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      I walk aimlessly through the back streets of the city. The night fog is coming in and the cool damp makes me shiver. My aches and pains are as bad as ever and my backpack feels heavier than ever. Everything I own is in it, everything that is left of the life I had before.
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      I stop at the next bus stop and sigh with relief as I put my bulky backpack on the built-in seat. The tiny space under the partial roof could give me some protection, but the light and openness expose me to the bad guys, the ones who like to kick and rape old, defenceless women like me. So I just sit there for a while and then move on to where my legs can take me.

      It is one of those days when nothing goes right. The people in the chapel shook their heads when they saw me approaching, so I didn't even ask. They could at least have offered me a place to sleep on the veranda, but since the police chased us all away, no one dares to sleep there anymore.

      One of the new mayor's promises was to clean up the city. There were enough complaints and talk about the homeless to make it one of his most effective promises; a promise that gave him the votes to win the election. Now he has to deliver on a promise that has started a war between the rich and the poor.

      Nobody expected this, except me. I know that wealth is built on the poverty of others, but there comes a time when the impoverished fight back. Except me. I am leaving the fight to the younger generations. I am too tired to fight and take my fate as it comes.

      I like to be alone, away from the noise, the aggression and the fear. Not that I'm not afraid. I'm afraid a lot when I don't know where to go. Like now. But I like to avoid the fear of others, and I don't want to share the worry with others because it makes it worse.

      My body aches to lie down and stretch out in a comfortable, warm bed. I have counted the last coins in my pocket so many times today. I let my fingers touch each one and count them again. I am two coins short of a stay in the Morgue. It's a strange name for accommodation, but it's built like drawers for corpses. Each drawer, or capsule, is just big enough to lie down and sleep. The more expensive ones have TV and internet access, but I don't have enough coins for even the cheapest.

      So I walk on. My swollen feet hurt in my shoes as they take me to the public hospital around the corner. I have stayed there before as a last resort for the night. The waiting room is big, with lots of chairs and sofas. It can be noisy, with drunk and drugged people, injured and bleeding from senseless street fights. But it is a place to go, to sit down in relative safety and, if I am lucky, to be offered a cup of hot soup.

      

      As I enter, the glare of the bright light hits me. My eyes have become more sensitive to light over the years, I think it is a matter of age, but my eyesight has also faded considerably. I still have a pair of glasses in my backpack, but I prefer not to wear them for fear of breaking them. I have nothing against the bright light, though; my sunglasses broke a long time ago, so I look around for a darker spot elsewhere.

      I let my gaze wander over the heads of the others, trying to avoid eyes. It's difficult because almost everyone is staring at me. What do they see when they look at me, apart from an old, untidy woman with a big backpack? I am painfully aware of my grey, unwashed hair that has grown wild, my dirty, broken fingernails, and my old clothes that have turned to rags. The coat I was once proud of is torn in places, dirty and smelly. Since I have been sleeping rough, I have also lost a lot of weight. My once shapely and firm body has turned to skin and bones, and my face shows deep wrinkles of suffering and sorrow. Yet I still feel alive inside. My heart is full of compassion for others. I enjoy watching children play and bathing in the feel of a breeze and the sound of splashing water.

      There's a bit of happiness left in me; that bit I've been saving for the few moments of joy I sometimes bring up to survive the dull days of existence. But as I stand here and now, I feel ashamed. I am in the spotlight and my appearance frightens the smaller children, who turn away from me and cling to their mums and dads for protection. Some point their fingers at me and make comments that I can't and don't want to hear.

      I enter the waiting room of the hospital and don't know where to go, as every corner of the room is lit up and filled with people sitting and standing.

      The scene before me suddenly becomes blurred. Is it my eyesight getting worse? Are my eyes filled with tears or am I feeling dizzy? I feel my legs shaking and I want to sit down more and more. The nurse calls for a family and at least three seats in the middle of the room become available. Dragging my feet, I shuffle towards them, feeling all eyes on me. Two teenage girls, both heavily made up and chewing gum, rush towards the seats. I know they have been watching me and are trying to get there before me. I feel a wave of anger rise up inside me, leaping forward and grabbing the middle chair the second they get there.

      “Bloody stinking bitch,” one of them says.

      “Bitch yourself,” I hiss at her.

      “What did you say?” She asks, taking an earphone out of the one ear.

      “I said, bitch yourself!” My words come out loud and clear, making everyone around us look up. The girl stares at me, stunned. She was expecting an answer, at least not one like that.

      The other teen, looking equally stunned but more compromising, says, “Why don’t you move to the left or to the right, so we can all sit?”

      “Okay,” I say, and move to the left.

      Now the girls have a problem. None of them wants to sit next to me. I remain silent and enjoy their struggle. They both walk away, leaving me satisfied with myself.

      Slowly the seats around me become empty as everyone prefers to go somewhere else. I feel happy and sad. Pleased and annoyed. I put my heavy backpack in front of me, stretch my aching legs on it, close my burning eyes and nod off.

      

      Someone touches my shoulder. Am I dreaming? I open my eyes. A nurse with a friendly face asks me to come with her.

      "Oh no," I say, annoyed, "I'm not here for that."

      "Then what are you here for?" She asks.

      "For shelter.“ I reply, looking down.

      "Never mind madam, I think we need to have a look at your legs. They are very swollen."

      I look at my legs. They are twice as big as usual. "Okay."

      The friendly nurse helps me up and carries my backpack.

      The waiting room of the hospital is almost empty now; I must have slept for hours. My legs are killing me and I struggle to follow her. The nurse takes my arm and leads me into a lift. We go up to the second floor, then down a corridor. We enter a room with two beds separated by a curtain.

      "I suggest you take a shower before the doctor examines you. Put all your clothes in this basket and put these on."

      She hands me a pile of clean clothes and leads me to the communal bathroom. I haven't had a shower or a change of clothes in a long time and I'm looking forward to it. The bathroom is large and smells of bleach. I take off my dirty old clothes and dare to look at myself in the wall mirror. Apart from my legs, which now look blue, I am as thin as a toothpick. Folds of loose skin hang from my torso. The skin on my arms and face has become leathery. My breasts look like dried sausages, almost down to my navel. My pubic hair is gone and the front of my vaginal slit is open. How, I ask myself, can a human body change so dramatically from beautiful to ugly? I am delighted to discover that this is a walk-in shower, turn on the hot water and forget myself in the golden rain of water.

      At first it runs off me in brown rivulets, carrying the dirt of weeks of walking the streets of the city, and only after a long while does the water become clear. I lean against the shower wall with both hands and let the drops massage my back. I have never felt so good. After what seems like an eternity, I lower the shower head and direct the water between my legs. It's the moment I've been waiting for. The hard jets hit my clit. Oh my God, I'll never get too old for this! I feel a wonderful satisfaction as I wait out the tingling after the climax.

      Feeling somewhat rejuvenated, I slowly leave the shower cubicle, but my legs soon remind me of the physical dilemma I am in.

      What a good nurse she is, recognising the medical emergency I am in, which I finally realise. I dry myself and put on the clean white clothes, consisting of a vest, padded underpants and a long nightdress open on both sides. There are several creams and oils on the shelf. I take my time, choosing a homeopathic face cream and body oil for my arms. My hair is frizzy and it takes a lot of effort to comb it.

      Finally I am finished and look at myself in the mirror. Better now, but a new sudden attack of weakness consumes me. The bed is white, clean and soft. I lie back and fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      

      I wake up to the sound of hail hitting the window. The storm outside immediately brings me back to reality. Where would I go in this weather, especially now that the new mayor has announced that he wants to rid the city of the homeless?

      My legs feel heavier than usual. I pull off the blanket and am surprised to see that they are covered with stockings. Just then the friendly nurse walks in. "Oh hello, you had a nice long sleep!"

      "Hm, yes."

      She stands in front of me and looks at me sympathetically. "The doctor examined your legs while you were asleep and diagnosed you with severe oedema of the lower limbs. Do you know what that is?"

      "Yes, sort of. Too much fluid, right?"

      "Correct. So we're going to keep you here for a few days. You need a lot of rest, also because you are very exhausted."

      "Okay." I am not unhappy about it. It means a nice warm bed and good food for a few days.

      "I have also arranged for one of our social workers to contact you."

      "Oh, but why?"

      "Because you are homeless and we want to help you."

      "I want to stay homeless."

      "Well, you can discuss that with our social worker. Even if you stay homeless, we have services for people like you."

      "Thank you."

      I am surprised at all the attention I am getting. The nurse turns to leave, but then remembers something. "Oh, we need to do some blood tests to check your kidney and liver function."

      I sigh. "Well, if you have to."

      "Yes, we do," she says with a cheeky smile and disappears.

      I am exhausted but get out of bed. My legs feel somehow stronger. Could it be that the stockings are helping?

      As I walk to the door, I realise there is someone else in my room. The curtains around her bed blocks my view, but I can hear her breathing. On my return I will have a look.

      

      The bathroom is occupied, so I stand at the door and wait. I can not stand still as I have to relieve myself. Another woman comes, makes a face when she sees me waiting and gets in line behind me. I'm glad she doesn't strike up a conversation because I'm not in the mood for one. I've never chatted with anyone in all these years, so why now? We stand there in silence for at least ten minutes. Finally the door opens and I rush in, just managing to make it to the toilet. This time I avoid the mirror on the wall.

      On my return I smell a perfume in the room. It is delicately floral and reminds me of a spring meadow. I can also hear a faint chattering from behind the curtains. I've always had a problem hearing in crowded places. If there are more than two voices, I cannot make out the words. I crawl back to my bed.

      There is a covered plate on my bedside table. Two slices of bread, butter, pieces of meat and tomatoes! I don’t have much of an appetite, but my empty stomach rumbles; I haven't eaten for at least two days and so I start slowly. Bite by bite I feel stronger and my stomach calms down.

      Two sisters who look like nuns appear from behind the screen of my neighbour’s bed and now focus on me. “Hello, we hope you have recovered.”

      I nod my head. 

      Each holds a pen and paper. “Please give us your name and date of birth.”

      “Why?”

      “Well,” one explains, “we need to register you here in the hospital.”

      My name. It feels strange to say my name, to give myself an identity. I used to be nothing out there somewhere. Since I have been in hospital, I seem to have become someone again. “Sofia Waters.”

      “Thank you. And your date of birth?”

      “29th of June 1958.”

      “Oh, your birthday tomorrow!” One nun says.

      I shrug my shoulders. “Who cares anyway?”

      “We care.” They say it in unison and leave.

      The next person comes to my bed. She looks formal and introduces herself as Angela from the Social Support Charity Group. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Better.”

      “I would like to ask you some questions, Sofia. The Social Support Charity Group launched an initiative to help homeless people after the new mayors election and his new policy regarding the homeless. There are some new services I would like you to know of, which will help you should you stay homeless.”

      “I have no choice but to stay homeless. I have no home.”

      “Would you like to tell me your story?” Angela asks nicely.

      “What story?”

      “How did it come to that? Why are you homeless?”

      I stare at her. “It’s a story I’ve been trying to forget for years, now you are asking me to remember it all and tell it to you?” This is the longest sentence I have spoken in a long time. 

      “Well, you don’t have to tell me all the details. Just a summary of what happened.” She pulls up a chair, pushes it close to my bed and looks at me expectantly.

      I fall silent. I can feel my old rage rising again. Tears threaten to come up but I push them down. I cough. “My children ...” I stop. Now the tears roll down my face.

      Angela passes me a tissue. “Take your time,” she says softly.

      I fall silent again, not knowing where to start.

      “What did you do for a living when you were younger?” Angela asks.

      “I wrote.”

      “What did you write about?”

      “Children’s books.”

      Angela looks at me. Then she reads my name again on her paper and realises.

      “Are you Sofia Waters, the author of The Cradle of the White Lioness?

      I don’t respond. It’s all too much for me. I feel exposed and vulnerable. 

      As if she could read my feelings, Angela says: 

      “Do not worry, Sofia, whatever we talk about here is confidential. No one will know what or who you were except me.”

      Somehow I like her and I want to confide in her. I want to share my story.

      “So, I suppose you have become rich from your stories. I mean, every child knows The Cradle of the White Lioness. My daughter has read every part of the series.”

      “Yes, the royalties kept coming in for over a decade. Then, with the onset of self-publishing on the Internet, the children’s book market flooded with new children’s books.” 

      In my memory I go back to my past and see myself as a rich woman, living in a big mansion, wearing expensive clothes and jewellery. How naive I was then; I knew nothing about anything but writing. I knew nothing and was completely indifferent to what was happening in the world and in my own country. I used to flirt with married men, who were aware of my vulnerability and took possession of me and then dumped me.

      “But where has all this wealth gone to?” Angela asks.

      “That’s another story,” I answer. “I blame my daughter and my daughter-in-law, but I also put a lot of blame on the banks.”

      “Let me guess,” Angela said. “Your children took up home loans and used your property as security.”

      I am startled. How does she know? Oh yes, it was common practice in those days and there was no control over the banks. I am probably not the only parent to have suffered this fate.

      "Yes, but the worst thing is that they defaulted and the bank seized my property. Of course, they owe me the value of my lost property, but my daughter's husband, who is a banker himself, came up with the clever trick of disowning me. My daughter and daughter-in-law conspired against me, threw me out and don't want anything to do with me. I still don't understand how children can do this to their mother.

      “What about your son?”

      “He left for South America and never came back. I don’t even know if he is still alive.”

      “And the father of your children?”

      “I was a single mum right from the start.”

      Angela looks pale. My ugly story affects her, as it affects me and everyone else, because it is a miserable story. 

      “I presume since then you are traumatised, and you have never recovered.”

      “Traumatised is a mild expression for how I feel. I feel worthless, non-existent. I wonder why I am still around.”

      There is a long silence. My throat is dry from talking. I feel exhausted and ask Angela to leave so I can rest.

      The next two days I sleep a lot. For my birthday the nuns put a bunch of flowers on my bedside table. I have mixed feelings about this, seeing my birthday as an unbearable burden rather than a reason to celebrate. The nurse wakes me for meals and medication, to take blood samples and massage my legs. Most of the time I don't notice what's going on around me until three days later. I lie awake in my bed, trying to work out where to go after the hospital kicks me out.

      “Is anyone here?” I hear the mysterious person from behind the curtain call out.

      “Yes, I am here,” I answer reluctantly.

      “Please, come.” She says with a broken voice.

      What does she want from me? I've become afraid of this screen; of the unknown or what's behind it. I don't know how to react. Should I pull the curtain aside and step inside? What can I expect to see? Perhaps this person has been injured in an accident? Perhaps this person has an infectious disease? Warts and blemishes all over the face? An eye missing? A bleed? I haven't noticed any sounds from her in the last few days. Has she been to the toilet since I arrived? No. I think the nurses are changing her leakproof underwear. That's why they sometimes leave with plastic bags and gloves. But I do not smell anything. This person is a mystery.

      “Are you coming?” She demands.

      “Yes.” Her urgent tone makes me stand up and walk over. “I am coming in now.”

      With trembling hands I open the curtain at the entrance. The woman is covered in linen, and her head and face are barely visible behind a veil. She looks like a ghost.

      “Why do you wear a veil?” I ask.

      “Because I am allergic to dust.” Her voice is frail, and she speaks with a foreign accent.“Please sit down. I need you to listen. My end is near.”

      I feel irritated because I didn’t expect to be a witness to the last words of a dying person.

      “I wish I could help you.” I say, trying to be accommodating.

      “You can help me by listening, because I need someone to know about this.”

      I sit down beside her. “I am Sofia.”

      “My name is Avril,” she says. “I am from South Africa. I have no relatives left and I have a secret I will tell you. You have deserved it.”

      “What have I deserved, and why?” 

      “Please forgive me but I heard you talking to Angela.”

      “It’s all right.” I say.

      “Do you know much about diamonds?” Avril asks.

      “Hm, I had a few diamond rings but they have all been turned into cash, which I spent.”

      “Ok. Have you heard of the Big Hole of Kimberley?”

      I think for a while. “Yes, I have heard of it. It’s a diamond mine.”

      “Well, it used to be. My great grandfather was there during the diamond rush. Initially he was hired to help build electric street lighting in Kimberley, but then got side-tracked and dug for diamonds.”

      “When might this have been?” I ask.

      “End of nineteenth, beginning of twentieth century. Well,” Avril sits up a little, “he found a diamond. A big one.”

      “Great.” I say, not sure how to respond. Is she a show-off?

      “It is a twenty carat diamond. It weighs four grams, has a round brilliant cut, and has a diameter of almost 30 mm. It is flawless, which means the rarest clarity grade.”

      I am impressed. “Wow.”

      Avril continues unperturbed. “Its market value is at around 4.5 million GlobalUnits in the present time.”

      “What’s that in gold value?” I ask breathless.

      “That’s roughly 120 kilograms of solid gold, or almost 10 bars.”

      I can’t stop wondering why she is telling me all this, but I can’t stop my questions for curiosity.“So, what did your great grandfather do with it?”

      “Nothing. It was passed down the generations. I have it now.”

      “Where?” I ask without hesitation.

      “Well, my dear, that’s what I am telling you now. It will be yours once you find it.”

      I swallow. Am I dreaming? “But ... why me? Don’t you have children?”

      “My only daughter died childless a few months ago.”

      “What about extended family?”

      “None left.”

      I am stunned by the news but decide not to comment. 

      “So,” Avril carries on after she has taken a sip of water, “you’ll find it at 443 Fergusson Street, Downtown. There is a shed in the back garden. You must go through the house to get there. Here’s the key.” She points to the drawer in her bedside table. I open it.

      “Take it.” She says. 

      “Inside that shed, pretty much in the centre, you’ll find a lawnmower. Dig right under it, and about half a metre down you’ll find a silver box filled with styrofoam balls. Three of the balls are discoloured and bigger than the others, the magnificent diamond is inside the blue-coloured ball, wrapped in its official diamond certificate and plastic.”

      I look at Avril in disbelief. “But who lives at this address?”

      “It’s my home, and it is vacant now. Once I die, it will be transformed into free accommodation for  homeless adults and children. The shed will be torn down, and a new building raised there. It is important that you go there as soon as you can.”

      There is a long silence. We are both recovering from what has been said.

      “Now, there is one important thing you still need to know,” Avril says. She looks like she will expire soon. The veil clinging to her moist skin, white and drained of energy, life leaving her body.

      “Tell me,” I say as if in a trance.

      “Go to Dirk van Kerkhoff to get an up-to-date value of the diamond. No other person, please. Dirk is the only one who will give you the true value.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “Our great grandfathers were best friends.”

      Her secret told, Avril falls asleep. I sit and stare at her. The wind is blowing outside and soft instrumental music is coming from the common room. I get up and quietly take a piece of paper, as I don't want to disturb Avril. I find a pen on my bedside table. My hand stiffens as I write the address. To my horror, I realise that my handwriting has turned into a big scribble. I used to write all my manuscripts by hand. My editors turned up their noses at it, but I didn't care. Now my fingers are riddled with arthritis and it hurts to even write a word. I crumple up the paper and put it in my bag. No one should get there before me. Avril's story sounds bizarre, but she was clear about the details.

      I decide to have a shower. On my way to the bathroom, Angela, the social worker, stops me.“Sofia, I have a few things for you. I’ll come to you in about an hour.”

      “All right.”

      The shower is refreshing. How will I deal with my newfound sense of cleanliness when I am back on the streets? I doubt my desire to remain homeless and remember what Avril said about her home. Free accommodation for the homeless? That will come in handy. But when I have the diamond and have turned it into cash, I will rent an apartment. The thought brings a smile to my face. Live like a normal person again! Sleep in a warm bed every night! Eat good food and never be afraid of being abused by others! Take medicine for the pain! Go to the hairdresser! No, that would be too much! I can't waste the money, I have to be careful how I spend it. In my dreams I forget the time, and when I return to my room Angela is waiting for me.

      “There you are. You are looking so much better!”

      “Thank you.”

      “When is your next pension due?” Angela asks.

      “On the first.”

      “Okay. Here is some cash and here are some new clothes for you. I could only guess at your size, but I think they will fit.”

      She places a pile of new underwear, jeans, a jumper, a coat, woollen socks and fur-lined boots in front of me. There is also a new rucksack with outside pockets filled with an eiderdown sleeping bag.

