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AUTHOR’S NOTE



The actions of the Azanian People’s Liberation Army (APLA) and the events surrounding the attack at the Heidelberg Tavern in Cape Town on 31 December 1993 are fact; the bombing of the Victoria Drinking Hall is fictitious.


Similarly, there are many real addresses and places within this story, but some are imagined. The opinions of some of the characters about real people involved in contemporary South African history, whether alive or dead, are those of the character alone – this is a fictional story.


‘Metro’ police officers act within the centre of Cape Town alone, and are primarily there to reassure residents and tourists of their safety, dealing with by-law infringements, traffic offences and community policing. The SAPS are the general police service throughout the country.


Oranjezicht is a residential area just above the CBD of Cape Town on the lower slopes of Table Mountain, affording panoramic views of Cape Town waterfront from one side and the near vertical face of Table Mountain on the other.


Paul Mendelson





PROLOGUE



January 1994


He stares, aghast, at the smoking void where the façade of the Victoria Drinking Hall had stood for the previous sixty years. Above and beyond the ruin, Devil’s Peak is shrouded in fast moving dark cloud and rain falls sporadically but hard, diagonally across the taped-off streets onto ambulance men and police officers surrounding the scene.


South African Police Captain Vaughn de Vries can make out eight blanket-covered mounds in human form, laid out side by side in rows four deep, and feels his fists clench, jaw tighten. The smell of cooking meat is not the sweet braai smoke of the summer just ending, but acrid, choking. Twenty-three days before, he attended the Heidelberg Tavern bombing, not one kilometre away. To the whites of Cape Town, this is a senseless atrocity. He and his fellow officers had watched silently at the station, bile rising, Nelson Mandela walking from Victor Verster Prison amidst the cheering throng, the now inevitable path for South Africa indelibly signposted: elections, black majority rule, President Mandela; the end, many believe, of their cherished country. Yet, three years on, dates for elections set, world watching, still the APLA, armed wing of the Pan African Congress, targets innocent civilians at churches and bars. This is the second within the suburb of Observatory: four dead at the Heidelberg, at least eight here; students, adults and the elderly; white and black and coloured.


He hears his name barked:


‘Captain de Vries. Take that vehicle, follow me. We have information on the suspects’ escape route. Move.’


De Vries salutes, sprints to the van, sees another officer jump into the passenger seat, guns the engine, follows in the wake of the huge police van and his commanding officer, Major Kobus Nel, who breaks through the cordon, heads up towards Main Road and takes a sharp left towards Rondebosch. De Vries’s vehicle howls as he accelerates up the hill, moans as he turns. He catches glimpses of rubberneckers, covered against the rain and wind, but ashen faced, their white complexions sickly green in the faltering dusk and flickering street lamps.


He turns to his passenger.


‘Who are you?’


‘Constable Mitchell Smith, sir, Rondebosch.’


‘De Vries, Captain, Observatory. You know my CO, Major Nel?’


Smith shouts above the engine noise: ‘No, sir.’


‘Taskmaster. Do as he says; don’t think for yourself. You get it?’


The vehicle ahead pushes through red robots at the hospital junction, bears left and drops down onto Settlers Way, crosses four lanes, accelerates onto the N2 freeway. On the vehicle radio, they can hear shouted directions in a mixture of English and Afrikaans, hysterical and contradictory, barely comprehensible beneath a blanket of interference and static. De Vries discerns Nel’s bark above the cacophony:


‘Khayelitsha, Pama Road . . . Grey building.’


The rain is falling harder now, without respite, driven across the freeway by the gusting wind: a sharp summer cold front hitting town. The sky is now completely dark but for a pale halo of light around the mountains on the horizon; the freeway lights are out. As they pass the cooling towers and head towards DF Malan airport, the front tyres lose traction momentarily and De Vries struggles to regain control.


‘Shit. Keep a lookout for them ahead. I can’t keep up in this kak fucker.’


De Vries struggles with the gearbox, wills the vehicle on, steers hard into the buffeting wind. There are few other vehicles on the road, a dangerous enough stretch without the hazardous conditions. As they pass under one of the new pedestrian bridges, built to prevent the squatter camp dwellers from trying to cross six lanes of fast-moving traffic, De Vries looks up: the squatters have been dropping lumps of concrete onto cars beneath them; half a dozen individual fatal incidents; a huge pile-up had cost seven lives just five weeks back.


The road rises as they pass the end of the runway, the airport itself quiet and dark. Already, De Vries knows, more people arrive in South Africa as sanctions are lifted and the pariah state is re-welcomed back into the world. What kind of country will it be that raises its head amongst its peers?


Suddenly, Smith shouts: ‘Left turn ahead. Left, left, left.’


De Vries swerves onto the slip road, the back of the van slides outwards and he struggles to steer into the spin and bring the vehicle under control, hears Smith gasp at his side. Ahead, in what seems like thick, fast-moving mist, De Vries can see the larger police vehicle pulling away from him again, thinks he will lose it, squints through the windscreen barely cleared by the stuttering wipers. Everything is opgefok in this outfit, nothing works, nothing functions. What a country we’re going to give them; economy fucked, infrastructure crumbling, people starving. Beneath the roar of the rain on the roof and the engine straining, he mouths the words: ‘But, for fuck’s sake, we’re giving it to you, so don’t go fucking killing our people or we’ll fucking kill you back.’


* * *


He sees the vehicle pull off the tarmac surface, catches up with it, watches jiggling rear lights as both vehicles thunder along the rough unsurfaced road, tyres in potholes throwing up orange-brown ejaculations of mud. Ahead of them, at a deserted crossroads, a damp grey dwelling constructed of breeze blocks and corrugated iron sits dripping in the white light of a single lamp post, and a metallic green Ford Escort stands nose first in a partially fenced front yard.


