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Author’s Note

This book examines racism through my experience growing up under apartheid in South Africa. The system weaponized race and embedded it in daily life, shaping language, behaviour, and thought. Racial slurs were not exceptional. They were ordinary, casual, and pervasive. I have reproduced that language where it appears because it is part of the harm being examined.

This is a work of narrative fiction that explores a near-future America resurrecting that same master plan.

 

 


Prologue

 30th August 2026. Sausalito, California

I am contemplating killing the King of America.

The seas batter the rocks edging San Francisco Bay, but inside my glass and steel house, the notes of Nocturne in B Minor drift. For once, Chopin’s gift has failed to calm me. Just because I can, should I?

Returning to violence scares me, but ICE took Maria in February, and the ache has not faded seven months later. 

I was born in Johannesburg in 1949, a few years after D.F. Malan began implementing apartheid. At first, I floated white and mostly safe, beaten sometimes for being Jewish. But then cops started laughing as they cracked black skulls with their batons. You can close your eyes and turn away, but the sound echoes and your soul weeps. At thirty, enraged, I killed a man and fled the consequences and my homeland.

That shot ended one life and changed mine forever, but did it make a difference? I was certain it would, but how does one measure the result of a premature end?

And now, the TV shows American streets with armoured men beating unarmed people and carting them away in steel boxes. It’s a constant loop of soldiers steamrolling through the same evil blueprint I killed to stop.

It’s happening again. Not on my watch.


Chapter One

You Like my Carro?

1st September 2026

The morning after I decide to act, I walk into Maria’s study. I’ve left her desk untouched, reluctant to intrude on her personal space. But now, needing her, missing her guidance, I idly start stacking some of the papers.

Beneath the desk’s glass top is a photo she snapped of me when we met. 

Oh God, that hurts. I’d give it all for one more ride with you.

The photo has me holding the keys to her Triumph TR3, the car’s British Racing Green gleaming in the sunlight behind me, and my teeth flashing in a wide grin.

I walk downstairs into the garage. Pull the dust cover off the TR3 on its pedestal, next to her Ferrari and my Porsche.

I climb into the driver’s seat. Lay my hands on the wheel, lean my head on my arms, and a cry escapes. 

This car is part of our shared DNA. It’s been in our lives since the day we met, half a lifetime ago. I had totalled my car in an accident while travelling from New Orleans to California. An old guy had given me a ride and dropped me off at a roadhouse. I’d walked across its parking lot and then stopped dead. Near the door sat a '63 Triumph TR3A. British Racing Green, spoked wheels glinting.

Holy shit. BRG, too. God, she's beautiful.

I'd had the same car in SA, and I touched her bonnet reverently. Kissed my fingers. Then I saw a woman in the doorway, smiling, and felt my face flush.

She stepped aside, and I entered the shady interior. Cool, scented with grilled meat and beer. The jukebox leaned into Bob's Against the Wind, where Janey was the Queen of his nights. As I squeezed past, she said, "You like my carro?"

A hint of jasmine, and I wondered what part of her a carro was. I was having trouble concentrating; it didn't matter which part. "Beautiful," I said.

She smiled and led me to a window table with a seat overlooking the car. As I slid in, I said, "But excuse me, Ma'am, what is a carro?"

She chuckled, throaty and warm, and I wanted her to laugh again. She said, "You're cute even if you’re dumb. It's my car." Then she wagged a finger and smiled. "But what did you think it meant?"

She walked away, hips swaying.

The menu mostly featured fried foods: catfish, chicken, and something weird called chicken-fried steak. She returned with a glass of water and a paper napkin rolled around cutlery.

Pencil hovering, she said, "So, car lover, do you love anything on the menu, too?"

Laughing, I read her name tag. "Man, Maria, you are a breath of fresh air. May I please have the country-style pork ribs with barbecue sauce and cornbread?"

She smiled. "Good manners, too. Anything else take your fancy?"

I nodded. "The way you laugh."

She blushed, walked away, and called in my order.

I waited for the food, staring alternately at the car and her, watching her work.

She's incredible. Eyes like dark pools. Head high.

We’d spent the next few hours talking, so wrapped in each other that the day slid by, and they closed the place around us. We drove to her friend’s house and spent the night whispering and cuddling on a couch surrounded by sleeping bodies, and the next morning set out for California in the TR3.