      “Oh okay, I suppose they are throwing me out,” I mumble.

      “Tomorrow,” Angela says. “But don’t despair, I have more for you.”

      “Yes?”

      “Look.” She hands me over a card. “This card has a bar code. You are now registered as homeless. With this card you pay half for accommodation at the Morgue, and you’ll get free food at the soup kitchen. You may also have free laundry service and showers at the public bathhouse. 

      “That’s helpful, thank you,” I say, feeling grateful. Angela says goodbye to me and leaves her number in case I need any help. Thank you God, my legs brought me to this hospital last week and a whole new world has opened up for me. I am tired from the events of the day and lie down to sleep.

      

      I must have slept long and soundly because when I wake up the monitors are gone and so is Avril. A freshly made bed is ready for the next patient. Avril is gone and I am alone with her secret. A wave of grief overwhelms me, but my consolation is that Avril was ready to die. She was very old and the way she spoke suggested her suffering. I still feel like I was dreaming, but the key and the note with the address are in my pocket. When the nurse enters, I ask about Avril.

      “She died last night. She suffered a great deal. I think she was relieved to go.”

      “I think so too.”

      “Look, I don’t want to be pushy, Sofia, but if you could leave after breakfast that would be great. We expect two new patients today for this room.”

      “No problem.”

      Before I leave, I eat my breakfast and get dressed. The new clothes fit, but I feel strange in them. I waste no time and go straight to the bus stop where the buses leave for the city centre. No one notices me; I have become one of them, at least for now. I don't have to wait long. The bus driver asks for the fare, which I pay from the money Angela gave me. The ride is bumpy, but I haven't been on a bus in a long time, so I enjoy looking out the window and watching the world go by. I get off at one of the city centre stations. Luckily I know the city and head south to Fergusson Street, one of the wealthier parts of the city.

      I walk slowly past the large estates. Most of them are walled in, blocking the view of passers-by. Expensive cars are parked along the landscaped sidewalks and the people are well dressed. I am immediately conscious of my appearance, but no one seems to mind; I could be a housemaid or a childminder on my way to work.

      339, 441, 443. Here I am. I don't dare look up and pretend to know where I am. Confidently I walk down the path towards the massive entrance door. Now is the moment of truth as I turn the key in the lock. The door opens and I slip inside.

      The smell of absence overwhelms me. I feel that life has left this place, just as I watched Avril's life leave her. Yet I can still smell her perfume, subtly moving through the air with the breeze of my arrival. The house has high rooms and a beautiful crystal chandelier hangs from the ceiling. It marks the bottom of a curved staircase with an elaborate wooden handrail that leads to the upper rooms. Polished wooden floors covered with Persian carpets add to the grandeur of the place. Suitable for a museum or a national library, but free accommodation for the homeless? Why did Avril care about people like me? Was she homeless once? It seems to me that Avril was homeless in her heart; a lost soul in a foreign land with no sense of belonging. Going to a faraway place did not cure her illness; it did not allow her to escape her loneliness. Living in such a home would have helped Avril to be physically comfortable, and she wanted to give this luxury to lonely people like her. Sadly, however, Avril never found her home. Home; that intangible thing inside you, the hidden treasure, the pot of purity that makes people happy.

      Lost in thought and overflowing with emotion, I stroll through the house to the back door leading to the back garden. To my surprise it is unlocked, but as I step outside I understand why there is no need to lock it. The property is surrounded by high walls topped with barbed wire. Why all this security? Certainly not for the diamond I am looking for!

      The old wooden shed looks like a garden tool shed. A rusty padlock secures the sliding door, and when I touch it, it slips off its hook. There is a small window that gives just enough light to look around. In the middle of the room is an old lawn mower. According to Avril's instructions, the diamond must be right underneath it. Someone had left a shovel leaning against a wall. Without delay, but with great effort, I move the lawnmower and start digging. The ground is hard and after a few strokes most of my strength has gone. I lean back against the wall, panting. A few more strokes, then I have to rest again. I continue on and off for three hours, coming down about thirty centimetres. From the window I watch the afternoon sun disappear behind the wall. Soon cold air begins to blow in and I call it a day. I will have to start again in the morning with renewed energy.

      I walk over to the house and devour the sandwich I bought earlier in the day. Then I search the kitchen for more food and find a few bottles of beer in a cupboard. On the shelf above, a few tins of pickled fruit and vegetables, dried meat and vacuum-packed pasta are waiting to be eaten. Avril had prepared not to go hungry. The beer is bitter, but my thirst makes me drink quickly. The effect of the alcohol is immediate. I climb the stairs, find a bed and fall into a deep sleep.

      Rumbling thunder wakes me. I listen to the pouring rain and see the reflection of lightning on the opposite wall. A splitting headache and thirst make me get up in search of water. As I walk down the stairs, a clock chimes, and I can smell a hint of Avril’s perfume again. The lingering scent is like her spirit trying to catch up with me. I feel comforted and no longer as lonely as I once was.

      Dawn breaks, and after helping myself to a bottle of water from one of the many kitchen cupboards, I explore the villa. So far I have seen the main entrance hall, the kitchen and the dining room, but there are a few doors I am curious to open. I enter three more rooms, each provided with heavily draped floor-to-ceiling windows, and fitted with ornate furniture and a variety of musical instruments. I notice another door leading from the dining room and open it carefully. The room is brightly lit by the morning sun now shining through the only curtain-less window.
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      Following the sun’s rays, I spot a huge wall painting of a white lioness standing out against a dark background. As I get closer, I notice the artist’s intricate brush strokes, creating a complex mix of rough and fine textures around the white lioness’s face and her fur. She walks towards the viewer and looks me straight in the eye. The direct confrontation overwhelms me and I stand there in awe. Could this be the connection between Avril and me? There is a deeper meaning to the obvious; we didn’t just meet by chance. When I wrote my book series The Cradle of the White Lioness, I walked with the lioness as she struggled to survive in the African desert. I was there when she found her mate, and when she protected her cubs from predators. I let her descendants start a new pride of white lions, patrolling the fringes of buffalo herds and setting off for the kill. Something unimaginable is happening here and now. I feel at one with the lioness. I can feel my inner strength rising from a long lost place within me. A new era in my life has just begun. I am no longer vanished in a void of lost dreams nor reduced to unfulfilled memories. For the first time in many years I find myself smiling; the burden of my past is lifted and I look forward to the new day.

      Armed with my new-found energy, I continue digging. The spirit of the white lioness has given me a firm faith in Avril's revelation. There is no doubt in my mind that the diamond is down there. At midday my shovel hits something hard. The box is firmly anchored in the ground and I have to dig around it to get to it. Bit by bit, I free it from it's earthly surroundings until I get a grip to lift it out. It is very heavy. Sweat runs down my face and I pant with the effort. I place the box on the old lawnmower and open it. The polystyrene balls are exactly as Avril had described them.  After a short search, I hold the blue one in my hand, and on closer inspection I discover a line around it. I twist the two halves of the ball in different directions and it pops open, revealing a small plastic package. My heart pounds with excitement as I pick it up with trembling hands.

      I leave the garden shed so I can see the contents of the parcel in daylight. The dining table in the well-lit dining room is the perfect place to unpack.
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      The diamond falls into my hand after I remove the wrapping. It's sparkling colour is breathtaking. The light shining into the diamond reflects brightly off its many facets, dividing it into the spectral colours of the rainbow: red, orange, yellow, green, blue and violet. Fascinated, I move my hand, holding the diamond in my palm; there is a bewildering dynamic of flashes of white and rainbow light and a contrast of dark and light. It is as Avril described it; it is truly magnificent.

      I put the diamond and its certificate in my pocket and walk back to the shed. At least the pile of dirt has to be flattened and the silver box removed so that no one suspects anything.

      Suddenly I hear voices approaching. Looking through the window I see Angela from the Social Charity Support Group talking to two men. They are standing near the shed and, judging by their movements, they are discussing the new project. I am petrified because I don't want to be discovered here. Waiting patiently, I watch them go back into the house. I let out a sigh of relief, and hope they don't find any of my things in the bedroom where I sleep. After another hour I go back into the house to make sure they are gone.

      Something draws me back to the white lioness' room. I can't describe it, but somehow I've found my home here. Perhaps it is that elusive something that Avril's spirit and I share; her African connection expressed through the white lioness, the wealth I gained from writing about this beautiful animal, and the strength I am regaining now through her powerful image. I decide to move into the room with her mural for my last night in Avril's home, to let the white lioness’ spiritual power flow through me once again.

      

      The next day it rains, but that doesn't stop me from wandering the streets with the diamond in a bag next to my heart. I have to go online somewhere to find Dirk van Kerkhoff, the man Avril told me to contact to have the diamond appraised. I suppose he is the only man I can trust. As Avril and Dirk's great-grandfathers were best friends in South Africa, he might know about the diamond's existence. Sitting at a computer in an Internet cafe, I type his name into the Google window. Almost immediately I have the answer: Diamond Valuers, 105 Bishop Place - walking distance from where I am. In anticipation of meeting this man who might tell me more about Avril, I arrive at his door. A piece of paper stuck to the inside of the door catches my attention:

      Closed due to death of owner.

      I am stunned and take a step back. Now I notice the police tape stretched across the door.

      Do not enter.

      

      “Hello, can I help you?” A man steps in front of me.

      “Oh, eh, not really?”

      “May I ask what you have come here for?”

      “I was looking for Dirk van Kerkhoff.”

      “What for?”

      “Why could this be any of your business?”

      “Look, I am the chief investigator. We are trying to get information that might help find his killer. Mr. van Kerkhoff was found dead last night.”

      The officer shows me his badge. His name is Max Mahoney, Chief Investigator. I study it carefully, taking the time to collect myself. “Hm… who could have killed him?”

      “I wish we knew.” Max Mahoney says. “So why were you looking for him?”

      “He’s a friend of a friend who died recently, and I wanted to let him know about it.”

      “Did you know Mr. van Kerkhoff personally?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Please give me the name of that friend who died?”

      “Avril.”

      “Avril who?”

      “I don’t know Avril’s surname.”

      “How do you know Avril?”

      “I met her in the hospital.”

      “When?”

      “Last week.”

      “And the person called Avril died when?”

      “Three days ago.”

      “Did she ask you to notify Mr. van Kerkhoff of her death?”

      “Well, yes, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Do you know the connection between Avril and Mr. Van Kerkhoff?”

      “All I know is they knew each other.”

      “Has Avril mentioned a man called Jamie Jamison?”

      “No, why?”

      “He is a person of interest because he was Mr. van Kerkhoff’s business partner. We are looking for him.” He gives me a piercing look. “Do you know Jamie Jamison?”

      “No.”

      He reaches in his pocket and takes out a pen and notebook. “Can I have your name and phone number, in case I need to speak to you again.” 

      “I have no phone.”

      “Your address then?”

      “I am homeless.”

      He looks surprised. “How can I find you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where do you sleep?”

      “Out somewhere.” I shrug my shoulders. 

      “Well, here is my number.” He hands me his card. “Please call me in a week in case I have questions.”

      I take his card and say ok, which is a lie. 

      “Bye.” I turn around and leave.

      “You haven’t given me your name!” He calls after me.

      “Sofia.” I call back.

      

      My mind races as I walk. Why was Dirk van Kerkhoff killed? By whom? Why now? Was it a coincidence? Avril said he was the only one I could trust to value the diamond. I will keep the diamond for a while and see how things develop.

      The late afternoon sun is shining in my face and, as I have done so many times before, I wonder where I should spend the night. The Morgue comes to mind, and I remember the card Angela gave me that would entitle me to a fifty per cent discount. Then I realise that I would be traceable because of the barcode attached to it. I have lived all these years as a nobody, surviving without a card. No one cared that I existed or knew my whereabouts, so why should I be tracked down now?

      My legs carry me back to Avril's house. I don't know what's going on, but Avril's house attracts me like a magnet. Perhaps because I have found my home there, and also because I have found the White Lioness within me, whose strength I feel with every step I take.

      

      Time passes. I leave early in the morning and return late in the afternoon. No one has noticed me yet. Every night when I return there is a surprise waiting for me. Builders have started digging in the back garden and the foundations for a new building have been laid. Every day workmen come to transform the existing house into a home for homeless children. On the renovation plan I read that the upstairs bedrooms will each have bunk beds, six to a room, and two of the downstairs rooms will also be converted into bedrooms. The biggest change will be in the bathrooms, which will be fitted with child-friendly toilets, washbasins and bathtubs. The dining room will be divided into sections with several tables and chairs, and the kitchen will get a second hob, fridge and dishwasher. No one has touched my bedroom, which I have nicknamed 'The Cradle of the White Lioness'. Every night after a shower I spread my thin mattress and sleeping bag on the floor opposite the mural of the white lioness and sleep like a rock. What a wonderful life I have now. I have almost forgotten about the diamond because I have everything I need.

      

      The sound of the pouring rain and the bright light of the full moon keep me awake. The howling of the dogs in the neighbourhood increases. Grateful for shelter and a full stomach after a long day on the streets, I stretch out on my makeshift bed. Suddenly the doorbell rings. Who could it be? Surely someone with something to sell, or a beggar trying his luck? Worried, I get up and walk to the front door, where I look through the peephole. There's a middle-aged man standing in the rain, looking wet and tormented. His suit is soaked, his hair is wet and water runs down his wrinkled face. He looks rough, but there is something about him that is trustworthy, kind and pleasant, so I open the door.

      “Good evening.”

      “Good evening.”

      “I am sorry. I do not wish to intrude, but I am looking for Sofia Waters.”

      “You found her.”

      He seems relieved. A smile plays around his mouth.“May I come in?” He asks politely.

      I step aside and look him up and down. “Do you need a towel?”

      “Well, if you have one I’d appreciate one, thank you.”

      I get a bath towel from the linen cabinet which I discovered yesterday.

      “Who are you, and what do you want from me?” I ask.

      “I am Jamie Jamison. I was Dirk van Kerkhoff’s business partner.”

      “How did you know I was here? Why do you want to meet me?”

      “I know my appearance here and at this hour is somewhat mysterious, but everything will make sense once I tell you my story and the reason why I was looking for you.”

      “A detective called Max Mahoney asked about you.”

      “Oh really? When?”

      “It must be two or three weeks ago. He said they were looking for you because you were a person of interest in the murder case.”

      Jamie swallows hard. “Well, I didn’t murder him. They are searching for me because they found my DNA at the murder scene. That’s because Dirk and I shared an office and Dirk was murdered in our office.”

      “Did you tell the police?”

      “Well ... no, I am on the run.”

      “But why if you are innocent?”

      “I know who the murderer is. He has left the country. Until he’s back, I can’t report him.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s too dangerous.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you mind if we sit down? I am very tired.”

      “Sure.”

      I see Jamie to one of the tables in the dining area. He is exhausted and sits down heavily. In an attempt to cheer him up I get two bottles of Avril’s beer, two pieces of Biltong and cracker bread.

      “Yum, Avril’s Biltong, I missed it!” He says.

      “It’s typical South African. Are you from South Africa too?”

      “No, but I know this place inside out, I knew Avril, I ate her food, and I loved Grace, her daughter.”

      “I am sorry. I heard that Grace died some time ago.”

      His eyes fill with tears. “Yes, together with our baby.”

      Jamie sobs. His grief is heartbreaking. I remain quiet for a while to give him time to recover.

      “What did she die of?” I ask softly.

      “Anaphylactic shock.”

      “It must have been in the family. Avril told me that she was allergic to dust.”

      “Yes, just that Grace was allergic to almost everything.”

      With his head down and dangling arms Jamie now looks like a pile of misery beyond saving.

      We don’t talk for a while. He takes a few bites, drinks beer and gradually recovers. His face takes on colour the more beer he drinks. He is desperate and exhausted and soon slurs his words.

      “So, why is it too dangerous to report the murderer?” I ask.

      “Because as soon as he knows that the police are after him he won’t come back. And that means that I would remain the prime suspect!”

      “I understand. But how come you know who the murderer is? And what role do I play?“

      “I am here to help you. You were the last person to speak to Avril on her deathbed. I presume Avril has revealed the secret to you.”

      “How do you know that I was the last person she spoke to?”

      “It took me a lot of cunning to access the hospital records. You shared a room with her when she died, didn’t you?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Did you talk?”

      “Briefly,” I lie.

      Jamie looks disappointed. “Why are you here?”

      “To seek shelter.”

      “C’mon, she must have told you about her place. You know about her South African background, her allergy to dust, and you know that Grace died!”

      Jamie is annoyed with me. He knows that I am holding back.

      “I am sorry,” I say and sigh, defeated. “Look, I suggest we get some sleep and continue our conversation tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” He gets up. “I sleep upstairs. Good night.”

      “Good night. By the way, I leave early in the morning, before the tradespeople arrive. If you don’t want to be discovered you should do the same.”

      He nods and disappears.

      

      At some point during the night, the rain stops. Silence. The howling stops too. My mind is racing and there is no hope of sleep. If I tell Jamie about the diamond, he may claim it from me, or at least some of its cash value. I have nothing in writing from Avril; she could not have mentioned me in her will as we only met shortly before she died. So how can I prove that I am the intended recipient? If she didn't tell anyone but me where it was, would that make me the rightful owner? But telling a secret with her dying breath could be considered duress in the eyes of the law. What is Jamie trying to help me with? He mentioned a secret, but does he know about the diamond? Why does he know who the killer is? I will have a lot of questions for him tomorrow, but I need to know if I should tell him about the diamond. I hold the precious stone close to my chest. No, it's not mine alone. I should share it with Jamie. My gut tells me that this man is honest and decent. He loved Grace, and Grace would most likely have been the beneficiary of Avril's estate. She was pregnant with his child and they would have benefited from the proceeds of the diamond. Grace may or may not have known about the diamond and where it was hidden, and she may or may not have told Jamie.

      

      I get up early, shower and get dressed. There's no sign of Jamie, so I go upstairs to see if he's OK. Opening the third door, I find him lying on a bed, drenched in sweat and talking in his sleep; words I don't understand. On closer inspection I realise he has a fever and is hallucinating. I touch him, then shake him lightly by the shoulder. His head and hands are burning.

      “Jamie, wake up. We need to leave!”

      He opens his eyes and looks at me, confused. “Where am I?”

      “In Avril’s house.”

      “Where’s Grace?”

      “Grace is not here. She passed away.”

      He cries out as if it was his first awakening to the devastating news that his beloved Grace had died.

      “Jamie, we need to leave now. Otherwise they’ll find us here!” I shake him again.

      “Okay.” He gets up. “I feel awful.”

      “We need to get you to a hospital.”

      “Absolutely not. I can’t be seen anywhere!”

      “Okay, I know a place where you can rest. It’s in the Gardens. No one will see you there.”

      We set off immediately with our belongings packed on our backs. Too weak to walk alone, he leans heavily on me. As we round the corner, I look back and see the first tradesmen arriving.

      It is a twenty minutes' walk to the city park and a few passers-by stare at us. We pretend not to notice. Jamie has pulled down his cap and is wearing wide rimmed glasses. Once there, I lead Jamie to a rocky outcrop surrounded by thick bush. I have slept here before. It is well sheltered and away from the public paths. He lies down, completely exhausted.

      “I will get medication for your fever. Get some sleep. I will be back in an hour or so.”

      “Thanks.” He falls asleep immediately.

      I wait a while to make sure no one has followed us. At this early hour the park is still empty apart from a few joggers. The wind has blown away the rain overnight and today is sunny, but Jamie's terrible condition affects me. I just want to help him out of his misery. I rush to the chemist's and get some strong aspirin. As I pass the bakery, the smell of fresh rolls reminds me of my hunger. I buy a couple of rolls, coffee to go and two oranges, and when I return, Jamie is sitting up.

      “There you are.” He looks relieved.

      “Here is your breakfast, then take two Aspirin. It should make you feel better.”

      “Thank you so much,” he says, and devours the bread rolls.

      “Why can no one see you?” I ask between coffee and delicious hot bread.

      “Because they may want to murder me too.”

      His revelation shocks me. “Murder you? Who are they?”

      “I will tell you when you tell me if Avril has revealed the secret to you.”

      I smile. “You are blackmailing me.”