De Vries can see Nel and three other white officers, armed and squatting behind their vehicle. Smith winds down the passenger side window, struggles against the oozing stiffness of the old mechanism.


‘Across the way there,’ Nel orders in his deep, strident voice, eyes blazing, sweat on his upper lip. ‘De Vries, stay by your vehicle, take the sightlines across the crossroads, keep anyone else out of the scene. You,’ he points the muzzle of his handgun at Smith. ‘I want you at the perimeter of the yard to this shit-hole. Check the green car, guard our backs. You got it?’


They acknowledge the orders, watch Nel back off, keeping low, order his men to follow him. De Vries knows them all: Mike de Groot, Sheldon Rich, Johan Esau. There is another in the driver’s seat, could be Joey Swanepoel, left to guard the vehicle, keep the engine running.


De Vries climbs out of the van, draws his weapon, holds it in both hands, balances it on the roof of the van; he scans 270 degrees, sees no one. This is not a night to be out on the street, not a time to be taunting the armed white policemen, high on a righteous mission. Smith has taken his place at the corner of the tiny plot. De Vries sees him feel the bonnet of the green Ford, check the doors, open the boot, shake his head.


Shouts from inside the dwelling; a shot, screams, then a dozen rounds like frenzied drum beats, a woman’s wails. De Vries swings around, his weapon pointed at the doorway. He can see Smith squatting behind the green car, weapon primed, hears more shouts, a woman begging, imploring; then swearing, Nel’s shout, two final shots – an epilogue. A minute flash of silver catches his eye at the side of the shack; a semblance of movement. He thinks he makes out a figure. He raises his gun, aware his hands are wet from rain and sweat, the muzzle shaking. Another movement, perhaps a scraping sound, a high-pitched, almost whispered command. He tightens his grip, feels the trigger bite into the joint of his index finger. Something tells him not to fire: it is a child, children. He tilts his head. The rain makes him blink, re-focus; he sees eyes stare back at him; too small, too low to be an adult. With his left hand, he pushes down the muzzle of his gun, squints, discerns nothing but the sound of heavy raindrops beginning to fall again on the tin-roofed shacks around him. If he has seen children – seen any living animal – it, or they, have run away down the narrow alley between the two rows of shacks and tiny houses, beneath the sagging lines which steal electricity from the looming pylons at the end of the encampment, into the maze of the dark and filthy township.


He looks across to see Nel and the three officers exit the building, senses more than sees shock and fear on the faces of the young subordinates, their legs weak.


‘Next junction, grey house. Go.’


De Vries does not know whether this is an order to him or to Nel’s men. He watches them stumble into the vehicle, the sound of the engine revving, back-firing, jolting into gear. It passes De Vries, turns again onto the main thoroughfare and heads away, thick fumes in its wake.


De Vries looks over to Smith, still crouching. He turns full circle, scanning the shacks and passages, sees no movement, scurries across to the van, crouches next to him.


De Vries is dry-mouthed:


‘What happened?’


‘I dunno.’


‘What did you see?’


‘Nothing. Nothing.’


‘You see anyone come out the back, the side of the shack there?’


‘No.’ Smith turns around, looks down the alleyway, shakes his head. He stares at De Vries, mouth agape, panting.


‘Wait here. Cover me.’


Keeping low, De Vries jumps the broken chain fence around the yard, runs to the front door, jams his back against the wall, primes his weapon, glances inside the building. He takes a deep breath, ducks inside.


The rain on the tin roof is like a thousand gunshots, the bitter stench of fresh blood clashes with the warm smoky air, thick with sweat and urine. The interior is lit only by a fading hurricane lamp atop a pile of firewood, a faint orange glimmer from a fire against the back wall. To his right, deep, dark blood oozes from the bodies of an old man and woman sprawled on a thin, stained mattress; ahead of him, in front of the fire, a young girl lies face up, her head encased in a solid helmet of hair matted in blood; to his left, two adults, he thinks maybe in their late thirties or early forties, lean against one other, heads touching, one with half his face blown away, the other riddled with bullets. In their agony, they seem to have embraced, arms around each other, ankles crossed.


De Vries fights back vomit in his chest, takes short staccato breaths, squeezes his eyes shut yet forces himself to picture each body, each face. He searches for weapons, sees none. He makes himself step forward, pushes aside debris with his foot and with the muzzle of his gun. Still he finds nothing.


He backs out, reaches the cooler, heavy air and breathes it into his lungs; he remembers where he is and what he has seen, swings around and sees only Constable Smith, alert yet somehow mes-merized, pointing his gun at him. He meets his stare, drops to one knee and checks around him. Still there is no sign of life on the streets. He pulls himself up, scurries towards Smith and the green vehicle.


‘What is it?’


‘Something set them off. Firefight. Five down in there.’


Smith swallows.


‘Blacks?’


‘Ja.’


‘We follow Major Nel?’


De Vries hesitates.


‘No.’


‘Sir?’


‘We go back to Obs. Back to the station.’


He rises, pulls Smith’s sleeve, scampers back to their own van, fights to get the engine started, pulls away, swings around, heads back in the direction from which they have come.


Above the sound of the straining engine, Smith shouts:


‘What happened?’


De Vries grits his teeth, fights the stench in his nostrils, keeps watch either side of the road, alert for ambush; he says nothing.


What happened?


Wrong house, wrong car, wrong information – if there ever was any. Trigger happy, angry, vengeful policemen, sick of the struggle, sick of seeing their own cut down, sick of the weather. Out of control commanding officer venting his hatred, his frustration that at the end of years of toil, decades of faith in the system, those above have capitulated; lashing out at anyone without answers, anyone black . . .


What happened?


‘Don’t know,’ De Vries says.