We called each other Cariño and Carro for the next 45 years.


Chapter Two

Champagne and Boots

February 21st, 2026, Sausalito, California

The day of our forty-fourth wedding anniversary dawns cloudless, the sun white steel on blue. Maria spends the day overseeing the caterer, and I banish her from the kitchen to bake a cake.

Around six in the evening, I don my tux, look in the mirror and laugh.

Still look like the head waiter.

But my breath catches as Maria appears in a red silk sheath that turns her hair jet-black, and I stare into eyes that still urge me to do better. I hug and kiss her. “God, Carro. I am a lucky man.” 

I will forever regret the brevity of that embrace.

The valet team parks luxury cars while we greet our guests and hand them cocktails. The salty ocean air drifts in as the mayor of San Francisco and the governor arrive with their spouses. Russ Findley, the Head of Programming at KPIX, hugs Maria and shakes my hand. He says to Maria, “And how is my favourite news anchor today? You look radiant, Maria. No need to answer.”

I laugh and turn to the mayor as he taps my shoulder. The living-dining space is filled with six couples. He takes Maria and me aside and says quietly, “I was at the ICE HQ this morning. I was talking to Victor Hanlon when an aide handed him a note. He got so excited he just ran off, but…”

He stops and looks troubled. 

“It had your name, Maria. Not sure why, but it was your name and title at KPIX.”

Oh fuck, no…

We stand frozen for seconds, and I say, “Probably nothing, Sean. But thanks for the heads-up.” We walk away a moment later, and Maria’s hand finds mine. “It is happening, Allan.”

“We can’t know that,” I say. “Come on then, let’s get this party started. Hey everyone, please grab a seat.”

The room is filled with music and the pop of champagne corks, and our guests circle the table, looking for their place cards. I stand at the table’s head, looking across the sparkling silver and china to Maria at the other end. Smile and laugh. Raise my glass and say, “To Maria. Thank you.”

She raises her glass. “To Allan. And thank you.”

Our guests, still standing, say, “To Maria and Allan,” and we all sip. We sit, and Russ looks at Maria and says, “Pam told me to announce to the table that we are not allowed to ruin the evening by talking about politics or work.”

I raise my glass and say, “Seconded. First person who breaks the rule gets thrown in the pool.”

Laughter as everyone raises their glass and sips.

Rob says, “You know, I’m surprised you haven’t done something with the car. Like you did for your fortieth? She was the honoured guest. What was her name again?”

Maria chuckles. “Trumph.”

Our guests laugh, and Jenny, the governor’s wife, says, “Why would you insult her so?”

Maria shakes her head, “No, she was named in the 80s. Before all this.”

Silence, as we think back to before all this. 

I stand. “She’s here, Rob. Hang ten.” I leave them staring at my back and walk to the kitchen. Carefully remove the cake from the fridge and carry it to the table.

I place it in front of Maria. She squeals with delight as she takes in the scale model of Trumph, disguised as a cake. The British Racing Green icing and tan interior are an exact match, but I added two racing numbers to her doors: 44.

Our guests admire the cake for a moment, and Maria lights the candle, which doubles as the radio antenna. But as the wick catches and flares, sirens scream up Cloud View Road and stop.

I rush to the front door, arriving in time to see four armoured vehicles blocking our driveway and twenty heavily armed men in helmets and riot gear marching towards us. Masked, weapons unclipped, ready to draw.

Their boots thud, leather scraping on the flagstones, as diesel fumes drift in. They push the valets aside and force their way past me into the house. The officer in charge says, “Hand her over, Pilgrim. On the orders of President Leer.”

I tense. Seventy is not a good fighting age, but I’m preparing to launch myself when I feel Maria’s hand on my shoulder.

“No, Cariño. Remember the past, my love. You can do nothing now. I have my bag.”

She holds up a small suitcase, and I realize she has been expecting this. They grab her shoulders, throw the suitcase to the ground, and the officer tramples it flat. Glass breaks. They lift her bodily off the ground and march her away, and I fall to the ground as my legs give way. Our guests stand in stunned silence, then some rush to help me to my feet, and a hubbub of cries and outrage follows ICE down the hill.

