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HANGING UP THE PHONE, she stared at the photo on her dresser.  It was taken on one of those rare downtimes when they escaped the underground excavations and resurfaced for a breath of air together.  The green hills rolling into the waterfall in uKhahlamba-Drackensbury National Park were in the background.  She remembered the dig at the nearby Kamberg Rock, the so called ‘Rosetta Stone’ of rock art.  They’d argued the day before, mostly about Paula’s obsession with her work, insisting on digging on an over-excavated site.  Exasperated, Paula had conceded the argument, in itself a rarity, and they had made up with a night of passion, followed by a more chilled day relaxing above ground and enjoying the sites.  Adele couldn’t remember who took the picture; it must have been someone else on the dig crew; it certainly wasn’t a selfie.

What did she want now?

Adele thought they were over.  On a break at least.  Or so she thought.  But as usual, whenever Paula calls, she goes running.  There was always an excuse to bring her in, as though Paula couldn’t work without her.  She was always drawing her in, unable to separate their personal relationship from their professional one.

“I should have flown home when I had the chance.”  Adele’s west coast American twang fell mutely in the direction of the photograph as she moved away through the empty flat.

“What do I need?”  The question was redundant.  She knew exactly what she needed.  She was used to last-minute calls to travel to remote places.  Her bags were perpetually packed in preparation.

No passport needed this time, she would be flying internally, although it was packed nonetheless; it wouldn’t be the first time she’d bugged out across a border at short notice.

Paula hadn’t said on the phone what she’d found, but Adele could tell she was excited about it, maybe more excited than she’d been in a long time; she sounded happy.

Adele grabbed her bags: a rucksack loaded with every convenience she would need for roughing it, and a holdall stuffed with everything else she needed to feel like a woman and not a troglodyte.

She gave one last glance in the mirror by the door on the way out.  The long curls sprung across her light brown skin in blonde tipped locks.  She drew her hand up to pull one off her face, examining it as she did so; she would need to re-dye her hair when she got back.

Pulling the door open, she gave one last glimpse back as she bounced her flat keys in her hand, hoping that when she returned Paula would be with her.
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THE PROBLEM WITH LIVING in the centre of Cape Town was she too regularly got comfortable with city life.  Malls and modern tower complexes had sprung up in recent decades surrounded by the high security fences of white suburban mansions juxtaposed by darkened hives of slums built along their walls.  In many ways it was a city of contrasts.  It hid many crimes between the shadows of Table Mountain and Robben Island that stared out at the Apostles, but it was a far cry safer than many other parts of the country.

At least here she didn’t have to worry about a language problem.  Her job took her all over the world, and sometimes speaking Spanish, French, and Cantonese just wasn’t enough to get her by.

It had been a long time since she had been home to Cali.  Long Beach was calling, and the only thing keeping her here was Paula, the same very reason she had moved out here in the first place.  But she was damned if she was going to let her leave her hanging, pulling her in whenever she wanted.  This time she was going to give the ultimatum.  Either Paula committed to the relationship or she would give notice on the flat and move back to California.

She had the usual cattle seat on the flight to Jo’burg.  Most digs worked on a low budget and attracting funding was a hard slog, something Adele, fortunately, never had to concern herself with.  She only knew the ins and outs of it from pillow talk with Paula who, as project leader would often tell her of the struggles of applying to the South African Archaeological Society and the various funds attached to it.  Over excavated sites were unlikely to gleam any interest, which was why her attention had been peaked at Paula’s mention of receiving a Kent Bequest from the Kent and Ward Fund.  Applications were granted at the Council’s discretion for field work, research projects, analysis of archaeological material, and the publishing and publication of research.  All well and good, but the area Paula was digging in had been scraped and brushed clean over recent years, a fortune having been spent on what had been highly acclaimed as the best find in over forty years.  There was nothing else to find there, or so it was thought.

Paula knew her curiosity wouldn’t be able to resist peering into that crevice.  She knew all the right words and clues to drop into their five-minute conversation on the phone to get her intrigued enough to drop everything and board a plane to the dig site.  She was manipulative like that, always had been, Adele knew it, but still she bit, taking the bait each time.

She used the two-hour flight to refresh her mind of the site, looking over her notes of the tunnels, memorising the runs, the major cave system hidden in its bowels.  She trusted the guides, the pro cavers Paula used regularly on her projects, but it didn’t hurt to have a working knowledge of where you were going.  No one wants to get stuck underground and lost in the bowels of the earth simply for not taking the time to read the map.

