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Les ennemis du vin sont ceux qui ne le connaissent pas.


(The enemies of wine are those who do not know it.)


 


Quote ascribed to both Prof. Dr Sellier, Journal de Médecine (Vlok Delport, Boland, Wynland, Nasionale Boekhandel, 1955), and Prof. Portman, probably Prof. Michel Portmann, a medical doctor from Bordeaux (www.alpes-flaveurs.com).


 


In clinical settings, some depressed people demonstrate a high proneness to survivor guilt, that is, guilt over surviving the death of a loved one, or guilt about being better off than others.


 


‘Guilt, fear, submission, and empathy in depression’ by Lynn E. O’Connor, Jack W. Berry, Joseph Weiss and Paul Gilbert, Journal of Affective Disorders 71 (2002) 19–27.
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Chapter 1


Heaven and earth conspired to expose Ernst Richter’s corpse, the universe seemingly intent on reaching out a helping hand for justice.


First came the storm of 17 December, blowing in at just past eight in the morning. It was a rare one, but not extraordinary, borne in on a cut-off low pressure cell: a blue-black, billowing monster that thundered in from the Atlantic Ocean just north of Robben Island.


The massed clouds shot spectacular white forked tongues down to sea and land, dragging a dense curtain of rain behind them. In under half an hour 71mm had deluged Blouberg Strand and Parklands, Killarney Gardens and Zeezicht.


There was flood damage and traffic chaos. The mainstream and social media would breathlessly repeat the big G-word: Global  Warming.


But with regard to the body it revealed, the earth’s contribution was more modest; simply the contours of the veld beyond Blouberg – where the southeaster had randomly moulded the dunes like a blind sculptor – channelling the flood. It eroded the sand away around Ernst Richter’s feet: one bare and tragic, while from the other a black sock dangled, comically, at half-mast.


The last link in the causal chain was fate that made twenty-nine-year-old cameraman Craig Bannister stop nearby at 11.17, beside Otto du Plessis Drive: the coast road between Blouberg and Melkbosstrand. He got out of his vehicle and gauged the weather. The worst of the wind had died down; the clouds were breaking up. He wanted to test his new radio-controlled plane, the DJI Phantom 2 Vision Plus with its stabilised high-resolution video camera. The Phantom, a so-called ‘quadcopter’, was a technological miracle in miniature. It was equipped with GPS, and a Wi-Fi network that allowed Bannister to connect his iPhone to the camera. He could see the video on his phone screen mere milliseconds after the Phantom recorded it up there in the sky.


Just after 11.31 Bannister frowned at the strange image and manoeuvred the Phantom to fly lower and closer. He let it hover, just one metre above the anomaly, until he was certain.


Sand, black plastic and feet: it was quite clear.


He said nothing. He looked up from the iPhone to determine exactly where the Phantom was hovering, and began to walk swiftly in that direction. It felt as though the video image was a fiction, like a TV drama, in which he could not believe. He followed a winding route, between shrubs, up and down the dunes. Only when he crested the last rise did he see it first-hand. He walked closer, leaving a solitary line of footprints in the rain-smoothed sand.


The feet protruded from beneath the thick black plastic that the body had apparently been rolled up in. The rest was still buried under the sand.


‘Shit,’ said Craig Bannister, prophetically.


He reached for his phone, which was still clamped to the radio control. Then he realised the Phantom was still hovering a metre above ground, busy recording everything on video. He let the quadcopter land and switched everything off. Then he made the call.


 


At 13.14, in the Ocean Basket on Kloof Street, Detective Captain Benny Griessel’s phone rang. He checked the screen, and saw that it was Major Mbali Kaleni calling: his new commander at the Directorate of Priority Crime Investigations – also known as the DPCI, or ‘the Hawks’ – Violent Crimes Group. A possible chance of escape. He answered promptly, with a faint feeling of hope.


‘Benny, I’m sorry to interrupt your lunch . . .’


‘It’s not a problem,’ he said.


‘I need you in Edgemead. Farmersfield Road. Vaughn is on his way too.’


‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’


‘Please apologise to your family.’ Because she knew about the ‘special occasion’ that his girlfriend Alexa Barnard had arranged.


‘I will.’


He rang off. Alexa, Carla and the Van Eck boy had overheard the conversation. They were looking at him. His son Fritz still had his nose buried in his cellphone.


‘Ai, Pappa,’ said Carla, his daughter, with a mixture of understanding and disappointment.


Alexa took his hand, and squeezed it in sympathy.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Benny, and stood up. He felt the ache in his side and arm. Not as bad as it had been earlier that morning. ‘I have to go to Edgemead.’


‘Big murder?’ asked the Van Eck boy. He was Carla’s new ‘friend’, a Jesus lookalike with shoulder-length hair and sparse beard.


Griessel ignored him. He took out his wallet, then his credit card. He handed the card to Alexa. He was relieved when she nodded and took it. ‘Just give me a kiss,’ she said. ‘My master detective.’


 


In the veld east of Otto du Plessis Drive they carefully unearthed the remains of Ernst Richter, as the wind marked the drama by blustering for a few minutes and then died down again, and the sun suddenly emerged from behind the clouds, at once warm and blindingly bright, reflecting off the undulating dunes and the still turbulent Atlantic Ocean.


The video unit of the SAPS made their recordings, while Forensics busied themselves carefully scooping up the sand around the body, and putting it in marked plastic bags.


Detective Adjutant Jamie Keyter of Table View was the man in charge. He had had the area within ten metres of the find cordoned off with crime-scene tape. He had ordered two uniforms to control the traffic on Otto du Plessis Drive, and keep the inquisitive away. With the suspicious, vaguely accusing tone he reserved for occasions such as this, he had interrogated Craig Bannister thoroughly.


‘Why did you come and test your little aeroplane here, hey?’


‘There’s no law against it.’


‘I know that. But why didn’t you go to the place up there by the Vlei, where they fly the little aeroplanes?’


‘That’s for the radio control hobbyists.’


‘So?’


‘Look, I just got this thing. I’m a professional DOP.  This is a—’


‘What is a DOP?’


‘A Director of Photography. I work on TV and film productions. This is the latest technology in aerial camera platforms: a drone, with an HD camera. I need to practise with it, without dodging a hundred little aeroplanes.’


‘Do you have a licence for it?’


‘A licence? Nobody needs a licence for a little drone.’


‘So you just stopped here?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Big coincidence.’ Jamie Keyter at his ironic best.


‘What are you saying?’


‘I’m not saying anything. I’m asking.’


