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PART ONE

THE TUESDAY MAN
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Chapter 1

The Archive Room

There are thirty-seven boxes in the archive room and I know the contents of each of them the way I know my own face — not by thinking about it but by accumulated proximity. Box seven is transfer deeds from the Fourways development, 1998 to 2004. Box twenty-two is correspondence relating to a disputed rezoning in Midrand that was resolved, expensively, in 2011. Box thirty-one is miscellaneous, which is to say it is the box where files go when no one has the patience to categorise them correctly, and which therefore contains more of genuine interest than any of the others.

I have worked in this basement for three years. Before that I spent two years at a firm in Braamfontein that handled municipal records, and before that I did my degree at the University of the North West, where I was the first person in my family to complete anything resembling tertiary education, a fact my grandmother mentioned at every opportunity until she died and could no longer mention things. I keep her photograph on the corner of my desk. She does not appear to be particularly impressed by the archive room, but that was true of most things.

The room itself is in the basement of the Venter Property Developments building in Sandton, which is the kind of building that uses its own architecture to make a point. All glass and steel and the careful concealment of anything that might suggest the place has a past. The archive room has no windows. The temperature is controlled at nineteen degrees Celsius year-round. It smells of paper and the particular silence of preserved things, which is a silence that has texture to it — different from ordinary quiet, denser somehow, as though the accumulated weight of documentation produces its own atmosphere.

I am, by training and temperament, suited to this. I am precise. I am patient. I do not require natural light to function, though I keep a small lamp on my desk in addition to the fluorescents because the fluorescents produce a quality of brightness that makes everything look slightly implicated. I do not discard anything without authorisation. I do not allow files to leave the room without a signed transfer log. These are the conditions of my employment and also, I have come to understand, the conditions of my personality.

My name is Puseletso Nageng. I am thirty-four years old. I grew up in a town outside Mahikeng where the sky is enormous and the land is flat enough that you can see weather arriving from very far away. I live now in a one-bedroom flat in Melville, where the streets are named after flowers and there is a jacaranda outside my bedroom window that drops purple blooms from October through December with the reliable indifference of something that has been doing this longer than I have been watching. I take the M1 to work. I am at my desk by seven-thirty. I eat lunch in the archive room because the kitchen on the fourth floor requires a level of social performance I cannot always sustain.

I am telling you all of this because context is the thing that makes documents legible. Without context a file is just paper. The same is true, I have found, of people.

—
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I had been aware of Kobus Venter for three years in the way that one is aware of weather patterns in a region where one does not live — abstractly, through secondary indicators. He was the name at the top of memorandums. He was the reason certain development proposals moved quickly through the planning stages and others did not move at all. His photograph was on the company website in the way of men who have never had reason to consider whether photographs do them justice: direct gaze, slight smile, entirely comfortable being looked at.

He was fifty-one. He had run the company for eleven years following his father's death from a stroke that took seven months to kill him. He was married to Elrika van der Berg, whose family had significant holdings in Stellenbosch and whose name appeared on the Sandton Social pages with the regularity of a fixed date. They had no children. His car was a grey Land Cruiser that he drove himself, which I noted because men in his position do not usually drive themselves, and because the choice suggests either an unusual appetite for solitude or an unusual distrust of witnesses.

I am telling you what I knew of him before. I want to be careful about the before and the after. They are different countries and I will not pretend otherwise.
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He came to the archive room for the first time on a Tuesday in March.

I heard the door before I saw him — the particular sound of someone who is not sure whether to knock or simply enter, who resolves the uncertainty by doing both simultaneously. He had a box under one arm. He was wearing a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, which I noted the way I note most things: neutrally, for the record.

He said: "Miss Nageng."

Not a question. He knew my name, which was not surprising — I was listed in the company directory — but he had said it with the inflection of someone who had considered it beforehand. As if he had looked at the directory entry and thought about it, briefly, before coming downstairs.

I said: "Mr Venter."

He set the box on the table I keep clear for incoming material. He said there were old land documents in it — early acquisitions, some from before the company was restructured, things the attorneys had asked about and that he wanted properly catalogued before any decisions were made. He said he might need to access them over the coming weeks and asked if that would be a problem.

I said it would not be a problem.

He looked around the archive room with the expression of a man who has never had occasion to visit the basement of his own building and is finding it both smaller and more interesting than expected. Then he looked at me, and I looked back at him, and there was a moment — brief, neutral, entirely without significance — in which we were simply two people in a room assessing the situation.

He said: "Thank you." And left.

I catalogued the box. It contained what he had said it contained. I noted the transfer and closed the file.

On my way home I took the M1 south and the jacaranda outside my window had begun, that week, its October flowering. I parked outside my building and sat in the car for a few minutes, which I do sometimes, for no particular reason that I have been able to identify.

I went inside and made dinner and did not think about the archive room or anything in it.

Chapter 2

Tuesdays

He came back the following Tuesday.

I had not expected this. Or rather: I had noted the possibility and assessed it as unlikely. The box had been straightforward. The documents were now properly catalogued. There was no operational reason for a second visit.

He arrived at half past two, as he had the week before. He had no new box. He sat at the table I keep clear for incoming material and spent an hour and forty minutes reviewing the files I had organised. He worked quietly. He did not make a call. He did not ask me questions. Once or twice he moved to the shelving to locate a related document without asking where it was, which meant he had looked at the catalogue on the company system. I noted this. A man who does his own preliminary research before arriving somewhere is a man who takes other people's time seriously, or who does not like to be seen not knowing something. Both are possible. I could not yet distinguish between them.

When he left he said: "Same time next week, if that works."

I said it worked.

—
[image: ]


I should explain something about the archive room and the way time moves in it. Above me, on the floors I rarely visit, time runs at the pace of open-plan offices: fast, contested, full of the ambient noise of people performing productivity. Down here it runs differently. An hour passes in the turning of pages. A morning goes by in the reclassification of a single misfiled decade. I have never found this oppressive. I find it, if anything, honest — time without the pretence that it is moving toward something in particular.

Kobus Venter understood this immediately, which surprised me.

Most people who come to the archive room — attorneys, board members, the occasional auditor — are visibly uncomfortable within ten minutes. They cannot sustain silence. They require the friction of conversation to justify their presence. They ask questions they already know the answers to. They make remarks about the temperature.

He did none of this. He read. He considered. Once, over the third or fourth Tuesday, I heard him make a small sound — not quite a word, more a brief exhalation of the kind that escapes a person when something on a page contradicts something they had believed. I did not ask what he had found. It was not my file. But I filed the sound, because that is what I do.
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By the sixth Tuesday I had developed, without deciding to, a catalogue of observations.

He did not fidget with his wedding ring. This is not what people assume it indicates — some men simply do not fidget, and the ring is incidental — but it was worth noting because the men who come to the archive room with things to hide usually do fidget, with the ring or with something else, with pens or with the corners of documents, as though their hands have knowledge their faces are trying to suppress.

He listened with unusual stillness. This I noticed most clearly on the afternoon when I was explaining the filing logic of the pre-2000 acquisitions and he looked at me with the particular quality of attention that means a person is actually following rather than waiting for their turn to speak. It is rarer than it should be. I had not encountered it often enough to have grown accustomed to it.

He asked about my work with what appeared to be genuine curiosity. Not the performative interest of someone managing downward — not "how long have you been doing
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