Kobus Nel is scarcely older than him, but he is broad and balding, and very fit, his muscular arms filling out his rain-and-sweat soaked uniform. De Vries is taller, but he is thin and lean, his hair still buzz-cropped, army-style. He is back on home territory in Observatory, but he has been away for two years and is newly posted to the station.


The changing rooms are located in an old stone building covered by corrugated asbestos roofing. The rain thuds against it. It is cold and damp and, mid-shift, empty. De Vries has showered under the sputtering tepid streams, torn between remaining to face his CO or getting out and going home, and facing him the following day. He is absentmindedly toweling himself down when he hears the door slam and Nel’s voice boom. Nel runs down the narrow corridor of lockers, pushes him hard in the chest. He stumbles back, falls over a low wooden bench, hurtles against the far wall of lockers, causing a crash of metallic thunder. He scrambles to his feet, naked, heart pumping.


‘Come here, De Vries.’ Nel points at the ground in front of him. Vaughn stands straight, winded and shocked. They are alone and De Vries can smell the liquor on the man’s breath, senses the unstoppable determination in his posture; that his will cannot be challenged. De Vries looks up at the grey lights.


‘De Vries. Where the fuck were you?’


‘Sir?’


Nel shoves him again, forcing him back.


‘We moved from the house in Pama Road to further locations. You were our back-up.’ He stamps forward, shoves De Vries hard; another thunder-clap of bone on metal locker-front. ‘Where were you?’ He shoves again, until De Vries’ back hits the lockers; a cymbal cacophony echoes. ‘And Constable Smith?’


De Vries unconsciously switches to military mode, barks his answers, loud and staccato.


‘Understood we were to remain in situ, guard the scene, sir.’


Nel has him trapped at the end of the row. He slams his fist into the locker door next to De Vries’s ear.


‘No, Captain, you cowardly fucker. You fucking left that scene, abandoned your unit and slunk back here. What if we had encountered resistance?’


‘I misunderstood your orders, sir.’


Nel is shaking now; his gloved hand shoots for De Vries’s neck. Vaughn feels the cold, clammy leather on his windpipe, knows he has only seconds to decide whether to fight back. Nel smashes the locker door with his other fist, releases his grip on De Vries’s neck, stands back. De Vries realizes that the physical threat is bluster, that Nel’s anger is diminishing, mutating into a different mood.


‘Your report on my desk before you leave the station. Make sure it’s right. You understand?’ He takes a small step away from De Vries. ‘Check what Constable Smith writes, counter-sign it and leave it with yours. You have a duty, Captain. Fulfill it and this is over.’


De Vries prevents his head from nodding automatically; he stands still, ignores his heart pounding in his chest, feels control returning to his limbs. Imperceptibly, he draws himself taller.


‘What do you want in my report, sir?’


Nel stares at him, his pale eyes focused.


‘Nothing that brings disrepute to this station, to my command. I make myself clear?’


De Vries stands taller. His shaking has abated, his nakedness forgotten.


‘What role did those people play, sir, the people who are now dead, in the incident at the Victoria?’


‘That is not your business. You report what you saw. Only what you saw, not what you think you saw.’


‘I saw,’ De Vries says.


There is a beat of silence before Nel comprehends, recoils. De Vries sees him re-evaluate the threat he poses. Nel lowers his voice, comes back towards him.


‘I am the commanding officer, De Vries. What you believe you saw makes no difference. There are four witnesses who will recount what occurred. We were threatened at gunpoint by men and women who harboured terrorists. We defended ourselves, confiscated weapons. No one will recall differently.’ He backs away and then struts towards De Vries anew.


‘One word from me and you’re gone. When the new regime comes to power they will exploit any weakness to gain control. So, you decide, De Vries. Stay with us, or be our enemy. See how many friends you have then. You won’t live to see the new fucking kaffir South Africa.’


‘I’ll see it rather than start a bloodbath.’


‘Ja, that is what you would do. You and fucking De Klerk and the Nats who’ve sold every one of us down the fucking river. And that fucking kaffir terrorist, fucking saboteur, Mandela. You think he will bring peace to this country? He’s a fucking bomb-maker. You think men like me will let him become the fucking messiah?’


Kobus Nel struts in a circle, still blocking De Vries’s exit. He is shrieking.


‘You know what will happen? The police force is over; they’ll disband it because there’ll be no fucking rule of law. They’re going to take our jobs, our houses, our land, destroy everything we have done to build this country into the great nation that we are. They’re going to fuck us all up, and with the whole world watching, cowards like you are going to let them.’


De Vries baulks, knows that over brandy and cokes with his friends he has drunkenly debated the future, acquiesced to the ugly fears of his colleagues, the hateful proselytization, but he has never fully accepted it. His new wife, Suzanne, younger and more enlightened, more informed, has tempered his insistent gnawing fears and argued to accept the inevitable, to gauge a reaction, not to allow knee-jerk ignorance to rule his heart, and to believe in hope for their daughter’s future in the new Republic of South Africa.


De Vries says quietly:


‘You know what’s frightening about people like you? I am angry, I feel betrayed, fear for my country, but you know what? You make me sound so fucking reasonable.’


Nel laughs bitterly, shakes his head.


‘We’re all fucked, whatever you pathetic liberals, you fucking apologists think, but I’m warning you, you threaten my future and I will bring you down. So, right now, you better do your duty, Captain. Don’t do it for yourself. Do it for your wife and child.’


He turns, and in the split second Nel’s back is to him, the thought comes to De Vries to jump the man, to bring him down, to beat the life out of him.


When the door to the locker room finally closes, leaving him alone, he bows his head, his weight still on the steel doors against which he had been trapped. He pretends that he hasn’t yet decided what he will do but, deep inside, he already knows. He wonders whether the shame will allow him even to stand upright to leave this place, to dress, to type up his lies and cajole the frightened Constable Mitchell Smith, to walk through the station to the exit, to travel home to his wife and baby.