But I watch the taillights fade to nothing, taking my life with them, and I break down, sobbing her name.


Chapter Three

The Tin Ceiling 

January 20th, 1954. Bez Valley, Johannesburg.

This story began in 1954, when I was five, preparing for my first day of school. I went by a different name then, before I learned what I was, and how that would turn me into this old man by the sea.

Allan Player gazed out the front door at the gate. The sky seemed too big and the air too thin, and he breathed to calm himself.

Rosie hugged him. She patted his head.

“Come, Allan. You must go now. You will be late on your first day.”

“Kodwa Rosie. Angifuni ukuya ngedwa. But Rosie. I don’t want to go on my own.”

“Hau,” she said, “speak English, Allan. No one will understand Zulu at your school.” She laughed. “At least not the ones you will meet.”

“But Rosie. The only person I know is you! Come with me.”

“I am not allowed to, Allan. It is a white school.”

“What’s a white school?”

“For people like you. Not me.” She shook her head, her face sad. “You will make friends.”

“How, Rosie? How can I make a friend? Will he be real?”

She smiled. “You will see. You will meet a child and get to know each other. It just happens.” She tore a page from the pad next to the phone and drew lines on it. She handed it to him. “Follow this map to the school. This is the street outside,” she said, pointing to a line and then to the road in front. “Follow it to this one,” she said, touching the line at its end. 

“You are a brave warrior, Allan. You will be home again soon. You can tell me what school is, and how you learn things. Now go.”

She pushed him out the door. Locked it. The Jacaranda trees lining the road’s edge stretched a long way down the street. Their purple blossoms hung low, smelling of honey.

He bounced his backpack, reassured by the tin lunch box’s rattle. He walked, trying to picture himself as Shaka, the Zulu King, on his way to make a new friend. He hoped Rosie was right, that it would just happen.

He followed the map, the slap of his leather shoes echoing like his heartbeat, and he entered the school gate.  Allan stepped into the hallway and went into the first classroom he encountered.

 A woman stood behind a table, writing in a book. She looked up as Allan approached.

 “Please, miss,” Allan said, “Can you tell me where I’m supposed to be?”

“Who are you?”

“Allan Player.”

“You are in the right class, Allan. Mine. Is this your first year of school?”

“Yes, Miss.”

“Yes, Miss Green. That’s how you say my name. Try again.”

“Yes, Miss Green.”

“Sit anywhere you like. You’re early. The others will be here soon.”

Allan chose a desk in the middle. Windows lined one wall, and sunlight bathed the room in yellow. Children’s art hung on the walls. Paintings of the houses he’d just walked by. Red bricks, roofs with shiny tin showing in patches, and little squares of green in front.

The children seated themselves around him. A bell rang, and the children put their palms flat on their desks and faced forward, mouths closed.

Miss Green stood in front, called for attention, and holding a book, she said, “Roll call. Answer your names by saying yes or here. You don’t need to add Miss Green.” She called each one’s name and ticked her register. 

She lifted a book from her table and said, “Story time.” She pointed to the title and said, “Charlotte’s Web, by a man named E.B. White. It’s a new story, very popular right now.”

Allan had never had a story read to him. Rosie had told him many, but the idea opened a new world. If he could learn to read, he, too, could tell stories. Rosie couldn’t read, but she told him she remembered stories because she had the iso lomlandisi elibona umculo wamazwi—the storyteller’s eye that sees the music of the words. 

Strolling in small circles, holding the book with both hands, Miss Green cleared her throat and said, “Chapter one. Before breakfast.”

Allan leaned back, and as Rosie had taught him, vala amehlo akho, uvule izindlebe zakho. He closed his eyes and opened his ears wide. He liked how she changed her voice for each person and animal, and he hoped he might find a friend like Wilbur had. 

He was deep in the story when Miss Green suddenly stopped reading. Allan opened his eyes to find her standing in front of him. “Are you sleeping, Allan?”

“No, Miss Green.” 

“Stand up when I talk to you.”

He stood. She kept looking at him, so he said, “No, Miss Green. I wasn’t sleeping. I was listening.”

She eyed him for a second and said, “Tell me what I just read.”

“How much, Miss Green?”

“What?” She shrugged and said, “Just repeat a little of the last part I read.”

