know. They briefed me at release."

"I know they briefed you. I am briefing you again so that it lives in your body and not just your head. Those are different places." She sipped her tea. "Tshepong Hospital. Seven o'clock taxi from the main rank. Be at the rank by six-forty. I put bread and polony in the fridge for your lunch. Take it in the Checkers bag on the counter. Don't lose the bag."

He almost smiled. The Checkers bag. Eight years away and the Checkers bag was still a finite resource to be accounted for.

"And Sello." Her voice changed — not harder, but more present. The voice she used when she needed him to actually hear her. "This place has a long memory."

"I know, Auntie."

"Some of those memories are waiting for you with their arms folded and their chests out. You cannot walk around them. You walk through them — straight, not sideways. Sideways is just a slower version of the same thing." She looked at him without flinching. "Can you do that?"

"I can try."

"Don't try," she said. "It is not a thing you try. You either walk straight or you don't. What I am asking is whether you have decided."

He thought about it — the real question beneath the question, which was: had eight years changed the architecture of his choices, or had they only changed his circumstances? Had he come back different in the ways that mattered, or only in the ways that were visible?

"I have decided," he said.

She looked at him for one more long moment. Then she nodded once, the nod of a woman accepting a contract.

"Close the gate properly when you leave in the morning," she said. "Soldier has figured out the latch."

* * *
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He woke before dawn from the habit of eight years and lay in the dark of the back room listening to Jouberton assemble itself. The sounds came in layers, the way sounds do in places where life is dense and close and the walls between one life and the next are thin: first the roosters, two of them in dialogue across some distance, establishing whatever roosters establish at that hour. Then the movement sounds — a gate, footsteps on gravel, the specific percussion of someone starting a fire, which sounded different from any other kind of starting. By five the coal smoke came, by five-fifteen the first taxi was audible on the main road, and by five-thirty the neighborhood was properly awake and doing the things that neighborhoods do.

He washed from the basin — the geyser was on timer, hot between six and seven — and dressed with the attention of a man who has decided that his presentation will be one of the things he controls. He pressed his shirt the previous evening with Rosina's iron. He brushed his shoes with the shoe polish from the bathroom cupboard. He made the bed, corners tight, from eight years of institutional habit that had become sufficiently his own that he no longer thought of it as institutional.

Rosina was in the kitchen. She looked at him once — registered the pressed shirt, the brushed shoes — and handed him the Checkers bag with his lunch without comment. But something in her face settled slightly, the way a picture settles when you find the right position on the wall and hear the nail click into place.

He latched the gate.

The walk to the taxi rank took him down Tladi Street and then right onto the road that led to the main section, and both streets were streets he had walked a thousand times before his life changed. They were the same streets with the same configuration of yard and fence and tuck shop and peeling paint, but the people in them were different people or different versions of the same people, and everywhere he walked he felt the specific quality of being looked at by a place that has been thinking about you in your absence.

Mrs. Lebelo was at her window. He saw her see him through the curtain. She did not wave. Her left eye did droop slightly, as Rosina had said. He kept his pace steady and his chin level and walked past without requiring her acknowledgment. Whether he fully believed he didn't require it was a separate question, but the walking was real regardless of what it cost him.

Oupa at the tuck shop paused in the arrangement of his display. He was a man who had occupied that corner since before Sello was born, who had sold fat cakes and cigarettes and loose sugar from that spot through multiple administrations of local government, through taxi wars and service delivery protests and the full catalogue of township event. He paused and looked at Sello for the space of several seconds. Then he nodded. Not warm, not cold — the nod of a man acknowledging something he has been expecting and has not yet formed a full opinion about.

Sello nodded back.

That exchange — two nods between a man who had done an unforgivable thing and a man who had watched a neighborhood absorb its consequences — felt more significant than most speeches. It felt like the first sentence of a long conversation whose terms were still being established.

At the taxi rank he found the Klerksdorp bound taxi and got in. The taxi smelled of pine freshener and someone's KFC and the accumulated warmth of fifteen people starting their working day. He sat by the window and watched Jouberton go past as the taxi pulled out, watched Phelandaba give way to the older roads, watched the township from a brief elevation as the taxi climbed toward the main road — the spread of rooftops, the smoke threading up from morning fires, the satellite dishes and church spires and water towers, the whole complex human geography that had organized itself against a landscape never designed for it and had found, in the decades since, a way to make the landscape its own.

He pressed his hand against the glass.