PART ONE






 


 


3 April 2015


Colonel de Vries rides De Waal Drive as far as the Mill Street slip road, sees one plane of the tower blocks in the CBD bright with white sun, the Waterfront lit by watery rays of sunrise, turns left up towards the face of the dark Mountain, encounters only gradations of grey, from grey tarmac, through the thick layer of smoke, up the staggered, unending growth of mountain, to dark white cloud above it. He guns the puny engine up the steep incline, inhaling rich, choking smoke through the ventilators, presses on, almost in darkness, awaiting the moment when he crests the deep haze and finds daylight again. He locates the turnoff onto Serpentine Road, swings the car parallel to the coastline. The smoke follows him, lies on his rear window. For three months now, the fires have blazed. More of the famous posters have appeared on billboards, those which scold and beg simultaneously, the design decades old, a cartoon for adults: the vast, delicate Springbok head, wide eyes anguished, naïve, painted flames behind it, a tear falling from its eye. The fawn, engulfed by pathos, pleads: ‘Only YOU can stop bush and veldt fires.’


He finds Park Terrace, draws up short of the misty blue flashing lights ahead of him, swings open the car door, feeling the wind take it away from him, and struggles to slam it shut. Behind him, the eponymous little park at the road’s end with its Umbrella Pines seems unscathed, and he sees no flames from the foot of the Mountain where the fire must have blazed during the night. He turns back, walks with the wind, engulfed in smoke, towards the scene.


‘Fucking fires,’ he mutters, cupping his hands around the tip of a new cigarette, emerging choking into the square of marked police vehicles. The cylinder ignites and he draws deeply. He turns to a uniformed cop, flashes his ID.


‘Day doesn’t begin till the poison meets my lungs.’ He waves the cigarette at the officer between the ‘v’ of his fingers, strides on through the haze towards the house wrapped in police tape. He pauses, takes two further drags, flicks the butt into the gutter and spits on the road. He trots up the stairs, passes through a wide front door, sees a group of Cape Town Central officers in the palatial hallway.


‘Who thinks they are in charge here?’


The men shuffle to face him, fall silent. He hears footsteps on the wide staircase, suspended seemingly in midair, wide plains of white marble tapering down to the ground floor. Two sets of cheap shoes, crisply pressed grey trousers, white shirts and navy ties appear in fifteen centimetre degrees. The taller man, a broad black African, fit and muscular, snorts, tilts his chin at De Vries.


‘Of course it would be one of you.’


De Vries meets his eye.


‘Who are you?’


‘Nkosi. Lieutenant Sam Nkosi.’ He holds out his hand.


‘Step outside with me, Lieutenant.’ De Vries turns from the proffered hand, walks back to the front door, onto the street. As he passes the wide mirror in the hallway, he sees the eyes of the other officers turn towards to Nkosi.


De Vries waits, stares up at the mountain, his back to the property. When he hears footsteps behind him, he turns.


‘I am Colonel de Vries of the Special Crimes Unit . . .’ He observes Nkosi’s blank reaction. ‘If you know who I am, your attitude is misjudged. If you don’t, then I’m telling you now, Lieutenant: I’m taking this case from you.’


‘I know that,’ Nkosi says.


‘Where are you from?’


‘Central.’


‘Before that?’


‘Pretoria.’


‘Nobody likes this system. But it works. Chalk it up to experience. What do I need to know about the scene?’


‘I have walked it with my Sergeant to check it. We have touched nothing.’


‘I hope not.’


‘Been done right.’


‘Good. I’ll base my opinion of you on your word. Give me a card?’


Nkosi shakes his head.


‘I don’t have one. I have been here six months and they still have not been printed.’


‘Write down your cell-phone number, Lieutenant, in case we need you. Then take your men away. Tell them no one discusses the scene. I rely on you to enforce that order. You understand?’


‘Yes.’


De Vries looks past him, involuntarily taps his right foot.


‘Don’t make me say it, Lieutenant.’


Nkosi’s eyes remain blank.


‘Yes, sir.’


As the Cape Town Central officers leave, they stare at him. He knows his reputation and he judges that they wear the anticipated expressions: curiosity, fear, some little distain. De Vries scrutinizes each of them, coloured and black officers, makes them lower their eyes. Finally, Nkosi appears, walks slowly down the stairs and pauses in front of him.


‘You might want to talk to me, sir.’


‘Might I? Why?’


‘I know who the victim is.’


De Vries snorts.


‘So do I.’


‘I met her a week ago.’


‘She say who wanted her dead?’


‘No.’


‘Then, Lieutenant, we will talk.’ He looks at a small sheet of folded paper in Nkosi’s hand. ‘Your contact details?’


Nkosi hands it to him, shakes his head, moves on to an unmarked car.


De Vries turns behind him and nods at the Scene of Crime team. When they are inside, De Vries walks over to his Warrant Officer, Don February, who stands by the gate which leads down the side of the property to the terraced garden.


‘Those Central guys all go upstairs?’


‘Not when I arrived, sir. Just the Lieutenant and one other officer. Before that, the same officer and his partner, who answered the original call. But, maybe before I got here . . . ?’


‘You tell the Lieutenant that I was coming?’


‘Just that a senior officer from Special Crimes was coming. Not your name.’


‘Why not?’


‘I do not like the reaction when I say your name.’


De Vries smiles. His Inspector’s wit is dryer than the Karoo.


‘So you bought yourself a moment of respite . . .’


‘A senior officer thinks he is leading a case and then it is snatched away by some elite unit. It is no wonder that it breeds resentment.’


‘He should be glad of the break. That’s what our unit is for: take the tough ones and leave more officers available.’


