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 Part 1

Ancient Woman


1

Ambush

It was almost
eight o’clock and the pizza place was brimming with after-work
customers. Monday was Heritage Day, and the long weekend
beckoned.


“Two-seven-five!”

She went to
collect the pizzas from the counter while her husband waited
outside. He got behind the wheel. The food was on her lap and her
handbag behind her feet on the passenger side.

“If we leave
early tomorrow morning, we can avoid the long-weekend holiday
crowd. I really don’t fancy facing members of the public on my days
off work. We can aim to get to the river in time for brunch, and I
wouldn’t mind some fly fishing before dinner,” he said.

In the early
dark of the spring night, neither of them noticed the white car
following them home. Her husband opened the gate and they pulled
into their driveway.

“When we get
back from Tugela, I’m going to have to trim that bougainvillea bush
again. I don’t know how the garden services missed how it’s
touching the electric fence next to…” she said before he
interrupted.

“We are in
trouble. Please stay calm,” he whispered as they stopped in front
of the garage.

At first
glance, the young man standing in front of the car looked like the
son of their housekeeper, who was living in a cottage behind the
garage.

“What…?” she
asked, confused.

“Please! Stay
calm.”

She caught the
glimmer of a handgun as it tapped against the windscreen. Then
another tap at her window.

A band of
armed men had surrounded them. Her door flew open, and a towering
man clutched her arm. He ripped the ring off her finger, shouting
demands.

“Your watch!
And your phone! I’ll just take the whole bag!” he barked, folding
forward to grab the handbag from behind her feet as she was
rummaging for her mobile phone.

He tightened
his vice-like grip on her arm and dragged her out of the car,
forcing her to the ground. The brick paving was cold under her
cheek and she could feel the tip of a gun in her back. All she
could see were the two pizza boxes on the dew-covered grass where
they had landed in front of her face.

Muffled voices
came from the other side of the car, then the loud thump of a
pistol-whip, while the voice inside her head was saying that
everything would be okay if she did what they asked.

A stinging
kick in the ribs made her flinch.

“Get up!” the
man demanded.

Two of the
robbers were standing guard near the gate, two flanked her, and two
more grabbed her husband by each arm. The seventh man stayed close
by and appeared to be the one in charge. Walking into the garage,
fixing her eyes on the ground, and watching five pairs of feet
moving about with military efficiency, she was scared for the first
time.

When she
looked up, her husband was standing with his back turned to her,
about a metre away. Next to him, a young man was pushing the barrel
of a gun against the back of her husband’s head, whispering
something in his ear.

The man next
to her was older than the others and bizarrely friendly.

“Listen to me
my dear: they’ll shoot him in the head if you don’t help us. Is
there money in the safe?”

She considered
denying that they had a safe, to keep the men out of her house, but
that would mean risking her husband’s life. She felt her heart
shrink with intense anguish at the thought of seeing her husband
shot in the head. Lying was not an option.

“No, there is
nothing… no money in the safe.”

“But there is
a safe?”

“Yes. It has
his pipe and tobacco in it,” she said, waving her hand in her
husband’s direction.

“Well, let’s
go then.”

Back to the
driveway… down the footpath… up the stairs… at the front door. They
were about to enter the house and once behind closed doors anything
could happen. Her mind was racing. She could feel the fear of what
was to come squeezing her throat, and the heat of her husband’s
back near her racing heart, as she stood behind him at the top of
the stairs.

He had already
unlocked the front door when he turned to the robbers and said, “I
have to switch the alarm off first, so you have to wait for me to
open the door and punch in the security code.”

Some
discussion in isiZulu followed. Then, “No, vala! Let’s go
back to the garage!”

Down the
stairs… follow the footpath… back to the driveway… into the open
garage.

“Take off your
shoes and lie on your stomach!” the leader instructed them, and
they obliged.

A few seconds
of terrifying stillness later, a car sped off in the cul-de-sac
outside the gate, followed by another more chilling silence. Were
they gone, or were they still watching? After a short eternity she
was able to look up. She got up slowly, her legs and hands shaking
as she tried to wipe the dirt from the garage floor off her
clothes. Still barefoot, they walked the fifteen metres to the
gate, taken off its track when the robbers followed them into the
driveway on foot.