He had missed it. This was the complicated truth he had spent eight years keeping at arm's length because it felt too tangled — to miss a place that was also the location of the worst thing you had ever done. But you could miss a place and still know what you did there. Both things could be true simultaneously. He had learned, in the slow education of confinement, that most true things come in pairs like that — uncomfortable companions who must be housed in the same room whether they are comfortable with each other or not.

The taxi came down off the elevated road and Jouberton disappeared behind him and the Klerksdorp morning opened up ahead, wide and pale-lit, with its particular smell of a larger, harder city.

He adjusted the Checkers bag on his lap and looked forward.
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Chapter Two: Tshepong
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Tshepong Hospital Complex rose from the Klerksdorp flatlands like a declaration — a sprawl of pale institutional buildings and covered walkways and car parks that were never sufficient for the volume of need arriving at their gates each morning. The smell reached you before the architecture did: disinfectant and floor polish and underneath those things something older and more honest, the irreducible smell of bodies working hard at the project of remaining alive. It was not a comforting smell. It was a true one.



He stood at the staff entrance at seven-fifteen with his community service reporting document held in both hands, slightly damp at the edges from where he had been gripping it on the taxi. Around him, people moved with the purposefulness of people who belonged here — nurses in uniform, cleaners in overalls, administrative staff with lanyards, orderlies, doctors in scrubs with the particular walk of doctors everywhere, which is the walk of someone who is always slightly behind where they need to be. He was the only person standing still.

This was what he had not anticipated: that the outside world would feel like this. Prison had its own brutal grammar, its codes and hierarchies and unwritten laws that had become, over time, navigable — not comfortable, never comfortable, but legible. He had learned to read that environment with the thoroughness of a person who understands that legibility is survival. This — the ordinary outside world, people going about their ordinary work in an ordinary place — was a different kind of complexity. There was no single code. There was no wall that defined the space. The possibilities were multiple and the rules were invisible and he was supposed to know them already.

The security guard at the entrance was named Oupa. He checked the document, noted the community service category with a brief flicker of something in his expression — not hostility, not warmth, the specific neutral of a man who has processed many categories of person at this gate and does not personally adjudicate them — and handed it back with a red lanyard.

"Ward Seven. Sister Dube. Don't be late tomorrow."

* * *
[image: ]


The corridor to Ward Seven smelled of TCP and floor polish and warm plastic and something that was specifically the smell of illness without being the smell of rot — the smell of bodies maintaining their fight, which was what this place was for. Sello walked through a waiting area that was already occupied at this morning hour: an elderly woman with a Bible and the eyes of someone who has been waiting long enough that waiting has become the main activity. A young mother nursing with the mechanical competence of exhaustion. Three teenage boys in a row with the posture of people trying to appear unconcerned and the eyes of people who are very concerned. The ordinary democracy of human crisis, assembled in plastic chairs.

Ward Seven had eighteen beds in two rows of nine and a nurses' station at the centre from which the entire space could be monitored. Sister Nolwazi Dube was writing on a clipboard when he found her and she finished what she was writing before she looked up. This was the first thing he learned about her: she finished things. She did not half-attend. She was writing and then she was done writing and then she was looking at him with the full weight of her attention, which was considerable.

She assessed him in approximately four seconds. He would come to understand that this was her standard assessment time for anything — four seconds of complete attention, and then a verdict that did not change unless presented with significant new evidence.

"Bothile?"

"Yes, Sister."

She extended a mop.

"The bathroom at the end. Then the corridor. Come back when you are done."

He took the mop.

"Bothile." He stopped. "In this ward we do not discuss patients outside the ward. We do not use personal phones at the bedside. We do not comment on patient conditions or prognosis. If a patient speaks to you, you listen and you may respond with simple acknowledgment. Medical questions: call a nurse. If a patient is in distress: call a nurse immediately. No false reassurances. No unsolicited prayer. Nothing leaves this ward — not food, not equipment, not information. Clear?"

"Clear, Sister."

"And Bothile." A pause, with something different in it — not warmer, but with a different quality of attention. "Your document tells me what category you are. In this ward your category is support staff. I treat support staff as support staff, and I expect support staff to conduct themselves accordingly. Understood?"

He understood this was the most generous sentence anyone had said to him since his release. Your category is support staff. Not your crime. Support staff.

"Understood, Sister."

She returned to her clipboard.

He mopped the bathroom. He mopped the corridor. He came back. She gave him a bedpan.