‘Look, I drove until I found a spot with a nice view,’ said Bannister with extreme patience. ‘The road, the sea, the mountain – just take a look. That’s pretty spectacular. I needed to practise flying the thing, but I wanted to test the camera too, on something worthwhile. Like this scenery.’


Jamie Keyter lifted his Ferrari sunglasses off his nose, to give Bannister the I-can-see-right-through-you look.


The man just stood there, waiting uneasily.


‘So you have everything on video?’ asked Keyter at last.


‘Yes.’


‘Show me.’


Together they watched the video on the cellphone. Twice. ‘Okay,’ Keyter said, and ordered Bannister to go and wait at his car. The adjutant replaced his Ferrari sunglasses on his nose. In a black polo golf shirt that displayed his bulging biceps and black Edgars chino trousers with black leather belt, hands on hips, he stared at the two feet protruding from under the black plastic.


He was pleased with himself. The feet, despite the post-mortem discolouration, were clearly those of a white man. That meant media attention.


Jamie Keyter loved media attention.


 


Benny Griessel, forty-six years old, rehabilitating alcoholic, six hundred and two days on the wagon, sat and stared through the windscreen of his car, stuck in the traffic jamming up Buitengracht.


Usually he hated December.


Usually he would curse this holidaymakers’ madhouse with a muttered ‘Jissis’. Especially the fokken Gautengers who raced down to Cape Town as fast as they could in their shiny new BMWs, their fat wallets ready to blow all their Christmas bonuses with that ‘We’re gonna shake the Cape awake’ attitude; and the entire population of the Cape’s northern suburbs who abandoned their regular inhibitions and streamed down to the beaches in droves. Along with the hordes of Europeans fleeing the winter cold.


Usually he would brood resentfully on the consequences of this invasion. There was no parking, the traffic stank, prices doubled and crime stats went up at least 12 per cent, because everyone drank like a fish, which unleashed all the wrong demons.


Usually. But not this year: the oppression was in him and over him and around him, like a disconsolate cloud. Again. Still.


The momentary relief of his escape from the Ocean Basket had evaporated. On the way to the car the melancholy in Mbali’s voice had registered with him – the muted dismay, accentuated by her attempt to disguise it. In stark contrast to the positivity she had tried to radiate over the past two months as group commander.


I need you in Edgemead. Farmersfield Road. Vaughn is on his way too.


Something bad was brewing. And he didn’t have the strength for disaster any more.


So today the December madness and the snail’s pace traffic wasn’t so much a thorn in his flesh, but a blessing.


 


The Forensic team had exposed the full length of Ernst Richter’s corpse.


Adjutant Jamie Keyter called the video team closer so they could record it: the thick black plastic rolled around the body, just not long enough to cover the feet, and the blood red rope with which it had been so thoroughly bound – up near the head, around the waist and down at the ankles.


Keyter had seen the newspaper photographer trying to take photos from Otto du Plessis drive with his long lens. That was why he stood with legs apart, hands on hips: the image of a detective in control of his crime scene. He kept an eye on the video team, until he was satisfied that the recording covered all the suitable angles.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘You come out.’ Then, to Forensics, with a wave of the hand, ‘Cut him open.’


The two forensic analysts chose the right tools from their kit, lifted the crime tape and knelt beside the victim. One carefully cut the cord loose. The other picked up the cord and packed it in an evidence bag.


Jamie Keyter ducked under the tape himself now and walked up to the victim. ‘Let’s unroll him.’


It took nearly ten minutes, as they had to work carefully and the single sheet of plastic seemed endless. The forensics men folded up every two metres of the plastic to limit contamination.


The uniforms, the video unit, the two detective constables, ambulance men all stepped closer, curious.


Finally the body was revealed.


‘He hasn’t been here long,’ said one forensic analyst, as there were relatively few signs of decay, just a general darkening of the skin, the blueish-purple network of livor mortis visible on the feet and the underside of the neck, and the sand grains that clung to the body from head to toe. A lean man of average height, with thick, dark brown hair, dressed in a black T-shirt – with the words I refuse to engage in a battle of wits with an unarmed person in big white letters – and blue jeans.


‘Maybe a week or so,’ said the other, and thought the face seemed vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place it at that moment. He suppressed the impulse to say something.


It was the closest anyone came to identifying Ernst Richter at the scene of the crime.


‘He’s been strangled with something,’ said the other forensic analyst, and pointed at the deep discolouration that circled the throat.


‘Obviously,’ said Jamie Keyter.










Chapter 2


Farmersfield Street had a quiet, middle-class sense of calm on this Wednesday afternoon, rows of white and cream three-bedroom developer’s houses with tiled roofs and neat lawns. The morning's storm had left a trail of branches and leaves in the street.


Griessel didn’t need to search for the address. He saw the neighbours standing across the road in small, dejected groups, and a huddle of police vehicles parked together. He stopped a few metres away, on the pavement. He remained sitting, hands on the steering wheel, his eyes downcast. Not keen to get out.


Something had happened to disturb the normality of suburban Edgemead; something that he knew would deepen the oppression he’d felt these past months. The minibus of PCSI, the elite Provincial Crime Scene Investigation unit, was also there. What were they doing here? And why had he and Vaughn of the Hawks been called in?


He took a deep breath, and slowly let go of the steering wheel. He got out reluctantly. Walked towards the house.


A white wall obscured his view, so that he first had to walk around to the driveway, where a constable was controlling access.


The house looked like most of the others in the street. More SAPS personnel in uniform stood at the door in a circle, heads down.


The constable stopped him with a forbidding palm. He showed his identity card.


The eyes widened suddenly: ‘Oh, Captain Griessel. Captain Cupido asked that you just wait here. I will call him quickly . . .’


‘What for?’ asked Benny, and walked around the man.


‘No, Captain, please.’ Anxious. ‘He gave me orders. I have to call him.’


‘Get him then.’ Annoyed – he wasn’t in the mood for Vaughn’s tricks.


In a loud voice the constable asked the uniforms at the door to call the ‘Hawks Captain’. One of them hurried inside.


Griessel waited, impatient.


Cupido came hurrying out in his Hawk-in-Protest outfit – jeans, yellow T-shirt, blue jacket, and the shrill statement of his yellow-and-orange running shoes, that he had praised so enthusiastically to Benny yesterday: ‘Nike Air Pegasus Plus, pappie, almost a thousand bucks regular price, but Tekkie Town had a sale. Cool comfort in Technicolor; it’s like walking on air in a wet dream. Takes the “work” out of “footwork” every time. But the real bonus is that these sneakers are going to piss off Major Mbali big time.’