Dread was
setting in: they took her handbag with all their keys and the
remote control for the gate. What if they decided to come back? Her
husband stood guard at the gate. The panic button to summons the
armed response protection service was in the house, but her legs
wouldn’t get her up the ten steep stairs to the front door, which
was still unlocked. The second panic button was with their
housekeeper!

She hammered
on the cottage door and called for the housekeeper, but there was
no response. Back to the driveway then… down the path… up the
stairs as fast as she could… When she opened the door, the alarm
started blaring. She pushed the panic button, more than once, to
send a distress signal to the security control room.

When the armed
security officer pulled up in his small pick-up truck a few minutes
later, he stopped at the adjacent property.

“Over here!”
she shouted to him from the gate.

“Control, this
is Vehicle Six. It looks like there has been an incident at my
location,” he reported to the control room on the two-way
radio.

“What
happened?” he asked as he came to the gate.

“Armed
robbery,” her husband said emotionless.

“Control, this
is Vehicle Six. Please notify the police of an armed robbery at my
location. And send additional security officers,” he
instructed.

“Let’s wait
for the others inside,” the security officer suggested.

While her
husband talked him through the evening’s events, she set up a
drinks station in the dining room. The other security officers were
inspecting the property when two police officers arrived at around
nine o’clock.

“Evening.
Sorry about all this. How are you holding up?” the officer enquired
as they joined the couple at the dining room table.

“We are fine.
Can we do the statement now?” her husband responded gruffly.

“We have some
photos for you to look at first. Do you recognise any of these
men?” the policeman asked as he placed a folder with four rows of
headshots on the table.

“I didn’t see
their faces,” her husband said without looking down.

She glared
sideways at her husband, then looked down at the photos.

“He was the
guy that pulled me out of the car,” she said, pointing at one of
the photos.

“This guy and
this guy were the lookouts… him… and him. I don’t recognise any of
the others,” she continued, pointing at four more photos before
looking over all the photos once more.

“Thank you,
that’s very helpful. These guys are part of a gang that has been
operating in this area for three months. We haven’t been able to
catch them, and they’re getting more brazen by the day. Yours was
the ninth car they had followed home from the shops. It is the
first time they didn’t kill anyone during the robbery, so you’re
very lucky,” the officer told them.

While the
police officers were taking their statement, frantic chatter
erupted on their radios.

“Calling all
units in the area. Home invasion in progress. One male occupant
shot. One female occupant and two children escaped unharmed. Shots
fired! Shots fired! Security guard down!” they heard as a barrage
of gunshots rang out.

“It must be
them, let’s go!” the police officer said, hastily gathering their
stuff.

“We will be in
touch!” he shouted over his shoulder as the two men ran outside,
jumped in the police van, and sped off.

She suddenly
felt overwhelmed with relief that they had survived, mostly
unscathed. The men had taken her handbag, their phones, her ring,
their watches. They did not take either of their cars. They did not
rape her. They did not kill them. Her husband had a bump on his
head and her ribs were tender, but they were alive.

They were
going through the motions. By half past eleven they had put the
gate back in its track, overridden the electronic motor and locked
it manually, cancelled all their bank cards, blocked their mobile
phones, and arranged that one of the security guards patrol the
property for the night.

They were both
exhausted when they went to bed around midnight. She had worked
through the night on the Wednesday so that she could take the day
off on the Friday. She felt like sobbing but did not want to wake
her husband, who had fallen asleep straight away. Whenever she
managed to doze off, the slightest sound would wake her with a
shock, followed by her racing thoughts. What if they came
back? Hopefully, the patrolling security guard was awake and
alert. What would have happened if they came into the house?
But they didn’t and she should be grateful for that. What could
they have done to prevent the robbery? For every solution she
could come up with, there was also at least one way to thwart it,
and nothing would be hundred percent secure.

What if her
husband had been shot and killed?

She tried to
focus on making mental lists of what they still needed to do before
they could leave for the river the next day. By five o’clock she
gave up on sleep and rustled up some breakfast. The robbers had
taken the two pizzas with them, so they went to bed without dinner.
Her husband soon joined her at the kitchen table. Their
conversation was matter-of-fact.

“Do you think
we could have prevented the robbery?” she wondered out loud.

“It is more
important to figure out if we can do anything to prevent it from
happening again. From now on, we don’t open the gate unless the
cul-de-sac is empty. And wait just inside the gate with the car in
reverse until the gate has closed behind you. And we have to keep
panic buttons in both our cars.”