      “For God’s sake, can we stop this cat-and-mouse game!” He shouts out.

      “OK, OK.” I am startled by his outbreak. “What do you know in relation to the secret?” I ask him.

      “I know about a diamond, but I don’t know where Avril hid it. Grace was about to find out before she died.”

      “I have the diamond.”

      “Wonderful.” He says.

      “Is that all you have to say?”

      “No. I am here to warn you and help you. I suppose Avril told you where to find it because there was no one else to tell.”

      “I see. Is that why you were looking for me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Avril said I must take it to Dirk van Kerkhoff to get the true value of it, no one else. But Dirk is dead now.”

      “That’s why he had to die. Because he would have given you the true value.”

      “Who killed him?”

      “The cartel.”

      “The cartel?” Another shocking revelation that makes me wonder about Jamie’s past.

      “Yes. And they will kill me too if they find me.”

      “But why?” My voice has gone shrill.

      “The diamond dealers have formed a nationwide cartel. They undervalue diamonds, buy them off their clients and sell them at much higher prices on the international market.”

      “That’s illegal.”

      “Of course it is!” He laughs. “But there is no authority that regulates the diamond trade in this country.”

      “How can that be?”

      “Well, the government is involved too.”

      “Are you saying that the government is corrupt?”

      “Exactly.”

      We sit in silence. It’s a lot to take in.

      “So, who is the murderer?” I ask eventually.

      “Alex Graham. He’s the mastermind behind the cartel.”

      “Alex Graham? But he’s the new mayor!”

      “That’s correct.”

      “How do you know it is him who murdered Dirk?”

      “I saw him do it.”

      “And now Adam wants to eliminate you because you saw him kill Dirk?”

      “No, he didn’t see me. I was standing behind a one-way-mirror.”

      This is all getting strange and I question Jamie's sanity. Is he making all this up? I look at him as if he's not quite right. He notices my doubt and shrugs.

      “What? I am not taking you on!” He says.

      “So why do you think your life is in danger then?” I ask.

      “Because I worked with Dirk and I know about the cartel. I know too much.”

      “But you are the prime suspect! How will you make the police believe that it was him, not you?”

      “I have to get his DNA so the forensics can match it against the DNA found at the scene.”

      “Didn’t you say they found your DNA?”

      “Yes, of course, because this was my office too. But they must have also found Alex Graham’s DNA, because he sneezed over the body when he was checking for a pulse.”

      “Did he wear gloves?”

      “Yes.”

      “The sneeze may save you.”

      Jamie nods. He is exhausted and falls asleep again.

      I stay with Jamie and use the time to make sense of it all. Jamie is in a difficult situation. Alex Graham is a public figure and has an excellent reputation. A man in his position is almost untouchable. And yes, Jamie will have little chance of clearing himself of the murder unless the forensics identify Adam Graham's DNA on the body and he has no valid alibi. But how could Jamie get a DNA sample from Alex Graham without him noticing? And the other question is whether Max Mahoney, the lead investigator who questioned me outside Dirk van Kerkhoff's office, is also part of the corrupt government? If that's the case, then all is lost.

      Jamie wakes up at dusk and takes another aspirin.

      “You look better, but you still need a lot of rest to recover.”

      “I long for a long hot shower.” He says while he stretches his tired bones.

      “You’ll have one soon. Let’s walk back to Avril’s.”

      On the way back we buy a cooked chicken, baked potatoes and vegetables. We are both starving and the delicious smell makes us walk faster. Jamie has recovered a little and I notice how good-looking he is. He has a handsome face and once he puts on a bit of weight his well-proportioned physique will improve.

      When we enter the house, things look different. The beautiful staircase and balustrade are now covered with a cloth, the carpets have been rolled up and the paintings taken down. I am pleased to see that one of the pianos has been moved to the White Lioness's room. I have always loved the combination of music and storytelling and I can see the room becoming a little theatre for children; The Cradle of the White Lioness.

      Jamie goes upstairs to shower while I prepare dinner. There is more beer in the cupboard, which I really appreciate. As I sit down to wait for him, I feel in my heart that Jamie and I have become an inseparable team.

      When he returns he is dressed in different clothes and looks clean and shaven.

      “Where did you find those?”

      “They are my clothes. I found them in the wardrobe in the bedroom where Grace and I used to sleep.”

      He sits down and grabs my hand. “Thank you for being my friend. I haven’t had one for a long time.”

      “We’ll go through this together. I will help you.”

      We eat the delicious meal and smile with delight as neither of us has enjoyed a good meal in a long time.

      “Do you have a plan to get a DNA-sample from Alex Graham without him noticing?” I ask Jamie.

      “No. I wish I had.”

      “Do you know anything about his routine, like where he eats, where he takes his laundry, or something else?”

      “Yes. I know he visits a cafe from time to time where he meets with his friends. I saw them sitting at one of the outside tables.”

      “Which cafe is that?”

      “It’s called Bienvenue en France, near the cathedral.”

      “I know it. Begging in this area is worth the humiliation.”

      Jamie smiles. How handsome he is! His eyes are warm and compassionate, and the few fine lines around them show that he smiles a lot.

      A plan is forming in my head. “I have an idea.”

      “I knew you would come up with something.” He says, looking curious.

      “When do you think he will go to that cafe?”

      “It was a Friday afternoon when I saw him there last time. I also noticed him there on other days, always in the late afternoon. I presume he goes there after work.”

      “Tomorrow I will hang around there in the afternoon. Some people know me, so my presence won’t be unusual. Do you know if there is a coat in one of the wardrobes here?”

      “I will check now,” he says and goes upstairs. Ten minutes later he comes back with a big brown coat.

      “Good. We’ll need to treat it, so it looks old and worn.”

      “You want to turn back into your old homeless self?” He asks with a wink.

      “Temporarily.” I wink back.

      We both smile. Jamie soon wants to sleep again and asks me to wake him in the morning.

      “I won’t abandon you,” I say, and squeeze his hand.

      The next few days settle into a routine. We leave early in the morning and return late in the afternoon. I drop Jamie off at the Gardens where he rests all day. His strength is slowly returning, but he still prefers to stay hidden under the rock. One day he tells me that he now understands why Dirk wanted him as a business partner.

      “Why?”

      “He knew about Avril’s diamond. His hope was to get closer to it through me. He knew I was dating Grace.”

      “But how would Dirk have known about the diamond?”

      “He could have only known it from his great grandfather! The secret was passed down the generations in Dirk’s family like the diamond was in Avril’s family!”

      “I see.” I nod. “But what did you do before you became Dirk’s business partner?”

      “I was teaching history at the university. Dirk contacted me out of the blue, and I never understood why.”

      “And you just gave up your career to deal with diamonds?”

      “Well, he made me a generous offer. In fact, it was too good to be true, so I went for it.”

      

      I disguise myself in the old coat that Jamie and I have treated with bleach, stones and mud. Wearing heavy boots and with shaggy strands of hair hanging out from under a dirty hat, I look like my former self, which now seems like a lifetime ago. My past is part of who I have become, and it feels strange to pretend to be homeless now.
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      From mid-afternoon, I make a habit of sitting near the Bienvenue en France café, holding out my old rusty metal tin and asking for change. I have chosen my spot well, as I have a direct view of the cafe's outdoor seating area.

      According to the newspapers, Alex Graham has returned from his overseas trip and there is much talk of his right-wing politics. He prefers to support the rich and famous with tax cuts and privileges while the socially disadvantaged get poorer and poorer. Charities such as the Social Support Group receive millions in donations from those who still have compassion for the less fortunate. There is a growing demand for volunteers to help charities cope with the increasing need for housing and support for those in need.

      I can see Alex Graham now and I will never forget his disgusting behaviour. Everyone around him is horrified and all eyes are on him. He is drunk, waving a bottle of champagne in one hand and a cigar in the other. His loud laughter sounds exaggerated and artificial, and the woman next to him giggles uncontrollably. They choose a table in an outside row, next to the pedestrian walkway; it would be easy to walk by and grab a cigar butt. They stay for over an hour, and when they leave they are even more drunk than before. I walk over to their vacated table, but the waitress is quicker and clears it of glasses and ashtrays.

      Later that day I tell Jamie excitedly about the missed opportunity. He praises my wit and says he wouldn't know what to do without me. It feels wonderful to be needed. My new-found optimism gives me hope for another chance, and I continue to go to the same place every day to wait for Alex Graham.

      A few days later I see him arrive with three other men. He is smoking. I don't want to miss my chance this time, so I slowly shuffle over to them before they leave. My crooked posture forces me to look down and I hold my rusty tin of clinking coins in front of me.

      “What do you want?”

      I recognise the voice of Alex Graham. Silently I shake my tin.

      “Get lost!” Another one says.

      “C’mon, give her a few coins!” The third says.

      I look up into a pair of blue eyes. “Thank you.”

      He reaches into his pocket and throws a few coins into my tin. Then I focus on the ashtray.

      “Take the fag ends if it makes you happy. You may even get a puff or two out of them.”

      I reach into the ashtray, take three cigarette butts and put them in my little container. Avoiding to look up, I walk away. When I am around the corner, about fifty metres away, I can still hear them laughing.

      Back at Avril’s I use tweezers to transfer the cigarette butts into a re-sealable plastic bag and put it in the fridge.

      “We’ve got to be clever now,” Jamie says. “Mahoney should find out himself that this DNA matches the one found on the body.”

      “I agree. But sooner or later he will need the name of the murderer.” I reply.

      “We can give him the name once we have his confirmation that the DNA matches that on the body. If he knew it was the Mayor's from the start, he could deny the match. That would leave me as the prime suspect.” He pauses. “That is, if he is corrupt.”

      “We don't know if he's corrupt or not. Tomorrow I will send him the cigarette butts anonymously.”

      “How?”

      “By courier.”

      “From where would they pick it up?”

      “From the Bienvenue en France Cafe.”

      Jamie understands my plan without me having to explain it further.

      “Do you want me to do it?” He asks.

      “Far too risky. I’ll do it but I need smart clothes.”

      “Another disguise, or are you showing your real self this time?” He laughs.

      “I am not sure, Jamie. Until we make a decision about the diamond, I will be whoever I need to be.”

      Jamie goes upstairs and returns with a pile of dresses, shoes, scarves and coats. The floor-to-ceiling mirror in the downstairs bathroom is witness to my transformation into an elegant lady. We decide on an outfit consisting of a pale pink lace dress, high heels, a white polka-dotted scarf for a touch of colour and a suede jacket; all the clothes smell of Avril's lovely perfume, which will always remind us of her. Jamie surprises me with his hairdressing skills. He uses a ribbon to tie up my hair at the back and finds a smart, wide-brimmed hat to match the coat.

      “Hm,” he looks at me. “You need lipstick.”

      “I’ll get it on the way tomorrow and put it on before I enter the cafe.”

      “Use a dark red one, the colour similar to red wine.”

      “Thanks Jamie. That’s always been my colour.”

      I am fully dressed in the morning when Jamie hands me a note. It's cut-out newspaper letters stuck to an A4 sheet of white paper, and it says:

      The DNA is from Dirk van Kerkhoff’s killer

      “Put this inside the parcel, and instruct the courier as follows:

      To the urgent attention of Max Mahoney, Chief Investigator, in reference to the murder of Dirk van Kerkhoff.”

      I take the note. “No problem.”

      “And before you send it off, take a picture of the parcel!” He hands me a small digital camera.

      Together we walk out of the house and down the pathway to the gate.

      “Do you have the sample?”

      “No, shit, I forgot!” I rush back to the fridge and put it safely in my handbag. We laugh together as we leave Avril’s house a second time.

      My first destination is the department store, where I head straight for the cosmetics department. The consultant is delighted to have her first customer and, after I show her my favourite lipstick, she applies it generously to my lips, making them look fuller than they are. In anticipation of a sale, she also applies skin toner, eyeliner and eye shadow.

      “If you want to buy the products, it’ll come to a total of 175 GlobalUnits.”

      “I will be back another day.” I say and leave.

      The next stop is the post office, where I buy an envelope and put the sample bag and the note in it. I keep my gloves on. Then I walk to the phone booth near the Bienvenue en France café. I put the coins in the slot and dial.

      “Express Couriers, what’s the pick-up address please?”

      “Bienvenue en France Cafe, Downtown.”

      “Delivery address?”

      “Police Headquarters, Attention Max Mahoney, Investigations, Downtown.”

      “Any additional information?”

      “Yes, please mark it Urgent and reference it to Dirk van Kerkhoff.”

      “Is the parcel ready to be picked up now?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “That will be a total of 25 GlobalUnits. How are you going to pay?”

      “Cash on pick-up.”

      “Please have the exact amount ready. Our drivers don’t have change.”

      “No problem.”

      “We will be there within the next two hours. Thank you for your business, Ma’m. Good Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      I choose an outside table with an unobstructed view of the entrance to the café. The waitress takes my order.

      “I’ll have a coffee and a piece of chocolate cake.”

      “Thank you.” She disappears and returns shortly afterwards with my order. The chocolate cake is delicious and melts in my mouth. When I was homeless, I would never have allowed myself such a treat. As if I wasn't worth it then, but I am now! What a change I have gone through in the last few weeks! I smile to myself.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A motorbike appears with a bright red sign that says ‚Express Couriers‘. The rider parks right in front of me and walks to the entrance. That was quick!

      “Excuse me,” I call after him.

      He turns around to face me and lifts the visor.

      “Are you here to pick up a parcel for Police Headquarters?”

      “Yes, Ma’m.”

      “Here it is, and here is the money.”

      He uses a hand device to print the label and sticks it onto the parcel.

      “Is this correct?” He asks and shows me the label.

      Police Headquarters, Attention Max Mahoney, Investigations, Downtown

      Urgent: Reference Dirk van Kerkhoff

      “Yes, all fine.”

      The man counts the cash, nods his head and turns to leave.

      “Oh, excuse me, I almost forgot! I ought to take a picture of the labelled parcel!”

      He comes back. “Sure.”

      I take the picture and he leaves.

      How easy was that, I think, as I lean back and enjoy my coffee.

      

      As usual Jamie and I meet at Avril’s in the evening. I am bursting to tell him about my successful afternoon. He looks very pleased and praises me for what I did for him. “Without you I wouldn’t have known how to do this.”

      “Well, we are not finished yet. What is your plan now?”

      He checks out the picture that I took of the labelled parcel. “We could get the press involved,” he says. “I know this ambitious young reporter who works for the Daily Press. We'll send him the pictures of the note and the package. I am sure he will make a big story out of it. This will put pressure on Mahoney. If he's corrupt and denies the DNA match, he'll know that the person who knows the killer is out there, which would threaten the exposure of the cartel and ultimately his career.”

      “Excellent.” A thousand thoughts are rushing through my brain. “But we must be careful to remain anonymous. How would we send the pictures?”

      “We can send them from an Internet cafe, one without cameras.”

      “Do you know one?” I ask.

      “Yes. There is a newsagent at the corners of Market and Rourke Streets. They have two old computers in the backroom, which they hire out for cash.”

      “I don’t think I have to tell you that their IP address can be traced.”

      “I’ll use a ghost IP.” Jamie explains.

      “A ghost IP?”

      “Yes. It’s a software that generates a different IP address each time I go online.”

      “Is this part of the newsagent’s service?” I ask, surprised.

      “Oh no! I have the software on my stick. I install it when I start using the computer, and de-install it when I am finished.”

      “Insider knowledge, huh?”

      “When you're on the run, necessity forces you to do things you would not normally do!"

      I'm glad Jamie agrees to send the pictures because I wouldn't know how to send files electronically. I had the latest computer and software in my previous life, but years have passed and I haven't kept up with technological advances during my homeless life. How could I? I avoided people and any kind of enclosed space. Even the supermarket felt threatening. At times I lived in the woods on the outskirts of the city, at other times at the railway station, in the city park and in empty garages or other shelters.

      

      The reporter’s name is Kevin Lalardo. When he receives the pictures he recognises his potential to stardom. His report appears on the front page of the Daily Press:

      

      
        
        The mystery witness of the Dirk van Kerkhoff murder

        The Daily Press received images of a note and a parcel addressed to Chief Investigator Max Mahoney at the Police Headquarters. According to the note, published herewith, the anonymous sender claims to know the murderer of Dirk van Kerkhoff, the diamond dealer who was found shot dead in his office on February 1st this year. The head of the investigation office, Mr. Max Mahoney, has yet to confirm that the sent DNA does in fact match the DNA of the murderer. The primary person of interest remains at large. The Daily Press will publish more information as soon as it comes to hand. Kevin Lalardo.

      

      

      

      We continue with our routine, except now I have to be very careful not to be spotted by Alex Graham. Jamie thinks that Graham will probably remember the cigarette butts I took from his table, and he might come looking for me to kill me too. So for the next few days we hide out in the woods on the outskirts of town, the same place I used to hang out not so long ago.

      Jamie has now fully recovered and looks after me as if I were his mother. Our shared connection to Avril's house, the diamond, the conspiracy to expose the murderer and free Jamie has made us best friends.

      “I wonder what’s going to happen once it’s all over?” I ask him.

      “We’ll remain best friends, forever! Let’s drink to that!” Jamie says and produces a chilled bottle of champagne.

      “What a wonderful idea, Jamie!”

      I get two of Avril’s fancy champagne glasses. We sit down at one of the tables and toast to each other.

      “To us.” The cool champagne goes down well.

      “You look thoughtful”, he says. “What’s going in that head of your’s?”

      “I was thinking about the diamond. It is very beautiful and I would hate to turn it into money. It's been passed down through generations and I respect that. Do you have any idea what we could do with it?”

      “I have thought about it too," Jamie says. "The best option would be to offer it to the museum or art gallery. I am sure they would be keen to lease it from you for their exhibition..”

      “Yes! That’s a wonderful idea! Let’s drink to that!”

      The champagne works like a sleeping pill and soon I am ready to go to bed.

      

      Two days later Jamie arrives with the newspaper in his hand. He looks depressed.

      “Read this”, he says, and slumps heavily into a chair.

      

      DNA match inconclusive

      
        
        Max Mahoney, Chief Investigator in the murder of Dirk van Kerkhoff, spoke at a press conference last night. The DNA that was sent to him by an anonymous person has been reported inconclusive by the forensic team. The anonymous note stated that the DNA would match the DNA of the murderer. The mystery continues, with the alleged murderer still at large.

        Kevin Lalardo

      

      

      

      “It’s either the truth or Max Mahoney is bluffing.” Jamie says.

      “Why would he bluff?” I ask.

      “To make us nervous. Nervous people make mistakes.”

      “Knowing about the DNA sample, Alex Graham might have interfered in the investigation too.” I say.

      “If I was him, I would stay out of it and keep as quiet as a mouse.” Jamie says.

      “But you are not him. He’s a murderer and thinks on different terms. He is probably also scared now.” I reply.

      “All we can do is presume. We know nothing.” Jamie says.

      We sit there in silence, contemplating.

      “We have to get a new DNA sample!” I suggest.

      “But how?” Jamie looks desperate. “Your last effort took over two weeks and it exhausted you.”

      “No, it didn’t. I had fun!”

      “All right.”

      “We have to go through his rubbish. Once a week the bins are wheeled out onto the street to be emptied. That's when we strike..”

      “Very unpleasant.” Jamie is disgusted.

      “Not for people who survived by living off the rubbish of others.”

      “I am sorry”, he says and looks at me with pity.

      “Stop looking at me like this. I will get gloves for both of us. You find out where he lives and when the garbage truck collects in his area.”

      “I know where he lives, its not far from here. 107 Market Street.”

      “Fantastic! Then he will have the same collection day as Fergusson Street. Thursdays! Tomorrow is Wednesday, and people usually wheel their bins out the night before. We’ll be there tomorrow night!”

      “How do you want to do that? We can’t search through his rubbish at the roadside. People will notice us!”