For the past couple of weeks Vaughn had been protesting against the strict new edict on neatness laid down by Major Mbali (sarcastically accentuating the new rank every time). The previous Monday during a group meeting Kaleni had said solemnly, ‘If you want to be professional, you have to look professional. We have a responsibility to the public.’ And then she had asked them to wear suit and tie and ‘formal shoes’ – or at least a shirt with a collar and a jacket. That had been the last straw for Cupido who was already having trouble stomaching her appointment as group leader: ‘You think it’s a coincidence, just after the election? I don’t think so. Because she’s a Zulu, it’s ethnic affirmative action; it’s Zuma time, all the time, Benna. You and I have more experience, more years of service, more savvy. And she gets the promotion?’


Griessel knew the real problem was that Cupido was deeply concerned that the new commander would not put up with his nonsense. Mbali was conscientious and conservative. Vaughn was not. So he said she was the right person for the post, given the circumstances.


It had made no difference.


Despite his haste and the colourful outfit, Cupido’s face was sombre as he approached.


‘Benna, you don’t need to go inside. Our work here is done.’ Griessel could hear the tone in his colleague’s voice, the false business-like note hiding his dismay.


‘I didn’t drive all this way to . . . What’s going on, Vaughn? What happened here?’


‘Trust me, Benna, please. It’s an open-and-shut. Let’s go.’ Cupido put his hand protectively on Griessel’s shoulder.


Benny felt his temper rising. What was wrong with Cupido? He shrugged him off his shoulder. ‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or must I see for myself?’


‘Benna, for once in your life, trust me,’ with a desperation that merely inflamed Benny’s suspicions.


‘Jissis,’ said Griessel and began walking towards the front door.


‘It’s Vollie,’ said Cupido.


Griessel froze. ‘Vollie?’


‘Ja. Our Vollie. Vollie Fish. And his family.’


Adjutant Tertius van Vollenhoven, who had worked with both of them before, back when the Provincial Detective Branch still existed. Vollie, who dished up his West Coast sayings sparely and dryly in his Namaqualand accent when the night was too long and morale too low. Vollie Fish, native of Lamberts Bay, who went home on weekends and brought back seafood for the whole team on Mondays, with precise instructions on the cooking, because ‘to fuck up the preparation of a crayfish, that’s sacrilege, my friend.’ 


The man had caught two serial killers on the Cape Flats in four years, through endless patience and dedication. And then he had left, for Bothasig Station. He said he had done his bit, he wanted a quieter life, wanted to save his marriage, wanted to see his children grow up. But everyone knew it was the trauma of the investigations, month after month of standing beside the mutilated body of another victim, knowing that only a stroke of luck would stop the monsters, whatever you did.


The old injustice awoke in Griessel, the rancour towards those responsible.


‘Robbery?’


‘No, Benna . . .’


‘What happened, Vaughn?’


Cupido’s voice was barely a whisper. He could not look Griessel in the eye. ‘Vollie shot them, last night, and then shot himself.’


‘Vollie?’


‘Yes, Benna.’


He remembered, the two cute young girls, early teens, and Vollie’s wife, plump, strong, supportive. Mercia, or Tersia . . . He wanted simply to reject it, he did not want to visualise it: Vollie with his service pistol at a child’s bedside.


‘Christ, Vaughn,’ he said and felt the claustrophobia close in again, suffocating him.


‘I know.’


Griessel wanted to keep on talking; he wanted to escape the pressure. ‘But why? What happened?’


Cupido pointed at the uniforms at the door. ‘Bothasig Station found a girl yesterday, in the veld, other side of Richwood. The second one – same MO as a murder a month ago. It’s a serial. Bad stuff, Benna, very sick fucker. Vollie was there.’


Griessel put it all together, his hand on the back of his head. He tried to understand what happened – all the demons coming back to devour Vollie from inside.


‘Come, Benna. Let’s go.’


Griessel stood as if frozen. Cupido could see how his colleague’s face had turned ashen.


‘Benna, it’s better if we—’


‘Wait . . .’ He looked sharply at Cupido. ‘Why did Mbali send us here?’


‘Bothasig OC asked her to let us check it out. He said he wanted to be sure they weren’t missing something, because the media . . .’


‘Oh.’ And then: ‘Why do you want to keep me away from there, Vaughn?’


Cupido looked him in the eye, and tapped an index finger on his temple. ‘Because you’re not yet right, Benna. I know it.’


 


Jamie Keyter and the two forensic analysts had gone through every pocket of the victim’s jeans. There was nothing in them.


He had transferred the corpse to the big black body bag, zipped it up, and called for the stretcher. The body was carried to the ambulance. Forensics had packed up and carefully labelled the black plastic sheet and the red cord. One analyst fetched their metal detector and was busy walking in concentric circles around the crime scene, earphones on his head.


The other one stood with Jamie Keyter. Nobody else was within earshot. ‘I swear he looks familiar,’ said the analyst.


‘Obviously. He works with you,’ said Keyter, frowning behind his dark glasses.


‘Not him, the victim.’


‘As in, you know him?’


‘No, not know. Just know of . . .’


‘Like a celebrity?’


‘I just know I’ve seen him before.’


‘That’s fuck-all help if you don’t know where . . . Do you think he’s a policeman?’


The analyst regretted opening his mouth. ‘No, I . . . Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe he just looks like someone who—’


The analyst with the metal detector stopped. ‘There’s something here,’ he said. He was about three metres from where the victim had been found.


The other one picked up a little spade, and climbed under the yellow crime tape. He used his hands to loosen the sand under the sensor of the detector, and scooped it away carefully. At first he could find nothing.


‘Are you sure?’ he asked his colleague.


‘There’s definitely something there.’


Forty centimetres under the surface he felt the metal. He worked with his fingers to get the sand out of the way. Then there it was.


‘Jis, it’s a cellphone.’


He stood up, fetched a brush from his tool kit then stooped again to brush the sand away, while Jamie Keyter called back the camera team.


‘iPhone 5, looks like . . .’ said the man from Forensics. He pressed a button on the phone but nothing happened. ‘Dead as a drol.’ At 15.07 on Wednesday, 17 December.










Chapter 3


Transcript of interview: Advocate Susan Peires with Mr Francois du Toit


Wednesday, 24 December; 1604 Huguenot Chambers, 40 Queen Victoria Street, Cape Town


Sound file 1


Adv. Susan Peires (SP): . . . Of course you may refuse. Then I’ll just make a note. But the recording is a much more reliable record, and it’s handled with exactly the same discretion. I will have it transcribed, which can serve as reference notes as well. The rules of privilege still apply.