Allan felt everyone in the class staring. He wondered what she meant by a little. He said:

“Wilbur lay down and closed his eyes. He was tired from his wakeful night and from the excitement of meeting someone for the first time.” 

Silence.

Miss Green looked down at the book. “But that’s word perfect,” she said, looking at him again. “How much can you recite like that?”

He looked around. A few girls were smiling, but most of the class was staring dark-eyed, mouths like slits.

Don’t stand out, he thought.

He said, “No more, Miss Green.” Sat down. 

Miss Green scanned the room and nodded. She started reading again.

She closed the book a little later and said, “We’ll read more tomorrow. Go visit the restrooms. Remember to wash your hands and come back for your lunch.”

Allan stood in line in the boys’ restroom behind a big kid, watching how the boys used the urinal. The kid in front of him turned and said something in Afrikaans. Allan shrugged. The kid leaned in, “You don’t speak the taal, Jewboy?”

He had no idea what the kid meant, so he shrugged again. The kid shoved his chest. “Talk, Jewboy. How’d you do that? That thing with what she read?”

Allan didn’t like the sound of what he’d been called. But the kid was much bigger, so he said, “I was listening to her. Really listening. Like a Zulu.”

“What! You a Jew and a Kaffir boetjie?” (Brother). He punched Allan in the eye, and as he fell, kicked his knee. 

The floor stank of piss, and Allan lay still, in pain. But not in shock. Dad would flatten this guy with his left. The kick on the way down was new, though. The kid was now standing with his legs straddling Allan, unzipping his pants. Allan kicked him in the crotch, rolled from under him, and tried to stand as the kid folded.

Allan’s left eye was swollen shut, and his knee was bleeding. One of the other big kids helped his friend up.

They stared at Allan as he washed his hands and face in the sink. His eye hurt, and he used his shirt to wash and wipe it. He turned and walked toward the door. The guy he’d kicked said, “I’m gonna kill you, you filthy Kaffir loving Jew.”

Allan walked away, and that made him yell it again.

He limped into the classroom, and Miss Green walked him directly to the first-aid station. She spoke to the nurse in Afrikaans, and the nurse replied in Afrikaans. Miss Green said he only speaks English. Allan already knew enough not to add Zulu. The nurse shook her head. “Verdomde rooineks, damned Englishmen. Why did you start a fight?”

“I didn’t, Miss.”

“Call me Miss Nurse. So, who hit you?”

Standing behind the nurse, Miss Green shook her head. “It was my fault, Miss Nurse,” Allan said. “I walked into the railing. Sorry, Miss Nurse.”

Miss Green nodded, and the nurse wrote something. She poured iodine on a cotton wool pad and shoved it on his knee. It stung more than the kick had. She poured more onto the pad and tried to put it on his eye. Miss Green said, “I think his parents should see to that, Nurse, don’t you?” 

She took Allan by the hand and led him back towards the classroom.

“You okay, Allan?”

“Yes, Miss Green. Thank you.”

She walked him to the side of the school with no windows. She bent her head close and said softly, “Why did he hit you, Allan? Was it because of your memory?”

“I’m not sure, Miss Green. He called me a Jewboy. I think it means I’m Jewish. And when I said I could remember the way I did because I’d been listening like a Zulu, he called me a Kaffir boetjie and punched me.”

“Oh, God. It’s still happening. Save us.”

She undid the top button of her blouse, slipped a finger down the neckline, and pulled out a gold chain. A tiny Magen Dovid hung at the end. Mother had one just like it. Miss Green smiled. “But how do you not know this, living in Bez Valley?”

“I live near the school, Miss Green. This is the map my Nanny, Rosie, drew for me.” He showed it to her, and she frowned.

“Where are your parents?”

“They work, Miss Green. Dad is an electrician. Mom works at a place where they make ends meet. She says we fight when Dad comes home because he drinks too much, but I don’t understand. But see, it’s okay, Miss Green. I get better afterwards.”

“You poor kid. But if these boys are this racist, they should be stopped. I know it was Pik Botha; he was limping. Did you hurt him?” Allan nodded. “Good.”

She turned to walk back to the classroom and stopped. “But what did you mean by listening like a Zulu?”