      “We will take the rubbish from the top only, take it with us and search through it here. DNA deteriorates with time so whatever we find needs to have been discarded recently. No point of searching through old rubbish.”
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      We walk slowly down Market Street. Jamie is dressed in a black suit, with a tie and hat completing his formal appearance. I am smartly dressed in one of Avril's dresses, with a matching jacket, hat and gold glittery handbag. My hand rests on Jamie's arm and we look like mother and son out for an evening stroll. I feel excited but determined. Luckily the bins have been left on the pavement so we don't have to trespass on Alex's property, which could have been dangerous. We are now opposite 107 Market Street and look across. The house is set back from the street and the windows facing the street are covered with shutters. We can see light coming through the gaps, but everything seems quiet and safe. Before we cross, I take the big black plastic bag from my gold handbag. This is easy; Alex Graham collects his household rubbish neatly in used plastic shopping bags. We open the lid, take out the top five bags, stuff them into our black bag and walk away. At the next junction we split up as Jamie wants to buy some food.

      

      I am walking down the path to Avril's house as usual when someone opens the door. The fright makes me slow down and want to run away, but then I recognise Angela from the Social Support Charity Group. She smiles at me. “Hello Sofia, I was waiting for you.”

      “Waiting for me?” I gasp.

      “Yes. Come in.”

      I drop the black bin bag by the door before I enter, hoping Jamie will pick up on the warning when he returns.

      “How did you know I was coming?”

      “I didn’t know for certain that it was you sleeping here, but I presumed it.”

      “Why?”

      “Oh, because you didn’t use the card I gave you, and also, because you had contact with Avril before she died! I guess she told you about her place!”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Let’s sit down. Have you had dinner yet?”

      “Well...no.”

      “I bought wine, crackers and cheese.”

      We sit down. Angela pours two glasses, we toast each other, clink our glasses, and drink.

      “I wanted to make a proposition about the white lioness room,” Angela says between wine, cheese and crunchy crackers. 

      “I have nicknamed it The Cradle of the White Lioness.” I say cheerfully.

      “Huh,” Angela says, laughing. “You’ve hit the nail right on the head!”

      “Now you have made me curious,” I say.

      "We plan to turn this room into a small theatre: The Cradle of the White Lioness! If you agree, you can help us set it up. For example, we want to have at least two copies of the whole series of your books on the shelf, but also offer the book as an audio book with sound effects. We are also planning to create a small stage theatre with a desert backdrop, including toy lions, herds of buffalo, African animals, trees, water holes and anything else needed to recreate the story.“

      She looks at me with expectant eyes, while mine fill with tears.

      “That’s wonderful,” I manage to say before I burst out crying. 

      “All good! I am glad you agree.” Angela says happily.

      “Do you mind if I stay on during the renovations?” I ask.

      "Unofficially, yes, you can stay." Angela winks at me. "But it would be good to stay away during the days when the tradesmen are here. The weekends are yours, though." She pauses. "And once the place is ready, you can stay here permanently, as long as you help with the children. You see, the new building at the back will be temporary accommodation for the adult homeless. If you work here, you can have your own permanent room."

      I give her a big hug. She feels soft and a pleasant smell of her perfume catches my nose.

      “It means heaven on earth to me.” I whisper in her ear.

      “Glad to see you happy. Got to go now.” She grabs her coat. “We’ll be in touch.”

      She walks out and notices the black rubbish bag.

      “Did you miss the collection?”

      “Yes! So annoying!”

      “Chuck it in the builder’s bin, it will get emptied tomorrow”, she says.

      “Will do!”

      

      Heaven on earth. I float in the air like a feather in the wind, turning and turning with my heart as light as it has ever been. From now on I officially have a home. Resident and author of The Cradle of the White Lioness! Helping to build what I have always dreamed of; a children's theatre using my story as inspiration. A feeling from deep inside me overwhelms me. I subtly feel the innocent something I was born with rising within me. The thing that had been hiding inside me for decades, sitting so quietly that I had almost forgotten it existed. I am returning to my pure, unspoiled core after a life of built up layers and pretences. A children's song from my childhood comes to mind. I sing the lines softly:

      

      
        
        I, the sun, rule the world like a queen

        With my light I let trees grow

        With my winds I let oceans rise

        With my warmth I let babies thrive

        Rise and shine and in my hands

        I carry you across the world.

        

      

      

      “It is a very nice song.” Jamie is standing in the door.

      “I have found the deeper sense of who I am,” I say.

      “You are sounding poetic!”

      “It is my reaction to Angela’s offer to stay here indefinitely as long as I help build a theatre for the children!”

      “I am very happy for you.” He comes over and gives me a long warm hug that speaks of compassion, love and solidarity. A hug so lovely I will never forget it.

      Then he sits down, and after a few minutes of contemplation we both come back to reality.

      “I suppose you were warned by the black rubbish bag next to the door?” I say.

      “No, I didn’t see it. I heard voices when I came in, so I hid." He takes a deep breath. "Sofia, now that Angela knows you are here, we have to be careful. Alex Graham is a dangerous man and he and Mahoney are probably looking for you for different reasons. The connection between Avril, you, me, Angela and this place is simple.”

      “What do you suggest, Jamie?”

      “We will carry out our plan and look for a new DNA sample in the rubbish tonight. If we find it, we'll send it anonymously again. But for our own safety, we should stay somewhere else.”

      “No, Jamie, I don’t agree. If they were looking for us, they would have found us by now. I feel deeply connected to this place and I feel safe here. I will stay.”

      “I feel deeply connected to this place too,” Jamie says and his eyes fill with tears. “But I can’t sleep well because I am scared that they will find me here.”

      “You can sleep in the loft if that makes you feel more secure. With the down flap closed, you hardly notice there is an entrance.”

      “All right. I’ll move my blankets and mattress up there now, before we start digging.”

      I am surprised that he accepts my proposal without hesitation. Jamie must be relieved that he doesn't have to go. Poor Jamie, he goes away crying, grieving for Grace. What a sensitive character he is, so hurt and in need of sympathy and love.

      

      I know from experience that going through someone's rubbish is an adventure. Alex Graham likes oysters - a lot of them. The pungent smell of fish hits us as we open the first bag. Jamie, terribly disgusted, gets sick and leaves. After a while he returns with a cloth over his mouth and nose and opens the second bag: A direct hit! It's Alex's bathroom waste, and after an old toothbrush, used cotton buds and panty liners, Jamie finds an intact condom filled with semen. We carefully place the precious item in a clear plastic container.

      “This will carry DNA from him and the woman he was with,” he says happily, while screwing up his nose.

      “Sure, so the lady could confirm that this is Alex Graham’s semen before they approach Alex Graham with a murder charge!” I say.

      “But we don’t know who she is,” Jamie says.

      “Probably his girl-friend, the giggling lady I saw with him in the cafe.”

      “But do you know her name?” Jamie asks.

      “Well, I know her face from the news. She is Emily Garland, the wife of our Finance Minister.”

      “But we are only presuming its her DNA on the condom!” Jamie says, emphasising the word ‘presuming’.

      “True. In any case, we could use that knowledge when the worst comes to the worst.”

      Jamie nods. “For example, if they don’t believe me once it comes to an interrogation, that is, if the investigation denies a DNA match between the DNA on the body and the DNA on the condom.”

      “Correct, because then this woman would become an important witness to prove our case.” I conclude.

      The next day I repeat the same procedure and send the second package to police headquarters, stressing that this is the second DNA sample from the killer. We also send the pictures of the note and the labelled parcel to Kevin Lalardo at the Daily Press. Then we wait in vain. An online search reveals that the murder of Dirk van Kerkhoff has been classified.

      “What do we do now?” I ask Jamie, who is becoming increasingly desperate.

      “I don’t know.”

      

      We both know that all we can do is lie low and wait. We have made a habit of playing chess. Jamie proves to be a patient and deep thinker. He tells me to calculate each move and its consequences over and over again. But I am the opposite, impatient and impulsive. And, of course, I lose every game.

      “You have to have a strategy”, he says.

      “I have never had a strategy in my life.”

      “It’s not too late to learn it.”

      “Okay. Can we make a plan about the diamond then?” I ask.

      “I have thought long and hard about this. As soon as I can be seen in public again, I will visit my old friend who works at the museum and ask him if the museum would be interested in having the diamond in one of their special exhibitions. He still owes me a favour for helping him with his research.”

      “That’s fantastic! What is a special exhibition though?”

      “Special exhibitions are temporary features that form part of the museum’s marketing. New short-lived displays brighten up the permanence of the museum’s usual shelf stock and attract new audience.”

      “But when it’s only short-lived, what do we do with the diamond afterwards?”

      “After that your diamond will be in hot demand by many of the museums and art galleries all over the world!”

      “How do you know that?” I ask, surprised.

      “Sofia, I am a history professor. I wrote my thesis on: The historic and present value of artefacts, and the effect they have on humankind over centuries.”

      I am amazed at Jamie's knowledge. He is a well-educated man. When I was young, I barely managed to finish high school and was then forced to work various jobs to earn money for my impoverished mother. She, like me, was a single parent. My father died of cancer after I was born, and my much older brother proved unable and unwilling to help. He left when I was seven. My childhood was uneventful as my mother kept me at home most of the time, simply because we couldn't afford to go anywhere. As a result, I had little inspiration or financial means to further my education. My wish was to provide a better future for my own children and I worked hard to become a successful writer. Sadly, my own children never appreciated this; on the contrary, they robbed me and left me in disgrace.

      “Sofia, what are you thinking about?”

      I still have to get used to Jamie noticing things about me. For so long, no one noticed anything about me; in fact, people ignored me as much as possible!

      “My past.”

      “The other day you said that you had found the deeper sense of who you were. You looked very happy then.”

      “I am still happy now, Jamie, and I admire you for your knowledge. Your suggestion about the diamond is great. I wish we could see your friend tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, I wish the same.”

      “I would like to offer you half of all the proceeds from the diamond,” I say without hesitation.

      He looks at me with wide eyes. It's as if he hadn't expected so much generosity.

      “Thank you, Sofia, but that’s not necessary. Once this is over I will work as a history professor again. I am not short of money. The diamond is yours.”

      This man has wonderful qualities. Everything a woman could want. He is educated, financially secure, well-mannered, kind and humble. Poor Grace, why was it taken from her to love him and bear his children? And what has Jamie done to deserve such suffering? Was it meant to be, and if so, why? Who decides our fate that it can have such a profound effect on our lives? Whatever the answer, I will make sure that I spend the rest of my life helping those whose fate has turned against them.

      “Then I will donate half of the proceeds to The Cradle of the White Lioness.”

      “You have just made a noble decision, a decision I will always treasure you for,” Jamie says, and squeezes my hand.

      

      A few days later, I walk past a noisy pub. It is a hot day and people are sitting and standing by the large open windows, glasses of beer and wine in hand. They are toasting the start of their well-earned weekend, talking loudly to drown out the thumping music in the background. Suddenly the music stops for an announcement and all eyes turn to the television on the wall. The barman hastily turns up the volume. The presenter speaks matter-of-factly, but with an excited undertone.

      “We have breaking news: Mayor Alex Graham has been charged with the murder of diamond dealer Dirk van Kerkhoff, who was found murdered in his office on 1 February. Graham has also been charged with running a diamond cartel. He has been taken into custody and will appear before a judge on Monday morning. More news will be broadcast as it becomes available.”

      The crowd takes a second to react. Then there is a mixture of gasps of disbelief, derisive laughter and cheers. The music is turned up again and the party continues with renewed vigour. I just stand there rooted to the spot. Someone must have bought a round of drinks, because a man reaches out and presses a glass of champagne into my hand. I feel jubilant and a deep sense of relief comes over me.

      “It’s wonderful news!” I shout over to the man.

      “It makes my day!” He shouts back.

      I empty the glass in one go, thank him and walk straight back to where Jamie is.

      

      “Jamie, Jamie!” I run towards him waving. “Guess what?” He looks at me somewhat perplexed. I don’t give him a chance to make a guess and burst out: “Graham has been taken into custody for the murder of van Kerkhoff and for masterminding the diamond cartel!”

      Jamie’s face lights up like a blazing match.

      “Huh,” he laughs out loud, picks me up and swings me around and around as if I was a doll. “This is our day, Sofia!” His eyes fill with tears of joy. “It’s wonderful news!”

      “Please put me down,” I manage to say out of breath.

      He puts me down gently. “Oops, sorry.”

      I laugh. “Now, what shall we do? This means we are free!”

      “Hm, not quite. There are still the other cartel members who may now want to kill me even more. I suggest we keep lying low, and wait until things settle.”

      “Sure! Let’s go back home now.” I grab him by the hand.

      I feel like skipping, singing and embracing the world. A rock has dropped off our shoulders. Graham behind bars! We hug each other and laugh all the way home.

      

      Two nights later, as we have just settled down to play a game of chess, we hear a knock on the door.

      “This is probably Angela.” I say.

      “I am in the attic”, and off Jamie goes.

      I get a warning when I look through the peek hole. It’s Max Mahoney. Somehow, in the back of my mind I had expected him. I open the door slowly.

      “Hello Sofia, good to see you again. Do you remember me?”

      “Yes, you are Mr. Mahoney.”

      “I would like to have a chat with you.”

      “Come in. How did you know I was here?”

      “Angela from the Social Support Charity Group told me that you were living here.”

      “How can I help you”? I ask.

      “Before I start could you call Mr. Jamison please? I know he is here with you.”

      “Oh ok.” I am not surprised or worried. Of course, Mahoney made the connection. In fact, Jamie and I have done nothing wrong, and I know there is nothing to fear.

      “I get him. Please have a seat.”

      Jamie is standing around the next corner. We look at each other and know that the moment of truth has finally come. Together we face Max Mahoney.

      “Good evening, Mr. Jamison, finally I get to meet you,” Mahoney says ironically, stands up and shakes Jamie’s hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Sir.”

      “Let’s get straight to the point. I want to thank you both for sending in the two DNA samples. Good work!”

      Jamie and I smile, surprised and somewhat relieved that finally we get appreciation for our good deed.

      “In fact,” he continues, “we knew from the first sample, the cigarette ends, that Graham is guilty, but we wanted him to show up during an illegal diamond deal, so we could catch him red-handed and charge him with both: murder and masterminding the cartel.”

      He pauses to give us a chance to let it sink in.

      “Of course, Mr. Jamison, you are not under suspicion anymore. However, I would have liked you to come forward when we were looking for you. On the other hand, I have compassion for your decision to stay away, because you were in fact in an awkward position.”

      “I was indeed, and I believe I still am until the cartel members have been brought to justice.” Jamie says.

      “Yes, that’s one of the reasons I am here. You need protection.”

      “And what’s the other reason?” I ask.

      “Well, I need to know exactly what happened. How did you know that Graham is the murderer?” He asks Jamie.

      “I saw it. I was in the room, standing behind a one-way-mirror. Graham sneezed over the dead body, so I knew that your team would find his DNA.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Jamison. We will have to file a statement, and we will need you in court to testify against Adam Graham.”

      “Of course.” Jamie says.

      “I have also come to find out about the second DNA on the condom. Would you have any clue who the lady could be?”

      “Well, we saw Graham with Emily Garland, the wife of the Finance Minister, drinking at the Bienvenue Cafe. The DNA on the condom may belong to her.”

      “Thank you, that’s valuable information.” Mahoney says.

      “Why?” Jamie asks.

      “Graham says he was with a lady at the time of the murder, but he doesn’t want to tell us the lady’s name. He says he wants to protect her.”

      “At the time of the murder, Graham can’t have been with any lady, because he was in my office killing Dirk van Kerkhoff.” Jamie says.

      “I understand. We still have to follow it up. He’s trying for an alibi.”

      “He has no alibi.” Jamie says.

      “It’s the procedure I have to follow.”

      “Sure.”

      Mahoney takes out a device from his pocket and presses a button. Jamie and I realise that he has recorded the conversation.

      “Mr. Jamison, I suggest you leave this place for safety reasons.”

      “I don’t know where to go.”

      “I recommend you go back to your place of residence, and I will organise two officers to guard your place 24/7. You will be picked up in an hour.”

      “Okay. I need to go to a supermarket first though.”

      “No problem. I will let them know.”

      He gets up and leaves.

      We are both shell shocked. Jamie coughs.

      “He bluffed us, but for a different reason than we thought.” I say.

      “Yeah, well, at least he is not corrupt.”

      “Haha, we painted the devil on the wall.”

      “So he knew all along that we sent the DNA samples!”

      “I told you so Jamie. If they had been looking for us they would have visited us here much earlier. We did the work for them.”

      “Yeah, we are the heroes.”

      Then we fall silent in view of the next, unavoidable thing to do.

      “Huh, I better pack now.” Jamie says.

      “I always dreaded this moment.”

      “But we’ll always be in touch, Sofia.”

      “Still, I have grown very fond of you, and like to have you near me.

      “I am not far away. Visit me in a few days.” He hugs me.

      “I will.”

      Shortly afterwards, two guards arrive to collect him. They are armed and dressed in black. One of them speaks into a walkie-talkie before they walk out the door with Jamie, who seems a little taken aback by the complexity of the situation. I stand behind the window and watch them. The guards hold Jamie between them until they get to their armoured vehicle. Before he gets in, Jamie looks up, smiles and waves goodbye. I feel strangely alone and yet content. His gesture ends a period in my life that has been both life-changing and deeply satisfying.
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      Soon after the development plan for The Cradle was published, protests erupted in the neighbourhood. Residents didn't like the idea of street people roaming their sophisticated neighbourhoods. But with the old mayor sentenced to life imprisonment, and his capitalist policies with him, a new local man with humanist views was elected. Despite strong opposition from the financial lobby, he and his team have managed to introduce a poverty tax. All financial transactions on the stock exchange will be taxed. The billions of GlobalUnits raised will now be used to fight national poverty. There is even talk of a personal basic income. From next year, everyone will receive a monthly sum to cover their basic needs. Since the new humanist government came to power, homeless people have been taken in by churches, hospitals and other newly established institutions. Many soup kitchens and subsidised restaurants offer free food. Just as the powerful speculators and banks lost their privilege of tax-free business, the residents of Fergusson Street and its environs lost their fight against the establishment of the home for the homeless. Renovations to the existing villa were completed before the new building at the back was constructed, and the shelter for homeless children is now up and running.

      Among other charities, I have become a major donor; half of the income I make from leasing the diamond goes directly to The Cradle of the White Lioness, also known as The Cradle. A large illuminated sign has been erected on the street front. Each letter is a different colour and the background is a desert showing a pride of white lions and cubs with a distinctive lioness like the one in the mural in the foreground.

      My income is steady and substantial. Jamie ensures that the diamond continues to be rented by galleries and museums around the world. My new financial freedom allowed me to convert the attic into a home for myself. It is a small, cosy flat with wooden walls and carpeted floors. The bathroom and kitchen are modern and equipped with everything I need to be self-sufficient. I have got into the habit of cooking for Jamie, who visits me at least twice a week for dinner and chess. The regular good food has helped me put the weight back on and I look and feel much healthier. From the main window I have a view of the city and the trees in the distance; the area where I used to hang out when I was homeless. I often lose myself in thoughts of my past and present; the mental strength I have gained from my homeless life, meeting Avril and the financial independence I now have, the spiritual transformation I have undergone and how I can now help the children with an experience that no one else can match. Although my colleagues are qualified and professional, I feel that I have achieved something that goes beyond acquired knowledge. It is the lived and deeply felt sense of being at the edge of existence that has given me an everlasting life skill. Just as the powerful aura of the white lioness helped me to overcome deep grief and despair, I can now help the children to recover from the ordeals of street and family life.

      

      The Cradle started slowly, for the first few weeks not a single child turned up, until I had the idea of going around the street children's hangouts and handing out flyers. I knew where to find them; around churches, restaurants, markets, cinemas, supermarkets, theatres and shopping centres. Two mornings later we found a newborn baby abandoned on the doorstep. It was wrapped in thick blankets, with a full bottle of milk in its little basket. Angela and I were shocked. We had expected anything but this! We carefully took the baby out of his cot, checked him for signs of injury and decided to report the incident to the police. They told us to take him to the orphanage, but they refused because they could not prove that he had no parents. We had no choice but to take him with us and named him after the first child ever to appear at The Cradle: Erster.

      When the second child stuck his head through an open window, I invited him in. He was a boy of about twelve. He looked run down.

      "Would you like to eat with me?" I asked him.

      He nodded without making eye contact and just stood there. He was obviously in bad shape, starved to the bone, dressed in rags and dirty.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Timmy.”

      “Take this sandwich now, we’ll have dinner in an hour.”