Francois du Toit (FdT): Even if you don’t take my case.


SP: That’s correct.


FdT: Who transcribes it?


SP: My secretary, who is also subject to the privilege.


FdT: Very well, record me then.


SP: Thank you, Mr du Toit. Can you state your full name, date of birth and your profession for the record.


FdT: I am Francois du Toit, born on 20 April 1987. I’m a wine farmer from the Klein Zegen Estate in Stellenbosch . . . Out on the Blaauklippen Road.


SP: You are now . . . twenty-seven?


FdT: That’s right.


SP: Married?


FdT: Yes. To San . . . Susanne . . . We have a son of six weeks. Guillaume.


SP: Thank you. I understand from your attorney that the police are waiting for you right now? On the estate?


FdT: Yes . . .


SP: And you are requesting advice on how to handle the situation.


FdT: Yes.


SP: What is the police investigation about? 


FdT: Gustav . . . my attorney . . . hasn’t he told you?


SP: I gathered it was serious, but I asked Mr Kemp not to provide any details. I prefer to hear it from the client directly.


FdT: It . . . it’s connected to the murder of Ernst Richter.


SP: The man who went missing? The Alibi Man?


FdT: That’s right.


SP: And you are involved in that?


FdT: The police would surely not . . . I’m sorry. It  . . . It’s a long story . . . I have to tell you the whole . . . Please.


SP: I see . . . Mr du Toit, before we go any further, let me deliver the speech I give all my clients. I have been an advocate for twenty-eight years, and in that time I have represented more than two hundred people in criminal cases. Murder, manslaughter, rape, fraud – you name it. And my advice is always the same, and experience has shown over and over that it’s good advice: You don’t have to be honest with me, but eventually it makes my task that much easier. I don’t—


FdT: I intend to be honest . . .


SP: Let me finish, please. I’m not here to judge you; I’m here to ensure that you get the best legal representation that I can offer. I believe steadfastly in a justice system where an accused is innocent, until the contrary is proven beyond reasonable doubt by the State. One of my greatest responsibilities is to set the standard of reasonable doubt as high as possible. And I have accepted cases where the accused has told me he is guilty, and I fought just as hard for him as for those who protested their innocence, because the system can only work if we are all equal before the law. Therefore, I don’t object if you are guilty . . .


FdT: (Inaudible.)


SP: Please, Mr du Toit . . .


FdT: Call me Francois . . .


SP: No, I shall call you Mr du Toit. We are not friends; we are advocate and client. It is an official, professional relationship, for which you will pay me a lot of money. And I must maintain my distance and objectivity. I wanted to say, I don’t object if you are innocent. It will make no difference to my dedication or the quality of my work. I do my absolute best, because that is what you pay for. I can’t force you to be honest with me, but I would like to point out the implications to you. Undisclosed information has a way of coming out. Not always, but frequently. And when it comes out at an unsympathetic moment, it can do your defence incalculable harm. In terms of my role I can only take responsibility for what I know. I can only build your case and manage your defence on the basis of what you share with me. If it is your choice to present me with a fictitious version, I have no choice, I have to work with that. But in my opinion and based on my experience, that practically never has a positive influence. In short, Mr du Toit, the more frank you are with me, the better our chances are of keeping you out of jail. Do you understand that?


FdT: Yes.


SP: Would you like to think it over first?


FdT: No. I’m going to tell you everything. Everything.


SP: Very well. Where would you like to begin?










Chapter 4


At 15.48 Benny Griessel walked into the Fireman’s Arms, according to legend the second oldest watering hole in the Cape, after the Perseverance Tavern in Buitenkant Street. 


The Fireman’s had been serving alcoholics and other serious drinkers since 1864, which made the pub on this Wednesday 17 December about a hundred and fifty years old. Griessel didn’t give a hoot about the history of drinking in the Cape. It was the available parking in Mechau Street that made him stop here.


With an air of resolve he strode between the dark wooden tables and benches to the long bar, sat down, and waited to be served. He inhaled the scents of the tavern. They released a thousand memories, all of them pleasant.


His elbows on the counter, he noticed the faint tremor in his hands. He folded them together so the approaching barman would not notice.


‘Double Jack,’ he said.


‘Rocks?’


‘No, thanks.’


The barman nodded and went off to pour it. Came back with the chunky glass and handed it over, with its two fingers of amber – mechanical, practised motions, utterly unaware of the significance of this moment.


Griessel did not hesitate. He didn’t think of the six hundred and two days without alcohol that lay behind him. He picked up the glass and drank, deeply.


The flavour was a long lost friend; reunion was a joy.


But still it did nothing for him inside.


The comfort was not in that first swallow, he knew. That, and the anaesthesia and the calm and the order and the sense, the healing and the softening and the balance and that oneness with the universe only came later, near the end of the second divine glass.


 


The South African Police Service’s forensic science laboratory had been situated in Silverboom Avenue, Plattekloof since 2011, more than 17,000 square metres of impressive steel and glass. The backbone of the building was a massive capital C, four storeys high, with five thick arms flowing out from it – one each for the departments of Ballistics, DNA Analysis, Scientific Analysis, Document Analysis and Chemical Analysis.


It was in the kitchen of the Department of Scientific Analysis, while he was pouring coffee into a mug, that it suddenly struck him. The forensic analyst remembered who the sand-specked face of the body in the dunes beyond Blouberg reminded him of.


Could it be?


He said nothing to his colleague, just hurried over to his work station, put the coffee down beside the keyboard, and Googled a name.


He clicked on a link, watched the photo loading. He knew it; he hadn’t made a mistake. He searched in his notes of the day for Jamie Keyter’s cellphone number and rang it.


‘Jamie,’ answered the detective, as though he didn’t want to be bothered. He pronounced his name ‘Yaa-mee’, and not ‘Jaymee’, as the English would. The analyst found it mildly affected and irritating, like the man himself.


He identified himself and said: ‘I think . . . I’m reasonably sure the victim is Ernst Richter.’


‘Who is Ernst Richter?’ asked Jamie Keyter.


‘The guy from Alibi who went missing.’


Keyter was quiet for a moment. Then he answered with rising irritation, ‘I haven’t a clue who you’re talking about, pal.’


‘Then you had better call Stellenbosch Station.’


 


Griessel sat with both hands cradling his second dop.


He thought, this was his holiday, this. He needed nothing more. Mbali could quit her nonsense now.