  “When Rosie came to us, I was just a baby, and she couldn’t speak English. Only Afrikaans. She used to wrap me in a blanket on her back and carry me all day, talking to me in Zulu. I spoke Zulu before I could speak English.”

He paused as a Loerie’s cry of ‘go awaaay’ echoed from the valley below. For a moment, his face softened. He looked up and said, “And now, still, she tells me stories in Zulu. She taught me to open my ears and listen to the song of the words.”

Miss Green straightened and smiled. “I see. That’s an impressive trick, Allan. But do you want to report any of this?”

“Should I, Miss Green? I said no one when you shook your head because if I tell, they’ll hurt me more. Same with Dad, I think.”

“Probably true, Allan. But how bad is it at home?”

“I’m okay. I have Rosie and three Matchbox cars. And if I could learn not to say anything, I’d stop being hit.”

She sighed. “Up to you, Allan. You want out, let me know.”

She looked at her watch. “Is Rosie home?” He nodded. “Would you like me to drive you home, or do you want to walk?” 

“Walk, please, Miss Green.”

“OK, go home. Come back when you can see properly. I’m going to tell them you didn’t tell on them, but I’ll also tell them they’ll be charged with assault if they do this again. That will help.”

Allan wasn’t so sure. That kid wanted to kill him. He was big enough, and he had big friends, too.

Rosie cried when he limped in. She laid him on the floor and said, “Missus will be angry if we get blood on the bed. Let me wash you.” She wet a dishtowel, put ice in it, and placed it gently on his eye. It cooled his eye, and the hot pulsing eased. 

She sobbed when she heard what had happened. She held him and told him the story of Ndlovu, the elephant who never fought unless his herd was in danger. She said that Ndlovu won peace by standing tall, but still, and letting his enemies hear how loud his heart beat. Only foolish hunters stalked him; wiser ones walked away.

She dried his knee, checked the paper for blood, and told him to go to bed.

He fell asleep and woke to Mother at the foot of the bed, hands on her hips. “Allan. Get that bloody knee off the sheet.”

He leaped off the bed. Hands behind her back, she leaned in, examined his eye, then bent to inspect his knee. She never touched. She straightened and nodded. “Ice the eye again. You’ll live.” She demanded an explanation. He left out the Zulu part. That always annoyed her.

When he reached Jewboy, she stumbled back and screamed, “No!” and ran to her bedroom. The door slammed.

Allan stared at the wall, wondering why she was so upset if he was going to live.

Rosie called him to dinner. Mother and Allan sat in silence, eating listlessly. The front door banged. Father’s keys clattered onto the hall table. He strode to his bar and opened a bottle of gin. “Stay there. Keep me company.” He clinked ice cubes into his glass, raised it, and said, “To the first today.” 

His little joke: he’d had a few at the local bar on his way home. He sipped, walked and stood next to Allan. “What did you do?”

Allan retold the story. Father glared and leaned in. “Why didn’t you fight?” 

When Allan shrugged, Father twisted his ear and slapped his shoulder. Allan landed on his injured knee. He started crying. Miriam shouted, “Dave! Stop that!”

Dave stood looking down at Allan. He turned and saw Miriam sobbing. She pushed herself from the table. Staring at Dave, she said flatly: “Tell him or leave this house.”

She ran to their bedroom and slammed the door. The lock clicked. Father watched her leave with a dazed, sad slant to his eyes. He gulped from his glass and started eating again.

Allan stood, but he said, “No. We’re not done.” 

Father began speaking softly as Allan sat down. He told him about the war and how Mother had lost many of her family in the Holocaust. He ended by saying that most people in Bez Valley had wanted Hitler to win.

Allan rejected the words at first. Father often didn’t make sense. But as the story unfolded and he began to understand what had happened that day, he shut his eyes and clamped his hands over his ears. He saw a cliff, with Hitler smiling as the Bez Valley gang pushed him off the edge.

Father finished his drink, stood, and walked away. But he stopped. Shouted. “Always fight.” He stood like a boxer. “You hear me, Allan? Hurt those hairy-backs more than they hurt you.” He shot his fist out. “Teach them we fight back. You hear?”

Lying in bed that night, Allan stared at the ceiling. It was the first time Father had spoken to him without shouting. He thought about being hurt or killed for being you. And if he did what Father said, he’d have to hurt people more than they hurt him.