‘Even you said nobody likes the system.’


‘I lied,’ De Vries says. ‘I like it.’


In the hallway, they dress in blue disposable boiler suits, over-boots and latex gloves. Although the house is full of people, there is a chapel-like hush. Don February speaks in a whisper.


‘Down the stairs is the kitchen and a casual living space, which leads onto the pool deck and garden. There is no evidence that anyone went there. The doors are barred and locked. Everything happened up here.’


They begin to climb the white staircase.


‘Did she live alone?’


‘Miss Holt? I do not know. It is a big house for one woman only.’


Don studies his notes.


‘Miss Taryn Holt, aged thirty-eight. She has been identified as the victim by the live-in maid, her ID, photographs of her in the house. But, I think I have heard that name . . .?’


‘Taryn Holt inherited her father’s company a few years back. Holt Industries is a major heavy-industrial player in Southern Africa. She’s richer than your Uncle Bob Mugabe.’


Don rolls his eyes.


‘I have not heard of Holt Industries.’


‘Me neither, till an hour back. Plenty of big, successful companies operating under the radar. She isn’t involved, but she owns most of it.’


They reach the upstairs landing and, immediately, De Vries can see through the expansive dual-level living space to a huge wall of floor-to-ceiling sliding doors which open to a breathtaking panorama over the city, the Waterfront and Table Bay. The shards of silver sunlight paint lines of smoky perspective over the scene until sea and sky merge on some unseen horizon.


A crime scene technician is bent over the lock on an open door in the corner of the room, another is searching the cream carpet for debris. Everything, De Vries thinks, is very bare, very pale. He looks at the large bronze sculpture on a cream marble plinth: a lioness attacks a wildebeest. De Vries feels that he has seen this scene before, in the same style, but cannot place where. He looks at the large paintings on the walls. They are mainly bright abstracts, garish and vulgar amidst the pure white, but there is one darker portrait of a black African woman. She stares proudly out from the canvas, demands that her gaze be met.


‘What else?’


‘There are many staff members, but they all travel in each day. There is one live-in maid. She has a room at the bottom of the garden. She called us early this morning. I have not spoken with her yet, but she told dispatch that she thought she heard something in the garden, went outside and looked up at the main house to see the terrace door in the corner open. As the alarm had not sounded, she came into the house to check that everything was all right. Her call to the station was logged at 5.14 a.m.’


‘And the victim?’


Don February turns, retraces his steps to the hallway and then gestures towards the door at the end of the long broad corridor.


‘She is in the final door to the right – the master bedroom.’


De Vries begins to walk towards it.


‘It is not nice.’


De Vries pushes the door gently with the back of his gloved hand. It is heavy, but opens smoothly and silently. Ahead of him, he sees the same view of the sea through wide windows. To his right, a crime scene officer is on his knees taking samples from the legs of an antique bureau; to his left, a vulgar display of modern art: still life with blood. He catches his breath. The bedroom: white walls, white carpet, a big broad bed encased in a polished yellow-wood frame – spattered in pink and red, pockmarked in sticky almost-black tar. Like some horrendous Jackson Pollack canvas, everything emanates from the explosion on the bed. There is blood on two walls, on the ornate polished-wood headboard, on the ceiling. A parallelogram of sunshine hits the bed, illuminating her long matted hair, making the droplets of blood on the walls in the corner of the room sparkle.


He turns to Don.


‘Can we approach?’


Don turns back to the crime scene officer, who nods at him.


De Vries pads forward gingerly, aware that he is now amidst the mire of blood.


The woman’s body is sprawled across the end of the mattress, her torso atop it, her legs hanging over the end at a strange angle. Her left foot rests lightly on the carpet; her right a few centimetres above it, floating stiffly. She is naked.


He leans close to her head, starts to squat, peers through the sticky hair to the side of her face, half of a mask, a rictus of agony. He swallows hard. There is something in her mouth: a bulbous brown growth.


De Vries takes a pen from his jacket pocket, points at the object.


‘What is that?’


Don February says: ‘I do not know.’


‘I’m not going to take it out, Vaughn . . .’ De Vries looks up and turns towards the new voice. It is Steve Ulton, the Crime Scene Leader, a man De Vries respects. ‘But, I suspect that it is a dildo. A black dildo.’


‘Part of the attack?’


‘I doubt it. Not my job to opine on C. O. D. but clearly she has been shot several times.’


De Vries nods.


‘So this . . . Dildo. This is something else?’


‘I would say so.’


‘The scene is staged?’


Ulton smiles. ‘Unless she just happened to be sitting on the edge of her bed with a huge rubber dick in her mouth, then, ja, I’d say so.’


De Vries regrets his clumsy question; his head is already full of ideas, jostling with the new information every glance at the scene provides.


‘Okay.’


‘You want to work backwards?’


‘You ready already?’


‘Work in progress, thinking aloud . . .’


De Vries nods.


‘Look at the wooden headboard . . .’They turn to it; each tries to avoid running their eyes over the body on the bed, none succeed. It is ornately carved wood, almost like tangled branches, yet highly polished and a rich light brown colour. Using a ballpoint pen, he indicates an area about a quarter of the way across. ‘Look here. You can see that there are deep abrasions here . . .’ He leans over the bed without coming into contact with it and points again, this time to scratch marks about a quarter of the way from the opposite side. ‘The same here.’


‘What are they?’


‘I will take samples and examine them further; if necessary the entire bed can be taken away. However, judging from their position mainly behind and to some extent to the side of each wooden strut, I would say they are marks from where rope or cuffs were tied to the bed-head. I’ve seen this before, both in completely innocent contexts and more sinister ones.’


Don February says quietly: ‘Completely innocent?’


De Vries glances sideways at him. Ulton stands straight, arches his back. ‘Innocent in terms of being consensual.’