On Monday she had examined his personnel file: ‘You haven’t had a holiday in three years, Benny’. Worried; the concern for him clear in her voice.


‘I had more than three months of sick leave after . . .’ and both of them knew he was referring to the shooting incident, where her predecessor had died, and Griessel had been wounded.


‘That doesn’t count. I want you to take a break between Christmas and New Year. You need to have a real holiday . . .’


A ‘Real Holiday’? All he could afford was to sit at home, and that would drive him insane within a day.


‘. . . And spend time with your loved ones.’


That was Kaleni’s trump card.


His loved ones.


Before Mbali had phoned him this afternoon, he had sat for twenty minutes in the Ocean Basket with his loved ones. His daughter Carla had talked non-stop to Alexa about arty stuff he knew nothing about. His son Fritz sat with his cellphone, fingers dancing over the screen, giving a secret little laugh every now and then as a new SMS or WhatsApp or Facebook or Twitter or BBM or whatever it might be made the cellphone tinkle or chime. As if his father didn’t exist. As if this wasn’t a special occasion lunch that Alexa had taken great pains to arrange. Fritz, who was going to cost him a fortune to send to film school next year – not a figurative fortune, a literal fortune. AFDA charged R5,950 for registration alone. And R10,000 enrolment fees. And R55,995 tuition fees. For one year. He knew the figures; he could recite them in the middle of the fucking night, because he had had to present them to his bank manager. And the bank had deliberated for nearly a month before granting him the loan.


And Fritz had no appreciation for any of this, just stayed glued to his phone right through the special occasion lunch, and Griessel didn’t know what to do.


Both of his children had a much better relationship with their mother. Sometimes he heard them talking on the phone with Anna, his ex. Conversations filled with laughter and shared experiences and intimate information. And he? What was he to do? His work was his life, and he couldn’t talk about it. Because of his so-called altruism and his depression, according to the shrink.


And that Van Eck boy, Carla’s new ‘friend’, who was studying Drama with her at Stellenbosch (at R29,145 a year, an amount that he had managed without a loan, but with some difficulty and extreme thrift, till now). Griessel could not stand Vincent van Eck. He had begun to wonder whether his daughter’s previous love, the Etzebeth rugby player, hadn’t been a better proposition. At least Etzebeth had known when to zip his lip.


Van Eck was full of chit-chat and opinions, and questions that Griessel did not want to answer. ‘What was your most interesting case? What do you think of the Oscar verdict? Why is our crime rate so high?’


Not a respectful ‘Oom’, it was ‘you’ and ‘your’, and his hair was too long and his eyes too sly and Alexa said he was a pretty boy and ‘sweet’ and Griessel didn’t want to be ungracious, the kid was Carla’s friend, after all, but he had a strong feeling that van Eck was a spoiled little prick.


Vincent van Eck. He could already hear Vaughn Cupido’s reaction: What kind of fokken name is that? Who calls their kid Vincent, with a surname like that?


 


At 16.28 Adjutant Jamie Keyter sat opposite the heavily laden desk of the commander of SAPS Table View Station, and told him that the body they had so carefully dug out of the sand off Blouberg was most probably a man who went by the name of Ernst Richter.


‘The Ernst Richter?’ asked the colonel, sounding worried.


Keyter wondered why everyone but him had already heard of the Ernst Richter; maybe he should read the papers even when there wasn’t a report on one of his cases. He confirmed that, and said that Richter had been reported missing just over three weeks earlier in Stellenbosch. The hair colour and features of the victim bore a strong likeness to the two head-and-shoulders photos that Stellenbosch Station had emailed ten minutes ago. And what’s more, the corpse was dressed in the same clothes that Richter had been wearing just before his disappearance.


‘Good work,’ said the station commander, deep in thought.


‘Thank you, Colonel. But Stellenbosch are talking jurisdiction now. I mean, it’s our case, finish and klaar. Isn’t it?’


‘Do we have a positive identification?’


‘I am going to phone his mother to see if she can come and identify him, Colonel. But he was discovered in our jurisdiction. So all that Stellenbosch need is a ninety-two, to close off their file . . .’ Keyter’s hopeful reference was to the SAPS form 92 that had to be filled in when a missing person was found.


The commander scratched the back of his neck while he thought it over. He knew Jamie Keyter’s strengths and weaknesses. He knew the adjutant might not be the brightest bulb in Table View’s detection chandelier, but he was dedicated, methodical and reliable, with a few successful investigations of uncomplicated murders notched up on his stick.


The big question was, if this was the Ernst Richter, could he entrust the case to him?


One problem was Keyter’s ambition. After the heady positive publicity of a car theft syndicate exposé a year or three back, Jamie frequently over-estimated his own ability and potential. And in the Table View Station there was a lot of gossip about his love of the media spotlight (and his corresponding fondness for spending time in front of the mirror).


The other problem was work load. Table View was one of the fastest-growing metropolitan areas in the Peninsula. And the growth was in the lower middle class: among others, thousands of immigrants from Nigeria, Malawi and Zimbabwe in the Parklands area, where nearly 60 per cent of the crimes were committed that his station had to handle. If it was definitely the Ernst Richter, he would have to deploy significant manpower, because the pressure from the Provincial Commissioner was going to be extreme once the media camped out on their doorstep.


It was manpower he did not have. And media attention that only Jamie Keyter wanted.


‘Jamie, let me call Stellenbosch and see what I can do,’ he lied.


 


At the end of the third glass Griessel’s physical pains began to dissipate. The pain in his arm, the pain in his side, the dull ache of the bullet wounds, now six months old, from when they had shot Colonel Zola Nyathi dead – but not Benny.


The pain this morning, stoked by the stormy weather, had flared up into a fiercely throbbing memory of all of that.


And now here he sat, beginning to contemplate his fourth double.


He had known the drinking was close. Doc Barkhuizen, his sponsor at Alcoholics Anonymous for years, had also seen it coming. ‘I know those glassy eyes, Benny. Confront the desire. When last were you at an AA meeting? Go and talk to the shrink again. Get your head right.’


He didn’t want to go back to the shrink. In the first place, they had forced him to have therapy after the shooting. In the second place, he had completed the process, against his will. In the third place, psycholo­gists didn’t know a damn thing; they sat in their little, annoyingly decorated offices, carefully designed to make frightened, unstable people feel cosy and at home, with a box of tissues positioned nearby like a silent insult, and the teddy bear sitting on the windowsill.


A teddy bear: in the office of a shrink who treated policemen.