“Shouldn’t we
move? Maybe to a complex that has twenty-four-hour guarding?”

“I’m not
prepared to sacrifice our space and privacy.”

They decided
to leave for Tugela on the Saturday. It took the whole of Friday to
change all the locks and the gate remote control frequency, apply
for temporary identification documents, cancel store account cards
and cheque books, and order new ones. By Friday evening they were
finally packed and ready to leave early the next morning.

“Don’t you
think you should come with me to the therapist next week, for a
trauma debrief?”

She had seen a
psychologist the day before the robbery, to figure out where her
life and her marriage was heading.

“No. What
would be the point? It won’t change anything. I’ve told you before:
seeing a therapist won’t magically give me career options. And it
certainly won’t protect us from criminals. I want to spend the
weekend fly fishing, then come back and carry on with my life. You
can go for therapy if you want. I won’t be going.”

At least he
was consistent. He survived an armed robbery at work not long
before. His mother was attacked in her home two weeks prior, and
had to be hospitalised with a cut to her leg after the robber hit
her with a crowbar. Being held up in their driveway was just
another uncontrollable, miserable event. He felt trapped in his
job, and because he had to work every fifth weekend, he spent the
four preceding weeks, and every Thursday afternoon that he had time
off work, being depressed about it.

He had become
increasingly reclusive, insisting that having people over or
visiting anyone would drain his last bit of energy. Also, the
towels in all three bathrooms had to hang just so, and the carpet
tassels in the lounge had to be straight, and the three beds had to
be made the same way, and the books on the bookshelves had to be
sorted from tall to short and lined up on the front of the shelf,
and his desk in the study had to be clear of anything other than
his laptop, which he cleaned every day with a lint-free cloth
during his three-hour lunch break, after taking a power nap. The
cycle was relentless. But no, not once that she suggested it, did
he think it would make any difference to see a therapist. She
eventually stopped asking.

Her escape was
her office, behind the house, on the other side of the property. It
used to be a granny flat, but when they bought the house, she moved
her offices there to make it easier for her to work the long hours
she had to, to run her business.

It was a
relief to leave the house behind and drive away. The road trip
without mobile phones was in some ways quite freeing. She slept
most of the way to the river, except for loo and food breaks on the
way, including a brief skirmish with two holidaymakers over
treating service staff with some semblance of respect.

“Welcome to
the river! We are so glad you could still come. How was the drive?
Oh my God, listen to me, carrying on. Are you okay after the
robbery?! Never mind, let’s get you settled in first, then you can
tell me everything. They will show you to your room, and when you
are ready, come join us for brunch,” their gracious host announced
as the porters took their luggage.

“Wow, this
place is beautiful. So peaceful and calming. It’s surreal!” she
exclaimed when she saw the outdoor shower, built discreetly under a
huge tree behind their room.

Her husband
did not say anything. He grabbed his fishing kit and disappeared to
the river. After overeating at brunch, she found a spot under a
tree next to the river and slept and read and slept and read and
slept and read for the rest of the afternoon (and most of the
Sunday), while he fished.

He was very
quiet during dinner that evening. On the way back to their room,
she asked what he was thinking. Sunday night, she asked what he was
feeling. Monday morning, she asked if he was okay. The answer was
always the same.

“I don’t want
to talk about it.”

The drive back
to Jozi on the Monday was silent. She was thinking of arriving
home, the place that was no longer safe. She could still feel the
presence of the guy with the beanie next to her window, and the gun
in her back, but mostly she saw the gun pointed at the back of her
husband’s head.

What if her
husband had been shot and killed?

Eight minutes
had dramatically altered their lives.


2

Reprieve

She could hear
a ship’s horn and seagulls, screeching their protest. He was
leading her through the crowd to a restaurant somewhere on the Cape
Town waterfront where he had booked for dinner. She hardly knew the
city, but it was bustling with tourists - apparently not
surprising, even for a Sunday evening, he said.

He was as
handsome as she remembered him: a George Clooney look-alike who had
aged as well as the heart-throb himself, with a captivating charm
and subtle bad-boy vibe about him. Years before, when they had met
at church, she was a student, and he was an apprentice at a
prestigious law firm. They spent most of their limited free time
that year sharing low-budget meals, copious amounts of cheap but
half-decent wine and beer, deep meaningful conversations, grandiose
career aspirations and the somewhat over-zealous sex of
youthfulness.