The floor of the Dinaledi Chamber was some 1450 meters above sea level and lay buried deep beneath the Malmani dolomites in the Bloubank River valley northwest of Johannesburg.  It was a forty-five-minute drive from the airport.  She would hire a car and bill it to the project, along with her flight and hotel bill.  She was an expensive asset on the team.  Hiring one of the best palaeontologists in the country, if not the southern hemisphere, certainly didn’t come cheap.

Adele Willows had a reputation to uphold, and that meant she got to dictate her fee, within reason.  She knew every major cave system and dig site project leader in Africa and had consulted on many finds, including being part of the team that had identified the fossils of the fifteen Homo Naledi found in the Dinaledi Chamber and the two adults and a child found in the Lesedi Chamber.  Then there was ‘Littlefoot’, the hommid skeleton that was thought to have fallen into the Silberberg Grotto in the Sterkfontein Caves in Maropeng.  But it wasn’t just fossilised bones she was expert in.  Identifying and linking them to their place in history was where she excelled.  Bones on their own were of no use unless you could identify the environment they were found in, the habitat, the tools, the artwork, the whole shebang.  Being able to piece this all together at a glance made her much sought after, the work often taking her deep into the hidden caves, for not all digs were shallow topside excavations.  Hers was not a job for the fainthearted and claustrophobic.

Hers was an academic profession, but also it was adventurous, exciting, and at times dangerous.  This was the side of the job she enjoyed, and this was why she had partnered so much with Paula in the early days, being included in the practical not just the post-academic study that most archaeology project leaders expected.  As their partnership developed beyond the professional, Adele had made the permanent move from California to Cape Town to be closer to her South African girlfriend.  It had been a sacrifice which she had been regretting over the last year or so as she felt taken for granted and used, falling second to Paula’s obsession with her work.  Yet despite this, here she came running like a dog off the lead.

––––––––
[image: image]


THE HOTEL WAS SMALL; one hundred and fifty rooms, all basic, no frills.  Bed and breakfast, but no lunch or dinner included.  Most people staying worked at the site all day.  She ditched the hire car outside and pushed through into the lobby with every intention of simply checking in, dumping her bag in her room and driving out to the dig.

She remembered the photos and explanations and maps scattered around the foyer informing any would-be tourists of the spectacular displays open to the public at the Cradle of the World Heritage Site that lent its name to the hotel.  She glanced at them with a sense of familiarity that was welcoming.

“Adele Willows.  I believe there’s a room booked in my name.”

“Of course, one moment,” said the female receptionist as she tapped the keys on the computer.

A well-built, slightly unnerving man stared at her from across the lobby where he stood loitering by the elevator.  He was scruffy, tall, and not unattractive.  She imagined he’d scrub up well if he had a bath and a shave.  She had noticed him on the way in, but now he just hung to the edge of her peripheral boring holes into the side of her head.

At a prompt from the receptionist Adele handed over her passport as ID.  It was handed back to her with the room key and directions on how to get there from the lobby.

“Thank you,” she said moving away from the desk, before half-turning back to ask, “I don’t suppose you could tell me what room Paula Blumburg is staying in?”  The receptionist gave a blank look.  “The project leader down at the Dinaledi Chamber.  She’s my girlfriend.”

“Sorry, I can’t give out that information, but yes, she is staying here.”

“That’s fine.  Thank you.”

Adele turned to find that the Indiana Jones wannabe had closed the distance and was virtually on her shoulder.

“So, you’re the famous Adele Willows.  The dragon lady never shuts up about you.  ‘You wait till Adele gets here; she’ll be able to tell us how old these things are.’  ‘No one touch a thing until Adele gets here.’  ‘No one take a shit until Adele gets here.’  You’re the only one that bitch speaks highly of.  You shagging her or something?  You must be doing something right.  I can’t stand the woman.”

Putting on a false smile to override her discomfort and instant disliking of the man, she reached out a hand.  “And you would be?”

“Damien Masters, the best potholer you’ve ever come across.  I’m famous in my own backyard, and there won’t be many cavers on your native Yankee soil that won’t have heard of me.  I’m your guide and access key to the world below.”

“I see.”  Adele took a big breath; being stuck in an enclosed space underground with this clown was going to be a challenge.

“Paula said you’d likely want to drop your bag and head straight out to the site.  You can leave your car here.  I’ve got a jeep outside.”

“Paula’s not here to meet me?”

“No, she went ahead to the chamber.  They thought they found some more hominin fossils beneath the sediment yesterday.  Turns out it was a turkey find but she wanted to check it out anyway.”

Adele left him standing as she went to her room, dumped her bag on the bed, used the bathroom quickly and then changed out of travel clothes into something suitable; caving was wet and
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