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Further Reading: Blending

“The struggle is my life.”

— Nelson Mandela

“Love does not ask for permission from the world.”

— African Proverb

“We are the sculptors of our own fate, and the mountain watches us chip away.”

— Zakes Mda, The Heart of Redness

A Note from the Narrator

We, who have lived in Cape Town long enough to know her moods the way one knows the moods of a difficult and beautiful woman, want to tell you a story. It is the story of a woman named Sarah, and a man named Marcus, and an old man named Elias who has no business being this important to both of them. It is also the story of a city — and cities, as you know, are never mere backdrop. Cape Town breathes. Cape Town remembers. Cape Town has opinions about what happens in its streets, and the mountain that watches over it has been watching for so long that it has grown very still, the way those who have seen everything grow still.

We will not tell you this story in a straight line, because nothing in this city ever moves in a straight line. We will circle. We will double back. We will follow the wind.

Trust us. We know the way.

PART ONE

The Office on Buitenkant Street
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Chapter One
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The Woman Who Notices Things

The city woke slowly, the way it always did in winter — reluctantly, pulling its grey light over the slopes of Table Mountain like a man drawing a blanket over his face. Cape Town had many faces, and Sarah Segole had learned to read all of them. The face it wore on Monday mornings was not kind.

She walked quickly, her heels sharp against the wet pavement of Buitenkant Street, her handbag pressed tight against her ribs as the wind off the bay cut through her coat. The coat was navy blue, well-maintained, bought three years ago at the end-of-season sale at Stuttaford's. She was twenty-six years old, well-dressed by any measure she could afford, and late by three minutes — which felt, in the offices of Adriaan & Louw Commercial Brokers, like an unforgivable transgression.

But we should tell you something about Sarah before we deliver her to her desk. We who have watched her these past four years — from the bus stop in Observatory where she boards the 7:14 every morning, to the park on Buitenkant where she eats her lunch with the focused enjoyment of someone who has decided that small pleasures are not luxuries — we know something the office does not yet know.

Sarah Segole notices things.

Not the things other people notice. Not the things people notice when they are looking. She notices the things that move at the edges. The second glance, not the first. The word that was almost said, not the word that was. The document that has been refolded along a different crease than the one it came in. She has been noticing things like this for twenty-six years, and she has never once been able to explain it, so she stopped trying, and simply keeps what she notices in the interior room of herself, where it waits until it is needed.

She had grown up in Durban, in a small house in KwaMashu that smelled of her mother's cooking and the salt coming off the Indian Ocean and the frangipani that grew beside the front door with an insistence that bordered on the theatrical. Her mother, Agnes, was a woman who ironed other people's clothes and kept her opinions to herself except with God, to whom she spoke frankly and at length. Her father, Thomas, drove a delivery truck and came home tired in a particular way that was different from ordinary tired — tired from having to be invisible in spaces that needed him visible. The delivery company had a rule, unwritten but universally understood, about which neighbourhoods Thomas could enter and which he could not. He never spoke of it. He drove around. He knew the route.

Sarah learned to watch from them. From her mother, who noticed without seeming to notice — who could assess a room, its tempers and its loyalties, in the time it took to cross a threshold, and who communicated this assessment through the angle of her shoulders, the particular way she set down a plate. From her father, who knew, without having been told, which streets were safe on which days — who had built in himself a map of the city that existed alongside the official map and was, in every important respect, more accurate.

She had come to Cape Town four years ago with a commercial administration certificate and a single trunk. She had come because her Aunt Nomsa was already established in Athlone, and because Durban was full of the ghosts of things she didn't yet know how to name, and because Cape Town — even difficult, foggy, wind-battered Cape Town — felt like the beginning of something, even if she could not yet say what. Her mother had cried at the bus station, not the easy weeping of sentiment but the specific, controlled grief of a woman releasing something she has held carefully and hopes to hold again. Her father had stood beside Agnes and said nothing, which was itself a long conversation.

The job at Adriaan & Louw had come through a notice at the church hall in Observatory. She was the only Black woman in the office. This was a fact she had learned to wear the way one wears a heavy coat — always present, sometimes unbearable, but so familiar it had ceased to surprise her. What still surprised her, sometimes, was the texture of other people's unawareness. How Mr Louw could say 'you're invaluable, Miss Segole,' and not hear the irony in it. How Danie could ask her to explain a filing system she had invented and then explain it back to her as though he had thought of it. How the office could arrange itself around her presence so thoroughly that her absence, on the two days she'd taken sick leave in four years, had brought the manifest register to a standstill — and this still not translate, in anyone's accounting, into a salary that reflected her value.