      He devoured it. Then I gave him a bottle of milk, which he drank in one gulp. He disappeared and didn't return for dinner that night, but the next day he came back with a girl. She was of Middle Eastern appearance, with long black hair that hadn't been brushed in ages. Her once colourful clothes had faded under glittering stones; she wore no shoes and her feet were black with old, crusted dirt. Fear was written all over her face. I asked the two children to come in and they slowly walked in, looking around fearfully, ready to run away at a moment's notice.

      “Come in, you can trust me. I am here to help you.” I smiled to make them feel welcome. They were not used to kindness and didn’t know how to respond. Timmy dragged the girl behind him. She silently stared at me.

      “Hello, I am Sofia. What’s your name?”

      “Yana,” she whispered, too scared to speak up.

      “Please feel at home here. I have a meal for you now, then you can shower and put fresh clothes on if you wish. In the meantime you can have a look around or just sit down.”
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      They sat down and watched me constantly, looking for a sudden change or any hint of danger that would undoubtedly send them running. I warmed the chicken soup and placed a bowl in front of each of them. Ignoring the spoons, they picked up the bowls with their hands and drank the broth. Then they used their fingers to eat the chicken. It was a pleasure to watch them swallow each bite with relish. I estimated Yana's age to be about the same as Timmy's, but I didn't want to ask too many questions lest I frighten them. So I decided to let things happen naturally, and when they had finished eating I waited for their next move.“Shower?” Yana asked, pointing to herself.

      “Yes, please come along.”

      She slowly followed me, with Timmy close behind. I showed her to the girls' toilet, gave her a towel and a pile of clean clothes. She clasped her hands in gratitude, which I thought was a sweet gesture, but also told me that Yana was not born in this country. I then led Timmy into the boy's bathroom, for which he thanked me with words.

      When they reappeared in the kitchen a little later, they asked for more chicken soup, which they each had a bowl of. I was happy to see that they were beginning to trust my help. This time I sat down with them, cut up some fresh fruit and gave them biscuits after they finished their soup.

      “You can stay here tonight. The beds are freshly made and waiting for tired little people.”

      They smiled for the first time.

      “We want to sleep in one bed.” Timmy said.

      “No problem!”

      They slept for the next fourteen hours.

      

      Yana is still with us today. Angela found out that her parents had married Yana off to her fifty year old cousin, who has been looking for her ever since to take her back to Pakistan. I obtained a Legal Protection Order from the Custodian of the Child, an organisation that represents and implements the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. The order entitles me to refuse Yana's cousin access to The Cradle and also prohibits him from contacting her in any way. Yana is afraid to leave the house, but she doesn't seem to mind because she likes to spend her days with Erster. Despite her young age, her maternal instincts are fully developed. She cares for the baby as if it were her own; she feeds him, changes his nappies, carries him around, sings him to sleep. Caring for him is like therapy for her, and at the same time it gives Erster an attachment figure. They have developed a tender relationship and have become inseparable. Sometimes, when The Cradle is full, I let her sleep in my flat. Yana feels happy and needed. I love seeing her like that.

      

      The kids who come to us are very different. I have learnt that they are not only homeless but also culturally rootless. They have no regard for tradition or morality. Most of them have grown up without any ties to their families and accept life on the streets as their reality. Nevertheless, they have their own social structure. Timmy stands out because he is at the top of the hierarchy. He seems to be a mediator of different things. As if looking for them, he regularly brings hungry and sick children with him. I think The Cradle has become a place of nurturing and well-being for him. He is also somehow involved in the drug trade, which must provide him with an income, as I once saw him handing out money to the other children. During longer stays at The Cradle I notice that he shows withdrawal symptoms. His body shakes, his vision becomes blurred, he scratches himself a lot, but he seems oblivious to his condition. When I ask him what is wrong, he just shrugs and disappears. I would like to confront him more; I should at least tell him that he is suffering from withdrawal symptoms and that he is addicted to some kind of drug, but as soon as I show an interest in his wellbeing, he pulls away. I do everything I can for him, but he still sees me as a threat and I feel that will never change.

      Some children are regulars, others are not. Angela traces the irregulars back to family networks and tries to remind parents and extended families of their duty of care. But they care very little about the whereabouts of their children. They are unwanted children, and if they are lucky, they get the bare necessities of life; a place to sleep and simple food. These children don't go to school and spend their days wandering around. They come from families of all backgrounds; rich and poor, local and immigrant, famous and ordinary.

      The regulars are those who are born into the street. They have no family ties and their sense of belonging revolves around their peer group. A little boy comes to us regularly. When I asked him his name the first time I met him, he shrugged his shoulders. Wasn’t he given a name?

      "What would you like to be called?" I asked him.

      He put his little finger to his forehead and thought."Emilio."

      Emilio speaks several languages simultaneously. However, he can only express himself in short sentences of no more than two or three words. He also uses a combination of gestures, facial expressions and posture that is similar to sign language. I have since learned to communicate with him. He seems to have grown up in a group of peers from different backgrounds. He knows how to help himself with various tricks. Pickpocketing is one of them, and he proudly shows me his stolen goods.

      "But we have to take this to the police," I say.

      "Police?" His face darkens.

      "It's not right for you to steal from other people."

      "Why not?" He gestures confusion.

      "Because it's not yours!"

      "It's mine now." He picks up a stolen wallet and presses it against his heart.

      "No, it's not yours. It belongs to the person who you stole it from."

      He stares at me in bewilderment and hands me the wallet. At least his morals can still be corrected for right and wrong. This is almost impossible with the older ones who see their criminal actions as their right.

      It amazes me how the homeless children help and look after each other. Different groups control different parts of the city, so they don't compete with each other for begging and work. They also look out for each other within the group. The older children protect the younger ones and in return the younger ones run errands for the older ones. Thanks to our care, Emilio has been able to stop pickpocketing. He's also safe with us, because if a young child like him doesn't belong to a group, he's at risk of being abused and sold by pimps and paedophiles. They are also used by drug barons to sell and supply illegal drugs. By making them addicts, the children become dependent on them. The dependency intensifies until the children are convinced that they belong to their drug suppliers. They are usually unable to get help from others and die very young.

      A street child usually does not have a long life expectancy due to lack of medication and shelter. We recently lost Elisa, a young girl who died of pneumonia. By the time she came to me for help, it was too late. She died two days later in the children's hospital. I grieve for her because she was bright and bubbly and sought my company and guidance, which I gave with great pleasure. Elisa loved spending time with me in The White Lioness Room. Like me, she drew spiritual strength from the Lioness by studying her image. Then she would sit in the room for hours, listening to the audio books and acting out the scenes with the toys.

      For some children, the White Lioness room is their first encounter with toys and theatre. Some sit and stare, overwhelmed because they don't know how to play. Then I read them my story, which slowly takes them into a fantasy world of nature and wild animals, where the struggle for life is as fierce as theirs, but it's not for the individual, but for the whole pride; the family they don't have. It also makes them aware of their own existence; where they come from, what they do and where they are going. These children have no experience of life; all they know is their everyday life and what the city offers them. The confrontation with nature and the natural behaviour of animals allows them to develop a relationship with the protagonist of the story, the powerful white lioness. Her relentless struggle to feed her cubs and protect them from predators requires a strong will and effort; an inspiration for many of the children to identify with this powerful animal.

      

      “I have learnt that informal education is the only way to teach them,” I say to Angela, as we sit down for our weekly meeting.

      “Yes, most of them would simply not adapt to formal schooling, because they have never learnt to live a structured life.”

      Jamie, who has recently joined our meetings, has an idea. “I would like them to learn history, but in a way that engages them actively in historic events. Very much like what happens in the White Lioness’s room, but by using artefacts of the past instead.”

      “That could be arranged,” Angela says. “But we would need you to inspire them, and bring the history around those artefacts alive.”

      “I would be honoured to do that! I have prepared a list of interesting artefacts. I know where to buy the copies. Also, we would need an army of soldiers, horses, canons, and a table set out as a hilly landscape with trenches and caves to explore historic warfare. It’s fascinating! I am sure the kids would love playing it out!”

      

      And so The Cradle of the White Lioness became a place of informal education as well as its primary purpose of sheltering street children. We have been so successful in helping and educating street children that five more Cradles have been set up across our vast city - all fully funded by the new government!

      The building behind the Cradle gives many homeless people a place to go at night. Every day I see them arrive one by one; exhausted and hungry, hopeless and drunk, dirty and coughing. I painfully remember my desperation at the end of the day when I didn't know where to spend the night, and how grateful I would have been to be given shelter in this wonderful place called The Cradle of the White Lioness.
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      I am looking at the large mural of a white lioness. Her fur shimmers in the sun, which shines through the opposite window onto the picture. It feels like the mighty animal looks me straight in the eyes. It gives me courage. I imagine her to be powerful and caring, proud and dignified – just as I wish to be.

      I, Yana, am fifteen years old and live in the Cradle of the White Lioness; a home for orphaned and unwanted children. Within these walls I find protection and refuge.
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      My memories of the first days are blurred. I was very hungry, exhausted and dirty. My once colourful dress was faded and tattered on my body. I had worn it when I ran away from my much older cousin. In an unguarded minute I had sneaked out of his house without taking anything except what I was wearing. My parents had married me to him when I was little. He had planned to take me to a foreign country against my will. But that's not where I wanted to go.

      

      Sofia, the leader of the orphanage and my best friend, has been helping me to hide from him. Herself homeless in the past, she reads to us today from her self-written stories; a series of books under the title ‘The Cradle of the White Lioness’ - a children's novel. Our home is also named after it.

      I get along well with most of the children and helpers, but my biggest love is Erster. He has become a part of me and when I talk about me, I mean him too. Sofia found him lying in a basket outside the door as an infant. He was the first child in the Cradle. That's why they called him Erster, which is the German word for First One. I took care of him from the very beginning. He's a sweet boy. I try to give him what I was denied - a feeling of belonging and love. Despite my past, my maternal instincts are healthy. Maybe, because Sofia was always very caring and showed me how to love. Maybe, because even in my early years I missed it a lot to be loved.

      Erster's fascination is with playing At War. One of our rooms is fitted with a huge stage comprising hills, caves, a forest, loopholes and two armies. Every day he spends hours in the playroom and leaves a big mess afterwards.

      "Can we clean up now?" I ask him in the evening.

      "How?", he asks back.

      "Pick up the soldiers and put them back in line."

      He shakes his head.

      "The other kids want to find the table exactly as you found it."

      He agrees and lines up the soldiers. Then he comes back to me to claim his reward. I kiss him on his greasy cheeks and hold him tight against me. He runs away again. This time it's Sofia's turn. She lifts him lovingly onto her lap. He wants to turn the pages faster than Sofia can read them.

      "Don't you want to know what the white lioness will do with her baby?" Sofia asks him.

      "Yes!", shouts Erster and jumps to the ground. He gets the toy lioness and a cub and climbs back onto Sofia's lap. His little hands clutch the two wooden animals with which he re-enacts the scenes from the story.

      After reading, Erster and I go out into the courtyard to get some fresh air. It is overgrown with tropical plants and we often find colourful birds sitting on the branches. A small fish pond provides entertainment. We watch the fish and listen to the birdsong and the splashing of the small fountain. Erster points to every fish that appears on the surface.
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      The courtyard is also Eleonor's home. Eleonor is a Dalmatian. The good dog lies down leisurely at our feet.

      "One, two, three, five, six, eight," Erster begins counting.

      "Stop," I call out, "let's try it again together."

      This time it works. "One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten."

      "I can only count to ten," Erster says and jumps up to chase after a bird.

      

      The courtyard connects the Cradle to a second shelter, which  is for adult homeless people. It is a new building and looks very modern compared to our old, villa-like home. Sometimes Sofia takes me there. The shelter has many small rooms with comfortable beds that are freely available. The new arrivals have to register in Sofia's office - a small cottage in the front garden of the Cradle. When I am in Sofia's attic apartment, I watch the old sick people coming through the gate. Some of them look really horrible. Many cough, limp or can only walk in small steps. They are dressed in oversized, thick coats and carry their belongings in a bundle or in an old plastic bag.

      One of them is Gabriela, Eleonor's owner. She leaves with the Dalmatian in the morning and returns again at sunset to sleep in a cosy room on the ground floor. Today we meet her in the courtyard when she feeds Eleonor.

      "You, little one," she says in a raised voice, "you make Eleonor nervous with your racing around!”

      Intimidated, Erster pauses and lowers his gaze.

      "I'm sorry, but he only moves at a run." I smile in an attempt to calm her anger, but it doesn't work.

      "So, take him to the playground. The yard is no place for children," she snaps.

      "Yes, it is," I reply boldly. "After all, it's part of the Cradle."

      Gabriela shrugs her shoulders and disappears. I've always found her odd and casually shake the incident off.

      

      There is much to do in our shared home. Every child has tasks to complete. It doesn't bother me much, because I've had jobs to do from when I was a small child. When I was still living at home, before I was married off to my cousin, I helped my mother with cooking and washing dishes and handed her the pieces when hanging up the laundry. Here, I clean the vegetables every day, change the sheets and mop the floors. For the children who never had a home, the routine is difficult. I can understand that, as I lived on the streets with them for years. On the street, there was no routine. We did what we wanted. No adult to tell us what to do. Yet life on the street and life in the Cradle have something in common. We support each other as best we can. In the Cradle, the big kids help the little kids wash, dress and eat. They supervise them when they play outside and help them climb and jump. The big kids teach the little ones worldly wisdoms they have learned on the street. One piece of advice I will never forget. It still sends shivers down my spine when I think about it. Never trust a stranger adult who offers you sweets. They're almost always the ones who want something else from you.

      Most of us don't go to school. We grew up on the streets and don’t understand what education means. No one would make us sit behind a school desk every day. We never learned to listen and to do tasks. Besides, we don't like teachers because we see them as a threat. Still, I think most of us would laugh at them. What do they know about the real war of survival? When it's a matter of life and death? When hunger is so severe that it hurts. When fear of the unknown gnaws at your consciousness.

      In the Cradle, we decide whether we want to learn or not. Almost every week, the support agencies arrive with something new. Music, writing, crafts, theatre, reading and games. ‘Everything the heart desires’, we are told.  Nevertheless, many of us are difficult to motivate.

      It took me a long time to want to learn, too. Just didn't see any point in it. Thought I knew everything I needed to survive. But Sofia showed me how good it is to be able to read. It opened my eyes to the world. Ever since then, one question after another has been running through my mind. How was the world created? Why are there the good and the bad? Who decides how things are done? I am particularly interested in criminal cases and their causes. If I could, I would become an inspector. Solving murders. Preventing theft. Bringing justice. Sofia says if it was financially possible, I should study criminology. But before I can do that, I have to have a lot of qualifications. How can I do that without a high school diploma?
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        * * *

      

      My soulmate, Timmy, is not well. Ever since I've known him, he's been a drug addict. Sofia has been trying to take him to a doctor for a long time. But Timmy refuses. He's afraid of doctors and what they'd do to him.

      "I want to keep using drugs, just like I always have," he says.

      "If you keep this up, you won't live long," Sofia warns him.

      Timmy shrugs his shoulders casually. "I don't know why I was born anyway. If I knew my parents, I would take them to court. Not because they rejected me, but because they made me."

      Timmy has a very good side besides his drug business. He takes care of the street kids who can't make it. A lot of us got into the Cradle because of him. Including me. If it wasn't for Timmy, I would have died a miserable death. He found me lying under a dirty blanket in a dark alley. I was terrified that my cousin would find me. Timmy hid me in different places and brought me food regularly. On a piece of newspaper that I had secured for sleeping, I read that someone was looking for me. My picture was in the Missing section. For this, I slept for a while in a side tunnel of the subway. It was terribly loud down there, but I felt safe from my cousin. There were rats, spiders and lots of ants. The rodents left me alone, but the gold-coloured ants were constantly crawling all over me.  They were out to find carcasses and hunt insects. I dreamt of them eating my corpse piece by piece and turning my bones into golden powder which they spread all over the city. Golden powder that children collected in tins and then proudly gave to their mothers. Glittering golden powder on the skin of the many mothers who proudly carried the gift of their children. When I awoke from this dream, I realized for the first time that my mother had gladly married me off to my cousin. Right from the beginning she had wanted to get rid of me. From that moment on I hated my parents. That's why I understand Timmy wanting to take his parents to court because they made him.

      

      We wait two more days, but Timmy doesn't recover. On the third day, we find him unconscious in his bed. The paramedics come and take him away. I'm terribly worried about him. Then we get the news that he ran away from the hospital. A week later, he is back at the door of the Cradle again. This time with a boy. He may be a little older than Erster, but his face is marked by hunger and suffering. Sofia takes him in immediately, gives him food and a bath and puts him into a clean bed. He falls asleep immediately. Sofia does not leave his side. Timmy and I sit with them and spend the time reading.

      "Can I sleep here tonight?" Timmy asks into the silence.

      "Of course, you can. But we must let the hospital know that you are here," Sofia says.

      "Thank you," he says and turns to leave.

      "Just a moment," Sofia says, getting up and putting her arm around Timmy's shoulder. "How are you going to continue with this? One day we will find you dead in bed. I will blame myself for not having been able to help you."

      "You help me more than you know," he says and disappears.

      Sofia looks sad. I take her in my arms and comfort her. "Timmy sees no value in his life. He sees only value in other people's lives."

      "He kills himself slowly but surely. And that in full consciousness," Sofia says and lowers her head.

      "Let's go to sleep. Tomorrow is another day." I help Sofia get up and together we climb the stairs to her attic apartment.
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        * * *

      

      The following days I spend deeply lost in thought. What will my life be like when I am Sofia's age? What will my fate be? Will I one day have the luck Sofia had? When she was a homeless person, a secret was revealed to her that made her connect to the Cradle and have a home again. Do I, like her, have to suffer first to get happy? It can't be right that I have to hide in the Cradle all my life. Perhaps one day I can give Erster a normal home? But first I must earn money. How can I do that without qualifications? I feel worthless and bored in my limited little world. The internet is the only way for me to get a view outside. Sitting at the computer, I search aimlessly for something that could help me. Suddenly an advertisement with a bold headline pops up on my screen.

      

      
        
        Who is killing our dogs?

      

      

      My wandering gaze goes back to the question that strikes me as unusual. Just below it are three different pictures, each of which shows a dog. They are a White Shepherd Dog, a Greyhound and a Chihuahua.

      

      
        
        The police are investigating the mysterious case of the dead dogs. Meanwhile three dogs of different breeds have been found poisoned within the city. The mourning dog owners, all aged between eighty and eighty-five years, are at a loss. Information is helpful.

      

      

      I sit up and instantly think of Eleonor. I must warn Gabriela, Eleonor's owner. Eleonor is safe in our courtyard, but is the dog in good hands when Gabriela is out with her? What does Gabriela do with Eleonor during the day? Why does Gabriela even have a dog? She is the only one of all our homeless people who owns a dog. It costs a lot of money to care for a dog. Vaccinations, sterilization, flea treatment, food. How does she pay for that? Or does she just skip the grooming? But no, Eleonor is a fine-looking animal. Her coat is shiny, she is healthy and her behaviour towards people is friendly.

      In the evening I am in Sofia's apartment, standing at the window looking out for her. At last I see Gabriela coming at dusk. Eleonor walks proudly beside her. Gabriela holds the leash in a relaxed way, while Eleonor keeps Gabriela's step precisely. Now and then Eleonor looks up at her owner as if she has to confirm her trust over and over again. Gabriela talks to her lovingly. I can see her smile. It seems as if Eleonor is trained by love alone. A wonderful thought, which goes straight to my heart as I watch the two of them slowly approach the Cradle.

      On the way down, I hear Sofia talking on the phone. Her voice sounds an octave higher. Has Timmy done something cheeky again? Then I hear my name. I stop abruptly and hold my breath while I try to listen to the conversation.

      "Are you sure about this?" I hear Sofia ask.

      There is absolute silence. I watch Sofia listening to the answer of the caller.

      "Well, I'll let Yana know."

      Silence.

      "Yeah, that works. See you on Wednesday, three o'clock at your office."

      Silence.

      "I know the address, thank you. Goodbye."

      Until Wednesday? Do I have to leave the Cradle? The thought makes my heart race. My hands begin to tremble. Beads of sweat form on my forehead. I try to stifle the oncoming panic attack, which would shut me down entirely. Relax, I tell myself over and over again. Slowly I walk towards Sofia. She looks pale.