He spent his first day at Tshepong Hospital Complex making peace with bedpans, and mopping, and the particular invisibility of support staff in institutional spaces, and discovered — to a quiet surprise he did not show — that the invisibility was its own kind of relief. Nobody expected him to be anything here except useful. Nobody was performing feelings about who he was or what he had done. The ward had too much work to perform feelings about anything.

He could do this. He could be useful and invisible and present and he could do this.

* * *
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By the end of the first week he had learned the grammar of Ward Seven: the four-hour medication cycle, the morning handover, the visiting hours and what they did to the ward's emotional temperature, which beds were recoveries and which were something harder, which families were coping and which were falling apart quietly in the plastic chairs. He learned who needed to be spoken to and who needed to be left alone, which was the fundamental social intelligence of any shared space, and he had honed it over eight years of close quarters into something like a professional skill.

He learned Sister Dube's rhythms. She had moods, as all powerful people do, but her moods were not arbitrary — they were responsive. If the ward was behind on something, her efficiency became a quality that pressed against the air. If a patient was deteriorating, she moved differently, faster, with the specific economy of someone who cannot afford waste. If a family was struggling, she deployed a particular combination of practical information and absolute firmness that was the closest thing she permitted herself to comfort.

She never thanked him. But she began allocating him tasks that required judgment rather than just effort — not just mopping and equipment delivery but recognizing when a patient family needed pointing in a direction, when a visitor was lost, when the supply trolley needed restocking before Sister Dube had to ask for it. These were invisible tasks. Nobody's job description mentioned them. They were the connective tissue of a functional ward, the work that held everything else together from underneath.

He did them without being asked, because he could see when they were needed, and because doing them gave him something he had not had in eight years: the specific dignity of useful work freely chosen.

He had not known he had been missing this until he found it.

Nurse Kagiso noticed first.

She was the youngest on the ward — twenty-eight, with a nursing degree from the University of Limpopo and the particular brand of exhaustion that belongs to people who chose their work out of vocation and are now discovering that vocation and working conditions are separate matters. She pulled double shifts twice a week and still came in with her uniform pressed and her handwriting clear in the patient notes and her patience intact, which Sello observed with the respect of someone who understands what maintaining patience costs.

She spoke to him the way people speak to support staff when they are secure enough in themselves not to need the hierarchy — as a person rather than a category. She told him things during handover transitions: who had been admitted overnight, which families were going to need careful navigation, what Sister Dube was likely to prioritize that day. Practical intelligence, shared peer-to-peer.

In return she asked him questions. Careful, non-intrusive questions — the questions of someone curious about a person rather than their file.

"How long have you been in Klerksdorp?" she asked on the third Thursday, in the quiet corridor between his shift's end and the taxi time.

"I grew up in Jouberton. I'm back."

She absorbed this. "Back from where?"

"Away," he said.

She absorbed this too, with the professional composure of a nurse who has learned that some words are summaries of experiences that deserve more space than a corridor allows.

"Do you like it here? The work?"

He thought about this with genuine care, because she had asked genuinely and he had decided, as a matter of principle, to answer genuine questions genuinely even when it would have been easier to be brief.

"I like being in a place where the work is real," he said. "Where what I do in an hour is different from if I had not done it. It matters whether I show up."

She looked at him with the expression of someone receiving unexpected information. "Most people who start here say something like that," she said. "Some of them still mean it a year later. Not as many as you would expect." She picked up her files. "You seem like you'll mean it."

He went to catch his taxi and thought about what she had said for the entire ride back to Jouberton.

* * *
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Old Mr. Radebe in Bed Four had a hip replacement and a philosophy of recovery. The philosophy was: complain about nothing that cannot be changed, change everything that can be changed as rapidly as possible, and treat lying in a hospital bed as a temporary and undignified state that a self-respecting man addresses with all available urgency. He did his physiotherapy exercises without being reminded. He ate everything brought to him. He was formal with the nurses in the way of a man who was raised to be formal with women in positions of authority and had not changed this in seventy-four years and saw no reason to start.

He also talked to Sello.

He began talking on the second day, when Sello was delivering clean linen and paused at the end of his bed in the ordinary moment of completing a task. Mr. Radebe looked at him with the calibrated attention of a very old man who has spent seventy-four years assessing people quickly and accurately.

"You are not from the hospital proper," he said.

"No, Ntate. Community service."

"Mm." He adjusted his position with a brief controlled expression of pain that he immediately smoothed. "Where are you from?"

"Jouberton."