He remembered Rosie telling him he would just find a friend at school. The odds seemed remote, and the leopards of loneliness gnawed at his heart; the cats that hunt alone had found a meal.

Shaking his head, he tried to clear the images. Hollow and afraid, he stared at the tin ceiling’s pressed panels. If he held his head just so, the design shimmered like a stout shield curving over him.


Chapter Four

The Broken Vials

February 22nd, 2026, Sausalito

The morning after they took Maria, San Francisco feels hungover and angry. The California media erupts in protest. Crowds march on City Hall, and the mayor addresses them.

He states that thousands have been detained, hundreds are unaccounted for, and families are unable to obtain news. Citing due-process statutes, he calls on the President to cease and desist.

Two hours later, amidst sirens and flashing lights, he is arrested for inciting civil unrest.

The governor calls for a mass march to the Presidio to block its gates and halt troop deployments. He is publicly handcuffed, led away by masked men, and charged with treason. The state erupts in riots.

Christ. Two influential leaders vanished without a warrant or trial?

The National Guard restores order, and the city simmers.

The news shows the President declaring that the free press is a threat to national security. He fires, arrests, or smears anyone who criticizes or mocks. He creates his own network, calling it Social Truth, and rules a country where peace becomes a war on the home front. 

He fires a salvo at our climate when he posts: “CONGESTION PRICING IS DEAD. Manhattan, and all of New York, is SAVED. LONG LIVE THE KING!

Then he rubs his hands in glee as the Oil and Coal industries donate billions to his campaign coffers and he cancels electric car programs. His popularity wanes, and millions march in cities across the nation, holding placards that read:

America is a Democracy!

NO KINGS!

And now, I sit, staring at the gas fire for hours, watching flames lick and curl in empty air.

I try to pour a shot of whiskey but drop the glass. It shatters on the floor, and I hear two glasses breaking.

NO. 

Oh shit.

I rush outside and search for her case. It’s buried in a bush, and I drop to my knees and rip off the lid. Stare at the broken vials.

A trace of insulin’s antiseptic smell lingers, along with a hint of jasmine from her clothes. I bury my nose in them. Sob, struggling for breath, and when I try to stand, my knees buckle.

I call everyone I know, and they promise to alert ICE and get her meds to her today. But ICE doesn’t respond. Day slides into night, then another drags by without a word. I collapse on the couch. She can’t last much longer.

Two days later, a telegram arrives from the Department of Homeland Security.

Subject: Maria Santiago.

Cause of death: complications arising from diabetes while in federal custody.

I stare at the scrap of paper, trying to stop the rising panic. Three women loved me. One was dragged away while I watched. I blocked and ducked when I should have stood tall, and the second died in my arms. Then I wrote software that burrowed into a fifty-five-year-old record of a birth certificate, and Maria died alone, cold, looking so beautiful in a red sheath that my breath had caught.

I don’t deserve to be alive.

It all seems pointless now. Without her, my life is just breathing in and breathing out. 


Chapter Five

Turning Upside Down

September 1956, Johannesburg

In 1956, Allan turned seven. The Players were preparing to move a little further north, a little more affluent. While their custom house was being built in Cyrildene, they rented an apartment near their old house so Allan could finish the school year.

The apartment was on the other side of 5th Street, a busy road linking the ridge to the valley below. The road curved steeply downhill. Cars, trucks and bicycles coasted down and flashed by the intersection at more than fifty miles an hour.

He had been playing soccer after school, and now, the sun slanting low, he was riding home tired and hungry. He reached the stop sign. A messenger on a bicycle was coming down the hill, some distance away, and Allan pushed off into the road.

He woke to find himself lying on the sidewalk, the black messenger peering anxiously at him. “Ah, ah, master,” he said. “Are you well? I am so sorry, small boss, I did not see you.”

Allan sat up and looked around. His bike’s front wheel curved in a U; the messenger’s wheel and front fork were twisted.

He stood. The man breathed out in relief. He must have been thinking about how this foolish white boy had shot a stop sign right in front of him. He’d braked, but he was moving too fast. The impact had sent them both flying, and then Allan had lain there, still as a blade of grass.

Allan said, “Ngiyaxolisa kakhulu, I am very sorry,” and bowed his head.