Don nods imperceptibly, keeps his head low.


Ulton takes a pace backwards, faces Taryn Holt.


‘If you look at the wrists of the victim, you will see that there are no abrasions, no obvious evidence of being bound in the past.’


‘So, what does that mean?’


‘Possibly nothing. The pathologist will examine the victim for signs of sexual attack, but there isn’t anything immediate to suggest that there was anything of a penetrative sexual angle to the attack – apart from the dildo, and that is likely to have been inserted post-mortem.’


De Vries frowns. The information is detailed and revealing, but it seems irrelevant to the murder itself.


Ulton turns and walks slowly to the doorway.


‘The door closes automatically. The mechanism is balanced very finely. Very high quality workmanship. If the victim was unaware of the presence of an intruder, he – or she – could approach down the corridor without being noticed.’


He indicates the corridor.


‘We’ve examined the carpet along here. There are indistinct footprints all over the place. I doubt we’ll find anything but, since the bedroom windows are all sealed, we can assume that the attacker walked along this corridor, both to and from the scene.’


Ulton exits the bedroom and slowly retraces his footsteps back to the living area. It seems to De Vries even bigger than before, hollow and devoid of identity and personality, unconnected somehow with its owner.


‘The lock on this far window has been tampered with. He might have got in from the terrace through there.’


‘Might?’


Ulton tilts his head. ‘Just a preliminary observation. I’m in doubt that the tampering occurred from the outside.’ He turns back to De Vries. ‘There’s no physical evidence we’ve found so far that leads us to the weapon and, obviously, no sign of the weapon itself.’


‘One assailant?’


‘Nothing, yet, to suggest otherwise.’


De Vries is frustrated. None of Ulton’s responses mean anything.


‘Timing? I know you’ll be guessing . . .’


‘Preliminary readings suggest eight to ten hours. Don’t quote me. The maid found her body just after five, so work it out yourself . . . It’s eight fifteen now. Between ten last night and one this morning. Because of the maid, we got here quickly,Vaughn.’


De Vries stares at him a moment longer, expectant.


‘Aren’t you going to ask?’ Ulton says.


De Vries shrugs.


‘I can’t be certain but I’d say that the weapon was a nine millimetre. She was shot at least five times. There are no shells. The shooter took the time and trouble to collect them.’


‘Planned actions . . .’


‘Yes.’


‘That makes things more complicated. Anything else?’


‘That’s it for now,’ Ulton tells him. ‘They’ll take the body when you’re finished here and I’ll see you back in town.’


‘Ja. Give me ten more minutes, then you can take her,’ De Vries says. ‘Glad it’s you working this.’


Ulton turns and descends the stairs to the main hallway. In the distance, De Vries can hear him instructing his team. He turns to Don.


‘You want to see the scene again?’


Don hesitates.


‘If you think so.’


They walk back to the master bedroom and re-enter the expansive space. The crime scene technician has left now, and they are alone. De Vries lets Don stand next to him. He senses the door closing silently behind him, jumps minutely as it clicks shut. He takes a deep breath and surveys the whole room, taking in everything he can, but knowing that the photographs will always be there to remind him of everything physical. He holds his breath now, in the silence absorbing what he feels. There is no stench of death, just mild wood smoke and the acrid smell of fresh blood. He turns his head to scan the entire suite. It is very stark and impersonal, as if the space is too big for a woman on her own. He wonders whether she chose this style and that it reflects her personality or whether she just called in a designer and came home one day to find it all done. He looks down to his Warrant Officer.


‘Any thoughts?’


Don pauses. ‘Yes . . . But I do not have words for them yet.’


De Vries stares at him for a moment.


‘Then say nothing . . .’


In the hallway, De Vries waits for Don February; he wonders what his Warrant Officer is thinking about as he slowly descends the staircase.


‘We should talk to the maid. She still here?’


‘Yes,’ Don tells him. ‘She is downstairs in her quarters, with one of our officers.’


‘Okay, I’m going to take a look at the perimeter. Get her ready, will you?’


De Vries finds the entrance-way empty now, trots down the stairs to the street. He pulls out his cigarettes, lights one in cupped hands, walks to the other side of the road and slouches against the low wall of the opposite building. The smoke is diminishing, but it still taints the clear sea-air with a brown-blue haze.


The street-facing façade of the Holt house is white and minimalist. It is a smart new building, probably designed by one of the famous Cape Town architects on what looks like at least two generous mountainside plots. De Vries ambles across the street and climbs the low gate to a set of steep, narrow stone steps lined by large boulders, scrubby windblown trees and lush ferns. He gazes down to a small building at the bottom of the inclined garden, assumes that this is the maid’s room. He descends a dozen steps, looks back up at the house. From here, he cannot see the terrace or pool deck and notes that there is no direct access from this path. He scrutinizes the rocks, wonders whether an agile man or woman could climb up them to the terrace. After a while, he convinces himself that they could, reminds himself to ask Steve Ulton whether his team have surveyed this possibility. De Vries shakes his head and turns away: the population are gripped by fear of crime, but they do nothing practical to prevent it, expecting the private security firms to patrol them twenty-four hours a day to protect them.


He stares up at the Mountain. Here, beneath it, the scale of it, so often unprocessed by his brain, is awe-inspiring. All his life, it has stood sentinel. He wonders at the atrocities it has witnessed; what has played out in its gloomy shadow in the last few hours? He thinks about Taryn Holt, wonders, beyond the hastily assembled sheets of biography he has scanned, who she is, and what caused her to be killed so brutally.


He hears a sound below, sees Don walking up the steps, taking one at a time, quickly, but deliberately.


‘What is it?’


Don waits until he is one step beneath De Vries, their disparate heights over-emphasized. He speaks quietly: ‘I would like permission to interview her. In her room.’