She was invaluable. She also earned forty percent less than the white typist Vera Swanepoel, who worked half as hard and spent a significant portion of her day reapplying her lipstick and discussing her weekend plans with the junior accounts clerk, Danie. Sarah had calculated the disparity in her third month and kept the figure in the interior room, not as bitterness — she was not, fundamentally, a bitter person — but as information. Information was always preferable to feeling. It gave you something to do.

This too Sarah filed away. In the interior room.

The building on Buitenkant was a narrow four-storey block wedged between a hardware merchant and a dry cleaner, its lobby smelling of floor polish and stale cigarettes. The hardware merchant was owned by a Greek family who had been in Cape Town for three generations and who waged a long campaign of minor hostility against the dry cleaner, whose fumes they believed were ruining their display paint. The dry cleaner was a quiet Malay man named Mr Fakier who had been on Buitenkant Street for twenty-two years and considered the hardware merchant's opinions beneath his notice. Sarah greeted them both in the mornings, and Mr Hendricks after them, with the composed warmth of a woman who has decided to be present in every space she occupies.

She greeted the security guard, Mr Hendricks, with a smile she had assembled on the walk from the bus stop, and took the stairs rather than wait for the lift.

On the second floor, the office was already breathing — typewriters clacking, telephones ringing, the low murmur of men in conversation behind frosted glass. Sarah settled at her desk, straightened her blotter, uncapped her pen, and allowed herself one quiet moment before the day swallowed her whole.

'You're three minutes late, Miss Segole.'

She did not look up immediately. She had learned this too — the small dignities of composure.

'The bus, Mr Louw,' she said, finally raising her eyes to the man in the doorway.

But it was not Mr Louw.

It was Marcus Steyn, who had arrived from the Johannesburg office six weeks ago and who stood in the doorway with the air of a man who has said something and immediately regretted it. He was tall and spare, with wire-rimmed glasses and brown hair going slightly grey at the temples, and the careful manner of a man who chose his words the way a chess player chose his moves — which is to say, several moves ahead. He wore a good suit badly, the way men wear good suits when they have other things on their minds.

'I'm covering for Mr Louw this morning,' he said. 'He's asked me to sit in on the Kruger account briefing at nine.'

'I've prepared the file,' Sarah said. 'It's on his desk.'

He did not move immediately. She kept her eyes on the papers in front of her. She was aware of him in the way one is aware of a change in air pressure — not dramatic, not violent, but present. She had been aware of him in exactly this way for six weeks, which was beginning to feel like longer.

'Thank you,' he said, and withdrew.

Sarah breathed out. Six weeks of this. Six weeks of learning not to watch the door when he left a room, which was itself a kind of watching.

From across the office, Vera Swanepoel raised an eyebrow. Vera was fair-haired and twenty-three and sharply intelligent in a way she had learned to conceal from the men around her, for reasons they would both have understood without needing to articulate.

'He makes the air different when he comes in,' Vera said, in a low voice.

'He's just the temporary manager,' Sarah said.

'Mm,' said Vera, which was not agreement.

* * *
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We should tell you about Vera, since she matters to this story more than you might at first suppose.

Vera Johanna Swanepoel had grown up in Paarl, the daughter of a grape farmer and a schoolteacher, and had come to Cape Town at nineteen after a broken engagement to a young man whose chief quality had been the certainty that he was more interesting than he was. He had a strong chin and a weak inner life and a habit of prefacing things with 'I'll be honest with you' that Vera had eventually understood as a reliable indicator that what followed would not be. She had given his ring back on a Thursday evening without tears and had been on the train to Cape Town by Saturday morning, and had felt, watching the vineyards slide past the window, something that was not quite happiness but was its structural equivalent.

She and Sarah had arrived at Adriaan & Louw in the same month, four years ago, and had conducted a cautious, careful friendship across the racial architecture of the office — architecture so established it had almost become invisible, except that invisible things are never really invisible. They ate lunch sometimes at the same park, sitting on different benches by some unspoken agreement, then one day Vera had moved to Sarah's bench and said, 'This is ridiculous,' and Sarah had said, 'Yes,' and they had eaten their sandwiches side by side and talked about the book Vera was reading and never sat on different benches again. It had not been a simple thing. There were still days when the invisible architecture asserted itself — when a comment from Danie or a look from a visiting client made plain what the world thought of their friendship — and on those days they both looked elsewhere and said nothing, which was itself an act of solidarity.