      "What's wrong?" I ask in a trembling voice.

      "Sit down, Yana. I must speak with you."

      The fear of the upcoming news makes my throat tighten. Slowly I move towards my favourite chair. It stands, with a small round coffee table separated from its counterpart, in the anteroom of the dining room. I sit down with my mind racing. Sofia reaches for my hand.

      "A lawyer just called. Your cousin has died."

      "What? That's wonderful!" I shout joyfully. I immediately recover from my panic attack. The blood now seems to run slower through my veins again. I feel my pulse decrease and my heart beat calmer.

      "At last I am free!" I jump up and throw both arms in the air. "Thank God!"

      Sofia laughs with me. It is a beautiful moment of relief. Then she gets serious again.

      "On Wednesday, at three o'clock, we are to appear in his office for the reading of the will."

      My joy vanishes in a flash. "Do I have to go out on the street?"

      "We'll take a taxi," Sofia says softly. She seems to know exactly what's going on inside me. I haven't stepped outside the Cradle for years! I am afraid. A lump is forming in my throat and I can feel the tears rising.

      "I can't do this." I let my head hang and sob.

      Timmy comes out of the dining room. The jam is around his mouth. He doesn't seem to care. Who could have taught him proper manners on the street anyway?

      "Would it help if I came along?" he asks.

      I look at him. "Yes, of course it would help."

      I reflect and turn back to Sofia. "Will my relatives be there too? My mother?"

      "Most likely," Sofia says and strokes my hand. "Everyone must be present at the reading of the will. You would also have to sign."

      The just suppressed panic attack comes back with all its might. It pulls me down and turns me into a pathetic pile of misery. My beautiful, safe world collapses around me. All the things acquired by Sofia's dear care, through which I prospered and flourished, disappear into nothing. I feel exactly as I did the day Timmy found me on the street, crushed by the weight of my existence. Darkness spreads before my eyes. A tunnel without end. I feel the blood in my veins freezing, my eyes blurring and my legs buckling. The strength leaves me. My last gaze is on Timmy as he hurries to catch me before I hit the hard stone floor.

      My dream takes me to a world of hazy spirits. The blood moon shines and my fears become reality. In my dream I wake up from my deep sleep. The previously lasting and dense fog fades away. Anxiously and suspiciously I observe a female silhouette at the end of a dark tunnel. Like a ghost she raises and lowers her veiled arms. She comes closer and closer. No one can stop her. Carried by the breeze, she lightly touches my finger. "Don't go away!" I cry out after her. I extend a hand out to her. Her gaze touches me. I watch her veiled body dissolving into tiny dots in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      "Yana, wake up.  W a k e   u p!  Can you help me?"

      I feel two little hands pulling at me. Slowly I open my eyes. Erster looks at me with his big innocent childish eyes. I sit up. With one hand he passes me his toy car, with the other the broken exhaust pipe. At once, I am with it again.

      "That looks bad. We need glue."

      He runs off and comes back a minute later with a tube of superglue. Then he sits down on the chair next to my bed and waits. His legs sway back and forth. I take the small exhaust pipe, apply the glue and stick it back to the toy car.

      "It has to dry now. You can pick it up later."

      "I want it now."

      "If you play with it now, it will break off again. Do you want that?"

      "No." Shaking his head, Erster runs away.

      My next visitor is Sofia. She looks concerned. "Are you feeling any better?"

      "Yes, better. I'm sorry. I must have scared you."

      "Yes, you did. But Timmy was in the right place at the right time, as always."

      "Where is he now?", I ask.

      Sofia shrugs her shoulders. "I'd like to know that too."

      We look at each other in a mutual understanding, which is deepened by our common fate as abandoned people. I tell her about my dream. "I think it was Avril," I say thoughtfully. "She wanted to tell me something."

      I never got to meet Avril, unfortunately. She died before I got to the Cradle. She had been the owner of the estate during her lifetime. Sofia had met her in a hospital when Avril was dying. The encounter had not been a coincidence for Sofia. She is convinced that there was a reason that brought them together. The large mural of the white lioness played a major role in this. In Avril's home, now the Cradle, the predator was a symbol of her African origin. Sofia, who was a writer of children's books before her stroke of fate, had written about the life of the white lioness and her offspring in a book series with the title ‘The Cradle of the White Lioness’. At that time, she had made a lot of money with it. As a homeless person later on, she found the picture of the animal in this house -- an amazing connection to her past. It was the inner as well as the physical strength of the white lioness the two women had drawn on. The lioness in the picture had also had a powerful effect on me from the very beginning. I always wanted to be just like her.

      Sofia nods and looks dreamily into the distance. "Avril's spirit lives in this house with us. She was a lonely soul. I believe her deepest wish was to help others out of loneliness."

      A soft breeze comes up. It reaches us in waves, like the breath of a gently swinging veil touching the skin. With every breath it clears itself a way to us.

      "Can you smell her perfume?" Sofia asks and raises her face to better appreciate the smell.

      "It smells like flowers," I note enthusiastically. "Like a spring meadow."

      "Avril is here." Sofia says. We hold hands.

      A magical moment that quickly fades away in the reality of things. Erster comes to pick up his toy car. When he happily runs away again, Sofia informs me that she could represent me at the reading of the will with my written permission. It takes a load off my mind.

      "My problem is still not solved. I have to fight fear in order to leave the Cradle again," I say. "I long for a walk in the woods, for the starry sky and the sea. I want to go to a playground with Erster, run through the park and go swimming with him."

      "We can work on this in small steps, Yana. Now, you just rest a little while longer and we'll see."
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        * * *

      

      I can't remember ever having worn a hat. Sofia says I have to protect myself from the sun on my first walk outside. I stand in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror in the bathroom with a collection of hats that Sofia brought me.

      "Where did you get so many?" I ask her.

      "They're Avril’s," she replies. "Can't you smell it?"

      "Yes, the smell of a spring meadow hovers around me like a fluttering bird."

      We laugh. I put on one after the other and choose a black vintage hat. My almost shoulder-length hair, which I dyed red for the occasion, comes out from under the hat and forms a colourful contrast to my painted blue eyes. I apply red lipstick. Sofia finds a slightly brownish coat that surrounds my slender body like a shell. As a final touch I tie a white ribbon around my hat. It matches the white women's tie that is casually bound around my neck. I inspect myself in the mirror from top to bottom to be pleased.

      

      Erster hops next to Sofia in front of us. Timmy holds my hand. I feel strong in the middle of my loved ones, enjoy the fresh air and gaze at the landscape. Everything looks different than I remember. The trees are bigger, the roads wider, the cars more stylish, the lights brighter and the people dressed differently. They seem unreal to me. I feel like I'm in a dream from which I'm just waking up. Do people look at me longer than normal? Not at all. I'm the one who stares! Timmy seems to know what I'm going through and squeezes my hand.

      Slowly we walk towards the park. As legend has it, a famous artist is said to have found his inspiration for his painting 'The Garden of Eden' here at the beginning of the 17th century. Large green areas, interrupted by various trees, flowerbeds and sculptures, invite you to be active and play ball. Erster tears away from Sofia's hand and runs away screaming with joy. Dogs off their leashes race everywhere, while the owners exchange a few words with like-minded people. The advertisement that appeared on the computer screen in front of me a few days ago comes to my mind. Would Gabriela and Eleonor go to this park too? As if I had foreseen it, Sofia says:

      "Look, there's Gabriela with her dog."

      We wave to her. She looks in our direction and waves back briefly. I notice she has Eleonor on a short leash.

      "Why doesn't she let Eleonor go free?" I ask.

      "Maybe she's afraid her dog will be poisoned," Timmy says.

      "Did you also hear about the dog poisonings?” I ask back.

      "Yeah. It's weird. This time they're killing dogs instead of children."

      Timmy's black humour hurts. We all know what he's talking about. He knows the street kid scene best.

      "I wonder who could have an interest in killing dogs," Sofia says thoughtfully.

      "Maybe Gabriela knows more. I'll ask her about it tonight," I decide.
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        * * *

      

      I didn't get a chance to talk to Gabriela. In the meantime, my life has changed fundamentally. Sofia was at the reading of the will yesterday afternoon and was informed that my late husband had bequeathed me his entire estate. It consists of a villa, gold deposits and a bank account. The total value of my inheritance will be communicated to me in the next few days. My relatives, including my parents, have already announced that they wish to contest the will. There is also a letter to the widow -- me.

      I hold the still closed envelope in my hand and cannot decide to open it.

      "Timmy, could you please..."

      "No. I can't read. Besides, I think you should read it yourself."

      "Sofia, if you don't mind, could you read the letter and tell me what it says?"

      "I can sit next to you while you read it," Sofia suggests.

      Her gaze rests on me, while I try to figure out what it is that I am afraid of.

      "I can do this," Erster offers.

      We laugh and my nervousness disappears. I reach for his hands.

      "Come here, sit on my lap. We'll read it together."

      He snuggles up to me. His warmth soothes me. Slowly I open the envelope and pull out two sheets of folded paper. The letter is written in clean handwriting with ink. The first words astonish me very much. After that I am completely amazed by what follows.

      

      
        
        Dear Yana,

      

        

      
        Words cannot describe how sorry I am that we never really got to know each other. I understand why you stole out of my house back then. I was very unhappy at that time and I probably scared you with my behaviour. I regret it very much. You were just a child! Please accept my sincere apology for my behaviour.

      

        

      
        I had someone looking for you because I didn't want you to be killed on the street. When I found out you were in the Cradle, I was so relieved. But I still tried to get you back. I regret that too. I should have just left you alone. You had to hide from me all these years. I'm so sorry.  I hate that I made you suffer. I deeply regret letting you down. I hoped that we could sit down together and think about a solution. But the circumstances did not allow it.

      

        

      
        As I'm sure you know, my home is in Pakistan. Here, in a suburb of Islamabad, I have a beautiful villa. My dream was to bring you here and give you a good life. As I said, all that is now in the past and things have changed.

        I've known for weeks that I wouldn't live much longer. The cancer is slowly but surely creeping through my limbs. The sad thing is that our common kinship is greedy for my fortune. Your mother is pressuring me to include your parents in the will. But I don't want that. I understand now why your parents married you to me. They only saw the money. At the time I thought I had a right to you. But time changed me. In the meantime, I have grown inside and have detached myself from the old traditions and customs of my ancestors. Today I think and feel differently.

      

        

      
        Therefore, I have decided to bequeath my entire fortune to you. I am sure the relatives will want to contest my will. I leave it to you to decide what to do with your inheritance. My wish, however, is that everything should be yours. I have wronged you and I want to make amends. Even if money cannot buy everything, you should at least have a comfortable life from now on.

      

        

      
        In eternal debt,

        Your cousin (and husband)

      

      

      

      I hold the letter in my hands and stare at what I’ve read. I had expected everything, but not a letter of apology in this style. It takes me a while to recover.

      "All good?", Sofia asks and looks at me closely.

      "Hah!" I hand her the pages and stand up to shake off my confusion. "Please read the letter aloud so that everyone can hear it."

      Sofia does it and everyone present is, just like me, amazed at so much remorse.

      "What am I actually going to do with the property in Pakistan, I still have to think about. I don't want the villa."

      "You could sell it," Timmy suggests.

      "Or I could just give it to the relatives. They can tear each other apart over it."

      I smile to myself with malicious joy as I imagine my alienated family in dispute over the property.
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        * * *

      

      In the evening Erster and I sit in the courtyard again. Eleonor joins us. Erster kneels beside her and touches her black spots. The dog seems to like it. She slumbers with her eyes half open.

      "One, two, five, seven, nine."

      "Let's try again together," I suggest. "One, two, three, four, five."

      Gabriela suddenly appears before us. I didn't hear her or see her come, and flinch.

      "Did I scare you?" Her voice sounds mechanical, as if she neither expects an answer nor is the least bit interested.

      "It's all right," I reply friendly.

      She puts the collar on Eleonor.

      A little surprised, I ask her if she wants to go for an evening walk.

      "Yes. Why does it concern you?" she asks.

      Not that I expected a friendly answer, but Gabriela just sounded very strange. I think before I answer her. I certainly don't want to be provocative.

      "I only care because I'm afraid for Eleonor. I'm sure you've heard about it. Five poisoned dogs have been found."

      "As long as I'm with her she will be safe." Gabriela gives Eleonor a rough pull. The dog howls slightly. It sounds like a complaint. Both disappear without another word.

      Our idyll is destroyed. I carry Erster to his little bed, read him a story and retire to my room. I lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling. A very strange day is coming to an end. Dogs are dying and Gabriela is behaving increasingly strangely. My late cousin bequeaths me his entire fortune out of remorse. As for the latter, anyone else would be celebrating now, but I am neither pleased nor disappointed. I hadn't expected this inheritance nor the apology. Is that supposed to make everything all right? Intuitively I know that this is my destiny. Sofia once mentioned that fate can be doomed. An uneasy foreboding comes to me. But no, this can’t be the end! My gut tells me to be vigilant. Hundreds of troubled thoughts buzz through my head as if they were in competition, each one trying to win priority over the other. The weaker ones are pushed to the edge of my sanity, while the strong ones make their way to the forefront of my mind. My restlessness leaves me lying awake for a long time. I yearn to fall asleep. Finally, my eyes become heavy and I surrender to the night.
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        * * *

      

      I spend the next few weeks as if in a delirium. Only very slowly I get used to my new life situation as a wealthy and financially independent young woman. Until now I had always been dependent on others. As a child, my parents raised me to marry me off to my rich cousin. At that time, I was forced to move into his house. I got enough to eat, but I was very unhappy. Not that he hurt me, but he did upset me a few times. I was lucky though, that when I yelled at him, he would disappear. After I escaped and during the years on the streets, Timmy helped me get by. I also depended on him in my fight for survival. When he finally brought me to the Cradle and Sofia took care of me, I felt safe for the first time. I like being here and I don't mind doing my chores. But I often wish I wasn't a constant witness to the misery of the homeless children. New kids arrive every day. Many of them are in a terrible state. They spend only a few nights in the Cradle. They eat, they shower and then they disappear again.

      

      Sofia and I are looking for an apartment for Erster and me. It should be near the Cradle, so we can come and go without having to take public transport. A therapist helped me to overcome my fear of the outside world. I was very fond of her and I think that also contributed to my recovery. She was gentle and like I always wanted my mother to be. Each appointment took me a little step further. At first it was very hard to fight the fear that came over me every time I took a step outside. Also, I could not sleep for a while because of it. At some point, however, I became more confident and my need to catch up on freedom was greater than my phobia.  Today, Erster regularly accompanies me on my excursions into the city. It makes me very proud.

      

      The next time I see Timmy, he almost bursts with news. "More dead dogs have been found!"

      "Oh, that's terrible. But why?" I ask.

      "Something stinks. They say the owners were all members of a well-known dog-breeding club four decades ago."

      "How do you know that?" I ask, astonished.

      "I heard it in the streets."

      I'm not surprised. Timmy knows everybody, and everybody knows Timmy.

      "The club was called Rare Paws," he continues. "They bred ancient and rare breeds of dogs."

      "Does the club still exist?" I ask.

      "No," Timmy says, "it's been dissolved."

      Sofia listens to our conversation curiously. She clears her throat before she speaks. "I vaguely remember the club. It was widely reported in the newspaper because it was so exclusive. It was chic back then to have a dog of an ancient breed. It was considered a status symbol of the rich."

      My gut tells me Gabriela has something to do with it. I've always thought there was something special about her. Something that sets her apart from the others.

      "Maybe Gabriela was once wealthy and a member of this club?" I say aloud.

      "What makes you think so?" Timmy asks.

      "I have a feeling Gabriela had something to do with this. Since our last conversation in the yard, she's been avoiding Erster and me. That makes me wonder."

      "What did you talk about?" Sofia asks.

      "I mentioned the dog killings and asked if Eleonor was safe. Gabriela reacted totally annoyed. She didn't want to talk about it. Took Eleonor and disappeared."

      "Hmm, yes, her behaviour is odd, because usually she is quite friendly," Sofia says.
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        * * *

      

      The courtyard has become very lonely without Eleonor.

      "When can I start counting points on Eleonor again?" Erster asks, bored.

      "When she comes back."

      "When will she be back?"

      "I don't know."

      "Why is she gone?"

      "I don't know that either."

      "When is she coming back?"

      "I don't know."

      "Why don't you know?"

      "I don't know why I don’t know,” I say, this time with the intention of teasing him.

      He looks at me. He pulls his little face into a funny grimace. His laughter makes his white teeth flash.

      "Why do you always say I don't know?"

      "Because I have no answers to your questions."

      Before he asks me the next one, I suggest we go for an ice cream. He jumps up enthusiastically and takes me by the hand.

      We leave the Cradle at dusk. A warm wind blows through my hair. The gentle caressing feels good. Erster runs ahead of me. I tell him to sit in the stroller.

      "Why?"

      "Because it's safer."

      Slowly we stroll towards the ice cream parlour of the Bienvenue-en-France-Café at the edge of the Garden of Eden. We order a chocolate ball each with chocolate sauce in the waffle. It doesn't take half a minute and Ersters face is smeared from one ear to the other. Grinning, we enjoy our ice cream.

      

      "There!" Erster points into the distance.

      "What is it?"

      "Gabriela and Eleonor."

      Alarmed, I look up and see the Dalmatian with her mistress at the edge of the forest. They seem to be in a hurry. Eleonor drags Gabriela behind her, as if she was looking for something and had now found it. Determined, I throw my ice cream cone into the garbage bin, strap Erster into the stroller and set off. I have to find out what Eleonor is after. Quickly we cross the lawn. Erster giggles. He loves bumpy tracks. The melting chocolate ball runs over his hand and drips onto his trousers. Just before we reach the edge of the forest, Eleonor changes direction and turns onto a path. To keep up, I have to run with the stroller in front of me. I try to avoid holes, rocks and bushes so that the stroller does not fall over. Erster squeaks with pleasure. We reach a clearing.

      "There!" Erster points to something rolling on the ground about fifty meters ahead of us. Gabriela is just bending down when we arrive out of breath. I cannot believe my eyes. A small dog is in mortal agony. White foam is pouring out of his throat.

      "What's wrong with the dog?" I ask, completely shocked.

      Gabriela looks at me in horror. She obviously didn't realize we chased after her.

      "The dog is dying," she whispers. Then she pulls the leash on Eleonor and disappears.

      Erster begins to scream. I take him in my arms and try to comfort him. It is a cruel sight, how the dog struggles for breath repeatedly and vomits. To resist

      the cramps that make it howl in pain, it tosses and turns in agony. At last it is over. It remains still. A last twitch goes through its body. It is dead.

      Silently, Erster stares at the dead dog. It is his first confrontation with death. He clings to me and hides his face on my shoulder. After a while, I look around. No one is there. Then suddenly we hear a woman's voice calling out.

      "Pepperly, Pepperly, where are you?"

      The voice comes closer.

      "Pepperly, Pepperly! Come here, Pepperly."

      I watch as an older woman slowly approaches. She is fixated on the dead dog.

      "But, Pepperly, what's wrong? Pepperly?"

      She kneels down next to her dead pet.

      "Your dog just died," I say. "I'm very sorry." I'm surprised at my formality. I never talk like this, but the strange situation forces me to.

      "But ... but why?" The shock is written all over her face.

      "It looks as if he's been poisoned," I say, pointing to the vomit.

      "Yes, that's what it looks like. Pepperly has now also become a victim of this sick person who kills dogs," she says bitterly.

      I immediately think of Gabriela.

      "We should call the police," the elderly lady suggests. She pulls a fancy mobile phone out of her Gucci handbag. Her hands shake when she dials the emergency number. She briefly explains to the person on the other end what happened and gives the location.

      "The police are on their way. Maybe you should wait," she says to me.

      "Of course."

      "Was Pepperly already dead when you arrived?" she asks.

      "No. He died in our presence."

      "Did he suffer?"

      I'm lowering my head. "If I said no now, I'd be lying."

      Tears run down her face.

      "Please sit down. There's a bench," I suggest.

      Together, we sit down.

      Erster wakes from his paralysis. "Why is the dog dead?"