And they were oh-so-full of big words and book knowledge, but had any of them stood beside a mutilated body, time and again and again and again? Or lain and watched how the blood spurted and dribbled and dripped, as you knew for certain you were going to die, lying there with your colleague? And there was nothing you could do to save him.


She was an attractive woman, the shrink who had to counsel him. Mid-forties, just like Griessel. At first he thought it would be okay, despite the tissues and the teddy. But then she started with that fokken soothing voice, as though he was a madman who had to be kept calm. She asked her questions, about his whole life, his history as detective. And she listened attentively, her focus was so absolute, and she agreed with everything so compassionately and said she understood. After four weeks she told him he had post-traumatic stress, and survivor guilt. And it was his altruism and his depression that had made him drink.


He wasn’t absolutely sure what ‘altruism’ meant.


‘It’s caring about others,’ she said. ‘To such an extent that you sacrifice something for them, without any expectation of advantage or reward.’


‘That’s why I drink?’


‘It’s a piece of the puzzle, Captain. The popular interpretation of depression, in a nutshell of course, is that people in whom it manifested could see no meaningful future. It was a depression of self-consequence and concern about status. But recent research shows there is another kind of depression – one where people feel terribly guilty and have a high level of empathy for the fate of others. Their altruism is so strong that they experience pathogenic perceptions, where they see themselves as a danger to the people close to them. I suspect that is what we must focus on.’


Griessel didn’t like that one bit. People who suffered from depression walked around like zombies, heads down, thinking deep, dark thoughts, like wanting to slit their wrists. And that wasn’t something he had ever considered doing. So he rejected her nonsense, but out of courtesy just shook his head slightly.


Then she said, in that soothing voice again, ‘Everything you’ve told me points to it. Not only the incident where your colonel was shot. Every time you go to the scene of a murder, there’s a feeling of complicity, that this was something you should have prevented. It is not exclusive to your profession. But the main factor is that you begin to feel responsible for all your loved ones; you develop an unnatural urge to protect them against the evils that you experience on a daily basis. On a certain level you realise that’s impossible. We must explore whether that is causing your depression and drinking habits.’


Must explore. Fok. As if he were some kind of wilderness.


He sat in the pub and remembered these things. And he drank, in the hope that he would forget – because back in Edgemead that afternoon the demons that had possessed Vollie Fish had migrated into his head.










Chapter 5


From her office in Suite 1604 of the Huguenot Chambers Advocate, Susan Peires had a perfect view over the green expanse of the historic Company’s Garden. On this baking hot day before Christmas it was thronged with visitors. Sometimes, when she wanted to think a case over, she would open the blinds and look out. It helped her to order her thoughts. But now her full attention was on the young wine estate owner Francois du Toit.


She sat opposite him at the conference table. She listened to every word that he said, carefully noting his tone of voice, speech patterns and rhythms. He struggled to get going, but that was to be expected. She sometimes compared her work to that of a doctor in an emergency room. If they came in here, trauma was a given.


She gauged Du Toit’s body language, his facial expressions, the eyes that glanced first at her, then stared at some fixed point on the wall.


All this, she knew, she must interpret with care.


As a young advocate, Peires had learned a valuable professional lesson. It was a pro bono case, in the last turbulent years of apartheid, a white municipal diesel mechanic who stood accused of the murder of his wife. The circumstantial evidence was strong – a day before the murder he had been told by an acquaintance that his wife had been unfaithful and there were neighbours close by in Goodwood’s tightly packed houses who had heard the loud confrontation that followed. There were fingernail marks on his cheek, and he already had a suspended sentence for a seven-year-old assault case. And when she saw him for the first time in the interrogation room of the police station, Peires had known he was guilty. Because the man’s face was rough, primitive. Under heavy brows his eyes shiftily evaded her gaze. He was tall and strong, with sledgehammer hands. And his manner was surly. He was verbally clumsy and vague. Peires, along with the investigating detectives, believed that his alibi – he swore that he was at his mother’s house in Parow during the night of the murder – was a story concocted between mother and son.


She questioned the mother, a nervous chain smoker who would not make a good impression in court. Only when Peires told the woman that there was a good chance that her son would go to prison for life, did the mother break down in tears and confess, frightened. They hadn’t been alone in her house: her lover, a coloured officer in the South African Defence Force Cape Corps, could confirm the alibi.


And he had – a dignified, well-spoken man with a quiet, resolute voice.


When the case against the mechanic was withdrawn and the attention of the police shifted to the victim’s married lover, she asked her client if he had been so ashamed of the race of his mother’s lover that he had been ready to go to jail.


‘No,’ he replied.


‘Were you trying to protect your mother? Were you afraid people would talk?’


He shook his head.


‘Then why didn’t you tell me?’


‘Because you have an angry face.’


That upset Susan Peires. That she, who saw herself as professional but compassionate, could be perceived to be an angry woman. That this apparently tough, burly man could be afraid of her because of the way she looked. That each of them had had their mutual perceptions of character warped by the influence of their facial form and expressions.


She thought it all over at length. She spent a long time in front of the mirror and systematically, unwillingly and slowly she had come to terms with her sharp features that were apparently, coupled with her profession, the reason she had not enjoyed any serious attention from the male of the species. 


She tried to soften her appearance with make-up and clothes and a more relaxed approach in general.


She philosophised about people’s tendency to categorise and label on the strength of appearance, she speculated over the influence of facial features on the formation of personality, but above all she resolved never to make the same mistake again.


As a result, she did not let herself be influenced by the fact that Francois du Toit was an attractive, tanned, well-spoken man. She listened and she observed.


Above all, she reserved all judgement about truth or falsehood.










Chapter 6


Wednesday 17 December. Eight days to Christmas.


At 17.03 the Table View SAPS station commander phoned the office of the Directorate of Priority Crimes in Bellville, and asked to speak to the commanding officer.


‘Brigadier Manie is on holiday, Colonel,’ his secretary informed him.


The station commander sighed. It was that time of year. ‘Who is head of Violent Crimes now?’


‘Major Mbali Kaleni, Colonel.’


He had heard a lot about her. He suppressed yet another sigh. ‘May I speak to her?’


‘Please hold . . .’


 


Benny Griessel had spun his own little cocoon in the Fireman’s Arms. He was unaware of people behind his back, the bar steadily filling up in the late afternoon. He didn’t see the soccer matches on the huge flat screen TVs, he didn’t hear the hubbub of fellow imbibers chatting and laughing in groups.


It was just him and the sixth double Jack, and the bravado and wisdom of the drunkard.


He bowed his head, trying to get his dancing thoughts in order.