De Vries tilts his head.


‘Why?’


‘She is very shocked and I think . . . You always say to play to our strengths. I think she will talk to me.’


‘Rather than to me?’


Don pauses.


‘Maybe.’


De Vries smiles.


‘Go on then.’


He watches Don take the steps down carefully, looks back up to the house and then follows his Warrant Officer, stopping a few steps from the bottom. Then, repeatedly glancing back up at the house, he climbs them again, one by one. About halfway up, there is a view of the house, and he can see the open door at the far end of the bank of windows from the living area. This is the lowest point of her quarters from which the maid could see that a window was open; he wonders why she would come this far up the staircase in the middle of the night.


As he walks back up to the main house, he searches for lights, but finds only cheap solar lanterns widely spaced along the length of the steps. He squats down and examines the one nearest the house. It is old and worn, and he doubts that it works. He looks away, looks at nothing, his mind already full of questions.


‘You have everything up and running . . . ?’


‘Within five hours of the initial call.’


Director Henrik du Toit nods slowly, views De Vries with mild surprise.


Du Toit says: ‘Another long weekend ahead.’ He watches De Vries shrug. ‘The rest of your team may not be so unconcerned.’


‘You’re right. We should ask people to be more considerate: kill on a Monday.’


Du Toit looks around, through the window which separates De Vries’s office from the rest of the squad-room, and back again.


‘You almost seem cheerful,Vaughn.’


‘You know me, sir. Death enlivens me.’


Du Toit does not smile.


‘Tell me what we have?’


‘The usual nothing. In a few hours, we’ll have too much. We think that Taryn Holt was killed between 10 p.m. Thursday and 1 a.m. this morning. No apparent motive. Warrant February spoke with the maid, says she seems loyal and reliable. She’s upset, probably for her job, but she says she can’t see anything missing. She claims she scarcely slept because of the smoke and the fear that the fires might spread to her street. She heard noises in the night, but put them down to the wind. When she woke at 5 a.m. she decided that she would not sleep, so she walked up through the garden, saw open windows and went to investigate. She found the body, and called it in at 5.14 a.m. Looks like the alarm had not been set. Central were there by 5.35 a.m. and it then came through to our desk. Warrant February was there by 6.40 a.m. I was there thirty minutes later . . .’


‘Any trouble with the Central guys?’


‘Not really.’


Du Toit leans back.


‘You handled it diplomatically?’


‘Probably not.’


Du Toit coughs.


‘Any thoughts from the scene?’


De Vries scratches his ear.


‘You know I don’t like doing this . . . She was shot, several times, close range. Maybe there is nothing missing, and then we have a very rich single woman murdered seemingly without motive – until you think about the money.’


Du Toit nods.


‘And, I can tell you now: whoever it was, he’s not going to leave us anything.’


‘Meaning?’


‘It doesn’t appear spontaneous.’


‘Then you’re exactly where you should be.’ He rises, and De Vries mirrors him. Du Toit moves towards the door of the office, turns back to him.


‘Bad timing if this gets complicated.’


‘Your leave?’


‘A week in Pretoria for some damn conference . . . Then, hard-earned leave. Keep me informed of major developments.’


De Vries nods, and turns to open the door.


Du Toit says:


‘You were serious, weren’t you? You’re pleased you have your murder?’


De Vries gets through the door and turns back, says blankly:


‘It’s why I get up in the morning.’


Although the building in the centre of town which houses the Special Crimes Unit and Administrative offices was built in the eighties, the Pathology Lab on the lower ground floor looks more like something from the fifties: iron where you might expect aluminium; fluorescent tubes on chains where you might expect recessed LEDs.


De Vries knocks on the office door, lets himself in and glances immediately towards the two desks. One is empty but, behind the other, sits a short, very slim woman wearing a headscarf, head bowed over a keyboard. De Vries instinctively sighs, but she does not raise her head. He waits in silence until she stops tapping, looks up at him.


‘Good morning, Doctor.’


Doctor Anna Jafari studies him calmly.


‘I am sure it is not. You are disappointed to see me, but that is beyond my control.’


‘Not at all . . . That is . . . We have a break on the Holt murder. She was discovered a lot earlier than the murderer might expect. I want to maintain that advantage.’


Doctor Jafari leans back in her chair.


‘So, you tell me, Colonel de Vries . . . Shall I move your victim ahead of the four I have in the queue?’


De Vries smiles thinly, tries to stay calm.


‘There might be a significant advantage in obtaining PM results quickly.’


‘But not with these other victims . . .?’


‘I don’t know who or what you have to examine today, but I know that I’m here, we have a team assembled and we need information fast.’


Jafari shakes her head slowly.


‘You know the procedure. If you want to lobby General Thulani, that is not my concern, but try if you like. Tell him that you want your white victim moved ahead of the four black boys I have here . . .’


De Vries feels the blood pump in his cheeks, attempts to suppress it.


‘This unit was set up to deal with priority crimes . . .’


‘. . . And, because you are a small unit and your victims are relatively few,’ Jafari says, without looking up from her reports, ‘we also process certain additional victims in the Central area.’


De Vries sighs, knows that the men she will examine will be victims of drug crime, of gang wars; that what killed them will probably never be discovered, their killers never bought to justice. He takes a deep breath.


‘I would appreciate your attention as soon as you possibly can, Doctor. Perhaps you will call my office when you begin?’


Jafari stands up. She is very small.


‘I will do that.’


They stand facing one another for a moment. De Vries is the first to turn away.


De Vries wishes he had driven. Don February drives fast and well but, like so many Capetonians, changes lanes constantly. He gains no advantage, but the sour coffee in De Vries’s belly slops from side to side. He knows this is not good when he can actually hear it.