Commitment was
not on the table, and when she broke it off, it was because of that
- ripping off the band-aid before it got too stuck. He said he felt
like someone he loved deeply had died. She felt like someone she
loved deeply had died, too, and at her own hand. There were moments
when she regretted forfeiting the no-commitment game of
loving-you-but-not-saying-it with him. Her heart could feel him
moments away, but her head could not turn back and reach out.
Whenever she was about to falter, she would think of a quote from
one of her favourite movies: ‘Damaged people are dangerous because
they know they can survive.’

They went
their separate ways and moved to different cities a year later when
she had completed her studies and he had completed his
apprenticeship and passed the bar exam. When she ran into him
unexpectedly at a friend’s birthday party ten years later, she was
married, and he was divorced and on a date. During a quick
smoke-break outside, they promised to get together to catch up, and
left the details of the ten years for then. But he moved cities
again before they could pursue the planned reconnection, and so
they kept in touch at a distance with texts around birthdays and
holidays. When she had to travel to his home city for work two
years later, they finally arranged to catch up over dinner.

They had a lot
of catching up to do. She spoke of her husband, how they had known
each other since childhood, and started dating shortly after she
had landed her second real job. She founded her own business two
years later, and she never had children.

“You remember
that woman I always spoke about, the one that got away?”

She
nodded.

“Well, I got
in touch with her after I moved away, and we decided to give it
another go. And then I fucked it up completely, before it even
started, with one last fling.”

She thought
she saw his eyes moisten and glaze over.

“So, I did the
honourable thing and married a one-night stand stranger who fell
pregnant with my child. We had a second boy soon after. She was
hard work, hey. She finished top of her class at law school but
refused to lift a finger to find work and help financially. She
wasn’t shy to spend money, though. Then I found out she had been
cheating on me for a couple of years, with an American guy that she
met online.”

Well, that
was probably inevitable, she thought to herself.

“No! That’s
awful! What did you do?!”

“I was
devastated! The custody and alimony battles were ugly, and the
divorce dragged on for two years. I was awarded custody of our two
sons, and I support them financially, but not her. We weren’t even
divorced yet when she had another baby - and not with the American
guy.”

She felt a
pang of sorrow for him. Although he emerged the victor, she could
tell he was severely damaged.

“I’m now
hunting for a trophy wife. My best friend and I have developed a
secret system to evaluate prospects on a ten-point scale. Women who
score below eight points aren’t worth our effort.”

Even though
she was partially flattered that he would tell her about their
scheme, she recoiled at the thought of the objectification of the
women they were ‘hunting’. Young, attractive women, willing to lend
a certain status to a much older man with their looks, and to
provide him with sexual attention, in exchange for a share of his
power and money. But she was feeling nostalgic about seeing him
again, and the spring sea air on the balcony of the restaurant was
moist and salty, the seafood fresh and juicy, the wine - which the
region is renowned for - exquisite and in ample supply, so she
brushed the thought aside. Besides, she had always been a sucker
for wounded, broken men.

“Take my arm
so you don’t fall. If you’re half as drunk as I am, we are going to
struggle to walk straight,” he said as they walked to the waiting
taxi.

Neither let go
of the other’s arm after they got in.

“Let me walk
you to your room,” he offered when they got to the hotel.

She did not
mind, really. It was late and she was not all that steady on her
feet.

“Do you want
to come in for coffee?”

“That would be
great! I still have to drive home.”

She turned
away but before she could get to the coffee machine, she felt his
hand catching her neck from behind, lightly stopping her from
moving away from him as he followed her into the room. She could
keep on walking to the other side of the suite, but she knew it was
too late for that. And then the long-forgotten but vaguely familiar
butterflies returned to her belly, fluttering to her heart, to her
head, down her spine as she turned around.

He wrapped his
arms tightly around her waist, pulling her closer. She could feel
the shape of his arms under his shirt as she moved her hands up and
around his neck. They stood silent for a moment, his intense stare
warming her face. He tilted his head down slightly and kissed her
forehead, then her ears one at a time, and then she felt his lips
burn on hers. The kiss became more insistent and tingling
exhilaration flooded her whole body. She leaned back, out of breath
and shocked at the ease with which she was surrendering.