What Vera noticed, that Monday morning, was not what Sarah noticed. Vera noticed the way Marcus Steyn's hand had rested briefly on the doorframe as he delivered his unnecessary comment about lateness — rested and then gripped, as though the doorframe were the edge of something. She noticed that he had not looked at the papers on Sarah's desk but at Sarah's face. And she noticed, because she was sharp and because she had been watching this for six weeks, that Sarah had not looked up until the moment it cost her most to do so.

'He asked about you on Friday,' Vera said. 'When you'd gone for the day. He asked Danie how long you'd been with the firm.'

'Danie talks too much,' Sarah said.

'Danie told him everything. Your city of origin. Your certificate. The Oostermeer discrepancy you flagged last year.'

Sarah's pen stopped moving. Just for a second. Then it moved again.

'What did Mr Steyn say to that?' she asked, her voice entirely level.

'He said, "Is that so." And then he looked at the window for quite a long time.'

Sarah said nothing. She filed this in the interior room, where it sat beside the other things she was accumulating about Marcus Steyn, and the whole collection began to take on a shape she could not yet name.
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Chapter Two
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The Note and the Walk

We interrupt ourselves here to go back — not far, only six weeks, to the morning Marcus Steyn arrived.

He came on a Tuesday, which is not a dramatic day for arrivals. He came with a briefcase and a small overnight bag and the expression of a man who has been somewhere uncomfortable and is trying not to show it. Mr Louw greeted him with the excessive warmth of a man who has been told to be welcoming without being told why. The office watched from behind its frosted glass.

Sarah had been introduced last. This was not unusual. What was unusual was that Marcus Steyn looked at her with something more specific than politeness — a directed attention, a measurement that was not the ordinary kind. It lasted two seconds. Then he extended his hand and said, 'Miss Segole. I've heard good things about your work,' which anyone else might have dismissed as a pleasantry, except that in his particular voice it sounded like a conclusion rather than a nicety.

She shook his hand. His grip was firm and brief and entirely professional. His palm was slightly cold, as though he had been outside recently, or was nervous, or both.

'Welcome to Cape Town,' she said.

'Thank you.' He looked at the window then, at the mountain just visible over the rooftops, its familiar flat head wearing its winter cloud. 'I've wanted to come for a long time.'

She had thought nothing more of it. But this is the thing about Sarah Segole: she thinks nothing more of things, and then they stay in the interior room and work on her quietly, the way water works on stone, and when she returns to them she finds they have been shaped into something she didn't expect.

In the weeks that followed, she had assembled a picture of him from the pieces available. He arrived before eight and left after six. He made his own coffee. He was courteous with everyone — not in the performed way of men who are courting something, but in the level, consistent way of a man for whom courtesy is a matter of private principle. He was thorough with the accounts. He asked questions that went slightly further than the job required. And he watched the office with an attention that she recognised, because she had been watching the office with the same quality of attention for four years, and she knew what it looked like from the outside.

She also noticed that he used the frosted-glass meeting room for telephone calls, and always closed the door. Other people closed the door when they wanted privacy for ordinary personal business — calls to wives or girlfriends, arrangements with the bank. Marcus closed the door and made calls at ten in the morning and three in the afternoon, which were not domestic hours. She noticed the pattern because she had been watching it accumulate over six weeks and patterns, once visible, cannot be unseen.

* * *
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The Kruger briefing ran long. Through the frosted glass of the conference room, Sarah could see the shapes of men moving, the blue-grey ghost of cigarette smoke rising to the ceiling. Vera brought her a cup of tea and set it down without comment. Danie made three unnecessary trips past Sarah's desk on the pretext of going to the filing cabinet. The office had its rhythms, its small dramas, its watchers and its watched.

At half past three, Marcus emerged alone, loosening his tie with two fingers, and stopped at her desk.

'Could you type these up before five?' He set down a sheaf of handwritten notes. His handwriting was small and precise.

'Yes,' she said.

He did not move immediately. She kept her eyes on the notes.

'Mr Louw speaks highly of you,' he said.

'Mr Louw is generous.'

'He says you know this office better than anyone.'

She looked up. 'I've been here four years.'

He nodded slowly, as if she had answered a different question. There was something in his face she had been trying to name for six weeks and still couldn't quite reach. It was not attraction — or it was not only that, and the not-only-that was the part that interested her.

'Do you know the city well?' he said. 'Cape Town, I mean. The streets.'

An odd question. She considered it. 'Well enough.'

'I'm still finding my way around. I came here

















[image: ]


















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SHADES

T. G.
NDUNA





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