      "Someone poisoned him," I answer quietly.

      "Why?"

      "I don't know that."

      "Did Gabriela poison the dog?" he asks innocently.

      The lady looks up. "Who is Gabriela?"

      "She is an acquaintance of ours. She was here when we arrived."

      "Please report this to the police," the lady tells me.

      "I will."

      A police car arrives ten minutes later. Erster is excited about the flashing blue light. Two uniformed police officers get out and slowly approach us.

      "Good afternoon."

      "Good afternoon. My name is Bergman. This is my colleague, Sergeant Jack Renna."

      Sergeant Jack Renna greets us with a nod.

      Bergman bends over the dead dog and examines the scene in every detail. Then he turns to the older lady.

      "Is this your animal?"

      She seems irritated by the choice of words and says: "Yes, that used to be my dog", emphasizing the word dog.

      He turns to us. "And what are you doing here?"

      "We saw the dog die."

      "That must have been terrible for the boy," Jack Renna remarks.

      Erster feels addressed. "Gabriela poisoned the wow-wow," he says.

      "But we don't know that," I admonish Erster.

      "Who is Gabriela?", Bergman asks.

      "We know Gabriela. My boy and I watched as she and her dog Eleonor ran after something. The dog seemed to know this place. We followed them. When we arrived, it was already too late."

      "What exactly did you see?"

      I swallow. So many questions at once! A little bit insecure I try to answer them as well as possible.

      "Well, we saw Gabriela bending over the dog while it struggled against death."

      "Did you see Gabriela give the dog something?"

      "No."

      "Do you know where this Gabriela and her dog live?" Jack Renna asks.

      "At our place," says Erster jauntily.

      Jack Renna smiles. "Where's at our place?"

      "In the Cradle," Erster answers.

      "What is your name?" Jack Renna asks.

      "Erster."

      "That's an interesting name."

      Erster laughs. "Because I was the first one in the Cradle!"

      Jack Renna turns to me, smiling. He looks deep into my eyes.

      "And you are?"

      "Yana Patel."

      I'm a little embarrassed by the way he looks at me. He seems to notice it, which makes me even more embarrassed.

      "Do you know when we can meet this Gabriela in the Cradle?"

      I think. "Best after nine o'clock in the evening."

      "All right, you can go now. We will have to come back to you for the protocol. Goodbye."

      I nod and am confused. What is wrong with me?

      He turns to the older lady.

      "We'll have the dog picked up. I'm sorry it had to die. Please give me your name and address.

      "My name is Mafalda Orlandi. Tower Street 90."

      Erster and I leave the crime scene. I memorise the woman's name and address.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the Cradle, I immediately sit down at the computer. I have to find out something about this dog breeders club Rare Paws. There is no information. At that time there was no internet and the club dissolved long before the internet started. Sofia says it is possible that there is still an entry in the business register, even if it has expired.

      I spend the next days in the library. The archive is full of old registers, but my ignorance of the exact date makes the search difficult. To get a clue, I decide to read old newspapers. My fingers are black with printer's ink, my eyes are red from reading, and I fall asleep bent over a newspaper. Finally, on the third day, just before the library closes, I find an article from June 13, 1955.

      

      
        
        Are you looking for an investment opportunity? Our club Rare Paws specializes in ancient and rare dog breeds. Please contact Mr. von Braachen at the following address.

      

      

      

      It fits! The address is a big old building. It belonged to the administrator of the cathedral a long time ago. Then it was sold to a private person. The building had been perfect to run a dog breeding business. It is also located directly at the Garden of Eden. Ideal for giving the dogs a run. The upper-class environment must have attracted rich prospective buyers. But who was this Mr von Braachen? Had he been the company's tax consultant? Or had he been the breeder and therefore the brain behind the company? Perhaps there’d been several breeders - hence the reference to a club!

      I can't wait to continue my research in the library the next morning. The advertisement I found the previous day must have been placed during the establishment of the company. After all, Mr. von Braachen was looking for sponsors. So, I have to keep looking in the old newspapers from after June 13, 1955.

      As I pull another newspaper from the shelf, a loose addition falls out. It's a mini-brochure with the title:

      

      
        
        Rare Paws - Your Puppy as an Investment

        Our exclusive offers for you:

      

        

      
        1. Chinese Shar-Pei:

        - Considered one of the oldest breeds in the world.

        - Origin in Tai Lin, China

        - Life expectancy 9-11 years

        - extremely wrinkled, broad head, deep-set eyes, blue-black tongue, rough coat

      

        

      
        2. Tibetan Mastiff

        - Considered one of the oldest and most expensive dog breeds in the world

        - Origin in Tibet

        - Life expectancy 12-15 years

        - large and heavy, broad head with small sideways hanging ears, long, thick fur, solid black or red.

      

      

      
        
        3. Saluki, the Persian Greyhound

        - Considered the eldest of the sighthounds

        - Origin in the Middle East

        Life expectancy 12-14 years

        - long narrow head with big eyes and falling ears, feathered or short-haired

      

        

      
        We offer you a comprehensive range of services, combined with a careful after-sales service for the care of your selected puppy. In doing so, we place particular emphasis on the health and well-being of your animal, especially in the long term.

      

      

      

      I copy the brochure and carefully put it back into the newspaper, which is dated 12 December 1955.

      Back in the Cradle I meet Erster and the Sergeant Jack Renna in the reading corner. They are playing hopping-riders. Erster plops straight through between Jack's legs and remains lying on the floor laughing out loud.

      "Again!" he calls on Jack, who seems to enjoy the game himself.

      "Oh, hello," he says, when he notices me. Admiringly, he looks at me from top to bottom. "Oh, you look lovely today."

      "Thank you," I reply puzzled. A warm wave goes through me. I feel my cheeks getting hot. Erster watches us with big eyes. It seems he has taken up our mutual attraction immediately.

      Jack Renna clears his throat and stands up. He is a tall, slim man with black curly hair, which he has carefully parted and combed back, giving him a neat appearance. Short stubble indicates a constant need for a shave. His radiant eyes look down on me.

      "May I call you by your first name?"

      "But of course," I answer.

      "Thanks Yana. I have brought the protocol. You'll have to read it and sign it."

      He hands me an envelope. "Sure, I will."

      "Could you now show me where Gabriela's room is?"

      "Sure." Erster takes him by the hand and pulls him along.

      We laugh. Jack turns around as he's being pulled away. "I'll pick up the report the same time tomorrow.

      "Fine," I say, and wave him a brief goodbye.

      Again, he looks at me with that flirtatious look. On my way to the kitchen I smile dreamily and bump into Sofia, who is on her way to see me.

      "Oh", she says, "Jack Renna is a nice man, isn't he?"

      I burst out loud, which eases my embarrassment a little. Sofia joins my laughter and takes me lovingly in her arms. She too seems to know what is happening.

      

      The next day I stay home. Erster won't let me go. He's had to spend the last few days without me and he needs me. I use the time to get my feelings under control. With each day that passes, I am more and more excited to see Jack again. Have I fallen in love with him? It's a wonderful feeling.

      When he finally gets here, he looks worried. He asks if he can talk to Sofia and me privately. We sit in the reading corner.

      "Yesterday I spoke briefly with Gabriela. I'm not sure if you know that her real name is Veronika von Braachen."

      Sofia is very surprised. "No, I did not know that. She always pretended to be Gabriela."

      I take a deep breath. "Von Braachen?"

      "Yes. Does that name mean anything to you?" Jack asks, looking at me expectantly.

      "It does," I say thoughtfully. "A certain Mr von Braachen ran a dog breeding business in the period after 1955. The name of the business was Rare Paws.

      "Oh, that's interesting." Jack's making a note. "There's something else you probably don't know," he continues.

      "Like what?" Sofia asks.

      "Veronika von Braachen has spent twenty years in prison. She was found guilty of murdering her husband in 1961."

      We look at each other in dismay. "That's terrible."

      "During her prison sentence, she kept insisting that she was innocent," Jack adds.

      "Was it possible to prove her innocence afterwards?" I ask.

      "No, they did not," says Jack. "She never made an attempt to prove her innocence."

      "Anyway," Sofia says, "if she really did it, she served her sentence."

      "That's how I see it," Jack agrees with her.

      I'm clearing my throat. "Uh, it could be that there's a connection between the dog killings and Gabriela, I mean Veronika von Braachen. But it's just a hunch."

      "I have that assumption, too," says Jack.

      "It could be that she's taking revenge for something. It can't be a coincidence that the owners of the dead animals all belonged to a dog breeding club. And they're wealthy too."

      "How do you know these women are wealthy?" Jack asks.

      "Because the dogs killed are of rare breeds throughout. Therefore, they are very expensive to buy."

      I pull the copy of the brochure from my pocket. "Here, look. I found this in the library yesterday as an extra page in an old newspaper."

      Jack reads the copy carefully. "And how do you know this company existed after 1955?"

      "I read that in a previous advertisement and concluded that."

      "Do you have a copy of this too?"

      "No, unfortunately."

      Jack's thinking. "Can I meet you tomorrow in the library?"

      I had already anticipated this question and was secretly waiting for it.

      "I'd be happy to," I answer with a smile.

      He smiles back. "Will ten o'clock suit you?"

      "Yes."

      Jack says goodbye and goes to the door.

      "Can I come too?" Erster asks unexpectedly.

      "No, sweetie, we're baking a cake together tomorrow," Sofia says and strokes him over the head.

      "With chocolate?" Erster asks and looks up at Sofia.

      "With chocolate sprinkles!" We shout in unison.

      

      Jack and I spend hours in the library looking for more evidence in the papers. Finally, we come across a newspaper report from August 1960 about the death of von Braachen. He had been poisoned. His wife, Veronika von Braachen, was a murder suspect. In the next article we read that the poison with which Mr von Braachen had been killed was found in the handbag of Mrs von Braachen during a house search. The prosecution's charge was that the poison murder must have been a response to the domestic violence. Mr. von Braachen had become violent with his wife and had beaten her. Another article dealt with the dissolution of the exclusive club Rare Paws. Among others the name Orlandi was mentioned. The name rings a bell.

      "Mafalda Orlandi's dog was the last victim", I say.

      "We need the names of all club members and associates of Rare Paws. Then we'll compare them with the names of the dog owners whose pets were poisoned," Jack says.

      "We need to search the company register from 1950 onwards."

      "Is public access allowed?" I ask.

      "State commissioners are allowed to retrieve register documents," Jack explains.

      "Pity."

      "Why is that a pity?" Jack asks.

      "Because it excludes me." I look at him disappointed.

      "In that case, you're my assistant," Jack says.

      "Oh, that's great." I'm thrilled. I can finally live out my passion for criminology. Even under the guidance of Jack Renna, who had already made a name for himself as a Sergeant through another case in the past.
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        * * *

      

      The archive is located in the old Town Hall. Jack enters our names, shows his police license and gets a stamped paper. Proud and excited about what will be revealed to us, I follow him down the stairs into the basement. Despite the ventilation system, the air gets heavier with each step down. It smells slightly musty.

      "A cold-case investigator's paradise," Jack says as we arrive in a large windowless room filled with shelves. He begins to search the documents for "R".

      „R ... u ... R ... o ... R ... a ... Ra .. . z ... Ra … x …“

      "Here!" I shout to him. My zeal was such that I was quick to locate the Rare Paws file.

      "Good, Yana. Let's take a seat there." He points to a small table with two chairs under a bright lamp.

      In the file we find, apart from various foundation forms, also a partnership agreement. There are seven partners, each of them marked with the word ‘Breeder’. Ferdinand von Braachen is additionally mentioned with the title ‘Managing Director’. I take out my notepad and write down the names with an untrained hand.

      
        	Ferdinand von Braachen

        	Alfons Beringter

        	Lorenzo Orlandi

        	Christopher Martin

        	Jacques Bisset

        	Mateo Lopez

        	Marcus Winter

      

      In a table, Ferdinand von Braachen is at the top of the list as the main depositor. The other shareholders had made various capital contributions, which had provided the company with the necessary equity.

      "That's all we need at the moment," Jack informs me.

      On the way up, Jack briefly squeezes my hand. "Will you still come to my office? We need to compare names."

      "Sure thing. You think I'd just go home in the middle of an investigation?"

      He laughs. "You are ambitious. I could always use you as my assistant."

      "That would be great." I wink at him.

      He stops abruptly. "Do you mean it?"

      "Yes, I really mean that."

      We walk towards the criminal investigation department in silence.

      "I really need an assistant," he says and looks at me.

      "And I really want to be your assistant. The problem is that I have no training whatsoever. I haven't gone to school or learned anything else."

      Jack thinks for a while. "Good. But you could catch up. You're still very young. Would you be up for that?"

      "Yes."

      "In the meantime, you could help me. As an intern, so to speak. You could always catch up on your education at a later stage."

      "So that would mean once I had all the prerequisites to become a apprentice, I would already be well prepared with the knowledge I will have learned from you. The formal education itself will be a cinch," I say.

      "That's the plan." Jack smiles at me with his shining eyes. "I'm practically training you right now so you can start your education as a detective at an advanced level. It will help you greatly in passing your exams and completing your apprenticeship in no time."

      I stretch and hug him. "You make me very happy right now."

      "Likewise."

      We kiss quickly and look deep into each other's eyes. Jack loves me - I'm sure of it. This is my first and deeply felt encounter with love. It feels as if I float on a soft white cloud, yes, on cloud nine!

      

      Jack's office is kept minimalist. There is a desk equipped with a computer, in front of which there is a simple chair. The mere sight of the hard looking lounge chair filling a corner of the room hurts my back. There are two large sliding doors covering a wall, behind which I imagine a built-in shelf. The walls are painted white and without any decoration. A large window with sash bars allows for sufficient light. I look around in amazement. Not even a framed certificate hangs on the wall.

      "Clean surfaces and uncluttered areas help me think more efficiently," Jack explains when he sees me searching the walls.

      He opens one of the sliding doors and pulls a file labelled ‘dog killings’ from the shelf. After some searching, he takes out a typed page with information. We compare the surnames of the former dog owners with the surnames on my list. They're the same.

      "Now we have a solid link between the club owners and the women whose dogs were poisoned," Jack says.

      "The next step should be to determine if the poison used to kill Ferdinand von Braachen matches the poison used to kill the dogs." I suggest.

      "Very good, dear Yana. I have already had this checked."

      "And what is the result?" I ask curiously.

      "The poison's not the same."

      "Does that mean that the Mr von Braachen and the dog murderer are not the same person?" I ask.

      "That would be easy," Jack says. "The dog killer may have used a different poison to confuse the investigation."

      I sigh. "So, we haven't made much progress."

      "Yes, we did make some progress. The women were all the wives of the club's members. Today they are all widows."

      "Which I hope is a coincidence," I throw in.

      Jack raises his eyebrows at my perceptive remark. "I'll check that out."

      "Good." I am content. "Now what?"

      "The next step would be to arrange an informal meeting. I want to know how the widows relate to each other, what they remember and how they generally behave in the group. In doing so, I hope to find clues, perhaps even self-incriminating statements," Jack says.

      "I wonder if they are still in contact after such a long time? Maybe they don't know anything about their common fate. Have the names of the owners of the killed dogs been published?", I ask.

      "No, they have not," Jack says. "Perhaps the women will reveal important information out of surprise to see each other again."

      "Will Gabriela be invited too?"

      "No. Her presence would only create unnecessary tension."

      "May I attend the meeting?"

      "Yes, but you mustn't say anything. Besides, everything that is said and also what we discuss is subject to secret protocol."

      "That goes without saying." I nod.

      Jack presents me with a document, which I am happy to sign.

      

      A feeling of happiness flows through my body like I have never experienced before. In a very short time my life has changed. I willl catch up on my schooling and become a detective! Back in the Cradle, I tell Sofia about my plan. She and Erster are both infected by my high spirits and are equally delighted. Sofia wants to arrange private lessons for me. Costs are not an issue, as my inheritance means that I have now a bank account with adequate funds. In addition, I am thrilled about the ready-baked cake with chocolate sprinkles and Sofia's news about an apartment near the Cradle. The estate agent called. It was a two-room flat on the third floor of an apartment building. The place is currently under renovation. The culmination of my lucky streak happens the next day. At the appraisal we decide that the apartment is just right for Erster and me. We sign the contract and can move into the flat in exactly four weeks.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You, dear Mrs. [name], are one of the victims whose pet was found poisoned for reasons not yet clarified. Such a loss would be very painful for you. We therefore offer you the opportunity to talk to like-minded people about the loss and grief for your pet. For this reason, we would like to invite you to a meeting on Saturday, October 23rd, at 6pm, in the Community Hall. Our colleague from the pastoral care, Dr. A. Singer, will be at your disposal.

      

        

      
        Yours, Jack Renna

      

      

      

      I read the invitation to the six widows twice. The real reason for the meeting is not mentioned. I am sceptical.

      "The invitation is unrealistic after all these events. To me, the letter sounds overly flattering. The widows might sniff something."

      "This is precisely what's supposed to irritate them," Jack begins to explain. "The invitation is on the letterhead of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Maybe some of them will be puzzled, but in hindsight, they will trust the authority. Their mild insecurity will be to our advantage."

      I pull a face. "It’s nasty."

      "These are tricks, dear Yana. How else are we going to get to the heart of our investigation?"

      I have no answer to that. A little confused, I ask further.

      "Have you booked the counsellor, Dr Singer, yet?"

      "Yes." Jack looks past me as if the conversation is over.

      "What if the women don't come?"

      "They will come."

      I look up surprised. "How do you know that?"

      "Experience," Jack says. "Old people are curious. They also seek companionship because they are lonely. They are happy to be invited to an appointment. They love to talk about their passion - in this case, dogs."

      Jack smiles. He seems sure of himself. I don't know what to think. The urge to get to the bottom of things mixes with compassion and good morals.

      "Feelings aside," says Jack, who seems to know exactly how insecure I feel.

      "Feelings won't get you anywhere in an investigation like this. You must learn to think rationally."

      "Okay," I reply.
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        * * *

      

      The time until the 23rd of October drags on. My tension grows. Finally, Saturday arrives. It's pouring with rain. I take the bus to the Community Hall, which stands tall and majestic in the centre of our city. At 5.55 pm I climb the stairs to the double doors, which Jack opens.

      "I saw you coming. You look beautiful."

      "I don't feel like flirting now," I reply.

      Jack is amused and smiles.

      It smells like coffee. I look around. There's a large laid table in the middle of the room. I am drawn to a cream cake and a coffee pot on a tea trolley near the table.

      "It looks inviting."

      "It's supposed to," Jack says.

      Three older ladies enter. Jack immediately walks up to them and greets them with a light bow. I am amazed at his good style. Bowing is unusual these days. Jack seems to know what older ladies like.

      "I'm glad you came," he says. "I'm Jack Renna." He turns to me and introduces me. "This is my assistant, Yana Patel."

      Mafalda Orlandi's and my eyes meet and she blinks in recognition. "Oh, we know each other," she says to me.

      "Hello. Nice to see you again." I give her a brief wave.

      The other women sit down at the table after I have taken their coats and umbrellas.

      "It smells like coffee in here," says one of them, gazing enthusiastically at the tea trolley.

      "We're waiting for three more people," Jack says.

      "Oh, yeah? For whom?” Mafalda asks.

      "They should be here any moment," says Jack, ignoring her question. "Why don't we sit down?"

      Three more elderly ladies arrive. One of them is clumsily leaning on a walker. She seems to find it difficult to breathe. Jack hurries to her and helps her to sit down at the table. Unsteadily, she glances around, but looks with absolute clarity into every face of the people present. "Oh, I know you. You are Emma Martin. I liked you best of all."

      Emma, an extremely elegantly dressed lady with a striking pearl necklace, contemplates briefly before answering. "And you are the wife of the late Alfons Beringter, Brigitta." It sounds neither pleased nor disappointed - more like a boring fact.

      "If I remember correctly, Alfons was my husband, wasn't he?" Brigitta Beringter looks around in search of help.

      "But yes, Brigitta," replies another lady dressed all in green. She laughs artificially and rolls her eyes, seemingly trying to add bitter irony to Brigitta's memory gap.

      Jack speaks up. "I would say that we introduce ourselves to each other now. Unfortunately, our woman from the pastoral care, Dr. Singer, cancelled at short notice. She sends her apologies." He casually changes the subject. "Yana, you could serve the coffee and cake now, please."