“Eight out of
ten.”

“Did you
say…?” In an instant she was pulled back from the brink of yielding
to a wistful craving, to recoiling in disgust and squirming out of
his embrace.

“I have an
early start tomorrow,” she said, showing him the door. The door
barely closed behind him when she picked up her mobile phone from
the bureau and texted her husband.

“Ready for
bed. Workshop starts early. Good night and sleep tight. xxx”

* * *

The week
dragged by in a mix of seeing clients and working hard long hours,
peppered with guilt and shame, and reluctant apprehension to go
back home to her husband. At the airport on her way home the Friday
afternoon, she sent her long-ago boyfriend a cold shoulder text,
hoping to create some distance between them:

“I remain 100%
committed to my husband.”

Her homecoming
was as uneventful as she had gotten used to. Having resolved to
work on her marriage following the trip, she booked a session for
them with a therapist, but at the last minute her husband decided
not to go, offering up work pressures as an excuse. Most of the
first session with the therapist was spent explaining why she had
come alone and defining her goals for therapy. The day after the
session the robbery happened, and the week after that she went back
for the second session, again on her own.

“So, I know I
came to see you last week to figure out my life, but we were held
up in our driveway last week.”

After her
by-then normalised information-sharing to bring the therapist up to
speed with what had happened, he suggested they try a deep
relaxation and focusing exercise, to access her subconscious
emotions about the robbery. She was hoping they could tap into the
unanswered question that had stayed with her since the robbery:
what if her husband had died?

“Close your
eyes and focus on getting comfortable. Adjust your body until you
are in the right position for relaxing and if anything is making
you uncomfortable, fix it… I am going to count down from ten to
one, and when I get to one you will feel completely relaxed. Take a
deep breath in… and exhale... deep breath in… and exhale… ten,
relax your feet... toes... ankles… nine, relax your legs... calf
muscles... knees... thighs... your legs are getting heavier and
heavier… eight, your whole body is starting to feel relaxed... your
chest… seven, your shoulders... all the way down your arms... your
hands... your fingers... all relaxed... feeling heavier and
heavier… six, let your neck relax... feel your face relaxing...
your cheeks... your jaw... your lips… five, let your eyes relax…
your eyebrows relax… your forehead relaxes… four, everything feels
heavy like stone… completely relaxed… the weight is pressing down
and you can’t move your arms and legs… enjoy the feeling of
complete relaxation and let go… the more you relax, the more you
will relax… three, your mind drifts as you feel a wave of calm
relaxation flowing through your body flowing down and down… gently
and easily… feel your body sinking down… safe… secure… warm… two,
every breath out is soft and gentle… relaxing you more… and so you
can relax deeper and deeper now… letting go… drifting away…
enjoying the feeling… one, you are completely relaxed now… totally
at ease… your mind can float away to a place far, far away…
somewhere where you always feel relaxed and comfortable… think of
the place and what it is like… as your mind drifts ever deeper...
enjoying the place and the feeling of this place… nothing else is
important… nothing else matters… enjoy the moment… empty your
mind…” the therapist led her.

In this
relaxed state, she was acutely aware of what was happening, but her
conscious mind, which had been focusing on the shock of the robbery
and the sadness when she thought her husband was going to die, took
a backseat and handed the steering wheel to her subconscious mind.
She recalled the robbery in so much detail that it felt like she
was both playing a role in and watching a movie in 3D on a big
screen. She felt her heart jump when she startled at the gun
tapping on the window next to her. She saw herself wincing at the
sharp pain from three kicks in her ribs while she was lying on the
ground. She could feel herself screaming a soundless No! No!
No! when the guy pointed the gun at her husband’s head.

“How would the
story end if the guy shot him and he died?”

“I’m standing
in the garage during the robbery, naked, crying, and scared. Two of
the men are holding my arms spread to the sides making a cross with
my body. One of the other men shoots my husband. I fall to my
knees, crying into my own hug. My husband dissolves into a ghost
and walks away from me, and my soul leaves my body.”

Her mind
suddenly jumped to a different scene.

“I’m sitting
at a desk, still crying. My body feels hollow. My husband’s spirit
appears behind me with his left hand on my right shoulder. I turn
to him and he hugs my head against his body. Layers and layers of
relief shroud me. I get up and we walk off holding
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