He had stood there with Vaughn Cupido in front of that house in Edgemead and revelation pierced him slowly through the heart, with the stiletto of insight. The shrink was right.


Adjutant Tertius van Vollenhoven had committed the most terrible, unthinkable, heart-rending deed, because he wanted to protect his loved ones from the predatory evil that prowled the world with slavering jaws and bloodshot eyes. For no one could stop that hound, his hunger only grew.


The shrink was right. He, Benny Griessel, drank because it kept the dog from his and his loved ones’ door. Drink was the bulwark, that prevented him from becoming what Vollie . . .


He wasn’t drunk enough to venture into that place.


But he would get there, this very night.


Two collar-and-tie men in their thirties shifted in beside Griessel at the long bar. They looked at him, how he hunched over his glass. Their grins were scornful. 


He didn’t like that one bit.


His cellphone rang before he could say anything to them. It was Mbali Kaleni, he saw.


Fuck that. He was on a real holiday – just him and his good friend Jack.


He emptied his glass and beckoned to the barman.


 


Major Mbali Kaleni sat in her office and called Benny Griessel’s cellphone number.


Cupido stood on the other side of her desk, breathing in the cauliflower aroma, and he thought, it’s a disgrace. She was a group leader now, and her quarters smelled like this?


It was all because of her diet. She had lost eleven kilos already, but he couldn’t see it; to him she looked as short and fat as ever.


Two weeks ago, he had known nothing about it. He came strolling down the passage, savouring a packet of Speckled Eggs, when Mbali walked past and said to him, in that irritating know-it-all way, ‘Prof Tim says sugar is poison, you know.’


He let it go, because an argument with Mbali was like a Sumo wrestling match – you could never get a decent grip, and afterwards, it left you all sweaty and unsatisfied. But a day later, it was ‘Prof Tim says low fat is a fraud,’ when he was eating a tub of yoghurt at his desk for breakfast. He let that slide too. Until the following morning, when he and a packet of Simba salt-and-vinegar crisps walked out of the morning parade, and Mbali said, ‘Prof Tim says it’s the carbs that make you fat, you know,’ and he couldn’t take it any more and snapped: ‘Prof Tim who?’


And so she told him. Everything. About this Prof Tim Noakes who once got the whole fokken world eating pasta, and then he did an about face and said, no, carbs are what’s making everyone obese, and he wrote a book of recipes, and now he was Mbali’s big hero, ‘Because it takes a great man to admit that he was wrong’, and she had already lost so much weight and she had so much more energy, and it wasn’t all that hard, she didn’t miss the carbs because now she ate cauliflower rice and cauliflower mash and flax seed bread.


Flax seed bread, for fuck’s sake.


Mbali, with all the passion of the newly converted. As though he were fat too.


Every lunch time she bought two heads of cauliflower and left them exuding their odours in her office, and he missed the days when it smelled of KFC in here.


After an eternity Kaleni said, ‘Benny isn’t answering.’


Cupido stood there at the desk and he had to keep a grip on himself. Because he knew, Griessel always answered his phone. And if Major Mbali was less concerned about her new diet, and concentrated more on her people, he wouldn’t have had to worry so much about Benny right now. This afternoon in Edgemead he had seen the shock and defeat on Griessel’s face. And when his colleague left, he had wondered whether trouble was brewing.


Major Mbali should never have sent Benny there.


He suppressed his frustration, just looked at her.


‘I’ve left him a message,’ said Kaleni. ‘Will you please get started? As soon as he calls back, I’ll ask him to join you.’


‘Yes, Major.’ Since she had become his group commander, she was awfully nice to him. While in the old days she couldn’t stand him. What’s with that? But he just turned and left.


‘Captain, I have a feeling they’re dumping this one on us,’ said Kaleni before he was out the door. ‘When you’re sure the deceased is definitely the Alibi Man, please involve Captain Cloete.’


John Cloete was the Hawks’ media liaison.


‘Okay,’ said Cupido.


‘I want you to take JOC.’


That caught him completely off guard; he’d never dreamed she would put him in charge, give him a joint operational command. ‘Okay,’ he repeated, and he wondered whether he had been made JOC leader just because Griessel hadn’t answered his phone this time.


 


One suit-and-tie beside Griessel told the other one a story, loud enough for him to hear everything. He listened, because it was an escape from his own morbid thoughts.


‘Noleen says, it’s a friend of a friend. Nice girl, very pretty and . . .’


‘If a chick says another girl is pretty, she usually isn’t . . .’


‘You know it. It’s weird. Anyway, Noleen said the pretty girl broke up with her boyfriend six months back; she works at a small business, so she doesn’t meet many guys, and she decided, she’ll try internet dating . . .’


‘Bad move . . .’


‘You know it. Anyway, she had a few photies taken by a pro, checked out all the dating sites, and zoomed in on one. Made a profile with the nice new pics, wrote down her likes and dislikes, and the guys began chaffing her. Went through the whole thing, discarded the duds, and after a few weeks began chatting to this handsome dude on the site. The more they chatted, the more she realised he was actually quite cool. So she decided, okay, she would go out on a date with him. Very safe, drove there in her own car, met him at a restaurant. Dude arrived there, and he’s helluva charming and intelligent. They chatted up a storm, had a great dinner, drank some wine, she falls a bit in love. Long story short, dude walks her to her car, she gives him the right signals and he kisses her. Nothing serious, just a semi-romantic kiss, the kind that says “I respect your boundaries on a first date”. And she thinks, who said internet dating can’t work. Two days later she starts getting small white sores on her lips . . .’


‘Fuck, bru’ . . .’


‘You know it. Anyway, she goes to the doctor. Doctor says, you have to be honest with me, do you have contact with dead people. You know, corpses.’


‘Fuck!’


‘I’m telling you. Girl says, absolutely not, Doctor. He asks her, what contact have you had? She thought carefully, and she tells him about the handsome dude. He says, only way you get those sores, or can infect other people with them is when you have contact with corpses. As in kiss them . . .’


‘Fuckit, bru’.’


‘You know it, man. The doctor says to her, he will have to call the police. She says okay. Police come and they ask her, is she willing to go on a date with the dude again, so they can catch him. She says fine, and this time she lets the dude take her to his house, with the police following. When they walk in, it’s SWAT team everywhere, and they search the place and they find three corpses, bru’, with the tags still around the toes . . .’


‘Can you fucking believe it?’


‘Seems the dude works at the mortuary . . .’


‘Kak,’ said Benny Griessel. In his befuddled state it came out louder than he intended.