      The cancellation of the pastor is taken note of by all present without words. Only a disappointed murmur can be heard from the crowd. It does not surprise me either. I now know for sure that the pastor had been a part of Jack's ploy to hide the real reason for the meeting.

      I slowly start to hand out pieces of cake and pour out coffee. As I do so I eagerly listen to the rest of the conversation.

      The lady in green clothes introduces herself as Antoinette, Jacques Bisset's widow. She speaks with a slight French accent, is very pompous. I find her unsympathetic from the start.

      The next lady is Felicia, Mateo Lopez's widow. She wears a subtle perfume that I noticed the moment she entered the room. She is also dressed in a plain, slightly grey pantsuit and a matching hat. She stands out because of her slim, long body and her simple appearance. Shyly, she introduces herself with downcast eyes.

      Isabell, the widow of Marcus Winter, is without doubt a rich woman. Her jewellery sparkles in the variety of solid diamonds. The elaborately embroidered, antique pink dress nestles tightly around her voluminous body. It is obvious she had been to the hairdresser before the meeting. Her hair is professionally styled and covered with a glittering hairnet. The make-up is also coordinated with her dress and hairstyle. On telling us her name, she raises her right hand. Each of her fingers is wearing at least one gold ring.

      Emma Martin introduces herself briefly with her monotonous voice. Again, Brigitta Beringter mentions how much she liked Emma back then. This time, Emma ignores Brigitta. She looks in the opposite direction, apparently to emphasize her disinterest in Brigitta's recollections.

      When Mafalda Orlandi introduces herself, she clutches her Gucci handbag tightly. I notice that the leather around the golden snap fastener has scratches. My eyes automatically wander to Mafalda's long fingernails. They are painted bright red and filed tapered. Something else I notice on her as well. Her deep blue eyes behind black framed rectangular glasses are as cold as ice. In addition, her chin tapers into two sharp edges at the same angle as her fingernails. The deep facial wrinkles in her snow-white skin are embedded in what reminds me of dark valleys. Her lips are painted bright red and smeared. I think of a she-devil as I know them from horror movies.
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      I knew right from the start that Brigitta Beringter would be our key figure. She is demented and babbles freely. I inconspicuously watch her drinking coffee and eating cake. She has problems with her fine motor skills and spills the coffee. I hurry to help her with a cloth. Antoinette Bisset rolls her eyes for the second time over Brigitte's clumsiness. She's rude, I think. I feel anger rising in me.

      Jack, on the other hand, takes the event calmly and speaks in a relaxed voice:

      "First of all, I would like to welcome you here. The occasion is sad because you all share the same fate. Your beloved dog has been poisoned by an unknown person. However, I would like to reassure you that we are pursuing the crime and will do everything we can to put an end to it." He clears his throat and takes a deep breath to continue speaking.

      "Where's Veronika?" Brigitta Beringter calls into the circle.

      The women visibly cringe. There is silence. The air is so thick that you could cut through it. But Brigitta seems to be completely unaware of this and unscrupulously continues to ask: "Has she actually been released from prison?"

      Jack listens and asks with absolute nonchalance, "Who is Veronica, if I may ask?"

      Brigitta feels she's being talked to. "Oh, she's the wife of..."

      "Be quiet," Isabell Winter hisses at her. At this moment her glittering hairnet above her left ear comes off. Irritated, she tries to clasp it again with her heavy gold ring fingers. Unsuccessfully. She sighs. Felicia Lopez gets up and walks around the table to Isabell without words. With skilful hands, she fastens the hairnet and sits back down in her seat. She receives neither a thank you nor a recognition.

      Brigitta is not distracted by the hairnet incident. She is piqued at Isabell's rebuke. "Don't you dare tell me to shut up!"

      She turns to Jack again. "Veronica is Ferdinand von Braachen's widow. She was sent to prison for the murder of her husband thirty years ago."

      "Thanks for the information," Jack says. And after a short pause he continues. "It seems to me that you know each other from the past."

      Silence. The women lower their eyes and poke around embarrassed on their plates. Still annoyed, Brigitta says something that makes our heads shoot up. "How did you cope with the guilt over the decades, Isabelle?", emphasizing the word 'you'.

      The answer comes loud and clear. "I don't know what you're talking about, Brigitta. Once again, I advise you to keep your mouth shut. You don't know what you're saying anymore. You're demented!"

      Now even Jack is speechless. I observe Brigitta's face changing from pink to white.

      "We should change the subject," Emma Martin remarks casually.

      "No, we shouldn't," Jack throws in. "What guilt are you talking about, Brigitta?"

      Brigitta starts to cough. The coughing develops into a persistent cough that degenerates into an asthma attack. Under breathlessness she tries to say something, but she does not succeed. She points to her handbag. I hurry to get it and rummage desperately inside it. Then I see the blue rescue inhaler, shake it vigorously and help her to inhale the Ventolin.

      "The ambulance is already on its way," calls Mafalda Orlandi and puts her cell phone into her Gucci handbag. She hurries eagerly to the door and opens it.

      Jack touches Brigitta's arm and talks to her calmly. But the effect of the Ventolin does not set in immediately. Brigitta's asthma attack continues. Felicia Lopez knows what to do. She opens Brigitta's tight blouse and encourages her to breathe deeply and slowly. Then she gives her more Ventolin. Finally, I hear the ambulance siren in the distance. When the two doctors arrive, Brigitta has calmed down a bit. But she is weak and the doctors insist on taking her to the hospital. I help with her transportation. Get her coat, bag and walker and put the items in the ambulance van. I notice how the other women are visibly relieved and ready to go. Together they leave the Community Hall in silence. Surprised about their hurried disappearance, I watch after them.

      

      Jack and I sit down and help ourselves to a lot of cake.

      "That was very interesting," says Jack and shoves a big piece in his mouth. "Except for the asthma attack."

      "Her asthma attack was caused by stress," I say.

      "Oh, yes, I know that. The woman was feeling under pressure." Jack swallows a piece of cake before he continues to talk. "All these women share a secret."

      "Gabriela, I mean Veronika von Braachen, may have really been in prison all those years innocently," I say.

      "I suspect so too. Our job is to prove it. But we can only do so if we find Ferdinand von Braachen's killer."

      "How are you gonna do that?"

      "I must speak to the ladies individually. Brigitta is the first to be summoned."

      We leave the Community Hall. Jack takes me back to the Cradle and helps build a double bed. We can't have enough beds, although some remain empty at times. Timmy keeps bringing in new kids. Most of them are very run-down and need help urgently. Once I get used to them, they disappear again. It is a coming and going. I am looking forward to having my own home with Erster, although the thought makes me a little queasy.

      On the evening of this eventful day Jack looks at me worriedly.

      "Can you handle what happened today?"

      I laugh. "I don't mind what happened today. I'm excited about your method of getting information from people and I look forward to learning more from you."

      "Then why do you look so worried?"

      "Because I'm tired of the constant back and forth in the Cradle. I can no longer bear the plight of the children. I must get a distance from it, or it will get to me."

      "It won't be long now, Yana. I will help you move and furnish your apartment."

      "Thank you, my dear." I stand on tiptoe, kissing Jack's cheek. He takes me by the hands. "Sleep tight. I'll keep you posted." He takes a step back. "Besides, I thought we could have dinner together this weekend."

      My heart leaps at the thought. "Oh, yes, very much. Good night."
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        * * *

      

      The following Wednesday Jack calls me with terrible news. Brigitta Beringter was found dead in her apartment. The autopsy is in progress. That same day, we know the cause of death. Her lungs show traces of hydrogen cyanide. She was poisoned. The opened vessel containing the highly toxic and very volatile hydrogen cyanide was found hidden behind a pile of books on her desk. The small bottle is currently being examined for fingerprints and DNA traces. Suicide is ruled out. Jack suspects that Brigitta has been murdered and that her murder is connected to that of Ferdinand von Braachen thirty years ago.

      "Will you come with me to the evidence room? There's Veronica's handbag, in which the poison was found. It has never been tested for DNA traces.

      "Why not?" I ask.

      "Because the DNA analysis didn't exist thirty years ago and the investigation ended with Veronica's conviction."

      "I'm in," I call euphorically into the telephone.
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        * * *

      

      The approximately fifty square meter large evidence room is located behind a double secured door. I am overwhelmed by the many weapons. They are neatly attached to a large perforated wall that extends along one side of the room. Jack explains that they are mainly murder weapons. There are various pistols, machine guns, knives and even a baseball bat with nails on one end. There is also a crossbow with an arrow. The shelves are filled with boxes, files and other items. I admire a sculpture made of marble and wonder how a beautiful piece like this can be used to kill a person. Valuable paintings, jewellery, cash and drugs are stored in a walk-in safe, which is secured by several locks. The evidence is sorted by date of investigation. Jack knows his way around and searches on a shelf marked 1961. He is already holding the plastic-wrapped lady's bag in his hand. On a sticker I read Veronika von Braachen, murder case Ferdinand von Braachen, and a number.

      "This goes straight to forensics. Hopefully they will find something," Jack says.

      "What about the poison? Was Brigitta killed with the same poison as Ferdinand von Braachen?", I ask.

      "Yes. It's the same."

      My eyes widen in bewilderment.

      Jack seems to know exactly what I think. "But this is not proof. We need the DNA profile of the killer."
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        * * *

      

      As we leave the building we see Veronika sitting on a park bench with Eleonore by chance. The muzzle of the dog rests in the lap of her mistress. Veronika caresses tenderly over her shiny fur. When she sees us coming, she visibly trembles. But then she suddenly straightens up.

      "Hello, Ms von Braachen", Jack says. "How are you?"

      "I want to make a confession," she says and slides a little to one side.

      Surprised by the sudden statement, we sit down.

      "One moment, please." Jack pulls a small recording device out of his pocket. He enters the date, time and name. "You can speak now."

      Veronica takes a deep breath. "I killed the six dogs. Not for revenge, but to bring my husband's murder back into people's memories. I had no idea how else to do it. I have no money to hire a lawyer to prove my innocence."

      I'm amazed. Jack waits patiently for her next words.

      Veronica swallows and continues. "I know you're on the real killers' track. I hope you can catch her this time."

      "Who's the killer?" Jack asks casually.

      "Mafalda Orlandi."

      "Why do you think Mafalda Orlandi murdered her husband?" Jack asks.

      Veronika looks into the distance and speaks from her memories.

      "It was in the interest of all business participants. My husband took away the opportunity for the other breeders to become successful. The Orlandis were keen to take over the business together with the stud dogs. The healthy and strong stud dogs had yielded my husband a lot of money."

      Jack nodds in understanding."The business was later dissolved after the takeover. Do you know why?" he asks.

      "Because Orlandi failed to maintain the required genetic variety. He used the same stud dogs too often and for too long. This reduced the diversity of the genome of the next generation of puppies, resulting in an accumulation of disease-causing genes. The dogs were born with genetic defects. So the business went bankrupt."

      There is a pause. Veronika looks relieved. Her chest rises and falls as she breathes in and out deeply.

      "Thank you, Ms von Braachen. Do you have anything else to say?"

      "How is Brigitta? Has she recovered from her asthma attack?"

      "Oh, you know about the meeting?" Jack asks.

      "Yes. Felicia and I are friends. I apologized to her. Actually, I didn't mean to kill her dog. It was an accident."

      I give Jack a sign to speak. He nodds.

      "How did you manage to track down the individual dogs?" I ask.

      "Before I was sentenced, I searched the dressing room of Rare Paws for items of clothing. The women kept their coats and scarves there. I sealed each item in labeled, airtight plastic bags to preserve the smell. The other day, I had Eleonor track down the women's scent on their dogs. You see, I trained Eleonor to develop a keen sense of smell. She found each of their dogs in the Garden of Eden."

      "Then you had the dog-killing operation planned before you went to prison?" I ask.

      "Not really. I didn't know then what the situation would be in the future. But my gut feeling at the time told me that preserving the odours of the women was my only chance. You see, I'm a dog trainer by profession and I know that you can achieve a lot with dogs' sense of smell."

      We marvel at so much ingenuity.

      Veronica's eyes fill with tears. "Unfortunately, I mixed up two pieces of clothing. That's why Felicia's dog is dead now."

      "I am sorry to hear that," Jack says.

      I am surprised by his compassion. Veronica wipes away her tears.

      "How is Brigitta?" she asks for the second time.

      "I'm sorry, but I am the bearer of sad news. Brigitta has been found dead in her apartment," Jack says.

      Veronika is visibly shocked. "Let me guess. She was poisoned with Prussic acid."

      "I can't comment on that right now." Jack turns off the recording device. "Thank you, Ms von Braachen. We will get back to you."

      We say goodbye and leave.

      "Will she be punished?" I ask.

      "I doubt it. As a matter of fact, it looks like she's served thirty years for a murder she didn't commit."
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        * * *

      

      "How are you?" Jack asks when we meet for our weekend dinner in a brasserie.

      "Fine," I say. "I'm terribly curious. Tell me about your investigation.

      "Well, " he starts, while he turns around searching for a waiter, "yesterday I visited Mafalda Orlandi to get a DNA sample from her. When I informed her that she was suspected of murdering Brigitta Beringter, she turned white as a sheet."

      "I guess she didn't expect that," I say, unable to contain my malevolence.

      "Do you believe, she even refused to open her mouth when I showed up with the DNA sample stick?"

      I try unsuccessfully to suppress a giggle. "And then what?"

      "I first had to explain to her that she was legally obliged, and if she didn't open her mouth right there and then, I'd have to take her with me!"

      "Did she finally open it?"

      "Yes, but reluctantly."

      Jack turns around again in vain for a waiter.

      "There's more news," he reveals.

      "Out with it!" I yell.

      "They found a hair on Veronika's old handbag. The DNA profile matches that on the prussic acid vessel in Brigitte's apartment."

      I think for a second. "And this, in turn, fits the profile of Mafalda Orlandis?"

      "Bingo!" He points both index fingers at me. "We therefore have evidence that she committed both murders."

      Despite the seriousness of the matter, I laugh at his humour. "When will she be arrested?"

      "On Monday. She'll be remanded in custody until the trial.

      "What about the other women?"

      "As an accessory, they have also made themselves liable to prosecution. They may of course deny their complicity. Mafalda Orlandi will be interrogated and the details will come to light."

      "But they are so old. Are there extenuating circumstances for them?" I ask pitifully.

      "That's for the judge to decide." Jack takes a deep breath. "Now on to the next subject."

      "What's that?"

      He takes my hands in his. "If you don't mind, I'd like to take care of you and Erster."

      I look into his loving eyes. "I thought that was already clear."

      "I just wanted to hear you say it again."

      "Thanks, Jack. I can't imagine my life without you." My heart races with absolute joy. We smile at each other.

      The waiter comes and asks if we've decided.

      "Yes," says Jack, looking very happy, "a bottle of Prosecco, please."
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        * * *

      

      One decade later.

      Sofia reached the respectable age of ninety-three years yesterday.  She still runs the Cradle and reads from her books daily. In the evenings either Erster, Jack or I come and help her clean up. Then we take her up the stairs to her attic apartment, from where we pick her up again in the morning. I admire her energy and strength, as I have always done.

      Jack, Erster and I have become a family. Jack and I married and adopted Erster as our son. He goes to school and is very popular among his friends. Next week he's going on a week-long camping trip with his class. Today we are on our way to buy him the necessary clothes for it. While he changes in the tiny changing room, I sit on a stool in front of the curtain. He hands me a piece of clothing.

      "Doesn't fit."

      I hang the piece on a coat hook and find myself in the mirror on the opposite wall. My thoughts wander into the past. I remember the moment when I was afraid of my future. A lot has happened since then.

      Two years ago, I successfully completed the police school and now I work as a police inspector myself. Many crimes happen in our city, which I investigate successfully almost every time. Jack says that I was born a police inspector. I am grateful I was able to learn the basics from him in our first case together.

      

      Mafalda Orlandi was sentenced to life imprisonment as a double murderess. There she died a natural death. The other women had known that she was the killer of Ferdinand von Braachen. But legally, they had no obligation to report Mafalda Orlandi. According to the law, an obligation to intervene exists only for crimes that have not yet been committed but are imminent. We were therefore unable to prove their planning or participation in the murder, also because of the long period of time involved.

      The women did not want to hear about the injustice they had done to Veronica, which had disappointed me deeply.

      Veronika was not charged for the dog killings. For the wrongful conviction regarding the murder of her husband, she received a generous financial compensation, which she invested in a new shelter for homeless people. She and Eleonor still live next to the Cradle. When we see each other, we greet each other kindly. She had been wronged greatly and I feel sorry for her. I have forgiven her for the dog-killings.

      

      The only survivors of the six women are Veronica and Felicia Lopez. Felicia said that the guilt had marked her life and that she herself had felt behind bars for three decades because of it. She is the only one who showed remorse and asked Veronica for forgiveness. Veronica believed that one should forgive those who repent of their deeds. Since then the two women have been friends and visit each other regularly.

      My gaze is once again directed towards my reflection in the mirror. My thoughts wander back to my childhood. I spent it with a constantly nagging feeling of guilt - the guilt of being in this world. Unwanted and discarded of. The bloom of my childhood denied by my parents.

      Dear Timmy, tomorrow I will visit your grave again like I do every week. If you had known your parents, you would have taken them to court. Not because they rejected you, but because they conceived you. It's not our choice to be born, but our parents'. And they have to be held responsible.

      I look forward to campaign for your revolutionary idea.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      I hope you have enjoyed reading my story as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

      Although this is a work of fiction, homelessness, street children, drug abuse and child marriage are contemporary and very real issues in our societies around the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY BEA ESCHEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Orontius, God’s Juggler

      

      In the late Middle Ages, Orontius grows up in poverty in a peasant family. After the sudden death of his mother, his father entrusts him to the vagabond Eberlein to protect him from hunger and hardship. The only condition is: Eberlein and his troupe are to take Orontius to a monastery in Siegen for his 15th birthday. An adventure-filled time begins for the boy.

      In the monastery, Orontius learns about the life of the Franciscans and becomes a monk. During this time he meets Gregorius of Metz, with whom he subsequently forms a deep friendship. However, he doubts the integrity of the Abbot.

      After more than two decades, Orontius leaves the monastery to visit his father. There he discovers that everything has changed. From then on, he gets to know life in all its brutality, but also in its beauty.
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        * * *

      

      Mafalda, the Jugglers Daughter

      Seventeen-year-old Mafalda, third daughter of Orontius, finds a coin in the ruins of an old castle during a visit to her birthplace Flecken in 1551. The coin shows a head profile that resembles hers in every detail. The reverse of the coin is embossed with flames. Because the location of the find coincides with an ancient chapel where Saint Catherine was celebrated, her path leads her to the Monastery of Saint Catherine on the Sinai Peninsula. Supported by her family, she undertakes the boat trip to Egypt from Venice, accompanied by a childhood friend.
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        * * *

      

      The Fruit Picker

      

      Sebastian is tired of feeling misunderstood by his parents and friends. He is gay and it urges him to break out of his everyday life and experience the world in a different light. An opportunity arises to work as a fruit picker in Australia. He immediately embarks on an adventurous journey during which he gets to know Australia in all its facets; from the rigid Australian court system to the depths of the Aboriginal spiritual world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My Love and Beyond

      

      A dream that takes us into the mystical world of the Aborigines. A discovery that amazes us. A love that we long for. Michael Sturm, a German archaeologist, comes to northern Australia to investigate bones of human historical significance. Then he meets Brolga, the woman of his dreams, and his life changes fundamentally.
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        * * *

      

      I Was One Of Many Slaves

      

      The story is set in Ancient Egypt. At that time the Gods rule mankind. Life after death continues in the spiritual world.

      Naguib is a slave and falls head over heels in love with a servant of his revered Queen. He experiences strong sexual and spiritual powers that elevate him above his fellow slaves and eventually make him a valuable resource in his Temple.
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        * * *

      

      Seventy-Five

      By law and like everyone else, George must die on his 75th birthday. There is not much time left, and cruel things happen around him. His adored daughter reveals a secret to him too good to be true. It gives George and humanity a chance to regain hope for a dignified life.
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        * * *
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