"Phelandaba section?"

Sello looked at him. "Yes. How did you—"

"The accent. Phelandaba has a slightly different — never mind. I am from the Eastern Cape originally. I came to Klerksdorp in 1978. I know how to read where people are from." He pointed at the chair beside the bed. "Sit. You have finished your work for the moment."

Sello sat.

Mr. Radebe talked. He talked about the Eastern Cape — about the specific landscape of his home district, the way the hills rose, the smell of the sea you could catch on a certain wind even thirty kilometers inland. He talked about coming to Johannesburg in the seventies, the hostels, the work, the whole architecture of that era's migrant labor system which he described with the blunt historical clarity of a man who lived through it and intends to be accurate about what it was. He talked about his wife, who had died eleven years ago and whose absence had never become ordinary. He talked about his children scattered across three countries, who visited less often than they intended to.

Sello listened. Not the listening of someone waiting for his turn to speak — the full listening, the receiving kind. He had learned this listening inside, where the alternative to listening was missing things that could get you hurt, and where the practice had deepened over years into something that had shed its self-protective origins and become its own thing: genuine attention.

Mr. Radebe sensed the quality of this attention the way old people sense it, which is immediately and without fail.

He came back the next day and the day after. He talked about different things each day — the township, then politics, then his grandchildren, then the specific mechanics of how his hip had failed him and whether this was betrayal or simply the honest reporting of a body that had done good work for seven decades. He never asked Sello about himself, which Sello noticed and was grateful for. He simply talked and was listened to, and this was, apparently, what he needed.

On the day his daughter arrived from Cape Town to take him home, Mr. Radebe shook Sello's hand with deliberate gravity — the grip of a man transferring something — and said: "I don't know what brought you here, son. But don't leave before you're finished."

Sello held the handshake for the full length of it. "Yes, sir."

He watched the family take Mr. Radebe away — the hip, the walker he held like a personal offense, the daughter's careful hovering, the old man's dignified protest against the wheelchair protocol — and stood in the corridor after they turned the corner and felt the particular quality of the silence that follows a departure.

Then Sister Dube appeared with a mop and told him Bed Four needed cleaning for the next admission.

He mopped Bed Four.

In the rhythm of the mopping he thought: this is what it means to serve. Not penance performed for an audience. Not redemption as theatre. Just the work. The next floor. The next person. The next thing that needs doing. Over and over, until the doing becomes its own answer.

He was not there yet. But he could, for the first time, see the direction.

* * *
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Every Wednesday at eight in the morning Sello sat across a government desk from Warrant Officer Boitumelo Segoe and answered three questions. The questions were always the same. The answers were always the same. The form was always the same. Segoe wrote, dated, signed, filed. The file drawer was locked with a key Segoe kept on his person. It was a thick file. Forty-three cases over twenty years.

Segoe was a broad man with a salt-and-pepper mustache and the permanently skeptical expression of someone who has been lied to professionally for two decades and has made a philosophical peace with the frequency of it while retaining the operational wariness. He was not cruel. He had learned that cruelty was inefficient — it created resentment which created non-compliance which created paperwork. He was precise. He was consistent. He gave no special treatment and no unnecessary difficulty. The boundaries were the boundaries and as long as you remained inside them he was professional and as soon as you didn't he became something else.

On the fourth Wednesday he said: "Sister Dube's monthly compliance report mentioned you."

Sello went still.

"She described you as punctual, thorough, and — she used the word 'unusual.'" Segoe looked up over his reading glasses. "She has been writing these reports for seven years. I have never seen her use the word 'unusual' about a community service placement. She said you have an unusual quality of stillness that benefits the ward."

Sello said nothing.

"I am telling you this not to encourage you," Segoe said, with the care of a man removing a possible misunderstanding, "but because it is documented and I document what is documented. My function is compliance, not rehabilitation." He replaced his glasses. "Keep doing the work. Don't complicate it. See you next Wednesday."

Sello stood.

"Bothile." One more thing. "How is the township?"

A beat. "It has a long memory, sir."

Segoe nodded slowly, the nod of a man who already knew this. "Yes. So does this office. The question is always: what do we do with what we remember?" He was already writing in the next form. "Next Wednesday."

Sello left the building and stood in the Klerksdorp street and breathed the city air and thought about long memories and the things we do with them, and then he got on the taxi back to Jouberton and the township received him without ceremony, as it always did, and he latched the gate and Soldier wagged twice and he went inside.

That was Wednesday.
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