‘What?’ asked the storyteller.


‘It’s a kak story,’ said Griessel. His tongue dragged on the ‘s’.


‘How would you know?’


‘I’m a policeman,’ he said, struggling with the words.


‘You’re fucking drunk,’ said the other suit-and-tie.


‘Not drunk enough. But it’s a shit story anyway.’


Then his cellphone began ringing. Benny took it out, looked at the screen. Vaughn Cupido. He put the phone back in his pocket.


‘Why is it a shit story?’ asked the guy who told it.


‘Article 25 of the Criminal Prosh . . . Procedure . . .’ He battled to form the words, said them slowly and methodically: ‘Criminal. Procedure. Act. And we will never use a Haas . . . a civilish . . . civ.il.ian . . .’


‘Pal, you’re paralytic.’


‘Where’s your police badge?’


Griessel reached into his pocket, took out his wallet. It took a while. The two suits-and-ties watched him scornfully. He fumbled through the wallet, took out his SAPS identity card, smacked it down on the table.


They looked at it, then at him.


‘No wonder our crime rate is the highest in the fucking world,’ said the storyteller.


‘Fuck you,’ said Benny Griessel. ‘That’s not true.’


‘Fuck you, dronkgat. If you weren’t a policeman I would moer you.’


‘You couldn’t even put a dent in a drol,’ said Griessel and rose to his feet unsteadily. He staggered, precariously, right up to the suit-and-tie.


The man hit him against the cheek with his fist. Griessel fell.


The storyteller said to his friend, ‘You’re my witness, he shoved me first.’










Chapter 7


Transcript of interview: Advocate Susan Peires with Mr Francois du Toit


Wednesday, 24 December; 1604 Huguenot Chambers, 40 Queen Victoria Street, Cape Town 


FdT: I . . . Maybe I should . . . Hell, I didn’t see it coming. Two years ago I was still working overseas, I never dreamed . . . People do such stupid things and then you think, there’s no other choice. Stress is a devil . . . and panic. It was more panic, I think, but when you’re in it, and you don’t know what to do, and a guy approaches you . . .


This story . . . How can I . . . ? It didn’t start yesterday, not even last year. This story . . . I thought, now, the other day, when the papers were full of Richter’s disappearance, then I thought, this story has been a long time coming. From my granddad’s day already, my oupa. He was Jean du Toit, the Western Province scrum-half. I don’t know if you . . . In 1949 and 1950 he . . . Never mind. There’s so many . . . Klein Zegen – it’s old Afrikaans for ‘Small Blessing’ – Klein Zegen has been in our family for seven generations. Before us it was the Vissers. The farm is over three hundred and thirty years old; it was established in 1682. Three hundred and thirty years: so much history and hard times and hard labour . . . Disease, pestilence . . . The vine blight of the 1890s; my great grandfather’s father had to pull them all out – every vine, all ninety-six hectares . . . Last year I was thinking, the farm has a kind of curse on it, if you look at the history . . .


Sorry, just give me a chance. In the end it’s all relevant . . .


SP: Take your time . . .


FdT: I’m really sorry. It’s Christmas, I’m sure you would rather . . . you know, be with your family . . .


SP: I assure you, it’s not a problem. Take your time; tell me everything that you think may be useful.


FdT: I just want you to understand . . . I suppose I’m looking for mitigating circumstances. Is that the right term?


SP: It is.


FdT: I want . . . I mean, the story played out in a certain context . . . I . . . It’s all that I have. My story. And the court – I mean the legal process – it works on facts. This one did this, and that one did that, and that is the court’s final judgement. I don’t think the law listens to stories. But our stories are important. Our stories define us. We are the stories and the product of our stories.


Forgive me . . . I know I’m not making sense. I’m the reader in the family. Me and my grandma, Ouma Hettie. And my mother . . . I have a connection with stories, I think it has . . . if you read so much, from when you’re small, then you want your life to be like a storybook, with a certain structure of struggle and history, from chaos to order – an ending that makes sense of it all. That’s why I talk about the context of the story, because the context gives the final insight. Part of my context is . . . that thing about the sins of the fathers . . . and the firstborn son; it’s kind of Biblical, the whole . . .


There are two things you have to understand. The first is the tradition of the firstborn son who inherits the farm. That’s probably how most of the farms in this country operate. It’s been passed down for seven generations of the Du Toit’s, all the way back to 1776. It’s just the way it is. My great-great-great-grandfather had six daughters before there was a son, he was in his forties before he could stop making children. It’s a tradition with implications, but what can you do?


I was the second-born son . . .


My granddad, Oupa Jean had only one son – my father, Guillaume . . . Wait, maybe I should . . . Have you . . . Can I have that pen and a sheet of paper?


SP: Of course.


FdT: I want to draw a family tree . . . Not of all the ancestors. Just . . . six, but then you might be able to see . . . This is Oupa Jean and Ouma Hettie . . . Then my father Guillaume, and my mother Helena . . . and my brother Paul . . . and me . . . Here. Now you can see . . .
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SP: Thank you . . .


FdT: My grandpa Jean, that’s where it began. Oupa Jean was an only son. He inherited the farm. And he had it for a long time . . . He had to drink himself to death before my father could farm it, and then . . . This is the second thing you must understand, the influence of Oupa Jean. Genetically and psychologically and . . . let’s say, financially. I . . . you can’t look at this whole . . . you can’t listen to my story without starting with my Oupa Jean. He casts a long shadow. As far as Ernst Richter.


So I’d better start with Oupa Jean.










Chapter 8


Vaughn Cupido did not like the state mortuary in Durham Street, Salt River. It was an unprepossessing place from the outside: a collection of flat brown-brick, red-roofed buildings behind the weathered fence of concrete pillars. Inside it was even more spartan and depressing: the narrow corridors, the smells, the memories of macabre post-mortems he’d had to attend. But above all he had an aversion to the identification of the dead – a terrible moment of huge discomfort and distressing emotion for the next of kin.


The identification room was small and bare – only a rudimentary bench against the wall and a dusty blue curtain in front of the viewing mirror. And now he had to share this narrow space with Adjutant Jamie Keyter of Table View station, and Mrs Bernadette Richter, mother of the missing Ernst.


He disliked Keyter.


Mrs Richter was in her sixties. She dyed her hair dark brown and wore a small pair of silver-rimmed glasses. She was the same height as Cupido and very tense. Her face was made for cheerfulness, with cheekbones like little round mosbolletjie buns, and an unusually long nose. It didn’t carry the solemnity of this moment well.
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