‘It’s bad news we have Jafari.’


Don says: ‘Why, sir?’


‘She won’t do us any favours and, more importantly, if we need her in court, she doesn’t stand up well . . .’ He chuckles. ‘. . . Literally – and as an expert witness. She volunteers doubt all the time. She’s a defence attorney’s wet dream.’


‘She has done well though,’ Don says. ‘A Cape Coloured woman to become a pathologist. That is an achievement.’


De Vries sighs.


‘And a Muslim.’


‘That’s the problem, isn’t it, in the new South Africa? She may have done well for someone from her background but she’s still not as good as her white counterparts. So, what do we do? Patronize her that she’s done okay, or judge her as we would anyone else?’


‘Doctor Jafari has passed the exams. She has qualified?’


‘The exams, yes. The new exams. Listen, Don, her achievement may be commendable but if she’s useless to us, none of that really means anything. The system deteriorates, and it keeps deteriorating.’


Don glances at him.


‘You think I’m politically incorrect? You should know: the colour of a man’s skin means nothing to me, only how he does his job.’


‘. . . Or her job?’


De Vries closes his eyes.


The room is white; sun coruscates through tall windows, bleaching thick white stripes, diamonds of shadow within them cast from the frames of smaller panes of glass. The woman is sitting up in bed, staring out of the window, her left eye bloodshot. She is naked, her nightdress torn to reveal her breasts and vagina. Her stomach is bruised; a scar runs down her thigh. Her expression is blank, mind seemingly empty, the look in her eyes hopeless. De Vries balks.


‘Who the fuck would buy this?’


Don February shakes his head slowly, avoiding looking back at the canvas, and steps back from the gallery window.


‘Something happened here.’ De Vries gestures down the length of the shop-front. The final floor-to-ceiling window is missing and the space is boarded with plywood. In front of it, there are half a dozen refuse sacks; beyond them, broken glass across the pavement and in the gutter. He turns back to Don. ‘Ring again.’


Don February presses the bell push once more. They hear nothing from within the darkened gallery.


De Vries looks across Bree Street. This top end of town is in the process of being gentrified: houses and flats are being developed, warehouses converted to offices; design shops and trendy bars form little courtyards. He turns back, cups his hands either side of his eye sockets and pushes his face against the window. Inside, the space is huge. He can just make out the subjects of the big canvases: more nudes. He turns away from the New Worlds Gallery, beckons Don to follow him across the road to the Bree Street Bakery.


At the door, they are welcomed by a young black waitress, who offers them the choice of sitting inside or upstairs on the balcony above.


‘It’s shady?’


She nods, and De Vries lets her lead them to the upstairs balcony, which looks back over the road towards the gallery. They sit at a painted metal table set with autumn flowers, order two coffees. It is still far too hot for the time of year – an Indian summer of no end. When the girl returns with their order, De Vries shows her his ID.


‘You know the woman who owns that place?’ He points at the gallery.


‘Taryn? Yes.’


‘How well do you know her?’


‘She comes here for coffee.’


‘She there on her own?’


‘No. There’s a guy who works with her. Dominic. And a couple of other girls, but I don’t see them often.’


‘She ever come in here with anyone?’


The waitress considers for a moment.


‘Not when I’ve been on duty. Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve only spoken with her when she’s come to take coffee away.’


He gestures across the street.


‘Do you know what happened to the window?’


‘Don’t you?’


‘No.’


The woman smiles.


‘They opened that new exhibition on Wednesday. You know, with a party and . . . what do you call it . . . ? A private view, for all the rich buyers. But, there is a demonstration, because of the paintings. Have you seen them?’


De Vries nods.


‘There is a women’s group, and they were protesting . . . And some guy from the church in Saint Jerome Street. It was quiet enough at the start, but then more people arrived and they started singing and chanting and blowing their vuvuzelas. Some heavy guys came out of the gallery and there was a lot of shouting, and then somebody threw a stone, a brick, I don’t know, at the window, and all hell breaks loose.’


‘What happened then?’


‘Your guys turn up . . . You don’t know this?’


‘Different unit. Did you see Taryn Holt?’


‘No.’


De Vries nods at her name badge.


‘That you?’


She looks down, smiles.


‘Yes.’


‘Dayo.’ He seems to consider the name. ‘Thank you. Before you go, the police: did they talk to you about the demonstration?’


‘No.’


She checks both their faces, turns and walks away.


De Vries looks over to Don, silent but aware. De Vries is about to speak when Don says: ‘Look, across the road.’


A man is unlocking the front door to the gallery. He slips inside when it is open only a crack and locks it behind him. They finish their coffee and De Vries glances at the little bill slip which came with them, snorts and leaves sixty rand on the saucer.


When they reach the gallery, the lights are still off and there is no sign of the man who entered. De Vries rings the bell, knocks on the glass door firmly. After a few moments, he sees a figure peer at them from the back of the shop. He holds up his ID, shouts:


‘Police. Answer the door, please.’


As the figure approaches, De Vries sees that he is a man in his thirties, red-haired, sporting a goatee and a moustache with the ends twirled.


‘Are you here about Taryn?’ His voice is clipped, a pitch higher than De Vries was expecting. He takes the safety chain off the door.


De Vries says: ‘Who are you?’


The man steps back, opens the door for them.


‘Dominic van der Merwe. I worked with Taryn. I guess I was the manager here.’


‘We need to talk to you.’


‘I thought you might.’


He swivels, leads them to a long black desk at the rear of the gallery, gestures for them to sit, walks around it to face them. He presses a switch under the desk and three small lights glow in the ceiling, cast three crisp beams through the floating dust. It is not light which illuminates anything but small circles on the glossy surface of the desk. In the gloom, De Vries observes that the man’s eyes are red, his face rigid.
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