The man stepped back. “Hau!”

He turned pale, and Allan wondered if he had said it correctly. The man looked around to see if anyone had witnessed his world turn upside down as a white person apologized to him. He picked up his bike and strode away.

Allan lifted the front wheel of his bike off the ground and walked the rest of the way to the apartment.

Looking back from my house in Sausalito, I now understand that the guy might have been fired over this. At the very least, he would have had to cover the repairs, probably his wages for a week. And my parents could have easily afforded it.

Father inspired me to look more carefully with his usual attitude adjustment klap, and I lost six weeks’ allowance, the cost of a new wheel for my bike.


Chapter Six

She Should Have Died Hereafter

February 27th, 2026, San Francisco

Four days pass with me locked inside my cold and empty house. I disconnected the phone and sat in her chair in front of the dark TV, regretting that she was the photographer. The only clips of her I can watch are news segments she covered for KPIX.

There’s a bottle of whiskey in front of me, but the idea of eating or drinking seems absurd.

The doorbell chimes and keeps ringing until I finally get up to open the door. I blink in the sunlight and see Russ Findley and Rob Hill in black suits and ties. They both let out a breath.

“Jesus, Allan,” Rob says, “We’ve been calling you for days.”

“Thank fuck you’re okay, Allan,” says Russ. “We were getting worried…”

I nod and walk back inside, leaving the door open. They follow me in, and Rob says, “Get dressed, Allan. The funeral…”

He trails off as I choke off a sob. “Oh, shit. Already?”

“Yeah,” he says, “Russ took care of everything.”

I nod, and I walk upstairs to our bedroom and dress in my one dark suit and tie. 

I lock the front door behind me and climb into the back seat of Russ’s Mercedes.

Looking at me in the rearview mirror, Russ says, “The reception is at the Bill Graham Auditorium. The support that flowed in was overwhelming; we had to keep looking for a larger hall. People from all over the country.”

I mutter, “Uh…” and lean back. Close my eyes.

Nothing less than she deserved.

Oh, God, is she as alone and lost as I am now? 

Russ drops Rob and me off at the entrance and goes to park. Rob leads me to a side door, then to a seat in the front row. I nod to people who greet me, shake hands, and whisper their condolences, then collapse onto the hard seat. The buzz of conversation swells as people file in, and then everyone falls silent as music plays.

Bésame. Bésame Mucho

Each time I cling to your kiss

My heart lurches as Dean Martin’s voice suddenly becomes Maria’s, and I’m back in Trumph, listening to her sing it to me as she laughs and cries, explaining that her daddy used to sing it to her mama.

Russ appears on stage and lays a sheet of paper on a small lectern. The auditorium stills. He taps the microphone and nods as the sound echoes. Clears his throat. “Good evening. I can honestly say, tonight, that I am embarrassed to be an American. To have witnessed this shameful abduction, and then the senseless murder, there is no other word… of this wonderful human being…”

He trails off, shaking his head. “You are all here, thousands of you, to show her what she meant to us. Her courage and relentless pursuit of the truth were a beacon. We all loved her. Her work will live forever.”

He looks down at his note and sighs. “I wrote more words, but that’s all they are. Empty words. She was one of a kind, and we must somehow learn to limp on without her.”

He crumples his note. “KPIX has prepared a video tribute, and we will share that in a moment.” He looks at me. “Allan?”

I stand and walk up the stairs to the stage. Look around the auditorium and think she would probably have been embarrassed by the turnout.

 Sip some water. I rest my arms on the lectern and speak softly. “Friends and colleagues. Thank you all for coming. She would have been honoured.

“I must begin with an apology. I have been selfishly wrapped in grief and have not prepared any words for this moment. I doubt I would have found any, though. I tried once before to find words for such an event, when the woman I loved was murdered by a policeman…”

My voice cracks, and I sip water, remembering my desire that day to be in the grave with Liz. “It is easy to speak of grief. We all, sitting here, feel it. Understand it. But the difficult part is how to carry on living without her? The loss of her laugh from my life, a mere week without it, and already there seems little point in continuing.

“Maria and I used to play a game. We’d say a single word to each other, suddenly, in the silence. Heavy words. Then we’d smile and add, ‘Old Bill me.’ One day, she said the word death. I had to come up with a Shakespearean quote. I said, ‘Life is but a walking shadow, a poor player who struts and frets his hour upon the stage and is heard no more…’”

I stop to breathe, trying to still my trembling body. I continue in a whisper, “She should have died hereafter; there would have been a time for such a word. I stand here today, angry. She was one of the best of us. How much more of her has been stolen from us?”

I shake my head. “I am scared now. The last time I felt this kind of anger didn’t end well…” Tears well, and I walk away from the lectern and sit heavily in my seat.

The lights dim, and the big screens on stage light up as the KPIX tribute plays. I stare, mesmerized, as her face flashes her bright smile, and I listen to her reports, clips from the most shameful parts of our country’s history: Rodney King, George Floyd, and always her, in front of the crowds, shoving her microphone at officials, demanding answers we all wanted to hear but seldom did.

The tribute ends, and we sit in silence, contemplating the loss of that voice.

The lights brighten, and I sit dazed and still. Rob touches my shoulder, and he and Russ walk me to the car. No one approaches me, and I’m grateful for that small mercy. We drive to Cypress Lawn Memorial Park, where George Moscone, the San Francisco mayor assassinated in 1978, is buried. Somehow, it seems fitting.

The procession’s hundreds of cars take almost forty minutes to cover the twelve miles. I sit in the back, watching the bay’s grey waters. Maria’s will requested cremation, and I breathe a sigh of relief, knowing I won’t have to shovel dirt into the grave. The thud of earth hitting the coffin almost did me in last time.

The ceremony passes in a blur. I’m numb, holding myself together just long enough to run back to my cold, empty house.


Chapter Seven

It’s up to you, Madam

Saturday, August 11th, 1957

The morning began like any other in the Player’s life in Cyrildene. Allan had played with his friends in the creek across the road and, after lunch, was now sitting with Rosie in the backyard, on the floor of the servants’ quarters.

Two eight-by-ten-foot bedrooms shared a bathroom with a basin, shower, and toilet. A cast-iron stove stood near the bathroom door, its flue rising through a hole in the roof. A Bluegum wood fire crackled in the stove, and bubbles of sap popped. Puffs of smoke spurted through the vents, and the scent of burnt sugar lingered.

They sat on a blanket on the hall’s cement floor outside her bedroom. They leaned against the wall; legs stretched toward the stove. A hessian sack of potatoes sat beside Rosie, with a pot of water between her legs. She honed her knife on the stove and tested it with her fingertip. She picked up a potato and peeled it in a single, continuous helix. She tossed the peel onto a sheet of newsprint and dropped the potato into the pot with a splash. The earthy smell of potatoes grew stronger.

Allan lifted the peel, marvelling at how it shrank and expanded, wishing he could do the same, to demolish enemies or vanish on demand.

Rosie was listening to Springbok Radio, the South African Broadcasting Corporation’s English station. In a rare tribute to a black musician, the state-run SABC was spinning one of Spokes Mashiyane’s pennywhistle hits. Rosie’s feet were tapping the air, and she was singing the Zulu lyrics in her soft soprano, flicking peels with a flourish.

A black man appeared around the house’s corner. He was tall, dressed in black, and his skullcap covered most of his peppercorn hair. To Allan’s startled eyes, he looked like a shadow, a featureless dark outline with only the whites of his eyes visible. Allan sat, silenced by the apparition, while Rosie, focused on her spiral peels, remained unaware of his presence.

The man stepped into the yard and looked around. Smiled when he saw Rosie. Then he walked towards them and called out in a deep voice, “Sawubona. Hello.”

Rosie’s head spun, searching for the voice. She gasped and shouted, “Hamba!” and waved her knife at him to emphasize go away. She shook her head angrily. 

The man laughed, a grating sound that seemed unfunny to Allan.

The stove popped and hissed, and the man shouted at Rosie and stepped forward.

She leaped to her feet, knocking over the pot. Allan stood and backed away. Rosie glared at the man now standing a few feet from the hallway. Brandishing her knife, she shouted, “Ngiyeke!” and slashed the air with it. Allan understood the Zulu for leave me alone, and the sight of Rosie wielding the knife frightened him. The man shook his head and stumbled closer. Allan backed out of the hallway and
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